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Woods first novel, Danesbury House was published in 1860 by the Scottish Temperance League and is a didactic morality tale about the dangers of the demon drink. Although this was her first novel, Wood was already an experienced writer, having contributed over a hundred short stories to various periodicals. Her initial attempts to interest publishers and editors in commissioning her to write a full-length novel had met with little enthusiasm. However, a friend alerted Wood to a competition run by the Scottish Temperance League, who were offering £100 (by no means a small sum in 1860) to the person who could write the best temperance tale illustrative of the injurious effects of intoxicating drinks, the advantages of personal abstinence, and the demoralised operations of the liquor traffic. The result was Danesbury House which, though written extremely quickly, won the competition and became a bestseller.
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Illustration by Sydney Cowell from a later edition of the novel


ADVERTISEMENT.

The Directors of the Scottish Temperance League having offered a prize of £100 sterling for the best Temperance Tale illustrative of the injurious effects of Intoxicating Drinks, the advantages of Personal Abstinence, and the demoralizing operations of the Liquor Traffic, the MSS. sent in for the competition were placed in the hands of the Rev. J. Masson, Dundee, the Rev. N. L. Walker, Dysart, and the Rev. A. Hannay, Dundee, who unanimously gave their award in favor of the tale entitled Danesbury House. The Directors issue the Tale with the fervent hope and prayer that it may contribute largely to the progress of the Temperance Cause and kindred movements.

League Office, 108 Hope Street,

Glasgow, 28th Feb., 1860.


CHAPTER I.

THE MISTAKE. THE DINNER-TABLE.

It was a winters afternoon, cold and bright, and the large nursery window of Danesbury House looked out on an extensive and beautiful prospect. Seated at it, occupied in repairing some fine lace, was a smart young woman of twenty, an upper maid, sensible and sharp-looking, with quick, dark eyes, and a healthy colour.

Theres the baby, Glisson, she suddenly exclaimed, as a childs cry was heard from the adjoining room.

Glisson, the person she addressed, was a woman of middle age, active and slender, the valued nurse in the Danesbury family. She was sitting in a low rocking-chair, right in front of the fire, nodding at intervals. She half opened her eyes and turned them on Jessy, with a somewhat dull or stupid expression.

Did you speak? she asked.

The baby, Glisson. Dont you hear him?

Glisson rose, and stepping into the night-nursery, brought forth little William Danesbury, a lovely child of nine months old. His cheeks were flushed to a crimson damask, his pretty mouth was like a rosebud, and his eyes were large and dark and brilliant. She sat down with him on the low chair; he seemed somewhat fractious, as infants will be on awaking from sleep, and Glisson laid him fiat upon her knee and rocked the chair backward and forward.

The idea of your trying to hush the child off to sleep again! exclaimed Jessy. Im sure he has slept long enough  all the time we were at dinner!

Mind your own business, cried Glisson.

Jessy was one who rather liked to have the last word. He wants amusing, nurse; he doesnt want more sleep: and I dare say he is hungry.

Glisson made no reply. She had closed her eyes, perhaps with a view to finish her own doze, and was gently keeping the chair on the rock. The child, soothed to quiet, lay still. Jessy paused in her work, turned her head sideways, and kept her eyes fixed for the full space of a minute on Mrs. Glisson.

Presently a fit of coughing took the baby. The nurse put him to sit up, and patted his back, but he coughed violently. He had had a bad cough for more than a week past, but it was getting better. Glisson rose and looked on the mantle-piece for his cough mixture. She could not see it.

What have you done with the babys medicine? she exclaimed to Jessy.

I have not done any thing with it, was the reply. I have not touched it.

You must have touched it, or else it would be here, sharply retorted Mrs. Glisson.

I tell you I have not, answered Jessy. Where did you put it when you had used it last?

Where should I put it but in its place on the mantelpiece? I gave him some last night when I undressed him, and I put the bottle back. Somebody has been here, meddling, continued the nurse in an angry tone; but Ill find out who it was. Ill let the house know that nobody shall come into my nursery with impunity. Perhaps its carried into mistresss room.

She flung off, not in the best of tempers, the child coughing in her arms.

Have you found it? inquired Jessy, when she returned.

Found it? of course I have, replied the nurse. There shall be a stir about this; how dare any body come and carry off my nursery things? It was in Mrs. Danesburys closet, put among the spirits of camphor, and the magnesia, and the other bottles. They thought to play me a trick, I suppose, for they have been clearing the direction off: maybe theyll get one played to them, in a way they wont like, before the days out. Its that impudent Sarah! She said, at dinner, shed be up to pranks, now mistress was away.

Mrs. Glisson poured out a tea-spoonful of the mixture, and gave it to the child. Jessy, meanwhile, was thinking how very improbable it was that any servant, even Sarah, the careless and frolicsome under-housemaid, should presume to meddle with any thing belonging to the nurse and baby. All in a moment  she could not tell how or why  a doubt flashed over her. Could Mrs. Glisson have overlooked the bottle? Letting her work fall, she started up, and with one bound cleared the space between the window and the mantle-piece. Sure enough, there was the missing bottle, pushed out of sight behind a childs toy.

Oh, nurse, what have you done? she uttered. Heres the babys medicine behind Miss Isabels doll-house! What have you given to him?

The nurse looked confounded, and turned her gaze from the bottle in Jessys hand to the bottle in her own. They were precisely similar in shape and size, small round bottles, each about half full, with what, to appearance, might be taken for the same mixture. Jessy snatched the strange bottle from her, uncorked it and smelt it. She turned deadly pale.

Mrs. Glisson, as true as that you are alive, you have killed the baby! This is laudanum.

You are a fool for saying it, shrieked out Glisson, in her terror. It cant be the laudanum bottle!

Jessy knew that it was; she recognized it as that which was kept in Mrs. Danesburys private closet. She laid her two hands upon the womans shoulders, and hissed forth strange words, in her grief and excitement. You are not yourself, and you know it: you are not in a state clearly to distinguish one bottle from another.

There was not a moment to be lost. She left the woman to her own reflections, to the two bottles, and the child, and tore down the stairs. In the hall she encountered a man-servant, and Jessy laid hold of him, and dragged him toward the front door. The man thought she was wild.

The babys dying, Ralph. Fly for Mr. Pratt; dont let him lose an instant.

Ralph, after a prolonged stare of bewilderment, started off down the steps. Jessy followed him, and was running in a different direction, when a thought struck her, and she called again to the man.

Tell him what it is, Ralph; it may save time. The baby has bad a dose of laudanum given him, in mistake for his cough-mixture.

To the right, at a distance of nearly a quarter of a mile, rose the large and extensive buildings known by the name of the Danesbury Works. Jessy gained the spot, flew through the outer grounds, the passages, and into the private room of her master. Mr. Danesbury, a tall man of commanding presence, with nobly intelligent features and earnest blue eyes, now some years past thirty, was standing by his fire, engaged with two gentlemen. To see one of his handmaids burst upon them in that unceremonious fashion astonished him considerably: he thought her wild, as Ralph had done.

Oh, sir, she panted, there has been a sad accident at home. Mrs. Glisson has made a mistake, and given the baby the wrong medicine.

Wrong medicine? uttered Mr. Danesbury.

She missed his cough-mixture, sir, and she found it, as she thought, in my mistresss closet, and she gave him a tea-spoonful. It was not his mixture, but the laudanum.

Mr. Danesbury, with a word of apology to the gentlemen, hastened from the room. You should have sent for Mr. Pratt, Jessy, he next said.

I have, sir; I did not lose time; Ralph is gone for him.

It was a deplorable accident, and it happened at an unusually unfavourable moment, for Mrs. Danesbury was away from home. She had left Eastborough with her two eldest children the previous day, to pay a visit to London.

Eastborough was forthwith up in arms. To see one of the servants from Danesbury House come along, without his hat, at the pace of a steam-engine, dart into Mr. Pratts, and to see the two, for happily the surgeon was at home, go steaming back again, caused unheard of consternation. People came out of their houses to wonder, and ask each other what had occurred; and the news soon spread to them from the works; for there Jessys errand had been learned by the operatives; little William Danesbury had been poisoned.

Nothing but emetics could have any counteracting effect upon so young a child, and those Mr. Pratt tried; but whether they would save him, could not yet be proved. Mr. Danesbury, the first shock over, began to reflect that it might be better to send for his wife; who, whatever should be the issue, would be the more satisfied to be at home than away. He determined to dispatch Thomas Harding, one of his most esteemed and faithful foremen, who had been in the works many years. Jessy, said Mr. Danesbury to the girl, go back to the factory and tell your uncle to prepare for an immediate journey to London. After he is ready, he must come here to receive my instructions.

As Jessy went into the factory to do her masters bidding, she was assailed on all sides. Was the child dead? Could it be brought round? How did it happen? But she would not answer one inquiry, until she had delivered the message to Mr. Harding, and when she did explain, it was very brief. A mistake of the nurses in taking up the wrong bottle, she said, and Mr. Pratt could give no opinion yet, one way or the other.

In those days railroads were not common, and the quickest way of general traveling was by posting. A chaise was ordered from the Ram, and was soon at Danesbury House. Mr. Harding, equipped for the journey, was already there, had taken his orders from his master, and was now standing on the steps outside, talking with Jessy in an under tone. As the chaise rattled up, and turned round, he got inside, and just at that moment Mr. Danesbury came out again.

Mind, Harding, how you break it to Mrs. Danesbury. Be as cautious as possible. Mr. Pratt does think there may be a little hope, tell her.

Ill do it in the best way that ever I can, sir, he answered, the tears rising to his eyes with earnestness of feeling.

The chaise drove back at a swift pace, down the hill and through the small town, to the intense delight of the inhabitants, ever rejoicing in excitement, who flocked to their doors and windows to gaze after it as it rolled past, and at Thomas Harding seated bolt upright in it. They would have guessed his errand, had its object not transpired.

Mr. Danesbury had turned into the house again, but Jessy stood and watched the chaise down the hill; through the town she lost sight of it, but speedily saw it again, ascending the opposite hill, for Eastborough, a very small town, deserving little more than the name of village, was situated in a valley. Jessy was the daughter of a farmer who had a large family. She had received a good plain education, was well-mannered and well-conducted, and her friends had not thought it beneath them to accept a place for her as maid at Mrs. Danesburys, to wait upon and walk out with the two eldest children: Jessy had, at first, somewhat rebelled at it, not having thought she should be sent out to service. Thomas Hardings wife was her fathers sister.

While that chaise was nearing the end of its forty-mile journey, a merry party had assembled round a well-lighted dinner-table in a handsome house in Bedford Row, the metropolitan locality where so many men of the law congregate. Mr. and Mrs. Serle were its owners, and eat at either end. By the side of the former, who was an eminent solicitor, sat Mrs. Danesbury, an elegant woman, of thirty years, with beautifully refined features and dark eyes, thoughtful and expressive. Opposite to her, in a drab silk gown, sat Miss St. George, who was the sister of Mrs. Serle, and lived there because she had no other home. Next to Mrs. Serle was a young man, Walter St. George; he was in Mr. Serle s office, and had been invited to dinner to meet Mrs. Danesbury; and the middle of the table was occupied by four children, two little Series and Arthur and Isabel Danesbury. Mrs. Danesbury was first cousin to Walter St. George, and both of them were more distantly related to Mrs. Serle and her sister. The childrens dining at this late hour was unusual; but they had been out with the ladies sight-seeing, and had lost their own dinner in the middle of the day. Of course they enjoyed amazingly the dining by candle-light.

But, sir, suddenly cried Arthur Danesbury, leaning forward that he might see Mr. St. George, you have not told me about the Tower. Do you often go to it?

Well; no, I dont, smiled Mr. St. George. But I will take you.

Mrs. Danesbury laughed. Arthur has a book at home, describing the glories and wonders of the towers in days gone by, she said; lions, giants, dwarfs, soldiers in armor, and scaffolds. He can not separate those marvels from the present tower by any process of reasoning whatever: so I fear disappointment will be in store for him when he shall visit it.

Mr. St. George could scarcely take his eyes from the boy, who was still bending forward, so remarkably intelligent did he think his countenance. Fair, with a broad, white, intellectual forehead, his features gave promise of the same high order of beauty that distinguished his Others, and he possessed the same large, clear, earnest blue eyes. He was in his eighth year, his sister two years younger. A servant placed a glass of porter by his side, and recalled him to his dinner.

Oh, water for me, if you please, said the child.

Water, sir?

Yes, replied Arthur, and for my sister also. We always drink water.

There was no water on the side-board; it was a beverage not frequently called for at Mrs. Serles, and one of the servants had to go down stairs for some. Matthew and Charlotte Serle had each their small silver mug of porter.

Your children are not going to drink water? exclaimed Mrs. Serle, when she saw the water placed for them. This can not hurt them, Mrs. Danesbury; it is only porter, not stout.

Thank you, replied Mrs. Danesbury, they never take any thing but water.

You dont know whats good for them, I see, interposed Mr. Serle. But the subject dropped.

To be resumed, however, at dessert. In pouring out the port wine, Mr. Serle filled four glasses three parts full, and passed them to the children.

Oh! I beg your pardon for not speaking sooner, interrupted Mrs. Danesbury; I did not observe. Arthur and Isabel do not take it.

Not take wine! and not take beer! uttered Mr. Serle; why, do you intend to make little hermits of them? I can assure you, these children, when they are indulged by dining with us, and on Sundays, look for their glasses of wine, filled up to the pretty, as eagerly as we look for ours.

I never heard of such a thing as punishing children in that way, cried Miss St. George.

It is no punishment, was Mrs. Danesburys reply.

They are not accustomed to it, and therefore do not wish for it.

All moonshine! laughed Mr. Serle. Drink it up, children.

No; I must repeat that I prefer they should not, returned Mrs. Danesbury.

Her manner and tone, though perfectly courteous and lady-like, were unmistakably decisive, and no more was said. The little Series drank their wine, and when the children had eaten some pears and oranges, they were all dispatched to the nursery to play.

How can you force those nice children of yours to drink water? began Mrs. Serle, turning to her guest. Do you do it upon principle, as people say!

I do it because I believe it to be good for them, was Mrs. Danesburys answer.

But you can not possibly think that the small portion of beer and wine which our children have just taken can have done them any harm?

Whether it has done them harm I can not say; but I will say that water would have done them more good, even for their healths sake.

Even for their healths sake! repeated Mrs. Serle. I scarcely follow you. There is nothing else that could be benefited by it.

Yes, said Mrs. Danesbury, their taste. We should be very cautious what tastes we impart to, or cultivate in a child. A child can not dislike water naturally; it is its natural beverage, as, rely upon it, it was intended to be the natural beverage of man. A child should never be allowed to drink any thing else (except at those seasons, tea and breakfast, when milk is substituted); whether at dinner, or when thirsty, let it have its appointed drink  water. Confine a childs drink to water, and he will obey the law of nature, and grow up loving the water. I believe that it is of the utmost importance that he should be allowed to do so.

I dont see why.

As soon as a child can sit down to table and eat dinner, how many parents give that child beer to drink with it! Take your own children, for example; have you accustomed them to drink water?

No, was Mrs. Serles reply; but then, London water is such wretched stuff. Since the children could sit at table, they have always had a little sup of beer.

Just so, returned Mrs. Danesbury; you debar your children from tasting water, and in a few years time they will have lost their relish for it  if they have not done so already. You impart to them a taste (a forced, acquired taste, mind)! for stronger beverage, and indulge the taste until they learn to love it; naturally, after that, water appears insipid. Once let a child lose his liking for water, through disuse, through accustoming him to drink an artificial beverage, and you will rarely find him regain it in after life. Many grown persons will say, I can not bear water; I could not drink it!

I could not, interrupted Mr. St. George. I never did drink it, and I am sure I could not begin now.

Mrs. Danesbury smiled; for she saw they all could have joined in his words, and it illustrated her theory. Just so, Walter, she remarked; you were not allowed to drink water when your tastes, for good or for ill, were being formed. As our tastes are trained in childhood, so will our after likings be.

Then, it is not that you think so ill of beer and wine, as that you wish your children to grow up fond of water, observed Mr. Serle.

That is chiefly it: they must grow up fond of one or of the other. My objection to childrens taking beer or wine would be less strong, could I make sure that they would always partake of them in strict moderation: but who can answer for the future? I think, continued Mrs. Danesbury, smiling upon them pleasantly, but with deprecation, though you must not take offense at my saying it, that when parents do not oblige their children to drink water as their common beverage, they are guilty of a positive sin.

Oh, Mrs. Danesbury!

A sin against the child: and perhaps, she added, in a lower tone, against God, who has sent him into the world to be trained to morality and goodness.

There was a pause. It was Mr. Serle who broke it. Are these your own sentiments chiefly, Mrs. Danesbury, or your husbands?

They are mine. I believe my husband thinks with me, but his hands and head are so full of business that he gives but little heed to what he would call domestic points. He has entire confidence in my management.

Well; it is hard upon the children. Hard upon the children! how can you take up so mistaken an idea? It is quite the contrary. Had I said to my children at dinner, just now, take which you like best, beer or water, they would have chosen the water. Water, I say, assimilates itself naturally with a childs palate; beer does not. Give a glass of beer to my children, who have never had any, and they would find it salt, bitter; disagreeable as a dose of medicine.

But, Mrs. Danesbury, if you keep your children  let us say the boy  to water, so long as you have control over him, you can not expect that he will confine himself to water when he becomes a man.

I dont know that, she answered; I trust to be able to implant in him other wholesome training, besides that of drinking water; I mean, touching his own responsibility of action. But, whether he shall confine himself to water or not, I shall have the comforting consciousness of knowing that I have done my duty by him, in bringing him up to like it. When Matthew and Arthur, your boy and mine, shall stand side by side in after years, the one loving water, the other despising it, the one regardless of stimulants, the other craving for them, what will have made the difference, but the opposite mode in which they were reared? You do what you can to eradicate the natural liking for water implanted in the child, I do all I can to foster it. Believe me, Mr. Serle, we should all do well to bring up our children to drink water.

Madam, interrupted a servant, entering the room and addressing Mrs. Danesbury, theres a gentleman below, asking to see you.

A gentleman! repeated Mrs. Danesbury in surprise, who had no friends in London, and thought the man must be mistaken. For me! Are you sure?

He asked for Mrs. Danesbury. He has a plaid shawl round his neck, madam, and a white top coat on. He said he came from Eastborough, and his name was Harding  Thomas Harding.

The words seemed to electrify Mrs. Danesbury, and she turned pale as death, as she started from her seat. What can be the matter? she uttered. Something must be amiss with my husband or my child!

She quitted the room, and hurried to the one where Thomas Harding had been shown. He stood in the middle of it, his hat in his hand. Mr. and Mrs. Serle caught a glimpse of a most respectable looking man, with gray hair and an honest countenance.

Tell me the worst at once, breathed Mrs. Danesbury. Something is amiss with Mr. Danesbury! He has not been caught in the machinery? she gasped, the dreadful thought occurring to her.

Dear lady, pray dont alarm yourself: its nothing so bad as that. Mr. Danesbury is quite well, and it was he sent me to you. Little Master William is poorly, and he thought you might like to know it.

Mrs. Danesbury sunk on a chair, inexpressibly relieved. Sit down, Mr. Harding, she said; what is the matter with him?

Well, maam, it may sound awkward to you in telling, but Mr. Pratt had little doubt hed be all right, replied Thomas Harding, improving upon the hint given him by Mr. Danesbury, and that was the last thing the master charged me to say to you. Mrs. Glisson lost his cough-mixture, and she found it, as she thought, and gave him some, but it turned out to be a bottle containing some tincture of opium. Mr. Pratt was there directly with his emetics, but the master bade me come up here and tell you, maam, thinking you might like to go home.

Mrs. Danesbury sat quite still for a minute, her hands pressed upon her chest. The news surprised and perplexed her  apart from the shock and grief: but she had no time to spare for superfluous questions. How did you come? she inquired.

I posted up, maam, in one of the chaises from the Bam. It is at the door.

Order fresh horses to it instantly, she said, leading the way from the room. Mr. and Mrs. Serle were standing outside, not liking to intrude, and scarcely daring to inquire what had happened. She burst into tears as she gave them the news.

Going down at once I uttered Mr. Serle. But how are you going?

Mr. Harding posted up. There is no difficulty.

She had been walking up the stairs as she replied, too anxious to lose a moment. When her things were on, she went to say farewell to her children, who, it had been hastily decided, should remain for the present The ready tears rose to Arthurs great blue eyes.

Why do you leave us here, mamma? it wont be nice when you are gone. When shall you come back?

The beginning of the week, I hope, Arthur. My darling, she added in his ear, as she held his face to hers, Mr. and Mrs. Serle may press you to take beer and wine, but you will remember that I wish you not to do so. And tell Isabel what I say. Touch neither.

Arthur gave his head a very decided shake. His mothers word was law with him. I will be sure to remember, mamma.

She kissed him twenty times; she kissed Isabel, breathing a blessing on them both: she bade firewall to the rest. The two children ran down to shake hands with Thomas Harding, who was in the dining-room with Mr. Serle swallowing some hasty refreshment. The chaise, with its fresh horses, drove to the door, and Mrs. Danesbury entered it, scarcely giving time for the step to be lowered. Thomas Harding prepared to mount to the seat in front  the dicky, as it was called in those days.

No, no, Mr. Harding, interposed Mrs. Danesbury, you must not sit there this cold night. Come inside.

Maam, he answered, in his respectful, modest way, hesitating to obey, I feel that I should be intruding.

Not at all. Step in.

And the chaise whirled from the door, and speedily left London behind it.


CHAPTER II.

THE NIGHT JOURNEY.

Mrs. Danesbury naturally felt impatient for particulars, and pressed Thomas Harding to relate them, as they sped on their way. He was enabled to do so, having had them detailed over to him at length by Jessy. Mrs. Danesbury listened to the end, but she was not satisfied.

I can not comprehend it, she remarked. The tincture of opium has been in the closet in my bedroom undisturbed since the night it was first brought into the house. I had the toothache badly, and sent to the chemists for some. Sarah went for it; and, knowing I was in pain, she brought it away without giving time to label it. I placed it in my closet, and how it is possible for Glisson to have gone thither for it and taken it, believing it was the babys cough-mixture, which she kept in her own nursery, I can not conceive. It is an understood thing in the house, that nobody interferes with what may be in that closet but myself. I should not be so much surprised had it been one of the other servants; but for Glisson to go to the closet, and to commit such an error, is incomprehensible. It is as though she acted in her sleep.

Thomas Harding was silent. He was debating a question with himself. Ought he to impart to Mrs. Danesbury a rumor which had come to his ears?

A faithful, cautious, tried old servant like Glisson! repeated Mrs. Danesbury. Does it not strike you as being very extraordinary, Mr. Harding?

Maam, he said, with straightforward simplicity, I am thinking whether I ought not to tell you something which Jessy mentioned to my wife.

If it is any thing that can bear upon this case, you certainly must inform me, replied Mrs. Danesbury.

It was the Sunday Jessy had leave to drink tea with us, he resumed. My wife got asking her whether she should be able to reconcile herself to service, and how she liked her place: and in talking of her various duties, she said that Glisson  that Glisson

Go on, interposed Mrs. Danesbury, wondering at his hesitation.

Thomas Harding leaned toward Mrs. Danesbury, and continued in a whisper, That Glisson drank.

That she  what? uttered Mrs. Danesbury.

Maam, that Glisson drank. Took sometimes more than was good for her.

That Glisson drank! repeated Mrs. Danesbury, in the very extreme of surprise. Impossible. What could Jessy have meant by saying so.

My wife said it was impossible, and took Jessy to task for traducing Mrs. Glisson. But Jessy persisted that it was so  that she does drink, and is often stupid through it.

Mrs. Danesbury was silent, utterly confounded.

Nearly every night she has one big tumbler of hot gin-and-water, sometimes more; besides drinking plenty of ale at supper, too much, in fact; Mrs. Glisson being allowed the strong ale at that meal, while most of the other servants take beer.

Mrs. Glisson is older than most of them, interrupted Mrs. Danesbury. And when Mr. Danesbury suggested that Glisson might drink ale with her supper, if she preferred it to table-beer, neither he nor I imagined she would take an unseemly quantity. It is incredible!

I fear it is true, returned Thomas Harding. Jessy is a clear-sighted, keen girl, and is not likely to be deceived. She has seen Glisson with a black bottle to her lips in the daytime, and believed it contained gin. In speaking of this misfortune to-day, she told me Glisson was stupid again, and it was in consequence of seeing she was so, that put it into her head the cough-mixture might really be on the mantle-piece, overlooked by Mrs. Glisson. Jessy says she reproached her with it, in the fright of the discovery.

But, were it true that Glisson takes gin, how can it have escaped my detection? urged Mrs. Danesbury. The smell would betray her.

Jessy thinks that it is not very often she takes it in the daytime, and you dont see her, maam, after she has had it at night. But she has got a trick of sucking things. Sometimes it will be a bit of camphor, sometimes a peppermint-drop: Jessy says she always knows what the nurse has been supping, when she sees her put one of these things into her mouth; and of course they take off the smell of any thing else.

Mrs. Danesbury remembered to have smelled peppermint and camphor when the nurse had been talking; and she also remembered that Glisson had occasionally seemed stupid  bewildered  and she had wondered; but she had never suspected the cause now hinted at. I wish Jessy had said this to me, she observed. I should not have quitted home and left the child in her charge.

I wish she had, maam, as things have turned out, responded Thomas Harding. But very few young women, going fresh into a house, would Venture to bring such a charge against an old and valued servant.

Very true. And my perfect confidence in Glisson may have tended to blind me. The puzzle is, where can she get the gin?

Oh, maam, people who give way to drink are never at a fault to get it.

Mrs. Danesbury gathered herself into her comer of the chaise, buried in an unpleasant reverie. She was casting blame to herself. Not for having failed to detect Glissons fault; no, blame lay not with herself there; but for having suffered the laudanum bottle to be without a label. Several times had she thought of placing a label on it, but the time had gone on, and on, and this was the result. Had there been a label, Glisson was certainly not so far gone but she might have read it. Have you or Mrs. Harding mentioned this doubt of Glisson to any one? suddenly asked Mrs. Danesbury.

Certainly not, was his reply. And we cautioned Jessy not to let it escape her lips again.

I am glad of that. I scarcely see my way clear, with regard to Glisson. Mr. Danesbury thinks highly of her, and she served his mother faithfully for many years, so that I feel it would not be kind or just to turn her away, as I might a less valued servant I think I must bury this in silence, even to Mr. Danesbury, and keep her on for a while, and be watchful over her, and try and recall her to what she used to be. I am convinced she can not have taken to it long. I must question Jessy: perhaps she will tell me more than she told you.

They had been traveling at a high rate of speed all the way, and had changed horses several times, though it has not been necessary to mark their progress, step by step. Now they were nearing Eastborough; and soon the lights in the town began to be visible. Had it been day, Mrs. Danesbury would have seen her husbands factory, rising on the opposite hill. It was, however, nearly midnight, a cold, frosty, starlight night. A steep hill descended to the hollow, and at the top of the hill was the turnpike gate.

The gate was closed. The post-boy stopped his horses and hallooed; and the door opened, and the keeper came out Mrs. Danesbury, who was on that side, leaned forward.

Do you happen to know, Giles, whether the child is saved?

She received no answer. The man had gone forward, with a stumble, to open the gate; Mrs. Danesbury supposed he had tripped over a stone. He opened the gate; he did not fling it back, but kept it in his hand, and went stumbling across the road with it. The post-boy urged on his horses; but Giles somehow loosed his hold of the gate, and, though he went on himself, he let the gate swing to again. It struck the nearest horse.

The horse, a nasty-tempered animal at all times, as the post-boy phrased it afterward, began to plunge and kick; that startled his fellow, and, in spite of the efforts of the post-boy, they sprang forward, and dashed madly down the hill. Mrs. Danesbury shrieked, and rose up.

Maam, maam, dont get up, dont lean out! implored Thomas Harding; be still, for the love of life! Lie you down at the bottom of the chaise.

This is certain death, she wailed. They will inevitably dash against the bridge; and it will be certain death. Oh, my children! My Saviour, I can but commend them to Thee! Do Thou make them Thine, and keep them from the evil!

Had it been his own wife, or one with whom he could put himself upon an equality, Thomas Harding would have forced her to the bottom of the chaise and held her there. But he did not like to act so to Mrs. Danesbury. She had leaned from the side window as she spoke the last words, probably not knowing that she did so, in her agitation and terror, and certainly not aware that they were already at the foot of the hill. But they had, as it were, flown down it; the chaise, in that same moment, struck against the lower stone abutment of the narrow, awkward bridge (which every body in Eastborough had long said was a disgrace and a danger to the town, but which none had bestirred themselves to have altered), and the chaise was overturned. Mrs. Danesburys head fell on the ground, and the chaise settled upon it.

How Thomas Harding extricated himself he never knew.

Beyond being shaken and a little bruised, he was not hurt. The terrified horses had struggled and plunged till they freed themselves, and started off with part of the broken shafts dangling after them. The post-boy was lying without motion.

Thomas Harding saw at a glance the dreadful situation of Mrs. Danesbury. To raise the chaise, or to aid her of himself, he was entirely powerless. At that moment, the church clock struck out twelve, and the door of a public-house, the Pig and Whistle, beyond the bridge, at the entrance of the town, was thrown open, and a stream of warm light and a crowd of topers came forth into the street together.

Hilloa! help! hilloa! shouted Thomas Harding, running toward them; help here.

The group, most of whom were employed at the Danesbury Works, halted at the noise, and peered in the direction it came. They had left a room blazing with lights and fire, and could as yet distinguish no object outside. The landlord followed with a candle; perhaps believing it would render objects more distinct.

Blest, if it aint Harding! exclaimed one. Whats the matter, sir? he cried, as his foreman came panting up.

Mr. Harding explained, as well as he was able for his haste and agitation. Some were capable of rendering assistance, some were not; those who were, flew with one accord to the fatal spot  the landlord still carrying the flaring candle, which soon flared out.

I telled ye I heerd sommat like horses a galloping past, with shafts ater em, cried one of the men; but ye was in such haste to abuse the landlord, for saying it were twelve, that ye could not heed me.

Between them they raised the chaise, and extricated Mrs. Danesbury. She lay motionless. Harding, shocked and bewildered, and hardly knowing how to act, sped off through the town to Mr. Danesburys, while others ran for the surgeon, who was not found at home, but at Danesbury House. The post-boy had gathered himself up, and was sitting with his back against the side of the bridge. They gently raised him, and walked him about a few steps. No limbs were broken. He shook himself, and speech came to him.

That there Giles ought to swing for this, were the first words that broke from him.

What had Giles to do with it? questioned the chorus of voices.

He were as drunk as blazes. I saw he were, when he came ducking, head over heels, to open the gate. He were so drunk he couldnt push it back, nor hold it back, and he let it come swing agen the horses.

Did that start em off!

It just did start em off: I never strode such terrified, furious brutes afore. They took, as you may say, one leap from the top of the hill to the bottom, not a bit longer it didnt seem, and the chaise caught the nasty awkard bridge, and we went over.

I tell you all what, cried the landlord; somethingll be done now. The town has called out long enough about the danger of keeping such a bridge; and some folks have called out about Giless drunkenness. Itll both be remedied now; youll see.

Wholl give me a arm up the hill? cried the post-boy, who was a native of Eastborough, and had driven out with Mr. Harding that afternoon with these very horses. I doubt if I aint too shaky to get up it of myself. Ill go and have a word with Giles.

Two of them immediately took the post-boy in tow, and they began to ascend the hill. The rest remained to keep watch over the unfortunate lady.

Jim, cried out the landlord, what about the horses? Where be they flown to?

Taint much matter where, was the post-boys answer; they have done mischief enough. They be off to their stables, no doubt, they be, the cantankerous brutes.

Arrived at the turnpike, they tried the house door. It was locked; but they shook it, and kicked, and shouted till Roger Giles came and opened it; very nearly pitching forward into their arms with the exertion.

A nice state you be in! uttered the post-boy, a sweet gentleman you be, to keep a pike! Do you know the damage you have gone and done?

Eh? enunciated Giles. He was stupidly drunk, and his eye wandered uneasily to the spot where he kept his employers cash; some vague idea hammering at his brain, that the three men, now entered, might have designs upon it.

We wont go on at him now, said the post-boy to his friends;  taint of no good. Look at the sot! But youll both please to bear me out to my master as to his state, so that I dont get the blame.

This will be a bad job for you, Giles, cried one of the men. You have took a drop once too much, my boy. Any way it will be bad, but if Mrs. Danesbury shouldnt be got to again (and she dont look like it), I should be sorry to stand in your shoes.

They descended the hill again, and the post-boy sank down as before, with his back resting against the bridge. His exertion had made him feel dizzy. Soon voices and rapid footsteps were heard, for several people were approaching. Foremost of them came Mr. Pratt the surgeon, Thomas Warding, and Mr. Danesbury. Those keeping guard drew respectfully back, and touched their hats, even in the dark night, to Mr. Danesbury. They had brought means for a light with them, which bad been thought of by Thomas Harding, and the surgeon held it to the face of Mrs. Danesbury.

She havent stirred, nor even moaned, sir, said the landlord of the Pig and Whistle, who, with the others, had collected close up.

A moment, if you please, cried out the surgeon, authoritatively. Stand back, all of you: I can do and see nothing, with you crowding round Mr. Danesbury, will you also allow me a moment here alone? Harding, you stay and hold the torch.

Poor Mr. Pratt! He saw that Mrs. Danesbury was dead, and had so spoken to gain time for composure, and that Mr. Danesbury might not see, unprepared, that ghastly face, which told too plainly its own tale.

All had stepped back in compliance with his wishes. Mr. Danesburys eyes fell on the post-boy. Are you hurt, Jim? he asked, kindly.

A bit shook, sir; I dont think its no worse. I hope it wont be no worse with nobody else, sir, he added, nodding toward where the surgeon was stooping.

How did it happen? Mr. Harding says the gate touched the horses.

Come swinging right agen em, sir; Giles were so drunk he couldnt hold it back.

Drunk, was he! quickly cried Mr. Danesbury.

He were beastly drunk, sir. I have been up there to him now, some of em here helped me, and he cant speak, nor stand straight

Mr. Pratt had arisen, and was at Mr. Danesburys elbow. He passed his arm within that gentlemans, and drew him away from the crowd; halting at a certain part of the bridge, and apparently looking out, over the dark and gloomy water.

What is it? said Mr. Danesbury; why do you bring me here? Have you ascertained the nature of the injury?

Oh, my dear friend! cried the surgeon, I know not how to tell you what I must tell.

Mr. Danesburys heart sank within him: a shadow of appalling woe stole over him. But he did not speak. Perhaps he could not.

I fear  I fear she is gone, added Mr. Pratt.

Then Mr. Danesbury clutched the surgeons arm with a tight nervous grasp. The truth  he breathed the truth. Let me know the worst. I can bear it better than this agony of dread.

One consolation is, that she did not suffer. She must have died instantaneously. Her neck is broken.

Mr. Danesbury let fall the surgeons arm. He half fell, half rested on the parapet of the bridge, and a low wail of utter anguish went forth on the night air.


CHAPTER III.

THE DESOLATE HOUSE.

The coroners inquest was held on the appointed day. Thomas Harding could only depose that the gate touched the horse on his side of the chaise: he had not observed the state of the gate-keeper. But the post-boy, and the men who had subsequently accompanied him to the gate-house, testified that Giles was incapably drunk. The verdict returned was, Manslaughter against Roger Giles; he having been, at the time of its act, in a state of drunkenness.

He was committed to prison to await his trial. The little child, William Danesbury, had recovered the effects of the laudanum, the remedies administered by the surgeon having proved successful.

Eastborough, insignificant in itself, owed what importance it did possess to its being the scene of the Danesbury Works, sometimes called the Danesbury Factory, sometimes the Iron Works. It was a concern of considerable magnitude, giving employment, in its various departments, to a large number of hands. Engineers, iron-founders, manufacturers of agricultural and divers implements, combined with other branches of trade, not essential to mention, necessarily rendered the Danesburys of a high standing in the commercial world. Not only for the extent of their operations, did they bear a wide renown, but for the lofty excellence of their character, both in business matters and in private life. Just, honourable, and upright, the name of Danesbury was respected all the country round. The business had once been of small account, but the then proprietor of it, John Danesbury, raised it, by his diligence and intelligence, into importance. As his two sons, John and Philip, severally attained the age of twenty-one, they were taken into partnership with him, the firm then being altered to that of John Danesbury and Sons. The elder of those sons, John, was the one introduced to the reader. He was now the sole proprietor, for his father and brother had both died; the latter, Philip, a young man, leaving a widow. But the appellation of the firm had not been changed: it was still known as that of John Danesbury and Sons: possibly Mr. Danesbury looked forward to the period when it should be so in actuality. He had married a Miss St. George, a lady every way worthy of him, and whose present dreadful death was a far more agonizing shock to him than the world suspected. Their two eldest children, Arthur and Isabel, lived and flourished, two succeeding ones had died infants, and the last had just escaped following them, as you have seen, through nurse Glissons dose of opium.

Thomas Harding was exceedingly attached to Mr. Danesbury, and with cause. He had served his father, he now served him, and enjoyed his full confidence. There were superior clerks, as to position, in the factory, gentlemen overlookers, but they held a secondary place to Thomas Harding in the estimation of Mr. Danesbury. It was the respect due to worth, deserved and paid to an honest, guileless man. Harding was vexed at being the depositary of this secret about Glisson; but he hoped the tragical end of her mistress, caused remotely through her might so tell upon her that there would no longer exist reason to betray her to Mr. Danesbury.

Glisson took on dreadfully, said Jessy, one day that she was at the Hardings house, about ten days subsequently to the funeral. I was so shocked that night, when they brought the dead body into the house, that I hardly knew what I said, and did not spare her. I told her, if she had kept herself in her right senses, and given the baby the proper medicine, our poor mistress would have been alive and safe.

What did she say?

I can not tell half she said. She was like a mad woman, lying on the floor, crying out for her mistress, moaning, and wishing she had died for her. Master heard her in his room, and came in; but he thought it was all self-reproach for her mistake in having given the wrong medicine; he did not suspect she had any thing worse to reproach her-self with.

Was she sober, then?

I should just think she was! The poisoning of the child in the afternoon had sobered her, and she had taken nothing subsequently. I do not believe she has yet. I have never noticed it, and she grieves after her mistress night and day.

Then it has, perhaps, been such a warning to her that shell abandon the habit altogether, returned Thomas Harding. Jessy, girl, never suffer a word to escape you of what has been: give her a chance of redeeming herself. It is what Mrs. Danesbury would have done, had she lived: mind you, I know that.

Shes safe for me, replied Jessy. The children are coming home to-morrow, she continued. Some lady is bringing them, and we fancy she is going to remain  as governess, or housekeeper, or something of that. Master came to the nursery this morning and told us that a cousin of our late mistresss would accompany the children, and the house was to take its orders from her. Glisson is uncommonly put out about it: she says those half-and-half mistresses are always more difficult to please than real ones.

Jessy! take care to do your duty, and dont be so fond of repeating things after Mrs. Glisson, rebuked her aunt Harding.

Danesbury House was a handsome white mansion, surrounded by fine grounds, with a smooth lawn sloping from the front; its elevated site causing it to command extensive and beautiful views of the neighbouring country.

On the morning that was to witness the return of the children, a lady approached the house, ascended the stone steps to the pillared portico, and entered a spacious hall, on either side of which were the reception chambers. It was Mrs. Philip Danesbury, the widow of Mr. Danesburys brother. She enjoyed a handsome income from the business, and resided near; a talkative, pleasant woman, young still, possessed of good sense, and of keen penetration. She was in Yorkshire, her native place, when the recent fatal event happened, and had now been home a day or two. Mr. Danesbury had seen her the previous day, and her present visit was to Glisson and the baby. While she was in the nursery talking, she observed her brother-in-law approaching from the factory, and went down stairs to meet him.

John, she began, as soon as they were in the sitting-room, dashing at once into some news she had just heard, and Glisson says theres a lady coming here, to be in Isabels place.

Not in Isabels place, interrupted Mr. Danesbury, in a tone of pain. No one can fill that. Do not say so.

Well, you know what I meant, John. Unfortunately no one ever can fill it, in any sense of the word. She was worth more than many of us who are left. Poor, poor Isabel!

Mr. Danesbury sat silent, his countenance betraying a shade more of its deep sorrow. He was not a demonstrative man, and he buried his grief within him.

But there is somebody coming to rule the household and manage the children, proceeded Mrs. Philip Danesbury. Who is it?

Miss St George, Mrs. Serles sister. She has offered to remain here a little while.

A little while! That means an indefinite period I suppose.

No time was mentioned. It was Mrs. Serle who wrote and proposed it. I thought it exceedingly kind and considerate of her, and accepted it gratefully.

But what ever made you accept it, all in such a hurry? continued Mrs. Philip, in her hasty way.

I accepted it for the childrens sake. Who is to overlook them? Glisson can take care of William, but Arthur and Isabel should not be left to the entire companionship of servants.

The better plan would have been  John, she broke off, I had been turning things over in my mind, before I knew of this Miss St. George scheme. I think Arthur should be placed at school, and I will take charge of Isabel.

You are very kind, Maria, he sadly answered. But the house, deprived of the two children, would be more desolate than with them. What objection do you see to Miss St. George staying here  for I think I detect that you have an objection?

A minute, John: answer me a question or two before I answer yours. What age is this Miss St. George?

I do not know. I have a general idea that she is not young. I once saw her at Mr. Serles, but retain a very faint recollection of her. I fancy she is older than Mrs. Serle; and that she lives with her because she has no other home.

There; thats quite enough: you have most fully answered me, impetuously returned Mrs. Philip Danesbury. Take care of yourself, John.

Take care of myself? In what way?

It will be a terrible temptation to a woman in her position, the getting herself to be the real mistress of this house. She will play her cards with the hope and view to be your second wife, John: mind she does not play them to win.

A contraction of displeasure passed across Mr. Danesburys ample brow. He could not understand his sister-in-law, and deemed these remarks to be unworthy of her.

John, she resumed, I can not help speaking out all my thoughts, but it is that I am anxious for the childrens welfare and your happiness. You can not understand these things, but I can; and rely upon it, this ladys motive in proffering a temporary sojourn here arises from a dim hope that she may improve it into a permanent one. I see also another evil  that it will cause rebellion and warfare with the servants. You look surprised, but I tell you you have had no experience in these things, and do not understand them.

No, Mr. Danesbury did not understand it at all, and he certainly did not believe it. He asked Mrs. Philip to remain to dinner.

I will, she replied, and I shall let Miss St. George know unmistakably that I am Mrs. Philip Danesbury, the nearest kin you and the children have, and quite competent to direct the affairs of Danesbury House, where direction may be necessary, without her assistance.

Mrs. Philip untied the crape strings of her bonnet as she spoke, and ran up stairs again. She was somewhat given to be dictatorial, but she was a thoroughly sincere, good woman at heart. Glisson opened upon her grievance.

I hope this new persons not going to take too much upon herself, maam, for its what I shant be able to put up with. Id do any thing for a Danesbury, and for my dear late mistress, who was a mistress in a thousand, but an interloper is a different sort of thing. Master said we were to take our orders from her.

Its beginning, thought Mrs. Philip; but she did not choose to say so, she was fond of keeping servants in their place. Miss St. George is a relative of poor Mrs. Danesbury, and every respect must be shown her, Glisson, she said, in an authoritative tone. Jessy, I hope you hear me also. I dare say you will get on very well with her for the time she is to remain.

Glisson made no reply. She went out for the baby, who had been laid down for his mid-day sleep, and brought him in. The sleeves of his embroidered white frock were tied up with black silk ribbon, and he wore a broad black sash.

Poor little motherless darling! uttered Mrs. Philip, taking the child, and clasping him to her. I wish papa would give you to me, my little god-son, she murmured covering his sweet face, so lovely in its rosy flush, with kisses. The tears came into her eyes as she gazed on him  for the having no children had been Mrs. Philip Danesburys great trial in life. Glisson, she suddenly exclaimed, how did that dreadful mistake happen? How came you to be deceived in the medicine?

Maam, said the nurse, turning round in a sort of phrensy, Ill go down upon my knees and beg you not to ask me! I have been almost mad ever since, thinking of it; and, if I have to talk of it, it will drive me quite so. I wish I had been dead before it had happened!

She sat down in the rocking-chair, threw her apron over her head, and burst into a storm of wails and sobs. Mrs. Philip walked about with the child, and considerately abstained from further allusion to it. In the midst of this, the travellers were seen approaching. It was a clear, frosty day, and they were walking up from the Ram, where the stage-coach stopped. The two children, in their sombre black attire, were accompanied by two ladies, one of whom was in deep mourning, the other in slighter.

Why, theres two of them! unceremoniously uttered Glisson, who had made her way to the window.

Miss St. George has put on deep black to be like the family, as she is to stay here, decided Mrs. Philip; and the other must be Mrs. Serle.

She eyed Miss St. George critically as she spoke. Glisson did the same. A thin, shortish, vinegar-looking lady, with cold, light eyes, a sharp nose, and flaxen hair: Miss St. George was one of those whom black attire does not improve.

Its a disagreeable face, if I ever saw one, cried Glisson; as cross as two sticks. If she knew any body was looking at her, shed smooth it, I expect.

Five-and-thirty, if shes a day, and a soured woman! was Mrs. Philip Danesburys mental comment. Wont she be having a try at John?

The visitors were shown to the drawing-room, a spacious apartment opening to the lawn. It was fitted up with rich silk damask furniture, mirrors, ornaments, and some exquisite paintings. Mrs. Philip Danesbury entered, and welcomed the two ladies gracefully, as though she were the mistress of the house.

To whom have we the honour of speaking? demanded Mrs. Serle.

Madam, to the sister-in-law of Mr. Danesbury, the aunt of these dear children. I am Mrs. Philip Danesbury. This, I presume, is Miss St. George, who has kindly proffered us a visit.

I proffered it for her, smiled Mrs. Serle, who appeared all complaisance. The isolated condition of these poor children, left entirely to servants, struck me as being so pitiable, that I suggested to Eliza to come home with them for a short period, should it be agreeable to Mr. Danesbury. I did not know of their possessing so efficient a relative near to them. From the remarks of the children, I fancied Mrs. Philip Danesburys residence was in Yorkshire.

I have been there for a long visit. We appreciate your kindness, and shall be happy to render Miss St. Georges visit agreeable to her, was the somewhat frigid answer of Mrs. Philip.

Mr. Danesbury came in. Unusually noble he looked in his deep mourning attire, and with the saddened expression on his fine features. Ere he had well kissed his two children, he was obliged to hurry from the room: their sight brought his loss and theirs too painfully to his memory.

Harriet! exclaimed Miss St. George, the moment she was alone with her sister in the chamber to which they had been shown, I shall go back with you; I shant stop here. The idea of being domineered over by that sharp woman! She is mistress, and I should be no better than a temporary visitor; an interloper. I did not come down, and go in mourning for that.

You will do no such thing, Eliza. You are come, and you must remain. She is not mistress, she does not live here.

But she comes armed with full power to do as she pleases in the house; theres no doubt of it. Shell be here forever.

Nonsense. Stop, and feel your way. You will supersede her if you try. And if you dont, you are only where you were before.

I hate children, cried Miss St. George. And to assume to love these will be more difficult than I thought, with her shrewd eyes upon me.

She sighed as she turned to the glass, and began to arrange the bands of her very light hair. She had no parents, no money, and had been obliged to her sister for a home. She was not always comfortable in it; her temper was bad, Mrs. Serle would not put up with it, and at such times would make her feel that she was an intruder. To get away from it, and take the sway in such a house as Mr. Danesburys, had been a glowing prospect, and the damper cast on it by the sight and words of Mrs. Philip was a mortifying disappointment. Whether she, or Mrs. Serle for her, had cast a glance to the possibility that time and luck might transform her into Mrs. Danesbury, can not be told.

What, an exceedingly fine man Mr. Danesbury is! exclaimed Mrs. Serle; I should call him one of natures true nobility. The child Arthur will be like him.

And what a handsome house, returned Miss St. George. Every thing so well appointed and comfortable.

Ay, plenty of wealth here, Eliza. If you can succeed in establishing a firm footing you will be fortunate.

Mrs. Philip Danesbury, meanwhile, was looking about for Arthur, who had disappeared. She found him in the little room where Mrs. Danesbury used to assemble her children for the ten minutes after breakfast in the morning, to read to them their Bible stories and to talk of heaven. It was a duty she never omitted, and the children had learned to love it. Arthur was stretched across the low sofa where his mamma used to sit, crying as if his heart would break. Mrs. Philip Danesbury closed the door, sat down, and drew him to her.

My darling, dont sob so; be comforted.

Aunt Philip, I shall never see her again! I never thought it could be quite true till I came home now. Oh, mamma! mamma!

My child, be comforted; she is better off; she is gone to heaven.

But never to come back! never to come back! he wailed. Oh, mamma! if you would but come to me for one minute, only one!

Arthur, she can not return to you; you know it, my darling; but you will go to her.

But it is such a long while!

It will come, my child. She is one of Gods angels now, and she will watch over you here, and wait for you.

His sobs nearly choked him.

Arthur, do you know why I am sure your mamma is happy, and is gone to the rest promised to the people of God?

Because she was good, he sobbed.

No, my darling: she was good; better than most people are; but she is gone because she loved Christ, and put her whole trust in Him. She had always taken God for her guide. She taught you to do so, Arthur.

Yes, answered the child; and he gradually grew calmer.

Aunt Philip, he presently said, a catching sob seizing his breath occasionally, how could that Giles let the gate fall against the horses?

Because he was a wicked man, promptly answered Mrs. Philip, whose indignation was sure to break loose when she thought of the accident and its lamentable consequences. He had got horribly tipsy, my dear, and could not hold it back.

Would it have happened if he had not been tipsy?

No, of course not: but for Giless drinking that night, your mamma would have been alive and well now; and, perhaps, sitting here with us.

That set Arthur on again. Why did he drink? he sobbed. Why does any body drink?

Because they are beasts, said Mrs. Philip. And they are nothing else, she added, as if in apology for her word, when they drink themselves into that state.

I never will, said Arthur.

You, my dearest! Oh no, never. Your dear mamma would be grieved in heaven if she were to look down and see you, even once, so far forget yourself.

The child gazed upward at the blue sky, almost as if he were looking for his mothers face there. Soon, he gave his head that very decided shake, which in him, child as he was, expressed firm, inward resolve.

No, Aunt Philip, I will never drink. How long is she going to stay? he added.

Who, my dear?

Miss St George.

I can not tell. Dont you like her?

Not much, answered Arthur. She told me she was going to be with us, instead of mamma.

Mrs. Philip Danesbury wondered what there could be, or not be, in Miss St. George, that nobody seemed to like her. She only hoped her brother-in-law would fall into the general opinion.

When they assembled to sit down to dinner, Arthur was not to be found. He had made his way into the factory to Thomas Harding. The latter shook him by the hand, and said he was glad to see him home again.

Mr. Harding, whispered the child, struggling to hide the tears, which would rise to his eyes, could you not have helped the gate from falling on the horses?

Master Arthur, sir, you see this arm, said Thomas Harding, holding it out, bared to the elbow, for his coat was off and his shirt sleeve rolled up, at his work; well, Id have given that freely, ay, and the other to it, to have helped it. I wish I could.

Aunt Philip says Giles was tipsy. And that if he had not been so, mamma would have been here now.

And thats true. Master Arthur.

Why do they let people get tipsy?

Who let them, dear?

I dont know, said the child, puzzled himself, as he thought over his question. Why do people get tipsy?

I believe they cant tell, themselves, why. Nobody who is worth any thing does so.

You dont; do you, Mr. Harding?

No; Im thankful to say I have kept from that failing all my life, he fervently answered.

And papa does not?

No, no, child. I tell you nobody, who is good, does such a disgraceful thing. Only poor creatures who have no self-restraint.

Does Giles get tipsy now?

No, that he does not! The jailer takes care of that. He is in prison, Master Arthur.

For killing mamma?

For letting the gate swing to and frighten the horses. He is to be tried at the March Assizes.

Is Master Danesbury here? called out a servant-man, who had come in search of him. Oh, there you are, sir. Dinners waiting.


CHAPTER IV.

THE GAME PLAYED OUT.

The time went on. March Assizes came and passed, and Roger Giles entered upon the punishment awarded him  two years imprisonment. Miss St. George stopped on at Danesbury House; nobody suggested to her that she should leave it, and she took care not to suggest it to herself. She behaved wonderfully well, and endeavoured to ingratiate herself with all in it, master, servants, and children. Her exertions never flagged. Her chief consideration seemed to be that of rendering herself unobtrusively agreeable to Mr. Danesbury; and, so far as he or any body else saw of her temper, it might be that of an angel. The servants were indulged; the children were petted; it all went on as smooth as oil. Miss St. George was playing her game.

Summer came round, and with it Isabels birthday. Some children were invited to dinner, and Mrs. Philip Danesbury was expected to preside: but she did not come, and they sat down without her. Miss St. George occupying the place opposite Mr. Danesbury: when Mrs. Philip was there, she always took it herself. At the period of dessert, Miss St. George filled glasses of wine for the children; including Arthur and Isabel.

Why have you given wine to me and Isabel? asked Arthur.

It is Isabels birthday, and you must drink her health, was Miss St. Georges reply.

But we never drink wine, repeated Arthur.

Thats no reason why you never should. On such an occasion as this, it is necessary. What would Isabel say, if you did not drink good wishes to her?

Ill drink them in water, said Arthur.

Oh no, that would never do, Miss St George remonstrated; that would not be cordial. May he not have a glass of wine to-day? she added, appealing to Mr. Danesbury.

If he likes, was the reply. Mr. Danesbury had never been so particular as his wife about the childrens beverage being positively restricted to water. Probably he had not thought about it so much and deeply.

There, Arthur, said Miss St. George, your papa gives you leave.

No, answered Arthur, passing the wine back toward Miss St. George. And, filling a wine-glass with water, he wished his sister many happy returns of the day. The children followed his example, but drank their good wishes in wine.

Now, Isabel, said Miss St. George, thank every one. Theres your wine.

Isabel raised the wine to her lips, but before she could taste it, Arthur had risen from his seat, opposite to her, and was leaning across the table with a flushed face and kindling eye, speaking vehemently.

Isabel! You know!

His startling energy aroused Mr. Danesbury to astonishment. Isabel instantly put down her glass, blushed painfully, and likewise pushed it toward Miss St. George.

You ought to be ashamed, Isabel, continued Arthur.  If I had not spoken, you were going to drink it. You have forgotten mamma.

Isabel burst into tears. It was Miss St. George told me, she sobbed; I did not want to drink it.

You have a very particular prejudice against drinking wine, Arthur, said Mr. Danesbury, smiling.

Papa, I promised her that I never would. And Isabel knows all about it, that I never mean to, and she said she never would. Miss St. George knew it.

Promised who? said Mr. Danesbury.

My dear mamma. It was the last words she said to me before she left, that night; and I promised her, and she is looking down from heaven at me now.

He laid his head on the table, overcome by the remembrance of his mother, and sobbed aloud. It seemed that Mr. Danesbury was likewise overcome, for he hastily rose, and quitted the room for some minutes.

Do not attempt to give the children wine again, he said to Miss St. George when he returned. And Miss St. George bowed her head, but she would very much have liked, just then, to give Arthur a wholesome whipping instead.

They soon heard why Mrs. Philip Danesbury had not arrived to dinner. She had received news from Yorkshire that her mother was alarmingly ill, and she had been busy making preparations to start thither on the morrow morning. She ran up at night to say good-by. Miss St. George, lamenting outwardly, was in a state of inward rapture, fervently hoping that the visit might last six months.

Six months it did last. For Mrs. Philip Danesbury found her mother, Mrs. Heber, in a precarious state, and thought it necessary to remain. It was summer when she went, it was winter when she came back; and the very first news to greet her on her return was, that Eliza St. George was to be Mr. Danesburys second wife.

Mrs. Philip sat down like one paralyzed. If I did not say it! she uttered. I wish he had chosen any body else, for I dont like the woman, and the children will never like her. What can possess him?

She wrapped herself up, the next morning, and set off in the snow to see Mr. Danesbury. Not going to the house, but seeking him at the Works. He was in his private room.

John, she said, when greetings had passed, and she warmed her hands over the hot blaze of the fire, you are going to marry again, I hear.

I believe so, Maria.

What did I tell you? That, if you did not take care, she would play her cards and win. And she has done it!

It was well for me to marry again. Not that I cared about it, he emphatically added, for I have not yet forgotten Isabel. But the house wanted a mistress, and the children a mother. Miss St. George is amiable, she seems a good manager, and I do believe, he added, with a comical look, that her whole heart is wrapt up in me and the children. You should see how fond she has grown of William.

Ah! ejaculated Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

What does that interjection mean? laughed Mr. Danesbury.

Why it means that I do not take in what you say, John. I believe you are as completely done, as ever man was. I do not believe in her amiability, for I think it is all put on; and I do not believe in her love for the children, no, not even for William, for I think that is put on. I can not speak as to what it may be for you.

Maria, you were always prejudiced against Miss St. George. You were, before you saw her.

Admitted. Because her coming down here, in the way she did, looked to me a suspicious proceeding. Now, I am sure it was one. But when I came to see and know Miss St. George, my prejudice did not lessen. I wish you had chosen any one else, for the childrens sake. At the time I went away, I was beginning to think and hope there was another your choice would fall upon.

He looked at her inquiringly.

Miss Roper.

Ah, she is a nice girl, said Mr. Danesbury, with animation. She would have been rather young for me, Maria.

She is six or seven-and-twenty. And I am quite sure she would have made a loving mother to your children. I am astonished at your want of taste, John, in preferring Miss St. George to her.

Now, dont call my taste in question, if you please, Maria, said he, good-humouredly. I admire Miss Roper more than I do Miss St. George, and I do not particularly care for either. I can never care for any woman as I cared for Isabel.

You will persuade me, next, you are out of your senses, was the retort of Mrs. Philip. If you prefer Miss Roper, why do you marry Miss St George?

To tell you the truth, he answered in a low tone, I was, in a manner, drawn into the marriage. But of course this must never go beyond you.

Drawn into it! I do not understand.

It seems the neighbourhood got talking about my attention to Miss St. George. Which appears to me to be very strange, for I declare that I never paid her any particular attention? I certainly used to drive them out in the open carriage most evenings, herself and the two children, and she sat in the front seat with me: I could not pat her in the back, you know, a relation of Isabel: and I used to give her my arm to church, and there my attention ended.

And who says the neighbourhood made remarks? interrupted Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

Listen. One day Mrs. Serle arrived here in a desperate bustle. She sought an interview with me, and said Eliza had written to her that she was miserable; that after what the neighbourhood had been pleased to say, she should never hold up her head again in happiness, and that of course she must leave Danesbury House, and they might as well tear her life from her, as tear her from me and the children.

What did you say to all this rhapsody?

Gave the neighbourhood a blessing, or something equivalent to it  though no rumours had reached my ears; and told Mrs. Serle that it was a mistake to suppose I had paid any particular attentions: I had paid none whatever. Mrs. Serle assured me things had been said, and asked what I could do in the dilemma; hinting that for a reproach to have been cast on Isabels cousin

About forty times removed, contemptuously interrupted Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

Mr. Danesbury smiled, as he continued. That for a reproach to have been cast on Isabels cousin, would have proved a bitter grief to her had she been in life. Then I began to think that, as I had almost determined to marry again, I might as well take Miss St. George as any body else, and settle the neighbourhood that way. So, without giving myself time for consideration  I acknowledge that  I told Mrs. Serle that the matter had better be ended in that manner.

And they snapped at it!

They accepted it, said Mr. Danesbury.

It, was all a planned trap! vehemently spoke Mrs. Philip. Mrs. Serles coming down, and saying what she did, was a pleasant trap to draw you in, planned between her and Miss St. George. I wish I was as sure of heaven! She has played out her game.

Mr. Danesbury stood, his tall form drawn to its full height. He began pushing with his boot some starting bits of coal into the fire, between the bars of the grate.

John! said Mrs. Philip.

Well?

Do not carry it out. Let her bring an action for breach of promise. She is just the one to do it.

But, indeed, I mean to carry it out. You must not think I repent, Maria. I believe in Miss St. Georges amiability, if you do not, and I think she will make me a suitable wife.

Well  if you are satisfied. I only hope you will always find cause to be so, added Mrs. Philip, earnestly. Believe me, no one would rejoice more than I to find that I am wrong. When is it to be? I hear Miss St. George is in London.

She returned with her sister. It is to take place immediately.

And it did so. And Eliza St. George became the second Mrs. Danesbury, to her own unequivocal self-gratulation and delight.



It was on a Tuesday afternoon, and just a week after the wedding. Glisson and Jessy were seated in their old room, the nursery; Glisson, not rocking herself in idleness, but pacing about angrily, in what Jessy called a temper. On the carpet sat William, playing with some toys; and Jessy was trimming a cap for herself with white satin ribbon. The work seemed somewhat to puzzle her, for she pinned the ribbon on, and unpinned it, in indecision.

Nurse, see here, cried she, holding the cap toward the view of Mrs. Glisson, as the latter approached her in her restless wanderings. Would this look better, quilled round the crown, or put in bows at the sides? Just tell me what you think: I want it to be smart.

It would look best this way, returned the nurse; and, taking the cap and ribbon from Jessys hand, she dashed them to the ground. The reader, however, must not take a wrong view of Mrs. Glissons strange action: she was perfectly sober.

Now, then! uttered Jessy, whats that for?

I have no patience with you! she burst forth. Decking yourself off for a woman thats not fit to stand in your poor dead mistresss shoes; not fit to tie em for her, or to buckle on her garters! You are as bad as she is. Let her come and see you with the black bows in your cap, as she will me; it may show her that we sorrow after the old mistress more than we care to welcome the new.

Black or white wont alter it, rejoined Jessy, intent on her cap again. It is done, and it cant be undone; and if the rest of the maids put on white ribbons, theres no reason why I should not. You are as cranky as you can be to-day.

Cranky, ay! ejaculated Mrs. Glisson, flinging herself on a chair with a groan, and youd be cranky too, if you had the feelings of an owl. I wonder you can reconcile yourself to stop in the house after such a change! I wonder the servants down stairs can do it!

You are stopping yourself, said Jessy. Because I am forced to it. Could I go and leave that baby  pointing to the unconscious little fellow on the carpet to her mercies? When I meet my poor dear mistress face to face in heaven, what would she say to me, if I had abandoned her child to the dislike of a deceitful step-mother? No; if master goes and makes a fool of himself, and brings home twenty wives with two faces, one for him, and tother for other folks, I must stop on, and put up with it till Williams beyond my care. I told master so.

You never did! uttered Jessy. When?

That dont matter to you. Get on with your fine wedding-cap.

There was a pause. Jessy, who was then standing at the window, broke it. Here comes Mrs. Philip Danesbury. I suppose her colds better, then. She has not got the children with her: I wonder how long she intends to keep them?

I hope shell keep them till they are dragged from her with cords, fired Glisson. She would, if she was of my mind. Her home will be better for them than their own now.

Mrs. Philip Danesbury came into the nursery. Well, Glisson; well, Jessy, cried she, as the servants rose. You have thought me lost, no doubt, but it is nine days since I stepped outside the door. Willie, what has aunt Philip got?

The child had risen and run to her. Next to Glisson, whom he dearly loved, he was fondest of Mrs. Philip Danesbury

There, she said, giving him a pretty little toy in sugar, Sister Isabel sent that for Willie.

When are the children coming home, maam? put in Jessy.

When their father asks for them; not before, replied Mrs. Philip, with a sharpness in her accent that seemed akin to that of Glisson. He, and  and  his wife  will not be here before Friday.

Oh, wont they though! retorted Glisson, forgetting her respect in her minds annoyance. They are coming to-day, maam.

To-day!

This very blessed Tuesday, returned Glisson. Masters wanted in a hurry for some business at the Works, and some of them wrote to him, and he wrote word back he would be home to-day. They got the letter at the factory this morning, and sent in and told us, by his orders. Its a black day for me, I know that

Jessy, said Mrs. Philip, not immediately replying to Glisson, Miss Isabel requires a clean tucker or two; will you put them up.

Jessy left the room. You must try and make the best of it, Glisson, Mrs. Philip continued, when they were alone. It would never do, you know, for you to leave William.

Thats the only thing thats keeping me; nothing else in the world. If she begins to treat him badly, Ill step between them, and ask master to uphold me for his late wifes sake.

Hush, Glisson! she will not do that. She appears to be so very fond of him.

Just as a certain gentleman is of holy water, irreverently snapped Glisson. From the very first hour she set foot in this house, she has been plotting how best to catch master: I saw through her, if nobody else did. He had no more chance against her than a fly has with a spider, but just walked into the web, like a blindfolded simpleton. Its of no good, maam, I must speak! I am fit this day to take and hang myself. Oh, my poor dear mistress!

Glisson bent her head in her hands, and swung backward and forward in her chair, after the manner of one overwhelmed with grief. In a minute she looked up again.

Maam! Mrs. Philip Danesbury I didnt you see through her?

I did, was the low answer.

The woman wrung her hands. Then why, oh why, didnt you warn master, and set him on his guard? It was not for me to do such a thing, maam, but you might.

I did warn him, was the rejoinder on Mrs. Philips lips; but she checked herself, and did not speak it.

It was a funny thing, altogether, resumed Glisson. Master did not seem fond of her; he did not seem to care about her at all. Then came that visit of Mrs. Serle. She was closeted with Miss St. George after she got here, and Ill be whipped if I didnt say to Jessy that those two were hatching mischief. After that, master was sent for from the factory, and Mrs. Serle was closeted with him. The next day the two sisters went back to London together, and we heard that there was going to be a marriage. They are deep ones, those women, if my eyes are worth any thing.

I heard that, about the time of this visit of Mrs. Serle, there was a report in the neighbourhood that Mr. Danesburys name had been gratuitously coupled with that of Miss St. George.

There never was such a report, returned Glisson, decisively, and whoever says it, says wrong. It was just the other way. When Miss St. George came first, folks laughed and joked, and said she had come to pick up Mr. Danesbury. But at the twelvemonths end, when she was no nearer doing it, they laughed at her for being baulked, and said Mr. Danesbury was too wise to be caught.

Nurse, are you sure of this?

I am sure and certain. The servants down stairs have not had much else to do than collect news, and Ill back them for being awake to what goes on in the neighbourhood, and for whats said. Whoever told you, maam, that scandal was talked of master and Miss St. George, told an untruth, and knows it. It was, I say, just the opposite.

It wanted not this to confirm Mrs. Philip Danesburys suspicions that her brother-in-law had been made the victim of a cunning plan.

Not another hour would I have stopped, but for the child, went on Glisson, and so I told master. It was one day after Miss St. George was gone; the children were out, an master was dining alone. After dinner, the bell rang for the baby, and I took him down, and master put him on his knee. Glisson, said he, turning to me, I suppose you have heard that there is going to be a change. Yes, master, says I, and Id rather have been swallowed up by an earthquake than have heard it; and I am thinking that I shant be able to stop; itll go against the grain. What are you saying? he interrupted, you must stop: you have not been in the family so many years, to leave it now. Theres only one thing keeps me, sir, I said, and thats this precious child: I must stop to put myself between him and harm, knowing that I sent his poor mother out of the world. Stop with him always, Glisson, whispered master, as he gave the child back to me, and I saw that his eye were wet.

At this juncture in came Jessy, all excitement. Maam! maam! here they are! Glisson, they are come!

Who are come? demanded Mrs. Philip, considerably startled, as she hastened to the window in the wake of Jessy. Glisson, theres my cap never finished!

And I hope it never will be, with those ribbons on it, retorted Glisson.

The carriage drew up, and its inmates alighted, the servants going out to receive them and to unpack the chariot. Mr. Danesbury entered but for a minute or two, and then departed to the factory, and Mrs. Danesbury was heard ascending the stairs. Her new rooms, once those of her predecessor, were on the same floor as the nursery, and it What on earth am I to do? uttered Mrs. Philip.

Step in here, to the night nursery, maam, suggested Jessy in a whisper, as she held the door open. I do believe she is coming here.

Mrs. Philip did so. Most particularly unpalatable was it to her to be in the new Mrs. Danesburys house at this, the moment of her return, though she did not stay to analyze the reason. Mrs. Philip looked round the room: Glissons bed was in it, and little Williams by its side; and there she stood listening.

Mrs. Danesbury had, however, turned into her own rooms, and Mrs. Philip, after waiting a few minutes, was about to emerge from her hiding chamber, when Mrs. Danesburys steps were again heard. She entered the day nursery, and Mrs. Philip, at sound of her voice, whisked quietly inside a closet by Glissons bed.

How do you do, nurse? said Mrs. Danesbury.

Glisson snatched up little William, before she answered. Im among the middlings, maam.

You little love! uttered Mrs. Danesbury, making a great show of kissing the boy. How well he looks, nurse!

The nurse coughed. Its to be hoped he isnt ill maam.

William raised his finger, and pointed to the door of the night nursery; Aunt Phe-eep dere, lisped he.

Jessy felt her face flush the colour of a peony, but Glisson had her presence of mind about her.

You silly little donkey, quoth she to the child, beginning to toss him in her arms, as if for sport, and turning his face from the door, its not your aunt Philip, its Mrs. Danesbury. He has got a trick of calling all folks aunt Philip, added Glisson, popping out an untruth in her perplexity.

Mrs. Danesbury laughed, and returned to her own room, deeming she had accomplished her duty to her nursery, in paying it a visit, and glad that it was over.

Glisson looked in at the chamber door. She could not see Mrs. Philip Danesbury. Why, where  why, shes never gone into my closet! breathed Glisson to herself; but Im the fool for leaving the key in the door! And when Mrs. Philip emerged from it, Glisson, albeit not one of the blushing sort, turned as red as Jessy had just done.

Shes gone, is she not? whispered Mrs. Philip.

All safe, and shut up in her own room, maam. She wont come again, Ill answer for it.

Nurse, my petticoats have knocked a bottle down, and it is either broken, or else the cork has come out. It appears to have gin in it.

Gin! repeated nurse Glisson in a tone of remonstrance. Gin, maam?

Well, I wondered myself what could bring gin in your closet; but it certainly is gin; theres no mistaking the smell.

Goodness me! cried the nurse aloud, but as though she were deliberating a question with herself, I never can have kept that drop of gin in there, since the night, ever so long ago, when I was bent double with the spasms  legs, and body, and chest, all in a cramp together!

How ill you must have been! said Mrs. Philip, with sympathy.

Oh, awful  dreadful! I remember some of em did run for some gin, frightened, maybe, lest I should be dying, and they drenched me with it. It must be the remains of that, forgotten, all this while, in my closet. Oh yes, I can scent it here, added Glisson, sniffing, sure enough its gin  nasty smelling stuff! Ill see to it when you are gone, maam.

Good-by, whispered Mrs. Philip to the child: and then Glisson told what mischief he had nearly caused.

You very treacherous little marplot! laughed Mrs. Philip, as she gave him a shower of silent kisses. Good-by, nurse; good-by, Jessy. And, with a light foot, she tripped along the corridor and down the stairs, and escaped, unseen by its new mistress, from Danesbury House.


CHAPTER V.

EVILS.

Certain changes, in course of time, took place at Danesbury House. Few persons could be less alike than the late Miss St. George and the present Mrs. Danesbury: they were as two separate and distinct women, especially in the matter of temper, and Mr. Danesbury could not fail to observe that they were. The servants experienced it to their cost, and Isabel also, to hers.

Isabel and her new mamma did not certainly get on well together, and yet Isabel was a sweet-tempered child, remarkably lady-like and graceful. Glisson spoke out openly, and in the hearing of her master: It was Mrs. Danesburys fractiousness. Mr. Danesbury knew that his wife was in delicate health, and he believed that must be the reason of her being so cross and irritable; but so far as Isabel was concerned, he speedily set about a remedy. A gentlewoman of superior mind and manners was taken into the house as her governess, and he gave the little girl into her companionship and charge. It will be less trouble for you, was the excuse he offered to his wife. Mrs. Danesbury seemed inclined to rebel: she did not want a governess in the house, she said; Isabel might be sent to a first-class school: but Mr. Danesbury was perfectly firm upon the point, and his wife saw that he was, and submitted. Arthur was away at school, having been placed out in the spring: strictly speaking, it could not, however, be called a school: a clergyman received half a dozen select pupils, and Arthur made one. Mr. Danesbury was one of those wise-judging fathers, who deem no money wasted that is spent upon education.

With the coming winter, a boy was born to the second Mrs. Danesbury. It was named Robert, and Glisson was constituted its nurse, the care of little Master William being turned over to Jessy. But before this could be effected, Glisson and her mistress nearly came to a battle royal. In the first place, Glisson, though ready and willing enough to take to an infant of Mr. Danesbury, had an insuperable objection to be charged with any child of Mrs. Danesbury; and, secondly, she vowed and protested that she would not give up William. But Glisson, like her betters, found her-self obliged to yield to circumstances. She was at liberty to remain in the house and attend to William, if she pleased, but not as head nurse, for whoever took charge of the infant must fill that post. Of course, for Glisson to remain in the Danesbury nursery, and not be its head, was out of the question; therefore, with much outward crustiness and inward heart-burning, she did at length consent to make the change. All this unpleasantness  and in Glissons opinion it had been nothing but unpleasantness for the past year  did not tend to improve Glissons patience, nor yet her self-restraint.

One evening when spring was drawing on, and the infant was three or four months old, Mr. Danesbury being absent on a journey, Mrs. Danesbury retired to her room early, not feeling well. She heard the baby cry an unusual length of time, so, throwing on a shawl, for she was partially undressed, she proceeded to the night nursery. There sat Glisson, fast asleep. Mrs. Danesbury took up her struggling, crying child, and turned to the nurse.

Glisson!

Glisson took no notice.

Glisson! what is the matter with you? How dare you sleep like this, when the childs screaming? He might have been choked.

She shook the woman roughly by the arm, and Glisson opened her eyes. Alas! she had been taking something which rendered it difficult to awake readily from her state of stupidity. Mrs. Danesbury stood confounded: and in the same moment she became conscious of a strong smell of gin, and saw an empty glass and spoon on the floor.

Glisson rose up from her seat, staggered, and sank down in it again. Mrs. Danesbury rang the bell violently, and Jessy came running up.

Jessy, cried her mistress, do you see this woman? She has been drinking. She is drunk.

Jessy made some incoherent reply. She was aware that Glisson, though horror-struck and repentant at the time of her late mistresss death, had afterward recommenced her habit of drinking gin. But Jessy did not consider that it was her place to betray her, especially as Glisson, so far as Jessy saw, never took sufficient to render her incapable of her duties. Mrs. Danesbury, giving the infant into Jessys hands, proceeded to rummage the room, and found the gin bottle. Her passion rose with the sight.

What am I to do with you, you wicked, drunken woman?

No more drunk than you, maam, hiccuped Glisson  who was just well enough to be abusive. Who says Im drunk?

Jessy, cried Mrs. Danesbury, did you see her drinking it?

I saw her drink her ale at supper, replied Jessy.

I say, did you see her drink this? sharply repeated Mrs. Danesbury, touching the glass with her foot.

No, maam. Ive not been up stairs.

If you had seen her, and suffered her to drink herself into this state without informing me, I would have turned you away in disgrace along with her, said Mrs. Danesbury. This must have been a nightly habit.

I do not come into this room at night, was Jessys reply.  I have nothing to do here.

You shameless creature! continued Mrs. Danesbury, turning to Glisson. Is not your good strong supper ale enough for you, but you must drink gin upon it? Shameful!

Highty tighty! broke out Glisson, gin upon ale! Dont other folks do the same? You have your strong ale, maam, at supper, and you can take your spirits after it: sometimes its gin, and sometimes its brandy, but you dont go to bed without one of em. Its shameful, is it, for a poor hard-working servant? What is it for you, maam? Wheres the difference? I suppose you can stand it best: more used to it, may be.

Mrs. Danesbury was struck dumb with rage; and the more especially that she could not contradict the chief facts. For she did drink strong ale at supper, and she did, in general, take a glass of spirits and water afterward. It was the custom to drink spirits at night at Mr. Serles, and she had recommenced it after she became Mrs. Danesbury. The comparison was not pleasant, and she began a passionate abuse of Glisson  which might have been more temperate, but for what she had herself taken.

An unseemly quarrel ensued. Glisson was sullen and insolent, Mrs. Danesbury violent. She at length struck Glisson, in her passion, and ordered her to quit the house, then and there.

Glisson refused to go. She was as obstinate as her mistress, and it ended by her remaining; Jessy taking charge of the infant for the night.

Glisson was in her sober senses the next morning, penitent and low-spirited. Mrs. Danesbury, cold, sulky, and unforgiving, stood over her while she packed her boxes, and then ordered one of the men-servants to show her out of the house. This accomplished, she went into the day nursery, where sat Jessy, with William and the infant.

I have been thinking that I would prefer you to a stranger said Mrs. Danesbury to Jessy. Will you take Glissons place, and I will engage another for Master William?

Jessy could only decline. The request gave her courage to say what she had been going to say for two or three weeks past  that she was soon about to leave.

Have you any fault to find with the house? imperiously demanded Mrs. Danesbury.

Oh no, maam. But  I suppose I must tell you, stammered Jessy, I am thinking of getting married.

To whom, pray?

To Richard Gould, one of Mr. Danesburys men. But I will stay a month or two, or even three, maam, if you wish, while you suit yourself.

Mrs. Danesbury, in her exasperation, thought every thing was going against her, and she turned away without vouchsafing an answer.

Three or four mornings afterward, Mr. Danesbury returned. His wife immediately gave him an account of Glissons misconduct; truth to say, an exaggerated one. For, now that she had had time to cool down, she doubted whether her husband would approve of so summary a mode of dealing with an old and respected servant. Mr. Danesbury was proceeding to the factory afterward, when he met Jessy and little William. The child held out his arms, and Mr. Danesbury took him up.

Jessy, he exclaimed, what a strange thing this is about Glisson! How came she to get into such a state!

It was very unfortunate, sir.

Did she actually strike her mistress?

Oh no, sir, hastily answered Jessy, she did not do that. It was my mistress

Your mistress  what? said he, for Jessy had stopped short.

Speak out, continued Mr. Danesbury, in his kind but commanding way, for Jessy still hesitated. I wish to know the particulars of this affair.

It was my mistress struck her, sir.

Did she not strike your mistress?

No indeed, sir, she did not so far forget herself as that. She was abusive, and said things which she would not have said had she been sober.

Was it a nightly habit with her?

I am sure, sir, I hardly know what to say, was Jessys rejoinder. Im afraid she took a little occasionally, but I should think she was never likes she was that night.

Where is she gone?

No one seems to know where. She has not been seen since.

Mr. Danesbury put William down again, and was walking off, but turned again.

Jessy, I hear you are going to leave, too.

Jessy looked foolish. Yes, sir.

We shall be sorry to lose you, for you have done your duty, but if folks will get married, why they will. Which of the men is it? Mrs. Danesbury forgot the name.

Its Richard Gould, sir, answered Jenny, with downcast eyes and a crimson face.

Richard Gould, slowly repeated Mr. Danesbury, as if pondering over the mans merits and demerits. Well, Jessy, he is a clever workman, and may rise to a good post in the establishment. That is, if he pleases  if he will keep steady.

Scarcely had Mr. Danesbury moved away, when a good-looking young man in a workmans dress approached Jessy from an opposite direction. It was Richard Gould.

Jessy, wasnt that the master? he asked, before he had well reached her.

Yes.

I must be off into the factory, then. When the masters eyes are about, theres no skulking for any body.

You ought to be as diligent when he is absent as when he is present, Richard.

Oughts dont count always, my little moralizer. Im diligent enough.

Richard, I saw Mr. Harding yesterday. What do you think he said!

Any thing about me?

That you were getting to go out with the men to the public-houses after work. And if he saw that you continued to do it, he should write to my father to stop our wedding.

I dont go to the public-houses, returned Richard Gould.

He said you were there on Saturday night.

Saturday night? Well; I believe I did go in for an hour with Foster. It did not harm me.

And on Thursday night also, she continued.

What an audacious  Stop, cried Richard, pulling his speech suddenly up, dont let me tell a story. Thursday night?  that was the night I was hunting for Jackson. I had to get instructions from him about the mornings work, and found him at the Pig and Whistle. I sat the long spell of half an hour with him at the Pig, and drank one glass of ale, which he stood treat for. Much harm that did me, didnt it?

It is not the harm it does now that matters, but the getting into the habit. Uncle Harding says, if men once get into a habit of going to public-houses of a night, they are sure never to get out of it, and they dont know where it will end; and if no bad ending comes, it runs away with money that might be spent better.

Thats all true, answered the young man, and Mr. Harding need not fear that I am going to get into it. I shall speak to him about this. Good-by, Jessy.

Do what they would, they could not hear of Glisson. Mr. Danesbury made inquiry, but was unable to trace her, and a strong, fear, a dread which he would not mention to any one, was beginning to dawn over him  whether, in her grief and despair at the exposure which had taken place, and at being turned from her many years home, she might not have committed suicide. In three or four weeks, however, tidings came from Glisson herself. She was in London, and now sent to draw out of Mr. Danesburys hands a sum of money which he held for her at interest. It was £130, all she had saved, except the wages paid her by Mrs. Danesbury the morning of her departure. Mr. Danesbury wrote to her, as did Mrs. Philip Danesbury, kind letters, inquiring her plans, and so forth, but Glisson never answered.

Yes; Glisson had found her way to London. She had a brother living there, and she went to seek him. His address was somewhat vague:  Daniel Low, Cow Comer, Commercial Road. Nearly a half day spent Glisson, hunting out Cow Comer, and then nearly another half inquiring after Daniel Low. At last she met a man, who was hawking cauliflowers upon a flat board or barrow, and he, hearing the name, said there was a Dan Low in his line, and he lived in Cass Court, Whitechapel. Glisson thought if his line meant crying vegetables about the streets, her brother must have considerably fallen: he used to be a respectable market gardener; or, as they call it in London, a green-grocer.

It was evening when Glisson emerged from Cow Comer and its alleys, to find out Cass Court, and the street lamps were lighted. It was the first evening she had ever spent in London; moreover, it was Saturday evening, and Glisson was thunderstruck  bewildered, with the noise, the bustle, the glare, and confusion. Every tenth house or so was a flashing gin-shop  a palace, as they are called  and veritable palaces did they appear to the astounded Glisson. She stopped opposite the first she came to, and gazed in mute admiration. Its brilliant lamps were beautiful with colours and devices; and its warm, pleasant stream of light came flashing across the street every time the door opened. Glisson got jostled by the crowd at its doors; but, so intense was her entrancement, that at first she did not notice what an unhallowed crowd it was. Soon she sprang away to avoid their contact. Contact with them! Glisson shuddered, and looked at them. Could they be human beings? The rags and the tatters, the scarce covered nakedness, were not the worst: Glisson had seen that in street beggars; but such forms and faces as these she never had seen. The ghastly squalor of the thin features, the dreadful eyes, the scarlet lips, struck upon her with awe; whiles the countenances gave out that look of apathy, of pallid despair, which told that the crushed, diseased spirit was fast galloping on to death. Glisson drew herself beyond their circle, and stopped again to look at them; and the sight never was erased from her memory during life. Such as had money were pouring in and out at those swinging doors; and such as had not, vented their anger and misery aloud outside. She did well to close her ears with her two fingers; for they had never yet heard such language, sin, and blasphemy, so great as that crowd was shouting  and it was well that ears never should hear it, be they those of man or woman.

Glisson roused herself and continued her way. She seemed to have gazed her fill, both at the palace and its visitors. A few steps farther and she came upon another. What, another! uttered Glisson, in her surprise. Yes, there was; it was on the opposite side of the street, and it emitted the same tempting flood of gorgeous light, and the same sort of hideous mob was blocking up its entrance. A prolonged stare, and on stepped Glisson again; but soon she came to another halt, for there was actually a third. She began to think they must be common; and she was right. They were scattered every where; and not only in that street, but in all the others, round about, and cross again, and down turnings, and up lanes, and were especially prevalent at corners  more dark misery, more raving sin; and a thought darted into the mind of Glisson (whatever her own practice had been)  upon a city so contaminated could the divine blessing rest?

Intemperance is, indeed, as a very plague-spot in the metropolis. It is heard of in mansions  it is seen in dens  it staggers through the streets, lurking in the alleys and the dark comers  it cries aloud from the police courts  it fills the prisons and the hospitals  and it taints with its black infection our homes and hearths. It is the curse of Englands poor. Glisson saw enough of it that night, and of the facilities afforded for its indulgence. How many of that unhappy crowd might have been arrested in their downward course  nay, never have entered upon it, but for the terrible temptations thrust upon them every hour, and at every step, by these meretricious liquor shops! Numbers of them were respectable once, hard-working, and contented, until the stealthy vice insinuated itself upon them. Not all at once did it come, in its full, baleful aspect, but gradually and imperceptibly: moderation grew to deep drinking, deep drinking to excess, excess to an impossibility to abstain; and there they were now, crowding round  fascinated by the subtle glare  the poisonous snares of that destroying place, false as the name given to it!

Glisson, all in a maze, at length reached Cass Court, after many turnings and some misdirections, and at the entrance of Cass Court, Glisson paused, afraid to enter it. It was but one of many other such Courts, and the same features were seen in all. The tumble-down, dirty houses nearly touched each other, so narrow was the space between them; while, from the dilapidated windows, hung old cords, on which were stretched, rags to dry. As Glisson went gingerly up it, her skirts lifted, and picking her way, the inhabitants flocked after her, so different was she from the natives usually seen there. A respectable-looking woman in a claret-coloured merino gown, a warm Paisley shawl, and a straw bonnet, lined and trimmed with black velvet, gloves, and an umbrella, was indeed a phenomenon for Cass Court to stare at. Men, some tolerably decent, others whose clothes hung upon them in the best way the dilapidations would permit, leaned against the walls, smoking short pipes; women, worse off still in the matter of garments, stood screaming and scolding, their hair hanging about their ears, as if they had quarrelled with combs and brushes, altogether miserable objects to look upon; and children sat about, or lay in the gutter  such children as Glisson had never seen yet. She piloted her way amid the lot, and addressed herself to a man who wore a civil face.

Can you tell me whether a person named Daniel Low lives here?

Dan Low; yes. Thats where he hangs out, pointing to one of the houses opposite. Front room, first pair.

Glisson looked at it in doubt: she knew her brother had not been prosperous of late years, by the many calls he had made, or tried to make, on Glissons purse, but she could not believe he was reduced to live in this sort of plight in a Cass Court. Just then a woman put her face to a broken pane of glass in the room indicated, and the man spoke.

Here, misses; heres a lady asking after your Dan.

After our Dan! Whats he been up to!

Taint that sort o thing. Its a stranger.

He aint at home yet: hes on his rounds.

Better go up, if you want em, concluded the man to Glisson.

She proceeded to the room indicated. It was nearly bare of furniture, save for a rude bed (or what served for one) down in a comer: a more miserable habitation it was almost impossible to conceive, and Glissons courage died out as she gazed at it. The woman was washing some things in a tub, which things would soon be hung in the room to dry: could it really be her brothers wife? Glisson had seen her once, and then she was a pretty young woman; now all signs of prettiness were gone; her face was wrinkled, wearing a perpetual look of hard care, and her hair had turned gray  such hair! sticking out over her head, a tangled mass.

Are you Emma Low?

The woman fixed her eyes wonderingly on the intruder. Why  its not  its never Mrs. Glisson!

Yes, its me, said Glisson. Have you a chair, or any thing I can sit down upon for a minute: I am quite overcome at finding you in this state.

Emma Low brought forward a chair from which the rush seat was gone, but she clapped a piece of board across it, and Glisson sat down. What a dreadful place to live in! she uttered. I wonder the close air doesnt kill you!

Well, I thought it bad when we first came here, returned the wife; but we got used to it. So you be in London!

Hows Daniel? and how are the children? asked Glisson.

Middling. Dans on his rounds: he wont be here for another hour yet. Saturdays is busy nights with em. The young uns be out in the court and about.

What do you mean by Daniels rounds? questioned Glisson, puzzled at the word.

Dans a costermonger now; he hawks things about the streets in his hand-barrow, and we call it going his rounds. He has stuck to it ever since our business failed.

How did it come to fail? asked Glisson.

Ah! how do things come to fail? Ill luck: and expenses was great.

Is Daniel steady?

Hes pretty well: better than some around us. He might be steadier if he would, and then we should have kept our shop on, and a good roof over our heads.

Do you manage to get a living? continued Glisson.

Of course we get a living, such as it is, or else we should be on the tramp, or in the workhouse. But its starving, half the time. Im sorry I have got nothing in the place to ask you to have, she added, and till Dan comes home I dont possess a single copper.

Oh, said Glisson hastily, turning against the idea of eating in such an atmosphere, I could not take anything, if you had your cupboard full. I went into a coffee-shop and got a cup of tea and some bread and butter, and I am tired to death, for I have been looking for you three parts of the day.

Have you come to London with the family? asked Mrs. Low.

No, I have left them.

Left them!  was the echo. After being there so long!

My mistress died, said Glisson, and theres a second mistress now, and I did not take kindly to her, nor she to me.

The children came in, one by one, three of them, the eldest about eleven, and they were severally put to bed  after the fashion of putting to bed prevailing in that locality. Their upper garment was taken off, their rags were kept on, and they lay down.

They have not said their prayers, cried Glisson.

Prayers! uttered Emma Low in an accent of much surprise, while the children stared vacantly. Oh law! we dont have time for those sort of things here.

Where do you and Daniel sleep? next asked Glisson.

There!

There! on that bed, with all the three children? returned she.

Where else are we to sleep? Twasnt comfortable when we had first to do it; but its astonishing how you get used to a thing, when theres no help against it.

And young Dan? continued Glisson. And Mary? I suppose hes out with his father.

Indeed hes not. Young Dan has set up for himself. He has left us, and got a barrow, and goes round with winkles and herrings, and such like, or fruit when its in. He has took up with a girl, and she goes round with him. I blieve they get a living somehow.

Glisson did not penetrate to the meaning of the phrase took up, in the sense it was spoken, or she would have wondered more than she did; but the rest of the information afforded her considerable amazement. Why, Dan is only sixteen! she replied; hes only a boy.

Theres hardly a boy of that age in our Court, but what thinks himself a man, was Emma Lows answer. As to Polly, shes out on her own account, too. It makes less months to feed at home, and folks, come to what we have, cant afford to be nice, and to stick at trifles.

She sighed deeply as she spoke. Glisson, full of strange doubt, but not venturing to ask questions which might solve it, sat in silence, and at that juncture a little boy came up the stairs.

Can you lend mother a bit o candle please? and shell pay it back again when fathers home.

I havent got a morsel but this Im using. Jemmy, or else, tell your mother, she might be welcome to it, replied Mrs. Low.

The boy did not go away immediately. He stood looking down at the three faces in the bed.

He is thinking theres enough of em there for one bed, spoke Glisson in her ignorance.

Emma Low could not forbear a faint laugh, though she and merriment seemed to have parted company long ago.

Here, Jemmy, said she to the boy, tell that lady how you sleep in your room.

We all sleeps in a big bed, said he, turning up his wan face to Glisson, with a good-humoured smile; its as big as that.

That was about a third less large than the one Glisson had enjoyed to herself at Danesbury House.

But tell who sleeps in it, Jemmy, persisted Mrs. Low.

Father, and mother, and Catherine, and the baby, at the top; and me and Neddy, and Sam, at the bottom, was the ready answer.

So thats two more than our lot, said Emma Low to Glisson, as the boy went out.

Daniel Low came in. He was dressed pretty tidily in fustian, and was excessively astonished to see his sister. He gave her a history of his downfall, ascribing it to every cause but the right one  drink. He had brought home money, and his first thought was hospitality; one of the children was roused from the bed, and sent to the palace at the comer of Cass Court, for a pint of Old Tom, and the three sat down and discussed the gin, Emma Low providing hot water and three cracked tea-cups. Then he put Glisson into an omnibus which would take her to the inn where she had arrived late the previous night, and where she had left her boxes.

As a childs mind gradually awakens to the wonders of the world, so did Glissons senses awake, by degrees, to the wonders of Cass Court. She was alone in London, knowing nobody, and the first shock  the first distaste gone off, she naturally sought her relations often. Glissons heart was good; and she was deliberating whether she could not assist them to rise out of their fallen and most undesirable position. Hence she spent many an hour in Cass Court, and its evils were progressively unfolded to her. Cass Court was not the worst of its kind; others there were, not far from it, the very hot-beds of crime  shunned, even by the police, as being desperately dangerous and wicked. Take Cass Court as a whole, it was honest; and, taking it in comparison, it was respectable  in comparison, mind, with those other places hinted at. Also, it was hard working; but the great filing of Cass Court was its dreadful poverty; and that poverty was caused by the feet that one half of what was earned was spent in drink. The occupation followed by many of the men was the same as that of Glissons brother  they were costermongers in the London streets. Their social and moral state was mostly bad, and they did not care to rise from it. When the men were off their rounds, and when those pursuing other callings had left work in the evening, their abiding-place was the ale-house or the gin-shop, or some low place of amusement, where they could also get drink, or else take it with them. Too often their wives accompanied them: we say wives, as we are writing for polite ears  Glisson used to pay them the same compliment; but not one couple in ten were legally bound together, or had ever been inside a church in their lives. Glisson understood now what the setting up meant. As boys and girls grew, they left their parents, other boys and girls doing the same, and set up on their own account: in pairs, of course. Children of fourteen, sixteen, eighteen years. The parents winked at it; some went so far as to recommend it  in Mrs. Lows sentence there was an emphatic meaning Its less mouths to feed at home! The only stock in trade necessary to set up with was a hand-barrow, and this they contrived to get, having a few shillings in reserve to purchase the first load, whether stale fish, stale fruit, or stale vegetables. Thus they started in life, and generally obtained enough to live

 or, it may be more correct to say, they obtained enough not to die. They also obtained drink; whether food was had or not, drink must be found. They also enjoyed their evenings amusements, and they would enjoy them  those amusements and the drink constituting the .paradise of their lives. Once Glisson was persuaded into going; it was to a theatrical entertainment  if her majestys chamberlain will not bring an action against us for calling it such. Glisson paid for the lot  that is, for her party, a penny each, which was the price of admission to the theatre. The audience was numerous; men and women, boys and girls; some had pewter pots of porter to regale themselves with, some had stone bottles of gin, and short pipes were plentiful. The representation began, and Glisson stopped for a whole quarter of an hour, and then struggled out of the place, her face red, and her mind indignant, for such language, such ideas, she had never dreamed of. While the rest of the company (such is use!) sat on, in an ecstasy of applause and admiration; and, when it was over, left, only to look forward with feverish impatience to the performance of the next night. And that way of living, of spending the days and the nights, was a very fair specimen of the pursuits of the ladies and gentlemen of Cass Court.

But how was it that they did not strive to lift themselves out of degradation so great? Need Glisson have asked? It was the daily indulgence in stimulating liquors that had perverted their minds and seared their hearts. They learned to love drink in their childhood; as soon as they could carry a pewter pot to their lips they relished the taste of beer; as soon as they could get gin they indulged in it: and philosophers tell us that use is second nature. The love of liquors, ere they became men, was confirmed and strong; it had grown with their growth; and if they could have overcome the inward craving for it, they could never battle with the temptations to indulge in it, which beset them all around.

Some few in Cass Court, a very few, had. once been in a superior class of life; they had been gentle-people. Reader, you do not believe it; but I am telling you nothing but truth. How could they have fallen from their pinnacle to shame and misery such as this? How indeed! Ask themselves. Its bare recollection, even now, causes them a shudder, a sickening shudder, as they glance back at the marked features of their downward progress. It was the drink, they will tell you. Yes, it is always the drink.

Glissons relations had neither been gentle-people nor first-class trades-people (speaking of their grade), but they had fallen from comfort and respectability, and Glisson felt it her duty to extricate them from the contamination and distress of Cass Court. Of course, they were not backward in seconding her wishes. Indulgence in drink had been the chief cause in her brothers downfall, but they kept the fact from her. He had wasted both time and money in it, which had led to difficulties, and thence to ruin. He persuaded Glisson that if she would advance the means to set him up anew in his old trade, he should not fail to do well, perhaps realize an independence. Glisson acceded; and it was for that purpose she withdrew her money from the hands of Mr. Danesbury. A shop was taken in Hatton Garden (for in Glissons opinion the farther they got away from Cass Court the better), and opened in the coal and green-grocery line, and Glisson was to reside with them, the best room on the first floor being assigned to her. Such was the plan entered upon, and we shall see in a little time how it prospered.


CHAPTER VI.

TRAINING.

It was a fair scene. The golden gleam of summer shone upon the land, the luxuriant com already gave taken of a plentiful harvest, the grateful scent of the new-mown hay told that the grass was cut, and the cattle were lazily stretched beside the glittering pools. Especially peaceful seemed the still air, the calm landscape, as these fair country scenes do seem on the Day of East.

Walking home from morning service was a group, amid other groups. Mr. Danesbury, his daughter and her governess, and his four sons, Arthur, William, Robert, and Lionel: for the time has gone by, reader, and Robert Danesbury, the young infant, is now eight years old, and his brother Lionel is seven. Two children only had the second Mrs. Danesbury.

Mrs. Danesbury did not attend church that day: she had one of her nervous headaches and remained in bed: she often did have them; the servants declared they came on from her indulged fits of temper; but whatever may have been their cause, they did not tend to render the house more pleasant.

Arthur had returned from keeping his first term at Cambridge: though intended to be only what his father was before him, a commercial man, the very highest educational advantages were being afforded him. To say that Arthur was growing up good-looking, would not be saying enough: a more noble-looking youth, both in face and form, it was impossible to conceive: lofty in mind, lofty in person, lofty in countenance, was Arthur Danesbury.

Mrs. Danesbury had risen when they got home, and they sat down to dinner, which was always taken early on the Sunday. Arthur and Isabel drank water, as was customary, but beer was supplied to the three younger boys  and there, for those young children, lay the error; for the first Mrs. Danesburys theory was right. When the cloth was removed, a full glass of rich wine was poured out for them; it was the usual Sundays treat, the accompaniment to the fruit and cakes; they were all three fond of it; they had learned to be; and they somehow in their little minds connected the wine and Sunday together, and believed the wine must be a very good thing, as they always had it on that day.

Mrs. Danesbury, the present, had been positive on this point; it may be said, obstinate. She would not bring them up to drink water. She would not let them taste it at their meals; and, if they complained of thirst in the day, would order a glass of table-beer brought in for them. The fact that it had been the wish and maxim of the first Mrs. Danesbury no doubt influenced her in thus acting; for a jealous feeling toward that ladys memory  ay, and toward her children  rankled in her heart. Mr. Danesbury did not interfere. Always a temperate man himself, sprung from a temperate family, and partaking, whether of wine or beer, only in strict moderation, he saw no harm in the childrens doing so, and never cast a thought as to its bringing harm for the future.

But there is other training required from a mother to a child, besides that desirable one of confining its drink to water. Few are more deeply impressed with the responsibility resting on a mother, or more earnestly anxious for her childrens welfare than had been the first Mrs. Danesbury: few, let us hope, are more careless of it than was the second. I speak of welfare in the highest sense of the term  that they should be great and good here, and inheritors of eternal life hereafter. Isabel, Mrs. Danesbury, knew that this sort of welfare can best be attained (I had almost said, only be attained) by incessant care, and watchfulness, and training of a child, from its very earliest years. She never omitted to take her child, Arthur, from the time he was two years old, to herself, for ten minutes after breakfast. She would put him on her knee and read a little, and talk to him about God, and about his own childish duties  what he must do, what he must not do. She would speak in a low, persuasive, loving voice, which of itself was sufficient to draw the love of the child. Generally speaking, but not so invariably as in the morning, for engagements sometimes prevented her, she would take him so in the evening, and whisper pleasant words of angels loving him and watching over him in his sleep. She rarely failed to hear him his prayers herself, not trusting even to Glisson, for, as a general rule, servants do not care whether they are said reverently or irreverently. In the day-time, she had him with her a great deal, and was always striving to form his mind for good. One thing which she impressed fully upon him was, that this world was not his home; that, at the best, he would be in it but a short period; and she taught him to live so as not to dread death. Before she was taken from him, Arthurs mind, naturally a tractable one, had been moulded well, and he had learned the fact that he had grave responsibilities upon him, momentous duties to fulfil, and that, as his conduct was, so would his prosperity and happiness be. These seeds never could have been eradicated from Arthur Danesburys heart. Even had he been consigned to the charge of his step-mother, his own sense of right, so efficiently imparted to him, and the exceeding reverence, the perfect love he had borne for his mother, would have kept him safe. But the clergyman with whom he was placed proved an admirable seconder of the principles of Mrs. Danesbury. Isabel had been taken by her mother in like manner, and her governess was a Christian gentlewoman, so that she was also fortunate. But the other children; how was it with them?

Eliza, Mrs. Danesbury, had about as much notion of this sort of training as the man in the moon. She was certainly anxious for the welfare of her children, but all in a temporal point of view; she hoped they would be grand and rich men, and rise to eminence in the world. She was very fond of them, and indulged them much, but she took no pains, except wrong ones, to correct their tempers; pampered and indulged, they would be often passionate and naughty, Robert especially; sometimes she did not check them at all, and sometimes, if she was in an ill humour herself, she would punish them with inexcusable harshness, beating them with severity. She never impressed upon them that they had duties to perform to themselves and to others, children though they were; she never spoke of the necessity of self-restraint, or taught them when to exercise it. As to their religious obligations, they were taught their prayers, and would repeat them to the nurse who had succeeded Glisson, hurrying them over at railroad speed, and they were made to learn the Catechism, and were taken to church, all in a genteel, orthodox sort of way, very well for show, but very unserviceable for use. If the boys did pick up a glimmer of any thing better, they got it from Mr. Danesbury, who would often gather them around him on a Sunday evening, read to them and talk seriously to them. But the duty of implanting serious lessons lies with a mother far more than with a father, and Mrs. Danesbury did not attempt them. She was fidgety about their appearance  that their dress should be handsome, always in order; she was anxious that they should be polite in manner, and there it ended. William, of course, is included in these remarks, though he did not come in for much indulgence; but William had one advantage not enjoyed by Robert and Lionel  he was often at Mrs. Philip Danesburys. And that lady, suspecting, or rather knowing, the state of affairs at home, strove to supply to him the part of a mother. Still it was not like regular watchfulness, uninterrupted progress, for what was done at Mrs. Philip Danesburys, was undone at home. Mrs. Danesbury very much disliked Mrs. Philip, and would not suffer her own boys to go there, except for a formal visit now and then. You will gather from these remarks, that the young Danesburys were growing up without acquiring any moral safeguard within themselves, to keep them from the evil temptations of the world, with which they must some time be brought into contact.

One day when Arthur was at home, he took William to his room, talked to him, and told him he wished he would confine his drink to water.

I dont like water, Arthur. Beer is nicer.

But you are aware  you have heard  that our own mamma wished us to drink it: and you would so very much oblige me by doing so.

Truth to say, the last argument had most weight with William; for he was very fond of Arthur, and wished to do what he desired. So the next day at dinner, he requested the servant to give him water, not beer. He made a face over it, however, and put it down as soon as tasted, upon which Mrs. Danesbury said some mocking words to him, which set him still more against the water; and she actually, positively, told her own two children that they might that day have a double portion of beer if they wished it, to teach Arthur sense. After dinner, William whispered to Arthur that he was very sorry, but he never should be able to drink the nasty water with dinner. Of course he could not; the child had never been accustomed to drink it; Mrs. Danesbury had given him the taste for stronger things.

On this Sunday, as they sat at dinner, Arthur was describing to them his university life. He appeared to have formed a close friendship there: it was with a young man of his own age, who had matriculated at the same time as himself, the Honourable Richard Dacre.

Those college friendships do not continue in after life, Arthur, observed Mr. Danesbury.

Mine with Dacre will not, I dare say, replied Arthur, for our paths will lie far apart. He will be a peer of the realm; I, but Arthur Danesbury of the iron works. But it is very pleasant, while it does last. I like him excessively, and keep him out of mischief: but for me, he would be over head and ears in it.

You keep him out of mischief! laughed Mr. Danesbury.

Arthur laughed also, It is true though, sir.

On the afternoon of the following day, Monday, Mr. Danesbury was walking along a somewhat unfrequented path at the back of his factory, when a woman all in rags, a beggar apparently, came in view. He took no notice of her; he was deep in thought; but the beggar halted as he passed.

Master!

It was Glisson! Mr. Danesbury was shocked when he recognized her. She leaned against the wall, and broke out into wails and sobs.

Oh, master! my dear master!

Glisson, what has happened? How is it that you are like this?

Im just a beggar on the face of the earth, sir. I have no home and no food; and nobody in the wide world to give me shelter. I was coming to the old familiar home-place, to sit myself down in the fields and to die

You appear to be ill, almost helpless!

Thats what the rheumatic fever has left me. I caught it, and the parish doctor says I shall never have the proper use of my hands and arms again, and my legs totter under me.

What have you been doing since you left us?

Ah! what have I been! When Mrs. Danesbury turned me out  and most cruelly she behaved to me; ay, master, I must say it, though she is your wife, and may the Lord help the poor children when they fall under her temper!  I went to London. Not direct; for I staid here and there upon my road; I was almost mad, what with one wretched thought or other. All at once I thought Id go off to London and find out my brother and his wife. Well, sir, I did; and a fine state I found them in. Oh, sir, those that live in the country have need to be thankful, for they dont know what some parts of London is! Its just a hell upon earth.

You drew out your money, Glisson.

Yes, sir; I lent it to them to set up again  a hundred pounds of it  the odd thirty I kept myself; and he took a green-grocers shop, and I lived with em. Thats eight years ago. And how long did the fine shop last? Not four years; the profits were swallowed up, and they are all gone to the dogs again.

But what have you been doing?

Nothing. I have just grubbed on with em in their vice and wretchedness; selling my clothes, and starving till I can starve no longer, so I resolved to come home here to die. I have been six days walking it, Master John.

Master John! the old familiar title of his boyhood.

Glisson, he resumed, in a tone of deep commiseration, have you relinquished that unfortunate habit which they tell me you took to?

She shook her head. No, sir.

No!

The craving for drink has grown upon me. My odd pounds went in it. Its more to me now than food.

Oh, Glisson!

As long as I was in your house, sit, I kept it under: I should have kept it under still, for I knew I must do it. I did drink a drop at times, but not much to harm me. What possessed me to take so much the night Mrs. Danesbury found me, I cant tell. But, up in that dreadful London, in the midst of bad example, with nothing but poverty, and ruin, and rags, and famine around me, and flaring gin-shops at every turn of a step, which make the best drink when they would not  that did for me. It does for thousands. My brother might have been sober enough but for them enticing places, and his business would have gone on.

Glisson, what could have been your inducement to fall into such a habit? inquired Mr. Danesbury. What was the commencement?

Do you remember a cook you once had, sir?  a fat, red-faced woman; Dolly we used to call her in the kitchen; one of the best cooks that ever came into the house. She left just after William was born.

Yes, I do remember her, said Mr. Danesbury, who had been casting back his thoughts.

She taught me. She drank gin; a great deal of it. As soon as ever my mistress had been into the kitchen in a morning to give orders, shed begin; and she never left off throughout the day. Yet she would send up her dinner properly, and do her work well, and never show it. There was no baby then, for little John had died, and I took to steal down stairs at night, and sit with her in the kitchen after the servants had gone to bed, and drink some with her.

I got a liking for it. Master John, and it stuck to me: and I could not leave it off.

Glisson, he uttered, after a pause, a sharp pang striking him like a dart, could it be that this was the cause of your giving the child the laudanum  and so leading to the death of your mistress?

Too true; too true! she shrieked. And I have had my dear mistresss face before me ever since, and I have drank worse, to drown it. Fare ye well, sir; fare ye well forever.

She turned off, sobbing and moaning; and Mr. Danesbury saw her sink down behind a tree at some distance.

What should he do with her? He could not let her starve. Painful as had been the last revelation to him, he yet felt that he must give her succour. He was a considerate, benevolent man, and he would have been so to an enemy. Thomas Harding approached, and Mr. Danesbury informed him of what had occurred.

It never was that object I saw pass round, as I was waiting at the gate to give the signal for the bell! he exclaimed. A bundle of rags, sir; bent, as if with age, with a stick in her hand to lean upon!

The same, answered Mr. Danesbury; that was Glisson. Harding, I must get somebody to take her in. Do you think any will be found to have her?

Plenty, sir, if only from the respect they owed your late mother, whose servant she was. Let it once be known that it is your wish, and twenty will come forward.

I will pay a weekly sum for her support Do you arrange it for me. Let her be comfortable.

Ill see about it at once, sir.

Ay; she must be got in somewhere: look at her there, under that tree.

Before an hour had elapsed, a home was found for Glisson, and she was conveyed to it, sobbing bitterly.


CHAPTER VII.

THE DANESBURY OPERATIVES.

How got on Jessy Gould? We had better see. She would have got on very well but for the public-houses; but Richard had learnt to like them much. When her friends consented to her marrying Richard Gould, they looked forward to the prospect of his rising to a good position in the establishment of Mr. Danesbury, otherwise they would not have considered him a suitable match for her. And as yet, Richard, though more comfortably off than many, was not advancing as quickly as he might have done. They had four or five children, who were kept as clean and neat as their mother.

It was half past seven oclock, and Saturday night, and the bell rang at the Danesbury Works for the men to go in and be paid. Though so large a number of them, the arrangements were well ordered and systematic, and by eight oclock most of them were ready to depart.

They passed into the yard, out at the great iron gates. A few proceeded to their homes, but the greater portion was hastening to the public-houses and beer-shops. A group of eight or ten, Richard Gould being one, halted in consultation as to which house should be favoured with their company, and finally it was decided to honour the Pig and Whistle, down by the new bridge.

Ay; lets. Jones said, last night, as they have got a famous tap on at the Pig. Come along, Gould, what be you stopping for?

Richard Gould was hesitating. It occurred to his memory that he had promised Jessy to bring his wages home the minute he received them, for she said she wanted a few shillings for something particular, and told him what it was.

I must step home first, said he. Ill come after ye. My wifes waiting for some money.

Thats a shuffle, Gould. Your wife gets her marketings on credit on the Saturday mornings.

It isnt marketing: its something else. I promised Id be home.

Bother! You dont go for to think as shell trapse out to-night. Its a-pelting cats and dogs. No woman wont leave her fireside to-night except them as cant help it, and your wife aint one. Come along.

Richard Gould yielded  an easy, good-natured soul he was, swayed with the wind  and away the lot went, through the rain and mud, to the Fig and Whistle.

The Pig and Whistle received them with due respect. It had got a blazing fire and a warm, light room to welcome them; and once ensconced in it with their pipes and drink, they were as oblivious of homes, wives, children, and weekly marketings, as if such things existed not. A few, who used the house regularly, called for their scores on entering, and settled up for the past seven days. The Pig and Whistle was a flourishing house now, for the workmen, who had for a long while been engaged erecting the new bridge in place of the dangerous old one, had patronized it extensively.

Meanwhile Richard Goulds wife was sitting at home, in all hope. They occupied one of the cottages in Prospect Row, neat dwellings of three rooms and a detached back kitchen; or, as it was called, in local phraseology, a brew-house. The men inhabiting these cottages were ail employed at the Works; but there was a wide difference in their conduct, and, consequently, in their homes. Some drank their wages away, and then huddled with their wives and families into the down-stairs room and the brew-house, letting the two upper ones. Some of the wives were slatternly, some tidy; but, as a general rule, though it did not apply in every instance, the slatternly wife and the drinking husband went together. Some made, of these cottages, complete, pleasant dwellings, converting the brew-house into a kitchen for the rough work  the washing and cooking  and the front room into a parlour. Jessy Gould, smart and nice in all things, was one who had done the last, fitting it up with a carpet and glass, and pretty ornaments. Richard spent a good deal more in drink than he could afford, and this kept them poor; but Mrs. Goulds friends often helped them, so that they were better off than most of the workmen of his grade.

She eat at home in the parlour, busy at work finishing a childs frock, and expecting Richard. Her children were in bed, and a small sauce-pan stood on the hob by the fire containing some Irish stew for his supper. She had bought her marketings in the day  it was her custom to do so, and to pay on the Monday. Too many a poor wife could not obtain even this short credit, and had to get in every thing on the Saturday night, if her husband and his wages came home in time.

The clock struck nine, and Jessy Gould laid down her work with a sigh of despair.

He is off with the men again! I am certain of it! He might have come home this night, when he knew what I wanted with the money. And her work went on again, but more heavily.

In the next cottage to theirs lived a man of the name of Reed, an inferior workman. Mrs. Reed was in tribulation more dire than Jessys, and was audibly lamenting that this was Saturday night, and that Reed had gone a-drinking again. She knew to her cost the propensity he had to go a-drinking, not only on Saturday nights, but on others. The first step was to go after him, and try to get him home before he was too far gone, and half his weeks money spent. She threw a shawl over her gown, put on her bonnet, blew out the candle, left the bit of fire safe, and opened the door. But she hesitated on the threshold, for the wind and the rain came beating against her, threatening to wet her through and through. Turning her thin cotton shawl over her arms, bared to the elbows, for she had been hard at work, she locked the door, took out the key, and knocked at Richard Goulds.

Come in.

Good evening, Mrs. Gould. Im come to ask you to let me leave my key here.

She left her pattens at the door, and went in. Aint it a shame? she began. Heres that drunken brute of mine never come home again! Hes off, as usual, with the rest; and he knows I have not got bit or drop in the house for to-morrow, neither candles, nor coals, nor even a bit of soap, I hadnt, to wash the poor children with  so I had to put em to bed dirty.

Ay; it is a shame, said Mrs. Gould. They are all alike, I think. My husband promised to come home, and he has never come. We are invited to Mr. Hardings to dinner to-morrow, children and all, and I wanted to buy new shoes for the two eldest, for Im not going to take them there in their shabby old ones, which are off their feet, and Richard knows the new shoe-shop wont give an hours credit. The men are all alike.

No, they are not all alike; I wish they were, if it was like your Gould. If he do go out of a night, he dont get drunk, and drink all his money away, as that sot of a Reed of mine do.

Jessy thought to herself that he drank away far more than he ought of it, but she did not say so.

Wont you sit down, Mrs. Reed?

Law no! Im off to find him out, and get some money from him. Its hard lines with us, at the best, since our lodgers left, and its harder when he gets drunk on wages night, for then the money melts like butter. Not but what Im loth to leave your fire, and turn out into it; so comfortable as you be here, to be sure!

The woman moved to the door as she spoke. The rain was coming down in torrents.

You will get a dreadful soaking, exclaimed Mrs. Gould. Have you an umbrella?

A crazy old thing, bent and broke. But no umbrella wont be of much good to-night. Good evening for the present.

Away she clanked in her pattens, through the garden gate and along the road. The first thing the wind did, was to take the crazy old umbrella, and turn it inside out. She went on in the rain, not knowing at which of the public-houses she might find him, and with something very like a malediction in her heart on all of them. They were numerous, and she tried several unsuccessfully. It was a weary search, and she grew disheartened; she was wet to the skin, and returned to Prospect Row, hoping he had gone home.

Has he been for the key? she asked, putting her head inside Mrs. Goulds door.

No; here it is. Have you seen any thing of my husband?

I have seen nothing of either of them. I wish the beer-houses were burnt! added Mrs. Heed, in exasperation. What a life is mine, to be tied to such a sot!

Back again to the search. She must have money for her marketings, and she must try and prevent him getting intoxicated. Just before eleven oclock, the hour when the shops closed, she heard where he was. An acquaintance, bent on the same errand as herself, gave her the information that he and about fifteen others were at that noted public, the Pig and Whistle, a-topping theirselves stupid.

All that way! exclaimed poor Mrs. Reed. She went splashing wearily on, till she arrived at it, and she asked to see him. He came sullenly out of the tap-room, pipe in mouth, chafing at the jokes of his companions, who asked him if he was in leading strings that his missis must come after him. He was fresh, not yet worse, and in a shocking humour; for drink always put him in one, though he was a civil man when quite sober.

What do you want a-coming hunting after me? he exclaimed with a scowl.

What do I want! she retorted, why money, for one thing. You know the house is empty. Coals, and candles, and bread, and tea, and potaters, and soap, and salt, and meat

He stopped her with an oath, threw down five shillings, and told her to go along and get the things.

What is the use of five shillings? she asked, pushing it back. But he buttoned up his breeches pockets, and told her she might take that or none.

Wont you come home with me? she resumed, not choosing to argue the matter then.

Home with her! was the answer. A pretty piece of impudence she must be to ask that.

He went back to the company and the tap-room, as he spoke, and she, in a tone between scolding and crying, called out that he must be a good-for-nothing brute, to keep her trapesing about after him on such a cruel night.

Before she had time to quit the hospitable door of the Pig and Whistle, a slatternly woman, with a red face and bold aspect, dashed into it, the rain dripping off her.

Is he here? she demanded, her breath redolent of spirits, and her voice unsteady.

The landlords answer was a movement of his thumb in the direction of the tap-room. She was passing toward it with a fierce step, but he interposed and stopped her.

None of that, Dame Tailor. You cant go in there to make a row; we know you of old. If you want him, Ill fetch him out

Fetch him out, then, and be quick about it.

This woman and her husband lived in a room in the town  one room. They might have done so well, for he was a clever workman, but drink was his bane, always had been from a young man, and drink was now hers. She was a smart, well-conducted, tidy young woman once, and she made him a well-conducted wife. Yes, she was; even that virago, with her offensive words, and her black hair hanging about her face. But his confirmed ill courses soured her temper and broke her spirit. Her children, born to rags and wretchedness, died off as they came, dying principally of hunger. Cold, weary, and sick at heart, she used to go hunting after him, as Mrs. Reed has just done after her husband, and he would meet her with abuse, insult, and at last with blows. All the good that was in her was thrown back upon her heart: maddened and despairing, she learned to fly to the same source to drown her sorrow, and soon she became as confirmed a drinker as he was.

Tailor came out staggering, a black-looking fellow, six feet high, and a scene of disturbance ensued. She was come for money to get more drink, and he would not give it her; he told her she was top-heavy already. She retorted that he was. Threats poured from the man, screams of rage from the woman, and oaths from both. The landlord put a summary end to it; he expelled her from the door, threatening her with the lock-up if she returned, and Tailor went, staggering and muttering, back to the tap-room.

Mrs. Tailor flew up the street, scolding and raving, with all the rage of a violent and half-crazy woman. The Brown Bear was the first public-house she passed; it stood invitingly open, and she turned into it, and called for gin and water, promising to pay on the following Monday.

Whos to know whether I may trust you? cried the landlady.

Ill pay you, if I pawn the coat off Tailors back. I swear it. There!

The gin and water was supplied, and more after it: for landladies know that these drinking debts generally are settled; whether by the pledging of coats or of any other article, is of no moment to them.

Mrs. Reed went forth from the public-house with the five shillings in her hand, but the clocks had then struck eleven, and the shops were closed. On her way up the street, she encountered many women going on the same errand that she had been. Some, now it was too late to buy what they wanted, were returning home; others were pacing before the public-house doors on that pitiless night, humbly waiting for their inhuman husbands, not daring to leave them to get home alone, in the state in which they knew they would be. Inhuman then; kind and civil if they would but keep sober.

Jessy had finished her work, and she sat with her Bible before her, when Mrs. Reed once more entered. She closed the book.

Well, said she, have you found him?

Yes; when eleven oclock had gone. Hes down at the Pig and Whistle; theres a tap-room full of em, and hell come home drunk, for hes pretty far gone toward it now. Look here!

She stretched out her hand, and exhibited the five shillings.

He gave me that  and we want every thing! I wonder a judgment dont overtake the beer-houses, I do. Look at the state Im in!

Poor thing! she was indeed in a comfortless state. Wet, as if she had been in a pool of water.

Theres that unfortunate Nance Tailor bad again. She came after Tailor to the Pig, and a fine row there was, for both of em was in for it. The landlord put her out, and she went screeching and blaspheming up to the Brown Bear; and there shell stop till it shuts up.

Shell drink herself to death, that woman will.

She has had enough to drive her on to it, like some of the rest of us. Your husbands not come home, for I saw him in the tap-room down there at the Pig. Im sure its all enough to wear the lifes hope out of one. Its well that you can sit there so calm, and read that good book. I am never in the frame of mind for it.

The more crosses we have, the more we ought to go to it, for it is in trouble that we find its comfort, murmured Mrs. Gould. I have taught Richard to care for it a little. He did not when we married; and I think it is that which has kept him steadier than some.

The woman looked into the fire. The expression of her face seemed to say there was no comfort for her any where.

That was kind of Mr. Danesbury having the men before him yesterday, resumed Mrs. Gould.

Did he have them? What for?

He had them all before him in the long room, and said it had come to his knowledge that their habit of frequenting the public-houses at night was growing much more common than it used to be. He told them that it ruined their energies, wasted their means, and brought discomfort on their families; and he begged them to be more thoughtful and to put a check upon their love for drink. He said he would rather raise the wages of every man who would undertake to keep from the public-house, than that they should go on drinking worse and worse, as they were doing.

There! Now look at Reed! He wouldnt tell me, cause he knowed he should not take the advice. No more will any of em: theyll go to the public, in spite of the master. Good night, Mrs. Gould. I wish we was all in Heaven together; twould be better for us.

Scarcely had Mrs. Reed left, when Richard Gould came in. Not quite gone  only half so. His wife put the supper before him without speaking: he did not eat it, but went off to bed. The next morning he awoke, got up early, and went out to get the shoes for the children; for it had become a custom for some of the inferior shops in Eastborough to open for an hour or two on the Sunday morning. Perhaps the necessities of the workmens wives had originated it. His head was aching; his wife was grieved; his wages were sensibly diminished. He begged her to say nothing at Mr. Hardings, and protested he never would be tempted out on a Saturday night again  as he had protested many and many a time before.

Poor Mrs. Reed had gone into her comfortless home, shivering and miserable. Yet she did not dare to crack up the fire, for the lump of coal on it was the last bit she had in the house, and she must keep it to boil the kettle in the morning, while she went out. A bitter feeling, a mixture of indignation and despair, stole over her heart, as she sat there waiting for her husband; despair at her unhappy misery, and indignation against public-houses in general, and her husband in particular. Her thoughts flew back to the time when she was a pretty young woman, the child of respectable, industrious parents, without a care upon her, and looking forward to a hopeful future. Oh that I had never married! she aspirated, that I could again be as I once have been!

The tower clock tolled twelve, and those agents of much misery, the public-houses, closed for the night. Other nights the closing hour was eleven; Saturday, twelve. Why so? That the men, when they had money in their pockets, might enjoy increased facility of spending it? Let those answer who made the law. At three quarters past twelve  it took him that time to reel home  Reed tumbled in, awfully abusive, especially at there being no fire and no supper; and, in spite of his wifes remonstrances, he managed to steady himself so as to crack up the coal and start it into a blaze. In vain she tried to get him to bed: he lighted his pipe, and savagely ordered her to go out and buy beer, being with difficulty made to understand that the taps were closed for the night. He would sit on, and he did; now dozing, now taking a few whiffs at the pipe, and now breaking out into half-connected sentences of abuse. She, poor, weary woman, was obliged to sit with him; left to himself, he might get burned, or set the house on fire: not only for that  he would not. permit her to go; he never did when he was in that state. At four oclock he condescended to retire, she undressing him.

Before she seemed to have closed her eyes the children were awake and noisy, as children like to be. Fatigued and unrefreshed, she got up, he lying on, like a clod; and, telling her children to be still in bed, for their father was not well, she prepared to go out. But first of all, she looked into her husbands pockets, painfully anxious as to the amount she might find there. His wages were fifteen shillings a week; it has been said that he was only an inferior workman; and she hunted out six-and-seven pence-halfpenny. With a sensation of despair, she examined on, but there was no more. Three-and-fourpence-halfpenny gone in one night! She put it back, and wrung her hands.

Father got drunk last night, I know, whispered the eldest child to the rest, as soon as his mothers back was turned. It was pay-night. He was beginning, child though he was, to be wise in such matters.

Mrs. Reed laid out her five shillings, eking it out to the best advantage, returned, made the fire, got up the children, and gave them their breakfast. Toward dinner-time her husband came shivering down, looking miserably cold and uncomfortable, and very angry with himself. For he was not a bad or unfeeling man, except when under the influence of drink. His wife was sullen and would not notice him; but at last she asked him, giving way to the burden that was lying at her hearty how ever he came to spend so much as three-and-sevenpence-halfpenny. He didnt know how, he answered; he couldnt recollect. Somebody called for spirits, and then others called for spirits: there was a good deal drunk among em, one way or tother. Ninepence of it was an old score which he owed. What was to be done about the landlord? was her next ominous question. He must let her have all that he had got remaining. Oh yes! he would let her have it, he returned, full of contrition, and they sat down to dinner pretty peacefully. Of course, ale was wanted to drink with that, and the eldest child was dispatched to the nearest tap for it.

After dinner, while Mrs. Reed was putting the place to rights and washing up, he took his hat and sallied out. The public-houses were open, and in passing the Leopard he saw some of his acquaintances sitting at its window. He went in only just to speak with them, for his pricking conscience was whispering a warning; but they looked so comfortable and cosy with their pipes and jugs, that his old unhappy failing seized irresistible hold of him, and down he sat, and called for a pipe o bacca and a pint o mild ale. Others dropped in, one by one, till at length the room was pretty full. He sat there till nine at night  he was unable to tear himself away  and then went home. He had not toped himself into the state of the previous evening; by no means; and he would have asserted that he was perfectly sober, but he had further diminished his scanty stock of money. His wife, in towering indignation, had been fretting and scolding away her Sunday evening in a most unhappy frame of mind, and a loud and bitter quarrel closed it, which the children woke up to hear. And thus it went on; and that man, who ought to have kept his family in comfort, sunk them, week by week, into deeper poverty. Such were the existing circumstances with the minority of the working-men of Eastborough.


CHAPTER VIII.

ROBERT AND LIONEL. THE LAST OF GLISSON.

Several years again went by after the date of the last chapter, for over the early part of this history we can not afford to linger.

Arthur was now in partnership with his father, receiving a small share of the profits. The promise he had given of high excellence in earlier years had not been frustrated now that he had arrived at manhood. He was indeed all that the most anxious father could wish. Upon one point Mr. Danesburys opinion proved a correct one  the fleeting nature of college friendships. Arthurs intimacy with Mr. Dacre had ended with his college life. They both quitted Cambridge at the same period. A letter or two had passed between them, and there it appeared to close, for Mr. Dacre went abroad, and Arthur heard no more of him. William was in London, articled to an eminent firm in Parliament Street  Civil Engineers. His future destination was likewise to be the Danesbury Works, where he would take the head of the engineering department. The younger children, Robert and Lionel, had left school this midsummer, and their callings in life were to be decided on.

Mrs. Danesbury was seated in her drawing-room, waiting tea, and getting cross. Nobody seemed to be remembering the tea hour, or her own exhausting patience, of which she had not a great stock. Her two sons were off somewhere; they had grown into fine youths, almost young men, and they had wills of their own. Their taste for wine had grown also; the Sunday glass of wine was now a daily one, and they had begun to say it was not enough  they should like two. Mr. Danesbury was surprised and hurt; he rarely took more than one himself, and he said, No! But as soon as his back was turned, they helped themselves to the extra one, and Mrs. Danesbury sanctioned it: what harm, thought she, could two glasses of wine do strong, growing lads?

The first to enter the room, and encounter Mrs. Danesburys impatience, was Isabel. No longer a girl, but an elegant young woman, with a refined countenance and winning manner.

Where have you been! sharply began Mrs. Danesbury.

Is it late? Oh; but the others have not come in, I see. I have been with aunt Philip.

A displeasing announcement for Mrs. Danesbury, considering that Mrs. Philip Danesbury was her especial aversion: she would have barred all intercourse with her, had she dared.

Aunt Philip has had bad news, mamma, continued Isabel. Her brother is dead, the Rev. Mr. Heber. He caught a fever after visiting some of his poor parishioners, and died. He was only ill a week.

What is to become of his family? cried Mrs. Danesbury. That clergyman was as poor as a church mouse.

It is a serious question. He has left no money behind him. Aunt Philip is going to invite the two daughters here.

With her! To stop? sharply questioned Mrs. Danesbury.

I suppose they will stop, replied Isabel. They will have no other home now. Their mamma died more than a year ago. Aunt Philip says they are admirable girls, every thing that could be desired.

Shameful! ejaculated Mrs. Danesbury. She will saddle the Danesbury money with the cost of their maintenance. She will make it an excuse for her income being augmented. I think she is helped pretty well as it is, with her eight hundred a year.

Mamma! exclaimed Isabel, in a tone of remonstrance, the crimson of shame for her step-mother mounting to her forehead, how can you speak so? Mrs. Philip Danesburys husband was papas brother, and she has as much right to her income from the business as papa has to his. Had my uncle Philip lived, he would have enjoyed a half share, not the small portion of eight hundred a year.

Eight hundred, clear and sure, for Philip Danesburys widow, is more, in proportion, than we enjoy. She is one, and we are seven.

Oh, mamma! you ought not to look at it in that light.

If you presume to tell me what I ought, or ought not to do, she retorted, I will send you to your room, Miss Danesbury.

Isabels heart beat high: she leaned out of the open window to still it. Her step-mothers fits of passion and injustice sometimes told heavily upon her.

She is the bane of the family, is Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

Isabel thought that the family had a greater bane, so far as its peace was concerned; but she did not say so. She leaned farther from the window, and watched for her father.

Mr. Danesbury was being detained by more things than one. He had been waited upon by a tenant of his, with a complaint against his younger sons. Just as the man was being dismissed, there arrived a messenger to say that Glisson was dying. She had been ill a few days with an affection of the chest, and Mr. Danesbury had been to see her; Arthur had been that very morning; but no immediate danger was apprehended. In the afternoon, a change had taken place.

Mr. Danesbury hastened to the cottage. There lay Glisson in bed, her eyes anxiously cast toward the door, looking for him. She was almost past speaking; almost past breathing; she feebly put out her hand as he approached, and took his. Her lips moved, and he bent his ear down to catch the sound:

Master! bless you !  and forgive!

It was all she said. Whether the effort had been too much for her, or whether the minute for death had come, Glisson gasped twice and died.

I thought you were not coming in to-day, was Mrs. Danesburys fractious salutation when her husband entered. Wheres Arthur!

He is gone to Mrs. Philip Danesburys, was the reply; and I have been detained. Glisson is dead.

Dead! interrupted Isabel. Is it not sudden, papa?

My dear, I thought yesterday that she would not get over it. She is gone, poor thing.

Poor thing! sarcastically echoed Mrs. Danesbury, I am sure it is a happy release for herself and for other people. The death of a drunkard always is.

She was not that at last, mamma, said Isabel: not since she came back to Eastborough.

She took care to have her beer at meals, and your papas money going out to pay for it.

Be more charitable, Eliza, spoke up Mr. Danesbury. Animosity may surely cease, now she is dead.

Are you going to defend what she did here? demanded Mrs. Danesbury, who was in one of her most contentious humours.

Oh no. Glissons fate should prove a warning to all who may be acquiring a love for intoxicating liquors. For the sake of a little self-indulgence, she forfeited her good home here, lost her self-respect and her fair name, and died in obscurity, an object of charity.

Isabel says that brother of Mrs. Phillip Danesburys is dead. Of course all his children are unprovided for.

The two daughters entirely so: but the sons are in a way to get their own living, or soon will be. The eldest is keeping his last term at Oxford, and will be in orders immediately. I saw Mrs. Philip Danesbury this afternoon. She is going to invite her nieces to live with her. It is fortunate that she is able and willing to receive them.

And to tax your purse for it, I conclude, broke forth Mrs. Danesbury. It is lucky for her family that she married a Danesbury.

The colour mounted to Mr. Danesburys temples, as it had previously mounted to Isabels. No, he replied, after a pause of self-control, Mrs. Philip Danesburys means are quite equal to her receiving this addition to her household, without her requiring me to provide for it.

Have you seen the boys? again began Mrs. Danesbury.

No. But I am sorry to say that I have heard of them. Fox has been to me to complain. They have been over there this afternoon, damaging his hedge, spoiling some linen spread there to dry, and giving him insolence and abuse.

I am sure they did not, fired Mrs. Danesbury. Abuse and insolence, indeed! Who is Fox, that he should dare to come to you with such a complaint?

He made a worse complaint than that, returned Mr. Danesbury. He says Robert was not sober.

Absurd! retorted Mrs. Danesbury. I dare say Fox was not sober himself.

I should like to know. where they are lingering: they are aware of the tea hour. They shall no longer be in idleness; it is the root of all mischief. They seem to have set themselves against coming into the Works: and you uphold them, Eliza.

Yes, answered Mrs. Danesbury. I wish them to choose professions: not business. Robert has decided upon his: he wants a commission purchased for him.

Mr. Danesbury looked up, not only surprised, but mortified. A commission! he uttered; what ever put that in his head? I can not sanction it. I very much disapprove of it.

He says he will be nothing else, said Mrs. Danesbury, carelessly. Why should you object to it?

I wish all my children to choose a peaceful employment. I am not reflecting on the brave defenders of our country, he hastened to add, but I prefer that my sons should not fix on the army as their profession. They must turn their thoughts to something useful; in which their time and their talents can be honourably employed; something that will give them an opportunity of saying, when they come to their death-bed, I have led a useful life; I have improved the time and powers which it pleased God to intrust to me.

And you believe this can not be, if they enter the army?

We are at peace, said Mr. Danesbury, as we have been for many years, and as we seem likely to continue for many years more. An officer, of the present day, passes his time in idleness: my sons must not so pass theirs.

As Mr. Danesbury spoke, Robert and Lionel entered. Good-looking youths both, but as yet less noble in form and feature than their brothers, Arthur and William. Mr. Danesbury informed them of the complaint of Fox, the nurseryman. He says you, in particular, behaved shamefully, Robert.

The vile old sinner! Its a lie. Papa

Sir! reproved Mr. Danesbury: you forget yourself. No ill language before me. Tell me what really happened.

The truth, mind; for I shall investigate this. In the first place, what had you been taking?

Taking! echoed Robert, who had inherited his mothers crabbed temper.

To drink. Fox says you were not sober.

Ill wring Foxs neck, if he comes to you again with tales about us. If any body was not sober, it was himself hastily added Robert, for Mr. Danesbury had raised his hand in displeasure. Fox was in such a passion he could neither see nor hear.

As I said, interposed Mrs. Danesbury.

You took beer with your dinner, and your glass of wine after it. Mr. Danesbury might have said two glasses.

What else did you take?

Only a drop of cider.

Where did you get that?

Robert was silent. He would have preferred, not to say where. But he knew there might be no trifling when thus brought face to face with his father.

I was dreadfully thirsty; I suppose it was the fish at dinner; and I got a drop.

Where did you get it? repeated Mr. Danesbury.

In a beer-shop.

Beer, wine, and cider! no wonder Fox had the complaint to make, said Mr. Danesbury, in a severe tone, while Isabel had looked up, startled. I will speak to you about this when we are alone, Robert. Go on to what you did at Foxs.

We did nothing. I just got over his hedge, and there was a big table-cloth or something spread out there like a sail, and it got torn. Fox said we should pay for it; and I said I should not, for his insolence.

But what brought you getting over his hedge at all?

It was our way, haughtily answered Robert and we were in a hurry.

What is that you are saying? interrupted Mr. Danesbury. Whatever may be your hurry, you have no right to go, broadcast, over other peoples land and hedges.

The land is ours, papa.

No, sir, it is his. So long as he hires it from me, and pays me rent for it, it is his. I have always found Fox a civil, respectable man, and I know you must have provoked him most unjustifiably to induce him to be otherwise. The fact is, as I have been telling your mamma, you must be idle no longer. Now that it is decided you do not go to school again, you must choose what you will be. I should prefer your both coming to the Works; there is room for all of you: yes, added Mr. Danesbury, with emphasis, room for all four of my sons, and an ample and increasing income.

Robert Danesbury turned up his nose. The two boys had been to a noted aristocratic private school, where they had learned thoroughly to despise business. Robert had told his mamma that he should never soil his hands with it, and she upheld him.

I intend to go into the army, papa.

And I want to be a doctor, cried Lionel, who was a good-natured, pleasant, nice lad.

Any thing but that, Robert, said Mr. Danesbury. Choose any thing but that

The question was not settled that evening; no, nor for several evenings after it. Robert Danesbury was thoroughly obstinate over it; he laughed contemptuously in his sleeve at his fathers ailments about leading a useful life; he was bent on obtaining his own will, and at last he said  ay, and told Mr. Danesbury  that if he could not have a commission bought he would enlist, for go into the army he would.

Mrs. Danesburys system of training had begun to tell. It was working already in Robert Danesburys undutifully refusing to yield his wishes to his fathers; in his persistency in embracing the one only calling that was especially distasteful to Mr. Danesbury. Why was Robert Danesbury so eager to enter the army? That he might serve his country? Not at all: but he had acquired a passion for a red coat, and for a life of pleasure and idleness.

One day he ran up to his eldest brother. Arthur, I wish you would persuade papa about my commission. He will listen to you. Mamma says she has teased him till she is tired. He consented readily to Lionels being a physician, and just because I want my commission, he wont give it me. Will you persuade him?

No, I can not, Robert. I do not like the army for you, any more than he does. Choose something else. Would you like to be a barrister, as Tom Serle is going to be?



I will not be any thing but an officer, returned Robert, sullenly; my mind is made up, and nothing shall turn it. You are as unkind as you can be, Arthur.

Arthur laughed, and looked full in his face, and the cloud passed away from Roberts as he met the kindly gaze. He knew there were not many brothers in the world so good and affectionate as Arthur had ever been.

Wont you persuade papa?

No, my boy. I could only do so against my conscience and my judgment: for I do not believe a commission would conduce to your happiness or welfare.

But Robert Danesbury, helped by his mother, carried his point, and Mr. Danesbury, under sore protest, at length consented to apply to the Horse Guards for the purchase of a commission. Lionel was placed with Mr. Pratt, the surgeon at Eastborough, to go through the necessary steps and grades toward becoming eventually a physician. It was arranged that he should pass his evenings and nights at home. Mr. Danesbury and Mr. Pratt were close friends, and the latter was pleased to receive Lionel. He was a man of sorrow, though he maintained outward cheerfulness. It arose from the conduct of his son: he had but one, who was turning out as badly as he could well do. He was never now seen at Eastborough, but was sometimes heard of in London.

Mrs. Philip Danesburys nieces arrived, Mary and Anna Heber, the one grown up, the other several years younger. They were refined, gentle, good girls: Mrs. Philip Danesbury had said admirable, and she had not said too much. Their beauty was the least part of them, though that was rare, and their calm, open, expressive countenances were an index to the well-disciplined mind within. They were the well-trained daughters of a sincere minister of religion. Danesbury House fell in love with them at first sight, with the exception of its mistress.


CHAPTER IX.

VISCOUNT TEMPLE.

Gay doings were expected in Bedford Row, in the house of Mr. Serle, for his eldest daughter, Charlotte, was about to be married to Walter St. George. The latter was now a partner, the firm being Serle and St. George. There were several years difference between his age and Charlottes, but the attachment had begun in her childhood. Miss Danesbury was there on a visit: she was to be one of the brides-maids.

It was the evening of a grand dinner-party. The young ladies were up stairs dressing, and Mrs. Serle was about to go up for the same purpose. She was a bustling manager, liked looking into things herself, had been very busy, and put off dressing till the last minute. She had a lot of silver forks in her hands, which she was about to take to the servants in the dining-parlour, but had stepped into the drawing-room first, for something she wanted there. Mr. Serle came running up from the office, all in a hurry.

Harriet, can you make room for another at dinner?

What an unreasonable question! ejaculated Mrs. Serle, after a pause of surprise. Of course I can not.

It must be done, somehow, returned her husband.

It cant be done. I never heard of such a thing. We are just a dozen. Who wants to come?

One of our best clients  Lord Temple.

Mrs. Serle was considerably mollified. Lords were not common articles on her visiting list.

He has been getting into a scrape, proceeded Mr. Serle. He is always getting into scrapes; like his father before him. And he has come to me to get him out of it.

But is that any reason why you should ask him to dinner to-day? The table will only hold twelve comfortably.

There are writs out against him, said Mr. Serle, dropping his voice to a whisper, and he dare not show his face in the street. The house is being watched now for him, and if he stirs out, hell be arrested. Here he is safely housed, and here he must stop till the thing is settled. I have told him we will give him a bed: and to-morrow he must remain quietly up stairs with you and the girls, and not come in view of the office. It will be utter ruin to him if he gets taken, and not much less so if these Jews scent his hiding-place.

It is very awkward about the table, remonstrated Mrs. Serle, returning to the practical part of the affair;  otherwise

I should be proud to have him. The sets of glass are only for twelve, and the dessert knives and forks

Who looks at the pattern of a glass? interrupted the lawyer: and Im sure you need not put me a dessert knife and fork, for I never use them.

The table will be so crowded, and  oh! we should be thirteen! It is the unlucky number.

Unlucky fiddlestick! retorted Mr. Serle, who was growing provoked. Just tell me what I am to do, will you? Theres Lord Temple down stairs, shut up in my private room, and in the house he must remain. Would you keep him there while we dine, and send him a mutton chop upon a tray? Is that how you would treat a British nobleman?

Well, then, he must dine with us, concluded Mrs. Serle, balancing her exultation at showing off a real live lord to her guests against the inconveniences it would cause, and her dread of the popular superstition. Is he old or young?

Young. What has that to do with it?

I wonder whether I could coax Louisa not to come in till dessert, continued Mrs. Serle.

Of course you can, returned he. That will do. Wait a minute.

She is not so easily coaxed, though, and she has been wild over this dinner-party. Oh, Matthew!

 What now? asked he, turning back.

I declare we have but twelve finger-glasses!

The dickens takes the finger-glasses, cried the vexed lawyer; put me a slop-basin. Wait there, I say.

Slop-basin indeed! thats just said to aggravate me. And what am I to wait here for? I shall have the people arrive before I am ready. If I dont believe he is bringing the lord up now, and I this figure! Well, of all the idiots

Mrs. Serle stopped, for the footsteps were close, and she strove to thrust the forks into her pocket, but they got entangled with her dress, and would not go in. She was fain to make the best of it, and held them out before her, very consciously wishing Mr. Serle at York.

Mrs. Serle; Lord Temple.

A tall, slender young man of distinguished bearing entered; a very aristocrat. His face was pale, and his features were almost delicately beautiful, his hair was dark and his eyes were gray.

What apology must I make for intruding upon you in this unceremonious manner? he said, in a voice as pleasing as his air was frank. Mr. Serle has been so kind as to say he will give me a bed to-night.

I am most happy to see your lordship. I hope you will be able to make yourself at home with us; we are only plain people, was Mrs. Serles confused reply, as she escaped from the room with the refractory forks.

Mr. Serle, apologizing, also left it, and the viscount remained alone. He sat, tilting his chair, and stretching and yawning: the scrape he was in gave him some little concern, and he was sure this incarceration in the lawyers house would prove deuced slow. He had given his seat an extra tilt, and was in imminent danger of pitching over backward, when the door opened, and a most beautiful girl appeared, quite as distinguished-looking as himself, her pink dress of rich and flowing material, and her necklace and bracelets of pearl.

Up rose Lord Temple, the finished gentleman. The young lady hesitated. He was a stranger, and she had believed the drawing-room to be empty.

Allow me to give you a chair, he said. I have the honour of speaking to Miss Serle?

No, she replied. I am Miss Danesbury,

Charlotte Serle came in, and was soon followed by Louisa; for Louisa had declined her mammas suggestion of coming in with the dessert. The viscount scanned the dresses of the three, and suspected company. The next to appear was Mr. Serle, in orthodox dinner costume. Lord Temple looked down at his own frock-coat, and drew Mr. Serle outside the door.

Have you visitors to-day?

Only a few, my lord.

Then, what am I to do? I am in morning dress. You said I should be quite en famille.

Your lordships dress is all-sufficient. We do not stand upon ceremony in our house, or our visitors either. They will not look at your coat, my lord, after they hear your name.

Mr. Serle spoke the last sentence in a joking tone; but he was always obsequious to rank: to be so was innate with him.

Well  if Mrs. Serle will excuse it. I must wash my hands, and be obliged to you for combs and brushes, and such things. There is no time to send to my house.

I will show your lordship to your room. It is ready.

Who is that gentleman? inquired Isabel Danesbury.

Dont know him from Adam, was the response of Charlotte Serle.

He is a stranger, resumed Isabel, for he addressed me as Miss Serle.

I never saw him before. He has on a curious dress, if he is come to dinner. But he is evidently a gentleman.

It is some grand client of papas, interposed Louisa Serle. Mamma came to me, all in a flurry, when I was in the nursery having my hair done, and wanted me not to go down to dinner. The idea! Some important client bad dropped in, she said, and papa had asked him to dinner, and she did not like to have the table in a squeeze, and would not sit down thirteen. I told her there would be no squeezing at all, but plenty of room, and thirteen was as lucky as twelve. So I finished dressing and came down.

I liked his appearance very much, remarked Isabel

What is his name, Louy? asked Charlotte.

I forget. He is out of the common way. A duke, or a prince, or a something: at any rate, a nobleman.

Charlotte laughed. Louisa is rather given to romancing, Isabel. We never have noblemen here.

As she was speaking, Mr. St. George entered. A little man with a thin face and keen, expressive dark eyes.

Walter, said his bride elect, who is this client, come unexpectedly to dine with us?

Viscount Temple.

A viscount! Louys tale was not all romance, then.

The guests assembled. When dinner was announced, Lord Temple, who ought, in right of his rank, to have taken Mrs. Serle, drew back in all the humility of his frock-coat, and she was handed in by a big and burly queens counsel. The viscount looked among the young ladies, and offered his hand to Isabel.

So they sat together and conversed together, mutually

pleased. Opposite to Isabel was her brother William, a remarkably handsome young man, though not quite so tall as Arthur. He had inherited his mothers soft dark eyes, and her beautiful cast of countenance; he had even her delicately-formed lips; but while hers had spoken of firmness, Williams told of irresolution.

Tell me who all these people are, whispered Lord Temple to Isabel.

I do not know the strangers, she replied. Only the Series, Mr. St. George, and my brother. That is my brother sitting opposite to me.

A Mr. Serle, is he?

No, laughed Isabel, I told you I was Miss Danesbury. He is William Danesbury.

I really beg your pardon. Thrown amid so many strange people at once, it has made me confuse names. St. George is to marry one of the Series, is he not?

Yes; the one with the dark hair, sitting next to him.

You do not reside here?

I reside at Eastborough.

Eastborough spoke Lord Temple, half to himself Danesbury? Eastborough? why, you must be related to Arthur Danesbury?

He is my dear brother, answered Isabel.

If we were not in a crowd, I should take both your hands and cordially shake them, exclaimed Lord Temple, his face, his eyes, his whole countenance lighting up with animation; whatever you might think of me, I could not help doing it for Arthurs sake. We were together at Cambridge. You must have heard him speak of me.

Isabel reflected. I do not remember that I have, she answered. Your name appeared strange to me when it was mentioned this evening.

Oh  I was not Lord Temple then. My father was alive. I was Mr. Dacre.

You never can be Reginald Dacre! uttered Isabel.

Reginald Dacre is no other than my unworthy self. Very unworthy, indeed, Miss Danesbury, if you knew all Arthur could tell you. He was a true friend to me, and saved me from many a pit-fall. My good guardian, I used to call him; and such he was.

He is good to every one, said Isabel.

I am so glad to have met you, continued Lord Temple; I have not seen Danesbury since we parted at Cambridge, though I have often thought, since my return from abroad, of looking him up. Arthur Danesbury is almost the only man I ever had a respect for.

I hope not, remarked Isabel. It does not say much for your circle of friends.

He is, though. And now that I am told of the relationship, I can detect your likeness to him. You are very like him. Miss Danesbury. Your brother opposite is not.

He is not, I think. I and Arthur resemble papa: and William, they say, is the very image of what poor mamma was.

You have lost your mother?

When William was a baby.

Now that I have heard of Arthur, I shall not rest till I pay him a visit. You will find me intruding some day upon you, Miss Danesbury.

Danesbury House will be very pleased to welcome you. And if you respect and like Arthur, I am sure you will respect and like papa.

I thought my sojourn in Bedford Row would have turned out unmitigatedly dull, candidly spoke the young nobleman, but I need not fear that now, with you to talk to, and Arthur for the theme.

Are you going to stay here? she inquired, in surprise.

For a day or two. Serle and St. George are my solicitors, and are arranging some business matters for me. Will you introduce me to your brother William after dinner?

Certainly I will.

You do not drink your wine, observed Lord Temple, perceiving that, however often Isabel complied with the request to take wine, the quantity in her glass was never sensibly diminished, and the space to be filled up each time got less instead of greater.

Thank you: I do not like wine.

Not like wine!

I never drink it by choice. At a dinner-table such as this, I sip it, not to appear singular, but I do not like it well enough to do more than just put my lips to it.

I never heard of such a thing as not liking wine, repeated Lord Temple. What do you like?

Water.

I wonder you can choose any thing so insipid. Arthur never drank any thing but water, I remember.

Never. He is more particular than I. I almost call it one of the points in Arthurs religion, to drink simple water.

But why? inquired Lord Temple.

For one thing, we were brought up to drink it; as children, neither beer nor wine was ever given to us; we were not suffered to know the taste of them. And, added Isabel, sinking her voice, the very last words mamma ever said to Arthur were an injunction not to drink any thing but water.

When she was dying?

Oh no. She was quite well; as well as we are now, and had been dining at this very table, for we were here on a visit. But mamma received a hasty summons home, and she took leave of me and Arthur, and left us here, and started. Before she reached Eastborough it had happened. The chaise was overturned, and mamma killed.

How shocking I how distressing! uttered Lord Temple, his countenance betraying its sad interest.

We were only children, continued Isabel. Mamma feared that in her absence Mr. and Mrs. Serle might be giving us wine and porter, and she whispered to Arthur, in the moment of her departure, not to touch either; and he promised. Those words, though only meant, at the time she spoke them, to apply to the period she expected to be away from us, Arthur has always regarded as a dying injunction, and he has never transgressed it. He is a strict water-drinker.

And you and Arthur really like water better than any thing stronger?

Isabel smiled. We like water much, and we do not like stronger things. The taste for water, which of course is born with every one, mamma took care should be cultivated in our childhood. She deemed it most essential to bring children up to like water, and equally essential not to let them acquire a predilection for ale and wine.

Well, all this sounds like a new theory to me, said Lord Temple, good-humouredly, though, Isabel thought, not altogether in belief. I fancy it must be pleasant to like water as a beverage; convenient at times. But your brother there does not confine himself to water, he added, for he saw that William Danesbury drank as much wine as the rest of the table.

No, replied Isabel. Papas second wife has had the bringing up of William, and she does not approve of the water-drinking system. She is Mrs. Serles sister.

And thus they continued to converse, upon one topic or another, until the ladies rose. It was Lord Temple who, oblivious of his frock-coat, held the door open for them as they filed out of the room.

You very essence of all flirtation! uttered Charlotte Serle to Isabel, the moment they reached the drawing-room. Had you and Lord Temple been old friends, meeting after a long absence, or on the point of marriage, as I and Walter are, you could not have been more wrapt up in each other.

A great deal less, before you all, had we been on the point of marriage, merrily laughed Isabel. But we really did not seem unlike friends meeting after an absence, though I never saw him till this evening. Before we had spoken many words, he discovered that I was Arthur Danesburys sister; and I, that he was the Reginald Dacre of Arthurs college days. They were close friends at Cambridge: Lord Temple says he never had so true a one.

But you must have known that Reginald Dacre was Lord Temples son, observed Mrs. Serle.

Of course I knew it at the time, replied Isabel; but the title had quite slipped from my memory.

How singular! exclaimed Mrs. Serle. Such chance encounters do sometimes happen though. Mr. Serle is as Lord Temples right hand, and does every thing for him, she added, for the benefit of her guests. He has recently succeeded to the estates.

Such estates as they are, spoke the Queens Counsels wife. His father was a poor man  made himself poor; gamed, drank, and squandered his money. Lord Temple, the present lord, was the only child, has come into a dilapitated purse, and is as careless and hare-brained as his father was before him.

He seems a very delightful young man, quoth one of the ladies.

Yes. But he made a hole in his manners to-day, coming to a dinner-party in a frock-coat.

It was a  misapprehension, interposed Mrs. Serle, not choosing to be more explanatory. He expected a quiet chop with Mr. Serle, and did not go home to dress. He talked about not appearing when he found we had Mends, but Mr. Serle assured him  you know he is fond of a jest  that when the visitors had heard his name they would not see his coat. Miss Danesbury, will you give us some music?

Lord Temple did not leave Mr. Serles at the end of a day or two. His affairs were in a more intricate state than Mr. Serle bad supposed, and not until the eighth day was he at liberty to depart He had not failed to improve his acquaintance with Isabel Danesbury. Indeed, it was no longer acquaintance or friendship either: it had grown into love. Ay, love on both sides, short as the period had been.

But they had been very much together. Mrs. Serle and her daughters were fully engaged with the preparations for Charlottes wedding, and Isabel was requested, as a great favor, to entertain the guest, that they might be more at liberty. She complied, nothing loth, for she had never met with any one she liked so well as Lord Temple. She did not care to analyze her pleasant sensations; he did not think to analyze his. To analyze any thing was not in Lord Temples line. They only felt that the presence of the other was becoming strangely dear, and, by the time the eight days had gone by, too dear to be relinquished. The first use Lord Temple, impetuous in all he did, made of his liberty, was to hasten down to Eastborough and lay his proposals for Isabel before Mr. Danesbury.

Arthur Danesbury was inexpressibly surprised: surprised at the sight of his former friend, and at his proposing for Isabel after so short a knowledge of her. Mr. Danesbury could say little, for or against. Lord Temple being to him a complete stranger. He inquired privately of Arthur what character he bore at college and what his principles were.

He was no worse than many another at college, was Arthurs reply; better than some. His chief fault lay in being so easily led away.

Is he one to whom we ought to give Isabel?

As he was then, no; as he might have been, yes, answered Arthur. His faults were not grievous ones. They were what are looked upon by the world with a lenient eye. Years have passed since then, and he had excellent seeds in his heart; quite sufficient to root out the tares.

Mr. Danesbury looked perplexed. The question is, has he suffered the seeds to bear fruit, he gravely said, or are the tares there still?

If they are there yet, the good must be well-nigh overrun, was Arthurs comment. He has many good points. He is frank and truthful, and full of honour.

I shall write and inquire of Serle what he knows of his private character, said Mr. Danesbury. Lord Temple frankly states that his affairs are such that he can not marry yet, for his fathers death left all in confusion, and it will take time to get them even tolerably straight.

He informs me that he has made himself answerable for some of his fathers liabilities, observed Arthur. He used to be generous to a fault. Suppose, sir, you accept him conditionally?

Yes, I think that must be it. I will tell him that if we hear nothing to his disadvantage I will say yes, after a while. It is a higher alliance than a Danesbury could have expected; but I look to Isabels happiness, not to her grandeur.

Lord Temple went over the extensive works. He was pleased with all he saw. He appeared not to share in the popular prejudice which men of his rank hold against commerce. I should think it an honour to be a second Danesbury, he remarked to Arthur, with whom he was alone, and very much in earnest he appeared when he spoke it: and a lucky thing for me, if it were so, for it would keep me out of idleness.

Dacre, returned Arthur Danesbury, in a grave voice, have you sown your wild oats? Answer me truly. Because, if not, you know that you are no fit husband for my sister.

I have sown most of them, replied Lord Temple, and what few may cling to me still, a wife will, of necessity, dissipate.

It is a serious thing to us, Dacre, to give away Isabel.

Though pray forgive my still calling you Dacre, Arthur broke off to say; I can not rid my tongue and memory of the old familiar name. And, were one to receive the gift who proved afterward unworthy of it, it would break some of our hearts.

She shall find me all she could wish, returned Lord Temple, in his impetuous fashion. I would go through fire and water for her.

Arthur Danesbury doubted his lordships being called upon to undergo the suggested ordeals. Would you go through self-denial for her? he asked.

I would go through any thing and every thing for Isabel. Mr. Danesbury need not doubt me. She is the first woman who ever touched my heart, and I swear that I will do all in my power to make her happy.

Viscount Temple was soon back in London, whither Arthur accompanied him. He  her lover  informed Isabel that her father had no objection to him, and they plighted their troth. Mr. Serle had written word, in answer to Mr. Danesburys application, that he knew nothing unfavourable of Lord Temple. The true fact was, that he knew nothing whatever of his private habits, except that he got out of money. And Isabel Danesbury returned home, after Charlotte Serles marriage, an engaged girl.

But now, what was in reality the daily life of Lord Temple? He was an idle nobleman. Had he been trained to engage in any worthy pursuit, he would have been a different man. Want of occupation rendered him indolent, and an easily-swayed disposition led him into sin: few men but could resist temptation better than Viscount Temple. Let us glance at four-and-twenty hours of his life, and that will serve for an illustration of all.

A choice knot of young men had assembled to dine at the bachelor residence of Sir Robert Payn; a wealthy commoner, of extensive purse, fastidious taste, and fast habits. The half-dozen guests collected, of whom Lord Temple made one, were all of fast habits likewise. Look at the preparations for the dinner: the costly table with its costly appurtenances. Silver ornaments; silver dishes; brilliant glass, richly cut; superb china from the fair manufactories of Worcester; with damask linen of rare beauty! The fitting-up of the room were luxurious; and the peculiar paintings on the walls, though finished and beautiful as to their execution, would have told that their owner was an unmarried man. The preparation of wines was great. There was Champagne, and there was sparkling Burgundy; Madeira, and golden sherry, and heady port; with the array of lighter wines from France, claret, Bordeaux; too many sorts to be named. Bottles of foaming ale were under the side-board, and spirits stood on it in their handsome stands.

The dinner was most recherché; Sir Roberts entertainments always were; and the guests did it ample justice. They all drank deeply; not certainly to intoxication; that would have been a sin against good manners at that hour of the evening; and custom enabled them to drink much with impunity. After a potent cup of coffee and a glass of rich liqueur, they went out; to the opera, to the greenroom of a favoured theatre, or to look in for half an hour at some of the entertainments held that night by the noble and great. That over, the night-work began: their clubs; their gaming-houses; their questionable saloons; and the supper, the finish-up. The less said about these suppers the better. It was a motley scene: gentlemen and ladies eating, laughing, and getting tipsy together: red and white wines, ales, spirits, and showers of brandy and Champagne. Lord Temples coroneted cab was waiting for him outside, amid a crowd of other cabs, and wait it did till morning light. The grooms and servants in attendance on the cabs sometimes got loud and quarrelsome, for they also must while away the midnight hours in drink, while waiting for their masters.

Daylight broke, and the lords came forth; some had to be helped into the cabs by their servants, little more sober than themselves. Lord Temple pitched into his, and was driven home. His valet assisted him to undress, and he got into bed at an hour when less exalted people were beginning their day. He awoke with aching head and fevered tongue. What was the time? Eleven. And he turned round and closed again his heavy eyes. Later, he struggled up, dressed, and went into the breakfast-room, not inclined to eat; on the contrary, shuddering at the displayed viands on the table. As he stood there, with his hands in his pockets, George Eden dropped in, one of the last nights party, with the same burning head and shaking frame. It was those cursed cigars made them ill, it was the adulterated wine, it was the impure brandy: the fellow at the Finish ought to have his license stopped for supplying such: it was any thing, in short, but the quantity they took, and, of course, it was not that. Certainly not: nobody ever acknowledged to such an imputation yet. What could they take now? A glass of hock, said George Eden; brandy and soda-water, said Lord Temple, and his servant supplied them. They were not fit for any thing; they did confess that; and the horses were ordered round, that they might go for a long, bracing ride. The fresh air blew on their heated brows, and made other men of them, but they were awfully thirsty, and they called for some half-and-half at more than one roadside inn. They got back to town in time to pay some morning visits (morning, as they are called), and they looked in at the clubs for a gossip, and idled away an hour in the betting-rooms, leaving time for the display in the park. Then came round the late dinner hour, and they sat down to it as on the previous evening, though not at Sir Robert Payns, and afterward finished up the night selon les régles.

Now this was a fair specimen of Lord Temples days; and yet he told Arthur Danesbury that his wild oats were buried! Possibly Lord Temple believed they were. Possibly Lord Temple thought that when he married he should cut through his present habits as effectually as a knife severs a cheese, and never return to them. Or, he may have seen nothing to reprobate in this course of life, for example is fearfully infectious, and numbers, older and wiser and higher in the peerage than he, led it.

But what reckoning was it that he was laying up for himself? Time wasted, powers prostrated, talents thrown away! Lord Temples intellect was fine, and his heart good, but what use was he making of them? He never cast a thought to the solemn warning that for all these things God would surely bring him into judgment.


CHAPTER X.

LORD TEMPLES FOLLY.

Time went on. Time goes on with us all. Lord Temple paid occasional visits to Danesbury House, his conduct there being all that it ought to be, and Isabels attachment to him grew deeper and deeper. Their marriage was not spoken of even yet as a speedy event, although they were both some years older than when first engaged, but his affairs did not get straight Serle and St. George performed prodigies of wonder toward righting them, so the former assured Lord Temple; but the more they effected, the more his lordship spent. Every morning of his life did Lord Temple make a firm resolve that the morrow should see him begin a life of reformation, of saving, and every night saw his lordship spending as before.

Robert and Lionel Danesbury had been for some time resident in London. Roberts regiment, a foot regiment, was quartered there; and Lionel, who had done with Mr. Pratt, was with an eminent town practitioner, attending lectures, and walking the hospitals. William likewise remained in town. At the expiration of his articles, the firm had proposed to Mr. Danesbury that he should continue with them a few additional years, for he was clever in his profession, and of much use to them. William likewise urged it, for improvement, and to gain experience, he said; but the unhappy truth was, that he was unable to tear himself from the fascinations of a London life. The three young men were in the first flush of manhood; William more than of age, Lionel approaching it. They were not very frequently together, for their pursuits lay in different spheres, and each had a separate lodging. Mr. Danesbury was startled at the frequent calls upon his purse, so much more than he had ever bargained for. All were ready with an excuse; Roberts perhaps the most plausible. He urged the expensive mess; the extravagant habits of his brother officers; and he must do as they did, unless he would like to be sent to Coventry. Mr. Danesbury believed that officers must be the greatest spendthrifts on the face of the earth: he made a handsome allowance to Robert, besides his pay, but the allowance and the pay seemed to be swallowed up, no one could tell how, and a vast deal besides it. He had left the ensigncy behind him, and was now lieutenant. William received a good salary from his employers, but he could not make it sufficient for his wants. Lionel was furnished with a liberal allowance, but it seemed as nothing to him. Mr. Danesbury consulted with Arthur, and grumbled, and wrote lectures to his sons; but Mrs. Danesbury made very light of it. Young men liked to see life before settling down, she said; but they would be all the steadier for it in the end.

But what was it that their London life was teaching them? Every thing that was bad. Some things they learned need not be given in detail, but the worst habit that can possibly fall upon young men, they had rapidly acquired  to fritter away their hours in idleness, smoking, and drinking. We are speaking now more particularly of Robert and Lionel; Williams days, till evening, were occupied in his business, therefore idleness could not be charged upon him. Roberts habits had grown bad, as well as alarmingly expensive: too many families remember now, with a sigh of agony, what were the lives led by the officers quartered in London during the long peace. Vanity, vice, betting, gambling, and  what this history has most to do with  drinking. All three were without control in that dangerous city; without a home; for the furnished lodgings of a young man can not deserve the name. Lionels companions were, of course, chiefly medical students of various ages; quite as notorious in their way, as officers are in theirs; they were dissolute, idle, and irreligious, gentlemen though they called themselves. Robert and Lionel (do not forget that we are not much alluding to William, who was not quite so unsteady as his brothers) were not yet in the habit of getting intoxicated  that only happened to them occasionally: but had they sat down and reflected on the immense quantity of drink they did consume in a day, it might have startled them. Lionel chiefly indulged in porter, medical student fashion; Robert in wine; and spirits came amiss to neither. Drinking begets drinking. Had any one told them they were on the road to become men of habitual inebriation, they would have scoffed at the notion; yet, had they recalled what had been their customary daily portion the previous year, and what the year before that, they would have been astonished to find how, with each year, the quantity had augmented. How could it increase? they would have asked themselves; they did not seem to take, one day, more than the preceding one. No, they did not seem to do so, taking one day with another, and yet the increase had been dreadful. Poor lads! the vice was insinuating itself imperceptibly upon them; they were thrown into its very midst; they did not wish, or intend to do wrong; but they were unable to withstand the temptations that beset them, for London teemed then, as it teems now, with incentives to indulge in it.

A cab was dashing down Oxford Street into Holborn, a well-appointed cab, with a coronet on its panels. The refined features of its distinguished-looking driver bore the pale, jaded air that tells too surely of a dissipated life; he seemed to urge his horse recklessly. Clearing all impediments, he was about to turn up Bed Lion Street, when he checked his horse so suddenly that the animal was nearly pulled on his haunches.

Halloa, Payn! called out he; and Sir Robert Payn, who had been walking along in a brown study, regarding nobody, turned off the pavement and went round to the drivers side of the cab.

I say, Payn, cried he, stooping down and speaking in an under tone, were you not in St. Jamess Street, the night before last when I went in?

Yes, answered the baronet. You had been in the sun, and no mistake.

Did I play while you were there?

Not you. You were too far gone. You couldnt have held the cards. Why?

It seems I did get playing. And I thought if you had been there, Payn, you might have done me the service to pitch me out at the window rather than suffer me to make a fool of myself, and docks and drakes of my money.

Do you mean to Say you did do that?

Others say it; and theres no doubt I did.

Much damage?

Pretty fair. What time did you leave?

What time did I leave? pondered Sir Robert  Lets see. After that I looked in at Maggss, and stopped about three quarters of an hour, and I was at home and in bed before four. It must have been getting on for three when I left St. Jamess Street. Danesbury and Colonel Neeve went out when I did. You were fast asleep on the sofa then.

Was Sandlin there?

No, Sandlin was gone. Whitehouse was there, and Georgy Eden; and those were about all, I think, except you and Anketel. There was nothing doing. Swallowtail was sitting by the fire-place, and Whitehouse and Georgy were flinging for sovereigns. Are you coming to Sandlins to-night?

I dont know. I shall see. Good-day.

The cab sped on, up Bed Lion Street, toward Bedford Row; and there it pulled up at the offices of Serle and St George. The gentleman threw the reins to his groom, jumped out, went into the house, and opened the door of the front office.

Mr. Serle in?

No, my lord. Mr. St. George is.

His lordship walked listlessly through the room. The clerks turned their heads after him. Scarcely a young clerk bat gazed with a sigh of envy: his handsome person, his life of ease, his title, even his aristocratic cab at the door, with its blood horse, all presented, or seemed to present, food for envy. But had the breast of that nobleman been laid bare before them, they might have hesitated to exchange their own position for his, although they did have to scratch away from morning till night with a hard pen at a hard desk. The head clerk left his place, and held open the door of a very small room, the private room of Mr. St. George.

Lord Temple, sir.

Mr. St George rose. He had been sitting before a table covered with parchments and papers. Serles not in? said Lord Temple, who was not only some years older than when we last saw him, but who looked it.

No, replied Mr. St George. He is gone up west with Mr. Danesbury.

With Mr. Danesbury! Is he in town?

He came op last night on unexpected business. Is it any thing I can do, my lord?

I can speak to you, as well as to Serle; it is all the same, I dare say, returned Lord Temple, throwing himself into the clients chair. I want some money raised.

Raised again? echoed Mr. St. George, with an emphasis.

And I must have it, too, added Lord Temple.

I fear it will be difficult. The mortgage on the Dacre estate

I beg your pardon, interrupted Lord Temple. I never go into these business details: Serle can tell you so. You and he must manage the practical part, but dont worry me with it. I must have £3000 by the 25th.

Mr. St. George looked grave, and at length spoke hesitatingly.

Lord Temple

Well?

Will you pardon me if I am frank with you? Mr. Serle, I know, smooths matters over, and gives them a pleasant aspect. It is his way. So long as the evil day can be put off, he is sure to do it. I should like to be more honest with you.

You would like to tell me that my estates are going to the deuce headlong, and the more money I raise the quicker theyll be there, said his lordship, good-humouredly. Thats what you mean, is it not, St George?

Part of it, my lord.

Part of it! whats the other part?

I should like to ask how much longer you are going to play with Miss Danesbury, said the lawyer, in a low tone, if I may dare to ask it.

The colour rushed into the viscounts face. He bit his lip.

You will forgive my boldness, Lord Temple, when you remember that her mother was my near relative. I have long been pained to see your time, your fortune, your energies thrown away; pained for you, and pained for Miss Danesbury. You ought to give her up.

Give her up! echoed his lordship: give her up! Never. She is dearer to me than my own life.

A contemptuous curl, suppressed instantly, rose to Mr. St. Georges lip. Is she dearer to you than your follies, my lord?

The viscount started from his seat in perturbation, angry, yet conscience-stricken. You are the only man who should so speak to me, Mr. St. George. But, as you say, you were her mothers relative.

It is time that some one should speak, returned Mr. St. George. Mr. Danesbury, buried in the country, unsuspicious as his own honourable nature, believes that your affairs were so inextricably involved at your fathers death, that it is taking all this time to get them straight. You know perfectly well they might have been set to rights twice over, had you been barely prudent  at least, sufficiently straight to allow of your marriage.

Lord Temple made no answer.

You also must be aware that each year brings less chance of its being accomplished. Every sum of money you raise, makes the prospect darker; while Mr. Danesbury  and no doubt his daughter also  is naturally looking, from one month to another, to receive news that the desired end is gained. Indeed, Lord Temple, you ought to give up Miss Danesbury.

I will not give her up, was the answer, passionately uttered. How dare you suggest so dishonourable an alternative?

My lord! Dishonourable! Whether would it be more honourable, frankly to tell Mr. Danesbury that your circumstances bar you from marrying, or to waste Miss Danesburys best years in a useless engagement which will never be fulfilled?

His lordship turned his haughty face on Mr. St. George. It expressed the very essence of scorn.

What are you saying, sir? That the engagement will never be fulfilled?

Mr. St. George met the viscounts anger equably. He was a plain-speaking, right-minded man, and had less reverence for rank (as rank alone) in his whole body, than Mr. Serle had in his little finger. It was with the senior partner that Lord Temple had hitherto consulted. But, now that Mr. St. George had got him face to face, and broken through the official trammels of lawyer and client, the social trammels due to rank, he was determined to speak out his mind.

My lord, I am saying nothing that the facts of the case will not justify. How can the engagement ever be fulfilled, when you are daily putting it more and more out of your power to do so? When you were first engaged to Miss Danesbury, years ago, you were in a better position to marry than you are now.

Lord Temple could not gainsay it. The fact is, said he, with a somewhat crestfallen expression, I have been led unwittingly into expenses, one after another. But this shall not go on. I will begin the work of reformation, and get things straight.

So yon said then. I fear you will go on saying it to the end of time, but not acting. It is cruel behaviour toward Miss Danesbury. My lord, I must express it; cruel behaviour.

I can not control my circumstances, and convert shillings into pounds, cried Lord Temple, after an uncomfortable pause. He was provoked at the lawyers manners, so cool, yet so evidently determined not to quarrel; he was provoked at his words, because they were true; and he was provoked at himself

But you can control yourself, and spend less, spoke Mr. St. George. That, at least, is in your power. Lieutenant Danesbury was at my house the other night, and I gathered a hint of your extravagance from some words dropped by him. He said Lord Temple was going the pace, even for a nobleman.

He need not talk, returned Lord Temple, in a fiery tone. There are not many men in this town, noble or simple, who go the pace quicker than Robert Danesbury.

I believe that is unfortunately true. Mr. Danesburys present visit to town is caused by some unpleasant extravagance of Roberts, which must be looked into and provided for. But Robert Danesbury is not an engaged man.

You harp so much upon my being engaged, peevishly cried Lord Temple. I wish to my heart I was not engaged; I wish I was married. A single man  a man without home ties, as I am, can not help getting into extravagance. Ill defy him. I am not a tenth part as extravagant as many of my order.

Nor a fortieth part as wealthy to be extravagant upon, thought the lawyer. I know what I should do in the dilemma, he added aloud. I should many.

Marry! cried Lord Temple, in consternation.

I should. I should lay a statement of facts before Mr. Danesbury, and say, Give me your daughter, sir, and save me from my follies, for I can not save myself. You would spend less, as a married man, than you are spending now.

A rush of eager hope lighted Lord Temples cheek at the vista thus unexpectedly put before him. It was a way of solving the matter he had never thought of; for he had believed he must be a dear man before he could venture to become a married one. But the colour faded from his face again, faded with reflection. No, no, he sadly said, how is it likely that Mr. Danesbury would give her to me, trammelled as I am? I should blush to ask him.

You can but try him, answered Mr. St. George. I think you should do that, or give her up. She is not looking well, and this uncertainty, this continued disappointment, is enough to break the spirit of any woman. Hope deferred maketh the heart sick, Lord Temple.

How do you know that she is not looking well? demanded Lord Temple, catching at the words.

I see that she is not. She and her step-mother accompanied Mr. Danesbury to town, and they are staying at my house.

You cold, cruel man! Isabel at hand, and you could quietly keep it to yourself! Is she in now? Do you think she is in now?

Lord Temple, in his eagerness, had approached close to the lawyer. His breath was hurried, his lips were apart with excitement.

I can not understand you, emphatically cried Mr. St. George, as he noticed the signs. You are evidently deeply attached to Miss Danesbury, yet you will not relinquish your wild habits to obtain her. But my opinion is, that you and Miss Danesbury should not meet, unless things between you can go on more satisfactorily. I tell you, my lord, the engagement ought to cease.

Perhaps you wish to prohibit my calling at your house to see her? haughtily spoke Lord Temple.

Pardon me, my lord. I hope you will never find me guilty of discourtesy; though I can not shut my eyes to what is right and wrong, especially with regard to the interests of Miss Danesbury.

If I could marry! murmured his lordship. But it is of no use dwelling upon it We could not live upon air.

Mr. St. George drew in his lips. Do you live upon air now, Lord Temple?

No; of course I dont. But  to bring Isabel to an unsuitable home, a home unworthy of her! And you know things have come to such a pitch that the estates must be at nurse.

I know they must. But a thousand or fifteen hundred a year can be managed out of them.

Lord Temple opened his eyes and his mouth. He doubted if he heard a right. Marry upon that! he slowly uttered, why, it would take as much, nearly, for Isabels court-dress when she was presented! She should not go a fright, I can tell you, and disgrace her own noble beauty, and the coronet of Temple. And there would be the opera box, and her own carriage and servants, and the resetting of the family diamonds  for they have not been renovated since the time of my grandmother  besides the general expenses, housekeeping, and that. I dont see that ten thousand a year would go very far toward it all: and you talk of one!

Mr. St. George, though considerably amused, felt angry. We are speaking at cross purposes. Lord Temple, he said, taking out his watch, the lawyers hint that a conference is up. When I spoke of your marrying at once, I thought of your living retired for a time, as a private gentleman. I believe I said so. You, it appears, can only contemplate it in accordance with your rank as a peer. I confess that I see no probability of your being enabled to marry as such either now or later.

Lord Temple ruminated. I would give all I am worth to have her, he said. What is the smallest income I might ask for her upon, without an insult?

Mr. St. George had grown as stiff as a poker. Not any income that I shall suggest, Lord Temple. I have said all I have to say, and it has. not found favor with you: were I to urge it farther, you might deem that I, as a relative of Miss Danesbury, had a design to thrust her upon you.

Now you are stupid! retorted his lordship. I only wish you could thrust her upon me. I should be too thankful. She is far superior to me, St. George.

I think she is, was Mr. St. Georges reply, as he drew up his little figure, and looked fearlessly in the peers face. Although you are my Lord Viscount Temple, and she is only plain Miss Danesbury, the daughter of Danesbury the iron-master, I have long thought that you were not worthy of her. Now you have the truth.

Lord Temple played with his watch-chain. My concern is for her, not for myself. If I were put in a first-floor lodging, or a cottage with two rooms, it would be as good to me as a palace, if she were but with me.

Then why need you fear for Isabel? She has not been brought up to the luxuries of high life, and would not miss what she has scarcely been accustomed to.

But she would be Lady Temple then.

And could wait for her honours. However, do as you think best, my lord.

A clerk put in his head Captain Thomsons here, sir. He wanted Mr. Serle, but hell see you instead. Its very important, he says.

Ask him to wait a minute.

I am going, said Lord Temple. I expect you will enter this as a double conference, for I have kept you an unconscionable time, he laughed. I have made up my mind to speak to Mr. Danesbury. But about that £3000, St. George. You will not forget to tell Serle?

I will tell him. £3000  it is a large sum. It would have kept your married home for a year or two, if this plan be carried out.

I suppose it would, answered Lord Temple, his brow contracting. I wont get into such another mess, but this must be provided for.

Was it play?

Lord Temple nodded.

I thought you had left off play?

You may depend I will leave it off, fiercely spoke his lordship. They dont catch me losing three thousand pounds again. And I had left it off, thats more; and did not know any thing about losing this. I should not have done it, had I been in my senses.

I do not understand you, said Mr. St. George.

It was that cursed drink, returned his lordship.

Still, I do not understand.

Why, it was in St. Jamess Street, explained Lord Temple, kicking the toe of his boot against the fender. I went in with Anketel, the night before last, three parts gone, for I had been drinking wine freely, and I threw myself on a sofa, and to sleep I went. I declare that is all I remember of it. I no more knew that I woke up and sat down to play than you did, who were not there; and the next morning, when Anketel called upon me, he began blowing me up for playing, when I was not in a state to know one card from another. I was thunderstruck; told him it was a hoax; but he said I should find it no hoax, when I came to pay. And I found I had lost £3000, and had given my I O U for it.

Are you sure you gave it? Are you sure they were not hoaxing you, after all? asked Mr. St George.

I am sure I gave it. For I would not believe Anketel; and Swallowtail, who holds it, brought it to show me. It was my own writing, plain enough; rather shaky, but still mine.

Swallowtail  Swallowtail? said Mr. St George. Ah! he is much about gambling-houses now. The less you have to do with him the better.

I dont like him, myself; he is as keen as a razor. He is a lawyer, isnt he?

He was, replied Mr. St. George, emphasizing the second word, but his practice grew too sharp, and he was struck off the rolls.

Oh, thats it, is it, carelessly replied Lord Temple. He has something to do with the establishment in St. Jamess Street, I think, for he is always there.

Too much to do with it, muttered the lawyer. Was it this man who won your money?

I suppose so. Or, non-compos as I was, I should hardly have given him an acknowledgment. I have no more recollection of the transaction myself, than the child unborn.

But you must surely remember the fact of playing, if you do not remember the details. And you could not give an acknowledgment in your own handwriting without retaining some consciousness of it

I assure you I am totally oblivious of the evening altogether. I have a faint recollection of going into the house, and of seeing Sandlin and Sir Robert Payn, and then, I think, somebody gave me some brandy and water, and I lay down on the sofa to sleep. I have no farther consciousness of any thing, till I woke up next day in my own bed,

It is very strange, exclaimed Mr. St. George.

So it is, said his lordship; but its true.

Who was in the room when you played?

How am I to know? I met Payn just now, and he says he left about three oclock, with Colonel Neeve and Robert Danesbury. That I was asleep on the sofa then, with no play in me, and Whitehouse and Eden were tossing for sovs. I asked Anketel, yesterday, how on earth he could suffer me to play when in such a state, and he swears I woke up and would play, and there was no preventing me.

I dont like Anketel, observed Mr. St. George.

Oh, he is a good fellow enough, in the main; always at ones beck and call. Well, I dont get into such another pit. Tell Serle the money must be ready by the 25th, for that is the day I have promised it. Good-morning, St George.

Lord Temple ascended to his cab, took the reins from his groom, touched his horse, and was whirled away toward Hyde Park Gardens, where Mr. St. Georges residence was situated.


CHAPTER XI.

THE DEMAND.

Not long had Lord Temple left Bedford Row, when Mr. Danesbury and Mr. Serle returned to it. The latter immediately closeted himself with Captain Thomson, and Mr. St George obtained a moments conversation with Mr. Danesbury. Mr. Danesbury was much altered: he was beginning to look quite an old man. The courses pursued by his sons could no longer be concealed from him, apart from their expenditure, and they told upon his health and spirits.

Lord Temple has just driven from here, observed Mr. St. George. I expect he is gone to my house to see Isabel, by the pace at which his cab tore from the door. I fancy he will be making you a proposal to-day, sir.

Of what nature? inquired Mr. Danesbury.

That he may be allowed to take Isabel at once, for better or for worse. He has been waiting all these years for his affairs to be set straight with a miracle, I suppose, but they only get deeper involved.

How is that! said Mr. Danesbury.

It is his own fault, sir. He spends ten times more than he ought, and makes no attempt at self-denial. But he associates with other men of his rank  which is but natural  and plunges into all their folly and improvidence. And plunge into it he must, he says, as long as he is a bachelor.

I do not see the obligation, returned Mr. Danesbury.

Neither do I. But it seems he does, or his want of resolution does for him. I told him to-day  for which interference I hope you will not be displeased with me  that he ought to resign Isabel, or else make arrangements so that he could marry her. He was ready to trample on me for hinting at such a thing as resigning her. I believe his attachment is fervent.

Yes, I do think that, acquiesced Mr. Danesbury. But there is a serious question in the midst of this, Walter. Are these habits of Lord Temple such as will cling to him after marriage?

I sincerely believe not. He has no domestic home in which to spend his evenings, and he goes out with those who have twenty times his rent-roll. Once let him be removed from the wild lot who beset him now, give his naturally good qualities fair play, and he might become an ornament to his order. Isabels daily influence would do much. I told him they might live upon a thousand a year, while the estates were righting themselves.

What did he say?

Stared at me as though I had lost my senses, and wondered what would become of Isabel, restricted to a thousand a year. His notions extended to court-dresses for her, and reset diamonds, and opera-boxes, and gilded carriages, and cauliflowered footmen. In short, he has as much notion of economy as my eldest son and heir has of a whipping, which his mother wont give him, or let any body else. However, he came to the conclusion at last, that if you would entertain the proposal, and Isabel not think it an insult, he should go wild with gratitude at its being adopted.

If Isabel were restricted to a thousand a year all her life, she would not be much worse off than she has been, smiled Mr. Danesbury.

I told him that, or something equivalent to it; but he has got a crotchet in his head, that though Miss Danesbury may pleasantly ruralize upon a thousand a year, such a calamity would be entirely out of place for the Lady Temple. He but judges according to the prejudices of his rank, sir.

Isabel shall not marry without a settlement, said Mr. Danesbury.

Most certainly not. That can be effected. A small one. And  pardon me  should Isabel inherit any thing from you, it should also be settled on her.

Mr. Danesbury sighed deeply. Isabel shall not suffer, whatever betide the rest of us, he said. I set aside long ago, in. my own determination, £10,000 as my daughters marriage portion, and she shall have it on her wedding-day; but some of my sons are giving me great anxiety. I have serious calls on my purse now.

I am sorry to hear it, sir.

It appears to me that young men nowadays think of little besides pleasure and reprehensible pursuits. It was not so when I was young.

These boys of yours have been less fortunately situated than you were, sir. You were sheltered in your paternal home and did not leave it; they have been cast abroad in this city of evil without the protection of one. Rely upon it, if we would keep a young man steady, we must give him a home that he can find pleasure in. We must compass him about and shield him, as it were, with home influence. The want of this has been Lord Temples bane: he said so this very day.

There is a great deal in it, observed Mr. Danesbury.

There is every thing in it, warmly returned Mr. St. George, provide a young man has good principles. I believe that many a mother, if impressed with the influence it must exercise for good or for evil, would make home pleasanter than she does for her growing sons. A bright, pleasant evening home, where he will find amusement, merry society, and loving faces, is a young mans greatest safeguard.

A pang shot across the heart of Mr. Danesbury. His wife had not made home pleasant to their boys. I can but hope and pray, he said aloud as he rose, that as my sons grow in years, they may grow in prudence and wisdom, and redeem what they are doing now.

Are you going out again, sir?

To see William. I have not seen him yet

He returns home in autumn, I hear, for good.

Yes, replied Mr. Danesbury, he joins us in the Works.

You will ask them all three to come and dine with you to-day, sir. Mrs. St. George is expecting them.

Thank you. I will tell William; but the question is, where I am to pick up Robert and Lionel. We have not long left Robert, but he may not be to be found again. Lionel I have called on twice, but have not seen him.

Mr. Danesbury was leaving the room when Mr. Serle came in, having got rid of Captain Thomson.

Danesbury, my wife says you must all dine with us to-day.

We are engaged to Mrs. St George.

Thats not fair, returned Mr. Serle; Charlotte had you last time. You must promise us for to-morrow.

I hope to get this business arranged to-morrow, in time to go back to Eastborough.

Not a bit of it, laughed Mr. Serle. You dont know Knighton and Jukes, if you think they are going to get over business in that style. They are the slowest practitioners in London.

Mr. Danesbury went out Mr. Serle stood with his back to the fireplace for a moment before returning to his own room, while his junior partner sat down to his writing-table.

What a scamp that Robert Danesbury is getting! uttered Mr. Serle.

Mr. St George looked up.

He has been signing bills wholesale. Must have done it when he was drunk, I say. He will be got out of this mess, but Danesbury will have future trouble with him, as sure as my names Mat Serle.

Does he drink much?

He must. His looks and his shaking hands bespeak it. Besides, he could not be squandering away the money that he is, unless drink played its full share. I smelled it strong this morning when we were speaking to him; I dont know whether Danesbury did. I think the very demon of mischief possesses the young men. Theres Charley got into a scrape at college through some drunken bout, and a whole lot of money and worry it will take to get him straight.

Your son Charles do you mean? questioned St. George in surprise.

He, and no other. I had letters from Oxford this morning, one from Mr. Charles, and one from his tutor. A pretty parson hell make! And the companions that help him out, pretty parsons they will make! I wonder the heads of the University dont find means to stop these, their embryo clergymen, from making animals of themselves. They ought. The colleges should be models of morality

There is as much drinking going on at Oxford and Cambridge as there is elsewhere, observed Mr. St. George.

One may slave and slave forever to little purpose, irritably continued the senior partner.  Theres Danesbury, working and laying by in his line; and I am doing the same in mine. Wheres the use? If our children are to spend faster than we gain, wheres the profit?

Mr. St. George was biting the end of a pen, listening, and ruminating. I have begun to think lately, he observed, that the most, fortunate position a young man can be placed in, is to have no expectations; no money to depend on; nothing but his own exertions. I had nothing else, and the knowledge kept me steady, and I got on. The Danesburys think that they have their fathers money to fly to, your sons think the same: perhaps, if they knew there was nothing, they would lead different lives.

Mr. Serle looked cross and vexed. His hands were in his pockets, and he was rattling the silver in them. His sons had given him some trouble, though not, as yet, a great extent. Has Cargill been here? he suddenly asked.

No; but Lord Temple has.

What did he want?

The old errand. Money raised.

I should like to know what upon, crabbedly retorted Mr. Serle. He has pretty nearly drained himself dry.

He wants £3000 by the 25th of the month.

How much? was Mr. Serles astonished rejoinder.

£3000.

Why, what has he been at, to want that? he resumed, after a pause.

Play, was the short answer.

Theres another nice specimen for you, his lordship of Temple, sarcastically cried Mr. Serle. Money, money, money, nothing but money; have it he will; and when he has got it, throws it away like water. Well, if he does choose to reduce himself to poverty, he must do it: its no affair of mine. By when, do you say?

The 25th. Can it be raised?

Oh, it can be raised, this can: but I can tell him there will soon be nothing left to raise upon. What possessed him to be such a madman as to lose £3000 at play?

He was drunk when he did it, returned Mr. St. George. Drunk when he played, and drunk when he gave his acknowledgment of the debt.

There it is again! theres the evil. Charles pleads drunkenness as the cause of his embarrassment; Robert Danesbury owes his to drink. I wish all the filthy liquor was at the bottom of the sea! Probably Mr. Serle forgot, as he spoke, that he partook pretty plentifully himself every day.

It would be all the better for some people, acquiesced Mr. St. George, in his quiet tone.

To go and lose £3000 at play! He is mad.

He says he was perfectly senseless. Knew nothing about it then, and remembers nothing now.

Nonsense, St. George! If a man is sane enough to play, and sign for his losses, he is sane enough to remember it.

The same reflection had struck Mr. St George. Yet Lord Temples word was strictly honourable.

Mr. Serle nodded his head, several little nods successively, as if he were at a loss for words. It is fine to be these noble blades. What a way of getting out of money! Disgraceful! Who holds the acknowledgment?

Swallowtail.

Who? sharply repeated Mr. Serle.

Swallowtail.

Swallowtail! uttered Mr. Serle. How can noblemen lower themselves to associate with such a man? He would not be tolerated at their houses. But he is a clever man! Ay, not a man in the profession, or out of it, has keener brains than he. If the money was lost to Swallowtail ware Temple! for he must pay it to the hour.

Later, as Mr. Danesbury was standing by Charing Cross, on his way from Parliament Street, Lord Temple and his cab came driving by. The young nobleman saw him, and pulled up.

Whither are you bound? he inquired, when salutations were over.

To Bedford Row, replied Mr. Danesbury.

Allow me to drive you, said Lord Temple. Get up behind, he added to his servant. So the man got out of the cab, and Mr. Danesbury got in.

I am delighted to have met you, exclaimed Lord Temple, slackening the reins. I have a petition to prefer to you, though I fear you will not entertain it.

What is it? said Mr. Danesbury.

I am ashamed to ask it, returned Lord Temple, with a heightened colour. I had better bring it out without any softening, he added, in a sort of desperation. The fact is, sir, I want you to give me Isabel at once, and I have nothing to keep her on.

A pause of some minutes. Lord Temples whip gently played with his horses ears. He was intrenched in all the pride and prejudices of his rank, as Mr. St. George had remarked, and really believed that it was little short of an insult to Isabel, to make her, at the present moment, Lady Temple.

What do you call nothing?  asked Mr. Danesbury.

A thousand or fifteen hundred a year, or so. It is all that can be screwed from my estates. Do you think Isabel would risk it?

Not if her heart be set upon opera-boxes and court diamonds.

The young nobleman looked round at Mr. Danesbury in surprise. St. George has been talking to you, sir!

Yes, he has, replied Mr. Danesbury. I went into Serles just after you left, and St George, in doubt, I believe, whether I should think he had done right, told me what he had been recommending.

Lord Temple scarcely breathed. Do you approve of it! he asked at length.

I think it would be a far happier life, both for you and Isabel, than the one you are leading; and I should entirely approve of it, but for one thing.

What is that, sir!

St George spoke of your extravagant evening habits. He did not enter into them, but I can give a guess at what they are. Unfortunately, I am getting experienced in the evil indulgences of a London life. Are you sure, sure beyond doubt, that you can put these entirely and forever aside? Morally sure in your own heart, resolutely sure in your own self-reliance, under help from, and trust in, your Creator? Unless you are, I will not consent to give you my daughter. My lord, I trust implicitly to your honour for a truthful answer.

Excitement flashed in the face of Lord Temple, eagerness to his eye, as he grasped the hand of Mr. Danesbury. So long as I am alone, he said,  I must keep up, in some measure, my evening habits; but, from the moment that I am a married man, I forswear them. Nothing, no temptation, were it likely that such could be then offered me, would induce me to rejoin my present wild companions; I would not so far wrong my wife and myself. On my honour as a British nobleman, on my sacred word, sir, I tell you truth.

Then, Lord Temple, you shall have Isabel.

They reached Bedford Row. Mr. Danesbury went in, and Mr. St George came out. Has any thing been done? he whispered. Have you said any thing to Mr, Danesbury?

I have said all, was Lord Temples answer, while a radiant expression sat upon his countenance; and he thinks as you do, that it will be the best thing. I shall be ever grateful to you, St George, for suggesting it to me.

I think you might have suggested it to yourself, all these wasted years. But, Lord Temple, I have all but passed my word to Mr. Danesbury that, with your marriage, your reckless habits shall cease.

Lord Temple bent his head forward and looked full in the face of Mr. St. George. I have sworn that they shall. Be easy.

Good. Have you seen Isabel?

No; she was out. I am going up again. I suppose you will give your permission now, he added, with a merry glance.

Mr. St. George returned it. I would say, come and dine with us to-day at six, only that theres sure to be a plain dinner: nothing fit to set before a viscount.

Thank you, laughed Lord Temple; I will be sure to come. Bread and cheese will do, if theres nothing else. And once more Lord Temple whirled away.

Some ladies were waiting in the front drawing-room of a handsome house, contiguous to Hyde Park, on that hot July evening. It was getting close to the dinner-hour. Mrs. St. George, grown into a perfect little dumpling since her marriage, sat on a low chair, nursing a young gentle-man in long white petticoats; another gentleman, in short full velvet ones, the very shape of a fan, was making himself troublesome in all parte of the room; and a little girl, in a pink embroidered frock, had seated herself on the carpet. Mrs. Danesbury, wearing a lavender muslin dress and a cross look, was at one of the windows, and Isabel had knelt to play with the little girl. Her form was elegant, her bearing stately, as of old, but a somewhat sad look had settled upon her lovely face. The light of the sun shone on the smooth bands of her chestnut hair, and her blue eyes were dancing with merriment at the little ladys queer attempts to talk. She wore a light-blue silk dress with a gold chain and golden bracelets. They had been out shopping all the afternoon  Mrs. and Miss Danesburys chief object in accompanying Mr. Danesbury to town.

You look tired, aunt Eliza, cried Mrs. St. George.

I am vexed, peevishly returned Mrs. Danesbury. I thought Robert and Lionel would have been here to see me before this.

How do you know they may not have called while we were out, mamma? interposed Isabel. Have you inquired?

No, snappishly replied Mrs. Danesbury.  Had they called, I should have been told of it.

Servants forget sometimes, observed Mrs. St. George. Walter, darling, come and ring the bell.

Shant, was lisped from the far end of the room.

Oh! come and ring it for mamma.

No, responded Master Walter, who was at some mischief with the pedals of the piano.

Isabel laughed, rose, and rang it. And the servant, in answer to inquiries, said that none of the Mr. Danesburys had called.

Are you sure? cried Mrs. Danesbury, turning sharply on the man.

Quite sure, maam. No one has been but one gentleman, and he called twice. He asked for Miss Danesbury, and his cab had a coronet on it.

No need to wonder who that was, Isabel, smiled Mrs. St. George, as the servant retired. I am sorry you were out.

Ugh! grunted Mrs. Danesbury, no great compliment. If he would fix the marriage, it would be more to the purpose. I know this, if a gentleman asked me to be his wife, and then kept shilly-shallying, off and on, for years, he might keep his calls to himself. His affection for Isabel looks more like moonshine than reality.

There was an awkward silence. Kind Mrs. St. George was wondering what she could say to soften down the speech, and Isabels heart beat visibly, when Mr. St. George entered.

Has Mr. Danesbury got back yet? he asked.

No, he hasnt, returned Miss. Danesbury. Have you seen Robert?

I have not. I believe he has.

It is very strange the boys could not call here. Unless Mr. Danesbury, with his stupid memory, forgot to say that we had come to town with him.

Isabel looked quickly up, longing to say that her dear fathers memory was not stupid. But she rarely cared to enter the contradiction lists with Mrs. Danesbury.

The children were pulling Mr. St. George about screaming and talking. Thats just like you, Charlotte, cried he, filling the room with, these little brats, to deafen your visitors. But he nevertheless took up the little brats, and kissed them fondly.

Have you been whipped to-day, Walter?

No, pa.

I shall never teach mamma whats good for you; I know you have deserved it. There, run along. Isabel, step into this room with me. None of you, remember. Charlotte, call the children. I want to talk secrets with Isabel.

The back drawing-room was empty, and he closed the door between the two rooms. Isabel, he began, have you seen Lord Temple?

No.

Then what will you give me for some news?

She made no reply.

I have been talking with Lord Temple to-day. He had got it into his head that you would not marry him unless he had a noblemans allowance  which is any sum you may please to mention, from ten thousand a year upward  and I told him I thought he was mistaken; that you did not consider an army of footmen essential, or a mansion in Grosvenor Square. So I believe  now do not look so scared and conscious, or I will not tell!  I believe he means to ask you to take him as he is.

Isabel did look very conscious, if not scared: but at that moment there was a thundering peal at the house-door.

I thought I would whisper it to you, for you have been kept in suspense long enough: much longer than you should have been, had I been your nearest relative. May Heaven bless you, Isabel, and render your wedded life happy; and more prolonged than was your poor mothers!

Mr. St. George went out of the room by the door leading to the staircase, leaving Isabel in agitation. The news was indeed sudden, and her chest was heaving wildly. Mr. St. George encountered some one on the stairs, and then came back, as Isabel supposed, into the room. He closed the door and advanced to her, but she was leaning with her elbow on the mantle-piece, her fingers shading her eyes. In another moment, two white, aristocratic hands were laid on her shoulders, and she looked up. A faint cry of surprise, and Lord Temple clasped her to him.

No, no; stay here. It will soon be your own legal resting-place. My dearest, this suspense is to end, for I am to have you, poor as I stand. Your father has consented. Will you consent?

She did not answer. Only let fall a few happy tears, and remained passively where he had placed her.

It is not as it ought to have been, he continued to whisper, but they say you will be content to risk it, until things come round. What I can not give in riches, I will make up in love, Isabel.

Worth far more than the other, she murmured.

My darling! may you ever think so!

At this moment the door opened, and Mrs. St. George entered so quickly that Isabel had no time to draw away. Viscount Temple raised his face, placed her arm within his, and stood there with her, proud, calm, self-possessed. Mr. St. George came following his wife quickly.

Now, Charlotte! what can you possibly want?

I  I thought it was only you, stammered Mrs. St. George. I did not know Lord Temple was here.

Did I not tell you I had secrets to discuss with Isabel? remonstrated Mr. St. George, with mock seriousness, while his wife looked from one to the other, and Lord Temple laughed to see her bewilderment. What is there for dinner to-day? continued Mr. St. George.

For dinner! she echoed.

Because Lord Temple will do us the honour to partake of it.

Oh  if I had but known! Though indeed I am very proud and pleased to see your lordship, she added, in her good-natured way. Only I would have had something better; something different, I mean.

I bargained for bread and cheese, said Lord Temple; so, if there should be any thing more substantial than that, it will come as a surprise.

Bread and cheese! repeated Mrs. St. George.

Is it bread and cheese? gravely questioned her husband.

How stupid you are, Walter! But it is a very plain dinner. I wish I had known.

Is it suet dumplings! continued Mr. St. George.

Walter, then! It is a salmon, and a piece of roast beef. Nothing else in the world, except some pastry.

We shall not fast, it seems, said Lord Temple. It is a dinner for a prince.

You are both laughing, she returned. You are also laughing, Isabel. You must all have some secret.

Which you shall know very shortly, dear Mrs. St. George, and the world also, answered Lord Temple.

Mr. Danesbury and William arrived, and they sat down to dinner. When the cloth was removed, the troublesome Master Walter and his sister were brought in. Mrs. Danesbury took the boy on her knee, and after supplying him with fruit, and other good things from the dessert, held her glass of port-wine to his lips, that he might sip it. Mr. St. George immediately placed his hand over the glass. No wine for the child, Mrs. Danesbury.

Just a little sip, said she. That rich cake must have made him thirsty.

No wine, repeated Mr. St. George in an unmistakable tone, as he poured out some water and handed it to the boy. My children do not drink it.

Isabel, who was on the other side Mr. St. George, between him and Lord Temple, presently took occasion to whisper: Have you adopted Arthurs theory?

I have adopted your mammas, replied Mr. St. George. The evening that I dined with her at Mr. Serles, many years ago now, the fatal evening of the accident, I heard her speak of the duty a parent owes a child, to encourage in him the love of pure water. It made a strong impression on me, and I inwardly resolved, if ever I had children, that it should be carried out. That boy has never tasted wine or beer yet, and I do not intend that he shall. Charlotte will tell you the same.

You are drinking wine yourself, said Isabel.

Yes: I was not brought up to drink water, significantly responded Mr. St. George. But I do not exceed, Isabel.

There was an interruption ere he had well spoken. Lionel Danesbury entered. A good-looking, pleasant young man, something like William  curious that it should be so, for William resembled chiefly his own mother. Lionel was not tall, scarcely reaching the middle height. He was in high spirits, and seemed very well.

A pretty dance I have had after you, Lionel, cried

Mr. Danesbury. Four times I was at your rooms today, and could not find you in.

I was at the hospital, sir. Thank you, Mrs. St. George, I have dined. I did not get the note my father left till six oclock, so I went and had a chop first, for I knew you would have finished. How well you are looking, Isabel!

A remark that made Isabel colour very much. Lionel sat down by his mother, and Mr. St. George passed him the wine.

Good gracious, Lionel, cried Mrs. Danesbury, in a whisper, how you do smell of tobacco-smoke! What can make you smoke so much?

Ah! laughed he, good-humouredly; put you in my place, mother, in the dissecting-room, and youd smoke yourself. I dont wish to upset you over St. Georges dinner-table, but I should if I were to tell you of the work we have to do there. A medical student must smoke in self-defence.

When shall you pass, Lionel?

In the spring. Pass the Royal Collage of Surgeons  not the physicians, you know, yet.

Of course not. And where do you think of setting up?

In London, of course. I intend to be a great man before I die, mother; and I hope youll live to see it. Sir Lionel Danesbury, baronet, M.D., Physician to her Majesty the Queen. Nothing less than the top of the tree will content me. Especially when I get a peer for my brother-in-law.

Well, Lionel, I see no reason why you should not rise to the top, returned Mrs. Danesbury, as she looked at the merry eyes that glanced at hers over the glass of wine which he was drinking. You have every advantage: ten times more than most young medical men have. If you will but be steady.

Oh, I shall be steady enough, laughed Lionel.

Later in the evening, it was nearly eleven oclock in fact, and when they had given up hopes of seeing Robert, they heard an arrival. Mrs. Danesburys face lighted up.

Theres Robert! she exclaimed. It is sure to be he.

Voices were hushed, and eyes turned to the door in expectation.

But no Robert appeared; neither he nor any body else. The hum of talking recommenced, and Mrs. Danesbury had flung herself back in her chair in angry disappointment, when a servant threw wide the door.

Mr. Robert Danesbury.

Something exceedingly brilliant loomed in, throwing the room and every body in it into the shade. It was Robert, in full regimentals. He had been attending an official dinner, from which he said he could not get away earlier. The delay in mounting the stairs had been occasioned by his stopping in the hall to take off his sword. He was the least good-looking of the four sons, for he inherited Mrs. Danesburys cross look and her cold eyes, but he was nearly as tall as William, and made a fine, upright soldier. Dressed as he was now, people were apt to say, What a handsome man! Mrs. Danesburys heart warmed to him, and a glow of pride ran through her veins and greeted the regimentals.

But, Robert, she whispered, what is this that we hear of you? That you are acquiring dreadful habits, and get out of money as if it were dross.

Tush, mother! If you believe that, youll believe any thing, returned the lieutenant. What dreadful habits, pray!

Im sure I dont know, said Mrs. Danesbury. But your father worries himself to fiddlestrings over it, and Arthur looks as glum as he can look. You and Lionel are ruining them, they say.

Of course they must grumble: such staid old codgers always do. If I do exceed my allowance a little I cant help it: I must be like my brother officers. And you know they make money wholesale at the Works, so they need not grudge a tithe of it to me.

You might be more careful, Robert. Robert smiled.  So my father said to me to-day; made me promise it, in fact; so I suppose I must be. Dont let them frighten you, mother. I am all right; but gentlemen must live as gentlemen.

A very self-apparent axiom to the mind of Mrs. Danesbury. She looked at her two sons, at the splendid Robert, the merry-hearted Lionel, till all she possessed of maternal pride glowed within her  and it was no slight share. I dont believe half the croaking tales told of them, she whispered to herself. They would not look so well, and be so merry, if they were going the wrong way. Folks are envious of them, its my belief. Its true they do get out of money, Robert sadly; but I dare say he cant help it, and those Works are like a mine of wealth.

Isabel, my child, whispered Mr. Danesbury, as he kissed her, when the evening was over, I consented, because I think it will be better and happier both for you and Lord Temple. I have done it for the best, and I pray that it may prove so in the end.


CHAPTER XII.

MRS. DANESBURY. THE WEDDING.

The rich tints of autumn were already tingeing the trees, for October had come in, and the ground trod crisply under Isabel Danesburys feet, as she walked briskly along to the house of Mrs. Philip Danesbury, a compact white villa, standing in the midst of an ornamental garden. Isabel found the Miss Hebers out, and her aunt alone.

I will take off my shawl, aunt, she said; I am come to stay the day with you. Things were cross at home.

Meaning Mrs. Danesbury, Isabel.

Isabel nodded. She sent her things away by a servant, and sat down by the fire, which began to look cheerful in the autumn weather. Mrs. Philip Danesbury thought that her face wore a peculiar look of sad care. Her marriage was drawing near, and would be celebrated ere the month was out.

William Danesbury had returned home in the beginning of September for good, and Lionel, who had come down for a few weeks holiday, was also at home.

Has Lord Temple left, Isabel?

He left after breakfast this morning. He comes down again for a day or two next week, and then not again until

Isabel had answered without looking up, in an abstracted sort of manner, her gaze fixed on the fire. She brought her sentence to an end without concluding it, and then burst into a sudden flood of tears. Mrs. Philip could scarcely speak for concern.

Child, what is this? Is any thing amiss between you and Lord Temple?

No, no, aunt. I believe it is the contrast my own individual happiness presents to other troubles, looming in the distance, that makes me so sad. Aunt, it is about the boys. I fear they are going all wrong: I fear both William and Lionel have taken to drink deeply. They drink a great deal at dinner: papa, you know, takes very little wine; Reginald takes more than papa, but not so much as they do: still it is not what they take at dinner, if it ended there, but afterward they go out, and I am sure they get more.

Mrs. Philip Danesbury mused. What a pity that they go out after dinner! Why does not your mamma strive to give them some home attraction?

Oh, aunt, there it is! there is where I feel that all is wrong. They may have acquired a habit of taking too much in town, but we ought to try and prevent them doing so, now that they are at home. And, instead of being helped out of their bad ways, they are being driven on in them. They are indeed. Mamma will not make home sociable for them, ask her as we will. They have wished her, three or four times, to have friends in the evening, and she will not.

Ah! groaned Mrs. Philip, if your own dear, judicious mother had but lived! Young men must have evening society, and young girls too, and theres no earthly reason why they should not. How goes the old rhyme, Isabel? All work, and no play, makes Jack a dull boy. Keep up your sons too strictly, deny them pleasant evening hours at home, and they will inevitably seek for such elsewhere. Then, in nine cases out of ten, they lose them-selves. Mrs. Danesbury ought to see this.

But she can not; will not: she makes home a dull, miserable place. We never hear any thing more cheerful in the house than complaints of her headaches, and orders that we should be still. I do not like to speak against Mrs. Danesbury, aunt, but I can not but see that my brothers are not dealt with as they ought to be.

Headaches! contemptuously returned Mrs. Philip; for headaches, read a querulous temper, an ill-conditioned frame of mind. That is how it has been with Mrs. Danesbury.

Isabel need not have apologized for speaking her mind, for certainly Mrs. Danesbury was a most ill-judging woman. A few mornings before this conversation, Lionel had gone to her, and, leaning over her chair in his good-tempered way, said he wanted to ask her a favor.

Well, what is it? she returned.

I want you to have the Boyds and the Ropers this evening.

How can you be so unreasonable? retorted Mrs. Danesbury. The house is upset with the fuss kept up for Lord Temple, without the trouble of bringing other people into it.

It can all go into the same fuss, jokingly returned Lionel. But wheres the trouble of having half a dozen folks to tea, and giving them a sandwich after it and a glass of wine? If there is any trouble, band it over to the servants, there are enough of them. Now do, theres a good mother: we never have a soul here; we might as well be shut up in a monastery. Ill go and secure them; I want something to do this morning.

I tell you, Lionel, I cant have them, and I wont be teased, was the reply of Mrs. Danesbury. Rubbish about a monastery! The least noise or excitement gives me the headache. I cant have visitors, and thats enough.

Lionel flew into a passion. Though naturally sweet-tempered, he could be provoked to passion on occasions. He flung a book, which he happened to be holding, on to a side-table, where it upset and broke a beautiful candlestick of Bohemian glass, and swore aloud as he banged the door to after him.

If a fellow tries to keep on the square, she wont let him, muttered be, as he strode across the hall.

Significant words!

Scarcely had Lionel left the room when, strange to say, William entered it, with a somewhat similar petition, though he had known nothing of that just proffered by his brother. His request was, that Mrs. Philip Danesbury and her two nieces might be asked to spend the evening with them.

Mrs. Danesbury felt provoked; she believed that William and Lionel must be in league together, and she gave him a most harsh and unqualified refusal, demanding, with a sneer, if they thought to take Danesbury House by storm. Isabel had been privy to this, and she now related it to Mrs. Philip. That night, she concluded, sinking her voice, and pressing her handkerchief to her eyes, that night they came home the  the  worse for what they had taken!

Both? uttered Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

They did, aunt. We were gone to bed, but it was spoken of in the house the next morning; and last night it was the same again! Lionel also was not himself on Sunday night. Sunday night!

A pause ensued. Mrs. Philip broke out. Mrs. Danesbury has much to answer for. Some day I shall be telling her so.

Whether mamma was up last night watching for them, I can not tell, resumed Isabel. It was past twelve when they came in, and she darted out of the room in her dressing-gown and saw them both. William could not walk straight, and Lionel was worse. He could not get up to bed without assistance. They were both had into mammas room this morning before papa left it. I dont know what transpired. Mamma did not appear at breakfast; she only came down when Lord Temple was leaving. Since then, she has been quarrelling with every one. She quarrelled with papa; she abused William shamefully; she tried to quarrel with me. Altogether, it was so uncomfortable that I came here to you.

Mrs. Danesbury is out of her mind, said Mrs. Philip.

When she gives way to these fits of temper she is almost like it. This unhappy conduct of the boys  especially of Lionel  augments her irritation and renders it unbearable.

Isabel, you may depend upon it that she is blaming herself in her heart of hearts. She was foolishly indulgent to Robert and Lionel, and, when they were grown into young men, supplied them with a ruinous quantity of pocket-money; yet was always thwarting them in trifles, through her own crabbed temper, and making their home miserable. Any thing like self-control or self-reliance she never taught them. I repeat that she will have much to answer for. And where are the boys now?

William went off to the Works before mammas storm was over; and Lionel departed toward Brookhurst with his gun, and said he should not be home for a day or two.

Of course all this is hard for papa to bear. My heart aches for him. Do you not think him very much altered, aunt?

Yes, shortly replied Mrs. Philip. But we will go to other topics, my dear, for talking of this unhappiness will not mend it. Is your wedding-day fixed?

Yes, answered Isabel, with a rosy blush. It is to be very soon indeed.

When, my dear?

On the eighteenth.

Why, that will be in a fortnight?

Yes, I said very soon.

Not any too soon, Isabel. I hope, my child, yon will enter upon a happier home than you have had with Mrs. Danesbury. The more I see of Lord Temple, the more I like him.

Reginald has been, as it were, an isolated man, and has had to look abroad for ties of interest. I do hope the future may be happier for both of us. His mother died when he was at Eton, and no one has supplied her place to him. He says he shall tell me all his wild feats when we are married, she added, smiling; and that, when I hear them, I shall wonder he can be as good as he is. Louisa Serle is coming down to the wedding.

Indeed! As brides-maid, I suppose. Who proposed that?

I did. Mamma has been so  so

So very cross-grained altogether, and so indignant that Mary and Anna Heber should be two of your brides-maids, that you proposed her niece Louisa as a sop in the pan, interrupted Mrs. Philip. I understand it all, my dear, just as well as you do. She took a prejudice against Mary and Anna before they ever came near the place, and she retains it. I have never been able to tell why, for more excellently good girls, gentle, loving, and lovely, it would be difficult to find. I conclude she dislikes them, as belonging to me, and I know she has always hated me like poison.

Isabel laughed. I do think she is only jealous of you, aunt Philip.

Jealous of what? She is more favourably placed than I am. Her house is finer, her income is larger; she has a good husband and children, I have neither. Her position is in all points superior to mine, save that she grants and grumbles away her days, and makes herself and every body about her uncomfortable; and I keep up a cheerful spirit, and try to make folks happy, and myself with them. What has she to be jealous of, Isabel?

Perhaps of the cheerful spirit, answered Isabel. But  talking of marriage  has it ever struck you, aunt, that Arthur has any particular attachment?

Mrs. Philip Danesbury looked at her niece; a peculiar look. Has it occurred to you to think so, Isabel?

Not quite to think so, perhaps, but to doubt whether it is so or not. I allude to Mary Heber.

Just so, said Mrs. Philip. It has been my opinion, for a long while past, that they are attached to each other; but I am almost sure that Arthur has not spoken to her of it in words. She has liked Arthur from the first moment she ever saw him; admired, respected him; thought him worthy of esteem. It is curious to observe how she unconsciously adopts all Arthurs ideas and opinions. And I feel equally sure that Arthur likes and admires her beyond any one.

Then it is strange he should not speak out, observed Isabel. Mary would make him a good wife.

She would. Such a wife as your mother made Mr. Danesbury. Save in fortune, she is a fit wife for the first lord in the land. She is worthy of Arthur Danesbury: I can not give her higher praise than that. Arthur is very dear to me; dearer than she is. Many a time have I held him in my arms, and cried over him, wishing he was mine. It was at the time I was hoping for children, and they never came. I think I will tell you a secret, Isabel. Mary has had two very desirable offers of marriage. One was from Thomas Boyd  but of course this is between our-selves. She refused them both; therefore I can not help thinking that her heart must be filled with somebody else, and that somebody Arthur Danesbury.

I should like Mary to be Arthurs wife. Aunt Philip, resumed Isabel, after a pause, William promised to spend the evening here: I asked him to come for me. I thought it might he keeping him from other temptations. Here come Mary and Anna: what glowing colours their walk has given them!

They hastened in when they saw Isabel; lady-like, sweet-looking girls, with well-formed figures and elastic steps.

I hope you have come to spend the day, called out Mary, as she took Isabels hand.

The whole day, till nine or ten at night, said Isabel.

Oh, thats delightful! uttered Anna. What a talk we can have about the wedding!

And a talk they did have: trust young ladies for that, when a wedding is on foot. Dresses, bonnets, veils, wreaths, gloves, and etiquette; carriages and bouquets; breakfast and ceremony; and Mrs. Philip was as eager as they were.

William Danesbury came in to tea, and they went from talking to mirth. Laughter abounded  that sort of laughter which is contagious, irresistible, though nobody can tell precisely what has caused it. William related to them some ludicrous story, current in the neighbourhood, and that set them on. Then they had music and singing; and Williams flute, on which he played well, happened to be there. At half past nine, they thought it must be half past eight, so gaily had the time passed. Soon after, Isabel put her things on.

Now, William, mind your evenings are spent here as often as you like, said Mrs. Philip. Isabel will be gone, and Danesbury House may be dull. And bring Lionel with you so long as he is at home.

All right, aunt, Ill come. But I cant answer for Lionel.

They said good-night, and walked fast over the road. Isabels heart was beating. She wanted to say something, yet did not know how.

William, I am so sorry that I am going.

Sorry? You ought to be glad. Why are you sorry?

To leave you. I think I could make  I should try, if I remained  to make things pleasant for you at home.

My time will be mostly taken up in the Works, Isabel.

I mean your evenings. I wish, she added, in a lower voice, I could leave you as securely as I can Arthur.

Oh, I shall be all right.

Dearest William, she whispered, let me say a word of advice. If you were really to take to  to  that dreadful habit, I think I should almost die of grief and shame. I am sure papa would. Will you try and overcome it for my sake?

He hesitated. He was evidently perturbed. I was thrown amid random fellows in London, Isabel, fast spirits, every one of them; of course I got led away now and then, but there will not be the inducement to it down here.

Then how was it  last night she stopped in distress.

Ah! one can not get out of fast habits and into slow ones all in a minute, was his reply. But it shall come.

Her tears were dropping first. Will you make me a promise, William; here, as we stand alone in the still night, with those glowing stars above us  that you will overcome this miserable failing?

He was silent.

William, do you hear me?

Whatever may be my faults, I hold a promise very sacred, Isabel: my father taught me that in my childhood, and I can not forget it. I never undertake a promise lightly. Do not distress yourself so.

I will put it somewhat differently, she sighed. Will you try to overcome it, William?

A moments hesitation, and then a dear, steady answer, I will try.

When the hall door was thrown open for them, William took out his watch and looked at it by the light of the hall lamp. It was a quarter past ten. He was then turning from the door, but Isabel turned with him.

You are not going out again to-night?

Just for half an hour.

Oh pray, pray do not! she urged. Come in and play a game at chess with me.

Whether it was that his conscience whispered of the promise he had just made, or that he marked her pained, eager countenance, certain it is he entered with her.

A pretty time to come home! was Mrs. Danesburys greeting. What made you so late?

It is not late, mamma, returned Isabel, who was rushing off her things in a violent hurry, as if she feared William would be off, unless she sat down to detain him. She then pulled forward the chess-table, and began setting out the men.

You are not going to begin chess at this hour?

There is plenty of time for a game, exclaimed Isabel. I have challenged William to play with me. It is only a quarter past ten.

Theres not time, and I want to go to bed, retorted Mrs. Danesbury. I was up half of last night: if you want to know the reason, ask William.

I think, said William, chafing at the allusion, and at Mrs. Danesburys words altogether, I had better go back and spend my evening in the town. I had promised a friend to do so, only Isabel over-persuaded me.

Go out and disgrace yourself, and come home as you did last night, is that what you mean? cried Mrs. Danesbury. I should fancy you want bed, and might be contented to go to it.

William turned on his heel and left the room. Isabel darted after him. He was striding along to the hall door. She grasped his arm.

Oh, William, William! do not go! do not heed her!

Not go! does she think to send me to bed at ten oclock at night, like a baby? I would have passed a rational hour at home with you, Isabel, and not have gone out; I had made up my mind to do it, and she has stopped it. Let me go, my dear.

Her features were pale, her hands were trembling, but she would not loose her hold.

For my sake, she implored, for my sake. Stay in, and we will have our game at chess. I shall tell Mrs. Danesbury so, in papas presence. Come back with me! Dearest William, I shall soon be gone. I ask you for my sake.

He scowled, hesitated, and finally turned back with her. She took his arm, and thus they went into the drawing-room. Mamma, she said, approaching Mrs. Danesbury, my brothers must be allowed proper amusement in their own home. You will forgive me, if I say I must play the promised game at chess with William.

It is probable the speech took every body by surprise. Arthur rose from his seat and finished placing the chessmen, which Isabels sudden movement had interrupted. It was plain on which side his influence would be given. He then drew her chair forward, and looked to William and Isabel. All this without speaking.

Mrs. Danesbury was livid with anger. She rose up and confronted her husband.

Am I to be bearded in my own house by your children? Are you going to sit tamely by, and see me insulted, Mr. Danesbury?

Mr. Danesbury was grievously annoyed and perplexed, but the principles of justice were strong within him. He was also keenly alive to the necessity of keeping William indoors, could it be effected. You take things in a wrong light, said he to Mrs. Danesbury; in a calmer moment you will see it, I make no doubt. It is not yet bedtime; if the children have a mind for a game at chess, surely they may be allowed to gratify it. It need not keep you up.

And yon will suffer them to insult me in my own home? she repeated, with concentrated passion.

I would not suffer them to act to you in any improper way whatever; you know I would not, and you know that they would not attempt to do so. As to the home, Eliza, you seem to forget that it is theirs as well as yours. Many a less calm man would have been tempted to add, And was theirs before you came to it.

Mrs. Danesbury flung out of the room, pushing one chair here, and another there, screaming all sorts of outrageous things, as an angry woman, unsubdued by a Christian spirit, will do. Isabel made things comfortable, and sat down to chess with William. At about twenty minutes to eleven, Mr. Danesbury rose, and said he should go to bed.

I suppose you do not mean to be late, children, he said, in a pleasant tone.

The game promises to be a long one: I conclude you do not wish us to leave it unfinished, spoke William, with a touch of resentment in his voice, for his spirit was still smarting under the words of his step-mother.

My son, said Mr. Danesbury, I have never denied innocent gratification to my children, or placed an unnecessary check upon their wishes. You know that I should not wish you to leave the game unfinished; neither should I wish to drive you to bed before you care to go. I only wish you would spend your time thus every evening. Good-night, my boy, he added, holding out his hand.

William rose and grasped it. Good-night, dear father, he warmly said, full of contrition for having momentarily pained so good a father.

Presently William rang the bell. It was for hot water. He told the servant to put out the brandy.

You will not take it, William, whispered Isabel, when the man was gone.

I must have a glass, Isabel, and I shall. I can not forego every thing at once.

Arthur, she said, beg him not.

I wish he was like me, said Arthur did not like it But that was all the remonstrance he ventured on. Arthur knew that too much remonstrance might be worse than none; that no man can be coerced from evil to good.

You foolish girl! uttered William: if I never do any thing worse in an evening than play at chess and drink one glass of brandy and water, I should think even Mrs. Danesbury ought to find no room to grumble. I will only take one: I promise you, he somewhat significantly added.

He drank his glass of brandy and water, but he took no more. The chess-men were put away soon after eleven, and all three drew round the fire for a cheerful chat, going up to bed about half past. Isabel went inside her brother Williams room. He kissed her fervently.

Not many could have influenced me as you have tonight, Isabel. God bless you, my dear sister.

May He bless you, William, she returned with streaming eyes, and keep you from temptation when I am gone!

And every night, save two, by hook or by crook, did Isabel contrive to appropriate the evenings of William and Lionel. Now at chess; now by the help of music and Louisa Serle, who came down from town; now by a few other friends, invited for the evening, which Isabel made her approaching departure the plea to Mrs. Danesbury for insisting upon; and now at Mrs. Philip Danesburys. Those two evenings they went out, but did not come home the worse for liquor, so far as could be seen. Isabels hopes rose high; she thought they had not fallen so low as she feared.

And thus the wedding-day came on, and brought grand doings at Danesbury. All the sons were at home for it, many friends gathered at the house, and the whole of the workmen were feasted. There was a long and elaborate breakfast, after which Lord and Lady Temple left, to proceed to Dover, for they purposed passing some months on the Continent, and there was an elaborate dinner in the evening. It all passed off well, and the guests departed full of high spirits and good wishes, suspecting nothing amiss. Only to the household was it betrayed that Robert and Lionel had been carried up to bed helpless, on this, their sisters marriage-day.


CHAPTER XIII

A DISCOVERY.

London was empty. The hot days of July had contributed to thin it. But, now that August had come in, every body was getting away. Except myself and a few more drudges, thought Mr. St. George, as he stood at the windows of the clerks office, looking out on the hot and dusty road. It was close upon the long vacation. There was little doing, and even Mr. Serle had gone for a fortnight to his family, who were sojourning at Brighton. One of the clerks crossed the street, passed the window, and entered.

Well? said Mr. St. George to him. Is the man in, all safe?

No, sir. The mans out. The moneys paid.

Paid! echoed Mr. St. George, as though the information afforded him considerable surprise.

I have got it here, sir, expenses and all.

Mr. St. George turned, went into his own room, and the clerk, first hanging up his hat, followed. He took from his pocket a fifty-pound note, and laid it before Mr. St. George. I gave the change, sir, twenty-five shillings and nine-pence.

If the man  Pratt, or whatever his name is  had got the money, why did he give all this trouble? exclaimed Mr. St. George.

He had not got it, sir. It was his wife. When she saw the man was really in possession, she said she supposed there was nothing for it but to pay, for she could not have the childrens beds taken from under them. So she went into the back room and brought out this note. She cried when she handed it to the man, and said she had had it by her ever since her husband gave it her, twelve months ago, and had kept it to apprentice on the eldest boy, but she must let it go now.

Curious! remarked Mr. St. George. Did not her husband know that she had it?

No; I am sure he did not. He was as much astonished as I was. He said to her, perhaps, as she had got that, she had got another, and she sobbed bitterly, and said she had not another halfpenny in the world. She seemed quite a lady, though she was dressed poorly.

It is a pity she did not produce it before, and save expenses, remarked Mr. St. George, as the clerk retired. I wish Serle would not meddle with these nasty, paltry things, he added to himself. Taking childrens beds from under them! I would not, if I were head of the firm. They turn in little profit and no credit. When people bring in this dirty sort of work, they should be sent away to find others to dabble in it for me. Halloa! whats this?

Mr. St. Georges eye had fallen on a name written on the back of the note, Victor dEntraigue.

There was nothing in the name itself, for he had never known any one who owned it; but what had caused his exclamation, was a sudden conviction that that same note had passed through his hands before. He had a perfect recollection of the name, and also of the long sprawling writing  the two words taking up two lines across the back of the note, from one side to the other.

Now, where did we pay away that note, that it could come into the hands of such persons as these Fratts must be? thought he. Why! it was one of those handed by Lord Temple to Swallowtail, to liquidate that gambling debt of £3000.

Mr. St. George had never been satisfied in his own mind upon the circumstances of that loss. He had often ruminated over them, but could never solve the point of Lord Temple  or any one else  having been able to play, and sign away money in a state of utter unconsciousness. The engagement of Lord Temple to Isabel, and their subsequent marriage, had given him an interest in that nobleman beyond what he felt for the generality of clients. Lord and Lady Temple had just returned from the Continent; they were then in London, and he had been to see them only two evenings before. But of this more presently.

Mr. St. George leaned back in his chair, and ruminated. He had a faint idea that this Pratt was connected with gamblers, but he knew nothing of him beyond what their client, who had given them instructions to proceed against him for a debt, had related. For twelve months the woman said she had had the money; it was rather more than twelve since the transaction between Swallowtail and Lord Temple; therefore the inference to be drawn was, that she had received it at the time. Now, thought Mr. St. George, who was a long-headed man, with a remarkable facility for sifting details, if Lord Temple lost that money to Swallowtail, why should fifty pounds of it be given to Pratt? It looks as if it had been a stop-gap.

Mr. St. George touched his bell. Send Hadden to me, said he, as a clerk answered it.

The same man who had brought the money came in. Hadden, cried Mr. St. George, do you know any thing of this Pratt, who and what he is?

I do not, sir. I never saw or heard of him till now; but the man whom Checkett sent in seemed to know him. He said, when we came away, that he was glad it was settled, for Pratt was not a bad fellow, and was nobodys enemy but his own. It is not often those sort of men find pleasure at such a termination.

Did he say what Pratt was?

He said he once was very respectable, but had got down in the world, and was now a marker  or whatever they call it  at a gaming-house in St. Jamess Street.

Ah! said Mr. St. George, in a tone as if he had expected the information. I want to have a word with this Pratt, he continued. Can you get him here?

I dare say I can, sir.

Go and see.

Hadden was successful in his errand, and returned with Mr. Pratt: a thin, shabby-genteel man, with something of the gentleman about him still. He had a pale face, with hollow cheeks and hot lips. Mr. St. George pointed to a chair, and then took out the bank-note.

A seizure was put into your rooms this morning, Mr. Pratt, he began, and you settled it by means of this note. I want a little information about it. I have seen it before.

Pratts face turned of a different white  more ghastly. There  theres nothing wrong about the note, is there, sir? It is not a bad one?

Mr. St. George locked up the note before he answered. He purposely abstained from relieving the man as to the false scent he had got upon. Where did you get the note? asked he. I must know.

Sir, if theres any thing wrong about it, I never knew it. I am as innocent of it as I can be.

Whatever there may be about it, wrong or right, I will hold you harmless, provided you tell me all you know of the transaction by which it came into your hands. Of that I pledge you my word.

I got it a long while ago, sir.

How long? What date?

I cant state it, for certain. It was last summer; in July or August, I think. I could tell, perhaps, by hunting up dates.

How did you get it!

I got it paid me with another. The other was good, sir, Ill swear to it; for I changed it at the Bank of England.

But I ask how you got them?

Somebody was owing me money  a hundred pounds  and paid me with these two notes.

Mr. Pratt, said the lawyer, it is of no use for you to beat about the bush. I told you I would hold you harmless of all consequences, provided you gave me the information I required. If you will not do that, say so. Somebody was owing me money, wont do for me.

Well, sir, I got them from Swallowtail. Lawyer Swallowtail, as he is sometimes called. He had to pay me one hundred pounds, and he did pay me with these two notes. In the flush of having the money, I went home and gave my wife one of them. When mine was spent, I asked her for the other, and she stood to it that she had spent it in paying debts, and buying things for the children. But it turns out now that she has kept it ever since, sewn up in her stays. Badly enough at times have we wanted money, but she never brought it forth. Our eldest boy possesses a wonderful talent for architecture; he has made drawings of all the public buildings, and beautiful structures, cathedrals, palaces, and things, out of his own head. His mothers heart is set, like his, upon his being placed with an architect, and she had kept the money to help him to one, and never brought it forth. But, when she saw all the sticks and stones going this morning, out it came.

Did Swallowtail lose it to you at play, at the gambling-house in St Jamess Street?

The man was surprised, and looked up. Mr. St. Georges keen dark eyes were fixed on him.

Not at play, sir. Mr. Swallowtail calls himself one of the nobs, and I only hold a subordinate situation there. He would not play with me.

But, at any rate, it was the proceeds of a gambling transaction: if not between you and Mr. Swallowtail, between Mr. Swallowtail and somebody else, calmly repeated Mr. St. George.

Pratt was silent.

And the pull out of the affair  that is the orthodox word, I believe  was £3000.

Mr. Pratt could not answer, he could only stare. Do you know any thing about it, sir? he at length uttered.

I know all about it, replied Mr. St. George, in a firm tone, save some of the minor details, which you can supply. This money was chiseled out of Lord Temple, when he was dead drunk.

No answer.

In the presence of you and Swallowtail, and Major Anketel, continued Mr. St George, venturing on some guesses. How many others were there?

Mr. Pratt hesitated. I should have no objection to answer your questions, sir; I thought it a shameful thing at the time  a dead robbery, many a poor fellow has been transported for less; but, if it should come round to Swallowtail that I have spoken, it would be ruin to me.

It shall not come round to any one, said Mr. St. George; your name shall never be mentioned by me in the business; and, indeed, I very much question whether your friend Swallowtail will ever know that the affair has been spoken of at all.

Is the note a bad one?

Theres nothing the matter with the note. I want to know how the money was drawn from Lord Temple. When he went into the gaming-house that night with Anketel, he was completely intoxicated, and lay on the sofa asleep. How was it he got playing? Earl Sandlin, Sir Robert Payn, young Eden, Lieutenant Danesbury, and others, were there.

Several were there when Lord Temple and Anketel came in, But they left. By three oclock all had gone except Anketel and Lord Temple.

And Swallowtail, interrupted Mr. St. George.

And Swallowtail; but we look upon him as one of the establishment. Besides these, there was not a soul in the room but me, and I had sat down in the comer behind the refreshment table, wishing they would leave, that we might shut up for the night. Swallowtail and Anketel were whispering together over the fireplace, and presently they both came up to Lord Temple, pulled him off the sofa, and set him up in an arm-chair at the green table. Swallowtail got the cards to begin écarté. I think Lord Temple was worse than when he came in, more stupid. He could not hold the cards, but dropped them as fast as Anketel put them in his hands, and his head fell, unconscious. Its of no use, said Swallowtail, he is too bad, he couldnt write. Gould we guide his hand? No, answered Anketel, that would bear the marks of our handwriting, not his. Ill tell you what, though, cries Swallowtail, bringing his hand down on the board with such a thump that some dice sprung off it, I have got that I O U for £30 in my pocket; we can work the oracle with that Change the figures? whispered Anketel. Add to the oughts, said Swallowtail, and go snacks. They helped Lord Temple back to the sofa, continued Pratt, first of all, trying to make him drink some brandy. A tumbler half full of the neat spirit had been left by somebody on the mantlepiece, and they held it to his lips. I think he swallowed a little, but the rest went on to the front of his clothes. Beautiful diamond studs he had in his shirt that night!

But were you in the room during this? cried Mr. St. George.

I was in the seat that I tell you of, sir, and had not moved from it; and, from an angle, I could see most of what was going on. It is a crimson velvet chair, low and small, standing against the wall at the back of the refreshment table, and any body sitting in it would not be noticed by those at the play tables. If you go to the place this very night, there youll see the chair.

Mr. St. George thought he would rather be excused the errand. Proceed, said he.

Major Anketel reached the pen and ink, and Swallowtail took a piece of paper from his pocket-book. I think the date will be just the ticket, said Swallowtail, with that knowing wink he emits from his sharp black eyes. It is dated the 1st, and this is the 11th; if we add another 1, that will be right. Stop a bit, said Anketel, snatching up the I O U, Temple will recognize this again, and know that it has been altered. Hell no more recognize it than my grandmother will, answered Swallowtail, he is entirely oblivious of having given it me. He was three parts gone then, or he would have written the amount in letters instead of figures: though he could hold the cards, it was as much as the bargain. Thats the worst of Temple, cried Anketel, so long as he keeps his noddle clear, theres no drawing him into play; its not often he gets screwed tight enough to be of use to one. But is it safe he wont know this! Its. safe and certain, said Swallowtail; he has no recollection such a thing is out. The other night, in this room. Groves was trying to reckon up how many of the sort he had got out, and Temple said he had none, thank the stars; he was clear, and intended to keep so. I had a great mind to produce it then, but thought another opportunity might be better.

And so they altered Lord Temples acknowledgment for £30 into £3000! exclaimed Mr. St. George. They are nice jail-birds!

I did not know what they altered it into, returned Pratt; all I heard was, that they would add to the oughts. But I heard Lord Temples loss spoken of afterward over the tables, and found that it was £3000.

Well  about your own share?

Swallowtail put up the memorandum, and Anketel said he would go, and he left. Then Swallowtail came to the refreshment table, and there he saw me. Hilloa! quoth he, are you here? What are you doing? Nothing. said I; only waiting to know if any bodys going to play again. I never saw Swallowtail so taken to as he was then, continued Pratt. You know him, of course, Mr. St. George, and must be aware that, for all his demure, quiet face, with its innocent-looking turned-up nose, and his polished manners, theres not a more hardened or a deeper man going; but all the brass had gone out of him then. Pratt, said he, mildly, hows that clever boy of yours? Drawing still, and getting on? Hes drawing forever, I answered; but, as for getting on, he wants instruction, and I cant afford it him. Ill help you to afford it him, said Swallowtail; I wont forget it. What you told me, has made me take an interest in him. Goodnight, Pratt. See to his lordship. I took that offer for what it was worth, sir, added Pratt, never thinking it was worth any thing, and Swallowtail went away. I called a man, and we got Lord Temple down to his cab, and hoisted him in. A week or two after that, Swallowtail called me aside, and gave me the two fifty-pound notes, saying they were to help the boy. Of course I knew what that meant.

And you accepted them, knowing, at the same time, that they were hush-money, the proceeds of as nefarious a robbery as ever was perpetrated! uttered Mr. St. George.

When you are as low down in the world as I am, sir, which I hope will never be, you will not stop to look at how moneys obtained, when its put into your hands, cried Mr. Pratt. Low as I have fallen, badly off as my wife and family often are, I would not have joined those two fellows in doing it. But they did do it; and, to split upon them, would have been almost as much as my life was worth. Servants attached to gambling-houses may not tell the secrets enacted in them. They would make sober folks hair stand on end. And, suppose I had refused the hundred pounds? it would have been doing Lord Temple no good; only adding to Swallowtails booty. You need not reproach me, Mr. St. George: when the dark mood is upon me, I reproach myself keener than any body else can do.

What do you mean by the dark mood?

When I have got no drink in me, sir. I was brought up, you know, a gentleman  though you may not see much remains of it about me now  and the shame, the remorse, the physical depression that overwhelm me are so great, I must of compulsion drink to drown them, even if the habit were not upon me. But it is. I am obliged to be sober at night, for my work in St. Jamess Street, but I am rarely so at other times, unless money fails.

What profession used you to follow? Any?

The medical, was the answer, after a slight pause of surprise. I have not followed it much, for evil habits overtook me before I had well done walking the hospitals. I do not thing any young men, as a class, are so much given to drink as medical students. A youngster coming fresh among them can hardly help falling into the habit: the example set him is too potent.

The remark made Mr. St. Georges thoughts flow for the moment toward Lionel Danesbury.

I half ruined my father, I completely tired out my other friends, and now I am attached to a gaming-house. I am ready to kill myself at times when I think of my wife and children. The little girl, thank Heaven, is at Eastborough. They have taken to her.

Eastborough! echoed Mr. St. George, in a startled tone, you are surely not  not  you are no relation to Mr. Pratt, the surgeon there!

Only his son. I thought you knew me, Mr. St. George. Is it possible you did not?

I am sorry for you! uttered Mr. St. George, with deep feeling. I did not recognize you. But you are yet a young man  so to say; you are not forty. Surely you might, even now, reform and become a respectable member of society, a protector to your children.

Never, returned the unfortunate man. I have tried in vain: the habit is too strong upon me. No; miserable and guilty as I am now, so I must go on to my grave; lost in this world, and I suppose lost in the next.

And your only failing, a love of drink!

My only failing, he emphatically replied. I was kind, just, honourable, well-intentioned. Whatever bad things drink has caused me to do, I should never have done them without it: now it is excitement; now it is despondency; both hard to bear, and both urging to sin.

Are you very poor?

Mostly so. It is up and down with us. Sometimes my wifes relatives help us, and sometimes I have a slice of luck at the tables  not at the one in St. Jamess Street,

I am only a servant there, but I frequent others in the day. We have managed to live. I thought that bill would have done us up, and turned us, wanderers, into the streets. Ah! that was another consequence of drink. I signed that bill for six-and-thirty pounds, at three months date, when I was nearly as bad as Lord Temple was: a swindling fellow got hold of it: I was sued upon it, and the expenses mounted up. I never had the benefit of a sixpence from it, sir; never the value of a brass farthing.

You say you want to place your son with an architect?

It will be of little use wanting. Even if his mothers friends would keep him in respectable clothes, which they have partly promised, I could never find the premium, and nobody will take him without, for I have no interest to get him in any where. Yet its a pity, added the unhappy man with a sigh: when a lad shows extraordinary genius for art, which of course must have been specially granted him, its a pity it can not be fostered and brought to fruit. He is near fourteen.

Has he been educated?

Oh yes. Not regularly, but he has had snatches of it; one quarter at school and one away, and hes a clever boy, and has improved what he has had; he would not disgrace any office. He is a very steady boy, very good-principled.

I will think about it for you, said Mr. St. George. A friend of mine is an architect, and I will inquire whether boys can get into an office without premium: perhaps he may be induced to take him, if his talent is so decided. I should tell my friend the circumstances, added Mr. St. George; I could not in honour do otherwise: and, before speaking, I must see and converse with the boy myself. I was once, when a lad, laid up with an illness at Danesbury House, and your father brought me through it and was very kind to me. I am sorry to meet you thus.

Mr. Pratt rose. He would have thanked Mr. St. George for the glimpse of hope for his son, but his voice was husky, and his eyes watered. Had that man always possessed the moral courage to eschew the dangerous vice, he would have been beloved and respected: as it was, he slunk through the clerks in the front office, self-ashamed and self-condemned.

In the course of the afternoon Mr. St George went up to Lord Temples. He and Lady Temple were occupying temporary apartments in Brook Street A slice of good fortune had befallen Lord Temple; which, indeed, had brought them to England somewhat quicker than they had contemplated. A great-aunt of Lord Templets had died, and left him her town-house, a small one, at Kensington, and fourteen thousand pounds. He had been previously thinking of turning his talents to political utility: his wife also wished it; she urged that his time was not given him to waste: and this house and legacy decided it. He determined to make it his residence, and become a useful man. The house was now being renovated and fitted up: some of Mrs. Dacres old furniture was being disposed of, and new purchased in its place; and they intended soon to take possession.

When Mr. St. George had called in Brook Street two evenings before, Major Anketel was sitting there. Mr. St. George had not a good opinion of the major, and was vexed to find Lord Temple again in contact with him. Isabel was well, and truly happy. She had found Lord Temple all she had thought him. Like many another man, like nearly all men. Lord Temple was only wild when led away by example; and since his marriage he had been subjected to nothing but good influence.

This afternoon, after the departure of Pratt, Mr. St. George proceeded to Lord Temples, and he went there with one settled purpose  to put him on his guard against Major Anketel. Lady Temple was alone when he went in, and Mr. St. George thought he had never seen her look more lovely: she wore an elegant black silk dress, and small white lace cap. Lord Temple soon entered. He was going down to Richmond with Lord Sandlin to dine. Mr. St. George requested a private interview, and Lord Temple took him into another room.

What dreadful plot has you to disclose, he laughed, that you could not speak before Isabel? I have no secrets from her.

My lord  about telling her, you can do as you please: but it would not have been proper for me to speak of it in her presence, unsanctioned by you.

How grave you are uttered Lord Temple.

That £3000 you lost at play to Swallowtail  which we had to raise for you  you remember?

Isabel knows of it, he eagerly answered. I told her every thing I had ever done. At least, nearly every thing: there are some antecedents in a fellows life, of course, not fit for a wifes ears: but every thing that I could tell her, I did, and assured her it lay with her to keep me right for the future. I told her I had been such a wicked fool as to get dead drunk, and then lose £3000.

Then, as there is so much confidence between you, I might have spoken before her, and I hope you will let her hear the sequel. You never lost the money.

Never lost it! echoed Lord Temple. What do you mean? I lost it, said paid it

You paid it, but you did not lose it. It has come to my knowledge  my positive knowledge. Lord Temple, though I can not tell you in what way, for I am under a promise not to do so  that Major Anketel and that blackleg, Swallowtail, concocted a plan to swindle you out of it

I do not understand, cried Lord Temple. I remember nothing about playing, as I told you, or of giving the I O U, but there it was, in my own handwriting. They could not have swindled my writing out of me.

I will explain. That transaction took place on the 11th of July. On the first of the month, some days before, you had also been the worse for wine, had played with Swallowtail, lost, and given him an I O U for the amount £30.

What! said Lord Temple. How many more I O Us will you say I gave?

My lord, you gave the one for £30, you did, indeed, though you might not and did not remember it. On the eleventh, all who had gone into the gambling-house left, except Anketel and Swallowtail. They dragged you up from the sofa, and put you to the table, no doubt intending you to go through the farce of playing and losing, and then giving them a note of hand for the amount. But you were too far gone, you were nearly senseless, and could not hold the cards. So they were baulked. But Swallowtail thought of a bright scheme. He had this I O U for £30 in his pocket; you had written the debt in figures, not in words; and he proposed to Anketel to add oughts to the 30. And it was done.

The viscount had gradually leaned forward over the table: his lips open, his eyes strained on Mr. St. George.

Nothing else was wanted, save the alteration in the date. A 1 was added to the other 1, and 11 stood out complete. That was the £3000 you paid.

Can this be? uttered Lord Temple.

As truly as that you and I are sitting here. Lord Temple, I always suspected that Anketel was a bad man: we had to do with him a year or two ago, and found him any thing but square. Besides, he has no income: how can he live? Swallowtail I need not enlarge upon: he is known. I came up this afternoon to tell you this, and to put you on your guard against Anketel. I saw him here the other night.

You wont see him here again, cried the impetuous young nobleman. If he enters a room where I am, I will leave it, or he shall. By Jove! I would rather associate with a Botany-Bay convict.

As to taking proceedings against them, I suppose it can not be. In the first place, the evidence

No, no, interrupted Lord Temple, I will not rake up and make public a transaction so disgraceful to myself, even to punish them. I would not do it for my wifes sake. They have got the money; and they spent it, no doubt, long ago: let them keep it, and I must put up with the theft  and serve me right for my pains! Thank you, St. George. That wretch Anketel came the other night to entice me out, and dared to affect a contemptuous surprise when I would not go. The villain! he wanted to try his hand again at making me forget myself.

No doubt of it. The very night they robbed you, he openly lamented to Swallowtail that you would not play unless you were screwed, and that you got so too seldom.

Lord Temple rose in excitement, and paced the room. And the worst of it is, that I must bury this in silence! he chafed. I can not proclaim the fraud without proceeding against them.

To bury it in silence will be the best plan in every way, said Mr. St. George. There is no other alternative but the one of proceeding against them, and that is not convenient. Only keep dear of them for the future, Lord Temple.

You need not tell me that, St George,* was the emphatic reply.

They returned to the presence of Lady Temple. Lord Sandlin was expected every moment, for he was to drive the viscount to Richmond, to this all-important dinner.

As Lord Temple will be out, why should you not come with me to see Charlotte, and take a plan dinner with us? said Mr. St. George to Lady Temple.

I do not know why, answered she; I should very much like to see her and like children. She called here to-day, but I was out.

Do, Isabel, cried her husband. It will remove all the compunction I have in leaving yon.

So Lady Temple put her things on, and as she came back to the drawing-room from doing so, a servant entered, and said that Lord Sandlin waited. They all went down stairs together. Good-by, my dearest, whispered Lord Temple, shaking hands with his wife.

Lord Sandlin was in a  vehicle, half dog-cart, half commercial-travellers trap, though he would probably fly into a rage did he hear it called so, for it had been built under his own special invention and superintendence. He was a short, sandy-haired man, very fat, with a profusion of whisker, and a face all one colour, and that scarlet. He tore off his hat when he caught sight of Lady Temple. The viscount ascended to the seat beside him, and Mr. St. George could not help contrasting them as they sat side by side: the one all elegance, looking every inch a nobleman; the other like a young prize-fighter. The groom stepped up to his seat, which was placed back to back with the others, and they drove away, the lords once more raising their hats to Lady Temple.


CHAPTER XIV.

A MAD ACT.

An all-important dinner was this dinner at the Star and Garter at Richmond, its anticipation having kept the partakers of it in town longer than they would otherwise have remained. It was the settlement of a bet, which Lord Sandlin had lost to Sir Robert Payn. Of the twelve to assemble, one had been kept away by a death, and Lord Temple was invited to supply his place. They were all of the species denominated fast, and not one but was a tolerably hard drinker. Had Lord Temple been solicited to join these men in a midnight revel, he might now possibly have declined, from fear of contagion, but to refuse, on that score, the dining with them in open daylight, never entered his mind. It was a splendid feast, both as to wines and viands, and they all ate and drank well save one, and that one was  not Lord Temple.

It was Sir Robert Payn. He was suffering from illness, and took scarcely any thing. The rest drank deeply; deeply even for them. After dinner (because they had not taken enough) they began upon cigars and punch and brandy; in Shorty upon any thing that their hot throats fancied; and when they started for London they were gloriously uproarious, and terrified quiet dwellings as they passed by their noisy shouting.

Lord Temple had some very slight sense left in him, and told Earl Sandlins groom, who then had the reins, to drive to his house. The earl whispered a contrary order, and the man of course obeyed his master. Lord Temple subsided into sleep, and when he woke he was stumbling up some stairs. He soon saw, though imperfectly, where he was: at the gaming-house in St. Jamess Street Some half dozen of the diners had agreed to resort thither: Lord Sandlin was one, and he had carried his friend with him.

I must go home, Sandlin, hiccupped Lord Temple. My wife is alone. I told you shed be home early.

She is not alone, returned the earl. I sent to ask, and they said she was stopping for the night where she went to dinner.

No! uttered Lord Temple.

Fact, stuttered the earl. She stopped because she did not expect you back.

Of course this was an impromptu invention of the earls; but Lord Temple, perfectly truthful himself, and most imperfectly in his faculties, took it in. Down he sat on a sofa. Somebody mixed him a glass of brandy and water. He drank it mechanically, simply because it was put into his hands, and in five minutes was asleep again. The others were helping themselves to brandy and water.

It was not very dear how long he remained there. Two or three hours. The room was in an uproar the whole of the time: laughing, talking, drinking, gambling, stupefying, and sleeping. Some went in, some went out; and Lord Temple slept through it.

He was aroused by some one roughly awaking, him. He got his eyes open after a struggle, his senses partially so, and looked up. It was Major Anketel. Lord Temple rose into a standing posture, cast aside the majors help with unmistakable scorn, and steadied himself on the arm of the sofa.

S  S  Sandlin, is the ca  cab waiting? Im going.

Sit down again, said Lord Sandlin, and dont bother.

I  I  Im going, I tell you, Sandlin. I cant sit down with blacklegs. Theres one in the room. His lordship would probably have said two, but his eye had not yet caught sight of Swallowtail.

A consternation. All fumed round to gaze.

You are dreaming, observed Lord Sandlin.

Come along, said Major Anketel, in a coaxing tone, as be laid hold of Lord Temple. Ill give you a hand at

Off, sir! shouted Lord Temple, livid with scorn and rage, in the midst of his brains confusion, how dare you touch me? Gentlemen, he stuttered, this man, whom we have suffered so long to associate with us, is a cheat and a swindler, a man to herd with roues and felons. He gets his living by his tricks, and we suffer. Off, I say, fellow! Do not presume to touch me: I am a peer of the realm.

Poor Lord Temple! had he been sober, he would have contented himself with walking out of the room as Major Anketel walked into it. Certainly he never would have said the half or the quarter of what he did say, but for the demon he had imbibed into him: that spoke; he did not. What followed, none of them could have told distinctly afterward: Anketel gave Lord Temple the lie, and the room was a Bedlam; shouts, oaths, questions. Some espoused Lord Temples part, one or two Major Anketels. Lord Sandlin, thinking, as he said afterward, that the viscount had got a sudden attack of brain fever, dashed over his head, a large decanter of water. As if feeling that water was what he wanted, Lord Temple seized another decanter, and drank glass after glass of it. And tins partially sobered him.

What was to be done?

He mast either make good his charges, or go out with Major Anketel.

No, he would not. He, Lord Temple, go out with a blackleg!

Will you go out with me? cried Colonel Groves. I espouse Anketels quarrel. I am no blackleg.

As he spoke, he struck Lord Temple on the cheek; his fist was keen, and the blood trickled down. The colonel was a dose and intimate friend of Anketels. Birds of a feather flock together. Not very long after this period, the two were caught out in a disreputable transaction  and then people remembered the Words of Viscount Temple.

A hostile meeting was hastily arranged: they would go out with the first glimmer of the dawn, and fight it out. Sir Robert Payn was the only one cool enough to raise his remonstrances against it. Duels were no longer in, he said, they had been put down by public opinion. Let them stop till to-morrow, when they should be calm, and no doubt Temples words would be explained away. He was drunk, and not responsible for what he said. Would they go out like madmen, and shoot each other to blazes? Nobody did it now, but French students at St. Cyr, or Austrian gamblers.

Sir Robert Payns words were wasted, his advice unheeded. All around were little better than what he said, madmen: their blood was fired. Earl Sandlin proposed to second Lord Temple; and the Honourable George Eden, Colonel Groves.

It was carried out. With the gray break of early morning, they started: Lord Sandlin driving his friend, and somebody else driving Colonel Groves. Others followed in the rear; not many. Eager, frantic, as they all had been in urging it on, they were too wary to expose themselves to consequences, even as spectators.

Earl Sandlin had, first of all, proceeded to his home, Lord Temple with him. There the former got his pistols, and each drank a cup of coffee black with strength. The French call it café noir. As they were starting off in the dog-cart, Lord Sandlin exclaimed that they must take a surgeon.

We shant find one at this hour, cried Lord Temple, who was now three parts sobered. Dont wait; lets get it over. It is probable that be would be glad to escape it now, for his wifes sake; but no possibility of escape presented itself; no alternative.

I know a man who will do, returned the earl, and we shall pass his rooms. He used to be attached to the  regiment.

A little farther the earl pulled up. It was the place he spoke of. A load alarm was sounded on the night-bell, which brought forth a face in a nightcap at the second-floor window.

There he is; I could swear to him by his gray whiskers. Halloa, Moore! put that window up.

Accordingly the window was put up, and the gray whiskers and the nightcap looked out.

Whats the matter, my lord? was the demand, in a strong Irish accent.

Dress yourself in a brace of shakes, and come down and see. A five-guinea job. Now dont be an hour. Hed sell his mother for half-a-crown, added the earl to Lord Temple, so he wont wait to shave. Hes often hard up for a aspens: clever in his profession, but drinks like a fish. I say, Temple I shaking?

I am as cold as charity, explained Lord Temple. The dawn is keen.

No more was said; at least by Lord Temple. The surgeon came out, took his seat by the side of the servant, and kept up a running fire of conversation with Lord Sandlin, as they sat back to back. The earl appeared to feel no more the awful nature of the errand they were bent on, than he would the going to a wedding; he was not of the feeling sort. What Lord Temples reflections were, we can not tell: but certainly not pleasant ones.

When the party had discussed the place of meeting, some proposed one place, some another. One suggested Scotland; another France; another Chalk Farm. Finally Battersea Fields was decided on, George Eden indicating a spot there snug and safe. To Battersea Fields, therefore. Lord Sandlin drove, and found the others were there before him. They had brought another Burgeon. No time was lost; the ground was chosen and measured; and while Lord Sandlin and Mr. Eden were conferring together. Viscount Temple looked round at the assembled faces. His eye rested on Sir Robert Payns  on its severe expression, betraying discontent at the whole proceedings. He went up to him, and drew him aside.

Payn, if I fall, will you undertake to break it to my wife? You will render me that service?

Yes. I hope it will not be necessary. This has no business to take place, Temple. It was in my mind, on the way down, to look out for a policeman, and have you all taken into custody. You were a fool to get into this for that beggar Anketel. But you had no right to say what you did.

I do not remember what I did say; I was half asleep and half stupid; but I was enraged at the fellows presuming to touch me. Whatever I may have said, let it be as bad as it will, he deserves it. Mind, Payn, I reiterate it, though they may be nearly the last words I utter; he is a gambler in the worst sense of the term, and a blackleg, and Swallowtail is his confederate; and I have, unfortunately, good cause for the assertion.

This may be so, returned Sir Robert; but life is life, and yours ought not to be risked for them. There was no call whatever for your coming out: the age for duelling is over. It is not demanded now that a man should stand to be shut at. Anketel might have brought an action against you.

I should not have come out with Anketel. Groves is different and he struck me.

You might have struck again. I should; and pummelled him till his chivalry was out of him. What need had he to take up other mens quarrels? Groves has the character for being a crack shot.

Well  if I flail, you will soften the news, in the telling, to Lady Temple. Do not let her know the worst at once, Payn. It will break her heart, I fear, when she does know it.

And if it turns out the other way, and you dispatch Groves, shall you make yourself scarce for a time? Or, you may both fell.

Both can not fall, said Lord Temple. I shall fire in the air.

What!

I shall. I have no quarrel with him; and if I am to be sent out of the world myself, I will not go with murder on my hand.

If there were time, Id fetch a policeman, muttered Sir Robert to himself.

But there was not time. The antagonists were immediately placed, and the pistols fired. Colonel Grovess as surely as if he had taken aim  Lord Temples in the air. Lord Temple fell.

The ball had entered his chest. The blood was welling out, and he lay as one dead. Colonel Groves, his second and one or two more, disappeared. They probably deemed he was dead, and hastened to secure their own safety.

But Lord Temple was not gone; and the pulling him about by the surgeons awoke him to consciousness. They were both skilful men, and extracted the ball on the spot. The lovely morning sun was looking on them from the horizon as they dressed the wound.

Now, there are only two things to fear, cried Moore, when it was over: one is internal haemorrhage; the other is the shock to the system. I dont think we shall have to look out for either. I believe hell do well. Wheres he to be moved to?

Lord Temple opened his eyes. Home.

Too far, my lord.

Home, home, he repeated; and the words, though faint, were eagerly uttered.

It may be done with care, interrupted the other surgeon. His mind seems set upon it.

Lord Temple made a movement as if he would have raised his head, and his eyes sought Sir Robert Payns. The latter read their anxious expression. He leaned over him.

I understand, he said. Ill be off at once. Keep your mind easy: by the time you arrive at home she will be expecting you. This will be all right, I can see: only keep tranquil.

Sir Robert Payn drove leisurely to Lady Temples; he did not hurry, for he thought she would not be up, and did not care to disturb her earlier than was needful.

Lady Temple had not been in bed. Full of consternation, then of alarm, she had waited hour after hour for her husbands return. Now pacing the room with uneven steps; now leaning from the window, looking out for him in vain; now giving way to all the terrors of imaginative fear. With the gray dawn, just as they were starting on their sinful expedition, she dropped into a sleep in her bedroom, kneeling on the ground, her head resting on the sofa. The entrance of her maid aroused her, and she started up, alive with painful recollection.

A gentleman is below, my lady, and wishes particularly to see you. He made me give you this card.

Sir Robert Payns. On it was written in pencil, I am deeply sorry to disturb Lady Temple at this hour, but have brought a message to her from Lord Temple.

Isabel glanced at the glass. To smooth her hair and her cap was the work of an instant; and she shook out the flounces of her black silk dress, and went down with quivering lips and a sinking heart. She had never seen Sir Robert Payn, and Sir Robert Payn had never seen her; but ceremony in these sterner hours of life is forgotten.

She went up to him: she clasped his arm in her agony of suspense; her eager eyes were strained imploringly upon him, her pale lips drawn back. Sir Robert was grieved to see her  to witness her emotion; and he also saw that it was especially necessary he should be cautious not to alarm her more than was possible.

What have you to tell me! she murmured; what is it that has happened?

Dear Lady Temple, he said, feelingly leading her to an arm-chair and placing her in it, it is not so bad as you are fearing. Compose yourself. A slight accident has happened to Lord Temple, but you need not fear.

I have never been in bed all night, she returned; I have passed it watching, in the agony of suspense. Let me know the worst. Indeed, I can bear it; it will be less painful than the fears which have haunted me.

He hardly knew how to tell her; yet told she must be, for her wounded husband was even then on his road home.

He got through the task pretty well, making light of it. A mere flesh wound, he said.

She sat hack in the chair, her head resting on it, her hands clasped on her chest, as if to still its heavings, and her face the hue of the grave.

To fight a duel! to go out to fight a duel! she wailed, in a low tone. How could he be guilty of it? How could he be so led away?

I will go and watch for them, and come in with him, said Sir Robert, perhaps I may be of use. You will calm yourself before him, Lady Temple: it is absolutely necessary. Were you to excite him, I can not answer for the consequences.

Yes, I will; I will control myself; can you doubt it? But it is hard to bear.

Can I do any thing for you? Summon any of your friends?

A sudden thought struck her; she looked up. If my brother could be got here, it would be a comfort to me, and I know it would be to my husband. The telegraph would apprise him.

Give me the address, said Sir Robert. I will dispatch a messenger instantly.

The Danesbury families were at breakfast that same morning, when Mrs. Danesbury happened to raise her head. Who is this coming to the house? she exclaimed. A man in a blue and red cap. He has got on a sort of uniform.

Arthur leaned forward and looked out. It is a porter from the telegraph office, he observed. He must be bringing a message.

About that iron, no doubt, cried Mr. Danesbury. But why do they send here instead of to the factory?

The servant entered with a dispatch in his hand, and handed it according to its address Arthur Danesbury, Esq., Danesbury House, Eastborough.

 Now, I wonder what this is? thought Arthur, as he rose. He signed the paper, and then went to the window to open the dispatch, his back turned to the breakfast-table. An unpleasant fear had crossed his mind that something was amiss with Robert from fears of some kind or other, relating to Robert, he was rarely free.

London, 8 oclock A.M.

Sir Robert Payn to Arthur Danesbury, Esquire.

An accident has happened to Lord Temple. Lady Temple wishes for you here. Lose no time.

What in the world is it, Arthur? cried out William. You are a long while studying it.

Arthur turned round as if in amaze, keeping the dispatch in his closed hand. Mr. Danesbury looked at him.

It is unpleasant news, sir. Something is

Unpleasant news! shrieked out Mrs. Danesbury. Robert is ill! I know he is! or else the raiment is ordered abroad!

It is nothing about Robert, answered Arthur to Mrs. Danesbury, again turning to address his father. Something is amiss with Lord Temple. They wish me to go up.

Does he telegraph? asked Mr. Danesbury.

He does not. Sir Robert Payn sends. There it is, he added, handing the ominous words to his father, now that he had, in a degree, prepared him.

What can it be? uttered Mr. Danesbury, in concern. You will lose no time, of course, Arthur.

I shall start immediately by the express train.

When Arthur reached town, he made the very best speed to Lord Temples that a London cab could make. Sir Robert Payn was leaving the house, when he saw a cab stop there, and a remarkably noble-looking man, with fine fair features, and blue eyes that quite fixed attention by their intelligent beauty, alight from it. Sir Robert guessed who it was, and met him.

I have the pleasure, he said, of receiving Mr. Arthur Danesbury. You have lost no time in obeying my telegraphic summons. This is a shocking business.

What is it? inquired Arthur, knowing then that he spoke to Sir Robert Payn; what has happened to Lord Temple?

He has been wounded in a duel. I trust we may not have to say killed. But symptoms, I hear, are less favourable than they were earlier in the day.

A duel! uttered Arthur, doubting whether he heard a right.  A duel, did you say?

With Colonel Groves, returned Sir Robert. A dispute occurred in the night, in a house where they were, and they went out at daybreak and fought

A duel! Arthur could not help repeating, unable to realize the extraordinary tidings. Could Lord Temple have been in his senses?

Only partially so. He had taken too much wine. They all had, and there was a regular drunken brawl. Groves was cool and sober: he had not been of the drinking party.

How is my sister? Do you know how she bears it?

Poor lady! my heart aches for her. She told me this morning that she would be calm before her husband.

Arthur went in, and in a few minutes was standing over the bed. Lord Temple lay on it panting, his sad, repentant eyes gazing upward. His wifes hand was in his, but he loosed it for a minute to grasp Arthurs.

Perfect quiet, whispered Isabel, as a caution to her brother; perfect quiet. The medical men say it is the only chance.

That I had been like you, Arthur! he breathed, that I had been like you, a water-drinker.

Lady Temple leaned over him, the tears falling. Reginald, you know you must be silent.

Had I not been full of wine this would never have occurred, he continued, unheeding the injunction. Arthur, if I get well, I will forswear drink forever.

Be silent now, whispered Arthur, that you may get well.

Ay, ay; and, by Gods help, redeem the past.

Then he lay without speaking, and they sat by him in silence. In a little while the medical men came in, two of the most eminent surgeons in London. Arthur followed them from the room when they went out again.

Is there any chance of his life? he inquired. I beg you will tell me. I am the brother of Lady Temple.

The chances are slight, was the answer. We fear internal haemorrhage.

The day went on to the evening, and the ebbing of Viscount Temples life went on with it. The doctors were in and out at intervals, but they could do nothing. Isabel had been reading to him out of St. Johns Gospel, and he had listened with closed eyes and folded hands. When it grew dark one of the attendants entered with a light, placed it on a table, and went out again.

No  no, faintly cried Lord Temple.

His wife thought he meant to object to the light, as no doubt he did, and she took it herself from the room. In that moment he put out his hand: Arthur understood the movement, and bent over him.

I  am  going, Arthur. I feel it. Oh, my wasted life! Thus to be cut off in its midst! Arthur, you will take care of her, and of her child. I leave them to you. If it be a boy, tell him his fathers fate  that it may be a warning.

Arthur Danesbury did not answer, save by a deep pressure of the hand. It said all. His sister returned, and he moved lower, to give her her place by her husband. Lord Temple drew her face down that it might rest on his.

Isabel  my darling!  it is nearly over.

She would not scream; she did not faint: but her heart beat wildly with the sickness of despair, and a cold perspiration broke out over her head and face.

May we meet again! he continued, but so low that she could scarcely catch the words. All day long have I been inwardly praying that time here might be prolonged to me. But it will not be. May my sins be forgiven me! My wasted life! Christ died for sinners.

Ay, for all; for you and for me, she murmured forth from her aching heart. Reginald, how shall I live without you? Can I live?

For our child  live for our child. And  Isabel  let it be a water-drinker. It is my last charge to you.

She turned her face aside to hide its swelling tears, but her husband drew it again to his, and kept it there. Oh! that last embrace between two young, loving hearts! Reader, may you never have cause to give, or receive it! When the doctors next came in, a light was brought. Good heavens! exclaimed one of them, under his breath.

Take her away, sir, he whispered to Arthur.  Her face is resting on the dead.

Isabel heard  raised her head  saw  comprehended. And, with a wild cry, she let it fall again on the pillow beside him. Oh, Reginald! Reginald!

All around Lord Temples bed believed that he had gone.

Lady Temple was taken from the room in the belief, Arthur quitted it in the belief, the surgeons remained for some minutes in the belief; and it was only when the nurse came forward to commence what was necessary to be done, that a doubt arose. So prostrated was his state, so deathlike his condition, that they held a looking-glass to his lips, and by that means alone found that he still breathed. Thus he lay for some time; but, whether the inward haemorrhage had stopped, or that his constitution rallied, certain it is, a slight improvement began to be visible. From that time, his progress, though very slow, was gradual. And Lord Temple did not die.


CHAPTER XV.

A GRACELESS SON, AND AN EVENING IN A PALACE.

The following year was waning to its close, when certain unpleasant doubts and rumours which had reached. Eastborough, as to the further misdoings of Robert, Lieutenant Danesbury, reached their climax. But it may be better to relate, first, certain changes, touching William and Lionel.

William Danesbury had married. As it had been at Danesbury House, the night the scene took place relative to the chess, so it continued, Mrs. Danesbury rendering the young mens home unpleasant to them, in fact, driving them from it. William, probably with a worthy motive, that of keeping from temptation, for which self-endeavour all honour should be accorded to him, took to spend his evenings, or most of them, at his aunt Philips, and an attachment arose between him and Anna Heber. Mrs. Philip was made a confidante of by William, and she was the first to speak to Mr. Danesbury and urge the marriage. She believed it might be the saving of William. Anna knew of the failing to which he was inclined, and she was willing to risk it. Mr. Danesbury acquiesced with pleasure: his only objection was, that in the altered state of their finances, and under the great demands of Robert, but a small income could be allowed them, three or four hundred a year. That should not hinder it, Mrs. Philip generously said; she had saved money, and would settle equivalent to two hundred a year upon Anna. Thus matters were arranged; a house was taken and furnished, and William married.

But what of Lionel? Why, Lionel was living at home. Lionel had fondly anticipated the setting up in London, but by the time Lionel was a qualified surgeon, his intemperate habits had become so confirmed that Mr. Danesbury did not dare to sanction his doing so. He judged  and very rightly  that Eastborough would be better for him than London: at Eastborough he would have a home, in London he had none; and Mr. Danesbury began casting his thoughts about, to make arrangements. Mr. Pratt was looking out for a partner, a man younger than himself, who would take the hardest of the work, and Mr. Danesbury proposed Lionel. Lionel at first  I use his own expressive phrase, not mine  kicked at it; but his father pointed out to him how necessary it was that he should, if possible, regain steady habits, and, when that was done, he could take his degree as physician, and establish himself in London. Lionel could not help being struck with the good sense of the proposition, when he had allowed himself to digest it, and at length cheerfully acquiesced. It was not a bad plan, after all, he remarked, for he should be gaining ten times more experience with old Pratt, than he would at first in London. So Lionel joined Mr. Pratt, making his home at Danesbury House.

Robert came down to the marriage of his brother William, and took the opportunity to press for more money for his extravagances, but Mr. Danesbury refused to supply it. He could no longer afford to do it, and peremptorily informed Robert that he must make his allowance and his pay  not a despicable income  suffice for the future. Robert returned to town; and there  and there  the infatuated man put false bills in circulation and obtained the proceeds, forging his fathers business signature, John Danesbury & Sons, and making them payable at their London banking-house, Roberts, Curtis & Co.

The news came upon Mr. Danesbury like a thunderbolt. What he would be called upon to make good and save exposure, unless he suffered Robert to be prosecuted as a felon, amounted to a thousand pounds; but it was not the loss of the money that crushed him. The facts stood out, broad and hideous: a son of his had committed a crime for which he was liable to nearly the worst punishment of the law; but a few years previous it would have been the worst. Many a man, for a far less offense in amount than this, had heard the awful sentence passed upon him, that he should be hanged by the neck until he was dead.

Father, asked Arthur, when the first shock was over, what is to be done?

The sorrows of my old age are telling upon me, wailed Mr. Danesbury, in a husky tone. May they not become too heavy for me to bear!

We must seek out Robert.

Seek him out and bring him home. I question if he will allow you readily to find him.

Bring him home, did you say? returned Arthur.

What else can be done with him? asked Mr. Danesbury. He can not remain in the army to disgrace it. Were this to ooze out, think what his position would be with his brother officers! He must come home, Arthur. He may not be left amid the evils of that great city  he might ruin himself and ruin us.

I had better go to London at office and see what I can do.

Yes. Act as circumstances shall require. Do the best you can. I give you full authority. When you have arranged about his commission, bring him home.

He may not be willing to come.

He must come. Use any means. Threats of consequences, if persuasions fail. I was always against his joining the army: I knew it would lead to a life of idleness, probably of vice. It has done both.

Arthur Danesbury proceeded to London. His first visit was to Robartss in Lombard Street: from thence he proceeded to the West End, to Roberts old lodgings. The people said Lieutenant Danesbury had left them some time, and they did not know where he now lived. Arthur expected this would be the probable answer, and he drove to the quarters of his regiment. Colonel Neeve stood at the entrance as Arthur was about to enter: they had a slight knowledge of each other, and shook hands.

I am in search of my brother, said Arthur. Does he happen to be here?

Here! exclaimed Colonel Neeve. No. He has never once condescended to pay us a visit since he left.

A puzzling speech to Arthur. Is he absent? he inquired.

Absent from where? asked the colonel. From London?

From his duty.

Colonel Neeve looked equally puzzled, and the two stood for a moment gazing at each other.

I have come to London to see Robert, explained Arthur, but the people where he used to lodge tell me he has left, so I came on here, hoping to catch him. Will he be at the mess this evening?

Is it possible you do not know that your brother has quitted the regiment? exclaimed Colonel Neeve, in a tone of astonishment.

Quitted the regiment!

He has sold out this two months past.

Arthur Danesbury was perfectly confounded. He was quite unprepared for the intelligence. What could have been his motive? he resumed.

Why, the fact is, he could scarcely do otherwise, cried the colonel, dropping his voice to a confidential tone. He was over head and ears in debt, and went in bodily fear of arrest. He wanted the proceeds of his commission to clear himself. Supplies from home were stopped, he said.

He had been supplied too extensively from home, was the pained answer of Arthur. Another year or two of his extravagance would have ruined us. When he was last down, I believe my father warned him that in future he would receive no more than his allowance.

Ay, thats just what I understood. Lieutenant Danesbury was awfully fast; theres no denying it.

And he has really sold out! And probably spent the money.

That he has spent it, you may be sure of. How is it you did not see it in the Gazette?

That portion of the Gazette does not interest us much, and often goes unread, replied Arthur. Can you tell me where to look for him?

I am sorry that I can not. He has never been here since. I have met him once or twice in the evening, but not very lately.

Arthur wished Colonel Neeve good-day and left. He was at a loss what to do. It was absolutely necessary that he should find Robert; not only to get him away from London and prevent further mischief, but to ascertain whether he had placed other false bills in circulation. He bent his steps to Bedford Row, and inquired of Mr. St. George if he knew any thing of him.

Not I, was Mr. St. Georges answer. I expect he is after no good. You astonish me by saying his family were left in ignorance of his selling out. I saw the announcement in the Gazette.

I am very uneasy, observed Arthur. I must see him.

Did you come to town to see him?

Yes. I  . Arthur hesitated. But he found it would he better to tell the whole truth to Mr. St George, and he disclosed the sad tale with shame.

He is a wicked scamp, was the indignant comment of Mr. St. George.

Sold out of the army and entered on evil courses! uttered Arthur. What is to be his end?

Not entered on them, said Mr. St. George. Lieutenant Danesbury has been deep in them a long while. The kindest thing to him would be to prosecute. It would keep him from further crime.

Impossible to prosecute him, returned Arthur. It would bring public disgrace on us all, and sully the name of Danesbury.

Well, I suppose it would not do. What a curse drink is, all over the world. It is that which has ruined Robert.

Can you give me any track by which I may trace him out? You are so much better Acquainted with the ways of London than I am.

Mr. St. George mused. I wonder whether Pratt may not know something of him. He used to meet him sometimes in his night haunts.

What Pratt? inquired Arthur.

That drunken son of Pratts of Eastborough. Theres another fine fellow ruined! He was made for better things than to lead a sinful life.

He has been a great trouble to his father, remarked Arthur.

How does he get his living? Our old friend never speaks of him.

Any way. Starves part of his time  from food, not from drink. He is attached to a fissionable gambling-house, and has some pay from it. By-the  by, cried Mr. St. George, with sudden emphasis, what was the description Roberts gave you to-day of the fellow who presented these bills for payment  a thin man, with a white face and scarlet lips? That is uncommonly like Pratt himself.

Pratt had not a white face and scarlet lips, remarked Arthur.

Ah! quoth Mr. St. George; how long is it since you saw him?

Ten or twelve years.

And he has been drinking ever since. Quite enough to make his face white, and his lips red.

But, debated Arthur, Pratts son, whatever may be his faults, would not lend himself to crime.

Adversity makes us acquainted with strange bedfellows, significantly remarked the lawyer, and theres no adversity like a career of drunkenness. Ill send for him, and tax him with it.

But you can not accuse him of presenting these forged bills for payment without first knowing that it was he, remonstrated Arthur Danesbury.

Leave him to me, said Mr. St. George, carelessly. If I were to accuse him of murder he is too broken-spirited to retaliate; but the probability is that he has been an innocent agent in the matter. Robert Danesbury may have made him his tool. Singular enough, I sent for Pratts son this morning, and am expecting him here. I told Pratt last year that I would get this lad, who is too good for such a father, into an architects office, and I have just succeeded in doing so. My friend would not have any thing to say to the boy till now; thought him too young.

As Mr. St. George spoke, he rang his bell, and a clerk entered.

Is young Pratt come?

Yes, sir. He is waiting.

Send him in.

A well-dressed boy, with a clear bright eye and capacious forehead entered. He ought to have been there early in the day, but his new clothes had to be purchased, for which his mothers friends had supplied the means.

Well said Mr. St George, are you as anxious as ever to become an architect?

Oh yes, indeed, sir! answered the lad, colouring with eagerness.

A friend of mine is ready now to take you into his office, and try what stuff you are made of. Do you think you can be industrious and steady, and give satisfaction?

I hope so, sir. Ill do all I can. And I am very much obliged to you.

Are you sure you feel obliged to me?

The boy looked up. Of course I do, sir, and so do my friends.

Then you must repay the obligation by observing a certain rule which I wish to impose on you.

What is it, sir?

That you never drink any sort of intoxicating liquor; neither wine, nor beer, nor spirits. You will be among young men who probably do drink such, and they will be for persuading you. Unless you can resolve to withstand that, and to abstain, you had better stay away altogether.

The boys face became painfully suffused, for he knew why Mr. St. George thought it necessary to give him that caution. Oh, sir, said he, there will be no difficulty. I have promised the same to mamma, and I will keep my word. She has never yet permitted me to drink any thing but water, and I never will.

I will trust you, answered Mr. St. George. Remember, I implicitly trust you. Before I give you directions where to go, he added, I want you to step home and bring your father here. Tell him I wish to speak with him.

Young Pratt flew off, and soon returned with his father. The latter, a little the worse for liquor, had not staid to dress himself, and he looked, as the saying runs, seedy; seedy in clothes, and very seedy in face and frame. He shrank into himself when he recognized Mr. Arthur Danesbury, ashamed that he should see him as he was. It proved that Mr. St. George was mistaken in his suspicion of Pratts having been the man to present the bills at Robertss Pratt knew nothing whatever about them. Indeed, the probability was, that they had passed out of Robert Danesburys hands, three months before, into a discounters.

There are plenty of men in London with white faces and inflamed lips, thought Mr. St. George to himself: I was wrong.

Do you happen to know where Mr. Robert Danesbury is now? Arthur inquired of Pratt.

No, sir. I have not seen the captain for some time  as we always call him among ourselves.

Not waiting to ask who ourselves might mean, though Mr. St. George well knew, Arthur Danesbury proceeded.

Do you know where he removed to, when he left his apartments in Bond Street?

He went to Arundel Street, in the Strand, and afterward he left that place, and I dont know where he went to, was Pratts reply. He had a run of ill luck, and since then he has not shown out much.

What do you mean by ill luck?

At the gaming-table, sir. And the captain was extravagant in other ways, and I expect he is keeping himself dark, just now. I see him now and then at night; though I have not, for the last week or two. His old night resorts are, I expect, too expensive for him at present, or else he is afraid to show himself at them, and I am not acquainted with his new ones. I shall see two or three people to-night that I can inquire of.

I shall be obliged to you to do so, returned Arthur Danesbury.

And come here to-morrow morning and report, said the lawyer, sharply, at eleven oclock.

The following day, Saturday, Pratt; made his appearance in Bedford Row at the appointed hour. Arthur Danesbury was waiting for him. He had not been able to see Captain Danesbury, he said, for. it was as he thought; the captain was in hiding; but he had heard that he sometimes appeared at a certain tavern called the Golden Eagle: he went there for his drink.

Do you know what he is doing? inquired Arthur.

Not much, sir, replied Pratt. He looks shabby now: though you may be slow to believe that, of Captain Danesbury. He is hastening along the downward road that I have gone. Lately, I have never seen him but he has been half screwed.

Half what ? inquired Arthur.

He means half drunk, explained Mr. St. George. It 18 one of our glorious towns fast expressions, and has not, I presume, travelled to Eastborough.

Not to me, replied Arthur. I will go at once to this Golden Eagle.

It will be of no manner of use, sir, interrupted Pratt. He never appears there till night; and then with caution. Your surest plan would be, to watch the doors after dark, or go indeed and wait.

Arthur Danesbury had plenty to occupy himself with that day, for he had business to attend to for the firm. He then went to his hotel and dined  the Queens, St. Martins-le-Grand  and afterward he went out to find the Golden Eagle.

The Golden Eagle was situated in a low neighbourhood, near to Oxford Street. Arthur was somewhat puzzled with the courts and street; but, on turning into the right one, there rose the structure before him. A magnificent white building  a gin-palace  imposing with pillars, and cornices, and balustrades, and ornamental architecture, all flooded with light. A golden eagle, jetted with gas, spread its wings over the first-floor windows, and lamps with pretty devices on the variously-coloured glass, four in front and two on the side  for it was a comer house  raised themselves on pilasters from the pavement. But, glaring and brilliant as was the light without, it appeared to be eclipsed by that within.

Arthur took up his station at the comer. A most unenviable position; for the flood of gas streamed full upon, and lighted him up, as if he had been placed there for show. But from no other point or darker comer could he see the two doors; and to watch only one was almost the same as watching neither. If that house was the Golden Eagle, the one at the opposite comer of the narrow street might be called the Golden Balls. It was a pawnbrokers shop. Do you ever see the two far apart? And many a one visited that before they visited the Golden Eagle. Numbers were passing into it that Saturday night, carrying with them incongruous articles  flat-irons and childrens clothes, pillows and time-pieces, wedding-rings and mens boots, Dutch ovens and chimney ornaments. Some pressed in there from sheer necessity; others to obtain means of gratifying their fiery craving for drink. Arthur Danesbury was often jostled by the pestiferous crowd, who came too close to him with their poisonous breaths, their glassy eyes, and their tainted rags. They were swarming there in scores, for it was Saturday night with the drinkers as well as with the pawners: and now and again his view of the doors was baffled by the intervening mob. The mob, who stared at him, standing there, as if he had been a wild animal, so entirely did he appear of a different species from themselves. He began to think he should be better off inside. It appeared a large place. Surely there might be a quiet corner where he could sit and wait, and he entered.

Several men, mostly young, and in shirt-sleeves  for it was hot within that reeking place  were serving behind the counter. It was the first time Arthur Danesbury had ever been inside a London gin-shop, and he stood in amazement. Lustrous mirrors in glittering gilt frames dazzled his sight, their costly plate-glass reflecting back the lights, as in countless numbers; massive pillars, all marble and burnished gold  at any rate to look at; showy time-pieces, and rich cut-glass chandeliers. Could this be a common gin-shop, where penny half-pints of porter and drams of gin were doled out? Ay, it was indeed, and a luminous sight it was. The taps communicating with the spirit-casks were of polished silver, or were silver-plated; it was impossible for the eye to tell which; farther on, a little space, were the beertaps; and the beautiful shelves behind held bottles of various kinds and elegant ornament. They contained cordials and liqueurs whose very names were sufficient to tempt the unwary, as they gazed at them, ranged there before the plate-glass. No lack of good cheer was sold there, or what the infatuated crowd deemed such. Barclay, Perkins, & Co.s entire, prime double stout, mild ale, best cordial gin, cream of the valley, old Tom, pineapple rum, genuine Scotch whisky, best French brandy, sherbet, rum-shrub, were some of the names that, amid many others, stared in Arthurs eyes. A little recovering from his astonishment, he approached a portly man who appeared to be the master. The latter gazed at him with surprise: his lofty form, his better than lofty countenance, his high breeding and affable tones were such that had not often been seen at the Golden Eagle.

Arthur courteously raised his hat: yes, even to a tavernkeeper, for he was a thorough gentleman at heart; and spoke in a low tone as he bent over the counter.

Will you allow me the privilege of waiting here for half an hour? I wish to see a friend who occasionally comes here: perhaps he may do so to-night

Sir, with pleasure, respectfully answered the landlord. Will you please to walk into our private parlour, sir?

Thank you, no. This gentleman may be in and gone in a minute, and I might miss him. I will stand aside and wait here.

The landlord bustled forward with a chair, and placed it at the corner of the counter. Arthur moved it back into the shade  if that term may be applied to any place so brilliant with light  somewhat out of the reach and somewhat out of the gaze of the crowd. The landlord handed him a weekly newspaper, and he opened it, but his attention was much taken up by what was passing around him.

They were coming in, thick and three-fold. Men, women, boys, girls; some old; some young; some respectable, some the very dregs of the street. If ever Arthur Danesbury felt pre-eminently thankful for being a water drinker, he felt so then. Repelling jokes met his ear, coarse conversation, profane swearing. Some were haggard with famine; some with long drinking; some were scarcely a day removed from their graves. One woman, pale and bloated, in a broken straw bonnet, came up to the counter, carrying a moaning infant. It did not seem to have strength to cry.

Quartern o prime Old Tom, she cried, putting down fivepence.

No sooner said, than the glass was handed to her with one hand, and the money swept away with the other. She drank it rather better than three parts, and the rest she poured down the throat of the infant, to dose it into quietness. Arthur Danesbury could not forbear an exclamation, but it was unheard in that Babel of sounds. As the woman turned from the counter, a young girl, in a green-and-red plaid shawl and tidy cotton gown, pushed her way into the place. She looked scarcely seventeen, yet the plague spot of intemperance had already set its mark upon her face. Thin and wan, and clammy in flesh and feature, it had the lack-lustre eye and the red-hot lips. She fixed those poor eyes of hers upon the landlord, and spoke with a pleading accent.

Master, youll just trust me with a half-quartern, wont yet

Not if I know it, wench, roughly replied the same tongue which had been so civil to Arthur Danesbury.

Im dying for it, she went on. I hant had a taste in my lips this day, and Im just fainting for the want of it. He aint come out o quod yet; when he does, Ill pay ye. Lets have it

Just take yourself off, returned the landlord; you cant come the dodge over me.

She broke out into an oath: Hear to him! she shrilly cried, turning to the shopful. He wont trust for a paltry half-quartern, and we have laid out pounds with him. You avaricious old Brimstone! I know wholl get his own, some day.

The landlord did not reply. He nodded to two of his men in the shirt-sleeves, who emerged from behind the counter and bundled the unhappy girl outside, she shrieking and cursing.

We have rough customers here sometimes, sir, said the landlord, approaching Arthur, and speaking in a tone of apology; and this is Saturday night: any other, it would not be so bad.

Poor things! returned Arthur Danesbury.

Can I offer you a glass of any thing, sir? Im sure I should be proud to  if youd please to name what. I have got as good a glass of port as ever was tasted.

Arthur shook his head. You are very kind. I never drink.

Never, sir! Not any thing?

Except water.

Law, sir! thats poor stuff to keep up a mans stamina.

I dont know, returned Arthur, with an amused look. If you contrast my stamina with that of those I now see around, I think mine would not suffer in the comparison.

Yes, sir, said the landlord, but you must also contrast your position and advantages with theirs.

It may be that some of those now present have had it in their power to attain to as good a position as mine, returned Arthur. Two or three of them look as though they had been gentlemen once.

Yes, I believe they have been, sir.

Till ruined by the demon, drink, muttered Arthur to himself.

Who is that sitting down in the bar? demanded the smartly-attired landlady, when her husband went into their own parlour.

I dont know who: some nob, though. Hes a real gentleman, whoever he may be; a lord, I shouldnt wonder. He took off his hat to me as stylish as if I had been a duke royal, and asked leave to wait to see a friend. But, I say, what dye think? hes one of them teetotalers.

How do you know?

Because he said so. I asked him to take something  Id have given one of my best beeswing ports to such a man as he, for that he was not one of the beer or gin customers I could see with half an eye  and he said he never took any thing but water.

Perhaps he is one of those teetotal spies, come to show the trade up, suggested the landlady.

No, that he is not. He has nothing of the spy about him. He carries the stamp of honour on his face. My belief is, hes a noble incog.

What made you give him that newspaper to read?

Because I thought he might like to amuse himself with it while he waited.

But thats an old one.

An old one! cried the landlord. Aint it to-nights?

No; last weeks. Heres to-nights.

Bless me! exclaimed the man. And, taking the fresh paper, damp from the press, he approached Arthur with an apology for his remissness. The latter took it, but did not, at the moment, resign the other, for he was interested in something he was reading from it. Just then there was a loud shout in the bar, causing Arthur to look up, and the landlord to step close to the counter. It seemed to speak of applause.

The young girl had come in again, and, flinging down a shilling on the counter, demanded a half-quartern of mountain dew. The gin was served out to her and the eight pence change. She had taken off her cotton gown in the street, and pledged it for a shilling at the opposite pawnshop.

Who says I am to be done? cried she, when it was swallowed, taming round and holding out her scant petticoat, as if she were preparing to dance a minute. Old Brimstone wouldnt trust me, so I went and popped it for a shilling. I think this is as handsome as that: at any rate, for his shop, she continued, still holding out the garment for exhibition, which, whether it was originally black or white, was of no colour but dirt now. Ah I never say die!

The applause was uproarious. Before half an hour had elapsed, she had spent the shilling in three half-quarterns of mountain dew, and went reeling out Gin on an empty stomach, weak from long fasting!

Arthurs spirit was faint within him. In and out, in and out of the doors they poured  these poor, eager applicants, in all stages of misery, in all stages of disease, in all stages of intoxication. The doors were on the swing perpetually. Before one set had drained the poison that was destroying them, another was ready to fill up their places. What reward were they hastening on to in the next world? What were they hastening to only in this?

He sat till the house was ready to close  sat it out. Robert had not come in.

May I trespass upon you again to-morrow night? he inquired of the landlord. I am from the country, and am unwilling to go back without seeing my friend. I do not know his address, but am informed he sometimes comes here at night.

What is his name, sir? asked the landlord.

I question if you would know him by name. I believe not

Come to-morrow night, sir, and as many nights as you please. I am sorry it is so dull for you, sitting here, and watching others drink.

I would rather watch them than drink myself, was Arthur Danesburys answer. What I have witnessed here to-night has not tended to increase my approval of it.

Drink is not bad in itself, sir, when taken in moderation; only when swallowed in excess.

But most of your customers do seem to take it in excess, was Arthurs rejoinder.

A good many do, it cant be denied. Bat, sir, there are other things that do them harm as well as drink. Look at the low trash they are always reading, the bad, pernicious literature that they buy up and devour, the women especially. Its awfully demonizing, and destroys their minds faster than drink destroys their bodies. Good-night to you, sir.

The landlord was not far wrong; for nothing can tend to demoralize the minds of the lower classes more than certain cheap and low publications, periodically poured forth with an unsparing hand in the British metropolis. Next to the unseemly indulgence in intoxicating liquors, they are the greatest bane that ever fell upon a nations people.


CHAPTER XVI.

MEETING OF OLD FRIENDS.

Sunday morning rose. Arthur Danesbury attended divine service at St Pauls, and then bent his course westward to Lord Temples house at Kensington. The service at St. Pauls was over early, and Lord and Lady Temple had not returned from church. But they soon followed him in, and greeted him with glad surprise. He inquired, not without anxiety, after Lord Temples health.

Im getting strong again, was the reply. When did you come to town?

On Friday morning. But I have been engaged, and could not get as far as this. I can stay with you to-day. How is my little god-son?

You shall judge for yourself, answered Isabel. You never saw such a lovely child as he grows, Arthur  and so good!

Never was such a child before  in his mothers eyes, cried Lord Temple.

Now, Reginald! You know that he is lovely  and good.

To be sure. Takes after his father in both respects, gravely responded Lord Temple.

They laughed at this. And Isabel quitted the room laughing.

I am glad to see you looking so much stronger, observed Arthur, when left alone with his brother-in-law. I had grave fears that you would never be strong again. In the spring, when I was here at the childs christening, and you were, so to say, well  I had my doubts of you.

Ay: my renewed life is a blessing I did not deserve.

Have you persevered in your resolution of keeping to water? inquired Arthur.

Yes; thank God! And I will persevere, by His help  persevere to the end. All that day, when I lay dying, as I and every body thought, my inward prayer was that God would mercifully renew my life to me, as He did to Hezekiah. Not for die sake of the life  the living longer in the world  it was not for that I so earnestly prayed, but that I might be enabled to atone for the past. Almost by a miracle I was raised up. The medical men said it was a miracle to them, and I am sure it was to me, for I had every sensation of a dying man. After mercy, so great, accorded me  so direct an answer to my earnest prayer  how could I relapse into a careless or evil life? It was prolonged to me to redeem it, to strive to please God, to be useful to my fellow-men: and my first resolution toward this was that I would never drink any thing but water, so long as I should live. Wine and strong drink had led me on to most of the ill I had committed: they never shall again.

Water is the only, certain safeguard in such a case as yours, remarked Arthur.

It is, assented the viscount. Some men  your father, for example  can take stronger drinks, and never exceed a harmless quantity; but, were I to return to them, I might take too much, as I often used to do; therefore I keep the temptation at arms length. Yet I have not escaped being tempted, even since my raising up  I shall never call it by any other name, Arthur.

Tempted by your friends?

No. By my medical men. When I was growing better, they ordered me stout and wine; insisted on my taking it; told me I should never be well if I did not But I kept my resolution. I was helped to keep it, added Lord Temple, reverently.

Medical men little know the ill they do in pressing stimulants upon patients who are recovering from illness, cried Arthur Danesbury. A man rises from his bed as you did, weak, emaciated, trembling, a living skeleton. He can not yet take very substantial food, and his doctor immediately orders him port wine  a glass a day, or two glasses, or three, as the case may be, by way of getting up his strength. Many, many have become intemperate from only this slight beginning. They learn to like the wine, and to crave for it; they continue its use, after health has returned, in gradually increasing quantities, and the rest is easy.

I do believe you. I am convinced that it is so. Wanting the moral power to rents, and the better and higher safeguard, white I trust I have now within me, I should have been quite as ready to drink as my medical men were to order, and should have gone on from bad to worse. When Isabel was recovering, after the boy was born, they told her she must take double stout and port wine  that she must. After the first day or two she did not dispute the point with them, but quietly let them believe, if they chose, that she did take it.

And drank only water?

Of course. You know Isabel never takes any thing else. She got strong none the slower for it, and I am sure the child lost nothing by the bargain. He really is a beautiful boy, Arthur, added Lord Temple, but if I were to admit it before Isabel, shed be prouder of him than she already is, and be for showing him off to the public in a glass case.

How do you manage to abstain from wine when dining with your friends?

Oh, I have put it hitherto on the score of my damaged inside, where the bullet went, laughed Lord Temple. The time may come, when I shall avow fearlessly my true reason, that water is better for the body, and better for the soul.

I wish you would, earnestly spoke Arthur.

It will come. Rome wasnt built in a day. Some of these nights I may rise in my place in the House, and astonish the Lords by avowing that I have taken up the temperance cause, and call upon them, as good men and true, to legislate for it.

I pray that I may live to see the day, aspirated Arthur Danesbury. Much depends on you of the higher orders: you make the laws, you are set in lofty places, you are the mighty counselors of Englands Queen. You might affect much, if you gave yourselves up, heart and spirit, to look into, and strive to check this monster evil.

The government might affect more than it does, said Lord Temple. It might render the laws and the duty affecting spirits more stringent; it might close up some of the gin and beer shops; it might help in other ways. But to suddenly convert the British community, from a toping people into a sober people, is not in their power. Government can not say to a man I will not permit you to touch beer, spirits, or wine, for they are not good for you; or, I will allow you but a moderate portion of each; it is impossible. Such a change must come from a mans own will and heart.

Undoubtedly it must. Still, much might be done toward it. The outward attractions of the gin-palaces, their floods of light might be put down. Why should they display a nightly illumination more than other trades? If all shops were like them, we should require no street lamps. These flaring, establishments are the worst temptation to the poor, that ever were invented or permitted. It is all very plausible to say, man is a free agent, and need not enter them unless he choose: but it is mans nature to yield to temptation, especially when it is thrown attractively in his way, as are these gin-palaces. I was in one last night, Temple.

You!

I, myself. I wanted to see a person on urgent business, and was told I might catch him there. I waited there for hours. And the scenes I witnessed kept me awake all night. I never closed my eyes till daylight. Misery, misery, nothing but misery. There lies an awful responsibility for guilt somewhere.

The question is, with whom does lie the responsibility, remarked Lord Temple.

It might do some good. Temple, if you would move that the House should cause a return to be made, for one whole year, of all the crimes, accidents, and offenses, committed by parties when under the influence of intoxication, said Arthur, after a pause. It might be productive of more benefit than some of the parliamentary returns are, for I can not but think it would startle the Legislature into acting.

You should get one of the Commons to do that, laughed Lord Temple. It is in their department.

If ever I enter Parliament, the prevalence of intemperance, and its possible remedy, shall be the first point to occupy my attention.

Do you think of entering it? I wish you would.

The thought has crossed my mind at times, replied Arthur. I may, some day; as you observe, of your rising in your place to astonish the peers. Have you learned yet to like the water?

A long while ago. If you put water and wine before me now, I would take the former from preference. I did not like it at first, I thought I never should; but with the habit of drinking it, the liking came. I am sure, also, that my general health is better for it. I question whether I should have wholly recovered, had I taken again to stimulants; perhaps might not have lived many months. And I will tell you another thing it is benefiting, and thats my pocket I shall have my affairs straight in half the time that we looked for.

Have you seen Robert lately?

No. Isabel was wondering what had become of him. That was a mad trick of his, the selling out.

Yes, it was, said Arthur, sadly. We did not know of it at home. He is going all wrong, I fear.

I fear so, too, said Lord Temple. Drink again!

At this moment Isabel came in, tossing an infinite of nine or ten months old. There was no mistake about his being a beautiful child, with his mothers clear, intelligent eyes, and his fathers refined mouth. His white frock was tied up with blue ribbons, and his little fat arms were beating the air.

There, Arthur, said his mother to him, go to your namesake, and uncle, and god-papa.

Arthur Danesbury took him, awkwardly, it must be confessed, and little Master Arthur immediately rewarded him by seizing upon his whiskers. Arthur the elder cried out.

Give him back; you are not a nurse at all, said Isabel; you should see what a famous one Reginald is.

He has been in practice, said Arthur: I have not.

Do you ever intend to be in practice? returned Isabel, in a graver tone, which bore its own meaning, while Lord Temple carried the child across the room, playing with him.

No one can answer for the future, Isabel.

I once thought your choice of a wife would fall upon  Shall I say?

If you like.

Mary Heber.

A slight colour flushed his face. He did not speak.

Was I right or wrong, Arthur? continued Lady Temple.

Right: inasmuch as that, if I ever do marry, I would prefer her to all the world.

Does Mary know it?

Not from me  in a direct manner.

Indirectly, I presume. May I ask, Arthur, why you do not marry?

I have had too much anxiety and care upon me to think seriously of it, he said, in a low tone. And I do not know that I could afford it.

What! she exclaimed, in astonishment. Not afford it?

Things have been going backward with us a long while, Isabel. Not with the business; but our expenses have so increased. They are a fearful drain.

Yon mean the boys expenses  their extravagance?

Yes. Roberts have been  I will not tell you what; and Williams and Lionels not despicable. Were I to inform my father now that I had resolved to marry, I candidly tell you that he would have difficulty in finding me a suitable allowance.

But you are a partner. You have a share to a certain extent, debated Isabel.

But what I had accumulated I have been obliged to put back into the business: we could not have carried it on without. And, for three years, I have not drawn my full share.

Is it possible? Arthur, you are sacrificing your prospects to the others.

There has been no help for it. The liabilities their incurred in London had to be provided for, to avoid disgrace. My visit to town now is censed by  by an act of Roberts  he did not choose to speak more explicitly which will cost us £1000.

How wrong! how wicked of him!

I would put up cheerfully with all we have lost, if I could but see them renounce their habit of drinking. It grows upon them all.

All I Even upon William?

Yes, upon William. He was decidedly better at the period of his marriage, but he is relapsing again. Lionel is much worse.

What does Mrs. Danesbury say to this?

She is bitter against William, but ever ready to find excuses for Robert and Lionel; though William indulges, and has indulged far less than either of them. I think this last exploit of Roberts will startle her.

Why did he sell out, Arthur? He never comes here.

We did not hear of it at Eastborough. I was going to ask you why.

I do not know. He does not come here. A considerable time ago he called, and was closeted with Reginald. I found afterward he had come to borrow money.

Was it lent him?

Two hundred pounds. He has not been here since. What is he going to do with himself?

Lead an idle life at Eastborough, I expect. I have orders to carry him down with me. He must be got away from London, unless we wish to be quite ruined.

Indeed I would not have him at Eastborough, were I papa, exclaimed Lady Temple. He should be left to himself, to take the consequences of his folly. Papa is not responsible for him, as if he were a boy.

The consequences might be more serious than you imagine, my dear, was the grave answer. No: he must come home.

Does mamma make the evening home more cheerful?

Quite the contrary. I frequently sit in my own room, or go to Mrs. Philip Danesburys: sometimes to Williams.

How hard it must be for Lionel! You say he grows worse instead of better. Does he mean to take his degree?

Isabel, if he can only cure himself of his unhappy propensity, he will do that, and every thing else that he ought. His wishes to do right are sincere, and he is clever in his profession, but he lets drink stupefy away his time and his energies.

And what of William?

Well  I hardly know what to tell you. We had great hopes that his marriage was to do wonders: and, both before it and after it, he was quite steady. But latterly he has been out again in an evening, and has, to my knowledge, gone home intoxicated. It is a cruel thing so to speak of two brothers, but I fear that Lionel is just now Williams evil genius.

Lionel! In what way?

He is everlastingly after William; enticing him out, and leading him to drink. As long as temptation is not thrown palpably in Williams way he keeps sober; but, let any body urge it on him, and he succumbs. I do not believe William is so much a slave to liquor in itself, as to the inability to resist partaking of it when set before him. Lionel, on the contrary, is a slave to it; he loves it; and there lies the difference between them.

Why does not papa forbid Lionel to go after William?

My dear, they are no longer boys, that they can be controlled, replied Arthur, they are men. My father has spoken to him, and urged it upon his good-feeling not to induce William to drink. Mrs. Philip met Lionel last week, and gave him a sound chastisement, as far as her tongue could do it.

What did Lionel say?

Only laughed in his easy, careless way, and said William was older than he, and it was hardly fair to blow him, Lionel, up for Williams misdoings.

There is a good deal in that, mused Isabel. William is the elder of the two, and a married man. He ought to have the moral strength to resist any temptation that Lionel could bring upon him.

Ought! there it all lies, Isabel. If we could but do as we ought, we should be good men. Lord Temple tells me that he still keeps to water: I think he is striving to do as he ought.

Oh yes, and he will do it, she said, with quiet happiness.

He 18 going the right way to work. He has found out where to look for help and strength. That dreadful duel, which I really thought would have killed me at the time, has tamed out to have been a blessing.

All things work together for good to them that lore God, whispered Arthur, pressing his lips to her forehead. Whatever sorrow may betide, remember that, my sister.

No sorrow such as that was can ever befall me again, with reference to my husband, she answered, the tears standing in her eyes. I am quite certain that in conduct he will keep right now: I have a positive, inward conviction of it, and so has he. And if death were to come to him, though very grievous for us, and for me hardly to be borne, we should only part in the sure hope of meeting and dwelling together hereafter. But oh, Arthur! that, other death! when he was suddenly cut down in his sins! without having found Christ, or done a single thing to please God in all his life! I do believe it would have killed me, had he died. He has gone with me to the communion-table, she added, sinking her voice still lower. Only think of that! And he never went before in all his life, save the Sunday after he was confirmed, and then he says he should have been better away, for he went through the ceremony as a ceremony, entirely in a matter-of-course sort of way. I used to ask him to go with me after our marriage, when we were staying in Paris and attending the embassadors chapel, and he would laugh and say he was not good enough. But he has been at last; he went of his own accord, without my speaking of it; and I can see that in time he will go regularly. It has made me so happy, so thankful.

How much longer am I to be nurse? called out Lord Temple from the opposite end of the room.

Isabel laughed. Why do you not bring him here, Reginald? You have kept him yourself.

But the young Turk has got his eyes and hands on this shining curtain bracket. If I take him away he may deafen Arthurs ears with screams, and they are not used to the music.

Isabel rose and took the baby. But if he had lost the curtain ornament he had found his mother, and did not cry. She summoned the nurse, who carried away the child.

I need not ask if you intend to make him a water drinker, said Arthur.

No, that you need not, heartily responded Lord Temple. Neither he nor any of his brothers and sisters who may come after him shall ever touch aught but water while I control them. I dont know what they may do afterward.

Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it. That was spoken by a wiser man than either you or I, Temple, said Arthur Danesbury.

Dinner, my lady, cried a servant, opening the door.

We dine early on Sundays, remarked the viscount, as he followed his wife and Arthur to the dining-room. Isabel has got me into the habit, and we find it to be a good one; more particularly as regards the convenience of the servants. But  talking about getting into good habits  do you know that St. George has become a water-drinker?

Has he? St. George!

He dined here a fortnight ago, and wine was placed on the table, as usual when, we have any one with us, for I dont force my temperate habits upon my guests, continued Lord Temple. But St. George said I might order the wine off again; he had given up drinking it.

Did he give his motive?

Simply that, seeing so much evil arising from indulgence in it, especially to young men, he had come to the determination to banish wine and beer from his own table before his children should grow up. Of course that could only be done by abjuring them himself; and he has done it.

And his wife also, added Isabel.

Arthur looked up amused. His wife! Charlotte used to say that she loved her wine, and could not live without her porter. She was unappeasably offended with me once, for telling her that it was the drinking porter made her so fat.

She did love her porter, resumed Isabel, but she says she loves her children better, and therefore makes the sacrifice: and a real sacrifice I can readily imagine it to be to Charlotte.

Ah! interposed Love Temple, if people were only brought up to drink water, as you two were, it is a sacrifice the word would know little of


CHAPTER XVII.

A NICE YOUNG MAN.

Arthur took leave of Lord and Lady Temple at the church door, as they were going in for evening service, and proceeded toward the Golden Eagle. The shops were closed, every shop he passed; but the gin-shops were open and lighted up, outside and in. Ought this to be? he said to himself: ought this marked distinction to be permitted? The shops closely shut, in accordance with our professed religion, and with Gods commandment that the Sabbath shall not be desecrated, while these flaunting liquor palaces, with their evil attractions, are staring badly open! He recalled to mind what had been said by his brother-in-law that day: that the legislature might do more to crush  Arthur would have said, not encourage  the vice, than they were doing. It was self-evident.

He reached the Golden Eagle. One of the first objects his eye encountered, on entering, was his brother Robert, in a state of semi-stupidity. He had been sitting, with other tipplers, for the last two or three hours, in the Golden Eagles public parlour, and was now reeling out of it into the bar, on his way to quit the house, having drunk away his money. Arthur went up to him, and laid his hand upon his shoulder; and partially intoxicated as Robert was, he was startled at the capture, and cowered visibly. He was dressed as Arthur had never yet seen him dressed: in a common gray suit of clothes; not at all like a gentlemans clothes, and not at all like Sunday ones.

Arthur tucked his arm within his own and led him out. The landlord followed; he had caught a word of the recognition.

Oh, sir, he said to Arthur Danesbury, is he your brother?

He is.

I couldnt have believed it. Why, sir, you and he are as opposite as light and dark.

Ay, returned Arthur, he has made a friend of wine; I, of water. Good-evening, my friend. I thank you for your courtesy.

Sir, good-evening to you, replied the landlord, and a how of greater respect he had never made to any one.

Where are you lodging? inquired Arthur of his brother.

Its  its  not for, hiccupped Robert. I  cant take you there.

Why not?

Its  its a shabby place.

Oh, never mind that. I have come on purpose to see it. Is this the way? Come, Robert.

His tone was decisive, his manner commanding, and the poor half-witted man yielded to it like a child. He led the way to a dirty house in the vicinity of Tottenham-Court Road, the door of which stood open. Robert began stumbling up the dark staircase.

Can I get a light from any where? inquired Arthur, totally unable to see, and hesitating to follow him.

I  Ive not got a light, Arthur. Ive not had a light for four nights. Once inside the room, the street lamp shines in.

Just then the door of an apartment close to them was opened, and a woman burst out of it, holding a candle. She looked up the stairs contemptuously at Robert.

So! you be in for it again, be you? You swore last night as yon had no money to pay me; you have got some, it seems, to lay out in drink.

Will you oblige me by letting me have the use of a light? cried Arthur to her in his courteous way.

The woman had not seen him  he had been in the shade cast by the open street door  and she turned round and stared at him. Her manner changed, and she dropped an involuntary courtesy.

Did you please to want any thing, sir?

I am with this gentleman. But Arthur Danesbury positively hesitated at the last word, so entirely unlike a gentleman was Robert then. We will borrow your light, if you please.

You are welcome, sir. Taint as Ive objected to lend him lights, but I cant be always a supplying of him, and not get paid. Candles he have had; and three loaves, and a quarter of butter he have had; and a go of brandy, as I sent for him, for he was a praying and crying for it as if hed die; and two quarterns and a half of gin; and a piece of soap; and a tumbler and a plate he broke  he cant deny as he have had em, and owes me for em.

How much is it in all? inquired Arthur, putting his hand into his pocket.

Well, sir, I know its as much as four shillings, but I cant reckon it up in my head all in a moment. Oh, and there was the washing of his sheets; I forgot that. And theres the rent besides.

How much?

Two weeks, sir, come to-morrow, at four-and-sixpence, making nine shillings. And if I says five for what he owes me, instead of four, I shant be a gainer. A precious trouble my husband have had of him in his drunken bouts! Thatll be fourteen shillings, sir, altogether.

Arthur placed a sovereign in her hand. Is any notice requisite? because he will quit your house to-night.

No, sir, answered the woman, who appeared to be a sufficiently honest one, whatever may have been her faults of manner. He gave me notice a week ago, and though he was drunk when he said it, of course it was a notice. Six shillings: Im afeared as Ive not enough change, sir, but I can run to the nearest public and get it.

No, do not run there. You may keep the six shillings, in recompense for any trouble he may have been to you.

Well, sir, there aint many like you! exclaimed the gratified woman, after a pause of astonishment, but you carries the gentleman in your face. Can I do any thing else, sir? shall I run up and light a bit of fire in his grate: his rooms chilly.

Oh no. I shall want a cab brought presently, if you have any one to send.

Plenty, sir, if you wanted a dozen.

He took the candle from her hand and followed Robert, who had disappeared up stains. An open door guided him to the chamber. A cold-looking room it was, as the woman had said, and wretched enough. Robert had thrown himself on the bed, hat on, and was already slumbering. Arthur knew him of old: that he had, naturally, a sullen temper.

Perfectly sober, they might try in vain to extract from him particulars of his condition and doings present and past; the only plan was to take him now. When semi-intoxicated, Robert was voluble, and would answer what was demanded of him. Arthur roused him up, and he sat on the side of the bed.

Now, Robert, I have a good deal to ask you, and you must answer me. You had brought sufficient trouble and sorrow upon us, without this last act, which I believe will be the means of shortening your fathers life. I speak of the forgery, he distinctly added. Your forging our name, and getting a thousand pounds, and squandering it

Robert burst into tears; a frequent habit of his when in this state, and howled and sobbed piteously.

There, that will do. How did you so cleverly imitate your fathers signature?

I was at my wits end for money, sobbed Robert; I was desperate. My father refused me more money, and I did not know what to do. If I could not have got money to meet some bills just then I must have shot myself.

Arthur made no remonstrance to this. It would have been useless, in his present maudlin humour. Are there any more false bills out purporting to be ours?

Not one. I swear it. Those three were all. I never intended to rob my father, he went on, sobbing like a child. I meant only to use the money in my exigency, and to take up the bills when they were due. I sold out to enable me to take them up. I did, Arthur.

Then why did you not take them up?

Oh, howled Robert, dont ask me.

But I do ask you, and I must have an answer. Do you hear, Robert?

Robert sobbed away. I went to  a  a place where they play, and I had it in my pocket, and I staked and lost it. I was drunk.

As you are now, Arthur could not help saying, with contempt in his tone.

And since then I have been in hiding, afraid of your finding me, and afraid of some others finding me.

How did you so cleverly contrive to imitate our signature, I asked? repeated Arthur.

Oh, I practiced it. I wish I could pay you back, but

I never shall. I have not a shilling, Arthur; I have not a shilling or a shillings worth left in the world; and I am next to starving.

Arthur looked round the room. It was devoid of luggage. Where are your regimentals? he inquired.

Sold.

And your boxes?

Sold.

And your ordinary clothes?

Pawned

Your linen, then?

Pawned

Your watch. Is that gone?

Pawned.

This is a pretty state of things, thought Arthur. I wonder he did not pawn himself. Robert sniffed and sobbed, and wiped his face with the sheet.

Have you nothing but what you stand upright in? Am I to understand that?

Thats all.

You had a desk  you had many valuables, besides trifling articles: are they all parted with?

Pawned.

Where are the pawn tickets?

Sold.

Sold!

Every one, sniffed Robert, in danger of choking. I parted with the last to a fellow to-day for half a crown. Oh, I hope youll forgive me! I did mean to place the money in Robertss to meet the bills. I hope youll ask my father to forgive me! He will do any thing you ask him, Arthur.

You are without money, without food, without clothes. Had I not come here what would have become of your what should you have done to-morrow ?

Drowned myself.

Arthur paused. He was deliberating.

Shes a horrid woman, that one down stairs, said Robert, beginning to ramble on some domestic grievance. Her names Huff. She wouldnt make my bed yesterday.

Arthur went to the top of the stairs, and, calling to the woman, requested her to get a cab. When it came, he turned to his brother.

Now, Robert, come down. You are sure you have nothing to remove from here but yourself?

No. Where are you going to take me to?

Home.

Robert started up. Home! I wont go home. I wont, Arthur. How can you be so cruel? I will not face my father.

You would rather do that than face the inside of Newgate, sternly returned Arthur. It must be one or the other, by your fathers orders.

That woman wont let me go away. Shes down stairs.

Yes, she will, and be glad to get rid of you, replied Arthur. He put Roberts hat on his head, and conveyed him down to the cab, Robert resisting as much as he dared. Mrs. Huff officiously lighted them. There was some probability that the public-house had been visited and the sovereign changed, for her face was flushed now, and she smelled of gin. Had those palaces been closed to-night, as other shops are, thought Arthur to himself, she could not have procured it.

Where to, sir? asked the cabman, touching his hat.

Holburn, he said to the man. I will direct you further then.

His present destination was the Queens Hotel. Arrived there, he was somewhat puzzled: for he did not dare to leave Robert alone in the cab, lest he might attempt to escape. He caused a waiter to be called to him.

I can not alight, he said to the man. Go into my room, put my shaving-tackle and other things in the portmanteau, and bring it down. And my bill with it. We are in a hurry.

The waiter did as he was told. Arthur settled the bill, and ordered the driver to proceed to the railway station; and, by the first train that started, he and the disgraced Robert were being whirled to Eastborough.

So Robert and Lionel Danesbury had returned to their fathers home. Roberts disgraceful crime was not allowed to transpire beyond the family; he was supplied with suitable clothes, and it was supposed by the neighbourhood that he had only come home for a temporary sojourn. But that supposition was gradually dispelled.

What was to become of Robert? Who was to support him? Was he to live like a gentleman at home upon the labors of others; or was he to go out into the world, and starve? Of course there was but the first alternative. He was unfit for every thing; but, to keep him from idleness, or something worse, Mr. Danesbury assigned him some light employment in the Works. Robert did not, for shame, object openly: he was conscious of his crime, and of the leniency which had been shown him: but when with his choice companions  and he was not long in finding such  he complained in a high and lofty strain, of the being forced to meddle with trade; of the degradation it was to him, Robert Danesbury, ex-lieutenant, an officer, and a gentleman!


CHAPTER XVIII.

EVIL COURSES.

The months and the years went on, land the names of the young Danesburys became a by-word in Eastborough. What was it that was blanching Mrs. Danesburys cheeks and rending their fathers heart? The boys have become confirmed drunkards! they whispered to each other. It was so. Not occasional ones, as was the case when Robert first went home, but habitual. Night by night, sometimes early, sometimes not till morning, they would reel home partially intoxicated, or be brought in helpless.

One day, a farmer, residing in the neighbourhood, met Thomas Harding, and stopped him. Whats going to become of those two young Danesburys? abruptly inquired he. They are carrying on their game.

Thomas Harding, a hale old man now, shook his head. It is a sad thing. Mr. Robert never comes to the factory, and his father can not get him to it.

I would not keep him at home in idleness, cried the farmer, indignantly.

Mr. Danesbury has no other resource. He can not turn them out to beg or starve.

Wouldnt I, though! He would look out for himself; if he were forced to it; and he wont have his father always here. I should send him back to London, and let him shift for himself.

Thomas Harding was silent. He knew what few others did.

How much longer does Doctor Pratt intend to keep on the other  Mr. Lionel?

Keep him on! echoed Thomas Harding. He is a partner.

Well, it is Pratts own look-out, returned the farmer, but if he retains Lionel Danesbury he wont retain patients. The wife of our carter, Ann Jones, was taken ill yesterday afternoon. Dr. Pratt had notice to attend her, and was asked to come himself, for she was afraid of young Danesbury, after what she saw of him when he came, half seas over, to that boy who was caught in the threshing-machine.

I heard of that, interrupted Thomas Harding.

So did all Eastborough, I should think: but let me go on. Pratt was sent for yesterday, but he was out, and young Danesbury came. He was all right, they say, except being a little shaky, and talked and cheered up Ann Jones so pleasantly, that she was pleased he had come instead of the old gentleman.

I am glad he was all right! again interrupted Thomas Harding.

You have not heard the end, said the farmer, significantly. My wife had been in to see Ann Jones, and made her a present of a bottle of brandy, knowing its sometimes wanted, and had drawn the cork, for the Joness dont possess a corkscrew, aid had put it loosely in, and left the bottle on their kitchen mantle-shelf. Ann Jones wasnt over quick, and Mr. Lionel was sometimes in her room and sometimes waiting in the kitchen. He spied out this brandy, and said to one of the women that he would take a spoonful of it, for he was thirsty; and she brought him a glass and some cold water, and left him. An hour or so passed: they wondered he did not come back to the patient, who was getting very bad, and one of them went to call him. There he was, lolling on the bench, as drunk as a lord, and the brandy bottle three parts empty.

Too far gone to be of use? uttered Thomas Harding.

Too far gone for any thing. And who would trust to a drunken man? My wife happened to go there just as they found him, and she ran home again and sent a messenger tearing off for Mr. Pratt. The old doctor was at home then, and made haste, and was not a minute too soon. But, suppose he had not been found; the woman might have lost her life.

It is very distressing, exclaimed Thomas Harding.

It is what we can not put up with, returned the farmer. Much as we all respect Mr. Danesbury, we can not be expected to lose our lives at the pleasure of his son. So, in future, if old Doctor Pratt cant attend himself when any bodys ill, we shall call in the opposition doctor. I would not trust a cut finger to Lionel Danesbury.

The farmers prophecy proved to be correct. Mr. Pratt was compelled to put away Lionel Danesbury. He dissolved the partnership, and took another gentleman in his place; so that Lionel, like Robert, was an idle vagabond on the face of the earth. Their evenings were almost without exception consumed in drinking, and their mornings were wasted in sleeping off the effects of the liquor. Their mother scolded, and implored, and wept; and their father reasoned, and persuaded, and threatened by turns. As for them, they would promise amendment in the light of the mid-day sun, when their heads were racked with pain, and their hearts softened by contrition. Mr. Danesbury repeated to them the question of others  what would they be fit for  what would become of them  if they continued these courses? look at their already clouded intellects and shaking frames! He would ask how it was that the dreadful habit was suffered to come upon them;  to grow to such a height. They would reply, and with truth  that they could not tell; they never thought they were falling into habitual intemperance.

No. Few do. For it is the most insinuating vice that exists: no other evil, whether of crime or failing, steals so unconsciously over the victim it is fastening on. To what can its stealthy steps be compared? I am at a loss to say. Silently as the darkness covers the light at the close of day; imperceptibly as appears the first glimmer of morning; surely and quickly as winter succeeds to summer, and summer to winter; or step by step, unexpectedly and subtly, as glides on the approach of death? It is like unto all these; yet unlike: for though the darkness of the coming night, the light of the early morning, the gliding away of the seasons, and the grasp of the grave are things not in our own hands, or under our own power, and we could no more alter their order of working than we could alter the truths of Holy Writ; yet the other, the sin that creeps on us like unto these, is under our own control, and we might arrest its progress in the onset, and thrust it far away.

Robert and Lionel Danesbury could have done this. They would not now. Oh no: it was scarcely still in their power. So long as the cup of liquor could be obtained, they flew to it: they could not abstain: it was like the ignis fatuus which allures a traveller to his destruction. A yearning for amendment would at chance periods come over them. They saw men around them, the playfellows of their childhood, the companions of their youth, who were fulfilling their appointed duties in the world, honoured and respected; but they knew it would be as easy to turn the sun from its course as to turn them from the ruin they had entered upon.

They were not backward to declare that they would give over these practices and become steady men. Their mother would, over and over again, put trust in their word, and pity them, and carry them tea, or a mess of broth to their rooms in a morning, and urge them to partake of it, to do them good. They did not turn angrily away from her, but they did from what she offered them  that was of no use to slake their thirst; they must have something else. Stealthily they would sup something else, of a different nature, and go down stairs, and  stealthily again, for they did not like their mother to see them drink it in those moments of promised amendment  resort to the ale barrel, and consume long draughts of its contents. Ere half an hour elapsed, they would be as thirsty as before. A tumbler of brandy was what they longed for, but Mrs. Danesbury rigidly kept spirits and wine now under lock and key; though occasionally they would smuggle a bottle in, and hide it in their bedrooms. Failing brandy, they kept on at the ale, and, by the time evening came, where would be their good resolutions of the morning? Unheeded, uncared for: or, if thought of, their physical and moral strength were not equal to carry them out, for the temptations of the public-houses and the fellowship of their boon companions were irresistible.

Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury became old, and gray, and broken. Mrs. Danesburys very nature seemed changed. There was little anger or scolding now; tears in plenty, and midnight wailings. The dreadful habits her two sons had fallen into, were no longer hidden from any; they could not be; and she was often tempted to speak of them to the servants, or to friends. Speak she must, to some one, or her heart would break.

Bitter, bitter repentance had taken hold of Mrs. Danesbury. Her grief had led her to the only sure fountain of consolation, where she had never gone in a right way before, and her heart was softening, and things were becoming dear to her. She looked back on the past, and in her self-reproach almost feared that she could never be forgiven. She had loved her children, been proud of them, been vain of them, had indulged them reprehensibly, winked at their faults, joined them in deceiving their father in trifles, been anxious to further their worldly interests. But what else bad she done? Striven untiringly to lead them to God? corrected their failings, trained them in strict habits of temperance, encouraged in them social virtues, shown them their duties, made them look on home as the dearest spot on earth? No; she had never done this. And, dreadful as were the present fruits, she knew that she was only reaping what she had sown. Often and often was the useless wish now wailed forth from her heart, that she had remained Miss St. George, or else been a childless wife.

But about this time there appeared to be a change for the better taking place in Lionel. A little for the better: not much. He less frequently forgot himself, came in earlier at night, and was more careful of his dress; for both he and Robert had fallen into slatternly habits in that respect. The change was hailed with thankfulness by Mrs. Danesbury, who looked upon it as a precursor to reformation. The real cause, however, came to light

The inn chiefly frequented by Robert and Lionel was the Wheatsheaf. It was kept by a man named Bing and his wife, who had brought up their children in rather a superior manner. There were three of them, daughters, showy girls, too showy the father thought, to wait upon his customers, so two of them had been sent from home to learn the dressmaking; the other, Katherine, an exceedingly well-conducted girl, remained with her mother. It began to be rumoured in Eastborough, that Lionel Danesbury had latterly been seen walking with this girl: but, as is often the case, the last person to suspect it was Mrs. Bing, until one evening a gossip went into the Wheatsheaf and asked her if she knew where Kate was.

Shes up stairs, answered Mrs. Bing. She went up after tea.

Did she? quoth the visitor, in a significant tone: Shes not there now, at any rate. Shes in the lane yonder, a-walking with young Mr. Danesbury; his arm round her waist, and her hand in his, as snug as two can be.

With young Mr. Danesbury! uttered the mother, appalled at the news, and then taking refuge in disbelief. Your eyes must have deceived you. Katherine would not be walking like that with a Danesbury, nor with any body else. She is a properly brought up girl.

Bless us, they are all alike. Girls are girls, and will have their sweethearts; and so did we, when we were young. But young Mr. Danesburys not a suitable one for Kate Bing, and the towns talking about it. I said I knew you were not encouraging that.

The visitor left, and Miss. Bing went to the side door and looked out, full of trouble. She remembered that Kate had latterly spent a good portion of her evening time away from her presence, but she had suspected nothing. It was a bright night; and Mrs. Bing presently saw Kate come flying along, round the comer of the lane, her cheeks crimson and her eyes bright.

Where have you been? demanded Mrs. Bing.

I wanted a bit of ribbon, and I ran out to buy it, was the girls evasive answer.

Now, if you tell me another word of untruth, Ill send you off to your grandmothers to-morrow, and you shall never come back of one while, retorted Mrs. Bing. You have been walking in the lane with young Mr. Danesbury.

Katherine hung her head, and the crimson of her cheeks spread over her face and neck.

Katherine, have you been walking with him?

Oh, mother, she answered, throwing herself into her mothers arms, and hiding her face upon her neck, he is so fond of me!

Mrs. Bings heart went pit-a-pat. Which of them is it? she asked. Mr. Robert or Mr. Lionel?

Mr. Lionel.

Child, she said, sitting down, I had a great deal rather you had struck me a blow than told me this.

Dont say so, mother. You would not if you did but know the happiness it has brought to me! Every thing in the world seems brighter and better since I had him to think of.

How long have you been intimate with him? I mean intimate enough to walk, with him

Not long.

Is it a month? Or two?

No, I dont know that it is.

Katherine, resumed Mrs. Bing, it is just ruin, and nothing else.

Katherine stood up, her eye indignant. Mother! dont say such a thing of me! I dont deserve it Mr. Lionel wants to marry me.

Marry the nonsense! contemptuously uttered Mrs. Bing. A Danesbury marry one of you! You had better not let such a speech get to Mrs. Danesburys ears; shed box yours. And if he did marry you it would be ruin, for he is a dreadful drinker. You know he is, Katherine.

He is leaving it off. He says he shall leave it off quite, and never take to it again.

You leave off walking with him: that is all you need think about leaving off, retorted Mrs. Bing.

Katherine did not answer. She knew she would break her promise if she gave it; for she had become completely enthralled by Lionel Danesbury.

The news did reach the ears of Mrs. Danesbury, and she taxed Lionel with it. He answered, in a somewhat flippant manner, that he should walk with any one he pleased.

Your walking with Bings girl will lead to no good, to you or to her, cried Mrs. Danesbury. You can not think to disgrace yourself and your family by marrying her.

She is as good as I am, returned Lionel, whether to walk with, or for a wife.

Lionel, sternly interrupted his mother, let us have no more of this absurdity. She is not as good as you are, and she is not a fit wife for you; and were you to stoop to marry such a person, the daughter of a common public-house keeper, you must give up your family, for they could not recognize you afterward. But, before you talk of marrying any wife, just ask yourself how you are to keep one. You are living now upon us!

Lionel stood by the window as his mother talked to him, drumming on one of its panes. He was still gentlemanly-looking in figure  more so than Robert, for Robert had grown bloated  but his once clear eyes were clouded, his fresh colour was gone, and his well-formed features were sunken. No lack of talents or of intellect had been granted to Lionel Danesbury, and how was lie making use of them?

Who told you any thing about my walking with Kate Bing? he resumed.

The place is ringing with it, and crying shame.

The place may be swallowed! Let people mind their own business: its no concern of theirs. Heres my father coming in from the factory: Ill make myself scarce, or perhaps he will begin upon me.

Lionel might have spoken more civilly: but one great evil, in such training as Mrs. Danesburys had been, is, that it causes children to forget their respect. As he went out Mr. Danesbury came in.

Have you heard the report about Lionel and that Bing girl? Mrs. Danesbury immediately began.

I heard it some days ago.

You must speak to him.

I did speak to him, replied Mr. Danesbury. But it appears that it has had no effect; and the report is, that he means to marry her.

What in the world can possess him? uttered Mrs. Danesbury, in consternation. Is he mad?

I have heard a curious version of what are said to be the facts, resumed Mr. Danesbury. You remember that Lionel used to be forever with young Laughton, the solicitor  who is another one going the way of drink.

He has been less intimate with him latterly, remarked Mrs. Danesbury.

Lionel often saw pretty Jane Laughton; he was nearly always there when presentable, and it seems he had grown very much attached to her. One day he told her so, and she answered him with undisguised scorn, reflecting on his habits. Lionel was half mad. The next day he was told that Jane Laughton was engaged to Thomas Boyd, and would be married shortly. He was in at the Wheatsheaf, half tipsy, when he heard it, and he swore a fearful oath that he would make an offer to the first girl he met, and be married before Jane Laughton. As he was leaving the Wheatsheaf he met Bings daughter coming in, and did make her an offer, and since then he has been much with her; and, they say, intends to marry her.

Where did you hear this?

From William. He got it, he says, from a sure source, and thought it right to inform me.

If Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury were indignant at this proposed (though whether in jest or earnest, they could not divine) marriage of Lionels, Bing and his wife were equally alarmed. However they might be impressed by the honour done their daughter in the notice of a Danesbury, the unfortunate habits of Lionel were too notorious to admit of any chance of comfort for a wife. Kate was ordered to hold herself in readiness for a visit to her grandmothers; a sharp, active woman still, who had eyes on all sides of her, where young girls were concerned, and farmed her late husbands bit of land just as well as he used to do.

Bing resolved to take her himself in the tax-cart. No girl of mine shant tie herself to a lazy, boozing vagabond of a gentleman, quoth he to some cronies on the night previous to the expedition, and thats what Mr. Lionel is: and I dont mean no offense to his respected father in saying it.

Nor to Mr. Arthur, chimed in one.

Nor to Mr. Arthur, nor to Mr. William, acquiesced the host. But as to the other two, they are no credit to any body.

Mr. Williams not a saint, where a drop of good liquors concerned. He dont spare it.

And why should he spare it? cried the landlord, indignant at the insinuation. He takes his glass with any gentleman, but he keeps himself as a gentleman; he do. If the two young ones was like him, there wouldnt be no need of calling out.

Bing might have spared the projection of his journey in the tax-cart, and his wife the trouble of writing to her mother, to tell her to expect Kate, and to keep her up tight, for, when the morning rose, Kate was missing. Lionel Danesbury was also missing: and, when the two came back to Eastborough, they were man and wife.

Mrs. Danesburys doors were haughtily closed against them; but Mr. Danesbury, ever merciful, ever considerate to his erring children, who were fast breaking his heart, could not let Lionel starve; and he was established in a small cottage residence, to get what practice he might  Mr. Danesbury being answerable for the rent, and allowing them twenty shillings a week to live upon. Kates father was inveterate, and would not notice her.

What a come down, quoth the gossips, for one of the wealthy Danesburys!


CHAPTER XIX.

AN EVIL DEATH.

Did Lionel Danesbury amend his ways and drink less, now that he had assumed graver duties? Surely this marriage of his, this settling in a home of his own, might have proved a turning point. It may be, that he did not strive to break through his disastrous habits, too conscious that they had become part and parcel of himself: or, it may be, that he strove to make the effort, and strove in vain. Whether he did or not, will never be known now. Far from any amendment resulting, he grew worse than before, and it was a rare thing now, morning, noon, or night, for him to be seen entirely sober. As to Robert  but the less that is said about him in detail the better.

As the months went on, and this change for the worse appeared in Lionel, Mrs. Danesbury thought it best to pocket her pride, and be reconciled. She fancied that her renewed favor and intercourse might be productive of some good effect upon him. She never could be cordial with his wife; not quite cordial; there mast, and would, always be a reserve in her manner, as from a lady to an inferior. Poor Katherine Danesbury was sadly changed, her hopeful visions of her husbands reformation were worse than not realized. She was an excellent wife to him, a slave to him night and day, and Mr. Danesbury openly avowed his opinion, that she was a far better and more patient wife than Lionel deserved.

They had been married about ten months when, one evening at dusk, Lionels wife appeared at Danesbury House, sorrow in her eye and suffering in her pale cheek. If she had come to tell of trouble, she had not chosen an opportune time, for Robert had been causing an unpleasant scene. He had been demanding money of his father, and when Mr. Danesbury refused it, had broken out into a torrent of abuse, both of his father and mother, and dashed about the room, raving and swearing, and then rushed from the house. That he was so overcome as not to be fully aware of his words, was no excuse. For the last three days he had not been for one minute sober, and his actions had partaken of insanity. They were sitting on each side the fire, Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury, and she was lamenting openly; weeping bitterly: his sorrows were buried in silence, but they were eating away his very heartstrings. He was a towering, upright man when you first saw him, never a finer man in Eastborough. Can it be, that the shrunken frame, obliged to be supported by a stick when walking, the withered cheek, the bent back are his? In so few years, can he thus have changed? It is not the years that have changed him, but the sorrow they have brought The sons that were born to him in his manhood, and whom he loved as the apple of his eye, whom he fondly fostered, liberally educated, whom he expected to be the comfort of his old age, those sons have heaped shame and sadness upon him; they are rendering his days a scene of strife and wretchedness, and are contributing to bring them to a close. It was thus, as Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury were sitting there, chewing the bitter cud of unavailing grief, that a servant opened the door and ushered in Lionels wife.

Well, Katherine, cried Mr. Danesbury, as he pointed to a chair beside him, and there was a painful amount of sadness and suffering in his subdued tone, you look as if you bad something bad to tell

Katherine strove to speak, but, after a minutes struggle with herself, burst into tears. She had come to disclose a pitiful tale, and she was grieved and ashamed to be obliged to do it. Mr. Danesbury had given her the money for the rent, quarter by quarter  three quarters now  for his payments were always made to her, not to his son. She had handed it promptly to Lionel, who had always taken it, as she believed, to the landlord. It turned out, now, that he had never taken it, but had gone so perpetually with excuses, that the landlord, tired out, had that day put a man in possession.

I am so ashamed to come, sir, she sobbed, and tell you such a thing as this, after all your kindness to us. I went to try and get it from my mother, but I find she is gone out for a few days. And he has been so excited ever since the man came in, that Im sure he must be got out to-night. He seems on the eve  she lowered her voice of another of those dreadful attacks. His wrists and round his eyes are turning red, and his knees are shaking, and he is fancying he sees things.

I gave the rent to you, Katherine, said Mr. Danesbury. You should have paid it yourself.

But, sir, he took it from me each time and said he would go up and pay it, and I never thought but what he did. He went out to do it, and came back and said he had. I asked him one day for the receipts, and he replied that he had given them to you. How could I suspect any thing wrong?

I suppose he spent it on his drink.

I suppose he did, she sobbed. He has taken such a horror of this man, who is put in, that it terrifies me. When these attacks are coming on, he is not sane, and he might spring upon him and kill him. I did not know what to be at, sir. I was unwilling to come here to ask for the money; but Lionel raved out to me to come. I whispered to the man to be upon his guard.

Swore at you, I suppose, Katherine.

Oh, sir  but it is only when he is like this that he swears. He is kind and good when he is well.

Katherine, resumed Mr. Danesbury, sinking his voice, I heard that he struck yon this week. Was it so?

She shivered, and sobbed out a faltering excuse for Lionel  that he was quite gone, and did not know what he did. If he would but keep from drink! she moaned, if he would but keep from drink? This week he has taken enough to kill him.

Mrs. Danesbury listened, and a cold shiver passed over her frame, a sickness seized upon her breaking heart. Oh, she cried out in her anguish, what infatuation is it that possesses my children?

What could Mr. Danesbury do, but relieve Lionels house of its encumbrance? He wrote a word to the landlord, and the man was instantly withdrawn. But that same night, Lionel had to be watched by two men, in his dangerous delirium.

Mrs. Danesbury retired to rest, but not to sleep. Robert had come in, and was wandering about the house, pacing up and down the stairs incessantly, his mind unconscious; it appeared more with madness than with wine. What a sound for a mother! Mrs. Danesbury had not been to her children all that she might have been, but her affection for them, at least, was powerful. She had started from some troubled dream in their infancy and rushed to their cradles, and thanked God that they were safe. Now she started from her bed more frequently, not at the imaginary terrors of a dream, but at the bitter stings of waking reality. At length the noise ceased, Robert subsided into his room, and his mother sank to sleep. She was awake again with the first gray streak of dawn that glimmered in the east, awake to the new day and the pain it brought. Oh, the anguish of that first awakening, when a heavy weight lies upon the conscience or the heart! Trouble may oppress in the day; suspense, perplexity, care, may render the pillow sleepless in the night; but it is as nothing, compared with the hideous reality, the lively anguish that rushes then over the spirit.

The terrible reality  stem, appalling, intense  rushed over the brain of Mrs. Danesbury, and she sprang from her bed with a suppressed cry, and paced the cold room with her hands to her temples, wondering that her senses did not quite leave her in these dreaded moments. There was no help on earth, and she sank on her knees and prayed that her sons infatuating sin might yet be conquered; that it might not have laid hold of them past redemption. And yet, she had so prayed for years, and amendment had not come to them; and she prayed as one who had no hope.

Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury rose as usual, and after breakfast the former went to the factory. He came back about mid-day, too ill to go out again. In the afternoon he was cowering over the fire in the dining-room, for he felt shivering and chill, when Robert came in, his dress loose, and his gait slouching. Though three oclock, it was his first appearance that day. His eyes were bloodshot, and his countenance bore the marks of his evil life. His slippers were down at the heel, his coat dirty and torn, his pantaloons embraced, and he had no collar on Mr. Danesbury looked up, and then averted his eyes with a suppressed groan. Robert held his hat, which he had carried on his head into his chamber the previous night; he now essayed to place it on the table, but his hand shook, and it slipped on the floor: Mrs. Danesbury, little less shaking than he, stooped and poked it up again. Yet Robert was sober then  perfectly sober; the drams he had been obliged to take ere he could dress himself not affecting him.

He was screwing his courage up to tell of his faults. Told they must be. In his excited mood of the previous night, he had demanded money; it was now his task to tell quietly why it must be supplied him. He had again got into debt, for the third or fourth time once he came home, and had drawn liabilities upon himself which must be discharged or he dragged off to the county jail.

You have brought me to the verge of ruin, gasped Mr. Danesbury, as he listened; do you want to complete it? It is not eight months since I paid your debts. Then there was nothing but a jail before you, and I saved you from it.

Robert sat by, penitent and ill: he always felt penitent and ill when he was quite sober. He had nothing to answer.

How many times have I paid your debts since you returned from London? proceeded Mr. Danesbury. Not one shilling of them had you any cause to contract. You have a good home here, with every thing you can require, and you have a trifle to spend. What other father would keep you in idleness? You have squandered the money that I worked hard for. What will you do when I am gone?

Robert had risen, and now stood leaning on the mantlepiece. He was intent on procuring what he wanted, and he began to offer some attempt at excuse.

I can not pay away much more, returned Mr. Danesbury. I will not completely cripple the business, so that Arthur shall be unable to carry it on, and be left without resources. No; I have sacrificed enough to you and Lionel, but I will not entirely sacrifice your eldest brother, who never gave me an hours grief in his life.

And for William also, as well as for him and Lionel, somewhat sharply put in Mrs. Danesbury.

Rather would I let poverty and want come upon me, than ruin Arthur, proceeded the old man. He has made unparalleled sacrifices for you, of his own kind will. He is a brother in a thousand. How much is this money that you are liable for?

Its  its about two hundred pounds, hesitated Robert, ashamed of the confession. It is not

Two hundred pounds! interrupted Mr. Danesbury. What have you been doing, to owe all that? I will not find it, he sternly added, I can not find it. You are reducing me to distress, sir, with your wicked habits. Would you wish your mother there to end her days in the work-house? For myself, he continued, his voice broken with emotion, I shall not long trouble any of you, and I care not how soon it may please, the Almighty to remove me from a world which has been productive to me of so much suffering.

Mrs. Danesbury covered her face. Mr. Danesbury gradually changed his tone: his spirit was broken, his heart breaking, and he could not keep up anger long. He showed Robert how impossible it was that he could continue to supply means for this ruinous expenditure, and he enlarged upon his blameable course of life; the sin he was guilty of toward his parents, toward himself, and the far deeper sin he was guilty of toward God. Robert listened till he fell into a contrite spirit, and presently he burst into tears, openly lamented his conduct, and promised to amend. His brain was whirling, his health and strength were shattered, and he cried as he had cried that night in London to Arthur, when he was in a maudlin state. His father and mother seized upon the moment to implore him to reform, and Robert solemnly promised. He meant it, poor deluded man; the sin of his dally life was pressing heavily upon his conscience; and, what with his sinking body and sinking spirits, it was impossible for any poor creature to feel more wretched. Mr. Danesbury would not advance the money which Robert demanded, he was firm in that, but he said the liabilities might be brought under his examination, and he would see if any arrangement could be effected, toward paying them off by degrees, so as to release Robert from present fears. But he would only do this on condition that Robert entered into no further debts.

With this conciliation Robert was obliged to content himself, and very kind and fair it was; but, the truth was, he wanted to get the money into his own fingers. He left the room, too physically miserable to stay in it; and what remedy did he resort to cheer himself? He went back to his bedroom, where he regularly kept spirits concealed now, and pouncing upon the brandy-bottle, poured out a tumblerful, and drank it.

Do not ask where his promises of good resolution flew to. He did not stop at that little light draught; it was not enough for him; and at the customary evening hour, having set his dress to rights, he slunk out, rather worse than usual for what he had taken.

His parents  oh, have pity for them!  remained alone, scarcely interchanging a word with each other, but silently nursing their misery, a misery that would never be lightened in this world.

It happened that Arthur had gone to spend that evening with his brother William. The clock struck ten, and Mrs. Danesbury retired, and for a few minutes Mr. Danesbury was alone. His head leaned on his hands, and he sat gazing abstractedly on the fire: he was thinking what a mercy it would have been, had God seen fit to remove his two youngest boys in their infancy. Suddenly he heard the latch key turn in the front door, turn and turn, as if he who held it were not in a state of competency; but at length, it was pushed open with a burst, and Robert staggered across the hall, and came into the room. He reeled up to his father, his hair hanging about his countenance, and his attitude menacing. His words were indistinct, but, so far as Mr. Danesbury could gather, they were a demand for money.

Are these your promises of amendment, Robert? Go to your room; go to your room, sir, and do not speak to me again, until you are in a better state.

I must and I will have money, screamed Robert. What right have you to deny it to me? I will have it, I tell you.

Mr. Danesbury rose from his seat with dignify. I do possess the right to deny it, he sadly answered, and would that I had exercised that right years ago; my sons might have been more dutiful sons now.

He knew not what he did, it is to be hoped he knew not, that lost young man, for he cursed his father with a loud and grievous curse, and dealt him a blow on the temple. Mr. Danesbury fell to the ground just as Mrs. Danesbury, her fears ever on the alert, ran in. She flew to her husband, she pushed Robert from her, she reproached him harshly in her shock of grief. He stood there raving, and invoking imprecations on her, his mother; and then, with a shout and a crash, he swept the ornaments off the mantle-piece.

In rushed a manservant, followed by Arthur, who had come home just in time to hear the noise. Arthur laid his powerful grasp upon the madman, while the man raised Mr. Danesbury to his chair. Mr. Danesburys temple was bleeding, for it had struck against the fender, as he fell; and, as Mrs. Danesbury bathed it with water, she whispered to him, through her tears, not to be harsh with their poor mistaken boy.

Harsh with him, no! wailed Mr. Danesbury; but let him take all, let him turn them out of house and home, rather than they should be cursed in their old age by the child to whom they had given birth!

Arthur and the man got Robert to his chamber, and undressed him, and placed him in bed. But there was no rest for the house that night, for he was out of his apartment again, as on the preceding one, stalking about, like a restless spirit, from room to room, and up the stairs and down. His state was akin to madness: they could do nothing with him; even his father, forgetting the outrage, went to beg him to be composed and to go to rest. All in vain; and shouting, singing, laughing, and raving, he tore about till morning, Arthur and the servant watching him, to prevent mischief.

By the usual hour of the households rising he was partially sober, but the symptoms of insanity hung about him. His mother went to him one more, to coax, beg, entreat him to lie down and try and get some sleep. Yes, he would, he answered; and then he laid hold of her hands, and, melting into tears, whispered his contrition for what he did on the previous night. Mother, I was mad with drink, I was mad with drink! Will you and my father forgive me?

Yes, yes, dear, she answered, it is all forgiven; you were not conscious of your actions. Only go to bed quietly, and get to sleep. I will take you.

She passed on to his chamber, and he docilely followed her, muttering still, I was mad with drink, and some other words which she could not catch, about the burden of his bitter life.

He lay down quietly and they left the room, Arthur remaining for some moments to listen at the door. But it appeared that he did not move. Presently Arthur cautiously looked in. He was lying on the bed, with his eyes wide open.

Did you call, Robert? asked his brother, by way of excuse. Do you want any thing?

No. Im going to get some sleep.

Ay, do. It will do you good.

Arthur closed the door. Mrs. Danesbury was standing just outside her own chamber, and beckoned to him.

Arthur, she whispered, it appears to me that he is worse than I ever saw him: in a more strange sort of way. I think Dr. Pratt had better come and look at him.

I am going for him now, replied Arthur. If Robert can not get to sleep, he will have an attack similar to Lionels.

Mrs. Danesbury stole on tiptoe once or twice to the room door, but all was quiet within, and she hoped he was sleeping. In a short time Arthur returned with the surgeon. Mrs. Danesbury inquired if he had seen Lionel that morning; if he knew how he was.

Yes, Lionel is better, replied Mr. Pratt He will get over this bout. But if he, nodding his head in the direction of Roberts chamber, is in for it, we shall have some trouble, Lionel has made free enough, in all conscience, but he has made worse. To think of the evils wrought in this world by the influence of drink! uttered the old gentleman, who bore the appearance of a man of care. My only son an alien from me! and yours more trouble than if they were aliens.

He had gradually advanced to Roberts door as he spoke, opened it, and partially entered. But he drew back with a suppressed, hasty movement, closed the door, and kept the handle of it in his hand. Arthur and Mrs. Danesbury had followed him.

Will you get me some vinegar, he said to the latter. Get it and bring it yourself; theres a good lady.

As. she turned away, Mr. Pratt looked at Arthur with a horror-stricken face. I have sent her off purposely, he whispered. I saw the inside of this chamber when I opened the door: it was no sight for any woman; least of all, a mother. Can you bear it?

A suspicion of his meaning dawned on the mind of Arthur Danesbury. What has he done? he asked, with blanched lips. Surely he has not injured himself!

HE HAS COMMITTED SUICIDE, was the dread whisper. May the Lord have mercy on his soul!

They went in, Arthur nerving himself to it. The ill-fated maniac  let us call him so!  was lying on the bed in a pool of blood, the razor clasped in his right hand. He was not dead; but ere the lapse of many minutes he would no longer be numbered among the living.

Arthur went outside, awake, even in his despair and horror, to the humanity of keeping Mrs. Danesbury from the room. She was coming along the corridor with the vinegar cruet in her hand. In spite of his efforts, he could not recall the colour to his face.

Thank you, he said, offering to take it from her.

No; I will go in with it myself, replied Mrs. Danesbury.

Dr. Pratt  Dr. Pratt does not wish any one to go in, rejoined Arthur.

But I will go in. Why should I be kept out? Why are you looking so strange, so scared, Arthur?  Oh! she screamed, 8 fear flashing across her like lightning, what has happened? What is amiss with my boy?

She had the strength of a desperate woman, and struggled with him. He soothingly strove to lead her away, but she suddenly raised her foot and kicked open the door, and the scene within was disclosed to her. A long shrill shriek rang through the house, and she fell back into Arthurs arms. It brought Mr. Danesbury out of his bedroom; and the frightened servants came running up.

What expression of horror was it that gleamed from the dying mans eye as he grasped the wrists of his father? Could it be that the accomplishment of his crime, or the close approach of death, bad restored his powers of mind and memory? He appeared as conscious as he ever was before the fatal habit grew upon him; there was no mistaking the clear, sane expression of the eye. Who can imagine the awful tortures that were rending his soul? I once read of a drowning man, who testified, after his rescue, that in the moment when his strength was yielding to the waves, all the whole history of his past life rose up before him; its evil thoughts, its unholy actions, all were clear to his mind, like the scenes of a phantasmagoria. Could it be that the same strange renovation of memory had been opened to Robert Danesbury? Will it, when our spirit is about to quit its earthly tenement, open to all of us? Who does not remember those two lines of Hoods in that beautiful poem, with its warning lesson, The Ladys Dream!

Woe, woe for me, if the past should be

Thus present when I die I

That Robert Danesburys intellects were dear and sane in those, his dying moments was indisputable. He saw now all the inexpiable guilt of his past life: the talents he had misused, the parents whose hearts he had broken, the Heaven he had deserted; as a single star to the countless myriads that inhabit space, as a drop of dew to the wide seas, was the little span of existence appointed him here, compared with the never-ending life hereafter; yet he had not attempted to perform its poor simple duties to himself to the world, or to his Creator. A little self-denial, a little strife and perseverance, a little help from above, and the victory would have been his. He saw it all now; but he had chosen to abandon his powers, both of mind and body. to the pundit of a degrading vice, and at last he had rashly and impiously taken the life that was not his to take, and was winging his flight to the awful bar of an offended God. Flying swiftly to the unknown, darksome valley of the Shadow of Death, without hope, and without a comforter; for the merciful promise of the Saviour to come again and guide his redeemed to Him could not apply to him now: he had thrown away his Saviour when he threw away the life that was not his to take. And so, amid piercing throes and mental torments, amid ineffectual efforts to give utterance to his remorse and anguish, he wrung his fathers hands with a sharp pressure, and with a last wild cry the spirit of Robert Danesbury passed away forever.

Oh, my son Robert, wailed out his anguished father, as did David of old. My son, my son! would God I had died for thee, oh, Robert, my son, my son!


CHAPTER XX.

HOPES AND FEARS. AN UNEXPECTED EVENT.

It was autumn weather, and unusually cold; but the glow of a cheerful fire diffused its pleasant warmth over a commodious bed-chamber, and the gale outside was not felt within. A lady, young and fair, lay there on a sofa, her dark eyes were bent on the fire, as they had been for the last half hour, as if she were in a reverie; and it would seem that it was not a pleasant one, for a contraction of pain flitted, ever and anon, over her brow. It was Anna Danesbury, Williams wife.

In the adjoining room, the door opening between them, sat a woman before another fire, nursing an infant. It was three weeks old; and very precious was the little life to its mother, for she had not before had a child to live. Suddenly a visitors knock resounded through the house, and the nurse arose, laid down the little bundle of flannel, and entered her mistresss chamber.

Of course, maam, you will not see visitors this afternoon, she said, in a half-remonstrating, half-authoritative tone. You are not strong enough for it.

Mrs. William Danesbury dared her ham and looked up. I suppose not, nurse. And yet it seems to me that they could not do me much harm.

But, instead of visitors, it proved to be Mrs. Philip Danesbury, who was scarcely regarded in the light of one. She had been out for some weeks with her niece, Miss Heber.

Why did Mary not come with you? demanded the invalid, as her aunt embraced her.

Because I feared there might be too much chattering, replied Mrs. Philip. I heard you were not so well as you might be. Mary will come and see you to-morrow. What has been the matter with you, my dear? Baby three weeks old, and you lying here!

Anna did not answer at first. I have had so much fever, she slowly said. Aunt, I have wanted you at home.

My dear, I did hope and intend to be back before your illness, but

Not for that, interrupted Anna. I did very well without you. Aunt, she repeated, in a whisper of emotion, her trembling hands sizing those of Mrs. Philip Danesbury, my husband is going all wrong. It is that which makes me ill.

Is he worse?

A great deal. Some one or other is always calling, to induce him to go out in the evening. Sometimes it is Laughton, sometimes it is Lionel  when Lionel is in a fit state to call for any one  sometimes its others. Not one night since baby was born, has he been in until the public-houses were closed; and almost always in a state that he can not come to my room, to say Good-night. Here I lie listening for him, waiting for him, unable to get to sleep, and when I hear him, he is not well enough to come and speak to me.

I am truly grieved to hear this, exclaimed Mrs. Philip Danesbury. But do not talk of it now, Anna?

I must talk of it, she vehemently answered, while a burning, hectic spot appeared on her cheek. Aunt, I have not spoken of it, and the silence is preying upon me: to tell you will be a relief.

I thought Williams resolutions were so good! lamented Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

He does make good resolutions, and sometimes he will keep them for ever so long. And then again, he breaks out, and for several days will not be sober. Did you hear about the loss at the Works, aunt? she added, dropping her voice.

No.

It was all through William. Something in the making of the machinery. I do not understand it; for Mrs. Danesbury, who told me, did not enter into details  perhaps she did not know them herself  and I was too much annoyed to inquire. But it seems they had a great deal of valuable work in process, and William went in one day in an incapable state, gave wrong orders, and it was spoiled. The loss was some hundreds of pounds.

Poor Mr. Danesbury! poor Mr. Danesbury! uttered Mrs. Philip. What sons! When will his cares end?

William came home almost like a madman. He was sobered then, and knew the mischief he had caused. I never saw him so cut up, so full of sorrow. I inquired what was amiss, but he would not tell me.

And I suppose he drank more to drown it

No, indeed, aunt. He did not touch a drop of any thing for days afterward. He is full of good hopes and resolves, if he had but strength to keep them.

Do you know how the poor old gentleman is, Anna?

Much the same, I believe. He was here on Sunday, and I could scarcely keep my eyes from him, he looks so broken with care; every time I see him it strikes me more forcibly. Mrs. Danesbury is ill now. You are aware, perhaps, that the influenza has broken out at Eastborough?

It was the first news one of the servants received us with, when we reached home to-day. She said it was raging badly, and two or three had died. I told her she was a Jobs comforter, to give us that for welcome.

Mrs. Danesbury was attacked with it several days ago, returned Anna, and I hear she is very ill.

She has never got over the shock of Roberts death last spring, observed Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

Anna clasped her hands together, as if her emotions were too much for her. Aunt, when I think of Roberts fate, of Lionels certain death

Lionel is no better, I fear? interrupted Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

Better! ejaculated Anna. He can not live long, as he goes on now: or, if he does live, he will become insane. Mr. Pratt says his brain is softening rapidly. When I dwell upon Lionels state, upon Roberts dreadful death, and remember that William may come to the same, my senses seem as though they would desert me.

Now, do you know what? exclaimed Mrs. Philip, in the peremptory tone we use to an offending child; if you say another word upon this topic, I shall be gone. You are doing yourself incalculable harm.

I am always dwelling upon it, was Annas answer: how can I help it?

You must try and help it. You will never get strong if you dont, replied Mrs. Philip; nothing retards recovery so much as brooding over ills, real or imaginary.

She was resolute not to permit it, and Anna, perforce, was silent, and presently dropped into a doze. Mrs. Philip took the opportunity to leave, telling the nurse she would look in again in the evening.

William Danesbury came home at tea-time, and ran up to his wifes room. He was quite himself. He edged himself on to the sofa, and Anna drew his hand between hers, and held it there.

Have tea in my room, William, she whispered. Nurse will make it and send it in for us.

If you like, he cheerily answered. When do you mean to get out of this room, Anna?

Soon. But I am not quite so strong as I might be. As I should be if  I

If what? he said, leaning over her.

She drew his face down, so that it rested on hers, and whispered: If I were not so anxious about you.

He could not pretend to misunderstand her, but he strove to turn it off with some disjointed, careless words  that he was all right, and meant to keep so.

Oh that you would, William! she murmured. If not for my sake, for  she pulled aside her shawl and disclosed a little red face nestled to her this childs

Do not fear, Anna. I know the responsibility that is upon me. Nay, you must not cry. My dear wife, I will be all you wish me.

Thus, when himself, he was ever ready to say. A kind, loving husband, an attractive man was William Danesbury, so long as he kept his brain and mind clear.

Tea was over: the nurse had the baby in the other room, and William Danesbury was alone with his wife. He began to show symptoms of weariness; looked at his watch, pulled aside the curtain to gaze out at the night, walked about the room, and stirred the fire. His wife understood it all. She called him to her.

William, you said before tea that you would be all you ought to be. Begin now: do not go out to-night.

He did not answer.

Oh, William, for my sake, for your own sake! If you do not make the first effort, you will never carry out your resolve. Begin at once. Do not go out to-night.

Anna, I am sure it is not right for you to excite yourself like this.

No, it is not; it is very bad for me. But how can I help it? If you would but stay with me this one evening!

Well, I will, Anna.

You will! you mean it? she eagerly asked.

I will. I promise you.

Oh, William! how happy you might make me! she said, the anxious expression facing from her eyes. See, my trouble is gone, and I am all at rest.

Scarcely had she so spoken, when a servant came in and addressed her master.

Mr. Laughton is waiting for you, sir.

Anna turned her large, yearning eyes upon him. The anxious look had come back again.

Tell him, began William to the servant Stay, I will go and speak to him.

No I send the message. William, send the message, she broke forth, in terror.

I will not go out, Anna. Have I not promised? he answered.

He went down stairs. Soon Anna heard the front door close on Mr. Laughton, and her husband came back again. She took his hand and held it, by way of thanks.

How dull you must be, lying here all day! he exclaimed.

I read a good deal, and that passes the time. I wish

I could see by candlelight to do so, but my eyes are not strong yet.

Shall I read you something, Anna?

I was thinking how much I should like to hear something read. But perhaps you will not like to read that

Yes, I will. What is it?

A chapter in the Bible, she said, in a low tone.

William smiled. I suppose you think that is not much in my line. It is more in Arthurs. I do believe he reads the Bible night and morning.

As you will some time, William, I hope.

Well, I will to-night, he said. Where shall I find a Bible?

She pointed to her own, on the dressing-table, and he brought it forward. Which chapter? he asked.

She opened the book at the third chapter of Revelation. William Danesbury read it reverently. To him it was especially applicable: he felt it to be so, and knew why his wife had chosen it.

He that overcometh, the same shall be clothed in white raiment; and I will not blot out his name out of the book of life, but I will confess his name before my Father, and before his angels.

Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my God, and he shall go no more out; and I will write upon him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, which is new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from my God, and I will write upon him my new name.

To him that overcometh will I grant to sit down with me in my throne, even as I also overcame, and am set down with my Father in his throne.

Those three verses were especially applicable. Would he overcome?

William, she murmured, we all have something to overcome, ere we can inherit; all, all. Christ himself says, Even as I also overcame. Because thou hast kept the word of my patience, I also will keep thee from the hour of temptation, which shall come upon the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth. William, those promises were not made for nothing.

William Danesbury was closing the book again, when the same servant appeared and called him out. He went down stairs. Anna wondered, for she had not heard any one come to the house; but her attention had been occupied with other things. Immediately she caught the sound as of more than one going out, and the front door closed, and her husband did not return. She rang her bell, and her maid came up.

Is Mr. Danesbury gone out?

Yes, maam.

Gone out! she could not help repeating.

With Mr. Lionel, added the servant. Master said I was to tell you, if you inquired, that he should not be long.

Her heart sickened within her. What! in the very face of his promise to the contrary: in the very echo of that warning chapter! Could he not overcome for that one night? She buried her aching head on the sofa-pillow, and moaned aloud in her fullness of despair.

When Mrs. Philip Danesbury entered, which she did soon afterward, she found her flushed, harassed, and excited. Not to stop in for this one night! she reiterated. After promising me! It is of no use hoping, aunt: he is a lost man.

Two hours passed away, and William did not come in. Mrs. Philip was unwilling to leave her, she was so restless. Too ill to sit up, she yet would not go to bed. The nurse came in and exerted her eloquence, and went away again in a temper, when she found it of no effect. Suddenly, they heard the church bell toll out.

Theres the passing bell! exclaimed Anna. I wonder who is gone. Somebody is released from a world of care and suffering. And she sighed so painfully that it almost seemed to intimate a regret that she was not released.

Its somebody of consequence, whoever it is, cried the nurse, having returned to make her comments, or they would not trouble themselves to ring it out so late as this.

Another half hour, and then William Danesbury entered. They heard him come in and go into the parlour.

There! exclaimed Anna to her aunt, you hear! He does not come up stairs: that will tell you how he is.

I will go down and see, said Mrs. Philip.

William was leaning over the fire when she entered, his elbow resting on the mantle-piece. His face looked pale and sad; not, Mrs. Philip thought, as does that of a man in drink.

Aunt, how do you do? I heard you were hack. I am glad you came in: Anna is lonely alone.

Neither was his tone, neither was the expression of his eyes like that of a man in drink. Mrs. Philip looked keenly, and felt convinced that he was sober.

Anna has been worrying herself much at your staying out, she said to him. She is in so excited a state, thinking you have now come in from the  the public-houses.

No, he sighed, I have come from a very different scene. Of course you have not heard the tidings?

What tidings? We have heard nothing.

Mrs. Danesbury is dead.

Mrs. Philip was shocked and startled. Mrs. Danesbury dead! she uttered, after a dread pause.

Lionel came here and said his mother was dying, and begged me to go to her without a moments delay, for she had asked for me, resumed William. I thought I should soon be home again, and I did not like to tell Anna the cause of my going out lest it should alarm her.

Then the passing bell was for Mrs. Danesbury! What can have caused her sudden death?

She has died from this influenza that is going about, was Williams answer. She has been evidently sinking ever since Roberts death, and when this disease attacked her she had no stamina wherewith to struggle against it. A physician was telegraphed for from town this morning at five oclock, and was here by ten, but he could do her no good. Poor thing! she was sensible, and took leave of us all. Aunt, he added, lowering his voice, she asked me to pardon her for having forced me to drink wine and beer in my childhood.

William! Did she? She is another gone to her grave wishing that her life could be lived over again, that she might reject the evil and choose the good.

She held my hand and Arthurs, and begged us to forgive past unkindnesses. But the parting with Lionel  it was grievous to see.

Robert and Lionel have sent her to her grave between them, impressively resumed Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

Lionel is saying so. I took him home and left him there in a stale of excitement that you can scarcely imagine. Crying one minute, talking the next; and, should he fly to drink in the midst of it, he will inevitably bring on another of those dangerous attacks.

William, spoke up Mrs. Philip, in a solemn tone, all this ought to tell upon you as a warning. Will you not accept it?

Yes, I will.

How does your father bear his loss?

Calmly. He has experienced too much sorrow for any thing to affect him greatly now. My poor father will not be long after her, he added, with a sigh.

Drink! drink! the evils of indulging in strong drink! aspirated Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

William passed by the remark without observation. May we tell Anna? he asked. Or will it excite her injuriously?

Tell her  oh yes. Her fears and excitement all tend to one point, William.

He knew what that was.

Reader I how the close approach of death changes us! Mrs. Philip Danesbury did not suspect how literally near the truth she was, when she said that Mrs. Danesbury had gone to her grave wishing that her life could be lived over again, that she might reject the evil and choose the good. It was a strangely impressive scene that William had come from, one which might suffice for a whole lifes lesson: Mrs. Danesbury lay on her bed, a dying woman; Lionel close to her, the others dispersed round her, her husband, Arthur and William, and Mr. Pratt; the physician had returned to town again after his fruitless mission. Mrs. Danesbury had repented: her days had been one scene of bitter repentance ever since the death of Robert: but remorse she never could put away from her; she could not recall the evil done. If she had made her peace with God, so far as she herself went, she could not make it for the lost Robert: she could not make it for Lionel. She took Williams hands in hers, Forgive me, as I have asked God to forgive me, for having forced you to drink wine and beer in your childhood, she gasped. William, be you warned while there is yet time; and put them from you. Do not let me have another lost soul upon my hands! It seems, I would give my own soul if God would but grant me my existence over again, that I might bring up my children to strive for life everlasting. I brought them up for this world, not for the next; and I ruined them for both. Oh, Lionel, if I could but take your sins upon me, and bear them now before my Maker!

She spoke the truth. She had ruined her sons, and they, in their turn, had sent her to her grave.

There was a deplorable scene enacted when she was being placed in it. Lionel was in a wretchedly nervous condition, and was obliged to take brandy ere he could venture to the funeral. As the mourners stood around the grave, Mr. Danesbury at their head, and the coffin was being lowered into it, Lionel seized one of the cords, and broke into a burst of sobbing and wailing. The coffin fell into the vault, and, but for Arthurs firm grasp, who stood next him, he would have flung himself upon it. Lionel had to be surrounded and taken away, ere the service could be concluded; and that night, for the first time in his life, he was secured in a straight-waistcoat.

All this acted as a warning to William Danesbury, and he strove to master his baneful passion. For some time, he kept sober. He staid in doors in the evening, refused to join any loose friends, meaning those who were lovers of excess, and took only ale with his meals. He seemed quite resolved to put temptation from him. But, one Sunday  Anna had been down stairs some time then  the wine was on the table after dinner, and he finished nearly a bottle of port. He rose from his seat, and was about to decant another, when his wife glided up to him, and laid her hand upon his shoulder.

William, do not.

He looked at her; looked at the wine: and then, with an irresolute, unwilling gesture, he put the bottle back again upon the sideboard. There it remained; but ever and anon, his eyes turned restlessly to it, as if they were fascinated.

Later in the evening, when Anna retired for the night, the struggle came to an end. He drew the cork, drank the whole of the wine, and then drew the cork of a bottle of brandy. At one oclock in the morning he stumbled up to bed, as  as I hope you and I shall never stumble up.


CHAPTER XXL

ANOTHER DEATH-BED.

One evening in November, about two months after Mrs. Danesburys death, William was on his way to Danesbury House. His road lay through the town. Eastborough had much increased of late years, especially in the matter of public-houses and beer-shops. For one that used to be in the place, three might be counted now. The chief object of attraction, however, lay in a showy gin-palace. A gin-palace in the very heart of the long street, with a new stuccoed front, and illuminated lamps; and mirrors, and gas, and gilding inside, the very model of those which the reader has had the pleasure of visiting in London. The other shops, and there was no lack of them, had not yet got into the fashion of glare and glitter; but some adventurous spirits had hit upon the scheme of opening one on the meretricious principle, and so attractive was the novelty found, that it was crowded night and day.

William Danesbury passed, with an effort, these various houses of entertainment; really with an effort; for sounds of revelry, mingled with the jingling of glasses, came from them pleasantly on his ear; and in one room, where the blind was still undrawn, his eye caught sight of a goodly company. The temptation to enter and make one was very strong on William Danesbury then, but he resisted it, and strode rapidly on. How strong it was, how the temptation, backed by the Evil One, was pulling at his heart-strings, he alone can tell: but he did not tell how he resisted it. In passing Lionels cottage, he saw an old lady standing at the door. He stopped.

If you want Mrs. Danesbury, she cried out, before he could speak, shes gone out for the doctor. And I am keeping the door for her, and am afraid for my very life.

Is Lionel ill? inquired William, guessing who she was.

Hes in the strangest way I ever saw, continued the old lady, but, thank goodness, I have never been with such as him; hes fancying he sees cats, and dogs, and devils. He has not been sober, I hear, since his mother died, two months ago; not to say sober, for a day. The night before last, he was dragged home by two men, his head hanging down, and his face purple and crimson. They threw him on the bed, and there he lay, like a cold, for seventeen hours! Beast!

At that moment Lionels wife hastened up. And then the old lady, her grandmother, who had come from her farm to stop a few days in Eastborough, found that the gentleman was Mr. William Danesbury, and she had been calling his brother beast to his face.

Well, he is one, was her mental comment.

I have been for Mr. Pratt, sir, Katherine said to William. He is out: but they will send him when he returns.

She looked ill, thin, haggard. And no wonder; for, besides the anxiety, the harassing life she led with her husband, besides the sleepless nights, and she was often up all night long, she suffered from positive want of food. Lionels habits ran away with the weekly pound, and, for days together, she had only dry bread to eat. A mixed feeling of shame, pride, and love to Lionel, prevented her telling of this, otherwise her mother would not have suffered her to want. Mr. Danesbury partially suspected it, though not to its extent, and many an extra half-crown, beyond the weekly allowance, did he slip into her hand, unsuspected by Lionel. Ah! there were not many like good Mr. Danesbury. A bad bargain had Katherine Bing, in marrying his son.

It was thought, at the time of the occurrence, that Lionel Danesbury would surely read a lesson from his brothers awful death, and cast away the vice which had led Robert on to it. He did not. And yet, poor, infatuated man! the sight of that ghastly corpse, with its crimson gash, was never absent from his minds eye. In the sunny light of day and in the gloom of midnight it was ever before him; and he knew that he must take warning by it, if he would avoid a sinful death. And yet he did not. And since his mothers loss he had been even worse than before.

Lionel is ill again! observed William.

Very ill, answered Katherine. Will you come up, sir, and see him?

He followed her up stairs. Lionel was in the bedroom, in his night-shirt and boots, striding about, and looking wild and hazard. William saw what dreadful disorder was upon him again.

I want my clothes, said Lionel. She has got them. She had hid the boots.

I did not dare to leave them in his way, whispered Katherine to William. He would have been out, and over the town. Last night, at eleven oclock, he stole out, and I was till three in the morning looking for him, in all the nun. I found him at last on the bridge, wet through. I told grandmother to be sure and keep his boots from him, but I suppose she got afraid.

Lionel had fixed his gaze on the wall of the room, the pupils of his eyes dilating, and horror struggling into his countenance. He slowly backed as far from it as possible, and cowered against the opposite wall.

Look there! he shivered to William.

What?

See how black she is! That cat has been there twice before. Drive her away. Oh, William! drive her away.

His voice had risen to a piteous scream. William went to the spot that appeared to excite his terror. There is nothing here, Lionel; see  kicking his feet against the wainscoating nothing at all. I will remove the chair. There; you see theres nothing.

Lionels excited eyes were wandering round the room; under the bed, on the bed, along the walls, on the ceiling; just as if they were following the progress of some object.

Lionel, you would be better in bed, cried his brother. Come, get in; and I will go again and see after Pratt.

William laid hold of him. A peculiar tremor was running through all his limbs, the precursor of what was coming.

Yes  yes  speaking in a wandering, abstracted tone yes, Ill get into bed; and you get Pratt here. But instead of approaching the bed, he drew farther from it. William gently pulled him forward. Lionel suddenly stopped dead.

There she is! he whispered. On the bed. Look! She has got spots on her coat, now.

Nonsense, said William, theres nothing? you know it, Lionel. If you

With a spring, Lionel eluded Williams grasp, and rushed to the head of the stairs. The old lady, who had stood on them, afraid to venture farther, set up a shrill scream, and dropped down them as if she had been shot. This arrested Lionel. But for that circumstance, he would probably have been in the street, just as he was, before they could catch him. William drew him back toward the bed.

I cant, he piteously said. Shes got inside, and some more with her. See how thick their tails are. Theres one hanging out now. They are the imps, and the devils will be here presently.

Come along, said William, cheerily; Ill drive them all away for you.

Katherine turned the bed-clothes down to the very bottom of the bed, and patted it with her hands. You see, she said to her husband, it is all your fancy.

He touched the bed himself, and looked wildly about the room again. And just then the surgeon came in.

What is the matter here? asked Mr. Pratt. I have just met old grandmother Ducksworth, flying down the street, as if she were flying for her life, afraid of stopping here, she said. Ill again?

More cats, sir, and other things, interposed Lionels wife. He is afraid now they are in the bed.

Keep them away from me, Pratt, will you! gasped Lionel.

To be sure. Get into bed, and Ill see about it. Halloa! boots in bed! That will never do. Let me have those: we will send them after the cats.

Quiet as a lamb under Mr. Pratts experienced eye, Lionel suffered his boots to be taken from him, and lay down in bed. The doctor administered some medicine he had brought with him, then tucked him up, and told him to be quiet and to sleep. As they were leaving the room, William looked back. There sat Lionel upright in bed, ready to spring out.

I cant stop here, he shivered, they are coming again. Dont leave me.

No, answered Katherine, I am going to stay with you. Lie down, and I will sit here upon the bed. The cats will not come where I am.

Mr. Pratt and William Danesbury went down stairs, the former carrying the boots. I have told his wife never to let him hare his boots in these attacks, he observed. She knows they must be kept from him.

Lionel found them, I believe, while she was gone for you.

Not one in ten of these poor madmen will start out without their boots, remarked Mr. Pratt; but, let them put on their boots, and theyll watch an opportunity to be off, even if they be stark naked. Poor woman! she has a dreadful life with him. And this is going to be a bad attack.

Do you fear so? asked William.

Ay. He has been drinking awfully lately. It will be worse than any he has had. His wife must have some men in the house, for, before morning he will be outrageous. Mr. William, I will not answer for it that hell get over this. I did not think he would the last time, when his mother died, you know. Ill look in at George Groats, added Mr. Pratt, and send up the men that were here before, if they are to be had.

I will stay until some one comes, said William.

Do so. It is not right that his wife should be left with him alone.

Quiet did Lionel lie while Mr. Pratt was in the house, but, the moment he heard the door dose on him, he was troublesome again. Who are more cunning than they? Katherine called out, and William ran up.

I want my boots, William.

Presently. What for?

Oh, they are round me, and I cant stop here. I must go out

Where to?

I  I want to see my father. Get my boots.

Not to-night.

Yes, I must. Get my boots.

Very well. Presently, and down sat William.

Later, when the requisite help arrived, three men, William took his departure. These repeated attacks were a heavy expense, which, of course, fell upon Mr. Danesbury. When William entered Danesbury House, Arthur was sitting alone.

Where is my father? he asked.

He is gone to bed, ill, was Arthurs reply. I do not think he will be here many weeks, William. If he is no better in the morning, I shall call Pratt in. He would not have him to-night.

I have just been with Pratt at Lionels, returned William. He has got another attack. The old gentleman has sent three men in, he anticipates mischief.

Ah! I heard of his being carried home, unable to walk, the night before last.

And last night he stole out, and his wife was for four hours looking for him, in the rain, and found him at last on the bridge.

What a life for her! uttered Arthur.

Pratt says he may not get over this.

Then it will be the death of our father! sadly exclaimed Arthur.

William sat a little while, and then rose to go. His brother accompanied him through the hall to the door, and stood looking out into the night. William, he said, laying his hand upon his shoulder with an impressive gesture, go straight home.

I will. I intend to. And he did so: bravely passing by the public-houses and liquor-shops, as he had done in coming.

Lionel Danesbury had latterly been a burden to himself and to all surround him, but the end was come. The news spread in the town, next day, that Lionel was ill, dangerously ill. His aunt, Mrs. Philip Danesbury, went to see him, and entered the untidy, comfortless chamber.

The fire had been raked out of the grate, for the patient could not bear the heat, and a blanket, tossed off the bed, was lying on a chair. Two men sat in the room, in readiness to act when they should be required, and a third was outside. More than one warning had he had, more than one attack of this disease, and now it was overpowering him for the last time. He lay on the bed, his eyes rolling wildly; cloths steeped in vinegar were covering his head, and the burning fever of delirium was raging in his brain.

Need you be told the name of the malady he was stricken down with? Ask the surgeons to hospitals, to the debtors jails, to the criminal prisons, what disease it is, that they have most frequently to grapple with, amid the miserable class who chiefly fall under their care; and they will tell you it is one which rarely appears, save in those who are drinking themselves to death  Delirium Tremens.

This was one of his quiet intervals; nevertheless, his whole frame, his legs, his body, his arms, his hands, shook to such a degree that the very floor of the room was agitated, and the curtains, heaped up atop of the bed that they might not obstruct the air, quivered like the leaves of trees. Oh, it is a terrible disease! may we never encounter it in those who are near and dear to us!

Mrs. Philip Danesbury was awe-stricken. She remembered his once healthy form, his intellectual qualities, and she looked at what he was  the dying sinner. She advanced and took his hand; but an irrepressible terror came over her at the contact of that unnatural motion, which no human aid could stop or mitigate, and she dropped it again.

Do you know me, Lionel? It is I; your aunt.

They have been coming round the bed, he answered, in a loud, important whisper, while his poor head turned incessantly from side to side, millions of them. They are devils, you know: ugly grinning devils: black, and green, and purple. There! do you hear the knocking? Theres one; a little one he is; and theres  Be off! he shouted, staring wildly at the foot of the bed.

Dr. Pratt, who was present, took hold of his wrists, and presently wrung some linen out of the vinegar basin, and exchanged it for that on his head. Lionel was conscious of this, for he raised his hand and pulled it lower on his forehead. Ah! so! thats cool, he said, and then he turned again to Mrs. Philip Danesbury, looking calmly at her, and speaking in a tone perfectly rational.

Do you know that William is dead? Hell be a great loss at the Works. He went out, got into a street-row, and they brought him in here, covered with wounds. His head was an awful sight. A great fool to get into it! However, he is dead.

Poor fellow! what was his brain working on?

You never heard such a row, he continued, still so collectedly and rationally, that Mrs. Philip Danesbury was unpleasantly puzzled, and a stranger would have believed he was relating something he had actually witnessed. The sounds came up here; I could not sleep for them. And, he added, in a dread whisper, he looked just like Robert did: There! there again! Listen! They are the devils, he cried confidentially. That little one is the worst of all. See how he grins! Hark! knock, knock, knock! they have been at it all night Theres one in red; hes a fresh one; they are all crowding here, one upon another. One, two, three  ten, twenty  fifty! what a knocking! theres thousands! millions!

He stopped for the space of a minute, lay perfectly still, and then stealthily slid down the bed; and, with a spring so sudden that the attendants were unprepared, stood bolt upright on it, the raging madman.

Quick as thought, they were upon him, the three men and Dr. Pratt, but the strength of these maniacs is almost supernatural. It was a fearful struggle, a fearful sight, that unhappy creature raving, struggling, and fighting with his opponents, his white night-dress disordered, and the vinegar cloths flapping about his head and face! If he should master!  and there almost seemed a doubt of it. All dangerous weapons, razors, knives, even the fire-irons, had been removed, and the windows were fastened down.

Mrs. Philip Danesbury hastened to descend the stairs. Katherine, ill and tearful, placed a chair for her.

What did he mean when he spoke of his brothers having been killed? she asked. Has any thing happened to him?

Oh no, maam. Mr. William was- here this morning. My poor husband has been going on like this all night, his mind wandering from one subject to another. It always does, in these attacks.

Mrs. Philip wished Katherine good-day, and left the house; a conviction resting on her mind that she had seen Lionel for the last time.

That day passed, and the night, and in the course of the next day they had to strap him down to his bed. Now, would be an interval of quietness, not rest; and now, one of outrageous madness. The phantoms and shapes, sure characteristics of the malady, haunted his brain incessantly, and his words were painful to the watchers around him. This disease had hovered over him a long while, as it usually does over those it finally makes its victims, breaking out. every now and then, into fierce attacks like the present. And in the long nights, the terrible mornings, these devils, as they appeared to be to his disordered mind, had seemed to glide into his chamber in countless numbers, knocking at the furniture, the walls, the floor, the bed-stead, all mocking and gibing at him; now darting about the room, now becoming invisible, and now reappearing in every kind of horrible shape and form, such as we, who have lived a life of sanity and peace, can form no conception of.

Most men who have given themselves recklessly up to intemperance, know that this disease will creep, or is creeping upon them, that it will probably be their end; and yet they can not bring themselves to abandon the courses which are inducing its approach. Lionel knew it. Faint hopes, half-formed resolves arose, that in time he would thrust from him this insidious vice, and embrace uprightness and peace. In time, take you notice; not at the present moment; at some future one. Many a day had he awoke to intense suffering of body, to physical depression almost unbearable; but those pains were as nothing compared with his minds anguish; for he had not been brought up a heathen, and the dread consciousness of a world to come shone out in strong, fiery, scarlet colours. Marvel not that the illusion of devils, and other frightful phantoms, attacked Lionel Danesbury.

Again dawned the morning light upon the patient. It was his last day of life, though he might know it not. The fits of delirium continued with unarmed violence, broken, as before, by interludes of quiet  if it could be called quiet, when the whole frame was shaken, as with a fierce ague. His mind wandered distressingly; yet in those wanderings might be traced a recollection of his present state, of the life he had led.

They keep me here, you see, he exclaimed to Arthur, and I want to be out. I want to  Father, is that you?

It was Mr. Danesbury. Though very near the grave himself, he had insisted on being brought to Lionels bedside. William was also present.

Thats good, continued Lionel; I wanted to see you. Im so hot, you know. They have been coming round, such a lot of them, millions and millions. Wheres Robert?

With one hand he swept the cloths from his head, and Dr. Pratt, who had come in with Mr. Danesbury, though protesting against Ms old friends visit, replaced them.

Who says I am dying? he shouted. It is no business of theirs. See how they sneak up  creep, creep, creep! That one in green only came in this morning. Ah! is that you? he cried, again momentarily recognizing his father, and holding out his hand, which was vibrating like a pendulum. You dont think I am going; do you?

Mr. Danesbury was taken by surprise, the question was put so rationally. He did not know what to answer.

Oh no, no! reiterated Lionel, with a shriek of anguish that none present would ever forget; not yet, in mercy! A little respite! a short period for reformation and redemption! Take away the drink; take it away, I say! I have led an evil life, he added, his mind a strange mixture of consciousness and insanity, but I wont touch another drop: its burning here.

He pointed to his chest, and then lay still; recommencing after a short pause.

They came round me in the night and told me I was dying; but its not true. Hold me! hold me! at least till I have got through this multiplicity of work. Do you see all the duties that have accumulated? I have done nothing, you know; nothing but drink: but I can get through them. Not if you let these devils come upon me: I thought that little one was gone!

He has been raving all night about this accumulation of work and duties, whispered Katherine.

It can not be that I am dying! I must have the time I want first. Yes, I told you God would give it me. Katherine, my poor wife, you say you have been miserable, but we shall be happy now. You need not be afraid of me any longer: Ill keep my promises, and leave it off. Hark! Hark! dont make a noise (though the room was perfectly still), theres that little one again. He has got another, and another, and another! They come creeping on! the room is full!

With wild shouts and sad imprecations, he strove to raise himself to escape, it would seem, the fiends he thought he saw. And, though firmly prevented from moving, none could prevent the convulsive throes that shook his frame. The paroxysm of violence over, exhaustion supervened, and with it, partial recollection.

William, is that you? Come here; closer. I have had such a horrid dream. I thought I was getting toward the prime of life, and that all the years given to me had been wasted: that I had been constantly drunk. Drunk. I thought  and it made me burn here, tossing the cloths from his brow, that the time was come for me to die, and then I found that all these years had not been mine to waste. Who spoke then? it was none of you. Who says its true? It is not true; I tell you it was a dream. Be off! be off! how dare you drive me mad? And if it were true, I am to have the time. What do you know about it? I say the time is mine. Thats one of those devils speaking: he says it was given to all but me. Who says I had it once, and threw it away? How dare you say it? Oh, mercy, mercy I a little time, for the love of mercy! I am not drunk now. Father, is that you? I have sworn not to touch another drop. Keep those devils from me. How can you let them come here, with this weight of sin upon me? What are they calling out  that Robert had no time? Whats Robert to me? I am to have it. I am. Do you see how they are coming on? Hold me! hold me! keep off that little one. I wont die! he is mocking me! I wont die, I say. Hold him back. No time for me! No time!

My dear father, said Arthur, approaching Mr. Danesbury, this is no place for you. Let me take you away.

Arthur, said the old man, with quivering lips and trembling hands, as he grasped those of his eldest son, there is no place for me much longer on earth. I question whether he or I shall go the quicker. My heart is broken. William, reaching out to take his hand, and bring him side by side with Arthur can you marvel at it? My son, can you marvel at it? Few and evil have the days of my old age been: my substance destroyed, my peace of mind wrecked. One of my children has gone before me; another  he, poor madman  is going with me, and I have no hope that I shall meet either of them here after. Do you act  he wrung Williams hand so as to come to me.

They took Mr. Danesbury from the room; they also took the unhappy wife; for Dr. Pratt saw that the end was at hand. In a paroxysm of violence, more acute than any which had gone before it, the troubled spirit of Lionel Danesbury flew away to Him who gave it.

Yes! he asked for time, in his half-conscious ravings; but time upon time had been vouchsafed him, and he had used it not! Was it not enough to break their fathers heart? This is no imaginative history, it is taken from a familys life. The one son rushed into the next world a suicide; the other was brought in the early years of man-hood to his dreadful death-bed. Not one good action could they remember to have performed in their whole lives; not one hour of the precious time granted them, had been used to good account. Their manly forms, their talents, their health and strength, had been offered up, and sacrificed, on the shrine of Intemperance.

Oh, reader! should the temptation to exceed ever assail you, should the vice with its insidious steps approach very near to you, and threaten to be habitual, take warning by this unhappy story! I tell you it is no ideal one. Look not thou upon the wine when it is red; flee from it in your earlier and thoughtless years; resolutely keep it at arms distance, if you would obtain peace in this world and in the next I


CHAPTER XXII.

ONE MORE DEATH.  ANXIOUS THOUGHT.

The church bell at Eastborough was solemnly tolling, as a funeral wound its way from Danesbury House. It was a long procession, all walking; for no carriages were used, by desire of the dead; and indeed the distance was but short. The officiating minister preceded the coffin, which was borne by eight of the Danesbury workmen, its pall being hell by eight of the superior overlookers and foremen, Thomas Harding being one. The chief mourners were Arthur and William Danesbury, Viscount Temple and Mr. St. George; but many others followed, friends and neighbours, and behind them came the long string of dependents. No noise, no busy sounds of labour or of life, arose that day from the Danesbury Works: and every house and shop in Eastborough had its shutters closed, to testify respect to him who was being carried past.

Stealing after it, came groups and groups of women, partly led by curiosity, partly by regret and affection, but, woman-like, they fell into gossip, though the tears were coursing down many of their cheeks.

Its a good man gone home, said one. We shall never see another like him.

Yes, we shall. He has left one behind that will tread in his steps. Mr. Arthur will be his father over again. Only to think of it I but fifteen days, this very day, since poor young Mr. Lionel was laid in the ground! It must have been sudden, like; for Miss Isabel  Lady Temple, that is to say  was only sent for three days before the death.

The poor old gentleman wanted to go to Mr. Lionels funeral, but his sons and Mr. Pratt told him he was not equal to it, and at last he listened to them, and consented to stay at home. But when they got in again from the grave, there he was on the floor. It was not a fit, Mr. Pratt said; he thought he was taken for death. After that he rallied for three or four days, and actually walked out into the garden and sat there, and then he was taken worse, and they telegraphed for Lady Temple.

He was quite sensible up to the last minute, I heard, and had his speech and senses about him, all clear.

I heard another thing, I did: that when somebody asked old Pratt what he had died of, he said of a broken heart.

Well, he has had enough to break it. He makes the fourth taken to the church-yard, all within the year. What do you think? added the woman, dropping her voice he is going to be laid by the side of the first Mrs. Danesbury, not the second.

How do you know?

I do know. My husband heard old Green, the sexton, say-so last night, in at the Cock-and-Bottle. There was a vacant space left; by the side of the first Mrs. Danesbury, which had never been filled up, and he is to lie there.

Yes. John Danesbury was gone! Gone from a world of care, to his recompense above. He could, in truth, say, with old Jacob, that few and evil had the days of his later life been: but he had learned in time to look to one who is a sure refuge.

The dark line wended its slow way along, past the public-houses, closed to-day  past the gin-palace, for once, in its flaring life, quiet and sombre  past the cottage of the ill-fated Lionel  through the church-yard, into the church. When it came out again, there was scarcely space left for it in the church-yard, or for the mourners to gather round the grave; and there was not a dry eye to be seen, there was not a heart but was lifted up in response to the words of the minister, I heard a voice from heaven saying unto me, Write, Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth: Yes, said the Spirit; that they may rest from their labour.

Back again at Danesbury House, the solicitor to the family marshalled all whom it might concern into the library, and produced the will. It was sealed with Mr. Danesburys own private seal, and upon being opened, two letters fell out; one addressed to My Son Arthur, the other to My Son William, and were superscribed, To be read before the will is read.

Each perused his letter in silence, Arthurs face flushing with surprise, Williams with emotion. It was supposed, by those around, that the letters explained to each the motives which had dictated the will. After the death of Lionel, Mr. Danesbury had cancelled his previous will, and made this: and the letters bore the same date.

Are you ready? inquired Mr. Williams, the solicitor.

Quite, they answered.

First of all, premised Mr. Williams, Mr. Danesbury wished me to declare publicly that he had had no adviser in the making of the will, and that no person whatever is privy to its contents, save himself, and I, who wrote it. And he began to read.

The spectators listened in silence  some deeming it a strange will. It was found that the whole of the business, and the capital occupied in it, was left exclusively to Arthur. A certain portion of its profits was to be paid yearly to William for five years. At the end of that period he was to be taken into partnership, and receive an equal share, provided Arthur should deem it expedient. If Arthur did not, things were to go on as before. There were a few trifling bequests and legacies; and to Katherine Danesbury was secured a suitable annuity, in accordance with her original position in life. Danesbury House, with its furniture, except the plate and pictures, was bequeathed to Arthur, and a sum of ready money to William. The plate was to be equally divided between Arthur and William, and of the pictures Lady Temple also took her share. They both understood, nay, they knew, the motives which had dictated the will: a doubt of what Williams future conduct might be; and Mr. Danesbury, in making it, knew that the high honour, the exact justice, of Arthur needed no other guarantee for his performance of the contract, should it be desirable, when the time came, to fulfil it. Most earnestly did Arthur hope that William would act so as to enable him to perform it.

Earnestly, also, did William hope it; I am not sure but he prayed for it, as he walked home with his wife that evening. He was striving with all his might to overcome, and the strife was great, greater than he knew well how to battle with. For some little time now, he had been temperate, only taking beet with his dinner, and a glass of wine now and then, or one glass of spirits. The worst was, that in taking a glass of wine or spirits, he invariably longed to take more, and there lay the chief strife.

An afternoon or two before they were to quit Eastborough, Lord and Lady Temple were standing at the drawing-room window of Danesbury House, looking at the dusk of night, which was stealing over the landscape. Isabel was talking in a low, saddened tone, of many things connected with her old home and her late father. Her husband had drawn her closer to him, and stood with his arm round her waist. At length they began to speak of the will; it had been a fruitful topic of conversation in Eastborough.

Do you know, Isabel, I can not yet understand it, he said: so just, so good a man as your father, to leave his sons so differently provided for!  at any rate for five years.

I can, unfortunately, replied Isabel. It has proved to me what I have dreaded to ask  that William has not forsaken his old habit.

Still, I can not agree with the will, debated Lord Temple. Suppose Arthur was not what he is? he might take advantage of William.

But he is what he is, smiled Isabel, and my dear father knew it. Otherwise he would never have left it so.

It is a perfectly just will, called out a voice from the embrasure of the other window, the will of a just and a good man.

Whos that? William, is that you? We had no idea you were there.

William advanced. I was here when you came in, he said, and thought you saw me, but I was buried in unpleasant reveries, and did not interrupt your converse. My father could not have made any other will, Lord Temple, he continued, linking his arm within that of his brother-in-law, so that they all three stood together. Suppose he had constituted me an equal partner with Arthur; given me co-authority and co-ownership; and I were to squander my substance and his; run recklessly to work; go the way of Robert and Lionel? Arthur might be ruined long before the five years were up, the trade fallen through, and the Works done away with.

True, true, answered Lord Temple; I did not look at it in that light.

It was the kindest will to me that my father could have made. He had my true interest at heart; I know he had, and he told me so in the letter.

Mr. Danesbury was a man who lived but for his children, said Lord Temple. But, William, you are not going the way of Robert and Lionel.

William heaved a deep sigh. Sometimes I fear I shall have a difficulty to keep from it.

But why? Do you doubt your resolution?

Yes, I do. I have resolved to be a sober man so many times now, and broken out again, that I begin to fear it.

Isabels heart beat against her side. She could not bear to hear William say this. Any thing was better than for him to lose courage.

I have not seen you the worse for wine in the slightest degree this fortnight that we have been down, remarked Lord Temple, in a gentle tone of encouragement.

No. I have not exceeded, neither did I for some little time before you came. But I have been cautious for as long as this before, and the temptation has overtaken me again. If I take but a glass of any thing, I crave for more, with a longing, positively painful in its intensity. One glass of wine, one glass of spirits, sets me on; and then the desire is almost irrepressible. I may almost add, one glass of beer.

As it used to be with me, said Lord Temple. You must do as I have done, William: confine yourself to water.

But a single glass of any thing can not hurt a man!

Not a temperate one, who does not crave for more; but it hurts us, because we do. Bely upon it, William, that, for those who know not how to moderately use, and not abuse good gifts, water is the only safeguard. I remember Arthur making that remark to me years ago, as I now make it to you.

Do you never take wine?

Never, replied Lord Temple. Since I made my resolution, I have been enabled to keep it. I believe the chief help to my success was the abstaining absolutely; had I tampered with my resolve  just one glass of wine, just one glass of spirits  I should probably have broken down. I could take a glass of wine now with impunity, if I chose, because I am become  both by inclination and habit  a sober man, and I know that I shall never relapse from it. But I do not choose. I like to set a good example; and I now prefer water.

You really prefer it?

I do. I like it far better than wine or beer, or any other strong beverage you may please to think of. I like it for its own sake: use is second nature, you know.

Ay, answered William; theres a true proverb Do what you should, that you may do what you like. Many a time have I rued the day that took my mother from me, for she would have caused me to drink water, as she did Arthur. The last Mrs. Danesbury taught us to dislike it, and to love beer and wine. Poor Robert and Lionel!

You would soon get to like it, said Lord Temple. Your taste for wine and beer would die out  as mine has done. Water, remember, is our natural beverage. Try it, William.

Perhaps I may, he answered. They will be bitter draughts at first, though.

Then fancy it bitter beer, laughed the viscount. Fancy goes a great way in this world.

Lord Temple left the room as he spoke, and Isabel moved close to her brother, and leaned upon his arm. Her tears were falling.

Isabel! What is it?

Oh, William, I am overwhelmed with apprehension for you! she said, laying her wet cheek against his. Surely we have lost enough out of our family, and had enough misery. Let us, who remain, strive to live as we ought, that our days may be prolonged to the consolation of each other! We are but three now.

Yes, he sadly answered, we are but three. Seven once: three now.

Promise me, William; promise me that you will throw off this dreadful fascination! Do as Reginald has done. Become what he and Arthur are  a temperate man, in the strict sense of the term.

He did not immediately speak.

Once, near this house, years ago, it was just before I was leaving it, I prayed you to give me a promise: I now pray you again. Dearest William, for your own sake, I pray you.

I can not promise: I do not feel sure of myself, Isabel. I believe I said then I would try  and if I had not tried, and in some degree succeeded, I should, ere this, have been where our brothers are. I will say the same now. I will further try, earnestly try, to put a barrier between my inclination and this sin.

Lord and Lady Temple returned to London, and things went on as usual at Eastborough, Arthur, now Mr. Danesbury, quietly subsiding into his fathers place, as the head of all things. The firm would remain as it always had done John Danesbury and Sons: he would not alter that.

On a bright moonlight night, about a month subsequent to the burial of Mr. Danesbury, Arthur, who had been closely confined to the Works all day, thought he should be the better for a walk. Putting on his great-coat, he strolled toward the town.

It was Saturday night. Into the public-houses streamed the people, in at the swinging doors of the gin-shop, more brilliant than ever; men and boys (they could be called little better) rushing there to drink; while unhappy wives and mothers followed them, pleading in harsh or in piteous tones for some of their wages, ere the provision-shops should be shut. Mr. Danesbury stopped one man. He was one of their best workmen.

Watts, how is it that you can not make yourselves comfortable at home? It is bad for you in every way, this night-drinking; bad for your pocket, and bad for your health. You have a good home: surely you might be content to stay in it.

Law bless ye, sir! You just step and look at it  if I might make so bold. Theres the wife all in a muddle, with a great tub afore the fire, a-washing of the children, and the children a-squalling, and the place all in a steam. After that, she sets on to wash the floor, and nobody wont be able to put a foot on it till its dry. I cant stop in that mess. But I only take a glass or so, sir; Im not one of the first ones.

Arthur had nothing to reply. He went on his way, and the man entered the Cock-and-Bottle. All throughout his walk he saw nothing else; men pouring into the public- houses till they were full of company, whose uproarious mirth and singing reached his ears. He turned down the narrow, retired path which led to the church-yard and halted at its gate. The night was calm, the scene all peace. The moonlight flickered on the opposite hills, bringing out their light and shade, bringing out the view of his own home; and it rested also on the white tombstones close to him, though the old church, in their midst, looked cold and gray. He opened the gate, and approached the large white marble tomb of the Danesburys, the two more recent deaths just recorded on it. Arthur read the inscriptions, all of them, one by one; his own mothers was the first, and his fathers was the last. He leaned his hands upon its iron railings and mused.

His thoughts ran, naturally enough, upon the vice of intemperance, and its share in the death of those lying beneath him. Look at what it had done for them! His mother, recalled from her pleasant visit by the drunken mistake of Glisson, sent the same night to her death through the drunken agency of the turnpike man; Glisson herself who also lay near, a victim to its effects; Robert, the next buried, what Arthur shuddered to think of, both in life and in death; Mrs. Danesbury, hastened thither by her sons conduct; Lionel just gone, a burden released from the world; and his fathers broken heart, laid there before its time!

If it has brought this amount of evil into one home, thought Arthur, what must it bring to the world at large? Hundreds are dying daily of it  homes are rendered hells  families are scattered. This very night, in this town close to me, it is raging unchecked. My own workmen are yielding to it now; making themselves into brutes  impoverishing their means  wronging their wives and children! How can it be dealt with?

How, indeed? Many a one is asking the question as anxiously as did Arthur Danesbury. An earnest spirit has been abroad of late years, striving to grapple with the evil; and the busy and careless world, who give not their thoughts to these things, would be astonished to learn the good effected by it in connection with the exertions of the Temperance Societies. May they go on, and prosper  may all generous aid be afforded them  and may they find their reward in the fruits they so largely bring forth!

But the good they have accomplished, though astonishingly great, is but little compared with what has yet to be done; for the vice is as a many-headed monster, who has too long been making fierce way: and it equally behoves individuals, families, and communities, to take the matter up with a will, and give a helping hand.

All these, and many more such reflections, passed through the mind of Arthur Danesbury, as he stood there in the moonlight, leaning over the tomb. How should he deal with the evil; he, in his little sphere at Eastborough? A responsibility was upon him, and was making itself heard: a large body of men were wearing out their lives in his service, receiving four wages in requital, it is true, but he felt that he was not the less responsible; that he might owe them something else. How to attempt, or what to attempt, he knew not yet; time, and thought, and sound deliberation, must be given to dealing with the evil: to check it wholly, he feared he never should, but he might be ask to do something.

Circumstances were against him, and agents his men, in the prevalence of beer-shops, and the low price of gin. He could prevent neither: the Legislature allowed both. Liquor was plentiful every where; and, as to the places where it was sold, they did, and would, abound. If all the present distillers and large brewers shut up their concerns to-morrow, conscience-stricken at the nature of their trade, the source of their wealth, fresh ones would start the next day in their places. If Arthur himself were rich as the Lydian King, Croesus, and went, money in hand, and bought out the gin-palace man, and the landlords of the public-houses, and the. keepers of the beer-shops, and closed the places forever, it would only lead to fresh ones being forth-with started at the next doors. Unless the world could be turned into a second Eutopia, and men worked for love and not for gain, people would be found (and no lack of them) to distil gin, and brew beer, and keep public-houses, and preside in gin-palaces, the law permitting it. Under the present state of affairs, therefore, that was not the way in which Arthur Danesbury could deal with the evil. He knew also that it would be worse than useless to attempt a forced conversion. To say to the men, You must leave off these debased habits, and take to better, would fall on inattentive ears  the necessity for the conversion must previously he aroused in their own minds. They must first be as men awaking out of sleep, to find within themselves the higher motive for well-doing. Not only the more humble one of assuring peace in this, their transitory life; but peace also for the one above. They must be led to this gradually, perhaps insensibly; not by violent measures, but gently, step by step. Before any thing could be done, it would be necessary to break through their present habits; to make them more moral, more thoughtful; to impart to them somewhat of enlightenment. Raise the mind, and in due time, the spirit will follow.

Mr. Danesbury remained long in deep deliberation, pacing the church-yard; dim, undefined plans presenting them-selves to his thoughts. He was lost to outward things, when footsteps were heard in the lane, and he emerged from the gate; not caring, possibly, to be seen stalking about amid the grave-stones, like a wandering ghost. The footsteps proved to be old Thomas Hardings.

Is it you, Harding? What brings you here?

I wanted to find you, sir, and was going the nearest way to Mrs. Philip Danesburys; for I have been to your house, and they thought you might have gone there.

What is it? asked Mr. Danesbury.

Brown has been to me again, sir, replied Harding; he is at my house now, and I cant get rid of him, praying and entreating that he may be taken on once more. He says hell never transgress again, but if he cant get an answer to-night, hell be off with morning light, and enlist for a soldier. He says he is starving. I thought it right to come and mention it to you, sir, lest he should go. What is to be done?

His offense was very bad, said Mr. Danesbury, but  he has a wife and child, poor things. Give him another chance, Harding. He may come on Monday morning.

I thought perhaps you would, sir. Im sure you are very lenient to them. Brown says he had .been drinking when he did it, and was not in his senses.

No doubt, cried Mr. Danesbury: drink is the cause of most bad actions. Harding, my mind was directed to this very point, when you came up. To-night, as I walked through the streets, the men  our men  were at the public-houses in swarms, drinking away their intellects and their wages. Something ought to be attempted to check it  something shall be.

Who by, sir!

By me. I feel that the responsibility rests upon me.

Nothing in the world can be done, sir, let your will be ever so good. There are the public-houses, and the men will go to them.

Yes, I see great difficulties, even in the attempt.

When a man has been at work all day, he wants some sort of amusement or recreation, sir, resumed Thomas Harding. He cant get that at home  speaking of the generality of the men. Their wives are bad managers, the room is not comfortable, the fires low, or out. Theres no society for them there, except a scolding wife and crying children.

Nearly the very words that Watts answered me with to-night, returned Mr. Danesbury. I met him going into the Cock-and-Bottle, and told him he would be better at home. Every thing was uncomfortable there, he replied, and he was driven out.

It is so, answered Thomas Harding. Some few are differently situated, have superior women for wives, who make home a pleasant place for them to return to; and a sprinkling are gifted with intellect and thought beyond their station, and have their evening pursuits, their books, and their newspapers, and such like; but, take the workmen as a body, sir, their home is the public-house when the days work is done. They have no resources within themselves  even if home were what it ought to be, they would be dull in it  out they must and will go: and theres no hope but what they always will go out. They might be chained in, but theyll never stop in otherwise: no, they would not for you, sir, much as they look up to you. Some of them, I truly believe, would lay down their lives to serve you, Mr. Arthur, but youll never get them to stop in doors after work. Look at the Literary Institution that your good father gave himself such pains to set up, hoping it might keep the men from the tap-rooms. Who goes to it? Theres a good room for them, well lighted, and warmed in winter, books, and what not; but do they take advantage of it? No, sir; its deserted; theres not half a dozen in it, Ill be bound to answer, any night all through the year, taking one night with another.

If we could but close some of the public-houses! exclaimed Mr. Danesbury. Since I have sat on the bench, I have been chary of granting licenses, but my brother magistrates are less so, and my voice is only one among many. I wish I could shut up that gin-shop.

Sir, said Harding  and his words only carried out some of his masters previous thoughts if you shut up that, another would open. I was talking last week to the man who keeps it, and told him it was doing harm, for its blaze of light enticed people in to drink. He answered  he is a civil, decent man, in spite of his trade  that it was not the traffic he followed by choice; but that, if he gave it up, a hundred would be found ready to drop into it, so he might as well keep it myself, and pocket the profits: folks did drink, and would drink, to the end of the chapter. And so they will, sir.

Ay; although they know the curse it is to them.

It is a curse, both to rich and poor, returned Thomas Harding. I saw Mr. William in one of the houses as I came along, added the old man, lowering his voice.

No! uttered Mr. Danesbury.

I did, sir. I went to the Bam to ask why my Saturdays paper had not been left, and the waiter opened the door of the gentlemens parlour as I stood there, and I saw Mr. William inside, with a steaming glassful before him. My heart stood still: I could have found in it to go and pull him out: I have had such hopes of him lately.

Arthur could not answer; he was too pained to answer. He also had been cherishing hopes of his brother.

Well, sir, Ill go back to Brown, and tell him, cried Harding. Good-night, sir.

He turned to retrace his steps up the narrow lane toward the town; and Arthur Danesbury slowly pursued the path, which lay round and round the church-yard.


CHAPTER XXIII.

OVERCOMING.

William Danesbury was alone in his drawing-room, on the evening mentioned in the last chapter, when a servant opened the door to introduce a visitor.

Mr. Bell, sir.

William had his head bent over some plans and drawings on the table, in which he was making corrections. He turned to receive his guest.

It was a large farmer residing near Eastborough. The Danesburys were executing some orders of his for agricultural implements, and he had come to inquire on what day one of the machines could be delivered to him. William did not know, but said the overlooker of the department might be able to tell.

Where can I find him? asked the farmer.

He lives close by. I will go with you. Will you take any thing first?

Well, I dont care if I do take a glass of brandy and water, to keep the cold out on my ride home, was Mr. Bells answer.

William was vexed at this. Since the conversation with Lord Temple, now three weeks ago, he had kept to water, and did not much relish the temptation that brandy on his own table would induce. However, there was no help for it, and he went to the cellar and brought up a bottle of brandy, which happened to be the last he had in the house. The servant appeared with hot water and glasses.

Hey! dont you drink yourself? cried the farmer, perceiving that, though he was sipping his, William took none.

You must excuse me to-night. I do not feel well.

William sat by, the fumes of the brandy under his nose, and his very lips watering for it. He took out his hand-kerchief and held it to his mouth, with his elbow on the table, his face resolutely turned from the bottle. The inward strife was great; far greater than the reader, if he be a man of sobriety, can picture. The temptation was sorely close to him; hardly, by his utmost will, could he keep his hands from stretching out for the brandy, and their veins tingled with imposed self-restraint.

A perspiration broke out over his head and face. Could he hold out? Lord, be thou my helper! he inwardly breathed, for of my own strength I can not withstand.

The farmer mixed another glass, and, when he had finished it, rose and said he was ready. William put the cork in the bottle and placed it on the sideboard, not having touched the brandy, and went out with Mr. Bell. So far, victory.

The overlooker was not at home; he was gone to the Ram, to take his glass and smoke his pipe. Very much indeed did William Danesbury dislike to accompany Mr. Bell there; but, again, there was no help for it; for it would have been neither courteous nor business-like to suffer him to proceed alone.

When he and Mr. Bell entered the Ram, an inn of rather a superior class, the first in Eastborough, several gentlemen whom William knew were in the parlour; among them was Mr. Laughton, once poor Lionels great friend.

Its never you! sarcastically exclaimed Laughton, addressing William. I heard you had joined the teetotalers, and were coming out in a medal and blue ribbon.

William winced: he was not yet sufficiently self-reliant to take these jokes with equanimity. He sat down in the midst of the temptation  the terrible temptation; that at home was nothing to it. Glasses of ale were on the table; glasses of hot rum and water, the slices of lemon swimming in it; glasses of strong-flavored gin; glasses of real cognac brandy; and the fragrant steam from all ascended around, intoxicating William Danesburys senses before a drop had passed his lips. Laughton gave a quiet order, and William, on looking down, saw a glass of brandy and water, placed before him by the waiter.

Now, if you have not signed the pledge and cut us all dead, I recommend you to topple up that, said Laughton. You never tasted better brandy than this. Its a fresh lot they have got in, direct from France  it has the true Champagne flavour.

Come, Mr. William Danesbury, cried the farmer, you shirked it at home, but you cant refuse to drink with a friend now. Take up your glass. Good health to you.

Poor William Danesbury! Silly William Danesbury! Weak William Danesbury! All his good resolves were going, he knew not whither: his veins were throbbing, his heart was longing for that pernicious draught. Never had the desire for it so strongly beset him. He had resisted it in his own house, but here  

William Danesbury took up the glass and drained it.

Then remorse set in. He saw himself what he was, a weak, guilty coward, a man without self-restraint; and yet a self sufficient man, who had trusted to himself. Why had he not asked for aid to resist the temptation, as he had done in his own home? It had glanced across his mind to do so, even as he took the glass in his Angers, and he had driven it away unnoticed. So the successful struggles of weeks, the recent victory over himself, the dying admonitions of his father, the new hopes of his wife, the advice of Lord Temple and of Arthur, and the prayers of Isabel  all were undone by the act of one moment. If self-torture ever overtook a man, it did William then. He rose from his seat, ready to curse himself.

Danesbury, you are not going!

I must. I have an engagement.

That was so far true. For his wife was spending the evening at a friends, and he had promised to go and bring her home.

Take another glass, cried Laughton.

Not to-night. Good-evening, all.

William Danesbury went out into the moonlight. It was shining very bright down the street, whitening the houses and the old-fashioned stones. To take the near way to his home he must pass the church-yard, and hardly had he turned into its narrow lane when he met Harding.

Is it you. Mr. William? I am so glad!

It is more than I am, returned William. Why are you glad?

Because I saw you in somewhere, Mr. William, and I thought you would be better away, he whispered; and I am thankful you have come away; thats why, sir.

I am a wicked idiot, Harding, and nothing else. So dont trouble yourself to be thankful about me.

Perhaps you have been led to transgress to-night, Mr. William, and I know you have been striving against it lately. Forgive me, sir, but I was nearly an old man when you were a child, and I think if you were to fail at last, it would break my heart.

It is of no use striving, returned William, gloomily. I have been striving, resolutely striving, and now a moments temptation has upset it.

Strive on, strive on, Mr. William, victory will be yours in the end. I know it will; if you only take the right means to help yourself.

How can you say you know it, Harding, and assert it so impressively? I am no better than others. Worse.

Sir, said Thomas Harding, the tears rolling down his cheeks, I will tell you why I know you will be kept, and preserved  if you only strive for it as you ought. I was in the chaise with your mother the night she died; when she was hastening home to you, a baby. At the moment of the accident, when the chaise was going over, and she saw her danger, and possibly foresaw her death  for when death comes to take the body, it is said to be visible to the living spirit  in that last moment she offered up a prayer. My Saviour! I can but commend my children to thee. Do thou make them thine, and keep them from the evil!

Mr. William, added Thomas Harding, no dying mother ever commended her children to Christ in vain. He will keep you from the evil, if you earnestly ask him.

William was much affected. Harding, I can not do it of myself. All my efforts come to naught.

No, sir, not of yourself; if we could do things of ourselves, Christ would not have told us to go to him. He is waiting to give you aid, if you will only ask him; you will not ask in vain. I have long wanted to say this to you, Mr. William, but I did not know how. Forgive me, sir.

William wrung Thomas Hardings hand with a grateful pressure, and continued his way toward the church-yard. He halted at the gate, as his brother had done before him, attracted by the white gravestones and the mounds of earth, which stood out so brightly in the moonlight. Conspicuous amid them was the Danesbury tomb, and he stepped toward it. There she lay, his own mother, there was her name Isabel, the wife of John Danesbury. The words of Harding were ringing in his ears, and Williams feelings overcame him: he bowed his head upon the iron railings, and broke into a flood of passionate tears, such as only man can shed.

My mother! do thou pray for me still, if it may be permitted thee. My Saviour! teach me to pray. Keep me from the evil, as she asked of thee; teach and help me to overcome!

Exceedingly surprised he was to hear footsteps close to him, and more surprised still to find they were Arthurs. The latter linked his arm within his.

I was near the gate, and saw you come in. William, what distresses you? Let me know it. We are alone in the world, save Isabel.

I am so angry and vexed with myself! Arthur, I have been striving to do right, to abstain: for three weeks not a drop of liquor of any sort had passed my lips, and water was becoming palatable. To-night has undone it all.

How was it?

Bell came to my house about his machines, and said he would have some brandy and water. I sat by while he drank it, taking none, though it was a sore temptation. Afterward we had to go to the Ram to find Sears. Laughton and some more of my old cronies were there, and I was such a weak fool as to be tempted to drink.

Much?

One glass.

I wish you had not. But, William, do not despair; if there were nothing to resist there would be no victory. Let the relapse serve to strengthen you for future fight. Seek aid where you know it may be found.

I will seek it; I do, answered William. But no one knows how hard the struggle is  the physical pain of abstaining  the inward, mental craving to fight against.

He knows, and He is all-sufficient. If you had nothing the overcome, where would be the reward? He that overcometh shall inherit all things; and I will be his God, and he shall be my son. Oh, William, think of the glorious end! Persevere, and it will surely be yours.

Almost the same words that his wife, some weeks ago, had caused him to read to her. William wrung his brothers hand, as he had just before wrung Thomas Hardings, and departed to his home.

He took a light, and went up stairs to his bedroom; shut himself in, and paced about, too uneasy to sit or rest. His mind was a chaos: self-reproach, self-anger, doubt, despondency, and hope. Yes, in the midst of it all, there was a little ray of hope whispering him that, if he so willed it, the victory would be his. How should he choose? On the one side, there was indulgence in his much-loved propensity, a downward course of degradation and despair, ruin to his body, and, in the end, to his immortal soul. On the other side, there was abstinence, self-denial, the drinking of water instead of wine; but with it came hope, peace, the ardent fulfilment of his appointed duties, a happy home here, and the end, everlasting life. If he embraced the first, he must reject his Saviour: if the latter, that ever gracious Saviour dropped his head upon and strengthen him.

William dropped his head upon his hands, and thought. This little fleeting life, whose length, compared with eternity, was but as a grain of sand to the clouds of it on the sea-shore! Eternity? forever! forever! He lost himself in striving to comprehend the depths of the word. All do. Robert and Lionel had entered on that forever. How? What was their state? What might be their remorse, their suffering at that very moment, then, when he was spared in mercy, and could yet choose the good or the evil? Their bodies were mouldering under the tombstone m the churchyard, but their never-dying souls had passed at once into futurity. What might it be for them? What would it be for him unless he could overcome?

William shuddered, and, taking his wifes Bible, opened it at the Book of Revelations. He was looking for the places, he knew there were several, which promise life to those who overcome; but as he turned over the leaves, his eyes fell on some other words.

And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works.

According to their works!

And whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire.

Then he found what he was looking for. And read the several verses fervently, with a yearning heart: a heart that felt its own weakness, and its need of God. The following were the two last his eyes fell on:

To him that overcometh will I give to eat of the hidden manna, and will give him a white stone, and in the stone a new name written, which no man knoweth, saving he that receiveth it.

To him that overcometh will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the midst of the paradise of God.

William Danesbury fell on his knees and bowed his head on the book, and sobbed as he had sobbed in the church-yard. Earnestly he prayed; prayed that, from that night henceforth, he might never return to his besetting sin, but might be kept in his recurring hours of temptation; and, in the end, so overcome, as to sit down with the redeemed in paradise.

He continued long in prayer. Perhaps it was the first time in William Danesburys life that he had ever learned so to pray: to pray with earnest sobs and cries, not loud, but from the very depths of his heart; urgently as a drowning man calls for help to the living: it was the first time he had found how very near to him God was, how ready to bear him. He felt that he was a changed man from that hour; changed, in so far that he had learned the need of aid and where to obtain it; and, when he rose from his knees, there was a never-yet-known spirit of peace and comfort diffused through his soul. It made him think involuntarily of the new name written on the white stone; perhaps he might yet gain that.

He remembered that he had to go for his wife. Descending the stairs, and entering the sitting-room for his hat, which he had left there on coming in, his eyes fell on the brandy-bottle. Without a moments deliberation he carried it outside the door and emptied its contents on the flower-bed; they called to one of the servants to take the bottle down stairs. May I ever be as resolute in rejecting it! he aspirated.

His thoughts were still busy as he walked along the road. Strange to say, though he could scarcely account for the sensation, he felt a sense of happiness, of security, that he had never felt previously; as if he had entered on the right path to be reconciled to God. What can that new name be, which none knoweth, save he who receiveth it? he deliberated. I wonder whether it can be peace; perfect, inward peace?

When he reached the presence of his wife, she looked apprehensively at him. His face was pale, his eyes were red; as she advanced close to him, his breath gave forth an odour she knew too well, and her heart sank within her. She put her things on directly, and they set out to return home. It was a client walk, for her tears were nearly overflowing, and she dared not speak; and William seemed buried in a reverie. As they passed through their own garden she exclaimed suddenly, what a strong smell of brandy!

Yes, he replied, there is. Do you know what I have been doing to-night, Anna?

What you ought not, she faintly said. William, William, will nothing avail with you?

It did not to-night I had to go on business to the Ram, and there I broke through. The temptation was terrible, he murmured; the desire of it burning me, as a consuming fire; and I yielded.

She was weeping silently. He had halted with her at the flower-bed, in the midst of the grass-plot.

So I came home, and I took a bottle of brandy  the last we had in the house, and which had been reached up, but not for me  and brought it out here, and emptied it on the earth. I trust  I think  that with this night my worst struggle is over. I believe that henceforth my strife will not be in vain. Anna! I have never said so much as that.

You  will  strive  in earnest? she slowly breathed, scarcely daring to admit the rush of joy which his words, and still more, his manner, brought her: strive aright?

Ay. And overcome  by the help of God.


CHAPTER XXIV.

ARTHUR DANESBURY. MURMURS.

Not for many a day had so great a commotion arisen in Eastborough. A commodious building in the heart of the town, belonging to Mr. Danesbury, was being repaired and done up, and lighted with gas; to be rendered, so the report ran, as attractive as the gin-palace, which reared its unblushing front nearly opposite. A second gin-palace it was going to be, as was told throughout the place; and the commotion was caused by a curious rumor that these various alterations were not being made for any tenant who might have taken the place, but for, and on account of, the landlord himself  Mr. Danesbury.

Mr. Danesbury! echoed the excited crowd. He set up a gin-palace; that is, cause it to be set up; after all he has said and done, all his goings-on against drink to us!

It was inexplicable. But beyond doubt the building belonged to Mr. Danesbury; and beyond doubt it was not to let. One who was in want of such a house applied to become its tenant; but Mr. Danesburys reply was, that he required it for his own purposes. Partitions were being taken down inside, and small rooms made into larger. The Commotion increased, but the doubt was set at rest, for one of the artisans at the Works respectfully put the question to Mr. Danesbury  the man was one who never drank Was it really to be a house of entertainment for the men?

Yes, it is. I intend it in opposition to the public-houses, and especially to the gin-palace opposite, replied Mr. Danesbury. My workmen must go out at night, it seems, and drink, so it occurred to me that I might as well derive some benefit from the habit, much as I disapprove of it. I hope, in a few weeks from this, it will be open and flourishing, and will have taken some custom from the other houses.

The questioner was confounded far more than he could have been had his master seriously assured him that black was white.

I beg your pardon, sir, he said.

Why?

For asking, sir. I have heard em on some days in the place a-talking that it was the masters, and was meant for a gin-shop, and it made me quite angry to hear it, because I did not believe it, and I thought Id get your leave, sir, to contradict it.

On the contrary, said Mr. Danesbury, you may confirm it, that it is mine, and say that I hope they will give me their custom.

The man walked away like one in a dream. Whatever had come over his sober, respectable master? Countenance a gin-shop! nay, open one! The more he reflected on it the more he was puzzled; and he repeated the news, and thus set all doubts at rest.

The reader has not forgotten the row of houses particularly mentioned as being occupied by men employed at the Works. It still existed, and many of its former tenants yet lived there. A few of the houses had changed occupants; and it may be remarked that all the changes, save those caused by death, had been led to by intemperate habits. Mrs. Gould lived there as before, a goodly matron. The Goulds were pretty prosperous, though  it was the old story  not so much so as they would have been, had Richard Gould spent less, in drink. Many spent more than he, and Jessy still had help from her friends, so that they were tolerably flourishing. The same features that you saw there formerly, you might have seen there yet. Tailor and his wife, the drunken couple, had gone drunkards to their kindred dust. The husband of the poor, half-starved Mrs. Reed had relapsed from bad to worse, and from bad to worse again, until she and her children had found a refuge in the workhouse. Go there and ask after them: the mother is in it still, a decayed pauper; the children have emancipated pated themselves from workhouse authority  the boys, men now, are vagabondising about the country, and the girls have entered upon courses which can never be redeemed. A knot of these tenant-wives in Prospect Row were standing before their doors discussing the astounding fact just reported to them, that the proprietor of the new gin-palace was Mr. Danesbury.

I wouldnt have believed it of him, resentfully cried Mrs. Gould, and so I told uncle Harding when the rumor first got wind. Mr. Arthur set up a new public, and put a man in to keep it? No! said I, that he never will. 

All gas, and glare, and glitter, to tice our men in to drink, like tother horrid place, chimed in another. They wastes money enough as it is: whatll they do when the master himself encourages em direct?

Its my certain conviction, and has been all along, said Mrs. Gould, that the way in which Mr. Danesbury and Mr. Arthur set their faces against the liquor-shops, kept many a workman within bounds, who would not have been kept within them but for that. Mr. Arthurs turning round is a great misfortune upon us, and some of us will rue the day his place opens.

 Cause we dont rue it enough as it is, called out a miserable woman with a torn cap and hanging hair. How much dye suppose my brute of a fellow brought me home last Saturday night  or Sunday morning, for thats what it was? Six shillings.

Shame! was murmured around.

Hell bring home three next, when he have got this shop of the masters to sot at. And the children in rags, and me famishing half my time. I wish I was dead, I do.

Id sooner have thought that Mr. Arthur would have finished those alms-houses for the old, which his father began to build some years ago, and was forced to leave unfinished, through the expenses his sons brought upon him, than have turned his thoughts and his money to such a low-lived thing as this  low-lived for a Danesbury.

Oh, I dont know about low-lived: some of the first gents owns publics and liquor-shops, though they dont have any thing to do with em personally, wouldnt set their proud feet inside one. But, for them alms-houses, it was said in the factory lately, that now things were a-coming round a bit, and some of the pulls upon him was gone, the master meant to finish em.

Yes, low-lived, persisted Mrs. Gould: it is so for Mr. Arthur Danesbury. He and his father have always been such respectable, lofty men: I dont mean lofty to us, or proud to us; we all know they are not that; but lofty in high and good things: for him thus to get up and start liquor-selling, is bringing him down dreadfully. Why, my husband, Richard, would never have kept as tolerably sober as he has, but for the fear of getting out of the good books of the masters.

You know Tom Locke and his wife, who hurt himself in the machinery, and has never been able to do a good days work since  well, its them as the master is a-going to put in to keep it.

What, Tom Locke? Why, hes one of they temperance lot: he cant a-bear his nose to come a-nigh liquor, he cant. Nor her neither.

Who says its going to be Tom Locke? asked Jessy Gould.

I says so; and I says so cause I heard it. A rum lot he was, I thought at first, to put into a gin-shop, one as abominates the sight and smell of it, but it came into my head afterward that that was the masters depth: if he had put in one that liked it, hed have toped away some of the profits. So Tom Locke is just the right sort of man.

Well, its a new thing for us to be standing here abusing Mr. Danesbury, uttered Mrs. Gould. It does not sound right: our best praises have never been good enough for him till now.

But who was to think he would turn round like this! I say, did you hear of the row at the Pig-and-Whistle last night?

Oh yes, I heered ont. My husband was in it, worse luck. They got fighting, some of em, and a heap of glasses was broke, which doubled the score. Wretches!

As may be gathered from the above conversation, the female portion of the community did not view with favor Mr. Danesburys new scheme. With the men, it was, on the whole, popular; though the surprise among all classes was unbounded.

Mr. Danesbury was one evening coming out of the new place  palace, shop, or whatever it might be called, when he encountered Thomas Harding, who was passing. Well, said he, cheerily, we are getting on; we shall soon open.

Are you, sir?

What say those most concerned?

The women are outrageous, sir, said Harding, with a merry twinkle in his eye. Our relation, Jessy, one of the worst. They expect to be reduced to shorter commons than usual, now the master countenances the drink. You have lost caste, sir, with them.

Mr. Danesbury laughed, and proceeded on his way.

He was going to Mrs. Philip Danesburys. When he arrived there, Miss Heber was done; she was sitting at the window enjoying the lovely evening. Her rich black silk dress and jet ornaments became her well. Bather tall, Blender, and graceful, with clearly-cut, expressive features, and an earnest, thoughtful eye, she looked, in her way, as noble as did Arthur Danesbury.

She rose when he entered and extended her hand. He took it and retained it, and they stood together before the window in the last rays of the setting sun, watching the clouds of crimson and purple, which were capped by brilliant streaks of golden light

Did you ever see a more beautiful sunset? exclaimed Miss Heber.

I do not know that I have. I was thinking so as I came along.

I am sorry my aunt is out. She

I am glad of it, interrupted Arthur. Because my visit this evening is to you.

Something in his tone caused the conscious colour to flush into Miss Hebers cheeks; possibly she had a foreshadowing of what was to come; and, in her maidenly reserve, she would have withdrawn her hand from his.

No, Mary, suffer it to remain. I am going to ask you to give it me for my own.

The flush extended now to her brow, even to her neck, and she dropped her head, and her eyes sank beneath the gaze of his.

I have waited for you long  you know I have, Mary. For though I would not speak until I saw my way clear, I am sure you have never mistaken me. Will you in trust your happiness to my keeping? will you give yourself to me for all time?

She burst into tears, and turning half round toward him, suffered him to draw her face to his breast, and hold it there.

Then, after a pause, they began to speak of details. He wished that they should be married with but little delay. She objected, saying that twelve months ought to elapse first, from the period of Mr. Danesburys death.

Can you give me one good reason for that, Mary? he returned. Custom? Well, we can afford to dispense with custom. Do you think that I  or you  shall forget my dear father the sooner, or regret him one iota the less, because we become united together?

No. Oh no.

Then I know of no other point your objection can carry. Believe me, Mary, I should be the last to suggest any thing that could imply disrespect to him. And, were it possible that he could hear us now, I know he would judge my motives aright, and approve of what I urge.

A happy, reassured expression rose to her face, and she began to think her objection not insuperable.

I am lonely at home: it is a large house for me to inhabit alone, he resumed, with a smile. But that is not the chief argument. I want a helpmate in my new plans, a second self.

With your workmen? she asked, looking up.

With my workmen; my poor, ignorant, improvident workmen. I want a lady, you, Mary  and if you never were to be any thing to me, I can truthfully say I know of none more fit  to go to their homes, and try to talk, or beat, or soothe something better into the wives. You have learned my plans as to the men, but it will be of little use seeking to raise them from what they are, so long as the women are dirty and careless, and make their houses every thing they ought not to be. A man could not effect this; it must be a woman; one who will go among them, and take an interest in their cares and troubles, and show them how they may be made lighter. Now, he added, in a gayer tone, it would not quite do for Miss Heber to go, concerning herself with Mr. Danesburys work-people, but it will be the very thing for Mrs. Danesbury.

Her lips parted with a smile. She had no argument at hand to refute his words.

And I want a counsellor, Mary: one to whom I can come for advice and help: I want you.

Oh, Arthur! she exclaimed, in surprise, I counsel you! I blush to think how very unworthy I am, compared with you.

A kind, loving friend and counsellor, he whispered, who will wait for me and welcome me when the bustle and cares of the day are over  who will listen to my schemes, and share my trials, and cheer on my hopes whether of time or of eternity. My dearest! I know that you will be all this.

I will be all I possibly can, she answered, the tears glistening in her eyes; tears of joy, not of grief, for none, save herself, knew how passionately, for years, she had loved Arthur Danesbury. And I will do what I can for the work-people. I used to think it wrong that Mrs. Danesbury did not take a personal interest in them.

My own mother did. I have heard Harding say so many times. I have heard him say that, had she lived, the women never would have become the slatternly, quarrelsome scolds in their homes, that they are. But she was removed early. The second Mrs. Danesbury would not notice them: I do not suppose she entered a single cottage the whole time that she was my fathers wife. There is much to do, much to be effected.

Will it be effected? returned Miss Heber.

Not perhaps as I could wish it to be  not as it might be, if the men and women were more enlightened; half of them are without any education whatever, can not read or write. But a great deal may be done; I feel that it will; we shall both bring earnestness and hope to the rescue. Mary! I purpose to devote, in a degree, my life to this object. Next to my own family, I mean to you, and  to he momentarily hesitated, but continued with a half smile those who may be born to us, I shall consider these poor dependents. Not only my energies shall be given to their service, to the raising them, bodies and souls, to a more healthy condition, but a great portion of my income must be spent in it. I warn you of this beforehand.

Oh yes, Arthur, she earnestly replied; indeed you will find me agree with you in all, and help yon. When wealth is being accumulated by commerce, and no part of it, save their bare wages, is ever applied to benefit the poor aiding operatives, I think a sin must lie at the rich mans door. It may be justice in the sight of man, to pay them but their simply due, and leave them to make the best of it in indifference and neglect; but it can not be, in the sight of God. Devote as much of yours as you will to the workmen, Arthur, I shall never say you Nay.

My daring, he murmured, bringing her face nearer to his, I hope and trust we shall be able to do our duty to them and to ourselves; and to Him, who has placed us here to do it, and made us rich, and them poor. Our probationary time on earth is but short at its best; may we always remember, in the great trials of life and in its small daily cares, in the pleasant social intercourse with friends and in the dearer sunshine of our own home, that we are but travellers here, making our short journey to a better land!


CHAPTER XXV.

THE STAR OF HOPE.

April came in, and the new gin-palace was ready to be opened. But it lacked one thing  a sign. This troubled the gazers amazingly, both men and women; neither had it great outward embellishments. The gaudy place opposite had a large gold animal (gold, to look at) extended, by means of projecting iron rods, over the whole width of the door, and a foot farther on either side. It might have been taken for one of the quadrupeds that came out of Noahs ark, though, to say which, would have puzzled Noah himself; but there was a long board underneath, whose painted letters decided the question; The Brazen Bull.

Not to have honoured the new place with any sign at all, gave considerable offense to numbers, who were already its warm partisans and supporters in prospective. Somebody ventured to name the omission to Mr. Danesbury.

A sign, they want, do they? said he. I have not thought of one. Let them call it  call it  the Star of Hope. I hope it will prove one.

On the evening of the grand openings Mr. Danesbury summoned dell his operatives before him, of whatever degree, in the large machine-room of the factory, which had been cleared for the occasion. It was just before the hour for leaving work. He stood upon a raised platform, that all might see him as he addressed them; his brother William, and a few gentlemen, who were taking an interest in the new undertaking, being by his side.

My friends, I have assembled you here, but not to keep you for many minutes, as it is but a few words I wish to say to you now; and, the fewer I say, the better pleased you will be, for I feel sure that you are on thorns to be off to that new palace of mine. Is it not so?

A murmur; then laughter; then a hearty cheer for their master.

I shall be very happy to see you all there; but there; are certain conditions attached to your entering, and it is to acquaint you with them that I have called you before me. Because, and here he spoke very slowly and distinctly, unless you can take upon yourselves to observe them, you would be just as well away  at least, for the present.

Lets have em, sir; we shant objec to em, called out a voice from the far end of the room.

Was that you, Joe Smith? cried Mr. Danesbury.

A roar of laughter against Joe Smith, who, not having bargained for his voice to be recognized, shrank into nothing.

The first condition is, that whoever goes in to-night must undertake to go in for a whole month, never omitting,

Oh, every body would promise that.

Stop a bit, said Mr. Danesbury, dont promise any thing till you have heard me further. The second condition is that you must remain firm to my establishment for the whole month, and not enter any other during that period.

No danger theyd want to leave the masters for any body elses!

The third is, that for that month nobody pays for what they take. I stand treat for all.

A deafening roar; the huzzas seemed never coming to an end.

And the fourth is, that you must, during that period, endeavour to persuade yourselves  that you will make an effort to persuade yourselves, to continue in future to patronize my establishment, and not the one  over the way.

Another roar; every bodys voice drowning every body elses, in vows that they would do so; as if they would patronize any but the masters!

Stop a bit, yet, said Mr. Danesbury. You have heard the conditions of entrance: you must now hear a little of the rules and regulations. In the first place, no man drinks more than I choose.

A dead silence.

In the second, no man must grumble at the liquor. It may be quite different from what he has been accustomed to; but he undertakes to go in, he must drink it, and not grumble.

That theyd promise.

My friends, listen. You have been accustomed to drink beer, that you think good; gin, that you think good; but suppose in my establishment you meet with only bad beer and bad gin, next to undrinkable  you know I do not patronize either myself, and am no judge  what should you do, at being obliged to put up with them for a month? Would you do so, out of regard to your word passed to me!

Yes, they would. Bless the master! wouldnt be his fault, if the sellers imposed upon him.

But suppose you should get neither beer nor gin, bad or good? suppose the cheer you meet with should be totally different from that which you are accustomed to take? suppose it should be unpalatable? You must still observe the condition of remaining your month.

Well  theyd do that

Finally, my men, understand fully, and then decide. If you go at all, you must go for the month, evening by evening; and you must abide by the cheer provided for you, even though it be not beer, or spirits, or any drink of that sort. Joe Smith, could you manage to live without beer or spirits for a month?

I cant rightly say, sir, hesitated Joe.

My friends, those of you who think they can not, had better not subscribe to my conditions, or enter; for, understand me, the conditions and rules must be observed. But to you who do enter I have a word more to say. Which of you ever found my father or me a hard master?

Not one  some Rooked ready to melt into tears. Mr. Danesbury and Mr. Arthur had been masters such as poor workmen did not often find: good, just, kind  friends they had been  never bad masters.

Then, if you have found us thus, Mr. Danesbury resumed, in a voice that could not altogether suppress its emotion, you will not mind a little sacrifice by way of return., If the cheer provided for you be not quite to your minds, put up with it; give it, for one month, a hearty trial, in gratitude to my late father, your honoured master.

The words and the tone carried the room with enthusiasm, and nearly every one bound himself in his own mind, and as fast as promises could do it, to stop out the month at the new place, drink or no drink.

A ticket was now given to each man. They were differently numbered, up to three. The superior managers and overlookers were not included in the invitation, though Mr. Danesbury intimated that to see them there would give him pleasure. The foremen, such as Thomas Harding, had number one; the next grade below had number two; and the last, number three. It was understood there were three reception-rooms, and the ticket merely indicated which they were to enter, to prevent over-crowding and confusion. The men went out, after three times three for Mr. Danesbury.

We will look in upon you in the course of the evening, said Mr. Danesbury to the men.

Curiosity was excited to the utmost to see the inside of the famous gin-palace, and they crowded in, but in an orderly manner, and were shown to their appointed room, each apartment being conspicuously numbered. No difference had been made in their fittings-up, and the classing of the men had only been according to their suitability, in grade and intellect, as companions. The place was brilliant with gas, and with an immense fire in each room, in ornamental open grates, quite as brilliant as the old gin- palace; tables, small and large, and chairs and benches were scattered about; busts of great and good men were standing in niches and comers; a few pictures, maps, etc., were on the walls; the better sort of the dear and the cheap periodicals, monthly and weekly; plenty of newspapers, and plenty of books, scientific, useful, entertaining, and amusing; also, there were several sets of chess and draught men. A more complete picture of comfort the men had never entered on, although it wanted the bottles and barrels, and shining taps of the gin-shop.

Might the men smoke? It was an anxious question. Oh yes; Mr. Danesbury knew that, to some of the men, tobacco was more than their daily food, and, to strive to put away that, would have crushed the scheme in the onset. He did not find tobacco  the men had to bring that. When they had had time to settle themselves in their seats, and talk off some of their first wonder, a steaming cup of delicious coffee, such as some of them had never tasted, was brought for each man, with a substantial slice of bread and butter, really good bread and butter, not like what they got at home. A superior reader was appointed to each room to read aloud, if the men preferred it to conversation.

So! that was Their masters gin-palace! A comfortable asylum, where they might enjoy each others society, hear the news, and be well-lighted and warmed, all at his expense. They might have knowed that he never would countenance a liquor traffic  where was their wits to have believed such a thing?

The coffee, too, that was at his expense. Well, it wasnt bad.

Bad I it were deadly good.

Yes, it were; and so were the bread and butter. But about the beer?

And the gin?

Nobody could say. Any more than that they had passed their words to their good master, and they must put up with the evening coffee for a month.

And at the end of the month we will talk again, said Mr. Danesbury, appearing just as the last words were spoken. Perhaps we may enter on a fresh agreement then. Did you find the coffee to your liking?

They never had tasted the like  for coffee.

Mr. Danesbury laughed. He sat down for a little while and conversed cheerfully with the men: not about his hopes and schemes, he had done talking of them for a month, and now left them to their own working; but about indifferent topics of interest. After that, he passed into the other rooms successively.

I think it will answer, William, he whispered, as they were crossing the well-lighted hall to leave.

So do I, answered William; I did not see a dissatisfied face among them.

If, at the months end, we have only gained over a few, it will be something effected; and we must hope on, and work on.

It will come, it will come in time, said William. Perhaps not with all of them, but with a great portion.

The next step will be to try and induce them to leave off beer at home. Not yet: we must go to work gradually, little by little.

If we can but do that, eagerly answered William, that they may get out of liking the taste of it, and so out of the craving for it! You dont know, Arthur, how much lies in that; what a help it is.

No; but you do, now.

Yes, thank God.

Arthur pressed his arm with true affection; but what he would have said more was arrested; for, on going out into the street, they found themselves in the midst of a crowd of women.

News of the astounding truth had been carried to them: that the new place was no drinking-place, but one to keep their husbands and sons from drink. The tidings had spread from cottage to cottage, from house to house, and the excited women, full of joy and thankfulness, had flown to the new place, and stood flocking round it, eager for more particular confirmation. Even the respectable Mrs. Gould had gone, and she was the first to address Mr. Danesbury.

Oh, sir, she said, almost in impassioned tones, I dont know how to forgive myself. I gave ear to the wicked, disreputable report that this was to be a gin-palace; and, after watching your goodness, as I had, all through so many years! We shall never thank you enough, sir, for opening it what it is.

We all joined in the delusion, sir, more shame to us for doubting you, cried another: we never thought it was going to be nothing but a gin-palace.

Yes, smiled Mr. Danesbury, the report did get about. Not from me: I certainly never said it was going to be a gin-palace. But when I found you had picked up the notion, I did not contradict it.

Well, sir, I suppose we jumped to the thought, through seeing of it a-doing up so nice. I hope all the blessings in the world will rest upon you, or, for trying to do something to reform our toping pigs of husbands.

Perhaps I shall try to do something to reform you next, said Mr. Danesbury.

The crowd looked at him, wonderingly.

My good women, said he, in his low, clear, kindly tone, which reached the ears and the consciences of all, how many of you have done any thing to induce your husbands not to tope  except in the way of scolding and abuse? Have you  I speak to you all individually  made his home comfortable and peaceable? have you kept it clean and cheerful? have you ever met him with kind words? I fear not.

They were fearing not also, just then: and scarcely an eye dared to meet that of Mr. Danesbury.

There have been faults on both sides, he resumed; I am sure you are now feeling that there have been. I am trying what I can do to mend your husbands faults; perhaps in a little time I may see what can be done toward mending yours. I speak in all kindness.

Bless Mr. Danesbury! forever bless Mr. Danesbury! was echoed around; we shall never know another gentleman like him.

Arthur raised his hat, and, passing his arm within his brothers walked away.


CHAPTER XXVI.

CONCLUSION.

It was a lovely day in June; the sun shone on the green trees, and the blue sky was without a cloud. All Eastborough, high and low, rich and poor, had gathered round the church, save those who had been able to get inside it, for it was the marriage day of Arthur Danesbury and Mary Heber. In deference to the recent melancholy deaths in the family, the wedding was as quiet as possible. No ceremonious breakfast was given, and Mary was plainly attired, for they were to go off from the church door.

They were in the churlish now, a small party only; and the officiating clergyman was Marys brother, the Rev. Henry Heber.

May all good luck and prosperity attend them! ardently uttered old Mrs. Harding. If any man ever deserved it in this world, it is Arthur Danesbury.

He does that, acquiesced the listeners. Only think of his having loved this young lady for years, yet he put aside his own wishes for the sake of his family.

For them two good-for-nothings, poor lost young fellows! Its not many as would consider his brother before himself, and help them to the money he wanted to marry upon.

Not more for their sakes than for his fathers, rejoined Mrs. Harding. Had he breathed a wish to marry, the old gentleman would have lived upon a crust himself, but what he should have been enabled to do it, and Mr. Arthur knew that, and kept it all locked up in his own breast. He deserves happiness now, for he has waited for it patiently, and done his duty to every body before himself. Ay, and happiness will be his; he is one who may sit down under the shadow of his own vine and his own fig-tree, as was promised to the obedient under the Old Dispensation.

Hush! here they come! Look! they two first, she leaning on his arm. How pretty she looks with her flushed rose cheeks, and her sweet, pleasant eyes. See! he walks bareheaded.

It was the bride and bridegroom, now Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury. She wore a rich gray silk dress, a white bonnet and veil. The rest of the party followed, but nobody regarded them. Very good and noble did he look as he led her through the sea of faces to the chariot, placed her in, and took his seat beside her. The post-boys touched their horses, but they could only move at a snails pace, unless there had been outriders to clear the road, and the crowd burst into a simultaneous shout, men waved their hats, and women shook their handkerchiefs. One woman, in her eager excitement, shook her baby by mistake, until the poor little things breath was at the last-gasp.  Blessings on the future of Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury.

Mary sat back in the chariot, but he leaned forward and bowed around him; and the crowd shouted again, as they caught his genial smile.

And then, when the post-boys bad cleared the throng, and put their horses into a canter, a perfect shower of old shoes flew after the carriage, for good luck; some alighting on it, some beside it, some over it, amid the horses; hundreds, they looked, whirling forward through the air. It seemed as though every man, woman, and child had brought with them their old shoes, to throw after the bridegroom and bride.

Just as lovely a day, only hotter, arose a month later, in July. Preparations were making for a feast at Danesbury House. A large tent was erected in the adjacent field, and tables upon tables were set out in it, for all the workmen and their wives were to dine there, and spend a joyous holiday. In doors, a table was laid for guests. Mr. and Mrs. Danesbury, who had just returned home, had some visitors staying with them; Lord and Lady Temple, their young children, and Mr. and Mrs. St. George, the two latter having arrived by that mornings train, the others, including Arthur and his wife, the previous night. A few intimate friends were expected from the neighbourhood, and the first to enter was Mrs. Philip Danesbury. Following close upon her, came William and his wife; William with a clear, bright countenance, very different from what it used to be: and next arrived old Mr. Pratt, bringing with him a tall gentlemanly young man, with a fresh colour and intelligent countenance. Mr. Danesbury, calm, noble, kind as ever, met them on the steps.

May I introduce somebody else, as well as myself? demanded the old doctor, in his quaint way, as he shook hands heartily with Arthur.

Arthur took the young mans hands. It is not your grandson?

Yes, it is. He is come to stay a fortnight with me, out of the poisonous smoke and smells of London. He tells me he once saw Mr. Arthur Danesbury.

Yes, replied Arthur, looking kindly at him; it was in Mr. St Georges office; the day he was about to enter on his new employment. How have you got on?

Got on, interrupted old Mr. Pratt; he is the right hand of his master, they tell me; never was such a head for construction, drawing, and the like. And, whats more, he is steady, he emphatically added.

Edmund Pratt stood listening, with a pleasant but embarrassed smile. Arthur turned to him, and spoke in a low tone.

I heard Mr. St. George make a bargeman with you. Have you kept it?

Strictly, sir, was the ready answer, while his colour deepened. I am, in the strict sense of the word, a water-drinker.

Good. And how is your Mr. Danesbury hesitated. It was painful to a son to be asked after such a father.

Dont inquire, cried the old surgeon;  dont mar our minds peace on this day. It is down, down, and down with him; and it ever will be.

Mr. Danesbury turned away, for other guests were close upon them; and now they came rapidly.

When all had arrived, they sat down in the dining-room to a slight mid-day meal, cold, with chocolate and coffee. Arthur presided. His fair wife, truly a helpmeet for him, both in person and mind, sat at his right hand. Lord Temple beyond her, and Isabel on the other side Arthur. They were all anxious to know how the scheme worked, Mr. St. George being especially eager, not to say satirical in his inquiries.

Arthurs gin-palace, merrily put in Mrs. Philip Danesbury.

You opened it in April, cried Mr. St. George. How did it answer, and how has it progressed?

Mr. Danesbury smiled. I made use of a ruse to keep them for the first month, he began; tricked them into it, as the men now, good-humouredly, say; and I think that was my strong point in the plan. Had they been at liberty to secede at pleasure, few would have remained beyond a night or two: when the novelty had worn off, away they would have gone again, to their dearly-loved beer-shops.

Yes; undoubtedly Mr. Danesbury was wise enough to hit upon the right course, when he bound the men to him for a whole month, interposed Squire Hanson, a neighbouring gentleman and a magistrate. I had my doubts about its succeeding; I confess it; for I was in his confidence almost from the first: but I am rejoiced to be able to say that my doubts have been dispelled, and his hopes realized.

All the men, who had embraced the proposition to patronize my gin shop, continued Arthur, laughing, remained firm to their word passed to me, and came regularly.

Then the whole of your operatives did not embrace it? interrupted Mr. St. George.

More than three fourths of them did: the rest hesitated, alarmed at my conditions. At the months end, they had become, most of them, reconciled to the change: they could not fail to perceive the great benefit it was to their minds, their bodies, and their pockets. The public-house, intoxicating drinks, confusion, and expense: the masters house (for that is what they have taken to call it), clear heads, sociability, peace, and economy: besides a few had actually begun to prefer the cup of coffee to the jugs of beer, and not a few were gathering a glimmering idea of the solemn fact, that they were different from the brute creation, and perhaps had not been sent into the world to live as such, and then die off and be forgotten.

Mr. Danesbury paused. But none interrupted Lim, and he resumed.

At the months end, I bargained with them for another month: I knew it was useless to demand, or attempt too much at first; for our fellow-men must be led, not driven. I spoke to them, as I had spoken at the onset. After touching upon the advantages of the plan, which had then become obvious to themselves, I said, Will you be my guests for one more month, and oblige me? but remember, if you enter upon the month, you must complete it. Nearly all assented.

Nearly all assented.

I think there were seven or eight only who did not. I suppose they had given way to the old longing for liquor, and could not, or would not, resist the returning to it. But, as a set-off against these deserters, four or five of the first refusers voluntarily joined us, and are with us still. At the end of the second month the men spoke up of themselves, and said they hoped to stay on at the masters house for good, and never to go from it again. I told them that nothing should be wanting on my part to induce them to patronize it: that fresh supplies of books, as they were required, should be furnished with the daily and weekly newspapers; that I should be very frequently among them; and the light and warmth, the cup of coffee and bread and butter, should welcome them. I consider it a wonderful victory, and am thankful for it. I trust  I do trust  here his voice trembled a little that even in this short period, they and I are already beginning to reap the reward: and I feel within me a perfect conviction that a Higher Help than any poor efforts or plans of mine, has been sending a blessing upon it.

What was the matter with Mrs. Danesbury? Her eyes were cast down, and the tears are dropping on her flushed cheeks. Arthur glanced at her, and knew that her emotion arose from love to him.

I will say this, resumed Mr. Danesbury, that since the men have been brought into contact with enlightened conversation and intelligence, their minds, short as the time is, have opened in a remarkable degree.

Say, rather, since their leisure hours have not been rendered useless, and their senses stupefied, Arthur, interrupted Mrs. Philip Danesbury. Formerly, it was work all day and drink all night: how could they grow out of their ignorance then?

I can tell you, better than any body, how the scheme works in private, cried out old Mr. Pratt, and thats first rate. There have been no beatings of wives since the masters house was opened, or calls upon my sticking-plaster. Formerly they used to sulk home, half stupid, or reel home, swearing and abusive, all of which was vented on the unfortunate wives. Now they go home like cucumbers, cool and tranquil, upon good terms with themselves, and consequently upon good terms with others. Some of them are positively putting by money toward buying blankets for winter  a thing they never did before.

But it bears better fruits than blankets, observed William Danesbury. Many of them, after a three months trial of coffee, do prefer it to beer or gin as their evening beverage. You may not easily credit this, he added, lifting his eyes to the strangers present, but, nevertheless, it is a fact. The next improvement we intend to have a try at, is to make them water-drinkers in their own homes at mid-day.

When my wife shall have persuaded the women into rendering their homes something like homes, which she will set about forthwith, interposed Mr. Danesbury.

And not pig-sties and scolding dens, put in the old surgeon.

But do you consider that beer with their dinner can do workmen harm? inquired a voice.

It will do them no good, said Arthur Danesbury, even if they should confine themselves to a moderate quantity. But you very rarely find a working-man do this, whatever may be his grade. I pray you not to mistake me, he hastily added: I do not imply that a steady working-man takes too much with his dinner, in the meaning we give to the term too much; but his taking it at dinner leads him to take it afterward. Suggest to an artisan to leave off his beer. Leave off my beer! he will answer you, I should never have strength to go through my days work. There lies the fallacy. It is a most mistaken conclusion. Beer gives a passing excitement, which lasts for the moment and appears like strength, but the effect goes speedily off, leaving the man weaker than he was before, and insupportably weary. Inquire of any workman whether, after drinking beer, he does not feel a lassitude creep over him at his work  an inclination to sit down and be idle. He does: and he believes he wants supporting, and sends for another pint and drinks it, to give that support; and so it goes on, beer and lassitude, beer and lassitude, and beer again all the day through.

But, allow me to put in a word myself although it is interrupting Mr. Danesbury. Working-man, you who read this  and I hope a great many of you will read it  have you ever tried to do without beer at your dinner? Never: you have always believed it to be as necessary to you as the dinner itself. Oh, try it now! Substitute water: make the effort, and give it a fair trial: if you find my theory wrong, and yours right, take to the beer again. Do not drink the water for one solitary day; that would be of no use. For the first day and the second, and perhaps for five or six days, you will make a wry face over the water, and gulp it down, as you will say against the grain, and protest that you dislike it, as compared to your much-relished beer. But persevere. If you have fought the battle for so long, you can fight it still, and you will find that you are losing your dislike to the water. Persevere a little while, and you will begin to doubt (in spite of your prejudices, your wondering disbelief) whether you are not getting to like the water. Still a little longer, and there is no doubt about it, and you find your body is stronger for work, and your head clearer; no lassitude, or inertness, or disinclination for labour will creep over you now. And when the battle is won, and you find you have persevered, persevere on: if ever you relapse it will be your own deliberate fault.

And now I will tell you another thing. Were it convenient for you to drink a small cup of coffee after your dinner, before leaving for work again, the support and energy it will give you, both mental and bodily, are wonderful; and it is not a false energy that will fade away: it will do you good service till evening. He who is here called Arthur Danesbury, one a vast deal wiser and better than I am, knew its invigorating properties  knew it by self-experience. Tell your wife to make a small cup ready for you, and one for herself, if she likes, not for the children; and in a short time you will thank me for having suggested it. In summer, when the midday fire is out, it can be made at breakfast-time, and taken cold. Never mind the milk. It will not cost much: not half so much as your dinner beer. And thats all I wished to say to you.

One good result the plan has effected, resumed Squire Hanson, is, that two public-houses and three beer-shops have been already obliged to shut up, lacking customers.

I am glad to hear that, said Lady Temple. There were so many.

I have done what I can, said Arthur. I will do what I can, so long as I am spared health and strength and means. I felt that it was incumbent on me to strive to raise my dependents out of the degraded habits they were pursuing; a positive duty laid in my path; a sin that would rest at my door, if I supinely neglected it.

There was a pause. It was broken by Mr. St. George.

Now that Mr. Danesbury has had his say, I must have none. Do you know, sir, that when the report of these doings, this wild scheme, reached town, you were looked upon by practical matter-of-fact men, as being a little touched here?

Mr. St George tapped his forehead as he spoke, and his keen eyes twinkled with merriment.

I dare say it was so, laughed Arthur. I believe a debate took place in Eastborough, among my brother magistrates, whether it might not be prudent to send for a doctor and keeper from Bedlam.

I assure you, resumed Mr. St. George, I had my own doubts. Not as to your sanity: no, I dont say: that; but as to whether you were not subsiding into a visionary; and the fear has chiefly brought me down to-day. You cant go, said Serle to me, when the invitation came. Ill try, said I, for its right that somebody should see after Danesbury; and, in spite of the law-courts, away I came.

Walter! how can you utter such nonsense? remonstrated his wife.

Nonsense? Well, Ill go to sober feet, then, said Mr. St. George, changing his tone to one of earnestness. Danesbury, I dont know if theres another man living who would have thought of such a scheme: or would have dared to put it in practice, if he had thought of it. He would have feared ridicule.

Mr. Pratt put his hale old face across the table, and spoke meaningly. Is there another man living, such as Arthur Danesbury? And can ridicule approach him?

I can only say, then, said Arthur in reply to Mr. St. George, that if I have been the first to set the example, I hope others will follow it. But will you mention to me where lies, or may appear to lie, the insane points of the plan?

Mr. St George considered. I suppose they lie in the supplying of coffee and bread and butter, quoth he, rubbing his nose. Serle said, that was a proof which no lunacy commissioner would ever get over.

A general laugh went round. Thats the only part I deemed to be extravagant, observed Lord Temple, when it had subsided. It did certainly strike me as being so.

Singular, not extravagant, returned Arthur. Or  well  if you like  let us admit that the coffee point is extravagant

 but there are two meanings to the word, you know. And, if you like, I will allow that my binding down the men from month to month was also somewhat unusual; but what else is there to complain of?

Why  its a completely Utopian scheme altogether, you know, Danesbury. Theres so much of the ideal in it.

The ideal! repeated Arthur; you must mean the real. Many and many a British master, employing numbers, has opened a place for his men in an evening, where they find lights, fires, and appropriate literature to while away the leisure hours. My father opened a reading-room; but it did not take. In what does my plan differ? save that I take a personal interest in it, and give them coffee and bread and butter?

Ah! said Mr. St. George, shaking his head, I fear it is that coffee that has done it.

In two senses of the word, returned the magistrate, laughing. Done the men out of their evening beer, and done Mr. Danesbury out of his reputation as a sane man.

My poor operatives were going headlong on the downward road, as all must do who drink beyond their means, interposed the quiet voice of Arthur, and I felt that I was in a measure answerable for them. Visionary again, you will say; but I am naturally of a thoughtful nature, possessing, I believe, a large share of the bump that phrenologists call conscientiousness; and past events in my family have tended to make me reflect deeply, more so than many do. I, gifted with a full portion of intellect, of intelligence, of means, was placed in authority over this body of unthinking men; I paid them fair wages for the work they did for me, and I often gave them good counsel; but the conviction arose, and pressed itself forcibly upon me, that our relations ought not to end there; that I ought to endeavour to help them out of their darkness. I determined to try some scheme: I formed my resolution Here his voice faltered in hesitation, but he rallied from it, and proceeded in a low, impressive tone as I stood over the tomb that contains my father, my mother, my brothers, and my fathers second wife; all of these, had strong drink, either through their own filing for it, or the failing of others, contributed to hasten to the grave. I was standing there without premeditation. I had been walking through Eastborough, a night walk, and had seen the men flocking into the public-houses, and there I made my resolve  to try  whether I should succeed or fail. A faint notion of the scheme I afterward carried out dawned then upon me. The difficulty was, how could I draw them from the public-houses I what possible inducement could I offer in their stead! What should you have done?

I! cried Mr. St George. Dont ask me. The terrors of the law, a five-shillings fine, and the tread-mill, are the only persuasions I understand.

Another smile went round; it would have been a laugh but for Mr. Danesburys solemn earnestness.

I pondered over it long, he resumed. I thought If I am to while away these men from one indulgence, I must substitute another, and I must see if I can not bring them to like the substitute as well, in time, as the lost indulgence. It is all very well to put a reflective man upon his own good sense; to impress upon him that, to be temperate, is a duty he may not transgress, unless he would offend God, and injure himself: my poor operatives had not attained to reflection, and I knew it would be of no use going to work in that way. Therefore, I hit upon the coffee scheme, and the binding down the men to it for a certain period. I could not think of any thing better; and I honestly confess that, were it now to fail, I do not know that I could devise any better plan. It was an uncertain venture, but it was worth the risk.

It will not fail now, Mr. Danesbury, said Squire Hanson.

I dont fancy it will, squire, observed Mr. St. George. The binding down the men to attend; that binding down accomplished the business. But this will be a pretty cost out of your pocket yearly, he added to Arthur.

Not very much. Little, indeed, in comparison to the welfare of so many souls. Ought I to begrudge it to them from my ample means?

Mrs. Danesbury may be less generously inclined; and may let you know that she is, in sundry curtain lectures.

Mrs. Danesbury married me with her eyes open, and my plans with me, returned Arthur, nodding to his wife, with a merry smile. I expect she will be wanting her share of cost also, when she begins upon the wives and the schools for the children.

Your treasure will never weigh down your bankers chests, if you go on at many of these costs,  said Mr. St. George.

There is such a thing as another sort of treasure to be accumulated, answered Arthur, gently: a Treasure that will stand us in good stead when that which we lodge at bankers houses shall take to itself wings and flee away.

Well, concluded Mr. St. George, breaking a pause of silence, I shall convey word back to Serle that you are neither insane nor a visionary: but a man who has had the wisdom to look his responsibilities in the face, and the courage to act upon them. And all I can say is, I hope your much-cared-for men will reap permanent benefit; and you, a rich reward.

And when you hear my scheme laughed at for its extravagance by those who, like myself, are placed in authority over the ignorant and the improvident, relate to them what mine is doing. Tell them that the extravagance consists only in the idea, not in the working, and that Arthur Danesbury hopes to see many others such, raised by the masters, in his native land.

When they rose from luncheon, Lord Temple linked his arm for a moment within that of William Danesbury.

Let me have a word with you, William, he said. Is it all serene? Isabel declares it is. She says she can read it in your face.

Quite. For six months I have touched nothing. I begin to wonder now at my former marvellous infatuation, and at the difficulty I experienced in tearing myself from it. I can truly say I have conquered.

It was difficult at first.

Ay, answered William, with a deep breath, it verily was difficult. But the difficulty is over. You might put wine, and beer, and spirits before me now, all poured out in glasses, and I should withstand them all. I like water now.

As I told you would. What a happy company we are to-day! continued Lord Temple; thinking, rational beings, aware of our responsibility  as St. George remarked with regard to Arthur  and striving to act up to it, firm in our self-reliance. God has been very merciful to us: you and I, William, have especial cause to say it.

I thought the only face which bore a shade was that of Mrs. St. George.

She was contrasting things, here, with her own family, I imagine. Her brothers are squandering their fathers money, and one or two of them drinking wholesale. There goes Arthur: I never was so proud of him as I am to-day. Pratt is right in saying that theres hardly such another man on the face of the earth.

Arthur Danesbury had given his arm to his wife, and was proceeding to the tent. The guests followed. A hearty English dinner of roast-beef and plum-pudding had been disposed of by its occupants; but their drink was water, succeeded by a cup of coffee. Tea, with ample accompaniments, was to come in the evening. It was the first meeting of master and men since the formers return: they rose in a body, and their acclamations rent the air. Not one around stood as proudly as did Thomas Harding, who was at the head of one of the tables; proud, like Lord Temple, of Arthur Danesbury, of the master whom he so loved and reverenced. Mr. Danesbury help up his band for silence.

My men, I am delighted to see you all again, he began, in his cheering way. Have you relished your dinner?

To assure him that they had was needless; and he made another motion for silence.

I did not order you beer: I expressly desired that it should not be given to you. Not that I had any pleasure in depriving you to-day of your ordinary dinner drink, or that I hoped to force you suddenly to relinquish it. But I wished to afford you one self-convincing proof how far more full of energy you will be this afternoon, how much lighter and pleasanter you will feel, although I dare say you have, some of you, eaten enough for six (great laughter), than you do when you drink the beer: in short, how far more capable you will find yourselves whether for work or for enjoyment. You shall honestly tell me to-night if it be not so, and we will talk further, another time, about the expediency of your adopting it for your midday meal.

Symptoms of applause again, but Mr. Danesbury continued:

I am truly gratified to hear that, during my months absence, none of you have deserted to the opposition house over the way; but that two or three have voluntarily returned to mine. My men, what motive do you suppose I had in instituting this evening refuge, and in drawing you to it?

Our good, responded a voice.

Just so. Your good, and that of your wives and families; your good in this world, and your good in the next. Oh, my friends, I have your welfare very much at heart; believe me, it causes me many a sleepless and anxious night. I have a duty to perform to you, as you have to me, a duty appointed by God; and in the next world, whither you and I are alike hastening, how shall we answer to Him, if we have neglected it? I want to lead you toward that better world  to show you how you may get there. So long as you were sunk in your previous bad and careless habits, you were not advancing to it. Were you?

No. Conscience rose up before them, and they hung their heads sorrowfully.

But I do think many of you are advancing now. A little bit; it can not come all at once; there must be a beginning to all things. One of the greater of the prophets, in speaking of men who had erred through wine and strong drink, says that, to those who would learn knowledge and understand doctrine, precept must be upon precept, line upon line, here a little and there a little. And, by persevering on, step by step, a little and a little, it will come to you. I hope, I trust  he looked from one table to another affectionately that the time will come when you will all spend your evenings with me, without one exception. I say with me, because I shall often look in upon you. Some among you, he added, still remember my mother. My good women, I speak now to you.

Yes, many did. They looked up eagerly.

And you remember that she was all kindness to you; she would have been ever so, had she lived. But she is gone, and others have gone, and there is now another Mrs. Danesbury; my wife, whom I hold upon my arm. She will be to you and your families what my mother was. She is anxious to be so, to befriend and help you all; and I know that you will welcome her for my sake, until you have learned to welcome and love her for her own.

A deeper shout than ever filled the tent, meant for Mrs. Danesbury, and Mary turned her hot face toward her husband, hoping to hide her raining tears.

Courage, my darling, he whispered, fondly glancing down upon her. Be not ashamed of their seeing your tears, Mary: tears are passports to hearts, you know.

And when the murmur had subsided, Mr. Danesbury resumed to the men.

You have been pleased to say that you have hitherto found me a considerate master, and you shall find me one. If you do as I wish you, and strive to be good men, single-hearted in the sight of your Maker, I will be more indulgent to you than I have yet been. Will you not strive to be so for your own sakes?

Ay, that they would! Though some of them could scarcely promise it, for their hearts and eyes were full.

Oh, my dear friends, concluded Arthur Danesbury, with solemn earnestness, listen to my counsel, for it is born of anxiety for you. By the exercise of a little persevering self-denial you will find great reward. I will do what I can to encourage you to exercise it. Your Saviour  your all-merciful Saviour  is looking down upon us; now, as I speak, and you listen; he is waiting for you to choose the good and reject the evil; waiting to aid all who ask for his help. May you  and I  and all of us  be so strengthened in our labors here, that, when they are over, we may find him waiting to receive us hereafter; waiting to welcome us with his own blessed words, Well done, thou good and faithful servant, enter thou into the joy of thy Lord!

Amen, Amen!

THE END


EAST LYNNE
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On the strength of the success of Danesbury House, Wood had proved herself a writer of popular and successful novels. Her next novel, East Lynne, which began serialisation in the New Monthly Magazine in 1860, is easily regarded now as her most successful and best-known work. Continuously in print ever since, it was one of the most influential of the 1860s sensation novels  stories of domestic scandal, mystery and intrigue, designed to appeal to the senses and thrill the nerves as much as the intellect, taking their cue not from great literature, but from the sensational newspaper reportage of the day.

One of the perennial topics of the sensation novel was a hidden or shameful relationship, which threatened the stability of an apparently conventional and respectable middle-class marriage. East Lynne is one such story, relating the experiences of a married woman who abandons her husband and children, choosing to elope with an aristocratic suitor. After he deserts her and she bears an illegitimate child, Lady Isabel disguises herself and takes the position of governess in the household of her former husband and his new wife.

The novels popularity was enhanced by numerous successful stage adaptations, and has also been filmed several times. 
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CHAPTER I.

THE LADY ISABEL.

In an easy-chair of the spacious and handsome library of his town-house, sat William, Earl of Mount Severn. His hair was gray, the smoothness of his expansive brow was defaced by premature wrinkles, and his once attractive face bore the pale, unmistakable look of dissipation. One of his feet was cased in folds of linen, as it rested on the soft velvet ottoman, speaking of gout as plainly as any foot ever spoke yet. It would seem  to look at the man as he sat there  that he had grown old before his time. And so he had. His years were barely nine and forty, yet in all save years, he was an aged man.

A noted character had been the Earl of Mount Severn. Not that he had been a renowned politician, or a great general, or an eminent statesman, or even an active member in the Upper House; not for any of these had the earls name been in the mouths of men. But for the most reckless among the reckless, for the spendthrift among spendthrifts, for the gamester above all gamesters, and for a gay man outstripping the gay  by these characteristics did the world know Lord Mount Severn. It was said his faults were those of his head; that a better heart or a more generous spirit never beat in human form; and there was much truth in this. It had been well for him had he lived and died plain William Vane. Up to his five and twentieth year, he had been industrious and steady, had kept his terms in the Temple, and studied late and early. The sober application of William Vane had been a by word with the embryo barristers around; Judge Vane, they ironically called him; and they strove ineffectually to allure him away to idleness and pleasure. But young Vane was ambitious, and he knew that on his own talents and exertions must depend his own rising in the world. He was of excellent family, but poor, counting a relative in the old Earl of Mount Severn. The possibility of his succeeding to the earldom never occurred to him, for three healthy lives, two of them young, stood between him and the title. Yet those have died off, one of apoplexy, one of fever, in Africa, the third boating at Oxford; and the young Temple student, William Vane, suddenly found himself Earl of Mount Severn, and the lawful possessor of sixty thousand a year.

His first idea was, that he should never be able to spend the money; that such a sum, year by year, could not be spent. It was a wonder his head was not turned by adulation at the onset, for he was courted, flattered and caressed by all classes, from a royal duke downward. He became the most attractive man of his day, the lion in society; for independent of his newly-acquired wealth and title, he was of distinguished appearance and fascinating manners. But unfortunately, the prudence which had sustained William Vane, the poor law student, in his solitary Temple chambers entirely forsook William Vane, the young Earl of Mount Severn, and he commenced his career on a scale of speed so great, that all staid people said he was going to ruin and the deuce headlong.

But a peer of the realm, and one whose rent-roll is sixty thousand per annum, does not go to ruin in a day. There sat the earl, in his library now, in his nine-and-fortieth year, and ruin had not come yet  that is, it had not overwhelmed him. But the embarrassments which had clung to him, and been the destruction of his tranquility, the bane of his existence, who shall describe them? The public knew them pretty well, his private friends knew better, his creditors best; but none, save himself knew, or could ever know, the worrying torment that was his portion, wellnigh driving him to distraction. Years ago, by dint of looking things steadily in the face, and by economizing, he might have retrieved his position; but he had done what most people do in such cases  put off the evil day sine die, and gone on increasing his enormous list of debts. The hour of exposure and ruin was now advancing fast.

Perhaps the earl himself was thinking so, as he sat there before an enormous mass of papers which strewed the library table. His thoughts were back in the past. That was a foolish match of his, that Gretna Green match for love, foolish so far as prudence went; but the countess had been an affectionate wife to him, had borne with his follies and his neglect, had been an admirable mother to their only child. One child alone had been theirs, and in her thirteenth year the countess had died. If they had but been blessed with a son  the earl moaned over the long-continued disappointment still  he might have seen a way out of his difficulties. The boy, as soon as he was of age, would have joined with him in cutting off the entail, and  

My lord, said a servant entering the room and interrupting the earls castles in the air, a gentleman is asking to see you.

Who? cried the earl, sharply, not perceiving the card the man was bringing. No unknown person, although wearing the externals of a foreign ambassador, was ever admitted unceremoniously to the presence of Lord Mount Severn. Years of duns had taught the servants caution.

His card is here, my lord. It is Mr. Carlyle, of West Lynne.

Mr. Carlyle, of West Lynne, groaned the earl, whose foot just then had an awful twinge, what does he want? Show him up.

The servant did as he was bid, and introduced Mr. Carlyle. Look at the visitor well, reader, for he will play his part in this history. He was a very tall man of seven and twenty, of remarkably noble presence. He was somewhat given to stooping his head when he spoke to any one shorter than himself; it was a peculiar habit, almost to be called a bowing habit, and his father had possessed it before him. When told of it he would laugh, and say he was unconscious of doing it. His features were good, his complexion was pale and clear, his hair dark, and his full eyelids drooped over his deep gray eyes. Altogether it was a countenance that both men and women liked to look upon  the index of an honorable, sincere nature  not that it would have been called a handsome face, so much as a pleasing and a distinguished one. Though but the son of a country lawyer, and destined to be a lawyer himself, he had received the training of a gentleman, had been educated at Rugby, and taken his degree at Oxford. He advanced at once to the earl, in the straightforward way of a man of business  of a man who has come on business.

Mr. Carlyle, said the latter, holding out his hand  he was always deemed the most affable peer of the age I am happy to see you. You perceive I cannot rise, at least without great pain and inconvenience. My enemy, the gout, has possession of me again. Take a seat. Are you staying in town?

I have just arrived from West Lynne. The chief object of my journey was to see your lordship.

What can I do for you? asked the earl, uneasily; for a suspicion had crossed his mind that Mr. Carlyle might be acting for some one of his many troublesome creditors.

Mr. Carlyle drew his chair nearer to the earl, and spoke in a low tone,  

A rumor came to my ears, my lord, that East Lynne was in the market.

A moment, sir, exclaimed the earl, with reserve, not to say hauteur in his tone, for his suspicions were gaining ground; are we to converse confidentially together, as men of honor, or is there something concealed behind?

I do not understand you, said Mr. Carlyle.

In a word  excuse my speaking plainly, but I must feel my ground  are you here on the part of some of my rascally creditors, to pump information out of me, that otherwise they would not get?

My lord, uttered the visitor, I should be incapable of so dishonorable an action. I know that a lawyer gets credit for possessing but lax notions on the score of honor, but you can scarcely suspect that I should be guilty of underhand work toward you. I never was guilty of a mean trick in my life, to my recollection, and I do not think I ever shall be.

Pardon me, Mr. Carlyle. If you knew half the tricks and ruses played upon me, you would not wonder at my suspecting all the world. Proceed with your business.

I heard that East Lynne was for private sale; your agent dropped half a word to me in confidence. If so, I should wish to be the purchaser.

For whom? inquired the earl.

Myself.

You! laughed the earl. Egad! Lawyering cant be such bad work, Carlyle.

Nor is it, rejoined Mr. Carlyle, with an extensive, first-class connection, such as ours. But you must remember that a good fortune was left me by my uncle, and a large one by my father.

I know. The proceeds of lawyering also.

Not altogether. My mother brought a fortune on her marriage, and it enabled my father to speculate successfully. I have been looking out for an eligible property to invest my money upon, and East Lynne will suit me well, provided I can have the refusal of it, and we can agree about the terms.

Lord Mount Severn mused for a few moments before he spoke. Mr. Carlyle, he began, my affairs are very bad, and ready money I must find somewhere. Now East Lynne is not entailed, neither is it mortgaged to anything like its value, though the latter fact, as you may imagine, is not patent to the world. When I bought it at a bargain, eighteen years ago, you were the lawyer on the other side, I remember.

My father, smiled Mr. Carlyle. I was a child at the time.

Of course, I ought to have said your father. By selling East Lynne, a few thousands will come into my hands, after claims on it are settled; I have no other means of raising the wind, and that is why I have resolved to part with it. But now, understand, if it were known abroad that East Lynne is going from me, I should have a hornets nest about my ears; so that it must be disposed of privately. Do you comprehend?

Perfectly, replied Mr. Carlyle.

I would as soon you bought it as anyone else, if, as you say, we can agree about terms.

What does your lordship expect for it  at a rough estimate?

For particulars I must refer you to my men of business, Warburton & Ware. Not less than seventy thousand pounds.

Too much, my lord, cried Mr. Carlyle, decisively.

And thats not its value, returned the earl.

These forced sales never do fetch their value, answered the plain-speaking lawyer. Until this hint was given me by Beauchamp, I had thought East Lynne was settled upon your lordships daughter.

Theres nothing settled on her, rejoined the earl, the contraction on his brow standing out more plainly. That comes of your thoughtless runaway marriages. I fell in love with General Conways daughter, and she ran away with me, like a fool; that is, we were both fools together for our pains. The general objected to me and said I must sow my wild oats before he would give me Mary; so I took her to Gretna Green, and she became Countess of Mount Severn, without a settlement. It was an unfortunate affair, taking one thing with another. When her elopement was made known to the general, it killed him.

Killed him! interrupted Mr. Carlyle.

It did. He had disease of the heart, and the excitement brought on the crisis. My poor wife never was happy from that hour; she blamed herself for her fathers death, and I believe it led to her own. She was ill for years; the doctors called it consumption; but it was more like a wasting insensibly away, and consumption never had been in her family. No luck ever attends runaway marriages; I have noticed it since, in many, many instances; something bad is sure to turn up from it.

There might have been a settlement executed after the marriage, observed Mr. Carlyle, for the earl had stopped, and seemed lost in thought.

I know there might; but there was not. My wife had possessed no fortune; I was already deep in my career of extravagance, and neither of us thought of making provision for our future children; or, if we thought of it, we did not do it. There is an old saying, Mr. Carlyle, that what may be done at any time is never done.

Mr. Carlyle bowed.

So my child is portionless, resumed the earl, with a suppressed sigh. The thought that it may be an embarrassing thing for her, were I to die before she is settled in life, crosses my mind when I am in a serious mood. That she will marry well, there is little doubt, for she possesses beauty in a rare degree, and has been reared as an English girl should be, not to frivolity and foppery. She was trained by her mother, who save for the mad act she was persuaded into by me, was all goodness and refinement, for the first twelve years of her life, and since then by an admirable governess. No fear that she will be decamping to Gretna Green.

She was a very lovely child, observed the lawyer; I remember that.

Ay; you have seen her at East Lynne, in her mothers lifetime. But, to return to business. If you become the purchaser of the East Lynne estate, Mr. Carlyle, it must be under the rose. The money that it brings, after paying off the mortgage, I must have, as I tell you, for my private use; and you know I should not be able to touch a farthing of it if the confounded public got an inkling of the transfer. In the eyes of the world, the proprietor of East Lynne must be Lord Mount Severn  at least for some little time afterwards. Perhaps you will not object to that.

Mr. Carlyle considered before replying; and then the conversation was resumed, when it was decided that he should see Warburton and Ware the first thing in the morning, and confer with them. It was growing late when he rose to leave.

Stay and dine with me, said the earl.

Mr. Carlyle hesitated, and looked down at his dress  a plain, gentlemanly, morning attire, but certainly not a dinner costume for a peers table.

Oh, thats nothing, said the earl; we shall be quite alone, except my daughter. Mrs. Vane, of Castle Marling, is staying with us. She came up to present my child at the last drawing-room, but I think I heard something about her dining out to-day. If not, we will have it by ourselves here. Oblige me by touching the bell, Mr. Carlyle.

The servant entered.

Inquire whether Mrs. Vane dines at home, said the earl.

Mrs. Vane dines out, my lord, was the mans immediate reply. The carriage is at the door now.

Very well. Mr. Carlyle remains.

At seven oclock the dinner was announced, and the earl wheeled into the adjoining room. As he and Mr. Carlyle entered it at one door, some one else came in by the opposite one. Who  what  was it? Mr. Carlyle looked, not quite sure whether it was a human being  he almost thought it more like an angel.

A light, graceful, girlish form; a face of surpassing beauty, beauty that is rarely seen, save from the imagination of a painter; dark shining curls falling on her neck and shoulders, smooth as a childs; fair, delicate arms decorated with pearls, and a flowing dress of costly white lace. Altogether the vision did indeed look to the lawyer as one from a fairer world than this.

My daughter, Mr. Carlyle, the Lady Isabel.

They took their seats at the table, Lord Mount Severn at its head, in spite of his gout and his footstool. And the young lady and Mr. Carlyle opposite each other. Mr. Carlyle had not deemed himself a particular admirer of womens beauty, but the extraordinary loveliness of the young girl before him nearly took away his senses and his self-possession. Yet it was not so much the perfect contour or the exquisite features that struck him, or the rich damask of the delicate cheek, or the luxuriant falling hair; no, it was the sweet expression of the soft dark eyes. Never in his life had he seen eyes so pleasing. He could not keep his gaze from her, and he became conscious, as he grew more familiar with her face, that there was in its character a sad, sorrowful look; only at times was it to be noticed, when the features were at repose, and it lay chiefly in the very eyes he was admiring. Never does this unconsciously mournful expression exist, but it is a sure index of sorrow and suffering; but Mr. Carlyle understood it not. And who could connect sorrow with the anticipated brilliant future of Isabel Vane?

Isabel, observed the earl, you are dressed.

Yes, papa. Not to keep old Mrs. Levison waiting tea. She likes to take it early, and I know Mrs. Vane must have kept her waiting dinner. It was half-past six when she drove from here.

I hope you will not be late to-night, Isabel.

It depends upon Mrs. Vane.

Then I am sure you will be. When the young ladies in this fashionable world of ours turn night into day, it is a bad thing for their roses. What say you, Mr. Carlyle?

Mr. Carlyle glanced at the roses on the cheeks opposite to him; they looked too fresh and bright to fade lightly.

At the conclusion of dinner a maid entered the room with a white cashmere mantle, placing it over the shoulders of her young lady, as she said the carriage was waiting.

Lady Isabel advanced to the earl. Good-bye, papa.

Good-night, my love, he answered, drawing her toward him, and kissing her sweet face. Tell Mrs. Vane I will not have you kept out till morning hours. You are but a child yet. Mr. Carlyle, will you ring? I am debarred from seeing my daughter to the carriage.

If your lordship will allow me  if Lady Isabel will pardon the attendance of one little used to wait upon young ladies, I shall be proud to see her to her carriage, was the somewhat confused answer of Mr. Carlyle as he touched the bell.

The earl thanked him, and the young lady smiled, and Mr. Carlyle conducted her down the broad, lighted staircase and stood bareheaded by the door of the luxurious chariot, and handed her in. She put out her hand in her frank, pleasant manner, as she wished him good night. The carriage rolled on its way, and Mr. Carlyle returned to the earl.

Well, is she not a handsome girl? he demanded.

Handsome is not the word for beauty such as hers, was Mr. Carlyles reply, in a low, warm tone. I never saw a face half so beautiful.

She caused quite a sensation at the drawing-room last week  as I hear. This everlasting gout kept me indoors all day. And she is as good as she is beautiful.

The earl was not partial. Lady Isabel was wondrously gifted by nature, not only in mind and person but in heart. She was as little like a fashionable young lady as it was well possible to be, partly because she had hitherto been secluded from the great world, partly from the care bestowed upon her training. During the lifetime of her mother, she had lived occasionally at East Lynne, but mostly at a larger seat of the earls in Wales, Mount Severn; since her mothers death, she had remained entirely at Mount Severn, under the charge of a judicious governess, a very small establishment being kept for them, and the earl paying them impromptu and flying visits. Generous and benevolent she was, timid and sensitive to a degree, gentle, and considerate to all. Do not cavil at her being thus praised  admire and love her whilst you may, she is worthy of it now, in her innocent girlhood; the time will come when such praise would be misplaced. Could the fate that was to overtake his child have been foreseen by the earl, he would have struck her down to death, in his love, as she stood before him, rather than suffer her to enter upon it.


CHAPTER II.

THE BROKEN CROSS.

Lady Isabels carriage continued its way, and deposited her at the residence of Mrs. Levison. Mrs. Levison was nearly eighty years of age, and very severe in speech and manner, or, as Mrs. Vane expressed it, crabbed. She looked the image of impatience when Isabel entered, with her cap pushed all awry, and pulling at the black satin gown, for Mrs. Vane had kept her waiting dinner, and Isabel was keeping her from her tea; and that does not agree with the aged, with their health or with their temper.

I fear I am late, exclaimed Lady Isabel, as she advanced to Mrs. Levison; but a gentleman dined with papa to-day, and it made us rather longer at table.

You are twenty-five minutes behind your time, cried the old lady sharply, and I want my tea. Emma, order it in.

Mrs. Vane rang the bell, and did as she was bid. She was a little woman of six-and-twenty, very plain in face, but elegant in figure, very accomplished, and vain to her fingers ends. Her mother, who was dead, had been Mrs. Levisons daughter, and her husband, Raymond Vane, was presumptive heir to the earldom of Mount Severn.

Wont you take that tippet off, child? asked Mrs. Levison, who knew nothing of the new-fashioned names for such articles, mantles, burnous, and all the string of them; and Isabel threw it off and sat down by her.

The tea is not made, grandmamma! exclaimed Mrs. Vane, in an accent of astonishment, as the servant appeared with the tray and the silver urn. You surely do not have it made in the room.

Where should I have it made? inquired Mrs. Levison.

It is much more convenient to have it brought in, ready made, said Mrs. Vane. I dislike the embarass of making it.

Indeed! was the reply of the old lady; and get it slopped over in the saucers, and as cold as milk! You always were lazy, Emma  and given to use those French words. Id rather stick a printed label on my forehead, for my part, I speak French, and let the world know it in that way.

Who makes tea for you in general? asked Mrs. Vane, telegraphing a contemptuous glance to Isabel behind her grandmother.

But the eyes of Lady Isabel fell timidly and a blush rose to her cheeks. She did not like to appear to differ from Mrs. Vane, her senior, and her fathers guest, but her mind revolted at the bare idea of ingratitude or ridicule cast on an aged parent.

Harriet comes in and makes it for me, replied Mrs. Levison; aye, and sits down and takes it with me when I am alone, which is pretty often. What do you say to that, Madame Emma  you, with your fine notions?

Just as you please, of course, grandmamma.

And theres the tea-caddy at your elbow, and the urns fizzing away, and if we are to have any tea to-night, it had better be made.

I dont know how much to put in, grumbled Mrs. Vane, who had the greatest horror of soiling her hands or her gloves; who, in short, had a particular antipathy to doing anything useful.

Shall I make it, dear Mrs. Levison? said Isabel, rising with alacrity. I had used to make it quite as often as my governess at Mount Severn, and I make it for papa.

Do, child, replied the old lady. You are worth ten of her.

Isabel laughed merrily, drew off her gloves, and sat down to the table; and at that moment a young and elegant man lounged into the room. He was deemed handsome, with his clearly-cut features, his dark eyes, his raven hair, and his white teeth; but to a keen observer those features had not an attractive expression, and the dark eyes had a great knack of looking away while he spoke to you. It was Francis, Captain Levison.

He was grandson to the old lady, and first cousin to Mrs. Vane. Few men were so fascinating in manners, at times and seasons, in face and in form, few men won so completely upon their hearers ears, and few were so heartless in their hearts of hearts. The world courted him, and society honored him; for, though he was a graceless spendthrift, and it was known that he was, he was the presumptive heir to the old and rich Sir Peter Levison.

The ancient lady spoke up, Captain Levison, Lady Isabel Vane. They both acknowledged the introduction; and Isabel, a child yet in the ways of the world, flushed crimson at the admiring looks cast upon her by the young guardsman. Strange  strange that she should make the acquaintance of these two men in the same day, almost in the same hour; the two, of all the human race, who were to exercise so powerful an influence over her future life!

Thats a pretty cross, child, cried Mrs. Levison as Isabel stood by her when tea was over, and she and Mrs. Vane were about to depart on their evening visit.

She alluded to a golden cross, set with seven emeralds, which Isabel wore on her neck. It was of light, delicate texture, and was suspended from a thin, short, gold chain.

Is it not pretty? answered Isabel. It was given me by my dear mamma just before she died. Stay, I will take it off for you. I only wear it upon great occasions.

This, her first appearance at the grand dukes, seemed a very great occasion to the simply-reared and inexperienced girl. She unclasped the chain, and placed it with the cross in the hands of Mrs. Levison.

Why, I declare you have nothing on but that cross and some rubbishing pearl bracelets! uttered Mrs. Vane to Isabel. I did not look at you before.

Mamma gave me both. The bracelets are those she used frequently to wear.

You old-fashioned child! Because your mamma wore those bracelets, years ago, is that a reason for your doing so? retorted Mrs. Vane. Why did you not put on your diamonds?

I  did  put on my diamonds; but I  took them off again, stammered Isabel.

What on earth for?

I did not like to look too fine, answered Isabel, with a laugh and a blush. They glittered so! I feared it might be thought I had put them on to look fine.

Ah! I see you mean to set up in that class of people who pretend to despise ornaments, scornfully remarked Mrs. Vane. It is the refinement of affectation, Lady Isabel.

The sneer fell harmlessly on Lady Isabels ear. She only believed something had put Mrs. Vane out of temper. It certainly had; and that something, though Isabel little suspected it, was the evident admiration Captain Levison evinced for her fresh, young beauty; it quite absorbed him, and rendered him neglectful even of Mrs. Vane.

Here, child, take your cross, said the old lady. It is very pretty; prettier on your neck than diamonds would be. You dont want embellishing; never mind what Emma says.

Francis Levison took the cross and chain from her hand to pass them to Lady Isabel. Whether he was awkward, or whether her hands were full, for she held her gloves, her handkerchief, and had just taken up her mantle, certain it is that it fell; and the gentleman, in his too quick effort to regain it, managed to set his foot upon it, and the cross was broken in two.

There! Now whose fault was that? cried Mrs. Levison.

Isabel did not answer; her heart was very full. She took the broken cross, and the tears dropped from her eyes; she could not help it.

Why! You are never crying over a stupid bauble of a cross! uttered Mrs. Vane, interrupting Captain Levisons expression of regret at his awkwardness.

You can have it mended, dear, interposed Mrs. Levison.

Lady Isabel chased away the tears, and turned to Captain Levison with a cheerful look. Pray do not blame yourself, she good-naturedly said; the fault was as much mine as yours; and, as Mrs. Levison says, I can get it mended.

She disengaged the upper part of the cross from the chain as she spoke, and clasped the latter round her throat.

You will not go with that thin string of gold on, and nothing else! uttered Mrs. Vane.

Why not? returned Isabel. If people say anything, I can tell them an accident happened to the cross.

Mrs. Vane burst into a laugh of mocking ridicule. If people say anything! she repeated, in a tone according with the laugh. They are not likely to say anything, but they will deem Lord Mount Severns daughter unfortunately short of jewellery.

Isabel smiled and shook her head. They saw my diamonds at the drawing-room.

If you had done such an awkward thing for me, Frank Levison, burst forth the old lady, my doors should have been closed against you for a month. There, if you are to go, Emma, you had better go; dancing off to begin an evening at ten oclock at night! In my time we used to go at seven; but its the custom now to turn night into day.

When George the Third dined at one oclock upon boiled mutton and turnips, put in the graceless captain, who certainly held his grandmother in no greater reverence than did Mrs. Vane.

He turned to Isabel as he spoke, to hand her downstairs. Thus she was conducted to her carriage the second time that night by a stranger. Mrs. Vane got down by herself, as she best could, and her temper was not improved by the process.

Good-night, said she to the captain.

I shall not say good-night. You will find me there almost as soon as you.

You told me you were not coming. Some bachelors party in the way.

Yes, but I have changed my mind. Farewell for the present, Lady Isabel.

What an object you will look, with nothing on your neck but a schoolgirls chain! began Mrs. Vane, returning to the grievance as the carriage drove on.

Oh, Mrs. Vane, what does it signify? I can only think of my broken cross. I am sure it must be an evil omen.

An evil  what?

An evil omen. Mamma gave me that cross when she was dying. She told me to let it be to me as a talisman, always to keep it safely; and when I was in any distress, or in need of counsel, to look at it and strive to recall what her advice would be, and to act accordingly. And now it is broken  broken!

A glaring gaslight flashed into the carriage, right into the face of Isabel. I declare, uttered Mrs. Vane, you are crying again! I tell you what it is, Isabel, I am not going to chaperone red eyes to the Duchess of Dartfords, so if you cant put a stop to this, I shall order the carriage home, and go on alone.

Isabel meekly dried her eyes, sighing deeply as she did so. I can have the pieces joined, I dare say; but it will never be the same cross to me again.

What have you done with the pieces? irascibly asked Mrs. Vane.

I folded them in the thin paper Mrs. Levison gave me, and put it inside my frock. Here it is, touching the body. I have no pocket on.

Mrs. Vane gave vent to a groan. She never had been a girl herself  she had been a woman at ten; and she complimented Isabel upon being little better than an imbecile. Put it inside my frock! she uttered in a torrent of scorn. And you eighteen years of age! I fancied you left off frocks when you left the nursery. For shame, Isabel!

I meant to say my dress, corrected Isabel.

Meant to say you are a baby idiot! was the inward comment of Mrs. Vane.

A few minutes and Isabel forgot her grievance. The brilliant rooms were to her as an enchanting scene of dreamland, for her heart was in its springtide of early freshness, and the satiety of experience had not come. How could she remember trouble, even the broken cross, as she bent to the homage offered her and drank in the honeyed words poured forth into her ear?

Halloo! cried an Oxford student, with a long rent-roll in prospective, who was screwing himself against the wall, not to be in the way of the waltzers, I thought you had given up coming to these places?

So I had, replied the fast nobleman addressed, the son of a marquis. But I am on the lookout, so am forced into them again. I think a ball-room the greatest bore in life.

On the lookout for what?

For a wife. My governor has stopped supplies, and has vowed by his beard not to advance another shilling, or pay a debt, till I reform. As a preliminary step toward it, he insists upon a wife, and I am trying to choose one for I am deeper in debt than you imagine.

Take the new beauty, then.

Who is she?

Lady Isabel Vane.

Much obliged for the suggestion, replied the earl. But one likes a respectable father-in-law, and Mount Severn is going to smash. He and I are too much in the same line, and might clash, in the long run.

One cant have everything; the girls beauty is beyond common. I saw that rake, Levison, make up to her. He fancies he can carry all before him, where women are concerned.

So he does, often, was his quiet reply.

I hate the fellow! He thinks so much of himself, with his curled hair and shining teeth, and his white skin; and hes as heartless as an owl. What was that hushed-up business about Miss Charteris?

Whos to know? Levison slipped out of the escapade like an eel, and the woman protested that he was more sinned against than sinning. Three-fourths of the world believed them.

And she went abroad and died; and Levison here he comes! And Mount Severns daughter with him.

They were approaching at that moment, Francis Levison and Lady Isabel. He was expressing his regret at the untoward accident of the cross for the tenth time that night. I feel that it can never be atoned for, whispered he; that the heartfelt homage of my whole life would not be sufficient compensation.

He spoke in a tone of thrilling gentleness, gratifying to the ear but dangerous to the heart. Lady Isabel glanced up and caught his eyes gazing upon her with the deepest tenderness  a language hers had never yet encountered. A vivid blush again arose to her cheek, her eyelids fell, and her timid words died away in silence.

Take care, take care, my young Lady Isabel, murmured the Oxonian under his breath, as they passed him, that man is as false as he is fair.

I think he is a rascal, remarked the earl.

I know he is; I know a thing or two about him. He would ruin her heart for the renown of the exploit, because shes a beauty, and then fling it away broken. He has none to give in return for the gift.

Just as much as my new race-horse has, concluded the earl. She is very beautiful.


CHAPTER III.

BARBARA HARE.

West Lynne was a town of some importance, particularly in its own eyes, though being neither a manufacturing one nor a cathedral one, nor even the chief town of the county, it was somewhat primitive in its manners and customs. Passing out at the town, toward the east, you came upon several detached gentlemans houses, in the vicinity of which stood the church of St. Jude, which was more aristocratic, in the matter of its congregation, than the other churches of West Lynne. For about a mile these houses were scattered, the church being situated at their commencement, close to that busy part of the place, and about a mile further on you came upon the beautiful estate which was called East Lynne.

Between the gentlemens houses mentioned and East Lynne, the mile of road was very solitary, being much overshadowed with trees. One house alone stood there, and that was about three-quarters of a mile before you came to East Lynne. It was on the left hand side, a square, ugly, red brick house with a weathercock on the top, standing some little distance from the road. A flat lawn extended before it, and close to the palings, which divided it from the road, was a grove of trees, some yards in depth. The lawn was divided by a narrow middle gravel path, to which you gained access from the portico of the house. You entered upon a large flagged hall with a reception room on either hand, and the staircase, a wide one, facing you; by the side of the staircase you passed on to the servants apartments and offices. That place was called the Grove, and was the property and residence of Richard Hare, Esq., commonly called Mr. Justice Hare.

The room to the left hand, as you went in, was the general sitting-room; the other was very much kept boxed up in lavender and brown Holland, to be opened on state occasions. Justice and Mrs. Hare had three children, a son and two daughters. Annie was the elder of the girls, and had married young; Barbara, the younger was now nineteen, and Richard the eldest  but we shall come to him hereafter.

In this sitting-room, on a chilly evening, early in May, a few days subsequent to that which had witnessed the visit of Mr. Carlyle to the Earl of Mount Severn, sat Mrs. Hare, a pale, delicate woman, buried in shawls and cushions: but the day had been warm. At the window sat a pretty girl, very fair, with blue eyes, light hair, a bright complexion, and small aquiline features. She was listlessly turning over the leaves of a book.

Barbara, I am sure it must be tea-time now.

The time seems to move slowly with you, mamma. It is scarcely a quarter of an hour since I told you it was but ten minutes past six.

I am so thirsty! announced the poor invalid. Do go and look at the clock again, Barbara.

Barbara Hare rose with a gesture of impatience, not suppressed, opened the door, and glanced at the large clock in the hall. It wants nine and twenty minutes to seven, mamma. I wish you would put your watch on of a day; four times you have sent me to look at that clock since dinner.

I am so thirsty! repeated Mrs. Hare, with a sort of sob. If seven oclock would but strike! I am dying for my tea.

It may occur to the reader, that a lady in her own house, dying for her tea, might surely order it brought in, although the customary hour had not struck. Not so Mrs. Hare. Since her husband had first brought her home to that house, four and twenty-years ago, she had never dared to express a will in it; scarcely, on her own responsibility, to give an order. Justice Hare was stern, imperative, obstinate, and self-conceited; she, timid, gentle and submissive. She had loved him with all her heart, and her life had been one long yielding of her will to his; in fact, she had no will; his was all in all. Far was she from feeling the servitude a yoke: some natures do not: and to do Mr. Hare justice, his powerful will that must bear down all before it, was in fault: not his kindness: he never meant to be unkind to his wife. Of his three children, Barbara alone had inherited his will.

Barbara, began Mrs. Hare again, when she thought another quarter of an hour at least must have elapsed.

Well, mamma?

Ring, and tell them to be getting it in readiness so that when seven strikes there may be no delay.

Goodness, mamma! You know they do always have it ready. And theres no such hurry, for papa may not be at home. But she rose, and rang the bell with a petulant motion, and when the man answered it, told him to have tea in to its time.

If you knew dear, how dry my throat is, how parched my mouth, you would have more patience with me.

Barbara closed her book with a listless air, and turned listlessly to the window. She seemed tired, not with fatigue but with what the French express by the word ennui. Here comes papa, she presently said.

Oh, I am so glad! cried poor Mrs. Hare. Perhaps he will not mind having the tea in at once, if I told him how thirsty I am.

The justice came in. A middle sized man, with pompous features, and a pompous walk, and a flaxen wig. In his aquiline nose, compressed lips, and pointed chin, might be traced a resemblance to his daughter; though he never could have been half so good-looking as was pretty Barbara.

Richard, spoke up Mrs. Hare from between her shawls, the instant he opened the door.

Well?

Would you please let me have tea in now? Would you very much mind taking it a little earlier this evening? I am feverish again, and my tongue is so parched I dont know how to speak.

Oh, its near seven; you wont have long to wait.

With this exceedingly gracious answer to an invalids request, Mr. Hare quitted the room again and banged the door. He had not spoken unkindly or roughly, simply with indifference. But ere Mrs. Hares meek sigh of disappointment was over, the door re-opened, and the flaxen wig was thrust in again.

I dont mind if I do have it now. It will be a fine moonlight night and I am going with Pinner as far as Beauchamps to smoke a pipe. Order it in, Barbara.

The tea was made and partaken of, and the justice departed for Mr. Beauchamps, Squire Pinner calling for him at the gate. Mr. Beauchamp was a gentleman who farmed a great deal of land, and who was also Lord Mount Severns agent or steward for East Lynne. He lived higher up the road some little distance beyond East Lynne.

I am so cold, Barbara, shivered Mrs. Hare, as she watched the justice down the gravel path. I wonder if your papa would say it was foolish of me, if I told them to light a bit of fire?

Have it lighted if you like, responded Barbara, ringing the bell. Papa will know nothing about it, one way or the other, for he wont be home till after bedtime. Jasper, mamma is cold, and would like a fire lighted.

Plenty of sticks, Jasper, that it may burn up quickly, said Mrs. Hare, in a pleading voice, as if the sticks were Jaspers and not hers.

Mrs. Hare got her fire, and she drew her chair in front, and put her feet on the fender, to catch its warmth. Barbara, listless still, went into the hall, took a woolen shawl from the stand there, threw it over her shoulders, and went out. She strolled down the straight formal path, and stood at the iron gate, looking over it into the public road. Not very public in that spot, and at that hour, but as lonely as one could wish. The night was calm and pleasant, though somewhat chilly for the beginning of May, and the moon was getting high in the sky.

When will he come home? she murmured, as she leaned her head upon the gate. Oh, what would life be like without him? How miserable these few days have been! I wonder what took him there! I wonder what is detaining him! Corny said he was only gone for a day.

The faint echo of footsteps in the distance stole upon her ear, and Barbara drew a little back, and hid herself under the shelter of the trees, not choosing to be seen by any stray passer-by. But, as they drew near, a sudden change came over her; her eyes lighted up, her cheeks were dyed with crimson, and her veins tingled with excess of rapture  for she knew those footsteps, and loved them, only too well.

Cautiously peeping over the gate again, she looked down the road. A tall form, whose very height and strength bore a grace of which its owner was unconscious, was advancing rapidly toward her from the direction of West Lynne. Again she shrank away; true love is ever timid; and whatever may have been Barbara Hares other qualities, her love at least was true and deep. But instead of the gate opening, with the firm quick motion peculiar to the hand which guided it, the footsteps seemed to pass, and not to have turned at all toward it. Barbaras heart sank, and she stole to the gate again, and looked out with a yearning look.

Yes, sure enough he was striding on, not thinking of her, not coming to her; and she, in the disappointment and impulse of the moment, called to him,  

Archibald!

Mr. Carlyle  it was no other  turned on his heel, and approached the gate.

Is it you, Barbara! Watching for thieves and poachers? How are you?

How are you? she returned, holding the gate open for him to enter, as he shook hands, and striving to calm down her agitation. When did you return?

Only now, by the eight oclock train, which got in beyond its time, having drawled unpardonably at the stations. They little thought they had me in it, as their looks betrayed when I got out. I have not been home yet.

No! What will Cornelia say?

I went to the office for five minutes. But I have a few words to say to Beauchamp, and am going up at once. Thank you, I cannot come in now; I intend to do so on my return.

Papa has gone up to Mr. Beauchamps.

Mr. Hare! Has he?

He and Squire Pinner, continued Barbara. They have gone to have a smoking bout. And if you wait there with papa, it will be too late to come in, for he is sure not to be home before eleven or twelve.

Mr. Carlyle bent his head in deliberation. Then I think it is of little use my going on, said he, for my business with Beauchamp is private. I must defer it until to-morrow.

He took the gate out of her hand, closed it, and placed the hand within his own arm, to walk with her to the house. It was done in a matter-of-fact, real sort of way; nothing of romance or sentiment hallowed it; but Barbara Hare felt that she was in Eden.

And how have you all been, Barbara, these few days?

Oh, very well. What made you start off so suddenly? You never said you were going, or came to wish us good-bye.

You have just expressed it, Barbara suddenly. A matter of business suddenly arose, and I suddenly went upon it.

Cornelia said you were only gone for a day.

Did she? When in London I find so many things to do! Is Mrs. Hare better?

Just the same. I think mammas ailments are fancies, half of them; if she would rouse herself she would be better. What is in that parcel?

You are not to inquire, Miss Barbara. It does not concern you. It only concerns Mrs. Hare.

Is it something you have brought for mamma, Archibald?

Of course. A countrymans visit to London entails buying presents for his friends; at least, it used to be so, in the old-fashioned days.

When people made their wills before starting, and were a fortnight doing the journey in a wagon, laughed Barbara. Grandpapa used to tell us tales of that, when we were children. But is it really something for mamma?

Dont I tell you so? I have brought something for you.

Oh! What is it? she uttered, her color rising, and wondering whether he was in jest or earnest.

Theres an impatient girl! What is it? Wait a moment, and you shall see what it is.

He put the parcel or roll he was carrying upon a garden chair, and proceeded to search his pockets. Every pocket was visited, apparently in vain.

Barbara, I think it is gone. I must have lost it somehow.

Her heart beat as she stood there, silently looking up at him in the moonlight. Was it lost? What had it been?

But, upon a second search, he came upon something in the pocket of his coat-tail. Here it is, I believe; what brought it there? He opened a small box, and taking out a long, gold chain, threw it around her neck. A locket was attached to it.

Her cheeks crimson went and came; her heart beat more rapidly. She could not speak a word of thanks; and Mr. Carlyle took up the roll, and walked on into the presence of Mrs. Hare.

Barbara followed in a few minutes. Her mother was standing up, watching with pleased expectation the movements of Mr. Carlyle. No candles were in the room, but it was bright with firelight.

Now, dont laugh at me, quoth he, untying the string of the parcel. It is not a roll of velvet for a dress, and it is not a roll of parchment, conferring twenty thousand pounds a year. But it is  an air cushion!

It was what poor Mrs. Hare, so worn with sitting and lying, had often longed for. She had heard such a luxury was to be bought in London, but never remembered to have seen one. She took it almost with a greedy hand, casting a grateful look at Mr. Carlyle.

How am I to thank you for it? she murmured through her tears.

If you thank me at all, I will never bring you anything again, cried he, gaily. I have been telling Barbara that a visit to London entails bringing gifts for friends, he continued. Do you see how smart I have made her?

Barbara hastily took off the chain, and laid it before her mother.

What a beautiful chain! muttered Mrs. Hare, in surprise. Archibald, you are too good, too generous! This must have cost a great deal; this is beyond a trifle.

Nonsense! laughed Mr. Carlyle. Ill tell you both how I happened to buy it. I went into a jewellers about my watch, which has taken to lose lately in a most unceremonious fashion, and there I saw a whole display of chains hanging up; some ponderous enough for a sheriff, some light and elegant enough for Barbara. I dislike to see a thick chain on a ladys neck. They put me in mind of the chain she lost, the day she and Cornelia went with me to Lynchborough, which loss Barbara persisted in declaring was my fault, for dragging her through the town sight-seeing, while Cornelia did her shopping  for it was then the chain was lost.

But I was only joking when I said so, was the interruption of Barbara. Of course it would have happened had you not been with me; the links were always snapping.

Well, these chains in the shop in London put me in mind of Barbaras misfortune, and I chose one. Then the shopman brought forth some lockets, and enlarged upon their convenience for holding deceased relatives hair, not to speak of sweethearts, until I told him he might attach one. I thought it might hold that piece of hair you prize, Barbara, he concluded, dropping his voice.

What piece? asked Mrs. Hare.

Mr. Carlyle glanced round the room, as if fearful the very walls might hear his whisper. Richards. Barbara showed it me one day when she was turning out her desk, and said it was a curl taken off in that illness.

Mrs. Hare sank back in her chair, and hid her face in her hands, shivering visibly. The words evidently awoke some poignant source of deep sorrow. Oh, my boy! My boy! she wailed my boy! My unhappy boy! Mr. Hare wonders at my ill-health, Archibald; Barbara ridicules it; but there lies the source of all my misery, mental and bodily. Oh, Richard! Richard!

There was a distressing pause, for the topic admitted of neither hope nor consolation. Put your chain on again, Barbara, Mr. Carlyle said, after a while, and I wish you health to wear it out. Health and reformation, young lady!

Barbara smiled and glanced at him with her pretty blue eyes, so full of love. What have you brought for Cornelia? she resumed.

Something splendid, he answered, with a mock serious face; only I hope I have not been taken in. I bought her a shawl. The venders vowed it was true Parisian cashmere. I gave eighteen guineas for it.

That is a great deal, observed Mrs. Hare. It ought to be a very good one. I never gave more than six guineas for a shawl in all my life.

And Cornelia, I dare say, never more than half six, laughed Mr. Carlyle. Well, I shall wish you good evening, and go to her; for if she knows I am back all this while, I shall be lectured.

He shook hands with them both. Barbara, however, accompanied him to the front door, and stepped outside with him.

You will catch cold, Barbara. You have left your shawl indoors.

Oh, no, I shall not. How very soon you are leaving. You have scarcely stayed ten minutes.

But you forget I have not been at home.

You were on your road to Beauchamps, and would not have been at home for an hour or two in that case, spoke Barbara, in a tone that savored of resentment.

That was different; that was upon business. But, Barbara, I think your mother looks unusually ill.

You know she suffers a little thing to upset her; and last night she had what she calls one of her dreams, answered Barbara. She says that it is a warning that something bad is going to happen, and she has been in the most unhappy, feverish state possible all day. Papa has been quite angry over her being so weak and nervous, declaring that she ought to rouse herself out of her nerves. Of course we dare not tell him about the dream.

It related to  the  

Mr. Carlyle stopped, and Barbara glanced round with a shudder, and drew closer to him as she whispered. He had not given her his arm this time.

Yes, to the murder. You know mamma has always declared that Bethel had something to do with it; she says her dreams would have convinced her of it, if nothing else did; and she dreamt she saw him with  with  you know.

Hallijohn? whispered Mr. Carlyle.

With Hallijohn, assented Barbara, with a shiver. He was standing over him as he lay on the floor; just as he did lay on it. And that wretched Afy was standing at the end of the kitchen, looking on.

But Mrs. Hare ought not to suffer dreams to disturb her peace by day, remonstrated Mr. Carlyle. It is not to be surprised at that she dreams of the murder, because she is always dwelling upon it; but she should strive and throw the feeling from her with the night.

You know what mamma is. Of course she ought to do so, but she does not. Papa wonders what makes her get up so ill and trembling of a morning; and mamma has to make all sorts of evasive excuses; for not a hint, as you are aware, must be breathed to him about the murder.

Mr. Carlyle gravely nodded.

Mamma does so harp about Bethel. And I know that dream arose from nothing in the world but because she saw him pass the gate yesterday. Not that she thinks that it was he who did it; unfortunately, there is no room for that; but she will persist that he had a hand in it in some way, and he haunts her dreams.

Mr. Carlyle walked on in silence; indeed there was no reply that he could make. A cloud had fallen upon the house of Mr. Hare, and it was an unhappy subject. Barbara continued,  

But for mamma to have taken it into her head that some evil is going to happen, because she had this dream, and to make herself miserable over it, is so absurd, that I have felt quite cross with her all day. Such nonsense, you know, Archibald, to believe that dreams give signs of what is going to happen, so far behind these enlightened days!

Your mammas trouble is great, Barbara; and she is not strong.

I think all our troubles have been great since  since that dark evening, responded Barbara.

Have you heard from Anne? inquired Mr. Carlyle, willing to change the subject.

Yes, she is very well. What do you think they are going to name the baby? Anne; after her mamma. So very ugly a name! Anne!

I do not think so, said Mr. Carlyle. It is simple and unpretending, I like it much. Look at the long, pretentious names of our family  Archibald! Cornelia! And yours, too  Barbara! What a mouthful they all are!

Barbara contracted her eyebrows. It was equivalent to saying that he did not like her name.

They reached the gate, and Mr. Carlyle was about to pass out of it when Barbara laid her hand on his arm to detain him, and spoke in a timid voice,  

Archibald!

What is it?

I have not said a word of thanks to you for this, she said, touching the chain and locket; my tongue seemed tied. Do not deem me ungrateful.

You foolish girl! It is not worth them. There! Now I am paid. Good-night, Barbara.

He had bent down and kissed her cheek, swung through the gate, laughing, and strode away. Dont say I never gave you anything, he turned his head round to say, Good-night.

All her veins were tingling, all her pulses beating; her heart was throbbing with its sense of bliss. He had never kissed her, that she could remember, since she was a child. And when she returned indoors, her spirits were so extravagantly high that Mrs. Hare wondered.

Ring for the lamp, Barbara, and you can get to your work. But dont have the shutters closed; I like to look out on these light nights.

Barbara, however, did not get to her work; she also, perhaps, liked looking out on a light night, for she sat down at the window. She was living the last half hour over again. Dont say I never gave you anything, she murmured; did he allude to the chain or to the  kiss? Oh, Archibald, why dont you say that you love me?

Mr. Carlyle had been all his life upon intimate terms with the Hare family. His fathers first wife  for the late lawyer Carlyle had been twice married  had been a cousin of Justice Hares, and this had caused them to be much together. Archibald, the child of the second Mrs. Carlyle, had alternately teased and petted Anne and Barbara Hare, boy fashion. Sometimes he quarreled with the pretty little girls, sometimes he caressed them, as he would have done had they been his sisters; and he made no scruple of declaring publicly to the pair that Anne was his favorite. A gentle, yielding girl she was, like her mother; whereas Barbara displayed her own will, and it sometimes clashed with young Carlyles.

The clock struck ten. Mrs. Hare took her customary sup of brandy and water, a small tumbler three parts full. Without it she believed she could never get to sleep; it deadened unhappy thought, she said. Barbara, after making it, had turned again to the window, but she did not resume her seat. She stood right in front of it, her forehead bent forward against its middle pane. The lamp, casting a bright light, was behind her, so that her figure might be distinctly observable from the lawn, had any one been there to look upon it.

She stood there in the midst of dreamland, giving way to all its enchanting and most delusive fascinations. She saw herself, in anticipation, the wife of Mr. Carlyle, the envied, thrice envied, of all West Lynne; for, like as he was the dearest on earth to her heart, so was he the greatest match in the neighborhood around. Not a mother but what coveted him for her child, and not a daughter but would have said, Yes, and thank you, to an offer from the attractive Archibald Carlyle. I never was sure, quite sure of it till to-night, murmured Barbara, caressing the locket, and holding it to her cheek. I always thought he meant something, or he might mean nothing: but to give me this  to kiss me  oh Archibald!

A pause. Barbaras eyes were fixed upon the moonlight.

If he would but say he loved me! If he would but save the suspense of my aching heart! But it must come; I know it will; and if that cantankerous toad of a Corny

Barbara Hare stopped. What was that, at the far end of the lawn, just in advance of the shade of the thick trees? Their leaves were not causing the movement, for it was a still night. It had been there some minutes; it was evidently a human form. What was it? Surely it was making signs to her!

Or else it looked as though it was. That was certainly its arm moving, and now it advanced a pace nearer, and raised something which it wore on its head  a battered hat with a broad brim, a wide-awake, encircled with a wisp of straw.

Barbara Hares heart leaped, as the saying runs, into her mouth, and her face became deadly white in the moonlight. Her first thought was to alarm the servants; her second, to be still; for she remembered the fear and mystery that attached to the house. She went into the hall, shutting her mamma in the parlor, and stood in the shade of the portico, gazing still. But the figure evidently followed her movement with its sight, and the hat was again taken off, and waved violently.

Barbara Hare turned sick with utter terror. She must fathom it; she must see who, and what it was; for the servants she dared not call, and those movements were imperative, and might not be disregarded. But she possessed more innate courage than falls to the lot of some young ladies.

Mamma, she said, returning to the parlor and catching up her shawl, while striving to speak without emotion. I shall just walk down the path and see if papa is coming.

Mrs. Hare did not reply. She was musing upon other things, in that quiescent happy mood, which a small portion of spirits will impart to one weak in body; and Barbara softly closed the door, and stole out again to the portico. She stood a moment to rally her courage, and again the hat was waved impatiently.

Barbara Hare commenced her walk towards it in dread unutterable, an undefined sense of evil filling her sinking heart; mingling with which, came, with a rush of terror, a fear of that other undefinable evil  the evil Mrs. Hare had declared was foreboded by her dream.


CHAPTER IV.

THE MOONLIGHT INTERVIEW.

Cold and still looked the old house in the moonbeams. Never was the moon brighter; it lighted the far-stretching garden, it illuminated even the weathercock aloft, it shone upon the portico, and upon one who appeared in it. Stealing to the portico from the house had come Barbara Hare, her eyes strained in dread affright on the grove of trees at the foot of the garden. What was it that had stepped out of that grove of trees, and mysteriously beckoned to her as she stood at the window, turning her heart to sickness as she gazed? Was it a human being, one to bring more evil to the house, where so much evil had already fallen? Was it a supernatural visitant, or was it but a delusion of her own eyesight? Not the latter, certainly, for the figure was now emerging again, motioning to her as before; and with a white face and shaking limbs, Barbara clutched her shawl around her and went down that path in the moonlight. The beckoning form retreated within the dark recess as she neared it, and Barbara halted.

Who and what are you? she asked, under her breath. What do you want?

Barbara, was the whispered, eager answer, dont you recognize me?

Too surely she did  the voice at any rate  and a cry escaped her, telling more of sorrow than of joy, though betraying both. She penetrated the trees, and burst into tears as one in the dress of a farm laborer caught her in his arms. In spite of his smock-frock and his straw-wisped hat, and his false whiskers, black as Erebus, she knew him for her brother.

Oh, Richard! Where have you come from? What brings you here?

Did you know me, Barbara? was his rejoinder.

How was it likely  in this disguise? A thought crossed my mind that it might be some one from you, and even that made me sick with terror. How could you run such a risk as to come here? she added, wringing her hands. If you are discovered, it is certain death; death  upon  you know!

Upon the gibbet, returned Richard Hare. I do know it, Barbara.

Then why risk it? Should mamma see you it will kill her outright.

I cant live on as I am living, he answered, gloomily. I have been working in London ever since

In London! interrupted Barbara.

In London, and have never stirred out of it. But it is hard work for me, and now I have an opportunity of doing better, if I can get a little money. Perhaps my mother can let me have it; it is what I have come to ask for.

How are you working? What at?

In a stable-yard.

A stable-yard! she uttered, in a deeply shocked tone. Richard!

Did you expect it would be as a merchant, or a banker, or perhaps as secretary to one of her majestys ministers  or that I was a gentleman at large, living on my fortune? retorted Richard Hare, in a tone of chafed anguish, painful to hear. I get twelve shillings a week, and that has to find me in everything!

Poor Richard, poor Richard! she wailed, caressing his hand and weeping over it. Oh, what a miserable nights work that was! Our only comfort is, Richard, that you must have committed the deed in madness.

I did not commit it at all, he replied.

What! she exclaimed.

Barbara, I swear that I am innocent; I swear I was not present when the man was murdered; I swear that from my own positive knowledge, my eyesight, I know no more who did it than you. The guessing at it is enough for me; and my guess is as sure and true a one as that the moon is in the heavens.

Barbara shivered as she drew close to him. It was a shivering subject. You surely do not mean to throw the guilt on Bethel?

Bethel! lightly returned Richard Hare. He had nothing to do with it. He was after his gins and his snares, that night, though, poacher as he is!

Bethel is no poacher, Richard.

Is he not? rejoined Richard Hare, significantly. The truth as to what he is may come out, some time. Not that I wish it to come out; the man has done no harm to me, and he may go on poaching with impunity till doomsday for all I care. He and Locksley

Richard, interrupted his sister, in a hushed voice, mamma entertains one fixed idea, which she cannot put from her. She is certain that Bethel had something to do with the murder.

Then she is wrong. Why should she think so?

How the conviction arose at first, I cannot tell you; I do not think she knows herself. But you remember how weak and fanciful she is, and since that dreadful night she is always having what she calls dreams  meaning that she dreams of the murder. In all these dreams Bethel is prominent; and she says she feels an absolute certainty that he was, in some way or other, mixed up in it.

Barbara, he was no more mixed up in it than you.

And  you say that you were not?

I was not even at the cottage at the time; I swear it to you. The man who did the deed was Thorn.

Thorn! echoed Barbara, lifting her head. Who is Thorn?

I dont know who. I wish I did; I wish I could unearth him. He was a friend of Afys.

Barbara threw back her neck with a haughty gesture. Richard!

What?

You forget yourself when you mention that name to me.

Well, returned Richard. It was not to discuss these things that I put myself in jeopardy; and to assert my innocence can do no good; it cannot set aside the coroners verdict of Wilful murder against Richard Hare, the younger. Is my father as bitter against me as ever?

Quite. He never mentions your name, or suffers it to be mentioned; he gave his orders to the servants that it never was to be spoken in the house again. Eliza could not, or would not remember, and she persisted in calling your room Mr. Richards. I think the woman did it heedlessly, not maliciously, to provoke papa; she was a good servant, and had been with us three years you know. The first time she transgressed, papa warned her; the second, he thundered at her as I believe nobody else in the world can thunder; and the third he turned her from the doors, never allowing her to get her bonnet; one of the others carrying her bonnet and shawl to the gate, and her boxes were sent away the same day. Papa took an oath  did you hear of it?

What oath? He takes many.

This was a solemn one, Richard. After the delivery of the verdict, he took an oath in the justice-room, in the presence of his brother magistrates, that if he could find you he would deliver you up to justice, and that he would do it, though you might not turn up for ten years to come. You know his disposition, Richard, and therefore may be sure he will keep it. Indeed, it is most dangerous for you to be here.

I know that he never treated me as he ought, cried Richard, bitterly. If my health was delicate, causing my poor mother to indulge me, ought that to have been a reason for his ridiculing me on every possible occasion, public and private? Had my home been made happier I should not have sought the society I did elsewhere. Barbara, I must be allowed an interview with my mother.

Barbara Hare reflected before she spoke. I do not see how it can be managed.

Why cant she come out to me as you have done? Is she up, or in bed?

It is impossible to think of it to-night, returned Barbara in an alarmed tone. Papa may be in at any moment; he is spending the evening at Beauchamps.

It is hard to have been separated from her for eighteen months, and to go back without seeing her, returned Richard. And about the money? It is a hundred pounds that I want.

You must be here again to-morrow night, Richard; the money, no doubt, can be yours, but I am not so sure about your seeing mamma. I am terrified for your safety. But, if it is as you say, that you are innocent, she added, after a pause, could it not be proved?

Who is to prove it? The evidence is strong against me; and Thorn, did I mention him, would be as a myth to other people; nobody knew anything of him.

Is he a myth? said Barbara, in a low voice.

Are you and I myths? retorted Richard. So, even you doubt me?

Richard, she suddenly exclaimed, why not tell the whole circumstances to Archibald Carlyle? If any one can help you, or take measures to establish your innocence, he can. And you know that he is true as steel.

Theres no other man living should be trusted with the secret that I am here, except Carlyle. Where is it they suppose that I am, Barbara?

Some think that you are dead; some that you are in Australia; the very uncertainty has nearly killed mamma. A report arose that you had been seen at Liverpool, in an Australian-bound ship, but we could not trace it to any foundation.

It had none. I dodged my way to London, and there I have been.

Working in a stable-yard?

I could not do better. I was not brought up to anything, and I did understand horses. Besides, a man that the police-runners were after could be more safe in obscurity, considering that he was a gentleman, than

Barbara turned suddenly, and placed her hand upon her brothers mouth. Be silent for your life, she whispered, heres papa.

Voices were heard approaching the gate  those of Justice Hare and Squire Pinner. The latter walked on; the former came in. The brother and sister cowered together, scarcely daring to breathe; you might have heard Barbaras heart beating. Mr. Hare closed the gate and walked on up the path.

I must go, Richard, said Barbara, hastily; I dare not stay another minute. Be here again to-morrow night, and meanwhile I will see what can be done.

She was speeding away, but Richard held her back. You did not seem to believe my assertion of innocence. Barbara, we are here alone in the still night, with God above us; as truly as that you and I must sometime meet Him face to face, I told you the truth. It was Thorn murdered Hallijohn, and I had nothing whatever to do with it.

Barbara broke out of the trees and flew along, but Mr. Hare was already in, locking and barring the door. Let me in, papa, she called out.

The justice opened the door again, and thrusting forth his flaxen wig, his aquiline nose, and his amazed eyes, gazed at Barbara.

Halloo! What brings you out at this time of night, young lady?

I went down to the gate to look for you, she panted, and had  had  strolled over to the side path. Did you not see me?

Barbara was truthful by nature and habit; but in such a cause, how could she avoid dissimulation?

Thank you, papa, she said, as she went in.

You ought to have been in bed an hour ago, angrily responded Mr. Justice Hare.


CHAPTER V.

MR. CARLYLES OFFICE.

In the centre of West Lynne stood two houses adjoining each other, one large, the other much smaller. The large one was the Carlyle residence, and the small one was devoted to the Carlyle offices. The name of Carlyle bore a lofty standing in the county; Carlyle and Davidson were known as first-class practitioners; no pettifogging lawyers were they. It was Carlyle & Davidson in the days gone by; now it was Archibald Carlyle. The old firm were brothers-in-law  the first Mrs. Carlyle having been Mr. Davidsons sister. She had died and left one child. The second Mrs. Carlyle died when her son was born  Archibald; and his half-sister reared him, loved him and ruled him. She bore for him all the authority of a mother; the boy had known no other, and, when a little child he had called her Mamma Corny. Mamma Corny had done her duty by him, that was undoubted; but Mamma Corny had never relaxed her rule; with an iron hand she liked to rule him now, in great things as in small, just as she had done in the days of his babyhood. And Archibald generally submitted, for the force of habit is strong. She was a woman of strong sense, but, in some things, weak of judgment; and the ruling passions of her life were love of Archibald and love of saving money. Mr. Davidson had died earlier than Mr. Carlyle, and his fortune  he had never married  was left equally divided between Cornelia and Archibald. Archibald was no blood relation to him, but he loved the open-hearted boy better than his niece Cornelia. Of Mr. Carlyles property, a small portion only was bequeathed to his daughter, the rest to his son; and in this, perhaps there was justice, since the 20,000 pounds brought to Mr. Carlyle by his second wife had been chiefly instrumental in the accumulation of his large fortune.

Miss Carlyle, or, as she was called in town, Miss Corny, had never married; it was pretty certain she never would; people thought that her intense love of her young brother kept her single, for it was not likely that the daughter of the rich Mr. Carlyle had wanted for offers. Other maidens confess to soft and tender impressions. Not so Miss Carlyle. All who had approached her with the lovelorn tale, she sent quickly to the right-about.

Mr. Carlyle was seated in his own private room in his office the morning after his return from town. His confidential clerk and manager stood near him. It was Mr. Dill, a little, meek-looking man with a bald head. He was on the rolls, had been admitted years and years ago, but he had never set up for himself; perhaps he deemed the post of head manager in the office of Carlyle & Davidson, with its substantial salary, sufficient for his ambition; and manager he had been to them when the present Mr. Carlyle was in long petticoats. He was a single man, and occupied handsome apartments near.

Between the room of Mr. Carlyle and that of the clerks, was a small square space or hall, having ingress also from the house passage; another room opened from it, a narrow one, which was Mr. Dills own peculiar sanctum. Here he saw clients when Mr. Carlyle was out or engaged, and here he issued private orders. A little window, not larger than a pane of glass, looked out from the clerks office; they called it old Dills peep-hole and wished it anywhere else, for his spectacles might be discerned at it more frequently than was agreeable. The old gentleman had a desk, also, in their office, and there he frequently sat. He was sitting there, in state, this same morning, keeping a sharp lookout around him, when the door timidly opened, and the pretty face of Barbara Hare appeared at it, rosy with blushes.

Can I see Mr. Carlyle?

Mr. Dill rose from his seat and shook hands with her. She drew him into the passage and he closed the door. Perhaps he felt surprised, for it was not the custom for ladies, young and single, to come there after Mr. Carlyle.

Presently, Miss Barbara. He is engaged just now. The justices are with him.

The justices! uttered Barbara, in alarm; and papa one? Whatever shall I do? He must not see me. I would not have him see me here for the world.

An ominous sound of talking; the justices were evidently coming forth. Mr. Dill laid hold of Barbara, whisked her through the clerks room, not daring to take her the other way, lest he should encounter them, and shut her in his own. What the plague brought papa here at this moment? thought Barbara, whose face was crimson.

A few minutes and Mr. Dill opened the door again. They are gone now, and the coasts clear, Miss Barbara.

I dont know what opinion you must form of me, Mr. Dill, she whispered, but I will tell you, in confidence, that I am here on some private business for mamma, who was not well enough to come herself. It is a little private matter that she does not wish papa to know of.

Child, answered the manager, a lawyer receives visits from many people; and it is not the place of those about him to think.

He opened the door as he spoke, ushered her into the presence of Mr. Carlyle, and left her. The latter rose in astonishment.

You must regard me as a client, and pardon my intrusion, said Barbara, with a forced laugh, to hide her agitation. I am here on the part of mamma  and I nearly met papa in your passage, which terrified me out of my senses. Mr. Dill shut me into his room.

Mr. Carlyle motioned to Barbara to seat herself, then resumed his own seat, beside his table. Barbara could not help noticing how different his manners were in his office from his evening manners when he was off duty. Here he was the staid, calm man of business.

I have a strange thing to tell you, she began, in a whisper, but  it is impossible that any one can hear us, she broke off, with a look of dread. It would be  it might be  death!

It is quite impossible, calmly replied Mr. Carlyle. The doors are double doors; did you notice that they were?

Nevertheless, she left her chair and stood close to Mr. Carlyle, resting her hand upon the table. He rose, of course.

Richard is here!

Richard! repeated Mr. Carlyle. At West Lynne!

He appeared at the house last night in disguise, and made signs to me from the grove of trees. You may imagine my alarm. He has been in London all this while, half starving, working  I feel ashamed to mention it to you  in a stable-yard. And, oh, Archibald! He says he is innocent.

Mr. Carlyle made no reply to this. He probably had no faith in the assertion. Sit down, Barbara, he said drawing her chair closer.

Barbara sat down again, but her manner was hurried and nervous. Is it quite sure that no stranger will be coming in? It would look so peculiar to see me here; but mamma was too unwell to come herself  or rather, she feared papas questioning, if he found out that she came.

Be at ease, replied Mr. Carlyle; this room is sacred from the intrusion of strangers. What of Richard?

He says that he was not in the cottage at the time the murder was committed; that the person who really did it was a man of the name of Thorn.

What Thorn? asked Mr. Carlyle, suppressing all signs of incredulity.

I dont know; a friend of Afys, he said. Archibald, he swore to it in the most solemn manner; and I believe, as truly as that I am now repeating it to you, that he was speaking the truth. I want you to see Richard, if possible; he is coming to the same place to-night. If he can tell his own tale to you, perhaps you may find out a way by which his innocence may be made manifest. You are so clever, you can do anything.

Mr. Carlyle smiled. Not quite anything, Barbara. Was this the purport of Richards visit  to say this?

Oh, no! He thinks it is of no use to say it, for nobody would believe him against the evidence. He came to ask for a hundred pounds; he says he has an opportunity of doing better, if he can have that sum. Mamma has sent me to you; she has not the money by her, and she dare not ask papa for it, as it is for Richard. She bade me say that if you will kindly oblige her with the money to-day, she will arrange with you about the repayment.

Do you want it now? asked Mr. Carlyle. If so, I must send to the bank. Dill never keeps much money in the house when Im away.

Not until evening. Can you manage to see Richard?

It is hazardous, mused Mr. Carlyle; for him, I mean. Still, if he is to be in the grove to-night, I may as well be there also. What disguise is he in?

A farm laborers, the best he could adopt about here, with large black whiskers. He is stopping about three miles off, he said, in some obscure hiding-place. And now, continued Barbara, I want you to advise me; had I better inform mamma that Richard is here, or not?

Mr. Carlyle did not understand, and said so.

I declare I am bewildered, she exclaimed. I should have premised that I have not yet told mamma it is Richard himself who is here, but that he has sent a messenger to beg for this money. Would it be advisable to acquaint her?

Why should you not? I think you ought to do so.

Then I will; I was fearing the hazard for she is sure to insist upon seeing him. Richard also wishes for an interview.

It is only natural. Mrs. Hare must be thankful to hear so far, that he is safe.

I never saw anything like it, returned Barbara; the change is akin to magic; she says it has put life into her anew. And now for the last thing; how can we secure papas absence from home to-night? It must be accomplished in some way. You know his temper: were I or mamma to suggest to him, to go and see some friend, or to go to the club, he would immediately stop at home. Can you devise any plan? You see I appeal to you in all my troubles, she added, like I and Anne used to do when we were children.

It may be questioned if Mr. Carlyle heard the last remark. He had dropped his eyelids in thought. Have you told me all? he asked presently, lifting them.

I think so.

Then I will consider it over, and

I shall not like to come here again, interrupted Barbara. It  it might excite suspicions; some one might see me, too, and mention it to papa. Neither ought you to send to our house.

Well  contrive to be in the street at four this afternoon. Stay, thats your dinner hour; be walking up the street at three, three precisely; I will meet you.

He rose, shook hands, and escorted Barbara through the small hall, along the passage to the house door; a courtesy probably not yet shown to any client by Mr. Carlyle. The house door closed upon her, and Barbara had taken one step from it, when something large loomed down upon her, like a ship in full sail.

She must have been the tallest lady in the world  out of a caravan. A fine woman in her day, but angular and bony now. Still, in spite of the angles and the bones, there was majesty in the appearance of Miss Carlyle.

Why  what on earth! began she, have you been with Archibald for?

Barbara Hare, wishing Miss Carlyle over in Asia, stammered out the excuse she had given Mr. Dill.

Your mamma sent you on business! I never heard of such a thing. Twice I have been to see Archibald, and twice did Dill answer that he was engaged and must not be interrupted. I shall make old Dill explain his meaning for observing a mystery over it to me.

There is no mystery, answered Barbara, feeling quite sick lest Miss Carlyle should proclaim there was, before the clerks, or her father. Mamma wanted Mr. Carlyles opinion upon a little private business, and not feeling well enough to come herself, she sent me.

Miss Carlyle did not believe a word. What business? asked she unceremoniously.

It is nothing that could interest you. A trifling matter, relating to a little money. Its nothing, indeed.

Then, if its nothing, why were you closeted so long with Archibald?

He was asking the particulars, replied Barbara, recovering her equanimity.

Miss Carlyle sniffed, as she invariably did, when dissenting from a problem. She was sure there was some mystery astir. She turned and walked down the street with Barbara, but she was none the more likely to get anything out of her.

Mr. Carlyle returned to his room, deliberated a few moments, and then rang his bell. A clerk answered it.

Go to the Bucks Head. If Mr. Hare and the other magistrates are there, ask them to step over to me.

The young man did as he was bid, and came back with the noted justices at his heels. They obeyed the summons with alacrity, for they believed they had got themselves into a judicial scrape, and that Mr. Carlyle alone could get them out of it.

I will not request you to sit down, began Mr. Carlyle, for it is barely a moment I shall detain you. The more I think about this mans having been put in prison, the less I like it; and I have been considering that you had better all five, come and smoke your pipes at my house this evening, when we shall have time to discuss what must be done. Come at seven, not later, and you will find my fathers old jar replenished with the best broadcut, and half a dozen churchwarden pipes. Shall it be so?

The whole five accepted the invitation eagerly. And they were filing out when Mr. Carlyle laid his finger on the arm of Justice Hare.

You will be sure to come, Hare, he whispered. We could not get on without you; all heads, with a slight inclination towards those going out, are not gifted with the clear good sense of yours.

Sure and certain, responded the gratified justice; fire and water shouldnt keep me away.

Soon after Mr. Carlyle was left alone another clerk entered.

Miss Carlyle is asking to see you, sir, and Colonel Bethels come again.

Send in Miss Carlyle first, was the answer. What is it, Cornelia?

Ah! You may well ask what? Saying this morning that you could not dine at six, as usual, and then marching off, and never fixing the hour. How can I give my orders?

I thought business would have called me out, but I am not going now. We will dine a little earlier, though, Cornelia, say a quarter before six. I have invited

Whats up, Archibald? interrupted Miss Carlyle.

Up! Nothing that I know of. I am very busy, Cornelia, and Colonel Bethel is waiting; I will talk to you at dinner-time. I have invited a party for to-night.

A party! echoed Miss Carlyle.

Four or five of the justices are coming in to smoke their pipes. You must put out your fathers leaden tobacco-box, and

They shant come! screamed Miss Carlyle. Do you think Ill be poisoned with tobacco smoke from a dozen pipes?

You need not sit in the room.

Nor they either. Clean curtains are just put up throughout the house, and Ill have no horrid pipes to blacken them.

Ill buy you some new curtains, Cornelia, if their pipes spoil these, he quietly replied. And now, Cornelia, I really must beg you to leave me.

When I have come to the bottom of this affair with Barbara Hare, resolutely returned Miss Corny, dropping the point of the contest as to the pipes. You are very clever, Archie, but you cant do me. I asked Barbara what she came here for; business for mamma, touching money matters, was her reply. I ask you: to hear your opinion about the scrape the bench have got into, is yours. Now, its neither one nor the other; and I tell you, Archibald, Ill hear what it is. I should like to know what you and Barbara do with a secret between you.

Mr. Carlyle knew her and her resolute expression well, and he took his course, to tell her the truth. She was, to borrow the words Barbara had used to her brother with regard to him, true as steel. Confide to Miss Carlyle a secret, and she was trustworthy and impervious as he could be; but let her come to suspect that there was a secret which was being kept from her, and she would set to work like a ferret, and never stop until it was unearthed.

Mr. Carlyle bent forward and spoke in a whisper. I will tell you, if you wish, Cornelia, but it is not a pleasant thing to hear. Richard Hare has returned.

Miss Carlyle looked perfectly aghast. Richard Hare! Is he mad?

It is not a very sane proceeding. He wants money from his mother, and Mrs. Hare sent Barbara to ask me to manage it for her. No wonder poor Barbara was flurried and nervous, for theres danger on all sides.

Is he at their house?

How could he be there and his father in it? He is in hiding two or three miles off, disguised as a laborer, and will be at the grove to-night to receive this money. I have invited the justices to get Mr. Hare safe away from his own house. If he saw Richard, he would undoubtedly give him up to justice, and  putting graver considerations aside  that would be pleasant for neither you nor for me. To have a connection gibbeted for a willful murder would be an ugly blot on the Carlyle escutcheon, Cornelia.

Miss Carlyle sat in silence revolving the news, a contraction on her ample brow.

And now you know all, Cornelia, and I do beg you to leave me, for I am overwhelmed with work to-day.


CHAPTER VI.

RICHARD HARE, THE YOUNGER.

The bench of justices did not fail to keep their appointment; at seven oclock they arrived at Miss Carlyles, one following closely upon the heels of another. The reader may dissent from the expression Miss Carlyles, but it is the correct one, for the house was hers, not her brothers; though it remained his home, as it had been in his fathers time, the house was among the property bequeathed to Miss Carlyle.

Miss Carlyle chose to be present in spite of the pipes and the smoke, and she was soon as deep in the discussion as the justices were. It was said in the town, that she was as good a lawyer as her father had been; she undoubtedly possessed sound judgment in legal matters, and quick penetration. At eight oclock a servant entered the room and addressed his master.

Mr. Dill is asking to see you, sir.

Mr. Carlyle rose, and came back with an open note in his hand.

I am sorry to find that I must leave you for half an hour; some important business has arisen, but I will be back as soon as I can.

Who has sent for you; immediately demanded Miss Corny.

He gave her a quiet look which she interpreted into a warning not to question. Mr. Dill is here, and will join you to talk the affair over, he said to his guests. He knows the law better than I do; but I will not be long.

He quitted his house, and walked with a rapid step toward the Grove. The moon was bright as on the previous evening. After he had left the town behind him, and was passing the scattered villas already mentioned, he cast an involuntary glance at the wood, which rose behind them on his left hand. It was called Abbey Wood, from the circumstance that in old days an abbey had stood in its vicinity, all traces of which, save tradition, had passed away. There was one small house, or cottage, just within the wood, and in that cottage had occurred the murder for which Richard Hares life was in jeopardy. It was no longer occupied, for nobody would rent it or live in it.

Mr. Carlyle opened the gate of the Grove, and glanced at the trees on either side of him, but he neither saw nor heard any signs of Richards being concealed there. Barbara was at the window, looking out, and she came herself and opened the door to Mr. Carlyle.

Mamma is in the most excited state, she whispered to him as he entered. I knew how it would be.

Has he come yet?

I have no doubt of it; but he has made no signal.

Mrs. Hare, feverish and agitated, with a burning spot on her delicate cheeks, stood by the chair, not occupying it. Mr. Carlyle placed a pocket-book in her hands. I have brought it chiefly in notes, he said: they will be easier for him to carry than gold.

Mrs. Hare answered only by a look of gratitude, and clasped Mr. Carlyles hand in both hers. Archibald, I must see my boy; how can it be managed? Must I go into the garden to him, or may he come in here?

I think he might come in; you know how bad the night air is for you. Are the servants astir this evening?

Things seem to have turned out quite kindly, spoke up Barbara. It happens to be Annes birthday, so mamma sent me just now into the kitchen with a cake and a bottle of wine, desiring them to drink her health. I shut the door and told them to make themselves comfortable; that if we wanted anything we would ring.

Then they are safe, observed Mr. Carlyle, and Richard may come in.

I will go and ascertain whether he is come, said Barbara.

Stay where you are, Barbara; I will go myself, interposed Mr. Carlyle. Have the door open when you see us coming up the path.

Barbara gave a faint cry, and, trembling, clutched the arm of Mr. Carlyle. There he is! See! Standing out from the trees, just opposite this window.

Mr. Carlyle turned to Mrs. Hare. I shall not bring him in immediately; for if I am to have an interview with him, it must be got over first, that I may go back home to the justices, and keep Mr. Hare all safe.

He proceeded on his way, gained the trees, and plunged into them; and, leaning against one, stood Richard Hare. Apart from his disguise, and the false and fierce black whiskers, he was a blue-eyed, fair, pleasant-looking young man, slight, and of middle height, and quite as yielding and gentle as his mother. In her, this mild yieldingness of disposition was rather a graceful quality; in Richard it was regarded as a contemptible misfortune. In his boyhood he had been nicknamed Leafy Dick, and when a stranger inquired why, the answer was that, as a leaf was swayed by the wind, so he was swayed by everybody about him, never possessing a will of his own. In short, Richard Hare, though of an amiable and loving nature, was not over-burdened with what the world calls brains. Brains he certainly had, but they were not sharp ones.

Is my mother coming out to me? asked Richard, after a few interchanged sentences with Mr. Carlyle.

No. You are to go indoors. Your father is away, and the servants are shut up in the kitchen and will not see you. Though if they did, they could never recognize you in that trim. A fine pair of whiskers, Richard.

Let us go in, then. I am all in a twitter till I get away. Am I to have the money?

Yes, yes. But, Richard, your sister says you wish to disclose to me the true history of that lamentable night. You had better speak while we are here.

It was Barbara herself wanted you to hear it. I think it of little moment. If the whole place heard the truth from me, it would do no good, for I should get no belief  not even from you.

Try me, Richard, in as few words as possible.

Well, there was a row at home about my going so much to Hallijohns. The governor and my mother thought I went after Afy; perhaps I did, and perhaps I didnt. Hallijohn had asked me to lend him my gun, and that evening, when I went to see Af  when I went to see some one  never mind

Richard, interrupted Mr. Carlyle, theres an old saying, and it is sound advice: Tell the whole truth to your lawyer and your doctor. If I am to judge whether anything can be attempted for you, you must tell it to me; otherwise, I would rather hear nothing. It shall be sacred trust.

Then, if I must, I must, returned the yielding Richard. I did love the girl. I would have waited till I was my own master to make her my wife, though it had been for years and years. I could not do it, you know, in the face of my fathers opposition.

Your wife? rejoined Mr. Carlyle, with some emphasis.

Richard looked surprised. Why, you dont suppose I meant anything else! I wouldnt have been such a blackguard.

Well, go on, Richard. Did she return your love?

I cant be certain. Sometimes I thought she did, sometimes not; she used to play and shuffle, and she liked too much to be with  him. I would think her capricious  telling me I must not come this evening, and I must not come the other; but I found out they were the evenings when she was expecting him. We were never there together.

You forget that you have not indicted him by any name, Richard. I am at fault.

Richard Hare bent forward till his black whiskers brushed Mr. Carlyles shoulder. It was that cursed Thorn.

Mr. Carlyle remembered the name Barbara had mentioned. Who was Thorn? I never heard of him.

Neither had anybody else, I expect, in West Lynne. He took precious good care of that. He lives some miles away, and used to come over in secret.

Courting Afy?

Yes, he did come courting her, returned Richard, in a savage tone. Distance was no barrier. He would come galloping over at dusk, tie his horse to a tree in the wood, and pass an hour or two with Afy. In the house, when her father was not at home; roaming about the woods with her, when he was.

Come to the point, Richard  to the evening.

Hallijohns gun was out of order, and he requested the loan of mine. I had made an appointment with Afy to be at her house that evening, and I went down after dinner, carrying the gun with me. My father called after me to know where I was going; I said, out with young Beauchamp, not caring to meet his opposition; and the lie told against me at the inquest. When I reached Hallijohns, going the back way along the fields, and through the wood-path, as I generally did go, Afy came out, all reserve, as she could be at times, and said she was unable to receive me then, that I must go back home. We had a few words about it, and as we were speaking, Locksley passed, and saw me with the gun in my hand; but it ended in my giving way. She could do just what she liked with me, for I loved the very ground she trod on. I gave her the gun, telling her it was loaded, and she took it indoors, shutting me out. I did not go away; I had a suspicion that she had got Thorn there, though she denied it to me; and I hid myself in some trees near the house. Again Locksley came in view and saw me there, and called out to know why I was hiding. I shied further off, and did not answer him  what were my private movements to him?  and that also told against me at the inquest. Not long afterwards  twenty minutes, perhaps  I heard a shot, which seemed to be in the direction of the cottage. Somebody having a late pop at the partridges, thought I; for the sun was then setting, and at the moment I saw Bethel emerge from the trees, and run in the direction of the cottage. That was the shot that killed Hallijohn.

There was a pause. Mr. Carlyle looked keenly at Richard there in the moonlight.

Very soon, almost in the same moment, as it seemed, some one came panting and tearing along the path leading from the cottage. It was Thorn. His appearance startled me: I had never seen a man show more utter terror. His face was livid, his eyes seemed starting, and his lips were drawn back from his teeth. Had I been a strong man I should surely have attacked him. I was mad with jealousy; for I then saw that Afy had sent me away that she might entertain him.

I thought you said this Thorn never came but at dusk, observed Mr. Carlyle.

I never knew him to do so until that evening. All I can say is, he was there then. He flew along swiftly, and I afterwards heard the sound of his horses hoofs galloping away. I wondered what was up that he should look so scared, and scutter away as though the deuce was after him; I wondered whether he had quarreled with Afy. I ran to the house, leaped up the two steps, and  Carlyle  I fell over the prostrate body of Hallijohn! He was lying just within, on the kitchen floor, dead. Blood was round about him, and my gun, just discharged, was thrown near. He had been shot in the side.

Richard stopped for breath. Mr. Carlyle did not speak.

I called to Afy. No one answered. No one was in the lower room; and it seemed that no one was in the upper. A sort of panic came over me, a fear. You know they always said at home I was a coward: I could not have remained another minute with that dead man, had it been to save my own life. I caught up the gun, and was making off, when

Why did you catch up the gun? interrupted Mr. Carlyle.

Ideas pass through our minds quicker than we can speak them, especially in these sorts of moments, was the reply of Richard Hare. Some vague notion flashed on my brain that my gun ought not to be found near the murdered body of Hallijohn. I was flying from the door, I say, when Locksley emerged from the wood, full in view; and what possessed me I cant tell, but I did the worst thing I could do  flung the gun indoors again, and got away, although Locksley called after me to stop.

Nothing told against you so much as that, observed Mr. Carlyle. Locksley deposed that he had seen you leave the cottage, gun in hand, apparently in great commotion; that the moment you saw him, you hesitated, as from fear, flung back the gun, and escaped.

Richard stamped his foot. Aye; and all owing to my cursed cowardice. They had better have made a woman of me, and brought me up in petticoats. But let me go on. I came upon Bethel. He was standing in that half-circle where the trees have been cut. Now I knew that Bethel, if he had gone straight in the direction of the cottage, must have met Thorn quitting it. Did you encounter that hound? I asked him. What hound? returned Bethel. That fine fellow, that Thorn, who comes after Afy, I answered, for I did not mind mentioning her name in my passion. I dont know any Thorn, returned Bethel, and I did not know anybody was after Afy but yourself. Did you hear a shot? I went on. Yes, I did, he replied; I suppose it was Locksley, for hes about this evening, And I saw you, I continued, just at the moment the shot was fired, turn round the corner in the direction of Hallijohns. So I did, he said, but only to strike into the wood, a few paces up. Whats your drift? Did you not encounter Thorn, running from the cottage? I persisted. I have encountered no one, he said, and I dont believe anybodys about but ourselves and Locksley. I quitted him, and came off, concluded Richard Hare. He evidently had not seen Thorn, and knew nothing.

And you decamped the same night, Richard; it was a fatal step.

Yes, I was a fool. I thought Id wait quiet, and see how things turned out; but you dont know all. Three or four hours later, I went to the cottage again, and I managed to get a minutes speech with Afy. I never shall forget it; before I could say one syllable she flew out at me, accusing me of being the murderer of her father, and she fell into hysterics out there on the grass. The noise brought people from the house  plenty were in it then  and I retreated. If she can think me guilty, the world will think me guilty, was my argument; and that night I went right off, to stop in hiding for a day or two, till I saw my way clear. It never came clear; the coroners inquest sat, and the verdict floored me over. And Afy  but I wont curse her  fanned the flame against me by denying that any one had been there that night. She had been at home, she said, and had strolled out at the back door, to the path that led from West Lynne, and was lingering there when she heard a shot. Five minutes afterward she returned to the house, and found Locksley standing over her dead father.

Mr. Carlyle remained silent, rapidly running over in his mind the chief points of Richard Hares communication. Four of you, as I understand it, were in the vicinity of the cottage that night, and from one or the other the shot no doubt proceeded. You were at a distance, you say, Richard; Bethel, also, could not have been

It was not Bethel who did it, interrupted Richard; it was an impossibility. I saw him, as I tell you, in the same moment that the gun was fired.

But now, where was Locksley?

It is equally impossible that it could have been Locksley. He was within my view at the same time, at right angles from me, deep in the wood, away from the paths altogether. It was Thorn did the deed, beyond all doubt, and the verdict ought to have been willful murder against him. Carlyle, I see you dont believe my story.

What you say has startled me, and I must take time to consider whether I believe it or not, said Mr. Carlyle, in his straightforward manner. The most singular thing is, if you witnessed this, Thorns running from the cottage in the manner you describe, that you did not come forward and denounce him.

I didnt do it, because I was a fool, a weak coward, as I have been all my life, rejoined Richard. I cant help it; it was born with me, and will go with me to my grave. What would my word have availed that it was Thorn, when there was nobody to corroborate it? And the discharged gun, mine, was a damnatory proof against me.

Another thing strikes me as curious, cried Mr. Carlyle. If this man, Thorn, was in the habit of coming to West Lynne, evening after evening, how was it that he never was observed? This is the first time I have heard any strangers name mentioned in connection with the affair, or with Afy.

Thorn chose by-roads, and he never came, save that once, but at dusk and dark. It was evident to me at the time that he was striving to do it on the secret. I told Afy so, and that it augured no good for her. You are not attaching credit to what I say, and it is only as I expected; nevertheless, I swear that I have related the facts. As surely as that we  I, Thorn, Afy and Hallijohn, must one day meet together before our Maker, I have told you the truth.

The words were solemn, their tone earnest, and Mr. Carlyle remained silent, his thoughts full.

To what end, else, should I say this? went on Richard. It can do me no service; all the assertion I could put forth would not go a jot toward clearing me.

No, it would not, assented Mr. Carlyle. If ever you are cleared, it must be by proofs. But  I will keep my thought on the matter, and should anything arise  What sort of a man was this Thorn?

In age he might be three or four and twenty, tall and slender; an out-and-out aristocrat.

And his connections? Where did he live?

I never knew. Afy, in her boasting way, would say he had come from Swainson, a ten mile ride.

From Swainson? quickly interrupted Mr. Carlyle.

Could it be one of the Thorns of Swainson?

None of the Thorns that I know. He was a totally different sort of man, with his perfumed hands, and his rings, and his dainty gloves. That he was an aristocrat I believe, but of bad taste and style, displaying a profusion of jewellery.

A half smile flitted over Carlyles face.

Was it real, Richard?

It was. He would wear diamond shirt-studs, diamond rings, diamond pins; brilliants, all of the first water. My impression was, that he put them on to dazzle Afy. She told me once that she could be a grander lady, if she chose, than I could ever make her. A lady on the cross, I answered, but never on the square. Thorn was not a man to entertain honest intentions to one in the station of Afy Hallijohn; but girls are simple as geese.

By your description, it could not have been one of the Thorns of Swainson. Wealthy tradesmen, fathers of young families, short, stout, and heavy as Dutchmen, staid and most respectable. Very unlikely men are they, to run into an expedition of that sort.

What expedition? questioned Richard. The murder?

The riding after Afy. Richard, where is Afy?

Richard Hare lifted his eyes in surprise. How should I know? I was just going to ask you.

Mr. Carlyle paused. He thought Richards answer an evasive one. She disappeared immediately after the funeral; and it was thought  in short, Richard, the neighborhood gave her credit for having gone after and joined you.

No! did they? What a pack of idiots! I have never seen or heard of her, Carlyle, since that unfortunate night. If she went after anybody, it was after Thorn.

Was the man good-looking?

I suppose the world would call him so. Afy thought such an Adonis had never been coined, out of fable. He had shiny black hair and whiskers, dark eyes and handsome features. But his vain dandyism spoilt him; would you believe that his handkerchiefs were soaked in scent? They were of the finest cambric, silky as a hair, as fine as the one Barbara bought at Lynneborough and gave a guinea for; only hers had a wreath of embroidery around it.

Mr. Carlyle could ascertain no more particulars, and it was time Richard went indoors. They proceeded up the path. What a blessing it is the servants windows dont look this way, shivered Richard, treading on Mr. Carlyles heels. If they should be looking out upstairs!

His apprehensions were groundless, and he entered unseen.

Mr. Carlyles part was over; he left the poor banned exile to his short interview with his hysterical and tearful mother, Richard nearly as hysterical as she, and made the best of his way home again, pondering over what he had heard.

The magistrates made a good evening of it. Mr. Carlyle entertained them to supper  mutton chops and bread and cheese. They took up their pipes for another whiff when the meal was over, but Miss Carlyle retired to bed; the smoke, to which she had not been accustomed since her fathers death, had made her head ache and her eyes smart. About eleven they wished Mr. Carlyle good-night, and departed, but Mr. Dill, in obedience to a nod from his superior, remained.

Sit down a moment, Dill; I want to ask you a question. You are intimate with the Thorns, of Swainson; do they happen to have any relative, a nephew or cousin, perhaps, a dandy young fellow?

I went over last Sunday fortnight to spend the day with young Jacob, was the answer of Mr. Dill, one wider from the point than he generally gave. Mr. Carlyle smiled.

Young Jacob! He must be forty, I suppose.

About that. But you and I estimate age differently, Mr. Archibald. They have no nephew; the old man never had but those two children, Jacob and Edward. Neither have they any cousin. Rich men they are growing now. Jacob has set up his carriage.

Mr. Carlyle mused, but he expected the answer, for neither had he heard of the brothers Thorn, tanners, curriers, and leather-dressers, possessing a relative of the name. Dill, said he, something has arisen which, in my mind, casts a doubt upon Richard Hares guilt. I question whether he had anything to do with the murder.

Mr. Dill opened his eyes. But his flight, Mr. Archibald, And his stopping away?

Suspicious circumstances, I grant. Still, I have good cause to doubt. At the time it happened, some dandy fellow used to come courting Afy Hallijohn in secret; a tall, slender man, as he is described to me, bearing the name of Thorn, and living at Swainson. Could it have been one of the Thorn family?

Mr. Archibald! remonstrated the old clerk; as if those two respected gentlemen, with their wives and babies, would come sneaking after that flyaway Afy!

No reflection on them, returned Mr. Carlyle. This was a young man, three or four and twenty, a head taller than either. I thought it might be a relative.

I have repeatedly heard them say that they are alone in the world; that they are the two last of the name. Depend upon it, it was nobody connected with them; and wishing Mr. Carlyle good-night, he departed.

The servant came in to remove the glasses and the obnoxious pipes. Mr. Carlyle sat in a brown study; presently he looked round at the man.

Is Joyce gone to bed?

No, sir. She is just going.

Send her here when you have taken away those things.

Joyce came in  the upper servant at Miss Carlyles. She was of middle height, and would never see five and thirty again; her forehead was broad, her gray eyes were deeply set, and her face was pale. Altogether she was plain, but sensible-looking. She was the half-sister of Afy Hallijohn.

Shut the door, Joyce.

Joyce did as she was bid, came forward, and stood by the table.

Have you ever heard from your sister, Joyce? began Mr. Carlyle, somewhat abruptly.

No, sir, was the reply; I think it would be a wonder if I did hear.

Why so?

If she would go off after Richard Hare, who had sent her father into his grave, she would be more likely to hide herself and her doings than to proclaim them to me, sir.

Who was that other, that fine gentleman, who came after her?

The color mantled in Joyces cheeks, and she dropped her voice.

Sir! Did you hear of him?

Not at that time. Since. He came from Swainson, did he not?

I believe so, sir. Afy never would say much about him. We did not agree upon the point. I said a person of his rank would do her no good; and Afy flew out when I spoke against him.

Mr. Carlyle caught her up. His rank. What was his rank?

Afy bragged of his being next door to a lord; and he looked like it. I only saw him once; I had gone home early, and there sat him and Afy. His white hands were all glittering with rings, and his shirt was finished off with shining stones where the buttons ought to be.

Have you seen him since?

Never since, never but once; and I dont think I should know him if I did see him. He got up, sir, as soon as I went into the parlor, shook hands with Afy, and left. A fine, upright man he was, nearly as tall as you, sir, but very slim. Those soldiers always carry themselves well.

How do you know he was a soldier? quickly rejoined Mr. Carlyle.

Afy told me so. The Captain she used to call him; but she said he was not a captain yet awhile  the next grade to it, a  a  

Lieutenant? suggested Mr. Carlyle.

Yes, sir, that was it  Lieutenant Thorn.

Joyce, said Mr. Carlyle, has it never struck you that Afy is more likely to have followed Lieutenant Thorn than Richard Hare?

No, sir, answered Joyce; I have felt certain always that she is with Richard Hare, and nothing can turn me from the belief. All West Lynne is convinced of it.

Mr. Carlyle did not attempt to turn her from her belief. He dismissed her, and sat on still, revolving the case in all its bearings.

Richard Hares short interview with his mother had soon terminated. It lasted but a quarter of an hour, both dreading interruptions from the servants; and with a hundred pounds in his pocket, and desolation in his heart, the ill-fated young man once more quitted his childhoods home. Mrs. Hare and Barbara watched him steal down the path in the telltale moonlight, and gain the road, both feeling that those farewell kisses they had pressed upon his lips would not be renewed for years, and might not be forever.


CHAPTER VII.

MISS CARLYLE AT HOME.

The church clocks at West Lynne struck eight one lovely morning in July, and then the bells chimed out, giving token that it was Sunday.

East Lynne had changed owners, and now it was the property of Mr. Carlyle. He had bought it as it stood, furniture and all; but the transfer had been conducted with secrecy, and was suspected by none, save those engaged in the negotiations. Whether Lord Mount Severn thought it might prevent any one getting on the scent, or whether he wished to take farewell of a place he had formerly been fond of, certain it is that he craved a week or twos visit to it. Mr. Carlyle most readily and graciously acquiesced; and the earl, his daughter, and retinue had arrived the previous day.

West Lynne was in ecstacies. It called itself an aristocratic place, and it indulged hopes that the earl might be intending to confer permanently the light of his presence, by taking up his residence again at East Lynne. The toilettes prepared to meet his admiring eyes were prodigious and pretty Barbara Hare was not the only young lady who had thereby to encounter the paternal storm.

Miss Carlyle was ready for church at the usual time, plainly, but well dressed. As she and Archibald were leaving their house, they saw something looming up the street, flashing and gleaming in the sun. A pink parasol came first, a pink bonnet and feather came behind it, a gray brocaded dress and white gloves.

The vain little idiot! ejaculated Miss Carlyle. But Barbara smiled up the street toward them, unconscious of the apostrophe.

Well done, Barbara! was the salutation of Miss Carlyle. The justice might well call out  you are finer than a sunbeam!

Not half so fine as many another in the church will be to-day, responded Barbara, as she lifted her shy blue eyes and blushing face to answer the greetings of Mr. Carlyle. West Lynne seems bent on out-dressing the Lady Isabel. You should have been at the milliners yesterday morning, Miss Carlyle.

Is all the finery coming out to-day? gravely inquired Mr. Carlyle, as Barbara turned with them toward the church, and he walked by her side and his sisters, for he had an objection, almost invincible as a Frenchmans, to give his arm to two ladies.

Of course, replied Barbara. First impression is everything, you know, and the earl and his daughter will be coming to church.

Suppose she should not be in peacocks plumes? cried Miss Carlyle, with an imperturbable face.

Oh! But she is sure to be  if you mean richly dressed, cried Barbara, hastily.

Or, suppose they should not come to church? laughed Mr. Carlyle. What a disappointment to the bonnets and feathers!

After all, Barbara, what are they to us, or we to them? resumed Miss Carlyle. We may never meet. We insignificant West Lynne gentry shall not obtrude ourselves into East Lynne. It would scarcely be fitting  or be deemed so by the earl and Lady Isabel.

Thats just how papa went on, grumbled Barbara. He caught sight of this bonnet yesterday; and when, by way of excuse, I said I had it to call on them, he asked whether I thought the obscure West Lynne families would venture to thrust their calls on Lord Mount Severn, as though they were of the county aristocracy. It was the feather that put him out.

It is a very long one, remarked Miss Carlyle, grimly surveying it.

Barbara was to sit in the Carlyle pew that day, for she thought the farther she was from the justice the better; there was no knowing but he might take a sly revengeful cut at the feather in the middle of service, and so dock its beauty. Scarcely were they seated when some strangers came quietly up the aisle  a gentleman who limped as he walked, with a furrowed brow and gray hair; and a young lady. Barbara looked round with eagerness, but looked away again; they could not be the expected strangers, the young ladys dress was too plain  a clear-looking muslin dress for a hot summers day. But the old beadle in his many-caped coat, was walking before them sideways with his marshalling baton, and he marshaled them into the East Lynne pew, unoccupied for so many years.

Who in the world can they be? whispered Barbara to Miss Carlyle. That old stupid is always making a mistake and putting people into the wrong places.

The earl and Lady Isabel.

The color flushed into Barbaras face, and she stared at Miss Corny. Why, she has no silks, and no feathers, and no anything! cried Barbara. Shes plainer than anybody in the church!

Plainer than any of the fine ones  than you, for instance. The earl is much altered, but I should have known them both anywhere. I should have known her from the likeness to her poor mother  just the same eyes and sweet expression.

Aye, those brown eyes, so full of sweetness and melancholy; few who had once seen could mistake or forget them; and Barbara Hare, forgetting where she was, looked at them much that day.

She is very lovely, thought Barbara, and her dress is certainly that of a lady. I wish I had not had this streaming pink feather. What fine jackdaws she must deem us all!

The earls carriage, an open barouche, was waiting at the gate, at the conclusion of the service. He handed his daughter in, and was putting his gouty foot upon the step to follow her, when he observed Mr. Carlyle. The earl turned and held out his hand. A man who could purchase East Lynne was worthy of being received as an equal, though he was but a country lawyer.

Mr. Carlyle shook hands with the earl, approached the carriage and raised his hat to Lady Isabel. She bent forward with her pleasant smile, and put her hand into his.

I have many things to say to you, said the earl. I wish you would go home with us. If you have nothing better to do, be East Lynnes guest for the remainder of the day.

He smiled peculiarly as he spoke, and Mr. Carlyle echoed it. East Lynnes guest! That is what the earl was at present. Mr. Carlyle turned aside to tell his sister.

Cornelia, I shall not be home to dinner; I am going with Lord Mount Severn. Good-day, Barbara.

Mr. Carlyle stepped into the carriage, was followed by the earl, and it drove away. The sun shone still, but the days brightness had gone out for Barbara Hare.

How does he know the earl so well? How does he know Lady Isabel? she reiterated in her astonishment.

Archibald knows something of most people, replied Miss Corny. He saw the earl frequently, when he was in town in the spring, and Lady Isabel once or twice. What a lovely face hers is!

Barbara made no reply. She returned home with Miss Carlyle, but her manner was as absent as her heart, and that had run away to East Lynne.


CHAPTER VIII.

MR. KANES CONCERT.

Before Lord Mount Severn had completed the fortnight of his proposed stay, the gout came on seriously. It was impossible for him to move away from East Lynne. Mr. Carlyle assured him he was only too pleased that he should remain as long as might be convenient, and the earl expressed his acknowledgments; he hoped soon to be re-established on his legs.

But he was not. The gout came, and the gout went  not positively laying him up in bed, but rendering him unable to leave his rooms; and this continued until October, when he grew much better. The county families had been neighborly, calling on the invalid earl, and occasionally carrying off Lady Isabel, but his chief and constant visitor had been Mr. Carlyle. The earl had grown to like him in no common degree, and was disappointed if Mr. Carlyle spent an evening away from him, so that he became, as it were, quite domesticated with the earl and Isabel. I am not quite equal to general society, he observed to his daughter, and it is considerate and kind of Carlyle to come here and cheer my loneliness.

Extremely kind, said Isabel. I like him very much, papa.

I dont know anybody that I like half as well, was the rejoinder of the earl.

Mr. Carlyle went up as usual the same evening, and, in the course of it, the earl asked Isabel to sing.

I will if you wish, papa, was the reply, but the piano is so much out of tune that it is not pleasant to sing to it. Is there any one in West Lynne who could come here and tune my piano, Mr. Carlyle? she added, turning to him.

Certainly there is. Kane would do it. Shall I send him to-morrow?

I should be glad, if it would not be giving you too much trouble. Not that tuning will benefit it greatly, old thing that it is. Were we to be much at East Lynne, I should get papa to exchange it for a good one.

Little thought Lady Isabel that that very piano was Mr. Carlyles, and not hers. The earl coughed, and exchanged a smile and a glance with his guest.

Mr. Kane was the organist of St. Judes church, a man of embarrassment and sorrow, who had long had a sore fight with the world. When he arrived at East Lynne, the following day, dispatched by Mr. Carlyle, Lady Isabel happened to be playing, and she stood by, and watched him begin his work. She was courteous and affable  she was so to every one  and the poor music master took courage to speak of his own affairs, and to prefer a humble request  that she and Lord Mount Severn would patronize and personally attend a concert he was about to give the following week. A scarlet blush came into his thin cheeks as he confessed that he was very poor, could scarcely live, and he was getting up this concert in his desperate need. If it succeeded well, he could then go on again; if not, he should be turned out of his home, and his furniture sold for the two years rent he owed  and he had seven children.

Isabel, all her sympathies awakened, sought the earl. Oh, papa! I have to ask you the greatest favor. Will you grant it?

Ay, child, you dont ask them often. What is it?

I want you to take me to a concert at West Lynne.

The earl fell back in surprise, and stared at Isabel. A concert at West Lynne! he laughed. To hear the rustics scraping the fiddle! My dear Isabel!

She poured out what she had just heard, with her own comments and additions. Seven children, papa! And if the concert does not succeed he must give up his home, and turn out into the streets with them  it is, you see, almost a matter of life or death with him. He is very poor.

I am poor myself, said the earl.

I was so sorry for him when he was speaking. He kept turning red and white, and catching up his breath in agitation; it was painful to him to tell of his embarrassments. I am sure he is a gentleman.

Well, you may take a pounds worth of tickets, Isabel, and give them to the upper servants. A village concert!

Oh, papa, it is not  cant you see it is not? If we, you and I, will promise to be present, all the families round West Lynne will attend, and he will have the room full. They will go because we do  he said so. Make a sacrifice for once, dearest papa, and go, if it be only for an hour. I shall enjoy it if theres nothing but a fiddle and a tambourine.

You gipsy! You are as bad as a professional beggar. There  go and tell the fellow we will look in for half an hour.

She flew back to Mr. Kane, her eyes dancing. She spoke quietly, as she always did, but her own satisfaction gladdened her voice.

I am happy to tell you that papa has consented. He will take four tickets and we will attend the concert.

The tears rushed into Mr. Kanes eyes; Isabel was not sure but they were in her own. He was a tall, thin, delicate-looking man, with long, white fingers, and a long neck. He faltered forth his thanks with an inquiry whether he might be allowed to state openly that they would be present.

Tell everybody, said she, eagerly. Everybody you come across, if, as you think, it will be the means of inducing people to attend. I shall tell all friends who call upon me, and ask them to go.

When Mr. Carlyle came up in the evening, the earl was temporarily absent from the room. Isabel began to speak of the concert.

It is a hazardous venture for Mr. Kane, observed Mr. Carlyle. I fear he will only lose money, and add to his embarrassments.

Why do you fear that? she asked.

Because, Lady Isabel, nothing gets patronized at West Lynne  nothing native; and people have heard so long of poor Kanes necessities, that they think little of them.

Is he so very poor?

Very. He is starved half his time.

Starved! repeated Isabel, an expression of perplexity arising to her face as she looked at Mr. Carlyle, for she scarcely understood him. Do you mean that he does not have enough to eat?

Of bread he may, but not much better nourishment. His salary, as organist, is thirty pounds, and he gets a little stray teaching. But he has his wife and children to keep, and no doubt serves them before himself. I dare say he scarcely knows what it is to taste meat.

The words brought a bitter pang to Lady Isabel.

Not enough to eat! Never to taste meat! And she, in her carelessness, her ignorance, her indifference  she scarcely knew what term to give it  had not thought to order him a meal in their house of plenty! He had walked from West Lynne, occupied himself an hour with her piano, and set off to walk back again, battling with his hunger. A word from her, and a repast had been set before him out of their superfluities such as he never sat down to, and that word she had not spoken.

You are looking grave, Lady Isabel.

Im taking contrition to myself. Never mind, it cannot now be helped, but it will always be a dark spot on my memory.

What is it?

She lifted her repentant face to his and smiled. Never mind, I say, Mr. Carlyle; what is past cannot be recalled. He looks like a gentleman.

Who? Kane? A gentleman bred; his father was a clergyman. Kanes ruin was his love of music  it prevented his settling to any better paid profession; his early marriage also was a drawback and kept him down. He is young still.

Mr. Carlyle I would not be one of your West Lynne people for the world. Here is a young gentleman struggling with adversity, and you wont put out your hand to help him!

He smiled at her warmth. Some of us will take tickets  I, for one; but I dont know about attending the concert. I fear few would do that.

Because thats just the thing that would serve him? If one went, another would. Well, I shall try and show West Lynne that I dont take a lesson from their book; I shall be there before it begins, and never come out till the last songs over. I am not too grand to go, if West Lynne is.

You surely do not think of going?

I surely do think of it; and papa goes with me  I persuaded him; and I have given Mr. Kane the promise.

Mr. Carlyle paused. I am glad to hear it; it will be a perfect boon to Kane. If it once gets abroad that Lord Mount Severn and Lady Isabel intend to honor the concert, there wont be standing room.

She danced round with a little gleeful step. What high and mighty personages Lord Mount Severn and Lady Isabel seem to be! If you had any goodness of heart, Mr. Carlyle, you would enlist yourself in the cause also.

I think I will, he smiled.

Papa says you hold sway at West Lynne. If you proclaim that you mean to go, you will induce others.

I will proclaim that you do, he answered; that will be all sufficient. But, Lady Isabel, you must not expect much gratification from the performance.

A tambourine will be quite enough for me; I told papa so, I shant think of music; I shall think of poor Mr. Kane. Mr. Carlyle I know you can be kind if you like; I know you would rather be kind than otherwise  it is to be read in your face. Try and do what you can for him.

Yes, I will, he warmly answered.

Mr. Carlyle sold no end of tickets the following day, or rather caused them to be sold. He praised up the concert far and wide, and proclaimed that Lord Mount Severn and his daughter would not think of missing it. Mr. Kanes house was besieged for tickets, faster than he could write his signature in their corner; and when Mr. Carlyle went home to luncheon at midday, which he did not often do, he laid down two at Miss Cornys elbow.

Whats this? Concert tickets! Archibald, you have never gone and bought these!

What would she have said had she known that the two were not the extent of his investment?

Ten shillings to throw away upon two paltry bits of cardboard! chafed Miss Carlyle. You always were a noodle in money matters, Archibald, and always will be. I wish I had the keeping of your purse!

What I have given will not hurt me, Cornelia, and Kane is badly off. Think of his troop of children.

Oh, dear! said Miss Corny. I imagine he should think of them. I suppose it was his own fault they came. Thats always it. Poor folks get a heap of children about them, and then ask for pity. I should say it would be more just if they asked for blame.

Well, there the tickets are, bought and paid for, so they may as well be used. You will go with me, Cornelia.

And stick ourselves there upon empty benches, like two geese, and sit staring and counting the candles! A pleasant evening?

You need not fear empty benches. The Mount Severns are going, and West Lynne is in a fever, racing after tickets. I suppose you have got a  a cap, looking at the nondescript article decorating his sisters head, that will be suitable to go in, Cornelia; if not you had better order one.

This suggestion put up Miss Carlyle. Hadnt you better have your hair curled, and your coat tails lined with white satin, and a gold opera-glass, and a cocked hat? retorted she. My gracious me! A fine new cap to go to their mess of a concert in, after paying ten shillings for the tickets! The worlds coming to something.

Mr. Carlyle left her and her grumbling to return to the office. Lord Mount Severns carriage was passing at the moment, and Isabel Vane was within it. She caused it to stop when she saw Mr. Carlyle, and he advanced to her.

I have been to Mr. Kanes myself for the tickets, said she, with a beaming look. I came into West Lynne on purpose. I told the coachman to find out where he lived, and he did. I thought if the people saw me and the carriage there, they would guess what I wanted. I do hope he will have a full concert.

I am sure he will, replied Mr. Carlyle, as he released her hand. And Lady Isabel signed to the carriage to drive on.

As Mr. Carlyle turned away, he met Otway Bethel, a nephew of Colonel Bethels, who was tolerated in the colonels house because he had no other home, and appeared incapable to making himself one. Some persons persisted in calling him a gentleman  as he was by birth  others a mauvais sujet. The two are united sometimes. He was dressed in a velveteen suit, and had a gun in his hand. Indeed, he was rarely seen without a gun, being inordinately fond of sport; but, if all tales whispered were true, he supplied himself with game in other ways than by shooting, which had the credit of going up to London dealers. For the last six months or near upon it, he had been away from West Lynne.

Why, where have you been hiding yourself? exclaimed Mr. Carlyle. The colonel has been inconsolable.

Come, no gammon, Carlyle. I have been on the tramp through France and Germany. Man likes a change sometimes. As to the revered colonel, he would not be inconsolable if he saw me nailed up in a six-foot box, and carried out feet foremost.

Bethel, I have a question to ask you, continued Mr. Carlyle, dropping his light manner and his voice together. Take your thoughts back to the night of Hallijohns murder.

I wish you may get it, cried Mr. Bethel. The reminiscence is not attractive.

Youll do it, quietly said Mr. Carlyle. It has been told me, though it did not appear at the inquest, that Richard Hare held a conversation with you in the wood a few minutes after the deed was done. Now

Who told you that? interrupted Bethel.

That is not the question. My authority is indisputable.

It is true that he did. I said nothing about it, for I did not want to make the case worse against Dick Hare than it already was. He certainly did accost me, like a man flurried out of his life.

Asking if you had seen a certain lover of Afys fly from the cottage. One Thorn.

That was the purport. Thorn, Thorn  I think Thorn was the name he mentioned. My opinion was, that Dick was either wild or acting a part.

Now, Bethel, I want you to answer me truly. The question cannot affect you either way, but I must know whether you did see this Thorn leave the cottage.

Bethel shook his head. I know nothing whatever about any Thorn, and I saw nobody but Dick Hare. Not but what a dozen Thorns might have run from the cottage without my seeing them.

You heard the shot fired?

Yes; but I never gave a thought to mischief. I knew Locksley was in the wood, and supposed it came from him. I ran across the path, bearing toward the cottage, and struck into the wood on the other side. By and by, Dick Hare pitched upon me, like one startled out of his seven senses, and asked if I had seen Thorn leave the cottage. Thorn  that was the name.

And you had not?

I had seen nobody but Dick, excepting Locksley. My impression was, that nobody else was about; I think so still.

But Richard

Now look you here, Carlyle, I wont do Dick Hare an injury, even by a single word, if I can help it; and it is of no use setting me on to it.

I should be the last to set you on to injure any one, especially Richard Hare, rejoined Mr. Carlyle; and my motive is to do Richard Hare good, not harm. I hold a suspicion, no matter whence gathered, that it was not Richard Hare who committed the murder, but another. Can you throw any light upon the subject?

No, I cant. I have always thought poor wavering Dick was nobodys enemy but his own; but, as to throwing any light on that nights work, I cant do it. Cords should not have dragged me to the inquest to give evidence against Dick, and for that reason I was glad Locksley never let out that I was on the spot. How the deuce it got about afterward that I was, I cant tell; but that was no matter; my evidence did not help on the verdict. And talking of that, Carlyle, how has it come to your knowledge that Richard Hare accosted me? I have not opened my lips upon it to mortal man.

It is of no consequence now, repeated Mr. Carlyle; I do know it, and that is sufficient. I was in hopes you had really seen this man Thorn leave the cottage.

Otway Bethel shook his head. I should not lay too much stress upon any Thorns having been there, were I you, Carlyle. Dick Hare was as one crazy that night, and might see shapes and forms where there were none.


CHAPTER IX.

THE SONG AND THE DIRGE.

The concert was to take place on Thursday, and on the following Saturday Lord Mount Severn intended finally to quit East Lynne. The necessary preparations for departure were in progress, but when Thursday morning dawned, it appeared a question whether they would not once more be rendered nugatory. The house was roused betimes, and Mr. Wainwright, the surgeon from West Lynne, summoned to the earls bedside; he had experienced another and a violent attack. The peer was exceedingly annoyed and vexed, and very irritable.

I may be kept here a week  a month  a fortnight  a month longer, now! he uttered fretfully to Isabel.

I am very sorry, papa. I dare say you do find East Lynne dull.

Dull! Thats not it; I have other reasons for wishing East Lynne to be quit of us. And now you cant go to the concert.

Isabels face flushed. Not go, papa?

Why, who is to take you. I cant get out of bed.

Oh, papa, I must be there. Otherwise it would look almost as though  as though we had announced what we did not mean to perform. You know it was arranged that we should join the Ducies; the carriage can still take me to the concert room, and I can go in with them.

Just as you please. I thought you would have jumped at any plea for staying away.

Not at all, laughed Isabel. I should like West Lynne to see that I dont despise Mr. Kane and his concert.

Later in the day the earl grew alarmingly worse; his paroxysms of pain were awful. Isabel, who was kept from the room, knew nothing of the danger, and the earls groans did not penetrate to her ears. She dressed herself in a gleeful mode, full of laughing willfulness, Marvel, her maid, superintending in stiff displeasure, for the attire chosen did not meet her approbation. When ready, she went into the earls room.

Shall I do, papa?

Lord Mount Severn raised his swollen eyelids and drew the clothes from his flushed face. A shining vision was standing before him, a beauteous queen, a gleaming fairy; he hardly knew what she looked like. She had put on a white lace hat and her diamonds; the dress was rich, and the jewels gleamed from her delicate arms: and her cheeks were flushed and her curls were flowing.

The earl stared at her in amazement. How could you dress yourself off like that for a concert? You are out of your senses, Isabel.

Marvel thinks so, too, was the gay answer; she has had a cross face since I told her what to put on. But I did it on purpose, papa; I thought I would show those West Lynne people that I think the poor mans moment worth going to, and worth dressing for.

You will have the whole room gaping at you.

I dont mind. Ill bring you word all about it. Let them gape.

You vain child! You have so dressed yourself to please your vanity. But, Isabel, you  oooh!

Isabel started as she stood; the earls groan of pain was dreadful.

An awful twinge, child. There, go along; talking makes me worse.

Papa, shall I stay at home with you? she gravely asked. Every consideration should give way to illness. If you would like me to remain, or if I can do any good, pray let me.

Quite the contrary; I had rather you were away. You can do no earthly good, for I could not have you in the room. Good-bye, darling. If you see Carlyle, tell him I shall hope to see him to-morrow.

The room was partly full when Mrs. Ducie, her two daughters, and Lady Isabel entered, and were conducted to seats by Mr. Kane  seats he had reserved for them at the upper end, near the orchestra. The same dazzling vision which had burst on the sight of Lord Mount Severn fell on that of the audience, in Isabel, with her rich, white dress, her glittering diamonds, her flowing curls, and her wondrous beauty. The Misses Ducie, plain girls, in brown silks, turned up their noses worse than nature had done it for them, and Mrs. Ducie heaved an audible sigh.

The poor motherless girl is to be pitied, my dears, she whispered; she has nobody to point out to her suitable attire. This ridiculous decking out must have been Marvels doings.

But she looked like a lily among poppies and sunflowers whether the decking out was ridiculous or not. Was Lord Mount Severn right, when he accused her of dressing so in self-gratification? Very likely, for has not the great preacher said that childhood and youth are vanity?

Miss Carlyle, the justice, and Barbara also had seats near the orchestra; for Miss Carlyle, in West Lynne, was a person to be considered, and not hidden behind others. Mr. Carlyle, however, preferred to join the gentlemen who congregated and stood round about the door inside and out. There was scarcely standing room in the place; Mr. Kane had, as was anticipated, got a bumper, and the poor man could have worshipped Lady Isabel, for he knew he owed it to her.

It was very long  country concerts generally are  and was about three parts over when a powdered head, larger than any cauliflower ever grown, was discerned ascending the stairs, behind the group of gentlemen; which head, when it brought its body in full view, was discovered to belong to one of the footmen of Lord Mount Severn. The calves alone, cased in their silk stockings, were a sight to be seen; and these calves betook themselves inside the concert room, with a deprecatory bow for permission to the gentlemen they had to steer through  and there they came to a standstill, the cauliflower extending forward and turning itself about from right to left.

Well, Ill be jiffled! cried an astonished old fox-hunter, who had been elbowed by the footman; the cheek these fellows have!

The fellow in question did not appear, however, to be enjoying any great amount of cheek just at that moment, for he looked perplexed, humble and uneasy. Suddenly his eye fell upon Mr. Carlyle, and it lighted up.

Beg pardon, sir; could you happen to inform me where-abouts my young lady is sitting?

At the other end of the room, near the orchestra.

Im sure I dont know however I am to get to her, then, returned the man more in self-soliloquy than to Mr. Carlyle. The room is choke full, and I dont like crushing by. My lord is taken alarmingly worse, sir, he explained in an awe-stricken tone; it is feared he is dying.

Mr. Carlyle was painfully startled.

His screams of pain were awful, sir. Mr. Wainwright and another doctor from West Lynne are with him, and an express has gone to Lynneboro for physicians. Mrs. Mason said we were to fetch my young lady right home, and not lose a moment; and we brought the carriage, sir, Wells galloping his horses all the way.

I will bring Lady Isabel, said Mr. Carlyle.

I am sure, sir, I should be under everlasting obligations if you would, returned the man.

He worked his way through the concert room  he was tall and slender  many looking daggers at him, for a pathetic song was just then being given by a London lady. He disregarded all, and stood before Isabel.

I thought you were not coming to speak to me to-night. Is it not a famous room? I am so pleased!

More than famous, Lady Isabel, choosing his words, that they might not alarm her, Lord Mount Severn does not find himself so well, and he has sent the carriage for you.

Papa not so well! she quickly exclaimed.

Not quite. At any rate, he wishes you to go home. Will you allow me to pilot you through the room?

Oh, my dear, considerate papa! she laughed. He fears I shall be weary, and would emancipate me before the time. Thank you, Mr. Carlyle, but I will wait till the conclusion.

No, no, Lady Isabel, it is not that. Lord Mount Severn is indeed worse.

Her countenance changed to seriousness; but she was not alarmed. Very well. When the song is over  not to disturb the room.

I think you had better lose no time, he urged. Never mind the song and the room.

She rose instantly, and put her arm within Mr. Carlyles. A hasty word of explanation to Mrs. Ducie, and he led her away, the room, in its surprise, making for them what space it might. Many an eye followed them, but none more curiously and eagerly than Barbara Hares. Where is he going to take her to? involuntarily uttered Barbara.

How should I know? returned Miss Corny. Barbara, you have done nothing but fidget all the night; whats the matter with you? Folks come to a concert to listen, not to talk and fidget.

Isabels mantle was procured from the ante-room where it had been left, and she descended the stairs with Mr. Carlyle. The carriage was drawn up close to the entrance, and the coachman had his reins gathered, ready to start. The footman  not the one who had gone upstairs  threw open the carriage door as he saw her. He was new in the service, a simple country native, just engaged. She withdrew her arm from Mr. Carlyles, and stood a moment before stepping in, looking at the man.

Is papa much worse?

Oh, yes, my lady; he was screaming shocking. But they think hell live till morning.

With a sharp cry, she seized the arm of Mr. Carlyle  seized it for support in her shock of agony. Mr. Carlyle rudely thrust the man away; he would willingly have flung him at full length on the pavement.

Oh, Mr. Carlyle, why did you not tell me? she shivered.

My dear Lady Isabel, I am grieved that you are told now. But take comfort; you know how ill he frequently is, and this may be but an ordinary attack. Step in. I trust we shall find it nothing more.

Are you going home with me?

Certainly; I shall not leave you to go alone.

She moved to the other side of the chariot, making room for him.

Thank you. I will sit outside.

But the night is cold.

Oh, no. He closed the door, and took his seat by the coachman; the footman got up behind, and the carriage sped away. Isabel gathered herself into her corner, and moaned aloud in her suspense and helplessness.

The coachman drove rapidly, and soon whipped his horses through the lodge-gates.

The housekeeper, Mrs. Mason, waited at the hall-door to receive Lady Isabel. Mr. Carlyle helped her out of the carriage, and gave her his arm up the steps. She scarcely dared to inquire.

Is he better? May I go to his room? she panted.

Yes, the earl was better  better, in so far as that he was quiet and senseless. She moved hastily toward his chamber. Mr. Carlyle drew the housekeeper aside.

Is there any hope?

Not the slightest, sir. He is dying.

The earl knew no one; pain was gone for the present, and he lay on his bed, calm; but his face, which had death in it all too plainly, startled Isabel. She did not scream or cry; she was perfectly quiet, save that she had a fit of shivering.

Will he soon be better? she whispered to Mr. Wainwright, who stood there.

The surgeon coughed. Well, he  he  we must hope it, my lady.

But why does his face look like that? It is pale  gray; I never saw anybody else look so.

He has been in great pain, my lady, and pain leaves its traces on the countenance.

Mr. Carlyle, who had come, and was standing by the surgeon, touched his arm to draw him from the room. He noticed the look on the earls face, and did not like it; he wished to question the surgeon. Lady Isabel saw that Mr. Carlyle was about to quit the room, and beckoned to him.

Do not leave the house, Mr. Carlyle. When he wakes up, it may cheer him to see you here; he liked you very much.

I will not leave it, Lady Isabel. I did not think of doing so.

In time  it seemed an age  the medical men arrived from Lynneborough  three of them  the groom had thought he could not summon too many. It was a strange scene they entered upon: the ghastly peer, growing restless again now, battling with his departing spirit, and the gala robes, the sparkling gems adorning the young girl watching at his side. They comprehended the case without difficulty; that she had been suddenly called from some scene of gayety.

They stooped to look at the earl, and felt his pulse, and touched his heart, and exchanged a few murmured words with Mr. Wainwright. Isabel had stood back to give them place, but her anxious eyes followed their every movement. They did not seem to notice her, and she stepped forward.

Can you do anything for him? Will he recover?

They all turned at the address, and looked at her. One spoke; it was an evasive answer.

Tell me the truth! she implored, with feverish impatience: you must not trifle with me. Do you not know me? I am his only child, and I am here alone.

The first thing was to get her away from the room, for the great change was approaching, and the parting struggle between the body and the spirit might be one of warfare  no sight for her. But in answer to their suggestion that she should go, she only leaned her head upon the pillow by her father and moaned in despair.

She must be got out of the room, cried one of the physicians, almost angrily. Maam, turning suddenly upon Mrs. Mason, are there no reserves in the house  no one who can exert influence over the young lady?

She has scarcely any relatives in the world, replied the housekeeper; no near ones; and we happen to be, just now, quite alone.

But Mr. Carlyle, seeing the urgency of the case, for the earl, with every minute, grew more excited, approached and whispered her: You are as anxious as we can be for your fathers recovery?

As anxious! she uttered reproachfully.

You know what I would imply. Of course our anxiety can be as nothing to yours.

As nothing  as nothing. I think my heart will break.

Then  forgive me  you should not oppose the wishes of his medical attendants. They wish to be alone with him, and time is being lost.

She rose up; she placed her hands on her brow, as if to collect the sense of the words, and then she addressed the doctors,  

Is it really necessary that I should leave the room  necessary for him?

It is necessary, my lady  absolutely essential.

She broke into a passion of tears and sobs as Mr. Carlyle lead her to another apartment.

He is my dear father; I have but him in the wide world! she exclaimed.

I know  I know; I feel for you all that you are feeling. Twenty times this night I have wished  forgive me the thought  that you were my sister, so that I might express my sympathy more freely and comfort you.

Tell me the truth, then, why I am kept away. If you can show me sufficient cause, I will be reasonable and obey; but do not say again I should be disturbing him, for it is not true.

He is too ill for you to see him  his symptoms are too painful. In fact, it would not be proper; and were you to go in in defiance of advice, you would regret it all your after life.

Is he dying?

Mr. Carlyle hesitated. Ought he to dissemble with her as the doctors had done? A strong feeling was upon him that he ought not.

I trust to you not to deceive me, she simply said.

I fear he is  I believe he is.

She rose up  she grasped his arm in the sudden fear that flashed over her.

You are deceiving me, and he is dead!

I am not deceiving you, Lady Isabel. He is not dead, but  it may be very near.

She laid her face down upon the soft pillow.

Going forever from me  going forever? Oh, Mr. Carlyle, let me see him for a minute  just one farewell! Will you not try for me!

He knew how hopeless it was, but he turned to leave the room.

I will go and see. But you will remain here quietly  you will not come.

She bowed her head in acquiescence, and he closed the door. Had she indeed been his sister, he would probably have turned the key upon her. He entered the earls chamber, but not many seconds did he remain in it.

It is over, he whispered to Mrs. Mason, whom he met in the corridor, and Mr. Wainwright is asking for you.

You are soon back, cried Isabel, lifting her head. May I go?

He sat down and took her hand, shrinking from his task.

I wish I could comfort you! he exclaimed, in a tone of deep emotion.

Her face turned of a ghastly whiteness  as white as anothers not far away.

Tell me the worst, she breathed.

I have nothing to tell you but the worst. May God support you, dear Lady Isabel!

She turned to hide her face and its misery away from him, and a low wail of anguish broke from her, telling its own tale of despair.

The gray dawn of morning was breaking over the world, advent of another bustling day in lifes history; but the spirit of William Vane, Earl of Mount Severn, had soared away from it forever.


CHAPTER X.

THE KEEPERS OF THE DEAD.

Events, between the death of Lord Mount Severn and his interment, occurred quickly; and to one of them the reader may feel inclined to demur, as believing that it could have no foundation in fact, in the actions of real life, but must be a wild creation of the authors brain. He would be wrong. The author is no more fond of wild creations than the reader. The circumstance did take place.

The earl died on Friday morning at daylight. The news spread rapidly. It generally does on the death of a peer, if he has been of note, whether good or bad, in the world, and was known in London before the day was over  the consequence of which was, that by Saturday morning, early, a shoal of what the late peer would have called harpies, had arrived, to surround East Lynne. There were creditors of all sorts; for small sums and for great, for five or ten pounds up to five or ten thousand. Some were civil, some impatient, some loud and rough and angry; some came to put in executions on the effects, and some  to arrest the body!

This last act was accomplished cleverly. Two men, each with a remarkably hooked nose, stole away from the hubbub of the clamorous, and peering cunningly about, made their way to the side or tradesmans entrance. A kitchen-maid answered their gentle appeal at the bell.

Is the coffin come yet? said they.

Coffin  no! was the girls reply. The shell aint here yet. Mr. Jones didnt promise that till nine oclock, and it havent gone eight.

It wont be long, quoth they; its on its road. Well go up to his lordships room, please, and be getting ready for it.

The girl called the butler. Two men from Jones, the undertakers, sir, announced she. The shells coming on and they want to go up and make ready for it.

The butler marshaled them upstairs himself, and introduced them to the room. That will do, said they, as he was about to enter with them, we wont trouble you to wait. And closing the door upon the unsuspicious butler, they took up their station on either side of the dead, like a couple of ill-omened mutes. They had placed an arrest upon the corpse; it was theirs until their claim was satisfied, and they sat down to thus watch and secure it. Pleasant occupation!

It may have been an hour later that Lady Isabel, leaving her own chamber, opened noiselessly that of the dead. She had been in it several times during the previous day; at first with the housekeeper; afterward, when the nameless dread was somewhat effaced, alone. But she felt nervous again this morning, and had gained the bed before she ventured to lift her eyes from the carpet and encounter the sight. Then she started, for there sat two strange-looking men  and not attractive men either.

It darted through her mind that they must be people from the neighborhood, come to gratify an idle and unpardonable curiosity. Her first impulse was to summon the butler; her second, to speak to them herself.

Do you want anything here? she quietly said.

Much obleeged for the inquiry, miss. We are all right.

The words and tone struck her as being singular in the extreme; and they kept their seats, too, as though they had a right to be there.

Why are you here? she repeated. What are you doing?

Well, miss, I dont mind telling you, for I suppose you are his daughter  pointing his left thumb over his shoulder at the late peer and we hear he have got no other relative anigh him. We have been obleeged, miss, to perform an unpleasant dooty and secure him.

The words were like Greek to her, and the men saw that they were.

He unfortunately owed a slight amount of money, miss  as you, perhaps, be aware on, and our employers is in, deep. So, as soon as they heard what had happened, they sent us down to arrest the dead corpse, and we have done it.

Amazement, horror, fear, struggled together in the shocked mind of Lady Isabel. Arrest the dead. She had never heard of a like calamity: nor could she have believed in such. Arrest it for what purpose? What to do? To disfigure it?  to sell it? With a panting heart and ashy lips, she turned from the room. Mrs. Mason happened to be passing near the stairs, and Isabel flew to her, laying hold of her with both hands, in her terror, as she burst into a fit of nervous tears.

Those men  in there! she gasped.

What men, my lady? returned Mrs. Mason, surprised.

I dont know; I dont know. I think they are going to stop there; they say they have taken papa.

After a pause of bewildered astonishment, the housekeeper left her standing where she was, and went to the earls chamber, to see if she could fathom the mystery of the words. Isabel leaned against the balustrades; partly for support, partly that she seemed afraid to stir from them; and the ominous disturbances downstairs reached her ears. Strangers, interlopers, appeared to be in the hall, talking vehemently, and complaining in bitter tones. More and more terrified, she held her breath to listen.

Wheres the good of your seeing the young lady? cried the butler, in a tone of remonstrance. She knows nothing about the earls affairs; she is in grief enough just now, without any other worry.

I will see her, returned a dogged voice. If shes too start-up and mighty to come down and answer a question or two, why Ill find my way on to her. Here we are a shameful crowd of us, swindled out of our own, told theres nobody we can speak to; nobody here but the young lady, and she must not be troubled. She didnt find it trouble to help to spend our money. She has got no honor and feelings of a lady, if she dont come and speak to us. There.

Repressing her rebellious emotions, Lady Isabel glided partly down the staircase, and softy called to the butler. What is all this? she asked. I must know.

Oh, my lady, dont go amongst those rough men! You cant do any good; pray go back before they see you. I have sent for Mr. Carlyle, and expect him here momentarily.

Did Papa owe them all money? she said, shivering.

Im afraid he did, my lady.

She went swiftly on; and passing through the few stragglers in the hall, entered the dining-room, where the chief mass had congregated, and the hubbub was loudest. All anger, at least external anger, was hushed at her sight. She looked so young, so innocent, so childlike in her pretty morning dress of peach-colored muslin, her fair face shaded by its falling curls, so little fit to combat with, or understand their business, that instead of pouring forth complaints, they hushed them into silence.

I heard some one calling out that I ought to see you, she began, her agitation causing the words to come forth in a jerking manner. What did you want with me?

Then they poured forth their complaints, but not angrily, and she listened till she grew sick. There were many and formidable claims; promissory notes and I O Us, overdue bills and underdue bills; heavy outstanding debts of all sorts, and trifles, comparatively speaking, for housekeeping, servants liveries, out-door servants wages, bread and meat.

What was Isabel Vane to answer? What excuse to offer? What hope or promise to give? She stood in bewilderment, unable to speak, turning from one to the other, her sweet eyes full of pity and contrition.

The fact is, young lady, spoke up one who bore the exterior of a gentleman, we should not have come down troubling you  at least, I can answer for myself  but his lordships men of business, Warburton & Ware, to whom many of us hastened last evening, told us there would not be a shilling for anybody unless it could be got from furniture. When it comes to that, it is first come, first served, and I got down by morning light, and levied an execution.

Which was levied before you came, put in a man who might be brother to the two upstairs, to judge by his nose. But whats such furniture as this to our claims  if you come to combine em? No more than a bucket of water is to the Thames.

What can I do? shivered Lady Isabel. What is it you wish me to do? I have no money to give you, I

No, miss, broke in a quiet, pale man; if report tells me, you are worse wronged than we are, for you wont have a roof to put your head under, or a guinea to call your own.

He has been a scoundrel to everybody, interrupted an intemperate voice; he has ruined thousands.

The speech was hissed down; even they were not men gratuitously to insult a delicate young lady.

Perhaps youll just answer us a question, miss, persisted the voice, in spite of the hisses. Is there any ready money that can

But another person had entered the room  Mr. Carlyle. He caught sight of the white face and trembling hands of Isabel, and interrupted the last speaker with scant ceremony.

What is the meaning of this? he demanded, in a tone of authority. What do you want?

If you are a friend of the late peers, you ought to know what we want, was the response. We want our debts paid.

But this is not the place to come to, returned Mr. Carlyle; your coming here flocking in this extraordinary manner, will do no good. You must go to Warburton & Ware.

We have been to them and received their answer  a cool assurance that therell be nothing for anybody.

At any rate, youll get nothing here, observed Mr. Carlyle, to the assembly, collectively. Allow me to request that you leave the house at once.

It was little likely that they would for him, and they said it.

Then I warn you of the consequences of a refusal, quietly said Mr. Carlyle; you are trespassing upon a strangers property. This house is not Lord Mount Severns; he sold it some time back.

They knew better. Some laughed, and said these tricks were stale.

Listen, gentlemen, rejoined Mr. Carlyle, in the plain, straightforward manner that carried its own truth. To make an assertion that could be disproved when the earls affairs come to be investigated, would be simply foolish. I give you my word of honor as a gentleman  nay, as a fellow-man  that this estate, with the house and all it contains, passed months ago, from the hands of Lord Mount Severn; and, during his recent sojourn here, he was a visitor in it. Go and ask his men of business.

Who purchased it? was the inquiry.

Mr. Carlyle, of West Lynne. Some of you may possibly know him by reputation.

Some of them did.

A cute young lawyer, observed a voice; as his father was before him.

I am he, proceeded Mr. Carlyle; and, being a cute lawyer, as you do me the honor to decide, you cannot suppose I should risk my money upon any sale not perfectly safe and legal. I was not an agent in the affair; I employed agents; for it was my own money that I invested, and East Lynne is mine.

Is the purchase money paid over? inquired more than one.

It was paid over at the time  last June.

What did Lord Mount Severn do with the money?

I do not know, replied Mr. Carlyle. I am not cognizant of Lord Mount Severns private affairs.

Significant murmurs arose. Strange that the earl should stop two or three months at a place that wasnt his.

It may appear so to you, but allow me to explain, returned Mr. Carlyle. The earl expressed a wish to pay East Lynne a few days visit, by way of farewell, and I acceded. Before the few days were over, he was taken ill, and remained, from that time, too ill to quit it. This very day  this day, gentlemen, as we stand here, was at length fixed for his departure.

And you tell us you bought the furniture?

Everything as it stands. You need not doubt my word, for the proofs will be forthcoming. East Lynne was in the market for sale; I heard of it, and became the purchaser  just as I might have bought an estate from any of you. And now, as this is my house, and you have no claim upon me, I shall be obliged to you to withdraw.

Perhaps youll claim the horses and carriages next, sir, cried the man with the hooked nose.

Mr. Carlyle raised his head haughtily. What is mine is mine, legally purchased and paid for  a fair, just price. The carriages and horses I have nothing to do with; Lord Mount Severn brought them down with him.

And I have got a safe watcher over them in the out premises, to see as they dont run away, nodded the man, complacently; and if I dont mistake, theres a safe watcher over something else upstairs.

What a cursed scoundrel Mount Severn was.

Whatever he may have been, it does not give you the right to outrage the feelings of his daughter, warmly interrupted Mr. Carlyle; and I should have thought that men, calling themselves Englishmen, would have disdained the shame. Allow me, Lady Isabel, he added, imperatively taking her hand to lead her from the room. I will remain and deal with this business.

But she hesitated and stopped. The injury her father had done these men was telling painfully on her sense of right, and she essayed to speak a word of apology, of sorrow; she thought she ought to do so; she did not like them to deem her quite heartless. But it was a painful task, and the color went and came in her pale face, and her breath was labored with the excess of her tribulation.

I am very sorry, she stammered; and with the effort of speaking, emotion quite got the better of her, and she burst into tears. I did not know anything of all this; my fathers affairs were not spoken of before me. I believe I have not anything; if I had, I would divide it amongst you as equally as I could. But, should the means ever be in my power  should money ever be mine, I will thankfully pay all your claims.

All your claims! Lady Isabel little thought what that all would comprise. However, such promises, made at such a moment, fell heedlessly upon the ear. Scarcely one present but felt sympathy and sorrow for her, and Mr. Carlyle drew her from the room. He closed the door upon the noisy crew, and then sobs came forth hysterically.

I am so grieved, Lady Isabel! Had I foreseen this annoyance, you should have been spared it. Can you go upstairs alone, or shall I call Mrs. Mason?

Oh, yes! I can go alone; I am not ill, only frightened and sick. This is not the worst, she shivered. There are two men up  up  with papa.

Up with papa. Mr. Carlyle was puzzled. He saw that she was shaking from head to foot, as she stood before him.

I cannot understand it, and it terrifies me, she continued, attempting an explanation. They are sitting in the room, close to him: they have taken him, they say.

A blank, thunderstruck pause. Mr. Carlyle looked at her  he did not speak; and then he turned and looked at the butler, who was standing near. But the man only responded by giving his head a half shake, and Mr. Carlyle saw that it was an ominous one.

I will clear the house of these, he said to Lady Isabel, pointing back to the dining-room, and then join you upstairs.

Two ruffians, sir, and they have got possession of the body, whispered the butler in Mr. Carlyles ear, as Lady Isabel departed. They obtained entrance to the chamber by a sly, deceitful trick, saying they were the undertakers men, and that he cant be buried unless their claims are paid, if its for a month to come. It has upset all our stomachs, sir; Mrs. Mason while telling me  for she was the first one to know it  was as sick as she could be.

At present Mr. Carlyle returned to the dining-room, and bore the brunt of the anger of those savage, and it may be said, ill-used men. Not that it was vented upon him  quite the contrary  but on the memory of the unhappy peer, who lay overhead. A few had taken the precaution to insure the earls life, and they were the best off. They left the house after a short space of time; for Mr. Carlyles statement was indisputable, and they knew the law better than to remain, trespassers on his property.

But the custodians of the dead could not be got rid of. Mr. Carlyle proceeded to the death-chamber, and examined their authority. A similar case had never occurred under his own observation, though it had under his fathers, and Mr. Carlyle remembered hearing of it. The body of a church dignitary, who had died deeply in debt, was arrested as it was being carried through the cloisters to its grave in the cathedral. These men, sitting over Lord Mount Severn, enforced heavy claims; and there they must sit until the arrival of Mr. Vane from Castle Marling  now the Earl of Mount Severn.

On the following morning, Sunday, Mr. Carlyle proceeded again to East Lynne, and found, to his surprise, that there was no arrival. Isabel sat in the breakfast-room alone, the meal on the table untouched, and she shivering  as it seemed  on a low ottoman before the fire. She looked so ill that Mr. Carlyle could not forbear remarking upon it.

I have not slept, and I am very cold, she answered. I did not close my eyes all night, I was so terrified.

Terrified at what? he asked.

At those men, she whispered. It is strange that Mr. Vane has not come.

Is the post in?

I dont know, she apathetically replied. I have received nothing.

She had scarcely spoke when the butler entered with his salver full of letters, most of them bearing condolence with Lady Isabel. She singled out one and hastened to open it, for it bore the Castle Marling post-mark. It is Mrs. Vanes handwriting, she remarked to Mr. Carlyle.

CASTLE MARLING, Saturday.

MY DEAR ISABEL  I am dreadfully grieved and shocked at the news conveyed in Mr. Carlyles letter to my husband, for he has gone cruising in his yacht, and I opened it. Goodness knows where he may be, round the coast somewhere, but he said he should be home for Sunday, and as he is pretty punctual in keeping his word, I expect him. Be assured he will not lose a moment in hastening to East Lynne.

I cannot express what I feel for you, and am too bouleversee to write more. Try and keep up your spirits, and believe me, dear Isabel, with sincere sympathy and regret, faithfully yours,

EMMA MOUNT SEVERN.

The color came into Isabels pale cheek when she read the signature. She thought, had she been the writer, she should, in that first, early letter, have still signed herself Emma Vane. Isabel handed the note to Mr. Carlyle. It is very unfortunate, she sighed.

Mr. Carlyle glanced over it as quickly as Mrs. Vanes illegible writing allowed him, and drew in his lips in a peculiar manner when he came to the signature. Perhaps at the same thought which had struck Isabel.

Had Mrs. Vane been worth a rush, she would have come herself, knowing your lonely situation, he uttered, impulsively.

Isabel leaned her head upon her hand. All the difficulties and embarrassments of her position came crowding on her mind. No orders had been given in preparation for the funeral, and she felt that she had no right to give any. The earls of Mount Severn were buried at Mount Severn; but to take her father thither would involve great expense; would the present earl sanction that? Since the previous morning, she seemed to have grown old in the worlds experience; her ideas were changed, the bent of her thoughts had been violently turned from its course. Instead of being a young lady of high position, of wealth and rank, she appeared to herself more in the light of an unfortunate pauper and interloper in the house she was inhabiting. It has been the custom in romance to present young ladies, especially if they be handsome and interesting, as being entirely oblivious of matter-of-fact cares and necessities, supremely indifferent to future prospects of poverty  poverty that brings hunger and thirst and cold and nakedness; but, be assured, this apathy never existed in real life. Isabel Vanes grief for her father  whom, whatever may have been the aspect he wore for others, she had deeply loved and reverenced  was sharply poignant; but in the midst of that grief, and of the singular troubles his death had brought forth, she could not shut her eyes to her own future. Its blank uncertainty, its shadowed-forth embarrassments did obtrude themselves and the words of that plain-speaking creditor kept ringing in her ears: You wont have a roof to put your head under, or a guinea to call your own. Where was she to go? With whom to live? She was in Mr. Carlyles house now. And how was she to pay the servants? Money was owing to them all.

Mr. Carlyle, how long has this house been yours? she asked, breaking the silence.

It was in June that the purchase was completed. Did Lord Mount Severn never tell you he had sold it to me?

No, never. All these things are yours? glancing round the room.

The furniture was sold with the house. Not these sort of things, he added, his eye falling on the silver on the breakfast table; not the plate and linen.

Not the plate and linen! Then those poor men who were here yesterday have a right to them, she quickly cried.

I scarcely know. I believe the plate goes with the entail  and the jewels go also. The linen cannot be of consequence either way.

Are my clothes my own?

He smiled as he looked at her; smiled at her simplicity, and assured her that they were nobodys else.

I did not know, she sighed; I did not understand. So many strange things have happened in the last day or two, that I seem to understand nothing.

Indeed, she could not understand. She had no definite ideas on the subject of this transfer of East Lynne to Mr. Carlyle; plenty of indefinite ones, and they were haunting her. Fears of debt to him, and of the house and its contents being handed over to him in liquidation, perhaps only partial, were working in her brain.

Does my father owe you any money? she breathed in a timid tone.

Not any, he replied. Lord Mount Severn was never indebted to me in his life.

Yet you purchased East Lynne?

As any one else might have done, he answered, discerning the drift of her thoughts. I was in search of an eligible estate to invest money in, and East Lynne suited me.

I feel my position, Mr. Carlyle, she resumed, the rebellious tears forcing themselves to her eyes; thus to be intruding upon you for a shelter. And I cannot help myself.

You can help grieving me, he gently answered, which you do much when you talk of obligation. The obligation is on my side, Lady Isabel; and when I express a hope that you will continue at East Lynne while it can be of service, however prolonged that period may be, I assure you, I say it in all sincerity.

You are very kind, she faltered; and for a few days; until I can think; until  Oh, Mr. Carlyle, are papas affairs really so bad as they said yesterday? she broke off, her perplexities recurring to her with vehement force. Is there nothing left?

Now Mr. Carlyle might have given the evasive assurance that there would be plenty left, just to tranquilize her. But to have used deceit with her would have pricked against every feeling of his nature; and he saw how implicitly she relied upon his truth.

I fear things are not very bright, he answered. That is, so far as we can see at present. But there may have been some settlement effected for you that you do not know of. Warburton & Ware

No, she interrupted: I never heard of a settlement, and I am sure there is none. I see the worst plainly. I have no home, no home and no money. This house is yours; the town house and Mount Severn go to Mr. Vane; and I have nothing.

But surely Mr. Vane will be delighted to welcome you to your old home. The houses pass to him  it almost seems as though you had the greater right in them, than he or Mrs. Vane.

My home with them! she retorted, as if the words had stung her. What are you saying, Mr. Carlyle?

I beg your pardon, Lady Isabel. I should not have presumed to touch upon these points myself, but

Nay, I think I ought to beg yours, she interrupted, more calmly. I am only grateful for the interest you take in them  the kindness you have shown. But I could not make my home with Mrs. Vane.

Mr. Carlyle rose. He could do no good by remaining, and did not think it well to intrude longer. He suggested that it might be more pleasant if Isabel had a friend with her; Mrs. Ducie would no doubt be willing to come, and she was a kind, motherly woman.

Isabel shook her head with a passing shudder. Have strangers, here, with  all  that  in papas chamber! she uttered. Mrs. Ducie drove over yesterday, perhaps to remain  I dont know; but I was afraid of questions, and would not see her. When I think of  that  I feel thankful that I am alone.

The housekeeper stopped Mr. Carlyle as he was going out.

Sir, what is the news from Castle Marling? Pound said there was a letter. Is Mr. Vane coming?

He was out yachting. Mrs. Vane expected him home yesterday, so it is to be hoped he will be here to-day.

Whatever will be done if he does not come? she breathed. The leaden coffin ought to be soldered down, for you know, sir, the state he was in when he died.

It can be soldered down without Mr. Vane.

Of course  without Mr. Vane. Its not that, sir. Will those men allow it to be done? The undertakers were here this morning at daybreak, and those men intimated that they were not going to lose sight of the dead. The words sounded significant to us, but we asked them no questions. Have they a right to prevent it, sir?

Upon my word I cannot tell, replied Mr. Carlyle. The proceeding is so rare a one, that I know little what right of law they have or have not. Do not mention this to Lady Isabel. And when Mr. Va  when Lord Mount Severn arrives, send down to apprise me of it.


CHAPTER XI.

THE NEW PEER  THE BANK-NOTE

A post-chaise was discerned thundering up the avenue that Sunday afternoon. It contained the new peer, Lord Mount Severn. The more direct line of rail from Castle Marling, brought him only to within five miles of West Lynne, and thence he had travelled in a hired chaise. Mr. Carlyle soon joined him, and almost at the same time Mr. Warburton arrived from London. Absence from town at the period of the earls death had prevented Mr. Warburtons earlier attendance. Business was entered upon immediately.

The present earl knew that his predecessor had been an embarrassed man, but he had no conception of the extent of the evil; they had not been intimate, and rarely came in contact. As the various items of news were now detailed to him  the wasteful expenditure, the disastrous ruin, the total absence of provision for Isabel  he stood petrified and aghast. He was a tall stout man, of three-and-forty years, his nature honorable, his manner cold, and his countenance severe.

It is the most iniquitous piece of business I ever heard of! he exclaimed to the two lawyers. Of all the reckless fools, Mount Severn must have been the worst!

Unpardonably improvident as regards his daughter, was the assenting remark.

Improvident! It must have been rank madness! retorted the earl. No man in his senses could leave a child to the mercy of the world, as he has left her. She has not a shilling  literally, not a shilling in her possession. I put the question to her, what money there was in the house when the earl died. Twenty or twenty-five pounds, she answered, which she had given to Mason, who required it for housekeeping purposes. If the girl wants a yard of ribbon for herself, she has not the pence to pay for it! Can you realize such a case to the mind? continued the excited peer. I will stake my veracity that such a one never occurred yet.

No money for her own personal wants! exclaimed Mr. Carlyle.

Not a halfpenny in the world. And there are no funds, and will be none, that I can see, for her to draw upon.

Quite correct, my lord, nodded Mr. Warburton. The entailed estates go to you, and what trifling matter of personal property may be left the creditors will take care of.

I understand East Lynne is yours, cried the earl, turning sharply upon Mr. Carlyle; Isabel has just said so.

It is, was the reply. It became mine last June. I believe his lordship kept the fact a close secret.

He was obliged to keep it a secret, interposed Mr. Warburton, addressing Lord Mount Severn, for not a stiver of the purchase money could he have fingered had it got wind. Except ourselves and Mr. Carlyles agents, the fact was made known to none.

It is strange, sir, that you could not urge the claims of his child upon the earl, rejoined the new peer to Mr. Warburton, his tone one of harsh reproof. You were in his confidence; you knew the state of his affairs; it was in your line of duty to do it.

Knowing the state of his affairs, my lord, we knew how useless the urging it would be, returned Mr. Warburton. Your lordship has but a faint idea of the burdens Lord Mount Severn had upon him. The interest alone upon his debts was frightful  and the deuces own work it was to get it. Not to speak of the kites he let loose; he would fly them, and nothing could stop him; and they had to be provided for.

Oh, I know, replied the earl, with a gesture of contempt. Drawing one bill to cover another; that was his system.

Draw! echoed Mr. Warburton. He would have drawn a bill on Aldgate pump. It was a downright mania with him.

Urged to it by his necessities, I conclude, put in Mr. Carlyle.

He had no business to have such necessities, sir, cried the earl, wrathfully. But let us proceed to business. What money is there lying at his bankers, Mr. Warburton? Do you know?

None, was the blank reply. We overdrew the account ourselves, a fortnight ago, to meet one of his pressing liabilities. We hold a little; and, had he lived a week or two longer, the autumn rents would have been paid in  though they must have been as quickly paid out again.

Im glad theres something. What is the amount?

My lord, answered Mr. Warburton, shaking his head in a self-condoling manner, I am sorry to tell you that what we hold will not half satisfy our own claims; money actually paid out of our pockets.

Then where on earth is the money to come from, sir? For the funeral  for the servants wages  for everything, in fact?

There is none to come from anywhere, was the reply of Mr. Warburton.

Lord Mount Severn strode the carpet more fiercely. Wicked improvidence! Shameful profligacy; callous-hearted man! To live a rogue and die a beggar  leaving his daughter to the charity of strangers!

Her case presents the worst feature of the whole, remarked Mr. Carlyle. What will she do for a home?

She must, of course, find it with me, replied his lordship; and, I should hope, a better one than this. With all these debts and duns at his elbow, Mount Severns house could not have been a bower of roses.

I fancy she knew nothing of the state of affairs; had seen little, if anything, of the embarrassments, returned Mr. Carlyle.

Nonsense! said the peer.

Mr. Carlyle is right, my lord, observed Mr. Warburton, looking over his spectacles. Lady Isabel was in safety at Mount Severn till the spring, and the purchase money from East Lynne  what the earl could touch of it  was a stop-gap for many things, and made matters easy for the moment. However, his imprudences are at an end now.

No, they are not at an end, returned Lord Mount Severn; they leave their effects behind them. I hear there was a fine scene yesterday morning; some of the unfortunate wretches he has taken in made their appearance here, all the way from town.

Oh, they are Jews half of them, slightingly spoke Mr. Warburton. If they do lose a little, it will be an agreeable novelty to them.

Jews have as much right to their own as we have, Mr. Warburton, was the peers angry reprimand. And if they were Turks and infidels, it would not excuse Mount Severns practices. Isabel says it was you, Mr. Carlyle, who contrived to get rid of them.

By convincing them that East Lynne and its furniture belonged to me. But there are those two men upstairs, in possession of  of him; I could not get rid of them.

The earl looked at him. I do not understand you.

Did you not know that they have seized the corpse? asked Mr. Carlyle, dropping his voice. Two men have been posted over it, like sentinels, since yesterday morning. And theres a third in the house, I hear, who relieves each other by turn, that they may go down in the hall and take their meals.

The earl had halted in his walk and drawn near to Mr. Carlyle, his mouth open, his face a marvel of consternation. By George! was all Mr. Warburton uttered, and snatched off his glasses.

Mr. Carlyle, do I understand you aright  that the body of the late earl has been seized for a debt? demanded the peer, solemnly. Seize a dead body! Am I awake or dreaming?

It is what they have done. They got into the room by stratagem.

Is it possible that transactions so infamous are permitted by our law? ejaculated the earl. Arrest a dead man! I never heard of such a thing. I am shocked beyond expression. Isabel said something about two men, I remember; but she was so full of grief and agitation altogether, that I but half comprehended what she did say upon the subject. Why, what will be done? Cant we bury him?

I fancy not. The housekeeper told me, this morning, she feared they would not even suffer the coffin to be closed down. And that ought to be done with all convenient speed.

It is perfectly horrible! uttered the earl.

Who has done it  do you know? inquired Mr. Warburton.

Somebody of the name of Anstey, replied Mr. Carlyle. In the absence of any member of the family, I took upon myself to pay the chamber a visit and examine into the mens authority. The claim is about three thousand pounds.

If its Anstey who has done it it is a personal debt of the earls, really owing, every pound of it, observed Mr. Warburton. A sharp man, though, that Anstey, to hit upon such a scheme.

And a shameless and a scandalous man, added Lord Mount Severn. Well, this is a pretty thing. Whats to be done?

While they consult, let us look for a moment at Lady Isabel. She sat alone, in great perplexity, indulging the deepest grief. Lord Mount Severn had intimated to her, kindly and affectionately, that henceforth she must find her home with him and his wife. Isabel returned a faint Thank you and as soon as he left her, burst into a paroxysm of rebellious tears. Have her home with Mrs. Vane! she uttered to her own heart; No, never; rather would she die  rather would she eat a crust and drink water! and so on, and so on. Young demoiselles are somewhat prone to indulge in these flights of fancy; but they are in most cases impracticable and foolish  exceedingly so in that of Lady Isabel Vane. Work for their living? It may appear very feasible in theory; but theory and practice are as opposite as light and dark. The plain fact was, that Isabel had no alternative whatever, save that of accepting a home with Lady Mount Severn; and the conviction that it must be so stole over her spirit, even while her hasty lips were protesting that she would not.

Two mourners only attended the funeral  the earl and Mr. Carlyle. The latter was no relative of the deceased, and but a very recent friend; but the earl had invited him, probably not liking the parading, solus, his trappings of woe. Some of the county aristocracy were pallbearers, and many private carriages followed.

All was bustle on the following morning. The earl was to depart, and Isabel was to depart, but not together. In the course of the day the domestics would disperse. The earl was speeding to London, and the chaise to convey him to the railway station at West Lynne was already at the door when Mr. Carlyle arrived.

I was getting fidgety fearing you would not be here, for I have barely five minutes to spare, observed the earl, as he shook hands. You are sure you fully understood about the tombstone?

Perfectly, replied Mr. Carlyle. How is Lady Isabel?

Very down-hearted, I fear, poor child, for she did not breakfast with me, replied the earl. Mason privately told me that she was in a convulsion of grief. A bad man, a bad man, was Mount Severn, he emphatically added, as he rose and rang the bell.

Let Lady Isabel be informed that I am ready to depart, and that I wait to see her, he said to the servant who answered it. And while she is coming, Mr. Carlyle, he added, allow me to express my obligations to you. How I should have got along in this worrying business without you, I cannot divine. You have promised, mind, to pay me a visit, and I shall expect it speedily.

Promised conditionally  that I find myself in your neighborhood, smiled Mr. Carlyle. Should

Isabel entered, dressed also, and ready, for she was to depart immediately after the earl. Her crape veil was over her face, but she threw it back.

My time is up, Isabel, and I must go. Is there anything you wish to say to me?

She opened her lips to speak, but glanced at Mr. Carlyle and hesitated. He was standing at the window, his back towards them.

I suppose not, said the earl, answering himself, for he was in a fever of hurry to be off, like many others are when starting on a journey. You will have no trouble whatever, my dear; only mind you get some refreshments in the middle of the day, for you wont be at Castle Marling before dinner-time. Tell Mrs. Va  tell Lady Mount Severn that I had no time to write, but will do so from town.

But Isabel stood before him in an attitude of uncertainty  of expectancy, it may be said, her color varying.

What is it, you wish to say something?

She certainly did wish to say something, but she did not know how. It was a moment of embarrassment to her, intensely painful, and the presence of Mr. Carlyle did not tend to lessen it. The latter had no idea his absence was wished for.

Bless me, Isabel! I declare I forgot all about it, cried the earl, in a tone of vexation. Not being accustomed to  this aspect of affairs is so new He broke off his disjointed sentences, unbuttoned his coat, drew out his purse, and paused over its contents.

Isabel, I have run myself very short, and have but little beyond what will take me to town. You must make three pounds do for now, my dear. Once at Castle Marling  Pound has the funds for the journey  Lady Mount Severn will supply you; but you must tell her, or she will not know.

He shot some gold out of his purse as he spoke, and left two sovereigns and two half sovereigns on the table. Farewell, my dear; make yourself happy at Castle Marling. I shall be home soon.

Passing from the room with Mr. Carlyle, he stood talking with that gentleman a minute, his foot on the step of the chaise, and the next was being whisked away. Mr. Carlyle returned to the breakfast-room, where Isabel, an ashy whiteness having replaced the crimson on her cheeks, was picking up the gold.

Will you do me a favor, Mr. Carlyle?

I will do anything I can for you.

She pushed a sovereign and a half toward him. It is for Mr. Kane. I told Marvel to send in and pay him, but it seems she forgot it, or put it off, and he is not paid. The tickets were a sovereign; the rest is for tuning the piano. Will you kindly give it him? If I trust one of the servants it may be forgotten again in the hurry of their departure.

Kanes charge for tuning a piano is five shillings, remarked Mr. Carlyle.

But he was a long time occupied with it, and did something with the leathers. It is not too much; besides I never ordered him anything to eat. He wants money even worse than I do, she added, with a poor attempt at a smile. But for thinking of him I should not have mustered the courage to beg of Lord Mount Severn, as you have just heard me do. In that case do you know what I should have done?

What should you have done? he smiled.

I should have asked you to pay him for me, and I would have repaid you as soon as I had any money. I had a great mind to ask you, do you know; it would have been less painful than being obliged to beg of Lord Mount Severn.

I hope it would, he answered, in a low, earnest tone. What else can I do for you?

She was about to answer Nothing  that he had done enough, but at that moment their attention was attracted by a bustle outside, and they moved to the window.

It was the carriage coming round for Lady Isabel  the late earls chariot, which was to convey her to the railway station six or seven miles off. It had four post-horses to it, the number having been designated by Lord Mount Severn, who appeared to wish Isabel to leave the neighborhood in as much state as she had entered it. The carriage was packed, and Marvel was perched outside.

All is ready, she said, and the time is come for me to go. Mr. Carlyle I am going to leave you a legacy  those pretty gold and silver fish that I bought a few weeks back.

But why do you not take them?

Take them to Lady Mount Severn! No, I would rather leave them with you. Throw a few crumbs into the globe now and then.

Her face was wet with tears, and he knew that she was talking hurriedly to cover her emotion.

Sit down a few minutes, he said.

No  no. I had better go at once.

He took her hand to conduct her to the carriage. The servants were gathered in the hall, waiting for her. Some had grown gray in her fathers service. She put out her hand, she strove to say a word of thanks and of farewell, and she thought she would choke at the effort of keeping down the sobs. At length it was over; a kind look around, a yearning wave of the hand, and she passed on with Mr. Carlyle.

Pound had ascended to his place by Marvel, and the postboys were awaiting the signal to start, but Mr. Carlyle had the carriage door open again, and was bending in holding her hand.

I have not said a word of thanks to you for all your kindness, Mr. Carlyle, she cried, her breath very labored. I am sure you have seen that I could not.

I wish I could have done more; I wish I could have shielded you from the annoyances you have been obliged to endure! he answered. Should we never meet again

Oh, but we shall meet again, she interrupted. You promised Lord Mount Severn.

True; we may so meet casually  once in a way; but our ordinary paths in life lie far and wide apart. God forever bless you, dear Lady Isabel!

The postboys touched their horses, and the carriage sped on. She drew down the blinds and leaned back in an agony of tears  tears for the house she was leaving, for the father she had lost. Her last thoughts had been of gratitude to Mr. Carlyle: but she had more cause to be grateful to him than she yet knew of. Emotion soon spent itself, and, as her eyes cleared, she saw a bit of crumpled paper lying on her lap, which appeared to have fallen from her hand. Mechanically she took it up and opened it; it was a bank-note for one hundred pounds.

Ah, reader! You will say that this is a romance of fiction, and a far-fetched one, but it is verily and indeed true. Mr. Carlyle had taken it with him to East Lynne, that morning, with its destined purpose.

Lady Isabel strained her eyes, and gazed at the note  gazed and gazed again. Where could it have come from? What had brought it there? Suddenly the undoubted truth flashed upon her; Mr. Carlyle had left it in her hand.

Her cheeks burned, her fingers trembled, her angry spirit rose up in arms. In that first moment of discovery, she was ready to resent it as an insult; but when she came to remember the sober facts of the last few days, her anger subsided into admiration of his wondrous kindness. Did he not know that she was without a home to call her own, without money  absolutely without money, save what would be given her in charity?

When Lord Mount Severn reached London, and the hotel which the Vanes were in the habit of using, the first object his eyes lighted on was his own wife, whom he had believed to be safe at Castle Marling. He inquired the cause.

Lady Mount Severn gave herself little trouble to explain. She had been up a day or two  could order her mourning so much better in person  and William did not seem well, so she brought him up for a change.

I am sorry you came to town, Emma, remarked the earl, after listening. Isabel is gone to-day to Castle Marling.

Lady Mount Severn quickly lifted her head, Whats she gone there for?

It is the most disgraceful piece of business altogether, returned the earl, without replying to the immediate question. Mount Severn has died, worse than a beggar, and theres not a shilling for Isabel.

It never was expected there would be much.

But theres nothing  not a penny; nothing for her own personal expenses. I gave her a pound or two to-day, for she was completely destitute!

The countess opened her eyes. Where will she live? What will become of her?

She must live with us. She

With us! interrupted Lady Mount Severn, her voice almost reaching a scream. That she never shall.

She must, Emma. There is nowhere else for her to live. I have been obliged to decide it so; and she is gone, as I tell you, to Castle Marling to-day.

Lady Mount Severn grew pale with anger. She rose from her seat and confronted her husband, the table being between them. Listen, Raymond; I will not have Isabel Vane under my roof. I hate her. How could you be cajoled into sanctioning such a thing?

I was not cajoled, and my sanction was not asked, he mildly replied. I proposed it. Where else is she to be?

I dont care where, was the obstinate retort. Never with us.

She is at Castle Marling now  gone to it as her home, resumed the earl; and even you, when you return, will scarcely venture to turn her out again into the road, or to the workhouse. She will not trouble you long, carelessly continued the earl. One so lovely as Isabel will be sure to marry early; and she appears as gentle and sweet-tempered a girl as I ever saw; so whence can arise your dislike to her, I dont pretend to guess. Many a man will be ready to forget her want of fortune for the sake of her face.

She shall marry the first who asks her, snapped the angry lady; Ill take care of that.


CHAPTER XII.

LIFE AT CASTLE MARLING.

Isabel had been in her new home about ten days, when Lord and Lady Mount Severn arrived at Castle Marling, which was not a castle, you may as well be told, but only the name of a town, nearly contiguous to which was their residence, a small estate. Lord Mount Severn welcomed Isabel; Lady Mount Severn also, after a fashion; but her manner was so repellant, so insolently patronizing, that it brought the indignant crimson to the cheeks of Lady Isabel. And if this was the case at the first meeting, what do you suppose it must have been as time went on? Galling slights, petty vexations, chilling annoyances were put upon her, trying her powers of endurance to the very length of their tether; she would wring her hands when alone, and passionately wish that she could find another refuge.

The earl and countess had two children, both boys, and in February the younger one, always a delicate child, died. This somewhat altered their plans. Instead of proceeding to London after Easter, as had been decided upon, they would not go till May. The earl had passed part of the winter at Mount Severn, looking after the repairs and renovations that were being made there. In March he went to Paris, full of grief for the loss of his boy  far greater grief than was experienced by Lady Mount Severn.

April approached and with it Easter. To the unconcealed dismay of Lady Mount Severn, her grandmother, Mrs. Levison, wrote her word that she required change, and should pass Easter with her at Castle Marling. Lady Mount Severn would have given her diamonds to have got out of it, but there was no escape  diamonds that were once Isabels  at least, that Isabel had worn. On the Monday in Passion Week the old lady arrived, and with her Francis Levison. They had no other guests. Things went on pretty smoothly till Good Friday.

On Good Friday afternoon, Isabel strolled out with little William Vane; Captain Levison joined them, and they never came in till nearly dinner-time, when the three entered together, Lady Mount Severn doing penance all the time, and nursing her rage against Isabel, for Mrs. Levison kept her indoors. There was barely time to dress for dinner, and Isabel went straight to her room. Her dress was off, her dressing-gown on. Marvel was busy with her hair, and William chattering at her knee, when the door was flung open, and my lady entered.

Where have you been? demanded she, shaking with passion. Isabel knew the signs.

Strolling about in the shrubberies and grounds, answered Isabel.

How dare you so disgrace yourself!

I do not understand you, said Isabel, her heart beginning to beat unpleasantly. Marvel, you are pulling my hair.

When women liable to intemperate fits of passion give the reins to them, they neither know nor care what they say. Lady Mount Severn broke into a torrent of reproach and abuses, most degrading and unjustifiable.

Is it not sufficient that you are allowed an asylum in my house, but you must also disgrace it! Three hours have you been hiding yourself with Francis Levison! You have done nothing but flirt with him from the moment he came; you did nothing else at Christmas.

The attack was longer and broader, but that was the substance of it, and Isabel was goaded to resistance, to anger little less great than that of the countess. This!  and before her attendant! She, an earls daughter, so much better born than Emma Mount Severn, to be thus insultingly accused in the others mad jealousy. Isabel tossed her hair from the hands of Marvel, rose up and confronted the countess, constraining her voice to calmness.

I do not flirt! she said; I have never flirted. I leave that  and she could not wholly suppress in tone the scorn she felt to married women; though it seems to me that it is a fault less venial in them than in single ones. There is but one inmate of this house who flirts, so far as I have seen since I have lived in it; is it you or I, Lady Mount Severn?

The home truth told on her ladyship. She turned white with rage, forgot her manners, and, raising her right hand, struck Isabel a stinging blow upon the left cheek. Confused and terrified, Isabel stood in pain, and before she could speak or act, my ladys left hand was raised to the other cheek, and a blow left on that. Lady Isabel shivered as with a sudden chill, and cried out  a sharp, quick cry  covered her outraged face, and sank down upon the dressing chair. Marvel threw up her hands in dismay, and William Vane could not have burst into a louder roar had he been beaten himself. The boy  he was of a sensitive nature  was frightened.

My good reader, are you one of the inexperienced ones who borrow notions of fashionable life from the novels got in a library, taking their high-flown contents for gospel, and religiously believing that lords and ladies live upon stilts, speak, eat, move, breathe, by the rules of good-breeding only? Are you under the delusion  too many are  that the days of dukes and duchesses are spent discussing pictures, tastes, Shakespeare, and the musical glasses?  that they are strung on polite wires of silver, and cant get off the hinges, never giving vent to angry tempers, to words unorthodox, as commonplace mortals do? That will come to pass when the Great Creator shall see fit to send men into the world free from baneful tempers, evil passions, from the sins bequeathed from the fall of Adam.

Lady Mount Severn finished up the scene by boxing William for his noise, jerked him out of the room, and told him he was a monkey.

Isabel Vane lived through the livelong night, weeping tears of anguish and indignation. She would not remain at Castle Marling  who would, after so great an outrage? Yet where was she to go? Fifty times in the course of the night did she wish that she was laid beside her father, for her feelings obtained the mastery of her reason; in her calm moments she would have shrunk from the idea of death as the young and healthy must do.

She rose on the Saturday morning weak and languid, the effects of the night of grief, and Marvel brought her breakfast up. William Vane stole into her room afterward; he was attached to her in a remarkable degree.

Mammas going out, he exclaimed, in the course of the morning. Look, Isabel.

Isabel went to the window. Lady Mount Severn was in the pony carriage, Francis Levison driving.

We can go down now, Isabel, nobody will be there.

She assented, and went down with William; but scarcely were they in the drawing-room when a servant entered with a card on a salver.

A gentleman, my lady, wishes to see you.

To see me! returned Isabel, in surprise, or Lady Mount Severn?

He asked for you, my lady.

She took up the card. Mr. Carlyle. Oh! she uttered, in a tone of joyful surprise, show him in.

It is curious, nay, appalling, to trace the thread in a human life; how the most trivial occurrences lead to the great events of existence, bringing forth happiness or misery, weal or woe. A client of Mr. Carlyles, travelling from one part of England to the other, was arrested by illness at Castle Marling  grave illness, it appeared to be, inducing fears of death. He had not, as the phrase goes, settled his affairs, and Mr. Carlyle was telegraphed for in haste, to make his will, and for other private matters. A very simple occurrence it appeared to Mr. Carlyle, this journey, and yet it was destined to lead to events that would end only with his own life.

Mr. Carlyle entered, unaffected and gentlemanly as ever, with his noble form, his attractive face, and his drooping eyelids. She advanced to meet him, holding out her hand, her countenance betraying her pleasure.

This is indeed unexpected, she exclaimed. How very pleased I am to see you.

Business brought me yesterday to Castle Marling. I could not leave it again without calling on you. I hear that Lord Mount Severn is absent.

He is in France, she rejoined. I said we should be sure to meet again; do you remember, Mr. Carlyle? You  

Isabel suddenly stopped; for with the word remember, she also remembered something  the hundred pound note  and what she was saying faltered on her tongue. Confused, indeed, grew she: for, alas! she had changed and partly spent it. How was it possible to ask Lady Mount Severn for money? And the earl was nearly always away. Mr. Carlyle saw her embarrassment, though he may not have detected its cause.

What a fine boy! exclaimed he, looking at the child.

It is Lord Vane, said Isabel.

A truthful, earnest spirit, I am sure, he continued, gazing at his open countenance. How old are you, my little man?

I am six, sir; and my brother was four.

Isabel bent over the child  an excuse to cover her perplexity. You do not know this gentleman, William. It is Mr. Carlyle, and he has been very kind to me.

The little lord had turned his thoughtful eyes on Mr. Carlyle, apparently studying his countenance. I shall like you, sir, if you are kind to Isabel. Are you kind to her?

Very, very kind, murmured Lady Isabel, leaving William, and turning to Mr. Carlyle, but not looking at him. I dont know what to say; I ought to thank you. I did not intend to use the  to use it; but I  I

Hush! he interrupted, laughing at her confusion. I do not know what you are talking of. I have a great misfortune to break to you, Lady Isabel.

She lifted her eyes and her glowing cheeks, somewhat aroused from her own thoughts.

Two of your fish are dead. The gold ones.

Are they?

I believe it was the frost killed them; I dont know what else it could have been. You may remember those bitter days we had in January; they died then.

You are very good to take care of them all this while. How is East Lynne looking? Dear East Lynne! Is it occupied?

Not yet. I have spent some money upon it, and it repays the outlay.

The excitement of his arrival had worn off, and she was looking herself again, pale and sad; he could not help observing that she was changed.

I cannot expect to look so well at Castle Marling as I did at East Lynne, she answered.

I trust it is a happy home to you? said Mr. Carlyle, speaking upon impulse.

She glanced up at him a look that he would never forget; it certainly told of despair. No, she said, shaking her head, it is a miserable home, and I cannot remain in it. I have been awake all night, thinking where I can go, but I cannot tell; I have not a friend in the wide world.

Never let people talk secrets before children, for be assured that they comprehend a vast deal more than is expedient; the saying that little pitchers have great ears is wonderfully true. Lord Vane held up his hand to Mr. Carlyle,  

Isabel told me this morning that she should go away from us. Shall I tell you why? Mamma beat her yesterday when she was angry.

Be quiet, William! interrupted Lady Isabel, her face in a flame.

Two great slaps upon her cheeks, continued the young viscount; and Isabel cried so, and I screamed, and then mamma hit me. But boys are made to be hit; nurse says so. Marvel came into the nursery when we were at tea, and told nurse about it. She says Isabels too good-looking, and thats why mamma

Isabel stopped the childs tongue, rang a peal on the bell, and marched him to the door, dispatching him to the nursery by the servant who answered it.

Mr. Carlyles eyes were full of indignant sympathy. Can this be true? he asked, in a low tone when she returned to him. You do, indeed, want a friend.

I must bear my lot, she replied, obeying the impulse which prompted her to confide in Mr. Carlyle; at least till Lord Mount Severn returns.

And then?

I really do not know, she said, the rebellious tears rising faster than she could choke them down. He has no other home to offer me; but with Lady Mount Severn I cannot and will not remain. She would break my heart, as she has already well-nigh broken my spirit. I have not deserved it of her, Mr. Carlyle.

No, I am sure you have not, he warmly answered. I wish I could help you! What can I do?

You can do nothing, she said. What can any one do?

I wish, I wish I could help you! he repeated. East Lynne was not, take it for all in all, a pleasant home to you, but it seems you changed for the worse when you left.

Not a pleasant home? she echoed, its reminiscences appearing delightful in that moment, for it must be remembered that all things are estimated by comparison. Indeed it was; I may never have so pleasant a one again. Mr. Carlyle, do not disparage East Lynne to me! Would I could awake and find the last few months but a hideous dream!  that I could find my dear father alive again!  that we were still living peacefully at East Lynne. It would be a very Eden to me now.

What was Mr. Carlyle about to say? What emotion was it that agitated his countenance, impeded his breath, and dyed his face blood-red? His better genius was surely not watching over him, or those words had never been spoken.

There is but one way, he began, taking her hand and nervously playing with it, probably unconscious that he did so; only one way in which you could return to East Lynne. And that way  I may not presume, perhaps, to point it out.

She looked at him and waited for an explanation.

If my words offend you, Lady Isabel, check them, as their presumption deserves, and pardon me. May I  dare I  offer you to return to East Lynne as its mistress?

She did not comprehend him in the slightest degree: the drift of his meaning never dawned upon her. Return to East Lynne as its mistress? she repeated, in bewilderment.

And as my wife?

No possibility of misunderstanding him now, and the shock and surprise were great. She had stood there by Mr. Carlyles side conversing confidentially with him, esteeming him greatly, feeling as if he were her truest friend on earth, clinging to him in her heart as to a powerful haven of refuge, loving him almost as she would a brother, suffering her hand to remain in his. But to be his wife! the idea had never presented itself to her in any shape until this moment, and her minds first emotion was one of entire opposition, her first movement to express it, as she essayed to withdraw herself and her hand away from him.

But not so; Mr. Carlyle did not suffer it. He not only retained that hand, but took the other also, and spoke, now the ice was broken, eloquent words of love. Not unmeaning phrases of rhapsody, about hearts and darts and dying for her, such as somebody else might have given utterance to, but earnest-hearted words of deep tenderness, calculated to win upon the minds good sense, as well as upon the ear and heart; and it may be that, had her imagination not been filled up with that somebody else, she would have said Yes, there and then.

They were suddenly interrupted. Lady Mount Severn entered, and took in the scene at a glance; Mr. Carlyles bent attitude of devotion, his imprisonment of the hands, and Isabels perplexed and blushing countenance. She threw up her head and her little inquisitive nose, and stopped short on the carpet; her freezing looks demanded an explanation, as plainly as looks can do it. Mr. Carlyle turned to her, and by way of sparing Isabel, proceeded to introduce himself. Isabel had just presence of mind left to name her: Lady Mount Severn.

I am sorry that Lord Mount Severn should be absent, to whom I have the honor of being known, he said. I am Mr. Carlyle.

I have heard of you, replied her ladyship, scanning his good looks, and feeling cross that his homage should be given where she saw it was given, but I had not heard that you and Lady Isabel Vane were on the extraordinary terms of intimacy that  that  

Madam, he interrupted as he handed a chair to her ladyship and took another himself, we have never yet been on terms of extraordinary intimacy. I was begging the Lady Isabel to grant that we may be; I was asking her to become my wife.

The avowal was as a shower of incense to the countess, and her ill humor melted into sunshine. It was a solution to her great difficulty, a loophole by which she might get rid of her bete noire, the hated Isabel. A flush of gratification lighted her face, and she became full of graciousness to Mr. Carlyle.

How very grateful Isabel must feel to you, quoth she. I speak openly, Mr. Carlyle, because I know that you were cognizant of the unprotected state in which she was left by the earls improvidence, putting marriage for her, at any rate, a high marriage, nearly out of the question. East Lynne is a beautiful place, I have heard.

For its size; it is not large, replied Mr. Carlyle, as he rose for Isabel had also risen and was coming forward.

And pray what is Lady Isabels answer? quickly asked the countess, turning to her.

Not to her did Isabel condescend to give an answer, but she approached Mr. Carlyle, and spoke in a low tone.

Will you give me a few hours for consideration?

I am only too happy that you should accord it consideration, for it speaks to me of hope, was his reply, as he opened the door for her to pass out. I will be here again this afternoon.

It was a perplexing debate that Lady Isabel held with herself in the solitude of her chamber, whilst Mr. Carlyle touched upon ways and means to Lady Mount Severn. Isabel was little more than a child, and as a child she reasoned, looking neither far nor deep: the shallow palpable aspect of affairs alone presenting itself to her view. That Mr. Carlyle was not of rank equal to her own, she scarcely remembered; East Lynne seemed a very fair settlement in life, and in point of size, beauty and importance, it was far superior to the house she was now in. She forgot that her position in East Lynne as Mr. Carlyles wife would not be what it had been as Lord Mount Severns daughter; she forgot that she would be tied to a quiet house, shut out from the great world, the pomps and vanities to which she was born. She liked Mr. Carlyle much; she experienced pleasure in conversing with him; she liked to be with him; in short, but for that other ill-omened fancy which had crept over her, there would have been danger of her falling in love with Mr. Carlyle. And oh! to be removed forever from the bitter dependence on Lady Mount Severn  East Lynne would in truth, after that, seem what she had called it: Eden.

So far it looks favorable, mentally exclaimed poor Isabel, but there is the other side of the question. It is not only that I do not love Mr. Carlyle, but I fear I do love, or very nearly love, Francis Levison. I wish he would ask me to be his wife!  or that I had never seen him.

Isabels soliloquy was interrupted by the entrance of Mrs. Levison and the countess. What the latter had said to the old lady to win her to the cause, was best known to herself, but she was eloquent in it. They both used every possible argument to induce her to accept Mr. Carlyle: the old lady declaring that she had never been introduced to any one she was so much taken with, and Mrs. Levison was incapable of asserting what was not true; that he was worth a dozen empty-headed men of the great world.

Isabel listened, now swayed one way, now the other, and when afternoon came, her head was aching with perplexity. The stumbling block that she could not get over was Francis Levison. She saw Mr. Carlyle approach from her window, and went down to the drawing-room, not in the least knowing what her answer was to be; a shadowy idea was presenting itself, that she would ask him for longer time, and write her answer.

In the drawing-room was Francis Levison, and her heart beat wildly; which said beating might have convinced her that she ought not to marry another.

Where have you been hiding yourself? cried he. Did you hear of our mishap with the pony carriage?

No, was her answer.

I was driving Emma into town. The pony took fright, kicked, plunged and went down upon his knees; she took fright in turn, got out, and walked back. So I gave the brute some chastisement and a race, and brought him to the stables, getting home in time to be introduced to Mr. Carlyle. He seems an out-and-out good fellow, Isabel, and I congratulate you.

What! she uttered.

Dont start. We are all in the family, and my lady told; I wont betray it abroad. She says East Lynne is a place to be coveted; I wish you happiness, Isabel.

Thank you, she returned in a sarcastic tone, though her throat beat and her lips quivered. You are premature in your congratulations, Captain Levison.

Am I? Keep my good wishes, then, till the right man comes. I am beyond the pale myself, and dare not think of entering the happy state, he added, in a pointed tone. I have indulged dreams of it, like others, but I cannot afford to indulge them seriously; a poor man, with uncertain prospects can only play the butterfly, perhaps to his lifes end.

He quitted the room as he spoke. It was impossible for Isabel to misunderstand him, but a feeling shot across her mind, for the first time, that he was false and heartless. One of the servants appeared, showing in Mr. Carlyle; nothing false or heartless about him. He closed the door, and approached her, but she did not speak, and her lips were white and trembling. Mr. Carlyle waited.

Well, he said at length, in a gentle tone, have you decided to grant my prayer?

Yes. But She could not go on. What with one agitation and another, she had difficulty in conquering her emotion. But  I was going to tell you  

Presently, he whispered, leading her to a sofa, we can both afford to wait now. Oh, Isabel, you have made me very happy!

I ought to tell you, I must tell you, she began again, in the midst of hysterical tears. Though I have said yes to your proposal, I do not  yet  It has come upon me by surprise, she stammered. I like you very much; I esteem and respect you; but I do not love you.

I should wonder if you did. But you will let me earn your love, Isabel?

Oh, yes, she earnestly answered. I hope so.

He drew her closer to him, bent his face, and took from her lips his first kiss. Isabel was passive; she supposed he had gained the right to do so. My dearest! It is all I ask.


CHAPTER XIII.

A MOONLIGHT WALK.

The sensations of Mr. Carlyle, when he returned to West Lynne, were much like those of an Eton boy, who knows he has been in mischief, and dreads detection. Always open as to his own affairs  for he had nothing to conceal  he yet deemed it expedient to dissemble now. He felt that his sister would be bitter at the prospect of his marrying; instinct had taught him that, years past; and he believed that, of all women, the most objectionable to her would be Lady Isabel, for Miss Carlyle looked to the useful, and had neither sympathy nor admiration for the beautiful. He was not sure but she might be capable of endeavoring to frustrate the marriage should news of it reach her ears, and her indomitable will had caused many strange things in her life; therefore, you will not blame Mr. Carlyle for observing entire reticence as to his future plans.

A family of the name of Carew had been about taking East Lynne; they wished to rent it, furnished, for three years. Upon some of the minor arrangements they and Mr. Carlyle were opposed, but the latter declined to give way. During his absence at Castle Marling, news had arrived from them  they had acceded to all his terms, and would enter upon East Lynne as soon as it was convenient. Miss Carlyle was full of congratulations; it was off their hands, she said; but the first letter Mr. Carlyle wrote was  to decline them. He did not tell this to Miss Carlyle. The final touches to the house were given, preparatory to the reception of its inhabitants, and three maids and two men servants hired and sent there, upon board wages, until the family should arrive.

One evening three weeks subsequent to Mr. Carlyles visit to Castle Marling, Barbara Hare called at Miss Carlyles, and found them going to tea much earlier than usual.

We dined earlier, said Miss Corny, and I ordered tea as soon as the dinner went away. Otherwise, Archibald would have taken none.

I am as well without tea. And I have a mass of business to get through yet.

You are not as well without it, cried Miss Corny, and I dont choose you should go without it. Take off your bonnet, Barbara. He does things like nobody else; he is off to Castle Marling to-morrow, and never could open his lips till just now that he was going.

Is that invalid  Brewster, or whatever his name is  laid up at Castle Marling, still? exclaimed Barbara.

He is still there, said Mr. Carlyle.

Barbara sprang up the moment tea was over.

Dill is waiting for me in the office, and I have some hours work before me. However, I suppose you wont care to put up with Peters attendance, so make haste with your bonnet, Barbara.

She took his arm, and they walked on, Mr. Carlyle striking the hedge and the grass with her parasol. Another minute, and the handle was in two.

I thought you would do it, said Barbara, while he was regarding the parasol with ludicrous dismay. Never mind, it is an old one.

I will bring you another to replace it. What is the color? Brown. I wont forget. Hold the relics a minute, Barbara.

He put the pieces in her hand, and taking out a note case, made a note in pencil.

Whats that for? she inquired.

He held it close to her eyes, that she might discern what he had written: Brown parasol. B. H.

A reminder for me, Barbara, in case I forget.

Barbaras eyes detected another item or two already entered in the note case: piano, plate.

I jot down the things as they occur to me, that I must get in London, he explained. Otherwise I should forget half.

In London? I thought you were going in an opposite direction  to Castle Marling?

It was a slip of the tongue, but Mr. Carlyle repaired it.

I may probably have to visit London as well as Castle Marling. How bright the moon looks rising there, Barbara!

So bright  that or the sky  that I saw your secret, answered she. Piano! Plate! What can you want with either, Archibald?

They are for East Lynne, he quietly replied.

Oh, for the Carews. And Barbaras interest in the item was gone.

They turned into the road just below the grove, and reached it. Mr. Carlyle held the gate open for Barbara.

You will come in and say good-night to mamma. She was saying to-day what a stranger you have made of yourself lately.

I have been busy; and I really have not the time to-night. You must remember me to her instead. And cordially shaking her by the hand, he closed the gate.

It was two or three mornings after the departure of Mr. Carlyle that Mr. Dill appeared before Miss Carlyle, bearing a letter. She was busy regarding the effect of some new muslin curtains, just put up, and did not pay attention to him.

Will you please take the letter, Miss Cornelia? The postman left it in the office with ours. It is from Mr. Archibald.

Why, what has he got to write to me about? retorted Miss Corny. Does he say when he is coming home?

You had better see, Miss Cornelia. Mine does not.

CASTLE MARLING, May 1st.

MY DEAR CORNELIA  I was married this morning to Lady Isabel Vane, and hasten briefly to acquaint you with the fact. I will write you more fully to-morrow or the next day, and explain all things.

Your ever affectionate brother,

ARCHIBALD CARLYLE.

It is a hoax, was the first gutteral sound that escaped from Miss Carlyles throat when speech came to her.

Mr. Dill only stood like a stone image.

It is a hoax, I say, raved Miss Carlyle. What are you standing there for, like a gander on one leg? she reiterated, venting her anger upon the unoffending man. Is it a hoax or not?

I am overdone with amazement, Miss Corny. It is not a hoax; I have had a letter, too.

It cant be true  it cant be true. He had no more thought of being married when he left here, three days ago, than I have.

How can we tell that, Miss Corny? How are we to know he did not go to be married? I fancy he did.

Go to be married! shrieked Miss Corny, in a passion. He would not be such a fool. And to that fine lady-child! No  no.

He has sent this to be put in the county journals, said Mr. Dill, holding forth a scrap of paper. They are married, safe enough.

Miss Carlyle took it and held it before her: her hand was cold as ice, and shook as if with palsy.

MARRIED.  On the 1st inst., at Castle Marling, by the chaplain to the Earl of Mount Severn, Archibald Carlyle, Esquire, of East Lynne, to the Lady Isabel Mary Vane, only child of William, late Earl of Mount Severn.

Miss Carlyle tore the paper to atoms and scattered it. Mr. Dill afterward made copies from memory, and sent them to the journal offices. But let that pass.

I will never forgive him, she deliberately uttered, and I will never forgive or tolerate her.


CHAPTER XIV.

THE EARLS ASTONISHMENT.

The announcement of the marriage in the newspapers was the first intimation of it Lord Mount Severn received. He was little less thunderstruck than Miss Corny, and came steaming to England the same day, thereby missing his wifes letter, which gave her version of the affair. He met Mr. Carlyle and Lady Isabel in London, where they were staying at one of the west-end hotels  only for a day or two, however, for they were going further. Isabel was alone when the earl was announced.

What is the meaning of this, Isabel? began he, without the circumlocution of greeting. You are married?

Yes, she answered, with her pretty, innocent blush. Some time ago.

And to Carlyle, the lawyer! How did it come about?

Isabel began to think how it did come about, sufficiently to give a clear answer. He asked me, she said, and I accepted him. He came to Castle Marling at Easter, and asked me then. I was very much surprised.

The earl looked at her attentively. Why was I kept in ignorance of this, Isabel?

I did not know you were kept in ignorance of it. Mr. Carlyle wrote to you, as did Lady Mount Severn.

Lord Mount Severn was a man in the dark, and looked like it. I suppose this comes, soliloquized he, aloud, of your fathers having allowed the gentleman to dance daily attendance at East Lynne. And so you fell in love with him.

Indeed, no! answered she, in an amused tone. I never thought of such a thing as falling in love with Mr. Carlyle.

Then dont you love him? abruptly asked the earl.

No! she whispered, timidly; but I like him much  oh, very much! And he is so good to me!

The earl stroked his chin and mused. Isabel had destroyed the only reasonable conclusion he had been able to come to as to the motives for the hasty marriage. If you do not love Mr. Carlyle, how comes it that you are so wise in the distinction between liking and love? It cannot be that you love anybody else?

The question turned home, and Isabel turned crimson. I shall love my husband in time, was all she answered, as she bent her head, and played nervously with her watch chain.

My poor child! involuntarily exclaimed the earl. But he was one who liked to fathom the depth of everything. Who has been staying at Castle Marling since I left? he asked sharply.

Mrs. Levison came down.

I alluded to gentlemen  young men.

Only Francis Levison, she replied.

Francis Levison! You have never been so foolish as to fall in love with him?

The question was so pointed, so abrupt, and Isabels self-consciousness, moreover, so great, that she betrayed lamentable confusion, and the earl had no further need to ask. Pity stole into his hard eyes as they fixed themselves on her downcast, glowing face.

Isabel, he gravely began, Captain Levison is not a good man; if ever you were inclined to think him one, dispossess your mind of the idea, and hold him at arms distance. Drop his acquaintance  encourage no intimacy with him.

I have already dropped it, said Isabel, and I shall not take it up again. But Lady Mount Severn must think well of him, or she would not have him there.

She thinks none too well of him; none can of Francis Levison, returned the earl significantly.

Before Isabel could reply, Mr. Carlyle entered. He held out his hand to the earl; the earl did not appear to see it.

Isabel, said he, I am sorry to turn you out, but I suppose you have but this one sitting-room. I wish to say a few words to Mr. Carlyle.

She quitted them, and the earl wheeled round and faced Mr. Carlyle, speaking in a stern, haughty tone.

How came this marriage about, sir? Do you possess so little honor, that, taking advantage of my absence, you must intrude yourself into my family, and clandestinely espouse Lady Isabel Vane?

Mr. Carlyle stood confounded, and confused. He drew himself up to his full height, looking every whit as fearless and far more noble than the peer. My lord, I do not understand you.

Yet I speak plainly. What is it but a clandestine procedure to take advantage of a guardians absence and beguile a young girl into a marriage beneath her?

There has been nothing clandestine in my conduct toward Lady Isabel Vane; there shall be nothing but honor in my conduct toward Lady Isabel Carlyle. Your lordship has been misinformed.

I have not been informed at all, retorted the earl. I was allowed to learn this from the public papers  I, the only relative of Lady Isabel.

When I proposed for Lady Isabel

But a month ago, sarcastically interrupted the earl.

But a month ago, calmly repeated Mr. Carlyle, my first action, after Isabel accepted me, was to write to you. But that I imagine you may not have received the letter, by stating you first heard of our marriage through the papers, I should say, the want of courtesy lay on your lordships side for having vouchsafed me no reply to it.

What were the contents of the letter?

I stated what had occurred, mentioning what I was able to do in the way of settlements, and also that both Isabel and myself wished the ceremony to take place as soon as might be.

And pray where did you address the letter?

Lady Mount Severn could not give me the address. She said if I would intrust the letter to her, she would forward it with the rest she wrote, for she expected daily to hear from you. I did give her the letter, and I heard no more of the matter, except that her ladyship sent me a message when Isabel was writing to me, that as you had returned no reply, you of course approved.

Is this the fact? cried the earl.

My lord, coldly replied Mr. Carlyle, whatever may be my defects in your eyes, I am at least a man of truth. Until this moment, the suspicion that you were in ignorance of the contemplated marriage never occurred to me.

So far, then, I beg your pardon, Mr. Carlyle. But how came the marriage about at all  how came it to be hurried over in this unseemly fashion? You made the offer at Easter, Isabel tells me, and you married her three weeks after it.

And I would have married her and brought her away with me the day I did make it, had it been practicable, returned Mr. Carlyle. I have acted throughout for her comfort and happiness.

Oh, indeed! exclaimed the earl, returning to his disagreeable tone. Perhaps you will put me in possession of the facts, and of your motives.

I warn you that the facts to you will not bear a pleasant sound, Lord Mount Severn.

Allow me to be the judge of that, said the earl.

Business took me to Castle Marling on Good Friday. On the following day I called at your house; after your own and Isabels invitation, it was natural I should; in fact, it would have been a breach of good feeling not to do so, I found Isabel ill-treated and miserable; far from enjoying a happy home in your house

What, sir? interrupted the earl. Ill-treated and miserable?

Ill-treated even to blows, my lord.

The earl stood as one petrified, staring at Mr. Carlyle.

I learnt it, I must premise, through the chattering revelations of your little son; Isabel, of course, would not have mentioned it to me; but when the child had spoken, she did not deny it. In short she was too broken-hearted, too completely bowed in spirit to deny it. It aroused all my feelings of indignation  it excited in me an irresistible desire to emancipate her from this cruel life, and take her where she would find affection, and I hope happiness. There was only one way which I could do this, and I risked it. I asked her to become my wife, and to return to her home at East Lynne.

The earl was slowly recovering from his petrifaction. Then, am I to understand, that when you called that day at my house, you carried no intention with you of proposing to Isabel?

Not any. It was an impromptu step, the circumstances under which I found her calling it forth.

The earl paced the room, perplexed still, and evidently disturbed. May I inquire if you love her? he abruptly said.

Mr. Carlyle paused ere he spoke, and a red flush dyed his face. Those sort of feelings man rarely acknowledges to man, Lord Mount Severn, but I will answer you. I do love her, passionately and sincerely; I learnt to love her at East Lynne; but I could have carried my love silently within me to the end of my life and never betrayed it; and probably should have done so, but for the unexpected visit to Castle Marling. If the idea of making her my wife had never previously occurred to me as practicable, it was that I deemed her rank incompatible with my own.

As it was, said the earl.

Country solicitors have married peers daughters before now, remarked Mr. Carlyle. I only add another to the list.

But you cannot keep her as a peers daughter, I presume?

East Lynne will be her home. Our establishment will be small and quiet, as compared with her fathers. I explained to Isabel how quiet at the first, and she might have retracted had she wished. I explained also in full to Lady Mount Severn. East Lynne will descend to our eldest son, should we have children. My profession is most lucrative, my income good; were I to die to-morrow, Isabel would enjoy East Lynne and about three thousand pounds per annum. I gave these details in the letter, which appears to have miscarried.

The earl made no immediate reply; he was absorbed in thought.

Your lordship perceives, I hope, that there has been nothing clandestine in my conduct to Lady Isabel.

Lord Mount Severn held out his hand. I refused my hand when you came in, Mr. Carlyle, as you may have observed, perhaps you will refuse yours now, though I should be proud to shake it. When I find myself in the wrong, I am not above acknowledging the fact; and I must state my opinion that you have behaved most kindly and honorably.

Mr. Carlyle smiled and put his hand into the earls. The latter retained it, while he spoke in a whisper.

Of course I cannot be ignorant that, in speaking of Isabels ill-treatment, you alluded to my wife. Has it transpired beyond yourselves?

You may be sure that neither Isabel nor myself would mention it; we shall dismiss it from among our reminiscences. Let it be as though you had never heard it; it is past and done with.

Isabel, said the earl, as he was departing that evening, for he remained to spend the day with them, I came here this morning almost prepared to strike your husband, and I go away honoring him. Be a good and faithful wife to him, for he deserves it.

Of course I shall, she answered, in surprise.

Lord Mount Severn steamed on to Castle Marling, and there he had a stormy interview with his wife  so stormy that the sounds penetrated to the ears of the domestics. He left again the same day, in anger, and proceeded to Mount Severn.

He will have time to cool down, before we meet in London, was the comment of my lady.


CHAPTER XV.

COMING HOME.

Miss Carlyle, having resolved upon her course, quitted her own house, and removed to East Lynne with Peter and her handmaidens. In spite of Mr. Dills grieved remonstrances, she discharged the servants whom Mr. Carlyle had engaged, all save one man.

On a Friday night, about a month after the wedding, Mr. Carlyle and his wife came home. They were expected, and Miss Carlyle went through the hall to receive them, and stood on the upper steps, between the pillars of the portico. An elegant chariot with four post-horses was drawing up. Miss Carlyle compressed her lips as she scanned it. She was attired in a handsome dark silk dress and a new cap; her anger had had time to cool down in the last month, and her strong common sense told her that the wiser plan would be to make the best of it. Mr. Carlyle came up the steps with Isabel.

You here, Cornelia! That was kind. How are you? Isabel, this is my sister.

Lady Isabel put forth her hand, and Miss Carlyle condescended to touch the tips of her fingers. I hope you are well, maam, she jerked out.

Mr. Carlyle left them together, and went back to search for some trifles which had been left in the carriage. Miss Carlyle led the way to a sitting-room, where the supper-tray was laid. You would like to go upstairs and take your things off before supper, maam? she said, in the same jerking tone to Lady Isabel.

Thank you. I will go to my rooms, but I do not require supper. We have dined.

Then what would you like to take? asked Miss Corny.

Some tea, if you please, I am very thirsty.

Tea! ejaculated Miss Corny. So late as this! I dont know that they have boiling water. Youd never sleep a wink all night, maam, if you took tea at eleven oclock.

Oh, then, never mind, replied Lady Isabel. It is of no consequence. Do not let me give trouble.

Miss Carlyle whisked out of the room; upon what errand was best known to herself; and in the hall she and Marvel came to an encounter. No words passed, but each eyed the other grimly. Marvel was very stylish, with five flounces to her dress, a veil, and a parasol. Meanwhile, Lady Isabel sat down and burst into bitter tears and sobs. A chill had come over her; it did not seem like coming to East Lynne. Mr. Carlyle entered and witnessed the grief.

Isabel! he uttered in amazement, as he hastened up to her. My darling, what ails you?

I am tired, I think, she gently answered; and coming into the house again made me think of papa. I should like to go to my rooms, Archibald, but I dont know which they are.

Neither did Mr. Carlyle know, but Miss Carlyle came whisking in again, and said: The best rooms; those next the library. Should she go up with my lady?

Mr. Carlyle preferred to go himself, and he held out his arm to Isabel. She drew her veil over her face as she passed Miss Carlyle.

The branches were not lighted, and the room looked cold and comfortless. Things seem all sixes and sevens in the house, remarked Mr. Carlyle. I fancy the servants must have misunderstood my letter, and not have expected us until to-morrow night.

On returning to the sitting-room Mr. Carlyle inquired the cause of the servants negligence.

I sent them away because they were superfluous encumbrances, hastily replied Miss Carlyle. We have four in the house, and my lady has brought a fine maid, I see, making five. I have come up here to live.

Mr. Carlyle felt checkmated. He had always bowed to the will of Miss Corny, but he had an idea that he and his wife should be better without her. And your house? he exclaimed.

I have let it furnished; the people enter to-day. So you cannot turn me out of East Lynne into the road, or to furnished lodgings, Archibald. Therell be enough expense without our keeping on two houses; and most people in your place would jump at the prospect of my living here. Your wife will be mistress. I do not intend to take her honors from her; but I will save her a world of trouble in management  be as useful to her as a housekeeper. She will be glad of that, inexperienced as she is. I dare say she never gave a domestic order in her life.

This was a view of the case, to Mr. Carlyle, so plausibly put, that he began to think it might be all for the best. He had great reverence for his sisters judgment; force of habit is strong upon all of us. Still he did not know.

Did you buy that fine piano which has arrived? angrily asked Miss Carlyle.

It was my present to Isabel.

Miss Corny groaned. What did it cost?

The cost is of no consequence. The old piano here was a bad one, and I bought a better.

What did it cost? repeated Miss Carlyle.

A hundred and twenty guineas, he answered. Obedience to her will was yet powerful within him.

Miss Corny threw up her hands and eyes. But at that moment Peter entered with some hot water which his master had rung for. Mr. Carlyle rose and looked on the side-board.

Where is the wine, Peter?

The servant put it out, port and sherry. Mr. Carlyle drank a glass, and then proceeded to mix some wine and water. Shall I mix some for you, Cornelia? he asked.

Ill mix for myself if I want any. Whos that for?

Isabel.

He quitted the room, carrying the wine and water, and entered his wifes. She was sitting half buried, it seemed, in the arm-chair, her face muffled up. As she raised it, he saw that it was flushed and agitated; that her eyes were bright, and her frame was trembling.

What is the matter? he hastily asked.

I got nervous after Marvel went, she whispered, laying hold of him, as if for protection from terror. I came back to the chair and covered my head over, hoping some one would come up.

I have been talking to Cornelia. But what made you nervous?

Oh! I was very foolish. I kept thinking of frightful things. They would come into my mind. Do not blame me, Archibald. This is the room papa died in.

Blame you, my darling, he uttered with deep feeling.

I thought of a dreadful story about the bats, that the servants told  I dare say you never heard it; and I kept thinking. Suppose they were at the windows now, behind the blinds. And then I was afraid to look at the bed; I fancied I might see  you are laughing!

Yes, he was smiling; for he knew that these moments of nervous fear are best met jestingly. He made her drink the wine and water, and then he showed her where the bell was, ringing it as he did so. Its position had been changed in some late alterations to the house.

Your rooms shall be changed to-morrow, Isabel.

No, let us remain in these. I shall like to feel that papa was once their occupant. I wont get nervous again.

But, even as she spoke, her actions belied her words. Mr. Carlyle had gone to the door and opened it, and she flew close up to him, cowering behind him.

Shall you be gone very long, Archibald? she whispered.

Not more than an hour, he answered. But he hastily put back one of his hands, and held her tightly in his protecting grasp. Marvel was coming along the corridor in answer to the ring.

Have the goodness to let Miss Carlyle know that I am not coming down again to-night, he said.

Yes, sir.

Mr. Carlyle shut the door, and then looked at his wife and laughed. He is very kind to me, thought Isabel.

With the morning began the perplexities of Lady Isabel Carlyle. But, first of all, just fancy the group at breakfast. Miss Carlyle descended in the startling costume the reader has seen, took her seat at the breakfast-table, and there sat bolt upright. Mr. Carlyle came down next; and then Lady Isabel entered, in an elegant half-mourning dress, with flowing black ribbons.

Good morning, maam. I hope you slept well, was Miss Carlyles salutation.

Quite well, thank you, she answered, as she took her seat opposite Miss Carlyle. Miss Carlyle pointed to the top of the table.

That is your place, maam; but I will pour out the coffee, and save you the trouble, if you wish it.

I should be glad if you would, answered Lady Isabel.

So Miss Carlyle proceeded to her duties, very stern and grim. The meal was nearly over, when Peter came in, and said the butcher had come up for orders. Miss Carlyle looked at Lady Isabel, waiting, of course, for her to give them. Isabel was silent with perplexity; she had never given such an order in her life. Totally ignorant was she of the requirements of a household; and did not know whether to suggest a few pounds of meat or a whole cow. It was the presence of that grim Miss Corny which put her out. Alone with her husband she would have said, What ought I to order, Archibald? Tell me. Peter waited.

A  Something to roast and boil, if you please, stammered Lady Isabel.

She spoke in a low tone. Embarrassment makes cowards of us; and Mr. Carlyle repeated it after her. He knew no more about housekeeping than she did.

Something to roast and boil, tell the man, Peter.

Up started Miss Corny; she could not stand that. Are you aware, Lady Isabel, that an order such as that would only puzzle the butcher? Shall I give the necessary orders for to-day? The fishmonger will be here presently!

Oh, I wish you would! cried the relieved Lady Isabel. I have not been accustomed to it, but I must learn. I dont think I know anything about housekeeping.

Miss Cornys answer was to stalk from the room. Isabel rose from her chair, like a bird released from its cage, and stood by his side. Have you finished, Archibald?

I think I have, dear. Oh! Heres my coffee. There; I have finished now.

Let us go around the grounds.

He rose, laid his hands playfully on her slender waist, and looked at her. You may as well ask me to take a journey to the moon. It is past nine, and I have not been to the office for a month.

The tears rose in her eyes. I wish you would be always with me! East Lynne will not be East Lynne without you.

I will be with you as much as ever I can, my dearest, he whispered. Come and walk with me through the park.

She ran for her bonnet, gloves and parasol. Mr. Carlyle waited for her in the hall, and they went out together.

He thought it a good opportunity to speak about his sister. She wishes to remain with us, he said. I do not know what to decide. On the one hand I think she might save you the worry of household management; on the other, I fancy we shall be happier by ourselves.

Isabels heart sank within her at the idea of that stern Miss Corny, mounted over her as resident guard; but, refined and sensitive, almost painfully considerate of the feelings of others, she raised no word of objection. As you and Miss Carlyle please, she answered.

Isabel, he said, I wish it to be as you please; I wish matters to be arranged as may best please you: and I will have them so arranged. My chief object in life now is your happiness.

He spoke in all the sincerity of truth, and Isabel knew it: and the thought came across her that with him by her side, her loving protector, Miss Carlyle could not mar her lifes peace. Let her stay, Archibald; she will not incommode us.

At any rate it can be tried for a month or two, and we shall see how it works, he musingly observed.

They reached the park gates. I wish I could go with you and be your clerk, she cried, unwilling to release his hand. I should not have all that long way to go back by myself.

He laughed and shook his head, telling her that she wanted to bribe him into taking her back, but it could not be. And away he went, after saying farewell.


CHAPTER XVI.

DOMESTIC TROUBLES.

Isabel wandered back, and then wandered through the rooms; they looked lonely; not as they had seemed to look in her fathers time. In her dressing-room knelt Marvel, unpacking. She rose when Lady Isabel entered.

Can I speak to you a moment, if you please my lady?

What is it?

Then Marvel poured forth her tale. That she feared so small an establishment would not suit her, and if my lady pleased, she would like to leave at once  that day. Anticipating it, she had not unpacked her things.

There has been some mistake about the servants, Marvel, but it will be remedied as soon as possible. And I told you before I married that Mr. Carlyles establishment would be a limited one.

My lady perhaps I could put up with that; but I never could stop in the house with that female Guy had been on the tip of Marvels tongue, but she remembered in time of whom she was speaking with Miss Carlyle. I fear, my lady, we have both got tempers that would slash, and might be flying at each other. I could not stop, my lady, for untold gold. And if you please to make me forfeit my running months salary, why I must do it. So when I have set your ladyships things to rights, I hope youll allow me to go.

Lady Isabel would not condescend to ask her to remain, but she wondered how she should manage the inconvenience. She drew her desk toward her. What is the amount due to you? she inquired, as she unlocked it.

Up to the end of the quarter, my lady? cried Marvel, in a brisk tone.

No, coldly answered Lady Isabel. Up to to-day.

I have not had time to reckon, my lady.

Lady Isabel took a pencil and paper, made out the account, and laid it down in gold and silver on the table. It is more than you deserve, Marvel, she remarked, and more than you would get in most places. You ought to have given me proper notice.

Marvel melted into tears, and began a string of excuses. She should never have wished to leave so kind a lady, but for attendant ill-conveniences, and she hoped my lady would not object to testify to her character.

Lady Isabel quitted the room in the midst of it; and in the course of the day Marvel took her departure, Joyce telling her that she ought to be ashamed of herself.

I couldnt help myself, retorted Marvel, and I am sorry to leave her, for shes a pleasant young lady to serve.

Well, I know Id have helped myself, was Joyces remark. I would not go off in this unhandsome way from a good mistress.

Perhaps you wouldnt, loftily returned Marvel, but my inside feelings are delicate and cant bear to be trampled upon. The same house is not going to hold me and that tall female image, whos more fit to be carried about at a foreign carnival than some that they do carry.

So Marvel left. And when Lady Isabel went to her room to dress for dinner, Joyce entered it.

I am not much accustomed to a ladys maids duties, began she, but Miss Carlyle has sent me, my lady, to do what I can for you, if you will allow me.

Isabel thought it was kind of Miss Carlyle.

And if you please to trust me with the keys of your things, I will take charge of them for you, my lady, until you are suited with a maid, Joyce resumed.

I dont know anything about the keys, answered Isabel; I never keep them.

Joyce did her best, and Lady Isabel went down. It was nearly six oclock, the dinner hour, and she strolled to the park gates, hoping to meet Mr. Carlyle. Taking a few steps out, she looked down the road, but could not see him coming; so she turned in again, and sat down under a shady tree out of view of the road. It was remarkably warm weather for the closing days of May.

Half an hour, and then Mr. Carlyle came pelting up, passed the gates, and turned on to the grass. There he saw his wife. She had fallen asleep, her head leaning against the trunk of a tree. Her bonnet and parasol lay at her feet, her scarf had dropped, and she looked like a lovely child, her lips partly open, her cheeks flushed, and her beautiful hair falling around. It was an exquisite picture, and his heart beat quicker within him as he felt that it was all his own. A smile stole to his lips as he stood looking at her. She opened her eyes, and for a minute could not remember where she was. Then she started up.

Oh, Archibald! Have I been asleep?

Ay; and might have been stolen and carried off. I could not afford that, Isabel.

I dont know how it came about. I was listening for you.

What have you been doing all day? he asked, as he drew her arm within his, and they walked on.

Oh, I hardly know, she sighed. Trying the new piano, and looking at my watch, wishing the time would go quicker, that you might come home. The ponies and carriage have arrived, Archibald.

I know they have, my dear. Have you been out of doors much?

No, I waited for you. And then she told him about Marvel. He felt vexed, saying she must replace her with all speed. Isabel said she knew of one, a young woman who had left Lady Mount Severn while she, Isabel, was at Castle Marling; her health was delicate, and Lady Mount Severns place too hard for her. She might suit.

Write to her, said Mr. Carlyle.

The carriage came round  a beautiful little equipage  and Isabel was ready. As Mr. Carlyle drove slowly down the dusty road, they came upon Miss Corny, striding along in the sun with a great umbrella over her head. She would not turn to look at them.

Once more, as in the year gone by, St. Judes Church was in a flutter of expectation. It expected to see a whole paraphernalia of bridal finery, and again it was doomed to disappointment, for Isabel had not put off the mourning for her father. She was in black  a thin gauze dress  and her white bonnet had small black flowers inside and out. For the first time in his life, Mr. Carlyle took possession of the pew belonging to East Lynne, filling the place where the poor earl used to sit. Not so Miss Corny  she sat in her own.

Barbara was there with the Justice and Mrs. Hare. Her face wore a gray, dusky hue, of which she was only too conscious, but could not subdue. Her covetous eyes would wander to that other face, with its singular loveliness and its sweetly earnest eyes, sheltered under the protection of him for whose sheltering protection she had so long yearned. Poor Barbara did not benefit much by the services that day.

Afterward they went across the churchyard to the west corner, where stood the tomb of Lord Mount Severn. Isabel looked at the inscription, her veil shading her face.

Not here, and now, my darling, he whispered, pressing her arm to his side, for he felt her silent sobs. Strive for calmness.

It seems but the other day he was at church with me, and now  here!

Mr. Carlyle suddenly changed their places, so that they stood with their backs to the hedge, and to any staring stragglers who might be lingering on the road.

There ought to be railings round the tomb, she presently said, after a successful battle with her emotion.

I thought so, and I suggested it to Lord Mount Severn but he appeared to think differently. I will have it done.

I put you to great expense, she said, taking one thing with another.

Mr. Carlyle glanced quickly at her, a dim fear penetrating his mind that his sister might have been talking in her hearing. An expense I would not be without for the whole world. You know it, Isabel.

And I have nothing to repay you with, she sighed.

He looked expressively amused, and, gazing into her face, the expression of his eyes made her smile. Here is John with the carriage, she exclaimed. Let us go, Archibald.

Standing outside the gates, talking to the rectors family, were several ladies, one of them Barbara Hare. She watched Mr. Carlyle place his wife in the carriage; she watched him drive away. Barbaras lips were white, as she bowed in return to his greeting.

The heat is so great! murmured Barbara, when those around noticed her paleness.

Ah! You ought to have gone in the phaeton, with Mr. and Mrs. Hare as they desired you.

I wished to walk, returned the unhappy Barbara.

What a pretty girl that is! uttered Lady Isabel to her husband. What is her name?

Barbara Hare.


CHAPTER XVII.

VISIT OF THE HARE FAMILY.

The county carriages began to pour to East Lynne, to pay the wedding visit, as it is called, to Mr. and Lady Isabel Carlyle. Of course they displayed themselves in their most courtly state. Mr. Carlyle, always a popular man, had gained double his former importance by his marriage with the daughter of the late Earl of Mount Severn. Among the earliest visitors went Justice and Mrs. Hare, with Barbara.

Isabel was in her dressing-gown, attended by Joyce, whom she was just asking to take the place of her late maid, if Miss Carlyle would consent to the transfer.

Joyces face lighted up with pleasure at the proposal. Oh, my lady, you are very kind! I should so like it! I would serve you faithfully to the best of my ability.

Isabel laughed. But Miss Carlyle may not be inclined to transfer you.

I think she would be, my lady. She said a day or two ago, that I appeared to suit you, and you might have me altogether if you wished, provided I could still make her gowns. I make them to please her, you see, my lady.

Do you make her caps also? demurely asked Lady Isabel.

Joyce smiled. Yes, my lady; but I am allowed to make them only according to her own pattern.

Joyce, if you become my maid, you must wear smarter caps yourself. I do not wish you to be fine like Marvel.

Oh, my lady! I shall never be fine, shuddered Joyce. And Joyce believed she had cause to shudder at finery.

She was about to speak further, when a knock came to the dressing-room door. Joyce went to open it, and saw one of the housemaids, a girl who had recently been engaged, a native of West Lynne. Isabel heard the colloquy,  

Is my lady there?

Yes.

Some visitors. Pete ordered me to come and tell you. I say, Joyce, its the Hares. And shes with them. I watched her get out of the carriage.

Who? sharply returned Joyce.

Why, Miss Barbara. Only fancy her coming to pay the wedding visit here. My lady had better take care that she dont get a bowl of poison mixed for her. Masters out or else Id have given a shilling to see the interview between the three.

Joyce sent the girl away, shut the door, and turned to her mistress, quite unconscious that the half-whispered conversation had been audible.

Some visitors are in the drawing-room, my lady, Susan says. Mr. Justice Hare and Mrs. Hare and Miss Barbara.

Isabel descended, her mind full of the mysterious words spoken by Susan. The justice was in a new flaxen wig, obstinate-looking and pompous; Mrs. Hare, pale, delicate, and lady-like; Barbara beautiful; such was the impression they made upon Isabel.

They paid rather a long visit, Isabel quite falling in love with the gentle and suffering Mrs. Hare, and had risen to leave when Miss Carlyle entered. She wished them to remain longer  had something, she said, to show Barbara. The justice declined; he had a brother justice coming to dine with him at five, and it was then half-past four. Barbara might stop if she liked.

Barbaras faced turned crimson; but nevertheless she accepted the invitation, immediately proffered her by Miss Carlyle to remain at East Lynne for the rest of the day.

Dinner time approached, and Isabel went to dress for it. Joyce was waiting, and entered upon the subject of the service.

My lady, I have spoken to Miss Carlyle, and she is willing that I should be transferred to you, but she says I ought first to acquaint you with certain unpleasant facts in my history, and the same thought had occurred to me. Miss Carlyle is not over pleasant in manner, my lady, but she is very upright and just.

What facts? asked Lady Isabel, sitting down to have her hair brushed.

My lady, Ill tell you as shortly as it can. My father was a clerk in Mr. Carlyles office  of course I mean the late Mr. Carlyle. My mother died when I was eight years old, and my father afterwards married again, a sister of Mr. Kanes wife

Mr. Kane, the music master?

Yes, my lady. She and Mrs. Kane were quite ladies; had been governesses. People said she lowered herself greatly in marrying my father. However, they did marry, and at the end of the year my little sister Afy was born. We lived in a pretty cottage in the wood and were happy. But in twelve months more my step-mother died, and an aunt of hers adopted Afy. I lived with my father, going to school, then to learn dressmaking, and finally going out to work to ladies houses. After many years, Afy came home. Her aunt had died and her income with her, but not the vanity and love of finery that Afy had acquired. She did nothing but dress herself and read novels. My father was angry; he said no good could come of it. She had several admirers, Mr. Richard Hare, Miss Barbaras own brother, continued Joyce, lowering her voice, and she flirted with them all. My father used to go out to shoot on fine evenings after office, or to his duties as secretary to the library, and so Afy was generally all alone until I came home at nine oclock; and was free to flirt with her beaux.

Had she any she favored particularly, was it thought? asked Lady Isabel.

The chief one, my lady, was Richard Hare. She got acquainted with somebody else, a stranger, who used to ride over from a distance to see her; but I fancy there was nothing in it  Richard was the one. And it went on till  till  he killed her father.

Who? uttered the startled Isabel.

Richard Hare, my lady. Father had told Afy that Mr. Richard should not come there any longer, for when gentlemen go in secret after poor girls, its well known they have not got marriage in their thoughts; father would have interfered more than he did, but that he judged well of Mr. Richard, and did not think he was one to do Afy real harm,  but he did not know how flighty she was. However, one day he heard people talk about it in West Lynne, coupling her name and Mr. Richards offensively together, and at night he told Afy, before me, that it should not go on any longer, and she must not encourage him. My lady, the next night Richard Hare shot my father.

How very dreadful!

Whether it was done on purpose, or that they had a scuffle, and the gun went off accidentally and killed my father, no one can tell. Afy said she had been in the woods at the back of the house, and when she came in, father lay dead, and Mr. Locksley was standing over him. He said he had heard the shot, and come up just in time to see Richard fly from the house, his shoes covered with blood. He has never been heard of since; but there is a judgment of murder out against him; and the fear and shame is killing his mother by inches.

And Afy?

The worst is to come my lady. Afy followed him directly after the inquest, and nothing has been known since of either of them. I was taken ill, after all these shocks, with nervous fever, and Miss Carlyle took care of me, and I have remained with her ever since. This was what I had to tell you, my lady, before you decided to take me into service; it is not every lady who would like to engage one whose sister has turned out so badly.

Lady Isabel did not see that it could make any difference, or that it ought to. She said so; and then leaned back in her chair and mused.

What dress, my lady?

Joyce, what was that I heard you and Susan gossiping over at the door? Lady Isabel suddenly asked. About Miss Hare giving me a bowl of poison. Something in the dramatic line that would be. You should tell Susan not to make her whispers so loud.

It was only a bit of nonsense, my lady. These ignorant servants will talk; and every one at West Lynne knew Miss Barbara was in love with Mr. Carlyle. But I dont fancy she would have been the one to make him happy with all her love.

A hot flush passed over the brow of Lady Isabel; a sensation very like jealousy flew to her heart. No woman likes to hear of anothers being, or having been attached to her husband: a doubt always arises whether the feeling may not have been reciprocated.

Lady Isabel descended. She wore a costly black lace dress, its low body and sleeves trimmed with as costly white; and ornaments of jet. She looked inexpressibly beautiful, and Barbara turned from her with a feeling of sinking jealousy, from her beauty, from her attire, even from the fine, soft handkerchief, which displayed the badge of her rank  the coronet of an earls daughter. Barbara looked well, too; she was in a light blue silk robe, and her pretty cheeks were damask with her minds excitement. On her neck she wore the gold chain given her by Mr. Carlyle  strange that she had not discarded that.

They stood together at the window, looking at Mr. Carlyle as he came up the avenue. He saw them, and nodded. Lady Isabel watched the damask cheeks turn to crimson at sight of him.

How do you do, Barbara? he cried, as he shook hands. Come to pay us a visit at last? You have been rather tardy over it. And how are you, my darling? he whispered over his wife; but she missed his kiss of greeting. Well, would she have had him give it her in public? No; but she was in the mood to notice the omission.

Dinner over, Miss Carlyle beguiled Barbara out of doors. Barbara would far rather have remained in his presence. Of course they discussed Lady Isabel.

How do you like her? abruptly asked Barbara, alluding to Lady Isabel.

Better than I thought I should, acknowledged Miss Carlyle. I had expected airs and graces and pretence, and I must say she is free from them. She seems quite wrapped up in Archibald and watches for his coming home like a cat watches for a mouse. She is dull without him.

Barbara compelled her manner to indifference. I suppose it is natural.

I suppose it is absurd, was the retort of Miss Carlyle. I give them little of my company, especially in an evening. They go strolling out together, or she sings to him, he hanging over her as if she were of gold: to judge by appearances, she is more precious to him than any gold that was ever coined into money. Ill tell you what I saw last night. Archibald had what he is not often subject to, a severe headache, and he went into the next room after dinner, and lay on the sofa. She carried a cup of tea to him, and never came back, leaving her own on the table till it was perfectly cold. I pushed open the door to tell her so. There was my ladys cambric handkerchief, soaked in eau-de-Cologne, lying on his forehead; and there was my lady herself, kneeling down and looking at him, he with his arm thrown around her there. Now I just ask you, Barbara, whether theres any sense in fadding with a man like that? If ever he did have a headache before he was married, I used to mix him up a good dose of salts and senna, and tell him to go to bed early and sleep the pain off.

Barbara made no reply, but she turned her face from Miss Carlyle.

On Barbaras return to the house, she found that Mr. Carlyle and Lady Isabel were in the adjoining room, at the piano, and Barbara had an opportunity of hearing that sweet voice. She did, as Miss Carlyle confessed to have done, pushed open the door between the two rooms, and looked in. It was the twilight hour, almost too dusk to see; but she could distinguish Isabel seated at the piano, and Mr. Carlyle standing behind her. She was singing one of the ballads from the opera of the Bohemian Girl, When other Lips.

Why do you like that song so much, Archibald? she asked when she had finished it.

I dont know. I never liked it so much until I heard it from you.

I wonder if they are come in. Shall we go into the next room?

Just this one first  this translation from the GermanTwere vain to tell thee all I feel. Theres real music in that song.

Yes, there is. Do you know, Archibald, your taste is just like papas. He liked all these quiet, imaginative songs, and so do you. And so do I, she laughingly added, if I must speak the truth.

She ceased and began the song, singing it exquisitely, in a low, sweet, earnest tone, the chords of the accompaniment, at its conclusion, dying off gradually into silence.

There, Archibald, I am sure I have sung you ten songs at least, she said, leaning her head back against him, and looking at him from her upturned face. You ought to pay me.

He did pay her: holding the dear face to him, and taking from it some impassioned kisses. Barbara turned to the window, a low moan of pain escaping her, as she pressed her forehead on one of its panes, and looked forth at the dusky night. Isabel came in on her husbands arm.

Are you here alone, Miss Hare? I really beg your pardon. I supposed you were with Miss Carlyle.

Where is Cornelia, Barbara?

I have just come in, was Barbaras reply. I dare say she is following me.

So she was, for she entered a moment after, her voice raised in anger at the gardener, who had disobeyed her orders, and obeyed the wishes of Lady Isabel.

The evening wore on to ten, and as the time-piece struck the hour, Barbara rose from her chair in amazement.

I did not think it was so late. Surely some one must have come for me.

I will inquire, was Lady Isabels answer, and Mr. Carlyle touched the bell. No one had come for Miss Hare.

Then I fear I must trouble Peter, cried Barbara. Mamma may be gone to rest, tired, and papa must have forgotten me. It would never do for me to get locked out, she gaily added.

As you were one night before, said Mr. Carlyle, significantly.

He alluded to the night when Barbara was in the grove of trees with her unfortunate brother, and Mr. Hare was on the point, unconsciously, of locking her out. She had given Mr. Carlyle the history, but its recollection now called up a smart pain, and a change passed over her face.

Oh! Dont, Archibald, she uttered, in the impulse of the moment; dont recall it.

Isabel wondered.

Can Peter take me? continued Barbara.

I had better take you, said Mr. Carlyle. It is late.

Barbaras heart beat at the words; beat as she put her things on  as she said good-night to Lady Isabel and Miss Carlyle; it beat to throbbing as she went out with him, and took his arm. All just as it used to be  only now that he was the husband of another. Only!

It was a warm, lovely June night, not moonlight, but bright with its summer twilight. They went down the park into the road, which they crossed, and soon came to a stile. From that stile there led a path through the fields which would pass the back of Justice Hares. Barbara stopped at it.

Would you choose the field way to-night, Barbara? The grass will be damp, and this is the longest way.

But we shall escape the dust of the road.

Oh, very well, if you prefer it. It will not make three minutes difference.

He is very anxious to get home to her! mentally exclaimed Barbara. I shall fly out upon him, presently, or my heart will burst.

Mr. Carlyle crossed the stile, helped over Barbara, and then gave her his arm again. He had taken her parasol, as he had taken it the last night they had walked together  an elegant little parasol, this, of blue silk and white lace, and he did not switch the hedges with it. That night was present to Barbara now, with all its words and its delusive hopes; terribly present to her was their bitter ending.

There are women of warm, impulsive temperaments who can scarcely help, in certain moments of highly wrought excitement, over-stepping the bounds of nature and decorum, and giving the reins to temper, tongue, and imagination  making a scene, in short. Barbara had been working herself into this state during the whole evening. The affection of Isabel for her husband, her voice, his caresses  seen through the half open doors  had maddened her. She felt it impossible to restrain her excitement.

Mr. Carlyle walked on, utterly unconscious that a storm was brewing. More than that, he was unconscious of having given cause for one, and dashed into an indifferent, common place topic in the most provoking manner.

When does the justice begin haymaking, Barbara?

There was no reply. Barbara was swelling and panting, and trying to keep her emotion down. Mr. Carlyle tried again,  

Barbara, I asked you which day your papa cut his hay.

Still no reply. Barbara was literally incapable of making one. The steam of excitement was on, nearly to its highest pitch. Her throat was working, the muscles of her mouth began to twitch, and a convulsive sob, or what sounded like it, broke from her. Mr. Carlyle turned his head hastily.

Barbara! are you ill? What is it?

On it came, passion, temper, wrongs, and nervousness, all boiling over together. She shrieked, she sobbed, she was in strong hysterics. Mr. Carlyle half-carried, half-dragged her to the second stile, and placed her against it, his arm supporting her; and an old cow and two calves, wondering what the disturbance could mean at that sober time of night, walked up and stared at them.

Barbara struggled with her emotion  struggled manfully  and the sobs and shrieks subsided; not the excitement or the passion. She put away his arm, and stood with her back to the stile, leaning against it. Mr. Carlyle felt inclined to fly to the pond for water, but he had nothing but his hat to get it in.

Are you better, Barbara? What can have caused it?

What can have caused it? she burst forth, giving full swing to the reins, and forgetting everything. You can ask me that?

Mr. Carlyle was struck dumb; but by some inexplicable laws of sympathy, a dim and very unpleasant consciousness of the truth began to steal over him.

I dont understand you, Barbara. If I have offended you in any way, I am truly sorry.

Truly sorry, no doubt! was the retort, the sobs and the shrieks alarmingly near. What do you care for me? If I go under the sod to-morrow, stamping it with her foot, you have your wife to care for; what am I?

Hush! he interposed, glancing round, more mindful for her than she was for herself.

Hush, yes! You would like me to hush; what is my misery to you? I would rather be in my grave, Archibald Carlyle, than endure the life I have led since you married her. My pain is greater than I well know how to bear.

I cannot affect to misunderstand you, he said, feeling more at a nonplus than he had felt for many a day, and heartily wishing the whole female creation, save Isabel, somewhere. But my dear Barbara. I never gave you cause to think I  that I  cared for you more than I did.

Never gave me cause! she gasped. When you have been coming to our house constantly, almost like my shadow; when you gave me this dashing open her mantle, and holding up the locket to his view; when you have been more intimate with me than a brother.

Stay, Barbara. There it is  a brother. I have been nothing else; it never occurred to me to be anything else, he added, in his straightforward truth.

Ay, as a brother, nothing else! and her voice rose once more with her excitement; it seemed that she would not long control it. What cared you for my feelings? What recked you that you gained my love?

Barbara, hush! he implored: do be calm and reasonable. If I ever gave you cause to think I regarded you with deeper feelings, I can only express to you my deep regret, my repentance, and assure you it was done unconsciously.

She was growing calmer. The passion was fading, leaving her face still and white. She lifted it toward Mr. Carlyle.

You treated me ill in showing signs of love, if you felt it not. Why did you kiss me?

I kissed you as I might kiss a sister. Or perhaps as a pretty girl; man likes to do so. The close terms on which our families have lived, excused, if it did not justify, a degree of familiarity that might have been unseemly in

You need not tell me that, hotly interrupted Barbara. Had it been a stranger who had won my love and then thrown me from him, do you suppose I would have reproached him as I am now reproaching you? No; I would have died, rather than that he should have suspected it. If she had not come between us, should you have loved me?

Do not pursue this unthankful topic, he besought, almost wishing the staring cow would run away with her.

I ask you, should you have loved me? persisted Barbara, passing her handkerchief over her ashy lips.

I dont know. How can I know? Do I not say to you, Barbara, that I only thought of you as a friend, a sister? I cannot tell what might have been.

I could bear it better, but that it was known, she murmured. All West Lynne had coupled us together in their prying gossip, and they have only pity to cast on me now. I would far rather you have killed me, Archibald.

I can but express to you my deep regret, he repeated. I can only hope you will soon forget it all. Let the remembrance of this conversation pass away with to-night; let us still be to each other as friends  as brother and sister. Believe me, he concluded, in a deeper tone, the confession has not lessened you in my estimation.

He made a movement as though he would get over the stile, but Barbara did not stir; the tears were silently coursing down her pallid face. At that moment there was an interruption.

Is that you, Miss Barbara?

Barbara started as if she had been shot. On the other side of the stile stood Wilson, their upper maid. How long might she have been there? She began to explain that Mr. Hare had sent Jasper out, and Mrs. Hare had thought it better to wait no longer for the mans return, so had dispatched her, Wilson, for Miss Barbara. Mr. Carlyle got over the stile, and handed over Miss Barbara.

You need not come any further now, she said to him in a low tone.

I should see you home, was his reply, and he held out his arm. Barbara took it.

They walked in silence. Arrived at the back gate of the grove, which gave entrance to the kitchen garden, Wilson went forward. Mr. Carlyle took both Barbaras hands in his.

Good-night, Barbara. God bless you.

She had had time for reflection, and the excitement gone, she saw her outbreak in all its shame and folly. Mr. Carlyle noticed how subdued and white she looked.

I think I have been mad, she groaned. I must have been mad to say what I did. Forget that it was uttered.

I told you I would.

You will not betray me to  to  your wife? she panted.

Barbara!

Thank you. Good-night.

But he still retained her hands. In a short time, Barbara, I trust you will find one more worthy to receive your love than I have been.

Never! she impulsively answered. I do not love and forget so lightly. In the years to come, in my old age, I shall still be nothing but Barbara Hare.

Mr. Carlyle walked away in a fit of musing. The revelation had given him pain, and possibly a little bit of flattery into the bargain, for he was fond of pretty Barbara. Fond in his way  not hers  not with the sort of fondness he felt for his wife. He asked his conscience whether his manner to her in the past days had been a tinge warmer than we bestow upon a sister, and he decided that it might have been, but he most certainly never cast a suspicion to the mischief it was doing.

I heartily hope shell soon find somebody to her liking and forget me, was his concluding thought. As to living and dying Barbara Hare, thats all moonshine, and sentimental rubbish that girls like to

Archibald!

He was passing the very last tree in the park, the nearest to his house, and the interruption came from a dark form standing under it.

Is it you, my dearest?

I came out to meet you. Have you not been very long?

I think I have, he answered, as he drew his wife to his side, and walked on with her.

We met one of the servants at the second stile, but I went on all the way.

You have been intimate with the Hares?

Quite so. Cornelia is related to them.

Do you think Barbara pretty?

Very.

Then  intimate as you were  I wonder you never fell in love with her.

Mr. Carlyle laughed; a very conscious laugh, considering the recent interview.

Did you, Archibald?

The words were spoken in a low tone, almost, or he fancied it, a tone of emotion, and he looked at her in amazement. Did I what, Isabel?

You never loved Barbara Hare?

Loved her! What is your head running on, Isabel? I never loved but one; and that one I made my own, my cherished wife.


CHAPTER XVIII.

MISS CARLYLE  ISABEL UNHAPPY.

Another year came in. Isabel would have been altogether happy but for Miss Carlyle; that lady still inflicted her presence upon East Lynne, and made it the bane of its household. She deferred outwardly to Lady Isabel as the mistress; but the real mistress was herself. Isabel was little more than an automaton. Her impulses were checked, her wishes frustrated, her actions tacitly condemned by the imperiously-willed Miss Carlyle. Poor Isabel, with her refined manners and her timid and sensitive temperament, had no chance against the strong-minded woman, and she was in a state of galling subjection in her own house.

Not a day passed but Miss Carlyle, by dint of hints and innuendoes, contrived to impress upon Lady Isabel the unfortunate blow to his own interests that Mr. Carlyles marriage had been, the ruinous expense she had entailed upon the family. It struck a complete chill to Isabels heart, and she became painfully impressed with the incubus she must be to Mr. Carlyle  so far as his pocket was concerned. Lord Mount Severn, with his little son, had paid them a short visit at Christmas and Isabel had asked him, apparently with unconcern, whether Mr. Carlyle had put himself very much out to the way to marry her; whether it had entailed on him an expense and a style of living he would not otherwise have deemed himself justified in affording. Lord Mount Severns reply was an unfortunate one: his opinion was, that it had, he said; and that Isabel ought to feel grateful to him for his generosity. She sighed as she listened, and from thenceforth determined to put up with Miss Carlyle.

More timid and sensitive by nature than many would believe or can imagine, reared in seclusion more simply and quietly than falls to the general lot of peers daughters, completely inexperienced, Isabel was unfit to battle with the world  totally unfit to battle with Miss Carlyle. The penniless state in which she was left at her fathers death, the want of a home save that accorded her at Castle Marling, even the hundred-pound note left in her hand by Mr. Carlyle, all had imbued her with a deep consciousness of humiliation, and, far from rebelling at or despising the small establishment, comparatively speaking, provided for her by Mr. Carlyle, she felt thankful to him for it. But to be told continuously that this was more than he could afford, that she was in fact a blight upon his prospects, was enough to turn her heart to bitterness. Oh, that she had had the courage to speak out openly to her husband, that he might, by a single word of earnest love and assurance, have taken the weight from her heart, and rejoiced it with the truth  that all these miserable complaints were but the phantoms of his narrow-minded sister! But Isabel never did; when Miss Corny lapsed into her grumbling mood, she would hear in silence, or gently bend her aching forehead in her hands, never retorting.

Never before Mr. Carlyle was the ladys temper vented upon her; plenty fell to his own share, when he and his sister were alone; and he had become so accustomed to the sort of thing all his life  had got used to it, like the eels do to skinning  that it went, as the saying runs, in at one ear and out at the other, making no impression. He never dreamt that Isabel also received her portion.

It was a morning early in April. Joyce sat, in its gray dawn, over a large fire in the dressing-room of Lady Isabel Carlyle, her hands clasped to pain, and the tears coursing down her cheeks. Joyce was frightened; she had had some experience in illness; but illness of this nature she had never witnessed, and she was fervently hoping never to witness it again. In the adjoining room lay Lady Isabel, sick nearly unto death.

The door from the corridor slowly opened, and Miss Carlyle slowly entered. She had probably never walked with so gentle a step in all her life, and she had got a thick-wadded mantle over her head and ears. Down she sat in a chair quite meekly, and Joyce saw that her face looked as gray as the early dawn.

Joyce, whispered she, is there any danger?

Oh, maam, I trust not! But its hard to witness, and it must be awful to bear.

It is our common curse, Joyce. You and I may congratulate ourselves that we have not chosen to encounter it. Joyce, she added, after a pause, I trust theres no danger; I should not like her to die.

Miss Carlyle spoke in a low, dread tone. Was she fearing that, if her poor young sister-in-law did die, a weight would rest on her own conscience for all time  a heavy, ever-present weight, whispering that she might have rendered her short year of marriage more happy, had she chosen; and that she had not so chosen, but had deliberately steeled every crevice of her heart against her? Very probably; she looked anxious and apprehensive in the mornings twilight.

If theres any danger, Joyce

Why, do you think theres danger, maam? interrupted Joyce. Are other people not as ill as this?

It is to be hoped they are not, rejoined Miss Carlyle. And why is the express gone to Lynneborough for Dr. Martin?

Up started Joyce, awe struck. An express for Dr. Martin! Oh, maam! Who sent it? When did it go?

All I know is, thats its gone. Mr. Wainwright went to your master, and he came out of his room and sent John galloping to the telegraph office at West Lynne; where could your ears have been, not to hear the horse tearing off? I heard it, I know that, and a nice fright it put me in. I went to Mr. Carlyles room to ask what was amiss, and he said he did not know himself  nothing, he hoped. And then he shut his door again in my face, instead of stopping to speak to me as any other Christian would.

Joyce did not answer; she was faint with apprehension; and there was a silence, broken only by the sounds from the next room. Miss Carlyle rose, and a fanciful person might have thought she was shivering.

I cant stand this, Joyce; I shall go. If they want coffee, or anything of that, it can be sent here. Ask.

I will presently, in a few minutes, answered Joyce, with a real shiver. You are not going in, are you, maam? she uttered, in apprehension, as Miss Carlyle began to steal on tip-toe to the inner-door, and Joyce had a lively consciousness that her sight would not be an agreeable one to Lady Isabel. They want the room free; they sent me out.

Not I, answered Miss Corny. I could do no good; and those who cannot, are better away.

Just what Mr. Wainwright said when he dismissed me, murmured Joyce. And Miss Carlyle finally passed into the corridor and withdrew.

Joyce sat on; it seemed to her an interminable time. And then she heard the arrival of Dr. Martin; heard him go into the next room. By and by Mr. Wainwright came out of it, into the room where Joyce was sitting. Her tongue clove to the roof of her mouth, and before she could bring out the ominous words, Is there any danger? he had passed through it.

Mr. Wainwright was on his way to the apartment where he expected to find Mr. Carlyle. The latter was pacing it; he had so paced it all the night. His pale face flushed as the surgeon entered.

You have little mercy on my suspense, Wainwright. Dr. Martin has been here this twenty minutes. What does he say?

Well, he cannot say any more than I did. The symptoms are critical, but he hopes she will do well. Theres nothing for it but patience.

Mr. Carlyle resumed his weary walk.

I come now to suggest that you should send for Little. In these protracted cases

The speech was interrupted by a cry from Mr. Carlyle, half horror, half despair. For the Rev. Mr. Little was the incumbent of St. Judes, and his apprehensions had flown  he hardly knew to what they had flown.

Not for your wife, hastily rejoined the surgeon what good should a clergyman do to her? I spoke on the score of the child. Should it not live, it may be satisfactory to you and Lady Isabel to know that it was baptized.

I thank you  I thank you, said Mr. Carlyle grasping his hand, in his inexpressible relief. Little shall be sent for.

You jumped to the conclusion that your wifes soul was flitting. Please God, she may yet live to bear you other children, if this one does die.

Please God! was the inward aspiration of Mr. Carlyle.

Carlyle, added the surgeon, in a musing sort of tone, as he laid his hand on Mr. Carlyles shoulder, which his own head scarcely reached, I am sometimes at death-beds where the clergyman is sent for in this desperate need to the fleeting spirit, and I am tempted to ask myself what good another man, priest though he be, can do at the twelfth hour, where accounts have not been made up previously?

It was hard upon midday. The Rev. Mr. Little, Mr. Carlyle, and Miss Carlyle were gathered in the dressing-room, round a table, on which stood a rich china bowl, containing water for the baptism. Joyce, her pale face working with emotion, came into the room, carrying what looked like a bundle of flannel. Little cared Mr. Carlyle for the bundle, in comparison with his care for his wife.

Joyce, he whispered, is it well still?

I believe so, sir.

The services commenced. The clergyman took the child. What name? he asked.

Mr. Carlyle had never thought about the name. But he replied, pretty promptly.

William; for he knew it was a name revered and loved by Lady Isabel.

The minister dipped his fingers in the water. Joyce interrupted in much confusion, looking at her master.

It is a little girl, sir. I beg your pardon, Im sure I thought I had said so; but Im so flurried as I never was before.

There was a pause, and then the minister spoke again. Name the child.

Isabel Lucy, said Mr. Carlyle. Upon which a strange sort of resentful sniff was heard from Miss Corny. She had probably thought to hear him mention her own; but he had named it after his wife and his mother.

Mr. Carlyle was not allowed to see his wife until evening. His eyelashes glistened, as he looked down at her. She detected his emotion, and a faint smile parted her lips.

I fear I bore it badly, Archibald; but let us be thankful that it is over. How thankful, none can know, save those who have gone through it.

I think they can, he murmured. I never knew what thankfulness was until this day.

That the baby is safe?

That you are safe, my darling; safe and spared to me, Isabel, he whispered, hiding his face upon hers. I never, until to-day, knew what prayer was  the prayer of a heart in its sore need.

Have you written to Lord Mount Severn? she asked after a while.

This afternoon, he replied.

Why did you give baby my name  Isabel?

Do you think I could have given it a prettier one? I dont.

Why do you not bring a chair, and sit down by me?

He smiled and shook his head. I wish I might. But they limited my stay with you to four minutes, and Wainwright has posted himself outside the door, with his watch in his hand.

Quite true. There stood the careful surgeon, and the short interview was over almost as soon as it had begun.

The baby lived, and appeared likely to live, and of course the next thing was to look out for a maid for it. Isabel did not get strong very quickly. Fever and weakness had a struggle with each other and with her. One day, when she was dressing and sitting in her easy chair, Miss Carlyle entered.

Of all the servants in the neighborhood, who should you suppose is come up after the place of nurse?

Indeed, I cannot guess.

Why, Wilson, Mrs. Hares maid. Three years and five months she has been with them, and now leaves in consequence of a fall out with Barbara. Will you see her?

Is she likely to suit? Is she a good servant?

Shes not a bad servant, as servants go, responded Miss Carlyle. Shes steady and respectable; but she has got a tongue as long as from here to Lynneborough.

That wont hurt baby, said Lady Isabel. But if she has lived as ladys maid, she probably does not understand the care of infants.

Yes she does. She was upper servant at Squire Pinners before going to Mrs. Hares. Five years she lived there.

I will see her, said Lady Isabel.

Miss Carlyle left the room to send the servant in, but came back first alone.

Mind, Lady Isabel, dont you engage her. If she is likely to suit you, let her come again for the answer, and meanwhile I will go down to Mrs. Hares and learn the ins and outs of her leaving. It is all very plausible for her to put upon Barbara, but that is only one side of the question. Before engaging her, it may be well to hear the other.

Of course this was but right. Isabel acquiesced, and the servant was introduced; a tall, pleasant-looking woman, with black eyes. Lady Isabel inquired why she was leaving Mrs. Hares.

My lady, it is through Miss Barbaras temper. Latterly  oh, for this year past, nothing has pleased her; she had grown nearly as imperious as the justice himself. I have threatened many times to leave, and last evening we came to another outbreak, and I left this morning.

Left entirely?

Yes, my lady. Miss Barbara provoked me so, that I said last night I would leave as soon as breakfast was over. And I did so. I should be very glad to take your situation, my lady, if you would please to try me.

You have been the upper maid at Mrs. Hares?

Oh, yes, my lady.

Then possibly this situation might not suit you so well as you imagine. Joyce is the upper servant here, and you would, in a manner, be under her. I have great confidence in Joyce; and in case of my illness or absence, Joyce would superintend the nursery.

I should not mind that, was the applicants answer. We all like Joyce, my lady.

A few more questions, and then the girl was told to come again in the evening for her answer. Miss Carlyle went to the Grove for the ins and outs of the affair, where Mrs. Hare frankly stated that she had nothing to urge against Wilson, save her hasty manner of leaving, and believed the chief blame to be due to Barbara. Wilson, therefore, was engaged, and was to enter upon her new service the following morning.

In the afternoon succeeding to it, Isabel was lying on the sofa in her bedroom, asleep, as was supposed. In point of fact, she was in that state, half asleep, half wakeful delirium, which those who suffer from weakness and fever know only too well. Suddenly she was aroused from it by hearing her own name mentioned in the adjoining room, where sat Joyce and Wilson, the latter holding the sleeping infant on her knee, the former sewing, the door between the rooms being ajar.

How ill she does look, observed Wilson.

Who? asked Joyce.

Her ladyship. She looks just as if shed never get over it.

She is getting over it quickly, now, returned Joyce. If you had seen her but a week ago, you would not say she was looking ill now, speaking in comparison.

My goodness! Would not somebodys hopes be up again if anything should happen?

Nonsense! crossly rejoined Joyce.

You may cry out nonsense forever, Joyce, but they would, went on Wilson. And she would snap him up to a dead certainty; shed never let him escape her a second time. She is as much in love with him as she ever was!

It was all talk and fancy, said Joyce. West Lynne must be busy. Mr. Carlyle never cared for her.

Thats more than you know. I have seen a little, Joyce; I have seen him kiss her.

A pack of rubbish! remarked Joyce. That tells nothing.

I dont say it does. Theres not a young man living but whats fond of a sly kiss in the dark, if he can get it. He gave her that locket and chain she wears.

Who wears? retorted Joyce, determined not graciously to countenance the subject. I dont want to hear anything about it.

Who, now! Why, Miss Barbara. She has hardly had it off her neck since, my belief is she wears it in her sleep.

More simpleton she, returned Joyce.

The night before he left West Lynne to marry Lady Isabel  and didnt the news come upon us like a thunderclap!  Miss Barbara had been at Miss Carlyles and he brought her home. A lovely night it was, the moon rising, and nearly as light as day. He somehow broke her parasol in coming home, and when they got to our gate there was a love scene.

Were you a third in it? sarcastically demanded Joyce.

Yes  without meaning to be. It was a regular love scene; I could hear enough for that. If ever anybody thought to be Mrs. Carlyle, Barbara did that night.

Why, you great baby! You have just said it was the night before he went to get married!

I dont care, she did. After he was gone, I saw her lift up her hands and her face in ecstacy, and say he would never know how much she loved him until she was his wife. Be you very sure, Joyce, many a love-passage had passed between them two; but I suppose when my lady was thrown in his way he couldnt resist her rank and her beauty, and the old love was cast over. It is in the nature of man to be fickle, specially those that can boast of their own good looks, like Mr. Carlyle.

Mr. Carlyles not fickle.

I can tell you more yet. Two or three days after that, Miss Corny came up to our house with the news of his marriage. I was in mistresss bedroom, and they were in the room underneath, the windows open, and I heard Miss Corny tell the tale, for I was leaning out. Up came Miss Barbara upon an excuse and flew into her room, and I went into the corridor. A few moments and I heard a noise  it was a sort of wail, or groan  and I opened the door softly, fearing she might be fainting. Joyce, if my heart never ached for anybody before, it ached then. She was lying upon the floor, her hands writhed together, and her poor face all white, like one in mortal agony. Id have given a quarters wages to be able to say a word of comfort to her; but I didnt dare interfere with such sorrow as that. I came out again and shut the door without her seeing me.

How thoroughly stupid she must have been! uttered Joyce, to go caring for one who did not care for her.

I tell you, Joyce, you dont know that he did not care. You are as obstinate as the justice, and I wish to goodness you wouldnt interrupt me. They came up here to pay the wedding visit  master, mistress, and she, came in state in the grand chariot, with the coachman and Jasper. If you have got any memory at all, you cant fail to recollect it. Miss Barbara remained behind at East Lynne to spend the rest of the day.

I remember it.

I was sent to fetch her home in the evening, Jasper being out. I came the field way; for the dust by the road was enough to smother one, and by the last stile but one, what do you think I came upon?

Joyce lifted her eyes. A snake perhaps.

I came upon Miss Barbara and Mr. Carlyle. What had passed, nobody knows but themselves. She was leaning back against the stile, crying; low, soft sobs breaking from her, like one might expect to hear from a breaking heart. It seemed as if she had been reproaching him, as if some explanation had passed, and I heard him say that from henceforth they could only be brother and sister. I spoke soon, for fear they should see me, and Mr. Carlyle got over the stile. Miss Barbara said to him that he need not come any further, but he held out his arm, and came with her to our back gate. I went on then to open the door, and I saw him with his head bent down to her, and her two hands held in his. We dont know how it is between them, I tell you.

At any rate, she is a downright fool to suffer herself to love him still! uttered Joyce, indignantly.

So she is, but she does do it. Shell often steal out to the gate about the time she knows hell be passing, and watch him by, not letting him see her. It is nothing but her unhappiness, her jealousy of Lady Isabel, that makes her cross. I assure you, Joyce, in this past year she had so changed that shes not like the same person. If Mr. Carlyle should ever get tired of my lady, and

Wilson, harshly interrupted Joyce, have the goodness to recollect yourself.

What have I said now? Nothing but truth. Men are shamefully fickle, husbands worse than sweethearts, and Im sure Im not thinking of anything wrong. But to go back to the argument that we began with  I say that if anything happened to my lady, Miss Barbara, as sure as fate, would step into her shoes.

Nothing is going to happen to her, continued Joyce, with composure.

I hope it is not, now or later  for the sake of this dear little innocent thing upon my lap, went on the undaunted Wilson. She would not make a very kind stepmother, for it is certain that where the first wife had been hated, her children wont be loved. She would turn Mr. Carlyle against them

I tell you what it is, Wilson, interrupted Joyce, in a firm, unmistakable tone, if you think to pursue those sort of topics at East Lynne, I shall inform my lady that you are unsuitable for the situation.

I dare say!

And you know that when I make up my mind to a thing I do it, continued Joyce. Miss Carlyle may well say you have the longest tongue in West Lynne; but you might have the grace to know that this subject is one more unsuitable to it than another, whether you are eating Mr. Hares bread, or whether you are eating Mr. Carlyles. Another word, Wilson; it appears to me that you have been carrying on a prying system in Mrs. Hares house  do not attempt such a thing in this.

You were always one of the straight-laced sort, Joyce, cried Wilson, laughing good-humoredly. But now that I have had my say out, I shall stop; and you need not fear I shall be such a simpleton as to go prattling of this kind of thing to the servants.

Now just fancy this conversation penetrating to Lady Isabel! She heard every word. It is all very well to oppose the argument, Who attends to the gossip of the servants? Let me tell you it depends upon what the subject may be, whether the gossip is attended to or not. It might not, and indeed would not, have made so great an impression upon her had she been in strong health, but she was weak, feverish, and in a state of partial delirium; and she hastily took up the idea that Archibald Carlyle had never loved her, that he had admired her and made her his wife in his ambition, but that his heart had been given to Barbara Hare.

A pretty state of excitement she worked herself into as she lay there, jealousy and fever, ay, and love too, playing pranks with her brain. It was near the dinner hour, and when Mr. Carlyle entered, he was startled to see her; her pallid cheeks were burning with a red hectic glow, and her eyes glistened with fever.

Isabel, you are worse! he uttered, as he approached her with a quick step.

She partially rose from the sofa, and clasped hold of him in her emotion. Oh, Archibald! Archibald! she uttered, dont marry her! I could not rest in my grave.

Mr. Carlyle, in his puzzled astonishment, believed her to be laboring under some temporary hallucination, the result of weakness. He set himself to soothe her, but it seemed that she could not be soothed. She burst into a storm of tears and began again  wild words.

She would ill-treat my child; she would draw your love from it, and from my memory. Archibald, you must not marry her!

You must be speaking from the influence of a dream, Isabel, he soothingly said; you have been asleep and are not yet awake. Be still, and recollection will return to you. There, love; rest upon me.

To think of her as your wife brings pain enough to kill me, she continued to reiterate. Promise me that you will not marry her; Archibald, promise it!

I will promise you anything in reason, he replied, bewildered with her words, but I do not know what you mean. There is no possibility of my marrying any one, Isabel; you are my wife.

But if I die? I may  you know I may; and many think I shall  do not let her usurp my place.

Indeed she shall not  whoever you may be talking of. What have you been dreaming? Who is it that has been troubling your mind?

Archibald, do you need to ask? Did you love no one before you married me? Perhaps you have loved her since  perhaps you love her still?

Mr. Carlyle began to discern method in her madness. He changed his cheering tone to one of grave earnestness. Of whom do you speak, Isabel?

Of Barbara Hare.

He knitted his brow; he was both annoyed and vexed. Whatever had put this bygone nonsense into his wifes head? He quitted the sofa where he had been supporting her, and stood upright before her, calm, dignified, almost solemn in his seriousness.

Isabel, what notion can you possibly have picked up about myself and Barbara Hare; I never entertained the faintest shadow of love for her, either before my marriage or since. You must tell me what has given rise to this idea in your mind.

But she loved you.

A moments hesitation; for, of course, Mr. Carlyle was conscious that she had; but, taking all the circumstances into consideration, more especially how he learnt the fact, he could not, in honor, acknowledge it to his wife. If it was so, Isabel, she was more reprehensibly foolish than I should have given Barbaras good sense could be; for a woman may almost as well lose herself as to suffer herself to love unsought. If she did give her love to me, I can only say, I was entirely unconscious of it. Believe me, you have as much cause to be jealous of Cornelia as you have of Barbara Hare.

An impulse rose within her that she would tell him all; the few words dropped by Susan and Joyce, twelve months before, the conversation she had just overheard; but in that moment of renewed confidence, it did appear to her that she must have been very foolish to attach importance to it  that a sort of humiliation, in listening to the converse of servants, was reflected on her, and she remained silent.

There never was a passion in this world  there never will be one  so fantastic, so delusive, so powerful as jealousy. Mr. Carlyle dismissed the episode from his thoughts; he believed his wifes emotion to have been simply from a feverish dream, and never supposed but that, with the dream, its recollection would pass away from her. Not so. Implicitly relying upon her husbands words at the moment, feeling quite ashamed at her own suspicion, Lady Isabel afterward suffered the unhappy fear to regain its influence; the ill-starred revelations of Wilson reasserted their power, overmastering the denial of Mr. Carlyle. Shakspeare calls jealousy yellow and green; I think it may be called black and white for it most assuredly views white as black, and black as white. The most fanciful surmises wear the aspect of truth, the greatest improbabilities appear as consistent realities. Not another word said Isabel to her husband; and the feeling  you will understand this if you have ever been foolish enough to sun yourself in its delights  only caused her to grow more attached to him, to be more eager for his love. But certain it is that Barbara Hare dwelt on her heart like an incubus.


CHAPTER XIX.

CAPTAIN THORN AT WEST LYNNE.

Barbara, how fine the day seems!

It is a beautiful day mamma.

I do think I should be all the better for going out.

I am sure you would, mamma, was Barbaras answer. If you went out more, you would find the benefit. Every fine day you ought to do so. I will go and ask papa if he can spare Benjamin and the carriage. She waltzed gaily out of the room, but returned in a moment.

Mamma, it is all right. Benjamin is gone to get the carriage ready. You would like a bit of luncheon before you go  I will order the tray.

Anything you please, dear, said the sweet-tempered gentlewoman. I dont know why, but I feel glad to go out to-day; perhaps because it is lovely.

Benjamin made ready his carriage and himself, and drove out of the yard at the back, and brought the carriage round to the front gate.

The carriage  or phaeton as it was often called  was a somewhat old fashioned concern, as many country things are apt to be. A small box in front for the driver, and a wide seat with a head behind, accommodating Barbara well between them when Mr. and Mrs. Hare both sat in.

Benjamin drew the rug carefully over his mistresss knees  the servants did not like Mr. Hare, but would have laid down their lives for her  ascended to his box, and drove them to their destination, the linen drapers. It was an excellent shop, situated a little beyond the office of Mr. Carlyle, and Mrs. Hare and Barbara were soon engaged in that occupation said to possess for all women a fascination. They had been in about an hour, when Mrs. Hare discovered that her bag was missing.

I must have left it in the carriage, Barbara. Go and bring it, will you, my dear? The pattern of that silk is in it.

Barbara went out. The carriage and Benjamin and the sleek old horse were all waiting drowsily together. Barbara could not see the bag, and she appealed to the servant.

Find mammas bag, Benjamin. It must be somewhere in the carriage.

Benjamin got off his box and began to search. Barbara waited, gazing listlessly down the street. The sun was shining brilliantly, and its rays fell upon the large cable chain of a gentleman who was sauntering idly up the pavement, making its gold links and its drooping seal and key glitter, as they crossed his waistcoat. It shone also upon the enameled gold studs of his shirt front, making them glitter; and as he suddenly raised his ungloved hand to stroke his moustache  by which action you know a vain man  a diamond ring he wore gleamed with a light that was positively dazzling. Involuntarily Barbara thought of the description her brother Richard had given of certain dazzling jewels worn by another.

She watched him advance! He was a handsome man of, perhaps, seven or eight and twenty, tall, slender and well made, his eyes and hair black. A very pleasant expression sat upon his countenance; and on the left hand he wore a light buff kid glove, and was swinging its fellow by the fingers. But for the light cast at that moment by the sun, Barbara might not have noticed the jewellery, or connected it in her mind with the other jewellery in that unhappy secret.

Hallo, Thorn, is that you? Just step over here.

The speaker was Otway Bethel, who was on the opposite side of the street; the spoken to, the gentleman with the jewellery. But the latter was in a brown study, and did not hear. Bethel called out again, louder.

Captain Thorn!

That was heard. Captain Thorn nodded, and turned short off across the street. Barbara stood like one in a dream, her brain, her mind, her fancy all in a confused mass together.

Heres the bag, Miss Barbara. It had got among the folds of the rug.

Benjamin held it out to her, but she took no notice; she was unconscious of all external things save one. That she beheld the real murderer of Hallijohn, she entertained no manner of doubt. In every particular he tallied with the description given by Richard; tall, dark, vain, handsome, delicate hands, jewellery, and  Captain Thorn! Barbaras cheeks grew white and her heart turned sick.

The bag, Miss Barbara.

Away tore Barbara, leaving Benjamin and the bag in wonder. She had caught sight of Mr. Wainwright, the surgeon, at a little distance, and sped toward him.

Mr. Wainwright, began she, forgetting ceremony in her agitation, you see that gentleman talking to Otway Bethel  who is he?

Mr. Wainwright had to put his glasses across the bridge of his nose before he could answer, for he was short-sighted. That? Oh, it is a Captain Thorn. He is visiting the Herberts, I believe.

Where does he come from? Where does he live? reiterated Barbara in her eagerness.

I dont know anything about him. I saw him this morning with young Smith, and he told me he was a friend of the Herberts. You are not looking well, Miss Barbara.

She made no answer. Captain Thorn and Mr. Bethel came walking down the street, and the latter saluted her, but she was too much confused to respond to it. Mr. Wainwright then wished her good day, and Barbara walked slowly back. Mrs. Hare was appearing at the shop door.

My dear, how long you are! Cannot the bag be found?

I went to speak to Mr. Wainwright, answered Barbara, mechanically taking the bag from Benjamin and giving it to her mother, her whole heart and eyes still absorbed with that one object moving away in the distance.

You look pale, child. Are you well?

Oh, yes, quite. Let us get our shopping over, mamma.

She moved on to their places at the counter as she spoke, eager to get it over and be at home, that she might have time for thought. Mrs. Hare wondered what had come to her; the pleased interest displayed in their purchases previously was now gone, and she sat inattentive and absorbed.

Now, my dear, it is only waiting for you to choose. Which of the two silks will you have?

Either  any. Take which you like, mamma.

Barbara, what has come to you?

I believe I am tired, said Barbara, with a forced laugh, as she compelled herself to pay some sort of attention. I dont like the green; I will take the other.

They arrived at home. Barbara got just five minutes alone in her chamber before the dinner was on the table. All the conclusion she could come to was, she could do nothing save tell the facts to Archibald Carlyle.

How could she contrive to see him? The business might admit of no delay. She supposed she must go to East Lynne that evening; but where would be her excuse for it at home? Puzzling over it, she went down to dinner. During the meal, Mrs. Hare began talking of some silk she had purchased for a mantle. She should have it made like Miss Carlyles new one. When Miss Carlyle was at the grove, the other day, about Wilsons character, she offered her the pattern, and she, Mrs. Hare, would send one of the servants up for it after dinner.

Oh, mamma, let me go! burst forth Barbara, and so vehemently spoke she, that the justice paused in carving, and demanded what ailed her. Barbara made some timid excuse.

Her eagerness is natural, Richard, smiled Mrs. Hare. Barbara thinks she shall get a peep at the baby, I expect. All young folks are fond of babies.

Barbaras face flushed crimson, but she did not contradict the opinion. She could not eat her dinner  she was too full of poor Richard; she played with it, and then sent away her plate nearly untouched.

Thats through the finery shes been buying, pronounced Justice Hare. Her head is stuffed up with it.

No opposition was offered to Barbaras going to East Lynne. She reached it just as their dinner was over. It was for Miss Carlyle she asked.

Miss Carlyle is not at home, miss. She is spending the day out; and my lady does not receive visitors yet.

It was a sort of checkmate. Barbara was compelled to say she would see Mr. Carlyle. Peter ushered her into the drawing-room, and Mr. Carlyle came to her.

I am so very sorry to disturb you  to have asked for you, began Barbara, with a burning face, for, somehow, a certain evening interview of hers with him, twelve months before, was disagreeably present to her. Never, since that evening of agitation, had Barbara suffered herself to betray emotion to Mr. Carlyle; her manner to him had been calm, courteous, and indifferent. And she now more frequently called him Mr. Carlyle than Archibald.

Take a seat  take a seat, Barbara.

I asked for Miss Carlyle, she continued, for mamma is in want of a pattern that she promised to lend her. You remember the Lieutenant Thorn whom Richard spoke of as being the real criminal?

Yes.

I think he is at West Lynne.

Mr. Carlyle was aroused to eager interest.

He! The same Thorn?

It can be no other. Mamma and I were shopping to-day, and I went out for her bag, which she left in the carriage. While Benjamin was getting it, I saw a stranger coming up the street  a tall, good-looking, dark-haired man, with a conspicuous gold chain and studs. The sun was full upon him, causing the ornaments to shine, especially a diamond ring which he wore, for he had one hand raised to his face. The thought flashed over me, That is just like the description Richard gave of the man Thorn. Why the idea should have occurred to me in that strange manner, I do not know, but it most assuredly did occur, though I did not really suppose him to be the same. Just then I heard him spoken to by some one on the other side of the street; it was Otway Bethel, and he called him Captain Thorn.

This is curious, indeed, Barbara. I did not know any stranger was at West Lynne.

I saw Mr. Wainwright, and asked him who it was. He said a Captain Thorn, a friend of the Herberts. A Lieutenant Thorn four or five years ago would probably be Captain Thorn now.

Mr. Carlyle nodded, and there was a pause.

What can be done? asked Barbara.

Mr. Carlyle was passing one hand over his brow; it was a habit of his when in deep thought.

It is hard to say what is to be done, Barbara. The description you gave of this man certainly tallies with that given by Richard. Did he look like a gentleman?

Very much so. A remarkably aristocratic looking man, as it struck me.

Mr. Carlyle again nodded assentingly. He remembered Richards words, when describing the other: an out-and-out aristocrat. Of course, Barbara, the first thing must be to try and ascertain whether it is the same, he observed. If we find it is, then we must deliberate upon future measures. I will see what I can pick up and let you know.

Barbara rose. Mr. Carlyle escorted her across the hall, and then strolled down the park by her side, deep in the subject, and quite unconscious that Lady Isabels jealous eyes were watching them from her dressing-room window.

You say he seemed intimate with Otway Bethel?

As to being intimate, I cannot say. Otway Bethel spoke as though he knew him.

This must have caused excitement to Mrs. Hare.

You forget, Archibald, that mamma was not told anything about Thorn, was the answer of Barbara. The uncertainty would have worried her to death. All Richard said to her was, that he was innocent, that it was a stranger who did the deed, and she asked for no particulars; she had implicit faith in Richards truth.

True; I did forget, replied Mr. Carlyle. I wish we could find out some one who knew the other Thorn; to ascertain that they were the same would be a great point gained.

He went as far as the park gates with Barbara, shook hands and wished her good evening. Scarcely had she departed when Mr. Carlyle saw two gentlemen advancing from the opposite direction, in one of whom he recognized Tom Herbert, and the other  instinct told him  was Captain Thorn. He waited till they came up.

If this isnt lucky, seeing you, cried Mr. Tom Herbert, who was a free-and-easy sort of a gentleman, the second son of a brother justice of Mr. Hare. I wish to goodness youd give us a draught of your cider, Carlyle. We went up to Beauchamps for a stroll, but found them all out, and Im awful thirsty. Captain Thorn, Carlyle.

Mr. Carlyle invited them to his house and ordered in refreshments. Young Herbert coolly threw himself into an arm-chair and lit a cigar. Come, Thorn, cried he, heres a weed for you.

Captain Thorn glanced toward Mr. Carlyle; he appeared of a far more gentlemanly nature than Tom Herbert.

Youll have one too, Carlyle, said Herbert, holding out his cigar-case. Oh, I forgot  you are a muff; dont smoke one twice a year. I say hows Lady Isabel?

Very ill still.

By Jove! Is she, though? Tell her I am sorry to hear it, will you, Carlyle? But  I say! Will she smell the smoke? asked he, with a mixture of alarm and concern in his face.

Mr. Carlyle reassured him upon the point, and turned to Captain Thorn.

Are you acquainted with this neighborhood?

Captain Thorn smiled. I only reached West Lynne yesterday.

You were never here before then? continued Mr. Carlyle, setting down the last as a probably evasive answer.

No.

He and my brother Jack, you know, are in the same regiment, put in Tom, with scanty ceremony. Jack had invited him down for some fishing and that, and Thorn arrives. But he never sent word he was coming, you see; Jack had given him up, and is off on some Irish expedition, the deuce knows where. Precious unlucky that it should have happened so. Thorn says he shall cut short his stay, and go again.

The conversation turned upon fishing, and in the heat of the argument, the stranger mentioned a certain pond and its famous eels  the Low Pond. Mr. Carlyle looked at him, speaking, however in a careless manner.

Which do you mean? We have two ponds not far apart, each called the Low Pond.

I mean the one on an estate about three miles from here  Squire Thorpes, unless I am mistaken.

Mr. Carlyle smiled. I think you must have been in the neighborhood before, Captain Thorn. Squire Thorpe is dead and the property has passed to his daughters husband, and that Low Pond was filled up three years ago.

I have heard a friend mention it, was Captain Thorns reply, spoken in an indifferent tone, though he evidently wished not to pursue the subject.

Mr. Carlyle, by easy degrees, turned the conversation upon Swainson, the place where Richard Hares Captain Thorn was suspected to have come. The present Captain Thorn said he knew it a little, he had once been staying there a short time. Mr. Carlyle became nearly convinced that Barbaras suspicions were correct. The description certainly agreed, so far as he could judge, in the most minute particulars. The man before him wore two rings, a diamond  and a very beautiful diamond too  on the one hand; a seal ring on the other; his hands were delicate to a degree, and his handkerchief, a cambric one of unusually fine texture, was not entirely guiltless of scent. Mr. Carlyle quitted the room for a moment and summoned Joyce to him.

My lady has been asking for you, said Joyce.

Tell her I will be up the moment these gentlemen leave, Joyce, he added, find an excuse to come into the room presently; you can bring something or other in; I want you to look at this stranger who is with young Mr. Herbert. Notice him well; I fancy you may have seen him before.

Mr. Carlyle returned to the room, leaving Joyce surprised. However, she presently followed, taking in some water, and lingered a few minutes, apparently placing the things on the table in better order.

When the two departed Mr. Carlyle called Joyce, before proceeding to his wifes room. Well, he questioned, did you recognize him?

Not at all, sir. He seemed quite strange to me.

Cast your thoughts back, Joyce. Did you never see him in days gone by?

Joyce looked puzzled, and she replied in the negative.

Is he the man, think you, who used to ride from Swainson to see Afy?

Joyces face flushed crimson. Oh, sir! was all she uttered.

The name is the same  Thorn; I thought it possible the men might be, observed Mr. Carlyle.

Sir, I cannot say. I never saw that Captain Thorn but once, and I dont know, I dont know Joyce spoke slowly and with consideration that I should at all know him again. I did not think of him when I looked at this gentleman; but, at any rate, no appearance in this one struck upon my memory as being familiar.

So from Joyce Mr. Carlyle obtained no clue, one way or the other. The following day he sought out Otway Bethel.

Are you intimate with that Captain Thorn who is staying with the Herberts? asked he.

Yes, answered Bethel, decisively, if passing a couple of hours in his company can constitute intimacy. Thats all I have seen of Thorn.

Are you sure, pursued Mr. Carlyle.

Sure! returned Bethel; why, what are you driving at now? I called in at Herberts the night before last, and Tom asked me to stay the evening. Thorn had just come. A jolly bout we had; cigars and cold punch.

Bethel, said Mr. Carlyle, dashing to the point, is it the Thorn who used to go after Afy Hallijohn? Come, you can tell if you like.

Bethel remained dumb for a moment, apparently with amazement. What a confounded lie! uttered he at length. Why its no more that than  What Thorn? he broke off abruptly.

You are equivocating, Bethel. The Thorn who is mixed up  or said to be  in the Hallijohn affair. Is this the same man?

You are a fool, Carlyle, which is what I never took you to be yet, was Mr. Bethels rejoinder, spoken in a savage tone. I have told you that I never knew there was any Thorn mixed up with Afy, and I should like to know why my word is not to be believed? I never saw Thorn in my life till I saw him the other night at the Herberts, and that I would take my oath to, if put to it.

Bethel quitted Mr. Carlyle with the last word, and the latter gazed after him, revolving points in his brain. The mention of Thorns name, the one spoken of by Richard Hare, appeared to excite some feeling in Bethels mind, arousing it to irritation. Mr. Carlyle remembered that it had done so previously and now it had done so again, and yet Bethel was an easy-natured man in general, far better tempered than principled. That there was something hidden, some mystery connected with the affair, Mr. Carlyle felt sure; but he could not attempt so much as a guess at what it might be. And this interview with Bethel brought him no nearer the point he wished to find out  whether this Thorn was the same man. In walking back to his office he met Mr. Tom Herbert.

Does Captain Thorn purpose making a long stay with you? he stopped him to inquire.

Hes gone; I have just seen him off by the train, was the reply of Tom Herbert. It seemed rather slow with him without Jack, so he docked his visit, and says hell pay us one when Jacks to the fore.

As Mr. Carlyle went home to dinner that evening, he entered the grove, ostensibly to make a short call on Mrs. Hare. Barbara, on the tenterhooks of impatience, accompanied him outside when he departed, and walked down the path.

What have you learnt? she eagerly asked.

Nothing satisfactory, was the reply of Mr. Carlyle. And the man has left again.

Left? uttered Barbara.

Mr. Carlyle explained. He told her how they had come to his house the previous evening after Barbaras departure, and his encounter with Tom Herbert that day; he mentioned, also, his interview with Bethel.

Can he have gone on purpose, fearing consequences? wondered Barbara.

Scarcely; or why should he have come?

You did not suffer any word to escape you last night causing him to suspect for a moment that he was hounded?

Not any. You would make a bad lawyer, Barbara.

Who or what is he?

An officer in her majestys service, in John Herberts regiment. I ascertained no more. Tom said he was of good family. But I cannot help suspecting it is the same man.

Can nothing more be done?

Nothing in the present stage of the affair, continued Mr. Carlyle, as he passed through the gate to continue his way. We can only wait on again with what patience we may, hoping that time will bring about its own elucidation.

Barbara pressed her forehead down on the cold iron of the gate as his footsteps died away. Aye, to wait on, she murmured, to wait on in dreary pain; to wait on, perhaps, for years, perhaps forever! And poor Richard  wearing out his days in poverty and exile!


CHAPTER XX.

GOING FROM HOME.

I should recommend a complete change of scene altogether, Mr. Carlyle. Say some place on the French or Belgian coast. Sea bathing might do wonders.

Should you think it well for her to go so far from home?

I should. In these cases of protracted weakness, where you can do nothing but try to coax the strength back again, change of air and scene are of immense benefit.

I will propose it to her, said Mr. Carlyle.

I have just done so, replied Dr. Martin, who was the other speaker. She met it with objection, which I expected, for invalids naturally feel a disinclination to move from home. But it is necessary that she should go.

The object of their conversation was Lady Isabel. Years had gone on, and there were three children now at East Lynne  Isabel, William, and Archibald  the latter twelve months old. Lady Isabel had, a month or two back, been attacked with illness; she recovered from the disorder; but it had left her in an alarming state of weakness; she seemed to get worse instead of better, and Dr. Martin was summoned from Lynneborough. The best thing he could recommend  as you have seen  was change of air.

Lady Isabel was unwilling to take the advice; more especially to go so far as the French coast. And but for a circumstance that seemed to have happened purposely to induce her to decide, would probably never have gone. Mrs. Ducie  the reader may not have forgotten her name  had, in conjunction with her husband, the honorable Augustus, somewhat run out at the elbows, and found it convenient to enter for a time on the less expensive life of the Continent. For eighteen months she had been staying in Paris, the education of her younger daughters being the plea put forth, and a very convenient plea it is, and serves hundreds. Isabel had two or three letters from her during her absence, and she now received another, saying they were going to spend a month or two at Boulogne-sur-Mer. Mr. Carlyle, Mr. Wainwright, and Dr. Martin  in short, everybody  declared this must remove all Lady Isabels unwillingness to go from home, for Mrs. Ducies society would do away with the loneliness she had anticipated, which had been the ostensible score of her objection.

Boulogne-sur-Mer, of all places, in the world! remonstrated Lady Isabel. It is spoken of as being crowded and vulgar.

The more amusing for you, my lady, cried Dr. Martin, while Mr. Carlyle laughed at her. And finding she had no chance against them all, she consented to go, and plans were hastily decided upon.

Joyce, said Lady Isabel to her waiting maid, I shall leave you at home; I must take Wilson instead.

Oh, my lady! What have I done?

You have done all that you ought, Joyce, but you must stay with the children. If I may not take them, the next best thing will be to leave them in your charge, not Miss Carlyles, she said, shaking her voice; if it were Wilson who remained, I could not do that.

My lady, I must do whatever you think best. I wish I could attend you and stay with them, but of course I cannot do both.

I am sent away to get health and strength, but it may be that I shall die, Joyce. If I never come back, will you promise to remain with my children?

Joyce felt a creeping sensation in her veins, the sobs rose in her throat, but she swallowed them down and constrained her voice to calmness. My lady, I hope you will come back to us as well as you used to be. I trust you will hope so too, my lady, and not give way to low spirits.

I sincerely hope and trust I shall, answered Lady Isabel, fervently. Still, theres no telling, for I am very ill. Joyce, give me your promise. In case of the worst, you will remain with the children.

I will, my lady  as long as I am permitted.

And be kind to them and love them, and shield them from  from  any unkindness that may be put upon them, she added, her head full of Miss Carlyle, and talk to them sometimes of their poor mother, who is gone?

I will, I will  oh my lady, I will! And Joyce sat down in the rocking-chair as Lady Isabel quitted her, and burst into tears.

Mr. Carlyle and Lady Isabel, with Wilson and Peter in attendance, arrived at Boulogne, and proceeded to the Hotel des Bains. It may be as well to mention that Peter had been transferred from Miss Carlyles service to theirs, when the establishment was first formed at East Lynne. Upon entering the hotel they inquired for Mrs. Ducie, and then a disappointment awaited them. A letter was handed them which had arrived that morning from Mrs. Ducie, expressing her regret that certain family arrangements prevented her visiting Boulogne; she was proceeding to some of the baths in Germany instead.

I might almost have known it, remarked Isabel. She was always the most changeable of women.

Mr. Carlyle went out in search of lodgings, Isabel objecting to remain in the bustling hotel. He succeeded in finding some very desirable ones, situated in the Rue de lEcu, near the port, and they moved into them. He thought the journey had done her good, for she looked better, and said she already felt stronger. Mr. Carlyle remained with her three days; he had promised only one, but he was pleased with everything around him, pleased with Isabels returning glimpses of health, and amused with the scenes of the busy town.

The tide served at eight oclock the following morning, and Mr. Carlyle left by the Folkestone boat. Wilson made his breakfast, and after swallowing it in haste, he returned to his wifes room to say farewell.

Good-bye, my love, he said, stooping to kiss her, take care of yourself.

Give my dear love to the darlings, Archibald. And  and  

And what? he asked. I have not a moment to lose.

Do not get making love to Barbara Hare while I am away.

She spoke in a tone half jest, half serious  could he but have seen how her heart was breaking! Mr. Carlyle took it wholly as a jest, and went away laughing. Had he believed she was serious, he could have been little more surprised had she charged him not to go about the country on a dromedary.

Isabel rose later, and lingered over her breakfast, listless enough. She was wondering how she would make the next few weeks pass; what she should do with her time. She had taken two sea baths since her arrival, but they had appeared not to agree with her, leaving her low and shivering afterwards, so it was not deemed advisable that she should attempt more. It was a lovely morning, and she determined to venture on to the pier, to where they had sat on the previous evening. She had not Mr. Carlyles arm, but it was not far, and she could take a good rest at the end of it.

She went, attended by Peter, took her seat, and told him to come for her in an hour. She watched the strollers on the pier as they had done the previous evening; not in crowds now, but stragglers, coming on at intervals. There came a gouty man, in a list shoe, there came three young ladies and their governess, there came two fast puppies in shooting jackets and eye-glasses, which they turned with a broad stare on Lady Isabel; but there was something about her which caused them to drop their glasses and their ill manners together. After an interval, there appeared another, a tall, handsome, gentlemanly man. Her eyes fell upon him; and  what was it that caused every nerve in her frame to vibrate, every pulse to quicken? Whose form was it that was thus advancing and changing the monotony of her mind into tumult? It was that of one whom she was soon to find had never been entirely forgotten.

Captain Levison came slowly on, approaching the pier where she sat. He glanced at her; not with the hardihood displayed by the two young men, but with quite sufficiently evident admiration.

What a lovely girl! thought he to himself. Who can she be, sitting there alone?

All at once a recollection flashed into his mind; he raised his hat and extended his hand, his fascinating smile in full play.

I certainly cannot be mistaken. Have I the honor of once more meeting Lady Isabel Vane?

She rose from the seat, and allowed him to take her hand, answering a few words at random, for her wits seemed wool-gathering.

I beg your pardon  I should have said Lady Isabel Carlyle. Time has elapsed since we parted, and in the pleasure of seeing you again so unexpectedly, I thought of you as you were then.

She sat down again, the brilliant flush of emotion dying away upon her cheeks. It was the loveliest face Francis Levison had seen since he saw hers, and he thought so as he gazed at it.

What can have brought you to this place? he inquired, taking a seat beside her.

I have been ill, she explained, and am ordered to the sea-side. We should not have come here but for Mrs. Ducie; we expected to meet her. Mr. Carlyle only left me this morning.

Mrs. Ducie is off to Ems. I see them occasionally. They have been fixtures in Paris for some time. You do indeed look ill, he abruptly added, in a tone of sympathy, alarmingly ill. Is there anything I can do for you?

She was aware that she looked unusually ill at that moment, for the agitation and surprise of meeting him were fading away, leaving her face an ashy whiteness. Exceedingly vexed and angry with herself did she feel that the meeting should have power to call forth emotion. Until that moment she was unconscious that she retained any sort of feeling for Captain Levison.

Perhaps I have ventured out too early, she said, in a tone that would seem to apologize for her looks: I think I will return. I shall meet my servant, no doubt. Good-morning, Captain Levison.

But indeed you do not appear fit to walk alone, he remonstrated. You must allow me to see you safely home.

Drawing her hand within his own quite as a matter of course, as he had done many a time in days gone by, he proceeded to assist her down the pier. Lady Isabel, conscious of her own feelings, felt that it was not quite the thing to walk thus familiarly with him, but he was a sort of relation of the family  a connection, at any rate  and she could find no ready excuse for declining.

Have you seen Lady Mount Severn lately? he inquired.

I saw her when I was in London this spring with Mr. Carlyle. The first time we have met since my marriage; and we do not correspond. Lord Mount Severn had paid us two or three visits at East Lynne. They are in town yet, I believe.

For all I know; I have not seen them, or England either, for ten months. I have been staying in Paris, and got here yesterday.

A long leave of absence, she observed.

Oh, I have left the army. I sold out. The truth is, Lady Isabel  for I dont mind telling you  things are rather down with me at present. My old uncle has behaved shamefully; he has married again.

I heard that Sir Peter had married.

He is seventy-three  the old simpleton! Of course this materially alters my prospects, for it is just possible he may have a son of his own now; and my creditors all came down upon me. They allowed me to run into debt with complacency when I was heir to the title and estates, but as soon as Sir Peters marriage appeared in the papers, myself and my consequence dropped a hundred per cent; credit was stopped, and I dunned for payment. So I thought Id cut it altogether, and I sold out and came abroad.

Leaving your creditors?

What else could I do? My uncle would not pay them, or increase my allowance.

What are your prospects then? resumed Lady Isabel.

Prospects! Do you see that little ragged boy throwing stones into the harbor?  it is well the police dont drop upon him,  ask him what his prospects are, and he will stare you in the face, and say, None. Mine are on a like par.

You may succeed Sir Peter yet.

I may, but I may not. When those old idiots get a young wife

Have you quarreled with Sir Peter? interrupted Lady Isabel.

I should quarrel with him as he deserves, if it would do any good, but I might get my allowance stopped. Self interest, you see, Lady Isabel, is the order of the day with most of us.

Do you propose staying in Boulogne long?

I dont know. As I may find amusement. Paris is a fast capital, with its heated rooms and its late hours, and I came down for the refreshment of a few sea dips. Am I walking too fast for you?

You increased your pace alarmingly when you spoke of Sir Peters marriage. And I am not sorry for it, she added, good-naturedly, for it has proved to me how strong I am getting. A week ago I could not have walked half so fast.

He interrupted with eager apologies, and soon they reached her home. Captain Levison entered with her  uninvited. He probably deemed between connections great ceremonies might be dispensed with, and he sat a quarter of an hour, chatting to amuse her. When he rose, he inquired what she meant to do with herself in the afternoon.

To lie down, replied Isabel. I am not strong enough to sit up all day.

Should you be going out afterwards, you must allow me to take care of you, he observed. I am glad that I happened to be here, for I am sure you are not fit to wander out without an arm, and only followed by a servant. When Mr. Carlyle comes, he will thank me for my pains.

What was she to urge in objection? Simply nothing. He spoke, let us not doubt, from a genuine wish to serve her, in a plain, easy tone, as any acquaintance might speak. Lady Isabel schooled herself severely. If those old feelings were not quite dead within her, why, she must smother them down again as effectually as if they were; the very fact of recognizing such to her own heart, brought a glow of shame to her brow. She would meet Captain Levison, and suffer his companionship, as she would that of the most indifferent stranger.

It was just the wrong way for her to go to work, though.

As the days passed on, Lady Isabel improved wonderfully. She was soon able to go to the sands in the morning and sit there to enjoy the sea air, watching the waves come up to recede with the tide. She made no acquaintance whatever in the place, and when she had a companion it was Captain Levison. He would frequently join her there, sometimes take her, almost always give her his arm home. Of all things, she disliked the having to take his arm, would a thousand times over rather have taken good old Peters. A secret prick of the conscience whispered it might be better if she did not. One day she said, in a joking sort of manner  she would not say it in any other  that now she was strong, she had no need of his arm and his escort. He demanded, in evident astonishment, what had arisen that he might not still afford it, seeing her husband was not with her to give her his. She had no answer in reply to this, no excuse to urge, and, in default of one, took his arm, as usual. In the evening he would be ready to take her to the pier, but they sat apart, mixing not with the bustling crowd  he lending to his manner, as he conversed with her, all that he would call up of fascination  and fascination, such as Francis Levisons, might be dangerous to any ear, in the sweet evening twilight. The walk over, he left her at her own door; she never asked him in in the evening, and he did not intrude without, as he sometimes would of a morning.

Now, where was the help for this? You may say that she should have remained indoors, and not have subjected herself to his companionship. But the remaining indoors would not have brought her health, and it was health that she was staying in Boulogne to acquire, and the sooner it came the better pleased she would be, for she wanted to be at home with her husband and children.

In a fortnight from the period of his departure, Mr. Carlyle was expected in Boulogne. But what a marvellous change had this fortnight wrought in Lady Isabel! She did not dare to analyze her feelings, but she was conscious that all the fresh emotions of her youth had come again. The blue sky seemed as of the sweetest sapphire, the green fields and waving trees were of an emerald brightness, the perfume of the flowers was more fragrant than any perfume had yet seemed. She knew that the sky, that the grassy plains, the leafy trees, the brilliant flowers, were but as they ever had been; she knew that the sunny atmosphere possessed no more of loveliness or power of imparting delight than of old; and she knew that the change, the sensation of ecstacy, was in her own heart. No wonder that she shrank from self-examination.

The change from listless languor to her present feeling brought the hue and contour of health to her face far sooner than anything else could have done. She went down with Captain Levison to meet Mr. Carlyle, the evening he came in, and when Mr. Carlyle saw her behind the cords, as he was going to the custom-house, he scarcely knew her. Her features had lost their sharpness, her cheeks wore a rosy flush, and the light of pleasure at meeting him again shone in her eyes.

What can you have been doing to yourself, my darling? he uttered in delight as he emerged from the custom-house and took her hands in his. You look almost well.

Yes, I am much better, Archibald, but I am warm now and flushed. We have waited here some time, and the setting sun was full upon us. How long the boat was in coming in!

The wind was against us, replied Mr. Carlyle, wondering who the exquisite was at his wifes side. He thought he remembered his face.

Captain Levison, said Lady Isabel. I wrote you word in one of my letters that he was here. Have you forgotten it? Yes, it had slipped from his memory.

And I am happy that it happened so, said that gentleman, interposing, for it has enabled me to attend Lady Isabel in some of her walks. She is stronger now, but at first she was unfit to venture alone.

I feel much indebted to you, said Mr. Carlyle, warmly.

The following day was Sunday, and Francis Levison was asked to dine with them  the first meal he had been invited to in the house. After dinner, when Lady Isabel left them, he grew confidential over his claret to Mr. Carlyle, laying open all his intricate affairs and his cargo of troubles.

This compulsory exile abroad is becoming intolerable, he concluded; and a Paris life plays the very deuce with one. Do you see any chance of my getting back to England?

Not the least, was the candid answer, unless you can manage to satisfy or partially satisfy those claims you have been telling me of. Will not Sir Peter assist you?

I believe he would, were the case fairly represented to him; but how am I to get over to do it? I have written several letters to him lately, and for some time I got no reply. Then came an epistle from Lady Levison; not short and sweet, but short and sour. It was to the effect that Sir Peter was ill, and could not at present be troubled with business matters.

He cannot be very ill, remarked Mr. Carlyle; he passed through West Lynne, in his open carriage, a week ago.

He ought to help me, grumbled Captain Levison. I am his heir, so long as Lady Levison does not give him one. I do not hear that she has expectations.

You should contrive to see him.

I know I should; but it is not possible under present circumstances. With these thunder-clouds hanging over me, I dare not set foot in England, and run the risk to be dropped upon. I can stand a few things, but I shudder at the bare idea of a prison. Something peculiar in my idiosyncrasy, I take it, for those who have tried it, say that its nothing when youre used to it.

Some one might see him for you.

Some one  who? I have quarreled with my lawyers, Sharp & Steel, of Lincolns Inn.

Keen practitioners, put in Mr. Carlyle.

Too keen for me. Id send them over the herring-pond if I could. They have used me shamefully since my uncles marriage. If ever I do come into the Levison estates theyll be ready to eat their ears off; they would like a finger in a pie with such property as that.

Shall I see Sir Peter Levison for you?

Will you? returned Captain Levison, his dark eyes lighting up.

If you like as your friend, you understand; not as your solicitor; that I decline. I have a slight knowledge of Sir Peter; my father was well acquainted with him; and if I can render you any little service, I shall be happy, in return for your kind attention to my wife. I cannot promise to see him for those two or three weeks, though, resumed Mr. Carlyle, for we are terribly busy. I never was so driven; but for being so I should stay here with my wife.

Francis Levison expressed his gratitude, and the prospect, however remote, of being enabled to return to England increased his spirits to exultation. Whilst they continued to converse, Lady Isabel sat at the window in the adjoining room, listlessly looking out on the crowds of French who were crowding to and from the port in their Sunday holiday attire. Looking at them with her eyes, not with her senses  her senses were holding commune with herself, and it was not altogether satisfactory  she was aware that a sensation all too warm, a feeling of attraction toward Francis Levison, was working within her. Not a voluntary one; she could no more repress it than she could repress her own sense of being; and, mixed with it, was the stern voice of conscience, overwhelming her with the most lively terror. She would have given all she possessed to be able to overcome it. She would have given half the years of her future life to separate herself at once and forever from the man.

But do not mistake the word terror, or suppose that Lady Isabel Carlyle applied it here in the vulgar acceptation of the term. She did not fear for herself; none could be more conscious of self-rectitude of principle and conduct; and she would have believed it as impossible for her ever to forsake her duty as a wife, a gentlewoman, and a Christian, as for the sun to turn round from west to east. That was not the fear which possessed her; it had never presented itself to her mind; what she did fear was, that further companionship with Francis Levison might augment the sentiments she entertained for him to a height that her life, for perhaps years to come, would be one of unhappiness, a sort of concealment; and, more than all, she shrank from the consciousness of the bitter wrong that these sentiments cast upon her husband.

Archibald, I have a favor to ask you, she said, after Captain Levisons departure. Take me back with you.

Impossible, my love. The change is doing you so much good; and I took the apartments for six weeks. You must at least remain that time.

The color flowed painfully into her cheek. I cannot stay without you, Archibald.

Tell me why.

I am so dull without you, was all she could say. He felt that this was not reason enough for altering an arrangement that was so beneficial to her; so he left her the following morning, commending her to the continued care of Captain Levison.


CHAPTER XXI.

QUITTING THE DANGER.

Lady Isabel was seated on one of the benches of the Petit Camp, as it is called, underneath the ramparts of the upper tower. A week or ten days had passed away since the departure of Mr. Carlyle, and in her health there was a further visible improvement.

It was still evening, cool for July; no sound was heard save the hum of the summer insects, and Lady Isabel sat in silence with her companion, her rebellious heart beating with a sense of its own happiness. But for the voice of conscience, strong within her; but for the sense of right and wrong; but for the existing things; in short, but that she was a wife, she might have been content to sit by his side forever, never to wish to move or to break the silence. Did he read her feelings? He told her, months afterward, that he did; but it may have been a vain boast, an excuse.

Do you remember the evening, Lady Isabel, just such a one as this, that we all passed at Richmond? he suddenly asked. Your father, Mrs. Vane, you, I and others?

Yes, I remember it. We had spent a pleasant day; the two Miss Challoners were with us. You drove Mrs. Vane home, and I went with papa. You drove recklessly, I recollect, and Mrs. Vane said when we got home that you should never drive her again.

Which meant, not until the next time. Of all capricious, vain, exacting women, Emma Vane was the worst; and Emma Mount Severn is no improvement upon it; shes a systematic flirt, and nothing better. I drove recklessly on purpose to put her in a fright, and pay her off.

What had she done?

Put me in a rage. She had saddled herself upon me, when I wanted  I wished for another to be my companion.

Blanche Challoner.

Blanche Challoner! echoed Captain Levison, in a mocking tone; what did I care for Blanche Challoner?

Isabel remembered that he had been supposed in those days to care a great deal for Miss Blanche Challoner  a most lovely girl of seventeen. Mrs. Vane used to accuse you of caring too much for her, she said, aloud.

She accused me of caring for some one else more than for Blanche Challoner, he significantly returned; and for once her jealous surmises were not misplaced. No Lady Isabel, it was not Blanche Challoner I had wished to drive home. Could you not have given a better guess than that at the time? he added, turning to her.

There was no mistaking the tone of his voice or the glance of his eye. Lady Isabel felt a crimson flush rising and she turned her face away.

The past is gone, and cannot be recalled, he continued, but we both played our cards like simpletons. If ever two beings were formed to love each other, you and I were. I sometimes thought you read my feelings

Surprise had kept her silent, but she interrupted him now, haughtily enough.

I must speak, Lady Isabel; it is but a few words, and then I am silent forever. I would have declared myself had I dared, but my uncertain position, my debts, my inability to keep a wife, weighed me down; and, instead of appealing to Sir Peter, as I ought to have done, for the means to assume a position that would justify me in asking Lord Mount Severns daughter, I crushed my hopes within me, and suffered you to escape

I will not hear this, Captain Levison, she cried, rising from her seat in anger.

He touched her arm to place her on it again.

One single moment yet, I pray you. I have for years wished that you should know why I lost you  a loss that tells upon me yet. I have bitterly worked out my own folly since I knew not how passionately I loved you until you became the wife of another. Isabel, I love you passionately still.

How dare you presume so to address me?

She spoke in a cold, dignified tone of hauteur, as it was her bounden duty to speak; but, nevertheless, she was conscious of an undercurrent of feeling, whispering that, under other auspices, the avowal would have brought to her heart the most intense bliss.

What I have said can do no hurt now, resumed Captain Levison; the time has gone by for it; for neither you nor I are likely to forget that you are a wife. We have each chosen our path in life, and must abide by it; the gulf between us is impassable but the fault was mine. I ought to have avowed my affection, and not have suffered you to throw yourself away upon Mr. Carlyle.

Throw myself away! she indignantly uttered, roused to the retort. Mr. Carlyle is my dear husband, esteemed, respected, and beloved. I married him of my own free choice, and I have never repented it; I have grown more attached to him day by day. Look at his noble nature, his noble form; what are you by his side? You forget yourself, Francis Levison.

He bit his lip. No, I do not.

You are talking to me as you have no right to talk! she exclaimed, in agitation. Who but you, would so insult me, taking advantage of my momentarily unprotected condition. Would you dare to do it, were Mr. Carlyle within reach! I wish you good-evening, sir.

She walked away as quickly as her tired frame would permit. Captain Levison strode after her. He took forcible possession of her hand, and placed it within his arm.

I pray you forgive and forget what has escaped me, Lady Isabel. Suffer me to be, as before, the kind friend, the anxious brother endeavoring to be of service to you in the absence of Mr. Carlyle.

It is what I have suffered you to be, looking upon you as, I may say, a relative, she coldly rejoined, withdrawing her hand from his contact. Not else should I have permitted your incessant companionship; and this is how you have repaid it! My husband thanked you for your attention to me; could he have read what was in your false heart, he had offered you different sort of thanks, I fancy.

I ask your pardon, Lady Isabel; I have acknowledged my fault, and I can do no more. I will not so offend again; but there are moments when our dearest feelings break through the convenances of life and betray themselves, in spite of our sober judgment. Suffer me to support you down this steep hill, he added, for they were then going over the sharp stones of the Grand Rue; you are not strong enough to proceed alone, after this evenings long walk.

You should have thought of that before, she said, with some sarcasm in her tone. No; I have declined.

So she had to put his arm back, which he was holding out, as she walked on unsupported, with what strength she had, he continuing by her side. Arriving at her own door, she wished him a cool good-evening, and he turned away in the direction of his hotel.

Lady Isabel brushed past Peter, and flew upstairs, startling Wilson, who had taken possession of the drawing-room to air her smart cap at its windows in the absence of her lady.

My desk, Wilson, immediately, cried she, tearing off her gloves, her bonnet, and her shawl. Tell Peter to be in readiness to take a letter to the post; and he must walk fast, or he will not catch it before the English mail is closed.

The symptoms of sinful happiness throbbing at her heart while Francis Levison told her of his love, spoke plainly to Lady Isabel of the expediency of withdrawing entirely from his society, and his dangerous sophistries; she would be away from the very place that contained him; put the sea between them. So she dashed off a letter to her husband; an urgent summons that he should come to her without delay for remain away longer she would not. It is probable she would have started alone, not waiting for Mr. Carlyle, but for fear of not having sufficient funds for the journey, after the rent and other things were paid.

Mr. Carlyle, when he received the letter and marked its earnest tone, wondered much. In reply, he stated that he would be with her on the following Saturday, and then her returning, or not, with him could be settled. Fully determined not to meet Captain Levison, Isabel, in the intervening days, only went out in a carriage. He called once, and was shown into the drawing-room; but Lady Isabel, who happened to be in her own chamber, sent out a message, which was delivered by Peter. My ladys compliments, but she must decline receiving visitors.

Sunday morning  it had been impossible for him to get away before  brought Mr. Carlyle. He strongly combatted her wish to return home until six weeks should have expired, he nearly said he would not take her, and she grew earnest over it, almost to agitation.

Isabel, he said, let me know your motive, for it appears to me you have one. The sojourn here is evidently doing you a vast deal of good, and what you urge about being dull, sounds very like nonsense. Tell me what it is.

A sudden impulse flashed over her that she would tell him the truth. Not tell him that she loved Francis Levison, or that he had spoken to her as he did; she valued her husband too greatly to draw him into any unpleasantness whose end could not be seen; but own to him that she had once felt a passing fancy for Francis Levison, and preferred not to be subjected to his companionship now. Oh, that she had done so! Her kind, her noble, her judicious husband! Why did she not? The whole truth, as to her present feelings, it was not expedient that she should tell, but she might have confided to him quite sufficient. He would only have cherished her the more deeply, and sheltered her under his fostering care, safe from harm.

Why did she not? In the impulse of the moment she was about to do so, when Mr. Carlyle, who had been taking a letter from his pocket book put it into her hand. Upon what slight threads the events of life turn! Her thoughts diverted, she remained silent while she opened the letter. It was from Miss Carlyle, who had handed it to her brother in the moment of his departure, to carry to Lady Isabel and save postage. Mr. Carlyle had nearly dropped it into the Folkestone post office.

A letter as stiff as Miss Corny herself. The children were well, and the house was going on well, and she hoped Lady Isabel was better. It filled three sides of note paper, but that was all the news it contained, and it wound up with the following sentence, I would continue my epistle, but Barbara Hare, who is to spend the day with us, has just arrived.

Barbara Hare spending the day at East Lynne! That item was quite enough for Lady Isabel, and her heart and her confidence closed to her husband. She must go home to her children, she urged; she could not remain longer away from them; and she urged it at length with tears.

Nay, Isabel, said Mr. Carlyle; if you are so much in earnest as this, you shall certainly go back with me.

Then she was like a child let loose from school. She laughed, she danced in her excess of content; she showered kisses on her husband, thanking him in her gleeful gratitude. Mr. Carlyle set it down to her love for him; he arrived at the conclusion that, in reiterating that she could not bear to be away from him, she spoke the fond truth.

Isabel, he said, smiling tenderly upon her, do you remember, in the first days of our marriage, you told me you did not yet love me, but that the love would come. I think this is it.

Her face flushed nearly to tears at the words; a bright, glowing, all too conscious flush. Mr. Carlyle mistook its source, and caught her to his heart.

Lady Isabel had returned home to bodily health, to the delight of meeting her children, to the glad sensation of security. But as the days went on, a miserable feeling of apathy stole over her: a feeling as if all whom she had loved in the world had died, leaving her living and alone.

She did not encourage these reflections; knowing what you do know of her, you may be sure of that, but they thrust themselves continually forward. The form of Francis Levison was ever present to her; not a minute of the day but it gave the coloring to her thoughts, and at night it made the subject of her dreams. Oh, those dreams! They were painful to wake from; painful from the contrasts they presented to reality; and equally painful to her conscience, in its strife after what was right.

Mr. Carlyle mounted his horse one morning and rode over to Levison Park. He asked for Sir Peter, but was shown into the presence of Lady Levison  a young and pretty woman dressed showily. She inquired his business.

My business, madam, is with Sir Peter.

But Sir Peter is not well enough to attend to business; it upsets him  worries him.

Nevertheless, I am here by his own appointment. Twelve oclock he mentioned; and the hour has barely struck.

Lady Levison bit her lip and bowed coldly; and at that moment a servant appeared to conduct Mr. Carlyle to Sir Peter. The matter which had taken Mr. Carlyle thither was entered upon immediately  Francis Levison, his debts, and his gracelessness. Sir Peter, an old gentleman in a velvet skullcap, particularly enlarged upon the latter.

Id pay his debts to-day and set him upon his legs again, but that I know I should have to do the same thing over and over again to the end of the chapter, as I have done it repeatedly hitherto, cried Sir Peter. His grandfather was my only brother, his father my dutiful and beloved nephew; but he is just as bad as they were estimable. He is a worthless fellow and nothing else, Mr. Carlyle.

His tale drew forth my compassion, and I promised I would see you and speak for him, returned Mr. Carlyle. Of Captain Levisons personal virtues or vices, I know nothing.

And the less you know the better, growled Sir Peter. I suppose he wants me to clear him and start him afresh.

Something of that sort, I conclude.

But how is it to be done? I am at home, and he is over there. His affairs are in a state of confusion, and nobody can come to the bottom of them without an explanation from him. Some liabilities, for which I have furnished the money, the creditors swear have not been liquidated. He must come over if he wants anything done.

Where is he to come to? He must be in England sub rosa.

He cant be here, hastily rejoined Sir Peter. Lady Levison would not have him for a day.

He might be at East Lynne, good-naturedly observed Mr. Carlyle. Nobody would think of looking for him there. I think it is a pity that you should not meet, if you do feel inclined to help him.

You are a deal more considerate to him than he deserves, Mr. Carlyle. May I ask if you intend to act for him in a professional capacity?

I do not.

A few more words, and it was decided that Captain Levison should be immediately sent for. As Mr. Carlyle left Sir Peters presence, he encountered Lady Levison.

I can scarcely be ignorant that your conference with my husband has reference to his grandnephew, she observed.

It has, replied Mr. Carlyle.

I have had a very bad opinion of him, Mr. Carlyle; at the same time I do not wish you to carry away a wrong impression of me. Francis Levison is my husbands nephew, his presumptive heir; it may, therefore, appear strange that I set my face against him. Two or three years ago, previous to my marriage with Sir Peter, in fact before I knew Sir Peter, I was brought into contact with Francis Levison. He got acquainted with some friends of mine, and at their house I met him. He behaved shamefully ill; he repaid their hospitality with gross ingratitude; other details and facts regarding his conduct also became known to me. Altogether I believe him to be a base and despicable man, both by nature and inclination, and that he will remain such to the end of time.

I know very little indeed of him, observed Mr. Carlyle. May I inquire the nature of his ill-conduct in that instance?

He ruined them  he ruined them, Mr. Carlyle. They were simple, unsuspicious country people, understanding neither fraud nor vice, nor the ways of an evil world. Francis Levison got them to put their names to bills, as a matter of form, to accommodate him for a month or so, he stated, and so they believed. They were not wealthy; they lived upon their own small estate, with none too much of superfluous money to spare, and when the time came for them to pay  as come it did  it brought ruin, and they had to leave their home. He deliberately did it  knowing what would be the end. And I could tell you of other things. Sir Peter may have informed you that I object to receive him here. I do. My objection is to the man  to his character; not owing, as I hear it has been said, to any jealous paltry feeling touching his being the heir. I must lose my own self-respect before I admit Francis Levison to my house as an inmate. Sir Peter may assist him in welcome  may pay his debt, and get him out of his scrapes as often as he pleases, but I will not have him here.

Sir Peter said you declined to receive him. But it is necessary that he should come to England, if his affairs are to be set straight, and also that he should see Sir Peter.

Come to England! interrupted Lady Levison. How can he come to England under present circumstances, unless, indeed, he comes en cachette?

En cachette, of course, replied Mr. Carlyle. There is no other way. I have offered to let him stay at East Lynne. He is, you may be aware, a sort of connection of Lady Isabels.

Take care that he does not repay your hospitality with ingratitude, warmly returned Lady Levison. It would only be in accordance with his practice.

Mr. Carlyle laughed.

I do not see what harm he could do me, allowing that he had the inclination. He would not scare my clients from me, or beat my children, and I can take care of my pocket. A few days will, no doubt, be the extent of his sojourn.

Lady Levison smiled too, and shook hands with Mr. Carlyle.

In your house, perhaps, there may be no field for his vagaries, but rely upon it, where there is one he is sure to be at some mischief or other.

This visit of Mr. Carlyles to Levison Park took place on a Friday morning, and on his return to his office he dispatched an account of it to Captain Levison at Boulogne, telling him he had better come over. But now Mr. Carlyle, like many another man whose mind has its share of work, was sometimes forgetful of trifles, and it entirely slipped his memory to mention the expected arrival at home. The following evening, Saturday, he and Lady Isabel were dining in the neighborhood, when the conversation at table turned upon the Ducies and their embarrassments. The association of ideas led Mr. Carlyles thoughts to Boulogne, to Captain Levison and his embarrassments, and it immediately occurred to him that he had not told his wife of the anticipated visit. He kept it in his mind then, and spoke as soon as they were in the chariot returning home.

Isabel, began he, I suppose we have always rooms ready for visitors, because I am expecting one.

Oh, yes; or if not, they are soon made ready.

Ah, but to-morrows Sunday, and I have no doubt thats the day he will take advantage of to come. I am sorry I forgot to mention it yesterday.

Who is coming, then?

Captain Levison.

Who? repeated Lady Isabel, in a sharp tone of consternation.

Captain Levison. Sir Peter consents to see him, with a view to the settlement of his liabilities, but Lady Levison declines to receive him at the Park. So I offered to give him house-room at East Lynne for a few days.

There is an old saying, the heart leaping into the mouth; and Lady Isabels leaped into hers. She grew dizzy at the words  her senses seemed momentarily to desert her. Her first sensation was as if the dull earth had opened and shown her a way into Paradise; her second, a lively consciousness that Francis Levison ought not to be suffered to come again into companionship with her. Mr. Carlyle continued to converse of the mans embarrassments, of his own interview with Sir Peter and Lady Levison; but Isabel was as one who heard not. She was debating the question, how she could prevent his coming?

Archibald, she presently said, I do not wish Francis Levison to stay at East Lynne.

It will only be for a few days  perhaps but a day or two. Sir Peter is in the humor to discharge the claims, and, the moment his resolve is known, the ex-captain can walk on her majestys dominions, an unmolested man, free to go where he will.

That may be, interrupted Lady Isabel, in an accent of impatience; but why should he come to our house?

I proposed it myself. I had no idea you would dislike his coming. Why should you?

I dont like Francis Levison, she murmured. That is, I dont care to have him at East Lynne.

My dear, I fear there is no help for it now; he is most likely on his road, and will arrive to-morrow. I cannot turn him out again, after my own voluntary invitation. Had I known it would be disagreeable to you, I would not have proposed it.

To-morrow! she exclaimed, all the words that caught her ear. Is he coming to-morrow?

Being Sunday, a free day, he will be sure to take advantage of it. What has he done that you should object to his coming? You did not say in Boulogne that you disliked him.

He had done nothing, was her faltering answer, feeling that her grounds of opposition must melt under her one by one.

Lady Levison appears to possess a very ill opinion of him, resumed Mr. Carlyle. She says she knew him in years gone by. She mentioned one or two things which, if true, must be bad enough. But possibly she may be prejudiced.

She is prejudiced, said Isabel. At least Francis Levison told me at Boulogne. There appeared to be no love lost between them.

At any rate, his ill doings or well doings cannot affect us for the short period he is likely to remain. You have taken a prejudice against him also, I suppose, Isabel.

She suffered Mr. Carlyle to remain in the belief, and sat with clasped hands and a despairing spirit feeling that fate was against her.

How could she accomplish her task of forgetting this man, if he was thus to be thrown into her home and her companionship? Suddenly she turned to her husband, and laid her cheek upon his shoulder.

He thought she was tired. He passed his arm round her waist, drew her face to a more comfortable position, and bent his own lovingly upon it. It came to her mind, as she lay there, to tell him a portion of the truth, like it had done once before. It was a strong arm of shelter, that round her  a powerful pillar of protection, him upon whom she leaned; why did she not confide herself to him as trustingly as a little child? Simply because her courage failed. Once, twice, the opening words were upon her lips, but come forth they did not; and then the carriage stopped at East Lynne, and the opportunity was over. Oh! How many a time in her after years did Lady Isabel recall that midnight drive with her husband, and wish, in her vain repentance, that she had opened his eyes to that dangerous man.

On Sunday Captain Levison arrived at East Lynne.


CHAPTER XXII.

MRS. HARES DREAM.

The next day rose bright, warm, and cloudless, and the morning sun streamed into the bedroom of Mrs. Hare. Mr. and Mrs. Hare were of the old-fashioned class who knew nothing about dressing-rooms, their bedrooms were very large, and they never used a dressing-room in their lives, or found the want of one. The justice rubbed his face to a shining brilliancy, settled on his morning wig and his dressing-gown, and then turned to the bed.

What will you have for breakfast?

Thank you, Richard, I do not think that I can eat any thing. I shall be glad of my tea; I am very thirsty.

All nonsense, responded the justice, alluding to the intimation of not eating. Have a poached egg.

Mrs. Hare smiled at him, and gently shook her head. You are very kind, Richard, but I could not eat it this morning. Barbara may send up the smallest bit of dry toast. Would you please throw the window open before you go down; I should like to feel the air.

You will get the air too near from this window, replied Mr. Justice Hare, opening the further one. Had his wife requested that the further one to be opened, he would have opened the other; his own will and opinions were ever paramount. Then he descended.

A minute or two, and up ran Barbara, looking bright and fair as the morning, her pink muslin dress, with its ribbons and its open white lace sleeves, as pretty as she was. She leaned over to kiss her mother.

Mamma, are you ill? And you have been so well lately; you went to bed so well last night. Papa says

Barbara, dear, interrupted Mrs. Hare, glancing round the room with dread, and speaking in a deep whisper, I have had one of those dreadful dreams again.

Oh, mamma, how can you! exclaimed Barbara, starting up in vexation. How can you suffer a foolish dream to overcome you as to make you ill? You have good sense in other matters, but, in this, you seem to put all sense away from you.

Child, will you tell me how I am to help it? returned Mrs. Hare, taking Barbaras hand and drawing her to her again. I do not give myself the dreams; I cannot prevent their making me sick, prostrate, feverish. How can I help these things, I ask?

At this moment the bedroom door was flung open, and the face of the justice, especially stern and cross then was pushed in. So startled was Mrs. Hare, that she shook till she shook the pillow, and Barbara sprang away from the bed. Surely he had not distinguished their topic of conversation!

Are you coming to make the breakfast to-day, or not Barbara? Do you expect me to make it?

She is coming this instant, Richard, said Mrs. Hare, her voice more faint than usual. And the justice turned and stamped down again.

Barbara, could your papa have heard me mention Richard?

No, no, mamma impossible: the door was shut. I will bring up your breakfast myself and then you can tell me the dream.

Barbara flew after Mr. Hare, poured out his coffee, saw him settled at his breakfast, with a plateful of grouse-pie before him, and then returned upstairs with her mammas tea and dry toast.

Go on with your dream, mamma, she said.

But your breakfast will be cold, child.

Oh, dont mind that. Did you dream of Richard?

Not very much of Richard; except that the old and continuous trouble of his being away and unable to return, seemed to pervade it all through. You remember, Barbara, Richard asserted to us, in that short, hidden night visit, that he did not commit the murder; that it was another who did?

Yes, I remember it, replied Barbara.

Barbara, I am convinced he spoke the truth; I trust him implicitly.

I feel sure of it also, mamma.

I asked him, you remember, whether it was Otway Bethel who committed it; for I have always doubted Bethel, in an indefinite, vague manner. Richard replied it was not Bethel, but a stranger. Well, Barbara, in my dream I thought that stranger came to West Lynne, that he came to this house here, and we were talking to him of him, conversing as we might with any other visitor. Mind you, we seemed to know that he was the one who actually did it; but he denied it. He wanted to put it upon Richard; and I saw him, yes I did, Barbara  whisper to Otway Bethel. But oh, I cannot tell you the sickening horror that was upon me throughout, and seemed to be upon you also, lest he should make good his own apparent innocence, and crush Richard, his victim. I think the dread and horror awoke me.

What was he like, this stranger? asked Barbara, in a low tone.

Well, I cannot quite tell. The recollection of his appearance seemed to pass away from me with the dream. He was dressed as a gentleman, and we conversed, with him as an equal.

Barbaras mind was full of Captain Thorn, but his name had not been mentioned to Mrs. Hare, and neither would she mention it now. She fell into deep thought; and Mrs. Hare had to speak twice before she could be aroused.

Barbara, I say, dont you think this dream, coming uncalled for uninduced, must forebode some ill? Rely upon it, something connected with that wretched murder is going to be stirred up again.

You know, I do not believe in dreams, was Barbaras answer. I think when people say, this dream is a sign of such and such a thing, it is the greatest absurdity in the world. I wish you could remember what the man seemed like in your dream.

I wish I could, answered Mrs. Hare, breaking off a particle of her dry toast. All I can remember is, that he appeared to be a gentleman.

Was he tall? Had he black hair?

Mrs. Hare shook her heard. I tell you, my dear, the remembrance has passed from me; so whether his hair was black or light, I cannot say. I think he was tall, but he was sitting down, and Otway Bethel stood behind his chair. I seemed to feel that Richard was outside the door in hiding, trembling lest the man should go out and see him there; and I trembled, too. Oh, Barbara, it was a distressing dream!

I wish you could avoid having them, mamma, for they seem to upset you very much.

Why did you ask whether the man was tall, and had black hair?

Barbara returned an evasive answer. It would not do to tell Mrs. Hare that her suspicions pointed to one particular quarter; it would have agitated her too greatly.

So vivid was the dream, she could scarcely persuade herself, when she awoke, that it was not real, and the murderer actually at West Lynne.

Oh, Barbara, Barbara! she exclaimed, in a wailing tone, when will this mystery be cleared, and my own restored to me? Seven years since he stole here to see us, and no tidings yet.

People say that changes come every seven years, mamma, said Barbara, hopefully; but I will go down and send you up some more tea.

And guard your countenance well, returned her mother. Dont let your father suspect anything. Remember his oath to bring Richard to justice. If he thought we dwelt on his innocence, there is no knowing what he might do to find him, he is so very just.

So very cruel and unnatural, I call it, mamma. But never fear my betraying anything. But have you heard about Joyce?

No. What is it?

She had a severe fall while playing with little Isabel, and it is said she will be confined to bed for several weeks. I am very sorry for her. And, composing her face, she descended to the breakfast-room.

The dinner hour at the Hares, when they were alone, was four oclock and it arrived that day as usual, and they sat down to table. Mrs. Hare was better then; the sunshine and the business of stirring life had in some measure effaced the visions of the night, and restored her to her wonted frame of mind.

The cloth removed, the justice sat but a little while over his port wine, for he was engaged to smoke an after-dinner pipe with a brother magistrate, Mr. Justice Herbert.

Shall you be home to tea, papa? inquired Barbara.

Is it any business of yours, young lady?

Oh, not in the least, answered Miss Barbara. Only if you had been coming home to tea, I suppose we must have waited, had you not been in time.

I thought you said, Richard, that you were going to stay the evening with Mr. Herbert? observed Mrs. Hare.

So I am, responded the justice. But Barbara has a great liking for the sound of her own tongue.

The justice departed, striding pompously down the gravel walk. Barbara waltzed round the large room to a gleeful song, as if she felt his absence a relief. Perhaps she did. You can have tea now, mamma, at any time you please, if you are thirsty, without waiting till seven, quoth she.

Barbara! said Mrs. Hare.

What, mamma?

I am sorry to hear of the calamity which has fallen upon Joyce! I should like to walk to East Lynne this evening and inquire after her, and see her, if I may; it would be but neighborly. I feel quite equal to it. Since I have accustomed myself to take more exercise I feel better for it, you know; and we have not been out to-day. Poor Joyce! What time shall we go, Barbara?

If we were to get there by  by seven, I should think; their dinner will be over then.

Yes, answered Mrs. Hare, with alacrity, who was always pleased when somebody else decided for her. But I should like some tea before we start, Barbara.

Barbara took care that her mamma should have some tea and then they proceeded toward East Lynne. It was a lovely evening  the air warm, and the humming gnats sported in it as if to make the most of the waning summer. Mrs. Hare enjoyed it at first, but ere she reached East Lynne, she became aware that the walk was too much for her. She did not usually venture upon half so long a one, and probably the fever and agitation of the morning had somewhat impaired her days strength. She laid her hand upon the iron gate as they turned into the park, and stood still.

I did wrong to come, Barbara.

Lean on me, mamma. When you reach those benches, you can take a good rest before proceeding to the house. It is very warm, and that may have fatigued you.

They gained the benches, which were placed under some of the park trees, in front of the gates and the road, but not of the house, and Mrs. Hare sat down. Another minute and they were surrounded. Mr. Carlyle, his wife, and sister, who were taking an after-dinner stroll amidst the flowers with their guest, Francis Levison, discerned them, and came up. The children, except the youngest, were of the party. Lady Isabel warmly welcomed Mrs. Hare; she had become quite attached to the delicate and suffering woman.

A pretty one, I am, am I not, Archibald, to come inquiring after one invalid, and am so much of an invalid myself that I have to stop half-way? Mrs. Hare exclaimed, as Mr. Carlyle shook her hand. I was so greatly concerned to hear of poor Joyce.

You must stay the evening, now you are here, cried Lady Isabel. It will afford you a good rest; and tea will refresh you.

Oh thank you, but we have taken tea, said Mrs. Hare.

There is no reason why you should not take some more, she laughed. Indeed, you seem too fatigued to be anything but a prisoner with us for the next hour or two.

I fear I am, answered Mrs. Hare.

Who the dickens are they? Captain Levison was muttering to himself, as he contemplated the guests from a distance. Its a deuced pretty girl, whoever she may be. I think Ill approach, they dont look formidable.

He did approach, and the introduction was made: Captain Levison, Mrs. Hare and Miss Hare. A few formal words, and Captain Levison disappeared again, challenging little William Carlyle to a foot-race.

How very poorly your mamma looks! Mr. Carlyle exclaimed to Barbara, when they were beyond the hearing of Mrs. Hare, who was busy talking with Lady Isabel and Miss Carlyle. And she has appeared so much stronger lately; altogether better.

The walk here has fatigued her; I feared it would be too long; so that she looks unusually pale, replied Barbara. But what do you think it is that has upset her again, Mr. Carlyle?

He turned his inquiring eyes upon Barbara.

Papa came downstairs this morning, saying mamma was ill, that she had one of her old attacks of fever and restlessness. I declare, as papa spoke, I thought to myself could mamma have been dreaming some foolish dream again  for you remember how ill she used to be after them. I ran upstairs and the first thing that mamma said to me was, that she had had one of those dreadful dreams.

I fancied she must have outlived her fear of them; that her own plain sense had come to her aid long ago, showing her how futile dreams are, meaning nothing, even if hers do occasionally touch upon that  that unhappy mystery.

You may just as well reason with a post as reason with mamma when she is suffering from the influence of one of those dreams, returned Barbara. I tried it this morning. I asked her to call up  as you observe  good sense to her aid. And her reply was, How could she help her feelings? She did not induce the dream by thinking of Richard, or in any other way, and yet it came and shattered her. Of course so far, mamma is right, for she cannot help the dreams coming.

Mr. Carlyle made no immediate reply. He picked up a ball belonging to one of the children, which lay in his path, and began tossing it gently in his hand. It is a singular thing, he observed, presently, that we do not hear from Richard.

Oh, very, very. And I know mamma distresses over it. A few words which she let fall this morning, betrayed it plainly. I am no believer in dreams, continued Barbara, but I cannot deny that these, which take such a hold upon mamma, do bear upon the case in a curious manner  the one she had last night especially.

What was it? asked Mr. Carlyle.

She dreamed that the real murderer was at West Lynne. She thought he was at our house  as a visitor, she said, or like one making a morning call  and we, she and I, were conversing with him about the murder. He wanted to deny it  to put it on Richard; and he turned and whispered to Otway Bethel, who stood behind his chair. This is another strange thing, added Barbara, lifting her blue eyes in their deep earnestness to the face of Mr. Carlyle.

What is strange? You speak in enigmas, Barbara.

I mean that Otway Bethel should invariably appear in her dreams. Until that stolen visit of Richards we had no idea he was near the spot at the time, and yet he had always made a prominent feature in these dreams.

And who was the murderer  in your mammas dream? continued Mr. Carlyle, speaking as gravely as though he were upon a subject that men ridicule not.

She cannot remember, except that he seemed a gentleman, and that we held intercourse with him as such. Now, that again is remarkable. We never told her, you know, of our suspicions of Captain Thorn.

I think you must be becoming a convert to the theory of dreams yourself, Barbara; you are so very earnest, smiled Mr. Carlyle.

No, not to dreams; but I am earnest for my dear brother Richards sake.

That Thorn does not appear in a hurry again to favor West Lynne with his  

Mr. Carlyle paused, for Barbara had hurriedly laid her hand upon his arm, with a warning gesture. In talking they had wandered across the park to its ornamental grounds, and were now in a quiet path, overshadowed on the other side by a chain of imitation rocks. Seated astride on the summit of these rocks, right above where Mr. Carlyle and Barbara were standing was Francis Levison. His face was turned from them and he appeared intent upon a childs whip, winding leather round its handle. Whether he heard their footsteps or not, he did not turn. They quickened their pace, and quitted the walk, bending their steps backward toward the group of ladies.

Could he have heard what we were saying? ejaculated Barbara, below her breath.

Mr. Carlyle looked down upon the concerned, flushed cheeks with a smile. Barbara was so evidently perturbed. But for a certain episode of their lives, some years ago, he might have soothed her tenderly.

I think he must have heard a little, Barbara, unless his wits were wool-gathering. He might not be attending. What if he did hear? It is of no consequence.

I was speaking, you know, of Captain Thorn  of his being the murderer.

You were not speaking of Richard or his movements, so never mind. Levison is a stranger to the whole. It is nothing to him. If he did hear the name of Thorn mentioned, or even distinguished the subject, it would bear for him no interest  would go, as the saying runs, in at one ear and out at the other. Be at rest, Barbara.

He really did look somewhat tenderly upon her as he spoke  and they were near enough to Lady Isabel for her to note the glance. She need not have been jealous: it bore no treachery to her. But she did note it; she had noted also their wandering away together, and she jumped to the conclusion that it was premeditated, that they had gone beyond her sight to enjoy each others society for a few stolen moments. Wonderfully attractive looked Barbara that evening, for Mr. Carlyle or any one else to steal away with. Her tasty, elegant airy summer attire, her bright blue eyes, her charming features, and her damask cheeks! She had untied the strings of her pretty white bonnet, and was restlessly playing with them, more in thought than nervousness.

Barbara, love, how are we to get home? asked Mrs. Hare. I do fear I shall never walk it. I wish I had told Benjamin to bring the phaeton.

I can send to him, said Mr. Carlyle.

But it is too bad of me, Archibald, to take you and Lady Isabel by storm in this unceremonious manner; and to give your servants trouble besides.

A great deal too bad, I think, returned Mr. Carlyle, with mock gravity. As to the servants, the one who has to go will never get over the trouble, depend upon it. You always were more concerned for others than for yourself, dear Mrs. Hare.

And you were always kind, Archibald, smoothing difficulties for all, and making a trouble of nothing. Ah, Lady Isabel, were I a young woman, I should be envying you your good husband; there are not many like him.

Possibly the sentence reminded Lady Isabel that another, who was young, might be envying her, for her cheeks  Isabels  flushed crimson. Mr. Carlyle held out his strong arm of help to Mrs. Hare.

If sufficiently rested, I fancy you would be more comfortable on a sofa indoors. Allow me to support you thither.

And you can take my arm on the other side, cried Miss Carlyle, placing her tall form by Mrs. Hare. Between us both we will pull you bravely along; your feet need scarcely touch the ground.

Mrs. Hare laughed, but said she thought Mr. Carlyles arm would be sufficient. She took it, and they were turning toward the house, when her eye caught the form of a gentleman passing along the road by the park gate.

Barbara, run, she hurriedly exclaimed. Theres Tom Herbert going toward our house, and he will just call in and tell them to send the phaeton, if you ask him, which will save the trouble to Mr. Carlyles servants of going expressly. Make haste, child! You will be up with him in half a minute.

Barbara, thus urged, set off, on the spur of the moment, toward the gates, before the rest of the party well knew what was being done. It was too late for Mr. Carlyle to stop her and repeat that the servant should go, for Barbara was already up with Mr. Tom Herbert. The latter had seen her running toward him, and waited at the gate.

Are you going past our house? inquired Barbara, perceiving then that Otway Bethel also stood there, but just beyond the view of the women.

Yes. Why? replied Tom Herbert, who was not famed for his politeness, being blunt by nature and fast by habit.

Mamma would be so much obliged to you, if you would just call in and leave word that Benjamin is to bring up the phaeton. Mamma walked here, intending to walk home, but she finds herself so fatigued as to be unequal to it.

All right. Ill call and send him. What time?

Nothing had been said to Barbara about the time, so she was at liberty to name her own. Ten oclock. We shall be home then before papa.

That you will, responded Tom Herbert. He and the governor, and two or three more old codgers, are blowing clouds till you cant see across the room; and they are sure to get at it after supper. I say, Miss Barbara are you engaged for a few picnics?

Good for a great many, returned Barbara.

Our girls want to get up some in the next week or two. Jacks home, you know.

Is he? said Barbara, in surprise.

We had a letter yesterday, and he came to-day  a brother officer with him. Jack vows if the girls dont cater well for them in the way of amusement, hell never honor them by spending his leave at home again; so mind you keep yourself in readiness for any fun that may turn up. Good evening.

Good evening, Miss Hare, added Otway Bethel.

As Barbara was returning the salutation, she became conscious of other footsteps advancing from the same direction that they had come, and moved her head hastily round. Two gentlemen, walking arm-in-arm, were close upon her, in one of whom she recognized Jack, otherwise Major Herbert. He stopped, and held out his hand.

It is some years since we met, but I have not forgotten the pretty face of Miss Barbara, he cried. A young girls face it was then, but it is a stately young ladys now.

Barbara laughed. Your brother has just told me you had arrived at West Lynne; but I did not know you were so close to me. He has been asking me if I am ready for some pic

Barbaras voice faltered, and the rushing crimson dyed her face. Whose face was that, who was he, standing opposite to her, side by side with John Herbert? She had seen the face but once, yet it had implanted itself upon her memory in characters of fire. Major Herbert continued to talk, but Barbara for once lost her self-possession; she could not listen, she could only stare at that face as if fascinated to the gaze, looking herself something like a simpleton, her shy blue eyes anxious and restless, and her lips turning to an ashy whiteness. A strange feeling of wonder, of superstition was creeping over Barbara. Was that man behind her in sober, veritable reality  or was it but a phantom called up in her mind by the associations rising from her mammas dream; or by the conversation held not many moments ago with Mr. Carlyle.

Major Herbert may have deemed that Barbara, who evidently could not attend to himself, but was attending to his companion, wished for an introduction, and he accordingly made it. Captain Thorn  Miss Hare.

Then Barbara roused herself; her senses were partially coming to her, and she became alive to the fact that they must deem her behavior unorthodox for a young lady.

I  I looked at Captain Thorn, for I thought I remembered his face, she stammered.

I was in West Lynne for a day or two, some five years ago, he observed.

Ah  yes, returned Barbara. Are you going to make a long stay now?

We have several weeks leave of absence. Whether we shall remain here all the time I cannot say.

Barbara parted from them. Thought upon thought crowded upon her brain as she flew back to East Lynne. She ran up the steps to the hall, gliding toward a group which stood near its further end  her mother, Miss Carlyle, Mr. Carlyle, and little Isabel; Lady Isabel she did not see. Mrs. Hare was then going up to see Joyce.

In the agitation of the moment she stealthily touched Mr. Carlyle, and he stepped away from the rest to speak to her, she drawing back toward the door of one of the reception rooms, and motioning him to approach.

Oh, Archibald, I must speak to you alone! Could you not come out again for a little while?

He nodded, and walked out openly by her side. Why should he not? What had he to conceal? But, unfortunately, Lady Isabel, who had but gone into that same room for a minute, and was coming out again to join Mrs. Hare, both saw Barbaras touch upon her husbands arm, marked her agitation, and heard her words. She went to one of the hall windows and watched them saunter toward the more private part of the ground; she saw her husband send back Isabel. Never, since her marriage, had Lady Isabels jealousy been excited as it was excited that evening.

I  I feel  I scarcely know whether I am awake or dreaming, began Barbara, putting up her hand to her brow and speaking in a dreamy tone. Pardon me for bringing you out in this unceremonious fashion.

What state secrets have you to discuss? asked Mr. Carlyle in a jesting manner.

We were speaking of mammas dream. She said the impression it had left upon her mind  that the murderer was in West Lynne  was so vivid that in spite of common sense she could not persuade herself that he was not. Well  just now  

Barbara, what can be the matter? uttered Mr. Carlyle, perceiving that her agitation was so great as to impede her words.

I have just seen him! she rejoined.

Seen him! echoed Mr. Carlyle, looking at her fixedly, a doubt crossing his mind whether Barbaras mind might be as uncollected as her manner.

What were nearly my last words to you? That if ever that Thorn did come to West Lynne again, I would leave no stone unturned to bring it home to him. He is here, Archibald. Now, when I went to the gate to speak to Tom Herbert, his brother, Major Herbert, was also there, and with him Captain Thorn. Bethel, also. Do you wonder I say that I know not whether I am awake or dreaming? They have some weeks holiday, and are here to spend it.

It is a singular coincidence, exclaimed Mr. Carlyle.

Had anything been wanting to convince me that Thorn is the guilty man, this would have done it, went on Barbara, in her excitement. Mammas dream, with the steadfast impression it left upon her that Hallijohns murderer was now at West Lynne

In turning the sharp corner of the covered walk they came in contact with Captain Levison, who appeared to be either standing or sauntering there, his hands underneath his coat-tails. Again Barbara felt vexed, wondering how much he had heard, and beginning in her heart to dislike the man. He accosted them familiarly, and appeared as if he would have turned with them; but none could put down presumption more effectually than Mr. Carlyle, calm and gentlemanly though he always was.

I will join you presently, Captain Levison, he said with a wave of the hand. And he turned back with Barbara toward the open parts of the park.

Do you like that Captain Levison? she abruptly inquired, when they were beyond hearing.

I cannot say I do, was Mr. Carlyles reply. He is one who does not improve upon acquaintance.

To me it looks as though he had placed himself in our way to hear what we were saying.

No, no, Barbara. What interest could it bear for him?

Barbara did not contest the point; she turned to the one nearer at heart. What must be our course with regard to Thorn?

It is more than I can tell you, replied Mr. Carlyle. I cannot go up to the man and unceremoniously accuse him of being Hallijohns murderer.

They took their way to the house, for there was nothing further to discuss. Captain Levison entered it before them, and saw Lady Isabel standing at the hall window. Yes, she was standing and looking still, brooding over her fancied wrongs.

Who is that Miss Hare? he demanded in a cynical tone. They appear to have a pretty good understanding together. Twice this evening I have met them enjoying a private walk and a private confab.

What did you say? sharply and haughtily returned Lady Isabel.

Nay, I did not mean to offend you, was the answer, for he knew that she heard his words distinctly in spite of her question. I spoke of Monsieur votre mari.


CHAPTER XXIII.

CAPTAIN THORN IN TROUBLE ABOUT A BILL.

In talking over a bygone misfortune, we sometimes make the remark, or hear it made to us, Circumstances worked against it. Such and such a thing might have turned out differently, we say, had the surrounding circumstances been more favorable, but they were in opposition; they were dead against it. Now, if ever attendant circumstances can be said to have borne a baneful influence upon any person in this world, they most assuredly did at this present time against Lady Isabel Carlyle.

Coeval, you see, with the arrival of the ex-captain, Levison, at East Lynne, all the jealous feeling, touching her husband and Barbara Hare, was renewed, and with greater force than ever. Barbara, painfully anxious that something should be brought to light, it would have puzzled her to say how or by what means, by which her brother should be exonerated from the terrible charge under which he lay; fully believing that Frederick Thorn, captain in her majestys service, was the man who had committed the crime, as asserted by Richard, was in a state of excitement bordering upon frenzy. Too keenly she felt the truth of her own words, that she was powerless, that she could, herself, do nothing. When she rose in the morning, after a night passed in troubled reflection more than in sleep, her thoughts were, Oh, that I could this day find out something certain! She was often at the Herberts; frequently invited there  sometimes going uninvited. She and the Herberts were intimate and they pressed Barbara into all the impromptu gay doings, now their brother was at home. There she of course saw Captain Thorn, and now and then she was enabled to pick up scraps of his past history. Eagerly were these scraps carried to Mr. Carlyle. Not at his office; Barbara would not appear there. Perhaps she was afraid of the gossiping tongues of West Lynne, or that her visits might have come to the knowledge of that stern, prying, and questioning old gentleman whom she called sire. It may be too, that she feared, if seen haunting Mr. Carlyles office, Captain Thorn might come to hear of it and suspect the agitation, that was afloat  for who could know better than he, the guilt that was falsely attaching to Richard? Therefore she chose rather to go to East Lynne, or to waylay Mr. Carlyle as he passed to and from business. It was little she gathered to tell him; one evening she met him with the news that Mr. Thorn had been in former years at West Lynne, though she could not fix the date; another time she went boldly to East Lynne in eager anxiety, ostensibly to make a call on Lady Isabel  and a very restless one it was  contriving to make Mr. Carlyle understand that she wanted to see him alone. He went out with her when she departed, and accompanied her as far as the park gates, the two evidently absorbed in earnest converse. Lady Isabels jealous eye saw that. The communication Barbara had to make was, that Captain Thorn had let fall the avowal that he had once been in trouble, though of its nature there was no indication given. Another journey of hers took the scrap of news that she had discovered he knew Swainson well. Part of this, nay, perhaps the whole of it, Mr. Carlyle had found out for himself; nevertheless he always received Barbara with vivid interest. Richard Hare was related to Miss Carlyle, and if his innocence could be made clear in the sight of men, it would be little less gratifying to them than to the Hares. Of Richards innocence, Mr. Carlyle now entertained little, if any doubt, and he was becoming impressed with the guilt of Captain Thorn. The latter spoke mysteriously of a portion of his past life  when he could be brought to speak of it at all  and he bore evidently some secret that he did not care to have alluded to.

But now look at the mean treachery of that man, Francis Levison! The few meetings that Lady Isabel did witness between her husband and Barbara would have been quite enough to excite her anger and jealousy, to trouble her peace; but, in addition, Francis Levison took care to tell her of those she did not see. It pleased him  he could best tell with what motive  to watch the movements of Mr. Carlyle and Barbara. There was a hedge pathway through the fields, on the opposite side of the road to the residence of Justice Hare, and as Mr. Carlyle walked down the road to business in his unsuspicion (not one time in fifty did he choose to ride; the walk to and fro kept him in health, he said), Captain Levison would be strolling down like a serpent behind the hedge, watching all his movements, watching his interviews with Barbara, did any take place, watching Mr. Carlyle turn into the grove, as he sometimes did, and perhaps watch Barbara run out of the house to meet him. It was all related over, and with miserable exaggeration, to Lady Isabel, whose jealousy, as a natural sequence, grew feverish in its extent.

It is scarcely necessary to explain, that of this feeling of Lady Isabels Barbara knew nothing; not a shadow of suspicion had ever penetrated to her mind that Lady Isabel was jealous of her. Had she been told that such was the fact, she would have laughed in derision at her informant. Mr. Carlyles happy wife, proudly secure in her position and in his affection, jealous of her! of her, to whom he had never given an admiring look or a loving word! It would have taken a great deal to make Barbara believe that.

How different were the facts in reality. These meetings of Mr. Carlyles and Barbaras, instead of episodes of love-making and tender speeches, were positively painful, especially to Barbara, from the unhappy nature of the subject to be discussed. Far from feeling a reprehensible pleasure at seeking the meetings with Mr. Carlyle, Barbara shrank from them; but that she was urged by dire necessity, in the interests of Richard, she would wholly have avoided such. Poor Barbara, in spite of that explosion of bottled-up excitement years back, was a lady, possessed of a ladys ideas and feelings, and  remembering the explosion  it did not accord with her pride at all to be pushing herself into what might be called secret meetings with Archibald Carlyle. But Barbara, in her sisterly love, pressed down all thought of self, and went perseveringly forward for Richards sake.

Mr. Carlyle was seated one morning in his private room at his office, when his head clerk, Mr. Dill came in. A gentleman is asking to see you, Mr. Archibald.

I am too busy to see anybody for this hour to come. You know that, Dill.

So I told him, sir, and he says hell wait. It is that Captain Thorn who is staying here with John Herbert.

Mr. Carlyle raised his eyes, and they encountered those of the old man; a peculiar expression was in the face of both. Mr. Carlyle glanced down at the parchment he was perusing, as if calculating his time. Then he looked up again and spoke.

I will see him, Dill. Send him in.

The business leading to the visit was quite simple. Captain Frederick Thorn had got himself into some trouble and vexation about a bill  as too many captains will do  and he had come to crave advice of Mr. Carlyle.

Mr. Carlyle felt dubious about giving it. This Captain Thorn was a pleasant, attractive sort of a man, who won much on acquaintance; one whom Mr. Carlyle would have been pleased, in a friendly point of view, and setting professional interest apart, to help out of his difficulties; but if he were the villain they suspected him to be, the man with crime upon his hand, then Mr. Carlyle would have ordered his office door held wide for him to slink out of it.

Cannot you advise me what my course ought to be? he inquired, detecting Mr. Carlyles hesitation.

I could advise you, certainly. But  you must excuse my being plain, Captain Thorn  I like to know who my clients are before I take up their cause or accept them as clients.

I am able to pay you, was Captain Thorns reply. I am not short of ready money; only this bill

Mr. Carlyle laughed out, after having bit his lip with annoyance. It was a natural inference of yours, he said, but I assure you I was not thinking of your purse or my pocket. My father held it right never to undertake business for a stranger  unless a man was good, in a respectable point of view, and his cause was good, he did not mention it  and I have acted on the same principle. By these means, the position and character of our business, is rarely attained by a solicitor. Now, in saying that you are a stranger to me, I am not casting any doubt upon you, Captain Thorn, I am merely upholding my common practice.

My family is well connected, was Captain Thorns next venture.

Excuse me; family has nothing to do with it. If the poorest day laborer, if a pauper out of the workhouse came to me for advice, he should be heartily welcome to it, provided he were an honest man in the face of the day. Again I repeat, you must take no offence at what I say, for I cast no reflection on you; I only urge that you and your character are unknown to me.

Curious words from a lawyer to a client-aspirant, and Captain Thorn found them so. But Mr. Carlyles tone was so courteous, his manner so affable, in fact he was so thoroughly the gentleman, that it was impossible to feel hurt.

Well, how can I convince you that I am respectable? I have served my country ever since I was sixteen, and my brother officers have found no cause of complaint  any position as an officer and a gentleman would be generally deemed a sufficient guarantee. Inquire of John Herbert. The Herberts, too, are friends of yours, and they have not disdained to give me room amidst their family.

True, returned Mr. Carlyle, feeling that he could not well object further; and also that all men should be deemed innocent until proved guilty. At any rate, I will advise you what must be done at present, he added, though if the affair is one that must go on, I do not promise that I can continue to act for you. I am very busy just now.

Captain Thorn explained his dilemma, and Mr. Carlyle told him what to do in it. Were you not at West Lynne some ten years ago? he suddenly inquired, at the close of the conversation. You denied it to me once at my house; but I concluded from an observation you let fall, that you had been here.

Yes, I was, replied Captain Thorn, in a confidential tone. I dont mind owning it to you in confidence, but I do not wish it to get abroad. I was not at West Lynne, but in its neighborhood. The fact is, when I was a careless young fellow, I was stopping a few miles from here, and got into a scrape, through a  a  in short it was an affair of gallantry. I did not show out very well at the time, and I dont care that it should be known in the country again.

Mr. Carlyles pulse  for Richard Hares sake  beat a shade quicker. The avowal of an affair of gallantry was almost a confirmation of his suspicions.

Yes, he pointedly said. The girl was Afy Hallijohn.

Afy  who? repeated Captain Thorn, opening his eyes, and fixing them on Mr. Carlyles.

Afy Hallijohn.

Captain Thorn continued to look at Mr. Carlyle, an amused expression, rather than any other, predominant on his features. You are mistaken, he observed. Afy Hallijohn? I never heard the name before in my life.

Did you ever hear or know that a dreadful tragedy was enacted in this place about that period? replied Mr. Carlyle, in a low, meaning tone. That Afy Hallijohns father was

Oh, stay, stay, stay, hastily interrupted Captain Thorn. I am telling a story in saying I never heard her name. Afy Hallijohn? Why, thats the girl Tom Herbert was telling me about  who  what was it?  disappeared after her father was murdered.

Murdered in his own cottage  almost in Afys presence  murdered by  by   Mr. Carlyle recollected himself; he had spoken more impulsively than was his custom. Hallijohn was my fathers faithful clerk for many years, he more calmly concluded.

And he who committed the murder was young Hare, son of Justice Hare, and brother to that attractive girl, Barbara. Your speaking of this has recalled, what they told me to my recollection, the first evening I was at the Herberts. Justice Hare was there, smoking  half a dozen pipes there were going at once. I also saw Miss Barbara that evening at your park gates, and Tom told me of the murder. An awful calamity for the Hares. I suppose that is the reason the young lady is Miss Hare still. One with her good fortune and good looks ought to have changed her name ere this.

No, it is not the reason, returned Mr. Carlyle.

What is the reason, then?

A faint flush tinged the brow of Mr. Carlyle. I know more than one who would be glad to get Barbara, in spite of the murder. Do not depreciate Miss Hare.

Not I, indeed; I like the young lady too well, replied Captain Thorn. The girl, Afy, has never been heard of since, has she?

Never, said Mr. Carlyle. Do you know her well? he deliberately added.

I never knew her at all, if you mean Afy Hallijohn. Why should you think I did? I never heard of her till Tom Herbert amused me with the history.

Mr. Carlyle most devoutly wished he could tell whether the man before him was speaking the truth or falsehood. He continued,  

Afys favors  I speak in no invidious sense  I mean her smiles and chatter  were pretty freely dispersed, for she was heedless and vain. Amidst others who got the credit for occasional basking in her rays, was a gentleman of the name of Thorn. Was it not yourself?

Captain Thorn stroked his moustache with an air that seemed to say he could boast of his share of such baskings: in short, as if he felt half inclined to do it. Upon my word, he simpered, you do me too much honor; I cannot confess to having been favored by Miss Afy.

Then she was not the  the damsel you speak of, who drove you  if I understand aright  from the locality? resumed Mr. Carlyle, fixing his eyes upon him, so as to take in every tone of the answer and shade of countenance as he gave it.

I should think not, indeed. It was a married lady, mores the pity; young, pretty, vain and heedless, as you represent this Afy. Things went smoother after a time, and she and her husband  a stupid country yeoman  became reconciled; but I have been ashamed of it since I have grown wiser, and I do not care ever to be recognized as the actor in it, or to have it raked up against me.

Captain Thorn rose and took a somewhat hasty leave. Was he, or was he not, the man? Mr. Carlyle could not solve the doubt.

Mr. Dill came in as he disappeared, closed the door, and advanced to his master, speaking in an under tone.

Mr. Archibald, has it struck you that the gentleman just gone out may be the Lieutenant Thorn you once spoke to me about  he who had used to gallop over from Swainson to court Afy Hallijohn?

It has struck me so, most forcibly, replied Mr. Carlyle. Dill, I would give five hundred pounds out of my pocket this moment to be assured of the fact  if he is the same.

I have seen him several times since he has been staying with the Herberts, pursued the old gentleman, and my doubts have naturally been excited as to whether it could be the man in question. Curious enough, Bezant, the doctor, was over here yesterday from Swainson; and as I was walking with him, arm-in-arm, we met Captain Thorn. The two recognized each other and bowed, merely as distant acquaintances. Do you know that gentleman? said I to Bezant. Yes, he answered, it is Mr. Frederick. Mr. Frederick with something added on to it, said I; his name is Thorn. I know that, returned Bezant; but when he was in Swainson some years ago, he chose to drop the Thorn, and the town in general knew him only as Mr. Frederick. What was he doing there, Bezant? I asked. Amusing himself and getting into mischief, was the answer; nothing very bad, only the random scrapes of young men. Was he often on horseback, riding to a distance? was my next question. Yes, that he was, replied Bezant; none more fond of galloping across the country than he; I used to tell him hed ride his horses tail off. Now, Mr. Archibald, what do you think? concluded the old clerk; and so far as I could make out, this was about the very time of the tragedy at Hallijohns.

Think? replied Mr. Carlyle. What can I think but that it is the same man. I am convinced of it now.

And, leaning back into his chair, he fell into a deep reverie, regardless of the parchments that lay before him.

The weeks went on  two or three  and things seemed to be progressing backward, rather than forward  if thats not Irish. Francis Levisons affairs  that is, the adjustment of them  did not advance at all.

Another thing that may be said to be progressing backward, for it was going on fast to bad, instead of good, was the jealousy of Lady Isabel. How could it be otherwise, kept up, as it was, by Barbaras frequent meetings with Mr. Carlyle, and by Captain Levisons exaggerated whispers of them. Discontented, ill at ease with herself and with everybody about her, Isabel was living now in a state of excitement, a dangerous resentment against her husband beginning to rise up in her heart. That very day  the one of Captain Levisons visit to Levison Park  in driving through West Lynne in the pony carriage, she had come upon her husband in close converse with Barbara Hare. So absorbed were they, that they never saw her, though her carriage passed close to the pavement where they stood.

On the morning following this, as the Hare family were seated at breakfast, the postman was observed coming toward the house. Barbara sprang from her seat to the open window, and the man advanced to her.

Only one miss. It is for yourself.

Who is it from? began the justice, as Barbara returned to her chair. In letters as in other things, he was always curious to know their contents, whether they might be addressed to himself or not.

It is from Anne, papa, replied Barbara, as she laid the letter by her side on the table.

Why dont you open it and see what she says?

I will, directly; I am just going to pour out some more tea for mamma.

Finally the justice finished his breakfast, and strolled out into the garden.

Barbara opened her letter; Mrs. Hare watched her movements and her countenance. She saw the latter flush suddenly and vividly, and then become deadly pale; she saw Barbara crush the note in her hand when read.

Oh, mamma! she uttered.

The flush of emotion came also into Mrs. Hares delicate cheeks. Barbara, is it bad news?

Mamma, it  it  is about Richard, she whispered, glancing at the door and window, to see that none might be within sight or hearing. I never thought of him; I only fancied Anne might be sending me some bit of news concerning her own affairs. Good Heavens! How fortunate  how providential that papa did not see the paper fall; and that you did not persist in your inquiries. If he

Barbara, you are keeping me in suspense, interrupted Mrs. Hare, who had also grown white. What should Anne know about Richard?

Barbara smoothed out the writing, and held it before her mother. It was as follows:  

I have had a curious note from R. It was without date or signature, but I knew his handwriting. He tells me to let you know, in the most sure and private manner that I can, that he will soon be paying another night visit. You are to watch the grove every evening when the present moon gets bright.

Mrs. Hare covered her face for some minutes. Thank God for all his mercies, she murmured.

Oh, mamma, but it is an awful risk for him to run!

But to know that he is in life  to know that he is in life! And for the risk  Barbara, I dread it not. The same God who protected him through the last visit, will protect him through this. He will not forsake the oppressed, the innocent. Destroy the paper, child.

Archibald Carlyle must first see it, mamma.

I shall not be easy until it is destroyed, Barbara.

Braving the comments of the gossips, hoping the visit would not reach the ears or eyes of the justice, Barbara went that day to the office of Mr. Carlyle. He was not there, he was at West Lynne; he had gone to Lynneborough on business, and Mr. Dill thought it a question if he would be at the office again that day. If so, it would be late in the afternoon. Barbara, as soon as their own dinner was over, took up her patient station at the gate, hoping to see him pass; but the time went by and he did not. She had little doubt that he had returned home without going to West Lynne.

What should she do? Go up to East Lynne and see him, said her conscience. Barbaras mind was in a strangely excited state. It appeared to her that this visit of Richards must have been specially designed by Providence, that he might be confronted by Thorn.

Mamma, she said, returning indoors, after seeing the justice depart upon an evening visit to the Bucks Head, where he and certain other justices and gentlemen sometimes congregated to smoke and chat, I shall go up to East Lynne, if you have no objection. I must see Mr. Carlyle.

Away went Barbara. It had struck seven when she arrived at East Lynne.

Is Mr. Carlyle disengaged?

Mr. Carlyle is not yet home, miss. My lady and Miss Carlyle are waiting dinner for him.

A check for Barbara. The servant asked her to walk in, but she declined and turned from the door. She was in no mood for visit paying.

Lady Isabel had been standing at the window watching for her husband and wondering what made him so late. She observed Barbara approach the house, and saw her walk away again. Presently the servant who had answered the door, entered the drawing-room.

Was not that Miss Hare?

Yes, my lady, was the mans reply. She wanted master. I said your ladyship was at home, but she would not enter.

Isabel said no more; she caught the eyes of Francis Levison fixed on her with as much meaning, compassionate meaning, as they dared express. She clasped her hands in pain, and turned again to the window.

Barbara was slowly walking down the avenue, Mr. Carlyle was then in sight, walking quickly up it. Lady Isabel saw their hands meet in greeting.

Oh, I am so thankful to have met you! Barbara exclaimed to him, impulsively. I actually went to your office to-day, and I have been now to your house. We have such news!

Ay! What? About Thorn?

No; about Richard, replied Barbara, taking the scrap of paper from the folds of her dress. This came to me this morning from Anne.

Mr. Carlyle took the document, and Barbara looked over him whilst he read it; neither of them thinking that Lady Isabels jealous eyes, and Captain Levisons evil ones, were strained upon them from the distant windows. Miss Carlyles also, for the matter of that.

Archibald, it seems to me that Providence must be directing him hither at this moment. Our suspicions with regard to Thorn can now be set at rest. You must contrive that Richard shall see him. What can he be coming again for?

More money, was the supposition of Mr. Carlyle. Does Mrs. Hare know of this?

She does, unfortunately. I opened the paper before her, never dreaming it was connected with Richard  poor, unhappy Richard!  and not to be guilty.

He acted as though he were guilty, Barbara; and that line of conduct often entails as much trouble as real guilt.

You do not believe him guilty? she most passionately uttered.

I do not. I have little doubt of the guilt of Thorn.

Oh, if it could but be brought home to him! returned Barbara, so that Richard might be cleared in the sight of day. How can you contrive that he shall see Thorn?

I cannot tell; I must think it over. Let me know the instant he arrives, Barbara.

Of course I shall. It may be that he does not want money; that his errand is only to see mamma. He was always so fond of her.

I must leave you, said Mr. Carlyle, taking her hand in token of farewell. Then, as a thought occurred to him, he turned and walked a few steps with her without releasing it. He was probably unconscious that he retained it; she was not.

You know, Barbara, if he should want money, and it be not convenient to Mrs. Hare to supply it at so short a notice, I can give it to him, as I did before.

Thank you, thank you, Archibald. Mamma felt sure you would.

She lifted her eyes to his with an expression of gratitude; a warmer feeling for an uncontrolled moment mingled with it. Mr. Carlyle nodded pleasantly, and then set off toward his house at the pace of a steam engine.

Two minutes in his dressing-room, and he entered the drawing-room, apologizing for keeping them waiting dinner, and explaining that he had been compelled to go to his office to give some orders subsequent to his return to Lynneborough. Lady Isabels lips were pressed together, and she preserved an obstinate silence. Mr. Carlyle, in his unsuspicion, did not notice it.

What did Barbara Hare want? demanded Miss Carlyle, during dinner.

She wanted to see me on business, was his reply, given in a tone that certainly did not invite his sister to pursue the subject. Will you take some more fish, Isabel?

What was that you were reading over with her? pursued the indefatigable Miss Corny. It looked like a note.

Ah, that would be telling, returned Mr. Carlyle, willing to turn it off with gayety. If young ladies choose to make me party to their love letters, I cannot betray confidence, you know.

What rubbish Archibald! quoth she. As if you could not say outright what Barbara wants, without making a mystery of it. And she seems to be always wanting you now.

Mr. Carlyle glanced at his sister a quick, peculiar look; it seemed to her to speak both of seriousness and warning. Involuntarily her thoughts  and her fears  flew back to the past.

Archibald, Archibald! she uttered, repeating the name, as if she could not get any further words out in her dread. It  it  is never  that old affair is never being raked up again?

Now Miss Carlyles old affair referred to one sole and sore point  Richard Hare, and so Mr. Carlyle understood it. Lady Isabel unhappily believing that any old affair could only have reference to the bygone loves of her husband and Barbara.

You will oblige me by going on with your dinner, Cornelia, gravely responded Mr. Carlyle. Then  assuming a more laughing tone I tell you it is unreasonable to expect me to betray a young womans secrets, although she may choose to confide them professionally to me. What say you, Captain Levison?

The gentleman addressed bowed, a smile of mockery, all too perceptible to Lady Isabel, on his lips. And Miss Carlyle bent her head over her plate, and went on with her dinner as meek as any lamb.

That same evening, Lady Isabels indignant and rebellious heart condescended to speak of it when alone with her husband.

What is it that she wants with you so much, that Barbara Hare?

It is private business, Isabel. She has to bring me messages from her mother.

Must the business be kept from me?

He was silent for a moment, considering whether he might tell her. But it was impossible he could speak, even to his wife, of the suspicion they were attaching to Captain Thorn. It would have been unfair and wrong; neither could he betray that a secret visit was expected from Richard. To no one in the world could he betray that, however safe and true.

It would not make you the happier to know it, Isabel. There is a dark secret, you are aware, touching the Hare family. It is connected with that.

She did not put faith in a word of the reply. She believed he could not tell her because her feelings, as his wife, would be outraged by the confession; and it goaded her anger into recklessness. Mr. Carlyle, on his part, never gave a thought to the supposition that she might be jealous; he had believed that nonsense at an end years ago. He was perfectly honorable and true; strictly faithful to his wife, giving her no shadow of cause or reason to be jealous of him; and being a practical, matter-of-fact man, it did not occur to him that she could be so.

Lady Isabel was sitting, the following morning, moody and out of sorts. Captain Levison, who had accompanied Mr. Carlyle in the most friendly manner possible to the park gate on his departure, and then stolen along the hedgewalk, had returned to Lady Isabel with the news of an ardent interview with Barbara, who had been watching for his going by at the gate of the grove. She sat, sullenly digesting the tidings, when a note was brought in. It proved to be an invitation to dinner for the following Tuesday, at a Mrs. Jeffersons  for Mr. and Lady Isabel Carlyle and Miss Carlyle.

Do you go? asked Miss Carlyle.

Yes, replied Isabel. Mr. Carlyle and I both want a change of some sort, she added, in a mocking sort of spirit; it may be well to have it, if only for an evening.

In truth this unhappy jealousy, this distrust of her husband, appeared to have altered Lady Isabels very nature.

And leave Captain Levison? returned Miss Carlyle.

Lady Isabel went over to her desk, making no reply.

What will you do with him, I ask? persisted Miss Carlyle.

He can remain here  he can dine by himself. Shall I accept the invitation for you?

No; I shall not go, said Miss Carlyle.

Then, in that case, there can be no difficulty in regard to Captain Levison, coldly spoke Lady Isabel.

I dont want his company  I am not fond of it, cried Miss Carlyle. I would go to Mrs. Jeffersons, but that I should want a new dress.

Thats easily had, said Lady Isabel. I shall want one myself.

You want a new dress! uttered Miss Carlyle. Why, you have a dozen!

I dont know that I could count a dozen in all, returned Lady Isabel, chafing at the remark, and the continual thwarting put upon her by Miss Carlyle, which had latterly seemed more than hard to endure. Petty evils are more difficult to support than great ones, take notice.

Lady Isabel concluded her note, folded, sealed it, and then rang the bell. As the man left the room with it, she desired that Wilson might be sent to her.

Is it this morning, Wilson, that the dressmaker comes to try on Miss Isabels dress? she inquired.

Wilson hesitated and stammered, and glanced from her mistress to Miss Carlyle. The latter looked up from her work.

The dressmakers not coming, spoke she, sharply. I countermanded the order for the frock, for Isabel does not require it.

She does require it, answered Lady Isabel, in perhaps the most displeased tone she had ever used to Miss Carlyle. I am a competent judge of what is necessary for my children.

She no more requires a new frock than that table requires one, or that you require the one you are longing for, stoically persisted Miss Carlyle. She has got ever so many lying by, and her striped silk, turned, will make up as handsome as ever.

Wilson backed out of the room and closed the door softly, but her mistress caught a compassionate look directed toward her. Her heart seemed bursting with indignation and despair; there seemed to be no side on which she could turn for refuge. Pitied by her own servants!

She reopened her desk and dashed off a haughty, peremptory note for the attendance of the dressmaker at East Lynne, commanding its immediate dispatch.

Miss Corny groaned in her wrath.

You will be sorry for not listening to me, maam, when your husband shall be brought to poverty. He works like a horse now, and with all his slaving, can scarcely, I fear, keep expenses down.

Poor Lady Isabel, ever sensitive, began to think they might, with one another, be spending more than Mr. Carlyles means would justify; she knew their expenses were heavy. The same tale had been dinned into her ears ever since she married him. She gave up in that moment all thought of the new dress for herself and for Isabel; but her spirit, in her deep unhappiness, felt sick and faint within her.

Wilson, meanwhile, had flown to Joyces room, and was exercising her dearly beloved tongue in an exaggerated account of the matter  how Miss Carlyle put upon my lady, and had forbidden a new dress to her, as well as the frock to Miss Isabel.

And yet a few more days passed on.


CHAPTER XXIV.

RICHARD HARE AT MR. DILLS WINDOW.

Bright was the moon on that genial Monday night, bright was the evening star, as they shone upon a solitary wayfarer who walked on the shady side of the road with his head down, as though he did not care to court observation. A laborer, apparently, for he wore a smock-frock and had hobnails in his shoes; but his whiskers were large and black, quite hiding the lower part of his face, and his broad-brimmed wide-awake came far over his brows. He drew near the dwelling of Richard Hare, Esq., plunged rapidly over some palings, after looking well to the right and to the left, into a field, and thence over the side wall into Mr. Hares garden, where he remained amidst the thick trees.

Now, by some mischievous spirit of intuition or contrariety, Justice Hare was spending this evening at home, a thing he did not do once in six months unless he had friends with him. Things in real life do mostly go by the rules of contrary, as children say in their play, holding the corners of the handkerchief, Here we go round and round by the rules of contrary; if I tell you to hold fast, you must loose; if I tell you to loose, you must hold fast. Just so in the play of life. When we want people to hold fast, they loose; and when we want them to loose, they hold fast.

Barbara, anxious, troubled, worn out almost with the suspense of looking and watching for her brother, feeling a feverish expectation that night would bring him  but so had she felt for the two or three nights past  would have given her hand for her father to go out. But no  things were going by the rule of contrary. There sat the stern justice in full view of the garden and the grove, his chair drawn precisely in front of the window, his wig awry, and a long pipe in his mouth.

Are you not going out, Richard? Mrs. Hare ventured to say.

No.

Mamma, shall I ring for the shutters to be closed? asked Barbara, by and by.

Shutters closed? said the justice. Whod shut out this bright moon? You have got the lamp at the far end of the room, young lady, and can go to it.

Barbara ejaculated an inward prayer for patience  for safety of Richard, if he did come, and waited on, watching the grove in the distance. It came, the signal, her quick eye caught it; a movement as if some person or thing had stepped out beyond the trees and stepped back again. Barbaras face turned white and her lips dry.

I am so hot! she exclaimed, in her confused eagerness for an excuse; I must take a turn in the garden.

She stole out, throwing a dark shawl over her shoulders, that might render her less conspicuous to the justice, and her dress that evening was a dark silk. She did not dare to stand still when she reached the trees, or to penetrate them, but she caught glimpses of Richards face, and her heart ached at the change in it. It was white, thin, and full of care; and his hair, he told her, was turning gray.

Oh, Richard, darling, and I may not stop to talk to you! she wailed, in a deep whisper. Papa is at home, you see, of all the nights in the world.

Cant I see my mother?

How can you? You must wait till to-morrow night.

I dont like waiting a second night, Barbara. Theres danger in every inch of ground that this neighborhood contains.

But you must wait, Richard, for reasons. That man who caused all the mischief  Thorn

Hang him! gloomily interrupted Richard.

He is at West Lynne. At least there is a Thorn, we  I and Mr. Carlyle  believe to be the same, and we want you to see him.

Let me see him, panted Richard, whom the news appeared to agitate; let me see him, Barbara, I say  

Barbara had passed on again, returning presently.

You know, Richard, I must keep moving, with papas eyes there. He is a tall man, very good-looking, very fond of dress and ornament, especially of diamonds.

Thats he, cried Richard, eagerly.

Mr. Carlyle will contrive that you shall see him, she continued, stooping as if to tie her shoe. Should it prove to be the same, perhaps nothing can be done  immediately done  toward clearing you, but it shall be a great point ascertained. Are you sure you should know him again?

Sure! That I should know him? uttered Richard Hare. Should I know my own father? Should I know you? And are you not engraven on my heart in letters of blood, as is he? How and when am I to see him, Barbara?

I can tell you nothing till I have seen Mr. Carlyle. Be here to-morrow, as soon as ever the dusk will permit you. Perhaps Mr. Carlyle will contrive to bring him here. If

The window was thrown open, and the stentorian voice of Justice Hare was heard from it.

Barbara, are you wandering about there to take cold? Come in! Come in, I say!

Oh, Richard, I am so sorry! she lingered to whisper. But papa is sure to be out to-morrow evening; he would not stay in two evenings running. Good-night, dear.

There must be no delay now, and the next day Barbara, braving comments, appeared once more at the office of Mr. Carlyle. Terribly did the rules of contrary seem in action just then. Mr. Carlyle was not in, and the clerks did not know when to expect him; he was gone out for some hours, they believed.

Mr. Dill, urged Barbara, as the old gentleman came to the door to greet her, I must see him.

He will not be in till late in the afternoon, Miss Barbara. I expect him then. Is it anything I can do?

No, no, sighed Barbara.

At that moment Lady Isabel and her little girl passed in the chariot. She saw Barbara at her husbands door; what should she be doing there, unless paying him a visit? A slight, haughty bow to Barbara, a pleasant nod and smile to Mr. Dill, and the carriage bowled on.

It was four oclock before Barbara could see Mr. Carlyle, and communicate her tidings that Richard had arrived.

Mr. Carlyle held deceit and all underhand doings in especial abhorrence; yet he deemed that he was acting right, under the circumstances, in allowing Captain Thorn to be secretly seen by Richard Hare. In haste he arranged his plans. It was the evening of his own dinner engagement at Mrs. Jeffersons but that he must give up. Telling Barbara to dispatch Richard to his office as soon as he should make his appearance at the grove, and to urge him to come boldly and not fear, for none would know him in his disguise, he wrote a hurried note to Thorn, requesting him also to be at his office at eight oclock that evening, as he had something to communicate to him. The latter plea was no fiction, for he had received an important communication that morning relative to the business on which Captain Thorn had consulted him, and his own absence from the office in the day had alone prevented his sending for him earlier.

Other matters were calling the attention of Mr. Carlyle, and it was five oclock ere he departed for East Lynne; he would not have gone so early, but that he must inform his wife of his inability to keep his dinner engagement. Mr. Carlyle was one who never hesitated to sacrifice personal gratification to friendship or to business.

The chariot was at the door, and Lady Isabel dressed and waiting for him in her dressing-room. Did you forget that the Jeffersons dined at six? was her greeting.

No, Isabel; but it was impossible for me to get here before. And I should not have come so soon, but to tell you that I cannot accompany you. You must make my excuses to Mrs. Jefferson.

A pause. Strange thoughts were running through Lady Isabels mind. Why so? she inquired.

Some business has arisen which I am compelled to attend to this evening. As soon as I have snatched a bit of dinner at home I must hasten back to the office.

Was he making this excuse to spend the hours of her absence with Barbara Hare? The idea that it was so took firm possession of her mind, and remained there. Her face expressed a variety of feelings, the most prominent that of resentment. Mr. Carlyle saw it.

You must not be vexed, Isabel. I assure you it is no fault of mine. It is important private business which cannot be put off, and which I cannot delegate to Dill. I am sorry it should have so happened.

You never return to the office in the evening, she remarked, with pale lips.

No; because if anything arises to take us there after hours, Dill officiates. But the business to-night must be done by myself.

Another pause. Lady Isabel suddenly broke it. Shall you join us later in the evening?

I believe I shall not be able to do so.

She drew her light shawl around her shoulders, and swept down the staircase. Mr. Carlyle followed to place her in the carriage. When he said farewell, she never answered but looked out straight before her with a stony look.

What time, my lady? inquired the footman, as he alighted at Mrs. Jeffersons.

Early. Half-past nine.

A little before eight oclock, Richard Hare, in his smock-frock and his slouching hat and his false whiskers, rang dubiously at the outer door of Mr. Carlyles office. That gentleman instantly opened it. He was quite alone.

Come in, Richard, said he, grasping his hand. Did you meet any whom you knew?

I never looked at whom I met, sir, was the reply. I thought that if I looked at people, they might look at me, so I came straight ahead with my eyes before me. How the place has altered! Theres a new brick house on the corner where old Morgans shop used to stand.

Thats the new police station. West Lynne I assure you, is becoming grand in public buildings. And how have you been, Richard?

Ailing and wretched, answered Richard Hare. How can I be otherwise, Mr. Carlyle, with so false an accusation attached to me; and working like a slave, as I have to do?

You may take off the disfiguring hat, Richard. No one is here.

Richard slowly heaved it from his brows, and his fair face, so like his mothers, was disclosed. But the moment he was uncovered he turned shrinkingly toward the entrance door. If any one should come in, sir?

Impossible! replied Mr. Carlyle. The front door is fast, and the office is supposed to be empty at this hour.

For if I should be seen and recognized, it might come to hanging, you know, sir. You are expecting that cursed Thorn here, Barbara told me.

Directly, replied Mr. Carlyle, observing the mode of addressing him sir. It spoke plainly of the scale of society in which Richard had been mixing; that he was with those who said it habitually; nay, that he used it habitually himself. From your description of the Lieutenant Thorn who destroyed Hallijohn, we believe this Captain Thorn to be the same man, pursued Mr. Carlyle. In person he appears to tally exactly; and I have ascertained that a few years ago he was a deal at Swainson, and got into some sort of scrape. He is in John Herberts regiment, and is here with him on a visit.

But what an idiot he must be to venture here! uttered Richard. Here of all places in the world!

He counts, no doubt, on not being known. So far as I can find out, Richard, nobody here did know him, save you and Afy. I shall put you in Mr. Dills room  you may remember the little window in it  and from thence you can take a full view of Thorn, whom I shall keep in the front office. You are sure you would recognize him at this distance of time?

I should know him if it were fifty years to come; I should know him were he disguised as I am disguised. We cannot, Richard sank his voice, forget a man who has been the object of our frenzied jealousy.

What has brought you to East Lynne again, Richard? Any particular object?

Chiefly a hankering within me that I could not get rid of, replied Richard. It was not so much to see my mother and Barbara  though I did want that, especially since my illness  as that a feeling was within me that I could not rest away from it. So I said Id risk it again, just for a day.

I thought you might possibly want some assistance, as before.

I do want that, also, said Richard. Not much. My illness has run me into debt, and if my mother can let me have a little, I shall be thankful.

I am sure she will, answered Mr. Carlyle. You shall have it from me to-night. What has been the matter with you?

The beginning of it was a kick from a horse, sir. That was last winter, and it laid me up for six weeks. Then, in the spring, after I got well and was at work again, I caught some sort of fever, and down again I was for six weeks. I have not been to say well since.

How is it you have never written or sent me your address?

Because I dared not, answered Richard, timorously, I should always be in fear; not of you, Mr. Carlyle, but of its becoming known some way or other. The time is getting on, sir; is that Thorn sure to come?

He sent me word that he would, in reply to my note. And  there he is! uttered Mr. Carlyle, as a ring was heard at the bell. Now, Richard, come this way. Bring your hat.

Richard complied by putting his hat on his head, pulling it so low that it touched his nose. He felt himself safer in it. Mr. Carlyle showed him into Mr. Dills room, and then turned the key upon him, and put it in his pocket. Whether this precautionary measure was intended to prevent any possibility of Captain Thorns finding his way in, or of Richards finding his way out, was best known to himself.

Mr. Carlyle came to the front door, opened it, and admitted Captain Thorn. He brought him into the clerks office, which was bright with gas, keeping him in conversation for a few minutes standing, and then asking him to be seated  all in full view of the little window.

I must beg your pardon, for being late, Captain Thorn observed. I am half an hour beyond the time you mentioned, but the Herberts had two or three friends at dinner, and I could not get away. I hope, Mr. Carlyle, you have not come to your office to-night purposely for me.

Business must be attended to, somewhat evasively answered Mr. Carlyle; I have been out myself nearly all day. We received a communication from London this morning, relative to your affair, and I am sorry to say anything but satisfactory. They will not wait.

But I am not liable, Mr. Carlyle, not liable in justice.

No  if what you tell me be correct. But justice and law are sometimes in opposition, Captain Thorn.

Captain Thorn sat in perplexity. They will not get me arrested here, will they?

They would have done it, beyond doubt; but I have caused a letter to be written and dispatched to them, which must bring forth an answer before any violent proceedings are taken. That answer will be here the morning after to-morrow.

And what am I to do to, then?

I think it is probable there may be a way of checkmating them. But I am not sure, Captain Thorn, that I can give my attention further to this affair.

I hope and trust you will, was the reply.

You have not forgotten that I told you at first I could not promise to do so, rejoined Mr. Carlyle. You shall hear from me to-morrow. If I carry it on for you, I will then appoint an hour for you to be here on the following day; if not  why, I dare say you will find a solicitor as capable of assisting you as I am.

But why will you not? What is the reason?

I cannot always give reasons for what I do, was the response. You will hear from me to-morrow.

He rose as he spoke; Captain Thorn also rose. Mr. Carlyle detained him yet a few moments, and then saw him out at the front door and fastened it.

He returned and released Richard. The latter took off his hat as he advanced into the blaze of light.

Well, Richard, is it the same man?

No, sir. Not in the least like him.

Mr. Carlyle, though little given to emotion, felt a strange relief  relief for Captain Thorns sake. He had rarely seen one whom he could so little associate with the notion of a murderer as Captain Thorn, and he was a man who exceedingly won upon the regard. He would heartily help him out of his dilemma now.

Excepting that they are both tall, with nearly the same color of hair, there is no resemblance whatever between them, proceeded Richard. Their faces, their figures, are as opposite as light is from dark. That other, in spite of his handsome features, had the expression at times of a demon, but this ones expression is the best part of his face. Hallijohns murderer had a curious look here, sir.

Where? questioned Mr. Carlyle, for Richard had only pointed to his face generally.

Well  I cannot say precisely where it lay, whether in the eyebrows or the eyes; I could not tell when I used to have him before me; but it was in one of them. Ah, Mr. Carlyle, I thought, when Barbara told me Thorn was here, it was too good news to be true; depend upon it, he wont venture to West Lynne again. This man is no more like that other villain than you are like him.

Then  as that is set at rest  we had better be going, Richard. You have to see your mother, and she must be waiting in anxiety. How much money do you want?

Twenty-five pounds would do, but   Richard stopped in hesitation.

But what? asked Mr. Carlyle. Speak out, Richard.

Thirty would be more welcome. Thirty would put me at ease.

You shall take thirty, said Mr. Carlyle, counting out the notes to him. Now  will you walk with me to the grove, or will you walk alone? I mean to see you there in safety.

Richard thought he would prefer to walk alone; everybody they met might be speaking to Mr. Carlyle. The latter inquired why he chose moonlight nights for his visits.

It is pleasanter for travelling. And had I chosen dark nights, Barbara could not have seen my signal from the trees, was the answer of Richard.

They went out and proceeded unmolested to the house of Justice Hare. It was past nine, then. I am so much obliged to you Mr. Carlyle, whispered Richard, as they walked up the path.

I wish I could help you more effectually, Richard, and clear up the mystery. Is Barbara on the watch? Yes; theres the door slowly opening.

Richard stole across the hall and into the parlor to his mother. Barbara approached and softly whispered to Mr. Carlyle, standing, just outside the portico; her voice trembled with the suspense of what the answer might be.

Is it the same man  the same Thorn?

No. Richard says this man bears no resemblance to the real one.

Oh! uttered Barbara, in her surprise and disappointment. Not the same! And for the best part of poor Richards evening to have been taken up for nothing.

Not quite nothing, said Mr. Carlyle. The question is now set at rest.

Set at rest! repeated Barbara. It is left in more uncertainty than ever.

Set at rest so far as regards Captain Thorn. And whilst our suspicions were concentrated upon him, we thought not of looking to other quarters.

When they entered the sitting-room Mrs. Hare was crying over Richard, and Richard was crying over her; but she seized the hand of Mr. Carlyle.

You have been very kind; I dont know whatever we should do without you. And I want to tax your kindness further. Has Barbara mentioned it?

I could not talk in the hall, mamma; the servants might have overheard.

Mr. Hare is not well, and we terribly fear he will be home early, in consequence; otherwise we should have been quite safe until after ten, for he is gone to the Bucks Head, and they never leave, you know, till that hour has struck. Should he come in and see Richard  oh, I need not enlarge upon the consequences to you, Archibald; the very thought sends me into a shiver. Barbara and I have been discussing it all the evening, and we can only think of one plan; it is, that you will kindly stay in the garden, near the gate; and, should he come in, stop him, and keep him in conversation. Barbara will be with you, and will run in with the warning, and Richard can go inside the closet in the hall till Mr. Hare has entered and is safe in this room, and then he can make his escape. Will you do this, Archibald?

Certainly I will.

I cannot part with him before ten oclock, unless I am forced, she whispered, pressing Mr. Carlyles hands, in her earnest gratitude. You dont know what it is, Archibald, to have a lost son home for an hour but once in seven years. At ten oclock we will part.

Mr. Carlyle and Barbara began to pace in the path in compliance with the wish of Mrs. Hare, keeping near the entrance gate. When they were turning the second time, Mr. Carlyle offered her his arm; it was an act of mere politeness. Barbara took it; and there they waited and waited; but the justice did not come.

Punctually to the minute, half after nine, Lady Isabels carriage arrived at Mrs. Jeffersons, and she came out immediately  a headache being the plea for her early departure. She had not far to go to reach East Lynne  about two miles  and it was a by-road nearly all the way. They could emerge into the open road, if they pleased, but it was a trifle further. Suddenly a gentleman approached the carriage as it was bowling along, and waved his hand to the coachman to pull up. In spite of the glowing moonlight, Lady Isabel did not at first recognize him, for he wore a disfigured fur cap, the ears of which were tied over his ears and cheeks. It was Francis Levison. She put down the window.

I thought it must be your carriage. How early you are returning! Were you tired of your entertainers?

Why, he knew what time my lady was returning, thought John to himself; he asked me. A false sort of a chap that, Ive a notion.

I came out for a midnight stroll, and have tired myself, he proceeded. Will you take compassion on me, and give me a seat home?

She acquiesced. She could not do otherwise. The footman sprang from behind the door, and Francis Levison took his place beside Lady Isabel. Take the high road, he put out his head to say to the coachman; and the man touched his hat  which high road would cause them to pass Mr. Hares.

I did not know you, she began, gathering herself into her own corner. What ugly thing is that you have on? It is like a disguise.

He was taking off the ugly thing as she spoke and began to twirl it round his hand. Disguise? Oh, no; I have no creditors in the immediate neighborhood of East Lynne.

False as ever it was worn as a disguise and he knew it.

Is Mr. Carlyle at home? she inquired.

No. Then, after a pause I expect he is more agreeably engaged.

The tone, a most significant one, brought the tingling blood to the cheeks of Lady Isabel. She wished to preserve a dignified silence, and did for a few moments; but the jealous question broke out,  

Engaged in what manner?

As I came by Hares house just now, I saw two people, a gentleman and a young lady, coupled lovingly together, enjoying a tete-a-tete by moonlight. Unless I am mistaken, he was the favored individual whom you call lord and master.

Lady Isabel almost gnashed her teeth; the jealous doubts which had been tormenting her all the evening were confirmed. That the man whom she hated  yes, in her blind anger, she hated him then  should so impose upon her, should excuse himself by lies, lies base and false as he was, from accompanying her out, on purpose to pass the hours with Barbara Hare! Had she been alone in the carriage, a torrent of passion had probably escaped her.

She leaned back, panting in her emotion, but hiding it from Captain Levison. As they came opposite to Justice Hares she deliberately bent forward and scanned the garden with eager eyes.

There, in the bright moonlight, all too bright and clear, slowly paced arm in arm, and drawn close to each other, her husband and Barbara Hare. With a choking sob that could no longer be controlled or hidden, Lady Isabel sunk back again.

He, that bold, bad man, dared to put his arm around her, to draw her to his side; to whisper that his love was left to her, if anothers was withdrawn. She was most assuredly out of her senses that night, or she never would have listened.

A jealous woman is mad; an outraged woman is doubly mad; and the ill-fated Lady Isabel truly believed that every sacred feeling which ought to exist between man and wife was betrayed by Mr. Carlyle.

Be avenged on that false hound, Isabel. He was never worthy of you. Leave your life of misery, and come to happiness.

In her bitter distress and wrath, she broke into a storm of sobs. Were they caused by passion against her husband, or by those bold and shameless words? Alas! Alas! Francis Levison applied himself to soothe her with all the sweet and dangerous sophistry of his crafty nature.

The minutes flew on. A quarter to ten; now a quarter past ten; and still Richard Hare lingered on with his mother, and still Mr. Carlyle and Barbara paced patiently the garden path. At half-past ten Richard came forth, after having taken his last farewell. Then came Barbaras tearful farewell, which Mr. Carlyle witnessed; and then a hard grasp of that gentlemans hand, and Richard plunged amidst the trees to depart the way he came.

Good night, Barbara, said Mr. Carlyle.

Will you not come in and say good night to mamma?

Not now; it is late. Tell her how glad I am things have gone off so well.

He started off at a strapping pace toward his home, and Barbara leaned on the gate to indulge her tears. Not a soul passed to interrupt her, and the justice did not come. What could have become of him? What could the Bucks Head be thinking of, to retain respectable elderly justices from their beds, who ought to go home early and set a good example to the parish? Barbara knew, the next day, that Justice Hare, with a few more gentlemen, had been seduced from the staid old inn to a friends house, to an entertainment of supper, pipes, and whist, two tables, penny points, and it was between twelve and one ere the party rose from the fascination. So far, well  as it happened.

Barbara knew not how long she lingered at the gate; ten minutes it may have been. Nobody summoned her. Mrs. Hare was indulging her grief indoors, giving no thought to Barbara, and the justice did not make his appearance. Exceedingly surprised was Barbara to hear fast footsteps, and to find that they were Mr. Carlyles.

The more haste, the less speed, Barbara, he called out as he came up. I had got half-way home and have had to come back again. When I went into your sitting-room, I left a small parcel, containing a parchment, on the sideboard. Will you get it for me?

Barbara ran indoors and brought forth the parcel, and Mr. Carlyle, with a brief word of thanks, sped away with it.

She leaned on the gate as before, the ready tears flowing again; her heart was aching for Richard; it was aching for the disappointment the night had brought forth respecting Captain Thorn. Still nobody passed; still the steps of her father were not heard, and Barbara stayed on. But  what was that figure cowering under the shade of the hedge at a distance, and seemingly, watching her? Barbara strained her eyes, while her heart beat as if it would burst its bounds. Surely, surely, it was her brother? What had he ventured back for?

Richard Hare it was. When fully assured that Barbara was standing there, he knew the justice was still absent, and ventured to advance. He appeared to be in a strange state of emotion  his breath labored, his whole frame trembling.

Barbara! Barbara! he called. I have seen Thorn.

Barbara thought him demented. I know you saw him, she slowly said, but it was not the right Thorn.

Not he, breathed Richard; and not the gentleman I saw to-night in Carlyles office. I have seen the fellow himself. Why to you stare at me so, Barbara?

Barbara was in truth scanning his face keenly. It appeared to her a strange tale that he was telling.

When I left here, I cut across into Bean lane, which is more private for me than this road, proceeded Richard. Just as I got to that clump of trees  you know it, Barbara  I saw somebody coming toward me from a distance. I stepped back behind the trunks of the trees, into the shade of the hedge, for I dont care to be met, though I am disguised. He came along the middle of the lane, going toward West Lynne, and I looked out upon him. I knew him long before he was abreast of me; it was Thorn. Barbara made no comment; she was digesting the news.

Every drop of blood within me began to tingle, and an impulse came upon me to spring upon him and accuse him of the murder of Hallijohn, went on Richard, in the same excited manner. But I resisted it; or, perhaps, my courage failed. One of the reproaches against me had used to be that I was a physical coward, you know, Barbara, he added, in a tone of bitterness. In a struggle, Thorn would have had the best of it; he is taller and more powerful than I, and might have battered me to death. A man who can commit one murder wont hesitate at a second.

Richard, do you think you could have been deceived? she urged. You had been talking of Thorn, and your thoughts were, naturally bearing upon him. Imagination

Be still, Barbara, he interrupted in a tone of pain. Imagination, indeed! Did I not tell you he was stamped here? touching his breast. Do you take me for a child, or an imbecile, that I should fancy I see Thorn in every shadow, or meet people where I do not? He had his hat off, as if he had been walking fast and had got hot  fast he was walking; and he carried the hat in one hand, and what looked like a small parcel. With the other hand he was pushing the hair from his brow  in this way  a peculiar way, added Richard, slightly lifting his own hat and pushing back his hair. By that action alone I should have known him, for he was always doing it in the old days. And there was his white hand, adorned with his diamond ring! Barbara, the diamond glittered in the moonlight!

Richards voice and manner were singularly earnest, and a conviction of the truth of his assertion flashed over his sister.

I saw his face as plainly as I ever saw it  every feature  he is scarcely altered, save for a haggardness in his cheeks now. Barbara, you need not doubt me; I swear it was Thorn!

She grew excited as he was; now that she believed the news, it was telling upon her; reason left its place and impulse succeeded; Barbara did not wait to weigh her actions.

Richard! Mr. Carlyle ought to know this. He has but just gone; we may overtake him, if we try.

Forgetting the strange appearances it would have  her flying along the public road at that hour of the night  should she meet any who knew her  forgetting what the consequence might be, did Justice Hare return and find her absent, Barbara set off with a fleet foot, Richard more stealthily following her  his eyes cast in all directions. Fortunately Barbara wore a bonnet and mantle, which she had put on to pace the garden with Mr. Carlyle; fortunately, also, the road was remarkably empty of passengers. She succeeded in reaching Mr. Carlyle before he turned into East Lynne gates.

Barbara! he exclaimed in the extreme of astonishment. Barbara!

Archibald! Archibald! She panted, gasping for breath. I am not out of my mind  but do come and speak to Richard! He has just seen the real Thorn.

Mr. Carlyle, amazed and wondering, turned back. They got over the field stile, nearly opposite the gates, drew behind the hedge, and there Richard told his tale. Mr. Carlyle did not appear to doubt it, as Barbara had done; perhaps he could not, in the face of Richards agitated and intense earnestness.

I am sure there is no one named Thorn in the neighborhood, save the gentleman you saw in my office to-night, Richard, observed Mr. Carlyle, after some deliberation. It is very strange.

He may be staying here under a feigned name, replied Richard. There can be no mistake that it was Thorn whom I have just met.

How was he dressed? As a gentleman?

Catch him dressing as anything else, returned Richard. He was in an evening suit of black, with a sort of thin overcoat thrown on, but it was flung back at the shoulders, and I distinctly saw his clothes. A gray alpaca, it looked like. As I have told Barbara, I should have known him by this action of the hand, imitating it, as he pushed his hair off his forehead; it was the delicate white hand of the days gone by, Mr. Carlyle; it was the flashing of the diamond ring!

Mr. Carlyle was silent; Barbara also; but the thoughts of both were busy. Richard, observed the former, I should advise you to remain a day or two in the neighborhood, and look out for this man. You may see him again, and may track him home; it is very desirable to find out who he really is if practicable.

But the danger? urged Richard.

Your fears magnify that. I am quite certain that nobody would know you in broad daylight, disguised as you are now. So many years have flown since, that people have forgotten to think about you, Richard.

But Richard could not be persuaded; he was full of fears. He described the man as accurately as he could to Mr. Carlyle and Barbara, and told them they must look out. With some trouble, Mr. Carlyle got from him an address in London, to which he might write, in case anything turned up, and Richards presence should be necessary. He then once more said farewell, and quitted them, his way lying past East Lynne.

And now to see you back, Barbara, said Mr. Carlyle.

Indeed you shall not do it  late as it is, and tired as you must be. I came here alone; Richard did not keep near me.

I cannot help your having come here alone, but you may rely upon it, I do not suffer you to go back so. Nonsense, Barbara! Allow you to go along the high road by yourself at eleven oclock at night? What are you thinking of?

He gave Barbara his arm, and they pursued their way. How late Lady Isabel will think you! observed Barbara.

I dont know that Lady Isabel has returned home yet. My being late once in a while is of no consequence.

Not another word was spoken, save by Barbara. Whatever excuse can I make, should papa come home? Both were buried in their own reflections. Thank you very greatly, she said as they reached her gate, and Mr. Carlyle finally turned away. Barbara stole in, and found the coast clear; her papa had not arrived.

Lady Isabel was in her dressing-room when Mr. Carlyle entered; she was seated at a table, writing. A few questions as to her evenings visit, which she answered in the briefest way possible, and then he asked her if she was not going to bed.

By and by. I am not sleepy.

I must go at once, Isabel, for I am dead tired. And no wonder.

You can go, was her answer.

He bent down to kiss her, but she dexterously turned her face away. He supposed that she felt hurt that he had not gone with her to the party, and placed his hand on her shoulder with a pleasant smile.

You foolish child, to be aggrieved at that! It was no fault of mine, Isabel; I could not help myself. I will talk to you in the morning; I am too tired to-night. I suppose you will not be long.

Her head was bent over her writing again, and she made no reply. Mr. Carlyle went into his bedroom and shut the door. Some time after, Lady Isabel went softly upstairs to Joyces room. Joyce, fast in her first sleep, was suddenly aroused from it. There stood her mistress, a wax light in her hand. Joyce rubbed her eyes, and collected her senses, and finally sat up in bed.

My lady! Are you ill?

Ill! Yes; ill and wretched, answered Lady Isabel; and ill she did look, for she was perfectly white. Joyce, I want a promise from you. If anything should happen to me, stay at East Lynne with my children.

Joyce stared in amazement, too much astonished to make any reply.

Joyce, you promised it once before; promise it again. Whatever betide you, you will stay with my children when I am gone.

I will stay with them. But, oh, my lady, what can be the matter with you? Are you taken suddenly ill?

Good-bye, Joyce, murmured Lady Isabel, gliding from the chamber as quietly as she had entered it. And Joyce, after an hour of perplexity, dropped asleep again.

Joyce was not the only one whose rest was disturbed that eventful night. Mr. Carlyle himself awoke, and to his surprise found that his wife had not come to bed. He wondered what the time was, and struck his repeater. A quarter past three!

Rising, he made his way to the door of his wifes dressing-room. It was in darkness; and, so far as he could judge by the absence of sound, unoccupied.

Isabel!

No reply. Nothing but the echo of his own voice in the silence of the night.

He struck a match and lighted a taper, partially dressed himself, and went about to look for her. He feared she might have been taken ill; or else that she had fallen asleep in some one of the rooms. But nowhere could he find her, and feeling perplexed, he proceeded to his sisters chamber door and knocked.

Miss Carlyle was a slight sleeper, and rose up in bed at once. Whos that? cried out she.

It is only I, Cornelia, said Mr. Carlyle.

You! cried Miss Corny. What in the name of fortune do you want? You can come in.

Mr. Carlyle opened the door, and met the keen eyes of his sister bent on him from the bed. Her head was surmounted by a remarkable nightcap, at least a foot high.

Is anybody ill? she demanded.

I think Isabel must be, I cannot find her.

Not find her? echoed Miss Corny. Why, whats the time? Is she not in bed?

It is three oclock. She had not been to bed. I cannot find her in the sitting-rooms; neither is she in the childrens room.

Then Ill tell you what it is, Archibald; shes gone worrying after Joyce. Perhaps the girl may be in pain to-night.

Mr. Carlyle was in full retreat toward Joyces room, at this suggestion, when his sister called to him.

If anything is amiss with Joyce, you come and tell me, Archibald, for I shall get up and see after her. The girl was my servant before she was your wifes.

He reached Joyces room, and softly unlatched the door, fully expecting to find a light there, and his wife sitting by the bedside. There was no light there, however, save that which came from the taper he held, and he saw no signs of his wife. Where was she? Was it probable that Joyce should tell him? He stepped inside the room and called to her.

Joyce started up in a fright, which changed to astonishment when she recognized her master. He inquired whether Lady Isabel had been there, and for a few moments Joyce did not answer. She had been dreaming of Lady Isabel, and could not at first detach the dream from the visit which had probably given rise to it.

What did you say, sir? Is my lady worse?

I asked if she had been here. I cannot find her.

Why, yes, said Joyce, now fully aroused. She came here and woke me. That was just before twelve, for I heard the clock strike. She did not stay here a minute, sir.

Woke you! repeated Mr. Carlyle. What did she want? What did she come here for?

Thoughts are quick; imagination is still quicker; and Joyce was giving the reins to both. Her mistresss gloomy and ambiguous words were crowding on her brain. Three oclock and she had not been in bed, and was not to be found in the house? A nameless horror struggled to Joyces face, her eyes were dilating with it; she seized and threw on a large flannel gown which lay on a chair by the bed, and forgetful of her master who stood there, out she sprang to the floor. All minor considerations faded to insignificance beside the terrible dread which had taken possession of her. Clasping the flannel gown tight around her with one hand, she laid the other on the arm of Mr. Carlyle.

Oh, master! Oh, master! She has destroyed herself! I see it all now.

Joyce! sternly interrupted Mr. Carlyle.

She has destroyed herself, as true as that we two are living here, persisted Joyce, her own face livid with emotion. I can understand her words now; I could not before. She came here  and her face was like a corpse as the light fell upon it  saying she had come to get a promise from me to stay with her children when she was gone, I asked whether she was ill, and she answered, Yes, ill and wretched. Oh, sir, may heaven support you under this dreadful trial!

Mr. Carlyle felt bewildered  perplexed. Not a syllable did he believe. He was not angry with Joyce, for he thought she had lost her reason.

It is so, sir, incredible as you may deem my words, pursued Joyce, wringing her hands. My lady has been miserably unhappy; and that has driven her to it.

Joyce, are you in your senses or out of them? demanded Mr. Carlyle, a certain sternness in his tone. Your lady miserably unhappy! What do you mean?

Before Joyce could answer, an addition was received to the company in the person of Miss Carlyle, who appeared in black stockings and a shawl, and the lofty nightcap. Hearing voices in Joyces room, which was above her own, and full of curiosity, she ascended, not choosing to be shut out from the conference.

Whatevers up? cried she. Is Lady Isabel found?

She is not found, and she never will be found but in her winding-sheet, returned Joyce, whose lamentable and unusual state of excitement completely overpowered her customary quiet respect and plain good sense. And, maam, I am glad that you have come up; for what I was about to say to my master I would prefer to say in your presence. When my lady is brought into this house, and laid before us dead, what will your feelings be? My master has done his duty by her in love; but you  you have made her life a misery. Yes, maam, you have.

Hoity-toity! muttered Miss Carlyle, staring at Joyce in consternation. What is all this? Wheres my lady?

She has gone and taken the life that was not hers to take, sobbed Joyce, and I say she has been driven to it. She has not been allowed to indulge a will of her own, poor thing, since she came to East Lynne; in her own house she has been less free than either of her servants. You have curbed her, maam, and snapped at her, and you made her feel that she was but a slave to your caprices and temper. All these years she has been crossed and put upon; everything, in short, but beaten  maam, you know she has  and has borne it all in silence, like a patient angel, never, as I believe, complaining to master; he can say whether she has or not. We all loved her, we all felt for her; and my masters heart would have bled had he suspected what she had to put up with day after day, and year after year.

Miss Carlyles tongue was glued to her mouth. Her brother, confounded at the rapid words, could scarcely gather in their sense.

What is it that you are saying, Joyce? he asked, in a low tone. I do not understand.

I have longed to say it to you many a hundred times, sir; but it is right that you should hear it, now things have come to this dreadful ending. Since the very night Lady Isabel came home here, your wife, she had been taunted with the cost she has brought to East Lynne and to you. If she wanted but the simplest thing, she was forbidden to have it, and told that she was bringing her husband to poverty. For this very dinner party that she went to to-night she wished for a new dress, and your cruel words, maam, forbade her having it. She ordered a new frock for Miss Isabel, and you countermanded it. You have told her that master worked like a dog to support her extravagances, when you know that she never was extravagant; that none were less inclined to go beyond proper limits than she. I have seen her, maam, come away from your reproaches with the tears in her eyes, and her hands meekly clasped upon her bosom, as though life was heavy to bear. A gentle-spirited, high-born lady, as I know she was, could not fail to be driven to desperation; and I know that she has been.

Mr. Carlyle turned to his sister. Can this be true? he inquired, in a tone of deep agitation.

She did not answer. Whether it was the shade cast by the nightcap, or the reflection of the wax taper, her face looked of a green cast, and, for the first time probably in Miss Carlyles life, her words failed her.

May God forgive you, Cornelia! he muttered, as he went out of the chamber.

He descended to his own. That his wife had laid violent hands upon herself, his reason utterly repudiated, she was one of the least likely to commit so great a sin. He believed that, in her unhappiness, she might have wandered out in the grounds, and was lingering there. By this time the house was aroused, and the servants were astir. Joyce  surely a supernatural strength was given her, for though she had been able to put her foot to the ground, she had not yet walked upon it  crept downstairs, and went into Lady Isabels dressing-room. Mr. Carlyle was hastily assuming the articles of attire he had not yet put on, to go out and search the grounds, when Joyce limped in, holding out a note. Joyce did not stand on ceremony that night.

I found this in the dressing-glass drawer, sir. It is my ladys writing.

He took it in his hand and looked at the address Archibald Carlyle. Though a calm man, one who had his emotions under his own control, he was no stoic, and his fingers shook as he broke the seal.

When years go on, and my children ask where their mother is, and why she left them, tell them that you, their father, goaded her to it. If they inquire what she is, tell them, also, if you so will; but tell them, at the same time, that you outraged and betrayed her, driving her to the very depth of desperation ere she quitted them in her despair.

The handwriting, his wifes, swam before the eyes of Mr. Carlyle. All, save the disgraceful fact that she had flown  and a horrible suspicion began to dawn upon him, with whom  was totally incomprehensible. How had he outraged her? In what manner had he goaded her to it. The discomforts alluded to by Joyce, and the work of his sister, had evidently no part in this; yet what had he done? He read the letter again, more slowly. No he could not comprehend it; he had not the clue.

At that moment the voices of the servants in the corridor outside penetrated his ears. Of course they were peering about, and making their own comments. Wilson, with her long tongue, the busiest. They were saying that Captain Levison was not in his room; that his bed had not been slept in.

Joyce sat on the edge of a chair  she could not stand  watching her master with a blanched face. Never had she seen him betray agitation so powerful. Not the faintest suspicion of the dreadful truth yet dawned upon her. He walked to the door, the open note in his hand; then turned, wavered, and stood still, as if he did not know what he was doing. Probably he did not. Then he took out his pocket-book, put the note inside it, and returned it to his pocket, his hands trembling equally with his livid lips.

You need not mention this, he said to Joyce, indicating the note. It concerns myself alone.

Sir, does it say shes dead?

She is not dead, he answered. Worse than that, he added in his heart.

Why  whos this? uttered Joyce.

It was little Isabel, stealing in with a frightened face, in her white nightgown. The commotion had aroused her.

Whats the matter? she asked. Wheres mamma?

Child, youll catch your death of cold, said Joyce. Go back to bed.

But I want mamma.

In the morning, dear, evasively returned Joyce. Sir, please, must not Isabel go back to bed?

Mr. Carlyle made no reply to the question; most likely he never heard its import. But he touched Isabels shoulder to draw Joyces attention to the child.

Joyce  Miss Lucy in future.

He left the room, and Joyce remained silent from amazement. She heard him go out at the hall door and bang it after him. Isabel  nay, we must say Lucy also  went and stood outside the chamber door; the servants gathered in a group near, did not observe her. Presently she came running back, and disturbed Joyce from her reverie.

Joyce, is it true?

Is what true, my dear?

They are saying that Captain Levison has taken away my mamma.

Joyce fell back in her chair with a scream. It changed to a long, low moan of anguish.

What has he taken her for  to kill her? I thought it was only kidnappers who took people.

Child, child, go to bed.

Oh, Joyce, I want mamma. When will she come back?

Joyce hid her face in her hands to conceal its emotion from the motherless child. And just then Miss Carlyle entered on tiptoe, and humbly sat down on a low chair, her green face  green that night  in its grief, its remorse, and its horror, looking nearly as dark as her stockings.

She broke into a subdued wail.

God be merciful to this dishonored house!

Mr. Justice Hare turned into the gate between twelve and one  turned in with a jaunty air; for the justice was in spirits, he having won nine sixpences, and his friends tap of ale having been unusually good. When he reached his bedroom, he told Mrs. Hare of a chaise and four which had gone tearing past at a furious pace as he was closing the gate, coming from the direction of East Lynne. He wondered where it could be going at that midnight hour, and whom it contained.


CHAPTER XXV.

CHARMING RESULTS.

Nearly a year went by.

Lady Isabel Carlyle had spent it on the continent  that refuge for such fugitives  now moving about from place to place with her companion, now stationary and alone. Quite half the time  taking one absence with the other  he had been away from her, chiefly in Paris, pursuing his own course and his own pleasure.

How fared it with Lady Isabel? Just as it must be expected to fare, and does fare, when a high-principled gentlewoman falls from her pedestal. Never had she experienced a moments calm, or peace, or happiness, since the fatal night of quitting her home. She had taken a blind leap in a moment of wild passion, when, instead of the garden of roses it had been her persuaders pleasure to promise her she would fall into, but which, in truth, she had barely glanced at, for that had not been her moving motive, she had found herself plunged into a yawning abyss of horror, from which there was never more any escape  never more, never more. The very instant  the very night of her departure, she awoke to what she had done. The guilt, whose aspect had been shunned in the prospective, assumed at once its true frightful color, the blackness of darkness; and a lively remorse, a never-dying anguish, took possession of her soul forever. Oh, reader, believe me! Lady  wife  mother! Should you ever be tempted to abandon your home, so will you awake. Whatever trials may be the lot of your married life, though they may magnify themselves to your crushed spirit as beyond the nature, the endurance of woman to bear, resolve to bear them; fall down upon your knees, and pray to be enabled to bear them  pray for patience  pray for strength to resist the demon that would tempt you to escape; bear unto death, rather than forfeit your fair name and your good conscience; for be assured that the alternative, if you do rush on to it, will be found worse than death.

Poor thing  poor Lady Isabel! She had sacrificed husband, children, reputation, home, all that makes life of value to woman. She had forfeited her duty to God, had deliberately broken his commandments, for the one poor miserable mistake of flying with Francis Levison. But the instant the step was irrevocable, the instant she had left the barrier behind, repentance set in. Even in the first days of her departure, in the fleeting moments of abandonment, when it may be supposed she might momentarily forget conscience, it was sharply wounding her with its adder stings; and she knew that her whole future existence, whether spent with that man or without him, would be a dark course of gnawing retribution.

Nearly a year went by, save some six or eight weeks, when, one morning in July, Lady Isabel made her appearance in the breakfast-room. They were staying now at Grenoble. Taking that town on their way to Switzerland through Savoy, it had been Captain Levisons pleasure to halt in it. He engaged apartments, furnished, in the vicinity of the Place Grenette. A windy, old house it was, full of doors and windows, chimneys and cupboards; and he said he should remain there. Lady Isabel remonstrated; she wished to go farther on, where they might get quicker news from England; but her will now was as nothing. She was looking like the ghost of her former self. Talk of her having looked ill when she took that voyage over the water with Mr. Carlyle; you should have seen her now  misery marks the countenance worse than sickness. Her face was white and worn, her hands were thin, her eyes were sunken and surrounded by a black circle  care was digging caves for them. A stranger might have attributed these signs to the state of her health; she knew better  knew that they were the effects of her wretched mind and heart.

It was very late for breakfast, but why should she rise early only to drag through another endless day? Languidly she took her seat at the table, just as Captain Levisons servant, a Frenchman whom he had engaged in Paris, entered the room with two letters.

Point de gazette, Pierre? she said.

Non, miladi.

And all the time the sly fox had got the Times in his coat pocket. But he was only obeying the orders of his master. It had been Captain Levisons recent pleasure that the newspapers should not be seen by Lady Isabel until he had over-looked them. You will speedily gather his motive.

Pierre departed toward Captain Levisons room, and Lady Isabel took up the letters and examined their superscription with interest. It was known to her that Mr. Carlyle had not lost a moment in seeking a divorce and the announcement that it was granted was now daily expected. She was anxious for it  anxious that Captain Levison should render her the only reparation in his power before the birth of her unhappy child. Little thought she that there was not the least intention on his part to make her reparation, any more than he had made it to others who had gone before her. She had become painfully aware of the fact that the man for whom she had chosen to sacrifice herself was bad, but she had not learned all his badness yet.

Captain Levison, unwashed, unshaven, with a dressing-gown loosely flung on, lounged in to breakfast. The decked-out dandies before the world are frequently the greatest slovens in domestic privacy. He wished her good morning in a careless tone of apathy, and she as apathetically answered to it.

Pierre says there are some letters, he began. What a precious hot day it is!

Two, was her short reply, her tone sullen as his. For if you think my good reader, that the flattering words, the ardent expressions, which usually attend the first go-off of these promising unions last out a whole ten months, you are in egregious error. Compliments the very opposite to honey and sweetness have generally supervened long before. Try it, if you dont believe me.

Two letters, she continued, and they are both in the same handwriting  your solicitors, I believe.

Up went his hand at the last word, and he made a sort of grab at the letters, stalked to the farthest window, opened it, and glanced over its contents.

Sir  We beg to inform you that the suit Carlyle vs. Carlyle, is at an end. The divorce was pronounced without opposition. According to your request, we hasten to forward you the earliest intimation of the fact.

We are, sir, faithfully yours,

MOSS & GRAB.

F. LEVISON, Esq.

It was over, then, and all claim to the name of Carlyle was declared to have been forfeited by the Lady Isabel forever. Captain Levison folded up the letter, and placed it securely in an inner pocket.

Is there any news? she asked.

News!

Of the divorce, I mean?

Tush! was the response of Captain Levison, as if wishing to imply that the divorce was yet a far-off affair, and he proceeded to open the other letter.

Sir  After sending off our last, dated to-day, we received tidings of the demise of Sir Peter Levison, your grand-uncle. He expired this afternoon in town, where he had come for the benefit of medical advice. We have much pleasure in congratulating you upon your accession to the title and estates, and beg to state that should it not be convenient to you to visit England at present, we will be happy to transact all necessary matters for you, on your favoring us with instructions. And we remain, sir, most faithfully yours,

MOSS & GRAB.

SIR FRANCIS LEVISON, Bart.

The outside of the letter was superscribed as the other, F. Levison, Esquire, no doubt with a view to its more certain delivery.

At last, thank the pigs! was the gentlemans euphonious expression, as he tossed the letter, open, on the breakfast-table.

The divorce is granted! feverishly uttered Lady Isabel.

He made no reply, but seated himself to breakfast.

May I read the letter? Is it for me to read?

For what else should I have thrown it there? he said.

A few days ago you put a letter, open on the table, I thought for me; but when I took it up you swore at me. Do you remember it Captain Levison?

You may drop that odious title, Isabel, which has stuck to me too long. I own a better, now.

What one, pray?

You can look and see.

Lady Isabel took up the letter and read it. Sir Francis swallowed down his coffee, and rang the table hand-bell  the only bell you generally meet with in France. Pierre answered it.

Put me up a change of things, said he, in French. I start for England in an hour.

It is very well, Pierre responded; and departed to do it. Lady Isabel waited till the man was gone, and then spoke, a faint flush of emotion in her cheeks.

You do not mean what you say? You will not leave me yet?

I cannot do otherwise, he answered. Theres a mountain of business to be attended to, now that I am come into power.

Moss & Grab say they will act for you. Had there been a necessity for your going, they would not have offered that.

Ay, they do say so  with a nice eye to the feathering of their pockets! Besides, I should not choose for the old mans funeral to take place without me.

Then I must accompany you, she urged.

I wish you would not talk nonsense, Isabel. Are you in a state to travel night and day? Neither would home be agreeable to you yet awhile.

She felt the force of the objections. Resuming after a moments pause Were you to go to England, you might not be back in time.

In time for what?

Oh, how can you ask? she rejoined, in a sharp tone of reproach; you know too well. In time to make me your wife when the divorce shall appear.

I shall chance it, coolly observed Sir Francis.

Chance it! chance the legitimacy of the child? You must assure that, before all things. More terrible to me than all the rest would it be, if

Now dont put yourself in a fever, Isabel. How many times am I to be compelled to beg that of you! It does no good. Is it my fault, if I am called suddenly to England?

Have you no pity for your child? she urged in agitation. Nothing can repair the injury, if you once suffer it to come upon him. He will be a by-word amidst men throughout his life.

You had better have written to the law lords to urge on the divorce, he returned. I cannot help the delay.

There has been no delay; quite the contrary. But it may be expected hourly now.

You are worrying yourself for nothing, Isabel. I shall be back in time.

He quitted the room as he spoke, and Lady Isabel remained in it, the image of despair. Nearly an hour elapsed when she remembered the breakfast things, and rang for them to be removed. A maid-servant entered to do it, and she thought how ill miladi looked.

Where is Pierre? miladi asked.

Pierre was making himself ready to attend monsieur to England.

Scarcely had she closed the door upon herself and the tray when Sir Francis Levison appeared, equipped for traveling. Good-bye, Isabel, said he, without further circumlocution or ceremony.

Lady Isabel, excited beyond all self-control, slipped the bolt of the door; and, half leaning against it, half leaning at his feet, held up her hand in supplication.

Francis, have you any consideration left for me  any in the world?

How can you be so alarmed, Isabel? Of course I have, he continued, in a peevish, though kind tone, as he took hold of her hands to raise her.

No, not yet. I will remain here until you say you will wait another day or two. You know that the French Protestant minister is prepared to marry us the instant news of the divorce shall arrive; if you do care still for me, you will wait.

I cannot wait, he replied, his tone changing to one of determination. It is useless to urge it.

He broke from her and left the room, and in another minute had left the house, Pierre attending him. A feeling, amounting to a conviction, rushed over the unhappy lady that she had seen him for the last time until it was too late.

She was right. It was too late by weeks and months.

December came in. The Alps were covered with snow; Grenoble borrowed the shade, and looked cold, and white, and sleety, and sloppy; the gutters, running through the middle of certain of the streets, were unusually black, and the people crept along especially dismal. Close to the fire in the barn of a French bedroom, full of windows, and doors, and draughts, with its wide hearth and its wide chimney, into which we could put four or five of our English ones, shivered Lady Isabel Vane. She had an invalid cap on, and a thick woolen invalid shawl, and she shook and shivered perpetually; though she had drawn so close to the wood fire that there was a danger of her petticoats igniting, and the attendant had frequently to spring up and interpose between them and the crackling logs. Little did it seem to matter to Lady Isabel; she sat in one position, her countenance the picture of stony despair.

So had she sat, so looking, since she began to get better. She had had a long illness, terminating in a low fever; but the attendants whispered among themselves that miladi would soon get about if she would only rouse herself. She had got so far about as to sit up in the windy chamber; and it seemed to be to her a matter of perfect indifference whether she ever got out of it.

This day she had partaken of her early dinner  such as it was, for her appetite failed  and had dozed asleep in the arm chair, when a noise arose from below, like a carriage driving into the courtyard through the porte cochere. It instantly aroused her. Had he come?

Who is it? she asked of the nurse.

Miladi, it is monsieur; and Pierre is with him. I have begged milady often and often not to fret, for monsieur would surely come; miladi, see, I am right.

The girl departed, closing the door, and Lady Isabel sat looking at it, schooling her patience. Another moment, and it was flung open.

Sir Francis Levison approached to greet her as he came in. She waved him off, begging him, in a subdued, quiet tone, not to draw too near, as any little excitement made her faint now. He took a seat opposite to her, and began pushing the logs together with his boot, as he explained that he really could not get away from town before.

Why did you come now? she quietly rejoined.

Why did I come? repeated he. Are these all the thanks a fellow gets for travelling in this inclement weather? I thought you would at least have been glad to welcome me, Isabel.

Sir Francis, she rejoined, speaking still with almost unnatural calmness, as she continued to do throughout the interview  though the frequent changes in her countenance, and the movement of her hands, when she laid them from time to time on her chest to keep down its beating, told what effort the struggle cost her Sir Francis, I am glad, for one reason, to welcome you; we must come to an understanding one with the other; and, so far, I am pleased that you are here. It was my intention to have communicated with you by letter as soon as I found myself capable of the necessary exertion, but your visit has removed the necessity. I wish to deal with you quite unreservedly, without concealment, or deceit; I must request you so to deal with me.

What do you mean by deal? he asked, settling the logs to his apparent satisfaction.

To speak and act. Let there be plain truth between us at this interview, if there never has been before.

I dont understand you.

Naked truth, unglossed over, she pursued, bending her eyes determinately upon him. It must be.

With all my heart, returned Sir Francis. It is you who have thrown out the challenge, mind.

When you left in July you gave me a sacred promise to come back in time for our marriage; you know what I mean when I say in time, but

Of course I meant to do so when I gave the promise, he interrupted. But no sooner had I set my foot in London than I found myself overwhelmed with business, and away from it I could not get. Even now I can only remain with you a couple of days, for I must hasten back to town.

You are breaking faith already, she said, after hearing him calmly to the end. Your words are not words of truth, but of deceit. You did not intend to be back in time for the marriage, or otherwise you would have caused it to take place ere you went at all.

What fancies you do take up! uttered Francis Levison.

Some time subsequent to your departure, she quietly went on, one of the maids was setting to rights the clothes in your dressing-closet, and she brought me a letter she found in one of the pockets. I saw by the date that it was one of those two which you received on the morning of your departure. It contained the information that the divorce was pronounced.

She spoke so quietly, so apparently without feeling or passion, that Sir Francis was agreeably astonished. He should have less trouble in throwing off the mask. But he was an ill-tempered man; and to hear that the letter had been found to have the falseness of his fine protestations and promises laid bare, did not improve his temper now. Lady Isabel continued,  

It would have been better to have undeceived me then; to have told me that the hopes I was cherishing for the sake of the unborn child were worse than vain.

I did not judge so, he replied. The excited state you then appeared to be in, would have precluded your listening to any sort of reason.

Her heart beat a little quicker; but she stilled it.

You deem that it was not in reason that I should aspire to be the wife of Sir Francis Levison?

He rose and began kicking at the logs; with the heel of his boot this time.

Well, Isabel, you must be aware that it is an awful sacrifice for a man in my position to marry a divorced woman.

The hectic flushed into her thin cheeks, but her voice sounded calm as before.

When I expected or wished, for the sacrifice, it was not for my own sake; I told you so then. But it was not made; and the childs inheritance is that of sin and shame. There he lies.

Sir Francis half turned to where she pointed, and saw an infants cradle by the side of the bed. He did not take the trouble to look at it.

I am the representative now of an ancient and respected baronetcy, he resumed, in a tone as of apology for his previous heartless words, and to make you my wife would so offend all my family, that

Stay, interrupted Lady Isabel, you need not trouble yourself to find needless excuses. Had you taken this journey for the purpose of making me your wife, were you to propose to do so this day, and bring a clergyman into the room to perform the ceremony, it would be futile. The injury to the child can never be repaired; and, for myself, I cannot imagine any fate in life worse than being compelled to pass it with you.

If you have taken this aversion to me, it cannot be helped, he coldly said, inwardly congratulating himself, let us not doubt, at being spared the work of trouble he had anticipated. You made commotion enough once about me making you reparation.

She shook her head.

All the reparation in your power to make  all the reparation that the whole world can invent could not undo my sin. It and the effects must lie upon me forever.

Oh  sin! was the derisive exclamation. You ladies should think of that beforehand.

Yes, she sadly answered. May heaven help all to do so who may be tempted as I was.

If you mean that as a reproach to me, its rather out of place, chafed Sir Francis, whose fits of ill-temper were under no control, and who never, when in them, cared what he said to outrage the feelings of another. The temptation to sin, as you call it, lay not in my persuasions half so much as in your jealous anger toward your husband.

Quite true, was her reply.

And I believe you were on the wrong scent, Isabel  if it will be any satisfaction to you to hear it. Since we are mutually on this complimentary discourse, it is of no consequence to smooth over facts.

I do not understand what you would imply, she said, drawing her shawl round her with a fresh shiver. How on the wrong scent?

With regard to your husband and that Hare girl. You were blindly, outrageously jealous of him.

Go on.

And I say I think you are on the wrong scent. I do not believe Mr. Carlyle ever thought of the girl  in that way.

What do you mean? she gasped.

They had a secret between them  not of love  a secret of business; and those interviews they had together, her dancing attendance upon him perpetually, related to that, and that alone.

Her face was more flushed than it had been throughout the interview. He spoke quietly now, quite in an equal tone of reasoning; it was his way when the ill-temper was upon him: and the calmer he spoke, the more cutting were his words. He need not have told her this.

What was the secret? she inquired, in a low tone.

Nay, I cant explain all; they did not take me into their confidence. They did not even take you; better, perhaps that they had though, as things have turned out, or seem to be turning. Theres some disreputable secret attaching to the Hare family, and Carlyle was acting in it, under the rose, for Mrs. Hare. She could not seek out Carlyle herself, so she sent the young lady. Thats all I know.

How did you know it?

I had reason to think so.

What reason? I must request you to tell me.

I overheard scraps of their conversation now and then in those meetings, and so gathered my information.

You told a different tale to me, Sir Francis, was her remark, as she turned her indignant eyes toward him.

Sir Francis laughed.

All stratagems are fair in love and war.

She dared not immediately trust herself to reply, and a silence ensued. Sir Francis broke it, pointing with his left thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the cradle.

What have you named that young article there?

The name which ought to have been his by inheritance Francis Levison, was her icy answer.

Lets see  how old is he now?

He was born on the last day of August.

Sir Francis threw up his arms and stretched himself, as if a fit of idleness had overtaken him; then advanced to the cradle and pulled down the clothes.

Who is he like, Isabel? My handsome self?

Were he like you in spirit, I would pray that he might die ere he could speak, or think! she burst forth. And then remembering the resolution marked out for herself, subsided outwardly into calmness again.

What else? retorted Sir Francis. You know my disposition pretty well by this time, Isabel, and may be sure that if you deal out small change to me, you will get it back again with interest.

She made no reply. Sir Francis put the clothes back over the sleeping child, returned to the fire, and stood a few moments with his back to it.

Is my room prepared for me, do you know? he presently asked.

No, it is not, she quietly rejoined. These apartments are mine now; they have been transferred into my name, and they can never again afford you accommodation. Will you be so obliging  I am not strong  as to hand me that writing case?

Sir Francis walked to the table she indicated, which was at the far end of the great barn of a room, and taking the writing-case from it, gave it to her.

She reached her keys from the stand at her elbow, unlocked the case, and took from it some bank-notes.

I received these from you a month ago, she said. They came by post.

And never had the grace to acknowledge them, he returned, in a sort of mock reproachful tone.

Forty pounds. That was the amount, was it not?

I believe so.

Allow me to return them to you. Count them.

Return them to me  for what? inquired Sir Francis, in amazement.

I have no longer anything whatever to do with you in any way. Do not make my arm ache, holding out these notes to you so long! Take them!

Sir Francis took the notes from her hand and placed them on a stand near to her.

If it be your wish that all relations should end between us, why, let it be so, he said. I must confess I think it may be the wisest course, as things have come to this pass; for a cat and dog life, which would seemingly be ours, is not agreeable. Remember, though, that it is your doing, not mine. But you cannot think I am going to see you starve, Isabel. A sum  we will fix upon the amount amicably  shall be placed to your credit half-yearly, and

I beg of you to cease, she passionately interrupted. What do you take me for?

Take you for! Why, how can you live? You have no fortune  you must receive assistance from some one.

I will not receive it from you. If the whole world denied me, and I could find no help from strangers, or means of earning my own bread, and it was necessary that I should still exist, I would apply to my husband for means, rather than to you. In saying this, it ought to convince you that the topic may cease.

Your husband! sarcastically rejoined Sir Francis. Generous man!

A flush, deep and painful, dyed her cheeks. I should have said my late husband. You need not have reminded me of the mistake.

If you will accept nothing for yourself, you must for the child. He, at any rate, falls to my share. I shall give you a few hundred a year with him.

She beat her hands before her, as if beating off the man and his words. Not a farthing, now or ever. Were you to attempt to send money to him, I would throw it into the nearest river. Whom do you take me for? What do you take me for? she repeated, rising in her bitter mortification. If you have put me beyond the pale of the world, I am still Lord Mount Severns daughter!

You did as much toward putting yourself beyond its pale as

Dont I know it? Have I not said so? she sharply interrupted. And then she sat, striving to calm herself, clasping together her shaking hands.

Well, if you will persist in this perverse resolution, I cannot mend it, resumed Sir Francis. In a little time you may probably wish to recall it; in which case a line, addressed to me at my bankers, will

Lady Isabel drew herself up. Put away those notes, if you please, she interrupted, not allowing him to finish his sentence.

He took out his pocket-book and placed the bank notes within it.

Your clothes  those you left here when you went to England  you will have the goodness to order Pierre to take away this afternoon. And now, Sir Francis, I believe that is all: we will part.

To remain mortal enemies from henceforth? Is that to be it?

To be strangers, she replied, correcting him. I wish you a good day.

So you will not even shake hands with me, Isabel?

I would prefer not.

And thus they parted. Sir Francis left the room, but not immediately the house. He went into a distant apartment, and, calling the servants before him  there were but two  gave them each a years wages in advance That they might not have to trouble miladi for money, he said to them. Then he paid a visit to the landlord, and handed him, likewise a years rent in advance, making the same remark. After that, he ordered dinner at a hotel, and the same night he and Pierre departed on their journey home again, Sir Francis thanking his lucky star that he had so easily got rid of a vexatious annoyance.

And Lady Isabel? She passed her evening alone, sitting in the same place, close to the fire and the sparks. The attendant remonstrated that miladi was remaining up too late for her strength, but miladi ordered her and her remonstrances into an adjoining room.

When Lady Isabel lay down to rest, she sank into a somewhat calmer sleep than she had known of late; also into a dream. She thought she was back at East Lynne  not back, in one sense, but that she seemed never to have gone away from it  walking in the flower garden with Mr. Carlyle, while the three children played on the lawn. Her arm was within her husbands, and he was relating something to her. What the news was, she could not remember afterward, excepting that it was connected with the office and old Mr. Dill, and that Mr. Carlyle laughed when he told it. They appeared to be interrupted by the crying of Archibald; and, in turning to the lawn to ask what was the matter, she awoke. Alas! It was the actual crying of her own child which awoke her  this last child  the ill-fated little being in the cradle beside her. But, for a single instant, she forgot recent events and doings, she believed she was indeed in her happy home at East Lynne, a proud woman, an honored wife. As recollection flashed across her, with its piercing stings, she gave vent to a sharp cry of agony, of unavailing despair.


CHAPTER XXVI.

ALONE FOR EVERMORE.

A surprise awaited Lady Isabel Vane. It was on a windy day in the following March that a traveller arrived at Grenoble, and inquired his way of a porter, to the best hotel in the place, his French being such as only an Englishman can produce.

Hotel? Lets see, returned the man, politely, but with native indifference. There are two hotels, nearly contiguous to each other, and monsieur would find himself comfortable at either. There is the Tross Dauphins, and there is the Ambassadeurs.

Monsieur chose haphazard, the Hotel des Ambassadeurs, and was conducted to it. Shortly after his arrival there, he inquired his road to the Place Grenette, and was offered to be shown: but he preferred that it should be described to him, and to go alone. The Place was found, and he thence turned to the apartments of Lady Isabel Vane.

Lady Isabel was sitting where you saw her the previous December  in the precise spot  courting the warmth of the fire, and it seemed, courting the sparks also, for they appeared as fond of her as formerly. The marvel was, how she had escaped spontaneous combustion; but there she was yet, and her clothes likewise. You might think that but a night had passed, when you looked at the room, for it wore precisely the same aspect now, as then; everything was the same, even to the childs cradle in the remote corner, partially hidden by the bed-curtains, and the sleeping child in it. Lady Isabels progress toward recovery was remarkably lingering, as is frequently the case when mind and body are both diseased. She was so sitting when Susanne entered the room, and said that a Monsieur Anglais had arrived in the town to see her, and was waiting below, in the saloon.

Lady Isabel was startled. An English gentleman  to see her!

English for certain, was Susannes answer, for she had difficulty to comprehend his French.

Who could be desirous to see her? One out of the world and forgotten! Susanne, she cried aloud, a thought striking her, it is never Sir Fran  it is not monsieur!

Not in the least like monsieur, complacently answered Susanne. It is a tall, brave English gentleman, proud and noble looking like a prince.

Every pulse within Lady Isabels body throbbed rebelliously: her heart bounded till it was like to burst her side, and she turned sick with astonishment.

Tall, brave, noble? could that description apply to any but Mr. Carlyle? Strange that so unnatural an idea should have occurred to her; it would not have done so in a calmer moment. She rose, tottered across the chamber, and prepared to descend. Susannes tongue was let loose at the proceeding.

Was miladi out of her senses? To attempt going downstairs would be a pretty ending, for shed surely fall by the way. Miladi knew that the bottom step was of lead, and that no head could pitch down upon that, without ever never being a head any more, except in the hospitals. Let miladi sit still in her place and shed bring the monsieur up. What did it signify? He was not a young petit maitre, to quiz things: he was fifty, if he was a day: his hair already turned to fine gray.

This set the question touching Mr. Carlyle at rest, and her heart stilled again. The next moment she was inwardly laughing in her bitter mockery at her insensate folly. Mr. Carlyle come to see her! Her! Francis Levison might be sending over some man of business, regarding the money question, was her next thought: if so, she should certainly refuse to see him.

Go down to the gentleman and ask him his name Susanne. Ask also from whence he came.

Susanne disappeared, and returned, and the gentleman behind her. Whether she had invited him, or whether he had chosen to come uninvited, there he was. Lady Isabel caught a glimpse, and flung her hands over her burning cheeks of shame. It was Lord Mount Severn.

How did you find out where I was? she gasped, when some painful words had been uttered on both sides.

I went to Sir Francis Levison and demanded your address. Certain recent events implied that he and you must have parted, and I therefore deemed it time to inquire what he had done with you.

Since last July, she interrupted. Lifting up her wan face, now colorless again. Do not think worse of me than I am. He was here in December for an hours recriminating interview, and we parted for life.

What have you heard of him lately?

Not anything. I never know what is passing in the world at home; I have no newspaper, no correspondence; and he would scarcely be so bold as to write to me again.

I shall not shock you, then by some tidings I bring you regarding him, returned Lord Mount Severn.

The greatest shock to me would be to hear that I should ever again be subjected to the sight of him, she answered.

He is married.

Heaven have pity on his poor wife! was all the comment of Lady Isabel.

He has married Alice Challoner.

She lifted her head, then, in simple surprise. Alice? Not Blanche?

The story runs that he has played Blanche very false. That he has been with her much during the last three or four months, leading on her expectations; and then suddenly proposed for her younger sister. I know nothing of the details myself; it is not likely; and I heard nothing, until one evening at the club I saw the announcement of the marriage for the following day at St. Georges. I was at the church the next morning before he was.

Not to stop it; not to intercept the marriage! breathlessly uttered the Lady Isabel.

Certainly not. I had no power to attempt anything of the sort. I went to demand an answer to my question  what he had done with you, and where you were. He gave me this address, but said he knew nothing of your movements since December.

There was a long silence. The earl appeared to be alternately ruminating and taking a survey of the room. Isabel sat with her head down.

Why did you seek me out? she presently broke forth. I am not worth it. I have brought enough disgrace upon your name.

And upon your husbands and upon your childrens, he rejoined, in the most severe manner, for it was not in the nature of the Earl of Mount Severn to gloss over guilt. Nevertheless it is incumbent upon me, as your nearest blood relative, to see after you, now that you are alone again, and to take care, as far as I can, that you do not lapse lower.

He might have spared her that stab. But she scarcely understood him. She looked at him, wondering whether she did understand.

You have not a shilling in the world, he resumed. How do you propose to live?

I have some money yet. When

His money? sharply and haughtily interposed the earl.

No, she indignantly replied. I am selling my trinkets. Before they are all gone, I shall look out to get a living in some way; by teaching, probably.

Trinkets! repeated Lord Mount Severn. Mr. Carlyle told me that you carried nothing away with you from East Lynne.

Nothing that he had given me. These were mine before I married. You have seen Mr. Carlyle, then? she faltered.

Seen him? echoed the indignant earl. When such a blow was dealt him by a member of my family, could I do less than hasten to East Lynne to tender my sympathies? I went with another subject too  to discover what could have been the moving springs of your conduct; for I protest, when the black tidings reached me, I believed that you must have gone mad. You were one of the last whom I should have feared to trust. But I learned nothing, and Carlyle was as ignorant as I. How could you strike him such a blow?

Lower and lower drooped her head, brighter shone the shame on her hectic cheek. An awful blow to Mr. Carlyle it must have been; she was feeling it in all its bitter intensity. Lord Mount Severn read her repentant looks.

Isabel, he said, in a tone which had lost something of its harshness, and it was the first time he had called her by her Christian name, I see that you are reaping the fruits. Tell me how it happened. What demon prompted you to sell yourself to that bad man?

He is a bad man! she exclaimed. A base, heartless man!

I warned you at the commencement of your married life to avoid him; to shun all association with him; not to admit him to your house.

His coming to East Lynne was not my doing, she whispered. Mr. Carlyle invited him.

I know he did. Invited him in his unsuspicious confidence, believing his wife to be his wife, a trustworthy woman of honor, was the severe remark.

She did not reply; she could not gainsay it; she only sat with her meek face of shame and her eyelids drooping.

If ever a woman had a good husband, in every sense of the word, you had, in Carlyle; if ever man loved his wife, he loved you. How could you so requite him?

She rolled, in a confused manner, the corners of her warm shawl over her unconscious fingers.

I read the note you left for your husband. He showed it to me; the only one, I believe, to whom he did show it. It was to him entirely inexplicable, it was so to me. A notion had been suggested to him, after your departure, that his sister had somewhat marred your peace at East Lynne, and he blamed you much, if it was so, for not giving him your full confidence on the point, that he might set matters on the right footing. But it was impossible, and there was the evidence in the note besides, that the presence of Miss Carlyle at East Lynne could be any excuse for your disgracing us all and ruining yourself.

Do not let us speak of these things, said Lady Isabel, faintly. It cannot redeem the past.

But I must speak of them; I came to speak of them, persisted the earl; I could not do it as long as that man was here. When these inexplicable things take place in the career of a woman, it is a fathers duty to look into motives and causes and actions, although the events in themselves may be, as in this case, irreparable. Your father is gone, but I stand in his place, there is no one else to stand in it.

Her tears began to fall. And she let them fall  in silence. The earl resumed.

But for that extraordinary letter, I should have supposed you had been actuated by a mad infatuation for the cur, Levison; its tenor gave the matter a different aspect. To what did you allude when you asserted that your husband had driven you to it?

He knew, she answered, scarcely above her breath.

He did not know, sternly replied the earl. A more truthful, honorable man than Carlyle does not exist on the face of the earth. When he told me then, in his agony of grief, that he was unable to form even a suspicion of your meaning, I could have staked my earldom on his veracity. I would stake it still.

I believed, she began, in a low, nervous voice, for she knew that there was no evading the questions of Lord Mount Severn, when he was resolute in their being answered, and, indeed she was too weak, both in body and spirit, to resist I believed that his love was no longer mine; that he had deserted me, for another.

The earl stared at her. What can you mean by deserted! He was with you.

There is a desertion of the heart, was her murmured answer.

Desertion of a fiddlestick! retorted his lordship. The interpretation we gave to the note, I and Carlyle, was, that you had been actuated by motives of jealousy; had penned it in a jealous mood. I put the question to Carlyle  as between man and man  do you listen, Isabel!  whether he had given you cause; and he answered me, as with God over us, he had never given you cause; he had been faithful to you in thought, word and deed; he had never, so far as he could call to mind, even looked upon another woman with covetous feelings, since the hour that he made you his wife; his whole thoughts had been of you, and of you alone. It is more than many a husband can say, significantly coughed Lord Mount Severn.

Her pulses were beating wildly. A powerful conviction that the words were true; that her own blind jealousy had been utterly mistaken and unfounded, was forcing its way to her brain.

After that I could only set your letter down as a subterfuge, resumed the earl a false, barefaced plea, put forth to conceal your real motives, and I told Carlyle so. I inquired how it was he had never detected any secret understanding between you and that  that beast, located, as the fellow was, in the house. He replied that no such suspicion had ever occurred to him. He placed the most implicit confidence in you, and would have trusted you with the creature around the world, aye, with any one else.

She entwined her hands one within the other, pressing them to pain. It would not deaden the pain at her heart.

Carlyle told me he had been unusually occupied during the stay of that man. Besides his customary office work, his time was taken up with some private business for a family in the neighborhood, and he had repeatedly to see them, more particularly the daughter, after office hours. Very old acquaintances of his, he said, relatives of the Carlyle family; and he was as anxious about the secret  a painful one  as they were. This, I observed to him, may have rendered him unobservant to what was passing at home. He told me, I remember, that on the very evening of the  the catastrophe, he ought to have gone with you to a dinner party, but most important circumstances arose, in connection with the affair, which obliged him to meet two gentlemen at his office, and to receive them in secret, unknown to his clerks.

Did he mention the name of the family? inquired Lady Isabel, with white lips.

Yes, he did. I forgot it, though. Rabbit! Rabit!  some such name as that.

Was it Hare?

That was it  Hare. He said you appeared vexed that he did not accompany you to the dinner; and seeing that he intended to go in afterward, but was prevented. When the interview was over in his office, he was again detained at Mrs. Hares house, and by business as impossible to avoid as the other.

Important business! she echoed, giving way for a moment to the bitterness of former feelings. He was promenading in their garden by moonlight with Barbara  Miss Hare. I saw them as my carriage passed.

And you were jealous that he should be there! exclaimed Lord Mount Severn, with mocking reproach, as he detected her mood. Listen! he whispered, bending his head toward her. While you may have thought, as your present tone would seem to intimate, that they were pacing there to enjoy each others society, know that they  Carlyle, at any rate  was pacing the walk to keep guard. One was within that house  for a short half hours interview with his poor mother  one who lives in danger of the scaffold, to which his own father would be the first to deliver him up. They were keeping the path against that father  Carlyle and the young lady. Of all the nights in the previous seven years, that one only saw the unhappy son at home for a half hours meeting with his mother and sister. Carlyle, in the grief and excitement caused by your conduct, confided so much to me, when mentioning what kept him from the dinner party.

Her face had become crimson  crimson at her past lamentable folly. And there was no redemption!

But he was always with Barbara Hare, she murmured, by way of some faint excuse.

I have mentioned so. She had to see him upon this affair, her mother could not, for it was obliged to be kept from the father. And so, you construed business interviews into assignations! continued Lord Mount Severn with cutting derision. I had given you credit for better sense. But was this enough to hurl you on the step you took? Surely not. You must have yielded in the persuasions of that wicked man.

It is all over now, she wailed.

Carlyle was true and faithful to you, and to you alone. Few women have the chance of happiness, in their married life, in the degree that you had. He is an upright and good man; one of natures gentlemen; one that England may be proud of as having grown upon her soil. The more I see of him, the greater becomes my admiration of him, and of his thorough honor. Do you know what he did in the matter of the damages?

She shook her head.

He did not wish to proceed for damages, or only for the trifling sum demanded by law; but the jury, feeling for his wrongs, gave unprecedently heavy ones. Since the fellow came into his baronetcy they have been paid. Carlyle immediately handed them over to the county hospital. He holds the apparently obsolete opinion that money cannot wipe out a wifes dishonor.

Let us close those topics implored the poor invalid. I acted wickedly and madly, and have the consequences to bear forever. More I cannot say.

Where do you intend to fix your future residence? inquired the earl.

I am unable to tell. I shall leave this town as soon as I am well enough.

Aye. It cannot be pleasant for you to remain under the eyes of its inhabitants. You were here with him, were you not?

They think I am his wife, she murmured. The servants think it.

Thats well, so far. How many servants have you?

Two. I am not strong enough yet to do much myself, so am obliged to keep two, she continued, as if in apology for the extravagance, under her reduced circumstances. As soon as ever the baby can walk, I shall manage to do with one.

The earl looked confounded. The baby! he uttered, in a tone of astonishment and grief painful to her to hear. Isabel, is there a child?

Not less painful was her own emotion as she hid her face. Lord Mount Severn rose and paced the room with striding steps.

I did not know it! I did not know it! Wicked, heartless villain! He ought to have married you before its birth. Was the divorce out previously? he asked stopping short in his strides to put the question.

Yes.

Coward! Sneak! May good men shun him from henceforth! May his queen refuse to receive him! You, an earls daughter! Oh, Isabel, how utterly you have lost yourself!

Lady Isabel started from her chair in a burst of hysterical sobs, her hands extended beseechingly toward the earl. Spare me! Spare me! You have been rending my heart ever since you came; indeed I am too weak to bear it.

The earl, in truth, had been betrayed into showing more of his sentiments than he intended. He recalled his recollection.

Well, well, sit down again, Isabel, he said, putting her into her chair. We shall go to the point I chiefly came here to settle. What sum will it take you to live upon? Quietly; as of course you would now wish to live, but comfortably.

I will not accept anything, she replied. I will get my own living. And the earls irascibility again arose at the speech. He spoke in a sharp tone.

Absurd, Isabel! Do not add romantic folly to your own mistakes. Get your own living, indeed! As much as is necessary for you to live upon, I shall supply. No remonstrance; I tell you I am acting as for your father. Do you suppose he would have abandoned you to starve or to work?

The allusion touched every chord within her bosom, and the tears fell fast. I thought I could get my living by teaching, she sobbed.

And how much did you anticipate the teaching would bring you in?

Not very much, she listlessly said. A hundred a year, perhaps; I am very clever at music and singing. That sum might keep us, I fancy, even if I only went out by the day.

And a fine keep it would be! You shall have that sum every quarter!

No, no! no, no! I do not deserve it; I could not accept it; I have forfeited all claim to assistance.

Not to mine. Now, it is of no use to excite yourself, my mind is made up. I never willingly forego a duty, and I look upon this not only as a duty, but as an imperative one. Upon my return, I shall immediately settle four hundred upon you, and you can draw it quarterly.

Then half that sum, she reflected, knowing how useless it was to contend with Lord Mount Severn when he got upon the stilts of duty. Indeed, two hundred a year will be ample; it will seem like riches to me.

I have named the sum, Isabel, and I shall not make it less. A hundred pounds every three months shall be paid to you, dating from this day. This does not count, said he, laying down some notes on the table.

He took her hand within his in token of farewell; turned and was gone.

And Lady Isabel remained in her chamber alone.

Alone; alone! Alone for evermore!


CHAPTER XXVII.

BARBARAS MISDOINGS.

A sunny afternoon in summer. More correctly speaking, it may be said a summers evening, for the bright beams were already slanting athwart the substantial garden of Mr. Justice Hare, and the tea hour, seven, was passing. Mr. and Mrs. Hare and Barbara were seated at the meal; somehow, meals always did seem in process at Justice Hares; if it was not breakfast, it was luncheon  if it was not luncheon, it was dinner  if it was not dinner, it was tea. Barbara sat in tears, for the justice was giving her a piece of his mind, and poor Mrs. Hare deferently agreeing with her husband, as she would have done had he proposed to set the house on fire and burn her up in it, yet sympathizing with Barbara, moved uneasily in her chair.

You do it for the purpose; you do it to anger me, thundered the justice, bringing down his hand on the tea-table and causing the cups to rattle.

No I dont, papa, sobbed Barbara.

Then why do you do it?

Barbara was silent.

No; you cant answer; you have nothing to urge. What is the matter, pray, with Major Thorn? Come, I will be answered.

I dont like him, faltered Barbara.

You do like him; you are telling me an untruth. You have liked him well enough whenever he has been here.

I like him as an acquaintance, papa; not as a husband.

Not as a husband! repeated the exasperated justice. Why, bless my heart and body, the girls going mad! Not as a husband! Who asked you to like him as a husband before he became such? Did ever you hear that it was necessary or expedient, or becoming for a young lady to act on and begin to like a gentleman as her husband?

Barbara felt a little bewildered.

Heres the whole parish saying that Barbara Hare cant be married, that nobody will have her, on account of  of  of that cursed stain left by  , I wont trust myself to name him, I should go too far. Now, dont you think thats a pretty disgrace, a fine state of things?

But it is not true, said Barbara; people do ask me.

But whats the use of their asking when you say No? raved the justice. Is that the way to let the parish know that they ask? You are an ungrateful, rebellious, self-willed daughter, and youll never be otherwise.

Barbaras tears flowed freely. The justice gave a dash at the bell handle, to order the tea things carried away, and after their removal the subject was renewed, together with Barbaras grief. That was the worst of Justice Hare. Let him seize hold of a grievance, it was not often he got upon a real one, and he kept on at it, like a blacksmith hammering at his forge. In the midst of a stormy oration, tongue and hands going together, Mr. Carlyle came in.

Not much altered; not much. A year and three-quarters had gone by and they had served to silver his hair upon the temples. His manner, too, would never again be careless and light as it once had been. He was the same keen man of business, the same pleasant, intelligent companion; the generality of people saw no change in him. Barbara rose to escape.

No, said Justice Hare, planting himself between her and the door; thats the way you like to get out of my reach when I am talking to you. You wont go; so sit down again. Ill tell you of your ill-conduct before Mr. Carlyle, and see if that will shame you.

Barbara resumed her seat, a rush of crimson dyeing her cheeks. And Mr. Carlyle looked inquiringly, seeming to ask an explanation of her distress. The justice continued after his own fashion.

You know, Carlyle, that horrible blow that fell upon us, that shameless disgrace. Well, because the parish cant clack enough about the fact itself, it must begin about Barbara, saying that the disgrace and humiliation are reflected upon her, and that nobody will come near her to ask her to be his wife. One would think, rather than lie under the stigma and afford the parish room to talk, shed marry the first man that came, if it was the parish beadle  anybody else would. But now, what are the facts? Youll stare when you know them. She has received a bushel of good offers  a bushel of them, repeated the justice, dashing his hand down on his knee, and she says No! to all. The last was to-day, from Major Thorn, and, my young lady takes and puts the stopper upon it, as usual, without reference to me or her mother, without saying with your leave or by your leave. She wants to be kept in her room for a week upon bread and water, to bring her to her senses.

Mr. Carlyle glanced at Barbara. She was sitting meekly under the infliction, her wet eyelashes falling on her flushed cheeks and shading her eyes. The justice was heated enough, and had pushed his flaxen wig nearly hind-part before, in the warmth of his argument.

What did you say to her? snapped the justice.

Matrimony may not have charms for Barbara, replied Mr. Carlyle half jokingly.

Nothing does have charms for her that ought to have, growled Justice Hare. Shes one of the contrary ones. By the way, though, hastily resumed the justice, leaving the objectionable subject, as another flashed across his memory, they were coupling your name and matrimony together, Carlyle, last night, at the Bucks Head.

A very perceptible tinge of red rose to the face of Mr. Carlyle, telling of inward emotion, but his voice and manner betrayed none.

Indeed, he carelessly said.

Ah, you are a sly one; you are, Carlyle. Remember how sly you were over your first   marriage, Justice Hare was going to bring out, but it suddenly occurred to him that all circumstances considered, it was not precisely the topic to recall to Mr. Carlyle. So he stopped himself in the utterance, coughed, and went on again. There you go, over to see Sir John Dobede, not to see Sir John, but paying court to Miss Dobede.

So the Bucks Head was amusing itself with that! good-naturedly observed Mr. Carlyle. Well, Miss Dobede is going to be married, and I am drawing up the settlements.

Its not she; she marries young Somerset; everybody knows that. Its the other one, Louisa. A nice girl, Carlyle.

Very, responded Mr. Carlyle, and it was all the answer he gave. The justice, tired of sitting indoors, tired, perhaps, of extracting nothing satisfactory from Mr. Carlyle, rose, shook himself, set his wig aright before the chimney-glass, and quitted the house on his customary evening visit to the Bucks Head. Barbara, who watched him down the path, saw that he encountered someone who happened to be passing the gate. She could not at first distinguish who it might be, nothing but an arm and shoulder cased in velveteen met her view, but as their positions changed in conversation  his and her fathers  she saw that it was Locksley; he had been the chief witness, not a vindictive one; he could not help himself, against her brother Richard, touching the murder of Hallijohn.

Meanwhile Mrs. Hare had drawn Mr. Carlyle into a chair close by her own.

Archibald, will you forgive me if I say a word upon the topic introduced by Mr. Hare? she said, in a low tone, as she shook his hand. You know how fondly I have ever regarded you, second only to my poor Richard. Your welfare and happiness are precious to me. I wish I could in any way promote them. It occurs to me, sometimes, that you are not at present so happy as you might be.

I have some sources of happiness, said Mr. Carlyle. My children and I have plenty of sources of interest. What do you mean, dear Mrs. Hare?

Your home might be made happier.

Mr. Carlyle smiled, nearly laughed. Cornelia takes care of that, as she did in the old days, you know.

Yes, I know. Would it not be as well to consider whether she would not be better in a home of her own  and for you to give East Lynne another mistress?

He shook his head.

Archibald, it would be happier for you; it would indeed. It is only in new ties that you can forget the past. You might find recompense yet for the sorrow you have gone through; and I know none, repeated Mrs. Hare, emphatically, more calculated to bring it you than that sweet girl, Louisa Dobede.

So long as Mr. Carlyle was beginning, and had not got so far in his sentence, when he was interrupted by an exclamation from Barbara.

What can be the matter with papa? Locksley must have said something to anger him. He is coming in the greatest passion, mamma; his face crimson, and his hands and arms working.

Oh, dear, Barbara! was all poor Mrs. Hares reply. The justices great bursts of passion frightened her.

In he came, closed the door, and stood in the middle of the room, looking alternately at Mrs. Hare and Barbara.

What is this cursed report, thats being whispered in the place! quoth he, in a tone of suppressed rage, but not unmixed with awe.

What report? asked Mr. Carlyle, for the justice waited for an answer, and Mrs. Hare seemed unable to speak. Barbara took care to keep silence; she had some misgivings that the justices words might be referring to herself  to the recent grievance.

A report that he  he  has been here disguised as a laborer, has dared to show himself in the place where hell come yet, to the gibbet.

Mrs. Hares face turned as white as death; Mr. Carlyle rose and dexterously contrived to stand before her, so that it should not be seen. Barbara silently locked her hands, one within the other, and turned to the window.

Of whom did you speak? asked Mr. Carlyle, in a matter-of-fact tone, as if he were putting the most matter-of-fact question. He knew too well; but he thought to temporize for the sake of Mrs. Hare.

Of whom do I speak! uttered the exasperated justice, nearly beside himself with passion; of whom would I speak but the bastard Dick! Who else in West Lynne is likely to come to a felons death?

Oh, Richard! sobbed forth Mrs. Hare, as she sank back in her chair, be merciful. He is our own true son.

Never a true son of the Hares, raved the justice. A true son of wickedness, and cowardice, and blight, and evil. If he has dared to show his face at West Lynne, Ill set the whole police of England upon his track, that he may be brought here as he ought, if he must come. When Locksley told me of it just now, I raised my hand to knock him down, so infamously false did I deem the report. Do you know anything of his having been here? continued the justice to his wife, in a pointed, resolute tone.

How Mrs. Hare would have extricated herself, or what she would have answered, cannot even be imagined, but Mr. Carlyle interposed.

You are frightening Mrs. Hare, sir. Dont you see that she knows nothing of it  that the very report of such a thing is alarming her into illness? But  allow me to inquire what it may be that Locksley said?

I met him at the gate, retorted Justice Hare, turning his attention upon Mr. Carlyle. He was going by as I reached it. Oh, justice, I am glad I met you. Thats a nasty report in the place that Richard has been here. Id see what I could do toward hushing it up, sir, if I were you, for it may only serve to put the police in mind of by gone things, which it may be better they should forget. Carlyle, I went, as I tell you, to knock him down. I asked him how he could have the hardihood to repeat such slander to my face. He was on the high horse directly; said the parish spoke the slander, not he; and I got out of him what it was he had heard.

And what was it? interrupted Mr. Carlyle, more eagerly than he generally spoke.

Why, they say the fellow showed himself here some time ago, a year or so, disguised as a farm laborer  confounded fools! Not but what hed have been the fool had he done it.

To be sure he would, repeated Mr. Carlyle, and he is not fool enough for that, sir. Let West Lynne talk, Mr. Hare; but do not put faith in a word of its gossip. I never do. Poor Richard, wherever he may be

I wont have him pitied in my presence, burst forth the justice. Poor Richard, indeed! Villain Richard, if you please.

I was about to observe that, wherever he may be  whether in the backwoods of America, or digging for gold in California, or wandering about the United Kingdom  there is little fear that he will quit his place of safety to dare the dangerous ground of West Lynne. Had I been you, sir, I should have laughed at Locksley and his words.

Why does West Lynne invent such lies?

Ah, theres the rub. I dare say West Lynne could not tell why, if it were paid for doing it; but it seems to have been a lame story it had got up this time. If they must have concocted a report that Richard had been seen at West Lynne, why put it back to a year ago  why not have fixed it for to-day or yesterday? If I heard anything more, I would treat it with the silence and contempt it deserves, justice.

Silence and contempt were not greatly in the justices line; noise and explosion were more so. But he had a high opinion of the judgment of Mr. Carlyle; and growling a sort of assent, he once more set forth to pay his evening visit.

Oh, Archibald! uttered Mrs. Hare, when her husband was half-way down the path, what a mercy that you were here! I should inevitably have betrayed myself.

Barbara turned round from the window, But what could have possessed Locksley to say what he did? she exclaimed.

I have no doubt Locksley spoke with a motive, said Mr. Carlyle. He is not unfriendly to Richard, and thought, probably, that by telling Mr. Hare of the report he might get it stopped. The rumor had been mentioned to me.

Barbara turned cold all over. How can it have come to light? she breathed.

I am at a loss to know, said Mr. Carlyle. The person to mention it to me was Tom Herbert. I say, said he meeting me yesterday, whats this row about Dick Hare? What now? I asked him. Why, that Dick was at West Lynne some time back, disguised as a farm laborer. Just the same, you see, that Locksley said to Mr. Hare. I laughed at Tom Herbert, continued Mr. Carlyle; turned his report into ridicule also, before I had done with him.

Will it be the means of causing Richards detection? murmured Mrs. Hare from between her dry lips.

No, no, warmly responded Mr. Carlyle. Had the report arisen immediately after he was really here, it might not have been so pleasant; but nearly two years have elapsed since the period. Be under no uneasiness, dear Mrs. Hare, for rely upon it there is no cause.

But how could it have come out, Archibald? she urged, and at this distant period of time?

I assure you I am quite at a loss to imagine. Had anybody at West Lynne seen and recognized Richard, they would have spoken of it at the time. Do not let it trouble you; the rumor will die away.

Mrs. Hare sighed deeply, and left the room to proceed to her own chamber. Barbara and Mr. Carlyle were alone.

Oh, that the real murderer could be discovered! she aspirated, clasping her hands. To be subjected to these shocks of fear is dreadful. Mamma will not be herself for days to come.

I wish the right man could be found; but it seems as far off as ever, remarked Mr. Carlyle.

Barbara sat ruminating. It seemed that she would say something to Mr. Carlyle, but a feeling caused her to hesitate. When she did at length speak, it was in a low, timid voice.

You remember the description Richard gave, that last night, of the person he had met  the true Thorn?

Yes.

Did it strike you then  has it ever occurred to you to think  that it accorded with some one?

In what way, Barbara? he asked, after a pause. It accorded with the description Richard always gave of the man Thorn.

Richard spoke of the peculiar movement of throwing off the hair from the forehead  in this way. Did that strike you as being familiar, in connection with the white hand and the diamond ring?

Many have a habit of pushing off their hair  I think I do it myself sometimes. Barbara, what do you mean? Have you a suspicion of any one?

Have you? she returned, answering the question by asking another.

I have not. Since Captain Thorn was disposed of, my suspicions have not pointed anywhere.

This sealed Barbaras lips. She had hers, vague doubts, bringing wonder more than anything else. At times she had thought the same doubts might have occurred to Mr. Carlyle; she now found that they had not. The terrible domestic calamity which had happened to Mr. Carlyle the same night that Richard protested he had seen Thorn, had prevented Barbaras discussing the matter with him then, and she had never done so since. Richard had never been further heard of, and the affair had remained in abeyance.

I begin to despair of its ever being discovered, she observed. What will become of poor Richard?

We can but wait, and hope that time may bring forth its own elucidation, continued Mr. Carlyle.

Ah, sighed Barbara, but it is weary waiting  weary, weary.

How is it you contrive to get under the paternal displeasure? he resumed, in a gayer tone.

She blushed vividly, and it was her only answer.

The Major Thorn alluded to by your papa is our old friend, I presume?

Barbara inclined her head.

He is a very pleasant man, Barbara. Many a young lady in West Lynne would be proud to get him.

There was a pause. Barbara broke it, but she did not look at Mr. Carlyle as she spoke.

The other rumor  is it a correct one?

What other rumor?

That you are to marry Louisa Dobede.

It is not. I have no intention of marrying any one. Nay, I will say it more strongly; it is my intention not to marry any one  to remain as I am.

Barbara lifted her eyes to his in the surprise of the moment.

You look amused, Barbara. Have you been lending your credence to the gossips, who have so kindly disposed of me to Louisa Dobede?

Not so. But Louisa Dobede is a girl to be coveted, and, as mamma says, it might be happier for you if you married again. I thought you would be sure to do so.

No. She  who was my wife  lives.

What of that? uttered Barbara, in simplicity.

He did not answer for a moment, and when he did, it was in a low, almost imperceptible tone, as he stood by the table at which Barbara sat, and looked down on her.

Whosoever putteth away his wife, and marrieth another, committeth adultery.

And before Barbara could answer, if, indeed, she had found any answer to make, or had recovered her surprise, he had taken his hat and was gone.

To return for a short while to Lady Isabel. As the year advanced she grew stronger, and in the latter part of the summer she made preparations for quitting Grenoble. Where she would fix her residence, or what she would do, she knew not. She was miserable and restless, and cared little what became of her. The remotest spot on earth, one unpenetrated by the steps of civilized man, appeared the most desirable for her. Where was she to find this?

She set out on her search, she and the child and its nurse. Not Susanne. Susanne had a sweetheart in Grenoble, and declined to leave it, so a girl was engaged for the child in her place. Lady Isabel wound up her housekeeping, had her things packed and forwarded to Paris, there to wait her orders and finally quitted Grenoble. It was a fine day when she left it  all too fine for the dark ending it was to bring.

When a railway accident does take place in France, it is an accident. None of your milk-and-water affairs, where a few bruises and a great fright are the extent of the damages but too often a calamity whose remembrance lasts a lifetime. Lady Isabel had travelled a considerable distance that first day, and at the dusk of evening, as they were approaching a place, Cammere, where she purposed to halt for the night, a dreadful accident occurred. The details need not be given, and will not be. It is sufficient to say that some of the passengers were killed, her child and nurse being amongst them, and she herself was dangerously injured.

The injuries lay chiefly in her left leg and in her face  the lower part of her face. The surgeons, taking their cursory view of her, as they did of the rest of the sufferers, were not sparing in their remarks, for they believed her to be insensible. She had gathered that the leg was to be amputated, and that she would probably die under the operation  but her turn to be attended to was not yet. How she contrived to write she never knew, but she got a pen and ink brought to her, and did succeed in scrawling a letter to Lord Mount Severn.

She told him that a sad accident had taken place; she could not say how; all was confusion; and that her child and maid were killed. She herself was dangerously injured, and was about to undergo an operation, which the doctors believed she could not survive; only in case of her death would the letter be sent to Lord Mount Severn. She could not die, she said, without a word of thanks for all his kindness; and she begged him, when he saw Mr. Carlyle, to say that with her last breath she humbly implored his forgiveness, and his childrens whom she no longer dared to call hers.

Now this letter, by the officiousness of a servant at the inn to which the sufferers were carried, was taken at once to the post. And, after all, things turned out not quite so bad as anticipated; for when the doctors came to examine the state of Lady Isabel, not cursorily, they found there would be no absolute necessity for the operation contemplated. Fond as the French surgeons are of the knife, to resort to it in this instance would have been cruel, and they proceeded to other means of cure.

The letter was duly delivered at the town house of Lord Mount Severn, where it was addressed. The countess was sojourning there for a few days; she had quitted it after the season, but some business, or pleasure, had called her again to town. Lord Vane was with her, but the earl was in Scotland. They were at breakfast, she and her son, when the letter was brought in: eighteen pence to pay. Its scrawled address, its foreign aspect, its appearance, altogether, excited her curiosity; in her own mind, she believed she had dropped upon a nice little conjugal mares nest.

I shall open this, cried she.

Why, it is addressed to papa! exclaimed Lord Vane who possessed all his fathers notions of honor.

But such an odd letter! It may require an immediate answer; or is some begging petition, perhaps. Get on with your breakfast.

Lady Mount Severn opened the letter, and with some difficulty spelt through its contents. They shocked even her.

How dreadful! she uttered, in the impulse of the moment.

What is dreadful? asked Lord Vane, looking up from his breakfast.

Lady Isabel  Isabel Vane  you have not forgotten her?

Forgotten her! he echoed. Why, mamma, I must possess a funny memory to have forgotten her already.

She is dead. She has been killed in a railway accident in France.

His large blue eyes, honest and true as they had been in childhood, filled, and his face flushed. He said nothing, for emotion was strong within him.

But, shocking as it is, it is better for her, went on the countess; for, poor creature what could her future life had been?

Oh, dont say it! impetuously broke out the young viscount. Killed in a railway accident, and for you to say that it is better for her!

So it is better, said the countess. Dont go into heroics, William. You are quite old enough to know that she had brought misery upon herself, and disgrace upon all connected with her. No one could ever have taken notice of her again.

I would, said the boy, stoutly.

Lady Mount Severn smiled derisively.

I would. I never liked anybody in the world half so much as I liked Isabel.

Thats past and gone. You would not have continued to like her, after the disgrace she wrought.

Somebody else wrought more of the disgrace than she did; and, had I been a man, I would have shot him dead, flashed the viscount.

You dont know anything about it.

Dont I! returned he, not over dutifully. But Lady Mount Severn had not brought him up to be dutiful.

May I read the letter, mamma? he demanded, after a pause.

If you can read it, she replied, tossing it to him. It is written in the strangest style; syllables divided, and the words running one into the other. She wrote it herself when she was dying.

Lord Vane took the letter to a window, and stayed looking over it for some time; the countess ate an egg and a plate of ham meanwhile. Presently he came back with it folded, and laid in on the table.

You will forward it to papa to-day, he observed.

I shall forward it to him. But theres no hurry; and I dont exactly know where your papa may be. I shall send the notice of her death to the papers; and I am glad to do it; it is a blight removed from the family.

Mamma, I do think you are the unkindest woman that ever breathed!

Ill give you something to call me unkind for, if you dont mind, retorted the countess, her color rising. Dock you of your holiday, and pack you back to school to-day.

A few mornings after this Mr. Carlyle left East Lynne and proceeded to his office as usual. Scarcely was he seated, when Mr. Dill entered, and Mr. Carlyle looked at him inquiringly, for it was not Mr. Carlyles custom to be intruded upon by any person until he had opened his letters; then he would ring for Mr. Dill. The letters and the Times newspaper lay on the table before him. The old gentleman came up in a covert, timid sort of way, which made Mr. Carlyle look all the more.

I beg pardon, sir; will you let me ask if you have heard any particular news?

Yes, I have heard it, replied Mr. Carlyle.

Then, sir, I beg your pardon a thousand times over. It occurred to me that you probably had not, Mr. Archibald; and I thought I would have said a word to prepare you, before you came upon it suddenly in the paper.

To prepare me! echoed Mr. Carlyle, as old Dill was turning away. Why, what has come to you, Dill? Are you afraid my nerves are growing delicate, or that I shall faint over the loss of a hundred pounds? At the very most, we shall not suffer above that extent.

Old Dill turned back again.

If I dont believe you are speaking of the failure of Kent & Green! Its not that, Mr. Archibald. They wont affect us much; and therell be a dividend, report runs.

What is it, then?

Then you have not heard it, sir! I am glad that Im in time. It might not be well for you to have seen it without a word of preparation, Mr. Archibald.

If you have not gone demented, you will tell me what you mean, Dill, and leave me to my letters, cried Mr. Carlyle, wondering excessively at his sober, matter-of-fact clerks words and manner.

Old Dill put his hands upon the Times newspaper.

Its here, Mr. Archibald, in the column of deaths; the first on the list. Please, prepare yourself a little before you look at it.

He shuffled out quickly, and Mr. Carlyle as quickly unfolded the paper. It was, as old Dill said, the first on the list of deaths:

At Cammere, in France, on the 18th inst., Isabel Mary, only child of William, late Earl of Mount Severn.

Clients called; Mr. Carlyles bell did not ring; an hour or two passed, and old Dill protested that Mr. Carlyle was engaged until he could protest no longer. He went in, deprecatingly. Mr. Carlyle sat yet with the newspaper before him, and the letters unopened at his elbow.

There are one or two who will come in, Mr. Archibald  who will see you; what am I to say?

Mr. Carlyle stared at him for a moment, as if his wits had been in the next world. Then he swept the newspaper from before him, and was the calm, collected man of business again.

As the news of Lady Isabels marriage had first come in the knowledge of Lord Mount Severn through the newspapers, so singular to say did the tidings of her death. The next post brought him the letter, which his wife had tardily forwarded. But, unlike Lady Mount Severn, he did not take her death as entirely upon trust; he thought it possible the letter might have been dispatched without its having taken place; and he deemed it incumbent on him to make inquiries. He wrote immediately to the authorities of the town, in the best French he could muster, asking for particulars, and whether she was really dead.

He received, in due course a satisfactory answer; satisfactory in so far as that it set his doubts at rest. He had inquired after her by her proper name, and title, La Dame Isabelle Vane, and as the authorities could find none of the survivors owning that name, they took it for granted she was dead. They wrote him word that the child and nurse were killed on the spot; two ladies, occupying the same compartment of the carriage, had since died, one of whom was no doubt the mother and lady he inquired for. She was dead and buried, sufficient money having been found upon her person to defray the few necessary expenses.

Thus, through no premeditated intention of Lady Isabel, news of her death went forth to Lord Mount Severn and to the world. Her first intimation that she was regarded as dead, was through a copy of that very days Times seen by Mr. Carlyle  seen by Lord Mount Severn. An English traveller, who had been amongst the sufferers, and who received the English newspaper daily, sometimes lent them to her to read. She was not travelling under her own name; she left that behind her when she left Grenoble; she had rendered her own too notorious to risk the chance recognition of travellers; and the authorities little thought that the quiet unobtrusive Madame Vine, slowly recovering at the inn, was the Dame Isabella Vane, respecting whom the grand English comte wrote.

Lady Isabel understood it at once; that the dispatching of her letter had been the foundation of the misapprehension; and she began to ask herself now, why she should undeceive Lord Mount Severn and the world. She longed, none knew with what intense longings, to be unknown, obscure, totally unrecognized by all; none can know it, till they have put a barrier between themselves and the world, as she had done. The child was gone  happy being! She thought she could never be sufficiently thankful that it was released from the uncertain future  therefore she had not his support to think of. She had only herself; and surely she could with ease earn enough for that; or she could starve; it mattered little which. No, there was no necessity for her continuing to accept the bounty of Lord Mount Severn, and she would let him and everybody else continue to believe that she was dead, and be henceforth only Madame Vine. A resolution she adhered to.

Thus the unhappy Isabels career was looked upon as run. Lord Mount Severn forwarded her letter to Mr. Carlyle, with the confirmation of her death, which he had obtained from the French authorities. It was a nine days wonder: That poor, erring Lady Isabel was dead  people did not call her names in the very teeth of her fate  and then it was over.

It was over. Lady Isabel was as one forgotten.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR AT EAST LYNNE.

There went, sailing up the avenue to East Lynne, a lady, one windy afternoon. If not a lady, she was attired as one; a flounced dress, and a stylish looking shawl, and a white veil. A very pretty woman, tall and slender was she, and she minced as she walked, and coquetted with her head, and, altogether contrived to show that she had quite as much vanity as brains. She went boldly up to the broad entrance of the house, and boldly rang at it, drawing her white veil over her face as she did so.

One of the men-servants answered it, not Peter; and, seeing somebody very smart before him, bowed deferentially.

Miss Hallijohn is residing here, I believe. Is she within?

Who, maam?

Miss Hallijohn; Miss Joyce Hallijohn, somewhat sharply repeated the lady, as if impatient of any delay. I wish to see her.

The man was rather taken aback. He had deemed it a visitor to the house, and was prepared to usher her to the drawing-room, at least; but it seemed it was only a visitor to Joyce. He showed her into a small parlor, and went upstairs to the nursery, where Joyce was sitting with Wilson  for there had been no change in the domestic department of East Lynne. Joyce remained as upper maid, partially superintending the servants, attending upon Lucy, and making Miss Carlyles dresses as usual. Wilson was nurse still.

Miss Joyce, theres a lady asking for you, said the man. I have shown her into the gray parlor.

A lady for me? repeated Joyce. Who is it? Some one to see the children, perhaps.

Its for yourself, I think. She asked for Miss Hallijohn.

Joyce looked at the man; but she put down her work and proceeded to the gray parlor. A pretty woman, vain and dashing, threw up her white veil at her entrance.

Well, Joyce, how are you?

Joyce, always pale, turned paler still, as she gazed in blank consternation. Was it really Afy who stood before her  Afy, the erring?

Afy it was. And she stood there, holding out her hand to Joyce, with what Wilson would have called, all the brass in the world. Joyce could not reconcile her mind to link her own with it.

Excuse me, Afy, but I cannot take your hand, I cannot welcome you here. What could have induced you to come?

If you are going to be upon the high ropes, it seems I might as well have stayed away, was Afys reply, given in the pert, but good-humored manner she had ever used to Joyce. My hand wont damage yours. I am not poison.

You are looked upon in the neighborhood as worse than poison, Afy, returned Joyce, in a tone, not of anger but of sorrow. Wheres Richard Hare?

Afy tossed her head. Wheres who? asked she.

Richard Hare. My question was plain enough.

How should I know where he is? Its like your impudence to mention him to me. Why dont you ask me where Old Nick is, and how he does? Id rather own acquaintance with him than with Richard Hare, if Id my choice between the two.

Then you have left Richard Hare? How long since?

I have left  what do you say? broke off Afy, whose lips were quivering ominously with suppressed passion. Perhaps youll condescend to explain. I dont understand.

When you left here, did you not go after Richard Hare  did you not join him?

Ill tell you what it is, Joyce, flashed Afy, her face indignant and her voice passionate, I have put up with some things from you in my time, but human nature has its limits of endurance, and I wont bear that. I have never set eyes on Richard Hare since that night of horror; I wish I could; Id help to hang him.

Joyce paused. The belief that Afy was with him had been long and deeply imbued within her; it was the long-continued and firm conviction of all West Lynne, and a settled belief, such as that, is not easily shaken. Was Afy telling the truth? She knew her propensity for making false assertions, when they served to excuse herself.

Afy, she said at length, let me understand you. When you left this place, was it not to share Richard Hares flight? Have you not been living with him?

No! burst forth Afy, with kindling eyes. Living with him  with our fathers murderer! Shame upon you, Joyce Hallijohn! You must be precious wicked yourself to suppose it.

If I have judged you wrongly, Afy, I sincerely beg your pardon. Not only myself, but the whole of West Lynne, believed you were with him; and the thought has caused me pain night and day.

What a cannibal minded set you all must be, then! was Afys indignant rejoinder.

What have you been doing ever since, then? Where have you been?

Never mind, I say, repeated Afy. West Lynne has not been so complimentary to me, it appears, that I need put myself out of my way to satisfy its curiosity. I was knocking about a bit at first, but I soon settled down as steady as Old Time  as steady as you.

Are you married? inquired Joyce, noting the word settled.

Catch me marrying, retorted Afy; I like my liberty too well. Not but what I might be induced to change my condition, if anything out of the way eligible occurred; it must be very eligible, though, to tempt me. I am what I suppose you call yourself  a ladys maid.

Indeed! said Joyce, much relieved. And are you comfortable, Afy? Are you in good service?

Middling, for that. The pays not amiss, but theres a great deal to do, and Lady Mount Severns too much of a Tartar for me.

Joyce looked at her in surprise. What have you to do with Lady Mount Severn?

Well, thats good! Its where I am at service.

At Lady Mount Severns?

Why not? I have been there two years. It is not a great deal longer I shall stop, though; she had too much vinegar in her for me. But it poses me to imagine what on earth could have induced you to fancy I should go off with that Dick Hare, she added, for she could not forget the grievance.

Look at the circumstances, argued Joyce. You both disappeared.

But not together.

Nearly together. There were only a few days intervening. And you had neither money nor friends.

You dont know what I had. But I would rather have died of want on fathers grave than have shared his means, continued Afy, growing passionate again.

Where is he? Not hung, or I should have heard of it.

He has never been seen since that night, Afy.

Nor heard of?

Nor heard of. Most people think he is in Australia, or some other foreign land.

The best place for him; the more distance he puts between him and home, the better. If he does come back, I hope hell get his desserts  which is a ropes end. Id go to his hanging.

You are as bitter against him as Mr. Justice Hare. He would bring his son back to suffer, if he could.

A cross-grained old camel! remarked Afy, in allusion to the qualities, social and amiable, of the revered justice. I dont defend Dick Hare  I hate him too much for that  but if his father had treated him differently, Dick might have been different. Well, lets talk of something else; the subject invariably gives me the shivers. Who is mistress here?

Miss Carlyle.

Oh, I might have guessed that. Is she as fierce as ever?

There is little alteration in her.

And there wont be on this side the grave. I say, Joyce, I dont want to encounter her; she might set on at me, like she has done many a time in the old days. Little love was there lost between me and Corny Carlyle. Is Mr. Carlyle at home?

He will be home to dinner. I dare say you would like some tea; you shall come and take it with me and Wilson, in the nursery.

I was thinking you might have the grace to offer me something, cried Afy. I intend to stop till to-morrow in the neighborhood. My lady gave me two days holiday  for she was going to see her dreadful old grandmother, where she cant take a maid  and I thought Id use it in coming to have a look at the old place again. Dont stare at me in that blank way, as if you feared I should ask the grand loan of sleeping here. I shall sleep at the Mount Severn Arms.

I was not glancing at such a thought, Afy. Come and take your bonnet off.

Is the nursery full of children?

There is only one child in it. Miss Lucy and Master William are with the governess.

Wilson received Afy with lofty condescension, having Richard Hare in her thoughts. But Joyce explained that it was all a misapprehension  that her sister had never been near Richard Hare, but was as indignant against him as they were. Upon which Wilson grew cordial and chatty, rejoicing in the delightful recreation her tongue would enjoy that evening.

Afys account of herself, as to past proceedings, was certainly not the most satisfactory in the world; but, altogether, taken in the present, it was so vast an improvement upon Joyces conclusions, that she had not felt so elated for many a day. When Mr. Carlyle returned home Joyce sought him, and acquainted him with what had happened; that Afy was come; was maid to Lady Mount Severn; and, above all, that she had never been with Richard Hare.

Ah! You remember what I said, Joyce, he remarked. That I did not believe Afy was with Richard Hare.

I have been telling her so, sir, to be sure, when I informed her what people had believed, continued Joyce. She nearly went into one of her old passions.

Does she seem steady, Joyce?

I think so, sir  steady for her. I was thinking, sir, that as she appears to have turned out so respectable, and is with Lady Mount Severn, you, perhaps, might see no objection to her sleeping here for to-night. It would be better than for her to go to the inn, as she talks of doing.

None at all, replied Mr. Carlyle. Let her remain.

Later in the evening, after Mr. Carlyles dinner, a message came that Afy was to go to him. Accordingly she proceeded to his presence.

So, Afy, you have returned to let West Lynne know that you are alive. Sit down.

West Lynne may go a-walking for me in future, sir, for all the heed I shall take of it, retorted Afy. A set of wicked-minded scandal-mongers, to take and say I had gone after Richard Hare!

You should not have gone off at all, Afy.

Well, sir, that was my business, and I chose to go. I could not stop in the cottage after that nights work.

There is a mystery attached to that nights work, Afy, observed Mr. Carlyle; a mystery that I cannot fathom. Perhaps you can help me out.

What mystery, sir? returned Afy.

Mr. Carlyle leaned forward, his arms on the table. Afy had taken a chair at the other end of it. Who was it that committed the murder? he demanded, in a grave and somewhat imperative tone.

Afy stared some moments before she replied, astonished at the question. Who committed the murder, sir? she uttered at length. Richard Hare committed it. Everybody knows that.

Did you see it done?

No, replied Afy. If I had seen it, the fright and horror would have killed me. Richard Hare quarreled with my father, and drew the gun upon him in passion.

You assume this to have been the case, Afy, as others have assumed it. I do not think that it was Richard Hare who killed your father.

Not Richard Hare! exclaimed Afy, after a pause. Then who do you think did it, sir  I?

Nonsense, Afy.

I know he did it, proceeded Afy. It is true that I did not see it done, but I know it for all that. I know it, sir.

You cannot know it, Afy.

I do know it, sir; I would not assert it to you if I did not. If Richard Hare was here, present before us, and swore until he was black in the face that it was not him, I could convict him.

By what means?

I had rather not say, sir. But you may believe me, for I am speaking truth.

There was another friend of yours present that evening, Afy. Lieutenant Thorn.

Afys face turned crimson; she was evidently surprised. But Mr. Carlyles speech and manner were authoritative, and she saw it would be useless to attempt to trifle with him.

I know he was, sir. A young chap who used to ride over some evenings to see me. He had nothing to do with what occurred.

Where did he ride from?

He was stopping with some friends at Swainson. He was nobody, sir.

What was his name? questioned Mr. Carlyle.

Thorn, said Afy.

I mean his real name. Thorn was an assumed name.

Oh, dear no, returned Afy. Thorn was his name.

Mr. Carlyle paused and looked at her.

Afy, I have reason to believe that Thorn was only an assumed name. Now, I have a motive for wishing to know his real one, and you would very much oblige me by confiding it to me. What was it?

I dont know that he had any other name, sir; I am sure he had no other, persisted Afy. He was Lieutenant Thorn, then and he was Captain Thorn, afterward.

You have seen him since?

Once in a way we have met.

Where is he now?

Now! Oh, my goodness, I dont know anything about him now, muttered Afy. I have not heard of him or seen him for a long while. I think I heard something about his going to India with his regiment.

What regiment is he in?

Im sure I dont know about that, said Afy. Is not one regiment the same as another; they are all in the army, arent they, sir?

Afy, I must find this Captain Thorn. Do you know anything of his family?

Afy shook her head. I dont think he had any. I never heard him mention as much as a brother or a sister.

And you persist in saying his name was Thorn?

I persist in saying it because it was his name. I am positive it was his name.

Afy, shall I tell you why I want to find him; I believe it was he who murdered your father, not Richard Hare.

Afys mouth and eyes gradually opened, and her face turned hot and cold alternately. Then passion mastered her, and she burst forth.

Its a lie! I beg your pardon, sir, but whoever told you that, told you a lie. Thorn had no more to do with it than I had; Ill swear it.

I tell you, Afy, I believe Thorn to have been the man. You were not present; you cannot know who actually did it.

Yes, I can, and do know, said Afy, bursting into sobs of hysterical passion. Thorn was with me when it happened, so it could not have been Thorn. It was that wicked Richard Hare. Sir, have I not said that Ill swear it?

Thorn was with you  at the moment of the murder? repeated Mr. Carlyle.

Yes, he was, shrieked Afy, nearly beside herself with emotion. Whoever has been trying to put it off Richard Hare, and on to him, is a wicked, false-hearted wretch. It was Richard Hare, and nobody else, and I hope hell be hung for it yet.

You are telling me the truth, Afy? gravely spoke Mr. Carlyle.

Truth! echoed Afy, flinging up her hands. Would I tell a lie over my fathers death? If Thorn had done it, would I screen him, or shuffle it off to Richard Hare? Not so.

Mr. Carlyle felt uncertain and bewildered. That Afy was sincere in what she said, was but too apparent. He spoke again but Afy had risen from her chair to leave.

Locksley was in the wood that evening. Otway Bethel was in it. Could either of them have been the culprit?

No, sir, firmly retorted Afy; the culprit was Richard Hare; and Id say it with my latest breath  Id say it because I know it  though I dont choose to say how I know it; time enough when he gets taken.

She quitted the room, leaving Mr. Carlyle in a state of puzzled bewilderment. Was he to believe Afy, or was he to believe the bygone assertion of Richard Hare?


CHAPTER XXIX.

A NIGHT INVASION OF EAST LYNNE.

In one of the comfortable sitting-rooms of East Lynne sat Mr. Carlyle and his sister, one inclement January night. The contrast within and without was great. The warm, blazing fire, the handsome carpet on which it flickered, the exceedingly comfortable arrangement of the furniture, of the room altogether, and the light of the chandelier, which fell on all, presented a picture of home peace, though it may not have deserved the name of luxury. Without, heavy flakes of snow were falling thickly, flakes as large and nearly as heavy as a crown piece, rendering the atmosphere so dense and obscure that a man could not see a yard before him. Mr. Carlyle had driven home in the pony carriage, and the snow had so settled upon him that Lucy, who happened to see him as he entered the hall, screamed out laughingly that her papa had turned into a white man. It was now later in the evening; the children were in bed; the governess was in her own sitting room  it was not often that Miss Carlyle invited her to theirs of an evening  and the house was quiet. Mr. Carlyle was deep in the pages of one of the monthly periodicals, and Miss Carlyle sat on the other side of the fire, grumbling, and grunting, and sniffling, and choking.

Miss Carlyle was one of your strong-minded ladies, who never condescended to be ill. Of course, had she been attacked with scarlet fever, or paralysis, or St. Vitus dance, she must have given in to the enemy; but trifling ailments, such as headache, influenza, sore throat, which other people get, passed her by. Imagine, therefore, her exasperation at finding her head stuffed up, her chest sore, and her voice going; in short, at having, for once in her life, caught a cold like ordinary mortals.

Whats the time, I wonder? she exclaimed.

Mr. Carlyle looked at his watch. It is just nine, Cornelia.

Then I think I shall go to bed. Ill have a basin of arrowroot or gruel, or some slop of that sort, after Im in it. Im sure I have been free enough all my life from requiring such sick dishes.

Do so, said Mr. Carlyle. It may do you good.

Theres one thing excellent for a cold in the head, I know. Its to double your flannel petticoat crossways, or any other large piece of flannel you may conveniently have at hand, and put it on over your night-cap. Ill try it.

I would, said Mr. Carlyle, smothering an irreverent laugh.

She sat on five minutes longer, and then left, wishing Mr. Carlyle good-night. He resumed his reading; but another page or two concluded the article, upon which Mr. Carlyle threw the book on the table, rose and stretched himself, as if tired of sitting.

He stirred the fire into a brighter blaze, and stood on the hearthrug. I wonder if it snows still? he exclaimed to himself.

Proceeding to the window, one of those opening to the ground, he threw aside the half of the warm crimson curtain. It all looked dull and dark outside. Mr. Carlyle could see little what the weather was, and he opened the window and stepped half out.

The snow was falling faster and thicker than ever. Not at that did Mr. Carlyle start with surprise, if not with a more unpleasant sensation; but a feeling a mans hand touch his, and at finding a mans face nearly in contact with his own.

Let me come in, Mr. Carlyle, for the love of life! I see you are alone. Im dead beat, and I dont know but Im dodged also.

The tones struck familiarly on Mr. Carlyles ear. He drew back mechanically, a thousand perplexing sensations overwhelming him, and the man followed him into the room  a white man, as Lucy called her father. Aye, for he had been hours and hours on foot in the snow; his hat, his clothes, his eyebrows, his large whiskers, all were white. Lock the door, sir, were his first words. Need you be told that it was Richard Hare?

Mr. Carlyle fastened the window, drew the heavy curtains across, and turned rapidly to lock the two doors  for there were two to the room, one of them leading into the adjoining one. Richard meanwhile took off his wet smock-frock of former memory  his hat, and his false black whiskers, wiping the snow from the latter with his hand.

Richard, uttered Mr. Carlyle, I am thunderstruck! I fear you have done wrong to come here.

I cut off from London at a moments notice, replied Richard, who was literally shivering with the cold. Im dodged, Mr. Carlyle, I am indeed. The police are after me, set on by that wretch Thorn.

Mr. Carlyle turned to the sideboard and poured out a wineglass of brandy. Drink it, Richard, it will warm you.

Id rather have it in some hot water, sir.

But how am I to get the hot water brought in? Drink this for now. Why, how you tremble.

Ah, a few hours outside in the cold snow is enough to make the strongest man tremble, sir; and it lies so deep in places that you have to come along at a snails pace. But Ill tell you about this business. A fortnight ago I was at a cabstand at the West End, talking to a cab-driver, when some drops of rain came down. A gentleman and lady were passing at the time, but I had not paid any attention to them. By Jove! I heard him exclaim to her, I think were going to have pepper. We had better take a cab, my dear. With that the man I was talking to swung open the door of his cab, and she got in  such a fair young lady, she was! I turned to look at him, and you might just have knocked me down with astonishment. Mr. Carlyle, it was the man, Thorn.

Indeed!

You thought I might be mistaken in him that moonlight night, but there was no mistaking him in broad daylight. I looked him full in the face, and he looked at me. He turned as white as cloth. Perhaps I did  I dont know.

Was he well dressed?

Very. Oh, theres no mistaking his position. That he moves in the higher classes theres no doubt. The cab drove away, and I got up behind it. The driver thought boys were there, and turned his head and his whip, but I made him a sign. We didnt go much more than the length of a street. I was on the pavement before Thorn was, and looked at him again, and again he went white. I marked the house, thinking it was where he lived, and

Why did you not give him into custody, Richard?

Richard Hare shook his head. And my proofs of his guilt, Mr. Carlyle? I could bring none against him  no positive ones. No, I must wait till I can get proofs to do that. He would turn round upon me now and swear my life away to murder. Well, I thought Id ascertain for certain what his name was, and that night I went to the house, and got into conversation with one of the servants, who was standing at the door. Does Captain Thorn live here? I asked him.

Mr. Westleby lives here, said he; I dont know any Captain Thorn.

Then thats his name, thought I to myself. A youngish man, isnt he? said I, very smart, with a pretty wife?

I dont know what you call youngish, he laughed, my masters turned sixty, and his wifes as old.

That checked me. Perhaps he has sons? I asked.

Not any, the man answered; theres nobody but their two selves.

So, with that, I told him what I wanted  that a lady and gentleman had alighted there in a cab that day, and I wished to know his name. Well, Mr. Carlyle, I could get at nothing satisfactory; the fellow said that a great many had called there that day, for his master was just up from a long illness, and people came to see him.

Is that all, Richard?

All! I wish it had been all. I kept looking about for him in all the best streets; I was half mad

Do you not wonder, if he is in this position of life, and resides in London, that you have never dropped upon him previously? interrupted Mr. Carlyle.

No, sir; and Ill tell you why. I have been afraid to show myself in those latter parts of the town, fearing I might meet with some one I used to know at home, who would recognize me, so I have kept mostly in obscure places  stables and such like. I had gone up to the West End this day on a matter of business.

Well, go on with your story.

In a weeks time I came upon him again. It was at night. He was coming out of one of the theatres, and I went up and stood before him.

What do you want, fellow? he asked. I have seen you watching me before this.

I want to know your name, I said, thats enough for me at present.

He flew into a passion, and swore that if ever he caught sight of me near him again he would hand me over into custody. And remember, men are not given into custody for watching others, he significantly added. I know you, and if you have any regard for yourself, youll keep out of my way.

He had got into a private carriage as he spoke, and it drove away; I could see that it had a great coat-of-arms upon it.

When do you say this was?

A week ago. Well, I could not rest; I was half mad, I say, and went about, still trying if I could not discover his name and who he was. I did come upon him, but he was walking quickly, arm-in-arm with  with another gentleman. Again I saw him, standing at the entrance to the betting rooms, talking to the same gentleman, and his face turned savage  I believe with fear as much as anger  when he discerned me. He seemed to hesitate, and then  as if he acted in a passion  suddenly beckoned to a policeman, pointed me out, and said something to him in a fast tone. That frightened me, and I slipped away. Two hours after, when I was in quite a different part of the town, in turning my head I saw the same policeman following me. I bolted under the horses of a passing vehicle, down some turnings and passages, out into another street, and up beside a cabman who was on his box, driving a fare past. I reached my lodgings in safety, as I thought, but happening to glance into the street, there I saw the man again, standing opposite, and reconnoitering the house. I had gone home hungry, but this took all my hunger away from me. I opened the box where I kept my disguise, put it on, and got out by a back way. I have been pretty nearly ever since on my feet reaching here; I only got a lift now and then.

But, Richard, do you know that West Lynne is the very worst place you could have flown to? It has come to light that you were here before, disguised as a farm laborer.

Who the deuce betrayed that? interrupted Richard.

I am unable to tell; I cannot even imagine. The rumor was rife in the place, and it reached your fathers ear. The rumor may make peoples wits sharper to know you in your disguise, than they otherwise might have been.

But what was I to do? I was forced to come here first and get a little money. I shall fix myself in some other big town, far away from London  Liverpool or Manchester, perhaps; and see what employment I can get into, but I must have something to live upon till I can get it. I dont possess a penny piece, he added, drawing out his trousers pockets for the inspection of Mr. Carlyle. The last coppers, I had, three pence, I spent in bread and cheese and half a pint of beer at midday. I have been outside that window for more than an hour, sir.

Indeed!

And as I neared West Lynne I began to think what I should do. It was no use in me trying to catch Barbaras attention such a night as this; I had no money to pay for a lodging; so I turned off here, hoping I might, by good luck, drop upon you. There was a little partition in the window curtain  it had not been drawn close  and through it I could see you and Miss Carlyle. I saw her leave the room; I saw you come to the window and open it, and then I spoke. Mr. Carlyle, he added, after a pause, is this life to go on with me forever?

I am deeply sorry for you, Richard, was the sympathizing answer. I wish I could remedy it.

Before another word was spoken the room door was tried, and then gently knocked at. Mr. Carlyle placed his hand on Richard, who was looking scared out of his wits.

Be still; be at ease, Richard; no one shall come in. It is only Peter.

Not Peters voice, however, but Joyces was heard, in response to Mr. Carlyles demand of who was there.

Miss Carlyle has left her handkerchief downstairs, sir, and has sent me for it.

You cannot come in  I am busy, was the answer, delivered in a clear and most decisive tone.

Who was it? quivered Richard, as Joyce was heard going away.

It was Joyce.

What! Is she here still? Has anything ever been heard of Afy, sir?

Afy was here herself two or three months ago.

Was she, though? uttered Richard, beguiled for an instant from the thought of his own danger. What is she doing?

She is in service as a ladys maid. Richard, I questioned Afy about Thorn. She protested solemnly to me that it was not Thorn who committed the deed  that it could not have been he, for Thorn was with her at the moment of its being done.

Its not true! fired Richard. It was Thorn.

Richard, you cannot tell; you did not see it done.

I know that no man could have rushed out in that frantic manner, with those signs of guilt and fear about him, unless he had been engaged in a bad deed, was Richard Hares answer. It could have been no one else.

Afy declared he was with her, repeated Mr. Carlyle.

Look here, sir, you are a sharp man, and folks say I am not, but I can see things and draw my reasoning as well as they can, perhaps. If Thorn were not Hallijohns murderer, why should he be persecuting me  what would he care about me? And why should his face turn livid, as it has done, each time he has seen my eyes upon him? Whether he did commit the murder, or whether he didnt, he must know that I did not, because he came upon me, waiting, as he was tearing from the cottage.

Dicks reasoning was not bad.

Another thing, he resumed. Afy swore at the inquest that she was alone when the deed was done; that she was alone at the back of the cottage, and knew nothing about it till afterwards. How could she have sworn she was alone, if Thorn was with her?

The fact had entirely escaped Mr. Carlyles memory in his conversation with Afy, or he would not have failed to point out the discrepancy, and to inquire how she could reconcile it. Yet her assertion to him had been most positive and solemn. There were difficulties in the matter which he could not reconcile.

Now that I have got over my passion for Afy, I can see her faults, Mr. Carlyle. Shed no more tell an untruth than I should stick

A most awful thundering at the room door  loud enough to bring the very house down. No officers of justice, searching for a fugitive, ever made a louder. Richard Hare, his face turned to chalk, his eyes starting, and his own light hair bristling up with horror, struggled into his wet smock-frock after a fashion, the tails up about his ears and the sleeves hanging, forced on his hat and his false whiskers, looked round in a bewildered manner for some cupboard or mouse-hole into which he might creep, and, seeing none, rushed to the fireplace and placed his foot on the fender. That he purposed an attempt at chimney-climbing was evident, though how the fire would have agreed with his pantaloons, not to speak of what they contained, poor Dick appeared completely to ignore. Mr. Carlyle drew him back, keeping his calm, powerful hand upon his shoulder, while certain sounds in an angry voice were jerked through the keyhole.

Richard, be a man, put aside this weakness, this fear. Have I not told you that harm shall not come near you in my house?

It may be that officer from London; he may have brought half a dozen more with him! gasped the unhappy Richard. I said they might have dodged me all the way here.

Nonsense. Sit you down, and be at rest, it is only Cornelia; and she will be as anxious to shield you from danger as I can be.

Is it? cried the relieved Richard. Cant you make her keep out? he continued, his teeth still chattering.

No, that I cant, if she has a mind to come in, was the candid answer. You remember what she was, Richard; she is not altered.

Knowing that to speak on this side the door to his sister, when she was in one of her resolute moods, would be of no use, Mr. Carlyle opened the door, dexterously swung himself through it, and shut it after him. There she stood; in a towering passion, too.

It had struck Miss Carlyle, while undressing, that certain sounds, as of talking, proceeded from the room underneath, which she had just quitted. She possessed a remarkably keen sense of hearing, did Miss Carlyle; though, indeed, none of her faculties lacked the quality of keenness. The servants, Joyce and Peter excepted, would not be convinced but that she must listen; but, in that, they did her injustice. First of all, she believed her brother must be reading aloud to himself; but she soon decided otherwise. Who on earth has he got in there with him? quoth Miss Carlyle.

She rang her bell; Joyce answered it.

Who is it that is with your master?

Nobody, maam.

But I say there is. I can hear him talking.

I dont think anybody can be with him, persisted Joyce. And the walls of this house are too well built, maam, for sounds from the down stairs rooms to penetrate here.

Thats all you know about it, cried Miss Carlyle. When talking goes on in that room, theres a certain sound given out which does penetrate here, and which my ears have grown accustomed to. Go and see who it is. I believe I left my handkerchief on the table; you can bring it up.

Joyce departed, and Miss Carlyle proceeded to take off her things; her dress first, her silk petticoat next. She had arrived as far as the flannel petticoat when Joyce returned.

Yes, maam, some one is talking with master. I could not go in, for the door was bolted, and master called out that he was busy.

Food for Miss Carlyle. She, feeling sure that no visitor had come to the house, ran her thoughts rapidly over the members of the household, and came to the conclusion that it must be the governess, Miss Manning, who had dared to closet herself with Mr. Carlyle. This unlucky governess was pretty, and Miss Carlyle had been cautious to keep her and her prettiness very much out of her brothers sight; she knew the attraction he would present to her visions, or to those of any other unprovided-for governess. Oh, yes; it was Miss Manning; she had stolen in; believing she, Miss Carlyle, was safe for the night; but shed just unearth my lady. And what in the world could possess Archibald  to lock the door!

Looking round for something warm to throw over her shoulders, and catching up an article that looked as much like a green baize table-cover as anything else, and throwing it on, down stalked Miss Carlyle. And in this trim Mr. Carlyle beheld her when he came out.

The figure presented by Miss Carlyle to her brothers eyes was certainly ridiculous enough. She gave him no time to comment upon it, however, but instantly and curtly asked,  

Who have you got in that room?

It is some one on business, was his prompt reply. Cornelia, you cannot go in.

She very nearly laughed. Not go in?

Indeed it is much better that you should not. Pray go back. You will make your cold worse, standing here.

Now, I want to know whether you are not ashamed of yourself? she deliberately pursued. You! A married man, with children in your house! Id rather have believed anything downright wicked of myself, than of you, Archibald.

Mr. Carlyle stared considerably.

Come; Ill have her out. And out of this house she tramps to-morrow morning. A couple of audacious ones, to be in there with the door locked, the moment you thought you had got rid of me! Stand aside, I say, Archibald, I will enter.

Mr. Carlyle never felt more inclined to laugh. And, to Miss Carlyles exceeding discomposure she, at this juncture, saw the governess emerge from the gray parlor, glance at the hall clock, and retire again.

Why! Shes there, she uttered. I thought she was with you.

Miss Manning, locked in with me! Is that the mares nest, Cornelia? I think your cold must have obscured your reason.

Well, I shall go in, all the same. I tell you, Archibald, that I will see who is there.

If you persist in going in, you must go. But allow me to warn you that you will find tragedy in that room, not comedy. There is no woman in it, but there is a man; a man who came in through the window, like a hunted stag; a man upon whom a ban is set, who fears the police are upon his track. Can you guess his name?

It was Miss Carlyles turn to stare now. She opened her dry lips to speak, but they closed again.

It is Richard Hare, your kinsman. Theres not a roof in the wide world open to him this bitter night.

She said nothing. A long pause of dismay, and then she motioned to have the door opened.

You will not show yourself  in  in that guise?

Not show myself in this guise to Richard Hare  whom I have whipped  when he was a child  ten times a day! Stand on ceremony with him! I dare say he looks no better than I do. But its nothing short of madness, Archibald, for him to come here.

He left her to enter, telling her to lock the door as soon as she was inside, and went himself into the adjoining room, the one which, by another door, opened to the one Richard was in. Then he rang the bell. It was answered by a footman.

Send Peter to me.

Lay supper here, Peter, for two, began Mr. Carlyle, when the old servant appeared. A person is with me on business. What have you in the house?

Theres the spiced beef, sir; and there are some home-made raised pork pies.

That will do, said Mr. Carlyle. Put a quart of ale on the table, and everything likely to be wanted. And then the household can go to bed; we may be late, and the things can be removed in the morning. Oh  and Peter  none of you must come near the room, this or the next, under any pretence whatever, unless I ring, for I shall be too busy to be disturbed.

Very well, sir. Shall I serve the ham also?

The ham?

I beg pardon, sir; I guessed it might be Mr. Dill, and he is so fond of our hams.

Ah, you were always a shrewd guesser, Peter, smiled his master. He is fond of ham I know; yes, you may put it on the table. Dont forget the small kettle.

The consequence of which little finesse on Mr. Carlyles part was, that Peter announced in the kitchen that Mr. Dill had arrived, and supper was to be served for two. But what a night for the old gentleman to have trudged through on foot! exclaimed he.

And what a trudge hell have of it back again, for itll be worse then! chimed in one of the maids.

When Mr. Carlyle got back in the other room, his sister and Richard Hare had scarcely finished staring at each other.

Please lock the door, Miss Cornelia, began poor shivering Dick.

The doors locked, snapped she. But what on earth brought you here, Richard? You must be worse than mad.

The Bow-street officers were after me in London, he meekly responded, unconsciously using a term which had been familiar to his boyish years. I had to cut away without a thing belonging to me, without so much as a clean shirt.

They must be polite officers, not to have been after you before, was the consolatory remark of Miss Carlyle. Are you going to dance a hornpipe through the streets of West Lynne to-morrow, and show yourself openly?

Not if I can help it, replied Richard.

You might just as well do that, if you come to West Lynne at all; for you cant be here now without being found out. There was a bother about your having been here the last time: I should like to know how it got abroad.

The life I lead is dreadful! cried Richard. I might make up my mind to toil, though thats hard, after being reared a gentleman; but to be an exile, banned, disgraced, afraid to show my face in broad daylight amidst my fellowmen, in dread every hour that the sword may fall! I would almost as soon be dead as continue to live it.

Well, you have got nobody to grumble at; you brought it upon yourself, philosophically returned Miss Carlyle, as she opened the door to admit her brother. You would go hunting after that brazen hussy, Afy, you know, in defiance of all that could be said to you.

That would not have brought it upon me, said Richard. It was through that fiends having killed Hallijohn; that was what brought the ban upon me.

Its a most extraordinary thing, if anybody else did kill him, that the facts cant be brought to light, retorted Miss Carlyle. Here you tell a cock-and-bull story of some mans having done it, some Thorn; but nobody ever saw or heard of him, at the time or since. It looks like a made-up story, Mr. Dick, to whiten yourself.

Made up! panted Richard, in agitation, for it seemed cruel to him, especially in his present frame of mind, to have a doubt cast upon his tale. It is Thorn who is setting the officers upon me. I have seen him three or four times within the last fortnight.

And why did you not turn the tables, and set the officers upon him? demanded Miss Carlyle.

Because it would lead to no good. Wheres the proof, save my bare word, that he committed the murder?

Miss Carlyle rubbed her nose. Dick Hare, said she.

Well?

You know you always were the greatest natural idiot that ever was let loose out of leading strings.

I know I always was told so.

And its what you always will be. If I were accused of committing a crime, which I knew another had committed and not myself, should I be such an idiot as not to give that other into custody if I got the chance? If you were not in such a cold, shivery, shaky state, I would treat you to a bit of my mind, you may rely upon that.

He was in league with Afy, at that period, pursued Richard; a deceitful, bad man; and he carries it in his countenance. And he must be in league with her still, if she asserts that he was in her company at the moment the murder was committed. Mr. Carlyle says she does; that she told him so the other day, when she was here. He never was; and it was he, and no other, who did the murder.

Yes, burst forth Miss Carlyle, for the topic was sure to agitate her, that Jezebel of brass did presume to come here! She chose her time well, and may thank her lucky stars I was not at home. Archibald, hes a fool too, quite as bad a you are, Dick Hare, in some things  actually suffered her to lodge here for two days! A vain, ill-conducted hussy, given to nothing but finery and folly!

Afy said that she knew nothing of Thorns movements now, Richard, and had not for some time, interposed Mr. Carlyle, allowing his sisters compliments to pass in silence. She heard a rumor, she thought, that he had gone abroad with his regiment.

So much the better for her, if she does know nothing of him, sir, was Richards comment. I can answer for it that he is not abroad, but in England.

And where are you going to lodge to-night? abruptly spoke Miss Carlyle, confronting Richard.

I dont know, was the broken-spirited answer, sighed forth. If I lay myself down in a snowdrift, and am found frozen in the morning, it wont be of much moment.

Was that what you thought of doing? returned Miss Carlyle.

No, he mildly said. What I thought of doing was to ask Mr. Carlyle for the loan of a few shillings, and then I can get a bed. I know a place where I shall be in safety, two or three miles from here.

Richard, I would not turn a dog out to go two or three miles on such a night as this, impulsively uttered Mr. Carlyle. You must stop here.

Indeed I dont see how he is to get up to a bedroom, or how a room is to be made ready for him, for the matter of that, without betraying his presence to the servants, snapped Miss Carlyle. And poor Richard laid his aching head upon his hands.

But now Miss Carlyles manner was more in fault than her heart. Will it be believed that, before speaking the above ungracious words, before Mr. Carlyle had touched upon the subject, she had been casting about in her busy mind for the best plan of keeping Richard  how it could be accomplished.

One thing is certain, she resumed, that it will be impossible for you to sleep here without its being known to Joyce. And I suppose you and Joyce are upon the friendly terms of drawing daggers, for she believes you were the murderer of her father.

Let me disabuse her, interrupted Richard, his pale lips working as he started up. Allow me to see her and convince her, Mr. Carlyle. Why did you not tell Joyce better?

Theres that small room at the back of mine, said Miss Carlyle, returning to the practical part of the subject. He might sleep there. But Joyce must be taken in confidence.

Joyce had better come in, said Mr. Carlyle. I will say a word to her first.

He unlocked the door and quitted the room. Miss Carlyle as jealously locked it again; called to Joyce and beckoned her into the adjoining apartment. He knew that Joyces belief in the guilt of Richard Hare was confirmed and strong, but he must uproot that belief if Richard was to be lodged in his house that night.

Joyce, he began, you remember how thoroughly imbued with the persuasion you were, that Afy went off with Richard Hare, and was living with him. I several times expressed my doubts upon the point. The fact was, I had positive information that she was not with him, and never had been, though I considered it expedient to keep my information to myself. You are convinced now that she was not with him?

Of course I am, sir.

Well, you see, Joyce, that my opinion would have been worth listening to. Now I am going to shake your belief upon another point, and if I assure you that I have equally good grounds for doing so, you will believe me?

I am quite certain, sir, that you would state nothing but what was true, and I know that your judgment is sound, was Joyces answer.

Then I must tell you that I do not believe it was Richard Hare who murdered your father.

Sir! uttered Joyce, amazed out of her senses.

I believe Richard Hare to be as innocent of the murder as you or I, he deliberately repeated. I have held grounds for this opinion, Joyce, for many years.

Then, sir, who did it?

Afys other lover. That dandy fellow, Thorn, as I truly believe.

And you say you have grounds, sir? Joyce asked, after a pause.

Good grounds; and I tell you I have been in possession of them for years. I should be glad for you to think as I do.

But, sir, if Richard Hare was innocent, why did he run away?

Ah, why, indeed! It is that which has done the mischief. His own weak cowardice was in fault. He feared to come back, and he felt that he could not remove the odium of circumstances. Joyce I should like you to see him and hear his story.

There is not much chance of that, sir. I dare say he will never venture here again.

He is here now.

Joyce looked up, considerably startled.

Here, in this house, repeated Mr. Carlyle. He has taken shelter in it, and for the few hours that he will remain, we must extend our hospitality and protection to him, concealing him in the best manner we can. I thought it well that this confidence should be reposed in you, Joyce. Come now and see him.

Considering that it was a subdued interview  the voices subdued, I mean  it was a confused one. Richard talking vehemently, Joyce asking question after question, Miss Carlyles tongue going as fast as theirs. The only silent one was Mr. Carlyle. Joyce could not refuse to believe protestations so solemn, and her suspicions veered round upon Captain Thorn.

And now about the bed, interjected Miss Carlyle, impatiently. Wheres he to sleep, Joyce? The only safe room that I know of will be the one through mine.

He cant sleep there, maam. Dont you know that the key of the door was lost last week, and we cannot open it?

So much the better. Hell be all the safer.

But how is he to get in?

To get in? Why, through my room, of course. Doesnt mine open to it, stupid?

Oh, well, maam, if you would like him to go through yours, thats different.

Why shouldnt he go through? Do you suppose I mind young Dick Hare? Not I, indeed, she irascibly continued. I only wish he was young enough for me to flog him as I used to, thats all. He deserves it as much as anybody ever did, playing the fool, as he has done, in all ways. I shall be in bed, with the curtains drawn, and his passing through wont harm me, and my lying there wont harm him. Stand on ceremony with Dick Hare! What next, I wonder?

Joyce made no reply to this energetic speech, but at once retired to prepare the room for Richard. Miss Carlyle soon followed. Having made everything ready, Joyce returned.

The room is ready, sir, she whispered, and all the household are in bed.

Then nows your time, Richard. Good-night.

He stole upstairs after Joyce, who piloted him through the room of Miss Carlyle. Nothing could be seen of that lady, though something might be heard, one given to truth more than politeness might have called it snoring. Joyce showed Richard his chamber, gave him the candle, and closed the door upon him.

Poor hunted Richard, good-night to you.


CHAPTER XXX.

BARBARAS HEART AT REST.

Morning dawned. The same dull weather, the same heavy fall of snow. Miss Carlyle took her breakfast in bed, an indulgence she had not favored for ever so many years. Richard Hare rose, but remained in his chamber, and Joyce carried his breakfast in to him.

Mr. Carlyle entered whilst he was taking it. How did you sleep, Richard?

I slept well. I was so dead tired. What am I to do next, Mr. Carlyle? The sooner I get away from here the better. I cant feel safe.

You must not think of it before evening. I am aware that you cannot remain here, save for a few temporary hours, as it would inevitably become known to the servants. You say you think of going to Liverpool or Manchester?

To any large town; they are all alike to me; but one pursued as I am is safer in a large place than a small one.

I am inclined to think that this man, Thorn, only made a show of threatening you, Richard. If he be really the guilty party, his policy must be to keep all in quietness. The very worst thing that could happen for him, would be your arrest.

Then why molest me? Why send an officer to dodge me?

He did not like your molesting him, and he thought he would probably frighten you. After that day you would probably have seen no more of the officer. You may depend upon one thing, Richard, had the policemans object been to take you, he would have done so, not have contented himself with following you about from place to place. Besides when a detective officer is employed to watch a party, he takes care not to allow himself to be seen; now this man showed himself to you more than once.

Yes, theres a good deal in all that, observed Richard. For, to one in his class of life, the bare suspicion of such a crime, brought against him, would crush him forever in the eyes of his compeers.

It is difficult to me Richard, to believe that he is in the class of life you speak of, observed Mr. Carlyle.

Theres no doubt about it; theres none indeed. But that I did not much like to mention the name, for it cant be a pleasant name to you, I should have said last night who I have seen him walking with, continued simple-hearted Richard.

Mr. Carlyle looked inquiringly. Richard say on.

I have seen him, sir, with Sir Francis Levison, twice. Once he was talking to him at the door of the betting-rooms, and once they were walking arm-in-arm. They are apparently upon intimate terms.

At this moment a loud, flustering, angry voice was heard calling from the stairs, and Richard leaped up as if he had been shot. His door  not the one leading to the room of Miss Carlyle  opened upon the corridor, and the voice sounded close, just as if its owner were coming in with a hound. It was the voice of Mr. Justice Hare.

Carlyle, where are you? Heres a pretty thing happened! Come down!

Mr. Carlyle for once in his life lost his calm equanimity, and sprang to the door, to keep it against invasion, as eagerly as Richard could have done. He forgot that Joyce had said the door was safely locked, and the key mislaid. As to Richard, he rushed on his hat and his black whiskers, and hesitated between under the bed and inside the wardrobe.

Dont agitate yourself, Richard, whispered Mr. Carlyle, there is no real danger. I will go and keep him safely.

But when Mr. Carlyle got through his sisters bedroom, he found that lady had taken the initiative, and was leaning over the balustrades, having been arrested in the process of dressing. Her clothes were on, but her nightcap was not off; little cared she, however, who saw her nightcap.

What on earth brings you up in this weather? began she, in a tone of exasperation.

I want to see Carlyle. Nice news I have had!

What about? Anything concerning Anne, or her family?

Anne be bothered, replied the justice, who was from some cause, in a furious temper. It concerns that precious rascal, who I am forced to call son. I am told he is here.

Down the stairs leaped Mr. Carlyle, four at a time, wound his arm within Mr. Hares, and led him to a sitting-room.

Good-morning, justice. You had courage to venture up through the snow! What is the matter, you seem excited.

Excited? raved the justice, dancing about the room, first on one leg, then on the other, like a cat upon hot bricks, so you would be excited, if your life were worried out, as mine is, over a wicked scamp of a son. Why cant folks trouble their heads about their own business, and let my affairs alone? A pity but what he was hung, and the thing done with!

But what has happened? questioned Mr. Carlyle.

Why this has happened, retorted the justice, throwing a letter on the table. The post brought me this, just now  and pleasant information it gives.

Mr. Carlyle took up the note and read it. It purported to be from a friend to Justice Hare, informing that gentleman that his criminal son was likely to have arrived at West Lynne, or would arrive in the course of a day or so; and it recommended Mr. Hare to speed his departure from it, lest he should be pounced upon.

This letter is anonymous! exclaimed Mr. Carlyle.

Of course it is, stamped the justice.

The only notice I should ever take of an anonymous letter would be to put it in the fire, cried Mr. Carlyle, his lip curling with scorn.

But who has written it? danced Justice Hare. And is Dick at West Lynne  thats the question.

Now, is it likely that he should come to West Lynne? remonstrated Mr. Carlyle. Justice, will you pardon me, if I venture to give you my candid opinion.

The fool at West Lynne, running into the very jaws of death! By Jupiter! If I can drop upon him, Ill retain him in custody, and make out a warrant for his committal! Ill have this everlasting bother over.

I was going to give you my opinion, quietly put in Mr. Carlyle. I fear, Justice, you bring these annoyances upon yourself.

Bring them upon myself! ranted the indignant justice. I? Did I murder Hallijohn? Did I fly away from the law? Am I hiding, Beelzebub knows where? Do I take starts, right into my native parish, disguised as a laborer, on purpose to worry my own father? Do I write anonymous letters? Bring them upon myself, do I? That cobs all, Carlyle.

You will not hear me out. It is known that you are much exasperated against Richard

And if your son serves you the same when he is grown up, shant you be exasperated, pray? fired Justice Hare.

Do hear me. It is known that you are much exasperated, and that any allusion to him excites and annoys you. Now, my opinion is, justice, that some busybody is raising these reports and writing these letters on purpose to annoy you. It may be somebody at West Lynne, very near to us, for all we know.

Thats all rubbish! peevishly responded the justice, after a pause. Its not likely. Whod do it?

It is very likely; but you may be sure they will not give us a clue as to the who. I should put that letter in the fire, and think no more about it. Thats the only way to serve them. A pretty laugh they have had in their sleeve, if it is anybody near, at seeing you wade up here through the snow this morning! They would know you were bringing the letter, to consult me.

The justice  in spite of his obstinacy he was somewhat easily persuaded to different views of things, especially by Mr. Carlyle  let fall his coat tails, which had been gathered in his arms, as he stood with his back to the fire, and brought down both his hands upon the table with force enough to break it.

If I thought that, he spluttered, if I could think it, Id have the whole parish of West Lynne before me to-day, and commit them for trial.

Its a pity but what you could, said Mr. Carlyle.

Well, it may be, or it may not be, that that villain is coming here, he resumed. I shall call in at the police station, and tell them to keep a sharp lookout.

You will do nothing of the sort justice, exclaimed Mr. Carlyle, almost in agitation. Richard is not likely to make his appearance at West Lynne; but if he did, would you, his own father, turn the flood upon him? Not a man living but would cry shame upon you.

I took an oath Id do it, said the justice.

You did not take an oath to go open-mouthed to the police station, upon the receipt of any despicable anonymous letter or any foolish report, to say, I have news that my son will be here to-day; look after him. Nonsense, justice! Let the police look out for themselves, but dont you set them on.

The justice growled, whether in assent or dissent did not appear, and Mr. Carlyle resumed,  

Have you shown this letter to Mrs. Hare, or mentioned it to her?

Not I. I didnt give myself time. I had gone down to the front gate, to see how deep the snow lay in the road, when the postman came up; so I read it as I stood there. I went in for my coat and umbrella, to come off to you, and Mrs. Hare wanted to know where I was going in such a hurry, but I did not satisfy her.

I am truly glad to hear it, said Mr. Carlyle. Such information as this could not fail to have a dangerous effect upon Mrs. Hare. Do not suffer a hint of it to escape you justice; consider how much anxiety she has already suffered.

Its partly her own fault. Why cant she drive the ill-doing boy from her mind?

If she could, said Mr. Carlyle, she would be acting against human nature. There is one phase of the question which you may possibly not have glanced at, justice. You speak of delivering your son up to the law; has it ever struck you that you would be delivering up at the same time your wifes life?

Stuff! said the justice.

You would find it no stuff. So sure as Richard gets brought to trial, whether through your means, or through any other, so sure will it kill your wife.

Mr. Hare took up the letter, which had lain open on the table, folded it, and put it in its envelope.

I suppose you dont know the writing? he asked of Mr. Carlyle.

I never saw it before, that I remember. Are you returning home?

No. I shall go on to Beauchamps and show him this, and hear what he says. Its not much farther.

Tell him not to speak of it then. Beauchamps safe, for his sympathies are with Richard  oh, yes, they are, justice, ask him the question plainly if you like, and he will confess to it. I can tell you more sympathy goes with Richard than is acknowledged to you. But I would not show that letter to anyone else than Beauchamp, added Mr. Carlyle, neither would I speak of it.

Who can have written it? repeated the justice. It bears, you see the London Post-mark.

It is too wide a speculation to enter upon. And no satisfactory conclusion could come of it.

Justice Hare departed. Mr. Carlyle watched him down the avenue, striding under his umbrella, and then went up to Richard. Miss Carlyle was sitting with the latter then.

I thought I should have died, spoke poor Dick. I declare, Mr. Carlyle, my very blood seemed turned to water, and I thought I should have died with fright. Is he gone away  is all safe?

He is gone, and its all safe.

And what did he want? What was it he had heard about me?

Mr. Carlyle gave a brief explanation, and Richard immediately set down the letter as the work of Thorn.

Will it be possible for me to see my mother this time? he demanded of Mr. Carlyle.

I think it would be highly injudicious to let your mother know you are here, or have been here, was the answer of Mr. Carlyle. She would naturally be inquiring into particulars, and when she came to hear that you were pursued, she would never have another minutes peace. You must forego the pleasure of seeing her this time, Richard.

And Barbara?

Barbara might come and stay the day with you. Only  

Only what, sir? cried Richard, for Mr. Carlyle had hesitated.

I was thinking what a wretched morning it is for her to come out in.

She would go through an avalanche  shed wade through mountains of snow, to see me, cried Richard eagerly, and be delighted to do it.

She always was a little fool, put in Miss Carlyle, jerking some stitches out of her knitting.

I know she would, observed Mr. Carlyle, in answer to Richard. We will try and get her here.

She can arrange about the money I am to have, just as well as my mother could you know, sir.

Yes; for Barbara is in receipt of money of her own now, and I know she would not wish better than to apply some of it to you. Cornelia, as an excuse for getting her here, I must say to Mrs. Hare that you are ill, and wish Barbara to come for the day and bear your company. Shall I?

Say I am dead, if you like, responded Miss Corny, who was in one of her cross moods.

Mr. Carlyle ordered the pony carriage, and drove forth with John. He drew in at the grove. Barbara and Mrs. Hare were seated together, and looked surprised at the early visit.

Do you want Mr. Hare, Archibald? He is out. He went while the breakfast was on the table, apparently in a desperate hurry.

I dont want Mr. Hare; I want Barbara. I have come to carry her off.

To carry off Barbara! echoed Mrs. Hare.

Cornelia is not well; she had caught a violent cold, and wishes Barbara to spend the day with her.

Oh, Mr. Carlyle, I cannot leave mamma to-day. She is not well herself, and she would be dull without me.

Neither can I spare her, Archibald. It is not a day for Barbara to go out.

How could he get to say a word to Barbara alone? Whilst he deliberated, talking on, though, all the while to Mrs. Hare, a servant appeared at the sitting-room door.

The fishmongers boy is come up, maam. His master has sent him to say that he fears therell be no fish in to-day, in anything like time. The trains wont get up, with this weather.

Mrs. Hare rose from her seat to hold a confab at the door with the maid; and Mr. Carlyle seized his opportunity.

Barbara, he whispered, make no opposition. You must come. What I really want you for is connected with Richard.

She looked up at him, a startled glance, and the crimson flew to her face. Mrs. Hare returned to her seat. Oh, such a day! she shivered. I am sure Cornelia cannot expect Barbara.

But Cornelia does. And there is my pony carriage waiting to take her before I go to the office. Not a flake of snow can come near her, Mrs. Hare. The large warm apron will be up, and an umbrella shield her bonnet and face. Get your things on, Barbara.

Mamma if you would not very much mind being left, I should like to go, said Barbara, with almost trembling eagerness.

But you would be sure to take cold, child.

Oh, dear no. I can wrap up well.

And I will see that she comes home all right this evening, added Mr. Carlyle.

In a few minutes they were seated in the pony carriage. Barbaras tongue was burning to ask questions, but John sat behind them, and would have overheard. When they arrived at East Lynne, Mr. Carlyle gave her his arm up the steps, and took her into the breakfast-room.

Will you prepare yourself for a surprise, Barbara?

Suspense  fear  had turned her very pale. Something that has happened to Richard! she uttered.

Nothing that need agitate you. He is here.

Here? Where?

Here. Under this roof. He slept here last night.

Oh, Archibald!

Only fancy, Barbara, I opened the window at nine last night to look at the weather, and in burst Richard. We could not let him go out again in the snow, so he slept here, in that room next Cornelias.

Does she know of it?

Of course. And Joyce also; we were obliged to tell Joyce. It is he you have come to spend the day with. But just imagine Richards fear. Your father came this morning, calling up the stairs after me, saying he heard Richard was here. I thought Richard would have gone out of his mind with fright.

A few more explanations, and Mr. Carlyle took Barbara into the room, Miss Carlyle and her knitting still keeping Richard company. In fact, that was to be the general sitting room of the day, and a hot lunch, Richards dinner, would be served to Miss Carlyles chamber at one oclock. Joyce only admitted to wait on her.

And now I must go, said Mr. Carlyle, after chatting a few minutes. The office is waiting for me, and my poor ponies are in the snow.

But youll be sure to be home early, Mr. Carlyle, said Richard. I dare not stop here; I must be off not a moment later than six or seven oclock.

I will be home, Richard.

Anxiously did Richard and Barbara consult that day, Miss Carlyle of course putting in her word. Over and over again did Barbara ask the particulars of the slight interviews Richard had had with Thorn; over and over again did she openly speculate upon what his name really was. If you could but discover some one whom he knows, and inquire it, she exclaimed.

I have seen him with one person, but I cant inquire of him. They are too thick together, he and Thorn, and are birds of a feather also, I suspect. Great swells both.

Oh, Richard dont use those expressions. They are unsuited to a gentleman.

Richard laughed bitterly. A gentleman?

Who is it you have seen Thorn with? inquired Barbara.

Sir Francis Levison, replied Richard, glancing at Miss Carlyle, who drew in her lips ominously.

With whom? uttered Barbara, betraying complete astonishment. Do you know Sir Francis Levison?

Oh, yes, I know him. Nearly the only man about town that I do know.

Barbara seemed lost in a puzzled reverie, and it was some time before she aroused herself from it.

Are they at all alike? she asked.

Very much so, I suspect. Both bad men.

But I meant in person.

Not in the least. Except that they are both tall.

Again Barbara sank into thought. Richards words had surprised her. She was aroused by it from hearing a childs voice in the next room. She ran into it, and Miss Carlyle immediately fastened the intervening door.

It was little Archibald Carlyle. Joyce had come in with the tray to lay the luncheon, and before she could lock the door, Archibald ran in after her. Barbara lifted him in her arms to carry him back to the nursery.

Oh, you heavy boy! she exclaimed.

Archie laughed. Wilson says that, he lisped, if ever she has to carry me.

I have brought you a truant, Wilson, cried Barbara.

Oh, is it you, Miss Barbara? How are you, miss? Naughty boy!  yes, he ran away without my noticing him  he is got now so that he can open the door.

You must be so kind as to keep him strictly in for to-day, concluded Miss Barbara, authoritatively. Miss Carlyle is not well, and cannot be subjected to the annoyance of his running into the room.

Evening came, and the time of Richards departure. It was again snowing heavily, though it had ceased in the middle of the day. Money for the present had been given to him; arrangements had been discussed. Mr. Carlyle insisted upon Richards sending him his address, as soon as he should own one to send, and Richard faithfully promised. He was in very low spirits, almost as low as Barbara, who could not conceal her tears; they dropped in silence on her pretty silk dress. He was smuggled down the stairs, a large cloak of Miss Carlyles enveloping him, into the room he had entered by storm the previous night. Mr. Carlyle held the window open.

Good-bye, Barbara dear. If ever you should be able to tell my mother of this day, say that my chief sorrow was not to see her.

Oh, Richard! she sobbed forth, broken-hearted, good-bye. May God be with you and bless you!

Farewell, Richard, said Miss Carlyle; dont you be fool enough to get into any more scrapes.

Last of all he rung the hand of Mr. Carlyle. The latter went outside with him for an instant, and their leave-taking was alone.

Barbara returned to the chamber he had quitted. She felt that she must indulge in a few moments sobbing; Joyce was there, but Barbara was sobbing when she entered it.

It is hard for him, Miss Barbara, if he is really innocent.

Barbara turned her streaming eyes upon her. If! Joyce do you doubt that he is innocent?

I quite believe him to be so now, miss. Nobody could so solemnly assert what was not true. The thing at present will be to find that Captain Thorn.

Joyce! exclaimed Barbara, in excitement, seizing hold of Joyces hands, I thought I had found him; I believed in my own mind that I knew who he was. I dont mind telling you, though I have never before spoken of it; and with one thing or other, this night I feel just as if I should die  as if I must speak. I thought it was Sir Francis Levison.

Joyce stared with all her eyes. Miss Barbara!

I did. I have thought it ever since the night that Lady Isabel went away. My poor brother was at West Lynne then  he had come for a few hours, and he met the man Thorn walking in Bean lane. He was in evening dress, and Richard described a peculiar motion of his  the throwing off of his hair from his brow. He said his white hand and his diamond ring glittered in the moonlight. The white hand, the ring, the motion  for he was always doing it  all reminded me of Captain Levison; and from that hour until to-day I believed him to be the man Richard saw. To-day Richard tells me that he knows Sir Francis Levison, and that he and Thorn are intimate. What I think now is, that this Thorn must have paid a flying visit to the neighborhood that night to assist Captain Levison in the wicked work that he had on hand.

How strange it all sounds! uttered Joyce.

And I never could tell my suspicions to Mr. Carlyle! I did not like to mention Francis Levisons name to him.

Barbara soon returned down stairs. I must be going home, she said to Mr. Carlyle. It is turned half-past seven, and mamma will be uneasy.

Whenever you like, Barbara.

But can I not walk? I am sorry to take out your ponies again, and in this storm.

Mr. Carlyle laughed. Which would feel the storm the worst, you or the ponies?

But when Barbara got outside, she saw that it was not the pony carriage, but the chariot that was in waiting for her. She turned inquiringly to Mr. Carlyle.

Did you think I should allow you to go home in an open carriage to-night, Barbara?

Are you coming also?

I suppose I had better, he smiled. To see that you and the carriage do not get fixed in a rut.

Barbara withdrew to her corner of the chariot, and cried silently. Very, very deeply did she mourn the unhappy situation  the privations of her brother; and she knew that he was one to feel them deeply. He could not battle with the worlds hardships so bravely as many could. Mr. Carlyle only detected her emotion as they were nearing the Grove. He leaned forward, took her hand, and held it between his.

Dont grieve, Barbara. Bright days may be in store for us yet.

The carriage stopped.

You may go back, he said to the servants, when he alighted. I shall walk home.

Oh, exclaimed Barbara, I do think you intend to spend the evening with us? Mamma will be so pleased.

Her voice sounded as if she was also. Mr. Carlyle drew her hand within his arm as they walked up the path.

But Barbara had reckoned without her host. Mrs. Hare was in bed, consequently could not be pleased at the visit of Mr. Carlyle. The justice had gone out, and she, feeling tired and not well, thought she would retire to rest. Barbara stole into her room, but found her asleep, so that it fell to Barbara to entertain Mr. Carlyle.

They stood together before the large pierglass, in front of the blazing fire. Barbara was thinking over the events of the day. What Mr. Carlyle was thinking of was best known to himself; his eyes, covered with their drooping eyelids, were cast upon Barbara. There was a long silence, at length Barbara seemed to feel that his gaze was upon her, and she looked up at him.

Will you marry me, Barbara?

The words were spoken in the quietest, most matter-of-fact tone, just as if he had said, Shall I give you a chair, Barbara? But, oh! The change that passed over her countenance! The sudden light of joy! The scarlet flush of emotion and happiness. Then it all faded down to paleness and sadness.

She shook her head in the negative. But you are very kind to ask me, she added in words.

What is the impediment, Barbara?

Another rush of color as before and a deep silence. Mr. Carlyle stole his arm around her and bent his face on a level with hers.

Whisper it to me, Barbara.

She burst into a flood of tears.

Is it because I once married another?

No, no. It is the remembrance of that night  you cannot have forgotten it, and it is stamped on my brain in letters of fire. I never thought so to betray myself. But for what passed that night you would not have asked me now.

Barbara!

She glanced up at him; the tone was so painful.

Do you know that I love you? That there is none other in the whole world whom I would care to marry but you? Nay, Barbara, when happiness is within our reach, let us not throw it away upon a chimera.

She cried more softly, leaning upon his arm. Happiness? Would it be happiness for you?

Great and deep happiness, he whispered.

She read truth in his countenance, and a sweet smile illumined her sunny features. Mr. Carlyle read its signs.

You love me as much as ever, Barbara!

Far more, far more, was the murmured answer, and Mr. Carlyle held her closer, and drew her face fondly to his. Barbaras heart was at length at rest, and she had been content to remain where she was forever.

And Richard? Had he got clear off? Richard was stealing along the road, plunging into the snow by the hedge because it was more sheltered there than in the beaten path, when his umbrella came in contact with another umbrella. Miss Carlyle had furnished it to him; not to protect his battered hat but to protect his face from being seen by the passers by. The umbrella he encountered was an aristocratic silk one, with an ivory handle; Dicks was of democratic cotton, with hardly any handle at all; and the respective owners had been bearing on, heads down and umbrellas out, till they, the umbrellas, met smash, right under a gas lamp. Aside went the umbrellas, and the antagonists stared at each other.

How dare you, fellow? Cant you see where you are going on?

Dick thought he should have dropped. He would have given all the money his pockets held if the friendly earth had but opened and swallowed him in; for he was now peering into the face of his own father.

Uttering an exclamation of dismay, which broke from him involuntarily, Richard sped away with the swiftness of an arrow. Did Justice Hare recognize the tones? It cannot be said. He saw a rough, strange looking man, with bushy, black whiskers, who was evidently scared at the sight of him. That was nothing; for the justice, being a justice, and a strict one, was regarded with considerable awe in the parish by those of Dicks apparent caliber. Nevertheless, he stood still and gazed in the direction until all sound of Richards footsteps had died away in the distance.

Tears were streaming down the face of Mrs. Hare. It was a bright morning after the snowstorm, so bright that the sky was blue, and the sun was shining, but the snow lay deeply upon ground. Mrs. Hare sat in her chair, enjoying the brightness, and Mr. Carlyle stood near her. The tears were of joy and of grief mingled  of grief at hearing that she should at last have to part with Barbara, of joy that she was going to one so entirely worthy of her as Mr. Carlyle.

Archibald, she has had a happy home here; you will render yours as much so?

To the very utmost of my power.

You will be ever kind to her, and cherish her?

With my whole strength and heart. Dear Mrs. Hare; I thought you knew me too well to doubt me.

Doubt you! I do not doubt you, I trust you implicitly, Archibald. Had the whole world laid themselves at Barbaras feet, I should have prayed that she might choose you.

A small smile flitted over Mr. Carlyles lips. He knew it was what Barbara would have done.

But, Archibald, what about Cornelia? returned Mrs. Hare. I would not for a moment interfere in your affairs, or in the arrangements you and Barbara may agree upon, but I cannot help thinking that married people are better alone.

Cornelia will quit East Lynne, said Mr. Carlyle. I have not spoken to her yet, but I shall do so now. I have long made my mind up that if ever I did marry again, I and my wife would live alone. It is said she interfered too much with my former wife. Had I suspected it, Cornelia should not have remained in the house a day. Rest assured that Barbara shall not be an object to the chance.

How did you come over her? demanded the justice, who had already given his gratified consent, and who now entered in his dressing gown and morning wig. Others have tried it on, and Barbara would not listen to them.

I suppose I must have cast a spell upon her, answered Mr. Carlyle, breaking into a smile.

Here she is. Barbara, carried on the unceremonious justice, what is it that you see in Carlyle more than anybody else?

Barbaras scarlet cheeks answered for her. Papa, she said, Otway Bethel is at the door asking to speak to you. Jasper says he wont come in.

Then Im sure Im not going out to him in the cold. Here, Mr. Otway, what are you afraid of? he called out. Come in.

Otway Bethel made his appearance in his usual sporting costume. But he did not seem altogether at his ease in the presence of Mrs. Hare and Barbara.

The colonel wished to see you, justice, and ask you if you had any objection to the meetings being put off from one oclock till two, cried he, after nodding to Mr. Carlyle. He has got a friend coming to see him unexpectedly who will leave again by the two oclock train.

I dont care which it is, answered Mr. Hare. Two oclock will do as well as one, for me.

Thats all right, then; and Ill drop in upon Herbert and Pinner and acquaint them.

Miss Carlyles cold was better that evening, in fact she seemed quite herself again, and Mr. Carlyle introduced the subject of his marriage. It was after dinner that he began upon it.

Cornelia, when I married Lady Isabel Vane, you reproached me severely with having kept you in the dark

If you had not kept me in the dark, but consulted me, as any other Christian would, the course of events would have been wholly changed, and the wretchedness and disgrace that fell on this house been spared to it, fiercely interrupted Miss Carlyle.

We will leave the past, he said, and consider the future. I was about to remark, that I do not intend to fall under your displeasure again for the like offense. I believe you have never wholly forgiven it.

And never shall, cried she, impetuously. I did not deserve the slight.

Therefore, almost as soon as I know it myself, I acquaint you. I am about to marry a second time, Cornelia.

Miss Carlyle started up. Her spectacles dropped off her nose, and a knitting-box which she happened to have on her knees, clattered to the floor.

What did you say? she uttered, aghast.

Im about to marry.

You!

I. Is there anything so very astonishing in it?

For the love of common sense, dont go and make such a fool of yourself. You have done it once; was not that enough for you, but you must run your head into the noose again?

Now, Cornelia, can you wonder that I do not speak of things when you meet them in this way? You treat me just as you did when I was a child. It is very foolish.

When folk act childishly, they must be treated as children. I always thought you were mad when you married before, but I shall think you doubly mad now.

Because you have preferred to remain single and solitary yourself, is it any reason why you should condemn me to do the same? You are happy alone; I should be happier with a wife.

That she may go and disgrace you, as the last one did! intemperately spoke Miss Carlyle, caring not a rush what she said in her storm of anger.

Mr. Carlyles brow flushed, but he controlled his temper.

No, he calmly replied. I am not afraid of that in the one I have now chosen.

Miss Corny gathered her knitting together, he had picked up her box. Her hands trembled, and the lines of her face were working. It was a blow to her as keen as the other had been.

Pray who is it that you have chosen? she jerked forth. The whole neighborhood has been after you.

Let it be who it will, Cornelia, you will be sure to grumble. Were I to say that it was a royal princess, or a peasants daughter, you would equally see grounds for finding fault.

Of course I should. I know who it is  that stuck-up Louisa Dobede.

No, it is not. I never had the slightest intention of choosing Louisa Dobede, nor she of choosing me. I am marrying to please myself, and, for a wife, Louisa Dobede would not please me.

As you did before, sarcastically put in Miss Corny.

Yes; as I did before.

Well, cant you open your mouth and say who it is? was the exasperated rejoinder.

It is Barbara Hare.

Who? shrieked Miss Carlyle.

You are not deaf, Cornelia.

Well, you are an idiot! she exclaimed, lifting up her hands and eyes.

Thank you, he said, but without any signs of irritation.

And so you are; you are, Archibald. To suffer that girl, who has been angling after you so long, to catch you at last.

She has not angled after me; had she done so, she would probably never have been Mrs. Carlyle. Whatever passing fancy she may have entertained for me in earlier days, she has shown no symptoms of it of late years; and I am quite certain that she had no more thought or idea that I should choose her for my second wife, than you had I should choose you. Others have angled after me too palpably, but Barbara has not.

She is a conceited minx, as vain as she is high.

What else have you to urge against her?

I would have married a girl without a slur, if I must have married, aggravatingly returned Miss Corny.

Slur?

Slur, yes. Dear me, is it an honor  the possessing a brother such as Richard?

Miss Corny sniffed. Pigs may fly; but I never saw them try at it.

The next consideration, Cornelia, is about your residence. You will go back, I presume, to your own home.

Miss Corny did not believe her own ears. Go back to my own home! she exclaimed. I shall do nothing of the sort. I shall stop at East Lynne. Whats to hinder me?

Mr. Carlyle shook his head. It cannot be, he said, in a low, decisive tone.

Who says so? she sharply asked.

I do. Have you forgotten that night  when she went away  the words spoken by Joyce? Cornelia, whether they were true or false, I will not subject another to the chance.

She did not answer. Her lips parted and closed again. Somehow, Miss Carlyle could not bear to be reminded of that revelation of Joyces; it subdued even her.

I cast no reflection upon you, hastily continued Mr. Carlyle. You have been a mistress of a house for many years, and you naturally look to be so; it is right you should. But two mistresses in a house do not answer, Cornelia; they never did, and they never will.

Why did you not give me so much of your sentiments when I first came to East Lynne? she burst forth. I hate hypocrisy.

They were not my sentiments then; I possessed none. I was ignorant upon the subject as I was upon many others. Experience has come to me since.

You will not find a better mistress of a house than I have made you, she resentfully spoke.

I do not look for it. The tenants leave your house in March, do they not?

Yes, they do, snapped Miss Corny. But as we are on the subject of details of ways and means, allow me to tell you that if you did what is right, you would move into that house of mine, and I will go to a smaller  as you seem to think I shall poison Barbara if I remain with her. East Lynne is a vast deal too fine and too grand for you.

I do not consider it so. I shall not quit East Lynne.

Are you aware that, in leaving your house, I take my income with me, Archibald?

Most certainly. Your income is yours, and you will require it for your own purposes. I have neither a right to, nor wish for it.

It will make a pretty good hole in your income, the withdrawing of it, I can tell you that. Take care that you and East Lynne dont go bankrupt together.

At this moment the summons of a visitor was heard. Even that excited the ire of Miss Carlyle. I wonder whos come bothering to-night? she uttered.

Peter entered. It is Major Thorn, sir. I have shown him into the drawing-room.

Mr. Carlyle was surprised. He had not thought Major Thorn within many a mile of West Lynne. He proceeded to the drawing-room.

Such a journey! said Major Thorn to Mr. Carlyle. It is my general luck to get ill-weather when I travel. Rain and hail, thunder and heat; nothing bad comes amiss when I am out. The snow lay on the rails, I dont know how thick; at one station we were detained two hours.

Are you proposing to make any stay at West Lynne?

Off again to-morrow. My leave, this time, is to be spent at my mothers. I may bestow a week of it or so on West Lynne, but am not sure. I must be back in Ireland in a month. Such a horrid boghole we are quartered in just now!

To go from one subject to another, observed Mr. Carlyle; there is a question I have long thought to put to you, Thorn, did we ever meet again. Which year was it that you were staying at Swainson?

Major Thorn mentioned it. It was the year of Hallijohns murder.

As I thought  in fact, know, said Mr. Carlyle. Did you, while you were stopping there, ever come across a namesake of yours  one Thorn?

I believe I did. But I dont know the man, of my knowledge, and I saw him but once only. I dont think he was living at Swainson. I never observed him in the town.

Where did you meet with him?

At a roadside beer-shop, about two miles from Swainson. I was riding one day, when a fearful storm came on, and I took shelter there. Scarcely had I entered, when another horsemen rode up, and he likewise took shelter  a tall, dandified man, aristocratic and exclusive. When he departed  for he quitted first, the storm being over  I asked the people who he was. They said they did not know, though they had often seen him ride by; but a man who was there, drinking, said he was a Captain Thorn. The same man, by the way, volunteered the information that he came from a distance; somewhere near West Lynne; I remember that.

That Captain Thorn did?

No  that he, himself did. He appeared to know nothing of Captain Thorn, beyond the name.

It seemed to be ever so! Scraps of information, but nothing tangible. Nothing to lay hold of, or to know the man by. Would it be thus always?

Should you recognize him again were you to see him? resumed Mr. Carlyle awakening from his reverie.

I think I should. There was something peculiar in his countenance, and I remember it well yet.

Were you by chance to meet him, and discover his real name  for I have reason to believe that Thorn, the one he went by then, was an assumed one  will you oblige me by letting me know it?

With all the pleasure in life, replied the major. The chances are against it though, confined as I am to that confounded sister country. Other regiments get the luck of being quartered in the metropolis, or near it; ours doesnt.

When Major Thorn departed, and Mr. Carlyle was about to return to the room where he left his sister, he was interrupted by Joyce.

Sir, she began. Miss Carlyle tells me that there is going to be a change at East Lynne.

The words took Mr. Carlyle by surprise.

Miss Carlyle has been in a hurry to tell you, he remarked  a certain haughty displeasure in his tone.

She did not speak for the sake of telling me, sir, it is not likely; but I fancy she was thinking about her own plans. She inquired whether I would go with her when she left, or whether I meant to remain at East Lynne. I would not answer her, sir, until I had spoken to you.

Well? said Mr. Carlyle.

I gave a promise sir, to  to  my late lady  that I would remain with her children as long as I was permitted. She asked it of me when she was ill  when she thought she was going to die. What I would inquire of you, sir, is, whether the change will make any difference to my staying?

No, he decisively replied. I also, Joyce, wish you to remain with the children.

It is well, sir, Joyce answered, and her face looked bright as she quitted the room.


CHAPTER XXXI.

MR. DILL IN AN EMBROIDERED SHIRT-FRONT.

It was a lovely morning in June, and all West Lynne was astir. West Lynne generally was astir in the morning, but not in the bustling manner that might be observed now. People were abroad in numbers, passing down to St. Judes Church, for it was the day of Mr. Carlyles marriage to Barbara Hare.

Miss Carlyle made herself into a sort of martyr. She would not go near it; fine weddings in fine churches did not suit her, she proclaimed; they could tie themselves up together fast enough without her presence. She had invited the little Carlyles and their governess and Joyce to spend the day with her; and she persisted in regarding the children as martyrs too, in being obliged to submit to the advent of a second mother. She was back in her old house again, next door to the office, settled there for life now with her servants. Peter had mortally offended her in electing to remain at East Lynne.

Mr. Dill committed himself terribly on the wedding morning. About ten oclock he made his appearance at Miss Carlyles; he was a man of the old stage, possessing old-fashioned notions, and he had deemed that to step in to congratulate her on the auspicious day would be only good manners.

Miss Carlyle was seated in her dining-room, her hands folded before her. It was rare indeed that she was caught doing nothing. She turned her eyes on Mr. Dill as he entered.

Why, what on earth has taken you? began she, before he could speak. You are decked out like a young duck!

I am going to the wedding, Miss Cornelia. Did you know it? Mrs. Hare was so kind as to invite me to the breakfast, and Mr. Archibald insists upon my going to church. I am not too fine, am I?

Poor old Dills finery consisted of a white waistcoat with gold buttons, and an embroidered shirt-front. Miss Corny was pleased to regard it with sarcastic wrath.

Fine! echoed she. I dont know what you call it. I would not make myself such a spectacle for untold gold. Youll have all the ragamuffins in the street forming a tail after you, thinking you are the bridegroom. A man of your years to deck yourself out in a worked shirt! I would have had some rosettes on my coat-tails, while I was about it.

My coats quite plain, Miss Cornelia, he meekly remonstrated.

Plain! What would you have it? snapped Miss Cornelia. Perhaps you covet a wreath of embroidery round it, gold leaves and scarlet flowers, with a swansdown collar? It would only be in keeping with that shirt and waistcoat. I might as well have gone and ordered a white tarletan dress, looped up with peas, and streamed through the town in that guise. It would be just as consistent.

People like to dress a little out of common at a wedding, Miss Cornelia; its only respectful, when they are invited guests.

I dont say people should go to a wedding in a hop sack. But theres a medium. Pray, do you know your age?

I am turned sixty, Miss Corny.

You just are. And do you consider it decent for an old man, going on for seventy, to be decorated off as you are now? I dont; and so I tell you my mind. Why, youll be the laughing-stock of the parish! Take care the boys dont tie a tin kettle to you!

Mr. Dill thought he would leave the subject. His own impression was, that he was not too fine, and that the parish would not regard him as being so; still, he had a great reverence for Miss Cornys judgment, and was not altogether easy. He had had his white gloves in his hand when he entered, but he surreptitiously smuggled them into his pocket, lest they might offend. He passed to the subject which had brought him thither.

What I came in for, was to offer you my congratulations on this auspicious day, Miss Cornelia. I hope Mr. Archibald and his wife, and you, maam

There! You need not trouble yourself to go on, interrupted Miss Corny, hotly arresting him. We want condolence here to-day, rather than the other thing. Im sure Id nearly as soon see Archibald go to his hanging.

Oh, Miss Corny!

I would; and you need not stare at me as if you were throttled. What business has he to go and fetter himself with a wife again. One would have thought he had had enough with the other. It is as I have always said, theres a soft place in Archibalds brain.

Old Dill knew there was no soft place in the brain of Mr. Carlyle, but he deemed it might be as well not to say so, in Miss Cornys present humor. Marriage is a happy state, as I have heard, maam, and honorable; and I am sure Mr. Archibald

Very happy! Very honorable! fiercely cried Miss Carlyle, sarcasm in her tone. His last marriage brought him all that, did it not?

Thats past and done with, Miss Corny, and none of us need recall it. I hope he will find in his present wife a recompense for whats gone; he could not have chosen a prettier or nicer young lady than Miss Barbara; and I am glad to my very heart that he has got her.

Couldnt he? jerked Miss Carlyle.

No, maam, he could not. Were I young, and wanted a wife, theres no one in all West Lynne I would so soon look out for as Miss Barbara. Not that shed have me; and I was not speaking in that sense, Miss Corny.

Its to be hoped you were not, retorted Miss Corny. She is an idle, insolent, vain fagot, caring for nothing but her own dolls face and for Archibald.

Ah, well, maam never mind that; pretty young girls know they are pretty, and you cant take their vanity from them. Shell be a good and loving wife to him; I know she will; it is in her nature; she wont serve him as  as  that other poor unfortunate did.

If I feared she was one to bring shame to him, as the other did, Id go into the church this hour and forbid the marriage; and if that didnt do, Id  smother her! shrieked Miss Carlyle. Look at that piece of impudence!

That last sentence was uttered in a different tone, and concerned somebody in the street. Miss Carlyle hopped off her chair and strode to the window. Mr. Dills eyes turned in the like direction.

In a gay and summers dress, fine and sparkling, with a coquettish little bonnet, trimmed with pink, shaded by one of those nondescript articles at present called veils, which article was made of white spotted net with a pink ruche round it, sailed Afy Hallijohn, conceited and foolish and good-looking as ever. Catching sight of Mr. Dill, she made him a flourishing and gracious bow. The courteous old gentleman returned it, and was pounced upon by Miss Cornys tongue for his pains.

Whatever possessed you to do that?

Well, Miss Corny, she spoke to me. You saw her.

I saw her? Yes, I did see her, the brazen bellwether! And she saw me, and spoke to you in her insolence. And you must answer her, in spite of my presence, instead of shaking your fist and giving her a reproving frown. You want a little sharp talking to, yourself.

But, Miss Corny, its always best to let bygones be bygones, he pleaded. She was flighty and foolish, and all that, was Afy; but now that its proved she did not go with Richard Hare, as was suspected, and is at present living creditably, why should she not be noticed?

If the very deuce himself stood there with his horns and tail, you would find excuses to make for him, fired Miss Corny. You are as bad as Archibald! Notice Afy Hallijohn, when she dresses and flirts and minces as you saw her but now! What creditable servant would flaunt abroad in such a dress and bonnet as that, with that flimsy gauze thing over her face. Its as disreputable as your shirt-front.

Mr. Dill coughed humbly, not wishing to renew the point of the shirt-front. She is not exactly a servant, Miss Corny, shes a ladys maid; and ladies maids do dress outrageously fine. I had great respect for her father, maam; never a better clerk came into our office.

Perhaps youll tell me you have a respect for her! The worlds being turned upside down, I think. Formerly, mistresses kept their servants to work; now it seems they keep them for play! Shes going to St. Judes, you may be sure of it, to stare at this fine wedding, instead of being at home, in a cotton gown and white apron, making beds. Mrs. Latimer must be a droll mistress, to give her liberty in this way. Whats that fly for? sharply added Miss Corny, as one drew up to the office door.

Fly, said Mr. Dill, stretching forward his bald head. It must be the one I ordered. Then Ill wish you good-day, Miss Corny.

Fly for you? cried Miss Corny. Have you got the gout, that you could not walk to St. Judes on foot?

I am not going to the church yet; I am going on to the Grove, Miss Corny. I thought it would look more proper to have a fly maam; more respectful.

Not a doubt but you need it in that trim, retorted she. Why didnt you put on pumps and silk stockings with pink clocks?

He was glad to bow himself out, she kept on so. But he thought he would do it with a pleasant remark, to show her he bore no ill-will. Just look at the crowds pouring down, Miss Corny; the church will be as full as it can cram.

I dare say it will, retorted she. One fool makes many.

I fear Miss Cornelia does not like this marriage, any more than she did the last, quoth Mr. Dill to himself as he stepped into his fly. Such a sensible woman as she is in other things, to be so bitter against Mr. Archibald because he marries! Its not like her. I wonder, he added, his thoughts changing, whether I do look foolish in this shirt? Im sure I never thought of decking myself out to appear young  as Miss Corny said  I only wished to testify respect to Mr. Archibald and Miss Barbara; nothing else would have made me give five-and-twenty shillings for it. Perhaps its not etiquette  or whatever they call it  to wear them in the morning, Miss Corny ought to know; and there certainly must be something wrong about it, by the way it put her up. Well, it cant be helped now; it must go; theres no time to return home now to change it.

St. Judes Church was in a cram; all the world and his wife had flocked into it. Those who could not get in, took up their station in the churchyard and in the road.

Well, it was a goodly show. Ladies and gentlemen as smart as fine feathers could make them. Mr. Carlyle was one of the first to enter the church, self-possessed and calm, the very sense of a gentleman. Oh, but he was noble to look upon; though when was he otherwise? Mr. and Mrs. Clithero were there, Anne Hare, that was; a surprise for some of the gazers, who had not known they were expected at the wedding. Gentle, delicate Mrs. Hare walked up the church leaning on the arm of Sir John Dobede, a paler shade than usual on her sweet, sad face. Shes thinking of her wretched, ill-doing son, quoth the gossips, one to another. But who comes in now, with an air as if the whole church belonged to him? An imposing, pompous man, stern and grim, in a new flaxen wig, and a white rose in his buttonhole. It is Mr. Justice Hare, and he leads in one, whom folks jump upon seats to get a look at.

Very lovely was Barbara, in her soft white silk robes and her floating veil. Her cheeks, now blushing rosy red, now pale as the veil that shaded them, betrayed how intense was her emotion. The bridesmaids came after her with jaunty steps, vain in their important office  Louisa Dobede, Augusta and Kate Herbert, and Mary Pinner.

Mr. Carlyle was already in his place at the altar, and as Barbara neared him, he advanced, took her hand, and placed her on his left. I dont think that it was quite usual; but he had been married before, and ought to know. The clerk directed the rest where to stand, and, after some little delay, the service proceeded.

In spite of her emotion  and that it was great, scarcely to be suppressed, none could doubt  Barbara made the responses bravely. Be you very sure that a woman who loves him she is being united to, must experience this emotion.

Wilt thou have this man to be thy wedded husband, to live together after Gods ordinance, in the holy estate of matrimony? spoke the Rev. Mr. Little. Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honor, and keep him in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?

I will.

Clearly, firmly, impressively was the answer given. It was as if Barbara had in her thoughts one who had not kept holy unto him, and would proclaim her own resolution never so to betray him, God helping her.

The ceremony was very soon over, and Barbara, the magic ring upon her finger and her arm within Mr. Carlyles was led out to his chariot, now hers  had he not just endowed her with his worldly goods?

The crowd shouted and hurrahed as they caught sight of her blushing face, but the carriage was soon clear of the crowd, who concentrated their curiosity upon the other carriages that were to follow it. The company were speeding back to the Grove to breakfast. Mr. Carlyle, breaking the silence, suddenly turned to his bride and spoke, his tone impassioned, almost unto pain.

Barbara, you will keep your vows to me?

She raised her shy blue eyes, so full of love to his; earnest feeling had brought the tears to them.

Always, in the spirit and in the letter, until death shall claim me. So help me Heaven!

The German watering-places were crowded that early autumn. They generally are crowded at that season, now that the English flock abroad in shoals, like the swallows quitting our cold country, to return again some time. France has been pretty well used up, so now we fall upon Germany. Stalkenberg was that year particularly full, for its size  you might have put it in a nutshell; and it derived its importance, name, and most else belonging to it, from its lord of the soil, the Baron von Stalkenberg. A stalwart old man was the baron, with grizzly hair, a grizzled beard, and manners as loutish as those of the boars he hunted. He had four sons as stalwart as himself, and who promised to be in time as grizzled. They were all styled the Counts von Stalkenberg, being distinguished by their Christian names  all save the eldest son, and he was generally called the young baron. Two of them were away  soldiers; and two, the eldest and the youngest, lived with their father in the tumble-down castle of Stalkenberg, situated about a mile from the village to which it gave its name. The young Baron von Stalkenberg was at liberty to marry; the three Counts von Stalkenberg were not  unless they could pick up a wife with enough money to keep herself and her husband. In this creed they had been brought up. It was a perfectly understood creed, and not rebelled against.

The young Baron von Stalkenberg, who was only styled young in contradistinction to his father, being in his forty-first year, was famous for a handsome person, and for his passionate love of the chase: of wild boars and wolves he was the deadly enemy. The Count Otto von Stalkenberg, eleven years his brothers junior, was famous for nothing but his fiercely-ringed moustache, a habit of eating, and an undue addiction to draughts of Marcobrunen. Somewhat meager fare, so report ran, was the fashion in the Castle of Stalkenberg  neither the old baron nor his heir cared for luxury; therefore Count von Otto was sure to be seen at the table d hote as often as anybody would invite him, and that was nearly every day, for the Count von Stalkenberg was a high-sounding title, and his baronial father, proprietor of all Stalkenberg, lorded it in the baronial castle close by, all of which appeared very grand and great, and that the English bow down to with an idols worship.

Stopping at the Ludwig Bad, the chief hotel in the place, was a family of the name of Crosby. It consisted of Mr. and Mrs. Crosby, an only daughter, her governess, and two or three servants. What Mr. Crosby had done to England, or England to him, I cant say, but he never went near his native country. For years and years he had lived abroad  not in any settled place of residence: they would travel about, and remain a year or two in one place, a year or two in another, as the whim suited them. A respectable, portly man, of quiet and gentlemanly manners, looking as little like one who need be afraid of the laws of his own land as can be. Neither is it said or insinuated that he was afraid of them. A gentleman who knew him had told, many years before, in answer to a doubt, that Crosby was as free to go home and establish himself in a mansion in Piccadilly as the best of them. But he had lost fearfully by some roguish scheme, like the South Sea Bubble, and could not live in the style he once had done, therefore preferred remaining abroad. Mrs. Crosby was a pleasant, chatty woman given to take as much gayety as she could get, and Helena Crosby was a remarkably fine grown girl of seventeen. You might have given her some years on it had you been guessing her age, for she was no child, either in appearance or manners, and never had been. She was an heiress, too. An uncle had left her twenty thousand pounds, and at her mothers death she would have ten thousand more. The Count Otto von Stalkenberg heard of the thirty thousand pounds, and turned his fierce moustache and his eyes on Miss Helena.

Thirty thousand pounds and von handsome girls! cogitated he, for he prided himself upon his English. It is just what I have been seeking after.

He found the rumor touching her fortune to be correct, and from that time was seldom apart from the Crosbys. They were as pleased to have his society as he was to be in theirs, for was he not the Count von Stalkenberg? And the other visitors at Stalkenberg looking on with envy, would have given their ears to be honored with a like intimacy.

One day there thundered down in a vehicle the old Baron von Stalkenberg. The old chief had come to pay a visit of ceremony to the Crosbys. And the host of the Ludwig Bad, as he appeared himself to marshal this chieftain to their saloon, bowed his body low with every step.

Room there, room there, for the mighty Baron von Stalkenberg.

The mighty baron had come to invite them to a feast at his castle, where no feast had ever been made so grand before as this would be; and Otto had carte blanche to engage other distinguished sojourners at Stalkenberg, English, French, and natives, who had been civil to him. Mrs. Crosbys head was turned.

And now, I ask you, knowing as you do our national notions, was it not enough to turn it? You will not, then, be surprised to hear that when, some days subsequent to the feast, the Count Otto von Stalkenberg laid his proposals at Helenas feet, they were not rejected.

Helena Crosby rushed into her governesss room.

Madam! Madam! Only think. I am going to be married!

Madam lifted her pale, sad face  a very sad and pale face was hers.

Indeed! she gently uttered.

And my studies are to be over from to-day, Mamma says so.

You are over young to marry, Helena.

Now dont you bring up that, madam. It is just what papa is harping upon, returned Miss Helena.

It is to Count Otto? And it may be remarked that the governesss English was perfect, although the young lady addressed her as Madam.

Count Otto, of course. As if I would marry anybody else!

Look at the governess, reader, and see whether you know her. You will say No. But you do, for it is Lady Isabel Vane. But how strangely she is altered! Yes, the railway accident did that for her, and what the accident left undone, grief and remorse accomplished. She limps as she walks, and slightly stoops, taken from her former height. A scar extends from her chin above her mouth, completely changing the character of the lower part of her face; some of her teeth are missing, so that she speaks with a lisp, and the sober bands of her gray hair  it is nearly silver  are confined under a large and close cap. She herself tries to make the change greater, so that all chance of being recognized may be at an end, and for that reason she wears disfiguring spectacles, and a broad band of gray velvet, coming down low upon her forehead. Her dress, too, is equally disfiguring. Never is she seen in one that fits her person, but in those frightful loose jackets, which must surely have been invented by somebody envious of a pretty shape. As to her bonnet, it would put to shame those masquerade things tilted on to the back of the head, for it actually shaded her face; and she was never seen out without a thick veil. She was pretty easy upon the score of being recognized now; for Mrs. Ducie and her daughters had been sojourning at Stalkenberg, and they did not know her in the least. Who could know her? What resemblance was there between that gray, broken-down woman, with her disfiguring marks, and the once loved Lady Isabel, with her bright color, her beauty, her dark flowing curls, and her agile figure? Mr. Carlyle himself could not have told her. But she was good-looking still, in spite of it all, gentle and interesting; and people wondered to see that gray hair in one yet young.

She had been with the Crosbys going on for two years. After her recovery from the railway accident, she removed to a quiet town in the vicinity; they were living there, and she became daily governess to Helena. The Crosbys were given to understand that she was English, but the widow of a Frenchman  she was obliged to offer some plausible account. There were no references; but she so won upon their esteem as the daily governess, that they soon took her into the house. Had Lady Isabel surmised that they would be travelling to so conspicuous a spot as an English-frequented German watering-place, she might have hesitated to accept the engagement. However, it had been of service to her, the meeting with Mrs. Ducie proving that she was altered beyond chance of recognition. She could go anywhere now.

But now, about her state of mind? I dont know how to describe it; the vain yearning, the inward fever, the restless longing for what might not be. Longing for what? For her children. Let the mother, be she a duchess, or be she an apple-woman at a stand, be separated for awhile from her little children; let her answer how she yearns for them. She may be away on a tour of pleasure for a few weeks; the longing to see their little faces again, to hear their prattling tongues, to feel their soft kisses, is kept under; and there may be frequent messages, The childrens dear love to mamma; but as the weeks lengthen out, the desire to see them again becomes almost irrepressible. What must it have been then, for Lady Isabel, who had endured this longing for years? Talk of the mal du pays, which is said to attack the Swiss when exiled from their country  that is as nothing compared to the heartsickness which clung to Lady Isabel. She had passionately loved her children; she had been anxious for their welfare in all ways; and not the least she had to endure now was the thought that she had abandoned them to be trained by strangers. Would they be trained to goodness, to morality, to religion? Careless as she herself had once been upon these points, she had learnt better now. Would Isabel grow up to indifference, to  perhaps do as she had done? Lady Isabel flung her hands before her eyes and groaned in anguish.

It happened that Mrs. Latimer, a lady living at West Lynne, betook herself about that time to Stalkenberg, and with her, three parts maid and one part companion, went Afy Hallijohn. Not that Afy was admitted to the society of Mrs. Latimer, to sit with her or dine with her, nothing of that; but she did enjoy more privileges than most ladies maids do, and Afy, who was never backward at setting off her own consequence, gave out that she was companion. Mrs. Latimer was an easy woman, fond of Afy, and Afy had made her own tale good to her respecting the ill-natured reports at the time of the murder, so that Mrs. Latimer looked upon her as one to be compassionated.

Mrs. Latimer and Mrs. Crosby, whose apartments in the hotel joined, struck up a violent friendship, the one for the other. Ere the former had been a week at the Ludwig, they had sworn something like eternal sisterhood  as both had probably done for others fifty times before.


CHAPTER XXXII.

MEETING OF LADY ISABEL AND AFY.

On the evening of the day when Helena Crosby communicated her future prospects to Lady Isabel, the latter strolled out in the twilight and took her seat on a bench in an unfrequented part of the gardens, where she was fond of sitting. Now it occurred that Afy, some minutes afterwards, found herself in the same walk  and a very dull one, too, she was thinking.

Whos that? quoth Afy to herself, her eyes falling upon Lady Isabel. Oh, its that governess of the Crosbys. She may be known, a half a mile off, by her grandmothers bonnet. Ill go and have a chat with her.

Accordingly Afy, who was never troubled with bashfulness, went up and seated herself beside Lady Isabel. Good evening, Madame Vine, cried she.

Good evening, replied Lady Isabel, courteously, not having the least idea who Afy might be.

You dont know me, I fancy, pursued Afy, so gathering from Lady Isabels looks. I am companion to Mrs. Latimer; and she is spending the evening with Mrs. Crosby. Precious dull, this Stalkenberg.

Do you think so?

It is for me. I cant speak German or French, and the upper attendants of families here cant; most of them speak English. Im sure I go about like an owl, able to do nothing but stare. I was sick enough to come here, but Id rather be back at West Lynne, quiet as it is.

Lady Isabel had not been encouraging her companion, either by words or manner, but the last sentence caused her heart to bound within her. Control herself as she would, she could not quite hide her feverish interest.

Do you come from West Lynne?

Yes. Horrid place. Mrs. Latimer took a house there soon after I went to live with her. Id rather shed taken it at Botany Bay.

Why do you not like it?

Because I dont, was Afys satisfactory answer.

Do you know East Lynne? resumed Lady Isabel, her heart beating and her brain whirling, as she deliberated how she could put all the questions she wished to ask.

I ought to know it, returned Afy. My own sister, Miss Hallijohn, is head maid there. Why, do you know it, Madame Vine?

Lady Isabel hesitated; she was deliberating upon her answer.

Some years ago I was staying in the neighborhood for a little time, she said. I should like to hear of the Carlyles again; they were a nice family.

Afy tossed her head.

Ah! But there have been changes since that. I dare say you knew them in the time of Lady Isabel?

Another pause.

Lady Isabel? Yes she was Mr. Carlyles wife.

And a nice wife she made him! ironically rejoined Afy. You must have heard of it, Madame Vine, unless you lived in the wood. She eloped  abandoned him and her children.

Are the children living?

Yes, poor things. But the ones on the road to the churchyard  if ever I saw threatened consumption yet. Joyce, thats my sister, is in a flaring temper when I say it. She thinks it will get strong again.

Lady Isabel passed her handkerchief across her moist brow.

Which of the children is it? she faintly asked. Isabel?

Isabel! retorted Afy. Whos Isabel?

The eldest child, I mean; Miss Isabel Carlyle.

Theres no Isabel. Theres Lucy. Shes the only daughter.

When  when  I knew them, there was only one daughter; the other two were boys; I remember quite well that she was called Isabel.

Stay, said Afy; now you speak of it, what was it that I heard? It was Wilson told me, I recollect  shes the nurse. Why, the very night that his wife went away Mr. Carlyle gave orders that the child in future should be called Lucy, her second name. No wonder, added Afy, violently indignant, that he could no longer endure the sound of her mothers or suffer the child to bear it.

No wonder, murmured Lady Isabel. Which child is it thats ill?

Its William, the eldest boy. He is not to say ill, but he is as thin as a herring, with an unnaturally bright look on his cheek, and a glaze upon his eye. Joyce says that his cheeks are no brighter than his mothers were, but I know better. Folks in health dont have those brilliant colors.

Did you ever see Lady Isabel? she asked, in a low tone.

Not I, returned Afy; I should have thought it demeaning. One does not care to be brought into contact with that sort of misdoing lot, you know, Madame Vine.

There as another one, a little boy  Archibald, I think, his name was. Is he well?

Oh, the troublesome youngster! He is as sturdy as a Turk. No fear of his going into consumption. He is the very image of Mr. Carlyle, is that child. I say though, madame, continued Afy, changing the subject unceremoniously, if you were stopping at West Lynne, perhaps you heard some wicked mischief-making stories concerning me?

I believe I did hear your name mentioned. I cannot charge my memory now with the particulars.

My father was murdered  you must have heard of that?

Yes, I recollect so far.

He was murdered by a chap called Richard Hare, who decamped instanter. Perhaps you know the Hares also? Well, directly after the funeral I left West Lynne; I could not bear the place, and I stopped away. And what do you suppose they said of me? That I had gone after Richard Hare. Not that I knew they were saying it, or I should pretty soon have been back and given them the length of my tongue. But now I just ask you, as a lady, Madame Vine, whether a more infamous accusation was ever pitched upon?

And you had not gone after him?

No; that I swear, passionately returned Afy. Make myself a companion of my fathers murderer! If Mr. Calcraft, the hangman, finished off a few of those West Lynne scandalmongers, it might be a warning to the others. I said so to Mr. Carlyle.

To Mr. Carlyle? repeated Lady Isabel, hardly conscious that she did repeat it.

He laughed, I remember, and said that would not stop the scandal. The only one who did not misjudge me was himself; he did not believe that I was with Richard Hare, but he was ever noble-judging was Mr. Carlyle.

I suppose you were in a situation?

Afy coughed.

To be sure. More than one. I lived as companion with an old lady, who so valued me that she left me a handsome legacy in her will. I lived two years with the Countess of Mount Severn.

With the Countess of Mount Severn! echoed Lady Isabel, surprised into the remark. Why, she  she  was related to Mr. Carlyles wife. At least Lord Mount Severn was.

Of course; everybody knows that. I was living there at the time the business happened. Didnt the countess pull Lady Isabel to pieces! She and Miss Levison used to sit, cant, cant all day over it. Oh, I assure you I know all about it, just as much as Joyce did. Have you got that headache, that you are leaning on your hand?

Headache and heartache both, she might have answered.

Miss Afy resumed.

So, after the flattering compliment West Lynne had paid to me, you may judge I was in no hurry to go back to it, Madame Vine. And if I had not found that Mrs. Latimers promised to be an excellent place, I should have left it, rather than be marshaled there. But I have lived it down; I should like to hear any of them fibbing against me now. Do you know that blessed Miss Corny?

I have seen her.

She shakes her head and makes eyes at me still. But so she would at an angel; a cross-grained old cockatoo!

Is she still at East Lynne?

Not she, indeed. There would be drawn battles between her and Mrs. Carlyle, if she were.

A dart, as of an ice-bolt, seemed to arrest the blood in Lady Isabels veins.

Mrs. Carlyle, she faltered. Who is Mrs. Carlyle?

Mr. Carlyles wife  who should she be?

The rushing blood leaped on now fast and fiery.

I did not know he had married again.

He has been married now  oh, getting on for fifteen months; a twelvemonth last June. I went to the church to see them married. Wasnt there a cram! She looked beautiful that day.

Lady Isabel laid her hand upon her breast. But for that delectable loose jacket, Afy might have detected her bosom rise and fall. She steadied her voice sufficiently to speak.

Did he marry Barbara Hare?

You may take your oath of that, said Afy. If folks tell true, there was love scenes between them before he ever thought of Lady Isabel. I had that from Wilson, and she ought to know, for she lived at the Hares. Another thing is said  only you must just believe one word of West Lynne talk, and disbelieve ten  that if Lady Isabel had not died, Mr. Carlyle never would have married again; he had scruples. Half a dozen were given him by report; Louisa Dobede for one, and Mary Pinner for another. Such nonsense! Folks might have made sure it would be Barbara Hare. Theres a baby now.

Is there? was the faint answer.

A beautiful boy three or four months old. Mrs. Carlyle is not a little proud of him. She worships her husband.

Is she kind to the first children?

For all I know. I dont think she has much to do with them. Archibald is in the nursery, and the other two are mostly with the governess.

I wonder, cried the governess, how the tidings of Lady Isabels death were received at East Lynne?

I dont know anything about that. They held it as a jubilee, I should say, and set all the bells in town to ring, and feasted the men upon legs of mutton and onion sauce afterward. I should, I know. A brute animal, deaf and dumb, such as a cow or a goose, clings to its offspring, but she abandoned hers. Are you going in Madame Vine?

I must go in now. Good evening to you.

She had sat till she could sit no longer; her very heartstrings were wrung, and she might not rise up in defence of herself. Defence? Did she not deserve more, ten thousand times more reproach than had met her ears now? This girl did not say of her half what the world must say.

There is a governess?

Nearly the first thing that Mr. Carlyle did, after his wifes moonlight flitting, was to seek a governess, and she has been there ever since. She is going to leave now; to be married, Joyce told me.

Are you much at East Lynne?

Afy shook her head. I am not going much, I can tell you, where I am looked down upon. Mrs. Carlyle does not favor me. She knew that her brother Richard would have given his hand to marry me, and she resents it. Not such a great catch, Im sure, that Dick Hare, even if he had gone on right, continued Afy, somewhat after the example of the fox, looking at the unattainable grapes. He had no brains to speak of; and what he had were the color of a peacocks tail  green.

To bed at the usual time, but not to sleep. What she had heard only increased her vain, insensate longing. A stepmother at East Lynne, and one of her children gliding on to death! Oh! To be with them! To see them once again! To purchase that boon, she would willingly forfeit all the rest of her existence.

Her frame was fevered; the bed was fevered; and she arose and paced the room. This state of mind would inevitably bring on bodily illness, possibly an attack of the brain. She dreaded that; for there was no telling what she might reveal in her delirium. Her temples were throbbing, her heart was beating, and she once more threw herself upon the bed, and pressed the pillow down upon her forehead. There is no doubt that the news of Mr. Carlyles marriage helped greatly the excitement. She did not pray to die, but she did wish that death might come to her.

What would have been the ending, it is impossible to say, but a strange turn in affairs came; one of those wonderful coincidences sometimes, but not often to be met with. Mrs. Crosby appeared in Madame Vines room after breakfast, and gave her an account of Helenas projected marriage. She then apologized, the real object of her visit, for dispensing so summarily with madames services, but had reason to hope that she could introduce her to another situation. Would madame have any objection to take one in England? Madame was upon the point of replying that she should not choose to enter one in England, when Mrs. Crosby stopped her, saying that she would call in Mrs. Latimer, who could tell her about it better than she could.

Mrs. Latimer came in, all eagerness and volubility. Ah, my dear madame, she exclaimed, you would be fortunate indeed if you were to get into this family. The nicest people they are; he so liked and respected; she so pretty and engaging. A most desirable situation, too, treated as a lady, and all things comfortable. Theres only one pupil, a girl; one of the little boys, I believe, goes in for an hour or two, but thats not much; and the salarys seventy guineas. They are friends of mine; the Carlyles; such a beautiful place they live at  East Lynne.

The Carlyles! East Lynne! Go governess there? Lady Isabels breath was taken away.

They are parting with their governess, continued Mrs. Latimer, and when I was there, a day or two before I started on my tour to Germany, Mrs. Carlyle said to me, I suppose you could not pick us up a desirable governess for Lucy; one who is mistress of French and German. She spoke in a half joking tone, but I feel sure that were I to write word I had found one desirable, it would give her pleasure. Now, Mrs. Crosby tells me your French is quite that of a native, Madame Vine, that you read and speak German well, and that your musical abilities are excellent. I think you would be just the one to suit; and I have no doubt I could get you the situation. What do you say?

What could she say? Her brain was in a whirl.

I am anxious to find you one if I can, put in Mrs. Crosby. We have been much pleased with you, and I should like you to be desirably placed. As Mrs. Latimer is so kind as to interest herself, it appears to me an opportunity that should not be missed.

Shall I write to Mrs. Carlyle? rejoined Mrs. Latimer.

Lady Isabel roused herself, and so far cleared her intellect as to understand and answer the question. Perhaps you would kindly give me until to-morrow morning to consider on it? I had not intended to take a situation in England.

A battle she had with herself that day. At one moment it seemed to her that Providence must have placed this opportunity in her way that she might see her children, in her desperate longing; at another, a voice appeared to whisper that it was a wily, dangerous temptation flung across her path, one which it was her duty to resist and flee from. Then came another phase of the picture  how should she bear to see Mr. Carlyle the husband of another  to live in the same house with them, to witness his attentions, possibly his caresses? It might be difficult; but she could force and school her heart to endurance. Had she not resolved, in her first bitter repentance, to take up her cross daily, and bear it? No, her own feelings, let them be wrung as they would, should not prove the obstacle.

Evening came, and she had not decided. She passed another night of pain, of restlessness, of longing for her children; this intense longing appeared to be overmastering all her powers of mind and body. The temptation at length proved too strong; the project having been placed before her covetous eyes could not be relinquished, and she finally consented to go. What is it that would keep me away? she argued. The dread of discovery? Well if that comes it must; they could not hang me or kill me. Deeper humiliation than ever would be my portion when they drive me from East Lynne with abhorrence and ignominy, as a soldier is drummed out of his regiment; but I could bear that as I must bear the rest and I can shrink under the hedge and lay myself down to die. Humiliation for me? No; I will not put that in comparison with seeing and being with my children.

Mrs. Latimer wrote to Mrs. Carlyle. She had met with a governess; one desirable in every way who could not fail to suit her views precisely. She was a Madame Vine, English by birth, but the widow of a Frenchman; a Protestant, a thorough gentlewoman, an efficient linguist and musician, and competent to her duties in all ways. Mrs. Crosby, with whom she had lived two years regarded her as a treasure, and would not have parted with her but for Helenas marriage with a German nobleman. You must not mind her appearance, went on the letter. She is the oddest-looking person; wears spectacles, caps, enormous bonnets, and has a great scar on her mouth and chin; and though she cant be more than thirty, her hair is gray; she is also slightly lame. But, understand you, she is a lady, with it all, and looks one.

When this description reached East Lynne, Barbara laughed at it as she read it aloud to Mr. Carlyle. He laughed also.

It is well governesses are not chosen according to their looks, he said, or I fear Madame Vine would stand but a poor chance.

They resolved to engage her, and word went back to that effect.

A strangely wild tumult filled Lady Isabels bosom. She first of all hunted her luggage over, her desk, everything belonging to her lest any mark on the linen might be there, which could give a clue to her former self. The bulk of her luggage remained in Paris, warehoused, where it had been sent ere she quitted Grenoble. She next saw to her wardrobe, making it still more unlike anything she had used to wear; her caps, save that they were simple, and fitted closely to the face, nearly rivaled those of Miss Carlyle. Her handwriting she had been striving for years to change the character of, and had so far succeeded that none would now take it for Lady Isabel Vanes. But her hand shook as she wrote to Mrs. Carlyle  who had written to her. She  she writing to Mr. Carlyles wife! And in the capacity of a subordinate! How would she like to live with her as a subordinate, as servant  it may be said  where she had once reigned, the idolized lady? She must bear that, as she must bear all else. Hot tears came into her eyes, with a gush, as they fell on the signature, Barbara Carlyle.

All ready, she sat down and waited the signal of departure; but that was not to be yet. It was finally arranged that she should travel to England and to West Lynne with Mrs. Latimer, and that lady would not return until October. Lady Isabel could only fold her hands and strive for patience.

But the day did come  it actually did; and Mrs. Latimer, Lady Isabel, and Afy quitted Stalkenberg. Mrs. Latimer would only travel slowly, and the impatient, fevered woman thought the journey would never end.

You have been informed, I think, of the position of these unhappy children that you are going to, Mrs. Latimer observed to her one day. You must not speak to them of their mother. She left them.

Yes.

It is never well to speak to children of a mother who has disgraced them. Mr. Carlyle would not like it; and I dare say they are taught to forget her, and to regard Mrs. Carlyle as their only mother.

Her aching heart had to assent to all.

It was a foggy afternoon, gray with the coming twilight, when they arrived at West Lynne.

Mrs. Latimer believing the governess was a novice in England, kindly put her into a fly, and told the driver his destination. Au revoir, madame, she said, and good luck to you.

Once more she was whirling along the familiar road. She saw Justice Hares house, she saw other marks which she knew well; and once more she saw East Lynne, the dear old house, for the fly had turned into the avenue. Lights were moving in the windows; it looked gay and cheerful, a contrast to her. Her heart was sick with expectation, her throat was beating; and as the man thundered up with all the force of his one horse, and halted at the steps, her sight momentarily left her. Would Mr. Carlyle come to the fly to hand her out? She wished she had never undertaken the project, now, in the depth of her fear and agitation. The hall door was flung open, and there gushed forth a blaze of light.

Two men-servants stood there. The one remained in the hall, the other advanced to the chaise. He assisted Lady Isabel to alight, and then busied himself with the luggage. As she ascended to the hall she recognized old Peter. Strange, indeed, did it seem not to say, How are you, Peter? but to meet him as a stranger. For a moment, she was at a loss for words; what should she say, or ask, coming to her own home? Her manner was embarrassed, her voice low.

Is Mrs. Carlyle within?

Yes, maam.

At that moment Joyce came forward to receive her. It is Madame Vine, I believe, she respectfully said. Please to step this way, madame.

But Lady Isabel lingered in the hall, ostensibly to see that her boxes came in right  Stephen was bringing them up  in reality to gather a short respite, for Joyce might be about to usher her into the presence of Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle.

Joyce, however, did nothing of the sort. She merely conducted her to the gray parlor. A fire was burning in the grate, looking cheerful on the autumn night.

This is your sitting-room, madame. What will you please to take? I will order it brought in while I show you your bed-chamber.

A cup of tea, answered Lady Isabel.

Tea and some cold meat? suggested Joyce. But Lady Isabel interrupted her.

Nothing but tea and a little cold toast.

Joyce rang the bell, ordered the refreshment to be made ready, and then preceded Lady Isabel upstairs. On she followed her heart palpitating; past the rooms that used to be hers, along the corridor, toward the second staircase. The door of her old dressing-room stood open, and she glanced in with a yearning look. No, never more, never more could it be hers; she had put it from her by her own free act and deed. Not less comfortable did it look now than in former days, but it had passed into anothers occupancy. The fire threw its blaze on the furniture. There were the little ornaments on the large dressing-table, as they used to be in her time; and the cut glass of crystal essence-bottles was glittering in the firelight. On the sofa lay a shawl and a book, and on the bed a silk dress, as thrown there after being taken off. No, those rooms were not for her now, and she followed Joyce up the other staircase. The bedroom she was shown to was commodious and well furnished. It was the one Miss Carlyle had occupied when she, Isabella, had been taken a bride to East Lynne, though that lady had subsequently quitted it for one on the lower floor. Joyce put down the waxlight she carried and looked round.

Would you like a fire lighted here, madame, for to-night? Perhaps it will feel welcome after travelling.

Oh, no, thank you, was the answer.

Stephen, with somebody to help him, was bringing up the luggage. Joyce directed him where to place it, telling him to uncord the boxes. That done, the man left the room, and Joyce turned to Lady Isabel, who had stood like a statue, never so much as attempting to remove her bonnet.

Can I do anything for you, madame? she asked.

Lady Isabel declined. In the first moments of her arrival she was dreading detection  how was it possible that she should not  and she feared Joyces keen eyes more, perhaps than she feared any others. She was only wishing that the girl would go down.

Should you want anything, please to ring, and Hannah will come up, said Joyce, preparing to retire. She is the maid who waits upon the gray parlor, and will do anything you like up here.

Joyce had quitted the room, and Lady Isabel had got her bonnet off, when the door opened again. She hastily thrust it on, somewhat after the fashion of Richard Hares rushing on his hat and false whiskers. It was Joyce.

Do you think you shall find your way down alone, madame?

Yes, I can do that, she answered. Find her way in that house!

Lady Isabel slowly took her things off. What was the use of lingering  she must meet their eyes, sooner or later. Though, in truth, there was little, if any, fear of her detection, so effectually was she disguised by natures altering hand, or by arts. It was with the utmost difficulty she kept tranquil. Had the tears once burst forth, they would have gone on to hysterics, without the possibility of control. The coming home again to East Lynne! Oh, it was indeed a time of agitation, terrible, painful agitation, and none can wonder at it. Shall I tell you what she did? Yes, I will at the expense of ridicule. She knelt down by the bed and prayed for courage to go through the task she had undertaken; prayed for self-control  even she, the sinful, who had quitted that house under circumstances notorious. But I am not sure that this mode of return to it was an expedition precisely calculated to call down a blessing.

There was no excuse for lingering longer, and she descended, the waxlight in her hand. Everything was ready in the gray parlor  the tea-tray on the table, the small urn hissing away, the tea-caddy in proximity to it. A silver rack of dry toast, butter, and a hot muffin covered with a small silver cover. The things were to her sight as old faces  the rack, the small cover, the butter-dish, the tea-service  she remembered them all; not the urn  a copper one  she had no recollection of that. It had possibly been bought for the use of the governess, when a governess came into use at East Lynne. Could she have given herself leisure to reflect on the matter, she might have told, by the signs observable in the short period she had been in the house, that governesses of East Lynne were regarded as gentlewomen  treated well and liberally. Yes; for East Lynne owned Mr. Carlyle for its master.

She made the tea, and sat down with what appetite she might, her brain, her thoughts, all in a chaos together. She wondered whether Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle were at dinner  she wondered in what part of the house were the children. She heard bells ring now and then; she heard servants cross and recross the hall. Her meal over, she rang her own.

A neat-looking, good-tempered maid answered it, Hannah, who, as Joyce had informed her, waited upon the gray parlor, and was at her, the governesss, especial command. She took away the things, and then Lady Isabel sat on alone. For how long, she scarcely knew, when a sound caused her heart to beat as if it would burst its bounds, and she started from her chair like one who has received an electric shock.

It was nothing to be startled at either  for ordinary people  for it was but the sound of childrens voices. Her children! Were they being brought in to her? She pressed her hand upon her heaving bosom.

No; they were but traversing the hall, and the voices faded away up the wide staircase. Perhaps they had been in to desert, as in the old times, and were now going up to bed. She looked at her new watch  half past seven.

Her new watch. The old one had been changed away for it. All her trinkets had been likewise parted with, sold or exchanged away, lest they should be recognized at East Lynne. Nothing whatever had she kept except her mothers miniature and a small golden cross, set with its seven emeralds. Have you forgotten that cross? Francis Levison accidentally broke it for her, the first time they ever met. If she had looked upon the breaking of that cross which her mother had enjoined her to set such store by, as an evil omen, at the time of the accident, how awfully had the subsequent events seemed to bear her fancy out! These two articles  the miniature and the cross  she could not bring her mind to part with. She had sealed them up, and placed them in the remotest spot of her dressing-case, away from all chance of public view. Peter entered.

My mistress says, maam, she would be glad to see you, if you are not too tired. Will you please to walk into the drawing-room?

A mist swam before her eyes. Was she about to enter the presence of Mrs. Carlyle? Had the moment really come? She moved to the door, which Peter held open. She turned her head from the man, for she could feel how ashy white were her face and lips.

Is Mrs. Carlyle alone? she asked, in a subdued voice. The most indirect way she could put the question, as to whether Mr. Carlyle was there.

Quite alone, maam. My master is dining out to-day. Madame Vine, I think? he added, waiting to announce her, as, the hall traversed, he laid his hand on the drawing-room door.

Madame Vine, she said, correcting him. For Peter had spoken the name, Vine, broadly, according to our English habitude; she set him right, and pronounced it a la mode Francaise.

Madame Vine, maam, quoth Peter to his mistress, as he ushered in Lady Isabel.

The old familiar drawing-room; its large handsome proportions, the well arranged furniture, its bright chandelier! It all came back to her with a heart-sickness. No longer her drawing-room, that she should take pride in it; she had flung it away from her when she flung away the rest.

Seated under the blaze of the chandelier was Barbara. Not a day older did she look than when Lady Isabel had first seen her at the churchyard gates, when she had inquired of her husband who was that pretty girl. Barbara Hare, he answered. Ay. She was Barbara Hare then, but now she was Barbara Carlyle; and she, she, who had been Isabel Carlyle, was Isabel Vane again! Oh, woe! Woe!

Inexpressibly more beautiful, looked Barbara than Lady Isabel had ever seen her  or else she fancied it. Her evening dress was of pale sky-blue  no other color suited Barbara so well, and there was no other she was so fond of  and on her fair neck there was a gold chain, and on her arms were gold bracelets. Her pretty features were attractive as ever; her cheeks were flushed; her blue eyes sparkled, and her light hair was rich and abundant. A contrast, her hair, to that of the worn woman opposite to her.

Barbara came forward, her hand stretched out with a kindly greeting. I hope you are not very much tired after your journey?

Lady Isabel murmured something  she did not know what  and pushed the chair set for her as much as possible into the shade.

You are not ill, are you? uttered Barbara, noting the intensely pale face  as much as could be seen of it for the cap and the spectacles.

Not ill, was the low answer; only a little fatigued.

Would you prefer that I spoke with you in the morning? You would like, possibly, to retire to bed at once.

But Lady Isabel declined. Better get the interview over by candlelight than by daylight.

You look so very pale, I feared you might be ill.

I am generally pale; sometimes remarkably so; but my health is good.

Mrs. Latimer wrote us word that you would be quite sure to suit us, freely spoke Barbara. I hope you will; and that you may find your residence here agreeable. Have you lived much in England?

In the early portion of my life.

And you have lost your husband and your children? Stay. I beg your pardon if I am making a mistake; I think Mrs. Latimer did mention children.

I have lost them, was the faint, quiet response.

Oh, but it must be terrible grief when children die! exclaimed Barbara, clasping her hands in emotion. I would not lose my babe for the world! I could not part with him.

Terrible grief, and hard to bear, outwardly assented Lady Isabel. But in her heart she was thinking that death was not the worst kind of parting. There was another far more dreadful. Mrs. Carlyle began to speak of the children she was to take charge of.

You are no doubt aware that they are not mine; Mrs. Latimer would tell you. They are the children of Mr. Carlyles first wife.

And Mr. Carlyles, interrupted Lady Isabel. What in the world made her put in that? She wondered herself the moment the words were out of her mouth. A scarlet streak flushed her cheeks, and she remembered that there must be no speaking upon impulse at East Lynne.

Mr. Carlyles, of course, said Barbara, believing Madame Vine had asked the question. Their position  the girls in particular  is a sad one, for their mother left them. Oh, it was a shocking business!

She is dead, I hear, said Lady Isabel hoping to turn the immediate point of conversation. Mrs. Carlyle, however, continued as though she had not heard her.

Mr. Carlyle married Lady Isabel Vane, the late Lord Mount Severns daughter. She was attractive and beautiful, but I do not fancy she cared very much for her husband. However that may have been, she ran away from him.

It was very sad, observed Lady Isabel, feeling that she was expected to say something. Besides, she had her role to play.

Sad? It was wicked  it was infamous! returned Mrs. Carlyle, giving way to some excitement. Of all men living, of all husbands, Mr. Carlyle least deserved such a requital. You will say so when you come to know. And the affair altogether was a mystery; for it never was observed or suspected by any one that Lady Isabel entertained a liking for another. It was Francis Levison she eloped with  Sir Francis he is now. He had been staying at East Lynne, but no one detected any undue intimacy between them, not even Mr. Carlyle. To him, as others, her conduct must always remain a mystery.

Madame appeared to be occupied with her spectacles, setting them straight. Barbara continued,  

Of course the disgrace is reflected on the children, and always will be; the shame of having a divorced mother

Is she not dead? interrupted Lady Isabel.

She is dead  oh, yes. But they will not be the less pointed at, the girl especially, as I say. They allude to their mother now and then in conversation, Wilson tells me; but I would recommend you, Madame Vine, not to encourage them in that. They had better forget her.

Mr. Carlyle would naturally wish them to do so.

Most certainly. There is little doubt that Mr. Carlyle would blot out the recollection of her, were it possible. But unfortunately she was the childrens mother, and, for that, theres no help. I trust you will be able to instill principles into the little girl which will keep her from a like fate.

I will try, answered Lady Isabel, with more fervor than she had yet spoken. Do you have the children much with you, may I inquire?

No. I never was fond of being troubled with children. When my own grow up into childhood I shall deem the nursery and the schoolroom the fitter place for them. What I trust I shall never give up to another, will be the training of my children, pursued Barbara. Let the offices properly pertaining to a nurse be performed by the nurse  of course, taking care that she is thoroughly to be depended on. Let her have the trouble of the children, their noise, their romping; in short, let the nursery be her place, and the childrens. But I hope that I shall never fail to gather my children round me daily, at stated and convenient periods, for higher purposes; to instill into them Christian and moral duties; to strive to teach them how best to fulfil the obligations of life. This is a mothers task  as I understand the question  let her do this work well, and the nurse can attend to the rest. A child should never hear aught from his mothers lips but persuasive gentleness; and this becomes impossible if she is very much with her children.

Lady Isabel silently assented. Mrs. Carlyles views were correct ones.

When I first came to East Lynne I found Miss Manning, the governess, was doing everything necessary for Mr. Carlyles children in the way of the training that I speak of, resumed Barbara. She had them with her for a short period every morning, even the little one; I saw that it was all right, therefore did not interfere. Since she left  it is nearly a month now  I have taken them myself. We were sorry to part with Miss Manning; she suited very well. But she has been long engaged, it turns out, to an officer in the navy, and now they are to be married. You will have the entire charge of the little girl; she will be your companion out of school hours; did you understand that?

I am quite ready and willing to undertake it, said Lady Isabel, her heart fluttering. Are the children well? Do they enjoy good health?

Quite so. They had the measles in the spring, and the illness left a cough upon William, the eldest boy. Mr. Wainwright says he will outgrow it.

He has it still, then?

At night and morning. They went last week to spend the day with Miss Carlyle, and were a little late in returning home. It was foggy, and the boy coughed dreadfully after he came in. Mr. Carlyle was so concerned that he left the dinner table and went up to the nursery; he gave Joyce strict orders that the child should never again be out in the evening so long as the cough was upon him. We had never heard him cough like that.

Do you fear consumption? asked Lady Isabel, in a low tone.

I do not fear that, or any other incurable disease for them, answered Barbara. I think, with Mr. Wainwright, that time will remove the cough. The children come of a healthy stock on the fathers side; and I have no reason to think they do not on their mothers. She died young you will say. Ay, but she did not die of disease; her death was the result of accident. Mrs. Latimer wrote us word you were of gentle birth and breeding, she continued, changing the subject of conversation. I am sure you will excuse my speaking of these particulars, Barbara added, in a tone of apology, but this is our first interview  our preliminary interview, it may in a measure be called, for we could not say much by letter.

I was born and reared a gentlewoman, answered Lady Isabel.

Yes, I am sure of it; there is no mistaking the tone of a gentlewoman, said Barbara. How sad it is when pecuniary reverses fall upon us! I dare say you never thought to go out as a governess.

A half smile positively crossed her lips. She think to go out as a governess!  the Earl of Mount Severns only child! Oh, no, never, she said, in reply.

Your husband, I fear, could not leave you well off. Mrs. Latimer said something to that effect.

When I lost him, I lost all, was the answer. And Mrs. Carlyle was struck with the wailing pain betrayed in the tone. At that moment a maid entered.

Nurse says the baby is undressed, and quite ready for you maam, she said, addressing her mistress.

Mrs. Carlyle rose, but hesitated as she was moving away.

I will have the baby here to-night, she said to the girl. Tell nurse to put a shawl round him and bring him down. It is the hour for my babys supper, she smiled, turning to Lady Isabel. I may as well have him here for once, as Mr. Carlyle is out. Sometimes I am out myself, and then he has to be fed.

You do not stay indoors for the baby, then?

Certainly not. If I and Mr. Carlyle have to be out in the evening, baby gives way. I should never give up my husband for my baby; never, never, dearly as I love him.

The nurse came in  Wilson. She unfolded a shawl, and placed the baby on Mrs. Carlyles lap. A proud, fine, fair young baby, who reared his head and opened wide his great blue eyes, and beat his arms at the lights of the chandelier, as no baby of nearly six months ever did yet. So thought Barbara. He was in his clean white nightgown and nightcap, with their pretty crimped frills and border; altogether a pleasant sight to look upon. She had once sat in that very chair, with a baby as fair upon her own knee; but all that was past and gone. She leaned her hot head upon her hand, and a rebellious sigh of envy went forth from her aching heart.

Wilson, the curious, was devouring her with her eyes. Wilson was thinking she never saw such a mortal fright as the new governess. Them blue spectacles capped everything, she decided; and what on earth made her tie up her throat in that fashion? As well wear a mans color and stock at once! If her teaching was no better than her looks, Miss Lucy might as well go to the parish charity school!

Shall I wait, maam? demurely asked Wilson, her investigation being concluded.

No, said Mrs. Carlyle. I will ring.

Baby was exceedingly busy taking his supper. And of course, according to all baby precedent, he ought to have gone off into a sound sleep over it. But the supper concluded, and the gentleman seemed to have no more sleep in his eyes than he had before he began. He sat up, crowed at the lights, stretched out his hands for them, and set his mother at defiance, absolutely refusing to be hushed up.

Do you wish to keep awake all night, you rebel? cried Barbara, fondly looking on him.

A loud crow, by way of answer. Perhaps it was intended to intimate he did. She clasped him to her with a sudden gesture of rapture, a sound of love, and devoured his pretty face with kisses. Then she took him in her arms, putting him to sit upright, and approached Madame Vine.

Did you ever see a more lovely child?

A fine baby, indeed, she constrained herself to answer; and she could have fancied it her own little Archibald over again when he was a baby. But he is not much like you.

He is the very image of my darling husband. When you see Mr. Carlyle Barbara stopped, and bent her ear, as listening.

Mr. Carlyle is probably a handsome man! said poor Lady Isabel, believing that the pause was made to give her an opportunity of putting in an observation.

He is handsome: but that is the least good about him. He is the most noble man! Revered, respected by everyone; I may say loved! The only one who could not appreciate him was his wife; and we must assume that she did not, by the ending that came. However she could leave him  how she could even look at another, after calling Mr. Carlyle husband  will always be a marvel to those who know him.

A bitter groan  and it nearly escaped her lips.

That certainly is the pony carriage, cried Barbara, bending her ear again. If so, how very early Mr. Carlyle is home! Yes, I am sure it is the sound of the wheels.

How Lady Isabel sat she scarcely knew; how she concealed her trepidation she never would know. A pause: an entrance to the hall; Barbara, baby in arms, advanced to the drawing-room door, and a tall form entered. Once more Lady Isabel was in the presence of her sometime husband.

He did not perceive that any one was present, and he bent his head and fondly kissed his wife. Isabels jealous eyes were turned upon them. She saw Barbaras passionate, lingering kiss in return, she heard her fervent, whispered greeting, My darling! and she watched him turn to press the same fond kisses on the rosy open lips of his child. Isabel flung her hand over her face. Had she bargained for this? It was part of the cross she had undertaken to carry, and she must bear it.

Mr. Carlyle came forward and saw her. He looked somewhat surprised. Madame Vine, said Barbara; and he held out his hand and welcomed her in the same cordial, pleasant manner that his wife had done. She put her shaking hand into his; there was no help for it. Little thought Mr. Carlyle that that hand had been tenderly clasped in his a thousand times  that it was the one pledged to him at the altar of Castle Marling.

She sat down on her chair again, unable to stand, feeling as though every drop of blood within her had left her body. It had certainly left her face. Mr. Carlyle made a few civil inquiries as to her journey, but she did not dare to raise her eyes to his, as she breathed forth the answers.

You are at home soon, Archibald, said Barbara, addressing him. I did not expect you so early. I did not think you could get away. Do you know what I was wishing to-day? she continued. Papa is going to London with Squire Pinner to see those new agricultural implements  or whatever it is. They are sure to be away as much as three days. I was thinking if we could but persuade mamma to come to us for the time papa is to be away, it would be a delightful little change for her  a break in her monotonous life.

I wish you could, warmly spoke Mr. Carlyle. Her life, since you left, is a monotonous one; though, in her gentle patience, she will not say so. It is a happy thought, Barbara, and I only hope it may be carried out. Mrs. Carlyles mother is an invalid, and lonely, for she has no child at home with her now, he added, in a spirit of politeness, addressing himself to Madame Vine.

She simply bowed her head; trust herself to speak she did not. Mr. Carlyle scanned her face attentively, as she sat, her spectacles bent downward. She did not appear inclined to be sociable, and he turned to the baby, who was wider awake than ever.

Young sir, I should like to know what brings you up, and here, at this hour.

You may well ask, said Barbara. I just had him brought down, as you were not here, thinking he would be asleep directly. And only look at him!  no more sleep in his eyes than there is in mine.

She would have hushed him to her as she spoke, but the young gentleman stoutly repudiated it. He set up a half cry, and struggled his arms, and head free again, crowing the next moment most impudently. Mr. Carlyle took him.

It is no use, Barbara; he is beyond your coaxing this evening. And he tossed the child in his strong arms, held him up to the chandelier, made him bob at the baby in the pier-glass, until the rebel was in an ecstacy of delight. Finally he smothered his face with kisses, as Barbara had done. Barbara rang the bell.

Oh! Can you imagine what it was for Lady Isabel? So had he tossed, so had he kissed her children, she standing by, the fond, proud, happy mother, as Barbara was standing now. Mr. Carlyle came up to her.

Are you fond of these little troubles, Madame Vine? This one is a fine fellow, they say.

Very fine. What is his name? she replied, by way of saying something.

Arthur.

Arthur Archibald, put in Barbara to Madame Vine. I was vexed that his name could not be entirely Archibald, but that was already monopolized. Is that you, Wilson? I dont know what youll do with him, but he looks as if he would not be asleep by twelve oclock.

Wilson, with a fresh satisfying of her curiosity, by taking another prolonged stare from the corner of her eyes at Madame Vine, received the baby from Mr. Carlyle, and departed with him.

Madame Vine rose. Would they excuse her? she asked, in a low tone; she was tired and would be glad to retire to rest.

Of course. And anything she might wish in the way of refreshment, would she ring for? Barbara shook hands with her, in her friendly way; and Mr. Carlyle crossed the room to open the door for her, and bowed her out with a courtly smile.

She went up to her chamber at once. To rest? Well, what think you? She strove to say to her lacerated and remorseful heart that the cross  far heavier though it was proving than anything she had imagined or pictured  was only what she had brought upon herself, and must bear. Very true; but none of us would like such a cross to be upon our shoulders.

Is she not droll looking? cried Barbara, when she was alone with Mr. Carlyle. I cant think why she wears those blue spectacles; it cannot be for her sight, and they are very disfiguring.

She puts me in mind of  of   began Mr. Carlyle, in a dreamy tone.

Of whom?

Her face, I mean, he said, still dreaming.

So little can be seen of it, resumed Mrs. Carlyle. Of whom does she put you in mind?

I dont know. Nobody in particular, returned he, rousing himself. Let us have tea in, Barbara.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

THE YEARNING OF A BREAKING HEART.

At her bedroom door, the next morning, stood Lady Isabel, listening whether the coast was clear ere she descended to the gray parlor, for she had a shrinking dread of encountering Mr. Carlyle. When he was glancing narrowly at her face the previous evening she had felt the gaze, and it impressed upon her the dread of his recognition. Not only that; he was the husband of another; therefore it was not expedient that she should see too much of him, for he was far dearer to her than he had ever been.

Almost at the same moment there burst out of a remote room  the nursery  an upright, fair, noble boy, of some five years old, who began careering along on the corridor, astride upon a hearth-broom. She did not need to be told it was her boy, Archibald; his likeness to Mr. Carlyle would have proclaimed it, even if her heart had not. In an impulse of unrestrainable tenderness, she seized the child, as he was galloping past her, and carried him into her room, broom and all.

You must let me make acquaintance with you, she said to him by way of excuse. I love little boys.

Love! Down she sat upon a low chair, the child held upon her lap, kissing him passionately, and the tears raining from her eyes. She could not have helped the tears had it been to save her life; she could as little have helped the kisses. Lifting her eyes, there stood Wilson, who had entered without ceremony. A sick feeling came over Lady Isabel: she felt as if she had betrayed herself. All that could be done now, was to make the best of it; to offer some lame excuse. What possessed her thus to forget herself?

He did so put me in remembrance of my own children, she said to Wilson, gulping down her emotion, and hiding her tears in the best manner she could; whilst the astonished Archibald, released now, stood with his finger in his mouth and stared at her spectacles, his great blue eyes opened to their utmost width. When we have lost children of our own, we are apt to love fondly all we come near.

Wilson, who stared only in a less degree than Archie, for she deemed the new governess had gone suddenly mad, gave some voluble assent, and turned her attention upon Archie.

You naughty young monkey! How dare you rush out in that way with Sarahs hearth-broom? Ill tell you what it is, sir, you are getting a might deal too owdacious and rumbustical for the nursery. I shall speak to your mamma about it.

She seized hold of the child and shook him. Lady Isabel started forward, her hands up, her voice one of painful entreaty.

Oh, dont, dont beat him! I cannot see him beaten.

Beaten! echoed Wilson; if he got a good beating it would be all the better for him; but its what he never does get. A little shake, or a tap, is all I must give; and its not half enough. You wouldnt believe the sturdy impudence of that boy, madame; he runs riot, he does. The other two never gave a quarter of the trouble. Come along, you figure! Ill have a bolt put at the top of the nursery door; and if I did, hed be for climbing up the door-post to get at it.

The last sentence Wilson delivered to the governess, as she jerked Archie out of the room, along the passage, and into the nursery. Lady Isabel sat down with a wrung heart, a chafed spirit. Her own child! And she might not say to the servant, you shall not beat him.

She descended to the gray parlor. The two older children and breakfast were waiting; Joyce quitted the room when she entered it.

A graceful girl of eight years old, a fragile boy a year younger, both bearing her once lovely features  her once bright and delicate complexion  her large, soft brown eyes. How utterly her heart yearned to them; but there must be no scene like there had just been above. Nevertheless she stooped and kissed them both  one kiss each of impassioned fervor. Lucy was naturally silent, William somewhat talkative.

You are our new governess, said he.

Yes. We must be good friends.

Why not! said the boy. We were good friends with Miss Manning. I am to go into Latin soon  as soon as my coughs gone. Do you know Latin?

No  not to teach it, she said, studiously avoiding all endearing epithets.

Papa said you would be almost sure not to know Latin, for that ladies rarely did. He said he should send up Mr. Kane to teach me.

Mr. Kane? repeated Lady Isabel, the name striking upon her memory. Mr. Kane, the music-master?

How did you know he was a music-master? cried shrewd William. And Lady Isabel felt the red blood flush to her face at the unlucky admission she had made. It flushed deeper at her own falsehood, as she muttered some evasive words about hearing of him from Mrs. Latimer.

Yes, he is a music-master; but he does not get much money at it, and he teaches the classics as well. He has come up to teach us music since Miss Manning left; mamma said that we ought not to lose our lessons.

Mamma! How the word, applied to Barbara, grated on her ear.

Whom does he teach? she asked.

Us two, replied William, pointing to his sister and himself.

Do you always take bread and milk? she inquired, perceiving that to be what they were eating.

We get tired of it sometimes and then we have milk and water, and bread and butter, or honey; and then we take to bread and milk again. Its Aunt Cornelia who thinks we should eat bread and milk for breakfast. She says papa never had anything else when he was a boy.

Lucy looked up.

Papa would give me an egg when I breakfasted with him, cried she, and Aunt Cornelia said it was not good for me, but papa gave it to me all the same. I always had breakfast with him then.

And why do you not now? asked Lady Isabel.

I dont know. I have not since mamma came.

The word stepmother rose up rebelliously in the heart of Lady Isabel. Was Mrs. Carlyle putting away the children from their father?

Breakfast over, she gathered them to her, asking them various questions about their studies, their hours of recreation, the daily routine of their lives.

This is not the schoolroom, you know, cried William, when she made some inquiry as to their books.

No?

The schoolroom is upstairs. This is for our meals, and for you in an evening.

The voice of Mr. Carlyle was heard at this juncture in the hall, and Lucy was springing toward the sound. Lady Isabel, fearful lest he might enter if the child showed herself, stopped her with a hurried hand.

Stay here, Isabel.

Her names Lucy, said William, looking quickly up. Why do you call her Isabel?

I thought  thought I had heard her called Isabel, stammered the unfortunate lady, feeling quite confused with the errors she was committing.

My name is Isabel Lucy, said the child; but I dont know who could have told you, for I am never called Isabel. I have not been since  since  shall I tell you?  since mamma went away, she concluded, dropping her voice. Mamma that was, you know.

Did she go? cried Lady Isabel, full of emotion, and possessing a very faint idea of what she was saying.

She was kidnapped, whispered Lucy.

Kidnapped! was the surprised answer.

Yes, or she would not have gone. There was a wicked man on a visit to papa, and he stole her. Wilson said she knew he was a kidnapper before he took mamma. Papa said I was never to be called Isabel again, but Lucy. Isabel was mammas name.

How do you know papa said it? dreamily returned Lady Isabel.

I heard him. He said it to Joyce, and Joyce told the servants. I put only Lucy to my copies. I did put Isabel Lucy, but papa saw it one day, and he drew his pencil through Isabel, and told me to show it to Miss Manning. After that, Miss Manning let me put nothing but Lucy. I asked her why, and she told me papa preferred the name, and that I was not to ask questions.

She could not well stop the child, but every word was rending her heart.

Lady Isabel was our very, very own mamma, pursued Lucy. This mamma is not.

Do you love this one as you did the other? breathed Lady Isabel.

Oh, I loved mamma  I loved mamma! uttered Lucy, clasping her hands. But its all over. Wilson said we must not love her any longer, and Aunt Cornelia said it. Wilson said, if she loved us she would not have gone away from us.

Wilson said so? resentfully spoke Lady Isabel.

She said she need not let that man kidnap her. I am afraid he beat her, for she died. I lie in my bed at night, and wonder whether he did beat her, and what made her die. It was after she died that our new mamma came home. Papa said that she was to be our mamma in place of Lady Isabel and we were to love her dearly.

Do you love her? almost passionately asked Lady Isabel.

Lucy shook her head.

Not as I loved mamma.

Joyce entered to show the way to the schoolroom, and they followed her upstairs. As Lady Isabel stood at the window, she saw Mr. Carlyle depart on foot on his way to the office. Barbara was with him, hanging fondly on his arm, about to accompany him to the park gates. So had she fondly hung, so had she accompanied him, in the days gone forever.

Barbara came into the schoolroom in the course of the morning, and entered upon the subject of their studies, the different allotted hours, some to play, some to work. She spoke in a courteous but decided tone, showing that she was the unmistakable mistress of the house and children, and meant to be. Never had Lady Isabel felt her position so keenly  never did it so gall and fret her spirit; but she bowed to meek obedience. A hundred times that day did she yearn to hold the children to her heart, and a hundred times she had to repress the longing.

In a soft, damask dress, not unlike the color of the walls from which the room took its name, a cap of Honiton lace shading her delicate features, sat Mrs. Hare. The justice was in London with Squire Pinner, and Barbara had gone to the Grove and brought her mamma away in triumph. It was evening now, and Mrs. Hare was paying a visit to the gray parlor. Miss Carlyle had been dining there, and Lady Isabel, under plea of a violent headache, had begged to decline the invitation to take tea in the drawing-room, for she feared the sharp eyes of Miss Carlyle. Barbara, upon leaving the dessert-table, went to the nursery, as usual, to her baby, and Mrs. Hare took the opportunity to go and sit a few minutes with the governess  she feared the governess must be very lonely. Miss Carlyle, scorning usage and ceremony, had remained in the dining-room with Mr. Carlyle, a lecture for him, upon some defalcation or other most probably in store. Lady Isabel was alone. Lucy had gone to keep a birthday in the neighborhood, and William was in the nursery. Mrs. Hare found her in a sad attitude, her hands pressed upon her temples. She had not yet made acquaintance with her beyond a minutes formal introduction.

I am sorry to hear you are not well, this evening, she gently said.

Thank you. My head aches much  which was no false plea.

I fear you must feel your solitude irksome. It is dull for you to be here all alone.

I am so used to solitude.

Mrs. Hare sat down, and gazed with sympathy at the young, though somewhat strange-looking woman before her. She detected the signs of mental suffering on her face.

You have seen sorrow, she uttered, bending forward, and speaking with the utmost sweetness.

Oh, great sorrow! burst from Lady Isabel, for her wretched fate was very palpable to her mind that evening, and the tone of sympathy rendered it nearly irrepressible.

My daughter tells me that you have lost your children, and you have lost your fortune and position. Indeed I feel for you. I wish I could comfort you!

This did not decrease her anguish. She completely lost all self control, and a gush of tears fell from her eyes.

Dont pity me! Dont pity me dear Mrs. Hare! Indeed, it only makes endurance harder. Some of us, she added, looking up, with a sickly smile, are born to sorrow.

We are all born to it, cried Mrs. Hare. I, in truth, have cause to say so. Oh, you know not what my position has been  the terrible weight of grief that I have to bear. For many years, I can truly say that I have not known one completely happy moment.

All do not have to bear this killing sorrow, said Lady Isabel.

Rely upon it, sorrow of some nature does sooner or later come to all. In the brightest apparent lot on earth, dark days must mix. Not that there is a doubt but that it falls unequally. Some, as you observe, seem born to it, for it clings to them all their days; others are more favored  as we reckon favor. Perhaps this great amount of trouble is no more than is necessary to take us to Heaven. You know the saying, Adversity hardens the heart, or it opens it to Paradise. It may be that our hearts continue so hard, that the long-continued lifes trouble is requisite to soften them. My dear, Mrs. Hare added, in a lower tone, while the tears glistened on her pale cheeks, there will be a blessed rest for the weary, when this toilsome life is ended; let us find comfort in that thought.

Ay! Ay! murmured Lady Isabel. It is all that is left to me.

You are young to have acquired so much experience of sorrow.

We cannot estimate sorrow by years. We may live a whole lifetime of it in a single hour. But we generally bring ill fate upon ourselves, she continued, in a desperation of remorse; as our conduct is, so will our happiness or misery be.

Not always, sighed Mrs. Hare. Sorrow, I grant you, does come all too frequently, from ill-doing; but the worst is, the consequences of this ill-doing fall upon the innocent as well as upon the guilty. A husbands errors will involve his innocent wife; parents sins fall upon their children; children will break the hearts of their parents. I can truly say, speaking in all humble submission, that I am unconscious of having deserved the great sorrow which came upon me; that no act of mine invited it on; but though it has nearly killed me, I entertain no doubt that it is lined with mercy, if I could only bring my weak rebellious heart to look for it. You, I feel sure, have been equally undeserving.

She? Mrs. Hare marked not the flush of shame, the drooping of the eyelids.

You have lost your little ones, Mrs. Hare resumed. That is grief  great grief; I would not underrate it; but, believe me, it is as nothing compared to the awful fate, should it ever fall upon you, of finding your children grow up and become that which makes you wish they had died in their infancy. There are times when I am tempted to regret that all my treasures are not in that other world; that they had not gone before me. Yes; sorrow is the lot of all.

Surely, not of all, dissented Lady Isabel. There are some bright lots on earth.

There is not a lot but must bear its appointed share, returned Mrs. Hare. Bright as it may appear, ay, and as it may continue to be for years, depend upon it, some darkness must overshadow it, earlier or later.

Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle  what sorrow can there be in store for them? asked Lady Isabel, her voice ringing with a strange sound, which Mrs. Hare noted, though she understood it not.

Mrs. Carlyles lot is bright, she said, a sweet smile illumining her features. She loves her husband with an impassioned love; and he is worthy of it. A happy fate, indeed, is hers; but she must not expect to be exempted from sorrow. Mr. Carlyle has had his share of it, continued Mrs. Hare.

Ah!

You have doubtless been made acquainted with his history. His first wife left him  left home and her children. He bore it bravely before the world, but I know that it wrung his very heart-strings. She was his hearts sole idol.

She? Not Barbara?

The moment the word Barbara had escaped her lips, Lady Isabel, recollected herself. She was only Madame Vine, the governess; what would Mrs. Hare think of her familiarity?

Mrs. Hare did not appear to have noticed it; she was absorbed in the subject.

Barbara? she uttered; certainly not. Had his first love been given to Barbara, he would have chosen her then. It was given to Lady Isabel.

It is given his wife now?

Mrs. Hare nearly laughed.

Of course it is; would you wish it to be buried in the grave with the dead, and with one who was false to him? But, my dear, she was the sweetest woman, that unfortunate Lady Isabel. I loved her then, and I cannot help loving her still. Others blamed her, but I pitied. They were well matched; he so good and noble; she, so lovely and endearing.

And she left him  threw him to the winds with all his nobility and love! exclaimed the poor governess, with a gesture of the hands that looked very much like despair.

Yes. It will not do to talk of  it is a miserable subject. How she could abandon such a husband, such children, was a marvel to many; but to none more than it was to me and my daughter. The false step  though I feel almost ashamed to speak out the thought, lest it may appear to savor of triumph  while it must have secured her own wretchedness, led to the happiness of my child; for it is certain Barbara would never love one as she loves Mr. Carlyle.

It did secure wretchedness to her, you think? cried Lady Isabel, her tone one of bitter mockery more than anything else.

Mrs. Hare was surprised at the question.

No woman ever took that fatal step yet, without its entailing on her the most dire wretchedness, she replied. It cannot be otherwise. And Lady Isabel was of a nature to feel remorse beyond common  to meet it half-way. Refined, modest, with every feeling of an English gentlewoman, she was the very last, one would have thought, to act so. It was as if she had gone away in a dream, not knowing what she was doing; I have thought so many a time. That terrible mental wretchedness and remorse did overtake her, I know.

How did you know it? Did you hear it? exclaimed Lady Isabel, her tone all too eager, had Mrs. Hare been suspicious. Did he proclaim that  Francis Levison? Did you hear it from him?

Mrs. Hare, gentle Mrs. Hare, drew herself up, for the words grated on her feelings and on her pride. Another moment, and she was mild and kind again, for she reflected that the poor, sorrowful governess must have spoken without thought.

I know not what Sir Francis Levison may have chose to proclaim, she said, but you may be sure he would not be allowed opportunity to proclaim anything to me, or to any other friend of Mr. Carlyles; nay, I should say, nor to any of the good and honorable. I heard it from Lord Mount Severn.

From Lord Mount Severn? repeated Lady Isabel. And she opened her lips to say something more, but closed them again.

He was here on a visit in the summer; he stayed a fortnight. Lady Isabel was the daughter of the late earl  perhaps you may not have known that. He  Lord Mount Severn  told me, in confidence, that he had sought out Lady Isabel when the man, Levison, left her; he found her sick, poor, broken-hearted, in some remote French town, utterly borne down with remorse and repentance.

Could it be otherwise? sharply asked Lady Isabel.

My dear, I have said it could not. The very thought of her deserted children would entail it, if nothing she did. There was a baby born abroad, added Mrs. Hare, dropping her voice, an infant in its cradle, Lord Mount Severn said; but that child, we knew, could only bring pain and shame.

True, issued from her trembling lips.

Next came her death; and I cannot but think it was sent to her in mercy. I trust she was prepared for it, and had made her peace with God. When all else is taken from us, we turn to him; I hope she had learned to find the Refuge.

How did Mr. Carlyle receive the news of her death? murmured Lady Isabel, a question which had been often in her thoughts.

I cannot tell; he made no outward sign either of satisfaction or grief. It was too delicate a subject for any one to enter upon with him, and most assuredly he did not enter upon it himself. After he was engaged to my child, he told me he should never have married during Lady Isabels life.

From  from  the remains of affection?

I should think not. I inferred it to be from conscientious scruples. All his affection is given to his present wife. There is no doubt that he loves her with a true, a fervent, a lasting love: though there may have been more romantic sentiment in the early passion felt for Lady Isabel. Poor thing! She gave up a sincere heart, a happy home.

Ay, poor thing! She had very nearly wailed forth her vain despair.

I wonder whether the drawing-room is tenanted yet, smiled Mrs. Hare, breaking a pause which had ensued. If so I suppose they will be expecting me there.

I will ascertain for you, said Lady Isabel, speaking in the impulse of the moment; for she was craving an instant to herself, even though it were but in the next hall.

She quitted the gray parlor and approached the drawing-room. Not a sound came from it; and, believing it was empty, she opened the door and looked cautiously in.

Quite empty. The fire blazed, the chandelier was lighted, but nobody was enjoying the warmth or the light. From the inner room, however, came the sound of the piano, and the tones of Mr. Carlyles voice. She recognized the chords of the music  they were those of the accompaniment to the song he had so loved when she sang it him. Who was about to sing it to him now?

Lady Isabel stole across the drawing-room to the other door, which was ajar. Barbara was seated at the piano, and Mr. Carlyle stood by her, his arm on her chair, and bending his face on a level with hers, possibly to look at the music. So once had stolen, so once had peeped the unhappy Barbara, to hear this selfsame song. She had been his wife then; she had craved, and received his kisses when it was over. Their positions were reversed.

Barbara began. Her voice had not the brilliant power of Lady Isabels, but it was a sweet and pleasant voice to listen to.

When other lips and other hearts

Their tales of love shall tell,

In language whose excess imparts

The power they feel so well,

There may, perhaps, in such a scene,

Some recollection be,

Of days that have as happy been  

And youll remember me.

Days that had as happy been! Ay! did he remember her? Did a thought of her, his first and best love, flit across him, as the words fell on his ear? Did a past vision of the time when she had sat there and sung it to him arouse his heart to even momentary recollection?

Terribly, indeed, were their positions reversed; most terribly was she feeling it. And by whose act and will had the change been wrought? Barbara was now the cherished wife, East Lynnes mistress. And what was she? Not even the courted, welcomed guest of an hour, as Barbara had been; but an interloper; a criminal woman who had thrust herself into the house; her act, in doing so, not justifiable, her position a most false one. Was it right, even if she did succeed in remaining undiscovered, that she and Barbara should dwell in the same habitation, Mr. Carlyle being in it? Did she deem it to be right? No, she did not; but one act of ill-doing entails more. These thoughts were passing through her mind as she stood there, listening to the song; stood there as one turned to stone, her throbbing temples pressed against the doors pillar.

The song was over, and Barbara turned to her husband, a whole world of love in her bright blue eyes. He laid his hand upon her head; Lady Isabel saw that, but she would not wait to see the caress that most probably followed it. She turned and crossed the room again, her hands clasped tightly on her bosom, her breath catching itself in hysterical sobs. Miss Carlyle was entering the hall. They had not yet met, and Lady Isabel swept meekly past her with a hurried courtesy. Miss Carlyle spoke, but she dared not answer, to wait would have been to betray herself.

Sunday came, and that was the worst of all. In the old East Lynne pew at St. Judes, so conspicuous to the congregation, sat she, as in former times; no excuse, dared she, the governess make, to remain away. It was the first time she had entered an English Protestant church since she had last sat in it, there, with Mr. Carlyle. Can you wonder that the fact alone, with all the terrible remembrances it brought in its train, was sufficient to overwhelm her with emotion? She sat at the upper end now, with Lucy; Barbara occupied the place that had been hers, by the side of Mr. Carlyle. Barbara there, in her own right his wife; she severed from him forever and forever!

She scarcely raised her head; she tightened her thick veil over her face; she kept her spectacles bent toward the ground. Lucy thought she must be crying; she never had seen anyone so still at church before. Lucy was mistaken; tears came not to solace the bitter anguish of hopeless, self-condemning remorse. How she sat out the service she could not tell; she could not tell how she could sit out other services, as the Sundays came round! The congregation did not forget to stare at her. What an extraordinary looking governess Mrs. Carlyle had picked up!

They went out when it was over. Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle in advance; she, humbly following them with Lucy. She glanced aside at the tomb in the churchyards corner, where moldered the remains of her father; and a yearning cry went forth from the very depth of her soul. Oh, that I were laid there with him! Why did I come back again to East Lynne?

Why, truly? But she had never thought that her cross would be so sharp as this.


CHAPTER XXXIV.

AN M. P. FOR WEST LYNNE.

As this is not a history of the British constitution, it does not concern it to relate how or why West Lynne got into hot water with the House of Commons. The House threatened to disfranchise it, and West Lynne under the fear, went into mourning for its sins. The threat was not carried out; but one of the sitting members was unseated with ignominy, and sent to the right about. Being considerably humiliated thereby, and in disgust with West Lynne, he retired accordingly, and a fresh writ was issued. West Lynne then returned the Hon. Mr. Attley, a county noblemans son; but he died in the very midst of his first session, and another writ had to be issued.

Of course the consideration now was, who should be the next lucky man fixed upon. All the notables within ten miles were discussed, not excepting the bench justices. Mr. Justice Hare? No! he was too uncompromising, he would study his own will, but not that of West Lynne. Squire Pinner? He never made a speech in his life, and had not an idea beyond turnips and farming stock. Colonel Bethel? He had no money to spend upon an election. Sir John Dobede? He was too old. By a good twenty years, laughed Sir John, to himself. But here we stand, like a pack of noodles, conning over the incapables, and passing by the right one, continued Sir John. Theres only one man amongst us fit to be our member.

Whos that? cried the meeting.

Archibald Carlyle.

A pause of consternation  consternation at their collective forgetfulness  and then a loud murmur of approaching to a shout, filled the room. Archibald Carlyle. It should be no other.

If we can get him, cried Sir John. He may decline, you know.

The best thing, all agreed, was to act promptly. A deputation, half the length of the street  its whole length, if you include the tagrag and bobtail that attended behind  set off on the spur of the moment to the office of Mr. Carlyle. They found that gentleman about to leave it for the evening, to return home to dinner; for, in the discussion of the all-important topic, the meeting had suffered time to run on to a late hour; those gentlemen who dined at a somewhat earlier one had, for once in their lives, patiently allowed their dinners and their stomachs to wait  which is saying a great deal for the patience of a justice.

Mr. Carlyle was taken by surprise. Make me your member? cried he, merrily. How do you know I should not sell you all?

Well trust you, Carlyle. Too happy to do it.

I am not sure that I could spare the time, deliberated Mr. Carlyle.

Now, Carlyle, you must remember that you avowed to me, no longer than last Christmas, your intention of going into parliament some time, struck in Mr. Justice Herbert. You cant deny it.

Some time!  yes, replied Mr. Carlyle; but I did not say when. I have no thoughts of it yet awhile.

You must allow us to put you in nomination  you must, indeed, Mr. Carlyle. Theres nobody else fit for it. As good send a pig to the House as some of us.

An extremely flattering reason for proposing to shift the honor upon me, laughed Mr. Carlyle.

Well, you know what we mean, Carlyle; theres not a man in the whole county so suitable as you, search it to the extremity of its boundaries  you must know there is not.

I dont know anything of the sort, returned Mr. Carlyle.

At any rate, we shall do it, for we have determined upon having you. When you walk into West Lynne to-morrow, youll see the walks alive with placards, Carlyle forever!

Suppose you allow me until to-morrow to consider of it, and defer the garnishing of the walls a day later, said Mr. Carlyle, a serious tone peeping out in the midst of his jocularity.

You do not fear the expenses?

It was but a glance he returned in answer. As soon as the question had been put  it was stupid old Pinner who propounded it  they had felt how foolish it was. And indeed the cost would be a mere nothing, were there no opposition.

Come, decide now, Carlyle. Give us your promise.

If I decide now, it will be in the negative, replied Mr. Carlyle. It is a question that demands consideration. Give me till to-morrow for that, and it is possible that I may accede to your request.

This was the best that could be made of him, and the deputation backed out, and as nothing more could be done, departed to their several dinner-tables. Mr. Dill, who had been present, remained rubbing his hands with satisfaction, and casting admiring glances at Mr. Carlyle.

Whats the matter, Dill? asked the latter; you look as though you were pleased at this movement, and assumed that I should accept it.

And so you will, Mr. Archibald. And as to the looking pleased, theres not a man, woman or child in West Lynne who wont do that.

Dont make too sure, Dill.

Of which, sir  of your becoming our member, or of the people looking pleased?

Of either, laughed Mr. Carlyle.

He quitted the office to walk home, revolving the proposition as he did so. That he had long thought of some time entering parliament was certain, though no definite period of the when had fixed itself in his mind. He saw not why he should confine his days entirely to toil, to the work of his calling. Pecuniary considerations did not require it, for his realized property, combined with the fortune brought by Barbara, was quite sufficient to meet expenses, according to their present style of living. Not that he had the least intention of giving up his business; it was honorable, as he conducted it, and lucrative, and he really liked it. He would not have been condemned to lead an idle life for the world; but there was no necessity for his being always at it. Mr. Dill made as good a principal as he did, and  if length of service and experience might be counted  a better one. He could safely be left to manage during the time it would be necessary for him, Mr. Carlyle, to be in London. He would rather represent West Lynne than any other spot on the face of the earth, no matter what might be the others importance; and, as West Lynne was now in want of a member, perhaps his opportunity had come. That he would make a good and efficient public servant, he believed; his talents were superior, his oratory persuasive, and he had the gift of a true and honest spirit. That he would have the interest of West Lynne, at heart was certain, and he knew that he should serve his constituents to the very best of his power and ability. They knew it also.

Before Mr. Carlyle had reached East Lynne, he had decided that it should be.

It was a fine spring evening. The lilac was in bloom, the hedges and trees were clothed in their early green, and all things seemed full of promise. Even Mr. Carlyles heart was rejoicing in the prospect opened to it; he was sure he should like a public life; but in the sanguine moments of realization or of hope, some dark shade will step in to mar the brightness.

Barbara stood at the drawing-room window watching for him. Not in her was the dark shade; her dress was a marvel of vanity and prettiness, and she had chosen to place on her fair hair a dainty headdress of lace  as if her hair required any such ornament! She waltzed up to Mr. Carlyle when he entered, and saucily held up her face, the light of love dancing in her bright blue eyes.

What do you want? he provokingly asked, putting his hands behind him, and letting her stand there.

Oh, well  if you wont say good-evening to me, I have a great mind to say you should not kiss me for a week, Archibald.

He laughed. Who would be punished by that? whispered he.

Barbara pouted her pretty lips, and the tears positively came into her eyes. Which is as much as to say it would be no punishment to you. Archibald, dont you care for me?

He threw his arms around her and clasped her to his heart, taking plenty of kisses then. You know whether I care not, he fondly whispered.

But now, will you believe that that unfortunate Lady Isabel had been a witness to this? Well, it was only what his greeting to her had once been. Her pale face flushed scarlet, and she glided out of the room again as softly as she had entered it. They had not seen her. Mr. Carlyle drew his wife to the window, and stood there, his arms round her waist.

Barbara, what should you say to living in London for a few months out of the twelve?

London? I am very happy where I am. Why should you ask me that? You are not going to live in London?

I am not sure of that. I think I am for a portion of the year. I have had an offer made me this afternoon, Barbara.

She looked at him, wondering what he meant  wondering whether he was serious. An offer? What sort of an offer? Of what nature could it be?

He smiled at her perplexity. Should you like to see M. P. attached to my name? West Lynne wants me to become its member.

A pause to take in the news; a sudden rush of color, and then she gleefully clasped her hands round his arm, her eyes sparkling with pleasure.

Oh, Archibald, how glad I am! I knew how you were appreciated, and you will be appreciated more and more. This is right; it was not well for you to remain what you are for life  a private individual, a country lawyer.

I am perfectly contented with my lot, Barbara, he seriously said. I am too busy to be otherwise.

I know that; were you but a laboring man, toiling daily for the bread you eat, you would be contented, feeling that you were fulfilling your appointed duty to the utmost, she impulsively said; but, Archibald, can you not still be a busy man at West Lynne, although you do become its representative?

If I could not, I should never accept the honor, Barbara. For some few months of the year I must of necessity be in town; but Dill is an efficient substitute, and I can run down for a week or so between times. Part of Saturday, Sunday, and part of Monday, I can always pass here, if I please. Of course these changes have their drawbacks, as well as their advantages.

Where would be the drawbacks in this? she interrupted.

Well, smiled Mr. Carlyle, in the first place, I suppose you could not always be with me.

Her hands fell  her color faded. Oh, Archibald!

If I do become their member, I must go up to town as soon as elected, and I dont think it will do for my little wife to be quitting her home to travel about just now.

Barbaras face wore a very blank look. She could not dissent from Mr. Carlyles reasoning.

And you must remain in London to the end of the session, while I am here! Separated! Archibald, she passionately added, while the tears gushed into her eyes. I could not live without you.

Then what is to be done? Must I decline it?

Decline it! Oh, of course not! I know we are looking on the dark side of things. I can go very well with you for a month  perhaps two.

You think so?

I am sure so. And, mind you must not encourage mamma to talk me out of it. Archibald, she continued, resting her head upon his breast, her sweet face turned up beseechingly to his, you would rather have me with you, would you not?

He bent his own down upon it. What do you think about it, my darling?

Once more  an opportune moment for her to enter  Lady Isabel. Barbara heard her this time, and sprang away from her husband. Mr. Carlyle turned round at the movement, and saw Madame Vine. She came forward, her lips ashy, her voice subdued.

Six months now had she been at East Lynne, and had hitherto escaped detection. Time and familiarity render us accustomed to most things  to danger among the rest; and she had almost ceased to fear recognition, living  so far as that point went  far more peaceably than she had done at first. She and the children were upon the best of terms. She had greatly endeared herself to them; she loved them, and they loved her  perhaps nature was asserting her own hidden claims.

She felt very anxious about William. He seemed to grow weaker, and she determined to make her fears known to Mr. Carlyle.

She quitted the parlor. She had heard Mr. Carlyle come in. Crossing the hall, she tapped softly at the drawing-room door, and then as softly entered. It was the moment of Mr. Carlyles loud greeting to his wife. They stood together heedless of her.

Gliding out again, she paced the hall, her hands pressed upon her beating heart. How dared that heart rise up in sharp rebellion at these witnessed tokens of love? Was Barbara not his wife? Had she not a legal claim to all his tenderness? Who was she that she should resent them in her jealousy? What, though they had once been hers, hers only, had she not signed and sealed her own forfeit of them, and so made room for Barbara?

Back to the gray parlor, there she stood, her elbow on the mantelpiece, her eyes hidden by her hand. Thus she remained for some minutes, and Lucy thought how sad she looked.

But Lucy felt hungry, and was casting longing glances to the tea-table. She wondered how long her governess meant to keep it waiting. Madame Vine, cried she presently, dont you know that tea is ready?

This caused Madame Vine to raise her eyes. They fell on the pale boy at her feet. She made no immediate answer, only placed her hand on Lucys shoulder.

Oh, Lucy dear, I  I have many sorrows to bear.

The tea will warm you, and there is some nice jam, was Miss Lucys offered consolation.

Their greeting, tender as it may be, is surely over by this time, thought Lady Isabel, an expression something like mockery curving her lips. I will venture again.

Only to see him with his wifes face on his breast, and his lips bent upon it. But they had heard her this time, and she had to advance, in spite of her spirit of misery and her whitened features.

Would you be so good sir, as to come and look at William? she asked in a low tone, of Mr. Carlyle.

Certainly.

What for? interjected Barbara.

He looks very ill. I do not like his looks. I am fearing whether he can be worse than we have thought.

They went to the gray parlor, all three of them. Mr. Carlyle was in first, and had taken a long, silent look at William before the others entered.

What is he doing on the floor? exclaimed Barbara, in her astonishment. He should not lie on the floor, Madame Vine.

He lays himself down there at the dusk hour, and I cannot get him up again. I try to persuade him to use the sofa, but it is of no use.

The floor will not hurt him, said Mr. Carlyle. This was the dark shade: his boys failing health.

William opened his eyes. Whos that  papa?

Dont you feel well, William?

Oh, yes, Im very well; but I am tired.

Why do you lie down here?

I like lying here. Papa, that pretty white rabbit of mine is dead.

Indeed. Suppose you get up and tell me all about it.

I dont know about it myself yet, said William, softly rising. The gardener told Lucy when she was out just now: I did not go; I was tired. He said

What has tired you? interrupted Mr. Carlyle, taking hold of the boys hand.

Oh, nothing. I am always tired.

Do you tell Mr. Wainwright that you are tired?

No. Why should I tell him? I wish he would not order me to take that nasty medicine, that cod liver oil.

But it is to make you strong, my boy.

It makes me sick. I always feel sick after it, papa. Madame Vine says I ought to have cream. That would be nice.

Cream? repeated Mr. Carlyle, turning his eyes on Madame Vine.

I have known cream to do a great deal of good in a case like Williams, she observed. I believe that no better medicine can be given; that it has in fact no substitute.

It can be tried, said Mr. Carlyle.

Pray give your orders, Madame Vine, for anything you think may be beneficial to him, Mrs. Carlyle added. You have had more experience with children than I. Joyce

What does Wainwright say? interrupted Mr. Carlyle, speaking to his wife, in his low tone.

I do not always see him when he comes, Archibald. Madame Vine does, I believe.

Oh, dear! cried Lucy, cant we have tea? I want some bread and jam.

Mr. Carlyle turned round, smiled and nodded at her. Patience is good for little girls, Miss Lucy. Would you like some bread and jam, my boy?

William shook his head. I cant eat jam. I am only thirsty.

Mr. Carlyle cast a long and intent look at him, and then left the room. Lady Isabel followed him, her thoughts full of her ailing child.

Do you think him very ill, sir? she whispered.

I think he looks so. What does Mr. Wainwright say?

He says nothing to me. I have not inquired his true condition. Until to-night it did not come to me that there was any apprehension.

Does he look so much worse to-night?

Not any worse than customary. Latterly he had looked just like this in the evening. It was a remark of Hannahs that roused my alarm: she thinks he is on the road to death. What can we do to save him?

She clasped her hands as she spoke, in the intensity of her emotion. She almost forgot, as they stood there together talking of the welfare of the child, their child, that he was no longer her husband. Almost, not quite, utterly impossible would it be for her wholly to forget the dreadful present. Neither he nor the child could again belong to her in this world.

A strange rising of the throat in her wild despair, a meek courtesy, as she turned from him, his last words ringing in her ears: I shall call in further advice for him, Madame Vine.

William was clinging round Mrs. Carlyle, in a coaxing attitude, when she re-entered the gray parlor. I know what I could eat, mamma, if youd let me have it, cried he, in answer to her remonstrance that he must eat something.

What could you eat?

Some cheese.

Cheese! Cheese with tea! laughed Mrs. Carlyle.

For the last week or two he has fancied strange things, the effect of a diseased appetite, exclaimed Madame Vine; but if I allow them to be brought in he barely tastes them.

I am sure, mamma, I could eat some cheese now, said William.

You may have it, answered Mrs. Carlyle.

As she turned to leave the room, the impatient knock and ring of a visitor was heard. Barbara wondered who could be arriving at that, their dinner hour. Sailing majestically into the hall, her lips compressed, her aspect threatening, came Miss Carlyle.

Now it turned out that Miss Corny had been standing at her own window, grimly eyeing the ill doings of the street, from the fine housemaid opposite, who was enjoying a flirting interview with the baker, to the ragged urchins, pitch-polling in the gutter and the dust. And there she caught sight of the string, justices and others, who came flowing out of the office of Mr. Carlyle. So many of them were they that Miss Corny involuntarily thought of a conjuror flinging flowers out of a hat  the faster they come, the more it seems there are to come. What on earth is up? cried Miss Corny, pressing her nose flat against the pane, that she might see better.

They filed off, some one way, some another. Miss Carlyles curiosity was keener than her appetite, for she stayed on the watch, although just informed that her dinner was served. Presently Mr. Carlyle appeared and she knocked at the window with her knuckles. He did not hear it; he had turned off at a quick pace toward home. Miss Cornys temper rose.

The clerks came out next, one after another; and the last was Mr. Dill. He was less hurried than Mr. Carlyle had been, and heard Miss Cornys signal.

What in the name of wonder, did all that stream of people want at the office? began she, when Mr. Dill had entered in obedience to it.

That was the deputation, Miss Cornelia.

What deputation?

The deputation to Mr. Archibald. They want him to become their new member.

Member of what? cried she, not guessing at the actual meaning.

Of parliament, Miss Corny; to replace Mr. Attley. The gentlemen came to solicit him to be put in nomination.

Solicit a donkey! irascibly uttered Miss Corny, for the tidings did not meet her approbation. Did Archibald turn them out again?

He gave them no direct answer, maam. He will consider of it between now and to-morrow morning.

Consider of it! shrieked she. Why, hed never, never be such a flat as to comply. He go into parliament! What next?

Why should he not, Miss Corny? Im sure I should be proud to see him there.

Miss Corny gave a sniff. You are proud of things more odd than even John Dill. Remember that fine shirt front! What has become of it? Is it laid up in lavender?

Not exactly in lavender, Miss Corny. It lies in the drawer; for I have never liked to put it on since, after what you said.

Why dont you sell it at half-price, and buy a couple of good useful ones with the money? returned she, tartly. Better that than keep the foppish thing as a witness of your folly. Perhaps hell be buying embroidered fronts next, if he goes into that idle, do-nothing House of Commons. Id rather enter myself for six months at the treadmill.

Oh, Miss Corny! I dont think you have well considered it. Its a great honor, and worthy of him. He will be elevated above us all, as it were, and he deserves to be.

Elevate him on a weathercock! raged Miss Corny. There, you may go. Ive heard quite enough.

Brushing past the old gentleman, leaving him to depart or not, as he might please, Miss Carlyle strode upstairs, flung on her shawl and bonnet, and strode down again. Her servant looked considerably surprised, and addressed her as she crossed the hall.

Your dinner, maam? he ventured to say.

Whats my dinner to you? returned Miss Corny, in her wrath. You have had yours.

Away she strode. And thus it happened that she was at East Lynne almost as soon as Mr. Carlyle.

Wheres Archibald? began she, without ceremony, the moment she saw Barbara.

He is here. Is anything the matter?

Mr. Carlyle, hearing the voice, came out and she pounced upon him with her tongue.

Whats this about your becoming the new member for West Lynne?

West Lynne wishes it, said Mr. Carlyle. Sit down, Cornelia.

Sit down yourself, retorted she, keeping on her feet. I want my question answered. Of course you will decline?

On the contrary, I have made up my mind to accept.

Miss Corny untied the strings of her bonnet, and flung them behind her.

Have you counted the cost? she asked, and there was something quite sepulchral in her solemn tone.

I have given it consideration, Cornelia; both as regards money and time. The expenses are not worth naming, should there be no opposition. And if there is any

Ay! groaned Miss Corny. If there is?

Well? I am not without a few hundred to spare for the playing, he said, turning upon her the good-humored light of his fine countenance.

Miss Carlyle emitted some dismal groans.

That ever I should have lived to see this day! To hear money talked of as though it were dirt. And whats to become of your business? she sharply added. Is that to be let run to rack and ruin, while you are kicking up your heels in that wicked London, under plea of being at the House night after night?

Cornelia, he gravely said, were I dead, Dill could carry on the business just as well as it is being carried on now. I might go into a foreign country for seven years and come back to find the business as flourishing as ever, for Dill could keep it together. And even were the business to drop off  though I tell you it will not do so  I am independent of it.

Miss Carlyle faced tartly round upon Barbara.

Have you been setting him on to this?

I think he had made up his mind before he spoke to me. But, added Barbara, in her truth, I urged him to accept it.

Oh, you did! Nicely moped and miserable youll be here, if he goes to London for months on the stretch. You did not think of that, perhaps.

But he would not leave me here, said Barbara, her eyelashes becoming wet at the thought, as she unconsciously moved to her husbands side. He would take me with him.

Miss Carlyle made a pause, and looked at them alternately.

Is that decided? she asked.

Of course it is, laughed Mr. Carlyle, willing to joke the subject and his sister into good-humor. Would you wish to separate man and wife, Cornelia?

She made no reply. She rapidly tied her bonnet-strings, the ribbons trembling ominously in her fingers.

You are not going, Cornelia? You must stay to dinner, now that you are here  it is ready  and we will talk this further over afterward.

This has been dinner enough for me for one day, spoke she, putting on her gloves. That I should have lived to see my fathers son throw up his business, and change himself into a lazy, stuck-up parliament man!

Do stay and dine with us, Cornelia; I think I can subdue your prejudices, if you will let me talk to you.

If you wanted to talk to me about it, why did you not come in when you left the office? cried Miss Corny, in a greater amount of wrath than she had shown yet. And theres no doubt that, in his not having done so, lay one of the sore points.

I did not think of it, said Mr. Carlyle. I should have come in and told you of it to-morrow morning.

I dare say you would, she ironically answered. Good evening to you both.

And, in spite of their persuasions, she quitted the house and went stalking down the avenue.

Two or three days more, and the address of Mr. Carlyle to the inhabitants of West Lynne appeared in the local papers, while the walls and posts convenient were embellished with various colored placards, Vote for Carlyle. Carlyle forever!

Wonders never cease. Surprises are the lot of man; but perhaps a greater surprise had never been experienced by those who knew what was what, than when it went forth to the world that Sir Francis Levison had converted himself from  from what he was  into a red-hot politician.

Had he been offered the post of prime minister? Or did his conscience smite him, as was the case with a certain gallant captain renowned in song? Neither the one nor the other. The simple fact was, that Sir Francis Levison was in a state of pecuniary embarrassment, and required something to prop him up  some snug sinecure  plenty to get and nothing to do.

Patch himself up he must. But how? He had tried the tables, but luck was against him; he made a desperate venture upon the turf, a grand coup that would have set him on his legs for some time, but the venture turned out the wrong way, and Sir Francis was a defaulter. He began then to think there was nothing for it but to drop into some nice government nest, where, as I have told you, there would be plenty to get and nothing to do. Any place with much to do would not suit him, or he it; he was too empty-headed for work requiring talent; you may have remarked that a man given to Sir Francis Levisons pursuits generally is.

He dropped into something good, or that promised good  nothing less than the secretaryship to Lord Headthelot, who swayed the ministers in the upper House. But that he was a connection of Lord Headthelots he never would have obtained it, and very dubiously the minister consented to try him. Of course a condition was, that he should enter parliament the first opportunity, his vote to be at the disposal of the ministry  rather a shaky ministry  and supposed, by some, to be on its last legs. And this brings us to the present time.

In a handsome drawing-room in Eaton Square, one sunny afternoon, sat a lady, young and handsome. Her eyes were of violet blue, her hair was auburn, her complexion delicate; but there was a stern look of anger, amounting to sullenness, on her well-formed features, and her pretty foot was beating the carpet in passionate impatience. It was Lady Levison.

The doings of the past had been coming home to her for some time now  past doings, be they good or be they ill, are sure to come home, one day or another, and bring their fruits with them.

In the years past  many years past now  Francis Levison had lost his heart  or whatever the thing might be that, with him, did duty for one  to Blanche Challoner. He had despised her once to Lady Isabel  as Lord Thomas says in the old ballad; but that was done to suit his own purpose, for he had never, at any period, cared for Lady Isabel as he had cared for Blanche. He gained her affection in secret  they engaged themselves to each other. Blanches sister, Lydia Challoner, two years older than herself suspected it, and taxed Blanche with it. Blanche, true to her compact of keeping it a secret, denied it with many protestations. She did not care for Captain Levison; rather disliked him, in fact. So much the better, was Miss Challoners reply; for she had no respect for Captain Levison, and deemed him an unlikely man to marry.

Years went on, and poor, unhappy Blanche Challoner remained faithful to her love.

He played fast and loose with her  professing attachment for her in secret, and visiting at the house; perhaps he feared an outbreak from her, an exposure that might be anything but pleasant, did he throw off all relations between them. Blanche summoned up her courage and spoke to him, urging the marriage; she had not yet glanced at the fear that his intention of marrying her, had he ever possessed such, was over. Bad men are always cowards. Sir Francis shrank from an explanation, and so far forgot honor as to murmur some indistinct promise that the wedding should be speedy.

Lydia Challoner had married, and been left a widow, well off. She was Mrs. Waring; and at her house resided Blanche. For the girls were orphans. Blanche was beginning to show symptoms of her nearly thirty years; not the years, but the long-continued disappointment, the heart-burnings, were telling upon her. Her hair was thin, her face was pinched, her form had lost its roundness. Marry her, indeed! scoffed to himself Sir Francis Levison.

There came to Mrs. Warings upon a Christmas visit a younger sister, Alice Challoner, a fair girl of twenty years. She resided generally with an aunt in the country. Far more beautiful was she than Blanche had ever been, and Francis Levison, who had not seen her since she was a child, fell  as he would have called it  in love with her. Love! He became her shadow; he whispered sweet words in her ear; he turned her head giddy with its own vanity, and he offered her marriage. She accepted him, and preparations for the ceremony immediately began. Sir Francis urged speed, and Alice was nothing loth.

And what of Blanche? Blanche was stunned. A despairing stupor took possession of her; and, when she woke from it, desperation set in. She insisted upon an interview with Sir Francis, and evade it he could not, though he tried hard. Will it be believed that he denied the past  that he met with mocking suavity her indignant reminders of what had been between them? Love! Marriage? Nonsense! Her fancy had been too much at work. Finally, he defied her to prove that he had regarded her with more than ordinary friendship, or had ever hinted at such a thing as a union.

She could not prove it. She had not so much as a scrap of paper written on by him; she had not a single friend or enemy to come forward and testify that they heard him breathe to her a word of love. He had been too wary for that. Moreover there was her own solemn protestations to her sister Lydia that there was not anything between her and Francis Levison; who would believe her if she veered round now, and avowed these protestations were false? No; she found that she was in a sinking ship; one there was no chance of saving.

But one chance did she determine to try  an appeal to Alice. Blanche Challoners eyes were suddenly and rudely opened to the badness of the man, and she was aware now how thoroughly unfit he was to become the husband of her sister. It struck her that only misery could result from the union, and that, if possible, Alice should be saved from entering upon it. Would she have married him herself, then? Yes. But it was a different thing for that fair, fresh young Alice; she had not wasted her lifes best years in waiting for him.

When the family had gone to rest, and the house was quiet, Blanche Challoner proceeded to her sisters bedroom. Alice had not begun to undress; she was sitting in a comfortable chair before the fire, her feet on the fender, reading a love letter from Sir Francis.

Alice, I am come to tell you a story, she said quietly. Will you hear it?

In a minute. Stop a bit, replied Alice. She finished the perusal of the letter, put it aside, and then spoke again. What did you say, Blanche? A story?

Blanche nodded. Several years ago there was a fair young girl, none too rich, in our station of life. A gentleman, who was none too rich either, sought and gained her love. He could not marry; he was not rich, I say. They loved on in secret, hoping for better times, she wearing out her years and her heart. Oh, Alice! I cannot describe to you how she loved him  how she has continued to love him up to this moment. Through evil report she clung to him tenaciously and tenderly as the vine clings to its trellis, for the world spoke ill of him.

Who was the young lady? interrupted Alice. Is this a fable of romance, Blanche, or a real history?

A real history. I knew her. All those years  years and years, I say  he kept leading her on to love, letting her think that his love was hers. In the course of time he succeeded to a fortune, and the bar to their marriage was over. He was abroad when he came into it, but returned home at once; their intercourse was renewed, and her fading heart woke up once more to life. Still, the marriage did not come on; he said nothing of it, and she spoke to him. Very soon now, should it be, was his answer, and she continued to live on  in hope.

Go on, Blanche, cried Alice, who had grown interested in the tale, never suspecting that it could bear a personal interest.

Yes, I will go on. Would you believe, Alice, that almost immediately after this last promise, he saw one whom he fancied he should like better, and asked her to be his wife, forsaking the one to whom he was bound by every tie of honor  repudiating all that had been between them, even his own words and promises?

How disgraceful! Were they married?

They are to be. Would you have such a man?

I! returned Alice, quite indignant at the question. It is not likely that I would.

That man, Alice is Sir Francis Levison.

Alice Challoner gave a start, and her face became scarlet. How dare you say so, Blanche? It is not true. Who was the girl, pray? She must have traduced him.

She has not traduced him, was the subdued answer. The girl was myself.

An awkward pause. I know! cried Alice, throwing back her head resentfully. He told me I might expect something of this  that you had fancied him in love with you, and were angry because he had chosen me.

Blanche turned upon her with streaming eyes; she could no longer control her emotion. Alice, my sister, all the pride is gone out of me; all the reticence that woman loves to observe as to her wrongs and her inward feelings I have broken through for you this night. As sure as there is a heaven above us, I have told you the truth. Until you came I was engaged to Francis Levison.

An unnatural scene ensued. Blanche, provoked at Alices rejection of her words, told all the ill she knew or heard of the man; she dwelt upon his conduct with regard to Lady Isabel Carlyle, his heartless after-treatment of that unhappy lady. Alice was passionate and fiery. She professed not to believe a word of her sisters wrongs, and as to the other stories, they were no affairs of hers, she said: what had she to do with his past life?

But Alice Challoner did believe; her sisters earnestness and distress, as she told the tale, carried conviction with them. She did not very much care for Sir Francis; he was not entwined round her heart, as he was round Blanches; but she was dazzled with the prospect of so good a settlement in life, and she would not give him up. If Blanche broke her heart  why, she must break it. But she need not have mixed taunts and jeers with her refusal to believe; she need not have triumphed openly over Blanche. Was it well done? Was it the work of an affectionate sister! As we sow, so shall we reap. She married Sir Francis Levison, leaving Blanche to her broken heart, or to any other calamity that might grow out of the injustice. And there sat Lady Levison now, her three years of marriage having served to turn her love for Sir Francis into contempt and hate.

A little boy, two years old, the only child of the marriage, was playing about the room. His mother took no notice of him; she was buried in all-absorbing thought  thought which caused her lips to contract, and her brow to scowl. Sir Francis entered, his attitude lounging, his air listless. Lady Levison roused herself, but no pleasant manner of tone was hers, as she set herself to address him.

I want some money, she said.

So do I, he answered.

An impatient stamp of the foot and a haughty toss. And I must have it. I must. I told you yesterday that I must. Do you suppose I can go on, without a sixpence of ready money day after day?

Do you suppose it is of any use to put yourself in this fury? retorted Sir Francis. A dozen times a week do you bother me for money and a dozen times do I tell you I have got none. I have got none for myself. You may as well ask that baby for money as ask me.

I wish he had never been born! passionately uttered Lady Levison; unless he had had a different father.

That the last sentence, and the bitter scorn of its tone, would have provoked a reprisal from Sir Francis, his flashing countenance betrayed. But at that moment a servant entered the room.

I beg your pardon, sir. That man, Brown, forced his way into the hall, and

I cant see him  I wont see him! interrupted Sir Francis backing to the furthest corner of the room, in what looked very like abject terror, as if he had completely lost his presence of mind. Lady Levisons lips curled.

We got rid of him, sir, after a dreadful deal of trouble, I was about to say, but while the door was open in the dispute, Mr. Meredith entered. He has gone into the library, sir, and vows he wont stir till he sees you, whether you are sick or well.

A moments pause, a half-muttered oath, and then Sir Francis quitted the room. The servant retired, and Lady Levison caught up her child.

Oh, Franky dear, she wailed forth, burying her face in his warm neck. Id leave him for good and all, if I dared; but I fear he might keep you.

Now, the secret was, that for the last three days Sir Francis had been desperately ill, obliged to keep his bed, and could see nobody, his life depending upon quiet. Such was the report, or something equivalent to it, which had gone in to Lord Headthelot, or rather, to the official office, for that renowned chief was himself out of town; it had also been delivered to all callers at Sir Francis Levisons house; the royal truth being that Sir Francis was as well as you or I, but, from something that had transpired touching one of his numerous debts, did not dare to show himself. That morning the matter had been arranged  patched up for a time.

My stars, Levison! began Mr. Meredith, who was a whipper-in of the ministry, what a row there is about you! Why, you look as well as ever you were.

A great deal better to-day, coughed Sir Francis.

To think that you should have chosen the present moment for skulking! Here have I been dancing attendance at your door, day after day, in a state of incipient fever, enough to put me into a real one, and could neither get admitted nor a letter taken up. I should have blown the house up to-day and got in amidst the flying debris. By the way, are you and my lady two just now?

Two? growled Sir Francis.

She was stepping into her carriage yesterday when they turned me from the door, and I made inquiry of her. Her ladyships answer was, that she knew nothing either of Francis or his illness.

Her ladyship is subject to flights of distemper, chafed Sir Francis. What desperate need have you of me, just now? Headthelots away and theres nothing doing.

Nothing doing up here; a deal too much doing somewhere else. Attleys seats in the market.

Well?

And you ought to have been down there about it three or four days ago. Of course you must step into it.

Of course I shant, returned Sir Francis. To represent West Lynne will not suit me.

Not suit you? West Lynne! Why, of all places, it is most suitable. Its close to your own property.

If you call ten miles close. I shall not put up for West Lynne, Meredith.

Headthelot came up this morning, said Mr. Meredith.

The information somewhat aroused Sir Francis. Headthelot? What brings him back?

You. I tell you, Levison, theres a hot row. Headthelot expected you would be at West Lynne days past, and he has come up in an awful rage. Every additional vote we can count in the House is worth its weight in gold; and you, he says are allowing West Lynne to slip through your fingers! You must start for it at once Levison.

Sir Francis mused. Had the alternative been given him, he would have preferred to represent a certain warm place underground, rather than West Lynne. But, to quit Headthelot, and the snug post he anticipated, would be ruin irretrievable; nothing short of outlawry, or the queens prison. It was awfully necessary to get his threatened person into parliament, and he began to turn over in his mind whether he could bring himself to make further acquaintance with West Lynne. The thing must have blown over for good by this time, was the result of his cogitations, unconsciously speaking aloud.

I can understand your reluctance to appear at West Lynne, cried Mr. Meredith; the scene, unless I mistake, of that notorious affair of yours. But private feelings must give way to public interests, and the best thing you can do is to start. Headthelot is angry enough as it is. He says, had you been down at first, as you ought to have been, you would have slipped in without opposition, but now there will be a contest.

Sir Francis looked up sharply. A contest? Who is going to stand the funds?

Pshaw! As if we should let funds be any barrier! Have you heard who is in the field?

No, was the apathetic answer.

Carlyle.

Carlyle! uttered Sir Francis, startled. Oh, by George, though! I cant stand against him.

Well, theres the alternative. If you cant, Thornton will.

I should run no chance. West Lynne would not elect me in preference to him. Im not sure, indeed, that West Lynne would have me in any case.

Nonsense! You know our interest there. Government put in Attley, and it can put you in. Yes, or no, Levison?

Yes, answered Sir Francis.

An hours time, and Sir Francis Levison went forth. On his way to be conveyed to West Lynne? Not yet. He turned his steps to Scotland Yard. In considerably less than an hour the following telegram, marked Secret, went down from the head office to the superintendent of police at West Lynne.

Is Otway Bethel at West Lynne? If not; where is he? And when will he be returning to it?

It elicited a prompt answer.

Otway Bethel is not at West Lynne. Supposed to be in Norway. Movements uncertain.


CHAPTER XXXV.

A MISHAP TO THE BLUE SPECTACLES.

Mr. Carlyle and Barbara were seated at breakfast, when, somewhat to their surprise, Mr. Dill was shown in. Following close upon his heels came Justice Hare; and close upon his heels came Squire Pinner; while bringing up the rear was Colonel Bethel. All the four had come up separately, not together, and all four were out of breath, as if it had been a race which should arrive soonest.

Quite impossible was it for Mr. Carlyle, at first, to understand the news they brought. All were talking at once, in the utmost excitement; and the fury of Justice Hare alone was sufficient to produce temporary deafness. Mr. Carlyle caught a word of the case presently.

A second man? Opposition? Well, let him come on, he good-humoredly cried. We shall have the satisfaction of ascertaining who wins in the end.

But you have not heard who it is, Mr. Archibald, cried Old Dill, It

Stand a contest with him? raved Justice Hare. He

The fellow wants hanging, interjected Colonel Bethel.

Couldnt he be ducked? suggested Squire Pinner.

Now all these sentences were ranted out together, and their respective utterers were fain to stop till the noise subsided a little. Barbara could only look from one to the other in astonishment.

Who is this formidable opponent? asked Mr. Carlyle.

There was a pause. Not one of them but had the delicacy to shrink from naming that man to Mr. Carlyle. The information came at last from Old Dill, who dropped his voice while he spoke it.

Mr. Archibald, the candidate who has come forward, is that man Levison.

Of course, Carlyle, youll go into it now, neck and crop, cried Justice Hare.

Mr. Carlyle was silent.

You wont let the beast frighten you from the contest! uttered Colonel Bethel in a loud tone.

Theres a meeting at the Bucks Head at ten, said Mr. Carlyle, not replying to the immediate question. I will be with you there.

Did you not say, Mr. Dill, that was where the scoundrel Levison is  at the Bucks Head?

He was there, answered Mr. Dill. I expect he is ousted by this time. I asked the landlord what he thought of himself, for taking in such a character, and what he supposed the justice would say to him. He vowed with tears in his eyes that the fellow should not be there another hour, and that he should never have entered it, had he known who he was.

A little more conversation, and the visitors filed off. Mr. Carlyle sat down calmly to finish his breakfast. Barbara approached him.

Archibald, you will not suffer this mans insolent doings to deter you from your plans  you will not withdraw? she whispered.

I think not, Barbara. He has thrust himself offensively upon me in this measure; I believe my better plan will be to take no more heed of him than I should of the dirt under my feet.

Right  right, she answered, a proud flush deepening the rose on her cheeks.

Mr. Carlyle was walking into West Lynne. There were the placards, sure enough, side by side with his own, bearing the name of that wicked coward who had done him the greatest injury one man can do to another. Verily, he must possess a face of brass to venture there.

Archibald, have you heard the disgraceful news?

The speaker was Miss Carlyle, who had come down upon her brother like a ship with all sails set. Her cheeks wore a flush; her eyes glistened; her tall form was drawn up to its most haughty height.

I have heard it, Cornelia, and, had I not, the walls would have enlightened me.

Is he out of his mind?

Out of his reckoning, I fancy, replied Mr. Carlyle.

You will carry on the contest now, she continued, her countenance flashing. I was averse to it before, but I now withdraw all my objection. You will be no brother of mine if you yield the field to him.

I do not intend to yield it.

Good. You bear on upon your course, and let him crawl on upon his. Take no more heed of him than if he were a viper. Archibald, you must canvass now.

No, said Mr. Carlyle, I shall be elected without canvass. Youll see, Cornelia.

There will be plenty canvassing for you, if you dont condescend to take the trouble, my indifferent brother. Ill give a thousand pounds myself, for ale, to the electors.

Take care, laughed Mr. Carlyle. Keep your thousand pounds in your pocket, Cornelia. I have no mind to be unseated, on the plea of bribery and corruption. Heres Sir John Dobede galloping in, with a face as red as the sun in a fog.

Well, it may be he has heard the news. I can tell you, Archibald, West Lynne is in a state of excitement that has not been its lot for many a day.

Miss Carlyle was right. Excitement and indignation had taken possession of West Lynne. How the people rallied around Mr. Carlyle! Town and country were alike up in arms. But government interest was rife at West Lynne, and, whatever the private and public feeling might be, collectively or individually, many votes should be recorded for Sir Francis Levison.

One of the first to become cognizant of the affair was Lord Mount Severn. He was at his club one evening in London, poring over an evening paper, when the names Carlyle, West Lynne, caught his view. Knowing that Mr. Carlyle had been named as the probable member, and heartily wishing that he might become such, the earl naturally read the paragraph.

He read it, and read it again; he rubbed his eyes, he rubbed his glasses, he pinched himself, to see whether he was awake or dreaming. For believe what that paper asserted  that Sir Francis Levison had entered the lists in opposition to Mr. Carlyle, and was at West Lynne, busily canvassing  he could not.

Do you know anything of this infamous assertion? he inquired of an intimate friend infamous, whether true or false.

Its true, I heard of it an hour ago. Plenty of cheek that Levison must have.

Cheek! repeated the dismayed earl, feeling as if every part of him, body and mind, were outraged by the news, dont speak of it in that way. The hound deserves to be gibbeted.

He threw aside the paper, quitted the club, returned home for a carpet bag, and went shrieking and whistling down to West Lynne, taking his son with him. Or, if he did not whistle and shriek the engine did. Fully determined was the earl of Mount Severn to show his opinion of the affair.

On these fine spring mornings, their breakfast over, Lady Isabel was in the habit of going into the grounds with the children. They were on the lawn before the house, when two gentlemen came walking up the avenue; or, rather, one gentleman, and a handsome young stripling growing into another. Lady Isabel thought she should have dropped, for she stood face to face with Lord Mount Severn. The earl stopped to salute the children, and raised his hat to the strange lady.

It is my governess, Madame Vine, said Lucy.

A silent courtesy from Madame Vine. She turned away her head and gasped for breath.

Is your papa at home, Lucy? cried the earl.

Yes; I think he is at breakfast. Im so glad you are come!

Lord Mount Severn walked on, holding William by the hand, who had eagerly offered to take him to papa. Lord Vane bent over Lucy to kiss her. A little while, a very few more years, and my young lady would not hold up her rosy lips so boldly.

You have grown a dearer girl than ever, Lucy. Have you forgotten our compact?

No, laughed she.

And you will not forget it?

Never, said the child, shaking her head. You shall see if I do.

Lucy is to be my wife, cried he, turning to Madame Vine. It is a bargain, and we have both promised. I mean to wait for her till she is old enough. I like her better than anybody else in the world.

And I like him, spoke up Miss Lucy. And its all true.

Lucy was a child  it may almost be said an infant  and the viscount was not of an age to render important such avowed passions. Nevertheless, the words did thrill through the veins of the hearer. She spoke, she thought, not as Madame Vine would have spoken and thought, but as the unhappy mother, the ill-fated Lady Isabel.

You must not say these things to Lucy. It could never be.

Lord Vane laughed.

Why? asked he.

Your father and mother would not approve.

My father would  I know he would. He likes Lucy. As to my mother  oh, well, she cant expect to be master and mistress too. You be off for a minute, Lucy; I want to say some thing to Madame Vine. Has Carlyle shot that fellow? he continued, as Lucy sprung away. My father is so stiff, especially when hes put up, that he would not sully his lips with the name, or make a single inquiry when we arrived; neither would he let me, and I walked up here with my tongue burning.

She would have responded, what fellow? But she suspected too well, and the words died away on her unwilling lips.

That brute, Levison. If Carlyle riddled his body with shots for this move, and then kicked him till he died, hed only get his deserts, and the world would applaud. He oppose Carlyle! I wish I had been a man a few years ago, hed have got a shot through his heart then. I say, dropping his voice, did you know Lady Isabel?

Yes  no  yes.

She was at a loss what to say  almost as unconscious what she did say.

She was Lucys mother, you know, and I loved her. I think thats why I love Lucy, for she is the very image of her. Where did you know her? Here?

I knew her by hearsay, murmured Lady Isabel, arousing to recollection.

Oh, hearsay! Has Carlyle shot the beast, or is he on his legs yet? By Jove! To think that he should sneak himself up, in this way, at West Lynne!

You must apply elsewhere for information, she gasped. I know nothing of these things.

She turned away with a beating heart, and took Lucys hand, and departed. Lord Vane set off on a run toward the house, his heels flying behind him.

And now the contest began in earnest  that is, the canvass. Sir Francis Levison, his agent, and a friend from town, who, as it turned out, instead of being some great gun of the government, was a private chum of the baronets by name Drake, sneaked about the town like dogs with their tails burnt, for they were entirely alive to the color in which they were held, their only attendants being a few young gentlemen and ladies in rags, who commonly brought up the rear. The other party presented a stately crowd  county gentry, magistrates, Lord Mount Severn. Sometimes Mr. Carlyle would be with them, arm-and-arm with the latter. If the contesting groups came within view of each other, and were likely to meet, the brave Sir Francis would disappear down an entry, behind a hedge, any place convenient; with all his face of brass, he could not meet Mr. Carlyle and that condemning jury around him.

One afternoon it pleased Mrs. Carlyle to summon Lucy and the governess to accompany her into West Lynne. She was going shopping. Lady Isabel had a dread and horror of appearing in there while that man was in town, but she could not help herself. There was no pleading illness, for she was quite well; there must be no saying, I will not go, for she was only a dependant. They started, and had walked as far as Mrs. Hares gate, when Miss Carlyle turned out of it.

Your mammas not well, Barbara.

Is she not? cried Barbara, with quick concern. I must go and see her.

She has had one of those ridiculous dreams again, pursued Miss Carlyle, ignoring the presence of the governess and Lucy. I was sure of it by her very look when I got in, shivering and shaking, and glancing fearfully around, as if she feared a dozen spectres were about to burst out of the walls. So I taxed her with it, and she could make no denial. Richard is in some jeopardy, she protests, or will be. And there she is, shaking still, although I told her that people who put faith in dreams were only fit for a lunatic asylum.

Barbara looked distressed. She did not believe in dreams any more than Miss Carlyle, but she could not forget how strangely peril to Richard had supervened upon some of these dreams.

I will go in now and see mamma, she said. If you are returning home, Cornelia, Madame Vine can walk with you, and wait for me there.

Let me go in with you, mamma! pleaded Lucy.

Barbara mechanically took the childs hand. The gates closed on them, and Miss Carlyle and Lady Isabel proceeded in the direction of the town. But not far had they gone when, in turning a corner, the wind, which was high, blew away with the veil of Lady Isabel, and, in raising her hand in trepidation to save it before it was finally gone, she contrived to knock off her blue spectacles. They fell to the ground, and were broken.

How did you manage that? uttered Miss Carlyle.

How, indeed? She bent her face on the ground, looking at the damage. What should she do? The veil was over the hedge, the spectacles were broken  how could she dare show her naked face? That face was rosy just then, as in former days, the eyes were bright, and Miss Carlyle caught their expression, and stared in very amazement.

Good heavens above, she uttered, what an extraordinary likeness! And Lady Isabels heart turned faint and sick within her.

Well it might. And, to make matters worse, bearing down right upon them, but a few paces distant, came Sir Francis Levison.

Would he recognize her?

Standing blowing in the wind at the turning of the road were Miss Carlyle and Lady Isabel Vane. The latter, confused and perplexed, was picking up the remnant of her damaged spectacles; the former, little less perplexed, gazed at the face which struck upon her memory as being so familiar. Her attention, however, was called off the face to the apparition of Sir Francis Levison.

He was close upon them, Mr. Drake and the other comrade being with him, and some tagrag in attendance, as usual. It was the first time he and Miss Carlyle had met face to face. She bent her condemning brow, haughty in its bitter scorn, full upon him, for it was not in the nature of Miss Carlyle to conceal her sentiments, especially when they were rather of the strongest. Sir Francis, when he arrived opposite, raised his hat to her. Whether it was done in courtesy, in confused unconsciousness, or in mockery, cannot be told. Miss Carlyle assumed it to have been the latter, and her lips, in their anger grew almost as pale as those of the unhappy woman who was cowering behind her.

Did you intend that insult for me, Francis Levison?

As you please to take it, returned he, calling up insolence to his aid.

You dare to lift off your hat to me! Have you forgotten that I am Miss Carlyle?

It would be difficult for you to be forgotten, once seen.

Now this answer was given in mockery; his tone and manner were redolent of it, insolently so. The two gentlemen looked on in discomfort, wondering what it meant; Lady Isabel hid her face as best she could, terrified to death lest his eyes should fall on it: while the spectators, several of whom had collected now, listened with interest, especially some farm laborers of Squire Pinners who had happened to be passing.

You contemptible worm! cried Miss Carlyle, do you think you can outrage me with impunity as you, by your presence in it, are outraging West Lynne? Out upon you for a bold, bad man!

Now Miss Corny, in so speaking, had certainly no thought of present and immediate punishment for the gentleman; but it appeared that the mob around had. The motion was commented by those stout-shouldered laborers. Whether excited thereto by the words of Miss Carlyle  who, whatever may have been her faults of manner, held the respect of the neighborhood, and was looked up to only in a less degree than her brother; whether Squire Pinner, their master, had let drop, in their hearing, a word of the ducking he had hinted at, when at East Lynne, or whether their own feelings alone spurred them on, was best known to the men themselves. Certain it is, that the ominous sound of Duck him, was breathed forth by a voice, and it was caught up and echoed around.

Duck him! Duck him! The pond be close at hand. Lets give him a taste of his deservings! What do he the scum, turn himself up at West Lynne for, bearding Mr. Carlyle? What have he done with Lady Isabel? Him put up for others at West Lynne! West Lynnes respectable, it dont want him; it have got a better man; it wont have a villain. Now, lads!

His face turned white, and he trembled in his shoes  worthless men are frequently cowards. Lady Isabel trembled in hers; and well she might, hearing that one allusion. They set upon him, twenty pairs of hands at least, strong, rough, determined hands; not to speak of the tagrags help, who went in with cuffs, and kicks, and pokes, and taunts, and cheers, and a demoniac dance.

They dragged him through a gap in the hedge, a gap that no baby could have got through in a cool moment; but most of us know the difference between coolness and excitement. The hedge was extensively damaged, but Justice Hare, to whom it belonged, would forgive that. Mr. Drake and the lawyer  for the other was a lawyer  were utterly powerless to stop the catastrophe. If they didnt mind their own business, and keep themselves clear, theyd get served the same, was the promise held out in reply to their remonstrances; and the lawyer, who was short and fat, and could not have knocked a man down, had it been to save his life, backed out of the melee, and contented himself with issuing forth confused threatenings of the terrors of the law. Miss Carlyle stood her ground majestically, and looked on with a grim countenance. Had she interfered for his protection, she could not have been heard; and if she could have been, theres no knowing whether she would have done it.

On, to the brink of the pond  a green, dank, dark, slimy sour, stinking pond. His coat-tails were gone by this time, and sundry rents and damages appeared in  in another useful garment. One pulled him, another pushed him, a third shook him by the collar, half a dozen buffeted him, and all abused him.

In with him, boys!

Mercy! Mercy! shrieked the victim, his knees bending and his teeth chattering a little mercy for the love of Heaven!

Heaven! Much he knows of Heaven!

A souse, a splash, a wild cry, a gurgle, and Sir Francis Levison was floundering in the water, its green poison, not to mention its adders and toads and frogs, going down his throat by bucketfuls. A hoarse, derisive laugh, and a hip, hip, hurrah! broke from the actors; while the juvenile ragtag, in wild delight, joined their hands round the pool, and danced the demons dance, like so many red Indians. They had never had such a play acted for them before.

Out of the pea-soup before he was quite dead, quite senseless. Of all drowned rats, he looked the worst, as he stood there with his white, rueful face, his shivery limbs, and his dilapidated garments, shaking the wet off him. The laborers, their duty done, walked coolly away; the tagrag withdrew to a safe distance, waiting for what might come next; and Miss Carlyle moved away also. Not more shivery was that wretched man than Lady Isabel, as she walked by her side. A sorry figure to cut, that, for her once chosen cavalier. What did she think of his beauty now? I know what she thought of her past folly.

Miss Carlyle never spoke a word. She sailed on, with her head up, though it was turned occasionally to look at the face of Madame Vine, at the deep distressing blush which this gaze called into her cheeks. Its very odd, thought Miss Corny. The likeness, especially in the eyes, is  Where are you going, madame?

They were passing a spectacle shop, and Madame Vine had halted at the door, one foot on its step. I must have my glasses to be mended, if you please.

Miss Carlyle followed her in. She pointed out what she wanted done to the old glasses, and said she would buy a pair of new ones to wear while the job was about. The man had no blue ones, no green; plenty of white. One ugly, old pair of green things he had, with tortoise-shell rims, left by some stranger, ages and ages ago, to be mended, and never called for again. This very pair of ugly old green things was chosen by Lady Isabel. She put them on, there and then, Miss Carlyles eyes searching her face inquisitively all the time.

Why do you wear glasses? began Miss Corny, abruptly as soon as they were indoors.

Another deep flush, and an imperceptible hesitation.

My eyes are not strong.

They look as strong as eyes can look. But why wear colored glasses? White ones would answer every purpose, I should suppose.

I am accustomed to colored ones. I should not like white ones now.

Miss Corny paused.

What is your Christian name, madame? began she, again.

Jane, replied madame, popping out an unflinching story in her alarm.

Here! Here! Whats up? Whats this?

It was a crowd in the street, and rather a noisy one. Miss Corny flew to the window, Lady Isabel in her wake. Two crowds, it may almost be said; for, from the opposite way, the scarlet-and-purple party  as Mr. Carlyles was called, in allusion to his colors  came in view. Quite a collection of gentlemen  Mr. Carlyle and Lord Mount Severn heading them.

What could it mean, the mob they were encountering? The yellow party, doubtless, but in a disreputable condition. Who or what was that object in advance of it, supported between Drake and the lawyer, and looking like a drowned rat, hair hanging, legs tottering, cheeks shaking, and clothes in tatters, while the mob, behind, had swollen to the length of the street, and was keeping up a perpetual fire of derisive shouts, groans, and hisses. The scarlet-and-purple halted in consternation, and Lord Mount Severn, whose sight was not as good as it had been twenty years back, stuck his pendent eye glasses astride on the bridge of his nose.

Sir Francis Levison? Could it be? Yes, it actually was! What on earth had put him into that state? Mr. Carlyles lip curled; he continued his way and drew the peer with him.

What the deuce is a-gate now? called out the followers of Mr. Carlyle. Thats Levison! Has he been in a railway smash, and got drenched by the engine?

He has been ducked! grinned the yellows, in answer. They have been and ducked him in the rush pool on Mr. Justice Hares land.

The soaked and miserable man increased his speed as much as his cold and trembling legs would allow him; he would have borne on without legs at all, rather than remain under the enemys gaze. The enemy loftily continued their way, their heads in the air, and scorning further notice, all, save young Lord Vane. He hovered round the ranks of the unwashed, and looked vastly inclined to enter upon an Indian jig, on his own account.

What a thundering ass I was to try it on at West Lynne! was the enraged comment of the sufferer.

Miss Carlyle laid her hand upon the shrinking arm of her pale companion.

You see him  my brother Archibald?

I see him, faltered Lady Isabel.

And you see him, that pitiful outcast, who is too contemptible to live? Look at the two, and contrast them. Look well.

Yes! was the gaping answer.

The woman who called him, that noble man, husband, quitted him for the other! Did she come to repentance, think you?

You may wonder that the submerged gentleman should be walking through the streets, on his way to his quarters, the Raven Inn  for he had been ejected from the Bucks Head  but he could not help himself. As he was dripping and swearing on the brink of the pond, wondering how he should get to the Raven, an empty fly drove past, and Mr. Drake immediately stopped it; but when the driver saw that he was expected to convey not only a passenger, but a tolerable quantity of water as well, and that the passenger, moreover, was Sir Francis Levison, he refused the job. His fly was fresh lined with red velvet, and he werent a going to have it spoilt, he called out, as he whipped his horse and drove away, leaving the three in wrathful despair. Sir Francis wanted another conveyance procured; his friends urged that if he waited for that he might catch his death, and that the shortest way would be to hasten to the inn on foot. He objected. But his jaws were chattering, his limbs were quaking, so they seized him between them, and made off, but never bargained for the meeting of Mr. Carlyle and his party. Francis Levison would have stopped in the pond, of his own accord, head downward, rather than face them.

Miss Carlyle went that day to dine at East Lynne, walking back with Mrs. Carlyle, Madame Vine and Lucy. Lord Vane found them out, and returned at the same time; of course East Lynne was the headquarters of himself and his father. He was in the seventh heaven, and had been ever since the encounter with the yellows.

Youd have gone into laughing convulsions, Lucy had you seen the drowned cur. Id give all my tin for six months to come to have a photograph of him as he looked then!

Lucy laughed in glee; she was unconscious, poor child, how deeply the drowned cur had injured her.

When Miss Carlyle was in her dressing-room taking her things off  the room where once had slept Richard Hare  she rang for Joyce. These two rooms were still kept for Miss Carlyle  for she did sometimes visit them for a few days  and were distinguished by her name Miss Carlyles rooms.

A fine row we have had in the town, Joyce, this afternoon.

I have heard of it, maam. Served him right, if they had let him drown! Bill White, Squire Pinners plowman, called in here and told us the news. Hed have burst with it, if he hadnt, I expect; I never saw a chap so excited. Peter cried.

Cried? echoed Miss Carlyle.

Well, maam, you know he was very fond of Lady Isabel, was Peter, and somehow his feelings overcame him. He said he had not heard anything to please him so much for many a day; and with that he burst out crying, and gave Bill White half a crown out of his pocket. Bill White said it was he who held one leg when they soused him in. Afy saw it  if youll excuse me mentioning her name to you, maam, for I know you dont think well of her  and when she got in here, she fell into hysterics.

How did she see it? snapped Miss Carlyle, her equanimity upset by the sound of the name. I didnt see her, and I was present.

She was coming here with a message from Mrs. Latimer to the governess.

What did she go into hysterics for? again snapped Miss Carlyle.

It upset her so, she said, returned Joyce.

It wouldnt have done her harm had they ducked her too, was the angry response.

Joyce was silent. To contradict Miss Corny brought triumph to nobody. And she was conscious, in her innermost heart, that Afy merited a little wholesome correction, not perhaps to the extent of a ducking.

Joyce, resumed Miss Carlyle, abruptly changing the subject, who does the governess put you in mind of?

Maam? repeated Joyce, in some surprise, as it appeared. The governess? Do you mean Madame Vine?

Do I mean you, or do I mean me? Are we governesses? irascibly cried Miss Corny. Who should I mean, but Madame Vine?

She turned herself round from the looking-glass, and gazed full in Joyces face, waiting for the answer. Joyce lowered her voice as she gave it.

There are times when she puts me in mind of my late lady both in her face and manner. But I have never said so, maam; for you know Lady Isabels name must be an interdicted one in this house.

Have you seen her without her glasses?

No; never, said Joyce.

I did to-day, returned Miss Carlyle. And I can tell you, Joyce, that I was confounded at the likeness. It is an extraordinary likeness. One would think it was a ghost of Lady Isabel Vane come into the world again.

That evening after dinner, Miss Carlyle and Lord Mount Severn sat side by side on the same sofa, coffee cups in hand. Miss Carlyle turned to the earl.

Was it a positively ascertained fact that Lady Isabel died?

The earl stared with all his might; he thought it the strangest question that ever was asked him. I scarcely understand you, Miss Carlyle. Died? Certainly she died.

When the result of the accident was communicated to you, you made inquiry yourself into its truth, its details, I believe?

It was my duty to do so. There was no one else to undertake it.

Did you ascertain positively, beyond all doubt, that she did die?

Of a surety I did. She died in the course of the same night. Terribly injured she was.

A pause. Miss Carlyle was ruminating. But she returned to the charge, as if difficult to be convinced.

You deem that there could be no possibility of an error? You are sure that she is dead?

I am as sure that she is dead as that we are living, decisively replied the earl: and he spoke but according to his belief. Wherefore should you be inquiring this?

A thought came over me  only to-day  to wonder whether she was really dead.

Had any error occurred at that time, any false report of her death, I should soon have found it out by her drawing the annuity I settled upon her. It has never been drawn since. Besides, she would have written to me, as agreed upon. No, poor thing, she is gone beyond all doubt, and has taken her sins with her.

Convincing proofs; and Miss Carlyle lent her ear to them.

The following morning while Madame Vine was at breakfast, Mr. Carlyle entered.

Do you admit intruders here Madame Vine? cried he, with his sweet smile, and attractive manner.

She arose; her face burning, her heart throbbing.

Keep your seat, pray; I have but a moment to stay, said Mr. Carlyle. I have come to ask you how William seems?

There was no difference, she murmured, and then she took courage and spoke more openly. I understood you to say the other night, sir, that he should have further advice.

Ay; I wish him to go over to Lynneborough, to Dr. Martin; the drive, I think, will do him good, replied Mr. Carlyle. And I would like you to accompany him, if you do not mind the trouble. You can have the pony carriage, it will be better to go in that than boxed up in the railway carriage. You can remind Dr. Martin that the childs constitution is precisely what his mothers was, continued Mr. Carlyle, a tinge lightening his face. It may be a guide to his treatment; he said himself it was, when he attended him for an illness a year or two ago.

Yes, sir.

He crossed the hall on his entrance to the breakfast-room. She tore upstairs to her chamber, and sank down in an agony of tears and despair. Oh, to love him as she did now! To yearn after his affection with this passionate, jealous longing, and to know that they were separated for ever and ever; that she was worse to him than nothing!

Softly, my lady. This is not bearing your cross.


CHAPTER XXXVI.

APPEARANCE OF A RUSSIAN BEAR AT WEST LYNNE.

Mr. Carlyle harangued the populace from the balcony of the Bucks Head, a substantial old House, renowned in the days of posting, now past and gone. Its balcony was an old-fashioned, roomy balcony, painted green, where there was plenty of space for his friends to congregate. He was a persuasive orator, winning his way to ears and hearts; but had he spoken with plums in his mouth, and a stammer on his tongue, and a break-down at every sentence, the uproarious applause and shouts would be equally rife. Mr. Carlyle was intensely popular in West Lynne, setting aside his candidateship and his oratory; and West Lynne made common cause against Sir Francis Levison.

Sir Francis Levison harangued the mob from the Raven, but in a more ignoble manner. For the Raven possessed no balcony, and he was fain to let himself down with a stride and a jump from the first floor window on the top of the bow-window of the parlor, and stand there. The Raven, though a comfortable, old established, and respectable inn, could boast only of casements for its upper windows, and they are not convenient to deliver speeches from. He was wont, therefore to take his seat on the bow-window, and, that was not altogether convenient either, for it was but narrow, and he hardly dared move an arm or a leg for fear of pitching over on the upturned faces. Mr. Drake let himself down also, to support him on one side, and the first day, the lawyer supported him on the other. For the first day only; for that worthy, being not as high as Sir Francis Levisons or Mr. Drakes shoulder, and about five times their breadth, had those two been rolled into one, experienced a slight difficulty in getting back again. It was accomplished at last, Sir Francis pulling him up, and Mr. Drake hoisting him from behind, just as a ladder was being brought out to the rescue amidst shouts of laughter. The stout man wiped the perspiration from his face when he was landed in safety, and recorded a mental vow never to descend from a window again. After that the candidate and his friend shared the shelf between them. The lawyers name was Rubiny, ill-naturedly supposed to be a corruption of Reuben.

They stood there one afternoon, Sir Francis eloquence in full play, but he was a shocking speaker, and the crowd, laughing, hissing, groaning and applauding, blocking up the road. Sir Francis could not complain of one thing  that he got no audience; for it was the pleasure of West Lynne extensively to support him in that respect  a few to cheer, a great many to jeer and hiss. Remarkably dense was the mob on this afternoon, for Mr. Carlyle had just concluded his address from the Bucks Head, and the crowd who had been listening to him came rushing up to swell the ranks of the other crowd. They were elbowing, and pushing, and treading on each others heels, when an open barouche drove suddenly up to scatter them. Its horses wore scarlet and purple rosettes; and one lady, a very pretty one, sat inside of it  Mrs. Carlyle.

But the crowd could not be so easily scattered; it was too thick; the carriage could advance but at a snails pace, and now and then came to a standstill also, till the confusion should be subsided; for where was the use of wasting words? He did not bow to Barbara; he remembered the result of his having done so to Miss Carlyle, and the little interlude of the pond had washed most of his impudence out of him. He remained at his post, not looking at Barbara, not looking at anything in particular, waiting till the interruption should have passed.

Barbara, under cover of her dainty lace parasol, turned her eyes upon him. At that very moment he raised his right hand, slightly shook his head back, and tossed his hair off his brow. His hand, ungloved, was white and delicate as a ladys, and his rich diamond ring gleamed in the sun. The pink flush on Barbaras cheek deepened to a crimson damask, and her brow contracted with a remembrance of pain.

The very action Richard described! The action he was always using at East Lynne! I believe from my heart that the man is Thorn; that Richard was laboring under some mistake when he said he knew Sir Francis Levison.

She let her hands fall upon her knee as she spoke, heedless of the candidate, heedless of the crowd, heedless of all save her own troubled thoughts. A hundred respected salutations were offered her; she answered them mechanically; a shout was raised, Long live Carlyle! Carlyle forever! Barbara bowed her pretty head on either side, and the carriage at length got on.

The parting of the crowd brought Mr. Dill, who had come to listen for once to the speech of the second man, and Mr. Ebenezer James close to each other. Mr. Ebenezer James was one who, for the last twelve or fifteen years, had been trying his hand at many trades. And had not come out particularly well at any. A rolling stone gathers no moss. First, he had been clerk to Mr. Carlyle; next, he had been seduced into joining the corps of the Theatre Royal at Lynneborough; then he turned auctioneer; then travelling in the oil and color line; then a parson, the urgent pastor of some new sect; then omnibus driver; then collector of the water rate; and now he was clerk again, not in Mr. Carlyles office, but in that of Ball & Treadman, other solicitors of West Lynne. A good-humored, good-natured, free-of-mannered, idle chap was Mr. Ebenezer James, and that was the worst that could be urged against him, save that he was sometimes out at pocket and out at elbows. His father was a respectable man, and had made money in trade, but he had married a second wife, had a second family, and his eldest son did not come in for much of the paternal money, though he did for a large share of the paternal anger.

Well, Ebenezer, and how goes the world with you? cried Mr. Dill by way of salutation.

Jogging on. It never gets to a trot.

Didnt I see you turning into your fathers house yesterday?

I pretty soon turned out of it again. Im like the monkey when I venture there  get more kicks than halfpence. Hush, old gentleman! We interrupt the eloquence.

Of course the eloquence applied to Sir Francis Levison, and they set themselves to listen  Mr. Dill with a serious face, Mr. Ebenezer with a grinning one. But soon a jostle and movement carried them to the outside of the crowd, out of sight of the speaker, though not entirely out of hearing. By these means they had a view of the street, and discerned something advancing to them, which they took for a Russian bear on its hind legs.

Ill  be  blest, uttered Mr. Ebenezer James, after a prolonged pause of staring consternation, if I dont believe its Bethel!

Bethel! repeated Mr. Dill, gazing at the approaching figure. What has he been doing to himself?

Mr. Otway Bethel it was, just arrived from foreign parts in his travelling costume  something shaggy, terminating all over with tails. A wild object he looked; and Mr. Dill rather backed as he drew near, as if fearing he was a real animal which might bite him.

Whats your name? cried he.

It used to be Bethel, replied the wild man, holding out his hand to Mr. Dill. So you are in the world, James, and kicking yet?

And hope to kick in it for some time to come, replied Mr. James. Where did you hail from last? A settlement at the North Pole?

Didnt get quite as far. Whats the row here?

When did you arrive, Mr. Otway? inquired old Dill.

Now. Four oclock train. I say, whats up?

An election; thats all, said Mr. Ebenezer. Attley went and kicked the bucket.

I dont ask about the election; I heard all that at the railway station, returned Otway Bethel, impatiently. Whats this? waving his hand at the crowd.

One of the candidates wasting breath and words  Levison.

I say, repeated Otway Bethel, looking at Mr. Dill, wasnt it rather  rather of the ratherest, for him to oppose Carlyle?

Infamous! Contemptible! was the old gentlemans excited answer. But hell get his deserts yet, Mr. Otway; they have already begun. He was treated to a ducking yesterday in Justice Hares green pond.

And he did look a miserable devil when he came out, trailing through the streets, added Mr. Ebenezer, while Otway Bethel burst into a laugh. He was smothered into some hot blankets at the Raven, and a pint of burnt brandy put into him. He seems all right to-day.

Will he go in and win?

Chut! Win against Carlyle! He has not the ghost of a chance; and government  if it is the government who put him on  must be a pack of fools; they cant know the influence of Carlyle. Bethel, is that style of costume the fashion where you come from?

For slender pockets. Ill sell em to you now, James, at half price. Lets get a look at this Levison, though. I have never seen the fellow.

Another interruption of the crowd, even as he spoke, caused by the railway van bringing up some luggage. They contrived, in the confusion, to push themselves to the front, not far from Sir Francis. Otway Bethel stared at him in unqualified amazement.

Why, what brings him here? What is he doing?

Who?

He pointed his finger. The one with the white handkerchief in his hand.

That is Sir Francis.

No! uttered Bethel, a whole world of astounded meaning in his tone. By Jove! He Sir Francis Levison?

At that moment their eyes met, Francis Levisons and Otway Bethels. Otway Bethel raised his shaggy hat in salutation, and Sir Francis appeared completely scared. Only for an instant did he lose his presence of mind. The next, his eyeglass was stuck in his eye and turned on Mr. Bethel, with a hard, haughty stare; as much as to say, who are you, fellow, that you should take such a liberty? But his cheeks and lips were growing as white as marble.

Do you know Levison, Mr. Otway? inquired old Dill.

A little. Once.

When he was not Levison, but somebody else, laughed Mr. Ebenezer James. Eh, Bethel?

Bethel turned as reproving a stare on Mr. Ebenezer as the baronet had just turned on him. What do you mean, pray? Mind your own business.

A nod to old Dill, and he turned off and disappeared, taking no further notice of James. The old gentleman questioned the latter.

What was that little bit of by-play, Mr. Ebenezer?

Nothing much, laughed Mr. Ebenezer. Only he, nodding towards Sir Francis, was not always the great man he is now.

Ah!

I have held my tongue about it, for its no affair of mine, but I dont mind letting you into the secret. Would you believe that that grand baronet there, would-be member for West Lynne, used, years ago, to dodge about Abbey Wood, mad after Afy Hallijohn? He didnt call himself Levison then.

Mr. Dill felt as if a hundred pins and needles were pricking at his memory, for there rose up in it certain doubts and troubles touching Richard Hare and one Thorn. He laid his eager hand upon the others arm. Ebenezer James, what did he call himself?

Thorn. A dandy, then, as he is now. He used to come galloping down the Swainson road at dusk, tie his horse in the woods, and monopolize Miss Afy.

How do you know this?

Because Ive seen it a dozen times. I was spooney after Afy myself in those days, and went down there a good deal in an evening. If it hadnt been for him, and  perhaps that murdering villain, Dick Hare, Afy would have listened to me. Not that she cared for Dick; but, you see, they were gentlemen. I am thankful to the stars, now, for my luck in escaping her. With her for a wife, I should have been in a pickle always; as it is, I do get out of it once in a while.

Did you know then that he was Francis Levison?

Not I. He called himself Thorn, I tell you. When he came down to offer himself for member, and oppose Carlyle, I was thunderstruck  like Bethel was a minute ago. Ho ho, said I, so Thorns defunct, and Levison has risen.

What had Otway Bethel to do with him?

Nothing  that I know of. Only Bethel was fond of the woods also  after other game than Afy, though  and may have seen Thorn often. You saw that he recognized him.

Thorn  Levison, I mean  did not appear to like the recognition, said Mr. Dill.

Who would, in his position? laughed Ebenezer James. I dont like to be reminded of many a wild scrape of my past life, in my poor station; and what would it be for Levison, were it to come out that he once called himself Thorn, and came running after Miss Afy Hallijohn?

Why did he call himself Thorn? Why disguise his own name?

Not knowing, cant say. Is his name Levison, or is it Thorn?

Nonsense, Mr. Ebenezer!

Mr. Dill, bursting with the strange news he had heard, endeavored to force his way through the crowd, that he might communicate it to Mr. Carlyle. The crowd was, however, too dense for him, and he had to wait the opportunity of escaping with what patience he might. When it came he made his way to the office, and entered Mr. Carlyles private room. That gentleman was seated at his desk, signing letters.

Why, Dill, you are out of breath!

Well I may be! Mr. Archibald, I have been listening to the most extraordinary statement. I have found out about Thorn. Who do you think he is?

Mr. Carlyle put down his pen and looked full in the old mans face; he had never seen him so excited.

Its that man, Levison.

I do not understand you, said Mr. Carlyle. He did not. It was as good as Hebrew to him. The Levison of to-day, your opponent, is the Thorn who went after Afy Hallijohn. It is so, Mr. Archibald.

It cannot be! slowly uttered Mr. Carlyle, thought upon thought working havoc with his brain. Where did you hear this?

Mr. Dill told his tale. Otway Bethels recognition of him; Sir Francis Levisons scared paleness, for he had noticed that; Mr. Ebenezers revelation. The point in it all, that finally settled most upon Mr. Carlyle, was the thought that if Levison were indeed the man, he could not be instrumental in bringing him to justice.

Bethel has denied to me more than once that he knew Thorn, or was aware of such a man being in existence, observed Mr. Carlyle.

He must have had a purpose in it, then, returned Mr. Dill. They knew each other to-day. Levison recognized him for certain, although he carried it off with a high hand, pretending not.

And it was not as Levison, but as Thorn, that Bethel recognized him?

Theres little doubt of that. He did not mention the name, Thorn; but he was evidently struck with astonishment at hearing that it was Levison. If they have not some secret between them, Mr. Archibald, Ill never believe my own eyes again.

Mrs. Hares opinion is that Bethel had to do with the murder, said Mr. Carlyle, in a low tone.

If that is their secret, Bethel knows the murderer, rely upon it, was the answer. Mr. Archibald, it seems to me that now or never is the time to clear up Richard.

Aye; but how set about it? responded Mr. Carlyle.

Meanwhile Barbara had proceeded home in her carriage, her brain as busy as Mr. Carlyles, perhaps more troubled. Her springing lightly and hastily out the moment it stopped, disdaining the footmans arm, her compressed lips and absent countenance, proved that her resolution was set upon some plan of action. William and Madame Vine met her in the hall.

We have seen Dr. Martin, Mrs. Carlyle.

And he says

I cannot stay to hear now, William. I will see you later, madame.

She ran upstairs to her dressing-room, Madame Vine following her with her reproachful eyes. Why should she care? thought madame. It is not her child.

Throwing her parasol on one chair, her gloves on another, down sat Barbara to her writing-table. I will write to him; I will have him here, if it be but for an hour! she passionately exclaimed. This shall be, so far, cleared up. I am as sure as sure can be that it is that man. The very action Richard described! And there was the diamond ring! For better, for worse, I will send for him; but it will not be for worse if God is with us.

She dashed off a letter, getting up ere she had well begun it, to order her carriage round again. She would trust none but herself to put it in the post.

MY DEAR MR. SMITH  We want you here. Something has arisen that it is necessary to see you upon. You can get here by Saturday. Be in these grounds, near the covered walk, that evening at dusk. Ever yours,

B.

And the letter was addressed to Mr. Smith, of some street in Liverpool, the address furnished by Richard. Very cautious to see, was Barbara. She even put Mr. Smith, inside the letter.

Now stop, cried Barbara to herself, as she was folding it. I ought to send him a five pound note, for he may not have the means to come; and I dont think I have one of that amount in the house.

She looked in her secretaire. Not a single five-pound note. Out of the room she ran, meeting Joyce, who was coming along the corridor.

Do you happen to have a five-pound note, Joyce?

No, maam, not by me.

I dare say Madame Vine has. I paid her last week, and there were two five-pound notes amongst it. And away went Barbara to the gray parlor.

Could you lend me a five-pound note, Madame Vine? I have occasion to enclose one in a letter, and find I do not possess one.

Madame Vine went to her room to get it. Barbara waited. She asked William what Dr. Martin said.

He tried my chest with  oh, I forget what they call it  and he said I must be a brave boy and take my cod-liver oil well, and port wine, and everything I liked that was good. And he said he should be at West Lynne next Wednesday afternoon; and I am to go there, and he would call in and see me.

Where are you to meet him?

He said, either at papas office or at Aunt Cornelias, as we might decide. Madame fixed it for papas office, for she thought he might like to see Dr. Martin. I say, mamma.

What? asked Barbara.

Madame Vine has been crying ever since. Why should she?

Im sure I dont know. Crying!

Yes but she wipes her eyes under her spectacles, and thinks I dont see her. I know I am very ill, but why should she cry for that?

Nonsense, William. Who told you you were very ill?

Nobody. I suppose I am, he thoughtfully added. If Joyce or Lucy cried, now, thered be some sense in it, for they have known me all my life.

You are so apt to fancy things! You are always doing it. It is not likely that madame would be crying because you are ill.

Madame came in with the bank-note. Barbara thanked her, ran upstairs, and in another minute or two was in her carriage.

She was back again, and dressing when the gentlemen returned to dinner. Mr. Carlyle came upstairs. Barbara, like most persons who do things without reflection, having had time to cool down from her ardor, was doubting whether she had acted wisely in sending so precipitately for Richard. She carried her doubt and care to her husband, her sure refuge in perplexity.

Archibald, I fear I have done a foolish thing.

He laughed. I fear we all do that at times, Barbara. What is it?

He had seated himself in one of Barbaras favorite low chairs, and she stood before him, leaning on his shoulder, her face a little behind, so that he could not see it. In her delicacy she would not look at him while she spoke what she was going to speak.

It is something that I have had upon my mind for years, and I did not like to tell it to you.

For years?

You remember that night, years ago, when Richard was at the Grove in disguise

Which night, Barbara? He came more than once.

The night  the night that Lady Isabel quitted East Lynne, she answered, not knowing how better to bring it to his recollection and she stole her hand lovingly into his, as she said it. Richard came back after his departure, saying he had met Thorn in Bean lane. He described the peculiar motion of the hand as he threw back his hair from his brow; he spoke of the white hand and the diamond ring  how it glittered in the moonlight. Do you remember?

I do.

The motion appeared perfectly familiar to me, for I had seen it repeatedly used by one then staying at East Lynne. I wondered you did not recognize it. From that night I had little doubt as to the identity of Thorn. I believed that he and Captain Levison were one.

A pause. Why did you not tell me so, Barbara?

How could I speak of that man to you, at that time? Afterwards, when Richard was here, that snowy winters day, he asserted that he knew Sir Francis Levison; that he had seen him and Thorn together; and that put me off the scent. But to-day, as I was passing the Raven, in the carriage  going very slow, on account of the crowd  he was perched out there, addressing the people, and I saw the very same action  the old action that I had used to see.

Barbara paused. Mr. Carlyle did not interrupt her.

I feel a conviction that they are the same  that Richard must have been under some unaccountable mistake in saying that he knew Francis Levison. Besides, who but he, in evening dress, would have been likely to go through Bean lane that night? It leads to no houses, but one wishing to avoid the high road could get into it from these grounds, and so on to West Lynne. He must have gone back directly on foot to West Lynne, to get the post carriage, as was proved, and he would naturally go through Bean lane. Forgive me, Archibald, for recalling these things to you, but I feel so sure that Levison and Thorn are one.

I know they are, he quietly said.

Barbara, in her astonishment drew back and stared him in the face  a face of severe dignity it was just then.

Oh, Archibald! Did you know it at that time?

I did not know it until this afternoon. I never suspected it.

I wonder you did not. I have wondered often.

So do I now. Dill, Ebenezer James, and Otway Bethel  who came home to-day  were standing before the Raven, listening to his speech, when Bethel recognized him; not as Levison  he was infinitely astonished to find he was Levison. Levison, they say, was scared at the recognition, and changed color. Bethel would give no explanation, and moved away; but James told Dill that Levison was the man Thorn who used to be after Afy Hallijohn.

How did you know? breathlessly asked Barbara.

Because Mr. Ebenezer was after Afy himself, and repeatedly saw Thorn in the wood. Barbara, I believe now that it was Levison who killed Hallijohn, but I should like to know what Bethel had to do with it.

Barbara clasped her hands. How strange it is! she exclaimed, in some excitement. Mamma told me, yesterday, that she was convinced something or other was going to turn up relative to the murder. She had had the most distressing dream, she said, connected with Richard and Bethel, and somebody else, whom she appeared to know in the dream, but could not recognize or remember when she was awake. She was as ill as could be  she does put such faith in these wretched dreams.

One would think you did also, Barbara, by your vehemence.

No, no; you know better. But it is strange  you must acknowledge that it is  that, so sure as anything fresh happens touching the subject of the murder, so sure is a troubled dream the forerunner of it. Mamma does not have them at other times. Bethel denied to you that he knew Thorn.

I know he did.

And now it turns out that he does know him, and he is always in mammas dreams  none more prominent in them than Bethel. But, Archibald, I am not telling you  I have sent for Richard.

You have?

I felt sure that Levison was Thorn. I did not expect that others would recognize him, and I acted on the impulse of the moment and wrote to Richard, telling him to be here on Saturday evening. The letter is gone.

Well, we must shelter him as best we can.

Archibald  dear Archibald, what can be done to clear him? she asked, the tears rising to her eyes.

Being Levison, I cannot act.

What! she uttered. Not act  not act for Richard!

He bent his clear, truthful eyes upon her.

My dearest, how can I?

She looked a little rebellious, and the tears fell.

You have not considered, Barbara. Any one in the world but Levison; it would look like my own revenge.

Forgive me! she softly whispered. You are always right. I did not think of it in that light. But, what steps do you imagine can be taken?

It is a case encompassed with difficulties, mused Mr. Carlyle. Let us wait until Richard comes.

Do you happen to have a five-pound note in your pocket, Archibald? I had not one to send to him, and borrowed it from Madame Vine.

He took out his pocket book and gave it to her.

In the gray parlor, in the dark twilight of the April evening  or it was getting far into the night  were William Carlyle and Lady Isabel. It had been a warm day, but the spring evenings were still chilly, and a fire burned in the grate. There was no blaze, the red embers were smoldering and half dead, but Madame Vine did not bestir herself to heed the fire. William lay on the sofa, and she sat by, looking at him. Her glasses were off, for the tears wetted them continually; and it was not the recognition of the children she feared. He was tired with the drive to Lynneborough and back, and lay with eyes shut; she thought asleep. Presently he opened them.

How long will it be before I die?

The words took her utterly by surprise, and her heart went round in a whirl. What do you mean, William? Who said anything about dying?

Oh, I know. I know by the fuss there is over me. You heard what Hannah said the other night.

What? When?

When she brought in the tea, and I was lying on the rug. I was not asleep, though you thought I was. You told her she ought to be more cautious, for that I might not have been asleep.

I dont remember much about it, said Lady Isabel, at her wits ends how to remove the impression Hannahs words must have created, had he indeed heard them. Hannah talks great nonsense sometimes.

She said I was going on fast to the grave.

Did she? Nobody attends to Hannah. She is only a foolish girl. We shall soon have you well, when the warm weather comes.

Madame Vine.

Well, my darling?

Wheres the use of your trying to deceive me? Do you think I dont see that you are doing it? Im not a baby; you might if it were Archibald. What is it thats the matter with me?

Nothing. Only you are not strong. When you get strong again, you will be as well as ever.

William shook his head in disbelief. He was precisely that sort of child from whom it is next to impossible to disguise facts; quick, thoughtful, observant, and advanced beyond his years. Had no words been dropped in his hearing, he would have suspected the evil, by the care evinced for him, but plenty of words had been dropped; hints, by which he had gathered suspicion; broad assertions, like Hannahs, which had too fully supplied it; and the boy in his inmost heart, knew as well that death was coming for him as that death itself did.

Then, if theres nothing the matter with me, why could not Dr. Martin speak to you before me to-day? Why did he send me into the other room while he told you what he thought? Ah, Madame Vine, I am as wise as you.

A wise little boy, but mistaken sometimes, she said from her aching heart.

Its nothing to die, when God loves us. Lord Vane says so. He had a little brother who died.

A sickly child, who was never likely to live, he had been pale and ailing from a baby, spoke Lady Isabel.

Why! Did you know him?

I  I heard so, she replied, turning off her thoughtless avowal in the best manner she could.

Dont you know that I am going to die?

No.

Then why have you been grieving since we left Dr. Martins? And why do you grieve at all for me? I am not your child.

The words, the scene altogether, overcame her. She knelt down by the sofa, and her tears burst forth freely. There! You see! cried William.

Oh, William, I  I had a little boy of my own, and when I look at you, I think of him, and that is why I cry.

I know. You have told us of him before. His name was William, too.

She leaned over him, her breath mingling with his; she took his little hand in hers; William, do you know that those whom God loves best He takes first? Were you to die, you would go to Heaven, leaving all the cares and sorrows of the world behind you. It would have been happier for many of us had we died in infancy.

Would it have been happier for you?

Yes, she faintly said. I have had more than my share of sorrow. Sometimes I think that I cannot support it.

Is it not past, then? Do you have sorrow now?

I have it always. I shall have it till I die. Had I died a child, William, I should have escaped it. Oh! The world is full of it! full and full.

What sort of sorrow?

All sorts. Pain, sickness, care, trouble, sin, remorse, weariness, she wailed out. I cannot enumerate the half that the world brings upon us. When you are very, very tired, William, does it not seem a luxury, a sweet happiness, to lie down at night in your little bed, waiting for the bliss of sleep?

Yes. And I am often tired; so tired as that.

Then just so do we, who are tired of the worlds cares, long for the grave in which we shall lie down to rest. We covet it, William; long for it; but you cannot understand that.

We dont lie in the grave, Madame Vine.

No, no, child. Our bodies lie there, to be raised again in beauty at the last day. We go into a blessed place of rest, where sorrow and pain cannot come. I wish  I wish, she uttered, with a bursting heart, that you and I were both there!

Who says the worlds so sorrowful, Madame Vine? I think it is lovely, especially when the suns shining on a hot day, and the butterflies come out. You should see East Lynne on a summers morning, when you are running up and down the slopes, and the trees are waving overhead, and the skys blue, and the roses and flowers are all out. You would not call it a sad world.

A pleasant world one might regret to leave if we were not wearied by pain and care. But, what is this world, take it at its best, in comparison with that other world, Heaven? I have heard of some people who are afraid of death; they fear they shall not go to it; but when God takes a little child there it is because He loves him. It is a land, as Mrs. Barbauld says, where the roses are without thorns, where the flowers are not mixed with brambles

I have seen the flowers, interrupted William, rising in his earnestness. They are ten times brighter than our flowers here.

Seen the flowers! The flowers we shall see in Heaven? she echoed.

I have seen a picture of them. We went to Lynneborough to see Martins picture of the Last Judgment  I dont mean Dr. Martin, said William interrupting himself.

I know.

There were three pictures. One was called the Plains of Heaven, and I liked that best; and so we all did. Oh, you should have seen it! Did you ever see them, Madame Vine?

No. I have heard of them.

There was a river, you know, and boats, beautiful gondolas they looked, taking the redeemed to the shores of Heaven. They were shadowy figures in white robes, myriads of them, for they reached all up in the air to the holy city; it seemed to be in the clouds coming down from God. The flowers grew on the banks of the river, pink, and blue, and violet, all colors they were, but so bright and beautiful; brighter than our flowers are.

Who took you to see the pictures?

Papa. He took me and Lucy; and Mrs. Hare went with us, and Barbara  she was not our mamma then. But, madame  dropping his voice what stupid thing do you think Lucy asked papa?

What did she ask him?

She asked whether mamma was amongst that crowd in the white robes; whether she was gone up to Heaven? Our mamma that was, you know, and lots of people could hear what she said.

Lady Isabel dropped her face upon her hands.

What did your papa answer? she breathed.

I dont know. Nothing, I think; he was talking to Barbara. But it was very stupid of Lucy, because Wilson has told her over and over again that she must never talk of Lady Isabel to papa. Miss Manning told her so too. When we got home, and Wilson heard of it, she said Lucy deserved a good shaking.

Why must not Lady Isabel be talked of to him?

A moment after the question had left her lips, she wondered what possessed her to give utterance to it.

Ill tell you, said William in a whisper. She ran away from papa. Lucy talks nonsense about her having been kidnapped, but she knows nothing. I do, though they dont think it, perhaps.

She may be among the redeemed, some time, William, and you with her.

He fell back on the sofa-pillow with a weary sigh, and lay in silence. Lady Isabel shaded her face, and remained in silence also. Soon she was aroused from it; William was in a fit of loud, sobbing tears.

Oh, I dont want to die! I dont want to die! Why should I go and leave papa and Lucy?

She hung over him; she clasped her arms around him; her tears, her sobs, mingling with his. She whispered to him sweet and soothing words; she placed him so that he might sob out his grief upon her bosom; and in a little while the paroxysm had passed.

Hark! exclaimed William. Whats that?

A sound of talking and laughter in the hall. Mr. Carlyle, Lord Mount Severn, and his son were leaving the dining-room. They had some committee appointed that evening at West Lynne and were departing to keep it. As the hall-door closed upon them, Barbara came into the gray parlor. Up rose Madame Vine, scuffled on her spectacles, and took her seat soberly upon a chair.

All in the dark, and your fire going out! exclaimed Barbara, as she hastened to stir the latter and send it into a blaze. Whos on the sofa? William, you ought to be to bed!

Not yet, mamma. I dont want to go yet.

But it is quite time that you should, she returned, ringing the bell. To sit up at night is not the way to make you strong.

William was dismissed. And then she returned to Madame Vine, and inquired what Dr. Martin had said.

He said the lungs were undoubtedly affected; but, like all doctors, he would give no decisive opinion. I could see that he had formed one.

Mrs. Carlyle looked at her. The firelight played especially upon the spectacles, and she moved her chair into the shade.

Dr. Martin will see him again next week; he is coming to West Lynne. I am sure, by the tone of his voice, by his evasive manner, that he anticipates the worst, although he would not say so in words.

I will take William into West Lynne myself, observed Barbara. The doctor will, of course, tell me. I came in to pay my debts, she added, dismissing the subject of the child, and holding out a five-pound note.

Lady Isabel mechanically stretched out her hand for it.

Whilst we are, as may be said, upon the money topic, resumed Barbara, in a gay tone, will you allow me to intimate that both myself and Mr. Carlyle very much disapprove of your making presents to the children. I was calculating, at a rough guess the cost of the toys and things you have bought for them, and I think it must amount to a very large portion of the salary you have received. Pray do not continue this, Madame Vine.

I have no one else to spend my money on; I love the children, was madames answer, somewhat sharply given, as if she were jealous of the interference between her and the children, and would resent it.

Nay, you have yourself. And if you do not require much outlay, you have, I should suppose, a reserve fund to which to put your money. Be so kind as to take the hint, madame, otherwise I shall be compelled more peremptorily to forbid your generosity. It is very good of you, very kind; but if you do not think yourself, we must for you.

I will buy them less, was the murmured answer. I must give them a little token of love now and then.

That you are welcome to do  a little token, once in a way, but not the costly toys you have been purchasing. Have you ever had an acquaintance with Sir Francis Levison? continued Mrs. Carlyle, passing with abruptness from one point to another.

An inward shiver, a burning cheek, a heartpang of wild remorse, and a faint answer. No.

I fancied from your manner when I was speaking of him the other day, that you knew him or had known him. No compliment, you will say, to assume an acquaintance with such a man. He is a stranger to you, then?

Another faint reply. Yes.

Barbara paused.

Do you believe in fatality, Madame Vine?

Yes, I do, was the steady answer.

I dont, and yet the very question proved that she did not wholly disbelieve it. No, I dont, added Barbara, stoutly, as she approached the sofa vacated by William, and sat down upon it, thus bringing herself opposite and near to Madame Vine. Are you aware that it was Francis Levison who brought the evil to this house?

The evil   stammered Madame Vine.

Yes, it was he, she resumed, taking the hesitating answer for an admission that the governess knew nothing, or but little, of past events. It was he who took Lady Isabel from her home  though perhaps she was as willing to go as he was to take her; I do know

Oh, no, no! broke from the unguarded lips of Madame Vine. At least  I mean  I should think not, she added, in confusion.

We shall never know; and of what consequence is it? One thing is certain, she went; another thing, almost equally certain, is, she did not go against her will. Did you ever hear the details?

N  o. Her answer would have been Yes, but possibly the next question might have been, From whom did you hear them?

He was staying at East Lynne. The man had been abroad; outlawed; dared not show his face in England; and Mr. Carlyle, in his generosity, invited him to East Lynne as a place of shelter, where he would be safe from his creditors while something was arranged. He was a connection in some way of Lady Isabels, and they repaid Mr. Carlyle, he and she, by quitting East Lynne together.

Why did Mr. Carlyle give that invitation? The words were uttered in a spirit of remorseful wailing. Mrs. Carlyle believed they were a question put, and she rose up haughtily against it.

Why did he give the invitation? Did I hear you aright, Madame Vine? Did Mr. Carlyle know he was a reprobate? And, if he had known it, was not Isabel his wife? Could he dream of danger for her? If it pleased Mr. Carlyle to fill East Lynne with bad men to-morrow, what would that be to me  to my safety, to my well-being, to my love and allegiance to my husband? What were you thinking of, madame?

Thinking of? She leaned her troubled head upon her hand. Mrs. Carlyle resumed,  

Sitting alone in the drawing-room just now, and thinking matters over, it did seem to me very like what people call a fatality. That man, I say, was the one who wrought the disgrace, the trouble to Mr. Carlyles family; and it is he, I have every reason now to believe, who brought a nearly equal disgrace and trouble upon mine. Did you know Mrs. Carlyle lowered her voice that I have a brother in evil  in shame?

Lady Isabel did not dare to answer that she did know it. Who had there been likely to inform her, the strange governess of the tale of Richard Hare!

So the world calls it  shame, pursued Barbara, growing excited. And it is shame, but not as the world thinks it. The shame lies with another, who had thrust the suffering and shame upon Richard; and that other is Francis Levison. I will tell you the tale. It is worth the telling.

She could only dispose herself to listen; but she wondered what Francis Levison had to do with Richard Hare.

In the days long gone by, when I was little more than a child, Richard took to going after Afy Hallijohn. You have seen the cottage in the wood; she lived there with her father and Joyce. It was very foolish for him; but young men will be foolish. As many more went after her, or wanted to go after her, as she could count upon her ten fingers. Among them, chief of them, more favored even than Richard, was one called Thorn, by social position a gentleman. He was a stranger, and used to ride over in secret. The night of the murder came  the dreadful murder, when Hallijohn was shot down dead. Richard ran away; testimony was strong against him, and the coroners jury brought in a verdict of Wilful Murder against Richard Hare the younger. We never supposed but what he was guilty  of the act, mind you, not of the intention; even mamma, who so loved him, believed he had done it; but she believed it was the result of accident, not design. Oh, the trouble that has been the lot of my poor mamma! cried Barbara, clasping her hands. And she had no one to sympathize with her  no one, no one! I, as I tell you, was little more than a child; and papa, who might have done it, took part against Richard. It went on for three or four years, the sorrow, and there was no mitigation. At the end of that period Richard came for a few hours to West Lynne  came in secret  and we learnt for the first time that he was not guilty. The man who did the deed was Thorn; Richard was not even present. The next question was, how to find Thorn. Nobody knew anything about him  who he was, what he was, where he came from, where he went to; and thus more years passed on. Another Thorn came to West Lynne  an officer in her majestys service; and his appearance tallied with the description Richard had given. I assumed it to be the one; Mr. Carlyle assumed it; but, before anything could be done or even thought of Captain Thorn was gone again.

Barbara paused to take breath, Madame Vine sat listless enough. What was this tale to her?

Again years went on. The period came of Francis Levisons sojourn at East Lynne. Whilst I was there, Captain Thorn arrived once more, on a visit to the Herberts. We then strove to find out points of his antecedents, Mr. Carlyle and I, and we became nearly convinced that he was the man. I had to come here often to see Mr. Carlyle, for mamma did not dare to stir in the affair, papa was so violent against Richard. Thus I often saw Francis Levison; but he was visible to scarcely any other visitor, being at East Lynne en cachette. He intimated that he was afraid of encountering creditors. I now begin to doubt whether that was not a false plea; and I remember Mr. Carlyle said, at the time, that he had no creditors in or near West Lynne.

Then what was his motive for shunning society  for never going out? interrupted Lady Isabel. Too well she remembered that bygone time; Francis Levison had told that the fear of his creditors kept him up so closely; though he had once said to her they were not in the immediate neighborhood of East Lynne.

He had a worse fear upon him than that of creditors, returned Mrs. Carlyle. Singular to say, during this visit of Captain Thorn to the Herberts, we received an intimation from my brother that he was once more about to venture for a few hours to West Lynne. I brought the news to Mr. Carlyle. I had to see him and consult with him more frequently than ever; mamma was painfully restless and anxious, and Mr. Carlyle as eager as we were for the establishment of Richards innocence; for Miss Carlyle and papa are related, consequently the disgrace may be said to reflect on the Carlyle name.

Back went Lady Isabels memory and her bitter repentance. She remembered how jealously she had attributed these meetings between Mr. Carlyle and Barbara to another source. Oh! Why had she suffered her mind to be so falsely and fatally perverted?

Richard came. It was hastily arranged that he should go privately to Mr. Carlyles office, after the clerks had left for the night, be concealed there, and have an opportunity given him of seeing Captain Thorn. There was no difficulty, for Mr. Carlyle was transacting some matter of business for the captain, and appointed him to be at the office at eight oclock. A memorable night, that, to Mr. Carlyle, for it was the one of his wifes elopement.

Lady Isabel looked up with a start.

It was, indeed. She  Lady Isabel  and Mr. Carlyle were engaged to a dinner party; and Mr. Carlyle had to give it up, otherwise he could not have served Richard. He is always considerate and kind, thinking of others welfare  never of his own gratification. Oh, it was an anxious night. Papa was out. I waited at home with mamma, doing what I could to sooth her restless suspense, for there was hazard to Richard in his night walk through West Lynne to keep the appointment; and, when it was over, he was to come home for a short interview with mamma, who had not seen him for several years.

Barbara stopped, lost in thought. Not a word spoke Madame Vine. She still wondered what this affair touching Richard Hare and Thorn could have to do with Francis Levison.

I watched from the window and saw them come in at the garden gate  Mr. Carlyle and Richard  between nine and ten oclock, I think it must have been then. The first words they said to me were that it was not the Captain Thorn spoken of by Richard. I felt a shock of disappointment, which was wicked enough of me, but I had been so sure he was the man; and to hear that he was not, seemed to throw us further back than ever. Mr. Carlyle, on the contrary, was glad for he had taken a liking to Captain Thorn. Well, Richard went in to mamma, and Mr. Carlyle was so kind as to accede to her request that he would remain and pace the garden with me. We were so afraid of papas coming home; he was bitter against Richard, and would inevitably have delivered him up at once to justice. Had he come in, Mr. Carlyle was to keep him in the garden by the gate whilst I ran in to give notice and conceal Richard in the hall. Richard lingered; papa did not come; and I cannot tell how long we paced there; but I had my shawl on, and it was a lovely moonlight night.

That unhappy listener clasped her hands to pain. The matter-of-fact tone, the unconscious mention of commonplace trifles, proved that they had not been pacing about in disloyalty to her, or for their own gratification. Why had she not trusted her noble husband? Why had she listened to that false man, as he pointed them out to her walking there in the moonlight? Why had she given vent, in the chariot, to that burst of passionate tears, of angry reproach? Why, oh! why had she hastened to be revenged? But for seeing them together, she might not have done as she did.

Richard came forth at last, and departed, to be again an exile. Mr. Carlyle also departed; and I remained at the gate, watching for papa. By and by Mr. Carlyle came back again; he had got nearly home when he remembered that he had left a parchment at our house. It seemed to be nothing but coming back; for just after he had gone a second time, Richard returned in a state of excitement, stating that he had seen Thorn  Thorn the murderer, I mean  in Bean lane. For a moment I doubted him, but not for long, and we ran after Mr. Carlyle. Richard described Thorns appearance; his evening dress, his white hands and diamond ring; more particularly he described a peculiar motion of his hand as he threw back his hair. In that moment it flashed across me that Thorn must be Captain Levison; the description was exact. Many and many a time since have I wondered that the thought did not strike Mr. Carlyle.

Lady Isabel sat with her mouth open, as if she could not take in the sense of the words; and when it did become clear to her, she utterly rejected it.

Francis Levison a murderer! Oh, no! bad man as he is, he is not that.

Wait, said Mrs. Carlyle. I did not speak of this doubt  nay, this conviction  which had come; how could I mention to Mr. Carlyle the name of the man who did him that foul wrong? And Richard has remained so long in exile, with the ban of guilt upon him. To-day as my carriage passed through West Lynne, Francis Levison was haranguing the people. I saw that very same action  the throwing back of the hair with his white hand. I saw the selfsame diamond ring; and my conviction that he was the same man became more firmly seated than ever.

It is impossible! murmured Lady Isabel.

Wait, I say, said Barbara. When Mr. Carlyle came home to dinner, I, for the first time, mentioned this to him. It was no news  the fact was not. This afternoon during that same harangue, Francis Levison was recognized by two witnesses to be the man Thorn  the man who went after Afy Hallijohn. It is horrible.

Lady Isabel sat and looked at Mrs. Carlyle. Not yet did she believe it.

Yes, it does appear to me as being perfectly horrible, continued Mrs. Carlyle. He murdered Hallijohn  he, that bad man; and my poor brother has suffered the odium. When Richard met him that night in Bean lane, he was sneaking to West Lynne in search of the chaise that afterward bore away him and his companion. Papa saw them drive away. Papa stayed out late; and, in returning home, a chaise and four tore past, just as he was turning in at the gate. If that miserable Lady Isabel had but known with whom she was flying! A murderer! In addition to his other achievements. It is a mercy for her that she is no longer alive. What would her feelings be?

What were they, then, as she sat there? A murderer? And she had  In spite of her caution, of her strife for self-command, she turned of a deadly whiteness, and a low, sharp cry of horror and despair burst from her lips.

Mrs. Carlyle was astonished. Why should her communication have produced this effect upon Madame Vine? A renewed suspicion that she knew more of Francis Levison than she would acknowledge, stole over her.

Madame Vine, what is he to you? she asked, bending forward.

Madame Vine, doing fierce battle with herself, recovered her outward equanimity. I beg your pardon, Mrs. Carlyle, she said, shivering; I am apt to picture things too vividly. It is, as you say, so very horrible.

Is he nothing to you? Dont you know him?

He is nothing to me  less than nothing. As to knowing him  I saw him yesterday, when they put him into the pond. A man like that! I should shudder to meet him!

Ay, indeed! said Barbara, reassured. You will understand, Madame Vine, that this history has been given to you in confidence. I look upon you as one of ourselves.

There was no answer. Madame Vine sat on, with her white face. She and it wore altogether a ghastly look.

It tells like a fable out of a romance, resumed Mrs. Carlyle. Well for him if the romance be not ended in the gibbet. Fancy what it would be for him  Sir Francis Levison  to be hung for murder!

Barbara, my dearest!

The voice was Mr. Carlyles, and she flew off on the wings of love. It appeared that the gentlemen had not yet departed, and now thought they would take coffee first.

She flew off to her idolized husband, leaving her who had once been idolized to her loneliness. She sank down on the sofa; she threw her arms up in her heart-sickness; she thought she would faint; she prayed to die. It was horrible, as Barbara had called it. For that man with the red stain upon his hand and soul she had flung away Archibald Carlyle.

If ever retribution came home to woman, it came home in that hour to Lady Isabel.


CHAPTER XXXVII.

MR. CARLYLE INVITED TO SOME PATE DE FOIE GRAS.

A sighing morning wind swept round the domains of East Lynne, bending the tall poplar trees in the distance, swaying the oak and elms nearer, rustling the fine old chestnuts in the park, a melancholy, sweeping, fitful wind. The weather had changed from brightness and warmth, and heavy, gathering clouds seemed to be threatening rain; so, at least, deemed one wayfarer, who was journeying on a solitary road that Saturday night.

He was on foot. A man attired in the garb of a sailor, with black, curling ringlets of hair, and black, curling whiskers; a prodigious pair of whiskers, hiding his neck above his blue, turned collar, hiding partially his face. The glazed hat, brought low upon his brows, concealed it still more; and he wore a loose, rough pea-jacket and wide rough trousers hitched up with a belt. Bearing steadily on, he struck into Bean lane, a by-way already mentioned in this history, and from thence, passing through a small, unfrequented gate, he found himself in the grounds of East Lynne.

Let me see, mused he as he closed the gate behind him, and slipped the bolt. The covered walk? That must be near the acacia trees. Then I must wind round to the right. I wonder if either of them will be there, waiting for me?

Yes. Pacing the covered walk in her bonnet and mantle, as if taking an evening stroll  had any one encountered her, which was very unlikely, seeing that it was the most retired spot in the grounds  was Mrs. Carlyle.

Oh, Richard! My poor brother!

Locked in a yearning embrace, emotion overpowered both. Barbara sobbed like a child. A little while, and then he put her from him, to look at her.

So Barbara, you are a wife now?

Oh, the happiest wife! Richard, sometimes I ask myself what I have done that God should have showered down blessings so great upon me. But for the sad trouble when I think of you, my life would be as one long summers day. I have the sweetest baby  nearly a year old he is now; I shall have another soon, God willing. And Archibald  oh, I am so happy!

She broke suddenly off with the name Archibald; not even to Richard could she speak of her intense love for, and happiness in her husband.

How is it at the Grove? he asked.

Quite well; quite as usual. Mamma has been in better health lately. She does not know of this visit, but

I must see her, interrupted Richard. I did not see her the last time, you remember.

All in good time to talk of that. How are you getting on in Liverpool? What are you doing?

Dont inquire too closely, Barbara. I have no regular work, but I get a job at the docks, now and then, and rub on. It is seasonable help, that, which comes to me occasionally from you. Is it from you or Carlyle?

Barbara laughed. How are we to distinguish? His money is mine now, and mine is his. We dont have separate purses, Richard; we send it to you jointly.

Sometimes I have fancied it came from my mother.

Barbara shook her head. We have never allowed mamma to know that you left London, or that we hold an address where we can write to you. It would not have done.

Why have you summoned me here, Barbara? What has turned up?

Thorn has  I think. You would know him again Richard?

Know him! passionately echoed Richard Hare.

Were you aware that a contest for the membership is going on at West Lynne?

I saw it in the newspapers. Carlyle against Sir Francis Levison. I say, Barbara, how could he think of coming here to oppose Carlyle after his doing with Lady Isabel?

I dont know, said Barbara. I wonder that he should come here for other reasons also. First of all, Richard, tell me how you came to know Sir Francis Levison. You say you did know him, and that you had seen him with Thorn.

So I do know him, answered Richard. And I saw him with Thorn twice.

Know him by sight only, I presume. Let me hear how you came to know him.

He was pointed out to me. I saw him walk arm-in-arm with a gentleman, and I showed them to the waterman at the cab-stand hard by. Do you know that fellow? I asked him, indicating Thorn, for I wanted to come at who he really is  which I didnt do. I dont know that one, the old chap answered, but the one with him is Levison the baronet. They are often together  a couple of swells they looked.

And thats how you got to know Levison?

That was it, said Richard Hare.

Then, Richard, you and the waterman made a mess of it between you. He pointed out the wrong one, or you did not look at the right. Thorn is Sir Francis Levison.

Richard stared at her with all his eyes.

Nonsense, Barbara!

He is, I have never doubted it since the night you saw him in Bean lane. The action you described, of his pushing back his hair, his white hands, his sparkling diamond ring, could only apply in my mind to one person  Francis Levison. On Thursday I drove by the Raven, when he was speechifying to the people, and I noticed the selfsame action. In the impulse of the moment I wrote off for you, that you might come and set the doubt at rest. I need not have done it, it seems, for when Mr. Carlyle returned home that evening, and I acquainted him with what I had done, he told me that Thorn and Francis Levison are one and the same. Otway Bethel recognized him that same afternoon, and so did Ebenezer James.

Theyd both know him, eagerly cried Richard. James I am positive would, for he was skulking down to Hallijohns often then, and saw Thorn a dozen times. Otway Bethel must have seen him also, though he protested he had not. Barbara!

The name was uttered in affright, and Richard plunged amidst the trees, for somebody was in sight  a tall, dark form advancing from the end of the walk. Barbara smiled. It was only Mr. Carlyle, and Richard emerged again.

Fears still, Richard, Mr. Carlyle exclaimed, as he shook Richard cordially by the hand. So you have changed your travelling toggery.

I couldnt venture here again in the old suit; it had been seen, you said, returned Richard. I bought this rig-out yesterday, second-hand. Two pounds for the lot  I think they shaved me.

Ringlets and all? laughed Mr. Carlyle.

Its the old hair oiled and curled, cried Dick. The barber charged a shilling for doing it, and cut my hair into the bargain. I told him not to spare grease, for I liked the curls to shine  sailors always do. Mr. Carlyle, Barbara says that Levison and that brute Thorn  the ones as much of a brute as the other, though  have turned out to be the same.

They have, Richard, as it appears. Nevertheless, it may be as well for you to take a private view of Levison before anything is done  as you once did by the other Thorn. It would not do to make a stir, and then discover that there was a mistake  that he was not Thorn.

When can I see him? asked Richard, eagerly.

It must be contrived somehow. Were you to hang about the doors of the Raven  this evening, even  youd be sure to get the opportunity, for he is always passing in and out. No one will know you, or think of you, either: their heads are turned with the election.

I shall look odd to peoples eyes. You dont get many sailors in West Lynne.

Not odd at all. We have a Russian bear here at present, and youll be nobody beside him.

A Russian bear! repeated Richard, while Barbara laughed.

Mr. Otway Bethel has returned in what is popularly supposed to be a bears hide; hence the new name he is greeted with. Will it turn out, Richard that he had anything to do with the murder?

Richard shook his head.

He couldnt have, Mr. Carlyle; I have said so all along. But about Levison. If I find him to be the man Thorn, what steps can then be taken?

Thats the difficulty, said Mr. Carlyle.

Who will set it agoing. Who will move in it?

You must, Richard.

I! uttered Richard Hare, in consternation. I move in it!

You, yourself. Who else is there? I have been thinking it well over, and can hit upon no one.

Why, wont you take it upon yourself, Mr. Carlyle?

No. Being Levison, was the answer.

Curse him! impetuously retorted Richard. Curse him doubly if he be the double villain. But why should you scruple Mr. Carlyle? Most men, wronged as you have been, would leap at the opportunity for revenge.

For the crime perpetrated upon Hallijohn I would pursue him to the scaffold. For my own wrong, no. But the remaining negative has cost me something. Many a time, since this appearance of his at West Lynne, have I been obliged to lay violent control upon myself, or I should have horsewhipped him within an ace of his life.

If you horsewhipped him to death he would only meet his deserts.

I leave him to a higher retribution  to One who says, Vengeance is mine. I believe him to be guilty of the murder but if the uplifting of my finger would send him to his disgraceful death, I would tie down my hand rather than lift it, for I could not, in my own mind, separate the man from the injury. Though I might ostensibly pursue him as the destroyer of Hallijohn, to me he would appear ever as the destroyer of another, and the world, always charitable, would congratulate Mr. Carlyle upon gratifying his revenge. I stir in it not, Richard.

Couldnt Barbara? pleaded Richard.

Barbara was standing with her arm entwined within her husbands, and Mr. Carlyle looked down as he answered,  

Barbara is my wife.

It was a sufficient answer.

Then the things again at an end, said Richard, gloomily, and I must give up hope of ever being cleared.

By no means, said Mr. Carlyle. The one who ought to act in this is your father, Richard; but we know he will not. Your mother cannot. She has neither health nor energy for it; and if she had a full supply of both, she would not dare to brave her husband and use them in the cause. My hands are tied; Barbaras equally so, as part of me. There only remains yourself.

And what can I do? wailed poor Dick. If your hands are tied, Im sure my whole body is, speaking in comparison; hands, and legs, and neck. Its in jeopardy, that is, every hour.

Your acting in this affair need not put it any the more in jeopardy. You must stay in the neighborhood for a few days

I dare not, interposed Richard, in a fright. Stay in the neighborhood for a few days! No; that I never may.

Listen, Richard. You must put away these timorous fears, or else you must make up your mind to remain under the ban for good; and, remember, your mothers happiness is at stake equally with yours  I could almost say her life. Do you suppose I would advise you for danger? You used to say there was some place, a mile or two from this, where you could sojourn in safety.

So there is. But I always feel safer when I get away from it.

There your quarters must be, for two or three days at any rate. I have turned matters over in my own mind, and will tell you what I think should be done, so far as the preliminary step goes, though I do not interfere myself.

Only the preliminary step! There must be a pretty many to follow it, sir, if its to come to anything. Well, what is it?

Apply to Ball & Treadman, and get them to take it.

They were now slowly pacing the covered walk, Barbara on her husbands arm, Richard by the side of Mr. Carlyle. Dick stopped when he heard the last words.

I dont understand you, Mr. Carlyle. You might as well advise me to go before the bench of magistrates at once. Ball & Treadman would walk me off there as soon as I showed myself.

Nothing of the sort, Richard. I do not tell you to go openly to their office, as another client would. What I would advise is this  make a friend of Mr. Ball; he can be a good man and true, if he chooses; tell the whole story to him in a private place and interview, and ask him whether he will carry it through. If he is fully impressed with the conviction that you are innocent, as the facts appear to warrant, he will undertake it. Treadman need know nothing of the affair at first; and when Ball puts things in motion, he need not know that you are here, or where you are to be found.

I dont dislike Ball, mused Richard, and if he would only give his word to be true, I know he would be. The difficulty will be, who is to get the promise from him?

I will, said Mr. Carlyle. I will so far pave the way for you. That done, my interference is over.

How will he go about it, think you, if he does take it up?

That is his affair. I know how I should.

How, sir?

You cannot expect me to say, Richard. I might as well act for you.

I know. Youd go at it slap-dash, and arrest Levison offhand on the charge.

A smile parted Mr. Carlyles lips, for Dick had just guessed it. But his countenance gave no clue by which anything could be gathered.

A thought flashed across Richards mind; a thought which rose up on end even his false hair. Mr. Carlyle, he uttered, in an accent of horror, if Ball should take it up in that way against Levison, he must apply to the bench for a warrant.

Well? quietly returned Mr. Carlyle.

And theyd send and clap me into prison. You know the warrant is always out against me.

Youd never make a conjurer, Richard. I dont pretend to say, or guess at, what Balls proceedings may be. But, in applying to the bench for a warrant against Levison  should that form part of them  is there any necessity for him to bring you in  to say: Gentlemen, Richard Hare is within reach, ready to be taken? Your fears run away with your common sense, Richard.

Ah, well, if you had lived with the cord around your neck this many a year, not knowing any one hour but it might get tied the next, youd lose your common sense, too, at times, humbly sighed poor Richard. Whats to be my first move, sir?

Your first move, Richard, must be to go to this place of concealment, which you know of, and remain quiet there until Monday. On Monday, at dusk, be here again. Meanwhile, I will see Ball. By the way, though, before speaking to Ball, I must hear from yourself that Thorn and Levison are one.

I will go down to the Raven at once, eagerly cried Richard. Ill come back here, to this walk, as soon as I have obtained sight of him. With the last words he turned, and was speeding off, when Barbara caught him.

You will be so tired, Richard.

Tired! echoed Richard Hare. A hundred miles on foot would not tire me if Thorn was at the end of them, waiting to be identified. I may not be back for two or three hours, but I will come, and wait here till you come out to me.

You must be hungry and thirsty, returned Barbara, the tears in her eyes. How I wish we dare have you in, and shelter you. But I can manage to bring some refreshments out here.

I dont require it, Barbara. I left the train at the station next before West Lynne, and dropped into a roadside public house as I walked, and got a good supper. Let me go, dear, I am all in a fever.

Richard departed, reached the part of West Lynne where the Raven was situated, and was so far favored by fortune that he had not long to wait. Scarcely had he taken up his lounge outside, when two gentlemen came forth from it, arm-in-arm. Being the headquarters of one of the candidates, the idlers of the place thought they could not do better than make it their headquarters also, and the road and pavement were never free from loitering starers and gossipers. Richard Hare, his hat well over his eyes, and his black ringlets made the most of, only added one to the rest.

Two gentlemen came forth, arm-in-arm. The loiterers raised a feeble shout of Levison forever! Richard did not join in the shout, but his pulses were beating, and his heart leaped up within him. The one was Thorn; the other the gentleman he had seen with Thorn in London, pointed out to him  as he had believed  as Sir Francis Levison.

Which of those two is Levison? he inquired of a man near whom he stood.

Dont you know him? Him with the hat off, bowing his thanks to us, is Levison.

No need to inquire further. It was the Thorn of Richards memory. His ungloved hand, raised to his hat, was as white as ever; more sparkling than ever, as it flashed in the street gaslight, was the diamond ring. By the hand and ring alone Richard would have sworn to the man, had it been needful.

Who is the other one? he continued.

Some gent as came down from London with him. His names Drake. Be you yellow, sailor, or be you scarlet-and-purple?

I am neither. I am only a stranger, passing through the town.

On the tramp?

Tramp? No. And Richard moved away, to make the best of his progress to East Lynne and report to Mr. Carlyle.

Now it happened, on that windy night, that Lady Isabel, her mind disordered, her brow fevered with its weight of care, stole out into the grounds, after the children had left her for the night, courting any discomfort she might meet. As if they could, even for a moment, cool the fire within! To the solitude of this very covered walk bent she her steps; and, not long had she paced it, when she descried some man advancing, in the garb of a sailor. Not caring to be seen, she turned short off amidst the trees, intending to emerge again when he had passed. She wondered who he was, and what brought him there.

But he did not pass. He lingered in the walk, keeping her a prisoner. A minute more and she saw him joined by Mrs. Carlyle. They met with a loving embrace.

Embrace a strange man? Mrs. Carlyle? All the blood in Lady Isabels body rushed to her brain. Was she, his second wife, false to him  more shamelessly false than even herself had been, inasmuch as she had had the grace to quit him and East Lynne before  as the servant girls say, when they change their sweethearts taking up with another? The positive conviction that such was the case seized firm hold upon her fancy; her thoughts were in a tumult, her mind was a chaos. Was there any small corner of rejoicing in her heart that it was so? And yet, what was it to her? It could not alter by one iota her own position  it could not restore to her the love she had forfeited.

Coupled lovingly together, they were now sauntering up the walk, the sailors arm thrown round the waist of Mrs. Carlyle. Oh! The shameless woman! Ay; she could be bitter enough upon graceless doings when enacted by another.

But, what was her astonishment when she saw Mr. Carlyle advance, and that his appearance caused not the slightest change in their gracelessness, for the sailors arm was not withdrawn. Two or three minutes they stood  the three  talking together in a group. Then the good-nights were exchanged, the sailor left them, and Mr. Carlyle, his own arm lovingly pressed where the others had been, withdrew with his wife. The truth  that it was Barbaras brother  dashed to the mind of Lady Isabel.

Was I mad? she cried, with a hollow laugh. She false to him? No, no; that fate was reserved for me alone!

She followed them to the house  she glanced in at the windows of the drawing-room. Lights and fire were in the room, but the curtains and windows were not closed for the night, for it was through those windows that Mr. Carlyle and his wife had passed in and out on their visits to the covered walk. There they were, alone in their happiness, and she stopped to glance in upon it. Lord Mount Severn had departed for London, to be down again early in the week. The tea was on the table, but Barbara had not begun to make it. She sat on the sofa, by the fire, her face, with its ever loving gaze upon it, turned up to her husbands. He stood near, was talking with apparent earnestness, and looking down at Barbara. Another moment, and a smile crossed his lips, the same sweet smile so often bent upon her in the bygone days. Yes, they were together in their unclouded happiness, and she  she turned away toward her own lonely sitting-room, sick and faint at heart.

Ball & Treadman, as the brass plate on their office door intimated, were conveyancers and attorneys at law. Mr. Treadman, who attended chiefly to the conveyancing, lived at the office, with his family. Mr. Ball, a bachelor, lived away; Lawyer Ball, West Lynne styled him. Not a young bachelor; midway, he may have been between forty and fifty. A short stout man, with a keen face and green eyes. He took up any practice that was brought to him  dirty odds and ends that Mr. Carlyle would not have touched with his toe  but, as that gentleman had remarked, he could be honest and true upon occasion, and there was no doubt that he would be so to Richard Hare. To his house, on Monday morning, early, so as to catch him before he went out, proceeded Mr. Carlyle. A high respect for Mr. Carlyle had Lawyer Ball, as he had had for his father before him. Many a good turn had the Carlyles done him, if only helping him and his partner to clients whom they were too fastidious to take up. But the two, Mr. Carlyle and Lawyer Ball did not rank alike, though their profession was the same; Lawyer Ball knew that they did not, and was content to feel humble. The one was a received gentleman; the other was a country attorney.

Lawyer Ball was at breakfast when Mr. Carlyle was shown in.

Halloo, Carlyle! You are here betimes.

Sit still; dont disturb yourself. Dont ring; I have breakfasted.

The most delicious pate de foie, urged Lawyer Ball, who was a regular gourmand. I get em direct from Strasbourg.

Mr. Carlyle resisted the offered dainty with a smile. I have come on business, said he, not to feast. Before I enter upon it, you will give me your word, Ball, that my communication shall be held sacred, in the event of your not consenting to pursue it further.

Certainly I will. What business is it? Some that offends the delicacy of the Carlyle office? he added, with a laugh. A would-be client whom you turn over to me in your exclusiveness?

It is a client for whom I cannot act. But not from the motives you assume. It concerns that affair of Hallijohns, Mr. Carlyle continued, bending forward, and somewhat dropping his voice. The murder.

Lawyer Ball, who had just taken in a delicious bonne bouche of the foie gras, bolted it whole in his surprise. Why, that was enacted ages and ages ago; it is past and done with, he exclaimed.

Not done with, said Mr. Carlyle. Circumstances have come to light which tend to indicate that Richard Hare was innocent  that it was another who committed the murder.

In conjunction with him? interrupted the attorney.

No: alone. Richard Hare had nothing whatever to do with it. He was not even present at the time.

Do you believe that? asked Lawyer Ball.

I have believed it for years.

Then who did do it?

Richard accuses one of the name of Thorn. Many years back  ten at least  I had a meeting with Richard Hare, and he disclosed certain facts to me, which if correct, could not fail to prove that he was not guilty. Since that period this impression has been gradually confirmed by little and by little, trifle upon trifle and I would now stake my life upon his innocence. I should long ago have moved in this matter, hit or miss, could I have lighted upon Thorn, but he was not to be found, neither any clue to him, and we now know that this name, Thorn, was an assumed one.

Is he to be found?

He is found. He is at West Lynne. Mark you, I dont accuse him  I do not offer an opinion upon his guilt  I only state my belief in Richards innocence; it may have been another who did it, neither Richard nor Thorn. It was my firm intention to take Richards case up, the instant I saw my way clearly in it, and now that that time has come I am debarred from doing so.

What debars you?

Hence I come to you, continued Mr. Carlyle, disregarding the question. I come on the part of Richard Hare. I have seen him lately, and conversed with him. I gave him my reasons for not personally acting, advised him to apply to you, and promised to come here and open the matter. Will you see Richard in good faith, and hear his story, giving the understanding that he shall depart unmolested, as he came, although you do not decide to entertain the business?

Ill give it with all the pleasure in life, freely returned the attorney. Im sure I dont want to harm poor Dick Hare, and if he can convince me of his innocence, Ill do my best to establish it.

Of his own tale you must be the judge. I do not wish to bias you. I have stated my belief in his innocence, but I repeat that I give no opinion myself as to who else may be guilty. Hear his account, and then take up the affair or not, as you may think fit. He would not come to you without your previous promise to hold him harmless; to be his friend, in short, for the time being. When I bear this promise to him for you, my part is done.

I give it to you in all honor, Carlyle. Tell Dick he has nothing to fear from me. Quite the contrary; for if I can befriend him, I shall be glad to do it, and I wont spare trouble. What can possibly be your objection to act for him?

My objection applies not to Richard. I would willingly appear for him, but I will not take proceedings against the man he accuses. If that man is to be denounced and brought before justice, I will hold neither act nor part in it.

The words aroused the curiosity of Lawyer Ball, and he began to turn over all persons, likely and unlikely, in his mind, never, according to usage, giving a suspicion to the right one. I cannot fathom you, Carlyle.

You will do that better, possibly, when Richard shall have made his disclosure.

Its  its  never his own father that he accuses? Justice Hare?

Your wits must be wool-gathering, Ball.

Well, so they must, to give utterance to so preposterous a notion, acquiesced the attorney, pushing back his chair and throwing his breakfast napkin on the carpet. But I dont know a soul you could object to go against except the justice. Whats anybody else in West Lynne to you, in comparison to restoring Dick Hare to his fair fame? I give it up.

So do I, for the present, said Mr. Carlyle, as he rose. And now, about the ways and means for your meeting this poor fellow. Where can you see him?

Is he at West Lynne?

No. But I can get a message conveyed to him, and he could come.

When?

To-night, if you like.

Then let him come here to this house. He will be perfectly safe.

So be it. My part is now over, concluded Mr. Carlyle. And with a few more preliminary words, he departed. Lawyer Ball looked after him.

Its a queer business. One would think Dick accuses some old flame of Carlyles  some demoiselle or dame he darent go against.


CHAPTER XXXVIII.

THE WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN.

On Monday evening the interview between Lawyer Ball and Richard Hare took place. With some difficulty would the lawyer believe his tale  not as to its broad details; he saw that he might give credit to them but as to the accusation against Sir Francis Levison. Richard persisted, mentioned every minute particular he could think of  his meeting him the night of the elopement in Bean lane, his meetings with him again in London, and Sir Franciss evident fear of him, and thence pursuit, and the previous Saturday nights recognition at the door of the Raven, not forgetting to tell of the anonymous letter received by Justice Hare the morning that Richard was in hiding at Mr. Carlyles. There was no doubt in the world it had been sent by Francis Levison to frighten Mr. Hare into dispatching him out of West Lynne, had Richard taken refuge in his fathers home. None had more cause to keep Dick from falling into the hands of justice than Francis Levison.

I believe what you say  I believe all you say, Mr. Richard, touching Thorn, debated the attorney; but its next to impossible to take in so astounding a fact as that he is Sir Francis Levison.

You can satisfy yourself of the fact from other lips than mine, said Richard. Otway Bethel could testify to it if he would, though I doubt his willingness. But theres Ebenezer James.

What does he know about it? asked the attorney, in surprise. Ebenezer James is in our office at present.

He saw Thorn often enough in those days, and has, I hear, recognized him as Levison. You had better inquire of him. Should you object to take cause against Levison?

Not a bit of it. Let me be assured that I am upon safe grounds as to the identity of the man, and Ill proceed in it forthwith. Levison is an out-and-out scoundrel, as Levison, and deserves hanging. I will send for James at once, and hear what he says, he concluded, after a pause of consideration.

Richard Hare started wildly up. Not while I am here; he must not see me. For Heavens sake, consider the peril to me, Mr. Ball!

Pooh, pooh! laughed the attorney. Do you suppose I have but this one reception-room? We dont let cats into cages where canary birds are kept.

Ebenezer James returned with the messenger dispatched after him.

Youll be sure to find him at the singing saloon, Mr. Ball had said; and there the gentleman was found.

Is it any copying, sir, wanted to be done in a hurry? cried James, when he came in.

No, replied the attorney. I wish a question or two answered, thats all. Did you ever know Sir Francis Levison to go by any name but his own?

Yes, sir. He has gone by the name of Thorn.

A pause. When was this?

It was the autumn when Hallijohn was killed. Thorn used to be prowling about there in an evening  in the wood and at the cottage, I mean.

What did he prowl for?

Ebenezer James laughed. For the same reason that several more did  I, for one. He was sweet upon Afy Hallijohn.

Where was he living at the time? I never remember him in West Lynne.

He was not at West Lynne, sir. On the contrary, he seemed to take precious good care that West Lynne and he kept separate. A splendid horse he rode, a thoroughbred; and he used to come galloping into the wood at dusk, get over his chat with Miss Afy, mount, and gallop away again.

Where to? Where did he come from?

From somewhere toward Swainson; a ten miles ride, Afy used to say he had. Now that he has appeared here in his own plumage, of course I can put two and two together, and not be at much fault for the exact spot.

And wheres that? asked the lawyer.

Levison Park, said Mr. Ebenezer. Theres little doubt he was stopping at his uncles, and you know that is close to Swainson.

Lawyer Ball thought things were becoming clearer  or darker, whatever you may please to call it. He paused again, and then put a question impressively.

James, have you any doubt whatever, or shadow of doubt, that Sir Francis Levison is the same man you know as Thorn?

Sir, have I any doubt that you are Mr. Ball, or that I am Eb. James? retorted Mr. Ebenezer. I am as certain of that mans identity as I am of yours.

Are you ready to swear to that fact in a court of justice?

Ready and willing, in any court in the world. To-morrow, if I am called upon.

Very well. You may go back to your singing club now. Keep a silent tongue in your head.

All close, sir, answered Mr. Ebenezer James.

Far into the middle of the night sat Lawyer Ball and Richard Hare, the former chiefly occupied in taking notes of Richards statement.

Its half a crochet, this objection of Carlyles to interfere with Levison, suddenly uttered Richard, in the midst of some desultory conversation. Dont you think so, Mr. Ball?

The lawyer pursed up his lips. Um! A delicate point. Carlyle was always fastidiously honorable. I should go at him, thunder and fury, in his place; but I and Carlyle are different.

The following day, Tuesday, Mr. Ball was much occupied, putting, to use nearly Ebenezer James words, that and that together. Later in the day he took a journey to Levison Park, ferreted out some information, and came home again. On that same day, at evening, Richard departed for Liverpool  he was done with for the present  Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle being, as before, alone cognizant of his address.

Wednesday morning witnessed the arrival again of the Earl of Mount Severn. Lord Vane, too. The latter ought to have gone back to Eton, but he had teased and prayed to be allowed to see the fun out, meaning the election. And that devils discomfiture when he finds himself beaten, he surreptitiously added, behind his fathers back, who was a great stickler for the boys always being gentlemanly. So the earl had yielded. They arrived, as before, about breakfast-time, having traveled all night. Subsequently, they and Mr. Carlyle walked into West Lynne together.

West Lynne was alive and astir. The election was to come off that week, and people made it their business to be in a bustle over it, collectively and individually. Mr. Carlyles committee sat at the Bucks Head, and the traffic in and out was enough to wear the stones away. The bench of justices were remarkably warm over it, neglecting the judicial business, and showing themselves at the Bucks Head windows in purple and scarlet streamers.

I will be with you in ten minutes, said Mr. Carlyle, withdrawing his arm from Lord Mount Severns, as they approached his office, but I must go in and read my letters.

So the earl went on to the Bucks Head, and Lord Vane took a foot canter down to the Raven, to reconnoiter it outside. He was uncommonly fond of planting himself where Sir Francis Levisons eyes were sure to fall upon him  which eyes were immediately dropped, while the young gentlemans would be fixed in an audacious stare. Being Lord Vane  or it may be more correct to say, being the Earl of Mount Severns son, and under control, he was debarred from dancing and jeering after the yellow candidate, as the unwashed gentry of his own age indulged in, but his tongue and his feet itched to do it.

Mr. Carlyle took his seat in his private room, opened his letters, assorted them, marked on the back of some what was to be the purport of their answer, and then called in Mr. Dill. Mr. Carlyle put the letters in his hand, gave some rapid instructions, and rose.

You are in a hurry, Mr. Archibald?

They want me at the Bucks Head. Why?

A curious incident occurred to me last evening, sir. I was an ear-witness to a dispute between Levison and Otway Bethel.

Indeed! carelessly replied Mr. Carlyle, who was busy at the time looking for something in the deep drawer of the desk.

And what I heard would go far to hang Levison, if not Bethel. As sure as we are here, Mr. Archibald, they hold the secret of Hallijohns murder. It appears that Levison

Stop! interposed Mr. Carlyle. I would prefer not to hear this. Levison may have murdered him, but it is no affair of mine, neither shall I make it such.

Old Dill felt checkmated. Meanwhile Richard Hare suffers, Mr. Archibald, he observed, in a remonstrating tone.

I am aware he does.

Is it right that the innocent should suffer for the guilty?

No; very wrong. But the case is all too common.

If some one would take up Richard Hares cause now, he might be proved innocent, added the old man, with a wistful look at Mr. Carlyle.

It is being taken up, Dill.

A pause and a glad look. Thats the best news I have had for many a day, sir. But my evidence will be necessary to your case. Levison

Im not taking up the case. You must carry your news elsewhere. It is no affair of mine, I say.

Then who is taking it up? echoed Mr. Dill, in astonishment.

Ball. He has had a meeting with Richard, and is now acting for him under the rose.

Mr. Dills eyes sparkled. Is he going to prosecute, Mr. Archibald?

I tell you I know nothing  I will know nothing. When the affair comes out to the public  if it ever does come out  I shall share in the information, Dill, and that is all.

Ah, well, I can understand. But I shall go on to their office at once, Mr. Archibald, and inform them of what I overheard, spoke old Dill, in vehement decision.

That is not my affair either, laughed Mr. Carlyle, it is yours. But remember, if you do go, it is Ball, not Treadman.

Waiting only to give certain orders to the head clerk, Mr. Dill proceeded to the office of Ball & Treadman. A full hour was he closeted there with the senior partner.

Not until three oclock that afternoon did the justices take their seats on the bench. Scarcely were they seated when Lawyer Ball bustled in and craved a secret hearing. His application was of the last importance, he promised, but, that the ends of justice might not be defeated it was necessary their worships should entertain it in private; he therefore craved the bench to accord it to him.

The bench consulted, looked wise, and, possibly possessing some latent curiosity themselves upon the point, graciously acceded. They adjourned to a private room, and it was full half-past four before they came out of it. Very long faces, scared and grim, were their worships, as if Lawyer Balls communication had both perplexed and confounded them.

This is the afternoon we are to meet Dr. Martin at papas office, William Carlyle had suddenly exclaimed that day at dinner. Do we walk in, Madame Vine?

I do not know, William. Mrs. Carlyle is going to take you.

No, she is not; you are going to take me.

A flush passed over Lady Isabels face at the bare thought, though she did not believe it. She go to Mr. Carlyles office! Mrs. Carlyle told me herself that she should take you, was the reply.

All I know is, mamma told me this morning you would take me to West Lynne to-day, persisted William.

The discussion was interrupted by the appearance of Mrs. Carlyle  interrupted and decided also.

Madame Vine, she said, you will be ready at three oclock to go in with William?

Lady Isabels heart beat. I understood you to say that you should go with him yourself, madame.

I know I did. I intended to do so, but I heard this morning that some friends from a distance are coming this afternoon to call upon me, therefore I shall not go out.

How she, Lady Isabel, wished that she dare say, also, I shall not go out either. But that might not be. Well, she must go through with it as she had to go through with the rest.

William rode his pony into West Lynne, the groom attending to take it back again. He was to walk home with Madame Vine, who walked both ways.

Mr. Carlyle was not in when they arrived at the office. The boy went boldly on to the private room, leaving Madame Vine to follow him.

Presently Mr. Carlyle appeared. He was talking to Mr. Dill, who followed him.

Oh, you are here, Madame Vine! I left word that you were to go into Miss Carlyles. Did I not leave word, Dill?

Not with me, sir.

I forgot it, then; I meant to do so. What is the time? He looked at his watch: ten minutes to four. Did the doctor say at what hour he should call? Mr. Carlyle added to Madame Vine.

Not precisely. I gathered that it would be very early in the afternoon.

Here he is! exclaimed Mr. Carlyle with alacrity, as he went into the hall. She supposed he alluded to the physician  supposed he had seen him pass the window. Their entrance together woke up William.

Well, said the doctor, who was a little man with a bald head, and how fares it with my young patient? Bon jour madame.

Bon jour, monsieur, responded she. She wished everybody would address her in French, and take her for French; there seemed less chance of recognition. She would have to speak in good plain English, however, if she must carry on conversation with the doctor. Beyond a familiar phrase or two, he was something like Justice Hare  Nong parley Fronsay me!

And how does the cod-liver oil get on? asked the doctor of William, as he drew him to the light. It is nicer now than it used to be, eh?

No, said William; it is nastier than ever.

Dr. Martin looked at the boy; felt his pulse, his skin, listened to his breathing. There, said he, presently, you may sit down and have your nap out.

I wish I might have something to drink; I am very thirsty. May I ring for some water, papa?

Go and find your aunts maid, and ask her for some, said Mr. Carlyle.

Ask her for milk, called out Dr. Martin. Not water.

Away went William. Mr. Carlyle was leaning against the side of the window; Dr. Martin folded his arms before it: Lady Isabel stood near the latter. The broad, full light was cast upon all, but the thick veil hid Lady Isabels face. It was not often she could be caught without that veil, for she seemed to wear her bonnet at all sorts of seasonable and unseasonable times.

What is your opinion, doctor? asked Mr. Carlyle.

Well, began the doctor, in a very professional tone, the boy is certainly delicate. But

Stay, Dr. Martin, was the interruption, spoken in a low, impressive voice, you will deal candidly with me. I must know the truth, without disguise. Tell it me freely.

Dr. Martin paused. The truth is not always palatable, Mr. Carlyle.

True. But for that very reason, all the more necessary. Let me hear the worst. And the child has no mother, you know, to be shocked with it.

I fear that it will be the worst.

Death?

Ay. The seeds of consumption must have been inherent in him. They are showing out too palpably.

Is there no hope for the child?

Dr. Martin looked at him. You bade me give you the truth.

Nothing else; nothing but the truth, returned Mr. Carlyle, his tone one of mingled pain and command.

Then, there is none; no hope whatever. The lungs are extensively diseased.

And how long

That I cannot say, interrupted the doctor, divining what the next question was to be. He may linger on for months; for a year, it may even be; or a very short period may see the termination. Dont worry him with any more lessons and stuff of learning; hell never want it.

The doctor cast his eyes on the governess as he spoke; the injunction concerned her as much as it did Mr. Carlyle. And the doctor started, for he thought she was fainting; her face had become so ghastly white; he could see it through her veil.

You are ill, madame! You are ill? Trouve malade, dont you?

She opened her lips to speak; her trembling lips, that would not obey her. Dr. Martin, in his concern, pulled off the blue spectacles. She caught them from him with one hand, sat down on the nearest chair, and hid her face with the other.

Mr. Carlyle, scarcely understanding the scuffle, came forward. Are you ill, Madame Vine?

She was putting her spectacles under her veil, her face whiter than ever. Pray do not interrupt your conversation to pay attention to me! I thank you; I thank you both. I am subject to  slight spasms, and they do make me look ill for the moment. It has passed now.

The doctor turned from her; Mr. Carlyle resumed his place by the window. What should be the treatment? asked the latter.

Almost anything you please  that the boy himself likes. Let him play or rest, ride or walk, eat and drink, or let it alone; it cannot make much difference.

Doctor! You yield it, as a last hope, very lightly.

Dr. Martin shook his head. I speak as I know. You insisted on having my true opinion.

A warmer climate? suggested Mr. Carlyle eagerly, the idea crossing his mind.

It might prolong the end for a little while  a few weeks, perhaps  avert it it could not. And who could take him? You could not go; and he has no mother. No! I should not advise it.

I wish you would see Wainwright  with reference to William.

I have seen him. I met him this afternoon, by chance, and told him my opinion. How is Mrs. Carlyle?

Pretty well. She is not in robust health, you are aware, just now.

Dr. Martin smiled. These things will happen. Mrs. Carlyle has a thoroughly good constitution; a far stronger one than  than  

Than what? said Mr. Carlyle, wondering why he hesitated.

You must grant me pardon. I may as well finish, now I have begun; but I was not thinking when I spoke. She is stronger than was Lady Isabel. I must be off to catch the six train.

You will come over from time to time to East Lynne to see William?

If you wish it. It may be a satisfaction, perhaps. Bon jour, madame.

Lady Isabel bowed to him as he left the room with Mr. Carlyle. How fond that French governess of yours is of the boy! the doctor whispered, as they crossed the hall. I detected it when she brought him to Lynneborough. And you saw her just now! That emotion was all because he could not live. Good-bye.

Mr. Carlyle grasped his hand. Doctor, I wish you could save him! he passionately uttered.

Ah, Carlyle! If we humble mites of human doctors could but keep those whom it is the Great Physicians pleasure to take, how we should be run after! Theres hidden mercy, remember, in the darkest cloud. Farewell my friend.

Mr. Carlyle returned to the room. He approached Lady Isabel, looking down upon her as she sat; not that he could see much of her face. These are grievous tidings. But you were more prepared for them, I fancy, than I was.

She started suddenly up, approached the window, and looked out, as if she saw somebody passing whom she would gaze at. All of emotion was stirred up within her  her temples throbbed, her throat beat, her breath became hysterical. Could she bear thus to hold confidential converse with him over the state of their child? She pulled off her gloves for coolness to her burning hands, she wiped the moisture from her pale forehead, she struggled manfully for calmness. What excuse could she offer to Mr. Carlyle?

I had begun to like the boy so very much, sir, she said, half turning round. And the doctors fiat, too plainly pronounced has given me pain; pain to agitation.

Again Mr. Carlyle approached her, following close up to where she stood. You are very kind, thus to feel an interest in my child.

She did not answer.

Here, papa, papa! I want you, cried William, breaking into the room. Let me walk home with you? Are you going to walk?

How could he find it in his heart to deny anything to the child then?

Very well, he said. Stay here till I come for you.

We are going home with papa, proclaimed William to Madame Vine.

Madame Vine did not relish the news. But there was no help for it. In a very short time Mr. Carlyle appeared, and they set off; he holding Williams hand; madame walking on the other side of the child.

Wheres William Vane, papa? asked the boy.

He has gone on with Lord Mount Severn.

Scarcely had the words been spoken, when some one came bolting out of the post-office, and met them face to face; almost ran against them in fact, creating some hindrance. The man looked confused, and slunk off into the gutter. And you will not wonder that he did, when you hear that it was Francis Levison. William, child like, turned his head to gaze at the intruder.

I would not be an ugly bad man like him for the world, quoth he, as he turned his back again. Would you, papa?

Mr. Carlyle did not answer, and Isabel cast an involuntary glance upon him from her white face. His was impassive, save that a cast of ineffable scorn marred the delicate beauty of his lips. If humiliation for the past had never wrung Lady Isabels heart before, it would have wrung it then.

At Mr. Justice Hares gate they encountered that gentleman, who appeared to be standing there to give himself an airing. William caught sight of Mrs. Hare seated on the garden bench, outside the window, and ran to kiss her. All the children loved Mrs. Hare. The justice was looking  not pale; that would not be a term half strong enough: but yellow. The curls of his best wig were limp, and all his pomposity appeared to have gone out of him.

I say, Carlyle, what on earths this? cried he, in a tone that, for him, was wonderfully subdued and meek. I was not on the bench this afternoon, but Pinner has been telling me  of an application that was made to them in private. Its not true, you know; it cant be; its too far-fetched a tale. What do you know about it?

Nothing, said Mr. Carlyle. I do not know what you are talking of. I have been privy to no application.

It seems they want to make out now that Dick never murdered Hallijohn, proceeded the justice, in a half whisper, glancing round as if to be sure that there were no eaves-droppers amidst the trees.

Oh, said Mr. Carlyle.

But that Levison did. Levison!

Mr. Carlyle made no reply, save by a gesture; his face more impassive than before. Not so another face beside him, a fair face; that turned white again with emotion as she listened.

But it cant be, you know. It cant, I say.

So far as Richards innocence goes, of that I have long been convinced, spoke Mr. Carlyle.

And that Levisons guilty? returned the justice, opening his eyes in puzzled wonderment.

I have no opinion upon that point, was the cold rejoinder.

Its impossible, I say. Dick cant be innocent. You may as well tell me that the worlds turned upside down.

It is, sometimes, I think. That Richard was not the guilty man will be proved yet, justice, in the broad face of day.

If  if  that other did do it, I should think youd take the warrant out of the hands of the police and capture him yourself.

I would not touch him with a pair of tongs, spoke Mr. Carlyle, his lips curling again. If the man goes to his punishment, he goes; but I do not help him on his road thither.

Can Dick be innocent? mused the justice, returning to the thought which so troubled his mind. Then why has he kept away? Why did he not come back and say so?

That you might deliver him up, justice. You know you took an oath to do it.

The justice looked green, and remarkably humble.

Oh, but Carlyle, impulsively spoke he, the thought occurring to him, what an awful revenge this would have been for you on  somebody  had she lived. How her false step would have come home to her now!

False steps come home to most people, responded Mr. Carlyle, as he took William by the hand, who then ran up. And, lifting his hat to Mrs. Hare in the distance, he walked on.

She, Lady Isabel, walked on, too, by the side of the child, as before, walked on with a shivering frame, and a heart sick unto death. The justice looked after her, his mind unoccupied. He was in a maze of bewilderment. Richard innocent! Richard, whom he had striven to pursue to a shameful end! And that other the guilty one! The world was turning upside down.


CHAPTER XXXIX.

MRS. CARLYLE IN FULL DRESS, AFY ALSO.

Merrily rose West Lynne on Thursday morning; merrily rang out the bells, clashing and chiming. The street was alive with people; the windows were crowded with heads; something unusual was astir. It was the day of the nomination of the two candidates, and everybody took the opportunity to make a holiday.

Ten oclock was the hour named; but, before that hour struck, West Lynne was crammed. The country people had come in, thick and threefold; rich and poor; people of note, and people of none; voters and non-voters, all eager to mix themselves up with the days proceedings. You see the notorious fact of Sir Francis Levisons having come forward to oppose Mr. Carlyle, caused greater interest in this election than is usual, even in small country places  and that need not be. Barbara drove in her carriage, the two children with her, and the governess. The governess said she preferred to remain at home. Barbara would not hear of it; almost felt inclined to resent it as a slight; besides, if she took no interest in Mr. Carlyle, she must go to take care of Lucy; she, Barbara, would be too much occupied to look after children. So Madame Vine, perforce, stepped into the barouche and sat opposite to Mrs. Carlyle, her thick veil shading her features, and their pallor contrasting with the blue spectacles.

They alighted at the residence of Miss Carlyle. Quite a gathering was already there. Lady and Miss Dobede, the Herberts, Mrs. Hare, and many others; for the house was in a good spot for seeing the fun; and all the people were eager to testify their respect to Mr. Carlyle, in contradiction to that other one. Miss Carlyle was in full rig; a brocaded dress, and a scarlet-and-purple bow in front of it, the size of a pumpkin. It was about the only occasion, in all Miss Carlyles life, that she deemed it necessary to attire herself beyond common. Barbara wore no bow, but she exhibited a splendid bouquet of scarlet-and-purple flowers. Mr. Carlyle had himself given it to her that morning.

Mr. Carlyle saw them all at the windows of the large upper drawing-room, and came in; he was then on his way to the town-hall. Shaking hands, laughter, hearty and hasty good wishes; and he quitted the room again. Barbara stole after him for a sweeter farewell.

God bless you and prosper you, Archibald, my dearest!

The business of the day began. Mr. Carlyle was proposed by Sir John Dobede, and seconded by Mr. Herbert. Lord Mount Severn, than whom not a busier man was there, would willingly have been proposer and seconder too, but he had no local influence in the place. Sir Francis Levison was proposed also by two gentlemen of standing. The show of hands was declared to be in favor of Mr. Carlyle. It just was in favor of him; about twenty to one. Upon which the baronets friends demanded a poll.

Then all was bustle, and scuffle, and confusion, every one tearing away to the hustings, which had been fixed in a convenient spot, the town-hall, not affording the accommodation necessary for a poll. Candidates, and proposers and seconders, and gentlemen, and officers, and mob, hustling and jostling each other. Mr. Carlyle was linked arm-in-arm with Sir John Dobede; Sir Johns arm was within Lord Mount Severns  but, as to order, it was impossible to observe any. To gain the place they had to pass the house of Miss Carlyle. Young Vane, who was in the thick of the crowd, of course, cast his eyes up to its lined windows, took off his hat and waved it. Carlyle and honor forever! shouted he.

The ladies laughed and nodded, and shook their handkerchiefs, and displayed their scarlet and purple colors. The crowd took up the shout, till the very air echoed with it. Carlyle and honor forever! Barbaras tears were falling; but she smiled through them at one pair of loving eyes, which sought out hers.

A galaxy of beauty! whispered Mr. Drake in the ear of Sir Francis. How the women rally round him! I tell you what, Levison, you and the government were stupid to go on with the contest, and I said so days ago. You have no more chance against Carlyle than that bit of straw has against the wind. You ought to have withdrawn in time.

Like a coward? angrily returned Sir Francis. No, Ill go on with it to the last, though I do get beaten.

How lovely his wife is, observed Mr. Drake, his admiring eyes cast up at Barbara. I say, Levison, was the first one as charming?

Sir Francis looked perfectly savage; the allusion did not please him. But, ere another word could be spoken, some one in the garb of a policeman, who had wound his way through the crowd, laid his hand upon the baronet.

Sir Francis Levison, you are my prisoner.

Nothing worse than debt occurred at that moment to the mind of Sir Francis. But that was quite enough, and he turned purple with rage.

Your hands off, vermin! How dare you?

A quick movement, a slight click, a hustle from the wondering crowd more immediately around, and the handcuffs were on. Utter amazement alone prevented Mr. Drake from knocking down the policeman. A dozen vituperating tongues assailed him.

Im sorry to do it in this public place and manner, spoke the officer, partly to Sir Francis, partly to the gentlemen around, but I couldnt come across you last night, do as I would. And the warrant has been in my hands since five oclock yesterday afternoon. Sir Francis Levison, I arrest you for the wilful murder of George Hallijohn.

The crowd fell back; the crowd was paralyzed with consternation; the word was passed from one extreme to the other, and back and across again, and the excitement grew high. The ladies looking from Miss Carlyles windows saw what had happened, though they could not divine the cause. Some of them turned pale at sight of the handcuffs, and Mary Pinner, an excitable girl, fell into a screaming fit.

Pale! What was their gentle paleness compared with the frightfully livid one of Francis Levison? His agitation was pitiable to witness, his face a terror to look upon; once or twice he gasped, as if in an agony; and then his eyes happened to fall on Otway Bethel, who stood near. Shorn of his adornments  which might not be thought adornments upon paper  the following was the sentence that burst involuntarily from his lips,  

You hound! It is you who have done this!

No! by Whether Mr. Otway Bethel was about to swear by Jupiter or Juno never was decided, the sentence being cut ignominiously short at the above two words. Another policeman, in the summary manner exercised towards Sir Francis, had clapped a pair of handcuffs upon him.

Mr. Otway Bethel, I arrest you as an accomplice in the murder of George Hallijohn.

You may be sure that the whole assembly was arrested, too  figuratively  and stood with eager gaze and open ears. Colonel Bethel, quitting the scarlet-and-purple, flashed into those of the yellows. He knew his nephew was graceless enough; but  to see him with a pair of handcuffs on!

What does all this mean? he authoritatively demanded of the officers.

Its no fault of ours, colonel, we have but executed the warrant, answered one of them. The magistrate, issued it yesterday against these two gentlemen, on suspicion of their being concerned in the murder of Hallijohn.

In conjunction with Richard Hare? cried the astounded colonel, gazing from one to the other, prisoners and officers, in scared bewilderment.

Its alleged now that Richard Hare didnt have nothing to do with it, returned the man. Its said he is innocent. Im sure I dont know.

I swear that I am innocent, passionately uttered Otway Bethel.

Well, sir, you have only got to prove it, civilly rejoined the policeman.

Miss Carlyle and Lady Isabel leaned from the window, their curiosity too much excited to remain silent longer. Mrs. Hare was standing by their side.

What is the matter? both asked of the upturned faces immediately beneath.

Them two  the fine member as wanted to be, and young Bethel  be arrested for murder, spoke a mans clear voice in answer. The tale runs as they murdered Hallijohn, and then laid it on the shoulders of young Dick Hare, who didnt do it after all.

A faint wailing cry of startled pain, and Barbara flew to Mrs. Hare, from whom it proceeded.

Oh, mamma, my dear mamma, take comfort! Do not suffer this to agitate you to illness. Richard is innocent, and it will surely be so proved. Archibald, she added, beckoning to her husband in her alarm, come, if you can, and say a word of assurance to mamma!

It was impossible that Mr. Carlyle could hear the words, but he could see that his wife was greatly agitated, and wanted him.

I will be back with you in a few moments, he said to his friends, as he began to elbow his way through the crowd, which made way when they saw who the elbower was.

Into another room, away from the gay visitors, they got Mrs. Hare, and Mr. Carlyle locked the door to keep them out, unconsciously taking out the key. Only himself and his wife were with her, except Madame Vine, in her bonnet, who had been dispatched by somebody with a bottle of smelling salts. Barbara knelt at her mammas feet; Mr. Carlyle leaned over her, her hands held sympathizingly in his. Madame Vine would have escaped, but the key was gone.

Oh, Archibald, tell me the truth. You will not, deceive me? she gasped, in earnest entreaty, the cold dew gathering on her pale, gentle face. Is the time come to prove my boys innocence?

It is.

Is it possible that it can be that false, bad man who is guilty?

From my soul I believe him to be, replied Mr. Carlyle, glancing round to make sure that none could hear the assertion save those present. But what I say to you and Barbara, I would not say to the world. Whatever be the mans guilt, I am not his Nemesis. Dear Mrs. Hare, take courage, take comfort  happier days are coming round.

Mrs. Hare was weeping silently. Barbara rose and laid her mammas head lovingly upon her bosom.

Take care of her, my darling, Mr. Carlyle whispered to his wife. Dont leave her for a moment, and dont let that chattering crew in from the next room. I beg your pardon, madame.

His hand had touched Madame Vines neck in turning round  that is, had touched the jacket that encased it. He unlocked the door and regained the street, while Madame Vine sat down with her beating and rebellious heart.

Amidst the shouts, the jeers, and the escort of the mob, Sir Francis Levison and Otway Bethel were lodged in the station-house, preparatory to their examination before the magistrates. Never, sure, was so mortifying an interruption known. So thought Sir Franciss party. And they deemed it well, after some consultation amongst themselves, to withdraw his name as a candidate for the membership. That he never had a shadow of chance from the first, most of them knew.

But theres an incident yet to tell of the election day. You have seen Miss Carlyle in her glory, her brocaded silk standing on end with richness, her displayed colors, her pride in her noble brother? But now, could you  or she, which it is more to the purpose  have divined who and what was right above her head at an upper window, I know not what the consequence would have been.

No less an eyesore to Miss Carlyle than that brazen hussy, Afy Hallijohn! Smuggled in by Miss Carlyles servants, there she was  in full dress, too. A green-and-white checked sarcenet, flounced up to the waist, over a crinoline extending from here to yonder; a fancy bonnet, worn on the plait of hair behind, with a wreath and a veil; delicate white gloves, and a swinging handkerchief of lace, redolent of musk. It was well for Miss Cornys peace of mind ever after that she remained in ignorance of that daring act. There stood Afy, bold as a sunflower, exhibiting herself and her splendor to the admiring eyes of the mob below, gentle and simple.

He is a handsome man, after all, quoth she to Miss Carlyles maids, when Sir Francis Levison arrived opposite the house.

But such a horrid creature! was the response. And to think that he should come here to oppose Mr. Archibald!

Whats that? cried Afy. What are they stopping for? There are two policemen there! Oh! shrieked Afy, if they havent put handcuffs on him! Whatever has he done? What can he have been up to?

Where? Who? What? cried the servants, bewildered with the crowd. Put handcuffs on which?

Sir Francis Levison. Hush! What is that they say?

Listening, looking, turning from white to red, from red to white, Afy stood. But she could make nothing of it; she could not divine the cause of the commotion. The mans answer to Miss Carlyle and Lady Dobede, clear though it was, did not quite reach her ears.

What did he say? she cried.

Good Heavens! cried one of the maids, whose hearing had been quicker than Afys. He says they are arrested for the wilful murder of Hal  of your father, Miss Afy! Sir Francis Levison and Otway Bethel.

What! shrieked Afy, her eyes starting.

Levison was the man who did it, he says, continued the servant, bending her ear to listen. And young Richard Hare, he says, has been innocent all along.

Afy slowly gathered in the sense of the words. She gasped twice, as if her breath had gone, and then, with a stagger and a shiver, fell heavily to the ground.

Afy Hallijohn, recovered from her fainting fit, had to be smuggled out of Miss Carlyles, as she had been smuggled in. She was of an elastic nature, and the shock, or the surprise, or the heat, whatever it may have been, being over, Afy was herself again.

Not very far removed from the residence of Miss Carlyle was a shop in the cheese and ham and butter and bacon line. A very respectable shop, too, and kept by a very respectable man  a young man of mild countenance, who had purchased the good-will of the business through an advertisement, and come down from London to take possession. His predecessor had amassed enough to retire, and people foretold that Mr. Jiffin would do the same. To say that Miss Carlyle dealt at the shop will be sufficient to proclaim the good quality of the articles kept in it.

When Afy arrived opposite the shop, Mr. Jiffin was sunning himself at the door; his shopman inside being at some urgent employment over the contents of a butter-cask. Afy stopped. Mr. Jiffin admired her uncommonly, and she, always ready for anything in that way, had already enjoyed several passing flirtations with him.

Good day, Miss Hallijohn, cried he, warmly, tucking up his white apron and pushing it round to the back of his waist, in the best manner he could, as he held out his hand to her. For Afy had once hinted in terms of disparagement at that very apron.

Oh  how are you Jiffin? cried Afy, loftily, pretending not to have seen him standing there. And she condescended to put the tips of her white gloves into the offered hand, as she coquetted with her handkerchief, her veil, and her ringlets. I thought you would have shut up your shop to-day, Mr. Jiffin, and taken a holiday.

Business must be attended to, responded Mr. Jiffin, quite lost in the contemplation of Afys numerous attractions, unusually conspicuous as they were. Had I known that you were abroad, Miss Hallijohn, and enjoying a holiday, perhaps I might have done it, too, in the hope of coming across you somewhere or other.

His words were bona fide as his admiration. Afy saw that, so she could afford to treat him rather de haut en bas. And hes as simple as a calf, thought she.

The greatest pleasure I have in life, Miss Hallijohn, is to see you go by the shop window, continued Mr. Jiffin. Im sure its like as if the sun itself passed.

Dear me! bridled Afy, with a simper, I dont know any good that can do you. You might have seen me go by an hour or two ago  if you had possessed eyes. I was on my way to Miss Carlyles, she continued, with the air of one who proclaims the fact of a morning call upon a duchess.

Where could my eyes have been? exclaimed Mr. Jiffin, in an agony of regret. In some of those precious butter-tubs, I shouldnt wonder! We have had a bad lot in, Miss Hallijohn, and I am going to return them!

Oh, said Afy, conspicuously resenting the remark. I dont know anything about that sort of thing. Butter-tubs are beneath me.

Of course, of course, Miss Hallijohn, deprecated poor Jiffin. They are very profitable, though, to those who understand the trade.

What is all that shouting? cried Afy, alluding to a tremendous noise in the distance, which had continued for some little time.

Its the voters cheering Mr. Carlyle. I suppose you know that hes elected, Miss Hallijohn?

No, I didnt.

The other was withdrawn by his friends, so they made short work of it, and Mr. Carlyle is our member. God bless him! theres not many like him. But, I say, Miss Hallijohn, whatever is it that the other one has done? Murder, they say. I cant make top nor tail of it. Of course we know he was bad enough before.

Dont ask me, said Afy. Murders not a pleasant subject for a lady to discuss. Are all these customers? Dear me, youll have enough to do to attend to them; your man cant do it all; so I wont stay talking any longer.

With a gracious flourish of her flounces and wave of the handkerchief Afy sailed off. And Mr. Jiffin, when he could withdraw his fascinated eyes from following her, turned into his shop to assist in serving four or five servant girls, who had entered it.

It wouldnt be such a bad catch, after all, soliloquized Afy, as she and her crinoline swayed along. Of course Id never put my nose inside the shop  unless it was to order things like another customer. The worst is the name. Jiffin, Joe Jiffin. How could I ever bear to be called Mrs. Joe Jiffin! Not but  Goodness me! what do you want?

The interruption to Afys chickens was caused by Mr. Ebenezer James. That gentleman, who had been walking with quick steps to overtake her, gave her flounces a twitch behind, to let her know somebody had come up.

How are you, Afy? I was going after you to Mrs. Latimers, not knowing but you had returned home. I saw you this morning at Miss Cornys windows.

Now, I dont want any of your sauce, Ebenezer James. Afy-ing me! The other day, when you were on with your nonsense, I said you should keep your distance. You took and told Mr. Jiffin that I was an old sweetheart of yours. I heard of it.

So you were, laughed Mr. Ebenezer.

I never was, flashed Afy. I was the company of your betters in those days: and if there had been no betters in the case, I should have scorned you. Why! you have been a strolling player!

And what have you been? returned Mr. Ebenezer, a quiet tone of meaning running through his good-humored laughter.

Afys cheeks flushed scarlet, and she raised her hand with a quick, menacing gesture. But that they were in the public street Mr. Ebenezer might have found his ears boxed. Afy dropped her hand again, and made a dead standstill.

If you think any vile, false insinuations that you may concoct will injure me, you are mistaken, Ebenezer James. I am too much respected in the place. So dont try it on.

Why, Afy, what has put you out? I dont want to injure you. Couldnt do it, if I tried, as you say, he added, with another quiet laugh. I have been in too many scrapes myself to let my tongue bring other folks into one.

There, thats enough. Just take yourself off. Its not over reputable to have you at ones side in public.

Well, I will relieve you of my company, if youll let me deliver my commission. Though, as to reputable  however, I wont put you out further. You are wanted at the justice-room at three oclock this afternoon. And dont fail, please.

Wanted at the justice-room! retorted Afy. I! What for?

And must not fail, as I say, repeated Mr. Ebenezer. You saw Levison taken up  your old flame  

Afy stamped her foot in indignant interruption. Take care what you say, Ebenezer James! Flame! He? Ill have you put up for defamation of character.

Dont be a goose, Afy. Its of no use riding the high horse with me. You know where I saw you  and saw him. People here said you were with Dick Hare; I could have told them better; but I did not. It was no affair of mine, that I should proclaim it, neither is it now. Levison alias Thorn is taken up for your fathers murder, and you are wanted to give evidence. There! thats your subpoena; Ball thought you would not come without one.

I will never give evidence against Levison, she uttered, tearing the subpoena to pieces, and scattering them in the street. I swear I wont. There, for you! Will I help to hang an innocent man, when it was Dick Hare who was the guilty one? No! Ill walk myself off a hundred miles away first, and stop in hiding till its over. I shant forget this turn that you have chosen to play me, Ebenezer James.

I chosen! Why, do you suppose I have anything to do with it? Dont take up that notion, Afy. Mr. Ball put that subpoena in my hand, and told me to serve it. He might have given it to the other clerk, just as he gave it to me; it was all chance. If I could do you a good turn Id do it  not a bad one.

Afy strode on at railroad speed, waving him off. Mind you dont fail, Afy, he said, as he prepared to return.

Fail, answered she, with flashing eyes. I shall fail giving evidence, if you mean that. They dont get me up to their justice-room, neither by force or stratagem.

Ebenezer James stood and looked after her as she tore along.

What a spirit that Afy has got, when its put up! quoth he. Shell be doing as she said  make off  unless shes stopped. Shes a great simpleton! Nothing particular need come out about her and Thorn, unless she lets it out herself in her tantrums. Here comes Ball, I declare! I must tell him.

On went Afy, and gained Mrs. Latimers. That lady, suffering from indisposition was confined to the house. Afy, divesting herself of certain little odds and ends of her finery, made her way into Mrs. Latimers presence.

Oh, maam, such heartrending news as I have had! began she. A relation of mine is dying, and wants to see me. I ought to be away by the next train.

Dear me! cried Mrs. Latimer, after a pause of dismay. But how can I do without you, Afy?

Its a dying request, maam, pleaded Afy, covering her eyes with her handkerchief  not the lace one  as if in the depth of woe. Of course I wouldnt ask you under any other circumstances, suffering as you are!

Where is it to! asked Mrs. Latimer. How long shall you be away?

Afy mentioned the first town that came uppermost, and hoped she might be back to-morrow.

What relation is it? continued Mrs. Latimer. I thought you had no relatives, except Joyce and your aunt, Mrs. Kane.

This is another aunt, cried Afy, softly. I have never mentioned her, not being friends. Differences divided us. Of course that makes me all the more anxious to obey her request.

An uncommon good hand at an impromptu tale was Afy. And Mrs. Latimer consented to her demand. Afy flew upstairs, attired herself once more, put one or two things in a small leather bag, placed some money in her purse, and left the house.

Sauntering idly on the pavement on the sunny side of the street was a policeman. He crossed over to Afy, with whom he had a slight acquaintance.

Good-day, Miss Hallijohn. A fine day, is it not?

Fine enough, returned Afy, provoked at being hindered. I cant talk to you now, for I am in a hurry.

The faster she walked, the faster he walked, keeping at her side. Afys pace increased to a run. His increased to a run too.

Whatever are you in such haste over? asked he.

Well, its nothing to you. And I am sure I dont want you to dance attendance upon me just now. Theres a time for all things. Ill have some chatter with you another day.

One would think you were hurrying to catch a train.

So I am  if you must have your curiosity satisfied. I am going on a little pleasure excursion, Mr. Inquisitive.

For long?

U  m! Home to-morrow, perhaps. Is it true that Mr. Carlyles elected?

Oh, yes; dont go up that way, please.

Not up this way? repeated Afy. Its the nearest road to the station. It cuts off all that corner.

The officer laid his hand upon her, gently. Afy thought he was venturing upon it in sport  as if he deemed her too charming to be parted with.

What do you mean by your nonsense? I tell you I have not time for it now. Take your hand off me, she added grimly  for the hand was clasping her closer.

I am sorry to hurt a ladys feelings, especially yours, miss, but I darent take it off, and I darent part with you. My instructions are to take you on at once to the witness-room. Your evidence is wanted this afternoon.

If you ever saw a ghost more livid than ghosts in ordinary, you may picture to your mind the appearance of Afy Hallijohn just then. She did not faint as she had done once before that day, but she looked as if she should die. One sharp cry, instantly suppressed, for Afy did retain some presence of mind, and remembered that she was in the public road  one sharp tussle for liberty, over as soon, and she resigned herself, perforce, to her fate.

I have no evidence to give, she said, in a calmer tone. I know nothing of the facts.

Im sure I dont know anything of them, returned the man. I dont know why you are wanted. When instructions are given us, miss, we cant ask what they mean. I was bid to watch that you didnt go off out of the town, and to bring you on to the witness-room if you attempted it, and I have tried to do it as politely as possible.

You dont imagine I am going to walk through West Lynne with your hand upon me!

Ill take it off, Miss Hallijohn, if youll give a promise not to bolt. You see, twould come to nothing if you did, for I should be up with you in a couple of yards; besides, it would be drawing folks attention on you. You couldnt hope to outrun me, or be a match for me in strength.

I will go quietly, said Afy. Take it off.

She kept her word. Afy was no simpleton, and knew that she was no match for him. She had fallen into the hands of the Philistines, was powerless, and must make the best of it. So they walked through the street as if they were taking a quiet stroll, he gallantly bearing the leather bag. Miss Carlyles shocked eyes happened to fall upon them as they passed her window. She wondered where could be the eyes of the mans inspector.


CHAPTER XL.

THE JUSTICE-ROOM.

The magistrates took their seats on the bench. The bench would not hold them. All in the commission of the peace flocked in. Any other day they would not have been at West Lynne. As to the room, the wonder was how it ever got emptied again, so densely was it packed. Sir Francis Levisons friends were there in a body. They did not believe a word of the accusation. A scandalous affair, cried they, got up, probably, by some sneak of the scarlet-and-purple party. Lord Mount Severn, who chose to be present, had a place assigned him on the bench. Lord Vane got the best place he could fight for amid the crowd. Mr. Justice Hare sat as chairman, unusually stern, unbending, and grim. No favor would he show, but no unfairness. Had it been to save his son from hanging, he would not adjudge guilt to Francis Levison against his conscience. Colonel Bethel was likewise on the bench, stern also.

In that primitive place  primitive in what related to the justice-room and the justices  things were not conducted with the regularity of the law. The law there was often a dead letter. No very grave cases were decided there; they went to Lynneborough. A month at the treadmill, or a weeks imprisonment, or a bout of juvenile whipping, were pretty near the harshest sentences pronounced. Thus, in this examination, as in others, evidence was advanced that was inadmissible  at least, that would have been inadmissible in a more orthodox court  hearsay testimony, and irregularities of that nature. Mr. Rubiny watched the case on behalf of Sir Francis Levison.

Mr. Ball opened the proceedings, giving the account which had been imparted to him by Richard Hare, but not mentioning Richard as his informant. He was questioned as to whence he obtained his information, but replied that it was not convenient at present to disclose the source. The stumbling block of the magistrates appeared to be the identifying Levison with Thorn. Ebenezer James came forward to prove it.

What do you know of the prisoner, Sir Francis Levison? questioned Justice Herbert.

Not much, responded Mr. Ebenezer. I used to know him as Captain Thorn.

Captain Thorn?

Afy Hallijohn called him captain; but I understood he was but a lieutenant.

From whom did you understand that?

From Afy. She was the only person I heard speak of him.

And you say you were in the habit of seeing him in the place mentioned, the Abbey Wood?

I saw him there repeatedly; also at Hallijohns cottage.

Did you speak with him as Thorn?

Two or three times. I addressed him as Thorn, and he answered to the name. I had no suspicion but that it was his name. Otway Bethel  casting his eyes on Mr. Otway, who stood in his shaggy attire also knew him as Thorn, and so I have no doubt, did Locksley, for he was always in the wood.

Anybody else?

Poor Hallijohn himself knew him as Thorn. He said to Afy one day, in my presence, that he would not have that confounded dandy, Thorn, coming there.

Were those the words he used?

They were; that confounded dandy Thorn. I remember Afys reply  it was rather insolent. She said Thorn was as free to come there as anybody else, and she would not be found fault with, as though she was not fit to take care of herself.

That is nothing to the purpose. Were any others acquainted with this Thorn?

I should imagine the elder sister, Joyce, was. And the one who knew him best of all of us was young Richard Hare.

Old Richard Hare, from his place on the bench, frowned menacingly at an imaginary Richard.

What took Thorn into the wood so often?

He was courting Afy.

With an intention of marrying her?

Well  no, cried Mr. Ebenezer, with a twist of the mouth; I should not suppose he entertained any intention of the sort. He used to come over from Swainson, or its neighborhood, riding a splendid horse.

Whom did you suppose him to be?

I supposed him to be moving in the upper ranks of life. There was no doubt of it. His dress, his manners, his tone, all proclaimed it. He appeared to wish to shun observation, and evidently did not care to be seen by any of us. He rarely arrived until twilight.

Did you see him there on the night of Hallijohns murder?

No. I was not there myself that evening, so could not have seen him.

Did a suspicion cross your mind at any time that he may have been guilty of the murder?

Never. Richard Hare was accused of it by universal belief, and it never occurred to me to suppose he had not done it.

Pray, how many years is this ago? sharply interrupted Mr. Rubiny, perceiving that the witness was done with.

Lets see! responded Mr. Ebenezer. I cant be sure as to a year without reckoning up. A dozen, if not more.

And you mean to say that you can swear to Sir Francis Levison being that man, with all these years intervening?

I swear that he is the man. I am as positive of his identity as I am of my own.

Without having seen him from that time to this? derisively returned the lawyer. Nonsense, witness.

I did not say that, returned Mr. Ebenezer.

The court pricked up its ears. Have you seen him between then and now? asked one of them.

Once.

Where and when?

It was in London, about eighteen months after the period of the trial!

What communication had you with him?

None at all. I only saw him  quite by chance.

And whom did you suppose him to be then  Thorn or Levison?

Thorn, certainly. I never dreamt of his being Levison until he appeared here, now, to oppose Mr. Carlyle.

A wild, savage curse shot through Sir Franciss heart as he heard the words. What demon had possessed him to venture his neck into the lions den? There had been a strong hidden power holding him back from it, independent of his dislike to face Mr. Carlyle; how could he be so mad as to disregard it? How? Could a man go from his doom? Can any?

You may have been mistaken, witness, as to the identity of the man you saw in London. It may not have been the Thorn you had known here.

Mr. Ebenezer James smiled a peculiar smile. I was not mistaken, he said, his tone sounding remarkably significant. I am upon my oath.

Call Aphrodite Hallijohn.

The lady appeared, supported by her friend, the policeman. And Mr. Ebenezer James was desired by Mr. Ball to leave the court while she gave her evidence. Doubtless he had his reasons.

What is your name?

Afy, replied she, looking daggers at everybody, and sedulously keeping her back turned upon Francis Levison and Otway Bethel.

Your name in full, if you please. You were not christened Afy?

Aphrodite Hallijohn. You all know my name as well as I do. Wheres the use of asking useless questions?

Swear the witness, spoke up Mr. Justice Hare. The first word he had uttered.

I wont be sworn, said Afy.

You must be sworn, said Mr. Justice Herbert.

But I say I wont, repeated Afy.

Then we must commit you to prison for contempt of court.

There was no mercy in his tone, and Afy turned white. Sir John Dobede interposed.

Young woman, had you a hand in the murder of your father?

I? returned Afy, struggling with passion, temper, and excitement. How dare you ask me such an unnatural question, sir? He was the kindest father, she added, battling with her tears. I loved him dearly. I would have saved his life with mine.

And yet you refuse to give evidence that may assist in bringing his destroyer to justice.

No; I dont refuse on that score. I should like his destroyer to be hanged, and Id go to see it. But who knows what other questions you may be asking me, about things that concerned neither you nor anybody else? Thats why I object.

We have only to deal with what bears upon the murder. The questions put to you will relate to that.

Afy considered. Well, you may swear me, then, she said.

Little notion had she of the broad gauge those questions would run upon. And she was sworn accordingly. Very unwillingly yet; for Afy, who would have told lies by the bushel unsworn, did look upon an oath as a serious matter, and felt herself compelled to speak the truth when examined under it.

How did you become acquainted with a gentleman you often saw in those days  Captain Thorn?

There, uttered the dismayed Afy. You are beginning already. He had nothing to do with it  he did not do the murder.

You have sworn to answer the questions put, was the uncompromising rejoinder. How did you become acquainted with Captain Thorn?

I met him at Swainson, doggedly answered Afy. I went over there one day, just for a spree, and I met him at a pastrycooks.

And he fell in love with your pretty face? said Lawyer Ball, taking up the examination.

In the incense to her vanity, Afy nearly forgot her scruples. Yes, he did, she answered, casting a smile of general satisfaction round upon the court.

And got out of you where you lived, and entered upon his courting, riding over nearly every evening to see you?

Well, acknowledged Afy, there was no harm in it.

Oh, certainly not! acquiesced the lawyer, in a pleasant, free tone, to put the witness at her ease. Rather good, I should say: I wish I had had the like luck. Did you know him at the time by the name of Levison?

No! He said he was Captain Thorn, and I thought he was.

Did you know where he lived?

No! He never said that. I thought he was stopping temporarily at Swainson.

And  dear me! what a sweet bonnet that is you have on!

Afy, whose egregious vanity was her besetting sin  who possessed enough of it for any ten pretty women going  cast a glance out of the corners of her eyes at the admired bonnet, and became Mr. Balls entirely.

And how long was it, after your first meeting with him, before you discovered his real name?

Not for a long time  several months.

Subsequent to the murder, I presume?

Oh, yes!

Mr. Balls eyes gave a twinkle, and the unconscious Afy surreptitiously smoothed, with one finger, the glossy parting of her hair.

Besides Captain Thorn, what gentlemen were in the wood the night of the murder?

Richard Hare was there. Otway Bethel and Locksley also. Those were all I saw until the crowd came.

Were Locksley and Mr. Otway Bethel martyrs to your charms, as the other two were?

No, indeed! was the witnesss answer, with an indignant toss of the head. A couple of poaching fellows like them! They had better have tried it on!

Which of the two, Hare or Thorn, was inside the cottage with you that evening?

Afy came out of her vanity and hesitated. She was beginning to wonder where the questions would get to.

You are upon your oath, witness! thundered Mr. Justice Hare. If it was my  if it was Richard Hare who was with you, say so. But there must be no equivocation here.

Afy was startled. It was Thorn, she answered to Mr. Ball.

And where was Richard Hare?

I dont know. He came down, but I sent him away; I would not admit him. I dare say he lingered in the wood.

Did he leave a gun with you?

Yes. It was one he had promised to lend my father. I put it down just inside the door. He told me it was loaded.

How long after this was it, that your father interrupted you?

He didnt interrupt us at all, returned Afy. I never saw my father until I saw him dead.

Were you not in the cottage all the time?

No; we went out for a stroll at the back. Captain Thorn wished me good-bye there, and I stayed out.

Did you hear the gun go off?

I heard a shot as I was sitting on the stump of a tree, and was thinking; but I attached no importance to it, never supposing it was in the cottage.

What was it that Captain Thorn had to get from the cottage after he quitted you? What had he left there?

Now, this was a random shaft. Lawyer Ball, a keen man, who had well weighed all points in the tale imparted to him by Richard, as well as other points, had colored them with his own deductions, and spoke accordingly. Afy was taken in.

He had left his hat there  nothing else. It was a warm evening, and he had gone out without it.

He told you, I believe, sufficient to convince you of the guilt of Richard Hare? Another shaft thrown at random.

I did not want convincing  I knew it without. Everybody else knew it.

To be sure, equably returned Lawyer Ball. Did Captain Thorn see it done  did he tell you that?

He had got his hat, and was away down the wood some little distance, when he heard voices in dispute in the cottage, and recognized one of them to be that of my father. The shot followed close upon it, and he guessed some mischief had been done, though he did not suspect its extent.

Thorn told you this  when?

The same night  much later.

How came you to see him?

Afy hesitated; but she was sternly told to answer the question.

A boy came up to the cottage and called me out, and said a strange gentleman wanted to see me in the wood, and had given him sixpence to come for me. I went, and found Captain Thorn. He asked me what the commotion was about, and I told him Richard Hare had killed my father. He said, that now I spoke of him, he could recognize Richard Hares as having been the other voice in the dispute.

What boy was that  the one who came for you?

It was Mother Whitemans little son.

And Captain Thorn then gave you this version of the tragedy?

It was the right version, resentfully spoke Afy.

How do you know that?

Oh! because Im sure it was. Who else would kill him but Richard Hare? It is a scandalous shame, your wanting to put it upon Thorn!

Look at the prisoner, Sir Francis Levison. Is it he whom you knew as Thorn?

Yes; but that does not make him guilty of the murder.

Of course it does not, complacently assented Lawyer Ball. How long did you remain with Captain Thorn in London  upon that little visit, you know?

Afy started like anybody moonstruck.

When you quitted this place, after the tragedy, it was to join Captain Thorn in London. How long, I ask, did you remain with him?

Entirely a random shaft, this. But Richard had totally denied to Lawyer Ball the popular assumption that Afy had been with him.

Who says I was with him? Who says I went after him? flashed Afy, with scarlet cheeks.

I do, replied Lawyer Ball, taking notes of her confusion. Come, its over and done with  its of no use to deny it now. We all go upon visits to friends sometimes.

I never heard anything so bold! cried Afy. Where will you tell me I went next?

You are upon your oath, woman! again interposed Justice Hare, and a trembling, as of agitation, might be detected in his voice, in spite of its ringing severity. Were you with the prisoner Levison, or were you with Richard Hare?

I with Richard Hare! cried Afy, agitated in her turn, and shaking like an aspen-leaf, partly with discomfiture, partly with unknown dread. How dare that cruel falsehood be brought up again, to my face? I never saw Richard Hare after the night of the murder. I swear it. I swear that I never saw him since. Visit him! Id sooner visit Calcraft, the hangman.

There was truth in the words  in the tone. The chairman let fall the hand which had been raised to his face, holding on his eye-glasses; and a sort of self-condemning fear arose, confusing his brain. His son, proved innocent of one part, might be proved innocent of the other; and then  how would his own harsh conduct show out! West Lynne, in its charity, the justice in his, had cast more odium to Richard, with regard to his after conduct touching this girl, than it had on the score of the murder.

Come, said Lawyer Ball, in a coaxing tone, let us be pleasant. Of course you were not with Richard Hare  West Lynne is always ill-natured  you were on a visit to Captain Thorn, as  as any other young lady might be?

Afy hung her head, cowed down to abject meekness.

Answer the question, came forth the chairmans voice again. Were you with Thorn?

Yes, though the answer was feeble enough.

Mr. Ball coughed an insinuating cough.

Did you remain with him  say two or three years?

Not three.

A little over two, perhaps?

There was no harm in it, shrieked Afy, with a catching sob of temper. If I chose to live in London, and he chose to make a morning call upon me, now and then, as an old friend, whats that to anybody? Where was the harm, I ask?

Certainly  where was the harm? I am not insinuating any, returned Lawyer Ball, with a wink of the eye furthest from the witness and the bench. And, during the time that  that he was making these little morning calls upon you, did you know him to be Levison?

Yes. I knew him to be Captain Levison then.

Did he ever tell you why he had assumed the name of Thorn?

Only for a whim, he said. The day he spoke to me in the pastrycooks shop at Swainson, something came over him, in the spur of the moment, not to give his right name, so he gave the first that came into his head. He never thought to retain it, or that other people would hear of him by it.

I dare say not, laconically spoke Lawyer Ball. Well, Miss Afy, I believe that is all for the present. I want Ebenezer James in again, he whispered to an officer of the justice-room, as the witness retired.

Ebenezer James reappeared and took Afys place.

You informed their worships, just now, that you had met Thorn in London, some eighteen months subsequent to the murder, began Lawyer Ball, launching another of his shafts. This must have been during the period of Afy Hallijohns sojourn with him. Did you also see her?

Mr. Ebenezer opened his eyes. He knew nothing of the evidence just given by Afy, and wondered how on earth it had come out  that she had been with Thorn at all. He had never betrayed it.

Afy? stammered he.

Yes, Afy, sharply returned the lawyer. Their worships know that when she took that trip of hers from West Lynne it was to join Thorn not Richard Hare  though the latter has borne the credit of it. I ask you, did you see her? for she was then still connected with him.

Well  yes, I did, replied Mr. Ebenezer, his own scruples removed, but wondering still how it had been discovered, unless Afy had  as he had prophesied she would  let out in her tantrums. In fact, it was Afy whom I first saw.

State the circumstances.

I was up Paddington way one afternoon, and saw a lady going into a house. It was Afy Hallijohn. She lived there, I found  had the drawing-room apartments. She invited me to stay to tea with her, and I did.

Did you see Captain Levison there?

I saw Thorn  as I thought him to be. Afy told me I must be away by eight oclock, for she was expecting a friend who sometimes came to sit with her for an hours chat. But, in talking over old times  not that I could tell her much about West Lynne, for I had left it almost as long as she had  the time slipped on past the hour. When Afy found that out she hurried me off, and I had barely got outside the gate when a cab drove up, and Thorn alighted from it, and let himself in with a latch-key. That is all I know.

When you knew that the scandal of Afys absence rested on Richard Hare, why could you not have said this, and cleared him, on your return to West Lynne?

It was no affair of mine, that I should make it public. Afy asked me not to say I had seen her, and I promised her I would not. As to Richard Hare, a little extra scandal on his back was nothing, while there remained on it the worse scandal of murder.

Stop a bit, interposed Mr. Rubiny, as the witness was about to retire. You speak of the time being eight oclock in the evening, sir. Was it dark?

Yes.

Then how can you be certain it was Thorn who got out of the cab and entered?

I am quite certain. There was a gas-lamp right at the spot, and I saw him as well as I should have seen him in daylight. I knew his voice, too; could have sworn to it anywhere; and I would almost have sworn to him by his splendid diamond ring. It flashed in the lamplight.

His voice! Did he speak to you?

No. But he spoke to the cabman. There was a half dispute between them. The man said Thorn had not paid him enough, that he had not allowed for having been kept waiting twenty minutes on the road. Thorn swore at him a bit, and then flung him an extra shilling.

The next witness was a man who had been groom to the late Sir Peter Levison. He testified that the prisoner, Francis Levison had been on a visit to his master late in the summer and part of the autumn, the year that Hallijohn was killed. That he frequently rode out in the direction of West Lynne, especially toward evening; would be away three or four hours, and come home with the horse in a foam. Also that he picked up two letters at different times, which Mr. Levison had carelessly let fall from his pocket, and returned them to him. Both the notes were addressed Captain Thorn. But they had not been through the post, for there was no further superscription on them; and the writing looked like a ladys. He remembered quite well hearing of the murder of Hallijohn, the witness added, in answer to a question; it made a great stir through out the country. It was just at that same time that Mr. Levison concluded his visit, and returned to London.

A wonderful memory! Mr. Rubiny sarcastically remarked.

The witness, a quiet, respectable man, replied that he had a good memory; but that circumstances had impressed upon it particularly the fact that Mr. Levisons departure followed close upon the murder of Hallijohn.

One day, when Sir Peter was round at the stables, gentlemen, he was urging his nephew to prolong his visit, and asked what sudden freak was taking him off. Mr. Levison replied that unexpected business called him to London. While they were talking, the coachman came up, all in a heat, telling that Hallijohn, of West Lynne, had been murdered by young Mr. Hare. I remember Sir Peter said he could not believe it; and that it must have been an accident, not murder.

Is that all?

There was more said. Mr. Levison, in a shameful sort of manner, asked his uncle, would he let him have five or ten pounds? Sir Peter seemed angry, and asked, what had he done with the fifty-pound note he had made him a present of only the previous morning? Mr. Levison replied that he had sent that away to a brother officer, to whom he was in debt. Sir Peter refused to believe it, and said he had more likely squandered it upon some disgraceful folly. Mr. Levison denied that he had; but he looked confused, indeed, his manner altogether was confused that morning.

Did he get the five or ten pounds?

I dont know, gentlemen. I dare say he did, for my master was as persuadable as a woman, though hed fly out a bit sometimes at first. Mr. Levison departed for London that same night.

The last witness called was Mr. Dill. On the previous Tuesday evening, he had been returning home from spending an hour at Mr. Beauchamps, when, in a field opposite to Mr. Justice Hares, he suddenly heard a commotion. It arose from the meeting of Sir Francis Levison and Otway Bethel. The former appeared to have been enjoying a solitary moonlight ramble, and the latter to have encountered him unexpectedly. Words ensued. Bethel accused Sir Francis of shirking him. Sir Francis answered angrily that he knew nothing of him, and nothing he wanted to know.

You were glad enough to know something of me the night of Hallijohns murder, retorted Bethel to this. Do you remember that I could hang you. One little word from me, and youd stand in Dick Hares place.

You fool! passionately cried Sir Francis. You couldnt hang me without putting your own head in a noose. Did you not have your hush money? Are you wanting to do me out of more?

A cursed paltry note of fifty pounds! foamed Otway Bethel, which, many a time since, I have wished my fingers were blown off before they touched. I never should have touched it, but that I was altogether overwhelmed with the moments confusion. I have not been able to look Mrs. Hare in the face since, knowing that I held the secret that would save her son from the hangman.

And put yourself in his place, sneered Sir Francis.

No. Put you.

Thats as it might be. But, if I went to the hangman, you would go with me. There would be no excuse or escape for you. You know it.

The warfare continued longer, but this was the cream of it. Mr. Dill heard the whole, and repeated it now to the magistrate. Mr. Rubiny protested that it was inadmissible; hearsay evidence; contrary to law; but the bench oracularly put Mr. Rubiny down, and told him they did not want any stranger to come there and teach them their business.

Colonel Bethel had leaned forward at the conclusion of Mr. Dills evidence, dismay on his face, agitation in his voice. Are you sure that you made no mistake  that the other in this interview was Otway Bethel?

Mr. Dill sadly shook his head. Am I one to swear to a wrong man, colonel? I wish I had not heard it  save that it may be the means of clearing Richard Hare.

Sir Francis Levison had braved out the proceedings with a haughty, cavalier air, his delicate hands and his diamond ring remarkably conspicuous. Was that stone the real thing, or a false one, substituted for the real? Hard up as he had long been for money, the suspicion might arise. A derisive smile crossed his features at parts of the evidence, as much as to say, You may convict me as to Mademoiselle Afy, but you cant as to the murder. When, however, Mr. Dills testimony was given, what a change was there! His mood tamed down to what looked like abject fear, and he shook in his shoes as he stood.

Of course your worships will take bail for Sir Francis? said Mr. Rubiny, at the close of the proceedings.

Bail! The bench looked at one another.

Your worships will not refuse it  a gentleman in Sir Francis Levisons position!

The bench thought they never had so insolent an application made to them. Bail for him!  on this charge! No; not if the lord chancellor himself came down to offer it.

Mr. Otway Bethel, conscious, probably, that nobody would offer bail for him, not even the colonel, did not ask the bench to take it. So the two were fully committed to take their trial for the Wilful murder, otherwise the killing and slaying of George Hallijohn; and before night would be on their road to the county prison at Lynneborough.

And that vain, ill-starred Afy! What of her? Well, Afy had retreated to the witness-room again, after giving evidence, and there she remained to the close, agreeably occupied in a mental debate. What would they make out from her admission regarding her sojourn in London and the morning calls? How would that precious West Lynne construe it? She did not much care; she would brave it out, and assail them with towering indignation, did any dare to cast a stone at her.

Such was her final decision, arrived at just as the proceedings terminated. Afy was right glad to remain where she was, till some of the bustle had gone.

How was it ended? asked she of Mr. Ball, who, being a bachelor, was ever regarded with much graciousness by Afy, for she kept her eyes open to contingencies; although Mr. Joe Jiffin was held in reserve.

They are both committed for wilful murder  off to Lynneborough within an hour!

Afys color rose. What a shame! To commit two innocent men upon such a charge.

I can tell you what, Miss Afy, the sooner you disabuse your mind of that prejudice, the better. Levison has been as good as proved guilty to-day; but if proof were wanting, he and Bethel have criminated each other. When rogues fall out, honest men get their own. Not that I can quite fathom Bethels share in the exploit, though I can pretty well guess at it. And, in proving themselves guilty they have proved the innocence of Richard Hare.

Afys face was changing to whiteness; her confident air to one of dread; her vanity to humiliation.

It  cant  be  true! she gasped.

Its true enough. The part you have hitherto ascribed to Thorn, was enacted by Richard Hare. He heard the shot from his place in the wood, and saw Thorn run, ghastly, trembling, horrified, from his wicked work. Believe me, it was Thorn who killed your father.

Afy grew cold as she listened. That one awful moment, when conviction that his words were true, forced itself upon her, was enough to sober her for a whole lifetime. Thorn! Her sight failed; her head reeled; her very heart turned to sickness. One struggling cry of pain; and, for the second time that day, Afy Hallijohn fell forward in a fainting fit.

Shouts, hisses, execrations, yells! The prisoners were being brought forth, to be conveyed to Lynneborough. A whole posse of constables was necessary to protect them against the outbreak of the mob, which outbreak was not directed against Otway Bethel, but against Sir Francis Levison. Cowering like the guilty culprit that he was, shivered he, hiding his white face  wondering whether it would be a repetition of Justice Hares green pond, or tearing him asunder piecemeal  and cursing the earth because it did not open and let him in!


CHAPTER XLI.

FIRM!

Miss Lucy was en penitence. She had been guilty of some childish fault that day at Aunt Cornelias, which, coming to the knowledge of Mrs. Carlyle, after their return home the young lady was ordered to the nursery for the rest of the day, and to be regaled upon bread and water.

Barbara was in her pleasant dressing-room. There was to be a dinner party at East Lynne that evening, and she had just finished dressing. Very lovely looked she in her dinner dress, with purple and scarlet flowers in her bosom. She glanced at her watch somewhat anxiously, for the gentlemen had not made their appearance. Half-past six! And they were to dine at seven.

Madame Vine tapped at the door. Her errand was to beg grace for Lucy. She had been promised half an hour in the drawing-room, when the ladies entered it from the dessert-table, and was now in agony of grief at the disappointment. Would Mrs. Carlyle pardon her, and allow her to be dressed?

You are too lenient to the child, madame, spoke Barbara. I dont think you ever would punish her at all. But when she commits faults, they must be corrected.

She is very sorry for her fault; she promises not to be rude again. She is crying as if she would cry her heart out.

Not for her ill-behavior, but because shes afraid of missing the drawing-room to-night, cried Barbara.

Do, pray, restore her to favor, pleaded madame.

I shall see. Just look, Madame Vine! I broke this, a minute or two ago. Is it not a pity?

Barbara held in her hand a beautiful toilette ornament, set in pure gold. One of the petals had come off.

Madame Vine examined it. I have some cement upstairs that would join it, she exclaimed. I could do it in two minutes. I bought it in France.

Oh, I wish you would, was Barbaras delighted response. Do bring it here and join it now. Shall I bribe you? she added, laughing. You make this all right, and then you shall bear back grace to Lucy  for I perceive that is what your heart is set upon.

Madame Vine went, and returned with her cement. Barbara watched her, as she took the pieces in her hand, to see how the one must fit on to the other.

This has been broken once, as Joyce tells me, Barbara said. But it must have been imperceptibly joined, for I have looked in vain for the damage. Mr. Carlyle bought it for his first wife, when they were in London, after their marriage. She broke it subsequently here, at East Lynne. You will never do it, Madame Vine, if your hand shakes like that. What is the matter?

A great deal was the matter. First, the ominous words had been upon her tongue. It was here where the stem joins the flower; but she recollected herself in time. Next came up the past vision of the place and hour when the accident occurred. Her hanging sleeve had swept it off the table. Mr. Carlyle was in the room, and he had soothed her sorrow  her almost childish sorrow with kisses sweet. Ah me! poor thing! I think our hands would have shaken as hers did. The ornament and the kisses were Barbaras now.

I ran quickly up the stairs and back again, was the explanation she offered to Mrs. Carlyle for her shaking hands.

At that moment Mr. Carlyle and their guests were heard to return, and ascend to their respective apartments, Lord Vanes gleeful voice echoing through the house. Mr. Carlyle came into his wifes dressing-room, and Madame Vine would have made a precipitate retreat.

No, no, said Barbara, finish it, now you have begun. Mr. Carlyle will be going to his room. Look at the misfortune I have had. Archibald, I have broken this.

Mr. Carlyle glanced carelessly at the trinket, and at Madame Vines white fingers. He crossed to the door of his dressing-room and opened it, then held out his hand in silence for Barbara to approach and drew her in with him. Madame Vine went on with her work.

Presently Barbara returned, and approached the table where stood Madame Vine, while she drew on her gloves. Her eyelashes were wet.

I could not help shedding a few tears of joy, exclaimed Barbara, with a pretty blush, perceiving that madame observed the signs. Mr. Carlyle has been telling me that my brothers innocence is now all but patent to the world. It came out upon the examination of those two men, Sir Francis and Otway Bethel. Lord Mount Severn was present at the proceedings, and says they have in some way incriminated each other. Papa sat in his place as chairman; I wonder that he liked to do so.

Lower bent the head of Madame Vine over her employment. Has anything been proved against them? she asked, in her usual soft tone, almost a whisper.

There is not the least doubt of the guilt of Levison, but Otway Bethels share in the affair is a puzzle yet, replied Mrs. Carlyle. Both are committed for trial. Oh, that man! that man! how his sins come out! she continued in excitement.

Madame Vine glanced up through her spectacles.

Would you believe, continued Barbara, dropping her voice, that while West Lynne, and I fear ourselves also, gave that miserable Afy credit for having gone away with Richard, she was all the time with Levison? Ball, the lawyer got her to confess to-day. I am unacquainted with the details; Mr. Carlyle would not give them to me. He said the bare fact was quite enough, and considering the associations it involved, would not do to talk of.

Mr. Carlyle was right.

Out it seems to come, little by little, one wickedness after another! resumed Barbara. I do not like Mr. Carlyle to hear it. No, I dont. Of course there is no help for it; but he must feel it terribly, as must also Lord Mount Severn. She was his wife, you know, and the children are hers; and to think that she  I mean he  must feel it for her, went on Barbara after her sudden pause, and there was some hauteur in her tone lest she should be misunderstood. Mr. Carlyle is one of the very few men, so entirely noble, whom the sort of disgrace reflected from Lady Isabels conduct cannot touch.

The carriage of the first guest. Barbara ran across the room, and rattled at Mr. Carlyles door. Archibald do you hear?

Back came the laughing answer. I shant keep them long. But they may surely accord a few minutes grace to a man who has just been converted into an M. P.

Barbara descended to the drawing-room, leaving her, that unhappy lady, to the cement and the broken pieces, and to battle as best she could with her bitter heart. Nothing but stabs; nothing but stabs! Was her punishment ever to end? No. The step she had taken in coming back to East Lynne had precluded that.

The guests arrived; all save Mr. and Mrs. Hare. Barbara received a note from her instead. The justice did not feel well enough to join them.

I should think he did not.

A pleasant party it was at East Lynne, and twelve oclock struck before the carriage of the last guest drove away. It may have been from one to two hours after that, and the house was steeped in moonlight and quietness, everybody being abed and asleep when a loud summons at the hall bell echoed through the stillness.

The first to put her head out the window was Wilson. Is it fire? shrieked she, in the most excessive state of terror conceivable. Wilson had a natural dread of fire  some people do possess this dread more than others  and had oftentime aroused the house to a commotion by declaring she smelt it. Is it fire? shrieked Wilson.

Yes! was shouted at the top of a mans voice, who stepped from between the entrance pillars to answer.

Wilson waited for no more. Clutching at the baby with one hand  a fine young gentleman now of near twelve months old, promising fair to be as great a source of trouble to Wilson and the nursery as was his brother Archibald, whom he greatly resembled  and at Archie with the other, out she flew to the corridor screeching Fire! fire! fire! never ceasing, down tore Wilson with the four children, and burst unceremoniously into the sleeping apartment of Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle. By this time the children, terrified out of their senses, not at Wilsons cry of alarm, but at the summary propelling downstairs, set up a shrieking, too. Madame Vine, believing that half the house as least was in flames, was the next to appear, throwing on a shawl she had caught up, and then came Joyce.

Fire! fire! fire! shouted Wilson; we are all being burnt up together!

Poor Mrs. Carlyle, thus wildly aroused from sleep, sprang out of bed and into the corridor in her night-dress. Everybody else was in a night-dress  when folks are flying for dear life, they dont stop to look for their dress-coats and best blonde caps. Out came Mr. Carlyle, who had hastily assumed his pantaloons.

He cast a rapid glance down to the hall, and saw that the stairs were perfectly free for escape; therefore to hurry was not so violent. Every soul around him was shrieking in concert, making the confusion and din terrific. The bright moonlight streamed in at the corridor windows, but there was no other light; shadowy and indistinct enough looked the white figures.

Where is the fire? he exclaimed. I dont smell any. Who gave the first alarm?

The bell answered him. The hall-bell, which rang out ten times louder and longer than before. He opened one of the windows and leaned from it. Whos there? Madame Vine caught up Archie.

Its me, sir, responded a voice, which he at once recognized to be that of one of Mr. Hares men-servants. Master has been took in a fit, sir, and mistress sent me for you and Miss Barbara. You must please make haste, sir, if you want to see him alive.

Miss Barbara! It was more familiar to Jasper, in a moment of excitement, than the new name.

You, Jasper! Is the house on fire  this house?

Well, I dont know, sir. I can hear a dreadful deal of screeching in it.

Mr. Carlyle closed the window. He began to suspect that the danger lay in fear alone. Who told you there was fire? he demanded of Wilson.

That man ringing at the door, sobbed Wilson. Thank goodness I have saved the children!

Mr. Carlyle felt somewhat exasperated at the mistake. His wife was trembling from head to foot, her face of a deadly whiteness, and he knew that she was not in a condition to be alarmed, necessarily or unnecessarily. She clung to him in terror, asking if they could escape.

My darling, be calm! Theres no fire; its a stupid mistake. You may all go back to bed and sleep in peace, he added to the rest, and the next time that you alarm the house in the night, Wilson, have the goodness to make yourself sure, first of all, that theres cause for it.

Barbara, frightened still, bewildered and uncertain, escaped to the window and threw it open. But Mr. Carlyle was nearly as quick as she; he caught her to him with one hand, and drew the window down with the other. To have these tidings told to her abruptly would be worse than all. By this time some of the servants had descended the other staircase with a light, being in various stages of costume, and hastened to open the hall-door. Jasper entered. The man had probably waited to help to put out the fire. Barbara caught sight of him ere Mr. Carlyle could prevent it, and grew sick with fear, believing some ill had happened to her mother.

Drawing her inside their chamber, he broke the news to her soothingly and tenderly, making light of it.

She burst into tears. You are not deceiving me, Archibald? Papa is not dead?

Dead! cheerfully echoed Mr. Carlyle, in the same tone he might have used had Barbara wondered whether the justice was taking a night airing for pleasure in a balloon. Wilson has indeed frightened you, love. Dress yourself, and we will go and see him.

At that moment Barbara recollected William. Strange that she should have been the first to do so  before Lady Isabel  before Mr. Carlyle. She ran out again to the corridors, where the boy stood shivering. He may have caught his death! she uttered, snatching him up in her arms. Oh, Wilson! What have you done? His night-gown is damp and cold.

Unfit as she was for the burden, she bore him to her own bed. Wilson was not at leisure to attend to reproaches just then. She was engaged in a wordy war with Jasper, leaning over the balustrades to carry it on.

I never told you there was a fire! indignantly denied Jasper.

You did. I opened the nursery window and called out Is it fire? and you answered Yes.

You called out Is it Jasper? What else should I say but Yes, to that? Fire? Where was the fire likely to be  in the park?

Wilson take the children back to bed, authoritatively spoke Mr. Carlyle, as he advanced to look down into the hall. John, are you there? The close carriage, instantly  look sharp. Madame Vine, pray dont continue to hold that heavy boy; Joyce cant you relieve madame?

In crossing back to his room, Mr. Carlyle had brushed past madame, and noticed that she appeared to be shaking, as with the weight of Archibald. In reality she was still alarmed, not understanding yet the cause of the commotion. Joyce, who comprehended it as little, and had stood with her arms round Lucy, advanced to take Archibald, and Mr. Carlyle disappeared. Barbara had taken off her own warm night-gown then, and put it upon William in place of his cold one  had struck a light and was busily dressing herself.

Just feel his night-gown Archibald! Wilson

A shrill cry of awful terror interrupted the words, and Mr. Carlyle made one bound out again. Barbara followed; the least she thought was that Wilson had dropped the baby in the hall.

That was not the catastrophe. Wilson, with the baby and Lucy, had already disappeared up the staircase, and Madame Vine was disappearing. Archibald lay on the soft carpet of the corridor, where madame had stood; for Joyce, in the act of taking him, had let him slip to the ground  let him fall from sheer terror. She held on to the balustrades, her face ghastly, her mouth open, her eyes fixed in horror  altogether an object to look upon. Archie gathered himself on his sturdy legs, and stood staring.

Why, Joyce! What is the matter with you? cried Mr. Carlyle. You look as if you had seen a spectre.

Oh, master! she wailed, I have seen one.

Are you all going deranged together? retorted he, wondering what had come to the house. Seen a spectre, Joyce?

Joyce fell on her knees, as if unable to support herself, and crossed her shaking hands upon her chest. Had she seen ten spectres she could not have betrayed more dire distress. She was a sensible and faithful servant, one not given to flights of fancy, and Mr. Carlyle gazed at her in very amazement.

Joyce, what is this? he asked, bending down and speaking kindly.

Oh, my dear master! Heaven have mercy upon us all! was the inexplicable answer.

Joyce I ask you what is this?

She made no reply. She rose up shaking; and, taking Archies hand, slowly proceeded toward the upper stairs, low moans breaking from her, and the boys naked feet pattering on the carpet.

What can ail her? whispered Barbara, following Joyce with her eyes. What did she mean about a spectre?

She must have been reading a ghost-book, said Carlyle. Wilsons folly has turned the house topsy-turvy. Make your haste, Barbara.

Spring waned. Summer came, and would soon be waning, too, for the hot days of July were now in. What had the months brought forth, since the election of Mr. Carlyle in April? Be you very sure they had not been without their events.

Mr. Justice Hares illness had turned out to be a stroke of paralysis. People cannot act with unnatural harshness toward a child, and then discover they have been in the wrong, with impunity. Thus it proved with Mr. Justice Hare. He was recovering, but would never again be the man he had been. The fright, when Jasper had gone to tell of his illness at East Lynne, and was mistaken for fire, had done nobody any damage, save William and Joyce. William had caught a cold, which brought increased malady to the lungs; and Joyce seemed to have caught fear. She went about, more like one in a dream than awake, would be buried in a reverie for an hour at a time, and if suddenly spoken to, would start and shiver.

Mr. Carlyle and his wife departed for London immediately that Mr. Hare was pronounced out of danger; which was in about a week from the time of his seizure. William accompanied them, partly for the benefit of London advice, partly that Mr. Carlyle would not be parted from him. Joyce went, in attendance with some of the servants.

They found London ringing with the news of Sir Francis Levisons arrest. London could not understand it; and the most wild and improbable tales were in circulation. The season was at its height; the excitement in proportion; it was more than a nine days wonder. On the very evening of their arrival a lady, young and beautiful, was shown in to the presence of Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle. She had declined to give her name, but there arose to Mr. Carlyles memory, when he looked upon her, one whom he had seen in earlier days as the friend of his first wife  Blanche Challoner. It was not Blanche, however.

The stranger looked keenly at Mr. Carlyle. He was standing with his hat in his hand, on the point of going out. Will you pardon this intrusion? she asked. I have come to you as one human being in need comes to crave help of another. I am Lady Levison.

Barbaras face flushed. Mr. Carlyle courteously invited the stranger to a chair, remaining standing himself. She sat for a moment, and then rose, evidently in an excess of agitation.

Yes, I am Lady Levison, forced to call that man husband. That he has been a wicked man, I have long known; but now I hear he is a criminal. I hear it, I say, but I can get the truth from none. I went to Lord Mount Severn; he declined to give me particulars. I heard that Mr. Carlyle would be in town to-day, and I resolved to come and ask them of him.

She delivered the sentences in a jerking, abrupt tone, betraying her inward emotion. Mr. Carlyle, looking somewhat unapproachable, made no immediate reply.

You and I have both been deeply wronged by him, Mr. Carlyle, but I brought my wrong upon myself, you did not. My sister, Blanche, whom he had cruelly treated  and if I speak of it, I only speak of what is known to the world  warned me against him. Mrs. Levison, his grandmother, that ancient lady who must now be bordering upon ninety, she warned me. The night before my wedding day, she came on purpose to tell me that if I married Francis Levison I should rue it for life. There was yet time to retract she said. Yes; there would have been time; but there was no will. I would not listen to either. I was led away by vanity, by folly, by something worse  the triumphing over my own sister. Poor Blanche! But which has the best of the bargain now, she or I? And I have a child, she continued, dropping her voice, a boy who inherits his fathers name. Mr. Carlyle, will they condemn him?

Nothing, as yet, is positively proved against him, replied Mr. Carlyle, compassionating the unhappy lady.

If I could but get a divorce! she passionately uttered, apparently losing all self-control. I might have got one, over and over again, since we married, but there would have been the expose and the scandal. If I could but change my childs name! Tell me  does any chance of redress remain for me?

There was none, and Mr. Carlyle did not attempt to speak of any. He offered a few kind words of sympathy, very generally expressed, and then prepared to go out. She moved, and stood in his way.

You will not leave until you have given me the particulars! I pray you, do not! I came trustingly to you, hoping to know them.

I am waited for, to keep an important engagement, he answered. And were my time at liberty, I should decline to tell them to you, on my own account, as well as on yours. Lay not discourtesy to my charge, Lady Levison. Were I to speak of the man, even to you, his name would blister my lips.

In every word of hate spoken by you I would sympathize; every contemptuous expression of scorn, cast upon him from your heart, I would join in, tenfold.

Barbara was shocked. He is your husband, after all, she took leave to whisper.

My husband! broke forth Lady Levison, in agitation, seemingly. Yes! theres the wrong. Why did he, knowing what he was, delude me into becoming his wife? You ought to feel for me, Mrs. Carlyle; and you do feel for me, for you are a wife and mother. How dare these base men marry  take to themselves an innocent, inexperienced girl, vowing, before God, to love and honor and cherish her? Were not his other sins impediment enough but he must have crime, also, and woo me! He has done me deep and irredeemable wrong, and has entailed upon his child an inheritance of shame. What had he or I done to deserve it, I ask?

Barbara felt half frightened at her vehemence; and Barbara might be thankful not to understand it. All her native gentleness, all her reticence of feeling, as a wife and a gentlewoman, had been goaded out of her. The process had been going on for some time, but this last revelation was the crowning point; and Alice, Lady Levison, turned round upon the world in her helpless resentment, as any poor wife, working in a garret, might have done. There are certain wrongs which bring out human nature in the high-born, as well as in the low. Still he is your husband, was all Barbara could, with deprecation, again plead.

He made himself my husband by deceit, and I will throw him off in the face of day, returned Lady Levison. There is no moral obligation why I should not. He has worked ill and ruin  ill and ruin upon me and my child, and the world shall never be allowed to think I have borne my share in it. How was it you kept your hands off him, when he reappeared, to brave you, in West Lynne? she added, in a changed tone, turning to Mr. Carlyle.

I cannot tell. I was a marvel oftentimes to myself.

He quitted the room as he spoke, adding a few civil words about her with Mrs. Carlyle. Barbara, not possessing the scruples of her husband, yielded to Lady Levisons request, and gave her the outline of the dark tale. Its outline only; and generously suppressing Afys name beyond the evening of the fatal event. Lady Levison listened without interruption.

Do you and Mr. Carlyle believe him to have been guilty?

Yes; but Mr. Carlyle will not express his opinion to the world. He does not repay wrong with revenge. I have heard him say that if the lifting of his finger would send the man to his punishment, he would tie down his hand rather than lift it.

Was his first wife, Isabel Vane, mad? she presently asked.

Mad! echoed Barbara, in surprise.

When she quitted him for the other. It could have been nothing else than madness. I could understand a womans flying from him for love of Mr. Carlyle; but now that I have seen your husband, I cannot understand the reverse side of the picture. I thank you for your courtesy, Mrs. Carlyle.

And, without another word, Alice Levison quitted the room as abruptly as she had entered it.

Well, the London visit came to an end. It was of little more than three weeks duration, for Barbara must be safe at home again. Mr. Carlyle remained for the rest of the season alone, but he varied it with journeys to East Lynne. He had returned home for good now, July, although the session had not quite terminated. There was another baby at East Lynne, a lovely little baby, pretty as Barbara herself had been at a month old. William was fading rapidly. The London physicians had but confirmed the opinion of Dr. Martin, and it was evident to all that the close would not be long protracted.

Somebody else was fading  Lady Isabel. The cross had been too heavy, and she was sinking under its weight. Can you wonder at it?

An intensely hot day it was under the July sun. Afy Hallijohn was sailing up the street in its beams, finer and vainer than ever. She encountered Mr. Carlyle.

So, Afy, you are really going to be married at last?

Jiffin fancies so, sir. I am not sure yet but what I shall change my mind. Jiffin thinks theres nobody like me. If I could eat gold and silver, hed provide it; and hes as fond as fond can be. But then you know, sir, hes half soft.

Soft as to you, perhaps, laughed Mr. Carlyle. I consider him a very civil, respectable man, Afy.

And then, I never did think to marry a shopkeeper, grumbled Afy; I looked a little higher than that. Only fancy, sir, having a husband who wears a white apron tied round him!

Terrible! responded Mr. Carlyle, with a grave face.

Not but what it will be a tolerable settlement, rejoined Afy, veering round a point. Hes having his house done up in style, and I shall keep two good servants, and do nothing myself but dress and subscribe to the library. He makes plenty of money.

A very tolerable settlement, I should say, returned Mr. Carlyle; and Afys face fell before the glance of his eye, merry though it was. Take care you dont spend all his money for him, Afy.

Ill take care of that, nodded Afy, significantly. Sir, she somewhat abruptly added, what is it thats the matter with Joyce?

I do not know, said Mr. Carlyle, becoming serious. There does appear to be something the matter with her, for she is much changed.

I never saw anybody so changed in my life, exclaimed Afy. I told her the other day that she was just like one who had got some dreadful secret upon their mind.

It is really more like that than anything else, observed Mr. Carlyle.

But she is one of the close ones, is Joyce, continued Afy. No fear that shell give out a clue, if it does not suit her to do so. She told me, in answer, to mind my own business, and not to take absurd fancies in my head. How is the baby, sir, and Mrs. Carlyle?

All well. Good day, Afy.


CHAPTER XLII.

THE TRIAL.

Spacious courts were the assize courts of Lynneborough; and it was well they were so, otherwise more people had been disappointed, and numbers were, of hearing the noted trial of Sir Francis Levison for the murder of George Hallijohn.

The circumstances attending the case caused it to bear for the public an unparalleled interest. The rank of the accused, and his antecedents, more especially that particular local antecedent touching the Lady Isabel Carlyle; the verdict still out against Richard Hare; the length of time which had elapsed since; the part played in it by Afy; the intense curiosity as to the part taken in it by Otway Bethel; the speculation as to what had been the exact details, and the doubt of a conviction  all contributed to fan the curiosity of the public. People came from far and near to be present  friends of Mr. Carlyle, friends of the Hares, friends of the Challoner family, friends of the prisoner, besides the general public. Colonel Bethel and Mr. Justice Hare had conspicuous seats.

At a few minutes past nine the judge took his place on the bench, but not before a rumor had gone through the court  a rumor that seemed to shake it to its centre, and which people stretched out their necks to hear  Otway Bethel had turned Queens evidence, and was to be admitted as a witness for the crown.

Thin, haggard, pale, looked Francis Levison as he was placed in the dock. His incarceration had not in any way contributed to his personal advantages, and there was an ever-recurring expression of dread upon his countenance not pleasant to look upon. He was dressed in black, old Mrs. Levison having died, and his diamond ring shone conspicuous still on his white hand, now whiter than ever. The most eminent counsel were engaged on both sides.

The testimony of the witnesses already given need not be recapitulated. The identification of the prisoner with the man Thorn was fully established  Ebenezer James proved that. Afy proved it, and also that he, Thorn, was at the cottage that night. Sir Peter Levisons groom was likewise re-examined. But still there wanted other testimony. Afy was made to re-assert that Thorn had to go to the cottage for his hat after leaving her, but that proved nothing, and the conversation, or quarrel overheard by Mr. Dill was now again, put forward. If this was all the evidence, people opined that the case for the prosecution would break down.

Call Richard Hare said the counsel for the prosecution.

Those present who knew Mr. Justice Hare, looked up at him, wondering why he did not stir in answer to his name  wondering at the pallid hue which overspread his face. Not he, but another came forward  a fair, placid, gentlemanly young man, with blue eyes, fair hair, and a pleasant countenance. It was Richard Hare the younger. He had assumed his original position in life, so far as attire went, and in that, at least, was a gentleman again. In speech also  with his working dress Richard had thrown off his working manners.

A strange hubbub arose in court. Richard Hare, the exile  the reported dead  the man whose life was in jeopardy! The spectators rose with one accord to get a better view; they stood on tiptoe; they pushed forth their necks; they strained their eyesight: and, amidst all the noisy hum, the groan bursting from the lips of Justice Hare was unnoticed. Whilst order was being called for, and the judge threatened to clear the court, two officers moved themselves quietly up and stood behind the witness. Richard Hare was in custody, though he might know it not. The witness was sworn.

What is your name?

Richard Hare.

Son of Mr. Justice Hare, I believe, of the Grove, West Lynne?

His only son.

The same against whom a verdict of wilful murder is out? interposed the judge.

The same, my lord, replied Richard Hare, who appeared, strange as it may seem, to have cast away all his old fearfulness.

Then, witness, let me warn you that you are not obliged to answer any question that may tend to criminate yourself.

My lord, answered Richard Hare, with some emotion, I wish to answer any and every question put to me. I have but one hope, that the full truth of all pertaining to that fatal evening may be made manifest this day.

Look round at the prisoner, said the examining counsel. Do you know him?

I know him now as Sir Francis Levison. Up to April last I believed his name to be Thorn.

State what occurred on the evening of the murder, as far as your knowledge goes.

I had an appointment that evening with Afy Hallijohn, and went down to their cottage to keep it

A moment, interrupted the counsel. Was your visit that evening made in secret?

Partially so. My father and mother were displeased, naturally, at my intimacy with Afy Hallijohn; therefore I did not care that they should be cognizant of my visits there. I am ashamed to confess that I told my father a lie over it that very evening. He saw me leave the dinner-table to go out with my gun, and inquired where I was off to. I answered that I was going out with young Beauchamp.

When, in point of fact, you were not?

No. I took my gun, for I had promised to lend it to Hallijohn while his own was being repaired. When I reached the cottage Afy refused to admit me; she was busy, and could not, she said. I felt sure she had got Thorn with her. She had, more than once before, refused to admit me when I had gone there by her own appointment, and I always found that Thorns presence in the cottage was the obstacle.

I suppose you and Thorn were jealous of each other?

I was jealous of him; I freely admit it. I dont know whether he was of me.

May I inquire what was the nature of your friendship for Miss Afy Hallijohn?

I loved her with an honorable love, as I might have done by any young lady in my own station of life. I would not have married her in opposition to my father and mother; but I told Afy that if she was content to wait for me until I was my own master I would then make her my wife.

You had no views toward her of a different nature?

None; I cared for her too much for that; and I respected her father. Afys mother had been a lady, too, although she had married Hallijohn, who was but clerk to Mr. Carlyle. No; I never had a thought of wrong toward Afy  I never could have had.

Now relate the occurrences of the evening?

Afy would not admit me, and we had a few words over it; but at length I went away, first giving her the gun, and telling her it was loaded. She lodged it against the wall, just inside the door, and I went into the wood and waited, determined to see whether or not Thorn was with her, for she had denied that he was. Locksley saw me there, and asked why I was hiding. I did not answer; but I went further off, quite out of view of the cottage. Some time afterward, less than half an hour, I heard a shot in the direction of the cottage. Somebody was having a late pop at the partridge, I thought. Just then I saw Otway Bethel emerge from the trees, not far from me, and run toward the cottage. My lord, added Richard Hare, looking at the judge, that was the shot that killed Hallijohn!

Could the shot, asked the counsel, have been fired by Otway Bethel?

It could not. It was much further off. Bethel disappeared, and in another minute there came some one flying down the path leading from the cottage. It was Thorn, and evidently in a state of intense terror. His face was livid, his eyes staring, and he panted and shook like one in the ague. Past me he tore, on down the path, and I afterwards heard the sound of his horse galloping away; it had been tied in the wood.

Did you follow him?

No. I wondered what had happened to put him in that state; but I made haste to the cottage, intending to reproach Afy with her duplicity. I leaped up the two steps, and fell over the prostrate body of Hallijohn. He was lying dead within the door. My gun, just discharged, was flung on the floor, its contents in Hallijohns side.

You might have heard a pin drop in court, so intense was the interest.

There appeared to be no one in the cottage, upstairs or down. I called to Afy, but she did not answer. I caught up the gun, and was running from the cottage when Locksley came out of the wood and looked at me. I grew confused, fearful, and I threw the gun back again and made off.

What were your motives for acting in that way?

A panic had come over me, and in that moment I must have lost the use of my reason, otherwise I never should have acted as I did. Thoughts, especially of fear, pass through our minds with astonishing swiftness, and I feared lest the crime should be fastened upon me. It was fear made me snatch up my gun, lest it should be found near the body; it was fear made me throw it back again when Locksley appeared in view  a fear you understand, from which all judgment, all reason, had departed. But for my own conduct, the charge never would have been laid to me.

Go on.

In my flight I came upon Bethel. I knew that if he had gone toward the cottage after the shot was fired, he must have encountered Thorn flying from it. He denied that he had; he said he had only gone along the path for a few paces, and had then plunged into the wood again. I believed him and departed.

Departed from West Lynne?

That night I did. It was a foolish, fatal step, the result of cowardice. I found the charge was laid to me, and I thought I would absent myself for a day or two, to see how things turned out. Next came the inquest and the verdict against me, and I then left for good.

This is the truth, so far as you are cognizant of it?

I swear that it is truth, and the whole truth, so far as I am cognizant of it, replied Richard Hare, with emotion. I could not assert it more solemnly were I before God.

He was subjected to a rigid cross-examination, but his testimony was not shaken in the least. Perhaps not one present but was impressed with its truth.

Afy Hallijohn was recalled, and questioned as to Richards presence at her fathers house that night. It tallied with the account given by Richard; but it had to be drawn from her.

Why did you decline to receive Richard Hare into the cottage, after appointing him to come?

Because I chose, returned Afy.

Tell the jury why you chose.

Well, I had got a friend with me  it was Captain Thorn, she added, feeling that she should only be questioned on this point, so might as well acknowledge it. I did not admit Richard Hare, for I fancied they might get up a quarrel if they were together.

For what purpose did Richard Hare bring down his gun  do you know?

It was to lend to my father. My fathers gun had something the matter with it, and was at the smiths. I had heard him, the previous day, ask Mr. Richard to lend him one of his, and Mr. Richard said he would bring one, as he did.

You lodged the gun against the wall  safely?

Quite safely.

Was it touched by you, after placing it there, or by the prisoner?

I did not touch it; neither did he, that I saw. It was that same gun which was afterward found near my father, and had been discharged.

The next witness called was Otway Bethel. He also held share in the curiosity of the public, but not in equal degree with Afy, still less with Richard Hare. The substance of his testimony was as follows:  

On the evening that Hallijohn was killed, I was in the Abbey Wood, and I saw Richard Hare come down the path with a gun, as if he had come down from his own home.

Did Richard Hare see you?

No; he could not see me; I was right in the thicket. He went to the cottage door, and was about to enter, when Afy Hallijohn came hastily out of it, pulling the door to behind her, and holding it in her hand, as if afraid he would go in. Some colloquy ensued, but I was too far off to hear it; and then she took the gun from him and went indoors. Some time after that I saw Richard Hare amid the trees at a distance, farther off the cottage, then, than I was, and apparently watching the path. I was wondering what he was up to, hiding there, when I head a shot fired, close, as it seemed, to the cottage, and

Stop a bit, witness. Could that shot have been fired by Richard Hare?

It could not. He was a quarter of a mile, nearly, away from it. I was much nearer the cottage than he.

Go on.

I could not imagine what that shot meant, or who could have fired it  not that I suspected mischief  and I knew that poachers did not congregate so near Hallijohns cottage. I set off to reconnoiter, and as I turned the corner, which brought the house within my view, I saw Captain Thorn, as he was called, come leaping out of it. His face was white with terror, his breath was gone  in short, I never saw any living man betray so much agitation. I caught his arm as he would have passed me. What have you been about? I asked. Was it you that fired? He

Stay. Why did you suspect him?

From his state of excitement  from the terror he was in  that some ill had happened, I felt sure; and so would you, had you seen him as I did. My arresting him increased his agitation; he tried to throw me off, but I am a strong man, and I suppose he thought it best to temporize. Keep dark upon it, Bethel, he said, I will make it worth your while. The thing was not premeditated; it was done in the heat of passion. What business had the fellow to abuse me? I have done no harm to the girl. As he thus spoke, he took out a pocket book with the hand that was at liberty; I held the other

As the prisoner thus spoke, you mean?

The prisoner. He took a bank-note from his pocket book, and thrust it into my hands. It was a note for fifty pounds. Whats done cant be undone, Bethel, he said, and your saying that you saw me here can serve no good turn. Shall it be silence? I took the note and answered that it should be silence. I had not the least idea that anybody was killed.

What did you suppose had happened, then?

I could not suppose; I could not think; it all passed in the haste and confusion of a moment, and no definite idea occurred to me. Thorn flew on down the path, and I stood looking after him. The next was I heard footsteps, and I slipped within the trees. They were those of Richard Hare, who took the path to the cottage. Presently he returned, little less agitated than Thorn had been. I had gone into an open space, then, and he accosted me, asking if I had seen that hound fly from the cottage? What hound? I asked of him. That fine fellow, that Thorn, who comes after Afy, he answered, but I stoutly denied that I had seen any one. Richard Hare continued his way, and I afterward found that Hallijohn was killed.

And so you took a bribe to conceal one of the foulest crimes that man ever committed, Mr. Otway Bethel!

I took the money, and I am ashamed to confess it. But it was done without reflection. I swear that had I known what crime it was intended to hush up, I never would have touched it. I was hard up for funds, and the amount tempted me. When I discovered what had really happened, and that Richard Hare was accused, I was thunderstruck at my own deed; many a hundred times since have I cursed the money; and the fate of Richard has been as a heavy weight upon my conscience.

You might have lifted the weight by confessing.

To what end? It was too late. Thorn had disappeared. I never heard of him, or saw him, until he came to West Lynne this last spring, as Sir Francis Levison, to oppose Mr. Carlyle. Richard Hare had also disappeared  had never been seen or heard of, and most people supposed he was dead. To what end then should I confess? Perhaps only to be suspected myself. Besides, I had taken the money upon a certain understanding, and it was only fair that I should keep to it.

If Richard Hare was subjected to a severe cross-examination, a far more severe one was awaiting Otway Bethel. The judge spoke to him only once, his tone ringing with reproach.

It appears then, witness, that you have retained within you, all these years, the proofs of Richard Hares innocence?

I can only acknowledge it with contrition, my lord.

What did you know of Thorn in those days? asked the counsel.

Nothing, save that he frequented the Abbey Wood, his object being Afy Hallijohn. I had never exchanged a word with him until that night; but I knew his name, Thorn  at least, the one he went by, and by his addressing me as Bethel, it appeared that he knew mine.

The case for the prosecution closed. An able and ingenious speech was made for the defence, the learned counsel who offered it contending that there was still no proof of Sir Francis having been the guilty man. Neither was there any proof that the catastrophe was not the result of pure accident. A loaded gun, standing against a wall in a small room, was not a safe weapon, and he called upon the jury not rashly to convict in the uncertainty, but to give the prisoner the benefit of the doubt. He should call no witnesses, he observed, not even to character. Character! for Sir Francis Levison! The court burst into a grin; the only sober face in it being that of the judge.

The judge summed up. Certainly not in the prisoners favor; but, to use the expression of some amidst the audience, dead against him. Otway Bethel came in for a side shaft or two from his lordship; Richard Hare for sympathy. The jury retired about four oclock, and the judge quitted the bench.

A very short time they were absent. Scarcely a quarter of an hour. His lordship returned into court, and the prisoner was again placed in the dock. He was the hue of marble, and, in his nervous agitation, kept incessantly throwing back his hair from his forehead  the action already spoken of. Silence was proclaimed.

How say you, gentlemen of the jury? Guilty, or not guilty?

GUILTY.

It was a silence to be felt; and the prisoner gasped once or twice convulsively.

But, said the foreman, we wish to recommend him to mercy.

On what grounds? inquired the judge.

Because, my lord, we believe it was not a crime planned by the prisoner beforehand, but arose out of the bad passions of the moment, and was so committed.

The judge paused, and drew something black from the receptacle of his pocket, buried deep in his robes.

Prisoner at the bar! Have you anything to urge why sentence of death should not be passed upon you?

The prisoner clutched the front of the dock. He threw up his head, as if shaking off the dread fear which had oppressed him, and the marble of his face changed to scarlet.

Only this, my lord. The jury, in giving their reason for recommending me to your lordships mercy, have adopted the right view of the case as it actually occurred. The man Hallijohns life was taken by me, it will be useless for me to deny, in the face of the evidence given this day, but it was not taken in malice. When I quitted the girl, Afy, and went to the cottage for my hat, I no more contemplated injuring mortal man than I contemplate it at this moment. He was there, the father, and in the dispute that ensued the catastrophe occurred. My lord, it was not wilful murder.

The prisoner ceased, and the judge, the black cap on his head, crossed his hands one upon the other.

Prisoner at the bar. You have been convicted by clear and undoubted evidence of the crime of wilful murder. The jury have pronounced you guilty; and in their verdict I entirely coincide. That you took the life of that ill-fated and unoffending man, there is no doubt; you have, yourself, confessed it. It was a foul, a barbarous, a wicked act. I care not for what may have been the particular circumstances attending it; he may have provoked you by words; but no provocation of that nature could justify your drawing the gun upon him. Your counsel urged that you were a gentleman, a member of the British aristocracy, and therefore deserved consideration. I confess that I was much surprised to hear such a doctrine fall from his lips. In my opinion, you being what you are, your position in life makes your crime the worse, and I have always maintained that when a man possessed of advantages falls into sin, he deserves less consideration than does one who is poor, simple, and uneducated. Certain portions of the evidence given to-day (and I do not now allude to the actual crime) tell very greatly against you, and I am sure not one in the court but must have turned from them with abhorrence. You were pursuing the daughter of this man with no honorable purpose  and in this point your conduct contrasts badly with the avowal of Richard Hare, equally a gentleman with yourself. In this pursuit you killed her father; and not content with that, you still pursued the girl  and pursued her to ruin, basely deceiving her as to the actual facts, and laying the crime upon another. I cannot trust myself to speak further upon this point, nor is it necessary that I should; it is not to answer for that, that you stand before me. Uncalled, unprepared, and by you unpitied, you hurried that unfortunate man into eternity, and you must now expiate the crime with your own life. The jury have recommended you to mercy, and the recommendation will be forwarded in due course to the proper quarter, but you must be aware how frequently this clause is appended to a verdict, and how very rarely it is attended to, just cause being wanting. I can but enjoin you, and I do so most earnestly, to pass the little time that probably remains to you on earth in seeking repentance and forgiveness. You are best aware, yourself, what your past life has been; the world knows somewhat of it; but there is pardon above for the most guilty, when it is earnestly sought. It now only remains for me to pass the sentence of the law. It is, that you, Francis Levison, be taken back to the place from whence you came, and thence to the place of execution, and that you be there hanged by the neck until you are dead. And may the Lord God Almighty have mercy on your soul!

Amen!

The court was cleared. The days excitement was over, and the next case was inquired for. Not quite over, however, yet, the excitement, and the audience crowded in again. For the next case proved to be the arraignment of Richard Hare the younger. A formal proceeding merely, in pursuance of the verdict of the coroners inquest. No evidence was offered against him, and the judge ordered him to be discharged. Richard, poor, ill-used, baited Richard was a free man again.

Then ensued the scene of all scenes. Half, at least, of those present, were residents of, or from near West Lynne. They had known Richard Hare from infancy  they had admired the boy in his pretty childhood  they had liked him in his unoffending boyhood, but they had been none the less ready to cast their harsh stones at him, and to thunder down their denunciations when the time came. In proportion to their fierceness then, was their contrition now; Richard had been innocent all the while; they had been more guilty than he.

An English mob, gentle or simple, never gets up its excitement by halves. Whether its demonstration be of a laudatory or a condemnatory nature, the steam is sure to be put on to bursting point. With one universal shout, with one bound, they rallied round Richard; they congratulated him; they overwhelmed him with good wishes; they expressed with shame their repentance; they said the future would atone for the past. Had he possessed a hundred hands, they would have been shaken off. And when Richard extracted himself, and turned, in his pleasant, forgiving, loving nature, to his father, the stern old justice, forgetting his pride and pomposity, burst into tears and sobbed like a child, as he murmured something about his also needing forgiveness.

Dear father, cried Richard, his own eyes wet, it is forgiven and forgotten already. Think how happy we shall be again together, you, and I, and my mother.

The justices hands, which had been wound around his son, relaxed their hold. They were twitching curiously; the body also began to twitch, and he fell upon the shoulder of Colonel Bethel in a second stroke of paralysis.


CHAPTER XLIII.

THE DEATH CHAMBER.

By the side of William Carlyles dying bed knelt the Lady Isabel. The time was at hand, and the boy was quite reconciled to his fate. Merciful, indeed, is God to dying children! It is astonishing how very readily, when the right means are taken, they may be brought to look with pleasure, rather than fear, upon their unknown journey.

The brilliant hectic, type of the disease, had gone from his cheeks, his features were white and wasted, and his eyes large and bright. His silky brown hair was pushed off his temples, and his little hot hands were thrown outside the bed.

It wont be very long to wait, you know, will it, Madame Vine?

For what, darling?

Before they all come. Papa and mamma, and Lucy, and all of them.

A jealous feeling shot across her wearied heart. Was she nothing to him? Do you not care that I should come to you, William?

Yes, I hope you will. But do you think we shall know everybody in Heaven? Or will it be only our own relations?

Oh, child! I think there will be no relations, as you call it, up there. We can trust all that to God, however it may be.

William lay looking upward at the sky, apparently in thought, a dark blue, serene sky, from which shone the hot July sun. His bed had been moved toward the window, for he liked to sit in it, and look at the landscape. The window was open now, and the butterflies and bees sported in the summer air.

I wonder how it will be? pondered he, aloud. There will be the beautiful city, its gates of pearl, and its shining precious stones, and its streets of gold; and there will be the clear river, and the trees with their fruits and their healing leaves, and the lovely flowers; and there will be the harps, and music, and singing. And what else will there be?

Everything that is desirable and beautiful, William; but, what we may not anticipate here.

Another pause. Madame Vine, will Jesus come for me, do you think, or will He send an angel?

Jesus has promised to come for His own redeemed  for those who love Him and wait for Him.

Yes, yes, and then I shall be happy forever. It will be so pleasant to be there, never to be tired or ill again.

Pleasant? Ay! Oh, William! Would that the time were come!

She was thinking of herself  of her freedom  though the boy knew it not. She buried her face in her hands and continued speaking; William had to bend his ear to catch the faint whisper.

And there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying: neither shall there be any more pain; for the former things are passed away.

Madame Vine, do you think mamma will be there? he presently asked. I mean mamma that was.

Ay, ere long.

But how shall I know her? You see, I have nearly forgotten what she was like.

She leaned over him, laying her forehead upon his wasted arm, and burst into a flood of impassioned tears. You will know her, never fear, William; she has not forgotten you.

But how can we be sure that she will be there? debated William, after a pause of thought. You know  sinking his voice, and speaking with hesitation she was not quite good; she was not good enough to papa or to us. Sometimes I think, suppose she did not grow good, and did not ask God to forgive her!

Oh, William! sobbed the unhappy lady, her whole life, after she left you, was one long scene of repentance, of seeking forgiveness. Her repentance, her sorrow, was greater than she could bear, and  

And what? asked William, for there was a pause.

Her heart broke in it  yearning after you and your father.

What makes you think it?

Child, I know it!

William considered. Then, had he been strong enough, he would have started up with energy. Madame Vine, you could only know that by mammas telling you! Did you ever see her? Did you know her abroad?

Lady Isabels thoughts were far away  up in the clouds perhaps. She reflected not on the possible consequences of her answer, or she had never given it.

Yes, I knew her abroad.

Oh! said the boy. Why did you never tell us? What did she say? What was she like?

She said  sobbing wildly that she was parted from her children here; but she should meet them in Heaven, and be with them forever. William, darling! all the awful pain, and sadness, and guilt of this world will be washed out, and God will wipe your tears away.

What was her face like? he questioned softly.

Like yours. Very much like Lucys.

Was she pretty?

A momentary pause. Yes.

Oh, dear, I am ill. Hold me! cried out William, as his head sank to one side, and great drops, as large as peas, broke forth upon his clammy face. It appeared to be one of the temporary faint attacks that overpowered him at times lately, and Lady Isabel rang the bell hastily.

Wilson came in, in answer. Joyce was the usual attendant upon the sick room; but Mrs. Carlyle, with her infant, was passing the day at the Grove; unconscious of the critical state of William, and she had taken Joyce with her. It was the day following the trial. Mr. Justice Hare had been brought to West Lynne in his second attack, and Barbara had gone to see him, to console her mother, and to welcome Richard to his home again. If one carriage drove, that day, to the Grove, with cards and inquiries, fifty did, not to speak of the foot callers. It is all meant by way of attention to you, Richard, said gentle Mrs. Hare, smiling through her loving tears at her restored son. Lucy and Archie were dining at Miss Carlyles, and Sarah attended little Arthur, leaving Wilson free. She came in, in answer to Madame Vines ring.

Is he off in another faint? unceremoniously cried she, hastening to the bed.

I think so. Help to raise him.

William did not faint. No; the attack was quite different from those he was subject to. Instead of losing consciousness and power, as was customary, he shook as if he had the ague, and laid hold both of Madame Vine and Wilson, grasping them convulsively.

Dont let me fall! Dont let me fall! he gasped.

My dear, you cannot fall, responded Madame Vine. You forget that you are on the bed.

He clasped them yet, and trembled still, as from fear. Dont let me fall! Dont let me fall the incessant burden of his cry.

The paroxysm passed. They wiped his brow, and stood looking at him; Wilson with a pursed up mouth, and a peculiar expression of face. She put a spoonful of restorative jelly between his lips, and he swallowed it, but shook his head when she would have given him another. Turning his face to the pillow, in a few minutes he was in a doze.

What could it have been? exclaimed Lady Isabel, in an undertone, to Wilson.

I know, was the oracular answer. I saw this same sort of an attack once before, madame.

And what caused it?

Twasnt in a child though, went on Wilsontwas in a grown person. But thats nothing, it comes for the same thing in all. I think he was taken for death.

Who? uttered Lady Isabel, startled.

Wilson made no reply in words, but she pointed with her finger to the bed.

Oh, Wilson, he is not so ill as that. Mr. Wainwright said this morning, that he might last a week or two.

Wilson composedly sat herself down in the easiest chair. She was not wont to put herself out of the way for the governess; and that governess was too much afraid of her, in one sense, to let her know her place. As to Wainwright, hes nobody, quoth she. And if he saw the childs breath going out before his face, and knew that the next moment would be his last, hed vow to us all that he was good for twelve hours to come. You dont know Wainwright as I do, madame. He was our doctor at mothers; and he has attended in all the places I have lived in since I went out to service. Five years I was maid at Mrs. Hares. I came here when Miss Lucy was a baby, and in all my places has he attended, like ones shadow. My Lady Isabel thought great guns of old Wainwright, I remember. It was more than I did.

My Lady Isabel made no response to this. She took a seat and watched William through her glasses. His breathing was more labored than usual.

That idiot, Sarah, says to me to-day, says she, Which of his two grandpapas will they bury him by, old Mr. Carlyle or Lord Mount Severn? Dont be a calf! I answered her. Dye think theyll stick him out in the corner with my lord?  hell be put into the Carlyle vault, of course, It would have been different, you see, Madame Vine, if my lady had died at home, all proper  Mr. Carlyles wife. Theyd have buried her, no doubt, by her father, and the boy would have been laid with her. But she did not.

No reply was made by Madame Vine, and a silence ensued; nothing to be heard but that fleeting breath.

I wonder how that beauty feels? suddenly broke forth Wilson again, her tone one of scornful irony.

Lady Isabel, her eyes and her thoughts absorbed by William, positively thought Wilsons words must relate to him. She turned to her in surprise.

That bright gem in the prison at Lynneborough, exclaimed Wilson. I hope he may have found himself pretty well since yesterday! I wonder how many trainfuls from West Lynne will go to his hanging?

Isabels face turned crimson, her heart sick. She had not dared to inquire how the trial terminated. The subject altogether was too dreadful, and nobody had happened to mention it in her hearing.

Is he condemned? she breathed, in a low tone.

He is condemned, and good luck to him! And Mr. Otway Bethels let loose again, and good luck to him. A nice pair they are! Nobody went from this house to hear the trial  it might not have been pleasant, you know, to Mr. Carlyle; but people came in last night and told us all about it. Young Richard Hare chiefly convicted him. He is back again, and so nice-looking, they say  ten times more so than he was when quite a young man. You should have heard, they say, the cheering and shouts that greeted Mr. Richard when his innocence came out; it pretty near rose off the roof of the court, and the judge didnt stop it.

Wilson paused, but there was no answering comment. On she went again.

When Mr. Carlyle brought the news home last evening, and broke it to his wife, telling her how Mr. Richard had been received with acclamations, she nearly fainted, for shes not strong yet. Mr. Carlyle called out to me to bring some water  I was in the next room with the baby  and there she was, the tears raining from her eyes, and he holding her to him. I always said there was a whole world of love between those two; though he did go and marry another. Mr. Carlyle ordered me to put the water down, and sent me away again. But I dont fancy he told her of old Hares attack until this morning.

Lady Isabel lifted her aching forehead. What attack?

Why, madame, dont you know. I declare you box yourself up in the house, keeping from everybody, and you hear nothing. You might as well be living at the bottom of a coal-pit. Old Hare had another stroke in the court at Lynneborough, and thats why my mistress is gone to the Grove to-day.

Who says Richard Hares come home, Wilson?

The question  the weak, scarcely audible question  had come from the dying boy. Wilson threw up her hands, and made a bound to the bed. The like of that! she uttered, aside to Mrs. Vine. One never knows when to take these sick ones. Master William, you hold your tongue and drop to sleep again. Your papa will be home soon from Lynneborough; and if you talk and get tired, hell say its my fault. Come shut your eyes. Will you have a bit more jelly?

William, making no reply to the offer of jelly, buried his face again on the pillow. But he was grievously restless; the nearly worn-out spirit was ebbing and flowing.

Mr. Carlyle was at Lynneborough. He always had much business there at assize time and the Nisi Prius Court; but the previous day he had not gone himself, Mr. Dill had been dispatched to represent him.

Between seven and eight he returned home, and came into Williams chamber. The boy brightened up at the well-known presence.

Papa!

Mr. Carlyle sat down on the bed and kissed him. The passing beams of the sun, slanting from the horizon, shone into the room, and Mr. Carlyle could view well the dying face. The gray hue of death was certainly on it.

Is he worse? he exclaimed hastily to Madame Vine, who was jacketed, and capped, and spectacled, and tied up round the throat, and otherwise disguised, in her universal fashion.

He appears worse this evening, sir  more weak.

Papa, panted William, is the trial over?

What trial, my boy?

Sir Francis Levisons.

It was over yesterday. Never trouble your head about him, my brave boy, he is not worth it.

But I want to know. Will they hang him?

He is sentenced to it.

Did he kill Hallijohn?

Yes. Who has been talking to him upon the subject? Mr. Carlyle continued to Madame Vine, with marked displeasure in his tone.

Wilson mentioned it, sir, was the low answer.

Oh, papa! What will he do? Will Jesus forgive him?

We must hope it.

Do you hope it, papa?

Yes. I wish that all the world may be forgiven, William, whatever may have been their sins. My child, how restless you seem!

I cant keep in one place; the bed gets wrong. Pull me up on the pillow, will you Madame Vine?

Mr. Carlyle gently lifted the boy himself.

Madame Vine is an untiring nurse to you, William, he observed, gratefully casting a glance toward her in the distance, where she had retreated, and was shaded by the window curtain.

William made no reply; he seemed to be trying to recall something. I forget! I forget!

Forget what? asked Mr. Carlyle.

It was something I wanted to ask you, or to tell you. Isnt Lucy come home?

I suppose not.

Papa, I want Joyce.

I will send her home to you. I am going for your mamma after dinner.

For mamma?  oh, I remember now. Papa, how shall I know mamma in Heaven? Not this mamma.

Mr. Carlyle did not immediately reply. The question may have puzzled him. William continued hastily; possibly mistaking the motive of the silence.

She will be in Heaven, you know.

Yes, yes, child, speaking hurriedly.

Madame Vine knows she will. She saw her abroad; and mamma told her that  what was it, madame?

Madame Vine grew sick with alarm. Mr. Carlyle turned his eyes upon her scarlet face  as much as he could get to see of it. She would have escaped from the room if she could.

Mamma was more sorry than she could bear, went on William, finding he was not helped. She wanted you, papa, and she wanted us, and her heart broke, and she died.

A flush rose to Mr. Carlyles brow. He turned inquiringly to Madame Vine.

Oh, I beg your pardon, sir, she murmured, with desperate energy. I ought not to have spoken; I ought not to have interfered in your family affairs. I spoke only as I thought it must be, sir. The boy seemed troubled about his mother.

Mr. Carlyle was at sea. Did you meet his mother abroad? I scarcely understand.

She lifted her hand and covered her glowing face. No, sir. Surely the recording angel blotted out the words! If ever a prayer for forgiveness went up from an aching heart, it must have gone up then, for the equivocation over her childs death-bed!

Mr. Carlyle went toward her. Do you perceive the change in his countenance? he whispered.

Yes, sir. He has looked like this since a strange fit of trembling that came on in the afternoon. Wilson thought he might be taken for death. I fear that some four and twenty hours will end it.

Mr. Carlyle rested his elbow on the window frame, and his hand upon his brow, his drooping eyelids falling over his eyes. It is hard to lose him.

Oh, sir, he will be better off! she wailed, choking down the sobs and the emotion that arose threateningly. We can bear death; it is not the worst parting that the earth knows. He will be quit of this cruel world, sheltered in Heaven. I wish we were all there!

A servant came to say that Mr. Carlyles dinner was served, and he proceeded to it with what appetite he had. When he returned to the sick room the daylight had faded, and a solitary candle was placed where its rays could not fall upon the childs face. Mr. Carlyle took the light in his hand to scan that face again. He was lying sideways on the pillow, his hollow breath echoing through the room. The light caused him to open his eyes.

Dont, papa, please. I like it dark.

Only for a moment, my precious boy. And not for more than a moment did Mr. Carlyle hold it. The blue, pinched, ghastly look was there yet. Death was certainly coming on quick.

At that moment Lucy and Archibald came in, on their return from their visit to Miss Carlyle. The dying boy looked up eagerly.

Good-bye, Lucy, he said, putting out his cold, damp hand.

I am not going out, replied Lucy. We have but just come home.

Good-bye, Lucy, repeated he.

She laid hold of the little hand then, leaned over, and kissed him. Good-bye, William; but indeed I am not going out anywhere.

I am, said he. I am going to Heaven. Wheres Archie?

Mr. Carlyle lifted Archie on to the bed. Lucy looked frightened, Archie surprised.

Archie, good-bye; good-bye, dear, I am going to Heaven; to that bright, blue sky, you know. I shall see mamma there, and Ill tell her that you and Lucy are coming soon.

Lucy, a sensitive child, broke into a loud storm of sobs, enough to disturb the equanimity of any sober sick room. Wilson hastened in at the sound, and Mr. Carlyle sent the two children away, with soothing promises that they should see William in the morning, if he continued well enough.

Down on her knees, her face buried in the counterpane, a corner of it stuffed into her mouth that it might help to stifle her agony, knelt Lady Isabel. The moments excitement was well nigh beyond her strength of endurance. Her own child  his child  they alone around its death-bed, and she might not ask or receive a word of comfort, of consolation!

Mr. Carlyle glanced at her as he caught her choking sobs just as he would have glanced at any other attentive governess  feeling her sympathy, doubtless, but nothing more; she was not heart and part with him and his departing boy. Lower and lower bent he over that boy; for his eyes were wet. Dont cry, papa, whispered William, raising his feeble hand caressingly to his fathers cheek, I am not afraid to go. Jesus is coming for me.

Afraid to go! Indeed I hope not, my gentle boy. You are going to God  to happiness. A few years  we know not how few  and we shall all come to you.

Yes, you will be sure to come; I know that. I shall tell mamma so. I dare say she is looking out for me now. Perhaps shes standing on the banks of the river, watching the boats.

He had evidently got that picture of Martins in his mind, The Plains of Heaven. Mr. Carlyle turned to the table. He saw some strawberry juice, pressed from the fresh fruit, and moistened with it the boys fevered lips.

Papa, I cant think how Jesus can be in all the boats! Perhaps they dont go quite at the same time. He must be, you know, because He comes to fetch us.

He will be yours, darling, was the whispered, fervent answer.

Oh, yes. He will take me all the way up to God, and say, Heres a poor little boy come, you must please to forgive him and let him go into Heaven, because I died for him! Papa did you know that mammas heart broke?

William, I think it likely that your poor mammas heart did break, ere death came. But let us talk of you, not of her. Are you in pain?

I cant breathe; I cant swallow. I wish Joyce was here.

She will not be long now.

The boy nestled himself in his fathers arms, and in a few minutes appeared to be asleep. Mr. Carlyle, after a while, gently laid him on his pillow, and watched him, and then turned to depart.

Oh, papa! Papa! he cried out, in a tone of painful entreaty, opening wide his yearning eyes, say good-bye to me!

Mr. Carlyles tears fell upon the little upturned face, as he once more caught it to his breast.

My darling, your papa will soon be back. He is going to bring mamma to see you.

And pretty little baby Anna?

And baby Anna, if you would like her to come in. I will not leave my darling boy for long; he need not fear. I shall not leave you again to-night, William, when once I am back.

Then put me down, and go, papa.

A lingering embrace  a fond, lingering, tearful embrace  Mr. Carlyle holding him to his beating heart, then he laid him comfortably on his pillow, gave him a teaspoonful of strawberry juice, and hastened away.

Good-bye, papa! came forth the little feeble cry.

It was not heard. Mr. Carlyle was gone, gone from his living child  forever. Up rose Lady Isabel, and flung her arms aloft in a storm of sobs!

Oh, William, darling! in this dying moment let me be to you as your mother!

Again he unclosed his wearied eyelids. It is probable that he only partially understood.

Papas gone for her.

Not her! I  I   Lady Isabel checked herself, and fell sobbing on the bed. No; not even at the last hour when the world was closing on him, dared she say, I am your mother.

Wilson re-entered. He looks as if he were dropping off to sleep, quoth she.

Yes, said Lady Isabel. You need not wait, Wilson. I will ring if he requires anything.

Wilson though withal not a bad-hearted woman, was not one to remain for pleasure in a sick-room, if told she might leave it. She, Lady Isabel, remained alone. She fell on her knees again, this time in prayer for the departing spirit, on its wing, and that God would mercifully vouchsafe herself a resting-place with it in heaven.

A review of the past then rose up before her, from the time of her first entering that house, the bride of Mr. Carlyle, to her present sojourn in it. The old scenes passed through her mind like the changing picture in a phantasmagoria.

Why should they have come, there and then? She knew not.

William slept on silently; she thought of the past. The dreadful reflection, If I had not done as I did, how different would it have been now! had been sounding its knell in her heart so often that she had almost ceased to shudder at it. The very nails of her hands had, before now, entered the palms, with the sharp pain it brought. Stealing over her more especially this night, there, as she knelt, her head lying on the counterpane, came the recollection of that first illness of hers. How she had lain, and, in that unfounded jealousy, imagined Barbara the houses mistress. She dead! Barbara exalted to her place. Mr. Carlyles wife, her childs stepmother! She recalled the day when, her mind excited by a certain gossip of Wilsons  it was previously in a state of fever bordering on delirium  she had prayed her husband, in terror and anguish, not to marry Barbara. How could he marry her? he had replied, in his soothing pity. She, Isabel, was his wife. Who was Barbara? Nothing to them? But it had all come to pass. She had brought it forth. Not Mr. Carlyle; not Barbara; she alone. Oh, the dreadful misery of the retrospect!

Lost in thought, in anguish past and present, in self-condemning repentance, the time passed on. Nearly an hour must have elapsed since Mr. Carlyles departure, and William had not disturbed her. But who was this, coming into the room? Joyce.

She hastily rose up, as Joyce, advancing with a quiet step drew aside the clothes to look at William. Master says he has been wanting me, she observed. Why  oh!

It was a sharp, momentary cry, subdued as soon as uttered. Madame Vine sprang forward to Joyces side, looking also. The pale young face lay calm in its utter stillness; the busy little heart had ceased to beat. Jesus Christ had indeed come and taken the fleeting spirit.

Then she lost all self-control. She believed that she had reconciled herself to the childs death, that she could part with him without too great emotion. But she had not anticipated it would be quite so soon; she had deemed that some hours more would at least be given him, and now the storm overwhelmed her. Crying, sobbing, calling, she flung herself upon him; she clasped him to her; she dashed off her disguising glasses; she laid her face upon his, beseeching him to come back to her, that she might say farewell  to her, his mother; her darling child, her lost William!

Joyce was terrified  terrified for consequences. With her full strength she pulled her from the boy, praying her to consider  to be still. Do not, do not, for the love of Heaven! My lady! My lady!

It was the old familiar title that struck upon her fears and induced calmness. She stared at Joyce, and retreated backward, after the manner of one receding from some hideous vision. Then, as recollection came to her, she snatched her glasses up and hurried them on.

My lady, let me take you into your room. Mr. Carlyle is come; he is just bringing up his wife. Only think if you should give way before him! Pray come away!

How did you know me? she asked in a hollow voice.

My lady, it was that night when there was an alarm of fire. I went close up to you to take Master Archibald from your arms; and, as sure as I am now standing here, I believe that for the moment my senses left me. I thought I saw a spectre  the spectre of my dead lady. I forgot the present; I forgot that all were standing round me; that you, Madame Vine, were alive before me. Your face was not disguised then; the moonlight shone full upon it, and I knew it, after the first few moments of terror, to be, in dreadful truth, the living one of Lady Isabel. My lady, come away! We shall have Mr. Carlyle here.

Poor thing! She sank upon her knees, in her humility, her dread. Oh, Joyce, have pity upon me! dont betray me! I will leave the house; indeed I will. Dont betray me while I am in it!

My lady, you have nothing to fear from me. I have kept the secret buried within my breast since then. Last April! It has nearly been too much for me. By night and by day I have had no peace, dreading what might come out. Think of the awful confusion, the consequences, should it come to the knowledge of Mr. and Mrs. Carlyle. Indeed, my lady, you never ought to have come.

Joyce, she said, hollowly, lifting her haggard face, I could not keep away from my unhappy children. Is it no punishment to me, think you, the being here? she added, vehemently. To see him  my husband  the husband of another! It is killing me.

Oh, my lady, come away! I hear him; I hear him!

Partly coaxing, partly dragging her, Joyce took her into her own room, and left her there. Mr. Carlyle was at that moment at the door of the sick one. Joyce sprang forward. Her face, in her emotion and fear, was of one livid whiteness, and she shook as William had shaken, poor child, in the afternoon. It was only too apparent in the well-lighted corridor.

Joyce, he exclaimed, in amazement, what ails you?

Sir! master! she panted; be prepared. Master William  Master William  

Joyce! Not dead!

Alas, yes, sir!

Mr. Carlyle strode into the chamber. But ere he was well across it, he turned back to slip the bolt of the door. On the pillow lay the white, thin face, at rest now.

My boy! my boy! Oh, my God! he murmured, in bowed reverence, mayest Thou have received this child to rest in Jesus, even as, I trust, Thou hadst already received his unhappy mother!


CHAPTER XLIV.

LORD VANE DATING FORWARD.

To the burial of William Carlyle came Lord Mount Severn and his son. Wilson had been right in her surmises as to the resting-place. The Carlyle vault was opened for him, and an order went forth to the sculptor for an inscription to be added to their marble tablet in the church: William Vane Carlyle, eldest son of Archibald Carlyle, of East Lynne. Amongst those who attended the funeral as mourners went one more notable in the eyes of the gazers than the rest  Richard Hare the younger.

Lady Isabel was ill. Ill in mind, and ominously ill in body. She kept her room, and Joyce attended on her. The household set down madames illness to the fatigue of having attended upon Master William; it was not thought of seriously by any one, especially as she declined to see a doctor. All her thoughts now were directed to the getting away from East Lynne, for it would never do to remain there to die; and she knew that death was on his way to her, and that no human power or skill  not all the faculty combined  could turn him back again. The excessive dread of detection was not upon her as it had been formerly. I mean she did not dread the consequences so much, if detection came. In nearing the grave, all fears and hopes, of whatever nature, relating to this world, lose their force, and fears or hopes regarding the next world take their place. Our petty feelings here are lost in the greater.

In returning to East Lynne, Lady Isabel had entered upon a daring act, and she found, in the working, that neither strength nor spirit was equal to it. Human passions and tempers were brought with us into this world, and they can only quit us when we bid it farewell, to enter upon immortality in the next.

When Lady Isabel was Mr. Carlyles wife, she had never wholly loved him. The very utmost homage that esteem, admiration, affection could give was his, but that mysterious passion called by the name of love, and which, as I truly and heartily believe, cannot, in its refined etherealism, be known to many of us, had not been given to him. It was now. From the very night she came back to East Lynne, her love for Mr. Carlyle had burst forth with an intensity never before felt. It had been smoldering almost ever since she quitted him. Reprehensible! groans a moralist. Very. Everybody knows that, as Afy would say. But her heart, you see, had not done with human passions, and they work ill, and contrariness, let the word stand, critic, if you please, and precisely everything they should not.

I shall get in for it, I fear, if I attempt to defend her. But it was not exactly the same thing, as though she suffered herself to fall in love with somebody elses husband. Nobody would defend that. We have not turned Mormons yet, and the world does not walk upon its head. But this was a peculiar case. She, poor thing, almost regarded Mr. Carlyle as her husband. The bent of her thoughts was only too much inclined to this. The evil human heart again. Many and many a time did she wake up from a reverie, and strive to drive this mistaken view of things away from her, taking shame to herself. Ten minutes afterward, she would catch her brain reveling in the same rebellious vision. Mr. Carlyles love was not hers now, it was Barbaras. Mr. Carlyle did not belong to her, he belonged to his wife. It was not only that he was not hers  he was anothers. You may, therefore, if you have the pleasure of being experienced in this sort of thing, guess a little of what her inward life was. Had there been no Barbara in the case, she might have lived and borne it; as it was, it had killed her before her time, that and the remorse together.

There had been other things, too. The re-appearance of Francis Levison at West Lynne, in fresh contact, as may be said, with herself, had struck terror to her heart, and the dark charge brought against him augmented awfully her remorse. Then, the sharp lances perpetually thrust upon her memory  the Lady Isabels memory  from all sides, were full of cruel stings, unintentionally though they were hurled. And there was the hourly chance of discovery, and the never ceasing battle with her conscience, for being at East Lynne at all. No wonder that the chords of life were snapping; the wonder would have been had they remained whole.

She brought it upon herself  she ought not to have come back to East Lynne! groans our moralist again.

Didnt I say so? Of course she ought not. Neither ought she to have suffered her thoughts to stray, in the manner they did, towards Mr. Carlyle. She ought not, but she did. If we all did just what we ought, this lower proverb touching fruit defendu would go out as a dead letter.

She was nearer to death than she imagined. She knew, judging by her declining strength and her inner feelings, that it could not be far off; but she did not deem it was coming so very soon. Her mother had died in a similar way. Some said of consumption  Dr. Martin did, you may remember; some said of waste; the earl, her husband, said a broken heart  you heard him say so to Mr. Carlyle in the first chapter of this history. The earl was the one who might be supposed to know best. Whatever may have been Lady Mount Severns malady, she  to give you the phrase that was in peoples mouths at the time went out like the snuff of a candle. It was now the turn of Lady Isabel. She had no more decided disorder than the countess had had, yet death had marked her. She felt that it had, and in its approach she dreaded not, as she once had done, the consequences that must ensue, did discovery come. Which brings us back to the point whence ensued this long digression. I dare say you are chafing at it, but it is not often I trouble you with one.

But she would not willingly let discovery come, neither had she the least intention of remaining at East Lynne to die. Where she should take refuge was quite a secondary consideration, only let her get smoothly and plausibly away. Joyce, in her dread, was forever urging it. Of course, the preliminary step was to arrange matters with Mrs. Carlyle, and in the afternoon of the day following the funeral, Lady Isabel proceeded to her dressing-room, and craved an interview.

Mr. Carlyle quitted the room as she entered it. Barbara, fatigued with a recent drive, was lying on the sofa. She would scarcely take the notice.

We shall be so sorry to lose you, Madame Vine. You are all we could wish for Lucy, and Mr. Carlyle feels truly grateful for your love and attention to his poor boy.

To leave you will give me pain also, Madame Vine answered, in a subdued tone. Pain? Ay. Mrs. Carlyle little guessed at its extent. All she cared for on earth she should leave behind her at East Lynne.

Indeed you must not leave, resumed Barbara. It would be unjust to allow you to do so. You have made yourself ill, waiting upon poor William, and you must stay here and take a holiday until you are cured. You will soon get well, if you will only suffer yourself to be properly waited on and taken care of.

You are very considerate. Pray do not think me insensible if I decline. I believe my strength is beyond getting up  that I shall never be able to teach again.

Oh, nonsense, said Barbara, in her quick way. We are all given to fancy the worst when we are ill. I was feeling terribly weak, only a few minutes ago, and said something of the same sort to Archibald. He talked and soothed me out of it. I wish you had your dear husband living, Madame Vine, to support you and love you, as I have him.

A tinge of scarlet streaked Madame Vines pale face, and she laid her hand upon her beating heart.

How could you think of leaving? We should be glad to help re-establish your health, in any case, but it is only fair to do it now. I felt sure, by the news brought to me when I was ill, that your attention upon William was overtasking your strength.

It is not the attendance upon William that has brought me into this state, was the quick answer. I must leave; I have well considered it over.

Would you like to go to the seaside? exclaimed Barbara with sudden energy. I am going there on Monday next. Mr. Carlyle insists upon it that I try a little change. I had intended only to take my baby, but we can make different arrangements, and take you and Lucy. It might do you good, Madame Vine.

She shook her head. No; it would make me worse. All that I want is perfect quiet. I must beg you to understand that I shall leave. And I should be glad if you could allow the customary notice to be dispensed with, so that I may be at liberty to depart within a few days.

Look here, then, said Barbara, after a pause of consideration, you remain at East Lynne until my return, which will be in a fortnight. Mr. Carlyle cannot stay with me, so I know I shall be tired in less time than that. I do not want you to remain to teach, you know, Madame Vine; I do not wish you to do a single thing. Lucy shall have a holiday, and Mr. Kane can come up for her music. Only I could not be content to leave her, unless under your surveillance; she is getting of an age now not to be consigned to servants, not to Joyce. Upon my return, if you still wish to leave, you shall then be at liberty to do so. What do you say?

Madame Vine said Yes. Said it eagerly. To have another fortnight with her children, Lucy and Archibald, was very like a reprieve, and she embraced it. Although she knew, as I have said, that grim Death was on his way, she did not think he had drawn so near the end of his journey. Her thoughts went back to the time when she had been ordered to the seaside after an illness. It had been a marvel if they had not. She remembered how he, her husband, had urged the change upon her; how he had taken her, traveling carefully; how tenderly anxious he had been in the arrangements for her comfort, when settling her in the lodgings; how, when he came again to see her, he had met her with his passionate fondness, thanking God for the visible improvement in her looks. That one injunction which she had called him back to give him, as he was departing for the boat, was bitterly present to her now: Do not get making love to Barbara Hare. All this care, and love, and tenderness belonged now of right to Barbara, and were given to her.

But now Barbara, although she pressed Madame Vine to remain at East Lynne, and indeed would have been glad that she should do so, did not take her refusal at heart. Barbara could not fail to perceive that she was a thoroughly refined gentlewoman, far superior to the generality of governesses. That she was truly fond of Lucy, and most anxious for her welfare in every way, Barbara also saw. For Lucys sake, therefore, she would be grieved to part with Madame Vine, and would raise her salary to anything in reason, if she would but stay. But, on her own score, Barbara had as soon Madame Vine went as not; for, in her heart of hearts, she had never liked her. She could not have told why. Was it instinct? Very probably. The birds of the air, the beasts of the field, the fishes of the sea, have their instincts, and so does man have his. Perhaps it was the unaccountable resemblance that Madame Vine bore to Lady Isabel. A strange likeness! Barbara often thought, but whether it lay in the face, the voice, or the manner, she could not decide. A suspicion of the truth did not cross her mind. How should it? And she never spoke of it; had the resemblance been to any one but Lady Isabel she would have talked of it freely. Or, it may have been that there was now and then a tone in Madame Vines voice that grated on her ear; a wrung, impatient tone, wanting in respect, savoring of hauteur, which Barbara did not understand, and did not like. However it may have been, certain it is that Mrs. Carlyle would not shed tears after the governess. Only for Lucys sake did she regret parting with her.

These different resemblances and reflections were separately passing through the minds of the two ladies when their conference was over. Madame Vine at length rose from her chair to depart.

Would you mind holding my baby for one minute? cried Barbara.

Madame Vine quite started.

The baby there! she uttered.

Barbara laughed.

It is lying by my side, under the shawl, quiet little sleeping thing.

Madame Vine advanced and took the sleeping baby. How could she refuse? She had never had it in her arms before; she had, in fact, scarcely seen it. One visit of ceremony she had paid Mrs. Carlyle, as in politeness bound, a day or two after the young ladys arrival, and had been shown a little face, nearly covered with lace, in a cradle.

Thank you. I can get up now. I might have half smothered it, had I attempted before, continued Barbara, still laughing. I have been here long enough, and am quite rested. Talking about smothering children, what accounts have we in the registrar-generals weekly returns of health! So many children overlaid in bed, so many children suffocated in bed. One week there were nearly twenty; and often there are as many as eight or ten. Mr. Carlyle says he knows they are smothered on purpose.

Oh, Mrs. Carlyle!

I exclaimed, just as you do, when he said it, and laid my hand over his lips. He laughed, and told me I did not know half the wickedness of the world. Thank you, again repeated Mrs. Carlyle, taking her child from Lady Isabel. Is she not a pretty baby? Do you like the name  Anne?

It is a simple name, replied Lady Isabel; and simple names are always the most attractive.

That is just what Archibald thinks. But he wanted this childs to be Barbara. I would not have had it Barbara for the world. I remember his once saying, a long, long while ago that he did not like elaborate names; they were mouthfuls; and he instanced mine and his sisters, and his own. I recalled his words to him, and he said he may not have liked the name of Barbara then, but he loved it now. So we entered into a compromise; Miss Baby was named Anne Barbara, with an understanding that the first name is to be for use, and the last for the registers.

It is not christened? said Lady Isabel.

Only baptized. We should have had it christened before now, but for Williams death. Not that we give christening dinners; but I waited for the trial at Lynneborough to be over, that my dear brother Richard might stand to the child.

Mr. Carlyle does not like christenings made into festivals, Lady Isabel dreamily observed, her thoughts buried in the past.

How do you know that? exclaimed Barbara, opening her eyes.

And poor Madame Vine, her pale face flushing, had to stammer forth some confused words that she had heard so somewhere.

It is quite true, said Barbara. He has never given a christening-dinner for any of his children, and gets out of attending if invited to one. He cannot understand the analogy between a solemn religious rite and the meeting together afterward to eat and drink and make merry, according to the fashion of this world.

As Lady Isabel quitted the room, young Vane was careering through the corridor, throwing his head in all directions, and calling out,  

Lucy! I want Lucy!

What do you want with her? asked Madame Vine.

Il mest impossible de vous le dire madame, responded he. Being, for an Eton boy, wonderfully up in French, he was rather given to show it off when he got the chance. He did not owe thanks for it to Eton. Lady Mount Severn had taken better care than that. Better care? What could she want? There was one whole, real, live French tutor  and he an Englishman!  for the eight hundred boys. Very unreasonable of her ladyship to disparage that ample provision.

Lucy cannot come to you just now. She is practicing.

Mais, il le faut. Jai le droit de demander apres elle. Elle mappartient, vous comprenez, madame, cette demoiselle la.

Madame could not forbear a smile. I wish you would speak English sense, instead of French nonsense.

Then the English sense is that I want Lucy and I must have her. I am going to take her for a drive in the pony carriage, if you must know. She said shed come, and Johns getting it ready.

I could not possibly allow it, said Madame Vine. Youd be sure to upset her.

The idea! he returned, indignantly. As if I should upset Lucy! Why, Im one of the great whips at Eton. I care for Lucy too much not to drive steadily. She is to be my wife, you know, ma bonne dame.

At this juncture two heads were pushed out from the library, close by; those of the earl and Mr. Carlyle. Barbara, also, attracted by the talking, appeared at the door of her dressing-room.

Whats that about a wife? asked my lord of his son.

The blood mantled in the young gentlemans cheek as he turned round and saw who had spoken, but he possessed all the fearlessness of an Eton boy.

I intend Lucy Carlyle to be my wife, papa. I mean in earnest  when we shall both be grown up  if you will approve, and Mr. Carlyle will give her to me.

The earl looked somewhat impassable, Mr. Carlyle amused. Suppose, said the latter, we adjourn the discussion to this day ten years?

But that Lucy is so very young a child, I should reprove you seriously, sir, said the earl. You have no right to bring Lucys name into any such absurdity.

I mean it, papa; youll all see. And I intend to keep out of scrapes  that is, of nasty, dishonorable scrapes  on purpose that Mr. Carlyle shall find no excuse against me. I have made up my mind to be what he is  a man of honor. I am right glad you know about it, sir, and I shall let mamma know it before long.

The last sentence tickled the earls fancy, and a grim smile passed over his lips. It will be war to the knife, if you do.

I know that, laughed the viscount. But I am getting a better match for mamma in our battles than I used to be.

Nobody saw fit to prolong the discussion. Barbara put her veto upon the drive in the pony carriage unless John sat behind to look after the driver, which Lord Vane still resented as an insult. Madame Vine, when the corridor became empty again, laid her hand upon the boys arm as he was moving away, and drew him to the window.

In speaking as you do of Lucy Carlyle, do you forget the disgrace reflected on her by the conduct of her mother?

Her mother is not Lucy.

It may prove an impediment, that, with Lord and Lady Mount Severn.

Not with his lordship. And I must do  as you heard me say  battle with my mother. Conciliatory battle, you understand, madame; bringing the enemy to reason.

Madame Vine was agitated. She held her handkerchief to her mouth, and the boy noticed how her hands trembled.

I have learnt to love Lucy. It has appeared to me in these few months sojourn with her, that I have stood to her in light of a mother. William Vane, she solemnly added, keeping her hold upon him, I shall soon be where earthly distinctions are no more; where sin and sorrow are no more. Should Lucy Carlyle indeed become your wife, in after years, never, never cast upon her, by so much as the slightest word of reproach, the sin of Lady Isabel.

Lord Vane threw back his head, his honest eyes flashing in their indignant earnestness.

What do you take me for?

It would be a cruel wrong upon Lucy. She does not deserve it. That unhappy ladys sin was all her own; let it die with her. Never speak to Lucy of her mother.

The lad dashed his hand across his eyes for they were filling.

I shall. I shall speak to her often of her mother  that is, you know, after shes my wife. I shall tell her how I loved Lady Isabel  that theres nobody I ever loved so much in the world, but Lucy herself. I cast a reproach to Lucy on the score of her mother! he hotly added. It is through her mother that I love her. You dont understand, madame.

Cherish and love her forever, should she become yours, said Lady Isabel, wringing his hand. I ask it you as one who is dying.

I will  I promise it. But I say, madame, he continued, dropping his fervent tone, what do you allude to? Are you worse?

Madame Vine did not answer. She glided away without speaking.

Later, when she was sitting by twilight in the gray parlor, cold and shivering, and wrapped up in a shawl, though it was hot summer weather, somebody knocked at the door.

Come in, cried she, apathetically.

It was Mr. Carlyle who entered. She rose up, her pulses quickening, her heart thumping against her side. In her wild confusion she was drawing forward a chair for him. He laid his hand upon it, and motioned her to her own.

Mrs. Carlyle tells me that you have been speaking to her of leaving  that you find yourself too much out of health to continue with us.

Yes, sir, she faintly replied, having a most imperfect notion of what she did say.

What is it that you find to be the matter with you?

I  think  it is chiefly  weakness, she stammered.

Her face had grown as gray as the walls. A dusky, livid sort of hue, not unlike Williams had worn the night of his death, and her voice sounded strangely hollow. It, the voice, struck Mr. Carlyle and awoke his fears.

You cannot  you never can have caught Williams complaint, in your close attendance upon him? he exclaimed, speaking in the impulse of the moment, as the idea flashed across him. I have heard of such things.

Caught it from him? she rejoined, carried away also by impulse. It is more likely that he  

She stopped herself just in time. Inherited it from me, had been the destined conclusion. In her alarm, she went off volubly, something to the effect that it was no wonder she was ill: illness was natural to her family.

At any rate, you have become ill at East Lynne, in attendance on my children, rejoined Mr. Carlyle, decisively, when her voice died away. You must therefore allow me to insist that you allow East Lynne to do what it can toward renovating you. What is your objection to see a doctor?

A doctor could do me no good, she faintly answered.

Certainly not, so long as you will not consult one.

Indeed, sir, doctors could not cure me, nor, as I believe prolong my life.

Mr. Carlyle paused.

Are you believing yourself to be in danger?

Not in immediate danger, sir; only in so far as that I know I shall not live.

And yet you will not see a doctor. Madame Vine, you must be aware that I could not permit such a thing to go on in my house. Dangerous illness and no advice!

She could not say to him, My malady is on the mind; it is a breaking heart, and therefore no doctor of physic could serve me. That would never do. She had sat with her hand across her face, between her spectacles and her wrapped-up chin. Had Mr. Carlyle possessed the eyes of Argus, backed by Sam Wellers patent magnifying microscopes of double hextra power, he could not have made anything of her features in the broad light of day. But she did not feel so sure of it. There was always an undefined terror of discovery when in his presence, and she wished the interview at an end.

I will see Mr. Wainwright, if it will be any satisfaction to you, sir.

Madame Vine, I have intruded upon you here to say that you must see him, and, should he deem it necessary, Dr. Martin also.

Oh, sir, she rejoined with a curious smile, Mr. Wainwright will be quite sufficient. There will be no need of another. I will write a note to him to-morrow.

Spare yourself the trouble. I am going into West Lynne, and will send him up. You will permit me to urge that you spare no pains or care, that you suffer my servants to spare no pains or care, to re-establish your health. Mrs. Carlyle tells me that the question of your leaving remains in abeyance until her return.

Pardon me, sir. The understanding with Mrs. Carlyle was that I should remain here until her return, and should then be at liberty at once to leave.

Exactly. That is what Mrs. Carlyle said. But I must express a hope that by that time you may be feeling so much better as to reconsider your decision and continue with us. For my daughters sake, Madame Vine, I trust it will be so.

He rose as he spoke, and held out his hand. What could she do but rise also, drop hers from her face, and give it him in answer? He retained it, clasping it warmly.

How should I repay you  how thank you for your love to my poor, lost boy?

His earnest, tender eyes were on her blue double spectacles; a sad smile mingled with the sweet expression of his lips as he bent toward her  lips that had once been hers! A faint exclamation of despair, a vivid glow of hot crimson, and she caught up her new black silk apron so deeply bordered with crape, in her disengaged hand, and flung it up to her face. He mistook the sound  mistook the action.

Do not grieve for him. He is at rest. Thank you  thank you greatly for your sympathy.

Another wring of her hand, and Mr. Carlyle had quitted the room. She laid her head upon the table, and thought how merciful would be death when he should come.


CHAPTER XLV.

IT WONT DO, AFY!

Mr. Jiffin was in his glory. Mr. Jiffins house was the same. Both were in apple-pie order to receive Miss Afy Hallijohn, who was, in a very short period, indeed, to be converted into Mrs. Jiffin.

Mr. Jiffin had not seen Afy for some days  had never been able to come across her since the trial at Lynneborough. Every evening had he danced attendance at her lodgings, but could not get admitted. Not at home  not at home, was the invariable answer, though Afy might be sunning herself at the window in his very sight. Mr. Jiffin, throwing off as best he could the temporary disappointment, was in an ecstasy of admiration, for he set it all down to Afys retiring modesty on the approach of the nuptial day. And they could try to calumniate her! he indignantly replied.

But now, one afternoon, when Mr. Jiffin and his shopman, and his shop, and his wares, were all set out to the best advantage  and very tempting they looked, as a whole, especially the spiced bacon  Mr. Jiffin happening to cast his eyes to the opposite side of the street, beheld his beloved sailing by. She was got up in the fashion. A mauve silk dress with eighteen flounces, and about eighteen hundred steel buttons that glittered your sight away; a zouave jacket worked with gold; a black turban perched on the top of her skull, garnished in front with what court milliners are pleased to term a plume de coq, but which, by its size and height, might have been taken for a coq himself, while a white ostrich feather was carried round and did duty behind, and a spangled hair net hung down to her waist. Gloriously grand was Afy that day and if I had but a photographing machine at hand  or whatever may be the scientific name of the thing  you should certainly have been regaled with the sight of her. Joyce would have gone down in a fit had she encountered her by an unhappy chance. Mr. Jiffin, dashing his apron anywhere, tore across.

Oh, it is you! said Afy, freezingly, when compelled to acknowledge him, but his offered hand she utterly repudiated. Really, Mr. Jiffin, I should feel obliged if you would not come out to me in this offensive and public manner.

Mr. Jiffin grew cold. Offensive! Not come out? gasped he. I do trust I have not been so unfortunate as to offend you, Miss Afy!

Well  you see, said Afy, calling up all her impudence to say what she had made up her mind to say, I have been considering it well over, Jiffin, and I find that to carry out the marriage will not be for my  for our happiness. I intended to write to inform you of this; but I shall be spared the trouble  as you have come out to me.

The perspiration, cold as ice, began to pour off Mr. Jiffin in his agony and horror. You might have wrung every thread he had on. You  dont mean  to  imply  that  you  give  me  up  Miss  Afy? he jerked out, unevenly.

Well, yes, I do, replied Afy. Its as good to be plain, and then there can be no misapprehension. Ill shake hands now with you, Jiffin, for the last time; and I am very sorry that we both made such a mistake.

Poor Jiffin looked at her. His gaze would have melted a heart of stone. Miss Afy, you cant mean it! Youd never, sure, crush a fellow in this manner, whose whole soul is yours; who trusted you entirely? Theres not an earthly thing I would not do to please you. You have been the light of my existence.

Of course, returned Afy, with a lofty and indifferent air, as if to be the light of his existence was only her due. But its all done and over. It is not at all a settlement that will suit me, you see, Jiffin. A butter and bacon factor is so very  so very  what I have not been accustomed to! And then, those aprons! I never could get reconciled to them.

Ill discard the aprons altogether, cried he, in a fever. Ill get a second shopman, and buy a little gig, and do nothing but drive you out. Ill do anything if you will but have me still, Miss Afy. I have bought the ring, you know.

Your intentions are very kind, was the distant answer, but its a thing impossible; my mind is fully made up. So farewell for good, Jiffin; and I wish you better luck in your next venture.

Afy, lifting her capacious dress, for the streets had just been watered, minced off. And Mr. Joe Jiffin, wiping his wet face as he gazed after her, instantly wished that he could be nailed up in one of his pickled pork barrels, and so be out of his misery.

Thats done with, thank goodness, soliloquized Afy. Have him, indeed. After what Richard let out on the trial. As if I should look after anybody less than Dick Hare! I shall get him, too. I always knew Dick Hare loved me above everything on earth; and he does still, or hed never had said what he did in open court. Its better to be born lucky than rich. Wont West Lynne envy me! Mrs. Richard Hare of the Grove. Old Hare is on his last legs, and then Dick comes into his own. Mrs. Hare must have her jointure house elsewhere, for we shall want the Grove for ourselves. I wonder if Madame Barbara will condescend to recognize me. And that blessed Corny? I shall be a sort of cousin of Cornys then. I wonder how much Dick comes into  three or four thousand a year? And to think that I had nearly escaped this by tying myself to that ape of a Jiffin! What sharks do get in our unsuspecting paths in this world!

On went Afy, through West Lynne, till she arrived close to Mr. Justice Hares. Then she paced slowly. It had been a frequent walk of hers since the trial. Luck favored her to-day. As she was passing the gate, young Richard Hare came up from the direction of East Lynne. It was the first time Afy had obtained speech of him.

Good day, Richard. Why! you were never going to pass an old friend?

I have so many friends, said Richard, I can scarcely spare time for them individually.

But you might for me. Have you forgotten old days? continued she, bridling and flirting, and altogether showing herself off to advantage.

No, I have not, replied Richard. And I am not likely to do so, he pointedly added.

Ah, I felt sure of that. My heart told me so. When you went off, that dreadful night, leaving me to anguish and suspense, I thought I should have died. I never have had, so to say, a happy moment until this, when I meet you again.

Dont be a fool, Afy! was Richards gallant rejoinder, borrowing the favorite reproach of Miss Carlyle. I was young and green once; you dont suppose I have remained so. We will drop the past, if you please. How is Mr. Jiffin?

Oh, the wretch! shrieked Afy. Is it possible that you can have fallen into the popular scandal that I have anything to say to him? You know Id never demean myself to it. Thats West Lynne all over! Nothing but inventions in it from weeks end to weeks end. A man who sells cheese! Who cuts up bacon! Well, I am surprised at you, Mr. Richard!

I have been thinking what luck you were in to get him, said Richard, with composure. But it is your business not mine.

Could you bear to see me stooping to him? returned Afy, dropping her voice to the most insinuating whisper.

Look you, Afy. What ridiculous folly you are nursing in your head I dont trouble myself to guess, but, the sooner you get it out again the better. I was an idiot once, I dont deny it; but you cured me of that, and cured me with a vengeance. You must pardon me for intimating that from henceforth we are strangers; in the street as elsewhere. I have resumed my own standing again, which I periled when I ran after you.

Afy turned faint. How can you speak those cruel words? gasped she.

You have called them forth. I was told yesterday that Afy Hallijohn, dressed up to a caricature, was looking after me again. It wont do, Afy.

Oh-o-o-oh! sobbed Afy, growing hysterical, and is this to be all my recompense for the years I have spent pining after you, keeping single for your sake!

Recompense! Oh, if you want that, Ill get my mother to give Jiffin her custom. And with a ringing laugh, which, though it had nothing of malice in it, showed Afy that he took her reproach for what it was worth, Richard turned in at his own gate.

It was a deathblow to Afys vanity. The worst it had ever received; and she took a few minutes to compose herself, and smooth her ruffled feathers. Then she turned and sailed back toward Mr. Jiffins, her turban up in the skies and the plume de coq tossing to the admiration of all beholders, especially of Miss Carlyle, who had the gratification of surveying her from her window. Arrived at Mr. Jiffins, she was taken ill exactly opposite his door, and staggered into the shop in a most exhausted state.

Round the counter flew Mr. Jiffin, leaving the shopman staring behind it. What was the matter? What could he do for her?

Faint  heat of the sun  walked too fast  allowed to sit down for five minutes! gasped Afy, in disjointed sentences.

Mr. Jiffin tenderly conducted her through the shop to his parlor. Afy cast half an eye round, saw how comfortable were its arrangements, and her symptoms of faintness increased. Gasps and hysterical sobs came forth together. Mr. Jiffin was as one upon spikes.

Shed recover better there than in the public shop  if shed only excuse his bringing her in, and consent to stop for a few minutes. No harm could come to her, and West Lynne could never say it. Hed stand at the far end of the room, right away from her; hed prop open the two doors and the windows; hed call in the maid  anything she thought right. Should he get her a glass of wine?

Afy declined the wine by a gesture, and sat fanning herself. Mr. Jiffin looking on from a respectful distance. Gradually she grew composed  grew herself again. As she gained courage, Mr. Jiffin lost it, and he ventured upon some faint words of reproach, of him.

Afy burst into a laugh. Did I not do it well? she exclaimed. I thought Id play off a joke upon you, so I came out this afternoon and did it.

Mr. Jiffin clasped his hands. Was it a joke he returned, trembling with agitation, uncertain whether he was in paradise or not. Are you still ready to let me call you mine?

Of course it was a joke, said Afy. What a soft you must have been, Mr. Jiffin, not to see through it! When young ladies engage themselves to be married, you cant suppose they run back from it, close upon the wedding-day?

Oh, Miss Afy! And the poor little man actually burst into delicious tears, as he caught hold of Afys hand and kissed it.

A great green donkey! thought Afy to herself, bending on him, however the sweetest smile.

Rather. But Mr. Jiffin is not the only great donkey in the world.

Richard Hare, meanwhile, had entered his mothers presence. She was sitting at the open window, the justice opposite to her, in an invalid chair, basking in the air and the sun. This last attack of the justices had affected the mind more than the body. He was brought down to the sitting-room that day for the first time; but, of his mind, there was little hope. It was in a state of half imbecility; the most wonderful characteristic being, that all its self-will, its surliness had gone. Almost as a little child in tractability, was Justice Hare.

Richard came up to his mother, and kissed her. He had been to East Lynne. Mrs. Hare took his hand and fondly held it. The change in her was wonderful; she was a young and happy woman again.

Barbara has decided to go to the seaside, mother. Mr. Carlyle takes her on Monday.

I am glad, my dear, it will be sure to do her good. Richard  bending over to her husband, but still retaining her sons hand Barbara has agreed to go to the seaside, I will set her up.

Ay, ay, nodded the justice, set her up. Seaside? Cant we go?

Certainly, dear, if you wish it; when you shall be a little stronger.

Ay, ay, nodded the justice again. It was his usual answer now. Stronger. Wheres Barbara?

She goes on Monday, sir, said Richard, likewise bending his head. Only for a fortnight. But they talk of going again later in the autumn.

Cant I go, too? repeated the justice, looking pleadingly in Richards face.

You shall, dear father. Who knows but a month or twos bracing would bring you quite round again? We might go all together, ourselves and the Carlyles. Anne comes to stay with us next week, you know, and we might go when her visit is over.

Aye, all go together. Annes coming?

Have you forgotten, dear Richard? She comes to stay a month with us, and Mr. Clitheroe and the children. I am so pleased she will find you better, added Mrs. Hare, her gentle eyes filling. Mr. Wainwright says you may go out for a drive to-morrow.

And Ill be coachman, laughed Richard. It will be the old times come round again. Do you remember, father, my breaking the pole, one moonlight night, and your not letting me drive for six months afterwards?

The poor justice laughed in answer to Richard, laughed till the tears ran down his face, probably not knowing in the least what he was laughing at.

Richard, said Mrs. Hare to her son, almost in an apprehensive tone, her hand pressing his nervously, was not that Afy Hallijohn I saw you speaking with at the gate?

Did you? What a spectacle she had made of herself! I wonder she is not ashamed to go through the streets in such a guise! Indeed, I wonder she shows herself at all.

Richard, you  you  will not be drawn in again? were the next whispered words.

Mother! There was a sternness in his mild blue eyes as he cast them upon his mother. Those beautiful eyes  the very counterpart of Barbaras, both his and hers the counterpart of Mrs. Hares. The look had been sufficient refutation without words.

Mother mine, I am going to belong to you in the future, and to nobody else. West Lynne is already busy for me, I understand, pleasantly carving out my destiny. One marvels whether I shall lose myself with Miss Afy; another, that I shall set on offhand, and court Louisa Dobede. They are all wrong; my place will be with my darling mother,  at least, for several years to come.

She clasped his hand to her bosom in her glad delight.

We want happiness together, mother, to enable us to forget the past; for upon none did the blow fall, as upon you and upon me. And the happiness we shall find, in our own home, living for each other, and striving to amuse my poor father.

Aye, aye, complacently put in Justice Hare.

So it would be. Richard had returned to his home, had become, to all intent and purposes, its master; for the justice would never be in a state to hold sway again. He had resumed his position; and regained the favor of West Lynne, which, always in extremes, was now wanting to kill him with kindness. A happy, happy home from henceforth; and Mrs. Hare lifted up her full heart in thankfulness to God. Perhaps Richards went up also.

One word touching that wretched prisoner in the condemned cell at Lynneborough. As you must have anticipated, the extreme sentence was not carried out. And, little favorite as Sir Francis is with you and with me, we can but admit that justice did not demand that it should be. That he had willfully killed Hallijohn, was certain; but the act was committed in a moment of wild rage; it had not been premeditated. The sentence was commuted to transportation. A far more disgraceful one in the estimation of Sir Francis; a far more unwelcome one in the eyes of his wife. It is no use to mince the truth, one little grain of comfort had penetrated to Lady Levison; the anticipation of the time when she and her ill-fated child should be alone, and could hide themselves in some hidden nook of the wide world; he, and his crime, and his end gone; forgotten. But it seems he was not to go and be forgotten; she and the boy must be tied to him still; and she was lost in horror and rebellion.

He envied the dead Hallijohn, did that man, as he looked forth on the future. A cheering prospect truly! The gay Sir Francis Levison working in chains with his gang! Where would his diamonds and his perfumed handkerchiefs and his white hands be then? After a time he might get a ticket-of-leave. He groaned in agony as the turnkey suggested it to him. A ticket-of-leave for him! Oh, why did they not hang him? he wailed forth as he closed his eyes to the dim light. The light of the cell, you understand; he could not close them to the light of the future. No; never again; it shone out all too plainly, dazzling his brain as with a flame of living fire.


CHAPTER XLVI.

UNTIL ETERNITY.

Barbara was at the seaside, and Lady Isabel was in her bed, dying. You remember the old French saying, Lhomme propose, et Dieu dispose. An exemplification of it was here.

She, Lady Isabel, had consented to remain at East Lynne during Mrs. Carlyles absence, on purpose that she might be with her children. But the object was frustrated, for Lucy and Archibald had been removed to Miss Carlyles. It was Mr. Carlyles arrangement. He thought the governess ought to have entire respite from all charge; and that poor governess dared not say, let them stay with me. Lady Isabel had also purposed to be safely away from East Lynne before the time came for her to die; but that time had advanced with giant strides, and the period for removal was past. She was going out as her mother had done, rapidly unexpectedly, like the snuff of a candle. Wilson was in attendance on her mistress; Joyce remained at home.

Barbara had chosen a watering-place near, not thirty miles off, so that Mr. Carlyle went there most evenings, returning to his office in the mornings. Thus he saw little of East Lynne, paying one or two flying visits only. From the Saturday to the Wednesday in the second week, he did not come home at all, and it was in those few days that Lady Isabel had changed for the worse. On the Wednesday he was expected home to dinner and to sleep.

Joyce was in a state of frenzy  or next door to it. Lady Isabel was dying, and what would become of the ominous secret? A conviction, born of her fears, was on the girls mind that, with death, the whole must become known; and who was to foresee what blame might not be cast upon her, by her master and mistress, for not having disclosed it? She might be accused of having been an abettor in the plot from the first! Fifty times it was in Joyces mind to send for Miss Carlyle and tell her all.

The afternoon was fast waning, and the spirit of Lady Isabel seemed to be waning with it. Joyce was in the room in attendance upon her. She had been in a fainting state all day, but felt better now. She was partially raised in bed by pillows, a white Cashmere shawl over her shoulders, her nightcap off, to allow as much air as possible to come to her, and the windows stood open.

Footsteps sounded on the gravel in the quiet stillness of the summer air. They penetrated even to her ear, for all her faculties were keen yet. Beloved footsteps; and a tinge of hectic rose to her cheeks. Joyce, who stood at the window, glanced out. It was Mr. Carlyle.

Joyce! came forth a cry from the bed, sharp and eager.

Joyce turned round. My lady?

I should die happily if I might see him.

See him! uttered Joyce, doubting her own ears. My lady! See him! Mr. Carlyle!

What can it signify? I am already as one dead. Should I ask it or wish it, think you, in rude life? The yearning has been upon me for days Joyce; it is keeping death away.

It could not be, my lady, was the decisive answer. It must not be. It is as a thing impossible.

Lady Isabel burst into tears. I cant die for the trouble, she wailed. You keep my children from me. They must not come, you say, lest I should betray myself. Now you would keep my husband. Joyce, Joyce, let me see him!

Her husband! Poor thing! Joyce was in a maze of distress, though not the less firm. Her eyes were wet with tears; but she believed she should be infringing her allegiance to her mistress did she bring Mr. Carlyle to the presence of his former wife; altogether it might be productive of nothing but confusion.

A knock at the chamber door. Joyce called out, Come in. The two maids, Hannah and Sarah, were alone in the habit of coming to the room, and neither of them had ever known Madame Vine as Lady Isabel. Sarah put in her head.

Master wants you, Miss Joyce.

Ill come.

He is in the dining-room. I have just taken down Master Arthur to him.

Mr. Carlyle had got Master Arthur on his shoulder when Joyce entered. Master Arthur was decidedly given to noise and rebellion, and was already, as Wilson expressed it, sturdy upon his pins.

How is Madame Vine, Joyce?

Joyce scarcely knew how to answer. But she did not dare to equivocate as to her precarious state. And where the use, when a few hours would probably see the end of it?

She is very ill, indeed, sir.

Worse?

Sir, I fear she is dying.

Mr. Carlyle, in his consternation, put down Arthur. Dying!

I hardly think she will last till morning, sir!

Why, what has killed her? he uttered in amazement.

Joyce did not answer. She looked pale and confused.

Have you had Dr. Martin?

Oh, no, sir. It would be of no use.

No use! repeated Mr. Carlyle, in a sharp accent. Is that the way to treat dying people? Assume it is of no use to send for advice, and so quietly let them die! If Madame Vine is as ill as you say, a telegraphic message must be sent off at once. I had better see her, he cried, moving to the door.

Joyce, in her perplexity, dared to place her back against it, preventing his egress. Oh, master! I beg your pardon, but  it would not be right. Please, sir, do not think of going into her room!

Mr. Carlyle thought Joyce was taken with a fit of prudery. Why cant I go in? he asked.

Mrs. Carlyle would not like it, sir, stammered Joyce, her cheeks scarlet now.

Mr. Carlyle stared at her. Some of you take up odd ideas, he cried. In Mrs. Carlyles absence, it is necessary that some one should see her! Let a lady die in my house, and never see after her! You are out of your senses, Joyce. I shall go in after dinner; so prepare Madame Vine.

The dinner was being brought in then. Joyce, feeling like one in a nervous attack, picked up Arthur and carried him to Sarah in the nursery. What on earth was she to do?

Scarcely had Mr. Carlyle begun his dinner, when his sister entered. Some grievance had arisen between her and the tenants of certain houses of hers, and she was bringing the dispute to him. Before he would hear it, he begged her to go up to Madame Vine, telling her what Joyce had said of her state.

Dying! exclaimed Miss Corny, in disbelieving derision. That Joyce has been more like a simpleton lately than like herself. I cant think what has come to the woman.

She took off her bonnet and mantle, and laid them on a chair, gave a twitch or two to her cap, as she surveyed it in the pier-glass, and went upstairs. Joyce answered her knock at the invalids door; and Joyce, when she saw who it was, turned as white as any sheet.

Oh, maam, you must not come in! she blundered out, in her confusion and fear, as she put herself right in the doorway.

Who is to keep me out? demanded Miss Carlyle, after a pause of surprise, her tone of quiet power. Move away, girl. Joyce, I think your brain must be softening. What will you try at next?

Joyce was powerless, both in right and strength, and she knew it. She knew there was no help  that Miss Carlyle would and must enter. She stood aside, shivering, and passed out of the room as soon as Miss Carlyle was within it.

Ah! there could no longer be concealment now! There she was, her pale face lying against the pillow, free from its disguising trappings. The band of gray velvet, the spectacles, the wraps for the throat and chin, the huge cap, all were gone. It was the face of Lady Isabel; changed, certainly, very, very much; but still hers. The silvered hair fell on either side of her face, like the silky curls had once fallen; the sweet, sad eyes were the eyes of yore.

Mercy be good to us! uttered Miss Carlyle.

They remained gazing at each other, both panting with emotion; yes, even Miss Carlyle. Though a wild suspicion had once crossed her brain that Madame Vine might be Lady Isabel, it had died away again, from the sheer improbability of the thing, as much as from the convincing proofs offered by Lord Mount Severn. Not but what Miss Carlyle had borne in mind the suspicion, and had been fond of tracing the likeness in Madame Vines face.

How could you dare come back here! she abruptly asked, her tone of sad, soft wailing, not one of reproach.

Lady Isabel humbly crossed her attenuated hands upon her chest. My children, she whispered. How could I stay away from them? Have pity, Miss Carlyle! Dont reproach me. I am on my way to God, to answer for all my sins and sorrows.

I do not reproach you, said Miss Carlyle.

I am so glad to go, she continued to murmur, her eyes full of tears. Jesus did not come, you know, to save the good like you; He came for the sake of us poor sinners. I tried to take up my cross, as He bade us, and bear it bravely for His sake; but its weight has killed me.

The good like you! Humbly, meekly, deferentially was it expressed, in all good faith and trust, as though Miss Corny was a sort of upper angel. Somehow the words grated on Miss Cornys ear: grated fiercely on her conscience. It came into her mind, then, as she stood there, that the harsh religion that she had through life professed, was not the religion that would best bring peace to her dying bed.

Child, said she, drawing near to and leaning over Lady Isabel, had I anything to do with sending you from East Lynne?

Lady Isabel shook her head and cast down her gaze, as she whispered: You did not send me; you did not help to send me. I was not very happy with you, but that was not the cause  of my going away. Forgive me, Miss Carlyle, forgive me!

Thank God! inwardly breathed Miss Carlyle. Forgive me, she said, aloud and in agitation, touching her hand. I could have made your home happier, and I wish I had done it. I have wished it ever since you left it.

Lady Isabel drew the hand in hers. I want to see Archibald, she whispered, going back, in thought, to the old time and the old name. I have prayed Joyce to bring him to me, and she will not. Only for a minute! Just to hear him say that he forgives me! What can it matter, now that I am as one lost to the world? I should die easier.

Upon what impulse or grounds Miss Carlyle saw fit to accede to the request, cannot be told. Probably she did not choose to refuse a death-bed prayer; possibly she reasoned, as did Lady Isabel  what could it matter? She went to the door. Joyce was in the corridor, leaning against the wall, her apron up to her eyes. Miss Carlyle beckoned to her.

How long have you known of this?

Since that night in the spring, when there was an alarm of fire. I saw her then, with nothing on her face, and knew her; though, at the first moment, I thought it was her ghost. Maam, I have just gone about since, like a ghost myself from fear.

Go and request your master to come up to me.

Oh, maam! Will it be well to tell him? remonstrated Joyce. Well that he should see her?

Go and request your master to come to me, unequivocally repeated Miss Carlyle. Are you mistress, Joyce, or am I?

Joyce went down and brought Mr. Carlyle up from the dinner-table.

Is Madame Vine worse, Cornelia? Will she see me?

She wishes to see you.

Miss Carlyle opened the door as she spoke. He motioned her to pass in first. No, she said, you had better see her alone.

He was going in when Joyce caught his arm. Master! Master! You ought to be prepared. Maam, wont you tell him?

He looked at them, thinking they must be moonstruck, for their conduct seemed inexplicable. Both were in evident agitation, an emotion Miss Carlyle was not given to. Her face and lips were twitching, but she kept a studied silence. Mr. Carlyle knit his brow and went into the chamber. They shut him in.

He walked gently at once to the bed, in his straightforward manner.

I am grieved, Madame Vine  

The words faltered on his tongue. He was a man as little given to show emotion as man can well be. Did he think, as Joyce had once done, that it was a ghost he saw? Certain it is that his face and lips turned the hue of death, and he backed a few steps from the bed. The falling hair, the sweet, mournful eyes, the hectic which his presence brought to her cheeks, told too plainly of the Lady Isabel.

Archibald!

She put out her trembling hand. She caught him ere he had drawn quite beyond her reach. He looked at her, he looked round the room, as does one awaking from a dream.

I could not die without your forgiveness, she murmured, her eyes falling before him as she thought of her past. Do you turn from me? Bear with me a little minute! Only say you forgive me, and I shall die in peace!

Isabel? he spoke, not knowing in the least what he said. Are you  are you  were you Madame Vine?

Oh, forgive  forgive me! I did not die. I got well from the accident, but it changed me dreadfully. Nobody knew me, and I came here as Madame Vine. I could not stay away, Archibald, forgive me!

His mind was in a whirl, his ideas had gone wool-gathering. The first clear thought that came thumping through his brain was, that he must be a man of two wives. She noticed his perplexed silence.

I could not stay away from you and my children. The longing for you was killing me, she reiterated, wildly, like one talking in a fever. I never knew a moments peace after the mad act I was guilty of, in quitting you. Not an hour had I departed when my repentance set in; and even then I would have retraced and come back, but I did not know how. See what it has done for me! tossing up her gray hair, holding out her attenuated wrists. Oh, forgive  forgive me! My sin was great, but my punishment was greater. It has been as one long scene of mortal agony.

Why did you go? asked Mr. Carlyle.

Did you not know?

No. It has always been a mystery to me.

I went out of love for you.

A shade of disdain crossed his lips. She was equivocating to him on her death-bed.

Do not look in that way, she panted. My strength is nearly gone  you must perceive that it is  and I do not, perhaps, express myself clearly. I loved you dearly, and I grew suspicious of you. I thought you were false and deceitful to me; that your love was all given to another; and in my sore jealousy, I listened to the temptings of that bad man, who whispered to me of revenge. It was not so, was it?

Mr. Carlyle had regained his calmness, outwardly, at any rate. He stood by the side of the bed, looking down upon her, his arms crossed upon his chest, and his noble form raised to its full height.

Was it so? she feverishly repeated.

Can you ask it, knowing me as you did then, as you must have known me since? I never was false to you in thought, in word, or in deed.

Oh, Archibald, I was mad  I was mad! I could not have done it in anything but madness. Surely you will forget and forgive!

I cannot forget. I have already forgiven!

Try and forget the dreadful time that has passed since that night! she continued, the tears falling on her cheeks, as she held up to him one of her poor hot hands. Let your thoughts go back to the days when you first knew me; when I was here, Isabel Vane, a happy girl with my father. At times I have lost myself in a moments happiness in thinking of it. Do you remember how you grew to love me, though you thought you might not tell it to me  and how gentle you were with me, when papa died  and the hundred pound note? Do you remember coming to Castle Marling?  and my promise to be your wife  and the first kiss you left upon my lips? And, oh, Archibald! Do you remember the loving days after I was your wife  how happy we were with each other? Do you remember when Lucy was born, we thought I should have died; and your joy, your thankfulness that God restored me? Do you remember all this?

Aye. He did remember it. He took the poor hand into his, and unconsciously played with its wasted fingers.

Have you any reproach to cast to me? he gently said, bending his head a little.

Reproach to you! To you, who must be almost without reproach in the sight of Heaven! You, who were everlasting to me  ever anxious for my welfare! When I think of what you were, and are, and how I quitted you, I could sink into the earth with remorse and shame. My own sin, I have surely expiated; I cannot expiate the shame I entailed upon you, and upon our children.

Never. He felt it as keenly now as he had felt it then.

Think what it has been for me! she resumed, and he was obliged to bend his ear to catch her gradually weakening tones. To live in this house with your wife  to see your love for her  to watch the envied caresses that once were mine! I never loved you so passionately as I have done since I lost you. Think what it was to watch Williams decaying strength; to be alone with him in his dying hour, and not to be able to say he is my child as well as yours! When he lay dead, and the news went forth to the household, it was her petty grief you soothed, not mine, his mothers. God alone knows how I have lived through it all; it has been to me as the bitterness of death.

Why did you come back? was the response of Mr. Carlyle.

I have told you. I could not live, wanting you and my children.

It was wrong; wrong in all ways.

Wickedly wrong. You cannot think worse of it than I have done. But the consequences and the punishment would be mine alone, as long as I guarded against discovery. I never thought to stop here to die; but death seems to have come on me with a leap, like it came to my mother.

A pause of labored hard breathing. Mr. Carlyle did not interrupt it.

All wrong, all wrong, she resumed; this interview with you, among the rest. And yet  I hardly know; it cannot hurt the new ties you have formed, for I am as one dead now to this world, hovering on the brink of the next. But you were my husband, Archibald; and, the last few days, I have longed for your forgiveness with a fevered longing. Oh! that the past could be blotted out! That I could wake up and find it but a hideous dream; that I were here as in old days, in health and happiness, your ever loving wife. Do you wish it, that the dark past had never had place?

She put the question in a sharp, eager tone, gazing up to him with an anxious gaze, as though the answer must be one of life or death.

For your sake I wish it. Calm enough were the words spoken; and her eyes fell again, and a deep sigh came forth.

I am going to William. But Lucy and Archibald will be left. Oh, do you never be unkind to them! I pray you, visit not their mothers sin upon their heads! Do not in your love for your later children, lose your love for them!

Have you seen anything in my conduct that could give rise to fears of this? he returned, reproach mingled in his sad tone. The children are dear to me, as you once were.

As I once was. Aye, and as I might have been now.

Indeed you might, he answered, with emotion. The fault was not mine.

Archibald, I am on the very threshold of the next world. Will you not bless me  will you not say a word of love to me before I pass it! Let what I am, I say, be blotted for the moment from your memory; think of me, if you can, as the innocent, timid child whom you made your wife. Only a word of love. My heart is breaking for it.

He leaned over her, he pushed aside the hair from her brow with his gentle hand, his tears dropping on her face. You nearly broke mine, when you left me, Isabel, he whispered.

May God bless you, and take you to His rest in Heaven! May He so deal with me, as I now fully and freely forgive you.

What was he about to do? Lower and lower bent his head, until his breath nearly mingled with hers. To kiss her? He best knew. But, suddenly, his face grew red with a scarlet flush, and he lifted it again. Did the form of one, then in a felons cell at Lynneborough, thrust itself before him, or that of his absent and unconscious wife?

To His rest in Heaven, she murmured, in the hollow tones of the departing. Yes, yes I know that God has forgiven me. Oh, what a struggle it has been! Nothing but bad feelings, rebellion, and sorrow, and repining, for a long while after I came back here, but Jesus prayed for me, and helped me, and you know how merciful He is to the weary and heavy-laden. We shall meet again, Archibald, and live together forever and ever. But for that great hope I could hardly die. William said mamma would be on the banks of the river, looking out for him; but it is William who is looking for me.

Mr. Carlyle released one of his hands; she had taken them both; and with his own white handkerchief, wiped the death-dew from her forehead.

It is no sin to anticipate it, Archibald, for there will be no marrying or giving in marriage in Heaven: Christ said so. Though we do not know how it will be, my sin will be remembered no more there, and we shall be together with our children forever and forever. Keep a little corner in your heart for your poor lost Isabel.

Yes, yes, he whispered.

Are you leaving me? she uttered, in a wild tone of pain.

You are growing faint, I perceive, I must call assistance.

Farewell, then; farewell, until eternity, she sighed, the tears raining from her eyes. It is death, I think, not faintness. Oh! but it is hard to part! Farewell, farewell my once dear husband!

She raised her head from the pillow, excitement giving her strength; she clung to his arm; she lifted her face in its sad yearning. Mr. Carlyle laid her tenderly down again, and suffered his wet cheek to rest upon hers.

Until eternity.

She followed him with her eyes as he retreated, and watched him from the room: then turned her face to the wall. It is over. Only God now.

Mr. Carlyle took an instants counsel with himself, stopping at the head of the stairs to do it. Joyce, in obedience to a sign from him, had already gone into the sick-chamber: his sister was standing at the door.

Cornelia.

She followed him down to the dining-room.

You will remain here to-night? With her?

Do you suppose I shouldnt? crossly responded Miss Corny; where are you off to now?

To the telegraph office, at present. To send for Lord Mount Severn.

What good can he do?

None. But I shall send for him.

Cant one of the servants go just as well as you? You have not finished your dinner; hardly begun it.

He turned his eyes on the dinner-table in a mechanical sort of way, his mind wholly preoccupied, made some remark in answer, which Miss Corny did not catch, and went out.

On his return his sister met him in the hall, drew him inside the nearest room, and closed the door. Lady Isabel was dead. Had been dead about ten minutes.

She never spoke after you left her, Archibald. There was a slight struggle at the last, a fighting for breath, otherwise she went off quite peacefully. I felt sure, when I first saw her this afternoon, that she could not last till midnight.


CHAPTER XLVII.

I. M. V.

Lord Mount Severn, wondering greatly what the urgent summons could be for, lost no time in obeying it, and was at East Lynne the following morning early. Mr. Carlyle had his carriage at the station  his close carriage  and shut up in that he made the communication to the earl as they drove to East Lynne.

The earl could with difficulty believe it. Never had he been so utterly astonished. At first he really could not understand the tale.

Did she  did she  come back to your house to die? he blundered. You never took her in? I dont understand.

Mr. Carlyle explained further; and the earl at length understood. But he did not recover his perplexed astonishment.

What a mad act to come back here. Madame Vine! How on earth did she escape detection?

She did escape it, said Mr. Carlyle. The strange likeness Madame Vine possessed to my first wife did often strike me as being marvelous, but I never suspected the truth. It was a likeness, and not a likeness, for every part of her face and form was changed except her eyes, and those I never saw but through those disguising glasses.

The earl wiped his hot face. The news had ruffled him no measured degree. He felt angry with Isabel, dead though she was, and thankful that Mrs. Carlyle was away.

Will you see her? whispered Mr. Carlyle as they entered the house.

Yes.

They went up to the death-chamber, Mr. Carlyle procuring the key. It was the only time that he entered it. Very peaceful she looked now, her pale features so composed under her white cap and hands. Miss Carlyle and Joyce had done all that was necessary; nobody else had been suffered to approach her. Lord Mount Severn leaned over her, tracing the former looks of Isabel; and the likeness grew upon him in a wonderful degree.

What did she die of? he asked.

She said a broken heart.

Ah! said the earl. The wonder is that it did not break before. Poor thing! Poor Isabel! he added, touching her hand, how she marred her own happiness! Carlyle, I suppose this is your wedding ring?

Mr. Carlyle cast his eyes upon the ring. Very probably.

To think of her never having discarded it! remarked the earl, releasing the cold hand. Well, I can hardly believe the tale now.

He turned and quitted the room as he spoke. Mr. Carlyle looked steadfastly at the dead face for a minute or two, his fingers touching the forehead; but what his thoughts or feelings may have been, none can tell. Then he replaced the sheet over her face, and followed the earl.

They descended in silence to the breakfast-room. Miss Carlyle was seated at the table waiting for them. Where could all your eyes have been? exclaimed the earl to her, after a few sentences, referring to the event just passed.

Just where yours would have been, replied Miss Corny, with a touch of her old temper. You saw Madame Vine as well as we did.

But not continuously. Only two or three times in all. And I do not remember ever to have seen her without her bonnet and veil. That Carlyle should not have recognized her is almost beyond belief.

It seems so, to speak of it, said Miss Corny; but facts are facts. She was young and gay, active, when she left here, upright as a dart, her dark hair drawn from her open brow, and flowing on her neck, her cheeks like crimson paint, her face altogether beautiful. Madame Vine arrived here a pale, stooping woman, lame of one leg, shorter than Lady Isabel  and her figure stuffed out under those sacks of jackets. Not a bit, scarcely, of her forehead to be seen, for gray velvet and gray bands of hair; her head smothered under a close cap, large, blue, double spectacles hiding the eyes and their sides, and the throat tied up; the chin partially. The mouth was entirely altered in its character, and that upward scar, always so conspicuous, made it almost ugly. Then she had lost some of her front teeth, you know, and she lisped when she spoke. Take her for all in all, summed up Miss Carlyle, she looked no more like Isabel who went away from here than I look like Adam. Just get your dearest friend damaged and disguised as she was, my lord, and see if youd recognize him.

The observation came home to Lord Mount Severn. A gentleman whom he knew well, had been so altered by a fearful accident, that little resemblance could be traced to his former self. In fact, his own family could not recognize him: and he used an artificial disguise. It was a case in point; and  reader  I assure you it was a true one.

It was the disguise that we ought to have suspected, quietly observed Mr. Carlyle. The likeness was not sufficiently striking to cause suspicion.

But she turned the house from that scent as soon as she came into it, struck in Miss Corny, telling of the neuralgic pains that affected her head and face, rendering the guarding them from exposure necessary. Remember, Lord Mount Severn, that the Ducies had been with her in Germany, and had never suspected her. Remember also another thing, that, however great a likeness we may have detected, we could not and did not speak of it, one to another. Lady Isabels name is never so much as whispered among us.

True: all true, nodded the earl. And they sat themselves down to breakfast.

On the Friday, the following letter was dispatched to Mrs. Carlyle.

MY DEAREST  I find I shall not be able to get to you on Saturday afternoon, as I promised, but will leave here by the late train that night. Mind you dont sit up for me. Lord Mount Severn is here for a few days; he sends his regards to you.

And now, Barbara, prepare for news that will prove a shock. Madame Vine is dead. She grew rapidly worse, they tell me, after our departure, and died on Wednesday night. I am glad you were away.

Love from the children. Lucy and Archie are still at Cornelias; Arthur wearing out Sarahs legs in the nursery.

Ever yours, my dearest,

ARCHIBALD CARLYLE.

Of course, as Madame Vine, the governess, died at Mr. Carlyles house, he could not, in courtesy, do less than follow her to the grave. So decided West Lynne, when they found which way the wind was going to blow. Lord Mount Severn followed also, to keep him company, being on a visit to him, and very polite, indeed, of his lordship to do it  condescending, also! West Lynne remembered another funeral at which those two had been the only mourners  that of the earl. By some curious coincidence the French governess was buried close to the earls grave. As good there as anywhere else, quoth West Lynne. There happened to be a vacant spot of ground.

The funeral took place on a Sunday morning. A plain, respectable funeral. A hearse and pair, and mourning coach and pair, with a chariot for the Rev. Mr. Little. No pall-bearers or mutes, or anything of that show-off kind; and no plumes on the horses, only on the hearse. West Lynne looked on with approbation, and conjectured that the governess had left sufficient money to bury herself; but, of course, that was Mr. Carlyles affair, not West Lynnes. Quiet enough lay she in her last resting-place.

They left her in it, the earl and Mr. Carlyle, and entered the mourning-coach, to be conveyed back again to East Lynne.

Just a little stone of white marble, two feet high by a foot and a half broad, remarked the earl, on their road, pursuing a topic they were speaking upon. With the initials I. V. and the date of the year. Nothing more. What do you think?

I. M. V., corrected Mr. Carlyle.

Yes.

At this moment the bells of another church, not St. Judes, broke out in a joyous peal, and the earl inclined his ear to listen.

What can they be ringing for? he cried.

They were ringing for a wedding. Afy Hallijohn, by the help of two clergymen and six bridesmaids, of which you may be sure Joyce was not one, had just been converted into Mrs. Joe Jiffin. When Afy took a thing into her head, she somehow contrived to carry it through, and to bend even clergymen and bridesmaids to her will. Mr. Jiffin was blest at last.

In the afternoon the earl left East Lynne, and somewhat later Barbara arrived at it. Wilson scarcely gave her mistress time to step into the house before her, and she very nearly left the baby in the fly. Curiously anxious was Wilson to hear all particulars as to whatever could have took off that French governess. Mr. Carlyle was much surprised at their arrival.

How could I stay away, Archibald, even until Monday, after the news you sent me? said Barbara. What did she die of? It must have been awfully sudden.

I suppose so, was his dreamy answer. He was debating a question with himself, one he had thought over a good deal since Wednesday night. Should he, or should he not, tell his wife? He would have preferred not to tell her; and, were the secret confined to his own breast, he would decidedly not have done so. But it was known to three others  to Miss Carlyle, to lord Mount Severn, and to Joyce. All trustworthy and of good intention; but it was impossible for Mr. Carlyle to make sure that not one of them would ever, through any chance and unpremeditated word, let the secret come to the knowledge of Mrs. Carlyle. That would not do, if she must hear it at all, she must hear it from him, and at once. He took his course.

Are you ill, Archibald? she asked, noting his face. It wore a pale, worn sort of look.

I have something to tell you, Barbara, he answered, drawing her hand into his, as they stood together. They were in her dressing-room, where she was taking off her things. On the Wednesday evening when I got home to dinner Joyce told me that she feared Madame Vine was dying, and I thought it right to see her.

Certainly, returned Barbara. Quite right.

I went into her room, and I found that she was dying. But I found something else, Barbara. She was not Madame Vine.

Not Madame Vine! echoed Barbara, believing in good truth that her husband could not know what he was saying.

It was my former wife, Isabel Vane.

Barbaras face flushed crimson, and then grew white as marble; and she drew her hand unconsciously from Mr. Carlyles. He did not appear to notice the movement, but stood with his elbow on the mantelpiece while he talked, giving her a rapid summary of the interview and its details.

She could not stay away from her children, she said, and came back as Madame Vine. What with the effects of the railroad accident in France, and those spectacles she wore, and her style of dress, and her gray hair, she felt secure in not being recognized. I am astonished now that she was not discovered. Were such a thing related to me I should give no credence to it.

Barbaras heart felt faint with its utter sickness, and she turned her face from the view of her husband. Her first confused thoughts were as Mr. Carlyles had been  that she had been living in his house with another wife. Did you suspect her? she breathed, in a low tone.

Barbara! Had I suspected it, should I have allowed it to go on? She implored my forgiveness for the past, and for having returned here, and I gave it to her fully. I then went to West Lynne, to telegraph to Mount Severn, and when I came back she was dead.

There was a pause. Mr. Carlyle began to perceive that his wifes face was hidden from him.

She said her heart was broken. Barbara, we cannot wonder at it.

There was no reply. Mr. Carlyle took his arm from the mantelpiece, and moved so that he could see her countenance: a wan countenance, telling of pain.

He laid his hand upon her shoulder, and made her look at him. My dearest, what is this?

Oh, Archibald! she uttered, clasping her hands together, all her pent up feelings bursting forth, and the tears streaming from her eyes, has this taken your love from me?

He took both her hands in one of his, he put the other round her waist and held her there, before him, never speaking, only looking gravely into her face. Who could look at its sincere truthfulness, at the sweet expression of his lips, and doubt him? Not Barbara. She allowed the moments excitement to act upon her feelings, and carry her away.

I had thought my wife possessed entire trust in me.

Oh, I do, I do; you know I do. Forgive me, Archibald, she slowly whispered.

I deemed it better to impart this to you, Barbara. Had there been wrong feeling on my part, I should have left you in ignorance. My darling, I have told you it in love.

She was leaning on his breast, sobbing gently, her repentant face turned towards him. He held her there in his strong protection, his enduring tenderness.

My wife! My darling! now and always.

It was a foolish feeling to cross my heart, Archibald. It is done with and gone.

Never let it come back, Barbara. Neither need her name be mentioned again between us. A barred name it has hitherto been; so let it continue.

Anything you will. My earnest wish is to please you; to be worthy of your esteem and love, Archibald, she timidly added, her eye-lids drooping, and her fair cheeks blushing, as she made the confession. There has been a feeling in my heart against your children, a sort of jealous feeling, you can understand, because they were hers; because she had once been your wife. I knew how wrong it was, and I have tried earnestly to subdue it. I have, indeed, and I think it is nearly gone, her voice sunk. I constantly pray to be helped to do it; to love them and care for them as if they were my own. It will come with time.

Every good thing will come with time that we may earnestly seek, said Mr. Carlyle. Oh, Barbara, never forget  never forget that the only way to ensure peace in the end is to strive always to be doing right, unselfishly under God.


A LIFES SECRET
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PART THE FIRST.




CHAPTER I. WAS THE LADY MAD?

On the outskirts of Ketterford, a town of some note in the heart of England, stood, a few years ago, a white house, its green lawn, surrounded by shrubs and flowers, sloping down to the high road. It probably stands there still, looking as if not a day had passed over its head since, for houses can be renovated and made, so to say, new again, unlike men and women. A cheerful, bright, handsome house, of moderate size, the residence of Mr. Thornimett.

At the distance of a short stones-throw, towards the open country, were sundry workshops and sheds  a large yard intervening between them and the house. They belonged to Mr. Thornimett; and the timber and other characteristic materials lying about the yard would have proclaimed their owners trade without the aid of the lofty sign-board Richard Thornimett, Builder and Contractor. His business was extensive for a country town.



Entering the house by the pillared portico, and crossing the black-and-white floor-cloth of the hall to the left, you came to a room whose windows looked towards the timber-yard. It was fitted up as a sort of study, or counting-house, though the real business counting-house was at the works. Matting was on its floor; desks and stools stood about; maps and drawings, plain and coloured, were on its walls; not finished and beautiful landscapes, such as issue from the hands of modern artists, or have descended to us from the great masters, but skeleton designs of various buildings  churches, bridges, terraces  plans to be worked out in actuality, not to be admired on paper. This room was chiefly given over to Mr. Thornimetts pupil: and you may see him in it now.

A tall, gentlemanly young fellow, active and upright; his name, Austin Clay. It is Easter Monday in those long-past years  and yet not so very long past, either  and the works and yard are silent to-day. Strictly speaking, Austin Clay can no longer be called a pupil, for he is twenty-one, and his articles are out. The house is his home; Mr. and Mrs. Thornimett, who have no children of their own, are almost as his father and mother. They have said nothing to him about leaving, and he has said nothing to them. The town, in its busy interference, gratuitously opined that Old Thornimett would be taking him into partnership. Old Thornimett had given no indication of what he might intend to do, one way or the other.

Austin Clay was of good parentage, of gentle birth. Left an orphan at the age of fourteen, with very small means, not sufficient to complete his education, Ketterford wondered what was to become of him, and whether he had not better get rid of himself by running away to sea. Mr. Thornimett stepped in and solved the difficulty. The late Mrs. Clay  Austins mother  and Mrs. Thornimett were distantly related, and perhaps a certain sense of duty in the matter made itself heard; that, at least, combined with the great fact that the Thornimett household was childless. The first thing they did was to take the boy home for the Christmas holidays; the next, was to tell him he should stay there for good. Not to be adopted as their son, not to leave him a fortune hereafter, Mr. Thornimett took pains to explain to him, but to make him into a man, and teach him to earn his own living.

Will you be apprenticed to me, Austin? subsequently asked Mr. Thornimett.

Cant I be articled, sir? returned Austin, quickly.

Articled? repeated Mr. Thornimett, with a laugh. He saw what was running in the boys mind. He was a plain man himself; had built up his own fortunes just as he had built the new house he lived in; had risen, in fact, as many a working man does rise: but Austins father was a gentleman. Well, yes, you can be articled, if you like it better, he said; but I shall never call it anything but apprenticed; neither will the trade. Youll have to work, young sir.

I dont care how hard I work, or what I do, cried Austin, earnestly. Theres no degradation in work.



Thus it was settled; and Austin Clay became bound pupil to Richard Thornimett.

Old Thornimett and his wife have done it out of charity, quoth Ketterford.

No doubt they had. But as the time passed on they grew very fond of him. He was an open-hearted, sweet-tempered, generous boy, and one of them at least, Mr. Thornimett, detected in him the qualities that make a superior man. Privileges were accorded him from the first: the going on with certain of his school duties, for which masters came to him out of business hours  drawing, mathematics, and modern languages chiefly  and Austin went on himself with Latin and Greek. With the two latter Mrs. Thornimett waged perpetual war. What would be the use of them to him, she was always asking, and Austin, in his pleasant, laughing way, would rejoin that they might help to make him a gentleman. He was that already: Austin Clay, though he might not know it, was a true gentleman born.

Had they repented their bargain? He was twenty-one now, and out of his articles, or his time, as it was commonly called. No, not for an instant. Never a better servant had Richard Thornimett; never, he would have told you, one so good. With all his propensity to be a gentleman, Austin Clay did not shrink from his work; but did it thoroughly. His master in his wisdom had caused him to learn his business practically; but, that accomplished, he kept him to overlooking, and to other light duties, just as he might have done by a son of his own. It had told well.



Easter Monday, and a universal holiday Mr. Thornimett had gone out on horseback, and Austin was in the pupils room. He sat at a desk, his stool on the tilt, one hand unconsciously balancing a ruler, the other supporting his head, which was bent over a book.

Austin!

The call, rather a gentle one, came from outside the door. Austin, buried in his book, did not hear it.

Austin Clay!

He heard that, and started up. The door opened in the same moment, and an old lady, dressed in delicate lavender print, came briskly in. Her cap of a round, old-fashioned shape, was white as snow, and a bunch of keys hung from her girdle. It was Mrs. Thornimett.

So you are here! she exclaimed, advancing to him with short, quick steps, a sort of trot. Sarah said she was sure Mr. Austin had not gone out. And now, what do you mean by this? she added, bending her spectacles, which she always wore, on his open book. Confining yourself indoors this lovely day over that good-for-nothing Hebrew stuff!

Austin turned his eyes upon her with a pleasant smile. Deep-set grey eyes they were, earnest and truthful, with a great amount of thought in them for a young man. His face was a pleasing, good-looking face, without being a handsome one, its complexion pale, clear, and healthy, and the hair rather dark. There was not much of beauty in the countenance, but there was plenty of firmness and good sense.

It is not Hebrew, Mrs. Thornimett. Hebrew and I are strangers to each other. I am only indulging myself with a bit of old Homer.

All useless, Austin. I dont care whether it is Greek or Hebrew, or Latin or French. To pore over those rubbishing dry books whenever you get the chance, does you no good. If you did not possess a constitution of iron, you would have been laid upon a sick-bed long ago.

Austin laughed outright. Mrs. Thornimetts prejudices against what she called learning, had grown into a proverb. Never having been troubled with much herself, she, like the Dutch professor told of by George Primrose, saw no good in it. She lifted her hand and closed the book.

May I not spend my time as I like upon a holiday? remonstrated Austin, half vexed, half in good humour.

No, said she, authoritatively; not when the day is warm and bright as this. We do not often get so fair an Easter. Dont you see that I have put off my winter clothing?

I saw that at breakfast.

Oh, you did notice that, did you? I thought you and Mr. Thornimett were both buried in that newspaper. Well, Austin, I never make the change till I think warm weather is really coming in: and so it ought to be, for Easter is late this year. Come, put that book up.

Austin obeyed, a comical look of grievance on his face. I declare you order me about just as you did when I came here first, a miserable little muff of fourteen. Youll never get another like me, Mrs. Thornimett. As if I had not enough outdoor work every day in the week! And I dont know where on earth to go to. Its like turning a fellow out of house and home!

You are going out for me, Austin. The master left a message for the Lowland farm, and you shall take it over, and stay the day with them. They will make as much of you as they would of a king. When Mrs. Milton was here the other day, she complained that you never went over now; she said she supposed you were growing above them.

What nonsense! said Austin, laughing. Well, Ill go there for you at once, without grumbling. I like the Miltons.

You can walk, or you can take the pony gig: whichever you like.

I will walk, replied Austin, with alacrity, putting his book inside the large desk. What is the message, Mrs. Thornimett?

The message  

Mrs. Thornimett came to a sudden pause, very much as if she had fallen into a dream. Her eyes were gazing from the window into the far distance, and Austin looked in the same direction: but there was not anything to be seen.

Theres nothing there, lad. It is but my own thoughts. Something is troubling me, Austin. Dont you think the master has seemed very poorly of late?

N  o, replied Austin, slowly, and with some hesitation, for he was half doubting whether something of the sort had not struck him. Certainly the master  as Mr. Thornimett was styled indiscriminately on the premises both by servants and workpeople, so that Mrs. Thornimett often fell into the same habit  was not the brisk man he used to be. I have not noticed it particularly.

That is like the young; they never see anything, she murmured, as if speaking to herself. Well, Austin, I have; and I can tell you that I do not like the masters looks, or the signs I detect in him. Especially did I not like them when he rode forth this morning.

All that I have observed is that of late he seems to be disinclined for business. He seems heavy, sleepy, as though it were a trouble to him to rouse himself, and he complains sometimes of headache. But, of course  

Of course, what? asked Mrs. Thornimett. Why do you hesitate?

I was going to say that Mr. Thornimett is not as young as he was, continued Austin, with some deprecation.

He is sixty-six, and I am sixty-three. But, you must be going. Talking of it, will not mend it. And the best part of the day is passing.

You have not given me the message, he said, taking up his hat which lay beside him.

The message is this, said Mrs. Thornimett, lowering her voice to a confidential tone, as she glanced round to see that the door was shut. Tell Mr. Milton that Mr. Thornimett cannot answer for that timber merchant about whom he asked. The master fears he might prove a slippery customer; he is a man whom he himself would trust as far as he could see, but no farther. Just say it into Mr. Miltons private ear, you know.

Certainly. I understand, replied the young man, turning to depart.

You see now why it might not be convenient to despatch any one but yourself. And, Austin, added the old lady, following him across the hall, take care not to make yourself ill with their Easter cheesecakes. The Lowland farm is famous for them.

I will try not, returned Austin.

He looked back at her, nodding and laughing as he traversed the lawn, and from thence struck into the open road. His way led him past the workshops, closed then, even to the gates, for Easter Monday in that part of the country is a universal holiday. A few minutes, and he turned into the fields; a welcome change from the dusty road. The field way might be a little longer, but it was altogether pleasanter. Easter was late that year, as Mrs. Thornimett observed, and the season was early. The sky was blue and clear, the day warm and lovely; the hedges were budding into leaf, the grass was growing, the clover, the buttercups, the daisies were springing; and an early butterfly fluttered past Austin.

You have taken wing betimes, he said, addressing the unconscious insect. I think summer must be at hand.

Halting for a moment to watch the flight, he strode on the quicker afterwards. Supple, active, slender, his steps  the elastic, joyous, tread of youth  scarcely seemed to touch the earth. He always walked fast when busy with thought, and his mind was buried in the hint Mrs. Thornimett had spoken, touching her fears for her husbands health. If he is breaking, its through his close attention to business, decided Austin, as he struck into the common and was nearing the end of his journey. I wish he would take a jolly good holiday this summer. It would set him up; and I know I could manage things without him.

A large common; a broad piece of waste land, owned by the lord of the manor, but appropriated by anybody and everybody; where gipsies encamped and donkeys grazed, and geese and children were turned out to roam. A wide path ran across it, worn by the passage of farmers carts and other vehicles. To the left it was bordered in the distance by a row of cottages; to the right, its extent was limited, and terminated in some dangerous gravel pits  dangerous, because they were not protected.

Austin Clay had reached the middle of the path and of the common, when he overtook a lady whom he slightly knew. A lady of very strange manners, popularly supposed to be mad, and of whom he once stood in considerable awe, not to say terror, at which he laughed now. She was a Miss Gwinn, a tall bony woman of remarkable strength, the sister of Gwinn, a lawyer of Ketterford. Gwinn the lawyer did not bear the best of characters, and Ketterford reviled him when they could do it secretly. A low, crafty, dishonest practitioner, whose hands couldnt have come clean had he spent his days and nights in washing them, was amidst the complimentary terms applied to him. Miss Gwinn, however, seemed honest enough, and but for her rancorous manners Ketterford might have grown to feel a sort of respect for her as a woman of sorrow. She had come suddenly to the place many years before and taken up her abode with her brother. She looked and moved and spoke as one half-crazed with grief: what its cause was, nobody knew; but it was accepted by all, and mysteriously alluded to by herself on occasion.

You have taken a long walk this morning, Miss Gwinn, said Austin, courteously raising his hat as he came up with her.

She threw back her grey cloak with a quick, sharp movement, and turned upon him. Oh, is it you, Austin Clay? You startled me. My thoughts were far away: deep upon another. He could wear a fair outside, and accost me in a pleasant voice, like you.

That is rather a doubtful compliment, Miss Gwinn, he returned, in his good-humoured way. I hope I am no darker inside than out. At any rate, I dont try to appear different from what I am.

Did I accuse you of it? Boy! you had better go and throw yourself into one of those gravel pits and die, than grow up to be deceitful, she vehemently cried. Deceit has been the curse of my days. It has made me what I am; one whom the boys hoot after, and call  



No, no; not so bad as that, interrupted Austin, soothingly. You have been cross with them sometimes, and they are insolent, mischievous little ragamuffins. I am sure every thoughtful person respects you, feeling for your sorrow.

Sorrow! she wailed. Ay. Sorrow, beyond what falls to the ordinary lot of man. The blow fell upon me, though I was not an actor in it. When those connected with us do wrong, we suffer; we, more than they. I may be revenged yet, she added, her expression changing to anger. If I can only come across him.

Across whom? naturally asked Austin.

Who are you, that you should seek to pry into my secrets? she passionately resumed. I am five-and-fifty to-day  old enough to be your mother, and you presume to put the question to me! Boys are coming to something.

I beg your pardon; I but spoke heedlessly, Miss Gwinn, in answer to your remark. Indeed I have no wish to pry into anybodys business. And as to secrets, I have eschewed them, since, a little chap in petticoats, I crept to my mothers room door to listen to one, and got soundly whipped for my pains.

It is a secret that you will never know, or anybody else; so put its thoughts from you. Austin Clay, she added, laying her hand upon his arm, and bending forward to speak in a whisper, it is fifteen years, this very day, since its horrors came out to me! And I have had to carry it about since, as I best could, in silence and in pain.



She turned round abruptly as she spoke, and continued her way along the broad path; while Austin Clay struck short off towards the gravel pits, which was his nearest road to the Lowland farm. Silent and abandoned were the pits that day; everybody connected with them was enjoying holiday with the rest of the world. What a strange woman she is! he thought.

It has been said that the gravel pits were not far from the path. Austin was close upon them, when the sound of a horses footsteps caused him to turn. A gentleman was riding fast down the common path, from the opposite side to the one he and Miss Gwinn had come, and Austin shaded his eyes with his hand to see if it was any one he knew. No; it was a stranger. A slender man, of some seven-and-thirty years, tall, so far as could be judged, with thin, prominent aquiline features, and dark eyes. A fine face; one of those that impress the beholder at first sight, as it did Austin, and, once seen, remain permanently on the memory.

I wonder who he is? cried Austin Clay to himself. He rides well.

Possibly Miss Gwinn might be wondering the same. At any rate, she had fixed her eyes on the stranger, and they seemed to be starting from her head with the gaze. It would appear that she recognised him, and with no pleasurable emotion. She grew strangely excited. Her face turned of a ghastly whiteness, her hands closed involuntarily, and, after standing for a moment in perfect stillness, as if petrified, she darted forward in his pathway, and seized the bridle of his horse.



So! you have turned up at last! I knew  I knew you were not dead! she shrieked, in a voice of wild raving. I knew you would some time be brought face to face with me, to answer for your wickedness.

Utterly surprised and perplexed, or seeming to be, at this summary attack, the gentleman could only stare at his assailant, and endeavour to get his bridle from her hand. But she held it with a firm grasp.

Let go my horse, he said. Are you mad?

You were mad, she retorted, passionately. Mad in those old days; and you turned another to madness. Not three minutes ago, I said to myself that the time would come when I should find you. Man! do you remember that it is fifteen years ago this very day that the  the  crisis of the sickness came on? Do you know that never afterwards  

Do not betray your private affairs to me, interrupted the gentleman. They are no concern of mine. I never saw you in my life. Take care! the horse will do you an injury.

No! you never saw me, and you never saw somebody else! she panted, in a tone that would have been mockingly sarcastic, but for its wild passion. You did not change the current of my whole life! you did not turn another to madness! These equivocations are worthy of you.

If you are not insane, you must be mistaking me for some other person, he replied, his tone none of the mildest, though perfectly calm. I repeat that, to my knowledge, I never set eyes upon you in my life. Woman! have you no regard for your own safety? The horse will kill you! Dont you see that I cannot control him?

So much the better if he kills us both, she shrieked, swaying up and down, to and fro, with the fierce motions of the angry horse. You will only meet your deserts: and, for myself, I am tired of life.

Let go! cried the rider.

Not until you have told me where you live, and where you may be found. I have searched for you in vain. I will have my revenge; I will force you to do justice. You  

In her sad temper, her dogged obstinacy, she still held the bridle. The horse, a spirited animal, was passionate as she was, and far stronger. He reared bolt upright, he kicked, he plunged; and, finally, he shook off the obnoxious control, to dash furiously in the direction of the gravel pits. Miss Gwinn fell to the ground.

To fall into the pit would be certain destruction to both man and horse. Austin Clay had watched the encounter in amazement, though he could not hear the words of the quarrel. In the humane impulse of the moment, disregarding the danger to himself, he darted in front of the horse, arrested him on the very brink of the pit, and threw him back on his haunches.

Snorting, panting, the white foam breaking from him, the animal, as if conscious of the doom he had escaped, now stood in trembling quiet, obedient to the control of his master. That master threw himself from his back, and turned to Austin.



Young gentleman, you have saved my life.

There was little doubt of that. Austin accepted the fact without any fuss, feeling as thankful as the speaker, and quite unconscious at the moment of the wrench he had given his own shoulder.

It would have been an awkward fall, sir. I am glad I happened to be here.

It would have been a killing fall, replied the stranger, stepping to the brink, and looking down. And your being here must be owing to Gods wonderful Providence.

He lifted his hat as he spoke, and remained a minute or two silent and uncovered, his eyes closed. Austin, in the same impulse of reverence, lifted his.

Did you see the strange manner in which that woman attacked me? questioned the stranger.

Yes.

She must be insane.

She is very strange at times, said Austin. She flies into desperate passions.

Passions! It is madness, not passion. A woman like that ought to be shut up in Bedlam. Where would be the satisfaction to my wife and family, if, through her, I had been lying at this moment at the bottom there, dead? I never saw her in my life before; never.

Is she hurt? She has fallen down, I perceive.

Hurt! not she. She could call after me pretty fiercely when my horse shook her off. She possesses the rage and strength of a tiger. Good fellow! good Salem! did a mad woman frighten and anger you? added the stranger, soothing his horse. And now, young sir, turning to Austin, how shall I reward you?

Austin broke into a smile at the notion.

Not at all, thank you, he said. One does not merit reward for such a thing as this. I should have deserved sending over after you, had I not interposed. To do my best was a simple matter of duty  of obligation; but nothing to be rewarded for.

Had he been a common man, I might have done it, thought the stranger; but he is evidently a gentleman. Well, I may be able to repay it in some manner as you and I pass through life, he said, aloud, mounting the now subdued horse. Some neglect the opportunities, thrown in their way, of helping their fellow-creatures; some embrace them, as you have just done. I believe that whichever we may give  neglect or help  will be returned to us in kind: like unto a corn of wheat, that must spring up what it is sown; or a thistle, that must come up a thistle.

As to embracing the opportunity  I should think theres no man living but would have done his best to save you, had he been standing here.

Ah, well; let it go, returned the horseman. Will you tell me your name? and something about yourself?

My name is Austin Clay. I have few relatives living, and they are distant ones, and I shall, I expect, have to make my own way in the world.

Are you in any profession? or business?

I am with Mr. Thornimett, of Ketterford: the builder and contractor.



Why, I am a builder myself! cried the stranger, a pleasing accent of surprise in his tone. Shall you ever be visiting London?

I daresay I shall, sir. I should like to do so.

Then, when you do, mind you call upon me the first thing, he rejoined, taking a card from a case in his pocket and handing it to Austin. Come to me should you ever be in want of a berth: I might help you to one. Will you promise?

Yes, sir; and thank you.

I fancy the thanks are due from the other side, Mr. Clay. Oblige me by not letting that Bess o Bedlam obtain sight of my card. I might have her following me.

No fear, said Austin, alluding to the caution.

She must be lying there to regain the strength exhausted by passion, carelessly remarked the stranger. Poor thing! it is sad to be mad, though! She is getting up now, I see: I had better be away. That town beyond, in the distance, is Ketterford, is it not?

It is.

Fare you well, then. I must hasten to catch the twelve oclock train. They have horse-boxes, I presume, at the station?

Oh, yes.

All right, he nodded. I have received a summons to town, and cannot afford the time to ride Salem home. So we must both get conveyed by train, old fellow  patting his horse, as he spoke to it. By the way, though  what is the ladys name? he halted to ask.

Gwinn. Miss Gwinn.

Gwinn? Gwinn? Never heard the name in my life. Fare you well, in all gratitude.

He rode away. Austin Clay looked at the card. It was a private visiting card Mr. Henry Hunter with an address in the corner.

He must be one of the great London building firm, Hunter and Hunter, thought Austin, depositing the card in his pocket. First class people. And now for Miss Gwinn.

For his humanity would not allow him to leave her unlooked-after, as the molested and angry man had done. She had risen to her feet, though slowly, as he stepped back across the short worn grass of the common. The fall had shaken her, without doing material damage.

I hope you are not hurt? said Austin, kindly.

A ban light upon the horse! she fiercely cried. At my age, it does not do to be thrown on the ground violently. I thought my bones were broken; I could not rise. And he has escaped! Boy! what did he say to you of me  of my affairs?

Not anything. I do not believe he knows you in the least. He says he does not.

The crimson passion had faded from Miss Gwinns face, leaving it wan and white. How dare you say you believe it?

Because I do believe it, replied Austin. He declared that he never saw you in his life; and I think he spoke the truth. I can judge when a man tells truth, and when he tells a lie. Mr. Thornimett often says he wishes he could read faces  and people  as I can read them.

Miss Gwinn gazed at him; contempt and pity blended in her countenance. Have you yet to learn that a bad man can assume the semblance of goodness?

Yes, I know that; and assume it so as to take in a saint, hastily spoke Austin. You may be deceived in a bad man; but I do not think you can in a good one. Where a man possesses innate truth and honour, it shines out in his countenance, his voice, his manner; and there can be no mistake. When you are puzzled over a bad man, you say to yourself, He may be telling the truth, he may be genuine; but with a good man you know it to be so: that is, if you possess the gift of reading countenances. Miss Gwinn, I am sure there was truth in that stranger.

Listen, Austin Clay. That man, truthful as you deem him, is the very incarnation of deceit. I know as much of him as one human being can well know of another. It was he who wrought the terrible wrong upon my house; it was he who broke up my happy home. Ill find him now. Others said he must be dead; but I said, No, he lives yet. And, you see he does live. Ill find him.

Without another word she turned away, and went striding back in the direction of Ketterford  the same road which the strangers horse had taken. Austin stood and looked after her, pondering over the strange events of the hour. Then he proceeded to the Lowland farm.

A pleasant day amidst pleasant friends spent he; rich Easter cheesecakes being the least of the seductions he did not withstand; and Ketterford clocks were striking half-past ten as he approached Mrs. Thornimetts. The moonlight walk was delightful; there was no foreboding of ill upon his spirit, and he turned in at the gate utterly unconscious of the news that was in store for him.

Conscious of the late hour  for they were early people  he was passing across the lawn with a hasty step, when the door was drawn silently open, as if some one stood there watching, and he saw Sarah, one of the two old maid-servants, come forth to meet him. Both had lived in the family for years; had scolded and ordered Austin about when a boy, to their hearts content, and for his own good.

Why, Sarah, is it you? was his gay greeting. Going to take a moonlight ramble?

Where have you stayed? whispered the woman in evident excitement. To think you should be away this night of all others, Mr. Austin! Have you heard what has happened to the master?

No. What? exclaimed Austin, his fears taking alarm.

He fell down in a fit, over at the village where he went; and they brought him home, a-frightening us two and the missis almost into fits ourselves. Oh, Master Austin! she concluded, bursting into tears, the doctors dont think hell live till morning. Poor dear old master!

Austin, half paralysed at the news, stood for a moment against the wall inside the hall. Can I go and see him? he presently asked.

Oh, you may go, was the answer; the mistress has been asking for you, and nothing rouses him. Its a heavy blow; but it has its side of brightness. God never sends a blow but he sends mercy with it.

What is the mercy  the brightness? Austin waited to ask, thinking she must allude to some symptom of hope. Sarah put her shrivelled old arm on his in solemnity, as she answered it.

He was fit to be taken. He had lived for the next world while he was living in this. And those that do, Master Austin, never need shrink from sudden death.




CHAPTER II. CHANGES.

To reflect upon the change death makes, even in the petty every-day affairs of life, must always impart a certain awe to the thoughtful mind. On the Easter Monday, spoken of in the last chapter, Richard Thornimett, his men, his contracts, and his business in progress, were all part of the life, the work, the bustle of the town of Ketterford. In a few weeks from that time, Richard Thornimett  who had not lived to see the morning light after his attack  was mouldering in the churchyard; and the business, the workshops, the artisans, all save the dwelling-house, which Mrs. Thornimett retained for herself, had passed into other hands. The name, Richard Thornimett, as one of the citizens of Ketterford, had ceased to be: all things were changed.

Mrs. Thornimetts friends and acquaintances had assembled to tender counsel, after the fashion of busybodies of the world. Some recommended her to continue the business; some, to give it up; some, to take in a gentleman as partner; some, to pay a handsome salary to an efficient manager. Mrs. Thornimett listened politely to all, without the least intention of acting upon anybodys opinion but her own. Her mind had been made up from the first. Mr. Thornimett had died fairly well off, and everything was left to her  half of the money to be hers for life, and then to go to different relatives; the other half was bequeathed to her absolutely, and was at her own disposal. Rumours were rife in the town, that, when things came to be realized, she would have about twelve thousand pounds in money, besides other property.

But before making known her decision abroad, she spoke to Austin Clay. They were sitting together one evening when she entered upon the subject, breaking the silence that reigned with some abruptness.

Austin, I shall dispose of the business; everything as it stands. And the goodwill.



Shall you? he exclaimed, taken by surprise, and his voice betraying a curious disappointment.

Mrs. Thornimett nodded in answer.

I would have done my best to carry it on for you, Mrs. Thornimett. The foreman is a man of experience; one we may trust.

I do not doubt you, Austin; and I do not doubt him. You have got your head on your shoulders the right way, and you would be faithful and true. So well do I think of your abilities, that, were you in a position to pay down only half the purchase-money, I would give you the refusal of the business, and I am certain success would attend you. But you are not; so that is out of the question.

Quite out of the question, assented Austin. If ever I get a business of my own, it must be by working for it. Have you quite resolved upon giving it up?

So far resolved, that the negotiations are already half concluded, replied Mrs. Thornimett. What should I, a lone woman, do with an extensive business? When poor widows are left badly off, they are obliged to work; but I possess more money than I shall know how to spend. Why should I worry out my hours and days trying to amass more? It would not be seemly. Rolt and Ransom wish to purchase it.

Austin lifted his head with a quick movement. He did not like Rolt and Ransom.

The only difference we have in the matter, is this: that I wish them to take you on, Austin, and they think they shall find no room for you. Were you a common workman, it would be another thing, they say.

Do not allow that to be a difference any longer, Mrs. Thornimett, he cried, somewhat eagerly. I should not care to be under Rolt and Ransom. If they offered me a place to-morrow, and carte blanche as to pay, I do not think I could bring myself to take it.

Why? asked Mrs. Thornimett, in surprise.

Well, they are no favourites of mine. I know nothing against them, except that they are hard men  grinders; but somehow I have always felt a prejudice against that firm. We do have our likes and dislikes, you are well aware. Young Rolt is prominent in the business, too, and I am sure theres no love lost between him and me; we should be at daggers drawn. No, I should not serve Rolt and Ransom. If they succeed to your business, I think I shall go to London and try my fortune there.

Mrs. Thornimett pushed back her widows cap, to which her head had never yet been able to get reconciled  something like Austin with regard to Rolt and Ransom. London would not be a good place for you, Austin. It is full of pitfalls for young men.

So are other places, said Austin, laughingly, if young men choose to step into them. I shall make my way, Mrs. Thornimett, never fear. I am thorough master of my business in all its branches, higher and lower as you know, and I am not afraid of putting my own shoulder to the wheel, if theres necessity for it. As to pitfalls  if I do stumble in the dark into any, Ill manage to scramble out again; but I will try and take care not to step into them wilfully. Had you continued the business, of course I would have remained with you; otherwise, I should like to go to London.

You can be better trusted, both as to capabilities and steadiness, than some could at your age, deliberated Mrs. Thornimett. But they are wrong notions that you young men pick up with regard to London. I believe theres not one of you but thinks its streets are sprinkled with diamonds.

I dont, said Austin. And while God gives me hands and brains to work with, I would rather earn my diamonds, than stoop to pick them up in idleness.

Mrs. Thornimett paused. She settled her spectacles more firmly on her eyes, turned them full on Austin, and spoke sharply.

Were you disappointed when you heard the poor masters will read?

Austin, in return, turned his eyes upon her, and opened them to their utmost width in his surprise. Disappointed! No. Why should I be?

Did it never occur to you to think, or to expect, that he might leave you something?

Never, earnestly replied Austin. The thought never so much as crossed my mind. Mr. Thornimett had near relatives of his own  and so have you. Who am I, that I should think to step in before them?

I wish people would mind their own business! exclaimed the old lady, in a vexed tone. I was gravely assured, Austin, that young Clay felt grievously ill-used at not being mentioned in the will.

Did you believe it? he rejoined.

No, I did not.

It is utterly untrue, Mrs. Thornimett, whoever said it. I never expected Mr. Thornimett to leave me anything; therefore, I could not have been disappointed at the will.

The poor master knew I should not forget you, Austin; that is if you continue to be deserving. Some time or other, when my old bones are laid beside him, you may be the better for a trifle from me. Only a trifle, mind; we must be just before we are generous.

Indeed, you are very kind, was Austin Clays reply; but I should not wish you to enrich me at the expense of others who have greater claims. And he fully meant what he said. I have not the least fear of making my own way up the worlds ladder. Do you happen to know anything of the London firm, Hunter and Hunter?

Only by reputation, said Mrs. Thornimett.

I shall apply to them, if I go to London. They would interest themselves for me, perhaps.

Youd be sure to do well if you could get in there. But why should they help you more than any other firm would?

Theres nothing like trying, replied Austin, too conscious of the evasive character of his reply. He was candour itself; but he feared to speak of the circumstances under which he had met Mr. Henry Hunter, lest Miss Gwinn should find out it was to him he had gone, and so track Mr. Henry Hunter home. Austin deemed that it was no business of his to help her to find Mr. Hunter, whether he was or not the bête noire of whom she had spoken. He might have told of the encounter at the time, but for the home calamity that supervened upon it; that drove away other topics. Neither had he mentioned it at the Lowland farm. For all Miss Gwinns violence, he felt pity for her, and could not expose the woman.

A first-rate firm, that of Hunter and Hunter, remarked Mrs. Thornimett. Your credentials will be good also, Austin.

Yes; I hope so.

It was nearly all that passed upon the subject. Rolt and Ransom took possession of the business, and Austin Clay prepared to depart for London. Mrs. Thornimett felt sure he would get on well  always provided that he kept out of pit-falls. She charged him not to be above his business, but to work his way upwards: as Austin meant to do.

A day or two before quitting Ketterford, it chanced that he and Mrs. Thornimett, who were out together, encountered Miss Gwinn. There was a speaking acquaintance between the two ladies, and Miss Gwinn stopped to say a kind word or two of sympathy for the widow and her recent loss. She could be a lady on occasion, and a gentle one. As the conversation went on, Mrs. Thornimett incidentally mentioned that Mr. Clay was going to leave and try his fortune in London.



Oh, indeed, said Miss Gwinn, turning to him, as he stood quietly by Mrs. Thornimetts side. What does he think of doing there?

To get a situation, of course. He means first of all to try at Hunter and Hunters.

The words had left Mrs. Thornimetts lips before Austin could interpose  which he would have given the world to do. But there was no answering emotion on Miss Gwinns face.

Hunter and Hunter? she carelessly repeated. Who are they?

Hunter Brothers, they are sometimes called, observed Mrs. Thornimett. It is a building firm of eminence.

Oh, apathetically returned Miss Gwinn. I wish you well, she added, to Austin.

He thanked her as they parted. The subject, the name, evidently bore for her no interest whatever. Therefore Austin judged, that although she might have knowledge of Mr. Henry Hunters person, she could not of his name.




CHAPTER III. AWAY TO LONDON.

A heavy train, drawn by two engines, was dashing towards London. Whitsuntide had come, and the public took advantage of the holiday, and the trains were crammed. Austin Clay took advantage of it also; it was a saving to his pocket, the fares having been lowered; and he rather liked a cram. What he did not like, though, was the being stuffed into a first-class carriage with its warm mats and cushions. The crowd was so great that people sat indiscriminately in any carriage that came first. The day was intensely hot, and he would have preferred one open on all sides. They were filled, however, before he came. He had left Ketterford, and was on his road to London to seek his fortune  as old stories used to say.

Seated in the same compartment as himself was a lady with a little girl. The former appeared to be in very delicate health; she remarked more than once, that she would not have travelled on so crowded a day, had she given it proper thought. The little girl was chiefly remarkable for making herself troublesome to Austin; at least, her mamma perpetually reproached her with doing so. She was a lovely child, with delicately carved features, slightly aquiline, but inexpressibly sweet and charming. A bright colour illumined her cheeks, her eyes were large and dark and soft, and her brown curls were flowing. He judged her to be perhaps eleven years old; but she was one of those natural, unsophisticated children, who appear much younger than they are. The race has pretty nearly gone out of the world now: I hope it will come back again.

Florence, how can you be so tiresome? Pushing yourself before the gentleman against that dangerous door! it may fly open at any moment. I am sure he must be tired of holding you.

Florence turned her bright eye  sensible, honest eyes, bright though they were  and her pretty hot cheeks upon the gentleman.

Are you tired, sir?

Austin smiled. It would take rather more than this to tire me, he said. Pray allow her to look out, he added, to the lady, opposite to whom he sat; I will take every care of her.

Have you any little girls of your own? questioned the young damsel.

Austin laughed outright. No.

Nor any sisters?

Nor any sisters. I have scarcely any relatives in the world. I am not so fortunate as you.

I have a great many relatives, but no brothers or sisters. I had a little sister once, and she died when she was three years old. Was it not three, mamma?

And how old are you? inquired Austin.

Oh, pray do not ask, interposed the lady. She is so thoroughly childish, I am ashamed that anybody should know her age. And yet she does not want sense.

I was twelve last birthday, cried the young lady, in defiance of all conventionalism. My cousin Mary is only eleven, but she is a great deal bigger than I.

Yes, observed the lady, in a tone of positive resentment. Mary is quite a woman already in ideas and manners: you are a child, and a very backward one.

Let her be a child, maam, while she may, impulsively spoke Austin; childhood does not last too long, and it never comes again. Little girls are women nowadays: I think it is perfectly delightful to meet with one like this.

Before they reached London other passengers had disappeared from the carriage, and they were alone. As they neared the terminus, the young lady was peremptorily ordered to keep her head in, or perhaps she might lose it.

Oh dear! if I must, I must, returned the child. But I wanted to look out for papa; he is sure to be waiting for us.

The train glided into its destination. And the bright quick eyes were roving amidst the crowd standing on the platform. They rested upon a gentleman.

Theres Uncle Henry! theres Uncle Henry! But I dont see papa. Wheres papa? she called out, as the gentleman saw them and approached.

Papas not come; he has sent me instead, Miss Florence. And to Austin Clays inexpressible surprise, he recognised Mr. Henry Hunter.

There is nothing the matter? James is not ill? exclaimed the lady, bending forward.

No, no; nothing of that. Being a leisure day with us, we thought we would quietly go over some estimates together. James had not finished the calculations, and did not care to be disturbed at them. Your carriage is here.

Mr. Henry Hunter was assisting her to alight as he spoke, having already lifted down Florence. A maid with a couple of carpet-bags appeared presently, amidst the bustle, and Austin saw them approach a private carriage. He had not pushed himself forward. He did not intend to do so then, deeming it not the most fitting moment to challenge the notice of Mr. Henry Hunter; but that gentlemans eye happened to fall upon him.

Not at first for recognition. Mr. Hunter felt sure it was a face he had seen recently; was one he ought to know; but his memory was puzzled. Florence followed his gaze.

That gentleman came up in the same carriage with us, Uncle Henry. He got in at a place they called Ketterford. I like him so much.

Austin came forward as he saw the intent look; and recollection flashed over the mind of Mr. Henry Hunter. He took both the young mans hands in his and grasped them.

You like him, do you, Miss Florence? cried he, in a half-joking, half-fervent tone. I can tell you what, young lady; but for this gentleman, you would no longer have possessed an Uncle Henry to plague; he would have been dead and forgotten.

A word or two of explanation from Austin, touching what brought him to London, and his intention to ask advice of Mr. Henry Hunter. That gentleman replied that he would give it willingly, and at once, for he had leisure on his hands that day, and he could not answer for it that he would have on another. He gave Austin the address of his office.

When shall I come, sir? asked Austin.



Now, if you can. A cab will bring you. I shall not be there later in the day.

So Austin, leaving his portmanteau, all the luggage he had at present brought with him, in charge at the station, proceeded in a cab to the address named, Mr. Henry Hunter having driven off in the carriage.

The offices, yards, buildings, sheds, and other places pertaining to the business of Hunter and Hunter, were situated in what may be considered a desirable part of the metropolis. They encroached neither upon the excessive bustle of the City, nor upon the aristocratic exclusiveness of the gay West end, but occupied a situation midway between the two. Sufficiently open was the district in their immediate neighbourhood, healthy, handsome, and near some fine squares; but a very, very little way removed, you came upon swarming courts, and close dwellings, and squalor, and misery, and all the bad features of what we are pleased to call Arab life. There are many such districts in London, where wealth and ease contrast with starvation and improvidence, all but within view of each other; the one gratifying the eye, the other causing it pain.

The yard and premises were of great extent. Austin had thought Mr. Thornimetts pretty fair for size; but he could laugh at them, now that he saw the Messrs. Hunters. They were enclosed by a wall, and by light iron gates. Within the gates on the left-hand side were the offices, where the in-door business was transacted. A wealthy, important, and highly considered firm was that of the Messrs. Hunter. Their father had made the business what it was, and had bequeathed it to them jointly at his death. James, whose wife and only child you have seen arriving by the train, after a weeks visit to the country, was the elder brother, and was usually styled Mr. Hunter; the younger was known as Mr. Henry Hunter, and he had a large family. Each occupied a handsome house in a contiguous square.

Mr. Henry Hunter came up almost as Austin did, and they entered the offices. In a private room, warmly carpeted, stood two gentlemen. The one, had he not been so stout, would have borne a great likeness to Mr. Henry Hunter. It was Mr. Hunter. In early life the likeness between the brothers had been remarkable; the same dark hair and eyes; the well-formed acquiline features, the same active, tall, light figure; but, of late years, James had grown fat, and the resemblance was in part lost. The other gentleman was Dr. Bevary, a spare man of middle height, the brother of Mrs. James Hunter. Mr. Henry Hunter introduced Austin Clay, speaking of the service rendered him, and broadly saying as he had done to Florence, that but for him he should not now have been alive.

There you go, Henry, cried Dr. Bevary. Thats one of your exaggerations, that is: you were always given to the marvellous, you know. Not alive!

Mr. Henry Hunter turned to Austin. Tell the truth, Mr. Clay. Should I, or not? And Austin smiled, and said he believed not.

I cannot understand it, exclaimed Dr. Bevary, after some explanation had been given by Mr. Henry Hunter. It is incredible to suppose a strange woman would attack you in that manner, unless she was mad.

Mad, or not mad, she did it, returned Mr. Henry Hunter. I was riding Salem  you know I took him with me, in that weeks excursion I made at Easter  and the woman set upon me like a tigress, clutching hold of Salem, who wont stand such jokes. In his fury, he got loose from her, dashing he neither knew nor cared whither, and this fine fellow saved us on the very brink of the yawning pit  risking the chance of getting killed himself. Had the horse not been arrested, I dont see how he could have helped being knocked over with us.

Mr. Hunter turned a warm grateful look on Austin. How was it you never spoke of this, Henry? he inquired of his brother.

Theres another curious phase of the affair, laughed Mr. Henry Hunter. I have had a dislike to speak of it, even to think of it. I cannot tell you why; certainly not on account of the escaped danger. And it was over: so, what signified talking of it?

Why did she attack you? pursued Dr. Bevary.

She evidently, if there was reason in her at all, mistook me for somebody else. All sorts of diabolical things she was beginning to accuse me of; that of having evaded her for some great number of years, amongst the rest. I stopped her; telling her I had no mind to be the depository of other peoples secrets.

She solemnly protested to me, after you rode away, sir, that you were the man who had done her family some wrong, interposed Austin. I told her I felt certain she was mistaken; and so drew down her anger upon me.

Of what nature was the wrong? asked Dr. Bevary.

I cannot tell, said Austin. I seemed to gather from her words that the wrong was upon her family, or upon some portion of her family, rather than upon her. I remember she made use of the expression, that it had broken up her happy home.

And you did not know her? exclaimed the doctor, looking at Mr. Henry Hunter.

Know her? he returned, I never set eyes on her in all my life until that day. I never was in the place before, or in its neighbourhood. If I ever did work her wrong, or ill, I must have done it in my sleep; and with miles of distance intervening. Who is she? What is her name? You told it me, Mr. Clay, but I forget what it was.

Her name is Gwinn, replied Austin. The brother is a lawyer and has scraped together a business. One morning, many years ago, a lady arrived at his house, without warning, and took up her abode with him. She turned out to be his sister, and the people at Ketterford think she is mad. It is said they come from Wales. The little boys call after her, the mad Welsh woman. Sometimes Miss Gwinn.

What did you say the name was? interrupted Dr. Bevary, with startling emphasis. Gwinn?  and from Wales?

Yes.



Dr. Bevary paused, as if in deep thought. What is her Christian name? he presently inquired.

It is a somewhat uncommon one, replied Austin. Agatha.

The doctor nodded his head, as if expecting the answer. A tall, spare, angular woman, of great strength, he remarked.

Why, what do you know of her? exclaimed Mr. Henry Hunter to the doctor, in a surprised tone.

Not a great deal. We medical men come across all sorts of persons occasionally, was the physicians reply. And it was given in a concise, laconic manner, as if he did not care to be questioned further. Mr. Henry Hunter pursued the subject.

If you know her, Bevary, perhaps you can tell whether she is mad or sane.

She is sane, I believe: I have no reason to think her otherwise. But she is one who can allow angry passion to master her at moments: I have seen it do so. Do you say her brother is a lawyer? he continued, to Austin Clay.

Yes, he is. And not one of the first water, as to reputation; a grasping, pettifogging practitioner, who will take up any dirty case that may be brought to him. And in that, I fancy, he is a contrast to his sister; for, with all her strange ways, I should not judge her to be dishonourable. It is said he speculates, and that he is not over particular whose money he gets to do it with.

I wonder that she never told me about this brother, dreamily exclaimed the doctor, in an inward tone, as if forgetting that he spoke aloud.

Where did you meet with her? When did you know her? interposed Mr. Henry Hunter.

Are you sure that you know nothing about her? was the doctors rejoinder, turning a searching glance upon Mr. Henry Hunter.

Come, Bevary, what have you got in your head? I do not know her. I never met with her until she saw and accosted me. Are you acquainted with her history?

With a dark page in it.

What is the page?

Dr. Bevary shook his head. In the course of a physicians practice he becomes cognisant of many odds and ends of romance, dark or fair; things that he must hold sacred, and may not give utterance to.

Mr. Henry Hunter looked vexed. Perhaps you can understand the reason of her attacking me?

I could understand it, but for your assertion of being a stranger to her. If it is so, I can only believe that she mistook you for another.

If it is so, repeated Mr. Henry Hunter. I am not in the habit of asserting an untruth, Bevary.

Nor, on the other hand, is Miss Gwinn one to be deceived. She is keen as a razor.

Bevary, what are you driving at?

At nothing. Dont be alarmed, Henry. I have no cause to suppose you know the woman, or she you. I only thought  and think  she is one whom it is almost impossible to deceive. It must, however, have been a mistake.

It was a mistake  so far as her suspicion that she knew me went, decisively returned Mr. Henry Hunter.

Ay, acquiesced Dr. Bevary. But here am I gossiping my morning away, when a host of patients are waiting for me. We poor doctors never get a holiday, as you more favoured mortals do.

He laughed as he went out, nodding a friendly farewell to Austin. Mr. Henry Hunter stepped out after him. Then Mr. Hunter, who had not taken part in the discussion, but had stood looking from the window while they carried it on, wheeled round to Austin and spoke in a low, earnest tone.

What is this tale  this mystery  that my brother and the doctor seem to be picking up?

Sir, I know no more than you have heard me say. I witnessed her attack on Mr. Henry Hunter.

I should like to know further about it: about her. Will you  Hush! here comes my brother back again. Hush!

His voice died away in the faintest whisper, for Mr. Henry Hunter was already within the room. Was Mr. Hunter suspecting that his brother had more cognisance of the affair than he seemed willing to avow? The thought, that it must be so, crossed Austin Clay; or why that warning hush twice repeated?

It happened that business was remarkably brisk that season at Hunter and Hunters. They could scarcely get hands enough, or the work done. And when Austin explained the cause which had brought him to town, and frankly proffered the question of whether they could recommend him to employment, they were glad to offer it themselves. He produced his credentials of capacity and character, and waited. Mr. Henry Hunter turned to him with a smile.

I suppose you are not above your work, Mr. Clay?

I am not above anything in the world that is right, sir. I have come to seek work.

He was engaged forthwith. His duties at present were to lie partly in the counting-house, partly in overlooking the men; and the salary offered was twenty-five pounds per quarter.

I can rise above that in time, I suppose, remarked Austin, if I give satisfaction?

Mr. Hunter smiled. Ay, you can rise above that, if you choose. But when you get on, youll be doing, I expect, as some of the rest do.

What is that, sir?

Leaving us, to set up for yourself. Numbers have done so as soon as they have become valuable. I do not speak of the men, you understand, but of those who have been with us in a higher capacity. A few of the men, though, have done the same; some have risen into influence.

How can they do that without capital? inquired Austin. It must take money, and a good deal of it, to set up for themselves.

Not so much as you may think. They begin in a small way  take piece-work, and work early and late, often fourteen and fifteen hours a day, husbanding their earnings, and getting a capital together by slow but sure degrees. Many of our most important firms have so risen, and owe their present positions to sheer hard work, patience, and energy.

It was the way in which Mr. Thornimett first rose, observed Austin. He was once a journeyman at fourteen shillings a week. He got together money by working over hours.

Ay, theres nothing like it for the industrious man, said Mr. Hunter.

Preliminaries were settled, advice given to him where he might find lodgings, and Austin departed, having accepted an invitation to dine at six at Mr. Henry Hunters.

And all through having performed an unpremeditated but almost necessary act of bravery.




CHAPTER IV. DAFFODILS DELIGHT.

Turning to the right after quitting the business premises of the Messrs. Hunter, you came to an open, handsome part, where the square in which those gentlemen dwelt was situated, with other desirable squares, crescents, and houses. But, if you turned to the left instead of to the right, you very speedily found yourself in the midst of a dense locality, not so agreeable to the eye or to the senses.



And yet some parts of this were not much to be complained of, unless you instituted a comparison between them and those open places; but in this world all things are estimated by comparison. Take Daffodils Delight, for example. Daffodils Delight! whats that? cries the puzzled reader, uncertain whether it may be a fine picture or something to eat. Daffodils Delight was nothing more than a tolerably long street, or lane, or double row of houses  wide enough for a street, dirty enough for a lane, the buildings irregular, not always contiguous, small gardens before some, and a few trees scattered here and there. When the locality was mostly fields, and the buildings on them were scanty, a person of the name of Daffodil ran up a few tenements. He found that they let well, and he ran up more, and more, and more, until there was a long, long line of them, and he growing rich. He called the place Daffodils Delight  which we may suppose expressed his own complacent satisfaction at his success  and Daffodils Delight it had continued, down to the present day. The houses were of various sizes, and of fancy appearance; some large, some small; some rising up like a narrow tower, some but a storey high; some were all windows, some seemed to have none; some you could only gain by ascending steps; to others you pitched down as into a cellar; some lay back, with gardens before their doors, while others projected pretty nearly on to the street gutter. Nothing in the way of houses could be more irregular, and what Mr. Daffodils motive could have been in erecting such cannot be conjectured  unless he formed an idea that he would make a venture to suit various tastes and diverse pockets.

Nearly at the beginning of this locality, in its best part, before the road became narrow, there stood a detached white house; one of only six rooms, but superior in appearance, and well kept; indeed, it looked more like a gentlemans cottage residence than a working mans. Verandah blinds were outside the windows, and green wire fancy stands held geraniums and other plants on the stone copings, against their lower panes, obviating the necessity for inside blinds. In this house lived Peter Quale. He had begun life carrying hods of mortar for masons, and covering up bricks with straw  a half-starved urchin, his feet as naked as his head, and his body pretty nearly the same. But he was steady, industrious, and persevering  just one of those men that work on for decent position, and acquire it. From two shillings per week to four, from four to six, from six to twelve  such had been Peter Quales beginnings. At twelve shillings he remained for some time stationary, and then his advance was rapid. Now, he was one of the superior artisans of the Messrs. Hunters yard; was, in fact, in a post of trust, and his wages had grown in proportion. Daffodils Delight said that Quales earnings could not be less than 150l. per annum. A steady, sensible, honest, but somewhat obstinate man, well-read, and intelligent; for Peter, while he advanced his circumstances, had not neglected his mind. He had cultivated that far more than he had his speech or his manner; a homely tone and grammar, better known to Daffodils Delight than to polite ears, Peter favoured still.

In the afternoon of Whit Monday, the day spoken of already, Peter sat in the parlour of his house, a pipe in his mouth, and a book in his hand. He looked about midway between forty and fifty, had a round bald head, surmounted just now by a paper cap, a fair complexion, grey whiskers, and a well-marked forehead, especially where lie the perceptive faculties. His eyes were deeply sunk in his head, and he was by nature a silent man. In the kitchen behind, washing up after dinner, was his helpmate, Mrs. Quale. Although so well to do, and having generally a lodger, she kept no servant wouldnt be bothered with em, she said  but did her own work; a person coming in once a week to clean.

A rattling commotion in the street caused Peter Quale to look up from his book. A large pleasure-van was rumbling down it, drawing up at the next door to his.

Nancy! called out he to his wife.

Well? came forth the answer, in a brisk, bustling voice, from the depths of the kitchen.

The Shucks, and that lot, be actually going off now?

The news appeared to excite the curiosity of Mrs. Quale, and she came hastily in; a dark-eyed, rosy-cheeked little woman, with black curls. She wore a neat white cap, a fresh-looking plum-coloured striped gown of some thin woollen material, and a black apron; a coarse apron being pinned round her. Mrs. Quale was an inveterate busybody, knew every incident that took place in Daffodils Delight, and possessed a free-and-easy tongue; but she was a kindly woman withal, and very popular. She put her head outside the window above the geraniums, to reconnoitre.

Oh, they be going, sure enough! Well, they are fools! Thats just like Slippery Sam! By to-morrow they wont have a threepenny piece to bless themselves with. But, if they must have went, they might have started earlier in the day. Theres the Whites! And  why!  theres the Dunns! The van wont hold em all. As for the Dunns, theyll have to pinch for a month after it. She has got on a dandy new bonnet with pink ribbons. Arent some folks idiots, Peter?

Peter rejoined, with a sort of a grunt, that it wasnt no business of his, and applied himself again to his pipe and book. Mrs. Quale made everybodys business hers, especially their failings and shortcomings; and she unpinned the coarse apron, flung it aside, and flew off to the next house.

It was inhabited by two families, the Shucks and the Baxendales. Samuel Shuck, usually called Slippery Sam, was an idle, oily-tongued chap, always slipping from work  hence the nickname  and spending at the Bricklayers Arms what ought to have been spent upon his wife and children. John Baxendale was a quiet, reserved man, living respectably with his wife and daughter, but not saving. It was singular how improvident most of them were. Daffodils Delight was chiefly inhabited by the workmen of the Messrs. Hunter; they seemed to love to congregate there as in a nest. Some of the houses were crowded with them, a family on a floor  even in a room; others rented a house to themselves, and lived in comfort.

Assembled inside Sam Shucks front room, which was a kitchen and not a parlour, and to which the house door opened, were as many people as it could well hold, all in their holiday attire. Abel White, his wife and family; Jim Dunn, and his; Patrick Ryan and the childer (Pats wife was dead); and John Baxendale and his daughter, besides others; the whole host of little Shucks, and half-a-dozen outside stragglers. Mrs. Quale might well wonder how all the lot could be stuffed into the pleasure-van. She darted into their midst.

You never mean to say you be a-going off, like simpletons, at this time o day? quoth she.

Yes, we be, answered Sam Shuck, a lanky, serpent sort of man in frame, with a prominent black eye, a turned-up nose, and, as has been said, an oily tongue. What have you got to say again it, Mrs. Quale? Come!

Say! said that lady, undauntedly, but in a tone of reason rather than rebuke, I say you may just as well fling your money in the gutter as to go off to Epping at three oclock in the afternoon. Why didnt you start in the morning? If I hired a pleasure-van Id have my moneys worth out of it.

Its just this here, said Sam. It was ordered to be here as St. Pauls great bell was a striking break o day, but the wheels wasnt greased; and they have been all this time a greasing em with the best fresh butter at eighteen-pence a pound, had up from Devonshire on purpose.

You hold your tongue, Sam, reprimanded Mrs. Quale. You have been a greasing your throat pretty strong, I see, with an extra pot or two; youll be in for it as usual before the days out. How is it you are going now? she added, turning to the women.

Its just the worst managed thing as I ever had to do with, volubly spoke up Jim Dunns wife, Hannah. And its all the fault o the men: as everything as goes wrong always is. There was a quarrel yesterday over it, and nothing was settled, and this morning when we met they began a jawing again. Some would go, and some wouldnt; some ud have a van to the Forest, and some ud take a omnibus ride to the Zoological Gardens, and see the beasts, and finish up at the play; some ud sit at home, and smoke, and drink, and wouldnt go nowhere; and most of the men got off to the Bricklayers Arms and stuck there; and afore the difference was settled in favour of the van and the Forest, twelve oclock struck, and then there was dinner to be had, and us to put ourselves to rights and the van to be seen after. And there it is, now three oclocks gone.

Itll be just a ride out, and a ride in, cried Mrs. Quale; you wont have much time to stop. Money must be plentiful with you, a fooling it away like that. I thought some of you had better sense.

We spoke against it, father and I, said quiet Mary Baxendale, in Mrs. Quales ear; but as we had given our word to join in it and share in the expense, we didnt like to go from it again. Mother doesnt feel strong to-day, so shes stopping at home.

It does seem stupid to start at this late hour, spoke up a comely woman, mild in speech, Robert Darbys wife. Better to have put it off till to-morrow, and taken another days holiday, as I told my master. But when it was decided to go, we didnt say nay, for I couldnt bear to disappoint the children.

The children were already being lifted into the van. Sundry baskets and bundles, containing provisions for tea, and stone bottles of porter for the men, were being lifted in also. Then the general company got in; Daffodils Delight, those not bound on the expedition, assembling to witness the ceremony, and Peter casting an eye at it from his parlour. After much packing, and stowing, and laughing, and jesting, and the gentlemen declaring the ladies must sit upon their laps three deep, the van and its four horses moved off, and went lumbering down Daffodils Delight.

Mrs. Quale, after watching the last of it, was turning into her own gate, when she heard a tapping at the window of the tenement on the other side of her house. Upon looking round, it was thrown open, and a portly matron, dressed almost well enough for a lady, put out her head. She was the wife of George Stevens, a very well-to-do workman, and most respectable man.

Are they going off to the Forest at this hour, that lot?

Ay, returned Mrs. Quale; was ever such nonsense known? Id have made a day of it, if I had went. Theyll get home at midnight, I expect, fit to stand on their heads. Some of the men have had amost as much as is good for them now.

I say, continued Mrs. Stevens, George says, will you and your master come in for an hour or two this evening, and eat a bit of supper with us? We shall have a nice dish o beefsteaks and onions, or some relishing thing of that sort, and the Cheeks are coming.

Thank ye, said Mrs. Quale. Ill ask Peter. But dont go and get anything hot.

I must, was the answer. We had a shoulder of lamb yesterday, and we finished it up to-day for dinner, with a salad; so theres nothing cold in the house, and Im forced to cook a bit of something. I say, dont make it late; come at six. George  hes off somewhere, but hell be in.

Mrs. Quale nodded acquiescence, and went indoors. Her husband was reading and smoking still.

Id have put it off till ten at night, and went then! ironically cried she, in allusion to the departed pleasure-party. A bickering and contending they have been over it, Hannah Dunn says; couldnt come to an agreement what theyd do, or what they wouldnt do! Did you ever see such a load! Them poor horses ll have enough of it, if the others dont. I say, the Stevenses want us to go in there to supper to-night. Beefsteaks and onions.

Peters head was bent attentively over a map in his book, and it continued so bent for a minute or two. Then he raised it. Whos to be there?



The Cheeks, she said. Ill make haste and put the kettle on, and well have our tea as soon as it boils. She says dont go in later than six.

Pinning on the coarse apron, Mrs. Quale passed into the kitchen to her work. From the above slight sketch, it may be gathered that Daffodils Delight was, take it for all in all, in tolerably comfortable circumstances. But for the wasteful mode of living generally pervading it; the improvidence both of husbands and wives; the spending where they need not have spent, and in things they would have been better without  it would have been in very comfortable circumstances: for, as is well known, no class of operatives earn better wages than those connected with the building trade.

Is this Peter Quales?

The question proceeded from a stranger, who had entered the house passage, and thence the parlour, after knocking at its door. Peter raised his eyes, and beheld a tall, young, very gentleman-like man, in grey travelling clothes and a crape band on his black hat. Of courteous manners also, for he lifted his hat as he spoke, though Peter was only a workman and had a paper cap on his head.

I am Peter Quale, said Peter, without moving.

Perhaps you may have already guessed that it was Austin Clay. He stepped forward with a frank smile. I am sent here, he said, by the Messrs. Hunter. They desired me to inquire for Peter Quale.

Peter was not wont to put himself out of the way for strangers: had a Duke Royal vouchsafed him a visit, I question if Peter would have been more than barely civil; but he knew his place with respect to his employers, and what was due to them  none better; and he rose up at their name, and took off his paper cap, and laid his pipe inside the fender, and spoke a word of apology to the gentleman before him.

Pray do not mention it; do not disturb yourself, said Austin, kindly. My name is Clay. I have just entered into an engagement with the Messrs. Hunter, and am now in search of lodgings as conveniently near their yard as may be. Mr. Henry Hunter said he thought you had rooms which might suit me: hence my intrusion.

Well, sir, I dont know, returned Peter, rather dubiously. He was one of those who are apt to grow bewildered with any sudden proposition; requiring time, as may be said, to take it in, before he could digest it.

You are from the country, sir, maybe?

I am from the country. I arrived in London but an hour ago, and my portmanteau is yet at the station. I wish to settle where I shall lodge, before I go to get it. Have you rooms to let?

Here, Nancy, come in! cried Peter to his wife. The rooms are in readiness to be shown, arent they?

Mrs. Quale required no second call. Hearing a strange voice, and gifted in a remarkable degree with what we are taught to look upon as her sexs failing  curiosity  she had already discarded again the apron, and made her appearance in time to receive the question.

Ready and waiting, answered she. And two better rooms for their size you wont find, sir, search London through, she said, volubly, turning to Austin. They are on the first floor  a nice sitting-room, and a bedchamber behind it. The furniture is good, and clean, and handsome; for, when we were buying of it, we didnt spare a few pounds, knowing such would keep good to the end. Would you please step up, sir, and take a look at them?

Austin acquiesced, motioning to her to lead the way. She dropped a curtsey as she passed him, as if in apology for taking it. He followed, and Peter brought up the rear, a dim notion penetrating Peters brain that the attention was due from him to one sent by the Messrs. Hunter.

Two good rooms, as she had said; small, but well fitted up. Youd be sure to be comfortable, sir, cried Mrs. Quale to Austin. If I cant make lodgers comfortable, I dont know who can. Our last gentleman came to us three years ago, and left but a month since. He was a barristers clerk, but he didnt get well paid, and he lodged in this part for cheapness.

The rooms would suit me, so far as I can judge, said Austin, looking round; suit me very well indeed, if we can agree upon terms. My pocket is but a shallow one at present, he laughed.

I would make them easy enough for any gentleman sent by the masters, struck in Peter. Did you say your name was Clay, sir?

Clay, assented Austin.

Mrs. Quale wheeled round at this, and took a free, full view of the gentleman from head to foot. Clay? Clay? she repeated to herself. And there is a likeness, if ever I saw one! Sir, she hastily inquired, do you come from the neighbourhood of Ketterford?

I come from Ketterford itself, replied he.

Ah, but you were not born right in the town. I think you must be Austin Clay, sir; the orphan son of Mr. Clay and his wife  Miss Austin that used to be. They lived at the Nash farm. Sir, I have had you upon my lap scores of times when you were a little one.

Why  who are you? exclaimed Austin.

You cant have forgot old Mr. Austin, the great-uncle, sir? though you were only seven years old when he died. I was Ann Best, cook to the old gentleman, and I heard all the ins and outs of the marriage of your father and mother. The match pleased neither family, and so they just took the Nash farm for themselves, to be independent and get along without being beholden for help to anybody. Many a fruit puff have I made for you, Master Austin; many a currant cake: how things come round in this world! Do take our rooms, sir  it will seem like serving my old master over again.

I will take them willingly, and be glad to fall into such good hands. You will not require references now?

Mrs. Quale laughed. Peter grunted resentfully. References from anybody sent by the Messrs. Hunter! I would say eight shillings a week, sir, said Peter, looking at his wife. Pay as you like; monthly, or quarterly, or any way.



Thats less than I expected, said Austin, in his candour. Mr. Henry Hunter thought they would be about ten shillings.

Peter was candid also. Theres the neighbourhood to be took into consideration, sir, which is not a good one, and we can only let according to it. In some parts  and not far off, neither  youd pay eighteen or twenty shillings for such rooms as these; in Daffodils Delight it is different, though this is the best quarter of it. The last gentleman paid us nine. If eight will suit you, sir, it will suit us.

So the bargain was struck; and Austin Clay went back to the station for his luggage. Mrs. Quale, busy as a bee, ran in to tell her next-door neighbour that she could not be one of the beef-steak-and-onion eaters that night, though Peter might, for she should have her hands full with their new lodger. The nicest, handsomest young fellow, she wound up with; one it will be a pleasure to wait on.

Take care what you be at, if hes a stranger, cried cautious Mrs. Stevens. Theres no trusting those country folks: they run away sometimes. It looks odd, dont it, to come after lodgings one minute, and enter upon em the next?

Very odd, assented Mrs. Quale, with a laugh. Why, it was Mr. Henry Hunter sent him round here; and he has got a post in their house.

What sort of one? asked Mrs. Stevens, sceptical still.

Who knows? Something superior to the best of us workpeople, you may be sure. He belongs to gentlefolks, concluded Mrs. Quale. I knew him as a baby. It was in his mothers family I lived before I married. Hes as like his mother as two peas, and a handsome woman was Mrs. Clay. Good-bye: Im going to get the sheets on to his bed now.

Mrs. Quale, however, found that she was, after all, able to assist at the supper; for, when Austin came back, it was only to dress himself and go out, in pursuance of the invitation he had accepted to dine at Mr. Henry Hunters. With all his haste it had struck six some minutes when he got there.

Mrs. Henry Hunter, a very pretty and very talkative woman, welcomed him with both hands, and told her children to do the same, for it was the gentleman who saved papa. There was no ceremony; he was received quite en famille; no other guest was present, and three or four of the children dined at table. He appeared to find favour with them all. He talked on business matters with Mr. Henry Hunter; on lighter topics with his wife; he pointed out some errors in Mary Hunters drawings, which she somewhat ostentatiously exhibited to him, and showed her how to rectify them. He entered into the school life of the two young boys, from their classics to their scrapes; and nursed a pretty little lady of five, who insisted on appropriating his knee  bearing himself throughout all with the modest reticence  the refinement of the innate gentleman. Mrs. Henry Hunter was charmed with him.

How do you think you shall like your quarters? she asked. Mr. Hunter told me he recommended you to Peter Quales.

Very well. At least they will do. Mrs. Quale, it appears, is an old friend of mine.

An old friend! Of yours!

She claims me as one, and says she has nursed me many a time when I was a child. I had quite forgotten her, and all about her, though I now remember her name. She was formerly a servant in my mothers family, near Ketterford.

Thus Austin Clay had succeeded without delay or difficulty in obtaining employment, and was, moreover, received on a footing of equality in the house of Mr. Henry Hunter. We shall see how he gets on.




CHAPTER V. MISS GWINNS VISIT.

Were there space, it might be well to trace Austin Clays progress step by step  his advancements and his drawbacks  his smooth-sailing and his difficulties; for, that his course was not free from difficulties and drawbacks you may be very sure. I do not know whose is. If any had thought he was to be represented as perfection, they were mistaken. Yet he managed to hold on his way without moral damage, for he was high-principled in every sense of the word. But there is neither time nor space to give to these particulars that regard himself alone.

Austin Clay sat one day in a small room of the office, making corrections in a certain plan, which had been roughly sketched. It was a hot day for the beginning of autumn, some three or four months having elapsed since his installation at Hunter and Hunters. The office boy came in to interrupt him.

Please, sir, heres a lady outside, asking if she can see young Mr. Clay.

A lady! repeated Austin, in some wonder. Who is it?

I think shes from the country, sir, said the sharp boy. She have got a big nosegay in her hand and a brown reticule.

Does she wear widows weeds? questioned Austin hastily, an idea flashing over him that Mrs. Thornimett might have come up to town.

Weeds? replied the boy, staring, as if at a loss to know what weeds might mean. She have got a white veil on, sir.

Oh, said Austin. Well, ask her to come in. But I dont know any lady that can want me. Or who has any business to come here if she does, he added to himself.

The lady came in: a very tall one. She wore a dark silk dress, a shepherds plaid shawl, a straw bonnet, and a white veil. The reticule spoken of by the boy was in her hand; but the nosegay she laid down on a bench just outside the door. Austin rose to receive her.



You are doubtless surprised to see me, Austin Clay. But, as I was coming to London on business  I always do at this season of the year  I got your address from Mrs. Thornimett, having a question to put to you.

Without ceremony, without invitation, she sat herself down on a chair. More by her voice than her features  for she kept her veil before her face  did Austin recognise her. It was Miss Gwinn. He recognised her with dismay. Mr. Henry Hunter was about the premises, liable to come in at any moment, and then might occur a repetition of that violent scene to which he had been a witness. Often and often had his mind recurred to the affair; it perplexed him beyond measure. Was Mr. Henry Hunter the stranger to her he asserted himself to be, or was he not? What shall I do with her? thought Austin.

Will you shut the door? she said, in a peremptory, short tone, for the boy had left it open.

I beg your pardon, Miss Gwinn, interrupted Austin, necessity giving him courage. Though glad to see you myself, I am at the present hour so busy that it is next to impossible for me to give you my attention. If you will name any place where I can wait upon you after business hours, this, or any other evening, I shall be happy to meet you.

Miss Gwinn ranged her eyes round the room, looking possibly, for confirmation of his words. You are not so busy as to be unable to spare a minute to me. You were but looking over a plan.

It is a plan that is being waited for. Which was true. And you must forgive me for reminding you  I do it in all courtesy  that my time and this room do not belong to me, but to my employers.

Boy! what is your motive for seeking to get rid of me? she asked, abruptly. That you have one, I can see.

Austin was upon thorns. He had not taken a seat. He stood near the door, pencil in hand, hoping it would induce her to move. At that moment footsteps were heard, and the office-door was pushed wide open.

It was Mr. Hunter. He stopped on the threshold, seeing a lady, an unusual sight there, and came to the conclusion that it must be some stranger for Mr. Clay. Her features, shaded by the thick white veil, were indistinct, and Mr. Hunter but glanced at her. Miss Gwinn on the contrary looked full at him, as she did at most people, and bent her head as a slight mark of courtesy. He responded by lifting his hat, and went out again.

One of the principals, I suppose? she remarked.

Yes, he replied, feeling thankful that it was not Mr. Henry. I believe he wants me, Miss Gwinn.

I am not going to keep you from him. The question I wish to put to you will be answered in a sentence. Austin Clay, have you, since  

Allow me one single instant first, then, interrupted Austin, resigning himself to his fate, just to speak a word of explanation to Mr. Hunter.

He stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him. Standing at the outer door, close by, open to the yard, was Mr. Hunter. Austin, in his haste and earnestness, grasped his arm.

Find Mr. Henry, sir, he whispered. Wherever he may be, let him keep there  out of sight  until she  this person  has gone. It is Miss Gwinn.

Who? What do you say? cried Mr. Hunter, staring at Austin.

It is that Miss Gwinn. The woman who set upon Mr. Henry in that strange manner. She  

Miss Gwinn opened the door at this juncture, and looked out upon them. Mr. Hunter walked briskly away in search of his brother. Austin turned back again.

She closed the door when he was inside the room, keeping her hand upon it. She did not sit down, but stood facing Austin, whom she held before her with the other hand.

Have you, since you came to London, seen aught of my enemy?  that man whom you saved from his death in the gravel pits? Boy! answer me truthfully.

He remained silent, scarcely seeing what his course ought to be; or whether in such a case a lie of denial might not be justifiable. But the hesitation spoiled that, for she read it arightly.

No need of your affirmative, she said. I see you have met him. Where is he to be found?

There was only one course for him now; and he took it, in all straightforward openness.

It is true I have seen that gentleman, Miss Gwinn, but I can tell you nothing about him.



She looked fixedly at him. That you cannot, or that you will not? Which?

That I will not. Forgive the seeming incivility of the avowal, but I consider that I ought not to comply with your request  that I should be doing wrong?

Explain. What do you mean by wrong?

In the first place, I believe you were mistaken with regard to the gentleman: I do not think he was the one for whom you took him. In the second place, even if he be the one, I cannot make it my business to bring you into contact with him, and so give rise  as it probably would  to further violence.

There was a pause. She threw up her veil and looked fixedly at him, struggling for composure, her lips compressed, her face working.

You know who he is, and where he lives, she jerked forth.

I acknowledge that.

How dare you take part against me? she cried, in agitation.

I do not take part against you, Miss Gwinn, he replied, wishing some friendly balloon would come and whirl her away; for Mr. Hunter might not find his brother to give the warning. I do not take his part more than I take yours, only in so far as that I decline to tell you who and where he is. Had he the same ill-feeling towards you, and wished to know where you might be found, I would not tell him.

Austin Clay, you shall tell me.

He drew himself up to his full height, speaking in all the quiet consciousness of resolution. Never of my own free will. And I think, Miss Gwinn, there are no means by which you can compel me.

Perhaps the law might? She spoke dreamily, not in answer to him, but in commune with herself, as if debating the question. Fare you well for the present, young man; but I have not done with you.

To his intense satisfaction she turned out of the office, catching up the flowers as she went. Austin attended her to the outer gate. She strode straight on, not deigning to cast a glance to the busy yard, with its sheds, its timber, its implements of work, and its artisans, all scattered about it.

Believe me, he said, holding out his hand as a peace-offering, I am not willingly discourteous. I wish I could see my way clear to help you.

She did not take the hand; she walked away without another word or look, and Austin went back again. Mr. Hunter advanced to meet him from the upper end of the yard, and went with him into the small room.

What was all that, Clay? I scarcely understood.

I daresay not, sir, for I had no time to be explanatory. It seems she  Miss Gwinn  has come to town on business. She procured my address from Mrs. Thornimett, and came here to ask of me if I had seen anything of her enemy  meaning Mr. Henry Hunter. I feared lest he should be coming in; I could only beg of you to find Mr. Henry, and warn him not. That is all, sir.

Mr. Hunter stood with his back to Austin, softly whistling  his habit when in deep thought. What can be her motive for wanting to find him? he presently said.

She speaks of revenge. Of course I do not know for what: I cannot give a guess. Theres no doubt she is mistaken in the person, when she accuses Mr. Henry Hunter.

Well, returned Mr. Hunter, I said nothing to my brother, for I did not understand what there was to say. It will be better not to tell him now; the woman is gone, and the subject does not appear to be a pleasant one. Do you hear?

Very well, sir.

I think I understood, when the affair was spoken of some time ago, that she does not know him as Mr. Hunter?

Of course she does not, said Austin. She would have been here after him before now if she did. She came this morning to see me, not suspecting she might meet him.

Ah! Better keep the visit close, cried Mr. Hunter, as he walked away.

Now, it had occurred to Austin that it would be better to do just the opposite thing. He should have told Mr. Henry Hunter, and left that gentleman to seek out Miss Gwinn, or not, as he might choose. A sudden meeting between them in the office, in the hearing of the yard, and with the lady in excitement, was not desirable; but that Mr. Henry Hunter should clear himself, now that she was following him up, and convince her it was not he who was the suspected party, was, Austin thought, needful  that is, if he could do it. However, he could only obey Mr. Hunters suggestions.

Austin resumed his occupation. His brain and fingers were busy over the plan, when he saw a gig drive into the yard. It contained the great engineer, Sir Michael Wilson. Mr. Henry Hunter came down the yard to meet him; they shook hands, and entered the private room together. In a few minutes Mr. Henry came to Austin.

Are you particularly engaged, Clay?

Only with this plan, sir. It is wanted as soon as I can get it done.

You can leave it for a quarter of an hour. I wish you to go round to Dr. Bevary. I was to have been at his house now  half-past eleven  to accompany him on a visit to a sick friend. Tell him that Sir Michael has come, and I have to go out with him, therefore it is impossible for me to keep my engagement. I am very sorry, tell Bevary: these things always happen crossly. Go right into his consulting-room, Clay; never mind patients; or else he will be chafing at my delay, and grumble the ceiling off.

Austin departed. Dr. Bevary occupied a good house in the main street, to the left of the yard, to gain which he had to pass the turning to Daffodils Delight. Had Dr. Bevary lived to the right of the yard, his practice might have been more exclusive; but doctors cannot always choose their localities, circumstances more frequently doing that for them. He had a large connexion, and was often pressed for time.



Down went Austin, and gained the house. Just inside the open door, before which a close carriage was standing, was the doctors servant.

Dr. Bevary is engaged, sir, with a lady patient, said the man. He is very particularly engaged for the moment, but I dont think hell be long.

Ill wait, said Austin, not deeming it well strictly to follow Mr. Henry Hunters directions; and he turned, without ceremony, to the little box of a study on the left of the hall.

Not there, sir, interposed the man hastily, and he showed him into the drawing-room on the right; Dr. Bevary and his patient being in the consulting-room.

Ten minutes of impatience to Austin. What could any lady mean by keeping him so long, in his own house? Then they came forth. The lady, a very red and portly one, rather old, was pushed into her carriage by the help of her footman, Austin watching the process from the window. The carriage then drove off.

The doctor did not come in. Austin concluded the servant must have forgotten to tell him he was there. He crossed the hall to the little study, the doctors private room, knocked and entered.

I am not to care for patients, called out he gaily, believing the doctor was alone; Mr. Henry Hunter says so. But to his surprise, a patient was sitting there  at least, a lady; sitting, nose and knees together, with Dr. Bevary, and talking hurriedly and earnestly, as if they had the whole weight of the nations affairs on their shoulders.



It was Miss Gwinn. The flowers had apparently found their home, for they were in a vase on the table. Austin took it all in at a glance.

So it is you, is it, Austin Clay? she exclaimed. I was acquainting Dr. Bevary with your refusal to give me that mans address, and asking his opinion whether the law could compel you. Have you come after me to say you have thought better of it?

Austin was decidedly taken aback. It might have been his fancy, but he thought he saw a look of caution go out to him from Dr. Bevarys eyes.

Was your visit to this lady, Mr. Clay?

No, sir, it was to you. Sir Michael Wilson has come down on business, and Mr. Henry Hunter will not be able to keep his appointment with you. He desired me to say that he was sorry, but that it was no fault of his.

Dr. Bevary nodded. Tell him I was about to send round to say that I could not keep mine with him so its all right. Another day will  

A sharp cry. A cry of passion, of rage, almost of terror. It came from Miss Gwinn; and the doctor, breaking off his sentence, turned to her in amazement.

It was well he did so; it was well he caught her hands. Another moment, and she would have dashed them through the window, and perhaps herself also. Driving by, in the gig, were Sir Michael Wilson and Mr. Henry Hunter. It was at the latter she gazed, at him she pointed.

Do you see him? Do you see him? she panted to the doctor. Thats the man; not the one driving; the other  the one sitting this way. Oh, Dr. Bevary, will you believe me now? I told you I met him at Ketterford; and there he is again! Let me go!

She was strong almost as a wild animal, wrestling with the doctor to get from him. He made a motion to Austin to keep the door, and there ensued a sharp struggle. Dr. Bevary got her into an arm-chair at last, and stood before her, holding her hands, at first in silence. Then he spoke calmly, soothingly, as he would to a child.

My dear lady, what will become of you if you give way to these fits of violence? But for me, I really believe you would have been through the window. A pretty affair of spikes that would be! I should have had you laid up in my house for a month, covered over with sticking-plaster.

If you had not stopped me I might have caught that gig, was her passionate rejoinder.

Caught that gig! A gig going at the rate of ten miles an hour, if it was going one! By the time you had got down the steps of my door it would have been out of sight. How people can drive at that random rate in London streets, I cant think.

How can I find him? How can I find him?

Her tone was quite a wail of anguish. However they might deprecate her mistaken violence, it was impossible but that both her hearers should feel compassion for her. She laid her hand on the doctors arm.

Will you not help me to find him, Dr. Bevary? Did you note him?



So far as to see that there were two persons in the gig, and that they were men, not women. Do you feel sure it was the man you speak of? It is so easy to be mistaken in a person who is being whirled along swiftly.

Mistaken! she returned, in a strangely significant tone. Dr. Bevary, I am sure it was he. I have not kept him in my mind for years, to mistake him now. Austin Clay, she fiercely added, turning round upon Austin, you speak; speak the truth; I saw you look after them. Was it, or was it not, the man whom I met at Ketterford?

I believe it was, was Austins answer. Nevertheless, Miss Gwinn, I do not believe him to be the enemy you spoke of  the one who worked you ill. He denies it just as solemnly as you assert it; and I am sure he is a truthful man.

And that I am a liar?

No. That you believe what you assert is only too apparent. I think it a case, on your side, of mistaken identity.

Happening to raise his eyes, Austin caught those of Dr. Bevary fixed upon him with a keen, troubled, earnest gaze. It asked, as plainly as a gaze could ask, Do you believe so? or is the falsehood on his side?

Will you disclose to Dr. Bevary the name of that man, if you will not to me?

Again the gentlemens eyes met, and this time an unmistakeable warning of caution gleamed forth from Dr. Bevarys. Austin could only obey it.

I must decline to speak of him in any way, Miss Gwinn, said he; you had my reasons before. Dr. Bevary, I have given you the message I was charged with. I must wish you both good day.

Austin walked back, full of thought, his belief somewhat wavering. It is very strange, he reflected. Could a woman, could any one be so positive as she is, unless thoroughly sure? What is the mystery, I wonder? That it was no sentimental affair between them, or rubbish of that sort, is patent by the difference of their ages; she looks pretty nearly old enough to be his mother. Mr. Henry Hunters is a remarkable face  one that would alter little in a score of years.

The bell was ringing twelve as he approached the yard, and the workmen were pouring out of it, on their way home to dinner. Plentiful tables awaited them; little care was on their minds; flourishing was every branch of the building trade then. Peter Quale came up to Austin.

Sam Shuck have just been up here, sir, a-eating humble pie, and praying to be took on again. But the masters be both absent; and Mr. Mills, he said he didnt choose, in a thing like this, to act on his own responsibility, for he heard Mr. Hunter say Shuck shouldnt again be employed.

I would not take him on, replied Austin, if it rested with me; an idle, skulking, deceitful vagabond, drunk and incapable at one time, striving to spread discontent among the men at another. He has been on the loose for a fortnight now. But it is not my affair, Quale; Mr. Mills is manager.



The yard, between twelve and one, was pretty nearly deserted. The gentleman, spoken of as Mr. Mills, and Austin, usually remained; the principals would sometimes be there, and an odd man or two. The timekeeper lived in the yard. Austin rather liked that hour; it was quiet. He was applying to his plan with a zest, when another interruption came, in the shape of Dr. Bevary. Austin began to think he might as well put the drawing away altogether.

Anybody in the offices, Mr. Clay, except you? asked the doctor.

Not indoors. Mills is about somewhere.

Down sat the doctor, and fixed his keen eyes upon Austin. What took place here this morning with Miss Gwinn?

No harm, sir, replied Austin, briefly explaining. As it happened, Mr. Henry kept away. Mr. Hunter came in and saw her; but that was all.

What is your opinion? abruptly asked the doctor. Come, give it freely. You have your share of judgment, and of discretion too, or I should not ask it. Is she mistaken, or is Henry Hunter false?

Austin did not immediately reply. Dr. Bevary mistook the cause of his silence.

Dont hesitate, Clay. You know I am trustworthy; and it is not I who would stir to harm a Hunter. If I seek to come to the bottom of this affair, it is that I may do what I can to repair damage; to avert some of the fruits of wrong-doing.

If I hesitated, Dr. Bevary, it was that I am really at a loss what answer to give. When Mr. Henry Hunter denies that he knows the woman, or that he ever has known her, he appears to me to speak open truth. On the other hand, these recognitions of Miss Gwinns, and her persistency, are, to say the least of them, suspicious and singular. Until within an hour I had full trust in Mr. Henry Hunter; now I do not know what to think. She seemed to recognise him in the gig so surely.

He does not appear  Dr. Bevary appeared to be speaking to himself, and his head was bent like one who carries about with him some dark secret.

Mr. Henry Hunter? None less. Never a man whose outside gave indications of a clearer conscience. But, Dr. Bevary, if her enemy be Mr. Henry Hunter, how is it she does not know him by name?

Ay, theres another point. She evidently attaches no importance to the name of Hunter.

What was the name of  of the enemy she talks of? asked Austin. We must call him enemy for want of a better name. Do you know it, doctor?

No. Cant get it out of her. Never could get it out of her. I asked her again to-day, but she evaded the question.

Mr. Hunter thought it would be better to keep her visit this morning a secret from his brother, as they had not met. I, on the contrary, should have told him of it.

No, hastily interposed Dr. Bevary, putting up his hand with an alarmed, warning gesture. The only way is, to keep her and Henry Hunter apart.

I wonder, mused Austin, what brings her to town?



The doctor threw his penetrating gaze into Austins eyes. Have you no idea what it is?

None, sir. She seemed to intimate that she came every year.

Good. Dont try to form any, my young friend. It would not be a pleasant secret, even for you to hold!

He rose as he spoke, nodded, and went out, leaving Austin Clay in a state of puzzled bewilderment. It was not lessened when, an hour later, Austin encountered Dr. Bevarys close carriage, driving rapidly along the street, the doctor seated inside it, and Miss Gwinn beside him.




CHAPTER VI. TRACKED HOME.

I think it has been mentioned that the house next door to the Quales, detached from it however, was inhabited by two families: the lower part by Mr. Samuel Shuck, his wife, and children; the upper and best part by the Baxendales. No two sets of people could be more dissimilar; the one being as respectable as the other was disreputable. John Baxendales wife was an invalid; she had been so, on and off, for a long while. There was an only daughter, and she and her mother held themselves very much aloof from the general society of Daffodils Delight.

On the morning following the day spoken of in the last chapter as distinguished by the advent of Miss Gwinn in London, Mrs. Baxendale found herself considerably worse than usual. Mr. Rice, the apothecary, who was the general attendant in Daffodils Delight, and lived at its corner, had given her medicine, and told her to eat well and get up her strength. But, somehow, the strength and the appetite did not come; on the contrary, she got weaker and weaker. She was in very bad spirits this morning, was quite unable to get up, and cried for some time in silence.

Mother, dear, said Mary Baxendale, going into her room, youll have the doctor gone out, I fear.

Oh, Mary! I cannot get up  I cannot go, was the answer, delivered with a burst of sobbing sorrow. I shall never rise from my bed again.

The words fell on the daughter with a terrible shock. Her fears in regard to her mothers health had long been excited, but this seemed like a confirmation of a result she had never dared openly to face. She was not a very capable sort of girl  the reverse of what is called strong-minded; but the instinct imparted by all true affection warned her to make light of her mothers words.

Nay, mother, its not so bad as that, she said, checking her tears. Youll get up again fast enough. You are feeling low, maybe, this morning.

Child, I am too weak to get up  too ill. I dont think I shall ever be about again.

Mary sat down in a sort of helpless perplexity.

What is to be done? she cried.

Mrs. Baxendale asked herself the same question as she lay. Finding herself no better under Mr. Rices treatment, she had at length determined to do what she ought to have done at first  consult Dr. Bevary.

From half-past eight to ten, three mornings in the week, Dr. Bevary gave advice gratis; and Mrs. Baxendale was on this one to have gone to him  rather a formidable visit, as it seemed to her, and perhaps the very thought of it had helped to make her worse.

What is to be done? repeated Mary.

Could you not wait upon him, child, and describe my symptoms? suggested the sick woman, after weighing the dilemma in her mind. It might do as well. Perhaps he can write for me.

Oh, mother, I dont like to go! exclaimed Mary, in the impulse of the moment.

But, my dear, what else is to be done? urged Mrs. Baxendale. We cant ask a great gentleman like that to come to me.

To be sure  true. Oh, yes, Ill go, mother.

Mary got herself ready without another word. Mrs. Baxendale, a superior woman for her station in life, had brought up her daughter to be thoroughly dutiful. It had seemed a formidable task to the mother, the going to this physician, this great gentleman; it seemed a far worse to the daughter, and especially the having to explain symptoms and ailments at second-hand. But the great physician was a very pleasant man, and would nod good-humouredly to Mary, when by chance he met her in the street.

Tell him, with my duty, that I am not equal to coming myself, said Mrs. Baxendale, when Mary stood ready in her neat straw bonnet and light shawl. I ought to have gone weeks ago, and thats the truth. Dont forget to describe the pain in my right side, and the flushings of heat.

So Mary went on her way, and was admitted to the presence of Dr. Bevary, where she told her tale with awkward timidity.

Ah! a return of the old weakness that she had years ago, remarked the doctor. I told her she must be careful. Too ill to get up? Why did she not come to me before?

I suppose, sir, she did not much like to trouble you, responded Mary. She has been hoping from week to week that Mr. Rice would do her good.

I cant do her good, unless I see her, cried the doctor. I might prescribe just the wrong thing, you know.

Mary repressed her tears.

I am afraid, then, she must die, sir. She said this morning she thought she should never get up from her bed again.

Ill step round some time to-day and see her, said Dr. Bevary. But now, dont you go chattering that to the whole parish. I should have every sick person in it expecting me, as a right, to call and visit them.

He laughed pleasantly at Mary as he spoke, and she departed with a glad heart. The visit had been so much less formidable in reality than in anticipation.

As she reached Daffodils Delight, she did not turn into it, but continued her way to the house of Mrs. Hunter. Mary Baxendale took in plain sewing, and had some in hand at present from that lady. She inquired for Dobson. Dobson was Mrs. Hunters own maid, and a very consequential one.

Not able to get Miss Hunters night-dresses home on Saturday! grumbled Dobson, when she appeared and heard what Mary had to say. But you must, Mary Baxendale. You promised them, you know.

I should not have promised had I known that my mother would have grown worse, said Mary. A sick person requires a deal of waiting on, and theres only me. Ill do what I can to get them home next week, if that will do.

I dont know that it will do, snapped Dobson. Miss Florence may be wanting them. A promise is a promise, Mary Baxendale.

Yes, it will do, Mary, cried Florence Hunter, darting forward from some forbidden nook, whence she had heard the colloquy, and following Mary down the steps into the street. A fair sight was that child to look upon, with her white muslin dress, her blue ribbons, her flowing hair, and her sweet countenance, radiant as a summers morning. Mamma is not downstairs yet, or I would ask her  she is ill, too  but I know I do not want them. Never you mind them, and never mind Dobson either, but nurse your mother.

Dobson drew the young lady back, asking her if such behaviour was not enough to scandalize the square; and Mary Baxendale returned home.

Dr. Bevary paid his visit to Mrs. Baxendale about mid-day. His practised eye saw with certainty what others were only beginning to suspect  that Death had marked her. He wrote a prescription, gave some general directions, said he would call again, and told Mrs. Baxendale she would be better out of bed than in it.

Accordingly, after his departure, she got up and went into the front room, which they made their sitting-room. But the exertion caused her to faint; she was certainly on this day much worse than usual. John Baxendale was terribly concerned, and did not go back to his work after dinner. When the bustle was over, and she seemed pretty comfortable again, somebody burst into the room, without knocking or other ceremony. It was one of the Shucks, a young man of eight, in tattered clothes, and a shock head of hair. He came to announce that Mrs. Hunters maid was asking for Mary, and little Miss Hunter was there, too, and said, might she come up and see Mrs. Baxendale.

Both were requested to walk up. Dobson had brought a gracious message from her mistress (not graciously delivered, though), that the sewing might wait till it was quite convenient to do it; and Florence produced a jar, which she had insisted upon carrying herself, and had thereby split her grey kid gloves, it being too large for her hands.

It is black-currant jelly, Mrs. Baxendale, she said, with the prettiest, kindest air, as she freely sat down by the sick womans side. I asked mamma to let me bring some, for I remember when I was ill I only liked black-currant jelly. Mamma is so sorry to hear you are worse, and she will come to see you soon.



Bless your little heart, Miss Florence! exclaimed the invalid. The same dear child as ever  thinking of other people and not of yourself.

I have no need to think for myself, said Florence. Everything I want is got ready for me. I wish you did not look so ill. I wish you would have my uncle Bevary to see you. He cures everybody.

He has been kind enough to come round to-day, Miss, spoke up John Baxendale, and hell come again, he says. I hope he will be able to do the missis good. As you be a bit better, he added to his wife, I think Ill go back to my work.

Ay, do, John. Theres no cause for you to stay at home. It was some sort of weakness, I suppose, that came over me.

John Baxendale touched his hair to Florence, nodded to Dobson, and went downstairs and out. Florence turned to the open window to watch his departure, ever restless, as a healthy child is apt to be.

Theres Uncle Henry! she suddenly called out.

Mr. Henry Hunter was walking rapidly down Daffodils Delight. He encountered John Baxendale as the man went out of his gate.

Not back at work yet, Baxendale?

The missis has been taken worse, sir, was the mans reply. She fainted dead off just now, and I declare I didnt know what to think about her. Shes all right again, and I am going round.

At that moment there was heard a tapping at the window panes, and a pretty little head was pushed out beneath them, nodding and laughing, Uncle Henry! How do you do, Uncle Henry?

Mr. Henry Hunter nodded in reply, and pursued his way, unconscious that the lynx eye of Miss Gwinn was following him, like a hawk watching its prey.

It happened that she had penetrated Daffodils Delight, hoping to catch Austin Clay at his dinner, which she supposed he might be taking about that hour. She held his address at Peter Quales from Mrs. Thornimett. Her object was to make a further effort to get from him what he knew of the man she sought to find. Scarcely had she turned into Daffodils Delight, when she saw Mr. Henry Hunter at a distance. Away she tore after him, and gained upon him considerably. She reached the house of John Baxendale just as he, Baxendale, was re-entering it; for he had forgotten something he must take with him to the yard. Turning her head upon Baxendale for a minute as she passed, Miss Gwinn lost sight of Mr. Henry Hunter.

How had he disappeared? Into the ground? or into a house? or down any obscure passage that might be a short cut between Daffodils Delight, and some other Delight? or into that cab that was now whirling onwards at such a rate? That he was no longer visible, was certain: and Miss Gwinn was exceeding wroth. She came to the conclusion that he had seen her, and hid himself in the cab, though she had not heard it stop.

But she had seen him spoken to from the window of that house, where the workman had just gone in, and she determined to make inquiries there, and so strode up the path. In the Shucks kitchen there were only three or four children, too young to give an answer. Miss Gwinn picked her way through them, over the dirt and grease of the floor, and ascended to the sitting-room above. She stood a minute to take in its view.

John Baxendale was on his knees, hunting among some tools at the bottom of a closet; Mary was meekly exhibiting the progress of the nightgowns to Dobson, who sat in state, sour enough to turn milk into curd; the invalid was lying, pale, in her chair; while the young lady appeared to be assisting at the tool-hunting, on her knees also, and chattering as fast as her tongue could go. All looked up at the apparition of the stranger, who stood there gazing in upon them.

Can you tell me where a gentleman of the name of Lewis lives? she began, in an indirect, diplomatic, pleasant sort of way, for she no doubt deemed it well to discard violence for tact. In the humour she was in yesterday, she would have said, sharply and imperiously, Tell me the name of that man I saw now pass your gate.

John Baxendale rose. Lewis, maam? I dont know anybody of the name.

A pause. It is very unfortunate, she mildly resumed. I am in search of the gentleman, and have not got his address. I believe he belongs to this neighbourhood. Indeed, I am almost sure I saw him talking to you just now at the gate  though my sight is none of the clearest from a distance. The same gentleman to whom that young lady nodded.



That was my uncle Henry, called out the child.

Who? cried she, sharply.

It was Mr. Henry Hunter, maam, that was, spoke up Baxendale.

Mr. Henry Hunter! she repeated, as she knit her brow on John Baxendale. That gentleman is Mr. Lewis.

No, that he is not, said John Baxendale. I ought to know, maam; I have worked for him for some years.

Here the mischief might have ended; theres no telling; but that busy little tongue of all tongues  ah! what work they make!  began clapping again.

Perhaps you mean my papa? Papas name is Lewis  James Lewis Hunter. But he is never called Mr. Lewis. He is brother to my uncle Henry.

A wild flush of crimson flashed over Miss Gwinns sallow face. Something within her seemed to whisper that her search was over. It is possible I mistook the one for the other in the distance, she observed, all her new diplomacy in full play. Are they alike in person? she continued to John Baxendale.

Not so much alike now, maam. In years gone by they were the very model of one another; but Mr. Hunter has grown stout, and it has greatly altered him. Mr. Henry looks just like what Mr. Hunter used to look.

And who are you, did you say? she asked of Florence with an emphasis that would have been quite wild, but that it was in a degree suppressed. You are not Mr. Lewis Hunters daughter?



I am, said Miss Florence.

And  you have a mother?

Of course I have, repeated the child.

A pause: the lady looked at John Baxendale. Then Mr. Lewis Hunter is a married man?

To be sure he is, said John, ever so many years ago. Miss Florence is twelve.

Thank you, said Miss Gwinn abruptly turning away. Good morning.

She went down the stairs at a great rate, and did not stay to pick her steps over the grease of the Shucks floor.

What a mistake to make! was her inward comment, and she laughed as she said it. I did not sufficiently allow for the lapse of years. If that younger one had lost his life in the gravel pits, he would have died an innocent man.

Away to the yard now, as fast as her legs would carry her. In turning in, she ran against Austin Clay.

I want to speak with Mr. Hunter, she imperiously said. Mr. Lewis Hunter  not the one I saw in the gig.

Mr. Hunter is out of town, Miss Gwinn, was Austins reply. We do not expect him at the yard to-day; he will not be home in time to come to it.

Boy! you are deceiving me!

Indeed I am not, he returned. Why should I? Mr. Hunter is not in the habit of being denied to applicants. You might have spoken to him yesterday when you saw him, had it pleased you so to do.



I never saw him yesterday.

Yes, you did, Miss Gwinn. That gentleman who came into the office and bowed to you was Mr. Hunter.

She stared Austin full in the face, as if unable to believe what he said. That Mr. Hunter?  Lewis Hunter?

It was.

If so, how he is altered! And, throwing up her arms with a strange, wild gesture, she turned and strode out of the yard. The next moment Austin saw her come into it again.

I want Mr. Lewis Hunters private address, Austin Clay.

But Austin was on his guard now. He did not relish the idea of giving anybodys private address to such a person as Miss Gwinn, who might or might not be mad.

She detected his reluctance.

Keep it from me if you choose, boy, she said, with a laugh that had a ring of scorn. Better for you perhaps to be on the safe side. The first workman I meet will give it me, or a court guide.

And thus saying, she finally turned away. At any rate for the time being.

Austin Clay resumed his work, and the day passed on to evening. When business was over, he went home to make some alteration in his dress, for he had to go by appointment to Mr. Hunters, and on these occasions he generally remained with them. It was beginning to grow dusk, and a chillness seemed to be in the air.

The house occupied by Mr. Hunter was one of the best in the west-central square. Ascending to it by a flight of steps, and passing through a pillared portico, you found yourself in a handsome hall, paved in imitation of mosaic. Two spacious sitting-rooms were on the left: the front one was used as a dining-room, the other opened to a conservatory. On the right of the hall, a broad flight of stairs led to the apartments above, one of which was a fine drawing-room, fitted up with costly elegance.

Mr. and Mrs. Hunter were seated in the dining-room. Florence was there likewise, but not seated; it may be questioned if she ever did sit, except when compelled. Dinner was over, but they frequently made this their evening sitting-room. The drawing-room upstairs was grand, the room behind was dull; this was cheerful, and looked out on the square. Especially cheerful it looked on this evening, for a fire had been lighted in the grate, and it cast a warm glow around in the fading twilight.

Austin Clay was shown in, and invited to a seat by the fire, near Mrs. Hunter. He had come in obedience to orders from Mr. Hunter, issued to him when he, Mr. Hunter, had been going out that morning. His journey had been connected with certain buildings then in process, and he thought he might have directions to give with respect to the following mornings early work.

A few minutes given by Austin and his master to business matters, and then the latter left the room, and Austin turned to Mrs. Hunter. Unusually delicate she looked, as she half sat, half lay back in her chair, the firelight playing on her features. Florence had dragged forth a stool, and was sitting on it in a queer sort of fashion, one leg under her, at Austins feet. He was a great favourite of hers, and she made no secret of the liking.

You are not looking well this evening, he observed, in a gentle tone, to Mrs. Hunter.

I am not feeling well. I scarcely ever do feel well; never strong. I sometimes think, Mr. Clay, what a mercy it is that we are not permitted to foresee the future. If we could, some of us might be tempted to  to she hesitated, and then went on in a lower tone to pray that God might take us in youth.

The longer we live, the more we become impressed with the wonderful wisdom that exists in the ordering of all things, replied Austin. My years have not been many, comparatively speaking; but I see it always, and I know that I shall see it more and more.

The confirmed invalid, the man of care and sorrow, the incessant battle for existence with those reduced to extreme poverty  had they seen their future, as in a mirror, how could they have borne to enter upon it? dreamily observed Mrs. Hunter. And yet, I have heard people exclaim, How I wish I could foresee my destiny, and what is to happen to me!

But the cares and ills of the world do not come near you, Mrs. Hunter, spoke Austin, after a pause of thought.

Mrs. Hunter smiled. From the cares and crosses of the world, as we generally estimate cares and crosses, I am free. God has spared them to me. He does not overwhelm us with ills; if one ill is particularly our portion, we are generally spared from others. Mine lie in my want of health, and in the thought that  that  I am rarely free from pain and suffering, she concluded. But Austin felt that it was not what she had been about to say.

What should we do if all the ills came to us, mamma? cried Florence, who had been still, and was listening.

My dear, if all the ills came to us, God would show us a way to bear them. You know that He has promised so much; and His promises cannot fail.

Clay, cried Mr. Hunter, returning to the room and resuming his seat, did any one in particular call and want me to-day?

No, sir. Several came, but Mr. Henry saw them.

Did Arkwright come? resumed Mr. Hunter.

I think not; I did not see him. That  lady  who was there yesterday, came again. She asked for you.

A pause. Then Mr. Hunter spoke up sharply. For my brother, you mean. She must have wanted him.

She certainly asked for you, sir. For Mr. Lewis Hunter.

Those little ears pricked themselves up, and their owner unceremoniously wheeled herself round on her stool, holding on by Austins knee, as she faced her father.

There was a lady came to John Baxendales rooms to-day, when I and Dobson were there, and she asked for Mr. Lewis Hunter. At least  it was the funniest thing, papa  she saw Uncle Henry talking to John Baxendale, and she came up and said he was Mr. Lewis, and asked where he lived. John Baxendale said it was Mr. Henry Hunter, and she said no, it was not Mr. Henry Hunter, it was Mr. Lewis. So then we found out that she had mistaken him for you, and that it was you she wanted. Who was she, papa?

She  she  her business was with Henry, spoke Mr. Hunter, in so confused, so startled a sort of tone, not as if answering the child, more as if defending himself to any who might be around, that Austin looked up involuntarily. His face had grown lowering and angry, and he moved his position, so that his wifes gaze should not fall upon it. Austins did, though.

At that moment there was heard a knock and ring at the house door, the presumable announcement of a visitor. Florence, much addicted to acting upon natural impulse, and thereby getting into constant hot water with her governess, who assured her nothing could be more unbefitting a young lady, quitted her stool and flew to the window. By dint of flattening her nose and crushing her curls against a corner of one of its panes, she contrived to obtain a partial view of the visitor.

Oh dear! I hoped it was Uncle Bevary. Mammas always better when he comes; he tells her she is not so ill as she fancies. Papa!

What? cried Mr. Hunter, quickly.

I do believe it is that same lady who came to John Baxendales. She is as tall as a house.



What possessed Mr. Hunter? He started up; he sprung half way across the room, hesitated there, and glided back again. Glided stealthily as it were; and stealthily touching Austin Clay, motioned him to follow him. His hands were trembling; and the dark frown, full of embarrassment, was still upon his features. Mrs. Hunter noticed nothing unusual; the apartment was shaded in twilight, and she sat with her head turned to the fire.

Go to that woman, Clay! came forth in a whisper from Mr. Hunters compressed lips, as he drew Austin outside the room. I cannot see her. You go.

What am I to say? questioned Austin, feeling surprised and bewildered.

Anything; anything. Only keep her from me.

He turned back into the room as he spoke, and closed the door softly, for Miss Gwinn was already in the hall. The servant had said his master was at home, and was conducting her to the room where his master and mistress sat, supposing it was some friend come to pay an hours visit. Austin thought he heard Mr. Hunter slip the bolt of the dining-room, as he walked forward to receive Miss Gwinn.

Austins words were quick and sharp, arresting the servants footsteps. Not there, Mark! Miss Gwinn, he courteously added, presenting himself before her, Mr. Hunter is unable to see you this evening.

Who gave you authority to interfere, Austin Clay? was the response, not spoken in a raving, angry tone, but in one of cold, concentrated determination. I demand an interview with Lewis Hunter. That he is at home, I know, for I saw him through the window, in the reflection of the firelight, as I stood on the steps; and here I will remain until I obtain speech of him, be it until to-morrow morning, be it until days to come. Do you note my words, meddling boy? I demand the interview; I do not crave it: he best knows by what right.

She sat deliberately down on one of the hall chairs. Austin, desperately at a loss what to do, and seeing no means of getting rid of her save by forcible expulsion, knocked gently at the room door again. Mr. Hunter drew it cautiously open to admit him; then slipped the bolt, entwined his arm within Austins, and drew him to the window. Mrs. Hunters attention was absorbed by Florence, who was chattering to her.

She has taken a seat in the hall, sir, he whispered. She says she will remain there until she sees you, though she should have to wait until the morning. I am sure she means it: stop there, she will. She says she demands the interview as a right.

No, said Mr. Hunter, she possesses no right. But  perhaps I had better see her, and get it over: otherwise she may make a disturbance. Tell Mark to show her into the drawing-room, Clay; and you stay here and talk to Mrs. Hunter.

What is the matter, that you are whispering? Does any one want you? interrupted Mrs. Hunter, whose attention was at length attracted.

I am telling Clay that people have no right to come to my private house on business matters, was the reply given by Mr. Hunter. However, as the person is here, I must see her, I suppose. Do not let us be interrupted, Louisa.

But what does she want?  it was a lady, Florence said. Who is she? reiterated Mrs. Hunter.

It is a matter of business of Henrys. She ought to have gone to him. Mr. Hunter looked at his wife and at Austin as he spoke. The latter was leaving the room to do his bidding, and Miss Gwinn suffered herself to be conducted quietly to the drawing-room.

A full hour did the interview last. The voices seemed occasionally to be raised in anger, so that the sound penetrated to their ears downstairs, from the room overhead. Mrs. Hunter grew impatient; the tea waited on the table, and she wanted it. At length they were heard to descend, and to cross the hall.

James is showing her out himself, said Mrs. Hunter. Will you tell him we are waiting tea, Mr. Clay?

Austin stepped into the hall, and started when he caught sight of the face of Mr. Hunter. He was turning back from closing the door on Miss Gwinn, and the bright rays of the hall-lamp fell full upon his countenance. It was of ghastly whiteness; its expression one living aspect of terror, of dread. He staggered, rather than walked, to a chair, and sank into it. Austin hastened to him.

Oh, sir, what is it? You are ill?

The strong man, the proud master, calm hitherto in his native self-respect, was for the moment overcome. He leaned his forehead upon Austins arm, hiding its pallor, and put up his finger for silence.



I have had a stab, Clay, he whispered. Bear with me, lad, for a minute. I have had a cruel stab.

Austin really did not know whether to take the words literally. A stab? he hesitatingly repeated.

Ay; here, touching his heart. I wish I was dead, Clay. I wish I had died years ago; or that she had. Why was she permitted to live?  to live to work me this awful wrong? he dreamily wailed. An awful wrong to me and mine!

What is it? spoke Austin, upon impulse. A wrong? Who has done it?

She has. The woman now gone out. She has done it all.

He rose, and appeared to be looking for his hat. Mrs. Hunter is waiting tea, sir, said the amazed Austin.

Tea! repeated Mr. Hunter, as if his brain were bewildered; I cannot go in again to-night; I cannot see them. Make some excuse for me, Clay  anything. Why did that woman work me this crying wrong?

He took his hat, opened the hall door, and shut it after him with a bang, leaving Austin in wondering consternation.

He returned to the dining-room, and said Mr. Hunter had been obliged to go out on business; he did not know what else to say. Florence was sent to bed after tea, but Austin sat a short while longer with Mrs. Hunter. Something led back to the previous conversation, when Mrs. Hunter had been alluding to her state of health, and to some sorrow that was her daily portion.



What is it? said Austin, in his impulsive manner.

The thought that I shall have to leave Florence without a mother.

Dear Mrs. Hunter, surely it is not so serious as that! You may get better.

Yes; I know I may. Dr. Bevary tells me that I shall. But, you see, the very fear of it is hard to bear. Sometimes I think God is reconciling me to it by slow degrees.

Later in the evening, as Austin was going home, he passed a piece of clear ground, to be let for building purposes, at the end of the square. There, in its darkest corner, far back from the road, paced a man as if in some mental agony, his hat carried in his hands, and his head bared to the winds. Austin peered through the night with his quick sight, and recognised Mr. Hunter.




CHAPTER VII. MR. SHUCK AT HOME.

Daffodils Delight was in a state of commotion. It has often been remarked that there exists more real sympathy between the working classes, one for another, than amongst those of a higher grade; and experience generally seems to bear it out. From one end of Daffodils Delight to the other, there ran just now a deep feeling of sorrow, of pity, of commiseration. Men made inquiries of each other as they passed in the street; women congregated at their doors to talk, concern on their faces, a question on their lips How is she? What does the doctor say?

Yes; the excitement had its rise in one cause alone  the increased illness of Mrs. Baxendale. The physician had pronounced his opinion (little need to speak it, though, for the fact was only too apparent to all who used their eyes), and the news had gone forth to Daffodils Delight  Mrs. Baxendale was past recovery; was, in fact, dying!

The concern, universal as it was, showed itself in various ways. Visits and neighbourly calls were so incessant, that the Shucks openly rebelled at the trampling up and down through their living-room, by which route the Baxendale apartments could alone be gained. The neighbours came to help; to nurse; to shake up the bed and pillows; to prepare condiments over the fire; to condole; and, above all, to gossip: with tears in their eyes and lamentation in their tones, and ominous shakes of the head, and uplifted hands; but still, to gossip: that lies in human female nature. They brought offerings of savoury delicacies; or things that, in their ideas, stood for delicacies  dainties likely to tempt the sick. Mrs. Cheek made a pint jug of what she called buttered beer, a miscellaneous compound of scalding-hot porter, gin, eggs, sugar, and spice. Mrs. Baxendale sipped a little; but it did not agree with her fevered palate, and she declined it for the future, with thanks, all the same, and Mrs. Cheek and a crony or two disposed of it themselves with great satisfaction. All this served to prove two things  that good feeling ran high in Daffodils Delight, and that means did not run low.

Of all the visitors, the most effectual assistant was Mrs. Quale. She gossiped, it is true, or it had not been Mrs. Quale; but she gave efficient help; and the invalid was always glad to see her come in, which could not be said with regard to all. Daffodils Delight was not wrong in the judgment it passed upon Mary Baxendale  that she was a poor creature. True; poor as to being clever in a domestic point of view, and in attending upon the sick. In mind, in cultivation, in refinement, in gentleness, Mary Baxendale beat Daffodils Delight hollow; she was also a beautiful seamstress; but in energy and capability Mary was sadly wanting. She was timid always  painfully timid in the sick-room; anxious to do for her mother all that was requisite, but never knowing how to set about it. Mrs. Quale remedied this; she did the really efficient part; Mary gave love and gentleness; and, between the two, Mrs. Baxendale was thankful and happy.

John Baxendale, not a demonstrative man, was full of concern and grief. His had been a very happy home, free from domestic storms and clouds; and, to lose his wife, was anything but a cheering prospect. His wages were good, and they had wanted for nothing, not even for peace. To such, when trouble comes, it seems hard to bear  it almost seems as if it came as a wrong.

Just hold your tongue, John Baxendale, cried Mrs. Quale one day, upon hearing him express something to this effect. Because you have never had no crosses, is it any reason that you never shall? No. Crosses come to us all sometime in our lives, in one shape or other.

But its a hard thing for it to come in this shape, retorted Baxendale, pointing to the bed. Im not repining or rebelling against what it pleases God to do; but I cant see the reason of it. Look at some of the other wives in Daffodils Delight; shrieking, raving trollops, turning their homes into a bear-garden with their tempers, and driving their husbands almost mad. If some of them were taken theyd never be missed: just the contrary.

John, interposed Mrs. Baxendale, in her quiet voice, when I am gone up there  pointing with her finger to the blue October sky it may make you think more of the time when you must come; may help you to be preparing for it, better than you have done.

Mary lifted her wan face, glowing now with the excitement of the thought. Father, that may be the end  the reason. I think that troubles are sent to us in mercy, not in anger.

Think! ejaculated Mrs. Quale, tossing back her head with a manner less reverent than her words. Before you shall have come to my age, girl, its to be hoped youll know they are. Isnt it time for the medicine? she continued, seeing no other opening for a reprimand just then.

It was time for the medicine, and Mrs. Quale poured it out, raised the invalid from her pillow, and administered it. John Baxendale looked on. Like his daughter Mary, he was in these matters an incapable man.

How long is it since Dr. Bevary was here? he asked.

Lets see? responded Mrs. Quale, who liked to have most of the talking to herself, wherever she might be. This is Friday. Tuesday, wasnt it, Mary? Yes, he was here on Tuesday.

But why does he not come oftener? cried John, in a tone of resentment. Thats what I was wanting to ask about. When one is as ill as she is  in danger of dying  is it right that a doctor should never come a near for three or four days?

Oh, John! a great physician like Dr. Bevary! remonstrated his wife. It is so very good of him to come at all. And for nothing, too! He as good as said to Mary he didnt mean to charge.

I can pay him; Im capable of paying him, I hope, spoke John Baxendale. Who said I wanted my wife to be attended out of charity?

Its not just that, father, I think, said Mary. He comes more in a friendly way.

Friendly or not, it isnt come to the pass yet, that I cant pay a doctor, said John Baxendale. Who has let it go abroad that I couldnt?

Taking up his hat, he went out on the spur of the moment, and bent his steps to Dr. Bevarys. There he was civil and humble enough, for John Baxendale was courteous by nature. The doctor was at home, and saw him at once.



Listen, my good man, said Dr. Bevary, when he had caught somewhat of his errand. If, by going round often, I could do any good to your wife, I should go. Twice a day; three times a day  by night, too, if necessary. But I cannot do her good: had she a doctor over her bed constantly, he could render no service. I step round now and then, because I see that it is a satisfaction to her, and to those about her; not for any use I can be. I told you a week ago the end was not very far off, and that she would meet it calmly. She will be in no further pain  no worse than she is now.

I am able to pay you, sir.

That is not the question. If you paid me a guinea every time I came round, I should visit her no more frequently than I do.

And, if you please, sir, Id rather pay you, continued the man. Im sure I dont grudge it; and it goes against the grain to have it said that John Baxendales wife is attended out of charity. We English workmen, sir, are independent, and proud of being so.

Very good, said Dr. Bevary. I should be sorry to see the day come when English workmen lost their independence. As to charity, we will talk a bit about that. Look here, Baxendale, the doctor added, laying his hand upon his shoulder, in his kind and familiar way, you and I can speak reasonably together, as man to man. We both have to work for our living  you with the hands, I chiefly with the head  so, in that, we are equal. I go twice a week to see your wife; I have told you why it is useless to go oftener. When patients come to me, they pay me a guinea, and I see them twice for it, which is equivalent to half a guinea a visit; but, when I go to patients at their own houses, my fee is a guinea each time. Now, would it seem to you a neighbourly act that I should take two guineas weekly from your wages?  quite as much, or more, than you gain. What does my going round cost me? A few minutes time; a gossip with Mrs. Quale, touching the doings of Daffodils Delight, and a groan at those thriftless Shucks, in their pigsty of a room. That is the plain statement of facts; and I should like to know what there is in it that need put your English spirit up. Charity! We might call it by that name, John Baxendale, if I were the guinea each time out of pocket, through medicines or other things furnished to you.

John Baxendale smiled; but he looked only three parts convinced.

Tush, man! said the doctor; I may be asking you to do me some friendly service, one of these days, and then, you know, we should be quits. Eh, John?

John Baxendale half put out his hand, and the doctor shook it.

I think I understand now, sir; and I thank you heartily for what you have said. I only wish you could do some good to the wife.

I wish I could, Baxendale, he replied, throwing a kindly glance after the man as he was moving away. I shant bring an action against you in the county court for these unpaid fees, Baxendale, for it wouldnt stand, called out the doctor. I never was called in to see your wife  I went of my own accord, and have so continued to go, and shall so continue. Good day.

As John Baxendale was descending the steps of the house door, he encountered Mrs. Hunter. She stopped him to inquire after his wife.

Getting weaker daily, maam, thank you. The doctor has just told me again that theres no hope.

I am truly sorry to hear it, said Mrs. Hunter. I will call in and see her. I did intend to call before, but something or other has caused me to put it off.

John Baxendale touched his hat, and departed. Mrs. Hunter went in to her brother.

Oh, is it you, Louisa? he exclaimed. A visit from you is somewhat a rarity. Are you feeling worse?

Rather better, I think, than usual. I have just met John Baxendale, continued Mrs. Hunter, sitting down, and untying her bonnet strings. He says there is no hope for his wife. Poor woman! I wish it had been different. Many a worse woman could have been better spared.

Ah, said the doctor, if folks were taken according to our notions of whom might be best spared, what a world this would be! Wheres Miss Florence?

I did not bring her out with me, Robert. I came round to say a word to you about James, resumed Mrs. Hunter, her voice insensibly lowering itself to a tone of confidence. Something is the matter with him, and I cannot imagine what.

Been eating too many cucumbers again, no doubt, cried the doctor. He will go in at that cross-grained vegetable, let it be in season, or out.



Eating! returned Mrs. Hunter, I wish he did eat. For at least a fortnight  more, I think  he has not eaten enough to support a bird. That he is ill is evident to all  must be evident; but when I ask him what is the matter, he persists in it that he is quite well; that I am fanciful: seems annoyed, in short, that I should allude to it. Has he been here to consult you?

No, replied Dr. Bevary; this is the first I have heard of it. How does he seem? What are his symptoms?

It appears to me, said Mrs. Hunter, almost in a whisper, that the malady is more on the mind. There is no palpable disorder. He is restless, nervous, agitated; so restless at night, that he has now taken to sleep in a room apart from mine  not to disturb me, he says. I fear  I fear he may have been attacked with some dangerous inward malady, that he is concealing. His father, you know, died of  

Pooh! Nonsense! You are indeed becoming fanciful, Louisa, interrupted the doctor. Old Mr. Hunter died of an unusual disorder, I admit; but, if the symptoms of such appeared in either James or Henry, they would come galloping to me in hot haste, asking if my skill could suggest a preventive. It is no inward malady, depend upon it. He has been smoking too much: or going in at the cucumbers.

Robert, it is something far more serious than that, quietly rejoined Mrs. Hunter.

When did you first notice him to be ill?

It is, I say, about a fortnight since. One evening there came a stranger to our house, a lady, and she would see him. He did not want to see her: he sent young Clay to her, who happened to be with us; but she insisted upon seeing James. They were closeted together a long while before she left; and then James went out  on business, Mr. Clay said.

Well? cried Dr. Bevary. What has the lady to do with it?

I am not sure that she has anything to do with it. Florence told an incomprehensible story about the ladys having gone into Baxendales that afternoon, after seeing her uncle Henry in the street and mistaking him for James. A Miss  what was the name?  Gwinn, I think.

Dr. Bevary, who happened to have a small glass phial in his hand, let it fall to the ground: whether by inadvertence, or that the words startled him, he best knew. Well? was all he repeated, after he had gathered the pieces in his hand.

I waited up till twelve oclock, and James never came in. I heard him let himself in afterwards with his latch-key, and came up into the dressing-room. I called out to know where he had been, it is so unusual for him to stay out, and he said he was much occupied, and that I was to go to sleep, for he had some writing to do. But, Robert, instead of writing, he was pacing the house all night, out of one room into another; and in the morning  oh, I wish you could have seen him!  he looked wild, wan, haggard, as one does who has got up out of a long illness; and I am positive he had been weeping. From that time I have noticed the change I tell you of. He seems like one going into his grave. But, whether the illness is upon the body or the mind, I know not.

Dr. Bevary appeared intent upon putting together the pieces of his phial, making them fit into each other.

It will all come right, Louisa; dont fret yourself: something must have gone cross in his business. Ill call in at the office and see him.

Do not say that I have spoken to you. He seems to have quite a nervous dread of its being observed that anything is wrong with him; has spoken sharply, not in anger, but in anguish, when I have pressed the question.

As if the lady could have anything to do with it! exclaimed Dr. Bevary, in a tone of satire.

I do not suppose she had. I only mentioned the circumstances because it is since that evening he has changed. You can see what you think of him, and tell me afterwards.

The answer was only a nod; and Mrs. Hunter went out. Dr. Bevary remained in a brown study. His servant came in with an account that patient after patient was waiting for him, but the doctor replied by a repelling gesture, and the man did not again dare to intrude. Perplexity and pain sat upon his brow; and, when at last he did rouse himself, he raised aloft his hands, and gave utterance to words that sounded very like a prayer:

I pray heaven it may not be so! It would kill Louisa.



The pale, delicate face of Mrs. Hunter was at that moment bending over the invalid in her bed. In her soft grey silk dress and light shawl, her simple straw bonnet with its white ribbons, she looked just the right sort of visitor for a sick-chamber; and her voice was sweet, and her manner gentle.

No, maam, dont speak of hope to me, murmured Mrs. Baxendale. I know that there is none left, and I am quite reconciled to die. I have been an ailing woman for years, dear lady; and it is wonderful how those that are so get to look upon death, if they can but presume to hope their soul is safe, with satisfaction, rather than with dread. Though I dare not say as much yet to my poor husband.

I have long been ailing, too, softly replied Mrs. Hunter. I am rarely free from pain, and I know that I shall never be healthy and strong again. But still  I do fear it would give me pain to die, were the fiat to come forth.

Never fear, dear lady, cried the invalid, her eyes brightening. Before the fiat does come, be assured that God will have reconciled you to it. Ah, maam, what matters it, after all? It is a journey we must take; and, when once we are prepared, it seems but the setting off a little sooner or a little later. I got Mary to read me the burial service on Sunday: I was always fond of it; but I am past reading now. In one part thanks are given to God for that he has been pleased to deliver the dead out of the miseries of this sinful world. Maam, if He did not remove us to a better and a happier home, would the living be directed to give thanks for our departure from this?

A spirit ripe for heaven, thought Mrs. Hunter, when she took her leave.

It was Mrs. Quale who piloted her through the room of the Shucks. Of all scenes of disorder and discomfort, about the worst reigned there. Sam had been  you must excuse the inelegance of the phrase, but it was much in vogue in Daffodils Delight on the loose again for a couple of days. He sat sprawling across the hearth, a pipe in his mouth, and a pot of porter at his feet. The wife was crying with her hair down; the children were quarrelling in tatters; the dirt in the place, as Mrs. Quale expressed it, stood on end; and Mrs. Hunter wondered how people could bear to live so.

Now, Sam Shuck, dont you see who is a standing in your presence? sharply cried Mrs. Quale.

Sam, his back to the staircase door, really had not seen. He threw his pipe into the grate, started up, and pulled his hair to Mrs. Hunter in a very humble fashion. In his hurry he turned over a small child, and the contents of the pewter pot upon it. The child roared; the wife took it up and shook its clothes in Sams face, restraining her tongue till the lady should be gone; and Mrs. Hunter stepped into the garden out of the mêlée  glad to get there: Sam following her in a spirit of politeness.

How is it you are not at work to-day, Shuck? she asked.

I am going to-morrow  I shall go for certain, maam.



You know, Shuck, I never do interfere with Mr. Hunters men, said Mrs. Hunter. I consider that intelligent workmen, as you are, ought to be above any advice that I could offer. But I cannot help saying how sad it is that you should waste your time. Were you not discharged a little while ago, and taken on again under a specific promise, made by you to Mr. Henry Hunter, that you would be diligent in future?

I am diligent, grumbled Sam. But why, maam  a chap must take holiday now and then. Taint in human nature to be always having the shoulder at the wheel.

Well, pray be cautious, said Mrs. Hunter. If you offend again, and get discharged, I know they will not be so ready to take you back. Remember your little children, and be steady for their sakes.

Sam went indoors to his pipe, to his wifes tongue, and to despatch a child to get the pewter pot replenished.




CHAPTER VIII. FIVE THOUSAND POUNDS!

Mrs. Hunter, turning out of Mr. Shucks gate, stepped inside Mrs. Quales, who was astonishing her with the shortcomings of the Shucks, and prophesying that their destiny would be the workhouse, when Austin Clay came forth. He had been home to dinner, and was now going back to the yard. Mrs. Hunter said good morning to her talkative friend, and walked away by Austins side  Mrs. Baxendale, Sam Shuck, and Daffodils Delight generally, forming themes of converse. Austin raised his hat to her when they came to the gates of the yard.

No, I am not about to part; I am going in with you, said Mrs. Hunter. I want to speak just a word to my husband, if he is at liberty. Will you find him for me?

He has been in his private room all the morning, and is probably there still, said Austin. Do you know where Mr. Hunter is? he inquired of a man whom they met.

In his room, sir, was the reply, as the man touched his cap to Mrs. Hunter.

Austin led the way down the passage, and knocked at the door, Mrs. Hunter following him. There was no answer; and believing, in consequence, that it was empty, he opened it.

Two gentlemen stood within it, near a table, paper and pens and ink before them, and what looked like a cheque-book. They must have been deeply absorbed not to have heard the knock. One was Mr. Hunter: the other  Austin recognised him  Gwinn, the lawyer of Ketterford. I will not sign it! Mr. Hunter was exclaiming, with passionate vehemence. Five thousand pounds! it would cripple me for life.

Then you know the alternative. I go this moment and  

Mrs. Hunter wishes to speak to you, sir, interposed Austin, drowning the words and speaking loudly. The gentlemen turned sharply round: and when Mr. Hunter caught sight of his wife, the red passion of his face turned to a livid pallor. Lawyer Gwinn nodded familiarly to Austin.

How are you, Clay? Getting on, I hope. Who is this person, may I ask?

This lady is Mrs. Hunter, haughtily replied Austin, after a pause, surprised that Mr. Hunter did not take up the words  the offensive manner in which they were spoken  the insulting look that accompanied them. But Mr. Hunter did not appear in a state to take anything up just then.

Gwinn bent his body to the ground.

I beg the ladys pardon. I had no idea she was Mrs. Hunter.

But so ultra-courteous were the tones, so low the bow, that Austin Clays cheeks burnt at the covert irony.

James, you are ill, said Mrs. Hunter, advancing in her quiet, composed manner, but taking no notice whatever of the stranger. Can I get anything for you? Shall we send for Dr. Bevary?

No, dont do that; it is going off. You will oblige me by leaving us, he whispered to her. I am very busy.

You seem too ill for business, she rejoined. Can you not put it off for an hour? Rest might be of service to you.

No, madam, the business cannot be put off, spoke up Lawyer Gwinn.



And down he sat in a chair, with a determined air of conscious power  just as his sister had sat herself down, a fortnight before, in Mr. Hunters hall.

Mrs. Hunter quitted the room at once, leaving her husband and the stranger in it. Austin followed her. Her face wore a puzzled, vexed look, as she turned it upon Austin. Who is that person? she asked. His manner to me appeared to be strangely insolent.

An instinct, for which Austin perhaps could not have accounted had he tried, caused him to suppress the fact that it was the brother of the Miss Gwinn who had raised a commotion at Mr. Hunters house. He answered that he had not seen the person at the office previously, his tone being as careless a one as he could assume. And Mrs. Hunter, who was of the least suspicious nature possible, let it pass. Her mind, too, was filled with the thought of her husbands suffering state.

Does Mr. Hunter appear to you to be ill? she asked of Austin, somewhat abruptly.

He looked so, I think.

Not now; I am not alluding to the present moment, she rejoined. Have you noticed before that he does not seem well?

Yes, replied Austin; this week or two past.

There was a brief pause.

Mr. Clay, she resumed, in a quiet, kind voice, my health, as you are aware, is not good, and any sort of uneasiness tries me much. I am going to ask you a confidential question. I would not put it to many, and the asking it of you proves that my esteem for you is great. That Mr. Hunter is ill, there is no doubt; but whether mentally or bodily I am unable to discover. To me he observes a most unusual reticence, his object probably being to spare me pain; but I can battle better with a known evil than with an unknown one. Tell me, if you can, whether any vexation has arisen in business matters?

Not that I am aware of, promptly replied Austin. I feel sure that nothing is amiss in that quarter.

Then it is as I suspected, and he must be suffering from some illness that he is concealing.

She wished Austin good morning. He saw her out of the gate, and then proceeded to the room he usually occupied when engaged indoors. Presently he heard Mr. Hunter and his visitor come forth, and saw the latter pass the window. Mr. Hunter came into the room.

Is Mrs. Hunter gone?

Yes, sir.

Do you know what she wanted?

I do not think it was anything particular. She said she should like to say a word to you, if you were disengaged.

Mr. Hunter did not speak immediately. Austin was making out certain estimates, and his master looked over his shoulder. Not to look; his mind was evidently all pre-occupied.

Did Mrs. Hunter inquire who it was that was with me? he presently said.

She inquired, sir. I did not say. I told her I had not seen the person here before.



You knew? in a quick, sharp accent.

Oh, yes.

Then why did you not tell her? What was your motive for concealing it?

The inquiry was uttered in a tone that could not be construed as proceeding from any emotion but that of fear. A flush came into Austins ingenuous face.

I beg your pardon, sir. I never wish to be otherwise than open. But, as you had previously desired me not to speak of the lady who came to your house that night, I did not know but the same wish might apply to the visit of to-day.

True, true, murmured Mr. Hunter; I do not wish this visit of the mans spoken of. Never mention his name, especially to Mrs. Hunter. I suppose he did not impose upon me, added he, with a poor attempt at a forced smile: it was Gwinn, of Ketterford, was it not?

Certainly, said Austin, feeling surprised. Did you not know him previously, sir?

Never. And I wish I had not known him now.

If  if  will you forgive my saying, sir, that, should you have any transaction with him, touching money matters, it is necessary to be wary. Many a one has had cause to rue the getting into the clutches of Lawyer Gwinn.

A deep, heavy sigh, burst from Mr. Hunter. He had turned from Austin. The latter spoke again in his ardent sympathy.

Sir, is there any way in which I can serve you?  any way? You have only to command me.



No, no, Clay. I fell into that mans clutches  as you have aptly termed it  years ago, and the penalty must be paid. There is no help for it.

Not knowing him, sir?

Not knowing him. And not knowing that I owed it, as I certainly did not know, until a week or two back. I no more suspected that  that I was indebted there, than I was indebted to you.

Mr. Hunter had grown strangely confused and agitated, and the dew was rising on his livid face. He made a hollow attempt to laugh it off, and seemed to shun the gaze of his clerk.

This comes of the freaks of young men, he observed, facing Austin after a pause, and speaking volubly. Austin Clay, I will give you a piece of advice. Never put your hand to a bill. You may think it an innocent bit of paper, which can cost you at most but the sum that is marked upon it: but it may come back to you in after years, and you must purchase it with thousands. Have nothing to do with bills, in any way; they will be a thorn in your side.

So, it is a money affair! thought Austin. I might have known it was nothing else, where Gwinn was concerned. Heres Dr. Bevary coming in, sir, he added aloud.

The physician was inside the room ere the words had left Austins lips. Mr. Hunter had seized upon a stray plan, and seemed bent upon its examination.

Rather a keen-looking customer, that, whom I met at your gate, began the doctor. Who was it?



Keen-looking customer? repeated Mr. Hunter.

A fellow dressed in black, with a squint and a white neckerchief; an ill-favoured fellow, whoever he is.

How should I know about him? replied Mr. Hunter, carelessly. Somebody after the men, I suppose.

But Austin Clay felt that Mr. Hunter did know; that the description could only apply to Gwinn of Ketterford. Dr. Bevary entwined his arm within his brother-in-laws, and led him from the room.

James, do you want doctoring? he inquired, as they entered the one just vacated by Lawyer Gwinn.

No, I dont. What do you mean?

If you dont, you belie your looks; thats all. Can you honestly affirm to me that you are in robust health?

I am in good health. There is nothing the matter with me.

Then theres something else in the wind. Whats the trouble?

A flush rose to the face of Mr. Hunter.

I am in no trouble that you can relieve; I am quite well. I repeat that I do not understand your meaning.

The doctor gazed at him keenly, and his tone changed to one of solemn earnestness.

James, I suspect that you are in trouble. Now, I do not wish to pry into it unnecessarily; but I would remind you of the sound wisdom that lies in the good old proverb: In the multitude of counsellors there is safety.

And if there is? returned Mr. Hunter.

If you will confide the trouble to me, I will do what I can to help you out of it  whatever it may be  to advise with you as to what is best to be done. I am your wifes brother; could you have a truer friend?

You are very kind, Bevary. I am in no danger. When I am, I will let you know.

The tone  one of playful mockery  grated on the ear of Dr. Bevary.

Is it assumed to hide what he dare not betray? thought he.

Mr. Hunter cut the matter short by crossing the yard to the time-keepers office; and Dr. Bevary went out talking to himself: A wilful man must have his own way.

Austin Clay sat up late that night, reading one of the quarterly reviews; he let the time slip by till the clock struck twelve. Mr. and Mrs. Quale had been in bed some time; when nothing was wanted for Mr. Clay, Mrs. Quale was rigid in retiring at ten. Early to bed, and early to rise, was a maxim she was fond of, both in precept and practice. The striking of the church clock aroused him; he closed the book, left it on the table, pulled aside the crimson curtain, and opened the window to look out at the night before going into his chamber.

A still, balmy night. The stars shone in the heavens, and Daffodils Delight, for aught that could be heard or seen just then, seemed almost as peaceful as they. Austin leaned from the window; his thoughts ran not upon the stars or upon the peaceful scene around, but upon the curious trouble which seemed to be overshadowing Mr. Hunter. Five thousand pounds! His ears had caught distinctly the ominous sum. Could he have fallen into Lawyer Gwinns clutches to that extent?

There was much in it that Austin could not fathom. Mr. Hunter had hinted at bills; Miss Gwinn had spoken of the breaking up of her happy home; two calamities apparently distinct and apart. And how was it that they were in ignorance of his name, his existence, his  

A startling interruption came to Austins thoughts. Mrs. Shucks door was pulled hastily open, and some one panting with excitement, uttering faint, sobbing cries, came running down their garden into Peter Quales. It was Mary Baxendale. She knocked sharply at the door with nervous quickness.

What is it, Mary? asked Austin.

She had not seen him; but, of course, the words caused her to look up. Oh! sir, the tears streaming from her eyes as she spoke, would you please call Mrs. Quale, and ask her to step in? Mothers on the wing.

Ill call her. Mary!  for she was speeding back again can I get any other help for you? If I can be of use, step back and tell me.

Sam Shuck came out of his house as Austin spoke, and went flying up Daffodils Delight. He had gone for Dr. Bevary. The doctor had desired to be called, should there be any sudden change. Of course, he did not mean the change of death. He could be of no use in that; but how could they discriminate?

Mrs. Quale was dressed and in the sick chamber with all speed. Dr. Bevary was not long before he followed her. Neighbours on either side put their heads out.

Ten minutes at the most, and Dr. Bevary was out again. Austin was then leaning over Peter Quales gate. He had been in no urgent mood for bed before, and this little excitement, though it did not immediately concern him, afforded an excuse for not going to it.

How is she, sir?

Is it you? responded Dr. Bevary. She is gone. I thought it would be sudden at the last.

Poor thing! ejaculated Austin.

Poor thing? Ay, thats what we are all apt to say when our friends die. But there is little cause when the change has been prepared for, the spirit made ripe for heaven. Shes gone to a world where theres neither sickness nor pain.

Austin made no reply. The doctor spoke again after a pause.

Clay  to go from a solemn subject to one that  that may, however, prove not less solemn in the end  you heard me mention a stranger I met at the gates of the yard to-day, and Mr. Hunter would not take my question. Was it Gwinn of Ketterford?

The doctor had spoken in a changed, low tone, laying his hand, in his earnestness, on Austins shoulder. Austin paused. He did not know whether he ought to answer.

You need not hesitate, said the doctor, divining his scruples. I can understand that Mr. Hunter may have forbidden you to mention it, and that you would be faithful to him. Dont speak; your very hesitation has proved it to me. Good night, my young friend; we would both serve him if we only knew how.

Austin watched him away, and then went indoors, for Daffodils Delight began to be astir, and to collect itself around him, Sam Shuck having assisted in spreading the news touching Mrs. Baxendale. Daffodils Delight thought nothing of leaving its bed, and issuing forth in shawls and pantaloons upon any rising emergency, regarding such interludes of disturbed rest as socially agreeable.




CHAPTER IX. THE SEPARATION OF HUNTER AND HUNTER.

Austin Clay sat at his desk at Hunter and Hunters, sorting the morning letters, which little matter of employment formed part of his duties. It was the morning subsequent to the commotion in Daffodils Delight. His thoughts were running more on that than on the letters, when the postmark Ketterford on two of them caught his eye.

The one was addressed to himself, the other to Mr. Lewis Hunter, and the handwriting of both was the same. Disposing of the rest of the letters as usual, placing those for the Messrs. Hunter in their room, against they should arrive, and dealing out any others there might be for the hands employed in the firm, according to their address, he proceeded to open his own.

To the very end of it Austin read; and then, and not till then, he began to suspect that it could not be meant for him. No name whatever was mentioned in the letter; it began abruptly, and it ended abruptly; not so much as Sir, or Dear Sir, was it complimented with, and it was simply signed A. G. He read it a second time, and then its awful meaning flashed upon him, and a red flush rose to his brow and settled there, as if burnt into it with a branding iron. He had become possessed of a dangerous secret.

There was no doubt that the letter was written by Miss Gwinn to Mr. Hunter. By some extraordinary mischance, she had misdirected it. Possibly the letter now lying on Mr. Hunters desk, might be for Austin. Though, what could she be writing about to him?

He sat down. He was quite overcome with the revelation; it was, indeed, of a terrible nature, and he would have given much not to have become cognizant of it. Bills! Money! So that had been Mr. Hunters excuse for the mystery! No wonder he sought to turn suspicion into any channel but the real one.

Austin was poring over the letter like one in a nightmare, when Mr. Hunter interrupted him. He crushed it into his pocket with all the aspect of a guilty man; any one might have taken him in his confusion so to be. Not for himself was he confused, but he feared lest Mr. Hunter should discover the letter. Although certainly written for him, Austin did not dare hand it to him, for it would never do to let Mr. Hunter know that he possessed the secret. Mr. Hunter had come in, holding out the other letter from Ketterford.

This letter is for you, Mr. Clay. It has been addressed to me by mistake, I conclude.

Austin took it, and glanced his eyes over it. It contained a few abrupt lines, and a smaller note, sealed, was inside it.

My brother is in London, Austin Clay. I have reason to think he will be calling upon the Messrs. Hunter. Will you watch for him, and give him the inclosed note? Had he told me where he should put up in town, I should have had no occasion to trouble you.

A. Gwinn.

Austin did not lift his eyes to Mr. Hunters in his usual candid open manner. He could not bear to look him in the face; he feared lest his master might read in his the dreadful truth.

What am I to do, sir? he asked. Watch for Gwinn, and give him the note?

Do this with them, said Mr. Hunter.

Striking a wax match, he held both Austins note and the sealed one over the flame until they were consumed.

You could not fulfil the request if you wished, for the man went back to Ketterford last night.

He said no more. He went away again, and Austin lighted another match, and burnt the crushed letter in his pocket, thankful, so far, that it had escaped Mr. Hunter.



Trouble came. Ere many days had elapsed, there was dissension in the house of Hunter and Hunter. Thoroughly united and cordial the brothers had always been; but now a cause of dispute arose, and it seemed that it could not be arranged. Mr. Hunter had drawn out five thousand pounds from the bank, and refused to state for what, except that it was for a private purpose. The business had been a gradually increasing one, and nearly all the money possessed by both was invested in it; so much as was not actually out, lay in the bank in their joint names, Hunter and Hunter. Each possessed a small private account, but nothing like sufficient to meet a cheque for five thousand pounds. Words ran high between them, and the sound penetrated to ears outside their private room.

His face pale, his lips compressed, his tone kept mostly subdued, James Hunter sat at his desk, his eyes falling on a ledger he was not occupied with, and his hand partially shading his face. Mr. Henry, more excited, giving way more freely to his anger, paced the carpet, occasionally stopping before the desk and before his brother.

It is the most unaccountable thing in the world, he reiterated, that you should refuse to say what it has been applied to. Draw out, surreptitiously, a formidable sum like that, and not account for it! It is monstrous.

Henry, I have told you all I can tell you, replied Mr. Hunter, concealing his countenance more than ever. An old debt was brought up against me, and I was forced to satisfy it.



Mr. Henry Hunter curled his lip.

A debt to that amount! Were you mad?

I did not  know  I  had  contracted it, stammered Mr. Hunter, very nearly losing his self possession. At least, I thought it had been paid. Youths errors do come home to us sometimes in later life.

Not to the tune of five thousand pounds, retorted Mr. Henry Hunter. It will cripple the business; you know it will. It is next door to ruin.

Nonsense, Henry! The loss of five thousand pounds will neither cripple the business nor bring ruin. It will be my own loss: not yours.

How on earth could you think of giving it away? Five thousand pounds!

I could not help myself. Had I refused to pay it  

Well? for Mr. Hunter had stopped in embarrassment.

I should have been compelled to do so. There. Talking of it will not mend it.

Mr. Henry Hunter took a few turns, and then wheeled round sharply. Perhaps there are other claims for youths follies to come behind it?

The words seemed to arouse Mr. Hunter. Not to anger; but to what looked very like fear  almost to an admission that it might be so.

Were any such further claim to come, I would not satisfy it, he cried, wiping his face. No, I would not; I would go into exile first.

We must part, said Mr. Henry Hunter the expression of his brothers face quite startling him. There is no alternative. I cannot risk the beggaring of my wife and children.

If it must be so, it must, was all the reply given.

Tell me the truth, James, urged Mr. Henry in a more conciliatory tone. I dont want to part. Tell me all, and let me be the judge. Surely, man! it cant be anything so very dreadful. You didnt set fire to your neighbours house, I suppose?

I never thought the claim could come upon me. That is all I can tell you.

Then we part, decisively returned Mr. Henry Hunter.

Yes, it may be better. If I am to go to ruin, it is of no use to drag you down into it.

If you are to go to ruin! echoed Mr. Henry, regarding his brother attentively. James! is that an admission that other mysterious claims may really follow this one?

No, I think they will not. But we had better part. Only  let the cause of our separation be kept from the world.

I should be clever to betray the cause, seeing that you leave me in ignorance of what it may be, answered Mr. Henry Hunter, who was feeling vexed, puzzled, and very angry.

I mean  let no shadow of the truth get abroad. The business is large enough for two firms, and we have agreed to carry it on apart. Let that be the plea.

You take it coolly, James.



A strange expression  a wrung expression  passed over the face of James Hunter. I cannot help myself, Henry. The five thousand pounds are gone, and of course it is right that I should bear the loss alone  or any other loss it may bring in its train.

But why not impart to me the facts?

No. It could not possibly do good; and it might make matters infinitely worse. One advantage our separation will have; there is a great deal of money owing to us from different quarters, and this will call it in.

Or I dont see how you would carry anything on for your part, minus your five thousand pounds, retorted Mr. Henry, in a spirit of satire.

Will you grant me a favour, Henry?

That depends upon what it may be.

Let the real grounds of our separation  this miserable affair that has led to it  be equally a secret from your wife, as from the world. I should not ask it without an urgent reason.

Dont you mean to tell Louisa?

No. The matter is one entirely my own; I do not wish to talk of it even to my wife. Will you give me the promise?

Very well. If it be of the consequence you seem to intimate. I cannot fathom you, James.

Let us apply ourselves now to the ways and means of the dissolution. That, at any rate, may be amicable.

It was quite evident that he fully declined further allusion to the subject. And Mr. Henry Hunter obtained no better elucidation, then or later.



It fell upon the world like a thunderbolt  that is, the world connected with Hunter and Hunter. They separate? so flourishing a firm as that? The world at first refused to believe it; but the world soon found it was true.

Mr. Hunter retained the yard where the business was at present carried on. Mr. Henry Hunter found other premises to suit him; not far off; a little more to the west. Considerably surprised were Mrs. Hunter and Mrs. Henry Hunter; but the same plausible excuse was given to them; and they were left in ignorance of the true cause.

Will you remain with me? pointedly asked Mr. Hunter of Austin Clay. I particularly wish it.

As you and Mr. Henry may decide, sir, was the reply given. It is not for me to choose.

We could both do with you, I believe. I had better talk it over with him.

That will be the best plan, sir.

What do you part for? abruptly inquired Dr. Bevary one day of the two brothers, coming into the counting-house and catching them together.

Mr. Henry raised his eyebrows. Mr. Hunter spoke volubly.

The business is getting too large. It will be better divided.

Moonshine! cried the doctor, quietly. Thats what you have been cramming your wives with; it wont do for me. When a concern gets unwieldy, a man takes a partner to help him on with it; you are separating. Theres many a firm larger than yours. Do you remember the proverb of the bundle of sticks?

But neither Dr. Bevary nor anybody else got at a better reason than that for the measure. The dissolution of partnership took place; it was duly gazetted, and the old firm became two. Austin remained with Mr. Hunter, and he was the only living being who gave a guess, or who could give a guess, at the real cause of separation  the drawing out of that five thousand pounds.

And yet  it was not the drawing out of that first five thousand pounds, that finally decided Mr. Henry Hunter to enforce the step, so much as the thought that other thousands might perhaps be following it. He could not divest his mind of the fear.




PART THE SECOND.




CHAPTER I. A MEETING OF THE WORKMEN.

For several years after the separation of Hunter and Hunter, things went on smoothly; at least there was no event sufficiently marked that we need linger to trace it. Each had a flourishing business, though Mr. Hunter had some difficulty in staving off embarrassment in the financial department: a fact which was well known to Austin Clay, who was now confidential manager  head of all, under Mr. Hunter.

He, Austin Clay, was getting towards thirty years of age. He enjoyed a handsome salary, and was putting by money yearly. He still remained at Peter Quales, though his position would have warranted a style of living far superior. Not that it could have brought him more respect: of that he enjoyed a full share, both from master and men. Clever, energetic, firm, and friendly, he was thoroughly fitted for his post  was liked and esteemed. But for him, Mr. Hunters business might not have been what it was, and Mr. Hunter knew it. He was a broken-spirited man, little capable now of devoting energy to anything. The years, in their progress, had terribly altered James Hunter.



A hot evening in Daffodils Delight; and Daffodils Delight was making it a busy one. Uninterrupted prosperity is sometimes nearly allied to danger; or, rather, danger may grow out of it. Prosperity begets independence, and independence often begets assumption  very often, a selfish, wrong view of surrounding things. If any workmen had enjoyed of late years (it may be said) unlimited prosperity, they were those connected with the building trade. Therefore, being so flourishing, it struck some of their body, who in a degree gave laws to the rest, that the best thing they could do was to make themselves more flourishing still. As a preliminary, they began to agitate for an increase of wages: this was to be accomplished by reducing the hours of labour, the proposition being to work nine hours per day instead of ten. They said nothing about relinquishing the wages of the extra hour: they would be paid for ten hours and work nine. The proposition was first put by the men of a leading metropolitan firm to their principals, and, failing to obtain it, they threatened to strike. This it was that was just now agitating Daffodils Delight.

In the front room of one of the houses that abutted nearly on the gutter, and to which you must ascend by steps, there might be read in the window, inscribed on a piece of paper, the following notice: The Misses Dunns, Milliner and Dressmakers. Ladies own materiels made up. The composition of the affiche was that of the two Miss Dunns jointly, who prided themselves upon being elegant scholars. A twelvemonths apprenticeship had initiated them into the mysteries of dressmaking; millinery had come to them, as Mark Tapley would say, spontaneous, or by dint of practice. They had set up for themselves in their fathers house, and could boast of a fair share of the patronage of Daffodils Delight. Showy damsels were they, with good-humoured, turned-up noses, and light hair; much given to gadding and gossiping, and fonder of dressing themselves than of getting home the dresses of their customers.

On the above evening, they sat in their room, an upper one, stitching away. A gown was in progress for Mrs. Quale, who often boasted that she could do any work in the world, save make her own gowns. It had been in progress for two weeks, and that lady had at length come up in a temper, as Miss Jemima Dunn expressed it, and had demanded it to be returned, done or undone. They, with much deprecation, protested it should be home the first thing in the morning, and went to work. Four or five visitors, girls of their own age, were performing the part of lookers-on, and much laughter prevailed.

I say, cried out Martha White  a pleasant-looking girl, who had perched herself aloft on the edge of a piece of furniture, which appeared to be a low chest of drawers by day, and turn itself into a bed at night Mary Baxendale was crying yesterday, because of the strike; saying, it would be bad for all of us, if it came. Aint she a soft?

Baxendales again it, too, exclaimed Miss Ryan, Pat Ryans eldest trouble. Father says he dont think Baxendale ll go in for it all.



Mary Baxendales just one of them timid things as is afraid of their own shadders, cried Mary Ann Dunn. If she saw a cow a-coming at the other end of the street, shed turn tail and run. Jemimer, whatever are you at? The sleeves is to be in plaits, not gathers.

She do look ill, though, does Mary Baxendale, said Jemima, after some attention to the sleeve in hand. Its my belief shell never live to see Christmas; shes going the way her mother went. Wont it be prime when the men get ten hours pay for nine hours work? I shall think about getting married then.

You must find somebody to have you first, quoth Grace Darby. You have not got a sweetheart yet.

Miss Jemima tossed her head. I neednt to wait long for that. The chaps be as plentiful as sprats in winter. All you have got to do is to pick and choose.

Whats that? interrupted Mrs. Dunn, darting into the room, with her sharp tongue and her dirty fine cap. Whats that as youre talking about, miss?

We are a-talking of the strike, responded Jemima, with a covert glance to the rest. Martha White and Judy Ryan says the Baxendales wont go in for it.

Not go in for it? What idiots they must be! returned Mrs. Dunn, the attractive subject completely diverting her attention from Miss Jemima and her words. Aint nine hours a-day enough for the men to be at work? I can tell the Baxendales what  when we have got the nine hours all straight and sure, we shall next demand eight. Taint free-born Englishers as is going to be put upon. Itll be glorious times, girls, wont it? We shall get a taste o fowls and salmon, may be, for dinner then!

My father says he does not think the masters will come-to, if the men do strike, observed Grace Darby.

Of course they wont  till they are forced, retorted Mrs. Dunn, in a spirit of satire. But thats just what they are a-going to be. Dont you be a fool, Grace Darby!

Lotty Cheek rushed in, a girl with a tongue almost as voluble as Mrs. Dunns, and rough hair, the colour of a tow-rope. What dye think? cried she, breathlessly. Theres a-going to be a meeting of the men to-night in the big room of the Bricklayers Arms. They are a-filing in now. I think it must be about the strike.

Dye suppose it would be about anything else? retorted Mrs. Dunn. Id like to be one of em! Id hold out for the days work of eight hours, instead of nine, I would. So ud they, if they was men.

Mrs. Dunns speech was concluded to an empty room. All the girls had flown down into the street, leaving the parts of Mrs. Quales gown in closer contact with the dusty floor than was altogether to their benefit.

The agitation in the trade had hitherto been chiefly smouldering in an under-current: now, it was rising to the surface. Lotty Cheeks inference was right; the meeting of this evening had reference to the strike. It had been hastily arranged in the day; was quite an informal sort of affair, and confined to the operatives of Mr. Hunter.

Not in a workmans jacket, but in a brown coat dangling to his heels, with a slit down the back and ventilating holes for the elbows, first entered he who had been chiefly instrumental in calling the meeting. It was Mr. Samuel Shuck; better known, you may remember, as Slippery Sam. Somehow, Sam and prosperity could not contrive to pull together in the same boat. He was one of those who like to live on the fat of the land, but are too lazy to work for their share of it. And how Sam had contrived to exist until now, and keep himself and his large family out of the workhouse, was a marvel to all. In his fits of repentance, he would manage to get in again at one or other of the yards of the Messrs. Hunter; but they were growing tired of him.

The room at the Bricklayers Arms was tolerably commodious, and Sam took up a conspicuous position in it.

Well, began Sam, when the company had assembled, and were furnished with pipes and pewter pots, you have heard that that firm wont accept the reduction in the hours of labour, so the men have determined on a strike. Now, I have got a question to put to you. Is there most power in one man, or in a few dozens of men?

Some laughed, and said, In the dozens.

Very good, glibly went on Sam, whose tongue was smoother than oil, and who was gifted with a sort of oratory and some learning when he chose to put it out. Then, the measure I wish to urge upon you is, make common cause with those men; we are not all obliged to strike at the same time; it will be better not; but by degrees. Let every firm in London strike, each at its appointed time, he continued, raising his voice to vehemence. We must stand up for ourselves; for our rights; for our wives and children. By making common cause together, we shall bowl out the masters, and bring them to terms.

Hooroar! put in Pat Ryan.

Hooroar! echoed a few more.

An aged man, Abel Whites father, usually called old White, who was past work, and had a seat at his sons chimney corner, leaned forward and spoke, his voice tremulous, but distinct. Samuel Shuck, did you ever know strikes do any good, either to the men or the masters? Friends, he added, turning his venerable head around, I am in my eightieth year: and I picked up some experience while them eighty years was passing. Strikes have ruined some masters, in means; but they have ruined men wholesale, in means, in body, and in soul.

Hold there, cried Sam Shuck, who had not brooked the interruption patiently. Just tell us, old White, before you go on, whether coercion answers for British workmen?

It does not, replied the old man, lifting his quiet voice to firmness. But perhaps you will tell me in your turn, Sam Shuck, whether its likely to answer for masters?

It has answered for them, returned Sam, in a tone of irony. I have heard of back strikes, where the masters were coerced and coerced, till the men got all they stood out for.



And so brought down ruin on their own heads, returned the old man, shaking his. Did you ever hear of a lock-out, Shuck?

Ay, ay, interposed quiet, respectable Robert Darby. Did you ever hear of that, Slippery Sam?

Slippery Sam growled. Let the masters lock-out if they dare! Let em. The men would hold out to the death.

And death it will be, with some of us, if the strike comes, and lasts. I came down here to-night, on my sons arm, just for your good, my friends, not for mine. At your age, I thought as some of you do; but I have learnt experience now. I cant last long, any way; and its little matter to me whether famine from a strike be my end, or  

Famine derisively retorted Slippery Sam.

Yes, famine, was the quiet answer. Strikes never yet brought nothing but misery in the end. Let me urge upon you all not to be led away. My voice is but a feeble one; but I think the Lord is sometimes pleased to show out things clearly to the aged, almost as with a gift of prophecy; and I could only come and beseech you to keep upon the straight-forrard path. Dont have anything to do with a strike; keep it away from you at arms length, as you would keep away the evil one.

Whats the good of listening to him? cried Slippery Sam, in anger. He is in his dotage.

Will you listen to me then? spoke up Peter Quale; I am not in mine. I didnt intend to come here, as may be guessed; but when I found so many of you bending your steps this way to listen to Slippery Sam, I thought it time to change my mind, and come and tell you what I thought of strikes.

You! rudely replied Slippery Sam. A fellow like you, always in full work, earning the biggest wages, is sure not to favour strikes. You cant be much better off than you are.

That admission of yours is worth something, Slippery Sam, if theres any here have got the sense to see it, nodded Peter Quale. Good workmen, on full wages, dont favour strikes. I have rose up to what I am by sticking to my work patiently, and getting on step by step. Its open to every living man to get on as I have done, if he have got skill and pluck to work. But if I had done as you do, Sam, gone in for labour one day and for play two, and for drinking, and strikes, and rebellion, because money, which I was too lazy to work for didnt drop from the skies into my hands, then I should just have been where you be.

Is it right to keep a man grinding and sweating his life out for ten hours a-day? retorted Sam. The masters would be as well off if we worked nine, and the surplus men would find employment.

It isnt much of your life that you sweat out, Sam Shuck, rejoined Peter Quale, with a cough that especially provoked his antagonist. And, as to the masters being as well off, you had better ask them about that. Perhaps theyd tell you that to pay ten hours wages for nine hours work would be the hours wage dead loss to their pockets.



Are you rascal enough to go in for the masters? demanded Sam, in a fiery heat. Whod do that, but a traitor?

I go in for myself, Sam, equably responded Peter Quale. I know on which side my breads buttered. No skilful workman, possessed of prudent thought and judgment, ever yet went blindfold into a strike. At least, not many such.

Up rose Robert Darby. Id just say a word, if I can get my meaning out, but Im not cute with the tongue. It seems to me, mates, that it would be a great boon if we could obtain the granting of the nine hours movement; and perhaps in the end it would not affect the masters, for theyd get it out of the public. Id agitate for this in a peaceful way, in the shape of reason and argument, and do my best in that way to get it. But Id not like, as Peter Quale says, to plunge blindfold into a strike.

I look at it in this light, Darby, said Peter Quale, and it seems to me its the only light as ll answer to look at it in. Things in this world are estimated by comparison. There aint nothing large nor small in itself. I may say, this chairs big: well, so it is, if you match it by that there bit of a stool in the chimbley corner; but its very small if you put it by the side of a omnibus, or of one of the sheds in our yard. Now, if you compare our wages with those of workmen in most other trades, they are large. Look at a farm labourer, poor fellow, with his ten shillings (more or less) a-week, hardly keeping body and soul together. Look at what a man earns in the malting districts in the country; fifteen shillings and his beer, is reckoned good wages. Look at a policeman, with his pound a-week. Look at a postman. Look at  

Look at ourselves, intemperately interrupted Jim Dunn. Whats other folks to us? We work hard, and we ought to be paid according.

So I think we are, said Peter Quale. Thirty-three shillings is not bad wages, and it is only a delusion to say it is. Neither is ten hours a-day an unfair or oppressive time to work. Id be as glad as anybody to have the hour took off, if it could be done pleasantly; but I am not going to put myself out of work and into trouble to stand out for it. Its a thing that I am convinced the masters never will give; and if Pollocks men strike for it, theyll do it against their own interests  

Hisses, and murmurs of disapprobation from various parts of the room, interrupted Peter Quale.

Youd better wait and understand, afore you begin to hiss, phlegmatically recommended Peter Quale, when the noise had subsided. I say it will be against their interests to strike, because, I think, if they stop on strike for twelve months, theyll be no nearer getting their end. I may be wrong, but thats my opinion. Theres always two sides to a question  our own, and the opposite one; and the great fault in most folks is, that they look only at their own side, and it causes them to see things in a partial view. I have looked as fair as I can at our own side, trying to put away my bias for it; and I have put myself in thought on the masters side, asking myself, what would I do, were I one of them. Thus I have tried to judge between them and us, and the conclusion I have drawed is, that they wont give in.

The masters have been brought to grant demands more unreasonable than this, rejoined Sam Shuck. If you know anything about back strikes, you must know that, Quale.

And thats one of the reasons why I argue they wont grant this, said Peter. If they go on granting and granting, they may get asking themselves where the demands ll stop.

Let us go back to 1833, spoke up old White again, and the mans age and venerable aspect caused him to be listened to with respect. I was then working in Manchester, and belonged to the Trades Union; a powerful Union as ever was formed. In our strength, we thought we should like a thing or two altered, and we made a formal demand upon the master builders, requiring them to discontinue the erection of buildings on sub-contracts. The masters fell in with it. Youll understand, friends, he broke off to say, that, looking at things now, and looking at em then, is just as if I saw em in two opposite aspects. Next, we gave out a set of various rules for the masters, and required them to abide by such  about the making of the wages equal; the number of apprentices they should take; the machinery they should or should not use, and other things. Well, the masters gave us that also, and it put us all cock-a-hoop, and we went on to dictate to em more and more. If they  the masters  broke any of our rules, we levied fines on em, and made em pay up; we ordered them before us at our meetings, found fault with em, commanded em to obey us, to take on such men as we pointed out, and to turn off others; in short, forced em to do as we chose. People might have thought that we was the masters and they the operatives. Pretty well, that, wasnt it?

The room nodded acquiescence. Slippery Sam snapped his fingers in delight.

The worst was, it did not last, resumed the old man. Like too many other folks emboldened with success, we wasnt content to let well alone, but went on a bit too far. The masters took up their own defence at last; and the wonder to me now, looking back, is, that they didnt do it before. They formed themselves into a Union, and passed a resolve to employ no man unless he signed a pledge not to belong to a Trades Union. Then we all turned out. Six months the strike was on, and the buildings was at a standstill, and us out of work.

Were wages bad at that time? inquired Robert Darby.

No. The good workmen among us had been earning in the summer thirty-five shillings a-week; and the bricklayers had just had a rise of three shillings. We was just fools: thats my opinion of it now. Awful misery we were reduced to. Every stick we had went to the pawn-shop; our wives was skin and bone, our children was in rags; and some of us just laid our heads down on the stones, clammed to death.

What was the trade in other places about, that it didnt help you? indignantly demanded Sam Shuck.

They did help us. Money to the tune of eighteen thousand pounds came to us; but we was a large body  many mouths to feed, and the strike was prolonged. We had to come-to at last, for the masters wouldnt; and we voted our combination a nuisance, and went humbly to em, like dogs with their tails between their legs, and craved to be took on again upon their own terms. But we couldnt get took back; not all of us: the masters had learnt a lesson. They had got machinery to work, and had collected workmen from other parts, so that we was not wanted. And thats all the good the strike brought to us! I came away on the tramp with my family, and got work in London after a deal of struggle and privation: and I made a vow never to belong willingly to a strike again.

Do you see where the fault lay in that case?  the blame?  the whole gist of the evil?

The question came from a gentleman who had entered the room as old White was speaking. The men would have risen to salute him, but he signed to them to be still and cause no interruption  a tall, noble man, with calm, self-reliant countenance.

It lay with the masters, he resumed, nobody replying to him. Had those Manchester masters resisted the first demand of their men  a demand made in the insolence of power, not in need  and allowed them fully to understand that they were, and would be, masters, we should, I believe, have heard less of strikes since, than we have done. I never think of those Manchester masters but my blood boils. When a principal suffers himself to be dictated to by his men, he is no longer a master, or worthy of the name.

Had you been one of them, and not complied, you might have come to ruin, sir, cried Robert Darby. Theres a deal to be said on both sides.

Ruin! was the answer. I never would have conceded an inch, though I had known that I must end my days in the workhouse through not doing it.

Of course, sir, youd stand up for the masters, being hand in glove with em, and likely to be a master yourself, grumbled Sam Shuck, a touch of irony in his tone.

I should stand up for whichever side I deemed in the right, whether it was the masters or the mens, was the emphatic answer. Is it well  is it in accordance with the fitness of things, that a master should be under the control of his men? Come! I ask it of your common sense.

No. It was readily acknowledged.

Those Manchester masters and those Manchester operatives were upon a par as regards shame and blame.

Sir! Shame and blame?

They were upon a par as regards shame and blame, was the decisive repetition; and I make no doubt that both equally deemed themselves to have been so, when they found their senses. The masters came to them: the men were brought to theirs.



You speak strongly, sir.

Because I feel strongly. When I become a master, I shall, if I know anything of myself, have my mens interest at heart; but none of them shall ever presume to dictate to me. If a master cannot exercise his own authority in firm self-reliance, let him give up business.

Have masters a right to oppress us, sir?  to grind us down?  to work us into our coffins? cried Sam Shuck.

The gentleman raised his eyebrows, and a half smile crossed his lips. Since when have you been oppressed, and ground down into your coffins?

Some of the men laughed  at Sams oily tongue.

If you are  if you have any complaint of that sort to make, let me hear it now, and I will convey it to Mr. Hunter. He is ever ready, you know, to  What do you say, Shuck? The nine hours concession is all you want? If you can get the masters to give you ten hours pay for nine hours work, so much the better for you. I would not: but it is no affair of mine. To be paid what you honestly earn, be it five pounds per week or be it one, is only justice; but to be paid for what you dont earn, is the opposite thing. I think, too, that the equalization of wages is a mistaken system, quite wrong in principle: one which can bring only discontent in the long run. Let me repeat that with emphasis  the equalization of wages, should it ever take place, can bring only discontent in the long run.

There was a pause. No one spoke, and the speaker resumed  



I conclude you have met here to discuss this agitation at the Messrs. Pollocks?

Pollocks men are a-going to strike, said Slippery Sam.

Oh, they are, are they? returned the gentleman, some mockery in his tone. I hope they may find it to their benefit. I dont know what the Messrs. Pollocks may do in the matter; but I know what I should.

Youd hold out to the last against the men?

I should; to the last and the last: were it for ten years to come. Force a measure upon me! coerce me! he reiterated, drawing his fine form to its full height, while the red flush mantled in his cheeks. No, my men, I am not made of that yielding stuff. Only let me be persuaded that my judgment is right, and no body of men on earth should force me to act against it.

The speaker was Austin Clay, as I daresay you have already guessed. He had not gone to the meeting to interrupt it, or to take part in it, but in search of Peter Quale. Hearing from Mrs. Quale that her husband was at the Bricklayers Arms  a rare occurrence, for Peter was not one who favoured public-houses  Austin went thither in search of him, and so found himself in the midst of the meeting. His business with Peter related to certain orders he required to give for the early morning. Once there, however, the temptation to have his say was too great to be resisted. That over, he went out, making a sign to the man to follow him.

What are those men about to rush into, Quale? he demanded, when his own matter was over.



Ah, what indeed? returned the man. If they do get led into a strike, theyll repent it, some of them.

You are not one of the malcontents, then?

I? retorted Peter, utter scorn in his tone. No, sir. Theres a proverb which I learnt years ago from an old book as was lent me, and Ive not forgotten it, sir Let well alone. But you must not think all the men you saw sitting there be discontented agitators, Mr. Clay. Its only Shuck and a few of that stamp. The rest be as steady and cautious as I am.

If they dont get led away, replied Austin Clay, and his voice betrayed a dubious tone. Slippery Sam, in spite of his loose qualifications, is a ringleader more persuasive than prudent. Hark! he is at it again, hammer and tongs. Are you going back to them?

No, sir. I shall go home now.

We will walk together, then, observed Austin. Afterwards I am going on to Mr. Hunters.


CHAPTER II. CALLED TO KETTERFORD.

Austin Clay was not mistaken. Rid of Peter Quale, who was a worse enemy of Sams schemes than even old White, Sam had it nearly his own way, and went at it hammer and tongs. He poured his eloquent words into the mens ears  and Sam, as you have heard, really did possess the gift of eloquence: of a rough and rude sort: but that tells well with the class now gathered round him. He brought forth argument upon argument, fallacious as they were plausible; he told the men it depended upon them, whether the boon they were standing out for should be accorded, not upon the masters. Not that Sam called it a boon; he spoke of it as a right. Let them only be firm and true to themselves, he said, and the masters must give in: there was no help for it, they would have no other resource. Sam finally concluded by demanding, with fierce looks all round, whether they were men, or whether they were slaves, and the men answered, with a cheer and a shout, that Britons never should be slaves: and the meeting broke up in excitement and glorious spirits, and went home elated, some with the anticipation of the fine time that was dawning for them, others with having consumed a little too much half-and-half.

Slippery Sam reeled away to his home. A dozen or so attended him, listening to his oratory, which was continued still: though not exactly to the gratification of Daffodils Delight, who were hushing their unruly babies to sleep, or striving to get to sleep themselves. Much Sam cared whom he disturbed! He went along, flinging his arms and his words at random  inflammatory words, carrying poisoned shafts that told. If somebody came down upon you and upon me, telling us that, with a little exertion on our part, we should inevitably drop into a thousand a year, and showing plausible cause for the same, should we turn a deaf ear? The men shook hands individually with Slippery Sam, and left him propped against his own door; for Sam, with all deference be it spoken, was a little overcome himself  with the talking, of course.

Sams better half greeted him with a shrill tongue: she and Mrs. Dunn might be paired in that respect! and Sams children, some in the bed in the corner, some sitting up, greeted him with a shrill cry also, clamouring for a very common-place article, indeed some bread! Sams family seemed inconveniently to increase; for the less there appeared to be to welcome them with, the surer and faster they arrived. Thirteen Sam could number now; but several of the elder ones were out in the world doing for themselves  getting on, or starving, as it might happen to be.

You old sot! you have been at that drinking-can again, were Mrs. Sams words of salutation; and I wish I could soften them down to refinement for polite ears; but if you are to have the truth, you must take them as they were spoken.

Drinking-can! echoed Sam, who was in too high glee to lose his temper, never mind the drinking-can, missis: my fortians made. I drawed together that meeting, as I telled ye I should, he added, discarding his scholarly eloquence for the familiar home phraseology, and they come to it, every man jack on em, save thin-skinned Baxendale upstairs. Never was such a full meeting knowed in Daffodils Delight.

Who cares for the meeting! irascibly responded Mrs. Sam. What we wants is, someat to fill our insides with. Dont come bothering home here about a meeting, when the children be a starving. If youd work more and talk less, it ud become ye better.

I got the ear of the meeting, said Sam, braving the reproof with a provoking wink. A despicable set our men is, at Hunters, a humdrumming on like slaves for ever, taking their paltry wages and making no stir. But Ive put the brand among em at last, and sent em home all on fire, to dream of short work and good pay. Quale, he come, and put in his spoke again it; and that wretched old skeleton of a White, whats been cheating the grave this ten year, he come, and put in his; and Mr. Austin Clay, he must thrust his nose among us, and talk treason to the men: but I think my tongue have circumvented the lot. If it havent, my names not Sam Shuck.

If you and your circumventions and your tongue was all at the bottom of the Thames, twouldnt be no loss, for all the good they does above it, sobbed Mrs. Shuck, whose anger generally ended in tears. Heres me and the children a clemming for want o bread, and you can waste your time over a idle good-for-nothing meeting. Aint you ashamed, not to work as other men do?

Bread! loftily returned Sam, with the air of a king, tisnt bread I shall soon be furnishing for you and the children: its mutton chops. My fortians made, I say.



Yah! retorted Mrs. Sam. It have been made forty times in the last ten year, to listen to you. What good has ever come of the boast? Id shut up my mouth if I couldnt talk sense.

Sam nodded his head oracularly, and entered upon an explanation. But for the fact of his being a little overcome  whatever may have been its cause  he would have been more guarded. Ive had overtures, he said, bending forward his head and lowering his voice, and them overtures, which I accepted, will be the making of you and of me. Work! he exclaimed, throwing his arms gracefully from him with a repelling gesture, Ive done with work now; Im superior to it; Im exalted far above that lowering sort of toil. The leaders among the London Trade Union have recognised eloquence, maam, let me tell you; and theyve made me one of their picked body  appointed me agitator to the firms of Hunter. You get the meeting together, and prime em with the best of your eloquence, and excite em to recognise and agitate for their own rights, and you shall have your appointment, and a good round weekly salary. Well, Mrs. S., I did it. I got the men together, and I have primed em, and some of ems a busting to go off; and all Ive got to do from henceforth is to keep em up to the mark, by means of that tongue which you are so fond of disparaging, and to live like a gentleman. Theres a trifling instalment of the first weeks money.

Sam threw a sovereign on the table. Mrs. Shuck, with a grunt of disparagement still, darted forward to seize upon it through her tears. The children, uttering a wild shriek of wonder, delight, and disbelief, born of incipient famine, darted forward to seize it too. Sam burst into a fit of laughter, threw himself back to indulge it, and not being just then over steady on his legs, lost his equilibrium, and toppled over the fender into the ashes.

Leaving Mrs. Shuck to pick him up, or to leave him there  which latter negative course was the one she would probably take  let us return to Austin Clay.

At Peter Quales gate he was standing a moment to speak to the man before proceeding onwards, when Mrs. Quale came running down the garden path.

I was coming in search of you, sir, she said to Austin Clay. This has just been brought, and the man made me sign my name to a paper.

Austin took what she held out to him  a telegraphic despatch. He opened it; read it; then in the prompt, decisive manner usual with him, requested Mrs. Quale to put him up a change of things in his portmanteau, which he would return for; and walked away with a rapid step.

Whatever news is it that he has had? cried Mrs. Quale, as she stood with her husband, looking after him. Where can he have been summoned to?

Taint no business of ours, retorted Peter; if it had been, hed have enlightened us. Did you ever hear of that offer thats always pending?  Five hundred a year to anybody as ll undertake to mind his own business, and leave other folkss alone.

Austin was on his way to Mr. Hunters. A very frequent evening visitor there now, was he. But this evening he had an ostensible motive for going; a boon to crave. That alone may have made his footsteps fleet.

In the soft twilight of the summer evening, in the room of their own house that opened to the conservatory, sat Florence Hunter  no longer the impulsive, charming, and somewhat troublesome child, but the young and lovely woman. Of middle height and graceful form, her face was one of great sweetness; the earnest, truthful spirit, the pure innocence, which had made its charm in youth, made it now: to look on Florence Hunter, was to love her.

She appeared to be in deep thought, her cheek resting on her hand, and her eyes fixed on vacancy. Some movement in the house aroused her, and she arose, shook her head, as if she would shake care away, and bent over a rare plant in the rooms large opening, lightly touching the leaves.

I fear that mamma is right, and I am wrong, pretty plant! she murmured. I fear that you will die. Is it that this London, with its heavy atmosphere  

The knock of a visitor at the hall door resounded through the house. Did Florence know the knock, that her voice should falter, and the soft pink in her cheeks should deepen to a glowing crimson? The room door opened, and a servant announced Mr. Clay.

In that early railway journey when they first met, Florence had taken a predilection for Austin Clay. I like him so much! had been her gratuitous announcement to her uncle Harry. The liking had ripened into an attachment, firm and lasting  a childs attachment: but Florence grew into a woman, and it could not remain such. Thrown much together, the feeling had changed, and love mutually arose: they fell into it unconsciously. Was it quite prudent of Mr. Hunter to sanction, nay, to court the frequent presence at his house of Austin Clay? Did he overlook the obvious fact, that he was one who possessed attractions, both of mind and person, and that Florence was now a woman grown? Or did Mr. Hunter deem that the social barrier, which he might assume existed between his daughter and his dependent, would effectually prevent all approach of danger? Mr. Hunter must himself account for the negligence: no one else can do it. It was certain that he did have Austin very much at his house, but it was equally certain that he never cast a thought to the possibility that his daughter might be learning to love him.

The strange secret, whatever it may have been, attaching to Mr. Hunter, had shattered his health to that extent that for days together he would be unequal to go abroad or to attend to business. Then Austin, who acted as principal in the absence of Mr. Hunter, would arrive at the house when the day was over, to report progress, and take orders for the next day. Or, rather, consult with him what the orders should be; for in energy, in capability, Austin was now the master spirit, and Mr. Hunter bent to it. That over, he passed the rest of the evening in the society of Florence, conversing with her freely, confidentially; on literature, art, the news of the day; on topics of home interest; listening to her music, listening to her low voice, as she sang her songs; guiding her pencil. There they would be. He with his ready eloquence, his fund of information, his attractive manners, and his fine form, handsome in its height and strength; she with her sweet fascinations, her gentle loveliness. What could be the result? But, as is almost invariably the case, the last person to give a suspicion to it was he who positively looked on, and might have seen all  Mr. Hunter. Life, in the presence of the other, had become sweet to each as a summers dream  a dream that had stolen over them ere they knew what it meant. But consciousness came with time.

Very conscious of it were they both as he entered this evening. Austin took her hand in greeting; a hand always tremulous now in his. She bent again over the plant she was tending, her eyelids and her damask cheeks drooping.

You are alone, Florence!

Just now. Mamma is very poorly this evening, and keeps her room. Papa was here a few minutes ago.

He released her hand, and stood looking at her, as she played with the petals of the flower. Not a word had Austin spoken of his love; not a word was he sure that he might speak. If he partially divined that it might be acceptable to her, he did not believe it would be to Mr. Hunter.

The plant looks sickly, he observed.

Yes. It is one that thrives in cold and wind. It came from Scotland. Mamma feared this close London atmosphere would not suit it; but I said it looked so hardy, it would be sure to do well. Rather than it should die, I would send it back to its bleak home.

In tears, Florence? for the sake of a plant?

Not for that, she answered, twinkling the moisture from her eyelashes, as she raised them to his with a brave smile. I was thinking of mamma; she appears to be fading rapidly, like the plant.

She may grow stronger when the heat of summer shall have passed.

Florence slightly shook her head, as if she could not share in the suggested hope. Mamma herself does not seem to think she shall, Austin. She has dropped ominous words more than once latterly. This afternoon I showed her the plant, that it was drooping. Ay, my dear, she remarked, it is like me  on the wane. And I think my uncle Bevarys opinion has become unfavourable.

It was a matter on which Austin could not urge hope, though, for the sake of tranquillizing Florence, he might suggest it, for he believed that Mrs. Hunter was fading rapidly. All these years she seemed to have been getting thinner and weaker; it was some malady connected with the spine, causing her at times great pain. Austin changed the subject.

I hope Mr. Hunter will soon be in, Florence. I am come to ask for leave of absence.

Papa is not out; he is sitting with mamma. That is another reason why I fear danger for her. I think papa sees it; he is so solicitous for her comfort, so anxious to be with her, as if he would guard her from surprise or agitating topics. He will not suffer a visitor to enter at hazard; he will not let a note be given her until he has first seen it.

But he has long been thus anxious, replied Austin, who was aware that what she spoke of had lasted for years.

I know. But still, latterly  however, I must hope against hope, broke off Florence. I think I do: hope is certainly a very strong ingredient in my nature, for I cannot realize the parting with my dear mother. Did you say you have come for leave of absence? Where is it that you wish to go?

I have had a telegraphic despatch from Ketterford, he replied, taking it from his pocket. My good old friend, Mrs. Thornimett, is dying, and I must hasten thither with all speed.

Oh! uttered Florence, almost reproachfully. And you are wasting the time with me!

Not so. The first train that goes there does not start for an hour yet, and I can get to Paddington in half of one. The news has grieved me much. The last time I was at Ketterford  you may remember it  Mrs. Thornimett was so very well, exhibiting no symptoms whatever of decay.

I remember it, answered Florence. It is two years ago. You stayed a whole fortnight with her.

And had a battle with her to get away then, said Austin, smiling with the reminiscence, or with Florences word whole  a suggestive word, spoken in that sense. She wished me to remain longer. I wonder what illness can have stricken her? It must have been sudden.

What is the relationship between you?

A distant one. She and my mother were second cousins. If I  

Austin was stopped by the entrance of Mr. Hunter. So changed, so bent and bowed, since you, reader, last saw him! The stout, upright figure had grown thin and stooping, the fine dark hair was grey, the once calm, self-reliant face was worn and haggard. Nor was that all; there was a constant restlessness in his manner and in the turn of his eye, giving a spectator the idea that he lived in a state of ever-present, perpetual fear.

Austin put the telegraphic message in his hand. It is an inconvenient time, I know, sir, for me to be away, busy as we are, and with this agitation rising amongst the men; but I cannot help myself. I will return as soon as it is possible.

Mr. Hunter did not hear the words. His eyes had fallen on the word Ketterford, in the despatch, and that seemed to scare away his senses. His hands shook as he held the paper, and for a few moments he appeared incapable of collected thought, of understanding anything. Austin exclaimed again.

Oh, yes, yes, it is only  it is Mrs. Thornimett who is ill, and wants you  I comprehend now. He spoke in an incoherent manner, and with a sigh of the most intense relief. I  I  saw the word dying, and it startled me, he proceeded, as if anxious to account for his agitation. You can go, Austin; you must go. Remain a few days there  a week, if you find it necessary.

Thank you, sir. I will say farewell now, then.

He shook hands with Mr. Hunter, turned to Florence, and took hers. Remember me to Mrs. Hunter, he said in a low tone, which, in spite of himself, betrayed its own tenderness, and tell her I hope to find her better on my return.

A few paces from the house, as he went out, Austin encountered Dr. Bevary. Is she much worse? he exclaimed to Austin, in a hasty tone.

Is who much worse, doctor?

Mrs. Hunter. I have just had a message from her.

Not very much, I fancy. Florence said her mamma was poorly this evening. I am off to Ketterford, doctor, for a few days.

To Ketterford! replied Dr. Bevary, with an emphasis that showed the news had startled him. What are you going there for? For  for Mr. Hunter?

For myself, said Austin. A good old friend is ill  dying, the message says  and has telegraphed for me.

The physician looked at him searchingly. Do you speak of Miss Gwinn?

I should not call her a friend, replied Austin. I allude to Mrs. Thornimett.

A pleasant journey to you, then. And, Clay, steer clear of those Gwinns; they would bring you no good.

It was in the dawn of the early morning that Austin entered Ketterford. He did not let the grass grow under his feet between the railway terminus and Mrs. Thornimetts, though he was somewhat dubious about disturbing the house. If she was really dying, it might be well that he should do so; if only suffering from a severe illness, it might not be expected of him; and the wording of the message had been ambiguous, leaving it an open question. As he drew within view of the house, however, it exhibited signs of bustle; lights not yet put out in the dawn, might be discerned through some of the curtained windows, and a woman, having much the appearance of a nurse, was coming out at the door, halting on the threshold a moment to hold converse with one within.

Can you tell me how Mrs. Thornimett is? inquired Austin, addressing himself to her.

The woman shook her head. She is gone, sir. Not more than an hour ago.

Sarah, the old servant whom we have seen before at Mrs. Thornimetts, came forward, weeping. Oh, Mr. Austin! oh, sir: why could not you get here sooner?

How could I, Sarah? was his reply. I received the message only last evening, and came off by the first train that started.

Id have took a engine to myself, and rode upon its chimbley, but what Id have got here in time, retorted Sarah. Twice in the very last half hour of her life she asked after you. Isnt Austin come? Isnt he yet come? My dear old mistress!

Why was I not sent for before? he asked, in return.

Because we never thought it was turning serious, sobbed Sarah. She caught cold some days ago, and it flew to her throat, or her chest, I hardly know which. The doctor was called in; and its my belief he didnt know: the doctors nowadays baint worth half what they used to be, and they call things by fine names that nobody can understand. However it may have been, nobody saw any danger, neither him nor us. But at mid-day yesterday there was a change, and the doctor said hed like further advice to be brought in. And it was had; but they could not do her any good; and she, poor dear mistress, was the first to say that she was dying. Send for Austin, she said to me; and one of the gentlemen, he went to the wire telegraph place, and wrote the message.

Austin made no rejoinder: he seemed to be swallowing down a lump in his throat. Sarah resumed. Will you see her, sir? She is just laid out.

He nodded acquiescence, and the servant led the way to the death chamber. It had been put straight, so to remain until all that was left of its many years occupant should be removed. She lay on the bed in placid stillness; her eyes closed, her pale face calm, a smile upon it; the calm of a spirit at peace with heaven. Austin leaned over her, losing himself in solemn thoughts. Whither had the spirit flown? to what bright unknown world? Had it found the company of sister spirits? had it seen, face to face, its loving Saviour? Oh! what mattered now the few fleeting trials of this life that had passed over her! how worse than unimportant did they seem by the side of death! A little, more or less, of care; a lot, where shade or sunshine shall have predominated; a few friends gained or lost; struggle, toil, hope  all must merge in the last rest. It was over; earth, with its troubles and its petty cares, with its joys and sorrows, and its goods stored up for many years; as completely over for Mary Thornimett, as though it had never, been. In the higher realms whither her spirit had hastened  

I told Mrs. Dubbs to knock up the undertaker, and desire him to come here at once and take the measure for the coffin.

Sarahs interruption recalled Austin to the world. It is impossible, even in a death-chamber, to run away from the ordinary duties of daily life.




CHAPTER III. TWO THOUSAND POUNDS.

You will stay for the funeral, Mr. Clay?

It is my intention to do so.

Good. Being interested in the will, it may be agreeable to you to hear it read.

Am I interested? inquired Austin, in some surprise.

Why, of course you are, replied Mr. Knapley, the legal gentleman with whom Austin was speaking, and who had the conduct of Mrs. Thornimetts affairs. Did you never know that you were a considerable legatee?

I did not, said Austin. Some years ago  it was at the death of Mr. Thornimett  Mrs. Thornimett hinted to me that I might be the better some time for a trifle from her. But she has never alluded to it since: and I have not reckoned upon it.

Then I can tell you  though it is revealing secrets beforehand  that you are the better to the tune of two thousand pounds.

Two thousand pounds! uttered Austin, in sheer amazement. How came she to leave me so much as that?

Do you quarrel with it, young sir?

No, indeed: I feel all possible gratitude. But I am surprised, nevertheless.

She was a clever, clear-sighted woman, was Mrs. Thornimett, observed the lawyer. Ill tell you about it  how it is you come to have so much. When I was taking directions for Mr. Thornimetts will  more than ten years back now  a discussion arose between him and his wife as to the propriety of leaving a sum of money to Austin Clay. A thousand pounds was the amount named. Mr. Thornimett was for leaving you in his wifes hands, to let her bequeath it to you at her death; Mrs. Thornimett wished it should be left to you then, in the will I was about to make, that you might inherit it on the demise of Mr. Thornimett. He took his own course, and did not leave it, as you are aware.

I did not expect him to leave me anything, interrupted Austin.

My young friend, if you break in with these remarks, I shall not get to the end of my story. After her husbands burial, Mrs. Thornimett spoke to me. I particularly wished the thousand pounds left now to Austin Clay, she said, and I shall appropriate it to him at once. Appropriate it in what manner? I asked her. I should like to put it out to interest, that it may be accumulating for him, she replied, so that at my death he may receive both principal and interest. Then, if you live as long as it is to be hoped you will, madam, you may be bequeathing him two thousand pounds instead of one, I observed to her. Mr. Knapley, was her answer, if I choose to bequeath him three, it is my own money that I do it with; and I am responsible to no one. She had taken my remark to be one of remonstrance, you see, in which spirit it was not made: had Mrs. Thornimett chosen to leave you the whole of her money she had been welcome to do it for me. Can you help me to a safe investment for him? she resumed; and I promised to look about for it. The long and the short of it is, Mr. Clay, that I found both a safe and a profitable investment, and the one thousand pounds has swollen itself into two  as you will hear when the will is read.

I am truly obliged for her kindness, and for the trouble you have taken, exclaimed Austin, with a glowing colour. I never thought to get rich all at once.

You only be prudent and take care of it, said Mr. Knapley. Be as wise in its use as I and Mrs. Thornimett have been. It is the best advice I can give you.



It is good advice, I know, and I thank you for it, warmly responded Austin.

Ay. I can tell you that less than two thousand pounds has laid the foundation of many a great fortune.

To a young man whose salary is only two hundred a year, the unexpected accession to two thousand pounds, hard cash, seems like a great fortune. Not that Austin Clay cared so very much for a great fortune in itself; but he certainly did hope to achieve a competency, and to this end he made the best use of the talents bestowed upon him. He was not ambitious to die worth a million; he had the rare good sense to know that excess of means cannot bring excess of happiness. The richest man on earth cannot eat two dinners a day, or wear two coats at a time, or sit two thoroughbred horses at once, or sleep on two beds. To some, riches are a source of continual trouble. Unless rightly used, they cannot draw a man to heaven, or help him on his road thither. Austin Clays ambition lay in becoming a powerful man of business; such as were the Messrs. Hunter. He would like to have men under him, of whom he should be the master; not to control them with an iron hand, to grind them to the dust, to hold them at a haughty distance, as if they were of one species of humanity and he of another. No; he would hold intact their relative positions of master and servant  none more strictly than he; but he would be their considerate friend, their firm advocate, regardful ever of their interests as he was of his own. He would like to have capital sufficient for all necessary business operations, that he might fulfil every obligation justly and honourably: so far, money would be welcome to Austin. Very welcome did the two thousand pounds sound in his ears, for they might be the stepping-stone to this. Not to the great fortune talked of by Mr. Knapley, who avowed freely his respect for millionaires: he did not care for that. They might also be a stepping-stone to something else  the very thought of which caused his face to glow and his veins to tingle  the winning of Florence Hunter. That he would win her, Austin fully believed now.

On the day previous to the funeral, in walking through the streets of Ketterford, Austin found himself suddenly seized by the shoulder. A window had been thrown open, and a fair arm (to speak with the gallantry due to the sex in general, rather than to that one arm in particular) was pushed out and laid upon him. His captor was Miss Gwinn.

Come in, she briefly said.

Austin would have been better pleased to avoid her, but as she had thus summarily caught him, there was no help for it: to enter into a battle of contention with her might be productive of neither honour nor profit. He entered her sitting-room, and she motioned him to a chair.

So you did not intend to call upon me during your stay in Ketterford, Austin Clay?

The melancholy occasion on which I am here precludes much visiting, was his guarded reply. And my sojourn will be a short one.



Dont be a hypocrite, young man, and use those unmeaning words. Melancholy occasion! What did you care for Mrs. Thornimett, that her death should make you melancholy?

Mrs. Thornimett was my dear and valued friend, he returned, with an emotion born of anger. There are few, living, whom I would not rather have spared. I shall never cease to regret the not having arrived in time to see her before she died.

Miss Gwinn peered at him from her keen eyes, as if seeking to know whether this was false or true. Possibly she decided in favour of the latter, for her face somewhat relaxed its sternness. What has Dr. Bevary told you of me and of my affairs? she rejoined, passing abruptly to another subject.

Not anything, replied Austin. He did not lift his eyes, and a scarlet flush dyed his brow as he spoke; nevertheless it was the strict truth. Miss Gwinn noted the signs of consciousness.

You can equivocate, I see.

Pardon me. I have not equivocated to you. Dr. Bevary has disclosed nothing; he has never spoken to me of your affairs. Why should he, Miss Gwinn?

Your face told a different tale.

It did not tell an untruth, at any rate, he said, with some hauteur.

Do you never see Dr. Bevary?

I see him sometimes.

At the house of Mr. Hunter, I presume. How is she?

Again the flush, whatever may have called it up, crimsoned Austin Clays brow. I do not know of whom you speak, he coldly said.

Of Mrs. Hunter.

She is in ill-health.

Ill to be in danger of her life? I hear so.

It may be. I cannot say.

Do you know, Austin Clay, that I have a long, long account to settle with you? she resumed, after a pause: years and years have elapsed since, and I have never called upon you for it. Why should I? she added, relapsing into a dreamy mood, and speaking to herself rather than to Austin; the mischief was done, and could not be recalled. I once addressed a brief note to you at the office of the Messrs. Hunter, requesting you to give a letter, enclosed in it, to my brother. Why did you not?

Austin was silent. He retained only too vivid a remembrance of the fact.

Why did you not give it him, I ask?

I could not give it him, Miss Gwinn. When your letter reached me, your brother had already been at the office of the Messrs. Hunter, and was then on his road back to Ketterford. The enclosure was burnt unopened.

Ay! she passionately uttered, throwing her arms upwards in mental pain, as Austin had seen her do in the days gone by, and holding commune with herself, regardless of his presence, such has been my fate through life. Thwarted, thwarted on all sides. For years and years I had lived but in the hope of finding him; the hope of it kept life in me: and when the time came, and I did find him, and was entering upon my revenge, then this brother of mine, who has been the second bane of my existence, stepped in and reaped the benefit. It was my fault. Why, in my exultation, did I tell him the man was found? Did I not know enough of his avarice, his needs, to have made sure that he would turn it to his own account? Why, she continued, battling with her hands as at some invisible adversary, was I born with this strong principle of justice within me? Why, because he stepped in with his false claims and drew gold  a fortune  of the man, did I deem it a reason for dropping my revenge?  for letting it rest in abeyance? In abeyance it is still; and its unsatisfied claims are wearing out my heart and my life  

Miss Gwinn, interrupted Austin, at length, I fancy you forget that I am present. Your family affairs have nothing to do with me, and I would prefer not to hear anything about them. I will wish you good day.

True. They have nothing to do with you. I know not why I spoke before you, save that your sight angers me.

Why so? Austin could not forbear asking.

Because you live on terms of friendship with that man. You are as his right hand in business; you are a welcome guest at his house; you regard and respect the houses mistress. Boy! but that she has not wilfully injured me; but that she is the sister of Dr. Bevary, I should  

I cannot listen to any discussion involving the name of Hunter, spoke Austin, in a repellant, resolute tone, the colour again flaming in his cheeks. Allow me to bid you good day.

Stay, she resumed, in a softer tone, it is not with you personally that I am angry  

An interruption came in the person of Lawyer Gwinn. He entered the room without his coat, a pen behind each ear, and a dirty straw hat on his head. It was probably his office attire in warm weather.

I thought I heard a strange voice. How do you do, Mr. Clay? he exclaimed, with much suavity.

Austin bowed. He said something to the effect that he was on the point of departing, and retreated to the door, bowing his final farewell to Miss Gwinn. Mr. Gwinn followed.

Ketterford will have to congratulate you, Mr. Clay, he said. I understand you inherit a very handsome sum from Mrs. Thornimett.

Indeed! frigidly replied Austin. Mrs. Thornimetts will is not yet read. But Ketterford always knows everybodys business better than its own.

Look you, my dear Mr. Clay, said the lawyer, holding him by the button-hole. Should you require a most advantageous investment for your money  one that will turn you in cent. per cent. and no risk  I can help you to one. Should your inheritance be of the value of a thousand pounds, and you would like to double it  as all men, of course, do like  just trust it to me; I have the very thing now open.

Austin shook himself free  rather too much in the manner that he might have shaken himself from a serpent. Whether my inheritance may be of the value of one thousand pounds or of ten thousand, Mr. Gwinn, I shall not require your services in the disposal of it. Good morning.

The lawyer looked after him as he strode away. So, you carry it with a high hand to me, do you, my brave gentleman! with your vain person, and your fine clothes, and your imperious manner! Take you care! I hold your master under my thumb; I may next hold you!

The vile hypocrite! ejaculated Austin to himself, walking all the faster to leave the lawyers house behind him. She is bad enough, with her hankering after revenge, and her fits of passion; but she is an angel of light compared to him. Heaven help Mr. Hunter! It would have been sufficient to have had her to fight, but to have him! Ay, Heaven help him!

How dye do, Mr. Clay?

Austin returned the nod of the passing acquaintance, and continued his way, his thoughts reverting to Miss Gwinn.

Poor thing! there are times when I pity her! Incomprehensible as the story is to me, I can feel compassion; for it was a heavy wrong done her, looking at it in the best light. She is not all bad; but for the wrong, and for her evil temper, she might have been different. There is something good in the hint I gathered now from her lips, if it be true  that she suffered her own revenge to drop into abeyance, because her brother had pursued Mr. Hunter to drain money from him: she would not go upon him in both ways. Yes, there was something in it both noble and generous, if those terms can ever be applied to  

Austin Clay, I am sure! How are you?

Austin resigned his hand to the new comer, who claimed it. His thoughts could not be his own to-day.

The funeral of Mrs. Thornimett took place. Her mortal remains were laid beside her husband, there to repose peacefully until the last trump shall sound. On the return of the mourners to the house, the will was read, and Austin found himself the undoubted possessor of two thousand pounds. Several little treasures, in the shape of books, drawings, and home knicknacks, were also left to him. He saw after the packing of these, and the day following the funeral he returned to London.

It was evening when he arrived; and he proceeded without delay to the house of Mr. Hunter  ostensibly to report himself, really to obtain a sight of Florence, for which his tired heart was yearning. The drawing-room was lighted up, by which he judged that they had friends with them. Mr. Hunter met him in the hall: never did a visitors knock sound at his door but Mr. Hunter, in his nervous restlessness, strove to watch who it might be that entered. Seeing Austin, his face acquired a shade of brightness, and he came forward with an outstretched hand.

But you have visitors, Austin said, when greetings were over, and Mr. Hunter was drawing him towards the stairs. He wore deep mourning, but was not in evening dress.

As if anybody will care for the cut of your coat! cried Mr. Hunter. Theres Mrs. Hunter wrapped up in a woollen shawl.

The room was gay with light and dress, with many voices, and with music. Florence was seated at the piano, playing, and singing in a glee with others. Austin, silently greeting those whom he knew as he passed, made his way to Mrs. Hunter. She was wrapped in a warm shawl, as her husband had said; but she appeared better than usual.

I am so glad to see you looking well, Austin whispered, his earnest tone betraying deep feeling.

And I am glad to see you here again, she replied, smiling, as she held his hand. We have missed you, Austin. Yes, I feel better! but it is only a temporary improvement. So you have lost poor Mrs. Thornimett. She died before you could reach her.

She did, replied Austin, with a grave face. I wish we could get transported to places, in case of necessity as quickly as the telegraph brings us news that we are wanted. A senseless and idle wish, you will say; but it would have served me in this case. She asked after me twice in her last half hour.

Austin, breathed Mrs. Hunter, was it a happy death-bed? Was she ready to go?

Quite, quite, he answered, a look of enthusiasm illumining his face. She had been ready long.

Then we need not mourn for her; rather praise God that she is taken. Oh, Austin, what a happy thing it must be for such to die! But you are young and hopeful; you cannot understand that, yet.



So, Mrs. Hunter had learnt that great truth! Some years before, she had not so spoken to the wife of John Baxendale, when she was waiting in daily expectation of being called on her journey. It had come to her ere her time of trial  as the dying woman had told her it would.

The singing ceased, and in the movement which it occasioned in the room, Austin left Mrs. Hunters side, and stood within the embrasure of the window, half hidden by the curtains. The air was pleasant on that warm summer night, and Florence, resigning her place at the instrument to some other lady, stole to the window to inhale its freshness. There she saw Austin. She had not heard him enter the room  did not know, in fact, that he was back from Ketterford.

Oh! she uttered, in the sudden revulsion of feeling that the sight brought to her, is it you?

He quietly took her hands in his, and looked down at her. Had it been to save her life, she could not have helped betraying emotion.

Are you glad to see me, Florence? he softly whispered.

She coloured even to tears. Glad! The time might come when she should be able to tell him so; but that time was not yet.

Mrs. Hunter is glad of my return, he continued, in the same low tone, sweeter to her ear than all music. She says I have been missed. Is it so, Florence?

And what have you been doing? asked Florence, not knowing in the least what she said in her confusion, as she left his question unanswered, and drew her hands away from him.



I have not been doing much, save the seeing a dear old friend laid in the earth. You know that Mrs. Thornimett is dead. She died before I got there.

Papa told us that. He heard from you two or three times, I think. How you must regret it! But why did they not send for you in time?

It was only the last day that danger was apprehended, replied Austin. She grew worse suddenly. You cannot think, Florence, how strangely this gaiety  he half turned to the room contrasts with the scenes I have left: the holy calm of her death-chamber, the laying of her in the grave.

An unwelcome contrast, I am sure it must be.

It jars on the mind. All events, essentially of the world, let them be ever so necessary or useful, must do so, when contrasted with the solemn scenes of lifes close. But how soon we forget those solemn scenes, and live in the world again!

Austin, she gently whispered, I do not like to talk of death. It reminds me of the dread that is ever oppressing me.

She looks so much better as to surprise me, was his answer, unconscious that it betrayed his undoubted cognisance of the dread she spoke of.

If it would but last! sighed Florence. To prolong mammas life, I think I would sacrifice mine.

No, you would not, Florence  in mercy to her. If called upon to lose her you would grow reconciled to it; to do so, is in the order of nature. She could not spare you.

Florence believed that she never could grow reconciled to it: she often wondered how she should bear it when the time came. But there rose up before her now, as she spoke with Austin, one cheering promise, As thy day is, so shall thy strength be.

What should you say, if I tell you I have come into a fortune! resumed Austin, in a lighter tone.

I should say  But, is it true? broke off Florence.

Not true, as you and Mr. Hunter would count fortunes, smiled Austin; but true, as poor I, born without silver spoons in my mouth, and expecting to work hard for all I shall ever possess, have looked upon them. Mrs. Thornimett has behaved to me most kindly, most generously; she has bequeathed to me two thousand pounds.

I am delighted to hear it, said Florence, her glad eyes sparkling. Never call yourself poor again.

I cannot call myself rich, as Mr. and Mrs. Hunter compute riches. But, Florence, it may be a stepping-stone to become so.

A stepping-stone to become what? demanded Dr. Bevary, breaking in upon the conference.

Rich, said Austin, turning to the doctor. I am telling Florence that I have come into some money since I went away.

Mr. Hunter and others were gathering around them, and the conversation became general. What is that, Clay? asked Mr. Hunter. You have come into a fortune, do you say?

I said, not into a fortune, sir, as those accustomed to fortune would estimate it. That great physician, standing there and listening to me, he would laugh at the sum: I daresay he makes more in six months. But it may prove a stepping-stone to fortune, and to  to other desirable things.

Do not speak so vaguely, cried the doctor, in his quaint fashion. Define the desirable things. Come! its my turn now.

I am not sure that they have taken a sufficiently tangible shape as yet, to be defined, returned Austin, in the same tone. You might laugh at them for day-dreams.

Unwittingly his eye rested for a moment upon Florence. Did she deem the day-dreams might refer to her, that her eye-lids should droop, and her cheeks turn scarlet? Dr. Bevary noticed both the look and the signs; Mr. Hunter saw neither.

Day-dreams would be enchanting as an eastern fairy-tale, only that they never get realized, interposed one of the fair guests, with a pretty simper, directed to Austin Clay and his attractions.

I will realize mine, he returned, rather too confidently, Heaven helping me!

A better stepping-stone, that help, to rely upon, than the money you have come into, said Dr. Bevary, with one of his peculiar nods.

True, doctor, replied Austin. But may not the money have come from the same helping source? Heaven, you know, vouchsafes to work with humble instruments.

The last few sentences had been interchanged in a low tone. They now passed into the general circle, and the evening went on to its close.



Austin and Dr. Bevary were the last to leave the house. They quitted it together, and the doctor passed his arm within Austins as they walked on.

Well, said he, and what have you been doing at Ketterford?

I have told you, doctor. Leaving my dear old friend and relative in her grave; and, realizing the fact that she has bequeathed to me this money.

Ah, yes; I heard that, returned the doctor. Youve been seeing friends too, I suppose. Did you happen to meet the Gwinns?

Once. I was passing the house, and Miss Gwinn laid hands upon me from the window, and commanded me in. I got out again as soon as I could. Her brother made his appearance as I was leaving.

And what did he say to you? asked the doctor, in a tone meant to be especially light and careless.

Nothing; except that he told me if I wanted a safe and profitable investment for the money I had inherited under Mrs. Thornimetts will, he could help me to one. I cut him very short, sir.

What did she say? resumed Dr. Bevary. Did she begin upon her family affairs  as she is rather fond of doing?

Well, said Austin, his tone quite as careless as the doctors, I did not give her the opportunity. Once, when she seemed inclined to do so, I stopped her; telling her that her private affairs were no concern of mine, neither should I listen to them.

Quite right, my young friend, emphatically spoke the doctor.



Not another word was said until they came to Daffodils Delight. Here they wished each other good night The doctor continued his way to his home, and Austin turned down towards Peter Quales.

But what could be the matter? Had Daffodils Delight miscalculated the time, believing it to be day, instead of night? Women leaned out of their windows in night-caps; children had crept from their beds and come forth to tumble into the gutter naked, as some of them literally were; men crowded the doorway of the Bricklayers Arms, and stood about with pipes and pint pots; all were in a state of rampant excitement. Austin laid hold of the first person who appeared sober enough to listen to him. It happened to be a woman, Mrs. Dunn.

What is this? he exclaimed. Have you all come into a fortune? the recent conversation at Mr. Hunters probably helping him to the remark.

Better nor that, shrieked Mrs. Dunn. Better nor that, a thousand times! We have circumvented the masters, and got our ends, and now we shall just have all we want  roast goose and apple pudding for dinner, and plenty of beer to wash it down with.

But what is it that you have got? pursued Austin, who was completely at sea.

Got! why, we have got the STRIKE, she replied, in joyful excitement. Pollocks men struck to-day. Where have you been, sir, not to have heered on it?

At that moment a fresh crowd came jostling down Daffodils Delight, and Austin was parted from the lady. Indeed, she rushed up to the mob to follow in their wake. Many other ladies followed in their wake  half Daffodils Delight, if one might judge by numbers. Shouting, singing, exulting, dancing; it seemed as if they had, for the nonce, gone mad. Sam Shuck, in his long-tailed coat, ornamented with its holes and its slits, was leading the van, his voice hoarse, his face red, his legs and arms executing a war-dance of exaltation. He it was who had got up the excitement and was keeping it up, shouting fiercely: Hurrah for the work of this day! Rule Britanniar! Britons never shall be slaves! The Strike has begun, friends! H  o  o  o  o  o  r  rah! Three cheers for the Strike!

Yes. The Strike had begun.




CHAPTER IV. AGITATION.

The men of an influential metropolitan building firm had struck, because their employers declined to accede to certain demands, and Daffodils Delight was, as you have seen, in a high state of excitement, particularly the female part of it. The men said they struck for a diminution in the hours of labour; the masters told them they struck for an increase of wages. Seeing that the non-contents wanted the hours reduced and not the pay, it appears to me that you may call it which you like.

The Messrs. Hunters men  with whom we have to do, for it was they who chiefly filled Daffodils Delight  though continuing their work as usual, were in a most unsettled state; as was the case in the trade generally. The smouldering discontent might have died away peacefully enough, and probably would, but that certain spirits made it their business to fan it into a flame.

A few days went on. One evening Sam Shuck posted himself in an angle formed by the wall at the top of Daffodils Delight. It was the hour for the men to quit work; and, as they severally passed him on their road home, Sams arm was thrust forward, and a folded bit of paper put into their hands. A mysterious sort of missive apparently; for, on opening the paper, it was found to contain only these words, in the long, sprawling hand of Sam himself: Barn at the back of Jim Dunns. Seven oclock.

Behind the house tenanted by the Dunns were premises occupied until recently by a cowkeeper. They comprised, amidst other accommodation, a large barn, or shed. Being at present empty, and to let, Sam thought he could do no better than take French leave to make use of it.

The men hurried over their tea, or supper (some took one on leaving work for the night, some the other, some a mixture of both, and some neither), that they might attend to the invitation of Sam. Peter Quale was seated over a substantial dish of batter pudding, a bit of neck of mutton baked in the midst of it, when he was interrupted by the entrance of John Baxendale, who had stepped in from his own rooms next door.



Be you a going to this meeting, Quale? Baxendale asked, as he took a seat.

I dont know nothing about it, returned Peter. I saw Slippery Sam a giving out papers, so I guessed there was something in the wind. He took care to pass me over. I expect Im the greatest eyesore Sam has got just now. Have a bit? added Peter, unceremoniously, pointing to the dish before him with his knife.

No, thank ye; I have just had tea at home. Thats the paper  laying it open on the table-cloth. Sam Shuck is just now cock-a-hoop with this strike.

He is no more cock-a-hoop than the rest of Daffodils Delight is, struck in Mrs. Quale, who had finished her own meal, and was at leisure to talk. The men and women is all a going mad together, I think, and Slippery Sams leading em on. Suppose you all do strike  which is what they are hankering after  what good ll it bring?

Thats just it, replied Baxendale. One cant see ones way clear. The agitation might do us some good, but it might do us a deal of harm; so that one doesnt know what to be at. Quale, Ill go to the meeting, if you will?

If I go, it will be to give em a piece of my mind, retorted Peter.

Well, its only right that different sides should be heard. Sam ll have it all his own way else.

Hell manage to get that, by the appearance things wears, said Mrs. Quale, wrathfully. How you men can submit to be led by such a fellow as him, just because his tongue is capable of persuading you that blacks white, is a marvel to me. Talk of women being soft! let the men talk of theirselves. Hold up a finger to em, and theyll go after it: like the Swiss cows Peter read of the other day, a flocking in a line after their leader, behind each others tails.

I wish I knew what was right, said Baxendale, or which course would turn out best for us.

Id be off and listen to whats going on, at any rate, urged Mrs. Quale.

The barn was filling. Sam Shuck, perched upon Mrs. Dunns washing-tub turned upside down, which had been rolled in for the occasion, greeted each group as it arrived with a gracious nod. Sam appeared to be progressing in the benefits he had boasted to his wife he should derive, inasmuch as that the dilapidated clothes had been discarded for better ones: and he stood on the tubs end in all the glory of a black frock coat, a crimson neck-tie with lace ends, and peg-top pantaloons: the only attire (as a ready-made outfitting shop had assured him) that a gentleman could wear. Sams eye grew less complacent when it rested on Peter Quale, who was coming in with John Baxendale.

This is a pleasure we didnt expect, said he.

Maybe not, returned Peter Quale, drily. The barns open to all.

Of course it is, glibly said Sam, putting a good face upon the matter. All fair and above board, is our mottor: which is more than them native enemies of ours, the masters, can say: they hold their meetings in secret, with closed doors.

Not in secret  do they? asked Robert Darby. I have not heard of that.

They meet in their own homes, and they shut out strangers, replied Sam. Id like to know what you call that, but meeting in secret?

I should not call it secret; I should call it private, decided Darby, after a minutes pause, given to realize the question. We might do the same. Our homes are ours, and we can shut out whom we please.

Of course we might, contended Sam. But we like better to be open; and if a few of us assemble together to consult on the present aspect of affairs, we do it so that the masters, if they choose, might come and hear us. Things are not equalized in this world. Let us attempt secret meetings, and see how soon we should be looked up by the law, and accused of hatching treason and sedition, and all the rest of it. That sharp-eyed Times newspaper would be the first to set on us. Theres one law for the masters, and another for the men.

Is that Slippery Sam? ejaculated a new comer, at this juncture. Where did you get that fine new toggery, Shuck?

The disrespectful interruption was spoken in simple surprise: no insidious meaning prompting it. Sam Shuck had appeared in ragged attire so long, that the change could not fail to be remarkable. Sam loftily turned a deaf ear to the remark, and continued his address.



I am sure that most of you cant fail to see that things have come to a crisis in our trade. The moment that brought it, was when that great building firm refused the reasonable demands of their men; and the natural consequence of which was a strike. Friends, I have been just riled ever since. I have watched you go to work day after day like tame cats, the same as if nothing had happened; and I have said to myself: Have those men of Hunters got souls within them, or have they got none?

I dont suppose we have parted from our souls, struck in a voice.

You have parted with the feelings of them, at any rate, rejoined Sam, beginning to dance in the excitement of contention, but remembering in time that his terra firma was only a creaky tub. Whats that you ask me? How have you parted with them? Why, by not following up the strike. If you possessed a grain of the independence of free men, youd have hoisted your colours before now; what would have been the result? Why, the men of other firms in the trade would have followed suit, and all struck in a body. Its the only way that will bring the masters to reason: the only way by which we can hope to obtain our rights.

You see theres no knowing what would be the end of a strike, Shuck, argued John Baxendale.

Theres no knowing what may be the inside of a pie until you cut him open, said Jim Dunn, whose politics were the same as Mr. Shucks, red-hot for a strike. But taint many as ud shrink from putting in the knife to see.



The men laughed, and greeted Jim Dunn with applause.

I put it to you all, resumed Sam, who took his share of laughing with the rest, whether theres sense or not in what I say. Are we likely to get our grievances redressed by the masters, unless we force it? Never: not if we prayed our hearts out.

Never, and never, murmured sundry voices.

What are our grievances? demanded Peter Quale, putting the question in a matter-of-fact tone, as if he really asked for information.

Listen! ironically ejaculated Sam. He asks what our grievances are! Ill answer you, Quale. They are many and great. Are we not kept to work like beasts of burden, ten hours a day? Does that leave us time for the recreation of our wearied bodies, for the improvement of our minds, for the education of our children, for the social home intercourse in the bosoms of our families? By docking the days labour to nine hours  or to eight, which we shall get, may be, after awhile, added Sam, with a wink it would leave us the extra hour, and be a blessing.

Sam carried the admiring room with him. That hard, disbelieving Peter Quale, interrupted the cheering.

A blessing, or the conterairy, as it might turn out, cried he. Its easy to talk of education, and self-improvement; but how many is there that would use the accorded hour that way?

Another grievance is our wages, resumed Sam, drowning the words, not caring to court discussion on what might be a weak point. We call ourselves men, and Englishmen, and yet we lie down contented with five-and-sixpence a day. Do you know what our trade gets in Australia? Oh, you do, some of you? then Ill tell those that dont. From twelve to fifteen shillings per day: and even more than that. Twelve shillings! and thats the minimum rate of pay, slowly repeated Sam, lifting up his arm and one peg-top to give emphasis to the words.

A murmur of envy at the coveted rate of pay in Australia shook the room to the centre.

But the price of provisions and other necessaries is enormous in that quarter, debated Abel White. So it may come to the same in the end  be about as broad as long. Old father and me was talking about it last night.

If everybody went in for your old fathers sentiments, we should soon be like him  in our dotage, loftily observed Sam.

But things are dear there, persisted Sams antagonist. I have heard what is sometimes given for shoes there; but Im afraid to say, it was so much. The wages in Australia cant be any guide for us.

No, they cant, said Peter Quale. Australia is one place, and this is another. Wheres the use of bringing up that?

Oh, of course not, sarcastically uttered Sam. Anything that tends to show how we are put upon, and how we might be made more comfortable, its of no use bringing up. The long and the short of it is this: we want to be regarded as MEN: to have our voices considered, and our plaints attended to; to be put altogether upon a better footing. Little enough is it we ask at present: only for a modicum of ease in our days hard labour, just the thin end of the wedge inserted to give it. Thats all we are agitating for. It depends upon ourselves whether we get it or not. Let us display manly courage and join the strike, and it is ours to-morrow.

The response did not come so quickly as Sam deemed it ought. He went on in a persuasive, ringing tone.

Consider the wives of your bosoms; consider your little children; consider yourselves. Were you born into the world to be slaves  blackymoors; to be ground into the dust with toil? Never.

Never, uproariously echoed three parts of the room.

The motto of a true man is, or ought to be, Do as little as you can, and get as much for it; said Sam, dancing in his enthusiasm, and thereby nearly losing his perch on the tub. With an hours work less a day, and the afternoon holiday on the Saturday, we shall  

Whats the good of a afternoon Saturday holiday? We dont want that, Sam Shuck.

This ignominious interruption to the proceedings came from a lady. Buzzing round the entrance door and thrusting in their heads at a square hole, which might originally have been intended for a window were a dozen or two of the gentler sex. This irregularity had not been unobserved by the chairman, who faced them: the chairmans audience, densely packed, had their backs that way. It was not an orthodox adjunct to a trade meeting, that was certain, and the chairman would probably have ordered the ladies away, had he deemed there was a chance of his getting obeyed; but too many of them had the reputation of being the grey mares. So he winked at the irregularity, and had added one or two flourishes of oratory for their especial ears. The interruption came from Mrs. Cheek, Timothy Cheeks wife.

Whats the good of a afternoon Saturday holiday? We dont want that, Sam Shuck. Just when we be up to our eyes in muck and cleaning, our places routed out till you cant see the colour of the boards, for brooms, and pails, and soap and water, and the chairs and things is all topsy-turvy, one upon another, so as the children have to be sent out to grub in the gutter, for there aint no place for em indoors, do you think we want the men poking their noses in? No; and theyd better not try it on. Women have got tempers given to em as well as you.

And tongues too, rejoined Sam, unmindful of the dignity of his office.

It is to be hoped they have, retorted Mrs. Cheek, not inclined to be put down; and her sentiments appeared to be warmly joined in by the ladies generally. Dont you men go a agitating for the Saturdays half-holiday! What ud you do with it, do you suppose? Why, just sot it away at the publics.

Some confusion ensued; and the women were peremptorily ordered to mind their own business, and make theirselves scarce, which not one of them attempted to obey. When the commotion had subsided, a very respectable man took up the discourse  George Stevens.

The gist of the whole question is this, he said: Will agitation do us good, or will it do us harm? We look upon ourselves as representing one interest; the masters consider they represent another. If it comes to open warfare between the two, the strongest would win.

In other words, whichever sides funds held out the longest, said Robert Darby. That is as I look upon it.

Just so, returned Stevens. I cannot say, seeing no farther than we can see at present, that a strike would be advisable.

Stevens, do you want to better yourself, or not? asked Sam Shuck.

Id be glad enough to better myself, if I saw my way clear to do it, was the reply. But I dont.

We dont want no strikes, struck in a shock-headed hard-working man. What is it we want to strike for? We have got plenty of work, and full wages. A strike wont fill our pockets. Them may vote for strikes that like em; Ill keep to my work.

Partial applause.

It is as I said, cried Sam. Theres poor, mean-spirited creatures among you, as wont risk the loss of a days pay for the common good, or put out a hand to help the less fortunate. Id rather be buried alive, five feet under the earth, than Id show cat so selfish.



What is the interest of one of us is the interest of all, observed Stevens. And a strike, if we went into it, would either benefit us all in the end, or make us all suffer. It is sheer nonsense to attempt to make out that one mans interest is different from anothers; our interests are the same. Id vote for striking to-morrow, if I were sure we should come out of it with whole skins, and get what we struck for: but I must see that a bit clearer first.

How can we get it, unless we try for it? demanded Sam. If the masters find were all determined, theyll give in to us. I appeal to you all  raising his hands over the room whether the masters can do without us?

That has got to be seen, said Peter Quale, significantly. One thing is plain: we could not do without them.

Nor they without us  nor they without us, struck in voices from various parts of the barn.

Then why shilly-shally about the question of a strike? asked Sam of the barn, in a glib tone of reason. If a universal strike were on, the masters would pretty soon make terms that would end it. Why, a six months strike would drive half of them into the Gazette  

But it might drive us into the workhouse at the same time, interrupted John Baxendale.

Let me finish, went on Sam; its not perlite to take up a man in the middle of a sentence. I say that a six months strike would send many of the masters to the bankruptcy court. Well now, there has been a question debated among us  Sam lowered his voice whether it would not be policy to let things go on quietly, as they are, till next spring  

A question among who? interposed Peter Quale, regardless of the reproof just administered to John Baxendale.

Never you mind who, returned Sam, with a wink: among those that are hard at work for your interest. With their contracts for the season signed, and their works in full progress, say about next May, then would be the time for a strike to tell upon the masters. However, it has been thought better not to delay it. The futures but an uncertainty: the present is ours, and so must the strike be. Have you wives? he pathetically continued; have you children? have you spirits of your own? Then you will all, with one accord, go in for the strike.

But what are our wives and children to do while the strike is on? asked Robert Darby. You say yourself it might last six months, Shuck. Who would support them?

Who! rejoined Sam, with an indignant air, as if the question were a superfluous one. Why the Trades Unions, of course. Thats all settled. The Unions are prepared to take care of all who are out on strike, standing up, like brave Britons, for their privileges, and keep em like fighting-cocks. Hooroar for that blessed boon, the Trades Unions!

Hooroar for the Trades Unions! was shouted in chorus. Keep us like fighting-cocks, will they! Hooroar!



Much good youll get from the Trades Unions! burst forth a dissentient voice. They are the greatest pests as ever was allowed in a free country.

The opposition caused no little commotion. Standing by the door, having pushed his way through the surrounding women, who had not made themselves scarce, was a man in a flannel jacket, a cap in his hand, and his head white with mortar. He was looking excited as he spoke.

This is not regular, said Sam Shuck, displaying authority. You have no business here: you dont belong to us.

Regular or irregular, Ill speak my mind, was the answer. I have been at work for Jones the builder, down yonder. I have done my work steady and proper, and I have had my pay. A man comes up to me yesterday and says, You must join the Trades Union. No, says I, I shant; I dont want nothing of the Trades Union, and the Union dont want nothing of me. So they goes to my master. If you keep on employing this man, your other men will strike, they says to him; and he, being in a small way, got intimidated, and sent me off to-day. And here I am, throwed out of work, and I have got a sick wife and nine young children to keep. Is that justice? or is it tyranny? Talk about emancipating the slaves! let us emancipate ourselves at home.

Why dont you join the Union? cried Sam. All do, who are good men and true.

All good men and true dont, dissented the man. Many of the best workmen among us wont have anything to do with Unions; and you know it, Sam Shuck.

Just clear out of this, said Sam.

When Ive had my say, returned the man, not before. If I would join the Union, I cant. To join it, I must pay five shillings, and I have not got them to pay. With such a family as mine, you may guess every shilling is forestalled afore it comes in. I kept myself to myself, doing my work in quiet, and interfering with nobody. Why should they interfere with me?

If you have been in full work, five shillings is not much to pay to the Union, sneered Sam.

If I had my pockets filled with five-shilling pieces, I would not pay one to it, fearlessly retorted the man. Is it right that a free-born Englishman should give in to such a system of intimidation? No: I never will. You talk of the masters being tyrants: its you who are the tyrants, one to another. What is one workman better than his fellow, that he should lay down laws and say, You shall do this, and you shall do that, or you shant be allowed to work at all? That rule you want to get passed  that a skilled, thorough workman shouldnt do a full days work because some of his fellows cant  whos agitating for it? Why, naturally those that cant or wont do the full work. Would an honest, capable man go in for it? Of course hed not. I tell you what  turning his eyes on the room the Trades Unions have been called a protection to the working man; but, if you dont take care, theyll grow into a curse. When Sam Shuck, and other good-for-naughts like him, what never did a full weeks work for their families yet, are paid in gold and silver to spread incendiarism among you, its time you looked to yourselves.

He turned away as he spoke; and Sam, in a dance of furious passion, danced off his tub. The interlude had not tended to increase the feeling of the men in Sams favour  that is, in the cause he advocated. Not a man present but wanted to better himself could he do so with safety, but they were afraid to enter on aggressive measures. Indiscriminate talking ensued; diverse opinions were disputed, and the meeting was prolonged to a late hour. Finally the men dispersed as they came, nothing having been resolved upon. A few set their faces resolutely against the proposed strike; a few were red-hot for it; but the majority were undecided, and liable to be swayed either way.

It will come, nodded Sam Shuck, as he went home to a supper of pork chops and gin-and-water.

But Sam was destined to be  as he would have expressed it  circumvented. It cannot be supposed that this unsatisfactory state of things was unnoticed by the masters: and they took their measures accordingly. Forming themselves into an association, they discussed the measures best to be adopted, and determined upon a lock-out; that is, to close their yards until the firm, whose workmen had struck, should resume work. They also resolved to employ only those men who would sign an agreement, or memorandum, affirming that they were not connected with any society which interfered with the arrangements of the master whose service they entered, or with the hours of labour, and acknowledging the rights both of masters and men to enter into any trade arrangements on which they might mutually agree. This paper of agreement was not relished by the men at all; they styled it the odious document. Neither was the lock-out relished: it was of course equivalent, in one sense, to a strike; only that the initiative had come from the masters side, and not from theirs. It commenced early in August. Some of the masters closed their works without a word of explanation to their men: in one sense it was not needed, for the men knew of the measure beforehand. Mr. Hunter chose to assemble them together, and state what he was about to do. Somewhat of his old energy appeared to have been restored to him for the moment, as he stood before them and spoke  Austin Clay by his side.

You have brought it upon yourselves, he said, in answer to a remark from one who boldly, but respectfully, asked whether it was fair to resort to a lock-out, and so punish all alike, contents and non-contents. I will meet the question upon your own grounds. When the Messrs. Pollocks men struck because their demands, to work nine hours a day, were not acceded to, was it not in contemplation that you should join them  that the strike should be universal? Come, answer me candidly.

The men, true and honest, did not deny it.

And possibly by this time you would have struck, said Mr. Hunter. How much more fair would that have been towards us, than this locking-out is towards you? Do you suppose that you alone are to meet and pass your laws, saying you will coerce the masters, and that the masters will not pass laws in return? Nonsense, my men!

A pause.

When have the masters attempted to interfere with your privileges, either by saying that your days toil shall consist of longer hours, or by diminishing your wages, and threatening to turn you off if you do not fall in with the alteration? Never. Masters have rights as well as men; but some of you, of late, have appeared to ignore the fact. Let me ask you another question: Were you well treated under me, or were you not? Have I shown myself solicitous for your interests, for your welfare? Have I ever oppressed you, ever put upon you?

No, Mr. Hunter had never sought to oppress them: they acknowledged it freely. He had ever been a good master.

My men, let me give you my opinion. While condemning your conduct, your semblance of discontent  it has been semblance rather than reality  I have been sorry for you, for it is not with you that the chief blame lies. You have suffered evil persuaders to get access to your ears, and have been led away by their pernicious counsels. The root of the evil lies there. I wish you could bring your own good sense to bear upon these points, and to see with your own eyes. If so, there will be nothing to prevent our resuming together amicable relations; and, for my own part, I care not how soon the time shall come. The works are for the present closed.




PART THE THIRD.




CHAPTER I. A PREMATURE AVOWAL.

Daffodils Delight was in all the glory of the lock-out. The men, having nothing to do, improved their time by enjoying themselves; they stood about the street, or lounged at their doors, smoking their short pipes and quaffing draughts of beer. Let money run ever so short, you will generally see that the beer and the pipes can be found. As yet, the evils of being out of work were not felt; for weekly pay, sufficient for support, was supplied them by the Union Committee. The men were in high spirits  in that sort of mood implied by the words Never say die, which phrase was often in their mouths. They expressed themselves determined to hold out; and this determination was continually fostered by the agents of the Union, of whom Sam Shuck was the chief: chief as regarded Daffodils Delight  inferior as regarded other agents elsewhere. Many of the more temperate of the men, who had not particularly urged the strike, were warm supporters now of the general opinion, for they regarded the lock-out as an unwarrantable piece of tyranny on the part of the masters. As to the ladies, they were over-warm partisans, generally speaking, making the excitement, the unsettled state of Daffodils Delight, an excuse for their own idleness (they are only too ready to do so when occasion offers), and collected in groups round the men, or squatted themselves on door steps, proclaiming their opinion of existing things, and boasting that theyd hold out for their rights till death.

It was almost like a summers day. Seated in a chair at the bottom of her garden, just within the gate, was Mary Baxendale. Not that she was there to join in the gossip of the women, little knots of whom were dotting the street, or had any intention of joining in it: she was simply sitting there for air.

Mary Baxendale was fading. Never very strong, she had, for the last year or two, been gradually declining, and, with the excessive heat of the past summer, her remaining strength appeared to have gone out. Her occupation, that of a seamstress, had not tended to keep her in health; she had a great deal of work offered her, her skill being superior, and she had sat at it early and late. Mary was thoughtful and conscientious, and she was anxious to contribute a full share to the home support. Her father had married again, had now two young children, and it almost appeared to Mary as if she were an interloper in the paternal home. Not that the new Mrs. Baxendale made her feel this: she was a bustling, hearty woman, fond of show and spending, and of setting off her babies; but she was kind to Mary.

The capability of exertion appeared to be past, and Marys days were chiefly spent in a quiescent state of rest, and in frequently sitting out of doors. This day  it was now the beginning of September  was an unusually bright one, and she drew her invalid shawl round her, and leaned back in her seat, looking out on the lively scene, at the men and women congregating in the road, and inhaling the fresh air. At least, as fresh as it could be got in Daffodils Delight.

How do you feel to-day, Mary?

The questioner was Mrs. Quale. She had come out of her house in her bonnet and shawl, bent on some errand and stopped to accost Mary.

I am pretty well to-day. That is, I should be, if it were not for the weakness.

Weakness, ay! cried Mrs. Quale, in a snapping sort of tone, for she was living in a state of chronic tartness, not approving of matters in general just now. And what have you had this morning to fortify you against the weakness?

A faint blush rose to Marys thin face. The subject was a sore one to the mind of Mrs. Quale, and that lady was not one to spare her tongue. The fact was, that at the present moment, and for some little time past, Marys condition and appetite had required unusual nourishment; but, since the lock-out, this had not been procurable by John Baxendale. Sufficient food the household had as yet, but it was of a plain coarse sort, not suitable for Mary; and Mrs. Quale, bitter enough against the existing condition of things before, touching the men and their masters, was not by this rendered less so. Poor Mary, in her patient meekness, would have subsided into her grave with famine, rather than complain of what she saw no help for.

Did you have an egg at eleven oclock?

Not this morning. I did not feel greatly to care for it.

Rubbish! responded Mrs. Quale. I may say I dont care for the moon, because I know I cant get it.

But I really did not feel to have any appetite just then, repeated Mary.

And if you had an appetite, I suppose you couldnt have been any the nearer satisfying it! returned Mrs. Quale, in a raised voice. You let your stomach get empty, and, after a bit, the craving goes off and sickness comes on, and then you say you have no appetite. But, there! it is not your fault; wheres the use of my  

Why, Mary, girl, whats the matter?

The interruption to Mrs. Quale proceeded from Dr. Bevary. He was passing the gate with Miss Hunter. They stopped, partly at sight of Mary, who was looking strikingly ill, partly at the commotion Mrs. Quale was making. Neither of them had known that Mary was in this state. Mrs. Quale was the first to take up the discourse.

She dont look over flourishing, do she, sir?  do she Miss Florence? She have been as bad as this  oh, for a fortnight, now.

Why did you not send my uncle word, Mary? spoke Florence, impulsive in the cause of kindness, as she had been when a child. I am sure he would have come to see you.



You are very kind, Miss, and Dr. Bevary, also, said Mary. I could not think of troubling him with my poor ailments, especially as I feel it would be useless. I dont think anybody can do me good on this side the grave, sir.

Tush, tush! interposed Dr. Bevary. Thats what many sick people say; but they get well in spite of it. Let us see you a bit closer, he added, going inside the gate. And now tell me how you feel.

I am just sinking, sir, as it seems to me; sinking out of life, without much ailment to tell of. I have a great deal of fever at night, and a dry cough. It is not so much consumption as  

Who told you it was consumption? interrupted Dr. Bevary.

Some of the women about here call it so, sir. My step-mother does: but I should say it was more of a waste.

Your step-mother is fond of talking of what she knows nothing about, and so are the women, remarked Dr. Bevary. Have you much appetite?

Yes, and thats the evil of it, struck in Mrs. Quale, determined to lose no opportunity of propounding her view of the case. A pretty time this is for folks to have appetites, when theres not a copper being earned. I wish all strikes and lock-outs was put down by law, I do. Nothing comes of em but empty cubbarts.

Your cupboard need not be any the emptier for a lock-out, said Dr. Bevary, who sometimes, when conversing with the women of Daffodils Delight, would fall familiarly into their mode of speech.



No, I know that; we have been providenter than that, sir, returned Mrs. Quale. A pity but what others could say the same. You might take a walk through Daffodils Delight, sir, from one end of it to the other, and not find half a dozen cubbarts with plenty in em just now. Serve em right! they should have put by for a rainy day.

Ah! returned Dr. Bevary, rainy days come to most of us as we go through life, in one shape or other. It is well to provide for them when we can.

And its well to keep out of em where its practicable, wrathfully remarked Mrs. Quale. There no more need have been this disturbance between masters and men, than there need be one between you and me, sir, this moment, afore you walk away. They be just idiots, are the men; the women be worse, and Im tired of telling em so. Look at em, added Mrs. Quale, directing the doctors attention to the female ornaments of Daffodils Delight. Look at their gowns in jags, and their dirty caps! they make the mens being out of work an excuse for their idleness, and they just stick theirselves out there all day, a crowing and a gossiping.

Crowing? exclaimed the doctor.

Crowing; every female one of em, like a cock upon its dunghill, responded Mrs. Quale, who was not given to pick her words when wrath was moving her. There isnt one as can see an inch beyond her own nose. If the lock-out lasts, and starvation comes, let em see how theyll crow then. Itll be on tother side their mouths, I fancy!



Money is dealt out to them by the Trades Union, sufficient to live, observed Dr. Bevary.

Sufficient not to starve, independently corrected Mrs. Quale. What is it, sir, the bit of money they get, to them that have enjoyed their thirty-five shillings a-week, and could hardly make that do, some of em? Look at the Baxendales. Theres Mary, wanting more food than she did in health; ay, and craving for it. A good bit of meat once or twice in the day, an egg now and then, a cup of cocoa and milk, or good tea  not your wishy-washy stuff, bought in by the ounce  how is she to get it all? The allowance dealt out to John Baxendale keeps em in bread and cheese; I dont think it does in much else. They were interrupted by John Baxendale himself. He came out of his house, touching his hat to the doctor and to Florence. The latter had been leaning over Mary, inquiring softly into her ailments, and the complaint of Mrs. Quale, touching the short-comings of Marys comforts, had not reached her ears; that lady, out of regard to the invalid, having deemed it well to lower her tone.

I am sorry, sir, you should see her so poorly, said Baxendale, alluding to his daughter. Shell get better, I hope.

I must try what a little of my skill will do towards it, replied the doctor. If she had sent me word she was ill, I would have come before.

Thank ye, sir. I dont know as I should have been backward in asking you to come round and take a look at her; but a man dont like to ask favours when he has got no money in his pocket; it makes him feel little, and look little. Things are not in a satisfactory state with us all just now.

They are not indeed.

I never thought the masters would go to the extreme of a lock-out, resumed Baxendale. It was a harsh measure.

On the face of it it does seem so, responded Dr. Bevary. But what else could they have done? Have kept open their works, that those on strike might have been supported from the wages they paid their men, and probably have found those men also striking at last? If you and others had wanted to escape a lock-out, Baxendale, you should have been cautious not to lend yourselves to the agitation that was smouldering.

Sir, I know theres a great deal to be said on both sides, was the reply. I never was for the agitation; I did not urge the strike; I set my face nearly dead against it. The worst is, we all have to suffer for it alike.

Ay, that is the worst of things in this world, responded the doctor. When people do wrong, the consequences are rarely confined to themselves, they extend to the innocent. Come, Florence. I will see you again later, Mary.

The doctor and his niece walked away. Mrs. Quale had already departed on her errand.

He was always a kind man, observed John Baxendale, looking after Dr. Bevary. I hope he will be able to cure you, Mary.

I dont feel that he will, father, was the low answer. But Baxendale did not hear it; he was going out at the gate, to join a knot of neighbours, who were gathered together at a distance.

Will Mary Baxendale soon get well, do you think, uncle? demanded Florence, as they went along.

No, my dear, I do not think she will.

There was something in the doctors tone that startled Florence. Uncle Bevary! you do not fear she will die?

I do fear it, Florence; and that she will not be long first.

Oh! Then, after she had gone a few paces further, Florence withdrew her arm from his. I must go back and stay with her a little while. I had no idea of this.

Mind you dont repeat it to her in your chatter, called out the doctor; and Florence shook her head by way of answer.

I am in no hurry to go home, Mary; I thought I would return and stay a little longer with you, was her greeting, when she reached the invalid. You must feel it dull, sitting here alone.

Dull! oh no, Miss Florence. I like sitting by myself and thinking.

Florence smiled. What do you think about?

Oh, miss, I quite lose myself in thinking. I think of my Saviour, of how kind he was to everybody; and I think of the beautiful life we are taught to expect after this life. I can hardly believe that I shall soon be there.

Florence paused, feeling as if she did not know what to say. You do not seem to fear death, Mary. You speak rather as if you wished it.

I do not fear it, Miss Florence; I have been learning not to fear it ever since my poor mother died. Ah, miss! it is a great thing to learn; a great boon, when once its learnt.

But surely you do not want to die! exclaimed Florence, in surprise.

Miss Florence, as to that, I feel quite satisfied to let it be as God pleases. I know I am in His good hands. The world now seems to me to be full of care and trouble.

It is very strange, murmured Florence. Mamma, too, believes she is near death, and she expresses no reluctance, no fear. I do not think she feels any.

Miss Florence, it is only another proof of Gods mercies, returned the sick girl. My mother used to say that you could not be quite ripe for death until you felt it; that it came of Gods goodness and Christs love. To such, death seems a blessing instead of a terror, so that when their time is drawing near, they are glad to die. Theres a gentleman waiting to speak to you, miss.

Florence lifted her head hastily, and encountered the smile and the outstretched hand of Austin Clay. But that Mary Baxendale was unsuspicious, she might have gathered something from the vivid blush that overspread her cheeks.

I thought it was you, Florence, he said. I caught sight of a young lady from my sitting-room window; but you kept your head down before Mary.

I am sorry to see Mary looking so ill. My uncle was here just now, but he has gone. I suppose you were deep in your books? she said, with a smile, her face regaining its less radiant hue. This lock-out must be a fine time for you.

So fine, that I wish it were over, he answered. I am sick of it already, Florence. A fortnights idleness will tire out a man worse than a months work.

Is there any more chance of its coming to an end, sir? anxiously inquired Mary Baxendale.

I do not see it, gravely replied Austin. The men appear to be too blind to come to any reasonable terms.

Oh, sir, dont cast more blame on them than you can help! she rejoined, in a tone of intense pain. They are all led away by the Trades Unions; they are, indeed. If once they enrol under them, they must only obey.

Well, Mary, it comes to what I say  that they are blinded. They should have better sense than to be led away.

You speak as a master, sir.

Probably I do; but I have brought my common sense to bear upon the question, both on the side of the masters and of the men; and I believe that this time the men are wrong. If they had laboured under any real grievance, it would have been different; but they did not labour under any. Their wages were good, work was plentiful  

I say, Mary, I wish youd just come in and sit by the little ones a bit, while I go down to the back kitchen and rinse out the clothes.

The interruption came from Mrs. Baxendale, who had thrown up her window to speak. Mary rose at once, took her pillow from the chair, wished Florence good day, and went indoors.

Austin held the gate open for Florence to pass out: he was not intending to accompany her. She stood a moment, speaking to him, when some one, who had come up rapidly and stealthily, laid his great hand on Austins arm. Absorbed in Florence, Austin had not observed him, and he looked up with a start. It was Lawyer Gwinn, of Ketterford, and he appeared to be in some anger or excitement.

Young Clay, where is your master to-day?

Neither the salutation nor the manner of the man pleased Austin; his appearance, there and then, especially displeased him. His answer was spoken in haughty defiance. Not in policy: and in a cooler moment he would have remembered the latter to have been the only safe diplomacy.

A strangely bitter smile of conscious power parted the mans lips. So you take part with him, do you, sir! It may be better for both you and him, that you bring me face to face with him. They have denied me to him at his house; their master is out of town, they say; but I know it to be a lie: I know that the message was sent out to me by Hunter himself. I had a great mind to force  

Florence, who was looking deadly white, interrupted, her voice haughty as Austins had been.

You labour under a mistake, sir. My father is out of town. He went this morning.



Mr. Gwinn wheeled round to her. Neither her tone nor Austins was calculated to abate his anger.

You are his daughter, then! he uttered, with the same insolent stare, the same displayed irony he had once used to her mother. The young lady whom people envy as that spoiled and only child, Miss Hunter! What if I tell you a secret?  that you  

Be still! shouted Austin, in uncontrollable emotion. Are you a man, or a demon? Miss Hunter, allow me, he cried, grasping the hand of Florence, and drawing her peremptorily towards Peter Quales door, which he threw open. Go upstairs, Florence, to my sitting-room: wait there until I come to you. I must be alone with this man.

Florence looked at him in amazement, as he pushed her into the passage. He was evidently in the deepest agitation: every vestige of colour had forsaken his face, and his manner was authoritative as any fathers could have been. She bowed to its power unconsciously, not a thought of resistance crossing her mind, and went straight upstairs to his sitting room  although it might not be precisely correct for a young lady so to do. Not a soul, save herself, appeared to be in the house.

A short colloquy and an angry one, and then Mr. Gwinn was seen returning the way he had come. Austin came springing up the stairs three at a time.

Will you forgive me, Florence? I could not do otherwise.

What with the suddenness of the proceedings, their strangeness, and her own doubts and emotion, Florence burst into tears. Austin lost his head: at least, all of prudence that was in it. In the agitation of the moment he suffered his long-controlled feelings to get the better of him, and spoke words that he had hitherto successfully repressed.

My darling! he whispered, taking her hand, I wish I could have shielded you from it! Florence, you know  you must long have known  that my dearest object in life is you  your happiness, your welfare. I had not intended to say this so soon; it has been forced from me: you must pardon me for saying it here and now.

She gently disengaged the hand, and he did not attempt to retain it. Her wet eyelashes fell on her blushing cheeks; they were like a damask rose glistening in the morning dew. But this mystery?  it certainly seems one, she exclaimed, striving to speak with matter-of-fact calmness. Is not that man Gwinn, of Ketterford?

Yes.

Brother to the lady who seemed to cause so much emotion to papa. Ah! I was but a child at the time, but I noticed it. Austin, I think there must be some dreadful secret. What is it? He comes to our house at periods and is closeted with papa, and papa is more miserable than ever after it.

Whether there is or not, it is not for us to inquire into it. Men engaged in business often have troublesome people to deal with. I hastened you in, he quickly went on, not caring to be more explanatory, and compelled to speak with reserve. I know the man of old, and his language is sometimes coarse, not fitted for a young ladys ears: so I sent you away. Florence, he whispered, his tone changing to one of deepest tenderness, this is neither the time nor the place to speak, but I must say one word. I shall win you if I can.

Florence made no answer. She only ran downstairs as quickly as she could, she and her scarlet cheeks. Austin laughed at her haste, as he followed her. Mrs. Quale was coming in then, and met them at the door.

See what it is to go gadding out! cried Austin, to her. When young ladies pay you the honour of a morning visit, they might find an empty house, but for my stay-at-home propensities.

Mrs. Quale turned her eyes from one to the other of them in puzzled doubt.

The truth is, said Austin, vouchsafing an explanation, there was a rude man in the road, talking nonsense, so I sent Miss Hunter indoors, and stopped to deal with him.

I am sure I am sorry, Miss Florence, cried unsuspicious Mrs. Quale. We often have rude men in this quarter: they get hold of a drop too much, the simpletons. And when the wines in, the wits out, you know, Miss.

Austin piloted her through Daffodils Delight, possibly lest any more rude men should molest her, leaving her at her own door.

But when he came to reflect on what he had done, he was full of contrition and self-blame. The time had not come for him to aspire to the hand of Florence Hunter, at least in the estimation of the world, and he ought not to have spoken to her. There was only one course open to him now in honour; and that was, to tell the whole truth to her mother.

That same evening at dusk he was sitting alone with Mrs. Hunter. Mr. Hunter had not returned: that he had gone out of town for the day was perfect truth: and Florence escaped from the room when she heard Austins knock.

After taking all the blame on himself for having been premature, he proceeded to urge his cause and his love, possibly emboldened to do so by the gentle kindness with which he was listened to.

It has been my hope for years, he avowed, as he held Mrs. Hunters hands in his, and spoke of the chance of Mr. Hunters favour. Dear Mrs. Hunter, do you think he will some time give her to me!

But, Austin  

Not yet; I do not ask for her yet; not until I have made a fitting home for her, he impulsively continued, anticipating what might have been the possible objection of Mrs. Hunter. With the two thousand pounds left to me by Mrs. Thornimett, and a little more added to it, which I have myself saved, I believe I shall be able to make my way.

Austin, you will make your way, she replied, in a tone of the utmost confidence and kindness. I have heard Mr. Hunter himself anticipate a successful career for you. Even when you were, comparatively speaking, penniless, Mr. Hunter would say that talent and energy, such as yours, could not fail to find its proper outlet. Now that you have inherited the money, your success is certain. But  I fear you cannot win Florence.

The words fell on his heart like an icebolt. He had reckoned on Mrs. Hunters countenance, though he had not been sure of her husbands. What do you object to in me? he inquired, in a tone of pain. I am of gentle birth.

Austin, I do not object. I have long seen that your coming here so much  and it was Mr. Hunters pleasure to have you  was likely to lead to an attachment between you and Florence. Had I objected to you, I should have pointed out to Mr. Hunter the impolicy of your coming. I like you: there is no one in the world to whom I would so readily intrust the happiness of Florence. Other mothers might look to a higher alliance for her: but, Austin, when we get near the grave, we judge with a judgment not of this world. Worldly distinctions lose their charm.

Then where lies the doubt  the objection? he asked.

I once  it is not long ago  hinted at this to Mr. Hunter, she replied. He would not hear me out; he would not suffer me to conclude. It was an utter impossibility that you could ever marry Florence, he said: neither was it likely that either of you would wish it.

But we do wish it; the love has already arisen, he exclaimed, in agitation. Dear Mrs. Hunter  

Hush, Austin! calm yourself. Mr. Hunter must have some private objection. I am sure he has; I could see so far; and one that, as was evident, he did not choose to disclose to me. I never inquire into his reasons when I perceive this. You must try and forget her.

A commotion was heard in the hall. Austin went out to ascertain its cause. There stood Gwinn of Ketterford, insisting upon an interview with Mr. Hunter.

Austin contrived to get rid of the man by convincing him Mr. Hunter was really not at home. Gwinn went out grumbling, promising to be there the first thing in the morning.

The interlude had broken up the confidence between Austin and Mrs. Hunter; and he went home in despondency: but vowing to win her, all the same, sooner or later.




CHAPTER II. MR. COX.

Time had gone on. It was a gloomy winters evening. Not that, reckoning by the seasons, it could be called winter yet; but it was getting near it, and the night was dark and sloppy, and blowing and rainy. The wind went booming down Daffodils Delight, sending the fierce rain before it in showers, and the pools gleamed in the reflected light of the gas-lamps, as wayfarers splashed through them and stirred up their muddy waters.



The luxurious and comfortable in position  those at ease in the world, who could issue their orders to attentive tradespeople at their mornings leisure  had no necessity to be abroad on that inclement Saturday night. Not so Daffodils Delight; there was not much chance (taking it collectively) of a dinner for the morrow, at the best; but, unless they went abroad, there was none. The men had not gone to work yet, and times were bad.

Down the street, to one particular corner shop, which had three gilt-coloured balls hanging outside it, flocked the stream  chiefly females. Not together. They mostly walked in units, and, some of them at least, in a covert sort of manner, keeping in the shade of dead walls, and of dark houses, as if not caring to be seen. Amongst the latter, stole one who appeared more especially fearful of being recognised. She was a young woman, comely once, but pale and hollow-eyed now, her bones too sharp for her skin. Well wrapped up, was she, against the weather; her cloth cloak warm, a fur round her neck, and india-rubber shoes. Choosing her time to approach the shop when the coast should be tolerably clear, she glanced cautiously in at the window and door, and entered.

Laying upon the counter a small parcel, which she carried folded in a handkerchief, she displayed a cardboard box to the sight of the shops master, who came forward to attend to her. It contained a really handsome set of corals, fashioned like those worn in the days when our mothers were young; a necklace of six rows of small beads, with a gold snap made to imitate a rose, a long coral bead set in it. A pair of gold earrings, with large pendant coral drops, lay beside it, and a large and handsome gold brooch, set likewise with corals.

What, is it you, Miss Baxendale? he exclaimed, his tone expressive of some surprise.

It is, indeed, Mr. Cox, replied Mary. We all have to bend to these hard times. Its share and share alike in them. Will you please to look at these jewels?

She tenderly drew aside the cotton which was over the trinkets  tenderly and reverently, almost as if a miniature live baby were lying there. Very precious were they to Mary. They were dear to her from association; and she also believed them to be of great value.

The pawnbroker glanced at them slightly, carelessly lifting one of the earrings in his hand, to feel its weight. The brooch he honoured with a closer inspection.

What do you want upon them? he asked.

Nay, said Mary, it is not for me to name a sum. What will you lend?

You are not accustomed to our business, or you would know that we like borrowers to mention their own ideas as to sum; and we give it if we can, he rejoined with ready words. What do you ask?

If you would let me have four pounds upon them, began Mary, hesitatingly. But he snapped up the words.

Four pounds! Why, Miss Baxendale, you cant know what you are saying. The fashion of these coral things is over and done with. They are worth next to nothing.



Marys heart beat quicker in its sickness of disappointment.

They are genuine, sir, if youll please to look. The gold is real gold, and the coral is the best coral; my poor mother has told me so many a time. Her godmother was a lady, well-to-do in the world, and the things were a present from her.

If they were not genuine, Id not lend as many pence upon them, said the man. With a little alteration the brooch might be made tolerably modern; otherwise their value would be no more than old gold. In selling them, I  

It will not come to that, Mr. Cox, interrupted Mary. Please God spares me a little while  and, since the hot weather went out, I feel a bit stronger  I shall soon redeem them.

Mr. Cox looked at her thin face; he listened to her short breath; and he drew his own conclusions. There was a line of pity in his hard face, for he had long respected Mary Baxendale.

By the way the strike seems to be lasting on, there doesnt seem much promise of a speedy end to it, quoth he, in answer. I never was so over-done with pledges.

My work does not depend upon that, said Mary. Let me get up a little strength, and I shall have as much work as I can do. And I am well paid, Mr. Cox: I have a private connection. I am not like the poor seamstresses who make skirts for fourpence a-piece.

Mr. Cox made no immediate reply to this, and there was a pause. The open box lay before him. He took up the necklace and examined its clasp.

I will lend you a sovereign upon them.

She lifted her face pitiably, and the tears glistened in her eyes.

It would be of no use to me, she whispered. I want the money for a particular purpose, otherwise I should never have brought here these gifts of my mothers. She gave them to me the day I was eighteen, and I have tenderly kept them from desecration.

Poor Mary! From desecration!

I have heard her say what they cost; but I forget now. I know it was over ten pounds.

But the day for this fashion has gone by. To ask four pounds upon them was preposterous; and you would know it to be so, were you acquainted with the trade.

Will you lend me two pounds, then?

The tone was tremblingly eager, the face beseeching  a wan face, telling of the coming grave. Possibly the thought struck the pawnbroker, and awoke some humanity within him.

I shall lose by it, I know, if it comes to a sale. Id not do it for anybody else, Miss Baxendale.

He proceeded to write out the ticket, his thoughts running upon whether  if it did come to a sale  he could not make three pounds by the brooch alone. As he was handing her the money, somebody rushed in, close to the spot occupied by Mary, and dashed down a large-sized paper parcel on the counter. She wore a black lace bonnet, which had once been white, frayed, and altogether the worse for wear, independent of its dirt. It was tilted on the back of her head, displaying a mass of hair in front, half grey, half black, and exceedingly in disorder; together with a red face. It was Mrs. Dunn.

Well, to be sure! if its not Mary Baxendale! I thought you was too much of the lady to put your nose inside a pop-shop. Dont it go again the grain? she ironically added, for she did not appear to be in the sweetest of tempers.

It does indeed, Mrs. Dunn, was the girls meek answer, as she took her money and departed.

Now then, old Cox, just attend to me, began Mrs. Dunn. I have brought something as you dont get offered every day.

Mr. Cox, accustomed to the scant ceremony bestowed upon him by some of the ladies of Daffodils Delight, took the speech with indifference, and gave his attention to the parcel, from which Mrs. Dunn was rapidly taking off the twine.

Whats this  silk? cried he, as a roll of dress-silk, brown, cross-barred with gold, came forth to view.

Yes, it is silk; and theres fourteen yards of it; and I want thirty shillings upon it, volubly replied Mrs. Dunn.

He took the silk between his fingers, feeling its substance, in his professionally indifferent and disparaging manner.

Where did you get it from? he asked.



Where did I get it from? retorted Mrs. Dunn. Whats that to you! Dye think I stole it?

How do I know? returned he.

You insolent fellow! Is it only to-day as you have knowed me, Tom Cox? My names Hannah Dunn; and I dont want you to testify to my honesty; I can hold up my head in Daffodils Delight just as well as you can  perhaps a little better. Concern yourself with your own business. I want thirty shillings upon that.

It isnt worth thirty shillings in the shop, new, was the rejoinder.

What? shrieked Mrs. Dunn. It cost three-and-fourpence halfpenny a yard, every yard of it, and theres fourteen of em, I tell you.

I dont care if it cost six-and-fourpence halfpenny, its not worth more than I say. Ill lend you ten shillings upon it, and I should lose then.

Where do you expect to go to when you die? demanded Mrs. Dunn, in a tone that might be heard half over the length and breadth of Daffodils Delight. I wouldnt tell such lies for the paltry sake of grinding folks down; no, not if you made me a duchess to-morrow for it.

Here, take the silk off. I have not got time to bother: its Saturday night.

He swept the parcel, silk, paper, and string, towards her, and was turning away. She leaned over the counter and seized upon him.

You want a opposition in the place, thats what you want, Master Cox! You have been cock o the walk over Daffodils Delight so long, that you think you can treat folks as if they was dirt. You be over-done with business, thats what you be; youre a making gold as fast as they makes it in Aurstraliar; we shall have you a setting up your tandem next. Whatll you give me upon that silk?

Ill give you ten shillings; I have said so. You may take it or not; its at your own option.

More contending; but the pawnbroker was firm; and Mrs. Dunn was forced to accept the offer, or else take away her silk.

How long is this strike going to last? he asked, as he made out the duplicate.

The words excited the irascibility of Mrs. Dunn.

Strike! she uttered, in a flaming passion. Who dares to call it a strike? Its not a strike; its a lock-out.

Lock-out, then. The two things come to the same, dont they? Is there a chance of its coming to an end?

No, they dont come to the same, shrieked Mrs. Dunn. A strikes what it is  a strike; a act of noble independence which the British workman may be proud on. A lock-out is a nasty, mean, overbearing tyranny on the part of the masters. Now, old Cox! call it a strike again.

But I hear the masters shops are open again  for anybody to go to work that likes, replied Mr. Cox, quite imperturbable.

They be open for slaves to go to work, not for free-born men, retorted Mrs. Dunn, her shrieking voice at a still higher pitch. I hope the menll hold out for ever, I do! I hope the masters ll be drove, everyone of em, into the dust and dregs of the bankruptcy court! I hope their sticks and stones ll be sold up, down to their childrens cradles  

There, thats enough, interposed the pawnbroker, as he handed her what he had to give. Youll be collecting a crowd round the door, if you go on like that. Heres somebody else waiting for your place.

It was Mrs. Cheek, an especial friend of the ladys now being dismissed. Mrs. Cheek was carefully carrying a basket which contained various chimney ornaments  pretty enough in their places, but not of much value. The pawnbroker, after some haggling, not so intemperately carried on as the bargain just concluded, advanced six shillings on them.

I had wanted twelve, she said; and I cant do with less.

I am willing to lend it, returned he, if you bring goods accordingly.

I have stripped the place of amost all the light things as can be spared, said Mrs. Cheek. One doesnt care to begin upon the heavy furniture and the necessaries.

Is there no chance of the present state of affairs coming to an end? inquired Mr. Cox, putting the same question to which he had not got a direct answer from Mrs. Dunn. The men can go back to work if they like; the masters yards are open again.

Open! returned Mrs. Cheek, in a guttural tone, as she threw back her head in disdain; they have been open some time, if you call that opening em. If a man likes to go as a sneaking coward, and work upon the terms offered now, knuckling down to the masters, and putting his hand to their mean old odious document, severing himself from the Union, he can do it. It aint many of our men as youll find do that dirty work. If my husband was to attempt it, Id be ready to skin him alive.

But the men have gone back in some parts of the metropolis.

Men, do you call em. A few may; one black sheep out of a flock. They aint men, they are half-castes. Let them look to theirselves, concluded Mrs. Cheek significantly, as she quitted the pawnbrokers shop with a fling.

At the butchers stall, a few paces further, she came up to Mrs. Dunn, who was standing in the glare of the blazing gaslight, in the incessant noise of the Buy, buy, buy! whatll you buy? Not less than a dozen women were congregated there, elbowing each other, as they turned over the scraps of meat set out for sale in small heaps  sixpence the lot, a shilling the lot, according to quality and quantity. In the prosperous time when their husbands were in full work, these ladies had scornfully disdained such heaps on a Saturday night. They had been wont then to buy a good joint for the Sundays dinner. One of the women nudged another in her vicinity, directing her attention to the inside of the shop. Just twig Mother Shuck; shes a being served, I hope!



Mother Shuck, Slippery Sams better half, was making her purchases in the agreeable confidence of possessing money to pay for them  liver and bacon for the present evenings supper, and a breast of veal, to be served with savoury herbs, for the morrows dinner. In the old times, while the throng of women now outside had been able to make the same or similar purchases, she had hovered without like a hungry hyena, hanging over the cheap portions with covetous eyes and fingers, as many another poor wife had done, whose husband could not or would not work. Times were changed.

I cant afford nothing, hardly, I cant, grumbled Mrs. Cheek. Whats the good of six shillings for a Saturday night, when everythings wanted, from the rent down to a potater? The young uns have got their bare feet upon the boards, as may be said, for their shoes be without toes and heels; and who is to get em others? I wish that Cox was a bit juster. Hes a getting rich upon our spoils. Six shillings for that lot as I took him in!

I wish he was smothered! struck in Mrs. Dunn. He took and asked me if Id stole the silk. It was that lovely silk, you know, as I was fool enough to go and choose the week of the strike, on the strength of the good times a coming. We have had something else to do since, instead of making up silk gownds.

The good times aint come yet, said Mrs. Cheek, shortly. I wish the old uns was back again, if we could get em without stooping to the masters.

It was at the shop where Mary Ann and Jemimar deals, when they has to get in things for their customers work, resumed Mrs. Dunn, continuing the subject of the silk. I shouldnt have had credit at any other place. Fourteen yards I bought of it, and three-and-fourpence halfpenny I gave for every yard of it; I did, I protest to you, Elizar Cheek; and that swindling old screw had the conscience to offer me ten shillings for the whole!

Is the silk paid for? Paid for! wrathfully repeated Mrs. Dunn; has it been a time to pay for silk gownds when our husbands be under a lock-out? Of course its not paid for, and the shops a beginning to bother for it; but theyll be none the nearer getting it. I say, master, whatll you weigh in these fag ends of mutton and beef at  the two together? It will be readily understood, from the above conversation and signs, that in the several weeks that had elapsed since the commencement of the lock-out, things, socially speaking, had been going backwards. The roast goose and other expected luxuries had not come yet. The masters works were open  open to any who would go to work in them, provided they renounced all connection with the Trades Unions. Daffodils Delight, taking it collectively, would not have this at any price, and held out. The worst aspect in the affair  I mean for the interests of the men  was, that strange workmen were assembling from different parts of the country, accepting the work which they refused. Of course this feature in the dispute was most bitter to the men; they lavished their abuse upon the masters for employing strange hands; and they would have been glad to lavish something worse than abuse up on the hands themselves. One of the masters compared them to the fable of the dog in the manger  they would not take the work, and they would not let (by their good will) anybody else take it. Incessant agitation was maintained. The workmen were in a sufficiently excited state, as it was; and, to help on that which need not have been helped, the agents of the Trades Union kept the ball rolling  an incendiary ball, urging obstinacy and spreading discontent. But this little history has not so much to do with the political phases of the unhappy dispute, as with its social effects.

As Mary Baxendale was returning home from the pawnbrokers, she passed Mrs. Darby, who was standing at her own door looking at the weather. Mary, girl, was the salutation, this is not a night for you to be abroad.

I was obliged to go, was the reply. How are the children?

Come in and see them, said Mrs. Darby. She led the way into a back room, which, at the first glance, seemed to be covered with mattresses and children. A large family had Robert Darby  indeed, it was a complaint prevalent in Daffodils Delight. They were of various ages; these, lying on the mattresses, six of them, were from four to twelve years. The elder ones were not at home. The room had a close, unhealthy smell, which struck especially on the senses of Mary, rendered sensitive from illness.

What have you got them all in this room for? she exclaimed, in the impulse of the moment.



I have given up the rooms above, was Mrs. Darbys reply.

But  when the children were ill  was it a time to give up rooms? debated Mary.

No, replied Mrs. Darby, who spoke as if she were heart-broken, in a sad, subdued tone, the very reverse of Mesdames Dunn and Cheek. But how could we keep on the top rooms when we were unable to get together the rent, to pay for them? I spoke to the landlord, and he is letting the back rent stand a bit, not to sell us up; and I gave up to him the two top rooms; and we all sleep in here together.

I wish the men would go back to work! said Mary, with a sigh.

Mary my hearts just failing within me, said Mrs. Darby, her tone a sort of wail. Heres winter coming on, and all of them out of work. If it were not for my daughter, who is in service, and brings us her wages as she gets them, I believe we should just have starved. I must get medicine, for the children, though we go without bread.

It is not medicine they want: it is nourishment, said Mary.

It is both. Nourishment would have done when they were first ailing, but now that it has turned to low fever, they must have medicine, or it will grow into typhus. Its bark they have to take, and it costs  

Mother! mother! struck up a plaintive voice, that of the eldest of the children lying there, I want more of that nice drink!



I have not got it, Willy. You know that you had it all. Mrs. Quale brought me round a pot of black currant jelly, she explained to Mary, and I poured boiling water on it to make drink. Their little parched throats did so relish it, poor things.

Mary knelt on the floor and put her hand on the childs moist brow. He was a pretty boy; fair and delicate, with light curls falling round his face. A gentle, thoughtful, intelligent boy he had ever been, but less healthy than some. You are thirsty, Willy?

He opened his heavy eyelids, and the large round blue eyes glistened with fever, as they were lifted to see who spoke.

How do you do, Mary? he meekly said. Yes, I am so thirsty. Mother said perhaps she should have a sixpence to-night to buy a pot of jelly like Mrs. Quales. Mrs. Darby coloured slightly; she thought Mary must reflect on the extravagance implied. Sixpence for jelly, when they were wanting money for a loaf!

I did say it to him, she whispered, as she was quitting the room with Mary. I thought I might spare a sixpence out of what Darby got from the society. But I cant; I cant. Theres so many things we cannot do without, unless we just give up, and lie down and dont even try at keeping body and soul together. Rent, and coals, and candles, and soap; and we must eat something. Darby, too, of course he wants a trifle for beer and tobacco. Mary, I say I am just heart-faint. If the poor boy should die, itll be upon my mind for ever, that the drink he craved for in his last illness couldnt be got for him.

Does he crave for it?

Nothing was ever like it. All day long it has been his sad, pitiful cry. Have you got the jelly yet, mother? Oh, mother, if I could but have the drink!

As Mary went through the front room, Robert Darby was in it then. His chin rested on his hands, his elbows were on the table; altogether he looked very down-hearted.

I have been to see Willy, she cried.

Ah, poor little chap! It was all he said; but the tone implied more.

Things seem to be getting pretty low with us all. I wish there could be a change, continued Mary.

How can there be, while the masters and the Unions are at loggerheads? he asked. Us men be between the two, and between the two we come to the ground. Its like sitting on two stools at once.

Mary proceeded to the shop where jelly was sold, an oilmans, bought a sixpenny pot, and took it back to Mrs. Darbys, handing it in at the door. Why did you do it, Mary? You cannot afford it.

Yes, I can. Give it to Willy, with my love.

He will only be out of a world of care, if God does take him, sighed Mary to herself, as she bent her steps homeward. Oh, father! she continued aloud, encountering John Baxendale at their own gate, I wish this sad state of things could be ended. Theres the poor little Darbys worse instead of better. They are all lying in one room, down with fever.

God help us if fever should come! was the reply of John Baxendale.

It is not catching fever yet. They have given up their top chambers, and are all sleeping in that back room. Poor Willie craved for a bit of jelly, and Mrs. Darby could not get it him.

Better crave for that than for worse things, returned John Baxendale. I am just a walking about here, because I cant bear to stop indoors. I cant pay the rent, and the things must go.

No, father, they need not. He said if you would get up two pounds towards it, he would give time for the rest. If  

Two pounds! ejaculated John Baxendale, where am I to get two pounds from? Borrow of them that have been provident, and so are better off, in this distress, than me? No, that I never will.

Mary opened her hand, and displayed two sovereigns held in its palm. They sparkled in the gaslight. The money is my own, father. Take it. A sudden revulsion of feeling came over Baxendale  he seemed to have passed from despair to hope. Child, he gently said, did an angel send it? And Mary, worn with weakness, with long-continued insufficient food, sad with the distress around her, burst into tears, and, bending her head upon his arm, sobbed aloud.




CHAPTER III. I THINK I HAVE BEEN A FOOL.

The Shucks had got a supper party. On this same Saturday night, when the wind was blowing outside, and the rain was making the streets into pools, two or three friends had dropped into Sam Shucks  idlers like Sam himself  and were hospitably invited to remain. Mrs. Shuck was beginning to fry the liver and bacon she had just brought in, with the accompaniment of a good peck of onions, and Sam and his friends were staying their appetites with pipes and porter. When Mary Baxendale and her father entered  Mary having lingered a minute outside, until her emotion had passed, and her eyes were dry  they could scarcely find their way across the kitchen, what with the clouds from the pipes, and the smoke from the frying-pan. There was a great deal of laughter going on. Prosperity had not yet caused the Shucks to change their residence for a better one. Perhaps that was to come: but Sams natural improvidence stood in the way of much change.

You are merry to-night, observed Mary, by way of being sociable.

Its merrier inside nor out, a-wading through the puddles and the sharp rain, replied Mrs. Shuck, without turning round from her employment. Its someat new to see you out such a night as this, Mary Baxendale! Dont you talk about folks wanting sense again.



I dont know that I ever do talk of it, was the inoffensive reply of Mary, as she followed her father up the stairs.

Mrs. Baxendale was hushing a baby when they entered their room. She looked very cross. The best-tempered will do so, under the long-continued embarrassment of empty purses and empty stomachs. Who has been spreading it up and down the place that we are in trouble about the rent? she abruptly demanded, in no pleasant voice. That girl of Ryans was here just now  Judy. She knew it, it seems, and she didnt forget to speak of it. Mary, what a simpleton you are, to be out in this rain!

Never mind who speaks of the rent, Mrs. Baxendale, so long as it can be paid, said Mary, sitting down in the first chair to get her breath up, after mounting the stairs. Father is going to manage it, so that we shant have any trouble at present. Its all right.

However have you contrived it? demanded Mrs. Baxendale of her husband, in a changed tone.

Mary has contrived it  not I. She has just put two pounds into my hand. Where did you get it, child? It does not signify your knowing that, father.

If I dont know it, I shant use the money, he answered, shortly. Why, surely, father, you can trust me! she rejoined.

That is not it, Mary, said John Baxendale. I dont like to use borrowed money, unless I know who it has been borrowed from.

It was not borrowed, in your sense of the word, father. I have only done what you and Mrs. Baxendale have been doing lately. I pledged that set of coral ornaments of my mothers. Had you forgotten them?

Why, yes, I had forgot em, cried he. Coral ornaments! I declare they had as much slipped my memory, as if she had never possessed them.

Cox would only lend me two pounds upon them. Father, I hope I shall some time get them redeemed. John Baxendale made no reply. He turned to pace the small room, evidently in deep thought. Mary, her poor short breath gathered again, took off her wet cloak and bonnet. Presently, Mrs. Baxendale put the loaf upon the table, and some cold potatoes.

Couldnt you have brought in a sausage or two for yourself, Mary, or a red herring? she said. You had got a shilling in your pocket.

I can eat a potato, said Mary; it dont much matter about me.

It matters about us all, I think, cried Mrs. Baxendale. What a delicious smell of onions! she added in a parenthesis. Them Shucks have got the luck of it just now. Us, and the children, and you, are three parts starved  I know that, Mary. We may weather it  its to be hoped we shall; but it will just kill you.

No, it shant, said John Baxendale, turning to them with a strangely stern decision marked upon his countenance. This night has decided me, and Ill go and do it.

Go and do what? exclaimed his wife, a sort of fear in her tone.



Ill go to WORK, please God, Monday morning comes, he said, with emphasis. The thought has been hovering in my mind this week past.

Its just the thing you ought to have done weeks ago, observed Mrs. Baxendale.

You never said it. Not I. Its best to let men come to their senses of their own accord. You mostly act by the rules of contrary, you men; if I had advised your going to work next Monday morning, youd just have stopped away.

Passing over this conjugal compliment in silence, John Baxendale descended the stairs. He possessed a large share of the open honesty of the genuine English workman. He disdained to do things in a corner. It would not suit him to return to work the coming Monday morning on what might be called the sly; he preferred to act openly, and to declare it to the Trades Union previously, in the person of their paid agent, Sam Shuck. This he would do at once, and for that purpose entered the kitchen. The first instalment of the supper was just served: which was accomplished by means of a tin dish placed on the table, and the contents of the frying-pan being turned unceremoniously into it. Sam and the company deemed the liver and bacon were best served hot and hot, so they set themselves to eat, while Mrs. Shuck continued to fry.

I have got just a word to say, Shuck; I shant disturb you, began John Baxendale. But Shuck interrupted him.

Its of no use, Baxendale, your remonstrating about the short allowance. Think of the many mouths there is to feed. Its hard times, we all know, thanks to the masters; but our duty, ay, and our pride too, must lie in putting up with them, like men.

Its not very hard times with you, at any rate, said John Baxendale, sniffing involuntarily the savoury odour, and watching the tempting morsels consumed. My business here is not to remonstrate at anything, but to inform you that I shall resume work on Monday.

The announcement took Sam by surprise. He dropped the knife with which he was cutting the liver, held upon his bread  for the repast was not served fashionably, with a full complement of plates and dishes  and stared at Baxendale What! he uttered.

I have had enough of it. I shall go back on Monday morning.

Are you a fool, Baxendale? Or a knave?

Sometimes I think I must be a fool, was the reply, given without irritation. Leastways, I have wondered lately whether I am or not: when there has been full work and full wages to be had for the asking, and I have not asked, but have let my wife and children and Mary go down to starvation point.

You have been holding out for principle, remonstrated Sam.

I know; and principle is a very good thing when you are sure its the right principle. But flesh and blood cant stand out for ever.

After standing out as long as this, Id try and stand out a bit longer, cried Sam. You must, Baxendale; you cant turn traitor now.



You say a bit, longer, Sam Shuck. It has been a bit longer, and a bit longer, for some time past; but the bit doesnt come to any ending. Theres no more chance of the masters coming to, than there was at first, but a great deal less. The getting of these men from the country will render them independent of us. What is to become of us then?

Rubbish! said Sam Shuck. The masters must come to: they cant stand against the Unions. Because a sprinkling of poor country workmen have thrust in their noses, and the masters are keeping open their works on the show of it, is that a reason why we should knuckle down? They are doing it to frighten us.

Look here, said Baxendale. I have two women and two children on my hands, and one of the women is next door to the grave; I am threatened  you know it, Sam Shuck  with a lodging for them in the street next week, because I have not been able to pay the rent; I have parted by selling and pledging, with nearly all there is to part with, of my household goods. There was what they call a Bible reader round last week, and he says, pleasantly, Why dont you kneel down and ask God to consider your condition, Mr. Baxendale? Very good. But how can I do that? Isnt it just a mockery for me to pray for help to provide for me and mine? If God was pleased to answer us in words, would not the answer be, There is work, and to spare; you have only got to do it?

Well, thats grand, put in one of Sams guests, most of whom had been staring with open mouths. As if folks asked God about such things as this!

Since my late wife died, I have thought about it more than I used to, said Baxendale, simply, and I have got to see that theres no good to be done in anything without it. But how can I in reason ask for help now, when I dont help myself? The work is ready to my hand, and I dont take it. So, Sam, my minds made up at last. Youll tell the Union.

No, I shant. You wont go to work.

Youll see. I shall be glad to go. I havent had a proper meal this  

Youll think better of it between now and Monday morning, interrupted Sam, drowning the words. Ill have a talk with you to-morrow. Have a bit of supper, Baxendale?

No, thank ye. I didnt come in to eat your victuals, he added, moving to the door.

We have got plenty, said Mrs. Shuck, turning round from the frying-pan. Here, eat it up-stairs, if you wont stop, Baxendale. She took out a slice of liver and of bacon, and handed them to him on a saucer. What a temptation it was to the man, sick with hunger! However, he was about to refuse, when he thought of Mary.

Thank ye, Mrs. Shuck. Ill take it, then, if you can spare it. It will be a treat to Mary. Like unto the appearance of water in the arid desert to the parched and exhausted traveller, was the sight of that saucer of meat to Mary. Terribly did she often crave for it. John Baxendale positively refused to touch any; so Mary divided it into two portions, giving one to Mrs. Baxendale. The womans good-nature  her sense of Marys condition  would have led her to refuse it; but she was not quite made up of self-denial, and she felt faint and sinking. John Baxendale cut a thick slice of bread, rubbed it over the remains of gravy in the saucer, and ate that. Please God, this shall have an end, he mentally repeated. I think I have been a fool!

Mr. Hunters yard  as it was familiarly called in the trade  was open just as were other yards, though as yet he had but few men at work in it; in fact, so little was doing that it was almost equivalent to a stand-still. Mr. Henry Hunter was better off. A man of energy, determined to stand no nonsense, as he himself expressed it, he had gone down to country places, and engaged many hands.

On the Monday following the above Saturday night, John Baxendale presented himself to Austin Clay and requested to be taken on again. Austin complied at once, glad to do so, and told the man he was wise to come to his senses. Mr. Hunter was not at business that day; too unwell to leave home was the message carried to Austin Clay. In the evening Austin went to the house: as was usual when Mr. Hunter did not make his appearance at the works in the day. Florence was alone when he entered. Evidently in distress; though she strove to hide it from him, to turn it off with gay looks and light words. But he noted the signs. What is your grief, Florence? he asked, speaking in an earnest tone of sympathy.



It caused the tears to come forth again. Austin took her hands and drew her to him, as either a lover or a brother might have done, leaving her to take it as she pleased.

Let me share it, Florence, whatever it may be.

It is nothing more than usual, she answered; but somehow my spirits are low this evening. I try to bear up bravely; and I do bear up: but, indeed, this is an unhappy home. Mamma is sinking fast; I see it daily. While papa   But for making the abrupt pause, she would have broken down. Austin turned away: he did not choose that she should enter upon any subject connected with Mr. Hunter. This time Florence would not be checked: as she had been hitherto. Austin, I cannot bear it any longer. What is it that is overshadowing papa? she continued, her voice, her whole manner full of dread. I am sure that some misfortune hangs over the house.

I wish I could take you out of it, was the impulsive and not very relevant answer. I can tell you nothing, Florence, he concluded more soberly. Mr. Hunter has many cares in business; but the cares are his own.

Austin, is it kind of you to try to put me off so? I can bear reality, whatever it may be, better than suspense. It is for papa I grieve. See how ill he is! And yet he has no ailment of body, only of mind. Night after night he paces his room, never sleeping.

How do you know that? Austin inquired.

Because I listen to it. You should not do so.

I cannot help listening to him. How is it possible? His room is near mine, and when his footsteps are sounding in it, in the midnight silence, hour after hour, my ears grow sensitively quick. I say that loving him, I cannot help it. Sometimes I think that if I only knew the cause, the nature of his sorrow, I might soothe it  perhaps help to remove it.

As if young ladies could ever help or remove the cares of business! he cried, speaking lightly.

I am not a child, Austin, she resumed: it is not kind of you to make pretence that I am, and try to put me off as one. Papas trouble is not connected with business, and I am sure you know that as well as I do. Will you not tell me what it is?

Florence, you can have no grounds for assuming that I am cognisant of it.

I feel very sure that you are. Can you suppose that I should otherwise speak of it to you?

I say that you can have no grounds for the supposition. By what do you so judge?

By signs, she answered. I can read it in your countenance, your actions. I was pretty sure of it before that day when you sent me hastily into your rooms, lest I should hear what the man Gwinn was about to say; but I have been fully sure since. What he would have said related to it; and, in some way, the man is connected with the ill. Besides, you have been on confidential terms with papa for years.

On business matters only: not on private ones. My dear Florence, I must request you to let this subject cease, now and always. I know nothing of its nature from your father; and if my own thoughts have in any way strayed towards it, it is not fitting that I should give utterance to them.

Tell me one thing: could I be of any service, in any way?

Hush, Florence, he uttered, as if the words had struck upon some painful cord. The only service you can render is, by taking no notice of it. Do not think of it if you can help; do not allude to it to your mother.

I never do, she interrupted. That is well.

You have sometimes said you cared for me.

Well? he rejoined, determined to be as contrary as he could.

If you did, you would not leave me in this suspense. Only tell me the nature of papas trouble, I will not ask further.

Austin gathered his wits together, thinking what plea he should invent. It is a debt, Florence. Your papa contracted a debt many years ago; he thought it was paid; but by some devilry  pardon the word; I forgot I was talking to you  a lawyer, Gwinn of Ketterford, has proved that it was not paid, and he comes to press for instalments of it. That is all I know. And now you must give me your promise not to speak of this. Ill never tell you anything more if you do.

Florence had listened attentively, and was satisfied.

I will never speak of it, she said. I think I understand it now. Papa fears he shall have no fortune left for me. Oh, if he only knew  

Hush, Florence! came the warning whisper, for Mrs. Hunter was standing at the door.



Is it you, Austin? I heard voices here, and wondered who had come in.

How are you, dear Mrs. Hunter? he said to her as she entered. Better this evening?

Not better, was Mrs. Hunters answer, as she retained Austins hand, and drew him on the sofa beside her. There will be no better for me in this world. Austin, I wish I could have gone from it under happier circumstances. Florence, I hear your papa calling.

If you are not happy in the prospect of the future, who can be? murmured Austin, as Florence left the room.

I spoke not of myself. My concern is for Mr. Hunter. Austin, I would give every minute of my remaining days to know what terrible grief it is that has been so long upon him. Austin was silent. Had Mrs. Hunter and Florence entered into a compact to annoy him? It has been like a dark shade upon our house for years. Florence and I have kept silence upon it to him, and to each other; to him we dare not speak, to each other we would not. Latterly it has seemed so much worse, that I was forced to whisper of it to her: I could not keep it in; the silence was killing me. We both agree that you are in his confidence; if so, perhaps you will satisfy me?

Austin Clay felt himself in a dilemma. He could not speak of it in the light manner he had to Florence, or put off so carelessly Mrs. Hunter. I am not in his confidence, indeed, Mrs. Hunter, he broke forth, glad to be able to say so much. That I have observed the signs you speak of in Mr. Hunter, his embarrassment, his grief  

Say his fear, Austin.

His fear. That I have noticed this it would be vain to deny. But, Mrs. Hunter, I assure you he has never given me his confidence upon the subject. Quite the contrary; he has particularly shunned it with me. Of course I can give a very shrewd guess at the cause  he is pressed for money. Times are bad; and when a man of Mr. Hunters thoughtful temperament begins to be really anxious on the score of money matters, it shows itself in various ways.

Mrs. Hunter quitted the subject, perhaps partially reassured; at any rate convinced that no end would be answered by continuing it. I was mistaken, I suppose, she said, with a sigh. At least you can tell me, Austin, how business is going on. How will it go on?

Very grave turned Austins face now. This was an open evil  one to be openly met and grappled with; and what his countenance gained in seriousness it lost in annoyance. I really do not see how it will go on, was his reply, unless we can get to work soon. I want to speak to Mr. Hunter. Can I see him?

He will be in directly. He has not been down to-day yet. But I suppose you will wish to see him in private; I know he and you like to be alone when you talk upon business matters.

At present it was expedient that Mrs. Hunter, at any rate, should not be present, if she was to be spared annoyance; for Mr. Hunters affairs were growing ominous. This was chiefly owing to the stoppage of works in process, and partly to the effect of a diminished capital. Austin as yet did not know all the apprehension, for Mr. Hunter contrived to keep some of it from him. That the diminishing of the capital was owing to Gwinn of Ketterford, Austin did know; at least, his surmises amounted to certainty. When a hundred pounds, or perhaps two hundred pounds, mysteriously went out, and Austin was not made acquainted with the moneys destination, he drew his own conclusions.

Are the men not learning the error of their course yet? Mrs. Hunter resumed.

They seem further off learning it than ever. One of them, indeed, came back to-day: Baxendale.

I felt sure he would be amongst the first to do so. He is a sensible man: how he came to hold out at all, is to me a matter of surprise.

He told me this morning, when he came and asked to be taken on again, that he wished he never had held out, said Austin. Mary is none the better for it.

Mary was here to-day, remarked Mrs. Hunter. She came to say that she was better, and could do some work if I had any. I fear it is a deceitful improvement. She is terribly thin and wan. No; this state of things must have been bad for her. She looks as if she were half famished.

She only looks what she is, said Austin.

Oh, Austin! I should have been so thankful to help her to strengthening food during this scarcity, Mrs. Hunter exclaimed, the tears rising in her eyes. But I have not dared. You know what Mr. Hunters opinion is  that the men have brought it upon themselves, and that, to help their families, only in the least degree, would be encouraging them to hold out, and would tend to prolong the contest. He positively forbade me helping any of them: and I could only obey. I have kept indoors as much as possible; that I might avoid the sight of the distress which I must not relieve. But I ordered Mary a good meal here this morning: Mr. Hunter did not object to that. Here he is. Mr. Hunter entered, leaning upon Florence. He looked like an old man, rather than one of middle age.

Baxendale is back, sir, Austin observed, after a few words on business matters had passed in an under tone.

Come to his senses at last, has he? cried Mr. Hunter.

That is just what I told him he had done, sir.

Has he signed the declaration?

Of course he has. The men have to do that, you know, sir, before they get any work. He says he wishes he had come back at first.

So do a good many others, in their hearts, answered Mr. Hunter, significantly. But they cant pluck up the courage to acknowledge it.

The men are most bitter against him  urged on, no doubt, by the Union. They  

Against Baxendale?

Against Baxendale. He came to speak to me before breakfast. I gave him the declaration to read and sign, and sent him to work at once. In the course of the morning it had got wind; though Baxendale told me he had given Sam Shuck notice of his intention on Saturday night. At dinner time, when Baxendale was quitting the yard, there were, I should say, a couple of hundred men assembled there  

The Daffodil Delight people? interrupted Mr. Hunter.

Yes. Our late men chiefly, and a sprinkling of Mr. Henrys. They were waiting there for Baxendale, and the moment he appeared, the yells, the hisses, the groans, were dreadful. I suspected what it was, and ran out. But for my doing so, I believe they would have set upon him.

Mark you, Clay! I will protect my workmen to the very limit of the law. Let the malcontents lay but a finger upon any one of them, and they shall assuredly be punished to the uttermost, reiterated Mr. Hunter, bringing down his hand forcibly. What did you do?

I spoke to them just as you have now spoken, said Austin. Their threatenings to the man were terrible. I dared them to lay a finger upon him; I assured them that the language they were using was punishable. Had the police been in the way  but the more you want them, the less they are to be seen  I should have handed a few into custody.

Who were the ringleaders? I can scarcely tell. Ryan, the Irishman, was busy, and so was Jim Dunn; Cheek, also, backed by his wife.

Oh, you had women also!

In plenty, said Austin. One of them  I think it was Coopers wife  roared out a challenge to fight Mrs. Baxendale, if her man, Cooper, as she expressed it, was too much of a woman to fight him. There will be bloodshed, I fear, sir, before the thing is over.

If there is, let they who cause it look to themselves, said Mr. Hunter, speaking as sternly as he felt. How did it end?

I cleared a passage for Baxendale, and they yelled and hooted him home, replied Austin. I suppose theyd like to take my life, sir, he said to me; but I think I am only doing right in returning to work. I could not let my family and Mary quite starve. This afternoon all was quiet; Quale told me the men were holding a meeting.

Florence was sitting with her hands clasped, her colour gradually rising. If they should  set upon Baxendale, and  and injure him! she breathed.

Then the law would see what it could do towards getting some of them punished, sternly spoke Mr. Hunter.

Oh, James! interposed his wife, her pale cheeks flushing, as the words grated on her ears. Can nothing be done to prevent it? Prevention is better than cure. Austin, will you not give notice to the police, and tell them to be on the alert?

I have done it, answered Austin.

Papa, said Florence, have you heard that Robert Darbys children are ill?  likely to die? They are suffering dreadfully from want. Mary Baxendale said so when she was here this morning.

I know nothing about Robert Darby or his children, was the uncompromising reply of Mr. Hunter. If a man sees his children starving before him, and will not work to feed them, he deserves to find them ill. Florence, I see what you mean  you would like to ask me to permit you to send them relief. I will not.

Do not judge of Mr. Hunters humanity by the words, or deem him an unfeeling man. He was far from that. Had the men been out of work through misfortune, he would have been the first to forward them succour; many and many a time had he done it in cases of sickness. He considered, as did most of the other London masters, that to help the men or their families in any way, would but tend to prolong the dispute. And there was certainly reason in their argument  if the men wished to feed their children, why did they not work for them?

Sir, whispered Austin, when he was going, and Mr. Hunter went with him into the hall, that bill of Lambs came back to us to-day, noted.

No! It did, indeed. I had to take it up.

Mr. Hunter lifted his hands. This wretched state of things! It will bring on ruin, it will bring on ruin. I heard one of the masters curse the men the other day in his perplexity and anger; there are times when I am tempted to follow his example. Ruin! for my wife and for Florence!

Mr. Hunter, exclaimed Austin, greatly agitated, and speaking in the moments impulse, why will you not give me the hope of winning her? I will make her a happy home  

Be silent! sternly interrupted Mr. Hunter. I have told you that Florence can never be yours. If you cannot put away this unthankful subject, at once and for ever, I must forbid you the house.

Good night, sir, returned Austin. And he went away, sighing heavily.




CHAPTER IV. SOMEBODY PITCHED INTO.

How do the poor manage to pull through illness? Through distress, through hunger, through cold, through nakedness; above all, through the close, unwholesome atmosphere in which too many of them are obliged to live, they struggle on from sickness back to health. Look at the children of Robert Darby. The low fever which attacked them had in some inexplicable way been subdued, without its going on to the dreaded typhus. If typhus had appeared at that untoward time in Daffodils Delight, why, then, no earthly power could have kept many from the grave. Little pale, pinched forms, but with the disease gone, there sat Darbys children. Colder weather had come, and they had gathered round the bit of fire in their close room: fire it could scarcely be called, for it was only a few decaying embers. All sat on the floor, save Willy; he was in a chair, leaning his head back on a pillow. The boy had probably never been fitted by constitution for a prolonged life, though he might have lasted some years more under favourable surroundings; as it was, fever and privation had done their work with him, and the little spirit was nearly worn out. Mrs. Darby had taken him round to Mr. Rice. He does not want me, he wants good nourishment, and plenty of it, was the apothecarys announcement! And Mrs. Darby took him home again. Mother, the fires nearly out.

I cant help it, Willy. Theres no coal, and nothing to buy it with. Take something, mother.

You may or may not, as you are acquainted or not with the habits of the poor, be aware that this sentence referred to the pawnbroker: spoken out fully it would have been, Take something and pledge it, mother. In cases of long-continued general distress, the children of a family know just as much about its ways and means as the heads do. Mrs. Darby cast her eyes round the kitchen. There was nothing to take, nothing that would raise them help, to speak of. As she stood over Willy, parting the hair with her gentle finger upon his little pale brow, her tears dropped upon his face. The pillow on which his head leaned? Ay; she had thought of that with longing; but how would his poor aching head do without it? The last things put in pledge had been Darbys tools. The latch of the door opened, and Grace entered. She appeared to be in some deep distress. Flinging herself on a chair, she clasped hold of her mother, sobbing wildly, clinging to her as if for protection. Oh, mother, they have accused me of theft; the police have been had to me! were the confused words that broke from her lips. Grace had taken a service in a bakers family, where there was an excessively cross mistress. She was a well-conducted, honest girl, and, since the distress had commenced at home, had brought her wages straight to her mother, whenever they were paid her. For the last week or two, the girl had brought something more. On the days when she believed she could get a minute to run home in the evening, she had put by her allowance of meat at dinner  they lived well at the bakers  and made it upon bread and potatoes. Had Grace for a moment suspected there was anything wrong or dishonest in this, she would not have done it: she deemed the meat was hers, and she took it to Willy. On this day, two good slices of mutton were cut for her; she put them by, ate her potatoes and bread, and after dinner, upon being sent on an errand past Daffodils Delight, was taking them out with her. The mistress pounced upon her. She abused her, she reproached her with theft, she called her husband to join in the accusation; and finally, a policeman was brought in from the street, probably more to frighten the girl than to give her in charge. It did frighten her in no measured degree. She protested, as well as she could do it for her sobs, that she had no dishonest thought; that she had believed the meat to be hers to eat it or not as she pleased, and that she was going to take it to her little brother, who was dying. The policeman decided that it was not a case for charge at the police-court, and the bakers wife ended the matter by turning her out. All this, with sobs and moans, she by degrees explained now.

Robert Darby, who had entered during the scene, placed his hand, more in sorrow than in anger, upon Graces shoulder, in his stern honesty. Daughter, Id far rather we all dropped down here upon the floor and died out with starvation, than that you should have brought home what was not yours to bring.

Theres no need for you to scold her, Robert, spoke Mrs. Darby, with more temper than she, meek woman that she was, often betrayed: and her conscience told her that she had purposely kept these little episodes from her husband. It is the bits of meat she has fed him with twice or thrice a week that has just kept life in him; thats my firm belief.

She shouldnt have done it; it was not hers to bring, returned Robert Darby.

What else has he had to feed him? proceeded the wife, determined to defend the girl. What do any of us have? You are getting nothing. The tone was a reproachful one. With her starving children before her, and one of them dying, the poor mothers wrung heart could but speak out.

I know I am getting nothing. Is it my fault? I wish I could get something. Id work my fingers to the bone to keep my children.

Robert, let me speak to you, she said in an imploring tone, the tears gushing from her eyes. I have sat here this week and asked myself, every hour of it, what we shall do. All our things, that money can be made on, are gone; the pittance we get allowed by the society does not keep body and soul together; and this state of affairs gets worse, and will get worse. What is to become of us? What are we to do? Robert Darby leaned in his old jacket  one considerably the worse for wear  against the kitchen wall, his countenance gloomy, his attitude bespeaking misery. He knew not what they were to do, therefore he did not attempt to say. Grace had laid down her inflamed face upon the edge of Willys pillow and was sobbing silently. The others sat on the floor: very quiet; as semi-starved little ones are apt to be. You have just said you would work your fingers to the bone to keep your children, resumed Mrs. Darby to her husband.

Id work for them till the flesh dropped off me. Id ask no better than to do it, he vehemently said. But where am I to get work to do now?

Baxendale has got it, she rejoined in a low tone.

Grace started from her leaning posture.

Oh, father, do as Baxendale has done! dont let the children quite starve. If you had been in work, this dreadful thing would not have happened. It will be a slur upon me for life.

So I would work, girl, but for the Trades Unions.

Father, the Trades Unions seem to bring you no good; nothing but harm. Dont trust them any longer; trust the masters now.

Never was there a better meaning man than Robert Darby; but he was too easily swayed by others. Latterly it had appeared to him that the Trades Unions did bring him harm, and his trust in them was shaken. He stood for a few moments, revolving the question in his own mind. Theyd cast me off, you see, the Trades Unions would, he observed to his wife, in an irresolute tone.

What if they did? The masters would take you on. Stand right with the masters  

Mrs. Darby was interrupted by a shriek from Grace. Little Willy, whom nobody had been giving attention to, was lying back with a white face, senseless. Whether from the weakness of his condition, or from the unusual excitement of the scene going on around him, certain it was that the child had fainted. There was some little bustle in bringing him to, and Mrs. Darby sat down, the boy upon her lap.

What ailed you, deary? said Robert Darby, bending down to him.

I dont know, father, returned the child. And his voice was fainter than ever.

Mrs. Darby pulled her husbands ear close to her lips. When the boys dead, youll wish you had cared for him more than for the Trades Unions; and worked for him.

The words told upon the man. Perhaps for the first time he had fully realized to his imagination the moment when he should see his boy lying dead before him. I will work, he exclaimed. Willy, boy, father will go and get work; and hell soon bring you home something good to eat, as he used to. Willys hot lips parted with a pleasant smile of response; his blue eyes glistened brightly. Robert Darby bent his rough, unshaven face, and took a kiss from the childs smooth one. Yes, my boy; father will work.



He went out, bending his steps towards Slippery Sams  who, by the way, had latterly tried to exact the title of Mr. Shuck. There was a code of honour  as they regarded it  amidst these operatives of the Hunters, to do nothing underhanded. That is, not to resume work without first speaking to the Unions man, Sam Shuck  as was mentioned in the case of Baxendale. It happened that Mr. Shuck was standing in the strip of garden before his house, carrying on a wordy war over the palings with Mrs. Quale, when Darby came up. Peter Quale had of course been locked out with the rest, but with the first hour that Mr. Hunters yard was opened, Peter returned to his work. He did not belong to the Trades Unions  he never had belonged to them and never would; therefore, he was a free man. Strange to say, he was left to do as he liked in peace; somehow the Union did not care to interfere with Peter Quale  for one thing, he occupied a better position in the yard than most of the men. Peter pursued his own course quietly  going to his work and returning from it, saying little to the malcontents of Daffodils Delight. Not so Mrs. Quale; she exercised her tongue upon them whenever she got the chance. Her motive was a good one: she was at heart sorry for the privation at present existing in Daffodils Delight, and would have liked to shame the men into going to work again.

Now, Robert Darby! how are them children of yourn? began she. Starved out yet?

Next door to it, was Darbys answer.

And whose is the fault? she went on. If I had children, and my husband wouldnt work to keep em out of their graves, through getting some nasty mistaken crotchet in his head, and holding out when the work was going a-begging, Id go before a magistrate and see if I couldnt have the law of him.

Youd do a good many things if you wore the breeches, interposed Sam Shuck, with a sneer; but you dont, you know.

You be wearing whole breeches now, which you get out of the blood and marrow of the poor misguided men, retorted Mrs. Quale. They wont last out whole for ever, Slippery Sam.

Theyll last out as long as I want em to, I dare say, said Sam. Have you come up for anything particular, Darby?

I have come to talk a bit, Shuck, answered Darby, inwardly shrinking from his task, and so deferring for a minute the announcement. There seems no chance of this state of things coming to an end.

No, that there doesnt. You men are preventing that. Us men! exclaimed Robert Darby in surprise. What do you mean?

I dont mean you; I dont mean the sturdy, honest fellows who hold out for their rights like men  I mean the other lot. If every operative in the kingdom had held out, to a man, the masters would have given in long ago  they must have done it; and you would all be back, working in triumph the nine hours per day. I spoke of those rats who sneak in, and take the work, to the detriment of the honest man.



At any rate, the rats are getting the best of it just now, said Robert Darby.

That they are, said Mrs. Quale, exultingly, who would not lose an opportunity of putting in her word. She stood facing the men, her arms resting on the palings that divided the gardens. It isnt their children that are dropping into their winding-sheets through want of food.

If I had my way, Id hang every man who in this crisis is putting his hand to a stroke of work, exclaimed Sam Shuck. Traitors! to turn and work for the masters after they had resorted to a lock-out! It was that lock-out floored us.

Of course it was, assented Mrs. Quale, with marked complaisance. If the Union only had money coming in from the men, theyd hold out for ever. But the general lock-out stopped that.

Ugh! growled Sam, with the addition of an ugly word.

Well, Shuck, as things seem to be getting worse instead of better, and prospects look altogether so gloomy, I shall go back to work myself, resumed Darby, plucking up courage to say it.

Chut, said Shuck.

Will you tell me what I am to do? Id rather turn a thousand miles the other way than Id put my foot indoors at home, and see things as they are there. If a man can clam himself, he cant watch those belonging to him clam. Every farthing of allowance I had from the society last week was  



You had your share, interrupted Sam, who never cared to contend about the amount received. Think of the thousands there is to divide it among. The subscriptions have come in very well as yet, but they be falling off now.

And think of the societys expenses, interposed Mrs. Quale, with suavity. The scores of gentlemen, like Mr. Shuck, there is to pay, and keep on the fat of the land. Hell be going into Parliament next!

You shut up, will you? roared Sam. Ryan, called out he to the Irishman, who was lounging up, heres Darby saying he thinks he shall go to work.

Oh, but that would be rich, said Ryan, with a laugh, as he entered the garden, and took his standing beside Sam Shuck. Darby, man, youd never desert the society! It couldnt spare you.

I want to do for the best, said Darby; and it seems to me that to hold out is for the worse. Shuck, just answer me a question or two, as from man to man. If the masters fill their yards with other operatives, what is to become of us?

They cant fill their yards with other operatives, returned Shuck. Wheres the use of talking nonsense?

But they can. They are doing it.

They are not. They have just got a sprinkling of men for show  not many. Where are they to get them from?

Do you know what I heard? That Mr. Henry Hunter has been over to Belgium, and one or two of the other masters have also been, and  



Theres no fear of the Beljim workmen, interrupted Ryan. What English master ud employ them half-starved frogs?

I heard that Mr. Henry Hunter was quite thunderstruck at their skill, continued Darby, paying no attention to the interruption. Their tools are bad: they are not to be called tools, compared to ours; but they turn out finished work. Their decorative work is beautiful. Mr. Henry Hunter put the question to them, whether they would like to come to England and earn five-and-sixpence per day, instead of three shillings as they do there, and they jumped at it. He told them that perhaps he might be sending for them.

Where did you bear that fine tale? asked Slippery Sam?

Its going about among us. I dare say you have heard it also, Shuck. Mr. Henry was away somewhere for nine or ten days.

Let em come, them Beljicks, sneered Ryan. Maybe theyd go back with their heads off. It couldnt take much to split the skull of them French beggars.

Not when an Irishman holds the stick, cried Mrs. Quale, looking the man steadily in the face, as she left the palings.

Ryan watched her away, and resumed. How dare the masters think of taking on forringers? Leaving us to starve!

The preventing of it lies with us, said Darby. If we go back to work, therell be no room for them.

Listen, Darby, rejoined Shuck, in a persuasive tone of confidence, the latter in full force, now that his enemy, Mrs. Quale, had gone. The bone of contention is the letting us work nine hours a day instead of ten: well, why should they not accord it? Isnt there every reason why they should? Isnt there men, outsiders, willing to work a full days work, but cant get it? This extra hour, thrown up by us, would give employment to them. Would the masters be any the worse off?

They say theyd be the hours wages out of pocket.

Flam! ejaculated Sam. It would come out of the publics pocket, not out of the masters. They would add so much the more on to their contracts, and nobody would be the worse. Its just a dogged feeling of obstinacy thats upon em; its nothing else. Theyll come-to in the end, if you men will only let them; they cant help doing it. Hold out, hold out, Darby! If we are to give into them now, where has been the use of this struggle? Havent you waited for it, and starved for it, and hoped for it?

Very true, replied Darby, feeling in a perplexing maze of indecision.

Dont give in, man, at the eleventh hour, urged Shuck, with affectionate eloquence: and to hear him you would have thought he had nothing in the world at heart so much as the interest of Robert Darby. A little longer, and the victory will be ours. You see, it is not the bare fact of your going back that does the mischief, its the example it sets. But for that scoundrel Baxendales turning tail, you would not have thought about it.



I dont know that, said Darby.

One bad sheep will spoil a flock, continued Sam, puffing away at a cigar which he was smoking. He would have enjoyed a pipe a great deal more; but gentlemen smoked cigars, and Sam wanted to look as much like a gentleman as he could; it had been suggested to him that it would add to his power over the operatives. Why, Darby, we have got it all in our own hands  if you men could but be brought to see it. Its as plain as the nose before you. Us, builders, taking us in all our branches, might be the most united and prosperous body of men in the world. Only let us pull together, and have consideration for our fellows, and put away selfishness. Binding ourselves to work on an equality, nine hours a day being the limit; eight, perhaps, after a while  

Its a good thing you have not got much of an audience here, Sam Shuck! That doctrine of yours is false and pernicious; its in opposition to the laws of God and man. The interruption proceeded from Dr. Bevary. He had come into the garden unperceived by Sam, who was lounging on the side palings, his back to the gate. The doctor was on his way to pay a visit to Mary Baxendale. Sam started up. What did you say, sir?

What did I say! repeated Dr. Bevary. I think it should be, what did you say? You would dare to circumscribe the means of usefulness God has given to man  to set a limit to his talents and his labour! You would say, So far shall you work, and no farther! Who are you, and all such as you, that you should assume such power, and set yourselves up between your fellow-men and their responsibilities?

Hear, hear, interrupted Mrs. Quale, putting her head out at her window  for she had gone indoors. Give him a bit of truth, sir.

I have been a hard worker for years, continued Dr. Bevary, paying no attention, it must be confessed, to Mrs. Quale. Mentally and practically I have toiled  toiled, Sam Shuck  to improve and make use of the talents entrusted to me. My days are spent in alleviating, so far as may be, the sufferings of my fellow-creatures; when I go to rest, I often lie awake half the night, pondering difficult questions of medical science. What man living has God endowed with power to come and say to me, You shall not do this; you shall only work half your hours; you shall only earn a limited amount of fees? Answer me.

Its not a parallel case, sir, with ours, returned Sam.

It is a parallel case, said Dr. Bevary. Theres your friend next door, Peter Quale; take him. By diligence he has made himself into a finished artizan; by dint of industry in working over hours, he is amassing a competence that will keep him out of the workhouse in his old age. What reason or principle of justice can there be in your saying, He shall not do this; he shall receive no more than I do, or than Ryan, there, does? Because Ryan is an inferior workman, and I love idleness and drink and agitation better than work, Quale and others shall not work to have an advantage over us; we will share and fare alike. Out upon you, Slippery Sam, for promulgating doctrines so false! You must be the incarnation of selfishness, or you could not do it. If ever they obtain sway in free and enlightened England, the independence of the workman will be at an end. The Doctor stepped in to Shucks house, on his way to Mary Baxendale, leaving Sam on the gravel. Sam put his arm within Darbys, and led him down the street, out of the Doctors way, who would be coming forth again presently. There he set himself to undo what the Doctors words had done, and to breathe persuasive arguments into Darbys ear. Later, Darby went home. It had grown dusk then, for Sam had treated him to a glass at the Bricklayers Arms, where sundry other friends were taking their glasses. There appeared to be a commotion in his house as he entered; his wife, Grace, and the young ones were standing round Willy.

He has had another fainting fit, said Mrs. Darby to her husband, in explanation. And now  I declare illness is the strangest thing!  he says he is hungry. The child put out his hot hand. Father! Robert Darby advanced and took it. Be you better, dear? What ails you this evening?

Father, whispered the child, hopefully, have you got the work?

When do you begin, Robert? asked the wife. To-morrow?

Darbys eyes fell, and his face clouded. I cant ask for it; I cant go back to work, he answered. The society wont let me.



A great cry. A cry from the mother, from Grace, from the poor little child. Hope, sprung up once more within them, had been illumining the past few hours. You shall soon have food; fathers going to work again, darlings, the mother had said to the hungry little ones. And now the hopes were dashed! The disappointment was hard to bear. Is he to die of hunger? exclaimed Mrs. Darby, in bitterness, pointing to Willy. You said you would work for him.

So I would, if theyd let me. Id work the life out of me, but what Id get a crust for ye all; but the Trades Union wont have it, panted Darby, his breath short with excitement. What am I to do?

Work without the Trades Union, father, interposed Grace, taking courage to speak. She had always been a favourite with her father. Baxendale has done it.

They are threatening Baxendale awfully, he answered. But it is not that Id care for; its this. The society would put a mark upon me: I should be a banned man: and when this struggles over, they say I should be let get work by neither masters nor men. My tools are in pledge, too, he added, as if that climax must end the contest.

Mrs. Darby threw her apron over her eyes and burst into tears; Grace was already crying silently, and the boy had his imploring little hands held up. Robert, they are your own children! said the wife, meekly. I never thought youd see them starve.

Another minute, and the man would have cried with them. He went out of doors, perhaps to sob his emotion away. Two or three steps down the street he encountered John Baxendale. The latter slipped five shillings into his hand. Darby would have put it back again.

Tut, man; dont be squeamish. Take it for the children. Youd do as much for mine, if you had got it and I hadnt. Mary and I have been talking about you. She heard you having an argument with that snake, Shuck.

They be starving, Baxendale, or I wouldnt take it, returned the man, the tears running down his pinched face. Ill pay you back with the first work I get. You call Shuck a snake; do you think he is one?

Im sure of it, said Baxendale. I dont know that he means ill, but cant you see the temptation it is?  all this distress and agitation thats ruining us, is making a gentleman of him. He and the other agents are living on the fat of the land, as Quales wife calls it, and doing nothing for their pay, except keeping up the agitation. If we all went to work again quietly, where would they be? Why, theyd have to go to work also, for their pay must cease. Darby, I think the eyes of you union men must be blinded, not to see this.

It seems plain enough to me at times, assented Darby. I say, Baxendale, he added, wishing to speak a word of warning to his friend ere he turned away, have a care of yourself; they are going on again you at a fine rate.

Come what would, Darby determined to furnish a home meal with this relief, which seemed like a very help from heaven. He bought two pounds of beef, a pound of cheese, some tea, some sugar, two loaves of bread, and a lemon to make drink for Willy. Turning home with these various treasures, he became aware that a bustle had arisen in the street. Men and women were pressing down towards one particular spot. Tongues were busy; but he could not at first obtain an insight into the cause of the commotion.

An obnoxious man had been set upon in a lonely corner, under cover of the nights darkness, and pitched into, was at length explained. Beaten to death. Away flew Darby, a horrible suspicion at his heart. Pushing his way amidst the crowd collected round the spot, as only a resolute man can do, he stood face to face with the sight. One, trampled on and beaten, lay in the dust, his face covered with blood.

Is it Baxendale? shouted Darby, for he was unable to recognise him.

Its Baxendale, as sure as a trivet. Who else should it be? He have caught it at last.

But there were pitying faces around. Humanity revolted at the sight; and quiet, inoffensive John Baxendale, had ever been liked in Daffodils Delight. Robert Darby, his voice rising to a shriek with emotion, held out his armful of provisions.

Look here! I wanted to work, but the Union wont let me. My wife and children be a starving at home, one of them dying: I came out, for I couldnt bear to stop indoors in the misery. There I met a friend  it seemed to me more like an angel  and he gave me money to feed my children; made me take it; he said if I had money and he had not, Id do as much for him. See what I bought with it: I was carrying it home for my poor children when this cry arose. Friends, the one to give it me was Baxendale. And you have murdered him! Another great cry, even as Darby concluded, arose to break the deep stillness. No stillness is so deep as that caused by emotion.

He is not dead! shouted the crowd. See! he is stirring! Who could have done this!




CHAPTER V. A GLOOMY CHAPTER.

The winter had come in, intensely hard. Frost and snow lay early upon the ground. Was that infliction in store  a bitter winter  to be added to the already fearful distress existing in this dense metropolis? The men held out from work, and the condition of their families was something sad to look upon. Distress of a different nature existed in the house of Mr. Hunter. It was a house of sorrow; for its mistress lay dying. The spark of life had long been flickering, and now its time to depart had come. Haggard, worn, pale, stood Mr. Hunter in his drawing-room. He was conversing with his brother Henry. Their topic was business. In spite of existing domestic woes, men of business cannot long forget their daily occupation. Mr. Henry Hunter had come in to inquire news of his sister-in-law, and the conversation insensibly turned on other matters.

Of course I shall weather it, Mr. Henry was saying, in answer to a question. It will be a fearful loss, with so much money out, and buildings in process standing still. Did it last very much longer, I hardly know that I could. And you, James? Mr. Hunter evaded the question. Since the time, years back, when they had dissolved partnership, he had shunned all allusion to his own prosperity, or non-prosperity, with his brother. Possibly he feared that it might lead to that other subject  the mysterious paying away of the five thousand pounds.

For my part, I do not feel so sure of the strikes being near its end, he remarked.

I have positive information that the eligibility of withdrawing the strike at the Messrs. Pollocks has been mooted by the central committee of the Union, said Mr. Henry. If nothing else has brought the men to their senses, this weather must do it. It will end as nearly all strikes have ended  in their resuming work upon our terms.

But what an incalculable amount of suffering they have brought upon themselves! exclaimed Mr. Hunter. I do not see what is to become of them, either, in future. How are they all to find work again? We shall not turn off the stranger men who have worked for us in this emergency, to make room for them.

No, indeed, replied Mr. Henry. And those strangers amount to nearly half my complement of hands. Do you recollect a fellow of the name of Moody?

Of course I do. I met him the other day, looking like a walking skeleton. I asked him whether he was not tired of the strike. He said he had been tired of it long ago; but the Union would not let him be.

He hung himself yesterday.

Mr. Hunter replied only by a gesture.

And left a written paper behind him, cursing the strike and the Trades Unions, which had brought ruin upon him and his family. I saw the paper, continued Mr. Henry. A decent, quiet man he was; but timorous, and easily led away.

Is he dead?

He had been dead two hours when he was found. He hung himself in that shed at the back of Dunns house, where the men held some meetings in the commencement of the strike. I wonder how many more souls this wretched state of affairs will send, or has sent, out of the world!

Hundreds, directly or indirectly. The children are dying off quickly, as the Registrar-Generals returns show. A period of prolonged distress always tells upon the children. And upon us also, I think, Mr. Hunter added, with a sigh.

Upon us in a degree, Mr. Henry assented, somewhat carelessly. He was a man of substance; and, upon such, the ill effects fall lightly. When the masters act in combination, as we have done, it is not the men who can do us permanent injury. They must give in, before great harm has had time to come. James, I saw that man this morning: your bête noire, as I call him. Mr. Hunter changed countenance. He could not be ignorant that his brother alluded to Gwinn of Ketterford. It happened that Mr. Henry Hunter had been cognisant of one or two of the unpleasant visits forced by the man upon his brother during the last few years. But Mr. Henry had avoided questions: he had the tact to perceive that they would only go unanswered, and be deemed unpleasant into the bargain.

I met him near your yard. Perhaps he was going in there.

The sound of the muffled knocker, announcing a visitor, was heard the moment after Mr. Henry spoke, and Mr. Hunter started as though struck by a pistol-shot. At a calmer time he might have had more command over himself; but the sudden announcement of the presence of the man in town  which fact he had not been cognisant of  had startled him to tremor. That Gwinn, and nobody else, was knocking for admittance, seemed a certainty to his shattered nerves. I cannot see him: I cannot see him! he exclaimed, in agitation; and he backed away from the room door, unconscious what he did in his confused fear, his lips blanching to a deadly whiteness.

Mr. Henry moved up and took his hand. James, there has been estrangement between us on this point for years. As I asked you once before, I now ask you again: confide in me and let me help you. Whatever the dreadful secret may be, you shall find me your true brother.



Hush! breathed Mr. Hunter, moving from his brother in his scared alarm. Dreadful secret! who says it? There is no dreadful secret. Oh Henry! hush! hush! The man is coming in! You must leave us. Not the dreaded Gwinn, but Austin Clay. He was the one who entered. Mr. Hunter sat down, breathing heavily, the blood coming back to his face; he nearly fainted in the revulsion of feeling brought by the relief. Broken in spirit, health and nerves alike shattered, the slightest thing was now sufficient to agitate him.

You are ill, sir! exclaimed Austin, advancing with concern.

No  no  I am not ill. A momentary spasm; thats all. I am subject to it.

Mr. Henry moved to the door in vexation. There was to be no more brotherly confidence between them now than there had formerly been. He spoke as he went, without turning round. I will come in again by-and-by, James, and see how Louisa is.

The departure seemed a positive relief to Mr. Hunter. He spoke quietly enough to Austin Clay. Who has been at the office to-day?

Let me see, returned Austin, with a purposed carelessness. Lyall came, and Thompson  

Not men on business, not men on business, Mr. Hunter interrupted with feverish eagerness. Strangers.

Gwinn of Ketterford, answered Austin, with the same assumption of carelessness. He came twice. No other strangers have called, I think.

Whether his brothers request, that he should be enlightened as to the dreadful secret, had rendered Mr. Hunter suspicious that others might surmise there was a secret, certain it is that he looked up sharply as Austin spoke, keenly regarding his countenance, noting the sound of his voice. What did he want?

He wanted you, sir. I said you were not to be seen. I let him suppose that you were too ill to be seen. Bailey, who was in the counting-house at the time, gave him the gratuitous information that Mrs. Hunter was very ill  in danger.

Why this answer should have increased Mr. Hunters suspicions, he best knew. He rose from his seat, grasped Austins arm, and spoke with menace. You have been prying into my affairs! You sought out those Gwinns when you last went to Ketterford! You  

Austin withdrew from the grasp, and stood before his master, calm and upright. Mr. Hunter!

Was it not so?

No, sir. I thought you had known me better. I should be the last to pry into anything that you might wish to keep secret.

Austin, I am not myself to-day, I am not myself, cried the poor gentleman, feeling how unjustifiable had been his suspicions. This grief, induced by the state of Mrs. Hunter, unmans me.

How is she, sir, by this time?

Calm and collected, but sinking fast. You must go up and see her. She said she should like to bid you farewell. Through the warm corridors, so well protected from the bitter cold reigning without, Austin was conducted to the room of Mrs. Hunter. Florence, her eyes swollen with weeping, quitted it as he entered. She lay in bed, her pale face raised upon pillows; save for that pale face and the laboured breathing, you would not have suspected the closing scene to be so near. She lifted her feeble hand and made prisoner of Austins. The tears gathered in his eyes as he looked down upon her.

Not for me, dear Austin, she whispered, as she noted the signs of sorrow. Weep rather for those who are left to battle yet with this sad world. The words caused Austin to wonder whether she could have become cognisant of the nature of Mr. Hunters long-continued trouble. He swallowed down the emotion that was rising in his throat.

Do you feel no better? he gently inquired.

I feel well, save for the weakness. All pain has left me. Austin, I shall be glad to go. I have only one regret, the leaving Florence. My husband will not be long after me; I read it in his face.

Dear Mrs. Hunter, will you allow me to say a word to you on the subject of Florence? he breathed, seizing on the swiftly-passing opportunity. I have wished to do it before we finally part.

Say what you will.

Should time and perseverance on my part be crowned with success, so that the prejudices of Mr. Hunter become subdued, and I succeed in winning Florence, will you not say that you bless our union?

Mrs. Hunter paused. Are we quite alone? she asked. Austin glanced round to the closed door. Quite, he answered.

Then, Austin, I will say more. My hearty consent and blessing be upon you both, if you can, indeed, subdue the objection of Mr. Hunter. Not otherwise: you understand that.

Without her fathers consent, I am sure that Florence would not give me hers. Have you any idea in what that objection lies?

I have not. Mr. Hunter is not a man who will submit to be questioned, even by me. But, Austin, I cannot help thinking that this objection to you may fade away  for, that he likes and esteems you greatly, I know. Should that time come, then tell him that I loved you  that I wished Florence to become your wife  that I prayed God to bless the union. And then tell Florence.

Will you not tell her yourself?

Mrs. Hunter made a feeble gesture of denial. It would seem like an encouragement to dispute the decision of her father. Austin, will you say farewell, and send my husband to me? I am growing faint. He clasped her attenuated hands in both his; he bent down, and kissed her forehead. Mrs. Hunter held him to her. Cherish and love her always, should she become yours, was the feeble whisper. And come to me, come to me, both of you, in eternity.

A moment or two in the corridor to compose himself, and Austin met Mr. Hunter on the stairs, and gave him the message. How is Baxendale? Mr. Hunter stayed to ask.



A trifle better. Not yet out of danger.

You take care to give him the allowance weekly?

Of course I do, sir. It is due to-night, and I am going to take it to him.

Will he ever be fit for work again? I hope so.

Another word or two on the subject of Baxendale, the attack on whom Mr. Hunter most bitterly resented, and Austin departed. Mr. Hunter entered his wifes chamber. Florence, who was also entering, Mrs. Hunter feebly waved away. I would be a moment alone with your father, my child. James, Mrs. Hunter said to her husband, as Florence retired  but her voice was now so reduced that he had to bend his ear to catch the sounds there has been estrangement between us on one point for many years: and it seems  I know not why  to be haunting my death-bed. Will you not, in this my last hour, tell me its cause?

It would not give you peace, Louisa. It concerns myself alone.

Whatever the secret may be, it has been wearing your life out. I ought to know it.

Mr. Hunter bent lower. My dear wife, it would not bring you peace, I say. I contracted an obligation in my youth, he whispered, in answer to the yearning glance thrown up to him, and I have had to pay it off  one sum after another, one after another, until it has nearly drained me. It will soon be at an end now.

Is it nearly paid? Ay. All but.

But why not have told me this? It would have saved me many a troubled hour. Suspense, when fancy is at work, is hard to bear. And you, James: why should simple debt, if it is that, have worked so terrible a fear upon you?

I did not know that I could stave it off: looking back, I wonder that I did do it. I could have borne ruin for myself: I could not, for you.

Oh, James! she fondly said, should I have been less brave? While you and Florence were spared to me, ruin might have done its worst. Mr. Hunter turned his face away: strangely wrung and haggard it looked just then. What a mercy that it is over!

All but, I said, he interrupted. And the words seemed to burst from him in an uncontrollable impulse, in spite of himself.

It is the only thing that has marred our lifes peace, James. I shall soon be at rest. Perfect peace! perfect happiness! May all we have loved be there! I can see  

The words had been spoken disjointedly, in the faintest whisper, and, with the last one died away. She laid her head upon her husbands arm, and seemed as if she would sleep. He did not disturb her: he remained buried in his own thoughts. A short while, and Florence was heard at the door. Dr. Bevary was there.

You can come in, called out Mr. Hunter.

They approached the bed. Florence saw a change in her mothers face, and uttered an exclamation of alarm. The physicians practised eye detected what had happened: he made a sign to the nurse who had followed him in, and the woman went forth to carry the news to the household. Mr. Hunter alone was calm.



Thank God! was his strange ejaculation.

Oh, papa! papa! it is death! sobbed Florence, in her distress. Do you not see that it is death?

Thank God also, Florence, solemnly said Dr. Bevary. She is better off.

Florence sobbed wildly. The words sounded to her ears needlessly cruel  out of place. Mr. Hunter bent his face on that of the dead, with a long, fervent kiss. My wronged wife! he mentally uttered. Dr. Bevary followed him as he left the room.

James Hunter, it had been a mercy for you had she been taken years ago.

Mr. Hunter lifted his hands as if beating off the words, and his face turned white. Be still! be still! what can you know?

I know as much as you, said Dr. Bevary, in a tone which, low though it was, seemed to penetrate to the very marrow of the unhappy man. The knowledge has disturbed my peace by day, and my rest by night. What, then, must it have done by yours?

James Hunter, his hands held up still to shade his face, and his head down, turned away. It was the fault of another, he wailed, and I have borne the punishment.

Ay, said Dr. Bevary, or you would have had my reproaches long ago. Hark! whose voice is that? It was one known only too well to Mr. Hunter. He cowered for a moment, as he had hitherto had terrible cause to do: the next, he raised his head, and shook off the fear.

I can dare him now, he bravely said, turning to the stairs with a cleared countenance, to meet Gwinn of Ketterford.

He had obtained entrance in this way. The servants were closing up the windows of the house, and one of them had gone outside to tell the gossiping servant of a neighbour that their good lady and ever kind mistress was dead, when the lawyer arrived. He saw what was being done, and drew his own conclusions. Nevertheless, he desisted not from the visit he had come to pay.

I wish to see Mr. Hunter, he said, while the door stood open.

I do not think you can see him now, sir, was the reply of the servant. My master is in great affliction.

Your mistress is dead, I suppose. Just dead.

Well, I shall not detain Mr. Hunter many minutes, rejoined Gwinn, pushing his way into the hall. I must see him.

The servant hesitated. But his masters voice was heard. You can admit that person, Richard.

The man opened the door of the front room. It was in darkness; the shutters were closed; so he turned to the door of the other, and showed the guest in. The soft perfume from the odoriferous plants in the conservatory was wafted to the senses of Gwinn of Ketterford as he entered. Why do you seek me here? demanded Mr. Hunter when he appeared. Is it a fitting time and place?

A court of law might perhaps be more fit, insolently returned the lawyer. Why did you not remit the money, according to promise, and so obviate the necessity of my coming?

Because I shall remit no more money. Not another farthing, or the value of one, shall you ever obtain of me. If I have submitted to your ruinous and swindling demands, you know why I have done it  

Stop! interrupted Mr. Gwinn. You have had your moneys worth  silence.

Mr. Hunter was deeply agitated. As the breath went out of my wifes body, I thanked God that He had taken her  that she was removed from the wicked machinations of you and yours. But for the bitter wrong dealt out to me by your wicked sister Agatha, I should have mourned for her with regrets and tears. You have made my life into a curse: I purchased your silence that you should not render hers one. The fear and the thraldom are alike over.

Mr. Gwinn laughed significantly. Your daughter lives.

She does. In saying that I will make her cognisant of this, rather than supply you with another sixpence, you may judge how firm is my determination.

It will be startling news for her.

It will: should it come to the telling. Better that she hear it, and make the best and the worst of it, than that I should reduce her to utter poverty  and your demands, supplied, would do that. The news will not kill her  as it might have killed her mother.

Did Lawyer Gwinn feel baffled? For a minute or two he seemed to be at a loss for words. I will have money, he exclaimed at length. You have tried to stand out against it before now.

Man! do you know that I am on the brink of ruin? uttered Mr. Hunter, in deep excitement, and that it is you who have brought me to it? But for the money supplied to you, I could have weathered successfully this contest with my workmen, as my brother and others are weathering it. If you have any further claim against me, he added in a spirit of mocking bitterness, bring it against my bankruptcy, for that is looming near.

I will not stir from your house without a cheque for the money.

This house is sanctified by the presence of the dead, reverently spoke Mr. Hunter. To have any disturbance in it would be most unseemly. Do not force me to call in a policeman.

As a policeman was once called into you, in the years gone by, Lawyer Gwinn was beginning with a sneer: but Mr. Hunter raised his voice and his hand.

Be still! Coward as I have been, in one sense, in yielding to your terms, I have never been coward enough to permit you to allude, in my presence, to the past. I never will. Go from my house quietly, sir: and do not attempt to re-enter it.

Mr. Hunter broke from the man  for Gwinn made an effort to detain him  opened the door, and called to the servant, who came forward.

Show this person to the door, Richard.

An instants hesitation with himself whether it should be compliance or resistance, and Gwinn of Ketterford went forth.

Richard, said Mr. Hunter, as the servant closed the hall-door. Sir?

Should that man ever come here again, do not admit him. And if he shows himself troublesome, call a policeman to your aid. And then Mr. Hunter shut himself in the room, and burst into heavy tears, such as are rarely shed by man.




CHAPTER VI. THE LITTLE BOY AT REST.

No clue whatever had been obtained to the assailants of John Baxendale. The chief injury lay in the ribs. Two or three of them were broken: the head was also much bruised and cut. He had been taken into his own home and there attended to: it was nearer than the hospital: though the latter would have been the better place. Time had gone on since, and he was now out of danger. Never would John Baxendale talk of the harshness of masters again  though, indeed, he never much talked of it. The moment Mr. Hunter heard of the assault, he sent round his own surgeon, directed Austin to give Baxendale a sovereign weekly, and caused strengthening delicacies to be served from his own house. And that was the same man whom you heard forbidding his wife and daughter to forward aid to Darbys starving children. Yes; but Mr. Hunter denied the aid upon principle: Darby would not work. It pleased him far more to accord it to Baxendale than to deny it to Darby: the one course gladdened his heart, the other pained it. The surgeon who attended was a particular friend of Dr. Bevarys, and the Doctor, in his quaint, easy manner, contrived to let Baxendale know that there would be no bill for him to pay.

It was late when Austin reached Baxendales room the evening of Mrs. Hunters death. Tidings of which had already gone abroad. Oh, sir, uttered the invalid, straining his eyes on him from the sick-bed, before Austin had well entered, is the news true?

It is, sadly replied Austin. She died this afternoon.

It is a good lady gone from among us. Does the master take on much?

I have not seen him since. Death came on, I believe, rather suddenly at the last.

Poor Mrs. Hunter! wailed Baxendale. Hers is not the only spirit that is this evening on the wing, he added, after a pause. That boy of Darbys is going, Mary  looking on the bright sovereign put into his hands by Austin suppose you get this changed, and go down there and take em a couple of shillings? Its hard to have a cupboard quite empty when deaths a visitor.

Mary came up from the far end of the room, and put on her shawl with alacrity. She looked but a shadow herself. Austin wondered how Mr. Hunter would approve of any of his shillings finding their way to Darbys; but he said nothing against it. But for the strongly expressed sentiments of Mr. Hunter, Austin would have given away right and left, to relieve the distress around him: although, put him upon principle, and he agreed fully with Mr. Hunter. Mary got change for the sovereign, and took possession of a couple of shillings. It was a bitterly cold evening; but she was well wrapped up. Though not permanently better, Mary was feeling stronger of late: in her simple faith, she believed God had mercifully spared her for a short while, that she might nurse her father. She knew, just as well as did Dr. Bevary, that it would not be for long. As she went along she met Mrs. Quale.

The child is gone, said the latter, hearing where Mary was going.

Poor child! Is he really dead?

Mrs. Quale nodded. Few things upset her equanimity. And I am keeping my eyes open to look out for Darby, she added. His wife asked me if I would. She is afraid  dropping her voice that he may do something rash.

Why? breathed Mary, in a tone of horror, understanding the allusion.

Why! vehemently repeated Mrs. Quale; why, because he reflects upon himself  thats why. When he saw that the breath was really gone out of the poor little body  and thats not five minutes ago  he broke out like one mad. Them quiet natures in ordinary be always the worst if they get upset; though it takes a good deal to do it. He blamed himself, saying that if he had been in work, and able to get proper food for the boy, it would not have happened; and he cursed the Trades Unions for misleading him, and bringing him to what he is. Theres many another cursing the Unions on this inclement night, or my names not Nancy Quale. She turned back with Mary, and they entered the home of the Darbys. Grace, unable to get another situation, partly through the bakers wife refusing her a character, partly because her clothes were in pledge, looked worn and thin, as she stood trying to hush the youngest child, then crying fretfully. Mrs. Darby sat in front of the small bit of fire, the dead boy on her knees, pressed to her still, just as Mrs. Quale had left her.

He wont hunger any more, she said, lifting her face to Mary, the hot tears running from it.

Mary stooped and kissed the little cold face. Dont grieve, she murmured. It would be well for us all if we were as happy as he.

Go and speak to him, whispered the mother to Mrs. Quale, pointing to a back door, which led to a sort of open scullery. He has come in, and is gone out there.

Leaning against the wall, in the cold moonlight, stood Robert Darby. Mrs. Quale was not very good at consolation: finding fault was more in her line. Come, Darby, dont take on so: it wont do no good, was the best she could say. Be a man. He seized hold of her, his shaking hands trembling, while he spoke bitter words against the Trades Unions. Dont speak so, Robert Darby, was the rejoinder of Mrs. Quale. You are not obliged to join the Trades Unions; therefore theres no need to curse em. If you and others kept aloof from them, theyd soon die away.

They have proved a curse to me and mine  and the mans voice rose to a shriek, in his violent emotion. But for them, I should have been at work long ago.

Then Id go to work at once, if it was me, and put the curse from me that way, concluded Mrs. Quale.

With the death of the child, things had come to so low an ebb in the Darby household, as to cause sundry kind gossipers to suggest, and to spread the suggestion as a fact, that the parish would have the honour of conducting the interment. Darby would have sold himself first. He was at Mr. Hunters yard on the following morning before daylight, and the instant the gates were opened presented himself to the foreman as a candidate for work. That functionary would not treat with him. We have had so many of you old hands just coming on for a day or two, and then withdrawing again, through orders of the society, or through getting frightened at being threatened, that Mr. Clay said I was to take back no more shilly-shallyers.

Try me! feverishly cried Darby. I will not go from it again.

No, said the foreman. You can speak to Mr. Clay.

Darby, said Austin, when the man appeared before him, will you pass your word to me to remain? Here men come; they sign the document, they have work assigned them; and in a day or so, I hear that they have left again. It causes no end of confusion to us, for work to be taken up and laid down in that way.



Take me on, and try me, sir. Ill stick to it as long as theres a stroke of work to do  unless they tread me to pieces as they did Baxendale. I never was cordial for the society, sir. I obeyed it, and yet a doubt was always upon me whether I might not be doing wrong. I am sure of it now. The society has worked harm to me and mine, and I will never belong to it again.

Others have said as much of the society, and have returned to it the next day, remarked Mr. Clay.

Perhaps so, sir. They hadnt seen one of their children die, that theyd have laid down their own lives to save  but that they had not worked to save. I have. Take me on, sir! He cant be buried till I have earned the wherewithal to pay for it. Ill stand to my work from henceforth  over hours, if I can get it.

Austin wrote a word on a card, and desired Darby to carry it to the foreman. You can go to work at once, he said.

Ill take work too, sir, if I can get it, exclaimed another man, who had come up in time to hear Austins last words.

What! is it you, Abel White? exclaimed Austin, with a half-laugh. I thought you made a boast that if the whole lot of hands came back to work, you never would, except upon your own terms.

So I did, sir. But when I find I have been in the wrong, I am not above owning it, was the mans reply, who looked in a far better physical condition than the pinched, half-starved Darby. I could hold out longer, sir, without much inconvenience; leastways, with a deal less inconvenience than some of them could, for I and father belong to one or two provident clubs, and they have helped us weekly, and my wife and daughters dont do amiss at their umbrella work. But I have come over to my old fathers views at last; and I have made my mind up, as he did long ago, never to be a Union man again  unless the masters should turn round and make themselves into a body of tyrants; I dont know what I might do then. But theres not much danger of that  as father says  in these go-a-head days. Youll give me work, sir?

Upon certain conditions, replied Austin. And he sat down and proceeded to talk to the man.




CHAPTER VII. MR. DUNNS PIGS BROUGHT TO MARKET.

Daffodils Delight and its environs were in a state of bustle  of public excitement, as may be said. Daffodils Delight, however low its condition might be, never failed to seize hold upon any possible event, whether of a general public nature, or of a private local nature, as an excuse for getting up a little steam. On that cold winters day, two funerals were appointed to take place: the one, that of Mrs. Hunter; the other, of little William Darby: and Daffodils Delight, in spite of the black frost, turned out in crowds to see. You could not have passed into the square when the large funeral came forth so many had collected there. It was a funeral of mutes and plumes and horses and trappings and carriages and show. The nearer Mr. Hunter had grown to pecuniary embarrassment, the more jealous was he to guard all suspicion of it from the world. Hence the display: which the poor unconscious lady they were attending would have been the first to shrink from. Mr. Hunter, his brother, and Dr. Bevary were in the first mourning-coach: in the second, with two of the sons of Henry Hunter, and another relative, sat Austin Clay. And more followed. That took place in the morning. In the afternoon, the coffin of the boy, covered by something black  but it looked like old cloth instead of velvet  was brought out of Darbys house upon mens shoulders. Part of the family followed, and pretty nearly the whole of Daffodils Delight brought up the rear. There it is, moving slowly down the street. Not over slowly either; for there had been a delay in some of the arrangements, and the clergyman must have been waiting for half an hour. It was a week since Darby resumed work; a long while to keep the child, but the season was winter. Darby had paid part of the expense, and had been trusted for the rest. It arrived at the burial place; and the little body was buried, there to remain until the resurrection at the last day. As Darby stood over the grave, the regret for his child was nearly lost sight of in that other and far more bitter regret, the remorse of which was telling upon him. He had kept the dead starving for months, when work was to be had for the asking!



Dont take on so, whispered a neighbour, who knew his thoughts. If you had gone back to work as soon as the yards were open, youd only have been set upon and half-killed, as Baxendale was.

Then it would not, in that case, have been my fault if he had starved, returned Darby, with compressed lips. His poor hungry face ll lie upon my mind for ever.

The shades of evening were on Daffodils Delight when the attendants of the funeral returned, and Mr. Cox, the pawnbroker, was busily transacting the business that the dusk hour always brought him. Even the ladies and gentlemen of Daffodils Delight, though they were common sufferers, and all, or nearly all, required to pay visits to Mr. Cox, imitated their betters in observing that peculiar reticence of manner which custom has thrown around these delicate negotiations. The character of their offerings had changed. In the first instance they had chiefly consisted of ornaments, whether of the house or person, or of superfluous articles of attire and of furniture. Then had come necessaries: bedding, and heavier things; and then trifles  irons, saucepans, frying-pans, gowns, coats, tools  anything; anything by which a shilling could be obtained. And now had arrived the climax when there was nothing more to take  nothing, at least, that Mr. Cox would speculate upon.

A woman went banging into the shop, and Mr. Cox recognised her for the most troublesome of his customers  Mrs. Dunn. Of all the miserable households in Daffodils Delight, that of the Dunns was about the worst: but Mrs. Dunns manners and temper were fiercer than ever. The non-realization of her fond hope of good cheer and silk dresses was looked upon as a private injury, and resented as such. See her as she turns into the shop: her head, a mass of torn black cap and entangled hair; her gown, a black stuff once, dirty now, hanging in jags, and clinging round her with that peculiar cling which indicates that few, if any, petticoats are underneath; her feet scuffling along in shoes tied round the instep with white rag, to keep them on! As she was entering, she encountered a poor woman named Jones, the wife of a carpenter, as badly reduced as she was. Mrs. Jones held out a small blanket for her inspection, and spoke with the tears running down her cheeks. Apparently, her errand to Mr. Cox had been unsuccessful.

We have kept it till the last. We said we could not lie on the sack of straw this awful weather, without the blanket to cover us. But to-day we havent got a crumb in the house, or a ember in the grate; and Jones said, says he, There aint no help for it, you must pledge it.

And Cox wont take it in? shrilly responded Mrs. Dunn. The woman shook her head, and the tears fell fast on her thin cotton shawl, as she walked away. He says the moths has got into it.

A pity but the moths had got into him! his eyes is sharper than they need be, shrieked Mrs. Dunn. Here, Cox, dashing up to the counter, and flinging on it a pair of boots, I want three shillings on them.

Mr. Cox took up the offered pledge  a thin pair of womans boots, black cloth, with leather tips; new, they had probably cost five shillings, but they were now considerably the worse for wear. What is the use of bringing these old things? remonstrated Mr. Cox. They are worth nothing.

Everythings worth nothing, according to you, retorted Mrs. Dunn. Come! I want three shillings on them.

I wouldnt lend you eighteen-pence. Theyd not fetch it at an auction.

Mrs. Dunn would have very much liked to fling the boots in his face. After some dispute, she condescended to ask what he would give. Ill lend a shilling, as you are a customer, just to oblige you. But I dont care to take them in at all. More dispute; and she brought her demand down to eighteen-pence. Not a penny more than a shilling, was the decisive reply. I tell you they are not worth that, to me. The boots were at length left, and the shilling taken. Mrs. Dunn solaced herself with a pint of half-and-half in a beer-shop, and went home with the change.

Upon no home had the strike acted with worse effects than upon that of the Dunns: and we are not speaking now as to pecuniary matters. They were just as bad as they could be. Irregularity had prevailed in it at the best of times; quarrelling and contention often; embarrassment, the result of bad management, frequently. Upon such a home, distress, long continued bitter distress, was not likely to work for good. The father and a grown-up son were out of work; and the Misses Dunn were also without employment. Their patronesses, almost without exception, consisted of the ladies of Daffodils Delight, and, as may be readily conjectured, they had no funds just now to expend upon gowns and their making. Not only this: there was, from one party or another, a good bit of money owing to the sisters for past work, and this they could not get. As a set-off to this  on the wrong side  they were owing bills in various directions for materials that had been long ago made up for their customers, some of whom had paid them and some not. Any that had not been paid before the strike came, remained unpaid still. The Miss Dunns might just as well have asked for the moon as for money, owing or not owing, from the distressed wives of Daffodils Delight. So, there they were, father, mother, sons, daughters, all debarred from earning money; while all, with the younger children in addition, had to be kept. It was wearying work, that forced idleness and that forced famine; and it worked badly, especially on the girls. Quarrelling they were accustomed to; embarrassment they did not mind; irregularity in domestic affairs they had lived in all their lives; but they could not bear the distress that had now come upon them. Added to this, the girls were unpleasantly pressed for the settlement of the bills above alluded to. Mrs. Quale had from the first recommended the two sisters to try for situations: but when was advice well taken? They tossed their heads at the idea of going out to service, thereby giving up their liberty and their idleness. They said that it might prevent them getting together again their business, when things should look up; they urged that they were not fitted for service, knowing little of any sort of housework; and, finally, they asked  and there was a great deal in the plea  how they were to go out while the chief portion of their clothes was in pledge.

For the past few days certain mysterious movements on the part of Mary Ann Dunn had given rise to some talk (the usual expression for gossiping and scandal) in Daffodils Delight. She had been almost continually out from home, and when asked where, had evaded an answer. Ever ready, as some people are, to put a bad construction upon things, it was not wanting in this case. Tales were carried home to the father and mother, and there had been a scene of attack and abuse, on Mary Anns presenting herself at home at mid-day. The girl had a fierce temper, inherited probably from her mother; she returned abuse for abuse, and finally rushed off in a passion, without having given any satisfactory defence of herself. Dunn cared for his children after a fashion, and the fear that the reports must be true, completely beat him down; cowed his spirit, as he might have put it. Mrs. Dunn, on the contrary, ranted and raved till she was hoarse; and then, being excessively thirsty, stole off surreptitiously with the boots to Mr. Coxs, and so obtained a pint of half-and-half.

She returned home again, the delightful taste of it still in her mouth. The room was stripped of all, save a few things, too old or too useless for Mr. Cox to take; and, except for a little fire, it presented a complete picture of poverty. The children lay on the boards crying; not a loud cry, but a distressed moan. Very little, indeed, even of bread, got those children; for James Dunn and his wife were too fond of beer, to expend in much else the trifle allowed them by the Trades Union. James Dunn had just come in. After the scene with his daughter, when he had a little recovered himself, he went out to keep an appointment. Some of the workmen, in a similarly distressed condition to himself, had been that day to one of the police courts, hoping to obtain pecuniary help from the magistrates. The result had been a complete failure, and Dunn sat, moody and cross, upon a bench, his depression of spirit having given place to a sort of savage anger; chiefly at his daughter Mary Ann, partly at things altogether. The pint of half-and-half upon an empty stomach had not tended to render Mrs. Dunn of a calmer temper. She addressed him snappishly. What, you have come in! Have you got any money? Mr. Dunn made no reply; unless a growl that sounded rather defiant constituted one. She returned to the charge. Have you got any money, I ask? Or be you come home again with a empty pocket?

No; father hasnt got none: they didnt get any good by going there, interposed Jemima Dunn, as though it were a satisfaction to tell out the bad news, and who appeared to be looking in all sorts of corners and places, as if in search of something. Ted Cheek told me, and he was one of em that went. The magistrate said to the men that there was plenty of work open for them if they liked to do it; and his opinion was, that if they did not like to do it, they wanted punishment instead of assistance.

Thats just my opinion, returned Mrs. Dunn, with intense aggravation. There!

James Dunn broke out intemperately, with violent words. And then he relapsed into his gloomy mood again.

I cant think whats gone with my boots, exclaimed Jemima.

Mother took em out, cried a little voice from the floor.

Whats that, Jacky? asked Jemima.

Mother took em out, responded Jacky.

The girl turned round, and stood still for a moment as if taking in the sense of the words. Then she attacked her mother, anger flashing from her eyes. If you have been and took em to the pawnshop, you shall fetch em back. How dare you interfere with my things? Arent they my boots? Didnt I buy em with my own money?

If you dont hold your tongue, Ill box your ears, shrieked Mrs. Dunn, with a look and gesture as menacing as her tone. Hold your tongue! hold your tongue, I say, miss!

I shant hold my tongue, responded Jemima, struggling between anger and tears. I will have my boots! I want to go out, I do! and how can I go barefoot?

Want to go out, do you! raved Mrs. Dunn. Perhaps you want to go and follow your sister! The boots be at Coxs, and you may go there and get em. Now, then!



The words altogether were calculated to increase the ire of Jemima; they did so in no measured degree. She and her mother commenced a mutual contest of ranting abuse. It might have come to blows but for the fathers breaking into a storm of rage, so violent as to calm them, and frighten the children. It almost seemed as if trouble had upset his brain.

Long continued hunger  the hunger that for weeks and months never gets satisfied  will on occasion transform men and women into demons. In the house of the Dunns, not only hunger but misery of all sorts reigned, and this day seemed to have brought things to a climax. Added to the trouble and doubt regarding Mary Ann, was the fear of a prison, Dunn having just heard that he had been convicted in the Small Debts Court. Summonses had been out against him, hopeless though it seemed to sue anybody so helplessly poor. In truth, the man was overwhelmed with misery  as was many another man in Daffodils Delight  and did not know where to turn. After this outburst, he sat down on the bench again, administering a final threat to his wife for silence. Mrs. Dunn stood against the bare wooden shelves of the dresser, her hair on end, her face scarlet, her voice loud enough, in its shrieking sobs, to alarm all the neighbours; altogether in a state of fury. Disregarding her husbands injunction for silence, she broke out into reproaches. Was he a man, that he should bring em to this state of starvation, and then turn round upon em with threats? Wasnt she his wife? wasnt they his children? If she was a husband and father, shed rather break stones till her arms rotted off, but what shed find em food! A lazy, idle, drunken object! There was the masters yards open, and why didnt he go to work? If a man cared for his own family, hed look to his interests, and set the Trades Union at defiance. Was he a going to see em took off to the workhouse? When his young ones lay dead, and she was in the poorhouse, then hed fold his hands and be content with his work. If the strike was to bring em all this misery, what the plague business had he to join it? Couldnt he have seen better? Let him go to work if he was a man, and bring home a few coals, and a bit of bread, and get out a blanket or two from Coxs, and her gownds and things, and Jemimars boots  

Dunn, really a peacefully inclined man by nature, and whose own anger had spent itself, let it go on to this point. He then stood up before her, and with a clenched fist, but calm voice of suppressed meaning, asked her what she meant. What, indeed! In the midst of Mrs. Dunns reproaches, how was it she did not cast a recollection to the past? To her own eagerness, public and private, for the strike? how she had urged her husband on to join it, boasting of the good times it was to bring them? She could ignore all that now: perhaps really had almost forgotten it. Anyway, her opinions had changed. Misery and disappointment will subdue the fiercest obstinacy; and Mrs. Dunn, casting all the blame upon her husband, would very much have liked to chastise him with hands as well as tongue.



Reader! if you think this is an overdrawn picture, go and lay it before the wives of the workmen who suffered the miseries induced by the strike, and ask them whether or not it is true. Ay, and it is only part of the truth.

I wish the strike had been buried five-fathom deep, I do! uttered Dunn, with a catching up of the breath that told of the emotion he strove to hide. It have been nothing but a curse to us all along. And wheres to be the ending?

Who brought home all this misery but you? recommenced Mrs. Dunn. Have you done a days work for weeks and months? No you havent; you know you havent! You have just rowed in the same boat with them nasty lazy Unionists, and let the work go a begging.

Who edged me on to join the Unionists? who reproached me with being no man, but a sneak, if I went to work and knuckled down to the masters? demanded Dunn, in his sore vexation. It was you! You know it was you! You was fire-hot for the strike: worse than ever the men was.

Can we starve? said Mrs. Dunn, choking with passion. Can we drop into our coffins with famine? Be our children to be drove, like Mary Ann   An interruption  fortunately. Mrs. Cheek came into the room with a burst. She had a tongue also, on occasions.

Whatever has been going on here this last half hour? she inquired in a high voice. One would think murder was being committed. Theres a dozen listeners collected outside your shutters.

Shes a casting it in my teeth, now, for having joined the strike, exclaimed Dunn, indicating his wife. She! And she was the foremost to edge us all on.

Can one clam? fiercely returned Mrs. Dunn, speaking at her husband, not to him. Let him go to work.

Dont be a fool, Hannah Dunn, said Mrs. Cheek. Id stand up for my rights till I dropped: and so must the men. Itll never do to bend to the will of the masters at last. Theres enough men turning tail and going back, without the rest doing of it. I should like to see Cheek attempting it: Id be on to him.

Cheek dont want to; he have got no cause to, said Mrs. Dunn. You get the living now, and find him in beer and bacca.

I do; and I am proud on it, was Mrs. Cheeks answer. I goes washing, I goes chairing, I goes ironing; nothing comes amiss to me, and I manages to keep the wolf from the door. It isnt my husband that shall bend to the masters. He shall stand up with the Unionists for his rights, or he shall stand up against me. Having satisfied her curiosity as to the cause of the disturbance, Mrs. Cheek went out as she came, with a burst and a bang, for she had been bent on some hasty errand when arrested by the noise behind the Dunns closed shutters. What the next proceedings would have been, it is difficult to say, had not another interruption occurred. Mrs. Dunn was putting her entangled hair behind her ears, most probably preparatory to the resuming of the attack on her husband, when the offending Mary Ann entered, attended by Mrs. Quale.

At it she went, the mother, hammer and tongs, turning her resentment on the girl, her language by no means choice, though the younger children were present. Dunn was quieter; but he turned his back upon his daughter and would not look at her. And then Mrs. Quale took a turn, and exercised her tongue on both the parents: not with quite as much noise, but with better effect.

It appeared that the whispered suspicions against Mary Ann Dunn had been mistaken ones. The girl had been doing right, instead of wrong. Mrs. Quale had recommended her to a place at a small dressmakers, partly of service, chiefly of needlework. Before engaging her, the dressmaker had insisted on a few days of trial, wishing to see what her skill at work was; and Mary Ann had kept it secret, intending a pleasant surprise to her father when the engagement shall be finally made. The suspicions cast on her were but a poor return for this; and the girl, in her temper, had carried the grievance to Mrs. Quale, when the days work was over. A few words of strong good sense from that talkative friend subdued Mary Ann, and she had now come back in peace. Mrs. Quale gave the explanation, interlarding it with a sharp reprimand at their proneness to think ill of their own flesh and blood, and James Dunn sat down meekly in glad repentance. Even Mrs. Dunn lowered her tone for once. Mary Ann held out some money to her father after a quick glance at Mrs. Quale for approval. Take it, father. Itll stop your going to prison, perhaps. Mrs. Quale has lent it me to get my clothes out, for I am to enter for good on my place to-morrow. I can manage without my clothes for a bit.

James Dunn put the money back, speaking softly, very much as if he had tears in his voice. No, girl: itll do you more good than it will me. Mrs. Quale has been a good friend to you. Enter on your place, and stay in it. It is the best news Ive heard this many a day.

But if the money will keep you out of jail, father! sobbed Mary Ann, quite subdued.

It wouldnt do that; nor half do it; nor a quarter. Get your clothes home, child, and go into your place of service. As for me  better I was in jail than out of it, he added with a sigh. In there, one does get food.

Are you sure it wouldnt do you good, Jim Dunn? asked Mrs. Quale, speaking in the emergency he seemed to be driven to. Not that she would have helped him, so improvident in conduct and mistaken in opinions, with a good heart.

Sure and certain. If I paid this debt, others that I owe would be put on to me.

Come along, Mary Ann, said Mrs. Quale. I told you Id give you a bed at my house to-night, and I will: so youll know where she is, Hannah Dunn. You go on down to Coxs, girl; get out as much as you can for the money, and come straight back to me: Im going home now, and well set to work and see the best we can do with the things. They went out together. But Mrs. Quale opened the door again and put in her head for a parting word; remembering perhaps her want of civility in not having given it. Good night to you all. And pleasant dreams  if you can get em. You Unionists have brought your pigs to a pretty market.




CHAPTER VIII. A DESCENT FOR MR. SHUCK.

Things were coming to a crisis. The Unionists had done their best to hold out against the masters; but they found the effort was untenable  that they must give in at last. The prospect of returning to work was eagerly welcomed by the greater portion of the men. Rather than continue longer in the wretched condition to which they were reduced, they would have gone back almost on any terms. Why, then, not have gone back before? as many asked. Because they preferred to resume work with the consent of the Union, rather than without it: and besides, the privations got worse and worse. A few of the men were bitterly enraged at the turn affairs seemed to be taking  of whom Sam Shuck was chief. With the return of the hands to work, Sam foresaw no field for the exercise of his own peculiar talents, unless it was in stirring up fresh discontent for the future. However, it was not yet finally arranged that work should be resumed: a little more agitation might be pleasant first, and possibly prevent it.



Its a few white-livered hounds among yourselves that have spoilt it, growled Sam to a knot of hitherto staunch friends, a day or two subsequent to that conjugal dispute between Mr. and Mrs. Dunn, which we had the gratification of assisting at in the last chapter. When such men as White, and Baxendale, and Darby, who have held some sway among you, turn sneaks and go over to the nobs, its only to be expected that youll turn sneaks and follow. One fool makes many. Did you hear how Darby got out his tools?

No.

The men opposed to the Union, opposed to us, heard of his wanting them, and they clubbed together, and made up the tin, and Darby is to pay em back so much a-week  two shillings I think it is. Before Id lie under obligation to the non-Unionist men, Id shoot myself. What good has the struggle done you?

None, said a voice. It have done a good deal of harm.

Ay, it has  if it is to die out in this ignoble way, said Sam. Better have been slaving like dray-horses all along, than break down in the effort to escape the slavery, and hug it to your arms again. If you had only half the spirit of men, youd stop Whites work for awhile, and Darbys too, as you did Baxendales. Have you been thinking over what was said last night? he continued, in a lower tone. The men nodded. One of them ventured to express an opinion that it was a dangerous game.

That depends upon how its done, said Shuck. Who has been the worse, pray, for the pitching into Baxendale? Can he, or anybody else, point a finger and say, It was you did it? or It was you? Why, of course he cant.

One might not come off again with the like luck.

Psha! returned Sam, evincing a great amount of ridicule.

But one mightnt, Shuck, persisted his adversary.

Oh, let the traitors alone, to go their own way in triumph if you like; get up a piece of plate for them, with their names wrote on it in gold, satirically answered Sam. Yah! it sickens one to see you true fellows going over to the oppressionists.

How do you make out that White, and them, be oppressionists?

White, and them? they are worse than oppressionists a thousand times over, fiercely cried Sam. I cant find words bad enough for them. It isnt of them I spoke: I spoke of the masters.

Well, Shuck, theres oppression on all sides, I think, rejoined one of the men. Id be glad to rise in the world if I could, and Id work over hours to help me on to it and to educate my children a bit better than common; but if you come down upon me and say, You shall not do it, you shall only work the stated hours laid down, and nobody shall work more, I call that oppression.

So it is, assented another voice. The masters never oppressed us like that.



Whats fair for one is fair for all, said Sam. We must work and share alike.

That would be right enough if we all had talents and industry equal, was the reply. But as we havent, and never shall have, it cant be fair to put a limit on us.

Theres one question Id like to have answered, Shuck, interposed a former speaker: but Im afeared it never will be answered, with satisfaction to us. What is to become of those men that the masters cant find employment for? If every one of us was free to go back to work to-morrow, and sought to do so, where would we get it? Our old shops be half filled with strangers, and thered be thousands of us rejected  no room for us. Would the Society keep us? A somewhat difficult question to answer, even for Slippery Sam. Perhaps for that reason he suddenly called out Hush! and bent his head and put up his finger in the attitude of listening.

Theres something unusual going on in the street, cried he. Lets see what it is.

They hurried out to the street, Sam leading the way. Not a genial street to gaze upon, that wintry day, taking it with all its accessories. Half-clothed, half-starved emaciated men stood about in groups, their pale features and gloomy expression of despair telling a piteous tale. A different set of men entirely, to look at, from those of the well-to-do cheerful old days of work, contentment, and freedom from care.

Being marshalled down the street in as polite a manner as was consistent with the occasion, was Mr. James Dunn. He was on his road to prison; and certain choice spirits of Daffodils Delight, headed by Mrs. Dunn, were in attendance, some bewailing and lamenting aloud, others hooting and yelling at the capturers. As if this was not enough cause of disturbance, news arose that the Dunns landlord, finding the house temporarily abandoned by every soul  a chance he had been looking for  improved the opportunity to lock the street-door and keep them out. Nothing was before Mrs. Dunn and her children now but the parish Union.

I dont care whether it is the masters that have been in fault or whether its us; I know which side gets the suffering, exclaimed a mechanic, as Mr. Dunn was conveyed beyond view. Old Abel White told us true; strikes never brought nothing but misery yet, and they never will.

Sam Shuck seized upon the circumstance to draw around him a select audience, and to hold forth to them. Treason, false and pernicious though it was, that he spoke, his oratory fell persuasively on the public ear. He excited the men against the masters; he excited them to his utmost power against the men who had gone back to work; he inflamed their passions, he perverted their reason. Altogether, ill-feeling and excitement was smouldering in an unusual degree in Daffodils Delight, and it was kept up through the live-long day. Evening came. The bell rang for the cessation of work at Mr. Hunters, and the men came pouring forth, a great many of whom were strangers. The gas-lamp at the gate shed a brilliant light, as the hands dispersed  some one way, some another. Those bearing towards Daffodils Delight became aware, as they approached an obscure portion of the road which lay past a dead wall, that it bore an unusual appearance, as if dark forms were hovering there. What could it be? Not for long were they kept in ignorance. There arose a terrific din, enough to startle the unwary. Yells, groans, hootings, hisses, threats were poured forth upon the workmen; and they knew that they had fallen into an ambush of the Societys men. Of women also, as it appeared. For shrill notes and delicate words of abuse, certainly only peculiar to ladies throats, were pretty freely mingled with the gruff tones of the men.

You be nice nine-hour chaps! Come on, if youre not cowards, and have it out in a fair fight  

A fair fight! shrieked a female voice in interruption whod fight with them? Traitors! cowards! Knock em down and trample upon em!

Harness em together with cords, and drag em along like beasts o burden in the face and eyes o London! Stick em up on spikes! Hoist em on to the lamp-posts! Hold em head downards in a horse-trough! Pitch into em with quicklime and rotten eggs! Strip em and give em a coat o tar! Wring their necks, and have done with em!

While these several complimentary suggestions were thrown from as many different quarters of the assailants, one of them had quietly laid hold of Abel White. There was little doubt  according to what came out afterwards  that he and Robert Darby were the two men chiefly aimed at in this night assault. Darby, however, was not there. As it happened, he had turned the contrary way on leaving the yard, having joined one of the men who had lent him some of the money to get his tools out of pledge, and gone towards his home with him.

If thee carest for thy life, theell stop indoors, and not go a-nigh Hunters yard again to work!

Such were the words hissed forth in a hoarse whisper into the ear of Abel White, by the man who had seized upon him. Abel peered at him as keenly as the darkness would permit. White was no coward, and although aware that this attack most probably had him for its chief butt, he retained his composure. He could not recognise the man  a tall man, in a large loose blue frock, such as is sometimes worn by butchers, with a red woollen cravat wound roughly round his throat, hiding his chin and mouth, and a seal-skin cap, its dark ears brought down on the sides of the face, and tied under the chin. The man may have been so wrapped up for protection against the weather, or for the purpose of disguise.

Let me go, said White.

When thee hast sworn not to go on working till the Union gives leave.

I never will swear it. Or say it.

Then thee shall get every bone in th body smashed. Theest been reported to Mr. Shuck, and to the Union.

Id like to know your name and who you are, exclaimed White. If you are not disguising your voice, its odd to me.

Dye remember Baxendale? He wouldnt take the oath, and hes lying with his ribs stove in.

More shame for you! Look you, man, you cant intimidate me. I am made of sterner stuff than that.

Swear! was the menacing retort; swear that thee wont touch another stroke o work.

I tell you that I never will swear it, firmly returned White. The Union has hoodwinked me long enough; Ill have nothing to do with it.

There be desperate men around ye  them as wont leave ye with whole bones. You shall swear.

Ill have nothing more to do with the Union; Ill never again obey it, answered White, speaking earnestly. There! make your most of it. If I had but a friendly gleam of light here, Id know who you are, and let others know.

The confusion around had increased. Hot words were passing everywhere between the assailants and the assailed  no positive assault as yet, save that a woman had shaken her fist in a mans face and spit at him. Abel White strove to get away with the last words, but the man who had been threatening him struck him a sharp blow between the eyes, and another blow from the same hand caught him behind. The next instant he was down. If one blow was dealt him, ten were from as many different hands. The tall man with the cap was busy with his feet; and it really seemed, by the manner he carried on the pastime, that his whole heart went with it, and that it was a heart of revenge.

But who is this, pushing his way through the crowd with stern authority. A policeman? The men shrank back, in their fear, to give him place. No; it is only their master, Mr. Clay.

What is this? exclaimed Austin, when he reached the point of battery. Is it you, White? he added, stooping down. I suspected as much. Now, my men, he continued in a stern tone, as he faced the excited throng, who are you? which of you has done this?

The ringleader was him in the cap, sir  the tall one with the red cloth round his neck and the fur about his ears, spoke up White, who, though much maltreated, retained the use of his brains and his tongue. It was him that threatened me; he was the first to set upon me.

Who are you? demanded Austin of the tall man.

The tall man responded by a quiet laugh of derision. He felt himself perfectly secure from recognition in the dark obscurity; and though Mr. Clay was of powerful frame, more than a match for him in agility and strength, let him only dare to lay a finger upon him, and there were plenty around to come to the rescue. Austin Clay heard the derisive laugh, subdued though it was, and thought he recognised it. He took his hand from within the breast of his coat, and raised it with a hasty motion  not to deal a blow, not with a pistol to startle or menace, but to turn on a dark lantern! No pistol could have startled them as did that sudden flash of bright light, thrown full upon the tall mans face. Off flew the fellow with a yell, and Austin coolly turned the lantern upon others.

Bennet  and Strood  and Ryan  and Cassidy! he exclaimed, recognising and telling off the men. And you, Cheek! I never should have suspected you of sufficient courage to join in a thing of this nature.

Cheek, midway between shaking and tears, sobbed out that it was the wife made him; and Mrs. Cheek roared out from the rear, Yes, it was, and shed have shook the bones out of him if he hadnt come.

But that light, turning upon them everywhere, was more than they had bargained for, and the whole lot moved away in the best manner that they could, putting the stealthiest and the quickest foot foremost; each one devoutly hoping, save the few whose names had been mentioned, that his own face had not been recognised. Austin, with some of his workmen who had remained  the greater portion of them were pursuing the vanquished  raised Abel White. His head was cut, his body bruised, but no serious damage appeared to have been done. Can you walk with assistance as far as Mr. Rices shop? asked Austin.

I daresay I can, sir, in a minute: Im a bit giddy now, was Whites reply, as he leaned his back against the wall, being supported on either side. Sir, what a mercy that you had that light with you!

Ay, shortly replied Austin. Quale, theres the blood dripping upon your sleeve. I will bind my handkerchief round your head, White. Meanwhile, one of you go and call a cab; it may be better that we get him at once to the surgeons.

A cab was brought, and White assisted into it. Austin accompanied him. Mr. Rice was at home, and proceeded to examine into the damage. A few days rest from work, and a liberal application of sticking-plaster, would prove efficacious in effecting a cure, he believed. What a pity but the ruffians could be stopped at this game! the doctor exclaimed to Austin. It will come to attacks more serious if they are not.

I think this will do something towards stopping it, replied Austin.

Why? do you know any of them?

Austin nodded. A few. It is not a second case of impossible identity, as was Baxendales.

Im sure I dont know how I am to go in home in this plight, exclaimed White, catching sight of his strapped-up face and head, in a small looking-glass hanging in Mr. Rices surgery. I shall frighten poor old father into a fit, and the wife too.

I will go on first and prepare them, said Austin, good-naturedly. Turning out of the shop on this errand, he found the door blocked up. The door! nay, the pavement  the street; for it seemed as if all Daffodils Delight had collected there. He elbowed his way through them, and reached Whites home. There the news had preceded him, and he found the deepest distress and excitement reigning, the family having been informed that Abel was killed. Austin reassured them, made light of the matter, and departed.



Outside their closed-up home, squatting on the narrow strip of pavement, their backs against the dirty wall, were Mrs. Dunn and her children, howling pitiably. They were surrounded with warm partizans, who spent their breath sympathizing with them, and abusing the landlord.

How much better that they should go into the workhouse, exclaimed Austin. They will perish with cold if they remain there.

And much you masters ud care, cried a woman who overheard the remark. I hope you are satisfied now with the effects of your fine lock-out! Look at the poor creatur, a sitting there with her helpless children.

A sad sight, observed Austin; but not the effects of the lock-out. You must look nearer home.

The day dawned. Abel White was progressing very satisfactorily. So much so that Mr. Rice did not keep him in bed. It was by no means so grave a case as Baxendales. To the intense edification of Daffodils Delight, which had woke up in an unusually low and subdued state, there arrived, about mid-day, certain officers within its precincts, holding warrants for the apprehension of some of the previous nights rioters. Bennet, Strood, Ryan, and Cheek were taken; Cassidy had disappeared.

Its a shame to grab us! exclaimed timid Cheek, shaking from head to foot. White himself said as we was not the ringleaders.

While these were secured, a policeman entered the home of Mr. Shuck, without so much as saying, With your leave, or By your leave. That gentleman, who had remained in-doors all the morning, in a restless, humble sort of mood, which imparted much surprise to Mrs. Shuck, was just sitting down to dinner in the bosom of his family: a savoury dinner, to judge by the smell, consisting of rabbit and onions.

Now, Sam Shuck, I want you, was the startling interruption.

Sam turned as white as a sheet. Mrs. Shuck stared, and the children stared.

Want me, do you? cried Sam, putting as easy a face as he could upon the matter. What do you want me for? To give evidence?

You know. Its about that row last night. I wonder you hadnt better regard for your liberty than to get into it.

Why, you never was such a fool as to put yourself into that! exclaimed Mrs. Shuck, in her surprise. What could have possessed you?

I! retorted Sam; I dont know anything about the row, except what Ive heard. I was a good mile off from the spot when it took place.

All very well if you can convince the magistrates of that, said the officer. Heres the warrant against you, and I must take you upon it.

I wont go, said Sam, showing fight. I wasnt nigh the place, I say.

The officer was peremptory  officers generally are so in these cases  and Sam was very foolish to resist. But that he was scared out of his senses, he would probably not have resisted. It only made matters worse; and the result was that he had the handcuffs clapped on. Fancy Samuel Shuck, Esquire, in his crimson necktie with the lace ends, and the peg-tops, being thus escorted through Daffodils Delight, himself and his hands prisoners, and a tail the length of the street streaming after him! You could not have got into the police-court. Every avenue, every inch of ground was occupied; for the men, both Unionists and non-Unionists, were greatly excited, and came flocking in crowds to hear the proceedings. The five men were placed at the bar  Shuck, Bennet, Cheek, Ryan, and Strood: and Abel White and his bandaged head appeared against them. The man gave his evidence. How he and others  but himself, he thought, more particularly  had been met by a mob the previous night, upon leaving work, a knot of the Societys men, who had first threatened and then beaten him.

Can you tell what their motive was for doing this? asked the magistrate.

Yes, sir, was the answer of White. It was because I went back to work. I held out as long as I could, in obedience to the Trades Union; but I began to think I was in error, and that I ought to return to work; which I did, a week or two ago. Since then, they have never let me alone. They have talked to me, and threatened me, and persuaded me; but I would not listen: and last night they attacked me.

What were the threats they used last night?

It was one man did most of the talking: a tall man in a cap and comforter, sir. The rest of the crowd abused me and called me names; but they did not utter any particular threat. This man said, Would I promise and swear not to do any more work in defiance of the Union; or else I should get every bone in my body smashed. He told me to remember how Baxendale had been served, and was lying with his ribs stove in. I refused; I would not swear; I said I would never belong to the Union again. And then he struck me.

Where did he strike you?

Here, putting his hand up to his forehead. The first blow staggered me, and took away my sight, and the second blow knocked me down. Half a dozen set upon me then, hitting and kicking me: the first man kicked me also.

Can you swear to that first man?

No, I cant, sir. I think he was disguised.

Was it the prisoner, Shuck?

White shook his head. It was just his height and figure, sir, but I cant be sure that it was him. His face was partially covered, and it was nearly dark, besides; there are no lights about, just there. The voice, too, seemed disguised: I said so at the time.

Can you swear to the others?

Yes, to all four of them, said White, stoutly. They were not disguised at all, and I saw them after the light came, and knew their voices. They helped to beat me after I was on the ground.

Did they threaten you?

No, sir. Only the first one did that.

And him you cannot swear to? Is there any other witness who can swear to him?



It did not appear that there was. Shuck addressed the magistrate, his tone one of injured innocence. It is not to be borne that I should be dragged up here like a felon, your worship. I was not near the place at the time; I am as innocent as your worship is. Is it likely I should lend myself to such a thing? My mission among the men is of a higher nature than that.

Whether you are innocent or not, I do not know, said his worship; but I do know that this is a state of things which cannot be tolerated. I will give my utmost protection to these workmen; and those who dare to interfere with them shall be punished to the extent of the law: the ringleaders especially. A person has just as much right to come to me and say, You shall not sit on that bench; you shall not transact the business of a magistrate, as you have to prevent these industrious men working to earn a living. It is monstrous.

Heres the witness we have waited for, please your worship, spoke one of the policemen.

It was Austin Clay who came forward. He bowed to the magistrate, who bowed to him: they occasionally met at the house of Mr. Hunter. Austin was sworn, and gave his evidence up to the point when he turned the light of the lantern upon the tall assailant of White.

Did you recognise the man? asked the Bench.

I did, sir. It was Samuel Shuck.

Sam gave a howl, protesting that it was not  that he was a mile away from the spot.

I recognised him as distinctly as I recognise him at this moment, said Austin. He had a woollen scarf on his chin, and a cap covering his ears, no doubt assumed for disguise, but I knew him instantly. What is more, he saw that I knew him; I am sure he did, by the way he slunk off. I also recognised his laugh.

Did you take the lantern with you purposely? asked the clerk of the court.

I did, replied Austin. A hint was given me in the course of yesterday afternoon, that an attack upon our men was in agitation. I determined to discover the ringleaders, if possible, should it take place, and not to let the darkness baffle justice, as was the case in the attack upon Baxendale. For this purpose I put the lantern in readiness, and had the men watched when they left the yard. As soon as the assault began, my messenger returned to tell me.

You hit upon a good plan, Mr. Clay.

Austin smiled. I think I did, he answered.

Unfortunately for Mr. Samuel Shuck, another witness had seen his face distinctly when the light was turned on; and his identity with the tall man disguised was established beyond dispute. In an evil hour, Sam had originated this attack on White; but, not feeling altogether sure of the courage of his men, he had determined to disguise himself and take part in the business, saying not a word to anybody. He had not bargained for the revelation that might be brought by means of a dark lantern.

The proceedings in court were prolonged, but they terminated at length. Bennet, Strood, and Ryan were condemned to pay a fine of £5 each, or be imprisoned for two months. Cheek managed to get off. Mr. Sam Shuck, to whom the magistrate was bitterly severe in his remarks  for he knew perfectly well the part enacted by the man from the first  was sentenced to six months at the treadmill, without the option of a fine. What a descent for Slippery Sam!




CHAPTER IX. ON THE EVE OF BANKRUPTCY.

These violent interruptions to the social routine, to the organised relations between masters and men, cannot take place without leaving their effects behind them: not only in the bare cupboards, the confusion, the bitter feelings while the contest is in actual progress, but in the results when the dispute is brought to an end, and things have resumed their natural order. You have seen some of its disastrous working upon the men: you cannot see it all, for it would take a whole volume to depicture it. But there was another upon whom it was promising to work badly; and that was Mr. Hunter. At this, the eleventh hour, when the dispute was dying out, Mr. Hunter knew that he would be unable to weather the short remains of the storm. Drained, as he had been at various periods, of sums paid to Gwinn of Ketterford, he had not the means necessary to support the long-continued struggle. Capital he possessed still; and, had there been no disturbance, no strike, no lock-out  had things, in short, gone on upon their usual course uninterruptedly, his capital would have been sufficient to carry him on: not as it was. His money was locked up in arrested works, in buildings brought to a standstill. He could not fulfil his contracts or meet his debts; materials were lying idle; and the crisis, so long expected by him, had come.

It had not been expected by Austin Clay. Though aware of the shortness of capital, he believed that with care difficulties would be surmounted. The fact was, Mr. Hunter had succeeded in keeping the worst from him. It fell upon Austin one morning like a thunderbolt. Mr. Hunter had come early to the works. In this hour of embarrassment  ill as he might be, as he was  he could not be absent from his place of business. When Austin went into his masters private room he found him alone, poring over books and accounts, his head leaning on his hand. One glance at Austins face told Mr. Hunter that the whispers as to the state of affairs, which were now becoming public scandal, had reached his ears.

Yes, it is quite true, said Mr. Hunter, before a word had been spoken by Austin. I cannot stave it off.

But it will be ruin, sir! exclaimed Austin.

Of course it will be ruin. I know that, better than you can tell me.

Oh, sir, continued Austin, with earnest decision, it must not be allowed to come. Your credit must be kept up at any sacrifice.



Can you tell me of any sacrifice that will keep it up? returned Mr. Hunter.

Austin paused in embarrassment. If the present difficulty can be got over, the future will soon redeem itself, he observed. You have sufficient capital in the aggregate, though it is at present locked up.

There it is, said Mr. Hunter. Were the capital not locked up, but in my hands, I should be a free man. Who is to unlock it?

The men are returning to their shops, urged Austin. In a few days, at the most, all will have resumed work. We shall get our contracts completed, and things will work round. It would be needless ruin, sir, to stop now.

Am I stopping of my own accord? Shall I put myself into the Gazette, do you suppose? You talk like a child, Clay.

Not altogether, sir. What I say is, that you are worth more than sufficient to meet your debts; that, if the momentary pressure can be lifted, you will surmount embarrassment and regain ease.

Half the bankruptcies we hear of are caused by locked-up capital  not by positive non-possession of it, observed Mr. Hunter. Were my funds available, there would be reason in what you say, and I should probably go on again to ease. Indeed, I know I should; for a certain heavy  heavy   Mr. Hunter spoke with perplexed hesitation A heavy private obligation, which I have been paying off at periods, is at an end now.

Austin made no reply. He knew that Mr. Hunter alluded to Gwinn of Ketterford: and perhaps Mr. Hunter suspected that he knew it. Yes, sir; you would go on to ease  to fortune again; there is no doubt of it. Mr. Hunter, he continued with some emotion, it must be accomplished somehow. To let things come to an end for the sake of a thousand or two, is  is  

Stop! said Mr. Hunter. I see what you are driving at. You think that I might borrow this thousand or two, from my brother, or from Dr. Bevary.

No, fearlessly replied Austin, I was not thinking of either one or the other. Mr. Henry Hunter has enough to do for himself just now  his contracts for the season were more extensive than ours: and Dr. Bevary is not a business man.

Henry has enough to do, said Mr. Hunter. And if a hundred-pound note would save me, I should not ask Dr. Bevary for its loan. I tell you, Clay, there is no help for it: ruin must come. I have thought it over and over, and can see no loophole of escape. It does not much matter: I can hide my head in obscurity for the short time I shall probably live. Mine has been an untoward fate.

It matters for your daughter, sir, rejoined Austin, his face flushing.

I cannot help myself, even for her sake, was the answer, and it was spoken in a tone that, to a fanciful listener, might have told of a breaking heart.

If you would allow me to suggest a plan, sir  

No, I will not allow any further discussion upon the topic, peremptorily interrupted Mr. Hunter. The blow must come; and, to talk of it will neither soothe nor avert it. Now to business. Not another word, I say.  Is it to-day or to-morrow that Graftons bill falls due?

To-day, replied Austin.

And its precise amount?  I forget it.

Five hundred and twenty pounds.

Five hundred and twenty! I knew it was somewhere about that. It is that bill that will floor us  at least, be the first step to it. How closely has the account been drawn at the bank?

You have the book by you, sir. I think there is little more than thirty pounds lying in it.

Just so. Thirty pounds to meet a bill of five hundred and twenty. No other available funds to pay in. And you would talk of staving off the difficulty?

I think the bank would pay it, were all circumstances laid before them. They have accommodated us before.

The bank will not, Austin. I have had a private note from them this morning. These flying rumours have reached their ears, and they will not let me overdraw even by a pound. It had struck me once or twice lately that they were becoming cautious. There was a commotion, as of sudden talking, outside at that moment, and Mr. Hunter turned pale. He supposed it might be a creditor: and his nerves were so shattered, as was before remarked, that the slightest thing shook him like a woman. I would pay them all, if I could, he said, his tone almost a wail. I wish to pay every one.

Sir, said Austin, leave me here to-day to meet these matters. You are too ill to stay.



If I do not meet them to-day, I must to-morrow. Sooner or later, it is I who must answer.

But indeed you are ill, sir. You look worse than you have looked at all.

Can you wonder that I look worse? The striking of the docket against me is no pleasant matter to anticipate. The talking outside now subsided into laughter, in which the tones of a female were distinguishable. Mr. Hunter thought he recognised them, and his fear of a creditor subsided. They came from one of his women servants, who, unconscious of the proximity of her master, had been laughing and joking with some of the men, whom she had encountered upon entering the yard.

What can Susan want? exclaimed Mr. Hunter, signing to Austin to open the door.

Is that you, Susan? asked Austin, as he obeyed.

Oh, if you please, sir, can I speak a word to my master?

Come in, called out Mr. Hunter. What do you want?

Miss Florence has sent me, sir, to give you this, and to ask you if youd please to come round.

She handed in a note. Mr. Hunter broke the seal, and ran his eyes over it. It was from Florence, and contained but a line or two. She informed her father that the lady who had been so troublesome at the house once before, in years back, had come again, had taken a seat in the dining-room, removed her bonnet, and expressed her intention of there remaining until she should see Mr. Hunter.



As if I had not enough upon me without this! muttered Mr. Hunter. Go back, he said aloud to the servant, and tell Miss Florence that I am coming.

A few minutes given to the papers before him, a few hasty directions to Austin, touching the business of the hour, and Mr. Hunter rose to depart.

Do not come back, sir, Austin repeated to him. I can manage all.

When Mr. Hunter entered his own house, letting himself in with a latch key, Florence, who had been watching for him, glided forward.

She is in there, papa, pointing to the closed door of the dining-room, and speaking in a whisper. What is her business here? what does she want? She told me she had as much right in the house as I.

Ha! exclaimed Mr. Hunter. Insolent, has she been?

Not exactly insolent. She spoke civilly. I fancied you would not care to see her, so I said she could not wait. She replied that she should wait, and I must not attempt to prevent her. Is she in her senses, papa?

Go up stairs and put your bonnet and cloak on, Florence, was the rejoinder of Mr. Hunter. Be quick. She obeyed, and was down again almost immediately, in her deep mourning. Now, my dear, go round to Dr. Bevary, and tell him you have come to spend the day with him.

But, papa  

Florence, go! I will either come for you this evening, or send. Do not return until I do.



The tone, though full of kindness, was one that might not be disobeyed, and Florence, feeling sick with some uncertain, shadowed-forth trouble, passed out of the hall door. Mr. Hunter entered the dining-room.

Tall, gaunt, powerful of frame as ever, rose up Miss Gwinn, turning upon him her white, corpse-like looking face. Without the ceremony of greeting, she spoke in her usual abrupt fashion, dashing at once to her subject. Now will you render justice, Lewis Hunter?

I have the greater right to ask that justice shall be rendered to me, replied Mr. Hunter, speaking sternly, in spite of his agitation. Who has most cause to demand it, you or I?

She who reigned mistress in this house is dead, cried Miss Gwinn. You must now acknowledge her.

I never will. You may do your best and worst. The worst that can come is, that it must reach the knowledge of my daughter.

Ay, there it is! The knowledge of the wrong must not even reach her; but the wrong itself has not been too bad for that other one to bear.

Woman! continued Mr. Hunter, growing excited almost beyond control, who inflicted that wrong? Myself, or you?

The reproach told home, if the change to sad humility, passing over Miss Gwinns countenance, might be taken as an indication.

What I said, I said in self-defence; after you, in your deceit, had brought wrong upon me and my family, she answered in a subdued voice.



That was no wrong, retorted Mr. Hunter, It was you who wrought all the wrong afterwards, by uttering the terrible falsehood, that she was dead.

Well, well, it is of no use going back to that, she impatiently said. I am come here to ask that justice shall be rendered, now that it is in your power.

You have had more than justice  you have had revenge. Not content with rendering my days a lifes misery, you must also drain me of the money I had worked hard to save. Do you know how much?

It was not I, she passionately uttered, in a tone as if she would deprecate his anger. He did that.

It comes to the same. I had to find the money. So long as my dear wife lived, I was forced to temporize: neither he nor you can so force me again. Go home, go home, Miss Gwinn, and pray for forgiveness for the injury you have done both her and me. The time for coming to my house with your intimidations is past.

What did you say? cried Miss Gwinn. Injury upon you?

Injury, ay! such as rarely has been inflicted upon mortal man. Not content with that great injury, you must also deprive me of my substance. This week the name of James Lewis Hunter will be in the Gazette, on the list of bankrupts. It is you who have brought me to it.

You know that I have had no hand in that; that it was he: my brother  and hers, she said. He never should have done it had I been able to prevent him. In an unguarded moment I told him I had discovered you, and who you were, and  and he came up to you here and sold his silence. It is that which has kept me quiet.

This interview had better end, said Mr. Hunter. It excites me, and my health is scarcely in a state to bear it. Your work has told upon me, Miss Gwinn, as you cannot help seeing, when you look at me. Am I like the hearty, open man whom you came up to town and discovered a few years ago?

Am I like the healthy unsuspicious woman whom you saw some years before that? she retorted. My days have been rendered more bitter than yours.

It is your own evil passions which have rendered them so. But I say this interview must end. You  

It shall end when you undertake to render justice. I only ask that you should acknowledge her in words; I ask no more.

When your brother was here last  it was on the day of my wifes death  I was forced to warn him of the consequences of remaining in my house against my will. I must now warn you.

Lewis Hunter, she passionately resumed, for years I have been told that she  who was here  was fading; and I was content to wait until she should be gone. Besides, was not he drawing money from you to keep silence? But it is all over, and my time is come.

The door of the room opened and some one entered. Mr. Hunter turned with marked displeasure, wondering who was daring to intrude upon him. He saw  not any servant, as he expected, but his brother-in-law, Dr. Bevary. And the doctor walked into the room and closed the door, just as if he had as much right there as its master.

When Florence Hunter reached her uncles house, she found him absent: the servants said he had gone out early in the morning. Scarcely had she entered the drawing-room when his carriage drove up: he saw Florence at the window and hastened in. Uncle Bevary, I have come to stay the day with you, was her greeting. Will you have me?

I dont know that I will, returned the doctor, who loved Florence above every earthly thing. How comes it about? In the explanation, as she gave it, the doctor detected some embarrassment, quite different from her usual open manner. He questioned closely, and drew from her what had occurred. Miss Gwinn of Ketterford in town! he exclaimed, staring at Florence as if he could not believe her. Are you joking?

She is at our house with papa, as I tell you, uncle.

What an extraordinary chance! muttered the doctor.

Leaving Florence, he ran out of the house and down the street, calling after his coachman, who was driving to the stables. Had it been anybody but Dr. Bevary, the passers-by might have deemed the caller mad. The coachman heard, and turned his horses again. Dr. Bevary spoke a word in haste to Florence.

Miss Gwinn is the very person I was wanting to see; wishing some marvellous telegraph wires could convey her to London at a moments notice. Make yourself at home, my dear; dont wait dinner for me, I cannot tell when I shall be back. He stepped into the carriage and was driven away very quickly, leaving Florence in some doubt as to whether he had not gone to Ketterford  for she had but imperfectly understood him. Not so. The carriage set him down at Mr. Hunters. Where he broke in upon the interview, as has been described.

I was about to telegraph to Ketterford for you, he began to Miss Gwinn, without any other sort of greeting. And the words, coupled with his abrupt manner, sent her at once into an agitation. Rising, she put her hand upon the doctors arm.

What has happened? Any ill?

You must come with me now and see her, was the brief answer.

Shaking from head to foot, gaunt, strong woman though she was, she turned docilely to follow the doctor from the room. But suddenly an idea seemed to strike her, and she stood still. It is a ruse to get me out of the house. Dr. Bevary, I will not quit it until justice shall be rendered to Emma. I will have her acknowledged by him.

Your going with me now will make no difference to that, one way or the other, drily observed Dr. Bevary.

Mr. Hunter stepped forward in agitation. Are you out of your mind, Bevary? You could not have caught her words correctly.

Psha! responded the doctor, in a careless tone. What I said was, that Miss Gwinns going out with me could make no difference to any acknowledgment.

Only in words, she stayed to say. Just let him say it in words. But nobody took any notice of the suggestion.

His bearing calm and self-possessed, his manner authoritative, Dr. Bevary passed out to his carriage, motioning the lady before him. Self-willed as she was by nature and by habit, she appeared to have no thought of resistance now. Step in, said Dr. Bevary. She obeyed, and he seated himself by her, after giving an order to the coachman. The carriage turned towards the west for a short distance, and then branched off to the north. In a comparatively short time they were clear of the bustle of London. Miss Gwinn sat in silence; the doctor sat in silence. It seemed that the former wished, yet dreaded to ask the purport of their present journey, for her white face was working with emotion, and she glanced repeatedly at the doctor, with a sharp, yearning look. When they were clear of the bustle of the streets; and the hedges, bleak and bare, bounded the road on either side, broken by a house here and there, then she could bear the silence and suspense no longer.

Why do you not speak? broke from her in a tone of pain.

First of all, tell me what brought you to town now, was his reply. It is not your time for being here.

The recent death of your sister. I came up by the early train this morning. Dr. Bevary, you are the only living being to whom I lie under an obligation, or from whom I have experienced kindness. People may think me ungrateful; some think me mad; but I am grateful to you. But for the fact of that ladys being your sister I should have insisted upon anothers rights being acknowledged long ago.

You told me you waived them in consequence of your brothers conduct.

Partially so. But that did not weigh with me in comparison with my feeling of gratitude to you. How impotent we are! she exclaimed, throwing up her hands. My efforts by day, my dreams by night, were directed to one single point through long, long years  the finding James Lewis. I had cherished the thought of revenge until it became part and parcel of my very existence; I was hoping to expose him to the world. But when the time came, and I did find him, I found that he had married your sister, and that I could not touch him without giving pain to you. I hesitated what to do. I went home to Ketterford, deliberating  

Well? said the doctor. For she had stopped abruptly.

Some spirit of evil prompted me to disclose to my good-for-nothing brother that the man, Lewis, was found. I told him more than that, unhappily.

What else did you tell him?

Never mind. I was a fool: and I have had my reward. My brother came up to town and drew large sums of money out of Mr. Hunter. I could have stopped it  but I did not.

If I understand you aright, you have come to town now to insist upon what you call your rights? remarked the doctor.

Upon what I call! returned Miss Gwinn, and then she paused in marked hesitation. But you must have news to tell me, Dr. Bevary. What is it?

I received a message early this morning from Dr. Kerr, stating that something was amiss. I lost no time in going over.

And what was amiss? she hastily cried. Surely there was no repetition of the violence? Did you see her?

Yes, I saw her.

But of course you would see her, resumed Miss Gwinn, speaking rather to herself. And what do you think? Is there danger?

The danger is past, replied Dr. Bevary. But here we are.

The carriage had driven in through an inclosed avenue, and was stopping before a large mansion: not a cheerful mansion, for its grounds were surrounded by dark trees, and some of its windows were barred. It was a lunatic asylum. It is necessary, even in these modern days of gentle treatment, to take some precaution of bars and bolts; but the inmates of this one were thoroughly well cared for, in the best sense of the term. Dr. Bevary was one of its visiting inspectors.

Dr. Kerr, the resident manager, came forward, and Dr. Bevary turned to Miss Gwinn. Will you see her, or not? he asked.

Strange fears were working within her, Dr. Bevarys manner was so different from ordinary. I think I see it all, she gasped. The worst has happened.

The best has happened, responded Dr. Bevary. Miss Gwinn, you have requested me more than once to bring you here without preparation should the time arrive  for that you could bear certainty, but not suspense. Will you see her?

Her face had grown white and rigid as marble. Unable to speak, she pointed forward with her hand. Dr. Bevary drew it within his own to support her. In a clean, cool chamber, on a pallet bed, lay a dead woman. Dr. Kerr gently drew back the snow-white sheet, with which the face was covered. A pale, placid face, with a little band of light hair folded underneath the cap. She  Miss Gwinn  did not stir: she gave way to neither emotion nor violence; but her bloodless lips were strained back from her teeth, and her face was as white as that of the dead.

Gods ways are not as our ways, whispered Dr. Bevary. You have been acting for revenge: He has sent peace. Whatsoever He does is for the best.

She made no reply: she remained still and rigid. Dr. Bevary stroked the left hand of the dead, lying in its utter stillness  stroked, as if unconsciously, the wedding-ring on the third finger. He had been led to believe that it was placed on that finger, years and years ago, by his brother-in-law, James Lewis Hunter. And had been led to believe a lie! And she who had invented the lie, who had wrought the delusion, who had embittered Mr. Hunters life with the same dread belief, stood there at the doctors side, looking at the dead.

It is a solemn thing to persist though but tacitly in the acting of a vile falsehood, in the mysterious presence of death. Even Miss Gwinn was not strong-minded enough for that. As Dr. Bevary turned to her with a remark upon the past, she burst forth into a cry, and gave utterance to words that fell upon the physicians ear like a healing balm, soothing and binding up a long-open wound.




CHAPTER X. THE YEARS GONE BY.

Those readers will be disappointed who look for any very romantic dénoûment of A Lifes Secret. The story is a short and sad one. Suggesting the wretchedness and evil that may result when truth is deviated from; the lengths to which a blind, unholy desire for revenge will carry an ill-regulated spirit; and showing how, in the moral government of the world, sin casts its baleful consequences upon the innocent as well as the guilty.

When the carriage of Dr. Bevary, containing himself and Miss Gwinn, drove from Mr. Hunters door on the unknown errand, he  Mr. Hunter  staggered to a seat, rather than walked to it. That he was very ill that day, both mentally and bodily, he was only too conscious of. Austin Clay had said to him, Do not return: I will manage, or words to that effect. At present Mr. Hunter felt himself incapable of returning. He sank down in the easy chair, and closed his eyes, his thoughts thrown back to the past. An ill-starred past: one that had left its bane on his after life, and whose consequences had clung to him. It is impossible but that ill-doing must leave its results behind: the laws of God and man alike demand it. Mr. Hunter, in early life, had been betrayed into committing a wrong act; and Miss Gwinn, in the gratification of her passionate revenge, had visited it upon him all too heavily. Heavily, most heavily was it pressing upon him now. That unhappy visit to Wales, which had led to all the evil, was especially present to his mind this day. A handsome young man, in the first dawn of manhood, he had gone to the fashionable Welsh watering-place  partly to renew a waste of strength more imaginary than real; partly in the love of roving natural to youth; partly to enjoy a few weeks relaxation. If you want good and comfortable lodgings, go to Miss Gwinns house on the South Parade, some friend, whom he encountered at his journeys end, had said to him. And to Miss Gwinns he went. He found Miss Gwinn a cold, proud woman  it was she whom you have seen  bearing the manners of a lady. The servant who waited upon him was garrulous, and proclaimed, at the first interview, amidst other gossip, that her mistress had but a limited income  a hundred, or a hundred and fifty pounds a year, she believed; that she preferred to eke it out by letting her drawing-room and adjoining bed-room, and to live well; rather than to rusticate and pinch. Miss Gwinn and her motives were nothing to the young sojourner, and he turned a careless, if not a deaf ear, to the gossip. She does it chiefly for the sake of Miss Emma, added the girl: and the listener so far roused himself as to ask apathetically who Miss Emma was. It was her mistresss young sister, the girl replied: there must be twenty good years between them. Miss Emma was but nineteen, and had just come home from boarding-school: her mistress had brought her up ever since her mother died. Miss Emma was not at home now, but was expected on the morrow, she went on. Miss Emma was not without her good looks, but her mistress took care they should not be seen by everybody. Shed hardly let her go about the house when strangers were in it, lest she should be met in the passages. Mr. Hunter laughed. Good looks had attractions for him in those days, and he determined to see for himself, in spite of Miss Gwinn, whether Miss Emmas looks were so good that they might not be looked at. Now, by the merest accident  at least, it happened by accident in the first instance, and not by intention  one chief point of complication in the future ill was unwittingly led to. In this early stage of the affair, while the servant maid was exercising her tongue in these items of domestic news, the friend who had recommended Mr. Hunter to the apartments, arrived at the house and called out to him from the foot of the stairs, his high clear voice echoing through the house.

Lewis! Will you come out and take a stroll?

Lewis Hunter hastened down, proclaiming his acquiescence, and the maid proceeded to the parlour of her mistress.



The gentlemans name is Lewis, maam. You said you forgot to ask it of him.

Miss Gwinn, methodical in all she did, took a sheet of note-paper and inscribed the name upon it, Mr. Lewis, as a reminder for the time when she should require to make out his bill. When Mr. Hunter found out their error  for the maid henceforth addressed him as Mr. Lewis, or Mr. Lewis, sir  it rather amused him, and he did not correct the mistake. He had no motive whatever for concealing his name: he did not wish it concealed. On the other hand, he deemed it of no importance to set them right; it signified not a jot to him whether they called him Mr. Lewis or Mr. Hunter. Thus they knew him as, and believed him to be, Mr. Lewis only. He never took the trouble to undeceive them, and nothing occurred to require the mistake to be corrected. The one or two letters only which arrived for him  for he had gone there for idleness, not to correspond with his friends  were addressed to the post-office, in accordance with his primary directions, not having known where he should lodge.

Miss Emma came home: a very pretty and agreeable girl. In the narrow passage of the house  one of those shallow residences built for letting apartments at the sea-side  she encountered the stranger, who happened to be going out as she entered. He lifted his hat to her.

Who is that, Nancy? she asked of the chattering maid.

Its the new lodger, Miss Emma: Lewis his name is. Did you ever see such good looks? And he has asked a thousand questions about you.

Now, the fact was, Mr. Hunter  stay, we will also call him Mr. Lewis for the time being, as they had fallen into the error, and it may be convenient to us  had not asked a single question about the young lady, save the one when her name was first spoken of, Who is Miss Emma? Nancy had supplied information enough for a thousand questions, unasked; and perhaps she saw no difference.

Have you made any acquaintance with Mr. Lewis, Agatha? Emma inquired of her sister.

When do I make acquaintance with the people who take my apartments? replied Miss Gwinn, in a tone of reproof. They naturally look down upon me as a letter of lodgings  and I am not one to bear that.

Now comes the unhappy tale. It shall be glanced at as briefly as possible in detail; but it is necessary that parts of it should be explained.

Acquaintanceship sprang up between Mr. Lewis and Emma Gwinn. At first, they met in the town, or on the beach, accidentally; later, I very much fear that the meetings were tacitly, if not openly, more intentional. Both were agreeable, both were young; and a liking for each others society arose in each of them. Mr. Lewis found his time hang somewhat heavily on his hands, for his friend had left; and Emma Gwinn was not prevented from walking out as she pleased. Only one restriction was laid upon her by her sister: Emma, take care that you make no acquaintance with strangers, or suffer it to be made with you. Speak to none.



An injunction which Miss Emma disobeyed. She disobeyed it in a particularly marked manner. It was not only that she did permit Mr. Lewis to make acquaintance with her, but she allowed it to ripen into intimacy. Worse still, the meetings, I say, from having been at first really accidental, grew to be sought. Sought on the one side as much as on the other. Ah! young ladies, I wish this little history could be a warning to you, never to deviate from the strict line of right  never to stray, by so much as a thoughtless step, from the straight path of duty. Once allow yourselves to do so, and you know not where it may end. Slight acts of disobedience, that appear in themselves as the merest trifles, may yet be fraught with incalculable mischief. The falling into the habit of passing a pleasant hour of intercourse with Mr. Lewis, sauntering on the beach in social and intellectual converse  and it was no worse  appeared a very venial offence to Emma Gwinn. But she did it in direct disobedience to the command and wish of her sister; and she knew that she so did it. She knew also that she owed to that sister, who had brought her up and cared for her from infancy, the allegiance that a child gives to a mother. In this stage of the affair, she was chiefly to blame. Mr. Lewis did not suppose that blame attached to him. There was no reason why he should not while away an occasional hour in pleasant chat with a young lady; there was no harm in the meetings, taking them in the abstract. The blame lay with her. It is no excuse to urge that Miss Gwinn exercised over her a too strict authority, that she kept her secluded from society with an unusually tight hand. Miss Gwinn had a motive in this: her sister knew nothing of it, and resented the restriction as a personal wrong. To elude her vigilance, and walk about with a handsome young man, seemed a return justifiable, and poor Emma Gwinn never dreamt of any ill result. At length it was found out by Miss Gwinn. She did not find out much. Indeed, there was not much to find, except that there was more friendship between Mr. Lewis and Emma than there was between Mr. Lewis and herself, and that they often met to stroll on the beach, and enjoy the agreeable benefit of the sea-breezes. But that was quite enough for Miss Gwinn. An uncontrollable storm of passionate anger ensued, which was vented upon Emma. She stood over her, and forced her to attire herself for travelling, protesting that not another hour should she pass in the house while Mr. Lewis remained. Then she started with Emma, to place her under the care of an aunt, who lived so far off as to be a days journey.

Its a shame! was the comment of sympathetic Nancy, who deemed Miss Gwinn the most unreasonable woman under the sun. Nancy was herself engaged to an enterprising porter, to whom she intended to be married some fine Easter, when they had saved up sufficient to lay in a stock of goods and chattels. And she forthwith went straight to Mr. Lewis, and communicated to him what had occurred, giving him Miss Emmas new address.

Hell follow her if he have got any spirit, was her inward thought. Its what my Joe would do by me, if I was forced off to desert places by a old dragon.



It was precisely what Mr. Lewis did. Upon the return of Miss Gwinn, he gave notice to quit her house, where he had already stayed longer than he intended to do originally. Miss Gwinn had no suspicion but that he returned to his home  wherever that might be.

You may be inclined to ask why Miss Gwinn had fallen into anger so great. That she loved her young sister with an intense and jealous love was certain. Miss Gwinn was of a peculiar temperament, and she could not bear that one spark of Emmas affection should stray from her. Emma, on the contrary, scarcely cared for her eldest sister: entertaining for her a very cool regard indeed, not to be called a sisterly one: and the cause may have lain in the stern manners of Miss Gwinn. Deeply, ardently as she loved Emma, her manners were to her invariably cold and stern: and this does not beget love from the young. Emma also resented the jealous restrictions imposed on her, lest she should make any acquaintance that might lead to marriage. It had been better possibly that Miss Gwinn had disclosed to her the reasons that existed against it. There was madness in the Gwinn family. One of the parents had died in an asylum, and the medical men suspected (as Miss Gwinn knew) that the children might be subject to it. She did not fear it for herself, but she did fear it for Emma: in point of fact, the young girl had already, some years back, given indications of it. It was therefore Miss Gwinns intention and earnest wish  a very right and proper wish  that Emma should never marry. There was one other sister, Elizabeth, a year older than Emma. She had gone on a visit to Jersey some little time before; and, to Miss Gwinns dismay and consternation, had married a farmer there, without asking leave. There was nothing for Miss Gwinn but to bury the dismay within her, and to resolve that Emma should be guarded more closely than before. But Emma Gwinn, knowing nothing of the prompting motives, naturally resented the surveillance.

Mr. Lewis followed Emma to her place of retirement. He had really grown to like her: but the pursuit may have had its rise as much in the boyish desire to thwart Miss Gwinn  or, as he expressed it, to pay her off  as in love. However that might have been, Emma Gwinn welcomed him all too gladly, and the walks were renewed.

It was an old tale, that, which ensued. Thanks to improved manners and morals, we can say an old tale, in contradistinction to a modern one. A secret marriage in these days would be looked upon askance by most people. Under the purest, the most domestic, the wisest court in the world, manners and customs have taken a turn with us, and society calls underhand doings by their right name, and turns its back upon them. Nevertheless, private marriages and run-a-way marriages were not done away with in the days when James Lewis Hunter contracted his.

I wonder whether one ever took place  where it was contracted in disobedience and defiance  that did not bring, in some way or other, its own punishment? To few, perhaps, was it brought home as it was to Mr. Hunter. No apology can be offered for the step he took: not even his youth, or his want of experience, or the attachment which had grown up in his heart for Emma. He knew that his family would have objected to the marriage. In fact, he dared not tell his purpose. Her position was not equal to his  at least, old Mr. Hunter, a proud man, would not have deemed it to be so  and he would have objected on the score of his sons youth. The worst bar of all would have been the tendency to insanity of the Gwinns  but of this James Hunter knew nothing. So he took that one false, blind, irrevocable step of contracting a private marriage; and the consequences came bitterly home to him. The marriage was a strictly legal one. James Hunter was honourable enough to take care of that: and both of them guarded the secret jealously. Emma remained at her aunts, and wore her ring inside her dress, attached to a neck ribbon. Her husband only saw her sometimes; to avoid suspicion he lived chiefly at his fathers home in London. Six months afterwards, Emma Gwinn  nay, Emma Hunter  lay upon her death-bed. A fever broke out in the neighbourhood, which she caught; and a different illness also supervened. Miss Gwinn, apprised of her danger, hastened to her. She stood over her in a shock of horror  whence had those symptoms arisen, and what meant that circle of gold that Emma in her delirium kept hold of on her neck? Medical skill could not save her, and just before her death, in a lucid interval, she confessed her marriage  the bare fact only  none of its details; she loved her husband too truly to expose him to the dire wrath of her sister. And she died without giving the slightest clue to his real name  Hunter. It was the fever that killed her.

Dire wrath, indeed! That was scarcely the word for it. Insane wrath would be better. In Miss Gwinns injustice (violent people always are unjust) she persisted in attributing Emmas death to Mr. Lewis. In her bitter grief, she jumped to the belief that the secret must have preyed upon Emmas brain in the delirium of fever, and that that prevented her recovery. It is very probable that the secret did prey upon it, though, it is to be hoped, not to the extent assumed by Miss Gwinn.

Mr. Lewis knew nothing of the illness. He was in France with his father at the time it happened, and had not seen his wife for three weeks. Perhaps the knowledge of his absence abroad, caused Emma not to attempt to apprise him when first seized; afterwards she was too ill to do so. But by a strange coincidence he arrived from London the day after the funeral.

Nobody need envy him the interview with Miss Gwinn. On her part it was not a seemly one. Glad to get out of the house and be away from her reproaches, the stormy interview was concluded almost as soon as it had begun. He returned straight to London, her last words ringing their refrain on his ears  that his wife was dead and he had killed her: Miss Gwinn being still in ignorance that his proper name was anything but Lewis. Following immediately upon this  it was curious that it should be so  Miss Gwinn received news that her sister Elizabeth, Mrs. Gardener, was ill in Jersey. She hastened to her: for Elizabeth was nearly, if not quite, as dear to her as Emma had been. Mrs. Gardeners was a peculiar and unusual illness, and it ended in a confirmed and hopeless affection of the brain.

Once more Miss Gwinns injustice came into play. Just as she had persisted in attributing Emmas death to Mr. Lewis, so did she now attribute to him Elizabeths insanity: that is, she regarded him as its remote cause. That the two young sisters had been much attached to each other was undoubted: but to think that Elizabeths madness came on through sorrow for Emmas death, or at the tidings of what had preceded it, was absurdly foolish. The poor young lady was placed in an asylum in London, of which Dr. Bevary was one of the visiting physicians; he was led to take an unusual interest in the case, and this brought him acquainted with Miss Gwinn. Within a year of her being placed there, the husband, Mr. Gardener, died in Jersey. His affairs turned out to be involved, and from that time the cost of keeping her there devolved on Miss Gwinn.

Private asylums are expensive, and Miss Gwinn could only maintain her sister in one at the cost of giving up her own home. Ill-conditioned though she was, we must confess she had her troubles. She gave it up without a murmur: she would have given up her life to benefit either of those, her young sisters. Retaining but a mere pittance, she devoted all her means to the comfort of Elizabeth, and found a home with her brother, in Ketterford. Where she spent her days bemoaning the lost and cherishing a really insane hatred against Mr. Lewis  a desire for revenge. She had never come across him, until that Easter Monday, at Ketterford. And that, you will say, is scarcely correct, since it was not himself she met then, but his brother. Deceived by the resemblance, she attacked Mr. Henry Hunter in the manner you remember; and Austin Clay saved him from the gravel-pit. But the time soon came when she stood face to face with him. It was the hour she had so longed for: the hour of revenge. What revenge? But for the wicked lie she subsequently forged, there could have been no revenge. The worst she could have proclaimed was, that James Lewis Hunter, when he was a young man, had so far forgotten his duty to himself, and to the worlds decencies, as to contract a secret marriage. He might have got over that. He had mourned his young wife sincerely at the time, but later grew to think that all things were for the best  that it was a serious source of embarrassment removed from his path. Nothing more or less had he to acknowledge.

What revenge would Miss Gwinn have reaped from this? None. Certainly none to satisfy one so vindictive as she. It never was clear to herself what revenge she had desired: all her efforts had been directed to the discovering of him. She found him a man of social ties. He had married Louisa Bevary; he had a fair daughter; he was respected by the world: all of which excited the anger of Miss Gwinn.

Remembering her violent nature, it was only to be expected that Mr. Hunter should shrink from meeting Miss Gwinn when he first knew she had tracked him and was in London. He had never told his wife the episode in his early life, and would very much have disliked its tardy disclosure to her through the agency of Miss Gwinn. Fifty pounds would he have willingly given to avoid a meeting with her. But she came to his very home; so to say, into the presence of his wife and child; and he had to see her, and make the best of it. You must remember the interview. Mr. Hunters agitation previous to it, was caused by the dread of the womans near presence, of the disturbance she might make in his household, of the discovery his wife was in close danger of making  that he was a widower when she married him, and not a bachelor. Any husband of the present day might show the same agitation I think under similar circumstances. But Mr. Hunter did not allow this agitation to sway him when before Miss Gwinn; once shut up with her, he was cool and calm as a cucumber; rather defied her than not, civilly; and asked what she meant by intruding upon him, and what she had to complain of: which of course was but adding fuel to the womans flame. It was quite true, all he said, and there was nothing left to hang a peg of revenge upon. And so she invented one. The demon of mischief put it into her mind to impose upon him with the lie that his first wife, Emma, was not dead, but living. She told him that she (she, herself) had imposed upon him with a false story in that long-past day, in saying that Emma was dead and buried. It was another sister who had died, she added  not Emma: Emma had been ill with the fever, but was recovering; and she had said this to separate her from him. Emma, she continued, was alive still, a patient in the lunatic asylum.

It never occurred to Mr. Hunter to doubt the tale. Her passionate manner, her impressive words, but added to her earnestness, and he came out from the interview believing that his first wife had not died. His state of mind cannot be forgotten. Austin Clay saw him pacing the waste ground in the dark night. His agony and remorse were fearful; the sun of his lifes peace had set: and there could be no retaliation upon her who had caused it all  Miss Gwinn.

Miss Gwinn, however, did not follow up her revenge. Not because further steps might have brought the truth to light, but because after a nights rest she rather repented of it. Her real nature was honourable, and she despised herself for what she had done. Once it crossed her to undo it; but she hated Mr. Hunter with an undying hatred, and so let it alone and went down to Ketterford. One evening, when she had been at home some days, a spirit of confidence came over her which was very unusual, and she told her brother of the revenge she had taken. That was quite enough for Lawyer Gwinn: a glorious opportunity of enriching himself, not to be missed. He went up to London, and terrified Mr. Hunter out of five thousand pounds. Or I go and tell your wife, Miss Bevary, that she is not your wife, he threatened, in his coarse way. Miss Gwinn suspected that the worthy lawyer had gone to make the most of the opportunity, and she wrote him a sharp letter, telling him that if he did so  if he interfered at all  she would at once confess to Lewis Hunter that Emma was really dead. Not knowing where he would put up in London, she enclosed this note to Austin Clay, asking him to give it to Lawyer Gwinn. She took the opportunity, at the same time, of writing a reproachful letter to Mr. Hunter, in which his past ill-doings and Emmas present existence were fully enlarged upon. As the reader may remember, she misdirected the letters: Austin became acquainted with the (as he could but suppose) dangerous secret; and the note to Lawyer Gwinn was set alight, sealed. If Austin or his master had but borrowed a momentary portion of the principles of Gwinn of Ketterford, and peeped into the letter! What years of misery it would have saved Mr. Hunter! But when Miss Gwinn discovered that her brother had used the lie to obtain money, she did not declare the truth. The sense of justice within her yielded to revenge. She hated Mr. Hunter as she had ever done, and would not relieve him. A fine life, between them, did they lead Mr. Hunter. Miss Gwinn protested against every fresh aggression made by the lawyer; but protested only. In Mr. Hunters anguish of mind at the disgrace cast on his wife and child; in his terror lest the truth (as he assumed it to be) should reach them  and it seemed to be ever looming  he had lived, as may be said, a perpetual death. And the disgrace was of a nature that never could be removed; and the terror had never left him through all these long years.

Dr. Bevary had believed the worst. When he first became acquainted with Miss Gwinn, she (never a communicative woman) had not disclosed the previous history of the patient in the asylum. She had given hints of a sad tale, she even said she was living in hope of being revenged on one who had done herself and family an injury, but she said no more. Later circumstances connected with Mr. Hunter and his brother, dating from the account he heard of Miss Gwinns attack upon Mr. Henry, had impressed Dr. Bevary with the belief that James Hunter had really married the poor woman in the asylum. When he questioned Miss Gwinn, that estimable woman had replied in obscure hints: and they had so frightened Dr. Bevary that he dared ask no further. For his sisters sake he tacitly ignored the subject in future, living in daily thankfulness that Mrs. Hunter was without suspicion.

But with the dead body of Elizabeth Gardener lying before her, the enacted lie came to an end. Miss Gwinn freely acknowledged what she had done, and took little, if any, blame to herself. Lewis Hunter spoilt the happiness of my life, she said; in return I have spoilt his.

And suppose my sister, his lawful wife, had been led to believe this fine tale? questioned Dr. Bevary, looking keenly at her.

In that case I should have declared the truth, said Miss Gwinn. I had no animosity to her. She was innocent, she was also your sister, and she should never have suffered.

How could you know that she remained ignorant?



By my brother being able, whenever he would, to frighten Mr. Hunter, was the laconic answer.




CHAPTER XI. RELIEF.

We left Mr. Hunter in the easy chair of his dining-room, buried in these reminiscences of the unhappy past, and quite unconscious that relief of any sort could be in store for him. And yet it was very near: relief from two evils, quite opposite in their source. How long he sat there he scarcely knew; it seemed for hours. In the afternoon he aroused himself to his financial difficulties, and went out. He remembered that he had purposed calling that day upon his bankers, though he had no hope  but rather the certainty of the contrary  that they would help him out of his financial embarrassments. There was just time to get there before the bank closed, and Mr. Hunter had a cab called and went down to Lombard Street. He was shown into the room of the principal partner. The banker thought how ill he looked. Mr. Hunters first question was about the heavy bill that was due that day. He supposed it had been presented and dishonoured.

No, said the banker. It was presented and paid.

A ray of hope lighted up the sadness of Mr. Hunters face. Did you indeed pay it? It was very kind. You shall be no eventual losers.



We did not pay it from our own funds, Mr. Hunter. It was paid from yours.

Mr. Hunter did not understand. I thought my account had been nearly drawn out, he said; and by the note I received this morning from you, I understood you would decline to help me.

Your account was drawn very close indeed; but this afternoon, in time to meet the bill upon its second presentation, there was a large sum paid in to your credit  two thousand six hundred pounds.

A pause of blank astonishment on the part of Mr. Hunter. Who paid it in? he presently asked.

Mr. Clay. He came himself. You will weather the storm now, Mr. Hunter.

There was no answering reply. The banker bent forward in the dusk of the growing evening, and saw that Mr. Hunter was incapable of making one. He was sinking back in his chair in a fainting fit. Whether it was the revulsion of feeling caused by the conviction that he should now weather the storm, or simply the effect of his physical state, Mr. Hunter had fainted, as quietly as any girl might do. One of the partners lived at the bank, and Mr. Hunter was conveyed into the dwelling-house. It was quite evening before he was well enough to leave it. He drove to the yard. It was just closed for the night, and Mr. Clay was gone. Mr. Hunter ordered the cab home. He found Austin waiting for him, and he also found Dr. Bevary. Seeing the latter, he expected next to see Miss Gwinn, and glanced nervously round.



She is gone back to Ketterford, spoke out Dr. Bevary, divining the fear. The woman will never trouble you again. I thought you must be lost, Hunter. I have been here twice; been home to dinner with Florence; been round at the yard worrying Clay; and could not come upon you anywhere.

I went to the bank, and was taken ill there, said Mr. Hunter, who still seemed anything but himself, and looked round in a bewildered manner. The woman, Bevary  are you sure shes gone quite away? She  she wanted to beg, I think, he added, as if in apology for pressing the question.

She is gone: gone never to return; and you may be at rest, repeated the doctor, impressively. And so you have been ill at the bankers, James! Things are going wrong, I suppose.

No, they are going right. Austin  laying his hand upon the young mans shoulder what am I to say? This money can only have come from you.

Sir! said Austin, half laughing.

Mr. Hunter drew Dr. Bevarys attention, pointing to Austin. Look at him, Bevary. He has saved me. But for him, I should have borne a dishonoured name this day. I went down to Lombard Street, a man without hope, believing that the blow had been already struck in bills dishonoured  that my name was on its way to the Gazette. I found that he, Austin Clay, had paid in between two and three thousand pounds to my credit.

I could not put my money to a better use, sir. The two thousand pounds were left to me, you know: the rest I saved. I was wishing for something to turn up that I could invest it in.

Invest! exclaimed Mr. Hunter, deep feeling in his tone. How do you know you will not lose it?

I have no fear, sir. The strike is at an end, and business will go on well now.

If I did not believe that it would, I would never consent to use it, said Mr. Hunter.

It was true. Austin Clay, a provident man, had been advancing his money to save the credit of his master. Suspecting some such a crisis as this was looming, he had contrived to hold his funds in available readiness. It had come, though, sooner than he anticipated.

How am I to repay you? asked Mr. Hunter. I dont mean the money: but the obligation.

A red flush mounted to Austins brow. He answered hastily, as if to cover it.

I do not require payment, sir. I do not look for any.

Mr. Hunter stood in deep thought, looking at him, but vacantly. Dr. Bevary was near the mantelpiece, apparently paying no attention to either of them. Will you link your name to mine? said Mr. Hunter, moving towards Austin.

In what manner, sir?

By letting the firm be from henceforth Hunter and Clay. I have long wished this; you are of too great use to me to remain anything less than a partner, and by this last act of yours, you have earned the right to be so. Will you object to join your name to one which was so near being dishonoured?

He held out his hand as he spoke, and Austin clasped it. Oh, Mr. Hunter! he exclaimed, in the strong impulse of the moment, I wish you would give me hopes of a dearer reward.

You mean Florence, said Mr. Hunter.

Yes, returned Austin, in agitation. I care not how long I wait, or what price you may call upon me to pay for her. As Jacob served Laban seven years for Rachel, so would I serve for Florence, and think it but a day, for the love I bear her. Sir, Mrs. Hunter would have given her to me.

My objection is not to you, Austin. Were I to disclose to you certain particulars connected with Florence  as I should be obliged to do before she married  you might yourself decline her.

Try me, sir, said Austin, a bright smile parting his lips.

Ay, try him, said Dr. Bevary, in his quaint manner. I have an idea that he may know as much of the matter as you do, Hunter. You neither of you know too much, he significantly added.

Austins cheek turned red; and there was that in his tone, his look, which told Mr. Hunter that he had known the fact, known it for years. Oh, sir, he pleaded, give me Florence.

I tell you that you neither of you know too much, said Dr. Bevary. But, look here, Austin. The best thing you can do is, to go to my house and ask Florence whether she will have you. Then  if you dont find it too much trouble  escort her home. Austin laughed as he caught up his hat. A certain prevision, that he should win Florence, had ever been within him.

Dr. Bevary watched the room-door close, and then drew a chair in front of his brother-in-law. Did it ever strike you that Austin Clay knew your secret, James? he began.

How should it? returned Mr. Hunter, feeling himself compelled to answer.

I do not know how, said the doctor, any more than I know how the impression, that he did, fixed itself upon me. I have felt sure, this many a year past, that he was no stranger to the fact, though he probably knew nothing of the details.

To the fact! Dr. Bevary spoke with strange coolness.

When did you become acquainted with it? asked Mr. Hunter, in a tone of sharp pain.

I became acquainted with your share in it at the time Miss Gwinn discovered that Mr. Lewis was Mr. Hunter. At least, with as much of the share as I ever was acquainted with until to-day.

Mr. Hunter compressed his lips. It was no use beating about the bush any longer.

James, resumed the doctor, why did you not confide the secret to me? It would have been much better.

To you! Louisas brother!

It would have been better, I say. It might not have lifted the sword that was always hanging over Louisas head, or have eased it by one jot; but it might have eased you. A sorrow kept within a mans own bosom, doing its work in silence, will burn his life away: get him to talk of it, and half the pain is removed. It is also possible that I might have made better terms than you, with the rapacity of Gwinn.

If you knew it, why did you not speak openly to me?

Dr. Bevary suppressed a shudder. It was one of those terrible secrets that a third party cannot interfere in uninvited. No: silence was my only course, so long as you observed silence to me. Had I interfered, I might have said Louisa shall leave you!

It is over, so far as she is concerned, said Mr. Hunter, wiping his damp brow. Let her name rest. It is the thought of her that has well nigh killed me.

Ay, its over, responded Dr. Bevary; over, in more senses than one. Do you not wonder that Miss Gwinn should have gone back to Ketterford without molesting you again?

How can I wonder at anything she does? She comes and she goes, with as little reason as warning.

Dr. Bevary lowered his voice. Have you ever been to see that poor patient in Kerrs asylum?

The question excited the anger of Mr. Hunter. What do you mean by asking it? he cried. When I was led to believe her dead, I shaped my future course according to that belief. I have never acted, nor would I act, upon any other  save in the giving money to Gwinn, for my wifes sake. If Louisa was not my wife legally, she was nothing less in the sight of God.



Louisa was your wife, said Dr. Bevary, quietly. And Mr. Hunter responded by a sharp gesture of pain. He wished the subject at an end. The doctor continued  

James, had you gone, though it had been but for an instant, to see that unhappy patient of Kerrs, your trammels would have been broken. It was not Emma, your young wife of years ago.

It was not!  What do you say? gasped Mr. Hunter.

When Agatha Gwinn found you out, here, in this house, she startled you nearly to death by telling you that Emma was alive  was a patient in Kerrs asylum. She told you that, when you had been informed in those past days of Emmas death, you were imposed upon by a lie  a lie invented by herself. James, the lie was uttered then, when she spoke to you here. Emma, your wife, did die; and the young woman in the asylum was her sister. Mr. Hunter rose. His hands were raised imploringly, his face was stretched forward in its sad yearning. What!  which was true? which was he to believe? In the gratification of her revenge, Miss Gwinn concocted the tale that Emma was alive, resumed Dr. Bevary, knowing, as she spoke it, that Emma had been dead years and years. She contrived to foster the same impression upon me; and the same impression, I cannot tell how, has, I am sure, clung to Austin Clay. Louisa was your lawful wife, James. Mr. Hunter, in the plenitude of his thankfulness, sank upon his chair, a sobbing burst of emotion breaking from him, and the drops of perspiration gathering again on his brow. That other one, the sister, the poor patient, is dead, pursued the doctor. As we stood together over her, an hour ago, Miss Gwinn confessed the imposition. It appeared to slip from her involuntarily, in spite of herself. I inquired her motive, and she answered, To be revenged on you, Lewis Hunter, for the wrong you had done. As you had marred the comfort of her life, so she in return had marred that of yours. As she stood in her impotence, looking on the dead, I asked her which, in her opinion, had inflicted the most wrong, she or you?

Mr. Hunter lifted his eager face. It was a foolish deceit. What did she hope to gain by it? A word at any time might have exposed it.

It seems she did gain pretty well by it, significantly replied Dr. Bevary. Theres little doubt that it was first spoken in the angry rage of the moment, as being the most effectual mode of tormenting you: and the terrible dread with which you received it  as I conclude you so did receive it  must have encouraged her to persist in the lie. James, you should have confided in me; I might have brought light to bear on it in some way or other. Your timorous silence has kept me quiet.

God be thanked that it is over! fervently ejaculated Mr. Hunter. The loss of my money, the loss of my peace, they seem to be little in comparison with the joy of this welcome revelation.

He sat down as he spoke and bent his head upon his hand. Presently he looked at his brother-in-law. And you think that Clay has suspected this? And that  suspecting it, he has wished for Florence?

I am sure of one thing  that Florence has been his object, his dearest hope. What he says has no exaggeration in it  that he would serve for her seven years, and seven to that, for the love he bears her.

I have been afraid to glance at such a thing as marriage for Florence, and that is the reason I would not listen to Austin Clay. With this slur hanging over her  

There is no slur  as it turns out, interrupted Dr. Bevary. Florence loves him, James; and your wife knew it.

What a relief is all this! murmured Mr. Hunter. The woman gone back to Ketterford! I think I shall sleep to-night.

She is gone back, never more to trouble you. We must see how her worthy brother can be brought to account for obtaining money under false pretences.

Ill make him render back every shilling he has defrauded me of: Ill bring him to answer for it before the laws of his country, was the wronged mans passionate and somewhat confused answer.

But that is more easy to say than to do, Mr. Hunter!

For, a few days subsequent to this, Lawyer Gwinn, possibly scenting that unpleasant consequences might be in store for him, was quietly steaming to America in a fine ship; taking all his available substance with him; and leaving Ketterford and his sister behind.




CHAPTER XII. CONCLUSION.

With outward patience and inward wonder, Florence Hunter was remaining at Dr. Bevarys. That something must be wrong at home, she felt sure: else why was she kept away from it so long? And where was her uncle? Invalids were shut up in the waiting-room, like Patience on a monument, hoping minute by minute to see him appear. And now here was another, she supposed! No. He had passed the patients room and was opening the door of this. Austin Clay!

What have you come for? she exclaimed, in the glad confusion of the moment.

To take you home, for one thing, he answered, as he approached her. Do you dislike the escort, Florence? He bent forward as he asked the question. A strange light of happiness shone in his eyes; a sweet smile parted his lips. Florence Hunters heart stood still, and then began to beat as if it would have burst its bounds.

What has happened? she faltered.

This, he said, taking both her hands and drawing her gently before him. The right to hold your hands in mine; the right  soon  to take you to my heart and keep you there for ever. Your father and uncle have sent me to tell you this.

The words, in their fervent earnestness carried instant truth to her heart, lighting it as with the brightness of sunshine. Oh, what a recompense! she impulsively murmured from the depths of her great love. And everything lately has seemed so dark with doubt, so full of trouble!

No more doubt, no more trouble, he fondly whispered. It shall be my lifes care to guard my wife from all such, Florence  heaven permitting me. Anything more that was said may as well be left to the readers lively imagination. They arrived at home after awhile; and found Dr. Bevary there, talking still.

How you must have hurried yourselves! quoth he, turning to them. Clay, you ought to be ill from walking fast. What has kept him, Florence?

Not your patients, Doctor, retorted Austin, laughing; though you are keeping them. One of them says you made an appointment with him. By the way he spoke, I think he was inwardly vowing vengeance against you for not keeping it.

Ah, said the Doctor, we medical men do get detained sometimes. One patient has had the most of my time this day, poor lady!

Is she better? quickly asked Florence, who always had ready sympathy for sickness and suffering: perhaps from having seen so much of it in her mother.

No, my dear, she is dead, was the answer, gravely spoken. And, therefore, added the doctor in a different tone, I have no further excuse for absenting myself from those other patients who are alive and grumbling at me. Will you walk a few steps with me, Mr. Clay?

Dr. Bevary linked his arm within Austins as they crossed the hall, and they went out together. How did you become acquainted with that dark secret he breathed.



Through a misdirected letter of Miss Gwinns, replied Austin. After I had read it, I discovered that it must have been meant for Mr. Hunter, though addressed to me. It told me all. Dr. Bevary, I have had to carry the secret all these years, bearing myself as one innocent of the knowledge; before Mrs. Hunter, before Florence, before him. I would have given half my savings not to have known it.

You believed that  that  one was living who might have replaced Mrs. Hunter?

Yes; and that she was in confinement. The letter, a reproachful one, was too explanatory.

She died this morning. It is with her  at least with her and her affairs  that my day has been taken up.

What a mercy! ejaculated Austin.

Ay; mercies are showered down every day: a vast many more than we, self-complaisant mortals, acknowledge or return thanks for, responded Dr. Bevary, in the quaint tone he was fond of using. And then, in a few brief words, he enlightened Austin as to the actual truth.

What a fiend she must be! cried Austin, alluding to Miss Gwinn of Ketterford. Oh, but this is a mercy indeed! And I have been planning how to guard the secret always from Florence. Dr. Bevary made no reply. Austin turned to him, the ingenuous look upon his face that it often wore. You approve of me for Florence? Do you not, sir?

Be you very sure, young gentleman, that you should never have got her, had I not approved, oracularly nodded Dr. Bevary. I look upon Florence as part of my belongings; and, if you mind what you are about, perhaps I may look upon you as the same.

Austin laughed. How am I to avoid offence? he asked. By loving your wife with an earnest, lasting love; by making her a better husband than James Hunter has been enabled to make her poor mother.

The tears rose to Austins eyes with the intensity of his emotion. Do you think there is cause to ask me to do this, Dr. Bevary?

No, my boy, I do not. God bless you both! There! leave me to get home to those patients of mine. You can be off back to her.

But Austin Clay had work on his hands, as well as pleasure, and he turned towards Daffodils Delight. It was the evening for taking Baxendale his weeks money, and Austin was not one to neglect it. He picked his way down amidst the poor people, standing about hungry and half-naked. All the works were open again, but numbers and numbers of men could not obtain employment, however good their will was: the masters had taken on strangers, and there was no room for the old workmen. John Baxendale was sitting by his bedside dressed. His injuries were yielding to skill and time: and in a short while he looked to be at work again.

Well, Baxendale? cried Austin, in his cheery voice. Still getting better?

Oh yes, sir, Im thankful to say it. The surgeon was here to-day, and told me there would be no further relapse. I am a bit tired this evening; I stood a good while at the window, watching the row opposite. She was giving him such a basting.



What! do you mean the Cheeks? I thought the street seemed in a commotion.

Baxendale laughed. It is but just over, sir. She set on and shook him soundly, and then she scratched him, and then she cuffed him  all outside the door. I do wonder that Cheek took it from her; but hes just like a puppy in her hands, and nothing better. Two good hours they were disputing there.

What was the warfare about? inquired Austin.

About his not getting work, sir. Cheeks wife was just like many of the other wives in Daffodils Delight  urging their husbands not to go to work, and vowing theyd strike if they didnt stand out. I dont know but Mother Cheek was about the most obstinate of all. The very day that I was struck down I heard her blowing him up for not standing firm upon his rights; and telling him shed rather go to his hanging than see him go back to work. And now she beats him because he cant get any to do.

Is Cheek one that cannot get any?

Cheeks one, sir. Mr. Henry took on more strangers than did you and Mr. Hunter; so, of course, theres less room for his old men. Cheek has walked about London these two days, till hes foot-sore, trying different shops, but he cant get taken on: there are too many men out, for him to have a chance.

I think some of the wives in Daffodils Delight are the most unreasonable women that ever were created, ejaculated Austin.

She is  that wife of Cheeks, rejoined Baxendale. I dont know how theyll end it. She has shut the door in his face, vowing he shall not put a foot inside it until he can bring some wages with him. Forbidding him to take work when it was to be had, and now that it cant be had turning upon him for not getting it! If Cheek wasnt a donkey, hed turn upon her again. Theres other women just as contradictory. I think the bad living has soured their tempers.

Wheres Mary this evening? inquired Austin, quitting the unsatisfactory topic. Since her fathers illness, Marys place had been by his side: it was something unusual to find her absent. Baxendale lowered his voice to reply.

She is getting ill again, sir. All her old symptoms have come back, and I am sure now that she is going fast. She is on her bed, lying down.

As he spoke the last word, he stopped, for Mary entered. She seemed scarcely able to walk; a hectic flush shone on her cheeks, and her breath was painfully short. Mary, Austin said, with much concern, I am sorry to see you thus.

It is only the old illness come back again, sir, she answered, as she sunk back in the pillowed chair. I knew it had not gone for good  that the improvement was but temporary. But now, sir, look how good and merciful is the hand that guides us  and yet we sometimes doubt it! What should I have been spared for, and had this returning glimpse of strength, but that I might nurse my father in his illness, and be a comfort to him? He is nearly well  will soon be at work again and wants me no more. Thanks ever be to God!



Austin went out, marvelling at the girls simple and beautiful trust. It appeared that she would be happy in her removal whenever it should come. As he was passing up the street he met Dr. Bevary. Austin wondered what had become of his patients.

All had gone away but two; tired of waiting, said the Doctor, divining his thoughts. I am going to take a look at Mary Baxendale. I hear she is worse.

Very much worse, replied Austin. I have just left her father. At that moment there was a sound of contention and scolding, a womans sharp tongue being uppermost. It proceeded from Mrs. Cheek, who was renewing the contest with her husband. Austin gave Dr. Bevary an outline of what Baxendale had said.

And if, after a short season of prosperity, another strike should come, these women would be the first again to urge the men on to it  to stand up for their rights! exclaimed the Doctor.

Not all of them.

They have not all done it now. Mark you, Austin! I shall settle a certain sum upon Florence when she marries, just to keep you in bread and cheese, should these strikes become the order of the day, and you get engulfed in them.

Austin smiled. I think I can take better care than that, Doctor.

Take all the care you please. But you are talking self-sufficient nonsense, my young friend. I shall put Florence on the safe side, in spite of your care. I have no fancy to see her reduced to one maid and a cotton gown. You can tell her so, added the Doctor, as he continued on his way.

Austin turned on his, when a man stole up to him from some side entry  a cadaverous-looking man, pinched and careworn. It was James Dunn; he had been discharged out of prison by the charity of some fund at the disposal of the governor. He humbly begged for work just to keep him from starving.

You ask what I have not to give, Dunn, was the reply of Austin. Our yard is full; and consider the season! Perhaps when spring comes on  

How am I to exist till spring, sir? he burst forth in a voice that was but just kept from tears. And the wife and the children?

I wish I could help you, Dunn. Your case is but that of many others.

There have been so many strangers took on, sir!

Of course there have been. To do the work that you and others refused.

I have not a place to lay my head in this night, sir. I have not so much as a slice of bread. Id do the meanest work that could be offered to me.

Austin felt in his pocket for a piece of money, and gave it him. What misery they have brought upon themselves! he thought.

When the announcement reached Mrs. Henry Hunter of Florences engagement, she did not approve of it. Not that she had any objection to Austin Clay; he had from the first been a favourite with her, though she had sometimes marked her preference by a somewhat patronizing manner; but for Florence to marry her fathers clerk, though that clerk had now become partner, was more than she could at the first moment quietly yield to.

It is quite a descent for her, she said to her husband privately. What can James be thinking of? The very idea of her marrying Austin Clay!

But if she likes him?

That ought not to go for anything. Suppose it had been Mary? I would not have let her have him.

I would, decisively returned Mr. Henry Hunter. Clays worth his weight in gold.

Some short while given to preliminaries, and to the re-establishment (in a degree) of Mr. Hunters shattered health, and the new firm Hunter and Clay was duly announced to the business world. Upon an appointed day, Mr. Hunter stood before his workmen, his arm within Austins. He was introducing him to them in his new capacity of partner. The strike was quite at an end, and the men  so many as could be made room for  had returned; but Mr. Hunter would not consent to discharge the hands that had come forward to take work during the emergency.

What has the strike brought you? inquired Mr. Hunter, seizing upon the occasion to offer a word of advice. Any good? Strictly speaking, the men could not reply that it had. In the silence that ensued after the question, one mans voice was at length raised. We look back upon it as a subject of congratulation, sir.

Congratulation! exclaimed Mr. Hunter. Upon what point?



That we have had the pluck to hold out so long in the teeth of difficulties, replied the voice.

Pluck is a good quality when rightly applied, observed Mr. Hunter. But what good has the pluck, or the strike, brought to you in this case?  for that was the question we were upon.

It was a lock-out, sir; not a strike.

In the first instance it was a strike, said Mr. Hunter. Pollocks men struck, and you had it in contemplation to follow their example. Oh, yes! you had, my men; you know as well as I do, that the measure was under discussion. Upon that state of affairs becoming known, the masters determined upon a general lock-out. They did it in self-defence; and if you will put yourselves in thought into their places, judging fairly, you will not wonder that it was considered the only course open to them. The lock-out lasted but a short period, and then the yards were again opened  open to all who would resume work upon the old terms, and sign a declaration not to be under the dominion of the Trades Unions. How very few availed themselves of this you do not need to be reminded.

We acted for what we thought the best, said another.

I know you did, replied Mr. Hunter. You are  speaking of you collectively  steady, hard-working, well-meaning men, who wish to do the best for yourselves, your wives, and families. But, looking back now, do you consider that it was for the best? You have returned to work upon the same terms that you were offered then. Here we are, in the depth of winter, and what sort of homes do you possess to fortify yourselves against its severities! What sort indeed! Mr. Hunters delicacy shrank from depicting them. I am not speaking to you now as your master, he continued, conscious that men do not like this style of converse from their employers. Consider me for the moment as your friend only; let us talk together as man and man. I wish I could bring you to see the evil of these convulsions; I do not wish it from motives of self-interest, but for your sole good. You may be thinking, Ah, the master is afraid of another contest; this one has done him so much damage, and thats why he is going on at us against them. You are mistaken; that is not why I speak. My men, were any further contests to take place between us, in which you held yourselves aloof from work, as you have done in this, we should at once place ourselves beyond dependence upon you, by bringing over foreign workmen. In the consultations which have been held between myself and Mr. Clay, relative to the terms of our partnership, this point has been fully discussed, and our determination taken. Should we have a repetition of the past, Hunter and Clay would then import their own workmen.

And other firms as well? interrupted a voice.

We know nothing of what other firms might do: to attend to our own interests is enough for us. I hope we shall never have to do this; but it is only fair to inform you that such would be our course of action. If you, our native workmen, brothers of the soil, abandon your work from any crotchets  



Crotchets, sir!

Ay, crotchets  according to my opinion, repeated Mr. Hunter. Could you show me a real grievance, it might be a different matter. But let us leave motives alone, and go to effects. When I say that I wish you could see the evil of these convulsions, I speak solely with reference to your good, to the well-being of your families. It cannot have escaped your notice that my health has become greatly shattered  that, in all probability, my life will not be much prolonged. My friends  his voice sunk to a deep, solemn tone believing, as I do, that I shall soon stand before my Maker, to give an account of my doings here, could I, from any paltry motive of self-interest, deceive you? Could I say one thing and mean another? No; when I seek to warn you against future troubles, I do it for your own sakes. Whatever may be the urging motive of a strike, whether good or bad, it can only bring ill in the working. I would say, were I not a master, Put up with a grievance, rather than enter upon a strike; but being a master, you might misconstrue the advice. I am not going into the merits of the measures  to say this past strike was right, or that was wrong; I speak only of the terrible amount of suffering they wrought. A man said to me the other day  he was from the factory districts I have a horror of strikes, they have worked so much evil in our trade. You can get books which tell of them, and read for yourselves. How many orphans, and widows, and men in prisons are there, who have cause to rue this strike that has only now just passed? It has broken up homes that, before it came, were homes of plenty and content, leaving in them despair and death. Let us try to go on better for the future. I, for my part, will always be ready to receive and consider any reasonable proposal from my men; my partner will do the same. If there is no attempt at intimidation, and no interference on the part of others, there ought to be little difficulty in discussing and settling matters, with the help of the golden rule. Only  it is my last and earnest word of caution to you  abide by your own good sense, and do not yield it to those agitators who would lead you away.

Every syllable spoken by Mr. Hunter, as to the social state of the people, Daffodils Delight, and all other parts of London where the strike had prevailed, could echo. Whether the men had invoked the contest needlessly, or whether they were justified, according to the laws of right and reason, it matters not here to discuss; the effects were the same, and they stood out broad, and bare, and hideous. Men had died of want; had been cast into prison, where they still lay; had committed social crimes, in their great need, against their fellow-men. Women had been reduced to the lowest extremes of misery and suffering, had been transformed into viragos, where they once had been pleasant and peaceful; children had died off by scores. Homes were dismantled; Mr. Cox had cart-loads of things that stood no chance of being recalled. Families, united before, were scattered now; young men were driven upon idleness and evil courses; young women upon worse, for they were irredeemable. Would wisdom for the future be learnt by all this? It was uncertain.

When Austin Clay returned home that evening, he gave Mrs. Quale notice to quit. She received it in a spirit of resignation, intimating that she had been expecting it  that lodgings such as hers were not fit for Mr. Clay, now that he was Mr. Hunters partner.

Austin laughed. I suppose you think I ought to set up a house of my own.

I daresay youll be doing that one of these days, sir, she responded.

I daresay I shall, said Austin.

I wonder whether what Mr. Hunter said to-day will do any of em any service? interposed Peter Quale. What do you think, sir?

I think it ought, replied Austin. Whether it will, is another question.

It mostly lies in this  in the mens being let alone, nodded Peter. Leave em to theirselves, and theyll go on steady enough; but if them Trade Union folks, Sam Shuck and his lot, get over them again, therell be more outbreaks.

Sam Shuck is safe for some months to come.

But theres others of his persuasion that are not, sir. And Sam, hell be out some time.

Quale, I give the hands credit for better sense than to suffer themselves to fall under his yoke again, now that he has shown himself in his true colours.

I dont give em credit for any sense at all, when they get unsettled notions into their heads, phlegmatically returned Peter Quale. Id like to know if its the Union thats helping Shucks wife and children.

Do they help her?

There must be some that help her, sir. The woman lives and feeds her family. But there was a Trades Union secretary here this morning, inquiring about all this disturbance there has been, and saying that the men were wrong to be led to violence by such a fellow as Sam Shuck: over eager to say it, he seemed to me. I gave him my opinion back again, concluded Peter, pushing the pipe, which he had laid aside at his young masters entrance, further under the grate. That Sam Shuck, and such as he, that live by agitation, were uncommon cute for their own interests, and those that listen to them were fools. That took him off, sir.

To think of the fools this Daffodils Delight has turned out this last six months! Mrs. Quale emphatically added. To have lived upon their clothes and furniture, their saucepans and kettles, their bedding and their childrens shoes; when they might, most of em, have earned thirty-three shillings a week at their ordinary work! When folks can be so blind as that, it is of no use talking to them: black looks white, and white black. Mr. Clay smiled at the remark, though it had some rough reason in it, and went out. Taking his way to Mr. Hunters.



Austin! You must live with me.

The words came from Mr. Hunter. Seated in his easy chair, apparently asleep, he had overheard what Austin was saying in an undertone to Florence  that he had just been giving Mrs. Quale notice, and should begin house-hunting on the morrow. They turned to him at the remark. He had half risen from his chair in his eager earnestness.

Do you think I could spare Florence? Where my home is, yours and hers must be. Is not this house large enough for us? Why should you seek another?

Quite large enough, sir. But  but I had not thought of it. It shall be as you and Florence wish.

They both looked at her; she was standing underneath the light of the chandelier, the rich damask colour mantling in her cheeks.

I could not give you to him, Florence, if it involved your leaving me.

The tears glistened on her eyelashes. In the impulse of the moment she stretched out a hand to each. There is room here for us all, papa, she softly whispered.

Mr. Hunter took both their hands in one of his; he raised the other in the act of benediction; the tears, which only glistened in the eyes of Florence, were falling fast from his own.

Yes, it shall be the home of all; and  Florence!  the sooner he comes to it the better. Bless, oh, bless my children! he murmured. And grant that this may prove a happier, a more peaceful home for them, than it has for me!

Amen! answered Austin, in his inmost heart.

THE END
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PART THE FIRST.


CHAPTER I.

THE CLERGYMANS DAUGHTER.

In a very populous district of London, somewhat north of Temple Bar, there stood, many years ago, a low, ancient church amidst other churches  for you know that London abounds in them. The doors of this church were partially open one dark evening in December, and a faint, glimmering light might be observed inside by the passers-by.

It was known well enough what was going on within, and why the light was there. The rector was giving away the weekly bread. Years ago a benevolent person had left a certain sum to be spent in twenty weekly loaves, to be given to twenty poor widows at the discretion of the minister. Certain curious provisos were attached to the bequest. One was that the bread should not be less than two days old, and should have been deposited in the church at least twenty-four hours before distribution. Another, that each recipient must attend in person. Failing personal attendance, no matter how unavoidable her absence, she lost the loaf: no friend might receive it for her, neither might it be sent to her. In that case, the minister was enjoined to bestow it upon any stranger widow who might present herself, even as should seem expedient to him: the word stranger being, of course, used in contra-distinction to the twenty poor widows who were on the books as the charitys recipients. Four times a year, one shilling to each widow was added to the loaf of bread.

A loaf of bread is not very much. To us, sheltered in our abundant homes, it seems as nothing. But, to many a one, toiling and starving in this same city of London, a loaf may be almost the turning-point between death and life. The poor existed in those days as they exist in these: as they always will exist: therefore it was no matter of surprise that a crowd of widow women, most of them aged, all in poverty, should gather round the church doors when the bread was being given out, each hoping that, of the twenty poor widows, some one might fail to appear, and the clerk would come to the door and call out her own particular name as the fortunate substitute. On the days when the shilling was added to the loaf, this waiting and hoping crowd would be increased four-fold.

Thursday was the afternoon for the distribution. And on the day we are now writing about, the rector entered the church at the usual hour: four oclock. He had to make his way through an unusual number of outsiders; for this was one of the shilling days. He knew them all personally; was familiar with their names and homes; for the Rev. Francis Tait was a hard-working clergyman. And hard-working clergymen were more rare in those days than they are in these.

Of Scottish birth, but chiefly reared in England, he had taken orders at the usual age, and become curate in a London parish, where the work was heavy and the stipend small. Not that the duties attached to the church itself were onerous; but it was a parish filled with poor. Those familiar with such parishes know what this means, when the minister is sympathising and conscientious. For twenty years he remained a curate, toiling in patience, cheerfully hoping. Twenty years! It seems little to write; but to live it is a great deal; and Francis Tait, in spite of his hopefulness, sometimes found it so. Then promotion came. The living of this little church that you now see open was bestowed upon him. A poor living as compared with some others; and a poor parish, speaking of the social condition of its inhabitants. But the living seemed wealth compared with what he had earned as a curate; and as to his flock being chiefly composed of the poor, he had not been accustomed to anything else. Then the Rev. Francis Tait married; and another twenty years went by.

He stood in the church this evening; the loaves resting on the shelf overhead, against the door of the vestry, all near the entrance. A flaring tallow candle stood on the small table between him and the widows who clustered opposite. He was sixty-five years old now; a spare man of middle height, with a clear, pale skin, an intelligent countenance, and a thoughtful, fine grey eye. He had a pleasant word, a kind inquiry for all, as he put the shilling into their hands; the lame old clerk at the same time handing over the loaf of bread.

Are you all here to-night? he asked, as the distribution went on.

No, sir, was the answer from several who spoke at once. Betty Kings away.

What is the matter with her?

The rheumaticks have laid hold on her, sir. She couldnt get here nohow. Shes in her bed.

I must go and see her, said he. What, are you here again, Martha? he continued, as a little deformed woman stepped from behind the rest, where she had been hidden. I am glad to see you.

Six blessed weeks this day, and Ive not been able to come! exclaimed the woman. But Im restored wonderful.

The distribution was approaching its close, when the rector spoke to his clerk. Call in Eliza Turner.

The clerk placed on the table the four or five remaining loaves, that each woman might help herself during his absence, and went out to the door.

Liza Turner, his reverence has called for you.

A sigh of delight from Eliza Turner, and a groan of disappointment from those surrounding her, greeted the clerk in answer. He took no notice  he often heard it  but turned and limped into the church again. Eliza Turner followed; and another woman slipped in after Eliza Turner.

Now, Widow Booth, cried the clerk, sharply, perceiving the intrusion, what business have you here? You know its again the rules.

I must see his reverence, murmured the woman, pressing on  a meek, half-starved woman; and she pushed her way into the vestry, and told her pitiful tale.

Im worse off than Widow Turner, she moaned piteously, not in tones of complaint, but of entreaty. She has a daughter in service as helps her; but me, Ive my poor unfortunate daughter lying in my place weak with fever, sick with hunger! Oh, sir, couldnt you give the bounty this time to me? Ive not had a bit or drop in my mouth since morning; and then it was but a taste o bread and a drain o tea, that a neighbour give me out o charity.

It was absolutely necessary to discountenance these personal applications. The rectors rule was, never to give the spare bounty to those who applied for it: otherwise the distribution might have become a weekly scene of squabbling and confusion. He handed the shilling and bread to Eliza Turner; and when she had followed the other women out, he turned to the Widow Booth, who was sobbing against the wall; speaking kindly to her.

You should not have come in, Mrs. Booth. You know that I do not allow it.

But Im starving, sir, was the answer. I thought maybe as youd divide it between me and Widow Turner. Sixpence for her, sixpence for me, and the loaf halved.

I have no power to divide the gifts: to do so would be against the terms of the bequest. How is it you are so badly off this week? Has your work failed?

I couldnt do it, sir, with my sick one to attend to. And Ive a gathering come on my thimble finger, and that has hindered me. I took ninepence the day before yesterday, sir, but last night it was every farthing of it gone.

I will come round and see you by-and-by, said the clergyman.

She lifted her eyes yearningly. Oh, sir! if you could but give me something for a morsel of bread now! Id be grateful for a penny loaf.

Mrs. Booth, you know that to give here would be altogether against my rule, he replied with unmistakable firmness. Neither am I pleased when any of you attempt to ask it. Go home quietly: I have said that I will come to you by-and-by.

The woman thanked him and went out. Had anything been needed to prove the necessity of the rule, it would have been the eagerness with which the crowd of women gathered round her. Not one of them had gone away. Had she got anything? To reply that she had something, would have sent the whole crowd flocking in to beg in turn of the rector.

Widow Booth shook her head. No, no. I knowed it before. He never will. He says hell come round.

They dispersed; some in one direction, some in another. The rector blew out the candle, and he and the clerk came forth; and the church was closed for the distribution of bread until that day week. Mr. Tait took the keys himself to carry them home: they were kept at his house. Formerly the clerk had carried them there; but since he had become old and lame, Mr. Tait would not give him the trouble.

It was a fine night overhead, but the streets were sloppy; and the clergyman put his foot unavoidably in many a puddle. The streets through which his road lay were imperfectly lighted. The residence apportioned to the rector of this parish was adjoining a well-known square, fashionable in that day. It was a very good house, with a handsome outward appearance. If you judged by it, you would have said the living must be worth five hundred a year at least. It was not worth anything like that; and the parish treated their pastor liberally in according him so good a residence. A quarter of an hours walk from the church brought Mr. Tait to it.

Until recently, a gentleman had shared this house with Mr. Tait and his family. The curate of a neighbouring parish, the Rev. John Acton, had been glad to live with them as a friend, admitted to their society and their table. It was a little help: and but for that, Mr. and Mrs. Tait would scarcely have thought themselves justified in keeping two servants, for the educational expenses of their children ran away with a large portion of their income. But Mr. Acton had now been removed to a distance, and they hoped to receive some one or other in his place.

On this evening, as Mr. Tait was picking his way through the puddles, the usual sitting-room of his house presented a cheerful appearance, ready to receive him. It was on the ground floor, looking upon the street, large and lofty, and bright with firelight. Two candles, not yet lighted, stood on the table behind the tea-tray, but the glow of the fire was sufficient for all the work that was being done in the room.

It was no work at all: but play. A young lady was quietly whirling round the room with a dancing step  quietly, because her feet and movements were gentle; and the tune she was humming, and to which she kept time, was carolled in an undertone. She was moving thus in the happy innocence of heart and youth. A graceful girl of middle height; one whom it gladdened the eye to look upon. Not for her beauty, for she had no very great beauty to boast of; but it was one of those countenances that win their own way to favour. A fair, gentle face, openly candid, with the same earnest, honest grey eye that so pleased you in Francis Tait, and brown hair. She was that gentlemans eldest child, and looked about eighteen. In reality she was a year older, but her face and dress were both youthful. She wore a violet silk frock, made with a low body and short sleeves: girls did not keep their pretty necks and arms covered up then. By daylight the dress would have appeared old, but it looked very well by candle-light.

The sound of the latch-key in the front door brought her dancing to an end. She knew who it was  no inmate of that house possessed a latch-key except its master  and she turned to the fire to light the candles.

Mr. Tait came into the room, removing neither overcoat nor hat. Have you made tea, Jane?

No, papa; it has only just struck five.

Then I think Ill go out again first. I have to call on one or two of the women, and it will be all one wetting. My feet are soaked already  looking down at his buckled shoes and black gaiters. You can get my slippers warmed, Jane. But  the thought apparently striking him would your mamma care to wait?

Mamma had a cup of tea half an hour ago, replied Jane. She said it might do her good; if she could get some sleep after it, she might be able to come down for a little before bedtime. The tea can be made whenever you like, papa. Theres only Francis at home, and he and I could wait until ten, if you pleased.

Ill go at once, then. Not until ten, Miss Jane, but until six, or about that time. Betty King is ill, but does not live far off. And I must step in to the Widow Booths.

Papa, cried Jane as he was turning away, I forgot to tell you. Francis says he thinks he knows of a gentleman who would like to come here in Mr. Actons place.

Ah! who is it? asked the rector.

One of the masters at the school. Heres Francis coming down. He only went up to wash his hands.

It is our new mathematical master, sir, cried Francis Tait, a youth of eighteen, who was being brought up to the Church. I overheard him ask Dr. Percy if he could recommend him to a comfortable house where he might board, and make one of the family: so I told him perhaps you might receive him here. He said hed come down and see you.

Mr. Tait paused. Would he be a desirable inmate, think you, Francis? Is he a gentleman?

Quite a gentleman, I am sure, replied Francis. And we all like what little we have seen of him. His names Halliburton.

Is he in Orders?

No. He intends to be, I think.

Well, of course I can say nothing about it, one way or the other, concluded Mr. Tait, as he went out.

Jane stood before the fire in thought, her fingers unconsciously smoothing the parting of the glossy brown hair on her well-shaped head as she looked at it in the pier-glass. To say that she never did such a thing in vanity would be wrong; no pretty girl ever lived but was conscious of her good looks. Jane, however, was neither thinking of herself nor of vanity just then. She took a very practical part in home duties: with her mother, a practical part amidst her fathers poor: and at this moment her thoughts were running on the additional work it might bring her, should this gentleman come to reside with them.

What did you say his name was, Francis? she suddenly asked of her brother.

Whose?

That gentlemans. The new master at your school.

Halliburton. I dont know his Christian name.

I wonder, mused Jane aloud, whether he will wear out his stockings as Mr. Acton did? There was always a dreadful amount of darning to be done to his. Is he an old guy, Francis?

Isnt he! responded Francis Tait. Dont faint when you see some one come in old and fat, with green rims to his spectacles. I dont say hes quite old enough to be papas father, but  

Why! he must be eighty then, at least! uttered Jane, in dismay. How could you propose it to him? We should not care to have any one older than Mr. Acton.

Acton! that young chicken! contemptuously rejoined Francis. Put him by the side of Mr. Halliburton! Acton was barely fifty.

He was forty-eight, I think, said Jane. Oh, dear! how I should like to have gone with Margaret and Robert this evening! she exclaimed, forgetting the passing topic in another.

They were not polite enough to invite me, said Francis. I shall pay the old lady out.

Jane laughed. You are growing too old now, Francis, to be admitted to a young ladies breaking-up party. Mrs. Chilham said so to mamma  

Janes words were interrupted by a knock at the front door, apparently that of a visitor. Jane! cried her brother, in some trepidation, I should not wonder if its Mr. Halliburton! He did not say when he should come!

Another minute, and one of the servants ushered a gentleman into the room. It was not an old guy, however, as Jane saw at a glance with a distinct feeling of relief. A tall, gentlemanlike man of five or six and twenty, with thin aquiline features, dark eyes, and a clear, fresh complexion. A handsome man, very prepossessing.

You see I have soon availed myself of your permission to call, said he, in pleasant tones, as he took Francis Taits hand, and glanced towards Jane with a slight bow.

My sister Jane, sir, said Francis. Jane, this is Mr. Halliburton.

Jane for once lost her self-possession. So surprised was she  in fact perplexed, for she did not know whether Francis was playing a trick upon her now, or whether he had previously played it; in short, whether this was, or was not, Mr. Halliburton  that she could only look from one to the other. Are you Mr. Halliburton? she said, in her straightforward simplicity.

I am Mr. Halliburton, he answered, bending to her politely. Can I have the pleasure of seeing Mr. Tait?

Will you take a seat? said Jane. Papa is out, but I do not think he will be very long.

Where did he go to  do you know, Jane? cried Francis, who was smothering a laugh.

To Betty Kings; and to Widow Booths. He may have been going elsewhere also. I think he was.

At any rate, Ill just run there and see. Jane, you can tell Mr. Halliburton all about it whilst I am away. Explain to him exactly how he will be here, and how we live. And then you can decide for yourself, sir, concluded Francis.

To splash through the wet streets to Betty Kings or elsewhere was an expedition rather agreeable to Francis, in his eagerness; otherwise there was no particular necessity for his going.

I am sorry mamma is not up, said Jane. She suffers from occasional sick-headaches, and they generally keep her in bed for the day. I will give you any information in my power.

Your brother Francis thought  that it might not be disagreeable to Mr. Tait to receive a stranger into his family, said Mr. Halliburton, speaking with some hesitation. But the young lady before him looked so lady-like, the house altogether seemed so well appointed, that he almost doubted whether the proposal would not offend her.

We wish to receive some one, said Jane. The house is sufficiently large to do so, and papa would like it for the sake of society: as well as that it would help in our housekeeping, she added, in her candour. A friend of papas was with us  I cannot remember precisely how many years, but he came when I was a little girl. It was the Rev. Mr. Acton. He left us last October.

I feel sure that I should like it very much: and I should think myself fortunate if Mr. Tait would admit me, spoke the visitor.

Jane remembered the suggestion of Francis, and deemed it her duty to speak a little to Mr. Halliburton of how he would be there, as it had been expressed. She might have done so without the suggestion, for she could not be otherwise than straightforward and open.

We live very plainly, she observed. A simple joint of meat one day; cold, with a pudding, the next.

I should consider myself fortunate to get the pudding, replied Mr. Halliburton, smiling. I have been tossed about a good deal of late years, Miss Tait, and have not come in for too much comfort. Just now I am in very uncomfortable lodgings.

I dare say papa would like to have you, said Jane, frankly, with a sort of relief. She had thought he looked one who might be fastidious.

I have neither father nor mother, brother nor sister, he resumed. In fact, I may say that I am without relatives; for almost the only one I have has discarded me. I often think how rich those people must be who possess close connections and a happy home, he added, turning his bright glance upon her.

Jane dropped her work, which she had taken up. I dont know what I should do without all my dear relatives, she exclaimed.

Are you a large family?

We are six. Papa and mamma, and four children. I am the eldest, and Margaret is the youngest; Francis and Robert are between us. It is breaking-up night at Margarets school, and she has gone to it with Robert, continued Jane, never doubting but the stranger must take as much interest in breaking-up nights as she did. I was to have gone; but mamma has been unusually ill to-day.

Were you disappointed?

Jane bent her head while she confessed the fact, as though feeling it a confession to be ashamed of. It would not have been kind to leave mamma, she added, and I dare say some other pleasure will arise soon. Mamma is asleep now.

What a charming girl! thought Mr. Halliburton to himself. How I wish she was my sister!

Margaret is to be a governess, observed Jane, and is being educated for it. She has great talent for music, and also for drawing; it is not often the two are united. Her tastes lie quite that way  anything clever; and as papa has no money to give us, it was well to make her a governess.

And you? said Mr. Halliburton. The question might have been thought an impertinent one by many, but he spoke it only in his deep interest, and Jane Tait was of too ingenuous a disposition not to answer it as openly.

I am not to be a governess. I am to stay at home with mamma and help her. There is plenty to do. Margaret cannot bear domestic duties, or sewing either. Dancing excepted, I have not learnt a single accomplishment  unless you call French an accomplishment.

I am sure you have been well educated! involuntarily spoke Mr. Halliburton.

Yes; in all things solid, replied Jane. Papa has taken care of that. He still directs my reading. I know a good bit  of  Latin  she added, bringing out the concluding words with hesitation, as one who repents his sentence though I do not like to confess it to you.

Why do you not?

Because I think girls who know Latin are laughed at. I did not regularly learn it, but I used to be in the room when papa or Mr. Acton was teaching Francis and Robert, and I picked it up unconsciously. Mr. Acton often took Francis; he had more time on his hands than papa. Francis is to be a clergyman.

Miss Jane, said a servant, entering the room, Mrs. Tait is awake, and wishes to see you.

Jane left Mr. Halliburton with a word of apology, and almost immediately after Mr. Tait came in. He was a little taken to when he saw the stranger. His imagination had run, if not upon an old guy in spectacles, certainly upon some steady, sober, middle-aged mathematical master. Would it be well to admit this young, good-looking man to his house.

If Jane Tait had been candid in her revelations to Mr. Halliburton, that gentleman, in his turn, was not less candid to her father. He, Edgar Halliburton, was the only child of a country clergyman, the Rev. William Halliburton, who had died when Edgar was sixteen, leaving nothing behind him. Edgar  he had previously lost his mother  found a home with his late mothers brother, a gentleman named Cooper, who resided in Birmingham. Mr. Cooper was a man in extensive wholesale business, and wished Edgar to go into his counting-house. Edgar declined. His father had lived long enough to form his tastes: his greatest wish had been to see him enter the Church; and the wish had become Edgars own. Mr. Cooper thought there was nothing in the world like business: and looked upon that most sacred of all callings, Gods ministry, only in the light of a profession. He had carved out his own career, step by step, attaining wealth and importance, and wished his nephew to do the same. Which is best, lad? he coarsely asked: To rule as a merchant prince, or starve and toil as a curate? Im not quite a merchant prince yet, but you may be. It was my fathers wish, pleaded Edgar in answer, and it is my own. I cannot give it up, sir. The dispute ran high  not in words, but in obstinacy. Edgar would not yield, and at length Mr. Cooper discarded him. He turned him out of doors: told him that, if he must become a parson, he might get some one else to pay his expenses at Oxford, for he never would. Edgar Halliburton proceeded to London, and obtained employment as an usher in a school, teaching classics and mathematics. From that he became a private teacher, and had so earned his living up to the present time: but he had never succeeded in getting to college. And Mr. Tait, before they had talked together five minutes, was charmed with his visitor, and invited him to take tea with him, which Jane came down to make.

Has your uncle never softened towards you? Mr. Tait inquired.

Never. I have addressed several letters to him, but they have been returned to me.

He has no family, you say. You ought  in justice, you ought to inherit some of his wealth. Has he other relatives?

He has one standing to him in the same relationship as I  my Cousin Julia. It is not likely that I shall ever inherit a shilling of it, sir. I do not expect it.

Right, said Mr. Tait, nodding his head approvingly. Theres no work so thriftless as that of waiting for legacies. Wearying, too. I was a poor curate, Mr. Halliburton, for twenty years  indeed, so far as being poor goes, I am not much else now  but let that pass. I had a relative who possessed money, and who had neither kith nor kin nearer to her than I was. For the best part of those twenty years I was giving covert hopes to that money; and when she died, and NOTHING was left to me, I found out how foolish and wasteful my hopes had been. I tell my children to trust to their own honest exertions, but never to trust to other peoples money. Allow me to urge the same upon you.

Mr. Halliburtons lips and eyes alike smiled, as he looked gratefully at the rector, a man so much older than himself. I never think of it, he earnestly said. It appears, for me, to be as thoroughly lost as though it did not exist. I should not have mentioned it, sir, but that I consider it right you should know all particulars respecting me; if, as I hope, you will admit me to your home.

I think we should get on very well together, frankly acknowledged Mr. Tait, forgetting the prudent ideas which had crossed his mind.

I am sure we should, sir, warmly replied Edgar Halliburton. And the bargain was made.




CHAPTER II.

THE SHADOW BECOMES SUBSTANCE.

And yet it had perhaps been well that those prudent ideas had been allowed to obtain weight. Mr. Halliburton took up his abode with the Taits; and, the more they saw of him, the more they liked him. In which liking Jane must be included.

It was a possible shadow of the future, the effects the step would bring forth, which had whispered determent to Mr. Tait: a very brief shadow, which had crossed his mind imperfectly, and flitted away again. Where two young and attractive beings are thrown into daily companionship, the result too frequently is that a mutual regard arises, stronger than any other regard can ever be in this world. This result arrived here.

A twelvemonth passed over from the time of Mr. Halliburtons entrance  how swiftly for him and for Jane Tait they alone could tell. Not a word had been spoken to her by Mr. Halliburton that he might not have spoken to her mother or her sister Margaret; not a look on Janes part had been given by which he could infer that he was more to her than the rest of the world. And yet both were inwardly conscious of the feelings of the other; and when the twelvemonth had gone by it had seemed to them but a span, for the love they bore each other.

One evening in December Jane stood in the dining-room waiting to make tea just as she had so waited that former evening. For any outward signs, you might have thought that not a single hour had elapsed since their first introduction  that it was the same evening as of old. It was sloppy outside, it was bright within. The candles stood on the table unlighted, the fire blazed, the tea-tray was placed, and only Jane was there. Mrs. Tait was upstairs with one of her frequent sick-headaches, Margaret was with her, and the others had not come in.

Jane stood in a reverie  her elbow resting on the mantel-piece, and the blaze from the fire flickering on her gentle face. She was fond of these few minutes of idleness on a winters evening, between the twilight hour and lighting the candles.

The clock in the kitchen struck five. It did not arouse her: she heard it in a mechanical sort of manner, without taking note of it. Scarcely had the sound of the last stroke died away when there was a knock at the front door.

That aroused her  for she knew it. She knew the footsteps that came in when it was answered, and a rich damask arose to her cheeks, and the pulses of her heart went on a little quicker than they had been going before.

She took her elbow from the mantel-piece, and sat down quietly on a chair. No need to look who entered. Some one, taller by far than any in that house, came up to the fire, and bent to warm his hands over the blaze.

It is a cold night, Jane. We shall have a severe frost.

Yes, she answered; the water in the barrel is already freezing over.

How is your mamma now?

Better, thank you. Margaret has gone up to help her to dress. She is coming down to tea.

Mr. Halliburton remained silent a minute, and then turned to Jane, his face glowing with satisfaction. I have had a piece of preferment offered me to-day.

Have you? she eagerly said. What is it?

Dr. Percy proposes that, from January, I shall take the Greek classes as well as the mathematics, and he doubles my salary. Of course I shall have to give closer attendance, but I can readily do that. My time is not fully employed.

I am very glad, said Jane.

So am I, he answered. Taking all my sources of income together, I shall now be earning two hundred and eighty-three pounds a year.

Jane laughed. Have you been reckoning it up?

Ay; I had a motive in doing so.

His tone was peculiar, and it caused her to look at him, but her eyelids drooped under his gaze. He drew nearer, and laid his hand gently on her shoulder, bending down before her to speak.

Jane, you have not mistaken me. I feel that you have read what has been in my heart, what have been my intentions, as surely as though I had spoken. It is not a great income, but it is sufficient, if you can think it so. May I speak to Mr. Tait?

What Jane would have contrived to answer she never knew, but at that moment her mothers step was heard approaching. All she did was to glance shyly up at Mr. Halliburton, and he bent his head lower and kissed her. Then he walked rapidly to the door and opened it for Mrs. Tait  a pale, refined, delicate-looking lady, wrapped in a shawl. These violent headaches, from which she so frequently suffered, did not affect her permanent health, but on the days she suffered she would be utterly prostrated. Mr. Halliburton gave her his arm, and led her to a seat by the fire, his voice low and tender, his manner sympathizing. I am already better, she said to him, and shall be much better after tea. Sometimes I am tempted to envy those who do not know what a sick-headache is.

They may know other maladies as painful, dear Mrs. Tait.

Ay, indeed. None of us can expect to be free from pain of one sort or another in this world.

Shall I make the tea, mamma? asked Jane.

Yes, dear; I shall be glad of it, and your papa is sure to be in soon. There he is! she added, as the latch-key was heard in the door. The boys are late this evening.

The rector came in, and, ere the evening was over, the news was broken to him by Mr. Halliburton. He wanted Jane.

It was the imperfect, uncertain shadow of twelve months ago become substance. It had been a shadow of the future only, you understand  not a shadow of evil. To Mr. Halliburton, personally, the rector had no objection  he had learned to love, esteem, and respect him  but it is a serious thing to give away a child.

The income is very small to marry upon, he observed. It is also uncertain.

Not uncertain, sir, so long as I am blessed with health and strength. And I have no reason to fear that these will fail.

I thought you were bent on taking Orders.

Mr. Halliburtons cheek slightly flushed. It is a prospect I have fondly cherished, he said; but its difficulties alarm me. The cost of the University is great; and were I to wait until I had saved sufficient money to go to college, I should be obliged, in a great degree, to give up my present means of living. Who would employ a tutor who must frequently be away for weeks? I should lose my connection, and perhaps never regain it. A good teaching connection is more easily lost than won.

True, observed Mr. Tait.

Once in Orders, I might remain for years a poor curate. I should most likely do so. I have neither interest nor influence. Sir, in that case Jane and I might be obliged to wait for years: perhaps go down to our graves waiting.

The Rev. Francis Tait threw back his thoughts. How he had waited; how he was not able to marry until years were advancing upon him; how in four years now he should have attained threescore years and ten  the term allotted to the life of man  whilst his children were still growing up around him! No! never, never would he counsel another to wait as he had been obliged to wait.

I have not yet given up hope of eventually entering the Church, continued Mr. Halliburton; though it must be accomplished, if at all, slowly and patiently. I think I may be able to keep one term, or perhaps two terms yearly, without damage to my teaching. I shall try to do so; try to find the necessary means and time. My marriage will make no difference to that, sir.

Many might have suggested to Edgar Halliburton that he might keep his terms first and marry afterwards. Mr. Tait did not: possibly the idea did not occur to him. If it occurred to Edgar Halliburton himself, he drove it from him. It would have delayed his marriage to an indefinite number of years; and he loved Jane too well to do that willingly. I shall still get much better preferment in teaching than that which I now hold, he urged aloud to the rector. It is not so very small to begin upon, sir, and Jane is willing to risk it.

I will not part you and Jane, said Mr. Tait, warmly. If you have made up your minds to share life and its cares together, you shall do so. Still, I cannot say that I think your prospects golden.

Prospects that appear to have no gold at all in them sometimes turn out very brightly, sir.

I can give Jane nothing, you know.

I have never cast a thought to it, sir; have never imagined she would have a shilling, replied Mr. Halliburton, his face flushing with eagerness. It is Jane herself I want; not money.

Beyond a twenty-pound note which I may give her to put into her purse on her wedding morning, that she may not leave my house absolutely penniless, she will have nothing, cried the rector, in his straightforward manner. Far from saving, I and her mother have been hardly able to make both ends meet at the end of the year. I might have saved a few pounds yearly, had I chosen to do so; but you know what this parish is; and the reflection has always been upon me: how would my Master look upon my putting by small sums of money, when many of those over whom I am placed were literally starving for bread? I have given what I could; but I have not saved for my children.

You have done well, sir.

Mr. Tait sought his daughter. Jane, he began Nay, child, do not tremble so! There is no need for trembling, or for tears, either: you have done nothing to displease me. Jane, I like Edgar Halliburton; I like him much. There is no one to whom I would rather give you. But I do not like his prospects. Teaching is very precarious.

Jane raised her timid eyes. Precarious for him, papa? For one learned and clever as he!

It is badly paid. See how he toils  and he will have to toil more when the new year comes in  and only to earn two or three hundred a year!  in round numbers.

Tears gathered in Janes eyes. Toil as he did, badly paid as he might be, she would rather have him than any other in the world, though that other might have revelled in thousands. The rector read somewhat of this in her downcast face.

My dear, the consideration lies with you. If you choose to venture upon it, you shall have my consent, and I know you will have your mothers, for she thinks Edgar Halliburton has not his equal in the world. But it may bring you many troubles.

Papa, I am not afraid. If troubles come, they  you  told us only last night  

What, child?

That troubles, regarded rightly, only lead us nearer to God, whispered Jane, simply and timidly.

Right, child. And trouble must come before that great truth can be realized. Consider the question well, Jane  whether it may not be better to wait  and give your answer to-morrow. I shall tell Mr. Halliburton not to ask for it to-night. As you decide, so shall it be.

Need you be told what Janes decision was? Two hundred and eighty-three pounds a year seems a large sum to an inexperienced girl; quite sufficient to purchase everything that might be wanted for a fireside.

And so she became Jane Halliburton.




CHAPTER III.

THE REV. FRANCIS TAIT.

A hot afternoon in July. Jane Halliburton was in the drawing-room with her mother, both sewing busily. It was a large room, with three windows, more pleasant than the dining-room beneath, and they were fond of sitting in it in summer. Jane had been married some three or four months now, but looked the same young, simple, placid girl that she ever did; and, but for the wedding-ring upon her finger, no stranger would have supposed her to be a wife.

An excellent arrangement had been arrived at  that she and her husband should remain inmates of Mr. Taits house; at any rate, for the present. When plans were being discussed, before making the necessary arrangements for the marriage, and Mr. Halliburton was spending all his superfluous minutes hunting for a suitable house near to the old home, and not too dear, Francis Tait had given utterance to a remark I wonder who we shall get here in Mr. Halliburtons place, if papa takes any one else? and Margaret, looking up from her drawing, had added, Why cant Mr. Halliburton and Jane stay on with us? It would be so much pleasanter.

It was the first time the idea had been presented in any shape to the rector, and it seemed to go straight to his wishes. He put down a book he was reading, and spoke impulsively. It would be the best thing; the very best thing! Would you like it, Halliburton?

I should, sir; very much. But it is Jane who must be consulted, not me.

Jane, her pretty cheeks covered with blushes, looked up and said she should like it also; she had thought of it, but had not liked to mention it, either to her mother or to Mr. Halliburton. I have been quite troubled to think what mamma and the house will do without me, she added, ingenuously.

Let Jane alone for thinking and planning, when difficulties are in the way, laughed Margaret. My opinion is that we shall never get another pudding, or papa have his black silk Sunday hose darned, if Jane goes from us.

Mrs. Tait burst into tears. Like Margaret she was a bad manager, and had mourned over Janes departure, secretly believing she should be half worried to death. Oh! Jane, dear, say youll remain! she cried. It will be such a relief to me! Margarets of no earthly use, and everything will fall on my shoulders. Edgar, I hope you will remain with us! It will be pleasant for all. You know the house is sufficiently large.

And remain they did. The wedding took place at Easter, and Mr. Halliburton took Jane all the way to Dover to see the sea  a long way in those days  and kept her there for a week. And then they came back again, Jane to her old home duties, just as though she were Jane Tait still, and Mr. Halliburton to his teaching.

It was July now and hot weather; and Mrs. Tait and Jane were sewing in the drawing-room. They were working for Margaret. Mr. Halliburton, through some of his teaching connections, had obtained an excellent situation for Margaret in a first-rate school. Margaret was to enter as resident pupil, and receive every advantage towards the completion of her own education; in return for which she was to teach the younger pupils music, and pay ten pounds a year. Such an arrangement was almost unknown then, though it has been common enough since, and Mr. and Mrs. Tait thought of it very highly. Margaret Tait was only sixteen; but, as if in contrast to Jane, who looked younger than her actual years, Margaret looked older. In appearance, in manners, and also in advancement, Margaret might have been eighteen.

She was to enter the school, which was near Harrow, in another week, at the termination of the holidays, and Mrs. Tait and Jane had their hands full, getting her things ready.

Was this slip measured, mamma? Jane suddenly asked, after attentively regarding the work she had on her knee.

I think so, replied Mrs. Tait. Why?

It looks too short for Margaret. At least it will be too short when I have finished this fourth tuck. It must have been measured, though, for here are the pins in it. Perhaps Margaret measured it herself.

Then of course it must be measured again. Theres no trusting to anything Margaret does in the shape of work. And yet, how clever she is at music and drawing  in fact at all her studies! added Mrs. Tait. It is well, Jane, that we are not all gifted alike.

I think it is, acquiesced Jane. I will go up to Margarets room for one of her slips, and measure this.

You need not do that, said Mrs. Tait. Theres an old slip of hers amongst the work on the sofa.

Jane found the slip, and measured the one in her hand by it. Yes, mamma! It is just the length without the tuck. Then I must take out what I have done of it. It is very little.

Come hither, Jane. Your eyes are younger than mine. Is not that your papa coming towards us from the far end of the square?

Jane approached the window nearest to her, not the one at which Mrs. Tait was sitting. Oh, yes, thats papa. You might tell him by his dress, if by nothing else, mamma.

I could tell him by himself, if I could see, said Mrs. Tait, quaintly. I dont know how it is, Jane, but my sight grows very imperfect for a distance.

Never mind that, mamma, so that you can continue to see well to work and read, said Jane cheerily. How fast papa is walking!

Very fast for the Rev. Francis Tait, who was not in general a quick walker. He entered his house, and came up to the drawing-room. He had not been well for the last few days, and threw himself into a chair, wearily.

Jane, is there any of that beef-tea left, that was made for me yesterday?

Yes, papa, she said, springing up that she might get it for him. I will bring it to you immediately.

Stay, stay, child, not so fast, he interrupted. It is not for myself. I can do without it. I have been pained by a sad sight, he added, looking at his wife. Theres that daughter of the Widow Booths come home again. I called in upon them and there she was, lying on a mattress, dying from famine, as I verily believe. She returned last night in a dreadful state of exhaustion, the mother says, and has had nothing within her lips since but cold water. They tried her with solid food, but she could not swallow it. That beef-tea will just do for her. Have it warmed, Jane.

She is a sinful, ill-doing girl, Francis, remarked Mrs. Tait, and does not really deserve compassion.

All the more reason, wife, that she should be rescued from death, said the rector, almost sternly. The good may dare to die: the evil may not. Dont waste time, Jane. Put it into a bottle, warm, and Ill carry it round.

Is there nothing else we can send her, papa, that may do for her equally well? asked Jane. A little wine, perhaps? There is very little of the beef-tea left, and it ought to be kept for you.

Never mind; I wish to take it to her, said the rector. A little wine afterwards may do her good.

Jane hastened to the kitchen, disturbing a servant who was doing something over the fire. Susan, papa wants the remainder of the beef-tea warmed. Will you make haste and do it, whilst I search for a bottle to put it into? It is to be taken round to Charity Booth.

What! is she back again? exclaimed the servant, slightingly, which betrayed that her estimation of Charity Booth was no higher than was that of her mistress. Its just like the master, she continued, proceeding to do what was required of her. Its not often that anythings made for himself; but if it is, he never gets the benefit of it; hes sure to drop across somebody that he fancies wants it worse than he does. Its not right, Miss Jane.

Jane was searching a cupboard, and brought forth a clean green bottle, which held about half-a-pint. This will be quite large enough, I think.

I should think it would! grumbled Susan, who could not be brought to look upon the giving away of her masters own peculiar property as anything but a personal grievance. Theres barely a gill of it left, and he ought to have had it himself, Miss Jane.

Susan, she said, turning her bright face laughingly towards the woman, it is a good thing that you went to church and saw me married, or I might think you meant to reflect upon me. How can I be Miss Jane, with this ring on?

Its of no good my trying to remember it, maam. All the parish knows you are Mrs. Halliburton, fast enough; but it dont come ready to me.

Jane laughed pleasantly. Where is Mary? she asked.

In the back room, going on with some of Miss Margarets things. Its cooler, sitting there, than in this hot kitchen.

Jane carried the little bottle of beef-tea to her father, and gave it into his hand. He looked very pale, and rose from his chair slowly.

Oh, papa, you do not seem well! she involuntarily exclaimed. Let me run and beat you up an egg. I will not be a minute.

I cant wait, child. And I question if I could eat it, were it ready before me. I do not feel well, as you say.

You ought to have taken this beef-tea yourself, papa. It was made for you.

Jane could not help laying a stress upon the word. Mr. Tait placed his hand gently upon her smoothly parted hair. Jane, child, had I thought of myself before others throughout life, how should I have been following my Masters precepts?

She ran down the stairs before him, opening the front door for him to pass through, that even that little exertion should be spared him. A loving, dutiful daughter was Jane; and it is probable that the thought of her worth especially crossed the mind of the rector at that moment. God bless you, my child! he aspirated, as he passed her.

Jane watched him across the square. Their house, though not actually in the square, commanded a view of it. Then she returned upstairs to her mother. Papa thinks he will not lose time, she observed. He is walking fast.

I should call it running, responded Mrs. Tait, who had seen the speed from the window. But, my dear, hell do no good with that badly conducted Charity Booth.

About an hour passed away, and it was drawing towards dinner-time. Jane and Mrs. Tait were busy as ever, when Mr. Halliburtons well-known knock was heard.

Edgar is home early this morning! Jane exclaimed.

He came springing up the stairs, two at a time, in great haste, opened the drawing-room door, and just put in his head. Mrs. Tait, sitting with her back to the door and her face to the window, did not turn round, and consequently did not see him. Jane did; and was startled. Every vestige of colour had forsaken his face.

Oh, Edgar! You are ill!

Ill! Not I, affecting to speak gaily. I want you for a minute, Jane.

Mrs. Tait had looked round at Janes exclamation, but Mr. Halliburtons face was then withdrawn. He was standing outside the door when Jane went out. He did not speak; but took her hand in silence and drew her into the back room, which was their own bedroom, and closed the door. Janes face had grown as white as his.

My darling, I did not mean to alarm you, he said, holding her to him. I thought you had a brave heart, Jane. I thought that if I had a little unpleasant news to impart it would be best to tell you, that you may help me break it to the rest.

Janes heart was not feeling very brave. What is it? she asked, scarcely able to speak the words from her ghastly lips.

Jane, he said, tenderly and gravely, before I say any more, you must strive for calmness.

It is not about yourself! You are not ill?

The question seemed superfluous. Mr. Halliburton was evidently not ill; but he was agitated. Jane was frightened and perplexed: not a glimpse of the real truth crossed her. Tell me what it is at once, Edgar, she said, in a calmer tone. I can bear certainty better than suspense.

Why, yes, I think you are becoming brave already, he answered, looking straight into her eyes and smiling  which was intended to reassure her. I must have my wife show herself a woman to-day; not a child. See what a bungler I am! I thought to tell you all quietly and smoothly, without alarming you; and see what I have done!  startled you to terror.

Jane smiled faintly. She knew all this was only the precursor of tidings that must be very ill and grievous. By a great effort she schooled herself to calmness. Mr. Halliburton continued:

One, whom you and I love very much, has  has  met with an accident, Jane.

Her fears went straight to the right quarter at once. With that one exception by her side, there was no one she loved as she loved her father.

Papa?

Yes. We must break it to Mrs. Tait.

Her heart beat wildly against his hand, and the livid hue was once more overspreading her face. But she strove urgently for calmness: he whispered to her of its necessity for her own sake.

Edgar! is it death?

It was death; but he would not tell her so yet. He plunged into the attendant details.

He was hastening along with a small bottle in his hand, Jane. It contained something good for one of the sick poor, I am sure, for he was in their neighbourhood. Suddenly he was observed to fall; and the spectators raised him and took him to a doctors. That doctor, unfortunately, was not at home, and they took him to another, so that time was lost. He was quite unconscious.

But you do not tell me! she wailed. Is he dead?

Mr. Halliburton asked himself a question  What good would be done by delaying the truth? He thought he had performed his task very badly. Jane, Jane! he whispered, I can only hope to help you to bear it better than I have broken it to you.

She could not shed tears in that first awful moment: physically and mentally she leaned on him for support. How can we tell my mother?

It was necessary that Mrs. Tait should be told, and without delay. Even then the body was being conveyed to the house. By a curious coincidence, Mr. Halliburton had been passing the last doctors surgery at the very moment the crowd was round its doors. Unusual business had called him there; or it was a street he did not enter once in a year. The parson has fallen down in a fit, said some of them, recognizing and arresting him.

The parson! he repeated. What! Mr. Tait?

Sure enough, said they. And Mr. Halliburton pressed into the surgeons house just as the examination was over.

The heart, no doubt, sir, said the doctor to him.

He surely is not dead?

Quite dead. He must have died instantaneously.

The news had been wafted to the mob outside, and they were already taking a shutter from its hinges. I will go on first and prepare the family, said Mr. Halliburton to them. Give me a quarter of an hours start, and then come on.

So that he had only a quarter of an hour for it all. His thoughts naturally turned to his wife: not simply to spare her alarm and pain, so far as he might, but he believed her, young as she was, to possess more calmness and self-control than Mrs. Tait. As he sped to the house he rehearsed his task; and might have accomplished it better but for his tell-tale face. Jane, he whispered, let this be your consolation ever: he was ready to go.

Oh yes! she answered, bursting into a storm of most distressing tears. If any one here was ever fit for heaven, it was my dear father.

Hark! exclaimed Mr. Halliburton.

Some noise had arisen downstairs  a sound of voices speaking in undertones. There could be no doubt that people had come to the house with the news, and were imparting it to the two trembling servants.

Theres not a moment to be lost, Jane.

How Jane dried her eyes and suppressed all temporary sign of grief and emotion, she could not tell. A sense of duty was strong within her, and she knew that the most imperative duty of the present moment was the support and solace of her mother. She and her husband entered the drawing-room together, and Mrs. Tait turned with a smile to Mr. Halliburton.

What secrets have you and Jane been talking together? Then, catching sight of Janes white and quivering lips, she broke into a cry of agony. Jane! what has happened? What have you both come to tell me?

The tears poured from Janes fair young face as she clasped her mother fondly to her, tenderly whispering: Dearest mamma, you must lean upon us now! We will all love you and take care of you as we have never yet done.




CHAPTER IV.

NEW PLANS.

The post-mortem examination established beyond doubt the fact that the Rev. Francis Taits death was caused by heart disease. In the earlier period of his life it had been suspected that he was subject to it, but of late years unfavourable symptoms had not shown themselves.

With him died of course almost all his means; and his family, if not left utterly destitute, had little to boast in the way of wealth. Mrs. Tait enjoyed, and had for some time enjoyed, an annuity of fifty pounds a year; but it would cease at her death, whenever that event should take place. What was she to do with her children? Many a bereaved widow, far worse off than Mrs. Tait, has to ask the same perplexing question every day. Mrs. Taits children were partially off her hands. Jane had her husband; Francis was earning his own living as an under-master in a school; with Margaret ten pounds a year must be paid; and there was still Robert.

The death had occurred in July. By October they must be away from the house. You will be at no loss for a home, Mrs. Tait, Mr. Halliburton took an opportunity of kindly saying to her. You must allow me and Jane to welcome you to ours.

Yes, Edgar, was Mrs. Taits unhesitating reply; it will be the best plan. The furniture in this house will do for yours, and you shall have it, and you must take me and my small means into it  an incumbrance to you. I have pondered it all over, and I do not see anything else that can be done.

I have no right whatever to your furniture, he replied, and Jane has no more right to it than have your other children. The furniture shall be put into my house if you please; but you must either allow me to pay you for it, or it shall remain your own, to be removed again at any time you may please.

A house was looked for and taken. The furniture was valued, and Mr. Halliburton bought it  a fourth part of the sum Mrs. Tait positively refusing to take, for she declared that so much belonged to Jane. Then they quitted the old house of many years, and moved into the new one: Mr. and Mrs. Halliburton, Mrs. Tait, Robert, and the two servants.

Will it be prudent for you, my dear, to retain both the servants? Mrs. Tait asked of her daughter.

Jane blushed vividly. We could do with one at present, mamma; but the time will be coming that I shall require two. And Susan and Mary are both so good that I do not care to part with them. You are used to them, too.

Ah, child! I know that in all your plans and schemes you and Edgar think first of my comfort. Do you know what I was thinking of last night as I lay in bed?

What, mamma?

When Mr. Halliburton first spoke of wanting you, I and your poor papa felt inclined to hesitate, thinking you might have made a better match. But, my dear, I was wondering last night what we should have done in this crisis but for him.

Yes, said Jane, gently. Things that appear untoward at the time frequently turn out afterwards to have been the very best that could have happened. God directs all things, you know, mamma.

A contention arose respecting Robert, some weeks after they had been in their new house  or it may be better to call it a discussion. Robert had never taken very kindly to what he called book-learning. Mr. Taits wish had been that both his sons should enter the Church. Robert had never openly opposed this wish, and for the calling itself he had a liking; but particularly disliked the study and application necessary to fit him for it. Silent while his father lived, he was so no longer; but took every opportunity of urging the point upon his mother. He was still attending Dr. Percys school daily.

You know, mother, dropping down one day in a chair, close to his mother and Jane, and catching up one leg to nurse  rather a favourite action of his I shall never earn salt at it.

Salt at what, Robert? asked Mrs. Tait.

Why, at these rubbishing classics. I shall never make a tutor, as Mr. Halliburton and Francis do; and what on earths to become of me? As to any chance of my being a parson, of course thats over: wheres the money to come from?

What is to become of you, then? cried Mrs. Tait. Im sure I dont know.

Besides, went on Robert, lowering his voice, and calling up the most effectual argument he could think of, I ought to be doing something for myself. I am living here upon Mr. Halliburton.

He is delighted to have you, Robert, interrupted Jane, quickly. Mamma pays  

Be quiet, Mrs. Jane! What sort of a wife do you call yourself, pray, to go against your husbands interests in that manner? I heard you preaching up to the charity children the other day about its being sinful to waste time.

Well? said Jane.

Well! whats waste of time for other people is not waste of time for me, I suppose? went on Robert.

You are not wasting your time, Robert.

I am. And if you had the sense people give you credit for, Madam Jane, youd see it. I shall never, I say, earn my salt at teaching; and  just tell me yourself whether there seems any chance now that I shall enter the Church.

At present I do not see that there is, confessed Jane.

There! Then is it waste of time, or not, my continuing to study for a career which I can never enter upon?

But what else can you do, Robert? interposed Mrs. Tait. You cannot idle your time away at home, or be running about the streets all day.

No, said Robert, better stop at school for ever than do that. I want to see the world, mother.

You  want  to  see  the  world! echoed Mrs. Tait, bringing out the words slowly in her astonishment, whilst Jane looked up from her work, and fixed her eyes upon her brother.

Its only natural that I should, said Robert, with equanimity. I have an invitation to go down into Yorkshire.

What to do? cried Mrs. Tait.

Oh, lots of things. They keep hunters, and  

Why, you were never on horseback in your life, Robert, laughed Jane. You would come back with your neck broken.

I do wish youd be quiet, Jane! returned Robert, reddening. I am talking to mamma, not to you. Winchcombe has invited me to spend the Christmas holidays with him down at his fathers place in Yorkshire. And, mother, I want to go; and I want you to promise that I shall not return to school when the holidays are over. I will do anything else that you choose to put me to. Ill learn to be a man of business, or Ill go into an office, or Id be apprenticed to a doctor  anything you like, rather than stop at these everlasting school-books. I am sick of them.

Robert, you take my breath away! uttered Mrs. Tait. I have no interest anywhere. I could not get you into any of these places.

I dare say Mr. Halliburton could. He knows lots of people. Jane, you talk to him: hell do anything for you.

There ensued, I say, much discussion about

Robert. But it is not with Robert Tait that our story has to do; and only a few words need be given to him here and there. It appeared to them all that it would be inexpedient for him to continue at school; both with regard to his own wishes and to his prospects. He was allowed to pay the visit with his schoolfellow, and (as he came back with neck unbroken) Mr. Halliburton succeeded in placing him in a large wholesale warehouse. Robert appeared to like it very much at first, and always came home to spend Sunday with them.

He may rise in time to be one of the first mercantile men in London, observed Mr. Halliburton to his wife; one of our merchant-princes, as my uncle used to say by me, if only  

If what? Why do you hesitate? she asked.

If he will only persevere, I was going to say. But, Jane, I fear perseverance is a quality that Robert does not possess.

Of course all that had to be proved. It lay in the future.




CHAPTER V.

MARGARET.

From two to three years passed away, and the Midsummer holidays were approaching. Margaret was expected as usual for them, and Jane, delighted to receive her, went about her glad preparations. Margaret would not return to the school, in which she had been a paid teacher for the last year; but was to enter a family as governess. For one efficient, well-educated, accomplished governess to be met with in those days, scores may be counted now  or who profess to be so; and Margaret Tait, though barely nineteen, anticipated a salary of seventy or eighty guineas a year.

A warm, bright day in June, that on which Mr. Halliburton went to receive Margaret. The coach brought her to its resting-place, the Bull and Mouth, in St. Martins-le-Grand, and Mr. Halliburton reached the inn as St. Pauls clock was striking midday. One minute more, and the coach drove in.

There she was, inside; a tall, fine girl, with a handsome face: a face full of resolution and energy. Margaret Tait had her good qualities, and she had also her faults: a great one, speaking of the latter, was self-will. She opened the door herself and leaped out before any one could help her, all joy and delight.

And what about your boxes, Margaret? questioned Mr. Halliburton, after a few words of greeting. Have they come this time or not?

Margaret laughed. Yes, they really have. I have not lost them on the road, as I did at Christmas. You will never forget to tell me of that, I am sure! But it was more the guards fault than mine.

A few minutes, and Mr. Halliburton, Margaret, and the boxes were lumbering along in one of the old glass coaches.

And now tell me about every one, said Margaret. How is dear mamma?

She is quite well. We are all well. Janes famous.

And my precious little Willy?

Oh, said Mr. Halliburton, quaintly, he is a great deal too troublesome for anything to be the matter with him. I tell Jane she will have to begin the whipping system soon.

And much Jane will attend to you! Is it a pretty baby?

Mr. Halliburton raised his eyebrows. Jane thinks so. I wonder she has not had its likeness taken.

Is it christened? continued Margaret.

It is baptized. Jane would not have the christening until you were at home.

And its name?

Jane.

What a shame! Jane promised me it should be Margaret. Why did she decide upon her own name?

I decided upon it, said Mr. Halliburton. Yours can wait until the next, Margaret.

Margaret laughed. And how are you getting on?

Very well. I have every hour of the day occupied.

I dont think you are looking well, rejoined Margaret. You look thin and fagged.

I am always thin, and mine is a fagging profession. Sometimes I feel terribly weary. But I am pretty well upon the whole, Margaret.

Will Francis be at home these holidays?

No. He passes them at a gentlemans house in Norfolk  tutor to his sons. Francis is thoroughly industrious and persevering.

A contrast to poor Robert, I suppose?

Well  yes; in that sense.

There has been some trouble about Robert, has there not? asked Margaret, her tone becoming grave. Did he not get discharged?

He received notice of discharge. But I saw the principals and begged him on again. I would not talk about it to him if I were you, Margaret. He is sensitive upon the point. Roberts intentions are good, but his disposition is fickle. He has grown tired of his work and idles his time away; no house of business will put up with that.

The coach arrived at Mr. Halliburtons. Margaret rushed out of it, giving no one time to assist her, as she had done out of the other coach at the Bull and Mouth. There was a great deal of impetuosity in Margaret Taits character. She was quite a contrast to Jane  as she had just remarked there was a contrast between Francis and Robert upon other points  to sensible, lady-like, self-possessed Jane, who came forward so calmly to greet her, a glad depth of affection in her quiet eyes.

A boisterous embrace to her mother, a boisterous embrace to Jane, all in haste, and then Margaret caught up a little gentleman of some two years old, or more, who was standing holding on to Janes dress, his great grey eyes, honest, loving, intelligent as were his mothers, cast up in a broad stare at Margaret.

You naughty Willy! Have you forgotten Aunt Margaret? Oh, you darling child! Whos this?

She carried the boy up to the end of the room, where stood their old servant Mary, nursing an infant of two months old. The baby had great grey eyes also, and they likewise were bent on noisy Margaret. Oh, Willy, she is prettier than you! I wont nurse you any more. Mary, Ill shake hands with you presently. I must take that enchanting baby first.

Dropping discarded Willy upon the ground, snatching the baby from Marys arms, Margaret kissed its pretty face until she made it cry. Jane came to the rescue.

You dont understand babies, Margaret. Let Mary take her again. Come upstairs to your room, and make yourself ready for dinner. I think you must be hungry.

So hungry that I shall frighten you. Of course, with the thought of coming home, I could not touch breakfast. I hope you have something especially nice!

Your favourite dinner, said Jane, smiling. Loin of veal and broccoli.

How thoughtful you are, Jane! Margaret could not help exclaiming.

Margaret, my dear, called out her mother, as she was leaving the room with Jane.

Margaret looked back. What, mamma?

I hope you will not continue to go on with these children as you have begun; otherwise we shall have a quiet house turned into a noisy one.

Is it a quiet house? said Margaret, laughing.

As if any house would not be quiet, regulated by Jane! replied Mrs. Tait. And Margaret, laughing still, followed her sister.

It is curious to remark how differently things sometimes turn out from what we intended. Had any one asked Mrs. Tait, the day that Margaret came home, what Margarets future career was to be, she had wondered at the question. A governess, certainly, would have been her answer; and she would have thought that no power, humanly speaking, could prevent it. And yet, Margaret Tait, as it proved, never did become a governess.

The holidays were drawing to an end, and a very desirable situation, as was believed, had been found for Margaret by Mr. Halliburton, the negotiations for which were nearly completed. Mr. Halliburton gave private lessons in sundry well-connected families, and thus enabled to hear where ladies were required as governesses, he had recommended Margaret. The recommendation was favourably received, and a day was appointed for Margaret to make a personal visit at the town house of the people in question, when she would most probably be engaged.

On the previous evening at twilight Mr. Halliburton came home from one of his numerous engagements. Jane was alone. Mrs. Tait, not very well, had retired to rest early, and Margaret was out with Robert. In this, a leisure season of the year, Robert had most of his evenings to himself, after eight oclock. He generally came home, and he and Margaret would go out together. Mr. Halliburton sat down at one of the windows in silence.

Jane went up to him, laying her hand affectionately on his shoulder. You are very tired, Edgar?

He did not reply: only drew her hand between his, and kept it there.

You shall have supper at once, said Jane, glancing at the tray which stood ready on the table. I am sure you must want it. And it is not right to indulge Margaret every night by waiting for her.

Scarcely, when she does not come in until ten or half-past, said Mr. Halliburton. Jane, he added confidentially, do you think it well that Margaret should be out so frequently in an evening?

She is with Robert.

She may not always be with Robert alone.

Jane felt her face flush. She knew her husband; knew that he was not one to speak unless he had some reason for doing so. Edgar! why do you say this? Do you know anything? Have you seen Margaret?

I saw her a quarter of an hour ago  

With Robert? interrupted Jane, more impulsively than she was in the habit of speaking.

Robert was by her side. But she was walking arm in arm with Mr. Murray.

Jane did not much like the information. This Mr. Murray was in the same house as Robert, holding a better position. Robert had occasionally brought him home, and he had taken tea with them. Mrs. Halliburton felt surprised at Margaret: it appeared, to her well-regulated mind, very like a clandestine proceeding. What would she have said, or thought, had she known that Margaret and Mr. Murray were in the habit of thus walking together constantly? Roberts being with them afforded no sufficient excuse.

Later they saw Margaret coming home with Robert alone. He left her at the door as usual, and then hastened away to his own home. Jane said nothing then, but she went to Margarets room that evening.

Oh, Edgar has been bringing home tales, has he? was Margarets answer, when the ice was broken; and her defiant tone brought Jane hardly knew what of dismay to her ear. I saw him staring at us.

Margaret! gasped Jane, what can have come to you? You are completely changed; you  you seem to speak no longer as a lady.

Then why do you provoke me, Jane? Is it high treason to take a gentlemans arm, my brother being with me?

It is not right to do it in secret, Margaret. If you go out ostensibly to walk with Robert  

Jane, I will not listen, Margaret said, with flashing eyes. Because you are Mrs. Halliburton, you assume a right to lecture me. I have committed no grievous wrong. When I do commit it, you may take your turn then.

Oh, Margaret! why will you misjudge me? asked Jane, her voice full of pain. I speak to you in love, not in anger; I would not speak at all but for your good. If the Chevasneys were to hear of this, they might think you an unsuitable mistress for their children.

Compose yourself, said Margaret, scoffingly. Never had she shown such a temper, so undesirable a disposition, as on this night; and Jane might well look at her in amazement, and hint that she was changed. I shall be found sufficiently suitable by the Chevasney family  when I consent to enter it.

Her tone was strangely significant, and Jane Halliburtons heart beat. What do you imply, Margaret? she inquired. You appear to have some peculiar meaning.

Margaret, who had been standing before the glass all this time twisting her hair round her fingers, turned and looked her sister full in the face. Jane, Ill tell you, if you will undertake to make things straight for me with mamma. I am not going to the Chevasneys  or anywhere else  as governess.

Yes,  said Jane faintly, for she had a presentiment of what was coming.

I am going to be married instead.

Oh, Margaret!

There is nothing to groan about, retorted Margaret. Mr. Murray is coming to speak to mamma to-morrow, and if any of you have anything to say against him, you can say it to his face. He is a very respectable man, and has a good income; wheres the objection to him?

Jane could not say. Personally, she did not very much like Mr. Murray; and certain fond visions had pictured a higher destiny for handsome, accomplished Margaret. I hope and trust you will be happy, if you do marry him, Margaret! was all she said.

I hope I shall. I must take my chance of that, as others do. Jane, I beg your pardon for my crossness, but you put me out of temper.

As others do. Ay! it was all a lottery. And Margaret Tait entered upon her hastily-chosen married life, knowing that it was so.




CHAPTER VI.

IN SAVILE-ROW.

Several years went on; and years rarely go on without bringing changes with them. Jane had now four children. William, the eldest, was close upon thirteen; Edgar, the youngest, going on for nine; Jane and Frank were between them. Mrs. Tait was dead: and Francis Tait was the Reverend Francis Tait. By dint of hard work and perseverance, he had succeeded in qualifying for Orders, and was half starving upon a London curacy, as his father had done for so many years before him. In saying half starving, I dont mean that he had not bread and cheese to eat; but when a clergymans stipend is under a hundred a year, the expression half starving is justifiable. He hungers after many things that he is unable to obtain, and he cannot maintain his position as a gentleman. Francis Tait hungered. Over one want, especially, he hungered with an intensely ravenous hunger; and that was, the gratification of his taste for literature. The books he coveted to read were expensive; impossibilities to him; he could not purchase them, and libraries were then scarce. Had Francis Tait not been gifted with very great conscientiousness, he would have joined teaching with his ministry. But the wants of his parish required all his time; and he had inherited that large share of the monitor, conscience, from his father. I suppose I shall have a living some time, he would think to himself: when I am growing an old man, probably, as he was when he gained his.

So the Reverend Francis Tait plodded on at his curacy, and was content to await that remote day when fortune should drop from the skies.

Where was Margaret? Margaret had bidden adieu to old England for ever. Her husband, who had not been promoted in his house of business as rapidly as he thought he ought to have been, had thrown up his situation, home and home ties, and gone out to the woods of Canada to become a settler. Did Margaret repent her hasty marriage then? Did she find that her finished education, her peculiar tastes and habits, so unfitted for domestic life, were all lost in those wild woods? Music, drawing, languages, literature, of what use were they to her now? She might educate her own children, indeed, as they grew up: the only chance of education it appeared likely they would have. That Margaret found herself in a peculiarly uncongenial atmosphere, there could be no doubt; but, like a brave woman as she proved herself, not a hint of it, in writing home, ever escaped her, not a shadow of complaint could be gathered there. It was not often that she wrote, and her letters grew more rare as the years went on. Robert had accompanied them, and he boasted that he liked the life much; a thousand times better than that of the musty old warehouse.

Mr. Halliburtons teaching was excellent  his income good. He was now one of the professors at Kings College; but had not yet succeeded in carrying out his dream  that of getting to Oxford or Cambridge. Edgar Halliburton had begun at the wrong end of the ladder: he should have gone to college first and married afterwards. He married first: and to college he never went. A man of moderate means, with a home to keep, a wife, children, servants, to provide for, has enough to do with his money and time, without spending them at college. He had quite given up the idea now; and perhaps had grown not to regret it very keenly: his home was one of refinement, comfort, and thorough happiness.

But about this period, or indeed some time prior to it, Mr. Halliburton had reason to believe that he was overtaxing his strength. For a long, long while, almost ever since he had been in London, he was aware that he had not felt thoroughly well. Hot weather affected him and rendered him languid; the chills of winter gave him a cough; the keen winds of spring attacked his chest. He would throw off his ailments bravely and go on again, not heeding them or thinking that they might ever become serious. Perhaps he never gave a thought to that until one evening when, upon coming in after a hard days toil, he sat down in his chair and quietly fainted away.

Jane and one of the servants were standing over him when he recovered  Janes face very pale and anxious.

Do not be alarmed, he said, smiling at her. I suppose I dropped asleep; or lost consciousness in some way.

You fainted, Edgar.

Fainted, did I? How silly I must have been! The rooms warm, Jane: it must have overpowered me.

Jane was not deceived. She saw that he was making light of it to quiet her alarm, and brought him a glass of wine. He drank it, but could not eat anything: frequently could not eat now.

Edgar, she said, you are doing too much. I have seen it for a long time past.

Seen what, Jane?

That your strength is not equal to your work. You must give up a portion of your teaching.

My dear, how can I do so? Does it not take all I earn to meet expenses? When accounts are settled at the end of the year, have we a shilling to spare?

It was so, and Jane knew it; but her husbands health was above every consideration in the world. We must reduce our expenses, she said. We must cease to live as we are living now. We will move into a smaller house, and keep one servant, and I will turn maid-of-all-work.

She laughed quite merrily; but Mr. Halliburton detected a serious meaning in her tone. He shook his head.

No, Jane; that time, I hope, will never come.

He lay awake all that night buried in reflection. Do you know what this night-reflection is, when it comes to us in all its racking intensity? Surging over his brain, like the wild waves that chase each other on the ocean, came the thought, What will become of my wife and children if I die? Thought after thought, they all resolved themselves into that one focus: I have made no provision for my wife and children: what will become of them if I am taken?

Mr. Halliburton had one good habit  it was possible that he had learnt it from his wife, for it was hers in no ordinary degree  the habit of looking steadfastly into the face of trouble. Not to groan and grumble at it  to sigh and lament that no one elses trouble ever was so great before  but to see how it might best be met and contended with; how the best could be made of it.

The only feasible way he could see, was that of insuring his life. He possessed neither lands nor money. Did he attempt to put by a portion of his income, it would take years and years to accumulate into a sum worth mentioning. Why, how long would it take him to economise only a thousand pounds? No. There was only one way  that of life insurance. It was an idea that would have occurred to most of us. He did not know how much it would take from his yearly income to effect it. A great deal, he was afraid; for he was approaching what is called middle life.

He had no secrets from his wife. He consulted her upon every point; she was his best friend, his confidante, his gentle counsellor, and he had no intention of concealing the step he was about to take. Why should he?

Jane, he began, when they were at breakfast the next morning, do you know what I have been thinking of all night?

Trouble, I am sure, she answered. You have been very restless.

Not exactly trouble  for he did not choose to acknowledge, even to himself, that a strange sense of trouble did seem to rest on his heart and to weigh it down. I have been thinking more of precaution than trouble.

Precaution? echoed Jane, looking at him.

Ay, love. And the astonishing part of the business, to myself, is that I never thought of the necessity for this precaution before.

Jane divined now what he meant. Often and often had the idea occurred to her Should my husbands health or life fail, we are destitute. Not for herself did she so much care, but for her children.

That sudden attack last night has brought me reflection, he resumed. Life is uncertain with the best of us. It may be no more uncertain with me than with others; but I feel that I must act as though it were so. Jane, were I taken, there would be no provision for you.

No, she quietly said.

And therefore I must set about making one without delay, as far as I can. I shall insure my life.

Jane did not answer immediately. It will take a great deal of money, Edgar, she presently said.

I fear it will: but it must be done. Whats the matter, Jane? You dont look hopeful over it.

Because, were you to insure your life, to pay the yearly premium, and our home expenses, would necessitate your working as hard as you do now.

Well? said he. Of course it would.

In any case, our expenses shall be much reduced; of that I am determined, she went on somewhat dreamily, more it seemed in soliloquy than to her husband. But, with this premium to pay in addition  

Jane, he interrupted, theres not the least necessity for my relaxing my labours. I shall not think of doing it. I may not be very strong, but I am not ill. As to reducing our expenses, I see no help for that, inasmuch as I must draw from them for the premium.

If you only can keep your health, Edgar, it is certainly what ought to be done  to insure your life. The thought has often crossed me.

Why did you never suggest it?

I scarcely know. I believe I did not like to do so. And I really did not see how the premium was to be paid. How much shall you insure it for?

I thought of two thousand pounds. Could we afford more?

I think not. What would be the yearly premium for that sum?

I dont know. I will ascertain all particulars. What are you sighing about, Jane?

Jane was sighing heavily. A weight seemed to have fallen upon her. To talk of life-insurance puts me too much in mind of death, she murmured.

Now, Jane, you are never going to turn goose! he gaily said. I have heard of persons who will not make a will, because it brings them a fancy they must be going to die. Insuring my life will not bring death any the quicker to me: I hope I shall be here many a year yet. Why, Jane, I may live to pay the insurance over and over again in annual premiums! Better that I had put by the money in a bank, I shall think then.

The worst of putting by money in a bank, or in any other way, is, that you are not compelled to put it, observed Jane, looking up a little from her depression. What ought to be put by  what is intended to be put by  too often goes in present wants, and putting by ends in name only: whereas, in life-assurance, the premium must be paid. Edgar, she added, passing to a different subject, I wonder what we shall make of our boys?

Mr. Halliburtons cheek flushed. They shall go to college, please God  though I have not been able to get there myself.

Oh, I hope so! One or two of them, at any rate.

Little difficulty did there appear to be in the plan to Mr. Halliburton. His boys should enter the University, although he had not done so: the future of our children appears hopeful and easy to most of us. William and Frank were in the school attached to Kings College: of which you hear Mr. Halliburton was now a professor. Edgar  never called anything but Gar  went to a private school, but he would soon be entered at Kings College. Remarkably well-educated boys for their years, were the young Halliburtons. Mr. Halliburton and Jane had taken care of that. Home teaching was more efficient than school: both combined had rendered them unusually intelligent and advanced. Naturally intellectual, gifted with excellent qualities of mind and heart, Mrs. Halliburton had not failed to do her duty by them. She spared no pains; she knew how children ought to be brought up, and she did her duty well. Ah, my friends! only lay a good foundation in their earlier years, and your children will grow up to bless you.

Jane, I wonder which office will be the best to insure in?

Jane began to recall the names of some that were familiar to her.

The Phœnix? suggested she.

Mr. Halliburton laughed. I think thats only for fire, Jane. I am not sure, though. In truth, he knew little about insurance offices himself.

Theres the Sun; and the Atlas; and the Argus  oh, and ever so many more, continued Jane.

Ill inquire all about it to-day, said he.

I wonder if the premium will take a hundred a year, Edgar?

He could not tell. He feared it might. I wish Jane, he observed, that I had insured my life when I first married. The premium would have been small then, and we might have managed to spare it.

Ay, she answered. Sometimes I look back to things that I might have done in the past years: and I did not do them. Now, the time has gone by!

Well, it has not gone by for insuring, said Mr. Halliburton, rising from the breakfast-table and speaking in gay tones. Half-past eight! he cried, looking at his watch. Good-bye, Jane, said he, bending to kiss her. Wish me luck.

A weighty insurance and a small premium, she said, laughing. But you are not going about it now?

Of course not. The offices would not be open. I shall take an opportunity of doing so in the course of the day.

Mr. Halliburton departed on his usual duties. It was a warm day in April. His first attendance was Kings College, and there he remained for the morning. Then he proceeded to gain information about the various offices and their respective merits: finally fixed upon the one he should apply to, and bent his steps towards it.

It was situated in the heart of the City, in a very busy part of it. The office also appeared to be busy, for several people were in it when Mr. Halliburton entered. A young man came forward to know his business.

I wish to insure my life, said Mr. Halliburton. How must I proceed about it?

Oh yes, sir. Mr. Procter, will you attend to this gentleman?

Mr. Halliburton was marshalled to an inner room, where a gentlemanly man received him. He explained his business in detail, stated his age, and the sum he wished to insure for. Every information was politely afforded him; and a paper, with certain printed questions, was given him to fill up at his leisure, and then to be returned.

Mr. Halliburton glanced over it. You require a certificate of my birth from the parish register where I was baptized, I perceive, he remarked. Why so? In stating my age, I have stated it correctly.

The gentleman smiled. Of that I make no doubt, he said, for you look younger than the age you have given me. Our office makes it a rule in most cases to require the certificate from the register. All applicants are not scrupulous about telling the truth, and we have been obliged to adopt it in self-defence. We have had cases, we have indeed, sir, where we have insured a life, and then found  though perhaps not until the actual death has taken place  that the insurer was ten years older than he asserted. Therefore we demand a certificate. It does occasionally happen that applicants can bring well-known men to testify to their age, and then we do not mind dispensing with it.

Mr. Halliburton sent his thoughts round in a circle. There was no one in London who knew his age of their own positive knowledge; so it was useless to think of that. There will be no difficulty in the matter, he said aloud. I can get the certificate up from Devonshire in the course of two or three days by writing for it. My father was rector of the church where I was christened. This will be all, then? To fill up this paper and bring you the certificate.

All; with the exception of being examined by our physician.

What! is it necessary to be examined by a physician? exclaimed Mr. Halliburton. The paper states that I must hand in a report from my ordinary medical attendant. He will not give you a bad report of me, he added, smiling, for it is little enough I have troubled him. I believe the worst thing he has attended me for has been a bad cold.

So much the better, remarked the gentleman. You do not look very strong.

Very strong I dont think I am. I am too hard worked; get too little rest and recreation. It was suspecting that I am not so strong as I might be that set me thinking it might be well to insure my life for the sake of my wife and children, he ingenuously added, in his straightforward manner. If I could count upon living and working on until I am an old man, I should not do so.

Again the gentleman smiled. Looks are deceitful, he observed. Nothing more so. Sometimes those who look the most delicate live the longest.

You cannot say I look delicate, returned Mr. Halliburton.

I did not say it. I consider that you do not look robust; but that is not saying that you look delicate. You may be a perfectly healthy man for all I can say to the contrary.

He ran his eyes over Mr. Halliburton as he spoke; over his tall, fine form, his dark hair, amidst which not a streak of grey mingled, his clearly-cut features, and his complexion, bright as a womans. Was there suspicion in that complexion? A handsome man, at any rate, thought the gazer, if not a robust one.

It will be necessary, then, that I see your physician? asked Mr. Halliburton.

Yes. It cannot be dispensed with. We would not insure without it. He attends here twice a week. In the intervening days, he may be seen in Savile-row, from three to five. It is Dr. Carrington. His days for coming here are Mondays and Thursdays.

And this is Friday, remarked Mr. Halliburton. I shall probably go up to him.

Mr. Halliburton said good morning, and came away with his paper. Its great nonsense, my seeing this doctor! he said to himself as he hastened home to dinner, which he knew he must have kept waiting. But I suppose it is necessary as a general rule; and of course they wont make me an exception.

Hurrying over his dinner, in a manner that prevented its doing him any good  as Jane assured him  he sat down to his desk when it was over and wrote for the certificate of his birth. Folding and sealing the letter, he put on his hat to go out again.

Shall you go to Savile-row this afternoon? Jane inquired.

If I can by any possibility get my teaching over in time, he answered. Young Finchleys hour is four oclock, but I can put him off until the evening. I dare say I shall get up there.

By dint of hurrying, Mr. Halliburton contrived to reach Savile-row, and arrived there in much heat at half-past four. There was no necessity for hurrying there on this particular day, but he felt impatient to get the business over; as if speed now could atone for past neglect. Dr. Carrington was at home but engaged, and Mr. Halliburton was shown into a room. Three or four others were waiting there; whether ordinary patients, or whether mere applicants of form like himself, he could not tell; and it was their turn to go in before it was his.

But his turn came at last, and he was ushered into the presence of the doctor  a little man, fair and reserved, with powder on his head.

Reserved in ordinary intercourse, but certainly not reserved in asking questions. Mr. Halliburton had never been so rigidly questioned before. What disorders had he had, and what had he not had? What were his habits, past and present? One question came at last: Do you feel thoroughly strong?  healthy, elastic?

I feel languid in hot weather, replied Mr. Halliburton.

Um! Appetite sound and good?

Generally speaking. It has not been so good of late.

Breathing all right?

Yes; it is a little tight sometimes.

Um! Subject to a cough?

I have no settled cough. A sort of hacking cough comes on at night occasionally. I attribute it to fatigue.

Um! Will you open your shirt? Just unbutton it here  touching the front and your flannel waistcoat, if you wear one.

Mr. Halliburton bared his chest in obedience and the doctor sounded it, and then put down his ear. Apparently his ear did not serve him sufficiently, for he took a small instrument out of a drawer, placed it on the chest, and then put his ear to that, changing the position of the instrument three or four times.

That will do, he said at length.

He turned to put up his stethoscope again, and Mr. Halliburton drew the edges of his shirt together and buttoned them.

Why dont you wear flannel waistcoats? asked the doctor, with quite a sharp accent, his head down in the drawer.

I do wear them in winter; but in warm weather I leave them off. It was only last week that I discarded them.

Was ever such folly known! ejaculated Dr. Carrington. One would think people were born without common sense. Half the patients who come to me say they leave off their flannels in summer! Why, it is in summer they are most needed! And this warm weather wont last either. Go home, sir, and put one on at once.

Certainly, if you think it right, said Mr. Halliburton with a smile. I thank you for telling me.

He took up his hat and waited. The doctor appeared to wait for him to go. I understood at the office that you would give me a paper testifying that you had examined me, explained Mr. Halliburton.

Ah  but I cant give it, said the doctor.

Why not, sir?

Because I am not satisfied with you. I cannot recommend you as a healthy life.

Mr. Halliburtons pulses quickened a little. Sir! he repeated. Not a healthy life?

Not sufficiently healthy for insurance.

Why! what is the matter with me? he rejoined.

Dr. Carrington looked him full in the face for the space of a minute before replying. I have had that question asked me before by parties whom I have felt obliged to decline as I am now declining you, he said, and my answer has not always been palatable to them.

It will be palatable to me, sir; in so far as that I desire to be made acquainted with the truth. What do you find amiss with me?

The lungs are diseased.

A chill fell over Mr. Halliburton. Not extensively, I trust? Not beyond hope of recovery?

Were I to say not extensively, I should be deceiving you; and you tell me that you wish for the truth. They are extensively diseased  

A mortal pallor overspread Mr. Halliburtons face, and he sank into a chair. Not for myself, he gasped, as Dr. Carrington drew nearer to him. I have a wife and children. If I die, they will want bread to eat.

But you did not hear me out, returned the doctor, proceeding with equanimity, as if he had not been interrupted. They are extensively diseased, but not beyond a hope of recovery. I do not say it is a strong hope; but a hope there is, as I judge, provided you use the right means and take care of yourself.

What am I to do? What are the means?

You live, I presume, in this stifling, foggy, smoky London.

Yes.

Then got away from it. Go where you can have pure air and a clear atmosphere. Thats the first and chief thing; and thats most essential. Not for a few weeks or months, you understand me  going out for a change of air, as people call it  you must leave London entirely; go away altogether.

But it will be impossible, urged Mr. Halliburton. My work lies in London.

Ah! said the doctor; too many have been with me with whom it was the same case. But, I assure you that you must leave it; or it will be London versus life. You appear to me to be one who never ought to have come to London  You were not born in it? he abruptly added.

I never saw it until I was eighteen. I was born and reared in Devonshire.

Just so. I knew it. Those born and reared in London become acclimatized to it, generally speaking, and it does not hurt them. It does not hurt numbers who are strangers: they find London as healthy a spot for them as any on the face of the globe. But there are a few who cannot and ought not to live in London; and I judge you to be one of them.

Has this state of health been coming on long?

Yes, for some years. Had you remained in Devonshire, you might have been a sound man all your life. My only advice to you is  get away from London. You cannot live long if you remain in it.

Mr. Halliburton thanked Dr. Carrington and went out. How things had changed for him! What had gone with the days beauty?  with the blue sky, the bright sun? The sky was blue still, and the sun shining; but darkness seemed to intervene between his eyes and outward things. Dying? A shiver went through him as he thought of Jane and the children, and a sick feeling of despair settled on his spirit.




CHAPTER VII.

LATER IN THE DAY.

The man was utterly prostrated. He felt that the fiat of death had gone forth, and there settled an undercurrent of conviction in his mind that for him there would be no recovery, take what precaution he would. He could not shake it off. There lay the fact and the fear, as a leaden weight.

He bent his steps towards home, walking the whole way; he moved along the streets mechanically. The crowds passed and repassed him, but he seemed far away. Once or twice he lifted his head to them with a yearning gesture. Oh! that I were like you! bent on business, on pleasure, on social intercourse! passed through his mind. I am not as you; and for me you can do nothing. You cannot give me health; you cannot give me life.

He entered his home, and was conscious of merry voices and flitting footsteps. A little scene of gaiety was going on: he knew of this, but had forgotten it until that instant. It was the birthday of his little girl, and a few young friends had been invited to make merry. Jane, looking almost as young, quite as pretty, as when she married him, sat at the far end of their largest room before a well-spread tea-table. She wore festival attire. A dress of pearl-grey silk, and a thin gold chain round her neck. The little girls were chiefly in white, and the boys were on their best behaviour. Jane was telling them that tea was ready, and her two servants were helping to place the little people, and to wait upon them.

Oh, and heres papa, too! just in time, she cried, lifting her eyes gladly at her husband. That is delightful!

Mr. Halliburton welcomed the children. He kissed some, he talked to others, just as if he had not that terrible vulture, care, within him. They saw nothing amiss; neither did Jane. He took his seat, and drank his tea; all, as it were, mechanically. It did not seem to be himself; he thought it must be some one else. In the last hour, his whole identity appeared to have changed. Bread and butter was handed to him. He took a slice and left it. Jane put some cake on to his plate: he left that also. Eat! with that awful fiat racking his senses! No, it was not possible.

Ho looked round on his children. His. William, a gentle boy, with his mothers calm, good face and her earnest eyes; Jane, a lovely child, with fair curls flowing and a bright colour, consciously vain this evening in her white birthday robes and her white ribbons; Frank, a slim, dark-eyed boy, always in mischief, his features handsome and clearly cut as were his fathers; Gar, a delicate little chap, with fair curls like his sister Janes. Must he leave those children?  abandon them to the mercies of a cold and cruel world?  bequeath them no place in it; no means of support? Oh, God! Oh, God! broke from his bitter heart, if it be Thy will to take me, mayst Thou shelter them!

Edgar!

He started palpably; so far in thought was he away. Yet it was only his wife who spoke to him.

Edgar, have you been up to Dr. Carringtons? she whispered, bending towards him.

In his confusion he muttered some unintelligible words, which she interpreted into a denial; there was a great deal of buzzing just then from the young voices around. Two of the gentlemen, Frank being one, were in hot contention touching a third gentlemans rabbits. Mrs. Halliburton called Frank to order, and said no more to her husband for the present.

We are to dance after tea, said Jane. I have been learning one quadrille to play. It is very easy, and mamma says I play it very well.

Oh, we dont want dancing, grumbled one of the boys. Wed rather have blindmans-buff.

Opinions were divided again. The girls wanted dancing, the boys blindmans-buff. Mrs. Halliburton was appealed to.

I think it must be dancing first and blindmans-buff afterwards, said she.

Tea over, the furniture was pushed aside to clear a space for the dancers. Mr. Halliburton, his back against the wall, stood looking at them. Looking at them as was supposed; but had they been keen observers, they would have known that his eyes in reality saw not: they, like his thoughts, were far away.

His wife did presently notice that he seemed particularly abstracted. She came up to him; he was standing with his arms folded, his head bent. Edgar, are you well?

Well? Oh yes, dear, he replied, making an effort to rouse himself.

I hope you have no more teaching to-night?

I ought to go to young Finchley. I put him off until seven oclock.

Then  was her quick rejoinder if you put off young Finchley, how was it you could not get to Savile-row?

I have been occupied all the afternoon, Jane, he said. Wanting the courage to say how the matter really stood, he evaded the question.

But, to go to young Finchley or to any other pupil that night, Mr. Halliburton felt himself physically unequal. Teach! Explain abstruse Greek and Latin rules, with his mind in its present state! It seemed to him that it mattered little  if he was to be taken from them so soon  whether he ever taught again. He was in the very depths of depression.

Suddenly, as he stood looking on, a thought came flashing over him as a ray of light. As a ray of light? Nay, as a whole flood of it. What if Dr. Carrington were wrong?  if it should prove that, in reality, nothing was the matter with him? Doctors  and very clever ones  were, he knew, sometimes mistaken. Perhaps Dr. Carrington had been so!

It was scarcely likely, he went on to reason, that a mortal disease should be upon him, and he have lived in ignorance of it! Why, he seemed to have had very little the matter with him; nothing to talk of, nothing to lie up for; comparatively speaking, he had been a healthy man  was in health then. Yes, the belief did present itself that Dr. Carrington was deceived. He, in the interests of the insurance office, might be unnecessarily cautious.

Mr. Halliburton left the wall, and grew cheerful and gay, and talked freely to the children. One little lady asked if he would dance with her. He laughed, and felt half inclined to do so.

Which was the true mood  that sombre one, or this? Was there nothing false about this one  was there no secret consciousness that it did not accord with his minds actual belief; that he was only forcing it? Be it as it would, it did not last; in the very middle of a laughing sentence to his own little Janey, the old agony, the fear, returned  returned with terrific violence, as a torrent that has burst its bounds.

I cannot bear this uncertainty! he murmured to himself. And he went out of the room and took up his hat. Mrs. Halliburton, who at that moment happened to be crossing from another room, saw him open the hall-door.

Are you going to young Finchley, Edgar?

No. I shall give him holiday for to-night. I shall be in soon, Jane.

He went straight to their own family doctor; a Mr. Allen, who lived close by. They were personal friends.

To the inquiry as to whether Mr. Allen was at home, the servant was about to usher him into the family sitting-room, but Mr. Halliburton stepped into the dusky surgery. He was in no mood for ladies company. I will wait here, he said. Tell your master I wish to say a word to him.

The surgeon came immediately, a lighted candle in his hand. He was a dark man with a thin face. Why wont you come in? he asked. Theres only Mrs. Allen and the girls there. Is anything the matter?

Yes, Allen, something is the matter, was

Mr. Halliburtons reply. I want a friend to-night: one who will deal with me candidly and openly: and I have come to you. Sit down.

They both sat down; and Mr. Halliburton gave him the history of the past four and twenty hours: commencing with the fainting-fit, and ending with his racking doubts as to whether Dr. Carringtons opinion was borne out by facts, or whether he might have been deceived. Allen, he concluded, you must see what you can make out of my state: and you must report to me without disguise, as you would report to your own soul.

The surgeon looked grave. Carrington is a clever man, he said. One whom it would be difficult to deceive.

I know his reputation. But these clever men are not infallible. Put his opinion out of your mind: examine me yourself, and tell me what you think.

Mr. Allen proceeded to do so. He first of all asked Mr. Halliburton a few general questions as to his present state of health, as he would have done by any other patient, and then he sounded his lungs.

Now then  the truth, said Mr. Halliburton.

The truth is  so far as I can judge  that you are in no present danger whatever.

Neither did Dr. Carrington say I was  in present danger, hastily replied Mr. Halliburton. Are my lungs sound?

They are not sound: but neither do I think they are extensively diseased. You may live for many years, with care.

Would any insurance office take me?

No. I do not think it would.

It is just my death-knell, Allen.

If you look at it in that light I shall be very sorry to have given you my opinion, observed the surgeon. I repeat that, by taking care of yourself, you may stave off disease and live many years. I would not say this unless I thought it.

And would your opinion be the same as the doctors  that I must leave London for the country?

I think you would have a far better chance of getting well in the country than you have here. You have told me over and over again, you know, that you were sure London air was bad for you.

Ay, I have, replied Mr. Halliburton. I never have felt quite well in it, and thats the truth. Well, I must see what can be done. Good evening.

If the edict did not appear to be so irrevocably dark as that of Dr. Carrington, it was yet dark enough; and Mr. Halliburton, striving to look it full in the face, as he was in the habit of doing by troubles less grave, endeavoured to set himself to think what could be done. There was no possible chance of keeping it from his wife. If it was really necessary that their place of residence should be changed, she must be taken into counsel; and the sooner she was told the better. He went home, resolved to tell her before he slept.

The little troop departed, the children in bed, they sat together over the fire; though the weather had become warm, an evening fire was pleasant still. He sat nervous and fidgety. Now the moment had arrived, he shrunk from his task.

Edgar, I am sure you are not well! she exclaimed. I have observed it all the evening.

Yes, Jane, I am well. Pretty well, that is. The truth is, my darling, I have some bad news for you, and I dont like to tell it.

Her own family were safe and well under her roof, and her fears flew to Francis, to Margaret, to Robert. Mr. Halliburton stopped her.

It does not concern any of them, Jane. It is about myself.

But what can it be, about yourself?

They  will  not  Will you listen to the news with a brave heart? he broke off, with a smile, and the most cheering look he could call up to his face.

Oh yes. She smiled too. She thought it could be nothing very bad.

They will not insure my life, Jane.

Her heart stood still. But why not?

They consider it too great a risk. They fancy I am not strong.

A sudden flush to her face; a moments stillness; and then Jane Halliburton clasped her hands with a faint cry of despair. She saw that more remained behind.




CHAPTER VIII.

SUSPENSE.

Mrs. Halliburton sat in her chair, still enough except for the wailing cry which had just escaped her lips. Her husband would not look at her in that moment. His gaze was bent on the fire, and his cheek lay in his hand. As she cried out, he stretched forth his other hand and let it fall lightly upon hers.

Jane, had I thought you would look at the dark side of the picture, I should have hesitated to tell you. Why, my dear child, the very fact of my telling you at all, should convince you that theres nothing very serious the matter, he added, in cheering tones of reasoning. Now that he had spoken, he deemed it well to make the very best he could of it.

You say they will not insure your life?

Well, Jane, perhaps that expression was not a correct one. They have not declined as yet to do so; but Dr. Carrington says he cannot give the necessary certificate as to my being a thoroughly sound and healthy man.

Then you did go up to Dr. Carrington?

I did. Forgive me, Jane: I could not enter upon it before all the children.

She leaned over and laid her head upon his shoulder. Tell me all about it, Edgar, she whispered; as much as you know yourself.

I have told you nearly all, Jane. I saw Dr. Carrington, and he asked me a great many questions, and examined me here  touching his chest. He fancies the organs are not sound, and declined giving the certificate.

That your chest is not sound? asked Jane.

He said the lungs.

Ah! she uttered. What else did he say?

Well, he said nothing about heart, or liver, or any other vital part, so I conclude they are all right, and that there was nothing to say, replied Mr. Halliburton, attempting to be cheerful. I could have told him my brain was strong enough had he asked about that, for Im sure it gets its full share of work. I need not have mentioned this to you at all, Jane, but for a perplexing bit of advice the doctor gave me.

Jane sat straight in her chair again, and looked at Mr. Halliburton. The colour was beginning to return to her face. He continued:

Dr. Carrington earnestly recommends me to remove from London. Indeed  he said  that it was necessary  if I would get well. No wonder that you found my manner absent, he continued very rapidly after his hesitation, with that unpalatable counsel to digest.

Did he think you very ill? she breathed.

He did not say I was very ill, Jane. I am not very ill, as you may see for yourself. My dear, what he said was that my lungs were  were  

Diseased? she put in.

Diseased. Yes, that was it, he truthfully replied. It is the term that medical men apply when they wish to indicate delicacy. And he strenuously recommended me to leave London.

For how long? Did he say?

He said for good.

Jane felt startled. How could it be done, Edgar?

In truth I do not know. If I leave London I leave my living behind me. Now you see why I was so absorbed at tea-time. When you saw me go out, I was going round to Allens.

And what does he say? she eagerly interrupted.

Oh, he seems to think it a mere nothing, compared with Dr. Carrington. He agreed with him on one point  that I ought to live out of London.

Edgar, I will tell you what I think must be done, said Jane, after a pause. I have not had time to reflect much upon it: but it strikes me that it would be advisable for you to see another doctor, and take his opinion: some man who is clever in affections of the lungs. Go to him to-morrow, without any delay. Should he say that you must leave London, of course we must leave it, no matter what the sacrifice.

The advice corresponded with Mr. Halliburtons own opinion, and he resolved to follow it. A conviction amounting to a certainty was upon him, that, go to what doctor he might, the fiat would be the same as Dr. Carringtons. He did not say so to Jane. On the contrary, he spoke of these insurance-office doctors as being over-fastidious in the interests of the office; and he tried to deceive his own heart with the sophistry.

Shall you apply to another office to insure your life? Jane asked.

I would, if I thought it would not be useless.

You think it would be useless?

The offices all keep their own doctors, and those doctors, it is my belief, are unnecessarily particular. I should call them crotchety, Jane.

I think it must amount to this, said Jane; that if there is anything seriously the matter with you, no office will be found to do it; but if the affection is only trifling or temporary you may be accepted.

That is about it. Oh, Jane! he added, with an irrepressible burst of anguish, what would I not give to have insured my life before this came upon me! All those past years! They seem to have been allowed to run to waste, when I might have been using them to lay up in store for the children!

How many are there of us who, looking back, can feel that our past years, in some way or other, have not been allowed to run to waste?

What a sleepless night that was for him! What a sleepless night for his wife! Both rose in the morning equally unrefreshed.

To what doctor will you go? Jane inquired as she was dressing.

I have been thinking of Dr. Arnold of Finsbury, he replied.

Yes, you could not go to a better. Edgar, you will let me accompany you?

No, no, Jane. Your accompanying me would do no good. You could not go into the room with me.

She saw the force of the objection. I shall be so very anxious, she said, in a low tone.

He laughed at her; he was willing to make light of it if it might ease her fears. My dear, I will come home at once and report to you: I will borrow Jacks seven-leagued boots, that I may come to you the quicker.

You know that I shall be anxious, she repeated, feeling vexed.

Jane, he said, his tone changing: I see that you are more anxious already than is good for you. It is not well that you should be so.

I wish I could be with you! I wish I could hear, as you will, Dr. Arnolds opinion from his own lips! was all she answered.

I will faithfully repeat it to you, said Mr. Halliburton.

Faithfully  word for word? On your honour?

Yes, Jane, I will. You have my promise. Good news I shall be only too glad to tell you; and, should it be the worst, it will be necessary that you should know it.

You must be there before ten oclock, she observed; otherwise there will be little chance of seeing him.

I shall be there by nine, Jane. To spare time later would interfere too much with my days work.

A thought crossed Janes mind  if the fiat were unfavourable what would become of his days work then  all his days? But she did not utter it.

Oh, papa, cried Janey at breakfast, was it not a beautiful party! Did you ever enjoy yourself so much before?

I dont suppose you ever did, Janey, he replied, in kindly tones.

No, that I never did. Alice Harveys birthday comes in summer, and she says she knows her mamma will let her give just such another! Mamma!  turning to Mrs. Halliburton.

Well, Jane?

Shall you let me have a new frock for it? You know I tore mine last night.

All in good time, Janey. We dont know where we may all be then.

No, they did not. A foreshadowing of it was already upon the spirit of Mrs. Halliburton. Not upon the children: they were spared it as yet.

Do not be surprised if you see me waiting for you when you come out of Dr. Arnolds, said Jane to her husband, in low tones, as he was going out.

But, Jane, why? Indeed, I think it would be foolish of you to come. My dear, I never knew you like this before.

Perhaps not. But when, before, had there been cause for this apprehension?

Jane watched him depart. Calm as she contrived to remain outwardly, she was in a terribly restless, nervous state; little accustomed as she was so to give way. A sick feeling was within her, a miserable sensation of suspense; and she could scarcely battle with it. You may have felt the same, in the dread approach of some great calamity. The reading over, Janey got her books about, as usual. Mrs. Halliburton took charge of her education in every branch, excepting music: for that she had a master. She would not send Jane to school. The child sat down to her books, and was surprised at seeing her mother come into the room with her things on.

Mamma! Are you going out?

For a little time, Jane.

Oh, let me go! Let me go too!

Not this morning, dear. You will have plenty of work  preparing the lessons that you could not prepare last night.

So I shall, said Janey. I thought perhaps you meant to excuse them, mamma.

It was almost impossible for Jane to remain in the house, in her present state of agitation. She knew that it did appear absurdly foolish to go after her husband; but, walk somewhere she must: how could she turn a different way from that which he had taken? It was some distance to Finsbury; half an hours walk at least. Should she go, or should she not, she asked herself as she went out of the house. She began to think that she might have remained at home had she exercised self-control. She had a great mind to turn back, and was slackening her pace, when she caught sight of Mr. Allen at his surgery window.

An impulse came over her that she would go in and ask his opinion of her husband. She opened the door and entered. The surgeon was making up some pills.

You are out early, Mrs. Halliburton!

Yes, she replied. Mr. Halliburton has gone to Finsbury Square to see Dr. Arnold, and I  Do you think him very ill? she abruptly broke off.

I do not, myself. Carrington  Did you know he had been to Dr. Carrington? asked Mr. Allen, almost fearing he might be betraying secrets.

I know all about it. I know what the doctor said. Do you think Dr. Carrington was mistaken?

In a measure. Theres no doubt the lungs are affected, but I believe not to the grave extent assumed by Dr. Carrington.

He assumed, then, that they were affected to a grave extent? she hastily repeated, her heart beating faster.

I thought you said you knew all about it, Mrs. Halliburton?

So I do. He may possibly not have told me the very worst said by Dr. Carrington; but he told me quite sufficient. Mr. Allen, you tell me  do you think that there is a chance of his recovery?

Most certainly I do, warmly replied the surgeon. Every chance, Mrs. Halliburton. I see no reason whatever why he should not keep as well as he is now, and live for years, provided he takes care of himself. It appears that Dr. Carrington very strongly urged his removing into the country; he went so far as to say that it was his only chance for life  and in that I think he went too far again. But the country would undoubtedly do for him what London will not.

You think that he ought to remove to the country? she inquired, showing no sign of the terror those incautious words brought her his only chance for life.

I do. If it be possible for him to manage his affairs so as to get away, I should say let him do so by all means.

It must be done, you know, Mr. Allen, if it is essential.

In my judgment it should be done. Many and many a time I have said to him myself, Its a pity but that you could be out of this heavy London! Fogs affect him, and smoke affects him  the air altogether affects him: and I only wonder it has not told upon him before. As Dr. Carrington observed to him, there are some constitutions which somehow will not thrive here.

Mrs. Halliburton rose with a sigh. I am glad you do not think so very seriously of him, she breathed.

I do not think seriously of him at all, was the surgeons answer. I confess that he is not strong, and that he must have care. The pure air of the country, and relaxation from some of his most pressing work, may do wonders for him. If I might advise, I should say, Let no pecuniary considerations keep him here. And that is very disinterested advice, Mrs. Halliburton, concluded the doctor, laughing, for, in losing you, I should lose both friends and patients.

Jane went out. Those ominous words were still ringing in her ears his only chance for life.

Forcing herself to self-control, she did not go to meet Mr. Halliburton. She returned home and took off her things, and gave what attention she could to Janes lessons. But none can tell the suspense that was agitating her: the ever-restless glances she cast to the window, to see him pass. By-and-by she went and stood there.

At last she saw him coming along in the distance. She would have liked to fly to meet him  to say, What is the news? but she did not. More patience, and then, when he came in at the front door, she left the room she was in, and went with him into the drawing-room, her face white as death.

He saw how agitated she was, strive as she would for calmness. He stood looking at her with a smile.

Well, Jane, it is not so very formidable, after all.

Her face grew hot, and her heart bounded on. What does Dr. Arnold say? You know, Edgar, you promised me the truth without disguise.

You shall have it, Jane. Dr. Arnolds opinion of me is not unfavourable. That the lungs are to a certain extent affected, is indisputable, and he thinks they have been so for some time. But he sees nothing to indicate present danger to life. He believes that I may grow into an old man yet.

Jane breathed freely. A word of earnest thanks went up from her heart.

With proper diet  he has given me certain rules for living  and pure air and sunshine, he considers that I have really little to fear. I told you, Jane, those insurance doctors make the worst of things.

Dr. Arnold, then, recommends the country? observed Jane, paying no attention to the last remark.

Very strongly. Almost as strongly as Dr. Carrington.

Jane lifted her eyes to her husbands face. Dr. Carrington said, you know, that it was your only chance of life.

Not quite as bad as that, Jane, he returned, never supposing but he must himself have let the remark slip, and wondering how he came to do so. What Dr. Carrington said was, that it was London versus life.

It is the same thing, Edgar. And now, what is to be done? Of course we have no alternative; into the country we must go. The question is, where?

Ay, that is the question, he answered. Not only where, but what to do? I cannot drop down into a fresh place, and expect teaching to surround me at once, as if it had been waiting for me. But I have not time to talk now. Only fancy! it is half-past ten.

Mr. Halliburton went out and Jane remained, fastened as it were to her chair. A hundred perplexing plans and schemes were already working in her brain.




CHAPTER IX.

SEEKING A HOME.

Plans and schemes continued to work in Mrs. Halliburtons brain for days and days to come. Many and many an anxious consultation did she and her husband hold together  where should they go? What should they do? That it was necessary to do something, and speedily, events proved, independently of what had been said by the doctors. Before another month had passed over his head, Mr. Halliburton had become so much worse that he had to resign his post at Kings College. But, to the hopeful minds of himself and Jane, the country change was to bring its remedy for all ills. They had grown to anticipate it with enthusiasm.

His thoughts naturally ran upon teaching, as his continued occupation. He knew nothing of any other. All England was before him; and he supposed he might obtain a living at it, wherever he might go. Such testimonials as his were not met with every day. His cousin Julia had married a man of some local influence (as Mr. Halliburton had understood) in the city in which they resided, the chief town of one of the midland counties: and a thought crossed his mind more than once, whether it might not be well to choose that same town to settle in.

They might be able to recommend me, you see, Jane, he observed to his wife, one evening as they were sitting together, after the children were in bed. Not that I should much like to ask any favour of Julia.

Why not? said Jane.

Because she is not a pleasant person to ask a favour of: it is many years since I saw her, but I well remember that. Another reason why I feel inclined to that place is that it is a cathedral town. Cathedral towns have many of the higher order of the clergy in them; learning is sure to be considered there, should it not be anywhere else. Consequently there would be an opening for classical teaching.

Jane thought the argument had weight.

And theres yet another thing, continued Mr. Halliburton. You remember Peach?

Peach?  Peach? repeated Jane, as if unable to recall the name.

The young fellow I had so much trouble with, a few years ago  drilling him between his terms at Oxford. But for me, he never would have passed either his great or his little go. He did get plucked the first time he went up. You must remember him, Jane: he has often taken tea with us here.

Oh, yes  yes! I remember him now. Charley Peach.

Well, he has recently been appointed to a minor canonry in that same cathedral, resumed Mr. Halliburton. Dr. Jacobs told me of it the other day. Now I am quite sure that Peach would be delighted to say a word for me, or to put anything in my way. That is another reason why I am inclined to go there.

I suppose the town is a healthy one?

Ay, that it is; and it is seated in one of the most charming of our counties. Therell be no London fogs or smoke there.

Then, Edgar, let us decide upon it.

Yes, I think so  unless we should hear of an opening elsewhere that may promise better. We must be away by Midsummer, if we can, or soon after. It will be sharp work, though.

What trouble it will be to pack the furniture! she exclaimed.

Pack what furniture, Jane? We must sell the furniture.

Sell the furniture! she uttered, aghast.

My dear, it would never do to take the furniture down. It would cost almost as much as it is worth. Theres no knowing, either, how long it might be upon the road, or what damage it might receive. I expect it would have to go principally by water.

By water! cried Mrs. Halliburton.

I fancy so  by barge, I mean. Waggons would not take it, except by paying heavily. A great deal of the country traffic is done by water. This furniture is old, Jane, most of it, and will not bear rough travelling. Consider how many years your father and mother had it in use.

Then what should we do for furniture when we get there? asked Jane.

Buy new with the money we receive from the sale of this. I have been reflecting upon it a good deal, Jane, and fancy it will be the better plan. However, if you care for this old furniture, we must take it.

Jane looked round upon it. She did care for the time-used furniture; but she knew how old it was, and was willing to do whatever might be best. A vision came into her mind of fresh, bright furniture, and it looked pleasant in imagination. It would certainly be a great deal to pack and carry, she acknowledged. And some of it is not worth it.

And it would be more than we should want, resumed Mr. Halliburton. Wherever we go we must be content with a small house; at any rate at first. But it will be time enough to go into these details, Jane, when we have finally decided upon our destination.

Oh, Edgar! I shall be so sorry to take the boys from Kings College.

Jane, he said, a flash of pain crossing his face as he spoke, there are so many things connected with it altogether that cause me sorrow, that my only resource is not to think upon them. I might be tempted to repine to ask in a spirit of rebellion why this affliction should have come upon us. It is Gods decree, and it is my duty to submit as patiently as I can.

It was her duty also: and she knew it as she laid her hand upon her weary brow. A weary, weary brow from henceforth, that of Jane Halliburton!




CHAPTER X.

A DYING BED.

In a handsome chamber of a handsome house in Birmingham, an old man lay dying. For most of his life he had been engaged in a large wholesale business  had achieved local position, had accumulated moderate wealth. But neither wealth nor position can ensure peace to a death-bed; and the old man lay on his, groaning over the past.

The season was that of mid-winter. Not the winter following the intended removal of Mr. Halliburton from London, as spoken of in the last chapter, but the winter preceding it  for it is necessary to go back a little. A hard, sharp, white day in January: and the fire was piled high in the sick room, and the large flakes of snow piled themselves outside on the window frames and beat against the glass. The room was fitted up with every comfort the most fastidious invalid could desire; and yet, I say, nothing seemed to bring comfort to the invalid lying there. His hands were clenched as in mortal agony; his eyes were apparently watching the falling snow. The eyes saw it not: in reality they were cast back to where his mind was  the past.

What could be troubling him? Was it that loss, only two years ago, by which one-half of his savings had been engulfed? Scarcely. A man dying  as he knew he was  would be unlikely to care about that now. Ample competence had remained to him, and he had neither son nor daughter to inherit. Hark! what is it that he is murmuring between his parched lips, to the accompaniment of his clenched hands?

I see it all now; I see it all! While we are buoyed up with health and strength, we continue hard, selfish, obstinate in our wickedness. But when death comes, we awake to our error; and death has come to me, and I have awakened to mine. Why did I turn him out like a dog? He had neither kith nor kin, and I sent him adrift on the world, to fight with it or to starve! He was the only child of my sister, and she was gone. She and I were of the same father and mother; we shared the same meals in childhood, the same home, the same play, the same hopes. She wrote to me when she was dying, as I am dying now: Richard, should my poor boy be left fatherless  for my husbands health seems to be failing  be his friend and protector for Helens sake, and may Heaven bless you for it! And I scoffed at the injunction when the boy offended me, and turned him out. Shall I have to answer for it?

The last anxious doubt was uttered more audibly than the rest; it escaped from his lips with a groan. A woman who was dozing over the fire started up.

Did you call, sir?

No. Go out and leave me.

But  

Go out and leave me, he repeated, with anger little fitted to his position. And the woman was speeding from the room, when he caught at the curtain and recalled her.

Are they not come?

Not yet, sir. But, with this heavy fall, its not to be wondered at. The highways must be almost impassable. With good roads they might have been here hours ago.

She went out. He lay back on his pillow: his eyes wide open, but wearing the same dreamy look. You may be wondering who he is; though you probably guess, for you have heard of him once before as Mr. Cooper, the uncle who discarded Edgar Halliburton.

I must give you a few words of retrospect. Richard Cooper was the eldest of three children; the others were a brother and a sister: Richard, Alfred, and Helen. Alfred and Helen both married; Richard never did marry. It was somewhat singular that the brother and sister should both die, each leaving an orphan; and that the orphans should find a home in the house of their Uncle Richard. Julia Cooper, the brothers orphan, was the first to come to it, a long time before Edgar Halliburton came. Helen had married the Rev. William Halliburton, and she died at his rectory in Devonshire  sending that earnest prayer to her brother Richard which you have just heard him utter. A little while, and her husband, the rector, also died; and then it was that Edgar went up to his Uncle Richards. Fortunate for these two orphan children, it appeared to be, that their uncle had not married and could give them a good home.

A good home he did give them. Julia left it first to become the wife of Anthony Dare, a solicitor in large practice in a distant city. She married him very soon after her cousin Edgar came to his uncles. And it was after the marriage of Julia that Edgar was discarded and turned adrift. Years, many years, had gone by since then; and here lay Richard Cooper, stricken for death and repenting of the harshness, which he had not repented of or sought to atone for all through those long years. Ah, my friends! whatsoever may lie upon our consciences, however we may have contrived to ignore it during our busy lives, be assured that it will find us out on our death-bed!

Richard Cooper lay back on his pillow, his eyes wide open with their inward tribulation. Who knows but there would be time yet? he suddenly murmured. And the thought appeared to rouse his mind and flush his cheek, and he lifted his hand and grasped the bell-rope, ringing it so loudly as to bring two servants to the room.

Go up, one of you, to Lawyer Westons, he uttered. Bring him back with you. Tell him I want to alter my will, and that there may yet be time. Dont send  one of you go, he repeated in tones of agonising entreaty. Bring him; bring him back with you!

As the echo of his voice died away there came a loud summons at the street door, as of a hasty arrival. Sir, cried one of the maids, theyre come at last! I thought I heard a carriage drawing up in the snow.

Whos come? he asked in some confusion of mind. Weston?

Not him, sir; Mr. and Mrs. Dare, replied the servant as she hurried out.

A lady and gentleman were getting out of a coach at the door. A tall, very tall man, with handsome features, but an unpleasantly free expression. The lady was tall also, stout and fair, with an imperious look in her little turned-up nose. Are we in time? the latter asked of the servants.

Its nearly as much as can be said, maam, was the answer. But he has roused up in the last hour, and is growing excited. The doctors thought it might be so: that hed not continue in the lethargy to the last.

They went on at once to the sick chamber. Every sense of the dying man appeared to be on the alert. His hands were holding back the curtain, his eyes were strained on the door. Why have you been so long? he cried in a voice of strength they were surprised to hear.

Dear uncle, said Mrs. Dare, bending over the bed and clasping the feeble hands, we started the very moment the letter came. But we could not get along  the roads are dreadfully heavy.

Sir, whispered a servant in the invalids ear, are we to go now for Lawyer Weston?

No, theres no need, was the prompt answer. Anthony Dare, you are a lawyer, continued Mr. Cooper; youll do what I want done as well as another. Will you do it?

Anything you please, sir, was Mr. Dares reply.

Sit down, then; Julia, sit down. You may be hungry and thirsty after your journey; but you must wait. Lifes not ebbing out of you, as it is out of me. Well get this matter over, that my mind may be so far at rest; and then you can eat and drink of the best that my house affords. I am in mortal pain, Anthony Dare.

Mrs. Dare was silently removing some of her outer wrappings, and whispering with the servant at the extremity of the roomy chamber; but Mr. Dare, who had taken off his great-coat and hat in the hall, continued to stand by the sick bed.

I am sorry to hear it, sir, he said, in reply to Mr. Coopers concluding sentence. Can the medical men afford you no relief?

It is pain of mind, Anthony Dare, not pain of body. That pain has passed from me. I would have sent for you and Julia before, but I did not think until yesterday that the end was so near. Never let a man be guilty of injustice! broke forth Mr. Cooper, vehemently. Or let him know that it will come home to him to trouble his dying bed.

What can I do for you, sir? questioned Mr. Dare.

If you will open that bureau, youll find pen, ink, and paper. Julia, come here: and see that we are alone.

The servant left the room, and Mrs. Dare came forward, divested of her cloaks. She wore a handsome dark-blue satin dress (much the fashion at that time) with a good deal of rich white lace about it, a heavy gold chain, and some very showy amethysts set in gold. The jewellery was real, however, not sham; but altogether her attire looked somewhat out of place for a death-chamber.

The afternoon was drawing to a close. What with that and the dense atmosphere outside, the chamber had grown dim. Mr. Dare disposed the writing materials on a small round table at the invalids elbow, and then looked towards the distant window.

I fear I cannot see, sir, without a light.

Call for it, Julia, said the invalid.

A lamp was brought in and placed on the table, so that its rays should not affect those eyes so soon to close to all earthly light. And Mr. Dare waited, pen in hand.

I have been hard and wilful, began Mr. Cooper, putting up his trembling hands. I have been obdurate, and selfish, and unjust; and now it is keeping peace from me  

But in what way, dear uncle? softly put in Mrs. Dare; and it may as well be remarked that whenever Mrs. Dare attempted to speak softly and kindly it seemed to bear an unnatural sound to others ears.

In what way?  why, with regard to Edgar Halliburton, said Mr. Cooper, the dew breaking out upon his brow. In seeking to follow the calling marked out for him by his father, he only did his duty; and I should have seen it in that light but for my own obstinate pride and self-will. I did wrong to discard him: I have done wrong ever since in keeping him from me, in refusing to be reconciled. Are you listening, Anthony Dare?

Certainly, sir. I hear.

Julia, I say that there was no reason for my turning him away. There has been no reason for my keeping him away. I have refused to be reconciled: I have sent back his letters unopened; I have held him at contemptuous defiance. When I heard that he had married, I cast harsh words to him because he had not asked my consent, though I was aware all the time, that I had given him no opportunity to ask it  I had harshly refused all overtures, all intercourse. I cast harsh words to his wife, knowing her not. But I see my error now. Do you see it, Julia? Do you see it, Anthony Dare?

Would you like to have him sent for, sir? suggested Mr. Dare.

It is too late. He could not be here in time. I dont know, either, where he lives in London, or what his address may be. Do you?  looking at his niece.

Oh dear, no, she replied, with a slightly contemptuous gesture of the shoulders. As much as to imply that to know the address of her cousin Edgar was quite beneath her.

No, he could not get here, repeated the dying man, whilst Mrs. Dare wiped the dews that had gathered on his pallid and wrinkled brow. Julia! Anthony! Anthony Dare!

Sir, what is it?

I wish you both to listen to me. I cannot die with this injustice unrepaired. I have made my will in Julias favour. It is all left to her, except a few trifles to my servants. When the property comes to be realised, there will be at least sixteen thousand pounds, and but for that late mad speculation I entered into there would have been nearly forty thousand.

He paused. But neither Mr. nor Mrs. Dare answered.

You are a lawyer, Anthony, and could draw up a fresh will. But theres no time, I say. What is darkening the room? he abruptly broke off to ask.

Mr. Dare looked hastily up. Nothing was darkening the room, except the gradually increasing gloom of evening.

My sight is growing dim, then, said the invalid. Listen to me, both of you. I charge you, Anthony and Julia Dare, that you divide this money with Edgar Halliburton. Give him his full share; the half, even to a farthing. Will you do so, Anthony Dare?

Yes, I will, sir.

Be it so. I charge you both solemnly  do not fail. If you would lay up peace for the time when you shall come to be where I am  do not fail. Theres no time legally to do what is right; I feel that there is not. Ere the deed could be drawn up I should be gone, and could not sign it. But I leave the charge upon you; the solemn charge. The half of my money belongs of right to Edgar Halliburton: Julia has claim only to the other half. Be careful how you divide it: you are sole executor, Anthony Dare. Have you your paper ready?

Yes, sir.

Then dot down a few words, as I dictate, and I will sign them. I, Richard Cooper, do repent of my injustice to my dear nephew, Edgar Halliburton. And I desire, by this my last act on my death-bed, to bequeath to him the half of the money and property I shall die possessed of; and I charge Anthony Dare, the executor of my will, to carry out this act and wish as strictly as though it were a formal and legal one. I desire that whatever I shall die possessed of, save the bequests to my servants, may be equally divided between my nephew Edgar and my niece Julia.

The dying man paused. I think thats all that need be said, he observed. Have you finished writing it, Anthony Dare?

Mr. Dare wrote fast and quickly, and was concluding the last words. It is written, sir.

Read it.

Mr. Dare proceeded to do so. Short as the time was which it took to accomplish this, the old man had fallen into a doze ere it was concluded; a doze or a partial stupor. They could not tell which; but, in leaning over him, he woke up with a start.

I cant die with this injustice unrepaired! he cried, his memory evidently ignoring what had just been done. Anthony Dare, your wife has no right to all my money. I shall leave half of it to Edgar. I want you to write it down.

It is done, sir. This is the paper.

Where? where? Why dont you get light into the room? Its dark  dark. This? Is this it?  as Mr. Dare put it into his hand. Now, mind! he added, his tone changing to one of solemn enjoinder; mind you act upon it. Julia has no right to more than her half share; she must not take more: money kept by wrong, acquired by injustice, never prospers. It would not bring you good, it would not bring a blessing. Give Edgar his legal half; and give him his old uncles love and contrition. Tell him, if the past could come over again there should be no estrangement between us.

He lay panting for a few minutes, and then spoke again, the paper having fallen unnoticed from his hand.

Julia, when you see Edgars wife  Did I sign that paper? he broke off.

No, sir, said Mr. Dare. Will you sign it now?

Ay. But, signed or not signed, youll equally act upon it. I dont put it forth as a legal document; I suppose it would not, in this informal state, stand good in law. It is only a reminder to you, Anthony Dare, that you may not forget my wishes. Hold me up in bed, and have lights brought in.

Anthony Dare drew the curtain back, and the rays of the lamp flashed upon the dying man. Mr. Dare looked round for a book on which to place the paper while it was signed.

I want a light, came again from the bed, in a pleading tone. Julia, why dont you tell them to bring in the lamp?

The lamp is here, uncle. It is close to you.

Then theres no oil in it, he cried. Julia, I will have lights here. Tell them to bring up the dining-room lamps. Dont ring; go and see that they are brought.

Unwilling to oppose him, and doubting lest his sight should really have gone, Mrs. Dare went out, and returned with one of the servants and more light. Mr. Cooper was then lying back on his pillow, dozing and unconscious.

Has he signed the paper? Mrs. Dare whispered to her husband.

He shook his head negatively, and pointed to it. It was lying on the bed, just as Mrs. Dare had left it. Mrs. Dare caught it up from any prying eyes that might be about, folded it, and held it securely in her hand.

He will wake up again presently, and can sign it then, observed Mr. Dare, just as a gentle ring was heard at the house door.

Its the doctor, said the servant; I know his ring.

But the old man never did sign the paper, and never woke up again. He lay in a state of lethargy throughout the night. Mr. and Mrs. Dare watched by his bedside; the servants watched; and the doctors came in at intervals. But there was no change in his state; until the last great change. It occurred at daybreak; and when the neighbours opened their windows to the cold and the snow, the house of Richard Cooper remained closed. Death was within it.




CHAPTER XI.

HELSTONLEIGH.

I believe that most of the readers of The Channings will not like this story less because its scene is laid in the same place, Helstonleigh.

I narrate to you, as you may have already discovered, a great deal of truth: of events that have actually happened, combined with fiction. I can only do this from my own personal experience, by taking you to the scenes and places where I have lived. Of this same town, Helstonleigh, I could relate to you volumes. No place in the world holds so green a spot in my memory. Do you remember Longfellows poem My Lost Youth?

Often I think of the beautiful town, That is seated by the sea; Often in thought go up and down The pleasant streets of that dear old town, And my youth comes back to me. And a verse of a Lapland song Is haunting my memory still: A boys will is the winds will, And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.

I remember the gleams and glooms that dart Across the schoolboys brain; The song and the silence in the heart, That in part are prophecies, and in part Are longings wild and vain. And the voice of that fitful song Sings on, and is never still: A boys will is the winds will, And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.

There are things of which I may not speak; There are dreams that cannot die; There are thoughts that make the strong heart weak, And bring a pallor into the cheek, And a mist before the eye. And the words of that fatal song Come over me like a chill: A boys will is the winds will, And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.

Strange to me now are the forms I meet When I visit the dear old town; But the native air is pure and sweet, And the trees that oershadow each well-known street, As they balance up and down, Are singing the beautiful song, Are sighing and whispering still: A boys will is the winds will, And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.

And Deerings woods are fresh and fair, And with joy that is almost pain My heart goes back to wander there, And among the dreams of the days that were I find my lost youth again. And the music of that old song Throbs in my memory still: A boys will is the winds will, And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.

Those are some of its verses, and what Deering is to Longfellow, Helstonleigh is to me.

The Birmingham stage-coach came into Helstonleigh one summers night, and stopped at its destination, the Star-and-Garter Hotel, bringing with it some London passengers. The direct line of rail to Helstonleigh from London was not then opened; and this may serve to tell you how long it is ago. A lady and a little girl stepped from the inside of the coach, and a gentleman and three boys got down from the outside. The latter were soaking. Almost immediately after leaving Birmingham, to which place the rail had conveyed them, the rain had commenced to pour in torrents, and those outside received its full benefit. The coach was crammed, inside and out, but with the other passengers we have nothing to do. We have with these; they were the Halliburtons.

For the town which Mr. Halliburton had been desirous to remove to, the one in which his cousin, Mrs. Dare, resided, was no other than Helstonleigh.

Mrs. Halliburton drew a long face when she set eyes on her husbands condition. Edgar! you must be wet through and through!

Yes, I am. There was no help for it.

You should have come inside when I wanted you to do so, she cried, in a voice of distress. You should indeed.

And have suffered you to take my place outside? Nonsense, Jane!

Jane looked at the hotel. We had better remain here for the night. What do you think?

Yes, I think so, he replied. It is too wet to go about looking after anything that might be less expensive. Inquire if we can have rooms, Jane, whilst I see after the luggage.

Mrs. Halliburton went in, leading Janey, and was confronted by the barmaid, a smart young woman in a smart cap. Can we sleep here to-night? she inquired.

Yes, certainly. How many beds?

I will go up with you and see, said Mrs. Halliburton. Be so kind as not to put us in your more expensive rooms, she added, in a lower tone.

The barmaid looked at her from top to toe, as it is much in the habit of barmaids to do when such a request is preferred. She saw a lady in a black silk dress, a cashmere shawl, and a plain straw bonnet, trimmed with white. Simple as the attire was, quiet as was the demeanour, there was that about Mrs. Halliburton, in her voice, her accent, her bearing altogether, which proclaimed her the gentlewoman; and the barmaid condescended to be civil.

I have nothing to do with the rooms, she said; Ill call the chambermaid. My goodness! You had better get those wet things off, sir, unless you want to be laid up with cold.

The words were uttered in surprise, as her eyes encountered Mr. Halliburton. He looked taller, and thinner, and handsomer than ever; but he had a hollow cough now, and his cheek was hectic, and he was certainly wet through.

The chambermaid allotted them rooms. Mr. Halliburton, after rubbing himself dry with towels, got into a warmed bed, and had warm drink supplied to him. Jane, after unpacking what would be wanted for the night, returned to the sitting-room, to which her children had been shown. A good-natured maid, seeing the boys clothes were damp, had lighted a fire, and they were kneeling round it, having been provided with bread and butter and milk. Intelligent, truthful, good-looking boys they were, with clear skins and bright, honest eyes, and open countenances. Janey had fallen asleep on a chair, her flaxen curls making her a pillow on its elbow. The boys crowded to one side of the fireplace when their mother came in, leaving the larger space for her; and William rose and gave her a chair. Mrs. Halliburton sat down, having laid on the table a Book of Common Prayer, which she had brought in her hand.

Mamma, I hope papa will not be ill!

Oh, William, I fear it. Such a terrible wetting! And to be so long in it! How is it that he was so much worse than you are?

Because he sat at the end, and the gentleman next him did not hold the umbrella over him at all. When it came on to rain, some of the passengers had umbrellas and some had not, so they were divided for the best. We three had one between us, and we were wedged in between two fat old men, who helped to keep us dry. What a pity there was not a place for papa inside!

Yes; or if he would only have taken mine! cried Mrs. Halliburton. A wetting would not have hurt me, as it may hurt him. What place did they call that, William, where I got out to ask him to change?

Bromsgrove Lickey. Mamma, you have had no tea!

I do not care for any, she sighed. Hers was a hopeful nature; but something within her, this evening, seemed to whisper of trial for the future. She turned to the table, where stood the remains of the childrens meal, cut a piece of bread from the loaf, and slowly spread it with butter. Then she poured out a little milk.

Dear mamma, do have some tea! cried William; thats nothing but our milk and water.

She shook her head and took the milk. Tea would only be an additional expense, and she was too completely dispirited to care what she drank.

I will read now, she said, taking up the Prayer-book. And afterwards, I think, you had better say your prayers here, near the fire, as you have been so wet.

She chose a short psalm, and read it aloud. Then the children knelt down, each at a separate chair, to say their prayers in silence. Not as childrens prayers are sometimes hurried over, knelt they; but with lowly reverence, their heads bowed, their young hearts lifted, never doubting but they were heard by God. They had been trained in a good school.

Did you ever have a sale of old things? Goods and chattels which may have served your purpose and looked well in their places, seem so old when they come to be exhibited that you feel half-ashamed of them? And as to the sum they realise  you will not have much trouble in hoarding it. Had Mr. Halliburton known the small sum that would be the result of his sale; had Jane dreamt that they would go for an old song, they had never consented to part with them. Better have been at the cost of carrying them to Helstonleigh. Their bedding, blankets, etc., they did take: and it was well they did so.

I feel almost afraid to tell you how very little money they had in hand when they arrived. All their worldly wealth was little more than a hundred and twenty pounds. Debts had to be paid before leaving London; and it cost money to give up their house without notice, for their landlord was severe.

One hundred and twenty pounds! And with this they had to buy fresh furniture, and to live until teaching came in. A forlorn prospect on which to recommence the world! No wonder that Jane shunned even tea at the inn, or any other expense that might lessen their funds! But hope is buoyant in the human heart: and unless it were so, half the world might lay themselves down to die.

Morning came: a bright, sunny, beautiful morning after the rain. Not, apparently, had Mr. Halliburton suffered. His limbs felt a little stiff, but that would go off before the day closed. Their plans were to take a small house, as cheap a one as they could find, in accordance with  you really must for once excuse the word  gentility. That  a tolerably fair appearance  was necessary to Mr. Halliburtons success as a teacher.

A dry, healthy spot, a little way out of the town, mused the landlord of the Star, to whom they communicated their desire. The London Road would be the place then. And you probably will find there such a house as you require.

They found their way to the London Road  a healthy suburb of the town; and there discovered a house they thought might suit them: a semi-detached house of good appearance, inclosed by iron railings, and standing a little back from the road. A sitting-room was on either side the entrance, a kitchen at the back. Three bedrooms were above; and above these again was a garret. A small garden was behind the house; and beyond that was a field, which did not belong to them. The adjoining house was similar to this one; but that possessed a large and productive garden. An inmate of that house showed them over this one, dressed as a Quakeress. Her features were plain, but her complexion was fair and delicate, and she had calm blue eyes.

The rent of the house is thirty-two pounds per annum, she said, in reply to Mrs. Halliburtons question. It belongs to Thomas Ashley; but thee must not apply to him. I will furnish thee with the address of the agent, who has the letting of Friend Ashleys houses. It is Anthony Dare. You will find the house pleasant and healthy, if you decide upon it, she added, speaking to both of them.

The latter name had struck upon Mr. Halliburtons ear. Jane! he whispered to his wife, that must be the Mr. Dare who married my cousin, Julia Cooper. His name was Anthony Dare.

Mr. Halliburton proceeded alone to the office of Mr. Dare, the gentleman you met at Mr. Coopers; Mrs. Halliburton returning to her children at the hotel. They had decided to take the house. Mr. Dare was not at home. In London, with his wife, the head clerk said. But the clerk had power to let the house. Mr. Halliburton gave him some particulars with regard to himself, and they were considered satisfactory; but he did not mention that he was related to Mrs. Dare.

The next thing was about furniture. The clerk directed Mr. Halliburton to a warehouse where both new and second-hand things might be obtained, and he proceeded to it, calling in at the Star for his wife. She knew a great deal more about furniture than he. They did the best they could, spending about fifty pounds. A Kidderminster carpet was bought for the best sitting-room. The other room, which was to be Mr. Halliburtons study, and the bedrooms, went for the present without any. We will buy all those things when we have succeeded a bit, said Mr. Halliburton.




CHAPTER XII.

ANNA LYNN.

They slept that night again at the Star, and the following morning early, they and their furniture took possession together of the house. A busy day they found it, arranging things. Jane  who had determined, as the saying runs, to put her shoulder to the wheel, not only on this day, but on future days  did not intend to engage a regular servant. That, like the carpets, might be indulged in as they succeeded; but in the mean time she thought a young girl might be found who would come in for a few hours daily, and do what they wanted done.

In the course of the morning, the fair, pleasant face of the Quakeress was seen approaching the back door from the garden. She wore a lilac print gown, a net kerchief crossed under it on her neck, and the peculiar net cap, with its high caul and neat little border.

I have stepped in to ask if I can help thee with thy work, she began. Thee hast plenty to do, setting things straight, and thy husband does not look strong. I will aid if thee pleasest.

You are very kind to be so thoughtful for a stranger, replied Jane, charmed with the straightforward frankness of the Quakeress. I hope you will first tell me to whom I am indebted.

Thee can call me Patience, was the ready reply. I live next door, with Samuel Lynn and his daughter Anna. His wife died soon after the child was born. I was related to Anna Lynn; and when she was departing she sent for me, and begged me not to leave her child, unless Samuel should take unto himself another wife. But that appears to be far from his thoughts. He loves the child much; she is as the apple of his eye.

Is Mr. Lynn in business? asked Jane.

Not on his own account now. He was a glove manufacturer, as a young man, but he had not a large capital; and when the British ports were opened for the admission of gloves from the French, it ruined him  as it did many others in the city. Only the rich masters could stand that. Numbers went then.

Went! echoed Jane. Went where?

To ruin. Ah! I remember it: though it is a long time ago now. It was, I think, in the year 1825. I cannot describe to thee the distress and destruction it brought upon this city, until then so flourishing. The manufacturers had to close their works, and the men went about the streets starving.

Did the distress continue long?

For weeks, and months, and years. The town will never be again, in that respect, what it has been. Samuel Lynn was a man of integrity, and he gave up business while he could pay everyone, and accepted the post of manager in the manufactory of Thomas Ashley. Thomas Ashley is one of the first manufacturers in the city, as his father was before him. When thee shall know the place and the people better, thee will find that there is not a name more respected throughout Helstonleigh than that of Thomas Ashley.

I suppose he is a rich man?

Yes, he is rich, replied Patience, who was as busy with her hands as she was in talking. His household is expensive, and he keeps his open and his close carriages; but for all that he must be putting by money. It is not for his riches that Thomas Ashley is respected, but for his high character. There is not a more just man living than Thomas Ashley; there is not a manufacturer in the town who is so considerate and kind to his workmen. His rate of wages is on the highest scale, and he is incapable of oppression. He has a son and daughter. He, the boy, causes him much uneasiness and cost.

Is he  not steady? hastily asked Jane.

Bless thee, it is not that! was the laughing answer of Patience. He is but a young boy yet. When he was fourteen months old, the nurse let him fall from her arms, from the first landing to the hall below. At first they thought he was not hurt: Margaret Ashley herself thought it; the doctors thought it. But in a little time injury grew apparent. It lay in one of the hips; he is often in great pain, and will be lame for life. Abscess after abscess forms in the hip. They take him to the sea-side; to doctors in London; but nothing cures him. A beautiful boy as you ever saw; but his hurt renders him peevish. He is fond of books; and David Byrne, who is a Latin and Greek scholar, goes daily to instruct him; but the boy is thrown back by his fits of illness. It is a great grief to Thomas and Margaret Ashley. They  Why, Anna, is it thee? What dost thou do here?

Mrs. Halliburton turned from the kitchen cupboard, where she and Patience were arranging crockery, to behold a little girl who was no doubt Anna Lynn. Dark blue eyes were deeply set beneath their long lashes, which lay on a damask and dimpled cheek; her pretty teeth shone like pearls between her smiling lips, and her chestnut hair fell in a mass of careless curls upon her neck. Never, Mrs. Halliburton thought, had she seen a face so lovely. Jane was a pretty child; but Jane faded into nothing in comparison with the vision standing there.

Thee has thy cap off again, Anna! cried the Quakeress, with some asperity of tone. Art thee not ashamed to be so bold?  going about with thy head uncovered!

The cap came off, Patience, gently responded Anna. She had a sweetly timid manner; a modest expression.

Thee need not tell me what is untrue. When the cap is tied on, it will not come off, unless purposely removed. Go home and put it on. Thee may come back again. Perhaps Friend Halliburton will permit thee to stay awhile with her children, who are arranging their books in the study. Is thy French lesson learnt?

Not quite, replied Anna, running away.

She returned with a pretty little white net cap on, the model of that worn by Patience. Her luxuriant curls were pushed under it, and the crimped border rested on the fair forehead.

Nay, there is no call to put all thy hair out of sight, child, said Patience. Where are thy combs.

In my hair, Patience.

Patience took off the cap, formed two flat curls, by means of the combs, on either side the temples, put the cap on again, and tucked the rest of the hair smoothly under it. Mrs. Halliburton then took Annas hand, and led her to her own children.

What a pity it is to hide her hair! she said afterwards to Patience.

Dost thee think so? It is the custom with our people. Annas hair is fine, and of a curly nature. Brush it as I will, it curls; and she has acquired a habit of taking her cap off when I am not watching. Her father, I grieve to say, will let her sit by the hour together, her hair down, as thee saw it now, and her cap anywhere. I believe he thinks nothing she does is wrong. I talk to him much.

I never saw a more beautiful child! said Jane, warmly.

I grant thee that she is fair; but she is eleven years old now, and her vanity should be checked. She is sometimes invited to the Ashleys, where she sees the mode in which Mary Ashley is dressed, according to the fashion of the world, and it sets her longing. Samuel Lynn will not listen to me. He is pleased that his child should be received there as Mary Ashleys equal; he cannot forget the time when he was in a good position himself.

Who teaches Anna?

She attends a small school for Friends, kept by Ruth Darby. It is the holidays now. Her father educates her well. She learns French and drawing, and other branches of study suitable for girls. Take care! let me help thee with that heavy table.

Presently they went to see how things were getting on in the study. Jane could not keep her eyes from the face of that lovely child. It partly hindered her work, which there was little need of on that busy day; a day so busy that they were all glad when it was over, and they were at liberty to retire to rest.

Rarely had Jane witnessed so beautiful a view as that which met her sight the following morning, when she drew up her blind. The previous day had been hazy  nothing was to be seen; now the atmosphere had cleared. The great extent of scenery spread around, the green fields, the growing corn, the sparkling rivulets, the woods with their darker and their brighter trees, the undulating slopes  all were charming. But beyond all, and far more charming, bounding the landscape in the distant horizon, stretched the long chain of the far-famed Malvern Hills. As the sun cast upon them its light and shade, their outline so clearly depicted against the sky, and their white villas peeping out from the trees at their base  Jane felt that she could have gazed for ever. A wondrous picture is that of Malvern, as seen from Helstonleigh in the freshness of the early morning.

Edgar! she impulsively exclaimed, turning to the bed  for Mr. Halliburton had not risen you never saw anything more beautiful than the view from this window. I am sure half the Londoners never dreamt of anything like it.

There was no reply. Perhaps he may be still asleep, she thought. But upon approaching the bed, she saw that his eyes were open.

Jane, he gasped, I am ill.

Ill! she repeated, a spasm darting through her heart.

Every limb is paining me. My head aches, and I am burning with fever. I have felt it coming on all night.

She bent down; she felt his hands and his hot face  all burning, as he said, with fever.

We must call in a doctor, she quietly said, suppressing every sign of dismay, that it might not agitate him. I will ask Patience to recommend one.

Yes; better have a doctor at once. What will become of us? If I should be going to have an illness  

Stay, Edgar; do not give way to sad anticipations, she gently said. A brave mind, you know, goes half way towards a cure. It is the effect of that wetting; the cold must have been smouldering within you.

Smouldering only to burst out the fiercer for delay. Patience spoke in favour of their own medical man, a Mr. Parry, who lived near them and had a large practice. He came; and pronounced the malady to be rheumatic fever.




CHAPTER XIII.

ILLNESS.

For nine weeks Mr. Halliburton never left his bed. His wife was worn to a shadow; what with waiting upon him, and battling with her anxiety. Her body was weary, her heart was sick. Do you know the cost of illness? Jane knew it then.

In two weeks more he could leave his easy-chair and crawl about the room; and by that time he was all eagerness to commence his operations for the future.

I must have some cards printed, Jane, he cried, one morning. Mr. Halliburton, Professor of Classics and Mathematics, late of Kings Col  or should it be simply Edgar Halliburton? he broke off, to deliberate. I wonder what the custom may be, down here?

I think you should wait until you are stronger, before you order your cards, was Janes reply.

But I can be getting things in train, Jane. I have been  how many weeks is it now?

Eleven.

To be sure. It was June when we came; it is now September. I have been obliged to neglect the boys lessons, too!

They have been very good and quiet; have gone on with their lessons themselves. If we have trouble in other ways, we have a blessing in our children, Edgar. They are thoroughly loving and dutiful.

I dont know the ordinary terms of the neighbourhood, he resumed, after an interval of silence. And  I wonder if people will want references? Jane  after another silence you must put your things on, and go to Mrs. Dares.

To Mrs. Dares! she echoed. Now? I dont know her.

Never mind about not knowing her, he eagerly continued. She is my cousin. You must ask whether they will allow themselves to be referred to. Peach will allow it also, I am quite certain. Do go, Jane.

Invalids in the weak state of Mr. Halliburton are apt to be restlessly impatient when the mind is set upon any plan or project. Jane found that it would vex him much if she declined to go to Mrs. Dare, and she prepared for the visit. Patience directed her to their residence.

It was situated at the opposite end of Helstonleigh. A handsome house, inclosed in a high wall, and bearing the imposing title of Pomeranian Knoll. Jane entered the iron gates, walked round the carriage drive that inclosed the lawn, and rang the house bell. A showy footman in light blue livery, with a bunch of cords on his shoulder, answered it.

Can I see Mrs. Dare?

What name, maam?

Jane gave in one of her visiting cards, wondering whether that was not too grand a proceeding, considering the errand upon which she had come. She was shown into an elegant room, to the presence of Mrs. Dare. That lady was in a costly morning dress, with chains, rings, bracelets, and other glittering jewellery about her: as she had worn the evening you saw her beside Mr. Coopers death-bed.

Mrs. Halliburton? she was repeating in doubt, when Jane entered, her eyes strained on the card. What Mrs. Halliburton? she added, not very civilly, turning her eyes upon Jane.

Jane explained. The wife of Edgar Halliburton, Mrs. Dares cousin.

Mrs. Dares presence of mind wholly forsook her. She grew deathly white; she caught at a chair for support; she was utterly unable to speak or to conceal her agitation. Jane could only look at her in amazement, wondering whether she was seized with sudden illness.

A few moments and she recovered herself. She took a seat, motioned Jane to another, and asked, as she might have asked of any stranger, what her business might be. Jane explained it, somewhat at length.

Mrs. Dares surprise was great. She could not or would not understand; and her face flushed a deep red, and again grew deadly pale. Edgar Halliburton come to live in Helstonleigh! she repeated. And you say you are his wife?

I am his wife, was the reply of Jane, spoken with quiet dignity.

What is it that you say he has in view, in coming here?

I beg your pardon; I thought I had explained. And Jane went over the ground again  why he had been obliged to leave London, and his reasons for settling in Helstonleigh.

You could not have come to a worse place, said Mrs. Dare, who appeared to be annoyed almost beyond repression. Masters of all sorts are so plentiful here that they tread on each others heels.

Discouraging news! And Janes heart beat fast on hearing it. My husband thought you and Mr. Dare would kindly interest yourselves for him. He knows that Mr. Peach will  

No, interrupted Mrs. Dare, in decisive tones. For Edgar Halliburtons own sake I must decline to recommend him; or, indeed, to interfere at all. It would only encourage fallacious hopes. Masters are here in abundance  I speak of private masters; they dont find half enough to do. Schools are also plentiful. The best thing will be to go to some place where there is a better opening, and not to settle himself here at all!

But we have already settled here, replied Jane.

A thought suddenly struck Mrs. Dare. It can never be Edgar who has taken Mr. Ashleys cottage in the London Road? I remember the name was said to be Halliburton.

The same. It was let to us by Mr. Dares clerk.

Mrs. Dare sat biting her lips. That she was grievously annoyed was evident, but in deference to good manners, which were partially returning to her, she strove to repress its signs. I presume your husband is poor, Mrs. Halliburton?

We are very poor.

It is generally the case with teachers, as I have observed. Well, I can only give one answer to your application  that we must decline all interference. I hope Edgar will not think of applying again to us upon the subject.

Jane rose. Mrs. Dare remained seated. And yet she prided herself upon her good breeding!

I had forgotten a question which my husband particularly desired me to ask, Jane said, turning back, as she was moving to the door. Edgar saw by the papers that his uncle, Mr. Cooper, died the beginning of the year. Did he remember him on his death-bed, so far as to send a message of reconciliation?

Strange to say, the countenance of Mrs. Dare again changed; now to a burning heat, now to a livid pallor. She hesitated in her answer.

Yes, she said at length. Mr. Cooper so far relented as to send him his forgiveness. Tell my nephew Edgar, if you ever see him, that I am sorry for my harshness; that I would treat him differently were the time to come over again. I do not remember the precise words; but they were to that effect. There is no doubt that he would have wished to be reconciled; but time did not allow it. I should have written to Edgar of this, had I been acquainted with his address.

A letter addressed to Kings College would always have found him. But he will be glad to hear this. He also bade me ask how Mr. Coopers money was left  if you would kindly give him the information.

Mrs. Dare bent her head. She was busy playing with her bracelet. The will was proved in Doctors Commons. Edgar Halliburton may see it by paying a shilling there.

It was not a gracious answer, and Jane paused. He cannot go to Doctors Commons; he is not in London, she gently said.

Mrs. Dare raised her head. A look, speaking plainly of defiance, had settled itself on her features. It was left to me; the whole of it, except a few trifling legacies to his servants. What could Edgar Halliburton expect?

I am sure that he did not expect anything, observed Jane. Though I believe a hope has sometimes crossed his mind that Mr. Cooper might at the last relent, and remember him.

Nay, said Mrs. Dare, he had behaved too disobediently for that. First, in opposing his uncles wishes that he should enter into business; secondly, in his marriage.

In his marriage! echoed Jane, a flush rising to her own face.

It was so. Mr. Cooper was exceedingly exasperated when he heard that Edgar had married. He looked upon the marriage, I believe, as undesirable for him in a pecuniary point of view. You must pardon my speaking of this to you personally. You appear to wish for the truth.

The flush on Janes face deepened to crimson.

It is true that I had no money, she said. But I am the daughter of a clergyman, and was reared a gentlewoman!

I suppose my uncle thought Edgar Halliburton should have married a fortune. However all that is past and gone, and it will do no good to recall it. I am sorry that you should have been so ill-advised for your own interests as to fix on this place to come to.

Mrs. Dare rose. She had sat all this time; Jane had stood. Tell Edgar, from me, that I am sorry to hear of his illness. Tell him there is no possible chance of success for him in Helstonleigh; no opening whatever! When I say that I hope he will speedily remove to some place less overdone with masters, I speak only in his own interest!

She rang the bell as she spoke, and gave Jane the tips of two of her fingers. The footman held open the hall door, and bowed her out. Jane went down the gravel sweep, determined never again to trouble Mrs. Dare.

Joseph! cried Mrs. Dare, sharply.

Maam?

Should that lady ever call again, I am not at home, remember!

Very well, maam, was the mans reply.

Mrs. Dare did not stay to hear it. She had flown upstairs to her room in trepidation. There she attired herself hastily and went out, bending her steps towards Mr. Dares office. It was situated at the end of the town; and the door displayed a brass plate: Mr. Dare, Solicitor.

Mrs. Dare entered the outer room. Is Mr. Dare alone? she asked of the clerks.

No, maam. Mr. Ashley is with him.

Chafing at the answer, for she was in a mood of great impatience, of inward tremor, Mrs. Dare waited for a few minutes. Mr. Ashley came out. A man of nearly forty years, rather above the middle height, with a fresh complexion, dark eyes, and well-formed features. A benevolent-looking, good man. His wife was a cousin of Mr. Dares.

Mr. Dare was seated at his table in his own room when his wife came in. She had turned again of an ashy paleness, and she dropped into a chair near to him.

What is the matter? he asked in astonishment. Are you ill?

I think I shall die, she gasped. I have had a mortal fright, Anthony.

Mr. Dare rose. He was about to get her some water, or to call for it, but she caught his arm. Stay, and hear me! Stay! Anthony, those Halliburtons have come to Helstonleigh. Come to live here!

Mr. Dares mouth opened. What Halliburtons? he presently asked.

They. He has come here to settle. He wants to teach; and his wife has been with me, asking us to be referees. Of course I put the stopper upon that. The idea of our having poor relations in the town who get their living by teaching!

A very disagreeable idea indeed; for those who were playing first fiddle in the place, and expected to play it still. But not for that did the man and wife stand gazing at each other; and the naturally bold look on Mr. Dares face had faded considerably just then.

She asked about the will, said Mrs. Dare, dropping her voice to a whisper, and looking round with a shiver. I thought I should have died with fear.

Mr. Dare rallied his courage. Any little reminiscence that may have momentarily disturbed his equanimity he shook off, and was his own bold self again.

Nonsense, Julia! What is there to fear? The will is proved and acted upon. Whatever the old man may have uttered to us in his death ramblings was heard by ourselves alone. If any one had heard it, I should not much care. A wills a will all the world over; and to act against it would be illegal.

Mrs. Dare sat wiping her brow and gathering up her courage. It came back by slow degrees.

Anthony, we must get them out of Helstonleigh. For more reasons than one we must get them out. They are in that house of Mr. Ashleys.

He looked surprised. They! Ay, to be sure: the name in the books is Halliburton. It never occurred to me that it could be they. I wonder if they are poor?

Very poor, the wife said.

Just so, said Mr. Dare, with a pleasant smile. Ill not ask for the rent this quarter, but let it go on a bit. We may get them out, Mrs. Dare.

You need not be told that Anthony Dare and his wife had omitted to act upon Mr. Coopers dying injunction. At the time they did really intend to fulfil it; they were not thieves or forgers. But Edgar Halliburton was not present to remind them of his claims: and, when the money came to be realised, to be in their own hands, there it was suffered to remain. Waiting for him, of course; they did not know precisely where to find him, and did not take any trouble to inquire. Very tempting and useful they found the money. A large portion of their own share went in paying back debts, for they lived at an extravagant rate; and  and in short they had intrenched upon that other share, and could not now have paid it over had they been ever so willing to do so. No wonder that Mrs. Dare had felt as one in mortal fear when she met Jane Halliburton face to face!




CHAPTER XIV.

A CHRISTMAS DREAM.

Winter had come to Helstonleigh: frost hovered in the air and rested on the ground. How was Mr. Halliburton? He had never once been out since his illness, and he sat by the fire when he did not lie in bed, and his cough was racking him. He might, and probably would, have recovered health under more favourable auspices, but anxiety of mind was killing him. Their money was dwindling to a close, and delicacies they dared not get for him. Mr. Halliburton would say he did not require them; could not eat them if they were procured. Poor man! he craved for them in his inmost heart. Strange to say, he did not see his own danger. Or, rather, it would have been strange but that similar cases are met with every day. When this cold weather has passed, and spring is in, then I shall get up my strength, was his constant cry. Then I shall set about my work in earnest, and make my arrival and my plans known to Peach. It has been of no use troubling him beforehand. False, false hopes! fond, delusive hopes!

Dr. Carrington had said that if he took care of himself, he might live and be well. The other doctors had said the same. And there was no reason to doubt their judgment. But they had not bargained for an attack of rheumatic fever, or for the increased injury to the lungs which the same cause, that past soaking, had induced.

On Christmas Eve, he and Jane were sitting over the fire in the twilight. He could come downstairs now; indeed, he did not appear to be so ill as he really was. The surgeon who attended him in the fever had been discharged long ago. Theres nothing the matter with me now but debility; and, only time will bring me out of that, Mr. Halliburton said, when he dismissed him. Jane was hopeful; more hopeful by fits and starts than continuously so; but she did really believe he might get well when winter had passed. They were sitting beside the fire, when a great bustle interrupted them. All the children trooped in at once, with the noise it is the delight of children not to stir without. Frank, who had been out, had entered the house with his arms full of holly and ivy, his bright face glowing with excitement. The others were attending him to show off the prize.

Look at all this Christmas, mamma! cried he. I have bought it.

Bought it? repeated Jane. My dear Frank, did I not tell you we must do without Christmas this year?

But it cost nothing, mamma. Only a penny!

Jane sighed. She did not say to the children that even a penny was no longer nothing.

You know that penny I have kept in my pocket a long while, went on Frank in excitement, addressing the assemblage. Well, I thought if mamma would not buy some Christmas, I would.

But you did not buy all that for a penny, Frank? We should pay sixpence for it in London.

I did, though, mamma. I had it of that old man who lives in the cottage higher up the road, with the big garden to it. He was going to cut me more, but I told him this was plenty. You should have seen the heaps he gave a woman for twopence: she wanted a wheelbarrow to carry it away.

Janey clapped her hands, and began to dance. I shall help you to dress the rooms! We must have a merry Christmas!

Mr. Halliburton drew her to him. Yes, we must have a merry Christmas, must we not, Janey? Jane  turning to his wife can you manage to have a nice dinner for us? Christmas only comes once a year.

He looked up with his haggard face: very much as though he were longing for a nice dinner then.

I will see what I can do, said Jane in reply, smothering down another sigh. I am going out presently to the butchers. A joint of beef will be best; and though the puddings a plain one, I hope it will be good. Yes, we must keep Christmas.

Christmas-day dawned, and in due time they assembled as usual. Jane intended to go to church that day. During her husbands illness she had been obliged to send the children alone. They had been trained to know what church meant, and did not require some one with them to keep them in order there. A good thing if the same could be said of all children!

It was a clear, bright morning, cold and frosty. Mr. Halliburton came down just as they were starting.

I feel so much better to-day! he exclaimed. I could almost go with you myself. Jane  smiling at her look of consternation you need not be startled: I do not intend to attempt it. William, you are not ready.

Mamma said I was to stay with you, papa.

Stay with me! Theres not the least necessity for that. I tell you all I am feeling better to-day  quite well. You can go with the rest, William.

William looked at his mother, and for a moment Jane hesitated. Only for a moment. I would rather he remained, Edgar, she said. Betsy will be gone by twelve oclock. Indeed, I should not feel comfortable at the thought of your being alone.

Oh, very well, replied Mr. Halliburton, quite gaily. I suppose you must remain, William, or we shall have mamma leaving when the service is only half over to see whether I have not fallen into the fire.

Jane had all the household care upon her shoulders now, and a great portion of the household work. Though an active domestic manager, she had known nothing practically of the more menial work of a house; she knew it only too well now. The old saying is a very true one: Necessity makes us acquainted with strange bedfellows. This young girl, Betsy, who came in part of each day to assist, was almost as much trouble as profit. She had said to Jane on Christmas Eve: If you please, mother says I am to be at home to-morrow, if its convenient. I am! However, Jane and the young lady came to a compromise. She was to go home at twelve and come back later to wash up the dishes. Of course it entailed upon Jane all the trouble of preparing dinner.

Have you ever known one of these cases yourself? Where a lady  a lady, mind you, as Jane was  has had to put aside her habits of refinement, pin up her gown, and turn to and cook; roast the meat and boil potatoes, and all the ether essential items? Many a one is doing it now in real life. Jane Halliburton was not a solitary example. The pudding had been made the day before and partly boiled: it was now on the fire, boiling again, and the rest of the dinner she would do on her return from church.

It was something wonderful, the improvement in Mr. Halliburtons health that day. He took his part with William in reading the psalms and lessons while the rest were at church: it was what he had been unable to do for a long time in consequence of his cough and laboured breathing. The duty over, he lay back in his chair; in thought apparently, not exhaustion.

Peace on earth, and good will towards men! he repeated presently, in a fervent, but somewhat absent tone. William, my boy, I think peace must be coming to me at last. I do feel so well.

What peace, papa? asked William, puzzled.

The peace of renewed health, of hope; freedom from worry. The Christmas season and the bright day have taken away all my despondency. Let me go on like this, and in another month I shall be out and at work.

Williams eyes sparkled. He fully believed it all. Boys are sanguine.

They were to dine at three oclock, and Jane did her best to prepare it. During the process, Patience appeared at the back door with a plate of oranges. Will thee accept of these for thy children? asked she.

How kind you are! exclaimed Jane, in a grateful impulse, as she thought of her children. Of such little treats they had latterly enjoyed a scanty share. Patience, I hope you did not buy them purposely?

Had I had to buy them, thee would not have seen them, returned the candid Quakeress. A friend of Samuel Lynns, who lives at Bristol, sends us a small case every winter. When I was unpacking it this morning I said to him, The young ones at the next door would be pleased with a few of these; but he did not answer. Thee must not think him selfish; he is not a selfish man; but he cannot bear to see anything go beside the child. Anna looked at him eagerly; she would have been pleased to send half the box: and he saw it. Take in a few, Patience, he cried.

I am much obliged to him, and to you also, repeated Jane. Patience, Mr. Halliburton is so much better to-day! Go in, and see him.

Patience went into the parlour, carrying the oranges with her. When she came out again there was a grave expression on her serene face.

Thee will do well not to count upon this apparent improvement in thy husband.

Janes heart went down considerably. I do not exactly count upon it, Patience, she confessed; but he does seem to have changed so much for the better that I feel in greater spirits than I have felt this many a day. His cough seems almost well.

I do not wish to throw a damp upon thee; still, were I thee, I would not reckon upon it. These sudden improvements sometimes turn out to have been deceitful. Fare thee well!

Jane went into the parlour. The children were gathered round the plate of oranges. Mamma, do look! cried Janey. Are they not good? There are six: one apiece for us all. I wonder if papa could eat one? Gar, you are not to touch. Papa, could you eat an orange?

Unseen by the children, Mr. Halliburton had been straining his eager gaze upon the oranges. His mouth parched with inward fever, his throat dry, they appeared, coming thus unexpectedly before him, what the long-wished-for spring of water is to the fainting traveller in the desert. Jane caught the look, and handed the plate to him. You would like one, Edgar?

I am thirsty, he said, in tones savouring of apology, for the oranges seemed to belong to the children rather than to him. I think I must eat mine before dinner. Cut it into four, will you?

He took up one of the quarters. It is delicious! he exclaimed. It is so refreshing!

The children stood around and watched him. They enjoyed oranges, but scarcely with a zest so intense as that.

When Jane returned to the kitchen, she found a helpmate. The maid from next door, Grace, a young Quakeress, fair and demure, was standing there. She had been sent by Patience to do what she could for half an hour. How considerate she is! thought grateful Jane.

They dined in comfort, Grace waiting on them. Afterwards the oranges were placed upon the table. Master Gar caught up the plate, and presented it to his mother. Papa has had his, quoth he.

Not for me, Gar, said Jane. I do not eat oranges. I will give mine to papa.

The three younger children speedily attacked theirs. William did not. He left his by the side of the one rejected by his mother, and set the plate by Mr. Halliburton.

Do you intend these for me, William?

Yes, papa.

Frank looked surprised. William, you dont mean to say you are not going to eat your orange? Why, you were as glad as any of us when they came.

I eat oranges when I want them, observed William, with an affectation of carelessness, which betrayed a delicacy of feeling that might have done honour to one older than he. I have had too good a dinner to care about oranges.

Mr. Halliburton drew William towards him, and looked steadfastly into his face with a meaning smile. Thank you, my darling, he whispered: and William coloured excessively as he sat down.

Mr. Halliburton ate the oranges, and appeared as if he could have eaten as many more. Then he leaned his head back on the pillow which was placed over his chair, and presently fell asleep.

Be very still, dear children, whispered Jane.

They looked round, saw why they were to be still, and hushed their busy voices. William pulled a stool to his mothers feet, and took his seat on it, holding her hand between his.

Papa will soon be well again now, he softly said. Dont you think so, mamma?

Indeed I hope he will, she answered.

But dont you think it? he persisted; and Jane detected an anxiety in his tone. Could there have been a shadow of fear upon the boys own heart? He said mamma, whilst you were at church, that in another month he should be strong again.

Not quite so soon as that, I fear, William. He has been so much reduced, you know. Later: if he goes on as well as he appears to be going on now.

Jane set the children to that renowned game. Cross questions and crooked answers. You may have had the pleasure of playing it: if so, you will remember that it consists chiefly of whispering. It is difficult to keep children quiet long together.

Where am I? cried a sudden voice, startling the children in the midst of their silent whispers.

It came from Mr. Halliburton. He had slept about half an hour, and was now looking round in bewilderment, his head starting away from the pillow. Where am I? he repeated.

You have been asleep, papa, cried Frank.

Asleep! Oh, yes! I remember. You are all here, and it is Christmas Day. I have been dreaming.

What about, papa?

Mr. Halliburton let his head fall back on the pillow again. He fixed his eyes on vacancy, and there ensued a silence. The children looked at him.

Singular things are dreams, he presently exclaimed. I thought I was on a broad, wide road  an immense road, and it was crowded with people. We were all going one way, stumbling and tripping along  

What made you stumble, papa? interrupted Janey, whose busy tongue was ever ready to talk.

The road was full of impediments, continued Mr. Halliburton, in a dreamy tone, as if his mental vision were buried in the scene and he was relating what had actually occurred. Stones, and hillocks, and brambles, and pools of shallow water, and long grass that got entangled round our feet: nothing but difficulties and hindrances. At the end, in the horizon, as far as the eye could reach  very, very far away indeed  a hundred times as far away as the Malvern Hills appear to be from us  there shone a brilliant light. So brilliant! You have never seen anything like it in life, for the naked eye could not bear such light. And yet we seemed to look at it, and our sight was not dazzled!

Perhaps it was fireworks? interrupted Gar. Mr. Halliburton went on without heeding him.

We were all pressing on to get to the light, though the distant journey seemed as if it could never end. So long as we kept our eyes fixed on the light, we could see how we walked, and we passed over the rough places without fear. Not without difficulty. But still we did pass them, and advanced. But the moment we took our eyes from the light, then we were stopped; some fell; some wandered aside, and would not try to go forward; some were torn by the brambles; some fell into the water; some stuck in the mud; in short, they could not get on any way. And yet they knew  at least, it seemed that they knew  that if they would only lift their eyes to the light, and keep them steadfastly on it, they were certain to be helped, and to make progress. The few who did keep their eyes on it  very few they were!  steadily bore onwards. The same hindrances, the same difficulties were in their path, so that at times they also felt tempted to despair  to fear they could not get on. But their fears were groundless. So long as they did not take their eyes from the light, it guided them in certainty and safety over the rough places. It was a helper that could not fail; and it was ready to guide every one  all those millions and millions of travellers. To guide them throughout the whole of the way until they had gained it.

The children had become interested and were listening with hushed lips. Why did they not all let it guide them? breathlessly asked William. Nothing can be more easy than to keep our eyes on a light that does not dazzle. What did you do, papa?

It seemed that the light would only shine on one step at a time, continued Mr. Halliburton, not in answer to William, but evidently absorbed in his own thoughts. We could not see further than the one step, but that was sufficient; for the moment we had taken it, then the light shone upon another. And so we passed on, progressing to the end, the light seeming brighter and brighter as we drew near to it.

Did you get to it, papa?

I am trying to recollect, William. I seemed to be quite close to it. I suppose I awoke then.

Mr. Halliburton paused, still in thought: but he said no more. Presently he turned to his wife. Is it nearly tea-time, Jane? I cannot think what makes me so thirsty.

We can have tea now, if you like, she replied. I will go and see about it.

She left the room, and Janey ran after her. In the kitchen, making a great show and parade of being at work amidst plates and dishes, was a damsel of fifteen, her hair curiously twisted about her head, and her round, green eyes wide open. It was Betsy.

That was good pudding, cried she, turning her face to Mrs. Halliburton. Better than mothers.

She alluded to a slice which had been given her. Jane smiled. We want tea, Betsy.

Have it in directly, mum, was Miss Betsys acquiescent response.

Scarcely were the words spoken, when a commotion was heard in the sitting-room. The door was flung open, and the boys called out, the tone of their voices one of utter alarm. Jane, the child, and the maid, made but one step to the room. All Janes fears had flown to fire.

Fire had been almost less startling. Mr. Halliburton was lying back on the pillow with a ghastly face, his mouth, and shirt-front stained with blood. He could not speak, but he asked assistance with his imploring eyes. In coughing he had broken a blood-vessel.

Jane did not faint; did not scream. Her whole heart turned sick, and she felt that the end had come. Janey sank down on the floor with a faint cry, and hid her face on the sofa. One glimpse was sufficient for Betsy. The moment she had taken it, she subsided into a succession of shrieks; flew out of the house and burst into that of Mr. Lynn. There she terrified the sober family by announcing that Mr. Halliburton was lying with his throat cut.

Mr. Lynn and Patience hurried in, ordering Anna to remain where she was. They saw what was the matter, and placed him in a better position: Patience helping Mrs. Halliburton to sponge his face.

Shall I get the doctor for thee, friend? asked the Quaker of Jane. I shall bring him quicker, maybe, than one of thy lads would.

Oh! yes, yes!

I warned thee not to be sanguine, whispered Patience, when Mr. Lynn had gone. I feared it might be only the deceitfulness of the ending.

The ending! what a confirmation of Janes own fears! She turned her eyes despairingly on Patience.

Mr. Halliburton opened his trembling lips, as though he would have spoken. Patience stopped him.

Thee must not talk, friend. If thee hast need of anything, can thee not make a sign?

He gave them to understand that he wanted water. This was given to him, and he appeared to be more composed.

There is nothing else that I can do just now, observed Patience. I will go back and take thy little girl with me. See her, hiding there!

Patience did so. Betsy cowered over the fire in the kitchen, and the three boys and their mother stood round the dying man.

Children! he gasped.

Oh, Edgar! do not speak! interrupted Jane.

He smiled as he looked at her, very much as though he knew that it did not matter whether he spoke or remained silent. I am at the journeys end, Jane; close to the light. Children, he panted at slow intervals, when I told you my dream, I little thought it was only a type of the present reality. I think it was sent to me that I might tell it you, for I now see its meaning. You are travelling on to that light, as I thought I was  as I have been. You will have the same stumbling-blocks to walk over; none are exempt from them; trials, and temptations, and sorrows, and drawbacks. But the light is there, ever shining to guide you, for it is Heaven. Will you always look up to it?

He gathered their hands together, and held them between his. The boys, awe-struck, bewildered with terror and grief, could only gaze in silence and listen.

The light is God, my children. He is above you, and below you, and round about you everywhere. He is ready to help you at every step and turn. Make Him your guide; put your whole dependence upon Him, implicitly trust to Him to lighten your path, so that you may see to walk in it. He cannot fail. Look up to Him, and you will be unerringly guided, though it may be  though it probably will be  only step by step. Never lose your trust in God, and then rest assured He will conduct you to His own bright ending. Jane, let them take it to their hearts! May God bless you, my dear ones! and bring you to me hereafter!

He ceased, and lay exhausted; his eyes fondly seeking Janes, her hand clasped in his. Janes own eyes were dry and burning, and she appeared to be unnaturally calm. Gradually the fading eyes closed. In a very short time the knock of Samuel Lynn was heard at the door. He had brought the doctor. William, passing his handkerchief over his wet face, went to open it.

Mr. Parry stepped into the room, and Jane moved from beside her husband to give place to him. He sighed heavily a minute or two ago, she whispered.

The surgeon looked at him. He bent his ear to the open mouth, and then gently unbuttoned the waistcoat, and listened for the beating of the heart. His life passed away in that sigh, murmured the doctor to Jane.

It was even so. Edgar Halliburton had gone into the light.




CHAPTER XV.

THE FUNERAL.

Jane looked around her  looked at all the terrors of her situation. The first burst of grief over, and a day or two gone on, she could only look at it. She did not know which way to turn or what to do. It is true she placed implicit trust in God  in the LIGHT spoken of by her husband when he was passing away. Throughout her life she had borne an ever-present, lively trust in Gods unchanging care; and she had incessantly striven to implant the same trust in the minds of her children. But in this season of dread anxiety, of hopeless bereavement, you will not think less well of her for hearing that she did give way to despondency, almost to despair.

From tears for him who had been the dear partner of her life, to anxiety for the future of his children  from anxiety for them, to pecuniary distress and embarrassment  so passed on her hours from Christmas night. Calm she had contrived to be in the presence of others; but it was the calm of an aching heart. She dreaded her own reflections. When she rose in the morning she said, How shall I bear up through the day? and when she went to her bed, it would be, How shall I drag through the right? Tossing, turning, moaning; walking the room in the darkness when no eye was upon her; kneeling, almost without hope, to pour forth her tribulations to God  who would believe that, in the daytime, before others, she could be so apparently serene? Only once did she give way, and that was the day before the funeral.

Patience sympathised with her in a reasoning sort of way. It had been next to impossible for Jane to keep her pecuniary anxiety from Patience, who advised and assisted her in making the various arrangements. It was necessary to go to work in the most sparing manner possible; and it ended in Janes taking Patience into her full confidence.

If thee can but keep a house over thy head, so as to retain thy children with thee, thee wilt get along. Do not be cast down.

Oh, Patience, that is what I have been thinking about  how am I to keep the house together. I do not see that I can do it.

The furniture is thine, observed Patience. Thee might let two or three of thy rooms, so as to cover the rent.

I have thought all that over and over again to myself, sighed Jane. But, Patience  allowing that the rent were made in that way  how are we to live?

Thee must occupy thy time in some way. Thee can sew! Dost thee know dress-making?

No  only sufficient of it to make my own plain gowns and Janes frocks. As to plain sewing, I could never earn food at it  it is so badly paid. And there will be the education of my boys, and their clothing.

Thee hast anxiety before thee  I see it, said Patience, in a grave tone. Still, I would not have thee be cast down. Thee will make thyself ill, and that will not be the way to mend thy condition.

Jane sat down, her hands clasped on her knees, her mind viewing her dark troubles. If I were but clear, I should have better hope, she said, lifting her face in its sad sorrow. Patience, we owe half a years rent; and there will be the funeral expenses besides.

Hast thee no kindred that would aid thee in thy strait?

Jane shook her head. The only kindred she possessed in the whole world was one who had barely enough for his own poor wants  her brother Francis.

Hast thee no little property to dispose of? continued Patience. Watches, or things of that kind?

There was her husbands watch. But Janes pale face crimsoned at the idea of parting with it in that manner. It was a good watch, and had long ago been promised to William.

I can understand thy flush of aversion, said Patience, kindly. I would not be the one to suggest aught to hurt thy feelings; but thy necessities may leave no alternative.

A conviction that they would leave none was already stealing over Jane. She possessed a few trinkets herself, not of much value, and a little silver. All might have to go, not excepting the watch. Would there be a difficulty in disposing of them, Patience? she asked aloud.

None at all: there is the pawn-shop, said the plain-speaking Quakeress. I do not know what many would do without it. I can tell thee that some of the great ones of this city send their plate to it on occasion. Thee would not like to go to such a place thyself, but thy servants mother, Elizabeth Carter, is a discreet woman: she would render thee this little service. As I tell thee, if thee can only surmount present difficulties, so as to secure a start, thee may get on.

Surmount present difficulties! It seemed to Jane next door to an impossibility. She had the merest trifle of money left, was in debt, and without means, so far as she saw, of earning even food. She paid her last night visit to the room which contained the coffin, and went thence up to her bed, to toss the night through on her wet pillow, with a burning brow and an aching heart.

It was a sad funeral to see, and one of the plainest of the plain. The clerk of the church, who had condescended to come up to escort it  a condescension he did not often vouchsafe to poor funerals, for they afforded nothing good to eat and drink  walked first, without a hatband. Then came the coffin, covered with a pall, and William and Frank behind it. Jane had not sent Gar, poor little fellow! She thought he might be better away. That was all; there were no attendants: the clerk, the two boys, the coffin, and the men who bore it.

It was sad to see. The people stopped to look as it went along the streets, following with their eyes the poor fatherless children. One young man stood aside, raised his hat, and held it in his hand until the coffin had passed. But the young man had lived in foreign countries, where it is the custom to remain uncovered whilst a funeral goes by.

He was buried at St. Martins Church; and, singular to say, the officiating minister was the Rev. Mr. Peach. Mr. Peach did not know who he was interring: he had taken the service for St. Martins rector. William heard his name: how many times had he heard his poor father mention the name in connection with his hopeful prospects! He burst into wailing sobs at the thought. Mr. Peach glanced off his book to look compassionately at the sobbing boy.

The funeral was over, the last word of the service spoken, the first shovel of earth flung rattling on to the coffin. The clerk did not pay the compliment of his escort back again; indeed, there was nothing to escort but the two boys. They walked alone, with no company but their hatbands.

In the evening, at dusk, they were gathered together  Jane and all the children. Tears seemed to have a respite: they had been shed of late all too plentifully.

I must speak to you, children, said Jane, lifting her head, and breaking the silence. I may as well speak now, as let the days go on first. You are young, but you are old enough to understand me. Do you know, my darlings, how very sad our position is?

In losing papa? said Janey, catching her breath.

Yes, yes, in losing him, wailed Jane. For that includes more than you suspect. But I wish to allude more particularly to the future. My dears, I do not see what is to become of us. We have no money; and we have no one to give us any or to lend us any; no one in the wide world.

The children did not interrupt; only William moved his chair nearer to hers. She looked so young in her widows cap: nearly as young as when, years ago, she had married him who had that day been put out of her sight for ever.

If we can only keep a roof over our heads, continued Jane, speaking very softly from the effort to subdue her threatening emotion, we may perhaps struggle on. Perhaps. But it will be struggling; and you do not know half that the word implies. We may not have enough to eat. We may be cold and hungry  not once, but constantly; and we shall certainly have to encounter and endure the slights and humiliations attendant on extreme poverty. I do not know that we can retain a home; for we may, in a week or two, be turned from this.

But why be turned from this, mamma?

Because there is rent owing, and I have not the means to pay it, she answered. I have written to your uncle Francis, but I do not believe he will be able to help me. He  

Why cant we go back to London to live? eagerly interrupted little Gar. It was so nice there! It was a better home than this.

You forget, Gar, that  that   here she almost broke down, and had to pause a minute that our income there was earned by papa. He would not be there to earn it now. No, my dear ones; I have thought the future over in every way  thought until my brain has become confused  and the only possible chance that I can see, of our surmounting difficulties, so as to enable us to exist, is by endeavouring to keep this home. Patience suggests that I should let part of it. I had already thought of that; and I shall endeavour to do so. It may cover the rent and taxes. And I must try and do something else that will find us food.

The children looked perfectly thunderstruck, especially the two elder ones, William and Jane. Do something to find food! they uttered, aghast. Mamma, what do you mean?

It is so difficult to make children understand these unhappy things  those who have been brought up in comfort. Jane sighed, and explained further. Little desolate hearts they were who listened to her.

William, she resumed, your poor papas watch was to have been yours; but  I scarcely like to tell you  I fear I shall be obliged to dispose of it to help our necessities.

A spasm shot across Williams face. But, brave-hearted boy that he was, he would not let his mother see his disappointment, and looked cheerfully at her.

There is one thought that weighs more heavily on my mind than all  your education. How I shall manage to continue it I do not know. My darlings, I look upon this only in a degree less essential to you than food: you know that learning is better than house and land. I do not yet see my way clear in any way: it is very dark  almost as dark as it can be; and but for one Friend, I should despair.

What friend is that, mamma? Do you mean Patience?

I mean God, replied Jane. I know that He is a sure refuge to those who trust in Him. In my saddest moments, when I think how certain that refuge is, a ray of light flashes over me, bright as that glorious light in your papas dream. Oh, my dear children! Perhaps we shall be helped to struggle on!

Who will buy us new clothes? cried Frank, dropping upon another phase of the difficulty. Jane sighed: it was all terribly indistinct.

In all the tribulation that will probably come upon us, the humiliations, the necessities, we must strive for patience to bear them. You do not yet understand the meaning of the term, to bear; but you will learn it all too soon. You must bear not only for your own sakes, because it is your lot, and you cannot go from it; not only for mine, but chiefly because it is the will of God. This affliction could not have come upon us unless God had permitted it, and I am quite sure, therefore, that it is in some way sent for our good. We shall not be utterly miserable if we can keep together in our house. You will aid me in it, will you not?

In what way, mamma? they eagerly asked, as if wishing to begin something then. What can we do?

You can aid me by being dutiful and obedient; by giving me no unnecessary anxiety or trouble; by cheerfully making the best of our privations; and you can strive to retain what you have already learnt by going diligently over your lessons together. All this will aid and comfort me.

Williams tears burst forth, and he laid his head on his mothers lap. Oh, mamma dear, I will try and do for you all I can, he sobbed. I will indeed.

Take comfort, my boy, she whispered, leaning tenderly over him. Remember that your last act to your father was a loving sacrifice, in giving to him the orange that you would have enjoyed. I marked it, William. My darling children, let us all strive to bear on steadfastly to that far-off light, ever looking unto God.




CHAPTER XVI.

TROUBLE.

A week elapsed, after the burial of Mr. Halliburton. By that time Jane had looked fully into the best and worst of her condition, and had, so to say, organised her plans. By the disposal of the watch, with what little silver they possessed, and ornaments of her own, she had been enabled to discharge the expenses of the funeral and other small debts, and to retain a trifle in hand for present wants.

On the last day of the week, Saturday, she received an application for the rent. A stylish-looking stripling of some nineteen years, with light eyes and fair hair, called from Mr. Dare to demand it. Jane told him she could not pay him then, but would write and explain to Mr. Dare. Upon which the gentleman, whose manners were haughtily condescending, turned on his heel and left the house, not deigning to say good morning. As he was swinging out at the gate, Patience, coming home from market with a basket in her hand, met him. How dost thee? said she in salutation. But there was no response from the other, except that his head went a shade higher.

Do you know who that is? inquired Jane, afterwards.

Of a surety. It is young Anthony Dare.

He has not pleasing manners.

Not to us. There is not a more arrogant youth in the town. But his private character is not well spoken of.

Jane sat down to write to Mr. Dare. Her brother Francis, to whom she had explained her situation, had promised her the rent for the half-year due, sixteen pounds, by the middle of February. He could not let her have it before that period, he said, but she might positively count upon it then. She begged Mr. Dare to accord her the favour of waiting until then. Sealing her note, she sent it to him.

On the Monday following, all was in readiness to let; and Jane was full of hope, looking for the advent of lodgers. The best parlour and the two best bedrooms had been vacated, and were in order. Jane slept now with her little girl, and the boys had mattresses laid down for them on the floor at the top of the house. They were to make the study their sitting-room from henceforth; and a card in the window displayed the announcement Lodgings. The more modern word apartments had not then come into fashion at Helstonleigh.

Patience came in after breakfast with a piece of grey merino in her hand.

Would thee like to make a frock for Anna? asked she of Mrs. Halliburton. Sarah Locke does them for her mostly, for it is work that I am not clever at; but Sarah sends me word she is too full of work this week to undertake it. I heard thee say thee made Janeys frocks. If thee can do this, and earn half-a-crown, thee art welcome. It is what I should pay Sarah.

Jane took the merino in thankfulness. It was as a ray of hope, come to light up her heart. Only the instant before Patience entered she was wishing that something could arrive for her to do, never supposing that it would arrive. And now it had come!  and would bring her in two-and-sixpence! Two-and-sixpence! we may feel inclined to echo, in undisguised contempt for the trifle. Ay! but we may never have known the yearning want of two-and-sixpence, or of ten-and-sixpence either!

Jane cut out the skirt by a pattern frock, and sat down to make it, her mind ruminating on the future. The children were at their lessons, round the table. I have just two pounds seventeen and sixpence left, deliberated Jane. This half-crown will make it three pounds. I wonder how long we can live upon that? We have good clothes, and for the present the boys boots are good. If I can let the rooms we shall have the rent, so that food is the chief thing to look to. We must spin the money out; must live upon bread and potatoes and a little milk, until something comes in. I wonder if five shillings a week would pay for bare food, and for coals? I fear  

Janes dreams were interrupted. The front gate was swung open, and two people, men or gentlemen, approached the house door and knocked. Their movements were so quick that Jane caught only a glimpse of them. See who it is, will you, William?

She heard them walk in and ask if she was at home. Putting down her work, she shook the threads from her black dress and went out to them, William returning to his lessons.

The visitors were standing in the passage  one well-dressed man and one shabby one. The former made a civil demand for the half-years rent due. Jane replied that she had written to Mr. Dare on the previous Saturday, explaining things to him, and asking him to wait a short time.

Mr. Dare cannot wait, was the rejoinder of the applicant, still speaking civilly. You must allow me to remark, maam, that you are strangers to the town, that you have paid no rent since you entered the house  

We believed it was the custom to pay half-yearly, as Mr. Dare did not apply for it at the Michaelmas quarter, interrupted Jane. We should have paid then, had he asked for it.

At any rate, it is not paid, was the reply. And  I am sorry, maam, to be under the necessity of leaving this man in possession until you do pay!

They walked deliberately into the best parlour; and Jane, amidst a rushing feeling of despair that turned her heart to sickness, knew that a seizure had been put into the house.

As she stood in her bewilderment, Patience entered by the back door, the way she always did enter, and caught a glimpse of the shabby man. She drew Jane into the kitchen.

What does that man do here? she inquired.

For answer Jane sank into a chair and burst into sobs so violent as to surprise the calm Quakeress. She turned and shut the door.

Hush thee! Now hush thee! Thy children will hear and be terrified. Art thee behind with thy taxes?

For some minutes Jane could not reply. Not for taxes, she said; they are paid. Mr. Dare has put him in for the rent.

Patience revolved the news in considerable astonishment. Nay, but I think thee must be in error. Thomas Ashley would not do such a thing.

He has done it, sobbed Jane.

It is not in accordance with his character. He is a humane and considerate man. Verily I grieve for thee! That man is not an agreeable inmate of a house. We had him in ours last year!

You! uttered Jane, surprise penetrating even to her own grief. You!

They force us to pay church-rates, explained Patience. We have a scruple to do so, believing the call unjust. For years Samuel Lynn had paid the claim to avert consequences; but last year he and many more Friends stood out against it. The result was, that that man, now in thy parlour, was put into our house. The amount claimed was one pound nine shillings; and they took out of our house, and sold, goods which had cost us eleven pounds, and which were equal to new.

Oh, Patience, tell me what I had better do! implored Jane, reverting to her own trouble. If we are turned out and our things sold, we must go to the workhouse. We cannot be in the streets.

Indeed, I feel incompetent to advise thee. Had thee not better see Anthony Dare, and try thy persuasion that he would remove the seizure and wait?

I will go to him at once, feverishly returned Jane. You will allow Janey to remain with you, Patience, while I do so?

Of a surety I will. She  

At that moment the children burst into the kitchen, one after the other. Mamma, who is that shabby-looking man come into the study? He has seated himself right in front of the fire, and is knocking it about. And the other is looking at the tables and chairs.

It was Frank who spoke; impetuous

Frank. Mrs. Halliburton cast a despairing look around her, and Patience drew their attention.

That man is here on business, she said to them. You must not be rude to him, or he will be ten times more rude to you. The other will soon be gone. Your mother is going abroad for an hour; perhaps when she returns she will rid the house of him. Jane, child, thee can come with me and take thy dinner with Anna.

Mrs. Halliburton waited until the better-looking of the two men was gone, and then started. It was a raw, cold day  what some people call a black frost. Black and gloomy it all looked to her, outwardly and inwardly, as she traversed the streets to the office of Mr. Dare. Patience had directed her, and the plate on the door, Mr. Dare, Solicitor, showed her the right house. She stepped inside that door, which stood open, and knocked at one to the right of the passage. Clerks Room was inscribed upon it.

Come in.

Three or four clerks were in it. In one of them she recognized him who had just left her house. The other clerks appeared to defer to him, and called him Mr. Stubbs. Jane, giving her name, said she wished to see Mr. Dare, and the request was conveyed to an inner room. It brought forth young Anthony.

My father is busy and cannot see you, was his salutation. I can hear anything you may have to say. It will be the same thing.

Thank you, replied Jane, in courteous tones, very different from his. But I would prefer to see Mr. Dare.

He is engaged, I say, sharply repeated Anthony.

I will wait, then. I must see him.

Anthony Dare stalked back again. Jane, seeing a bench against the wall, sat down. It was about half-past twelve when she arrived there, and when the clock struck two, there she was still. Several clients, during that time, had come and gone; they were admitted to Mr. Dare, but she sat on, neglected. At two oclock Anthony came through the room with his hat on. He appeared to be going out.

What! are you here still? he exclaimed, in genuine or affected surprise; never, in his ill-manners, removing his hat  he of whom it was his delight to hear it said that he was the most complete gentleman in Helstonleigh. I assure you it is not of the least use your waiting. Mr. Dare will not be able to see you.

Mr. Dare can surely spare me a minute when he has done with others.

He cannot to-day. Can you not say to me what you want to say?

Indeed I must see Mr. Dare himself. I will wait on, if you will allow me, hoping to do so.

Anthony Dare vouchsafed no reply, and went out. One or two of the clerks looked round. They appeared not to understand why she sat on so persistently, or why Mr. Dare refused to see her.

In about an hours time the inner door opened. A tall man, with a bold, free countenance, looked into the room. Supposing it to be Mr. Dare, Jane rose and approached him. Will you allow me a few minutes conversation? she asked. I presume you are Mr. Dare?

He put up his hands as if to fence her off. I have no time, I have no time, he reiterated, and shut the door in her face. Jane sat down again on the bench. Stubbs, I want you, came forth from Mr. Dares voice, as he opened the door an inch to speak it.

Stubbs went in, remained a few minutes, and then returned, put on his hat, and walked out. His departure was the signal for considerable relaxation in the office duties. When the cats away you know the rest. Yawning, stretching, whispering, and laughing supervened. One of the clerks took from his pocket a paper of the biscuits called Union in Helstonleigh, and began eating them. Another pulled out a bottle, and solaced himself with some of its contents  whatever they might be. Suddenly the man with the biscuits got off his stool, and offered them to Mrs. Halliburton. Her pale, sad face may have prompted his good nature to the act.

You have waited a good while, maam, and perhaps have lost your dinner through it, he said.

Jane took one of them. You are very kind. Thank you, she faintly said.

But not a crumb of it could she swallow. She had taken a slice of dry toast for her breakfast that morning, with half a cup of milk; and it was long since she had had a sufficiency of food at any meal. She felt weak, sick, faint; but anxiety and suspense were at work within, parching her throat, destroying her appetite. She held the biscuit in her fingers, resting on her lap, and, in spite of her efforts, the rebellious tears forced themselves to her eyes. Raising her hand, she quietly let fall her widows veil.

A poor-looking man came in, and counted out eight shillings, laying them upon the desk. I couldnt make up the other two this week; I couldnt, indeed, he said, with trembling eagerness. Ill bring twelve next week, please to say.

Mind you do, responded one of the clerks; or you know what will be in store for you.

The man shook his head. He probably did know; and, in going out, was nearly knocked over by a handsome lad of seventeen, who was running in. Very handsome were his features; but they were marred by the free expression which characterized Mr. Dares.

I say, is the governor in? cried he, out of breath.

Yes, sir. Lord Hawkesleys with him.

The deuce take Lord Hawkesley, then! returned the young gentleman. Wheres Stubbs? I want my weeks money, and I cant wait. Walker, I say, wheres Stubbs?

Stubbs is gone out, sir.

What a bother! Halloa! Heres some money! What is this? continued the speaker, catching up the eight shillings.

It is some that has just been paid in, Master Herbert.

Thats all right then, said he, slipping five of them into his jacket pocket. Tell Stubbs to put it down as my weeks money.

He tore off. Jane sat on, wondering what she was to do. There appeared to be little probability that she would be admitted to Mr. Dare; and yet, how could she go home as she came  hopeless  to the presence of that man? No; she must wait still; wait until the last. She might catch a word with Mr. Dare as he was leaving. Jane could not help thinking his behaviour very bad in refusing to see her.

The office was being lighted when Mr. Stubbs returned. One of the clerks pointed to the three shillings with his pen. Kinnersley has brought eight shillings. He will make it twelve next week. Couldnt manage the ten this, he says.

Where are the eight shillings? asked Stubbs. I see only three.

Oh, Master Herbert came in, and took off five. He said you were to put it down as his weeks money.

Hell take a little too much some day, if hes not checked, was the cynical reply of the senior clerk. However, its no business of mine.

He put the three shillings into his own desk, and made an entry in a book. After that he went in to Mr. Dare, who was now alone. A large room, handsomely fitted up. Mr. Dares table was near one of the windows: a desk, at which Anthony sometimes sat, was at the other. Mr. Dare looked up.

I could not do anything, sir, said Stubbs. The other party will listen to no proposal at all. They say theyll throw it into Chancery first. An awful rage they are in.

Tush! said Mr. Dare. Chancery, indeed! Theyll tell another tale in a day or two. Has Kinnersley been in?

Kinnersley has brought eight shillings, and promises to bring twelve next Monday. Master Herbert carried off five of them, and left word it was for his weeks money.

A smart blade! cried Mr. Dare, apostrophizing his son with personal pride. Take it when I can, is his motto. Hell make a good lawyer, Stubbs.

Very good, acquiesced Stubbs.

Is that woman gone yet?

No, sir. My opinion is, she means to wait until she sees you.

Then send her in at once, and lets get it over, thundered Mr. Dare.

In what lay his objection to seeing her? A dread lest she should put forth their relationship as a plea for his clemency? If so, he was destined to be agreeably disappointed. Jane did not allude to it; would not allude to it. After that interview held with Mrs. Dare, some three or four months before, she had dropped all remembrance of the connection: even the children did not know of it. She only solicited Mr. Dares leniency now, as any other stranger might have solicited it. Little chance was there of Mr. Dares acceding to her prayer: he and his wife both wanted Helstonleigh to be free of the Halliburtons.

It will be utter ruin, she urged. It will turn us, beggars, into the streets. Mr. Dare, I promise you the rent by the middle of February. Unless it were certain, my brother would not have promised it to me. Surely you may accord me this short time.

Maam, I cannot  that is, Mr. Ashley cannot. It was a reprehensible piece of carelessness on my part to suffer the rent to go on for half a year, considering that you were strangers. Mr. Ashley will look to me to see him well out of it.

There is sufficient furniture in my house, new furniture, to pay what is owing three times over.

May be, as it stands in it. Things worth forty pounds in a house, wont fetch ten at a sale.

That is an additional reason why I  

Now, my good lady, interrupted Mr. Dare, with imperative civility, one word is as good as a thousand; and that word I have said. I cannot withdraw the seizure, except on receipt of the rent and costs. Pay them, and I shall be most happy to do it. If you stop here all night I can give you no other answer; and my time is valuable.

He glanced at the door as he spoke. Jane took the hint, and passed out of it. As much by the tone, as by the words, she gathered that there was no hope whatever.

The streets were bright with gas as she hurried along, her head bent, her veil over her face, her tears falling silently. But when she left the town behind her, and approached a lonely part of the road where no eye was on her, no ear near her, then the sobs burst forth uncontrolled.

No eye on her? no ear near her? Ay, but there was! There was one Eye, one Ear, which never closes. And as Janes dreadful trouble resolved itself into a cry for help to Him who ever listens, there seemed to come a feeling of peace, of trust, into her soul.




CHAPTER XVII.

THOMAS ASHLEY.

Frank met her as she went in. It was dark; but she kept her veil down.

Oh, mamma, thats the most horrible man! he began, in a whisper. You know the cheese you brought in on Saturday, that we might not eat our bread quite dry; well, he has eaten it up, every morsel, and half a loaf of bread! And he has burnt the whole scuttleful of coal! And he swore because there was no meat; and he swore at us because we would not go to the public-house and buy him some beer. He said we were to buy it and pay for it.

I said you would not allow us to go, mamma, interrupted William, who now came up. I told him that if he wanted beer he must go and get it for himself. I spoke civilly, you know, not rudely. He went into such a passion, and said such things! It is a good thing Jane was out.

Where is Gar? she asked.

Gar was frightened at the man, and the tobacco-smoke made him sick, and he cried; and then he lay down on the floor, and went to sleep.

She felt sick. She drew her two boys into the parlour  dark there, except for the lamp in the road, which shone in. Pressing them in her arms, completely subdued by the miseries of her situation, she leaned her forehead upon Williams shoulder, and burst once more into a most distressing flood of tears.

They were alarmed. They cried with her. Oh, mamma! what is it? Why dont you order the man to go away?

My boys, I must tell you; I cannot keep it from you, she sobbed. That man is put here to remain, until I can pay the rent. If I cannot pay it, our things will be taken and sold.

Williams pulses and heart alike beat, but he was silent, Frank spoke. Whatever shall we do, mamma?

I do not know, she wailed. Perhaps God will help us. There is no one else to do it.

Patience came in, for about the sixth time, to see whether Jane had returned, and how the mission had sped. They called her into the cold, dark room. Jane gave her the history of the whole day, and Patience listened in astonishment.

I cannot but believe that Thomas Ashley must have been mis-informed, said she, presently. But that you are strangers in the place, I should say you had an enemy who may have gone to him with a tale that thee can pay, but will not. Still, even in that case, it would be unlike Thomas Ashley. He is a kind and a good man; not a harsh one.

Mr. Dare told me he was expressly acting for Mr. Ashley.

Well, I say that I cannot understand it, repeated Patience. It is not like Thomas Ashley. I will give thee an instance of his disposition and general character. There was a baker rented under him, living in a house of Thomas Ashleys. The baker got behind with his rent; other bakers were more favoured than he; but he kept on at his trade, hoping times would mend. Year by year he failed in his rent  Thomas Ashley, mark thee, still paying him regularly for the bread supplied to his family. Why do you not stop his bread-money? asked one, who knew of this, of Thomas Ashley. Because he is poor, and looks to my weekly money, with that of others, to buy his flour, was Thomas Ashleys answer. Well, when he owed several years rent, the baker died, and the widow was going to move. Anthony Dare hastened to Thomas Ashley. Which day shall I levy a distress upon the goods? asked he. Not at all, replied Thomas Ashley. And he went to the widow, and told her the rent was forgiven, and the goods were her own, to take with her when she left. That is Thomas Ashley.

Jane bent her head in thought. Is Mr. Lynn at home? she asked. I should like to speak to him.

He has had his tea and gone back to the manufactory, but he will be home soon after eight. I will keep Jane till bedtime. She and Anna are happy over their puzzles.

Patience, am I obliged to find that man in food?

That thee art. It is the law.

The noise made by Patience in going away, brought the man forth from the study, a candle in his hand. When is that mother of yours coming back? he roared out to the boys. Jane advanced. Oh, you are here! he uttered, wrathfully. What are you going to give me to eat and drink? A pretty thing this is, to have an officer in, and starve him!

You shall have tea directly. You shall have what we have, she answered, in a low tone.

The kettle was boiling on the study fire. Jane lighted a fire in the parlour, and sent Frank out for butter. The man smoked over the study fire, as he had done all the afternoon, and Gar slept beside him on the floor, but William went now and brought the child away. Jane sent the man his tea in, and the loaf and butter.

The fare did not please him. He came to the parlour and said he must have meat; he had had none for his dinner.

I cannot give it you, replied Jane. We are eating dry toast and bread, as you may see. I sent butter to you.

He stood there for some minutes, giving vent to his feelings in rather strong language; and then he went back to revenge himself upon the butter for the want of meat. Jane laid her hand upon her beating throat: beating with its tribulation.

Between eight and nine Jane went to the next door. Samuel Lynn had come home for the evening, and was sitting at the table in his parlour, helping the two little girls with a geographical puzzle, which had baffled their skill. He was a little man, quiet in movement, pale and sedate in feature, dry and unsympathising in manner.

Thee art in trouble, friend, I hear, he said, placing a chair for Jane, whilst Patience came and called the children away. It is sad for thee.

In great trouble, answered Jane. I came in to ask if you would serve me in my trouble. I fancy perhaps you can do so if you will.

In what way, friend?

Would you interest yourself for me with Mr. Ashley? He might listen to you. Were he assured that the money would be forthcoming in February, I think he might agree to give me time.

Friend, I cannot do this, was the reply of the Quaker. My relations with Thomas Ashley are confined to business matters, and I cannot overstep them. To interfere with his private affairs would not be seemly; neither might he deem it so. I am but his servant, remember.

The words fell upon her heart as ice. She believed it her only chance  some one interceding for her with Mr. Ashley. She said so.

Why not go to him thyself, friend?

Would he hear me? hastily asked Jane. I am a stranger to him.

Thee art his tenant. As to hearing thee, that he certainly would. Thomas Ashley is of a courteous nature. The poorest workman in our manufactory, going to the master with a grievance, is sure of a patient hearing. But if thee ask me would he grant thy petition, there I cannot inform thee. Patience opines that thee, or thy intentions, may have been falsely represented to him. I never knew him resort to harsh measures before.

When would be the best time to see him? Is it too late to-night?

To-night would not be a likely time, friend, to trouble him. He has not long returned from a days journey, and is, no doubt, cold and tired. I met James Meeking driving down as I came home; he had left the master at his house. They have been out on business connected with the manufactory. Thee might see him in the morning, at his breakfast hour.

Jane rose and thanked the Quaker. I will certainly go, she said.

There is no need to say to him that I suggested it to thee, friend. Go as of thy own accord.

Jane went home with her little girl. Their undesirable visitor looked out at the study door, and began a battle about supper. It ought to comprise, in his opinion, meat and beer. He insisted that one of the boys should go out for beer. Jane steadily refused. She was tempted to tell him that the children of a gentleman were not despatched to public-houses on such errands. She offered him the money to go and get some for himself.

It aroused his anger. He accused her of wanting to get him out of the house by stratagem, that she might lock him out; and he flung the pence back amongst them. Janey screamed, and Gar burst out crying. As Patience had said, he was not a pleasant inmate. Jane ran upstairs, and the children followed her.

Where is he to sleep? inquired William.

It is a positive fact that, until that moment, Jane had forgotten all about the sleeping. Of course he must sleep there, though she had not thought of it. Amidst the poor in her fathers parish in London, Jane had seen many phases of distress; but with this particular annoyance she had never been brought into contact. However, it had to be done.

What a night that was for her! She paced her room nearly throughout it, with quiet movement, Janey sleeping placidly  now giving way to all the dark appearances of her position, to uncontrollable despondency; now kneeling and crying for help in her heartfelt anguish.

Morning came; the black frost had gone, and the sun shone. After breakfast Jane put on her shawl and bonnet.

Mr. Ashleys residence was very near to them  only a little higher up the road. It was a large house, almost a mansion, surrounded by a beautiful garden. Jane had passed it two or three times, and thought what a nice place it was. She repeatedly saw Mr. Ashley walk past her house as he went to or came from the manufactory: she was not a bad reader of countenances, and she judged him to be a thorough gentleman. His face was a refined one, his manner pleasant.

She found that she had gone at an untoward time. Standing before the hall door was Mr. Ashleys open carriage, the groom standing at the horses head. Even as Jane ascended the steps the door opened, and Mr. and Mrs. Ashley were coming forth. Feeling terribly distressed and disappointed, she scarcely defined why, Jane accosted the former, and requested a few minutes interview.

Mr. Ashley looked at her. A fair young widow, evidently a lady. He did not recognise her. He had seen her before, but she was in a different style of dress now.

Mr. Ashley raised his hat as he replied to her. Is your business with me pressing? I was just going out.

Indeed it is pressing, she said; or I would not think of asking to detain you.

Then walk in, he returned. A little delay will not make much difference.

Opening the door of a small sitting-room, apparently his own, he invited her to a seat near the fire. As she took it, Jane untied the crape strings of her bonnet and threw back her heavy veil. She was as white as a sheet, and felt choking.

I fear you are ill, Mr. Ashley remarked. Can I get you anything?

I shall be better in a minute, thank you, she panted. Perhaps you do not know me, sir. I live in your house, a little lower down. I am Mrs. Halliburton.

Oh, I beg your pardon, madam; I did not remember you at first. I have seen you in passing.

His manner was perfectly kind and open. Not in the least like that of a landlord who had just put a distress into his tenants house.

I have come here to beseech your mercy, she began in agitation. I have not the rent now, but if you will consent to wait until the middle of February, it will be ready. Oh, Mr. Ashley, do not oppress me for it! Think of my situation.

I never oppressed any one in my life, was the quiet rejoinder of Mr. Ashley, spoken, however, in a somewhat surprised tone.

Sir, it is oppression. I beg your pardon for saying so. I promise that the rent shall be paid to you in a few weeks: to force my furniture from me now, is oppression.

I do not understand you, returned Mr. Ashley.

To sell my furniture under the distress will be utter ruin to me and my children, she continued. We have no resource, no home; we shall have to lie in the streets, or die. Oh, sir, do not take it!

But you are agitating yourself unnecessarily, Mrs. Halliburton. I have no intention of taking your furniture.

No intention, sir! she echoed. You have put in a distress.

Put in a what? cried he, in unbounded surprise.

A distress. The man has been in since yesterday morning.

Mr. Ashley looked at her a few moments in silence. Did the man tell you where he came from?

It was Mr. Dare who put him in  acting for you. I went to Mr. Dare, and he kept me waiting nearly five hours in his outer office before he would see me. When he did see me, he declined to hear me. All he would say was, that I must pay the rent or he should take the furniture: acting for Mr. Ashley.

A strangely severe expression darkened Mr. Ashleys face. First of all, my dear lady, let me assure you that I knew nothing of this, or it should never have been done. I am surprised at Mr. Dare.

Could she fail to trust that open countenance  that benevolent eye? Her hopes rose high within her. Sir, will you withdraw the man, and give me time?

I will.

The revulsion of feeling, from despair and grief, was too great. She burst into tears, having struggled against them in vain. Mr. Ashley rose and looked from the window; and presently she grew calmer. When he sat down again she gave him the outline of her situation; of her present dilemma; of her hopes  poor hopes that they were!  of getting a scanty living through letting her rooms and doing some sewing, or by other employment. Were I to lose my furniture, it would take from me this only chance, she concluded.

You shall not lose it through me, warmly spoke Mr. Ashley. The man shall be dismissed from your house in half an hours time.

Oh, thank you, thank you! she breathed, rising to leave. I have not been able to supply him with great things in the shape of food, and he uses very bad language in the hearing of my children. Thank you, Mr. Ashley.

He shook hands with her cordially, and attended her to the hall door. Mrs. Ashley, a pretty, lady-like woman, somewhat stately in general, stood there still. Well wrapped in velvet and furs, she did not care to return to the warm rooms. Jane said a few words of apology for detaining her, and passed on.

Mr. Ashley turned back to his room, drew his desk towards him, and began to write. His wife followed him. Who was that, Thomas?

Mrs. Halliburton: our widowed tenant, next door to Samuel Lynns. You remember I told you of meeting the funeral. Two little boys were following alone.

Oh, poor little things! yes. What did she want?

Mr. Ashley made no reply: he was writing rapidly. The note, when finished, was sealed and directed to Mr. Dare. He then helped his wife into the carriage, took the reins, and sat down beside her. The groom took his place in the seat behind, and Mr. Ashley drove round the gravel drive, out at the gate, and turned towards Helstonleigh.

Thomas, you are going the wrong way! said Mrs. Ashley, in consternation. What are you thinking of?

I shall turn directly, he answered. There was a severe look upon his face, and he drove very fast, by which signs Mrs. Ashley knew something had put him out. She inquired, and he gave her the outline of what he had just heard.

How could Anthony Dare act so? involuntarily exclaimed Mrs. Ashley.

I dont know. I shall give him a piece of my mind to-morrow more plainly than he will like. This is not the first time he has attempted a rascally action under cover of my name.

Shall you lose the rent?

I think not, Margaret. She said not, and she carries sincerity in her face. I am sure I shall not lose it if she can help it. If I do, I must, thats all. I never yet added to the trouble of those in distress, and I never will.

He pulled up at Mrs. Halliburtons house, which she had just reached also. The groom came to the horse, and Mr. Ashley entered. The man was comfortably stretched before the study fire, smoking his short pipe. Up he jumped when he saw Mr. Ashley, and smuggled his pipe into his pocket. His offensive manner had changed to humble servility.

Do you know me? shortly inquired Mr. Ashley.

The man pulled his hair in token of respect. Certainly, sir. Mr. Ashley.

Very well. Carry this note to Mr. Dare.

The man received the note in his hand, and held it there, apparently, in some perplexity. May I leave, sir, without the authority of Mr. Dare?

I thought you said you knew me, was Mr. Ashleys reply, haughty displeasure in his tone.

I beg pardon, sir, replied the man, pulling his hair again, and making a movement of departure. I suppose I baint a-coming back, sir?

You are not.

He took up a small bundle tied in a blue handkerchief, which he had brought with him and appeared excessively careful of, caught at his battered hat, ducked his head to Mr. Ashley, and left the house, the note held between his fingers. Would you like to see what it contained?

Dear Sir,  I find that you have levied a distress on Mrs. Halliburtons goods for rent due to me. That you should have done so without my authority astonishes me much; that you should have done so at all, knowing what you do of my principles, astonishes me more. I send the man back to you. The costs of this procedure you will either set down to me, or pay out of your own pocket, whichever you may deem the more just; but you will not charge them to Mrs. Halliburton. Have the goodness to call upon me to-morrow morning in East Street.

Thomas Ashley.

He will not trouble you again, Mrs. Halliburton, observed Mr. Ashley, with a pleasant smile, as he went out to his carriage.

Jane stood at her window. She watched the man go towards Helstonleigh with the note; she watched Mr. Ashley step into his seat, turn his horse, and drive up the road. But all things were looking misty to her, for her eyes were dim.

God did hear me, was her earnest thought.




CHAPTER XVIII.

HONEY FAIR.

Helstonleigh abounded with glove manufactories. It was a trade that might be said to be a blessing to the localities where it was carried on, since it was one of the very few employments that furnished to the poor female population easy, clean, and profitable work at their own homes. The evils arising to women who go out to work in factories have been rehearsed over and over again; and the chief evil  we will put others out of sight  is, that it takes the married woman from her home and her family. Her young children drag themselves up in her absence, for worse or for better; alone they must do it, for she has to be away, toiling for daily bread. There is no home privacy, no home comfort, no home happiness; the factory is their life, and other interests give way to it. But with glove-making the case was different. Whilst the husbands were at the manufactories pursuing their days work, the wives and elder daughters were earning money easily and pleasantly at home. The work was clean and profitable; all that was necessary for its accomplishment being common skill as a seamstress.

Not five minutes walk from Mrs. Halliburtons house, and nearer to Helstonleigh, a turning out of the main road led you to quite a colony of workwomen  gloveresses, as they were termed in the local phraseology. It was a long, wide lane; the houses, some larger, some smaller, built on either side of it. A road quite wide enough for health if the inhabitants had only kept it as it ought to have been kept: but they did not do so. The highway was made a common receptacle for refuse. It was so much easier to open the kitchen door (most of the houses were entered at once by the kitchen), and to chuck things out, pêle-mêle, rather than be at the trouble of conveying them to the proper receptacle, the dust-bin at the back. Occasionally a solitary policeman would come, picking his way through the dirt and dust, and order it to be removed; upon which some slight improvement would be visible for a day or two. The name of this charming place was Honey Fair; though, in truth, it was redolent of nothing so pleasant as honey.

Of the occupants of these houses, the husbands and elder sons were all glove operatives; several of them in the manufactory of Mr. Ashley. The wives sewed the gloves at home. Many a similar colony to Honey Fair was there in Helstonleigh, but in hearing of one you hear of all. The trade was extensively pursued. A very few of the manufactories were of the extent that was Mr. Ashleys; and they gradually descended in size, until some comprised not half a score workmen, all told; but whose masters alike dignified themselves by the title of manufacturer.

There flourished a shop in the general line in Honey Fair kept by a Mrs. Buffle, a great gossip. Her husband, a well-meaning, steady little man, mincing in his speech and gait, scrupulously neat and clean in his attire, and thence called the dandy, was chief workman at one of the smallest of the establishments. He had three men and two boys under him; and so he styled himself the foreman. No one knew half so much of the affairs of their neighbours as did Mrs. Buffle; no one could tell of the ill-doings and shortcomings of Honey Fair as she could. Many a gloveress girl, running in at dusk for a halfpenny candle, did not receive it until she had first submitted to a lecture from Mrs. Buffle. Not that her custom was all of this ignoble description: some of the gentlemens houses in the neighbourhood would deal with her in a chance way, when out of articles at home. Her wares were good; her home-cured bacon was particularly good. Amidst other olfactory treats indigenous to Honey Fair was that of pigs and pig-sties, kept by Mrs. Buffle.

Occasionally Mrs. Halliburton would go to this shop; it was nearer to her house than any other; and, in her small way, had been extensively patronised by her. Of all her customers, Mrs. Halliburton was the one who most puzzled Mrs. Buffle. In the first place, she never gossiped; in the second, though evidently a lady, she would carry her purchases home herself. The very servants from the very large houses, coming flaunting in their smart caps, would loftily order their pound of bacon or shillingsworth of eggs sent home for them. Mrs. Halliburton took hers away in her own hand; and this puzzled Mrs. Buffle. But her pays ready money, observed that lady, when relating this to another customer, so taint my place to grumble.

During the summer weather, whenever Jane had occasion to walk through Honey Fair, on her way to this shop, she would linger to admire the women at their open doors and windows, busy over their nice clean work. Rocking the cradle with one foot, or jogging the baby on their knees, to a tune of their own composing, their hands would be ever active at their employment. Some made the gloves; that is, seamed the fingers together and put in the thumbs, and these were called makers. Some welted, or hemmed the gloves round at the edge of the wrist; these were called welters. Some worked the three ornamental lines on the back; and these were called pointers. Some of the work was done in what was called a patent machine, whereby the stitches were rendered perfectly equal. And some of the stouter gloves were stitched together, instead of being sewn: stitching so beautifully regular and neat, that a stranger would look at it in admiration. In short, there were different branches in the making and sewing of gloves, as there are in most trades.

It now struck Jane that she might find employment at this work until better times should come round. True, she had never worked at it; but she was expert with her needle, and it was easily acquired. She possessed a dry, cool hand, too; a great thing where sewing-silk, sometimes floss silk, has to be used. What cared she for lowering herself to the employment only dealt out to the poor? Was she not poor herself? And who knew her in Helstonleigh?

The day that Mr. Ashley removed the dreaded visitor from her house, Jane had occasion to speak to Elizabeth Carter, her young servants mother. At dusk, putting aside the frock she was making for Anna, Jane proceeded to Honey Fair, in which perfumed locality Mrs. Carter lived. An agreement had been entered into that Betsy should still go to Mrs. Halliburtons to do the washing (after her own fashion, but Jane could not afford to be fastidious now), and also what was wanted in the way of scouring  Betsy being paid a trifle in return, and instructed in the mysteries of reading and writing.

Taint no profit, observed Mrs. Carter to a crony, but taint no loss. Her wont do nothing at home, let me cry after her as I will. Out her goes, gampusing to this house, gampusing to that; but not a bit of workll her stick to at home. If these new folks can keep her to work a bit, so much the better; itll be getting her hand in; and better still, if they teaches her to read and write. Her wouldnt learn nothing from the school-missis.

Not a very favourable description of Miss Betsy. But, what the girl chiefly wanted was a firm hand over her. Her temper and disposition were good; but she was an only child, and her mother, though possessing a firm hand, and a firm tongue, too, in general  none more so in Honey Fair  had spoilt and indulged Miss Betsy until her authority was gone.

After her business was over this evening with Mrs. Carter, Jane, who wanted some darning cotton, turned into Mrs. Buffles shop. That priestess was in her accustomed place behind the counter. She curtseyed twice, and spoke in a low, subdued tone, in deference to the widows cap and bonnet  to the deep mourning altogether, which Mrs. Buffles curiosity had not had the gratification of beholding before.

Would you like it fine or coarse, mum? Heres both. Taint a great assortment, but its the best quality. I dont have much call for darning cotton, mum; the folks round about is always at their gloving work.

But they must mend their stockings, observed Jane.

Not they, returned Mrs. Buffle. Theyd go in naked heels, mum, afore theyd take a needle and darn em up. They have took to wear them untidy boots to cover the holes, and away they go with em unlaced; tongue hanging, and tag trailing half a mile behind em. Great big slatterns, they be!

They seem always at work, remarked Jane.

Always at work! repeated Mrs. Buffle. You dont know much of em, mum, or youd not say it. Theyll play one day, and work the next; thats their work. Its only a few of the steady ones thatll work regular, all the week through.

What could a good, steady workwoman earn a week at the glove-making?

That depends, mum, upon how close she stuck to it, responded Mrs. Buffle.

I mean, sitting closely.

Oh, well, debated Mrs. Buffle carelessly, she might earn ten shillings a week, and do it comfortable.

Ten shillings a week! Janes heart beat hopefully. Upon ten shillings a week she might manage to exist, to keep her children from starvation, until better days arose. She, impelled by necessity, could sit longer and closer, too, than perhaps those women did. Mrs. Buffle continued, full of inward gratulation that her silent customer had come round to gossip at last.

They be the improvidentest things in the world, mum, these gloveress girls. Sundays they be dressed up as grand as queens, flowers inside their bonnets, and ribbuns out, a-setting the churches and chapels alight with their finery; and then off for walks with their sweethearts, all the afternoon and evening. Mondays is mostly spent in waste, gathering of themselves at each others houses, talking and laughing, or, may be, off to the fields again  anything for idleness. Tuesdays is often the same, and then the rest of the week they has to scout over their work, to get it in on the Saturday. Ah! you dont know em, mum.

Jane paid for her darning cotton and came away, much to Mrs. Buffles regret. Ten shillings a week, kept ringing in her ears.




CHAPTER XIX.

MRS. REECE AND DOBBS.

Jane was busy that evening; but the following morning she went into Samuel Lynns. Patience was in the kitchen, washing currants for a pudding; the maid upstairs at her work. Jane held the body of Annas frock in her hand. She wished to try it on.

Anna is not at home, was the reply of Patience. She is gone to spend the day with Mary Ashley.

Jane felt sorry; she had been in hopes of finishing it that day. Patience, said she, I want to ask your advice. I have been thinking that I might get employment at sewing gloves. It seems easy work to learn.

Would thee like the work? asked Patience. Ladies have a prejudice against it, because it is the work supplied to the poor. Not but that some ladies in this town, willing to eke out their means, do work at it in private. They get the work brought out to them and taken in.

That would be the worst for me, observed Jane: taking in the work. I do fear I should not like it.

Of course not. Thee could not go to the manufactory and stand amid the crowd of women for thy turn to be served as one of them. Wait thee an instant.

Patience dried her hands upon the roller-towel, and took Jane into the best parlour, the one less frequently used. Opening a closet, she reached from it a small, peculiar-looking machine, and some unmade gloves: the latter were in a basket, covered over with a white cloth.

This is different work from what the women do, said she. It is what is called the French point, and is confined to a few of the chief manufacturers. It is not allowed to be done publicly, lest all should get hold of the stitch. Those who employ the point have it done in private.

Who does it here? exclaimed Jane.

I do, said Patience, laughing. Did thee think I should be like the fine ladies, ashamed to put my hand to it? I and James Meekings wife do all that is at present being done for the Ashley manufactory. But now, look thee. Samuel Lynn was saying only last night, that they must search out for some other hand who would be trustworthy, for they want more of the work done. It is easy to learn, and I know they would give it thee. It is a little better paid than the other work, too. Sit thee down and try it.

Patience fixed the back of the glove in the pretty little square machine, took the needle  a peculiar one  and showed how it was to be done. Jane, in a glow of delight, accomplished some stitches readily.

I see thee would be handy at it, said Patience. Thee can take the machine indoors to-day and practise. I will give thee a piece of old leather to exercise upon. In two or three days thee may be quite perfect. I do not work very much at it myself, at which Samuel Lynn grumbles. It is all my own profit, what I earn, so that he has no selfish motive in urging me to work, except that they want more of it done. But I have my household matters to attend to, and Anna takes up my time. I get enough for my clothes, and that is all I care for.

I know I could do it! I could do it well, Patience.

Then I am sure thee may have it to do. They will supply thee with a machine, and Samuel Lynn will bring thy work home and take it back again, as he does mine. He  

William was bursting in upon them with a beaming face. Mamma, make haste home. Two ladies are asking to see the rooms.

Jane hurried in. In the parlour sat a pleasant-looking old lady in a large black silk bonnet. The other, smarter, younger (but she must have been forty at least), and very cross-looking, wore a Leghorn bonnet with green and scarlet bows. She was the old ladys companion, housekeeper, servant, all combined in one, as Jane found afterwards.

You have lodgings to let, maam, said the old lady. Can we see them?

This is the sitting-room, Jane was beginning; but she was interrupted by the smart one in a snappish tone.

This the sitting-room! Do you call this furnished?

Dont be hasty, Dobbs, rebuked her mistress. Hear what the lady has to say.

The furniture is homely, certainly, acknowledged Jane. But it is new and clean. That is a most comfortable sofa. The bedrooms are above.

The old lady said she would see them, and they proceeded upstairs. Dobbs put her head into one room, and withdrew it with a shriek. This room has no bedside carpets.

I am sorry to say that I have no bedside carpets at present, said Jane, feeling all the discouragement of the avowal. I will get some as soon as I possibly can, if any one taking the rooms will kindly do without them for a little while.

Perhaps we might, Dobbs, suggested the old lady, who appeared to be of an accommodating, easy nature; readily satisfied.

Begging your pardon, maam, youll do nothing of the sort, returned Dobbs. We should have you doubled up with cramp, if you clapped your feet on to a cold floor. I am not going to do it.

I never do have cramp, Dobbs.

Which is no reason, maam, why you never should, authoritatively returned Dobbs.

What a lovely view from these back windows! exclaimed the old lady. Dobbs, do you see the Malvern Hills?

We dont eat and drink views, testily responded Dobbs.

They are pleasant to look at though, said her mistress. I like these rooms. Is there a closet, maam, or small apartment that we could have for our trunks, if we came?

We are not coming, interrupted Dobbs, before Jane could answer. Carpetless floors wont suit us, maam.

There is a closet here, over the entrance, said Jane to the old lady, as she opened the door. Our own boxes are in it now, but I can have them moved upstairs.

So theres a cock-loft, is there? put in Dobbs.

A what? cried Jane, who had never heard the word. There is nothing upstairs but an attic. A garret, as it is called here.

Yes, burst forth Dobbs, it is called a garret by them that want to be fine. Cock-loft is good enough for us decent folk: weve never called it anything else. Who sleeps up there? she summarily demanded.

My little boys. This was their room, but I have put them upstairs that I may let this one.

There maam! said Dobbs, triumphantly, as she turned to her mistress. Youll believe me another time, I hope! I told you I knew there was a pack of children. One of em opened the door to us.

Perhaps they are quiet children, said the old lady, who had been so long used to the grumbling and domineering of Dobbs, that she took it as a matter of course.

They are, indeed, said Jane, quiet, good children. I will answer for it that they will not disturb you in any way.

I should like to see the kitchen, maam, said the old lady.

We only want the use of it, snapped Dobbs. Our kitchen fire goes out after dinner, and I boil the kettle for tea in the parlour.

Would attendance be required? asked Jane of the old lady.

No, it wouldnt, answered Dobbs, in the same tart tone. I wait upon my missis, and I wait upon myself, and we have a woman in to do the cleaning, and the washing goes out.

The answer gave Jane great relief. Attending upon lodgers had been a dubious prospect in more respects than one.

Its a very good kitchen, said the old lady, as they went in, and she turned round in it.

Ill be bound it smokes, said Dobbs.

No, it does not, replied Jane.

Wheres the coalhouse? asked Dobbs. Is there two?

Only one, said Jane. It is at the back of the kitchen.

Then  if we did come  where could our coal be put? fiercely demanded Dobbs. I must have my coalhouse to myself, with a lock and key. I dont want the houses fires supplied from my mississ coal.

Janes cheeks flushed as she turned to the old lady. Allow me to assure you that your property  of whatever nature it may be  will be perfectly sacred in this house. Whether locked up or not, it will be left untouched by me and mine.

To be sure, maam, pleasantly returned the old lady. Im not afraid. You must not mind what Dobbs says: she means nothing.

And our safe for meat and butter, proceeded that undaunted functionary. Is there a key to it?

And now about the rent? said the old lady, giving Jane no time to answer that there was a key.

Jane hesitated. And then, with a flush, asked twenty shillings a week.

My conscience! uttered Dobbs. Twenty shillings a week. And us finding spoons and linen!

Dobbs, said the old lady. I dont see that it is so very out of the way. A parlour, two bedrooms, a closet, and the kitchen, all furnished  

The closets an empty, dark hole, and the kitchens only the use of it, and the bedrooms are carpetless, reiterated Dobbs, drowning her mistresss voice. But, if anybody asked you for your head, maam, youd just cut it off and give it, if I wasnt at hand to stop you.

Well, Dobbs, we have seen nothing else to suit us up here. And you know I want to settle myself at this end of the town, on account of it being high and dry. Parry says I must.

We have not half looked yet, said Dobbs.

A pound a-week is a good price, maam; and we have not paid quite so much where we are: but I dont know that its unreasonable, continued the old lady to Jane. What shall we do, Dobbs?

Do, maam! Why, of course youll come out, and try higher up. To take these rooms without looking out for others, would be as bad as buying a pig in a poke. Come along, maam. Bedrooms without carpets wont do for us at any price, she added to Jane by way of a party salutation.

They left the house, the lady with a cordial good morning, Dobbs with none at all; and went quarrelling up the road. That is, the old lady reasoning, and Dobbs disputing. The former proposed, if they saw nothing to suit them better, to purchase bedside carpeting: upon which Dobbs accused her of wanting to bring herself to the workhouse.

Patience, who had watched them away, from her parlour window, came in to learn the success. She brought in with her the machine, a plain piece of leather, the size of the back of a glove, neatly fixed in it. Janes tears were falling.

I think they would have taken them had there been bedside carpets, sighed she. Oh, Patience, what a help it would been! I asked a pound a week.

Did thee? That was a good price, considering thee would not have to give attendance.

How do you know I should not? asked Jane.

Because I know Hannah Dobbs waits upon her mistress, replied Patience. She is the widow of Joseph Reece, and he left her well off. I heard they were coming to live up this way. Did they quite decline them? Because, I can tell thee what. We have some strips of bedside carpet not being used, and I would not mind lending them till thee can buy others. It is a pity thee should lose the letting for the sake of a bit of carpet.

Jane looked up gratefully. What should I have done without you, Patience?

Nay, it is not much: thee art welcome. I would not risk the carpet with unknown people, but Hannah Dobbs is cleanly and careful.

She has a very repelling manner, observed Jane.

It is not agreeable, assented Patience, with a smile; but she is attached to her mistress, and serves her faithfully.

Jane sat down to practise upon the leather, watching the road at the same time. In about an hour she saw Mrs. Reece and Dobbs returning. William went out, and asked if they would step in.

They were already coming. They had seen nothing they liked so well. Jane said she believed she could promise them bedside carpets.

Then, I think we will decide, maam, said the old lady. We saw one set of rooms, very nice ones; and they asked only seventeen shillings a-week: but they have a young man lodger, a pupil at the infirmary, and he comes home at all hours of the night. Dobbs questioned them till they confessed that it was so.

I know what them infirmary pupils is, indignantly put in Dobbs. I am not going to suffer my missis to come in contact with their habits. There aint one of em as thinks anything of stopping out till morning light. And before the suns up theyll have a pipe in their mouths, filling the house with smoke! Its said, too, that theres mysterious big boxes brought to em, for what they call the furtherance of science: perhaps some of the churchyard sextons could tell whats in em!

Well, Dobbs. I think we may take this good ladys rooms. Im sure we shant get better suited elsewhere.

Dobbs only grunted. She was tired with her walk, and had really no objection to the rooms; except as to price: that, she persisted in disputing as outrageous.

I suppose you would not take less? said the old lady to Jane.

Jane hesitated; but it was impossible for her to be otherwise than candid and truthful. I would take a trifle less, sooner than not let you the rooms; but I am very poor, and every shilling is a consideration to me.

Well, I will take them at the price, concluded the good-natured old lady. And Dobbs, if you grumble, I cant help it. Can we come in  let me see?  this is Wednesday  

I wont come in on a Friday for anybody, interrupted Dobbs fiercely.

We will come in on Tuesday next, maam, decided the old lady. Before that, Ill send in a trolley of coal, if youll be so kind as to receive it.

And to lock it up, snapped Dobbs.




CHAPTER XX.

THE GLOVE OPERATIVES.

At the hours of going to and leaving work, the Helstonleigh streets were alive with glove operatives, some being in one branch of the trade, some in another. There were parers, grounders, leather-sorters, dyers, cutters, makers-up, and so on: all being necessary, besides the sewing, to turn out one pair of gloves; though, I dare say, you did not think it. The wages varied according to the particular work, or the mens ability and industry, from fifteen shillings a week to twenty-five: but all could earn a good living. If a man gained more than twenty-five, he had a stated salary; as was the case with the foremen. These wages, joined to what was earned by the women, were sufficient to maintain a comfortable home, and to bring up children decently. Unfortunately the same drawbacks prevailed in Helstonleigh that are but too common elsewhere; and they may be classed under one general head  improvidence. The men were given to idling away at the public-houses more time than was good for them: the women to scold and to quarrel. Some were slatterns; and a great many gave their husbands the welcome of a home of discomfort, ill-management, and dirt: which, of course, had the effect of sending them out all the more surely.

Just about this period, the men had their especial grievance  or thought they had: and that was, a low rate of wages and not full employment. Had they paid a visit to other places and compared their wages with some earned by operatives of a different class, they had found less cause to complain. The men were rather given to comparing present wages with those they had earned before the dark crisis (dark as far as Helstonleighs trade was concerned) when the British ports were opened to foreign gloves. But few, comparatively speaking, of the manufacturers had weathered that storm. Years have elapsed since then: but the employment remained scarce, and the wages (I have quoted them to you) low. Altogether, the men were, many of them, dissatisfied. They even went so far as to talk of a strike; strikes being less common in those days than they are in these.

It was Saturday night, and the streets were crowded. The hands were pouring out of the different manufactories; clean-looking, respectable workmen, as a whole: for the branches of glove-making are for the most part of a cleanly nature. Some wore their white aprons; some had rolled them up round their waists. A few  very few, it must be owned  were going to their homes, but the greater portion were bound for the public-house.

One of the most extensively patronised of the public-houses was The Cutters Arms. On a Saturday night, when the mens pockets were lined, this would be crowded. The men flocked into it now and filled it, although its room for entertainment was very large. The order from most of them was a pint of mild ale and some tobacco.

Any news, Joe Fisher? asked a man, when the pipes were set going.

Joe Fisher tossed his head and growled. He was a tall, dark man; clothes and condition both dilapidated. The questioner took a few whiffs, and repeated his question. Joe growled again, but did not speak.

Well, you might give a chap a civil answer, Fisher.

Whats the matter, you two? cried a third.

Ben Wilks asks me is there any news! called out Fisher, indignantly. I thought he might ha heered ont without asking. Our pay was docked again to-night; thats the news.

No! uttered Wilks.

It were, said Fisher savagely. A shilling a week less, good. Whos a-going to stand it?

There aint no help for standing it, interposed a quiet-looking man named Wheeler. I suppose the masters is forced to lower. They say so.

Have your master forced hisself to it? angrily retorted Fisher.

Well, Fisher, you know Im fortunate. As all is that gets in to work at Ashleys.

And precious good care they take to stop in! cried Fisher, much aggravated. No danger that Ashleys handsll give way and afford outsiders a chance.

Why should they give way? sensibly asked Wheeler. You need never think to get in at Ashleys, Fisher, so theres no cause for you to grumble.

A titter went round at Fishers expense. He did not like it. I might stand my chance with others, if there was room. Who says I couldnt? Come, now!

A man laughed. You had better ask Samuel Lynn that question, Fisher. Why, he wouldnt look at you! You are not steady enough for him.

Samuel Lynn may go along for a ill-natured broadbrim! was Fishers retort. Thered not be half the difficulty in getting in with Mr. Ashley hisself.

Yes, there would, said Wheeler, quietly. Mr. Ashley pays first wages, and hell have first hands. Quaker Lynn knows what hes about.

Dont dispute about nothing, Fisher, interrupted a voice, borne through the clouds of smoke from the far end of the room. To lose a shilling a week is bad, but not so bad as losing all. I have heard ill news this evening.

Fisher stretched up his long neck. Whos that a-talking? Is it Mr. Crouch?

It was Stephen Crouch; the foreman in a large firm, and a respectable, intelligent man. Do you remember, any of you, that a report arose some time ago about Wilson and King? A report that died away again?

That they were on their last legs, replied several voices. Well?

Well, they are off them now, continued Stephen Crouch.

Up rose a man, his voice shaking with emotion. Its not true, Mr. Crouch, sure  ly!

It is, Vincent. Wilson and King are going to wind up. It will be announced next week.

Mercy help us! Therell be forty more hands throwed out! Whats to become of us all?

A dead silence fell on the room. Vincent broke it. Hope is strong in the human heart. Mr. Crouch, I dont think it can be true. Our wages was all paid up to-night. And we have not heard a breath ont.

I know all that, said Stephen Crouch. I know where the money came from to pay them. It came from Mr. Ashley.

The assertion astonished the room. From Mr. Ashley! Did he tell it abroad?

He tell it! indignantly returned Stephen Crouch. Mr. Ashley is an honourable man. No. Wilson and King have a tattler too near to them; thats how it came out. Not but what it would have been known all over Helstonleigh on Monday, all particulars. Every sixpence, pretty near, that Wilson and King have, is locked up in their stock. They expected remittances by the London mail this morning, and they did not come. They went to the bank. The bank was shy, and would not make advances; and they had nothing in hand for wages. They went to Mr. Ashley and told him their perplexity, and he drew a cheque. The bank cashed that, with a bow. And if it had not been for Mr. Ashley, Ned Vincent, you and the rest of their hands would have gone home to-night with empty pockets.

Will Mr. Ashley lose the money?

Not he. He knew there was no danger of that, when he lent it. Nobody will lose by Wilson and King. They have more than enough to pay everybody in full; only their moneys locked up.

Why are they giving up?

Because they cant keep on. They have been losing a long while. What do you ask  what will they do? They must do as others have done before them, who have been unable to keep on. If Wilson and King had given up ten years ago, they had then each a nice little bit of property to retire upon. But it has been sunk since. There are too many others in this city in the same ease.

And whats to become of us hands thats throwed out? asked Vincent, returning to his own personal grievance.

You must try and get taken on somewhere else, Vincent, observed Stephen Crouch.

There aint a better cutter than Ned Vincent going, cried another voice. He wont wait long.

I dont know about that, returned Vincent gloomily. The masters is overdone with hands.

Of all the bad luck as ever fell upon a town, the opening of the ports to them foreign French was the worst for Helstonleigh, broke in the intemperate voice of Fisher.

Hold th tongue, Fisher! exclaimed a sensible voice. We wont get into them discussions again. Didnt we go over em, night after night, and year after year, till we were heart-sick?  and what did they ever bring us but ill-feeling? Its done, and it cant be undone. The ports be open, and theyll never be closed again.

Did the opening of em ruin the trade of Helstonleigh, or didnt it? Answer me that, said Fisher.

It did. We know it to our cost, was the sad answer. But theres no help for it.

Oh, returned Fisher ironically. I thought you were going to hold out that the opening of em was a boon to the place, and the keeping em open a blessing. That ud be a new dodge. Why do they keep em open?

Just hark at Fisher! said Mr. Buffle in a mincing tone. He wants to know why Government keeps open the British ports. Dont every dozen of gloves that comes into the country pay a heavy duty? Is it likely Government would give up that, Fisher?

What did they do afore they had it? roared Fisher. If they did without the duty then, they could do without it now.

I have heered of some gents as never tasted sugar, returned Mr. Buffle; but I never heered of one, who had the liking for it, as was willing to forego the use of it. Its a case in pint; the Government have tasted the sweets of the glove-duty, and they stick to it.

Avaricious wolves! growled Fisher. But you are a fool, dandy, for all that. Whats a bit of paltry duty, alongside of our wants? If a few of them great Government lords had to go on empty stomachs for a month, theyd know what the opening of ports means.

In all political changes, such as this, certain localities must suffer, broke in the quiet voice of Stephen Crouch. It will be the means of increasing commerce wonderfully; and we, that the measure crushed, must be content to suffer for the general good. The effects to us can never be undone. I know what you say, Fisher, he continued, silencing Fisher by a gesture. I know that the ports might be re-closed to-morrow, if Government so willed it. But it could not undo for us what has been done. It could not repair the ruin that was wrought on Helstonleigh. It could not reinstate firms in business; or refund to the masters their wasted capital; or collect the hands it scattered over the country, to find a bit of work, to beg, or to starve; or bring the dead back to life. It could not do any of this. Neither would it restore a flourishing trade to those of us who are left.

Whats that last, Crouch?

It never would, emphatically repeated Stephen Crouch. A shattered trade cannot be brought together again. It is like a shattered glass: you may mourn over the pieces, but you cannot put them together. Believe me, or not, as you please, my friends, but the only thing remaining is, to make the best of what is left to us. There are other trades a deal worse off than we are.

I have talked to ye about that there move  a strike, resumed Fisher, after a pause. We shall get no good till we try it  

Fisher, dont you be a fool and show it, was the imperative interruption of Stephen Crouch. I have explained to you till I am tired, what would be the effects of a strike. It would just finish you bad workmen up, and send you and your children into the nearest dry ditch for a floor, with the open skies above you for a roof.

We have never tried a strike in Helstonleigh, answered Fisher, holding to his own opinion.

And I trust we never shall, returned the intelligent foreman. Other trades may have their strikes if they choose, and its not our business to find fault with them for it; but the glove trade has hitherto kept itself aloof from strikes, and its to be hoped it always will. You cannot understand how a strike works, Joe Fisher, or youd not let your head be running on it.

Others heads be running on it as well as mine, Master Crouch, said Fisher, nodding significantly.

It is not improbable, was the equable rejoinder of Stephen Crouch. Go and strike next week, half a dozen of you. I mean the operatives of half a dozen firms.

Every firm in the place must strike, interrupted Fisher hastily. A few on us doing it would only make bad worse.

Stephen Crouch smiled. Exactly. But the difficulty, Fisher, will be, that all the firms wont strike. Ask the men in our firm to strike; ask those in Ashleys; ask others that we could name  and what would their answer be? Why, that they know when they are well off. Suppose, for arguments sake, that we did all strike; suppose all the hands in Helstonleigh struck next Monday morning, and the manufactories had to be closed? Who would have the worst of it?  we or the masters?

The masters, returned Fisher in an obstinate tone.

No. The masters have good houses over their heads, and their bankers books to supply their wants while they are waiting  and their orders are not so great that they need fear much pressure on that score. The London houses would dispatch a few extra orders to Paris and Grenoble, and the masters here might enjoy a nice little trip to the sea-side while our senses were coming back to us. But where should we be? Out at elbows, out at pocket, out at heart; some starving, some in the workhouse. If you want to avoid those contingencies, Joe Fisher, youll keep from strikes.

Fisher answered by an ironical cheer. Here, missis, said he to the landlady, who was then passing him, lets have another pint, after that.

Thatll make nine pints you owe for since Monday night, Joe Fisher, responded the landlady.

What if I do? grunted Fisher irascibly. I am able to pay. I aint out of work.




CHAPTER XXI.

THE LADIES OF HONEY FAIR.

It was Saturday night in Honey Fair. A night when the ladies were at leisure to abandon themselves to their private pursuits. The work of the past week had gone into the warehouses; and the fresh work brought out would not be begun until Monday morning. Some of them, as Mrs. Buffle has informed us, did not begin it then. The women chiefly cleaned their houses and mended their clothes; some washed and ironed  Honey Fair was not famous for its management  not going to bed till Sunday morning; some did their marketing; and a few, careless and lazy, spent it in running from house to house, or congregated in the road to gossip.

About half-past eight, one of the latter suddenly lifted the latch of a house door and thrust in her head. It was Joe Fishers wife. Her face was red, and her cap in tatters.

Is our Becky in here, Mrs. Carter?

Mrs. Carter was busy. She was the maternal parent of Miss Betsy. Her kitchen fire was out, her furniture was heaped one thing upon another; a pail of water stood ready to wash the brick floor, when she should have finished rubbing up the grate, and her hands and face were as grimy as the black-lead.

Theres no Becky here, snapped she.

I cant find her, returned Mrs. Fisher. I thought her might be along of your Betsy. I say, heres your husband coming round the corner. Theres Mark Mason and Robert East and Dale along of him. And  my! what has that young un of Easts been doing to hisself? Hes black from head to foot. Come and look.

Mrs. Carter disdained the invitation. She was a hard-working, thrifty woman, but a cross one. Priding herself upon her cleanliness, she perpetually returned loud thanks that she was not as the dirty ones around her. She was the Pharisee amidst many publicans.

If I passed my time staring and gossiping as some does, where ud my work be? was her rebuke. Shut the door, Suke Fisher.

Suke Fisher did as she was bid. She turned her wrists back upon her hips, and walked to meet the advancing party, having discerned their approach by the light of the gas-lamps. Be you going to be sold for a blackamoor? demanded she of the boy.

The boy laughed. His head, face, shoulders, hands, were ornamented with a thick, black liquid, not unlike blacking. He appeared to enjoy the treat, as if he had been anointed with some fragrant oil.

He is not a bad spectacle, is he, Dame Fisher? remarked the young man, whom she had called Robert East.

Whats a-done it? questioned she.

Him and Jacky Brumm got larking, and upset the dye-pot upon themselves. We rubbed em down with the leather shreds, but it keeps on dripping from their hair.

Wont Charlotte warm his back for him! apostrophised Mrs. Fisher.

The boy threw a disdainful look at her, in return for the remark. Charlottes not so fond of warming backs. She never even scolds for an accident.

The boy and Robert East were half-brothers. They entered one of the cottages. Robert East and his sister were between twenty and thirty, and the boy was ten. Their mother had died early, and the young boys mother, their fathers second wife, died when the child was born. The father also died. How Robert and his sister, the one then seventeen, the other fourteen, had struggled to make a living for themselves, and to bring up the baby, they alone knew. The manner in which they had succeeded was a marvel to many; none were more respectable now than they were in all Honey Fair.

Charlotte, neat and nice, sat by her bright kitchen fire, a savoury stew cooking on the hob beside it. It was her custom to have something good for supper on a Saturday night. Did she make home attractive on that night to draw her brother from the seductions of the public-house? Most likely. And she had her reward: for Robert never failed to come. The cloth was laid, the red bricks of the floor were clean, and Charlottes face, as she looked up from her stocking-mending, was bright. It darkened to consternation, however, when she cast her eyes on the boy.

Tom, what have you been doing?

Jacky Brumm threw a pot of dye over me, Charlotte.

Theres not much real damage, Charlotte, interposed her brother. It looks worse than it is. Ill get it out of his hair presently, and put his clothes into a pail of water. What have you got to-night? It smells good.

He alluded to supper, and took off the lid of the saucepan to peep in. She had some stewed beef, with carrots, and the savoury steam ascended to Roberts pleased face.

Very few in Honey Fair managed as did Charlotte East. How she did her housework no one knew. Not a woman, married or single, got through more glove-sewing than Charlotte. Not one kept her house in better order: and her clothes and her brothers were neat and respectable, week-days as well as Sundays. Her work was taken into the warehouse on Saturday mornings, and her marketing was done. In the afternoon she cleaned her house, and by four oclock was ready to sit down to her mending. No one ever saw her in a bustle, and yet all her work was done; and well done. Perhaps one great secret of it was that she rose very early in the morning, winter and summer.

Look, Robert, here is a nice book I have bought, said she, putting a periodical into his hands. It comes out weekly. I shall take it in.

Robert turned over the leaves. It seems very interesting, he said presently. Heres a paper that tells all about the Holy Land. And another that tells us how glass is made; I have often wondered.

You can read it to us of an evening while I work, said she. It will be quite a help to our getting on Tom: almost as good as sending him to school. I gave  

The words were interrupted. The door was violently burst open, and a woman entered the kitchen; knocking at doors before entering was not the fashion in Honey Fair. The intruder was Mrs. Brumm.

I say, Robert East, did you see anything of my husband?

I saw him go into the Horned Ram.

Then I wish the Horned Ram was into him! wrathfully retorted Mrs. Brumm. He vowed faithfully hed come home with his wages the first thing after leaving work. He knows I have not a thing in the place for to-morrow  and Dame Buffle looking out for her money. I have a good mind to go down to the Horned Ram, and be on to him!

Robert East offered no opinion upon this delicate point. He remembered the last time Mrs. Brumm had gone to the Horned Ram to be on to her husband, and what it had produced. A midnight quarrel that disturbed the slumbers of Honey Fair.

Who was along of him? pursued she.

Three or four of them. Hubbard and Jones, I saw go in: and Adam Thorneycroft.

A quick rising of the head, as if startled, and a faint accession of colour, told that one of those names had struck, perhaps unpleasantly, on the ear of Charlotte East. Where are your own earnings? she asked of Mrs. Brumm.

I have had to take them to Bankess, was the rueful reply. Its a good deal now, and theyre in a regular tantrum this week, and wouldnt even wait till Monday. They threatened to tell Brumm, and it frightened me out of my seventeen senses. And now, for him to go into that dratted Horned Ram with his wages! and me without a pennypiece! Its not more for the necessaries I want to get in, than for the things that is in pawn. I cant iron nothing: the irons is there.

Charlotte, busy still, turned round. I would not put in irons, and such things, that I wanted to use.

I dare say you wouldnt! tartly responded Mrs. Brumm. One has to put in what ones got, and the things our husbands wont miss the sight of. Its fine to be you, Charlotte East, setting yourself up for a lady, and never putting your foot inside the pawn-shop, with your clean hands and your clean kitchen on a Saturday night, sitting down to a hot supper, while the rest of us is a-scrubbing!

Charlotte laughed good-humouredly. If I tried to set myself up for a lady, I could not be one. I work as hard as anybody; only I get it done betimes.

Mrs. Brumm sniffed  having no ready answer at hand. And at that moment Tom East, encased in black, peeped out of the brewhouse, where he had been sent by Charlotte to wash the dye off his hands. Sakes alive! uttered Mrs. Brumm, aghast at the sight.

Jackys worse than me, responded Tom, rather proud of having to say so much. Robert explained to her how it had happened.

And our Jackys as bad as that! she cried. Wont I wring it out of him!

Nonsense, said Robert; it was an accident. Boys will be boys.

Yes, they will: and its not the men that have to wash for em and keep em clean! retorted Mrs. Brumm, terribly wrathful. And me at a standstill for my irons! And that beast of a Brumm stopping out.

I will lend you my irons, said Charlotte.

I wont take em, was the ungracious reply. If I dont get my own, I wont borrow none. Brumm, hell be looking out for his Sunday clean shirt to-morrow, and he wont get it; and thatll punish him more than anything else. Theres not a man in Honey Fair as likes to go sprucer on a Sunday than Brumm.

So much the better, said Charlotte. When men lose pride in their appearance, they are apt to lose it in their conduct.

You must always put in your word for folks, Charlotte East, let em be ever so bad, was Mrs. Brumms parting salutation, as she went off and shut the door with a bang.

Meanwhile Timothy Carter, Mrs. Carters husband, had turned into his own dwelling, after leaving Robert East. The first thing to greet him was the pail of water. Mrs. Carter had completed her grate, and was dashing her water on to the floor. Timothy received it on his legs.

Whats that for? demanded Timothy, who was a meek and timid little man.

Why do you brush in so sharp, then? cried she. Who was to know you was a-coming?

Timothy had not brushed in sharp; he had gone in quietly. He stood ruefully shaking the wet from his legs, first one, then the other, and afterwards began to pick his way on tiptoe towards the fireplace.

Now, its of no use your attempting to sit down yet, rebuked his wife, in her usual cross accents. There aint no room for you at the fire, and there aint no warmth in it; its but this blessed minute lighted. Sit yourself on that table, again the wall, and then your legsll be in the dry.

And there I may sit for an hour, for youll be all that time before you have finished, by the looks ont, he ventured to remonstrate.

And half another hour to the end of it, answered she. Theres Betsy, as ought to be helping, gadding out somewhere ever since she came home at seven oclock.

You says to me, says you, You come home to-night, Tim, as soon as works over, and dont go drinking! You know you did, repeated Timothy in an injured tone.

And its a good thing as you have come, or youd have heard my tongue in a way you wouldnt like! was Mrs. Carters reply.

Timothy sighed. That tongue was the two-edged sword of his life: how dreaded, none but himself could tell. He had mounted the table in obedience to orders, but he now got off again.

What are you after now? shrilly demanded Mrs. Carter, who was on her knees, scouring the bricks.

I want my pipe and baccy.

You stop where you are, was the imperative answer, and wait till I have time to get it; and Timothy humbly sat down again.

You might get this done afore night, Lizabeth, as Ive said over and over again, cried he, plucking up a little spirit. When a man comes home tired, even if there aint a bit o supper for him, he expects a morsel o fire to sit down to, so as he can smoke his pipe in quiet. It cows him, you see, to find his place in this ruck, where there aint a dry spot to put the sole of his foot on, and nothing but a table with unekal legs to sit upon, and  

I might get it done afore? shrieked Mrs. Carter. Afore! When, through that Betsys laziness, leaving everything on my shoulders, I couldnt get in my gloving till four oclock this afternoon! Every earthly thing have I had to do since then. I raked out my fire  

Whats the good of raking out the fire? interposed Timothy.

Goodness help the simpleton! Wanting to know the good of raking out the fire  as if he was born yesterday! Can a grate be black-leaded while its hot, pray?

It might be black-leaded at some other time, debated he. In a morning, perhaps.

I dare say it might, if I had not my gloving to do, she answered, trembling with wrath. When folks takes out shop work, they has to get on with that  and is glad to do it. Where would you be if I earned nothing? It isnt much of a roof we should have over our heads, with your paltry fifteen or sixteen shillings a-week. You be nothing but a parer, remember.

Theres no need to disparage of me, Lizabeth, he rejoined, with a meek little cough. You knowed I was a parer before you ventured on me.

Just take your legs up higher, or youll be knocking my cap with your dirty boots, said Mrs. Carter, who was nearing the table in her scrubbing.

Ill stand outside the door a bit, I think, he answered. I am in your way everywhere.

Sit where you are, and lift up your legs, was the reiterated command. And Timothy obeyed.

Cold and dreary, on he sat, watching the cleaning of the kitchen. The fire gave out no heat, and the squares of bricks did not dry. He took some silver from his pocket, and laid it in a stack on the table beside him, for his wife to take up at her leisure. She allowed him no chance of squandering his wages.

A few minutes, and Mrs. Carter rose from her knees and went into the yard for a fresh supply of water. Timothy did not wait for a second ducking. He slipped off the table, took a shilling from the heap, and stole from the house.

Back came Mrs. Carter, her pail brimming. You go over to Dame Buffles, Tim, and  Why, wheres he gone?

He was not in the kitchen, that was certain; and she opened the staircase door, and elevated her voice shrilly. Are you gone tramping up my stairs, with your dirty boots? Tim Carter, I say, are you upstairs?

Of course Tim Carter was not upstairs: or he had never dared to leave that voice unanswered.

Now, if he has gone off to any of them sotting publics, he shant hear the last of it, she exclaimed, opening the door and gazing as far as the nearest gas-light would permit. But Timothy was beyond her eye and reach, and she caught up the money and counted it. Fourteen shillings. One shilling of it gone.

She knew what it meant, and dashed the silver into a wide-necked canister on the high mantelshelf, which contained also her own earnings for the week. It would have been as much as meek Tim Carters life was worth to touch that canister, and she kept it openly on the mantel-piece. Many unfortunate wives in Honey Fair could not keep their money from their husbands even under lock and key. As she was putting the canister in its place again, Betsy came in. Mrs. Carter turned sharply upon her.

Now, miss! where have you been?

Law, mother, how you fly out! I have only been to Crosss.

You ungrateful piece of brass, when you know theres so much to be done on a Satur-night that I cant turn myself round! You shant go gadding about half your time. Ill put you from home entire, to a good tight service.

Betsy had heard the same threat so often that its effect was gone. Had her mother only kept her in one-tenth of the subjection that she did her husband, it might have been better for the young lady. I was only in at Crosss, she repeated.

Whats the good of telling me that falsehood? I went to Crosss after you, but you wasnt there, and hadnt been there. You want a good sound shaking, miss.

If I wasnt at Crosss, I was at Masons, was the imperturbable reply of Miss Betsy. I was at Masons first. Mark Mason came home and turned as sour as a wasp, because the place was in a mess. She was washing her children, and shes got the kitchen to do, and he began blowing up. I left em then, and went in to Crosss. Mason went back down the hill; so hell come home tipsy.

Why cant she get her children washed afore he comes home? retorted Mrs. Carter, who could see plenty of motes in her neighbours eyes, though utterly blind to the beam in her own. Such wretched management! Children ought to be packed out of the way by seven oclock.

You dont get your cleaning over, any more than she does, remarked Miss Betsy boldly.

Mrs. Carter turned an angry gaze upon her; a torrent of words breaking from her lips. I get my cleaning over! I, who am at work every moment of my day, from early morning till late at night! Youd liken me to that good-for-nothing Het Mason, who hardly makes a dozen o gloves in a week, and keeps her house like a pigsty! Where would you and your father be, if I didnt work to keep you, and slave to make the place sweet and comfortable? Be off to Dame Buffles and buy me a besom, you ungrateful monkey: and then you turn to and dust these chairs.

Betsy did not wait for a second bidding. She preferred going for besoms, or for anything else, to her mothers kitchen and her mothers scolding. Her coming back was another affair; she would be just as likely to propel the besom into the kitchen and make off herself, as to enter.

She suddenly stopped now, door in hand, to relate some news.

I say, mother, theres going to be a party at the Alhambra tea-gardens.

A party at the Alhambra tea-gardens, with frost and snow on the ground! ironically repeated Mrs. Carter. Be off, and dont be an oaf.

Its true, said Betsy. All Honey Fairs going to it. I shall go too. Melia and Mary Ann Cross is going to have new things for it, and  

Will you go along and get that besom? cried angry Mrs. Carter. No child of mine shall go off to their Alhambras, catching their death on the wet grass.

Wet grass! echoed Betsy. Why, youre never such a gaby as to think theyd have a party on the grass! It is to be in the big room, and theres to be a fiddle and a tam  

  bourine never came. Mrs. Carter sent the wet mop flying after Miss Betsy, and the young lady, dexterously evading it, flung-to the door and departed.

A couple of hours later, Timothy Carter was escorted home, his own walking none of the steadiest. The men with him had taken more than Timothy; but it was that weak mans misfortune to be overcome by a little. You will allow, however, that he had taken enough, having spent his shilling and gone into debt besides. Mrs. Carter received him  Well, I am rather at a loss to describe it. She did not actually beat him, but her shrill voice might be heard all over Honey Fair, lavishing hard names upon helpless Tim. First of all, she turned out his pockets. The shilling was all gone. And how much more tacked on to it? asked she, wise by experience. And Timothy was just able to understand and answer. He felt himself as a lamb in the fangs of a wolf. Eightpence halfpenny.

A shilling and eightpence halfpenny chucked away in drink in one night! repeated Mrs. Carter. She gave him a short, emphatic shake, and propelled him up the stairs; leaving him without a light, to get to bed as he could. She had still some hours work downstairs, in the shape of mending clothes.

But it never once occurred to Mrs. Carter that she had herself to thank for his misdoings. With a tidy room and a cheerful fire to receive him, on returning from his days work, Timothy Carter would no more have thought of the public-houses than you or I should. And if, as did Charlotte East, she had welcomed him with a good supper and a pleasant tongue, poor Tim in his gratitude had forsworn public-houses for ever.

Neither, when Mark Mason staggered home, and his wife raved at and quarrelled with him, to the further edification of Honey Fair, did it strike that lady that she could be in fault. As Mrs. Carter had said, Henrietta Mason did not overburden herself with work of any sort; but she did make a pretence of washing her four children in a bucket on a Saturday night, and her kitchen afterwards. The ceremony was delayed through idleness and bad management to the least propitious part of the evening. So sure as she had the bucket before the fire, and the children collected round it; one in, one just out roaring to be dried, and the two others waiting their turn for the water, all of them stark naked  for Mrs. Mason made a point of undressing them at once to save trouble  so sure, I say, as these ablutions were in progress, the children frantically crying, Mrs. Mason boxing, storming, and rubbing, and the kitchen swimming, in would walk the father. Words invariably ensued: a short, sharp quarrel; and he would turn out again for the nearest public-house, where he was welcomed by a sociable room and a glowing fire. Can any one be surprised that it should be so?

You must not think these cases overdrawn; you must not think them exceptional cases. They are neither the one nor the other. They are truthful pictures, taken from what Honey Fair was then. I very much fear the same pictures might be taken from some places still.




CHAPTER XXII.

MR. BRUMMS SUNDAY SHIRT.

But theres something to say yet of Mrs. Brumm. You saw her turning away from Robert Easts door, saying that her husband, Andrew, had promised to come home that night and to bring his wages. Mrs. Brumm, a bad manager, as were many of the rest, would probably have received him with a sloppy kitchen, buckets, and besoms. Andrew had had experience of this, and, disloyal knight that he was, allowed himself to be seduced into the Horned Ram. Hed just take one pint and a pipe, he said to his conscience, and be home in time for his wife to get what she wanted. A little private matter of his own would call him away early. Pressed for a sum of money in the week which was owing to his club, and not possessing it, he had put his Sunday coat in pledge: and this he wanted to get out. However, a comrade sitting in the next chair to him at the Horned Ram had to get his coat out of the same accommodating receptacle. Nothing more easy than for him to bring out Andrews at the same time; which was done. The coat on the back of his chair, his pipe in his mouth, and a pint of good ale before him, the outer world was as nothing to Andrew Brumm.

At ten oclock, the landlord came in. Andrew Brumm, heres your wife wanting to see you.

Now Andrew was not a bad sort of man by any means, but he had a great antipathy to being looked after. A joke went round at Andrews expense; for if there was one thing the men in general hated more than another, it was that their wives should come in quest of them to the public-houses. Mrs. Brumm received a sharp reprimand; but she saw that he was, as she expressed it, getting on, so she got some money from him and kept her scolding for another opportunity.

She did not go near the pawnbrokers to get her irons out. She bought a bit of meat and what else she wanted, and returned to Honey Fair. Robert East was closing his door for the night as she passed it. Has Brumm come home? he asked.

Not he, the toper! He is stuck fast at the Horned Ram, getting in for it nicely. I have been after him for some money.

Have you got your irons out? inquired Charlotte, coming to the door.

No, nor nothing else; and theres pretty near half the kitchen in. Its him thatll suffer. He has been getting out his own coat, but he cant put it on. Leastways, he wont without a clean collar and shirt; and let him fish for them. Wait till to-morrow comes, Mr. Drew Brumm!

Was his coat in? returned Charlotte, surprised.

That it was. Him as goes on so when I puts a thing or two in! He owed some money at his club, and he went and put his coat in for four shillings, and Adam Thorneycroft has been and fetched it out for him.

Adam Thorneycroft! involuntarily returned Charlotte.

Thorneycrofts coat was in too, and he went for it just now, and Brumm gave him the ticket to get out his. Smiths daughter told me that. She was serving with her mother in the bar.

Is Adam Thorneycroft at the Horned Ram still?

That he is: side by side with Brumm. A nice pair of em! Charlotte East, take my advice; dont you have anything to say to Thorneycroft. A woman had better climb up to the top of her topmost chimbley and pitch herself off, head foremost, than marry a man given to drink.

Charlotte East felt vexed at the allusion  vexed that her name should be coupled openly with that of Adam Thorneycroft by the busy tongues of Honey Fair. That an attachment existed between herself and Adam Thorneycroft was true; but she did not wish the fact to become too apparent to others. Latterly she had been schooling her heart to forget him, for he was taking to frequent public-houses.

Mrs. Brumm went home, and was soon followed by her husband. He was not much the worse for what he had taken: he was a little. Mrs. Brumm reproached him with it, and a wordy war ensued.

They arose peaceably in the morning. Andrew was a civil, well-conducted man, and but for Horned Rams would have been a pattern to three parts of Honey Fair. He liked to be dressed well on Sunday and to attend the cathedral with his two children: he was very fond of listening to the chanting Mrs. Brumm  as was the custom generally with the wives of Honey Fair  stayed at home to cook the dinner. Andrew was accustomed to do many odd jobs on the Sunday morning, to save his wife trouble. He cleaned the boots and shoes, brushed his clothes, filled the coal-box, and made himself useful in sundry other ways. All this done, they sat down to breakfast with the two children, the unfortunate Jacky less black than he had been the previous night.

Now, Jacky, said Brumm, when the meal was over, get yourself ready; it has gone ten. Polly too.

Its amost too cold for Polly this morning, said Mrs. Brumm.

Not a bit ont. The walkll do her good, and give her an appetite for dinner. What is for dinner, Bell? I asked you before, but you didnt answer.

It aint much thanks to you as theres anything, retorted Mrs. Brumm, who rejoiced in the aristocratic name of Arabella. You plant yourself again at the Horned Ram, and see if I worries myself to come after you for money. Ill starve on the Sunday first.

I cant think what goes of your money, returned Andrew. There had not used to be this fuss if I stopped out for half an hour on the Saturday night, with my wages in my pocket. Where does yours go to?

It goes in necessaries, shortly answered Mrs. Brumm. But not caring for reasons of her own to pursue this particular topic, she turned to that of the dinner. I have half a shoulder of mutton, and Im going to take it to the bakeus with a batter pudden under it, and to boil the taters at home.

Thats capital! returned Andrew, gently rubbing his hands. Theres nothing nicer than baked mutton and a batter pudden. Jacky, brush your hair well: its as rough as bristles.

I had to use a handful of soda to get the dye out, said Mrs. Brumm. Sodas awful stuff for making the hair rough.

Andrew slipped out to the Honey Fair barber, who did an extensive business on Sunday morning, to be shaved. When he returned he went up to wash and dress, and finally uncovered a deal box where he was accustomed to find his clean shirt. With all Mrs. Brumms faults she had neat ways. The shirt was not there.

Bell, wheres my clean shirt? he called out from the top of the stairs.

Mrs. Bell Brumm had been listening for the words and received them with satisfaction. She nodded, winked, and went through a little pantomime of ecstasy, to the intense delight of the children, who were in the secret, and nodded and winked with her. Clean shirt? she called back again, as if not understanding.

My Sunday shirt aint here.

You havent got no Sunday shirt to-day.

Andrew Brumm descended the stairs in consternation. No Sunday shirt! he repeated.

No shirt, nor no collar, nor no handkercher, coolly affirmed Mrs. Brumm. There aint none ironed. They be all in the wet and the rough, wrapped up in an old towel. Jacky and Polly havent nothing either.

Brumm stared considerably. Why, whats the meaning of that?

The irons are in pawn, shortly answered Mrs. Brumm. You know you never came home with the money, so I couldnt get em out.

Another wordy war. Andrew protested she had no call to put the irons in any such place. She impudently retorted that she should put the house in if she liked.

A hundred such little episodes could be related of the domestic life of Honey Fair.




CHAPTER XXIII.

THE MESSRS. BANKES.

On the Monday morning, a troop of the gloveress girls flocked into Charlotte Easts. They were taking holiday, as was usual with them on Mondays. Charlotte was a favourite. It is true, she bothered them, as they called it, with good advice, but they liked her in spite of it. Charlottes kitchen was always tidy and peaceful, with a bright fire burning in it: other kitchens would be full of bustle and dirt. Charlotte never let them hinder her; she worked away at her gloves all the time. Charlotte was a glove-maker; that is, she sewed the fingers together, and put in the thumbs, forgits, and quirks. Look at your own gloves, English made. The long strips running up inside the fingers are the forgits; and the little pieces between, where the fingers open, are the quirks. The gloves Charlotte was occupied with now were of a very dark green colour, almost black, called corbeau in the trade, and they were sewn with white silk. Charlottes stitches were as beautifully regular as though she had used a patent machine. The white silk and the fellow glove to the one she was making, lay inside a clean white handkerchief doubled upon her lap; other gloves, equally well covered, were in a basket at her side.

The girls had come in noisily, with flushed cheeks and eager eyes. Charlotte saw that something was exciting them. They liked to tell her of their little difficulties and pleasures. Betsy Carter had informed her mother that there was going to be a party at the Alhambra tea-gardens, if you remember; and this was the point of interest to-day. These Alhambra tea-gardens, however formidable and perhaps suggestive the name, were very innocent in reality. They belonged to a quiet roadside inn, half a mile from the town, and comprised a large garden and extensive lawn. The view from them was beautiful; and many a party from Helstonleigh, far higher in the scale of society than these girls, would go there in summer to take tea and enjoy the view. A young, tall, handsome girl of eighteen had drawn her chair close to Charlottes. She was the half-sister of Mark Mason, and had her home with him and his wife; supporting herself after a fashion by her work. But she was always in debt to them, and she and Mrs. Mark did not get along well together. She wore a new shawl, and straw bonnet trimmed with blue ribbons: and her dark hair fell in glossy ringlets  as was the fashion then. Two other girls perched themselves on a table. They were sisters  Amelia and Mary Ann Cross; others placed themselves where they could. Somewhat light were they in manner, these girls; free in speech. Nothing farther. If an unhappy girl did, by mischance, turn out badly, or, as the expressive phrase had it, went wrong, she was forthwith shunned, and shunned for ever. Whatever may have been the faults and failings prevailing in Honey Fair, this sort of wrong-doing was not common amongst them.

Why, Caroline, that is new! exclaimed Charlotte East, alluding to the shawl.

Caroline Mason laughed. Is it not a beauty? cried she. And it may be remarked that in speech and accent she was superior to some of the girls.

Charlotte took a corner of it in her hand. It must have cost a pound at least, she said. Is it paid for?

Again Caroline laughed. Never you mind whether its paid for or not, Charlotte. You wont be called upon for the money for it. As I told my sister-in-law yesterday.

You did not want it, Caroline; and I am quite sure you could not afford it. Your winter cloak was good yet. It is so bad a plan, getting goods on credit. I wish those Bankeses had never come near the place!

Dont you run down Bankess, Charlotte East, interposed Eliza Tyrrett, a very plain girl, with an ill-natured expression of face. We should never get along at all if it wasnt for Bankess.

You would get along all the better, returned Charlotte. How much are they going to charge you for this shawl, Caroline?

Caroline and Eliza Tyrrett exchanged peculiar glances. There appeared to be some secret between them, connected with the shawl. Oh, a pound or so, replied Caroline. What was it, Eliza?

Eliza Tyrrett burst into a loud laugh, and Caroline echoed it. Charlotte East did not press for the answer. But she did press the matter against dealing with Bankess; as she had pressed it many a time before.

A twelvemonth ago, some strangers had opened a linen-drapers shop in a back street of Helstonleigh; brothers of the name of Bankes. They professed to do business upon credit, and to wait upon people at their own homes, after the fashion of hawkers. Every Monday would one of them appear in Honey Fair, a great pack of goods on his back, which would be opened for inspection at each house. Caps, shawls, gown-pieces, calico, flannel, and finery, would be displayed in all their fascinations. Now, you who are reading this, only reflect on the temptation! The women of Honey Fair went into debt; and it was three parts the work of their lives to keep the finery, and the system, from the knowledge of their husbands.

Pay us so much weekly, Bankess would say. And the women did so: it seemed like getting a gown for nothing. But Bankess were found to be strict in collecting the instalments; and how these weekly payments told upon the wages, I will leave you to judge. Some would have many shillings to pay weekly. Charlotte East and a few more prudent ones spoke against this system; but they made no impression. The temptation was too great. Charlotte assumed that this was how Caroline Masons shawl had been obtained. In that, however, she was mistaken.

Charlotte, we are going down to Bankess. Therell be a better choice in his shop than in his pack. You have heard of the party at the Alhambra. Well, it is to be next Monday, and we want to ask you what we shall wear. What would you advise us to get for it?

Get nothing, replied Charlotte. Dont go to Bankess, and dont go to the Alhambra.

The whole assembly sat in wonder, with open eyes. Not go to the party! echoed pert Amelia Cross. What next, Charlotte East?

I told you what it would be, if you came into Charlotte Easts, said Eliza Tyrrett, a sneer on her countenance.

I am not against proper amusement, though I dont much care for it myself, said Charlotte. But when you speak of going to a party at the Alhambra, somehow it does not sound respectable.

The girls opened their eyes wider. Why, Charlotte, what harm do you suppose will come to us? We can take care of ourselves, I hope?

It is not that, said Charlotte. Of course you can. Still it does not sound nice. It is like going to a public-house  you cant call the Alhambra anything else. It is quite different, this, from going there to have tea in the summer. But thats not it, I say. If you go to it, you would be running into debt for all sorts of things at Bankess, and get into trouble.

My sister-in-law says you are a croaker, Charlotte; and shes right, cried Caroline Mason, with good-humour.

Charlotte, it is not a bit of use your talking, broke in Mary Ann Cross vehemently. We shall go to the party, and we shall buy new things for it. Bankess have some lovely sarcenets, cross-barred; green, and pink, and lilac; and me and Melia mean to have a dress apiece off em. With a pink bow in front, and a white collar  my! wouldnt folks stare at us!  Twelve yards each it would take, and they are one-and-eightpence a yard.

Mary Ann, it would be just madness! Thered be the making, the lining, and the ribbon: five or six-and-twenty shillings each, they would cost you. Pray dont!

How you do reckon things up, Charlotte! We should pay off weekly: we have time afore us.

What would your father say?

Charlotte, just hold your noise about father, quickly returned Amelia Cross, in a hushed and altered tone. You know we dont tell him about Bankess.

Charlotte found she might as well have talked to the winds. The girls were bent upon the evenings pleasure, and also upon the smart things they deemed necessary for it. A few minutes more and they left her; and trooped down to the shop of the Messrs. Bankes.

Charlotte was coming home that evening from an errand to the town, when she met Adam Thorneycroft. He was somewhat above the common run of workmen.

Oh, is it you, Charlotte? he exclaimed, stopping her. I say, how is it that youll never have anything to say to me now?

I have told you why, Adam, she replied.

You have told me a pack of nonsense. I wouldnt lose you, Charlotte, to be made king of England. When once we are married, you shall see how steady Ill be. I will not enter a public-house.

You have been saying that you will not for these twelve months past, Adam, she sadly rejoined; and, had her face been visible in the dark night, he would have seen that it was working with agitation.

What does it hurt a man, to go out and take a quiet pipe and a glass after his works over? Everybody does it.

Everybody does not. But I do not wish to contend. It seems to bring you no conviction. Half the miseries around us in Honey Fair arise from so much of the wages being wasted at the public-houses. I know what you would say  that the wives are in fault as well. So they are. I do not believe people were sent into the world to live as so many of us live: nothing but scuffle and discomfort, and  I may almost say it  sinfulness. One of these wretched households shall never be mine.

My goodness, Charlotte! How seriously you speak!

It is a serious subject. I want to try to live so as to do my duty by myself and by those around me; to pass my days in peace with the world and with my conscience. A woman beaten down, cowed by all sorts of ills, could not do so; and, where the husband is unsteady, she must be beaten down. Adam, you know it is not with a willing heart I give you up, but I am forced to it.

How can you bring yourself to say this to me? he rejoined.

I dont deny that it is hard, she faintly said, suppressing with difficulty her emotion. This many a week I and duty have been having a conflict with each other: but duty has gained the mastery. I knew it would from the first  

Duty be smothered! interrupted Adam Thorneycroft. I shall think you a born natural presently, Charlotte.

Yes, I know. I cant help it. Adam, we should never pull together, you see. Good-bye! We can be friends in future, if you like; nothing more.

She held out her hand to him for a parting salutation. Adam, hurt and angry, flung it from him, and turned towards Helstonleigh: and Charlotte continued her way home, her tears dropping in the dusky night.




CHAPTER XXIV.

HARD TO BEAR.

Mrs. Halliburton struggled on. A struggle, my reader, that it is to be hoped, for your comforts sake, you have never experienced, and never will. She had learnt the stitch for the back of the gloves, and Mr. Lynn supplied her with a machine and with work. But she could not do it quickly as yet; though it was a hopeful day for her when she found that her weekly earnings amounted to six shillings.

Mrs. Reece paid her twenty shillings a week. Or rather, Dobbs: for Dobbs was paymaster-general. Of that, Jane could use (she had made a close calculation) six shillings, putting by fourteen for rent and taxes. Her taxes were very light, part of them being paid by the landlord, as was the custom with some houses in Helstonleigh. But for this, the rent would have been less. Sorely tempted as she was, by hunger, by cold, almost by starvation, Jane was resolute in leaving the fourteen shillings intact. She had suffered too much from non-payment of the last rent, not to be prepared with the next. But  the endurance and deprivation!  how great they were! And she suffered far more for her children than for herself.

One night, towards the middle of February, she felt very downhearted: almost as if she could not struggle on much longer. With her own earnings and the six shillings taken from Mrs. Reeces money she could count little more than twelve shillings weekly, and everything had to be found out of it. Coals, candles, washing  that is, the soap, firing, etc., necessary for Miss Betsy Carter to do it with; the boys shoe-mending and other trifles, besides food. You will not, therefore, be surprised to hear that on this night they had literally nothing in the house but part of a loaf of bread. Jane was resolute in one thing  not to go into debt. Mrs. Buffle would have given credit, probably other shops also; but Jane believed that her sole chance of surmounting the struggle eventually was by keeping debt, even trifling debt, away. They had this morning eaten bread for breakfast; they had eaten potatoes and salt for dinner; and now, tea-time, there was bread again. All Jane had in her pocket was twopence, which must be kept for milk for the following morning; so they were drinking water now.

They were round the fire; two of the boys kneeling on the ground to get the better blaze, thankful they had a fire at all. Their lessons were over for the day. William had been thoroughly well brought on by his father, in Greek, Latin, Euclid, and in English generally  in short, in the branches necessary to a good education. Frank and Gar were forward also; indeed, Frank, for his age, was a very good Latin scholar. But how could they do much good or make much progress by themselves? William helped his brothers as well as he could, but it was somewhat profitless work; and Jane was all too conscious that they needed to be at school. Altogether, her heart was sore within her.

Another thing was beginning to worry her  a fear lest her brother should not be able to send the rent. She had fully counted upon it; but, now that the time of its promised receipt was at hand, fears and doubts arose. She was dwelling on it now  now, as she sat there at her work, in the twilight of the early spring evening. If the money did not come, all she could do would be to go to Mr. Ashley, tell him of her ill luck, and that he must take the things at last. They must turn out, wanderers on the wide earth; no  

A plaintive cry interrupted her dream and recalled her to reality. It came from Jane, who was seated on a stool, her head leaning against the side of the mantel-piece.

She is crying, mamma, cried quick Frank; and Janey whispered something into Franks ear, the cry deepening into sobs.

Mamma, shes crying because shes hungry.

Janey, dear, I have nothing but bread. You know it. Could you eat a bit?

I want something else, sobbed Janey. Some meat, or some pudding. It is such a long time since we had any. I am tired of bread; I am very hungry.

There came an echoing cry from the other side of the fireplace. Gar had laid his head down on the floor, and he now broke out, sobbing also.

I am hungry too. I dont like bread any more than Janey does. When shall we have something nice?

Jane gathered them to her, one in each arm, soothing them with soft caresses, her heart aching, her own sobs choked down, one single comfort present to her  that God knew what she had to bear.

Almost she began to fear for her own health. Would the intense anxiety, combined with the want of sufficient food, tell upon her? Would her sleepless nights tell upon her? Would her grief for the loss of her husband  a grief not the less keenly felt because she did not parade it  tell upon her? All that lay in the future.

She rose the next morning early to her work; she always had to rise early  the boys and Jane setting the breakfast. Breakfast! Putting the bread upon the table and taking in the milk. For twopence they had a quart of skimmed milk, and were glad to get it. Her head was heavy, her frame hot, the result of inward fever, her limbs were tired before the day began; worse than all, there was that utter weariness of mind which predisposes a sufferer from it to lie down and die. This will never do, thought Jane; I must bear up.

A dispute between Frank and Gar! They were good, affectionate boys; but little tempers must break out now and then. In trying to settle it, Jane burst into tears. It put an end to the fray more effectually than anything else could have done. The boys looked blank with consternation, and Janey burst into hysterical sobs.

Dont, Jane, dont, said the poor mother; I am not well; but do not you cry.

I am not well, either, sobbed Janey. It hurts me here, and here. She put her hand to her head and chest, and Jane knew that she was weak from long-continued insufficiency of food. There was no remedy for it. Jane only wished she could bear for them all.

Some time after breakfast there came the postmans knock at the door. A thickish letter  twopence to pay. The penny postal system had come in, but letters were not so universally prepaid then as they are now.

Jane glanced over it with a beating heart. Yes, it was her brothers handwriting. Could the promised rent have really arrived? She felt sick with agitation.

I have no money at all, Frank. Ask Dobbs if she will lend you twopence.

Away went Frank, in his quick and not very ceremonious manner, penetrating to the kitchen, where Dobbs happened to be. Dobbs, will you please to lend mamma twopence? It is for a letter.

Dobbs, indeed! Whos Dobbs? retorted that functionary in wrath. I am Mrs. Dobbs, if you please. Take yourself out of my sight till you can learn manners.

Wont you lend it? The postmans waiting.

No, I wont, returned Dobbs.

Back ran Frank. She wont lend it, mamma. She says I was rude to her, and called her Dobbs.

Oh, Frank! But the postman was impatient, demanding whether he was to be kept there all day. Jane was fain to apply to Dobbs herself, and procured the loan. Then she ran upstairs with the letter, and her trembling fingers broke the seal. Two banknotes, for 10£. each, fell out of it. The promised loan had been sixteen pounds. The Rev. Francis Tait had contrived to spare four pounds more.

Before Jane had recovered from her excitement  almost before a breath of thanks had gone up from her heart  she saw Mr. Ashley on the opposite side of the road, going towards Helstonleigh. Being in no state to weigh her actions, only conscious that the two notes lay in her hand  actual realities  she threw on her bonnet and shawl, and went across the road to Mr. Ashley. In her agitation, she scarcely knew what she did or said.

Oh, sir  I beg your pardon  but I have at this moment received the money for the back rent. May I give it to you now?

Mr. Ashley looked at her in surprise. A scarlet spot shone on her thin cheeks  a happy excitement was spread over her face of care. He read the indications plainly  that she was an eager payer, but no willing debtor. The open letter in her hand, and the postman opposite, told the tale.

There is no such hurry, Mrs. Halliburton, he said, smiling. I cannot give you a receipt here.

You can send it to me, she said. I would rather pay you than Mr. Dare.

She held out the notes to him. He felt in his pocket whether he had sufficient change, found he had, and handed it to her. That is it, madam  four sovereigns. Thank you.

She took them hesitatingly, but did not close her hand. Was there not some expense incurred when  when that man was put in?

Not for you to pay, Mrs. Halliburton, he pointedly returned. I hope you are getting pretty well through your troubles?

The tears came into her eyes, and she turned them away. Getting pretty well through her troubles! Thank you for inquiring, she meekly said. I shall, I believe, have the quarters rent ready in March, when it falls due.

Do not put yourself out of the way to pay it, he replied. If it would be more convenient to you to let it go on to the half-year, it would be the same to me.

Her heart rose to the kindness. Thank you, Mr. Ashley, thank you very much for your consideration; but I must pay as I go on, if I possibly can.

Patience stood at her gate, smiling as she recrossed the road. She had seen what had passed.

Thee hast good news, I see. But thee wert in a hurry, to pay thy rent in the road.

My brother has sent me the rent and four pounds over. Patience, I can buy bedside carpets now.

Patience looked pleased. With all thy riches thee will scarcely thank me for this poor three and sixpence, holding out the silver to her. Samuel Lynn left it; it is owing thee for thy work.

Jane smiled sadly as she took it. Her riches! How is Anna? she asked.

She is nicely, thank thee, and is gone to school. But she was wilful over her lessons this morning. Farewell. I am glad thee art so far out of thy perplexities.

Very far, indeed; and a great relief it was. Can you realize these troubles of Mrs. Halliburtons? Not, I think, as she realized them. We pity the trials and endurance of the poor; but, believe me, they are as nothing compared with the bitter lot of reduced gentlepeople. Jane had not been brought up to poverty, to scanty and hard fare, to labour, to humiliations, to the pain of debt. But for hope  and some of us know how strong that is in the human heart  and for that better hope, trust, Jane never could have gone through her trials. Her physical privations alone were almost too hard to bear. Can you wonder that an unexpected present of four pounds seemed as a mine of wealth?




CHAPTER XXV.

INCIPIENT VANITY.

But four pounds, however large a sum to look at, dwindles down sadly in the spending; especially when bedside carpets, and boys boots  new ones and the mending of old ones  have to be deducted from it at the commencement. An idea had for some time been looming in Janes mind; looming ominously, for she did not like to speak of it. It was, that William must go out and enter upon some employment, by which a little weekly money might be added to their stock. He was eager enough; indulging, no doubt, boy-like, peculiar visions of his own, great and grand. But these Jane had to dispel; to explain that for young boys, such as he, earning money implied hard work.

His face flushed scarlet. Jane drew him to her and pressed her cheek upon his.

There would be no real disgrace in it, my darling. No work in itself brings disgrace; be it carrying out parcels or sweeping out a shop. So long as we retain our refinement of tone, of manner, our courteous conduct one to the other, we shall still be gentlepeople, let us work at what we may. William, I think it is your duty to help in our need.

Yes, I see, mamma, he answered. I will try and do it; anything that may turn up.

Jane had not much faith in things turning up. She believed that they must be sought for. That same evening she went into Mr. Lynns, with the view to asking his counsel. There she found Anna in trouble. The cause was as follows.

Patience, leaving Anna alone at her lessons, had gone into the kitchen to give some directions to Grace. Anna seized the opportunity to take a little recreation: not that it was greatly needed, for  spoilt child that she was!  she had merely looked at her books with vacant eyes, not having in reality learned a single word. First of all, off went her cap. Next, she drew from her pocket a small mirror, about the size of a five-shilling piece. Propping this against her books on the table before her, so that the rays of the lamp might fall upon it, she proceeded to admire herself, and twist her flowing hair round her pretty fingers to make a shower of ringlets. Sad vanity for a little born Quakeress! But it must be owned that never did mirror, small or large, give back a more lovely image than that childs. She had just arranged her curls, and was contemplating their effect to her entire satisfaction, when back came Patience sooner than she was expected, and caught the young lady at her impromptu toilette. What with the curls and what with the mirror, Anna did not know which to hurry away first.

Thee naughty child! Thee naughty, naughty child! What is to become of thee? Where did thee get this?

Anna burst into tears. In her perplexity she said she had found the mirror.

That thee did not, said Patience calmly. I ask thee where thee got it from?

Of a remarkably pliant nature, wavering and timid, Anna never withstood long the persistent questioning of Patience. Amid many tears the truth came out. Lucy Dixon had brought it to school in her workbox. It was a dolls mirror, and she, Anna, had given her sixpence for it.

The sixpence that thy father bestowed upon thee yesterday for being a good girl, retorted Patience. I told him thee would likely not make a profitable use of it. Come up to bed with thee! I will talk to thee after thee are in it.

Of all things, Anna disliked to be sent to bed before her time. She sobbed, expostulated, and promised all sorts of amendment for the future. Patience, firm and quiet, would have carried her point, but for the entrance of Samuel Lynn. The fault was related to him by Patience, and the mirror exhibited. Anna clung around him in a storm of sobs.

Dear father! Dear, dear father, dont thee let me go to bed! Let me sit by thee while thee hast thy supper. Patience may keep the glass, but dont thee let me go.

It was quite a picture  the child clinging there with her crimsoned cheeks, her wet eyelashes, and her soft flowing hair. Samuel Lynn, albeit a man not given to demonstration, strained her to him with a loving movement. Perhaps the crime of looking into a dolls glass and toying with her hair appeared to him more venial than it did to Patience; but then, she was his beloved child.

Will thee transgress again, Anna?

No, I never will, sobbed Anna.

Then Patience will suffer thee to sit up this once. But thee must be careful.

He placed her in a chair close to him. Patience, disapproving very much but saying nothing, left the room. Grace appeared with the supper-tray, and a message that Patience would take her supper in the kitchen. It was at this juncture that Mrs. Halliburton came in. She told the Quaker that she had come to consult him about William; and mentioned her intentions.

To tell thee the truth, friend, I have marvelled much that thee did not, under thy circumstances, seek to place out thy eldest son, was the answer. He might be helping thee.

He is young to earn anything, Mr. Lynn. Do you see a chance of my getting him a place?

That depends, friend, upon the sort of place he may wish for. I could help him to a place to-morrow. But it is one that may not accord with thy notions.

What is it? eagerly asked Jane.

It is in Thomas Ashleys manufactory. We are in want of another boy, and the master told me to-day I had better inquire for one.

What would he have to do? asked Jane. And what would he earn?

He would have to do anything he may be directed to do. Thy son is older than are our boys who come to us ordinarily, and he has been differently brought up; therefore I might put him to somewhat better employment. He might also be paid a trifle more. They sweep and dust, go on outdoor errands, carry messages indoors, black the gloves, get in coal; and they earn, if they are sharp, half-a-crown a week.

Janes heart sank within her.

But thy son, I say, might be treated somewhat differently. Not that he must be above doing any of these duties, should he be put to them. I can assure thee, friend, that some of the first manufacturers of this town have thus begun their career. A thoroughly practical knowledge of the business is only to be acquired by beginning at the first step of the ladder, and working upwards.

Did Mr. Ashley so begin? She could scarcely tell why she asked the question. Unless it was that a feeling came over her that if Mr. Ashley had done these things, she would not mind Williams doing them.

No, friend. Thomas Ashleys father was a man of means, and Thomas was bred up a classical scholar and a gentleman. He has never taken a practical part in the working of the business: I do that for him. His labours are chiefly confined to the correspondence and the keeping of the books. His father wished him to embrace a profession rather than be a glove manufacturer: but Thomas preferred to succeed his father. If thee would like thy son to enter our manufactory, I will try him.

Jane was dubious. She felt quite sure that William would not like it. He has been thinking of a counting-house, or a lawyers or conveyancers office, she said aloud. He would like to employ his time in writing. Would there be difficulty in getting him into one?

I do not opine a lawyer would take a boy of his size. They require their writing to be well and correctly done. About that, I cannot tell thee much, for I have nothing to do with lawyers. He can inquire.

Jane rose. She stood by the table, unconsciously stroking Annas flowing curls  for the cap had never been replaced, and Samuel Lynn found no fault with the omission. I will speak candidly, said Jane. I fear that the place you have kindly offered me would not be liked by William. Other employments, writing for example, would be more palatable. Nevertheless, were he unable to obtain anything else I should be glad to accept this. Will you give me three or four days for consideration?

To oblige thee, I will, friend. When Thomas Ashley gives orders, he is prompt in having them attended to; and he spoke, as I have informed thee, about a fresh boy to-day. Would it not be a help to thee, friend, if thee got thy other two boys into the school attached to the cathedral?

But I have no interest, said Jane. I hear that education there is free; but I do not possess the slightest chance.

Thee may get a chance, friend. Theres nothing like trying. I must tell thee that the school is not thought highly of, in consequence of the instruction being confined exclusively to Latin and Greek. In the old days this was thought enough; but people are now getting more enlightened. Thomas Ashley was educated there; but he had a private tutor at home for the branches not taught at the college; he had also masters for what are called accomplishments. He is one of the most accomplished men of the day. Few are so thoroughly and comprehensively educated as Thomas Ashley. I have heard say thy sons have begun Latin. It might be a help to them if they could get in.

I should desire nothing better, Jane breathlessly rejoined, a new hope penetrating her heart. I have heard of the collegiate school here; but, until very recently I supposed it to be an expensive institution.

No, friend; it is free. The best way to get a boy in is by making interest with the head-master of the school, or with some of the cathedral clergy.

A recollection of Mr. Peach flashed into Janes mind as a ray of light. She bade good-night to Samuel Lynn and Anna, and to Patience as she passed the kitchen. Patience had been crying.

I am grieved about Anna, she explained. I love the child dearly, but Samuel Lynn is blind to her faults; and it argues badly for the future. Thee cannot imagine half her vanity; I fear me, too, she is deceitful. I wish her father could see it! I wish he would indulge her less and correct her more! Good night to thee.

Before concluding the chapter, it may as well be mentioned that a piece of good fortune about this time befell Janey. She found favour with Dobbs! How it came about perhaps Dobbs could not herself have told. Certainly no one else could.

Mrs. Reece had got into the habit of asking Jane into her parlour to tea. She was a kind-hearted old lady and liked the child. Dobbs would afterwards be at work, generally some patching and mending to her own clothes; and Dobbs, though she would not acknowledge it to herself or to any one else, could not see to thread her needle. Needle in one hand and thread in the other, she would poke the two together for five minutes, no result supervening. Janey hit upon the plan of threading her a needle in silence, whilst Dobbs used the one; and from that time Jane kept her in threaded needles. Whether this conciliated Dobbs must remain a mystery, but she took a liking for Jane; and the liking grew into love. Henceforth Janey wanted for nothing. While the others starved, she lived on the fat of the land. Meat and pudding, fowls and pastry, whatever dinner in the parlour might consist of, Janey had her share of it, and a full share too. At first Mrs. Halliburton, from motives of delicacy, would not allow Jane to go in; upon which Dobbs would enter, boiling over with indignation, red with the exertion of cooking, and triumphantly bear her off. Jane spoke seriously to Mrs. Reece about it, but the old lady declared she was as glad to have the child as Dobbs was.

Once, Janey came to a standstill over some apple pudding, which had followed upon veal cutlets and bacon. I am quite full, said she, more plainly than politely: I cant eat a bit more. May I give this piece upon my plate to Gar?

No, you may not, snapped Dobbs, drowning Mrs. Reeces words, that she might give it and welcome. How dare you, Janey? You know that boys is the loadstones of my life.

Dobbs probably used the word loadstones to indicate a heavy weight. She seized the plate of pudding and finished it herself, lest it should find its way to the suggested quarter  a self-sacrifice which served to show her earnestness in the cause. Nothing gave Dobbs indigestion like apple pudding, and she knew she should be a martyr for four-and-twenty hours afterwards.

Thus Jane, at least, suffered from henceforth no privations, and for this Mrs. Halliburton was very thankful. The time was to come, however, when she would have reason to be more so.




CHAPTER XXVI.

MR. ASHLEYS MANUFACTORY.

The happy thought, suggested by Samuel Lynn, Jane carried out. She applied in person to Mr. Peach, and he obtained an immediate entrance for Frank to the college school, with a promise for Gar to enter at quarter-day, the 25th of March. He was perfectly thunderstruck when he found that his old friend and tutor, Mr. Halliburton, was dead; had died in Helstonleigh; and that he  he!  had buried him. There was no need to ask him twice, after that, to exert his interest for the fatherless children. The school (I have told you what it was many years ago) was not held in the highest repute, from the reason spoken of by Samuel Lynn; vacancies often occurred, and admission was easy. It was one great weight off Janes mind.

William was not so fortunate. He was at that period very short for his age, timid in manner, and no office could be persuaded to take him. Nothing in the least congenial to him presented itself or could be found; and the result was that he resigned himself to Samuel Lynn, who introduced him to Mr. Ashleys extensive manufactory  to be initiated by degrees into all the mysteries necessary to convert a skin into a glove. And although his interest and curiosity were excited by what he saw, he pronounced it a hateful business.

When the skins came in from the leather-dressers they were washed in a tub of cold water. The next day warm water, mixed with yolks of eggs, was poured on them, and a couple of men, bare-legged to the knee, got into the tub, and danced upon them, skins, eggs, and water, for two hours. Then they were spread in a field to dry, till they were as hard as lantern horn; then they were staked, as it was called  a long process, to smooth and soften them. To the stainers next, to be stained black or coloured; next to the parers, to have the loose flesh pared from the inside, and to be smoothed again with pumice-stone  all this being done on the outside premises. Then they came inside, to the hands of one of the foremen, who sorted and marked them for the cutters. The cutters cut the skins into tranks (the shape of the hand in outline) with the separate thumbs and forgits, and sent them in to the slitters. The slitters slit the four fingers, and shaped the thumbs and forgits: after that, they were ready for the women  three different women, you may remember, being necessary to turn out each glove, so far as the sewing went; for one woman rarely worked at more than her own peculiar branch, or was capable of working at it. This done, and back in the manufactory again, they had to be pulled straight, and padded, or rubbed, a process by which they were brightened. If black gloves, the seams were washed over with a black dye, or else glazed; then they were hung up to dry. This done, they went into Samuel Lynns room, a large room next to Mr. Ashleys private room, and here they were sorted into firsts, seconds, or thirds; the sorting being always done by Samuel Lynn, or by James Meeking the head foreman. It was called making-up. Next they were banded round with a paper in dozens, labelled, and placed in small boxes, ready for the warehouses in London. A great deal, you see, before one pair of gloves could be turned out.

The first morning that William went at six oclock with Samuel Lynn, he was ordered to light the fire in Mr. Ashleys room, sweep it out, and dust it, first of all sprinkling the floor with water from a watering-pot. And this was to be part of his work every morning at present; Samuel Lynn giving him strict charge never to disturb anything on Mr. Ashleys desk. If he moved things to dust the desk, he was to lay them down again in the same places and in the same position. The duster consisted of some leather shreds tied up into a knot, the ends loose. He found he should have to wait on Mr. Ashley and Samuel Lynn, bring things they wanted, carry messages to the men, and go out when sent. A pair of shears, which he could not manage, was put into his hand, and he had to cut a damaged skin, useless for gloves, into narrow strips, standing at one of the counters in Samuel Lynns room. William wondered whether they were to make another duster, but he found they were used in the manufactory in place of string. That done, a round, polished stick was handed to him, tapered at either end, which he had to pass over and over some small gloves to make them smooth, after the manner of a cook rolling out paste for a pie. He looked with dismay at the two young errand boys of the establishment, who were black with dye. But Samuel Lynn had distinctly told him that he would not be expected to place himself on their level. The rooms were for the most part very light, one or two sides being entirely of glass.

On the evening of this first day, William, after he got home, sat there in sad heaviness. His mother asked how he liked his employment, and he returned an evasive answer. Presently he rose to go to bed, saying he had a headache. Up he went to the garret, and flung himself down on the mattress, sobbing as if his heart would break. Jane, suspecting something of this, followed him up. She caught him in her arms.

Oh, my darling, dont give way! Things may grow brighter after a time.

It is such a dreadful change!  from my books, my Latin and Greek, to go there and sweep out places like those two black boys! he said hysterically, all his reticence gone.

My dear boy! my darling boy! I know not how to reconcile you, how to lessen your cares. Your experience of the sorrow of life is beginning early. You are hungry, too.

I am always hungry, answered William, quite unable to affect concealment in that hour of grief. I heard one of those black boys say he had boiled pork and greens for dinner. I did so envy him.

Jane checked her tears; they were rising rebelliously. William, darling your lot seems just now very dark and painful, but it might be worse.

Worse! he echoed in surprise. How could it be worse? Mamma, I am no better than an errand-boy there.

It would be worse, William, if you were one of those poor black boys. Unenlightened; no wish for higher things; content to remain as they are for ever.

But that could never be, he urged. To be content with such a life is impossible.

They are content, William.

He saw the drift of the argument. Yes, mamma, he acknowledged; I did not reflect. It would be worse if I were quite as they are.

William, we can only bear our difficulties, and make the best of them, trusting to surmount them in the end. You and I must both do this. Trust is different from hope. If we only hope, we may lose courage; but if we fully and freely trust, we cannot. Patience and perseverance, endurance and trust, they will in the end triumph; never fear. If I feared, William, I should go into the grave with despair. I never lose my trust. I never lose my conviction, firm and certain, that God is watching over me, that He is permitting these trials for some wise purpose, and that in His own good time we shall be brought through them.

Williams sobs were growing lighter.

The time may come when we shall be at ease again, continued Jane; when we shall look back on this time of trial, and be thankful that we did bear up and surmount it, instead of fainting under the burden. God will take care that the battle is not too hot for us, if we only resign ourselves, in all trust, to do the best. The future is grievously dim and indistinct. As the guiding light in your fathers dream shone only on one step at a time, so can I see only one step before me.

What step is that? he asked somewhat eagerly.

The one obvious step before me is to persevere, as I am now doing, to try and retain this home for you, my children; to work as I can, so as to keep you around me. I must strive to keep you together, and you must help me. Bear up bravely, William. Make the best of this unpleasant employment and its mortifications, and strive to overcome your repugnance to it. Be resolute, my boy, in doing your duty in it, because it is your duty, and because, William  because it is helping your mother.

A shadow of the trust, so firm in his mothers heart, began to dawn in his. Yes, it is my duty, he resolutely said. I will try to do it  to hope and trust.

Jane strained him to her. Were you and I to give way now, darling, our past troubles would have been borne for nothing. Let us, I repeat, look forward to the time when we may say, We did not faint; we battled on, and overcame. It will come, William. Only trust to God.

She quitted him, leaving him to reflection and resolve scarcely befitting his young years.

The week wore on to its close. On the Saturday night, William, his face flushed, held out four shillings to his mother. My weeks wages, mamma.

Janes face flushed also. It is more than I expected, William, she said. I fancied you would have three.

I think the master fixed the sum, said William.

The master? Do you mean Mr. Ashley?

We never say Mr. Ashley in the manufactory; we say the master. Mr. Lynn was paying the wages to-night. I heard them say that sometimes Mr. Lynn paid them, and sometimes James Meeking. Those two black boys have half-a-crown apiece. He left me to the last, and when the rest were gone, he looked at me and took up three shillings. Then he seemed to hesitate, and suddenly he locked the desk, went into the masters room, and spoke with him. He came back in a minute, unlocked the desk, and gave me four shillings. Thee hast not earned it, he said, but I think thee has done thy best. Thee will have the same each week, so long as thee does so.

Jane held the four shillings, and felt that she was growing quite rich. The rest crowded round to look. Cant we have a nice dinner to-morrow with it? said one.

I think we must, said Jane cheerily. A nice dinner for once in a way. What shall it be?

Roast beef, called out Frank.

Pork with crackling, suggested Janey. That of Mrs. Reeces yesterday was so good.

Couldnt we have fowls and a jam pudding? asked Gar.

Jane smiled and kissed him. All the suggestions were beyond her purse. We will have a meat pudding, she said; thats best. And the children cheerfully acquiesced. They had implicit faith in their mother; they knew that what she said was best, would be best.

On this same Saturday night Charlotte East was returning home from Helstonleigh, an errand having taken her thither after dark. Almost opposite to the turning to Honey Fair, a lane branched off, leading to some farm-houses; a lane, green and pleasant in summer, but bare and uninviting now. Two people turned into it as Charlotte looked across. She caught only a glance; but something in the aspect of both struck upon her as familiar. A gas-lamp at the corner shed a light upon the spot, and Charlotte suddenly halted, and stood endeavouring to peer further. But they were soon out of view. A feeling of dismay had stolen over Charlotte. She hoped she was mistaken; that the parties were not those she had fancied; and she slowly continued her way. A few paces more, she turned up the road leading to Honey Fair and found herself nearly knocked over by one who came running against her, apparently in some excitement and in a great hurry.

Whos this? cried the voice of Eliza Tyrrett. Charlotte East, I declare! I say, have you seen anything of Caroline Mason?

Charlotte hesitated. She hoped she had not seen her; though the misgiving was upon her that she had. Did you think I might have seen her? she returned. Has she come this way?

Yes, I expect she has come this way, and I want to find her, returned Eliza Tyrrett vehemently. I saw her making off out of Honey Fair, and I saw who was waiting for her round the corner. I knew my company wasnt wanted then, and turned into Dame Buffles for a talk; and there I found that Madam Carry has been telling falsehoods about me. Let me set on to her, thats all! I shall say what she wont like.

Who do you mean was waiting for her? inquired Charlotte East.

Eliza Tyrrett laughed. She was beginning to recover her temper. Youd like to know, wouldnt you? said she pertly. But Im not going to tell tales out of school.

I think I do know, returned Charlotte quietly. I fear I do.

Do you? I thought nobody knew nothing about it but me. It has been going on this ten weeks. Did you see her, though, Charlotte?

I thought I saw her, but I could not believe my eyes. She was with  with  some one she has no business to be with.

Oh, as to business, I dont know about that, carelessly answered Eliza Tyrrett. We have a right to walk with anybody we like.

Whether it is good or bad for you? returned Charlotte.

Theres no bad in it, cried Eliza Tyrrett indignantly. I never saw such an old maid as you are, Charlotte East, never! Carry Masons not a child, to be led into mischief.

Carrys very foolish, was Charlottes comment.

Oh, of course you think so, or it wouldnt be you. Youll go and tell upon her at home, I suppose, now.

I shall tell her, said Charlotte. Folks should choose their acquaintances in their own class of life, if they want things to turn out pleasantly.

Were you not all took in about that shawl! uttered Eliza Tyrrett, with a laugh. You thought she went in debt for it at Bankess, and her people at home thought so. Het Mason shrieked on at her like anything, for spending money on her back while she owed it for her board. He gave her that.

Eliza!

He did. Law, wheres the harm? He is rich enough to give all us girls in Honey Fair one apiece, and whod be the worse for it? Only his pocket; and that can afford it. I wish he would!

I wish you would not talk so, Eliza. She is not a fit companion for him, even though it is but to take a walk; and she ought to remember that she is not.

He wants her for a longer companion than that, observed Eliza Tyrrett; that is, if he tells true. He wants her to marry him.

He  wants her to marry him! repeated Charlotte, speaking the words in sheer amazement. Who says so?

He does. I should hardly think he can be in earnest, though.

Eliza Tyrrett, we cannot be speaking of the same person, cried Charlotte, feeling bewildered. To whom have you been alluding?

To the same that you have, I expect. Young Anthony Dare.




CHAPTER XXVII.

THE FORGOTTEN LETTER.

It was the last day of March, and five oclock in the afternoon. The great bell had rung in Mr. Ashleys manufactory, the signal for the men to go to their tea. Scuffling feet echoed to it from all parts, and clattered down the stairs on their way out. The ground floor was not used for the indoor purposes of the manufactory, the business being carried on in the first and second floors. The first flight of stairs opened into what was called the serving-room, a very large apartment; through this, on the right, branched off Mr. Ashleys room and Samuel Lynns. On the left, various passages led to other rooms, and the upper flight of stairs was opposite to the entrance-stairs. The serving-counter, running completely across the room, formed a barrier between the serving-room and the entrance staircase.

The men flocked into the serving-room, passed it, and rattled down the stairs. Samuel Lynn was changing his coat to follow, and William Halliburton was waiting for him, his cap on, for he walked to and fro with the Quaker, when Mr. Ashleys voice was heard from his room: the counting-house, as it was frequently called.

William! It was usual to distinguish the boys by their Christian name only; the men by both their Christian and surnames. Samuel Lynn was Mr. Lynn.

Did thee not hear the master calling to thee?

William had certainly heard Mr. Ashleys voice; but it was so unusual to be called by it, that he had paid no attention. He had very little communication with Mr. Ashley; in the three or four weeks he had now been at the manufactory Mr. Ashley had not spoken to him a dozen words. He hastened into the counting-house, taking off his cap in the presence of Mr. Ashley.

Have the men gone to tea? inquired Mr. Ashley, who was sealing a letter.

Yes, sir, replied William.

Is George Dance gone? George Dance was an apprentice, and it was his business to take the letters to the post.

They are all gone, sir, except Mr. Lynn; and James Meeking, who is waiting to lock up.

Do you know the post-office?

Oh, yes, sir. It is in West Street, at the other end of the town.

Take this letter, and put it carefully in.

William received the letter from Mr. Ashley, and dropped it into his jacket pocket. It was addressed to Bristol; the London mail-bags were already made up. Mr. Ashley put on his hat and departed, followed by Samuel Lynn and William. James Meeking locked up, as it was his invariable business to do, and carried the keys into his own house. He inhabited part of the ground floor of the premises.

Are thee not coming home with me this evening? inquired Samuel Lynn of William, who was turning off the opposite way.

No; the master has given me a letter to post. I have also an errand to do for my mother.

It happened (things do happen in a curious sort of way in this world) that Mrs. Halliburton had desired William to bring her in some candles and soap at tea-time, and to purchase them at Locketts shop. Locketts shop was rather far off; there were others nearer; but Locketts goods were of the best quality, and his extensive trade enabled him to sell a halfpenny a pound cheaper. A halfpenny was a halfpenny with Jane then. William went on his way, walking fast.

As he was passing the cathedral, he came into contact with the college boys, then just let out of school. It was the first day that Gar had joined; he had received his appointment, according to promise. Very thankful was Jane; in spite of the drawback of having to provide them with linen surplices. William halted to see if he could discern Gar amidst the throng: it was not unnatural that he should look for him.

One of the boys caught sight of William standing there. It was Cyril Dare, the third son of Mr. Dare, a boy older and considerably bigger than William.

If theres not another of that Halliburton lot posted there! cried he, to a knot of those around. Perhaps he will be coming amongst us next  because we have not enough with the two! Look at the fellow, staring at us! He is a common errand-boy at Ashleys.

Frank Halliburton, who, little as he was, wanted neither for spirit nor pluck, heard the words and confronted Cyril Dare. That is my brother, said he. What have you to say against him?

Cyril Dare cast a glance of scorn on Frank, regarding him from top to toe. You audacious young puppy! I say he is a snob. There!

Then I say he is not, retorted Frank. You are one yourself, for saying it.

Cyril Dare, big enough to have crushed Frank to death, speedily had him on the ground, and treated him not very mercifully when there. William, a witness to this, but not understanding it, pushed his way through the crowd to protect Frank. All he saw was that Frank was down, and two big boys were kicking him.

Let him alone! cried he. How can you be so cowardly as to attack a little fellow? And two of you! Shame!

Now, if there was one earthly thing that the college boys would not brook, it was being interfered with by a stranger. William suffered. Franks treatment had been nothing to what he had to submit to. He was knocked down, trampled on, kicked, buffeted, abused; Cyril Dare being the chief and primary aggressor. At that moment the under-master came in view, and the boys made off  all except Cyril Dare.

Reined in against the wall, at a few yards distance, was a lad on a pony. He had delicately expressive features, large soft brown eyes, a complexion too bright for health, and wavy dark hair. The face was beautiful; but two upright lines were indented in the white forehead, as if worn there by pain, and the one ungloved hand was white and thin. He was as old as William within a year; but, slight and fragile, would be taken to be much younger. Seeing and hearing  though not very clearly  what had passed, he touched his pony, and rode up to Cyril Dare. The latter was beginning to walk away leisurely, in the wake of his companions; the upper boys were rather fond of ignoring the presence of the under-master. Cyril turned at hearing himself called.

What! Is it you, Henry Ashley? Where did you spring from?

Cyril Dare, was the answer, you are a wretched coward.

Cyril Dare was feeling anger yet, and the words did not lessen it. Of course you can say so! he cried. You know that you can say what you like with impunity. One cant chastise a cripple like you.

The brilliant, painful colour flushed into the face of Henry Ashley. To allude openly to infirmity such as this is as iron entering into the soul. Upon a sensitive, timid, refined nature (and those suffering from this sort of affliction are nearly sure to possess that nature), it falls with a bitterness that can neither be conceived by others nor spoken of by themselves. Henry Ashley braved it out.

A coward, and a double coward! he repeated, looking Cyril Dare full in the face, whilst the transparent flush grew hotter on his own. You struck a young boy down, and then kicked him; and for nothing but that he stood up like a trump at your abuse of his brother.

You couldnt hear, returned Cyril Dare roughly.

I heard enough. I say that you are a coward.

Chut! They are snobs out-and-out.

I dont care if they are chimney-sweeps. It does not make you less a coward. And youll be one as long as you live. If I had my strength, Id serve you out as you served them out.

Ah, but you have not your strength, you know! mocked Cyril. And as you seem to be going into one of your heroic fits, I shall make a start, for I have no time to waste on them.

He tore away. Henry Ashley turned his pony and addressed William. Both boys had spoken rapidly, so that scarcely a minute had passed, and William had only just risen from the ground. He leaned against the wall, giddy, as he wiped the blood from his face. Are you much hurt? asked Henry, kindly, his large dark eyes full of sympathy.

No, thank you; it is nothing, replied William. He is a great coward, though, whoever he is.

It is Cyril Dare, called out Frank.

Yes, it is Cyril Dare, continued Henry Ashley. I have been telling him what a coward he is. I am ashamed of him: he is my cousin, in a remote degree. I am glad you are not hurt.

Henry Ashley rode away towards his home. Frank followed in the same direction; as did Gar, who now came in view. William proceeded up the town. He was a little hurt, although he had disowned it to Henry Ashley. His head felt light, his arms ached; perhaps the sensation of giddiness was as much from the want of food as anything. He purchased what was required for his mother; and then made the best of his way home again. Mr. Ashleys letter had gone clean out of his head.

Frank, in the manner usual with boys, carried home so exaggerated a story of Williams damages, that Jane expected to see him arrive half-killed. Samuel Lynn heard of it, and said William might stop at home that evening. It has never been mentioned that his hours were from six till eight in the morning, from nine till one, from two till five, and from six till eight. These were Mr. Lynns hours, and William was allowed to keep the same; the men had half-an-hour less allowed for breakfast and tea.

William was glad of the rest, after his battle, and the evening passed on. It was growing late, almost bedtime, when suddenly there flashed into his memory Mr. Ashleys letter. He put his hand into his jacket-pocket. There it lay, snug and safe. With a few words of explanation to his mother, so hasty and incoherent that she did not understand a syllable, he snatched his cap, and flew away in the direction of the town.

Boys have good legs and lungs; and William scarcely slackened speed until he gained the post-office, not far short of a mile. Dropping the letter into the box, he stood against the wall to recover breath. A clerk was standing at the door whistling; and at that moment a gentleman, apparently a stranger, came out of a neighbouring hotel, a letter in hand.

This is the head post-office, I believe? said he to the clerk.

Yes.

Am I in time to post a letter for Bristol?

No, sir. The bags for the Bristol mail are made up. It will be through the town directly.

William heard this with consternation. If it was too late for this gentlemans letter, it was too late for Mr. Ashleys.

He said nothing to any one that night; but he lay awake thinking over what might be the consequences of his forgetfulness. The letter might be one of importance; Mr. Ashley might discharge him for his neglect  and the weekly four shillings had grown into an absolute necessity. William possessed a large share of conscientiousness, and the fault disturbed him much.

When he came down at six, he found his mother up and at work. He gave her the history of what had happened. What can be done? he asked.

Nay, William, put that question to yourself. What ought you to do? Reflect a moment.

I suppose I ought to tell Mr. Ashley.

Do not say I suppose, my dear. You must tell him.

Yes, I know I must, he acknowledged. I have been thinking about it all night. But I dont like to.

Ah, child! we have many things to do that we dont like. But the first trouble is always the worst. Look it fully in the face, and it will melt away. There is no help for it in this matter, William; your duty is plain. Theres Mr. Lynn looking out for you.

William went out, heavy with the thought of the task he should have to accomplish after breakfast. He knew that he must do it. It was a duty, as his mother had said; and she had fully impressed upon them all, from their infancy, the necessity of looking out for their duty and doing it, whether in great things or in small.

Mr. Ashley entered the manufactory that morning at his usual hour, half-past nine. He opened and read his letters, and then was engaged for some time with Samuel Lynn. By ten oclock the counting-house was clear. Mr. Ashley was alone in it, and William knew that his time was come. He went in, and approached Mr. Ashleys desk.

Mr. Ashley, who was writing, looked up. What is it?

Williams face grew red and white by turns. He was of a remarkably sensitive nature; and these sensitive natures cannot help betraying their inward emotion. Try as he would, he could not get a word out. Mr. Ashley was surprised. What is the matter? he wonderingly asked.

If you please, sir  I am very sorry  it is about the letter, he stammered, and was unable to get any further.

The letter! repeated Mr. Ashley. What letter? Not the letter I gave you to post?

I forgot it, sir,  and Williams own voice sounded to his ear painfully clear.

Forgot to post it! That was unpardonably careless. Where is the letter?

I forgot it, sir, until night, and then I ran to the post-office and put it in. Afterwards I heard the clerk say that the Bristol bags were made up, so of course it would not go. I am very sorry, sir, he repeated, after a pause.

How came you to forget it? You ought to have gone direct from here, and posted it.

So I did go, sir. That is I was going, but  

But what? returned Mr. Ashley, for William had made a dead standstill.

The college boys set on me, sir. They were ill-using my brother, and I interfered; and then they turned upon me. It made me forget the letter.

It was you who got into an affray with the college boys, was it? cried Mr. Ashley. He had heard his sons version of the affair, without suspecting that it related to William.

William waited by the desk. If you please, sir, was it of great consequence?

It might have been. Do not be guilty of such carelessness again.

I will try not, sir.

Mr. Ashley looked down at his writing. William waited. He did not suppose it was over, and he wanted to know the worst. Why do you stay? asked Mr. Ashley.

I hope you will not turn me away for it, sir, he said, his colour changing again.

Well  not this time, replied Mr. Ashley, smiling to himself. But Ill tell you what I should have felt inclined to turn you away for, he added concealing the fact from me. Whatever fault, omission, or accident you may commit, always acknowledge it at once; it is the best plan, and the easiest. You may go back to your work now.

William left the room with a lighter step. Mr. Ashley looked after him. Thats an honest lad, thought he. He might just as well have kept it from me; calculating on the chances of its not coming out: many boys would have done so. He has been brought up in a good school.

Before the day was over, William came again into contact with Mr. Ashley. That gentleman sometimes made his appearance in the manufactory in an evening  not always. He did not on this one. When Samuel Lynn and William entered it on their return from tea, a gentleman was waiting in the counting-house on business. Samuel Lynn, who was, on such occasions, Mr. Ashleys alter ego, came out of the counting-house presently, with a note in his hand.

Thee put on thy cap, and take this to the masters house. Ask to see him, and say that I wait for an answer.

William ran off with the note: no fear of his forgetting this time. It was addressed in the plain form used by the Quakers, Thomas Ashley; and could William have looked inside, he would have seen, instead of the complimentary Sir, that the commencement was, Respected Friend. He observed his mother sitting close at her window, to catch what remained of the declining light, and nodded to her as he passed.

Can I see Mr. Ashley? he inquired, when he reached the house.

The servant replied that he could. He left William in the hall, and opened the door of the dining-room; a handsome room, of lofty proportions. Mr. Ashley was slowly pacing it to and fro, whilst Henry sat at a table, preparing his Latin exercise for his tutor. It was Mr. Ashleys custom to help Henry with his Latin, easing difficulties to him by explanation. Henry was very backward with his classics; he had not yet begun Greek: his own private hope was, that he never should begin it. His sufferings rendered learning always irksome, sometimes unbearable. The same cause frequently made him irritable  an irritation that could not be checked, as it would have been in a more healthy boy. The servant told his master he was wanted, and Mr. Ashley looked into the hall.

Oh, is it you, William? he said. Come in.

William advanced. Mr. Lynn said I was to see yourself, sir, and to say that he waited for an answer.

Mr. Ashley opened the note, and read it by the lamp on Henrys table. It was not dark outside, and the chandelier was not lighted, but Henrys lamp was. Sit down, said Mr. Ashley to William, and left the room, note in hand.

William felt it was something, Mr. Ashleys recognizing a difference between him and those black boys in the manufactory: they would scarcely have been told to sit in the hall. William sat down on the first chair at hand. Henry Ashley looked at him, and he recognized him as the boy who had been maltreated by the college boys on the previous day; but Henry was in no mood to be sociable, or even condescending  he never was, when over his lessons. His hip was giving him pain, and his exercise was making him fractious.

There! its always the case! Another five minutes, and I should have finished this horrid exercise. Papa is sure to go away, or be called away, when hes helping me! Its a shame.

Mrs. Ashley opened the door at this juncture, and looked into the room. I thought your papa was here, Henry.

No, he is not here. He has gone to his study, and I am stuck fast. Some blessed note has come, which he has to attend to: and I dont know whether this word should be put in the ablative or the dative! Ill run the pen through it!

Oh, Henry, Henry! Do not be so impatient.

Mrs. Ashley shut the door again; and Henry continued to worry himself, making no progress, except in fretfulness. At length William approached him. Will you let me help you?

Surprise brought Henrys grumbling to a standstill. You! he exclaimed. Do you know anything of Latin?

I am very much farther in it than what you are doing. My brother Gar is as far as that. Shall I help you? You have put that wrong; it ought to be in the accusative.

Well, if you can help me, you may, for I want to get it over, said Henry, with a doubting stress upon the can. You can sit down, if you wish to, he patronizingly added.

Thank you, I dont care about sitting down, replied William, beginning at once upon his task.

The two boys were soon deep in the exercise, William not doing it, but rendering it easy to Henry; in the same manner that Mr. Halliburton, when he was at that stage, used to make it clear to him.

I say, cried Henry, who taught you?

Papa. He gave a great deal of time to me, and that got me on. I can see a wrong word there, added William, casting his eyes to the top of the page. It ought to be in the vocative, and you have put it in the dative.

You are mistaken, then. Papa told me that: and he is not likely to be wrong. Papa is one of the best classical scholars of the day  although he is a manufacturer, added Henry, who, through his relatives, the Dares, had been infected with a contempt for business.

It should be in the vocative, repeated William.

I shant alter it. The idea of your finding fault with Mr. Ashleys Latin! Let us get on. What case is this?

The last word of the exercise was being written, when Mr. Ashley opened the door and called to William. He gave him a note for Mr. Lynn, and William departed. Mr. Ashley returned to complete the interrupted exercise.

I say, papa, that fellow knows Latin, began Henry.

What fellow? returned Mr. Ashley.

Why, that chap of yours who has been here. He has helped me through my exercise. Not doing it for me: you need not be afraid; but explaining to me how to do it. He made it easier to me than you do, papa.

Mr. Ashley took the book in his hand, and saw that it was correct. He knew Henry could not, or would not, have made it so himself. Henry continued:

He said his papa used to explain it to him. Fancy one of your manufactory errand-boys saying papa.

You must not class him with the ordinary errand-boys, Henry. The boy has been as well brought up as you have.

I thought so; for he has impudence about him, was Master Henrys retort.

Was he impudent to you?

To me? Oh no. He is as civil a fellow as ever I spoke to. Indeed, but for remembering who he was, I should call him a gentlemanly fellow. Whilst he was telling me, I forgot who he was, and talked to him as an equal, and he talked to me as one. I call him impudent, because he found fault with your Latin.

Indeed! returned Mr. Ashley, an amused smile parting his lips.

He says this words wrong. That it ought to be in the vocative case.

So it ought to be, assented Mr. Ashley, casting his eyes on the word to which Henry pointed.

You told me the dative, papa.

That I certainly did not, Henry. The mistake must have been your own.

He persisted that it was wrong, although I told him it was your Latin. Papa, it is the same boy who had the row yesterday with Cyril Dare. What a pity it is, though, that a fellow so well up in his Latin should be shut up in a manufactory!

The only pity is, that he is in it too early, was the response of Mr. Ashley. His Latin would not be any detriment to his being in a manufactory, or the manufactory to his Latin. I am a manufacturer myself, Henry. You appear to ignore that sometimes.

The Dares go on so. They din it into my ears that a manufacturer cannot be a gentleman.

I shall cause you to drop the acquaintance of the Dares, if you allow yourself to listen to all the false and foolish notions they may give utterance to. Cyril Dare will probably go into a manufactory himself.

Henry looked up curiously. I dont think so, papa.

I do, returned Mr. Ashley, in a significant tone. Henry was surprised at the news. He knew his father never advanced a decided opinion unless he had good grounds for it. He burst into a laugh. The notion of Cyril Dares going into a manufactory tickled his fancy amazingly.




PART THE SECOND.




CHAPTER I.

A SUGGESTED FEAR.

One morning, towards the middle of April, Mrs. Halliburton went up to Mr. Ashleys. She had brought him the quarters rent.

Will you allow me to pay it to yourself, sir  now, and in future? she asked. I feel an unconquerable aversion to having further dealings with Mr. Dare.

I can understand that you should have, said Mr. Ashley. Yes, you can pay it to me, Mrs. Halliburton. Always remembering you know, that I am in no hurry for it, he added with a smile.

Thank you. You are very kind. But I must pay as I go on.

He wrote the receipt, and handed it to her. I hope you are satisfied with William? she said, as she folded it up.

Quite so. I believe he gives satisfaction to Mr. Lynn. I have little to do with him myself. Mr. Lynn tells me that he finds him a remarkably truthful, open-natured boy.

You will always find him that, said Jane. He is getting more reconciled to the manufactory than he was at first.

Did he not like it at first?

No, he did not. He was disappointed altogether. He had hoped to find some employment more suited to the way in which he had been brought up. He cannot divest himself of the idea that he is looked upon as on a level with the poor errand-boys of your establishment, and therefore has lost caste. He had wished also to be in some office  a lawyers, for instance  where the hours for leaving are early, so that he might have had the evening for his studies. But he is growing more reconciled to the inevitable.

I suppose he wished to continue his studies?

He did so naturally. The foundation of an advanced education has been laid, and he expected it was to go on to completion. His brothers are now in the college school, occupied all day long with their studies, and of course William feels the difference. He gets to his books for an hour when he returns home in an evening; but he is weary, and does not do much good.

He appears to be a more persevering, thoughtful boy than are some, remarked Mr. Ashley.

Very thoughtful  very persevering. It has been the labour of my life, Mr. Ashley, to foster good seed in my children; to reason with them, to make them my companions. They have been endowed, I am thankful to say, with admirable qualities of head and heart, and I have striven unweariedly to nourish the good in them. It is not often that boys are brought into contact with sorrow so early as they. Their fathers death and my adverse circumstances have been real trials.

They must have been, rejoined Mr. Ashley.

While others of their age think only of play, she continued, my boys have been obliged to learn the sad experiences of life; and it has given them a thought, a care, beyond their years. There is no necessity to make Frank and Edgar apply to their lessons unremittingly; they do it of their own accord, with their whole abilities, knowing that education is the only advantage they can possess  the one chance of their getting on in the world. Had William been a boy of a different disposition, less tractable, less reflective, less conscientious, I might have found some difficulty in inducing him to work as he is doing.

Does he complain? inquired Mr. Ashley.

Oh no, sir! He feels that it is his duty to work, to assist as far as he can, and he does it without complaining. I see that he cannot help feeling it. He would like to be in the college with his brothers; but I cheer him up, and tell him it may all turn out for the best. Perhaps it will.

She rose as she spoke. Mr. Ashley shook hands with her, and attended her through the hall. Your sons deserve to get on, Mrs. Halliburton, and I hope they will do so. It is an admirable promise for the future man when a boy displays thought and self-reliance.

Mamma! suddenly exclaimed Janey, as they sat at breakfast the morning after this, do you remember what to-day is? It is my birthday.

Jane had remembered it. She had been almost in hopes that the child would not remember it. One year ago that day the first glimpse of the shadow so soon to fall upon them had shown itself. What a change! The contrast between last year and this was almost incredible. Then they had been in possession of a good home, were living in prosperity, in apparent security. Now  Janes heart turned sick at the thought. Only one short year!

Yes, Janey dear, she replied in sadly subdued tones. I did not forget it. I  

A double knock at the door interrupted what she would have further said. They heard Dobbs answer it: visitors were chiefly for Mrs. Reece.

Who should be standing there but Samuel Lynn! He did not choose the familiar back way, as Patience did, had he occasion to call, but knocked at the front.

Is Jane Halliburton within?

You can go and see, said crusty, disappointed Dobbs, flourishing her hand towards the study door. Its not often that shes out.

Jane rose at his entrance; but he declined to sit, standing while he delivered the message with which he had been charged.

Friend, thee need not send thy son to the manufactory again in an evening, except on Saturdays. On the other evenings he may remain at home from tea-time and pursue his studies. His wages will not be lessened.

And Jane knew that the considerate kindness emanated from Thomas Ashley.

She managed better with her work as the months went on. By summer she could do it quickly; the days were long then, and, by dint of sitting closely to it, she could earn twelve shillings a week. With Williams earnings, and the six shillings taken from Mrs. Reeces payments, that made twenty-two. It was quite a fortune compared with what had been. But like most good fortunes it had its drawbacks. In the first place, she could not always earn it; she was compelled to steal unwilling time to mend her own and the childrens clothes. In the second place, a large portion of it had to be devoted to buying their clothes, besides other incidental expenses; so that in the matter of housekeeping they were not much better off than before. Still, Jane did begin to think that she should see her way clearer. But there was sorrow of a different nature looming in the distance.

One afternoon, which Jane was obliged to devote to plain sewing, she was sitting alone in the study when there came a hard short thump at it, which was Dobbss way of making known her presence there.

Come in!

Dobbs came in and sat herself down opposite Jane. It was summer weather, and the August dust blew in at the open window. I want to know whats the matter with Janey, began she, without circumlocution.

With Janey? repeated Mrs. Halliburton. What should be the matter with her? I know of nothing.

Of course not, sarcastically answered Dobbs. Eyes appear to be given to some folks only to blind em  mores the pity! You cant see it; my missis cant see it; but I say that the child is ill.

Oh, Dobbs! I think you must be mistaken.

Now Id thank you to be civil, if you please, Mrs. Halliburton, retorted Dobbs. You dont take me for a common servant, I hope. Whos Dobbs?

I had no wish to be uncivil, said Jane. I am so accustomed to hearing Mrs. Reece call you Dobbs, that  

My missis is one case, and other folks is another, burst forth Dobbs, by way of interruption. I have a handle to my name, I hope, which is Mrs. Dobbs, and Id be obleeged to you not to forget it again. Whats the reason that Janeys always tired now, I ask  dont want to stir  gets a bright pink in the cheeks and inside the hands?

It is only the effect of the hot weather.

The opinion did not please Dobbs. Theres not a earthly thing happens but its laid to the weather, she angrily cried. The weather, indeed! If Janey is not going off after her pa, its an odd thing to me.

Janes heart-pulse stood still.

Does she have night-perspirations, or does she not? demanded Dobbs. She tells me shes hot and damp; so I conclude it is so.

Only from the heat  only from the heat, panted Jane eagerly. She dared not admit the fear.

Well, the first time I go down to the town, I shall take her to Parry. It wont be at your cost, she hastened to add in ungracious tones, for Jane was about to interrupt. If she wants to know what she is took to the doctor for, I shall tell her it is to have her teeth looked at. She has a nasty cough upon her: perhaps you havent noticed that! Some cant see a child decaying under their very nose, while strangers can see it palpable.

She has coughed since last week, the day of the rain, when she went with Anna Lynn into the field at the back, and they got their feet wet. Oh, I am sure there is nothing seriously the matter with her, added Jane, resolutely endeavouring to put the suggested fear from her. I want her in: she must help me with my sewing.

Then shes not a-going to help, resolutely returned Dobbs. She has had a good dinner of roast lamb, sparrow-grass and kidney potatoes, and shes sitting back in my easy chair, opposite to my missis in hers. Her wanting always to rest might have told some folks that she was ailing. When children are in health, their legs and wings and tongue are on the go from morning till night. You never need pervide em with a seat but for their meals; and, give em their way, theyd eat them standing. Janes always wanting to rest now, and she shall rest.

But, indeed she must help me to-day, urged Jane. She can sew straight seams, and hem. Look at this heap of mending! and it must be finished to-night. I cannot afford to be about it to-morrow.

What sewing is it you want done? questioned Dobbs, lifting up the work with a jerk. Ill do it myself sooner than the child shall be bothered.

Oh no, thank you. I should not like to trouble you with it.

Now, I make the offer to do the work, crossly responded Dobbs; and if I didnt mean to do it, I shouldnt make it. Youd do well to give it me, if you want it done. Janey shant work this afternoon.

Taking her at her word, and indeed glad to do so, Jane showed Dobbs a task, and Dobbs swung off with it. Jane called after her that she had not taken a needle and cotton. Dobbs retorted that she had needles and cotton of her own, she hoped, and neednt be beholden to anybody else for em.

Jane sat on, anxious, all the afternoon. Janey remained in Mrs. Reeces parlour, and revelled in an early tea and pikelets. Jane was disturbed from her thoughts by the boisterous entrance of Frank and Gar; more boisterous than usual. Frank was a most excitable boy, and had been told that evening by the head master of the college school, the Reverend Mr. Keating, that he might be one of the candidates for the vacant place in the choir. This was enough to set Frank off for a week. You know what a nice voice you say I have, mamma; what a good ear for music! he reiterated. As good, you tell us, as Aunt Margarets used to be. I shall be sure to gain the post if you will let me try. We have to be at college for an hour morning and afternoon daily, but we can easily get that up if we are industrious. Some of the best Helstonleigh scholars who have shone at Oxford and Cambridge were choristers. And I should have about ten pounds a-year paid to me.

Ten pounds a-year! Jane listened with a beating heart. It would more than keep him in clothes. She inquired more fully into particulars.

The result was that Frank had permission to try for the vacant choristership, and gained it. His voice was the best of those tried. He went home in a glow. Now, mamma, the sooner you set about a new surplice for me the better.

A new surplice, Frank! Ah, it was not all profit.

A chorister must have two surplices, mamma. Kings scholars can do with one, having them washed between the Sundays: choristers cant. We must have them always in wear, you know, except in Lent, and on the day of King Charles the Martyr.

Jane smiled; he talked so fast. What is that you are running on about?

Goodness, mamma, dont you understand? All the six weeks of Lent, and on the 30th of January, the cathedral is hung with black, and the choristers have to wear black cloth surplices. They dont find the black ones: the college does that.

Franks success in gaining the place did not give universal pleasure to the college school. Since the day of the disturbance in the spring, in which William was mixed up, the two young Halliburtons had been at a discount with the desk at which Cyril Dare sat; and this desk pretty well ruled the school.

Its coming to a fine pass! exclaimed Cyril Dare, when the result of the trial was carried into the school. Heres the town clerks own son passed over as nobody, and that snob of a Halliburton put in! Somebody ought to have told the dean what snobs they are.

What would the dean have cared? grumbled another, whose young brother had been amongst the rejected ones. To get good voices in the choir is all he cares for in the matter.

I say, where do they live  that set?

In a house of Ashleys, in the London Road, answered Cyril Dare. They couldnt pay the rent, and my father put a bum in.

Bosh, Dare!

Its true, said Cyril Dare. My father manages Ashleys rents, you know. Theyd have had every stick and stone sold, only Ashley  he is a regular soft over some things  took and gave them time. Oh, they are a horrid lot! They dont keep a servant!

The blank astonishment this last item of intelligence caused at the desk, cant be described. Again Cyrils word was disputed.

They dont, I tell you, he repeated. I taxed Halliburton senior with it one day, and he told me to my face they could not afford one. He possesses brass enough to set up a foundry, does that fellow. The eldest one is at Ashleys manufactory, errand-boy. Errand-boy! And heres this one promoted to the choir, over gentlemens heads! He ought to be pitched into, ought Halliburton senior.

In the school, Frank was Halliburton senior; Gar, Halliburton junior. How is it that he says he was at Kings College before he came here? I heard him tell Keating so, asked a boy.

At this moment Mr. Keatings voice was heard. Silence! Cyril Dare let a minute elapse, and then began again.

Such a low thing, you know, not to keep servants! We couldnt do at all without five or six. Ill tell you what: the school may do as it likes, but our desk shall cut the two fellows here.

And the desk did so; and Frank and Gar had to put up with many mortifications. There was no help for it. Frank was brave as a young lion; but against some sorts of oppression there is no standing up. More than once was the boy in tears, telling his griefs to his mother. It fell more on Frank than it did on Gar.

Jane could only strive to console him, as she did William. Patience and forbearance, my darling Frank! You will outlive it in time.




CHAPTER II.

SHADOWS IN HONEY FAIR.

August was hot in Honey Fair. The women sat at their open doors, or even outside them; the children tumbled in the gutters; the refuse in the road was none the better for the months heat.

Charlotte East sat in her kitchen one Tuesday afternoon, busy as usual. Her door was shut, but her window was open. Suddenly the latch was lifted and Mrs. Cross came in: not with the bold, boisterous movements that were common to Honey Fair, but with creeping steps that seemed afraid of their own echoes, and a scared face.

Mrs. Cross was in trouble. Her two daughters, Amelia and Mary Ann, to whom you have had the honour of an introduction, had purchased those lovely cross-barred sarcenets, green, pink, and lilac, and worn them at the party at the Alhambra: which party went off satisfactorily, leaving nothing behind it but some headaches for the next day, and a trifle of pecuniary embarrassment to Honey Fair in general. What with the finery for the party, and other finery, and what with articles really useful, but which perhaps might have been done without, Honey Fair was pretty deeply in with the Messrs. Bankes. In Mrs. Crosss family alone, herself and her daughters owed, conjointly, so much to these accommodating tradesmen that it took eight shillings a week to keep them quiet. You can readily understand how this impoverished the weekly housekeeping; and the falsehoods that had to be concocted, by way of keeping the husband, Jacob Cross, in the dark, were something alarming. This was the state of things in many of the homes of Honey Fair.

Mrs. Cross came in with timid steps and a scared face. Charlotte, lend me five shillings for the love of goodness! cried she, speaking as if afraid of the sound of her own voice. I dont know another soul to ask but you. There aint another that would have it to lend, barring Dame Buffle, and she never lends.

You owe me twelve shillings already, answered Charlotte, pausing for a moment in her sewing.

I know that. Ill pay you off by degrees, if its only a shilling a week. I am amost drove mad. Bankess folks was here yesterday, and me and the girls had only four shillings to give em. Im getting in arrears frightful, and Bankess is as cranky over it as can be. Its all smooth and fair so long as youre buying of Bankess and paying em; but just get behind, and see what short answers and sour looks youll have!

But Amelia and Mary Ann took in their work on Saturday and had their money?

My patience! I dont know what us should do if they hadnt! We have to pay up everywhere. Were in debt at Buffles, in debt to the baker, in debt for shoes; were in debt on all sides. And theres Cross spending three shilling good of his wages at the public-house! It takes what me and the girls earn to pay a bit up here and there, and stop things from coming to Crosss ears. Half the house is in the pawn-shop, and whatll become of us I dont know. I cant sleep o nights, hardly, for thinking ont.

Charlotte felt sure that, were it her case, she should not sleep at all.

The worst is, I have to keep the little uns away from school. Pay for em I cant. And a fine muck they get into, playing in the road all day. What does these children do to theirselves at school, to get into this dirty mess? asks Cross, when he comes in. Oh, they plays a bit in the gutter coming home, says I. We plays a bit, father, cries they, when they hears me, a-winking at each other to think how we does their father.

Charlotte shook her head. I should end it all.

End it! I wish we could end it! The girls is going to slave theirselves night and day this week and next. But its not for my good: its for theirn. They want to get their grand silks out o pawn! Nothing but outside finery goes down with them, though theyve not an inside rag to their backs. They leave care to me. Fools to be sure, they was, to buy them silks! They have been in the pawn-shop ever since, and Bankess a-tearing em to pieces for the money!

I should end it by confessing to Jacob, said Charlotte, when she could get in a word. He is not a bad husband  

And look at his passionate temper! broke in Mrs. Cross. Let it get to his ears that we have gone on tick to Bankess and elsewhere, and hed rave the house out of winders.

He would be angry at first, no doubt; but when he cooled down he would see the necessity of something being done, and help in it. If you all set on and put your shoulders to the wheel you might soon get clear. Live upon the very least that will satisfy hunger  the plainest food  dry bread and potatoes. No beer, no meat, no finery, no luxuries; and with the rest of the weeks money begin to pay up. Youd be clear in no time.

Mrs. Cross stared in consternation. You be a Jobs comforter, Charlotte! Dry bread and taters! who could put up with that?

When poor people like us fall into trouble, it is the only way that I know of to get out of it. Id rather mortify my appetite for a year than have my rest broken by care.

Your advice is good enough for talking, Charlotte, but it dont answer for acting. Cross must have his bit o meat and his beer, his butter and his cheese, his tea and his sugar  and so must the rest on us. But about this five shillings?  do lend it me, Charlotte! It is for the landlord: were almost in a fix with him.

For the landlord! repeated Charlotte involuntarily. You must keep him paid, or it would be the worst of all.

I know we must. He was took bad yesterday  mores the blessing!  and couldnt get round; but hes here to-day as burly as beef. We havent paid him for this three weeks, she added, dropping her voice to an ominous whisper; and I declare to you, Charlotte East, that the sight of him at our door is as good to me as a dose of physic. Just now, round he comes, a-lifting the latch, and me turning sick the minute I sees him. Ready, Mrs. Cross? asks he, in his short, surly way, putting his brown wig up. Im sorry I aint, Mr. Abbott, sir, says I; but Ill have some next week for certain. That wont do for me, says he: I must have it this. If you cant give me some money, I shall apply to your husband. The fright this put me into Ive not got over yet, Charlotte; for Cross dont know but what the rents paid up regular. I know whats going on, old Abbott begins again, and I have knowed it for some time. You women in this Honey Fair, you pay your money to them Bankeses, which is the blight o the place, and then you cant pay me. Only fancy his calling Bankeses a blight!

Thats just what they are, remarked Charlotte.

For shame, Charlotte East! When ones way is a bit eased by being able to get a few things on trust, you must put in your word again it! Some of us would never get a new gown to our backs if it wasnt for Bankeses. Abbotts gone off to other houses, collecting; warning me as hed call again in half an hour, and if some money wasnt ready for him then hed go straight off to Jacob, to his shop o work. If you can let me have one week for him, Charlotte  five shillings  Ill be ever grateful.

Charlotte rose, unlocked a drawer, and gave five shillings to Mrs. Cross, thinking in her own mind that the kindest course would be for the landlord to go to Cross, as he had threatened.

Mrs. Cross took the money. Her mind so far relieved, she could indulge in a little gossip; for Mr. Abbotts half-hour had not yet expired.

I say, Charlotte, what dye think? Im afraid Ben Tyrrett and our Mary Ann is a-going to take up together.

Indeed! exclaimed Charlotte. Thats new.

Not over-new. They have been talking together on and off, but I never thought it was serious till last Sunday. I have set my face dead against it. He has a nasty temper of his own; and hes nothing but a jobber at fifteen shillings a week, and his profits of the egg-whites. Our Mary Ann might do better than that.

I think she might, assented Charlotte. And she is over-young to think of marrying.

Young! wrathfully repeated Mrs. Cross. I should think she is young! Girls are as soft as apes. The minute a chap says a word to em about marrying, theyre all agog to do it, whether its fit, or whether its unfit. Our Mary Ann might look inches over Ben Tyrretts head, if she had any sense in her. Hark ye, Charlotte! When you see her, just put in a word against it; maybe itll turn her. Tell her youd not have Tyrrett at a gift.

And thats true, replied Charlotte, with a laugh, as her guest departed.

A few minutes, and Charlotte received another visitor. This was the wife of Mark Mason  a tall, bony woman, with rough black hair and a loud voice. That voice and Mark did not get on very well together. She put her hands back upon her hips, and used it now, standing before Charlotte in a threatening attitude.

What do you do, keeping our Carry out at night?

Charlotte looked up in surprise. She was thinking of something else, or her answer might have been more cautious, for she was one of those who never willingly make mischief.

I do not keep Caroline out. She is here of an evening now and then  not often.

Mrs. Mason laughed  a low derisive laugh of mockery. I knew it was a falsehood when she told it me! There she goes out, night after night, night after night; so I set Mark on to her, for I couldnt keep her in, neither find out where she went to. Mark was in a passion  something had put him out, and Carry was frightened, for he had hold of her arm savage-like. I am at Charlotte Easts of a night, Mark, she said. I shall take no harm there.

Charlotte did not lift her eyes from her work. Mrs. Mason stood defiantly.

Now, then! Where is it she gets to?

Why do you apply to me? returned Charlotte. I am not Caroline Masons keeper.

If you baint her keeper, you be her adviser, retorted Mrs. Mason. And thats worse.

When I advise Caroline at all, I advise her for her good.

My eyes are opened now, if they was blind before, continued Mrs. Mason, apostrophizing in no gentle terms the offending Caroline. Who gave Carry that there shawl?  who gave, her that there fine gown?  who gave her that gold brooch, with a stone in it twixt red and yaller, and a naked Cupid in white aflying on it? A nice brooch youve got there, miss, says I to her. Yes, says she, they call em cameons. And where did you get it, pray? says I. And thats my business, answers she. Next there was a neck-scarf, green and lavender, with yaller fringe at its ends, as deep as my forefinger. Youre running up a tidy score at Bankess, my lady, says I. I shant come to you to pay for it, says she. No, thinks I to myself, but you be living in our house, and you may bring Mark into trouble over it, for hes a soft-hearted gander at times. So down I goes to Bankess place last night. Just turn to the debt-book, young man, says I to the gentleman behind the counter  it were the one with the dark hair and tell me how much is owed by Caroline Mason. Come to settle it? asks he. Maybe, and maybe not, says I. I wants my question answered, whether or no. Are you listening, Charlotte East?

Charlotte lifted her eyes from her work. Yes.

He lays hold of a big book, continues Mrs. Mason, who was talking her face crimson, and draws his finger down its pages. Caroline Mason  Caroline Mason, says he. I dont think we have anything against her. No: its crossed off. There was a trifle against her, but she paid it last week. Well, I stood staring at the man, thinking he was deceiving me, saying she had paid. When did she pay for that shawl she had in the winter, and how much did it cost? asks I. Shawl? says he. Caroline Mason hasnt had no shawl of us. Nor a gown at Easter  a fancy sort of thing, with stripes? I goes on: nor a cameon brooch last week? nor a scarf with yaller fringe? Nothing o the sort, says he, decisive. Caroline Mason hasnt bought any of those things from us. She had some bonnet ribbon, and that she paid for. Now, what was I to think? concluded Mrs. Mason.

Charlotte did not know.

I comes home a-pondering, and at the corner of the lane I catches sight of a certain gentleman loitering about in the shade. The truth flashed into my mind. Hes after our Caroline, says I to myself; and its him that has given her the things, and we shall just have her a worlds spectacle! I accused Eliza Tyrrett of being the confidant. It isnt me, says she; its Charlotte East. So I bottled up my temper till now, and now Ive come to learn the rights ont.

I cannot tell you the rights, replied Charlotte. I do not know them. I have striven to give Caroline some good advice lately, and that is all I have had to do with it. Mrs. Mason, you know that I should never advise Caroline, or any one else, but for her good.

Mrs. Mason would have acknowledged this in a cooler moment. Why did that Tyrrett girl laugh at me, then? And why did Carry say she spent her evenings here? cried she. The gentleman I see was young Anthony Dare: and Carry had better bury herself alive than be drawn aside by his nonsense.

Much better, acquiesced Charlotte. Where is Caroline?

Under lock and key, said Mrs. Mason.

Under lock and key! echoed Charlotte.

Yes; under lock and key; and there she shall stop. She was out all this blessed morning with Eliza Tyrrett, and never walked herself in till after Mark had had his dinner and was gone. So then I began upon her. My temper was up, and I didnt spare her. I vowed Id tell Mark what I had seen and heard, and what sort of a wolf she allowed to make her presents of fine clothes. With that she turned wild and flung up to her room in the cock-loft, and I followed and locked her in.

You have done very wrong, said Charlotte. It is not by harshness that any good will be done with Caroline. You know her disposition: a child might lead her by kindness, but she rises up against harshness. My opinion is that she never would have given the least trouble at all had you made her a better home.

This bold avowal took away Mrs. Masons breath. A better home! cried she, when she could speak. A better home! Fed upon French rolls and lobster salad and apricot tarts, and give her a ladys maid to hook-and-eye her gown for her! My heart! that beats all.

I dont speak of food, and that sort of thing, rejoined Charlotte. If you had treated her with kind words instead of cross ones she would have been as good a girl as ever lived. Instead of that you have made your home unbearable; and so driven her out, with her dangerous good looks, to be told of them by the first idler who came across her: and that seems to have been Anthony Dare. Go home and let her out of where you have locked her in; do, Hetty Mason! Let her out, and speak kindly to her, and treat her as a sister; and youll undo all the bad yet.

I shant then! was the passionate reply. Ill see you and her hung first, before I speak kind to her to encourage her in her loose ways!

Mrs. Mason flung out of the house as she concluded, giving the door a bang which only had the effect of sending it open again. Charlotte sighed as she rose to close it: not only for any peril that Caroline Mason might be in, but for the general blindness, the distorted views of right and wrong, which seemed to obtain amidst the women of Honey Fair.




CHAPTER III.

THE DARES AT HOME.

A profusion of glass and plate glittered on the dining-table of Mr. Dare. It was six oclock, and they had just sat down. Mrs. Dare, in a light gauze dress and blonde head-dress, sat at the head of the table. There was a large family of them; four sons and four daughters; and all were present; also Miss Benyon, the governess. Anthony and Herbert sat on either side Mrs. Dare; Adelaide and Julia, the eldest daughters, near their father; the four other children, Cyril and George, Rosa and Minny, were between them.

Mr. Dare was helping the salmon. In due course, a plate, followed by the sauce, was carried to Anthony.

Whats this! Melted butter! Wheres the lobster sauce?

There is no lobster sauce to-day, said Mrs. Dare. We sent late, and the lobsters were all gone. There was a small supply. Joseph, take the anchovy to Mr. Anthony.

Mr. Anthony jerked the anchovy sauce off the salver, dashed some on to his plate, and jerked the bottle back again. Not with a very good grace: his palate was a dainty one. Indeed, it was a family complaint.

I wouldnt give a fig for salmon without lobster sauce, he cried. I hope you wont send late again.

It was the cooks fault, said Mrs. Dare. She did not fully understand my orders.

Deaf old creature! exclaimed Anthony.

Anthony, theres cucumber, said Julia, looking down the table at her brother. Ann, take the cucumber to Mr. Anthony.

You know I never eat cucumber with salmon, grumbled Anthony, in reply. And it was not graciously spoken, for the offer had been dictated by good-nature.

A pause ensued. It was at length broken by Mrs. Dare.

Herbert, are you growing more reconciled to office-work?

No; and never shall, returned Herbert. From ten till five is an awful clog upon ones time; its as bad as school.

Mr. Dare looked up from his plate. You might have been put to a profession that would occupy a great deal more time than that, Herbert. What calls have you upon your time, pray, that it is so valuable? Will you take some more fish?

Well, I dont know. I think I will. It is good to-day; very good with the cucumber, that Anthony despises.

Ann took his plate up to Mr. Dare.

Anthony, said that gentleman, as he helped the salmon, where were you this afternoon? You were away from the office altogether, after two oclock.

Out with Hawkesley, shortly replied Anthony.

Yes; it is all very well to say, Out with Hawkesley, but the office suffers. I wish you young men were not quite so fond of taking your pleasure.

A little more fish, sir? asked Joseph of Anthony.

Not if I know it.

The second course came in. A quarter of lamb, asparagus and other vegetables. Herbert looked cross. He had recently taken a dislike to lamb, or fancied he had done so.

Of course theres something coming for me! he said.

Oh, of course, said Mrs. Dare. Cook knows you dont like lamb.

Nothing, however, came in. Ann was sent to inquire the reason of the neglect. The cook had been unable to procure veal cutlet, and Master Herbert had said if she ever sent him up a mutton-chop again he should throw it at her head. Such was the message brought back.

What an old story-teller she must be to say she could not get veal cutlet! exclaimed Herbert. I hate mutton and lamb, and I am not going to eat either one or the other.

I heard the butcher say this morning that he had no veal, Master Herbert, interposed Ann. This hot weather they dont kill much meat.

Why have you taken this dislike to lamb, Herbert? asked Mr. Dare. You have eaten it all the season.

Thats just it, answered Herbert. I have eaten so much of it that I am sick of it.

Never mind, Herbert, said his mother. Theres a cherry tart coming and a delicious lemon pudding. I dont think you can be so very hungry; you went twice to salmon.

Herbert was not in a good humour. All the Dares had been culpably pampered, and of course it bore its fruits. He sat drumming with his silver fork upon the table, condescending to try a little asparagus, and a great deal of both pie and pudding. Cheese, salad, and dessert followed, of which Herbert partook plentifully. Still he thought he was terribly used in not having had different meat specially provided for him; and he could not recover his good humour. I tell you the Dares had been most culpably indulged. The house was one of luxury and profusion, and every little whim and fancy had been studied. It is one of the worst schools a child can be reared in.

The three younger daughters and the governess withdrew, after taking each a glass of wine. Cyril and George went off likewise, to their lessons or to play. It was their own affair, and Mr. Dare made it no concern of his. Presently Mrs. Dare and Adelaide rose.

Hawkesleys coming in this evening, called out Anthony, as they were going through the door.

Adelaide turned. What did you say, Anthony?

Lord Hawkesleys coming. At least he said he would look in for an hour. But theres no dependence to be placed on him.

We must be in the large drawing-room, mamma, this evening, said Adelaide, as they crossed the hall. Miss Benyon and the children can take tea in the school-room.

Yes, assented Mrs. Dare. It is bad form to have ones drawing-room cucumbered with children, and Lord Hawkesley understands all that. Let them be in the school-room.

Julia also?

Mrs. Dare shrugged her shoulders. If you can persuade her into it. I dont think Julia will consent to take tea in the school-room. Why should she?

Adelaide vouchsafed no reply. Dutiful children they were not  affectionate children they were not  they had not been brought up to be so. Mrs. Dare was of the world, worldly: very much so: and that leaves very little time upon the hands for earnest duties. She had taken no pains to train her children: she had given them very little love. This conversation had taken place in the hall. Mrs. Dare went upstairs to the large drawing-room, a really handsome room. She rang the bell and gave sundry orders, the moving motive for all being the doubtful visit of Viscount Hawkesley  ices from the pastrycooks, a tray of refreshments, the best china, the best silver. Then Mrs. Dare reclined in her chair for her after-dinner nap  an indulgence she much favoured.

Adelaide Dare entered the smaller drawing-room, an apartment more commonly used, and opening from the hall. Julia was reading a book just brought in from the library. Miss Benyon was softly playing, and the two little ones were quarrelling. Miss Benyon turned round from the piano when Adelaide entered.

You must make tea in the school-room this evening, Miss Benyon, for the children. Julia, you are to take yours there.

Julia looked up from her book. Who says so?

Mamma. Lord Hawkesleys coming, and we cannot have the drawing-room crowded.

I am not going to keep out of the drawing-room for Lord Hawkesley, returned Julia, a quiet girl in appearance and manner. Who is Lord Hawkesley, that he should disarrange the economy of the house? Theres so much ceremony and parade observed when he comes that it upsets all comfort. Your lordship this, and your lordship that; and papa my-lording him to the skies. I dont like it. He looks down upon us  I know he does  although he condescends to make a sort of friend of Anthony.

Adelaide Dares dark eyes flashed and her face crimsoned. She was a handsome girl. Julia! I do think you are an idiot!

Perhaps I am, composedly returned Julia, who was of a careless, easy temper; but I am not going to be kept out of the drawing-room for my Lord Hawkesley. Let me go on with my book in peace, Adelaide: it is a charming one.

Meanwhile Herbert Dare, seeing no prospect of more wine in store  for Mr. Dare, with wonderful prudence, told Herbert that two glasses of port were sufficient for him  left his seat, and bolted out at the dining-room window, which opened on to the ground. He ran into the hall for his hat, and then, speeding across the lawn, passed into the high-road. Anthony remained alone with his father; and Anthony was plucking up courage to speak upon a subject that was causing him some perplexity. He plunged into it at once.

Father, I am in a mess. I have managed to outrun the constable.

Mr. Dare was at that moment holding his glass of wine between his eye and the light. The words quite scared him. He set his glass down and looked at Anthony.

Hows that? How have you managed that?

I dont know how it has come about, was Anthonys answer. It is so, sir; and you must be so good as to help me out of it.

Your allowance is sufficient  amply so. Do you forget that I set you clear of debt at the beginning of the year? What money do you want?

Anthony Dare began pulling the fringe out of the dessert napkin, to the great detriment of the damask. Two hundred pounds, sir.

Two hundred pounds! echoed Mr. Dare, a dark expression clouding his handsome face. Do you want to ruin me, Anthony? Look at my expenses! Look at the claims upon me! I say that your allowance is a liberal one, and you ought to keep within it.

Anthony sat biting his lip. I would not have applied to you, sir, if I could have helped it; but I am driven into a corner and must find money. I and Hawkesley drew some bills together. He has taken up two, and I  

Then you and Hawkesley were a couple of fools for your pains, intemperately interrupted Mr. Dare. Theres no game so dangerous, so delusive, as that of drawing bills. Have I not told you so, over and over again? Simple debt may be put off from month to month, and from year to year; but bills are nasty things. When I was a young man I lived for years upon promises to pay, but I took care not to put my name to a bill.

Hawkesley  

Hawkesley may do what you must not, interrupted Mr. Dare, drowning his sons voice. He has his fathers long rent-roll to turn to. Recollect, Anthony, this must not occur again. It is impossible that I can be called upon periodically for these sums. Herbert is almost a man, and Cyril and George are growing up. A pretty thing, if you were all to come upon me in this manner. I have to exert my wits as it is, I can tell you. Ill give you a cheque to-morrow; and I should serve you right if I were to put you upon half allowance until I am repaid.

Mr. Dare finished his wine, rang for the table to be cleared, and left the room. Anthony remained standing against the side of the window, half in, half out, buried in a brown study, when Herbert came up, leaping over the grass. Herbert was nearly as tall as Anthony. He had been for some time articled to his father, but had only joined the office the previous Midsummer. He looked into the room and saw it was empty.

Wheres the governor?

Gone somewhere. Into the drawing-room, perhaps, replied Anthony.

What a nuisance! ejaculated Herbert. One cant talk to him before the girls. I want twenty-five shillings from him. Markham has the primest fishing-rod to sell, and I must have it.

Twenty-five shillings for a fishing-rod! cried Anthony.

And cheap at the price, answered Herbert. You dont often see so complete a thing as this. Markham would not part with it  its a relic of his better days, he says  only his old mother wants some comfort or other which he cant otherwise afford. The case  

You have half-a-dozen fishing-rods already.

Half a dozen rubbish! Thats what they are, compared with this one. Its no business of yours, Anthony.

Not at all. But youll oblige me, Herbert, by not bothering the governor for money to-night. I have been asking him for some, and it has put him out.

Did you get it?

Anthony nodded.

Then youll let me have the one-pound-five, Anthony?

I cant, returned Anthony. I shall have a cheque to-morrow, and I must pay it away whole. That wont clear me. But I didnt dare to tell of more.

If I dont get that fishing-rod to-night, Markham may sell it to some one else, grumbled Herbert.

Go and get it, replied Anthony. Promise him the money for to-morrow. You are not obliged to give it, you know. The governor has just said that he lived for years upon promises to pay.

Markham wants the money down.

Hell think that as good as down if you tell him he shall have it to-morrow. Bring the fishing-rod away; possessions nine points of the law, you know.

Hell make such an awful row afterwards, if he finds he does not get the money.

Let him. You can row again. Its the easiest thing on earth to fence off little paltry debts like that. People get tired of asking for them.

Away vaulted Herbert for the fishing-rod. Anthony yawned, stretched himself, and walked out just as twilight was fading. He was going out to keep an appointment.

Herbert Dare went back to Markhams. The man  though, indeed, so far as birth went he might be called a gentleman  lived a little way beyond Mr. Dares. The cottage was situated in the midst of a large garden, in which Markham worked late and early. He had a very, very small patrimony upon which he lived and kept his mother. He was bending over one of the beds when Herbert returned. He would take the fishing-rod then, and bring the money over at nine in the morning, before going to the office. Mr. Dare was gone out, or he would have brought it at once, was the substance of the words in which Herbert concluded the negotiation.

Could they have looked behind the hedge at that moment, Herbert Dare and Markham, they would have seen two young gentlemen suddenly duck down under its shelter, creep silently along, heedless of the ditch, which, however, was tolerably dry at that season, make a sudden bolt across the road, when they got opposite Mr. Dares entrance, and whisk within its gates. They were Cyril and George. That they had been at some mischief and were trying to escape detection, was unmistakable. Under cover of the garden-wall, as they had previously done under cover of the hedge, crept they; sprang into the house by the dining-room window, tore up the stairs, and took refuge in the drawing-room, startlingly arousing Mrs. Dare from her after-dinner slumbers.

In point of fact, they had reckoned upon finding the room unoccupied.




CHAPTER IV.

THROWING AT THE BATS.

Aroused thus abruptly out of sleep, cross and startled, Mrs. Dare attacked the two boys with angry words. I will know what you have been doing, she exclaimed, rising and shaking out the flounces of her dress. You have been at some mischief! Why do you come violently in, in this manner, looking as frightened as hares?

Not frightened, replied Cyril. We are only hot. We had a run for it.

A run for what? she repeated. When I say I will know a thing, I mean to know it. I ask you what you have been doing?

Its nothing very dreadful, that you need put yourself out, replied George. One of old Markhams windows has come to grief.

Then thats through throwing stones again! exclaimed Mrs. Dare. Now I am certain of it, and you need not attempt to deny it. You shall pay for it out of your own pocket-money if he comes here, as he did the last time.

Ah, but he wont come here, returned Cyril. He didnt see us. Is tea not ready?

You can go to the school-room and see. You are to take it there this evening.

The boys tore away to the school-room. Unlike Julia, they did not care where they took it, provided they had it. Miss Benyon was pouring out the tea as they entered. They threw themselves on a sofa, and burst into a fit of laughter so immoderate and long that their two young sisters crowded round eagerly, asking to hear the joke.

It was the primest fun! cried Cyril, when he could speak. We have just smashed one of Markhams windows. The old woman was at it in a nightcap, and I think the stone must have touched her head. Markham and Herbert were holding a confab together and they never saw us!

We were chucking at the leathering bats, put in George, jealous that his brother should have all the telling to himself, and the stone  

It is leather-winged bat, George, interrupted the governess. I corrected you the other night.

What does it matter? roughly answered George. I wish you wouldnt put me out. A leathering-bat dipped down nearly right upon our heads, and we both heaved at him, and one of the stones went through the window, nearly taking, as Cyril says, old Mother Markhams head. Wont they be in a temper at having to pay for it! They are as poor as charity.

Theyll make you pay, said Rosa.

Will they? retorted Cyril. No catch, no have! Ill give them leave to make us pay when they find us out. Do you suppose we are donkeys, you girls? We dipped down under the hedge, and not a soul saw us. Whats for tea?

Bread and butter, replied the governess.

Then those may eat it that like! I shall have jam.

Cyril rang the bell as he spoke. Nancy, the maid who waited on the school-room, came in answer to it. Some jam, said Cyril. And be quick over it.

What sort, sir? inquired Nancy.

Sort? oh  lets see: damson.

The damson jam was finished last week, sir. It is nearly the season to make more.

Cyril replied by a rude and ugly word. After some cogitation, he decided upon black currant.

And bring me up some apricot, put in George.

And well have some gooseberry, called out Rosa. If you boys have jam, well have some too.

Nancy disappeared. Cyril suddenly threw himself back on the sofa, and burst into another ringing laugh. I cant help it, he exclaimed. I am thinking of the old womans fright, and their dismay at having to pay the damage.

Do you know what I should do in your place, Cyril? said Miss Benyon. I should go back to Markham, and tell him honourably that I caused the accident. You know how poor they are; they cannot afford to pay for it.

Cyril stared at Miss Benyon. Whered be the pull of that? asked he.

The pull, Cyril, would be, that you would repair a wrong done to an unoffending neighbour, and might go to sleep with a clear conscience.

The last suggestion amused Cyril amazingly he and conscience had not a great deal to do with each other. He was politely telling Miss Benyon that those notions were good enough for old maids, when Nancy appeared with the several sorts of jam demanded. Cyril drew his chair to the table, and Nancy went down.

Ring the bell, Rosa, said Cyril, before the girl could well have reached the kitchen. I cant see one sort from another; we must have candles.

Ring it yourself, retorted Rosa.

George, ring the bell, commanded Cyril.

George obeyed. He was under Cyril in the college school, and accustomed to obey him.

You might have told Nancy when she was here, remarked Miss Benyon to Cyril. It would have saved her a journey.

And if it would? asked Cyril. What were servants legs made for, but to be used?

Nancy received the order for the candles, and brought them up. It was to be hoped her legs were made to be used, for scarcely had Cyril begun to enjoy his black currant jam when they were heard coming up the stairs again.

Master Cyril, Mr. Markham wants to see you.

Cyril and the rest exchanged looks. Did you say I was at home?

Yes, sir.

Then you were an idiot for your pains! I cant come down, tell him. I am at tea.

Down went Nancy accordingly. And back she came again. He says he must see you, Master Cyril.

Be a man, Cyril, and face it, whispered Miss Benyon in his ear.

Cyril jerked his head rudely away from her. I wont go down. There! Nancy, you may tell Markham so.

He has sat down on the garden bench, sir, outside the window to wait, explained Nancy. He says, if you wont see him he shall ask for Mr. Dare.

Cyril appeared to be in for it. He dashed his bread and jam on the table, and clattered down. Whos wanting me? called out he, when he got outside. Oh!  is it you, Markham?

How came you to throw a stone just now, and break my window, Cyril Dare?

The words threw Cyril into the greatest apparent surprise. I throw a stone and break your window! repeated he. I dont know what you mean.

Either you or your brother threw it; you were both together. It entered my mothers bedroom window, and went within an inch of her head. Ill trouble you to send a glazier round to put the pane in.

Well, of all strange accusations, this is about the strangest! uttered Cyril. We have not been near your window; we are upstairs at our tea.

At this juncture, Mr. Dare came out. He had heard the altercation in the house. Whats this? asked he. Good evening, Markham.

Markham explained. They crouched down under the hedge when they had done the mischief, he continued, thinking, no doubt, to get away undetected. But, as it happened, Brooks the nurseryman was in his ground behind the opposite hedge, and he saw the whole. He says they were throwing at the bats. Now I should be sorry to get them punished, Mr. Dare; we have been boys ourselves; but if young gentlemen will throw stones, they must pay for any damage they do. I have requested your son to send a glazier round in the morning. I am sorry he should have denied the fact.

Mr. Dare turned to Cyril. If you did it, why do you deny it?

Cyril hesitated for the tenth part of a second. Which would be the best policy? To give in, or to hold out? He chose the latter. His word was as good as that confounded Brookss, and hed brave it out! We didnt do it, he angrily said; we have not been near the place this evening. Brooks must have mistaken others for us in the dusk.

They did do it, Mr. Dare. Theres no mistake about it. Brooks had been watching them, and he thinks it was the bigger one who threw that particular stone. If I had set a house on fire, Markham added to Cyril, Id rather confess the accident, than deny it by a lie. What sort of a man do you expect to make?

A better one than you! insolently retorted Cyril.

Wait an instant, said Mr. Dare. He proceeded to the school-room to inquire of George. That young gentleman had been an admiring hearer of the colloquy from a staircase-window. He tore back to the school-room on the approach of his father; hastily deciding that he must bear out Cyril in the denial. Now, George, said Mr. Dare, sternly, did you and Cyril do this, or did you not?

Of course we did not, papa, was the ready reply. We have not been near Markhams. Brooks must be a fool.

Mr. Dare believed him. He was leaving the room when Miss Benyon interposed.

Sir, I should be doing wrong to allow you to be deceived. They did break the window.

The address caused Mr. Dare to pause. How do you know it, Miss Benyon?

Miss Benyon related what had passed. Mr. Dare cast his eyes sternly upon his youngest son. It is you who are the fool, George, not Brooks. A lie is sure to get found out in the end; dont attempt to tell another.

Mr. Dare went down. I cannot come quite to the bottom of this business, Markham, said he, feeling unwilling to expose his sons more than they had exposed themselves. At all events you shall have the window put in. A pane of glass is not much on either side.

It is a good deal to my pocket, Mr. Dare. But thats all I ask. And you know my character too well to fear I would make a doubtful claim. Brooks is open to inquiry.

He departed; and Mr. Dare touched Cyril on the arm. Come with me.

He took him into the room, and there ensued an angry lecture. Cyril thought George had confessed, and stood silent before his father. What a sneak he must have been! thought Cyril. Wont I serve him out!

If you have acquired the habit of speaking falsely, you had better relinquish it, resumed Mr. Dare. It will not be a recommendation in the eyes of Mr. Ashley.

I am not going to Ashleys, burst forth Cyril; for the mention of the subject was sure to anger him. Turn manufacturer, indeed! Id rather  

Youd rather be a gentleman at large, interrupted Mr. Dare. But, he sarcastically added, gentlemen require something to live upon. Listen, Cyril. One of the finest openings that I know of in this city, for a young man, is in Ashleys manufactory. You may despise Mr. Ashley as a manufacturer; but others respect him. He was reared a gentleman  he is regarded as one; he is wealthy, and his business is large and flourishing. Suppose you could drop into this, after him?  succeed to this fine business, its sole proprietor? I can tell you that you would occupy a better position, and be in receipt of a far larger income than either Anthony or Herbert will be.

But theres no such chance as that, for me, debated Cyril.

There is the chance: and thats why you are to be placed there. Henry, from his infirmity, is not to be brought up to business, and there is no other son. You will be apprenticed to Mr. Ashley, with a view to succeeding, as a son would, first of all to a partnership with him, eventually to the whole. Now, this is the prospect before you, Cyril; and prejudiced though you are, you must see that it is a fine one.

Well, acknowledged Cyril, I wouldnt object to drop into a good thing like that. Has Mr. Ashley proposed it?

No, he has not distinctly proposed it. But he did admit, when your apprenticeship was being spoken of, that he might be wanting somebody to succeed him. He more than hinted that whoever might be chosen to succeed him, or to be associated with him, must be rendered fit for the connection by being an estimable and a good man; one held in honour by his fellow citizens. No other could be linked with the name of Ashley. And now, sir, what do you think he, Mr. Ashley, would say to your behaviour to-night?

Cyril looked rather shame-faced.

You will go to Mr. Ashleys, Cyril. But I wish you to remember, to remember always, that the ultimate advantages will depend upon yourself and your conduct. Become a good man, and theres little doubt they will be yours; turn out indifferently, and theres not the slightest chance for you.

I shant succeed to any of Ashleys money, I suppose? complacently questioned Cyril, who somewhat ignored the conditions, and saw himself in prospective Mr. Ashleys successor.

It is impossible to say what you may succeed to, replied Mr. Dare, in so significant a tone as to surprise Cyril. Henry Ashleys I should imagine to be a doubtful life; should anything happen to him, Mary Ashley will, of course, inherit all. And he will be a fortunate man who shall get into her good graces and marry her.

It was a broad hint to a boy like Cyril. Shes such a proud thing, that Mary Ashley! grumbled he.

She is a very sweet child, was the warm rejoinder of Mr. Dare. And Cyril went upstairs again to his jam and his interrupted tea.

Meanwhile the evening went on, and the drawing-room was waiting for Lord Hawkesley. Mrs. Dare and Adelaide were waiting for him  waiting anxiously in elegant attire. Mr. Dare did not seem to care whether he came or not; and Julia, who was buried in an easy chair with her book, would have preferred, of the two, that he stayed away. Between eight and nine he arrived. A little man; young, fair, with light eyes and sharp features, a somewhat cynical expression habitually on his lips. Helstonleigh, in its gossip, conjectured that he must be making young Anthony Dare useful to him in some way or other, or he would not have condescended to the intimacy. For Lord Hawkesley, a proud man by nature, had been reared as an earls son and heir; which meant an exclusiveness far greater in those days than it is in these. This was the third evening visit he had paid to Mrs. Dare. Had Adelaides good looks any attraction for him? She was beginning to think so, and to weave visions upon the strength of it. Entrenched as the Dares were in their folly and assumption, Adelaide was blind to the wide social gulf that lay between herself and Viscount Hawkesley.

She sat down at the piano at his request and sang an Italian song. She had a good voice, and her singing was better than her Italian accent. Lord Hawkesley stood by her and looked over the music.

I like your style of singing very much, he remarked to her when the song was over. You must have learnt of a good master.

Comme ça, carelessly rejoined Adelaide. As is the case with many more young ladies who possess a superficial knowledge of French, she thought it the perfection of good taste to display as much of it as she did know. I had the best professor that Helstonleigh can give; but what are Helstonleigh professors compared with those of London? We cannot expect first-rate talent here.

Do you like London? asked Lord Hawkesley.

I was never there, replied Adelaide, feeling the confession, when made to Lord Hawkesley, to be nothing but a humiliation.

Indeed! You would enjoy a London season.

Oh, so much! I know nothing of the London season, except from books. A contrast to your lordship, you will say, she added, with a laugh. You must be almost tired of it; désillusionné.

Whats that in English? inquired Lord Hawkesley, whose French studies, as far as they had extended, had been utterly thrown away upon him. Labouring under the deficiency, he had to make the best of it, and did it with a boast. Used up, I suppose you mean?

Adelaide coloured excessively. She wondered if he was laughing at her, and made a mental vow never to speak French to a lord again.

Will you think me exacting, Miss Dare, if I trespass upon you for another song?

Adelaide did not think him exacting in the least. She was ready to sing as long as he pleased.




CHAPTER V.

CHARLOTTE EASTS PRESENT.

Towards dusk, that same evening, Charlotte East went over to Mrs. Buffles for some butter. After she was served, Mrs. Buffle  who was a little shrimp of a woman, with a red nose  crossed her arms upon the counter and bent her face towards Charlottes. Have you heered the news? asked she. Mary Ann Cross is going to make a match of it with Ben Tyrrett.

Is she? said Charlotte. They had better wait a few years, both of them, until they shall have put by something.

Theyre neither of them of the putting-by sort, returned Mrs. Buffle. Them Crosses is the worst girls to spend in all the Fair: unless its Carry Mason. She dont spare her back, she dont. The wonder is, how she gets it.

Young girls will dress, observed Charlotte, carelessly.

Mrs. Buffle laughed. You speak as if you were an old one.

I feel like one sometimes, Mrs. Buffle. When children are left, as I and Robert were, with a baby brother to bring up, and hardly any means to do it upon, it helps to steady them. Tom  

Eliza Tyrrett burst in at the door, with a violence that made its bell twang and tinkle. Half-a-pound o dips, long-tens, Dame Buffle, and be quick about it, was her order. Theres such a flare-up, in at Masons.

A flare-up! repeated Mrs. Buffle, who was always ripe and ready for a dish of scandal, whether it touched on domestic differences, or on young girls improvidence in the shape of dress. Is Mason and her having a noise?

Its not him and her. Its about Carry. Hetty Mason locked Carry up this afternoon, and Mason never came home at all to tea; he went and had some beer instead, and a turn at skittles, and she wouldnt let Carry out. He came in just now, and his wife told him a whole heap about Carry, and Mason went up to the cock-loft, undid the door, and threatened to kick Carry down. Theyre having it out in the kitchen, all three.

What has Carry done? asked Mrs. Buffle eagerly.

Perhaps Charlotte East can tell, said Eliza Tyrrett, slyly. She has been thick with Carry lately. I am not a-going to spoil sport.

Charlotte took up her butter, and bending a severe look of caution on the Tyrrett girl, left the shop. Anthony Dares reputation was not a brilliant one, and the bare fact of Caroline Masons allowing herself to walk with him would have damaged her in the eyes of Honey Fair. As well keep it, if possible, from Mrs. Buffle and other gossips.

As Charlotte crossed to her own door, she became conscious that some one was flying towards her in the dusk of the evening: a woman with a fleet foot and panting breath. Charlotte caught hold of her. Caroline, where are you going?

Let me alone, Charlotte East  and Carolines nostrils were working, her eyes flashing. I have left their house for ever, and am going to one who will give me a better.

Charlotte held her tight. You must not go, Caroline.

I will, she defiantly answered. I have chosen my lot this night for better or for worse. Will I stay to be taunted without a cause? To be told I am what I am not? No! If anything should happen to me, let them reproach themselves, for they have driven me on to it.

Charlotte tried her utmost to restrain the wild girl. Caroline, she urged, this is the turning-point in your life. A step forward, and you may have passed it beyond recall; a step backwards, and you may be saved for ever. Come home with me.

Caroline in her madness  it was little else  turned her ghastly face upon Charlotte. You shant stop me, Charlotte East! You go your way, and Ill go mine. Shall Mark and she go on at me without cause, I say, calling me false names?

Come home with me, Caroline. You shall stay with me to-night; you shant go back to Hetty. My beds not large, but it will hold us.

I wont, I wont! she uttered, struggling to be free.

Only for a minute, implored Charlotte. Come in for a minute until you are calm. You are mad just now.

I am driven to it. There!

With a jerk she wrenched herself from Charlottes grasp, passion giving her strength: and she flew onwards and was lost in the dark night. Charlotte East ran home. Her brothers were there. Tom, said she, put this butter in the cupboard for me; and out she went again. At the end of Honey Fair, a road lay each way. Which should she take? Which had Caroline taken?

She chose the one to the right  it was the most retired  and went groping about it for twenty minutes. As it happened, as such things generally do happen, Caroline had taken the other.

In a sheltered part of that, which lay back, away from the glare of the gas lamps, Caroline had taken refuge. She had expected some one would be there to meet her; but she found herself mistaken. Down she sat on a stone, and her wild passion began to diminish.

Nearly half an hour afterwards, Charlotte found her there. Caroline was talking to Anthony Dare, who had just come up. Charlotte grasped Caroline.

You must come with me, Caroline.

Who on earth are you, and what do you want intruding here? demanded Anthony Dare, turning round with a fierce stare on Charlotte.

I am Charlotte East, sir, if it is any matter to you to know my name, and I am a friend of Caroline Masons. I am here to take her out of harms way.

Theres nothing to harm her here, haughtily answered young Anthony. Mind your own business.

I am afraid there is one thing to harm her, sir, and thats you, said brave Charlotte. You cant come among us people in Honey Fair for any good. Folks bent on good errands dont need to wait till dark before they pay their visits. You had better give up prowling about this place, Mr. Anthony Dare. Stay with your equals, sir; with those that will be a match for you.

The woman must be deranged! uttered Anthony, going into a terrible passion. How dare you presume to say such things to me?

How dare you, sir, set yourself out to work ill? retorted Charlotte. Come along, Caroline, she added to the girl, who was now crying bitterly. As for you, sir, if you mean no harm, as you say, and it is necessary that you should condescend to visit Honey Fair, please to pay your visits in the broad light of day.

No very pleasant word broke from Anthony Dare. He would have liked to exterminate Charlotte. Caroline, foamed he, order this woman away. If I could see a policeman, Id give her in charge.

Sir, if you dare attempt to detain her, Ill appeal to the first passer-by. Ill tell them to look at the great and grand Mr. Anthony Dare, and to ask him what he wants here, night after night.

Even as Charlotte spoke, footsteps were heard, and two gentlemen, talking together, advanced. The voice of one fell familiarly on the ear of Anthony Dare, familiarly on that of Charlotte East. The latter uttered a joyful cry.

Theres Mr. Ashley! Loose her, sir, or Ill call to him.

To have Mr. Ashley called to on the point would not be altogether agreeable to the feelings of young Anthony. You fool! he exclaimed to Charlotte East, what harm do you suppose I meant, or thought of? You must be a very strange person yourself, to get such a thing into your imagination. Good night, Caroline.

And turning on his heel haughtily, Anthony Dare stalked off in the direction of Helstonleigh. Mr. Ashley passed on, having noticed nothing, and Charlotte East wound her arm round the sobbing girl, subdued now, and led her home.

Anthony went straight to Pomeranian Knoll, and threw himself on to a sofa in a very ill humour. Lord Hawkesley was occupied with Adelaide and her singing, and paid little attention to him.

At the close of the evening they left together, Anthony going out with Lord Hawkesley, and linking arms as they proceeded towards the Star Hotel, Lord Hawkesleys usual quarters when in Helstonleigh.

I have got two hundred out of the governor, began Anthony in a confidential tone. He will give me the cheque to-morrow.

Whats two hundred, Dare? slightingly spoke his lordship. Its nothing.

It was of no use trying for more to-night. The two hundred will stop present worry, Hawkesley; the future must be provided for when it comes. And they walked on with a quicker step.

Mrs. Dare had looked at her watch as they departed. It was half-past eleven. She said she supposed they might as well be going to bed, and Mr. Dare roused himself. For the last half-hour he had been half-asleep; quite asleep he did not choose to fall, in the young mans presence. A viscount to Lawyer Dare was a viscount. Wheres Herbert? asked he, stretching himself. Master Herbert, Joseph answered, had had supper served (not being able to recover from the short allowance at dinner), and had gone to bed. The rest, excepting Adelaide, had gone before, free from want, from care, full of the good things of this life. The young Halliburtons, their cousins once removed, had knelt and thanked God for the days good, even though that day to them had been what all their days were now, one of poverty and privation. Not so the Dares. As children, for they were not in a heathen land, they had been taught to say their prayers at night; but as they grew older, the custom was suffered to fall into disuse. The family attended church on Sundays, fashionably attired, and there ended their religion.

To bed and to sleep went they, all the household, old and young  Joseph, the manservant, excepted. Sleepy Joseph stretched himself in a large chair to wait the return of Mr. Anthony: sleepy Joseph had so to stretch himself most nights. Mr. Anthony might come in in an hours time, or Mr. Anthony might not come in until it was nearly time to commence the days duties in the morning. It was all a chance; as poor Joseph knew to his cost.

Nine oclock was the breakfast hour at Mr. Dares, and the family were in general pretty punctual at it. On the following morning they were all assembled at the meal, Anthony rather red about the eyes, when Ann, the housemaid, entered.

Heres a parcel for you, Mr. Anthony.

She held in her arms a large untidy sort of bundle, done round with string. Anthony turned his wondering eyes upon it.

That! It cant be for me.

A boy brought it and said it was for you, sir, returned Ann, letting the cumbersome parcel fall on a chair. I asked if there was any answer, and he said there was not.

It must be from your tailor, Anthony, said Mrs. Dare.

Anthonys consequence was offended at the suggestion. My tailor send me a parcel done up like that! repeated he. He had better! He would get no more of my custom.

What an extraordinary direction! exclaimed Julia, who had got up, and drawn near, in her curiosity: Young Mister Antony Dare! Just look, all of you.

Anthony rose, and the rest followed, except Mr. Dare, who was busy with a county paper, and paid no attention. A happy thought darted into Minnys mind. I know! she cried, clapping her hands. Cyril and George are playing Anthony a trick, like the one they played Miss Benyon.

Anthony, too hastily taking up the view thus suggested, and inwardly vowing a not agreeable chastisement to the two, as soon as they should rush in to breakfast from school, took out his penknife and severed the string. The paper fell apart, and the contents rolled on to the floor.

What on earth were they? What did they mean? A womans gown, tawdry but pretty; a shawl; a neck-scarf, with gold-coloured fringe; two pairs of gloves, the fingers worn into holes; a bow of handsome ribbon; a cameo brooch, fine and false; and one or two more such articles, not new, stood disclosed. The party around gazed in sheer amazement.

If ever I saw such a collection as this! exclaimed Mrs. Dare. It is a womans clothing. Why should they have been sent to you, Anthony?

Anthonys cheek wore rather a conscious colour just then. How should I know? he replied. They must have been directed to me by mistake. Take the rags away, Ann  spurning them with his foot and throw them into the dust-bin. Who knows what infected place they may have come from?

Mrs. Dare and the young ladies shrieked at the last suggestion, gathered their skirts about them, and retired as far as the limits of the room allowed. Some enemy of malicious intent must have done it, they became convinced. Ann  no more liking to be infected with measles or what not than they  seized the tongs, gingerly lifted the articles inside the paper, dragged the whole outside the door, and called Joseph to carry them to the receptacle indicated by Mr. Anthony.

Charlotte East had thought she would not do her work by halves.




CHAPTER VI.

THE FEAR GROWING GREATER.

We must leap over some months. A story, you know, cannot stand still, any more than we can.

Spring had come round. The sofa belonging to Mrs. Reeces parlour was in Mrs. Halliburtons, and Janey was lying on it  her blue eyes bright, her cheeks hectic, her fair curls falling in disorder. Through autumn, through winter, it had appeared that Dobbss prognostications of evil for Jane were not to be borne out, for she had recovered from the temporary indications of illness, and had continued well; but, with the early spring weather, Jane failed, and failed rapidly. The cough came back, and great weakness grew upon her. She was always wanting to be at rest, and would lie about anywhere. Spreading a cloak on the floor, with a pillow for her head, Janey would plant herself between her mother and the fire, pulling the cloak up on the side near the door. One day Dobbs came in and saw her there.

My heart alive! uttered Dobbs, when she had recovered her surprise; what are you lying down there for?

I am tired, replied Janey; and theres nowhere else to lie. If I put three chairs together, it is not comfortable, and the pillow rolls off.

Theres the sofa in our room, said Dobbs. Why dont you lie on that?

So I do, you know, Dobbs; but I want to talk to mamma sometimes.

Dobbs disappeared. Presently there was a floundering and thumping heard in the passage, and the sofa was propelled in by Dobbs, very red with the exertion. My missis is indignant to think that the child should be upon the floor, cried she, wrathfully. One would suppose some folks were born without brains, or the sofa might have been asked for.

But, Dobbs, said Janey  and she was allowed to Dobbs as much as she pleased, unreproved what am I to lie on in your room?

Isnt there my easy chair, with the high foot-board in front  as good as a bed when you let it out? returned Dobbs, proceeding to place Janey comfortably on the sofa. And now let me say what I came in to say, when the sight of that child on the cold floor sent me shocked out again, she added, turning to Jane. My mississ leg is no better to-day, and she has made up her mind to have Parry. Its erysipelas, as sure as a gun. Every other spring, about, shes laid up with it in her legs, one or the other of em. Ten weeks I have known her in bed with it  

The very best preventive to erysipelas is to take an occasional warm bath, interrupted Jane.

The suggestion gave immense offence to Dobbs. A warm bath! she uttered, ironically. And how, pray, should my missis take a warm bath? Sit down in a mashing-tub, and have a furnace of boiling water turned on to her? Those new-fangled notions may do for Londoners, but they are not known at Helstonleigh. Warm baths! repeated Dobbs, with increased scorn: hadnt you better propose a water-bed at once? I have heard that they are inventing them also.

I have heard so, too, pleasantly replied Jane.

Well, my missis is going to have Parry up, and she intends that he shall see Janey and give her some physic  if physic will be of use, added Dobbs, with an incredulous sniff. My missis says it will. She puts faith in Parrys physic as if it was gold; its a good thing shes not ill often, or shed let herself be poisoned if quantity could poison her! And, Janey, youll take the physic, like a precious lamb; and heaps of nice things you shall have after it, to drive the taste out. Warm baths! ejaculated Dobbs, as she went out, returning to the old grievance. I wonder what the worlds coming to?

Mr. Parry was called in, and soon had his two regular patients there. Mrs. Reece was confined to her bed with erysipelas in her leg; and if Janey seemed better one day, she seemed worse the next. The surgeon did not say what was the matter with Jane. He ordered her everything good in the shape of food; he particularly ordered port wine. An hour after the latter order had been given Dobbs appeared, with a full decanter in her hand.

Its two glasses a day that she is to take  one at eleven and one at three, cried she without circumlocution.

But, indeed, I cannot think of accepting so costly a thing from Mrs. Reece as port wine, interrupted Jane, in consternation.

You can do as you like, maam, said Dobbs with equanimity. Janey will accept it; shell drink her two glasses of wine daily, if I have to come and drench her with it. And it wont be any cost out of my mississ pocket, if thats what you are thinking of, logically proceeded Dobbs. Parry says it will be a good three months before she can take her wine again; so Janey can drink it for her. If my missis grudged her port wine or was cramped in pocket, I should not take my one glass a day, which I do regular.

I can never repay you and Mrs. Reece for your kindness and generosity to Jane, sighed Mrs. Halliburton.

You can do it when you are asked, was Dobbss retort. Theres the wing and merrythought of a fowl coming in for her dinner, with a bit of sweet boiled pork. I dont give myself the ceremony of cloth-laying, now my missis is in bed, but just eat it in the rough; so the child had better have hers brought in here comfortably, till my missis is down again. And, Janey, youll come upstairs to tea to us; I have taken up the easy chair.

Thank you very much, Dobbs, said Janey.

And dont you let them cormorants be eating her dinners or drinking her wine, said Dobbs, fiercely, as she was going out. Keep a sharp look-out upon em.

They would not do it! warmly replied Jane. You do not know my boys yet, if you think they would rob their sick sister.

I know that boys stomachs are always on the crave for anything thats good, retorted Dobbs. You might skin a boy if you were forced to it, but youd never drive his nature out of him; and thats to be always eating!

So she had even this help  port wine! It seemed almost beyond belief, and Jane lost herself in thought.

Mamma, you dont hear me!

Did you speak, Janey?

I say I think Dobbs got that fowl for me. Mrs. Reece is not taking meat, and Dobbs would not buy a fowl for herself. She will give me all the best parts, and pick the bones herself. Youll see. How kind they are to me! What should I have done, mamma, if I had only our plain food? I know I could not eat it now.

God is over us, my dear child, was Janes reply. It is He who has directed this help to us: never doubt it, Jane. Whether we live or die, she added pointedly, we are in His hands, and He orders all things for the best.

Can to die be for the best? asked Janey, sitting up to think over the question.

Why, yes, my dear girl; certainly it is, if God wills it. How often have I talked to you about the rest after the grave! No more tears, no more partings. Which is best  to be here, or to go to that rest? Oh, Janey! we can put up surely with illness and with crosses here, if we may only attain to that. This world will last only for a little while at best; but that other will abide for ever and for ever.

A summons from Mr. Parrys boy: Miss Halliburtons medicine had arrived. Miss Halliburton made a grievous face over it, when her mamma poured the dose out. I never can take it! It smells so nasty!

Jane held the wine-glass towards her, a grave, kind smile upon her face. My darling, it is one of earths little crosses; try and not rebel against it. Heres a bit of Patiences jam left, to take after it.

Janey smiled bravely as she took the glass. It was not so bad as I thought, mamma, said she, when she had swallowed it.

Of course not, Janey; nothing is that we set about with a brave heart.

But, with every good thing, Janey did not improve. Her mother shrank from admitting the fact that was growing only too palpable; and Dobbs would come in and sit looking at Janey for a quarter of an hour together, never speaking.

Why do you look at me so, Dobbs? asked Janey, one day, suddenly. You were crying when you looked at me last night at dusk.

Dobbs was rather taken to. I had been peeling onions, said she.

Why do you shrink from looking at the truth? an inward voice kept repeating in Mrs. Halliburtons heart. Is it right, or wise, or well to do so? No; she knew that it could not be.

That same day, after Mr. Parry had paid his visit to Mrs. Reece, he looked in upon Janey. Am I getting better? she asked him. I want to go into the green fields again, and run about.

Ah, said he, we must wait for that, little maid.

Jane went out to the door with him. When he put out his hand to say good morning, he saw that she was white with emotion, and could not speak readily. Will she live or die, Mr. Parry? was the whispered question that came at last.

Now dont distress yourself, Mrs. Halliburton. In these lingering cases we must be content to wait the issue, whatever it may be.

I have had so much trouble of one sort or another, that I think I have become inured to it, she continued, striving to speak more calmly. These several days past I have been deciding to ask you the truth. If I am to lose her, it will be better that I should know it beforehand: it will be easier for me to bear. She is in danger, is she not?

Yes, he replied; I fear she is.

Is there any hope?

Well, you know, Mrs. Halliburton, while there is life there is hope.

His tone was kindly; but she could not well mistake that, of human hope, there was none. Her lips were pale  her bosom was heaving. I understand, she murmured. Tell me one other thing: how near is the end?

That I really cannot tell you, he more readily replied. These cases vary much in their progression. Do not be downcast, Mrs. Halliburton. We must every one of us go, sooner or later. Sometimes I wish I could see all mine gone before me, rather than leave them behind to the cares of this troublesome world.

He shook hands and departed. Jane crept softly upstairs to her own room, and was shut in for ten minutes. Poor thing! she could not spare time for the indulgence of grief, as others might! she must hasten to her never-ceasing work. She had her task to do; and ten minutes lost from it in the day must be made up at night.

As she was going downstairs, with red eyes, Mrs. Reece heard her footstep and called to her from her bed. Is that you, maam?

So Jane had to go in. Are you better? she inquired.

No, maam, I dont see much improvement, replied the old lady. Mr. Parry is going to change the lotion; but its a thing that will have its course. How is Janey? Does he say?

She is much the same, said Jane. She grows no better. I fear she never will.

Ay! so Dobbs says; and it strikes me Parry has told her so. Now, maam, you spare nothing that can do her good. Whatever she fancies, tell Dobbs, and it shall be had. I would not for the world have a dying child stinted while I can help it. Dont spare wine; dont spare anything.

A dying child! The words, in spite of Janes previous convictions; nay, her knowledge; caused her heart to sink with a chill. She proceeded, as she had done many times before, to express a tithe of her gratitude to Mrs. Reece for the substantial kindness shown to Janey.

Dont say anything about it, maam, returned the old lady in her simple, straightforward way. I have neither chick nor child of my own, and both I and Dobbs have taken a liking for Janey. We cant think anything we can do too much for her. I have spoken to Parry  therefore dont spare his services; at any hour of the day or night send for him if you deem it necessary.

With another attempt at heartfelt thanks, Jane went down. Full as her cup was to the brim, she was yet overwhelmed with the sense of kindness shown. From that time she set herself to the task of preparing Janey for the great change by gradual degrees  a little now, a little then: to make her long for the translation to that better land.

One evening, about eight oclock, Patience entered  partly to inquire after Janey, partly to ask William if he would go to bring Anna from Mrs. Ashleys, where she had been taking tea. Samuel Lynn was detained in the town on business, and Grace had been permitted to go out: therefore Patience had no one to send. William left his books, and went out with alacrity. Patience sat down by Janeys sofa.

I get so tired, Patience. I wish I had some pretty books to read! I have read all Annas over and over again.

And she wont eat solids now, and she grows tired of mutton-broth, and sago, and egg-flip, and those things, put in Dobbs, in an injured tone, who was also sitting there.

I would try her with a little beef-tea, made with plenty of carrots and thickened with arrowroot, said Patience.

Beef-tea, made with carrots and thickened with arrowroot! ungraciously responded Dobbs, who held in contempt every ones cooking except her own.

I can tell thee that it is one of the nicest things taken, said Patience. It might be a change for the child.

Hows it made? asked Dobbs. It might do for my missis: shes tired of mutton broth.

Slice a pound of lean beef, and let it soak for two hours in a quart of cold water, replied Patience. Then put meat and water into a saucepan, with a couple of large carrots scraped and sliced. Let it warm gradually, and then simmer for about four hours, thee putting salt to taste. Strain it off; and, when cold, take off the fat. As the broth is wanted, stir it up, and take from it as much as may be required, boiling the portion, for a minute, with a little arrowroot.

Dobbs condescended to intimate that perhaps she might try it; though shed be bound it was poor stuff.

William had hastened to Mr. Ashleys. He was shown into a room to wait for Anna, and his attention was immediately attracted by a shelf full of childrens story-books. He knew they were just what Janey was longing for. He had taken some in his hand, when Anna came in, ready for him, accompanied by Mrs. Ashley, Mary, and Henry. Then William became aware of the liberty he had taken in touching the things, and, in his self-consciousness, the colour, as usual, rushed to his face. It was a frank, ingenuous face, with its fair, open forehead, and its earnest, dark grey eyes; and Mrs. Ashley thought it so.

Were you looking at our books? asked Henry, who was in a remarkably good humour.

I am sorry to have touched them, replied William. I was thinking of something else.

I would be nearly sure thee were thinking of thy sister, cried Anna, who had an ever-ready tongue.

Yes, I was, replied William candidly. I was wishing she could read them.

I have told her about the books, said Anna, turning from William to the rest. I related to her as much as I could remember of Anna Ross: that book which thee had in thy hand, William. She would so like to read them; she is always ill.

Is she very ill? inquired Mrs. Ashley.

She is dying, replied Anna.

It was the first intimation William had received of the great fear. His countenance changed, his heart beat wildly. Oh, Anna! who says it? he cried out, in a low, wailing tone.

There was a dead silence. Annas announcement sounded sufficiently startling, and Mrs. Ashley looked with sympathy at the evidently agitated boy.

There! thats my tongue! cried Anna repentantly. Patience says she wonders some one does not cut it out for me.

Mary Ashley  a fair, gentle little girl, with large brown eyes, like Henrys  stepped forward, full of sympathy. I have heard of your sister from Anna, she said. She is welcome to read all my books; you can take some to her now, and change them as often as you like.

How pleased William was! Mary selected four, and gave them to him. Anna Ross, The Blind Farmer, Theophilus and Sophia, and Margaret White. Very old, some of the books, and childish; but admirably suited to what people were beginning to call Jane  a dying child.

I say, cried out Henry, a little aristocratic patronage in his tone, as William was departing, how do you get on with your Latin?

I get on very well. Not quite so fast as I should with a master. I have to puzzle out difficulties for myself, and I am not sure but thats one of the best ways to get on. I go on with my Greek, too; and Euclid, and  

How much time do you work? burst forth Henry.

From six oclock till half-past nine. A little of the time I am helping my brothers.

Theres perseverance, Henry! cried Mrs. Ashley; and Master Henry shrugged his shoulders.

Anna, began William, as they walked along, how do you know that Janey is so ill?

Now, William, thee must ask thy mother whether she is ill or not. She may get well  how do I know? She was ill last summer, and Hannah Dobbs would have it she was in a bad way then; but she recovered. Dost thee know what Patience says?

What? asked William eagerly.

Patience says I have ten ears where I ought to have two; and I think thee hast the same. Fare thee well, she added, as they reached her door. Thank thee for coming for me.

William waited at the gate until Anna was admitted, and then hastened home. Jane was alone, working as usual.

Mamma, is it true that Janey is dying?

Janes heart gave a leap; and poor William, as she saw, could scarcely speak for agitation. Who told you that? she asked in low tones.

Anna Lynn. Is it true?

William, I fear it may be. Dont grieve, child! dont grieve!

William had laid his head down upon the table, the sobs breaking forth. His poor mother left her seat, and bent her head down beside him, sobbing also.

William, for my sake dont grieve! she whispered. God alone knows what is good. He would not take her unless it were for the best.




CHAPTER VII.

THE END

April passed. May was passing; and the end of Jane Halliburton was at hand. There was no secret now about her state; but she was going away very peacefully.

In this month, May, there occurred another vacancy in the choir of the cathedral. Little Gar  but he was growing too big now to be called Little Gar  proved to be the successful candidate; so that both boys were now in the choir.

It will be such a help to me, learning to chant, should I ever try for a minor canonry, boasted Gar, who never tired of telling them that he meant to be a clergyman.

Gar, dear, did you ever sit down and count the cost? asked Mrs. Halliburton. I fear it will not be your luck to go to college.

Labor omnia vincit, cried out Gar. You have heard us stumbling over our Latin often enough, mamma, to know what that means. Frank will need to count the cost, too, if he is ever to make himself into a barrister; and he says he will be one.

Oh, you two vain boys! cried Jane, laughing.

Mamma, spoke up Janey from the sofa  and her breathing was laboured now is there harm in their wishing this?

Not at all. They are laudable aims. Only Frank and Gar are so poor and friendless that I fear the hopes are too ambitious to end in anything but disappointment.

Janey called Gar to her, and pulled his face down to a level with hers, whispering softly, Strive well, Gar, and trust in God.

Later, when Jane had to be out on an indispensable errand, Dobbs came in to sit with Janey. She brought her some jelly in a saucer.

I am nearly tired of it, Dobbs, said Janey. I grow tired of everything. And I dont like to say so, because it seems so ungrateful.

Its the nature of illness to get tired of things, responded Dobbs, who thought it was her mission never to cease buoying Janey up with hope. Youll be better when the hot weather comes in.

No, I shant, Dobbs. I shall never get better now.

A combination of feelings, indignation predominating, nearly took away Dobbss breath. Who on earth has been putting that grim notion in your head? asked she.

It is true, Dobbs.

True! ejaculated Dobbs. Who has been saying it to you? I want to know that.

Mamma for one. She  

Of all the stupids! burst forth Dobbs, drowning what Janey was about to say. To frighten the child by telling her shes going to die!

It does not frighten me, Dobbs. I like to lie and think of it.

Dobbs fell into a doubt whether Janey was in her senses. Like to lie and think of being screwed down in a coffin, and put into the cold ground, and left there till the judgment day! uttered she.

Oh, but, Dobbs, you must know better than that, returned Jane. We are not put into the coffin; it is only our bodies that are put into the coffin; we go into the world of departed spirits.

De-par-ted what? ejaculated Dobbs, whose notions of the future  the life after this life  were not very definite; and who could not have been more astonished had Jane begun to talk to her in Greek.

Mamma has always tried to explain these things to us, said Jane. She has made them as clear to us as they can be made, and she has taught us not to fear death. She says a great mistake is often made by those who bring up children. They are taught to run away from death as something gloomy and frightful, instead of being shown its bright side.

Well, I never heard the like! exclaimed Dobbs, lost in wonder. How can there be a bright side to death?  in a horrid coffin, with brass nails and tin-tacks that screw you down?

Tears filled Janeys eyes. Oh, Dobbs, you must learn better than that, or how will you ever be reconciled to death? Dont you know that when we die, we  our spirit, that is, for it is our spirit that lives and thinks  leave our body behind us? Theres no more consciousness in our body, and it is put into the grave till the last day. It is like the shell that the silkworm casts away when it comes into the moth: the life is in the moth: not in the cast-off shell. You cannot think what trouble mamma has taken with us always to explain these things; and she has talked to me so much lately.

And where does the spirit go  by which, I suppose, you mean the soul? asked Dobbs.

Janey shook her head, to express her ignorance at the best. It is all a mystery, she said; but mamma has taught us to believe that theres a place for the departed, and that we shall be there. It is not to be supposed that the soul, a thing of life, could be boxed up in a coffin, Dobbs. When Jesus Christ said to the thief on the cross, To-day shalt thou be with me in paradise, he meant that world. It is a place of light and rest.

And the good and bad are there together?

Again Janey shook her head. Dont you remember, in the parable of the rich man and the beggar, there was a great gulf between them, and Abraham said that it could not be passed? I dare say it will be very peaceful and happy there: quite different from this world, where theres so much trouble and sickness. Why should I be afraid of death, Dobbs?

Dobbs sat looking at her, and was some minutes before she spoke. Not afraid to die! she slowly said. Well, I should be.

Janeys eyes were wet. Nobody need be afraid to die when they have learnt to trust in God. Dont you know, she answered with something like enthusiasm, that many people, when dying, have seen Jesus waiting for them? What does it matter, then, where our bodies are put? We are going to be with Jesus. Indeed, Dobbs, theres nothing sad in dying, if you only can look at it in the right way. It is those who look at it in the wrong way that are afraid to die.

The childs as learned as a minister! was Dobbss inward comment. Ours told us last Sunday evening at Chapel that we were all on the high road to perdition. Id rather listen to her creed than to his: it sounds more encouraging. Their ma hasnt brought em up amiss; and thats the truth!

The soliloquy was interrupted by the return of Mrs. Halliburton. Almost immediately afterwards some visitors came in  Mary Ashley and Anna Lynn. It was the first time Mary had been there, and she had come to bring Janey some more books. She was one of those graceful children whom it is pleasant to look at. A contrast in attire she presented to the little Quakeress, with her silk dress, her straw hat, trimmed with a wreath of flowers and white ribbons, her dark curls falling beneath it. She was much younger than her brother Henry; but there was a great resemblance between them  in the refined features, the bright complexion, and the soft dark eyes. Somehow, through a remark made by Dobbs, the conversation turned upon Janes inability to recover; and Mary Ashley heard with extreme wonder that death was not dreaded. Her ma has taught her different, was Dobbss comment.

Mamma takes great pains with us, observed Mary; but I should not like to die. How is it? she added, turning to Mrs. Halliburton. Jane is not much older than I, and yet she does not dread it!

My dear, was the reply, I think it is simply this. Those whom God is intending to take from the world, He often, in His mercy and wisdom, weans from the love of it. You are healthy and strong, and the world is pleasant to you. Jane has been so long weak and ill that she no longer finds enjoyment in it; and this naturally causes her to look beyond this world to the rest and peace of the next. All things are well ordered.

Mary Ashley began to think they must be. Chattering Anna, vain Anna, sat gazing at Marys pretty hat, her drooping curls; none, except Anna herself, knew with what envious longing. Anna, at any rate, was not tired of the world.

The end grew nearer and nearer. There came a day when Jane did not get up; there came a second, and a third. On the fourth morning, Janey, who had passed a comfortable night, compared with some nights which had preceded it, was sitting up in bed when her brothers came in from school. They hurried over their breakfast and ran up to her, carrying the remains of it in their hands.

The first few minutes after breakfast had always been devoted by Jane to reading to her children; in spite of her necessity for close working they were so devoted still. I will read here this morning, she observed, as the boys stood around the bed.

Mamma, interrupted Janey, read about the holy city, in the Book of Revelation.

Mrs. Halliburton turned to the twenty-first chapter, and had read to the twenty-third verse And the city had no need of the sun, neither of the moon, to shine in it: for the glory of God did lighten it, and the Lamb is the light thereof  when Jane suddenly started forward in bed, her eyes fixed on some opposite point. Mrs. Halliburton paused, and endeavoured to put her gently back again.

Oh, mamma, dont keep me! she said in a strangely thrilling tone; dont keep me! I see the light! I see papa!

There was a strange light, not as of earth, in her own face, an ineffable smile on her lip, that told more of heaven. Her arms dropped; and she sank back on the pillow. Jane Halliburton had gone to her Heavenly Father; it may be also to her earthly one. Gar screamed.

Dobbs arrived in the midst of the commotion. And when Dobbs saw what had happened, she fell into a storm of anger, of passionate sobs, half ready to knock down Mrs. Halliburton with words, and the poor boys with blows. Why was she not called to see the last of her? The only young thing she had cared for in all the world, and yet she could not be allowed to wish her farewell! Shed never love another again as long as her days lasted! In vain they strove to explain to her that it was sudden, unexpected, momentary: Dobbs would not listen.

Mrs. Halliburton stole away from Dobbss storm  anywhere. Her heart was brimful. Although she had known that this must be the ending, now that it had come she was as one unprepared. In her grief and sorrow, she was tempted for a moment  but only for a moment  to question the goodness and wisdom of God.

Some one called to her from the foot of the stairs, and she went down. She had to go down; she could not shut herself up, as those can who have servants to be their deputies. Anna Lynn stood there, dressed for school.

Friend Jane Halliburton, Patience has sent me to ask after Janey this morning. Is she better?

No, Anna. She is dead.

Jane spoke with unnatural calmness. The child, scared at the words, backed away out at the garden door, and then flew to Patience with the news. It brought Patience in. Jane was nearly prostrate then.

Nay, but thee art grieving sadly! Thee must not take on so.

Oh, Patience! why should it be? she wailed aloud in her despair and bereavement. Anna left in health and joyousness; my child taken! Surely God is dealing hardly with me.

Thee must not say that, returned Patience gravely. But thee art not thyself just now. What truth was it that I heard thee impress upon thy child not a week ago? That Gods ways are not as our ways.




CHAPTER VIII.

A WEDDING IN HONEY FAIR.

But that such contrasts are all too common in life, you might think it scarcely seemly to go direct from a house of death to a house of marriage. This same morning which witnessed the death of Jane Halliburton, witnessed also the wedding of Mary Ann Cross and Ben Tyrrett. Upon which there was wonderful rejoicing at the Crosses house.

Of course, whether a wedding was a good one or a bad one (speaking from a pecuniary point of view), it was equally the custom to feast over it in Honey Fair. Benjamin Tyrrett was only what is called a jobber in the glove trade, earning fifteen or sixteen shillings a week; but Mary Ann Cross made up her mind to have him  in defiance of parental and other admonitions that she ought to look over Bens head. They had gone to work Honey Fair fashion, preparing nothing. Every shilling that Mary Ann Cross could spare went in finery  had long gone in finery. In vain Charlotte East impressed upon her the necessity of saving: of waiting. Mary Ann would do neither one nor the other.

All that you can spare from back debts, and from present actual wants, you should put by, Charlotte had urged. You dont know how many more calls there are for money after marriage than before it.

Therell be two of us to earn it then, logically replied Mary Ann.

And two of you to live, said Charlotte. To marry upon nothing is to rush into trouble.

How you do go on, Charlotte East! Hell earn his wages, and I shall earn mine. Wherell be the trouble? I shant want to spend so much upon my back when I am married.

To marry as you are going to do, must bring trouble, persisted Charlotte. He will manage to get together a few bits of cheap furniture, just what you cant do without, to put into one room; and there you will be set up, neither of you having one sixpence laid by to fall back upon; and perhaps the furniture unpaid, hanging like a log upon you. What shall you do when children come, Mary Ann?

Mary Ann Cross giggled. If ever I heard the like of you, Charlotte! If children do come, they must come, thats all. We cant send em back again.

No, you cant, said Charlotte. They generally arrive in pretty good troops: and sometimes theres little to welcome them on. Half the quarrels between man and wife, in our class of life, spring from nothing but large families and small means. Their tempers get soured with each other, and never get pleased again.

Folks must take their chance, Charlotte.

Theres no must in it. You are nineteen, Ben Tyrretts twenty-three; suppose you made up your minds to wait two or three years. You would be quite young enough then: and meanwhile, if both of you laid by, you would have something in hand to meet extra expenses, or sickness if it came.

Opinions differs, shortly returned Mary Ann. If folks tell true, you were putting by ever so long for your marriage, and it all ended in smoke. Id rather make sure of a husband when I can get him.

An expression of pain crossed the face of Charlotte East. Whether I marry or not, she answered calmly, I shall be none the worse for having laid money by instead of squandering it. If the best man that ever was born came to me, I would not marry him if we had made no better provision for a rainy day than you and Tyrrett have. What can come of such unions, Mary Ann?

Its the way most of us girls do marry, returned Mary Ann.

And what comes of it, I ask? Blows sometimes, Mary Ann; the workhouse sometimes; trouble always.

Is it true that you put by, Charlotte?

Yes. I put by what I can.

But how in wonder do you manage it? You dress as well as we do. Im sure our backs take all our money; father pretty nigh keeps the house.

I dress better than you in one sense, Mary Ann. I dont have on a silk gown one day and a petticoat in rags the next. No one ever sees me otherwise than neat and clean, and my clothes keep good a long while. Its the finery that runs away with your money. I am not ashamed to make a bonnet last two years; youd have two in a season. Another thing, Mary Ann: I do not waste my time  I sit to my work; and I dare say I earn double what you do.

Let us hear what you earned last week, if it isnt impertinent, was Mary Anns answer.

Ten and ninepence.

Look at that! cried the girl, lifting her hands. I brought out but five and twopence, and I left no money for silk, and am in debt two quarterns. Melia was worse. Hers came to four and eleven. That surly old foreman says to me when he was paying, What dye leave for silk, Mary Ann Cross? Theres two quarterns down. I know there is, sir, says I, but I dont leave nothing to-day. He gave a grunt at that, the old file did.

And I suppose you spent your five shillings in some useless thing?

I had to pay up at Bankess, and the rest went in a new peach bonnet-ribbon.

Peach! You should have bought white, if you must be married.

Thank you, Charlotte! What next? Do you suppose Im going to be married in that shabby old straw, that Ive worn all the spring? Not if I know it.

Wheres your money to come from for a new one? There will be other things wanted, more essential than a bonnet.

Ill have a new one if I go in trust for it, returned Mary Ann. Tyrrett buys the ring. And it is of no use for you to preach, Charlotte; if you preach your tongue out, itll do no good.

Charlotte might, indeed, have preached a very long sermon before she could effect any change in the system of improvidence obtaining in Honey Fair. Neither Benjamin Tyrrett nor Mary Ann Cross was gifted with forethought, and they took no pains to acquire it.

The marriage was carried out, and this was the happy day. Mrs. Cross gave an entertainment in honour of the event, at which the bride and bridegroom assisted  as the French say  with as many others as the kitchen would hold. Tea for the ladies, pipes and ale for the gentlemen, supper for all, with spirits-and-water handed round.

How Mrs. Cross had contrived to go on so long without an exposé, she scarcely knew herself. The wonder was, that she had gone on at all. It took the energies of her life to patch up her embarrassments, and hide her difficulties from her husband. The evil day, however, was only delayed. It could not be averted.




CHAPTER IX.

AN EXPLOSION FOR MRS. CROSS.

The evil day, hinted at in the last chapter, was not long in coming. It might not have fallen quite so soon but for a misfortune which overtook Jacob Cross. The manufacturer for whom he worked died suddenly, and the business was immediately given up  the made gloves being bought by up a London house, and the stock in trade, leather machines, etc., sold by auction. He had been a first-class manufacturer, doing nearly as large a business as Mr. Ashley; and not only Jacob Cross, but many more men in Honey Fair were thrown out of work  one of whom was Andrew Brumm; another, Timothy Carter. This happened only a few months after Mary Ann Crosss marriage.

It struck terror to the heart of Mrs. Cross. Though she had paid some of her debts, she had incurred others: indeed, the very fact of her having to pay had caused her to incur fresh ones. Her position was ominous. She and Amelia had worked for this same manufacturer, now dead, and of course they were at a standstill. Mary Ann Tyrrett had likewise worked for him; but she had left the paternal home; and with her we have nothing just now to do. The position of others was ominous, as well as that of Mrs. Cross. It was the autumn season, and trade was flat. Winter orders had gone in, and there was no necessity to hurry those for the spring; so that the hands thrown out of work, both men and women, stood every chance of remaining out.

A gloom overspread Honey Fair. In many a household the articles least needed went, week after week, to the pawnbrokers, without being redeemed on the Saturday night, as in more prosperous times. Upon the proceeds the families had to exist. It was bad enough for those who were free from debt; but for those already labouring under it  above all, labouring under secret debt  it was something not to be told. Mrs. Cross had nightmares regularly every night. Visions would come over her now and again of running away, if she had only known where to run to. The men would stand or sit at their doors all day, with pipes in their mouths: money was sure to be found for tobacco, by hook or by crook. There they would lounge in gloomy silence, varied by an occasional wordy war with their wives, who wished them anywhere else; or they and their pipes would saunter up and down the road, forming into groups to condole with each other and to abuse the glove trade.

One Monday afternoon there was a small assemblage in the kitchen of Jacob Cross  himself, Andrew Brumm, and Timothy Carter. Brumm and Carter were, in one sense, more fortunate than Cross; inasmuch as that their respective wives worked each for another house, not the one which had closed; therefore they retained their employment. The fact, however, appeared to afford little consolation to the two men, for they were keeping up a chorus of grumbling, when Joe Fisher staggered in  if you have not forgotten him.

Fisher had hitherto managed, to the intense surprise of every one, to keep out of the workhouse. He would be taken on for a job of work now and then; but manufacturers were chary of employing Joe Fisher. For one thing, he gave way to drink. A disreputable-looking object had he become: a tattered coat and waistcoat, pantaloons in rags, and not the ghost of a shirt. People wondered how he found money for drink.

Wholl give us house-room? was his salutation, as he pushed himself in, his eyes haggard, his legs unsteady, his face thin from incipient famine. Will nobody give us a corner to lie in?

The men took their pipes from their mouths. Turned out at last, Joe?

Turned out, replied Joe. And my missis close upon her down-lying.

Mrs. Cross, who was at the back of the kitchen, washing out her potato saucepan, of which frugal edible, seasoned with salt, the family dinner had consisted, put in her word.

You couldnt expect nothing else, Joe Fisher. There you have been, in them folks furnished room, paying nothing, and paying nothing, and you drinking everlasting. They have threatened you long enough. Last week, you know, they took a vow you should go this.

Wheres the wife and little uns? asked meek Timothy Carter.

You can look at em, responded Fisher. Theyre not a hundred miles off. They baint out of view.

He gave a flourish of his hand towards the road, and the men and Mrs. Cross crowded to the door to reconnoitre. In the middle of the lane, crouched down in its mud, for the weather had been bad, and it was very wet under foot, was untidy Sukey Fisher  a woman all skin and bone now, her face hopeless and desperate. She wore no cap, and her matted hair fell on to her gown  such a gown! all tatters and dirt. Several young children huddled around her.

Untidy creature! muttered Mrs. Cross to herself. She is as fond of a drop as her lazy, quarrelsome husband; and this is what they have brought it to between em! Them poor little objects of young uns ud be as well dead as alive.

Look at em! began Fisher. And they call this a free country! They call it a country as is a pattern to others and a refuge for the needy. Why dont Government, that opened our ports to them foreign French and keeps em open, come down and take a look at my wife squatting there?  turned out of our room without a place to put our heads into!

If you hadnt put quite as much inside your head, Joe Fisher, and been doing of it for years, you might have had more for the outside ont now, again spoke Mrs. Cross in her sharp tones. The woman was not naturally sharp, as were some in Honey Fair; but the miserable fear she lived in, added to their present privations, told upon her temper.

Hold your magging, said Joe Fisher. I never like to quarrel with petticuts, ones own belongings excepted. All as I say, Mother Cross, is, dont you mag.

Mrs. Cross made no reply to this, and Fisher resumed.

This comes of letting the Government and the masters have their own way! If we had that there strike among us, that Ive so often told ye on, things would be different. Let a man sit down a minute, Cross.

Cross civilly pushed a chair towards him, concentrating his attention afterwards upon Mrs. Fisher. A crowd had collected round her; and Mrs. Buffle, with a feeling of humanity that few had given that lady credit for possessing, sent out an old woollen shawl to the shivering woman, and a basin of hasty pudding. The mother could not feed the whining children fast enough with the one iron spoon.

A young man ran up to Crosss door. It was Adam Thorneycroft. He did not live in Honey Fair, but often found his way to it, although Charlotte had rejected him. Is Joe Fisher here? asked he. Fisher, why dont you go to the workhouse and tell them the state your wife is in? She cant stop there.

Her state is no concern of yourn, Master Thorneycroft, was the sullen answer.

Thorneycroft turned on his heel, a scornful gesture escaping him at Fishers half-stupid condition. I must be off to my work, he observed; but cant one of you, who are gentlemen at large, just go to the workhouse and acquaint them with the womans helplessness, and that of her children around her?

Timothy Carter responded to it. Ill go, said he; I havent nothing to do with myself this afternoon.

Timothy and Adam walked away together, Tim treading with gingerly feet past his own door, lest his wife should recognise his step, bolt out, and stop him. Charlotte East was standing at her door, and Adam halted. Timothy walked on: he did not feel himself perfectly safe yet.

What a life that poor womans is! exclaimed Charlotte.

Ay, assented Adam; and all through Fishers not sticking to his work.

Charlotte moved her face gravely towards him. Say through his drinking, Adam.

Do you speak that as a warning, Charlotte? he continued. I think you mean well by me, but you go just the wrong way to show it. If you wanted me to keep steady, you should have come and helped me in it. Good-bye. I am late.

Gentlemen at large, young Thorney called us! cried Jacob Cross to his friend Brumm, as Fisher went off and they sat down again. Hes not far out. Whats to be the end ont?

Why, the workus, responded Mrs. Cross, who rarely let an opportunity slip of putting in her own opinion. The workus for us as well as for the Fishers, unless things take a turn. When great, big, able-bodied men is throwed out o work, and yet has to eat and drink, and other folks at home has to eat and drink, and nothing to stay their stomachs upon, the workus cant be far off.

Never for me! said Andrew Brumm. Ill work to keep me and mine out on it, if it is at breaking stones upon the road. I know one thing  if ever I do get into certain work again, Ill make my missis be a bit providenter than she was before.

Bell Brumm aint one of the provident sort, dissented Mrs. Cross. How do you manage to get along at all, Drew, these bad times? You dont seem to get into trouble.

Well, we manage somehow, replied Andrew. But we have to pinch. My missis sticks at her work, now I be out ont. She hardly looks off it; and I does the house, and sees to the children. Nine shilling, all but her silk, she earned last week. And finding that we can exist on that after a fashion, has set me thinking that when my good wages was added to it we ought to have put by for a rainy day, he continued, after a pause. Just let me get the chance again!

Its surprising the miracles wages works when folks aint earning none! put in Mrs. Cross in a tone of irony, who did not altogether like the turn the conversation was taking. When you get into work again, Drew Brumm, your wife wont be more able to save than the rest of us.

But she shall, returned Andrew. And she sees for herself now that it might be done.

I was a-making a calkelation yesterday how long we might hold out on our household things, observed Jacob Cross  a silent man, in general. If none of us can get work, theyll have to go, piecemeal. One cant clam; one must live upon something.

Im resolved upon one point  that I wont have no underhand debt again, resumed Brumm. Last spring I found out the flaring trade my missis was carrying on with them Bankess  and the way I come to know of it was funny: but never mind that. Bell, says I to her, Id rather sell off all Ive got and go tramping the country, than Id live with a sword over my head  which debt is. And I went down to Bankess and said to em, If you let my wife get into debt again, I wont pay it, as I now give you notice, and Ill have you up before the justices for a pest. I thought Id make it strong, you see, Cross. And I paid off their bill, so much a week, and got shut of em. Them Bankess does more mischief in Honey Fair than everything else put together.

Why, what do Bankess do? asked Jacob, in happy ignorance.

Do! returned Brumm. Dont you know  

But at that critical moment, Mrs. Cross, in bustling behind Andrew Brumms chair, which was on the tilt, contrived to get her foot entangled in it. Brumm, his chair, and his pipe, all came down together.

Mercy on us! uttered Jacob Cross, coming to the rescue. How did you manage that, Brumm?

Before Brumm could answer, or had well gathered himself up, there was another visitor  Mr. Abbott, the landlord of at least a third of Honey Fair. He had come on his usual Mondays errand. Jacob Cross put down his pipe and touched his hat, which, in the manners of Honey Fair, was worn indoors. It was not often that the landlord and the men came into contact with each other.

Are you ready for me, Mrs. Cross?

We are not ready to-day, sir, interposed Jacob. You must please to give us a little grace these hard times, sir. The moment I be in work again, Ill think of you, before I think of ourselves.

I have given all the grace I can give, replied Mr. Abbott, a hard, surly man. You must either pay, or turn out: I dont care which.

Ill pay you as soon as I am in work, sir; you may count upon it. As to turning out, sir, where could I turn to? Youd not let me take out my furniture, and we cant sit down in the street, as Fishers wife is doing.

Mr. Abbott turned to the door. When he came back, a man was with him. I must trouble you to give this man house-room for a few days. As you wont go out, he must stop in, to see that your goods stop in.

Crosss spirit rose within him. Its a hard way to treat a man, sir! I have lived under you for years, and you have had your rent regular.

Regular! exclaimed the landlord. I have had more trouble to get it from your wife, since Bankess came to Helstonleigh, than from anybody else in Honey Fair.

Cross did not understand this. He was too much absorbed by the point in question to ask an explanation. Theres only three weeks owing to you, sir, and  

Three weeks! interrupted Mr. Abbott; there are nine weeks owing to me. Nine weeks to-day.

Jacob Cross stood confounded. Who says theres nine weeks? asked he.

I say so. Your wife can say so. Ask her.

But Mrs. Cross, with a scared face and white lips, whisked through the door and hurried down Honey Fair. The explosion had come.

Mr. Abbott, wasting no more words, departed, leaving the unwelcome visitor behind him. Andrew Brumm came in again from outside, where he had stood, out of delicacy, feeling thankful that his rent was all right. It was pinching work; but Andrew was beginning to learn that debt pinches the mind, more than hunger pinches the body.

Comrade, whispered he, grasping Crosss hand, its all along of them Bankess. The women buy their fal-lals and their finery, and the weekly payments to em must be kept up, whether or no, for fear Bankess should let out ont to us, and ask us for the money. Of course the rent and other things gets behind. Half the women round us are knee-deep in Bankess books.

Why couldnt you have told me this before? demanded Cross, in his astonishment.

Its not my province to interfere with other mens wives, was Brumms sensible answer.

Wheres she got to? cried Jacob, looking round for his wife. Ill come to the bottom of this. Nine weeks rent owing; and her salving me up that it was only three!

Jacob might well say, Wheres she got to? Mrs. Cross had glided down Honey Fair into the first friendly door that happened to be open. That was Mrs. Carters. For mercys sake, lets stop here a minute, Elizabeth Carter! exclaimed she. We have got the bums in!

Mrs. Carter was rubbing up some brass candlesticks. Work ran short with her that week, and therefore she spent it in cleaning, which was her notion of taking holiday; scrubbing and scouring from morning till night. She turned round and stared at Mrs. Cross, who, with white face and gasping breath, had sunk down upon a chair.

What on earths the matter?

Abbott has brought it out to my husband that I owes nine weeks rent, and hes telling him about Bankess, and now he has gone and put a bum into the house!

More soft you, to have had to do with Bankess! was the sympathy offered by Mrs. Carter. You couldnt expect nothing less.

That old skinflint, Abbott  

Mrs. Cross stopped short. She opened the staircase door about an inch, and humbly twisted herself through the aperture. Who should be standing there to hear her, having followed her in, but Mr. Abbott himself.

He had no need to say, Ready, Mrs. Carter? Mrs. Carter always was ready. She paid him weekly, and asked no favour. The payment made, he departed again, and Mrs. Cross emerged from her retreat.

You can pay him! she exclaimed, with some envy. And Timothys out o work, too; and you be slack. How do you manage it?

Im not a fool, was the logical response of Mrs. Carter. If I spent my earnings when they are coming in regular, or let Tim keep his to his own cheek, where should we be in a time like this? I have my understanding about me.

Mrs. Carter did not praise her understanding without cause. Whatever social virtues she may have lacked, she was rich in thrift, in forethought. Had Timothy remained out of work for a twelvemonth, they would not have been put to shifts.

Im afraid to go back! cried Mrs. Cross.

So should I be, if I got myself into your mess.

The offered sympathy not being consolatory to her present frame of mind, Mrs. Cross departed. Home, at present, she dared not go. She went about Honey Fair, seeking the gossiping pity which Elizabeth Carter had declined to give, but which she was yearning for. Thus she spent an hour or two.

Meanwhile the news had been spreading through Honey Fair, Crosses had the bums in; and Mary Ann, hearing it, flew home to know whether it was correct. She  partly through fear, partly in the security from paternal correction, imparted to her by the feeling that she was Mary Ann Tyrrett, and no longer Mary Ann Cross  yielded to her fathers questions, and made full confession. Debts here, debts there, debts everywhere. Cross was overwhelmed; and when his wife at length came in, he quietly knocked her down.

The broker advanced to the rescue. If you dare to come between man and wife, raved Cross, lifting his arm menacingly, Ill serve you the same. He was a quiet-tempered man, but this business had terribly exasperated him. Youll come to die in the workus, he uttered to his wife. And serve you right! Its your doings that have broke up our home.

No, retorted she passionately, as she lifted herself from the floor; its your squanderings in the publics o nights, that have helped to break up our home.

It was a little of both.

The quarrel was interrupted by a commotion outside, and Mrs. Cross darted out to look  glad, perhaps, to escape from her husbands anger. An official from the workhouse had come down with an order for the admission of Susan Fisher instanter. Timothy Carter, in his meek and humane spirit, had so enlarged upon the state of affairs in general, touching Mrs. Fisher, that the workhouse bestirred itself. An officer was despatched to marshal them into it at once. The uproar was caused by her resistance: she was still sitting in the road.

I wont go into the workus, she screamed; I wont go there to be parted from my children and my husband. If Im to die, Ill die out here.

Just get up and march, and dont lets have no row, said the officer. Else Ill fetch a wheel-barrer, and wheel ye to it.

She resisted, shrieking and flinging her arms and her wild hair about her, as only a foolish woman would do; the children, alarmed, clung to her and cried, and all Honey Fair came out to look. Mr. Joe Fisher also staggered up, in a state not to be described. He had been invited by some friend, more sympathizing than judicious, to solace his troubles with strong waters; and down he fell in the mud, helpless.

Well, heres a pretty kettle of fish! cried the perplexed workhouse man. A nice pair, they are! How I am to get em both there, is beyond me! She can walk, if shes forced to it; but he cant! They spend their money in sotting, and when they have no more to spend they come to us to keep em! I must get an open cart.

The cart was procured somewhere and brought to the scene, a policeman in attendance; and the children were lifted into it one by one. Next the man was thrown in, like a clod; and then came the womans turn. With much struggling and kicking, with shrieks that might have been heard a mile off, she was at length hoisted into it. But she tumbled out again: raving that no workus shouldnt hold her. The official raved in turn; and Honey Fair hugged itself. It had not had the gratification of so exciting a scene for many a day; to say nothing of the satisfaction it derived from hearing the workhouse set at defiance.

The official and the policeman at length conquered. She was secured, and the cart started at a snails pace with its load  Mrs. Fisher setting up a prolonged and dismal lamentation not unlike an Irish howl: and Honey Fair, in its curiosity, following the cart as its train.




CHAPTER X.

A STRAY SHILLING.

Whose shilling is this on my desk? inquired Mr. Ashley of Samuel Lynn, one morning towards the close of the summer.

I cannot tell thee, was the reply of the Quaker. I know nothing of it.

It is none of mine, to my knowledge, remarked Mr. Ashley.

What shilling is that on the masters desk? repeated Samuel Lynn to William when he returned into his own room, where William was.

I put a shilling on the desk this morning, replied William. I found it in the waste-paper basket.

Thee go in, then, and tell the master.

William did so. The shilling rolled out of the waste-paper basket, sir, said he, entering the counting-house and approaching Mr. Ashley.

Mr. Ashley was remarkably exact in his accounts. He had missed no shilling, and he did not think it was his. What should bring a shilling in the waste-paper basket? he asked. It may have rolled out of your own pocket.

William could have smiled at the remark. A shilling out of his pocket! Oh, no, sir, it did not.

Mr. Ashley sat looking earnestly at William  as the latter fancied. In reality he was buried deep in his own thoughts. But William felt uncomfortable under the survey, and his face flushed to a glow. Why should he feel uncomfortable? What should cause the flush?

This. Since Janeys death, some months ago now, their circumstances had been more straitened than ever; of course, there had been expenses attending it, and Mrs. Halliburton was paying them off weekly. Bread and potatoes, and a little milk, would often be their food. On the previous night Jane had a sick headache. Some tea would have been acceptable, but she had neither tea nor money in the house; and she was firm in her resolution not to purchase on trust. On this morning early, when William rose, he found his mother down before him, at her work as usual. Her head felt better, she said; it might get quite well if she had only some tea; but she had not, and  there was an end of it. William went out, ardently wishing (in the vague profitless manner that he might have wished for Aladdins lamp) that he had only a shilling to procure some for her. When, half an hour after, this shilling rolled out of the waste-paper basket, as he was shaking it in Mr. Ashleys counting-house, a strong temptation  not to take it, but to wish that he might take it, that it was not wrong to take it  rushed over him. He put it down on the desk and turned from it  turned from the temptation, for the shilling seemed to scorch his fingers. The remembrance of this wish  it sounded to him like a dishonest one  had brought the vivid colour to his face, under what he thought was Mr. Ashleys scrutiny. That gentleman observed it.

What are you turning red for?

This crowned all. Williams face changed to scarlet.

Mr. Ashley was surprised. He came to the conclusion that some mystery must be connected with the shilling  something wrong. He determined to fathom it. Why do you look confused? he resumed.

It was only at my own thoughts, sir.

What are they? Let me hear them.

William hesitated. I would rather not tell them, sir.

But I would rather you did. Mr. Ashley spoke quietly, as usual; but there lay command in the quietest tone of Mr. Ashleys.

Implicit obedience had been enjoined upon the Halliburtons from their earliest childhood. In that manufactory Mr. Ashley was Williams master, and he believed he had no resource but to comply with his desire. William was of a remarkably ingenuous nature; and if he had to impart a thing, he did not do it by halves, although it might tell against himself.

When I found that shilling this morning, sir, the thought came over me to wish it was mine  to wish that I might take it without doing ill. The thought did not come over me to take it, he added, raising his truthful eyes to Mr. Ashleys, only to wish that it was not wrong to do so. When you looked at me so earnestly, sir, I fancied you could see what my thoughts had been. And they were not honourable thoughts.

Did you ever take money that was not yours? asked Mr. Ashley, after a pause.

William looked surprised. No, sir, never.

Mr. Ashley paused again. I have known children help themselves to halfpence and pence, and think it little crime.

The boy shook his head. We have been taught better than that, sir. And, besides the crime, money taken in that way would bring us no good, only trouble. It could not prosper.

Tell me why you think that.

My mother has always taught us that a bad action can never prosper in the end.

I suppose you coveted the shilling for marbles; or for sweetmeats?

Oh no, sir. It was not for myself that I wished it.

Then for whom? For what?

This caused Williams face to flush again. Mr. Ashley questioned till he drew from him the particulars  how that he had wished to buy some tea, and why he had wished it.

I have heard, remarked Mr. Ashley, after listening, that you have many privations to put up with.

It is true, sir. But we dont so much care for them if we only can put up with them. My mother says she knows better days will be in store for us, if we only bear on patiently. I am sure we boys ought to do so, if she can. It is worse for her than for us.

There ensued another searching question from Mr. Ashley. Have you ever, when alone in the egg-house, amidst its thousands of eggs, been tempted to pocket a few to carry home?

For one moment William suffered a flash of resentment to cross his countenance. The next his eyes filled with tears. He felt deeply hurt.

No, sir, I have not. I hope you do not fear that I am capable of it?

No, I do not, said Mr. Ashley. Your father was a clergyman, I think I have heard?

He was intended for a clergyman, sir, but he did not get to the University. His father was a clergyman  a rector in Devonshire, and my mothers father was a clergyman in London. My uncle Francis is also a clergyman, but only a curate. We are gentlepeople, though we are poor. We would not take eggs or anything else.

Mr. Ashley suppressed a smile. I conclude that you and your brothers live in hope some time of regaining your position in life?

Yes, sir. I think it is that hope that makes us put up with hard things so well.

What do you think of being?

Williams countenance fell. There is not so much chance of my getting on, sir, as there is for my brothers. Frank and Gar are hopeful enough; but I dont look forward to anything good for me. My mother says if I only help her I shall be doing my duty.

Your sister died in a decline, remarked Mr. Ashley. These home privations must have told upon her.

Williams face brightened. She had everything she wanted, sir; everything, even to port wine. Mrs. Reece and Dobbs took a liking to her when they first came, and they never let her want for anything. Mamma says that Janes wants having been supplied in so extraordinary a manner, ought to teach us how certainly God is looking over us and taking care of us  that all things, when they come to be absolutely needed, will no doubt be supplied to us, as they were to her.

What a perfect trust in God that boy seems to have! mused Mr. Ashley, when he dismissed William. Mrs. Halliburton must be a mother in a thousand. And he will make a man in a thousand, unless I am mistaken. Truthful, open, candid  I dont know a boy like him!

About five minutes before the great bell was rung at one oclock, William was called into the counting-house. I have been casting up my cash and find I am a shilling short, observed Mr. Ashley, therefore the shilling that you found is no doubt the missing one. I shall give it to you, he continued: a reward for telling me the straightforward truth when I questioned you.

William took the shilling  as he supposed. Here are two! he exclaimed, in his surprise.

You cannot buy much tea with one; and that is what you were thinking of. Would you like to be apprenticed to me? Mr. Ashley resumed, drowning the boys thanks.

The question took William by storm: he was at a loss what to answer. He would have been equally at a loss had he been accorded a whole week to deliberate upon it. He looked foolish, and said he could not tell.

Would you like the business? pursued Mr. Ashley.

I like the business very well, sir, now Im used to it. But I could not hope ever to get on to be a master.

Theres no knowing what you may get on to be, if you are steady and persevering. Masters dont begin at the top of the tree; they begin at the bottom and work up to it. At least, that is the case with a great many. In becoming an apprentice you would occupy a better position in the manufactory than you do now.

Joe Stubbs is an apprentice, is he not, sir?

I will explain it to you, if you do not understand, said Mr. Ashley. Joe Stubbs is apprenticed to one branch of the business, the cutting; John Braithwait is an apprentice to the staining, and so on. These lads expect to remain workmen all their lives, working at their own peculiar branch. You would not be apprenticed to any one branch, but to the whole, with a view to becoming hereafter a manager or a master; in the same manner that I might apprentice my son, were he intended for the business.

William thought he should like this. Suddenly his countenance fell.

What now? asked Mr. Ashley.

I have heard, sir, that the apprentices do not earn wages at first. I  I am afraid we could not well do at home without mine.

You need not concern yourself with what you hear, or with what others earn or dont earn. I should give you eight shillings a-week, instead of four, and you would retain your evenings for study, as you do now. I do not see any different or better opening for you, continued Mr. Ashley; but should any arise hereafter, through your mothers relatives, or from any other channel, I would not stand in the way of your advancement, but would consent to cancel your indentures. Do you understand what I have been saying?

Yes, sir, I do. Thank you very much.

You can speak to Mrs. Halliburton about it, and hear what her wishes may be, concluded Mr. Ashley.

The result was, that William was apprenticed to Mr. Ashley. I can tell thee, thee hast found favour with the master, remarked Samuel Lynn to William. He has made thee his apprentice, and has admitted thee, I hear, to the companionship of his son. They are proofs that he judges well of thee. Pay thee attention to deserve it.

It was quite true that William was admitted to the occasional companionship of Henry Ashley. Henry had taken a fancy to him, and would get him there to help him stumble through his Latin.

The next to be apprenticed to Mr. Ashley, and almost at the same time, was Cyril Dare. But when he found that he was to be the fellow-apprentice of William Halliburton, the two on a level in every respect, wages excepted  and of wages Master Cyril was at first to earn none  he was most indignant, and complained explosively to his father. Cant you speak to Mr. Ashley, sir?

Where would be the use? asked Mr. Dare. Theres not a man in Helstonleigh would brook interference in his affairs less than Thomas Ashley. If one of the two apprentices must leave, because they are too much for each others company, it would be you, Cyril, rely upon it.

Cyril growled; but, as Mr. Dare said, there was no help for it. And he and William had to get on together in the best way they could. Cyril had thought that he should be the only gentleman-apprentice at Mr. Ashleys. There was a marked distinction observed in a manufactory between the common apprentices, who did the rough work, and what were called the gentleman-apprentices. It did not please Cyril that William should have been made one of the latter.




CHAPTER XI.

THE SCHOOLBOYS NOTES.

As the time went on, Janes brain grew very busy. Its care was the education of her boys  a perplexing theme. So far as the classics went, they were progressing. Frank and Gar certainly were not pushed on as they might have been, for Helstonleigh collegiate school was not at that time renowned for its pushing qualities; but the boys had a spur in themselves. Jane never ceased to urge them to attention, to strive after progress; not by the harsh reproaches some children have to hear, but by loving encouragement and gentle persuasion. She would call up pleasant pictures of the future, when they should have surmounted the difficulties of toil, and be reaping their reward. It had ever been her custom to treat her children as friends; as friends and companions, more than as children. I am not sure that it is not a good plan in all cases, but it undoubtedly is so where children are naturally well disposed and intelligent. Even when they were little, she would converse and reason with them, so far as their understandings would permit. The primary thing she inculcated was the habit of unquestioning obedience. This secured in their earliest childhood, she could afford to reason with them as they grew older; to appeal to their own sense of intelligence; to show them how to form and exercise a right judgment. Had the children been wilful, deceitful, or opposed to her, her plan must have been different; compulsion must have taken the place of reasoning. When they did anything wrong  all children will, or they are not children  she would take the offender to her alone. There would be no scolding; but in a grave, calm, loving voice she would say, Was this right? Did you forget that you were doing wrong and would grieve me? Did you forget that you were offending God? And so she would talk; and teach them to do right in all things, for the sake of right, for the sake of doing their duty to Heaven and to man. These lessons from a mother loved as Jane was, could not fail to take root and bear seed. The young Halliburtons were in fair training to make not only good, but admirable men.

Jane inculcated another valuable lesson. In all perplexity, trouble, or untoward misfortune, she taught them to look it full in the face; not to fly from it, as is the too-common custom, but to meet it and do the best with it. She knew that in trouble, as in terror, looking it in the face takes away half its sting: and so she was teaching them to look, not only by precept, but by example. With such minds, such training to work upon, there was little need to urge them to apply closely to their studies; they saw its necessity themselves, and acted upon it. It is your only chance, my darlings, of getting on in life, she would say. You wish to be good and great men; and I think perhaps you may be, if you persevere. It is a tempting thing, I know, to leave wearying tasks for play or idleness; but do not yield to it. Look to the future. When you feel tired, out of sorts, as if Latin were the greatest grievance upon earth, say to yourselves, It is my duty to keep on, and my duty I must do. If I turn idle now, my past application will be lost; but, if I persevere, I may go bravely on to the end. Be brave, darlings, for my sake.

And the boys were so. Thus it would happen that when the rest of the school were talking, or idling, or being caned, the Halliburtons were at work. The head master could not fail to observe their steady application; and he more than once held them up as an example to the school.

So far so good. But though the classics are essential parts of a good education, they do not include all its requisites. And nothing else was taught in the college school. There certainly was a writing master, and something like an initiation into the first rules of arithmetic was attempted; but not a boy in the charity school, hard by, that could not have shamed the college boys in adding up a column of figures or in writing a page. As to their English  You should have seen them attempt to write a letter. In short, the college school ignored everything except Latin and Greek.

This state of affairs gave Jane great concern. Unless I can organize some plan, my boys will grow up dunces, she said to herself. And a plan she did organize. None could remedy this so well as herself; she, so thoroughly educated in all essential branches. It would take two hours from her work, but for the sake of her boys she would sacrifice that. Every night, therefore, except Saturday, as soon as they had prepared their lessons for school  and in doing that they were helped by William  she left her work and became their instructor. History, geography, astronomy, composition, and so on. You can fill up the list.

And she had her reward. The boys advanced rapidly. As the months and quarters went on, it was only so much the more instruction gained by them.

I think you must be indulged with a glance at one of these college school notes. But, first of all, suppose we read one written by Frank.

Dear Glenn,  Thanks for wishing me to join your fishing expedition the day after to-morrow, but I cant come. My mother says, as I had a holiday from college one day last week, it will not do to ask for it again. You told me to send word this evening whether or not, so I drop you this note. I should like to go, and shall be thinking of you all day. Mind you let me have a look at the fish you bring home. Yours,

Frank Halliburton.

The note was addressed Glenn senior, and Gar was ordered to deliver it at Glenn seniors house. Glenn senior, who was a kings scholar, not a chorister, made a wry face over it when delivered, and sat down on the spur of the moment to answer it:

Deer Haliburton,  Its all stuf about not asking for leve again what do the musty old prebens care who gets leve therell be enuff to sing without you tell your mother I cant excuse you from our party theirs 8 of us going and a stunning baxket of progg as good go out for a days fishing has stop at home on a holiday for the benefit of that preshous colledge bring me word youll come to-morrow at skool for we want to arrange our plans yours old fellow

P Glenn.

Master P. Glenn was concluding his note when his father passed through the room and glanced over the boys shoulder. He (Mr. Glenn) was a surgeon; one of the chief surgeons attached to the Helstonleigh infirmary, and in excellent practice. At your exercise, Philip?

No, papa. I am writing a note to one of our fellows. I want him to be of our fishing party on Wednesday.

Wednesday! Have you a holiday on Wednesday?

Yes. Dont you know it will be a saints day?

Not I, said Mr. Glenn. Saints days dont concern me as they do you college boys. Thats a pretty specimen of English! he added, running his amused eyes over Philips note.

Are there any mistakes in it? returned Philip. But its no matter, papa. We dont profess to write English in the college school.

It is well you dont profess it, remarked Mr. Glenn. But how is it your friend Halliburton can turn out good English? He had taken up Franks letter.

Oh! they are such chaps for learning, the two Halliburtons. They stick at it like a horse-leech  never getting the cane for turned lessons. They have school at home in the evenings for English, and history, and such stuff that they dont get at college.

Have they a tutor?

They are not rich enough for a tutor. Mrs. Halliburtons the tutor. What do you think Gar Halliburton did the other day? Keating was having a row with the fourth desk, and he gave them some extra verses to do. Up goes Gar Halliburton, before he had been a minute at his seat. If you please, sir, says he to Keating, I had better have another piece. Why so? asks Keating. Because, says Gar, I did these same verses with my brother at home a week ago. He meant his eldest brother; not Frank. But, now, was not that honourable, papa?

Yes, it was, answered Mr. Glenn.

Thats just the Halliburtons all over. They are ultra-honourable.

I should like to see your friend Frank, and inquire how he manages to pick up his English.

Let me bring him to tea to-morrow night! cried Philip eagerly.

You may, if you like.

Hurrah! shouted Philip. And youll persuade him not to mind his mother, but to come to our fishing party?

Philip!

Well, papa, I dont mean that, exactly. But I do not see the use of boys listening to their mothers just in everything.

Philip Glenn seized his note, and added a postscript: My father sais you are to come to tea to-morrow we shall be so joly. And it was despatched to Frank by a servant in livery.




CHAPTER XII.

A LESSON FOR PHILIP GLENN.

Frank was as eager to accept the invitation as Philip had been to offer it. When the afternoon arrived, and school was over, Frank tore home, donned his best clothes, and then tore back again to Mr. Glenns house. Philip received him in the small room, where he and his brother prepared their lessons.

How is it that you and my boys write English so differently? inquired Mr. Glenn, when he had made Franks acquaintance.

Frank broke into a broad smile, suggested by the remembrance of Philips English. We study it at home, sir.

But some one teaches you?

Mamma. She was afraid that we should grow up ignorant of everything except Latin and Greek; so she thought she would remedy the evil.

And she takes you in an evening?

Yes, sir; every evening except Saturday, when she is sure to be busy. She comes to the table as soon as our lessons for school are prepared, and we commence English. The easier portions of our Latin and Greek we do in the day, I and Gar: we crib the time from play-hours; and my brother William helps us at night with the more difficult parts.

Where is your brother at school? asked Mr. Glenn.

He is not at school, sir. He is at Mr. Ashleys, with Cyril Dare. William has not been to school since papa died. But he was well up in everything, for papa had taken great pains with him, and he has gone on by himself since.

Can he do much good by himself?

Good! echoed Frank, speaking bluntly in his eagerness; I dont think you could find so good a scholar for his age. Theres not one could come near him in the college school. At first he found it hard work. He had no one to explain difficult points for him, and was obliged to puzzle them out with his own brains. And its that that has got him on.

Mr. Glenn nodded. Where a good foundation has been laid, a hard-working boy may get on better without a master than with one, provided  

That is just what William says, interrupted Frank, his dark eyes sparkling with animation. He would have given anything at one time to be at the college school with us; but he does not care about it now.

Provided his heart is in his work, I was about to add, said Mr. Glenn, smiling at Franks eagerness.

Oh, of course, sir. And thats what Williams is. He has such capital books, too  all the best that are published. They were papas. I hardly know how I and Gar should get on, without Williams help.

Does he help you?

He has helped us ever since papa died; before we went to college, and since. We do algebra and Euclid with him.

In  deed! exclaimed Mr. Glenn, looking hard at Frank. When do you contrive to do all this?

In the evening. Tea is over by half-past five, and we three  William, I, and Gar  turn at once to our lessons. In about two hours mamma joins us, and we work with her about two hours more. Of course we have different nights for different studies, Latin every night, Greek nearly every night, Euclid twice a week, algebra twice a week, and so on. And the lessons we do with mamma are portioned out; some one night, some another.

You must be very persevering boys, cried Mr. Glenn. Do you never catch yourselves looking off to play; to talk and laugh?

No, sir, never. We have got into the habit of sticking to our lessons; mamma brought us into it. And then, we are anxious to get on: half the battle lies in that.

I think it does. Philip, my boy, heres a lesson for you, and for all other lazy scapegraces.

Philip shrugged his shoulders, with a laugh. Papa, I dont see any good in working so hard.

Your friend Frank does.

We are obliged to work, sir, said Frank, candidly. We have no money, and it is only by education that we can hope to get on. Mamma thinks it may turn out all for the best. She says that boys who expect money very often rely upon it and not upon themselves. She would rather turn us out into the world with our talents cultivated and a will to use them, than with a fortune apiece. Theres not a parable in the Bible mamma is fonder of reading to us than that of the ten talents.

No fortune! repeated Mr. Glenn in a dreamy tone.

Not a penny; mamma has to work to keep us, returned Frank, making the avowal as freely as though he had proclaimed that his mother was lady-in-waiting to the Queen, and he one of her pages. Jane had contrived to convince them that in poverty itself there lay no shame or stigma; but a great deal in paltry attempts to conceal it.

Frank, said Mr. Glenn, I was thinking that you must possess a fortune in your mother.

And so we do! said Frank. When Philips note came to me last night, and we were  were  

Laughing over it! suggested Mr. Glenn, helping out Franks hesitation, and laughing himself.

Yes, thats it; only I did not like to say it, acknowledged Frank. But I dare say you know, sir, how most of the college boys write. Mamma said then, how glad we ought to be that she can make time to teach us better, and that we have the resolution to persevere.

I wish your mother would admit my sons to her class, said Mr. Glenn, half-seriously, half-jokingly. I would give her any recompense.

Shall I ask her? cried Frank.

Perhaps she would feel hurt?

Oh no, she wouldnt, answered Frank impulsively. I will ask her.

I should not like such a strict mother, avowed Philip Glenn.

Strict! echoed Frank. Mammas not strict.

She must be. She says you shant come fishing with us to-morrow.

No, she did not. She said she wished me not to go, and thought I had better not, and then she left it to me.

Philip Glenn stared. You told me at school this morning that it was decided you were not to come. And now you say Mrs. Halliburton left it to you.

So she did, answered Frank. She generally leaves these things to us. She shows us what we ought to do, and why it is right that we should do it, and then she leaves it to what she calls our own good sense. It is like putting us upon our honour.

And you do as you know she wishes you would do? interposed Mr. Glenn.

Yes, sir, always.

Suppose you were to take your own will for once against hers? cried Philip in a cross tone. What then?

Then I dare say she would decide herself the next time, and tell us we were not to be trusted. But theres no fear. We know her wishes are sure to be right; and we would not vex her for the world. The last time the dean was here there was a fuss about the choristers getting holiday so often; and he forbade its being done.

But the deans away, impatiently interrupted Philip Glenn. Old Ripton is in residence, and he would give it you for the asking. He knows nothing about the deans order.

Thats the very reason, returned Frank. Mamma put it to me whether it would be an honourable thing to do. She said, if Dr. Ripton had known of the deans order, then I might have asked him, and he could do as he pleased. She makes us wish to do what is right  not only what appears so.

And youll punish yourself by going without the holiday, for some rubbishing notion of doing right! Its just nonsense, Frank.

Of course we have to punish ourselves sometimes, acknowledged Frank. I shall be wishing all day long to-morrow that I was with you. But when evening comes, and the days over, then I shall be glad to have done right. Mamma says if we do not learn to act rightly and self-reliantly as boys we shall not do so as men.

Mr. Glenn laid his hand on Franks shoulder. Inculcate your creed upon my sons, if you can, said he, speaking seriously. Has your mother taught it to you long?

She has always been teaching it to us; ever since we were little, rejoined Frank. If we had to begin now, I dont know that we should make much of it.

Mr. Glenn fell into a reverie. As Mr. Ashley had once judged by some words dropped by William, so Mr. Glenn was judging now  that Mrs. Halliburton must be a mother in a thousand. Frank turned to Philip.

Have you done your lessons?

Done my lessons! No. Have you?

Frank laughed. Yes, or I should not have come. I have not played a minute to-day  but cribbed the time. Scanning, and exercise, and Greek; I have done them all.

It seems to me that you and your brothers make friends of your lessons, whilst most boys make enemies, observed Mr. Glenn.

Yes, thats true, said Frank.

Philip, said Mr. Glenn to his son that evening after Frank had departed, I give you carte blanche to bring that boy here as much as you like. If you are wise, you will make a lasting friend of him.

I like the Halliburtons, replied Philip. The college school doesnt, though.

And pray, why?

Well, I think Dare senior first set the school against them  thats Cyril, you know, papa. He was always going on at them. They were snobs for sticking to their lessons, he said, which gentlemen never did; and they were snobs because they had no money to spend, which gentlemen always had; and they were snobs for this, and snobs for the other; and he got his desk, which ruled the school, to cut them. They had to put up with a good deal then, but they are bigger now, and can fight their way; and, since Dare senior left, the school has begun to like them. If they are poor, they cant help it, concluded Philip, as if he would apologize for the fact.

Poor! retorted Mr. Glenn. I can tell you, Master Philip, and the college school too, that they are rich in things that you want. Unless I am deceived, the Halliburtons will grow up to be men of no common order.




CHAPTER XIII.

MAKING PROGRESS.

Trifles, as we all know, lead to great events. When Frank Halliburton had gone home, in his usual flying, eager manner, plunging headlong into the subject of Mr. Glenns request, and Jane consented to grant it, she little thought that it would lead to a considerable increase to her income, enabling them to procure several comforts, and rendering better private instruction than her own easy for her sons.

Not that she yielded to the request at once. She took time for consideration. But Frank was urgent; and she was one of those ever ready to do a good turn for others. The Glenns, as Frank said, did write English wretchedly; and if she could help to improve them without losing time or money, neither of which she could afford, why not do so? And she consented.

It certainly did occur to Mrs. Halliburton to wonder that Mr. Glenn had not provided private instruction for his sons, to remedy the deficiencies existing in the college school system. Mr. Glenn suddenly awoke to the same wonder himself. The fact was, that he, like many other gentlemen in Helstonleigh who had sons in the college school, had been content to let things take their chance: possibly he assumed that spelling and composition would come to his sons by intuition, as they grew older. The contrast Frank Halliburton presented to Philip aroused him from his neglect.

Jane consented to allow the two young Glenns to share the time and instruction she gave to her own boys. Mr. Glenn received the favour gladly; but, at first, there was great battling with the young gentlemen themselves. They could not be made to complete their lessons for school, so as to be at Mrs. Halliburtons by the hour appointed. At length it was accomplished, and they took to going regularly.

Before three months had elapsed, great improvement had become visible in their spelling. They were also acquiring an insight into English grammar; had learnt that America was not situated in the Mediterranean, or watered by the Nile; and that English history did not solely consist of two incidents  the beheading of King Charles, and the Gunpowder Plot. Improvement was also visible in their manners and in the bent of their minds. From being boisterous, self-willed, and careless, they became more considerate, more tractable; and Mr. Glenn actually once heard Philip decline to embark in some tempting scrape, because it would not be right.

For it was impossible for Jane to have lads near her, and not gently try to counteract their faults and failings, as she would have done by her own sons; whilst the remarkable consideration and deference paid by the young Halliburtons to their mother, their warm affection for her, and the pleasant peace, the refinement of tone and manner distinguishing their home, told upon Philip and Charles Glenn with good influence. At the end of three months, Mr. Glenn wrote a note of warm thanks to Mrs. Halliburton, expressing a hope that she would still allow his sons the privilege of joining her own, and, in a delicate manner, begging grace for his act, enclosed four guineas; which was payment at the rate of sixteen guineas a year for the two.

Jane had not expected it. Nothing had been hinted to her about payment, and she did not expect to receive any: she did not understand that the boys had joined on those terms. It was very welcome. In writing back to Mr. Glenn, she stated that she had not expected to receive remuneration; but she spoke of her straitened circumstances and thanked him for the help it would be.

That comes from a gentlewoman, was his remark to his wife, when he read the note. I should like to know her.

I hinted as much to Frank one day, but he said his mother was too much occupied to receive visits or to pay them, was Mrs. Glenns reply.

As it happened, however, Mr. Glenn did pay her a visit. A friend of his, whose boys were in the college school, struck with the improvement in the Glenns, and hearing of its source, wondered whether his boys might not be received on the same terms, and Mr. Glenn undertook to propose it. The result of all this was, that in six months from the time of that afternoon when Frank first took tea at Mr. Glenns, Jane had ten evening pupils, college boys. There she stopped. Others applied, but her table would not hold more, nor could she do justice to a greater number. The ten would bring her in eighty guineas a year; she devoted to them two hours, five evenings in the week.

Now she could command somewhat better food, and more liberal instruction for her own boys, William included, in those higher branches of knowledge which they could not, or had not, commenced for themselves. A learned professor, David Byrne, whose lodgings were in the London Road, was applied to, and he agreed to receive the young Halliburtons at a very moderate charge, three evenings in the week.

Mamma, cried William, one day, with his thoughtful smile, soon after this agreement was entered upon, we seem to be getting on amazingly. We can learn something else now, if you have no objection.

What is that? asked Jane.

French. As I and Samuel Lynn were walking home to-day, we met Monsieur Colin. He said he was about to organize a French class, twelve in number, and would be glad if we would make three of the number. What do you say?

It is a great temptation, answered Jane. I have long wished you could learn French. Would it be very expensive?

Very cheap to us. He said he considered you a sister professor  

The idea! burst forth Frank, hotly. Mamma a professor!

Indeed, I dont know that I can aspire to anything so formidable, said Jane, with a laugh. A schoolmistress would be a better word.

Frank was indignant. You are not a schoolmistress, mamma. I  

Frank, interrupted Jane, her tone changing to seriousness.

What, mamma?

I am thankful to be one.

The tears rose to Franks eyes. You are a lady, mamma. I shall never think you anything else. There!

Jane smiled. Well, I hope I am, Frank; although I help to make gloves and teach boys English.

How well Mr. Lynn speaks French! exclaimed William.

Does he speak it?

As a native. I cannot tell what his accent may be, but he speaks it as readily as Monsieur Colin. Shall we learn, mamma? It will be the greatest advantage to us, Monsieur Colin conversing with us in French.

But what about the time, William?

Oh, if you will manage the money, we will manage the time, returned William, laughing. Only trust to us, mother. We will make it, and neglect nothing.

Then, William, you may tell Monsieur Colin that you shall learn.

Fair and easy! broke out Frank; a saying of his when pleased. Mamma, I think, what with one thing and another turning up, we boys shall be getting quite first-class education.

Although mamma feared we never should accomplish it, returned William. As did I.

Fear! cried Frank. I didnt. I knew that where theres a will theres a way. Degeneres animos timor arguit, added he, finishing off with one of his favourite Latin quotations; but forgetting, in his flourish, that he was paying a poor compliment to his mother and his brother.




CHAPTER XIV.

WILLIAM HALLIBURTONS GHOST.

This chapter may be said to commence the second part of this history, for some years have elapsed since the events last recorded.

Do you doubt that the self-denying patience displayed by Jane Halliburton, her persevering struggles, her never-fainting industry, joined to her all-perfect trust in the goodness and guidance of the Most High God, could fail to bring their reward? It is not possible. But do not fancy that it came suddenly in the shape of a coach-and-six. Rewards worth having are not acquired so easily. Have you met with the following lines? They are somewhat applicable.

How rarely, friend, a good, great man inherits Honour and wealth, with all his worth and pains! It seems a fable from the land of spirits When any man obtains that which he merits, Or any merits that which he obtains. For shame, my friend! renounce this idle strain: What wouldst thou have the good, great man obtain  Wealth? title? dignity? a golden chain? Or heaps of corpses which his sword hath slain? Goodness and greatness are not means, but ends. Hath he not always treasures, always friends, The good, great man? Three treasures  Love; and life; and calm thoughts, equable as infants breath. And three fast friends, more sure than day or night, Himself; his Maker; and the angel, Death.

Janes reward was in progress: it had not fully come. At present it was little more than that of an approving conscience for having fought her way through difficulties in the patient continuance of well-doing, and in the fulfilment, in a remarkable manner, of the subject she had had most at heart  that of giving her sons an education that would fit them to fulfil any part they might be called upon to play in the destinies of life  in watching them grow up full of promise to make good and great men.

In circumstances, Jane was tolerably at ease now. Time had wrought its changes. Mrs. Reece had gone  not into other lodgings, but to join Janey Halliburton on the long journey. And Dobbs  Dobbs!  was servant to Mrs. Halliburton! Dobbs had experienced misfortune. Dobbs had put by a good round sum in a bank, for Dobbs had been provident all her life; and the bank broke and swallowed up Dobbss savings; and nearly all Dobbss surly independence went with it. Misfortunes do not come alone; and Mrs. Reece died almost immediately after Dobbss treacherous bank went. The old ladys will had been good to leave Dobbs something, but she had not the power to do so: the income she had enjoyed went at her death to her late husbands relatives. She had made Dobbs handsome presents from time to time, and these Dobbs had placed with the rest of her money. It had all gone.

Poor Dobbs, good for nothing in the first shock of the loss, paid Mrs. Halliburton for a bedroom weekly, and sat down to fret. Next, she tried to earn a living at making gloves  an employment Dobbs had followed in her early days. But, what with not being so young as she was, neither eyes nor fingers, Dobbs found she could make nothing of the work. She went about the house doing odd tasks for Mrs. Halliburton, until that lady ventured on a proposal (with as much deference as though she had been making it to an Indian Begum), that Dobbs should remain with her as her servant. An experienced, thoroughly good servant she required now; and that she knew Dobbs to be. Dobbs acquiesced; and forthwith went upstairs, moved her things into the dark closet, and obstinately adopted it as her own bedroom.

The death of Mrs. Reece had enabled Jane to put into practice a plan she had long thought of  that of receiving boarders into her house, after the manner of the dames at Eton. Some of the foundation boys in the college school lived at a distance, and it was a great matter with the parents to place them in families where they would find a good home. The wife of the head master, Mrs. Keating, took in half-a-dozen; Jane thought she might do the same. She had been asked to do so; but had not room while Mrs. Reece was with her. She still held her class in the evening. As one set of boys finished with her, others were only too glad to take their places: there was no teaching like Mrs. Halliburtons. Upon making it known that she could receive boarders, applications poured in; and six, all she had accommodation for, came. They, of course, attended the college school during the day. Thus she could afford to relinquish working at the gloves; and did so, to Samuel Lynns chagrin: a steady, regular worker, as Jane had been, was valuable to the manufactory. Altogether, what with her evening class, and the sum paid by the boarders, her income was between two and three hundred a year, not including what was earned by William.

William had made progress at Mr. Ashleys, and now earned thirty shillings a week. Frank and Gar had not left the college school. Franks time was out, and more than out: but when a scholar advanced in the manner that Frank Halliburton had done, Mr. Keating was not in a hurry to intimate to him that his time had expired. So Frank remained on, studying hard, one of the most finished scholars Helstonleigh Collegiate School had ever turned out.

There sat one great desire in Franks heart; it had almost grown into a passion; it coloured his dreams by night and his thoughts by day  that of matriculating at one of the two Universities. The random and somewhat dim idea of Franks early days  studying for the Bar  had become the fixed purpose of his life. That he was especially gifted with the tastes and qualifications necessary to make a good pleader, there could be no doubt about; therefore, Frank had probably not mistaken his vocation. Persevering in study, keen in perceptive intellect, equable in temper, fluent and persuasive in speech, a true type was he of an embryo barrister. He did not quite see his way yet to getting to college. Neither did Gar; and Gar had set his mind upon the Church.

One cold January evening, bright, clear, and frosty, Samuel Lynn stopped away from the manufactory. He had received a letter by the evening post saying that a friend, on his way from Birmingham to Bristol, would halt for a few hours at his house and go on by the Bristol mail, which passed through the city at eleven oclock. The friend arrived punctually, was regaled with tea and other good things in the state parlour, and he and Samuel Lynn settled themselves to enjoy a pleasant evening together, Patience and Anna forming part of the company. Annas luxuriant curls and her wondrous beauty  for, in growing up, that beauty had not belied the promise of her childhood  were shaded under the demure Quakers cap. Something else had not belied the promise of her childhood, and that was her vanity.

Apparently, she did not find the evening or the visitor to her taste. He was old, as were her father and Patience: every one above thirty Anna was apt to class as old. She fidgeted, was restless, and, just as the clock struck seven  as if the sound rendered any further inaction unbearable  she rose and was quietly stealing from the room.

Where are thee going, Anna? asked her father.

Anna coloured, as if taken by surprise. Friend Jane Halliburton promised to lend me a book, father: I should like to fetch it.

Sit thee still, child; thee dost not want to read to-night when friend Stanley is with us. Show him thy drawings. Meanwhile, I will get the chessmen. Theed like a game? turning to his visitor.

Ay, I should, was the ready answer. Remember, friend Lynn, I beat thee last time.

Maybe my skill will redeem itself to-night, nodded the Quaker, as he rose for the chessboard. It shall try its best.

Would thee like a candle? asked Patience, who was busy sewing.

Not at all. My chamber is light as day, with the moon so near the full.

Mr. Lynn went up to his room. The chessboard and men were kept on a table near the window. As he took them from it he glanced out at the pleasant scene. His window, at the back, faced the charming landscape, and the Malvern Hills in the horizon shone out almost as distinctly as by day. Not, however, on the landscape were Samuel Lynns eyes fixed; they had caught something nearer, which drew his attention.

Pacing the field-path which ran behind his low garden hedge was a male figure in a cloak. To see a man, whether with a cloak or without it, abroad on a moonlight night, would not have been extraordinary; but Samuel Lynns notice was drawn by this ones movements. Beyond the immediate space occupied by the house, the field-path was hidden: on one side, by the high hedge intervening between his garden and Mrs. Halliburtons; on the other, by a wall. The figure  whoever it might be  would come to one of these corners, stealthily peep at Samuel Lynns house and windows, and then continue his way past it, until he reached the other corner, where he would halt and peep again, partially hiding himself behind the hedge. That he was waiting for something or some one was apparent, for he stamped his feet occasionally in an impatient manner.

What can it be that he does there? cried the Quaker, half aloud: this is the second time I have seen him. He cannot be taking a sketch of my house by moonlight! Were it any other than thee, William Halliburton, I should say it wore a clandestine look.

He returned to the parlour, and took his revenge on his friend by checkmating him three times in succession. At nine oclock supper came in, and at ten Mr. Stanley, accompanied by Samuel Lynn, left, to walk leisurely into Helstonleigh and await the Bristol mail. As they turned out of the house they saw William Halliburton going in at his own door.

It is a cold night, William remarked to Mr. Lynn.

Very. Good night to thee.

You cannot see what he is like by this light, especially in that disguising cloak, and the cap with its protecting ears. But you can see him the following morning, as he stands in Mr. Ashleys counting-house.

A well-grown, upright, noble form, a head taller than Samuel Lynn, by whose side he is standing, with a peculiarly attractive face. Not for its beauty  the face cannot boast of very much  but for its broad brow of intellect, its firm, sweet mouth, and its truthful dark-grey eyes. None could mistake William Halliburton for anything but a gentleman, although they had seen him, as now, with a white apron tied round his waist. William was making up gloves: a term, as you may remember, which means sorting them according to their qualities  work that was sometimes done in Mr. Ashleys room, on account of its steady light, for it bore a north aspect. A table, or counter, was fixed down one side, under its windows. Mr. Lynn stood by his side, looking on.

Thee can do it tolerably well, William, he observed, after some minutes close inspection.

William smiled. The Quaker never bestowed decided praise, and never thought any one could be trusted in the making-up department, himself and James Meeking excepted. William had been exercised in the making-up for the past eighteen months, and he thought he ought to do it pretty well by this time. Mr. Lynn was turning away, when his keen sight fell on several dozens at a little distance. He took up one of the top pairs with a hasty movement, knitted his brow, and then took up others.

Thee has not exercised thy judgment or thy caution here, friend William.

I did not make up those, replied William.

Who did, then?

Cyril Dare.

I have told Cyril Dare he is not to attempt the making-up, returned Samuel Lynn, in severe tones. When did he do these?

Yesterday afternoon.

There, again! He knows the gloves are not made up in a winters afternoon. I myself would not do it by so obscure a light. Thee go over these thyself when thee has finished the stack before thee.

Samuel Lynn was not one who spared work. He mixed the offending dozens together indiscriminately, and pushed them towards William. Then he turned to his own place, and went on with his work: he was also making up. Presently he spoke again.

What does thee do at the back of my house of a night? Thee must find the walk cold.

William turned his head with a movement of surprise. I dont do anything at the back of your house. What do you mean?

Not walk about there, watching it, as thee did last night?

Certainly not! I do not understand you.

Samuel Lynns brows knit heavily. William, I deemed thee truthful. Why deny what is a palpable fact?

William Halliburton put down the pair of gloves he had in his hand, and turned to the Quaker. In saying that I do not walk at the back of your house at night, or at the back of any house, I state the truth.

Last night at seven oclock, I saw thee parading there in thy cloak. I saw thee, I say, William. The night was unusually light.

Last night, from tea-time until half-past nine, I never stirred out of my mothers parlour, rejoined William. I was at my books as usual. At half-past nine I ran up to say a word to Henry Ashley. You saw me returning.

But I saw thee at the back with my own eyes, persisted the Quaker. I saw thy cloak. Thee had on that blue cap of thine: it was tied down over thy ears; and the collar of the cloak was turned up, to protect thee, as I surmised, from the cold.

It must have been my ghost, responded William. Should I be likely to pace up and down a cold field, for pastime, on a January night?

Will thee oblige me by putting on thy cloak? was all the answer returned by Samuel Lynn.

What  now?

Please.

William, laughing, went out of the room, and came back in his cloak. It was an old-fashioned cloak  a remarkable cloak  a dark plaid, its collar lined with red. Formerly worn by gentlemen, they had now become nearly obsolete; but William had picked this up for much less than half its value. He did not care much for fashion, and it was warm and comfortable in winter weather.

Perhaps you wish me to put on my cap? said William, in a serio-comic tone.

Yes; and turn down the ears.

He obeyed, very much amused. Anything more? asked he.

Walk thyself about an instant.

His lips smiling, his eyes dancing, William marched from one side of the room to the other. While this was in process Cyril Dare bustled in, and stood in amazement, staring at William. The Quaker paid no attention to his arrival, except that he took out his watch and glanced at it. He continued to address William.

And thee can assure me to my face, that thee was not pacing the field last night in the moonlight, dressed as now?

I can, and do, replied William.

Then, William, it is one of two things. My eyes or thy word must be false.

Did you see my face? asked William.

Not much of that. With the ears down and the collar up, thy face was pretty effectually concealed. Theres not another cloak like thine in all Helstonleigh.

You are right there, laughed William; theres not one half so handsome. Admire the contrast of the purple and green plaid and the scarlet collar.

No, not another like it, emphatically repeated the Quaker. I tell thee, William Halliburton, in the teeth of thy denial, that I saw thee, or a figure precisely similar to thee, parading the field-path last night, and stealthily watching my windows.

Its a clear case of ghost, returned William, with an amused look at Cyril Dare. How much longer am I to make a walking Guy of myself, for your pleasure and Cyrils astonishment?

Thee can take it off, replied the Quaker, his curt tone betraying dissatisfaction. Until that moment he had believed William Halliburton to be the very quintessence of truth. His belief was now shaken.

In the small passage between Mr. Ashleys room and Samuel Lynns, William hung up the cloak and cap. The Quaker turned to Cyril Dare, who was taking off his great-coat, stern displeasure in his tone.

Dost thee know the time?

Just gone half-past nine, replied Cyril.

Mr. Lynn held out his watch to Cyril. It wanted seventeen minutes to ten. Nine oclock is thy hour. I am tired of telling thee to be more punctual. And thee did not come before breakfast.

I overslept myself, said Cyril.

As thee dost pretty often, it seems. If thee can do no better than thee did yesterday, as well oversleep thyself for good. Look at these gloves.

Well! cried Cyril, who was a good-looking young man, in stature not far short of William. At least he would have been good-looking, but for his eyes; there was a look in them, almost amounting to a squint; and they did not gaze openly and honestly into anothers eyes. His face was thin, and his features were well-formed. Well! cried he.

It is well, repeated the Quaker; well that I looked at them, for they must be done again. Firsts are mixed with seconds, thirds with firsts; I do not know that I ever saw gloves so ill made up. What have I told thee?

Lots of things, responded Cyril, who liked to set the manager at defiance, as far as he dared.

I have desired thee never to attempt to make up the gloves. I now forbid thee again; and thee will do well not to forget it. Begin and band these gloves that William Halliburton is making ready.

Cyril jerked open the drawer where the paper bands were kept, took some out of it, and carried them to the counter, where William stood. Mr. Lynn interposed with another order.

Thee will please put thy apron on.

Now, having to wear this apron was the very bugbear of Cyril Dares life. Theres no need of an apron to paper gloves, he responded.

Thee will put on thy apron, friend, calmly repeated Samuel Lynn.

I hate the apron, fumed Cyril, jerking open another drawer, and jerking out his apron; for he might not openly disobey the authority of Samuel Lynn. I should think I am the first gentleman that ever was made to wear one.

If thee are practically engaged in a glove manufactory, thee must wear an apron, gentleman or no gentleman, equably returned the Quaker. As we all do.

All dont! retorted Cyril. The master does not.

Thee are not in the masters position yet, Cyril Dare. And I would advise thee to exercise thy discretion more and thy tongue less.

The discussion was interrupted by the entrance of Mr. Ashley, and the room dropped into silence. There might be no presuming in the presence of the master. He sat down to his desk, and opened his morning letters. Presently a young man put his head in and addressed Samuel Lynn.

Noaks, the stainer, has come in, sir. He says the skins given out to him yesterday would be better for coloured than blacks.

Desire James Meeking to attend to him, said Mr. Lynn.

James Meeking isnt here, sir. Hes up in the cutters room, or somewhere.

Samuel Lynn, upon this, went out himself. Cyril Dare followed him. Cyril was rather fond of taking short trips about the manufactory, as interludes to his work. Soon after, the master lifted his head.

Step here, William.

William put down the gloves he was examining and approached the desk. What sort of a French scholar are you? inquired Mr. Ashley.

A very good one, sir, he replied, after a pause given to surprise. I know it thoroughly. I can read and write it as readily as I can English.

But I mean as to speaking. Could you make yourself understood, for instance, if you were suddenly dropped down into a French town, where the natives spoke nothing but their own language?

William smiled. I dont think I should have much difficulty over it. I have been so much with Monsieur Colin that I talk as fast as he does. He stops me occasionally to grumble at what he calls laccent anglais.

I am not sure that I shall not send you on a mission to France, resumed Mr. Ashley. You can be better spared than Samuel Lynn; and it must be one of you. Will you undertake it?

I will undertake anything that you wish me to do, sir, that I could accomplish, replied William, lifting his clear earnest eyes to those of his master.

You are an exceedingly good judge of skins: even Samuel Lynn admits that. I want some intelligent, trustworthy person to go over to France, look about the markets there, and pick up what will suit us. The demand for skins is great at the present time, and the markets must be watched to select suitable bales before other bidders step in and pounce upon them. By these means we may secure some good bargains and good skins: we have succeeded lately in doing neither.

At Annonay, I presume you mean, sir.

Annonay and its neighbourhood; thats the chief market for dressed skins. The undressed pelts are to be met with best, as you are aware, in the neighbourhood of Lyons. You would have to look after both. I have talked the matter over with Mr. Lynn, and he thinks you may be trusted both as to ability and conduct.

I will do my best if I am sent, replied William.

Your stay might extend over two or three months. We can do with a great deal; both of pelts and dressed skins. The dressers at Annonay  Cyril, what are you doing there?

Cyril could scarcely have told. He had come into the counting-house unnoticed, and his ears had picked up somewhat of the conversation. In his anger and annoyance, Cyril had remained, his face turned towards the speakers, listening for more.

For it had oozed out at Pomeranian Knoll, through a word dropped by Henry Ashley, that Mr. Ashley had it in contemplation to despatch some one from the manufactory on this mission to France, and that the some one would not be Samuel Lynn. Cyril received the information with avidity, never doubting that he would be the one fixed upon. To give him his due, he was really a good judge of skins  not better than William; but somehow Cyril had never given a thought to William in the matter. Greatly had he anticipated the journey to the land of pleasure, where he would be under no ones control but his own. In that moment, when he heard Mr. Ashley speaking to William upon the subject, not to him, Cyril felt at war with every one and everything; with the master, with William, and especially with the business, which he hated as much as he had ever done.

But Mr. Ashley was not one to do things in a hurry, and he had only broached the subject.




CHAPTER XV.

NOTHING RISK, NOTHING WIN.

It was Saturday night, the Saturday after the above conversation, and Mr. Lynn was making ready to pay the men. James Meeking was payer in a general way; but James Meeking was also packer; that is, he packed, with assistance, the goods destined for London. A parcel was being sent off this evening, so that it fell to Mr. Lynns lot to pay the workmen. He stood before the desk in the serving-room, counting out the money in readiness. There was a quantity of silver in a bag, and a great many brown paper packets of halfpence; each packet containing five shillings. But they all had to be counted, for sometimes a packet would run a penny or twopence short.

The door at the foot of the stairs was heard to open, and a mans step came up. It proved to be a workman from a neighbouring manufactory.

If you please, Mr. Lynn, could you oblige our people with twelve or fourteen pounds worth of change? he asked. We couldnt get in enough to-day, try as we would. The halfpence seem as scarce as the silver.

Now it happened that the Ashley manufactory was that evening abundantly supplied. Samuel Lynn went into the counting-house to the master, who was seated at the desk. The Dunns have sent in to know if we can oblige them with twelve or fourteen pounds worth of change, said he. We have plenty to-night; but to send away so much may run us very short. Dost thee happen to have any gold that thee can spare?

Mr. Ashley looked at his own cash drawer. Here are six, seven sovereigns.

That will be sufficient, replied Samuel Lynn, taking them from his hand, and going back to the applicant in the serving-room. How much has thee need of? asked he.

Fourteen pounds, please, sir. I have the cheque here, made out for it. Silver or copper, it doesnt matter which; or a little gold. I have brought a basket along with me.

Mr. Lynn gave the money, and took the cheque. The man departed, and the Quaker carried the cheque to Mr. Ashley.

Mr. Ashley put the cheque into one of the pigeon-holes of his desk. He had the account in duplicate before him, of the goods going off, and was casting it up. William and Cyril were both in the counting-house, but not engaged with Mr. Ashley. William was marking small figures on certain banded gloves; Cyril was looking on, an employment that suited Cyril amazingly. His want of occupation caught the Quakers eye.

If thee has nothing to do, thee can come and help me count the papers of coppers.

Cyril dared not say No, before Mr. Ashley. He might have hesitated to say it to Samuel Lynn; nevertheless, it was a work he especially disliked. It is not pleasant to soil the fingers counting innumerable five-shilling brown-paper packets of copper money; to part them into stacks of twelve pence, or twenty-four halfpence. In point of fact, it was James Meekings work; but there were times when Samuel Lynn, William, and Cyril had each to take his turn at it. Perhaps the two former liked it no better than did Cyril Dare.

Cyril ungraciously followed to the serving-room. In a few minutes James Meeking looked in at the counting-house. Is the master ready?

Mr. Ashley rose and went into the next room, carrying one of the duplicate lists. The men were waiting to pack  James Meeking and the other packer, a young man named Dance. The several papers of boxes were ready on a side counter; and Mr. Ashley stood with the list in his hand, ready to verify them. Had Samuel Lynn not been occupied with serving, he would have done this.

Three dozen best mens outsizes, coloured, called out James Meeking, reading the marks on the first parcel he took up.

Right, responded Mr. Ashley.

James Meeking laid it upon the packing-table  clear, except for an enormous sheet of brown paper as thick as card-board  turned to the side counter and took up another of the parcels.

Three dozen best mens outsizes, coloured, repeated he.

Right, replied Mr. Ashley.

And so on, till all the parcels were told through and were found to tally with the invoice. Then began the packing. It made a large parcel, about four feet square. Mr. Ashley remained, looking on.

You will not have enough string there, he observed, as the men were placing the string round it in squares.

I told you we shouldnt, Meeking, said George Dance.

Theres no more downstairs, was Meekings answer, I thought it might be enough.

Neither of the men could leave the parcel. They were mounted on steps on either side of it. Mr. Ashley called to William. Light the lantern, and go upstairs to the string-closet. Bring down a ball.

Candles were not allowed to be carried about the premises. William came forth, lighted the lantern, and went upstairs. At the same moment, Cyril Dare, who had finished his disagreeable copper counting, strolled into the counting-house. Finding it empty, he thought he could not do better than take a survey of Mr. Ashleys desk, the lid of which was propped open. He had no particular motive in doing this, except that that receptacle might present some food or other to gratify his curiosity, which the glove-laden counters could not be supposed to do. Amidst other things his eyes fell on the Messrs. Dunns cheque, which lay in one of the pigeon-holes.

It would set me up for a fortnight, that fourteen pounds! ejaculated he. No one would find it out, either. Ashley would suspect any one in the manufactory before hed suspect me!

He stood for a moment in indecision, his hand stretched out. Should it be drawn back, and the temptation resisted; or, should he yield to it? Here goes! cried Cyril. Nothing risk, nothing win!

He transferred the cheque to his own pocket, and stole out of the counting-house into the small narrow passage which intervened between it and Mr. Lynns room, where the parcel was being made up. Passing stealthily through the room, at the back of the huge parcel, which hid him from the eyes of the men and of Mr. Ashley, he emerged in safety into the serving-room, took up his position close to Samuel Lynn, and began assiduously to count over some shilling stacks which he had already verified. Samuel Lynn, his face turned to the crowd of men who were on the other side the counter receiving their wages, had not noticed the absence of Cyril Dare. Upon this probable fact Cyril had reckoned.

Any more to count? asked Cyril.

Samuel Lynn turned his head round. Not if thee has finished all the packets. Had he seen what had just taken place, he might have entrusted packets of coppers to Mr. Cyril less confidently.

Cyril jumped upon the edge of the desk, and remained perched there. William Halliburton came back with the twine, which he handed to George Dance. Blowing out the lantern, he returned to the counting-house.

The parcel was completed, and James Meeking directed it in his plain, clerk-like hand Messrs. James Morrison, Dillon, and Co., Fore Street, London. It was then conveyed to a truck in waiting, to be wheeled to the parcels office. Mr. Ashley returned to his desk and sat down. Presently Cyril Dare came in.

Halliburton, dont you want to be paid to-night? Every ones paid but you. Mr. Lynns waiting to close the desk.

Here is a letter for the post, William, called out Mr. Ashley.

I am coming back, sir. I have not set the counter straight yet.

He received his money  thirty shillings a week now. He then put things straight in the counting-house, to do which was as much Cyrils work as his, and took a letter from the hands of Mr. Ashley. It contained one of the duplicate lists, and was addressed as the parcel had been. William generally had charge of the outward-bound letters now; he did not forget them as he had done in his first unlucky essay. He threw on the elegant cloak of which you have heard, took his hat, and went through the town, as far as the post-office, Cyril Dare walking with him. There they parted; Cyril continuing his way homewards, William retracing his steps.

All had left the manufactory except Mr. Ashley and Samuel Lynn. James Meeking had gone down. On a late night, as the present, when all had done except the master and Samuel Lynn, the latter would sometimes say to the foreman, Thee can go on to thy supper; I will lock up, and bring thee the keys. Mr. Ashley was setting his desk straight  putting sundry papers in their places; tearing up others. He unlocked his cash drawer, and put his hand into the pigeon-hole for the cheque. It was not there. Neither there nor anywhere, that he could see.

Why, wheres that cheque? he exclaimed.

It caused Samuel Lynn to turn. Cheque? he repeated.

Dunns cheque, that you brought me an hour ago.

I saw thee put it in the second pigeon-hole, said the Quaker, advancing to the desk, and standing by Mr. Ashley.

I know I did. But it is gone.

Thee must have moved it. Perhaps it is in thy private drawer?

Mr. Ashley shook his head: he was deep in consideration. I have not touched it since I placed it there, he presently said. Unless  surely I cannot have torn it up by mistake?

He and Samuel Lynn both stooped over the waste-paper basket. They could detect nothing of the sort amidst its contents. Mr. Ashley was nonplussed. This is a curious thing, Samuel, said he. No one was in the room during my absence except William Halliburton.

He would not meddle with thy desk, observed the Quaker.

No: nor suffer any one else to meddle with it. I should like to see William. He may possibly throw some light upon the subject. The cheque could not vanish into thin air.

Samuel Lynn went down to James Meekings, whom he disturbed at supper. He bade him watch at the entrance-gate for the return of William from the post-office, and request him to walk into the manufactory. William was not very long in making his appearance. He received the message  that the master and Mr. Lynn wanted him  and in he went with alacrity, having jumped to the conclusion that some conference was about to be held touching the French journey.

Considerably surprised was he to learn what the matter really was. He quite laughed at the idea of the cheques being gone, and believed that Mr. Ashley must have torn it up. Very minutely went he over the contents of the paper-basket. Its relics were not there.

Its like magic! exclaimed William. No one entered the counting-house; not even Mr. Lynn or Cyril Dare.

Cyril Dare was with me, said the Quaker. Verily it seems to savour of the marvellous.

It certainly did; and no conclusion could be come to. Neither could anything be done that night.

It was late when William reached home  a quarter past ten. Frank was sitting over the fire, waiting for him. Gar had gone to bed tired; Mrs. Halliburton with headache; Dobbs, because there was nothing more to do.

How late you are! was Franks salutation; just because I want to have a talk with you.

Upon the old theme, said William, with a smile. Oxford or Cambridge?

I say, William, if you are going to throw cold water upon it  But it wont put a damper upon me, broke off Frank, gaily.

I would rather throw hot water on it than cold, Frank.

Look here, William. I am growing up to be a man, and I cant bear the idea of living longer upon my mother. At my age I ought to be helping her. I am no nearer the University than I was years ago; and if I cannot get there, all my labour and my learning will be thrown away.

Not thrown away, said William.

Thrown away as far as my views are concerned. I must go to the Bar, or go to nothing  aut Cæsar, aut nullus. To the University I will go; and I see nothing for it but to do so as a servitor. I shant care a fig for the ridicule of those who get there by a golden road. Theres Lacon going to Christchurch at Easter, a gentleman commoner; Parr goes to Cambridge, to old Trinity.

They are the sons of rich men.

I am not envying them. We have not faced the difficulties of our position so long, and made the best of them, for me to begin envying others now. Walls nephew goes up at Easter  

Oh, does he? interrupted William. I thought he could not manage it.

Nor can he manage it in that sense. His father has too large a family to help him, and theres no chance of the exhibition. It is promised, Keating has announced. The exhibitions in Helstonleigh College dont go by right.

Right or merit, do you mean, Frank?

I suppose I mean merit; but the one implies the other. They go by neither.

Or you think that Frank Halliburton would have had it?

At any rate, he has not got it. Neither has Wall. Therefore, we have made up our minds, he and I, to go to Oxford as servitors.

All right! Success to you both!

Frank fell into a reverie. The friend of whom he spoke, Wall, was nephew of the under-master of the college school. Of course I never expected to get to college in any other way, continued Frank, taking up the tongs and balancing them on his fingers. If an exhibition did at odd moments cross my hopes, I would not dwell upon it. There are fellows in the school richer and greater than I. However, the exhibition is gone, and theres an end of it. The question now is  if I do go as a servitor, can my mother find the little additional expense necessary to keep me there?

Yes, I am sure she can: and will, replied William.

Therell be the expenses of travelling, and sundry other little things, went on Frank. Wall says it will cost each of us about fifteen pounds a year. We have dinner and supper free. Of course, I should never think of tea, and for breakfast I would take milk and plain bread. Thered be living at home between terms  unless I found something to do  and my clothes.

It can be managed. Frank, youll drop those tongs.

What we shall have to do as servitors neither I nor Wall can precisely tell, continued Frank, paying no attention to the warning. Wall says, brushing clothes, and setting tables for meals, and waiting on the other students at dinner, will be amongst the refreshing exercises. However it may be, my mind is made up to do. If they put me to black shoes, I shall only sing over it, and sit down to my studies with a better will when the shoes have come to an end.

William smiled. Blacking shoes will be no new employment to you, Frank.

No. And if ever I catch myself coveting the ease and dignity of the lordly hats, I shall just cast my thoughts back again to our early privations; to what my mother struggled through for us; and that will bring me down again. We owe all to her; and I hope she will owe something to us in the shape of comforts before she dies, warmly added Frank, the tears rising to his eyes.

It is what I have hoped for years, replied William, in a low tone. It is coming, Frank.

Well, I think I do now see one step before me. You remember papas dream, William?

William simply bowed his head.

Lately I have not even seen that step. Between ourselves, I was losing some of my hopefulness; and you know that is what I never lost, whatever the rest of you may have done.

We none of us lost hope, Frank. It was hope that enabled us to bear on. You were over-sanguine.

It comes to the same thing. The step I see before me now is to go to Oxford as a servitor. To St. Johns if I can, for I should like to be with Wall. He is a good, plodding fellow, though I dont know that he is over-burthened with brains.

Not with the quick brains of Frank Halliburton.

Frank laughed. You know Perry, the minor canon? He also went to St. Johns as a servitor. I shall get him to tell me  

Frank stopped. The tongs had gone down with a clatter.




CHAPTER XVI.

MRS. DARES GOVERNESS.

Theres such a row at our place! suddenly announced Cyril Dare, at the Pomeranian Knoll dinner-table, one Monday evening.

What about? asked Mr. Dare.

Some moneys missing. At least, a cheque; which amounts to the same thing.

Not quite the same, dissented Mr. Dare. Unless it has been cashed.

I mean the same as regards noise, continued Cyril. Theres as much fuss being made over it as if it had been fourteen pounds weight of solid gold. It was a cheque of Dunns; and the master put it into his desk, or says he did so. When he came to look for it, it was gone.

Who took it? inquired Mr. Dare.

Whos to know? Thats what we want to find out.

What was the amount?

Fourteen pounds, I say. A paltry sum. Ashley makes a boast, and says its not the amount that bothers him, but the feeling that we must have some one false near us.

Dont speak so slightingly of money, rebuked Mr. Dare. Fourteen pounds are not so easily picked up that it should be pleasant to lose them.

Im sure I dont want to speak slightingly of money, returned Cyril, rebelliously. You keep me too short, sir, for me not to know the full value of it. But fourteen pounds cannot be much of a loss to Mr. Ashley.

If I keep you short, you have forced me to it by your extravagances  you and the rest of you, responded Mr. Dare, in short, emphatic tones.

An unpleasant pause ensued. When the father of a family intimates that his income is diminishing, it is not a welcome announcement. The young Dares had been obliged to hear it often lately. Adelaide broke the silence.

How was the cheque taken?

It was a cheque brought by Dunns people on Saturday night, in exchange for money, and the master placed it in his open desk in the counting-house, explained Cyril. He went into Lynns room to watch the packing, and was away an hour. When he returned, the cheque was gone.

Who was in the counting-house?

Not a soul except Halliburton. He was there all the time.

And no one else went in? cried Mr. Dare.

No one, replied Cyril, sending up his plate for more meat.

Why, then, it would look as if Halliburton took it? exclaimed Mr. Dare.

Cyril raised his eyebrows. No one would venture to suggest as much in the hearing of the manufactory. It appears to be impressed with the opinion that Halliburton, like kings, can do no wrong.

Mr. Ashley is so?

Mr. Ashley, and downwards.

But, Cyril, if the facts are as you state, Halliburton must have been the one to take it, objected Mr. Dare. Possibly the cheque may have been only mislaid?

The counting-house underwent a thorough search this morning, and every corner of the masters desk was turned out, but nothing came of it. Halliburton appears to be in a world of surprise as to where it can have gone; but he does not seem to glance at the fact that suspicion may attach to him.

Of course Mr. Ashley intends to investigate it officially? said Mr. Dare.

He does not say, replied Cyril. He had the two packers before him this morning separately, inquiring if they saw any one pass through the room to the counting-house on Saturday night. He also questioned me. We had none of us seen anything of the sort.

Where were you at the time, Cyril? eagerly questioned Mr. Dare.

Knowing what we know, it may seem a pointed question. It was not, however, so spoken. Mr. Dare would probably have suspected the whole manufactory before casting suspicion upon his son. The thought that really crossed his mind was, that if his son had happened to be in the way and had seen the thief, whoever he might be, steal into the counting-house, so that through him he might be discovered, it would have been a feather in Cyrils cap in the sight of Mr. Ashley. And to find favour with Mr. Ashley Mr. Dare considered ought to be the ruling aim of Cyrils life.

I was away from it all, as it happened, said Cyril, in reply to the question. Old Lynn nailed me on Saturday to help to pay the men. While the cheque was disappearing, I was at the delightful employment of counting coppers.

Did one of the packers get in?

Impossible. They were under Mr. Ashleys eye the whole time.

Look here, Cyril, interrupted Mrs. Dare, the first word she had spoken: is it sure that that yea-and-nay Simon of a Quaker has not helped himself to it?

Cyril burst into a laugh. He is not a Simon in the manufactory, I can tell you, maam. He is too much of a martinet.

Will Mr. Ashley be at the manufactory this evening, Cyril? questioned Mr. Dare.

You may as well ask me whether the moon will shine, was the response of Cyril. Mr. Ashley comes sometimes in an evening; but we never know whether he will or not, beforehand.

Because he may be glad of legal assistance, remarked Mr. Dare, who rarely failed to turn an eye to business.

You may remember the party that formerly sat round Mr. Dares dinner-table on that day, some years ago, when Herbert was pleased to fancy that he fared badly, not appreciating the excellences of lamb. Two of that party were now absent from it  Julia Dare and Miss Benyon. Julia had married, and had left England with her husband; and Miss Benyon had been discarded for a more fashionable governess.

This fashionable governess now sat at the table. She was called Mademoiselle Varsini. You must not mistake her for a French woman; she was an Italian. She had been a great deal in France, and spoke the language as a native  indeed, it was more easy to her now than her childhoods tongue; and French was the language she was required to converse in with her pupils, Rosa and Minny Dare. English also she spoke fluently, but with a foreign accent.

She was peculiar looking. Her complexion was of pale olive, and her eyes were light blue. It is not often that light blue eyes are seen in conjunction with so dark a skin. Strange eyes they were  eyes that glistened as if they were made of glass; they had at times a hard, glazed appearance. Her black hair was drawn from her face and twisted into innumerable rolls at the back of her head. It was smooth and beautiful, as if a silken rope had been coiled there. Her lips were thin and compressed in a remarkable degree, which may have been supposed to indicate firmness of character. Tall, and full across the bust for her years, her figure would have been called a fine one. She wore a closely-fitting dress of some soft, dark material, with small embroidered cuffs and collar.

What were her years? She said twenty-five: but she might be taken for either older or younger. It is difficult to guess with certainty the age of an Italian woman. As a rule they look much older than English women; and, when they do begin to show age, they show it rapidly. Mr. Dare had never approved of the engagement of this foreign governess. Mrs. Dare had picked her up from an advertisement, and had persisted in engaging her, in spite of the written references being in French and that she could only read one word in ten of them. Mr. Dares scruples were solely pecuniary. The salary was to be fifty pounds a year; exactly double the amount paid to Miss Benyon; and he had great expenses on him now. What did the girls want with a fashionable foreign governess? he asked. But he made no impression upon Mrs. Dare. The lady was engaged, and arrived in Helstonleigh: and Mr. Dare had declared, from that hour to this, that he could not make her out. He professed to be a great reader of the human face, and of human character.

Has there been any attempt made to cash the cheque? resumed Mr. Dare to Cyril.

Ashley said nothing about that, replied Cyril. It was lost after banking hours on Saturday night; therefore he would be sure to stop it at the bank before Monday morning. It is Ashleys loss; Dunns, of course, have nothing to do with it.

It would be no difficult matter to change it in the town, remarked Anthony Dare. Anyone would cash a cheque of Dunns: it is as good as a banknote.

Cyril lifted his shoulders. The fellow had better not be caught at it, though.

What would be the punishment in Angleterre for such a crime? spoke up the governess.

Transportation for a longer or a shorter period, replied Mr. Dare.

What you would phrase aux galères mademoiselle, struck in Herbert.

Ah, ça! responded mademoiselle.

As they called her mademoiselle we must do the same. There had been a discussion as to what she was to be called when she first came. Miss Varsini was not grand enough. Signora Varsini was not deemed familiar enough for daily use. Therefore mademoiselle was decided upon. It appeared to be all one to mademoiselle herself. She had been accustomed, she said, to be called mademoiselle in France.

Mr. Dare hurried over his dinner and his wine, and rose. He was going to find out Mr. Ashley. He was in hopes some professional business might arise to him in the investigation of the loss spoken of by Cyril. He was not a particularly covetous man, and had never been considered grasping, especially in business; but circumstances were rendering him so now. His general expenses were enormous  his sons contrived that their own expenses should be enormous; and Mr. Dare sometimes did not know which way to turn to meet them. Anthony drained him  it was Mr. Dares own expression; Herbert drained him; Cyril wanted to drain him; George was working on for it. Small odds and ends arising in a lawyers practice, that years ago Mr. Dare would scarcely have cared to trouble himself to undertake, were eagerly sought for by him now. He must work to live. It was not that his practice was a bad one; it was an excellent practice; but, do as Mr. Dare would, his expenses outran it.

He bent his steps to the manufactory. Had Mr. Ashley not been there, Mr. Dare would have gone on to his house. But Mr. Ashley was there. They were shut into the private room, and Mr. Ashley gave the particulars of the loss, more in detail than Cyril had given them.

There is only one opinion to be formed, observed Mr. Dare. Young Halliburton was the thief. The cheque could not go of itself; and no one else appears to have been near it.

In urging the case against William, Mr. Dare was influenced by no covert motive. He drew his inferences from the circumstances related to him, and spoke in accordance with them. The resentment he had once felt against the Halliburtons for coming to Helstonleigh (though the resentment was on Mrs. Dares part rather than on his) had long since died away. They did not cross his path or he theirs; they did not presume upon the relationship; had not, so far as Mr. Dare knew, made it known abroad; therefore they were quite welcome to be in Helstonleigh for Mr. Dare. To do Mr. Dare justice, he was rather kindly disposed towards his fellow-creatures, unless self-interest carried him the other way. Cyril often amused himself at home by abusing William Halliburton: they were tolerable friends and companions when together, but Cyril could not overcome his feeling of dislike; a feeling to which jealousy was now added, for William found more favour with Mr. Ashley than he did. Cyril gave vent to his anger in explosions at home, and William was not spared in them: but Mr. Dare had learnt what his sons prejudices were worth.

It must have been Halliburton, repeated Mr. Dare.

No, replied Mr. Ashley. There are four persons, of all those who were in my manufactory on Saturday night, for whom I will answer as confidently as I would for myself. James Meeking and George Dance are two. I believe them both to be honest as the day; and if additional confirmation that it was not they were necessary, neither of them stirred from beneath my own eye during the possible time of the loss. The other two are Samuel Lynn and William Halliburton. Samuel Lynn is above suspicion; and I have watched William grow up from boyhood  always upright, truthful and honourable; but more truthful, more honourable, year by year, as the years have passed.

I dare say he is, acquiesced Mr. Dare. Indeed, I like his look myself. Theres something unusually frank about it. Of course you will have it officially investigated? I came down to offer you my services in the matter.

You are very good, was the reply of Mr. Ashley. Before entering farther into the affair, I must be fully convinced that the cheques disappearance was not caused by myself. I  

By yourself? interrupted Mr. Dare, in surprise.

I do not think it was, mind; but there is a chance of it. I remember tearing up a paper or two after I received the cheque, and putting the pieces, as I believe, into the waste-paper basket. But I wont answer for it that I did not put them into the fire instead, as I passed it on my way to Mr. Lynns room to call over the parcels bill.

But you would not tear up the cheque? cried Mr. Dare.

Certainly not, intentionally. If I did it through carelessness, all I can say is, I have been very careless. No; I shall not stir in this matter for a day or two.

But why wait? asked Mr. Dare.

If the cheque was stolen, it was probably changed somewhere in the town that same night; and this will soon be known. I shall wait.

Mr. Dare could not bring Mr. Ashley to a more business-like frame of mind. He left the manufactory, and went straight to the police-station, there to hold an interview with Mr. Sergeant Delves, a popular officer, with whom Mr. Dare had had dealings before. He stated the case to him, and desired Mr. Delves to ferret out what he could.

Privately, you know, Delves, said he, winking at the sergeant, whom he held by the shoulder. Theres no doubt, in my opinion, that the cheque was changed that same night  probably at a public-house. Go to work sub rosâ  you understand; and any information you may obtain bring quietly to me. Dont take it to Mr. Ashley.

I understand, replied Sergeant Delves, a portly man with a padded breast and a red face, who, in his official costume, always looked as if he were choking. Ill see to it.

And he did so; and very effectively.




CHAPTER XVII.

TAKING AN ITALIAN LESSON.

But the evening is not yet over at Pomeranian Knoll.

The dinner-table had broken up. Anthony Dare left the house soon after his father. Mrs. Dare turned to the fire for her after-dinner nap: the young ladies, Adelaide excepted, proceeded to the drawing-room. Adelaide Dare was thinner than formerly; and there was a worn, restless look upon her face, that told of care or of disappointment. She remained in her seat at the dessert-table, and, fencing herself round with a newspaper, lest Mrs. Dares eyes should open, took a letter from her pocket and spread it on the table.

Viscount Hawkesley had never come forward to make her the Viscountess; but he had not given up his visits to Pomeranian Knoll, and Adelaide had never ceased hoping. It was one of his letters that she was poring over now. Two or three years ago she might have married well. A clergyman had desired to make her his wife. Adelaide declined. She had possibly her own private reasons for believing in the good faith of Lord Hawkesley. Adelaide Dare was not the first who has thrown away the substance to grasp the shadow.

Mademoiselle Varsini, on leaving the dinner-table, had gone up to the school-room. There she stirred the fire into a blaze, sat down in a chair, and bent her head in what seemed to be an attitude of listening.

She did not listen in vain. Soon, stealthy footsteps were heard ascending the stairs, and a streak of vermilion flashed into her olive cheek, and she pressed her hand upon her bosom, as if to still its beating. Que je suis bête! she murmured. French was far more familiar to her than her native tongue.

The footsteps proved to be those of Herbert Dare. A tall, handsome man now, better-looking than Anthony. He, Herbert, would have been very handsome indeed, but that his features were spoiled by the free expression they had worn in his youth  free as that which characterised the face of Mr. Dare. He was coming in to pay a visit to the governess. He paid her a good many visits: possibly thought it polite to do so. Some gentlemen are polite, and some are the contrary; some take every opportunity of improving their minds; some dont care whether they improve them or not. Herbert Dare we should place amidst the former: a thirst for foreign languages must, undoubtedly, be reckoned one of the desires for improvement. Minny Dare had one evening broken in upon a visit her brother was paying to mademoiselle, and she (very impertinently, it must be owned) inquired what he was doing there. Taking an Italian lesson, Herbert answered, and he did not want Minny to bother him over it. Minny made a wry face at the books spread out between Herbert and mademoiselle, seated opposite each other at either end of the table, and withdrew with all speed lest the governess should press her to share in it. Minny did not like Italian lessons as much as Herbert appeared to do.

He came in with quiet footsteps, and the first thing he did was to  lock the door. The action may have been intended as a quiet reproof to Miss Minny: if so, it is a pity she was not there to profit by it.

Have they asked for me in the salon? began the governess.

Not they, replied Herbert. They are too much occupied with their own concerns.

Herbert, why were you not here on Saturday night? she asked.

On Saturday night? Oh  I remember. I had to go out to keep an engagement.

You might have spoken to me first, then, she answered resentfully. Just one little word. I did come up here, and I waited  I waited! After the tea I came up, and I waited again. Ah! quelle patience!

Waited to give me my Italian lesson?

Herbert Dare spoke in a voice of laughing raillery. The Italian girl did not seem inclined to laugh. She stood on one side the fire, and its blaze  it was the only light in the room  flickered on her compressed lips. More compressed than ever were they to-night.

Now, whats the use of turning cross, Bianca? continued Herbert, still laughing. You are as exacting as if I paid you a guinea a lesson, and went upon a system of no lesson, no pay. If  

Bah! interrupted mademoiselle angrily: and it certainly was not respectful of Herbert, as pupil, to call her by her Christian name  if it was that which angered her. I am getting nearly tired of it all.

Tired of me! You might have a worse pupil  

Will you be quiet, then! cried she, stamping her foot. I am not inclined for folly to-night. You shall not say again you are coming here, if you dont come, mind, as you did on Saturday night.

Well, I had an engagement, and I went straight off from the dinner-table to keep it, answered Herbert, becoming serious. Upon my word of honour it was not my fault, Bianca; it was a business engagement. I had not time to come here before I went.

Then you might have come when you returned, she said.

Scarcely, replied he. I was not home till two in the morning.

Bianca Varsini lifted her strange eyes to his. Why tell me that? she asked, her voice changing to one of mournful complaint. I know you went out from dinner  I watched you out; and I saw you when you went out again. It was past ten. I saw you with my own eyes.

You must have good eyes, Bianca. I went out from the dinner-table  

Not then  not then; I speak not of then, she vehemently interrupted. You might have come here before you went out the second time.

I declare I dont know what you mean, he said, staring at her. I did not come in until two in the morning. It was past two.

But I saw you, she persisted. It was moonlight, and I saw you cross the lawn from the dining-room window, and go out. I was at this window, and I watched you go in the direction of the gate. It was long past ten.

Bianca, you were dreaming! I was not near the house.

Again she stamped her foot. Why you deceive me? Would I say I saw you if I did not?

Herbert had once seen Bianca Varsini in a passion. He did not care to see her in one again. When he said that he had not come near the house, from the time of his leaving it on rising from dinner, until two in the morning, he had spoken the strict truth. What the Italian girl was driving at, he could not imagine: but he deemed it as well to drop the subject.

You are a folle, Bianca, as you often call yourself, said he jestingly, taking her hands. You go into a temper for nothing. Id get rid of that haste, if I were you.

It was my mothers temper, she answered, drawing her hands away and letting them fall by her side. Do you know what she once did! She spit in the face of the Archevêque of Paris!

She was a lady! cried Herbert ironically. How was that?

He offended her. He was passing her in procession at the Fête Dieu, and he said something reproachful to her, and it put her in a temper, and she spit at him! She could do worse than that if she liked! She could have died for those who were kind to her; but let them offend her  je les en fais mes compliments!

I say, mademoiselle, who was your mother?

Never you mind! She was on the stage; not what you English call good. But she was good to me; and she wished me to be what she was not. When I was twelve she put me into a convent. La maudite place!

Herbert laughed. He knew enough of French to understand the expression.

It was maudite to me. I must not dance; I must not sing; I must not have my liberty to do the simplest thing on earth. I must be up in the morning to prayers; and then at my lessons all day; and then at prayers again. I did pray. I did pray to the Virgin to take me from it. I nearly prayed my heart out  and she never heard me! I had been there a year  figure to yourself, a year!  when my mother came to see me. She had been back in Italy. Take me away, I said to her, before I die! No, Bianca mia, she answered, I leave you here that you may not die; that your life may be happier than mine is, for mine is the vraie misère. I not tell you in Italian, as she spoke, for you not understand it, rapidly interrupted mademoiselle. My mother, she continued to me: When you are instructed, you shall become a gouvernante in a family of the noblesse; you shall consort with the princes without shame; and perhaps you will make a good parti in marriage. Though you have no fortune, you will be accomplished; you will have the manière and the tournure; you will be belle. Do you think me belle? she abruptly broke off again.

Enchanting! answered Herbert. Have I not told you so five hundred times?

She stole a glance at the little old-fashioned oval glass which hung over the mantel-piece, and then went on.

My mother would not take me out. Though I lay on the flagstones of the visitors parlour, though I wept for it, she would not take me out. It is for your good, Bianca mia, she said. And I remained there seven years. Seven years! Do you figure it?

But I suppose you grew reconciled?

We grow reconciled to the worst in time, she answered, dreamily gazing into the fire with her strange eyes. I pressed down my despair into myself at first, and I looked out for the opportunity to run away. We were as closely kept as the nuns in their cells, in their barred rooms, in their grated chapel; but, sooner than not have had my will and get away, I would have set the place on fire!

I say, mademoiselle, dont you talk treason! cried Herbert, laughing.

Do you think I would not? she answered, turning to him, a gleaming look in her eyes. But I had to wait for the opportunity to escape; and, while I waited, news came that my mother had died. She caught cold one night when she was in her evening robe, and it settled in her throat, and formed a dépôt, and she died. And so it was all over with my escape! My mother gone, I had nowhere to fly to. And I stopped in that enfer seven years.

You are complimentary to convents, Bianca. Maudite in one breath, enfer in another!

They are all that, and worse! intemperately responded the Italian girl. They are  mais nimporte; cest fini pour moi. I had to beat down my heart then, and stop in one. Ah! I know not how I did it. I look back and wonder. Seven years!

But who paid for you all that time?

My mother was not poor. She had enough for that. She made the arrangements with a priest when she was dying, and paid the money to him. The convent educated me, and dressed me, and made me hard. Their cold rules beat down my rebellious heart; beat it down to hardness. I should not have been so hard but for that convent!

Oh, you are hard, then? was the remark of Herbert Dare.

I can be! nodded Mademoiselle Varsini. Better not cross me!

And how did you get out of the convent?

When I was nineteen, they sent me out into a situation, to teach music and my own language, and French and English. They taught well in the convent: I could speak English then as readily as I speak it now: and they gave me a box of clothes and four five-franc pieces, saying that was the last of my mothers effects. What cared I? Had they turned me out penniless, I should have jumped to go. I served in that first situation two years. It was easy, and it was good pay.

French people?

But certainly: Parisians. It was not more than one mile from the convent. There was but one little pupil.

Why did you leave?

I was put into a passion one day, and madame said after that she was frightened to keep me. Ah! I have had adventures, I can tell you. In the next place I did not stay three months; the ennui came to me, and I left it for another that I found; and the other one I liked  I had my liberty. I should have stayed in that, but one came and turned me out of it.

A fresh governess?

No; a man. A hideous. He was madames brother, and he was wrinkled and yellow, and his long skinny fingers were like claws. He wanted me to marry him; he said he was rich. Sell myself to that monster? No!  continue a governess, rather. One evening madame and my two pupils had gone to the Odéon, and he came to the little étude where I sat. He locked the door, and said he would not unlock it till I gave him a promise to be his wife. I stormed, and I stormed: he tried to take my hand, the imbécile! He laughed at me, and said I was caged  

Why did you not ring the bell? interrupted Herbert.

Bon! Do we have bells in every room in the old Parisian houses? I would have pulled open the window, but he stood against the fastening, laughing still; so I dashed my hand through a pane, and the glass clattered down to the court below, and the servants came out to look up. I cannot undo the étude door, I called to them; come and break it open! So that hideous undid it then, and the servants got some water and bathed my hand. But why need the signora have put her hand through the glass? Why not have opened the window? said one. What is that to you? I said. You will not have to pay for it. Bind my hand up. They wrapped it in a handkerchief, and I put on my bonnet and cloak, and went out. Madeleine  she was the cook, and a good old soul  saw me. But where is the signorina going so late as this? she asked. Where should I be going, but to the pharmaciens? I answered; and I went my way.

We say chemists in England, observed Herbert. Did he find your hand much damaged?

I did not go there. Think you I made attention to my hand? I went to the  what you call it?  cutlers shops, through the Rue Montmartre, and I bought a two-edged stiletto. It was that long  pointing from her wrist to the end of her finger besides the handle. I showed it to that hideous the next day. You come to the room where I sit again, I said to him, and you will see. He told madame his sister, and she said I must leave.

Herbert Dare looked at her  at her pale face, which had gone white in the telling, her glistening, stony eyes, her drawn lips. You would not have dared to use the stiletto, though! he cried, in some wonder.

I not dare! You do not know me. When I am roused, theres not a thing I would not dare to do. I am not ruffled at trifles: things that excite others do not trouble me. Bah! What matter trifles? I say. My mother always told me to let the evil spirit lie torpid within me, or I should not die in my bed.

I say, cried Herbert, half mockingly, what religion do you call yourself?

She took the question literally. I am a Catholic or Protestant as is agreeable to my places, was the very candid answer. I am not a dévote  a saint. Wheres the use of it?

That is why you generally have those violent headaches on Sunday, said Herbert Dare, laughing. You ought  

There was an interruption. Rosa Dares footsteps were heard on the stairs, and they halted at the door.

Mademoiselle! she called out.

Mademoiselle did not answer. Herbert Dare flung his handkerchief over the handle of the door in a manner that hid the key-hole. Rosa Dare tried the door, found it fastened, and went off grumbling.

Its my belief mademoiselle locks herself in there to get a nap after dinner, as mamma does in the dining-room!

She was heard to enter the drawing-room and slam the door. Herbert softly opened that of the school-room, and went down after his sister.

I say, Herbert, cried Rosa, when he entered, have you seen anything of mademoiselle?

I! responded Herbert. Do you think I keep mademoiselle in my pocket?

She goes and locks herself up in the school-room after dinner, and I cant think what she does there, or what she can be at, retorted Rosa.

At her devotions, perhaps, suggested Herbert.

The words did not please Mrs. Dare, who had then joined the circle. Herbert, I will not have Mademoiselle Varsini ridiculed, she said quite sternly. She is a most efficient instructress for Rosa and Minny, and we must be careful not to give her offence, or she might leave.

Im sure I have heard of foreign women telling their beads till cock-crowing, persisted Herbert.

Those are Roman Catholics. A Protestant, as is Mademoiselle Varsini  

Mrs. Dares angry words were cut short by the appearance of Mademoiselle Varsini herself. She, the governess, turned to Rosa. What did you want just now when you came to the school-room door?

I wanted you here to show me that filet stitch, answered Rosa, slight impertinence peeping out in her tone. And I dont see why you should not answer when I knock, mademoiselle.

It may not always suit me to answer, was the calm reply of the governess. My time is my own after dinner; and Madame Dare will agree with me that a governess should hold full control over her school-room.

You are perfectly right, mademoiselle, acquiesced Mrs. Dare.

Mademoiselle went to the piano and dashed off a symphony. She was a brilliant player. Herbert, looking at his watch, and finding it later than he thought, hurried from the house.




CHAPTER XVIII.

A VISION IN HONEY FAIR.

The surmise that the missing cheque had been changed into good money on the Saturday night, proved to be correct. White, the butcher at the corner of the shambles, had given change for it, and locked up the cheque in the cash-box. Had he paid it into the bank on Monday, he would have found what it was worth. But he did not do so. Mr. White was a fat man with a good-humoured countenance and black hair. Sergeant Delves proceeded to his house some time on the Tuesday.

I hear you cashed a cheque of the Messrs. Dunn on Saturday night, began he. Who brought it to you?

Ah, what about that cheque? returned the butcher. One of your men has been in here, asking a lot of questions.

A good deal about it, said the sergeant. It was stolen from Mr. Ashley.

Stolen from Mr. Ashley! echoed the butcher, staring at Sergeant Delves.

Stolen out of his desk. And you stand a nice chance, White, of losing the money. You should be more cautious. Who was it brought it here?

A gentleman. A respectable man, at any rate. Who says its stolen?

I do, replied the sergeant, sitting himself down on the meat-block  rather a damp seat from its just having been washed with hot water. Delves liked to make himself familiar with his old friends in Helstonleigh in a patronising manner; it was only lately he had been promoted to sergeant. Now! lets have the particulars, White.

I had just shut up my shop, all but the door, when in come a gentleman in a cloak and cap. Could you oblige the Messrs. Dunn with change for a cheque, Mr. White? says he, handing a cheque to me. Yes, sir, said I, I can; very happy to oblige em. Would you like it in gold? Well, he said he would like it in gold, and I gave it to him. Thank ye, said he; Id have got it nearer if I could, for Im troubled to death with tooth-ache; but people are shut up: and I noticed that he had kept his white handkerchief up to his mouth and nose. He went out with the gold, and I put up the cheque. And thats all I know about it, Delves.

Dont you know who it was?

No, I dont. He had a cap on, with the ears coming down his cheeks; and, what with that, and the peak over his eyes, and the white handkerchief held up to his nose, I didnt so much as get a sight of his face. The shop was pretty near dark, too, for the gas was out. There was only a candle at the pay window.

If a man came in disguised like that, asking to have a cheque changed into gold, it might have occurred to some tradesmen thered be something wrong about it, cried the sergeant.

I didnt know he was disguised, objected the butcher. I saw it was a good cheque of the Messrs. Dunn, and I never gave a thought to anything else. Ive had their cheques before to-day. Mr. William Dunn has dealt here this twenty year. But now that its put into my head, I begin to think he was disguised, continued the butcher. His voice was odd, thick and low, and he spoke as if he had plums in his mouth.

Should you know him again?

Ay. That is if he came in dressed as he was then. Id know the cloak out of a hundred. It was one of them old-fashioned plaid rockelows.

Roquelaures, corrected the sergeant.

Something of that. The collar was lined with red, with a little edge of fur on it. Theres a few such shaped cloaks in the town now, made of blue serge or cloth.

What time was it? asked the sergeant.

Just eleven. I was shutting up.

Sergeant Delves took possession of the cheque and proceeded to the office of Mr. Dare. A long conference ensued, and then they went out together towards Mr. Ashleys manufactory. On the road they happened to meet Cyril, and Mr. Dare drew him aside.

Do you happen to know any one who wears an old-fashioned plaid cloak? he asked.

Halliburton wears one, replied Cyril: the greatest object of a thing you ever saw. I say, continued Cyril, whats old Delves doing with you?

Not much, carelessly said Mr. Dare. He has been looking after a little private business for me.

Oh, is that all? and Cyril, feeling reassured, tore off on the errand he was bound for. For reasons best known to himself, it would not have pleased him that Sergeant Delves should be pressed into the affair of the cheque. At least, Cyril would have preferred that the matter should be allowed to rest.

He executed his commission, one that he had been charged with by Samuel Lynn, turned back, passed the manufactory, and took his way to Honey Fair on a little matter of his own. It was only the purchase of a dog  not to make a mystery of it. A dog that had taken Cyrils fancy, and for which he and the owner had not yet been able to come to terms. So he was going up again to try his powers of persuasion.

As he walked rapidly through Honey Fair, he saw a little bit of by-play on the opposite side. A young woman in a tattered gown, and a dirty bonnet drawn over her face, was walking along as rapidly as he. Her bent head, her humble attitude, her shrinking air, her haste to get out of sight of others, all betrayed that she, from some cause or other, was not in good odour with the world around. That she felt herself under a cloud, was only too apparent: it was a cloud of humiliation, for which she had only herself to thank. The women who met her hurried past with a toss of the head and then stood to peep after her as she disappeared in the distance.

She hurried  hurried past them  glad, it seemed, to be away from their stern looks and condemning eyes. Had you seen her, you would never have recognised her. In the dim eye, darker than of yore, the white cheek, the wasted form, no likeness remained of the once-blooming Caroline Mason.

Just as she passed opposite to Cyril, Eliza Tyrrett came out of a house and met her; and Eliza, picking up her skirts, lest they should become contaminated, swept past with a sidelong glance of reproach and a scornful gesture. Carolines head only bent the lower as she glided away from her old companion.

It had been just as well that Charlotte East had not sent back that bundle, years ago, to surprise Anthony Dare. It was years now since Charlotte herself had come to the same conclusion.




CHAPTER XIX.

THE DUPLICATE CLOAKS.

Leaning back against the corner of the mantel-piece by the side of the blazing fire in his private room, calmly surveying those ranged before him, and listening to their tale with an impassive face, was Thomas Ashley. Sergeant Delves and Mr. Dare were giving him the account of the changing of the cheque, obtained from White the butcher. Samuel Lynn stood near the masters desk, his brow knit in perplexity, his countenance keen and anxious. The description of the cloak, tallying so exactly with the one worn by William Halliburton, led Mr. Dare to the conclusion, nay, to the positive conviction that the butchers visitor could have been no other than William. The sergeant held the same view; but the sergeant adopted it with difficulty.

Its an odd thing for him to turn thief, said he, reflectively. Id have trusted that young fellow, sir, with untold gold, he added, to Mr. Ashley. Heres another proof how we may be deceived.

I told you, said Mr. Dare, turning to Mr. Ashley, that it could be no other than Halliburton.

Thee will permit me to say, friend Dare, that I do not agree with thy deductions, interposed the Quaker, before Mr. Ashley could answer.

Why, what would you have? returned Mr. Dare. Nothing can be plainer. Ask Sergeant Delves if he thinks further proof can be needed.

Many a man has been hanged upon less, was the oracular answer of Sergeant Delves.

What part of my deductions do you object to? inquired Mr. Dare of the Quaker.

Thee art assuming  if I understand thee correctly  that there is no other cloak in the city so similar to Williams as to be mistaken for it.

Just so.

Then, friend, I tell thee that there is.

Mr. Dare opened his eyes. Who wears it? he asked.

That is another question, said Samuel Lynn. I should be glad to find out myself, for curiositys sake.

Then Mr. Lynn told the story of his having observed a man, whom he had taken for William, walking at the back of his house, apparently waiting for something. I saw him on two evenings, he observed, at some considerable interval of time. The figure bore a perfect resemblance to William Halliburton; the height, the cloak, the cap  all appeared to be his. I taxed him with it. He denied it in toto, said he had not been walking there at all, and I believed he was attempting, for the first time since I have known him, to deceive me. I  

Are you sure he was not? put in Mr. Dare.

Thee should allow me to finish, friend. Last night I was home somewhat earlier than usual  thee can recollect why, the Quaker added, looking at Mr. Ashley. I was up in my room, and I saw the same figure pacing about in precisely the same manner. Williams denial had staggered me, otherwise I could have been ready to affirm that it was himself and no other. The moon was not up; but it was a very light night, and I marked every point in the cloak  it was as like Williams as two peas are like each other. What he could want, pacing at the back of my house and of his, puzzled me much. I  

What time was this, Mr. Lynn? interrupted the sergeant.

Past eight oclock. Later than the hour at which I had seen him on the two previous occasions. It is William Halliburton, of a surety, I said to myself; and I thought I would pounce upon him, and so convict him of the falsehood he had told. I left my house by the front door, went down the road, past the houses, and entered the gate admitting into the field. I walked up quietly, keeping under the hedge as much as possible, and approached William  as I deemed him to be. He was then standing still, and gazing at the upper windows of my house. In spite of my caution, he heard me, and turned round. Whether he knew me or not, I cannot say; but he clipped the cloak around him with a hasty movement, and made off right across the field. I would not be balked if I could help it. I opened friend Jane Halliburtons back gate, and proceeded through the garden and house to the parlour, which I entered without ceremony. There sat William at his books.

Then it was not he, after all! cried Mr. Dare, interested in the tale.

Of a surety it was not he. I tell thee, friend, he was seated quietly at his studies. Hast thee lent thy cloak to a friend to-night? I asked him. He looked surprised, and said he had not. But, to be convinced, I requested to see his cloak, and he took me outside the door, and there was the cloak hanging up in the passage, his cap beside it. That is why I did not approve of thy deductions, friend Anthony Dare, in assuming that the cloak, which the man had on who changed the cheque, must be William Halliburtons, concluded Mr. Lynn.

You say the man looked like William when you were close to him? inquired Mr. Ashley, who thought the whole affair very curious, and now broke silence for the first time.

Very much like him, answered Samuel Lynn. But the resemblance may have been only in the cloak and cap. The face was not discernible; by accident or design, it was concealed. I think there need not be better negative proof that it was not William who changed the cheque.

Mr. Ashley smiled. Without this evidence of Mr. Lynns I could have told you it was waste of time to cast suspicion on William Halliburton to me, said he, addressing the sergeant and Mr. Dare. Were you to come here and accuse myself, it would make just as much impression upon me. Wait an instant, gentlemen.

He went to the door, opened it, and called William. The latter came in, erect, courteous, noble  never suspecting the sergeants business there could have anything to do with him.

William, began his master, who is it that wears a similar cloak to yours, in the town?

I am unable to say, sir, was Williams ready reply. Until last night, and he turned to Samuel Lynn with a smile, I should have said there was not another like it. I suppose now there must be one.

If there is one, there may be more, remarked Mr. Ashley. The fact is, William, the cheque has been traced. It was changed at Whites, the butcher; and the person changing it wore a cloak, it seems, very much like yours.

Indeed! cried William, with animation. Well, sir, of course there may be many such cloaks in the town. All I can say is, I have not seen them.

There cant be many, spoke up the sergeant, if it be the old-fashioned sort of thing described to me.

William looked the sergeant full in the face with his open countenance, his honest eyes. No guilt there. Would you like to see my cloak? he asked. It may be a guide, if you think the one worn resembled it.

The sergeant nodded. I was going to ask you to bring it in, if it was here.

William brought it in. It is one of the bygones, said he laughing. I have some thoughts of forwarding it to the British Museum, as a specimen of antiquity. Stay! I will put it on, that you may see its beauties the better.

He threw the cloak over his shoulders, and exhibited himself off, as he had done once before in that counting-house for the benefit of Samuel Lynn. I think the British Museum will get it, he continued, in the same joking spirit. Not until winters over, though. It is a good friend on a cold night.

Sergeant Delves eyes were riveted on the cloak. Where have I seen that cloak? he mused, in a dreamy tone. Lately, too!

You may have seen me in it, said William.

The sergeant shook his head. He lifted one hand to his temples, and proceeded to rub them gently, as if the process would assist his memory, never once relaxing his gaze.

Did White say the changer of the cheque was a tall man? asked Mr. Ashley.

Yes, said Mr. Dare. Whether he meant as tall as William Halliburton, I cannot say. There are not  why, I should think there are not a hundred men in the town who come up to that height, he added, looking at William.

Yourself one of them, said William, turning to him with a smile.

Mr. Dare shook his head, a regret for his past youth crossing his heart. Ay, once. I am beginning to grow downward now.

Mr. Ashley was buried in reflection. There was a curious sound of mystery about the tale altogether, to his ears. That there were many thieves in Helstonleigh, he did not doubt  people who would appropriate a cheque, or anything else that came in their way; but why the same person  if it was the same  should pace the cold field at night, watching Samuel Lynns house, was inexplicable. It may not be the same, he observed aloud. Shall you watch for the man again? he asked of Mr. Lynn.

I shall not give myself much trouble over it now, was the reply. While I was concerned to ascertain Williams truthfulness  

I scarcely think you need have doubted it, Mr. Lynn, interrupted William.

True. I have never doubted thee yet. But it appeared to be thy word against the sight of my own eyes. The master will understand  

A most extraordinary interruption came from Sergeant Delves. He threw up his head with a start, and gave vent to a shrill, prolonged whistle. It looks dark! cried he.

What didst thee say, friend Delves?

I beg pardon, gentlemen, answered the sergeant. I was not speaking to any of you; I was following up the bent of mine own thoughts. It suddenly flashed into my mind who it is that I have seen in one of these cloaks.

And who is it? asked Mr. Dare.

You must excuse me, sir, if I keep that to myself, was the answer.

As tall a man as William Halliburton?

The sergeant ran his eyes up and down Williams figure. A shade taller, I should say, if anything.

And it struck me that the man who made off across the field was a shade taller, observed Samuel Lynn.

Well, I cant make sense of it, resumed Mr. Dare, breaking a pause. Let us allow, if you like, that there are fifty such cloaks in the town. Unless one, wearing such, had access to Mr. Ashleys counting-house, to this very room that we are now in, how does the fact of there being others remove the suspicion from William Halliburton?

Mr. Dare had not intended wilfully to cause him pain. He had forgotten for the moment that William was a stranger to the doubt raised touching himself. Amidst the deep silence that ensued, William looked from one to the other.

Who suspects me? he asked, surprise the only emotion in his tone.

Sergeant Delves tapped him significantly on the shoulder. Never you trouble yourself, young sir. If what has come into my mind be right, it isnt you who are guilty.

When he and Mr. Dare went out, Mr. Ashley followed them to the outer gate. As they stood there talking, Frank Halliburton passed. Look here, thought the sergeant to himself, theres not much doubt as to the black sheep  I see that: but its as well, to be on the sure side. Young man, cried he aloud to Frank, in the authoritative, patronizing manner which Sergeant Delves was fond of assuming when he could, what time did your brother William get home last Saturday night? I suppose you know, if you were at home yourself.

Frank looked at him rather haughtily. I know, he replied. I have yet to learn why you need know.

Tell him, Frank, said Mr. Ashley, with a smile.

It was a little after ten, said Frank.

Did he go out again? asked the sergeant.

Out again at that time! cried Frank. No: he did not go out again. We sat talking together ever so long, and then went up to bed.

Ah! rejoined the sergeant. It was all he answered. And he wished Mr. Ashley good day, and departed with Mr. Dare.

I am going to Oxford at Easter, Mr. Ashley, cried Frank with animation.

I am pleased to hear it.

But only as a servitor. I dont mind, he added, throwing back his head with pardonable pride. Let me once get a start, and I hope to rise above some who go there as gentlemen-commoners. I intend to make this my circuit, he went on, half jokingly, half seriously.

You are ambitious, Frank. I heartily wish you success. Theres nothing like keeping a good heart.

Oh yes, success is not doubtful. Ill do battle with all the obstructions in my course. Good afternoon, sir.

William, curious and anxious, could make nothing of his books that night at home. At length he threw up, put on the notable cloak, and went down to the manufactory. He found Mr. Ashley there; and the counting-house soon received an addition to its company in the person of Sergeant Delves. He had come in search of William. Not being aware that William was allowed the privilege of spending his evenings at home, he had supposed the manufactory was the place to find him in.

I want you down at Whites, said the sergeant. Put on your cloak, will you be so good, Mr. Halliburton, and come with me?

Do you suspect me? was Williams answer.

No, I dont, returned the sergeant. I told you before, to-day, that I did not. The fact is  dropping his voice to a mysterious whisper I want to do a little bit of private inquiry on my own account. I have a clue to the party: and I should like to work it out.

If you have a sufficient clue, the party had better be arrested at once, observed Mr. Ashley.

Ah, but its not sufficient for that, nodded the sergeant. No, Mr. Ashley, sir; my strong advice to you is, keep quiet a bit.

They started for the butchers, William wearing his cloak and cap, and Mr. Ashley accompanying them. Mr. Ashley possessed his own curiosity upon various points; perhaps his own doubts.

It is strange who this man can be who walks at the back of your house, observed Mr. Ashley to William, as they went along. What can be his motive for walking there, dressed like you?

It is curious, sir.

I should suppose it can only arise from a desire that he should be taken for you, continued Mr. Ashley. But to what end? Why should he walk there at all?

Why, indeed! responded William.

What coloured gloves are you wearing? abruptly interrupted Sergeant Delves.

William took his hands from beneath his cloak, and held them out. They were of the darkest possible colour, next to black; the shade called in the glove trade corbeau. These are all I have in use at present, he said. They are nearly new.

Have you worn any light gloves lately? Tan or fawn?

I scarcely ever wear tan gloves. I have not put on a pair for months.

They arrived at the butchers and entered. White was standing at his block, chopping a bone in two. He lifted his head, and touched his hair to Mr. Ashley.

Is this the gentleman who had the money of you for the cheque? began Sergeant Delves, without circumlocution.

Mr. White put down his chopper, and took a survey of William. Its like the cloak and cap that the other wore, said he.

Sergeants take up words quickly. That the other wore? Then you do not think it was this one?

No, I dont, decided the butcher. The one who brought the cheque was a shorter man.

Shorter! repeated Mr. Ashley, remembering it had been said in his counting-house that the man who appeared to be personating William was thought to have the advantage the other way. You mean taller, White.

No, sir, I mean shorter. I am sure he was shorter. Not much, though.

There was a pause. You observed that his gloves were tan, I think, said the sergeant.

Something of that sort. Clean light gloves they were, such as gentlemen wear.

Finally, then, White, you decide that this was not the gentleman?

Not he, said the butcher. Its not the same voice.

The voice goes for nothing, said Sergeant Delves. The other one had plums in his mouth.

Well, said the butcher, I think I should have known Mr. Halliburton, in spite of any disguise, had he come in.

Dont make too sure, White, said the sergeant, with one of his wise nods. He who came might have turned out to be just as familiar to you as Mr. Halliburton, if he had let you see his face. The fact is, White, theres some one going about with a cloak like this, and we want to find out who it is. Mr. Halliburton would give a pound out of his pocket, Im sure, to know.

Id give two, said Mr. Ashley, with a smile.

Sir, asked the butcher of Mr. Ashley, what about the money? Shall I lose it?

Now, White, just wait a bit, put in the sergeant. If it was a gentleman that changed it, perhaps we shall get it out of him. Any way, you keep quiet.

They left the shop  standing a moment together before parting. The sergeants road lay one way; Mr. Ashleys and Williams another. This only makes the matter more obscure, observed Mr. Ashley, alluding to what had passed.

Not at all. It makes it all the more clear, was the cool reply of the sergeant.

White says the man was shorter than Mr. Halliburton.

Its just what I expected him to say, nodded the sergeant. If I am on the right scent  and Id lay a thousand pound on it!  the man who changed the cheque is shorter. I just wanted Whites evidence on the point, he added, looking at William; and that is why I asked you to come down, dressed in your cloak. Good night, gentlemen.

He turned up the Shambles. And Mr. Ashley and William walked away side by side.




CHAPTER XX.

IN THE STARLIGHT.

The conversation at Mr. Dares dinner-table again turned upon the loss of the cheque, and the proceedings thereon. It was natural that it should turn upon it. Mr. Dares mind was full of it; and he gave utterance to various conjectures and speculations, as they occurred to him.

In spite of what they say, I cannot help thinking that it must have been William Halliburton, he remarked with emphasis. He alone was in the counting-house when the cheque disappeared; and the person changing it at Whites, is proved to have borne the strongest possible resemblance to him; at all events, to his dress. The face was hidden  as of course it would be. People who attempt to pass off stolen cheques, take pretty good care that their features are not seen.

But who hesitates to bring it home to Halliburton? inquired Mrs. Dare.

They all do  as it seems to me. Ashley wont hear a word: laughs at the idea of Halliburtons being capable of it, and says we may as well accuse himself. Thats nothing: as Cyril says, Mr. Ashley appears to be imbued with the idea that Halliburton can do no wrong: but now Delves has veered round. He shifts the blame entirely off Halliburton.

Upon whom does he shift it? asked Anthony Dare.

He wont say, replied Mr. Dare. He has grown mysterious over it since the afternoon; nodding and winking, and giving no explanation. He says he knows who it is who possesses the second cloak.

The second cloak! The words were a puzzle to most at table, and Mr. Dare had to explain that another cloak, similar to that worn by William Halliburton, was supposed to be in existence.

Cyril looked up, with wonder marked on his face. Does Delves say there are two such cloaks? asked he.

That there are two such cloaks appears to be an indisputable fact, replied Mr. Dare. The one cloak was parading behind the Halliburtons house last night. Samuel Lynn went up to it  

The cloak parading tout seul  alone? interrupted Signora Varsini, with a perplexed air.

A laugh went round the table. Accompanied by the wearer, mademoiselle, said Mr. Dare, continuing the account of Samuel Lynns adventure. Thus the fact of there being two cloaks is established, he proceeded. Still, that tells nothing; unless the owner of the other has access to Mr. Ashleys counting-house. I pointed this fact out to them. But Delves  which is most unaccountable  differed from me; and when we parted he expressed an opinion, with that confident nod of his, that it was not Halliburtons cloak which had been in the mischief at the butchers, but the other.

What a thundering falsehood! burst forth Herbert Dare.

Sir! cried Mr. Dare, while all around the table stared at Herberts excited manner.

Herbert had the grace to feel ashamed of his abrupt and intemperate rudeness. I beg your pardon, sir; I spoke in my surprise. I mean that Delves must be telling a falsehood, if he seeks to throw the guilt off Halliburton. The very fact of the fellows wearing a strange cloak such as that, when he went to get rid of the cheque, must be proof positive of Halliburtons guilt.

So I think, acquiesced Mr. Dare.

What sort of a cloak is this that you laugh at, and call scarce? inquired the governess.

The greatest scarecrow of a thing you can conceive, mademoiselle, responded Mr. Dare. I had the pleasure of seeing it to-day on Halliburton. It is a dark green-and-blue Scotch plaid, made very full, with a turned up collar lined with red, and a bit of fur edging it.

Plaid? Plaid? repeated mademoiselle. Why it must be  

What? asked Mr. Dare, for she had stopped.

It must be very ugly, concluded she. But somehow Mr. Dare gathered an impression that it was not what she had been about to say.

What is it that Delves says about the cloaks? eagerly questioned Cyril. I cannot make it out.

Delves says he knows who it is that owns the other; and that it was the other which went to change the cheque at Whites.

What mysterious words, papa! cried Adelaide. The cloak went to change the cheque!

They were Delves own words, replied Mr. Dare. He did seem remarkably mysterious over it.

Is he going to hunt up the other cloak? resumed Cyril.

I conclude so. He was pondering over it for some time before he could remember who it was that he had seen wear a similar cloak. When the recollection came to him, he started up with surprise. Sharp men, these police-officers! added Mr. Dare. They forget nothing.

And they ferret out everything, said Herbert with some testiness. Instead of wasting time over vain speculations touching cloaks, why does not he secure Halliburton? It is impossible that the other cloak  if there is another  could have had anything to do with the affair.

I dropped a note to Delves after he left me, recommending him to follow up the suspicion on Halliburton, whether Mr. Ashley is agreeable or not, said Mr. Dare. I have rarely in my life met with a stronger case of presumptive evidence.

So, many, besides Mr. Dare, would have felt inclined to say. Herbert, like his father, was firm in the belief that William Halliburton must have taken the money; that it must have been he who paid the visit to the butcher. What Cyril thought may be best inferred from his actions. A sudden fear had come over him that Sergeant Delves was really going to search out the other cloak. A most inconvenient procedure for Cyril, lest, in the process, the sergeant should search out him. He laid down his knife and fork. He had had quite enough dinner for one day.

Are you not hungry, Cyril? asked his mother.

I had a tremendous lunch, answered Cyril. I cant eat more now.

He sat at the table until they had finished, feeling that he was being choked with dread. But that a guilty conscience deprives us of free action, he would have left the table and gone about some work he was now eager to do.

He rose when the rest did, looked about for a pair of large scissors, and glided with them up the staircase, his eyes and ears on the alert, lest there should be any watching him. No human being in that house had the slightest knowledge of what Cyril was about to do, or that he was going to do anything; but to Cyrils guilty conscience it seemed that all must be on the look-out.

A candle and scissors in hand he stole up to Herberts room and locked himself in. Inside a closet within the room hung a dark blue camlet cloak, and Cyril took it from the hook. It had a plaid lining: a lining of the precise pattern and colours that the material of William Halliburtons cloak was composed of. The cloak was of the same full, old-fashioned make; its collar was lined with red, tipped with fur: in short, the one cloak worn on the right side and the other worn on the wrong side, could not have been told apart. This cloak belonged to Herbert Dare; occasionally, though not often, he went out at dusk, wearing it wrong side outermost. It was he, no doubt, whom Sergeant Delves had seen wearing one. He was a little taller than William Halliburton, towering above six feet. What his motive had been in causing a cloak to be lined so that, turned, it should resemble William Halliburtons, or whether the similarity in the lining had been accidental, was only known to Herbert himself.

With trembling fingers, and sharp scissors that were not particular where they cut, Cyril began his task of taking out this plaid lining. That he had worn it to the butchers, and that he feared it might tell tales of him, were facts only too apparent. Better put it out of the way for ever! Unpicking, cutting, snipping, Cyril tore away at the lining, and at length got it out, the cloak suffering considerable damage in the shape of cuts and rents, and loose threads. Hanging the cloak up again, he twisted the lining together.

He was thus engaged when the handle of the door was briskly turned, as if some one essayed to enter who had not expected to find it fastened. Cyril dashed the lining under the bed, and made a spring to the window. To leap out? surely not: for the fall would have killed him. But he had nearly lost all presence of mind in his perplexity and fear.

Another turn at the handle, and the steps went on their way. Cyril thought he recognized them for the housemaids, Betsy. He supposed she was going her evening round of the chambers. Gathering the lining under his arm, he halted to think. His hands shook, and his face was white.

What should he do with this tell-tale thing? He could not eat it; he dared not burn it. There was no room, of those which had fires, where he might make sure of being alone: and the smell would alarm the house. What was he to do with it?

Dig a hole and bury it, came a prompting voice within him; and Cyril waited for no better suggestion, but crept with it down the stairs, and out to the garden.

Seizing a spade, he dug a hole rapidly in an unfrequented place; and when it was large enough thrust the stuff in. Then he covered it over again, to leave the spot apparently as he found it.

I wish those stars would give a stronger light, grumbled Cyril, looking up at the dark blue canopy. I must come again in the morning, I suppose, and see that its all safe. It wouldnt do to bring a lantern.

Now it happened that Mr. Herbert Dare was bound on a private errand that evening. His intention was to go abroad in his cloak while he executed it. Just about the time that Cyril was putting the finishing touch to the hole, Herbert went up to his room to get the cloak.

To get the cloak, indeed! When Herbert opened the closet-door, nothing except the mutilated object just described met his eye. A torn, cut thing, the threads hanging from it loosely. Nothing could exceed Herberts consternation as he stared at it. He thought he must be in a dream. Was it his cloak? Just before dinner, when he came up to wash his hands, he had seen his cloak hanging there, perfect. He shook it, he pulled it, he peered at it. His cloak it certainly was; but who had destroyed it? A suspicion flashed into his mind that it might be the governess. He made but a few steps to the school-room, carrying the cloak with him.

The governess was sitting there, listlessly enough. Perhaps she was waiting for him. I say, mademoiselle, he began, what on earth have you been doing to my cloak?

To your cloak! responded she. What should I have been doing to it?

Look here, he said, spreading it out before her. Who or what has done this? It was all right when I went down to dinner.

She stared at it in astonishment great as Herberts, and threw off a volley of surprise in her foreign tongue. But she was a shrewd woman. Ay, never was there a shrewder than Bianca Varsini. Mr. Sergeant Delves was not a bad hand at ferreting out conclusions; but she would have beaten the sergeant hollow.

Tenez, cried she, putting up her forefinger in thought, as she gazed at the cloak. Cyril did this.

Cyril!

She nodded her head. You stood it out to me that you did not come in on Saturday evening and go out again between ten and eleven  

I did not, interrupted Herbert. I told you truth, but you would not believe me.

But this cloak went out. And it was turned the plaid side outwards, and your cap was on, tied down at the ears. Naturally I thought it was you. It must have been Cyril! Do you comprehend?

No, I dont, said Herbert. How mysteriously you are speaking!

It must have been Cyril who robbed Mr. Ashley.

Mademoiselle! interrupted Herbert indignantly.

Ecoutez, mon ami. He was blanched as white as a mouchoir, while your father spoke of it at dinner  did you see that he could not eat? You look guilty, Monsieur Cyril, I said to myself, not really thinking him to be so. But be persuaded it was no other. He must have taken the paper-money  or what you call it  and come home here for your cloak and cap to wear, while he changed it for gold, thinking it would fall on that other one who wears the cloak; that William Hall  I cannot say the name; cest trop dur pour les lèvres. It is Cyril, and no other. He has turned afraid now, and has torn the lining out.

Herbert could make no rejoinder at first, partly in dismay, partly in astonishment. It cannot have been Cyril! he reiterated.

I say it is Cyril, persisted the young lady. I saw him creep up the stairs after dinner, with a candle and your mothers great scissors in his hand. He did not see me. I was in the dark, looking out of my room. Depend he was going to do it then.

Then, of all blind idiots, Cyrils the worst!  if he did take the cheque, uttered Herbert. Should it become known, he is done for; and that for life. And my father helping to fan the flame!

The governess shrugged her shoulders. I not like Cyril, she said. I have never liked him since I came.

But you will not tell against him! cried Herbert, in fear.

No, no, no. Tell against your brother! Why should I? It is no concern of mine. Unless people meddle with me, I not meddle with them. Cyril is safe, for me.

What on earth am I to do for my cloak to-night? debated Herbert. I was going  going where I want it.

Why you want it so to-night? asked mademoiselle sharply.

Because its cold, responded Herbert. The cloak was warmer than my overcoat is.

Last night you go out, to-night you go out, to-morrow you go out. It is always so now!

I have a lot of perplexing business upon me, answered Herbert. I have no time to see about it in the day.

Some little time longer he remained talking with her, partially disputing. The Italian, from some cause or other, went into ill-humour and said some provoking things. Herbert, it must be confessed, received them with good temper, and she grew more affable. When he left her, she offered to pick the loose threads out of the cloak, and hem up the bottom.

Youll lock the door while you do it? he urged.

I will take it to my chamber, she said. No one will molest me there.

Herbert left it with her and went out. Cyril went out. Anthony had already gone out. Mr. Dare remained at home. He and his wife were conversing over the dining-room fire, in the course of the evening, when Joseph came in.

You are wanted, please, sir, he said to his master.

Who wants me? asked Mr. Dare.

Its Policeman Delves, sir.

Oh, show him in here, said Mr. Dare. I hope something will be done in this, he added to his wife. It may turn out a good slice of luck for me.

Sergeant Delves came in. In point of fact, he had just returned from that interview with the butcher, where he had been accompanied by Mr. Ashley and William.

Well, Delves, did you get my note? asked Mr. Dare.

Yes, sir, I did, said the sergeant, taking the seat offered him. Its what I have come up about.

Do you intend to act upon my advice?

Why  no, I think not, replied the sergeant. Not, at any rate, until I have had a talk with you.

What will you take?

Well, sir, the nights cold. I dont mind a drop of brandy-and-water.

It was brought, and Mr. Dare joined his visitor in partaking of it. He agreed with him that the night was cold. But nothing could Mr. Dare make of him. As often as he turned the conversation on the subject in hand, so often did the sergeant turn it off again. Mrs. Dare grew tired of listening to nothing; and she departed, leaving them together.

Then the manner of Sergeant Delves changed. He drew his chair forward; and bent towards Mr. Dare.

You have been urging me to go against young Halliburton, he began. It wont do. Halliburton no more fingered that cheque, or had anything to do with it, than you or I had. Mr. Dare, dont you stir in this matter any further.

My present intention is to stir it to the bottom, returned Mr. Dare.

Look here, said the sergeant in an undertone; I am not obliged to take notice of offences that dont come legally in my way. Many a thing has been done in this town  ay, and is being done now  that I am obliged to wink at; it dont lay right in my duty to take notice of it, so I keep my eyes shut. Now thats just it in this case. So long as the parties concerned, Mr. Ashley, or White, dont put it into my hands officially, I am not obliged to take so-and-so into custody, or to act upon my own suspicions. And I wont do it upon suspicions of my own: I promise it. If I am forced, thats another matter.

Are you alluding to Halliburton?

No. You are on the wrong scent, I say.

And you think you are on the right one?

I could put my finger out this night and lay it on the fox. But I tell you, sir, I dont want to, unless I am compelled. Dont you compel me, Mr. Dare, of all people in the world.

Mr. Dare leaned back in his chair, his thumbs in his waistcoat armholes. No suspicion of the truth had crossed him, and he could not understand either the sergeant or his manner. The latter rose to depart.

The other cloak, similar to young Halliburtons, belongs to your son Herbert, he whispered, as he passed Mr. Dare. It was his brother, Cyril, who wore it on Saturday night, and who changed the cheque: therefore we may give a guess as to who took the cheque out of Mr. Ashleys desk. Now you be still over it, sir, for his sake, as I shall be. If I can, Ill call at your office to-morrow, Mr. Dare, and talk further. White must have the money refunded to him, or he wont be still.

Anthony Dare fell into a confusion of horror and consternation, leaving the sergeant to bow himself out. Mrs. Dare heard the departure, and returned to the room.

Well, cried she briskly, is he going to accuse Halliburton?

Mr. Dare did not answer. He looked up in a beseeching, helpless sort of manner, as one who is stunned by a blow.

What is the matter? she questioned, gazing at him closely. Are you ill?

He rose up shaking, as if ague were upon him. No  no.

Perhaps you are cold, said Mrs. Dare. I asked you what Delves was going to do. Will he accuse Halliburton?

Be still! sharply cried Mr. Dare in a tone of pain. The matter is to be hushed up. It was not Halliburton.




CHAPTER XXI.

A PRESENT OF TEA-LEAVES.

How went on Honey Fair? Better and worse, better and worse, according to custom; the worse prevailing over the better.

Of all its inhabitants, none had advanced so well as Robert East. Honestly to confess it, that is not saying much; since the greater portion, instead of advancing in the worlds social scale, had retrograded. Robert had left the manufactory he had worked for and was now second foreman at Mr. Ashleys. He was also becoming through perseverance an excellent scholar in a plain way. He had had one friend to help him; and that was William Halliburton.

The Easts had removed to a better house; one of those which had a garden in front of it. No garden was more fragrant than theirs; and it was kept in order by Robert and Thomas East. The house was larger than they required, and part of it was occupied by Stephen Crouch and his daughter. It was known that the Easts were putting by money: and Honey Fair wondered: for none lived more comfortably, more respectably. Honey Fair  taking it as a whole  lived neither comfortably nor respectably. The Fishers had never come out of the workhouse, and Joe was dead. The Crosses, turned from their home, their furniture sold, had found lodgings; two rooms. Improvident as ever, were they. They did not attempt to rise even to their former condition; but grovelled on, living from hand to mouth. The Masons, man and wife, passed their time agreeably in quarrels. At least, that it was agreeable may be assumed, for the quarrels never ceased. Now and then they were diversified by a fight. The children were growing up without training; and Caroline  ah! I dont know that it will do much good to ask after her. Caroline, years ago, had taken a false step; and, try as she would, she could not regain her footing. She lived in a garret alone. She had so lived a long while; and she worked her fingers to the bone to keep body and soul together, and went about with her head down. Honey Fair looked askance at her, and gathered up its petticoats when they saw her coming, as you saw Eliza Tyrrett gather up hers, lest they should come into contact with those contaminations. The Carters thrived; the Brumms, also, were better off than they used to be; and the Buffles did so excellently that a joke went about that they would be retiring on their fortune: but the greater portion of Honey Fair was full of trouble and improvidence.

William Halliburton frequently found himself in Honey Fair. It was the most direct road from his house to that of Monsieur Colin, the French master. William, sociably inclined by nature, had sometimes dropped in at one or other of the houses. He would find Robert East labouring at his books much more than he need have laboured had some little assistance been given him in his progress. William good-naturedly undertook to supply it. It became quite a common thing for him to go round and pass an hour with the Easts and Stephen Crouch.

The unpleasant social features of Honey Fair thus obtruded themselves on William Halliburtons notice; it was impossible that any one passing much through Honey Fair should not be struck with them. Could nothing be done to rescue the people from this degraded condition?  and a degraded one it was, compared with what it might have been. Young and inexperienced as he was, it was a question that sometimes arose to Williams mind. Dirty homes, scolding mothers, ragged and pining children, rough and swearing husbands! Waste, discomfort, evil. The women laid the blame on the men: reproached them with wasting their evenings and their money at the public-house. The men retorted upon the women, and said they had not a home fit for a pig to come into. Meanwhile the money, whether earned by husband or wife, went. It went somehow, bringing apparently nothing to show for it, and the least possible return of good. Thus they struggled and squabbled on, their lives little better than one continued scene of scramble, discomfort, and toil. At a years end they were not in the least bettered, not in the least raised, socially, morally, or physically, from their condition at the years commencement. Nothing had been achieved; except that they were one year nearer to the great barrier which separates time from eternity.

Ask them what they were toiling and struggling for. They did not know. What was their end, their aim? They had none. If they could only rub on, and keep body and soul together (as poor Caroline Mason was trying to do in her garret), it appeared to be all they cared for. They did not endeavour to lift up their hopes or their aspirations above that; they were willing so to go on until death should come. What a life! what an end!

A feeling would now and then come over William that he might in some way help them to attempt better things. To do so was a duty which seemed to be lying across his path, that he might take it up and make it his. How to set about it, he knew no more than the Man in the Moon. Now and then disheartening moments would come upon him. To attempt to sweep away the evils of Honey Fair appeared a far more formidable task than to cleanse the Augean Stables could ever have appeared to Hercules. He knew that any endeavour, whether on his part or on that of others, who might be far more experienced and capable than he, would be utterly fruitless unless the incentive to exertion, to strive to do better, should be first born within themselves. Ah, my friends! the aid of others may be looked upon as a great thing; but without self-struggle and self-help little good will be effected.

One evening in passing the house partially occupied by the Crosses the door was flung violently open, a girl of fifteen flew shrieking out and a saucer of wet tea-leaves came flying after her. The tea-leaves alighted on the girls neck, just escaping Williams arm. It was the youngest girl of the family, Patty. The tea-leaves had come from Mrs. Cross. Her face was red with passion, her voice loud; the girl, on her part, was insulting and abusive. Mrs. Cross had her hands stretched out, to scratch, or tear, or pull hair, and a personal skirmish would inevitably have ensued but for the chance of Williams being there. He received the hands upon his arm and contrived to detain them.

Whats the matter, Mrs. Cross?

Matter! raved Mrs. Cross. Shes a idle, impedent wicked huzzy  thats whats the matter. She knows Ive my gloving to get in for Saturday, and not a strokell she help. Theres the dishes lying dirty from dinner, the tea-cups lying from tea, and touch em she wont. She expects me to do it, and me with my gloving to find em in food! I took hold of her arm to make her do it, and she turned and struck at me, the good-for-nothing faggot! I hope none on it didnt go on you, sir, added Mrs. Cross, somewhat modifying her voice, and pausing to recover breath.

Better that it had gone on my coat than on Pattys neck, replied he, in a good-natured, half-joking tone; though, indeed, the girl, with her evil look at her mother, her insolent air, stood there scarcely worth his defence. If my mother asked me to wash tea-things or do anything else, Patty, I should do it, and think it a pleasure to help her, he added, to the girl.

Patty pushed her tangled hair behind her ears, and turned a defiant look upon her mother. Hidden as she had thought it from William, he saw it.

You just wait, nodded Mrs. Cross, in answer as defiant. Ill make your back smart by-and-by.

Which of the two was the more in fault? It was hard to say. The girl had never been brought up to know her duty, or to do it. The mother from her earliest childhood had given abuse and blows; no kindly, persuasive words; no training. Little wonder, now Patty was growing up, that she turned again. It was the usual sort of maternal government throughout Honey Fair. In these, and similar cases, where could interference or counsel avail, unless the spirit of the mothers and daughters could be changed?

William walked on, after the little episode of the tea-leaves. He could not help contrasting these homes with his home; their life with his life. He was given to reflection beyond his years, and he wished these people could be aroused to improvement both of mind and body. They were living for no end; toiling only to satisfy the wants of the day  nay, to arrest the wants, rather than to satisfy them. How many of them were so much as thinking of another world? Their toil and turmoil in this was too great to enable them to cast a thought to the next.

I wonder, mused William, as he stepped towards M. Colins, whether some of the better-conducted of the men might not be induced to come round to Easts in an evening? It might be a beginning, at any rate. Once wean the men from the public-houses, and theres no knowing what reform might be effected. I would willingly give up an hour or two of my evenings to them!

His visit to M. Colin over, he retraced his steps to Honey Fair and turned into Robert Easts. It was past eight oclock then. Robert and Stephen Crouch were home from work, and were getting out their books. Charlotte sat by, at work as usual, and Tom East was drawing Charlottes head towards him, to whisper something to her.

Robert, said William, speaking impulsively, the moment he entered, I wonder whether you could induce a few of your neighbours to come here of an evening?

What for, sir? asked Robert turning round from the book-shelves where he stood, searching for some volume.

It might be so much better for them. It might end in being so. I wish, he added with sudden warmth, we could get all Honey Fair here!

All Honey Fair! echoed Stephen Crouch in astonishment.

I mean what I say, Crouch.

Why, sir, the room wouldnt hold a quarter or a tenth part, or a hundredth part of them.

William laughed. No, that it would not, practically. There is so much discomfort around us, and  and ill-doing  I must call it so, for want of a better name  that I sometimes wish we could mend it a little.

Who mend it, sir?

Any one who would try. You two might help towards it. If you could seduce a few round here, and get them to be interested in your own evening occupation  books and rational conversation  and so wean them from the public-houses, it would be a great thing.

Thered never be any good done with the men, take them as a whole, sir. They are an ignorant, easy-going lot, and dont care to be better.

Thats just it, Crouch. They dont care to be better. But they might be taught to care. It would be a very great thing if Honey Fair could be brought to spend its evenings as you spend yours. If the men gave up spending their money, and reeling home after it; and the women kept tidy hearths and civil tongues. As Charlotte does, he added looking round at her.

Theres no denying that, sir.

I think something might be done. By degrees, you understand; not in a hurry. Were you to take the men by storm  to say, We want you to lead changed lives, and are going to show you how to do it, your movement would fail, and you would get laughed at into the bargain. Say to the men, You shant go to the public-house, because you waste your time, your money, and your temper, and, rely upon it, it would have as much effect as if you spoke to the wind. But get them to come here as a sort of change, and you may secure them for good if you make the evenings pleasant to them. In short, give them some employment or attraction that will outweigh the attractions of the public-house.

It would certainly be a good thing, said Stephen Crouch, musingly. They might be for trying to raise themselves then.

Ay, spoke William, with enthusiasm. Once let them find the day-spring within themselves, the wish to do right, to be raised above what they are now, and the rest will be easy. When once that day-spring can be found, a man is made. God never sent a man here, but he implanted that within him. The difficulty is, to awaken it.

And it is not always done, sir, said Charlotte, lifting her face from her work with a kindling eye, a heightened colour. She had found it.

Charlotte, I fear it is rarely done, instead of not always. It lies pretty dormant, to judge by appearances, in Honey Fair.

William was right. It is an epoch in a mans life, that finding what he had not inaptly called the day-spring. Self-esteem, self-reliance, the courage of long-continued patience, the striving to make the best of the minds good gifts  all are born of it. He who possesses it may soar to a bright and, happy lot, bearing in mind  may he always bear it!  the rest and reward promised hereafter.

At any rate, it would be giving them a chance, as it seems to me, observed William. I think I know one who would come. Andrew Brumm.

Ah, he would, and be glad to come, replied Robert East. He is different from many of them. I know another who would, sir; and thats Adam Thornycroft.

Charlotte bent her head over her work.

Since that cousin of his died of delirium tremens, Thornycroft has said good-bye to the public-houses. He spends his evenings at home with his mother: but I know he would like to spend them here. Tim Carter would come, sir.

If Mrs. Tim will let him, put in Tom East saucily. And a laugh went round.

Ever so few to begin with, will set the example to others, remarked William. Theres no knowing what it may grow to. Small beginnings make great endings. I have talked with my mother about Honey Fair. She has always said: Before Honey Fairs conduct can be improved, its minds must be improved.

There will be the women yet, sir, spoke Charlotte. If they are to remain as they are, it will be of little use the men doing anything for themselves.

Charlotte, once begun, I say theres no knowing where the work may end, he gravely answered.

The rain, which had been threatening all the evening, was coming down pretty smartly as William walked through Honey Fair on his return. Standing against a shutter near his own door was Jacob Cross. Good night, Jacob, said William.

Goodnight, sir, answered Jacob sullenly.

Are you standing in the rain that it may make you grow, as the children say? asked William in his ever-pleasant tone.

Im standing here cause Ive nowhere else to stand, said the man, his voice full of resentment. Im turned out of our room, and I have no money for the Horned Ram.

A good thing you have not, thought William. What has turned you out of your room? he asked.

Im turned out, sir, by the row there is in it. Our Mary Anns come home.

Mary Ann? repeated William, not quite understanding.

Our Mary Ann, what took and married Ben Tyrrett. A fine market she have brought her pigs to!

What has she done? questioned William.

Shes done enough, wrathfully answered Cross. We told her when she married Tyrrett that he was nothing but a jobber at fifteen shillings a-week  and its all he was, sir, as you know. Wait, I says to her; somebody better than himll turn up. Her mother says Wait. Others says Wait. No, not she; the girls are all marrying mad. Well, she took her own way; she would take it; and they got married, and set up upon nothing. Neither of em had saved a two-penny-piece; and Ben fond of the public; and our Mary Ann fond of laziness and finery; and not knowing how to keep house any more than her young sister Patty did.

William remembered the little interlude of that evening in which Miss Patty had played her part. Jacob continued.

It was all fine and sunshiny with em for a few days or a few weeks, till the novelty wears off, and then they finds things going cranky. The money, that begins to run short; and Mary Ann, she finds that Ben likes his glass; and Ben, he finds that shes just a doll, with no gumption or management inside her. They quarrels  naterally, and they comes to us to settle it. You was both red-hot for the bargain, says I, and you must just make the best of it and of one another. And so they went back: and it has gone on till this, quarrelling continual. And now hes took to beat her, and home she came to-night, not half an hour ago, with her three children and a black eye, vowing shell stop at home and wont go back to him again. And she and her mothers having words over it, and the babies a-squalling  enough noise to raise the ceiling off, and I come out of it. I wish I was dead, I do!

Jacobs account of the noise was scarcely exaggerated. It penetrated to where they stood, two or three houses off. William had moved closer, that the umbrella might give Cross part of its shelter. Not a very sensible wish, that of yours, is it, Cross? remarked he.

I have wished it long, sir, sensible or not sensible. I slaves away my days and have nothing but a pigsty to step into at home, and angry words in it. A nice place for a tired man! I cant afford the public more than three or four nights a-week; not that, always. Theyre getting corky at the beer-shops, nowadays, and wont give trust. Wednesday this is; Thursday, to-morrow; Friday, next night: three nights, and me without a shelter to put my head in!

I should like to take you to one to-morrow night, said William. Will you go with me?

Where to? ungraciously asked Cross.

To Robert Easts. You know how he and Crouch spend their evenings. Theres always something going on there interesting and pleasant.

Crouch and East dont want me.

Yes, they do. They will be only too glad if you, and a few more intelligent men, will join them. Try it, Cross. Theres a warm room to sit in, at all events, and nothing to pay.

Ah, its all very fine for them Easts! We havent their luck. Look at me! Down in the world.

William put his hand on the mans shoulder. Why should you be down in the world?

Why should I? repeated Cross, in surprise. Because I am, he logically answered.

That is not the reason. The reason is because you do not try to rise in the world.

Its no use trying.

Have you ever tried?

Why, no! How can I try?

You wished just now that you were dead. Would it not be better to wish to live?

Not such a life as mine.

But to wish to live would seem to imply that it must be a better life. And why need your life be so miserable? You gain fair wages; your wife earns money. Altogether I suppose you must have twenty-six or twenty-eight shillings a week  

But theres no thrift with it, exclaimed Cross. It melts away somehow. Before the middle of the week comes, its all gone.

You spend some at the Horned Ram, you know, said William, not in a reproving tone.

She squanders away in rubbish more than that, was Jacobs answer, pointing towards his house, and not giving at all a complimentary stress upon the she.

And with nothing to show for it in return, either of you. Try another plan, Jacob.

Id not be backward  if I could see one to try, said he, after a pause.

Be here at half-past eight to-morrow evening, and I will go in with you to Easts. If you cannot see any better way, you can spend a pleasant evening. But now, Jacob, let me say a word to you, and do you note it. If you find the evening pass agreeably, go the next evening, and the next; go always. You cant tell all that may arise from it in time. I know of one thing that will.

Whats that, sir?

Why, that instead of wishing yourself dead, you will grow to think life too short, for the good you find in it.

He went on his way. Jacob Cross, deprived of the umbrella, stood in the rain as before and looked after him, indulging his reflections.

He is a young man, and things wear their bright side to him. But he has a cordial way with him, and dont look at folks as if they was dirt.

And that had been the origin of the soirées held at Robert Easts. By degrees ten or a dozen men took to going there, and  what was more  to like to go, and to find an interest in it. It was a great improvement upon the Horned Ram.




CHAPTER XXII.

HENRY ASHLEYS OBJECT IN LIFE.

On one of the warm, bright days that we sometimes have in the month of February, all the brighter from their contrast to the passing winter, William Halliburton was walking home to tea from the manufactory, and overtook Henry Ashley limping along.

Henry was below the middle height, and slight in form, with the same beautiful face that had marked his boyhood, delicately refined in feature, brilliant in colour; the same upright lines of pain knit in the smooth white brow.

Just the man I wanted, said he, linking his arm within Williams. You are a good help up a hill, and I am hot and tired.

Wrapped up in that coat, with its fur lining, I should think you are! I have doffed my elegant cloak, you see, to-day.

Is it off to the British Museum?

William laughed. I have not had time to pack it up.

I am glad I met you. You must come home to tea with me. Well? Why are you hesitating? You have no engagement?

Nothing more than usual. My studies  

You are study mad! interrupted Henry Ashley. What do you want to be? A Socrates? An Admirable Crichton?

Nothing so formidable. I want to be useful.

And you make yourself accomplished, as a preliminary step to it. Mary took up the fencing-sticks for you yesterday. Herbert Dare was at our house  some freak is taking him to be a pretty constant visitor just now  and the talk turned upon Frank. You know, broke off Henry in his quaint way, I never use long words when short ones will do: you learned ones would say conversation. Mr. Keating had said to my father that Frank Halliburton was a brilliant scholar, and I retailed it to Herbert. I knew it would put him up, and theres nothing I like half so much as to rile the Dares. Herbert sneered. And he owes it partly to William, I went on, for if Franks a brilliant scholar, Williams a brillianter! William Halliburton a brilliant scholar! stormed scornful Herbert. Has he learnt to be one at the manufactory? So long as he knows how gloves are made, thats enough for him. What does he want with the requirements of gentlemen? Up looked Miss Mary; her colour rising, her eyes flashing. She was at her drawing: at which, by the way, she makes no progress; nothing to be compared with Anna Lynn. William Halliburton has forgotten more than you ever learnt, Herbert Dare, cried she; and theres more of the true gentleman in his little finger than there is in your whole body. Theres for you, Herbert Dare, whistled I; but its true, lad, like it or not as you may! Herbert was riled.

Henry turned his head as he concluded, and looked up at William. A gleam like a sunbeam had flashed into Williams eyes; a colour to his cheeks.

Well? cried Henry sharply, for William did not speak. Have you nothing to say?

It was generous of Miss Ashley.

I dont mean that. Oh dear! sighed Henry, who appeared to be in one of his fitful moods; who is to know whether things will turn out crooked or straight in this world of ours? What objection have you to coming home with me for the evening? Thats what I mean.

None. I can give up my books for a night, bookworm as you think me. But they will expect me at Easts.

Happy the man that expecteth nothing! responded Henry. Disappoint them.

As for disappointing them, I shouldnt so much mind, but I cant abide to disappoint myself, returned William, quoting from Goldsmiths good old play, of which both he and Henry were fond.

You dont mean to say it would be a disappointment to you, not giving the lesson, or whatever it is, to those working chaps! uttered Henry Ashley.

Not as you would count disappointment. When I do not get round for an hour, it seems as a night lost. I know the men like to see me; and I am always fearing that we are not sure of them.

You speak as though your whole soul were in the business, returned Henry Ashley.

I think my heart is in it.

Henry looked at him wistfully, and his tone grew serious. William, I would give all I am worth, present, and to come, to change places with you.

To change places with me! echoed William, in surprise.

Yes: for you have an object in life. You may have many. To be useful in your generation is one of them.

And so may you have objects in life.

With this encumbrance! He stamped his lame leg, and a look of keen vexation settled itself in his face. You can go forth into the world with your strong limbs, your unbroken health; you can work, or you can play; you can be active, or you can be still, at will. But what am I? A poor, weak creature; infirm of temper, tortured by pain, condemned half my days to the monotony of a sick-room. Compare my lot with yours!

There are those who would choose your lot in preference to mine, were the option given them, returned William. I must work. It is a duty laid upon me. You can play.

Thank you! How?

I am not speaking literally. Every good and pleasing thing that money can purchase is at your command. You have only to enjoy them, so far as you may. One, suffering as you do, bears not upon him the responsibility to use his time, that a healthy man does. Lots, in this world, Henry, are, as I believe, pretty equally balanced. Many would envy you your life of calm repose.

It is not calm, was the abrupt rejoinder. It is disturbed by pain, and aggravated by temper; and  and  tormented by uncertainty.

At any rate, you can subdue the one.

Which, pray?

The temper. Henry  dropping his voice a victory over your own temper may be one of the few obligations laid upon you.

I wish I could live for an object, grumbled Henry.

Come round with me to Easts, sometimes.

I  daresay! retorted Henry, when he could recover from his amazement. Thank you again, Mr. Halliburton.

William laughed. But he soon resumed his seriousness. I can understand that for you, the favoured son of Mr. Ashley, reared in refinement and exclusiveness  

Enshrined in pride  the failing that Helstonleigh is pleased to call my besetting sin; sheltered under care and coddling so great that the very winds of heaven are not suffered to visit my face too roughly! was the impetuous interruption of Henry Ashley. Come! bring it all out. Dont, from motives of delicacy, keep in any of my faults, virtues, or advantages!

I can understand, I say, why you are unwilling to break through the reserve of your home habits, William calmly continued. But, if you did so, you might no longer have to complain of the want of an object in life.

At this moment they came in view of Williams house. Mrs. Halliburton happened to be at one of the windows. William nodded his greeting, and Henry raised his hat. Presently Henry began again.

Pray, do you join the town in its gratuitous opinion that Henry Ashley, of all in it, is the proudest amid the proud?

I do not find you proud, said William.

You! As far as you and I are concerned, I think the boot might be on the other leg. You might set up for being proud over me.

William could not help laughing. Putting joking aside, my opinion is, Henry, that your shyness and sensitiveness are in fault; not your pride. It is your reserved manner alone which has caused Helstonleigh to take up the impression that you are unduly proud.

Right, old fellow! returned Henry in emphatic tones. If you knew how far I and pride stand apart  but let it pass.

Arrived at the entrance to Mr. Ashleys, William threw open the gate for Henry, retreating himself. I must go home first, Henry. I wont be a quarter of an hour.

Henry looked cross. Why on earth, then, did you not go in as we passed? What was the use of your coming up here to go back again?

I thought my arm was helping you.

So it was. But  there! dont be an hour.

As William walked rapidly back, he met Mrs. Ashleys carriage. She and Mary were in it. Mrs. Ashley nodded as he raised his hat, and Mary glanced at him with a smile and a heightened colour. She had grown up to excessive beauty.

A few moments, and William met beauty of another style  Anna Lynn. Her cheeks were the flushed, dimpled cheeks of her childhood; the same sky-blue eyes gleaming from between their long dark lashes; the same profusion of silky, brown hair; the same gentle, sweetly modest manners. William stopped to shake hands with her.

Out alone, Anna?

I am on my way to take tea with Mary Ashley.

Are you? We shall meet there, then.

That will be pleasant. Fare thee well for the present, William.

She continued her way. William ran in home, and to his chamber. Dressing himself hastily, he went to the room where his mother sat, and stood before her.

Does my coat fit me, mother?

Why, where are you going? she asked.

To Mrs. Ashleys. I have put on my new coat. Does it do? It seems all right  throwing up his arms.

Yes, it fits you exactly. I think you are growing a dandy. Go along. I must not look at you too long.

Why not? he asked in surprise.

In case I grow proud of my eldest son. And I would rather be proud of his goodness than of his looks.

William laughingly gave his mother a farewell kiss. Tell Gar I am sorry he will not have me at his elbow this evening, to find fault with his Greek. Good-bye, mother dear.

In truth, there was something remarkably noble in William Halliburtons appearance. As he entered Mrs. Ashleys drawing-room, the fact seemed to strike upon Henry with unusual force, who greeted him from his distant sofa.

So thats what you went back for!  to turn yourself into a buck! he called out as William approached him. As if you were not well enough before! Did you dress for me, pray?

For you! laughed William. Thats good!

In saying me, I include the family, returned Henry quaintly. Theres no one else to dress for.

Yes, there is. Theres Anna Lynn.

Now, in good truth, William had no covert meaning in giving this answer. The words rose to his lips, and he spoke them lightly. Perhaps he could have given a very different one, had he been compelled to speak out the inmost feeling of his heart. Strange, however, was the effect on Henry Ashley. He grasped Williams arm with emotion, and pulled his face down to him as he lay.

What do you say? What do you mean?

I mean nothing in particular. Anna is here.

You shall not evade me, gasped Henry. I must have it out, now or later. What is it that you mean?

William stood, almost confounded. Henry was evidently in painful excitement; every vestige of colour had forsaken his sensitive countenance, and his white hands shook as they held William.

What do you mean? William whispered. I said nothing to agitate you thus, that I am aware of. Are we at cross-purposes?

A spot, bright as carmine, began to flush into the invalids pale cheeks, and he moved his face so that the light did not fall upon it.

Ill have it out, I say. What is Anna Lynn to you?

Nothing, answered William, a smile parting his lips.

What is she to you? reiterated Henry, his tone painfully earnest.

William edged himself on to the sofa, so as to cover Henry from the gaze of any eyes that might be directed to him from the other parts of the room. I like Anna very much, he said in a clear, low tone; almost as I might like a sister; but I have no love for her, in the sense you would imply  if I am not mistaking your meaning. And I never shall have.

Henry looked at him wistfully. On your honour?

Henry! was there need to ask it? On my honour, if you will.

No, no; there was no need: you are always truthful. Bear with me, William! bear with my infirmities.

My sister Anna Lynn might be, and welcome. My wife never.

Henry did not answer. His face was growing damp with physical pain.

You have one of your fits of suffering coming on! breathed William. Shall I get you anything?

Hush! only sit there, to hide me from them: and be still.

William did as he was requested, sitting so as to screen him from Mrs. Ashley and the rest. He held his hands, and the paroxysm, sharp while it lasted, passed away. Henrys very lips had grown white with pain.

You see what a poor wretch I am!

I see that you suffer, was Williams compassionate answer.

From henceforth there is a fresh bond of union between us, for you possess my secret. It is what no one else in the world does. William, thats my object in life.

William did not reply. Perplexity was crowding on his mind, shading his countenance.

Well! cried Henry, beginning to recover his equanimity, and with it his sharp retorts. Why are you looking so blue?

Will it be smooth sailing for you, Henry, with Mr. Ashley?

Yes, I think it will, was the hasty rejoinder: its very haste, its fractious tone, proving that Henry was by no means so sure of it as he would imply. I am not as others are: therefore he will let minor considerations yield to my happiness.

William looked uncommonly grave. Mr. Ashley is not all, he said, arousing from a reverie. There may be difficulties elsewhere. She must not marry out of their own society. Samuel Lynn is one of its strictest members.

Rubbish! Samuel Lynn is my fathers servant, and I am my fathers son. If Samuel should take a strait-laced fit, and hold out, why, Ill turn broadbrim.

Samuel Lynn is my fathers servant! In that very fact, William saw cause to fear that it might not be such plain sailing with Mr. Ashley as Henry wished to anticipate. He could not help looking the doubts he felt. Henry observed it.

Whats the matter now? he peevishly asked. I do think you were born to be the plague of my life! My belief is, you want her for yourself.

I am only anxious for you, Henry. I wish you could have assured yourself that it would go well, before  before allowing your feelings to be irrevocably bound up in it. A blow, for you, might be hard to bear.

How could I help my feelings? retorted Henry. I did not fix them purposely on Anna Lynn. Before I knew anything about it, they had fixed themselves. Almost before I knew that I cared for her, she was more to me than the sun in the heavens. There has been no help for it at all, I tell you. So dont preach.

Have you spoken to her?

Henry shook his head. The time has not come for it. I must make it right with the master before I can stir a step: and I fear it is not quite ripe for that. Mind you dont talk.

William smiled. I will mind.

Youd better. If that Quaker society got a hint of it, theres no knowing what a hullabaloo they might make. They might be for reading Anna a public lecture at Meeting: or get Samuel Lynn to vow hed not give his consent.

I should argue in this way, were I you, Henry. With my love so firmly fixed on Anna Lynn  I beg your pardon, Miss Ashley.

William started up. Mary Ashley was standing close to the sofa. Had she caught the sense of the last words?

Mamma spoke twice, but you were too busily engaged to hear, said Mary. Henry, James is waiting to wheel your sofa to the tea-table.

Henry rose. Passing his arm through Williams, he approached the group. The servant pushed the sofa after them. Standing together were Mary Ashley and Anna Lynn. They presented a great contrast to each other. Mary wore an evening dress of shimmering silk, its low body trimmed with rich white lace; white lace hung from its drooping sleeves: and she had on ornaments of gold. Anna was in grey merino, high in the neck, close at the wrists; not a bit of lace about her, not an ornament; nothing but a plain white linen collar. Catch me letting her wear those Methodistical things when she shall be mine! thought Henry. Ill make a bonfire of the lot.

But the Quaker cap? Ah! it was not there. Anna had continued her habit at home of throwing it off, as formerly. Patience reprimanded in vain. She was not seconded by Samuel Lynn. We are by ourselves, Patience; it does not much matter, he would say; the child says she is cooler without it. But had Samuel Lynn known that Anna was in the habit of discarding it on every possible occasion when she was from home, he had been as severe as Patience. At Mr. Ashleys, especially, she would sit, as now, without it, her lovely face made more lovely by its falling curls. Anna did wrong, and she knew it; but she was a wilful girl, and a vain one. That pretty, timid, retiring manner concealed much self-will, much vanity; though in some things she was as easily swayed as a child.

She disobeyed Patience in another matter. Patience would say to her, Should Mary Ashley be opening her instrument of music, thee will mind not to listen to her songs: thee can go into another room.

Oh, yes, Patience, she would answer; I will mind.

But, instead of not listening, Miss Anna would place herself near the piano, and drink in the songs as if her whole heart were in the music. Music had a great effect upon her; and there she would sit entranced, as though she were in some earthly Elysium. She said nothing of this at home; but the deceit was wrong.

They were sitting down to tea, when Herbert Dare came in. The hours for meals were early at Mr. Ashleys: the medical men considered it best for Henry. Herbert could be a gentleman when he chose; good-looking also; quite an addition to a drawing-room. He took his seat between Mary and Anna.

I say, how is it you are not dining at home this evening? asked Henry, who somehow did not regard the Dares with any great favour.

I dined in the middle of the day, was Herberts reply.

The condescension! I thought only plebeians did that. James, is there a piece of chalk in the house? I must chalk that up.

Henry! Henry! reproved Mrs. Ashley.

Oh, let him talk, Mrs. Ashley, said Herbert, with supreme good humour. Theres nothing he likes so well as a wordy war.

Nothing in the world, acquiesced Henry. Especially with Herbert Dare.




CHAPTER XXIII.

ATTERLYS FIELD.

Laughing, talking, playing at proverbs, earning and paying forfeits, it was a merry group in Mrs. Ashleys drawing-room. That lady herself was not joining in the merriment. She sat apart at a small table, some work in her hand, speaking a word now and then, and smiling to herself in echo to some unusual burst of laughter. It was so surprising that only five voices could make so much noise. They were sitting in a circle; Mary Ashley between William Halliburton and Herbert Dare, Anna Lynn between Herbert Dare and Henry Ashley, Henry and William side by side.

Time, in these happy moments, passes rapidly. In due course, the hands of the French clock on the mantel-piece pointed to half-past eight, and its silver tones rang out the chimes. They were at the end of the game, and just settling themselves to commence another. The half-hour aroused William, and he glanced towards the clock.

Half-past eight! who would have thought it? I had no idea it was so late. I must leave you just for half an hour, he added, rising.

Leave for what? cried Henry Ashley.

To go as far as Easts. I will not remain there.

Henry broke into a wordy war, as Herbert Dare had called it earlier in the evening. William smiled, and overruled him in his quiet way.

They have my promise to go round this evening, he said. I gave it them unconditionally, and must just go round to tell them I cannot come  if thats not a contradiction. Dont look so cross, Henry.

Of course, you dont mean to come back, resentfully spoke Henry. When you get there, youll stop there.

No; I have told you I will not. But if I let them expect me all the evening, they will be looking and waiting, and do no good.

He went out as he spoke, and left the house. As he reached the gate Mr. Ashley was coming in. Mr. Ashley had been in the manufactory; he did not often go there after tea. Going already, William? Mr. Ashley exclaimed in accents of surprise.

Not for long, sir. I must just look in at Easts.

Is that scheme likely to prosper? Can you keep the men?

Yes, indeed, I think so. My hopes are strong.

Well, theres nothing like hope, answered Mr. Ashley, with a laugh. But I shall wonder if you do keep them. William, he added, after a slight pause, his tone changing to a business one, I have a few words to say to you. I was about to speak to you in the counting-house this afternoon, but something put it aside. I have changed my plans with respect to this Lyons journey. Instead of despatching you, as I had thought of doing, I believe I shall send Samuel Lynn.

Mr. Ashley paused. William did not immediately reply.

Samuel Lynns experience is greater than yours. It is a new thing, and he will see, better than you could do, what can and what cannot be done.

Very well, sir, at length answered William.

You speak as though you were disappointed, remarked Mr. Ashley.

William was disappointed. But his motive for the feeling lay far deeper than Mr. Ashley supposed. I should like to have gone, sir, very much. But  of course, my liking, or not liking, has nothing to do with it. Perhaps it is as well that I should not go, he resumed, more in soliloquy, as if he were trying to reconcile himself to the disappointment by argument, than in observation to Mr. Ashley. I do not see how the men would have done without me at Easts.

Ay, thats a grave consideration, replied Mr. Ashley jokingly, as he turned to walk to his own door.

William stood still, nailed as it were to the spot, looking after his master. A most unwelcome thought had flashed over him; and in the impulse of the moment he followed Mr. Ashley, to speak it out. Even in the nights obscurity, his emotion was perceptible.

Mr. Ashley, the suspicion cast on me, at the time that cheque was lost, has not been the reason  the reason for your declining to intrust me with this commission?

Mr. Ashley looked at him in surprise. But that Williams agitation was all too real, he would have laughed at him.

William, I think you are turning silly. No suspicion was cast on you.

You have never stirred in the matter, sir; you have never spoken to me to tell me you were satisfied that I was not in any way guilty, was Williams impulsive answer.

Spoken to you! where was the need? Why, William, my whole life, my daily intercourse with you, is only so much proof that you have my full confidence. Should I admit you to my home, to the companionship of my children, if I had no more faith in you than that?

True, said William, beginning to recover himself. It was a thought that flashed over me, sir, when you said I was not to be sent on this journey. I should not like you to doubt me; I could not live under it.

William, you reproached me with not having stirred in  

I beg your pardon, sir. I never thought of such a thing as reproach. I would not presume to do it.

I have not stirred in the matter, resumed Mr. Ashley. A very disagreeable suspicion arises in my mind at times, as to how the cheque went; and I do not choose to stir in it. Have you no suspicion on the point?

The question took William by surprise. He stammered in his answer; an unusual thing for him to do. N  o.

I ask if you have a suspicion? quietly repeated Mr. Ashley, meaningly, as if he took Williams answer for nothing, or had not heard it.

Then William spoke out readily. A suspicion has crossed my mind, sir. But it is one I should not like to breathe to you.

Thats enough. I see. White voluntarily took the loss of the money on himself. He came to me to say so; therefore, I infer that it has in some private way been refunded to him. Mr. Dare veered round, and advised me not to investigate the affair, as I was no loser by it; Delves hinted the same thing. Altogether, I can see through the thing pretty clearly, and I am content to let it rest. Are you satisfied? If not  

Mr. Ashley broke off abruptly. William waited.

So, dont turn foolish again. You and I now understand each other. William! he emphatically added, I am growing to like you almost as I like my own children. I am proud of you; and I shall be prouder yet. God bless you, my boy!

It was so very rare that the calm, dignified Thomas Ashley was betrayed into anything like demonstrativeness, that William could only stand and look. And while he looked, the door closed on his master.

He went way with all speed, calling at his home. Were the truth to be told, perhaps William was quite as anxious to be back again at Mr. Ashleys as Henry was that he should be there. Scarcely stopping for a word of greeting, he opened a drawer, took from it a small case of fossils, and then searched for something else; something which apparently he could not find.

Have any of you seen my microscope? he asked, turning to the group at the table bending over their books.

Jane looked round. My dear, I lent it to Patience to-day. I suppose she forgot to return it. Gar, will you go and ask her for it?

Dont disturb yourself, Gar, said William. I am going out, and will ask Patience myself.

Patience was alone in her parlour. She returned him the microscope, saying that the reason she had not sent it in was, that she had not had time to use it. Thee art in evening dress! she remarked to William.

I am at Mrs. Ashleys. I have only come out for a few minutes. Thank you. Good night, Patience.

Wait thee a moment, William. Is Anna ready to come home?

No, that she is not. Why?

I want to send for her. Samuel Lynn is spending the evening in the town, so I must send Grace. And I dont care to send her late. She will only get talking to John Pembridge, if she goes out after he is home from work.

William smiled. It is natural that she should, I suppose. When are they going to be married?

Shortly, answered Patience, in a tone not quite so equable as usual. Patience saw no good in people getting married in general; and she was vexed at the prospect of losing Grace in particular. She leaves us in a fortnight from this, she continued, alluding to Grace, and all her thoughts seem to be bent now upon meeting John Pembridge. Could thee bring Anna home for me?

With pleasure, replied William.

That is well, then. Grace does not deserve to go out to-night, for she wilfully crossed me to-day. Good evening, William.

Fossil-case in hand, and the microscope in his pocket, William made the best of his way to Honey Fair. Robert East, Stephen Crouch, Brumm, Thornycroft, Carter, Cross, and some half-dozen others, were crowded round Roberts table. William handed them the fossils and the microscope; told the men to amuse themselves with them for that night, and he would explain more about them on the morrow. He was ever anxious that the men should have some object of amusement as a rallying point on these evenings; anything to keep their interest awakened.

Before the half-hour had expired, he was back at Mr. Ashleys. Proverbs had been given up, and Mary was at the piano. Mr. Ashley had been accompanying her on the flute, on which instrument he was a brilliant player, and when William entered she was singing a duet with Herbert Dare. Anna  disobedient Anna  was seated, listening with all her ears and heart to the music, her up-turned countenance quite wonderful to look upon in its rapt delight.

I think you could sing, spoke Henry Ashley to her, in an undertone, after watching her while the song lasted.

Anna shook her head. I may not try, she said, raising her blue eyes to him for one moment, and then dropping them.

The time may come when you may, returned Henry, in a deeper whisper.

She did not answer, she did not lift her eyes; but the faintest possible smile parted her rosy lips  a smile which seemed to express a consciousness that perhaps that time might come. And Henry, shy and sensitive, stood apart and gazed upon her, his heart beating.

Young lady, said William, advancing, do you know that a special honour has been assigned me to-night? One that concerns you.

Anna raised her eyes now. She felt as much at ease with William as she did with her father or Patience. What dost thee say, William? An honour?

That of seeing you safely home. I  

Whats that for? interrupted Anna. Wheres my father?

He is not at home this evening. And Patience did not care to send out Grace. Ill take care of you.

William could not but observe the sudden flush, the glow of pleasure, or what looked like pleasure, that overspread Annas countenance at the information. Whats that for? he thought, echoing her recent words. But Mary began to sing again, and his attention was diverted.

Ten oclock was the signal for departure. As they were going out  William, Anna, and Herbert Dare, who took the opportunity to leave with them  Henry Ashley limped after them, and drew William aside in the hall.

Honour bright, mind, my friend!

William did not understand. Honour bright, always, said he. But what do you mean?

Youll not get making love to her on your way home!

William could not help laughing. He turned his amused face full on Henry. Be at rest. I would not care to make love to her, had I full leave and license from the Quaker society, granted me in public meeting.

Do you think I did not see her brightened countenance when you told her she was to go home with you? retorted Henry.

I saw it too. I conclude she was pleased that her father was not coming for her, little undutiful thing! However it may have been, rely upon it that brightening was not for me.

Pressing his hand warmly, with a pressure that no false friend ever gave, William hastened away. It was time. Herbert Dare and Anna had not waited for him, but were ever so far ahead.

Very polite of you! cried William, when he caught them up. Anna, had you gone pitching into that part of the path they are mending, I should have been responsible, you know. You might have waited for me.

He spoke good-humouredly, making a joke of it. Herbert Dare did not appear to receive it as one. He retorted haughtily.

Do you suppose I am not capable of taking care of Miss Lynn? As much so as you, at any rate.

Possibly, coolly returned William, not losing his good-humoured tone. Herbert Dare had given Anna his arm. William walked near her on the other side. Thus they reached Mr. Lynns.

Good night, said Herbert, shaking hands with her. Good night to you, Halliburton.

Good night, replied William.

Herbert Dare set off running. William knocked at the door and waited until it was opened. Then he also shook hands with Anna, and saw her in.

Frank and Gar were putting up their books for the night when William entered. The boarders had gone to bed. Jane, a very unusual thing for her, was sitting by the fire, doing nothing.

Am I not idle, William? she said.

William bent to kiss her. Theres no need for you to be anything but idle now, mother.

No need! William, you know better. Theres great need that none should be idle: none in the world. But I have a bad headache to-night.

William, called out Gar, they brought this round for you from Easts. Young Tom came with it.

It was the case of fossils and the microscope. William observed that they need not have sent them, as he should want them there the next evening. Patience said she had not had time to use the microscope, he continued. I think I will take it in to her. I suppose she has been buying linen, and wants to see if the threads are even.

The Lynns will have gone to bed by this time, said Jane.

Not to-night. I have only just seen Anna home from Mrs. Ashleys; and Mr. Lynn has gone out to supper.

He turned to leave the room with the microscope, but Gar was looking at the fossils and asked the loan of it. A few minutes, and William finally went out.

Patience came to the door, in answer to his knock. She thanked him for the microscope and stood a minute or two chatting. Patience was fond of a gossip; there was no denying it.

Will thee not walk in?

Not now, he said, turning away. Good night, Patience.

Good night to thee. Thee send in Anna, please. She is having a pretty long talk with thy mother.

William was at a loss. I saw Anna in from Mr. Ashleys.

She did but ask whether her father was home, and then ran through the house, replied Patience. She had a message for thy mother, she said, from Margaret Ashley.

Mrs. Ashley does not send messages to my mother, returned William, in some wonder. They have no acquaintance with each other  beyond a bow, in passing.

She must have sent her one to-night  why else should the child go in to deliver it? persisted Patience. Not but that Anna is always running into thy house at nights. I fear she must trouble thy mother at her class.

She never stays long enough for that, replied William. When she does come in  and it is not often  she just opens the door; How dost thee, friend Jane Halliburton? and out again.

Then thee can know nothing about it, William. I tell thee she never stays less than an hour, and she is always there. I say to her that one of these evenings thy mother may likely be hinting to her that her room will be more acceptable than her company. Thee send her home now, please.

William turned away. Curious thoughts were passing through his mind. That Anna did not go in, in the frequent manner Patience intimated; that she rarely stayed above a minute or two, he knew. He knew  at least, he felt perfectly sure  that Anna was not at his house now; had not been there. And yet Patience said Send her home.

Has Anna been here? he asked when he went in.

Anna? No.

Not just that moment, to draw observation, but presently, William left the room, and went into the garden at the back. A very unpleasant suspicion had arisen in his mind. It might not have occurred to him, but for certain glances which he had observed pass that evening between Herbert Dare and Anna  glances of confidence  as if they had a private mutual understanding on some point or other. He had not understood them then: he very much feared he was about to understand them now.

Opening the gate leading to the field at the back, commonly called Atterlys Field, he looked cautiously around. For a moment or two he could see nothing. The hedge was thick on either side, and no living being appeared to be beneath its shade. But he saw farther when his eyes became accustomed to the obscurity.

Pacing slowly together, were Herbert Dare and Anna. Now moving on, a few steps; now pausing to converse more at ease. William drew a deep breath. He saw quite enough to be sure this was not the first time they had so paced together: and thought after thought crowded on his mind; one idea, one remembrance chasing another.

Was this the explanation of the plaid cloak, which had paraded stealthily on that very field-path during the past winter? There could not be a doubt of it. And was it in this manner that Annas flying absences from home were spent  absences which she, in her unpardonable deceit, had accounted for to Patience by saying that she was with Mrs. Halliburton? Alas for Anna! Alas for all who deviate by an untruth from the path of rectitude! If the misguided child  she was little better than a child  could only have seen the future that was before her! It may have been very pleasant, very romantic to steal a march on Patience, and pace out there in the cold, chattering to Herbert Dare; listening to his protestations that he cared for no one in the world but herself; never had cared, never should care: but it was laying up for Anna a day of reckoning, the like of which had rarely fallen on a young head. William seemed to take it all in at a glance; and, rising tumultuously over other unpleasant thoughts, came the remembrance of Henry Ashleys misplaced and ill-starred love.

With another deep breath, that was more like a groan than anything else  for Herbert Dare never brought good to any one in his life, and William knew it  William set off towards them. Whether they heard footsteps, or whether they thought the time for parting had come, certain it was that Herbert was gone before William could reach them, and Anna was speeding towards her home with a fleet step. William placed himself in her way, and she started aside with a scream that went echoing through the field. Then they had not heard him.

William, is it thee? Thee hast frightened me nearly out of my senses.

Anna, he gravely said, Patience is waiting for you.

Anna Lynns imagination led her to all sorts of fantastic fears. Oh, William, thee hast not been in to Patience! she exclaimed, in sudden trembling. Thee hast not been to our house to seek me!

They had reached his gate now. He halted, and took her hand in his, his manner impressive, his voice firm. Anna, I must speak to you as I would to my own sister; as I might to Janey, had she lived, and been drawn into this terrible imprudence. Though, indeed, I should not then speak, but act. What tales are they that Herbert Dare is deceiving you with?

Hast thee been in to Patience? Hast thee been in to Patience? reiterated Anna.

Patience knows nothing of this. She thinks you are at our house. I ask you, Anna, what foolish tales Herbert Dare is deceiving you with?

Anna  relieved on the score of her fright  shook her head petulantly. He is not deceiving me with any. He would not deceive.

Anna, hear me. His very nature, as I believe, is deceit. I fear he has little truth, little honour within him. Is Herbert professing to  to love you?

I will not answer thee aught. I will not hear thee speak against Herbert Dare.

Anna, he continued in a lower tone, you ought to be afraid of Herbert Dare. He is not a good man.

How wilful she was! It is of no use thy talking, she reiterated, putting her fingers to her ears. Herbert Dare is good. I will not hear thee speak against him.

Then, Anna, as you meet it in this way, I must inform your father or Patience of what I have seen. If you will not keep yourself out of harms way, they must do it for you.

It terrified her to the last degree. Anna could have died rather than suffer her escapade to reach the ears of home. How can thee talk of harm, William? What harm is likely to come to me? I did no more harm talking to Herbert Dare here, than I did, talking to him in Margaret Ashleys drawing-room.

My dear child, you do not understand things, he answered. The very fact of your stealing from your home to walk about in this manner, however innocent it may be in itself, would do you incalculable harm in the eyes of the world. And I am quite sure that in no shape or form can Herbert Dare bring you good, or contribute to your good. Tell me one thing, Anna: Have you learnt to care much for him?

I dont care for him at all, responded Anna.

No! Then why walk about with him?

Because its fun to cheat Patience.

Oh, Anna, this is very wrong, very foolish. Do you mean what you say  that you do not care for him?

Of course I mean it, she answered. I think he is very kind and pleasant, and he gave me a pretty locket. But thats all. William, thee wilt not tell upon me? she continued, clinging to his arm, her tone changing to one of entreaty, as the terror, which she had been endeavouring to conceal with light words, returned upon her. William! thee art kind and obliging  thee wilt not tell upon me! I will promise thee never to meet Herbert Dare again, if thee wilt not.

It would be for your own sake, Anna, that I should speak. How do I know that you would keep your word?

I give thee my promise that I will! I will not meet Herbert Dare in this way again. I tell thee I do not care to meet him. Canst thee not believe me?

He did believe her, implicitly. Her eyes were streaming; her pretty hands clung about him. He did like Anna very much, and he would not draw vexation upon her, if it could be avoided with expediency.

I will rely upon you then, Anna. Believe me, you could not choose a worse friend in all Helstonleigh, than Herbert Dare. I have your word?

Yes. And I have thine.

He placed her arm within his own, and led her to the back door of her house. Patience was standing at it. I have brought you the little truant, he said.

It is well thee hast, replied Patience. I had just opened the door to come after her. Anna, thee art worse than a wild thing. Running off in this manner!

It had not been in Williams way to see much of Annas inner qualities. He had not detected her deceit; he did not know that she could be untruthful when it suited her to be so. He had firm faith in her word, never questioning that it might be depended upon. Nevertheless, when he came afterwards to reflect upon the matter, he thought it might be his duty to give Patience a little word of caution. And this he could do without compromising Anna.

He contrived to see Patience alone the very next day. She began talking of their previous evening at the Ashleys.

Yes, observed William, it was a pleasant evening. It would have been all the pleasanter, though, but for one who was there  Herbert Dare.

I do not admire the Dares, said Patience frigidly.

Nor I. But I observed one thing, Patience  that he admires Anna. Were Anna my sister, I should not like her to be too much admired by Herbert Dare. So take care of her.

Patience looked steadily at him. William continued, his tone confidential.

You know what Herbert Dare is said to be, Patience  fonder of leading people to ill than to good. Anna is giddy  as you yourself tell her twenty times a day. I would keep her carefully under my own eyes. I would not even allow her to run into our house at night, as she is fond of doing, he added with marked emphasis. She is as safe there as she is here; but it is giving her a taste of liberty that she may not be the better for in the end. When she comes in, send Grace with her, or bring her yourself: I will see her home again. Tell her she is a grown-up young lady now, and it is not proper that she should go out unattended, he concluded, laughing.

William, I do not quite understand thee. Hast thee cause to say this?

All I say, Patience, is  keep her out of the way of possible harm, of undesirable friendships. Were Anna to be drawn into a liking for Herbert Dare, I am sure it would not be agreeable to Mr. Lynn. He would never consider the Dares a desirable family for her to marry into  

Marry into the family of the Dares! interrupted Patience hotly. Art thee losing thy senses, William?

These likings sometimes lead to marriage, quietly continued William. Therefore, I say, keep her away from all chance of forming them. Believe me, my advice is good.

I think I understand, concluded Patience. I thank thee kindly, William.




CHAPTER XXIV.

ANNAS EXCUSE.

A very unpleasant part of the story has now to be touched upon. Unpleasant things occur in real life, and if true pictures have to be given of the world as it exists, as it goes on its round, day by day, allusion to them cannot be wholly avoided.

Certain words of William Halliburton to Patience had run in this fashion: Were Anna to be drawn into a liking for Herbert Dare, I am sure it would not be agreeable to Mr. Lynn. He would never consider the Dares a desirable family for her to marry into. In thus speaking, William had striven to put the case in a polite sort of form to the ears of Patience. As to any probability of marriage between one of the Dares and Anna Lynn, he would scarcely have believed it within the range of possibility. The Dares, one and all, would have considered Anna far beneath them in position, whilst the difference of religion would on Annas side be an almost insurmountable objection. The worst that William had contemplated was the liking he had hinted at. He cared for Annas welfare as he would have cared for a sisters, and he believed it would not contribute to her happiness that she should become attached to Herbert Dare. But for compromising Anna  and he had given his word not to do it  he would have spoken out openly and said there was a danger of this liking coming to pass, if she met him as he feared she had been in the habit of doing. Certainly he would not have alluded to the remote possibility of marriage, the mention of which had so scared Patience.

What had William thought, what had Patience said, could they have known that this liking was already implanted in Annas heart beyond recall? Alas! that it should have been so! Quiet, childish, timid as Anna outwardly appeared, the strongest affection had been aroused in her heart for Herbert Dare  was filling its every crevice. These apparently shy, sensitive natures are sometimes only the more passionate and wayward within. One evening a few months previously, Anna was walking in Atterlys Field, behind their house. Anna had been in the habit of walking there  nay, of playing there  since she was a child, and she would as soon have associated harm with their garden as with that field. Farmer Atterly kept his sheep in it, and Anna had run about with the lambs as long as she could remember. Herbert Dare came up accidentally  the path through it, leading along at the back of the houses, was public, though not much frequented  and he spoke to Anna. Anna knew him to say Good day when she passed him in the street; and she now and then saw him at Mrs. Ashleys. Herbert stayed talking with her a few minutes, and then went on his way.

Somehow, from that time, he and Anna encountered each other there pretty frequently; and that was how the liking had grown. If a qualm of conscience crossed Miss Anna at times that it was not quite the thing for a young lady to do, thus to meet a gentleman in secret, she conveniently put the qualm away. That harm should arise from it in any way never so much as crossed her mind for a moment; and to do Herbert Dare justice, real harm was probably as far from his mind as from hers.

He grew to like her, almost as she liked him. Herbert Dare did not, in the sight of Helstonleigh, stand out as a model of all the cardinal virtues; but he was not all bad. Anna believed him all good  all honour, truth, excellence; and her heart had flashed out a rebuke to William when he hinted that Herbert was not exactly a paragon. She only knew that the very sound of his footstep made her heart leap with happiness; she only knew that to her he appeared everything that was bright and fascinating. Her great dread was, lest their intimacy should become known and separation ensue. That separation would be inevitable, were her father or Patience to become cognizant of it, Anna rightly believed.

Cunning little sophist that she was! She would fain persuade herself that an innocent meeting out of doors was justifiable, where a meeting indoors was out of the question. They had no acquaintance with the Dares; consequently Herbert could plead no excuse for calling in upon them  none at least that would be likely to carry weight with Patience. And so the young lady reconciled her conscience in the best way she could, stole out as often as she was able to meet him, and left discovery to take care of itself.

Discovery came in the shape of William Halliburton. It was bad enough; but far less alarming to Anna than it might have been. Had her father dropped upon her, she would have run away and fallen into the nearest pond, in her terror and consternation.

Though guilty of certain trifling inaccuracies  such as protesting that she did not care for Herbert Dare  Anna, in that interview with William, fully meant to keep the promise she made, not to meet him again. Promises, however, given under the influence of terror or other sudden emotion, are not always kept. It would probably prove so with Annas. One thing was indisputable  that where a mind could so far forget its moral rectitude as to practise deceit in one particular, as Anna was doing, it would not be very scrupulous to keep its better promises.

Annas thoughts for many a morning latterly, when she arose, had been This evening I shall see him, and the prospect seemed to quicken her fingers, as it quickened her heart. But on the morning after the discovery, her first thought was, I must never see him again as I have done. How shall I warn him not to come? That he would be in the field again that evening, unless warned, she knew: if William Halliburton saw him there a quarrel might ensue between them; at any rate, an unpleasant scene. Anna came down, feeling cross and petulant, and inclined to wish William had been at the bottom of the sea before he had found them out the previous evening.

Where theres a will, theres a way, it is said. Anna Lynn contrived that day to exemplify it. Her will was set upon seeing Herbert Dare, and she did see him: it can scarcely be said by accident. Anna contrived to be sent into the town by Patience on an errand, and she managed to linger so long in the neighbourhood of Mr. Dares office, gazing in at the shops in West Street (if Patience had only seen her!), that Herbert Dare passed.

Anna!

Herbert, I have been waiting in the hope of seeing thee, she whispered, her manner timid as a fawn, her pretty cheeks blushing. Thee must not come again in the evening, for I cannot meet thee.

Why so? asked Herbert.

William Halliburton saw me with thee last night, and he says it is not right. I had to give him my promise not to meet thee again, or he would have told my father.

Herbert cast a word to William; not a complimentary one. What business is it of his? he asked.

I dare not stay talking to thee, Herbert. Patience will likely be sending Grace after me, finding me so long away. But I was obliged to tell thee this, lest thee should be coming again. Fare thee well!

Passing swiftly from him, Anna went on her way. Herbert did not choose to follow her in the open street. She went along, poor child, with her head down and her eyelashes glistening. It was little else than bitter sorrow thus to part with Herbert Dare.

Patience was standing at the door, looking out for her when she came in sight of home. Patience had given little heed to what William Halliburton had said the previous night, or she might not have sent Anna into Helstonleigh alone. In point of fact, Patience had thought William a little fanciful. But when, instead of being home at four oclock, as she ought to have been, the clock struck five, and she had not made her appearance, Patience began to think she did let her have too much liberty.

Now, where hast thee been? was Patiences salutation, delivered in icy tones.

I met so many people, Patience. They stayed to talk with me.

Brushing past Patience, deaf to her subsequent reproofs, Anna flew up to her own room. When she came down, her father had entered, and Patience was pouring out the tea.

Wilt thee tell thy father where thee hast been?

The command was delivered in Patiences driest tone. Anna, inwardly tormented, outwardly vexed, burst into tears. The Quaker looked up in surprise.

Patience explained. Anna had left home at three oclock to execute a little commission: she might well have been home in three-quarters of an hour and she had only made her appearance now.

What kept thee, child? asked her father.

I only looked in at a shop or two, pleaded Anna, through her tears. There were the prettiest new engravings in at Thomas Woakams! If Patience had wanted me to run both ways, she should have said so.

Notwithstanding the little spice of impertinence peeping out in the last sentence, Samuel Lynn saw no reason to correct Anna. That she could ever be wrong, he scarcely admitted to his own heart. Dry thy tears, child, and take thy tea, said he. Patience wanted thee, maybe, for some household matter; it can wait another opportunity. Patience, he added, as if to drown the sound of his words and their remembrance, are my shirts in order?

Thy shirts in order? repeated Patience. Why dost thee ask that?

I should not have asked it without reason, returned he. Wilt thee please give me an answer?

The old shirts are as much in order as things, beginning to wear, can be, replied Patience. Thy new shirts I cannot say much about. They will not be finished this side Midsummer, unless Anna sits to them a little closer than she is doing now.

Thy shirts will be ready quite in time, father; before the old ones are gone beyond wearing, spoke up Anna.

I dont know that, said Mr. Lynn. Had they been ready, child, I might have wanted them now. I am going a journey.

Is it the French journey thee hast talked of once or twice lately? interposed Patience.

Yes, said Samuel Lynn. The master was speaking to me about it this afternoon. We were interrupted, and I did not altogether gather when he wishes me to start; but I fancy it will be immediately  

Oh, father! couldst thee not take me?

The interruption came from Anna. Her blue eyes were glistening, her cheeks were crimson; a journey to the interior of France wore charms for her as great as it did for Cyril Dare. All the way home from West Street she had been thinking how she should spend her miserable home days, debarred of the evening snatches of Mr. Herberts charming society. Going to France would be something.

I wish I could take thee, child! But thee art aware thee might as well ask me to take the Malvern Hills.

In her inward conviction, Anna believed she might. Before she could oppose any answering but most useless argument, Samuel Lynns attention was directed to the road. Parting opposite to his house, as if they had just walked together from the manufactory, were Mr. Ashley and William Halliburton. The master walked on. William, catching Samuel Lynns eye, came across and entered.

Mr. Ashley had been telling William some news. Though no vacillating man in a general way, it appeared that he had again reconsidered his determination with regard to despatching William to France. He had come to the resolve to send him, as well as Samuel Lynn. William could not help surmising that his betrayed emotion the previous night, his fears touching Mr. Ashleys reason for not sending him, may have had something to do with that gentlemans change of mind.

Will you be troubled with me? asked he of Mr. Lynn, when he had imparted this to him.

If such be the masters fiat, I cannot help being troubled with thee, was the answer of Samuel Lynn; but the tone of his voice spoke of anything rather than dissatisfaction. Why is he sending thee as well as myself?

He told me he thought it might be best that you should show me the markets, and introduce me to the skin merchants, as I should probably have to make the journey alone in future, replied William. I had no idea, until the master mentioned it now, that you had ever made the journey yourself, Mr. Lynn; you never told me.

There was nothing, that I am aware of, to call for the information, observed the Quaker, in his usual dry manner. I went there two or three times on my own account when I was in business for myself. Did the master tell thee when he should expect us to start?

Not precisely. The beginning of the week, I think.

I have been asking my father if he cannot take me, put in Anna, in plaintive tones, looking at William.

And I have answered her, that she may as well ask me to take the Malvern Hills, was the rejoinder of Samuel Lynn. I could as likely take the one as the other.

Likely or unlikely, Samuel Lynn would have taken her beyond all doubt  taken her with a greedy, sheltering grasp  had he foreseen the result of leaving her at home, the grievous trouble that was to fall upon her head.

Thee wilt drink a dish of tea with us this evening, William?

It was Patience who spoke. William hesitated, but he saw they would be pleased at his doing so, and he sat down. The conversation turned upon France  upon Samuel Lynns experiences, and Williams anticipations. Anna lapsed into silence and abstraction.

In the bustle of moving, when Samuel Lynn was departing for the manufactory, William, before going home to his books, contrived to obtain a word alone with Anna.

Have you thought of our compact?

Yes, she said, freely meeting his eyes in honest truth. I saw him this afternoon in the street; I went on purpose to try and meet him. He will not come again.

That is well. Mind and take care of yourself, Anna, he added, with a smile. I shall be away, and not able to give an eye to you, as I freely confess it had been my resolve to do.

Anna shook her head. He does not come again, she repeated. Thee may go away believing me, William.

And William did go away believing her  went away to France putting faith in her; thinking that the undesirable intimacy was at an end for ever.




CHAPTER XXV.

PATIENCE COME TO GRIEF.

In the early part of March, Samuel Lynn and William departed on their journey to France. And the first thought that occurred to Patience afterwards was one that is apt to occur to many thrifty housekeepers on the absence of the master  that of instituting a thorough cleansing of the house, from garret to cellar; or, as Anna mischievously expressed it, turning the house inside out. She knew Patience did not like her wild phrases, and therefore she used them.

Patience was parting with Grace  the servant who had been with them so many years. Grace had resolved to get married. In vain Patience assured her that marriage, generally speaking, was found to be nothing better than a bed of thorns. Grace would not listen. Others had risked the thorns before her, and she thought she must try her chance with the rest. Patience had no resource but to fall in with the decision, and to look out for another servant. It appeared that she could not readily find one; at least, one whom she would venture to engage. She was unusually particular; and while she waited and looked out, she engaged Hester Dell, a humble member of her own persuasion, to come in temporarily. Hester lived with her aged mother, not far off, chiefly supporting herself by doing fine needlework at her own, or at the Friends houses. She readily consented to take up her abode with Patience for a month or so, to help with the housework, and looked upon it as a sort of holiday.

Its of no use to begin the house until Grace shall be gone, observed Patience to Anna. Shed likely be scrubbing the paper on the walls, instead of the paint, for her head is turned just now.

What fun, if she should! ejaculated Anna.

Fun for thee, perhaps, who art ignorant of cost and labour, rebuked Patience. I shall wait until Grace has departed. The day that she goes, Hester comes in; and I shall have the house begun the day following.

Couldnt thee have it begun the same day? saucily asked Anna.

Will thee attend to thy stitching? returned Patience sharply. Thy fathers wristbands will not be done the better for thy nonsense.

Shall I be turned out of my bedroom? resumed Anna.

For a night, perchance. Thee canst go into thy fathers. But the top of the house will be done first.

Is the roof to be scrubbed? went on Anna. I dont know how Hester will hold on while she does it.

Thee art in one of thy wilful humours this morning, responded Patience. Art thee going to set me at defiance now thy fathers back is turned?

Who said anything about setting thee at defiance? asked Anna. I should like to see Hester scrubbing the roof!

Thee hadst better behave thyself, Anna, was the retort of Patience. And Anna, in her lighthearted wilfulness, burst into a merry laugh.

Grace departed, and Hester came in: a quiet little body, of forty years, with dark hair and defective teeth. Patience, as good as her word, was up betimes the following morning, and had the house up betimes, to institute the ceremony. Their house contained the same accommodation as Mrs. Halliburtons, with this addition  that the garret in the Quakers had been partitioned off into two chambers. Patience slept in one; Grace had occupied the other. The three bedrooms on the floor beneath were used, one by Mr. Lynn, one by Anna; the other was kept as a spare room, for any chance visitor; the best room it was usually called. The house belonged to Mr. Lynn. Formerly, both houses had belonged to him; but at the time of his loss he had sold the other to Mr. Ashley.

The ablutions were in full play. Hester, with a pail, mop, scrubbing-brush, and other essentials, was ensconced in the top chambers; Anna, ostensibly at her wristband stitching (but the work did not get on very fast), was singing to herself in an undertone in one of the parlours, the door safely shut; while Patience was exercising a general superintendence, giving an eye everywhere. Suddenly there echoed a loud noise, as of a fall, and a scream resounded throughout the house. It appeared to come from what they usually called the bedroom floor. Anna flew up the stairs, and Hester Dell flew down the upper ones. At the foot of the garret stairs, her head against the door of Annas chamber, lay Patience and a heavy bed-pole. In attempting to carry the pole down from her room, she had somehow overbalanced herself, and fallen heavily.

Is the house coming down? Anna was beginning to say. But she stopped in consternation when she saw Patience. Hester attempted to pick her up.

Thee cannot raise me, Hester. Anna, child, thee must not attempt to touch me. I fear my leg is br  

Her voice died away, her eyes closed, and a hue, as of death, overspread her countenance. Anna, more terrified than she had ever been in her life, flew round to Mrs. Halliburtons.

Dobbs, from her kitchen, saw her coming  saw the young face streaming with tears, heard the short cries of alarm  and Dobbs stepped out.

Why, what on earths the matter now? asked she.

Anna seized Dobbs, and clung to her; partly that to do so seemed some protection in her great terror. Oh, Dobbs, come in to Patience! she cried. I think shes dying.

The voice reached the ears of Jane. She came forth from the parlour. Dobbs was then running in to Samuel Lynns, and Jane ran also, understanding nothing.

Patience was reviving when they entered. All her cry was, that they must not move her. One of her legs was in some manner doubled under her, and doubled over the pole. Jane felt a conviction that it was broken.

Who can run fastest? she asked. We must have Mr. Parry here.

Hester waited for no further instruction. She caught up her fawn-coloured Quaker shawl and grey bonnet, and was off, putting them on as she ran. Anna, sobbing wildly, turned and hid her face on Jane, as one who wants to be comforted. Then, her mood changing, she threw herself down beside Patience, the tears from her own eyes falling on Patiences face.

Patience, dear Patience, canst thee forgive me? I have been wilful and naughty, but I never meant to cross thee really. I did it only to tease thee; but I loved thee all the while.

Patience, suffering as she was, drew down the repentant face to kiss it fervently. I know it, dear child; I know thee. Dont thee distress thyself for me.

Mr. Parry came, and Patience was carried into the spare room. Her leg was broken, and badly broken; the surgeon called it a compound fracture.

So there was an end to the grand cleansing scheme for a long time to come! Patience lay in sickness and pain, and Hester had to make her her first care. Annas spirits revived in a day or two. Mr. Parry said a cure would be effected in time; that the worst of the business was the long confinement for Patience; and Anna forgot her dutiful fit of repentance. Patience would be well again, would be about as before; and, as to the present confinement, Anna rather grew to look upon it as the interposition of some good fairy, who must have taken her own liberty under its special protection.

Whether Anna would have succeeded in eluding the vigilance of Patience up cannot be told; she certainly did that of Patience down. Anna had told Herbert Dare that he was not to pay a visit to Atterlys field again, or expect her to pay one; but Herbert Dare was about the last person to obey such advice. Had William Halliburton remained to be  as Herbert termed it  a treacherous spy, theres no doubt that Herbert would have striven to set his vigilance at defiance: with Williams absence, the field, both literally and figuratively, was open to him. In the absence of Samuel Lynn, it was doubly open. Herbert Dare knew perfectly well that if the Quaker once gained the slightest inkling of his secret acquaintance with Anna, it would effectually be put a stop to. To wear a cloak resembling William Halliburtons, on his visits to the field, had been the result of a bright idea. It had suddenly occurred to Mr. Herbert that if the Quakers lynx eyes did by mischance catch sight of the cloak, promenading some fine night at the back of his residence, they would accord it no particular notice, concluding the wearer to be William Halliburton taking a moonlight stroll at the back of his residence. Nevertheless, Herbert had timed his visits so as to make pretty sure that Samuel Lynn was out of view, safely ensconced in Mr. Ashleys manufactory; and he had generally succeeded. Not quite always, as the reader knows.

Anna was of a most persuadable nature. In defiance of her promise to William, she suffered Herbert Dare to persuade her again into the old system of meeting him. Guileless as a child, never giving thought to wrong or to harm  beyond the wrong and harm of thus clandestinely stealing out, and that wrong she conveniently ignored  she saw nothing very grave in doing it. Herbert could not come indoors; Patience would be sure not to welcome him; and therefore, she logically argued to her own mind, she must go out to him.

She had learnt to like Herbert Dare a great deal too well not to wish to meet him, to talk with him. Herbert, on his part, had learnt to like her. An hour passed in whispering to Anna, in mischievously untying her sober cap, and letting the curls fall, in laying his own hand fondly on the young head, and telling her he cared for her beyond every earthly thing. It had grown to be one of his most favourite recreations; and Herbert was not one to deny himself any recreation that he took a fancy to. He intended no harm to the pretty child. It is possible that, had any one seriously pointed out to him the harm that might arise to Anna, in the estimation of Helstonleigh, should these stolen meetings be found out, Herbert might for once have done violence to his inclinations, and not have persisted in them. Unfortunately  very unfortunately, as it was to turn out  there was no one to give this word of caution. Patience was ill, William was away: and no one else knew anything about it. In point of fact, Patience could not be said to know anything, for Williams warning had not made the impression upon her that it ought to have done. Patiences confiding nature was in fault. For Anna deliberately to meet Herbert Dare or any other Herbert in secret, she would have deemed a simple impossibility. In the judgment of Patience, it had been nothing less than irredeemable sin.

What did Herbert Dare promise himself, in thus leading Anna into this imprudence? Herbert promised himself nothing  beyond the passing gratification of the hour. Herbert had never been one to give any care to the future, for himself or for any one else; and he was not likely to begin to do it at present. As to seeking Anna for his wife, such a thought had never crossed his mind. In the first place, at the rate the Dares  Herbert and his brothers  were going on, a wife for any of them seemed amongst the impossibilities. Unless, indeed, she made the bargain beforehand to live upon air; there was no chance of their having anything else to live upon. But, had Herbert been in a position, pecuniarily considered, to marry ten wives, Anna Lynn would not have been one of them. Agreeable as it might be to him to linger with Anna, he considered her far beneath himself; and pride, with Herbert, was always in the ascendant. Herbert had been introduced to Anna Lynn at Mrs. Ashleys, and that threw a sort of prestige around her. She was also enshrined in the respectable Quaker body of the town. But for these facts, for being who she was, Herbert might have been less scrupulous in his behaviour towards her. He would not  it may be as well to say he dared not  be otherwise than considerate towards Anna Lynn; but, on the other hand, he would not have considered her worthy to become his wife. On the part of Samuel Lynn, he would far rather have seen his child in her coffin, than the wife of Herbert Dare. The young Dares did not bear a good name in Helstonleigh.

In this most uncertain and unsatisfactory state of things, what on earth  as Dobbs had said to Anna  did Herbert want with her at all? Far, far better that he had allowed Anna to fall in with the sensible advice of William Halliburton Do not meet him again. It was a sad pity; and it is very probable that Herbert Dare regretted it afterwards, in the grievous misery it entailed. Misery to both; and without positive ill conduct on the part of either.

But that time has not yet come, and we are only at the stage of Samuel Lynns absence and Patiences broken leg. Anna had taken to stealing out again; and her wits were at work to concoct a plausible excuse for her absences to Hester Dell, that no tales might be carried to Patience.

Hester, Patience is a fidget. Thee must see that. She would like me to keep at my work all day, all day, evening too, and never have a breath of fresh air! Shed like me to shut myself up in this parlour, as she has now to be shut up in her room; never to be in the garden in the lovely twilight; never to run and look at the pretty lambs in the field; never to go next door, and say How dost thee? to Jane Halliburton! Its a shame, Hester!

Well, I think it would be, if it were true, responded Hester, a simple woman in mind and language, who loved Anna almost as well as did Patience. But dost thee not think thee art mistaken, child? Patience seems anxious that thee should go out. She says I am to take thee.

I dare say! responded Anna; and leave her all alone! How would she come downstairs with her broken leg, if any one knocked at the door? Shes a dreadful fidget, Hester. Shed like to watch me as a cat watches a mouse. Look at last night! Its all on account of these shirts. She thinks I shant get them done. I shall.

Why, dear, I think thee wilt, returned Hester, casting her eyes on the work. Thee art getting on with them.

I am getting on nicely. I have done all the stitching, and nearly the plain part of the bodies; I shall soon be at the gathers. What did she say to thee last night?

She said, Go to the parlour, Hester, and See whether Anna does not want a light. And I came and could not find thee. And then she said thee wast always running into the next door, troubling them, and she would not have it done. Thee came in just at the time, and she scolded thee.

Yes, she did, resentfully spoke Anna. I tell thee, Hester, shes the worst fidget breathing. I give thee my word, Hester, that I had not been inside the Halliburtons door. I had been in this garden and in the field. I had been close at work all day  

Not quite all day, dear, interrupted Hester, willing to smooth matters to the child as far as she was able. Thee hadst thy friend Mary Ashley here to call in the morning, and thee hadst Sarah Dixon in the afternoon.

Well, I had been at work a good part of the day, corrected Anna, and I wanted some fresh air after it. Wheres the crime?

Crime, dear! Its only natural. If I had not my errands to go upon, and so take the air that way, I should like myself to run to the field, when my work was done.

So would any one else, except Patience, retorted Anna. Hester, look thee. When she asks after me again, thee hast no need to tell her, should I have run out. It only fidgets her, and she is not well enough to be fidgeted. Thee tell her I am at my sewing. But I cant be sewing for ever, Hester; I must have a few minutes holiday from it now and then. Patience might have cause to grumble if I ran away and left it in the day.

Well, dear, I think it is only reasonable, slowly answered Hester, considering the matter over. Ill not tell her thee art in the garden again; for she must be kept tranquil, friend Parry says.

She was just as bad when I was a little girl, Hester, concluded Anna. She wouldnt let me run in the garden alone then, for fear I should eat the gooseberries. But it is not the gooseberry season now.

All quite true and reasonable, thought Hester Dell.

And so the young lady contrived to enjoy a fair share of evening liberty. Not but that she would have done with more, had she known how to get it. And as the weeks went on, and the cold weather of early spring merged into summer days, more genial nights, she and Herbert Dare grew bold in their immunity from discovery, and scarcely an evening passed but they might have been seen, had any one been on the watch, in Farmer Atterlys field. Anna had reached the point of taking his arm now; and there they would pace under cover of the hedge, Herbert talking, and Anna dreaming that she was in Eden.




CHAPTER XXVI.

THE GOVERNESSS EXPEDITION.

Herbert Dare sat enjoying the beauty of the April evening in the garden of Pomeranian Knoll. He was hoisted on the back of a garden bench, and balanced himself astride it, the tip of one toe resting on the seat, the other foot dangling. The month was drawing to its close, and the beams of the setting sun streamed athwart Herberts face. It might be supposed that he had seated himself there to bask in the soft, still air and lovely sunset. In point of fact, he hardly knew whether the sun was rising or setting  whether the evening was fair or foul  so buried was he in deep thought and perplexing care.

The particular care which was troubling Herbert Dare, was one which has, at some time or other, troubled the peace of a great many of us. It was pecuniary embarrassment. Herbert had been in it for a long time; had, in fact, been sinking into it deeper and deeper. He had managed to ward it off hitherto in some way or other; but the time to do that much longer was going by. He was not given to forethought, it has been previously mentioned; but he could not conceal from himself that unpleasantness would ensue, and that speedily, unless something could be done. What was that something to be? He did not know; he could not imagine. His father protested that he had not the means to help him; and Herbert believed that Mr. Dare spoke the truth. Not that Mr. Dare knew of the extent of the embarrassment. Had he done so, it would have come to the same thing, so far as his help went. His sons, as he said, had drained him to the utmost.

Anthony passed the end of the walk. Whether he saw Herbert or not, certain it was, that he turned away from his direction. Herbert lifted his eyes, an angry light in them. He lifted his voice also, angry too.

Here, you! Dont go skulking off because you see me sitting here. I want you.

Anthony was taken to. It is more than probable that he was skulking off, and that he had seen Herbert, for he did not particularly care then to come into contact with his brother. Anthony was in embarrassment on his own score; was ill at ease from more reasons than one; and when the mind is troubled, sharp words do not tend to soothe it. Little else than sharp words had been exchanged latterly between Anthony and Herbert Dare.

It was no temporary ill-feeling, vexed to-day, pleased to-morrow, which had grown up between them; the ill-will had existed a long time. Herbert believed that his brother had injured him, had wilfully played him false, and his heart bitterly resented it. That Anthony was in fault at the beginning was undoubted. He had drawn Herbert unsuspiciously  unsuspiciously on Herberts part, you understand  into some mess with regard to bills. Anthony was fond of bills; Herbert, more wise in that respect, had never meddled with them: his opinion coincided with his fathers: they were edged tools, which cut both ways. Eschew bills if you want to die upon your own bed, was a saying of Mr. Dares, frequently uttered for the benefit of his sons. Good advice, no doubt. Mr. Dare, as a lawyer, ought to know. Herbert had held by the advice; Anthony never had; and the time came when Anthony took care that his brother should not.

In a period of deep embarrassment for Anthony, he had persuaded Herbert to sign two bills for him, their aggregate amount being large; assuring him, in the most earnest and apparently truthful manner, that the money to meet them, when due, was already provided. Herbert, in his good nature, fell into the snare. It turned out not only that the bills were not met at all, but Anthony had so contrived it that Herbert should be responsible, not he himself. Herbert regarded it as a shameful piece of treachery, and never ceased to reproach his brother. Anthony, who was of a sullen, morose temper, resented the reproach; and they did not lead together the happiest of lives. The bills were not settled yet; indeed, they formed part of Herberts most pressing embarrassments. This was one cause of the ill-feeling between them, and there were others, of a different nature. Anthony and Herbert Dare had never been cordial with each other, even in childhood.

Anthony, called by Herbert, advanced. Who wants to skulk away? asked he. Are you judging me by yourself?

I hope not, returned Herbert, in tones of the most withering contempt and scorn. Listen to me. Ive told you five hundred times that Ill have some settlement, and if you dont come to it amicably, Ill force you to it. Do you hear, you? Ill force you to it.

Try it, retorted Anthony, with a mocking laugh; and he coolly walked away.

Walked away, leaving Herbert in a towering rage. He felt inclined to follow him; to knock him down. Had Anthony only met the affair in a proper spirit, it had been different. Had he said, Herbert, I am uncommonly vexed  Ill see what can be done, or words to that effect, half the sting in his brothers mind would have been removed; but, to taunt Herbert with having to pay  as he sometimes did  was almost unbearable. Had Herbert been of Anthonys temper, he would have proved that it was quite unbearable.

But Herberts temper was roused now. It was the toss of a die whether he followed Anthony and struck him down, or whether he did not. The die was cast by the appearance of Signora Varsini; and Anthony, for that evening, escaped.

It was not very gallant of Herbert to remain where he was, in the presence of the governess, astride upon the garden bench. Herbert was feeling angry in no ordinary degree, and this may have been his excuse. She came up, apparently in anger also. Her brow was frowning, her compressed mouth drawn in until its lips were hidden.

There is good advice in the old song or saying: It is well to be off with the old love, before you are on with the new. As good advice as that of Mr. Dares, relative to the bills. Herbert might have sung it in character. He should have made things square with the Signora Varsini, before entering too extensively on his friendship with Anna Lynn.

Not that the governess could be supposed to occupy any position in the mind or heart of Herbert Dare, except as governess; governess to his sisters. Herbert would probably have said so, had you asked him. What she might have said, is a different matter. She looks angry enough to say anything just now. The fact appeared to be  so far as any one not personally interested in the matter could be supposed to gather it  that Herbert had latterly given offence to the governess, by not going to the school-room for what he called his Italian lessons. Of course he could not be in two places at once; and if his leisure hour after dinner was spent in Atterlys field, it was impossible that he could be in the school-room, learning Italian with the governess. But she resented it as a slight. She was of an exacting nature; probably of a jealous nature; and she regarded it as a personal slight, and resented it bitterly. She had been rather abrupt in speech and manner to Herbert, in consequence; and that, he resented. But, being naturally of an easy temper, Herbert was no friend to unnecessary disputes. He tried what he could towards soothing the young lady; and, finding he effected no good in that way, he adopted the other alternative  he shunned her. The governess perceived this, and worked herself up into a state of semi-fury.

She came down upon him in full sail. The moment Herbert saw her, he remembered having given her a half-promise the previous day to pay her a visit that evening. Now for it, thought he to himself.

Why you keep me waiting like this? began she, when she was close to him.

Have I kept you waiting? civilly returned Herbert. I am very sorry. The fact is, mademoiselle, I have a good deal of worry upon me, and Im fit for nobodys company but my own to-night. You might not have thanked me for my visit, had I come.

That is my own look-out, replied the governess. When a gentleman makes a promise to me, I expect him to keep it. I go up to the school-room, and I wait, I wait, I wait! Ah, my poor patience, how I wait! I have that copy of Tasso, that you said you would like to see. Will you come?

Herbert thought he was in for it. He glanced at the setting sun  at least, at the spot where the sun had gone down, for it had sunk below the horizon, leaving only crimson streaks in the grey sky to tell of what had been. Twilight was rapidly coming on, when he would depart to pay his usual evening visit: there was no time, he decided, for Tasso and the governess.

Ill come another evening, said he. I have an engagement, and I must go out to keep it.

A stony hardness settled on mademoiselles face. What engagement? she imperatively demanded.

It might be thought that Herbert would have been justified in civilly declining to satisfy her curiosity. What was it to her? Apparently he thought otherwise. Possibly he was afraid of an outbreak.

What engagement! Oh  I am going to play a pool at billiards with Lord Hawkesley. He is in Helstonleigh again.

And that is what you go for, every evening  to play billiards with Lord Hawkesley? she resumed, her eyes glistening ominously.

Of course it is, mademoiselle. With Hawkesley or other fellows.

A lie! curtly responded mademoiselle.

I say, cried Herbert, laughing good-humouredly: do you call that orthodox language?

It nothing to you what I call it, she cried, clipping her words in her vehemence, as she would do when excited. It not with Milord Hawkesley, not to billiards that you go! I know it is not.

Then I tell you that I often play billiards, cried Herbert. On my honour I do.

May-be, may-be, answered she, very rapidly. But it not to billiards that you go every evening. Every evening!  every evening! Not an evening now, but you go out, you go out! I bought Tasso  do you know that I bought Tasso?  that I have bought it with my money, that you may have the pleasure of hearing me read it, as you said  as you call it? Should I spend the money, had I thought you would not come when I had it  would not care to hear it read?

Had she been in a more amiable mood, Herbert would have told her that she was a simpleton for spending her money; he would have told her that Tasso, read in the original, would have been to him unintelligible as Sanscrit. He had a faint remembrance of saying to mademoiselle that he should like to read Tasso, in answer to a remark that Tasso was her favourite of the Italian poets: but he had only made the observation carelessly, without seriously meaning anything. And she had been so foolish as to go and buy it!

Will you come this evening and hear it begun? she continued, breaking the pause, and speaking rather more graciously.

Upon my word of honour, Bianca, I cant to-night, he answered, feeling himself, between the two  the engagement made, and the engagement sought to be made  somewhat embarrassed. I will come another evening; you may depend upon me.

You say to me yesterday that you would come this evening; that I might depend upon you. Much you care!

But I could not help myself. An engagement arose, and I was obliged to fall in with it. I was, indeed. Ill hear Tasso another evening.

You will not break your paltry engagement at billiards to keep your word to a lady! Cest bien!

It  it is not altogether that, replied Herbert, getting out of the reproach in the best way he could. I have some business as well.

She fastened her glistening eyes upon him. There was an expression in them which Herbert neither understood nor liked. Cest très bien! she slowly repeated. I know where you are going, and for what!

A smile  at her assumed knowledge, and what it was worth  flitted over Herbert Dares face. You are very wise, said he.

Take care of yourself, mon ami! Cest tout ce que je vous dis.

Now, mademoiselle, what is the matter, that you should look and speak in that manner? he asked, still in the same good-humoured tone, as if he would fain pass the affair away in a joke. Im sure I have enough bother upon me, without your adding to it.

What is your bother?

Never mind: it would give you no pleasure to know it. It is caused by Anthony  and be hanged to him!

Anthony is worth ten of you! fiercely responded mademoiselle.

Every one to his own liking, carelessly remarked Herbert. Its well for me that all the world does not think as you do, mademoiselle.

Mademoiselle looked as though she would like to beat him. So! she foamed, drawing back her bloodless lips; now that your turn is served, Bianca Varsini may just be sent to the enfer! Garde-toi, mon camarade!

Garde your voice, replied Herbert. The cows yonder will think its a tempest. I wish my turn was served, in more ways than one. What particular turn do you mean? If its buying Tasso, Ill purchase it from you at double price.

He could not help giving her a little chaff. It was what he would have called it: chaff. Exacting people fretted his generally easy temper, and he was beginning to fear that she would detain him until it was too late to see Anna.

But, on the latter score, he was set at rest. With a few words, spoken in Italian, she nodded her head angrily at him, and turned away. Fierce words, in spite of their low tone, Herbert was sure they were, but he could not catch one of them. Had he caught them all, it would have come to the same, so far as his understanding went. Excellent as Signora Varsinis method of teaching Italian may have been, her lessons had not as yet been very efficient for Herbert Dare.

She crossed her hands before her, and went down the walk, taking the path to the house. Proceeding straight up to the school-room, she met Cyril on the stairs. He had apparently been dressing himself for the evening, and was going out to spend it. The governess caught him abruptly, pulled him inside the school-room, and closed the door.

I say, mademoiselle, whats that for? asked Cyril, believing, by the fierce look of the young lady, that she was about to take some summary vengeance upon him.

Cyril! you tell me. Where is it that Herbert goes to of an evening? Every evening  every evening?

Cyril stared excessively. What does it concern you to know where he goes, mademoiselle? returned he.

I want to know for my own reasons, and thats enough for you, Monsieur Cyril. Where does he go?

He goes out, responded Cyril.

The governess stamped her foot petulantly. I could tell you that he goes out. I ask you where it is that he goes?

How should I know? was Cyrils answer. Its not my business.

Dont you know? demanded mademoiselle.

No, that I dont, heartily spoke Cyril. Do you suppose I watch him, mademoiselle? Hed pretty soon pitch into me, if he caught me at that game. I dare say he goes to billiards.

The suggestion excited the ire of the governess. He has been telling you to say so! she said, menace in every tone of her voice, every gesture of her lifted hand.

Cyril opened his eyes to their utmost width. He could not understand why the governess should be asking him this, or why Herberts movements should concern her. I know nothing at all about it, he answered; and, so far, he spoke the truth. I dont know that Herbert goes anywhere in particular of an evening. If he does, he would not tell me.

She laid her hand heavily on his shoulder; she brought her face  terrible in its livid earnestness  almost into contact with his. Ecoutez, mon ami, she whispered to the amazed Cyril. If you are going to play this game with me, I will play one with you. Who wore the cloak to that boucherie, and got the money?  who ripped out the écossais side afterwards, leaving it all mangled and open? Think you, I dont know? Ah, ha! Monsieur Cyril, you cannot play the farce with me!

Cyrils face turned ghastly, drops of sweat broke out over his forehead. Hush! he cried, looking round in the instinct of terror, lest listeners should be at hand.

Yes; you say, Hush! she resumed. I will hush if you dont make me speak. I have hushed ever since. You tell me what I want to know, and Ill hush always.

Mademoiselle Varsini! he cried, his manner too painfully earnest for her to doubt now that he spoke the truth: I declare that I know nothing of Herberts movements. I dont know where he goes or what he does. When I told you I supposed he went to billiards, I said what I thought might be the case. He may go to fifty places of an evening, for all I can tell. Tell me what it is you want found out, and I will try and do it.

Cyril was not one to play the spy on his brother; in fact, as he had just classically observed to the young lady, Herbert would have pitched into him, had he found him attempting it. And serve him right! But Cyril saw that he was in her power; and that made all the difference. He would now have tracked Herbert to the ends of the earth at her bidding.

But she did not bid him. Quite the contrary. She took her hand from Cyrils shoulder, opened the door, and said she did not want him any longer. It is no matter, cried she; I wanted to learn something about Monsieur Herbert, for a reason; but if you do not know it, let it pass. It is no matter.

Cyril departed; first of all lifting his cowardly face. It looked a cowards then. Youll keep counsel, mademoiselle?

Yes. When people dont offend me, I dont offend them.

She stood at the door after he had gone down, half in, half out of the room, apparently in deep thought. Presently footsteps were heard coming up, and she retreated and closed the door.

They were those of Herbert. He went on to his room, remained there a few minutes, and then came out again. Mademoiselle had the door ajar as he descended. Her quick eye detected that he had been giving a few finishing touches to his toilette  brushing his hair, pulling down his wristbands, and various other little odds and ends of dandyism.

And you do that to play billiards! nodded she, inwardly, as she looked after him. Ill see, monsieur.

Upstairs with a soft step, went she, to her own chamber. She reached from her box a long and loose dark-green cloak, similar to those worn by the women of France and Flanders, and a black silk quilted bonnet. It was her travelling attire, and she put it on now. Then she locked her chamber door behind her, and slipped down into the dining-room, with as soft a step as she had gone up.

Passing out at the open window, she kept tolerably under cover of the trees, and gained the road. It was quite dusk then, but she recognized Herbert before her, walking with a quick step. She put on a quick step also, keeping a safe distance between herself and him. He went through the town, to the London road, and turned into Atterlys field. The governess turned into it after him.

There she stopped under the hedge, to reconnoitre. A few minutes, and she could distinguish that he was joined by some young girl, whom he met with every token of respect and confidence. A strange cry went forth on the evening air.

Herbert Dare was startled. What noise was that? he exclaimed.

Anna had heard nothing. It must have been one of the lambs in the field, Herbert.

It was more like a human voice in pain, observed Herbert. But they heard no more.

They began their usual walk  a few paces backward and forward, beneath the most sheltered part of the hedge, Anna taking his arm. Mademoiselle could see, as well as the darkness allowed her; but she could not hear. Her face, peeping out of the shadowy bonnet, was not unlike the face of a tiger.

She crawled away. She had noticed as she turned into the field an iron gate that led into the garden, which the hedge skirted. She crept round to it, found it locked, and mounted it. It had spikes on the top, but the signora would not have cared just then had she found herself impaled. She got safe over it, and then considered how to reach the spot where they stood without their hearing her.

Would she be baffled? She be baffled! No. She stooped down, unlaced her boots, and stole softly on in her stockings. And there she was! almost as close to them as they were to each other.

Where had the signora heard those gentle, timid tones before? A lovely girl, looking little more than a child, in her modest Quaker dress, rose to her minds eye. She had seen her with Miss Ashley. She  the signora  knelt down upon the earth, the better to catch what was said.

Listeners never hear any good of themselves. It is a proverb too often exemplified, as the signora could have told that night. Herbert Dare was accounting for his late appearance, which he laid to the charge of the governess. He gave a description of the interview she had volunteered him in the garden at home  more ludicrous, perhaps, than true, but certainly not complimentary to the signora. Anna laughed; and the lady on the other side gathered that this was not the first time she had formed a topic of merriment between them. You should have seen her face. Pour plaisir, as she herself might have said.

She stayed out the interview. When it was over, and Herbert Dare had departed, she put on her boots and mounted the gate again; but she was not so agile this time, and a spike entered her wrist. Binding her handkerchief round it, to arrest the blood, she returned to Pomeranian Knoll.

Five hundred questions were showered upon her when she entered the drawing-room, looking calm and impassible as ever. Not a tress of her elaborate braids of hair was out of place; not a fold awry in her dress. Much wonder had been excited by her failing to appear at tea; Minny had drummed a waltz on her chamber door, but mademoiselle would not open it, and would not speak.

I cannot speak when I am lying down with those vilaine headaches, remarked mademoiselle.

Have you a headache, mademoiselle? asked Mrs. Dare. Will you have a cup of tea brought up?

Mademoiselle declined the tea. She was not thirsty.

What have you done to your wrist, mademoiselle? called out Herbert, who was stretched on a sofa, at the far end of the room.

My wrist? Oh, I scratched it.

How did you manage that?

Ah, bah! its nothing, responded mademoiselle.




CHAPTER XXVII.

THE QUARREL.

It is grievous, when ill-feeling arises between brothers, that that ill-feeling should be cherished instead of being subdued. But such was the case with Anthony and Herbert Dare. By the time the sunny month of May came in, matters had grown to such a height between them, that Mr. Dare found himself compelled to interfere. It was beginning to make things in the house uncomfortable. They would meet at meals, and not only abstain from speaking to each other, but take every possible opportunity of showing mutual and marked discourtesy. No positive outbreak between them had as yet taken place in the presence of the family: but it was only smouldering, and might be daily looked for.

Mr. Dare, so far as the original cause went, blamed his eldest son. Undoubtedly Anthony had been solely in fault. It was a dishonourable, ungenerous, unmanly act, to draw his brother into trouble, and to do it plausibly and deceitfully. At the present stage of the affair, Mr. Dare saw occasion to blame Herbert more than Anthony. It is you who keep up the ball, Herbert, he said to him. If you would suffer the matter to die away, Anthony would do so. Of course he would, Herbert replied. He has served his turn, and would be glad that it should end there.

It was in vain that Mr. Dare talked to them. A dozen times did he recommend them to shake hands and make it up. Neither appeared inclined to take the advice. Anthony was sullen. He would have been content to let the affair drop quietly into oblivion: perhaps, as Herbert said, had been glad that it should so drop; but, make the slightest move towards it, he would not. Herbert openly said that hed not shake hands. If Anthony wanted ever to shake hands with him again, let him pay up.

There lay the grievance; paying up. The bills, not paid, were a terrible thorn in the side of Herbert Dare. He was responsible, and he knew not one hour from another but he might be arrested on them. To soothe matters between his sons, Mr. Dare would willingly have taken the charge of payment upon himself, but he had positively not the money to do it with. In point of fact, Mr. Dare was growing seriously embarrassed on his own score. He had had a great deal of trouble with his sons, with Anthony in particular, and he had grown sick and tired of helping them out of pecuniary difficulties. Still, he would have relieved Herbert of this one nightmare, had it been in his power. Herbert had been deluded into it, without any advantage to himself; therefore Mr. Dare had the will, could he have managed it, to help him out. He told Herbert that he would see what he could do after a while. The promise did not relieve Herbert of present fears; neither did it restore peace between the malcontents. Had Herbert been relieved of that particular embarrassment, others would have remained to him; but that fact did not in the least lessen his soreness, as to the point in question.

It was an intensely hot day; far hotter than is usual at the season; and the afternoon sun streamed full on the windows of Pomeranian Knoll, suggesting thoughts of July, instead of May. A gay party  at any rate, a party dressed in gay attire  were crossing the hall to enter a carriage that waited at the door. Mr. Dare, Mrs. Dare, and Adelaide. Mrs. Dare had always been given to gay attire, and her daughters had inherited her taste. They were going to dine at a friends house, a few miles distance from Helstonleigh. The invitation was for seven oclock. It was now striking six, the dinner-hour at Mr. Dares.

Minny, looking half melted, had perched herself upon the end of the balustrades to watch the departure.

Youll fall, child, said Mr. Dare.

Minny laughed, and said there was no danger of her falling. She wondered what her father would think if he saw her sometimes at her gymnastics on the balustrades, taking a sweeping slide from the top to the bottom. She generally contrived that he should not see her; or mademoiselle either. Mademoiselle had caught sight of the performance once, and had given her a whole French fable to learn by way of punishment.

Are we to have strawberries for dinner, mamma? asked Minny.

You will have what I have thought proper to order, replied Mrs. Dare rather sharply. She was feeling hot and cross. Something had put her out while dressing.

I think you might wait for strawberries until they are ripe in our own garden; not buy them regardless of cost, interposed Mr. Dare, speaking for the general benefit, but not to any one in particular.

Minny dropped the subject. Your dress is turned up, Adelaide, said she.

Adelaide looked languidly behind her, and a maid, who had followed them down, advanced and put right the refractory dress: a handsome dress of pink silk, glistening with its own richness. At that moment Anthony entered the hall. He had just come home to dinner, and looked in a very bad humour.

How late youll be! he cried.

Not at all. We shall drive there in an hour.

They swept out at the door, Mrs. Dare and Adelaide. Mr. Dare was about to follow them when a sudden thought appeared to strike him, and he turned back and addressed Anthony.

You young men take care that you dont get quarrelling with each other. Do you hear, Anthony?

I hear, ungraciously replied Anthony, not turning to speak, but continuing his way up to his dressing-room. He probably regarded the injunction with contempt, for it was too much in Anthony Dares nature so to regard all advice, of whatever kind. Nevertheless it had been well that he had given heed to it. It had been well that that last word to his father had been one of affection!

Dinner was served. Anthony, in the absence of Mr. and Mrs. Dare, took the head. Rosa, with a show of great parade and ceremony, assumed the seat opposite to him and said she should be mistress. Minny responded that Rosa was not going to be mistress over her, and the governess desired Miss Rosa not to talk so loudly. Rather derogatory checks, these, to the dignity of a mistress.

Herbert was not at table. Irregular as the young Dares were in many of their habits, they were generally home to dinner. Minny wondered aloud where Herbert was. Anthony replied that he was skulking.

Skulking! echoed Minny.

Yes, skulking, angrily repeated Anthony. He left the office at three oclock, and has never been near it since. And the governor left at four! he added, in a tone that seemed to say he considered that also a grievance.

Where did Herbert go to? asked Rosa.

I dont know, responded Anthony. I only know that I had a double share of work to do.

Anthony Dare was no friend to work. And having had to do a little more than he would have done had Herbert remained at his post, had considerably aggravated his temper.

Why should Monsieur Herbert go away and leave you his work to do? inquired the governess, lifting her eyes from her plate to Anthony.

I shall take care to ask him why, returned Anthony.

It is not fair that he should, continued mademoiselle. I would not have done it for him, Monsieur Anthony.

Neither should I, had I not been obliged, said Anthony, not in the least relaxing from his ill-humour, either in looks or tone. It was work that had to be done before post-time, and one of our clerks is away on business to-day.

Dinner proceeded to its close. Joseph hesitated, unwilling to remove the cloth. Is it to be left for Mr. Herbert? he asked.

No! imperiously answered Anthony. If he cannot come in for dinner, dinner shall not be kept for him.

Cook is keeping the things by the fire, sir.

Then tell her to save herself the trouble.

So the cloth was removed, and dessert put on. To Minnys inexpressible disappointment it turned out that there were no strawberries. This put her into an ill-humour, and she left the table and the room, declaring she would not touch anything else. Mademoiselle Varsini called her back, and ordered her to her seat; she would not permit so great a breach of discipline. Cyril and George, who were not under mademoiselles control, gulped down a glass of wine, and hastened out to keep an engagement. It was a very innocent one; a cricket match had been organized for the evening, by some of the old college boys; and Cyril and George were amongst the players. It has never been mentioned that Mr. Ashley, in his strict sense of justice, had allowed Cyril the privilege of spending his evenings at home five nights in the week, as he did to William Halliburton.

The rest remained at table. Minny, per force; Rosa, to take an unlimited quantity of oranges; Mademoiselle Varsini, because it was the custom to remain. But mademoiselle soon rose and withdrew with her pupils; Anthony was not showing himself a particularly sociable companion. He had not touched any dessert; but seemed to be drinking a good deal of wine.

As they were going out of the room, Herbert bustled in. Now then, take care! cried he, for Minny, paying little attention to her movements, had gone full tilt at him.

Oh! Herbert, cant you see? cried she, dolefully rubbing her head. What made you so late? Dinners gone away.

It can be brought in again, replied Herbert carelessly. Comme il est chaud! nest-ce pas, mademoiselle?

This last was addressed to the governess. Rosa screamed with laughter at his bad French, and mademoiselle smiled. You get on in French as you do in Italian, Monsieur Herbert, cried she. And that is what you call  backward.

Herbert laughed good-humouredly. He did not know what particular mistake he had made; truth to say, he did not care. They withdrew, and he rang the bell for his dinner.

Mind, Herbert, cried Minny, putting in her head again at the door, papa said you were not to quarrel.

Better, perhaps, that she had not said it! Who can tell?

The brothers remained alone. Anthony sullen, and, as yet, silent. He appeared to have emptied the port wine decanter, and to be beginning upon the sherry! Herbert strolled past him; supreme indifference in his manner  some might have said contempt  and stood just outside the window, whistling.

You have not forgotten that this dining-room window opened to the ground. The apartment was long and somewhat narrow, the window large and high, and opening in the centre, after the manner of a French one. The door was at one end of the room; the window at the other.

Anthony was in too quarrelsome a mood to remain silent long. He began the skirmish by demanding what Herbert meant by absenting himself from the office for the afternoon, and where he had been to. His resentful tones, his authoritative words, were not calculated to win a very civil answer.

They did not win one from Herbert. His tones were resentful, too; his words were coolly aggravating. Anthony was not his master; when he was, he might, perhaps, answer him. Such was their purport.

A hot interchange of words ensued. Nothing more. Anthony remained at the table; Herbert, half in, half out of the window, leaned against its frame. When Joseph returned to put things in readiness for Herberts dinner, they had subsided into quietness. It was only a lull in the storm.

Joseph placed the dessert nearer Anthonys end of the table, and laid the cloth across the other end. Herbert came into the room. What a time you are with dinner, Joseph! cried he. One would think it was being cooked over again.

Cooks warming it, sir.

Warming it! echoed Herbert. Why couldnt she keep it warm? She might be sure I should be home to dinner.

She was keeping it warm, sir; but Mr. Anthony ordered it to be put away.

Now, the man had really no intention of making mischief when he said this: that it might cause ill-feeling between the brothers never crossed his mind. He was only anxious that he and the cook should stand free from blame; for the young Dares, when displeased with the servants, were not in the habit of sparing them. Herbert turned to Anthony.

What business have you to interfere with my dinner? Or with anything else that concerns me?

I choose to make it my business, insolently retorted Anthony.

At this juncture Joseph left the room. He had laid the cloth, and had nothing more to stay for. Better perhaps that he had remained! Surely they would not have proceeded to extremities, the brothers, before their servant! In a short time, sounds, as if both were in a terrible state of fury, resounded through the house from the dining-room. The sounds did not reach the kitchen, which was partially detached from the house; but the young ladies heard them, and came running out of the drawing-room.

The governess was in the school-room. The noise penetrated even there. She also came forth, and saw her two pupils extended over the balustrades, listening. At any other time mademoiselle would have reproved them: now she crept down and leaned over in company.

What can be the matter? whispered she.

Papa told them not to quarrel! was all the answer, uttered by Minny.

It was a terrible quarrel  there was little doubt of that; no childs play. Passionate bursts of fury rose incessantly, now from one, now from the other, now from both. Hot recrimination; words that were not suited to unaccustomed ears  or to any ears, for the matter of that  rose high and loud. The governess turned pale, and Minny burst into tears.

Some one ought to go into the room, said Rosa. Minny, you go! Tell them to be quiet.

I am afraid, replied Minny.

So am I.

A fearful sound: an explosion louder than all the rest. A noise as if some heavy weight had been thrown down. Had it come to blows? Minny shrieked, and at the same moment Joseph was seen coming along with a tray, Herberts dinner upon it.

His presence seemed to bring with it a sense of courage, and Rosa and Minny flew down followed by the governess. Herbert had been knocked down by Anthony. He was gathering himself up when Joseph opened the door. Gathering himself up in a tempest of passion, his white face a livid fury, as he caught hold of a knife from the table and rushed upon Anthony.

But Joseph was too quick for him. The man dashed his tray on the table, seized Herbert, and turned the uplifted knife downwards. For Heavens sake, sir, recollect yourself! said he.

Recollect himself then? No. Persons, who put themselves into that mad state of passion, cannot recollect themselves. Joseph kept his hold, and the dining-room resounded with shrieks and sobs. They proceeded from Rosa and Minny. They pulled their brothers by the coats, they implored, they entreated. The women servants came flying from the kitchen, and the Italian governess asked the two gentlemen in French whether they were not ashamed of themselves.

Perhaps they were. At any rate the quarrel was, for the time, ended. Herbert flung the knife upon the table and turned his white face upon his brother.

Take care of yourself, though! cried he, in marked tones: I swear you shall have it yet.

They pulled Anthony out of the room, Rosa and Minny; or it is difficult to say what rejoinder he might have made, or how violently the quarrel might have been renewed. It was certain that he had taken more wine than was good for him; and that, generally speaking, did not improve the temper of Anthony Dare. Mademoiselle Varsini walked by his side, talking volubly in French. Whether she was sympathizing or scolding, Anthony did not know. Not particularly bright at understanding French at the best of times, even when spoken slowly, he could not, in his present excitement, catch the meaning of a single word. Entering the drawing-room, he threw himself upon the sofa, intending to smooth down his ruffled plumage by taking a nap.

Herbert meanwhile had remained in the dining-room, smoothing down his ruffled plumage. Joseph and the cook were bending over the débris on the carpet. When Joseph dashed down his tray on the table, a dish of potatoes had bounded off; both dish and potatoes thereby coming to grief. Herbert sat down and made an excellent dinner. He was not of a sullen temper; and, unlike Anthony, the affair once over he was soon himself again. Should they come into contact again directly, there was no saying how it would end or what might ensue. His dinner over, he went by-and-by to the drawing-room. Joseph had just entered, and was arousing Anthony from the sleep he had dropped into. One of the waiters from the Star-and-Garter has come, sir. He says Lord Hawkesley has sent him to say that the gentlemen are waiting for you.

I cant go, tell him, responded Anthony, speaking as he looked, thoroughly out of sorts. I am not going out to-night. Here! Joseph! for the man was turning away with the message.

Sir?

Take these, and bring me my slippers.

These were his boots, which he, not very politely, kicked off in the ladies presence, and sent flying after Joseph. The man stooped to pick them up and was carrying them away.

Here!  what a hurry you are in! began Anthony again. Take lights up to my chamber, and the brandy, and some cold water. I shall make myself comfortable there for the night. This rooms unbearable, with its present company.

The last was a shaft levelled at Herbert. He did not retort, for a wonder. In fact, Anthony afforded little time for it. Before the words had well left his lips, he had left the room. Herbert began to whistle; its very tone insolent.

It appeared almost certain that the unpleasantness was not yet over; and Rosa audibly wished her papa was at home. Joseph carried to Anthonys room what he required, and then brought the tea to the drawing-room. Herbert said he should take tea with them. It was rather unusual for him to do so; it was very unusual for Anthony not to go out. Their sisters felt sure that they were only staying in to renew hostilities; and again Rosa almost passionately wished for the presence of her father.

It was dusk by the time tea was over. Herbert rose to leave the room. Where are you going? cried mademoiselle sharply after him.

Thats my business, he replied, not in too conciliatory a tone. Perhaps he thought the question proceeded from one of his sisters, for he was outside the door when it reached him.

He is going into Anthonys room! cried Rosa, turning pale, as they heard him run upstairs. Oh, mademoiselle! what can be done? I think Ill call Joseph.

Hush! cried mademoiselle. Wait you here. I will go and see.

She stole out of the room and up the stairs, intending to reconnoitre. But she had no time to do so. Herbert was coming down again, and she could only slip inside the school-room door, and peep out. He had evidently been upstairs for his cloak, for he was putting it on as he descended.

The cloak on a hot night like this! said mademoiselle mentally. He must want to disguise himself!

She stopped to listen. Joseph had come up the stairs, bringing something to Anthony, and Herbert arrested him, speaking in low tones.

Dont make any mistake to-night about the dining-room window, Joseph. I cant think how you could have been so stupid last night!

Sir, I assure you I left it undone, as usual, replied Joseph. It must have been master who fastened it.

Well, take care that it does not occur again, said Herbert. I expect to be in between ten and eleven; but I may be later, and I dont want to ring you up again.

Herbert went swiftly downstairs and out, choosing to depart by the way, as it appeared, that he intended to enter  the dining-room window. Joseph proceeded to Anthonys chamber: and the governess returned to her frightened pupils in the drawing-room.

A la bonne heure! she said to them. Monsieur Herbert has gone out, and I heard him say to Joseph that he had gone for the evening.

Then its all safe! cried Minny. And she began dancing round the room. Mademoiselle, how pale you look!

Mademoiselle had sat down in her place before the tea-tray, and was leaning her cheek upon her hand. She was certainly looking unusually pale. Enough to make me! she said, in answer to Minny. If there were to be this disturbance often in the house, I would not stop in it for double my appointements. It has given me one of those vilaine headaches, and I think I shall go to bed. You will not be afraid to stay up alone, mesdemoiselles?

There is nothing to be afraid of now, promptly answered Rosa, who had far rather be without her governesss company than with it. Dont sit up for us, mademoiselle.

Then I will go at once, said mademoiselle. And she wished them good night, and retired to her chamber.




PART THE THIRD.




CHAPTER I.

ANNA LYNNS DILEMMA.

It was a lovely evening. One of those warm, still evenings that May sometimes brings us, when gnats hum in the air, and the trees are at rest. The day had been intensely hot: the evening was little less so, and Anna Lynn leaned over the gate of their garden, striving to catch what of freshness there might be in the coming night. The garish day was fading into moonlight; the distant Malvern hills grew fainter and fainter on the view; the little lambs in the field  growing into great lambs now, some of them  had long lain down to rest; and the Thursday evening bells came chiming pleasantly on the ear from Helstonleigh.

How late he is to-night! murmured Anna. If he does not come soon, I shall not be able to stay out.

Even as the words passed her lips, a faint movement might be distinguished in the obscurity of the night, telling of the advent of Herbert Dare. Anna looked round to see that the windows were clear from prying eyes, and went forth to meet him.

He had halted at the usual place, under cover of the hedge. The hedge of sweetbriar, skirting that side garden into which Signora Varsini had made good her entrée, in the gratification of her curiosity. A shaded walk and a quiet one: very little fear there, of overlookers.

Herbert, thee art late! cried Anna.

A good thing I was able to come at all, responded Herbert, taking Annas arm within his own. I thought at one time I must have remained at home, to chastise my brother Anthony.

Chastise thy brother Anthony! repeated Anna in astonishment.

Herbert, for the first time, told her of the unpleasantness that existed between his brother and himself. He did not mention the precise cause; but simply said Anthony had behaved ill to him, and drawn down upon him trouble and vexation. Anna was all sympathy. Had Herbert told her the offence had lain on his side, not on Anthonys, her entire sympathy had still been his. She deemed Herbert everything that was good and great and worthy. Anthony  what little she knew of him  she did not like.

Herbert, maybe he will be striking thee in secret, when thee art unprepared.

Let him! carelessly replied Herbert. I can strike again. I am stronger than he is. I know one thing: either he or I must leave my fathers house and take lodgings; we cant remain in it together.

It would be he to leave, would it not, Herbert? Thy father would not be so unjust as to turn thee out for thy brothers fault.

I dont know about that, said Herbert. I expect it is I who would have to go. Anthony is the eldest, and my mothers favourite.

Anna lifted her hand, in her innocent surprise. Anthony the favourite by the side of Herbert? She could not understand how so great an anomaly could exist.

Interested in the topic, the time slipped on. During a moment of silence, when they had halted in their walk, they heard what was called the ten oclock bell strike out from Helstonleigh: a bell that boomed out over the city every night for ten minutes before ten oclock. The sound startled Anna. She had indeed overstayed her time.

One moment, Anna! cried Herbert, as she was preparing to fly off. There cant be any such hurry. Hester will not be going to bed yet, on a hot night like this. I wanted you to return me that book, if you have done with it. It is not mine, and I have been asked for it.

Truth to say, Anna would be glad to return it. The book was Moores Lalla Rookh, and Anna had been upon thorns all the time she had been reading it, lest by some unlucky mishap it might reach the eyes of Patience. She thought it everything that was beautiful; she had read pages of it over and over again; they wore for her a strange enchantment; but she had a shrewd suspicion that neither book nor reading would be approved by Patience.

Ill bring it out to thee at once, Herbert, if I can, she hastily said. If not, I will give it thee to-morrow evening.

Not so fast, young lady, said Herbert, laughing, and detaining her. You may not come back again. Ill wish you good night now.

Nay, please thee let me go! What will Hester say to me?

Scarcely giving a moment to the adieu, Anna sped with swift feet to the garden gate. But the moment she was within the barrier, and had turned the key, she began  little dissembler that she was!  to step on slowly, in a careless, nonchalant manner, looking up at the sky, turning her head to the trees, in no more hurry apparently than if bedtime were three hours off. She had seen Hester Dell standing at the house door.

Child, said Hester gravely, thee shouldst not stay out so late as this.

It is so warm a night, Hester!

But thee shouldst not be beyond the premises. Patience would not like it. It is past thy bedtime, too. Patiences sleeping-draught has not come, she added, turning to another subject.

Her sleeping-draught not come! repeated Anna in surprise.

It has not. I have been expecting the boy to knock every minute, or I should have come to see after thee. Friend Parry may have forgotten it.

Why, of course he must have forgotten it, said Anna, inwardly promising the boy a sixpence for his forgetfulness. The medicine always comes in the morning. Will Patience sleep without it?

I fear me not. What dost thee think? Suppose I were to run for it?

Yes, do, Hester.

They went in, Hester closing the back door and locking it. She put on her shawl and bonnet, and was going out at the front door when the clock struck ten.

It is ten oclock, child, she said to Anna. Thee go to bed. Thee needst not sit up. Ill take the latch-key with me and let myself in.

Oh, Hester! I dont want to go to bed yet, returned Anna fretfully. It is like a summers evening.

But thee hadst better, child, urged Hester. Patience has been angry with me once or twice, saying I suffer thee to sit up late. A pretty budget she will be telling thy father on his return! Thee go to bed. Thy candle is ready here on the slab. Good night.

Hester departed, shutting fast the door, and carrying with her the latch-key. Anna, fully convinced that friend Parrys forgetfulness, or the boys, must have been designed as a special favour to herself, went softly into the best parlour to take the book out of her pretty work-table.

But the room was dark, and Anna could not find her keys. She believed she had left her keys on the top of this very work-table; but feel as she would she could not place her hands upon them. With a word of impatience, lest, with all her hurry, Herbert Dare should be gone before she could return to him with the book, she went to the kitchen, lighted the chamber candle spoken of by Hester as placed ready for her use, and carried it into the parlour.

Her keys were found on the mantel-piece. She unlocked the drawer, took from it the book, blew out the candle, and ran through the garden to the field.

Another minute, and Herbert would have left. He was turning away. In truth, he had not in the least expected to see Anna back again. Then you have been able to come! he exclaimed, in his surprise.

Hester is gone out, explained Anna. Friend Parry has forgotten to send Patiences medicine, and Hester has gone for it. Herbert, thee only think! But for Hesters expecting Parrys boy to knock at the door, she would have come out here searching for me! She said she would. I must never forget the time again. Theres the book, and thank thee. I am sorry and yet glad to give it thee back.

Is that not a paradox? asked Herbert, with a smile. I do not know why you should be either sorry or glad: to be both seems inexplicable.

I am sorry to lose it: it is the most charming book I have read, and but for Patience I should like to have kept it for ever, returned Anna with enthusiasm. But I always felt afraid of Hesters finding it and carrying it up to Patience. Patience would be angry; and she might tell my father. That is why I am glad to give it back to thee.

Why did you not lock it up? asked Herbert.

I did lock it up. I locked it in my work-table drawer. But I forget to put my keys in my pocket; I leave them about anywhere. I should have been out with it sooner, but that I could not find the keys.

Anna was in no momentary hurry to run in now. Hester was safe for full twenty minutes to come, therefore her haste need not be so great. She knew that it was past her bedtime, and that Patience would be wondering (unless by great good-fortune Patience should have dropped asleep) why she did not go in to wish her good night. But these reflections Anna conveniently ignored, in the charm of remaining longer to talk about the book. She told Herbert that she had been copying the engravings, but she must put the drawings in some safe place before Patience was about again. Tell me the time, please, she suddenly said, bringing her chatter to a standstill.

Herbert took out his watch, and held its face towards the moon. It is twelve minutes past ten.

Then I must be going in, said Anna. She could be back in twenty minutes, and she must not find me out again.

Herbert turned with her, and walked to the gate; pacing slowly, both of them, and talking still. He turned in at the gate with her, and Anna made no demur. No fear of his being seen. Patience was as safe in bed as if she had been chained there, and Hester could not be back quite yet. Arrived at the door, closed as Anna had left it, Herbert put out his hand. I suppose I must bid you a final good night now, Anna, he said in low tones.

That thee must. I have to come down the garden again to lock the gate after thee. And Hester may not be more than three or four minutes longer. Good night to thee, Herbert.

Let me see that it is all safe for you, against you do go in, said Herbert, laying his hand on the handle of the door to open it.

To open it? Nay: he could not open it. The handle resisted his efforts. Did you lock it, Anna?

Anna smiled at what she thought his awkwardness. Thee art turning it the wrong way, Herbert. See!

He withdrew his hand to give place to hers, and she turned the handle softly and gently the contrary way; that is, she essayed to turn it. But it would not turn for her, any more than it had turned for Herbert Dare. A sick feeling of terror rushed over Anna, as a conviction of the truth grew upon her. Hester Dell had returned, and she was locked out!

In good truth, it was no less a calamity. Hester Dell had not gone far from the door on her errand, when she met the doctors boy with his basket, hastening up with the medicine. I was just coming after it, said Hester to him. Whatever brings thee so late?

Mr. Parry was called out this morning before he had time to make it up, and he has only just come home, was the boys reply.

Better late than never, he somewhat saucily added.

Well, so it is, acquiesced Hester, who rarely gave anything but a meek retort. And she turned back home, letting herself in with the latch-key. The house appeared precisely as she had left it, except that Annas candle had disappeared from the mahogany slab in the passage. Thats right! the childs gone to bed, soliloquised she.

She proceeded to go to bed herself. The Quakers was an early household. All Hester had to do now, was to give Patience her sleeping-draught. Let me see, continued Hester, still in soliloquy, I think I did lock the back door.

To make sure, she tried the key and found it was not locked. Rather wondering, for she certainly thought she had locked it, but dismissing the subject the next minute from her thoughts, she locked it now and took the key out. Then she continued her way up to Patience. Patience, lying there lonely and dull with her night-light, turned her eyes on Hester.

Did thee think we had forgotten thee, Patience? Parry has been out all day, the boy says, and the physic is but this minute come.

Wheres Anna? inquired Patience.

She is gone to bed.

Why did she not come to me as usual?

Did she not come? asked Hester.

I have seen nothing of her all the evening.

Maybe she thought theed be dozing, observed Hester, bringing forward the sleeping-draught which she had been pouring into a wine-glass. She said no more. Her private opinion was that Anna had purposely abstained from the visit lest she should receive a scolding for going to bed late, her usual hour being half-past nine. Neither did Patience say any more. She was feeling that Anna might be a little less ungrateful. She took the draught, and Hester went to bed.

And poor Anna? To describe her dismay, her consternation, would be a useless attempt. The doors were fast  the windows were fast also. Herbert Dare essayed to soothe her, but she would not be soothed. She sat down on the step of the back door and cried bitterly: all her apprehension being for the terrible scolding she should have from Patience, were it found out; the worse than scolding if Patience told her father.

To give Herbert Dare his due, he felt truly vexed at the dilemma for Annas sake. Could he have let her in by getting down a chimney himself, or in any other impromptu way, and so opened the door for her, he would have done it. Dont cry, Anna, he entreated, dont cry! Ill take care of you. Nothing shall harm you. Ill not go away.

The more he talked, the more she cried. Very like a little child. Had Herbert Dare known how to break the glass without noise he would have taken out a pane in the kitchen window, and so reached the fastening and opened it. Anna, in worse terror than ever, begged him not to attempt it. It would be sure to arouse Hester.

But youll be so cold, child, staying here all night! he urged. You are shivering now.

Anna was shivering: shivering with vexation and fear. Herbert thought it would be better that he should boldly knock up Hester; and he suggested it: nay, he pressed it. But the proposal sounded more alarming to Anna than any that had gone before it. It seemed that there was nothing to be done.

How long she sat there, crying and shivering and refusing to be comforted or to hear reason, she could not tell. Half the night, it seemed. But Anna, you must remember, was counting time by her own state of mind, not by the clock. Suddenly a bright thought, as a ray of light, flashed into her brain.

Theres the pantry window, she cried, arresting her tears. How could I ever have forgotten it? There is no glass, and thee art strong enough to push in the wire.

This pantry window Herbert Dare had known nothing about. It was at the side of the house, thickly surrounded by shrubs; a square window frame, protected by wire. He fought his way to it amidst the shrubs; but to get in proved a work of time and difficulty. The window was at some height from the ground, the wire was strong. Anna sat on the door-step, never stirring, leaving him to get in if he could, her tears falling, and terrific visions of Patiences anger chasing each other through her mind. And the night went on.

Anna!

She could have shouted forth a cry of delight as she leaped up. He had entered, had found his way to the kitchen window, had gently raised it, and was softly calling to her. Some little difficulty still, but with Herberts assistance she was safely landed, a great tear in her dress the only damage. He had managed to obtain a light by means of some fusees in his pocket, and had lighted a candle. Anna sat down on a chair, her face radiant through her tears. How shall I ever thank thee?

He was looking at his fingers with a half-serious, half-mocking expression of dismay. The wire had torn them in many places, and they were bleeding. I could have got in quicker had I forced the wire out in the middle, he observed, but that would have told tales. I pushed it away from the side, and have pushed it back again into its place as well as I could. Perhaps it may escape notice.

How shall I ever thank thee? was all Anna could repeat in her gratitude.

Now you know what you must do, Anna, said he. I am going to jump out through the window, and be off home. You must shut it and fasten it after me: Id shut it myself, after Im out, but that these stains on my fingers would be transferred to the frame. And when you leave the kitchen, remember to turn the key of the door outside. I found it turned. Do you understand? And now farewell, my little locked-out princess. Dont say I have not worked wonders for you, as the good spirits do in the fairy tales.

She caught his hand in her glad delight. She looked at him with a face full of gratitude. Herbert Dare bent down and took a kiss from the up-turned face. Perhaps he thought he had fairly earned the reward. Then he proceeded to swing himself through the window, feeling delighted that he had been able to free Anna from her dilemma.

Before Helstonleigh arose next morning, a startling report was circulating through the city, the very air teeming with it. A report that Anthony Dare had been killed in the night by his brother Herbert.




CHAPTER II.

COMMOTION.

The streets of Helstonleigh, lying so still and quiet in the moonlight, were broken in upon by the noisy sound of a carriage, bowling through them. A carriage that was abroad late. It wanted very little of the time when the church clocks would boom out the two hours after midnight. Time, surely, for all sober people to be in bed!

The carriage contained Mr. Dare, his wife and daughter. They went, as you may remember, to a dinner party in the country. The dinner was succeeded by an evening gathering, and it was nearly one oclock when they left the house to return. It wanted only five minutes to two when the carriage stopped at their own home, and sleepy Joseph opened the door to them.

All in bed? asked Mr. Dare, as he bustled into the hall.

I believe so, sir, answered Joseph, as carelessly as he could speak. Mr. Dare, he was aware, alluded to his sons; and not being by any means sure upon the point, Joseph was willing to escape further questioning.

Two of the maids came forward  the ladys maid, as she was called in the family, and Betsy. Betsy was no other than our old friend Betsy Carter: once the little maid-of-all-work at Mrs. Halliburtons; risen now to be a very fine housemaid at Mrs. Dares. They had sat up to attend upon Mrs. Dare and Adelaide.

Mr. Dare had been for a long while in the habit of smoking a pipe before he went to bed. He would have told you that he could not do without it. If business or pleasure took him out, he must have his pipe when he returned, however late it might be.

How hot it is! he exclaimed, throwing back his coat. Leave the hall door open, Joseph: Ill sit outside. Bring me my pipe.

Joseph looked for the pipe in its appointed resting-place, and could not see it. It was a small, handsome pipe, silver-mounted, with an amber mouth-piece. The tobacco-jar was there, but Joseph could see nothing of the pipe.

Law! I remember! exclaimed Betsy. Master left it in the dining-room last night, and I put it under the sideboard when I was doing the room this morning, intending to bring it away. Ill go and get it.

Taking the candle from Josephs hand, she turned hastily into the dining-room. Not, however, as hastily as she came out of it. She rushed out, uttering a succession of piercing shrieks, and seized upon Joseph. The shrieks echoed through the house, upstairs and down, and Mr. Dare came in.

Why, what on earths the matter, girl? cried he. Have you seen a ghost?

Oh, sir! Oh, Joseph, dont let go of me; Mr. Anthonys lying in there, dead!

Dont be a simpleton, responded Mr. Dare, staring at Betsy.

Joseph gave a rather less complimentary reprimand, and shook the girl off. But suddenly, even as the words left his lips, there rose up before his minds eye the vision of the past evening: the quarrel, the threats, the violence between Anthony and Herbert. A strange apprehension seated itself in the mans mind.

Be still, you donkey! he whispered to Betsy, his voice scarcely audible, his manner subdued. Ill go in and see.

Taking the candle, he went into the dining-room. Mr. Dare followed. The worst thought that occurred to Mr. Dare was, that Anthony might have taken more wine than was good for him, and had fallen down, helpless, in the dining-room. Unhappily, Anthony had been known so to transgress. Only a week or two before  but let that pass: it has nothing to do with us now.

Mr. Dare followed Joseph in. At the upper end of the room, near the window, lay some one on the ground. It was surely Anthony. He was lying on his side, his head thrown back, his face up-turned. A ghastly face, which sent poor Josephs pulses bounding on with a terrible fear as he looked down at it. The same face which had scared Betsy when she looked down.

He is stark dead! whispered Joseph, with a shiver, to Mr. Dare.

Mr. Dare, his own life-blood seeming to have stopped, bent over his son by the light of the candle. Anthony appeared to be not only dead, but cold. In his terrible shock, his agitation, he still remembered that it was well, if possible, to spare the sight to his wife and daughter. Mrs. Dare and Adelaide, alarmed by Betsys screams, had run downstairs, and were now hastening into the room.

Go back! go back! cried Mr. Dare, fencing them away with his hands. Adelaide, you must not come in! Julia, he added to his wife, in tones of imploring entreaty, go upstairs, and keep back Adelaide.

He half led, half pushed them across the hall. Mrs. Dare had never in all her life seen his face as she saw it now  a face of terror. She caught the fear; vaguely enough, it must be confessed, for she had not heard Anthonys name, as yet, mentioned in connection with it.

What is it? she asked, holding on by the balustrades. What is there in the dining-room?

I dont know what it is, replied Mr. Dare, from between his white lips. Go upstairs! Adelaide, go up with your mother.

Mr. Dare was stopped by more screams. Whilst he was preventing immediate terror to his wife and daughter, the ladys maid, her curiosity excited beyond repression, had slipped into the dining-room, and peeped over Josephs shoulder. What she had expected to see she perhaps could not have stated; what she did see was so far worse than her wildest fears, that she lost sense of everything, except the moments fear; and shriek after shriek echoed from her.

A scene of confusion ensued. Mrs. Dare tried to force her way to the room; Adelaide followed her; Betsy began bewailing Mr. Anthony, by name, in wild words. And the sleepers, above, came flocking out of their chambers, with trembling limbs and white faces.

Mr. Dare put his back against the dining-room door. Girls, go back! Julia, go back, for the love of Heaven! Mademoiselle, is that you? Be so good as to stay where you are, and keep Rosa and Minny with you.

Mais, quest-ce que cest, donc? exclaimed mademoiselle, speaking, in her wonder, in her most familiar tongue, and, truth to say, paying little heed to Mr. Dares injunction. Y a-t-il du malheur arrivé?

Betsy went up to her. Betsy recognised her as one not of the family, to whom she could ease her overflowing mind. The same thought had occurred to Betsy as to Joseph. Poor Mr. Anthonys lying in there dead, mamzel, she whispered. Mr. Herbert must have killed him.

Unheeding the request of Mr. Dare, unmindful of the deficiences or want of elegance in her costume, which consisted of what she called a peignoir, and a borderless calico nightcap, mademoiselle flew down to the hall and slipped into the dining-room. Some of the others slipped in also, and a sad scene ensued. What with wife, governess, servants, and children, Mr. Dare was powerless to end it. Mademoiselle went straight up, gave one look, and staggered back against the wall.

Cest vrai! she muttered. Cest Monsieur Anthony.

It is Anthony, shivered Mr. Dare, I fear  I fear violence has been done him.

The governess was breathing heavily. She looked quite as ghastly as did that up-turned face. But why should it be? she asked, in English. Who has done it?

Ah, who had done it! Josephs frightened face seemed to say that he could tell if he dared, Cyril bounded into the room, and clasped one of the arms. But he let it fall again. It is rigid! he gasped. Is he dead? Father! he cant be dead!

Mr. Dare hurried Joseph from the room  hurried him across the hall to the door. He, Mr. Dare, seemed so agitated as scarcely to know what he was about. Make all haste, he said; the nearest surgeon.

Sir, whispered Joseph, turning when he was outside the door, his agitation as great as his masters: Im afraid its Mr. Herbert who has done this.

Why? sharply asked Mr. Dare.

They had a dreadful quarrel this evening, sir, after you left. Mr. Herbert drew a knife upon his brother. I got in just in time to stop bloodshed, or it might have happened then.

Mr. Dare suppressed a groan. Go off, Joseph, and bring a doctor here. He may not be past reviving, Milbank is the nearest. If he is at home, bring him; if not, get anybody.

Joseph, without his hat, sped across the lawn, and gained the entrance gate at the very moment that a gig was passing. By the light of a lamp, Joseph saw that it contained Mr. Glenn, the surgeon, driven by his servant. He had been on a late professional visit into the country. Joseph shouted running before the horse in his excitement, and the man pulled up.

Whats the matter, Joseph? asked Mr. Glenn. Any one ill?

Somewhat curious to say, Mr. Glenn was the usual medical attendant of the Dares. Joseph explained as well as he could. Mr. Anthony had been found lying on the dining-room carpet, to all appearance dead. Mr. Glenn descended.

Anything up at your place? asked a policeman, who had just come by, on his beat.

I should think there is, returned Joseph. One of the gentlemens been found dead.

Dead! echoed the policeman. Which of them is it? he asked, after a pause.

Mr. Anthony.

Why, I saw him turn in here about half-past eleven! observed the officer, He is in a fit, perhaps.

Why do you say that? asked Joseph.

Because he had been taking a drop too much. He could hardly walk. Somebody brought him as far as the gate.

Mr. Glenn had hastened on. The policeman followed with Joseph. Followed, possibly, to gratify his curiosity; possibly, because he thought his services might be in some way required. When the two entered the dining-room, Mr. Glenn was kneeling down to examine Anthony, and sounds of distress came on their ears from a distance. They were caused by the hysterics of Mrs. Dare.

Is he dead, sir? asked the policeman, in a low tone.

He has been dead these two or three hours, was Mr. Glenns reply.

But it was not a fit. It was not anything so innocent. Mr. Glenn found that the cause of death was a stab in the side. Death, he believed, must have been instantaneous: and the hemorrhage was chiefly internal. There were very few stains on the clothes.

Whats this! cried Mr. Glenn.

He was pulling at some large substance on which Anthony had fallen. It proved to be a cloak. Cyril  and some others present  recognised it as Herberts cloak. Where was Herbert? In bed? Was it possible that he could sleep through the noise and confusion that the house was in?

Can nothing be done? asked Mr. Dare of the surgeon.

Mr. Glenn shook his head. He is stone dead, you see; dead, and nearly cold. He must have been dead more than two hours. I should say nearer three.

From two to three hours! Then that would bring the time of his death to about half-past eleven oclock; close upon the time that the policeman saw him returning home. Some one turned to ask the policeman a question, but he had disappeared. Mr. Glenn went to see what he could do for Mrs. Dare, whose cries had been painful to hear, and Mr. Dare drew Joseph aside. Somehow he felt that he dared not question him in the presence of witnesses, lest any condemnatory fact should transpire to bring the guilt home to his second son. In spite of the sight of Anthony lying dead before him, in spite of what he had heard of the quarrel, he could not bring his mind to believe that Herbert had been guilty of this most dastardly deed.

What time did you let him in? asked Mr. Dare, pointing to his ill-fated son.

Joseph answered evasively. The policeman said it was about half after eleven, sir.

And what time did Mr. Herbert come home?

In point of fact, but for seeing the cloak where he did see it, Joseph would not have known whether Mr. Herbert was at home yet. He felt there was nothing for it but to tell the simple truth to Mr. Dare  that the gentlemen had been in the habit of letting themselves in at any hour they pleased, the dining-room window being left unfastened for them. Joseph made the admission, and Mr. Dare received it with anger.

I did it by their orders, sir, the man said, with deprecation. If you think it was wrong, perhaps youll put things on a better footing for the future. But, to wait up every night till its pretty near time to rise again, is what I cant do, or anybody else. Flesh and blood is but mortal, sir, and couldnt stand it.

But you were not kept up like that? cried Mr. Dare.

Yes, sir, I was. If one of the gentlemen wasnt out, the other would be. I told them it was impossible I could be up nearly all night and every night, and rise in the morning just the same, and do my work in the day. So they took to have the dining-room window left open, and came in that way, and I went to rest at my proper hour. Mr. Cyril and Mr. George, too, they are taking to stay out.

The house might have been robbed over and over again! exclaimed Mr. Dare.

I told them so, sir. But they laughed at me. They said whod be likely to come through the grounds and up to the windows and try them? At any rate, sir, added Joseph, as a last excuse, they ordered it done. And thats how it is, sir, that I dont know what time either Mr. Anthony or Mr. Herbert came in last night.

Mr. Dare said no more. The fruits of the way in which his sons had been reared were coming heavily home to him. He turned to go upstairs to Herberts chamber. On the bottom stairs, swaying herself to and fro in her peignoir, a staring print, all the colours of the rainbow, sat the governess. She lifted her white face as Mr. Dare approached.

Is he dead?

Mr. Dare shook his head. The surgeon says he has been dead ever since the beginning of the night.

And Monsieur Herbert? Is he dead?

He dead! repeated Mr. Dare in an accent of alarm, fearing possibly she might have a motive for the question. What should bring him also dead? Mademoiselle, why do you ask it?

Eh, me, I dont know, she answered. I am bewildered with it all. Why should he be dead, and not the other? Why should either be dead?

Mr. Dare saw that she did look bewildered; scarcely in her senses. She had a white handkerchief in her hand, and was wiping the moisture from her scarcely less white face. Did you witness the quarrel between them? he inquired, supposing that she had done so by her words.

If I did, I not tell, she vehemently answered, her English less clear than usual. If Joseph say  I hear him say it to you just now  that Monsieur Herbert took a knife to his brother, I not give testimony to it. What affair is it of mine, that I should tell against one or the other? Who did it?  who killed him?  she rapidly continued. It was not Monsieur Herbert. No, I will say always that it was not Monsieur Herbert. He would not kill his brother.

I do not think he would, earnestly spoke Mr. Dare.

No, no, no! said mademoiselle, her voice rising with her emphasis. He never kill his brother; he not enough méchant for that.

Perhaps he has not come in? cried Mr. Dare, catching at the thought.

Betsy Garter answered the words. She had stolen up in the general restlessness, and halted there. He must be come in, sir, she said; else how could his cloak be in the dining-room? They are saying that its Mr. Herberts cloak which was under Mr. Anthony.

What has Mr. Herberts cloak to do with his coming in or not coming in? sharply asked Mr. Dare. He would not be wearing his cloak this weather.

But he does wear it, sir, returned Betsy. He went out in it to-night.

Did you see him? sternly asked Mr. Dare.

If I hadnt seen him, I couldnt have told that he went out in it, independently replied Betsy, who, like her mother, was fond of maintaining her own opinion. I was looking out of the window in Miss Adelaides room, and I saw Mr. Herbert go out by way of the dining-room window towards the entrance-gate.

Wearing his cloak?

Wearing his cloak, assented Betsy, I hoped he was hot enough in it.

The words seemed to carry terrible conviction to Mr. Dares mind. Unwilling to believe the girl, he sought Joseph and asked him.

Yes, for certain, Joseph answered. Mr. Herbert, as he was coming downstairs to go out, stopped to speak to me, sir, and he was fastening his cloak on then.

Minny ran up, bursting with grief and terror as she seized upon Mr. Dare. Papa! papa! is it true? she sobbed.

Is what true, child?

That it was Herbert? They are saying so.

Hush! said Mr. Dare. Carrying a candle, he went up to Herberts room, his heart aching. That Herbert could sleep through the noise was surprising; and yet, not much so. His room was more remote from the house than were the other rooms, and looked towards the back. But, had he slept through it? When Mr. Dare went in, he was sitting up in bed, awaking, or pretending to awake, from sleep. The window, thrown wide open, may have contributed to deaden any sound in the house. Can you sleep through this, Herbert? cried Mr. Dare.

Herbert stared, and rubbed his eyes, and stared again, as one bewildered. Is that you, father? he presently cried. What is it?

Herbert, said his father, in low tones of pain, of dread; what have you been doing to your brother?

Herbert, as if not understanding the drift of the question, stared more than ever. I have done nothing to him, he presently said. Do you mean Anthony?

Anthony is lying on the dining-room floor killed  murdered. Herbert, who did it?

Herbert Dare sat motionless in bed, looking utterly lost. That he could not understand, or was affecting not to understand, was evident. Anthony is  what do you say, sir?

He is dead; he is murdered, replied Mr. Dare. Oh, my son, my son, say you did not do it! for the love of heaven, say you did not do it! And the unhappy father burst into tears and sank down on the bed, utterly unmanned.




CHAPTER III.

ACCUSED.

The grey dawn of the early May morning was breaking over the world  over the group gathered in Mr. Dares dining-room. That gentleman, his surviving sons, a stranger, a constable or two; and Sergeant Delves, who had been summoned to the scene. Sundry of the household were going in and out, of their own restless, curious accord, or by summons. The sergeant was making inquiries into the facts and details of the evening.

Anthony Dare  as may be remembered  had sullenly retired to his room, refusing to go out when the message came to him from Lord Hawkesley. It appeared, by what was afterwards learnt, that he, Anthony Dare, had made an appointment to meet Hawkesley and some other men at the Star-and-Garter hotel, where Lord Hawkesley was staying; the proposed amusement of the evening being cards. Anthony Dare remained in his chamber, solacing his chafed temper with brandy-and-water, until the waiter from the Star-and-Garter appeared a second time, bearing a note. This note Sergeant Delves had found in one of the pockets, and had it now open before him. It ran as follows:  

Dear Dare,  We are all here waiting, and cant make up the tables without you. What do you mean by shirking us? Come along, and dont be a month over it.  Yours,

Hawkesley.

This note had prevailed. Anthony, possibly repenting of the solitary evening to which he had condemned himself, put on his boots again and went forth: not  it is not pleasant to have to record it, but it cannot be concealed  not sober. He had taken ale with his dinner, wine after it, and brandy-and-water in his room. The three combined had told upon him.

On his arrival at the Star-and-Garter, he found six or seven gentlemen assembled. But, instead of sitting down there in Lord Hawkesleys room, it was suddenly decided to adjourn to the lodgings of a Mr. Brittle, hard by; a young Oxonian, who had been plucked in his Little Go, and was supposed to be reading hard to avoid a second similar catastrophe. They went to Mr. Brittles and sat down to cards, over which brandy-and-water and other drinks were introduced. Anthony Dare, by way of quenching his thirst, did not spare them, and was not particular as to the sorts. The consequence was that he soon became most disagreeable company, snarling with all around; in short, unfit for play. This contretemps put the rest of the party out of sorts, and they broke up. But for that, they might probably have sat on, until morning, and that poor unhappy life have been spared. There was no knowing what might have been. Anthony Dare was in no fit state to walk alone, and one of them, Mr. Brittle, undertook to see him home. Mr. Brittle left him at the gate, and Anthony Dare stumbled over the lawn and gained the house. After that, nothing further was known. So much as this would not have been known, but that, in hastening for Delves, the policeman had come across Mr. Brittle. It was only natural that the latter, shocked and startled, should bend his steps to the scene; and from him they gathered the account of Anthonys movements abroad.

But now came the difficulty. Who had let Anthony in? No one. There was little doubt that he had made his way through the dining-room window. Joseph had turned the key of the front door at eleven oclock, and he had not been called upon to open it until the return of Mr. and Mrs. Dare. The policeman who happened to be passing when Anthony came home  or it may be more correct to say, was brought home  testified to the probable fact that he had entered by means of the dining-room window. The man had watched him: had seen that, instead of making for the front door, which faced the road and was in view, he had stumbled across the grass, and disappeared down by the side of the house. On this side the dining-room window was situated; therefore it was only reasonable to suppose that Anthony had so entered.

Had you any motive in watching him? asked Sergeant Delves of this man.

None, except to see that he did not fall, was the reply. When the gentleman who brought him home loosed his arm, he told him, in a joking way, not to get kissing the ground as he went in; and I thought Id watch him that I might go to his assistance if he did fall. He could hardly walk: he pitched about with every step.

Did he fall?

No; he managed to keep up. But I should think he was a good five minutes getting over the grass plat.

Did the gentleman remain to watch him?

No, not for above a minute. He just waited to see that he got safe over the gravel path on to the grass, and then he went back.

Did you see anyone else come in? About that time?  or before it?  or after it?

The man shook his head. I didnt see anyone else at all. I shut the gate after Mr. Anthony, and I didnt see it opened again. Not but what plenty might have opened and shut it, and gone in, too, when I was higher up my beat.

Sergeant Delves called Joseph. It appears uncommonly odd that you should have heard no noise whatever, he observed. A mans movements are not generally very quiet when in the state described as being that of young Mr. Dares. The probability is that he would enter the dining-room noisily. Hed be nearly sure to fall against the furniture, being in the dark.

Its certain that I never did hear him, replied Joseph. We was shut up in the kitchen, and I was mostly nodding from the time I locked up at eleven till master came home at two. The two girls was chattering loud enough; they was at the table, making-up caps, or something of that. The cook went to bed at ten; she was tired.

Then, with the exception of you three, all the household were in bed?

All of em  as was at home, answered Joseph. The governess had gone early, the two young ladies went about ten, Mr. Cyril and Mr. George went soon after ten. They came home from cricket dead beat they said, had supper, and went to bed soon after it.

Its not usual for them  the young men, I mean  to go to bed so early, is it? asked Sergeant Delves.

No, except on cricket nights, answered Joseph. After cricket they generally come home and have supper, and dont go out again. Other nights they are mostly sure to be out late.

And you did not hear Mr. Herbert come in?

Sergeant Delves, I say that I never heard nothing nor nobody from the time I locked the front door till master and missis came home, reiterated Joseph, growing angry. Let me repeat it ten times over, I couldnt say it plainer. If I had heard either of the gentlemen come in, I should have gone to em to see if anything was wanted. Specially to Mr. Anthony, knowing that he was not sober when he went out.

Two points appeared more particularly to strike Sergeant Delves. The one was, that no noise should have been heard; that a deed like this could have been committed in, as it appeared, absolute silence. The other was, that the dining-room window should have been found fastened inside. The latter fact confirmed the strong suspicion that the offender was an inmate of the house. A person, not an inmate of the house, would naturally have escaped by the open dining-room window; but to do this, and to fasten it inside after him was an impossibility. Every other window in the house, every door, had been securely fastened; some in the earlier part of the evening, some at eleven oclock by Joseph. Herbert Dare voluntarily acknowledged that it was he who had fastened the dining-room window. His own account was  and the sergeant looked at him narrowly while he gave it  that he had returned home late, getting on for two oclock; that he had come in through the dining-room, and had put down the window fastening. He declared that he had not seen Anthony. If Anthony had been lying there, as he was afterwards found, he, Herbert, had not observed him. But, he said, so far as he remembered, he never glanced to that part of the room at all, but had gone straight through on the other side, between the table and the fireplace. And if he had glanced to it he could have seen nothing, for the room was dark. He had no light, and had to feel his way.

Was it usual for the young gentlemen to fasten the window? Sergeant Delves asked of Joseph. And Joseph replied that they sometimes did, sometimes did not. If by any chance Mr. Anthony and Mr. Herbert came in together, then they would fasten it; or if, when the one came in, he knew that the other was not out, he would equally fasten it. Mr. Cyril and Mr. George did not often come in that way; in fact, they were not out so late, generally speaking, as were their brothers.

Precisely so, Herbert assented, with reference to the fastening. He had fastened it, believing his brother Anthony to be at home and in bed. When he went out the previous evening, Anthony had already gone to his room, expressing his intention not to leave it again that night.

Sergeant Delves inquired  no doubt for reasons of his own  whether this expressed intention on the part of Anthony could be testified to by any one besides Herbert. Yes. By Joseph, by the governess, by Rosa and Minny Dare; all four had heard him say it. The sergeant would not trouble the young ladies, but requested to speak to the governess.

The governess was indignant at the request being made. She was in and out amongst them with her white face, in her many-coloured peignior. She had been upstairs and partially dressed herself; had discarded the calico nightcap and done her hair, put on the peignior again, and come down to see and to listen. But she did not like being questioned.

I know nothing about it, she said to the sergeant, speaking vehemently. What should I know about it? I will tell you nothing. I went to bed before it was well nine oclock; I had a headache; and I never heard anything more till the commotion began. Why you ask me?

But you can surely tell, maam, whether or not you heard Mr. Anthony say he was going to his chamber for the night? remonstrated the sergeant.

Yes, he did say it, she answered vehemently. He said it in the salon. He kicked off his boots, and told Joseph to bring his slippers, and to take brandy-and-water to his room, for he should not leave it again that night. I never thought or knew that he had left it until I saw him lying in the dining-room, and they said he was dead.

Was Mr. Herbert present when he said he should go to his room for the night?

He was present, I think: I think he had come in then to the salon. That is all I know. I made the tea, and then my head got bad, and I went to bed. I can tell you nothing further.

Did you hear any noise in the house, maam?

No. If there was any noise I did not notice it. I soon went to sleep. Where is the use of your asking me these things? You should ask those who sat up. I shall be sick if you make me talk about it. Nothing of this ever arrived in any family where I have been before.

The sergeant allowed her to retire. She went to the stairs and sat down on the lower step, and leaned her cheek upon her hand, all as she had done previously. Mr. Dare asked her why she did not go upstairs, away from the confusion and bustle of the sad scene; but she shook her head. She did not care to be in her chamber alone, she answered, and her pupils were shut in with Madame Dare and Mademoiselle Adelaide.

It is possible that one thing puzzled the sergeant: though what puzzled him and what did not puzzle him had to be left to conjecture, for he said nothing about it. No weapon had been found. The policemen had been searching the room thoroughly, had partly searched the house; but had come upon no instrument likely to have inflicted the wound. A carving-knife or common table-knife had been suggested, remembering the previous occurrences of the evening; but Mr. Glenns decided opinion was, that it must have been a very different instrument; some slender, sharp-pointed, two-edged blade, he thought, about six inches in length.

The most suspicious evidence, referring to Herbert, was the cloak. The sergeant had examined it curiously, with compressed lips. Herbert disposed of this, so far as he was concerned  that is, if he was to be believed. He said that he had put his cloak on, had gone out in it as far as the entrance gate; but finding it warmer than was agreeable, he had turned back, and flung it on to the dining-room table, going in, as he had come out, through the window. He added, as a little bit of confirmatory evidence, that he remembered seeing the cloak begin to slide off the table again, that he saw it must fall to the ground; but, being in a hurry, he would not stop to prevent its doing so, or to pick it up.

The sergeant never seemed to take his sidelong glance from Herbert Dare. He had gone to work in his own way; hearing the different accounts and conjectures, sifting this bit of evidence, turning about that, holding a whispered colloquy with the man who had been sent to examine Herberts room: holding a longer whispered colloquy with Herbert himself. On the departure of the surgeon and Mr. Brittle, who had gone away together, he had marched to the front and side doors of the house, locked them, and put the keys into his pocket. Nobody goes out of this without my permission, quoth he.

Then he took Mr. Dare aside. Theres no mistake about this, I fear, said he gravely.

Mr. Dare knew what he meant. He himself was growing grievously faint-hearted. But he would not say so; he would not allow it to be seen that he cast, or could cast, a suspicion on Herbert. It appears to me that  that  if poor Anthony was in the state they describe, that he may have sat down or laid down after entering the dining-room, and dropped asleep, observed Mr. Dare. Easy, then  the window being left open  for some midnight housebreaker from the street to have come in and attacked him.

Pooh! said Sergeant Delves. It is no housebreaker that has done this. We have a difficult line of duty to perform at times, us police; and all we can do to soften matters, is to go to work as genteelly as is consistent with the law. Im sorry to have to say it, Mr. Dare, but I have felt obliged to order my men to keep a look-out on Mr. Herbert.

A chill ran through Mr. Dare. It could not have been Herbert! he rejoined, his tone one of pain, almost of entreaty. Mr. Glenn says it could not have been done later than half-past eleven, or so. Herbert never came home until nearly two.

Who is to prove that he was not at home till near two?

He says he was not. I have no doubt it can be proved. And poor Anthony was dead more than two hours before.

Now, look you here, cried Sergeant Delves, falling back on a favourite phrase of his. Mr. Glenn is correct enough as to the time of the occurrence: I have had some experience in death myself, and Im sure he is not far out. But let that pass. Here are witnesses who saw him alive at half-past eleven oclock, and you come home at two and find him dead. Now, let your son Herbert thus state where he was from half-past eleven till two. He says he was out: not near home at all. Very good. Only let him mention the place, so that we can verify it, and find, beyond dispute, that he was out, and the suspicion against him will be at an end. But he wont do this.

Not do it? echoed Mr. Dare.

He tells me point-blank that he cant and he wont. I asked him.

Mr. Dare turned impetuously to the room where he had left his second son  his eldest son now. Here, Herbert  he was beginning. But the officer cut short the words by drawing him back.

Dont go and make matters worse, whispered he: perhaps theyll be bad enough without it. Now, Lawyer Dare, youll do well not to turn obstinate, for I am giving you a bit of friendly advice. You and I have had many a transaction together, and I dont mind going a bit out of my way for you, as I wouldnt do for other people. The worst thing your son could do, would be to say before those chattering servants that he cant or wont tell where he has been all night, or half the night. It would be self-condemnation at once. Ask him in private, if you must ask him.

Mr. Dare called his son to him, and Herbert answered to it. A policeman was sauntering after him, but the sergeant gave him a nod, and the man went back.

Herbert, you say you did not come in until near two this morning.

Neither did I. It wanted about twenty minutes to it. The churches struck half-past one as I came through the town.

Where did you stay?

Well  I cant say, replied Herbert.

Mr. Dare grew agitated. You must say, Herbert, he hoarsely whispered, or take the consequences.

I cant help the consequences, was Herberts answer. Where I was last night is no matter to any one, and I shall not say.

Your not saying  if you can say  is just folly, interposed the sergeant. Its the first question the magistrates will ask when you are placed before them.

Herbert looked up angrily. Place me before the magistrates! he echoed. What do you mean? You will not dare to take me into custody!

You have been in custody this half-hour, coolly returned the sergeant.

Herbert looked terribly fierce.

I will not submit to this indignity, he exclaimed. I will not. Sergeant Delves, you are overstepping  

Look here, interrupted the sergeant, drawing something from some unseen receptacle; and Mr. Herbert, to his dismay, caught sight of a pair of handcuffs. Dont you force me to use them, said the officer. You are in custody, and must go before the magistrates; but now, you be a gentleman, and Ill use you as one.

I protest upon my honour that I have had neither act nor part in this crime! cried Herbert, in agitation. Do you think I would stain my hand with the sin of Cain?

What is that on your hand? asked the sergeant, bending forward to look more closely at Herberts fingers.

Herbert held them out openly enough. I was doing something last night which tore my fingers, he said. I was trying to undo the fastenings of some wire. Sergeant Delves, I declare to you solemnly, that from the moment when my brother went to his chamber, as witnesses have stated to you, I never saw him until my father brought me down from my bed to see him lying dead.

You drew a knife on him not many hours before, you know, Mr. Herbert!

It was done in the heat of passion. He provoked me very much; but I should not have used it. No, poor fellow! I should never have injured him.

Well, you only make your tale good to the magistrates, was all the sergeants answer. It will be their affair as soon as you are before them  not mine.

Herbert Dare was handed back to the constable; and, as soon as the justice-room opened, was conveyed before the magistrates  all, as the sergeant termed it, in a genteel, gentlemanly sort of way. He was charged with the murder of his brother Anthony.

To describe the commotion that spread over Helstonleigh would be beyond any pen. The college boys were in a strange state of excitement: both Anthony and Herbert Dare had been college boys themselves not so very long ago. Gar Halliburton  who was no longer a college boy, but a supernumerary  went home full of it. Having imparted it there, he thought he could not do better than go in and regale Patience with the news, by way of divertissement to her sick bed. May I come up, Patience? he called out from the foot of the stairs. I have something to tell you.

Receiving permission, up he flew. Patience, partially raised, was sewing with her hands, which she could just contrive to do. Anna sat by the window, putting the buttons on some new shirts.

I have finished two, cried she, turning round to Gar in great glee. And my fathers coming home next week, he writes us word. Perhaps thy mother has had a letter from William. Look at the shirts! she continued, exhibiting them.

Never mind bothering about shirts, now, Anna, returned Gar, losing sight of his gallantry in his excitement. Patience, the most dreadful thing has happened. Anthony Dares murdered!

Patience, calm Patience, only looked at Gar. Perhaps she did not believe it. Annas hands, holding out the shirts, were arrested midway: her mouth and blue eyes alike opening.

He was murdered in their dining-room in the night, went on Gar, intent only on his tale. The town is all up in arms; you never saw such an uproar. When we came out of school just now, we thought the French must have come to invade us, by the crowds there were in the street. You couldnt get near the Guildhall, where the examination was going on. Not more than half a dozen of us were able to fight our way in. Herbert Dare looked so pale; he was standing there, guarded by three policemen  

Thee hast a fast tongue, Gar, interrupted Patience. Dost thee mean to say Herbert Dare was in custody?

Of course, he was, replied Gar, faster than before. It is he who has done it. At least, he is accused of it. He and Anthony had a quarrel yesterday, and it came to knives. They were parted then; but he is supposed to have laid wait for Anthony in the night and killed him.

Is Anthony dead? Is he  Anna! what hast thee  ?

Anna had dropped the shirts and the buttons. Her blue eyes had closed, her lips and cheeks had grown white, her hands fell powerless. She is fainting! shouted Gar, as he ran to support her.

Gar, dear, said Patience, thee shouldst not tell ill news quite so abruptly. Thee hast made me feel queer. Canst thee stretch thy hands out to the bell? It will bring up Hester.




CHAPTER IV.

COMMITTED FOR TRIAL.

Helstonleigh could not recover its equanimity. Never had it been so rudely shaken. Incidents there had been as startling; crimes of as deep a dye; but, taking it with all its attendant circumstances, no occurrence, in the memory of the oldest inhabitant, had excited the interest that was attaching to the death and assumed murder of Anthony Dare.

The social standing of the parties, above that in which such unhappy incidents are more generally found; the conspicuous position they occupied in the town, and the very uncertainty  the mystery, it may be said  in which the affair was wrapped, wrought local curiosity to the highest point.

Scarcely a shadow of doubt rested on the public mind that the deed had been done by Herbert Dare. The Police force, actively engaged in searching out all the details, held the same opinion. In one sense, this was, perhaps, unfortunate; for, when strong suspicion, whether of the police or of the public, is especially directed to one isolated point, it inevitably tends to keep down doubts that might arise in regard to other quarters.

It seemed scarcely possible to hope that Herbert was not guilty. All the facts tended to the assumption that he was so. There was the ill-feeling known to have existed between himself and his brother: the quarrel and violence in the dining-room not many hours before, in which quarrel Herbert had raised a knife upon him. But for the entrance of the servant Joseph, said the people, one to another, the murder might have been done then. Joseph had stopped evil consequences at the time, but he had not stopped Herberts mouth  the threat he had uttered in his passion  still to be revenged. Terribly those words told now against Herbert Dare.

Another thing that told against him, and in a most forcible manner, was the cloak. That he had put it on to go out; nay, had been seen to go out in it by the housemaid, was indisputable; and his brother was found lying on this very cloak. In vain Herbert protested, when before the magistrates and at the coroners inquest, that he returned before leaving the gates, and had flung this cloak into the dining-room, finding it too hot that evening to wear. He obtained no credit. He had not been seen to do this; and the word of an accused man goes for little. All ominous, these things  all telling against him, but nothing, taking them collectively, as compared with his refusal to state where he was that night. He left the house between eight and nine, close upon nine, he thought; he was not sure of the exact time to a quarter of an hour; and he never returned to it until nearly two. Such was his account. But, where he had been in the interim, he positively refused to state.

It was only his assertion, you see, against the broad basis of suspicion. Anthony Dares death must have taken place, as testified by Mr. Glenn, somewhere about half-past eleven; who was to prove that Herbert at that time was not at home? I was not, Herbert reiterated, when before the coroner. I did not return home till between half-past one and two. The churches struck the half-hour as I was coming through the town, and it would take me afterwards some ten minutes to reach home. It must have been about twenty minutes to two when I entered.

But where were you? Where had you been? Where did you come from? he was asked.

That I cannot state, he replied. I was out upon a little business of my own; business that concerns no one but myself; and I decline to make it public.

On that score nothing more could be obtained from him. The coroner drew his own conclusions; the jury drew theirs; the police had already drawn theirs, and very positive ones.

These were the two facts that excited the ire of Sergeant Delves and his official colleagues: with all their searching, they could find no weapon likely to have been the one used; and they could not discover where Herbert Dare had gone to that evening. It happened that no one remembered to have seen him passing in the town, early or late; or, if they had seen him, it had made no impression on their memory. The appearance of Mr. Dares sons was so common an occurrence that no especial note was likely to have been taken of it. Herbert declared that in passing through West Street, Turtle, the auctioneer, was leaning out at his open bedroom window, and that he, Herbert, had called out to him, and asked whether he was star-gazing. Mr. Turtle, when applied to, could not corroborate this. He believed that he had been looking out at his window that night; he believed that it might have been about the hour named, getting on for two, for he was late going to bed, having been to a supper party; but he had no recollection whatever of seeing Mr. Herbert pass, or of having been spoken to by him, or by any one else. When pressed upon the point, Mr. Turtle acknowledged that his intellects might not have been in the clearest state of perception, the supper party having been a jovial one.

One of the jury remarked that it was very singular the prisoner could go through the dining-room, and not observe his brother lying in it. The prisoner replied that it was not singular at all. The room was in darkness, and he had felt his way through it on the opposite side of the table to that where his brother was afterwards found. He had gone straight through, and up to his chamber, as quietly as possible, not to disturb the house; and he dropped asleep as soon as he was in bed.

The verdict returned was Wilful murder against Herbert Dare, and he was committed to the county gaol to take his trial at the assizes. Mr. Dares house was beyond the precincts of the city. Sergeant Delves and his men renewed their inquiries; but they could discover no trace, either of the weapon, or of where Herbert Dare had passed the suspicious hours. The sergeant was vexed; but he would not allow that he was beaten. Only give us time, said he, with a characteristic nod. The Pyramids of Egypt were only built up stone by stone.

Tuesday morning  the morning fixed for the funeral of Anthony Dare. The curious portion of Helstonleigh wended its way up to the churchyard; as it is the delight of the curious portion of a town to do. What a sad sight it was! That dark object, covered by its pall, carried by its attendants, followed by the mourners; Mr. Dare, and his sons Cyril and George. He, the father, bent his face in his handkerchief, as he walked behind the coffin to the grave. Many a man in Helstonleigh enjoyed a higher share of esteem and respect than did Lawyer Dare; but not one present in that crowded churchyard that did not feel for him in his bitter grief. Not one, let us hope, that did not feel to his hearts core the fate of the unhappy Anthony, now, for weal or for woe, to answer before his Maker for his life on earth.

That same day, Tuesday, witnessed the return of Samuel Lynn and William Halliburton. They arrived in the evening, and of course the first news they were greeted with was the prevailing topic. Few things caused the ever-composed Quaker to betray surprise; but William was half-stunned with the news. Anthony Dare dead  murdered  buried that very day; and Herbert in prison, awaiting his trial for the offence! To William the whole affair seemed more incredible than real.

Sir, he said to his master, when, the following morning, they were alone together in the counting-house at the manufactory, do you believe Herbert Dare can be guilty?

Mr. Ashley had been gazing at William, lost in thought. The change we often see, or fancy we see, in a near friend, after a few weeks absence, was apparent in William. He had improved in looks; and yet those looks, with their true nobility, both of form and intellect, had been scarcely capable of improvement. Nevertheless, it was there, and Mr. Ashley had been struck with it.

I cannot say, he replied, aroused by the question. Facts appear conclusively against him; but it seems incredible that he should so have lost himself. To be suspected and committed on such a charge is grief enough, without the reality of guilt.

So it is, acquiesced William.

We feel the disgrace very keenly  as all must who are connected with the Dares in ever so remote a degree. I feel it, William; feel it as a blow; Mrs. Ashley is the cousin of Anthony Dare.

They are relatives of ours also, said William in a low tone. My father was first cousin to Mrs. Dare.

Mr. Ashley looked at him with surprise. Your father first cousin to Mrs. Dare! he repeated. What are you saying?

Her first cousin, sir. You have heard of old Mr. Cooper, of Birmingham?

From whom the Dares inherited their money. Well?

Mr. Cooper had a brother and a sister. Mrs. Dare was the daughter of the brother; the sister married the Reverend William Halliburton, and my father was their son. Mrs. Dare, as Julia Cooper, and my father, Edgar Halliburton, both lived together for some time under their uncles roof at Birmingham.

A moments pause, and then Mr. Ashley laid his hand on Williams shoulder. Then that brings a sort of relationship between us, William. I shall have a right to feel pride in you now.

William laughed. But his cheek flushed with the pleasure of a more earnest feeling. His greatest earthly wish was to be appreciated by Mr. Ashley.

How is it I never heard of this relationship before? cried Mr. Ashley. Was it purposely concealed?

It is only within a year or two that I have known of it, replied William. Frank and Gar are not aware of it yet. When we first came to Helstonleigh, the Dares were much annoyed at it; and they made it known to my mother in so unmistakable a manner, that she resolved to drop all mention of the relationship; she would have dropped the relationship itself if she could have done so. It was natural, perhaps, that they should feel annoyed, continued William, seeking to apologize for them. They were rich and great in the eyes of the town; we were poor and obscure.

Mr. Ashley was casting his recollections backwards. A certain event, which had always somewhat puzzled him, was becoming clear now. William, when Anthony Dare  acting, as he said, for me  put that seizure into your house for rent, it must have been done with the view of driving you from the town?

My mother says she has always thought so, sir.

I see; I see. Why, William, half the inheritance, enjoyed by the Dares, ought justly to have been your fathers!

We shall do as well without it, in the long-run, sir, replied William, a bright smile illumining his face. Hard though the struggle was at the beginning!

Ay, that you will! warmly returned Mr. Ashley. The ways of Providence are wonderful! Yes, William  and I know you have been taught to think so  what men call the chances of the world, are all Gods dealings. Reflect on the circumstances favouring the Dares; reflect on your own drawbacks and disadvantages! They had wealth, position, a lucrative profession; everything, in fact, to help them on, that can be desired by a family in middle-class life; whilst you had poverty, obscurity, and toil to contend with. But now, look at what they are! Mr. Dares money is dissipated; he is overwhelmed with embarrassment  I know it to be a fact, William; but this is for your ear alone. Folly, recklessness, irreligion, reign in his house; his daughters lost in pretentious vanity; his sons in something worse. In a few years they will have gone down  down. Yes, added Mr. Ashley, pointing with his finger to the floor of his counting-house, down to the dogs. I can see it coming, as surely as that the sun is in the heavens. You and they will have exchanged positions, William; nay, you and yours, unless I am greatly mistaken, will be in a far higher position than they have ever occupied; for you will have secured the favour of God, and the approbation of all good men.

That Frank and Gar will attain to a position in time, I should be worse than a heathen to doubt, looking back on the wonderful manner in which we have been helped on, thoughtfully observed William. For myself I am not sanguine.

Do you never cherish dreams on your own account? inquired Mr. Ashley.

If I do, sir, they are vague dreams. My position affords no scope for ambition.

I dont know that, said Mr. Ashley. Would you not be satisfied to become one of the great manufacturers of this great city? he continued, laughing.

Not unless I could be one of the greatest. Such as   William stopped.

Myself, for instance? quietly put in Mr. Ashley.

Yes, indeed, answered William, lifting his earnest eyes to his master. Were it possible that I could ever attain to be as you are, sir, in all things  in character, in position, in the estimation of my fellow-citizens  it would be sufficient ambition for me, and I should sit down content.

Not you, cried Mr. Ashley. You would then be casting your thoughts to serving your said fellow-citizens in Parliament, or some such exalted vision. Mans nature is to soar, you know; it cannot rest. As soon as one object of ambition is attained, others are sought after.

So far as I go, we need not discuss it, was Williams answer. Theres no chance of my ever becoming even a second-rate manufacturer; let alone what you are, sir.

The next best thing to being myself, would perhaps be that of being my partner, William.

The voice in which his master spoke was so significant, that Williams face flushed to crimson. Mr. Ashley noticed it.

Did that ambition ever occur to you?

No, sir, never. That honour is looked upon as being destined for Cyril Dare.

Indeed! calmly repeated Mr. Ashley. If you could transform your nature into Cyril, I do not say but that it might be so in time.

He expects it himself, sir.

Would he be a worthy associate for me, think you? inquired Mr. Ashley, bending his gaze full on William.

William made no reply. Perhaps none was expected, for his master resumed:

I do not recommend you to indulge that particular dream of ambition; I cannot see sufficiently into the future. It is my intention to push you somewhat on in the world. I have no son to advance, he added, an expression of sadness crossing his face. All I can do for my boy is to leave him at ease after me. Therefore I may, if I live, advance you in his stead. Provided, William, you continue to deserve it.

A smile parted Williams lips. That, he would ever strive for, heaven helping him.

Mr. Ashley again laid his hand on William, and gazed into his face. I have had a wonderful account of you from Samuel Lynn. And it is not often the Friend launches into decided praise.

Oh, have you, sir? returned William with animation. I am glad he was pleased with me.

He was more than pleased. But I must not forget that I was charged with a message from Henry. He is outrageous at your not having gone to him last night. I shall be sending him to France one of these days, under your escort, William. It may do him good, in more ways than one.

I will come to Henry this evening, sir. I must leave him, though, for half an hour, to go round to Easts.

Your conscience is engaged, I see. You know what Henry accused you of, the last time you left him to go to Easts?

Of being enamoured of Charlotte, said William, laughing in answer to Mr. Ashleys smile. I will come, at any rate, sir, and battle the other matter out with Henry.




CHAPTER V.

A BRUISED HEART.

If it were a hopeless task to attempt to describe the consternation of Helstonleigh at the death of Anthony Dare, far more difficult would it be to picture that of Anna Lynn. Believe Herbert guilty, Anna did not; she could scarcely have believed that, had an angel come down from heaven to affirm it. Her state of mind was not to be envied; suspense, sorrow, anxiety filled it, causing her to be in a grievous state of restlessness. She had to conceal this from the eyes of Patience; from the eyes of the world. For one thing, she could not get at the correct particulars; newspapers did not come in her way, and she shrank, in her self-consciousness, from asking. Her whole being  if we may dare to say it here  was wrapt in Herbert Dare; father, friends, home, country; she could have sacrificed them all to save him. She would have laid down her life for his. Her good sense was distorted, her judgment warped; she saw passing events, not with the eye of dispassionate fact, or with any fact at all, but through the unhealthy tinge of fond, blind prejudice. The blow had almost crushed her; the dread suspense was wearing out her heart. She seemed no longer the same careless child as before; in a few hours she had overstepped the barrier of girlish timidity, and had gained the experience which is bought with sorrow.

On the evening mentioned in the last chapter, just before William went out to keep his appointment with Henry Ashley, he saw from the window Anna in his mothers garden, bending over the flowers, and glancing up at him. Glancing, as it struck William, with a strangely wistful expression. He went out to her.

Tending the flowers, Anna?

She turned to him, her fair young face utterly colourless. I have been so wanting to see thee, William! I came here, hoping thee wouldst come out. At dinner time I was here, and thee only nodded to me from the window. I did not like to beckon to thee.

I am sorry to have been so stupid, Anna. What is it?

Thee hast heard what has happened  that dreadful thing! Hast thee heard it all?

I believe so. All that is known.

I want thee to tell it me. Patience wont talk of it; Hester only shakes her head; and I am afraid to ask Gar. Thee tell it to me.

It would not do you good to know, Anna, he gravely said. Better try and not think  

William, hush thee! she feverishly exclaimed. Thee knew there was a  a friendship between me and him. If I cannot learn all there is to be learnt, I shall die.

William looked down at the changing cheek, the eyes full of pain, the trembling hands, clasped in their eagerness. It might be better to tell her than to leave her in this state of suspense.

William, there is no one in the wide world that knows he cared for me, but thee, she imploringly resumed. Thee must tell me; thee must tell me!

You mean that you want to hear the particulars of  of what took place on Thursday night?

Yes. All. Then, and since. I have but heard snatches of the wicked tale.

He obeyed her: telling her all the broad facts, but suppressing a few of the details. She leaned against the garden-gate, listening in silence; her face turned from him, looking through the bars into the field.

Why do they not believe him? was her first comment, spoken sharply and abruptly. He says he was not near the house at the time the act must have been done: why do they not believe him?

It is easy to assert a thing, Anna. But the law requires proof.

Proof? That he must declare to them where he has been?

Undoubtedly. And corroborative proof must also be given.

But what sort of proof? I do not understand their laws.

Suppose Herbert Dare asserted that he had spent those hours with me, for instance; then I must go forward at the trial and confirm his assertion. Also any other witnesses who may have seen him with me, if there were any. It would be establishing what is called an alibi.

And would they acquit him then? Suppose there were only one witness to speak for him? Would one be sufficient?

Certainly. Provided the witness were trustworthy.

If a witness went forward and declared it now, would they release him?

Impossible. He is committed to take his trial at the assizes, and he cannot be released beforehand. It is exceedingly unwise of him not to declare where he was that evening  if he can do so.

Where do the public think he was? What do they say?

I am afraid the public, Anna, think that he was not out anywhere. At any rate, after eleven or half-past.

Then they are very cruel! she passionately exclaimed. Do they all think that?

There may be a few who judge that it was as he says; that he was really away, and is, consequently, innocent.

And where do they think he was? eagerly responded Anna again. Do they suspect any place where he might have been?

William made no reply. It was not at all expedient to impart to her all the gossip or surmises of the town. But his silence seemed to agitate her more than any reply could have done. She turned to him, trembling with emotion, the tears streaming down her face.

Oh, William! tell me what is thought! Tell me, I implore thee! Thee cannot leave me in this trouble. Where is it thought he was?

He took her hands; he bent over her as tenderly as any brother could have done; he read all too surely how opposite to the truth had been her former assertion to him  that she did not care for Herbert Dare.

Anna, child, you must not agitate yourself in this way: there is no just cause for doing so. I assure you I do not know where it is thought Herbert Dare may have been that night; neither, so far as can be learnt, does any one else know. It is the chief point  where he was  that is puzzling the town.

She laid her head down on the gate again, closing her eyes, as in very weariness. Williams heart ached for her.

He may not be guilty, Anna, was all the consolation he could find to offer.

May not be guilty! she echoed in a tone of pain. He is not guilty. William, I tell thee he is not. Dost thee think I would defend him if he could do so wicked a thing?

He did not dispute the point with her; he did not tell her that her assumption of his innocence was inconsistent with the facts of the case. Presently Anna resumed.

Why must he remain in gaol till the trial? There was that man who stole the skins from Thomas Ashley  they let him out, when he was taken, until the sessions came on, and then he went up for trial.

That man was out on bail. But they do not take bail in cases so grave as this.

I may not stay longer. Theres Hester coming to call me in. I rely upon thee to tell me anything fresh that may arise, she said, lifting her beseeching eyes to his.

One word, Anna, before you go. And yet, I see how worse than useless it is to say it to you now. You must forget Herbert Dare.

I shall forget him, William, when I cease to have memory, she whispered. Never before. Thee wilt keep my counsel?

Truly and faithfully.

Fare thee well, William; I have no friend but thee.

She ran swiftly into their own premises. William turned to pursue his way to Mr. Ashleys, the thought of Henry Ashleys misplaced attachment lying on his mind as an incubus.




CHAPTER VI.

ONE DYING IN HONEY FAIR.

Mrs. Buffle stood in what she called her backus, practically superintending a periodical wash. The day was hot, and the steam was hot, and, as Mrs. Buffle rubbed away, she began to think she should never be cool again.

Missis, shrieked out a young voice from the precincts of the shop, Ben Tyrretts wife says will you let her have a gill o vinegar? Be I to serve it?

The words came from the small damsel who was had in to help on cleaning and washing days. Mrs. Buffle kept her hands still in the soapsuds, and projected her hot face over the tub to answer.

Matty, tell Mary Ann Tyrrett as she promised faithful to bring me something off her score this week, but Ive not seen the colour of it yet.

She says as its to put to his head, called back Matty, alluding to the present demand. Hes bad a-bed, and have fainted right off.

Serve him right, responded Mrs. Buffle. You may give her the vinegar, Matty. Tell her as its a penny farthing. I heered he had been drinking again, she added to herself and the washing tub, and laid hisself down in the wet road the night afore last, and was found there in the morning.

Later in the day, it happened that William Halliburton was passing through Honey Fair, and met Charlotte East. She stopped him. Have you heard, sir, that Tyrrett is dying? she asked.

Tyrrett dying! repeated William in amazement. Who says he is?

The doctor says it, I believe, sir. I must say he looks like it. Mary Ann sent for me, and I have been down to see him.

Why, what can be the matter with him? asked William. He was at work the day before yesterday!

He was at work, sir, but he could not speak, they tell me, for that illness that has been hanging about him so long, and had settled on his chest. That night, after leaving work, instead of going home and getting a basin of gruel, or something of that sort, he went to the Horned Ram, and drank there till he couldnt keep upright.

With his chest in that state!

And that was not the worst, resumed Charlotte. It had been a wet day, if you remember, sir, and he somehow strayed into Oxlip Lane, and fell down, and lay there till morning. What with drink, and what with exposure to the wet, his chest grew dangerously inflamed, and now the doctor says he has not many hours to live.

I am sorry to hear it, cried William. Is he sensible?

Too sensible, sir, in one sense, replied Charlotte. His remorse is dreadful. He is saying that if he had not misspent his life, he might have died a good man, instead of a bad one.

William passed on, much concerned at the news. His way led him past Ben Tyrretts lodgings, and he turned in. Mary Ann was sobbing and wailing, in the midst of as many curious and condoling neighbours as the kitchen would contain. All were in full gossip  as might be expected. Mrs. Cross had taken home the three little children, by way of keeping the place quiet; and the sick man was lying in the room above, surrounded by several of his fellow-workmen, who had heard of his critical state.

Some of the women sidled off when William entered, rather ashamed of being caught chattering vehemently. It was remarkable the deference that was paid him, and from no assumption of his own  indeed, the absence of assumption may have partially accounted for it. But, though ever courteous and pleasant with them all, he was a thorough gentleman: and the working classes are keen to distinguish this.

Why, Mrs. Tyrrett, this is sad news! he said. Is your husband so ill?

Oh, he must die, he must die, sir! she answered in a frantic tone. Uncomfortably as they had lived together, the man was still her husband, and there is no doubt she was feeling the present crisis; was shrinking with dread from the future. A widow with three young children, and the workhouse for an asylum! It was the only prospect before her. He must die, anyways; but he might have lasted a few hours longer, if I could have got what the doctor ordered.

William did not understand.

It was a blister and some physic, sir, explained one of the women. The doctor wrote it on a paper, and said it was to be took to the nearest druggists. But when they got it there, Darwin said he couldnt trust the Tyrretts, and they must send the money if they wanted the things.

It was not Mr. Parry, then, who was called in?

It were a strange doctor, sir, as was fetched. There was Tyrretts last bout of illness owing for to Parry, and so they didnt like to send for him. As to them druggists, they be some of em a cross-grained set, unless you goes with the money in your hand.

William asked to see the prescription. It was produced, and he read its contents  he was as capable of doing so and of understanding it as the best doctor in Helstonleigh. He tore a leaf from his pocket-book, wrote a few words in pencil, folded it with the prescription, and desired one of the women to take it to the chemists again. He then went up to the sick room.

Tyrrett was lying on a flock mattress, on an ugly brown bedstead, the four posts upright and undraped. A blanket and a checked blue cotton quilt covered him. His breathing was terribly laboured, his face painfully anxious. William approached him, bending his head, to avoid contact with the ceiling.

Im a-going, sir, cried the man, in tones as anxious as his face. Im a-going at last.

I hope not, said William. I hope you will get better. You are to have a blister on your chest, and  

No he aint, sir, interrupted one of the men. Darwin wont send it.

Oh yes, he will, if he is properly asked. They have gone again to him. Are you in much pain, Tyrrett?

Im in an agony of pain here, sir, pointing to his chest. But that aint nothing to my pain of mind. Oh, Mr. Halliburton, youre good, sir; you havent nothing to reproach yourself with; cant you do nothing for me? Im going into the sight of my Maker, and Hes angry with me!

In truth, William knew not what to answer. Tyrretts voice was as a wail of anguish; his hands were stretched out beseechingly.

Charlotte East were here just now, and she told me to go to Christ  that He was merciful and forgiving. But how am I to go to Him? If I try, sir, I cant, for theres my past life rising up before me. I have been a bad man: I have never once in all my life tried to please God.

The words echoed through the stillness of the room; echoed with a sound that was terribly awful. Never once to have tried to please God! Throughout a whole life, and throughout all its blessings!

I have never thought of God, he continued to reiterate. I have never cared for Him, or tried to please Him, or done the least thing for Him. And now Im going to face His wrath, and I cant help myself!

You may be spared yet, said William; you may indeed. And your future life must atone for the past.

I shant be spared, sir; I feel that the worlds all up with me, was the rejoinder. Im going fast, and theres nobody to give me a word of comfort! Cant you, sir? Im going away, and Gods angry with me!

William leaned over him. I can only say as Charlotte East did, he whispered. Try and find your Saviour. There is mercy with Him at the eleventh hour.

I have not the time to find Him, breathed forth Tyrrett, in agony. I might find Him if I had time given me; but I have not got it.

William, shrinking in his youth and inexperience from arguing upon topics so momentous, was not equal to the emergency. Who was? He did what he could; and that was to despatch a message for a clergyman, who answered the summons with speed.

The blister also came, and the medicine that had been prescribed. William went home, hoping all might prove as a healing balm to the sick man.

A fallacious hope. Tyrrett died the following morning. When William went round early on his mission of inquiry, he found him dead. Some of the men, whom he had seen with Tyrrett the previous night, were assembled in the kitchen.

He is but just gone, sir, they said, The women be up with him now. They have took his wife round screeching to her mothers. He died with that there blister on his chest.

Did he die peacefully? was Williams question.

Awful hard, sir, toward the last; moaning, and calling, and clenching his hands in mortal pain. His sister, she come round  shes a hard one, is that Liza Tyrrett  and she set on at the wife, saying it was her fault that hed took to go out drinking. That there parson couldnt do nothing with him, concluded the speaker, lowering his voice.

Williams breath stood still. No!

The man shook his head. Tyrrett werent in a frame o mind for it, sir. He kep crying out as he had led a bad life, and never thought of God  and them was his last words. It aint happy, sir, to die like that. It have quite cowed down us as was with him: one gets thinking, sir, what sort of a place it may be, tother side, where hes gone to.

William lifted his head, a sort of eager hope on his countenance, speaking cheerily. Could you not let poor Tyrretts death act as a warning to you?

There was a dead silence. Five men were present; every one of them leading careless lives. Somehow they did not much like to hear of warning, although the present moment was one of unusual seriousness.

Religion is so dreadful dull and gloomy, sir.

Religion dull and gloomy! echoed William. Well, perhaps some people do make a gloomy affair of it; but then I dont think theirs can be the right religion. I do not believe people were sent into the world to be gloomy: time enough for that when troubles come.

What is religion? asked one of the men.

It is a sort of thing thats a great deal better to be felt than talked about, answered William. I am no parson, and cannot pretend to enlighten you. We might never come to an understanding over it, were we to discuss it all day long. I would rather talk to you of life, and its practical duties.

Tyrrett said as he had never paid heed to any of his duties. It were his cry over and over again, sir, in the night. He said he had drunk, and swore, and beat his wife, and done just what he oughtnt to ha done.

Ay, I fear it was so, replied William. Poor Tyrretts existence was divided into three phrases  working, drinking, quarrelling: dissatisfaction attending all. I fear a great many more in Honey Fair could say the same.

The mens consciences were pricking them; some of them began to stand uncomfortably on one leg. They tippled; they quarrelled; they had been known to administer personal correction to their wives on provocation.

Times upon times I asked Tyrrett to come round of an evening to Robert Easts, continued William. He never did come. But I can tell you this, my men; had he taken to pass his evenings there twelve months ago, when the society  as they call it  was first formed, he might have been a hale man now, instead of lying there, dead.

Do you mean that hed have growed religious, sir?

I tell you we will put religion out of the discussion: as you dont seem to like the word. Had Tyrrett taken to like rational evenings, instead of public-houses, it would have made a wonderful difference in his mode of thought, and difference in conduct would have followed. Look at his father-in-law, Cross. He was living without hope or aim, at loggerheads with his wife and with the world, and rather given to wishing himself dead. All thats over. Do you think I should like to go about with a dirty face and holes in my coat?

The men laughed. They thought not.

Cross used to do so. But you see nothing of that now. Many others used to do so. Many do so still.

Rather conscience-stricken again, the men tried to hide their elbows. Its true enough, said one. Cross, and some more of em, are getting smart.

Smart inside as well as out, said William. They are acquiring self-respect; one of the best qualities a man can find. They wouldnt be seen in the street now in rags, or the worse for drink, or in any other degrading position; no, not if you bribed them with gold. Coming round to Easts has done that for them. They are beginning to see that its just as well to lead pleasant lives here, as unpleasant ones. In a short time, Cross will be getting furniture about him again, towards setting up the home he lost. He  and many more  will also, as I truly believe, be beginning to set up furniture of another sort.

What sorts that, sir?

The furniture that will stand him in need for the next life; the life that Tyrrett has now entered upon, replied William in deeper tones. It is a life that must come, you know; our little span of time here, in comparison with eternity, is but as a drop of water to the great river that runs through the town; and it is as well to be prepared for it. Now, the next five I am going to get round to Easts are you.

Us, sir?

Every one of you; although I believe you have been in the habit of complimenting your friends who go there with the title of milksops. I want to take you there this evening. If you dont like it, you know you need not repeat the visit. You will come, to oblige me, wont you?

They said they would. And William went out satisfied, though he hardly knew how Robert East would manage to stow away the new comers. Not many steps from the door he encountered Mrs. Buffle. She stopped him to talk of Tyrrett.

Better that he had spent his loose time at Easts than at the publics, remarked that lady.

It is the very thing we have been saying, answered William. I wish we could get all Honey Fair there; though, indeed theres no room for more than we have now. I cast a longing eye sometimes to that building at the back, which they say was built for a Mormon stronghold, and has never been fitted up, owing to a dispute among themselves about the number of wives each elder might appropriate to his own share.

Disgraceful pollagists! struck in Mrs. Buffle, apostrophizing the Mormon elders. One husband is enough to have at ones fireside, goodness knows, without being worried with an unlimited number.

That is not the question, said William, laughing. It is, how many wives are enough? However, I wish we could get the building. East will have to hold the gathering in his garden soon.

Theres no denying that it have worked good in Honey Fair, acknowledged Mrs. Buffle. It isnt alone the men that have grown more respectable, them as have took to go, but their wives too. You see, sir, in sitting at the public-houses, it wasnt only that they drank themselves quarrelsome, but they spent their money. Now their tempers are saved, and their moneys saved. The wives see the benefit of it, and of course try to be better-behaved theirselves. Not but what theres plenty of room for improvement still, added Mrs. Buffle, in a tone of patronage.

It will come in time, said William.

What we must do now, is to look out for a larger room.

One with a chimbley in it, asll draw? suggested Mrs. Buffle.

Oh yes. What would they do without fire on a winters night? The great point is, to have things thoroughly comfortable.

If it hadnt been for the chimbley, I might have offered our big garret, sir. But its the crankiest thing ever built, is that chimbley; the minute a handful of fires lighted, the smoke puffs it out again. And then again  thered be the passing through the shop, obstructing the custom.

Of course there would, assented William. We must try for that failure in the rear, after all.




CHAPTER VII.

COMING HOME TO THE DARES.

The Pyramids of Egypt grew, in the course of time, into pyramids, as was oracularly remarked by Sergeant Delves; but that officials exertions, labour as hard as he would, grew to nothing  when applied to the cause with which he had compared the pyramids. All inquiry, all searching brought to bear upon it by him and his co-adherents, did not bring anything to light of Herbert Dares movements on that fatal night. Where he had passed the hours remained an impenetrable mystery; and the sergeant had to confess himself foiled. He came, not unnaturally, to the conclusion that Herbert Dare was not anywhere, so far as the outer world was concerned: that he had been at home, committing the mischief. A conclusion the sergeant had drawn from the very first, and it had never been shaken. Nevertheless, it was his duty to put all the skill and craft of the local police force into action; and very close inquiries were made. Every house of entertainment in the city, of whatever nature  whether a billiard-room or an oyster-shop; whether a chief hotel or an obscure public-house  was visited and keenly questioned; but no one would acknowledge to having seen Herbert Dare on the particular evening. In short, no trace of him could be unearthed.

Just as much out as I was, said the sergeant to himself. And Helstonleigh held the same conviction.

Pomeranian Knoll was desolate: with a desolation it had never expected to fall upon it. A shattering blow had been struck to Mr. and Mrs. Dare. To lose their eldest son in so terrible a manner, seemed, of itself, sufficient agony for a whole lifetime. Whatever may have been his faults  and Helstonleigh knew that he was somewhat rich in faults  he was dear to them; dearer than her other children to Mrs. Dare. Herbert had remarked, in conversing with Anna Lynn, that Anthony was his mothers favourite. It was so. She had loved him deeply, had been blind to his failings. Neither Mr. Dare nor his wife was amongst the religious of the world. Religious thoughts and reflections, they, in common with many others in Helstonleigh, were content to leave to a remote death-bed. But they had been less than human, worse than heathen, could they be insensible to the fate of Anthony  hurled away with his sins upon his head. He was cut off suddenly from this world, and  what of the next? It was a question, an uncertainty, that they dared not follow; and they sat, one on each side their desolate hearth, and wailed forth their vain anguish.

This would, in truth, have been tribulation enough to have overshadowed a life; but there was more beyond it. Hemmed in by pride, as the Dares had been, playing at being great and grand in Helstonleigh, the situation of Herbert, setting aside their fears or their sympathy for himself, was about the most complete checkmate that could have fallen upon them. It was the cup of humiliation drained to its dregs. Whether he should be proved guilty or not, he was thrown into prison as a common felon, awaiting his trial for murder; and that disgrace could not be wiped out. Did they believe him guilty? They did not know themselves. To suspect him of such a crime was painful in the last degree to their feelings; but why did he persist in refusing to state where he was on the eventful night? There was the point that staggered them.

A deep gloom overhung the house, extending to all its inmates. Even the servants went about with sad faces and quiet steps. The young ladies knew that a calamity had been dealt to them from which they should never wholly recover. Their star of brilliancy, in its little sphere of light at Helstonleigh, had faded into dimness, if not wholly gone down below the horizon. Should Herbert be found guilty, it could never rise again. Adelaide rarely spoke; she appeared to possess some inward source of vexation or grief, apart from the general tribulation. At least, so judged Signora Varsini; and she was a shrewd observer. She, Miss Dare, spent most of her time shut up in her own room. Rosa and Minny were chiefly with their governess. They were getting of an age to feel it in an equal degree with the rest. Rosa was eighteen, and had begun to go out with Mrs. Dare and Adelaide: Minny was anticipating the same privilege. It was all stopped now  visiting, gaiety, pleasure; and it was felt as a part of the misfortune.

The first shock of the occurrence subsided, the funeral over, and the family settled down in its mourning, the governess exacted their studies from her two pupils as before. They were loth to recommence them, and appealed to their mother. It was cruel of mademoiselle to wish it of them, they said. Mademoiselle rejoined that her motive was anything but cruel: she felt sure that occupation for the mind was the best counteraction to grief. If they would not study, where was the use of her remaining, she demanded. Madame Dare had better allow her to leave. She would go without notice, if madame pleased. She should be glad to get back to the Continent. They did not have murders there in society; at least, she, mademoiselle, had never encountered personal experience of it.

Mrs. Dare did not appear willing to accede to the proposition. The governess was a most efficient instructress; and six or twelve months more of her services would be essential to her pupils, if they were to be turned out as pupils ought to be. Besides, Sergeant Delves had intimated that the signoras testimony would be necessary at the trial, and therefore she could not be allowed to depart. Mr. Dare thought if they did allow her to depart, they might be accused of wishing to suppress evidence, and it might tell against Herbert. So mademoiselle had to resign herself to remaining. Très bien, she equably said; she was willing; only the young ladies must resume their lessons. A mandate in which Mrs. Dare acquiesced.

Sometimes Minny, who was given to be incorrigibly idle, would burst into tears over the trouble of her work, and then lay it upon her distress touching the uncertain fate of Herbert. One day, upon doing this, the governess broke out sharply.

He deserves to lie in prison, does Monsieur Herbert!

Why do you say that, mademoiselle? asked Minny resentfully.

Because he is a fool, politely returned mademoiselle. He say, does he not, that he was not home at the time. It is well; but why does he not say where he was? I think he is a fool, me.

You may as well say outright, mademoiselle, that you think him guilty! retorted Minny.

But I not think him guilty, dissented mademoiselle. I have said from the first that he was not guilty. I think he is not one capable of doing such an injury, to his brother or to any one else. I used to be great friends with Monsieur Herbert once, when I gave him those Italian lessons, and I never saw to make me believe his disposition was a cruel.

In point of fact, the governess, more explicitly than any one else in the house, had unceasingly declared her belief in Herberts innocence. Truly and sincerely she did not believe him capable of so grievous a crime. He was not of a cruel or revengeful disposition: certainly not one to lie in wait, and attack another savagely and secretly. She had never believed that he was, and would not believe it now. Neither had his family. Sergeant Delves opinion was, that whoever had attacked Anthony had lain in wait for him in the dining room, and had sprung upon him as he entered. It is possible, however, that the same point staggered mademoiselle that staggered the rest  Herbert Dares refusal to state where he was at the time. Believing, as she did, that he could account for it if he chose, she deemed herself perfectly justified in applying to him the complimentary epithet you have just heard. She expressed true sympathy and regret at the untimely fate of Anthony, lamenting him much and genuinely.

Upon Cyril and George the punishment also fell. With one brother not cold in his grave, and the other thrown into gaol to await his trial for murder, they could not, for shame, pursue their amusements as formerly; and amusements to Cyril and George Dare had become a necessity of daily life. Their friends and companions were growing shy of them  or they fancied it. Conscience is all too suggestive. They fancied people shunned them when they walked along the street: Cyril, even, as he stood in Samuel Lynns room at the manufactory, thought the men, as they passed in and out, looked askance at him. Very likely it was only imagination. George Dare had set his heart upon a commission; one of the members for the city had made a half-promise to Mr. Dare that he would see what could be done at the Horse Guards. Failing available interest in that quarter, George was in hope that his father would screw out money to purchase one. But, until Herbert was proved innocent (if that time should ever arrive), the question of his entering the army must remain in abeyance. This state of things altogether did not give pleasure to Cyril and George Dare. But there was no remedy for it, and they had to content themselves with sundry private explosions of temper, by way of relief to their minds.

Yes, the evil fell upon all; upon the parents and upon the children. Of course, the latter suffered nothing in comparison with Mr. and Mrs. Dare. Unhappy days, restless nights, were their portion now: the world seemed to be growing too miserable to live in.

There must be a fatality upon the boys! Mr. Dare exclaimed one day, in the bitterness of his spirit, as he paced the room with restless steps, his wife sitting moodily, her elbow on the centre-table, her cheek pressed upon her hand. Unless there had been a fatality upon them, they never could have turned out as they have.

Mrs. Dare resented the speech. In her unhappy frame of mind, which told terribly upon her temper, it seemed a sort of relief to resent everything. If Mr. Dare spoke against their sons, she stood up for them. Turned out! she repeated angrily.

Let us say, as things have turned out, then, if you will. They appear to be turning out pretty badly, as it seems to me. The boys have had every indulgence in life: they have enjoyed a luxurious home; they have ruined me to supply their extravagances  

Ruined you! again resented Mrs. Dare.

Ay; ruined. It has all but come to it. And yet, what good has the indulgence or have the advantages brought them? Far better  I begin to see it now  that they had been reared to self-denial; made to work for their daily bread.

How can you give utterance to such things! rejoined Mrs. Dare, in a chafed tone.

Mr. Dare stopped in his restless pacing, and confronted his wife. Are we happy in our sons? Speak the truth.

How could any one be happy, overwhelmed with a misfortune such as this?

Put that aside: what are they without it? Rebellious to us; badly conducted in the sight of the world.

Who says they are badly conducted? asked Mrs. Dare, an undercurrent of consciousness whispering that she need not have made the objection. They may be a little wild; but it is a common failing with those of their age and condition. Their faults are only faults of youth and of uncurbed spirits.

I wish, then, their spirits had been curbed, was Mr. Dares reply. It is useless now to reproach each other, he continued, resuming his walk; but there must have been something radically wrong in their bringing-up. Anthony, gone: Herbert, perhaps, to follow him by almost a worse death, certainly a more disgraceful one: Cyril   Mr. Dare stopped abruptly in his catalogue, and went on more generally. There is no comfort in them for us: there never will be any.

What can you bring against Cyril? sharply asked Mrs. Dare. It may be, that these complaints of her husband fretted her temper; chafed, perhaps, her conscience. Certain it was, they rendered her irritable; and Mr. Dare had latterly indulged in them frequently. If Cyril is a little wild, it is a gentlemanly failing. Theres nothing else to urge against him.

Is theft gentlemanly?

Theft! repeated Mrs. Dare.

Theft. I have concealed many things from you, Julia, wishing to spare your feelings. But it may be as well now that you should know a little more of what your sons really are. Cyril might have stood where Herbert will stand  at the criminal bar; though for a crime of lesser degree. For all I can tell, he may stand at it still.

Mrs. Dare looked scared. What has he done? she asked, her tone growing timid.

I say that I have kept these things from you. I wish I could have kept them from you always; but it seems to me that exposure is arising in many ways, and it is better that you should be prepared for it, if it must come. I awake now in the morning to apprehension; I am alarmed throughout the day at my own shadow, dreading what unknown fate may not be falling upon them. Herbert in peril of the hangman: Cyril in peril of a forced voyage to the penal settlements.

A sensation of utter fear stole over Mrs. Dare. For the moment, she could not speak. But she rallied her powers to defend Cyril.

I think Cyril is hardly used, what with one thing and another. He was to have gone on that French journey, and at the last moment was pushed out of it for Halliburton. I felt more vexed at it, almost, than Cyril himself, and I spoke a word of my mind to Mrs. Ashley.

You did?

Yes. I did not speak of it in the light of disappointment to Cyril; the actual fact of not taking the journey; so much as of the vexation he experienced at being supplanted by one whom he  whom we all  consider inferior to himself, William Halliburton. I let Mrs. Ashley know that we regarded it as a most unmerited and uncalled-for slight; and I took care to drop a hint that we believed Halliburton to have been guilty in that cheque affair.

Mr. Dare paused. What did Mrs. Ashley say? he presently asked.

She said very little. I never saw her so frigid. She intimated that Mr. Ashley was a competent judge of his own business  

I mean as to the cheque? interrupted Mr. Dare.

She was more frigid over that than over the other. She preferred not to discuss it, she answered; who might have stolen it; or who not.

I can set you right on both points, said Mr. Dare. Cyril came to me, complaining of being superseded in this French journey, and I complied with his request, that I should go and remonstrate with Mr. Ashley  being a simpleton for my pains. Mr. Ashley informed me that he never had entertained the slightest intention of despatching Cyril, and why Cyril should have taken up the notion, he could not tell. Mr. Ashley went on to say that he did not consider Cyril sufficiently steady to be intrusted abroad alone  

Steady! echoed Mrs. Dare. What has steadiness to do with executing business? And, as to being alone, Quaker Lynn went over also.

But at the outset, which was the time I spoke to him, Mr. Ashleys intention was to dispatch only one  Halliburton. He said that Cyrils want of steadiness would always have been a bar to his thinking of him. Shall I go on and enlighten you on the other point  the cheque? Mr. Dare added, after a pause.

Y  es, she answered, a nervous dread causing her to speak with hesitation. Had she a foreshadowing of what was coming?

It was Cyril who took it, said Mr. Dare, dropping his voice to a whisper.

Cyril! she gasped.

Our son, Cyril. No other.

Mrs. Dare took her hand from her cheek, and leaned back in the chair. She was very pale.

He was traced to Whites shop, where he changed the cheque for gold. He had put on Herberts cloak, the plaid lining outside. When he began to fear detection, he ripped the lining out, and left the cloak in the state it is; now in the possession of the police. Some of the jags and cuts have been sewn up, I suppose by one of the servants: I made no close inquiries. That cloak, he added, with a passing shiver, might tell queer tales of our sons, if it were able to speak.

How did you know it was Cyril? breathed Mrs. Dare.

From Delves.

Delves! Does he know it?

He does. And the man is keeping the secret out of consideration for us. Delves is good-hearted at bottom. Not but that I spoke a friendly word for him when he was made sergeant. It all tells.

And Mr. Ashley? she asked.

There is no doubt that Ashley has some suspicion: the very fact of his not making a stir in it proves that he has. It would not please him that a relative  as Cyril is  should stand his trial for felony.

How harshly you put it! exclaimed Mrs. Dare, bursting into tears. Felony.

Nay; what else can I call it?

A pause ensued. Mr. Dare resumed his restless pacing. Mrs. Dare sat with her handkerchief to her face. Presently she looked up.

They said it was Halliburtons cloak that the person wore who went to change the cheque.

It was not Halliburtons. It was Herberts turned inside out. Herbert knew nothing about it, for I questioned him. He had gone out that night, leaving his cloak hanging in his closet. I asked him how it happened that his cloak, on the inside, should resemble Halliburtons, and he said it was a coincidence. I dont believe him. I entertain little doubt that it was so contrived with a view to enacting some mischief. In fact, what with one revelation and another, I live, as I say, in constant dread of new troubles turning up.

Bitter, most bitter were these revelations to Mrs. Dare; bitter had they been to her husband. Too swiftly were the fruits of their childrens rearing coming home to them, bringing their recompense. There must be a fatality upon the boys! he reiterated. Possibly. But had neither parents nor children done aught to invoke it?

Since these evils have come upon our house  the fate of Anthony, the uncertainty overhanging Herbert, the certain guilt of Cyril, resumed Mr. Dare: I have asked myself whether the money we inherited from old Mr. Cooper may not have wrought ill for us, instead of good.

Have wrought ill?

Ay! Brought with it a curse, instead of a blessing.

She made no remark.

He warned us that if we took Edgar Halliburtons share it would not bring us good. Do you remember how eagerly he spoke it? We did take it, Mr. Dare added, dropping his voice to the lowest whisper. And I believe it has just acted as a curse upon us.

You are fanciful! she cried, her hands shivering, as she raised her handkerchief to her pale face.

No; theres no fancy in it. We should have done well to attend to the warning of the dying. Heaven is my witness that at the time, such a thought as that of appropriating it ourselves never crossed my mind. We launched out into expense, and the other share became a necessity to us. It is that expense which has ruined our children.

How can you say it? she rejoined, lifting her hands in a passionate sort of manner.

It has been nothing else. Had they been reared more plainly, they would not have acquired those extravagant notions which have proved their bane. Without that inheritance and the style of living we allowed it to entail upon us, the boys must have understood that they would have to earn money before they spent it, and they would have put their shoulders to the wheel. Julia, he continued, halting by her, and stretching forth his troubled face until it nearly touched hers, it might have been well now, well with them and with us, had our children been obliged to battle with the poverty to which we condemned the Halliburtons.




CHAPTER VIII.

AN UGLY VISION.

Mr. Dare had not taken upon himself the legal conduct of his son Herberts case. It had been intrusted to the care of a solicitor in Helstonleigh, Mr. Winthorne. This gentleman, more forcibly than any one else, urged upon Herbert Dare the necessity of declaring  if he could declare  where he had been on the night of the murder. He clearly foresaw that, if his client persisted in his present silence, there was no chance of any result but the worst.

He could obtain no response. Deaf to him, as he had been to others, Herbert Dare would disclose nothing. In vain Mr. Winthorne pointed to consequences; first, by delicate hints; next, by hints not delicate; then, by speaking out broadly and fully. It is not pleasant to tell your client, in so many words, that he will be hanged and nothing can save him, unless he compels you to it. Herbert Dare so compelled Mr. Winthorne. All in vain. Mr. Winthorne found he might just as well talk to the walls of the cell. Herbert Dare declared, in the most positive manner, that he had been out the whole of the time stated; from half-past eight oclock, until nearly two; and from this declaration he never swerved.

Mr. Winthorne was perplexed. The prisoners assertions were so uniformly earnest, bearing so apparently the stamp of truth, that he could not disbelieve him; or rather, sometimes he believed and sometimes he doubted. It is true that Herberts declarations did wear an air of entire truth; but Mr. Winthorne had been engaged for criminal offenders before, and knew what the assertions of a great many of them were worth. Down deep in his heart he reasoned very much after the manner of Sergeant Delves: If he had been absent, hed confess it to save his neck. He said so to Herbert.

Herbert took the matter, on the whole, coolly; he had done so from the beginning. He did not believe that his neck was really in jeopardy. Theyll never find me guilty, was his belief. He could not avoid standing his trial: that was a calamity from which there was no escape: but he steadily refused to look at its results in a sombre light.

Can you tell me where you were? Mr. Winthorne one morning impulsively asked him, when June was drawing to its close.

I could if I liked, replied Herbert Dare. I suppose you mean by that, to throw discredit on what I say, Winthorne; but you are wrong. I could point out to you and to all Helstonleigh where I was that night; but I will not do so. I have my reasons, and I will not.

Then you will fall, said the lawyer. The very fact of there being no other quarter than yourself on which to cast a shadow of suspicion, will tell against you. You have been bred to the law, and must see these things as plainly as I can put them to you.

Theres the point that puzzles me  who it can have been that did the injury. Id give half my remaining life to know.

Mr. Winthorne thought that the whole of it, to judge by present appearances, might not be an inconveniently prolonged period; but he did not say so. What is your objection to speak? he asked.

You have put the same question about fifty times, Winthorne, and youll never get any different answer from the one you have had already  that I dont choose to state it.

I suppose you were not committing murder in another quarter of the town, were you?

I suppose I was not, equably returned Herbert.

Then, failing that crime, theres no other in the decalogue that Id not confess to, to save my life. Whether I was robbing a bank, or setting a church on fire, Id tell it out rather than be hanged by the neck until I was dead.

Ah, but I was not doing either, said Herbert.

Then theres the less reason for your persisting in the observance of so much mystery.

My doing so is my own business, returned Herbert.

No, it is not your own business, objected Mr. Winthorne. You assert that you are innocent of the crime with which you are charged  

I assert nothing but the truth, interrupted Herbert.

Good. Then, if you are innocent, and if you can prove your innocence, it is your duty to your family to do it. A mans duties in this life are not owing to himself alone: above all, a sons. He owes allegiance to his father and mother; his consideration for them should be above his consideration for himself. If you can prove your innocence it will be an unpardonable sin not to do it; a sin inflicted on your family.

I cant help it, replied Herbert in his obstinacy. I have my reasons for not speaking, and I shall not speak.

You will surely suffer the penalty, said Mr. Winthorne.

Then I must suffer it, returned the prisoner.

But it is one thing to talk, and another to act. Many a brave spirit, ready and willing to undergo hanging in theory, would find his heart fail and his bravery altogether die out, were he really required to reduce it to practice.

Herbert Dare was only human. After July had come in and the time for the opening of the assizes might be counted by hours, then his courage began to flinch. He spent a night in tossing from side to side on his pallet (a wide difference between that and his comfortable bed at home), during which a certain ugly apparatus, to be erected for his especial use within the walls of the prison some fine Saturday morning, on which he might figure by no means gracefully, had mentally disturbed his rest.

He arose unrefreshed. The vision of that possible future was not a pleasant one. Herbert remembered once, when he had been a college boy, that the Saturday mornings occasional drama had been enacted for the warning and edification of the town, and of the country people flocking into it for market. The college boys had determined for once in their lives to see the sight  if they could accomplish it. The ceremony was invariably performed at eight oclock; the exhibition closed at nine; and the boys difficulty was, how to arrive at the scene in time, considering that it was only at the striking of the latter hour that they were let loose down the steps of the school. They had tried the time between the cloisters and the county prison; and found that by dint of taking the shorter way through the back streets, tearing along at the fleetest pace, and knocking over every obstruction  human, animal, or material  that might unfortunately be in their path, they could do the distance in four minutes. Arriving rather out of wind, its true: but that was nothing.

Four minutes! they did not see their way. If the curtain descended at nine, sharp, as good be forty minutes after the hour, as four, in point of practical effect. But the Helstonleigh college boys  as you may sometimes have heard remarked before  were not wont to allow difficulties to overmaster them. If there was a possible way of overcoming obstacles, they were sure to find it. Consultations had been anxious. To request the head-master to allow them as a favour to depart five or ten minutes before the usual time, would be worse than useless. It was a question whether he ever would have accorded it; but there was no chance of it on that morning. Neither could the whole school be taken summarily with spasms, or croup, or any other excruciating malady necessitating compassion and an early dismissal.

They came to the resolve of applying to the official who had the cathedral clock under his charge: or, as they phrased it, coming over the clock-man. By dint of coaxing, or bribery, or some other element of persuasion, they got this functionary to promise to put the clock on eight minutes on that particular morning. And it was done. And at eight minutes before nine by the sun, the cathedral clock rang out its nine strokes. But, instead of the master lifting his finger  the signal for the boys to tear forth  the master sat quiet at his desk, and never gave it. He sat until the eight minutes had gone by, when the other churches in the town gave out their hour; he sat four minutes after that: and then he nodded them their dismissal.

The twelve minutes had seemed to the boys like twelve hours. Where the hitch was, they never knew; they never have known to this day; as they would tell you themselves. Whether the master had received an inkling of what was in the wind; or whether, by one of those extraordinary coincidences that sometimes occur in life, he, for that one morning, allowed the hour to slip by unheeded  had not heard it strike  they could not tell. He gave out no explanation, then or afterwards. The clock-man protested that he had been true; had not breathed a hint to any one living of the purposed advancement; and the boys had no reason to disbelieve him.

However it might have been, they could not alter it. It was four minutes past nine when they clattered pêle-mêle down the school-room steps. Away they tore, full of fallacious hope, out at the cloisters, through the cathedral precincts, along the nearest streets, and arrived within the given four minutes, rather than over it.

Alas, for human expectations! The prison was there, it is true, formidable as usual; but all trace of the mornings jubilee had passed away. Not only had the chief actor been removed, but also that ugly apparatus which Herbert Dare had dreamt of. That might have afforded them some gratification to contemplate, failing the greater sight. The college boys, dumb in the first moment of their disappointment, gave vent to it at length with three dismal groans, the echoes of which might have been heard as far off as the cathedral. Groans not intended for the unhappy mortal, then beyond hearing of that or any other earthly sound; not for the officials of the county prison, all too quick-handed that morning; but given as a compliment to the respected gentleman at that time holding the situation of head-master.

Herbert Dare remembered this: it was rising up in his mind with strange distinctness. He himself had been one of the deputation chosen to come over the clock-man; had been the chief persuader of that functionary. Would the college boys hasten down if he were to  In spite of his bravery, he broke off the speculation with a shudder; and, calling the turnkey to him, he despatched a message for Mr. Winthorne. Was it the remembrance of his old school-fellows, of what they would think of him, that brought about what no other consideration had been able to effect?

As much indulgence as it was possible to allow a prisoner was accorded to Herbert Dare. Indeed, it may be questioned whether any previous prisoner, incarcerated within the walls of the county prison, had ever enjoyed so much. The governor of the prison and Mr. Dare had lived on intimate terms. Mr. Dare and his two elder sons had been familiar, in their legal capacity, with both its civil and criminal prisoners; and the turnkeys had often bowed Herbert in and out of cells, as they now bowed out Mr. Winthorne. Altogether, what with the governors friendly feeling, and the turnkeys reverential one, Herbert Dare obtained more privileges than the ordinary run of prisoners. The message was at once taken to Mr. Winthorne, and it brought that gentleman back again.

I have made up my mind to tell, was Herberts brief salutation when he entered.

A very sensible resolution, replied the lawyer. Doubts, however, crossed his mind as he spoke, whether the prisoner was not about to set up some plea which had never had place in fact. In like manner to Sergeant Delves, Mr. Winthorne had arrived at the firm belief that there was nothing to tell. Well? said he.

That is, conditionally, resumed Herbert Dare. It would be of little use my saying I was at such and such a place, unless I could bring forward confirmatory evidence.

Of course it would not.

Well; there are witnesses who could give this satisfactory evidence: but the question is, will they be willing to do it?

What motive or excuse could they have for refusing? returned Mr. Winthorne. When a fellow-creatures life is at stake, surely there is no man so lost to humanity as not to come forward and save it, if it be in his power.

Circumstances alter cases, was the curt reply of Herbert Dare.

Was it your doubt, as to whether they would come forward, that caused your hesitation to call on them to do so? asked Mr. Winthorne, something not pleasant in his tones.

Not altogether. I foresaw a difficulty in it; I foresee it still. Winthorne, you look at me with a face full of doubt. There is no need for it  as you will find.

Well, go on, said the lawyer; for Herbert had stopped.

The thing must be gone about in a very cautious manner; and I dont quite see how it can be done, resumed Herbert slowly. Winthorne, I think I had better make a confidant of you, and tell you the whole story from beginning to end.

If I am to do you any good, I must hear it, I expect. A man cant work in the dark.

Sit down then, and Ill begin. Though, mind  I tell it you in confidence. Its not for Helstonleigh. But you will see the expediency of being silent when you have heard it.




CHAPTER IX.

SERGEANT DELVES LOOKS UP.

The following Saturday was the day fixed for the opening of the commission at Helstonleigh. It soon came round, and the streets in the afternoon wore their usual holiday appearance. The high sheriffs procession went out to meet the judges, and groups stood about, waiting and watching for its return. Amongst other people blocking up the way, might be observed the portly person of Sergeant Delves. He strolled along, seeming to look at nothing, but his keen eye was everywhere. It suddenly fell upon Mr. Winthorne, who was picking his way through the crowd as fast as he could do so, apparently in a hurry. Hurry or not, Sergeant Delves stopped him, and drew him to a safe spot beyond the reach of curious ears.

I was looking for you, Mr. Winthorne, said Delves in a confidential tone. I say  this tale, that Dare will succeed in establishing an alibi, is it reliable?

Why  who the mischief can have been setting that afloat? returned the lawyer, in tones of the utmost astonishment, not unmixed with vexation.

Dare himself was my informant, replied the sergeant. I was in the prison just now, and saw him in the yard with the turnkey. He called me aside, and told me he was as good as acquitted.

Then he is an idiot for his pains. He had no right to talk of it, even to you.

I am dark, carelessly returned Delves. I dont wish ill to the Dares, and wouldnt work it to them; as perhaps some of them could tell you, he added significantly. What about this acquittal that he talks of?

Theres no doubt he will be acquitted. He will prove an alibi.

Is it a got-up alibi? asked the plain-speaking sergeant.

No. And as far as I go, I would not lend myself to getting up anything false, observed the solicitor. He has said from the first, you know, that he was not near the house at the time, and so it will turn out.

Has he confessed where he was, after all his standing out?

Yes; to me: it will be disclosed at the trial.

He was after no good, I know, nodded the sergeant oracularly.

Mr. Winthorne raised his eyebrows, and slightly jerked his shoulders. The movement may have meant anything or nothing. He did not reply in words.

Sergeant Delves fell into a reverie. He roused himself from it to take a searching gaze at the lawyer. Sir, said he, and he could hardly have spoken more earnestly had his life depended on it, tell me the truth out-and-out. Do you, yourself, from the depths of your own judgment, believe Herbert Dare to have been innocent?

Delves, as truly as that you and I now stand here, I honestly believe that he had no more to do with his brothers death than we had.

Then Im blest if I dont take up the other scent! exclaimed Mr. Delves, slapping his thigh. I did think of it once, but I dropped it again, so sure was I that it was Master Herbert.

What scent is that?

Look here, said the sergeant but now its my turn to warn you to be dark. There was a young woman met Anthony Dare the night of the murder, when he was going down to the Star and Garter. Its a young woman he did not behave genteel to some time back, as the ghost says in the song. She met him that night, and she gave him a bit of her tongue; not much, for he wouldnt stop to listen. But now, Mr. Winthorne, it has crossed my mind many times whether she might not have watched for his going home again, and followed him; followed him right into the dining-room, and done the mischief. Ill lay a guinea it was her! added the sergeant, arriving at a hasty conclusion. I shall look up again now.

Do you mean that young woman in Honey Fair? asked Mr. Winthorne.

Just so. Her, and nobody else. The doubt has crossed me; but, as I say, I was so certain it was the brother, that I did not follow it up.

Could a womans feeble hand inflict such injuries? debated the solicitor.

Feeble be hanged! politely rejoined the sergeant. Some women have the fists of men; and the strength of em, too. You dont know em as we do. A desperate woman will do anything. And Anthony Dare, remember, had not his strength in him that night.

Mr. Winthorne shook his head. That girl has no look of ferocity about her. I should question it being her. Lets see  what is her name?

Listen! returned the sergeant. When you have had half as much to do with people as I have, youll have learnt not to go by looks. Her name is Caroline Mason.

At that moment the cathedral bells rang out, announcing the return of the procession, the advent of the judges. As if the sound reminded the lawyer of the speed of time, he hastily went on his way; leaving the sergeant to use his eyes and ears at the expense of the crowd.

I wonder how the prisoners in the gaol feels? remarked a woman whom the sergeant recognised as being no other than Mrs. Cross. She had just come out of a warehouse with her supply of work for the ensuing week.

Ah, poor creatures! responded another of the group, and that was Mrs. Brumm. I wonder how young Dare likes it!

Or how old Dare likes it  if he can hear em all the way up at his office. Theyll know their fate soon, them two.

In close vicinity to this colloquy was a young woman, drawn against the wall, under shelter of a projecting doorway. Her once good-looking face was haggard, and her clothes were scanty. It was for this reason, perhaps, that she appeared to shun observation. Sergeant Delves, apparently without any other design than that of working his way leisurely through the throng, edged himself up to her.

Looking out for the show, Miss Mason?

Caroline turned her spiritless eyes upon him. Im waiting till theres a way cleared for me to get through, without pushing against folks and contaminating em. Whats the show to me, or me to it?

At the last assizes, in March, when the judges came in, young Anthony Dare made one in the streets, looking on, resumed the sergeant, chatting affably. I saw him and spoke to him. And now he is gone where theres no shows to see.

She made no reply.

The women there, pointing his thumb at the group of talkers hard by, are saying that Herbert Dare wont like the sound of the college bells.  Hey, me! Look at those young toads of college boys, just let out of school! broke off the sergeant, as a tribe of some twenty of the kings scholars came fighting and elbowing their way through the throng to the front. They are just like so many wild colts! Maybe the prisoner, Herbert Dare, is now casting his thoughts back to the time when he made one of the band, and was as free from care as they are. Its not so long ago.

Caroline Mason asked a question somewhat abruptly. Will he be found guilty, sir, do you think?

The sergeant turned the tail of his keen eye upon her, and answered the question by asking another. Do you?

She shook her head. I dont think he was guilty.

You dont?

No, I dont. Why should one brother kill another?

Very true, coughed the sergeant. But somebody must have done it. If Herbert Dare did not, who did?

Ah! who did? Id like to know, she passionately added. He had folks in this town that owed him grudges, had Mr. Anthony Dare.

If my vision didnt deceive me, I saw you talking to him that very same night, carelessly observed the sergeant.

Did you see me? she rejoined, apparently as much at ease as the sergeant himself. I had to do an errand at that end of the town, and I met him, and told him what he was. I hadnt spoke to him for months and months; for years, I think. I had slipped into doors, down entries, anywhere to avoid him, if I saw him coming; but a feeling came over me to speak to him then. Im glad I did. I hope the truths I said to him went along with him to enliven him on his journey!

Did you see him after that, later in the evening? resumed the inspector, putting the question sociably, and stretching his neck up to obtain a view of something at a distance.

No, I didnt, she replied. But I would, if I had thought it was going to be his last. Id have bade him remember all his good works where he was going to. Id almost have went with him, I would, to have heard how he answered for them, up there.

Caroline Mason glanced upwards to indicate the sky, when a loud flourish of trumpets from the advancing heralds sounded close upon them. As they rode up at a foot pace, they dropped their trumpets, and the mounted javelin-men quickly followed, their javelins in rest. A carriage or two; a few more officials; and then advanced the equipage of the high sheriff. Only one of the judges was in it, fully robed: a fine man, with a benign countenance. A grave smile was on it as he spoke to the sheriff, who sat opposite to him, his chaplain by his side.

Sergeant Delvess attention was distracted for an instant, and when he looked round again, Caroline Mason had disappeared. He just caught sight of her in the distance, winding her way through the crowd, her head down.

Did she do it, or did she not? cried the sergeant, in soliloquy. Go on, go on, my lady, for the present; you are about to be a bit looked after.

How did the prisoners feel, and Herbert Dare amongst them, as the joyous sounds, outside, fell upon their ears; the blast of the trumpets, the sweetness of the bells, the stir of life: penetrating within the walls of the city and county prisons? Did they feel that the pomp and show, run after as a holiday sight, was only a cruel advent to them?  that the formidable and fiery vision in the scarlet robe and flowing wig, who sat in the carriage, bending his serene face upon the mob, collected to stare and shout, might prove the pronouncer of their doom?  a doom that should close the portals of this world upon them, and open those of eternity!




CHAPTER X.

THE TRIAL.

Tuesday morning was the day fixed for the trial of Herbert Dare. You might have walked upon the peoples heads in the vicinity of the Guildhall, for all the town wished to get in to hear it. Of course only a very small portion of the town, relatively speaking, could have its wish, or succeed in fighting a way to a place. Of the rest, some went back to their homes, disappointed and exploding; and the rest collected outside and blocked up the street. The police had their work cut out that day; whilst the javelin-men, heralding in the judges, experienced great difficulty in keeping clear the passages. The heat in court would be desperate as the day advanced.

Sir William Leader, as senior judge, took his seat in the criminal court. It was he whom you saw in the sheriffs carriage on Saturday. The same benignant face was bent upon the crowded court that had been bent upon the street mob; the same penetrating eye; the same grave, calm bearing. The prisoner was immediately placed at the bar, and all eyes, strange or familiar, were strained to look at him. They saw a tall, handsome young man, looking too gentlemanly to stand in the felons dock. He was habited in deep mourning. His countenance, usually somewhat conspicuous for its bright complexion, was pale, probably from the moments emotion, and his white handkerchief was lifted to his mouth as he moved forward; otherwise he was calm. Old Anthony Dale was in court, looking far more agitated than his son. Preliminaries were gone through, and the trial began.

Prisoner at the bar, how say you? Are you guilty, or not guilty?

Herbert Dare raised his eyes fearlessly, and pleaded in a firm tone:

Not Guilty!

The leading counsel for the prosecution, Serjeant Seeitall, stated the case. His address occupied some time, and he then proceeded to call witnesses. One of the first examined was Betsy Carter. She deposed to the facts of having sat up with the ladys-maid and Joseph, until the return of Mr. and Mrs. Dare and their daughter; to having then gone into the dining-room with a light to look for Mr. Dares pipe, which she had left there in the morning, when cleaning the room. In moving forward with the candle, I saw something dark on the ground, continued Betsy, who, when her first timidity had gone off, seemed inclined to be communicative. At the first glance, I thought it was one of the gentlemen gone to sleep there; but when I stooped down with the light, I saw it was the face of the dead. Awful, it looked!

What did you next do? demanded the examining counsel.

Screeched out, gentlemen, responded Betsy.

What else?

I went out of the room, screeching to Joseph in the hall, and master came in from outside the front door, where he was waiting, all peaceful and ignorant, for his pipe, little thinking what there was so close to him. I screeched out all the more, gentlemen, when I remembered the quarrel that had took place at dinner that afternoon, and I knew it was nobody but Mr. Herbert that had done the murder.

The witness was sharply told to confine herself to evidence.

It couldnt be nobody else, retorted Betsy, who, once set going, was a match for any cross-examiner. There was the cloak to prove it. Mr. Herbert had gone out in the cloak that very night, and the poor dead gentleman was lying on it. Which proves it must have come off in the scuffle between em.

The fact of the quarrel, the facts connected with the cloak, as well as all other facts, had been mentioned by the learned Serjeant Seeitall in his opening address. The witness was questioned as to what she knew of the quarrel: but it appeared that she had not been present; consequently could not testify to it. The cloak she could say more about, and spoke of it confidently as Mr. Herberts.

How did you know the cloak, found under the dead man, was Mr. Herberts? interposed the prisoners counsel, Mr. Chattaway.

Because I did, returned the witness.

I ask you how you knew it?

By lots of tokens, she answered. By the shining black clasp, for one thing, and by the tears and jags in it, for another. Nobody has ever pretended it was not the cloak. I have seen it fifty times hanging up in Mr. Herberts closet.

You saw the prisoner going out in it that evening?

Yes, I did, she answered. I was looking out at Miss Adelaides chamber window, and I saw him come out of the dining-room window, and go off towards the front gates. The gentlemen often went out through the dining-room window, instead of at the hall door.

The prisoner says he came back immediately, and left his cloak in the dining-room, going out finally without it. Did you see him come back?

No, I didnt, replied Betsy.

How long did you remain at the window?

Not long.

Did you remain long enough for him to cross the lawn to the front entrance gates, and come back again?

No, I dont think I did, sir.

The court will please take note of that answer, said Mr. Chattaway, who was aware that a great deal had been made of the fact of the housemaids having seen him go out in the cloak. You left the window then, immediately?

Pretty near immediately. I dont think I stayed long enough at it for him to come back from the front gates  if he did come. I have never said I did, she resentfully continued.

What time was it that you saw him go out?

I hadnt took particular notice of the time. It was dusk. I was turning down my beds; and I generally do that a little before nine. The next room I went into was Mr. Anthonys.

The deceased was in it, was he not?

He was in it, stretched full length upon the sofa. He had his head down on the cushion, and his feet up over the arm at the foot, all comfortable and easy, with a cigar in his mouth, and some glasses and things on the table near him. What are you come bothering in here for? he asked. So I begged his pardon; for you see, gentlemen, I didnt know he was there, and I went out again, and met Joseph carrying up a note to him. A little while after that, he went out.

The witnesss propensity to degenerate into gossip appeared irrepressible. Several times she was stopped; once by the judge.

Of how many servants did the household of Mr. Dare consist? she was asked.

There were four of us, gentlemen.

Did you all sit up that night?

All but the cook. She went to bed.

And the family, those who were at home, went to bed?

All of them, sir. The governess went early; she was not well; and Miss Rosa and Miss Minny went, and the two young gentlemen went when they came home from playing cricket.

In point of fact, then, no one was up except you three servants in the kitchen?

Nobody, sir.

And you heard no noise in the house until the return of Mr. and Mrs. Dare?

We never heard nothing, responded Betsy. We were sitting quietly in the kitchen; me and the ladys-maid at work, and Joseph asleep. We never heard any noise at all.

This was the substance of what was asked her. Joseph was next called, and gave his testimony. He deposed to having fastened up the house at eleven oclock, with the exception of the dining-room window: that was left open in obedience to orders. All other facts within his knowledge he also testified to. The governess, Signorina Varsini, was called, and questioned upon two points: what she had seen and heard of the quarrel, and of the subsequent conduct of Anthony and Herbert to each other in the drawing-room. But her testimony amounted to nothing, and she might as well not have been troubled. She was also asked whether she had heard any noise in the house between eleven oclock and the return of Mr. and Mrs. Dare. She replied that she did not hear any, for she had been asleep. She went to sleep long before eleven, and did not wake up until aroused by the commotion caused by the finding of the body. The witness was proceeding to favour the court with her own conviction that the prisoner was innocent, but was brought up with a summary notice that that was not evidence, and that, if she knew nothing more, she might withdraw. Upon which, she honoured the bench with an elaborate curtsey, and retired. Not a witness throughout the day gave evidence with more absolute equanimity.

Lord Hawkesley was examined; also Mr. Brittle  the latter coming to Helstonleigh on his subpœna. But to give the testimony of all the witnesses in length, would only be to repeat what has already been related. It will be sufficient to extract a few questions here and there.

What were the games played in your rooms that evening? was asked of Mr. Brittle.

Some played whist; some écarté.

At which did the deceased play?

At whist.

Was he a loser, or a gainer?

A loser; but to a very trifling amount. We were playing half-crown points. He and myself played against Lord Hawkesley and Captain Bellew. We broke up because he, the deceased, was not sufficiently sober to play.

Was he sober when he joined you?

By no means. He appeared to have been drinking rather freely; and he took more in my rooms, which made him worse.

Why did you accompany him home?

He was scarcely in a state to proceed alone: and I felt no objection to a walk. It was a fine night.

Did he speak, during the evening, of the dispute which had taken place between him and his brother? interposed the judge.

He did not, my lord. A slight incident occurred, as we were going to his home, which it may be perhaps as well to mention  

You must mention everything which bears upon this unhappy case, sir, interrupted the judge. You are sworn to tell the whole truth.

I do not suppose it does bear upon it directly, my lord. Had I attached importance to it, I should have spoken of it before. In passing the turning which leads to the race-course, a man met us, and began to abuse the deceased. The deceased was inclined to stop and return it, but I drew him on.

Of what nature was the abuse? asked the counsel.

I do not recollect the precise terms. It was to the effect that he, the deceased, tippled away his money instead of paying his debts. The man backed against the wall as he spoke: he appeared to have had rather too much himself. I drew the deceased on, and we were soon out of hearing.

What became of the man?

I do not know. We left him standing against the wall. He called loudly after the deceased to know when his bill was to be paid. I judged him to be some petty tradesman.

Did he follow you?

No. At least, we heard no more of him afterwards. I saw the deceased safely within his own gate, and left him.

What state, as to sobriety, was the deceased in then?

He was what may be called half-seasover, replied the witness. He could talk, but his words were not very distinct.

Could he walk alone?

After a fashion. He stumbled as he walked.

What time was this?

About half-past eleven. I think the half-hour struck directly after I left him, but I am not quite sure.

As you returned, did you see anything of the man who had accosted the deceased?

Not anything.

Strange to say the very man thus spoken of was in court, listening to the trial. Upon hearing the evidence given by Mr. Brittle, he voluntarily came forward as a witness. He said he had been having a drop, and it had made him abusive, but that Anthony Dare had owed him money long for work done, mending and making. He was a jobbing tailor, and the bill was a matter of fourteen pounds. Anthony Dare had only put him off and off; he was a poor man, with a wife and family to keep, and he wanted the money badly; but now, he supposed, he should never be paid. He lived close to the spot where he met the deceased and the gentleman who had just given evidence, and he could prove that he went home as soon as they were out of sight, and was in bed at half-past eleven. What with debts and various other things, he concluded the town had had enough to rue in young Anthony Dare. Still, the poor fellow didnt deserve such a shocking fate as murder, and he would have been the first to protect him from it.

That the evidence was given in good faith, was undoubted. He was known to the town as a harmless, inoffensive man, addicted, though upon rare occasions, to taking more than was good for him, when he was apt to dilate upon his grievances.

The constable who had been on duty that night near Mr. Dares residence was the next witness called. Did you see the deceased that night? was asked of him.

Yes, sir, I did, was the reply. I saw him walking home with the gentleman who has given evidence  Mr. Brittle. I noticed that young Mr. Dare talked thick, as if he had been drinking.

Did they appear to be on good terms?

Very good terms, sir. Mr. Brittle was laughing when he opened the gate for the deceased, and told him to mind he did not kiss the grass; or something to that effect.

Were you close to them?

Quite close, sir. I said Good night to the deceased, but he seemed not to notice it. I stood and watched him over the grass. He reeled as he walked.

What time was this?

Nigh upon half-past eleven, sir.

Did you detect any signs of people moving within the house?

Not any, sir. The house seemed quite still, and the blinds were down before the windows.

Did you see any one enter the gate that night besides the deceased?

Not any one.

Not the prisoner?

Not any one, repeated the policeman.

Did you see anything of the prisoner later, between half-past one and two, the time he alleges as that of his going home?

I never saw the prisoner at all that night, sir.

He could have gone in, as he states, without your seeing him? interposed the prisoners counsel.

Yes, certainly, a dozen times over. My beat extended to half-a-mile beyond Mr. Dares.

One witness, who was placed in the box, created a profound sensation: for it was the unhappy father, Anthony Dare. Since the deed was committed, two months ago, Mr. Dare had been growing old. His brow was furrowed, his cheeks were wrinkled, his hair was turning white, and he looked, as he obeyed the call to the witness-box, as a man sinking under a heavy weight of care. Many of the countenances present expressed deep commiseration for him.

He was sworn, and various questions were asked him. Amongst others, whether he knew anything of the quarrel which had taken place between his two sons.

Personally, nothing, was the reply. I was not at home.

It has been testified that when they were parted, your son Herbert threatened his brother. Is he of a revengeful disposition?

No, replied Mr. Dare, with emotion; that, I can truly say, he is not. My poor son, Anthony, was somewhat given to sullenness; but Herbert never was.

There had been a great deal of ill-feeling between them of late, I believe.

I fear there had been.

It is stated that you yourself, upon leaving home that evening, left them a warning not to quarrel. Was it so?

I believe I did. Anthony entered the house as we were leaving it, and I did say something to him to that effect.

The prisoner was not present?

No. He had not returned.

It is proved that he came home later, dined, and went out again at dusk. It does not appear that he was seen afterwards by any member of your household, until you yourself went up to his room and found him there, after the discovery of the body. His own account is, that he had only recently returned. Do you know where he was, during his absence?

No.

Or where he went to?

No, repeated the witness in sadly faltering tones, for he knew that this was the one weak point in the defence.

He will not tell you?

He declines to do so. But, the witness added, with emotion, he has denied his guilt to me from the first, in the most decisive manner: and I solemnly believe him to be innocent. Why he will not state where he was, I cannot conceive; but not a shade of doubt rests upon my mind that he could state it if he chose, and that it would be the means of establishing the fact of his absence. I would not assert this if I did not believe it, said the witness, raising his trembling hand. They were both my boys: the one destroyed was my eldest, perhaps my dearest; and I declare that I would not, knowingly, screen his assassin, although that assassin were his brother.

The case for the prosecution concluded, and the defence was entered upon. The prisoners counsel  two of them eminent men, Mr. Chattaway himself being no secondary light in the forensic world  laboured under one disadvantage, as it appeared to the crowded court. They exerted all their eloquence in seeking to divert the guilt from the prisoner: but they could not  distort facts as they might, call upon imagination as they would  they could not conjure up the ghost of any other channel to which to direct suspicion. There lay the weak point, as it had lain throughout. If Herbert Dare was not guilty, who was? The family, quietly sleeping in their beds, were beyond the pale of suspicion; the household equally so; and no trace of any midnight intruder to the house could be found. It was a grave stumbling-block for the prisoners counsel; but such stumbling-blocks are as nothing to an expert pleader. Bit by bit Mr. Chattaway disposed, or seemed to dispose, of every argument that could tell against the prisoner. The presence of the cloak in the dining-room, from which so much appearance of guilt had been deduced, he converted into a negative proof of innocence. Had he been the one engaged in the struggle, argued the learned Q.C., would he have been mad enough to leave his own cloak there, underneath his victim, a damning proof of guilt? No! that, at any rate, he would have taken away. The very fact of the cloak being under the murdered man was a most indisputable proof, as he regarded it, that the prisoner remained totally ignorant of what had happened  ignorant of his unfortunate brothers being at all in the dining-room. Why! had he only surmised that his brother was lying, wounded or dead, in the room, would he not have hastened to remove his cloak out of it, before it should be seen there, knowing, as he must know, that, from the very terms on which he and his brother had been, it would be looked upon as a proof of his guilt? The argument told well with the jury  probably with the judge.

Bit by bit, so did he thus dispose of the suspicious circumstances: of all, except one. And that was the great one, the one that nobody could get over: the refusal of the prisoner to state where he was that night. All in good time, gentlemen of the jury, said Mr. Chattaway, some murmured words reaching his ear that the omission was deemed ominous. I am coming to that later; and I shall prove as complete and distinct an alibi as it was ever my lot to submit to an enlightened court.

The court listened, the jury listened, the spectators listened, and hoped he might. He had spoken, for the most part, to incredulous ears.




CHAPTER XI.

THE WITNESSES FOR THE ALIBI.

When the speech of the counsel ended, and the time came for the production of the witness or witnesses who were to prove the alibi, there appeared to be some delay. The intense heat of the court had been growing greater with every hour. The rays of the afternoon sun, now sinking lower and lower in the heavens, had only brought with them a more deadly feeling of suffocation. But, to go out for a breath of air, even had the thronged state of the passages permitted the movement, appeared to enter into no ones thoughts. Their suspense was too keen, their interest too absorbing. Who were those mysterious witnesses, that would testify to the innocence of Herbert Dare?

A stir at the extreme end of the court, where it joined the other passage. Every eye was strained to see, every ear to listen, as an usher came clearing the way. By your leave there  by your leave; room for a witness!

The spectators looked, and stretched their necks, and looked again. A few among them experienced a strange thrill of disappointment, and felt that they should have much pleasure in being allowed the privilege of boxing the ushers ears, for he preceded no one more important than Richard Winthorne, the lawyer. Ah, but wait a bit! What short and slight figure is it that Mr. Winthorne is guiding along? The angry crowd have not caught sight of her yet.

But, when they do  when the drooping, shrinking form is at length in the witness-box; her eyes never raised, her lovely face bent in timid dread  then a murmur arises, and shakes the court to its foundation. The judge feels for his glasses  rarely used  and puts them across his nose, and gazes at her. A fair girl, attired in the simple, modest garb peculiar to the sect called Quakers, not more modest than the lovely and gentle face. She does not take the oath, only the affirmation peculiar to her people.

What is your name? commenced the prisoners counsel.

That she spoke words in reply, was evident, by the moving of her lips: but they could not be heard.

You must speak up, interposed the judge, in tones of kindness.

A deep struggle for breath, an effort of which even those around could see the pain, and the answer came. They call me Anna. I am the daughter of Samuel Lynn.

Where do your live?

I live with my father and Patience, in the London Road.

What do you know of the prisoner at the bar?

A pause. She probably did not understand the sort of answer required. One came that was unexpected.

I know him to be innocent of the crime of which he is accused.

How do you know this?

Because he could not have been near the spot at the time.

Where was he then?

With me.

But the reply came forth in so faint a whisper that again she had to be enjoined to speak louder, and she repeated it, using different words.

He was at our house.

At what hour did he go to your house?

It was past nine when he came up first.

And what time did he leave?

It was about one in the morning.

The answer appeared to create some stir. A late hour for a sober little Quakeress to confess to.

Was he spending the evening with your friends?

No.

Did they not know he was there?

No.

It was a clandestine visit to yourself, then? Where were they?

A pause, and a very trembling answer. They were in bed.

Oh! You were entertaining him by yourself, then?

She burst into tears. The judge let fall his glasses as though under the pressure of some annoyance, every feature of his fine face expressive of compassion: it may be, his thoughts had flown to daughters of his own. The crowd stood with open mouths, gaping with undisguised astonishment, and the burly Queens counsel proceeded.

And so he prolonged his visit until one oclock in the morning?

I was locked out, she sobbed. That is how he came to stay so late.

Bit by bit, with question and cross-questioning, it all came out: that Herbert Dare had been in the habit of paying stolen visits to the field, and that Anna had been in the habit of meeting him there. That she had gone in on this night just before ten, which was later than she had ever stayed out before: but, finding Hester had to go out for medicine for Patience, she had run to the field again to take a book to the prisoner; and that upon attempting to enter soon afterwards, she found the door locked, Hester having met the doctors boy, and come back at once. She told it all, as simply and guilelessly as a child.

What were you doing all that time? From ten oclock until one in the morning?

I was sitting on the door-step, crying.

Was the prisoner with you?

Yes. He stood by me part of the time, telling me not to be afraid; and the rest of the time  more than an hour, I think  he was working at the wires of the pantry window, to try to get in.

Was he all that time at the wires?

It was a long time before I remembered the pantry window. He wanted to knock up Hester, but I was afraid to let him. I feared she might tell Patience, and they would have been so angry with me. He got in, at last, at the pantry window, and he opened the kitchen window for me, and I went in by it.

And you mean to say he was all that time, till one oclock in the morning, forcing the wires of a pantry window? cried Sergeant Seeitall.

It was nearly one. I am telling thee the truth.

And you did not lose sight of the prisoner from the time he first came to the field, at nine oclock, until he left you at one?

Only for the few minutes  it may have been four or five  when I ran in and came out again with the book. He waited in the field.

What time was that?

The ten oclock bell was going in Helstonleigh. We could hear it.

He was with you all the rest of the time.

Yes, all. When he was working at the pantry window I could not see him, because he was round the angle of the house, but I could hear him at the wires. Not a minute of the time but I heard him. He was more than an hour at the wires, as I have told thee.

And until he began at the wires?

He was standing up by me, telling me not to be afraid.

All the time? You affirm this?

I am affirming all that I say to thee. I am speaking as before my Maker.

Dont you think it is a pretty confession for a young lady to make?

She burst into fresh tears. The judge turned his grave face upon Sergeant Seeitall. But the sergeant had impudence enough for ten.

Pray, how many times had that pretty little midnight drama been enacted? he continued, whilst Anna sobbed in distress.

Never before, burst forth a deep voice. Dont you see it was a pure accident, as she tells you? How dare you treat her as you might a shameless witness?

The interruption  one of powerful emotion  had come from the prisoner. At the sound of his voice, Anna started, and looked round hurriedly to the quarter whence it came. It was the first time she had raised her eyes to the court since entering the witness-box. She had glanced up to answer whoever questioned her, and that was all.

Well? said Sergeant Seeitall, as if demanding what else she might have to communicate.

I have no more to tell. I have told thee all I know. It was nearly one oclock when he went away, and I never saw him after.

Did the prisoner wear a cloak when he came to the field that night?

No. He wore one sometimes, but he did not have it on that night. It was very warm  

But, at that moment, Anna Lynn became conscious that a familiar face was strained upon her from the midst of the crowd: familiar, and yet not familiar; for the face was distorted from its natural look, and was blanched, as of one in the last agony  the face of Samuel Lynn. With a sharp cry of pain  of dread  Anna fell on the floor in a fainting fit. What the shame of being before that public court, of answering the searching questions of the counsel, had failed to take away  her senses  the sight of her father, cognizant of her disgrace, had effected. Surely it was a disgrace for a young and guileless maiden to have to confess to such an escapade  an escapade that sounded worse to censuring ears than it had been in reality. Anna fainted. Mr. Winthorne stepped forward, and she was borne out.

Another Quakeress was now put into the witness-box, and the court looked upon a little middle-aged woman, whose face was sallow, and who showed her defective teeth as she spoke. It was Hester Dell. She wore a brown silk bonnet, lined with white, and a fawn-coloured shawl. She was told that she must state what she knew, relative to the visit of Herbert Dare that night.

I went to rest at my usual hour, or, maybe, a trifle later, for I had waited for the arrival of some physic, never supposing but that the child, Anna, had gone to her room before me, and was safe in bed. I had been asleep some considerable time, as it seemed, when I was awakened by what sounded like the raising of the kitchen window underneath. I sat up in bed and listened, and was convinced that the window was being raised slowly and cautiously, as if the raiser did not want it to be heard. I was considerably startled, the more so as I knew I had left the window fastened: and my thoughts turned to house-breakers. While I deliberated what to do, seeing I was but a lone woman in the house, save for the child Anna, and Patience who was disabled in her bed, I heard what appeared to be the voice of the child, and it sounded in the yard. I went to my window, but I could not see anything, it being right over the kitchen, and I not daring to open it. But I still heard Annas voice: she was speaking in a low tone, and I believed I caught other tones also  those of a man. I thought I must be asleep and dreaming: next I thought it must be young Gar from the next door, Jane Halliburtons son. Her other sons I knew to be not at home; the one being abroad, the other at the University of Oxford. I deliberated, could anything be the matter at their house, and the boy have come for help. Then I reflected that that was most unlikely, for why should he be stealthily opening the kitchen window, and why should Anna be whispering with him? In short, to tell thee the truth  raising her eyes to the judge, whom she appeared to address, to the ignoring of everyone else I did not know what to think, and I grew more disturbed. I quietly put on a few things, and went softly down the stairs, deeming it well, for my own sake, to feel my way, as it were, and not to run headlong into danger. I stood a moment at the kitchen door, listening; and there I distinctly heard Anna laugh  a little, gentle laugh. It reassured me, though I was still puzzled; and I opened the door at once.

Here the witness made a dead pause.

What did you see when you opened the door? asked the judge.

I would not tell thee, but that I am bound to tell thee, she frankly answered. I saw the prisoner, Herbert Dare. He appeared to have been laughing with Anna, who stood near him, and he was preparing to get out at the window as I entered.

Well? what next? inquired the counsel in an impatient tone; for Hester had stopped again.

I can hardly tell what next, replied the witness. Looking back, it appears nothing but confusion in my mind. It seemed nothing but confusion at the time. Anna cried out, and hid her face in fear; and the prisoner attempted some explanation, which I would not listen to. To see a son of Anthony Dares in the house with the child at that midnight hour, filled me with anger and bewilderment. I ordered him away; I believe I pushed him through the window; I threatened to call in a policeman. Finally he went away.

Saying nothing?

I tell you all, I would not listen to it. I remembered scraps of what he said afterwards. That Anna was not to blame  that I had no cause to scold her or to acquaint Patience with what happened  that the fault, if there was any fault, was mine, for locking the back door so quickly. I refused to hear farther, and he departed, saying he would explain when I was less angry. That is all I saw of him.

Did you mention this affair to anyone? asked the counsel for the prosecution.

No.

Why not?

The child clung about me in tears after he was gone, giving me the explanation that I would not hear from him, and beseeching me not to acquaint Patience. She told me how it had happened. That upon my going out to see after the sleeping-draught for Patience, she had taken the opportunity to run to the field with a book, where Herbert Dare waited: and that upon attempting to come in again she found the door locked.

You returned sooner than she expected?

Yes. I met the doctors boy near our house, bringing the physic, and I took it from him and went home again directly. Not seeing Anna about, I never thought but that she had retired to bed. I went up also, trying the back door as I passed it, which to my surprise I found unfastened.

Why to your surprise?

Because I had, as I believed, previously turned the key of it. Finding it unlocked, I concluded I must have been mistaken. Afterwards, when the explanation came, I learnt that Anna had undone it. She clung about me, as I tell thee, sobbing and crying, saying, as he had said, that there was no cause to be angry with her: that she could not help what had happened; and that she had sat crying on the door-step the whole of the time, until he had effected an entrance for her. I went to the pantry window, and saw where the wires had been torn away, not roughly, but neatly; and I knew it must have taken a long time to accomplish. I fell in with the childs prayer, and did not speak of what had occurred; not even to Patience. This is the first time it has escaped my lips.

So you deemed it desirable to conceal such an adventure, and give the prisoner opportunity to renew his midnight visits? retorted the counsel for the prosecution.

What was done could not be undone, said the witness. I was willing to spare the scandal to the child, and not be the means of spreading it abroad. While I was deliberating whether to tell Patience, seeing she was in so suffering a state, news came that Herbert Dare was a prisoner. He had been arrested the following morning, on the accusation of murdering his brother, and I knew that he was safe for several weeks to come. Hence I held my tongue.

The witness had given her evidence in a clear, straightforward, uncompromising manner, widely at variance with the distressed timidity of Anna. Not a shade of doubt rested on the mind of any person in court that both had spoken the exact truth. But the counsel seemed inclined to question still.

Since when did you know you were coming here to give this evidence?

Only when I did come. Richard Winthorne, the man of law, came to our house in a fly this afternoon, and brought us away with him. By some remarks he exchanged with Anna when we were in it, I found that she had known of it this day or two. They feared to avert me, I suppose, lest, maybe, I might refuse to attend.

One question more, witness. Did the prisoner wear a cloak that night?

No; I did not see any.

This closed the evidence, and the witness was allowed to withdraw. Richard Winthorne went in search of Samuel Lynn, and found him seated on a bench in the outer hall surrounded by gentlemen of his persuasion, many of them of high standing in Helstonleigh. Tales of marvel, you know, never lose anything in spreading; neither are people given to placing a light construction on public gossip, when they can, by any stretch of imagination, give it a dark one. In this affair, however, no very great stretch was required. The town jumped to the charitable conclusion that Anna Lynn must be one of the naughtiest girls under the sun; imprudent, ungrateful, disobedient; I dont know what else. Had she been guilty of scattering poison in Atterlys field, and so killed all the lambs, they could not have said, or thought, worse than they did. All joined in it, charitable and uncharitable; all sorts of evil notions were spread, and were taken up. Herbert Dare, you may be very sure, came in for his share.

The news had been taken to Mr. Ashleys manufactory, sent by the astounded Patience, that Richard Winthorne had come and taken away Anna and Hester Dell to give testimony at the trial of Herbert Dare. The Quaker, perplexed and wondering, believed Patience must be demented; that the message could have no foundation in truth. Nevertheless, he bent his steps to the Guildhall, accompanied by William Halliburton, and was witness to the evidence. He, strict and sober-minded, was not likely to take up a more favourable construction of the general facts than the town was taking up. It may be guessed what it was for him.

He sat now on a bench in the outer hall, surrounded by friends, who, on hearing the crying scandal whispered, touching a young member of their body, had come flocking down to the Guildhall. When they spoke to him, he did not appear to hear; he sat with his hands on his knees, and his head sunk on his breast, never raising it. Richard Winthorne approached him.

Miss Lynn and her servant will not be wanted again, said the lawyer. I have sent for a fly.

The fly came. Anna was placed in it by Mr. Winthorne; Hester Dell followed; and Samuel Lynn came forward and stumbled into it. It is the proper word. He appeared to have no power left in his limbs.

Thou wilt not be harsh with her, Samuel, whispered an influential Friend, who had a benevolent countenance. Some of us will confer with thee to-morrow; but, meanwhile, do not be harsh with her. Thou wilt call to mind that she is thy child, and motherless.

Samuel Lynn made no reply. He did not appear to hear. He sat opposite his daughter, his eyes never lifted, and his face assuming a leaden hue. Hester suddenly leaned from the door, and beckoned to William Halliburton.

Will thee please be so obliging as go up with us in the fly? she said in his ear. I do not like his look.

William stepped in, and the fly drove away with closed blinds, to the intense chagrin of the curious mob. Before it was out of the town, William and Hester, with a simultaneous movement, supported the Quaker. Anna screamed. What is it? she uttered, terrified at the sight of his drawn, distorted face.

It is thy work, said Hester, less placidly than she would have spoken in a calmer moment. If thee hast saved the life of thy friend, Herbert Dare, thee hast probably destroyed that of thy father.

They were close to the residence of Mr. Parry, and William ordered the fly to stop. The surgeon was at home, and took Williams place in it. Samuel Lynn had been struck down with paralysis.

William was at the house before they were, preparing Patience. Patience was so far restored to health herself as to be able to walk about a little; she was very lame still.

They carried Mr. Lynn to his room. Anna in her deep humiliation and shame  having to give evidence, and such evidence, in the face of that open court, had been nothing less to her  flew to her own chamber, and flung herself, dressed as she was, on the carpet, in desperate abandonment. William saw her there as he passed it from her fathers room. There was no one to attend to her, for they were occupied with Mr. Lynn. It was no moment for ceremony, and William entered and attempted to raise her.

Let me be, William; let me be! I only want to die.

Anna, child, this will not mend the past. Do not give way like this.

But she resolutely turned from him, sobbing more wildly. Only to die! only to die!

William went for his mother, and gave her the outline of the tale, asking her to go to the house of distress and see what could be done. Jane, in utter astonishment, sought further explanation. She could not understand him in the least.

I assure you, I understand it nearly as little, replied William. Anna was locked out through some mistake of Hesters, it appears, and Herbert Dare stayed with her. That it will be the means of acquitting him, there is no doubt; but Helstonleigh is making its comments very freely.

Jane went in, her senses bewildered. She found Patience in a state not to be described; she found Anna where William had left her, reiterating the same cry, Oh, that I were dead! that I were dead!

Meanwhile, the trial at the Guildhall was drawing to its close, and the judge proceeded to sum up. Not with the frantic bursts of oratory indulged in by those eloquent gentlemen, the counsel, but in a tone of dispassionate reasoning. He placed the facts concisely before the jury, not speaking in favour of the prisoner, but candidly avowing that he did not see how they could get over the evidence of the prisoners two witnesses, the young Quaker lady and her maid. If that was to be believed  and for himself he fully believed it  then the prisoner could not have been guilty of the murder, and was clearly entitled to an acquittal. It was six oclock when the jury retired to deliberate.

The judge, the bar, the spectators, sat on, or stood, with what patience they might, in the crowded and heated court. On the fiat of those twelve men hung the life of the prisoner: whether he was to be discharged an innocent man, or hanged as a guilty one. Reposing in the pocket of Sir William Leader was a certain little cap, black in colour, innocuous in itself, but of awful significance when brought forth by the hand of the presiding judge. Was it destined to be brought forth that night?

The jury were coming in at last. Only an hour had they remained in deliberation, for seven oclock was booming out over the town. It had seemed to the impatient spectators more than two hours. What must it have seemed to the prisoner? They ranged themselves in their box, and the crier proclaimed silence.

Have you agreed upon your verdict, gentlemen of the jury?

We have.

How say you, gentlemen, guilty or not guilty?

The foreman advanced an imperceptible step and looked at the judge, speaking deliberately:

My lord, we find the prisoner Not Guilty.




CHAPTER XII.

A COUCH OF PAIN.

William, I have had my death-blow! I have had my death-blow!

The speaker was Henry Ashley. Four days had elapsed since the trial of Herbert Dare, and William Halliburton saw him now for the first time after that event. What with mind and body, Henry was in a grievous state of pain: all Williams compassion was called forth, as he leaned over his couch.

It has been hinted that Helstonleigh, in its charity, took up the very worst view of the case that could be taken up, with regard to Anna Lynn. Had she gone about with a blazing torch and set all the houses on fire, their inhabitants could not have mounted themselves on higher stilts. Somehow, everybody took it up. It was like those apparently well-authenticated political reports that arrive now and then by telegram, driving the Stock Exchange, or the Paris Bourse, into a state of mad credulity. No one thought to doubt it; people caught up the notion from one another as they catch a fever. If even Samuel Lynn had looked upon it in the worst light, bringing to him paralysis, little chance was there that others might gaze through a brighter glass. It had half killed Henry Ashley: and the words were not, in point of fact, so wild as they sounded. I have had my death-blow! I have had my death-blow!

No, you have not, was Williams answer. It is a blow  I know it  but not one that you cannot outlive.

Why did you not come to me? Four whole days, and you have never been near the house!

Because I feared that you would be throwing yourself into the state of agitation that you are now doing, replied William, candidly. Mr. Ashley said to me on the Wednesday, Henry has one of his bad attacks again. I knew it to be more of mind than body this time, and I thought it well that you should be left in quiet. Theres no one you can talk about it to, except me.

Your staying away has not served your purpose, then. My father came to me with the details, thinking to divert me for a moment from my physical pain; never supposing that each word was a dagger plunged into my very being. My mother came, with this scrap of news, or the other scrap. Mary came, wondering and eager, asking information at second-hand: mamma was mysterious over it, and would not tell her. Mary cannot credit ill of Anna: she has as great a trust in her still as I had. As I had! Oh, William! she was my object in life. She was all my future  my world  my heaven!

Now you know you will suffer for this excitement, cried William, almost as he would have said it to a wayward child.

He might as well have talked to the wind. Henry neither heard nor heeded him. He continued, his manner as full of agitation as his mind.

I am not as other men. You can go forth, all of you, into the world, to your pleasures, your amusements. I am confined here. But what mattered it? Did I envy you? No. While I had her to think of, I was happier than you.

Had this not happened, you might have been crossed in some other way, and so it would have come to the same thing.

And now it is over, reiterated Henry, paying no attention to the remark. It is over, and gone; and I  I wish, William, I had gone with it.

I wish you would be reasonable.

Dont preach. You active men, with your innumerable objects and interests in life, cannot know what it is for one like me, shut out from the world, to love. I tell you, William, it was literally my life; the core of my life; my all. I am not sure but that I have been mad ever since.

I am not sure but that you are mad now, returned William, believing that to humour him might be the worst plan he could adopt.

I dare say I am, was the unsatisfactory answer. Four days, and I have had to bury it all within me! I could not wail it out to my own pillow at night; for they concluded it was one of my bad attacks, and old nurse was posted in the bed in the next room with the door open. Theres no one I can rave to but you, and you must let me do it, unless you would have me go quite mad, I hope I shant be here long to be a trouble to any of you.

William did not know what to say. He believed there was nothing for it at present but to let him rave himself out. But I wish, he said, aloud, continuing the bent of his own thoughts, that you would be a little rational over it.

Stop a bit. Did you ever experience a blow such as this?

No indeed.

Then dont hold forth to me, I say. You do not understand. It was all the joy I had on earth.

You must learn to find other joys, other  

The despicable villain! broke forth Henry, the heat-drops welling to his brow, as they had welled to Annas when before the judge. The shame-faced, cowardly villain! Was she not Samuel Lynns child, and my sisters friend? What possessed the jury to acquit him? Did they think a ropes-end too good for his neck?

He was proved innocent of the murder. If he has any conscience  

What? fiercely interrupted Henry Ashley. He a conscience! I dont know what you are dreaming of. Is he going to stop in Helstonleigh?

I conclude so. He resumed his place quietly in his fathers office the day after the trial. He is in London now, but only temporarily.

Resumed his place quietly! What was the mob about, then?

The question was put so quaintly, in such confiding simplicity, that a smile rose to Williams face. In awe of the police, I expect, he answered. The Dares, while his fate was uncertain, have been rusticating. Cyril told me to-day, that now that the accusation was proved to have been false, they were coming out again.

Coming out in what? Villainy?

He left the what to be inferred. In grandeur, I expect. The established innocence of Herbert  

If you apply that word to the man, William Halliburton, you are as black as he is.

William remembered Henrys tribulation both of mind and body, and went on without the shadow of a retort.

I apply it to him in relation to the crime of which he was charged. His acquittal and release have caused the Dares to hold up their heads again. But they have lost caste in Helstonleigh.

Caste! was the scornful ejaculation of Henry Ashley. They never had any caste to lose. Does the master intend to retain Cyril in the manufactory?

I have heard nothing to the contrary. If he retained him whilst the accusation was hanging over Herbert Dares head, he will not be likely to discard him now it is removed.

Removed! shrieked Henry. If one accusation has been removed, has not a worse taken its place?

Would it be just to visit on one brother the sins of another?

A nice pair of brothers they are! cried Henry in the sharp, petulant manner habitual to him, when racked with pain. How will Samuel Lynn like the company of Cyril Dare by his side in the manufactory, when he gets well again?

William shook his head. These considerations were not for him. They were Mr. Ashleys.

You heard her give her evidence? resumed Henry, breaking a pause.

Most of it.

Tell it me.

No, Henry; it would not do you good to hear it.

Tell it me, I say, persisted Henry wilfully. I know it in substance. I want to have it repeated over to me, word for word.

But  

Henry suddenly raised his hand and laid it on Williams lips, with a warning movement. He turned and saw Mary Ashley.

Take her back to the drawing-room, William, he whispered. I can bear no one but you about me now. Not yet, Mary, he added aloud, motioning his sister away with his hand. Not now.

Mary halted in indecision. William advanced, placed her hand within his arm, and led her, somewhat summarily, from the room.

I am only obeying orders, Miss Ashley, said he. They are to see you back to the drawing-room.

If Henry can bear you with him, he might bear me.

You know what his whims and fancies are, when he is suffering.

Is there not a particularly good understanding between you and Henry? she pointedly asked.

Yes; we understand each other perfectly.

Well, then, tell me  what is it that is the matter with him this time? I do not like to say so to mamma, because she might call me fanciful, but it appears to me that Henrys illness is more on the mind than on the body.

William made no reply.

And yet, I cannot imagine it possible for Henry to have picked up any annoyance or grief, resumed Mary. How can he have done so? He is not like one who goes out into the world  who has to meet with cares and cheeks. You do not speak, she added, looking at William. Is it that you will not tell me? or do you know nothing?

William lowered his voice. I can only say that, should there be anything of the sort you mention, the kinder course for Henry  indeed the only course  will be, not to allow him to perceive that you suspect it. Conceal the suspicion both from him and from others. Remember his excessive sensitiveness. When he sees cause to hide his feelings, it would be almost death to him to have them scrutinized.

I think you must be in his full confidence, observed Mary, looking at William.

Pretty well so, he answered, with a passing smile.

Then, if he has any secret grief, will you try and soothe it to him?

With all my best endeavours, earnestly spoke William. But there was not the least apparent necessity for his taking Mary Ashleys hand between his own, and pressing it there while he said it, any more than there was necessity for that vivid blush of hers, as she turned into the drawing-room.

But you must be anxious to hear of Anna Lynn. Poor Anna! who had fallen so terribly into the black books of the town, without really very much deserving it. It was a most unlucky contretemps, having been locked out; it was a still more unfortunate sequel, having to confess to it at the trial. She was not a pattern of goodness, it must be confessed: had not yet attained to that perfect model, which expects, as of a right, a niche in the saintly calendar. She was reprehensibly vain; she delighted in plaguing Patience; and she took to running out into the field, when it had been far better that she had remained at home. That running out entailed deceit and some stories: but it entailed nothing worse, and Helstonleigh need not have been so very severe in its judgment.

Never had there been a more forcible illustration of the old saying, Give a dog a bad name, and hang him, than in this instance. When William Halliburton had told Anna that Herbert Dare was not a good man, and did not bear a good name, he had told her the strict truth. For that very reason a secret intimacy with him was undesirable, however innocent it might be, however innocent it was, in itself: and for that very reason did Helstonleigh look at it through clouded spectacles. Had she been locked out all night, instead of half a one, with some one in better odour, Helstonleigh had not set up its scornful crest. It is quite impossible to tell you what Herbert Dare had done, to have such a burden on his back as people seemed inclined to lay there. Perhaps they did not know themselves. Some accused him of one thing, some of another; ill reports never lose by carrying: the two cats on the tiles, you know, were magnified into a hundred. No one is as black as he is painted  theres a saying to that effect  neither, I dare say, was Herbert Dare. At any rate  and that is what we have to do with  he was not so in this particular instance. He was as vexed at the locking out as any one else could have been; and he did the best (save one thing) that he could for Anna, under the circumstances, and got her in again. The only proper thing to have done, was to knock up Hester. He had wished to do it, but had yielded to Annas entreaties, that were born of fear.

Not a soul seemed to cast so much as a good word or a charitable thought to him in the matter. Did he deserve none? However thoughtless or reprehensible his conduct was, in drawing Anna into those field excursions, when the explosion came, he met it as a gentleman. Many a one, more renowned for the cardinal graces than was Herbert Dare, might have spoken out at once, and cleared himself at the expense of making known Annas unlucky escapade. Not so he. A doubt may have been upon him that were it betrayed Helstonleigh might cast a taint on her fair name: and he strove to save it. He suffered the brand of a murderer to be attached to him  he languished for many weeks in prison as a criminal  all to save it. He all but went to the scaffold to save it. He might have called Anna and Hester Dell forward at the inquest, at the preliminary examination before the magistrates, and thus have cleared himself; but he would not do so. Whilst there was a chance of his innocence being brought to light in any other manner, he would not call on Anna. He allowed the odium to settle upon his own head. He went to prison, hoping that he should be cleared in some other way. There was a generous, chivalric feeling in this, which Helstonleigh could not understand when emanating from Herbert Dare, and they declined to give him credit for it. They preferred to look at the affair altogether in a different light, and to lavish hard names upon it. Every soul was alike: there was no exception: Samuel Lynn, and all else in Helstonleigh. They caught the epidemic, I say, one from another.




CHAPTER XIII.

A RAY OF LIGHT.

The first sharpness of the edge worn off, Anna grew cross. She did not see why every one should be blaming her. What had so sadly prostrated herself was the shame of having to appear before the court; to stand in it and give her evidence. The excitement, the shame, combined with the terrifying illness of her father, brought on, as Hester told her, through her, had sent her into a wild state of contrition and alarm. Little wonder that she wished herself dead! The mood passed away as the days went on, and Anna became tolerably herself again. When Friends called at the house to inquire after or to see her father, she ran and hid herself in her room, fearful lest a lecture on those field recreations might be delivered to her gratuitously. She shunned Patience, too, as much as she could. Patience had grown cold and silent; and Anna rather liked the change.

She sat for the most part in her fathers room, never moving from his bedside, unless disturbed from it; never speaking; eating only when food was placed before her. Anna was in grievous fear lest a public reprimand should be in store for her, delivered at meeting on First Day: but she saw no reason why every one should continue to be cross with her at home.

She happened to be alone with her father when he first recovered consciousness. Some fifteen days had elapsed since the trial. But for the fact of her being with him, a difficulty might have been experienced to get her there. She dreaded his anger, his reproach, more than anything. So long as he lay without his senses, knowing her not, so long was she content to sit, watching. She was seated by the bedside in her usual listless attitude, head and eyes cast down, when her fathers hand, not the one affected, was suddenly lifted and laid upon hers, which rested on the counterpane. Startled, Anna turned her gaze upon him, and she saw that his intellects were restored. With a suppressed cry of dismay she would have flown away, but he clasped his fingers round hers.

Anna!

She sank down on her knees, shaking as if with ague, and buried her face in the clothes. Samuel Lynn stretched forth his hand and put it on her head.

Thou art my own child, Anna; thy mother left thee to me for good and for ill; and I will stand by thee in thy sorrow.

She burst into a storm of hysterical tears. He let it have its course; he drew her wet face to his and kissed it; he talked to her soothingly, never speaking a single word of reproach; and Anna overcame her fear and her sobs. She knelt down by the bed still, and let her cheek rest on the counterpane.

It has nearly killed me, he murmured, after a while. But I pray for life: I will struggle hard to live, that thee mayst have one protector. Friends and foes may cast reproach to thee, but I will not.

Why should they cast reproach to me, father? returned Anna, with a little spice of resentment. I have not harmed them.

No, child; thee hast not; only thyself. I will help thee to bear the reproach. Thou art my own child.

But theres nothing for them to reproach me with, she reiterated, her face buried deeper in the counterpane. It was not pleasant to stand there; but it is over. And they need not reflect upon me for it.

What is over? To stand where? he asked.

At the Guildhall, on the trial.

It is not that that people will reproach thee with, Anna. It was not a nice thing for thee; but that, in itself, brings no reproach.

Anna lifted her head wonderingly. What does, then? she uttered.

He did not answer. He only closed his eyes, a deep groan bursting from the very depths of his heart. It came into Annas mind that he must be thinking of her previous acquaintance with Herbert Dare; of her stolen meetings in the field by twilight.

Oh, father, dont thee be angry with me! she implored, the tears streaming from her eyes. It was no harm; it was not indeed. Thee mightst have been present always, for all the harm there was, and I wish thee hadst been. Why should thee think anger of it? There was no more harm in my talking with him now and then in the field, than there was in my talking with him in Margaret Ashleys drawing-room.

Something in the simple words, in the tone, in the manner altogether, caused the Quakers heart to leap within him. Had he been making a molehill into a mountain? Surely, yes! But what else he would have said or done, what questions asked, cannot be known, for they were interrupted by a visit from William Halliburton. Anna stole away.

William was full of hearty congratulation on the visible improvement  the, so far, restoration to health. The Quaker murmured some half-inarticulate words, indicating something to the effect that he might not have been ill, but for taking up a worse view of the case than, as he believed now, it really merited.

William leaned over him; a glad look in his eye; a glad sound in his low voice.

My mother has been telling Patience so to-day. She, my mother, is convinced now that very exaggerated blame was cast upon Anna. It was foolish of her, of course, to fall into the habit of running to the field; but the locking out might have happened to anyone. My mother told me this not half an hour ago. She has seen and talked to Anna frequently this last day or two, and has drawn her own positive deductions. My mother is vexed with herself for having fallen into the popular condemnation.

Ay! uttered Samuel Lynn. There is condemnation abroad, then? I thought there was.

People will come to their senses in good time, was Williams answer. Never doubt it.

The Quaker raised his feeble hand, and laid it upon Williams. The Ashleys  have they blamed her?

I fear they have, was the only reply he could make, in his strict truth.

Then, William, thee go to them. Go to them now, and set them right.

He was already going, for he was engaged to the Ashleys that evening. Between Henry Ashley, the men at Easts, and his own studies, which he would not wholly neglect, Williams evenings had a tolerably busy time of it. He had assumed Samuel Lynns place in the manufactory by Mr. Ashleys orders, head of all things, under the master. Cyril ground his teeth at this; he looked upon it as a slight to himself; but Cyril had no power to alter it.

William found Mr. and Mrs. Ashley alone. Mary was out. He sat with them for a few minutes, talking of Anna, and then rose to go to Henry. How is he this evening? he inquired.

Ill and very fractious, was Mr. Ashleys reply. William, you have great influence over him. I wish you could persuade him to give way less. He is not ill enough, so far as we can see, to keep his room; but we cannot get him out of it.

Henry was in one of his depressed moods, excessively dispirited and irritable. Oh! so you have come! he burst forth as William entered. I should be ashamed to neglect a sick fellow as you neglect me. If I were well and strong, and you ill, you would find it different.

I know I am late, acknowledged William. Samuel Lynn took up a little of my time; and I have been sitting some minutes in the drawing-room.

Of course! was the fractious answer. Any one before me.

Samuel Lynn is a great deal better, continued William. His mind is restored.

Henry received the news ungraciously, making no rejoinder; but his side was twitching with pain. How is she? he asked. Is the shame fretting out her life?

Not at all. She is very well. As to shame  as you call it  I believe she has not taken much to herself.

It will kill her: youll see. The sooner the better for her I should say.

William sat down on the edge of the sofa, on which the invalid was lying. Henry, I would set you right upon a point, if I thought it would be expedient to do so. You do go into fits of excitement so great, that it is dangerous to speak.

Tell out anything you have to tell. Tell me, if you choose, that the house is on fire, and I must be pitched out of window to escape it. It would make no impression upon me. My fits of excitement have passed away with Anna Lynn.

My news relates to Anna.

What if it does? She has passed away for me.

Helstonleigh, in its usual hasty fashion of jumping to conclusions, has jumped to a false one, continued William. There have been no grounds for the great blame cast to Anna; except in the minds of a charitable public.

A fact? asked Henry, after a pause.

Theres not a shade of doubt about it.

He received the answer with equanimity; it may be said, with apathy. And turning on his couch, he drew the cover over him, repeating the words previously spoken: She has passed away for me.




CHAPTER XIV.

MR. DELVES ON HIS BEAM ENDS.

Samuel Lynn grew better, and Mr. Ashley, in his considerate kindness, proposed that he should reside abroad for a few months in the neighbourhood of Annonay, to watch the skin market, and pick up skins that would be suitable for their use. Anna and Patience were to accompany him. Anna had somewhat regained her footing in the good graces of the gossipers. That she did so, was partly owing to the indignant defence of her, entered upon by Herbert Dare. Herbert did behave well in this case, and he must have his due. Upon his return from London, whither he had gone soon after the termination of the trial, remaining away a week or two, he found what a very charitable ovation Helstonleigh was bestowing upon Anna Lynn. He met it with a storm of indignation; he bade them think as badly of him as they chose; believe him a second Burke if they liked; but to keep their mistaken tongues off Anna. What with one thing and another, some of the scandal-mongers did begin to think they had been too hasty, and withdrew their censure. Some (as a matter of course) preferred to doubt still; and opinions remained divided.

Helstonleigh took up the gossip on another score  that of Mr. Ashleys sending Samuel Lynn abroad, as his skin-buyer, for an indefinite period. A famous trade Ashley must be doing, to go to that expense! grumbled some of the envious manufacturers. True; he had a famous trade. And if he had not had one, he might have sent him all the same. Helstonleigh never knew the benevolence of Thomas Ashleys heart. The journey was fully decided upon; and Samuel Lynn had an application from a member of his own persuasion, to rent his house, furnished, for the term of his absence. He was glad to accept the accommodation.

But, before Mr. Lynn and his family started, Helstonleigh was fated to sustain another loss, in the person of Herbert Dare. Herbert contrived to get some sort of mission entrusted to him abroad, and made rather a summary exit from Helstonleigh to enter upon it. A friend of Herberts, who had gone over to live in Holland, and with whom he was in frequent correspondence, wrote and offered him a situation in a merchants house in Rotterdam, as English clerk. The offer came in answer to a hint, or perhaps more than a hint, from Herbert, that a year or twos sojourn abroad would be acceptable to him. He would receive a good salary, if he proved himself equal to the duties, the information stated, and might rise in it, if he chose to remain. Herbert wrote off-hand to secure it, and then told his father what he had done.

Enter a house at Rotterdam, as English clerk! repeated Mr. Dare, unable to credit his own ears. You a clerk!

What am I to do? asked Herbert. Since I came out of there, pointing in the direction of the county prison, claims have thickened upon me. I do owe a good deal, and thats a fact  what with my own scores, and that for which I am liable for  for poor Anthony. People wont wait much longer; and I have no fancy to try the debtors side of the prison.

They were standing in the front room of the office. Mr. Dares business appeared to be considerably falling off, and the office had often leisure on its hands now. Of the two clerks kept, one had holiday, the other was out. Somehow, what with one untoward thing and another, people were growing shy of the Dares. Mr. Dare leaned against the corner of the window-frame, watching the passers-by, his hands in his pockets, and a blank look on his face.

You say you cant help me, sir? Herbert continued.

You know I cant; sufficiently to do any good, returned Mr. Dare. I am too much pressed for money myself. Look at the expenses attending the trial: and I was embarrassed enough before. I cannot help you.

It seems to me, too, that you want me gone from here.

I have not said so, curtly responded Mr. Dare.

You told me the other day that it was my presence in the office which scared clients from it.

Mr. Dare could not deny the fact. He had said it. Whats more, he had thought it; and did so still. I cannot tell what else it is that is keeping clients away, he rejoined. We have not had a dozen in since the trial.

It is a slack season of the year.

Maybe, shortly answered Mr. Dare. Slack as it is, theres some business astir, but people are going elsewhere to get it done; those, too, who have never for years been near anyone but us. The truth is, Herbert, you fell into bad odour with the town on the day of the trial; and that you must know. Though acquitted of the murder, all sorts of other things were laid to your charge. Quaker Lynns stroke amongst the rest.

Carping sinners! ejaculated Herbert.

And I suppose it turned people against the office, continued Mr. Dare. My belief is, they wont come back again as long as you are in it.

Thats precisely what I meant you had hinted to me said Herbert. Therefore, I thought I had better leave it. Pattison says he can get me this berth, and I should like to try it.

Youll not like to turn merchants clerk, repeated Mr. Dare with emphasis.

I shall like it better than being nailed for debt here, somewhat coarsely answered Herbert. It is not so agreeable at home now, especially in this office, that I should cry to stay in it. You have changed, sir, amongst the rest: many a day through, you dont give me a civil word.

Again Mr. Dare felt that he had changed to Herbert. When he found that he  Herbert  might have cleared himself at first from the terrible accusation of fratricide, had he so chosen, instead of allowing the obloquy to rest upon himself and his family for so long a period, he had become bitterly angry. Mrs. Dare and the whole family joined in the feeling, and Herbert suffered.

As to civility, Herbert, I must first get over the soreness left by your conduct. You acted very badly in allowing the case to go on to trial. If you had no objection to sit down quietly under the crime yourself, you had no right to throw the disgrace and expense upon your family.

If it were to come over again, I would not do so, acknowledged Herbert. I thought then I was acting for the best.

Pshaw! was the peevish ejaculation of Mr. Dare.

Altogether, resumed Herbert, I think I had better go away. After a time, something or other may turn up to make things smoother here, and then I can come home again; unless I find a better opening abroad. I may do so; and I believe I shall like living there.

Very well, said Mr. Dare, after some minutes silence. It may be for the best. At all events, it will give time for things here to blow over. If you dont find it what you like, you can only return.

I shall be sure not to return, unless I can square up some of my liabilities here, returned Herbert. You must help me to get there, sir.

What do you want? asked Mr. Dare.

Fifty pounds.

I cant do it, Herbert, was the prompt answer.

I must have it if I am to go, was Herberts firm reply. There are two or three trifles here which I will not leave unsettled, and I cannot go over there with pockets absolutely empty. Fifty pounds is not so great a sum, sir, to pay to get rid of me.

Old Anthony Dare knit his brow in perplexity. He supposed he must furnish the money, though he did not in the least see how it was to be done.

The matter settled, Herbert took his hat and went out. The first object his eyes alighted on outside was Sergeant Delves. That worthy, pacing through the town, had brought himself to an anchor opposite the office of Mr. Dare, and was regarding it, lost in a brown study. The sergeant was in a state of discomfiture, touching the affair of the late Anthony Dare. He had lost no time in looking after Miss Caroline Mason, as he had promised himself; and the sequence had been  defeat. Without any open stir on the part of the police  without allowing Caroline herself to know that she was doubted  the sergeant contrived to put himself in full possession of her movements on that night. The result proved that she must be exempt from the suspicion; or, as the sergeant expressed it, was out of the hole; and that gentleman remained at fault again.

Herbert crossed over to him. What are you looking at, Delves?

I wasnt looking at anything in particular, was the answer. Coming in sight of your office naturally brought my thoughts back to that unsatisfactory business. I never was so baffled before.

It is very strange who it could have been, observed Herbert. I often think of it.

Never so baffled before, continued the sergeant, as if there had been no interruption to his own words. I could almost have been upon oath at the time, that the murderer was in the house; hadnt left it. And yet  

You could have been upon oath that it was I, interrupted Herbert.

Thats true. I could. But you had yourself chiefly to thank for it, Mr. Herbert Dare, through making a mystery of your movements that night. After you were cleared, my mind turned to that girl; and that, I found, was no go.

What girl? interrupted Herbert.

The one in Honey Fair: your brother Anthonys old sweetheart. It wasnt her, though; I have proofs. Charlotte East had her at her house that evening, and kept her till twelve oclock, when she went home to bed in her garret. Charlottes going to try to make something of her again. And now I am baffled, and I dont deny it.

To suspect any girl is ridiculous, observed Herbert Dare. No girl, it is to be hoped, would possess the courage or the strength to accomplish such a deed as that.

You dont know em as we police do, nodded the sergeant. I was asking your father only a day or two ago, whether he could make sure of his servants, that they had not been in it  

Of our servants? interrupted Herbert, in surprise. What an idea!

Well, I have gone round to my old opinion  that it was some one in the house, returned the sergeant. But it seems the servants are all on the square. I cant make it out.

Why on earth should you suppose it to be any one in the house? questioned Herbert, in considerable wonderment.

Because I do, was the answer. We police see and note down what others pass over. There was odds and ends of things at the time that made us infer it; and I cant get it out of my mind.

It is an impossibility that it could have been a resident of the house, dissented Herbert. Every one in it is above suspicion.

Who do you fancy it might have been? asked the sergeant, abruptly, almost as if he wished to surprise Herbert out of an incautious answer.

But Herbert had nothing to tell him; no suspicion was on his mind to be surprised out of. If I could fancy it was, or might be, any particular individual, I should come to you and say so, without asking, he replied. I am as much at fault as you can be. Anthony may have made slight enemies in the town, what with his debts and his temper, and one thing or another; but no enemies of that terrible nature  capable of killing him. I wish I could see cause for a reasonable suspicion, he added with emotion. I would give my right arm  stretching it out to solve the mystery. As well for my sake as for my dead brothers.

Well, all I can say is, that I am down on my beam ends, concluded the sergeant.

Meanwhile Henry Ashley was getting little better. He had fallen into a state of utter prostration. Mental anguish had told upon him physically, and his bodily weakness was no doubt great: but he made no effort to rouse himself. He would lie for hours, his eyes half-closed, noticing no one. The medical men said they had seen nothing like it, and Mr. and Mrs. Ashley grew alarmed. The only one to remonstrate with him  he alone held the key to its cause  was William Halliburton.

Williams influence over him was very great: he yielded to no one, not even to his father, as he would yield to William. Henry gave the reins to his tongue, and said all sorts of irritating things to William, as he did to every one else. It only masked the deep affection, the lasting friendship, which had taken possession of his heart for William.

Let me be; let me be, he said to William one day, in answer to a remonstrance that he should rouse himself. I told you that my life had passed out with her.

But your life has not passed out with her, argued William; your life is in you, just as much as it ever was. And it is your duty to make some use of your life; not to let it run to waste  as you are doing.

It does not affect you, was the tart reply.

It does very much affect me. I am grieved to see you hug your pain, instead of shaking it off; vexed to think that a man should so bury his days. It is an unfortunate thing that no one is cognizant of this matter but myself.

Is it though! retorted Henry. You are a fine Jobs comforter!

Yes, it is. Were it known to those about you, you would not for shame lie here, and indulge regrets after an imprudent and silly girl.

Henry flashed an angry glance at him from his soft dark eyes. Take care, my good fellow! I can stand some things; but I dont stand all.

An imprudent, silly girl, who does not care a rush for you, emphatically repeated William: whose wild and ill-judged affection is given to another. Was ever infatuation like unto yours!

Have a care, I tell you! burst forth Henry. By what right do you say these things to me?

I say them for your good  and I intend that you should feel them. When a surgeons knife probes a wound, the patient groans and winces; but it is done to cure him.

You are a man of eloquence! sarcastically rejoined Henry. Pity but you could flourish at the Bar, and take the anticipated shine out of Frank!

Answer me one plain question, Henry. Do you still indulge a hope towards Anna Lynn?  to her becoming your wife?

With a shriek of anger, Henry caught up his slipper, and sent it flying through the air at Williams head.

Whats that for? equably demanded William, dodging his head out of the way.

How dare you hint at such a thing? I told you there were some things I wouldnt stand. Is it fitting that one who has figured in such an escapade should be made the wife of an Ashley? If we were left by our two selves upon the earth, all else gone dead and out of it, I wouldnt marry her.

Precisely so. I have judged you rightly. Then, under this state of things, what in the name of fortune is the use of your lying here and thinking about her?

I dont think about her, fractiously returned Henry. You are always fancying things.

You do think about her. I can see that you do. I should be above it, quaintly continued William.

Go and pick up my slipper.

Will you come down to tea this evening?

No, I wont. You come here and preach up this morality, or divinity, or whatever you may please to term it, to me; but, wait and see how youd act, if you should ever get struck on the keen edge as I have been.

Come! let me help you up.

Dont bother. I am not going to get up. I  

At that moment, Mr. Ashley opened the door. His errand likewise was to induce Henry to leave his sofa and his room, and join them below. Henry could not be brought to comply.

No. I have just told William. I cannot think why he did not go back and say so. He only stops here to worry me. There! get along, William; and come back when you have swallowed enough tea.

Mr. Ashley laid his hand on Williams arm, as they walked together along the corridor, and brought him to a halt. What is this illness of Henrys? There is some secret connected with it, I am sure, and you are cognizant of it. I must know what it is.

Mr. Ashleys tone was a decided one; his manner firm. William made no reply.

Tell me what it is, William.

I cannot, said William. Certainly not without Henrys permission; and I do not think he will give it. If it were my secret, sir, instead of his, I would tell it at your bidding.

Is it of the mind or the body?

The mind. I think the worst is over. Do not speak to him about it, I pray you, sir.

William, is it anything that can be remedied? By money?  by any means at command?

It can never be remedied, replied William earnestly, Were the whole world brought to bear upon it, it could do nothing. Time and his own good sense must effect the cure.

Then I may as well not ask about it if I cannot aid. You are fully in his confidence.

Yes. And all that another can do, I am doing. We have a daily battle. I want to rouse him out of his apathy.

Oh, that you could! aspirated Mr. Ashley.




CHAPTER XV.

A LOSS FOR POMERANIAN KNOLL.

Pomeranian Knoll had scarcely recovered its equanimity after the shock of the departure of Herbert Dare for foreign parts, when it found itself about to be shorn of another inmate. The word shock is used to express the suddenness of the affair, rather than in its enlarged and more ordinary sense. Herbert, what with one thing and another, had brought a good deal of vexation upon the paternal home; Helstonleigh also had not been holding him in extensive favour since the trial; and that home was not sorry that he should absent himself from it for a time. But it certainly did not bargain for his announcing his departure one night, and being off the next morning. Yet such was the course he pursued: and in that light his departure may be said to have been a shock to the town. Mr. Dare had known of it longer; but he had not proclaimed it any more than Herbert had: it may be that Herbert feared being stopped, if the intended journey got wind.

A week or two after this, Signora Varsini received a letter with a foreign post-mark on it. The fact was nothing extraordinary in itself: the signora did occasionally receive letters bearing foreign post-marks; but this one threw her into a state of commotion, the like of which had never been witnessed. Thrusting the letter into the deepest pocket of her dress when it was delivered to her, she finished giving the music lesson to Minny, which she was occupied upon, and then retired to her room to peruse it. From this she emerged a short time after, with a long face of consternation, uttering frantic ejaculations. Mrs. Dare was quite alarmed. What was the matter with mademoiselle?

Ah, what misère! what désolation! what tristes nouvelles! The letter was from her aunt in Paris, who was thrown upon her death-bed; and she, mademoiselle, must hasten thither without delay. If she could not start by a train that day, she must go by the first one the next. She was désolée to leave madame at a coup; her heart would break in bidding adieu to the young ladies; but necessity was stern. She must make her baggage forthwith, and would be obliged to madame for her salary.

Mrs. Dare was taken  as the saying runs  all of a heap. She had not cared to part with mademoiselle so soon, although the retaining her entailed an additional expense, which they could ill afford in their gradually increasing embarrassments and straitening means: but the chief point that puzzled her was the paying up of the salary. Between thirty and forty pounds were due. There appeared, however, to be no help for it, and she applied to Mr. Dare.

You may as well ask me for my head as for that sum to-day, was that gentlemans reply, thinking he was destined never to find peace on earth. Tell her you will send it after her, if she must go.

Mrs. Dare shook her head. It would not be of the least use, she was sure. Mademoiselle was not one to be put off in that way, or to depart without her money.

How Mr. Dare managed it he perhaps hardly knew himself; but he brought home the money at night, and the governess was paid in full. On the following morning there was a ceremonious leave-taking, loud and suggestive on the part of mademoiselle. She saluted them all on both cheeks, and promised to write every week, at least. A fly came to the door for her and her luggage, and George Dare mounted the box to escort her to the station. Mademoiselle politely invited him inside; but he had just lighted a cigar, and preferred to stop where he was.

I say, mademoiselle, cried he, after she was seated in the railway carriage, if you should happen to come across Herbert, I wish youd tell him  

Mademoiselle interrupted with a burst of indignation. She come across Monsieur Herbert! What should bring her coming across him? Monsieur George must be fou to think it. Monsieur Herbert was not in Paris, was he? She had understood he was in Holland.

Oh, well, its all on the other side of the Channel, answered George, whose geographical notions of the Continent were not very definite. Perhaps you wont see him, though, mademoiselle; so never mind.

Mademoiselle replied by telling him to take care of himself; for the whistle was sounding. George drew back, and watched the train off; mademoiselle nodding her farewell to him from the window.

And that was the last that Helstonleigh saw of Mrs. Dares Italian governess, the Signora Varsini. Helstonleigh might not have been any the worse had it never seen the first of her. Mrs. Dare, after her departure, suddenly remembered that mademoiselle had once told her she had not a single relative in the world. Who could this aunt be, to whom she was hastening?

And Henry Ashley? As the weeks and the months went on, Henry began to rouse himself from his prostration; his apathy. William Halliburton made no secret of it to Henry that it was suspected he was suffering from some inward grief which he was concealing, and that he had been questioned on the point by Mr. Ashley. You know, said William, I shall have no resource but to tell, unless you show yourself a sensible man, and come out of this nonsense.

It alarmed Henry; rather than have his secret feelings betrayed for the family benefit, he could have died. In a grumbling and discontented sort of mood, he went about again, and resumed his idle occupations (such as they were) as usual. One evening William enticed him out for a walk, took possession of his arm, and pounced into Robert Easts, before Henry well knew where he was. He sat down, apathetic and indifferent, after nodding carelessly to the respectful salutation of the men. I must give just ten minutes to them, as I am here, observed William. You can go to sleep the while.

The ten minutes lengthened into twenty, and Henrys attention was so far roused that he came to the table in his impulsive way, and began talking on his own account. When William was ready to go, he was not; and he actually told the men that he would come round again. It was a great point gained.

Small beginnings, it has been remarked, lead to great endings. The humble, confined way in which the class had begun at Robert Easts; the vague ideas of William upon the subject; the doubtings of East and Crouch, were looked back upon with a smile. For the little venture had swollen itself into a great undertaking  an undertaking that was destined to effect a revolution throughout the whole of Honey Fair, and might probably even extend to Helstonleigh itself. The drawback now was want of room; numbers were being kept away by it. Henry Ashley did go again; and finding that books of the right kind ran short, he, the day after his second visit, wrote off an order for a whole cargo.

Mr. Ashley was in a state of inward delight. Anything to rouse him! You think it will succeed, that movement, do you, Henry? he carelessly observed.

Its safe to succeed, was the answer. William, with his palavering, has gained the ear of the fellows. I dont believe theres William Halliburtons equal in the whole world! he added, with enthusiasm. Fancy his sacrificing his time to such a thing, and for no benefit to himself! It will bear a rich crop of fruit too. If I have the gift  Ill give you a long word for once  of ratiocination, this reform of Williams will be more extensive than we now foresee.

The chief thing in these evenings was to keep alive the interest of the men. Not to lead them to abstruse things, which they had a difficulty in understanding, and remained strange to at best; but rather to plunge them into familiar home topics  the philosophy, if you will, of everyday life. There is a right and a wrong way of doing most things, and it often happens that people, from ignorance, pursue the wrong. Of the plain sanitary laws, relating to physical health, Honey Fair was intensely ignorant: of the ventilation of rooms, of cleanliness, of the most simple rules by which the body can be kept in order, they knew no more than they did of the moon. When a man was, to use Honey Fair phraseology, took bad, he generally neglected the symptoms altogether, thereby laying the foundation of worse illness: or else he went to a doctor, and ran himself into expense. A little familiarity with ordinary complaints and ordinary antidotes would have remedied this. An acquaintance with sanitary laws would have prevented it. When children were down with measles or scarlatina, the careless of the land allowed the maladies to take their own course, and the sufferers to air themselves in the gutters, as usual. The cautious ones smothered the patients in a hot room, keeping up a fire as large as the stock of coals would allow, and borrowing all the blankets from the houses on either side, to heap upon them. No wonder the supply of little coffins was great to Honey Fair.

All these things would be talked of and discussed, and a little enlightenment imparted to the men, as a guidance for the future. No one who did not witness it can imagine the delighted satisfaction with which these and similar practical topics were welcomed; for they bore for them a personal interest  they concerned themselves, their families, and their homes.

One evening the way in which Honey Fair rather liked to spend its Sundays was under discussion; namely, the men in smoking; the women slatternly and dirty; the children fighting and quarrelling in the dirt outside.

William Halliburton was asking them in a half-earnest, half-joking manner, what particular benefit they found in it, that it should not be remedied? Could they impart its pleasures to him? If so  

His voice suddenly faltered and stopped. Standing just inside the door of the room, a quiet spectator and listener of the proceedings, was Thomas Ashley. The men followed Williams gaze, saw who was amongst them, and rose in respectful silence.

Mr. Ashley came forward, signing to William to continue. But Williams eloquence had died out, leaving only a heightened colour in its place. In the presence of Mr. Ashley, whom he so loved and respected, he had grown timid as a child.

Do you know, said Mr. Ashley, addressing the men, it gives me greater pleasure to see you here than it would do were I to hear that you had come into a fortune.

They smiled and shook their heads. Fortunes didnt come to the like o them.

Never mind, replied Mr. Ashley: fortunes are not the best gifts in life.

He stayed talking with them some little time, quiet words of encouragement, and then withdrew, wishing them good luck. William left with him: and as they passed through Honey Fair, the women ran to their doors to gaze after them. Mr. Ashley, slightly bent with his advancing years, leaned upon Williams arm, but his face was fresh as ever, and his dark hair showed no signs of age. William erect, noble; his height greater than Mr. Ashleys, his forehead broader, his deep grey eyes strangely earnest and sincere; and a flitting smile playing on his lips. He was listening to Mr. Ashleys satisfaction at what he had witnessed.

How long do you intend to sacrifice your evenings to them?

It is no sacrifice, Mr. Ashley. I am glad to do it. I consider it one of the best uses to which my evenings could be given. I intend to enlist Henry for good in the cause, if I can do so.

You will be an ingenious persuader if you do, returned Mr. Ashley. I would give half I am worth, he abruptly added, to see the boy take an interest in life.

It will be sure to come, sir. One of these days I shall surprise him into reading a good play to the men. Something to laugh at. It will be a beginning.

He is very much better, observed Mr. Ashley. All that listless apathy is going.

Oh yes. He is all but cured.

What was it, William?

William was taken by surprise. He did not answer, and Mr. Ashley repeated the question.

It is his secret, sir, not mine.

You must confide it to me, said Mr. Ashley, in his tone of quiet firmness. You know me, William. When I promise that neither it nor the fact of its having been disclosed to me, shall ever escape me, directly or indirectly, to any living person, you know that you may depend upon me.

He paused. William did not speak: he was debating with himself what he ought to do.

William, it is a relief that I must have. Since my suspicions, that there was a secret, were confirmed, I cannot tell you what improbable fancies and fears have not run riot in my brain. For prostration so excessive to have overtaken him, one would almost think he had been guilty of murder, or some other unaccountable crime. You must relieve my mind: which, in spite of my uncontrollable fancies, I do not doubt the truth will do. It will make no difference to any one; it will only be an additional bond between myself and you; and you, my almost son.

Williams duty rose before him, clear and distinct. But when he spoke, it was in a whisper.

He loved Anna Lynn.

Mr. Ashley walked on without comment. William resumed.

Had that unhappy affair not taken place, Henrys intention was to make her his wife, provided you could have been brought to consent to it. His whole days used to be spent, I believe, in planning how he could best invent a chance of obtaining it.

And now? very sharply asked Mr. Ashley.

Now the thing is at an end for ever. Henrys good sense has come to his aid; I suppose I may say his pride; his self-esteem. Innocent of actual ill as Anna was in the affair, there was sufficient reflection cast upon her to prove to Henry that his hopeful visions could never be carried out. That was Henrys secret, sir: and I almost feared the blow would have killed him. But he is getting over it.

Mr. Ashley drew a deep breath. William, I thank you. You have relieved me from a nightmare: and you may forget having given me the confidence if you like, for it will never be abused. What are you going to do about space? he continued, in a different tone.

About space, sir?

For those protégés of yours, at Easts. They seem to me to be tolerably confined for it, there?

Yes, and that is not the worst, said William. Men are asking to join every day, and they cannot be taken in.

I cant think how you manage to get so many  and to keep them.

I suppose the chief secret is, that their interest enters into it. We contrive to keep that up. Most of them would not go back to the Horned Ram for the world.

Well, where shall you stow them?

It is more than I can say, sir. We must manage it somehow.

Henry told me you were ambitious enough to aspire to the Mormon failure.

I was foolish enough to do so, replied William, with a laugh. Seeing it was very much in the condition of the famed picture taken of the good Dr. Primrose and his family  useless  I went and offered a rent for it  only a trifling sum, it is true; but if our fires only kept it from damp, one would think the builder might have been glad to let it, thrown as it is upon his hands. I told him so.

What did he say?

He stood out for thirty pounds. But thats more than I  than we can afford.

And who was going to find the money? You?

William hesitated; but did not see any way out of the dilemma.

Well, sir, you know it is a sad pity for the good work to be stopped, through so insignificant a trifle as want of room.

I think it is, replied Mr. Ashley. You can hire it to-morrow, and move your forms and tables and books into it as soon as you like. I will find the rent.

The words took William by surprise. Oh, Mr. Ashley, do you really mean it?

Really mean it? It is little enough, compared with what you are doing. A few years, William, and your name may be great in Helstonleigh. You are working on for it.

William walked with Mr. Ashley as far as his house, and then turned back to his own. He found sorrow there. Not having been home since dinner-time, for he had taken tea at Mr. Ashleys, he was unconscious of some tidings which had been brought by the afternoons post. Jane sat and grieved while she told him. Her brother Robert was dead. Very rarely indeed did she hear from the New World; Margaret appeared to be too full of cares and domestic bustle to write often. She might not have written now, but to tell of the death of Robert.

I have lost myself sometimes in a vision of seeing Robert home again, said Jane, with a sigh. And now he is gone!

He was not married, was he? asked William.

No. I fear he never got on very well. Never to be at his ease.

Gar came in noisily, and interrupted them. The death of an uncle whom he had never seen, and who had lived thousands of miles away, did not appear to Gar to be a matter calling for any especial amount of grief. Gar was in high spirits on his own account; for Gar was going to Cambridge. Not in all the pomp and pride of an unlimited purse, however, but as a humble sizar.

Gar, not seeing his way very clearly, had been wise enough to pluck up courage and apply for counsel to the head master of the college school. He had told him that he meant to go to college, and how he meant to go, and he asked Mr. Keating if he could help him to a situation, where he might be useful between terms. A school where I might become a junior assistant, suggested Gar. Or any family who would take me to read with their sons? If I only earned my food, it would be so much the less weight upon my mother, added he, in the candid spirit peculiar to the family.

Have you forgotten that you ought to work, yourself, out of terms, nearly as hard as in them? asked Mr. Keating.

Oh, no, sir, I have not forgotten it. I will take care to accomplish my own work as well. That should not suffer.

Mr. Keating looked at the cheerful, hopeful face, a sure index of the brave hopeful spirit. He had taken unusual interest in the two Halliburtons, so clever and persevering. It had been impossible for him not to do so; for, if Mr. Keating had a weakness, it was for a good classical scholar.

Ill see about it, Gar, said he. But you are rather young to read with students. And I do not suppose any school would be willing to engage you on account of the interruption that keeping your terms would cause. If nothing better turns up, you can remain in the college school-room here, and undertake one of the junior desks. I should give you nothing for it, added the master, except your meals. Those you would be welcome to take at my house with my private pupils, sleeping at your own home. And I think that, for you, it would be a better arrangement than any other, for it would leave you plenty of time for your own studies, and I could still superintend them.

Gar thought the arrangement would be first-rate. It would be the very thing. Not that I ever thought of it, he ingenuously said. I did not know the college school admitted assistants.

Neither does it, replied the master. You would be ostensibly my private pupil. And if I choose to set a private pupil to keep the desks to their work, that is my affair.

Gar could only reiterate his thanks.

I am pleased to give you this little encouragement, remarked Mr. Keating. When I see boys hopefully plodding on in the teeth of difficulties, of brave heart, of sterling conduct, they deserve all the encouragement that can be given to them. If you and your brothers only go on as you have hitherto gone on, you will stand in after-years as bright examples of what industry and perseverance can achieve.

So that, altogether, Gar was in spirits, and did not by any means put on superfluous mourning for a gentleman who had died in the backwoods of Canada, although he was his mothers brother.




CHAPTER XVI.

AN OFFER OF MARRIAGE.

Mary, said Mr. Ashley, I have received an offer of marriage for you.

A somewhat abrupt announcement to make to a young lady, and Mr. Ashley spoke in the gravest tone. They were seated round the breakfast table, Mary by her mothers side, who was pouring out the coffee. Mary looked surprised, rather amused; but that was the only emotion discernible in her countenance.

It is fine to be you, Miss Mary! struck in Henry, before anyone could speak. Pray, sir, who is the venturer?

He assures me that his happiness is bound up in his offer being accepted, resumed Mr. Ashley. I fancy he felt inclined to assure me that Marys was also. Of course, all I can do, is, to lay the proposal before her.

What is it that you are talking about, Thomas? interposed Mrs. Ashley, unable until then to say a word, and speaking with some irritability. I do not consider Mary old enough to be married. How can you think of saying such things to her?

Neither do I, mamma, said Mary, with a laugh. I like my home too well to leave it.

And while you are talking sentiment, my curiosity is on the rack, cried Henry. I have inquired the name of the bridegroom, and I should like to be answered.

The would-be bridegroom, put in Mary.

Mary, I am ashamed of you! went on Henry. I blush for your manners. Nice credit she does to your bringing up, mamma! When young ladies of condition receive a celestial offer, they behave with due propriety, hang their heads with a blush, and subdue their voice to a whisper. And heres Mary  look at her!  talking quite loudly and making merry over it. Once more, sir, who is the adventurous gentleman? Is it good old General Wells, our gouty neighbour opposite, who is lifted in and out of his chariot for his daily airing? I have told Mary repeatedly that she was setting her cap at him.

It is not so advantageous a proposal in a financial point of view, observed Mr. Ashley, maintaining his impassibility. It proceeds from one of my dependents at the manufactory.

Mary had the sugar-basin in her hand at the moment, and a sudden tremor seemed to seize her. She set it down; but so clumsily, that half the lumps fell out. Her face had turned to a glowing crimson. Mr. Ashley noticed it.

Mrs. Ashley only noticed the sugar. Mary, how came you to do that? Very careless, my dear.

Mary began meekly to pick up the sugar, the flush giving way to pallor. She lifted her handkerchief to her face and held it there, as if she had a cold.

The honour comes from Cyril Dare, said Mr. Ashley.

Cyril Dare!

Cyril Dare!

In different tones of scorn, but each expressing it most fully, the repetition broke from Mrs. Ashley and Henry. Mary, on the contrary, recovered her equanimity and her countenance. She laughed out, as if she were glad.

What did you say to him, papa?

I gave him my opinion only. That I thought he had mistaken my daughter, if he entertained hopes that she would listen to his suit. The question rests with you, Mary.

Oh papa, what nonsense! rests with me! Why you know I would never have Cyril Dare.

A smile crossed Mr. Ashleys face. He probably had known it.

Cyril Dare! repeated Mary, as if unable to overcome her astonishment. He must have turned silly. I would not have Cyril Dare if he were worth his weight in gold.

And he must be worth a great deal more than his weight in gold, Mary, before I would consent to your having him, quietly rejoined Mr. Ashley.

Have him! echoed Henry. If I feared there was a danger of the daughter of all the Ashleys so degrading herself, I should bribe cook to make an arsenic cake, cut the young lady a portion myself, and stand by while she ate it.

Dont talk foolishly, Henry, rebuked Mrs. Ashley.

Mamma, I must say I do not think it would be half so foolish as Cyril Dare was, cried Mary, with spirit.

Mrs. Ashley, relieved from any temporary fear of losing Mary, was comfortably going on with her breakfast. Did Cyril say how he meant to provide for Mary, if he obtained her? asked she, with an amused look.

He did not touch upon ways and means. I conclude that he intended I should have the honour of keeping them both.

Henry Ashley leaned back in his chair, and laughed. If this is not the richest joke I have heard for a long while! Cyril Dare! the kinsman of Herbert the beautiful! Confound his im-pu-dence!

Then you decline the honour of the alliance, Mary? said Mr. Ashley. What am I to tell him?

What you please, papa. Tell him, if you like, that I would rather marry a chimney-sweep. I would, if it came to a choice between the two. How very senseless of Cyril to think of such a thing!

How very shrewd, I think, Mary  if he could only have got you, was the reply of Mr. Ashley.

If! saucily put in Mary.

Henry bent over the table to his sister. I tell you what, Mary. You go this morning and offer yourself to our gouty friend, the general. He will jump at it, and well have the banns put up. We cannot, you know, be subjected to such shocks as these, on your account; it is unreasonable to expect it. I assure you it will be the most effectual plan to set Cyril Dare, and those of his tribe, at rest. No, thank you, maam, turning to Mrs. Ashley no more coffee. This has been enough breakfast for me.

Who is this? asked Mr. Ashley, as footsteps were heard on the gravel-walk.

Mrs. Ashley lifted her eyes. It is William Halliburton.

William Halliburton! echoed Henry. Ah! if you could have put his heart and intellect into Cyrils form, now, it might have done.

He spoke with that freedom of speech which characterized him, and in which, from his infirmity, he had not been checked. No one made any remark in answer, and William entered. He had come to ask some business question of Mr. Ashley.

I will walk down with you, said Mr. Ashley, and see to it. Take a seat, William.

It is getting late, sir.

Well, I suppose you can afford to be late for once, replied Mr. Ashley. And William smiled as he sat down.

We have had a letter from Cambridge, this morning. From Gar.

And how does Mr. Gar get on? asked Henry.

First rate. He takes a leaf out of Franks book; determined to see no difficulties in his way. Franks letters are always cheering. I really believe he cares no more for being a servitor than he would for wearing a hat at Christchurch. All his wish is to get on: he looks to the future.

But he does his duty in the present, quietly remarked Mr. Ashley.

William smiled. It is the only way to insure the future, sir. Frank and Gar have been learning that all their lives.

Mr. Ashley, telling William not to get the fidgets, for he was not ready yet, withdrew to the next room with his wife. They had some weighty domestic matter to settle, touching a dinner party. Henry linked his arm within Williams and drew him to the window, throwing it open to the early spring sunshine. Mary remained at the breakfast table.

What do you think Cyril Dare, the presuming, has had the conscience to ask? began he.

I know, replied William. I heard him say he should ask it yesterday.

The deuce you did? uttered Henry. And you did not knock him down?

Knock him down! Was it any business of mine?

You might have done it as my friend, I think. A slight correction of his impudence.

I do not see that it is your business either, returned William. It is Mr. Ashleys.

Oh, indeed! Perhaps you would like it carried out?

I have no right to say it shall not be.

Thank you! chafed Henry. Mary, he called out to his sister, heres Halliburton recommending that that business we know of shall be carried out.

William only laughed. He was accustomed to Henrys exaggerations. It is what Cyril has been expecting for years, said he.

Henry gazed at him. What is? What are you talking of?

Being taken into partnership by Mr. Ashley.

Is it that you are blundering over? Does he expect it? continued Henry, after a pause.

Cyril said, yesterday, the firm would soon be Ashley and Dare.

Did he indeed! He had better not count upon it so as to disturb his digestion. Thats presumption enough, goodness knows; but it is a mere flea-bite compared with the other. He has asked for Mary. It is true as that we are standing here.

William turned his questioning gaze on Henry. He did not understand. Asked for her for what? What to do?

To be his wife.

Oh! The strange sound was not a burst of indignation, or a groan of pain: it was a mixture of both. William thrust his head out of the window.

He actually asked the master for her yesterday! went on Henry. He said his heart, or liver, or some such part of him was bound up in her: as she was bound up in him. Fancy the honour of her becoming Mrs. Cyril!

William did not turn his head: not a glimpse of his face could be caught. Will she have him? he asked, at length.

The question exasperated Henry. Yes, she will. There! Go and congratulate her. You are a fool, William.

The sound of his angry voice, not his words, reached Marys ears. She came forward. What is the matter, Henry?

So he is a fool, was Henrys answer. He wants to know if you are going to marry Cyril Dare. I tell him yes. No one but an idiot would have asked it.

William turned, his face full of an emotion that Henry had never seen there: a streak of scarlet on his cheeks, his earnest eyes strangely troubled. And Mary?  her face seemed to have borrowed the same flush, as she stood there, her head and eyelashes bent.

Henry Ashley gazed, first at one, next at the other, and then turned and leaned from the window himself. In contrition for having spoken so openly of his sisters affairs? Not at all. Whistling the bars of a renowned comic song of the day called The Steam Arm.

Mr. Ashley put in his head. I am ready, William.

William touched Marys hand in silence by way of adieu, and halted as he passed Henry. Shall you come round to the men to-night?

No, I shant, retorted Henry. I am upset for the day.

He was halfway down the path when he heard himself called by Henry, still leaning from the window. He went back to him.

She said shed rather have a chimney-sweep than Cyril Dare. Dont go and make a muff of yourself again.

William turned away without any answer. Mr. Ashley, who had waited, put his arm within his, and they proceeded to the manufactory.

Have you heard this rumour, respecting Herbert Dare, that has been wafted over from Germany within the last day or two? inquired Mr. Ashley, as they walked along.

Yes, sir, replied William.

I wonder if it is true?

William did not answer. Williams private opinion was, that it was true. It had been tolerably well authenticated. A rumour that need not be very specifically enlarged upon here. Helstonleigh never came to the bottom of it: never knew for certain how much of it was true, and how much false, and we cannot expect to be better favoured than Helstonleigh, in the point of enlightenment. It was not a pleasant rumour, and the late governesss name was unaccountably mixed up in it. For one thing, it said that Herbert Dare, finding commercial pursuits not congenial to his taste, had given them up, and was roaming about Germany. Mademoiselle also. It was a report that did not do credit to Herbert, or tend to reflect respectability on his family; yet Mr. Ashley fully believed that to that report he owed the application of Cyril with regard to Mary, strange as it may appear at a first glance, to say it. The application had astonished Mr. Ashley beyond expression. He could only come to the conclusion that Cyril must have entertained the hope for some time, but had been induced to disclose it prematurely. So prematurely  even allowing that other circumstances favoured it  that Mr. Ashley was tempted to laugh. A man without means, without a home, without any definite prospects, merely a workman, as might be said, in his manufactory, upon a very small salary; it was ridiculous in the extreme for him to offer marriage to Miss Ashley. Mr. Ashley, of upright conduct in the sight of day, was not one to wink at folly; any escapade such as that, now flying about Helstonleigh as attributed to Herbert, would not be an additional recommendation in Cyrils favour. Had he hastened to speak before it should reach Mr. Ashleys ears? Mr. Ashley thought so. An hour after Cyril had spoken, he heard the scandal; and it flashed over his mind that to that he was indebted for the premature honour. Cyril would have liked to secure his consent before anything unpleasant transpired.

As Mr. Ashley came in view of the manufactory, Cyril Dare observed him. Cyril was lounging in an indolent manner at the entrance doors, exchanging greetings with the various passers-by. He ought to have been inside at his business; but oughts went for little with Cyril. Since Samuel Lynns departure, Cyril had been living in clover; enjoying as much idleness as he liked. William assumed no authority over him, though full authority had been given to William over the manufactory in general; and Cyril, except when he just happened to be under Mr. Ashleys eye, passed his time agreeably. Cyril stared as he caught sight of the master, and then went in, his spirits going down a little. To see the master thus walking confidentially with William, seemed to argue unfavourably for his suit; though why it should seem so, Cyril did not know. Cyrils staring was occasioned by that fact. He had never been promoted to the honour of thus walking familiarly with Mr. Ashley. In fact, for the master, a reserved and proud man with all his good qualities, to link his arm within a dependants, astonished Cyril considerably.

When they entered, Cyril was at work in his apron, standing at the counter in the masters room, steady and assiduous, as though he had been there for the last half-hour. The master came in, but William remained in Mr. Lynns room.

Good morning, sir, said Cyril.

Good morning, replied the master.

He sat down to his desk, and opened a letter that was lying on it. Presently he looked up.

Cyril!

Yes, sir.

Step here.

Cyril approached the desk, feeling what a lady might call nervous. The decisive moment had come: should he be provided for, for life; enjoy a good position and the means of living as a gentleman? Or would his unlucky star prevail, and consign him to  he did not quite foresee to what?

I have spoken to Miss Ashley. She was excessively surprised at your application, and begs to decline it in the most unequivocal manner. Allow me to add a recommendation from myself, that you bury in oblivion the fact of your having made it.

Cyril hesitated for a moment, and looked foolish. Why? he asked.

Why? repeated Mr. Ashley. I think you could answer that query for yourself, and save me the trouble. I do not wish to go too closely into facts and causes, past and present, unless you desire it. One thing you must be aware of, Cyril, that such a proposition from you to my daughter was utterly out of place. I should have rejected it point-blank yesterday; in fact, in the surprise of the moment, I almost spoke out more plainly than you would have liked, but that I thought it as well for you to have Miss Ashleys opinion as well as my own.

Why am I rejected, sir? continued Cyril.

Mr. Ashley waved his hand with dignity. Return to your employment, Cyril. It is quite sufficient for you to know that you are rejected, without my going into motives and reasons. They might not, I say, be palatable to you.

Cyril did not venture to press it further. He returned to the counter, and stood there, ostensibly going on with his work, and boiling over with rage. The master sat some little time longer and then left the room. Soon after, William came in. His eye caught Cyrils employment.

Cyril, cried he, hastily advancing to him, you must not make up those gloves. I told you yesterday not to touch them.

A dangerous speech. Cyril was not unlike touchwood at that moment, liable to go off at the slightest contact. You told me! he burst forth. Do you think I am going to do what you choose to tell me? Try it on for the future, thats all. You tell me!

They are the very best gloves, and must be sorted with nicety, returned William. Dont you know that the sorting of the last parcel was found fault with in London? It vexed the master; and he desired me to do all the sorting myself, until Mr. Lynn should be at home.

I choose to sort, returned Cyril.

But you must not sort in the face of the masters orders; or, if you do, I must go over them again.

Thats right; praise up yourself! foamed Cyril. Of course you are an efficient sorter, and I am a bad one.

You might be as good a sorter as any one, if you chose to give it proper time and attention. What a temper you are in this morning! Whats the matter?

The matter is, that I have submitted to your rule long enough, but Ill do it no longer, was the reply of Cyril, whose anger was gathering strength, and whose ill feeling towards William, deep down in his heart from long ago, had had envy added to it of late.

William made no reply. He carefully swept the dozens that Cyril had made up, farther down the counter, that they might be in a stronger light.

Whats that for? cried Cyril. How dare you meddle with my work? They are done as well as you can do them, any day.

Now, wheres the use of flying into this passion, Cyril? Whats it for? Do you suppose I go over your work again for pleasure, or to find fault with it? I do it because the master has ordered me to make up every dozen that goes out; and if you do it first of all, it is sheer waste of time. See here, added William, holding two or three pairs towards him, these will not do for firsts.

Angry Cyril! He was quite beside himself with anger. It was not this trifling matter in the daily business that would have excited him; but Mr. Ashleys rejection, his words altogether, had turned Cyrils blood into gall; and this was made the outlet. He dashed the gloves out of Williams hand to the farthest corner of the room, and struck him a powerful blow on the chest. It caused William to stagger: he was unprepared for it; but whether he would have returned it must remain uncertain. Before there was time or opportunity, Cyril found himself whirled backwards by a hand as powerful as his own; and a voice of stern authority was demanding the meaning of the scene.

The hand, the voice, were those of the master.




CHAPTER XVII.

THE EXPLOSION.

What is the meaning of this, Cyril Dare?

Had Cyril supposed that the master was so close at hand, he had subdued his passion to something short of striking a blow. He stood against the counter, his brow lowering, his eye furious; William looked angry too. Mr. Ashley, calm and dignified, waited for an answer.

None came. Cyril was too excited to speak.

Will you explain it? said the master, turning to William. Fighting in my counting-house!

I cannot, sir, replied William, recovering his equanimity. I do not understand it. I did nothing to provoke him, that I am aware of. It is true I said I must go over the gloves again that he had made up.

What are those gloves flung there?

I was showing them to him  that they were not fit for firsts.

They are fit for firsts! retorted Cyril, breaking his silence. I know I did put a pair in that was not up to the mark.

The master went and picked up the gloves himself. Taking them to the light, he turned them about in his hands.

I should put two of these pairs as seconds, and one as thirds, remarked he. You must have been asleep when you put this one among the firsts, he continued, indicating the latter pair, and speaking to Cyril Dare. It has a flaw in it.

Of course you will uphold Halliburton, sir, whatever he may say. That has been the case for a long time past.

He spoke in an insolent tone; such as none within the walls of that manufactory had ever dared to use to the master. The master turned upon him, speaking quietly and significantly.

You forget yourself, Cyril Dare.

All he does is right, and all I do is wrong, persisted Cyril. You treat him, sir, just as though you considered him the gentleman, instead of me.

A half-smile, which had too much mockery in it to please Cyril, crossed the lips of Mr. Ashley. Whats that you say about being a gentleman, Cyril? Repeat it, will you? I should like to hear it again.

Mockery and double mockery! Cyrils suggestive ears detected it in the tone, if no other ears could do so. It did not improve his temper. The thing is this, sir: I wont submit to this state of affairs any longer. I was not placed here to be ruled over by him; and if things cant be put upon a better footing, one of us must leave.

Then, as it has come to this explosion, I say the same, struck in William. It is high time that things were put upon a better footing. Cyril, you have forced me to speak, and you must take the consequences. Sir, turning to the master, my authority over the men is ridiculed in their hearing. It ought not to be so.

By whom? demanded the master.

You can ask that question of Cyril, sir.

The master did ask it of Cyril. Have you done this?

Possibly I have, innocently returned Cyril.

You know you have, rejoined William.

Only yesterday, when I was giving directions to the stainers, he derided all I said, and one of them inquired whether I had received orders for what I was telling them. If the authority vested in me is to be undermined, the men will soon set it at naught.

Mr. Ashley looked provoked; more so than William ever remembered to have seen him. He paused a moment, his lips quivering angrily, and then flung open the counting-house door.

Dick!

Dick, a young tinker of ten, black in clothes and in skin, came flying at the summons and its unusually stern tone. Please, sir?

Ring the large bell.

Dick stared with all his eyes at hearing the words. To ring the large bell between ten and eleven oclock in the morning was a marvel that had never happened in Dicks experience. But the masters orders were to be obeyed, not questioned; and Dick, rang out a prolonged peal. The master looked into the serving-room.

James Meeking, I have ordered the bell rung for the men. Pass the word for them to come into my room; and do you and East come with them.

The men appeared, flocking from all parts of the premises, their astonishment certainly not inferior to Dicks. What could be the meaning of the wholesale summoning to the presence of the master? They stood there crowding, a sea of curious faces. Dick, consigned to the background, climbed up the door-post, and held on by it in a mysterious manner.

Mr. Ashley drew William to his side, and laid his hand upon him.

It has been told to me that the authority vested in Mr. Halliburton has not been implicitly obeyed by every one in the manufactory. I have called you before me to give you my instructions personally upon the point, that there may be no misunderstanding in the future. Whatever directions he may see well to give, you will receive them from him, as you would from myself. I invest him with full and complete power. And in all my absences from the manufactory, whether they may be of an hours, a days, or any longer duration, Mr. Halliburton is its master.

They touched their hair, turned and went out as far as the serving-room, collecting there to talk. In a short time, one of them was seen coming back again; a grey-haired man, a sorter of leather. He addressed himself to Mr. Ashley.

We have not disputed his orders, please, sir, that we can call to mind; and if we have done it unintentional, wed ask pardon for it, for its what we never thought to do. Next to yourself, sir, we couldnt wish for a better master than young Mr. Halliburton. We think as much of him, sir, as we should if he was your own son.

All right, my men, cheerfully responded Thomas Ashley.

But was not Cyril put in the background by this? As badly as Dick had been; and Cyril had no door-post to climb, and so obtain vantage ground. He had stood with his back to the crowd and his face to the counter. When the men were out of hearing, he turned and walked up to the master.

It is the place I thought to fill, said he. It is the place that was promised me.

Not promised, replied Mr. Ashley. Not thought to be promised. A very long time ago, you may have been spoken of conditionally, as likely to fill it. Conditionally, I say.

Conditionally on what, sir?

On your fitness for it. By conduct and by capability.

What is the matter with my conduct, sir? returned Cyril, his tone a sharp one.

It is bad, curtly replied Mr. Ashley. Deceitful in public; bad in private. I have told you once before this morning, that I do not care to go into details; you must know that there is no necessity for my doing so.

Cyril paused. I have been led to expect, sir, that you would take me into partnership.

Not by me, said the master.

My father and mother had given me the hope ever since I came here.

I cannot help that. They had no authority for it from me.

They have always said I should be made your partner and son-in-law, persisted Cyril.

They have! It is very obliging of them, I am sure, to settle my affairs for me, even to the disposal of my daughter! Pray what nice little destiny may they have carved out for Mrs. Ashley or for my son?

Cyril chafed at the words. He would have liked, just then, to strike Mr. Ashley, as he had struck William. Would I ever have demeaned myself to enter a glove manufactory, disgracing my family, had I known I was to be only a workman in it? he cried. No, sir, that I never would. I am rightly served, for putting myself out of my position as a gentleman.

Mr. Ashley, but for the pity he felt, could have laughed outright. He really did feel pity for Cyril. He believed that the unhappy way in which the young Dares were turning out might be laid to the fault of their rearing, and this had rendered him considerate to Cyril. How considerate he had for a long while been, he himself alone knew: Cyril perhaps suspected.

It is a shame! cried Cyril. To be dealt with in this way is nothing less than a fraud upon me. I was led to expect that I should be made your partner.

Wait a bit, Cyril. I am willing to put you right upon the point. The proposal, that you should be placed here, emanated in the first instance from your father. He came to me one day, here, in this very room, saying that he concluded I should not put Henry to business, and thought it would be a fine opening for his son Cyril. He hinted that I should want some one to succeed me; and that you might come to it with that view. But I most distinctly disclaimed endorsing that hint in the remotest degree. I would not subscribe to it so much as by a vague Perhaps it may be so. All that I conceded upon the point was this. I told Mr. Dare that when the time came for me to be looking out for some one to succeed me  if it ever did come  and I found his son  you  had served me faithfully, was upright in conduct and in heart  one, in short, whom I could thoroughly confide in  why, then he should have the preference over any other. So much I did say, Cyril, but no more.

And why wont you give me the preference, sir?

Mr. Ashley looked at him, apparently in surprise that he could ask the question. He bent his head forward, and spoke in a low tone, but one full of meaning.

Upright in conduct and in heart, I said, Cyril. It was an absolute condition.

Cyrils gaze fell before Mr. Ashleys. His conscience may have pricked him, and he had the grace to look ashamed of himself. There ensued a pause.

Presently Cyril looked up. Then I am to understand, sir, that all hope of being your partner and successor is over?

It is. It has been over this many a year, Cyril. I should do wrong to deal otherwise than perfectly plainly with you. Were you to reform anything there may have been amiss in your conduct, to become a model of excellence in the sight of Helstonleigh, I could never admit your name to be associated with mine. The very notion is offensive to me.

Cyril  it was a great wonder  restrained his passion. Perhaps I had better leave, then? he said.

You are welcome to stay until you can find a situation more agreeable to you, replied Mr. Ashley. Provided you undertake to behave yourself.

Stay! and for nothing in the end! echoed Cyril. No, that I never will! If I must remain a dependant, Ill try it on at something else. I am sick of this.

He untied his apron, dashed it on to the floor, and went out without another word. So furiously did he stamp through the serving-room, that James Meeking turned round to look at him, and Dick, taking a recreative balance at that moment on the edge of an upright coal-scuttle, thought he must be running for the fire-engines. Dicks speculations were disturbed by the sound of the masters voice, calling to him.

He hastened to the counting-house, and was ordered to take that apron away. Dick picked it up and withdrew with it, folding it carefully against Mr. Cyril should come in. Dick little thought the manufactory had seen the last of him.

Mr. Ashley was indulging in a quiet laugh. Demeaning himself by entering my manufactory! Disgracing his family  the high blood of the Dares! Poor Cyril! William, do you look at it in the same light?

William had remained in the room, taking no part whatever in the final contest. He had stood with his back to them, following his occupation. He turned round now.

Sir, you know I do not.

You once told me it presented no field for getting on. What was the word you used?  was it ambition? Truly, theres not much ambition attached to it. Nevertheless, I am satisfied with my career, William, although I am only the glove manufacturer, Thomas Ashley.

He satisfied! How many a one would be proud to be in the position of Thomas Ashley! William did not say so. He began to speak of Cyril Dare.

Do you think he will come back again, sir?

I do not think he will. Should he do so, the doors are closed to him. He has left of his own accord, and I shall not allow him to return.

I am very sorry, remarked William. It has been partly my fault.

Do not make yourself uneasy. I have tolerated Cyril Dare here; have allowed him to remain on sufferance: and that is the best that can be said of it.

He may feel it as a blow.

As a jubilee, you mean. It will be nothing less to him. He has hated the manufactory with all his heart from the moment he first entered it, and is now, if we could see him, kicking up his heels with delight at the emancipation. Cyril Dare my partner!

William continued his work, saying nothing. Mr. Ashley resumed:

I must be casting my thoughts around for a fitting substitute to succeed to the post of ambition Cyril coveted. Can you direct me to any quarter, William?

Mr. Ashley was now standing at Williams side, looking at him as he went over the gloves left by Cyril. He saw the red flush mount to his face. Mr. Ashley laid his hand on Williams shoulder, and spoke in low tones, full of emotion.

It may come, my boy; my almost son! And when Thomas Ashleys head shall be low in the grave, the leading manufacturer of this city may be William Halliburton.

A loud rapping at the door with a thick stick interrupted the masters words. He turned to behold Mr. Dare. It appeared that Cyril had by chance met his father in the street almost immediately after going out; he had volunteered to him a most exaggerated account, and Mr. Dare had come, as he said, to learn the rights of it.

William left the room. He could not avoid remarking the bowed, broken appearance of the man. Mr. Ashley related the particulars, and the listener was obliged to acknowledge that Cyril had been to blame  had been too hasty.

I confess it appears so, he said. He must have been led away by temper. But, Mr. Ashley, you ought to stretch a point, and make a concession. We are kinsmen.

What concession?

Discharge William Halliburton. Things can never go on smoothly between him and Cyril. Stretch a point to oblige us, and send him away.

Discharge William Halliburton! echoed Mr. Ashley in surprise. I could as soon discharge myself. William is the right hand of the business. It could go on without me, but I am not sure that it could do so without him.

Cyril can take his place.

Cyril is not qualified for it. And  

Cyril declares he will never enter the place again, so long as Halliburton is in it.

Cyril never will enter it again, quietly rejoined Mr. Ashley. Cyril and I have parted. I will give you his wages for this week, now that you are here; legally, though, he could not claim them.

Mr. Dare looked sad  gloomy. It was only what he had expected for some time past. You promised to do well by him, Mr. Ashley; to take him into partnership.

You must surely remember that I promised nothing of the sort, said Mr. Ashley. I have been telling the same thing to Cyril. All I said  and a shrewd, business man, as you are, could not fail thoroughly to understand me, he pointedly added was, that I would choose Cyril in preference to others, provided he proved himself worthy of the preference. Circumstances appear to have worked entirely against carrying out that idea, Mr. Dare.

What circumstances?

Mr. Ashley did not immediately reply, and the question was repeated in a hasty, almost an imperative tone. Then Mr. Ashley answered it.

I do not wish to say a word that should unnecessarily hurt your feelings; but in a matter of business I believe there is no resource but to speak plainly. The unfortunate notoriety acquired, in one way or other, by your sons, has rendered the name of Dare so conspicuous, that, were there no other reason, it could never be associated with mine.

Conspicuous? How? interposed Mr. Dare.

Mr. Ashley would not have believed the words were uttered as a question, but that the answer was evidently waited for. You ask how, he said. Surely I need not remind you. The scandal which, in more ways than one, attached to Anthony  though I am sorry to allude to him, poor fellow, in any such way; the circumstances attending the trial of Herbert; the  

Herbert was innocent, interrupted Mr. Dare.

Innocent of the murder, no doubt; as innocent as you or I. But people made free with his name in other ways; had often made free with it. And look at this last report, wafted over to us from Germany, that is just now astonishing the city!

Hang him for a simpleton! burst forth Mr. Dare.

It is all so much discredit to the name  to the family altogether, concluded Mr. Ashley, as if his sentence had not been interrupted.

The faults of his brothers ought to be no good reason for your rejecting Cyril.

They are not my reason for rejecting him, quietly returned Mr. Ashley.

No? You have just said they were.

I said the notoriety given by your sons to the name of Dare would bar its association with mine. In saying your sons, I included Cyril himself. He interposes the greatest barrier of all. Were the rest of them of good report in the sight of day, Cyril is not so.

Whats the matter with him? asked Mr. Dare.

I do not care to tell you. A great deal of it you must know.

Go on, cried Anthony Dare, who was leaning forward in his chair, his chin resting on his stick, as one who sets himself calmly to hear the whole.

Cyrils private conduct is bad. He  

Follies of youth only, cried old Anthony. He will outlive them.

Youths follies sometimes end in manhoods crimes, was the reply. I am thankful that my son is free from them.

Your son! returned Anthony Dare, coughing down his slighting tone. Your son is one apart. He has not the health to be knocking about. If young men are worth anything, they are sure to be a bit wild.

A frown passed over the masters brow. You are mistaken, Mr. Dare. Young men who are worth anything keep themselves from such folly. Opinions have taken a turn. Society is becoming more sensible of the worlds increased enlightenment; and ill conduct, although its pursuer may be a fashionable young man, is beginning to be called by its right name. Would you believe that Cyril has, more than once, come here  I hesitate to say the word, it is so ugly a one  drunk? Drunk, Mr. Dare!

No!

He has.

Then he must have been a fool for his pains, was the angry retort of old Anthony.

He is untruthful; he is idle; he is deceitful  but I do not, I say, care to go into this. Were you cognizant of the application Cyril made to me yesterday, respecting my daughter?

I dont know of any application.

He did me the honour to make her an offer of marriage.

Old Anthony lifted his head sharply, not speaking. The master continued:

He said yesterday that he was acting by your advice. He repeated to-day, that you and Mrs. Dare had led him to look to Mary.

Well? returned Mr. Dare. But I did not know he had spoken.

How could you  excuse me, I again say, if I am to speak plainly  how could you ever have entertained so wild an idea?

Perhaps you would like to call it a presumptuous one? chafed Mr. Dare.

I do call it so, returned Mr. Ashley. It can be regarded as nothing less; any impartial person would tell you so. I put out of the discussion altogether the want of means on the part of Cyril; I speak of its suitability. That Cyril should have aspired to an alliance with Mary Ashley was presumption in the highest degree. It has displeased me very much, and Henry looks upon it in the light of an insult.

Whos Henry? scornfully returned Mr. Dare. A dreamy hypochondriac! Pray is Cyril not as well born as Mary Ashley?

Has he been as well reared? Is he proving that he has been? A mans conduct is of far more importance than his birth.

It would seem that you care little about birth, or rearing either, or you would not exalt Halliburton to a level with yourself.

The master fixed his expressive eyes on Anthony Dare. Halliburtons birth is, at any rate, as good as your familys and mine. His fathers mother and your wifes father were brother and sister.

Old Anthony looked taken by surprise. I dont know anything about it, said he, somewhat roughly. I know a little of how he has been bred, he and his brothers.

So do I, said Mr. Ashley. I wish a few more in the world had been bred in the same way.

Why! they have been bred to work! exclaimed old Anthony, in astonishment. They have not been bred as gentlemen. They have not had enough to eat.

The concluding sentence elicited an involuntary laugh from the master. At any rate, the want does not appear to have stinted their growth, or injured them in a physical point of view, he rejoined, a touch of sarcasm in his tone. They are fine-grown men; and, Mr. Dare, they are gentlemen, whether they have been bred as such or not. Gentlemen in looks, in manners, and in mind and heart.

I dont care what they are, again repeated old Anthony. I did not come here to talk about them, but about Cyril. Your exalting Halliburton into the general favour that ought legitimately to have been Cyrils is a piece of injustice. Cyril says you have this morning announced publicly that Halliburton is master, under you. It is flagrant injustice.

No man living has ever had cause to tax me with injustice, impressively answered Thomas Ashley. I have been far more just to Cyril than he deserves. Stay: just is a wrong word. I have been far more lenient to him. Shall I tell you that I have kept him on here out of compassion, in the hope that the considerate way in which I treated him might be an inducement to him to turn over a new leaf, and discard his faults? I would not turn him away to be a towns talk. Deep down within the archives of my memory, my own sole knowledge, I buried the great fault of which he was guilty here. He was young; and I would not take from him his fair fame on the very threshold of his commercial life.

Great fault? hesitated Mr. Dare, looking half frightened.

Thomas Ashley inclined his head, and lowered his voice to a deeper whisper.

When he robbed my desk of the cheque, I fancy your own suspicions of him were to the full as much awakened as mine.

There was no reply, unless a groan from Anthony Dare could be called one. His hands, supporting his chin, rested on his stick still. Mr. Ashley resumed:

I became convinced, though not in the first blush of the affair that the transgressor was no other than Cyril; and I deliberated what my course should be. Natural impulse would have led me to turn him away, if not to prosecute. The latter would scarcely have been palatable towards one of my wifes kindred. What was I to do with him? Turn him adrift without a character? and a character that would get him any other situation of confidence, I could not give him. I resolved to keep him on. For his own sake I would give him a chance of redeeming what he may have done in a moments thoughtless temptation. I spoke to him privately. I did not tell him in so many words that I knew him to be guilty; but he could not well misunderstand that my suspicions were awakened. I told him his conduct had not been good  not such that I could approve; but that I was willing, for his own sake, to bury the past in silence, and retain him, as a last chance. I very distinctly warned him what would be the consequences of the smallest repetition of his fault: that no consideration for myself or for him would induce me to look over it a second time. Thus he stayed on: I, continually giving an eye to his conduct, and taking due precautions for the protection of my property, and keeping fast my keys. James Meeking received my orders that Mr. Cyril should never be called upon to help pay the men, or to count the packets of halfpence; and when the man looked wonderingly at me in return, I casually added that there was no necessity to put Mr. Cyril to an employment he particularly disliked, while he could call upon East to help him, or in case of need, upon Mr. Halliburton. Never think again, Mr. Dare, that I have been unjust to your son. If I have erred at all, it has been on the side of kindness.

There was a long pause. Anthony Dare probably was feeling the kindness, in spite of himself.

What have you had to complain of in him since? he asked.

Not of any more robbery: but of his general conduct a great deal. He is deceitful: he has appeared here in the state I have hinted to you; he is incorrigibly idle. He probably fancies, because I do not take a very active part in the management of my business and my workpeople, that I sit here with my eyes shut, seeing little and knowing less of what goes on around me. He is essentially mistaken: I am cognizant of all; as much so, or nearly as much so, as Samuel Lynn would be, were he at his post again. Look at his sorting of gloves, for instance  the very thing about which the disturbance occurred just now. Cyril can sort if he pleases; he is as capable of sorting them properly as I should be; perhaps more so: but he does not do it; and every dozen he attempts to make up has to be done over again. In point of fact, he has been of no real use here; for nothing that he attempts to do will he do well. A fitting hand to fill the post of manager! Taking all these facts into consideration, added the master, you will not be surprised that an offer of marriage from Cyril Dare to my daughter bears an appearance little removed from insult.

So it was all known to Mr. Ashley, and there was an end of Cyril and his hopes! It may be said of his prospects.

What is he to do now? broke from the lips of Anthony Dare.

Indeed I do not know. Unless he changes his habits, he will do no good at anything.

Wont you take him back again?

No, unequivocally pronounced Mr. Ashley. He has left of his own accord, and he must abide by it. Stay  hear me out. Were I to allow him to return, he would not remain here a week; I am certain of it. That Cyril has been acting a part, to beguile me of my favour with regard to those foolish hopes of his, there is no doubt. The hopes gone, he would not keep up even the semblance of good conduct; neither would he submit to the rule of William Halliburton. It is best as it is; he is gone, and he cannot return. My opinion is, that were the offer of return made to him, he would reject it.

Mr. Dares opinion was not far different, although he had pleaded for the concession.

Then you will not make him your partner? he resumed.

Mr. Dare!

I suppose you will take in Halliburton?

It is very probable. Whoever I take must be a man of probity and honour: and a gentleman, he added, with a stress upon the word. William Halliburton is all that.

Anthony Dare rose with a groan. He could contend no longer.

My sons have been my bane, he uttered from between his bloodless lips. I wonder, sometimes, whether they were born bad.

No, said Thomas Ashley. The badness has come with their training.




CHAPTER XVIII.

CALLED.

And now there occurs another gap in the story  a gap of years, and we have entered on the third and last part.

The patient well-doing of the Halliburtons was approaching fruition, their struggles were well-nigh over, and they were ready to play their part, for success or for failure, in the great drama of life. Janes troubles were at an end.

Did you ever remark how some things, when they draw towards a close, seem to advance with rapid strides, unlike the slow, crawling pace that characterized their beginning? Life: in its childhood, its youth, nay, in its middle age, how slowly it seems to pass! how protracted its distinctive periods appear to be! But when old age approaches then time moves with giant strides. Undertake a work, whether of the hands or the head, very, very slow does the progress appear to be, until it is far advanced; and then the conclusion is attained fast and imperceptibly. Thus does it seem to be in the history of the young Halliburtons. To them the race may have been tedious, the labour as hard at the close of their preparatory career as at its commencement; but not so to those who were watching them.

There has not been space to trace the life of Frank and Gar at the Universities, to record word by word how they bore onward with unflinching perseverance, looking towards the goal in view. Great praise was due to them; and they won it from those who knew what hard work meant. Patiently and steadily had they laboured on, making of themselves sound and brilliant scholars, resisting temptations that lead so many astray, and bearing the slights and mortifications incidental to their subordinate position. Ill take it all out, when I am Lord Chancellor of England, Frank would say, in his cheery way. Of course Frank had always intended to go up for honours; and of course Frank gained them. He went to Oxford as a humble servitor, and he left it a man of note. Francis Halliburton had obtained a double-first, and gained his fellowship.

He had entered himself a student of the Middle Temple long before his college career was over. The expenses of qualifying for the Bar are considerable, and Franks fellowship did not suffice for all. He procured literary employment: writing a leading article for one of the daily papers, and contributing to sundry reviews.

Gar, too, had quitted Cambridge with unusual credit, though he was not senior wrangler. No one but Gar, perhaps, knew that he had aspired to that proud distinction, so it did not signify. A more solid scholar, or one with a higher character in the best sense of the term, never left the University to be ordained by the Bishop of Helstonleigh  or by any other prelate on the bench. He had a choice of a title to orders. His uncle, the Reverend Francis Tait  who, like his father before him, had, after many years service, obtained a living  had offered Gar his title. But a clergyman in the county of Helstonleigh had also offered him one, and Gar, thanking his uncle, chose Helstonleigh.

Williams dream of ambition was fulfilled; the dream which he had not indulged; for it had seemed all too high and vague for possibility. He was Mr. Ashleys partner. The great firm in Helstonleigh was Ashley and Halliburton.

Ashley and Halliburton! And the event had been so gradually, so naturally led up to, that Helstonleigh was not surprised when it was announced. Of course William received as yet only a small share of the profits: how small or how large was not known. Helstonleigh racked its curiosity to learn particulars, and racked it in vain. One fact was assumed beyond doubt: that a portion of the profits was secured to Henry in the event of Mr. Ashleys death.

William was now virtually sole master of the business. Mr. Ashley had partially retired from the manufactory: at least, his visits to it were of occurrence so rare as almost to amount to retirement. Samuel Lynn was manager, as of old; William had assumed Mr. Ashleys place and desk in the counting-house  as master. Mr. Ashley had purchased an estate, Deoffam Hall, some two to three miles distant from the city, close to the little village of Deoffam: and there he and his family had gone to reside. He retained his old house in the London Road, and they would visit it occasionally, and pass a week there. The change of abode did not appear to give unqualified gratification to Henry Ashley. He had become so attached to William that he could not bear to be far away from him. In the old home Williams visits had been daily; or rather, nightly: in this he did see him so often. William contrived to go over twice or thrice a week; but that did not appear to be often enough for Henry. Mary Ashley was not married; to the surprise of Helstonleigh: but Mary somewhat obstinately refused to leave the paternal home. William and his mother lived on together in the old house. But they were alone now: for he could afford to keep up its expenses, and he had insisted upon doing so; insisted that she who had worked so hard for them, should have rest, now they could work for her.

Yes, they had all worked; worked on for the end, and gained it. Looking back, Jane wondered how she had struggled on. It seemed now next to an impossibility that she could have done it. Verily and truly she believed that God alone had borne her up. Had it been a foreshadowing of what was to come, when her father, years back, had warned her, on the very day of her marriage with Mr. Halliburton had been decided, that it might bring many troubles upon her? Perhaps so. One thing was certain: that it had brought them, and in no common degree. But the troubles were surmounted now: and Janes boys were turned out just as well as though she had had thousands a year to bring them up upon. Perhaps better.

Perhaps better! How full of force is the suggestion! I wonder if no one will let this history of the young Halliburtons read a lesson to them? Many a student, used worse by fortune and the world than he thinks he deserves, might take it to himself with profit. Do not let it be flung away as a fancy picture; endeavour to make it your reality. A career, worked out as theirs was, insures success as a necessity. Ah! you may think, I am poor; I cant hope to achieve such things. Poor! What were they? Whats that you say? There are so many difficulties in the way! Quite true; there are difficulties in the way of attaining most things worth having; but they are only placed there to be overcome. Like the hillocks and stumbling-blocks in that dream that came to Mr. Halliburton when he was dying, they are placed there to be subdued, not to be shunned in fear, or turned from in idleness. Whatever may be your object in life, work on for it. Be you heir to a dukedom, or be your heritage that of daily toil, an object you must have: a man who has none is the most miserable being on the face of the earth. Bear manfully onward and attain the prize. Toil may be hard, but it will grow lighter as you advance; impediments may be disheartening, but they are not insurmountable; privations may be painful, but you are working on to plenty; temptations to indolence, to flagging, to that many-headed monster, sin, may be pulling at you; but they will not stir you from your path an inch, unless you choose to let them do so. Only be resolute; only regard trustingly the end, and labour for it; and it will surely come. It may look in the distance so far off that the very hope of attaining it seems but a chimera. Never mind; bear hopefully on, and the distance will lessen palpably with every step. No real good was ever attained to in this world without working for it. No real good, as I honestly believe, was ever gained, unless Gods blessing went with the endeavours to attain it. Make a friend of God. Do that, and fight your way on, doing your duty, and you will find the goal: as the sons of Mrs. Halliburton did.

Jane was sitting alone one afternoon in her parlour. She was little changed. None, looking at her, could believe her old enough to be the mother of those three great men, her sons. Not that Gar was particularly great; he was only of middle height. Jane wore a shaded silk dress; and her hair looked as smooth and abundant as in the old days of her girlhood. It was remarkable how little her past troubles had told upon her good looks; how little she was aging.

She saw the postman come to the door, and Dobbs brought in a letter. Its Mr. Franks writing, growled Dobbs.

Jane opened it, and found that Frank had been called. Half his care was over.

My darling Mother,  I am made a barrister at last. I really am; and I beg you will all receive the announcement with appropriate awe and deference. I was called to-day: and I intend to have a photograph taken of myself in my wig and gown, and send it down to you as a confirmation of the fact. When you see the guy the wig makes of me, you will say you never saw an ugly man before. Tell Dobbs so; it will gladden her heart: dont you remember how she used to assure us, when boys, that we ought to be put under a glass case, as three ultra specimens of ugliness?

I shall get on now, dearest mother. It may be a little up-hill work at first: but theres no fear. A first-rate law firm has promised me some briefs: and one of these speedy days I shall inevitably take the ears of some court by storm  the jury struck into themselves with the learned counsels astounding eloquence, and the bar dumb  and then my fortunes made. I need not tell you what circuit I shall patronize, or in how short a time afterwards I intend to be leading it: but I will tell you that my first object in life, when I am up in the world, shall be the ease and comfort of my dear mother. William is not going to do everything, and have you all to himself.

Talking about William, ask him if he cannot get up some chance litigation, that I may have the honour of appearing for him next assizes. Ill do it all free, gratis, for nothing. Ever your own son,

Frank.

Jane started up from her chair at the news, almost as a glad child. Who could she find to share it with her? She ran into the next house to Patience. Patience limped a little in her walk still; she would limp always. Anna, in her sober Quakers cap, the border resting on her fair forehead, looked up from her drawing, and Jane told them the news, and read the letter.

That is nice, said Patience. It must be a weight off thy mind.

I dont know that it is that, replied Jane. I have never doubted his success. I dont doubt it still. But I am very glad.

I wish I had a cause to try, cried Anna, who had recovered all her old spirits and her love of chatter. I would let Frank plead it for me.

Will you come back with me, Anna, and take tea? said Jane. I shall be alone this evening. William is going over to Deoffam Hall.

Ill come, replied Anna, beginning to put up her pencils with alacrity. Truth to say, she was just as fond of going out and of taking off her cap, that her curls might fall, as she used to be. She had quite recovered caste in the opinion of Helstonleigh. In fact, when the reaction set in, Helstonleigh had been rather demonstrative in its expression of repentance for having taken so harsh a view of the case. Nevertheless, it had been a real lesson to Anna, and had rendered her more sober and cautious in conduct.

Dobbs was standing at the kitchen door as they went in. Dobbs, said Jane, in the gladness of her heart, Mr. Frank is called.

Called? responded Dobbs, staring with all her might.

Yes. He was called yesterday.

Him called! repeated Dobbs, evidently doubting the fact. Then, maam youll excuse me, but Im not a-going to believe it. Its a deal more likely hes gone off tother way, than that hes called to grace.

Anna nearly choked with laughter. Jane laughed so that she could not at once speak. Oh, Dobbs, I dont mean that sort of calling. He is called to the Bar. He has become a barrister.

Oh  that, said Dobbs ungraciously. Much good may it do him, maam!

He wears a wig and gown now, Dobbs, put in Anna. He says his mother is to tell thee that it makes a guy of him, and so gladden thy heart.

Ugh! grunted Dobbs.

We will make him put them on when he comes down, wont we! Dobbs, if theed like his picture in them, hell send it thee.

Hed better keep it, retorted Dobbs. I never yet saw no good in young chaps having their picturs took, Miss Anna. Theyre vain enough without that. Called! That would have been a new flight for him.




CHAPTER XIX.

A GLIMPSE OF A BLISSFUL DREAM.

A prettier place than Deoffam Hall could not well be conceived. For its size, carping people would add. Well, it was not so large as Windsor Castle; but it was no smaller than the bishops palace at Helstonleigh  if it has been your good fortune to see that renowned edifice. Deoffam Hall was a white, moderate-sized, modern villa, rising in the midst of charming grounds; grassy lawns smooth as velvet, winding rivulets, groves of trees affording shelter on a summers day. On the terrace before the windows a stately peacock was fond of spreading its plumes, and in the small park  it was only a small one  the deer rubbed their antlers on the fine old trees. The deer and the peacock were the especial pets of Henry Ashley. Deoffam itself was an insignificant village; a few gentlemens houses and a good many cottages comprised it. It was pleasantly and conveniently situated; within a walk of Helstonleigh for those who liked walking, or within a short drive. But, desirable as it was as a residence, Henry Ashley was rather addicted to grumbling at it. He would often wish himself back in his old home.

One lovely morning in early summer, when they were assembled together discussing plans for the day, he suddenly broke into one of his grumbling humours. You bought Deoffam for me, sir, he was beginning, but  

I bought it for myself and your mother, interposed Mr. Ashley.

Of course. But to descend to me afterwards  you know what I mean. I have made up my mind, when that time shall come, to send gratitude to the winds, and sell it. Stuck out here, alone with the peacock, you and the mother gone, I should  I dont like to outrage your feelings by saying what I might do.

Theres Mary, said Mrs. Ashley.

Mary! I expect shell have gone into fresh quarters by that time. She has only stopped here so long out of politeness to me.

Mary lifted her eyes, a smile and a glow on her bright face. A lovely picture, she, in her delicate summer muslin dress.

I tell every one she is devoted to me, went on Henry, in his quaint fashion. Very strange that handsome girl, Mary Ashley, does not get married! cries Helstonleigh. Mary, my dear, I know your vanity is already as great as it can be, so I dont fear to increase it. My sister get married! I say to them. Not she; she has resolved to make a noble sacrifice of herself for my sake, and live at home with me, a vestal virgin, and see to the puddings.

The smile left Marys face  the glow remained. I do wish you would not talk nonsense, Henry! As if Helstonleigh troubled itself to make remarks upon me. It is not so rude as you are.

Just hark at her! returned Henry. Helstonleigh not trouble itself to make remarks! When you know the town was up in arms when you refused Sir Harry Marr, and sent him packing. Such an honour had never fallen to its luck before  that one of its fair citizens, born and bred, should have the chance of becoming a real live My Lady.

Mary was cutting a pencil at the moment, and broke the point off. Papa, cried she, turning her hot face to his, cant you make Henry talk sense?  if he must talk at all.

Mrs. Ashley interposed. It was quite true that Mary had had, as Henry phrased it, a chance of becoming a real live My Lady; and there lurked in Mrs. Ashleys heart a shadow of grievance, of disappointment, that she should have refused the honour. She spoke rather sharply, taking Henrys part, not Marys.

Henry is talking nothing but sense. My opinion is that you behaved quite rudely to Sir Harry. It is an offer you will not have again, Mary. Still, added Mrs. Ashley, subduing her tone a little, it is no business of Helstonleighs; neither do I see whence the town could have derived its knowledge.

As if any news could be stirring, good or bad, that Helstonleigh does not ferret its way to! returned Henry.

My belief is that Henry went and told, retorted Mary.

I! what next? cried Henry. As if I should tell of the graceless doings of my sister; it is bad enough to lie under the weighty knowledge ones self.

And as if I should ever consent to marry Sir Harry Marr! returned Mary, with a touch of her brothers spirit.

Mary, said Mr. Ashley, quietly, you seemed to slip out of that business, and of all questioning over it, as smoothly as an eel. I never came to the bottom of it. What was your objection to Sir Harry?

Objection, papa? she faltered, with a crimsoned face. I  I did not care for him.

Oh, that was it, was it? returned Mr. Ashley.

Is it always to go on so, my dear? asked her mother.

Poor Mary was in sad confusion, scarcely knowing whether to burst into anger or into tears. What do you mean, mamma? How go on?

This rejection of every one. You have had three good offers  

Not counting the venture of Cyril Dare, put in Henry.

And you say No to all, concluded Mrs. Ashley. I fear you must be very fastidious.

And shes growing into an old maid, and  

Be quiet, Henry. Cant you leave me in peace?

My dear, it is true, cried Henry, who was in one of his teasing moods. Of course I have not kept count of your age since you were eighteen  it wouldnt be polite to do so; but my private conviction is that you are four-and-twenty this blessed summer.

If I were four-and-thirty, answered Mary, I wouldnt marry Sir Harry Marr. I am not obliged to marry, I suppose, am I?

My dear, no one said you were, said Henry, flinging a rose at her, which he took from his button-hole. But dont you see that this brings round my argument, that you have resolved to make yourself a noble sisterly sacrifice, and stop at home with me? Dont you take to cats yet, though!

Mary thought she was getting the worst of it, and left the room. Soon afterwards Mrs. Ashley was called out by a servant.

Did you receive a note from William this morning, sir? asked Henry.

Yes, replied Mr. Ashley, taking it from his pocket. He mentions in it that there is a report in the town that Herbert Dare is dead.

Herbert Dare! I wonder if its true?

It is to be hoped not. I fear he was not very fit to die. I am going into Helstonleigh, and shall probably hear more.

Oh! are you going in to-day, sir? Despatch William back, will you?

I dont know, Henry. They may be busy at the manufactory. If so, I am sure he will not leave it.

What a blessing if that manufactory were up in the clouds! was Henrys rejoinder. When I want William particularly, it is sure to be  that manufactory!

It is well William does not think as you do, remarked Mr. Ashley.

Well, sir, he must certainly think Samuel Lynn a nonentity, or he would not stick himself so closely to business. You never applied yourself in such a way.

Yes, I did. But you must please to remember, Master Henry, that the cases are not on a parallel. I was head and chief of all, accountable to none. Had I chosen to take a twelvemonths holiday, and let the business go, it would have been my own affair exclusively. Whether the business went right, or whether it went wrong, I was accountable to none. William is not in that position.

I know he is often in the position of not being to be had when he is wanted, was Henrys reply, as he listlessly turned over some books that lay on the table.

Will you go into town with me?

I could not stand it to-day. My hip is giving me twinges.

Is it? I had better bring back Parry.

No. I wont have him, unless I find theres actual need. The mother knows what to do with me. I dont suppose it will come to anything; and I have been so much better of late.

Yes, you have. Although you quarrel with Deoffam, it is the change to it  the air of the place  that has renewed your health, you ungrateful boy!

Mr. Ashleys eyes were bent lovingly on Henrys as he said it. Henry seized his fathers hands, his half-mocking tone exchanged for one of earnestness.

Not ungrateful, sir  far from it. I know the value of my dear father: that a kinder or a better one son could not possess. I shall grumble on to my lifes end. It is my amusement. But the grumbling is from my lips only: not from my fractious spirit, as it was in days gone by.

I have remarked that: remarked it with deep thankfulness. You have acquired a victory over that fractious spirit.

For which the chief thanks are due to William Halliburton. Sir, it is so. But for him, most probably I should have gone, a discontented wretch, to the  let me be poetical for once  silent tomb: never seeking out either the light or the love that may be found in this world.

Mr. Ashley glanced at his son. He saw that he was contending with emotion, although he had reassumed his bantering tone.

Henry, what light  what love?

The light and the love that a man may take into his own spirit. He  William  told me, years ago, that I might make even my life a pleasant and a useful one; and measureless was the ridicule I gave him for it. But I have found that he was right. When William came to the house one night, a humble errand-boy, sent by Samuel Lynn with a note  do you remember it, sir?  and offered to help me, dunce that I was, with my Latin exercise  a help I graciously condescended to accept  we little thought what a blessing had entered the dwelling.

We little thought what a brave, honest, indomitable spirit was enshrined in the humble errand-boy, continued Mr. Ashley.

He has got on as he deserved. He will be a worthy successor to you, sir: a second Thomas Ashley; a far better one than I should ever have been, had I possessed the rudest health. Theres only one thing more for William to gain, and then I expect he will be at rest.

Whats that?

Oh, its no concern of mine, sir. If folks cant manage for themselves, they need not come to me to help them.

Mr. Ashley looked keenly at his son. Henry passed to another topic.

Do send him here, sir, when you get in; or else drive him back with you.

I shall see, said Mr. Ashley. Do you know where your mother went to?

After some domestic catastrophe, I expect. Martha came to the door, with a face as green as the peacocks tail, and beckoned her out. The best dinner-service come to grief, perhaps.

Mr. Ashley rang, and ordered the pony-carriage to be got ready: one bought chiefly for Henry, that he might drive into town. Before he started, he came across Mary, who stood at one of the corridor windows upstairs, and had evidently been crying.

What is your grief, Mary?

She turned to the sheltering arm open to her, and tried to choke the tears down, which were again rising. I wish you and mamma would not keep so angry at my refusing Sir Harry Marr.

Who told you I was angry, Mary?

Oh, papa, I fancied so this morning. Mamma is angry about it, and it pains me. It is as though you wanted me gone.

My dear child! Gone! For our comfort I should wish you might never go, Mary. But for your own, it may be different.

I do not wish to go, she sobbed. I want to stay at home always. It was not my fault, papa, if I could not like Sir Harry.

You should never, with my consent, marry any one you did not like, Mary; not if it were the greatest match in the three kingdoms. Why this distress, my dear? Mammas vexation will blow over. She hoped  as Henry tells us  to see you converted into a real live My Lady. My daughter, Lady Marr! It will blow over, child.

Mary cried in silence. And you will not let me be driven away, papa? You will keep me at home always?

Mr. Ashley shook his head. Always is a long day, Mary. Some one may be coming, less distasteful than Sir Harry Marr, who will induce you to leave it.

No, never! cried she, somewhat more vehemently than the case seemed to warrant. Should any one be asking you for me, you can tell them No, at once; do not trouble to bring the news to me.

Any one, Mary?

Yes, papa, no matter who. Do not drive me away from you.

He stooped and kissed her. She stood at the window still, in a dreamy attitude, and watched the carriage drive off with Mr. Ashley. Presently Henry passed.

Has the master gone, do you know, Mary?

Five minutes ago.

I hope and trust hell send back William.

It was striking half-past two when Mr. Ashley entered the manufactory. Samuel Lynn was in his own room, sorting gloves; William was in the counting house, seated at his desk. His, now; formerly Mr. Ashleys; the very desk from which the cheque had disappeared; but William took a more active part in the general management than Mr. Ashley had ever done. He rose, shook hands with the master, and placed a chair for him. The master still he was called; indeed, he actually was so; William, Mr. Halliburton.

A short time given to business details, and then Mr. Ashley referred to the report of Herbert Dares death. Poor Herbert Dare had never returned from abroad, and it was to be feared he had been getting lower and lower in the scale of society. Under happier auspices, and with different training, Herbert might have made a happier and a better man. Helstonleigh did not know how he lived abroad, or why he stayed there. Possibly the free and easy continental life had become necessary to him. Homburg, Baden-Baden, Wiesbaden, wherever there were gaming-tables, there might be found Herbert Dare. That he must find a living at them in some way seemed pretty evident. It was a great pity.

How did you hear that he was dead? inquired Mr. Ashley.

From Richard Winthorne, replied William. I met him yesterday evening in Guild Street, and he told me a report had come over that Herbert Dare had died of fever.

As William spoke, a gentleman entered the room, and interrupted them; a Captain Chambers. Have you heard that Herbert Dares dead? was his first greeting.

Is it certain? asked Mr. Ashley.

I dont know. Report says it is certain; but report is not always to be believed. How that family has gone down! continued Captain Chambers. Anthony first; now Herbert; and Cyril will be next. He will go out of the world in some discreditable way. A wretched scamp! Shocking habits! Old Dare, too, unless I am mistaken, is on his last legs.

Is he ill? inquired Mr. Ashley.

No; no worse than usual; but I never saw a man so broken. I alluded to the legs of prosperity. Talk about reports, though, and Captain Chambers suddenly wheeled round on William, theres one going the round of the town to-day about you.

Whats that? asked William. Not that I am dead, I suppose, or on my last legs?

Something better. That you are going to marry Sophy Glenn.

William looked all amazement, an amused smile stealing over his lips. Well, I never! uttered he, using a phrase just then in vogue in Helstonleigh. What has put that into the towns head?

You should best know that, said Captain Chambers. Did you not, for one thing, beau Miss Sophy to a concert last night? Come, Master William! guilty or not guilty?

Guilty of the beauing, answered William. I called on the Glenns yesterday evening, and found them starting for the concert; so I accompanied them. I did give my arm to Sophy.

And whispered the sweet words, Will you be my charming wife?

No, that I did not, said William, laughing. And I dare say I shall never whisper them to any woman yet born: if it will give Helstonleigh satisfaction to know so much.

You might go farther and fare worse, than in taking Sophy Glenn, I can tell you that, Master William, returned Captain Chambers. Remember, she is the lucky one of three sisters, and had the benignant godmother. Sophy Glenn counts five thousand pounds to her fortune.

When Captain Chambers took his departure, Mr. Ashley looked at William. I have heard Henry joke you about the Glenn girls  nice little girls they are too! Is there anything in it, William?

Sir! How can you ask such a thing?

I think, with Chambers, that a man might do worse than marry Sophy Glenn.

So do I, sir. But I shall not be the man.

Well, I think it is time you contemplated something of the sort. You will soon be thirty years of age.

Yes, sir, but I do not intend to marry.

Why not? asked Mr. Ashley.

Because  I fear my wishes would lead me to soar too high. That is, I  I  mean   He stopped; and seemed to be falling into inextricable confusion. A notable thing for the self-possessed William Halliburton.

Do you mean that you have an attachment in some quarter? resumed Mr. Ashley.

Williams face turned fiery red. I cannot deny it, sir, he answered, after considerable hesitation.

And that she is above your reach?

Yes.

In what manner? In position?  or by any insurmountable obstacle? I suppose she is not some one elses wife?

William smiled. Oh, no. In position.

Shall I give you my opinion, William, without knowing the case in detail?

William was standing at one corner of the mantel-piece, his arm leaning on its narrow shelf. He did not lift his eyes. Yes, sir, if you please.

Then I think there is scarcely any marriageable girl in the county, to whom you might not aspire, and in time win.

Oh, Mr. Ashley!

Is it the daughter of the lord-lieutenant?

William laughed.

Is it the bishops daughter?

William shook his head. She seems to be quite as far removed from me.

Come, I must know. Who is it?

It is impossible that I can tell you, sir.

I must know. I dont think I have ever asked you in vain, since the time when, a boy, you confessed your thoughts about the found shilling. Secrets from me! I will know, William!

William did not answer. The upper part of his face was concealed by his hand; but Mr. Ashley marked the sweet smile that played around his mouth.

Come, I will help you. Is it the charming Dobbs?

Amused, he took his hand from his face. Well, sir  no.

It cannot be Charlotte East; because she is married.

William seemed as impervious as ever. The master suddenly laid his hand upon his shoulder, and confronted him face to face.

Is it Mary Ashley?

The burning flush of scarlet that dyed his face, even to the very roots of his hair, told Mr. Ashley the truth, far more effectually than words could have done. There ensued a pause. Mr. Ashley was the first to break it.

How long have you loved her?

For years. That has been the wild dream of my aspirations: one that I knew would never be realized, he answered, suffering his eyes to meet for a moment Mr. Ashleys.

Have you spoken to her of it?

Never.

Or led her to believe you loved her?

No, sir. Unless my looks and tones may have betrayed me. I fear they have; but it was not intentionally done.

Honest in this, as in all else, thought Mr. Ashley. What am I to say to you? he asked aloud.

I do not know, sighed William. I expect, of course, sir, that you will forbid me Deoffam Hall: but I can still meet Henry at the house in town. I hope you will forgive me! he added in an impassioned tone. I could not help loving her. Before I knew what my new feelings meant, love had come. Such love! Had I been in a position to marry her, I would have made her life one dream of happiness! When I awoke to it all  

What awoke you? was the interruption.

I think it was Cyril Dares asking for her. I debated with myself then, whether I ought to give up going to your house; but I came to the conclusion that, so long as I was able to hide my feelings from her, I need not banish myself. My judgment was wrong, I know; but the temptation to see her occasionally was great, and I did not resist it.

And so you continued to go, feeding the flame?

Yes. Feeding it passionately and hopelessly; never forgetting that the pain of separation must come!

Did you hear of Sir Harry Marrs offer?

Yes, I heard of it.

William swept his hand across his face as he spoke. It wore a wrung expression. Mr. Ashley changed his tone.

William, I cannot decide this matter, one way or the other. You must ask Mary to do that!

Sir!

If Mary chooses to favour you more than she does other suitors, I will not forbid her doing it. Only this very day she begged me, with tears, to keep all such troublesome customers away from her; to refuse them of my own accord. But it strikes me that you may as well have an answer from herself!

William, his whole soul in his eyes, was gazing at Mr. Ashley. He could not tell whether he might believe what he heard; whether he was awake or dreaming.

Did I deliver you a message from Henry?

No, sir, was the abstracted response.

He wants you to go over to him. I said I would send you if you were not busy. He is not very well to-day.

But  Mr. Ashley  did you mean what you said?

Should I have said it had I not meant it? was the quiet answer. Have you a difficulty in believing it?

The ingenuous light rose to Williams eyes, as he raised them to his masters. I have no money, he whispered. I cannot settle a farthing upon her.

You have something better than money, William  worth. And I can make settlements. Go and hear what Mary says. You will catch the half-past three oclock coach, if you make haste.

William went out, believing still that he must be in a trance. His deeply buried dream of the long past years: was it about, indeed, to become reality?

But in the midst of it he could not help casting a thought to a less pleasing subject  the Dares. Herbert was young to die; he was, no doubt, unprepared to die; and William sincerely hoped that the report would prove untrue. The Dares were going down sadly in the social scale; Cyril especially. He was just what Captain Chambers had called him  a scamp. After leaving Mr. Ashleys, he had entered his fathers office; as a temporary thing, it was said; but he had never left it for anything else. A great deal of his time was passed in public-houses. George, whose commission never came, had gone out, some two or three years ago, to Sydney. His sister Julia and her husband had settled there, and they had found an opening for George. William walked on, thinking of the Dares position and of his own.




CHAPTER XX.

WAYS AND MEANS.

When William reached Deoffam Hall, he found Henry Ashley alone, lying in the drawing-room, the sofa near the open window.

Thats good! cried he. Good of the master for sending you, and of you for coming.

You dont look well to-day, observed William. Your brow has the old lines of pain in it.

Thanks to my hip, which is giving me threatening twinges. Whats this report about Dare? Is it confirmed?

Not absolutely. It was Winthorne told me. Captain Chambers came into the manufactory, and spoke of it this afternoon.

I dare say its true, said Henry. I wonder if Anna Lynn will put on weeds for him? he sarcastically added.

Quakers dont wear weeds.

Teach your grandmother, returned Henry, lapsing into one of those free, popular phrases he indulged in, and was indulged in. How you stare at me! Do you think I am not cured? Ay; years ago.

Youd have no objection to see Anna marry, I suppose?

Shes welcome to marry, for me. You may go and propose to her yourself, if you like. Ill be groomsman at the wedding.

Would the alliance give you pleasure?

Henry laughed. Youd deserve hanging in chains, if you did enter upon it; thats all.

I have had one wife assigned to me to-day, remarked William.

Whom may she be?

Sophy Glenn.

Sophy Glenn?

Sophy Glenn. Chambers gravely assured me that Helstonleigh had settled the match. He, Chambers, considers that I may go farther and fare worse. Mr. Ashley said the same.

But what do you say? cried Henry, rising up on his sofa, and speaking quite sharply.

I? Oh, I shall consider of it.

At that moment Mary Ashley appeared on the terrace outside; a small basket and a pair of scissors in her hand. Henry called to her. Are you going to cut more flowers?

Yes. Mamma has sent the others away. She said they were fading. Seeing William there, she nodded to him, her colour rising.

I say, Mary  he has come here to bring some news, went on Henry. What do you suppose it is?

Mamma has told me. About Herbert Dare.

Not that. He is going to make himself into a respectable man, and marry Sophy Glenn. He came here to announce it. Dont cut too much of that syringa; its sweetness is overpowering in a room.

Mary walked away. William felt excessively annoyed. You are more dangerous than a child, he exclaimed. What made you say that?

And Henry, like a true child, fell back, laughing aloud. I say, though, comrade, where are you off to? he called after William, who was leaving the room.

To cut the flowers for your sister, of course.

But when William reached Mary Ashley, she had apparently forgotten her errand. Standing in a dark spot against the trunk of the acacia tree, her face was white and still, and the basket lay on the ground. She picked it up, and would have hastened away, but William caught her hand and placed it within his arm, little less agitated than she was.

Not to tell him that news, he whispered. I did indeed come here, hoping to solicit one to be my wife; but it was not Sophy Glenn. Mary, you cannot mistake what my feelings have long been.

But  papa? she gasped, unable to control her emotion.

He looked at her; he made her look at him. What strange, happy light was that in his earnest eyes, causing her heart to bound? Mr. Ashley sent me to you, he softly whispered.

Henry lay and waited till he was tired. No William; no Mary; no flowers; no anything. Had they both gone to sleep? He arose; and, taking his stick, limped away to see after them. But he searched the flower-garden in vain.

In the sheltered shrubbery, pacing it leisurely, as closely together as they could well be linked, were they; a great deal too much occupied with each other to pay attention to anything else. The basket lay on the ground, empty of all, except the scissors.

Well, you two are a nice lot for a summers day! began Henry, after his old fashion, and using his own astonished eyes. What of the flowers?

Mary would have flown, but William held her tightly, and led her up to her brother. He strove to speak jestingly; but his voice betrayed his emotion.

Henry, shall it be your sister, or Sophy Glenn?

So! you have been settling it for yourselves, have you! I would not be in your shoes, Miss Ashley, when the parental thunderbolts shall descend. Was this what you flung Sir Harry over for? There never was any accounting for taste in this world, and there never will be. I ask you where the flowers are, and I should like an answer.

I will cut them now, said William. Will you come? he asked, holding out his arm to Henry.

No, replied Henry, sitting down on the shrubbery bench, I must digest this shock first. You two will be enough to cut them, I dare say.

They walked away towards the flower-garden. But ere they had gone many steps he called out; and they turned.

Mary! before you tie yourself up irrevocably, I hope you will reflect upon the ignominy of his being nothing on earth but a manufacturer. A pretty come down, that, for the Lady Marr who might have been!

He was in one of his most ironical moods; a sure sign that his inward state was that of glowing satisfaction. This had been his hope for years  his plan, it may be said; but he had kept himself silent and neutral. As he sat there ruminating, he heard the distant sound of the pony carriage; and, taking a short cut, met it in the park. Mr. Ashley handed the reins to his groom, got out, and gave his arm to Henry.

How are you by this time?

Better, sir. Nothing much to brag of.

I thought William would have been with you. Is he not come?

Yes, he is come. But I am second with him to-day. Miss Marys first.

Oh indeed! returned Mr. Ashley.

They are gone off somewhere, under the pretext of cutting flowers. I dont think the flowers were quite the object, though.

He stole a glance at his father as he spoke. But he gathered nothing. And he dashed at once into the subject he had at heart.

Father, you will not stand in their light! It will be a crushing blow to both, if you do. Let him have her! Theres not a man in the world half as worthy.

But still Mr. Ashley made no rejoinder. Henry scarcely gave him time to make one.

I have seen it a long time. I have seen how Halliburton kept down his feelings, not being sure of the ground with you. I fear that to-day they must have overmastered him; for he has certainly spoken out. Dear father, dont make two of the best spirits in the world miserable, by withholding your consent!

Henry, said Mr. Ashley, turning to him with a smile, do you fancy William Halliburton is one to have spoken out without my consent?

Henrys thin cheek flushed. Did you give it him? Have you already given it him?

I gave it him to-day. I drew from him the fact of his attachment to Mary: not telling him in so many words that he should have her, but leaving it for her to decide.

Then it will be: for I have seen where Miss Marys love has been. How immeasurably you have relieved me! continued Henry. The last half-hour I have been seeing nothing but perplexity and cross-grained guardians.

Have you? returned Mr. Ashley. You should have brought a little common sense to bear upon the subject, Henry.

But my fear was, sir, that you would not bring the common sense to bear, freely spoke Henry.

You do not quite understand me. Had I entertained an insuperable objection to Marys becoming his wife, do you suppose I should have been so wanting in prudence and forethought as to have allowed opportunity for an attachment to ripen? I have long believed that there was no man within the circle of my acquaintance, or without it, so deserving of Mary, except in fortune: therefore I suffered him to come here, with my eyes open as to what might be the result. A very probable result, it has appeared to me. I would forgive any girl who fell in love with William Halliburton.

And what about ways and means?

Williams share shall be increased, and Mary will not go to him dowerless. They must live in our house in Helstonleigh; and when we want to go there we must be their guests.

It will be the working-out of my visions, said Henry in low deep tones. I have seen them in it in fancy; in that very house; and myself with them, my home when I please. I think you have been planning for me, as much as for them.

Not exactly, Henry. I have not planned. I have only let things take their course. It will be happier for you, my boy, than if she had gone from us to be Lady Marr.

Oh! if ever I felt inclined to smother a man, it was that Marr. I never, you know, brought myself to be decently civil to him. Theres no answering for the vanity of maidens, and I thought it just possible he might put Williams nose out of joint. What will the mother say?

The mother will be divided, said Mr. Ashley, a smile crossing his face. She likes William; but she likes a title. We must allow her a day or two to get over it. I will go and give her the tidings now, if Mary has not done so.

Mary is with her lovier, returned Henry. She cant have dragged herself away from him yet.

Mary, however, was not with her lovier. As Mr. Ashley crossed the hall, he met her. She stopped in hesitation, and coloured vividly.

Well, Mary, I soon sent you a candidate; though it was in defiance of your express orders. Did I do right?

Mary burst into tears, and Mr. Ashley drew her face to him. May God bless your future and his, my child!

I am afraid to tell mamma, she sobbed. I think she will be angry. I could not help liking him.

Why, that is the very excuse he made to me! Neither can I help liking him, Mary. I will tell mamma.

Mrs. Ashley received the tidings not altogether with equanimity. As Mr. Ashley had surmised, she was divided between conflicting opinions. She liked and admired William; but she equally liked and admired a title and fortune.

Such a position to relinquish  the union with Sir Harry!

Had she married Sir Harry we should have lost her, said Mr. Ashley.

Lost her!

To be sure we should. She would have gone to her new home, twelve miles on the other side of Helstonleigh, amidst her new connections, and have been lost to us, excepting for a formal visit now and then. As it is, we shall keep her; at her old home.

Yes, theres a great deal to be said on both sides, acknowledged Mrs. Ashley. What does Henry say?

That he thinks I have been planning to secure his happiness. Had Mary married away, we  when we quit this scene  must have left him to his lonely self: now, we shall leave him to them. Things are wisely ordered, impressively added Mr. Ashley: in this, as in all else. Margaret, let us accept them, and be grateful.

Mrs. Ashley went to seek William. You will be a loving husband to her, she said with agitation. You will take care of her and cherish her?

With the best endeavours of my whole life, he fervently answered, as he took Mrs. Ashleys hands in his.

It was a happy group that evening. Henry lay on his sofa in complacent ease, Mary drawn down beside him, and William leaning over the back of it, while Mr. and Mrs. Ashley sat at a distance, partially out of hearing.

Have you heard what the master says? asked Henry. He thinks you have been getting up your bargain out of complaisance to me. You are aware, I hope, Mr. William, that whoever takes Mary must take me?

I am perfectly willing.

It is well you are! And  do you know where you are to live?

William shook his head. You can understand how all these future considerations have weighed me down, he said, glancing at Mary.

You are to live at the house in Helstonleigh. Its to be converted into yours by some patent process. The master had an eye to this, I know, when he declined to take out any of the furniture, upon our removal here. The house is to be yours, and the run of it is to be mine; and I shall grumble away to my hearts content at you both. What do you answer to that, Mr. William? I dont ask her; shes nobody.

I can only answer that the more you run into it, the better pleased we shall be. And we can stand any extent of grumbling.

I am glad you can. You ought to by this time, for you have been pretty well seasoned to it. So, in the Helstonleigh house, remember, my old rooms are mine; and I intend to be the plague of your lives. After a time  may it be a long time!  I suppose it will be Mr. Halliburton of Deoffam Hall.

What nonsense you talk, Henry!

Nonsense? I shall make it over to you. Catch me sticking myself out here in solitary state to the admiration of the peacock! Whats the matter with you now, you two! Oh, well, if you turn up your noses at Deoffam, it shall never be yours. Ill leave it to the eldest chickabiddy. And mark you, please! I shall have him named Ashley, and stand godfather to him; and, hell be mine, and not yours. I shall do just as I like with the whole lot, if they count a score, and spoil them as much as I choose.

What is the matter there? exclaimed Mrs. Ashley, perceiving a commotion on the sofa.

Mary succeeded in freeing herself, and went away with a crimsoned face. Mamma, I think Henry must be going out of his mind! He is talking so absurdly.

Absurdly! Was what I said absurd, William?

William laughed. It was premature, at any rate.

Henry stretched up his hands and laid hold of Williams. It is true what Mary says  that I must be going out of my mind. So I am: with joy.



But the report of Herbert Dares death proved to be a false one.




CHAPTER XXI.

THE DREAM REALIZED.

The approaching marriage of William Halliburton gave rise to a dispute. A dispute of love, though, not bitterness. Frank and Gar contended which should have their mother. William no longer wanted her; he was going to a home of his own. Frank wished to take larger chambers where she would find sufficient accommodation; he urged a hundred reasons; his grievances with his laundress, and his buttonless shirts. Gar, who was in priests orders now, had remained in that same first curacy, at a hundred a year and the parsonage house to live in. He said he had been wanting his mother all along, and could not do without her.

Jane inclined to Gar. She said she had an idea that old ladies  how they would have rebelled at hearing her call herself old!  were out of place in a young barristers chambers; and she had a further idea that chambers were comfortless quarters to live in. The question was to be decided when they met at Williams wedding. Frank was getting on well; better than the ordinary run of aspirants; he had come through Helstonleigh two or three times on circuit, and had picked up odds and ends of briefs there.

Meanwhile William took possession of Mr. Ashleys old house, and the wedding day approached. Besides her boys, Jane had another visitor for the time; her brother Francis, who came down to marry them. Perhaps because the Vicar of Deoffam had recently died. He might have come all the same, had that gouty old gentleman been still alive.

All clear and cloudless rose the September sun on Deoffam; never a brighter sun shone on a wedding. It was a quiet wedding: only a few guests were invited to it. Mary, in her white lace robes and floating veil  flushed, timid, lovely  stood with her bridesmaids; not more lovely than one of those bridesmaids, for one was Anna Lynn.

Anna Lynn! Yes; Anna Lynn. To the lasting scandal of Patience, Anna stood in the open church, dressed in bridesmaids attire. Mary, who had not been permitted the same intimacy with Anna since that marked and unhappy time, but who had loved her all along, had been allowed by Mrs. Ashley to choose her for one of her bridesmaids. The invitation was proffered, and Samuel Lynn did not see reason to decline it. Patience was indignantly rebellious; Anna, wild with delight. Look at her, as she stands there! flowing robes of white around her, not made after the primitive fashion of her robes, but in the fashion of the day. Her falling hair shades her carmine cheeks, and her blue eyes seek modestly the ground. A fair picture; and a dangerous one to Henry Ashley, had those old feelings of his remained in the ascendant. But he was cured; as he told William: and he told it in truth.

A short time, and Anna would want bridesmaids on her own account; though that may be speaking metaphorically of a Quakeress. Annas pretty face had pierced the heart of one of their male body; and he had asked for Anna in marriage. A very desirable male was he, in a social point of view; and female Helstonleigh turned up its nose in envy at Annas fortune. He was considerably older than Anna; a fine-looking man and a wealthy one, engaged in wholesale business. His name was Gurney; his residence, outside the city, was a handsome one, replete with every comfort; and he drove a carriage-and-pair. He had been for some time a visitor at Samuel Lynns, and Anna had learned to like him. That his object in visiting there could only be Anna, every one had been sure of, his position being so superior to Samuel Lynns. Every one but Anna. Somehow, since that past escapade, Anna had not cast a thought to marrying, or to the probability of anyone asking her; and she did not suspect his intentions. If she had suspected them, she might have set herself against him; for there was a little spice of opposition in her, which she loved to indulge. However, before that suspicion came to her she had grown to care for him too much to play the coquette. Strange to say, there was something in his figure and in the outline of his face, which reminded people of Herbert Dare; but his features and their expression were quite different.

It was a most excellent match for Anna; there was no doubt of that; but it did not afford complete satisfaction to Patience. Patience felt a foreboding that he would be a good deal more indulgent to Anna than she considered was wholesomely good for her: Patience had a misgiving that Anna would be putting off her caps as she chose, then, and would not be reprimanded for it. Not unlikely; could that future bridegroom, Charles Gurney, catch sight of Anna as she stands now! for a more charming picture never was seen.

William, quiet and self-possessed, received Mary from the hands of her father, who gave her away. The Reverend Francis Tait read the service, and Gar, in his white canonicals, stood with him, after the new fashion of the day. Janes tears dropped on her pearl-grey damask dress; Frank made himself very busy amongst the bridesmaids; and Henry Ashley was in his most mocking mood. Thus they were made man and wife; and Mr. Taits voice rose high and echoed down the aisles of the little old church at Deoffam, as he spoke the solemn injunction Those whom God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.

Helstonleighs streets were lined that day, and Helstonleighs windows were alive with heads. It was known that the bride and bridegroom would pass through the town, on the first stage of their bridal tour, whose ultimate destination was to be the Continent. The whole crowd of the Ashley workpeople had gathered outside the manufactory, neglecting their afternoons work; a neglect which Samuel Lynn not only winked at, but participated in, for he stood with them. As the carriage, which was Mr. Ashleys, came in sight, its four horses urged by the postillions to a sharp trot, one deafening cheer arose from the men. William laughed and nodded to them; but they did not get half a good view of the masters daughter beside him: nothing but a glimpse of a flushed cheek, and a piece of a white veil.

Slouching at the corner of a street, in a seedy coat, his eyes bloodshot, was Cyril Dare. Never did one look more of a mauvais sujet than he, as he watched the chariot pass. The place now occupied by William might have been his, had he so willed it and worked for it. Not, perhaps, that of Marys husband; he could not be sure of that, but as Mr. Ashleys partner. A bitter cloud of disappointment, of repentance, crossed his face as he looked at them. They both saw him standing there. Did Mary think what a promising husband he would have made her? Cyril flung a word after them; and it was not a blessing.

Dobbs had also flung something after them, and in point of time and precedence this ought to have been mentioned first. Patience, watching from her window, curious as every one else, had seen Dobbs come out with something under her apron, and take up her station at the gate, where she waited patiently for just an hour and a quarter. As the carriage had come into view, Dobbs sheltered herself behind the shrubs, nothing to be seen of her above them, but her cap and eyes. The moment the carriage was past, out flew Dobbs to the middle of the road. Bringing forth from their hiding-place a pair of shoes considerably the worse for wear, the one possessing no sole, and the other no upper leather, Dobbs dashed them with force after the chariot, very much discomposing the manservant in the rear, whose head they struck.

Nothing like old shoes to bring em luck, grunted Dobbs to Patience, as she retired indoors. I never knew good come of a wedding that didnt get em.

I wish them luck; the luck of a safe arrival home from those unpleasant foreign parts, emphatically remarked Patience, who had found her residence amongst the French nothing less than a species of terrestrial purgatory.




CHAPTER XXII.

THE BISHOPS LETTER.

A day or two after the wedding, a letter was delivered at Mrs. Halliburtons residence, addressed to Gar. Its seal, a mitre, prepared Gar to find that it came from the Bishop of Helstonleigh. Its contents proved to be a mandate, commanding his attendance the following morning at the palace at nine oclock. Gar turned nervous. Had he fallen under his bishops displeasure, and was about to be reprimanded? Mr. Tait had gone back to London; Gar was to leave on the following day, Saturday; Frank meant to stay on for a week or two. It was his vacation.

Thats Gar all over! cried Frank, who had perched himself on a side table. Gar is sure to look to the dark side of things, instead of the bright. If the Lord Chancellor sent for me, I should set it down that my fortune was about to be made. His lordships going to present you with a living, Gar.

Thats good! retorted Gar. What interest have I with the bishop?

He has known you long enough.

As he has many others. If the bishop interested himself for all the clergymen who have been educated at Helstonleigh college school, he would have enough upon his hands. I expect it is to find fault with me for some unconscious offence.

Go it, Gar! Youll get no sleep to-night.

Frank, I must say the note appears a peremptory one, remarked Jane.

Middling for that. Its short, if not sweet.

Whether Gar had any sleep or not that night, he did not say; but he started to keep the appointment punctually. His mother and Frank remained together, and Jane fell into a bit of quiet talk over the breakfast table.

Frank, said she, I am often uneasy about you.

About me! cried Frank in considerable wonderment.

If you were to go wrong! I know what the temptations of a London life must be. Especially to a young man who has, so to say, no home.

I steer clear of them. Mother darling, I am telling you the truth, he added earnestly. Do you think we could ever fall away from such training as yours? No. Look at what William is; look at Gar; and for myself, though I dont like to boast, I assure you, the Anti-evil-doing Society  if you have ever heard of that respected body  might hoist me on a pedestal at Exeter Hall as their choicest model. You dont like my joking! Believe me, then, in all seriousness, that your sons will never fail you. We did not battle on in our duty as boys, to forget it as men. You taught us the bravest lesson that a mother can teach, or a child learn, when you contrived to impress upon us the truth that God is our witness always, ever present.

Janes eyes filled with tears: not of grief. She knew that Frank was speaking from his heart.

And you are getting on well?

What with stray briefs that come to me, and my literary work, and the fellowship, I make six or seven hundred a year already.

I hope you are not spending it all?

That I am not. I put by all I can. It is true that I dont live upon bread and potatoes six days in the week, as you know we have done; but I take care that my expenses are moderate. It is keeping hare-brained follies at arms-length that enables me to save.

And now, Frank, for another question. What made you send me that hundred-pound note?

I shall send you another soon, was all Franks answer. The idea of my gaining a superfluity of money, and sending none to my darling mother!

But indeed I dont know what to do with it, Frank. I do not require it.

Then put it by to look at. As long as I have brains to work with, I shall think of my mother. Have you forgotten how she worked for us? I wish you would come and live with me?

Jane entered into all her arguments for deeming that she should be better with Gar. Not the least of them was, that she should still be near Helstonleigh. Of all her sons, Jane, perhaps unconsciously to herself, most loved her eldest: and to go far away from him would have been another trouble.

By-and-by, they saw Gar coming back. And he did not look as if he had been receiving a reprimand: quite the contrary. He came in almost as impulsively as he used to do in his schoolboy days.

Frank, you were right! The bishop is going to give me a living. Mother, it is true.

Of course, said Frank. I always am right.

The bishop did not keep me waiting a minute, although I was there before my time. He was very kind, and  

But about the living? cried impatient Frank.

I am telling you, Frank. The bishop said he had watched us grow up  meaning you, as well  and he felt pleased to tell me that he had never seen anything but good in either of us. But I need not repeat all that. He went on to ask me whether I should be prepared to do my duty zealously in a living, were one given to me. I answered that I hoped I should  and the long and the short of it is, that I am going to be appointed to one.

Long live the bishop! cried Frank. Wheres the living situated! In the moon?

Ah, where indeed? Guess what living it is, mother.

Gar, dear, how can I? asked Jane. Is it a minor canonry?

They both laughed. It recalled Jane to her absence of mind. The bishop had nothing to do with bestowing the minor canonries. Neither could a minor canonry be called a living.

Mother, it is Deoffam.

Deoffam! Oh, Gar!

Yes, it is Deoffam. You will not have to go far away from Helstonleigh, now.

Ill lay my court wig that Mr. Ashley has had his finger in the pie! cried quick Frank.

But, in point of fact, the gift had emanated from the prelate himself. And a very good gift it was: four hundred a year, and the prettiest parsonage house within ten miles. The brilliant scholarship of the Halliburtons, attained by their own unflagging industry, the high character they had always borne, had not been lost upon the Bishop of Helstonleigh. Gars conduct as a clergyman had been exemplary; Gars preaching was of no mean order, and the bishop deemed that such a one as Gar ought not to be overlooked. The day has gone by for a bishop to know nothing of the younger clergy of his diocese, and he of Helstonleigh had Gar Halliburton down in his preferment book. It is just possible that the announcement of his name in the local papers, as having helped to marry his brother at Deoffam, may have put that particular living into the bishops head. Certain it was, that, a few hours after the bishop read it, he ordered his carriage, and went to pay a visit at Deoffam Hall. During his stay, he took Mr. Ashleys arm, and drew him out on to the terrace, very much as though he wished to take a nearer view of the peacock.

I have been thinking, Mr. Ashley, of bestowing the living of Deoffam upon Edgar Halliburton. What should you say to it?

That I should almost feel it as a personal favour paid to myself, was the reply of Mr. Ashley.

Then it is done, said the bishop. He is young, but I know a great many older men who are less deserving than he.

Your lordship may rely upon it that there are few men, young or old, who are so intrinsically deserving as the Halliburtons.

I know it, said the bishop. They interested me as lads, and I have watched them ever since.

And that is how Gar became Vicar of Deoffam.

You will be trying for a minor canonry now, Gar, I suppose, living so near to it? observed Jane.

Mrs. Halliburton, will you be so kind as not to put unsuitable notions into his head? interrupted Frank. The Reverend Gar must look out for a canonry, not a minor. And he wont stop there. When I am on the woolsack, in my place in the Lords, Gar may be opposite to me, a spiritual peer.

Jane laughed, as did Frank. Who knew, though? It all lay in the future.




CHAPTER XXIII.

A DYING CONFESSION.

Meanwhile William Halliburton and his wife had crossed the Channel. Amongst other letters, written home to convey news of them, was the following. It was written by Mary to Mrs. Ashley, after they had been abroad a week or two.

Hôtel du Chapeau Rouge, Dunkerque,

September 24th.

My ever dear Mamma,

You have heard from William how it was that we altered our intended route. I thought the sea-side so delightful that I was unwilling to leave it, even for Paris, and we determined to remain on the coast, especially as I shall have other opportunities of seeing Paris with William. Boulogne was crowded and noisy, so we left it for less frequented towns, staying a day or two in each place. We went to Calais and to Gravelines; also to Bourbourg, and to Cassel  the two latter not on the coast. The view from Cassel  which you must not confound with Cassel in Germany  is magnificent. We met some English people on the summit of the hill, and they told us the English called it the Malvern of France. I am not sure which affords the finer view, Cassel or Malvern. They say that eighty towns or villages may be counted from it; but I cannot say that we made out anything like so many. We can see the sea in the far distance  as we can, on a clear day, catch a glimpse from Malvern of the Bristol Channel. The view from some of the windows of the Hôtel de Sauvage was so beautiful that I was never tired of looking at it. William says he shall show me better views when he takes me to Lyons and Annonay, but I scarcely think it possible. At a short distance rises a monastery of the order of La Trappe, where the monks never speak, except the Memento mori when they meet each other. Some of the customs of the hotel were primitive; they gave us tablespoons in our coffee-cups for breakfast.

From Cassel we came to Dunkerque, and are staying at the Chapeau Rouge, the only large hotel in the place. The other large hotel was made into a convent some time back; both are in the Rue des Capucins. It is a fine and very clean old fortified town, with a statue of Jean Bart in the middle of the Place. Place Jean Bart, it is called; and the market is held in it on Wednesdays and Saturdays, as it is at Helstonleigh. Such a crowded scene on the Saturday! and the womens snow-white caps quite shine in the sun. I cannot tell you how much I like to look at these old Flemish towns! By moonlight, they look exactly like the towns you are familiar with in old pictures. There is a large basin here, and a long harbour and pier. One English lady, whom we met at the table dhôte, said she had never been to the end of the pier yet, and she had lived in Dunkerque four years. It was too far for a walk, she said. The country round is flat and poor, and the lower classes mostly speak Flemish.

On Monday we went by barge to a place called Bergues, four miles off. It was market day there, and the barge was crowded with passengers from Dunkerque. A nice old town, with a fine church. They charged us only five sous for our passage. But I must leave all these descriptions until I return home, and come to what I have chiefly to tell you.

There is a piece of enclosed ground here, called the Pare. On the previous Saturday, which was the day we first arrived here, I and William were walking through it, and sat down on one of the benches facing the old tower. I was rather tired, having been to the end of the pier  for its length did not alarm us. Some one was seated at the other end of the bench, but we did not take particular notice of her. Suddenly she turned to me, and spoke: Have I not the honour of seeing Miss Ashley? Mamma, you may imagine my surprise. It was that Italian governess of the Dares, Mademoiselle Varsini, as they used to call her. William interposed: I dont think he liked her speaking to me. I suppose he thought of that story about her, which came over from Germany. He rose and took me on his arm to move away. Formerly Miss Ashley, he said to her: now Mrs. Halliburton. But Williams anger died away  if he had felt any  when he saw her face. I cannot describe to you how fearfully ill she looked. Her cheeks were white, and drawn, and hollow; her eyes were sunk within a dark circle, and her lips were open and looked black. Are you ill? I asked her. I am so ill that a few days will be the finish of me, she answered. The doctor gave me to the falling of the leaves, and many are already strewing the grass; in less than a weeks time from this, I shall be lower than they are. Is Herbert Dare with you? inquired William  but he has said since that he spoke in the moments impulse. Had he taken thought, he would not have put the question. No, he is not with me, she answered, in an angry tone. I know nothing of him. He is just a vagabond on the face of the earth. What is it that is the matter with you? William asked her. They call it decay, she answered. I was in Brussels, getting my living by daily teaching. I had to go out in all weathers, and I did not take heed to the colds I caught. I suppose they settled on my lungs. Have you been in this town long? we inquired of her. I came in August, she answered. The Belgian doctor said if I had a change, it might do something for me, and I came here; it was the same to me where I went. But it did me harm instead of good. I grew worse directly I came; and the doctor here said I must not move away again; the travelling would injure me. What mattered it? As good die here as elsewhere. That she had death written plainly in her face, was evident. Nevertheless, William tried to say a word of hope to her: but she interrupted him. Theres no recovery for me; I am sure to die; and the time, its to be hoped, will not be long in coming, or my money will not hold out. She spoke in a matter-of-fact tone shocking to hear: and before I could call up any answer, she turned to William. You are the William Halli  I never could say the name  who was at Mr. Ashleys with Cyril Dare. May I ask where you have descended in Dunkerque? At the Chapeau Rouge, replied William. Then, if I should send there to ask you to come and speak with me, will you come? she continued. I have something that I should like to tell you before I die. William informed her that we should remain a week; and we wished her good morning and moved away into another walk. Soon afterwards, we saw a Sister of Charity, one of those who go about nursing the sick, come up to her and lead her away. She could scarcely crawl, and halted to take breath between every few steps.

This, I have told you, was last Saturday. This evening, Wednesday, just as we were rising from table, a waiter came to William and called him out, saying he was wanted. It proved to be the Sister of Charity that we had seen in the park; she told William that Madame Varsini was near death, and had sent her for him. So William went with her, and I have been writing this to you since his departure. It is now ten oclock, and he has not yet returned. I shall keep this open to tell you what she wanted with him. I cannot imagine.

Past eleven. William has come in. He thinks she will not live over to-morrow. And I have kept my letter open for nothing, for William will not tell me. He says she has been talking to him about herself and the Dares; but that the tale is more fit for papas ears than for yours or mine.

My sincerest love to papa and Henry. We are so glad Gar is to be at Deoffam!  And believe me, your ever-loving child,

Mary Halliburton.

Excuse the smear. I had nearly put Mary Ashley.



This meeting, described in Marys letter, must have been one of those remarkable coincidences that sometimes occur during a lifetime. Chance encounters they are sometimes called. Chance! Had William and his wife not gone to Dunkerque  and they went there by accident, as may be said, for the original plan had been to spend their absence in Paris  they would not have met. Had the Italian lady not gone to Dunkerque when ordered change  and she chose it by accident, she said  they would not have met. But somehow both parties were brought there, and they did meet. It was not chance that led them there.

When William went out with the sister, she conducted him to a small lodging in the Rue Nationale, a street not far from the hotel. The accommodation appeared to consist of a small ante-room and a bed-chamber. Signora Varsini was in the latter, dressed in a peignoir, and sitting in an arm-chair, supported by cushions. A washed-out, faded peignoir, possibly the very one she had worn years ago, the night of the death of Anthony Dare. William was surprised; by the sisters account he had expected to find her in bed, almost in the last extremity. But hers was a restless spirit. She was evidently weaker, and her breath seemed to come irregularly. William sat down in a chair opposite to her: he could not see very much of her face, for the small lamp on the table had a green shade over it, which cast its gloom on the room.

The sister retired to the ante-room and closed the door between with a caution. Madame was not to talk much. For a few moments after the first greeting, she, Madame, kept silence; then she spoke in English.

I should not have known you. I never saw much of you. But I knew Miss Ashley in a moment. You must have prospered well.

Yes, I am Mr. Ashleys partner.

So! That is what Cyril Dare coveted for himself. Miss Ashley also. Bah, Monsieur Cyril! said I sometimes to my mind; neither the one nor the other for thee. Where is he?

Cyril? He is at home. Doing no good.

He never do good, she said with bitterness. He Herberts own brother. And the other one  George?

George is in Australia. He has a chance, I believe, of doing pretty well.

Are the girls married?

No.

Not Adelaide?

No.

Something like a smile curled her dark and fevered lips. Mademoiselle Adelaide was trying after that vicomte. Bah! I would say to myself as I did by Cyril, theres no vicomte for her; he is only playing his game. Does he go there now?

Lord Hawkesley? Oh, no. All intimacy has ceased.

They have gone down, have they not? They are very poor?

I fear they are poor now. Yes, they have very much gone down. May I inquire what it is you want with me?

You inquire soon, she answered in resentful tones. Do you fear I should contaminate you?  as you feared for your wife on Saturday?

If I can aid you in any way I shall be happy and ready to do so, was Williams answer, spoken soothingly. I think you are very ill.

The doctor was here this afternoon. Ma chère, said he, to-morrow will about end it. You are too weak to last longer; the inside is gone.

Did he speak to you in that way?  a medical man!

He is aware that I know as much about my own state as he does. He might not be so plain with all his patients. Then I said to the sister, Get me up and make the bed, for I must see a friend.  And I sent her for you. I told you I wanted you to do me a little service. Will you do it?

If it is in my power.

It is not much. It is this, she added, drawing from beneath the peignoir a small packet, sealed and stamped, looking like a thick letter. Will you undertake to put this surely in the post after I am dead? I do not want it posted before.

Certainly I will, he answered, taking it from her hand, and glancing at the superscription. It was addressed to Herbert Dare at Dusseldorf. Is he there? asked William.

That was his address the last I heard of him. He is now here, now there, now elsewhere; a vagabond, as I told you, on the face of the earth. He is like Cain, she vehemently continued. Cain wandered abroad over the earth, never finding rest. So does Herbert Dare. Who wonders? Cain killed his brother: what did he do?

William lifted his eyes to her face; as much of it as might be distinguished under the dark shade cast by the lamp. That she appeared to be in a very demonstrative state of resentment against Herbert Dare was indisputable.

He did not kill his brother, at any rate, observed William. I fear he is not a good man; and you may have cause to know that more conclusively than I; but he did not kill his brother. You were in Helstonleigh at the time, mademoiselle, and must remember that he was cleared, added William, falling into the style of address used by the Dares.

Then I say he did kill him.

She spoke with slow distinctness. William could only look at her in amazement. Was her mind wandering? She sat glaring at him with her light blue eyes, so glazed, yet glistening; just the same eyes that used to puzzle old Anthony Dare.

What did you say? asked William.

I say that Herbert Dare is a second Cain, she answered.

He did not kill Anthony, repeated William. He could not have killed him. He was in another place at the time.

Yes. With that Puritan child in the dainty dress  fit attire only for your folles in  what you call the place?  Bedlam! I know he was in another place, she continued: and she appeared to be growing terribly excited, between passion and natural emotion.

Then what are you speaking of? asked William. It is an impossibility that Herbert could have killed his brother.

He caused him to be killed.

William felt a nameless dread creeping over him. What do you mean? he breathed.

I send that letter, which you have taken charge of, to Herbert the bad; but he moves about from place to place, and it may never reach him. So I want to tell you in substance what is written in the letter, that you may repeat it to him when you come across him. He may be going back to Helstonleigh some day; if he not die off first, with his vagabond life. Was it not said there, once, that he was dead?

Only for a day or two. It was a false report.

And when you see him  in case he has not had that packet  you will tell him this that I am now about to tell you.

What is its nature? asked William.

Will you promise to tell him?

Not until I first hear what it may be, fearlessly replied William. Intrust it to me, if you will, and I will keep it sacred; but I must use my own judgment as to imparting it to Herbert Dare. It may be something that would be better left unsaid.

I do not ask you to keep it sacred, she rejoined. You may tell it to the world if you please; you may tell it to your wife; you may tell it to all Helstonleigh. But not until I am dead. Will you give that promise?

That I will readily give you.

On your honour?

Williams truthful eyes smiled into hers. On my honour  if that shall better satisfy you. It was not necessary.

She remained silent a few moments, and then burst forth vehemently. When you see him, that cochon, that vaurien  

I beg you to be calm, interrupted William. This excitement must be most injurious to one in your weak state; I cannot sit and listen to it.

Tell him, said she, leaning forward, and speaking in a somewhat calmer tone, tell him that it was he who caused the death of his brother Anthony.

William could only look at her. Was she wandering? I killed him, she went on. Killed him in mistake for Monsieur Herbert.

Barely had the words left her lips, when all that had been strange in that past tragedy seamed to roll away as a cloud from Williams mind. The utter mystery there had been as to the perpetrator: the almost impossibility of pointing accusation to any, seemed now accounted for: and a conviction that she was speaking the dreadful truth fell upon him. Involuntarily he recoiled from her.

He used me ill; yes, he used me ill, that wicked Herbert! she continued in agitation. He told me stories; he was false to me; he mocked at me! He had made me care for him; I cared for him  ah, I not tell you how. And then he turned round to laugh at me. He had but amused himself  pour faire passer la temps!

Her voice had risen to a shriek; her face and lips grew ghastly, and she began to twitch as one falling into convulsion. William grew alarmed, and hastened to her support. He could not help it, much as his spirit revolted from her.

Y a-t-il quelque chose quon peut donner à madame pour la soulager? he called out hastily to the sister in his fear.

The woman glided in. Mais oui, monsieur. Madame sagite, nest-ce pas?

Elle sagite beaucoup.

The sister poured some drops from a phial into a wine-glass of water, and held it to those quivering lips. Si vous vous agitez comme cela, madame, cest pour vous tuer, savez-vous? cried she.

I fear so too, added William in English to the invalid. It would be better for me not to hear this, than for you to put yourself into this state.

She grew calmer, and the sister quitted them. William resumed his seat as before; there appeared to be no help for it, and she continued her tale.

I not agitate myself again, she said. I not tell you all the details, or what I suffered: à quoi bon? Pain at morning, pain at midday, pain at night; I think my heart turned dark, and it has never been right again  

Hush, mademoiselle! The sister will hear you.

What matter? She not speak English.

I really cannot, for your sake, remain here, if you put yourself into this state, he rejoined.

You must remain; you must listen! You have promised to do it, she answered.

I will, if you will be calm.

Ill be calm, she rejoined, the check having driven back the rising passion. The worst is told. Or rather, I do not tell you the worst  that mauvais Herbert! Do you wonder that my spirit was turned to revenge?

Perceiving somewhat of her fierce and fiery nature, William did not wonder at it. I do not know what I am to understand yet? he whispered. Did you  kill  Anthony?

She leaned back on her pillow, clasping her hands before her. Ah me! I did! Tell him so, she continued again passionately; tell him that I killed Anthony  thinking it was him.

It is a dreadful story! shuddered William.

I did not mean it to be so dreadful, she answered, speaking quite equably. No, I did not; and I am telling you as true as though it were my confession before receiving the bon dieu. I only meant to wound him  

Herbert?

Herbert! Of course; who else but Herbert? she retorted, giving signs of another relapse. Had I cause of anger against that pauvre Anthony? No; no. Anthony was sharp with the rest sometimes, but he was always civil to me; I never had a mis-word with him. I not like Cyril; but I not dislike George and Anthony. Why, why, she continued, wringing her hands, did Anthony come forth from his chamber that night and go out, when he said he had retired to it for good? That is where all the evil arose.

Not all, dissented William in low tones.

Yes, all, she sharply repeated. I had only meant to give Mr. Herbert a little prick in the dark, just to repay him, to stop his pleasant visits to that field for a term. I never thought to kill him. I liked him better than that, ill as he was behaving to me. I never thought to kill him; I never thought much to hurt him. And it would not have hurt Anthony; but that he was what you call tipsy, and fell on the point of the  

Scissors? suggested William, for she had stopped. How could he, even with this confession before him, speak to a lady  or one who ought to have been a lady  of any uglier weapon?

I had something by me sharper than scissors. But never you mind what. That, so far, does not matter. The little hurt I had intended for Herbert he escaped; and poor Anthony was killed.

There was a long pause. William broke it, speaking out his thoughts impulsively.

And yet you went to Rotterdam afterwards to make friends with Herbert!

When he write and tell me there good teaching in the place, could I know it was untrue? Could I know that he would borrow all my money from me? Could I know that he turn out a worse  

Mademoiselle, I pray you, be calm.

There, then. I will say no more. I have outlived it. But I wish him to know that that fine nights work was his. It was the right man who lay in prison for it. The letter I have given you may never reach him; and I ask you tell him, for his pill, should it not.

Then you have never hinted this to him? asked William.

Never. I was afraid. Will you tell him?

I cannot make the promise. I must use my own discretion. I think it is very unlikely that I shall ever see him.

You meet people that you do not look for. Until last Saturday, you might have said it was unlikely that you would meet me.

That is true.

Now that the excitement of the disclosure was over, she lay back in a grievous state of exhaustion. William rose to leave, and she held out her hand to him. Could he shun it  guilty as she had confessed herself to him? No. Who was he, that he should set himself up to judge her? And she was dying!

Can nothing be done to alleviate your sufferings? he inquired in a kindly tone.

Nothing. The sooner death comes to release me from them, the better.

He lingered yet, hesitating. Then he bent closer to her, and spoke in a whisper.

Have you thought much of that other life? Of the necessity of repentance  of seeking earnestly the pardon of God?

That is your Protestant fashion, she answered with equanimity. I have made my confession to a priest and he has given me absolution. A good fat old man; he was very kind to me; he saw how I had been tossed and turned about in life. He will bring the bon dieu to me the last thing, and cause a mass to be said for my soul.

I thought I had heard that you were a Protestant.

I was either. I said I was a Protestant to Madame Dare. But the Roman Catholic religion is the most convenient to take up when you are passing. Your priests say they cannot pardon sins.

The interview took longer in acting than it has in telling, and William returned to the hotel to find Mary tired, wondering at his absence, and a letter to Mrs. Ashley  with which you have been favoured  lying on the table, awaiting its conclusion.

You are weary, my darling. You should not have remained up.

I thought you were never coming, William. I thought you must have gone off by the London steamer, and left me here! The hotel omnibus took some passengers to it at ten oclock.

William sat down on the sofa, and drew her to him; the full tide of thankfulness going up from his heart that all women were not as the one he had just left.

And what did Mademoiselle Varsini want with you, William? Is she really dying?

I think she is dying. You must not ask me what she wanted, Mary. It was to tell me something  to speak of things connected with herself and the Dares. They would not be pleasant to your ears.

But I have been writing an account of all this to mamma, and have left my letter open, to send word what the governess could have to say to you. What can I tell her?

Tell her as I tell you, my dearest: that what I have been listening to is more fit for Mr. Ashleys ears than for yours or hers.

Mary rose and wrote rapidly the concluding lines. William stood and watched her. He laughed at the smear.

I am not familiar with my new name yet: I was signing myself Mary Ashley.

Would you go back to the old name, if you could? cried he, somewhat saucily.

Oh, William!

Saturday came round again: the day they were to leave  just a week since they had come, since the encounter in the park. They were taking an early walk in the market, when certain low sounds, as of chanting, struck upon their ears. A funeral was coming along; it had just turned out of the great church of St. Eloi, at the other corner of the Place. Not a wealthy funeral  quite the other thing. On the previous day they had seen a grand interment, attended by its distinguishing marks; seven or eight banners, as many priests. Some sudden feeling prompted William to ask whose funeral this was, and he made inquiry of a shopkeeper, who was standing at her door.

Monsieur, cest lenterrement dune étrangère. Une Italienne, lon dit: Madame Varsini.

Oh, William! do they bury her already? was Marys shocked remonstrance. It was only yesterday at midday the sister came to you to say she had died. What a shame!

Hush, love! Many of the people here understand English. They bury quickly in these countries.

They stood on the pavement, and the funeral came quickly on. One black banner borne aloft in a mans hand, two boys in surplices with lighted candles, and the priest chanting with his open book. Eight men, in white corded hats and black cloaks, bore the coffin on a bier, and there was a sprinkling of impromptu followers  as there always is at these foreign funerals. As the dead was borne past him on its way to the cemetery, William, following the usage of the country, lifted his hat, and remained uncovered until it had gone by.

And that was the last of Bianca Varsini.




CHAPTER XXIV.

THE DOWNFALL OF THE DARES.

It was a winters morning, and the family party round the breakfast table at William Halliburtons looked a cheery one, with its adjuncts of a good fire and good fare. Mr. and Mrs. Ashley and Henry were guests. And I can tell you that in Mr. Ashley they were entertaining no less a personage than the high sheriff of the county.

The gentlemen nominated for sheriffs, that year, for the county of Helstonleigh, whose names had gone up to the Queen, were as follows:  

Humphrey Coldicott, Esquire, of Coldicott Grange;

Sir Harry Marr, Bart., of The Lynch;

Thomas Ashley, Esquire, of Deoffam Hall. And her Majesty had been pleased to pick the latter name.

The gate of the garden swung open, and some one came hastily round the gravel-path to the house. Mary, who was seated at the head of the table, facing the window, caught a view of the visitor.

It is Mrs. Dare! she exclaimed.

Mrs. Dare! repeated Mr. Ashley, as a peal at the hall-bell was heard. Nonsense, child!

Papa, indeed it is.

I think you must be mistaken, Mary, said her husband. Mrs. Dare would scarcely be out at this early hour.

Oh, you disbelievers all! laughed Mary. As if I did not know Mrs. Dare! She looked scared and flurried.

Mrs. Dare, looking indeed scared and flurried, came into the breakfast-room. The servant had been showing her into another room, but she put him aside, and appeared amidst them.

What brought her there? What had she come to tell them? Alas! of their unhappy downfall. How the Dares had contrived to go on so long, without the crash coming, they alone knew. They had promised to pay here, they had promised to pay there; and people, tradespeople especially, did not much like to begin compulsory measures with old Anthony Dare, who had so long held sway in Helstonleigh. His professional business had almost left him  perhaps because there was no efficient head to carry it on. Cyril was just what mademoiselle had called Herbert, a vagabond; and Cyril was an irretrievable one. No good to the business was he  not half as much good as he was to the public-houses. Mr. Dare, with white hair, bent form, and dim eyes, would go creeping to his office most days; but his memory was leaving him, and it was evident to all that he was relapsing into his second childhood. Latterly they had lived entirely by privately disposing of their portable effects  as Honey Fair used to do when it fell out of work. They owed money everywhere; rent, taxes, servants wages, large debts, small debts  it was universal. And now the landlord had put in his claim after the manner of landlords, and it had brought on the climax. They were literally without resource; they knew not where to turn; they had not a penny, or the worth of it, in the wide world. Mrs. Dare, in the alarm occasioned by the unwelcome visitor  for the landlords man had made good his entrance that morning  came flying off to Mr. Ashley, some extravagant hope floating in her mind that help might be obtained from him.

Heres trouble! Heres trouble! she exclaimed by way of salutation, wringing her hands frantically.

They rose in consternation, believing she must have gone wild. William handed her a chair.

There, dont come round me, she cried, as she flung herself into it. Go on with your breakfast. I have concealed our troubles until I am heart-sick, and now they can be concealed no longer, and I have come for help to you. Dont press anything upon me, Mrs. William Halliburton; to attempt to eat would choke me!

She sat there and entered on her grievances. How they had long been without money, had lived by credit, and by pledging things out of their house; how they owed more than she could tell; how a horrible man had come into their house that morning, as an emissary of the landlord.

What are we to do? she wailed. Will you help us? Mr. Ashley, will you?  your wife is my husbands cousin, you know. Mr. Halliburton, will you help us? Dont you know that I have a right to claim kindred with you? Your father and I were first cousins, and lived for some time under the same roof.

William remembered the former years when she had not been so ready to own the relationship. He remembered the day when Mr. Dare had put a seizure into their house, and his mother had gone, craving grace of him. Mr. Ashley remembered it, and his eye met Williams. How marvellously had the change been brought round! the right come to light!

What is it that you wish me to do? inquired Mr. Ashley. I do not understand.

Not understand! she sharply echoed, in her grief. I want the landlord paid out. You have ample means at command, Mr. Ashley, and might do this much for us.

A modest request, certainly! The rent due was for three years: considerably more than two hundred pounds. Mr. Ashley replied to it quietly.

A moments reflection might convince you, Mrs. Dare, that to pay this money would be fruitless waste. The instant this procedure gets wind  and in all probability it has already done so  other claims, as pressing, will be enforced.

Tradespeople must wait, she answered, with irritation.

Wait for what? asked Mr. Ashley. Do you expect to drop into a fortune?

Wait for what, indeed? For complete ruin? There was nothing else to wait for. Mrs. Dare sat beating her foot against the carpet.

Mr. Dare has grown useless, she said. What he says one minute, he forgets the next; he is almost in a state of imbecility. I have no one to consult with, and therefore I come to you. Indeed, you must help me.

But I do not see what I can do for you, rejoined Mr. Ashley. As to paying your debts, it is  it is  in fact, it is not to be thought of. I have my own payments to make, my expenses to keep up. I could not do it, Mrs. Dare.

She paused again, playing nervously with her bonnet strings. Will you go back with me, and see what you can make of Mr. Dare? Perhaps between you something may be arranged. I dont understand things.

I cannot go back with you, replied Mr. Ashley. I must attend the meeting which takes place this morning at the Guildhall.

In your official capacity, remarked Mrs. Dare in not at all a pleasant tone of voice. I forgot that you preside at it. How very grand you have become!

Very grand indeed, I think, considering the lowly estimation in which you held the glove manufacturer, Thomas Ashley, he answered, with a good-humoured laugh. I will call upon your husband in the course of the day, Mrs. Dare.

She turned to William. Will you return with me? I have a claim on you, she reiterated eagerly.

He shook his head. I accompany Mr. Ashley to the meeting.

She was obliged to be satisfied, turned abruptly, and left the room, William attending her to the door.

What dyou call that? asked Henry, lifting his voice for the first time.

Call it? repeated his sister.

Yes, Mrs. Mary; call it. Cheek, I should say.

Hush, Henry, said Mr. Ashley.

Very well, sir. Its cheek all the same, though.

As Mr. Ashley surmised, the misfortune had already got wind, and the unhappy Dares were besieged that day by clamorous creditors. When Mr. Ashley and William arrived there, for they walked up at the conclusion of the public meeting, they found Mr. Dare seated alone in the dining-room; that sad dining-room which had witnessed the tragical end of Anthony. He cowered over the fire, his thin hands stretched out to the blaze. He was not altogether childish; but his memory failed, and he was apt to fall into fits of wandering. Mr. Ashley drew forward a chair and sat down by him.

I fear things do not look very bright, he observed. We called in at your office as we came by, and found a seizure was also put in there.

Theres nothing much for em to take but the desks, returned old Anthony.

Mrs. Dare wished me to come and talk matters over with you, to see whether anything could be done. She does not understand them, she said.

What can be done, when things come to such a pass as this? returned Anthony Dare, lifting his head sharply. Thats just like women seeing whats to be done! I am beset on all sides. If the bank sent me a present of three or four thousand pounds, we might go on again. But it wont, you know. The things must go, and we must go. I suppose theyll not put me in prison; theyd get nothing by doing it.

He leaned forward and rested his chin on his stick, which was stretched out before him as usual. Presently he resumed, his eyes and words alike wandering:

He said the money would not bring us good if we kept it. And it has not: it has brought a curse. I have told Julia so twenty times since Anthony went. Only the half of it was ours, you know, and we took the whole.

What money? asked Mr. Ashley, wondering what he was saying.

Old Coopers. We were at Birmingham when he died, I and Julia. The will left it all to her, but he charged us  

Mr. Dare suddenly stopped. His eye had fallen on William. In these fits of wandering he partially lost his memory, and mixed things and people together in the most inextricable confusion.

Are you Edgar Halliburton? he went on.

I am his son. Do you not remember me, Mr. Dare?

Ay, ay. Your son-in-law, nodding to Mr. Ashley. But Cyril was to have had that place, you know. He was to have been your partner.

Mr. Ashley made no reply. It might not have been understood. And Mr. Dare resumed, confounding William with his father.

It was hers in the will, you know, Edgar, and thats some excuse, for we had to prove it. There was not time to alter the will, but he said it was an unjust one, and charged us to divide the money; half for us, half for you; to divide it to the last halfpenny. And we took it all. We did not mean to take it, or to cheat you, but somehow the money went; our expenses were great, and we had heavy debts, and when you came afterwards to Helstonleigh and died, your share was already broken into, and it was too late. Ill-gotten money brings nothing but a curse, and that money brought it to us. Will you shake hands and forgive?

Heartily, replied William, taking his wasted hand.

But you had to struggle, and the money would have kept struggle from you. It was many thousands.

Who knows whether it would or not? cheerily answered William. Had we possessed money to fall back upon, we might not have struggled with a will; we might not have put out all the exertion that was in us, and then we should never have got on as we have done.

Ay; got on. You are looked up to now; you have become gentlemen. And what are my boys? The money was yours.

Dismiss it entirely from your memory, Mr. Dare, was Williams answer, given in true compassion. I believe that our not having had it may have been good for us in the long-run, rather than a drawback. The utter want of money may have been the secret of our success.

Ay, nodded old Dare. My boys should have been taught to work, and they were only taught to spend. We must have our luxuries indoors, forsooth, and our show without; our servants, and our carriages, and our confounded pride. What has it ended in?

What had it! They made no answer. Mr. Dare remained still for a while, and then lifted his haggard face, and spoke in a whisper, a shrinking dread in his face and tone.

They have been nothing but my curses. It was through Herbert that she, that wicked foreign woman, murdered Anthony.

Did he know of that? How had the knowledge come to him! William had not betrayed it, except to Mr. Ashley and Henry. And they had buried the dreadful secret down deep in the archives of their breasts. Mr. Dares next words disclosed the puzzle.

She died, that woman. And she wrote to Herbert on her death-bed and made a confession. He sent a part of it on here, lest, I suppose, we might doubt him still. But his conduct led to it. It is dreadful to have such sons as mine!

His stick fell to the ground. Mr. Ashley held him, while William picked it up. He was gasping for breath.

You are not well, cried Mr. Ashley.

No; I think I am going. One cant stand these repeated shocks. Did I see Edgar Halliburton here? I thought he was dead. Is he come for his money? he continued in a shivering whisper. We acted according to the will, sir: according to the will, tell him. He can see it in Doctors Commons. He cant proceed against us; he has no proof. Let him go and look at the will.

We had better leave him, William, murmured Mr. Ashley. Our presence only excites him.

In the opposite room sat Mrs. Dare. Adelaide passed out of it as they entered. Never before had they remarked how sadly worn and faded she looked. Her later life had been spent in pining after the chance of greatness she had lost, in missing Viscount Hawkesley. Irrevocably lost to her; for the daughter of a neighbouring earl now called him husband. They sat down by Mrs. Dare, but could only condole with her: nothing but the most irretrievable ruin was around.

We shall be turned from here, she wailed. How are we to find a home  to earn a living?

Your daughters must do something to assist you, replied Mr. Ashley. Teaching, or  

Teaching! in this overdone place! she interrupted.

It has been somewhat overdone in that way, certainly of late years, he answered. If they cannot get teaching, they may find some other employment. Work of some sort.

Work! shrieked Mrs. Dare. My daughters work!

Indeed, I dont know what else is to be done, he answered. Their education has been good, and I should think they may obtain daily teaching: perhaps sufficient to enable you to live quietly. I will pay for a lodging for you, and give you a trifle towards housekeeping, until you can turn yourselves round.

I wish we were all dead! was the response of Mrs. Dare.

Mr. Ashley went a little nearer to her. What is this story that your husband has been telling about the misappropriation of the money that Mr. Cooper desired should be handed to Edgar Halliburton?

She threw her hands before her face with a low cry. Has he been betraying that? What will become of us?  what shall we do with him? If ever a family was beaten down by fate, it is ours.

Not gratuitously by fate, thought Mr. Ashley. Its own misdoings have brought the evil upon it. Where is Cyril? he asked aloud. He ought to bestir himself to help you, now.

Cyril! echoed Mrs. Dare, a bitter scowl rising to her face. He help us! You know what Cyril is.

As they went out, they met Cyril. What a contrast the two cousins presented, side by side!  he and William might be called such. The one  fine, noble, intellectual; his countenance setting forth its own truth, candour, honour; making the best in his walk of life, of the talents entrusted to him by God. The other  slouching, untidy, all but ragged; his offensive doings too plainly shown in his bloated face, his inflamed eyes: letting his talents and his days run to worse than waste; a burden to himself and to those around him. And yet, in their boyhood days, how great had been Cyrils advantages over William Halliburtons!

They walked away arm-in-arm, William and Mr. Ashley. A short visit to the manufactory in passing, and then they continued their way home, taking it purposely through Honey Fair.

Honey Fair! Could that be Honey Fair? Honey Fair used to be an unsightly, inodorous place, where mud, garbage, and children ran riot together: a species, in short, of capacious pigsty. But look at it now. The paths are well kept, the road is clean and cared for. Her Majestys state coach-and-eight might drive down it, and the horses would not have to tread gingerly. The houses are the same; small and large bear evidence of care, of thrift, of a respectable class of inmates. The windows are no longer stuffed with rags, or the palings broken. And that little essay  the assembling at Robert Easts, and William Halliburton  had led to the change.

Men and women had been awakened to self-respect; to the duty of striving to live well and to do well; to the solemn thought that there is another world after this, where their works, good or bad, would follow them. They had learned to reflect that it might be possible that one phase of a lost souls punishment after death, will lie in remembering the duties it ought to have performed in life. They knew, without any effort of reflection, that it is a remembrance which makes the sting of many a death-bed. Formerly, Honey Fair had believed (those who had thought about it) that their duties in this world and any duties which lay in preparing for the next, were as wide apart as the two poles. Of that they had now learned the fallacy. Honey Fair had grown serene. Children were taken out of the streets to be sent to school; the Messrs. Bankes had been discarded, for the women had grown wiser; and, for all the custom the Horned Ram obtained from Honey Fair, it might have shut itself up. In short, Honey Fair had been awakened, speaking from a moderate point of view, to enlightenment; to the social improvements of an advancing and a thinking age.

This was a grand day with Honey Fair, as Mr. Ashley and William knew, when they turned to walk through it. Mr. Ashley had purchased that building you have heard of, for a comparative trifle, and made Honey Fair a present of it. It was very useful. It did for their schools, their night meetings, their provident clubs; and to-night a treat was to be held in it. The men expected that Mr. Ashley would look in, and Henry Ashley had sent round his chemical apparatus to give them some experiments, and had bought a great magic-lantern. The place was now called the Ashley Institute. Some thought  Mr. Ashley for one  that the Halliburton Institute would have been more consonant with fact; but William had resolutely withstood it. The piece of waste land behind it had been converted into a sort of playground and garden. The children were not watched in it incessantly, and screamed at: Youll destroy those flowers! Youll break that window! You are tearing up the shrubs! No: they were made to understand that they were trusted not to do these things; and they took the trust to themselves, and were proud of it. You may train a child to this, if you will.

As they passed the house of Charlotte East, she was turning in at her garden gate; and, standing at the window, dandling a baby, was Caroline Mason. Caroline was servant to Charlotte now, and that was Charlottes baby; for Charlotte was no longer Charlotte East, but Mrs. Thorneycroft. She curtsied as they came up.

Good afternoon, gentlemen. I have been round to the rooms to show them how to arrange the evergreens. I hope they will have a pleasant evening!

They! echoed Mr. Ashley. Are you not coming yourself?

I think not, sir. Adam and Robert will be there, of course; but I cant well leave baby!

Nonsense, Charlotte! exclaimed William. What harm will happen to the baby? Are you afraid of its running away?

Ah, sir, you dont understand babies yet.

That has to come, laughed Mr. Ashley.

I understand enough about babies to pronounce that one a most exacting infant, if you cant leave it for an hour or two, persisted William. You must come, Charlotte. My wife intends to be there.

Well, sir,  I know I should like it. Perhaps I can manage to run round for an hour, leaving Caroline to listen.

How does Caroline go on? inquired Mr. Ashley.

Sir, never a better young woman went into a house. That was a dreadful lesson to her, and it has taught her what nothing else could. I believe that Honey Fair will respect her in time.

My opinion is, that Honey Fair would not be going far out of its way to respect her now, remarked William. Once a false step is taken, it is very much the fashion to go tripping over others. Caroline, on the contrary, has been using all her poor endeavours ever since to retrieve that first mistake.

I could not wish for a better servant, said Charlotte. Of course, I could not keep a servant for housework alone, and Caroline nearly earns her food helping me at the gloves. I am pleased, and she is grateful. Yes, sir, it is as you say  Honey Fair ought to respect her. It will come in time.

As most good things come, that are striven for in the right way, remarked Mr. Ashley.




CHAPTER XXV.

ASSIZE TIME.

Once more, in this, the almost concluding chapter of the history, are we obliged to take notice of Assize Saturday. Once more had the high sheriffs procession gone out to receive the judges; and never had the cathedral bells rung out more clearly, or the streets and windows been so thronged.

A blast, shrill and loud, from the advancing heralds, was borne on the air of the bright March afternoon, as the cavalcade advanced up East Street. The javelin-men rode next, two abreast, in the plain dark Ashley livery, the points of their javelins glittering in the sunshine, scarcely able to advance for the crowd. A feverish crowd. Little cared they to-day for the proud trumpets, the javelin-bearers, the various attractions that made their delight on other of those days; they cared only for that stately equipage in the rear. Not for its four prancing horses, its silver ornaments, its portly coachman on the hammer-cloth; not even for the very judges themselves; but for the master of that carriage, the high sheriff, Thomas Ashley.

He sat in it, its only plainly attired inmate. The scarlet robes, the flowing wigs of the judges, were opposite to him; beside him were the rich black silk robes of his chaplain, the vicar of Deoffam. A crowd of gentlemen on horseback followed  a crowd Helstonleigh had rarely seen. William was one of them. The popularity of a high sheriff may be judged by the number of his attendants, when he goes out to meet the judges. Half Helstonleigh had placed itself on horseback that day, to do honour to Thomas Ashley.

Occupying a conspicuous position in the street were the Ashley workmen. Clean and shaved, they had surreptitiously conveyed their best coats to the manufactory; and, with the first peal of the college bells, had rushed out, dressed  every soul  leaving the manufactory alone in its glory, and Samuel Lynn to take care of it. The shout they raised, as the sheriffs carriage drew near, deafened the street. It was out of all manner of etiquette or precedence to cheer the sheriff when in attendance on the judges; but who could be angry with them? Not Mr. Ashley. Their lordships looked out astonished. One of the judges you have met before  Sir William Leader; the other was Mr. Justice Keene.

The judges gazed from the carriage, wondering what the shouts could mean. They saw a respectable-looking body of men  not respectable in dress only, but in face  gathered there, bareheaded, and cheering the carriage with all their might and main.

What can that be for? cried Mr. Justice Keene.

I believe it must be meant for me, observed Mr. Ashley, taken by surprise as much as the judges were. Foolish fellows! Your lordships must understand that they are the workmen belonging to my manufactory.

But his eyes were dim, as he leaned forward and acknowledged the greeting. Such a shout followed upon it! The judges, used to shouting as they were, had rarely heard the like, so deep and heartfelt was it.

Theres genuine good-feeling in that cheer, said Sir William Leader. I like to hear it. It is more than lip deep.

The dinner party for the judges that night was given at the deanery. Not a more honoured guest had it than the high sheriff. His chaplain was with him, and William and Frank were also guests. What did the Dares think of the Halliburtons now?

The Dares, just then, were too much occupied with their own concerns to think of them at all. They were planning how to get out to Australia. Their daughter Julia, more dutiful than some daughters might prove themselves, had offered an asylum to her father and mother, if they would go out to Sydney. Her sisters, she wrote word, would find good situations there as governesses  probably in time find husbands.

They were wild to go. They wanted to get away from mortifying Helstonleigh, and to try their fortunes in a new world. The passage money was the difficulty. Julia had not sent it, possibly not supposing they were so very badly off; she did not know yet of the last touch to their misfortunes. How could they scrape together even enough for a steerage passage? Mr. Ashleys private opinion was that he should have to furnish it. Ah! he was a good man. Never a better, never a more considerate to others than Thomas Ashley.

Sunday morning rose to the ringing again of the cathedral bells  bells that do not condescend to ring except on rare occasions  telling that it was some day of note in Helstonleigh. It was a fine day, sunny, and very warm for March, and the glittering east window reflected its colours upon a crowd such as the cathedral had rarely seen assembled within its walls for divine service, even on those thronging days, Assize Sundays.

The procession extended nearly the whole way from the grand entrance gates to the choir, passing through the body and the nave. The high sheriffs men, standing so still, their formidable javelins in rest, had enough to do to retain their places, from the pressure of the crowd, as they kept the line of way. The bishop in his robes, the clergy in their white garments and scarlet or black hoods, the long line of college boys in their surplices, the lay-clerks, yet in white. Not (as you were told of yesterday) on them; not on the mayor and corporation, with their chains and gowns; not on the grey-wigged judges, their fiery trains held up behind, glaring cynosure of eyes on other days, was the attention of that crowd fixed; but on him who walked, calm, dignified, quiet, in immediate attendance on the judges  their revered fellow-citizen, Thomas Ashley. In attendance on him was his chaplain, his black gown, so contrasting with the glare and glitter, marking him out conspicuously.

The organ had burst forth as they entered the great gates, simultaneously with the ceasing of the bells which had been sending their melody over the city. With some difficulty, places were found for those of note; but many a score stood that day. The bishop had gone on to his throne; and opposite to him, in the archdeacons stall, the appointed place for the preacher on Assize Sundays, sat the sheriffs chaplain. Sir William Leader was shown to the deans stall; Mr. Justice Keene to the sub-deans; the dean sitting next the one, the high sheriff next the other. William Halliburton was in a canons stall; Frank  handsome Frank!  found a place amidst many other barristers. And in the ladies pew, underneath the dean, seated with the deans wife, were Mrs. Ashley, her daughter, and Mrs. Halliburton.

The Reverend Mr. Keating chanted the service, putting his best voice into it. They gave that fine anthem, Behold, God is my salvation. Very good were the services and the singing that day. The dean, the prebendary in residence, and Mr. Keating went to the communion-table for the commandments, and thus the service drew to an end. As they were conducted back to their stall, a verger with his silver mace cleared a space for the sheriffs chaplain to ascend the pulpit stairs, the preacher of the day.

How the college boys gazed at him! Only a short time before (comparatively speaking) he had been one of them, a college boy himself; some of the seniors (juniors then) had been school-fellows with him. Now he was the Reverend Edgar Halliburton, chief personage for the moment in that cathedral. To the boys eyes he seemed to look dark; except on Assize Sundays, they were accustomed to see only white robes in that pulpit.

Too young to give us a good sermon, thought half the congregation, as they scanned him. Nevertheless, they liked his countenance; its grave earnest look. He gave out his text, a verse from Ecclesiastes:

Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.

Then he leaned a little forward on the cushion; and, after a pause, began his sermon, which lay before him, and worked out the text.

It was an admirable discourse, clear and practical; but you will not care to have it recapitulated for you, as it was recapitulated in the local newspapers. Remembering what the bringing up of the Halliburtons had been, it was impossible that Gars sermons should not be practical; and the congregation began to think they had been mistaken in their estimate of what a young man could do. He told the judges where their duty lay, as fearlessly as he told it to the college boys, as he told it to all. He told them that the golden secret of success and happiness in this life, lay in the faithful and earnest performance of the duties that crowded on their path, striving on unweariedly, whatsoever those duties might be, whether pleasant or painful; joined to implicit reliance on, and trust in God. A plainer sermon was never preached. In manner he was remarkably calm and impressive, and the tone of his voice was quiet and persuasive, just as if he were speaking to them. He was listened to with breathless interest throughout; even those gentry, the college boys, were for once beguiled into attending to a sermon. Janes tears fell incessantly, and she had to let down her white veil to hide them; as on that day, years ago, when she had let down her black crape veil to conceal them, in the office of Anthony Dare. Different tears this time.

The sermon lasted just half an hour, and it had seemed only a quarter of one. The bishop then rose and gave the blessing, and the crowds began to file out. As the preacher was being marshalled by a verger through the choir to take his place in the procession next the high sheriff, Mr. Keating met him and grasped his hand.

You are all right, Gar, he whispered, and I am proud of having educated you. That sermon will tell home to some of the drones.

I knew hed astonish em! ejaculated Dobbs, who had walked all the way from Deoffam to see the sight, to hear her master preach to the cathedral, and had fought out a standing-place for herself right in front of the pulpit. His sermons arent filled up with bottomless pits as are never full enough, like those of some preachers be.

That sermon and the Rev. Edgar Halliburton were talked of much in Helstonleigh that day.

But ere the close of another day the town was ringing with the name of Frank. He had led; he, Frank Halliburton! A cause of some importance was tried in the Nisi Prius Court, in which the defendant was Mr. Glenn the surgeon. Mr. Glenn, who had liked Frank from the hour he first conversed with him that evening at his house, now so long ago  a conversation at which you had the pleasure of assisting  who had also the highest opinion of Franks abilities in his profession, had made it a point that his case should be intrusted to Frank. Mr. Glenn was not deceived. Frank led admirably, and his eloquence quite took the spectators by storm. What was of more importance, it told upon Mr. Justice Keene and the jury, and Frank sat down in triumph and won his verdict.

I told you I should do it, mother, said he, quietly, when he reached Deoffam that night, after being nearly smothered with congratulations. You will live to see me on the woolsack yet.

Jane laughed. She often had laughed at the same boast. She was alone that evening; Gar was attending the high sheriff at an official dinner at Helstonleigh. Will no lesser prize content you, Frank? asked she, jestingly. Say, for example, the Solicitor-Generalship?

Only as a stepping-stone.

And you still get on well? Seriously speaking now. Frank.

First-rate, answered Frank. This days work will be the best lift for me, though, unless I am mistaken. I had two fresh briefs put into my hands as I sat down, he added, going off in a laugh. See if I make this year less than a thousand!

And the next thing, I suppose, you will be thinking of getting married?

The bold barrister actually blushed. What nonsense, mother! Marry, and lose my fellowship!

Frank, it is so! I see it in your face. You must tell me who it is.

Well, as yet it is no one. I must wait until my eloquence, as they called it to-day in court, is a more assured fact with the public, and then I may speak out to the judge. She means waiting for me, though, so it is all right.

Tell me, Frank, repeated Jane; who is she?

Maria Leader.

Jane looked at him doubtingly. Not Sir Williams daughter?

His second daughter.

Is not that rather too aspiring for Frank Halliburton?

Maria does not think so. I have been aspiring all my life, mother; and so long as I work on for it honourably and uprightly, I see no harm in being so.

No, Frank; good instead of harm. How did you become acquainted with her?

Her brother and I are chums: have been ever since we were at Oxford. Bob is at the Chancery bar, but he has not much nous for it  not half the clever man that his father was. His chambers are next to mine, and I often go home with him. The girls make a great deal of us, too. That is how I first knew Maria.

Then I suppose you see something of the judge?

Oh dear, laughed Frank, the judge and I are upon intimate terms in private life; quite cronies. You would not think it, though, if you saw me bowing before my lord when he sits in his big wig. Sometimes I fancy he suspects.

Suspects what?

That I and Maria would like to join cause together. But I dont mind if he does. I am a favourite of his. The very Sunday before we came on circuit he asked me to dine there. We went to church in the evening, and I had Maria under my wing; Sir William and Lady Leader trudging on before us.

Well, Frank, I wish you success. I dont think you would choose any but a nice girl, a good girl  

Stop a moment, mother; you will meet the judge to-morrow night, and you may then draw a picture of Maria. She is as like him as two peas.

How old is she, Frank?

Two-and-twenty. I shall have her. He was not always the great Judge Leader, you know, mother; and he knows it. And he knows that every one must have a beginning, as he and my lady had it. For years after they were married he did not make five hundred a year, and they had to live upon it. He does not fear to revert to it, either; often talks of it to me and Bob  a sort of hint, I suppose, that folk do get on in time, by dint of patience. You will like Sir William Leader.

Yes: Jane would meet Sir William on the following night, for that would be the evening of the entertainment given by the high sheriff to the judges at Deoffam Hall.




CHAPTER XXVI.

THE HIGH SHERIFFS DINNER PARTY.

William Halliburton drove his wife over in the pony carriage in the afternoon; they would dress and sleep at Deoffam. They went early, and in driving past Deoffam Vicarage, who should be at the gate looking out for them, but Anna! Not Anna Lynn now, but Anna Gurney.

William, William, theres Anna! Mary exclaimed. I will get out here.

He assisted her down, and they remained talking with Anna. Then William asked what he was to do. Wait with the carriage for Mary, or drive on to the hall, and walk back for her?

Drive to the hall, said Mary, who wished to stay a little while with Anna. But, William, she added, as he got in, dont let my box go round to the stables.

With all its finery! laughed William.

It contains my dinner dress, Mary explained to Anna. Have you been here long?

This hour, I think, replied Anna. My husband had business a mile or two further on, and drove me here. What a nice garden this is! See, I have been picking Gars flowers.

Where is Mrs. Halliburton? asked Mary.

Dobbs called her in to settle some dispute in the kitchen. I know Dobbs is a great tyrant over that new housemaid.

But now tell me about yourself, Anna, said Mary, leading her to a bench. I have scarcely seen you since you were married. How do you like being your own mistress?

Oh, its charming! replied Anna, with all her old childish, natural manner. Mary, what dost thee think? Charles lets me sit without my caps.

Mary laughed. To the great scandal of Patience!

Indeed, yes. One day, Patience called when we were at dinner. I had not so much as a bit of net on, and Patience looked so cross; but she said nothing, for the servants were in waiting. When they had left the room she told Charles that she was surprised at his allowing it; that I was giddy enough and vain enough, and it would only make me worse. Charles smiled; he was eating walnuts: and what dost thee think he answered? He  but I dont like to tell thee, broke off Anna, covering her face with her pretty hands.

Yes, yes, Anna, you must tell me.

He told Patience that he liked to see me without the caps, and there was no need for my wearing them until I should have children old enough to set an example to.

Anna took off her straw bonnet as she spoke, and her curls fell to shade her blushing cheeks. Mary wondered whether the children would have faces as lovely as their mothers. She had never seen Anna look so well. For one thing, she had rarely seen her so well dressed. She wore a stone-coloured corded silk, glistening with richness, and an exquisite white shawl that must have cost no end of money.

I should always let my curls be seen, Anna, said Mary; there can be no harm in it.

No, that there cant, as Charles does not think so, emphatically answered Anna. Mary, dropping her voice to a whisper, I want Charles not to wear those straight coats any more. He shakes his head at me and laughs; but I think he will listen to me.

Seeing what she did of the change in Annas dress, Mary thought so too. Not but that Annas things were still cut sufficiently in the old form to bespeak her sect: as they, no doubt, always would be.

When art thee coming to spend the day with me, as thee promised? asked Anna.

Very soon: when this assize bustle shall be over.

How gay you will be to-night!

How formal you mean, said Mary. To entertain judges when on circuit, and bishops, and deans, is more formidable than pleasant. It is a state dinner to-night. When I saw papa this morning, I inquired if we were to have the javelin-men on guard in the dining-room.

Anna laughed. Do Frank and Gar dine there?

Of course. The high sheriff could not give a dinner party without his chaplain at hand to say grace, returned Mary, laughing.

William came back: and they all remained for almost the rest of the afternoon, Jane regaling them with tea. It was scarcely over when Mr. Gurney drove up in his carriage: a large, open carriage, the grooms seat behind, the horses very fine ones. He came in for a few minutes; a very pleasant man of nearly forty years; a handsome man also. Then he took possession of Anna, carefully assisted her up, took the seat beside her, and the reins, and drove off.

William started for the Hall with Mary, walking at a brisk pace. It was not ten minutes distance, but the evening was getting on. Henry Ashley met them as they entered, and began upon them in his crossest tones.

Now what have you two got to say for yourselves? Here, I expect you, Mr. William, to pass the afternoon with me: the mother expects Mary: and nothing arrives but a milliners box! And you make your appearance when its pretty nearly time to go up to embellish!

We stayed at the Vicarage, Henry; and I dont think mamma could want me. Anna Gurney was there.

Rubbish! Whos Anna Gurney that she should upset things? I wanted William, and thats enough. Do you think you are to monopolize him, Mrs. Mary, just because you happen to have married him?

Mary went behind her brother, and playfully put her arms round his neck. I will lend him to you now and then, if you are good, she whispered.

You idle, inattentive girl! The mother wanted you to cut some hot-house flowers for the dinner-table.

Did she? I will do it now.

Listen to her! Do it now! when it has been done this hour past. William, I dont intend to show up to-night.

Why not? asked William.

It is a nuisance to change ones things: and my sides not over clever to-day: and the ungrateful delinquency of you two has put me out-of-sorts altogether, answered Henry, making up his catalogue. Condemning one to vain expectation, and to fretting and fuming over it! I shant show up. William must represent me.

Yes, you will show up, replied William. For you know that your not doing so would vex Mr. Ashley.

A nice lot you are to talk about vexing! You dont care how you vex me.

William gently took him by the arm. Come along to your room now, and I will help you with your things. Once ready, you can do as you like about appearing.

You treat me just as a child, grumbled Henry. I say, do the judges come in their wigs?

Mary broke into a laugh.

Because that case of stuffed owls had better be ordered out of the hall. The animals may be looked upon as personal.

I hope theres a good fire in your room, Henry.

There had better be, unless the genius that presides over the fires in this household would like to feel the weight of my displeasure.

Mary went to find her mother; she was in her chamber, dressing.

My dear child, how late you are!

Theres plenty of time, mamma. We stayed at the parsonage. Anna Gurney was there. Henry says he is not very well.

He says that always when William disappoints him. He will be all right now you have come. Go to your room, my dear, and I will send Sarah to you.

Mary was ready, and the maid gone, before William left Henry to come and dress on his own account. Mary wore white silk, with emerald ornaments.

Shall I do, William? asked she, when William came in.

Do! he answered, running his eyes over her. No!

Why, whats the matter with me? she cried, turning hurriedly to the great glass.

This. He took her in his arms, and kissed her passionately. My darling wife! You will never do without that.

It was not a formidable party at all, in defiance of Marys anticipations. The judges, divested of their flowing wigs and flaming robes, looked just like other men. Jane liked Sir William Leader, as Frank had told her she would; and Mr. Justice Keene was an easy, talkative man, fond of a good joke and a good dinner. Mr. Justice Keene seemed excessively to admire Mary Halliburton; and  there could be no doubt about it, and I hope the legal bench wont look grave at the reflection  seemed very much inclined to get up a flirtation with her over the coffee. Being a judge, I think the bishop ought to have read him a reprimand.

Standing at one end of the room, coffee-cups in hand, were Sir William Leader, the Dean of Helstonleigh, Mr. Ashley, and his son. They were talking of the Halliburtons. Sir William knew a good deal of their history from Frank.

It is most wonderful! Sir William was remarking. Self-educated, self-supporting, and to be what they are!

Not altogether self-educated, dissented the dean; for the two younger, the barrister and clergyman, were in the school attached to my cathedral; but self-educated in a great degree. The eldest, my friends son-in-law, never had a lesson in the classics after his fathers death, and theres not a more finished scholar in the county.

The father died and left them badly provided for, remarked Sir William.

He did not leave them provided for at all, Sir William, corrected Mr. Ashley. He left nothing, literally nothing, but the furniture of the small house they rented; and he left some trifling debts. Poor Mrs. Halliburton turned to work with a will, and not only contrived to support them, but brought them up to be what you see them  high-minded, honourable, educated men.

The judge turned his eyes on Jane. She was sitting on a distant sofa, talking with the bishop. So quiet, so lady-like, nay  so attractive  she looked still, in the rich pearl-grey dress warn at Williams wedding; not in the least like one who had had to toil hard for bread.

I have heard of her  heard of her worth from Frank, he said, with emphasis. She must be one in a thousand.

One in a million, Sir William, burst forth Henry Ashley. When they were boys, you could not have bribed them to do a wrong thing: neither temptation nor anything else turned them from the right. And they would not be turned from the right now, if I know anything of them.

The judge walked up to Jane, and took the seat beside her just vacated by the bishop.

Mrs. Halliburton, said he, you must be proud of your sons.

Jane smiled. I have latterly been obliged to take myself to task for being so, Sir William, she answered.

To task! I wish I had three such sons to take myself to task for being proud of, was his answer. Not that mine are to be found fault with; but they are not like these.

Do you think Frank will get on? she asked him.

It is no longer a question of getting on. He has begun to rise in an unusually rapid manner. I should not be surprised if, in after-years, he may find the very highest honours opening to him.

Again Jane smiled. He has been in the habit of telling us that he looks forward to ruling England as Lord Chancellor.

The judge laughed. I never knew a newly-fledged barrister who did not indulge that vision, said he. I know I did. But there are really not many Frank Halliburtons. So, sir, he continued, for Frank at that moment passed, and the judge pinned him, I hear you cherish dreams of the woolsack.

To look at it from a distance is not high treason, Sir William, was Franks ready answer.

Why, what do you suppose you would do on the woolsack, if you got there? cried Sir William.

My duty, I hope, Sir William. I would try hard for it.

Sir William loosed him with an amused expression, and Frank passed on. Jane began to think Franks dream  not of the woolsack, but of Maria Leader  not so very improbable a one.

I have heard of your early struggles, said the judge to her in low tones. Frank has talked to me. How you could have borne up, and done long-continued battle with them, I cannot imagine!

I never could have done it but for one thing, she answered: my trust in God. Times upon times, Sir William, when the storm was beating about my head, I had no help or comfort in the wide world: I had nothing to turn to but that. I never lost my trust in God.

And therefore God stood by you, remarked the judge.

And therefore God stood by me, and helped me on. I wish, she added earnestly, the whole world could learn the same great lesson that I have learnt. I have  I humbly hope I have  been enabled to teach it to my boys. I have tried to do it from their very earliest years.

Frank shall have Maria, thought the judge to himself. They are an admirable family. The young chaplain should have another of the girls if he liked her.

What was William thinking of, as he stood a little apart, with his serene brow and his thoughtful smile? His mind was in the past. That long past night, following the day of his entrance to Mr. Ashleys manufactory, was present to him, when he had lain down in despair, and sobbed out his bitter grief. Bear up, my child, were the words his mother had comforted him with: only do your duty, and trust implicitly in God. And when she had gone down, and he could get the sobs away from his heart and throat, he made the resolve to do as she had told him  at any rate, to try and do it. And he kneeled down there and then, and asked to be helped to do it. And, from that hour to this, William had never known the trust to fail. Success? Yes, they had reaped success  success in no measured degree. Be very sure that it was born of that great trust. Oh!  as Jane had just said to Sir William Leader  if the world could only learn this wonderful truth!

Because he hath set his love upon me, therefore will I deliver him: I will set him up, because he hath known my name.

THE END
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A STORY.
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I remember the gleams and glooms that dart 
Across the schoolboys brain; 
The song and the silence in the heart, 
That in part are prophecies, and in part 
Are longings wild and vain. 
And the voice of that fitful song 
Sings on and is never still: 
A boys will is the winds will, 
And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts. 
Strange to me now are the forms I meet 
When I visit the dear old town; 
But the native air is pure and sweet, 
And the trees that oershadow each well-known street, 
As they balance up and down, 
Are singing the beautiful song, 
Are sighing and whispering still: 
A boys will is the winds will, 
And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.


CHAPTER I.  THE INKED SURPLICE.

The sweet bells of Helstonleigh Cathedral were ringing out in the summers afternoon. Groups of people lined the streets, in greater number than the ordinary business of the day would have brought forth; some pacing with idle steps, some halting to talk with one another, some looking in silence towards a certain point, as far as the eye could reach; all waiting in expectation.

It was the first day of Helstonleigh Assizes; that is, the day on which the courts of law began their sittings. Generally speaking, the commission was opened at Helstonleigh on a Saturday; but for some convenience in the arrangements of the circuit, it was fixed this time for Wednesday; and when those cathedral bells burst forth, they gave signal that the judges had arrived and were entering the sheriffs carriage, which had gone out to meet them.

A fine sight, carrying in it much of majesty, was the procession, as it passed through the streets with its slow and stately steps; and although Helstonleigh saw it twice a year, it looked at it with gratified eyes still, and made the day into a sort of holiday. The trumpeters rode first, blowing the proud note of advance, and the long line of well-mounted javelin men came next, two abreast; their attire that of the livery of the high sheriffs family, and their javelins held in rest. Sundry officials followed, and the governor of the county gaol sat in an open carriage, his long white wand raised in the air. Then appeared the handsome, closed equipage of the sheriff, its four horses, caparisoned with silver, pawing the ground, for they chafed at the slow pace to which they were restrained. In it, in their scarlet robes and flowing wigs, carrying awe to many a young spectator, sat the judges. The high sheriff sat opposite to them, his chaplain by his side, in his gown and bands. A crowd of gentlemen, friends of the sheriff, followed on horseback; and a mob of ragamuffins brought up the rear.

To the assize courts the procession took its way, and there the short business of opening the commission was gone through, when the judges re-entered the carriage to proceed to the cathedral, having been joined by the mayor and corporation. The sweet bells of Helstonleigh were still ringing out, not to welcome the judges to the city now, but as an invitation to them to come and worship God. Within the grand entrance of the cathedral, waiting to receive the judges, stood the Dean of Helstonleigh, two or three of the chapter, two of the minor canons, and the kings scholars and choristers, all in their white robes. The bells ceased; the fine organ pealed out  and there are few finer organs in England than that of Helstonleigh  the vergers with their silver maces, and the decrepit old bedesmen in their black gowns, led the way to the choir, the long scarlet trains of the judges held up behind: and places were found for all.

The Rev. John Pye began the service; it was his week for chanting. He was one of the senior minor canons, and head-master of the college school. At the desk opposite to him sat the Rev. William Yorke, a young man who had only just gained his minor canonry.

The service went on smoothly until the commencement of the anthem. In one sense it went on smoothly to the end, for no person present, not even the judges themselves, could see that anything was wrong. Mr. Pye was what was called chanter to the cathedral, which meant that it was he who had the privilege of selecting the music for the chants and other portions of the service, when the dean did not do so himself. The anthem he had put up for this occasion was a very good one, taken from the Psalms of David. It commenced with a treble solo; it was, moreover, an especial favourite of Mr. Pyes; and he complacently disposed himself to listen.

But no sooner was the symphony over, no sooner had the first notes of the chorister sounded on Mr. Pyes ear, than his face slightly flushed, and he lifted his head with a sharp, quick gesture. That was not the voice which ought to have sung this fine anthem; that was a cracked, passée voice, belonging to the senior chorister, a young gentleman of seventeen, who was going out of the choir at Michaelmas. He had done good service for the choir in his day, but his voice was breaking now; and the last time he had attempted a solo, the bishop (who interfered most rarely with the executive of the cathedral; and, indeed, it was not his province to do so) had spoken himself to Mr. Pye on the conclusion of the service, and said the boy ought not to be allowed to sing alone again.

Mr. Pye bent his head forward to catch a glimpse of the choristers, five of whom sat on his side of the choir, the decani; five on the opposite, or cantori side. So far as he could see, the boy, Stephen Bywater, who ought to have taken the anthem, was not in his place. There appeared to be only four of them; but the senior boy with his clean, starched surplice, partially hid those below him. Mr. Pye wondered where his eyes could have been, not to have noticed the boys absence when they had all been gathered round the entrance, waiting for the judges.

Had Mr. Pyes attention not been fully engrossed with his book, as the service had gone on, he might have seen the boy opposite to him; for there sat Bywater, before the bench of kings scholars, and right in front of Mr. Pye. Mr. Pyes glance fell upon him now, and he could scarcely believe it. He rubbed his eyes, and looked, and rubbed again. Bywater there! and without his surplice! braving, as it were, the head-master! What could he possibly mean by this act of insubordination? Why was he not in his place in the school? Why was he mixing with the congregation? But Mr. Pye could as yet obtain no solution to the mystery.

The anthem came to an end; the dean had bent his brow at the solo, but it did no good; and, the prayers over, the sheriffs chaplain ascended to the pulpit to preach the sermon. He selected his text from St. Johns Gospel: That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. In the course of his sermon he pointed out that the unhappy prisoners in the gaol, awaiting the summons to answer before an earthly tribunal for the evil deeds they had committed, had been led into their present miserable condition by the seductions of the flesh. They had fallen into sin, he went on, by the indulgence of their passions; they had placed no restraint upon their animal appetites and guilty pleasures; they had sunk gradually into crime, and had now to meet the penalty of the law. But did no blame, he asked, attach to those who had remained indifferent to their downward course; who had never stretched forth a friendly hand to rescue them from destruction; who had made no effort to teach and guide in the ways of truth and righteousness these outcasts of society? Were we, he demanded, at liberty to ignore our responsibility by asking in the words of earths first criminal, Am I my brothers keeper? No; it was at once our duty and our privilege to engage in the noble work of mans reformation  to raise the fallen  to seek out the lost, and to restore the outcast; and this, he argued, could only be accomplished by a widely-disseminated knowledge of Gods truth, by patient, self-denying labour in Gods work, and by a devout dependence on Gods Holy Spirit.

At the conclusion of the service the head-master proceeded to the vestry, where the minor canons, choristers, and lay-clerks kept their surplices. Not the dean and chapter; they robed in the chapter-house: and the kings scholars put on their surplices in the schoolroom. The choristers followed Mr. Pye to the vestry, Bywater entering with them. The boys grouped themselves together: they were expecting  to use their own expression  a row.

Bywater, what is the meaning of this conduct? was the masters stern demand.

I had no surplice, sir, was Bywaters answer  a saucy-looking boy with a red face, who had a propensity for getting into rows, and, consequently, into punishment.

No surplice! repeated Mr. Pye  for the like excuse had never been offered by a college boy before. What do you mean?

We were ordered to wear clean surplices this afternoon. I brought mine to college this morning; I left it here in the vestry, and took the dirty one home. Well, sir, when I came to put it on this afternoon, it was gone.

How could it have gone? Nonsense, sir! Who would touch your surplice?

But I could not find it, sir, repeated Bywater. The choristers know I couldnt; and they left me hunting for it when they went into the hall to receive the judges. I could not go into my stall, sir, and sing the anthem without my surplice.

Hurst had no business to sing it, was the vexed rejoinder of the master. You know your voice is gone, Hurst. You should have gone up to the organist, stated the case, and had another anthem put up.

But, sir, I was expecting Bywater in every minute. I thought hed be sure to find his surplice somewhere, was Hursts defence. And when he did not come, and it grew too late to do anything, I thought it better to take the anthem myself than to give it to a junior, who would be safe to have made a mess of it. Better for the judges and other strangers to hear a faded voice in Helstonleigh Cathedral, than to hear bad singing.

The master did not speak. So far, Hursts argument had reason in it.

And  I beg your pardon for what I am about to say, sir, Hurst went on: but I hope you will allow me to assure you beforehand, that neither I, nor my juniors under me, have had a hand in this affair. Bywater has just told me that the surplice is found, and how; and blame is sure to be cast upon us; but I declare that not one of us has been in the mischief.

Mr. Pye opened his eyes. What now? he asked. What is the mischief?

I found the surplice afterwards, sir, Bywater said. This is it.

He spoke meaningly, as if preparing them for a surprise, and pointed to a corner of the vestry. There lay a clean, but tumbled surplice, half soaked in ink. The head-master and Mr. Yorke, lay-clerks and choristers, all gathered round, and stared in amazement.

They shall pay me the worth of the surplice, spoke Bywater, an angry shade crossing his usually good-tempered face.

And have a double flogging into the bargain, exclaimed the master. Who has done this?

It looks as though it had been rabbled up for the purpose, cried Hurst, in schoolboy phraseology, bending down and touching it gingerly with his finger. The ink has been poured on to it.

Where did you find it? sharply demanded the master  not that he was angry with the boys before him, but he felt angry that the thing should have taken place.

I found it behind the screen, sir, replied Bywater. I thought Id look there, as a last resource, and there it was. I should think nobody has been behind that screen for a twelvemonth past, for its over ankles in dust there.

And you know nothing of it, Hurst?

Nothing whatever, sir, was the reply of the senior chorister, spoken earnestly. When Bywater whispered to me what had occurred, I set it down as the work of one of the choristers, and I taxed them with it. But they all denied it strenuously, and I believe they spoke the truth. I put them on their honour.

The head-master peered at the choristers. Innocence was in every face  not guilt; and he, with Hurst, believed he must look elsewhere for the culprit. That it had been done by a college boy there could be no doubt whatever; either out of spite to Bywater, or from pure love of mischief. The kings scholars had no business in the vestry; but just at this period the cathedral was undergoing repair, and they could enter, if so minded, at any time of the day, the doors being left open for the convenience of the workmen.

The master turned out of the vestry. The cathedral was emptied of its crowd, leaving nothing but the dust to tell of what had been, and the bells once more went pealing forth over the city. Mr. Pye crossed the nave, and quitted the cathedral by the cloister door, followed by the choristers. The schoolroom, once the large refectory of the monks in monkish days, was on the opposite side of the cloisters; a large room, which you gained by steps, and whose high windows were many feet from the ground. Could you have climbed to those windows, and looked from them, you would have beheld a fair scene. A clear river wound under the cathedral walls; beyond its green banks were greener meadows, stretching out in the distance; far-famed, beautiful hills bounded the horizon. Close by, were the prebendal houses; some built of red stone, some covered with ivy, all venerable with age. Pleasant gardens surrounded most of them, and dark old elms towered aloft, sheltering the rooks, which seemed as old as the trees.

The kings scholars were in the schoolroom, cramming their surplices into bags, or preparing to walk home with them thrown upon their arms, and making enough hubbub to alarm the rooks. It dropped to a dead calm at sight of the master. On holidays  and this was one  it was not usual for the masters to enter the school after service. The school was founded by royal charter  its number limited to forty boys, who were called kings scholars, ten of whom, those whose voices were the best, were chosen choristers. The master marched to his desk, and made a sign for the boys to approach, addressing himself to the senior boy.

Gaunt, some mischief has been done in the vestry, touching Bywaters surplice. Do you know anything of it?

No, sir, was the prompt answer. And Gaunt was one who scorned to tell a lie.

The master ranged his eyes round the circle. Who does?

There was no reply. The boys looked at one another, a sort of stolid surprise for the most part predominating. Mr. Pye resumed:

Bywater tells me that he left his clean surplice in the vestry this morning. This afternoon it was found thrown behind the screen, tumbled together, beyond all doubt purposely, and partially covered with ink. I ask, who has done this?

I have not, sir, burst forth from most of the boys simultaneously. The seniors, of whom there were three besides Gaunt, remained silent. But this was nothing unusual; for the seniors, unless expressly questioned or taxed with a fault, did not accustom themselves to a voluntary denial.

I can only think this has been the result of accident, continued the head-master. It is incredible to suppose any one of you would wantonly destroy a surplice. If so, let that boy, whoever he may have been, speak up honourably, and I will forgive him. I conclude that the ink must have been spilt upon it, I say accidentally, and that he then, in his consternation, tumbled the surplice together, and threw it out of sight behind the screen. It had been more straightforward, more in accordance with what I wish you all to be  boys of thorough truth and honour  had he candidly confessed it. But the fear of the moment may have frightened his better judgment away. Let him acknowledge it now, and I will forgive him; though of course he must pay Bywater for another surplice.

A dead silence.

Do you hear, boys? the master sternly asked.

No answer from any one; nothing but continued silence. The master rose, and his countenance assumed its most severe expression.

Hear further, boys. That it is one of you, I am convinced; and your refusing to speak compels me to fear that it was not an accident, but a premeditated, wicked act. I now warn you, whoever did it, that if I can discover the author or authors, he or they shall be punished with the utmost severity, short of expulsion, that is allowed by the rules of the school. Seniors, I call for your aid in this. Look to it.

The master left the schoolroom, and Babel broke loose  questioning, denying, protesting, one of another. Bywater was surrounded.

Wont there be a stunning flogging? Bywater, who did it? Do you know?

Bywater sat himself astride over the end of a bench, and nodded. The senior boy turned to him, some slight surprise in his look and tone.

Do you know, Bywater?

Pretty well, Gaunt. There are two fellows in this school, ones at your desk, ones at the second desk, and I believe theyd either of them do me a nasty turn if they could. It was one of them.

Who do you mean? asked Gaunt eagerly.

Bywater laughed. Thank you. If I tell now, it may defeat the ends of justice, as the newspapers say. Ill wait till I am sure  and then, let him look to himself. I wont spare him, and I dont fancy Pye will.

Youll never find out, if you dont find out at once, Bywater, cried Hurst.

Shant I? Youll see, was the significant answer. Its some distance from here to the vestry of the cathedral, and a fellow could scarcely steal there and steal back without being seen by somebody. It was done stealthily, mark you; and when folks go on stealthy errands they are safe to be met.

Before he had finished speaking, a gentlemanly-looking boy of about twelve, with delicate features, a damask flush on his face, and wavy auburn hair, sprang up with a start. Why! he exclaimed, I saw And there he came to a sudden halt, and the flush on his cheek grew deeper, and then faded again. It was a face of exceeding beauty, refined almost as a girls, and it had gained for him in the school the sobriquet of Miss.

Whats the matter with you, Miss Charley?

Oh, nothing, Bywater.

Charley Channing, exclaimed Gaunt, do you know who did it?

If I did, Gaunt, I should not tell, was the fearless answer.

Do you know, Charley? cried Tom Channing, who was one of the seniors of the school.

Wheres the good of asking that wretched little muff? burst forth Gerald Yorke. Hes only a girl. How do you know it was not one of the lay-clerks, Bywater? They carry ink in their pockets, Ill lay. Or any of the masons might have gone into the vestry, for the matter of that.

It wasnt a lay-clerk, and it wasnt a mason, stoically nodded Bywater. It was a college boy. And I shall lay my finger upon him as soon as I am a little bit surer than I am. I am three parts sure now.

If Charley Channing does not suspect somebody, Im not here, exclaimed Hurst, who had closely watched the movement alluded to; and he brought his hand down fiercely on the desk as he spoke. Come, Miss Channing, just shell out what you know; its a shame the choristers should lie under such a ban: and of course we shall do so, with Pye.

You be quiet, Hurst, and let Miss Charley alone, drawled Bywater. I dont want him, or anybody else to get pummelled to powder; Ill find it out for myself, I say. Wont my old aunt be in a way though, when she sees the surplice, and finds she has another to make! I say, Hurst, didnt you croak out that solo! Their lordships in the wigs will be soliciting your photograph as a keepsake.

I hope theyll set it in diamonds, retorted Hurst.

The boys began to file out, putting on their trenchers, as they clattered down the steps. Charley Channing sat himself down in the cloisters on a pile of books, as if willing that the rest should pass out before him. His brother saw him sitting there, and came up to him, speaking in an undertone.

Charley, you know the rules of the school: one boy must not tell of another. As Bywater says, youd get pummelled to powder.

Look here, Tom. I tell you

Hold your tongue, boy! sharply cried Tom Channing. Do you forget that I am a senior? You heard the masters words. We know no brothers in school life, you must remember.

Charley laughed. Tom, you think I am a child, I believe. I didnt enter the school yesterday. All I was going to tell you was this: I dont know any more than you who inked the surplice; and suspicion goes for nothing.

All right, said Tom Channing, as he flew after the rest; and Charley sat on, and fell into a reverie.

The senior boy of the school, you have heard, was Gaunt. The other three seniors, Tom Channing, Harry Huntley, and Gerald Yorke, possessed a considerable amount of power; but nothing equal to that vested in Gaunt. They had all three entered the school on the same day, and had kept pace with each other as they worked their way up in it, consequently not one could be said to hold priority; and when Gaunt should quit the school at the following Michaelmas, one of the three would become senior. Which, you may wish to ask? Ah, we dont know that, yet.

Charley Channing  a truthful, good boy, full of integrity, kind and loving by nature, and a universal favourite  sat tilted on the books. He was wishing with all his heart that he had not seen something which he had seen that day. He had been going through the cloisters in the afternoon, about the time that all Helstonleigh, college boys included, were in the streets watching for the sheriffs procession, when he saw one of the seniors steal (Bywater had been happy in the epithet) out of the cathedral into the quiet cloisters, peer about him, and then throw a broken ink-bottle into the graveyard which the cloisters enclosed. The boy stole away without perceiving Charley; and there sat Charley now, trying to persuade himself by some ingenious sophistry  which, however, he knew was sophistry  that the senior might not have been the one in the mischief; that the ink-bottle might have been on legitimate duty, and that he threw it from him because it was broken. Charles Channing did not like these unpleasant secrets. There was in the school a code of honour  the boys called it so  that one should not tell of another; and if the head-master ever went the length of calling the seniors to his aid, those seniors deemed themselves compelled to declare it, if the fault became known to them. Hence Tom Channings hasty arrest of his brothers words.

I wonder if I could see the ink-bottle there? quoth Charles to himself. Rising from the books he ran through the cloisters to a certain part, and there, by a dexterous spring, perched himself on to the frame of the open mullioned windows. The gravestones lay pretty thick in the square, enclosed yard, the long, dank grass growing around them; but there appeared to be no trace of an ink-bottle.

What on earth are you mounted up there for? Come down instantly. You know the row there has been about the walls getting defaced.

The speaker was Gerald Yorke, who had come up silently. Openly disobey him, young Channing dared not, for the seniors exacted obedience in school and out of it. Ill get down directly, sir. I am not hurting the wall.

What are you looking at? What is there to see? demanded Yorke.

Nothing particular. I was looking for what I cant see, pointedly returned Charley.

Look here, Miss Channing; I dont quite understand you to-day. You were excessively mysterious in school, just now, over that surplice affair. Whos to know you were not in the mess yourself?

I think you might know it, returned Charley, as he jumped down. It was more likely to have been you than I.

Yorke laid hold of him, clutching his jacket with a firm grasp. You insolent young jackanapes! Now! what do you mean? You dont stir from here till you tell me.

Ill tell you, Mr. Yorke; Id rather tell, cried the boy, sinking his voice to a whisper. I was here when you came peeping out of the college doors this afternoon, and I saw you come up to this niche, and fling away an ink-bottle.

Yorkes face flushed scarlet. He was a tall, strong fellow, with a pale complexion, thick, projecting lips, and black hair, promising fair to make a Hercules  but all the Yorkes were finely framed. He gave young Channing a taste of his strength; the boy, when shaken, was in his hands as a very reed. You miserable imp! Do you know who is said to be the father of lies?

Let me alone, sir. Its no lie, and you know its not. But I promise you on my honour that I wont split. Ill keep it in close; always, if I can. The worst of me is, I bring things out sometimes without thought, he added ingenuously. I know I do; but Ill try and keep in this. You neednt be in a passion, Yorke; I couldnt help seeing what I did. It wasnt my fault.

Yorkes face had grown purple with anger. Charles Channing, if you dont unsay what you have said, Ill beat you to within an inch of your life.

I cant unsay it, was the answer.

You cant! reiterated Yorke, grasping him as a hawk would a pigeon. How dare you brave me to my presence? Unsay the lie you have told.

I am in Gods presence, Yorke, as well as in yours, cried the boy, reverently; and I will not tell a lie.

Then take your whacking! Ill teach you what it is to invent fabrications! Ill put you up for

Yorkes tongue and hands stopped. Turning out of the private cloister-entrance of the deanery, right upon them, had come Dr. Gardner, one of the prebendaries. He cast a displeased glance at Yorke, not speaking; and little Channing, touching his trencher to the doctor, flew to the place where he had left his books, caught them up, and ran out of the cloisters towards home.






CHAPTER II.  BAD NEWS.

The ground near the cathedral, occupied by the deanery and the prebendal residences, was called the Boundaries. There were a few other houses in it, chiefly of a moderate size, inhabited by private families. Across the open gravel walk, in front of the south cloister entrance, was the house appropriated to the headmaster; and the Channings lived in a smaller one, nearly on the confines of the Boundaries. A portico led into it, and there was a sitting-room on either side the hall. Charley entered; and was going, full dash, across the hall to a small room where the boys studied, singing at the top of his voice, when the old servant of the family, Judith, an antiquated body, in a snow-white mob-cap and check apron, met him, and seized his arm.

Hush, child! Theres ill news in the house.

Charley dropped his voice to an awe-struck whisper. What is it, Judith? Is papa worse?

Child! theres illness of mind as well as of body. I didnt say sickness; I said ill news. I dont rightly understand it; the mistress said a word to me, and I guessed the rest. And it was me that took in the letter! Me! I wish I had put it in my kitchen fire first!

Is it  Judith, is it news of the  the cause? Is it over?

Its over, as I gathered. Twas a London letter, and it came by the afternoon post. All the poor masters hopes and dependencies for years have been wrested from him. And if theyd give me my way, Id prosecute them postmen for bringing such ill luck to a bodys door.

Charles stood something like a statue, the bright, sensitive colour deserting his cheek. One of those causes, Might versus Right, of which there are so many in the world, had been pending in the Channing family for years and years. It included a considerable amount of money, which ought, long ago, to have devolved peaceably to Mr. Channing; but Might was against him, and Might threw it into Chancery. The decision of the Vice-Chancellor had been given for Mr. Channing, upon which Might, in his overbearing power, carried it to a higher tribunal. Possibly the final decision, from which there could be no appeal, had now come.

Judith, Charles asked, after a pause, did you hear whether  whether the letter  I mean the news  had anything to do with the Lord Chancellor?

Oh, bother the Lord Chancellor! was Judiths response. It had to do with somebody thats an enemy to your poor papa. I know that much. Whos this?

The hall door had opened, and Judith and Charles turned towards it. A gay, bright-featured young man of three and twenty entered, tall and handsome, as it was in the nature of the Channings to be. He was the eldest son of the family, James; or, as he was invariably styled, Hamish. He rose six foot two in his stockings, was well made, and upright. In grace and strength of frame the Yorkes and the Channings stood A1 in Helstonleigh.

Now, then! What are you two concocting? Is he coming over you again to let him make more toffy, Judy, and burn out the bottom of another saucepan?

Hamish, Judy says theres bad news come in by the London post. I am afraid the Lord Chancellor has given judgment  given it against us.

The careless smile, the half-mocking, expression left the lips of Hamish. He glanced from Judith to Charles, from Charles to Judith. Is it sure? he breathed.

Its sure that its awful news of some sort, returned Judith; and the mistress said to me that all was over now. They be all in there, but you two, pointing with her finger to the parlour on the left of the hall; and you had better go in to them. Master Hamish

Well? returned Hamish, in a tone of abstraction.

You must every one of you just make the best of it, and comfort the poor master. You are young and strong; while he  you know what he is. You, in special, Master Hamish, for youre the eldest born, and were the first of em that I ever nursed upon my knee.

Of course  of course, he hastily replied. But, oh, Judith! you dont know half the ill this must bring upon us! Come along, Charley; let us hear the worst.

Laying his arm with an affectionate gesture round the boys neck, Hamish drew him towards the parlour. It was a square, light, cheerful room. Not the best room: that was on the other side the hall. On a sofa, underneath the window, reclined Mr. Channing, his head and shoulders partly raised by cushions. His illness had continued long, and now, it was feared, had become chronic. A remarkably fine specimen of manhood he must have been in his day, his countenance one of thoughtful goodness, pleasant to look upon. Arthur, the second son, had inherited its thoughtfulness, its expression of goodness; James, its beauty; but there was a great likeness between all the four sons. Arthur, only nineteen, was nearly as tall as his brother. He stood bending over the arm of his fathers sofa. Tom, looking very blank and cross, sat at the table, his elbows leaning on it. Mrs. Channings pale, sweet face was bent towards her daughters, Constance, a graceful girl of one and twenty; and Annabel, a troublesome young lady of nearly fourteen, was surreptitiously giving twitches to Toms hair.

Arthur moved from the place next his father when Hamish entered, as if yielding him the right to stand there. A more united family it would be impossible to find. The brothers and sisters loved each other dearly, and Hamish they almost reverenced  excepting Annabel. Plenty of love the child possessed; but of reverence, little. With his gay good humour, and his indulgent, merry-hearted spirit, Hamish Channing was one to earn love as his right, somewhat thoughtless though he was. Thoroughly well, in the highest sense of the term, had the Channings been reared. Not of their own wisdom had Mr. and Mrs. Channing trained their children.

Whats the matter, sir? asked Hamish, smoothing his brow, and suffering the hopeful smile to return to his lips. Judith says some outrageous luck has arrived; come express, by post.

Joke while you may, Hamish, interposed Mrs. Channing, in a low voice; I shrink from telling it you. Can you not guess the news?

Hamish looked round at each, individually, with his sunny smile, and then let it rest upon his mother. The very worst I can guess is not so bad. We are all here in our accustomed health. Had we sent Annabel up in that new balloon they are advertising, I might fancy it had capsized with her  as it will some day. Annabel, never you be persuaded to mount the air in that fashion.

Hamish! Hamish! gently reproved Mrs. Channing. But perhaps she discerned the motive which actuated him. Annabel clapped her hands. She would have thought it great fun to go up in a balloon.

Well, mother, the worst tidings that the whole world could bring upon us cannot, I say, be very dreadful, while we can discuss them as we are doing now, said Hamish. I suppose the Lord Chancellor has pronounced against us?

Irrevocably. The suit is for ever at an end, and we have lost it.

Hamish is right, interrupted Mr. Channing. When the letter arrived, I was for a short time overwhelmed. But I begin to see it already in a less desponding light; and by to-morrow I dare say I shall be cheerful over it. One blessed thing  children, I say advisedly, a blessed thing  the worry will be over.

Charley lifted his head. The worry, papa?

Ay, my boy. The agitation  the perpetual excitement  the sickening suspense  the yearning for the end. You cannot understand this, Charley; you can none of you picture it, as it has been, for me. Could I have gone abroad, as other men, it would have shaken itself off amidst the bustle of the world, and have pressed upon me only at odd times and seasons. But here have I lain; suspense my constant companion. It was not right, to allow the anxiety so to work upon me: but I could not help it; I really could not.

We shall manage to do without it, papa, said Arthur.

Yes; after a bit, we shall manage very well. The worst is, we are behindhand in our payments; for you know how surely I counted upon this. It ought to have been mine; it was mine by full right of justice, though it now seems that the law was against me. It is a great affliction; but it is one of those which may be borne with an open brow.

What do you mean, papa?

Afflictions are of two kinds. The one we bring upon ourselves, through our own misconduct; the other is laid upon us by God for our own advantage. Yes, my boys, we receive many blessings in disguise. Trouble of this sort will only serve to draw out your manly energies, to make you engage vigorously in the business of life, to strengthen your self-dependence and your trust in God. This calamity of the lost lawsuit we must all meet bravely. One mercy, at any rate, the news has brought with it.

What is that? asked Mrs. Channing, lifting her sad face.

When I have glanced to the possibility of the decision being against me, I have wondered how I should pay its long and heavy costs; whether our home must not be broken up to do it, and ourselves turned out upon the world. But the costs are not to fall upon me; all are to be paid out of the estate.

Thats good news! ejaculated Hamish, his face radiant, as he nodded around.

My darling boys, resumed Mr. Channing, you must all work and do your best. I had thought this money would have made things easier for you; but it is not to be. Not that I would have a boy of mine cherish for a moment the sad and vain dream which some do  that of living in idleness. God has sent us all into the world to work; some with their hands, some with their heads; all according to their abilities and their station. You will not be the worse off, Mr. Channing added with a smile, for working a little harder than you once thought would be necessary.

Perhaps the money may come to us, after all, by some miracle, suggested Charley.

No, replied Mr. Channing. It has wholly gone from us. It is as much lost to us as though we had never possessed a claim to it.

It was even so. This decision of the Lord Chancellor had taken it from the Channing family for ever.

Never mind! cried Tom, throwing up his trencher, which he had carelessly carried into the room with him. As papa says, we have our hands and brains: and they often win the race against money in the long run.

Yes. The boys had active hands and healthy brains  no despicable inheritance, when added to a firm faith in God, and an ardent wish to use, and not misuse, the talents given to them.






CHAPTER III.  CONSTANCE CHANNING.

How true is the old proverb Man proposes but God disposes! Gods ways are not as our ways. His dealings with us are often mysterious. Happy those, who can detect His hand in all the varied chances and changes of the world.

I am not sure that we can quite picture to ourselves the life that had been Mr. Channings. Of gentle birth, and reared to no profession, the inheritance which ought to have come to him was looked upon as a sufficient independence. That it would come to him, had never been doubted by himself or by others; and it was only at the very moment when he thought he was going to take possession of it, that some enemy set up a claim and threw it into Chancery. You may object to the word enemy, but it could certainly not be looked upon as the act of a friend. By every right, in all justice, it belonged to James Channing; but he who put in his claim, taking advantage of a quibble of law, was a rich man and a mighty one. I should not like to take possession of anothers money in such a manner. The good, old-fashioned, wholesome fear would be upon me, that it would bring no good either to me or mine.

James Channing never supposed but that the money would be his some time. Meanwhile he sought and obtained employment to occupy his days; to bring grist to the mill, until the patrimony should come. Hoping, hoping, hoping on; hope and disappointment, hope and disappointment  there was nothing else for years and years; and you know who has said, that Hope deferred maketh the heart sick. There have been many such cases in the world, but I question, I say, if we can quite realize them. However, the end had come  the certainty of disappointment; and Mr. Channing was already beginning to be thankful that suspense, at any rate, was over.

He was the head of an office  or it may be more correct to say the head of the Helstonleigh branch of it, for the establishment was a London one  a large, important concern, including various departments of Insurance. Hamish was in the same office; and since Mr. Channings rheumatism had become chronic, it was Hamish who chiefly transacted the business of the office, generally bringing home the books when he left, and going over them in the evening with his father. Thus the work was effectually transacted, and Mr. Channing retained his salary. The directors were contented that it should be so, for Mr. Channing possessed their thorough respect and esteem.

After the ill news was communicated to them, the boys left the parlour, and assembled in a group in the study, at the back of the house, to talk it over. Constance was with them, but they would not admit Annabel. A shady, pleasant, untidy room was that study, opening to a cool, shady garden. It had oil-cloth on the floor instead of carpeting, and books and playthings were strewed about it.

What an awful shame that there should be so much injustice in the world! spoke passionate Tom, flinging his Euripides on the table.

But for one thing, I should be rather glad the worrys over, cried Hamish. We know the worst now  that we have only ourselves to trust to.

Our hands and brains, as Tom said, remarked Charley. What is the one thing that you mean, Hamish?

Hamish seized Charley by the waist, lifted him up, and let him drop again. It is what does not concern little boys to know: and I dont see why you should be in here with us, young sir, any more than Annabel.

A presentiment that this would be the ending has been upon me for some time, broke in the gentle voice of Constance. In my own mind I have kept laying out plans for us all. You see, it is not as though we should enjoy the full income that we have hitherto had.

Whats that, Constance? asked Tom hotly. The decision does not touch papas salary; and you heard him say that the costs were to be paid out of the estate. A pretty thing it would be if any big-wigged Lord Chancellor could take away the money that a man works hard for!

Hasty, as usual, Tom, she said with a smile. You know  we all know  that, counting fully upon this money, papa is behindhand in his payments. They must be paid off now in the best way that may be found: and it will take so much from his income. It will make no difference to you, Tom; all you can do, is to try on heartily for the seniorship and the exhibition.

Oh, wont it make a difference to me, though! retorted Tom. And suppose I dont gain it, Constance?

Then you will have to work all the harder, Tom, in some other walk of life. Failing the exhibition, of course there will be no chance of your going up to the university; and you must give up the hope of entering the Church. The worst off  the one upon whom this disappointment must fall the hardest  will be Arthur.

Arthur Channing  astride on the arm of the old-fashioned sofa  lifted his large deep blue eyes to Constance with a flash of intelligence: it seemed to say, that she only spoke of what he already knew. He had been silent hitherto; he was of a silent nature: a quiet, loving, tender nature: while the rest spoke, he was content to think.

Ay, that it will! exclaimed Hamish. What will become of your articles now, Arthur?

It should be explained that Arthur had entered the office of Mr. Galloway, who was a proctor, and also was steward to the Dean and Chapter. Arthur was only a subordinate in it, a clerk receiving pay  and very short pay, too; but it was intended that he should enter upon his articles as soon as this money that should be theirs enabled Mr. Channing to pay for them. Hamish might well ask what would become of his articles now!

I cant see a single step before me, cried Arthur. Except that I must stay on as I am, a paid clerk.

What rubbish, Arthur! flashed Tom, who possessed a considerable share of temper when it was roused. As if you, Arthur Channing, could remain a paid clerk at Galloways! Why, youd be on a level with Jenkins  old Jenkinss son. Roland Yorke would look down on you then; more than he does now. And that need not be!

The sensitive crimson dyed Arthurs fair open brow. Of all the failings that he found it most difficult to subdue in his own heart, pride bore the greatest share. From the moment the ill news had come to his father, the boy felt that he should have to do fierce battle with his pride; that there was ever-recurring mortification laid up in store for it. But I can battle with it, he bravely whispered to himself: and I will do it, God helping me.

I may whistle for my new cricket-bat and stumps now, grumbled Tom.

And I wonder when I shall have my new clothes? added Charley.

How selfish we all are! broke forth Arthur.

Selfish? chafed Tom.

Yes, selfish. Here we are, croaking over our petty disappointments, and forgetting the worst share that falls upon papa. Failing this money, how will he go to the German baths?

A pause of consternation. In their own grievances the boys had lost sight of the hope which had recently been shared by them all. An eminent physician, passing through Helstonleigh, had seen Mr. Channing, and given his opinion that if he would visit certain medicinal spas in Germany, health might be restored to him. When the cause should be terminated in their favour, Mr. Channing had intended to set out. But now it was given against him; and hope of setting out had gone with it.

I wish I could carry him on my back to Germany, and work to keep him while he stayed there! impulsively spoke Tom. Wretchedly selfish we have been, to dwell on our disappointments, by the side of papas. I wish I was older.

Constance was standing against the window. She was of middle height, thoroughly ladylike and graceful; her features fair and beautiful, and her dark-blue eyes and smooth white brow wonderfully like Arthurs. She wore a muslin dress with a delicate pink sprig upon it, the lace of its open sleeves falling on her pretty white hands, which were playing unconsciously with a spray of jessamine, while she listened to her brothers as each spoke.

Tom, she interposed, in answer to the last remark, it is of no use wishing for impossibilities. We must look steadfastly at things as they exist, and see what is the best that can be made of them. All that you and Charles can do is to work well on at your studies  Annabel the same; and it is to be hoped this blow will take some of her thoughtlessness out of her. Hamish, and Arthur, and I, must try and be more active than we have been.

You! echoed Arthur. Why, what can you do, Constance?

A soft blush rose to her cheeks. I tell you that I have seemed to anticipate this, she said, and my mind has busied itself with plans and projects. I shall look out for a situation as daily governess.

A groan of anger burst from Tom. His quick temper, and Arthurs pride, alike rose up and resented the words. A daily governess! It is only another name for a servant. Fine, that would be, for Miss Channing!

Constance laughed. Oh, Tom! there are worse misfortunes at sea. I would go out wholly, but that papa would not like to spare me, and I must take Annabel for music and other things of an evening. Dont look cross. It is an excellent thought; and I shall not mind it.

What will mamma say? asked Tom, ironically. You just ask her!

Mamma knows, replied Constance. Mamma has had her fears about the termination of the lawsuit, just as I have. Ah! while you boys were laughing and joking, and pursuing your sports or your studies of a night, I and mamma would be talking over the shadowed future. I told mamma that if the time and the necessity came for turning my education and talents to account, I should do it with a willing heart; and mamma, being rather more sensible than her impetuous son Tom, cordially approved.

Tom made a paper bullet and flung it at Constance, his honest eyes half laughing.

So should I approve, said Hamish. It is a case, taking into consideration my fathers state, in which all of us should help who are able. Of course, were you boys grown up and getting money, Constance should be exempt from aiding and abetting; but as it is, it is different. There will be no disgrace in her becoming a governess; and Helstonleigh will never think it so. She is a lady always, and so she would be if she were to turn to and wash up dishes. The only doubt is

He stopped, and looked hesitatingly at Constance. As if penetrating his meaning, her eyes fell before his.

  Whether Yorke will like it, went on Hamish, as though he had not halted in his sentence. And the pretty blush in Constance Channings face deepened to a glowing crimson. Tom made a whole heap of bullets at once, and showered them on to her.

So Hamish  be quiet, Tom!  you may inquire all over Helstonleigh to-morrow, whether any one wants a governess; a well-trained young lady of twenty-one, who can play, sing, and paint, speak really good English, and decent French, and has a smattering of German, rattled on Constance, as if to cover her blushes. I shall ask forty guineas a year. Do you think I shall get it?

I think you ought to ask eighty, said Arthur.

So I would, if I were thirty-one instead of twenty-one, said Constance. Oh dear! here am I, laughing and joking over it, but it is a serious thing to undertake  the instruction of the young. I hope I shall be enabled to do my duty in it. Whats that?

It was a merry, mocking laugh, which came from the outside of the window, and then a head of auburn hair, wild and entangled, was pushed up, and in burst Annabel, her saucy dark eyes dancing with delight.

You locked me out, but I have been outside the window and heard it all, cried she, dancing before them in the most provoking manner. Arthur can only be a paid clerk, and Constance is going to be a governess and get forty guineas a year, and if Tom doesnt gain his exhibition he must turn bell-ringer to the college, for papa cant pay for him at the university now!

What do you deserve, you wicked little picture of deceit? demanded Hamish. Do you forget the old story of the listener who lost his ears?

I always do listen whenever I can, and I always will, avowed Annabel. I have warned you so a hundred times over, and now I warn you again. I wish Tom would turn bell-ringer! Id make him ring a peal that should astonish Helstonleigh, the day Constance goes out as governess. Shant I have a fine time of it! Its lessons for me now, morning, noon, and night,  shes always worrying me; but, once let us get her back turned, and I shall have whole holiday! She may think Ill do my lessons with her at night; but I wont!

The boys began to chase her round the table. She was almost a match for all four  a troublesome, indulged, sunny-hearted child, who delighted in committing faults, that she might have the pleasure of avowing them. She flew out into the garden, first knocking over Constances paint-box, and some of them went after her.

At that moment Mr. Yorke came in. You have seen him once before, in his place in Helstonleigh Cathedral: a tall, slender man, with pale, well-formed features, and an attractive smile. His dark eyes rested on Constance as he entered, and once more the brilliant colour lighted up her face. When prospects should be a little better  that is, when Mr. Yorke should have a sufficient living bestowed upon him  Constance was to become his wife. His stipend from the minor canonry was at present trifling.

Judith met me in the hall as I was going into the parlour, and told me I had better come here, he observed. She said bad news had arrived for Mr. Channing.

Yes, answered Hamish. The lawsuit is lost.

Lost! echoed Mr. Yorke.

Irrevocably. We were discussing ways and means amongst ourselves, said Hamish, for of course this changes our prospects materially.

And Constance is going out as a governess, if she can find any one to take her, and Arthur is to plod on with Joe Jenkins, and Tom means to apply for the post of bell-ringer to the cathedral, interposed the incorrigible Annabel, who had once more darted in, and heard the last words. Can you recommend Constance to a situation, Mr. Yorke?

He treated the information lightly; laughed at and with Annabel; but Constance noticed that a flush crossed his brow, and that he quitted the subject.

Has the inked surplice been found out, Tom,  I mean the culprit?

Not yet, Mr. Yorke.

Charles, you can tell me who it was, I hear?

There was a startled glance for a moment in Charless eye, as he looked up at Mr. Yorke, and an unconscious meaning in his tone.

Why, do you know who it was, sir?

Not I, said Mr. Yorke. I know that, whoever it may have been deserves a sound flogging, if he did it willfully.

Then, sir, why do you suppose I know?

I met Hurst just now, and he stopped me with the news that he was sure Charley Channing could put his hand upon the offender, if he chose to do it. It was not yourself, was it Charley?

Mr. Yorke laughed as he asked the question. Charley laughed also, but in a constrained manner. Meanwhile the others, to whom the topic had been as Sanscrit, demanded an explanation, which Mr. Yorke gave, so far as he was cognizant of the facts.

What a shame to spoil a surplice! Have you cause to suspect any particular boy, Charley? demanded Hamish.

Dont ask him in my presence, interrupted Tom in the same hurried manner that he had used in the cloisters. I should be compelled in honour to inform the master, and Charley would have his life thrashed out of him by the school.

Dont you ask me, either, Mr. Yorke, said Charles; and the tone of his voice, still unconsciously to himself, bore a strange serious earnestness.

Why not? returned Mr. Yorke. I am not a senior of the college school, and under obedience to its head-master.

If you are all to stop in this room, I and Tom shall never get our lessons done, was all the reply made by Charles, as he drew a chair to the table and opened his exercise books.

And I never could afford that, cried Tom, following his example, and looking out the books he required. It wont do to let Huntley and Yorke get ahead of me.

Trying for the seniorship as strenuously as ever, Tom? asked Mr. Yorke.

Of course I am, replied Tom Channing, lifting his eyes in slight surprise. And I hope to get it.

Which of the three stands the best chance?

Well, said Tom, it will be about a neck-and-neck race between us. My name stands first on the rolls of the school; therefore, were our merits equal, in strict justice it ought to be given to me. But the master could pass me over if he pleased, and decide upon either of the other two.

Which of those two stands first on the rolls?

Harry Huntley. Yorke is the last. But that does not count for much, you know, Mr. Yorke, as we all entered together. They enrolled us as our initial letters stood in the alphabet.

It will turn wholly upon your scholastic merits, then? I hear  but Helstonleigh is famous for its gossip  that in past times it has frequently gone by favour.

So it has, said Tom Channing, throwing back his head with a whole world of indignation in the action. Eligible boys have been passed over, and the most incapable dolt set up above them; all because his friends were in a good position, and hand-in-glove with the head-master. I dont mean Pye, you know; before he came. Its said the last case was so flagrant that it came to the ears of the dean, and he interfered and forbade favour for the future. At any rate, theres an impression running through the school that merit and conduct, taken together, will be allowed fair play.

Conduct? echoed Arthur Channing.

Tom nodded: Conduct is to be brought in, this time. One day, when the first desk fell into a row with the head-master, through some mischief we had gone into out of school, he asked us if we were aware that our conduct, as it might be good or ill, might gain or lose us the seniorship. Yorke, who is bold enough, you know, for ten, remarked that that was a new dodge, and the master overheard the words, and said, Yes, he was happy to say there were many new dodges he had seen fit to introduce, which he trusted might tend to make the school different from what it had been. Of course we had the laugh at Yorke; but the master took no more notice of it. Since then, I assure you, Mr. Yorke, our behaviour has been a pattern for young ladies  mine, and Huntleys, and Yorkes. We dont care to lose a chance.

Tom Channing nodded sagaciously as he concluded, and they left the room to him and Charles.






CHAPTER IV.  NO HOLIDAY TO-DAY.

Now, Constance, that we have a moment alone, what is this about you? began Mr. Yorke, as they stood together in the garden.

Annabel said the truth  that I do think of going out as daily governess, she replied, bending over a carnation to hide the blush which rose to her cheeks, a very rival to the blushing flower. It is a great misfortune that has fallen upon us  at least we can only look at it in that light at present, and will, beyond doubt, be productive of some embarrassment. Do you not see, William, that it is incumbent upon us all to endeavour to lighten this embarrassment, those of us who can do so? I must assume my share of the burden.

Mr. Yorke was silent. Constance took it for granted that he was displeased. He was of an excellent family, and she supposed he disliked the step she was about to take  deemed it would be derogatory to his future wife.

Have you fully made up your mind? he at length asked.

Yes. I have talked it over with mamma  for indeed she and I both seem to have anticipated this  and she thinks with me, that it is what I ought to do. William, how could I reconcile it to my conscience not to help? she continued. Think of papa! think of his strait! It appears to be a plain duty thrown in my path.

By yourself, Constance?

Not by myself, she whispered, lifting for a moment her large blue eyes. Oh, William, William, do not be displeased with me! do not forbid it! It is honourable to work  it is right to do what we can. Strive to see it in the right light.

Let that carnation alone, Constance; give your attention to me. What if I do forbid it?

She walked a little forward, leaving the carnation bed, and halted under the shade of the dark cedar tree, her heart and colour alike fading. Mr. Yorke followed and stood before her.

William, I must do my duty. There is no other way open to me, by which I can earn something to help in this time of need, except that of becoming a governess. Many a lady, better born than I, has done it before me.

A daily governess, I think you said?

Papa could not spare me to go out altogether; Annabel could not spare me either; and

I would not spare you, he struck in, filling up her pause. Was that what you were about to say, Constance?

The rosy hue stole over her face again, and a sweet smile to her lips: Oh, William, if you will only sanction it! I shall go about it then with the lightest heart!

He looked at her with an expression she did not understand, and shook his head. Constance thought it a negative shake, and her hopes fell again. You did not answer my question, said Mr. Yorke. What if I forbid it?

But it seems to be my duty, she urged from between her pale and parted lips.

Constance, that is no answer.

Oh, do not, do not! William, do not you throw this temptation in my way  that of choosing between yourself and a plain duty that lies before me.

The temptation, as you call it, must be for a later consideration. Why will you not answer me? What would be your course if I forbade it?

I do not know. But, Oh, William, if you gave me up

She could not continue. She turned away to hide her face from Mr. Yorke. He followed and obtained forcible view of it. It was wet with tears.

Nay, but I did not mean to carry it so far as to cause you real grief, my dearest, he said, in a changed tone. Though you brought it on yourself, he added, laughing, as he bent his face down.

How did I bring it on myself?

By doubting me. I saw you doubted me at the first, when Annabel spoke of it in the study. Constance, if you, possessed as you are of great acquirements, refused from any notion of false pride, to exert them for your family in a time of need, I should say you were little fitted for the wife of one whose whole duty it must be to do his Masters work.

You will sanction the measure then? she rejoined, her countenance lighting up.

How could you doubt me? I wish I could make a home at once to take you to; but as you must remain in this a little longer, it is only fair that you should contribute to its maintenance. We all have to bend to circumstances. I shall not love my wife the less, because she has had the courage to turn her talents to account. What could you be thinking of, child?

Forgive me, William, she softly pleaded. But you looked so grave and were so silent.

Mr. Yorke smiled. The truth is, Constance, I was turning in my mind whether I could not help to place you, and pondering the advantages and disadvantages of a situation I know of. Lady Augusta is looking out for a daily governess.

Is she? exclaimed Constance. I wonder whether  I  should suit her?

Constance spoke hesitatingly. The thought which had flashed over her own mind was, whether Lady Augusta Yorke could afford to pay her sufficient remuneration. Probably the same doubt had made one of the disadvantages hinted at by Mr. Yorke.

I called there yesterday, and interrupted a scene between Lady Augusta and Miss Caroline, he said. Unseemly anger on my ladys part, and rebellion on Carrys, forming, as usual, its chief features.

But Lady Augusta is so indulgent to her children! interrupted Constance.

Perniciously indulgent, generally; and when the effects break out in insolence and disobedience, then there ensues a scene. If you go there you will witness them occasionally, and I assure you they are not edifying. You must endeavour to train the girls to something better than they have been trained to yet, Constance.

If I do go.

I knew how long it would last, Lady Augustas instructing them herself, resumed Mr. Yorke. It is not a month since the governess left.

Why does she wish to take a daily governess instead of one in the house?

Why Lady Augusta does a thing, is scarcely ever to be accounted for, by herself or by any one else! replied Mr. Yorke. Some convenience, or inconvenience, she mentioned to me, about sleeping arrangements. Shall I ascertain particulars for you, Constance; touching salary and other matters?

If you please. Papa is somewhat fastidious; but he could not object to my going there; and its being so very near our own house would be a great point of

Constance! interrupted a voice at this juncture. Is Mr. Yorke there?

He is here, mamma, replied Constance, walking forward to Mrs. Channing, Mr. Yorke attending her.

I thought I heard you enter, she said, as Mr. Yorke took her hand. Mr. Channing will be pleased to see you, if you will come in and chat with him. The children have told you the tidings. It is a great blow to their prospects.

But they seem determined to bear it bravely, he answered, in a hearty tone. You may be proud to have such children, Mrs. Channing.

Not proud, she softly said. Thankful!

True. I am obliged to you for correcting me, was the clergymans ingenuous answer, as he walked, with Mrs. Channing, across the hall. Constance halted, for Judith came out of the kitchen, and spoke in a whisper.

And whats the right and the wrong of it, Miss Constance? Is the money gone?

Gone entirely, Judith. Gone for good.

For good! groaned Judith; I should say for ill. Why does the Queen let there be a Lord Chancellor?

It is not the Lord Chancellors fault, Judith. He only administers the law.

Why couldnt he just as well have given it for your papa, as against him?

I suppose he considers that the law is on the other side, sighed Constance.

Judith, with a pettish movement, returned to her kitchen; and at that moment Hamish came downstairs. He had changed his dress, and had a pair of new white gloves in his hand.

Are you going out to-night, Hamish?

There was a stress on the word to-night, and Hamish marked it. I promised, you know, Constance. And my staying away would do no good; it could not improve things. Fare you well, my pretty sister. Tell mamma I shall be home by eleven.

Itll be a sad cut-down for em all, muttered Judith, gazing at Hamish round the kitchen door-post. Where hell find money for his white gloves and things now, is beyond my telling, the darling boy! If I could but get to that Lord Chancellor!

Had you possessed the privilege of living in Helstonleigh at the time of which this story treats  and I can assure you you might live in a less privileged city  it is possible that, on the morning following the above events, your peaceful slumbers might have been rudely broken by a noise, loud enough to waken the seven sleepers of Ephesus.

Before seven oclock, the whole school, choristers and kings scholars, assembled in the cloisters. But, instead of entering the schoolroom for early school, they formed themselves into a dense mass (if you ever saw schoolboys march otherwise, I have not), and, treading on each others heels, proceeded through the town to the lodgings of the judges, in pursuance of a time-honoured custom. There the head-boy sent in his name to the very chamber of the Lord Chief Justice, who happened this time to have come to the Helstonleigh circuit. Mr. Gaunt, senior of the college school  craving holiday for himself, and the whole fry who had attended him.

College boys! cried his lordship, winking and blinking, as other less majestic mortals do when awakened suddenly out of their morning sleep.

Yes, my lord, replied the servant. All the schools come up; such a lot of em! Its the holiday they are asking for.

Oh, ah, I recollect, cried his lordship  for it was not the first time he had been to Helstonleigh. Give one of my cards to the senior boy, Roberts. My compliments to the head-master, and I beg he will grant the boys a holiday.

Roberts did as he was bid  he also had been to Helstonleigh before with his master  and delivered the card and message to Gaunt. The consequence of which was, the school tore through the streets in triumph, shouting Holiday! in tones to be heard a mile off, and bringing people in white garments, from their beds to the windows. The least they feared was, that the town had taken fire.

Back to the house of the head-master for the pantomime to be played through. This usually was (for the master, as wise on the subject as they were, would lie that morning in bed) to send the masters servant into his room with the card and the message; upon which permission for the holiday would come out, and the boys would disperse, exercising their legs and lungs. No such luck, however, on this morning. The servant met them at the door, and grinned dreadfully at the crowd.

Wont you catch it, gentlemen! The head-masters gone into school, and is waiting for you; marking you all late, of course.

Gone into school! repeated Gaunt, haughtily, resenting the familiarity, as well as the information. What do you mean?

Why, I just mean that, sir, was the reply, upon which Gaunt felt uncommonly inclined to knock him down. But the man had a propensity for grinning, and was sure to exercise it on all possible occasions. Theres some row up, and you are not to have holiday, continued the servant; the master said last night I was to call him this morning as usual.

At this unexpected reply, the boys slunk away to the college schoolroom, their buoyant spirits sunk down to dust and ashes  figuratively speaking. They could not understand it; they had not the most distant idea what their offence could have been. Gaunt entered, and the rest trooped in after him. The head-master sat at his desk in stern state: the other masters were in their places. What is the meaning of this insubordination? the master sharply demanded, addressing Gaunt. You are three-quarters of an hour behind your time.

We have been up to the judges, as usual, for holiday, sir, replied Gaunt, in a tone of deprecation. His lordship sends his card and compliments to you, and

Holiday! interrupted the master. Holiday! he repeated, with emphasis, as if disbelieving his own ears. Do you consider that the school deserves it? A pretty senior you must be, if you do.

What has the school done, sir? respectfully asked Gaunt.

Your memory must be conveniently short, chafed the master. Have you forgotten the inked surplice?

Gaunt paused. But that was not the act of the whole school, sir. It was probably the act of only one.

But, so long as that one does not confess, the whole school must bear it, returned the master, looking round on the assembly. Boys, understand me. It is not for the fault itself  that may have been, as I said yesterday, the result of accident; but it is the concealment of the fault that makes me angry. Will you confess now?  he who did it?

No; the appeal brought forth no further result than the other had done. The master continued:

You may think  I speak now to the guilty boy, and let him take these words to himself  that you were quite alone when you did it; that no eye was watching. But let me remind you that the eye of God was upon you. What you refuse to tell, He can bring to light, if it shall so please Him, in His own wonderful way, His own good time. There will be no holiday to-day. Prayers.

The boys fell into their places, and stood with hanging heads, something like rebellion working in every breast. At breakfast-time they were dismissed, and gathered in the cloisters to give vent to their sentiments.

Isnt it a stunning shame? cried hot Tom Channing. The school ought not to suffer for the fault of one boy. The master has no right

The fault lies in the boy, not in the master, interrupted Gaunt. A sneak! a coward! If he has a spark of manly honour in him, hell speak up now.

As it has come to this, I say Charley Channing should be made to declare what he knows, said one. He saw it done!

Who says he did? quickly asked Tom Channing.

Some one said so; and that he was afraid to tell.

Gaunt lifted his finger, and made a sign to Charles to approach. Now, boy  as the latter obeyed you will answer me, remember. The master has called the seniors to his aid, and I order you to speak. Did you see this mischief done?

No, I did not! fearlessly replied little Channing.

If he doesnt know, he suspects, persisted Hurst. Come, Miss Channing.

We dont declare things upon suspicion, do we, Mr. Gaunt? appealed Charles. I may suspect one; Hurst may suspect another; Bywater said he suspected two; the whole school may be suspicious, one of another. Wheres the use of that?

It is of no use, decided Gaunt. You say you did not see the surplice damaged?

I did not; upon my word of honour.

Thats enough, said Gaunt. Depend upon it, the fellow, while he was at it, took precious good precautions against being seen. When he gets found out, he had better not come within reach of the seniors; I warn him of that: they might not leave him a head on his shoulders, or a tooth in his mouth.

Suppose it should turn out to have been a senior, Mr. Gaunt? spoke Bywater.

Suppose you should turn out to be an everlasting big donkey? retorted the senior boy.






CHAPTER V.  ROLAND YORKE.

Just without the Boundaries, in a wide, quiet street, called Close Street, was the office of Richard Galloway, Esquire, Proctor, and Steward to the Dean and Chapter. Excepting for this solitary office, the street consisted of private houses, and it was one of the approaches to the cathedral, though not the chief one. Mr. Galloway was a bachelor; a short, stout man, shaped like a cask, with a fat, round face, round, open, grey eyes  that always looked as if their owner was in a state of wonder  and a little round mouth. But he was a shrewd man and a capable; he was also, in his way, a dandy; dressed scrupulously in the fashion, with delicate shirt fronts and snow-white wristbands; and for the last twenty-five years, at least, had been a mark for all the single ladies of Helstonleigh to set their caps at.

Of beauty, Mr. Galloway could boast little; but of his hair he was moderately vain: a very good head of hair it was, and curled naturally. But hair, let it be luxuriant enough to excite the admiration of a whole army of coiffeurs, is, like other things in this sublunary world of ours, subject to change; it will not last for ever; and Mr. Galloways, from a fine and glossy brown, turned, as years went on, to sober grey  nay, almost to white. He did not particularly admire the change, but he had to submit to it. Nature is stronger than we are. A friend hinted that it might be dyed. Mr. Galloway resented the suggestion: anything false was abhorrent to him. When, however, after an illness, his hair began to fall off alarmingly, he thought it no harm to use a certain specific, emanating from one of her Majestys physicians; extensively set forth and patronized as an undoubted remedy for hair that was falling off. Mr. Galloway used it extensively in his fear, for he had an equal dread both of baldness and wigs. The lotion not only had the desired effect, but it had more: the hair grew on again luxuriantly, and its whiteness turned into the finest flaxen you ever saw; a light delicate flaxen, exactly like the curls you see upon the heads of blue-eyed wax dolls. This is a fact: and whether Mr. Galloway liked it, or not, he had to put up with it. Many would not be persuaded but that he had used some delicate dye, hitherto unknown to science; and the suspicion vexed Mr. Galloway. Behold him, therefore, with a perfect shower of smooth, fair curls upon his head, equal to any young beau.

It was in this gentlemans office that Arthur Channing had been placed, with a view to his becoming ultimately a proctor. To article him to Mr. Galloway would take a good round sum of money; and this had been put off until the termination of the suit, when Mr. Channing had looked forward to being at his ease, in a pecuniary point of view. There were two others in the same office. The one was Roland Yorke, who was articled; the other was Joseph Jenkins, a thin, spare, humble man of nine and thirty, who had served Mr. Galloway for nearly twenty years, earning twenty-five shillings a week. He was a son of old Jenkins, the bedesman, and his wife kept a small hosiery shop in High Street. Roland Yorke was, of course, not paid; on the contrary, he had paid pretty smartly to Mr. Galloway for the privilege of being initiated into the mysteries belonging to a proctor. Arthur Channing may be said to have occupied a position in the office midway between the two. He was to become on the footing of Roland Yorke; but meanwhile, he received a small weekly sum in remuneration of his services, as Joe Jenkins did. Roland Yorke, in his proud moods, looked down upon him as a paid clerk; Mr. Jenkins looked up to him as a gentleman. It was a somewhat anomalous position; but Arthur had held his own bravely up in it until this blow came, looking forward to a brighter time.

In the years gone by, one of the stalls in Helstonleigh Cathedral was held by the Reverend Dr. Yorke: he had also some time filled the office of sub-dean. He had married, imprudently, the daughter of an Irish peer, a pretty, good-tempered girl, who was as fond of extravagance as she was devoid of means to support it. She had not a shilling in the world; it was even said that the bills for her trousseau came in afterwards to Dr. Yorke: but people, you know, are given to scandal. Want of fortune had been nothing, had Lady Augusta only possessed ordinary prudence; but she spent the doctors money faster than he received it.

In the course of years Dr. Yorke died, leaving eight children, and slender means for them. There were six boys and two girls. Lady Augusta went to reside in a cheap and roomy house (somewhat dilapidated) in the Boundaries, close to her old prebendal residence, and scrambled on in her careless, spending fashion, never out of debt. She retained their old barouche, and would retain it, and was a great deal too fond of ordering horses from the livery stables and driving out in state. Gifted with excellent qualities had her children been born; but of training, in the highest sense of the word, she had given them none. George, the eldest, had a commission, and was away with his regiment. Roland, the second, had been designed for the Church, but no persuasion could induce him to be sufficiently attentive to his studies to qualify himself for it; he was therefore placed with Mr. Galloway, and the Church honours were now intended for Gerald. The fourth son, Theodore, was also in the college school, a junior. Next came two girls, Caroline and Fanny, and there were two little boys still younger.

Haughty, self-willed, but of sufficiently honourable nature, were the Yorkes. If Lady Augusta had only toiled to foster the good, and eradicate the evil, they would have grown up to bless her. Good soil was there to work upon, as there was in the Channings; but, in the case of the Yorkes, it was allowed to run to waste, or to generate weeds. In short, to do as it pleased.

A noisy, scrambling, uncomfortable sort of home was that of the Yorkes; the boys sometimes contending one with another, Lady Augusta often quarrelling with all. The home of the Channings was ever full of love, calm, and peace. Can you guess where the difference lay?

On the morning when the college boys had gone up to crave holiday of the judges, and had not obtained it  at least not from the head-master  Arthur Channing proceeded, as usual, to Mr. Galloways, after breakfast. Seated at a desk, in his place, writing  he seemed to be ever seated there  was Mr. Jenkins. He lifted his head when Arthur entered, with a Good morning, sir, and then dropped it again over his copying.

Good morning, replied Arthur. And at that moment Mr. Galloway  his flaxen curls in full flow upon his head, something like rings  came forth from his private room. Good morning, sir, Arthur added, to his master.

Mr. Galloway nodded a reply to the salutation. Have you seen anything of Yorke? he asked. I want that deed that hes about finished as soon as possible.

He will not be an instant, said Arthur. I saw him coming up the street.

Roland Yorke bustled in; a dark young man of twenty-one, with large but fine features, and a countenance expressive of indecision.

Come, Mr. Yorke, you promised to be here early to-day. You know that deed is being waited for.

So I am early, sir, returned Roland.

Early! for you perhaps, grunted Mr. Galloway. Get to it at once.

Roland Yorke unlocked a drawer, collected sundry parchments together, and sat down to his desk. He and Arthur had their places side by side. Mr. Galloway stood at a table, and began sorting some papers that were upon it.

How is Mr. Channing this morning, Arthur?

Much as usual, thank you, sir. Certain news, which arrived last night, has not tended to cheer him.

It is true, then? remarked Mr. Galloway. I heard a rumour of it.

Oh, its true enough, said Arthur. It is in all the morning papers.

Well, there never was a more unjust decision! emphatically spoke Mr. Galloway. Mark you, I am not reflecting on the Lord Chancellors judgment. I have always said that there were one or two nasty points in that suit, which the law might get hold of; but I know the whole cause by heart, from beginning to end; and that money was as much your fathers, as this coat, that I have on, is mine. Tell him Ill come in one of these fine evenings, and abuse the injustice of our laws with him,  will you?

Yes, sir, replied Arthur.

Whats this row in the college school about a destroyed surplice, and the boys not getting their holiday through it? resumed Mr. Galloway.

Oh, are they not savage! struck in Roland Yorke. The first thing Tod did, when he came home to breakfast, was to fling over his bowl of coffee, he was in such a passion. Lady Augusta  she came down to breakfast this morning, for a wonder  boxed his ears, and ordered him to drink water; but he went into the kitchen, and made a lot of chocolate for himself.

What are the particulars? How was it done? I cannot understand it at all, said Mr. Galloway.

Bywater left his clean surplice yesterday in the vestry, and some one threw ink over it  half soaked it in ink, so the choristers told Tom, answered Arthur Channing. In the afternoon  they had service late, you know, sir, waiting for the judges  Bywater was not in his place to sing the anthem, and Hurst sang it, and it put the master out very much.

Put him out all the more that he has no one to punish for it, laughed Roland Yorke. Of course Bywater couldnt appear in his stall, and sing the anthem, if he had no surplice to put on; and the master couldnt tan him for not doing it. I know this, if it had happened while I was in the college school, Id just have skinned some of the fellows alive, but what Id have made them confess.

Suppose you had skinned the wrong party? cynically observed Mr. Galloway. You are too hasty with your tongue, Roland Yorke. My nephew, Mark, ran in just now to tell me of the holiday being denied, and that was the first I had heard of the affair. Mark thinks one of the seniors was in it; not Gaunt.

Arthur Channing and Roland Yorke both looked up with a sharp, quick gesture. Gaunt excepted, the only senior, besides their respective brothers, was Harry Huntley.

It is not likely, sir, said Arthur.

A senior do it! scoffed Roland Yorke. What a young idiot Mark Galloway must be, to think that!

Mark does not seem to think much about it on his own account, said Mr. Galloway. He said Bywater thought so, from some cause or other; and has offered to bet the whole school that it will turn out to be a senior.

Does he, though! cried Yorke, looking puzzled. Bywaters a cautious fellow with his money; he never bets at random. I say, sir, what else did Galloway tell you?

That was all, replied Mr. Galloway. And if you wonder at a staid old proctor chattering about this desultory news with his clerks in business hours, it may be explained to you that Mr. Galloway took the greatest possible interest, almost a boyish interest, in the college school. It was where he had been educated himself, where his nephews were being educated; he was on intimate terms with its masters; knew every boy in it to speak to; saw them troop past his house daily in their progress to and fro; watched them in their surplices in a Sunday, during morning and afternoon service; was cognizant of their advancement, their shortcomings, their merits, and their scrapes: in fact, the head-master could not take a greater interest in the doings of the collegiate school, than did Mr. Galloway. Whether of work, or whether of gossip, his ears were ever open to listen to its records. Besides, they were not so overburdened with work in that office, but that there was ample time for discussing any news that might be agreeable to its master. His work was light; his returns were heavy; his stewardship alone brought him in several hundreds a year.

The Reverend Mr. Pye seems uncommonly annoyed about it, sir, Mr. Jenkins ventured to put in. To interrupt, or take part in any conversation, was not usual with him, unless he could communicate little tit-bits of information touching the passing topic. You are aware that Mr. Harper, the lay-clerk, lodges at our house, sir. Well, Mr. Pye came round last night, especially to question him about it.

What could Harper tell? asked Mr. Galloway.

He could not tell anything; except that he would answer for the lay-clerks knowing nothing of the transaction. The master said he never supposed the lay-clerks did know anything of it, but he had his reasons for putting the question. He had been to the masons, too, who are repairing the cathedral; and they declared to the master, one and all, that they had not been into the vestry yesterday, or even round to that side of the college where the vestry is situated.

Why should the master take it up so pertinaciously? wondered Roland Yorke.

Im sure I dont know, sir. He was like one in a fever, so excited over it, Harper said.

Did he talk to you about it, Jenkins? asked Mr. Galloway.

I did not see him, sir; it was Harper told me afterwards, was the reply of Jenkins, as he subsided to his writing again.

Just at this juncture, who should come in view of the window but the head-master himself. He was passing it with a quick step, when out flew Mr. Galloway, and caught him by the button. Roland Yorke, who was ever glad of a pretext for idleness, rose from his stool, and pushed his nose close up to the nearest pane, to listen to any colloquy that might ensue; but, the window being open, he might have heard without leaving his seat.

I hear the boys have not a holiday to-day, Pye, began Mr. Galloway.

No, that they have not, emphatically pronounced the master; and, if they go on as they seem to be going on now, Ill keep them without it for a twelvemonth. I believe the inking of that surplice was a concocted plan, look you, Galloway, to

To what? asked Mr. Galloway, for the master stopped short.

Never mind, just yet. I have my strong suspicions as to the guilty boy, and I am doing what I can to convert them into proofs. If it be as I suspect now, I shall expel him.

But what could it have been done for? debated Mr. Galloway. Theres no point in the thing, that I can see, to ink and damage a surplice. If the boy to whom it belonged had been inked, one might not have wondered so much.

Ill point him, cried the master, if I catch the right one.

Could it have been one of the seniors? returned the proctor, all his strong interest awakened.

It was one who ought to have known better, evasively returned the master. I cant stop to talk now, Galloway. I have an errand to do, and must be back to duty at ten.

He marched off quickly, and Mr. Galloway came indoors again. Is that the way you get on with your business, Mr. Yorke?

Yorke clattered to his desk. Ill get on with it, sir. I was listening to what the master said.

It does not concern you, what he said. It was not one of your brothers who did it, I suppose?

No, that it was not, haughtily spoke Roland Yorke, drawing up his head with a proud, fierce gesture.

Mr. Galloway withdrew to his private room, and for a few minutes silence supervened  nothing was to be heard but the scratching of pens. But Roland Yorke, who had a great antipathy to steady work, and as great a love for his own tongue, soon began again.

I say, Channing, what an awful blow the dropping of that expected money must be for you fellows! Im blest if I didnt dream of it last night! If it spoilt my rest, what must it have done by yours!

Why! how could you have heard of it last night? exclaimed Arthur, in surprise. I dont think a soul came to our house to hear the news, except Mr. Yorke: and you were not likely to see him. He left late. It is in every ones mouth this morning.

I had it from Hamish. He came to the party at the Knivetts. Didnt Hamish get taken in! laughed Roland. He understood it was quite a ladies affair, and loomed in, dressed up to the nines, and there he found only a bachelor gathering of Dicks. Hamish was disappointed, I think; he fancied he was going to meet Ellen Huntley; and glum enough he looked

He had only just heard of the loss, interrupted Arthur. Enough to make him look glum.

Rubbish! It wasnt that. He announced at once that the money was gone for good and all, and laughed over it, and said there were worse disasters at sea. Knivett said he never saw a fellow carry ill news off with so high a hand. Had he been proclaiming the accession of a fortune, instead of the loss of one, he could not have been more carelessly cheerful. Channing, what on earth shall you do about your articles?

A question that caused the greatest pain, especially when put by Roland Yorke; and Arthurs sensitive face flushed.

Youll have to stop as a paid clerk for interminable years! Jenkins, youll have him for your bosom companion, if you look sharp and make friends, cried Roland, laughing loudly.

No, sir, I dont think Mr. Arthur Channing is likely to become a paid clerk, said Jenkins.

Not likely to become a paid clerk! why, he is one. If he is not one, Id like to know who is. Channing, you know you are nothing else.

I may be something else in time, quietly replied Arthur, who knew how to control his rebellious spirit.

I say, what a rum go it is about that surplice! exclaimed Roland Yorke, dashing into another topic. Its not exactly the mischief itself thats rum, but the master seem to be making so much stir and mystery over it! And then the hint at the seniors! They must mean Huntley.

I dont know who they mean, said Arthur, but I am sure Huntley never did it. He is too open, too honourable

And do you pretend to say that Tom Channing and my brother Ger are not honourable? fiercely interrupted Roland Yorke.

There you go, Yorke; jumping to conclusions! It is not to be credited that any one of the seniors did it: still less, if they had done it, that they would not acknowledge it. They are all boys of truth and honour, so far as I believe. Huntley, I am sure, is.

And of Tom, also, I conclude you feel sure?

Yes, I do.

And I am sure of Ger Yorke. So, if the master is directing his suspicion to the seniors, hell get floored. Its odd what can have turned it upon them.

I dont think the master suspects the seniors, said Arthur. He called them to his aid.

You heard what he just now said to Galloway. Jenkins, there is a knock at the door.

Jenkins went to open it. He came back, and said Mr. Yorke was wanted.

Roland lazily proceeded to the outer passage, and, when he saw who was standing there, he put himself into a passion. What do you mean by presuming to come to me here? he haughtily asked.

Well, sir, perhaps youll tell me where I am to come, so as to get to see you? civilly replied the applicant, one who bore the appearance of a tradesman. It seems its of no use going to your house; if I went ten times a day, I should get the same answer  that you are not at home.

Just take yourself off, said Roland.

Not till you pay me; or tell me for certain when you will pay me, and keep your promise. I want my money, sir, and I must have it.

We want a great many things that we cant get, returned Roland, in a provokingly light tone. Ill pay you as soon as I can, man; you neednt be afraid.

Im not exactly afraid, spoke the man. I suppose if it came to it, Lady Augusta would see that I had the money.

You hold your tongue about Lady Augusta. Whats Lady Augusta to you? Any odds and ends that I may owe, have nothing to do with Lady Augusta. Look here, Simms, Ill pay you next week.

You have said that so many times, Mr. Yorke.

At any rate, Ill pay you part of it next week, if I cant the whole. I will, upon my honour. There! now you know that I shall keep my word.

Apparently satisfied, the man departed, and Roland lounged into the office again with the same idle movements that he had left it.

It was that confounded Simms, grumbled he. Jenkins, why did you say I was in?

You did not tell me to say the contrary, sir. He came yesterday, but you were out then.

What does he want? asked Arthur.

Wanted me to pay him a trifle I owe; but its not convenient to do it till next week. What an Eden this lower world might be, if debt had never been invented!

You need not get into debt, said Arthur. It is not compulsory.

One might build a mud hut outside the town walls, and shut ones self up in it, and eat herbs for dinner, and sleep upon rushes, and turn hermit for good! retorted Roland. You need not talk about debt, Channing.

I dont owe much, said Arthur, noting the significance of Yorkes concluding sentence.

If you dont, some one else does.

Who?

Ask Hamish.

Arthur went on writing with a sinking heart. There was an undercurrent of fear running within him  had been for some time  that Hamish did owe money on his own private score. But this allusion to it was not pleasant.

How much do you owe? went on Roland.

Oh, a twenty-pound note would pay my debts, and leave me something out of it, said Arthur, in a joking tone. The fact was, that he did not owe a shilling to any one. Jenkins, do you know what I am to set about next? he continued; I have filled in this lease.

Jenkins was beginning to look amidst some papers at his elbow, in answer to the appeal; but at that moment Mr. Galloway entered, and despatched Arthur to get a cheque cashed at the bank.






CHAPTER VI.  LADY AUGUSTA YORKE AT HOME.

If you dont put away that trash, Caroline, and go upstairs and practise, Ill make you go! Strewing the table in that manner! Look what a pickle the room is in!

The words came from Lady Augusta Yorke, a tall, dark woman, with high cheek-bones; and they were spoken at a height that might not have been deemed orthodox at court. Miss Caroline Yorke, a young demoiselle, with a net that was more frequently off her head than on it, slip-shod shoes, and untidy stockings, had placed a quantity of mulberry leaves on the centre table, and a silkworm on each leaf. She leisurely proceeded with her work, bringing forth more silkworms from her paper trays, paying not the least attention to her mother. Lady Augusta advanced, and treated her to a slight tap on the ear, her favourite mode of correcting her children.

Now, mamma! Whats that for?

Do you hear me, you disobedient child? I will have this rubbish put away, I say. Goodness, Martha! dont bring any one in here! broke off Lady Augusta, as a maid appeared, showing in a visitor. Oh, it is you, William! I dont mind you. Come in.

It was the Reverend William Yorke who entered. He was not altogether a favourite of Lady Augustas. Though only distantly related to her late husband, he yet bore the name of Yorke; and when he came to Helstonleigh (for he was not a native of the place), and became a candidate for a vacant minor canonry, Lady Augustas pride had taken fire. The minor canons were looked upon by the exclusives of the cathedral as holding a very inferior position amidst the clergy, and she resented that one belonging to her should descend to set up his place amongst them.

Mr. Yorke shook hands with Lady Augusta, and then turned to look at the leaves and silkworms. Are you doing that for ornament, Caroline?

Ornament! wrathfully cried Lady Augusta. She is doing it to waste time, and to provoke me.

No, I am not, mamma, denied Miss Caroline. My poor silkworms never have anything but lettuce leaves. Tod brought these for me from the bishops garden, and I am looking at the silkworms enjoying the change.

Tod is in hot water, remarked Mr. Yorke. He was fighting with another boy as I came through the cloisters.

Then hell come home with his clothes torn, as he did the last time he fought! exclaimed Lady Augusta, in consternation. I think no one ever had such a set of children as mine! she peevishly continued. The boys boisterous as so many wild animals, and the girls enough to drive one crazy, with their idle, disobedient ways. Look at this room, William! encumbered from one end to the other! things thrown out of hand by Caroline and Fanny! As to lessons, they never open one. For three days I have never ceased telling Caroline to go and practise, and she has not attempted to obey me! I shall go out of my mind with one thing or another; I know I shall! Nice dunces theyll grow up.

Go and practise now, Caroline, said Mr. Yorke. I will put your silkworms up for you.

Caroline pouted. I hate practising.

He laid his hand gently upon her, gazing at her with his dark, pleasant eyes, reproachful now; But you do not hate obeying your mamma? You must never let it come to that, Caroline.

She suffered him to lead her to the door, went docilely enough to the drawing-room, and sat down to the piano. Oh, for a little better training for those children! Mr. Yorke began placing the silkworms in the trays, and Lady Augusta went on grumbling.

It is a dreadful fate  to be left a widow with a heap of unruly children who will not be controlled! I must find a governess for the girls, and then I shall be free from them for a few hours in the day. I thought I would try and save the money, and teach them myself; but I might just as well attempt to teach so many little wild Indians! I am not fitted for teaching; it is beyond me. Dont you think you could hear of a governess, William? You go about so much.

I have heard of one since I saw you yesterday, he replied. A young lady, whom you know, is anxious to take a situation, and I think she might suit you.

Whom I know? cried Lady Augusta. Who is it?

Miss Channing.

Lady Augusta looked up in astonishment. Is she going out as governess? That comes of losing this lawsuit. She has lost no time in the decision.

When an unpalatable step has to be taken, the sooner it is set about, the less will be the cost, remarked Mr. Yorke.

Unpalatable! you may well say that. This will be the climax, will it not, William?

Climax of what?

Of all the unpleasantness that has attended your engagement with Miss Channing

I beg your pardon, Lady Augusta, was the interruption of Mr. Yorke. No unpleasantness whatever has attended my engagement with Miss Channing.

I think so, for I consider her beneath you; and, therefore, that it is nothing but unpleasant from beginning to end. The Channings are very well in their way, but they are not equal to the Yorkes. You might make this a pretext for giving her up.

Mr. Yorke laughed. I think her all the more worthy of me. The only question that is apt to arise within me is, whether I am worthy of her. As we shall never agree upon this point, Lady Augusta, it may not be worth while to discuss it. About the other thing? I believe she would make an admirable governess for Caroline and Fanny, if you could obtain her.

Oh, I dare say she would do that. She is a lady, and has been well educated. Would she want a large salary?

Forty guineas a year, to begin with.

Lady Augusta interrupted him with a scream. I never could give half of it! I am sure I never could. What with housekeeping expenses, and milliners bills, and visiting, and the boys everlastingly dragging money out of me, I have scarcely anything to spare for education.

Yet it is more essential than all the rest. Your income, properly apportioned, would afford

Another scream from Lady Augusta. Her son Theodore  Tod, familiarly  burst into the room, jacketless, his hair entangled, blood upon his face, and his shirt-sleeves in shreds.

You rebellious, wicked fright of a boy! was the salutation of my lady, when she could recover breath.

Oh, its nothing, mamma. Dont bother, replied Master Tod, waving her off. I have been going into Pierce, senior, and have polished him off with a jolly good licking. He wont get me into a row again, Ill bet.

What row did he get you into?

Hes a nasty, sneaking tattler, and he took and told something to Gaunt, and Gaunt put me up for punishment, and I had a caning from old Pye. I vowed Id pay Pierce out for it, and I have done it, though he is a sight bigger than me.

What was it about? inquired Mr. Yorke. The damaged surplice?

Damaged surplice be hanged! politely retorted the young gentleman, who, in gaining the victory, appeared to have lost his temper. It was something concerning our lessons at the third desk, if you must know.

You might be civil, Tod, said Lady Augusta. Look at your shirt! Who, do you suppose, is going to mend that?

It can go unmended, responded Master Tod. I wish it was the fashion to go without clothes! They are always getting torn.

I wish it was! heartily responded my lady.

That same evening, in returning to her house from a visit, Constance Channing encountered Mr. Yorke. He turned to walk with her to the door.

I intended to call this afternoon, Constance, but was prevented from doing so, he observed. I have spoken to Lady Augusta.

Well? she answered with a smile and a blush.

She would be very glad of you; but the difficulty, at first, appeared to be about salary. However, I pointed out a few home truths, and she admitted that if the girls were to be educated, she supposed she must pay for it. She will give you forty guineas a year; but you are to call upon her and settle other details. To-morrow, if it should be convenient to you.

Constance clasped her hands. I am so pleased! she exclaimed, in a low tone.

So am I, said Mr. Yorke. I would rather you went to Lady Augustas than to a strangers. And do, Constance, try and make those poor girls more what they ought to be.

That I shall try, you may be sure, William. Are you not coming in?

No, said Mr. Yorke, who had held out his hand on reaching the door. He was pretty constant in his evening visits to the Channings, but he had made an engagement for this one with a brother clergyman.

Constance entered. She looked in the study for her brothers, but only Arthur was there. He was leaning his elbow upon the table in a thoughtful mood.

Where are they all? inquired Constance.

Tom and Charles have gone to the cricket match. I dont think Hamish has come in.

Why did you not go to cricket also?

I dont know, said Arthur. I did not feel much inclination for cricket this evening.

You looked depressed, Arthur, but I have some good news for you, Constance said, bending over him with a bright smile. It is settled about my going out, and I am to have forty guineas a year. Guess where it is to?

Arthur threw his arm round Constance, and they stood together, looking at the trailing honeysuckle just outside the window. Tell me, darling.

It is to Lady Augustas. William has been talking to her, and she would like to have me. Does it not seem lucky to find it so soon?

Lucky, Constance?

Ah, well! you know what I think, Arthur, though I did say lucky, returned Constance. I know it is God who is helping us.

Very beautiful, very touching, was the simple trustfulness reposed in God, by Constance and Arthur Channing. The good seed had been sown on good ground, and was bringing forth its fruit.

I was deep in a reverie when you interrupted me, Constance, Arthur resumed. Something seems to whisper to me that this loss, which we regard as a great misfortune, may turn out for good in the end.

In the end! It may have come for our good now, said Constance. Perhaps I wanted my pride lowered, she laughed; and this has come to do it, and is despatching me out, a meek governess.

Perhaps we all wanted it, cried Arthur, meaningly. There are other bad habits it may stop, besides pride. He was thinking of Hamish and his propensity for spending. Forty guineas you are to have?

Yes, said Constance. Arthur, do you know a scheme that I have in my head? I have been thinking of it all day.

What is it? Stay! here is some one coming in. It is Hamish.

Hamish entered with the account-books under his arm, preparatory to going over them with his father. Constance drew him to her.

Hamish, I have a plan in my head, if we can only carry it out. I am going to tell it you.

One that will set the river on fire? cried gay, laughing Hamish.

If we  you and I, and Arthur  can only manage to earn enough money, and if we can observe strict economy at home, who knows but we may send papa to the German baths yet?

A cloud came over Hamishs face, and his smile faded. I dont see how that is to be done.

But you have not heard of my good luck. I am going to Lady Augustas, and am to have forty guineas a year. Now, if you and Arthur will help, it may be easy. Oh, Hamish, it would be worth any effort  any struggle. Think how it would be rewarded. Papa restored to health! to freedom from pain!

A look of positive pain seated itself on Hamishs brow. Yes, he sighed, I wish it could be done.

But you do not speak hopefully.

Because, if I must tell you the truth, I do not feel hopefully. I fear we could not do it: at least until things are brighter.

If we do our very best, we might receive great help, Hamish.

What help? he asked.

Gods help, she whispered.

Hamish smiled. He had not yet learnt what Constance had. Besides, Hamish was just then in a little trouble on his own account: he knew very well that his funds were wanted in another quarter.

Constance, dear, do not look at me so wistfully. I will try with all my might and main, to help my father; but I fear I cannot do anything yet. I mean to draw in my expenses, he went on, laughing: to live like any old screw of a miser, and never squander a halfpenny where a farthing will suffice.

He took his books and went in to Mr. Channing. Constance began training the honeysuckle, her mind busy, and a verse of Holy Writ running through it Commit thy way unto the Lord, and put thy trust in Him, and He shall bring it to pass.

Ay! she murmured, glancing upwards at the blue evening sky: our whole, whole trust in patient reliance; and whatsoever is best for us will be ours.

Annabel stole up to Constance, and entwined her arms caressingly round her. Constance turned, and parted the childs hair upon her forehead with a gentle hand.

Am I to find a little rebel in you, Annabel? Will you not try and make things smooth for me?

Oh, Constance, dear! was the whispered answer: it was only my fun last night, when I said you should not take me for lessons in an evening. I will study all day by myself, and get my lessons quite ready for you, so as to give you no trouble in the evening. Would you like to hear me my music now?

Constance bent to kiss her. No, dear child; there is no necessity for my taking you in an evening, until my days shall be occupied at Lady Augusta Yorkes.






CHAPTER VII.  MR. KETCH.

Mrs. Channing sat with her children. Breakfast was over, and she had the Bible open before her. Never, since their earliest years of understanding, had she failed to assemble them together for a few minutes reading, morning and evening. Not for too long at once; she knew the value of not tiring young children, when she was leading them to feel an interest in sacred things. She would take Hamish, a little fellow of three years old, upon her knee, read to him a short Bible story, suited to his age, and then talk to him. Talk to him in a soft, loving, gentle tone, of God, of Jesus, of heaven; of his duties in this world; of what he must do to attain to everlasting peace in the next. Day by day, step by step, untiringly, unceasingly, had she thus laboured, to awaken good in the childs heart, to train it to holiness, to fill it with love of God. As the other children came on in years, she, in like manner, took them. From simple Bible stories to more advanced Bible stories, and thence to the Bible itself; with other books at times and seasons: a little reading, a little conversation, Gospel truths impressed upon them from her earnest lips. Be you very sure that where this great duty of all duties is left unfulfilled by a mother, a child is not brought up as it ought to be. Win your child towards heaven in his early years, and he will not forget it when he is old.

It will be as a very shield, compassing him about through life. He may wander astray  there is no telling  in the heyday of his hot-blooded youth, for the worlds temptations are as a running fire, scorching all that venture into its heat; but the good foundation has been laid, and the earnest, incessant prayers have gone up, and he will find his way home again.

Mrs. Channing closed the Bible, and spoke, as usual. It was all that teaching should be. Good lessons as to this world; loving pictures of that to come. She had contrived to impress them, not with the too popular notion that heaven was a far-off place up in the skies some vague, millions of miles away, and to which we might be millions of years off; but that it was very near to them: that God was ever present with them; and that Death, when he came, should be looked upon as a friend, not an enemy. Hamish was three and twenty years old now, and he loved those minutes of instruction as he had done when a child. They had borne their fruit for him, and for all: though not, perhaps, in an equal degree.

The reading over, and the conversation over, she gave the book to Constance to put away, and the boys rose, and prepared to enter upon their several occupations. It was not the beginning of the day for Tom and Charles, for they had been already to early school.

Is papa so very much worse to-day, mamma? asked Tom.

I did not say he was worse, Tom, replied Mrs. Channing. I said he had passed a restless night, and felt tired and weak.

Thinking over that confounded lawsuit, cried hot, thoughtless Tom.

Thomas! reproved Mrs. Channing.

I beg your pardon, mamma. Unorthodox words are the fashion in school, and one catches them up. I forget myself when I repeat them before you.

To repeat them before me is no worse than repeating them behind me, Tom.

Tom laughed. Very true, mamma. It was not a logical excuse. But I am sure the news, brought to us by the mail on Wednesday night, is enough to put a saint out of temper. Had there been anything unjust in it, had the money not been rightly ours, it would have been different; but to be deprived of what is legally our own

Not legally  as it turns out, struck in Hamish.

Justly, then, said Tom. Its too bad  especially as we dont know what we shall do without it.

Tom, you are not to look at the dark side of things, cried Constance, in a pretty, wilful, commanding manner. We shall do very well without it: it remains to be proved whether we shall not do better than with it.

Children, I wish to say a word to you upon this subject, said Mrs. Channing. When the news arrived, I was, you know, almost overwhelmed by it; not seeing, as Tom says, what we were to do without the money. In the full shock of the disappointment, it wore for me its worst aspect; a far more sombre one than the case really merited. But, now that I have had time to see it in its true light, my disappointment has subsided. I consider that we took a completely wrong view of it. Had the decision deprived us of the income we enjoy, then indeed it would have been grievous; but in reality it deprives us of nothing. Not one single privilege that we possessed before, does it take from us; not a single outlay will it cost us. We looked to this money to do many things with; but its not coming renders us no worse off than we were. Expecting it has caused us to get behindhand with our bills, which we must gradually pay off in the best way we can; it takes from us the power to article Arthur, and it straitens us in many ways, for, as you grow up, you grow more expensive. This is the extent of the ill, except

Oh, mamma, you forget! The worst ill of all is, that papa cannot now go to Germany.

I was about to say that, Arthur. But other means for his going thither may be found. Understand me, my dears: I do not see any means, or chance of means, at present: you must not fancy that; but it is possible that they may arise with the time of need. One service, at any rate, the decision has rendered me.

Service? echoed Tom.

Yes, smiled Mrs. Channing. It has proved to me that my children are loving and dutiful. Instead of repining, as some might, they are already seeking how they may make up, themselves, for the money that has not come. And Constance begins it.

Dont fear us, mother, cried Hamish, with his sunny smile. We will be of more use to you yet than the money would have been.

They dispersed  Hamish to his office, Arthur to Mr. Galloways, Tom and Charles to the cloisters, that famous playground of the college school. Stolen pleasures, it is said, are sweetest; and, just because there had been a stir lately amongst the cathedral clergy, touching the desirability of forbidding the cloisters to the boys for play, so much the more eager were they to frequent them.

As Arthur was going down Close Street, he encountered Mr. Williams, the cathedral organist, striding along with a roll of music in his hand. He was Arthurs music-master. When Arthur Channing was in the choir, a college schoolboy, he had displayed considerable taste for music; and it was decided that he should learn the organ. He had continued to take lessons after he left the choir, and did so still.

I was thinking of coming round to speak to you to-day, Mr. Williams.

What about? asked the organist. Anything pressing?

Well, you have heard, of course, that that suit is given against us, so I dont mean to continue the organ. They have said nothing to me at home; but it is of no use spending money that might be saved. But I see you are in too great a hurry, to stay to talk now.

Hurry! I am hurried off my legs, cried the organist. If a dozen or two of my pupils would give up learning, as you talk of doing, I should only be obliged to them. I have more work than I can attend to. And now Jupp must go and lay himself up, and I have the services to attend myself, morning and afternoon!

Mr. Jupp was assistant-organist. An apprentice to Mr. Williams, but just out of his time.

Whats the matter with Jupp? asked Arthur.

A little bit of fever, and a great deal of laziness, responded Mr. Williams. He is the laziest fellow alive. Since his uncle died, and that money came to him, he doesnt care a straw how things go. He was copyist to the cathedral, and he gave that up last week. I have asked Sandon, the lay-clerk, if he will take the copying, but he declines. He is another lazy one.

The organist hurried off. Arthur strove to detain him for another word or two, but it was of no use. So he continued his way to Mr. Galloways.

Busy enough were his thoughts there. His fingers were occupied with writing, but his mind went roaming without leave. This post of copyist of music to the cathedral, which appeared to be going begging; why should not he undertake it, if Mr. Williams would give it to him? He was quite able to do so, and though he very much disliked music-copying, that was nothing: he was not going to set up dislikes, and humour them. He had only a vague idea what might be the remuneration; ten, or twelve, or fifteen pounds a year, he fancied it might bring in. Better that, than nothing; it would be a beginning to follow in the wake that Constance had commenced; and he could do it of an evening, or at other odd times. I wont lose an hour in asking for it, thought Arthur.

At one oclock, when he was released from the office, he ran through the Boundaries to the cloisters, intending to pass through them on his way to the house of the organist, that being rather a nearer road to it, than if he had gone round the town. The sound of the organ, however, struck upon his ear, causing him to assume that it was the organist who was playing. Arthur tried the cathedral door, found it open, and went it.

It was Mr. Williams. He had been trying some new music, and rose from the organ as Arthur reached the top of the stairs, no very pleasant expression on his countenance.

What is the matter? asked Arthur, perceiving that something had put him out.

I hate ingratitude, responded Mr. Williams. Jenkins, he called out to the old bedesman, who had been blowing for him, you may go to your dinner; I shant want you any more now.

Old Jenkins hobbled down from the organ-loft, and Mr. Williams continued to Arthur:

Would you believe that Jupp has withdrawn himself utterly?

From the college? exclaimed Arthur.

From the college, and from me. His father comes to me, an hour ago, and says he is sure Jupps in a bad state of health, and he intends to send him to his relatives in the Scotch mountains for some months, to try and brace him up. Not a word of apology, for leaving me at a pinch.

It will be very inconvenient for you, said Arthur. I suppose that new apprentice of yours is of no use yet for the services?

Use! irascibly retorted Mr. Williams, he could not play a psalm if it were to save his life. I depended upon Jupp. It was an understood thing that he should remain with me as assistant; had it not been, I should have taken good care to bring somebody on to replace him. As to attending the services on week-days myself, it is next door to an impossibility. If I do, my teaching will be ruined.

I wish I was at liberty, said Arthur; I would take them for you.

Look here, Channing, said the organist. Since I had this information of old Jupps, my brain has been worrying itself pretty well, as you may imagine. Now, theres no one I would rather trust to take the week-day services than you, for you are fully capable, and I have trained you into my own style of playing: I never could get Jupp entirely into it; he is too fond of noise and flourishes. It has struck me that perhaps Mr. Galloway might spare you: his office is not overdone with work, and I would make it worth your while.

Arthur, somewhat bewildered at the proposal, sat down on one of the stools, and stared.

You will not be offended at my saying this. I speak in consequence of your telling me, this morning, you could not afford to go on with your lessons, continued the organist. But for that, I should not have thought of proposing such a thing to you. What capital practice it would be for you, too!

The best proof to convince you I am not offended, is to tell you what brings me here now, said Arthur in a cordial tone. I understood, this morning, that you were at a loss for some one to undertake the copying of the cathedral music: I have come to ask you to give it to me.

You may have it, and welcome, said Mr. Williams. Thats nothing; I want to know about the services.

It would take me an hour, morning and afternoon, from the office, debated Arthur. I wonder whether Mr. Galloway would let me go an hour earlier and stay an hour later to make up for it?

You can put the question to him. I dare say he will: especially as he is on terms of friendship with your father. I would give you  let me see, deliberated the organist, falling into a musing attitude twelve pounds a quarter. Say fifty pounds a year; if you stay with me so long. And you should have nothing to do with the choristers: Id practise them myself.

Arthurs face flushed. It was a great temptation: and the question flashed into his mind whether it would not be well to leave Mr. Galloways, as his prospects there appeared to be blighted, and embrace this, if that gentleman declined to allow him the necessary hours of absence. Fifty pounds a year! And, he spoke unconsciously aloud, there would be the copying besides.

Oh, thats not much, cried the organist. Thats paid by the sheet.

I should like it excessively! exclaimed Arthur.

Well, just turn it over in your mind. But you must let me know at once, Channing; by to-morrow at the latest. If you cannot take it, I must find some one else.

Arthur Channing went out of the cathedral, hardly knowing whether he stood on his head or his heels. Constance said that God would help us! was his grateful thought.

Such a whirlwind of noise! Arthur, when he reached the cloisters, found himself in the midst of the college boys, who were just let out of school. Leaping, shouting, pushing, scuffling, playing, contending! Arthur had not so very long ago been a college boy himself, and enjoyed the fun.

How are you, old fellows  jolly?

They gathered around him. Arthur was a favourite with them; had been always, when he was in the school. The elder boys loftily commanded off the juniors, who had to retire to a respectful distance.

I say, Channing, theres the stunningest go! began Bywater, dancing a triumphant hornpipe. You know Jupp? Well, he has been and sent in word to Williams that he is going to die, or something of that sort, and its necessary he should be off on the spree, to get himself well again. Old Jupp came this morning, just as college was over, and said it: and Williams is in the jolliest rage; going to be left without any one to take the organ. It will just pay him out, for being such a tyrant to us choristers.

Perhaps I am going to take it, returned Arthur.

You?  what a cram!

It is not, indeed, said Arthur. I shall take it if I can get leave from Mr. Galloway. Williams has just asked me.

Is that true, Arthur? burst forth Tom Channing, elbowing his way to the front.

Now, Tom, should I say it if it were not true? I only hope Mr. Galloway will throw no difficulty in my way.

And do you mean to say that you are going to be cock over us choristers? asked Bywater.

No, thank you, laughed Arthur. Mr. Williams will best fill that honour. Bywater, has the mystery of the inked surplice come to light?

No, and be shot to it! The masters in a regular way over it, though, and

And what do you think? eagerly interrupted Tod Yorke, whose face was ornamented with several shades of colour, blue, green, and yellow, the result of the previous days pugilistic encounter: my brother Roland heard the master say he suspected one of the seniors.

Arthur Channing looked inquiringly at Gaunt. The latter tossed his head haughtily. Roland Yorke must have made some mistake, he observed to Arthur. It is perfectly out of the question that the master can suspect a senior. I cant imagine where the school could have picked up the notion.

Gaunt was standing with Arthur, as he spoke, and the three seniors, Channing, Huntley, and Yorke, happened to be in a line facing them. Arthur regarded them one by one. You dont look very like committing such a thing as that, any one of you, he laughed. It is curious where the notion can have come from.

Such absurdity! ejaculated Gerald Yorke. As if it were likely Pye would suspect one of us seniors! Its not credible.

Not at all credible that you would do it, said Arthur. Had it been the result of accident, of course you would have hastened to declare it, any one of you three.

As Arthur spoke, he involuntarily turned his eyes on the sea of faces behind the three seniors, as if searching for signs in some countenance among them, by which he might recognize the culprit.

My goodness! uttered the senior boy, to Arthur. Had any one of those three done such a thing  accident or no accident  and not declared it, hed get his name struck off the rolls. A junior may be pardoned for things that a senior cannot.

Besides, thered be the losing his chance of the seniorship, and of the exhibition, cried one from the throng of boys in the rear.

How are you progressing for the seniorship? asked Arthur, of the three. Which of you stands the best chance?

I think Channing does, freely spoke up Harry Huntley.

Why?

Because our progress is so equal that I dont think one will get ahead of another, so that the choice cannot be made that way; and Channings name stands first on the rolls.

Who is to know if theyll give us fair play and no humbug? said Tom Channing.

If they do, it will be what they have never given yet! exclaimed Stephen Bywater. Kissing goes by favour.

Ah, but I heard that the dean

At this moment a boy dashed into the throng, scattering it right and left. Where are your eyes? he whispered.

Close upon them was the dean. Arm in arm with him, in his hat and apron, walked the Bishop of Helstonleigh. The boys stood aside and took off their trenchers. The dean merely raised his hand in response to the salutation  he appeared to be deep in thought; but the bishop nodded freely among them.

I heard that the dean found fault, the last time the exhibition fell, and said favour should never be shown again, so long as he was Dean of Helstonleigh, said Harry Huntley, when the clergy were beyond hearing, continuing the sentence he had been interrupted in. I say that, with fair play, it will be Channings; failing Channing, it will be mine; failing me, it will be Yorkes.

Now, then! retorted Gerald Yorke. Why should you have the chance before me, pray?

Huntley laughed. Only that my name heads yours on the rolls.

Once in three years there fell an exhibition for Helstonleigh College school, to send a boy to Oxford. It would be due the following Easter. Gaunt declined to compete for it; he would leave the school at Michaelmas; and it was a pretty generally understood thing that whichever of the three mentioned boys should be appointed senior in his place, would be presented with the exhibition. Channing and Yorke most ardently desired to gain it; both of them from the same motive  want of funds at home to take them to the university. If Tom Channing did not gain it, he was making up his mind to pocket pride, and go as a servitor. Yorke would not have done such a thing for the world; all the proud Yorke blood would be up in arms, at one of their name appearing as a servitor at Oxford. No. If Gerald Yorke should lose the exhibition, Lady Augusta must manage to screw out funds to send him. He and Tom Channing were alike designed for the Church. Harry Huntley had no such need: the son of a gentleman of good property, the exhibition was of little moment to him, in a pecuniary point of view; indeed, a doubt had been whispered amongst the boys, whether Mr. Huntley would allow Harry to take advantage of it, if he did gain it, for he was a liberal-minded and just man. Harry, of course, desired to be the successful one, for fames sake, just as ardently as did Channing and Yorke.

Im blessed if here isnt that renowned functionary, Jack Ketch!

The exclamation came from young Galloway. Limping in at one of the cloister doors, came the cloister porter, a surly man of sixty, whose temper was not improved by periodical attacks of lumbago. He and the college boys were open enemies. The porter would have rejoiced in denying them the cloisters altogether; and nothing had gladdened his grim old heart like the discussion which was said to have taken place between the dean and chapter, concerning the propriety of shutting out the boys and their noise from the cloisters, as a playground. He bore an unfortunate name  Ketch  and the boys, you may be very sure, did not fail to take advantage of it, joining to it sundry embellishments, more pointed than polite.

He came up, a ragged gig-whip in his hand, which he was fond of smacking round the throng of boys. He had never yet ventured to touch one of them, and perhaps it was just as well for him that he had not.

Now, you boys! be off, with your hullabaloo! Is this a decent noise to make around gentlefolks doors? You dont know, may be, as Dr. Burrows is in town.

Dr. Burrows happened to live in a house which had a door opening to the cloisters. The boys retorted. The worst they gave Mr. Ketch was chaff; but his temper could bear anything better than that, especially if it was administered by the senior boy.

Dear me, whos this? began Gaunt, in a tone of ultra politeness. Boys, do you see this gentleman who condescends to accost us? I really believe it is Sir John Ketch. Whats that in his hand?  a piece of rope? Surely, Mr. Ketch, you have not been turning off that unfortunate prisoner who was condemned yesterday? Rather hasty work, sir; was it not?

Mr. Ketch foamed. I tell you what it is, sir. You be the senior boy, and, instead of restraining these wicked young reptiles, you edges em on! Take care, young gent, as I dont complain of you to the dean. Seniors have been hoisted afore now.

Have they, really? Well, you ought to know, Mr. Calcraft. Theres the dean, just gone out of the cloisters; if you make haste, Calcraft, youll catch him up. Put your best foot foremost, and ask him if he wont report Mr. Gaunt for punishment.

The porter could have danced with rage; and his whip was smacking ominously. He did not dare advance it too near the circle when the senior boy was present, or indeed, when any of the elder boys were.

Hows your lumbago, Mr. Ketch? demanded Stephen Bywater. Id advise you to get rid of that, before the next time you go on duty; it might be in your way, you know. Never was such a thing heard of, as for the chief toppler-off of the three kingdoms to be disabled in his limbs! What would you do? Im afraid youd be obliged to resign your post, and sink into private life.

Now I just vow to goodness, as Ill do all I can to get these cloisters took from you boys, shrieked old Ketch, clasping his hands together. Theres insults as flesh and blood cant stand; and, as sure as Im living, Ill pay you out for it.

He turned tail and hobbled off, as he spoke, and the boys raised three groans for Jack Ketch, and then rushed away by the other entrance to their own dinners. The fact was, the porter had brought ill will upon himself, through his cross-grained temper. He had no right whatever to interfere between the boys and the cloisters; it was not his place to do so. The kings scholars knew this; and, being spirited kings scholars, as they were, would not stand it.

Tom, said Arthur Channing, dont say anything at home about the organ. Wait and see if I get it, first. Charley did not hear; he was ordered off with the juniors.






CHAPTER VIII.  THE ASSISTANT-ORGANIST.

Things often seem to go by the rule of contrary. Arthur returned to the office at two oclock, brimful of the favour he was going to solicit of Mr. Galloway; but he encountered present disappointment. For the first time for many weeks, Mr. Galloway did not make his appearance in the office at all; he was out the whole of the afternoon. Roland Yorke, to whom Arthur confided the plan, ridiculed it.

Catch me taking such a task upon myself! If I could play the organ like a Mendelssohn, and send the folks into ecstasies, Id never saddle myself with the worry of doing it morning and afternoon. Youll soon be sick of the bargain, Channing.

I should never be sick of it, if I did it for nothing: I am too fond of music for that. And it will be a very easy way of earning money.

Not so easy as making your mother stump up, was the reply. And if your refinement turns from the expression, my good reader, I am sorry you should have to read it; but it is what Mr. Roland Yorke said. I had a regular scene with Lady Augusta this morning. Its the most unreasonable thing in the world, you know, Channing, for her to think I can live without money, and so I told her  said I must and would have it, in fact.

Did you get it?

Of course I did. I wanted to pay Simms, and one or two more trifles that were pressing; I was not going to have the fellow here after me again. I wish such a thing as money had never been invented!

You may as well wish we could live without eating.

So I do, sometimes  when I go home, expecting a good dinner, and theres only some horrid cold stuff upon the table. There never was a worse housekeeper than Lady Augusta. Its my belief, our servants must live like fighting cocks; for I am sure the bills are heavy enough, and we dont get the benefit of them.

What made you so late this afternoon? asked Arthur.

I went round to pay Simms, for one thing; and then I called in upon Hamish, and stayed talking with him. Wasnt he in a sea of envy when I told him I had been scoring off that Simms! He wished he could do the same.

Hamish does not owe anything to Simms! cried Arthur, with hasty retort.

Doesnt he? laughed Roland Yorke. Thats all you know about it. Ask him yourself.

If you please, sir, interposed Mr. Jenkins, at this juncture, I shall soon be waiting for that paper. Mr. Galloway directed me to send it off by post.

Bother the paper! returned Roland; but, nevertheless, he applied himself to complete it. He was in the habit of discoursing upon private topics before Jenkins without any reserve, regarding him as a perfect nonentity.

When Arthur went home in the evening, he found Mr. Galloway sitting with his father. Well, cried the proctor, as Arthur entered, and who has been at the office this afternoon?

No one in particular, sir. Oh yes, there was, though  I forgot. The dean looked in, and wanted to see you.

What did he want?

He did not say, sir. He told Jenkins it would do another time. Arthur left his father and Mr. Galloway together. He did not broach the subject that was uppermost in his heart. Gifted with rare delicacy of feeling, he would not speak to Mr. Galloway until he could see him alone. To prefer the request in his fathers presence might have caused Mr. Galloway more trouble in refusing it.

I cant think what has happened to Arthur this evening! exclaimed one of them. His spirits are up to fever heat. Tell us what it is, Arthur?

Arthur laughed. I hope they will not be lowered to freezing point within the next hour; thats all.

When he heard Mr. Galloway leaving, he hastened after him, and overtook him in the Boundaries.

I wanted to say a few words to you, sir, if you please?

Say on, said Mr. Galloway. Why did you not say them indoors?

I scarcely know how I shall say them now, sir; for it is a very great favour that I have to ask you, and you may be angry, perhaps, at my thinking you might grant it.

You want a holiday, I suppose?

Oh no, sir; nothing of that sort. I want

Well? cried Mr. Galloway, surprised at his hesitation; but now that the moment of preferring the request had come, Arthur shrank from doing it.

Could you allow me, sir  would it make very much difference  to allow me  to come to the office an hour earlier, and remain in it an hour later? stammered Arthur.

What for? exclaimed Mr. Galloway, with marked surprise.

I have had an offer made me, sir, to take the cathedral organ at week-day service. I should very much like to accept it, if it could be managed.

Why, wheres Jupp? uttered Mr. Galloway.

Jupp has resigned. He is ill, and is going out for his health. Ill tell you how it all happened, went on Arthur, losing diffidence now that he was fairly launched upon his subject. Of course, this failure of the suit makes a great difference to our prospects at home; it renders it incumbent upon us to do what we can to help

Why does it? interrupted Mr. Galloway. It may make a difference to your future ease, but it makes none to your present means.

There is money wanted in many ways, sir; a favourable termination to the suit was counted upon so certainly. For one thing, it is necessary that my father should try the German baths.

Of course, he must try them, cried Mr. Galloway.

But it will cost money, sir, deprecated Arthur. Altogether, we have determined to do what we can. Constance has set us the example, by engaging herself as daily governess at Lady Augustas. She goes on Monday.

Very commendable of her, observed the proctor, who loved a gossip like any old woman. I hope shell not let those two unruly girls worry her to death.

And I was casting about in my mind, this morning, what I could do to help, when I met the organist, proceeded Arthur. He chanced to say that he could find no one to take the music copying. Well, sir, I thought it over, and at one oclock I went to ask him to give it to me. I found him at the organ, in a state of vexation. Jupp had resigned his post, and Mr. Williams had no one to replace him. The long and the short of it is, sir, that he offered it to me.

And did you accept it? crossly responded Mr. Galloway.

Of course I could not do that, sir, until I had spoken to you. If it were possible that I could make up the two hours to you, I should be very glad to take it.

And do it for nothing, I suppose?

Oh no. He would give me fifty pounds a year. And there would be the copying besides.

Thats a great deal! cried Mr. Galloway. It appears to me to be good pay, replied Arthur. But he would lose a great deal more than that, if he had to attend the cathedral himself. He said it would ruin his teaching.

Ah! self-interest  two for himself and one for you! ejaculated the proctor. What does Mr. Channing say?

I have said nothing at home. It was of no use telling them, until I had spoken to you. Now that my prospects are gone

What prospects? interrupted Mr. Galloway.

My articles to you, sir. Of course theres no chance of that now.

Mr. Galloway grunted. The ruin that Chancery suits work! Mark you, Arthur Channing, this is such a thing as was never asked a proctor before  leave of absence for two hours in the best part of the day! If I grant it, it will be out of the great friendship I bear your father.

Oh, sir! I shall never forget the obligation.

Take care you dont. You must come and work for two hours before breakfast in a morning.

Willingly  readily! exclaimed Arthur Channing, his face glowing. Then may I really tell Mr. Williams that I can accept it?

If I dont say yes, I suppose youd magnify me into a sullen old bear, as bad as Ketch, the porter. You may accept it. Stop! thundered Mr. Galloway, coming to a dead standstill.

Arthur was startled. What now, sir?

Are you to be instructor to those random animals, the choristers?

Oh no: I shall have nothing to do with that.

Very good. If you had taken to them, I should have recommended you to guard against such a specimen of singing as was displayed the other day before the judges.

Arthur laughed; spoke a word of heartfelt thanks; and took his way off-hand to the residence of the organist as light as any bird.

I have obtained leave, Mr. Williams; I may take your offer! he exclaimed with scant ceremony, when he found himself in that gentlemans presence, who was at tea with his wife. Mr. Galloway has authorized me to accept it. How do you do, Mrs. Williams?

Thats a great weight off my mind, then! cried the organist. I set that dolt of an apprentice of mine to play the folks out of college, this afternoon, when service was over, and  of all performances! Six mistakes he made in three bars, and broke down at last. I could have boxed his ears. The dean was standing below when I went down. Who was that playing, Mr. Williams? he demanded. So, I told him about Jupps ill-behaviour in leaving me, and that I had offered the place to you. But is Channing quite competent? cried he  for you know what a fine ear for music the dean has: besides, he added, is he not at Galloways? I said we hoped Mr. Galloway would spare you, and that I would answer for your competency. So, mind, Channing, you must put on the steam, and not disgrace my guarantee. I dont mean the steam of noise, or that you should go through the service with all the stops out.

Arthur laughed; and, declining the invitation to remain and take tea, he went out. He was anxious to declare the news at home. A few steps on his road, he overtook Hamish.

Where do you spring from? exclaimed Hamish, passing his arm within Arthurs.

From concluding an agreement that will bring me in fifty pounds a year, said Arthur.

Gammon, Master Arthur!

It is not gammon, Hamish. It is sober truth.

Hamish turned and looked at him, aroused by something in the tone. And what are you to do for it?

Just pass a couple of hours a day, delighting my own ears and heart. Do you remember what Constance said, last night? Hamish, it is wonderful, that this help should so soon have come to me!

Stay! Where are you going? interrupted Hamish, as Arthur was turning into a side-street.

This is the nearest way home.

I had rather not go that way.

Why? exclaimed Arthur, in surprise. Hamish, how funny you look! What is the matter?

Must I tell you? It is for your ear alone, mind. Theres a certain tradesmans house down there that Id rather not pass; he has a habit of coming out and dunning me. Do you remember Mr. Dick Swiveller?

Hamish laughed gaily. He would have laughed on his road to prison: it was in his nature. But Arthur seemed to take a leap from his high ropes. Is it Simms? he breathed.

No, it is not Simms. Who has been telling you anything about Simms, Arthur? It is not so very much that I owe Simms. What is this good luck of yours?

Arthur did not immediately reply. A dark shadow had fallen upon his spirit, as a forerunner of evil.






CHAPTER IX.  HAMISHS CANDLES.

Old Judith sat in her kitchen. Her hands were clasped upon her knees, and her head was bent in thought. Rare indeed was it to catch Judith indulging in a moments idleness. She appeared to be holding soliloquy with herself.

Its the most incomprehensible thing in the world! I have heard of ghosts  and, talking about ghosts, that child was in a tremor, last night, again  Im sure he was. Brave little heart! he goes up to bed in the dark on purpose to break himself of the fear. I went in for them shirts missis told me of, and he started like anything, and his face turned white. He hadnt heard me till I was in the room; Id no candle, and twas enough to startle him. Oh, is it you, Judith? said he, quietly, making believe to be as indifferent as may be. I struck a light, for I couldnt find the shirts, and then I saw his white face. He cant overget the fear: twas implanted in him in babyhood: and I only wish I could get that wicked girl punished as Id punish her, for it was her work. But about the tother? I have heard of ghosts walking  though, thank goodness, Im not frightened at em, like the child is!  but for a young man to go upstairs, night after night, pretending to go to rest, and sitting up till morning light, is what I never did hear on. If it was once in a way, twould be a different thing; but its always. Im sure its pretty nigh a year since

Why, Judith, you are in a brown study!

The interruption came from Constance, who had entered the kitchen to give an order. Judith looked up.

Im in a peck of trouble, Miss Constance. And the worst is, I dont know whether to tell about it, or to keep it in. Hed not like it to get to the mississ ears, I know: but then, you see, perhaps I ought to tell her  for his sake.

Constance smiled. Would you like to tell me, instead of mamma? Charley has been at some mischief again, among the saucepans? Burnt out more bottoms, perhaps?

Not he, the darling! resentfully rejoined Judith. The burning out of that one was enough for him. Im sure he took contrition to himself, as if it had been made of gold.

What is it, then?

Well, said Judith, looking round, as if fearing the walls would hear, and speaking mysteriously, its about Mr. Hamish. I dont know but I will tell you, Miss Constance, and itll be, so far, a weight off my mind. I was just saying to myself that I had heard of ghosts walking, but what Mr. Hamish does every blessed night, I never did hear of, in all my born days.

Constance felt a little startled. What does he do? she hastily asked.

You know, Miss Constance, my bedrooms overhead, above the kitchen here, and, being built out on the side, I can see the windows at the back of the house from it  as we can see em from this kitchen window, for the matter of that, if we put our heads out. About a twelvemonth ago  Im sure its not far short of it  I took to notice that the light in Mr. Hamishs chamber wasnt put out so soon as it was in the other rooms. So, one night, when I was half-crazy with that face-ache  you remember my having it, Miss Constance?  and knew I shouldnt get to sleep, if I lay down, I thought Id just see how long he kept it in. Would you believe, Miss Constance, that at three oclock in the morning his light was still burning?

Well, said Constance, feeling the tale was not half told.

I thought, what on earth could he be after? I might have feared that he had got into bed and left it alight by mistake, but that I saw his shadow once or twice pass the blind. Well, I didnt say a word to him next day, I thought he might not like it: but my mind wouldnt be easy, and I looked out again, and I found that, night after night, that light was in. Miss Constance, I thought Id trick him: so I took care to put just about an inch of candle in his bed candlestick, and no more: but, law bless me! when folks is bent on forbidden things, it is not candle-ends that will stop em!

I suppose you mean that the light burnt still, in spite of your inch of candle? said Constance.

It just did, returned Judith. He gets into my kitchen and robs my candle-box, I thought to myself. So I counted my candles and marked em; and I found I was wrong, for they wasnt touched. But one day, when I was putting his cupboard to rights, I came upon a paper right at the back. Two great big composite candles it had in it, and another half burnt away. Oh, this is where you keep your store, my young master, is it? I thought. They were them big round things, which seems never to burn to an end, three to the pound.

Constance made no reply. Judith gathered breath, and continued:

I took upon myself to speak to him. I told him it wasnt well for anybodys health, to sit up at night, in that fashion; not counting the danger he ran of setting the house on fire and burning us all to cinders in our beds. He laughed  you know his way, Miss Constance  and said hed take care of his health and of the house, and I was just to make myself easy and hold my tongue, and that I need not be uneasy about fire, for I could open my window and drop into the rain-water barrel, and there I should be safe. But, in spite of his joking tone, there ran through it a sound of command; and, from that hour to this, I have never opened my lips about it to anybody living.

And he burns the light still?

Except Saturday and Sunday nights, its always alight, longer or shorter. Them two nights, he gets into bed respectable, as the rest of the house do. You have noticed, Miss Constance, that, the evenings he is not out, hell go up to his chamber by half-past nine or ten?

Frequently, assented Constance. As soon as the reading is over, he will wish us good night.

Well, them nights, when he goes up early, he puts his light out sooner  by twelve, or by half-past, or by one; but when he spends his evenings out, not getting home until eleven, hell have it burning till two or three in the morning.

What can he sit up for? involuntarily exclaimed Constance.

I dont know, unless it is that the work at the office is too heavy for him, said Judith. He has his own work to do there, and masters as well.

It is not at all heavy, said Constance. There is an additional clerk since papas illness, you know. It cannot be that.

It has to do with the office-books, for certain, returned Judith. Why else is he so particular in taking em into his room every night?

He takes  them  for safety, spoke Constance, in a very hesitating manner, as if not feeling perfectly assured of the grounds for her assertion.

Maybe, sniffed Judith, in disbelief. It cant be that he sits up to read, she resumed. Nobody in their senses would do that. Reading may be pleasant to some folks, especially them story-books; but sleep is pleasanter. This last two or three blessed nights, since that ill news come to make us miserable, I question if he has gone to bed at all, for his candle has only been put out when daylight came to shame it.

But, Judith, how do you know all this? exclaimed Constance, after a few minutes reflection. You surely dont sit up to watch the light?

Pretty fit I should be for my work in the morning, if I did! No, Miss Constance. I moved my bed round to the other corner, so as I could see his window as I lay in it; and I have got myself into a habit of waking up at all hours and looking. Truth to say, Im not easy: fire is sooner set alight than put out: and if theres the water-butt for me to drop into, there aint water-butts for the rest of the house.

Very true, murmured Constance, speaking as if she were in reflection.

Nobody knows the worry this has been upon my mind, resumed Judith. Every night when I have seen his window alight, I have said to myself, Ill tell my mistress of this when morning comes; but, when the morning has come, my resolution has failed me. It might worry her, and anger Mr. Hamish, and do no good after all. If he really has not time for his books in the day, why he must do em at night, I suppose; it would never do for him to fall off, and let the masters means drop through. What ought to be done, Miss Constance?

I really do not know, Judith, replied Constance. You must let me think about it.

She fell into an unpleasant reverie. The most feasible solution she could come to, was the one adopted by Judith  that Hamish passed his nights at the books. If so, how sadly he must idle away his time in the day! Did he give his hours up to nonsense and pleasure? And how could he contrive to hide his shortcomings from Mr. Channing? Constance was not sure whether the books went regularly under the actual inspection of Mr. Channing, or whether Hamish went over them aloud. If only the latter, could the faults be concealed? She knew nothing of book-keeping, and was unable to say. Leaving her to puzzle over the matter, we will return to Hamish himself.

We left him in the last chapter, you may remember, objecting to go down a certain side-street which would have cut off a short distance of their road; his excuse to Arthur being, that a troublesome creditor of his lived in it. The plea was a true one. Not to make a mystery of it, it may as well be acknowledged that Hamish had contracted some debts, and that he found it difficult to pay them. They were not many, and a moderate sum would have settled them; but that moderate sum Hamish did not possess. Let us give him his due. But that he had fully counted upon a time of wealth being close at hand, it is probable that he never would have contracted them. When Hamish erred, it was invariably from thoughtlessness  from carelessness  never from deliberate intention.

Arthur, of course, turned from the objectionable street, and continued his straightforward course. They were frequently hindered; the streets were always crowded at assize time, and acquaintances continually stopped them. Amongst others, they met Roland Yorke.

Are you coming round to Cators, to-night? he asked of Hamish.

Not I, returned Hamish, with his usual gay laugh. I am going to draw in my expenses, and settle down into a miser.

Moonshine! cried Roland.

Is it moonshine, though? It is just a little bit of serious fact, Yorke. When lord chancellors turn against us and dash our hopes, we cant go on as though the exchequer had no bottom to it.

It will cost you nothing to come to Cators. He is expecting one or two fellows, and has laid in a prime lot of Manillas.

Evening visiting costs a great deal, one way or another, returned Hamish, and I intend to drop most of mine for the present. You neednt stare so, Yorke.

I am staring at you. Drop evening visiting! Any one, dropping that, may expect to be in a lunatic asylum in six months.

What a prospect for me! laughed Hamish.

Will you come to Cators?

No, thank you.

Then you are a muff! retorted Roland, as he went on.

It was dusk when they reached the cathedral.

I wonder whether the cloisters are still open! Arthur exclaimed.

It will not take a minute to ascertain, said Hamish. If not, we must go round.

They found the cloisters still unclosed, and passed in. Gloomy and sombre were they at that evening hour. So sombre that, in proceeding along the west quadrangle, the two young men positively started, when some dark figure glided from within a niche, and stood in their way.

Whose ghost are you? cried Hamish.

A short covert whistle of surprise answered him. You here! cried the figure, in a tone of excessive disappointment. What brings you in the cloisters so late?

Hamish dextrously wound him towards what little light was cast from the graveyard, and discerned the features of Hurst. Half a dozen more figures brought themselves out of the niches  Stephen Bywater, young Galloway, Tod Yorke, Harrison, Hall, and Berkeley.

Let me alone, Mr. Hamish Channing. Hush! Dont make a row.

What mischief is going on, Hurst? asked Hamish.

Well, whatever it may have been, it strikes me you have stopped it, was Hursts reply. I say, wasnt there the Boundaries for you to go through, without coming bothering into the cloisters?

I am sorry to have spoiled sport, laughed Hamish. I should not have liked it done to me when I was a college boy. Let us know what the treason was.

You wont tell!

No; if it is nothing very bad. Honour bright.

Stop a bit, Hurst, hastily interposed Bywater. Theres no knowing what he may think very bad. Give generals, not particulars. Here the fellow comes, I do believe!

It was only a trick we were going to play old Ketch, whispered Hurst. Come out quickly; better that he should not hear us, or it may spoil sport for another time. Gently, boys!

Hurst and the rest stole round the cloisters, and out at the south door. Hamish and Arthur followed, more leisurely, and less silently. Ketch came up.

Whos this here, a-haunting the cloisters at this time o night? Who be you, I ask?

The cloisters are free until they are closed, Ketch, cried Hamish.

Nobody havent no right to pass through em at this hour, except the clergy theirselves, grumbled the porter. We shall have them boys a-playing in em at dark, next.

You should close them earlier, if you want to keep them empty, returned Hamish. Why dont you close them at three in the afternoon?

The porter growled. He knew that he did not dare to close them before dusk, almost dark, and he knew that Hamish knew it too; and therefore he looked upon the remark as a quiet bit of sarcasm. I wish the dean ud give me leave to shut them boys out of em, he exclaimed. It ud be a jovial day for me!

Hamish and Arthur passed out, wishing him good night. He did not reply to it, but banged the gate on their heels, locked it, and turned to retrace his steps through the cloisters. The college boys, who had hidden themselves from his view, came forward again.

He has got off scot-free to-night, but perhaps he wont do so to-morrow, cried Bywater.

Were you going to set upon him? asked Arthur.

We were not going to put a finger upon him; I give you my word, we were not, said Hurst.

What, then, were you going to do?

But the boys would not be caught. It might stop fun, you know, Mr. Hamish. You might get telling your brother Tom; and Tom might let it out to Gaunt; and Gaunt might turn crusty and forbid it. We were going to serve the fellow out; but not to touch him or to hurt him; and thats enough.

As you please, said Hamish. He is a surly old fellow.

He is an old brute! hes a dog in a kennel! he deserves hanging! burst from the throng of boys.

What do you think he went and did this afternoon? added Hurst to the two Channings. He sneaked up to the dean with a wretched complaint of us boys, which hadnt a word of truth in it; not a syllable, I assure you. He did it only because Gaunt had put him in a temper at one oclock. The dean did not listen to him, thats one good thing. How jolly hed have been, just at this moment, if you two had not come up! Wouldnt he, boys?

The boys burst into a laugh; roar upon roar, peal upon peal; shrieking and holding their sides, till the very Boundaries echoed again. Laughing is infectious, and Hamish and Arthur shrieked out with them, not knowing in the least what they were laughing at.

But Arthur was heavy at heart in the midst of it. Do you owe much money, Hamish? he inquired, after they had left the boys, and were walking soberly along, under the quiet elm-trees.

More than I can pay, old fellow, just at present, was the answer.

But is it much, Hamish?

No, it is not much, taking it in the abstract. Quite a trifling sum.

Arthur caught at the word trifling; it seemed to dissipate his fears. Had he been alarming himself for nothing! Is it ten pounds, Hamish?

Ten pounds! repeated Hamish, in a tone of mockery. That would be little indeed.

Is it fifty?

I dare say it may be. A pound here and a pound there, and a few pounds elsewhere  yes, taking it altogether, I expect it would be fifty.

And how much more? thought Arthur to himself. You said it was a trifling sum, Hamish!

Well, fifty pounds is not a large sum. Though, of course, we estimate sums, like other things, by comparison. You can understand now, why I was not sanguine with regard to Constances hopeful project of helping my father to get to the German baths. I, the eldest, who ought to be the first to assist in it, am the least likely to do so. I dont know how I managed to get into debt, mused Hamish. It came upon me imperceptibly; it did, indeed. I depended so entirely upon that money falling to us, that I grew careless, and would often order things which I was not in need of. Arthur, since that news came, I have felt overwhelmed with worry and botheration.

I wish you were free!

If wishes were horses, we should all be on horseback. How debts grow upon you! Hamish continued, changing his light tone for a graver one. Until within the last day or two, when I have thought it necessary to take stock of outstanding claims, I had no idea I owed half so much.

What shall you do about it?

That is more easily asked than answered. My own funds are forestalled for some time to come. And, the worst is, that, now this suit is known to have terminated against us, people are not so willing to wait as they were before. I have had no end of them after me to-day.

How shall you contrive to satisfy them?

Satisfy them in some way, I must.

But how, I ask, Hamish?

Rob some bank or other, replied Hamish, in his off-hand, joking way.

Shall you speak to my father?

Wheres the use? returned Hamish. He cannot help me just now; he is straitened enough himself.

He might help you with advice. His experience is larger than yours, his judgment better. In the multitude of counsellors there is safety, you know, Hamish.

I have made up my mind to say nothing to my father. If he could assist me, I would disclose all to him: as it is, it would only be inflicting upon him unnecessary pain. Understand, Arthur, what I have said to you is in confidence: you must not speak of it to him.

Of course not. I should not think of interfering between you and him. I wish I could help you!

I wish you could, old fellow. But you need not look so serious.

How you can be so gay and careless over it, I cannot imagine, said Arthur.

Hamish laughed. If theres only a little patch of sunshine as large as a mans hand, I am sure to see it and trust to it.

Is there any sunshine in this?

A little bit: and I hope it will help me out of it. I am sure I was born with a large share of hope in my composition.

Show me the bit of sunshine, Hamish.

I cant do that, was the answer. I fear it is not so much actual sunshine thats to be seen yet  only its reflection. You could not see it at all, Arthur; but I, as I tell you, am extravagantly hopeful.

The same ever-gay tone, the same pleasant smile, accompanied the words. And yet, at that moment, instead of walking straightforward into the open space beyond the elm-trees, as Arthur did, Hamish withdrew his arm from his brothers, and halted under their shade, peering cautiously around. They were then within view of their own door.

What are you looking at?

To make sure that the coast is clear. I heard to-day  Arthur, I know that I shall shock you  that a fellow had taken out a writ against me. I dont want to get it served, if I can help it.

Arthur was indeed shocked. Oh, Hamish! was all he uttered. But the tone betrayed a strange amount of pain mingled with reproach.

You must not think ill of me. I declare that I have been led into this scrape blindfolded, as may be said. I never dreamt I was getting into it. I am not reckless by nature; and, but for the expectation of that money, I should be as free now as you are.

Thought upon thought was crowding into Arthurs mind. He did not speak.

I cannot charge myself with any foolish or unnecessary expenditure, Hamish resumed. And, he added in a deeper tone, my worst enemy will not accuse me of rashly incurring debts to gratify my own pleasures. I do not get into mischief. Were I addicted to drinking, or to gambling, my debts might have been ten times what they are.

They are enough, it seems, said Arthur. But he spoke the words in sadness, not in a spirit of reproof.

Arthur, they may prove of the greatest service, in teaching me caution for the future. Perhaps I wanted the lesson. Let me once get out of this hash, and I will take pretty good care not to fall into another.

If you only can get out of it.

Oh, I shall do it, somehow; never fear. Let us go on, there seems to be no one about.






CHAPTER X.  A FALSE ALARM.

They reached home unmolested. Arthur went straight to Mr. Channing, who was lying, as usual, on his sofa, and bent over him with a smile, sweet and hopeful as that of Hamish.

Father, may I gain fifty pounds a year, if I can do it, without detriment to my place at Mr. Galloways?

What do you say, my boy?

Would you have any objection to my taking the organ at college on week days? Mr. Williams has offered it to me.

Mr. Channing turned his head and looked at him. He did not understand. You could not take it, Arthur; you could not be absent from the office; and young Jupp takes the organ. What is it that you are talking of?

Arthur explained in his quiet manner, a glad light shining in his eyes. Jupp had left the college for good; Mr. Williams had offered the place to him, and Mr. Galloway had authorized him to accept it. He should only have to go to the office for two hours before breakfast in a morning, to make up for the two lost in the day.

My brave boy! exclaimed Mr. Channing, making prisoner of his hand. I said this untoward loss of the suit might turn out to be a blessing in disguise. And so it will; it is bringing forth the sterling love of my children. You are doing this for me, Arthur.

Doing it a great deal for myself, papa. You do not know the gratification it will be to me, those two hours play daily!

I understand, my dear  understand it all!

Especially as Arthur came to a sudden stop.

Especially as what? asked Mr. Channing.

As I had thought of giving up taking lessons, Arthur hastily added, not going deeper into explanations. I play quite well enough, now, to cease learning. Mr. Williams said one day, that, with practice, I might soon equal him.

I wonder what those parents do, Arthur, who own ungrateful or rebellious children! Mr. Channing exclaimed, after a pause of thought. The world is full of trouble; and it is of many kinds, and takes various phases; but if we can only be happy in our children, all other trouble may pass lightly over us, as a summer cloud. I thank God that my children have never brought home to me an hours care. How merciful He has been to me!

Arthurs thoughts reverted to Hamish and his trouble. He felt thankful, then, that it was hid from Mr. Channing.

I have already accepted the place, papa. I knew I might count upon your consent.

Upon my warm approbation. My son, do your best at your task. And, Mr. Channing added, sinking his voice to a whisper, when the choristers peal out their hymn of praise to God, during these sacred services, let your heart ascend with it in fervent praise and thanksgiving. Too many go through these services in a matter-of-course spirit, their heart far away. Do not you.

Hamish at this moment came in, carrying the books. Are you ready, sir? Theres not much to do, this evening.

Ready at any time, Hamish.

Hamish laid the books before him on the table, and sat down. Arthur left the room. Mr. Channing liked to be alone with Hamish when the accounts were being gone over.

Mrs. Channing was in the drawing-room, some of the children with her. Arthur entered. Mrs. Channing, cried he, with mock ceremony, allow me to introduce you to the assistant-organist of the cathedral.

She smiled, supposing it to be some joke. Very well, sir. He can come in!

He is in, maam. It is myself.

Is young Mr. Jupp there? she asked; for he sometimes came home with Arthur.

Young Mr. Jupp has disappeared from public life, and I am appointed in his place. It is quite true.

Arthur! she remonstrated.

Mamma, indeed it is true. Mr. Williams has made me the offer, and Mr. Galloway has consented to allow me time to attend the week-day services; and papa is glad of it, and I hope you will be glad also.

I have known of it since this morning, spoke Tom, with an assumption of easy consequence; while Mrs. Channing was recovering her senses, which had been nearly frightened away. Arthur, I hope Williams intends to pay you?

Fifty pounds a year, And the copying besides.

Is it true, Arthur? breathlessly exclaimed Mrs. Channing.

I have told you that it is, mother mine. Jupp has resigned, and I am assistant-organist.

Annabel danced round him in an ecstasy of delight. Not at his success  success or failure did not much trouble Annabel  but she thought there might be a prospect of some fun in store for herself. Arthur, youll let me come into the cathedral and blow for you?

You little stupid! cried Tom. Much good you could do at blowing! A girl blowing the college organ! Thats rich! Better let Williams catch you there! Shed actually go, I believe!

It is not your business, Tom; it is Arthurs, retorted Annabel, with flushed cheeks. Mamma, cant you teach Tom to interfere with himself, and not with me?

I would rather teach Annabel to be a young lady, and not a tomboy, said Mrs. Channing. You may as well wish to be allowed to ring the college bells, as blow the organ, child.

I should like that, said Annabel. Oh, what fun, if the rope went up with me!

Mrs. Channing turned a reproving glance on her, and resumed her conversation with Arthur. Why did you not tell me before, my boy? It was too good news to keep to yourself. How long has it been in contemplation?

Dear mamma, only to-day. It was only this morning that Jupp resigned.

Only to-day! It must have been decided very hastily, then, for a measure of that sort.

Mr. Williams was so put to it that he took care to lose no time. He spoke to me at one oclock. I had gone to him to the cathedral, asking for the copying, which I heard was going begging, and he broached the other subject, on the spur of the moment, as it seemed to me. Nothing could be decided until I had seen Mr. Galloway, and I spoke to him after he left here, this afternoon. He will allow me to be absent from the office an hour, morning and afternoon, on condition that I attend for two hours before breakfast.

But, Arthur, you will have a great deal upon your hands.

Not any too much. It will keep me out of mischief.

When shall you find time to do the copying?

In an evening, I suppose. I shall find plenty of time.

As Hamish had observed, there was little to do at the books, that evening, and he soon left the parlour. Constance happened to be in the hall as he crossed it, on his way to his bedroom. Judith, who appeared to have been on the watch, came gliding from the half-opened kitchen door and approached Constance, looking after Hamish as he went up the stairs.

Do you see, Miss Constance? she whispered. He is carrying the books up with him, as usual!

At this juncture, Hamish turned round to speak to his sister. Constance, I dont want any supper to-night, tell my mother. You can call me when it is time for the reading.

And he is going to set on at em, now, and hell be at em till morning light! continued Judiths whisper. And hell drop off into his grave with decline! taint in the nature of a young man to do without sleep  and thatll be the ending! And hell burn himself up first, and all the house with him.

I think I will go and speak to him, debated Constance.

I should, advised Judith. The worst is, if the books must be done, why, they must; and I dont see that there is any help for it.

But Constance hesitated, considerably. She did not at all like to interfere; it appeared so very much to resemble the work of a spy. Several minutes she deliberated, and then went slowly up the stairs. Knocking at Hamishs door, she turned the handle, and would have entered. It was locked.

Whos there? called out Hamish.

Can I come in for a minute, Hamish? I want to say a word to you.

He did not undo the door immediately. There appeared to be an opening and closing of his desk, first  a scuffle, as of things being put away. When Constance entered, she saw one of the insurance books open on the table, the pen and ink near it; the others were not to be seen. The keys were in the table lock. A conviction flashed over the mind of Constance that Judith was right, in supposing the office accounts to be the object that kept him up. What can he do with his time in the day? she thought.

What is it, Constance?

Can you let me speak to you, Hamish?

If you wont be long. I was just beginning to be busy, he replied, taking out the keys and putting them into his pocket.

I see you were, she said, glancing at the ledger. Hamish, you must not be offended with me, or think I interfere unwarrantably. I would not do it, but that I am anxious for you. Why is it that you sit up so late at night?

There was a sudden accession of colour to his face  Constance saw it; but there was a smile as well. How do you know I do sit up? Has Judy been telling tales?

Judy is uneasy about it, and she spoke to me this evening. She has visions of the house being burnt up with every one in it, and of your fatally injuring your health. I believe she would consider the latter calamity almost more grievous than the former, for you know you were always her favourite. Hamish; is there no danger of either?

There is not. I am too cautious for the one to happen, and, I believe, too hardy for the other. Judy is a simpleton, he laughed; she has her water-butt, and what more can she desire?

Hamish, why do you sit up? Have you not time for your work in the day?

No. Or else I should do it in the day. I do not sit up enough to hurt me. I have, on an average, three hours night-work, five days in the week; and if that can damage a strong fellow like me, call me a puny changeling.

You sit up much longer than that?

Not often. These light days, I sometimes do not sit up half so long; I get up in the morning, instead. Constance, you look grave enough for a judge!

And you, laughing enough to provoke me. Suppose I tell papa of this habit of yours, and get him to forbid it?

Then, my dear, you would work irreparable mischief, he replied, becoming grave in his turn. Were I to be prevented from doing as I please in my chamber in this house, I must find a room elsewhere, in which I should be my own master.

Hamish!

You oblige me to say it, Constance. You and Judy must lay your heads together upon some other grievance, for, indeed, for this particular one there is no remedy. She is an old goose, and you are a young one.

Is it right that we should submit to the risk of being set on fire?

My dear, if that is the point, Ill have a fire-escape placed over the front door every night, and pay a couple of watchmen to act as guardians. Constance! again dropping his tone of mockery, you know that you may trust me better than that.

But, Hamish, how do you spend your time, that you cannot complete your books in the day?

Oh, drawled Hamish, ours is the laziest office! gossiping and scandal going on in it from morning till night. In the fatigue induced by that, I am not sure that I dont take a nap, sometimes.

Constance could not tell what to make of him. He was gazing at her with the most perplexing expression of face, looking ready to burst into a laugh.

One last word, Hamish, for I hear Judith calling to you. Are you obliged to do this night-work?

I am.

Then I will say no more; and things must go on as it seems they have hitherto done.

Arthur came running upstairs, and Hamish met him at the chamber door. Arthur, who appeared strangely agitated, began speaking in a half-whisper, unconscious that his sister was within. She heard every word.

Judy says some young man wants you, Hamish! I fear it may be the fellow to serve the writ. What on earth is to be done?

Did Judy say I was at home?

Yes; and has handed him into the study, to wait. Did you not hear her calling to you?

I cant  see him, Hamish was about to say. Yes, I will see him, he added after a moments reflection. Anything rather than have a disturbance which might come to my mothers ears. And I suppose if he could not serve it now, he would watch for me in the morning.

Shall I go down first, and hear what he has to say?

Arthur, boy, it would do no good. I have brought this upon myself, and must battle with it. A Channing cannot turn coward!

But he may act with discretion, said Arthur. I will speak to the man, and if theres no help for it, Ill call you.

Down flew Arthur, four stairs at a time. Hamish remained with his body inside his chamber door, and his head out. I conclude he was listening; and, in the confusion, he had probably totally forgotten Constance. Arthur came bounding up the stairs again, his eyes sparkling.

A false alarm, Hamish! Its only Martin Pope.

Martin Pope! echoed Hamish, considerably relieved, for Martin Pope was an acquaintance of his, and sub-editor of one of the Helstonleigh newspapers. Why could not Judy have opened her mouth?

He ran down the stairs, the colour, which had left his face, returning to it. But it did not to that of Constance; hers had changed to an ashy whiteness. Arthur saw her standing there; saw that she must have heard and understood all.

Oh, Arthur, has it come to this? Is Hamish in that depth of debt!

Hush! What brought you here, Constance?

What writ is it that he fears? Is there indeed one out against him?

I dont know much about it. There may be one.

She wrung her hands. The next thing to a writ is a prison, is it not? If he should be taken, what would become of the office  of papas position?

Do not agitate yourself, he implored. It can do no good.

Nothing can do good: nothing, nothing. Oh, what trouble!

Constance, in the greatest trouble there is always one Refuge.

Yes, she mentally thought, bursting into tears. What, but for that shelter, would become of us in our bitter hours of trial?






CHAPTER XI.  THE CLOISTER KEYS.

It was the twenty-second day of the month, and nearly a week after the date of the last chapter. Arthur Channing sat in his place at the cathedral organ, playing the psalm for the morning; for the hour was that of divine service.

O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is gracious: and His mercy endureth for ever!

The boys whole heart went up with the words. He gave thanks: mercies had come upon him  upon his; and that great dread  which was turning his days to gall, his nights to sleeplessness  the arrest of Hamish, had not as yet been attempted. He felt it all as he sat there; and, in a softer voice, he echoed the sweet song of the choristers below, verse after verse as each verse rose on the air, filling the aisles of the old cathedral: how that God delivers those who cry unto Him  those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death; those whose hearts fail through heaviness, who fall down and there is none to help them  He brings them out of the darkness, and breaks their bonds in sunder. They that go down to the sea in ships, and occupy their business in great waters, who see the works of the Lord, and His wonders in the deep; whose hearts cower at the stormy rising of the waves, and in their agony of distress cry unto Him to help them; and He hears the cry, and delivers them. He stills the angry waves, and calms the storm, and brings them into the haven where they would be; and then they are glad, because they are at rest.

O that men would therefore praise the Lord for His goodness: and declare the wonders that He doeth for the children of men!

And again, when they are minished, and brought low: through oppression, through any plague or trouble; though He suffer them to be evil intreated through tyrants: and let them wander out of the way in the wilderness; yet helpeth He the poor out of misery: and maketh him households like a flock of sheep.

Whoso is wise will ponder these things: and they shall understand the loving-kindness of the Lord.

The refrain died away, the gentle echo died after it, and silence fell upon the cathedral. It was broken by the voice of the Reverend William Yorke, giving out the first lesson  a chapter in Jeremiah.

At the conclusion of the service, Arthur Channing left the college. In the cloisters he was overtaken by the choristers, who were hastening back to the schoolroom. At the same moment Ketch, the porter, passed, coming towards them from the south entrance of the cloisters. He touched his hat in his usual ungracious fashion to the dean and Dr. Gardner, who were turning into the chapter-house, carrying their trenchers, and looked the other way as he passed the boys.

Arthur caught hold of Hurst. Have you served out old Ketch, as you threatened? he laughingly asked.

Hush! whispered Hurst. It has not come off yet. We had an idea that an inkling of it had got abroad, so we thought it best to keep quiet for a few nights, lest the Philistines should be on the watch. But the time is fixed now, and I can tell you that it is not a hundred nights off.

With a shower of mysterious nods and winks, Hurst rushed away and bounded up the stairs to the schoolroom. Arthur returned to Mr. Galloways. Its the awfullest shame! burst forth Tom Channing that day at dinner (and allow me to remark, par parenthèse, that, in reading about schoolboys, you must be content to accept their grammar as it comes); and he brought the handle of his knife down upon the table in a passion.

Thomas! uttered Mr. Channing, in amazed reproof.

Well, papa, and so it is! and the schools going pretty near mad over it! returned Tom, turning his crimsoned face upon his father. Would you believe that I and Huntley are to be passed over in the chance for the seniorship, and Yorke is to have it, without reference to merit?

No, I do not believe it, Tom, quietly replied Mr. Channing. But, even were it true, it is no reason why you should break out in that unseemly manner. Did you ever know a hot temper do good to its possessor?

I know I am hot-tempered, confessed Tom. I cannot help it, papa; it was born with me.

Many of our failings were born with us, my boy, as I have always understood. But they are to be subdued; not indulged.

Papa, you must acknowledge that it is a shame if Pye has promised the seniorship to Yorke, over my head and Huntleys, reiterated Tom, who was apt to speak as strongly as he thought. If he gets the seniorship, the exhibition will follow; that is an understood thing. Would it be just?

Why are you saying this? What have you heard?

Well, it is a roundabout tale, answered Tom. But the rumour in the school is this  and if it turns out to be true, Gerald Yorke will about get eaten up alive.

Is that the rumour, Tom? said Mrs. Channing.

Tom laughed, in spite of his anger. I had not come to the rumour, mamma. Lady Augusta and Dr. Burrows are great friends, you know; and we hear that they have been salving over Pye

Gently, Tom! put in Mr. Channing.

Talking over Pye, then, corrected Tom, impatient to proceed with his story; and Pye has promised to promote Gerald Yorke to the seniorship. He

Dr. Burrows has gone away again, interrupted Annabel. I saw him go by to-day in his travelling carriage. Judy says he has gone to his rectory; some of the deanery servants told her so.

Youll get something, Annabel, if you interrupt in that fashion, cried Tom. Last Monday, Dr. Burrows gave a dinner-party. Pye was there, and Lady Augusta was there; and it was then they got Pye to promise it to Yorke.

How is it known that they did? asked Mr. Channing.

The boys all say it, papa. It was circulating through the school this morning like wild-fire.

You will never take the prize for logic, Tom. How did the boys hear it, I ask?

Through Mr. Calcraft, replied Tom.

Tom!

Mr. Ketch, then, said Tom, correcting himself as he had done before. Both names are a mile too good for him. Ketch came into contact with some of the boys this morning before ten-oclock school, and, of course, they went into a wordy war  which is nothing new. Huntley was the only senior present, and Ketch was insolent to him. One of the boys told Ketch that he would not dare to be so, next year, if Huntley should be senior boy. Ketch sneered at that, and said Huntley never would be senior boy, nor Channing either, for it was already given to Yorke. The boys took his words up, ridiculing the notion of his knowing anything of the matter, and they did not spare their taunts. That roused his temper, and the old fellow let out all he knew. He said Lady Augusta Yorke was at Galloways office yesterday, boasting about it before Jenkins.

A roundabout tale, indeed! remarked Mr. Channing; and told in a somewhat roundabout manner, Tom. I should not put faith in it. Did you hear anything of this, Arthur?

No, sir. I know that Lady Augusta called at the office yesterday afternoon while I was at college. I dont know anything more.

Huntley intends to drop across Jenkins this afternoon, and question him, resumed Tom Channing. There cant be any doubt that it was he who gave the information to Ketch. If Huntley finds that Lady Augusta did assert it, the school will take the affair up.

The boast amused Hamish. In what manner will the school be pleased to take it up? questioned he. Recommend the dean to hold Mr. Pye under surveillance? Or send Lady Augusta a challenge?

Tom Channing nodded his head mysteriously. There is many a true word spoken in jest, Hamish. I dont know yet what we should do: we should do something. The school wont stand it tamely. The day for that one-sided sort of oppression has gone out with our grandmothers fashions.

It would be very wrong of the school to stand it, said Charley, throwing in his word. If the honours are to go by sneaking favour, and not by merit, where is the use of any of us putting out our mettle?

You be quiet, Miss Charley! you juniors have nothing to do with it, were all the thanks the boy received from Tom.

Now the facts really were very much as Tom Channing asserted; though whether, or how far, Mr. Pye had promised, and whether Lady Augustas boast had been a vain one, was a matter for speculation. Neither could it be surmised the part, if any, played in it by Prebendary Burrows. It was certain that Lady Augusta had, on the previous day, boasted to Mr. Galloway, in his office, that her son was to have the seniorship; that Mr. Pye had promised it to her and Dr. Burrows, at the dinner-party. She spoke of it without the least reserve, in a tone of much self-gratulation, and she laughingly told Jenkins, who was at his desk writing, that he might wish Gerald joy when he next saw him. Jenkins accepted it all as truth: it may be questioned if Mr. Galloway did, for he knew that Lady Augusta did not always weigh her words before speaking.

In the evening  this same evening, mind, after the call at the office of Lady Augusta  Mr. Jenkins proceeded towards home when he left his work. He took the road through the cloisters. As he was passing the porters lodge, who should he see in it but his father, old Jenkins, the bedesman, holding a gossip with Ketch; and they saw him.

If that aint our Joe a-going past! exclaimed the bedesman.

Joe stepped in. He was proceeding to join in the converse, when a lot of the college boys tore along, hooting and shouting, and kicking a ball about. It was kicked into the lodge, and a few compliments were thrown at the boys by the porter, before they could get the ball out again. These compliments, you may be quite sure, the boys did not fail to return with interest: Tom Channing, in particular, being charmingly polite.

And the saucy young beastll be the senior boy soon! foamed Mr. Ketch, as the lot decamped. I wish I could get him gagged, I do!

No, he will not, said Joe Jenkins, speaking impulsively in his superior knowledge. Yorke is to be senior.

How do you know that, Joe? asked his father.

Joe replied by relating what he had heard said by the Lady Augusta that afternoon. It did not conciliate the porter in the remotest degree: he was not more favourably inclined to Gerald Yorke than he was to Tom Channing. Had he heard the school never was to have a senior again, or a junior either, that might have pleased him.

But on the following morning, when he fell into dispute with the boys in the cloisters, he spoke out his information in a spirit of triumph over Huntley. Bit by bit, angered by the boys taunts, he repeated every word he had heard from Jenkins. The news, as it was busily circulated from one to the other, caused no slight hubbub in the school, and gave rise to that explosion of Tom Channings at the dinner-table.

Huntley sought Jenkins, as he had said he would do, and received confirmation of the report, so far as the mans knowledge went. But Jenkins was terribly vexed that the report had got abroad through him. He determined to pay a visit to Mr. Ketch, and reproach him with his incaution.

Mr. Ketch sat in his lodge, taking his supper: bread and cheese, and a pint of ale procured at the nearest public-house. Except in the light months of summer, it was his habit to close the cloister gates before supper-time; but as Mr. Ketch liked to take that meal early  that is to say, at eight oclock  and, as dusk, for at least four months in the year, obstinately persisted in putting itself off to a later hour, in spite of his growling, and as he might not shut up before dusk, he had no resource but to take his supper first and lock up afterwards. The lodge was a quaint abode, of one room only, built in an obscure nook of the cathedral, near the grand entrance. He was pursuing his meal after his own peculiar custom: eating, drinking, and grumbling.

Its worse nor leather, this cheese! Selling it to a body for double-Gloucester! Id like to double them as made it. Eight-pence a pound!  and short weight beside! I wonder there aint a law passed to keep down the cost o provisions!

A pause, given chiefly to grunting, and Mr. Ketch resumed:  

This breads rougher nor a bears hide! Go and ask for new, and they palms you off with stale. Theyll put a loaf a week old into the oven to hot up again, and then sell it to you for new! There ought to be a criminal code passed for hanging bakers. Theyre all cheats. They mixes up alum, and bone-dust, and plaster of Paris, and  Drat that door! Whos kicking at it now?

No one was kicking. Some one was civilly knocking. The door was pushed slightly open, and the inoffensive face of Mr. Joseph Jenkins appeared in the aperture.

I say, Mr. Ketch, began he in a mild tone of deprecation, whatever is it that you have gone and done?

What dye mean? growled old Ketch. Is this a way to come and set upon a gentleman in his own house? Who taught you manners, Joe Jenkins?

You have been repeating what I mentioned last night about Lady Augustas son getting the seniorship, said Jenkins, coming in and closing the door.

You did say it, retorted Mr. Ketch.

I know I did. But I did not suppose you were going to repeat it again.

If it was a secret, why didnt you say so? asked Mr. Ketch.

It was not exactly a secret, or Lady Augusta would not have mentioned it before me, remonstrated Joe. But it is not the proper thing, for me to come out of Mr. Galloways office, and talk of anything I may have heard said in it by his friends, and then for it to get round to his ears again! Put it to yourself, Mr. Ketch, and say whether you would like it.

What did you talk of it for, then? snarled Ketch, preparing to take a copious draught of ale.

Because I thought you and father were safe. You might both have known better than to speak of it out of doors. There is sure to be a commotion over it.

Miserable beer! Brewed out of ditch-water!

Young Mr. Huntley came to me to-day, to know the rights and the wrongs of it  as he said, continued Joseph. He spoke to Mr. Galloway about it afterwards  though I must say he was kind enough not to bring in my name; only said, in a general way, that he had heard it. He is an honourable young gentleman, is that Huntley. He vows the report shall be conveyed to the dean.

Serve em right! snapped the porter. If the dean does his duty, hell order a general flogging for the school, all round. Itll do em good.

Galloway did not say much  except that he knew what he should do, were he Huntleys or Channings father. Which I took to mean that, in his opinion, there ought to be an inquiry instituted.

And you know there ought, said Mr. Ketch.

I know! Im sure I dont know, was the mild answer. It is not my place to reflect upon my superiors, Mr. Ketch  to say they should do this, or they should do that. I like to reverence them, and to keep a civil tongue in my head.

Which is what you dont do. If I knowed who brewed this beer Id enter an action again him, for putting in no malt.

I would not have had this get about for any money! resumed Jenkins. Neither you nor father shall ever catch me opening my lips again.

Keep em shut then, growled old Ketch.

Mr. Ketch leisurely finished his supper, and the two continued talking until dusk came on  almost dark; for the porter, churl though he was, liked a visitor as well as any one  possibly as a vent for his temper. He did not often find one who would stand it so meekly as Joe Jenkins. At length Mr. Jenkins lifted himself off the shut-up press bedstead on which he had been perched, and prepared to depart.

Come along of me while I lock up, said Ketch, somewhat less ungraciously than usual.

Mr. Jenkins hesitated. My wife will be wondering what has become of me; shell blow me up for keeping supper waiting, debated he, aloud. But  well, I dont mind going with you this once, for companys sake, he added in his willingness to be obliging.

The two large keys, one at each end of a string, were hung up just within the lodge door; they belonged to the two gates of the cloisters. Old Ketch took them down and went out with Jenkins, merely closing his own door; he rarely fastened it, unless he was going some distance.

Very dark were the enclosed cloisters, as they entered by the west gate. It was later than the usual hour of closing, and it was, moreover, a gloomy evening, the sky overcast. They went through the cloisters to the south gate, Ketch grumbling all the way. He locked it, and then turned back again.

Arrived about midway of the west quadrangle, the very darkest part in all the cloisters, and the most dreary, Jenkins suddenly startled his companion by declaring there was a light in the burial-ground.

Come along! growled Ketch. Youll say theres corpse-candles there next.

It is only a little spark, like, said Jenkins, halting. I should not wonder but it is one of those pretty, innocent glowworms.

He leaned his arms upon the mullioned frame of the open Gothic window, raised himself on tiptoe to obtain as complete a view as was possible, and pushed his head out to reconnoitre the grave-yard. Mr. Ketch shuffled on; the keys, held somewhat loosely in his hand by the string, clanking together.

Be you going to stop there all night? he called out, when he had gone a few paces, half turning round to speak.

At that moment a somewhat startling incident occurred. The keys were whisked out of Mr. Ketchs hand, and fell, or appeared to fall, with a clatter on the flags at his feet. He turned his anger upon Jenkins.

Now then, you senseless calf! What did you do that for?

Did you speak? asked Jenkins, taking his elbows from the distant window-frame, and approaching.

Mr. Ketch felt a little staggered. His belief had been that Jenkins had come up silently, and dashed the keys from his hand; but Jenkins, it appeared, had not left the window. However, like too many other cross-grained spirits, he persisted in venting blame upon him.

Arent you ashamed of yourself, to play an old man such a trick?

I have played no trick, said Jenkins. I thought I saw a glowworm, and I stopped to look; but I couldnt see it again. Theres no trick in that.

Ugh! cried the porter in his wrath. You took and clutched the keys from me, and throwed em on the ground! Pick em up.

Well, I never heard the like! said Jenkins. I was not within yards and yards of you. If you dropped the keys it was no fault of mine. But, being a peaceably-inclined man, he stooped and found the keys.

The porter grunted. An inner current of conviction rose in his heart that he must undoubtedly have dropped them, though he could have declared at the time that they were mysteriously snatched from him. He seized the string firmly now, and hobbled on to the west door, abusing Jenkins all the way.

They arrived at the west door, which was gained by a narrow closed passage from the gate of entrance, as was the south door in a similar manner; and there Mr. Ketch used his eyes and his tongue considerably, for the door, instead of being open, as he had left it, was shut and locked.

What on earth has done this? shrieked he.

Done what? asked Mr. Jenkins.

Done what! was the irascible echo. Be you a fool, Joe Jenkins? Dont you see the doors fast!

Unfasten it, said Jenkins sensibly.

Mr. Ketch proceeded to do so  at least to apply one of the keys to the lock  with much fumbling. It apparently did not occur to him to wonder how the locking-up process could have been effected, considering that the key had been in his own possession.

Fumbling and fumbling, now with one key, now with the other, and then critically feeling the keys and their wards, the truth at length burst upon the unhappy man that the keys were not the right keys, and that he and Jenkins were  locked in! A profuse perspiration broke out over him.

They must be the keys, remonstrated Mr. Jenkins.

They are not the keys, shrieked Ketch. Dye think I dont know my own keys, now I come to feel em?

But they were your keys that fell down and that I picked up, argued Jenkins, perfectly sure in his own mind that they could be no others. There was not a fairy in the cloisters to come and change them.

Feel em! roared Ketch, in his despair. These be a couple of horrid, rusty old things, that cant have been in use since the cloisters was built. You have changed em, you have! he sobbed, the notion taking possession of him forcibly. You are a-doing it to play me a infamous trick, and Ill have you up before the dean to-morrow! Ill shake the life out of you, I will!

Laying summary hold of Mr. Jenkins, he began to shake him with all his feeble strength. The latter soon extricated himself, and he succeeded in impressing on the man the fallacy of his suspicion. Dont I want to get home to my supper and my wife? Dont I tell you that shell set upon me like anything for keeping it waiting? he meekly remonstrated. Do I want to be locked up in these unpleasant cloisters? Give me the keys and let me try them.

Ketch, in sheer helplessness, was fain to comply. He resigned the keys to Jenkins, and Jenkins tried them: but he was none the nearer unlocking the gate. In their increasing perplexity, they resolved to return to the place in the quadrangle where the keys had fallen  a very forlorn suggestion proceeding from Mr. Jenkins that the right keys might be lying there still, and that this rusty pair might, by some curious and unaccountable chance, have been lying there also.

They commenced their search, disputing, the one hotly, the other temperately, as to which was the exact spot. With feet and hands they hunted as well as the dark would allow them; all in vain; and Ketch gave vent to a loud burst of feeling when he realized the fact that they were positively locked up in the cloisters, beyond hope of succour, in the dark and lonely night.






CHAPTER XII.  A MISHAP TO THE BISHOP.

Fordham, I wonder whether the cloisters are closed?

I will see, my lord.

The question came from the Bishop of Helstonleigh; who, as it fell out, had been to make an evening call upon the dean. The deans servant was now conducting his lordship down the grand staircase, on his departure. In proceeding to the palace from the deanery, to go through the cloisters cut off quite two-thirds of the distance.

Fordham left the hall, a lamp in his hand, and traversed sundry passages which brought him to the deanery garden. Crossing the garden, and treading another short passage, he came to the cloisters. The bishop had followed, lighted by Fordham, and talking affably. A very pleasant man was the Bishop of Helstonleigh, standing little upon forms and ceremonies. In frame he was nearly as active as a college boy.

It is all right, I think, my lord, said Fordham. I hear the porters voice now in the cloisters.

How dark it is! exclaimed the bishop. Ketch must be closing late to-night. What a noise he is making!

In point of fact, Mr. Ketch had just arrived at that agreeable moment which concluded the last chapter  the conviction that no other keys were to be found, and that he and Jenkins were fast. The tone in which he was making his sentiments known upon the calamity, was not a subdued one.

Shall I light you round, my lord?

By no means  by no means. I shall be up with Ketch in a minute. He seems in a temper. Good night, Fordham.

Good night to your lordship.

The servant went back to the deanery. The prelate groped his way round to the west quadrangle.

Are you closing, Ketch?

Mr. Ketch started as if he had been shot, and his noise dropped to a calm. Truth to say, his style of complaint had not been orthodox, or exactly suitable to the ears of his bishop. He and Jenkins both recognized the voice, and bowed low, dark though it was.

What is the matter, Ketch? You are making enough noise.

Matter, my lord! groaned Ketch. Heres matter enough to make a saint  saving your lordships presence  forget his prayers. We be locked up in the cloisters.

Locked up! repeated the bishop. What do you mean? Who is with you?

It is me, my lord, said Jenkins, meekly, answering for himself. Joseph Jenkins, my lord, at Mr. Galloways. I came in with the porter just for company, my lord, when he came to lock up, and we have somehow got locked in.

The bishop demanded an explanation. It was not very easily afforded. Ketch and Jenkins talked one against the other, and when the bishop did at length understand the tale, he scarcely gave credence to it.

It is an incomprehensible story, Ketch, that you should drop your keys, and they should be changed for others as they lay on the flags. Are you sure you brought out the right keys?

My lord, I couldnt bring out any others, returned Ketch, in a tone that longed to betray its resentment, and would have betrayed it to any one but a bishop. I havent no others to bring, my lord. The two keys hang up on the nail always, and there aint another key besides in the house, except the door key.

Some one must have changed them previously  must have hung up these in their places, remarked the bishop.

But, my lord, it couldnt be, I say, reiterated old Ketch, almost shrieking. I know the keys just as well as I know my own hands, and they was the right keys that I brought out. The best proof, my lord, is, that I locked the south door fast enough; and how could I have done that with these wretched old rusty things?

The keys must be on the flags still, said his lordship.

That is the only conclusion I can come to, my lord, mildly put in Jenkins. But we cannot find them.

And meanwhile we are locked in for the night, and heres his right reverend lordship, the bishop, locked in with us! danced old Ketch, almost beside himself with anger. Of course, it wouldnt matter for me and Jenkins: speaking in comparison, we are nobody; but it is a shameful indignity for my lord.

We must try and get out, Ketch, said his lordship, in a tone that sounded as if he were more inclined to laugh than cry. I will go back to the deanery.

Away went the bishop as quickly as the gloom allowed him, and away went the other two in his wake. Arrived at the passage which led from the cloisters to the deanery garden they groped their way to the end  only to find the door closed and locked.

Well, this is a pleasant situation! exclaimed the bishop, his tone betraying amusement as well as annoyance; and with his own prelatical hands he pummelled at the door, and shouted with his own prelatical voice. When the bishop was tired, Jenkins and Ketch began to pummel and to shout, and they pummelled and shouted till their knuckles were sore and their throats were hoarse. It was all in vain. The garden intervened between them and the deanery, and they could not be heard.

It certainly was a pretty situation, as the prelate remarked. The Right Reverend the Lord Bishop of Helstonleigh, ranking about fifth, by precedence, on the episcopal bench, locked up ignominiously in the cloisters of Helstonleigh, with Ketch the porter, and Jenkins the stewards clerk; likely, so far as appearances might be trusted, to have to pass the night there! The like had never yet been heard of.

The bishop went to the south gate, and tried the keys himself: the bishop went to the west gate and tried them there; the bishop stamped about the west quadrangle, hoping to stamp upon the missing keys; but nothing came of it. Ketch and Jenkins attended him  Ketch grumbling in the most angry terms that he dared, Jenkins in humble silence.

I really do not see what is to be done, debated the bishop, who, no doubt, wished himself well out of the dilemma, as any less exalted mortal would have done, The doors leading into the college are sure to be closed.

Quite sure, groaned Ketch.

And to get into the college would not serve us, that I see, added the bishop. We should be no better off there than here.

Saving that we might ring the bell, my lord, suggested Jenkins, with deference.

They proceeded to the college gates. It was a forlorn hope, and one that did not serve them. The gates were locked, the doors closed behind them. No reaching the bell that way; it might as well have been a hundred miles off.

They traversed the cloisters again, and tried the door of the schoolroom. It was locked. Had it not been, the senior boy might have expected punishment from the head-master. They tried the small door leading into the residence of Dr. Burrows  fast also; that abode just now was empty. The folding doors of the chapter-house were opened easily, and they entered. But what did it avail them? There was the large, round room, lined with its books, furnished with its immense table and easy-chairs; but it was as much shut in from the hearing of the outside world as they were. The bishop came into contact with a chair, and sat down in it. Jenkins, who, as clerk to Mr. Galloway, the steward to the dean and chapter, was familiar with the chapter-house, felt his way to the spot where he knew matches were sometimes kept. He could not find any: it was the time of light evenings.

Theres just one chance, my lord, suggested Jenkins. That the little unused door at the corner of the cloisters, leading into the body of the cathedral, may not be locked.

Precious careless of the sextons, if it is not! grunted Ketch.

It is a door nobody ever thinks of going in at, my lord, returned Jenkins, as if he would apologize for the sextons carelessness, should it be found unfastened. If it is open, we might get to the bell.

The sextons, proud, stuck-up gentlemen, be made up of carelessness and anything else thats bad! groaned Ketch. Holding up their heads above us porters!

It was worth the trial. The bishop rose from the chair, and groped his way out of the chapter-house, the two others following.

If it hadnt been for that Jenkinss folly, fancying he saw a light in the burying-ground, and me turning round to order him to come on, it might not have happened, grumbled Ketch, as they wound round the cloisters.

A light in the burial-ground! hastily repeated the bishop. What light?

Oh, a corpse-candle, or some nonsense of that sort, he had his mind running on, my lord. Half the world is idiots, and Jenkins is the biggest of em.

My lord, spoke poor Jenkins, deprecatingly, I never had such a thought within me as that it was a corpse-candle. I said I fancied it might be a glowworm. And I believe it was one, my lord.

A more sensible thought than the other, observed the prelate.

Luck at last! The door was found to be unlocked. It was a low narrow door, only used on the very rare occasion of a funeral, and was situated in a shady, out-of-the-way nook, where no one ever thought of looking. Oh, come, this is something! cried the bishop, cheerily, as he stepped into the cathedral.

And your lordship now sees what fine careless sextons we have got! struck in Ketch.

We must overlook their carelessness this time, in consideration of the service it renders us, said the bishop, in a kindly tone. Take care of the pillars, Ketch.

Thank ye, my lord. Im going along with my hands held out before me, to save my head, returned Ketch.

Most likely the bishop and Jenkins were doing the same. Dexterously steering clear of the pillars, they emerged in the wide, open body of the cathedral, and bent their steps across it to the spot where hung the ropes of the bells.

The head sexton to the cathedral  whom you must not confound with a gravedigger, as you might an ordinary sexton; cathedral sextons are personages of more importance  was seated about this hour at supper in his home, close to the cathedral. Suddenly the deep-toned college bell boomed out, and the man started as if a gun had been fired at him.

Why, thats the college bell! he uttered to his family. And the family stared with open mouths without replying.

The college bell it certainly was, and it was striking out sharp irregular strokes, as though the ringer were not accustomed to his work. The sexton started up, in a state of the most amazed consternation.

It is magic; it is nothing less  that the bell should be ringing out at this hour! exclaimed he.

Father, suggested a juvenile, perhaps somebodys got locked up in the college. For which prevision he was rewarded with a stinging smack on the head.

Take that, sir! Dye think I dont know better than to lock folks up in the college? It was me, myself, as locked up this evening.

No need to box him for that, resented the wife. The bell is ringing, and Ill be bound the boys right enough. One of them masons must have fallen asleep in the day, and has just woke up to find himself shut in. Hope he likes his berth!

Whatever it might be, ringing the bell, whether magic or mason, of course it must be seen to; and the sexton hastened out, the cathedral keys in his hand. He bent his steps towards the front entrance, passing the cloisters, which, as he knew, would be locked at that hour. And that bear of a Ketch wont hurry himself to unlock them, soliloquized he.

He found the front gates surrounded. The bell had struck upon the wondering ears of many living within the precincts of the cathedral, who flocked out to ascertain the reason. Amongst others, the college boys were coming up in troops.

Now, good people, please  by your leave! cried the sexton. Let me get to the gates.

They made way for the man and his ponderous keys, and entrance to the college was gained. The sexton was beginning a sharp reproof to the mason, and the crowd preparing a chorus to it, when they were seized with consternation, and fell back on each others toes. It was the Bishop of Helstonleigh, in his laced-up hat and apron, who walked forth.

The sexton humbly snatched off his hat; the college boys raised their trenchers.

Thank you all for coming to the rescue, said the bishop, in a pleasant tone. It was not an agreeable situation, to be locked in the cathedral.

My lord, stammered the sexton, in awe-struck dread, as to whether he had unwittingly been the culprit: how did your lordship get locked in?

That is what we must inquire into, replied the bishop.

The next to hobble out was Ketch. In his own fashion, almost ignoring the presence of the bishop, he made known the tale. It was received with ridicule. The college boys especially cast mockery upon it, and began dancing a jig when the bishops back was turned. Let a couple of keys drop down, and, when picked up, you found them transmogrified into old rusty machines, made in the year one! cried Bywater. Thats very like a whale, Ketch!

Ketch tore off to his lodge, as fast as his lumbago allowed him, calling upon the crowd to come and look at the nail where the keys always hung, except when in use, and holding out the rusty dissemblers for public view, in a furious passion.

He dashed open the door. The college boys, pushing before the crowd, and following on the bishops heels  who had probably his own reasons for wishing to see the solution of the affair  thronged into the lodge. Theres the nail, my lord, and there

Ketch stopped, dumbfounded. On the nail, hanging by the string, as quietly as if they had hung for ages, were the cloister keys. Ketch rubbed his eyes, and stared, and rubbed again. The bishop smiled.

I told you, Ketch, I thought you must be mistaken, in supposing you brought the proper keys out.

Ketch burst into a wail of anger and deprecation. He had took out the right keys, and Jenkins could bear him out in the assertion. Some wicked trick had been played upon him, and the keys brought back during his absence and hung up on their hook! Hed lay his life it was the college boys!

The bishop turned his eyes on those young gentlemen. But nothing could be more innocent than their countenances, as they stood before him in their trenchers. Rather too innocent, perhaps: and the bishops eyes twinkled, and a half-smile crossed his lips; but he made no sign. Well would it be if all the clergy were as sweet-tempered as that Bishop of Helstonleigh!

Well, Ketch, take care of your keys for the future, was all he said, as he walked away. Good night, boys.

Good night to your lordship, replied the boys, once more raising their trenchers; and the crowd, outside, respectfully saluted their prelate, who returned it in kind.

What are you waiting for, Thorpe? the bishop demanded, when he found the sexton was still at the great gates, holding them about an inch open.

For Jenkins, my lord, was the reply. Ketch said he was also locked in.

Certainly he was, replied the bishop. Has he not come forth?

That he has not, my lord. I have let nobody whatever out except your lordship and the porter. I have called out to him, but he does not answer, and does not come.

He went up into the organ-loft in search of a candle and matches, remarked the bishop. You had better go after him, Thorpe. He may not know that the doors are open.

The bishop left, crossing over to the palace. Thorpe, calling one of the old bedesmen, some of whom had then come up, left him in charge of the gate, and did as he was ordered. He descended the steps, passed through the wide doors, and groped his way in the dark towards the choir.

Jenkins!

There was no answer.

Jenkins! he called out again.

Still there was no answer: except the sound of the sextons own voice as it echoed in the silence of the large edifice.

Well, this is an odd go! exclaimed Thorpe, as he leaned against a pillar and surveyed the darkness of the cathedral. He cant have melted away into a ghost, or dropped down into the crypt among the coffins. Jenkins, I say!

With a word of impatience at the continued silence, the sexton returned to the entrance gates. All that could be done was to get a light and search for him.

They procured a lantern, Ketch ungraciously supplying it; and the sexton, taking two or three of the spectators with him, proceeded to the search. He has gone to sleep in the organ-loft, that is what he has done, cried Thorpe, making known what the bishop had said.

Alas! Jenkins had not gone to sleep. At the foot of the steps, leading to the organ-loft, they came upon him. He was lying there insensible, blood oozing from a wound in the forehead. How had it come about? What had caused it?

Meanwhile, the college boys, after driving Mr. Ketch nearly wild with their jokes and ridicule touching the mystery of the keys, were scared by the sudden appearance of the head-master. They decamped as fast as their legs could carry them, bringing themselves to an anchor at a safe distance, under shade of the friendly elm trees. Bywater stuck his back against one, and his laughter came forth in peals. Some of the rest tried to stop it, whispering caution.

Its of no good talking, you fellows! I cant keep it in; I shall burst if I try. I have been at bursting point ever since I twitched the keys out of his hands in the cloisters, and threw the rusty ones down. You see I was right  that it was best for one of us to go in without our boots, and to wait. If half a dozen had gone, we should never have got away unheard.

I pretty nearly burst when I saw the bishop come out, instead of Ketch, cried Tod Yorke. Burst with fright.

So did a few more of us, said Galloway. I say, will there be a row?

Goodness knows! He is a kind old chap is the bishop. Better for it to have been him than the dean.

What was it Ketch said, about Jenkins seeing a glowworm?

Oh! shrieked Bywater, holding his sides, that was the best of all! I had taken a lucifer out of my pocket, playing with it, while they went round to the south gate, and it suddenly struck fire. I threw it over to the burial-ground: and that soft Jenkins took it for a glowworm.

Its a stunning go! emphatically concluded Mr. Tod Yorke. The best we have had this half, yet.

Hush  sh  sh  sh! whispered the boys under their breath. There goes the master.






CHAPTER XIII.  MAD NANCE.

Mr. Galloway was in his office. Mr. Galloway was fuming and fretting at the non-arrival of his clerk, Mr. Jenkins. Mr. Jenkins was a punctual man; in fact, more than punctual: his proper time for arriving at the office was half-past nine; but the cathedral clock had rarely struck the quarter-past before Mr. Jenkins would be at his post. Almost any other morning it would not have mattered a straw to Mr. Galloway whether Jenkins was a little after or a little before his time; but on this particular morning he had especial need of him, and had come himself to the office unusually early.

One-two, three-four! chimed the quarters of the cathedral. There it goes  half-past nine! ejaculated Mr. Galloway. What does Jenkins mean by it? He knew he was wanted early.

A sharp knock at the office door, and there entered a little dark woman, in a black bonnet and a beard. She was Mr. Jenkinss better half, and had the reputation for being considerably the grey mare.

Good morning, Mr. Galloway. A pretty kettle of fish, this is!

Whats the matter now? asked Mr. Galloway, surprised at the address. Wheres Jenkins?

Jenkins is in bed with his head plastered up. Hes the greatest booby living, and would positively have come here all the same, but I told him Id strap him down with cords if he attempted it. A pretty object hed have looked, staggering through the streets, with his head big enough for two, and held together with white plaster!

What has he done to his head? wondered Mr. Galloway.

Good gracious! have you not heard? exclaimed the lady, whose mode of speech was rarely overburdened with polite words, though she meant no disrespect by it. He got locked up in the cloisters last night with old Ketch and the bishop.

Mr. Galloway stared at her. He had been dining, the previous evening, with some friends at the other end of the town, and knew nothing of the occurrence. Had he been within hearing when the college bell tolled out at night, he would have run to ascertain the cause as eagerly as any schoolboy. Locked up in the cloisters with old Ketch and the bishop! he repeated, in amazement. I do not understand.

Mrs. Jenkins proceeded to enlighten him. She gave the explanation of the strange affair of the keys, as it had been given to her by the unlucky Joe. While telling it, Arthur Channing entered, and, almost immediately afterwards, Roland Yorke.

The bishop, of all people! uttered Mr. Galloway. What an untoward thing for his lordship!

No more untoward for him than for others, retorted the lady. It just serves Jenkins right. What business had he to go dancing through the cloisters with old Ketch and his keys?

But how did Jenkins get hurt? asked Mr. Galloway, for that particular point had not yet been touched upon.

He is the greatest fool going, is Jenkins, was the complimentary retort of Jenkinss wife. After he had helped to ring out the bell, he must needs go poking and groping into the organ-loft, hunting for matches or some such insane rubbish. He might have known, had he possessed any sense, that candles and matches are not likely to be there in summer-time! Why, if the organist wanted ever so much to stop in after dark, when the college is locked up for the night, he wouldnt be allowed to do it! Its only in winter, when he has to light a candle to get through the afternoon service, that they keep matches and dips up there.

But about his head? repeated Mr. Galloway, who was aware of the natural propensity of Mrs. Jenkins to wander from the point under discussion.

Yes, about his head! she wrathfully answered. In attempting to descend the stairs again, he missed his footing, and pitched right down to the bottom of the flight. Thats how his head came in for it. He wants a nurse with him always, does Jenkins, for he is no better than a child in leading-strings.

Is he much hurt?

And there hed have lain till morning, but for the bishop, resumed Mrs. Jenkins, passing over the inquiry. After his lordship got out, he, finding Jenkins did not come, told Thorpe to go and look for him in the organ-loft. Thorpe said he should have done nothing of the sort, but for the bishops order; he was just going to lock the great doors again, and there Jenkins would have been fast! They found him lying at the foot of the stairs, just inside the choir gates, with no more life in him than there is in a dead man.

I asked you whether he is seriously hurt, Mrs. Jenkins.

Pretty well. He came to his senses as they were bringing him home, and somebody ran for Hurst, the surgeon. He is better this morning.

But not well enough to come to business?

Hurst told him if he worried himself with business, or anything else to-day, hed get brain fever as sure as a gun. He ordered him to stop in bed and keep quiet, if he could.

Of course he must do so, observed Mr. Galloway.

There is no of course in it, when men are the actors, dissented Mrs. Jenkins. Hurst did well to say if he could, when ordering him to keep quiet. Id rather have an animal ill in the house, than Id have a man  they are ten times more reasonable. There has Jenkins been, tormenting himself ever since seven oclock this morning about coming here; he was wanted particularly, he said. Would you go if you were dead? I asked him; and he stood it out that if he were dead it would be a different thing. Not different at all, I said. A nice thing it would be to have to nurse him through a brain fever!

I am grieved that it should have happened, said Mr. Galloway, kindly. Tell him from me, that we can manage very well without him. He must not venture here again, until Mr. Hurst says he may come with safety.

I should have told him that, to pacify him, whether you had said it or not, candidly avowed Mrs. Jenkins. And now I must go back home on the run. As good have no one to mind my shop as that young house-girl of ours. If a customer comes in for a pair of black stockings, shell take and give em a white knitted nightcap. Shes as deficient of common sense as Jenkins is. Your servant, sir. Good morning, young gentlemen!

Here, wait a minute! cried Mr. Galloway, as she was speeding off. I cannot understand at all. The keys could not have been changed as they lay on the flags.

Neither can anybody else understand it, returned Mrs. Jenkins. If Jenkins was not a sober man  and he had better let me catch him being anything else!  I should say the two, him and Ketch, had had a drop too much. The bishop himself could make neither top nor tail of it. Itll teach Jenkins not to go gallivanting again after other folks business!

She finally turned away, and Mr. Galloway set himself to revolve the perplexing narrative. The more he thought, the less he was nearer doing so; like the bishop, he could make neither top nor tail of it. It is entirely beyond belief! he remarked to Arthur Channing; unless Ketch took out the wrong keys!

And if he took out the wrong keys, how could he have locked the south door? interrupted Roland Yorke. Id lay anybody five shillings that those mischievous scamps of college boys were at the bottom of it; I taxed Gerald with it, and he flew out at me for my pains. But the seniors may not have been in it. You should have heard the bell clank out last night, Mr. Galloway!

I suppose it brought out a few, was Mr. Galloways rejoinder.

It did that, said Arthur Channing. Myself for one. When I saw the bishop emerge from the college doors, I could scarcely believe my sight.

Id have given half-a-crown to see him! cried Roland Yorke. If theres any fun going on, it is sure to be my fate to miss it. Cator was at my house, having a cigar with me; and, though we heard the bell, we did not disturb ourselves to see what it might mean.

What is your opinion of last nights work, Arthur? asked Mr. Galloway, returning to the point.

Arthurs opinion was a very decided one, but he did not choose to say so. The meeting with the college boys at their stealthy post in the cloisters, when he and Hamish were passing through at dusk, a few nights before, coupled with the hints then thrown out of the serving out of Ketch, could leave little doubt as to the culprits. Arthur returned an answer, couched in general terms.

Could it have been the college boys, think you? debated Mr. Galloway.

Not being a college boy, I cannot speak positively, sir, he said, laughing. Gaunt knows nothing of it. I met him as I was going home to breakfast from my early hours work here, and he told me he did not. There would have been no harm done, after all, but for the accident to Jenkins.

One of you gentlemen can just step in to see Jenkins in the course of the day, and reassure him that he is not wanted, said Mr. Galloway. I know how necessary it is to keep the mind tranquil in any fear of brain affection.

No more was said, and the occupation of the day began. A busy day was that at Mr. Galloways, much to the chagrin of Roland Yorke, who had an unconquerable objection to doing too much. He broke out into grumblings at Arthur, when the latter came running in from his duty at college.

Ill tell you what is, Channing; you ought not to have made the bargain to go to that bothering organ on busy days; and Galloway must have been out of his mind to let you make it. Look at the heap of work there is to do!

I will soon make up for the lost hour, said Arthur, setting to with a will. Wheres Mr. Galloway?

Gone to the bank, grumbled Roland. And I have had to answer a dozen callers-in at least, and do all my writing besides. I wonder what possessed Jenkins to go and knock his head to powder?

Mr. Galloway shortly returned, and sat down to write. It was a thing he rarely did; he left writing to his clerks, unless it was the writing of letters. By one oclock the chief portion of the work was done, and Mr. Roland Yorkes spirits recovered their elasticity. He went home to dinner, as usual. Arthur preferred to remain at his post, and get on further, sending the housekeepers little maid out for a twopenny roll, which he ate as he wrote. He was of a remarkably conscientious nature, and thought it only fair to sacrifice a little time in case of need, in return for the great favour which had been granted him by Mr. Galloway. Many of the families who had sons in the college school dined at one oclock, as it was the most convenient hour for the boys. Growing youths are not satisfied with anything less substantial than a dinner in the middle of the day, and two dinners in a household tell heavily upon the house-keeping. The Channings did not afford two, neither did Lady Augusta Yorke; so their hour was one oclock.

What a muff you must be to go without your dinner! cried Roland Yorke to Arthur, when he returned at two oclock. I wouldnt.

I have had my dinner, said Arthur.

What did you have? cried Roland, pricking up his ears. Did Galloway send to the hotel for roast ducks and green peas? Thats what we had at home, and the peas were half-boiled, and the ducks were scorched, and cooked without stuffing. A wretched set of incapables our house turns out! and my lady does not know how to alter it. You have actually finished that deed, Channing?

It is finished, you see. It is surprising how much one can do in a quiet hour!

Is Galloway out?

Arthur pointed with his pen to the door of Mr. Galloways private room, to indicate that he was in it. He is writing letters.

I say, Channing, theres positively nothing left to do, went on Roland, casting his eyes over the desk. Here are these leases, but they are not wanted until to-morrow. Who says we cant work in this office?

Arthur laughed good-naturedly, to think of the small amount, out of that days work, which had fallen to Rolands share.

Some time elapsed. Mr. Galloway came into their room from his own to consult a Bradshaw, which lay on the shelf, alongside Jenkinss desk. He held in his hand a very closely-written letter. It was of large, letter-paper size, and appeared to be filled to the utmost of its four pages. While he was looking at the book, the cathedral clock chimed the three-quarters past two, and the bell rang for divine service.

It can never be that time of day! exclaimed Mr. Galloway, in consternation, as he took out his watch. Sixteen minutes to three! and I am a minute slow! How has the time passed? I ought to have been at

Mr. Galloway brought his words to a standstill, apparently too absorbed in the railway guide to conclude them. Roland Yorke, who had a free tongue, even with his master, filled up the pause.

Were you going out, sir?

Is that any business of yours, Mr. Roland? Talking wont fill in that lease, sir.

The lease is not in a hurry, sir, returned incorrigible Roland. But he held his tongue then, and bent his head over his work.

Mr. Galloway dipped his pen in the ink, and copied something from Bradshaw into the closely-written letter, standing at Jenkinss desk to do it; then he passed the blotting-paper quickly over the words, and folded the letter.

Channing, he said, speaking very hastily, you will see a twenty-pound bank-note on my desk, and the directed envelope of this letter; bring them here.

Arthur went, and brought forth the envelope and bank-note. Mr. Galloway doubled the note in four and slipped it between the folds of the letter, putting both into the envelope. He had fastened it down, when a loud noise and commotion was heard in the street. Curious as are said to be antiquated maidens, Mr. Galloway rushed to the window and threw it up, his two clerks attending in his wake.

Something very fine, in a white dress, and pink and scarlet flowers on her bonnetless head, as if attired for an evening party, was whirling round the middle of the road in circles: a tall woman, who must once have been beautiful. She appeared to be whirling someone else with her, amid laughter and shrieks, and cries and groans, from the gathering mob.

It is Mad Nance! uttered Mr. Galloway. Poor thing! she really ought to be in confinement.

So every one had said for a long time, but no one bestirred themselves to place her in it. This unfortunate creature, Mad Nance, as she was called, was sufficiently harmless to be at large on sufferance, and sufficiently mad at times to put a street in an uproar. In her least sane moments she would appear, as now, in an old dimity white dress, scrupulously washed and ironed, and decorated with innumerable frills; some natural flowers, generally wild ones, in her hair. Dandelions were her favourites; she would make them into a wreath, and fasten it on, letting her entangled hair hang beneath. To-day she had contrived to pick up some geranium blossoms, scarlet and pink.

Who has she got hold of there? exclaimed Mr. Galloway. He does not seem to like it.

Arthur burst into laughter when he discovered that it was Harper, the lay-clerk. This unlucky gentleman, who had been quietly and inoffensively proceeding up Close Street on his way to service in the cathedral, was seized upon by Mad Nance by the hands. He was a thin, weak little man, a very reed in her strong grasp. She shrieked, she laughed, she danced, she flew with him round and round. He shrieked also; his hat was off, his wig was gone; and it was half the business of Mr. Harpers life to make that wig appear as his own hair. He talked, he raved, he remonstrated; I am very much afraid that he swore. Mr. Galloway laughed till the tears ran down his cheeks.

The crowd was parted by an authoritative hand, and the same hand, gentle now, laid its firmness upon the woman and released the prisoner. It was Hamish Channing who had come to the rescue, suppressing his mirth as he best could while he effected it.

Ill have the law of her! panted Harper, as he picked up his hat and wig. If theres justice to be got in Helstonleigh, she shall suffer for this! Its a towns shame to let her go about, molesting peaceable wayfarers, and shaking the life out of them!

Something at a distance appeared to attract the attention of the unhappy woman, and she flew away. Hamish and Mr. Harper were left alone in the streets, the latter still exploding with wrath, and vowing all sorts of revenge.

Put up with it quietly, Harper, advised Hamish. She is like a little child, not accountable for her actions.

Thats just like you, Mr. Hamish Channing. If they took your head off, youd put up with it! How would you like your wig flung away in the sight of a whole street?

I dont wear one, answered Hamish, laughing. Heres your hat; not much damaged, apparently.

Mr. Harper, settling his wig on his head, and composing himself as he best could, continued his way to the cathedral, turning his hat about in his hand, and closely looking at it. Hamish stepped across to Mr. Galloways, meeting that gentleman at the door.

A good thing you came up as you did, Mr. Hamish. Harper will remember Mad Nance for a year to come.

I expect he will, replied Hamish, laughing still. Mr. Galloway laughed also, and walked hastily down the street.






CHAPTER XIV.  KEEPING OFFICE.

Hamish entered the office. Arthur and Roland Yorke had their heads stretched out of the window, and did not hear his footsteps. He advanced quietly and brought his hands down hastily upon the shoulder of each. Roland started, and knocked his head against the window-frame.

How you startle a fellow! I thought it was Mad Nance come in to lay hands upon me.

She has laid hands upon enough for one day, said Hamish. Harper will dream of her to-night.

I thought Galloway would have gone into a fit, he laughed so, cried Arthur. As for my sides, theyll ache for an hour.

Roland Yorkes lip curled with an angry expression. My opinion agrees with Harpers, he said. I think Mad Nance ought to be punished. We are none of us safe from her, if this is to be her game.

If you punish her to-day, she would do the same again to-morrow, were the fit to come over her, rejoined Hamish. It is not often she breaks out like this. The only thing is to steer clear of her.

Hamish has a fellow-feeling for Mad Nance, mockingly spoke Roland Yorke.

Yes, poor thing! for her story is a sad one. If the same grievous wrong were worked upon some of us, perhaps we might take to dancing for the benefit of the public. Talking of the public, Arthur, continued Hamish, turning to his brother, what became of you at dinner-time? The mother was for setting the town-crier to work.

I could not get home to-day. We have had double work to do, as Jenkins is away.

Hamish tilted himself on to the edge of Mr. Jenkinss desk, and took up the letter, apparently in absence of mind, which Mr. Galloway had left there, ready for the post. Mr. Robert Galloway, Sea View Terrace, Ventnor, Isle of Wight, he read aloud. That must be Mr. Galloways cousin, he remarked: the one who has run through so much money.

Of course it is, answered Roland Yorke. Galloway pretty near keeps him: I know theres a twenty-pound bank-note going to him in that letter. Catch me doing it if I were Galloway.

I wish it was going into my pocket instead, said Hamish, balancing the letter on his fingers, as if wishing to test its weight.

I wish the clouds would drop sovereigns! But they dont, said Roland Yorke.

Hamish put the letter back from whence he had taken it, and jumped off the desk. I must be walking, said he. Stopping here will not do my work. If we

By Jove! theres Knivett! uttered Roland Yorke. Wheres he off to, so fast? I have something that I must tell him.

Snatching up his hat, Roland darted at full speed out of the office, in search of one who was running at full speed also down the street. Hamish looked out, amused, at the chase; Arthur, who had called after Roland in vain, seemed vexed. Knivett is one of the fleetest runners in Helstonleigh, said Hamish. Yorke will scarcely catch him up.

I wish Yorke would allow himself a little thought, and not act upon impulse, exclaimed Arthur. I cannot stop three minutes longer: and he knows that! I shall be late for college.

He was already preparing to go there. Putting some papers in order upon his desk, and locking up others, he carried the letter for Ventnor into Mr. Galloways private room and placed it in the letter rack. Two others, ready for the post, were lying there. Then he went to the front door to look out for Yorke. Yorke was not to be seen.

What a thoughtless fellow he is! exclaimed Arthur, in his vexation. What is to be done? Hamish, you will have to stop here.

Thank you! what else? asked Hamish.

I must be at the college, whatever betide. This was true: yet neither might the office be left vacant. Arthur grew a little flurried. Do stay, Hamish: it will not hinder you five minutes, I dare say. Yorke is sure to be in.

Hamish came to the door, halting on its first step, and looking out over Arthurs shoulder. He drew his head in again with a sudden movement.

Is not that old Hopper down there? he asked, in a whisper, the tone sounding as one of fear.

Arthur turned his eyes on a shabby old man who was crossing the end of the street, and saw Hopper, the sheriffs officer. Yes, why?

It is that old fellow who holds the writ. He may be on the watch for me now. I cant go out just yet, Arthur; Ill stay here till Yorke comes back again.

He returned to the office, sat down and leaned his brow upon his hand. A strange brow of care it was just then, according ill with the gay face of Hamish Channing. Arthur, waiting for no second permission, flew towards the cathedral as fast as his long legs would carry him. The dean and chapter were preparing to leave the chapter-house as he tore past it, through the cloisters. Three oclock was striking. Arthurs heart and breath were alike panting when he gained the dark stairs. At that moment, to his excessive astonishment, the organ began to peal forth.

Seated at it was Mr. Williams; and a few words of explanation ensued. The organist said he should remain for the service, which rendered Arthur at liberty to go back again.

He was retracing his steps underneath the elm-trees in the Boundaries at a slower pace than he had recently passed them, when, in turning a corner, he came face to face with the sheriffs officer. Arthur, whose thoughts were at that moment fixed upon Hamish and his difficulties, started away from the man, with an impulse for which he could not have accounted.

No need for you to be frightened of me, Mr. Arthur, said the man, who, in his more palmy days, before he had learnt to take more than was good for him, had been a clerk in Mr. Channings office. I have nothing about me that will bite you.

He laid a stress upon the you in both cases. Arthur understood only too well what was meant, though he would not appear to do so.

Nor any one else, either, I hope, Hopper. A warm day, is it not!

Hopper drew close to Arthur, not looking at him, apparently examining with hands and eyes the trunk of the elm-tree underneath which they had halted. You tell your brother not to put himself in my way, said he, in a low tone, his lips scarcely moving. He is in a bit of trouble, as I suppose you know.

Yes, breathed Arthur.

Well, I dont want to serve the writ upon him; I wont serve it unless he makes me, by throwing himself within length of my arm. If he sees me coming up one street, let him cut down another; into a shop; anywhere; I have eyes that only see when I want them to. I come prowling about here once or twice a day for show, but I come at a time when I am pretty sure he cant be seen; just gone out, or just gone in. Id rather not harm him.

You are not so considerate to all, said Arthur, after a pause given to revolving the words, and to wondering whether they were spoken in good faith, or with some concealed purpose. He could not decide which.

No, I am not, pointedly returned Hopper, in answer. There are some that I look after, sharp as a ferret looks after a rat, but Ill never do that by any son of Mr. Channings. I cant forget the old days, sir, when your father was kind to me. He stood by me longer than my own friends did. But for him, I should have starved in that long illness I had, when the office would have me no longer. Why doesnt Mr. Hamish settle this? he abruptly added.

I suppose he cannot, answered Arthur.

It is only a bagatelle at the worst, and our folks would not have gone to extremities if he had shown only a disposition to settle. I am sure that if he would go to them now, and pay down a ten-pound note, and say, You shall have the rest as I can get it, theyd withdraw proceedings; ay, even for five pounds I believe they would. Tell him to do it, Mr. Arthur; tell him I always know which way the wind blows with our people.

I will tell him, but I fear he is very short of money just now. Five or ten pounds may be as impossible to find, sometimes, as five or ten thousand.

Better find it than be locked up, said Hopper. How would the office get on? Deprive him of the power of management, and it might cost Mr. Channing his place. What use is a man when he is in prison? I was in Mr. Channings office for ten years, Mr. Arthur, and I know every trick and turn in it, though I have left it a good while. And now that I have just said this, Ill go on my way. Mind you tell him.

Thank you, warmly replied Arthur.

And when you have told him, please to forget that you have heard it. Theres somebodys eyes peering at me over the deanery blinds. They may peer! I dont mind them; deaneries dont trouble themselves with sheriffs officers.

He glided away, and Arthur went straight to the office. Hamish was alone; he was seated at Jenkinss desk, writing a note.

You here still, Hamish! Wheres Yorke?

Echo answers where, replied Hamish, who appeared to have recovered his full flow of spirits. I have seen nothing of him.

Thats Yorke all over! it is too bad.

It would be, were this a busy afternoon with me. But what brings you back, Mr. Arthur? Have you left the organ to play itself?

Williams is taking it; he heard of Jenkinss accident, and thought I might not be able to get away from the office twice today, so he attended himself.

Come, thats good-natured of Williams! A bargains a bargain, and, having made the bargain, of course it is your own look-out that you fulfil it. Yes, it was considerate of Williams.

Considerate for himself, laughed Arthur. He did not come down to give me holiday, but in the fear that Mr. Galloway might prevent my attending. A pretty thing it would have been, he said to me, had there been no organist this afternoon; it might have cost me my post.

Moonshine! said Hamish. It might have cost him a word of reproof; nothing more.

Helstonleighs dean is a strict one, remember. I told Williams he might always depend upon me.

What should you have done, pray, had I not been here to turn office-keeper? laughed Hamish.

Of the two duties I must have obeyed the more important one. I should have locked up the office and given the key to the housekeeper till college was over, or until Yorke returned. He deserves something for this move. Has any one called?

No. Arthur, I have been making free with a sheet of paper and an envelope, said Hamish, completing the note he was writing. I suppose I am welcome to it?

To ten, if you want them, returned Arthur. To whom are you writing?

As if I should put you au courant of my love-letters! gaily answered Hamish.

How could Hamish indulge in this careless gaiety with a sword hanging over his head? It was verily a puzzle to Arthur. A light, sunny nature was Hamish Channings. This sobering blow which had fallen on it had probably not come before it was needed. Had his bark been sailing for ever in smooth waters, he might have wasted his life, indolently basking on the calm, seductive waves. But the storm rose, the waves ran high, threatening to engulf him, and Hamish knew that his best energies must be put forth to surmount them. Never, never talk of troubles as great, unmitigated evils: to the God-fearing, the God-trusting, they are fraught with hidden love.

Hamish, were I threatened with worry, as you are, I could not be otherwise than oppressed and serious.

Where would be the use of that? cried gay Hamish. Care killed a cat. Look here, Arthur, you and your grave face! Did you ever know care do a fellow good? I never did: but a great deal of harm. I shall manage to scramble out of the pit somehow. Youll see. He put the note into his pocket, as he spoke, and took up his hat to depart.

Stop an instant longer, Hamish. I have just met Hopper.

He did not convert you into a writ-server, I hope. I dont think it would be legal.

There you are, joking again! Hamish, he has the writ, but he does not wish to serve it. You are to keep out of his way, he says, and he will not seek to put himself in yours. My father was kind to him in days gone by, and he remembers it now.

Hes a regular trump! Ill send him half-a-crown in a parcel, exclaimed Hamish.

I wish you would hear me out. He says a ten-pound note, perhaps a five-pound note, on account, would induce his people  suppose you understand the phrase  to stay proceedings, and to give you time. He strongly advises it to be done. Thats all.

Not only all Arthur had to say upon the point, but all he had time to say. At that moment, the barouche of Lady Augusta Yorke drove up to the door, and they both went out to it. Lady Augusta, her daughter Fanny, and Constance Channing were in it. She was on her way to attend a missionary meeting at the Guildhall, and had called for Roland, that he might escort her into the room.

Roland is not to be found, Lady Augusta, said Hamish, raising his hat with one of his sunny smiles. He darted off, it is impossible to say where, thereby making me a prisoner. My brother had to attend the cathedral, and there was no one to keep office.

Then I think I must make a prisoner of you in turn, Mr. Hamish Channing, graciously said Lady Augusta. Will you accompany us?

Hamish shook his head. I wish I could; but I have already wasted more time than I ought to have done.

It will not cost you five minutes more, urged Lady Augusta. You shall only just take us into the hall; I will release you then, if you must be released. Three ladies never can go in alone  fancy how we should be stared at!

Constance bent her pretty face forward. Do, Hamish, if you can!

He suffered himself to be persuaded, stepped into the barouche, and took his seat by Lady Augusta. As they drove away, Arthur thought the greatest ornament the carriage contained had been added to it in handsome Hamish.

A full hour Arthur worked on at his deeds and leases, and Roland Yorke never returned. Mr. Galloway came in then. Wheres Yorke? was his first question.

Arthur replied that he did not know; he had stepped out somewhere. Arthur Channing was not one to make mischief, or get another into trouble. Mr. Galloway asked no further; he probably inferred that Yorke had only just gone. He sat down at Jenkinss desk, and began to read over a lease.

Can I have the stamps, sir, for this deed? Arthur presently asked.

They are not ready. Have the letters gone to the post?

Not yet, sir.

You can take them now, then. And, Arthur, suppose you step in, as you return, and see how Jenkins is.

Very well, sir. He went into Mr. Galloways room, and brought forth the three letters from the rack. Is this one not to be sealed? he inquired of Mr. Galloway, indicating the one directed to Ventnor, for it was Mr. Galloways invariable custom to seal letters which contained money, after they had been gummed down. It is doubly safe, he would say.

Ay, to be sure, replied Mr. Galloway. I went off in a hurry, and did not do it. Bring me the wax.

Arthur handed him the wax and a light. Mr. Galloway sealed the letter, stamping it with the seal hanging to his watch-chain. He then held out his hand for another of the letters, and sealed that. And this one also? inquired Arthur, holding out the third.

No. You can take them now.

Arthur departed. A few paces from the door he met Roland Yorke, coming along in a white heat.

Channing, I could not help it  I could not, upon my honour. I had to go somewhere with Knivett, and we were kept till now. Galloways in an awful rage, I suppose?

He has only just come in. You had no right to play me this trick, Yorke. But for Hamish, I must have locked up the office. Dont you do it again, or Mr. Galloway may hear of it.

It is all owing to that confounded Jenkins! flashed Roland. Why did he go and get his head smashed? You are a good fellow, Arthur. Ill do you a neighbourly turn, some time.

He sped into the office, and Arthur walked to the post with the letters. Coming back, he turned into Mrs. Jenkinss shop in the High Street.

Mrs. Jenkins was behind the counter. Oh, go up! go up and see him! she cried, in a tone of suppressed passion. His bedrooms front, up the two-pair flight, and Ill take my affidavit that theres been fifty folks here this day to see him, if there has been one. I could sow a peck of peas on the stairs! Youll find other company up there.

Arthur groped his way up the stairs; they were dark too, coming in from the sunshine. He found the room, and entered. Jenkins lay in bed, his bandaged head upon the pillow; and, seated by his side, his apron falling, and his clerical hat held between his knees, was the Bishop of Helstonleigh.






CHAPTER XV.  A SPLASH IN THE RIVER.

Amongst other facts, patent to common and uncommon sense, is the very obvious one that a man cannot be in two places at once. In like manner, no author, that I ever heard of, was able to relate two different portions of his narrative at one and the same time. Thus you will readily understand, that if I devoted the last chapter to Mr. Galloway, his clerks and their concerns generally, it could not be given to Mr. Ketch and his concerns; although in the strict order of time and sequence, the latter gentleman might have claimed an equal, if not a premier right.

Mr. Ketch stood in his lodge, leaning for support upon the shut-up press-bedstead, which, by day, looked like a high chest of drawers with brass handles, his eyes fixed on the keys, hanging on the opposite nail. His state of mind may be best expressed by the strong epithet, savage. Mr. Ketch had not a pleasant face at the best of times: it was yellow and withered; and his small bright eyes were always dropping water; and the two or three locks of hair, which he still possessed, were faded, and stood out, solitary and stiff, after the manner of those pictures you have seen of heathens who decorate their heads with upright tails. At this moment his countenance looked particularly unpleasant.

Mr. Ketch had spent part of the night and the whole of this morning revolving the previous evenings affair of the cloisters. The more he thought of it, the less he liked it, and the surer grew his conviction that the evil had been the work of his enemies, the college boys.

Its as safe as day, he wrathfully soliloquized. There be the right keys, nodding to the two on the wall, and there be the wrong ones, nodding towards an old knife-tray, into which he had angrily thrown the rusty keys, upon entering his lodge last night, accompanied by the crowd. They meant to lock me up all night in the cloisters, the wicked cannibals! I hope the deanll expel em! Ill make my complaint to the head-master, I will! Drat all college schools! theres never no good done in em!

How are you this morning, Ketch?

The salutation proceeded from Stephen Bywater, who, in the boisterous manner peculiar to himself and his tribe, had flung open the door without the ceremony of knocking.

Im none the better for seeing you, growled Ketch.

You need not be uncivil, returned Bywater, with great suavity. I am only making a morning call upon you, after the fashion of gentlefolks; the public delights to pay respect to its officials, you know. How do you feel after that mishap last night? We cant think, any of us, how you came to make the mistake.

Ill mistake you! shrieked Ketch. I kep a nasty old, rusty brace o keys in my lodge to take out, instead o the right ones, didnt I?

How uncommonly stupid it was of you to do so! said Bywater, pretending to take the remark literally. I would not keep a duplicate pair of keys by me  I should make sure theyd bring me to grief. What do you say? You did not keep duplicate keys  they were false ones! Why, thats just what we all told you last night. The bishop told you so. He said he knew you had made a mistake, and taken out the wrong keys for the right. My belief is, that you went out without any keys at all. You left them hanging upon the nail, and you found them there. You had not got a second pair!

You just wait! raved old Ketch. Im a-coming round to the head-master, and Ill bring the keys with me. Hell let you boys know whether theres two pairs, or one. Horrid old rusty things they be; as rusty as you!

Who says they are rusty?

Who says it! They are rusty! shrieked the old man. Youd like to get me into a madhouse, you boys would, worrying me! Ill show you whether theyre rusty! Ill show you whether theres a second brace o keys or not. Ill show em to the head-master! Ill show em to the dean! Ill show em again to his lordship the bi  Whats gone of the keys?

The last sentence was uttered in a different tone and in apparent perplexity. With shaking hands, excited by passion, Mr. Ketch was rummaging the knife-box  an old, deep, mahogany tray, dark with age, divided by a partition  rummaging for the rusty keys. He could not find them. He searched on this side, he searched on that; he pulled out the contents, one by one: a black-handled knife, a white-handled fork, a green-handled knife with a broken point, and a brown-handled fork with one prong, which comprised his household cutlery; a small whetstone, a comb and a blacking-brush, a gimlet and a small hammer, some leather shoe-strings, three or four tallow candles, a match-box and an extinguisher, the key of his door, the bolt of his casement window, and a few other miscellanies. He could not come upon the false keys, and, finally, he made a snatch at the tray, and turned it upside down. The keys were not there.

When he had fully taken in the fact  it cost him some little time to do it  he turned his anger upon Bywater.

You have took em, you have! you have turned thief, and stole em! I put em here in the knife-box, and they are gone! What have you done with em?

Come, thats good! exclaimed Bywater, in too genuine a tone to admit a suspicion of its truth. I have not been near your knife-box; I have not put my foot inside the door.

In point of fact, Bywater had not. He had stood outside, bending his head and body inwards, his hands grasping either door-post.

Whats gone with em? who as took em off? Ill swear I put em there, and I have never looked at em nor touched em since! Theres an infamous conspiracy forming against me! Im going to be blowed up, like Guy Fawkes!

If you did put them there if, you know  some of your friends must have taken them, cried Bywater, in a tone midway between reason and irony.

There havent a soul been nigh the place, shrieked Ketch.

Except the milk, and he gave me my haporth through the winder.

Hurrah! said Bywater, throwing up his trencher. Its a clear case of dreams. You dreamt you had a second pair of keys, Ketch, and couldnt get rid of the impression on awaking. Mr. Ketch, D.H., Dreamer-in-chief to Helstonleigh!

Bywater commenced an aggravating dance. Ketch was aggravated sufficiently without it. What dye call me? he asked, in a state of concentrated temper that turned his face livid. D? What dye mean by D? D stands for that bad sperit as is too near to you college boys; hes among you always, like a ranging lion. Its like your impedence to call me by his name.

My dear Mr. Ketch! call you by his name! I never thought of such a thing, politely retorted Bywater. You are not promoted to that honour yet. D.H., stands for Deputy-Hangman. Isnt it affixed to the cathedral roll, kept amid the archives in the chapter-house  John Ketch, D.H., porter to the cloisters! I hope you dont omit the distinguishing initials when you sign your letters?

Ketch foamed. Bywater danced. The former could not find words. The latter found plenty.

I say, though, Mr. Calcraft, dont you make a similar mistake when you are going on public duty. If you were to go there, dreaming you had the right apparatus, and find, in the last moment, that you had brought the wrong, you dont know what the consequences might be. The real victim might escape, rescued by the enraged crowd, and they might put the nightcap upon you, and operate upon you instead! So, be careful. We couldnt afford to lose you. Only think, what a lot of money it would cost to put the college into mourning!

Ketch gave a great gasp of agony, threw an iron ladle at his tormentor, which, falling short of its aim, came clanking down on the red-brick floor, and banged the door in Bywaters face. Bywater withdrew to a short distance, under cover of the cathedral wall, and bent his body backwards and forwards with the violence of his laughter, unconscious that the Bishop of Helstonleigh was standing near him, surveying him with an exceedingly amused expression. His lordship had been an ear-witness to part of the colloquy, very much to his edification.

What is your mirth, Bywater?

Bywater drew himself straight, and turned round as if he had been shot. I was only laughing, my lord, he said, touching his trencher.

I see you were; you will lose your breath altogether some day, if you laugh in that violent manner. What were you and Ketch quarrelling about?

We were not quarrelling, my lord. I was only chaff  teasing him, rejoined Bywater, substituting one word for the other, as if fearing the first might not altogether be suited to the bishops ears; and Ketch fell into a passion.

As he often does, I fear, remarked his lordship. I fancy you boys provoke him unjustifiably.

My lord, said Bywater, turning his red, impudent, but honest face full upon the prelate, I dont deny that we do provoke him; but you can have no idea what an awful tyrant he is to us. I cant believe any one was ever born with such a cross-grained temper. He vents it upon every one: not only upon the college boys, but upon all who come in his way. If your lordship were not the bishop, added bold Bywater, he would vent it upon you.

Would he? said the bishop, who was a dear lover of candour, and would have excused a whole bushel of mischief, rather than one little grain of falsehood.

Not a day passes, but he sets upon us with his tongue. He would keep us out of the cloisters; he would keep us out of our own schoolroom. He goes to the head-master with the most unfounded cram  stories, and when the master declines to notice them (for he knows Ketch of old), then he goes presumingly to the dean. If he let us alone, we should let him alone. I am not speaking this in the light of a complaint to your lordship, Bywater added, throwing his head back. I dont want to get him into a row, tyrant though he is; and the college boys can hold their own against Ketch.

I expect they can, significantly replied the bishop. He would keep you out of the cloisters, would he?

He is aiming at it, returned Bywater. There never would have been a word said about our playing there, but for him. If the dean shuts us out, it will be Ketchs doings. The college boys have played in the cloisters since the school was founded.

He would keep you out of the cloisters; so, by way of retaliation, you lock him into them  an uncomfortable place of abode for a night, Bywater.

My lord! cried Bywater.

Sir! responded his lordship.

Does your lordship think it was I who played that trick on Ketch?

Yes, I do  speaking of you conjointly with the school.

Bywaters eyes and his good-humoured countenance fell before the steady gaze of the prelate. But in the gaze there was an earnest  if Bywater could read it aright  of good feeling, of excuse for the mischief, rather than of punishment in store. The boys face was red enough at all times, but it turned to scarlet now. If the bishop had before suspected the share played in the affair by the college boys, it had by this time been converted into a certainty.

Boy, said he, confess it if you like, be silent if you like; but do not tell me a lie.

Bywater turned up his face again. His free, fearless eyes  free in the cause of daring, but fearless in that of truth  looked straight into those of the bishop. I never do tell lies, he answered. Theres not a boy in the school punished oftener than I am; and I dont say but I generally deserve it! but it is never for telling a lie. If I did tell them, I should slip out of many a scrape that I am punished for now.

The bishop could read truth as well as any one  better than many  and he saw that it was being told to him now. Which of you must be punished for this trick as ringleader? he asked.

I, my lord, if any one must be, frankly avowed Bywater. We should have let him out at ten oclock. We never meant to keep him there all night. If I am punished, I hope your lordship will be so kind as allow it to be put down to your own account, not to Ketchs. I should not like it to be thought that I caught it for him. I heartily beg your pardon, my lord, for having been so unfortunate as to include you in the locking-up. We are all as sorry as can be, that it should have happened. I am ready to take any punishment, for that, that you may order me.

Ah! said the bishop, had you known that I was in the cloisters, your friend Ketch would have come off scot free!

Yes, that he would, until

Until what? asked the bishop, for Bywater had brought his words to a standstill.

Until a more convenient night, I was going to say, my lord.

Well, thats candid, said the bishop. Bywater, he gravely added, you have spoken the truth to me freely. Had you equivocated in the slightest degree, I should have punished you for the equivocation. As it is, I shall look upon this as a confidential communication, and not order you punishment. But we will not have any more tricks played at locking up Ketch. You understand?

All right, my lord. Thank you a hundred times.

Bywater, touching his trencher, leaped off. The bishop turned to enter his palace gates, which were close by, and encountered Ketch talking to the head-master. The latter had been passing the lodge, when he was seen and pounced upon by Ketch, who thought it a good opportunity to make his complaint.

I am as morally sure it was them, sir, as I am that I be alive. he was saying when the bishop came up. And I dont know who they has dealings with; but, for certain, they have sperited away them rusty keys what did the mischief, without so much as putting one o their noses inside my lodge. I placed em safe in the knife-box last night, and theyre gone this morning. I hope, sir, youll punish them as they deserve. I am nothing, of course. If they had locked me up, and kept me there till I was worn to a skeleton, it might be thought light of; but his lordship, the bishop  bowing sideways to the prelate was a sufferer by their wickedness.

To be sure I was, said the bishop, in a grave tone, but with a twinkle in his eye; and therefore the complaint to Mr. Pye must be preferred by me, Ketch. We will talk of it when I have leisure, he added to Mr. Pye, with a pleasant nod, as he went through the palace gates.

The head-master bowed to the bishop, and walked away, leaving Ketch on the growl.

Meanwhile, Bywater, flying through the cloisters, came upon Hurst, and two or three more of the conspirators. The time was between nine and ten oclock. The boys had been home for breakfast after early school, and were now reassembling, but they did not go into school until a quarter before ten.

He is such a glorious old trump, that bishop! burst forth Bywater. He knows all about it, and is not going to put us up for punishment. Lets cut round to the palace gates and cheer him.

Knows that it was us! echoed the startled boys. How did it come out to him? asked Hurst.

He guessed it, I think, said Bywater, and he taxed me with it. So I couldnt help myself, and told him Id take the punishment; and he said hed excuse us, but there was to be no locking up of Mr. Calcraft again. Id lay a hundred guineas the bishop went in for scrapes himself, when he was a boy! emphatically added Bywater. Ill be bound he thinks we only served the fellow right. Hurrah for the bishop!

Hurrah for the bishop! shouted Hurst, with the other chorus of voices. Long life to him! Hes made of the right sort of stuff! I say, though, Jenkins is the worst, added Hurst, his note changing. My father says he doesnt know but what brain fever will come on.

Moonshine! laughed the boys.

Upon my word and honour, it is not. He pitched right upon his head; it might have cost him his life had he fallen upon the edge of the stone step, but they think he alighted flat. My father was round with him this morning at six oclock.

Does your father know about it?

Not he. What next? cried Hurst. Should I stand before him, and take my trencher off, with a bow, and say, If you please, sir, it was the college boys who served out old Ketch! That would be a nice joke! He said, at breakfast, this morning, that that fumbling old Ketch must have got hold of the wrong keys. Of course, sir! answered I.

Oh, what do you think, though! interrupted Bywater. Ketch cant find the keys. He put them into a knife-box, he says, and this morning they are gone. He intended to take them round to Pye, and I left him going rampant over the loss. Didnt I chaff him?

Hurst laughed. He unbuttoned the pocket of his trousers, and partially exhibited two rusty keys. I was not going to leave them to Ketch for witnesses, said he. I saw him throw them into the tray last night, and I walked them out again, while he was talking to the crowd.

I say, Hurst, dont be such a ninny as to keep them about you! exclaimed Berkeley, in a fright. Suppose Pye should go in for a search this morning, and visit our pockets? Youd floor us at once!

The truth is, I dont know where to put them, ingenuously acknowledged Hurst. If I hid them at home, theyd be found; if I dropped them in the street, some hullaballoo might arise from it.

Lets carry them back to the old-iron shop, and get the fellow to buy them back at half-price!

Catch him doing that! Besides, the trick is sure to get wind in the town; he might be capable of coming forward and declaring that we bought the keys at his shop.

Lets throw em down old Pyes well!

Theyd come up again in the bucket, as ghosts do!

Couldnt we make a railway parcel of them, and direct it to Mr. Smith, London?

Two pounds to pay; to be kept till called for, added Mark Galloway, improving upon the suggestion. Theyd put it in their fire-proof safe, and it would never come out again.

Throw them into the river, said Stephen Bywater. Thats the only safe place for them: theyd lie at the bottom for ever. We have time to do it now. Come along.

Acting upon the impulse, as schoolboys usually do, they went galloping out of the cloisters, running against the head-master, who was entering, and nearly overturning his equilibrium. He gave them an angry word of caution; they touched their caps in reply, and somewhat slackened their speed, resuming the gallop when he was out of hearing.

Inclosing the cathedral and its precincts on the western side, was a wall, built of red stone. It was only breast high, standing on the cathedral side; but on the other side it descended several feet, to the broad path which ran along the banks of the river. The boys made for this wall and gained it, their faces hot, and their breath gone.

Wholl pitch em in? cried Hurst, who did not altogether relish being chief actor himself, for windows looked on to that particular spot from various angles and corners of the Boundaries. You shall do it, Galloway!

Oh shall I, though! returned young Galloway, not relishing it either.

You precious rebel! Take the keys, and do as I order you!

Young Galloway was under Hurst. He no more dared to disobey him than he could have disobeyed the head-master. Had Hurst ordered him to jump into the river he must have done it. He took the keys tendered him by Hurst, and was raising them for the pitch, when Bywater laid his hand upon them and struck them down with a sudden movement, clutching them to him.

You little wretch, you are as deaf as a donkey! he uttered. Theres somebody coming up. Turn your head, and look who it is.

It proved to be Fordham, the deans servant. He was accidentally passing. The boys did not fear him; nevertheless, it was only prudent to remain still, until he had gone by. They stood, all five, leaning upon the wall, soiling their waistcoats and jackets, in apparent contemplation of the view beyond. A pleasant view! The river wound peacefully between its green banks; meadows and cornfields were stretched out beyond; while an opening afforded a glimpse of that lovely chain of hills, and the white houses nestled at their base. A barge, drawn by a horse, was appearing slowly from underneath the city bridge, blue smoke ascending from its chimney. A woman on board was hanging out linen to dry  a shirt, a pair of stockings, and a handkerchief  her husbands change for the coming Sunday. A young girl was scraping potatoes beside her; and a man, probably the husband, sat steering, his pipe in his mouth. The boys fixed their eyes upon the boat.

I shouldnt mind such a life as that fellows yonder! exclaimed young Berkeley, who was fonder of idleness than he was of Latin. Ill turn bargeman when other trades fail. It must be rather jolly to sit steering a boat all day, and do nothing but smoke.

Fordhams gone, and be hanged to him! Now for it, Galloway!

Stop a bit, said Bywater. They must be wrapped up, or else tied close together. Better wrap them up, and then no matter who sees. They cant swear there are keys inside. Who has any paper about him?

One of the boys, Hall, had his exercise-book with him. They tore a sheet or two out of it, and folded it round the keys, Hurst producing some string. Ill fling them in, said Bywater.

Make haste, then, or we shall have to wait till the barge has gone by.

Bywater took a cautious look round, saw nobody, and flung the parcel into the middle of the river. Rari nantes in gurgite vasto! ejaculated he.

Now, you gents, what be you throwing into the river?

The words came from Hudson, the porter to the Boundaries, who appeared to have sprung up from the ground. In reality, he had been standing on the steps leading to the river, but the boat-house had hidden him from their view. He was a very different man from the cloister porter; was afraid of the college boys, rather than otherwise, and addressed them individually as sir. The keeper of the boat-house heard this, and came up the steps.

If you gentlemen have been throwing anything into the river you know that its against the rules.

Dont bother! returned Hurst, to the keeper.

But you know it is wrong, gentlemen, remonstrated the keeper. What was it you threw in? It made a dreadful splash.

Ah! what was it? coolly answered Hurst. What should you say to a dead cat? Hudson, have the goodness to mind your business, unless you would like to get reported for interfering with what does not concern you.

Theres a quarter to ten! exclaimed Bywater, as the college clock chimed the three-quarters. We shall be marked late, every soul of us!

They flew away, their feet scarcely touching the ground, clattered up the schoolroom stairs, and took their places. Gaunt was only beginning to call over the roll, and they escaped the late mark.

Its better to be born lucky than rich, said saucy Bywater.






CHAPTER XVI.  MUCH TO ALTER.

At the same moment Constance Channing was traversing the Boundaries, on her way to Lady Augusta Yorkes, where she had, some days since, commenced her duties. It took her scarcely two minutes to get there, for the houses were almost within view of each other. Constance would willingly have commenced the daily routine at an earlier hour. Lady Augusta freely confessed that to come earlier would be useless, for she could not get her daughters up. Strictly speaking, Lady Augusta did not personally try to get them up, for she generally lay in bed herself.

That is one of the habits I must alter in the children, thought Constance.

She entered, took off her things in the room appropriated to her, and passed into the schoolroom. It was empty, though the children ought to have been there, preparing their lessons. Fanny came running in, her hair in curl-papers, some bread and butter in her hand.

Carry has not finished her breakfast, Miss Channing, quoth she. She was lazy this morning!

I think some one else was lazy also, said Constance, gently drawing the child to her. Why did you come down half-dressed, my dear?

I am quite dressed, responded Fanny. My frocks on, and so is my pinafore.

And these? said Constance, touching the curl-papers.

Oh, Martha got up late, and said she had no time to take them out. It will keep in curl all the better, Miss Channing; and perhaps I am going to the missionary meeting with mamma.

Constance rang the bell. Martha, who was the only maid kept, except the cook, appeared in answer to it. Lady Augusta was wont to say that she had too much expense with her boys to keep many servants; and the argument was a true one.

Be so kind as to take the papers out of Miss Fannys hair. And let it be done in future, Martha, before she comes to me.

Gently as the words were spoken, there was no mistaking that the tone was one of authority, and not to be trifled with. Martha withdrew with the child. And, just then, Caroline came in, full of eagerness.

Miss Channing, mamma says she shall take one of us to the missionary meeting, whichever you choose to fix upon. Mind you fix upon me! What does that little chit, Fanny, want at a missionary meeting? She is too young to go.

It is expected to be a very interesting meeting, observed Constance, making no reply to Miss Carolines special request. A gentleman who has lived for some years amongst the poor heathens is to give a history of his personal experiences. Some of the anecdotes are beautiful.

Who told you they were? asked Caroline.

Mr. Yorke, replied Constance, a pretty blush rising to her cheek. He knows the lecturer well. You would be pleased to hear them.

It is not for that I wish to go, said Caroline. I think meetings, where theres nothing but talking, are the dullest things in the world. If I were to listen, it would send me to sleep.

Then why do you wish so much to attend this one?

Because I shall wear my new dress. I have not had it on yet. It rained last Sunday, and mamma would not let me put it on for college. I was in such a passion.

Constance wondered where she should begin. There was so much to do; so much to alter in so many ways. To set to work abruptly would never answer. It must be commenced gradually, almost imperceptibly, little by little.

Caroline, do you know that you have disobeyed me?

In what way, Miss Channing?

Did I not request you to have that exercise written out?

I know, said Caroline, with some contrition. I intended to write it out this morning before you came; but somehow I lay in bed.

If I were to come to you every morning at seven oclock, would you undertake to get up and be ready for me? asked Constance.

Caroline drew a long face. She did not speak.

My dear, you are fifteen.

Well? responded Caroline.

And you must not feel hurt if I tell you that I should think no other young lady of that age and in your position is half so deficient as you are. Deficient in many ways, Caroline: in goodness, in thoughtfulness, and in other desirable qualities; and greatly so in education. Annabel, who is a year younger than you, is twice as advanced.

Annabel says you worry her into learning.

Annabel is fond of talking nonsense; but she is a good, loving child at heart. You would be surprised at the little trouble she really gives me while she makes a show of giving me a great deal. I have so much to teach you, Caroline  to your mind and heart, as well as to your intellect  that I feel the hours as at present arranged, will be insufficient for me. My dear, when you grow up to womanhood, I am sure you will wish to be loving and loved.

Caroline burst into tears. I should do better if mamma were not so cross with me, Miss Channing. I always do anything that William Yorke asks me; and I will do anything for you.

Constance kissed her. Then will you begin by rising early, and being ready for me at seven?

Yes, I will, answered Caroline. But Martha must be sure to call me. Are you going to the meeting this afternoon?

Of course not, said Constance. My time now belongs to you.

But I think mamma wishes you to go with us. She said something about it.

Does she? I should very much like to go.

Lady Augusta came in and proffered the invitation to Constance to accompany them. Constance then spoke of giving the children the extra two hours, from seven to nine: it was really necessary, she said, if she was to do her duty by them.

How very conscientious you are! laughed Lady Augusta, her tone savouring of ridicule.

Constance coloured almost to tears with her emotion. I am responsible to One always, Lady Augusta. I may not make mine only eye-service.

You will never put up with our scrambling breakfast, Miss Channing. The boys are so unruly; and I do not get up to it half my time.

I will return home to breakfast. I should prefer to do so. And I will be here again at ten.

Whatever time do you get up?

Not very early, answered Constance. Hitherto I have risen at seven, summer and winter. Dressing and reading takes me just an hour; for the other hour I find plenty of occupation. We do not breakfast until nine, on account of Tom and Charley. I shall rise at six now, and come here at seven.

Very well, said Lady Augusta. I suppose this will only apply to the summer months. One of the girls shall go with us to-day; whichever deserves it best.

You are not leaving one of them at home to make room for me, I hope, Lady Augusta?

Not at all, answered Lady Augusta. I never chaperon two children to a crowded meeting. People might say they took up the room of grown-up persons.

You will let me go  not Caroline, Miss Channing? pleaded Fanny, when her mother had quitted them.

No, said Caroline, sharply; Miss Channing will fix upon me.

I shall obey Lady Augusta, and decide upon the one who shall best merit it, smiled Constance. It will be only right to do so.

Suppose we are both good, and merit it equally? suggested Fanny.

Then, my dear little girl, you must not be disappointed if, in that case, I give the privilege to Caroline, as being the elder of the two. But I will make it up to you in some other way.

Alas for poor Carolines resolution! For a short time, an hour or so, she did strive to do her best; but then good resolutions were forgotten, and idleness followed. Not only idleness, temper also. Never had she been so troublesome to Constance as on this day; she even forgot herself so far as to be insolent. Fanny was taken to the meeting  you saw her in the carriage when Lady Augusta drove to Mr. Galloways office, and persuaded Hamish to join them  Caroline was left at home, in a state of open rebellion, with the lessons to learn which she had not learnt in the day.

How shall you get on with them, Constance? the Rev. William Yorke inquired of her that same evening. Have the weeds destroyed the good seed?

Not quite destroyed it, replied Constance, though she sighed sadly as she spoke, as if nearly losing heart for the task she had undertaken. There is so much ill to undo. Caroline is the worst; the weeds, with her, have had longer time to get ahead. I think, perhaps, if I could keep her wholly with me for a twelvemonth or so, watching over her constantly, a great deal might be effected.

If that anticipated living would fall in, which seems very far away in the clouds, and you were wholly mine, we might have Caroline with us for a time, laughed Mr. Yorke.

Constance laughed too. Do not be impatient, or it will seem to be further off still. It will come, William.

They had been speaking in an undertone, standing together at a window, apart from the rest. Mr. Channing was lying on his sofa underneath the other window, and now spoke to Mr. Yorke.

You had a treat, I hear, at the meeting to-day?

We had, indeed, sir, replied Mr. Yorke, advancing to take a seat near him. It is not often we have the privilege of listening to so eloquent a speaker as Dr. Lamb. His experience is great, and his whole heart was in his subject. I should like to bring him here to call upon you.

I should be pleased to receive him, replied Mr. Channing.

I think it is possible that his experience in another line may be of service to you, continued Mr. Yorke. You are aware that ill health drove him home?

I have heard so.

His complaint was rheumatism, very much, as I fancy, the same sort of rheumatism that afflicts you. He told me he came to Europe with very little hope: he feared his complaint had become chronic and incurable. But he has been restored in a wonderful manner, and is in sound health again.

And what remedies did he use? eagerly asked Mr. Channing.

A three months residence at some medicinal springs in Germany. Nothing else. When I say nothing else, of course I must imply that he was under medical treatment there. It is the very thing, you see, sir, that has been ordered for you.

Ay! sighed Mr. Channing, feeling how very faint appeared to be the hope that he should have the opportunity of trying it.

I was mentioning your case to him, observed Mr. Yorke. He said he had no doubt the baths would do you equal good. He is a doctor, you know. I will bring him here to talk it over with you.

At that moment Mr. Galloway entered: the subject was continued. Mr. Yorke and Mr. Galloway were eloquent on it, telling Mr. Channing that he must go to Germany, as a point of duty. The Channings themselves were silent; they could not see the way at all clear. When Mr. Yorke was leaving, he beckoned Constance and Arthur into the hall.

Mr. Channing must go, he whispered to them. Think of all that is at stake! Renewed health, exertion, happiness! Arthur, you did not urge it by a single word.

Arthur did not feel hopeful; indeed his heart sank within him the whole time that they were talking. Hamish and his difficulties were the dark shadow; though he could not tell this to Mr. Yorke. Were Mr. Channing to go abroad, and the arrest of Hamish to follow upon it, the post they held, and its emoluments, might be taken from them at once and for ever.

Dr. Lamb says the cost was so trifling as scarcely to be credited, continued Mr. Yorke in a tone of remonstrance. Arthur, dont you care to help  to save him?

I would move heaven and earth to save my father! impulsively spoke Arthur, stung by the implied reproof. I should not care what labour it cost me to procure the money, so that I succeeded.

We all would, said Constance; you must know we would, William. From Hamish downwards.

Who is that, making free with Hamishs name? demanded that gentleman himself, entering the house with a free step and merry countenance. Did you think I was lost? I was seduced into joining your missionary-meeting people, and have had to stop late at the office, to make up for it.

We have been talking about papa, Hamish, said Constance. Fresh hope seems to arise daily that those German baths would restore him to health. They cured Dr. Lamb.

I say, Hamish, that the money must be found for it somehow, added Mr. Yorke.

Found! of course it shall be found, cried gay Hamish. I intend to be a chief contributor to it myself. But his joking words and careless manner jarred at that moment upon the spirit both of Arthur and Constance Channing.

Why? Could there have been any unconscious foreshadowing of evil to come?






CHAPTER XVII.  SUNDAY MORNING AT MR. CHANNINGS, AND AT LADY AUGUSTAS.

The day of rest came round in due course. A day of rest it is in truth to those who have learnt to make it such; a pleasant time of peace; a privileged season of commune with God; a loving day of social happiness for home and home ties. And yet, strange to say, it is, to some, the most hurried, uncomfortable, disagreeable day of all the seven.

Mrs. Channings breakfast hour was nine oclock on ordinary days, made thus late for the sake of convenience. On Sundays it was half-past eight. Discipline and training had rendered it easy to observe rules at Mr. Channings; or, it may be better to say, it had rendered them difficult to be disobeyed. At half-past eight all were in the breakfast-room, dressed for the day. When the hour for divine service arrived, they had only to put on their hats and bonnets to be ready for it. Even old Judy was grand on a Sunday morning. Her mob-cap was of spotted, instead of plain net, and her check apron was replaced by a white one.

With great personal inconvenience, and some pain  for he was always worse in the morning  Mr. Channing would on that day rise to breakfast. It had been his invariable custom to take the reading himself on Sunday  the little time he devoted to religion  and he was unwilling to break through it. Breakfast over, it was immediately entered upon, and would be finished by ten oclock. He did not preach a sermon; he did not give them much reading; it was only a little homely preparation for the day and the services they were about to enter upon. Very unwise had it been of Mr. Channing, to tire his children with a private service before the public service began.

Breakfast, on these mornings, was always a longer meal than usual. There was no necessity to hurry over it, in order to hasten to the various occupations of every-day life. It was taken leisurely, amidst much pleasant, social converse.

As they were assembling for breakfast on this morning, Arthur came in. It was so unusual for them to leave the house early on a Sunday, that Mr. Channing looked at him with surprise.

I have been to see Jenkins, sir, he explained. In coming home last night, I met Mr. Hurst, who told me he feared Jenkins was getting worse. I would not go to see him then; it might have been late to disturb him, so I have been now.

And how is he? inquired Mr. Channing.

A great deal better, replied Arthur. So much better that Mr. Hurst says he may come to the office to-morrow should there be no relapse. He enjoins strict quiet for to-day. And Mrs. Jenkins is determined that he shall have quiet; therefore I am sure, he will, Arthur added, laughing. She says he appeared ill last night only from the number of visitors he had seen. They were coming in all day long; and on Friday besides.

Why should people flock to see Jenkins? exclaimed Tom. He is nobody.

That is just what Mrs. Jenkins said this morning, returned Arthur. I believe they go out of curiosity to hear the truth of the locking-up in the cloisters. The bishops having been one of the sufferers has aroused the interest of Helstonleigh.

I am very glad that Jenkins is better, observed Mr. Channing.

So am I, emphatically answered Arthur. He was pretty sure Tom had had no share in the exploit; but he did not know about Charley.

The dean preaches to-day, suddenly called out Tom.

How do you know? demanded Annabel.

Because I do, oracularly spoke Tom.

Will you condescend to inform me how you know it, Tom, if you will not inform Annabel? asked Mr. Channing.

Tom laughed. The dean began his close residence yesterday, papa. Therefore we know he will preach to-day.

Mr. Channing sighed. He was debarred from attending the services, and he felt the deprivation keenly when he found that any particularly eminent man was to fill the cathedral pulpit. The dean of Helstonleigh was an admirable preacher.

Oh! exclaimed Mr. Channing, in the uncontrollable impulse of the moment, if I could only regain health and strength!

It will come, James; God willing, said Mrs. Channing, looking up hopefully from the cups she was filling. What I have heard of Dr. Lambs restoration has put new confidence into me.

I think Mr. Yorke intends to bring Dr. Lamb to see you this afternoon, papa, said Constance.

I shall be glad to see him; I shall be glad to hear the particulars of his case and its cure, exclaimed Mr. Channing, with all conscious eagerness. Did Mr. Yorke tell you he should bring him to-day, Constance?

Yes, papa. Dr. Lamb intends to be at the cathedral for afternoon service, and Mr. Yorke said he would bring him here afterwards.

You must get him to take tea with us, Mary.

Certainly, answered Mrs. Channing. In six months from this, James, you may be as well and active as ever.

Mr. Channing raised his hands, as if warding off the words. Not of the words was he afraid, but of the hopes they whispered. I think too much about it, already, Mary. It is not as though I were sure of getting to the medicinal baths.

We will take care that you do that, sir, said Hamish, with his sunny smile.

You cannot help in it, you know, Hamish, interposed saucy Annabel. It will be Arthur and Constance who will help  not you. I heard you say so!

But I have changed my mind, and intend to help, returned Hamish. And, if you will allow me the remark, young lady, I think it would better become a certain little girl, not to chatter quite so much!

Was Hamish speaking in jest, or earnest, with regard to the helping point of the affair? A peculiar tone in his voice, in spite of its lightness, had struck both Constance and Arthur, each being in the secret of his more than want of funds.

The second bell was beginning to chime as the Channings entered the cloister gates. Tom and Charles had gone on before. Panting, breathless, almost knocking down Annabel, came Tod Yorke, terribly afraid of being marked late.

Take care, Tod! exclaimed Hamish. Are you running for a wager?

Dont keep me, Mr. Hamish Channing! Those incapable servants of ours never called us till the bell began. I have had no breakfast, and Gerald couldnt find his shirt. He has had to come off in his dirty one, with his waistcoat buttoned up. Wont my lady be in a rage when she sees him?

Getting up and breakfasting were generally bustling affairs at Lady Augustas; but the confusion of every day was as nothing compared with that of Sunday. Master Tod was wrong when he complained that he had not been called. The servants had called both him and Gerald, who shared the same room, but the young gentlemen had gone to sleep again. The breakfast hour was the same as other mornings, nine oclock; but, for all the observance it obtained, it might as well have been nine at night. To give the servants their due, breakfast, on this morning, was on the table at nine  that is, the cloth, the cups and saucers: and there it remained until ten. The maids meanwhile enjoyed their own leisurely breakfast in the kitchen, regaling themselves with hot coffee, poached eggs, buttered toast, and a dish of gossip. At ten, Lady Augusta, who made a merit of always rising to breakfast on a Sunday, entered the breakfast-room in a dirty morning wrapper, and rang the bell.

Is nobody down? cried she, sharply.

I think not, my lady, was Marthas reply. I have not heard them. I have been three times in the young ladies room, but they would not get up.

This was not quite true. Martha had been in once, and had been scolded for her pains. None of them ever will get up on a Sunday morning, added Martha; they say, wheres the good?

Bring in breakfast, crossly responded Lady Augusta. And then go to the young ladies, and see whether the rest are getting up. What has the cook been at with this coffee? Lady Augusta added, when she began to pour it out. It is cold. Her coffee is always cold.

It has been made half an hour, I know, my lady.

The first to appear was the youngest child of all, little Frank; the next his brother, a year older; they wore dirty collars, and their hair was uncombed. Then came the girls  Caroline without a frock, a shawl thrown on, instead, and Fanny in curl papers. Lady Augusta scolded them for their late appearance, forgetting, possibly, that she herself set the example.

It is not much past ten, said Caroline. We shall be in time for college.

It is nearly upon half-past, replied Lady Augusta. Why do you come down in a petticoat, Caroline?

That stupid dressmaker has put no tape to my dress, fretfully responded Caroline. Martha is sewing it on.

Roland lounged in, not more presentable than the rest. Why had Lady Augusta not brought them up to better habits? Why should they come down on a Sunday morning more untidy than on other mornings? They would have told you, had you asked the question, that on other mornings they must be ready to hasten to their daily occupations. Had Sunday no occupation, then? Did it deserve no marked deference? Had I been Lady Augusta Yorke, I should have said to Roland that morning, when I saw his slip-shod slippers and his collarless neck, If you can show no respect for me, show it for the day.

Half-past ten struck, and Lady Augusta started up to fly to her own room. She had still much to do, ere she could be presentable for college. Caroline followed. Fanny wondered what Gerald and Tod would do. Not yet down!

Those boys will get a tanning, to-morrow, from old Pye! exclaimed Roland, remembering the time when tannings had been his portion for the same fault. Go and see what they are after, Martha.

They were after jumping up in alarm, aroused by the college bell. Amidst wild confusion, for nothing seemed to be at hand, with harsh reproaches to Martha, touching their shirts and socks, and other articles of attire, they scrambled downstairs, somehow, and flew out of the house on their way to the college schoolroom; Gerald drinking a freshly made scalding cup of coffee; Tod cramming a thick piece of bread and butter into his pocket, and trusting to some spare moment to eat it in. All this was the usual scramble of Sunday morning. The Yorkes did get to college, somehow, and there was an end of it.

After the conclusion of the service, as the congregation were dispersing, Mr. Galloway came up to Arthur Channing in the cloisters, and drew him aside.

Do you recollect taking the letters to the post, on Friday afternoon? he inquired.

On Friday? mused Arthur, who could not at the moment recollect much about that particular days letters; it was he who generally posted them for the office. Oh yes, I do remember, sir, he replied, as the relative circumstances flashed across him.

Mr. Galloway looked at him, possibly doubting whether he really did remember. How many letters were there for the post that afternoon? he asked.

Three, promptly rejoined Arthur. Two were for London, and one was for Ventnor.

Just so, assented Mr. Galloway. Now, then, to whom did you intrust the posting of those letters?

I did not intrust them to any one, replied Arthur; I posted them myself.

You are sure?

Quite sure, sir, answered Arthur, in some surprise. But Mr. Galloway said no more, and gave no reason for his inquiry. He turned into his own house, which was situated near the cloister gates, and Arthur went on home.

Had you been attending worship in Helstonleigh Cathedral that same afternoon, you might have observed, as one of the congregation, a tall stout man, with a dark, sallow face, and grey hair. He sat in a stall near to the Reverend William Yorke, who was the chanter for the afternoon. It was Dr. Lamb. A somewhat peculiar history was his. Brought up to the medical profession, and taking his physicians degree early, he went out to settle in New Zealand, where he had friends. Circumstances brought him into frequent contact with the natives there. A benevolent, thoughtful man, gifted with much Christian grace, the sad spiritual state of these poor heathens gave the deepest concern to Dr. Lamb. He did what he could for them in his leisure hours, but his profession took up most of his time: often did he wish he had more time at his command. A few years of hard work, and then the wish was realized. A small patrimony was bequeathed him, sufficient to enable him to live without work. From that time he applied himself to the arduous duties of a missionary, and his labours were crowned with marked success. Next came illness. He was attacked with rheumatism in the joints; and after many useless remedies had been tried, he came home in search of health, which he found, as you have heard, in certain German spas.

Mr. Channing watched the clock eagerly. Unless it has been your portion, my reader, to undergo long and apparently hopeless affliction, and to find yourself at length unexpectedly told that there may be a cure for you; that another, afflicted in a similar manner, has been restored to health by simple means, and will call upon you and describe to you what they were  you could scarcely understand the nervous expectancy of Mr. Channing on this afternoon. Four oclock! they would soon be here now.

A very little time longer, and they were with him  his family, Mr. Yorke, and Dr. Lamb. The chief subject of anxiety was soon entered upon, Dr. Lamb describing his illness at great length.

But were you as helpless as I am? inquired Mr. Channing.

Quite as helpless. I was carried on board, and carried to a bed at an hotel when I reached England. From what I have heard of your case, and from what you say, I should judge the nature of your malady to be precisely similar to mine.

And now tell me about the healing process.

Dr. Lamb paused. You must promise to put faith in my prescription.

Mr. Channing raised his eyes in surprise. Why should I not do so?

Because it will appear to you so very simple. I consulted a medical man in London, one skilled in rheumatic cases, and he gave it as his opinion that a month or two passed at one of the continental springs might restore me. I laughed at him.

You did not believe him?

I did not, indeed. Shall I confess to you that I felt vexed with him? There was I, a poor afflicted man, lying helpless, racked with pain; and to be gravely assured that a short sojourn at a pleasant foreign watering-place would, in all probability, cure me, sounded very like mockery. I knew something of the disease, its ordinary treatment, and its various phases. It was true I had left Europe for many years, and strange changes had been taking place in medical science. Still, I had no faith in what he said, as being applicable to my own case; and for a whole month, week after week, day after day, I declined to entertain his views. I considered that it would be so much time and money wasted.

Dr. Lamb paused. Mr. Channing did not interrupt him.

One Sunday evening, I was on my solitary sofa  lying in pain  as I can see you are lying now. The bells were ringing out for evening service. I lay thinking of my distressed condition; wishing I could be healed. By-and-by, after the bells had ceased, and the worshippers had assembled within the walls of the sanctuary, from which privilege I was excluded, I took up my Bible. It opened at the fifth chapter of the second book of Kings. I began to read, somewhat listlessly, I fear  listlessly, at any rate, compared with the strange enthusiasm which grew upon me as I read, Go and wash in Jordan seven times, and thy flesh shall come again to thee, and thou shalt be clean. And Naaman was wroth.... And his servants spake unto him and said, My father, if the prophet had bid thee do some great thing, wouldest thou not have done it? how much rather then, when he saith unto thee, Wash, and be clean?

Mr. Channing, Dr. Lamb continued in a deeper tone, the words sounded in my ear, fell upon my heart, as a very message sent direct from God. All the folly of my own obstinate disbelief came full upon me; the scales seemed to fall from my eyes, and I said, Shall I not try that simple thing? A firm conviction that the chapter had been directed to me that night as a warning, seated itself within me; and, from that hour, I never entertained a shadow of doubt but that the baths would be successful.

And you journeyed to them?

Instantly. Within a week I was there. I seemed to know that I was going to my cure. You will not, probably, understand this.

I understand it perfectly, was Mr. Channings answer. I believe that a merciful Providence does vouchsafe, at rare times, to move us by these direct interpositions. I need not ask you if you were cured. I have heard that you were. I see you are. Can you tell me aught of the actual means?

I was ordered to a small place in the neighbourhood of Aix-la-Chapelle; a quiet, unpretending place, where there are ever-rising springs of boiling, sulphuric water. The precise course of treatment I will come in another day and describe to you. I had to drink a great deal of the water, warm  six or eight half-pints of it a day; I had to bathe regularly in this water; and I had to take what are called douche baths every other day.

I have heard of the douche baths, said Mr. Channing. Rather fierce, are they not?

Fierce! echoed the doctor. The first time I tried one, I thought I should never come out alive. The water was dashed upon me, through a tube, with what seemed alarming force until I grew used to it; whilst an attendant rubbed and turned and twisted my limbs about, as if they had been so many straws in his strong hand. So violent is the action of the water that my face had to be protected by a board, lest it should come into contact with it.

Strong treatment! remarked Mr. Channing.

Strong, but effectual. Effectual, so far as my case was concerned. Whether it was drinking the water, or the sulphur baths, the douches, the pure air, or the Prussian doctors medicine, or all combined, I was, under Gods goodness, restored to health. I entertain no doubt that you may be restored in like manner.

And the cost? asked Mr. Channing, with a sigh he could not wholly suppress.

Theres the beauty of it! the advantage to us poor folks, who possess a shallow purse, and that only half filled, laughed Dr. Lamb. Had it been costly, I could not have afforded it. These baths, mind you, are in the hotel, which is the greatest possible accommodation to invalids; the warm baths cost a franc each, the douche two francs, the water you drink, nothing. The doctors fee is four and sixpence, and you need not consult him often. Ascertain the proper course, and go on with it.

But the hotel expenses?

That cost me four shillings a day, everything included, except a trifle for servants. Candles alone were extras, and I did not burn them very much, for I was glad to go to bed early. Wine I do not take, or that also would have been an extra. You could not live very much cheaper at home.

How I should like to go! broke from the lips of Mr. Channing.

Hamish came forward. You must go, my dear father! It shall be managed.

You speak hopefully, Hamish.

Hamish smiled. I feel so, sir.

Do you feel so, also, my friend! said Dr. Lamb, fervently. Go forth to the remedy as I did, in the full confidence that God can, and will, send His blessing upon it.






CHAPTER XVIII.  MR. JENKINS ALIVE AGAIN.

The quiet of Sunday was over, and Helstonleigh awoke on the Monday morning to the bustle of every-day life. Mr. Jenkins awoke, with others, and got up  not Jenkins the old bedesman, but his son Joseph, who had the grey mare for his wife. It was Mr. Jenkinss intention to resume his occupation that day, with Mr. Hursts and Mrs. Jenkinss permission: the former he might have defied; the latter he dared not. However, he was on the safe side, for both had accorded it.

Mrs. Jenkins was making breakfast in the small parlour behind her hosiery shop, when her husband appeared. He looked all the worse for his accident. Poor Joe was one whom a little illness told upon. Thin, pale, and lantern-jawed at the best of times  indeed he was not infrequently honoured with the nickname of scare-crow  he now looked thinner and paler than ever. His tall, shadowy form seemed bent with the weakness induced by lying a few days in bed; while his hair had been cut off in three places at the top of his head, to give way to as many patches of white plaster.

A nice figure youll cut in the office, to-day, with those ornaments on your crown! was Mrs. Jenkinss salutation.

I am thinking to fold this broadly upon my head, and tie it under my chin, said he, meekly, holding out a square, black silk handkerchief which he had brought down in his hand.

That would not hide the patch upon your forehead, stupid! responded Mrs. Jenkins. I believe you must have bumped upon the edge of every stair in the organ-loft, as you came down, to get so many wounds! she continued crossly. If you ever do such a senseless trick again, you shant stir abroad without me or the maid at your back, to take care of you; I promise you that!

I have combed my hair over the place on my forehead! civilly replied Mr. Jenkins. I dont think it shows much.

And made yourself look like an owl! I thought it was nothing less than a stuffed owl coming in. Why cant you wear your hat? That would hide your crown and your forehead too.

I did think of that; and I dare say Mr. Galloway would allow me to do it, and overlook the disrespect in consideration of the circumstances, answered Jenkins. But then, I thought again, suppose the dean should chance to come into the office to-day?  or any of the canons? Theres no telling but they may. I could not keep my hat on in their presence; and I should not like to take it off, and expose the plasters.

Youd frighten them away, if you did, said Mrs. Jenkins, dashing some water into the teapot.

Therefore, he added, when she had finished speaking, I think it will be better to put on this handkerchief. People do wear them, when suffering from neuralgia, or from toothache.

Law! wear it, if you like! what a fuss you make about nothing! If you chose to go with your head wrapped up in a blanket, nobody would look at you.

Very true, meekly coughed Mr. Jenkins.

What are you doing? irascibly demanded Mrs. Jenkins, perceiving that of two slices of bacon which she had put upon his plate, one had been surreptitiously conveyed back to the dish.

I am not hungry this morning. I cannot eat it.

I say you shall eat it. What next? Do you think you are going to starve yourself?

My appetite will come back to me in a morning or two, he deprecatingly observed.

It is back quite enough for that bacon, was the answer. Come! Ill have it eaten.

She ruled him in everything as she would a child; and, appetite or no appetite, Mr. Jenkins had to obey. Then he prepared for his departure. The black silk square was tied on, so as to cover the damages; the hat was well drawn over the brows, and Mr. Jenkins started. When Mr. Galloway entered his office that morning, which he did earlier than usual, there sat Mr. Jenkins in his usual place, copying a lease.

He looked glad to see his old clerk. It is pleasant to welcome a familiar face after an absence. Are you sure you are equal to work, Jenkins?

Quite so, sir, thank you. I had a little fever at first, and Mr. Hurst was afraid of that; but it has quite subsided. Beyond being a trifle sore on the head, and stiff at the elbows and one hip, I am quite myself again.

I was sorry to hear of the accident, Jenkins, Mr. Galloway resumed.

I was as vexed at it as I could be, sir. When I first came to myself, I hardly knew what damage was done; and the uncertainty of getting to business, perhaps for weeks, did worry me much. I dont deny, too, that I have been in a little pain. But oh, sir! it was worth happening! it was indeed; only to experience the kindness and good fellowship that have been shown me. I am sure half the town has been to see me, or to ask after me.

I hear you have had your share of visitors.

The bishop himself came, said poor Jenkins, tears of gratitude rising to his eyes in the intensity of his emotion. He did, indeed, sir. He came on the Friday, and groped his way up our dark stairs (for very dark they are when Mr. Harpers sitting-room door is shut), and sat down by my bedside, and chatted, just as plainly and familiarly as if he had been no better than one of my own acquaintances. Mr. Arthur Channing found him there when he came with your kind message, sir.

So I heard, said Mr. Galloway. You and the bishop were both in the same boat. I cannot, for my part, get at the mystery of that locking-up business.

The bishop as good as said so, sir  that we had both been in it. I was trying to express my acknowledgments to his lordship for his condescension, apologizing for my plain bedroom, and the dark stairs, and all that, and saying, as well as I knew how, that the like of me was not worthy of a visit from him, when he laughed, in his affable way, and said, We were both caught in the same trap, Jenkins. Had I been the one to receive personal injury, I make no doubt that you would have come the next day to inquire after me. What a great thing it is, to be blessed with a benevolent heart, like the Bishop of Helstonleighs!

Arthur Channing came in and interrupted the conversation. He was settling to his occupation, when Mr. Galloway drew his attention; in an abrupt and angry manner, as it struck Arthur.

Channing, you told me, yesterday, that you posted that letter for Ventnor on Friday.

So I did, sir.

It has been robbed.

Robbed! returned Arthur, in surprise, scarcely realizing immediately the meaning of the word.

You know that it contained money  a twenty-pound note. You saw me put it in.

Yes  I  know  that, hesitated Arthur.

What are you stammering at?

In good truth, Arthur could not have told, except that he hesitated in surprise. He had cast his thoughts into the past, and was lost in them.

The fact is, you did not post the letters yourself, resumed Mr. Galloway. You gave them to somebody else to post, in a fit of idleness, and the result is, that the letter was rifled, and I have lost twenty pounds.

Sir, I assure you, that I did post them myself, replied Arthur, with firmness. I went straight from this door to the post-office. In coming back, I called on Jenkins  turning to him as you bade me, and afterwards I returned here. I mentioned to you, then, sir, that the bishop was with Jenkins.

Mr. Jenkins glanced up from his desk, a streak of colour illumining his thin cheek, half hidden by the black handkerchief. I was just saying, sir, to Mr. Galloway, that you found his lordship at my bedside, he said to Arthur.

Has the note been taken out of the letter, sir? demanded Arthur. Did the letter reach its destination without it?

Yes, replied Mr. Galloway, in answer to both questions. I had a few lines from Mr. Robert Galloway yesterday morning, stating that the letter had arrived, but no bank-note was enclosed in it. Now, where is the note?

Where can it be? reiterated Arthur. The letter must have been opened on the road. I declare to you, sir, that I put it myself into the post-office.

It is a crying shame for this civilized country, that one cannot send a bank-note across the kingdom in a letter, but it must get taken out of it! exclaimed Mr. Galloway, in his vexation. The puzzle to me is, how those letter-carriers happen just to pitch upon the right letters to open  those letters that contain money!

He went into his private room as he spoke, banging the door after him, a sure symptom that his temper was not in a state of serenity, and not hearing or seeing Roland Yorke, who had entered, and was wishing him good morning.

Whats amiss? he seems in a tantrum, ejaculated Mr. Roland, with his usual want of ceremony. Hallo, Jenkins; is it really you? By the accounts brought here, I thought you were not going to have a head on your shoulders for six months to come. Glad to see you.

Thank you, sir. I am thankful to say I have got pretty well over the hurt.

Roland, said Arthur, in a half-whisper, bringing his head close to his friends, as they leaned together over the desk, you remember that Ventnor letter, sent on Friday, with the money in it

Ventnor letter! interrupted Roland. What Ventnor letter?

The one for Robert Galloway. Hamish was looking at it. It had a twenty-pound note in it.

For Ventnor, was it? I did not notice what place it was bound for. That fellow, the cousin Galloway, changes his place of abode like the Wandering Jew. What of the letter?

It has been robbed of the note.

No! uttered Roland.

It has. The cousin says the letter reached him, but the note did not. Mr. Galloway seems uncommonly put out. He accused me, at first, of not taking it myself to the post. As if I should confide letters of value to any one not worthy of trust!

Did you post it yourself? asked Roland.

Of course I did. When you were coming in, after playing truant on Friday afternoon, I was then going. You might have seen the letters in my hand.

Roland shook his head. I was in too great a stew to notice letters, or anything else. This will cure Galloway of sending bank-notes in letters. Have the post-office people had news of the loss sent to them? They must hunt up the thief.

Mr. Galloway is sure to do all thats necessary, remarked Arthur.

For my part, if I sent bank-notes across the country in letters, I should expect them to be taken. I wonder at Galloway. He is cautious in other things.

Others had wondered at Mr. Galloway, besides Roland Yorke. A man of caution, generally, he yet persisted in the practice of enclosing bank-notes in letters. Persons cognizant of this habit had remonstrated with him; not his clerks  of course they had not presumed to do so. Mr. Galloway, who liked his own way, had become somewhat testy upon the point, and, not a week before the present time, had answered in a sort of contradictory spirit that his money-letters had always gone safely hitherto, and he made no doubt they always would go safely. The present loss, therefore, coming as it were, to check his obstinacy, vexed him more than it would otherwise have done. He did not care for the loss of the money half so much as he did for the tacit reproof to himself.

I wonder if Galloway took the number of the note? cried Roland. Whether or not, though, it would not serve him much: bank-notes lost in transit never come to light.

Dont they, though! retorted Arthur. Look at the many convictions for post-office robbery!

I do not suppose that one case in ten is tracked home, disputed Roland. They are regular thieves, those letter-carriers. But, then, the fellows are paid so badly.

Do not be so sweeping in your assertions, Roland Yorke, interposed Mr. Galloway, coming forward from his own room. How dare you so asperse the letter-carriers? They are a hard-working, quiet, honest body of men. Yes, sir; honest  I repeat it. Where one has yielded to temptation, fingering what was not his own, hundreds rise superior to it, retaining their integrity. I would advise you not to be so free with your tongue.

Not to be free with his tongue would have been hard to Roland.

Lady Augusta was sending a box of camomile pills to some friend in Ireland, the other day, sir, but it was never heard of again, after she put it into the post-office, here, cried he to Mr. Galloway. The fellow who appropriated it no doubt thought he had a prize of jewels. I should like to have seen his mortification when he opened the parcel and found it contained pills! Lady Augusta said she hoped he had liver complaint, and then they might be of service to him.

Mr. Galloway made no response. He had caught up a lease that was lying on Jenkinss desk, and stood looking at it with no pleasant expression of countenance. On went that undaunted Roland:

The next thing Lady Augusta had occasion to send by post was a gold cameo pin. It was enclosed in a pasteboard box, and, when packed, looked just like the parcel of pills. I wrote PILLS on it, in great round text-hand. That reached its destination safely enough, sir.

More safely than you would, if it depended upon your pursuing your business steadily, retorted Mr. Galloway to Roland. Fill in that tithe paper.

As Roland, with a suppressed yawn, and in his usual lazy manner, set himself to work, there came a clatter at the office-door, and a man entered in the uniform of a telegraphic official, bearing a despatch in his hand. Mr. Galloway had then turned to his room, and Roland, ever ready for anything but work, started up and received the packet from the man.

Wheres it from? asked he, in his curiosity.

Southampton, replied the messenger.

A telegram from Southampton, sir, announced Roland to Mr. Galloway.

The latter took the despatch, and opened it, directing Jenkins to sign the paper. This done, the messenger departed. The words of the message were few, but Mr. Galloways eye was bending upon them sternly, and his brow had knitted, as if in perplexity.

Young gentlemen, you must look to this, he said, coming forward, and standing before Roland and Arthur. I find that the post-office is not to blame for this loss; it must have occurred in this room, before the letter went to the post-office.

They both looked up, both coloured, as if with inward consternation. Thoughts, we all know, are quick as lightning: what was each thinking of, that it should give rise to emotion? Arthur was the first to speak.

Do you allude to the loss of the bank-note, sir?

What else should I allude to? sharply answered Mr. Galloway.

But the post-office must be cheeky to deny it off-hand! flashed Roland. How is it possible that they can answer for the honesty of every man whose hands that letter passed through?

Pray who told you they had denied it, Mr. Roland Yorke? demanded his master.

Roland felt a little checked. I inferred it, sir.

I dare say. Then allow me to tell you that they have not denied it. And one very cogent reason why they have not, is, that they are not yet cognizant of the loss. I do not jump at conclusions as you do, Roland Yorke, and I thought it necessary to make a little private inquiry before accusing the post-office, lest the post-office might not be in fault, you know.

Quite right, I have no doubt, sir, replied Roland, in a chafed accent, for Mr. Galloway was speaking satirically, and Roland never liked to have ridicule cast upon him. Like old Ketch, it affected his temper.

By this communication, touching the telegraphic despatch, I learn that the letter was not opened after it left this office, resumed Mr. Galloway. Consequently, the note must have been abstracted from it while the letter lay here. Who has been guilty of it?

Neither Arthur nor Roland spoke. It was not a pleasant accusation  if you can call it an accusation  and their faces deepened to scarlet; while Mr. Jenkins looked up half terrified, and began to think, what a mercy it was that he had broken his head, just that last particular Thursday night, on the marble flags of the cathedral.






CHAPTER XIX.  THE LOSS.

When money is lost out of an office, suspicion very frequently falls upon one or more of that offices employés. Mr. Galloways doubts, however, had not yet extended to those employed in his. The letter containing the bank-note had been despatched to Mr. Robert Galloway, at Ventnor, on the Friday. On the Sunday morning, while Mr. Galloway was at breakfast, a short answer was delivered to him from his cousin: Your letter has reached me, but not the note; you must have omitted to enclose it, was the news it contained relative to that particular point. Mr. Galloway knew that he had enclosed the note; there was little doubt that both his clerks could testify that he had done so, for it was done in their presence. How could it have been taken out again? Had it been abstracted while the letter was still in his office?  or on its way to the post?  or in its transmission to Ventnor? If in the office, argued Mr. Galloway, it must have been done before I sealed it; if afterwards, that seal must have been tampered with, probably broken. Ill drop a note to Robert, and ask the question. He rose from his breakfast and penned a line to Southampton, where, as he had reason to believe, Mr. Robert Galloway would be on the Monday. It was not Mr. Galloways habit to write letters on a Sunday, but he considered that the present occasion justified the act. I certainly enclosed the note in my letter, he wrote. Send me word instantly whether the seal had been tampered with. I stamped it with my private seal. Mr. Robert Galloway received this on the Monday morning. He did not wait for the post, but forwarded the reply by telegraph The seal had not been broken. Will send you back the envelope by first post. This was the despatch which you saw Mr. Galloway receive in his office.

He went back into his private room, carrying the despatch with him, and there he sat down to think. From the very first, he had not believed the fraud to lie with the post-office  for this reason: had the note been taken out by one of its servants, the letter would almost certainly not have reached its destination; it would have disappeared with the note. He had cast a doubt upon whether Arthur Channing had posted the letters himself. Arthur assured him that he had done so, and Mr. Galloway believed him; the information that the seal of the letter was unbroken was now a further confirmation, had he needed it. At least, it confirmed that the letter had not been opened after it left the office. Mr. Galloway perfectly remembered fastening down the letter. He probably would have sealed it then, but for the commotion that arose at the same moment in the street caused by Mad Nance. There could be no shadow of doubt, so far as Mr. Galloway could see, and so far as he believed, that the abstraction had taken place between the time of his fastening down the envelope and of his sealing it. Who had done it?

Ill lay a guinea I know how it happened! he exclaimed to himself. Channing was at college  I must have given him permission in a soft moment to take that organ, or I should never have done it, quitting the office daily!  and, Yorke, in his indolent carelessness, must have got gossiping outside, leaving, it is hard to say who, in the office! This comes of poor Jenkinss fall!

Mr. Galloway rang his bell. It was answered by Jenkins. Send Mr. Arthur Channing in, said Mr. Galloway.

Arthur entered, in obedience. Mr. Galloway signed to him to close the door, and then spoke.

This is an awkward business, Channing.

Very awkward, indeed, sir, replied Arthur, at no loss to understand what Mr. Galloway alluded to. I do not see that it was possible for the note to have been taken from the letter, except in its transmission through the post.

I tell you it was taken from it before it left this office, tartly returned Mr. Galloway. I have my reasons for the assertion. Did you see me put the bank-note into the letter?

Of course I did, sir. I was standing by when you did it: I remained by you after bringing you the note from this room.

I enclosed the note, and fastened down the envelope, said Mr. Galloway, pointing the feather of his quill pen at each proposition. I did not seal it then, because looking at Mad Nance hindered me, and I went out, leaving the letter on Jenkinss desk, in your charge and Yorkes.

Yes, sir. I placed the letter in the rack in your room, immediately afterwards.

And, pray, what loose acquaintances did you and Yorke receive here that afternoon?

Not any, replied Arthur. I do not know when the office has been so free from callers. No person whatever entered it, except my brother Hamish.

Thats all nonsense, said Mr. Galloway. You are getting to speak as incautiously as Yorke. How can you tell who came here when you were at college? Yorke would be alone, then.

No, Yorke was not, Arthur was beginning. But he stopped suddenly and hesitated. He did not care to tell Mr. Galloway that Yorke had played truant all that afternoon. Mr. Galloway saw his hesitation, and did not like it.

Come, what have you to conceal? You and Yorke held a levee here, I suppose? Thats the fact. You had so many fellows in here, gossiping, that you dont know who may have meddled with the letter; and when you were off to college, they stayed on with Yorke.

No, sir. For one thing, I did not take the organ that afternoon. I went, as usual, but Mr. Williams was there himself, so I came back at once. I was only away about ten minutes.

And how many did you find with Yorke?

Yorke stepped out to speak to some one just before I went to college, replied Arthur, obliged to allude to it, but determined to say as little as possible. Hamish was here, sir; you met him coming in as you were going out, and I got him to stay in the office till I returned.

Pretty doings! retorted Mr. Galloway. Hindering the time of Mr. Hamish Channing, that you and Yorke may kick up your heels elsewhere! Nice trustworthy clerks, both of you!

I was obliged to go to college, sir, said Arthur, in a tone of deprecation.

Was Yorke obliged to go out?

I was back again very shortly, I assure you, sir, said Arthur, passing over the remark. And I did not leave the office again until you sent me to the post.

Stop! said Mr. Galloway; let me clearly understand. As I went out, Hamish came in. Then, you say, Yorke went out; and you, to get to college, left Hamish keeping office! Did any one else come in besides Hamish?

Not any one. When I returned from college I inquired of Hamish who had called, and he said no one had called. Then Lady Augusta Yorke drove up, and Hamish went away with her. She was going to the missionary meeting.

And you persist in saying that no one came in, after that?

No one did come in, sir.

Very well. Send Yorke to me.

Roland made his appearance, a pen behind his ear, and a ruler in his hand.

More show than work! sarcastically exclaimed Mr. Galloway. Now, sir, I have been questioning Mr. Arthur Channing about this unpleasant business, for I am determined to come to the bottom of it. I can get nothing satisfactory from him; so I must try what I can do with you. Have the goodness to tell me how you spent your time on Friday afternoon.

On Friday?  lets see, began Roland, out of his wits with perplexity as to how he should conceal his afternoons absence from Mr. Galloway. Its difficult to recollect what one does on one particular day more than another, sir.

Oh, indeed! Perhaps, to begin with, you can remember the circumstances of my enclosing the bank-note in the letter, I went into the other room to consult a Bradshaw

I remember that quite well, sir, interrupted Roland. Channing fetched the bank-note from this room, and you put it into the envelope. It was just before we were all called to the window by Mad Nance.

After that? pursued Mr. Galloway.

After that? I think, sir, you went out after that, and Hamish Channing came in.

Who else came in?

I dont remember any one else, answered Roland, wishing some one would come in then, and stop the questioning. No such luck, however.

How many people called in, while Channing was at college, and you were keeping office? demanded Mr. Galloway.

Roland fidgeted, first on one leg, then on the other. He felt that it must all come out. What a passion hell go into with me! thought Roland. It is certain that no one can have touched the bank-note in this office, sir, he said aloud. Those poor, half-starved postmen must have helped themselves to it.

When I ask for your opinion upon who has helped themselves to it, it will be time enough to give it me, returned Mr. Galloway, drily. I say that the money was taken from the letter before it left this office, when it was under the charge of you and Channing.

I hope you do not suspect us of taking it, sir! said Roland, going into a heat.

I suspect that you have been guilty of negligence in some way, Mr. Roland. Could the bank-note drop out of the letter of itself?

I suppose it could not, sir.

Good! Then it is my business to ascertain, if I can, how it did get out of it. You have not answered my question. Who came into this office, while Channing was at the cathedral, on Friday afternoon?

I declare nobody ever had such luck as I, burst forth Roland, in a tone half comic, half defiant, as he felt he must make a merit of necessity, and confess. If I get into the smallest scrape in the world, it is safe to come out. The fact is, sir, I was not here, last Friday afternoon, during Channings hour for college.

What! not at all? exclaimed Mr. Galloway, who had not suspected that Yorke was absent so long.

As I say, its my luck to be found out! grumbled Roland. I cant lift a finger to-day, if it ought not to be lifted, but it is known to-morrow. I saw one of my chums going past the end of the street, sir, and I ran after him. And I am sorry to say I was seduced into stopping out with him longer than I ought to have done.

Mr. Galloway stared at Roland. At what time did you go out? he asked.

Just after you did, sir. The bell was going for college.

And pray what time did you come in again?

Well, sir, you saw me come in. It was getting on for five oclock.

Do you mean to say you had not been in at all, between those hours!

It was Knivetts fault, grumbled Roland. He kept me.

Mr. Galloway sat drumming on his desk, apparently gazing at Roland; in reality thinking. To hear that Mr. Roland Yorke had taken French leave for nearly a whole afternoon, just on the especial afternoon that he ought not to have taken it  Jenkins being away  did not surprise him in the least; it was very much in the line of the Yorkes to do so. To scold or punish Roland for it, would have been productive of little good, since he was sure to do it again the very next time the temptation offered itself. Failing temptation, he would remain at his post steadily enough. No; it was not Rolands escapade that Mr. Galloway was considering; but the very narrow radius that the affair of the letter appeared to be drawing itself into. If Roland was absent, he could not have had half the town in, to chatter; and if Arthur Channing asserted that none had been in, Mr. Galloway could give credence to Arthur. But then  how had the money disappeared? Who had taken it?

Channing! he called out, loudly and sharply.

Arthur, who was preparing to attend the cathedral, for the bell had rung out, hastened in.

How came you not to tell me when we were speaking of Roland Yorkes absence, that he remained away all the afternoon? questioned Mr. Galloway.

Arthur was silent. He glanced once at Roland.

Well? cried Mr. Galloway.

It was better for him to tell you himself, sir; as I conclude he has now done.

The fact is, you are two birds of a feather, stormed Mr. Galloway, who, when once roused, which was not often, would say anything that came uppermost, just or unjust. The one wont tell tales of the other. If the one set my office on fire, and then said it was the cat did it, the other would stick to it. Is it true, sir, that he was not at the office during my absence from it on Friday afternoon? he continued to Arthur.

That is true.

Then who can have taken the money? uttered Mr. Galloway, speaking what was uppermost in his thoughts.

Which is as much as to say that I took it, burst from haughty Roland. Mr. Galloway, I

Keep quiet, Roland Yorke, interrupted that gentleman. I do not suspect you of taking it. I did suspect that you might have got some idlers in here, mauvais sujets, you know, for you call plenty of them friends; but, if you were absent yourself, that suspicion falls to the ground. Again I say, who can have taken the money?

It is an utter impossibility that Yorke could have taken it, even were he capable of such a thing, generously spoke Arthur. From the time you left the office yourself, sir, until after the letters were taken out of it to be posted, he was away from it.

Just like him! exclaimed Mr. Galloway. It must have been done while your brother Hamish was waiting in the office. We must ascertain from him who came in.

He told me no one came in, repeated Arthur.

Rubbish! testily observed Mr. Galloway. Some one must have come in; some one with light fingers, too! the money could not go without hands. You are off to college now, I suppose, Channing?

Yes, sir.

When service is over, just go down as far as your brothers office, and ask him about it.

He is as obstinate as any old adder! exclaimed Roland Yorke to Arthur, when they left Mr. Galloway alone. The only possible way in which it can have gone, is through that post-office. The men have forked it; as they did Lady Augustas pills.

He says it was not the post-office, mused Arthur. He said  as I understood  that the telegraphic despatch proved to him that it had been taken out here.

What an idiot you are! ejaculated Roland. How could a despatch tell him who took it, or who did not?  unless it was a despatch from those spirit-rappers  mesmerists, or whatever they call themselves. They profess to show you who your grandmother was, if you dont know!

Roland laughed as he spoke. Arthur was not inclined for joking; the affair perplexed him in no ordinary degree. I wish Mr. Galloway would mention his grounds for thinking the note was taken before it went to the post! he said.

He ought to mention them, cried Roland fiercely. He says he learns, by the despatch, that the letter was not opened after it left this office. Now, it is impossible that any despatch could tell him that. He talks to me about broad assertions! Thats a pretty broad one. What did the despatch say? who sent it?

Would it afford you satisfaction to know, Mr. Roland? and Roland wheeled round with a start, for it was the voice of Mr. Galloway. He had followed them into the front office, and caught the latter part of the conversation. Come, sir, he added, I will teach you a lesson in caution. When I have sealed letters that contained money after they were previously fastened down with gum, I have seen you throw your head back, Mr. Roland, with that favourite scornful movement of yours. As if gum did not stick them fast enough! you have said in your heart. But now, the fact of my having sealed this letter in question, enables me to say that the letter was not opened after it left my hands. The despatch you are so curious about was from my cousin, telling me that the seal reached him intact.

I did not know the letter was sealed, remarked Roland. But that proves nothing, sir. They might melt the wax, and seal it up again. Every one keeps a stamp of this sort, he added, stretching his hand out for the seal usually used in the office  an ordinary cross-barred wafer stamp.

Ah, said Mr. Galloway, you are very clever, Master Roland. But I happened to stamp that letter with my own private seal.

That alters the case, of course, said Roland, after a pause. Sir, I wish you would set me to work to find out, he impulsively continued. Id go to the post-office, and

And there make enough noise for ten, and defeat your own ends, interrupted Mr. Galloway. Channing, you will be late. Do not forget to see Hamish.

Yes, I must be off, said Arthur, coming out of his reverie with a start. He had waited to hear about the seal. And now flew towards the cathedral.

I wish it had not happened! he ejaculated. I know Galloway does not suspect me or Yorke: but still I wish it had never happened!






CHAPTER XX.  THE LOOMING OF AN AWFUL FEAR.

Hamish Channing sat in his private room; his now; for, in the absence of Mr. Channing, Hamish was master. The insurance office was situated in Guild Street, a principal street, near to the Town Hall. It consisted of an entrance hall, two rooms, and a closet for hanging up coats, and for washing hands. The room on the left of the hall, as you entered, was the principal office; the room on the right, was the private room of Mr. Channing; now used, I say, by Hamish. The upper part of the house was occupied as a dwelling; the people renting it having nothing to do with the office. It was a large, roomy house, and possessed a separate entrance.

Hamish  gay, good-tempered, careless, though he was  ruled the office with a firm hand. There was no familiarity of manner there; the clerks liked him, but they had to defer to him and obey him. He was seated at his desk, deep in some accounts, on this same morning  the one mentioned in the last chapter  when one of the clerks entered, and said that Mr. Arthur Channing was asking to speak to him: for it was Mr. Hamish Channings good pleasure not to be interrupted indiscriminately, unless a clerk first ascertained whether he was at liberty to be seen. Possibly Hamish feared treachery might be abroad.

Arthur entered. Hamish pushed his books from him, and stretched himself. Well, old fellow! you seem out of breath.

I came down at a pace, rejoined Arthur. College is just over. I say, Hamish, a disagreeable thing has happened at Galloways. I have never seen him put out as he is now.

Has his hair taken a change again, and come out a lovely rose colour?

I wish you would not turn everything into joke, cried Arthur, who was really troubled, and the words vexed him. You saw a letter on Jenkinss desk last Friday  the afternoon, you know, that Yorke went off, and you remained while I went to college? There was a twenty-pound note in it. Well, the note has, in some mysterious manner, been abstracted from it.

Hamish lifted his eyebrows. What can Galloway expect, if he sends bank-notes in letters?

Yes, but this was taken before it left our office. Galloway says so. He sealed it with his private seal, and the letter arrived at his cousins intact, the seal unbroken  a pretty sure proof that the note could not have been in it when it was sealed.

Who took it out? asked Hamish.

Thats the question. There was not a soul near the place, that I can find out, except you and I. Yorke was away, Jenkins was away, and Mr. Galloway was away. He says some one must have come in while you were in the office.

Not so much as a ghost came in, said Hamish.

Are you sure, Hamish?

Sure! I am sure they did not, unless I dropped asleep. That was not an unlikely catastrophe to happen; shut up by myself in that dull office, amidst musty parchments, with nothing to do.

Hamish, can you be serious for once? This is a serious matter.

Mr. Martin Pope wants you, sir, said the clerk again, interrupting at this juncture. Martin Popes face came in also, over the clerks shoulder. It was red, and he looked in a hurry.

Hamish, he has had a letter, and is off by the half-past eleven train, spoke Martin Pope, in some excitement. You must rush up to the station, if you want a last word with him. You will hardly catch him, running your best.

Up jumped Hamish, in excitement as great as his friends. He closed and locked the desk, caught his hat, and was speeding out of the office, when Arthur, to whom the words had been a puzzle, seized his arm.

Hamish, did any one come in? It was Mr. Galloway sent me here to ascertain.

No, they did not. Should I not tell you if they had? Take care, Arthur. I must fly like the wind. Come away, Pope!

Arthur walked back to Mr. Galloways. That gentleman was out. Roland Yorke was out. But Jenkins, upon whom the unfortunate affair had taken great hold, lifted his face to Arthur, his eyes asking the question that his tongue scarcely presumed to do.

My brother says no one came in while he was here. It is very strange!

Mr. Arthur, sir, if I had repined at all at that accident, and felt it as a misfortune, how this would have reproved me! spoke Jenkins, in his simple faith. Why, sir, it must have come to me as a mercy, a blessing; to take me away out of this office at the very time.

What do you mean, Jenkins?

Theres no telling, sir, but Mr. Galloway might have suspected me. It is the first loss we have had since I have been here, all these years; and

Nonsense! interrupted Arthur. You may as well fear that Mr. Galloway will suspect me, or Mr. Yorke.

No, sir, you and Mr. Yorke are different; you are gentlemen. Mr. Galloway would no more suspect you, than he would suspect himself. I am thankful I was absent.

Be easy, Jenkins, smiled Arthur. Absent or present, every one can trust you.

Mr. Galloway did not return until nearly one oclock. He went straight to his own room. Arthur followed him.

I have seen Hamish, sir. He says no person whatever entered on Friday, while he was here alone.

Mr. Galloway paused, apparently revolving the news. Hamish must be mistaken, he answered.

He told me at the time, last Friday, that no one had been in, resumed Arthur. I asked the question when I returned from college, thinking people might have called on business. He said they had not done so; and he says the same now.

But look you here, Arthur, debated Mr. Galloway, in a tone of reasoning. I suspect neither you nor Yorke; indeed, as it seems, Yorke put himself out of suspicions way, by walking off; but if no one came to the office, and yet the note went, remember the position in which you place yourself. I say I dont blame you, I dont suspect you; but I do say that the mystery must be cleared up. Are you certain no person came into the office during your presence in it?

I am quite certain of that, sir. I have told you so.

And is Hamish equally certain  that no one entered while he was here alone?

He says so. But Arthurs words bore a sound of hesitation, which Mr. Galloway may or may not have observed. He would have spoken far more positively had Hamish not joked about it.

Says will not do for me, retorted Mr. Galloway. I should like to see Hamish. You have nothing particular to finish before one oclock; suppose you run up to Guild Street, and request him to come round this way, as he goes home to dinner? It will not take him two minutes out of his road.

Arthur departed; choosing the nearest way to Guild Street. It led him through the street Hamish had been careful to avoid on account of a troublesome creditor. Arthur had no such fear. One oclock struck as he turned into it. About midway down it, what was his astonishment at encountering Hamish! Not hurrying along, dreading to be seen, but flourishing leisurely at his ease, nodding to every one he knew, his sweet smile in full play, and his cane whirling circlets in the air.

Hamish! I thought this was forbidden ground!

So it was, until a day or two ago, laughed Hamish; but I have managed to charm the enemy.

He spoke in his usual light, careless, half-mocking style, and passed his arm within Arthurs. At that moment a shopkeeper came to his door, and respectfully touched his hat to Hamish. Hamish nodded in return, and laughed again as he walked on with Arthur.

That was the fiercest enemy in all this street of Philistines, Arthur. See how civil he is now.

How did you charm him?

Oh, by a process known to myself. Did you come down on purpose to escort me home to dinner? Very polite of you!

I came to ask you to go round by Mr. Galloways office, and to call in and see him. He will not take your word at second hand.

Take my word about what? asked Hamish.

That the office had no visitors while you were in it the other day. That money matter grows more mysterious every hour.

Then I have not time to go round, exclaimed Hamish, in  for him  quite an impatient accent. I dont know anything about the money or the letter. Why should I be bothered?

Hamish, you must go, said Arthur, impressively. Do you know that  so far as can be ascertained  no human being was in the office alone with the letter, except you and I. Were we to shun inquiry, suspicion might fall upon us.

Hamish drew himself up haughtily, somewhat after the fashion of Roland Yorke. What absurdity, Arthur! steal a twenty-pound note! But when they came to the turning where two roads met, one of which led to Close Street, Hamish had apparently reconsidered his determination.

I suppose I must go, or the old fellow will be offended. You can tell them at home that I shall be in directly; dont let them wait dinner.

He walked away quickly. Arthur pursued the path which would take him round the cathedral to the Boundaries. He bent his head in thought. He was lost in perplexity; in spite of what Mr. Galloway urged, with regard to the seal, he could not believe but that the money had gone safely to the post-office, and was stolen afterwards. Thus busied within himself, he had reached the elm-trees, when he ran up against Hopper, the bailiff. Arthur looked up, and the mans features relaxed into a smile.

We shut the door when the steeds stolen, Mr. Arthur, was his salutation. Now that my pockets are emptied of what would have done no good to your brother, I come here to meet him at the right time. Just to show folks  should any be about  that I did know my way here; although it unfortunately fell out that I always missed him.

He nodded and winked. Arthur, completely at sea as to his meaning, made some trifling remark in answer.

He did well to come to terms with them, continued Hopper, dropping his voice. Though it was only a five pound, as I hear, and a promise for the rest, you see they took it. Ten times over, they said to me, We dont want to proceed to extremities with Hamish Channing. I was as glad as could be when they withdrew the writ. I do hope he will go on smooth and straight now that he has begun paying up a bit. Tell him old Hopper says it, Mr. Arthur.

Hopper glided on, leaving Arthur glued to the spot. Begun to pay up! Paid five pounds off one debt! Paid (there could be no doubt of it) partially, or wholly, the enemy in the proscribed street! What did it mean? Every drop of blood in Arthur Channings body stood still, and then coursed on fiercely. Had he seen the cathedral tower toppling down upon his head, he had feared it less than the awful dread which was dawning upon him.

He went home to dinner. Hamish went home. Hamish was more gay and talkative than usual  Arthur was silent as the grave. What was the matter, some one asked him. His head ached, was the answer; and, indeed, it was no false plea. Hamish did not say a syllable about the loss at table; neither did Arthur. Arthur was silenced now.

It is useless to attempt to disguise the fear that had fallen upon him. You, my reader, will probably have glanced at it as suspiciously as did Arthur Channing. Until this loophole had appeared, the facts had been to Arthurs mind utterly mysterious; they now shone out all too clearly, in glaring colours. He knew that he himself had not touched the money, and no one else had been left with it, except Hamish. Debt! what had the paltry fear of debt and its consequences been compared with this?

Mr. Galloway talked much of the mystery that afternoon; Yorke talked of it; Jenkins talked of it. Arthur barely answered; never, except when obliged to do so; and his manner, confused at times, for he could not help its being so, excited the attention of Mr. Galloway. One would think you had helped yourself to the money, Channing! he crossly exclaimed to him once, when they were alone in the private room.

No, sir, I did not, Arthur answered, in a low tone; but his face flushed scarlet, and then grew deadly pale. If a Channing, his brother, had done it  why, he felt himself almost equally guilty; and it dyed his brow with shame. Mr. Galloway noticed the signs, and attributed them to the pain caused by his question.

Dont be foolish, Arthur. I feel sure of you and Yorke. Though, with Yorkes carelessness and his spendthrift habits, I do not know that I should have been so sure of him, had he been left alone with the temptation.

Sir! exclaimed Arthur, in a tone of pain, Yorke did not touch it. I would answer for his innocence with my life.

Dont I say I do not suspect him, or you either? testily returned Mr. Galloway. It is the mystery of the affair that worries me. If no elucidation turns up between now and to-morrow morning, I shall place it in the hands of the police.

The announcement scared away Arthurs caution; almost scared away his senses. Oh! pray, pray, Mr. Galloway, do not let the police become cognizant of it! he uttered, in an accent of wild alarm. And Mr. Galloway stared at him in very amazement; and Jenkins, who had come in to ask a question, stared too.

It might not produce any good result, and would cause us no end of trouble, Arthur added, striving to assign some plausible explanation to his words.

That is my affair, said Mr. Galloway.

When Arthur reached home, the news had penetrated there also. Mrs. Channings tea-table was absorbed with it. Tom and Charles gave the school version of it, and the Rev. Mr. Yorke, who was taking tea with them, gave his. Both accounts were increased by sundry embellishments, which had never taken place in reality.

Not a soul was ever near the letter, exclaimed Tom, except Arthur and Jenkins, and Roland Yorke.

The post-office must be to blame for this, observed Mr. Channing. But you are wrong, Tom, with regard to Jenkins. He could not have been there.

Mark Galloway says his uncle had a telegraphic despatch, to say the post-office knew nothing about it, exclaimed Charles.

Much you know about it, Miss Charley! quoth Tom. The despatch was about the seal: it was not from the post-office at all. They have not accused the post-office yet.

Arthur let them talk on; headache the excuse for his own silence. It did ache, in no measured degree. When appealed to, Was it this way, Arthur? Was it the other? he was obliged to speak, so that an accurate version of the affair was arrived at before tea was over. Constance alone saw that something unusual was the matter with him. She attributed it to fears at the absence of Hamish, who had been expected home to tea, and did not come in. Constances own fears at this absence grew to a terrific height. Had he been arrested?

She beckoned Arthur from the room, for she could no longer control herself. Her lips were white, as she drew him into the study, and spoke. Arthur, what has become of Hamish? Has anything happened to him?

Happened to him! repeated Arthur, vaguely, too absorbed in his own sad thoughts to reply at once.

Has  he  been  taken?

Taken! Hamish? Oh, you mean for debt! he continued, his heart beating, and fully aroused now. There is no further fear, I believe. He has managed to arrange with the people.

How has he contrived it? exclaimed Constance, in wonder.

Arthur turned his face away. Hamish does not make me his confidant.

Constance stole her hand into his. Arthur, what is the matter with you this evening? Is it that unpleasant affair at Mr. Galloways?

He turned from her. He laid his face upon the table and groaned in anguish. Be still, Constance! You can do no good.

But what is it? uttered Constance in alarm. You surely do not fear that suspicion should be cast on you, or on Hamish  although, as it appears, you and he were alone in the office with the letter?

Be still, I say, Constance, he wailed. There is nothing for it but to  to  to bear. You will do well to ask no more about it.

A faint dread began to dawn upon her. You and Hamish were alone with the letter! the echo of the words came thumping against her brain. But she beat it off. Suspect a Channing! Arthur, I need not ask if you are innocent; it would be a gratuitous insult to you.

No, he quietly said, you need not ask that.

And  Hamish? she would have continued, but the words would not come. She changed them for others.

How do you know that he has paid any of his debts, Arthur?

I heard it. I

At that moment they heard something else  Hamishs voice in the hall. In the impulse of the moment, in the glad revulsion of feeling  for, if Hamish were safe in the hall, he could not be in prison  Constance flew to him, and clasped her hands round his neck. Oh, Hamish, Hamish! thank Heaven that you are here!

Hamish was surprised. He went with Constance into the study, where Arthur had remained. What do you mean, Constance? What is the matter?

I am always fearful, she whispered; always fearful; I know you owe money, and that they might put you in prison. Hamish, I think of it by night and by day.

My pretty sister! cried Hamish, caressingly, as he smoothed her hair, just as Constance sometimes smoothed Annabels: that danger has passed for the present.

If you were arrested, papa might lose his post, she murmured.

I know it; it is that which has worried me. I have been doing what I could to avert it. Constance, these things are not for you. Who told you anything about them?

Never mind. I

What will you give me for something I have found? exclaimed Annabel, bursting in upon them, her hands behind her, and her eyes dancing. It is one of your treasures, Hamish.

Then give it me, Annabel. Come! I am tired; I cannot play with you this evening.

I wont give it you until you guess what it is.

Hamish was evidently in no mood for play. Annabel danced round and about him, provokingly eluding his grasp. He caught her suddenly, and laid his hands upon hers. With a shriek of laughing defiance, she flung something on the floor, and four or five sovereigns rolled about.

It was Hamishs purse. She had found it on the hall table, by the side of his hat and gloves, left there most probably inadvertently. Hamish stooped to pick up the money.

See how rich he is! danced Annabel; after telling us he was as poor as a church mouse! Where has it all come from?

Never had they seen Hamish more annoyed. When he had secured the money, he gave a pretty sharp tap to Annabel, and ordered her, in a ringing tone of command, not to meddle with his things again. He quitted the room, and Annabel ran after him, laughing and defiant still.

Where has it all come from? The words, spoken in innocence by the child, rang as a knell on the ears of Constance and Arthur Channing. Constances very heart turned sick  sick as Arthurs had been since the meeting with Hopper under the elm-trees.






CHAPTER XXI.  MR. BUTTERBY.

The clock of Helstonleigh Cathedral was striking eight, and the postman was going his rounds through the Boundaries. Formerly, nothing so common as a regular postman, when on duty, was admitted within the pale of that exclusive place. The Boundaries, chiefly occupied by the higher order of the clergy, did not condescend to have its letters delivered in the ordinary way, and by the ordinary hands. It was the custom for the postman to take them to the Boundary-gate, and there put them into the porters great box, just as if he had been posting letters at the town post-office; and the porter forthwith delivered them at their several destinations. The late porter, however, had grown, with years, half blind and wholly stupid. Some letters he dropped; some he lost; some he delivered at wrong houses; some, he persisted in declaring, when questioned, had never been delivered to him at all. In short, mistakes and confusion were incessant; so, the porter was exonerated from that portion of his duty, and the postman entered upon it. There was a fresh porter now, but the old custom had not been resumed.

Ring  ring  ring  ring  for one peculiarity of the Boundaries was, that most of its doors possessed no knockers, only bells  on he went, the man, on this morning, leaving letters almost everywhere. At length he came to Mr. Galloways, and rang there a peal that it is the delight of a postman to ring; but when the door was opened, he delivered in only one letter and a newspaper. The business letters were generally directed to the office.

Mr. Galloway was half-way through his breakfast. He was no sluggard; and he liked to devote the whole hour, from eight to nine, to his breakfast and his Times. Occasionally, as on this morning, he would sit down before eight, in order that he might have nearly finished breakfast before the letters arrived. His servants knew by experience that, when this happened, he was expecting something unusual by the post.

His man came in. He laid the letter and the newspaper by his masters side. Mr. Galloway tore open the Times, gave one glance at the price of the funds and the money article, then put aside the paper, and took up the letter.

The latter was from his cousin, Mr. Robert Galloway. It contained also the envelope in which Mr. Galloway had enclosed the twenty-pound note. You perceive, wrote Mr. Robert, that the seal has not been tampered with. It is perfectly intact. Hence I infer that you must be in error in supposing that you enclosed the note.

Mr. Galloway examined the envelope closely. His cousin had not broken the seal in opening the letter, but had cut the paper above it. He was a methodical man in trifles, this Mr. Robert Galloway, and generally did cut open his envelopes. It had been all the better for him had he learnt to be methodical with his money.

Yes; it is as Robert says, soliloquized Mr. Galloway. The seal has not been touched since it went out of my hands; therefore the note must previously have been extracted from the letter. Now, who did it?

He sat  his elbow on the table, his chin in his hand, and the envelope before him. Apparently, he was studying it minutely; in reality he was lost in thought. Its just like the work of a conjuror! he presently exclaimed. Not a caller near the place, that I can find out, and yet the bank-note vanishes out of the letter! Notes dont vanish without hands, and Ill do as I said yesterday  consult the police. If any one can come to the bottom of it, its Butterby. Had the seal been broken, I should have given it to the post-office to ferret out; the crime would have lain with them, and so would the discovery. As it is, the business is mine.

He wrote a line rapidly in pencil, folded, called in his man-servant, and despatched him with it to the police-station. The station was very near Mr. Galloways; on the other side of the cathedral, halfway between that edifice and the town-hall. In ten minutes after the servant had left the house, Mr. Butterby was on his road to it.

Mr. Butterby puzzled Helstonleigh. He was not an inspector, he was not a sergeant, he was not a common officer, and he was never seen in official dress. Who was Mr. Butterby? Helstonleigh wondered. That he had a great deal to do with the police, was one of their staff, and received his pay, was certain; but, what his standing might be, and what his peculiar line of duty, they could not tell. Sometimes he was absent from Helstonleigh for months at a time, probably puzzling other towns. Mr. Galloway would have told you he was a detective; but perhaps Mr. Galloways grounds for the assertion existed only in his own opinion. For convenience-sake we will call him a detective; remembering, however, that we have no authority for the term.

Mr. Butterby came forward, a spare, pale man, of middle height, his eyes deeply set, and his nose turned up to the skies. He was of silent habit; probably, of a silent nature.

Mr. Galloway recited the circumstances of his loss. The detective sat near him, his hands on his knees, his head bent, his eyes cast upon the floor. He did not interrupt the story by a single word. When it was ended, he took up the envelope, and examined it in equal silence; examined it with ridiculous minuteness, Mr. Galloway thought, for he poked, and peered, and touched it everywhere. He held it up to the light, he studied the postmarks, he gazed at the seal through an odd-looking little glass that he took from his waistcoat pocket, he particularly criticised the folds, he drew his fingers along its edges, he actually sniffed it  all in silence, and with an impassive countenance.

Have you the number of the note? was his first question.

No, said Mr. Galloway.

He looked up at this. The thought may have struck him, that, not to take the number of a bank-note, sent by post, betrayed some carelessness for a man of business. Mr. Galloway, at least, inferred this, and answered the look.

Of course I am in the habit of taking their numbers; I dont know that I ever did such a thing before, as send a bank-note away without it. I had an appointment, as I tell you, at the other end of the town for a quarter to three; it was of importance; and, when I heard the college strike out the three-quarters  the very hour I ought to have been there  I hurriedly put the note into the folds of the letter, without waiting to take its number. It was not that I forgot to do so, but that I could not spare the time.

Have you any means of ascertaining the number, by tracing the note back to whence it may have come into your possession? was the next question.

Mr. Galloway was obliged to confess that he had none. Bank-notes are so frequently paid me from different quarters, he remarked. Yesterday, for instance, a farmer, renting under the Dean and Chapter, came in, and paid me his half-years rent. Another, holding the lease of a public-house in the town, renewed two lives which had dropped in. It was Beard, of the Barley Mow. Now, both these men paid in notes, tens and fives, and they now lie together in my cash drawer; but I could not tell you which particular notes came from each man  no, not if you paid me the worth of the whole to do it. Neither could I tell whence I had the note which I put into the letter.

In this way, if a note should turn out to be bad, you could not return it to its owner.

I never took a bad note in my life, said Mr. Galloway, speaking impulsively. Theres not a better judge of notes than myself in the kingdom; and Jenkins is as good as I am.

Another silence. Mr. Butterby remained in the same attitude, his head and eyes bent. Have you given me all the particulars? he presently asked.

I think so. All I remember.

Then allow me to go over them aloud, returned the detective; and, if I make any mistake or omission, have the goodness to correct me:  On Friday last, you took a twenty-pound note out of your cash drawer, not taking or knowing its number. This note you put within the folds of a letter, and placed both in an envelope, and fastened the envelope down, your two clerks, Channing and Yorke, being present. You then went out, leaving the letter upon one of the desks. As you left, Hamish Channing came in. Immediately following upon that, Yorke went out, leaving the brothers alone. Arthur departed to attend college, Hamish remaining in the office. Arthur Channing soon returned, finding there was no necessity for him to stay in the cathedral; upon which Hamish left. Arthur Channing remained alone for more than an hour, no one calling or entering the office during that period. You then returned yourself; found the letter in the same state, apparently, in which you had left it, and you sealed it, and sent Arthur Channing with it to the post-office. These are the brief facts, so far as you are cognizant of them, and as they have been related to you?

They are, replied Mr. Galloway. I should have mentioned that Arthur Channing carried the letter into my private room before he left the office for college.

Locking the door?

Oh dear, no! Closing the door, no doubt, but not locking it. It would have been unusual to do so.

Jenkins was away, observed the detective in a tone of abstraction, which told he was soliloquizing, rather than addressing his companion. Mr. Galloway rather fired up at the remark, taking it in a different light from that in which it was spoken.

Jenkins was at home at the time, confined to his bed; and, had he not been, I would answer for Jenkinss honesty as I would for my own. Can you see any possible solution to the mystery?

A very possible one, was the dry answer. There is no doubt whatever upon my mind, that the theft was committed by Arthur Channing.

Mr. Galloway started up with an exclamation of surprise, mingled with anger. Standing within the room was his nephew Mark. The time had gone on to nine, the hour of release from school; and, on running past Mr. Galloways with the rest of the boys, Mark had dutifully called in. Mark and his brothers were particularly fond of calling in, for their uncle was not stingy with his sixpences, and they were always on the look-out. Mr. Mark did not get a sixpence this time.

How dare you intrude upon me in this sly way, sir? Dont you see I am engaged? I will have you knock at my room door before you enter. Take yourself off again, if you please!

Mark, with a word of deprecation, went off, his ears pricking with the sentence he had heard from the detective  Arthur Channing the thief!

Mr. Galloway turned again to the officer. He resented the imputation. The Channings are altogether above suspicion, from the father downwards, he remonstrated. Were Arthur Channing dishonestly inclined, he has had the opportunity to rob me long before this.

Persons of hitherto honourable conduct, honest by nature and by habit, have succumbed under sudden temptation or pressing need, was the answer.

Arthur Channing is in no pressing need. He is not hard up for money.

A smile actually curled the detectives lip. A great many more young men are harder up for money than they allow to appear. The Channings are in what may be called difficulties, through the failure of their Chancery suit, and the lad must have yielded to temptation.

Mr. Galloway could not be brought to see it. You may as well set on and suspect Hamish, he resentfully said. He was equally alone with the letter.

No, was the answer of the keen officer. Hamish Channing is in a responsible position; he would not be likely to emperil it for a twenty-pound note; and he could not know that the letter contained money. Mr. Butterby was not cognizant of quite the facts of the case, you see.

It is absurd to suspect Arthur Channing.

Which is the more absurd  to suspect him, or to assume that the bank-note vanished without hands? forced its own way through the envelope, and disappeared up the chimney in a whirlwind? asked the officer, bringing sarcasm to his aid. If the facts are as you have stated, that only the two Channings had access to the letter, the guilt must lie with one of them. Facts are facts, Mr. Galloway.

Mr. Galloway admitted that facts were facts, but he could not be brought to allow the guilt of Arthur Channing. The detective rose.

You have confided the management of this affair to me, he observed, and I have no doubt I shall be able to arrive at a satisfactory conclusion. One more question I must ask you. Is it known to your clerks that you have not the number of the note?

Yes, it is.

Then I fear you stand little chance of ever seeing it again. That fact known, no time would be lost in parting with it; theyd make haste to get it safe off.

Not an instant did Mr. Butterby take for consideration upon quitting Mr. Galloway. With a sharp, unhesitating step, as though his mind had been made up for a month past as to what his course must be, he took his way to the house of Mr. Joe Jenkins. That gentleman, his head still tied up, was just leaving for the office, and Mr. Butterby encountered him coming through the shop.

Good morning, Jenkins. I want a word with you alone.

Jenkins bowed, in his civil, humble fashion; but a word alone was more easily asked than had, Mrs. Jenkins being all-powerful, and burning with curiosity. The officer had to exert some authority before he could get rid of her, and be left at peace with Jenkins.

What sources of expense has Arthur Channing? demanded he, so abruptly as to startle and confuse Jenkins.

Sources of expense, sir? he repeated.

What are his habits? Does he squander money? Does he go out in an evening into expensive company?

Im sure, sir, I cannot tell you anything about it, Jenkins was mildly beginning. He was imperatively interrupted by the detective.

I ask to know. You are aware that I possess authority to compel you to speak; therefore, answer me without excuse or circumlocution; it will save trouble.

But indeed, sir, I really do not know, persisted Jenkins. I should judge Mr. Arthur Channing to be a steady, well-conducted young gentleman, who has no extravagant habits at all. As to his evenings, I think he spends them mostly at home.

Do you know whether he has any pressing debts?

I heard him say to Mr. Yorke one day, that a twenty-pound note would pay all he owed, and leave him something out of it, spoke Jenkins in his unconscious simplicity.

Ah! said Mr. Butterby, drawing in his lips, though his face remained impassive as before. When was this?

Not long ago, sir. About a week, it may have been, before I met with that accident  which accident, I begin to see now, sir, happened providentially, for it caused me to be away from the office when that money was lost.

An unpleasant loss, remarked the officer, with apparent carelessness; and the young gentlemen must feel it so  Arthur Channing especially. Yorke, I believe, was out?

He does feel it very much, sir. He was as agitated about it yesterday as could be, when Mr. Galloway talked of putting it into the hands of the police. It is a disagreeable thing to happen in an office, you know, sir.

A slight pause of silence was made by the detective ere he rejoined. Agitated, was he? And Mr. Roland Yorke the same, no doubt?

No, sir; Mr. Roland does not seem to care much about it. He thinks it must have been taken in its transit through the post-office, and I cannot help being of the same opinion, sir.

Another question or two, and Jenkins attended Mr. Butterby to the door. He was preparing to follow him from it, but a peremptory female voice arrested his departure.

Jenkins, I want you.

It is hard upon half-past nine, my dear. I shall be late.

If its hard upon half-past ten, youll just walk here. I want you, I say.

Meek as any lamb, Mr. Jenkins returned to the back parlour, and was marshalled into a chair. Mrs. Jenkins closed the door and stood before him. Now, then, what did Butterby want?

I dont know what he wanted, replied Jenkins.

You will sit there till you tell me, resolutely replied the lady. I am not going to have police inquisitors making mysterious visits inside my doors, and not know what they do it for. Youll tell me every word that passed, and the sooner you begin, the better.

But I am ignorant myself of what he did want, mildly deprecated Jenkins. He asked me a question or two about Mr. Arthur Channing, but why I dont know.

Leaving Mrs. Jenkins to ferret out the questions one by one  which, you may depend upon it, she would not fail to do, and to keep Jenkins a prisoner until it was over  and leaving Mr. Butterby to proceed to the house of the cathedral organist, whither he was now bent, to ascertain whether Mr. Williams did take the organ voluntarily, and (to Arthur) unexpectedly, the past Friday afternoon, we will go on to other matters. Mr. Butterby best knew what bearing this could have upon the case. Police officers sometimes give to their inquiries a strangely wide range.






CHAPTER XXII.  AN INTERRUPTED DINNER.

Have you ever observed a large lake on the approach of a sudden storm?  its unnatural stillness, death-like and ominous; its undercurrent of anger not yet apparent on the surface; and then the breaking forth of fury when the storm has come?

Not inaptly might the cloisters of Helstonleigh be compared to this, that day, when the college boys were let out of school at one oclock. A strange rumour had been passed about amongst the desks  not reaching that at which sat the seniors  a rumour which shook the equanimity of the school to its centre; and, when one oclock struck, the boys, instead of clattering out with all the noise of which their legs and lungs were capable, stole down the stairs quietly, and formed into groups of whisperers in the cloisters. It was the calm that precedes a storm.

So unusual a state of affairs was noticed by the senior boy.

Whats up now? he asked them, in the phraseology in vogue there and elsewhere. Are you all going to a funeral? I hope its your sins that you are about to bury!

A heavy silence answered him. Gaunt could not make it out. The other three seniors, attracted by the scene, came back, and waited with Gaunt. By that time the calm was being ruffled by low murmurings, and certain distinct words came from more than one of the groups.

What do you say? burst forth Tom Channing, darting forward as the words caught his ear. You, Jackson! speak up; what is it?

Not Jacksons voice especially, but several other voices arose then; a word from one, a word from another, half sentences, disjointed hints, forming together an unmistakable whole. The theft of old Galloways bank-note has been traced to Arthur Channing.

Who says it? Who dares to say it? flashed Tom, his face flaming, and his hand clenched.

The police say it. Butterby says it.

I dont care for the police; I dont care for Butterby, cried Tom, stamping his foot in his terrible indignation. I ask, who dares to say it here?

I do, then! Come, Mr. Channing, though you are a senior, and can put me up to Pye for punishment upon any false plea that you choose, answered a tall fellow, Pierce senior, who was chiefly remarkable for getting into fights, and was just now unusually friendly with Mark Galloway, at whose desk he sat.

Quick as lightning, Tom Channing turned and faced him. Speak out what you have to say, cried he; no hints.

Whew! retorted Pierce senior, do you think I am afraid? I say that Arthur Channing stole the note lost by old Galloway.

Tom, in uncontrollable temper, raised his hand and struck him. One half-minutes struggle, nothing more, and Pierce senior was sprawling on the ground, while Tom Channings cheek and nose were bleeding. Gaunt had stepped in between them.

I stop this, he said. Pierce, get up! Dont lie there like a floundering donkey. Channing, what possessed you to forget yourself?

You would have done the same, Gaunt, had the insult been offered to you. Let the fellow retract his words, or prove them.

Very good. That is how you ought to have met it at first, said Gaunt. Now, Mr. Pierce, can you make good your assertion?

Pierce had floundered up, and was rubbing one of his long legs, which had doubled under him in the fall, while his brother, Pierce junior, was collecting an armful of scattered books, and whispering prognostications of parental vengeance in prospective; for, so surely as Pierce senior fell into a fight at school, to the damage of face or clothes, so surely was it followed up by punishment at home.

If you want proof, go to Butterby at the police station, and get it from him, sullenly replied Pierce, who owned a sulky temper as well as a pugnacious one.

Look here, interrupted Mark Galloway, springing to the front: Pierce was a fool to bring it out in that way, but Ill speak up now it has come to this. I went into my uncles, this morning, at nine oclock, and there was he, shut in with Butterby. Butterby was saying that there was no doubt the theft had been committed by Arthur Channing. Mind, Channing, Mark added, turning to Tom, I am not seconding the accusation on my own score; but, that Butterby said it Ill declare.

Pshaw! is that all? cried Tom Channing, lifting his head with a haughty gesture, and not condescending to notice the blood which trickled from his cheek. You must have misunderstood him, boy.

No, I did not, replied Mark Galloway. I heard him as plainly as I hear you now.

It is hardly likely that Butterby would say that before you, Galloway, observed Gaunt.

Ah, but he didnt see I was there, or my uncle either, said Mark. When he is reading his newspaper of a morning, he cant bear a noise, and I always go into the room as quiet as mischief. He turned me out again pretty quick, I can tell you; but not till I had heard Butterby say that.

You must have misunderstood him, returned Gaunt, carelessly taking up Tom Channings notion; and you had no right to blurt out such a thing to the school. Arthur Channing is better known and trusted than you, Mr. Mark.

I didnt accuse Arthur Channing to the school. I only repeated to my desk what Butterby said.

It is that only repeating which does three parts of the mischief in this world, said Gaunt, giving the boys a little touch of morality gratis, to their intense edification. As to you, Pierce senior, youll get more than you bargain for, some of these days, if you poke your ill-conditioned nose so often into other peoples business.

Tom Channing had marched away towards his home, head erect, his step ringing firmly and proudly on the cloister flags. Charley ran by his side. But Charleys face was white, and Tom caught sight of it.

What are you looking like that for?

Tom! you dont think its true, do you?

Tom turned his scorn upon the boy. You little idiot! True! A Channing turn thief! You may, perhaps  its best known to yourself  but never Arthur.

I dont mean that. I mean, can it be true that the police suspect him?

Oh! thats what your face becomes milky for? You ought to have been born a girl, Miss Charley. If the police do suspect him, what of that?  theyll only have the tables turned upon themselves, Butterby might come out and say he suspects me of murder! Should I care? No; Id prove my innocence, and make him eat his words.

They were drawing near home. Charley looked up at his brother. You must wipe your face, Tom.

Tom took out his handkerchief, and gave his face a rub. In his indignation, his carelessness, he would have done nothing of the sort, had he not been reminded by the boy. Is it off?

Yes, its off. I am not sure but it will break out again. You must take care.

Oh, bother! let it. I should like to have polished off that Pierce senior as he deserves. A little coin of the same sort would do Galloway no harm. Were I senior of the school, and Arthur not my brother, Mr. Mark should hear a little home truth about sneaks. Ill tell it him in private, as it is; but I cant put him up for punishment, or act in it as Gaunt could.

Arthur is our brother, therefore we feel it more pointedly than Gaunt, sensibly remarked Charley.

Id advise you not to spell forth that sentimental rubbish, though you are a young lady, retorted Tom. A senior boy, if he does his duty, should make every boys cause his own, and feel for him.

Tom, said the younger and more thoughtful of the two, dont let us say anything of this at home.

Why not? asked Tom, hotly. He would have run in open-mouthed.

It would pain mamma to hear it.

Boy! do you suppose she would fear Arthur?

You seem to misconstrue all I say, Tom. Of course she would not fear him  you did not fear him; but it stung you, I know, as was proved by your knocking down Pierce.

Well, I wont speak of it before her, conciliated Tom, somewhat won over, or before my father, either; but catch me keeping it from the rest.

As Charles had partially foretold, they had barely entered, when Toms face again became ornamented with crimson. Annabel shrieked out, startling Mr. Channing on his sofa. Mrs. Channing, as it happened, was not present; Constance was: Lady Augusta Yorke and her daughters were spending part of the day in the country, therefore Constance had come home at twelve.

Look at Toms face! cried the child. What has he been doing?

Hold your tongue, little stupid, returned Tom, hastily bringing his handkerchief into use again; which, being a white one, made the worse exhibition of the two, with its bright red stains. Its nothing but a scratch.

But Annabels eyes were sharp, and she had taken in full view of the hurt. Tom, you have been fighting! I am sure of it!

Come to me, Tom, said Mr. Channing. Have you been fighting? he demanded, as Tom crossed the room in obedience, and stood close to him. Take your handkerchief away, that I may see your face.

It could not be called a fight, papa, said Tom, holding his cheek so that the light from the window fell full upon the hurt. One of the boys offended me; I hit him, and he gave me this; then I knocked him down, and there it ended. Its only a scratch.

Thomas, was this Christian conduct?

I dont know, papa. It was schoolboys.

Mr. Channing could not forbear a smile. I know it was a schoolboys conduct; that is bad enough: and it is my sons, that is worse.

If I had given him what he deserved, he would have had ten times as much; and perhaps I should, for my temper was up, only Gaunt put in his interference. When I am senior, my rule will be different from Gaunts.

Ah, Tom! your temper up! It is that temper of yours which brings you harm. What was the quarrel about?

I would rather not tell you, papa. Not for my own sake, he added, turning his honest eyes fearlessly on his father; but I could not tell it without betraying something about somebody, which it may be as well to keep in.

After that lucid explanation, you had better go and get some warm water for your face, said Mr. Channing. I will speak with you later.

Constance followed him from the room, volunteering to procure the warm water. They were standing in Toms chamber afterwards, Tom bathing his face, and Constance looking on, when Arthur, who had then come in from Mr. Galloways, passed by to his own room.

Hallo! he called out; whats the matter, Tom?

Such a row! answered Tom. And I wish I could have pitched into Pierce senior as Id have liked. What do you think, Arthur? The school were taking up the notion that you  you!  had stolen old Galloways bank-note. Pierce senior set it afloat; that is, he and Mark Galloway together. Mark said a word, and Pierce said two, and so it went on. I should have paid Pierce out, but for Gaunt.

A silence. It was filled up by the sound of Tom splashing the water on his face, and by that only. Arthur spoke presently, his tone so calm a one as almost to be unnatural.

How did the notion arise?

Mark Galloway said he heard Butterby talking with his uncle; that Butterby said the theft could only have been committed by Arthur Channing. Mark Galloways ears must have played him false; but it was a regular sneaks trick to come and repeat it to the school. I say, Constance, is my face clean now?

Constance woke up from a reverie to look at his face. Quite clean, she answered.

He dried it, dried his hands, gave a glance at his shirt-front in the glass, which had, however, escaped damage, brushed his hair, and went downstairs. Arthur closed the door and turned to Constance. Her eyes were seeking his, and her lips stood apart. The terrible fear which had fallen upon both the previous day had not yet been spoken out between them. It must be spoken now.

Constance, there is tribulation before us, he whispered. We must school ourselves to bear it, however difficult the task may prove. Whatever betide the rest of us, suspicion must be averted from him.

What tribulation do you mean? she murmured.

The affair has been placed in the hands of the police; and I believe  I believe, Arthur spoke with agitation, that they will publicly investigate it. Constance, they suspect me. The college school is right, and Tom is wrong.

Constance leaned against a chest of drawers to steady herself, and pressed her hand upon her shrinking face. How have you learnt it?

I have gathered it from different trifles; one fact and another. Jenkins said Butterby was with him this morning, asking questions about me. Better that I should be suspected than Hamish. God help me to bear it!

But it is so unjust that you should suffer for him.

Were it traced home to him, it might be the whole familys ruin, for my father would inevitably lose his post. He might lose it were only suspicion to stray to Hamish. There is no alternative. I must screen him. Can you be firm, Constance, when you see me accused?

Constance leaned her head upon her hand, wondering whether she could be firm in the cause. But that she knew where to go for strength, she might have doubted it; for the love of right, the principles of justice were strong within her. Oh, what could possess him? she uttered, wringing her hands; what could possess him? Arthur, is there no loophole, not the faintest loophole for hope of his innocence?

None that I see. No one whatever had access to the letter but Hamish and I. He must have yielded to the temptation in a moment of delirium, knowing the money would clear him from some of his pressing debts  as it has done.

How could he brave the risk of detection?

I dont know. My head aches, pondering over it. I suppose he concluded that suspicion would fall upon the post-office. It would have done so, but for that seal placed on the letter afterwards. What an unfortunate thing it was, that Roland Yorke mentioned there was money inside the letter in the hearing of Hamish!

Did he mention it? exclaimed Constance.

He said there was a twenty-pound note in the letter, going to the cousin Galloway, and Hamish remarked that he wished it was going into his pocket instead. I wish Arthur uttered, in a sort of frenzy, I had locked the letter up there and then.

Constance clasped her hands in pain. I fear he may have been going wrong for some time, she breathed. It has come to my knowledge, through Judith, that he sits up for hours night after night, doing something to the books. Arthur, she shivered, glancing fearfully round, I hope those accounts are right?

The doubt thus given utterance to, blanched even the cheeks of Arthur. Sits up at the books! he exclaimed.

He sits up, that is certain; and at the books, as I conclude. He takes them into his room at night. It may only be that he has not time, or does not make time, to go over them in the day. It may be so.

I trust it is; I pray it may be. Mind you, Constance, our duty is plain: we must screen him; screen him at any sacrifice to ourselves, for the father and mothers sake.

Sacrifice to you, you ought to say. What were our other light troubles, compared with this? Arthur, will they publicly accuse you?

It may come to that; I have been steeling myself all the morning to meet it.

He looked into her face as he said it. Constance could see how his brow and heart were aching. At that moment they were called to dinner, and Arthur turned to leave the room. Constance caught his hand, the tears raining from her eyes.

Arthur, she whispered, in the very darkest trouble, God can comfort us. Be assured He will comfort you.

Hamish did not make his appearance at dinner, and they sat down without him. This was not so very unusual as to cause surprise; he was occasionally detained at the office.

The meal was about half over, when Annabel, in her disregard of the bounds of discipline, suddenly started from her seat and flew to the window.

Charley, there are two policemen coming here! Whatever can they want?

Perhaps to take you, said Mrs. Channing, jestingly. A short sojourn at the tread-mill might be of great service to you, Annabel.

The announcement had struck upon the ear and memory of Tom. Policemen! he exclaimed, standing up in his place, and stretching his neck to obtain a view of them. Why  it never can be that  old Butterby  Arthur, what ails you?

A sensitive, refined nature, whether implanted in man or woman, is almost sure to betray its emotions on the countenance. Such a nature was Arthur Channings. Now that the dread had really come, every drop of blood forsook his cheeks and lips, leaving his face altogether of a deathly whiteness. He was utterly unable to control or help this, and it was this pallor which had given rise to Toms concluding exclamation.

Mr. Channing looked at Arthur, Mrs. Channing looked at him; they all looked at him, except Constance, and she bent her head lower over her plate, to hide, as she best might, her own white face and its shrinking terror. Are you ill, Arthur? inquired his father.

A low brief reply came; one struggling for calmness. No, sir.

Impetuous Tom, forgetting caution, forgetting all except the moment actually present, gave utterance to more than was prudent. Arthur, you are never fearing what those wretched schoolboys said? The police are not come to arrest you. Butterby wouldnt be such a fool!

But the police were in the hall, and Judith had come to the dining-room door. Master Arthur, you are wanted, please.

What is all this? exclaimed Mr. Channing in astonishment, gazing from Tom to Arthur, from Arthur to the vision of the blue official dress, a glimpse of which he could catch beyond Judith. Tom took up the answer.

Its nothing, papa. Its a trick they are playing for fun, Ill lay. They cant really suspect Arthur of stealing the bank-note, you know. Theyll never dare to take him up, as they take a felon.

Charley stole round to Arthur with a wailing cry, and threw his arms round him  as if their weak protection could retain him in its shelter. Arthur gently unwound them, and bent down till his lips touched the yearning face held up to him in its anguish.

Charley, boy, I am innocent, he breathed in the boys ear. You wont doubt that, I know. Dont keep me. They have come for me, and I must go with them.






CHAPTER XXIII.  AN ESCORT TO THE GUILDHALL.

The group would have formed a study for a Wilkie. The disturbed dinner-table; the consternation of those assembled at it; Mr. Channing (whose sofa, wheeled to the table, took up the end opposite his wife) gazing around with a puzzled, stern expression; Mrs. Channing glancing behind her with a sense of undefined dread; the pale, conscious countenances of Arthur and Constance; Tom standing up in haughty impetuosity, defiant of every one; the lively terror of Charleys face, as he clung to Arthur; and the wide-opened eyes of Annabel expressive of nothing but surprise  for it took a great deal to alarm that careless young lady; while at the door, holding it open for Arthur, stood Judith in her mob-cap, full of curiosity; and in the background the two policemen. A scene indeed, that Wilkie, in the day of his power, would have rejoiced to paint.

Arthur, battling fiercely with his outraged pride, and breathing an inward prayer for strength to go through with his task, for patience to endure, put Charley from him, and went into the hall. He saw not what was immediately around him  the inquiring looks of his father and mother, the necessity of some explanation to them; he saw not Judith and her curious face. A scale was, as it were, before his eyes, blinding them to all outward influences, except one  the officers of justice standing there, and the purpose for which they had come. What on earth has happened, Master Arthur? whispered Judith, as he passed her, terrifying the old servant with his pale, agitated face. But he neither heard nor answered; he walked straight up to the men.

I will go with you quietly, he said to them, in an undertone. Do not make a disturbance, to alarm my mother.

We cannot always have our senses about us, as the saying runs. Some of us, I fear, enjoy that privilege rarely, and the very best lose them on occasion. But that Arthur Channings senses had deserted him, he would not have pursued a line of conduct, in that critical moment, which was liable to be construed into an admission, or, at least, a consciousness of guilt. In his anxiety to avert suspicion from Hamish, he lost sight of the precautions necessary to protect himself, so far as was practicable. And yet he had spent time that morning, thinking over what his manner, his bearing must be if it came to this! Had it come upon him unexpectedly he would have met it very differently; with far less outward calmness, but most probably with indignant denial. I will go with you quietly, he said to the men.

All right, sir, they answered with a nod, and a conviction that he was a cool hand and a guilty one. Its always best not to resist the law  it never does no good.

He need not have resisted, but he ought to have waited until they asked him to go. A dim perception of this had already begun to steal over him. He was taking his hat from its place in the hall, when the voice of Mr. Channing came ringing on his ear.

Arthur, what is this? Give me an explanation.

Arthur turned back to the room, passing through the sea of faces to get there; for all; except his helpless father, had come from their seats to gather round and about that strange mystery in the hall, to try to fathom it. Mr. Channing gave one long, keen glance at Arthurs face  which was very unlike Arthurs usual face just then; for all its candour seemed to have gone out of it. He did not speak to him; he called in one of the men.

Will you tell me your business here? he asked courteously.

Dont you know it, sir? was the reply.

No, I do not, replied Mr. Channing.

Well, sir, its an unpleasant accusation that is brought against this young gentleman. But perhaps hell be able to make it clear. I hope he will. It dont give us no pleasure when folks are convicted, especially young ones, and those we have always known to be respectable; wed rather see em let off.

Tom interrupted  Tom, in his fiery indignation. Is it of stealing that bank-note of Galloways that you presume to accuse my brother? he asked, speaking indistinctly in his haste and anger.

You have said it, sir, replied the man. Thats it.

Then I say whoever accuses him ought to be

Silence, Thomas, interrupted Mr. Channing. Allow me to deal with this. Who brings this accusation against my son?

We had our orders from Mr. Butterby, sir. He is acting for Mr. Galloway. He was called in there early this morning.

Have you come for my son to go with you to Mr. Galloways?

Not there, sir. We have to take him straight to the Guildhall. The magistrates are waiting to hear the case.

A dismayed pause. Even Mr. Channings heart, with all its implicit faith in the truth and honour of his children, beat as if it would burst its bounds. Toms beat too; but it was with a desire to pitch into the policemen, as he had pitched into Pierce senior in the cloisters.

Mr. Channing turned to Arthur. You have an answer to this, my son?

The question was not replied to. Mr. Channing spoke again, with the same calm emphasis. Arthur, you can vouch for your innocence?

Arthur Channing did the very worst thing that he could have done  he hesitated. Instead of replying readily and firmly I can, which he might have done without giving rise to harm, he stopped to ask himself how far, consistently with safety to Hamish, he might defend his own cause. His mind was not collected; he had not, as I have said, his senses about him; and the unbroken silence, waiting for his answer, the expectant faces turned upon him, helped to confuse him and to drive his reason further away. The signs, which certainly did look like signs of guilt, struck a knell on the heart of his father. Arthur! he wailed out, in a tone of intense agony, you are innocent?

Y  es, replied Arthur, gulping down his rising agitation; his rising words  impassioned words of exculpation, of innocence, of truth. They had bubbled up within him  were hovering on the verge of his burning lips. He beat them down again to repression; but he never afterwards knew how he did it.

Better that he had been still silent, than speak that dubious, indecisive Y  es. It told terribly against him. One, conscious of his own innocence, does not proclaim it in indistinct, half-uttered words. Toms mouth dropped with dismay, and his astonished eyes seemed as if they could not take themselves from Arthurs uncertain face. Mrs. Channing staggered against the wall, with a faint cry.

The policeman spoke up: he meant to be kindly. In all Helstonleigh there was not a family more respected than were the Channings; and the man felt a passing sorrow for his task. I wouldnt ask no questions, sir, if I was you. Sometimes its best not; they tell against the accused.

Times up, called out the one who was in the hall, to his fellow. We cant stop here all day.

The hint was taken at once, both by Arthur and the man. Constance had kept herself still, throughout, by main force; but Mrs. Channing could not see him go away like this. She rose and threw her arms round him, in a burst of hysterical feeling, sobbing out, My boy! my boy!

Dont, mother! dont unnerve me, he whispered. It is bad enough as it is.

But you cannot be guilty, Arthur.

For answer he looked into her eyes for a single moment. His habitual expression had come back to them again  the earnest of truth, which she had ever known and trusted. It spoke calm to her heart now. You are innocent, she murmured. Then go in peace.

Annabel broke into a storm of sobs. Oh, Judith! will they hang him? What has he done?

Id hang them two policemen, if I did what I should like to do, responded Judith. Yes, you two, I mean, she added, without ceremony, as the officials turned round at the words. If I had my will, Id hang you both up to two of those elm-trees yonder, right in front of one another. Coming to a gentlemans house on this errand!

Do not take me publicly through the streets, said Arthur to his keepers. I give you my word to make no resistance: I will go to the Guildhall, or anywhere else that you please, as freely as if I were bound thither on my own pleasure. You need not betray that I am in custody.

They saw that they might trust him. One of the policemen went to the opposite side of the way, as if pacing his beat; the other continued by the side of Arthur; not closely enough to give rise to suspicion in those they met. A few paces from the door Tom Channing came pelting up, and put his arm within Arthurs.

Guilty, or not guilty, it shall never be said that a Channing was deserted by his brothers! quoth he, I wish Hamish could have been here.

Tom, you are thinking me guilty? Arthur said, in a quiet, tone, which did not reach the ears of his official escort.

Well  I am in a fix, avowed Tom. If you are guilty, I shall never believe in anything again. I have always thought that building a cathedral: well and good; but if it turns out to be a myth, I shant be surprised, after this. Are you guilty?

No, lad.

The denial was simple, and calmly expressed; but there was sufficient in its tone to make Tom Channings heart give a great leap within him.

Thank God! What a fool I was! But, I say, Arthur, why did you not deny it, out-and-out? Your manner frightened us. I suppose the police scared you?

Tom, all right now, walked along, his head up, escorting Arthur with as little shame to public examination, as he would have done to a public crowning. It was not the humiliation of undeserved suspicion that could daunt the Channings: the consciousness of guilt could alone effect that. Hitherto, neither guilt nor its shadow had fallen upon them.

Tom, asked Arthur, when they had reached the hall, and were about to enter: will you do me a little service?

Wont I, though! what is it?

Make the best of your way to Mr. Williamss, and tell him I am prevented from taking the organ this afternoon.

I shant tell him the reason, said Tom.

Why not? In an hours time it will be known from one end of Helstonleigh to the other.






CHAPTER XXIV.  THE EXAMINATION.

The magistrates sat on the bench in the town-hall of Helstonleigh. But, before the case was called on  for the police had spoken too fast in saying they were waiting for it  Arthur became acquainted with one great fact: that it was not Mr. Galloway who had driven matters to this extremity. Neither was he aware that Arthur had been taken into custody. Mr. Butterby had assumed the responsibility, and acted upon it. Mr. Butterby, since his interview with Mr. Galloway in the morning, had gathered, as he believed, sufficiently corroborating facts to establish, or nearly so, the guilt of Arthur Channing. He supposed that this was all Mr. Galloway required to remove his objection to stern measures; and, in procuring the warrant for the capture, Mr. Butterby had acted as for Mr. Galloway.

When Arthur was placed in the spot where he had often seen criminals standing, his face again wore the livid hue which had overspread it in his home. In a few moments this had changed to crimson; brow and cheeks were glowing with it. It was a painful situation, and Arthur felt it to the very depths of his naturally proud spirit. I dont think you or I should have liked it.

The circumstances were stated to the magistrates just as they have been stated to you. The placing of the bank-note and letter in the envelope by Mr. Galloway, his immediately fastening it down by means of the gum, the extraction of the note, between that time and the period when the seal was placed on it later in the day, and the fact that Arthur Channing alone had access to it. Except Mr. Hamish Channing, for a few minutes, Mr. Butterby added, who kindly remained in the office while his brother proceeded as far as the cathedral and back again; the other clerks, Joseph Jenkins and Roland Yorke, being absent that afternoon.

A deeper dye flushed Arthurs face when Hamishs name and share in the afternoons doings were mentioned, and he bent his eyes on the floor at his feet, and kept them there. Had Hamish not been implicated, he would have stood there with a clear eye and a serene brow. It was that, the all too vivid consciousness of the sin of Hamish, which took all spirit out of him, and drove him to stand there as one under the brand of guilt. He scarcely dared look up, lest it should be read in his countenance that he was innocent, and Hamish guilty; he scarcely dared to pronounce, in ever so faltering a tone, the avowal I did it not. Had it been to save his life from the scaffold, he could not have spoken out boldly and freely that day. There was the bitter shock of the crime, felt for Hamishs own sake: Hamish whom they had all so loved, so looked up to: and there was the dread of the consequences to Mr. Channing in the event of discovery. Had the penalty been hanging, I believe that Arthur would have gone to it, rather than betray Hamish. But you must not suppose he did not feel it for himself; there were moments when he feared lest he should not carry it through.

Mr. Butterby was waiting for a witness  Mr. Galloway himself: and meanwhile, he entertained the bench with certain scraps, anecdotal and other, premising what would be proved before them. Jenkins would show that the prisoner had avowed in his presence, it would take a twenty-pound note to clear him from his debts, or hard upon it  

No, interrupted the hitherto silent prisoner, to the surprise of those present, that is not true. It is correct that I did make use of words to that effect, but I spoke them in jest. I and Roland Yorke were one day speaking of debts, and I jokingly said a twenty-pound note would pay mine, and leave me something out of it. Jenkins was present, and he may have supposed I spoke in earnest. In point of fact I did not owe anything.

It was an assertion more easily made than proved. Arthur Channing might have large liabilities upon him, for all that appeared in that court to the contrary. Mr. Butterby handed the seal to the bench, who examined it curiously.

I could have understood this case better had any stranger or strangers approached the letter, observed one of the magistrates, who knew the Channings personally, and greatly respected their high character. You are sure you are not mistaken in supposing no one came in? he added, looking kindly at Arthur.

Certainly no one came in whilst I was alone in the office, sir, was the unhesitating answer.

The magistrate spoke in an under-tone to those beside him. That avowal is in his favour. Had he taken the note, one might suppose he would be anxious to make it appear that strangers did enter, and so throw suspicion off himself.

I have made very close inquiry, and cannot find that the office was entered at all that afternoon, observed Mr. Butterby. Mr. Butterby had made close inquiry; and, to do him justice, he did not seek to throw one shade more of guilt upon Arthur than he thought the case deserved. Mr. Hamish Channing also

Mr. Butterby stopped. There, standing within the door, was Hamish himself. In passing along the street he had seen an unusual commotion around the town-hall; and, upon inquiring its cause, was told that Arthur Channing was under examination, on suspicion of having stolen the bank-note, lost by Mr. Galloway.

To look at Hamish you would have believed him innocent and unconscious as the day. He strode into the justice-room, his eye flashing, his brow haughty, his colour high. Never had gay Hamish looked so scornfully indignant. He threw his glance round the crowded court in search of Arthur, and it found him.

Their eyes met. A strange gaze it was, going out from the one to the other; a gaze which the brothers had never in all their lives exchanged. Arthurs spoke of shame all too palpably  he could not help it in that bitter moment  shame for his brother. And Hamish shrank under it. If ever one cowered visibly in this world, Hamish Channing did then. A low, suppressed cry went up from Arthurs heart: whatever fond, faint doubt may have lingered in his mind, it died out from that moment.

Others noticed the significant look exchanged between them; but they, not in the secret, saw only, on the part of Hamish, what they took for vexation at his brothers position. It was suggested that it would save time to take the evidence of Mr. Hamish Channing at once. Mr. Galloways might be received later.

What evidence? demanded Hamish, standing before the magistrates in a cold, uncompromising manner, and speaking in a cold, uncompromising tone. I have none to give. I know nothing of the affair.

Not much, we are aware; but what little you do know must be spoken, Mr. Hamish Channing.

They did not swear him. These were only informal, preliminary proceedings. Country courts of law are not always conducted according to orthodox rules, nor was that of Helstonleigh. There would be another and a more formal examination before the committal of the prisoner for trial  if committed he should be.

A few unimportant questions were put to Hamish, and then he was asked whether he saw the letter in question.

I saw a letter which I suppose to have been the one, he replied. It was addressed to Mr. Robert Galloway, at Ventnor.

Did you observe your brother take it into Mr. Galloways private room?

Yes, answered Hamish. In putting the desks straight before departing for college, my brother carried the letter into Mr. Galloways room and left it there. I distinctly remember his doing so.

Did you see the letter after that?

No.

How long did you remain alone while your brother was away?

I did not look at my watch, irritably returned Hamish, who had spoken resentfully throughout, as if some great wrong were being inflicted upon him in having to speak at all.

But you can guess at the time?

No, I cant, shortly retorted Hamish. And guesses are not evidence.

Was it ten minutes?

It may have been. I know he seemed to be back almost as soon as he had gone.

Did any person  clerk, or stranger, or visitor, or otherwise  come into the office during his absence from it?

No.

No person whatever?

No person whatever. I think, continued Hamish, volunteering an opinion upon the subject, although he knew it was out of all rule and precedent to do so, that there is a great deal of unprofitable fuss being made about the matter. The money must have been lost in going through the post; it is impossible to suppose otherwi

Hamish was stopped by a commotion. Clattering along the outer hall, and bursting in at the court door, his black hair disordered, his usually pale cheeks scarlet, his nostrils working with excitement, came Roland Yorke. He was in a state of fierce emotion. Learning, as he had done by accident, that Arthur had been arrested upon the charge, he took up the cause hotly, gave vent to a burst of passionate indignation (in which he abused every one under the sun, except Arthur), and tore off to the town-hall. Elbowing the crowd right and left, in his impetuosity, pushing one policeman here and another there, who would have obstructed his path, he came up to Arthur and ranged himself by his side, linking his arm within his in an outburst of kindly generosity.

Old fellow, who has done this?

Mr. Roland Yorke! exclaimed the bench, indignantly. What do you mean by this behaviour? Stand away, if you please, sir.

Ill stand away when Arthur Channing stands away, retorted Yorke, apparently ignoring whose presence he was in. Who accuses him? Mr. Galloway does not. This is your doing, Butterby.

Take care that their worships dont commit you for contempt of court, retorted Mr. Butterby. You are going on for it, Roland Yorke.

Let them commit me, if they will, foamed Roland. I am not going to see a friend falsely accused, and not stand up for him. Channing no more touched that money than any of you did. The post-office must have had it.

A moment, Mr. Roland Yorke: if you can calm yourself sufficiently to answer as a rational being, interposed the magistrate who had addressed Arthur. Have you any proof to urge in support of your assertion that the prisoner did not touch it?

Proof, sir! returned Roland, subsiding, however, into a tone of more respect: does it want proof to establish the innocence of Arthur Channing? Every action of his past life is proof. He is honest as the day.

This warm feeling does you credit, in one sense

It does me no credit at all, fiercely interrupted Roland. I dont defend him because he is my friend; I dont defend him because we are in the same office, and sit side by side at the same desk; I do it, because I know him to be innocent.

How do you know it?

He could not be guilty. He is incapable of it. Better accuse me, or Jenkins, than accuse him!

You and Jenkins were not at the office during the suspected time.

Well, I know we were not, acknowledged Roland, lowering his voice to a more reasonable tone. And, just because it happened, by some cross-grained luck, that Channing was, Butterby pitches upon him, and accuses him of the theft. He never did it! and Ill say it with my last breath.

With some trouble: threatenings on the part of the court; and more explosions from himself: Mr. Roland Yorke was persuaded to retire. He went as far as the back of the room, and there indulged in under-currents of wrath, touching injustice and Mr. Butterby, to a select circle who gathered round him. Warm-hearted and generous, by fits and starts, was Roland Yorke; he had inherited it with his Irish blood from Lady Augusta.

But meanwhile, where was Mr. Galloway? He did not make his appearance, and it was said he could not be found. Messenger after messenger was despatched to his office, to his house; and at length Mr. Butterby went himself. All in vain; his servants knew nothing about him. Jenkins, who had the office to himself, thought he must be somewhere in the town, as he had not said he was going out of it. Mr. Butterby went back crest-fallen, and confessed that, not to take up longer the time of their worships unnecessarily, the case must be remanded to the morrow.

We will take bail, said the magistrates, before the application was made. One surety will be sufficient; fifty pounds.

At that, Mr. Roland, who by this time was standing in a sullen manner against a pillar of the court, his violence gone, and biting his nails moodily, made a rush to the front again, heeding little who he knocked down in the process. Ill be bail, he cried eagerly. That is, Lady Augusta will  as I am not a householder. Ill hunt her up and bring her here.

He was turning in impetuous haste to hunt up Lady Augusta, when Hamish Channing imperatively waved to him to be still, and spoke to the bench.

My fathers security will be sufficient, I presume?

Quite so.

Since Mr. Channings incapacity, power to sign and to act for him had been vested in Hamish; and the matter was concluded at once. The court poured out its crowd. Hamish was on the point of taking Arthurs arm, but was pushed aside by Roland Yorke, who seized upon it as if he could never make enough of him.

The miserable idiots! to bring such a charge against you, Arthur! I have been half mad ever since I heard of it.

Thank you, Yorke. You are very kind

Kind! Dont talk that school-girl rubbish! passionately interrupted Roland. If I were taken up upon a false charge, wouldnt you stand by me?

That I would; were it false or true.

Ill pay that Butterby out, if its ten years hence! And you, knowing your own innocence, could stand before them there, meek-faced as a tame cat, letting Butterby and the bench have it their own way! A calm temper, such as yours, Arthur, may be very  what do they call it?  Christian; but Im blest if its useful! I should have made their ears tingle, had they put me there, as they have not tingled for many a day.

Who do you suppose took the note? inquired Hamish of Roland Yorke, speaking for the first time.

Bother the note! was the rejoinder of Mr. Roland. Its nothing to us who took it. Arthur didnt. Go and ask the post-office.

But the seal? Hamish was beginning in a friendly tone of argument. Roland bore him down.

Who cares for the seal? I dont. If Galloway had stuck himself upon the letter, instead of his seal, and never got off till it reached the cousin Galloways hand, I wouldnt care. It tells nothing. Do you want to find your brother guilty? he continued, in a tone of scorn. You did not half stand up for him, Hamish Channing, as Id expect a brother to stand up for me. Now then, you people! Are you thinking we are live kangaroos escaped from a menagerie? Be off about your own business! Dont come after us.

The last was addressed to a crowd, who had followed upon their heels from the court, staring, with that innate delicacy for which the English are remarkable. They had seen Arthur Channing a thousand times before, every one of them, but, as he had been arrested, they must look at him again. Yorkes scornful reproach and fierce face somewhat scattered them.

If it had been Galloways doings, Id never have put my foot inside his confounded old office again! went on Roland. No! and my lady might have tried her best to force me. Lugging a fellow up for a pitiful, paltry sum of twenty pounds!  who is as much a gentleman as himself!  who, as his own senses might tell him, wouldnt touch it with the end of his finger! But it was that Butterbys handiwork, not Galloways.

Galloway must have given Butterby his instructions, observed Hamish.

He didnt, then, snapped Roland. Jenkins says he knows he did not, by the remarks Galloway made to him this morning. And Galloway has been away ever since eleven oclock, we cant tell where. It is nobody but that evil, mischief-making Butterby, and Id give a crown out of my pocket to have a good duck at him in the river!

With regard to Mr. Galloways knowing nothing of the active proceedings taken against Arthur, Roland was right. Mr. Butterby had despatched a note to Mr. Galloways office at one oclock, stating what he had done, and requesting him to be at the office at two, for the examination  and the note had been lying there ever since.

It was being opened now. Now  at the exact moment that Mr. Roland Yorke was giving vent to that friendly little wish, about the river and Mr. Butterby. Mr. Galloway had met a friend in the town, and had gone with him a few miles by rail into the country, on unexpected business. He had just returned to find the note, and to hear Jenkins account of Arthurs arrest.

I am vexed at this, he exclaimed, his tone betraying excessive annoyance. Butterby has exceeded his orders.

Jenkins thought he might venture to put in a word for Arthur. He had been intensely surprised, indeed grieved, at the whole affair; and not the less so that he feared what he had unconsciously repeated, about a twenty-pound note paying Arthurs debts, might have helped it on.

I feel as sure as can be, sir, that it was not Mr. Arthur Channing, he deferentially said. I have not been in this office with him for more than twelve months without learning something of his principles.

The principles of all the Channings are well known, returned Mr. Galloway. No; whatever may be the apparent proofs, I cannot bring myself to think it could be Arthur Channing. Although Mr. Galloway did not say although what, but changed the topic abruptly. Are they in court now?

I expect so, sir. Mr. Yorke is not back yet.

Mr. Galloway walked to the outer door, deliberating what his course should be. The affair grieved him more than he could express; it angered him; chiefly for his old friend Mr. Channings sake. I had better go up to the Guildhall, he soliloquized, and see if

There they were, turning the corner of the street; Roland Yorke, Hamish, and Arthur; and the followers behind. Mr. Galloway waited till they came up. Hamish did not enter, or stop, but went straight home. They will be so anxious for news, he exclaimed. Not a word had been exchanged between the brothers. No wonder that he shuns coming in! thought Arthur. Roland Yorke threw his hat from him in silence, and sat down in his place at the desk. Mr. Galloway touched Arthur with his finger, motioned him towards the private room, and stood there facing him, speaking gravely.

Tell me the truth, as before God. Are you innocent or guilty? What you say shall not be used against you.

Quick as lightning, in all solemn earnestness, the word innocent was on Arthurs lips. It had been better for him, perhaps, that he had spoken it. But, alas! that perplexity, as to how far he might venture to assert his own innocence, was upon him still. What impression could this hesitation, coupled with the suspicious circumstances, make upon the mind of Mr. Galloway?

Have you no answer? emphatically asked Mr. Galloway.

I am not guilty, sir.

Meanwhile, what do you suppose were the sensations of Mr. Channing? We all know that anguish of mind is far more painful to bear when the body is quiescent, than when it is in motion. In any great trouble, any terrible suspense, look at our sleepless nights! We lie, and toss, and turn; and say, When will the night be gone? In the day we can partially shake it off, walking hither and thither; the keenness of the anguish is lost in exertion.

Mr. Channing could not take this exertion. Lying there always, his days were little better to him than nights, and this strange blow, which had fallen so suddenly and unexpectedly, nearly overwhelmed him. Until that afternoon he would have confidently said that his son might have been trusted with a room full of untold gold. He would have said it still, but for Arthurs manner: it was that which staggered him. More than one urgent message had been despatched for Mr. Galloway, but that gentleman was unable to go to him until late in the evening.

My friend, said Mr. Galloway, bending over the sofa, when they were alone, I am more grieved at this than you can be.

Mr. Channing clasped his hand. Tell me what you think yourself; the simple truth; I ask it, Galloway, by our long friendship. Do you think him innocent or guilty?

There might be no subterfuge in answer to words so earnest, and Mr. Galloway did not attempt any. He bent lower, and spoke in a whisper. I believe him to be guilty.

Mr. Channing closed his eyes, and his lips momentarily moved. A word of prayer, to be helped to bear, was going up to the throne of God.

But, never think that it was I who instituted these proceedings against him, resumed Mr. Galloway. When I called in Butterby to my aid this morning, I had no more notion that it was Arthur Channing who was guilty, than I had that it was that sofa of yours. Butterby would have cast suspicion to him then, but I repelled it. He afterwards acted upon his own responsibility while my back was turned. It is as I say often to my office people: I cant stir out for a few hours but something goes wrong! You know the details of the loss?

Ay; by heart, replied Mr. Channing. They are suspicious against Arthur only in so far as that he was alone with the letter. Sufficient time must have been taken, as I conclude, to wet the envelope and unfasten the gum; and it would appear that he alone had that time. This apparent suspicion would have been nothing to my mind, knowing Arthur as I do, had it not been coupled with a suspicious manner.

There it is, assented Mr. Galloway, warmly. It is that manner which leaves no room for doubt. I had him with me privately when the examination was over, and begged him to tell me, as before God: innocent or guilty. He could not. He stood like a statue, confused, his eyes down, and his colour varying. He is badly constituted for the commission of crime, for he cannot brave it out. One, knowing himself wrongfully accused, would lay his hand upon his heart, with an upright countenance, and say, I am innocent of this, so help me Heaven! I must confess I did not like his manner yesterday, when he heard me say I should place it in the hands of the police, continued Mr. Galloway. He grew suddenly agitated, and begged I would not do so.

Ay! cried Mr. Channing, with a groan of pain he could not wholly suppress. It is an incredible mystery. What could he want with the money? The tale told about his having debts has no foundation in fact; he has positively none.

Mr. Galloway shook his head; he would not speak out his thoughts. He knew that Hamish was in debt; he knew that Master Roland Yorke indulged in expensive habits whenever he had the opportunity, and he now thought it likely that Arthur, between the two examples, might have been drawn in. I shall not allow my doubts of him to go further than you, he said aloud. And I shall put a summary stop to the law proceedings.

How will you do that, now that they are publicly entered upon? asked Mr. Channing.

Ill manage it, was the reply. Well see which is strongest, I or Butterby.

When they were gathering together for the reading, that night, Arthur took his place as usual. Mr. Channing looked at him sternly, and spoke sternly  in the presence of them all. Will your conscience allow you to join in this?

How it stung him! Knowing himself innocent; seeing Hamish, the real culprit, basking there in their love and respect, as usual; the unmerited obloquy cast upon him was almost too painful to bear. He did not answer; he was battling down his rebellious spirit; and the gentle voice of Mrs. Channing rose instead.

James, there is all the more need for him to join in it, if things are as you fear. And Mr. Channing applied himself to the reading.

My son, if thou come to serve the Lord, prepare thy soul for temptation. Set thy heart aright, and constantly endure, and make not haste in time of trouble.

It was a portion of Scripture rarely chosen, and, perhaps for that reason, it fell upon Arthur with greater force. As he listened, the words brought healing with them; and his sore spirit was soothed, and grew trusting and peaceful as that of a little child.






CHAPTER XXV.  A MORNING CALL.

You may possibly be blaming Arthur Channing for meeting this trouble in so sad a spirit. Were such an accusation cast unjustly upon you, you would throw it off impatiently, and stand up for yourself and your innocence in the broad light of day. Even were you debarred, as he was, from speaking out the whole truth, you would never be cast down to that desponding depth, and thereby give a colouring to the doubt cast upon you. Are you thinking this? But you must remember that it was not for himself that Arthur was so weighed down. Had he possessed no conception as to how the note went, he would have met the charge very differently, bearing himself bravely, and flinging their suspicion to the winds. You people cannot think me guilty, he might have said; my whole previous life is a refutation to the charge. He would have held up his head and heart cheerfully; waiting, and looking for the time when elucidation should come.

No; his grief, his despondency were felt for Hamish. If Arthur Channing had cherished faith in one living being more than in another, it was in his elder brother. He loved him with a lasting love, he revered him as few revere a brother; and the shock was great. He would far rather have fallen down to guilt himself, than that Hamish should have fallen. Tom Channing had said, with reference to Arthur, that, if he were guilty, he should never believe in anything again; they might tell him that the cathedral was a myth, and not a cathedral, and he should not be surprised. This sort of feeling had come over Arthur. It had disturbed his faith in honour and goodness  it had almost disgusted him with the world. Arthur Channing is not the only one who has found his faith in fellow-men rudely shaken.

And yet, the first shock over, his mind was busy finding excuses for him. He knew that Hamish had not erred from any base self-gratification, but from love. You may be inclined to think this a contradiction, for all such promptings to crime must be base. Of course they are; but as the motives differ, so do the degrees. As surely as though the whole matter had been laid before him, felt Arthur, Hamish had been driven to it in his desperate need, to save his fathers position, and the familys means of support. He felt that, had Hamish alone been in question, he would not have appropriated a pin that was not his, to save himself from arrest: what he had done he had done in love. Arthur gave him credit for another thing  that he had never cast a glance to the possibility of suspicion falling on Arthur; the post-office would receive credit for the loss. Nothing more tangible than that wide field, where they might hunt for the supposed thief until they were tired.

It was a miserable evening that followed the exposure; the precursor of many and many miserable evenings in days to come. Mr. and Mrs. Channing, Hamish, Constance, and Arthur sat in the usual sitting-room when the rest had retired  sat in ominous silence. Even Hamish, with his naturally sunny face and sunny temper, looked gloomy as the grave. Was he deliberating as to whether he should show that all principles of manly justice were not quite dead within him, by speaking up at last, and clearing his wrongfully accused brother? But then  his fathers post  his mothers home? all might be forfeited. Who can tell whether this was the purport of Hamishs thoughts as he sat there in abstraction, away from the light, his head upon his hand. He did not say.

Arthur rose; the silence was telling upon him. May I say good night to you, father?

Have you nothing else to say? asked Mr. Channing.

In what way, sir? asked Arthur, in a low tone.

In the way of explanation. Will you leave me to go to my restless pillow without it? This is the first estrangement which has come between us.

What explanation could he give? But to leave his father suffering in body and in mind, without attempt at it, was a pain hard to bear.

Father, I am innocent, he said. It was all he could say; and it was spoken all too quietly.

Mr. Channing gazed at him searchingly. In the teeth of appearances?

Yes, sir, in the teeth of appearances.

Then why  if I am to believe you  have assumed the aspect of guilt, which you certainly have done?

Arthur involuntarily glanced at Hamish; the thought of his heart was, You know why, if no one else does; and caught Hamish looking at him stealthily, under cover of his fingers. Apparently, Hamish was annoyed at being so caught, and started up.

Good night, mother. I am going to bed.

They wished him good night, and he left the room. Mr. Channing turned again to Arthur. He took his hand, and spoke with agitation. My boy, do you know that I would almost rather have died, than live to see this guilt fall upon you?

Oh, father, dont judge me harshly! he implored. Indeed I am innocent.

Mr. Channing paused. Arthur, you never, as I believe, told me a lie in your life. What is this puzzle?

I am not telling a lie now.

I am tempted to believe you. But why, then, act as if you were guilty? When those men came here to-day, you knew what they wanted; you resigned yourself, voluntarily, a prisoner. When Mr. Galloway questioned you privately of your innocence, you could not assert it.

Neither could he now in a more open way than he was doing.

Can you look me in the face and tell me, in all honour, that you know nothing of the loss of the note?

All I can say, sir, is, that I did not take it or touch it.

Nay, but you are equivocating! exclaimed Mr. Channing.

Arthur felt that he was, in some measure, and did not gainsay it.

Are you aware that to-morrow you may be committed for trial on the charge?

I know it, replied Arthur. Unless  unless he stopped in agitation. Unless you will interest yourself with Galloway, and induce him to withdraw proceedings. Your friendship with him has been close and long, sir, and I think he would do it for you.

Would you ask this if you were innocent? said Mr. Channing. Arthur, it is not the punishment you ought to dread, but the consciousness of meriting it.

And of that I am not conscious, he answered, emphatically, in his bitterness. Father! I would lay down my life to shield you from care! think of me as favourably as you can.

You will not make me your full confidant?

I wish I could! I wish I could!

He wrung his fathers hand, and turned to his mother, halting before her. Would she give him her good-night kiss?

Would she? Did a fond mother ever turn against her child? To the prison, to the scaffold, down to the very depths of obloquy and scorn, a loving mother clings to her son. All else may forsake; but she, never, be he what he will. Mrs. Channing drew his face to hers, and burst into sobs as she sheltered it on her bosom.

You will have faith in me, my darling mother!

The words were spoken in the softest whisper. He kissed her tenderly, and hastened from the room, not trusting himself to say good night to Constance. In the hall he was waylaid by Judith.

Master Arthur, it isnt true?

Of course it is not true, Judith. Dont you know me better?

What an old oaf I am for asking, to be sure! Didnt I nurse him, and havent I watched him grow up, and dont I know my own boys yet? she added to herself, but speaking aloud.

To be sure you have, Judy.

But, Master Arthur, why is the master casting blame to you? And when them insolent police came strutting here to-day, as large as life, in their ugly blue coats and shiny hats, why didnt you hold the door wide, and show em out again? Id never have demeaned myself to go with em politely.

They wanted me at the town-hall, you know, Judith. I suppose you have heard it all?

Then, want should have been their master, for me, retorted Judith. Id never have gone, unless they had got a cord and drawn me. I shouldnt wonder but they fingered the money themselves.

Arthur made his escape, and went up to his room. He was scarcely within it when Hamish left his chamber and came in. Arthurs heart beat quicker. Was he coming to make a clean breast of it? Not he!

Arthur, Hamish began, speaking in a kindly, but an estranged tone  or else Arthur fancied it can I serve you in any way in this business?

Of course you cannot, replied Arthur: and he felt vexed with himself that his tone should savour of peevishness.

I am sorry for it, as you may readily believe, old fellow, resumed Hamish. When I entered the court to-day, you might have knocked me down with a feather.

Ay, I should suppose so, said Arthur. You did not expect the charge would be brought upon me.

I neither expected it nor believed it when I was told. I inquired of Parkes, the beadle, what unusual thing was going on, seeing so many people about the doors, and he answered that you were under examination. I laughed at him, thinking he was joking.

Arthur made no reply.

What can I do for you? repeated Hamish.

You can leave me to myself, Hamish. Thats about the kindest thing you can do for me to-night.

Hamish did not take the hint immediately. We must have the accusation quashed at all hazards, he went on. But my father thinks Galloway will withdraw it. Yorke says hell not leave a stone unturned to make Helstonleigh believe the money was lost in the post-office.

Yorke believes so himself, reproachfully rejoined Arthur.

I think most people do, with the exception of Butterby. Confounded old meddler! There would have been no outcry at all, but for him.

A pause. Arthur did not seem inclined to break it. Hamish had caught up a bit of whalebone, which happened to be lying on the drawers, and was twisting it about in his fingers, glancing at Arthur from time to time. Arthur leaned against the chimneypiece, his hands in his pockets, and, in like manner, glanced at him. Not the slightest doubt in the world that each was wishing to speak out more freely. But some inward feeling restrained them. Hamish broke the silence.

Then you have nothing to say to me, Arthur?

Not to-night.

Arthur thought the saying should have been on the other side. He had cherished some faint hope that Hamish would at least acknowledge the trouble he had brought upon him. I could not help it, Arthur; I was driven to my wits end; but I never thought the reproach would fall upon you, or words to that effect. No: nothing of the sort.

Constance was ascending the stairs as Hamish withdrew. Can I come in, Arthur? she asked.

For answer, he opened the door and drew her inside. Has Hamish spoken of it? she whispered.

Not a word  as to his own share in it. He asked, in a general way, if he could serve me. Constance, he feverishly added, they do not suspect downstairs, do they?

Suspect what?

That it was Hamish.

Of course they do not. They suspect you. At least, papa does. He cannot make it out; he never was so puzzled in all his life. He says you must either have taken the money, or connived at its being taken: to believe otherwise, would render your manner perfectly inexplicable. Oh, Arthur, he is so grieving! He says other troubles have arisen without fault on our part; but this, the greatest, has been brought by guilt.

There is no help for it, wailed Arthur. I could only clear myself at the expense of Hamish, and it would be worse for them to grieve for him than for me. Bright, sunny Hamish! whom my mother has, I believe in her heart, loved the best of all of us. Thank you, Constance, for keeping my counsel.

How unselfish you are, Arthur!

Unselfish! I dont see it as a merit. It is my simple duty to be so in this case. If I, by a rash word, directed suspicion to Hamish, and our home in consequence got broken up, who would be the selfish one then?

Theres the consideration which frightens and fetters us. Papa must have been thinking of that when he thanked God that the trouble had not fallen upon Hamish.

Did he do that? asked Arthur, eagerly.

Yes, just now. Thank God that the cloud did not fall upon Hamish! he exclaimed. It had been far worse for us then.

Arthur listened. Had he wanted anything to confirm him in the sacrifice he was making, those words of his fathers would have done it. Mr. Channing had no greater regard for one son than for the other; but he knew, as well as his children, how much depended upon Hamish.

The tears were welling up into the eyes of Constance. I wish I could speak comfort to you! she whispered.

Comfort will come with time, I dare say, darling. Dont stay. I seem quite fagged out to-night, and would be alone.

Ay, alone. Alone with his grief and with God.

To bed at last, but not to sleep; not for hours and for hours. His anxiety of mind was intense, chiefly for Hamish; though he endured some on his own score. To be pointed at as a thief in the town, stung him to the quick, even in anticipation; and there was also the uncertainty as to the morrows proceedings; for all he knew, they might end in the prosecution being carried on, and his committal for trial. Towards morning he dropped into a heavy slumber; and, to awake from that, was the worst of all; for his trouble came pressing upon his brain with tenfold poignancy.

He rose and dressed, in some perplexity  perplexity as to the immediate present. Ought he, or ought he not, to go as usual to Mr. Galloways? He really could not tell. If Mr. Galloway believed him guilty  and there was little doubt of that, now  of course he could no longer be tolerated in the office. On the other hand, to stop away voluntarily, might look like an admission of guilt.

He determined to go, and did so. It was the early morning hour, when he had the office to himself. He got through his work  the copying of a somewhat elaborate will  and returned home to breakfast. He found Mr. Channing had risen, which was not usual. Like Arthur, his night had been an anxious one, and the bustle of the breakfast-room was more tolerable than bed. I wonder what Hamishs had been! The meal passed in uncomfortable silence.

A tremendous peal at the hall bell startled the house, echoing through the Boundaries, astonishing the rooks, and sending them on the wing. On state occasions it pleased Judith to answer the door herself; her helpmate, over whom she held undisputed sway, ruling her with a tight hand, dared not come forward to attempt it. The bell tinkled still, and Judy, believing it could be no one less than the bishop come to alarm them with a matutinal visit, hurried on a clean white apron, and stepped across the hall.

Mr. Roland Yorke. No one more formidable. He passed Judith with an unceremonious nod, and marched into the breakfast-room.

Good morning all! I say, old chap, are you ready to come to the office? Its good to see you down at this early hour, Mr. Channing.

He was invited to take a seat, but declined; it was time they were at Galloways, he said. Arthur hesitated.

I do not know whether Mr. Galloway will expect me, he observed.

Not expect you! flashed Roland, lapsing into his loud, excited manner. I can tell you what, Arthur: if he doesnt expect you, he shant expect me. Mr. Channing, did you ever know anything so shamefully overbearing and unjust as that affair yesterday?

Unjust, if it be unfounded, replied Mr. Channing.

Unfounded! uttered Roland. If thats not unfounded, there never was an unfounded charge brought yet. Id answer for Arthur with my own life. I should like to sew up that Butterby! I hope, sir, youll bring an action against him.

You feel it strongly, Roland.

I should hope I do! Look you, Mr. Channing: it is a slur on our office; on me, and on Jenkins, and on Galloway himself. Yes, on Galloway. I say what I mean, and nobody shall talk me down. Id rather believe it was Galloway did it than Arthur. I shall tell him so.

This sympathy shows very kind feeling on your part, Ro

I declare I shall go mad if I hear that again! interrupted Roland, turning red with passion. It makes me wild. Everybodys on with it. You  are  very  kind  to  take  up  Arthur Channings  cause! they mince out. Incorrigible idiots! Kind! Why, Mr. Channing, if that cat of yours there, were to be accused of swallowing down a mutton chop, and you felt morally certain that she did not do it, wouldnt you stand up for her against punishment?

Mr. Channing could not forbear a smile at Roland and his hot championship. To be morally certain may do when cats are in question, Mr. Roland; but the law, unfortunately, requires something more for us, the superior animal. No father living has had more cause to put faith in his children than I. The unfortunate point in this business is, that the loss appears to have occurred so mysteriously, when the letter was in Arthurs charge.

Yes, if it had occurred that way; but who believes it did, except a few pates with shallow brains? retorted Roland. The note is burning a hole in the pocket of some poor, ill-paid wight of a letter-carrier; thats where the note is. I beg your pardon, Mr. Channing, but its of no use to interrupt me with arguments about old Galloways seal. They go in at one ear and out at the other. What more easy than to put a penknife under the seal, and unfasten it?

You cannot do this where gum is used as well: as it was to that letter.

Who cares for the gum! retorted Mr. Roland. I dont pretend to say, sir, how it was accomplished, but I know it must have been done somehow. Watch a conjuror at his tricks! You cant tell how he gets a shilling out of a box which you yourself put in  all you know is, he does get it out; or how he exhibits some receptacle, crammed full, which you could have sworn was empty. Just so with the letter. The bank-note did get out of it, but we cant tell how, except that it was not through Arthur. Come along, old fellow, or Galloway may be blowing us up for arriving late.

Twitching Toms hair as he passed him, treading on the cats tail, and tossing a branch of sweetbriar full of thorns at Annabel, Mr. Roland Yorke made his way out in a commotion. Arthur, yielding to the strong will, followed. Roland passed his arm within his, and they went towards Close Street.

I say, old chum, I havent had a wink of sleep all night, worrying over this bother. My room is over Lady Augustas, and she sent up this morning to know what I was pacing about for, like a troubled ghost. I woke at four oclock, and I could not get to sleep after; so I just stamped about a bit, to stamp the time away.

In a happier mood, Arthur might have laughed at his Irish talk, I am glad you stand by me, at any rate, Yorke. I never did it, you know. Here comes Williams. I wonder in what light he will take up the affair? Perhaps he will turn me from my post at the organ.

He had better! flashed Roland. Id turn him!

Mr. Williams appeared to take up the affair in a resentful, haughty sort of spirit, something like Roland, only that he was quieter over it. He threw ridicule upon the charge. I am astonished at Galloway! he observed, when he had spoken with them some moments. Should he go on with the case, the town will cry shame upon him.

Ah, but you see it was that meddling Butterby, not Galloway, returned Yorke. As if Galloway did not know us chaps in his office better than to suspect us!

I fancy Butterby is fonder of meddling than he need be, said the organist. A certain person in the town, living not a hundred miles from this very spot, was suspected of having made free with a ring, which disappeared from a dressing-table, where she was paying an evening visit; and I declare if Butterby did not put his nose into it, and worm out all the particulars!

That she had not taken it?

That she had. But it produced great annoyance; all parties concerned, even those who had lost the ring, would rather have buried it in silence. It was hushed up afterwards. Butterby ought to understand peoples wishes, before he sets to work.

I wish press-gangs were in fashion! emphatically uttered Roland. What a nice prize hed make!

I suppose I can depend upon you to take the duty at College this morning? Mr. Williams said to Arthur, as he was leaving them.

Yes, I shall be out in time for the examination at the Guildhall. The hour fixed is half-past eleven.

Old villains the magistrates must have been, to remand it at all! was the concluding comment of Mr. Roland Yorke.






CHAPTER XXVI.  CHECKMATED.

Constance Channing proceeded to her duties as usual at Lady Augusta Yorkes. She drew her veil over her face, only to traverse the very short way that conveyed her thither, for the sense of shame was strong upon her; not shame for Arthur, but for Hamish. It had half broken Constances heart.

There are times in our every-day lives when all things seem to wear a depressing aspect, turn which way we will. They were wearing it that day to Constance. Apart from home troubles, she felt particularly discouraged in the educational task she had undertaken. You heard the promise made to her by Caroline Yorke, to be up and ready for her every morning at seven. Caroline kept it for two mornings and then failed. This morning and the previous morning Constance had been there at seven, and returned home without seeing either of the children. Both were ready for her when she entered now.

How am I to deal with you? she said to Caroline, in a sad but affectionate tone. I do not wish to force you to obey me; I would prefer that you should do it cheerfully.

It is tiresome to get up early, responded Caroline. I cant wake when Martha comes.

Whether Martha goes to you at seven, or at eight, or at nine, she has the same trouble to get you up.

I dont see any good in getting up early, cried Caroline.

Do you see any good in acquiring good habits, instead of bad ones? asked Constance.

But, Miss Channing, why need we learn to get up early? We are ladies. Its only the poor who need get up at unreasonable hours  those who have their living to earn.

Is it only the poor who are accountable to God for waste of time, Caroline?

Caroline paused. She did not like to give up her argument. Its so very low-lived to get up with the sun. I dont think real ladies ever do it.

You think real ladies wait until the sun has been up a few hours and warmed the earth for them?

Y  es, said Caroline. But it was not spoken very readily, for she had a suspicion that Miss Channing was laughing at her.

May I ask where you have acquired your notions of real ladies, Caroline?

Caroline pouted. Dont you call Colonel Jolliffes daughters ladies, Miss Channing?

Yes  in position.

Thats where we went yesterday, you know. Mary Jolliffe says she never gets up until half-past eight, and that it is not lady-like to get up earlier. Real ladies dont, Miss Channing.

My dear, shall I relate to you an anecdote that I have heard?

Oh, yes! replied Caroline, her listless mood changing to animation; anecdotes, or anything of that desultory kind, being far more acceptable to the young lady than lessons.

Before I begin, will you tell me whether you condescend to admit that our good Queen is a real lady?

Oh, Miss Channing, now you are laughing at me! As if any one, in all England, could be so great a lady as the Queen.

Very good. When she was a little girl, a child of her own age, the daughter of one of the nobility, was brought to Kensington Palace to spend the day with her. In talking together, the Princess Victoria mentioned something she had seen when out of doors that morning at seven oclock. At seven oclock! exclaimed the young visitor; how early that is to be abroad! I never get out of bed until eight. Is there any use in rising so early? The Duchess of Kent, who was present, took up the answer: My daughter may be called to fill the throne of England when she shall be grown up; therefore, it is especially necessary that she should learn the full value of time. You see, Caroline, the princess was not allowed to waste her mornings in bed, although she was destined to be the first lady in the land. We may be thankful to her admirable mother for making her in that, as in many other things, a pattern to us.

Is it a true anecdote, Miss Channing?

It was related to my mother, many years ago, by a lady who was, at that time, very much at Kensington Palace. I think there is little doubt of its truth. One fact we all know, Caroline: the Queen retains her early habits, and implants them in her children. What do you suppose would be her Majestys surprise, were one of her daughters  say, the Princess Helena, or the Princess Louise  to decline to rise early for their morning studies with their governess, Miss Hildyard, on the plea that it was not lady-like?

Carolines objection appeared to be melting away under her. But it is a dreadful plague, she grumbled, to be obliged to get up from ones nice warm bed, for the sake of some horrid old lessons!

You spoke of the poor  those who have their living to earn  as the only class who need rise early, resumed Constance. Put that notion away from you at once and for ever, Caroline; there cannot be a more false one. The higher we go in the scale of life, the more onerous become our duties in this world, and the greater is our responsibility to God. He to whom five talents were intrusted, did not make them other five by wasting his days in idleness. Oh, Caroline!  Fanny, come closer and listen to me  your time and opportunities for good must be used  not abused or wasted.

I will try and get up, said Caroline, repentantly. I wish mamma had trained me to it when I was a child, as the Duchess of Kent trained the princess! I might have learned to like it by this time.

Long before this, said Constance. Do you remember the good old saying, Do what you ought, that you may do what you like? Habit is second nature. Were I told that I might lie in bed every morning until nine or ten oclock, as a great favour, I should consider it a great punishment.

But I have not been trained to get up, Miss Channing; and it is nothing short of punishment to me to do so.

The punishment of self-denial we all have to bear, Caroline. But I can tell you what will take away half its sting.

What? asked Caroline, eagerly.

Constance bent towards her. Jesus Christ said, If any will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me. When once we learn HOW to take it up cheerfully, bravely, for His sake, looking to Him to be helped, the sting is gone. No cross, no crown, you know, my children.

No cross, no crown! Constance had sufficient cross to carry just then. In the course of the morning Lady Augusta came into the room boisterously, her manner indicative of great surprise.

Miss Channing, what is this tale, about your brothers having been arrested for stealing that missing bank-note? Some visitors have just called in upon me, and they say the town is ringing with the news.

It was one of the first of Constance Channings bitter pills; they were to be her portion for many a day. Her heart fluttered, her cheek varied, and her answer to Lady Augusta Yorke was low and timid.

It is true that he was arrested yesterday on suspicion.

What a shocking thing! Is he in prison?

Oh no.

Did he take the note?

The question pained Constance worse than all. He did not take it, she replied, in a clear, soft tone. To those who know Arthur well, it would be impossible to think so.

But he was before the magistrates yesterday, I hear, and is going up again to-day.

Yes, that is so.

And Roland could not open his lips to tell me of this when I came home last night! grumbled my lady. We were late, and he was the only one up; Gerald and Tod were in bed. I shall ask him why he did not. But, Miss Channing, this must be a dreadful blow for you all?

It would be far worse, Lady Augusta, if we believed him guilty, she replied from her aching heart.

Oh, dear! I hope he is not guilty! continued my lady, displaying as little delicacy of feeling as she could well do. It would be quite a dangerous thing, you know, for my Roland to be in the same office.

Be at ease, Lady Augusta, returned Constance, with a tinge of irony she could not wholly suppress. Your son will incur no harm from the companionship of Arthur.

What does Hamish say?  handsome Hamish! He does not deserve that such a blow should come to him.

Constance felt her colour deepen. She bent her face over the exercise she was correcting.

Is he likely to be cleared of the charge? perseveringly resumed Lady Augusta.

Not by actual proof, I fear, answered Constance, pressing her hand upon her brow as she remembered that he could only be proved innocent by anothers being proved guilty. The note seems to have been lost in so very mysterious a manner, that positive proof of his innocence will be difficult.

Well, it is a dreadful thing! concluded Lady Augusta.

Meanwhile, at the very moment her ladyship was speaking, the magistrates were in the town-hall in full conclave  the case before them. The news had spread  had excited interest far and wide; the bench was crowded, and the court was one dense sea of heads.

Arthur appeared, escorted by his brother Hamish and by Roland Yorke. Roland was in high feather, throwing his haughty glances everywhere, for he had an inkling of what was to be the termination of the affair, and did not conceal his triumph. Mr. Galloway also was of their party.

Mr. Galloway was the first witness put forth by Mr. Butterby. The latter gentleman was in high feather also, believing he saw his way clear to a triumphant conviction. Mr. Galloway was questioned; and for some minutes it all went on swimmingly.

On the afternoon of the loss, before you closed your letter, who were in your office?

My clerks  Roland Yorke and Arthur Channing.

They saw the letter, I believe?

They did.

And the bank-note?

Most probably.

It was the prisoner, Arthur Channing, who fetched the bank-note from your private room to the other? Did he see you put it into the letter?

I cannot say.

A halt. But he was in full possession of his eyes just then?

No doubt he was.

Then what should hinder his seeing you put the note into the letter?

I will not swear that I put the note into the letter.

The magistrates pricked up their ears. Mr. Butterby pricked up his, and looked at the witness.

What do you say?

I will not swear that I put the bank-note inside the letter, deliberately repeated Mr. Galloway.

Not swear that you put the bank-note into the letter? What is it that you mean?

The meaning is plain enough, replied Mr. Galloway, calmly. Must I repeat it for the third time? I will not swear that I put the note into the letter.

But your instructions to me were that you did put the note into the letter, cried Mr. Butterby, interrupting the examination.

I will not swear it, reiterated the witness.

Then theres an end of the case! exclaimed the magistrates clerk, in some choler. What on earth was the time of the bench taken up for in bringing it here?

And there was an end of the case  at any rate for the present  for nothing more satisfactory could be got out of Mr. Galloway.

I have been checkmated, ejaculated the angry Butterby.

They walked back arm-in-arm to Mr. Galloways, Roland and Arthur. Hamish went the other way, to his own office, and Mr. Galloway lingered somewhere behind. Jenkins  truehearted Jenkins, in the black handkerchief still  was doubly respectful to Arthur, and rose to welcome him; a faint hectic of pleasure illumining his face at the termination of the charge.

Who said our office was going to be put down for a thiefs! uttered Roland. Old Galloways a trump! Heres your place, Arthur.

Arthur did not take it. He had seen from the window the approach of Mr. Galloway, and delicacy prevented his assuming his old post until bade to do so. Mr. Galloway came in, and motioned him into his own room.

Arthur Channing, he said, I have acted leniently in this unpleasant matter, for your fathers sake; but, from my very heart, I believe you to be guilty.

I thank you, sir, Arthur said, for that and all other kindness. I am not as guilty as you think me. Do you wish me to leave?

If you can give me no better assurance of your innocence  if you can give me no explanation of the peculiar and most unsatisfactory manner in which you have met the charge  yes. To retain you here would be unjust to my own interests, and unfair as regards Jenkins and Roland Yorke.

To give this explanation was impossible; neither dared Arthur assert more emphatically his innocence. Once convince Mr. Galloway that he was not the guilty party, and that gentleman would forthwith issue fresh instructions to Butterby for the further investigation of the affair: of this Arthur felt convinced. He could only be silent and remain under the stigma.

Then  I had better  you would wish me, perhaps  to go at once? hesitated Arthur.

Yes, shortly replied Mr. Galloway.

He spoke a word of farewell, which Mr. Galloway replied to by a nod, and went into the front office. There he began to collect together certain trifles that belonged to him.

Whats that for? asked Roland Yorke.

I am going, he replied.

Going! roared Roland, jumping to his feet, and dashing down his pen full of ink, with little regard to the deed he was copying. Galloway has never turned you off!

Yes, he has.

Then Ill go too! thundered Roland, who, truth to say, had flown into an uncontrollable passion, startling Jenkins and arousing Mr. Galloway. Ill not stop in a place where that sort of injustice goes on! Hell be turning me out next! Catch me stopping for it!

Are you taken crazy, Mr. Roland Yorke?

The question proceeded from his master, who came forth to make it. Roland turned to him, his temper unsubdued, and his colour rising.

Channing never took the money, sir! It is not just to turn him away.

Did you help him to take it, pray, that you identify yourself with the affair so persistently and violently? demanded Mr. Galloway, in a cynical tone. And Roland answered with a hot and haughty word.

If you cannot attend to your business a little better, you will get your dismissal from me; you wont require to dismiss yourself, said Mr. Galloway. Sit down, sir, and go on with your work.

And thats all the thanks a fellow gets for taking up a cause of oppression! muttered Mr. Roland Yorke, as he sullenly resumed his place at the desk. This is a precious world to live in!






CHAPTER XXVII.  A PIECE OF PREFERMENT.

Before the nine days wonder, which, you know, is said to be the accompaniment of all marvels, had died away, Helstonleigh was fated to be astonished by another piece of news of a different nature  the preferment of the Reverend William Yorke.

A different preferment from what had been anticipated for him; otherwise the news had been nothing extraordinary, for it is usual for the Dean and Chapter to provide livings for their minor canons. In a fine, open part of the town was a cluster of buildings, called Hazeldons Charity, so named from its founder Sir Thomas Hazeldon  a large, paved inclosure, fenced in by iron railings, and a pair of iron gates. A chapel stood in the midst. On either side, right and left, ran sixteen almshouses, and at the end, opposite to the iron gates, stood the dwelling of the chaplain to the charity, a fine residence, called Hazeldon House. This preferment, worth three hundred a year, had been for some weeks vacant, the chaplain having died. It was in the gift of the present baronet, Sir Frederick Hazeldon, a descendant of the founder, and he now suddenly conferred it upon the Rev. William Yorke. It took Helstonleigh by surprise. It took Mr. Yorke himself entirely by surprise. He possessed no interest whatever with Sir Frederick, and had never cast a thought to the probability of its becoming his. Perhaps, Sir Fredericks motive for bestowing it upon him was this  that, of all the clergy in the neighbourhood, looking out for something good to fall to them, Mr. Yorke had been almost the only one who had not solicited it of Sir Frederick.

It was none the less welcome. It would not interfere in the least with the duties or preferment of his minor canonry: a minor canon had once before held it. In short, it was one of those slices of luck which do sometimes come unexpectedly in this world.

In the soft light of the summer evening, Constance Channing stood under the cedar-tree. A fine old tree was that, the pride of the Channings garden. The sun was setting in all its beauty; clouds of crimson and purple floated on the horizon; a roseate hue tinged the atmosphere, and lighted with its own loveliness the sweet face of Constance. It was an evening that seemed to speak peace to the soul  so would it have spoken to that of Constance, but for the ever-present trouble which had fallen there.

Another trouble was falling upon her, or seemed to be; one that more immediately concerned herself. Since the disgrace had come to Arthur, Mr. Yorke had been less frequent in his visits. Some days had now elapsed from the time of Arthurs dismissal from Mr. Galloways, and Mr. Yorke had called only once. This might have arisen from accidental circumstances; but Constance felt a different fear in her heart.

Hark! that is his ring at the hall-bell. Constance has not listened for, and loved that ring so long, to be mistaken now. Another minute, and she hears those footsteps approaching, warming her life-blood, quickening her pulses: her face deepens to crimson, as she turns it towards him. She knows nothing yet of his appointment to the Hazeldon chaplaincy; Mr. Yorke has not known it himself two hours.

He came up and laid his hands upon her shoulders playfully, looking down at her. What will you give me for some news, by way of greeting, Constance?

News? she answered, raising her eyes to his, and scarcely knowing what she did say, in the confusion of meeting him, in her all-conscious love. Is it good or bad news?

Helstonleigh will not call it good, I expect. There are those upon whom it will fall as a thunder-clap.

Tell it me, William; I cannot guess, she said, somewhat wearily. I suppose it does not concern me.

But it does concern you  indirectly.

Poor Constance, timorous and full of dread since this grief had fallen, was too apt to connect everything with that one source. We have done the same in our lives, all of us, when under the consciousness of some secret terror. She appeared to be living upon a mine, which might explode any hour and bring down Hamish in its débris. The words bore an ominous sound; and, foolish as it may appear to us, who know the nature of Mr. Yorkes news, Constance fell into something very like terror, and turned white.

Does  does  it concern Arthur? she uttered.

No. Constance, changing his tone, and dropping his hands as he gazed at her, why should you be so terrified for Arthur? You have been a changed girl since that happened  shrinking, timid, starting at every sound, unable to look people in the face. Why so, if he is innocent?

She shivered inwardly, as was perceptible to the eyes of Mr. Yorke. Tell me the news, she answered in a low tone, if, as you say, it concerns me.

I hope it will concern you, Constance. At any rate, it concerns me. The news, he gravely added, is, that I am appointed to the Hazeldon chaplaincy.

Oh, William! The sudden revulsion of feeling from intense, undefined terror to joyful surprise, was too much to bear calmly. Her emotion overpowered her, and she burst into tears. Mr. Yorke compelled her to sit down on the bench, and stood over her  his arm on her shoulder, her hand clasped in his.

Constance, what is the cause of this? he asked, when her emotion had passed.

She avoided the question. She dried her tears and schooled her face to smiles, and tried to look as unconscious as she might. Is it really true that you have the chaplaincy? she questioned.

I received my appointment this evening. Why Sir Frederick should have conferred it upon me I am unable to say: I feel all the more obliged to him for its being unexpected. Shall you like the house, Constance?

The rosy hue stole over her face again, and a happy smile parted her lips. I once said to mamma, when we had been spending the evening there, that I should like to live at Hazeldon House. I like its rooms and its situation; I shall like to be busy among all those poor old people, but, when I said it, William, I had not the slightest idea that the chance would ever be mine.

You have only to determine now how soon the chance shall become certainty, he said. I must take up my residence there within a month, and I do not care how soon my wife takes up hers after that.

The rose grew deeper. She bent her brow down upon her hand and his, hiding her face. It could not possibly be, William.

What could not be?

So soon. Papa and mamma are going to Germany, you know, and I must keep house here. Besides, what would Lady Augusta say at my leaving her situation almost as soon as I have entered upon it?

Lady Augusta Mr. Yorke was beginning impulsively, but checked himself. Constance lifted her face and looked at him. His brow was knit, and a stern expression had settled on it.

What is it, William?

I want to know what caused your grief just now, was his abrupt rejoinder. And what is it that has made you appear so strange of late?

The words fell on her as an ice-bolt. For a few brief moments she had forgotten her fears, had revelled in the sunshine of the happiness so suddenly laid out before her. Back came the gloom, the humiliation, the terror.

Had Arthur been guilty of the charge laid to him, and you were cognizant of it, I could fancy that your manner would be precisely what it is, answered Mr. Yorke.

Her heart beat wildly. He spoke in a reserved, haughty tone, and she felt a foreboding that some unpleasant explanation was at hand. She felt more  that perhaps she ought not to become his wife with this cloud hanging over them. She nerved herself to say what she deemed she ought to say.

William, she began, perhaps you would wish that our marriage should be delayed until  until  I mean, now that this suspicion has fallen upon Arthur  ?

She could scarcely utter the words coherently, so great was her agitation. Mr. Yorke saw how white and trembling were her lips.

I cannot believe Arthur guilty, was his reply.

She remembered that Hamish was, though Arthur was not; and in point of disgrace, it amounted to the same thing. Constance passed her hand over her perplexed brow. He is looked upon as guilty by many: that, we unfortunately know; and it may not be thought well that you should, under the circumstance, make me your wife. You may not think so.

Mr. Yorke made no reply. He may have been deliberating the question.

Let us put it in this light, William, she resumed, her tone one of intense pain. Suppose, for arguments sake, that Arthur were guilty; would you marry me, all the same?

It is a hard question, Constance, he said, after a pause.

It must be answered.

Were Arthur guilty and you cognizant of it  screening him  I should lose half my confidence in you, Constance.

That was the knell. Her heart and her eyes alike fell, and she knew, in that one moment, that all hope of marrying William Yorke was at an end.

You think that, were he guilty  I am speaking only for arguments sake, she breathed in her emotion, you think, were I cognizant of it, I ought to betray him; to make it known to the world?

I do not say that, Constance. No. But you are my affianced wife; and, whatever cognizance of the matter you might possess, whatever might be the mystery attending it  and a mystery I believe there is  you should repose the confidence and the mystery in me.

That you might decide whether or not I am worthy to be your wife! she exclaimed, a flash of indignation lighting up her spirit. To doubt her! She felt it keenly, Oh, that she could have told him the truth! But this she dare not, for Hamishs sake.

He took her hand in his, and gazed searchingly into her face. Constance, you know what you are to me. This unhappy business has been as great a trial to me as to you. Can you deny to me all knowledge of its mystery, its guilt? I ask not whether Arthur be innocent or guilty; I ask whether you are innocent of everything in the way of concealment. Can you stand before me and assure me, in all truth, that you are so?

She could not. I believe in Arthurs innocence, she replied, in a low tone.

So did Mr. Yorke, or he might not have rejoined as he did. I believe also in his innocence, he said. Otherwise

You would not make me your wife. Speak it without hesitation, William.

Well  I cannot tell what my course would be. Perhaps, I would not.

A silence. Constance was feeling the avowal in all its bitter humiliation. It seemed to humiliate her. No, no; it would not be right of him to make me his wife now, she reflected. Hamishs disgrace may come out any day; he may still be brought to trial for it. His wifes brother! and he attached to the cathedral. No, it would never do. William, she said, aloud, we must part.

Part? echoed Mr. Yorke, as the words issued faintly from her trembling lips.

Tears rose to her eyes; it was with difficulty she kept them from falling. I cannot become your wife while this cloud overhangs Arthur. It would not be right.

You say you believe in his innocence, was the reply of Mr. Yorke.

I do. But the world does not. William, she continued, placing her hand in his, while the tears rained freely down her face, let us say farewell now.

He drew her closer to him. Explain this mystery, Constance. Why are you not open with me? What has come between us?

I cannot explain, she sobbed. There is nothing for us but to part.

We will not part. Why should we, when you say Arthur is innocent, and I believe him to be so? Constance, my darling, what is this grief?

What were the words but a tacit admission that, if Arthur were not innocent, they should part? Constance so interpreted them. Had any additional weight been needed to strengthen her resolution, this would have supplied it.

Farewell! farewell, William! To remain with you is only prolonging the pain of parting.

That her resolution to part was firm, he saw. It was his turn to be angry now. A slight touch of the haughty Yorke temper was in him, and there were times when it peeped out. He folded his arms, and the flush left his countenance.

I cannot understand you, Constance. I cannot fathom your motive, or why you are doing this; unless it be that you never cared for me.

I have cared for you as I never cared for any one; as I shall never care for another. To part with you will be like parting with life.

Then why speak of it? Be my wife, Constance; be my wife!

No, it might bring you disgrace, she hysterically answered; and, that, you shall never encounter through me. Do not keep me, William; my resolution is irrevocable.

Sobbing as though her heart would break, she turned from him. Mr. Yorke followed her indoors. In the hall stood Mrs. Channing. Constance turned aside, anywhere, to hide her face from her mothers eye. Mrs. Channing did not particularly observe her, and turned to accost Mr. Yorke. An angry frown was on his brow, an angry weight on his spirit. Constances words and course of action had now fully impressed him with the belief that Arthur was guilty; that she knew him to be so; and the proud Yorke blood within him whispered that it was well so to part. But he had loved her with a deep and enduring love, and his heart ached bitterly.

Will you come in and lend us your help in the discussion? Mrs. Channing said to him, with a smile. We are carving out the plan for our journey.

He bowed, and followed her into the sitting-room. He did not speak of what had just occurred, leaving that to Constance, if she should choose to give an explanation. It was not Mr. Yorkes place to say, Constance has given me up. She has impressed me with the conviction that Arthur is guilty, and she says she will not bring disgrace upon me. No, certainly; he could not tell them that.

Mr. Channing lay as usual on his sofa, Hamish near him. Gay Hamish, who was looking as light-faced as ever; undoubtedly, he seemed as light-hearted. Hamish had a book before him, a map, and a pencil. He was tracing out the route for his father and mother, joking always.

After much anxious consideration, Mr. Channing had determined to proceed at once to Germany. It is true that he could not well afford to do so; and, before he heard from Dr. Lamb the very insignificant cost it would prove, he had always put it from him, as wholly impracticable at present. But the information given him by the doctor altered his views, and he began to think it not only practicable, but feasible. His children were giving much help now to meet home expenses  Constance, in going to Lady Augustas; Arthur, to the Cathedral. Dr. Lamb strongly urged his going, and Mr. Channing himself knew that, if he could only come home restored to health and to activity, the journey instead of being an expense, would, in point of fact, prove an economy. With much deliberation, with much prayer to be helped to a right decision, Mr. Channing at length decided to go.

It was necessary to start at once, for the season was already advanced; indeed, as Dr. Lamb observed, he ought to have been away a month ago. Then all became bustle and preparation. Two or three days were wasted in the unhappy business concerning Arthur. But all the grieving over that, all the staying at home for it, could do no good; Mr. Channing was fain to see this, and the preparations were hastened. Hamish was most active in all  in urging the departure, in helping to pack, in carving out their route: but always joking.

Now, mind, mother, as you are to be commander in chief, it is the Antwerp packet you are to take, he was saying, in a serio-comic, dictatorial manner. Dont get seduced on to any indiscriminate steamer, or you may find yourselves carried off to some unknown regions inhabited by cannibals, and never be heard of again. The Antwerp steamer; and it starts from St. Katherines Docks  if you have the pleasure of knowing that enchanting part of London. I made acquaintance with it in a fog, in that sight-seeing visit I paid to town; and its beauty, I must confess, did not impress me. From St. Katherines Docks you will reach Antwerp in about eighteen hours  always provided the ship does not go to pieces.

Hamish!

Well, I wont anticipate: I dare say it is well caulked. At any rate, take an insurance ticket against accident, and then youll be all right. An Irishman slept at the top of a very high hotel. Are you not afraid to sleep up there, in case of fire? a friend asked him. By the powers, no! said he; they tell me the house is insured. Now, mother mine

Shall we have to stay in Antwerp, Hamish? interrupted Mr. Channing.

Yes, as you return, sir; an answer that you will think emanated from our Irish friend. No one ever yet went to Antwerp without giving the fine old town a few hours inspection. I only wish the chance were offered me! Now, on your way there, you will not be able to get about; but, as you return, you will  if all the good has been done you that I anticipate.

Do not be too sanguine, Hamish.

My dear father, and Hamishs tone assumed a deeper feeling, to be sanguine was implanted in my nature, at my birth: but in this case I am more than sanguine. You will be cured, depend upon it. When you return, in three months time, I shall not have a fly waiting for you at the station here, or if I do, it will be for the mothers exclusive use and benefit; I shall parade you through the town on my arm, showing your renewed strength of leg and limb to the delighted eyes of Helstonleigh.

Why are you so silent? Mrs. Channing inquired of William Yorke. She had suddenly noticed that he had scarcely said a word; had sat in a fit of abstraction since his entrance.

Silent? Oh! Hamish is talking for all of us, he answered, starting from his reverie.

The ingratitude of some people! ejaculated Hamish. Is he saying that in a spirit of complaint, now? Mr. Yorke, I am astonished at you.

At this moment Tom was heard to enter the house. That it could be no one but Tom was certain, by the noise and commotion that arose; the others were quieter, except Annabel, and she was a girl. Tom came in, tongue, hands, and feet all going together.

What luck, is it not, Mr. Yorke? I am so glad it has been given to you!

Mr. Channing looked up in surprise. Tom, you will never learn manners! What has been given?

Has he not told you? exclaimed Tom, ignoring the reproof to his manners. He is appointed to Hazeldon Chapel. Wheres Constance? Ill be bound he has told her!

Saucy Tom! They received his news in silence, looking to Mr. Yorke for explanation. He rose from his chair, and his cheek slightly flushed as he confirmed the tidings.

Does Constance know it? inquired Mrs. Channing, speaking in the moments impulse.

Yes, was Mr. Yorkes short answer. And then he said something, not very coherently, about having an engagement, and took his leave, wishing Mr. Channing every benefit from his journey.

But, we do not go until the day after to-morrow, objected Mr. Channing. We shall see you before that.

Another unsatisfactory sentence from Mr. Yorke, that he was not sure. In shaking hands with Mrs. Channing he bent down with a whisper: I think Constance has something to say to you.

Mrs. Channing found her in her room, in a sad state of distress. Child! what is this? she uttered.

Oh! mother, mother, it is all at an end, and we have parted for ever! was poor Constances wailing answer. And Mrs. Channing, feeling quite sick with the various troubles that seemed to be coming upon her, inquired why it was at an end.

He feels that the disgrace which has fallen upon us would be reflected upon him, were he to make me his wife. Mother, there is no help for it: it would disgrace him.

But where there is no real guilt there can be no real disgrace, objected Mrs. Channing. I am firmly persuaded, however mysterious and unsatisfactory things may appear, that Arthur is not guilty, and that time will prove him so.

Constance could only shiver and sob. Knowing what she knew, she could entertain no hope.

Poor child! poor child! murmured Mrs. Channing, her own tears dropping upon the fair young face, as she gathered it to her sheltering bosom. What have you done that this blight should extend to you?

Teach me to bear it, mother. It must be Gods will. And Constance Channing lay in her resting-place, and there sobbed out her hearts grief, as she had done in her early girlhood.






CHAPTER XXVIII.  AN APPEAL TO THE DEAN.

The first sharpness of the edge worn off, Arthur Channing partially recovered his cheerfulness. The French have a proverb, which is familiar to us all: Ce nest que le premier pas qui coute. There is a great deal of truth in it, as experience teaches us, and as Arthur found. Of what use my dependence upon God, Arthur also reasoned with himself ten times a day, if it does not serve to bear me up in this, my first trouble? As well have been brought up next door to a heathen. Let me do the best I can under it, and go my way as if it had not happened, trusting all to God.

A good resolution, and one that none could have made, and kept, unless he had learnt that trust, which is the surest beacon-light we can possess in the world. Hour after hour, day after day, did that trust grow in Arthur Channings heart. He felt a sure conviction that God would bring his innocence to light in His own good time: and that time he was content to wait for. Not at the expense of Hamish. In his brotherly love for Hamish, which this transaction had been unable to dispel, he would have shielded his reputation at any sacrifice to himself. He had grown to excuse Hamish, far more than he could ever have excused himself, had he been guilty of it. He constantly hoped that the sin might never be brought home to Hamish, even by the remotest suspicion. He hoped that he would never fall again. Hamish was now so kind to Arthur  gentle in manner, thoughtfully considerate, anxious to spare him. He had taken to profess his full belief in Arthurs innocence; not as loudly perhaps, but quite as urgently, as did Roland Yorke. He would prove my innocence, and take the guilt to himself, but that it would bring ruin to my father, fondly soliloquised Arthur.

Arthur Channings most earnest desire, for the present, was to obtain some employment. His weekly salary at Mr. Galloways had been very trifling; but still it was so much loss. He had gone to Mr. Galloways not so much to be of help to that gentleman, who really did not require a third clerk, as to get his hand into the routine of the office, preparatory to being articled. Hence his weekly pay had been almost a nominal sum. Small though it was, he was anxious to replace it; and he sought to hear of something in the town. As yet, without success. Persons were not willing to engage one on whom a doubt rested; and a very great doubt, in the opinion of the town, did rest upon Arthur. The manner in which the case had terminated  by Mr. Galloways refusing to swear he put the bank-note into the envelope, when it was known that Mr. Galloway had put it in, and that Mr. Galloway himself knew that he had done so  told more against Arthur than the actual charge had done. It was not, you see, establishing Arthurs innocence; on the contrary, it rather tended to imply his guilt. If I go on with this, he will be convicted, therefore I will withdraw it for his fathers sake, was the motive the town imputed to Mr. Galloway. His summary dismissal, also, from the office, was urged against him. Altogether, Arthur did not stand well with Helstonleigh; and fresh employment did not readily show itself. This was of little moment, comparatively speaking, while his post in the Cathedral was not endangered. But that was to come.

On the day before the departure of Mr. and Mrs. Channing, Arthur was seated at the organ at afternoon service, playing the anthem, when Mr. Williams came up. Arthur saw him with surprise. It was not the day for practising the choristers; therefore, what could he want? A feeling of dread that it might mean ill to him, came over Arthur.

A feeling all too surely borne out. Channing, Mr. Williams began, scarcely giving himself time to wait until service was over and the congregation were leaving, the dean has been talking to me about this bother. What is to be done?

The life-blood at his heart seemed to stand still, and then go on again. His place there was about to be taken from him; he knew it. Must he become an idle, useless burden upon them at home?

He met me this morning in High Street, and stopped me, continued Mr. Williams. He considers that if you were guilty of the theft, you ought not to be allowed to retain your place here. I told him you were not guilty  that I felt thoroughly convinced of it; but he listened coldly. The dean is a stern man, and I have always said it.

He is a good man, and only stern in the cause of injustice, replied Arthur, who was himself too just to allow blame to rest where it was not due, even though it were to defend himself. Did he give orders for my dismissal?

He has not done so yet. I said, that when a man was wrongly accused, it ought not to be a plea for all the worlds trampling him down. He answered pretty warmly, that of course it ought not; but that, if appearances might be trusted, you were not wrongly accused.

Arthur sat, scoring some music with his pencil. Never had he felt that appearances were against him more plainly than he felt it then.

I thought I would step down and tell you this, Channing, Mr. Williams observed. I shall not dismiss you, you may be sure of that; but, if the dean puts forth his veto, I cannot help myself. He is master of the Cathedral, not I. I cannot think what possesses the people to doubt you! They never would, if they had ten grains of sense.

The organist concluded his words as he hurried down the stairs  he was always much pressed for time. Arthur, a cold weight lying at his heart, put the music together, and departed.

He traversed the nave, crossed the body, and descended the steps to the cloisters. As he was passing the Chapter House, the doors opened, and Dr. Gardner came out, in his surplice and trencher. He closed the doors after him, but not before Arthur had seen the dean seated alone at the table  a large folio before him. Both of them had just left the Cathedral.

Arthur raised his hat to the canon, who acknowledged it, but  Arthur thought  very coldly. To a sore mind, fancy is ever active. A thought flashed over Arthur that he would go, there and then, and speak to the dean.

Acting upon the moments impulse, without premeditation as to what he should say, he turned back and laid his hand upon the door handle. A passing tremor, as to the result, arose within him; but he had learned where help in need is ever to be obtained, and an earnestly breathed word went up then. The dean looked round, saw that it was Arthur Channing, rose from his seat, and awaited his approach.

Will you pardon my intruding upon you here, Mr. Dean? he began, in his gentle, courteous manner; and with the urgency of the occasion, all his energy seemed to come to him. Timidity and tremor vanished, and he stood before the dean, a true gentleman and a fearless one. The dean still wore his surplice, and his trencher lay on the table near him. Arthur placed his own hat by its side. Mr. Williams has just informed me that you cast a doubt as to the propriety of my still taking the organ, he added.

True, said the dean. It is not fitting that one, upon whom so heavy an imputation lies, should be allowed to continue his duty in this Cathedral.

But, sir  if that imputation be a mistaken one?

How are we to know that it is a mistaken one? demanded the dean.

Arthur paused. Sir, will you take my word for it? I am incapable of telling a lie. I have come to you to defend my own cause; and yet I can only do it by my bare word of assertion. You are not a stranger to the circumstances of my family, Mr. Dean; and I honestly avow that if this post is taken from me, it will be felt as a serious loss. I have lost what little I had from Mr. Galloway; I trust I shall not lose this.

You know, Channing, that I should be the last to do an unjust thing; you also may be aware that I respect your family very much, was the deans reply. But this crime which has been laid to your charge is a heavy one. If you were guilty of it, it cannot be overlooked.

I was not guilty of it, Arthur impressively said, his tone full of emotion. Mr. Dean! believe me. When I shall come to answer to my Maker for my actions upon earth, I cannot then speak with more earnest truth than I now speak to you. I am entirely innocent of the charge. I did not touch the money; I did not know that the money was lost, until Mr. Galloway announced it to me some days afterwards.

The dean gazed at Arthur as he stood before him; at his tall form  noble even in its youthfulness  his fine, ingenuous countenance, his earnest eye; it was impossible to associate such with the brand of guilt, and the deans suspicious doubts melted away. If ever uprightness was depicted unmistakably in a human countenance, it shone out then from Arthur Channings.

But there appears, then, to be some mystery attaching to the loss, to the proceedings altogether, debated the dean.

No doubt there may be; no doubt there is, was the reply of Arthur. Sir, he impulsively added, will you stand my friend, so far as to grant me a favour?

The dean wondered what was coming.

Although I have thus asserted my innocence to you; and it is the solemn truth; there are reasons why I do not wish to speak out so unequivocally to others. Will you kindly regard this interview as a confidential one  not speaking of its purport even to Mr. Galloway?

But why? asked the dean.

I cannot explain. I can only throw myself upon your kindness, Mr. Dean, to grant the request. Indeed, he added, his face flushing, my motive is an urgent one.

The interview was not of my seeking, so you may have your favour, said the dean, kindly. But I cannot see why you should not publicly assert it, if, as you say, you are innocent.

Indeed, I am innocent, repeated Arthur. Should one ray of light ever be thrown upon the affair, you will see, Mr. Dean, that I have spoken truth.

I will accept it as truth, said the dean. You may continue to take the organ.

I knew God would be with me in the interview! thought Arthur, as he thanked the dean and left the Chapter House.

He did not go home immediately. He had a commission to execute in the town, and went to do it. It took him about an hour, which brought it to five oclock. In returning through the Boundaries he encountered Roland Yorke, just released from that bane of his life, the office, for the day. Arthur told him how near he had been to losing the Cathedral.

By Jove! uttered Roland, flying into one of his indignant fits. A nice dean he is! Hed deserve to lose his own place, if he had done it.

Well, the danger is over for the present. I say, Yorke, does Galloway talk much about it?

Not he, answered Roland. Hes as sullen and crabbed as any old bear. I often say to Jenkins that he is in a temper with himself for having sent you away, and I dont care if he hears me. Theres an awful amount to do since you went. I and Jenkins are worked to death. And therell be the busiest time of all the year coming on soon, with the autumn rents and leases. I shant stop long in it, I know!

Smiling at Rolands account of being worked to death, for he knew how much the assertion was worth, Arthur continued his way. Roland continued his, and, on entering his own house, met Constance Channing leaving it. He exchanged a few words of chatter with her, though it struck him that she looked unusually sad, and then found his way to the presence of his mother.

What an uncommonly pretty girl that Constance Channing is! quoth he, in his free, unceremonious fashion. I wonder she condescends to come here to teach the girls!

I think I shall dismiss her, Roland, said Lady Augusta.

I expect shell dismiss herself, maam, without waiting for you to do it, now William Yorke has found bread and cheese, and a house to live in, returned Roland, throwing himself at full length on a sofa.

Then you expect wrong, answered Lady Augusta. If Miss Channing leaves, it will be by my dismissal. And I am not sure but I shall do it, she added, nodding her head.

What for? asked Roland, lazily.

It is not pleasant to retain, as instructress to my children, one whose brother is a thief.

Roland tumbled off the sofa, and rose up with a great cry  a cry of passionate anger, of aroused indignation. What? he thundered.

Good gracious! are you going mad? uttered my lady. What is Arthur Channing to you, that you should take up his cause in this startling way upon every possible occasion?

He is this to me  that he has nobody else to stand up for him, stuttered Roland, so excited as to impede his utterance. We were both in the same office, and the shameful charge might have been cast upon me, as it was cast upon him. It was mere chance. Channing is as innocent of it as you, mother; he is as innocent as that precious dean, who has been wondering whether he shall dismiss him from the Cathedral. A charitable lot you all are!

Im sure I dont want to be uncharitable, cried Lady Augusta, whose heart was kind enough in the main. And I am sure the dean never was uncharitable in his life: he is too good and enlightened a man to be uncharitable. Half the town says he must be guilty, and what is one to think? Then you would not recommend me to let it make any difference to Miss Channings coming here?

No! burst forth Roland, in a tone that might have brought down the roof, had it been made of glass. Id scorn such wicked injustice.

If I were you, Id scorn to put myself into these fiery tempers, upon other peoples business, cried my lady.

It is my business, retorted Roland. Better go into tempers than be hard and unjust. What would William Yorke say at your speaking so of Miss Channing?

Lady Augusta smiled. It was hearing what William Yorke had done that almost decided me. He has broken off his engagement with Miss Channing. And he has done well, Roland. It is not meet that he should take his wife from a disgraced family. I have been telling him so ever since it happened.

Roland stood before her, as if unable to digest the news: his mouth open, his eyes staring. It is not true! he shrieked.

Indeed, it is perfectly true. I gathered a suspicion of it from William Yorkes manner to-day, and I put the question plainly to Miss Channing herself. Had they parted in consequence of this business of Arthurs? She acknowledged that it was so.

Roland turned white with honest anger. He dashed his hair from his brow, and with an ugly word, he dashed down the stairs four at a time, and flung out of the house; probably with the intention of having a little personal explosion with the Reverend William Yorke.






CHAPTER XXIX.  A TASTE OF TAN.

The cloisters of Helstonleigh were echoing with the sounds of a loud dispute, according as little with their sacred character, as with the fair beauty of the summers afternoon.

The excitement caused in the college school by the rumour of Lady Augusta Yorkes having obtained the promise of the head-master that her son should be promoted to the seniorship over the heads of Channing and Huntley, had been smouldering ominously, and gathering greater strength from the very fact that the boys appeared to be powerless in it. Powerless they were: in spite of Tom Channings boast at the dinner-table that the school would not stand it tamely, and his meaning nod when Hamish had mockingly inquired whether the school intended to send Lady Augusta a challenge, or to recommend Mr. Pye to the surveillance of the dean.

In the first flow of their indignation, the boys, freely ringing the changes of rebellion, had avowed to one another that they would acquaint the dean with the head-masters favouritism, and request his interference  as too many of us do when things happen that annoy us. We are only too prone to speak out our mind, and to proclaim what our remedy or revenge shall be. But when our anger has subsided, and we see things in their true light, we find that those boasts were only loud talking, and cannot be acted upon. Thus it was with the Helstonleigh college boys. They had hurled forth indignation at the master, had pretty nearly conned over the very words in which they should make known their grievance to the dean; but when the practical part came to be considered, their courage oozed out at their fingers ends. The mice, you remember, passed a resolution in solemn conclave that their enemy, the old cat, should be belled: an excellent precaution, and only wanting one small thing to render it efficient  no mouse would undertake to do it.

To prefer a complaint to the dean of their head-master was a daring measure; such as the school, with all its hardihood, had never yet attempted. It might recoil upon themselves; might produce no good to the question at issue, and only end in making the master their enemy. On the other hand, the boys were resolved not to submit tamely to a piece of favouritism so unjust, without doing something. In the midst of this perplexity, one of them suddenly mooted the suggestion that a written memorial should be sent to the head-master from the school collectively, respectfully requesting him to allow the choice of senior to be made in the legitimate order of things, by merit or priority, but not by favour.

Lame as the suggestion was, the majority were for its adoption simply because no other plan could be hit upon. Some were against it. Hot arguments prevailed on both sides, and a few personal compliments rather tending to break the peace, had been exchanged. The senior boy held himself aloof from acting personally: it was his place they were fighting for. Tom Channing and Huntley were red-hot against what they called the sneaking, meaning the underhand work. Gerald Yorke was equally for non-interference, either to the master or the dean. Yorke protested it was not in the least true that Lady Augusta had been promised anything of the sort. In point of fact, there was no proof that she had been, excepting her own assertion, made in the hearing of Jenkins. Gerald gravely declared that Jenkins had gone to sleep and dreamt it.

Affairs had been going on in a cross-grained sort of manner all day. The school, taking it as a whole, had been inattentive; Mr. Pye had been severe; the second master had caned a whole desk, and threatened another, and double lessons had been set the upper boys for the following morning. Altogether, when the gentlemen were released at five oclock, they were not in the sweetest of tempers, and entered upon a wordy war in the cloisters.

What possessed you to take and tear up that paper you were surreptitiously scribbling at, when Pye ordered you to go up and hand it in? demanded Gaunt, of George Brittle. It was that which put him out with us all. Was it a love-letter?

Who was to think hed go and ask for it? returned Brittle, an indifferent sort of gentleman, who liked to take things easily. Guess what it was.

Dont talk to me about guessing! imperiously spoke Gaunt. I ask you what it was?

Nothing less than the memorial to himself, laughed Brittle. Some of us made a rough shell of it, and I thought Id set on and copy it fair. When old Pyes voice came thundering, Whats that you are so stealthily busy over, Mr. Brittle?  hand it in, of course I could only tear it into minute pieces, and pretend to be deaf.

You had best not try it on again, said Gaunt. Nothing puts out Pye like disobeying him to his face.

Oh, doesnt it, though! returned Brittle. Cribs put him out the worst. He thought that was a crib, or hed not have been so eager for it.

What sort of a shell is it? asked Harry Huntley. Who drew it out?

It wont do at all, interposed Hurst. The head of it is, Revered master, and the tail, Yours affectionately.

A shout of laughter; Brittles voice rose above the noise. And the middle is an eloquent piece of composition, calculated to take the masters obdurate heart by storm, and move it to redress our wrongs.

We have no wrongs to redress of that sort, cried Gerald Yorke.

Being an interested party, you ought to keep your mouth shut, called out Hurst to Yorke.

Keep yours shut first, retorted Yorke to Hurst. Not being interested, theres no need to open yours at all.

Lets see the thing, said Huntley.

Brittle drew from his pocket a sheet of a copy-book, tumbled, blotted, scribbled over with the elegance that only a schoolboy can display. Several heads had been laid together, and a sketch of the memorial drawn out between them. Shorn of what Hurst had figuratively called the head and tail, and which had been added for nonsense, it was not a bad production. The boys clustered round Brittle, looking over his shoulder, as he read the composition aloud for the benefit of those who could not elbow space to see.

It wouldnt be bad, said Huntley, critically, if it were done into good grammar.

Into what? roared Brittle. The grammars as good as you can produce any day, Huntley. Come!

Ill correct it for you, said Huntley, coolly. There are a dozen faults in it.

The arrogance of those upper-desk fellows! ejaculated Brittle. The stops are not put in yet, and they havent the gumption to allow for them. Youll see what it is when it shall be written out properly, Huntley. It might be sent to the British Museum as a model of good English, there to be framed and glazed. Ill do it to-night.

Its no business of yours, Mr. Brittle, that you should interfere to take an active part in it, resumed Gerald Yorke.

No business of mine! Thats good! When Im thinking of going in for the seniorship myself another time!

Its the business of the whole batch of us, if you come to that! roared Bywater, trying to accomplish the difficult feat of standing on his head on the open mullioned window-frame, thereby running the danger of coming to grief amongst the gravestones and grass of the College burial-yard. If Pye does not get called to order now, he may lapse into the habit of passing over hard-working fellows with brains, to exalt some good-for-nothing cake with none, because he happens to have a Dutchman for his mother. That would wash, that would!

You, Bywater! do you mean that for me? hotly demanded Gerald Yorke.

As if I did! laughed Bywater. As if I meant it for any cake in particular! Unless the cap happens to fit em. I dont say it does.

The thing is this, struck in Hurst: who will sign the paper? Its of no use for Brittle, or any other fellow, to be at the bother of writing it out, if nobody can be got to sign it.

What do you mean? The schools ready to sign it.

Are the seniors?

With the seniors there was a hitch. Gaunt put himself practically out of the affair; Gerald Yorke would not sign it; and Channing could not. Huntley alone remained.

Why could not Channing sign it? Ah, there was the lever that was swaying and agitating the whole school this afternoon. Poor Tom Channing was not just now reposing upon rose-leaves. What with his fiery temper and his pride, Tom had enough to do to keep himself within bounds; for the school was resenting upon him the stigma that had fallen upon Arthur. Not the whole school; but quite sufficient of it. Not that they openly attacked Tom; he could have repaid that in kind; but they were sending him to Coventry. Some said they would not sign a petition to the master headed by Tom Channing:  Tom, you remember, stood on the rolls next to Gaunt. They said that if Tom Channing were to succeed as senior of the school, the school would rise up in open rebellion. That this feeling against him was very much fostered by the Yorkes, was doubted. Gerald was actuated by a twofold motive, one of which was, that it enhanced his own chance of the seniorship. The other arose from resentment against Arthur Channing, for having brought disgrace upon the office which contained his brother Roland. Tod fraternized in this matter with Gerald, though the same could not be said of him in general; no two brothers in the school agreed less well than did the Yorkes. Both of them fully believed Arthur to be guilty.

As good have the thing out now, and settle it, exclaimed Griffin, who came next to Gerald Yorke, and would be fourth senior when Gaunt should leave. Are you fellows going to sign it, or not?

To whom do you speak? demanded Gaunt.

Well, I speak to all, said Griffin, a good-humoured lad, but terribly mischievous, and, for some cause best known to himself, warmly espousing the cause of Gerald Yorke. Shall you sign it, Gaunt?

No. But I dont say that I disapprove of it, mind you, added Gaunt. Were I going in for the seniorship, and one below me were suddenly hoisted above my head and made cock of the walk, Id know the reason why. It is not talking that would satisfy me, or grumbling either; Id act.

Gaunt doesnt sign it, proceeded Griffin, telling off the names upon his fingers. Thats one. Huntley, do you?

I dont come next to Gaunt, was Huntleys answer. Ill speak in my right turn.

Tom Channing stood near to Huntley, his trencher stuck aside on his head, his honest face glowing. One arm was full of books, the other rested on his hip: his whole attitude bespoke self-possession; his looks, defiance. Griffin went on.

Gerald Yorke, do you sign it?

Id see it further, first.

Thats two disposed of, Gaunt and Yorke, pursued Griffin. Huntley, theres only you.

Huntley gave a petulant stamp. I have told you I will not speak out of my turn. Yes, I will speak, though, as we want the affair set at rest, he resumed, changing his mind abruptly. If Channing signs it, I will. There! Channing, will you sign it?

Yes, I will, said Tom.

Then it was that the hubbub arose, converting the cloisters into an arena. One word led to another. Fiery blood bubbled up; harsh things were said. Gerald Yorke and his party reproached Tom Channing with being a disgrace to the schools charter, through his brother Arthur. Huntley and a few more warmly espoused Toms cause, of whom saucy Bywater was one, who roared out cutting sarcasms from his gymnasium on the window-frame. Tom controlled himself better than might have been expected, but he and Gerald Yorke flung passionate retorts one to the other.

It is not fair to cast in a fellows teeth the shortcomings of his relations, continued Bywater. What with our uncles and cousins, and mothers and grandmothers, theres sure to be one among them that goes off the square. Look at that rich lot, next door to Lady Augustas, with their carriages and servants, and soirées, and all the rest of their grandeur!  their uncle was hanged for sheep-stealing.

Id rather steal a sheep and be hanged for it, than help myself to a nasty bit of paltry money, and then deny that I did it! foamed Gerald. The suspicion might have fallen on my brother, but that he happened, by good luck, to be away that afternoon. My opinion is, that Arthur Channing intended suspicion to fall upon him.

A howl from Bywater. He had gone over, head foremost, to make acquaintance with the graves. They were too much engrossed to heed him.

Your brother was a great deal more likely to have helped himself to it, than Arthur Channing, raged Tom. He does a hundred dirty things every day, that a Channing would rather cut off his arm than attempt.

The disputants faces were almost touching each other, and very fiery faces they were  that is, speaking figuratively. Toms certainly was red enough, but Geralds was white with passion. Some of the bigger boys stood close to prevent blows, which Gaunt was forbidding.

I know he did it! shrieked Gerald. There!

You cant know it! stamped Tom. You dont know it!

I do. And for two pins Id tell.

The boast was a vain boast, the heat of passion alone prompting it. Gerald Yorke was not scrupulously particular in calm moments; but little recked he what he said in his violent moods. Tom repudiated it with scorn. But there was another upon whom the words fell with intense fear.

And that was Charley Channing. Misled by Geralds positive and earnest tone, the boy really believed that there must be some foundation for the assertion. A wild fear seized him, lest Gerald should proclaim some startling fact, conveying a conviction of Arthurs guilt to the minds of the school. The blood forsook his face, his lips trembled, and he pushed his way through the throng till he touched Gerald.

Dont say it, Gerald Yorke! Dont! he imploringly whispered. I have kept counsel for you.

What? said Gerald, wheeling round.

I have kept your counsel about the surplice. Keep Arthurs in return, if you do know anything against him.

I wish you could have witnessed the change in Gerald Yorkes countenance! A streak of scarlet crossed its pallor, his eyes blazed forth defiance, and a tremor, as of fear, momentarily shook him. To the surprise of the boys, who had no notion what might have been the purport of Charleys whisper, he seized the boy by the arm, and fiercely dragged him away up the cloisters, turning the corner into the west quadrangle.

Get down! he hissed; get down upon your knees, and swear that youll never breathe a syllable of that calumny again! Do you hear me, boy?

No, I will not get down, said brave Charley.

Gerald drew in his lips. You have heard of a wild tiger, my boy? One escaped from a caravan the other day, and killed a few people. I am worse than a wild tiger now, and you had better not provoke me. Swear it, or Ill kill you!

I will not swear, repeated the child. Ill try and keep the promise I gave you, not to betray about the surplice  I will indeed; but dont you say again, please, that Arthur is guilty.

To talk of killing somebody, and to set about doing it, are two things. Gerald Yorkes killing would have amounted to no more than a good thrashing. He held the victim at arms length, his eyes dilating, his right hand raised, when a head was suddenly propelled close upon them from the graveyard. Gerald was so startled as to drop his hold of Charley.

The head belonged to Stephen Bywater, who must have crept across the burial-ground and chosen that spot to emerge from, attracted probably by the noise. Whats the row? asked he.

I was about to give Miss Channing a taste of tan, replied Gerald, who appeared to suddenly cool down from his passion. Hed have got it sweetly, had you not come up. Ill tan you too, Mr. Bywater, if you come thrusting in yourself, like that, where you are not expected, and not wanted.

Tan away, coolly responded Bywater. I can tan again. What had the young one been up to?

Impudence, shortly answered Yorke. Mark you, Miss Channing! I have not done with you, though it is my pleasure to let you off for the present. Halloa! Whats that?

It was a tremendous sound of yelling, as if some one amidst the throng of boys was being tanned there. Gerald and Charley flew off towards it, followed by Bywater, who propelled himself upwards through the mullioned frame in the best way he could. The sufferer proved to be Tod Yorke, who was writhing under the sharp correction of some tall fellow, six feet high. To the surprise of Gerald, he recognized his brother Roland.

You may remember it was stated in the last chapter that Roland Yorke flew off, in wild indignation, from Lady Augustas news of the parting of the Reverend Mr. Yorke and Constance Channing. Roland, in much inward commotion, was striding through the cloisters on his way to find that reverend divine, when he strode up to the throng of disputants, who were far too much preoccupied with their own concerns to observe him. The first distinct voice that struck upon Rolands ear above the general hubbub, was that of his brother Tod.

When Gerald had rushed away with Charley Channing, it had struck Tod that he could not do better than take up the dispute on his own score. He forced himself through the crowd to where Gerald had stood in front of Tom Channing, and began. For some little time the confusion was so great he could not be heard, but Tod persevered; his manner was overbearing, his voice loud.

I say that Tom Channing might have the decency to take himself out of the school. When our friends put us into it, they didnt expect we should have to consort with thieves brothers.

You contemptible little reptile! How dare you presume to cast aspersion at my brother? scornfully uttered Tom. And the scorn was all he threw at him; for the seniors disdained, whatever the provocation, to attack personally those younger and less than themselves. Tod Yorke knew this.

How dare I! Oh! danced Tod. I dare because I dare, and because its true. When my brother Gerald says he knows it was Arthur Channing helped himself to the note, he does know it. Do you think, he added, improving upon Geralds suggestion, that my brother Roland could be in the same office, and not know that he helped himself to it? He

It was at this unlucky moment that Roland had come up. He heard the words, dashed the intervening boys right and left, caught hold of Mr. Tod by the collar of his jacket, and lifted him from the ground, as an angry lion might lift a contemptible little animal that had enraged him. Roland Yorke was not an inapt type of an angry lion just then, with his panting breath, his blazing eye, and his working nostrils.

Take that! and that! and that! cried he, giving Tod a taste of his strength. You speak against Arthur Channing!  take that! You false little hound!  and that! Let me catch you at it again, and I wont leave a whole bone in your body!

Tod writhed; Tod howled; Tod shrieked; Tod roared for mercy. All in vain. Roland continued his and thats! and Gerald and the other two absentees came leaping up. Roland loosed him then, and turned his flashing eyes upon Gerald.

Is it true that you said you knew Arthur Channing took the bank-note?

What if I did? retorted Gerald.

Then you told a lie! A lie as false as you are. If you dont eat your words, you are a disgrace to the name of Yorke. Boys, believe me! flashed Roland, turning to the wondering throng Gaunt, you believe me  Arthur Channing never did take the note. I know it. I know it, I tell you! I dont care who it was took it, but it was not Arthur Channing. If you listen again to his false assertions, pointing scornfully to Gerald, youll show yourselves to be sneaking curs.

Roland stopped for want of breath. Bold Bywater, who was sure to find his tongue before anybody else, elbowed his way to the inner circle, and flourished about there, in complete disregard of the sad state of dilapidation he was in behind; a large portion of a very necessary article of attire having been, in some unaccountable manner, torn away by his recent fall.

Thats right, Roland Yorke! cried he. Id scorn the action of bringing up a fellows relations against him. Whether Arthur Channing took the note, or whether he didnt, what has that to do with Tom?  or with us? They are saying, some of them, that Tom Channing shant sign a petition to the master about the seniorship!

What petition? uttered Roland, who had not calmed down a whit.

Why! about Pye giving it to Gerald Yorke, over the others heads, returned Bywater. You know Geralds crowing over it, like anything, but I say its a shame. I heard him and Griffin say this morning that there was only Huntley to get over, now Tom Channing was put out of it through the bother about Arthur.

Whats the dean about, that he does not give Pye a word of a sort? asked Roland.

The dean! If we could only get to tell the dean, it might be all right. But none of us dare do it.

Thank you for your defence of Arthur, said Tom Channing to Roland Yorke, as the latter was striding away.

Roland looked back. I am ashamed for all the lot of you! You might know that Arthur Channing needs no defence. He should not be aspersed in my school, Gaunt, if I were senior.

What with one thing and another, Rolands temper had not been so aroused for many a day. Gaunt ran after him, but Roland would not turn his head, or speak.

Your brothers are excited against Tom Channing, and that makes them hard upon him, with regard to this accusation of Arthur, observed Gaunt. Tom has gone on above a bit, about Geralds getting his seniorship over him and Huntley. Tom Channing can go on at a splitting rate when he likes, and he has not spared his words. Gerald, being the party interested, does not like it. Thats what they were having a row over, when you came up.

Gerald has no more right to be put over Tom Channings head, than you have to be put over Pyes, said Roland, angrily.

Of course he has not, replied Gaunt. But things dont go by rights, you know. This business of Arthur Channings has been quite a windfall for Gerald; he makes it into an additional reason why Tom, at any rate, should not have the seniorship. And there only remains Huntley.

He does, does he! exclaimed Roland. If the dean

Rolands voice  it had not been a soft one  died away. The dean himself appeared suddenly at the door of the chapter-house, which they were then passing. Roland raised his hat, and Gaunt touched his trencher. The dean accosted the latter, his tone and manner less serene than usual.

What is the cause of this unusual noise, Gaunt? It has disturbed me in my reading. If the cloisters are to be turned into a bear-garden, I shall certainly order them to be closed to the boys.

Ill go and stop it at once, sir, replied Gaunt, touching his trencher again, as he hastily retired. He had no idea that the dean was in the chapter-house.

Roland, taking no time for consideration  he very rarely did take it, or any of the Yorkes  burst forth with the grievance to the dean. Not that Roland was one who cared much about justice or injustice in the abstract; but he was feeling excessively wroth with Gerald, and in a humour to espouse Tom Channings cause against the world.

The college boys are in a state of semi-rebellion, Mr. Dean, and are not so quiet under it as they might be. They would like to bring their cause of complaint to you; but they dont dare.

Indeed! said the dean.

The senior boy leaves the school at Michaelmas, went on Roland, scarcely giving the dean time to say the word. The one who stands first to step into his place is Tom Channing; the next is Huntley; the last is Gerald Yorke. There is a belief afloat that Mr. Pye means to pass over the two first, without reference to their merits or their rights, and to bestow it upon Gerald Yorke. The rumour is, that he has promised this to my mother, Lady Augusta. Ought this to be so, Mr. Dean?  although my asking it may seem to be opposed to Lady Augustas wishes and my brothers interests.

Where have you heard this? inquired the dean.

Oh, the whole town is talking of it, sir. Of course, that does not prove its truth; but the college boys believe it. They think, said Roland, pointedly, that the dean ought to ascertain its grounds of foundation, and to interfere. Tom Channing is bearing the brunt of this false accusation on his brother, which some of the cowards are casting to him. It would be too bad were Pye to deprive him of the seniorship!

You think the accusation on Arthur Channing to be a false one? returned the dean.

There never was a more false accusation brought in this world, replied Roland, relapsing into excitement. I would answer for Arthur Channing with my own life. He is entirely innocent. Good afternoon, Mr. Dean. If I stop longer, I may say more thans polite; theres no telling. Things that I have heard this afternoon have put my temper up.

He strode away towards the west door, leaving the dean looking after him with a smile. The dean had been on terms of friendship with Dr. Yorke, and was intimate with his family. Rolands words were a somewhat singular corroboration of Arthur Channings private defence to the dean only an hour ago.

Meanwhile Gaunt had gone up to scatter the noisy crew. A nice row you have got me into with your quarrelling, he exclaimed. The dean has been in the chapter-house all the time, and isnt he in a passion! He threatens to shut up the cloisters.

The announcement brought stillness, chagrin. What a bothering old duffer he is, that dean! uttered Bywater. He is always turning up when hes not wanted.

Take your books, and disperse in silence, was the command of the senior boy.

Stop a bit, said Bywater, turning himself round and about for general inspection. Look at me! Can I go home?

My! roared the boys, who had been too preoccupied to be observant. Havent they come to grief!

But can I go through the streets?

Oh yes! Make a rush for it. Tell the folks you have been in the wars.






CHAPTER XXX.  THE DEPARTURE.

I like to see fair skies and sunshine on the morning fixed for a journey. It seems to whisper a promise that satisfaction from that journey lies before it: a foolish notion, no doubt, but a pleasant one.

Never did a more lovely morning arise to gladden the world, than that fixed upon for Mr. and Mrs. Channings departure. The August sky was without a cloud, the early dew glittered in the sunbeams, bees and butterflies sported amidst the opening flowers.

Mr. Channing was up early, and had gathered his children around him. Tom and Charles had, by permission, holiday that morning from early school, and Constance had not gone to Lady Augusta Yorkes. The very excitement and bustle of preparation had appeared to benefit Mr. Channing; perhaps it was the influence of the hope which had seated itself in his heart, and was at work there. But Mr. Channing did not count upon this hope one whit more than he could help; for disappointment might be its ending. In this, the hour of parting from his home and his children, the hope seemed to have buried itself five fathoms deep, if not to have died away completely. Who, in a similar position to Mr. Channings, has not felt this depression on leaving a beloved home?

The parting had been less sad but for the dark cloud hanging over Arthur. Mr. Channing had no resource but to believe him guilty, and his manner to him had grown cold and stern. It was a pleasing sight  could you have looked in upon it that morning  one that would put you in mind of that happier world where partings are not.

For it was to that world that Mr. Channing had been carrying the thoughts of his children in these, the last moments. The Bible was before him, but all that he had chosen to read was a short psalm. And then he prayed God to bless them; to keep them from evil; to be their all-powerful protector. There was not a dry eye present; and Charles and Annabel  Annabel with all her wildness  sobbed aloud.

He was standing up now, supported by Hamish, his left hand leaning heavily, also for support, on the shoulder of Tom. Oh! Arthur felt it keenly! felt it as if his heart would break. It was Tom whom his father had especially called to his aid; he was passed over. It was hard to bear.

He was giving a word of advice, of charge to all. Constance, my pretty one, the household is in your charge; you must take care of your brothers comforts. And, Hamish, my son, I leave Constance to your care. Tom, let me enjoin you to keep your temper within bounds, particularly with regard to that unsatisfactory matter, the seniorship. Annabel, be obedient to your sister, and give her no care. And Charley, my little darling, be loving and gentle as you always are. Upon my return  if I shall be spared to return

Father, exclaimed Arthur, in a burst of irrepressible feeling, have you no word for me?

Mr. Channing laid his hand upon the head of Arthur. Bless, oh bless this my son! he softly murmured. And may God forgive him, if he be indeed the erring one we fear!

But a few minutes had elapsed since Mr. Channing had repeated aloud the petition in the prayer taught us by our Saviour Lead us not into temptation! It had come quickly to one of his hearers. If ever temptation assailed a heart, it assailed Arthurs then. Not I, father; it is Hamish who is guilty; it is for him I have to bear. Hamish, whom you are caressing, was the true culprit; I, whom you despise, am innocent. Words such as these might have hovered on Arthurs lips; he had nearly spoken them, but for the strangely imploring look cast to him from the tearful eyes of Constance, who read his struggle. Arthur remembered One who had endured temptation far greater than this; Who is ever ready to grant the same strength to those who need it. A few moments, and the struggle and temptation passed, and he had not yielded to it.

Children, I do not like these partings. They always sadden my heart. They make me long for that life where partings shall be no more. Oh, my dear ones, do you all strive on to attain to that blessed life! Think what would be our woeful grief  if such can assail us there; if memory of the past may be allowed us  should we find any one of our dear ones absent  of you who now stand around me! I speak to you all  not more to one than to another  absent through his own fault, his own sin, his own carelessness! Oh, children! you cannot tell my love for you  my anxious care!  lest any of you should lose this inconceivable blessing. Work on; strive on; and if we never meet again here

Oh, papa, papa, wildly sobbed Annabel, we shall meet again! You will come back well.

I trust we shall! I do trust I may! God is ever merciful and good. All I would say is, that my life is uncertain; that, if it be His will not to spare me, I shall have but preceded you to that better land. My blessing be upon you, my children! Gods blessing be upon you! Fare you well.

In the bustle of getting Mr. Channing to the fly, Arthur was left alone with his mother. She clung to him, sobbing much. Even her faith in him was shaken. When the rupture occurred between Mr. Yorke and Constance, Arthur never spoke up to say: There is no cause for parting; I am not guilty. Mrs. Channing was not the only one who had expected him to say this, or something equivalent to it; and she found her expectation vain. Arthur had maintained a studied silence; of course it could only tell against him.

Mother! my darling mother! I would ask you to trust me still, but that I see how difficult it is for you! he said, as hot tears were wrung from his aching heart.

Hamish came in. Arthur, not caring to exhibit his emotion for every ones benefit, retired to a distant window. My father is in, all comfortable, said Hamish. Mother, are you sure you have everything?

Everything, I believe.

Well  put this into your private purse, mother mine. Youll find some use for it.

It was a ten-pound note. Mrs. Channing began protesting that she should have enough without it.

Mrs. Channing, I know your enoughs, laughed Hamish, in his very gayest and lightest tone. Youll be for going without dinner every other day, fearing that funds wont last. If you dont take it, I shall send it after you to-morrow.

Thank you, my dear, considerate boy! she gratefully said, as she put up the money, which would, in truth, prove useful. But how have you been able to get it for me?

As if a man could not save up his odd sixpences for a rainy day! quoth Hamish.

She implicitly believed him. She had absolute faith in her darling Hamish; and the story of his embarrassments had not reached her ear. Arthur heard all from his distant window. For that very money, given to my mother as a gift from him, I must suffer, was the rebellious thought that ran through his mind.

The fly started. Mr. and Mrs. Channing and Charley inside, Hamish on the box with the driver. Tom galloped to the station on foot. Of course the boys were eager to see them off. But Arthur, in his refined sensitiveness, would not put himself forward to make one of them; and no one asked him to do so.

The train was on the point of starting. Mr. and Mrs. Channing were in their places, certain arrangements having been made for the convenience of Mr. Channing, who was partially lying across from one seat to the other; Hamish and the others were standing round for a last word; when there came one, fighting his way through the platform bustle, pushing porters and any one else who impeded his progress to the rightabout. It was Roland Yorke.

Havent I come up at a splitting pace! I overslept myself, Mr. Channing, and I thought I should not be in time to give you a God-speed. I hope youll have a pleasant time, and come back cured, sir!

Thank you, Roland. These heartfelt wishes from you all are very welcome.

I say, Mr. Channing, continued Roland, leaning over the carriage window, in utter disregard of danger: If you should hear of any good place abroad, that you think I might do for, I wish youd speak a word for me.

Place abroad? repeated Mr. Channing, while Hamish burst into a laugh.

Yes, said Roland. My brother George knew a fellow who went over to Austria or Prussia, or some of those places, and dropped into a very good thing there, quite by accident. It was connected with one of the embassies, I think; five or six hundred a year, and little to do.

Mr. Channing smiled. Such windfalls are rare. I fear I am not likely to hear of anything of the sort. But what has Mr. Galloway done to you, Roland? You are a fixture with him.

I am tired of Galloways, frankly confessed Roland. I didnt enjoy myself there before Arthur left, but I am ready to hang myself since, with no one to speak to but that calf of a Jenkins! If Galloway will take on Arthur again, and do him honour, Ill stop and make the best of it; but, if he wont

Back! back! hands off there! Are you mad? And amidst much shouting, and running, and dragging careless Roland out of danger, the train steamed out of the station.






CHAPTER XXXI.  ABROAD.

A powerful steamer was cutting smoothly through the waters. A large expanse of sea lay around, dotted with its fishing-boats, which had come out with the nights tide. A magnificent vessel, her spars glittering in the rising sun, might be observed in the distance, and the grey, misty sky, overhead, gave promise of a hot and lovely day.

Some of the passengers lay on deck, where they had stationed themselves the previous night, preferring its open air to the closeness of the cabins, in the event of rough weather. Rough weather they need not have feared. The passage had been perfectly calm; the sea smooth as a lake; not a breath of wind had helped the good ship on her course; steam had to do its full work. But for this dead calm, the fishing-craft would not be close in-shore, looking very much like a flock of sea-gulls. Had a breeze, ever so gentle, sprung up, they would have put out to more prolific waters.

A noise, a shout, a greeting! and some of the passengers, already awake, but lying lazily, sprang up to see what caused it. It was a passing steamer, bound for the great metropolis which they had left not seventeen hours ago. The respective captains exchanged salutes from their places aloft, and the fine vessels flew past each other.

Bon voyage! bon voyage! shouted out a little French boy to the retreating steamer.

We have had a fine passage, captain, observed a gentleman who was stretching himself and stamping about the deck, after his nights repose on the hard bench.

Middling, responded the captain, to whom a dead calm was not quite so agreeable as it was to his passengers. Should ha been in all the sooner for a breeze.

How long will it be, now?

A good time yet. Cant go along as if we had wind at our back.

The steamer made good progress, however, in spite of the faithless wind. It glided up the Scheldt, and, by-and-by, the spire of Antwerp Cathedral was discerned, rising against the clear sky. Mrs. Channing, who had been one of those early astir, went back to her husband. He was lying where he had been placed when the vessel left St. Katherines Docks.

We shall soon be in, James. I wish you could see that beautiful spire. I have been searching for it ever so long; it is in sight, now. Hamish told me to keep a look-out for it.

Did he? replied Mr. Channing. How did Hamish know it might be seen?

From the guide-books, I suppose; or from hearsay. Hamish seems to know everything. What a good passage we have had!

Ay, said Mr. Channing. What I should have done in a rough sea, I cannot tell. The dread of it has been pressing on me as a nightmare since our voyage was decided upon.

Mrs. Channing smiled. Troubles seldom come from the quarter we anticipate them.

Later, when Mrs. Channing was once more leaning over the side of the vessel, a man came up and put a card into her hand, jabbering away in German at the same time. The Custom House officers had come on board then.

Oh, dear, if Constance were only here! It is for interpreting that we shall miss her, thought Mrs. Channing. I am sorry that I do not understand you, she said, turning to the man.

Madame want an hot-el? That hot-el a good one, tapping the card with his finger, and dexterously turning the reverse side upward, where was set forth in English the advantages of a certain Antwerp inn.

Thank you, but we make no stay at Antwerp; we go straight on at once. And she would have handed back the card.

No, he would not receive it. Madame might be wanting an hot-el at another time; on her return, it might be. If so, would she patronize it? it was a good hot-el; perfect!

Mrs. Channing slipped the card into her reticule, and searched her directions to see what hotel Hamish had indicated, should they require one at Antwerp. She found it to be the Hôtel du Parc. Hamish certainly had contrived to acquire for them a great fund of information; and, as it turned out, information to be relied on.

Breakfast was to be obtained on board the steamer, and they availed themselves of it, as did a few of the other passengers. Some delay occurred in bringing the steamer to the side, after they arrived. Whether from that cause, or the captains grievance  want of wind  or from both, they were in later than they ought to have been. When the first passenger put his foot on land, they had been out twenty hours.

Mr. Channing was the last to be removed, as, with him, aid was required. Mrs. Channing stood on the shore at the head of the ladder, looking down anxiously, lest in any way harm should come to him, when she found a hand laid upon her shoulder, and a familiar voice saluted her.

Mrs. Channing! Who would have thought of seeing you here! Have you dropped from the moon?

Not only was the voice familiar, but the face also. In the surprise of being so addressed, in the confusion around her, Mrs. Channing positively did not for a moment recognize it; all she saw was, that it was a home face. Mr. Huntley! she exclaimed, when she had gathered her senses; and, in the rush of pleasure of meeting him, of not feeling utterly alone in that strange land, she put both her hands into his. I may return your question by asking where you have dropped from. I thought you were in the south of France.

So I was, he answered, until a few days ago, when business brought me to Antwerp. A gentleman is living here whom I wished to see. Take care, my men! he continued to the English sailors, who were carrying up Mr. Channing. Mind your footing. But the ascent was accomplished in safety, and Mr. Channing was placed in a carriage.

Do you understand their lingo? Mr. Huntley asked, as the porters talked and chattered around.

Not a syllable, she answered. I can manage a little French, but this is as a sealed book to me. Is it German or Flemish?

Flemish, I conclude, he said laughingly; but my ears will not tell me, any more than yours tell you. I should have done well to bring Ellen with me. She said, in her saucy way, Papa, when you are among the French and Germans, you will be wishing for me to interpret for you.

As I have been wishing for Constance, replied Mrs. Channing. In our young days, it was not thought more essential to learn German than it was to learn Hindustanee. French was only partially taught.

Quite true, said Mr. Huntley. I managed to rub through France after a fashion, but I dont know what the natives thought of my French. What I did know, I have half forgotten. But, now for explanations. Of course, Mr. Channing has come to try the effect of the German springs?

Yes, and we have such hopes! she answered. There does appear to be a probability that not only relief, but a cure, may be effected; otherwise, you may be sure we should not have ventured on so much expense.

I always said Mr. Channing ought to try them.

Very true; you did so. We were only waiting, you know, for the termination of the chancery suit. It is terminated, Mr. Huntley; and against us.

Mr. Huntley had been abroad since June, travelling in different parts of the Continent; but he had heard from home regularly, chiefly from his daughter, and this loss of the suit was duly communicated with other news.

Never mind, said he to Mrs. Channing. Better luck next time.

He was of a remarkably pleasant disposition, in temperament not unlike Hamish Channing. A man of keen intellect was Mr. Huntley; his fine face expressing it. The luggage collected, they rejoined Mr. Channing.

I have scarcely said a word to you, cried Mr. Huntley, taking his hand. But I am better pleased to see you here, than I should be to see any one else living. It is the first step towards a cure. Where are you bound for?

For Borcette. It is

I know it, interrupted Mr. Huntley. I was at it a year or two ago. One of the little Brunnens, near Aix-la-Chapelle. I stayed a whole week there. I have a great mind to accompany you thither, now, and settle you there.

Oh, do! exclaimed Mr. Channing, his face lighting up, as the faces of invalids will light up at the anticipated companionship of a friend. If you can spare time, do come with us!

My time is my own; the business that brought me here is concluded, and I was thinking of leaving to-day. Having nothing to do after my early breakfast, I strolled down to watch in the London steamer, little thinking I should see you arrive by it. Thats settled, then. I will accompany you as far as Borcette, and see you installed.

When do you return home?

Now; and glad enough I shall be to get there. Travelling is delightful for a change, but when you have had enough of it, home peeps out in the distance with all its charms.

The train which Mr. and Mrs. Channing had intended to take was already gone, through delay in the steamers reaching Antwerp, and they had to wait for another. When it started, it had them safely in it, Mr. Huntley with them. Their route lay through part of the Netherlands, through Malines, and some beautiful valleys; so beautiful that it is worth going the whole distance from England to see them.

What is this disturbance about the seniorship, and Lady Augusta Yorke? asked Mr. Huntley, as it suddenly occurred to his recollection, in the earlier part of their journey. Master Harry has written me a letter full of notes of exclamation and indignation, saying I ought to come home and see about it. What is it?

Mr. Channing explained; at least, as far as he was able to do so. It has given rise to a good deal of dissatisfaction in the school, he added, but I cannot think, for my own part, that it can have any foundation. Mr. Pye would not be likely to give a promise of the kind, either to Lady Augusta, or to any other of the boys friends.

If he attempted to give one to me, I should throw it back to him with a word of a sort, hastily rejoined Mr. Huntley, in a warm tone. Nothing can possibly be more unjust, than to elevate one boy over another undeservedly; nothing, in my opinion, can be more pernicious. It is enough to render the boy himself unjust through life; to give him loose ideas of right and wrong. Have you not inquired into it?

No, replied Mr. Channing.

I shall. If I find reason to suspect there may be truth in the report, I shall certainly inquire into it. Underhand work of that sort goes, with me, against the grain. I can stir in it with a better grace than you can, Mr. Huntley added: my son being pretty sure not to succeed to the seniorship, so long as yours is above him to take it. Tom Channing will make a good senior; a better than Harry would. Harry, in his easy indifference, would suffer the school to lapse into insubordination; Tom will keep a tight hand over it.

A sensation of pain darted across the heart of Mr. Channing. Only the day before his leaving home, he had accidentally heard a few words spoken between Tom and Charley, which had told him that Toms chance of the seniorship was emperilled through the business connected with Arthur. Mr. Channing had then questioned Tom, and found that it was so. He must speak of this now to Mr. Huntley, however painful it might be to himself to do so. It were more manly to meet it openly than to bury it in silence, and let Mr. Huntley hear of it (if he had not heard of it already) as soon as he reached Helstonleigh.

Have you heard anything in particular about Arthur lately? inquired Mr. Channing.

Of course I have, was the answer. Ellen did not fail to give me a full account of it. I congratulate you on possessing such sons.

Congratulate! To what do you allude? asked Mr. Channing.

To Arthurs applying after Jupps post, as soon as he knew that the suit had failed. Hes a true Channing. I am glad he got it.

Not to that  I did not allude to that, hastily rejoined Mr. Channing. And then, with downcast eyes, and a downcast heart, he related sufficient to put Mr. Huntley in possession of the facts.

Mr. Huntley heard the tale with incredulity, a smile of ridicule parting his lips. Suspect Arthur of theft! he exclaimed. What next? Had I been in my place on the magistrates bench that day, I should have dismissed the charge at once, upon such defective evidence. Channing, what is the matter?

Mr. Channing laid his hand upon his aching brow, and Mr. Huntley had to bend over him to catch the whispered answer. I do fear that he may be guilty. If he is not guilty, some strange mystery altogether is attached to it.

But why do you fear that he is guilty? asked Mr. Huntley, in surprise.

Because his own conduct, relating to the charge, is so strange. He will not assert his innocence; or, if he does attempt to assert it, it is with a faint, hesitating manner and tone, that can only give one the impression of falsehood, instead of truth.

It is utterly absurd to suppose your son Arthur capable of the crime. He is one of those whom it is impossible to doubt; noble, true, honourable! No; I would suspect myself, before I could suspect Arthur Channing.

I would have suspected myself before I had suspected him, impulsively spoke Mr. Channing. But there are the facts, coupled with his not denying the charge. He could not deny it, even to the satisfaction of Mr. Galloway: did not attempt it; had he done so, Galloway would not have turned him from the office.

Mr. Huntley fell into thought, revolving over the details, as they had been related to him. That Arthur was the culprit, his judgment utterly repudiated; and he came to the conclusion that he must be screening another. He glanced at Mrs. Channing, who sat in troubled silence.

You do not believe Arthur guilty? he said, in a low tone, suddenly bending over to her.

I do not know what to believe; I am racked with doubt and pain, she answered. Arthurs words to me in private are only compatible with entire innocence; but then, what becomes of the broad facts?  of his strange appearance of guilt before the world? God can bring his innocence to light, he says; and he is content to wait His time.

If there is a mystery, Ill try to come to the bottom of it, when I reach Helstonleigh, thought Mr. Huntley. Arthurs not guilty, whoever else may be.

It was impossible to shake his firm faith in Arthur Channing. Mr. Huntley was one of the few who read character strongly and surely, and he knew Arthur was incapable of doing wrong. Had his eyes witnessed Arthur positively stealing the bank-note, his mind, his judgment would have refused credence to his eyes. You may, therefore, judge that neither then, nor afterwards, was he likely to admit the possibility of Arthurs guilt.

And the college school is saying that Tom shall not stand for the seniorship! he resumed aloud. Does my son say it?

Some of them are saying it; I believe the majority of the school. I do not know whether your son is amongst the number.

He had better not let me find him so, cried Mr. Huntley. But now, dont suffer this affair to worry you, he added, turning heartily to Mr. Channing. If Arthurs guilty, Ill eat him; and I shall make it my business to look into it closely when I reach home. You are incapacitated, my old friend, and I shall act for you.

Did Ellen not mention this, in writing to you?

No; the sly puss! Catch Miss Ellen writing to me anything that might tell against the Channings.

A silence followed. The subject, which the words seemed to hint at, was one upon which there could be no openness between them. A warm attachment had sprung up between Hamish Channing and Ellen Huntley; but whether Mr. Huntley would sanction it, now that the suit had failed, was doubtful. He had never absolutely sanctioned it before: tacitly, in so far as that he had not interfered to prevent Ellen from meeting Hamish in society  in friendly intercourse. Probably, he had never looked upon it from a serious point of view; possibly, he had never noticed it. Hamish had not spoken, even to Ellen; but, that they did care for each other very much, was evident to those who chose to open their eyes.

No two people in all Helstonleigh were so happy in their children as you! exclaimed Mr. Huntley. Or had such cause to be so.

None happier, assented Mrs. Channing, tears rising to her eyes. They were, and are good, dutiful, and loving. Would you believe that Hamish, little as he can have to spare, has been one of the chief contributors to help us here?

Mr. Huntley lifted his eyebrows in surprise. Hamish has! How did he accomplish it?

He has, indeed. I fancy he has been saving up with this in view. Dear, self-denying Hamish!

Now, it just happened that Mr. Huntley was cognizant of Mr. Hamishs embarrassments; so, how the saving up could have been effected, he was at a loss to know. Careless Hamish may have borrowed it, thought he to himself, but saved it up he has not.

What are we approaching now? interrupted Mr. Channing.

They were approaching the Prussian frontier; and there they had to change trains: more embarrassment for Mr. Channing. After that, they went on without interruption, and arrived safely at the terminus, almost close to Borcette, having been about four hours on the road.

Borcette at last! cheerily exclaimed Mr. Huntley, as he shook Mr. Channings hand. Please God, it may prove to you a place of healing!

Amen! was the earnestly murmured answer.

Mrs. Channing was delighted with Borcette. Poor Mr. Channing could as yet see little of it. It was a small, unpretending place, scarcely ten minutes distance from Aix-la-Chapelle, to which she could walk through an avenue of trees. She had never before seen a bubbling fountain of boiling water, and regarded those of Borcette with much interest. The hottest, close to the Hotel Rosenbad, where they sojourned, boasted a temperature of more than 150° Fahrenheit; it was curious to see it rising in the very middle of the street. Other things amused her, too; in fact, all she saw was strange, and bore its peculiar interest. She watched the factory people flocking to and fro at stated hours in the day  for Borcette has its factories for woollen fabrics and looking-glasses  some thousands of souls, their walk as regular and steady as that of school-girls on their daily march under the governesss eye. The men wore blue blouses; the women, neat and clean, wore neither bonnets nor caps; but their hair was twisted round their heads, as artistically as if done by a hairdresser. Not one, women or girls, but wore enormous gold earrings, and the girls plaited their hair, and let it hang behind.

What a contrast they presented to their class in England! Mrs. Channing had, not long before, spent a few weeks in one of our large factory towns in the north. She remembered still the miserable, unwholesome, dirty, poverty-stricken appearance of the factory workers there  their almost disgraceful appearance; she remembered still the boisterous or the slouching manner with which they proceeded to their work; their language anything but what it ought to be. But these Prussians looked a respectable, well-conducted, well-to-do body of people.

Where could the great difference lie? Not in wages; for the English were better paid than the Germans. We might go abroad to learn economy, and many other desirable accompaniments of daily life. Nothing amused her more than to see the laundresses and housewives generally, washing the linen at these boiling springs; wash, wash, wash! chatter, chatter, chatter! She thought they must have no water in their own homes, for they would flock in numbers to the springs with their kettles and jugs to fill them.

It was Doctor Lamb who had recommended them to the Hotel Rosenbad; and they found the recommendation a good one. Removed from the narrow, dirty, offensive streets of the little town, it was pleasantly situated. The promenade, with its broad walks, its gay company (many of them invalids almost as helpless as Mr. Channing), and its musical bands, was in front of the hotel windows; a pleasant sight for Mr. Channing until he could get about himself. On the heights behind the hotel were two churches; and the sound of their services would be wafted down in soft, sweet strains of melody. In the neighbourhood there was a shrine, to which pilgrims flocked. Mrs. Channing regarded them with interest, some with their alpen-stocks, some in fantastic dresses, some with strings of beads, which they knelt and told; and her thoughts went back to the old times of the Crusaders. All she saw pleased her. But for her anxiety as to what would be the effect of the new treatment upon her husband, and the ever-lively trouble about Arthur, it would have been a time of real delight to Mrs. Channing.

They could not have been better off than in the Hotel Rosenbad. Their rooms were on the second floor  a small, exquisitely pretty sitting-room, bearing a great resemblance to most continental sitting-rooms, its carpet red, its muslin curtains snowy white; from this opened a bed-room containing two beds, all as conveniently arranged as it could be. Their meals were excellent; the dinner-table especially being abundantly supplied. For all this they paid five francs a day each, and the additional accommodation of having the meals served in their room, on account of Mr. Channing, was not noted as an additional expense. Their wax-lights were charged extra, and that was all. I think English hotel-keepers might take a lesson from Borcette!

The doctor gave great hopes of Mr. Channing. His opinion was, that, had Mr. Channing come to these baths when he was first taken ill, his confinement would have been very trifling. You will find the greatest benefit in a month, said the doctor, in answer to the anxious question, How long the restoration might be in coming. In two months you will walk charmingly; in three, you will be well. Cheering news, if it could only be borne out.

I will not have you say If, cried Mr. Huntley, who had made one in consultation with the doctor. You are told that it will be so, under Gods blessing, and all you have to do is to anticipate it.

Mr. Channing smiled. They were stationed round the open window of the sitting-room, he on the most comfortable of sofas, Mrs. Channing watching the gay prospect below, and thinking she should never tire of it. There can be no hope without fear, said he.

But I would not think of fear: I would bury that altogether, said Mr. Huntley. You have nothing to do here but to take the remedies, look forward with confidence, and be as happy as the days long.

I will if I can, said Mr. Channing, with some approach to gaiety. I should not have gone to the expense of coming here, but that I had great hopes of the result.

Expense, you call it! I call it a marvel of cheapness.

For your pocket. Cheap as it is, it will tell upon mine: but, if it does effect my restoration, I shall soon repay it tenfold.

If, again! It will effect it, I say. What shall you do with Hamish, when you resume your place at the head of your office?

Let me resume it first, Huntley.

There you go! Now, if you were only as sanguine and sure as you ought to be, I could recommend Hamish to something good to-morrow.

Indeed! What is it?

But, if you persist in saying you shall not get well, or that theres a doubt whether you will get well, wheres the use of my doing it? So long as you are incapacitated, Hamish must be a fixture in Guild Street.

True.

So I shall say no more about it at present. But remember, my old friend, that when you are upon your legs, and have no further need of Hamish  who, I expect, will not care to drop down into a clerk again, where he has been master  I may be able to help him to something; so do not let anticipations on his score worry you. I suppose you will be losing Constance soon?

Mr. Channing gave vent to a groan: a sharp attack of his malady pierced his frame just then. Certain reminiscences, caused by the question, may have helped its acuteness; but of that Mr. Huntley had no suspicion.

In the evening, when Mrs. Channing was sitting under the acacia trees, Mr. Huntley joined her, and she took the opportunity of alluding to the subject. Do not mention it again in the presence of my husband, she said: talking of it can only bring it before his mind with more vivid force. Constance and Mr. Yorke have parted.

Had Mrs. Channing told him the cathedral had parted, Mr. Huntley could not have felt more surprise. Parted! he ejaculated. From what cause?

It occurred through this dreadful affair of Arthurs. I fancy the fault was as much Constances as Mr. Yorkes, but I do not know the exact particulars. He did not like it; he thought, I believe, that to marry a sister of Arthurs would affect his own honour  or she thought it. Anyway, they parted.

Had William Yorke been engaged to my daughter, and given her up upon so shallow a plea, I should have been disposed to chastise him, intemperately spoke Mr. Huntley, carried away by his strong feeling.

But, I say I fancy that the giving up was on Constances side, repeated Mrs. Channing. She has a keen sense of honour, and she knows the pride of the Yorkes.

Pride, such as that, would be the better for being taken down a peg, returned Mr. Huntley. I am sorry for this. The accusation has indeed been productive of serious effects. Why did not Arthur go to William Yorke and avow his innocence, and tell him there was no cause for their parting? Did he not do so?

Mrs. Channing shook her head only, by way of answer; and, as Mr. Huntley scrutinized her pale, sad countenance, he began to think there must be greater mystery about the affair than he had supposed. He said no more.

On the third day he quitted Borcette, having seen them, as he expressed it, fully installed, and pursued his route homewards, by way of Lille, Calais, and Dover. Mr. Huntley was no friend to long sea passages: people with well-filled purses seldom are so.






CHAPTER XXXII.  AN OMINOUS COUGH.

I say, Jenkins, how you cough!

Yes, sir, I do. Its a sign that autumns coming on. I have been pretty free from it all the summer. I think the few days I lay in bed through that fall, must have done good to my chest; for, since then, I have hardly coughed at all. This last day or two it has been bad again.

What cough do you call it? went on Roland Yorke  you may have guessed he was the speaker. A churchyard cough?

Well, I dont know, sir, said Jenkins. It has been called that, before now. I dare say it will be the end of me at last.

Cool! remarked Roland. Cooler than I should be, if I had a cough, or any plague of the sort, that was likely to be my end. Does it trouble your mind, Jenkins?

No, sir, not exactly. It gives me rather down-hearted thoughts now and then, till I remember that everything is sure to be ordered for the best.

The best! Should you call it for the best if you were to go off? demanded Roland, drawing pen-and-ink chimneys upon his blotting-paper, with clouds of smoke coming out, as he sat lazily at his desk.

I dare say, sir, if that were to happen, I should be enabled to see that it was for the best. Theres no doubt of it.

According to that theory, everything that happens must be for the best. You may as well say that pitching on to your head and half killing yourself, was for the best. Moonshine, Jenkins!

I think even that accident was sent for some wise purpose, sir. I know, in some respects, it was very palpably for the best. It afforded me some days of quiet, serious reflection, and it served to show how considerate everybody was for me.

And the pain?

That was soon over, sir. It made me think of that better place where there will be no pain. If I am to be called there early, Mr. Roland, it is well that my thoughts should be led to it.

Roland stared with all his eyes. I say, Jenkins, what do you mean? You have nothing serious the matter with you?

No, sir; nothing but the cough, and a weakness that I feel. My mother and brother both died of the same thing, sir.

Oh, nonsense! returned Roland. Because ones mother dies, is that any reason why we should fall into low spirits and take up the notion that we are going to die, and look out for it? I am surprised at you, Jenkins.

I am not in low spirits, sir; and I am sure I do not look out for it. I might have looked out for it any autumn or any spring of late, had I been that way inclined, for I have had the cough at those periods, as you know, sir. Theres a difference, Mr. Roland, between looking out for a thing, and not shutting ones eyes to what may come.

I say, old fellow, you just put all such notions away from you  and Roland really meant to speak in a kindly, cheering spirit. My father died of dropsy; and I may just as well set on, and poke and pat at myself every other morning, to see if its not attacking me. Only think what would become of this office without you! Galloway would fret and fume himself into his tomb at having nobody but me in it.

A smile crossed Jenkinss face at the idea of the office, confided to the management of Roland Yorke. Poor Jenkins was one of the doubtful ones, from a sanitary point of view. Always shadowy, as if a wind would blow him away, and, for some years, suffering much from a cough, which only disappeared in summer, he could not, and did not, count upon a long life. He had quite recovered from his accident, but the cough had now come on with much force, and he was feeling unusually weak.

You dont look ill, Jenkins.

Dont I, sir? The Reverend Mr. Yorke met me, to-day

Dont bring up his name before me! interrupted Roland, raising his voice to anger. I may begin to swear, perhaps, if you do.

Why, what has he done? wondered Jenkins.

Never mind what he has done, nodded Roland. He is a disgrace to the name of Yorke. I enjoyed the pleasure of telling him so, the other night, more than I have enjoyed anything a long while. He was so mad! If he had not been a parson, I shouldnt wonder but hed have pitched into me.

Mr. Roland, sir, you know the parties are waiting for that lease, Jenkins ventured to remind him.

Let the parties wait, rejoined Roland. Do they think this office is going to be hurried as if it were a common lawyers? I say, Jenkins, where has old Galloway taken flight to, this afternoon?

He has an appointment with the surrogate, answered Jenkins. Oh!  I quite forgot to mention something to you, Mr. Roland.

Mention it now, said Roland.

A person came this morning, sir, and was rather loud, said Jenkins, in a tone of deprecation, as if he would apologize for having to repeat the news. He thought you were in, Mr. Roland, and that I was only denying you, and he grew insolent. Mr. Galloway happened to be in his room, unfortunately, and heard it, and he came out himself, and sent the person away. Mr. Galloway was very angry, and he desired me to tell you, sir, that he would not have that sort of people coming here.

Roland took up the ruler, and essayed to balance it on the edge of his nose. Who was it? asked he.

I am not sure who it was, though I know I have seen the man, somewhere. I think he wanted payment of a bill, sir.

Nothing more likely, rejoined Roland, with characteristic indifference. I hope his head wont ache till he gets it! I am cleared out for some time to come. Id like to know who the fellow was, though, Jenkins, that I might punish him for his impudence. How dared he come here?

I asked him to leave his name, sir, and he said Mr. Roland Yorke knew his name quite well enough, without having it left for him.

As brassy as that, was he! I wish to goodness it was the fashion to have a cistern in your house-roofs! emphatically added Roland.

A what, sir? cried Jenkins, lifting his eyes from his writing.

A water-cistern, with a tap, worked by a string, at pleasure. You could give it a pull, you know, when such customers as those came, and theyd find themselves deluged. That would cool their insolence, if anything would. Id get up a company for it, and take out a patent, if I only had the ready money.

Jenkins made no reply. He was applying himself diligently to his work, perhaps hoping that Mr. Roland Yorke might take the hint, and do the same. Roland actually did take it; at any rate, he dipped his pen in the ink, and wrote, at the very least, five or six words; then he looked up.

Jenkins, began he again, do you know much about Port Natal?

I dont know anything about it, sir; except that there is such a place.

Why, you know nothing! cried Roland. I never saw such a muff. I wonder what you reckon yourself good for, Jenkins?

Jenkins shook his head. No matter what reproach was brought against him, he received it meekly, as if it were his due. I am not good for much, sir, beyond just my daily duty here. To know about Port Natal and those foreign places is not in my work, sir, and so Im afraid I neglect them. Did you want any information about Port Natal, Mr. Roland?

I have got it, said Roland; loads of it. I am not sure that I shant make a start for it, Jenkins.

For Port Natal, sir? Why! its all the way to Africa!

Do you suppose I thought it was in Wales? retorted Roland. Its the jolliest opening for an enterprising man, is Port Natal. You may land there to-day with half-a-crown in your pocket, and come away in a year or two with your fortune made.

Indeed! ejaculated Jenkins. How is it made, sir?

Oh, you learn all that when you get there. I shall go, Jenkins, if things dont look up a bit in these quarters.

What things, sir? Jenkins ventured to ask.

Tin, for one thing; work for another, answered Roland. If I dont get more of the one, and less of the other, I shall try Port Natal. I had a row with my lady at dinner-time. She thinks a paltry sovereign or two ought to last a fellow for a month. My service to her! I just dropped a hint of Port Natal, and left her weeping. Shell have come to, by this evening, and behave liberally.

But about the work, sir? said Jenkins. Im sure I make it as light for you as I possibly can. You have only had that lease, sir, all day yesterday and to-day.

Oh, its not just the amount of work, Jenkins, acknowledged Roland; its the being tied by the leg to this horrid old office. As good work as play, if one has to be in it. I have been fit to cut it altogether every hour, since Arthur Channing left: for you know you are no company, Jenkins.

Very true, sir.

If I could only get Arthur Channing to go with me, Id be off to-morrow! But he laughs at it. He hasnt got half pluck. Only fancy, Jenkins! my coming back in a year or two with twenty thousand pounds in my pocket! Wouldnt I give you a treat, old chap! Id pay a couple of clerks to do your work here, and carry you off somewhere, in spite of old Galloway, for a six-months holiday, where youd get rid of that precious cough. I would, Jenkins.

You are very kind, sir

Jenkins was stopped by the precious cough. It seemed completely to rack his frame. Roland looked at him with sympathy, and just then steps were heard to enter the passage, and a knock came to the office door.

Whos come bothering now? cried Roland. Come in!

Possibly the mandate was not heard, for poor Jenkins was coughing still. Dont I tell you to come in? roared out Roland. Are you deaf?

Open the door. I dont care to soil my gloves, came the answer from the other side. And Mr. Roland slid off his stool to obey, rather less lazily than usual, for the voice was that of his mother, the Lady Augusta Yorke.

A very dutiful son, you are, Mr. Roland! was the salutation of Lady Augusta. Forcing me up from dinner before I had finished!

I didnt do anything of the sort, said Roland.

Yes, you did. With your threats about Port Natal! What do you know about Port Natal? Why should you go to Port Natal? You will break my heart with grief, thats what you will do.

I was not going to start this afternoon, returned Roland. But the fact is, mother, I shall have to go to Port Natal, or to some other port, unless I can get a little money to go on with here. A fellow cant walk about with empty pockets.

You undutiful, extravagant boy! exclaimed Lady Augusta. I am worried out of my life for money, between you all. Gerald got two sovereigns from me yesterday. What money do you want?

As much as you can let me have, replied Mr. Roland.

Lady Augusta threw a five-pound note by his side upon the desk. When you boys have driven me into the workhouse, youll be satisfied, perhaps. And now hold your foolish tongue about Port Natal.

Roland gathered it up with alacrity and a word of thanks. Lady Augusta had turned to Jenkins.

You are the best off, Jenkins; you have no children to disturb your peace. You dont look well, Jenkins.

Thank you kindly, my lady, I feel but poorly. My cough has become troublesome again.

He has just been saying that he thought the cough was going to take him off, interposed Roland.

Lady Augusta laughed; she supposed it was spoken in jest; and desired her son to open the door for her. Her gloves were new and delicate.

Had you chosen to remain at the dinner-table, as a gentleman ought, I should have told you some news, Mr. Roland, said Lady Augusta.

Roland was always ready for news. He opened his eyes and ears. Tell it me now, good mother. Dont bear malice.

Your uncle Carrick is coming here on a visit.

I am glad of that; thats good! cried Roland. When does he come? I say, mother, dont be in a hurry! When does he come?

But Lady Augusta apparently was in a hurry, for she did not wait to reply. Roland looked after her, and saw her shaking hands with a gentleman, who was about to enter.

Oh, hes back, is he! cried unceremonious Roland. I thought he was dead and buried, and gone to heaven.






CHAPTER XXXIII.  NO SENIORSHIP FOR TOM CHANNING.

Shaking hands with Lady Augusta Yorke as she turned out of Mr. Galloways office, was Mr. Huntley. He had only just arrived at Helstonleigh; had not yet been home; but he explained that he wished to give at once a word of pleasant news to Constance Channing of her father and mother, and, on his way to the Boundaries, was calling on Mr. Galloway.

You will find Miss Channing at my house, said Lady Augusta, after some warm inquiries touching Mr. and Mrs. Channing. I would offer to go back there with you, but I am on my way to make some calls. She turned towards the town as she spoke, and Mr. Huntley entered the office.

I thought you were never coming home again! cried free Roland. Why, you have been away three months, Mr. Huntley!

Very nearly. Where is Mr. Galloway?

In his skin, said Roland.

Jenkins looked up deprecatingly, as if he would apologize for the rudeness of Roland Yorke. Mr. Galloway is out, sir. I dare say he will not be away more than half an hour.

I cannot wait now, said Mr. Huntley. So you are one less in this office than you were when I left?

The awfullest shame! struck in Roland. Have you heard that Galloway lost a bank-note out of a letter, sir?

Yes. I have heard of it from Mr. Channing.

And they accused Arthur Channing of taking it! exclaimed Roland. They took him up for it; he was had up twice to the town-hall, like any felon. You may be slow to believe it, Mr. Huntley, but its true.

It was Butterby, sir, interposed Jenkins. He was rather too officious over it, and acted without Mr. Galloways orders.

Dont talk rubbish, Jenkins, rebuked Roland. You have defended Galloway all through the piece, but he is as much to blame as Butterby. Why did he turn off Channing?

You do not think him guilty, Roland, I see, said Mr. Huntley.

I should hope I dont, answered Roland. Butterby pitched upon Arthur, because there happened to be nobody else at hand to pitch upon; just as hed have pitched upon you, Mr. Huntley, had you happened to be in the office that afternoon.

Mr. Arthur Channing was not guilty, I am sure, sir; pray do not think him so, resumed Jenkins, his eye lighting as he turned to Mr. Huntley. And Mr. Huntley smiled in response to the earnestness. He believe Arthur Channing guilty!

He left a message for Mr. Galloway, and quitted the office. Roland, who was very difficult to settle to work again, if once disturbed from it, strided himself across his stool, and tilted it backwards.

Im uncommonly glad Carricks coming! cried he. Do you remember him, Jenkins?

Who, sir?

That uncle of mine. He was at Helstonleigh three years ago.

I am not sure that I do, sir.

What a sieve of a memory you must have! He is as tall as a house. We are not bad fellows for height, but Carrick beats us. He is not married, you know, and we look to him to square up many a corner. To do him justice, he never says No, when he has the cash, but hes often out at elbows himself. It was he who bought George his commission and fitted him out; and I know my lady looks to him to find the funds Gerald will want to make him into a parson. I wonder what hell do for me?

Jenkins was about to answer, but was stopped by his cough. For some minutes it completely exhausted him; and Roland, for want of a hearer, was fain to bring the legs of his stool down again, and apply himself lazily to his work.

At this very moment, which was not much past two oclock in the day, Bywater had Charley Channing pinned against the palings underneath the elm trees. He had him all to himself. No other boys were within hearing; though many were within sight; for they were assembling in and round the cloisters after their dinner.

Now, Miss Charley, its the last time Ill ask you, as true as that we are living here! You are as obstinate as a young mule. Ill give you this one chance, and Ill not give you another. Id advise you to take it, if you have any regard for your skin.

I dont know anything, Bywater.

You shuffling little turncoat! I dont know that theres any fire in that kitchen chimney of the old deans, but I am morally certain that there is, because clouds of black smoke are coming out of it. And you know just as well who it was that played the trick to my surplice. I dont ask you to blurt it out to the school, and I wont bring your name up in it at all; I wont act upon what you tell me. There!

Bywater, I dont know; and suspicion goes for nothing. Gaunt said it did not.

Bywater gave Charley a petulant shake. I say that you know morally, Miss Channing. I protest that I heard you mention the word surplice to Gerald Yorke, the day there was that row in the cloisters, when Roland Yorke gave Tod a thrashing and I tore the seat out of my pants. Gerald Yorke looked ready to kill you for it, too! Come, out with it. This is about the sixth time I have had you in trap, and you have only defied me.

I dont defy you, Bywater. I say that I will not tell. I would not if I knew. It is no business of mine.

You little ninny! Dont you see that your obstinacy is injuring Tom Channing? Yorke is going in for the seniorship; is sure to get it  if its true that Pye has given the promise to Lady Augusta. But, let it come out that he was the Jack-in-the-box, and his chance falls to the ground. And you wont say a word to do good to your brother!

Charley shook his head. He did not take the bait. And Tom himself would be the first to punish me for doing wrong! He never forgives a sneak. Its of no use your keeping me, Bywater.

Listen, youngster. I have my suspicions; I have had them all along; and I have a clue  thats more. But, for a certain reason, I think my suspicions and my clue point to the wrong party; and I dont care to stir in it till I am sure. One  two  three! for the last time. Will you tell me?

No.

Then, look you, Miss Charley Channing. If I do go and denounce the wrong party, and find out afterwards that it is the wrong one, Ill give you as sweet a drubbing as you ever had, and your girls face shant save you. Now go.

He propelled Charley from him with a jerk, and propelled him against Mr. Huntley, who was at that moment turning the corner close to them, on his way from Mr. Galloways office.

You cant go through me, Charley, said Mr. Huntley. Did you think I was made of glass, Bywater?

My patience! exclaimed Bywater. Why, Harry was grumbling, not five minutes ago, that you were never coming home at all, Mr. Huntley.

He was, was he? Is he here?

Oh, hes somewhere amongst the ruck of them, cried Bywater, looking towards the distant boys. He wants you to see about this bother of the seniorship. If somebody doesnt, we shall get up a mutiny, thats all. Here, Huntley, he shouted at the top of his voice, heres an arrival from foreign parts!

Some of the nearer boys looked round, and the word was passed to Huntley. Harry Huntley and the rest soon surrounded him, and Mr. Huntley had no reason to complain of the warmth of his reception. When news had recently arrived that Mr. Huntley was coming home, the boys had taken up the hope of his interference. Of course, schoolboy-like, they all entered upon it eagerly.

Stop, stop, stop! said Mr. Huntley. One at a time. How can I hear, if you all talk together? Now, whats the grievance?

They detailed it as rationally and with as little noise as it was in their nature to do. Huntley was the only senior present, but Gaunt came up during the conference.

Its all a cram, Mr. Huntley, cried Tod Yorke. My brother Gerald says that Jenkins dreamt it.

Ill dream you, if you dont keep your tongue silent, Tod Yorke, reprimanded Gaunt. Take yourself off to a distance, Mr. Huntley, he added, turning to that gentleman, it is certain that Lady Augusta said it; and we cant think shed say it, unless Pye promised it. It is unfair upon Channing and Huntley.

A few more words given to the throng, upon general matters  for Mr. Huntley touched no more on the other topic  and then he continued his way to Lady Augustas. As he passed the house of the Reverend Mr. Pye, that gentleman was coming out of it. Mr. Huntley, a decisive, straightforward man, entered upon the matter at once, after some moments spent in greeting.

You will pardon my speaking of it to you personally, he said, when he had introduced the subject, In most cases I consider it perfectly unjustifiable for the friends of boys in a public school to interfere with the executive of its master; but this affair is different. Is it, or is it not correct, that there is an intention afloat to exalt Yorke to the seniorship?

Mr. Huntley, you must be aware that in no case can the head-master of a public school allow himself to be interfered with, or questioned, was the reply of the master.

I hope you will meet this amicably, returned Mr. Huntley.

I have no other wish than to be friendly; quite so. We all deem ourselves under obligations to you, Mr. Pye, and esteem you highly; we could not have, or wish, a better preceptor for our sons. But in this instance, my duty is plain. The injustice  if any such injustice is contemplated  tells particularly upon Tom Channing and my son. Mr. Channing does not give ear to it; I would rather not; nevertheless, you must pardon me for acting, in the uncertainty, as though it had foundation. I presume you cannot be ignorant of the dissatisfied feeling that reigns in the school?

I have intimated that I will not be questioned, said Mr. Pye.

Quite right. I merely wished to express a hope that there may be no foundation for the rumour. If Tom Channing and Harry forfeit their rights legally, through want of merit, or ill conduct, it is not I that would urge a word in their favour. Fair plays a jewel: and the highest boy in the school should have no better chance given him than the lowest. But if the two senior boys do not so forfeit their rights, Yorke must not be exalted above them.

Who is to dictate to me? demanded Mr. Pye. Certainly not I, replied Mr. Huntley, in a courteous but firm tone. Were the thing to take place, I should simply demand, through the Dean and Chapter, that the charter of the school might be consulted, as to whether its tenets had teen strictly followed.

The head-master made no reply. Neither did he appear angry; only impassible. Mr. Huntley had certainly hit the right nail on the head; for the master of Helstonleigh College school was entirely under the control, of the Dean and Chapter.

I can speak to you upon this all the more freely and with better understanding, since it is not my boy who stands any chance, said Mr. Huntley, with a cordial smile. Tom Channing heads him on the rolls.

Tom Channing will not be senior; I have no objection to affirm so much to you, observed the master, falling in with Mr. Huntleys manner, This sad affair of his brother Arthurs debars him.

It ought not to debar him, even were Arthur guilty, warmly returned Mr. Huntley.

In justice to Tom Channing himself, no. But, and the master dropped his voice to a confidential tone, it is necessary sometimes to study the prejudices taken up by a school; to see them, and not to appear to see them  if you understand me. Were Tom Channing made head of the school, part of the school would rise up in rebellion; some of the boys would, no doubt, be removed from it. For the peace of the school alone, it could not be done. The boys would not now obey him as senior, and there would be perpetual warfare, resulting we know not in what.

Arthur Channing was not guilty. I feel as sure of it as I do of my own life.

He is looked upon as guilty by those who must know best, from their familiarity with the details, rejoined Mr. Pye, For my own part, I have no resource but to believe him so, I regard it as one of those anomalies which you cannot understand, or would believe in, but that it happens under your own eye; where the moments yielding to temptation is at variance with the general character, with the whole past life. Of course, in these cases, the disgrace is reflected upon relatives and connections, and they have to suffer for it. I cannot help the schools resenting it upon Tom.

It will be cruel to deprive Tom of the seniorship upon these grounds, remonstrated Mr. Huntley.

To himself individually, assented the master. But it is well that one, promoted to a foundation-schools seniorship, should be free from moral taint. Were there no feeling whatever against Tom Channing in the school, I do not think I could, consistently with my duty and with a due regard to the fitness of things, place him as senior. I am sorry for the boy; I always liked him; and he has been of good report, both as to scholarship and conduct.

I know one thing, said Mr. Huntley: that you may search the school through, and not find so good a senior as Tom Channing would make.

He would have made a very good one, theres no doubt. Would have ruled the boys well and firmly, though without oppression. Yes, we lose a good senior in Tom Channing.

There was no more to be said. Mr. Huntley felt that the master was thoroughly decided; and for the other matter, touching Yorke, he had done with it until the time of appointment. As he went musing on, he began to think that Mr. Pye might be right with regard to depriving Tom of the seniorship, however unjust it might appear to Tom himself. Mr. Huntley remembered that not one of the boys, except Gaunt, had mentioned Tom Channings name in his recent encounter with them; they had spoken of the injustice of exalting Yorke over Harry Huntley. He had not noticed it at the time.

He proceeded to Lady Augustas, and Constance was informed of his visit. She had three pupils at Lady Augustas now, for that lady had kindly insisted that Constance should bring Annabel to study with her daughters, during the absence of Mrs. Channing. Constance left them to themselves and entered the drawing-room. Pretty Constance! so fresh, so lovely, in her simple muslin dress, and her braided hair. Mr. Huntley caught her hands, and imprinted a very fatherly kiss upon her fair forehead.

That is from the absentees, Constance. I told them I should give it to you. And I bring you the bravest news, my dear. Mr. Channing was already finding benefit from his change; he was indeed. There is every hope that he will be restored.

Constance was radiant with delight. To see one who had met and stayed with her father and mother at their distant sojourn, was almost like seeing her parents themselves.

And now, my dear, I want a word with you about all those untoward trials and troubles, which appear to have come thickly during my absence, continued Mr. Huntley. First of all, as to yourself. What mischief-making wind has been arising between you and William Yorke?

The expression of Constances face changed to sadness, and her cheeks grew crimson.

My dear, you will not misunderstand me, he resumed. I heard of these things at Borcette, and I said that I should undertake to inquire into them in the place of your father: just as he, health permitting him, would have undertaken for me in my absence, did any trouble arise to Ellen. Is it true that you and Mr. Yorke have parted?

Yes, faltered Constance.

And the cause?

Constance strove to suppress her tears. You can do nothing, Mr. Huntley; nothing whatever. Thank you all the same.

He has made this accusation upon Arthur the plea for breaking off his engagement?

I could not marry him with this cloud upon me, she murmured. It would not be right.

Cloud upon you! hastily ejaculated Mr. Huntley. The accusation against Arthur was the sole cause, then, of your parting?

Yes; the sole cause which led to it.

Mr. Huntley paused, apparently in thought. He is presented to Hazeldon Chapel, I hear. Did his rupture with you take place after that occurrence?

I see what you are thinking, she impulsively cried, caring too much for Mr. Yorke not to defend him. The chief fault of the parting was mine. I felt that it would not do to become his wife, being  being she hesitated much Arthurs sister. I believe that he also felt it. Indeed, Mr. Huntley, there is no help for it; nothing can be done.

Knowing what I do of William Yorke, I am sure that the pain of separation must be keen, whatever may be his pride. Constance, unless I am mistaken, it is equally keen to you.

Again rose the soft damask blush to the face of Constance. But she answered decisively. Mr. Huntley, I pray you to allow the subject to cease. Nothing can bring about the renewal of the engagement between myself and Mr. Yorke. It is irrevocably at an end.

Until Arthur shall be cleared, you mean?

No, she answered  a vision of Hamish and his guilt flashing across her I mean for good.

Why does not Arthur assert his innocence to Mr. Yorke? Constance, I am sure you know, as well as I do, that he is not guilty. Has he asserted it?

She made no answer.

As I would have wished to serve you, so will I serve Arthur, said Mr. Huntley. I told your father and mother, Constance, that I should make it my business to investigate the charge against him; I shall leave not a stone unturned to bring his innocence to light.

The avowal terrified Constance, and she lost her self-possession. Oh dont! dont! she uttered. You must not, indeed! you do not know the mischief it might do.

Mischief to what?  to whom? exclaimed Mr. Huntley.

Constance buried her face in her hands, and burst into tears. The next moment she had raised it, and taken Mr. Huntleys hand between hers. You are papas friend! You would do us good and not harm  is it not so? she beseechingly said.

My dear child, he exclaimed, quite confounded by her words  her distress: you know that I would not harm any of you for the world.

Then pray do not seek to dive into that unhappy story, she whispered. It must not be too closely looked into.

And Mr. Huntley quitted Constance, as a man who walks in a dream, so utterly amazed was he. What did it all mean?

As he was going through the cloisters  his nearest way to the town  Roland Yorke came flying up. With his usual want of ceremony, he passed his arm within Mr. Huntleys. Galloways come in now, he exclaimed, and I am off to the bank to pay in a bag of money for him. Jenkins told him you had called. Just hark at that clatter!

The clatter, alluded to by Mr. Roland, was occasioned by the tramp of the choristers on the cloister flags. They were coming up behind, full speed, on their way from the schoolroom to enter the cathedral, for the bell had begun for service.

And here comes that beautiful relative of mine, continued Roland, as he and Mr. Huntley passed the cathedral entrance, and turned into the west quadrangle of the cloisters. Would you credit it, Mr. Huntley, that he has turned out a sneak? He has. He was to have married Constance Channing, you know, and, for fear Arthur should have touched the note, he has declared off it. If I were Constance, I would never allow the fellow to speak to me again.

Apparently it was the course Mr. Roland himself intended to observe. As the Rev. Mr. Yorke, who was coming in to service, drew near, Roland strode on, his step haughty, his head in the air, which was all the notice he vouchsafed to take. Probably the minor canon did not care very much for Mr. Rolands notice, one way or the other; but his eye lighted with pleasure at the sight of Mr. Huntley, and he advanced to him, his hand outstretched.

But Mr. Huntley  a man given to show in his manner his likes and dislikes  would not see the hand, would not stop at all, but passed Mr. Yorke with a distant bow. That gentleman had fallen pretty deeply in his estimation, since he had heard of the rupture with Constance Channing. Mr. Yorke stood for a moment as if petrified, and then strode on his way with a step as haughty as Rolands.

Roland burst into a glow of delight. Thats the way to serve him, Mr. Huntley! I hope hell get cut by every good man in Helstonleigh.






CHAPTER XXXIV.  GERALD YORKE MADE INTO A BLOCK.

The Rev. Mr. Yorke, in his surplice and hood, stood in his stall in the cathedral. His countenance was stern, absorbed; as that of a man who is not altogether at peace with himself. Let us hope that he was absorbed in the sacred service in which he was taking a part: but we all know, to our cost, that the spirit will wander at these times, and worldly thoughts obtrude themselves. The greatest divine that the Church can boast, is not always free from them.

Not an official part in the service was Mr. Yorke taking, that afternoon; the duty was being performed by the head-master, whose week it was to take it. Very few people were at service, and still less of the clergy; the dean was present, but not one of the chapter.

Arthur Channing sat in his place at the organ. Arthurs thoughts, too, were wandering; and  you know it is of no use to make people out to be better than they are  wandering to things especially mundane. Arthur had not ceased to look out for something to do, to replace the weekly funds lost when he left Mr. Galloways. He had not yet been successful: employment is more easily sought than found, especially by one lying under doubt, as he was. But he had now heard of something which he hoped he might gain.

Jenkins, saying nothing to Roland Yorke, or to any one else, had hurried to Mr. Channings house that day between one and two oclock; and hurrying there and back had probably caused that temporary increase of cough, which you heard of a chapter or two back. Jenkinss errand was to inform Arthur that Dove and Dove (solicitors in the town, who were by no means so dove-like as their name) required a temporary clerk, and he thought Arthur might suit them. Arthur had asked Jenkins to keep a look-out for him.

Is one of their clerks leaving? Arthur inquired.

One of them met with an accident last night up at the railway-station, replied Jenkins. Did you not hear of it, sir?

I heard of that. I did not know who was hurt. He was trying to cross the line, was he not?

Yes, sir. It was Marston. He had been out with some friends, and had taken, it is thought, more than was good for him. A porter pulled him back, but Marston fell, and the engine crushed his foot. He will be laid up two months, the doctor says, and Dove and Dove are looking out for some one to fill his place for the time. If you would like to take it, sir, you could be looking out for something else while you are there. You would more readily get the two hours daily leave of absence from a place like that, where they keep three or four clerks, than you would from where they keep only one.

If I like to take it! repeated Arthur. Will they like to take me? Thats the question. Thank you, Jenkins; Ill see about it at once.

He was not able to do so immediately after Jenkins left; for Dove and Doves offices were situated at the other end of the town, and he might not be back in time for service. So he waited and went first to college, and sat, I say, in his place at the organ, his thoughts filled, in spite of himself, with the new project.

The service came to an end: it had seemed long to Arthur  so prone are we to estimate time by our own feelings  and his voluntary, afterwards, was played a shade faster than usual. Then he left the cathedral by the front entrance, and hastened to the office of Dove and Dove.

Arthur had had many a rebuff of late, when bent on a similar application, and his experience taught him that it was best, if possible, to see the principals: not to subject himself to the careless indifference or to the insolence of a clerk. Two young men were writing at a desk when he entered. Can I see Mr. Dove? he inquired.

The elder of the writers scrutinized him through the railings of the desk. Which of them? asked he.

Either, replied Arthur. Mr. Dove, or Mr. Alfred Dove. It does not matter.

Mr. Doves out, and Mr. Alfred Doves not at home, was the response. Youll have to wait, or to call again.

He preferred to wait: and in a very few minutes Mr. Dove came in. Arthur was taken into a small room, so full of papers that it seemed difficult to turn in it, and there he stated his business.

You are a son of Mr. Channings, I believe, said Mr. Dove. He spoke morosely, coarsely; and he had a morose, coarse countenance  a sure index of the mind, in him, as in others. Was it you who figured in the proceedings at the Guildhall some few weeks ago?

You may judge whether the remark called up the blood to Arthurs face. He suppressed his mortification, and spoke bravely.

It was myself, sir. I was not guilty. My employment in your office would be the copying of deeds solely, I presume; that would afford me little temptation to be dishonest, even were I inclined to be so.

Had any one paid Arthur in gold to keep in that little bit of sarcasm, he could not have done so. Mr. Dove caught up the idea that the words were uttered in sarcasm, and scowled fitfully.

Marston was worth twenty-five shillings a week to us: and gained it. You would not be worth half as much.

You do not know what I should be worth, sir, unless you tried me. I am a quick and correct copyist; but I should not expect to receive as much as an ordinary clerk, on account of having to attend the cathedral for morning and afternoon service. Wherever I go, I must have that privilege allowed me.

Then I dont think youll get it with us. But look here, young Channing, it is my brother who undertakes the engaging and management of the clerks  you can speak to him.

Can I see him this afternoon, sir?

Hell be in presently. Of course, we could not admit you into our office unless some one became security. You must be aware of that.

The words seemed like a checkmate to Arthur. He stopped in hesitation. Is it usual, sir?

Usual  no! But it is necessary in your case

There was a coarse, pointed stress upon the your, natural to the man. Arthur turned away. For a moment he felt that to Dove and Doves he could not and would not go; every feeling within him rebelled against it. Presently the rebellion calmed down, and he began to think about the security.

It would be of little use, he was sure, to apply to Mr. Alfred Dove  who was a shade coarser than Mr. Dove, if anything  unless prepared to say that security could be given. His fathers he thought he might command: but he was not sure of that, under present circumstances, without first speaking to Hamish. He turned his steps to Guild Street, his unhappy position pressing with unusual weight upon his feelings.

Can I see my brother? he inquired of the clerks in the office.

He has some gentlemen with him just now, sir. I dare say you can go in.

There was nothing much amiss in the words; but in the tone there was. It was indicative of slight, of contempt. It was the first time Arthur had been there since the suspicion had fallen on him, and they seemed to stare at him as if he had been a hyena; not a respectable hyena either.

He entered Hamishs room. Hamish was talking with two gentlemen, strangers to Arthur, but they were on the point of leaving. Arthur stood away against the wainscoting by the corner table, waiting until they were gone, his attitude, his countenance, his whole appearance indicative of depression and sadness.

Hamish closed the door and turned to him. He laid his hand kindly upon his shoulder; his voice was expressive of the kindest sympathy. So you have found your way here once more, Arthur! I thought you were never coming again. What can I do for you, lad?

I have been to Dove and Doves. They are in want of a clerk. I think perhaps they would take me; but, Hamish, they want security.

Dove and Doves, repeated Hamish. Nice gentlemen, both of them! he added, in his half-pleasant, half-sarcastic manner. Arthur, boy, Id not be under Dove and Dove if they offered me a gold nugget a day, as weighty as the Queens crown. You must not go there.

They are not agreeable men; I know that; they are not men who are liked in Helstonleigh, but what difference will that make to me? So long as I turn out their parchments properly engrossed, that is all I need care for.

What has happened? Why are you looking so sad? reiterated Hamish, who could not fail to perceive that there was some strange grief at work.

Is my life so sunny just now, that I can always be as bright as you? retorted Arthur  for Hamishs undimmed gaiety did sometimes jar upon his wearied spirit. I shall go to Dove and Doves if they will take me, he added, resolutely. Will you answer for me, Hamish, in my fathers name?

What amount of security do they require? asked Hamish. And it was a very proper, a very natural question; but even that grated on Arthurs nerves.

Are you afraid of me? he rejoined. Or do you fear my father would be?

I dare say they would take my security, was Hamishs reply. I will answer for you to any amount. That is, and again came his smile, to any amount they may deem me good for. If they dont like mine, I can offer my fathers. Will that do, Arthur?

Thank you; that is all I want.

Dont go to Dove and Doves, old boy, Hamish said again, as Arthur was leaving the room. Wait patiently for something better to turn up. Theres no such great hurry. I wish there was room for you to come here!

It is only a temporary thing; it is not for long, replied Arthur; and he went out.

On going back to Dove and Doves, the first person he saw, upon opening the door of the clerks room, was Mr. Alfred Dove. He appeared to be in a passion over something that had gone wrong, and was talking fast and furiously.

What do you want? he asked, wheeling round upon Arthur. Arthur replied by intimating that he would be glad to speak with him.

Cant you speak, then? returned Mr. Alfred Dove. I am not deaf.

Thus met, Arthur did not repeat his wish for privacy. He intimated his business, uncertain whether Mr. Alfred Dove had heard of it or not; and stated that the security could be given.

I dont know what you mean about security, was Mr. Alfred Doves rejoinder. What security?

Mr. Dove said that if I came into your office security would be required, answered Arthur. My friends are ready to give it.

Mr. Dove told you that, did he? Just like him. He has nothing to do with the details of the office. Did he know who you are?

Certainly he did, sir.

I should have thought not, offensively returned Mr. Alfred Dove. You must possess some assurance, young man, to come after a place in a respectable office. Security, or no security, we cant admit one into ours, who lies under the accusation of being light-fingered.

It was the man all over. Hamish had said, Dont go to Dove and Doves. Mr. Alfred Dove stood with his finger pointing to the door, and the two clerks stared in an insolent manner at Arthur. With a burning brow and rising spirit, Arthur left the room, and halted for a moment in the passage outside. Patience, patience, he murmured to himself; patience, and trust in God! He turned into the street quickly, and ran against Mr. Huntley.

For a minute he could not speak. That gentleman detected his emotion, and waited till it was over. Have you been insulted, Arthur? he breathed.

Not much more so than I am now getting accustomed to, was the answer that came from his quivering lips. I heard they wanted a clerk, and went to offer myself. I am looked upon as a felon now, Mr. Huntley.

Being innocent as the day.

I am innocent, before God, spoke Arthur, in the impulse of his emotion, in the fervency of his heart. That he spoke but the solemn truth, it was impossible to doubt, even had Mr. Huntley been inclined to doubt; and Arthur may be excused for forgetting his usual caution in the moments bitterness.

Arthur, said Mr. Huntley, I promised your father and mother that I should do all in my power to establish your innocence. Can you tell me how I am to set about it?

You cannot do it at all, Mr. Huntley. Things must remain as they are.

Why?

I cannot explain why. I can only repeat it.

There is some strange mystery attaching to this.

Arthur did not gainsay it.

Arthur, if I am to allow the affair to rest as I find it, you must at least give me a reason why I may not act. What is it?

Because the investigation could only cause tenfold deeper trouble. You are very good to think of helping me, Mr. Huntley, but I must fight my own battle. Others must be quiet in this matter  for all our sakes.

Mr. Huntley gazed after Arthur as he moved away. Constance first! Arthur next! What could be the meaning of it all? Where did the mystery lie? A resolution grew up in Mr. Huntleys heart that he would fathom it, for private reasons of his own; and, in the impulse of the moment, he bent his steps there and then, towards the police-station, and demanded an interview with Roland Yorkes bête noire, Mr. Butterby.

But the cathedral is not quite done with for the afternoon.

Upon the conclusion of service, the dean lingered a few minutes in the nave, speaking to one of the vergers. When he turned to continue his way, he encountered the Rev. Mr. Pye, who had been taking off his surplice in the vestry. The choristers had been taking off their surplices also, and were now trooping through the cloisters back to the schoolroom, not more gently than usual. The dean saluted Mr. Pye, and they walked out together.

It is impossible to keep them quiet unless ones eye is continually upon them! exclaimed the head-master, half apologetically, as they came in view of the rebels. He had a great mind to add, And ones cane.

Boys will be boys, said the dean. How has this foolish opinion arisen among them, that the names, standing first on the roll for the seniorship, will not be allowed to compete for it? continued he, with much suavity.

Mr. Pye looked rather flushed. Really I am unable to say, Mr. Dean. It is difficult to account for all the notions taken up by schoolboys.

Boys do take up strange notions, blandly assented the dean. But, I think, were I you, Mr. Pye, I would set their minds at rest in this respect. You have not yet deemed it worth while, I dare say: but it may perhaps be as well to do so. When the elders of a school once take up the idea that their studies may not meet with due reward, it tends to render them indifferent. I remember once  it was just after I came here as dean, many years ago  the head-master of the school exalted a boy to be senior who stood sixth or seventh on the rolls, and was positively half an idiot. But those times are past.

Certainly they are, remarked the master.

It was an unpleasant duty I had to perform then, continued the dean, in the same agreeable tone, as if he were relating an anecdote: unpleasant both for the parents of the boy, and for the head-master. But, as I remark, such things could not occur now. I think I would intimate to the kings scholars that they have nothing to fear.

It shall be done, Mr. Dean, was the response of the master; and they exchanged bows as the dean turned into the deanery. Shes three parts a fool, is that Lady Augusta, muttered the master to the cloister-flags as he strode over them. Chattering magpie!

As circumstances had it, the way was paved for the master to speak at once. Upon entering the college schoolroom, in passing the senior desk, he overheard whispered words of dispute between Gerald Yorke and Pierce senior, touching this very question, the seniorship. The master reached his own desk, gave it a sharp rap with a cane that lay near to hand, and spoke in his highest tone, looking red and angry.

What are these disputes that appear to have been latterly disturbing the peace of the school? What is that you are saying, Gerald Yorke?  that the seniorship is to be yours?

Gerald Yorke looked red in his turn, and somewhat foolish. I beg your pardon, sir; I was not saying precisely that, he answered with hesitation.

I think you were saying precisely that, was the response of the master. My ears are quicker than you may fancy, Mr. Yorke. If you really have been hugging yourself with the notion that the promotion will be yours, the sooner you disabuse your mind of it, the better. Whoever gains the seniorship will gain it by priority of right, by scholarship, or by conduct  as the matter may be. Certainly not by anything else. Allow me to recommend you, one and all  and the master threw his eyes round the desks generally, and gave another emphatic stroke with the cane that you concern yourselves with your legitimate business; not with mine.

Gerald did not like the reproof, or the news. He remained silent and sullen until the conclusion of school, and then went tearing home.

A pretty block you have made of me! he uttered, bursting into the presence of Lady Augusta, who had just returned home, and sat fanning herself on a sofa before an open window.

Why, what has taken you? returned her ladyship.

Its a shame, mother! Filling me up with the news that I was to be senior? And now Pye goes and announces that Im a fool for supposing so, and that its to go in regular rotation.

Pye does not mean it, said my lady. There, hold your tongue, Gerald. I am too hot to talk.

I know that every fellow in the school will have the laugh at me, if I am to be made a block of, like this! grumbled Gerald.






CHAPTER XXXV.  THE EARL OF CARRICK.

On a fine afternoon in August  and the month was now drawing towards its close  the 2.25 train from London steamed into the station at Helstonleigh, eight minutes behind time, and came to a standstill. Amongst the passengers who alighted, was a gentleman of middle age, as it is called  in point of fact, he had entered his fiftieth year, as the peerage would have told any curious inquirer. As he stepped out of a first-class carriage, several eyes were drawn towards him, for he was of notable height, towering above every one; even above Roland Yorke, who was of good height himself, and stood on the platform waiting for him.

It was the Earl of Carrick, brother to Lady Augusta Yorke, and much resembling her  a pleasant, high cheek-boned, easy face, betraying more of good humour than of high or keen intellect, and nothing of pride. The pride of the young Yorkes was sometimes talked of in Helstonleigh, but it came from their fathers side, not from Lady Augustas. The earl spoke with a slight brogue, and shook both Rolands hands heartily, as soon as he found that it was to Roland they belonged.

Sure then! but I didnt know ye, Roland! If ye had twenty years more on to yere head, I should have thought it was yere father.

Have I grown like him, Uncle Carrick?

Yeve grown out of knowledge, me boy. And hows yere mother, and how are the rest of ye?

Stunning, responded Roland. They are all outside. She would bring up the whole caravan. The last time the lot came to the station, the two young ones got upon the line to dance a hornpipe on the rails; so she has kept them by her, and is making Gerald and Tod look after them. Wheres your luggage, Uncle Carrick? Have you brought a servant?

Not I, replied the earl. Servants are only troubles in other folks houses, and me bit of luggage isnt so much but I can look after it meself. I hope they put it in, he continued, looking about amid the boxes and portmanteaus, and unable to see his own.

The luggage was found at last, and given in charge of a porter; and Lord Carrick went out to meet his relatives. There were enough of them to meet  the whole caravan, as Roland had expressed it. Lady Augusta sat in her barouche  her two daughters and Constance and Annabel Channing with her. Little Percy and Frank, two most troublesome children, were darting in and out amidst the carriages, flys, and omnibuses; and Gerald and Tod had enough to do to keep them out of danger. It was so like Lady Augusta  bringing them all to the station to welcome their uncle! Warm-hearted and impulsive, she had little more judgment than a child. Constance had in vain protested against herself and Annabel being pressed into the company; but her ladyship looked upon it as a sort of triumphal expedition, and was deaf to remonstrances.

The earl, warm-hearted and impulsive also, kissed them all, Constance included. She could not help herself; before she was aware of the honour intended her, the kiss was given  a hearty smack, as all the rest had. The well-meaning, simple-minded Irishman could not have been made to understand why he should not give a kiss of greeting to Constance as readily as he gave it to his sister, or his sisters daughters. He protested that he remembered Constance and Annabel well. It may be questioned whether there was not more of Irish politeness than of truth in the assertion, though he had seen them occasionally, during his visit of three years ago.

How were they all to get home? In and on the barouche, as all, except Roland, had come, to the gratification of the curious town? Lord Carrick wished to walk; his long legs were cramped: but Lady Augusta would not hear of it, and pulled him into the carriage, Gerald, Percy, and Frank were fighting for places on the box beside the driver, Tod intending to hang on behind, as he had done in coming, when the deep-toned college bell struck out a quarter to three, and the sound came distinctly to their ears, borne from the distance. It put a stop to the competition, so far as Gerald was concerned. He and Tod, startled half out of their senses, for they had not observed the lapse of time, set off on foot as hard as they could go.

Meanwhile, Roland, putting aside the two young ones with his strong hand, chose to mount the box himself; at which they both began to shriek and roar. Matters were compromised after a while; Percy was taken up by Roland, and Frank was, by some process of packing, stowed away inside. Then the cargo started! Lady Augusta happy as a princess, with her newly-met brother and her unruly children, and not caring in the least for the gaze of the people who stood in the street, or came rushing to their windows and doors to criticise the load.

Crowded as the carriage was, it was pleasanter to be in it, on that genial day, than to be at work in close rooms, dark shops, or dull offices. Amongst others, who were so confined and hard at work, was Jenkins at Mr. Galloways. Poor Jenkins had not improved in health during the week or two that had elapsed since you last saw him. His cough was more troublesome still, and he was thinner and weaker. But Jenkins, humble and conscientious, thinking himself one who was not worth thinking of at all in comparison with others, would have died at his post rather than give in. Certainly, Arthur Channing had been discharged at a most inopportune moment, for Mr. Galloway, as steward to the Dean and Chapter, had more to do about Michaelmas, than at any other time of the year. From that epoch until November, when the yearly audit took place, there was a good deal of business to be gone through.

On this afternoon, Jenkins was particularly busy. Mr. Galloway was away from home for a day or two  on business connected with that scapegrace cousin of his, Roland Yorke proclaimed; though whether Mr. Roland had any foundation for the assertion, except his own fancy, may be doubted  and Jenkins had it all upon his own shoulders. Jenkins, unobtrusive and meek though he was, was perfectly competent to manage, and Mr. Galloway left him with entire trust. But it is one thing to be competent to manage, and another thing to be able to do two persons work in one persons time; and, that, Jenkins was finding this afternoon. He had letters to write; he had callers to answer; he had the general business of the office to attend to; he had the regular deeds to prepare and copy. The copying of those deeds was the work belonging to Roland Yorke. Roland did not seem to be in a hurry to come to them. Jenkins cast towards them an anxious eye, but Jenkins could do no more, for his own work could not be neglected. He felt very unwell that afternoon  oppressed, hot, unable to breathe. He wiped the moisture from his brow three or four times, and then thought he might be the better for a little air, and opened the window. But the breeze, gentle as it was, made him cough, and he shut it again.

Of course, no one, knowing Mr. Roland Yorke, could be surprised at his starting to the station to meet Lord Carrick, instead of to the office to do his work. He had gone home at one oclock that day, as usual. Not that there was any necessity for his doing so, for the dinner hour was postponed until later, and it would have furthered the business of the office had he remained for once at his post. Had any one suggested to Roland to do so, he would have thought he was going to be worked to death. About twenty minutes past three he came clattering in.

I say, Jenkins, I want a holiday this afternoon.

Jenkins, albeit the most accommodating spirit in the world, looked dubious, and cast a glance at the papers on Rolands desk. Yes, sir. But what is to be done about the Uphill farm leases?

Now, Jenkins, its not a bit of good for you to begin to croak! If I gave in to you, youd get as bad as Galloway. When I have my mind off work, I cant settle to it again, and its of no use trying. Those Uphill deeds are not wanted before to-morrow.

But they are wanted by eleven oclock, sir, so that they must be finished, or nearly finished, to-night. You know, sir, there has been a fuss about them, and early to-morrow, is the very latest time they must be sent in.

Ill get up, and be here in good time and finish them, said Roland. Just put it to yourself, Jenkins, if you had an uncle that youd not seen for seventeen ages, whether youd like to leave him the minute he puts his foot over the door-sill.

I dare say I should not, sir, said good-natured Jenkins, turning about in his mind how he could make time to do Rolands work. His lordship is come, then, Mr. Roland?

His lordships come, bag and baggage, returned Roland. I say, Jenkins, what a thousand shames it is that hes not rich! He is the best-natured fellow alive, and would do anything in the world for us, if he only had the tin.

Is he not rich, sir?

Why, of course hes not, confidentially returned Roland. Every one knows the embarrassments of Lord Carrick. When he came into the estates, they had been mortgaged three deep by the last peer, my grandfather  an old guy in a velvet skull-cap, I remember, who took snuff incessantly  and my uncle, on his part, had mortgaged them three deep again, which made six. How Carrick manages to live nobody knows. Sometimes hes in Ireland, in the tumble-down old homestead, with just a couple of servants to wait upon him; and sometimes hes on the Continent, en garçon  if you know what that means. Now and then he gets a windfall when any of his tenants can be brought to pay up; but he is the easiest-going coach in life, and wont press them. Wouldnt I!

Some of those Irish tenants are very poor, sir, I have heard.

Poor be hanged! What is a mans own, ought to be his own. Carrick says there are some years that he does not draw two thousand pounds, all told.

Indeed, sir! That is not much for a peer.

Its not much for a commoner, let alone a peer, said Roland, growing fierce. If I were no better off than Carrick, Id drop the title; thats what Id do. Why, if he could live as a peer ought, do you suppose we should be in the position we are? One a soldier; one (and thats me) lowered to be a common old proctor; one a parson; and all the rest of it! If Carrick could be as other earls are, and have interest with the Government, and that, we should stand a chance of getting properly provided for. Of course he can make interest with nobody while his estates bring him in next door to nothing.

Are there no means of improving his estates, Mr. Roland? asked Jenkins.

If there were, hes not the one to do it. And I dont know that it would do him any material good, after all, acknowledged Roland. If he gets one thousand a year, he spends two; and if he had twenty thousand, hed spend forty. It might come to the same in the long run, so far as he goes: we might be the better for it, and should be. Its a shame, though, that we should need to be the better for other folks money; if this were not the most unjust world going, everybody would have fortunes of their own.

After this friendly little bit of confidence touching his uncles affairs, Roland prepared to depart. Ill be sure to come in good time nn the morning, Jenkins, and set to it like a brick, was his parting salutation.

Away he went. Jenkins, with his aching head and his harassing cough, applied himself diligently, as he ever did, to the afternoons work, and got through it by six oclock, which was later than usual. There then remained the copying, which Mr. Roland Yorke ought to have done. Knowing the value of Rolands promises, and knowing also that if he kept this promise ever so strictly, the amount of copying was more than could be completed in time, if left to the morning, Jenkins did as he had been aware he must do, when talking with Roland  took it home with him.

The parchments under his arm, he set out on his walk. What could be the matter with him, that he felt so weak, he asked himself as he went along. It must be, he believed, having gone without his dinner. Jenkins generally went home to dinner at twelve, and returned at one; occasionally, however, he did not go until two, according to the exigencies of the office; this day, he had not gone at all, but had cut a sandwich at breakfast-time and brought it with him in his pocket.

He had proceeded as far as the elm trees in the Boundaries  for Jenkins generally chose the quiet cloister way for his road home  when he saw Arthur Channing advancing towards him. With the ever-ready, respectful, cordial smile with which he was wont to greet Arthur whenever he saw him, Jenkins quickened his steps. But suddenly the smile seemed to fix itself upon his lips; and the parchments fell from his arm, and he staggered against the palings. But that Arthur was at hand to support him, he might have fallen to the ground.

Why, what is it, Jenkins? asked Arthur, kindly, when Jenkins was beginning to recover himself.

Thank you, sir; I dont know what it could have been. Just as I was looking at you, a mist seemed to come before my eyes, and I felt giddy. I suppose it was a sort of faintness that came over me. I had been thinking that I felt weary. Thank you very much, sir.

Take my arm, Jenkins, said Arthur, as he picked up the parchments, and took possession of them. Ill see you home.

Oh no, sir, indeed, protested simple-hearted Jenkins; Id not think of such a thing. I should feel quite ashamed, sir, at the thought of your being seen arm-in-arm with me in the street. I can go quite well alone; I can, indeed, sir.

Arthur burst out laughing. I wish you wouldnt be such an old duffer, Jenkins  as the college boys have it! Do you suppose I should let you go home by yourself? Come along.

Drawing Jenkinss arm within his own, Arthur turned with him. Jenkins really did not like it. Sensitive to a degree was he: and, to his humble mind, it seemed that Arthur was out of place, walking familiarly with him.

You must have been doing something to tire yourself, said Arthur as they went along.

It has been a pretty busy day, sir, now Mr. Galloways away. I did not go home to dinner, for one thing.

And Mr. Roland Yorke absent for another, I suppose?

Only this afternoon, sir. His uncle, Lord Carrick, has arrived. Oh, sir! broke off Jenkins, stopping in a panic, heres his lordship the bishop coming along! Whatever shall you do?

Do! returned Arthur, scarcely understanding him. What should I do?

To think that he should see you thus with the like of me!

It amused Arthur exceedingly. Poor, lowly-minded Jenkins! The bishop appeared to divine the state of the case, for he stopped when he came up. Possibly he was struck by the wan hue which overspread Jenkinss face.

You look ill, Jenkins, he said, nodding to Arthur Channing. Keep your hat on, Jenkins  keep your hat on.

Thank you, my lord, replied Jenkins, disregarding the injunction touching his hat. A sort of faintness came over me just now under the elm trees, and this gentleman insisted upon walking home with me, in spite of my protestations to

Jenkins was stopped by a fit of coughing  a long, violent fit, sounding hollow as the grave. The bishop watched him till it was over. Arthur watched him.

I think you should take better care of yourself, Jenkins, remarked his lordship. Is any physician attending you?

Oh, my lord, I am not ill enough yet for that. My wife made me go to Mr. Hurst the other day, my lord, and he gave me a bottle of something. But he said it was not medicine that I wanted.

I should advise you to go to a physician, Jenkins. A stitch in time saves nine, you know, the bishop added, in his free good humour.

So it does, my lord. Thank your lordship for thinking of me, added Jenkins, as the bishop said good afternoon, and pursued his way. And then, and not till then, did Jenkins put on his hat again.

Mr. Arthur, would you be so kind as not to say anything to my wife about my being poorly? asked Jenkins, as they drew near to his home. Shed be perhaps, for saying I should not go again yet to the office; and a pretty dilemma that would put me in, Mr. Galloway being absent. Shed get so fidgety, too: she kills me with kindness, if she thinks I am ill. The broth and arrowroot, and other messes, sir, that she makes me swallow, are untellable.

All right, said Arthur.

But the intention was frustrated. Who should be standing at the shop-door but Mrs. Jenkins herself. She saw them before they saw her, and she saw that her husband looked like a ghost, and was supported by Arthur. Of course, she drew her own conclusions; and Mrs. Jenkins was one who did not allow her conclusions to be set aside. When Jenkins found that he was seen and suspected, he held out no longer, but honestly confessed the worst  that he had been taken with a giddiness.

Of course, said Mrs. Jenkins, as she pushed a chair here and another there, partly in temper, partly to free the narrow passage through the shop to the parlour. I have been expecting nothing less all day. Every group of footsteps slower than usual, I have thought it was a shutter arriving and you on it, dropped dead from exhaustion. Would you believe  turning short round on Arthur Channing that he has been such a donkey as to fast from breakfast time? And with that cough upon him!

Not quite so fast, my dear, deprecated Jenkins. I ate the paper of sandwiches.

Paper of rubbish! retorted Mrs. Jenkins. What good do sandwiches do a weakly man? You might eat a ton-load, and be none the better for it. Well, Jenkins, you may take your leave of having your own way.

Poor Jenkins might have deferentially intimated that he never did have it. Mrs. Jenkins resumed:

He said hed carry a sandwich with him this morning, instead of coming home to dinner. I said, No. And afterwards I was such a simpleton as to yield! And heres the effects of it! Sit yourself down in the easy-chair, she added, taking Jenkins by the arms and pushing him into it. And Ill make the tea now, concluded she, turning to the table where the tea-things were set out. Theres some broiled fowl coming up for you.

I dont feel as if I could eat this evening, Jenkins ventured to say.

Not eat! she repeated with emphasis. You had better eat  thats all. I dont want to have you falling down exhausted here, as you did in the Boundaries.

And as soon as you have had your tea, you should go to bed, put in Arthur.

I cant, sir. I have three or four hours work at that deed. It must be done.

At this? returned Arthur, opening the papers he had carried home. Oh, I see; it is a lease. Ill copy this for you, Jenkins. I have nothing to do to-night. You take your ease, and go to bed.

And in spite of their calls, Jenkinss protestations against taking up his time and trouble, and Mrs. Jenkinss proffered invitation to partake of tea and broiled fowl, Arthur departed carrying off the work.






CHAPTER XXXVI.  ELLEN HUNTLEY.

A pretty time o day this is to deliver the letters. Its eleven oclock!

I cant help it. The train broke down, and was three hours behind its time.

I dare say! You letter-men want looking up: thats what it is. Coming to folkss houses at eleven oclock, when they have been waiting and looking ever since breakfast-time!

Its not my fault, I say. Take the letter.

Judith received it with a grunt, for it was between her and the postman that the colloquy had taken place. A delay had occurred that morning in the delivery, and Judith was resenting it, feeling half inclined to reject the letter, now that it had come. The letters from Germany arrived irregularly; sometimes by the afternoon post at four, sometimes by the morning; the only two deliveries in Helstonleigh. A letter had been fully expected this morning, and when the time passed over, they supposed there was none.

It was directed to Miss Channing. Judith, who was quite as anxious about her masters health as the children were, went off at once with it to Lady Augusta Yorkes, just as she was, without the ceremony of putting on a bonnet. Though she did wear a mob-cap and a check apron, she looked what she was  a respectable servant in a respectable family; and the Boundaries so regarded her, as she passed through them, letter in hand. Martha, Lady Augustas housemaid, answered the door, presenting a contrast to Judith. Martha wore a crinoline as big as her ladys, and a starched-out muslin gown over it, with flounces and frillings, for Martha was dressed for the day. Her arms, red and large, were displayed beneath her open sleeves, and something that looked like a bit of twisted lace was stuck on the back of her head. Martha called it a cap. Judith was a plain servant, and Martha was a fashionable one; but I know which looked the better of the two.

Judith would not give in the letter. She asked for the young mistress, and Constance came to her in the hall. Just open it, please, Miss Constance, and tell me how he is, said she anxiously; and Constance broke the seal of the letter.

Borcette. Hotel Rosenbad, September, 18  .

My Dear Child,  Still better and better! The improvement, which I told you in my last weeks letter had begun to take place so rapidly as to make us fear it was only a deceitful one, turns out to have been real. Will you believe it, when I tell you that your papa can walk! With the help of my arm, he can walk across the room and along the passage; and to-morrow he is going to try to get down the first flight of stairs. None but God can know how thankful I am; not even my children. If this change has taken place in the first month (and it is not yet quite that), what may we not expect in the next  and the next? Your papa is writing to Hamish, and will confirm what I say.

This much Constance read aloud. Judith gave a glad laugh. Its just as everybody told the master, said she. A fine, strong, handsome man, like him, wasnt likely to be laid down for life like a baby, when he was hardly middle-aged. These doctors here be just so many muffs. When I get too old for work, Ill go to Germany myself, Miss Constance, and ask em to make me young again.

Constance smiled. She was running her eyes over the rest of the letter, which was a long one. She caught sight of Arthurs name. There were some loving, gentle messages to him, and then these words: Hamish says Arthur applied at Dove and Doves for a clerks place, but did not come to terms with them. We are glad that he did not. Papa says he should not like to have one of his boys at Dove and Doves.

And heres a little bit for you, Judith, Constance said aloud. Tell Judith not to be over-anxious in her place of trust; and not to over-work herself, but to let Sarah take her full share. There is no hurry about the bed-furniture; Sarah can do it in an evening at her leisure.

Judith received the latter portion of the message with scorn. Tisnt me thats going to let her do it! A fine do it would be, Miss Constance! The first thing I shall see, when I go back now, will be her head stretched out at one of the windows, and the kidney beans left to string and cut themselves in the kitchen!

Judith turned to depart. She never would allow any virtues to her helpmate Sarah, who gave about the same trouble to her that young servants of twenty generally give to old ones. Constance followed her to the door, saying something which had suddenly occurred to her mind about domestic affairs, when who should she meet, coming in, but the Rev. William Yorke! He had just left the Cathedral after morning prayers, and was calling at Lady Augustas.

Both were confused; both stopped, face to face, in hesitation. Constance grew crimson; Mr. Yorke pale. It was the first time they had met since the parting. There was an angry feeling against Constance in the mind of Mr. Yorke; he considered that she had not treated him with proper confidence; and in his proud nature  the Yorke blood was his  he was content to resent it. He did not expect to lose Constance eventually; he thought that the present storm would blow over some time, and that things would come right again. We are all too much given to trust to that vague some time. In Constances mind there existed a soreness against Mr. Yorke. He had doubted her; he had accepted (if he had not provoked) too readily her resignation of him. Unlike him, she saw no prospect of the future setting matters right. Marry him, whilst the cloud lay upon Arthur, she would not, after he had intimated his opinion and sentiments: and that cloud could only be lifted at the expense of another.

They exchanged a confused greeting; neither of them conscious how it passed. Mr. Yorkes attention was then caught by the open letter in her hand  by the envelope bearing the foreign post-marks. How is Mr. Channing? he asked.

So much better that it seems little short of a miracle, replied Constance. Mamma says, glancing at the letter, that he can walk, leaning on her arm.

I am so glad to hear it! Hamish told me last week that he was improving. I trust it may go on to a cure.

Thank you, replied Constance. And she made him a pretty little state curtsey as she turned away, not choosing to see the hand he would fain have offered her.

Mr. Yorkes voice brought a head and shoulders out at the breakfast-room door. They belonged to Lord Carrick. He and Lady Augusta were positively at breakfast at that hour of the day. His lordships eyes followed the pretty form of Constance as she disappeared up the staircase on her return to the schoolroom. William Yorkes were cast in the same direction. Then their eyes  the peers and the clergymans  met.

Ye have given her up, I understand, Master William?

Master William vouchsafed no reply. He deemed it a little piece of needless impertinence.

Bad taste! continued Lord Carrick. If I were only twenty years younger, and shed not turn up her nose at me for a big daft of an Irishman, youd not get her, me lad. Shes the sweetest little thing I have come across this many a day.

To which the Rev. William Yorke condescended no answer, unless a haughty gesture expressive of indignation might be called one, as he brushed past Lord Carrick into the breakfast-room.

At that very hour, and in a breakfast-room also  though all signs of the meal had long been removed  were Mr. Huntley and his daughter. The same praise, just bestowed by Lord Carrick upon Constance Channing, might with equal justice be given to Ellen Huntley. She was a lovely girl, three or four years older than Harry, with pretty features and soft dark eyes. What is more, she was a good girl  a noble, generous-hearted girl, although (you know no one is perfection) with a spice of self-will. For the latter quality I think Ellen was more indebted to circumstances than to Nature. Mrs. Huntley was dead, and a maiden sister of Mr. Huntleys, older than himself, resided with them and ruled Ellen; ruled her with a tight hand; not a kind one, or a judicious one; and that had brought out Miss Ellens self-will. Miss Huntley was very starched, prim, and stiff  very unnatural, in short  and she wished to make Ellen the same. Ellen rebelled, for she much disliked everything artificial. She was truthful, honest, straightforward; not unlike the character of Tom Channing. Miss Huntley complained that she was too straightforward to be ladylike; Ellen said she was sure she should never be otherwise than straightforward, so it was of no use trying. Then Miss Huntley would take offence, and threaten Ellen with altering her will, and that would vex Ellen more than anything. Young ladies rarely care for money, especially when they have plenty of it; and Ellen Huntley would have that, from her father. As if I cared for my aunts money! she would say. I wish she may not leave it to me. And she was sincere in the wish. Their controversies frequently amused Mr. Huntley. Agreeing in heart and mind with his daughter, he would yet make a playful show of taking his sisters part. Miss Huntley knew it to be show  done to laugh at her  and would grow as angry with him as she was with Ellen.

Mr. Huntley was not laughing, however, this morning. On the contrary, he appeared to be in a very serious, not to say solemn mood. He slowly paced the room, as was his custom when anything disturbed him, stopping at moments to reflect, buried in thought. Ellen sat at a table by the window, drawing. The house was Mr. Huntleys own  a white villa with a sloping lawn in front. It was situated outside the town, on a gentle eminence, and commanded a view of the charming scenery for which the county was famous.

Ellen, who had glanced up two or three times, concerned to see the very stern, perplexed look on her fathers face, at length spoke, Is anything the matter, papa?

Mr. Huntley did not answer. He was standing close to the table then, apparently looking at Ellen, at her white morning dress and its blue ribbons: it, and she altogether, a fair picture. Probably he saw neither her nor her dress  he was too deeply absorbed.

You are not ill, are you, papa?

Ill! he answered, rousing himself. No, Ellen, I am not ill.

Then you have had something to vex you, papa?

I have, emphatically replied Mr. Huntley. And the worst is, that my vexation will not be confined to myself, I believe. It may extend to you, Ellen.

Mr. Huntleys manner was so serious, his look so peculiar as he gazed at her, that Ellen felt a rush of discomfort, and the colour spread itself over her fair face. She jumped to the conclusion that she had been giving offence in some way  that Miss Huntley must have been complaining of her.

Has my aunt been telling you about last night, papa? Harry had two of the college boys here, and I unfortunately laughed and talked with them, and she said afterwards I had done it on purpose to annoy her. But I assure you, papa

Never mind assuring me, child, interrupted Mr. Huntley. Your aunt has said nothing to me; and if she had, it would go in at one ear and out at the other. It is worse business than any complaint that she could bring.

Ellen laid down her pencil, and gazed at her father, awe-struck at his strange tone. What is it? she breathed.

But Mr. Huntley did not answer. He remained perfectly still for a few moments, absorbed in thought: and then, without a word of any sort to Ellen, turned round to leave the room, took his hat as he passed through the hall, and left the house.

Can you guess what it was that was troubling Mr. Huntley? Very probably, if you can put, as the saying runs, this and that together.

Convinced, as he was, that Arthur Channing was not, could not be guilty of taking the bank-note, yet puzzled by the strangely tame manner in which he met the charge  confounded by the behaviour both of Arthur and Constance relating to it  Mr. Huntley had resolved, if possible, to dive into the mystery. He had his reasons for it. A very disagreeable, a very improbable suspicion, called forth by the facts, had darted across his mind; therefore he resolved to penetrate to it. And he set to work. He questioned Mr. Galloway, he questioned Butterby, he questioned Jenkins, and he questioned Roland Yorke. He thus became as thoroughly conversant with the details of the transaction as it was possible for any one, except the actual thief, to be; and he drew his own deductions. Very reluctantly, very slowly, very cautiously, were they drawn, but very surely. The behaviour of Arthur and Constance could only have one meaning: they were screening the real culprit. And that culprit must be Hamish Channing.

Unwilling as Mr. Huntley was to admit it, he had no resource but to do so. He grew as certain of it as he was of his own life. He had loved and respected Hamish in no measured degree. He had observed the attachment springing up between him and his daughter, and he had been content to observe it. None were so worthy of her, in Mr. Huntleys eyes, as Hamish Channing, in all respects save one  wealth; and, of that, Ellen would have plenty. Mr. Huntley had known of the trifling debts that were troubling Hamish, and he found that those debts, immediately on the loss of the bank-note, had been partially satisfied. That the stolen money must have been thus applied, and that it had been taken for that purpose, he could not doubt.

Hamish! It nearly made Mr. Huntleys hair stand on end. That he must be silent over it, as were Hamishs own family, he knew  silent for Mr. Channings sake. And what about Ellen?

There was the sad, very sad grievance. Whether Hamish went wrong, or whether Hamish went right, it was not of so much consequence to Mr. Huntley; but it might be to Ellen  in fact, he thought it would be. He had risen that morning resolved to hint to Ellen that any particular intimacy with Hamish must cease. But he was strangely undecided about it. Now that the moment was come, he almost doubted, himself, Hamishs guilt. All the improbabilities of the case rose up before him in marked colours; he lost sight of the condemning facts; and it suddenly occurred to him that it was scarcely fair to judge Hamish so completely without speaking to him. Perhaps he can account to me for the possession of the money which he applied to those debts, thought Mr. Huntley. If so, in spite of appearances, I will not deem him guilty.

He went out, on the spur of the moment, straight down to the office in Guild Street. Hamish was alone, not at all busy, apparently. He was standing up by the fireplace, his elbow on the mantelpiece, a letter from Mr. Channing (no doubt the one alluded to in Mrs. Channings letter to Constance) in his hand. He received Mr. Huntley with his cordial, sunny smile; spoke of the good news the letter brought, spoke of the accident which had caused the delay of the mail, and finally read out part of the letter, as Constance had to Judith.

It was all very well; but this only tended to embarrass Mr. Huntley. He did not like his task, and the more confidential they grew over Mr. Channings health, the worse it made it for him to enter upon. As chance had it, Hamish himself paved the way. He began telling of an incident which had taken place that morning, to the scandal of the town. A young man, wealthy but improvident, had been arrested for debt. Mr. Huntley had not yet heard of it.

It stopped his days pleasure, laughed Hamish. He was going along with his gun and dogs, intending to pop at the partridges, when he got popped upon himself, instead. Poor fellow! it was too bad to spoil his sport. Had I been a rich man, I should have felt inclined to bail him out.

The effect of running in debt, remarked Mr. Huntley. By the way, Master Hamish, is there no fear of a similar catastrophe for you? he added, in a tone which Hamish might, if he liked, take for a jesting one.

For me, sir? returned Hamish.

When I left Helstonleigh in June, a certain young friend of mine was not quite free from a suspicion of such liabilities, rejoined Mr. Huntley.

Hamish flushed rosy red. Of all people in the world, Mr. Huntley was the one from whom he would, if possible, have kept that knowledge, but he spoke up readily.

I did owe a thing or two, it cant be denied, acknowledged he. Men, better and wiser and richer than I, have owed money before me, Mr. Huntley.

Suppose they serve you as they have served Jenner this morning?

They will not do that, laughed Hamish, seeming very much inclined to make a joke of the matter. I have squared up some sufficiently to be on the safe side of danger, and I shall square up the rest.

Mr. Huntley fixed his eyes upon him. How did you get the money to do it, Hamish?

Perhaps it was the plain, unvarnished manner in which the question was put; perhaps it was the intent gaze with which Mr. Huntley regarded him; but, certain it is, that the flush on Hamishs face deepened to crimson, and he turned it from Mr. Huntley, saying nothing.

Hamish, I have a reason for wishing to know.

To know what, sir? asked Hamish, as if he would temporize, or avoid the question.

Where did you obtain the money that you applied to liquidate, or partially to liquidate, your debts?

I cannot satisfy you, sir. The affair concerns no one but myself. I did get it, and that is sufficient.

Hamish had come out of his laughing tone, and spoke as firmly as Mr. Huntley; but, that the question had embarrassed him, was palpably evident. Mr. Huntley said good morning, and left the office without shaking hands. All his doubts were confirmed.

He went straight home. Ellen was where he had left her, still alone. Mr. Huntley approached her and spoke abruptly. Are you willing to give up all intimacy with Hamish Channing?

She gazed at him in surprise, her complexion changing, her voice faltering. Oh, papa! what have they done?

Ellen, did I say they! The Channings are my dear friends, and I hope ever to call them such. They have done nothing unworthy of my friendship or of yours. I said Hamish.

Ellen rose from her seat, unable to subdue her emotion, and stood with her hands clasped before Mr. Huntley. Hamish was far dearer to her than the world knew.

I will leave it to your good sense, my dear, Mr. Huntley whispered, glancing round, as if not caring that even the walls should hear. I have liked Hamish very much, or you may be sure he would not have been allowed to come here so frequently. But he has forfeited my regard now, as he must forfeit that of all good men.

She trembled excessively, almost to impede her utterance, when she would have asked what it was that he had done.

I scarcely dare breathe it to you, said Mr. Huntley, for it is a thing that we must hush up, as the family are hushing it up. When that bank-note was lost, suspicion fell on Arthur.

Well, papa? wonderingly resumed Ellen.

It was not Arthur who took it. It was Hamish. And Arthur is bearing the stigma of it for his fathers sake.

Ellen grew pale. Papa, who says it?

No one says it, Ellen. But the facts leave no room for doubt. Hamishs own manner  I have just left him  leaves no room for it. He is indisputably guilty.

Then Ellens anger, her straightforwardness, broke forth. She clasped her hands in pain, and her face grew crimson. He is not guilty, papa. I would answer for it with my own life. How dare they accuse him! how dare they asperse him? Is he not Hamish Channing?

Ellen! Ellen!

Ellen burst into a passionate flood of tears. Forgive me, papa. If he has no one else to take his part, I will do it. I do not wish to be undutiful; and if you bid me never to see or speak to Hamish Channing again, I will implicitly obey you; but, hear him spoken of as guilty, I will not. I wish I could stand up for him against the world.

After that, Miss Ellen Huntley, I think you had better sit down.

Ellen sat down, and cried until she was calm.






CHAPTER XXXVII.  THE CONSPIRATORS.

Nothing of sufficient consequence to record here, occurred for some weeks to the Channings, or to those connected with them. October came in; and in a few days would be decided the uncertain question of the seniorship. Gaunt would leave the college on the fifth; and on the sixth the new senior would be appointed. The head-master had given no intimation whatever to the school as to which of the three seniors would obtain the promotion, and discussion ran high upon the probabilities. Some were of opinion that it would be Huntley; some, Gerald Yorke; a very few, Tom Channing. Countenanced by Gaunt and Huntley, as he had been throughout, Tom bore on his way, amid much cabal; but for the circumstance of the senior boy espousing (though not very markedly) his cause, his place would have been unbearable. Hamish attended to his customary duties in Guild Street, and sat up at night as usual in his bedroom, as his candle testified to Judith. Arthur tried bravely for a situation, and tried in vain; he could get nothing given to him  no one seemed willing to take him on. There was nothing for it but to wait in patience. He took the organ daily, and copied, at home, the cathedral music. Constance was finding great favour with the Earl of Carrick  but you will hear more about that presently. Jenkins grew more like a shadow day by day. Roland Yorke went on in his impulsive, scapegrace fashion. Mr. and Mrs. Channing sent home news, hopeful and more hopeful, from Germany. And Charley, unlucky Charley, had managed to get into hot water with the college school.

Thus uneventfully had passed the month of September. October was now in, and the sixth rapidly approaching. What with the uncertainty prevailing, the preparation for the examination, which on that day would take place, and a little private matter, upon which some few were entering, the college school had just then a busy and exciting time of it.

Stephen Bywater sat in one of the niches of the cloisters, a pile of books by his side. Around him, in various attitudes, were gathered seven of the most troublesome of the tribe  Pierce senior, George Brittle, Tod Yorke, Fred Berkeley, Bill Simms, Mark Galloway, and Hurst, who had now left the choir, but not the school. They were hatching mischief. Twilight overhung the cloisters; the autumn evenings were growing long, and this was a gloomy one. Half an hour, at the very least, had the boys been gathered there since afternoon school, holding a council of war in covert tones.

Paid out he shall be, by hook or by crook, continued Stephen Bywater, who appeared to be president  if talking more than his confrères constitutes one. The worst is, how is it to be done? One cant wallop him.

Not wallop him! repeated Pierce senior, who was a badly disposed boy, as well as a mischievous one. Why not, pray?

Not to any good, said Bywater. I cant, with that delicate face of his. Its like beating a girl.

Thats true, assented Hurst. No, it wont do to go in for beating; might break his bones, or something. I cant think whats the good of those delicate ones putting themselves into a school of this sort. A parsons is the place for them; eight gentlemanly pupils, treated as a private family, with a mild usher, and a lady to teach the piano.

The council burst into a laugh at Hursts mocking tones, and Pierce senior interrupted it.

I dont see why he shouldnt

Say she, Pierce, corrected Mark Galloway.

She, then. I dont see why she shouldnt get a beating if she deserves it; it will teach her not to try her tricks on again. Let her be delicate; shell feel it the more.

Its all bosh about his being delicate. Shes not, vehemently interrupted Tod Yorke, somewhat perplexed, in his hurry, with the genders. Charley Channings no more delicate than we are. Its all in the look. As good say that detestable little villain, Boulter, is delicate, because he has yellow curls. I vote for the beating.

Ill vote you out of the business, if you show insubordination, Mr. Tod, cried Bywater. Well pay out Miss Charley in some way, but it shant be by beating him.

Couldnt we lock him up in the cloisters, as we locked up Ketch, and that lot; and leave him there all night? proposed Berkeley.

But thered be getting the keys? debated Mark Galloway.

As if we couldnt get the keys if we wanted them! scoffingly retorted Bywater. We did old Ketch the other time, and we could do him again. That would not serve the young one out, locking him up in the cloisters.

Wouldnt it, though! said Tod Yorke. Hed be dead of fright before morning, hes so mortally afraid of ghosts.

Afraid of what? cried Bywater.

Of ghosts. Hes a regular coward about them. He dare not go to bed in the dark for fear of their coming to him. Hed rather have five and twenty pages of Virgil to do, than hed be left alone after nightfall.

The notion so tickled Bywater, that he laughed till he was hoarse. Bywater could not understand being afraid of ghosts. Had Bywater met a whole army of ghosts, the encounter would only have afforded him pleasure.

There never was a ghost seen yet, as long as any one can remember, cried he, when he came out of his laughter. Id sooner believe in Gullivers travels, than Id believe in ghosts. What a donkey you are, Tod Yorke!

Its Charley Channing thats the donkey; not me, cried Tod, fiercely. I tell you, if we locked him up here for a night, we should find him dead in the morning, when we came to let him out. Lets do it.

What, to find him dead in the morning! exclaimed Hurst. You are a nice one, Tod!

Oh, well, I dont mean altogether dead, you know, acknowledged Tod. But hed have had a mortal night of it! All his clothes gummed together from fright, Ill lay.

I dont think it would do, deliberated Bywater. A whole night  twelve hours, that would be  and in a fright all the time, if he is frightened. Look here! I have heard of folks losing their wits through a thing of the sort.

I wont go in for anything of the kind, said Hurst. Charleys not a bad lot, and he shant be harmed. A bit of a fright, or a bit of a whacking, not too much of either; thatll be the thing for Miss Channing.

Tod Yorke, who told you he was afraid of ghosts? demanded Bywater.

Oh, I know it, said Tod. Annabel Channing was telling my sisters about it, for one thing: but I knew it before. We had a servant once who told us so, she had lived at the Channings. Some nurse frightened him when he was a youngster, and they have never been able to get the fear out of him since.

What a precious soft youngster he must have been! said Mr. Bywater.

She used to get a ghost and dress it up and show it off to Miss Charley

Get a ghost, Tod?

Bother! you know what I mean, said Tod, testily. Get a broom or something of that sort, and dress it up with a mask and wings: and he is as scared over it now as he ever was. I dont care what you say.

Look here! exclaimed Bywater, starting from his niche, as a bright idea occurred to him. Let one of us personate a ghost, and appear to him! That would be glorious! It would give him a precious good fright for the time, and no harm done.

If the boys had suddenly found the philosophers stone, it could scarcely have afforded them so much pleasure as did this idea. It was received with subdued shouts of approbation: the only murmur of dissent to be heard was from Pierce senior. Pierce grumbled that it would not be half serving him out.

Yes, it will, said Bywater. Pierce senior shall be the ghost: he tops us all by a head.

Hurst is as tall as Pierce senior.

That he is not, interrupted Pierce senior, who was considerably mollified at the honour being awarded to him. Hurst is not much above the tips of my ears. Besides, Hurst is fat; and you never saw a fat ghost yet.

Have you seen many ghosts, Pierce? mocked Bywater.

A few; in pictures. Wretched old scarecrows they always are, with a cadaverous face and lantern jaws.

Thats the reason youll do so well, Pierce, said Bywater. You are as thin as a French herring, you know, with a yard and a half of throat.

Pierce received the doubtful compliment flatteringly, absorbed in the fine vista of mischief opening before him. How shall I get myself up, Bywater? asked he, complaisantly. With horns and a tail?

Horns and a tail be bothered! returned Hurst. It must be like a real ghost, all white and ghastly.

Of course it must, acquiesced Bywater.

I know a boy in our village that they served out like that, interposed Bill Simms, who was a country lad, and boarded in Helstonleigh. They got a great big turnip, and scooped it out and made it into a mans face, and put a light inside, and stuck it on a post where he had to pass at night. He was so frightened that he died.

Cram! ejaculated Tod Yorke.

He did, though, repeated Simms. They knew him before for an awful little coward, and they did it to have some fun out of him. He didnt say anything at the time; didnt scream, or anything of that sort; but after he got home he was taken ill, and the next day he died. My father was one of the jury on the inquest. He was a little chap with no father or mother  a plough-boy.

The best thing, if you want to make a ghost, said Tod Yorke, is to get a tin plate full of salt and gin, and set it alight, and wrap yourself round with a sheet, and hold the plate so that the flame lights up your face. You never saw anything so ghastly. Scooped-out turnips are all bosh!

I could bring a sheet off my bed, said Bywater. Thrown over my arm, theyd think at home I was bringing out my surplice. And if

A wheezing and coughing and clanking of keys interrupted the proceedings. It was Mr. Ketch, coming to lock up the cloisters. As the boys had no wish to be fastened in, themselves, they gathered up their books, and waited in silence till the porter was close upon them. Then, with a sudden war-whoop, they sprang past him, very nearly startling the old man out of his senses, and calling forth from him a shower of hard words.

The above conversation, puerile and school-boyish as it may seem, was destined to lead to results all too important; otherwise it would not have been related here. You very likely may have discovered, ere this, that this story of the Helstonleigh College boys is not merely a work of imagination, but taken from facts of real life. Had you been in the cloisters that night with the boys  and you might have been  and heard Master William Simms, who was the son of a wealthy farmer, tell the tale of a boys being frightened to death, you would have known it to be a true one, if you possessed any knowledge of the annals of the neighbourhood. In like manner, the project they were getting up to frighten Charles Channing, and Charless unfortunate propensity to be frightened, are strictly true.

Master Tod Yorkes account of what had imbued his mind with this fear, was a tolerably correct one. Charley was somewhat troublesome and fractious as a young child, and the wicked nurse girl who attended upon him would dress up frightful figures to terrify him into quietness. She might not have been able to accomplish this without detection, but that Mrs. Channing was at that time debarred from the active superintendence of her household. When Charley was about two years old she fell into ill health, and for eighteen months was almost entirely confined to her room. Judith was much engaged with her mistress and with household matters, and the baby, as Charley was still called, was chiefly left to the mercies of the nurse. Not content with frightening him practically, she instilled into his young imagination the most pernicious stories of ghosts, dreams, and similar absurdities. But, foolish as we know them to be, they are not the less horrible to a childs vivid imagination. At two, or three, or four years old, it is eagerly opening to impressions; and things, solemnly related by a mother or a nurse, become impressed upon it almost as with gospel truth. Let the fears once be excited in this terrible way, and not a whole lifetime can finally eradicate the evil. I would rather a nurse broke one of my childrens limbs, than thus poison its fair young mind.

In process of time the girls work was discovered  discovered by Judith. But the mischief was done. You may wonder that Mrs. Channing should not have been the first to discover it; or that it could have escaped her notice at all, for she had the child with her often for his early religious instruction; but, one of the worst phases of this state of things is, the shrinking tenacity with which the victim buries the fears within his own breast. He dare not tell his parents; he is taught not; and taught by fear. It may not have been your misfortune to meet with a case of this sort; I hope you never will. Mrs. Channing would observe that the child would often shudder, as with terror, and cling to her in an unaccountable manner; but, having no suspicion of the evil, she attributed it to a sensitive, timid temperament. What is it, my little Charley? she would say. But Charley would only bury his face the closer, and keep silence. When Martha  that was the girls name: not the same Martha who was now living at Lady Augustas  came for him, he would go with her willingly, cordially. It was not her he feared. On the contrary, he was attached to her; she had taught him to be so; and he looked upon her as a protector from those awful ghosts and goblins.

Well, the thing was in time discovered, but the mischief, I say, was done. It could not be eradicated. Charles Channings judgment and good sense told him that all those bygone terrors were only tricks of that wretched Marthas: but, overcome the fear, he could not. All consideration was shown to him; he was never scolded for it, never ridiculed; his brothers and sisters observed to him entire silence upon the subject  even Annabel; and Mr. and Mrs. Channing had done reasoning lovingly with him now. It is not argument that will avail in a case like this. In the broad light of day, Charley could be very brave; would laugh at such tales with the best of them; but when night came, and he was left alone  if he ever was left alone  then all the old terror rose up again, and his frame would shake, and he would throw himself on the bed or on the floor, and hide his face; afraid of the darkness, and of what he might see in it. He was as utterly unable to prevent or subdue this fear, as he was to prevent his breathing. He knew it, in the sunny morning light, to be a foolish fear, utterly without reason: but, in the lonely night, there it came again, and he could not combat it.

Thus, it is easy to understand that the very worst subject for a ghost trick to be played upon, was Charley Channing. It was, however, going to be done. The defect  for it really is a defect  had never transpired to the College school, who would not have spared their ridicule, or spared Charley. Reared, in that point, under happier auspices, they could have given nothing but utter ridicule to the fear. Chattering Annabel, in her thoughtless communications to Caroline and Fanny Yorke, had not bargained for their reaching the ears of Tod; and Tod, when the report did reach his ears, remembered to have heard the tale before; until then it had escaped his memory.

Charley had got into hot water with some of the boys. Bywater had been owing him a grudge for weeks, on account of Charleys persistent silence touching what he had seen the day the surplice was inked; and now there arose another grudge on Bywaters score, and also on that of others. There is not space to enter into the particulars of the affair; it is sufficient to say that some underhand work, touching cribs, came to the knowledge of one of the under-masters  and came to him through Charley Channing.

Not that Charley went, open-mouthed, and told; there was nothing of that disreputable character  which the school held in especial dislike  the sneak, about Charles Channing. Charley would have bitten his tongue out first. By an unfortunate accident Charles was pinned by the master, and questioned; and he had no resource but to speak out. In honour, in truth, he could not do otherwise; but, the consequence was  punishment to the boys; and they turned against him. Schoolboys are not famous for being swayed by the rules of strict justice; and they forgot to remember that in Charles Channings place they would (at any rate, most of them) have felt bound to do the same. They visited the accident upon him, and were determined  as you have heard them express it in their own phrase  to serve him out.

Leaving this decision to fructify, let us turn to Constance. Lady Augusta Yorke  good-hearted in the main, liberal natured, swayed by every impulse as the wind  had been particularly kind to Constance and Annabel Channing during the absence of their mother. Evening after evening she would insist upon their spending at her house, Hamish  one of Lady Augustas lasting favourites, probably from his good looks  being pressed into the visit with them by my lady. Hamish was nothing loth. He had given up indiscriminate evening visiting; and, since the coolness which had arisen in the manner of Mr. Huntley, Hamish did not choose to go much to Mr. Huntleys, where he had been a pretty constant visitor before; and he found his evenings hang somewhat heavily on his hands. Thus Constance saw a good deal of the Earl of Carrick; or, it may be more to the purpose to say, the earl saw a good deal of her.

For the earl grew to like her very much indeed. He grew to think that if she would only consent to become his wife, he should be the happiest man in ould Ireland; and one day, impulsive in his actions as was ever Lady Augusta, he told Constance so, in that ladys presence.

Constance  much as we may regret to hear it of her  behaved in by no means a dignified manner. She laughed over it. When brought to understand, which took some little time, that she was actually paid that high compliment, she laughed in the earls face. He was as old as her father; and Constance had certainly regarded him much more in the light of a father than a husband.

I do beg your pardon, Lord Carrick, she said, apologetically but I think you must be laughing at me.

Laughing at ye! said the earl. Its not I that would do that. Id like ye to be Countess of Carrick to-morrow, me dear, if you can only get over me fifty years and me grey hair. Heres me sister  she knows that Id like to have ye. Its you that are laughing at me, Miss Constance; at me ould locks.

No, indeed, indeed it is not that, said Constance, while Lady Augusta sat with an impassive countenance. I dont know why I laughed. It so took me by surprise; that was why, I think. Please do not say any more about it, Lord Carrick.

Ye could not like me as well as ye like William Yorke? Is that it, child?

Constance grew crimson. Like him as she liked William Yorke!

Yere the nicest girl I have seen since Kathleen Blake, resumed the straightforward, simple earl. She promised to have me; she said she liked me grey hair better than brown, and me fifty years better than thirty, but, while I was putting the place a bit in order for her, she went and married a young Englishman. Did ye ever see him, Augusta?  turning to his sister. He is a baronet. He came somewhere from these parts.

Lady Augusta intimated stiffly that she had not the honour of the baronets acquaintance. She thought her brother was making a simpleton of himself, and had a great mind to tell him so.

And since Kathleen Blake went over to the enemy, I have not seen anybody that Id care to look twice at, till I came here and saw you, Miss Constance, resumed the earl. And if ye can only get to overlook the natural impediments on me side, and not mind me being poor, Id be delighted, me dear, if yed say the word.

You are very kind, very generous, Lord Carrick, said Constance, with an impulse of feeling; but I can only beg you never to ask me such a thing again.

Ah! well, child, I see yere in earnest, good-naturedly responded the earl, as he gave it up. I was afraid yed only laugh at me. I knew I was too old.

And that was the beginning and the ending of Lord Carricks wooing. Scarcely worth recording, you will think. But there was a reason for doing so.






CHAPTER XXXVIII.  THE DECISION.

The important sixth of October  important to the Helstonleigh College boys  did not rise very genially. On the contrary, it rose rather sloppily. A soaking rain was steadily descending, and the streets presented a continuous scene of puddles. The boys dashed through it without umbrellas (I never saw one of them carry an umbrella in my life, and dont believe the phenomenon ever was seen), their clean surplices on their arms; on their way to attend ten-oclock morning prayers in the cathedral. The day was a holiday from school, but not from morning service.

The college bell was beginning to ring out as they entered the schoolroom. Standing in the seniors place, and calling over the roll, was Tom Channing, the acting senior for a few brief hours. Since Gaunts departure, the previous day, Tom Channing had been head of the school; it lay in the custom of the school for him so to be. Would his place be confirmed? or would he lose it? Tom looked flurried with suspense. It was not so much being appointed senior that he thought of, as the disgrace, the humiliation that would be his portion, were he deposed from it. He knew that he deserved the position; that it was his by right; he stood first on the rolls, and he had done nothing whatever to forfeit it. He was the schools best scholar; and  if he was not always a perfect model for conduct  there was this much to be said in his favour, that none of them could boast of being better.

The opinion of the school had been veering round for the last few days in favour of Tom. I do not mean that he, personally, was in better odour with it  not at all, the snow-ball, touching Arthur, had gathered strength in rolling  but in favour of his chances of the seniorship. Not a breath of intimation had the head-master given; except that, one day, in complaining to Gaunt of the neglect of a point of discipline in the school, which point was entirely under the control of the senior boy, he had turned to Tom, and said, Remember, Channing, it must be observed for the future.

Toms heart leaped within him as he heard it, and the boys looked inquiringly at the master. But the masters head was then buried in the deep drawer of his desk, hunting for a lost paper. Unless he had spoken it in forgetfulness  which was not improbable  there could be no doubt that he looked upon Tom as Gaunts successor. The school so interpreted it, and chose to become, amongst themselves, sullenly rebellious. As to Tom, who was nearly as sanguine in temperament as Hamish, his hopes and his spirits went up to fever heat.  

One of the last to tear through the street, splashing his jacket, and splashing his surplice, was Harry Huntley. He, like all the rest, took care to be in time that morning. There would have been no necessity for his racing, however, had he not lingered at home, talking. He was running down from his room, whither he had gone again after breakfast, to give the finishing brush to his hair (I can tell you that some of those college gentlemen were dandies), when Mr. Huntleys voice was heard, calling him into the breakfast-room.

Harry, said he, I dont think that I need enjoin you not to suffer your manner to show triumph towards Tom Channing, should you be promoted over him to-day.

I shant be, papa. Channing will have the seniorship.

How do you know that?

Oh, from something Pye let drop. We look upon it that Channing is as good as senior.

Mr. Huntley remembered the tenor of the private conversation the master had held with him, and believed his son would find himself mistaken, and that he, Harry, would be made senior. That it would be Gerald Yorke, Mr. Huntley did not believe. At any rate, Harry, take heed to what I say, he resumed. Be very considerate and courteous towards your friend Channing, if you should obtain it. Do not let me have to blush for my sons ill feeling.

There was a tone in Mr. Huntleys voice which, to Harrys ears, seemed to intimate that he did not speak without reason. Papa, it would not be fair for me to go up over Channing, he impulsively said.

No. Comparing your merits together, Channing is the better man of the two.

Harry laughed. He is not worse, at all events. Why are you saying this, papa?

Because I fancy that you are more likely to be successful than Tom Channing. I wish I may be mistaken. I would rather he had it; for, personally, he had done nothing to forfeit it.

If Harry could accept the seniorship and displace Tom Channing, I would not care to call him my brother again, interrupted Ellen Huntley, with a flashing eye.

It is not that, Ellen; you girls dont understand things, retorted Harry. If Pye displaces Tom from the scholarship, he does not do it to exalt me; he does it because he wont have him at any price. Were I to turn round like a chivalrous Knight Templar and say Id not take it, out of regard to my friend Tom, where would be the good? Yorke would get hoisted over me, and I should be laughed at for a duffer. But Ill do as you like, papa, he added, turning to Mr. Huntley. If you wish me not to take the honour, Ill resign it in favour of Yorke. I never expected it to be mine, so it will be no disappointment; I always thought we should have Channing.

Your refusing it would do no good to Channing, said Mr. Huntley. And I should have grumbled at you, Harry, had you suffered Yorke to slip over your head. Every one in his own right. All I repeat to you, my boy, is, behave as you ought to Tom Channing. Possibly I may pay the college school a visit this morning.

Harry opened his eyes to their utmost width.

You, papa! Whatever for?

That is my business, laughed Mr. Huntley. It wants only twenty minutes to ten, Harry.

Harry, at the hint, bounded into the hall. He caught up his clean surplice, placed there ready for him, and stuck his trencher on his head, when he was detained by Ellen.

Harry, boy, its a crying wrong against Tom Channing. Hamish never did it

Hamish interrupted Harry, with a broad grin. A sign who you are thinking of, mademoiselle.

Mademoiselle turned scarlet. You know I meant to say Arthur, stupid boy! Its a crying wrong, Harry, upon Tom Channing. Looking at it in the worst light, he has been guilty of nothing to forfeit his right. If you can help him to the seniorship instead of supplanting him, be a brave boy, and do it. God sees all things.

I shall be late, as sure as a gun! impatiently returned Harry. And away he sped through the rain and mud, never slackening speed till he was in the college schoolroom.

He hung up his trencher, flung his surplice on to a bench, and went straight up, with outstretched hand, to Tom Channing, who stood as senior, unfolding the roll. Good luck to you, old fellow! cried he, in a clear voice, that rang through the spacious room. I hope, with all my heart, that youll be in this post for many a day.

Thank you, Huntley, responded Tom. And he proceeded to call over the roll, though his cheek burnt at sundry hisses that came, in subdued tones, from various parts of the room.

Every boy was present. Not a kings scholar but answered to his name; and Tom signed the roll for the first time. Channing, acting senior. Not Channing, senior, yet. It was a whim of Mr. Pyes that on Sundays and saints day  that is, whenever the kings scholars had to attend service  the senior boy should sign the roll.

They then put on their surplices; and rather damp surplices some of them were. The boys most of them disdained bags; let the weather be what it might, the surplices, like themselves, went openly through it. Ready in their surplices and trenchers, Tom Channing gave the word of command, and they were on the point of filing out, when a freak took Pierce senior to leave his proper place in the ranks, and walk by the side of Brittle.

Halt! said Channing. Pierce senior, take your place.

I shant, returned Pierce. Who is to compel me? he added with a mocking laugh. We are without a senior for once.

I will, thundered Tom, his face turning white at the implied sneer, the incipient disobedience. I stand here as the schools senior now, whatever I may do later, and I will be obeyed. Return to your proper place.

There was that in Toms eye, in Toms tone, that somehow over-awed Mr. Pierce; and he walked sheepishly to his own place. There was no mistaking that Channing would make a firm senior. The boys proceeded, two and two, decorously through the cloisters, snatching off their trenchers as they entered the college gates. Tom and Huntley walked last, Tom bearing the keys. The choir gained, the two branched off right and left, Huntley placing himself at the head of the boys on the left, or cantori side; Tom, assuming his place as acting senior, on the decani. When they should sit next in that cathedral would their posts be reversed?

The dean was present: also three canons  Dr. Burrows, who was subdean, Dr. Gardner, and Mr. Mence. The head-master chanted, and in the stall next to him sat Gaunt. Gaunt had discarded his surplice with his schoolboy life; but curiosity with regard to the seniorship brought him amongst them again that day. I hope youll keep the place, Channing, he whispered to him, as he passed the boys to get to his stall. Arthur Channing was at his place at the organ.

Ere eleven oclock struck, service was over, and the boys marched back again. Not to the schoolroom  into the chapter-house. The examination, which took place once in three years, was there held. It was conducted quite in a formal manner; Mr. Galloway, as chapter clerk, being present, to call over the roll. The dean, the three prebendaries who had been at service, the head and other masters of the school, all stood together in the chapter-house; and the kings scholars wearing their surplices still, were ranged in a circle before them.

The dean took the examination. Dr. Burrows asked a question now and then, but the dean chiefly took it. There is neither space nor time to follow it in detail here: and no one would care to read it, if it were given. As a whole, the school acquitted itself well, doing credit to its masters. One of the chapter  it was Dr. Gardner, and the only word he spoke throughout  remarked that the head boy was a sound scholar, meaning Tom Channing.

The business over, the deans words of commendation spoken, then the head-master took a step forward and cleared his throat. He addressed himself to the boys exclusively; for, what he had to say, had reference to them and himself alone: it was supposed not to concern the clergy. As to the boys, those who were of an excitable temperament, looked quite pale with suspense, now the long-expected moment was come. Channing? Huntley? Yorke?  which of the three would it be?

The praise bestowed upon you, gentlemen, by the Dean and Chapter has been, if possible, more gratifying to myself than to you. It would be superfluous in me to add a word to the admonition given you by the Very Reverend the Dean, as to your future conduct and scholarly improvement. I can only hope, with him, that they may continue to be such as to afford satisfaction to myself, and to those gentlemen who are associated with me as masters in the collegiate school.

A pause and a dead silence. The head-master cleared his throat again, and went on.

The retirement of William Gaunt from the school, renders the seniorship vacant. I am sorry that circumstances, to which I will not more particularly allude, prevent my bestowing it upon the boy whose name stands first upon the rolls, Thomas Ingram Channing. I regret this the more, that it is not from any personal fault of Channings that he is passed over; and this fact I beg may be most distinctly understood. Next to Channings name stands that of Henry Huntley, and to him I award the seniorship. Henry Huntley, you are appointed senior of Helstonleigh Collegiate School. Take your place.

The dead silence was succeeded by a buzz, a murmur, suppressed almost as soon as heard. Tom Channings face turned scarlet, then became deadly white. It was a cruel blow. Huntley, with an impetuous step, advanced a few paces, and spoke up bravely, addressing the master.

I thank you, sir, for the honour you have conferred upon me, but I have no right to it, either by claim or merit. I feel that it is but usurping the place of Channing. Cant you give it to him, please sir, instead of to me?

The speech, begun formally and grandly enough for a royal president at a public dinner, and ending in its schoolboy fashion, drew a smile from more than one present. No, was all the answer vouchsafed by Mr. Pye, but it was spoken with unmistakable emphasis, and he pointed his finger authoritatively to the place already vacated by Tom Channing. Huntley bowed, and took it; and the next thing seen by the boys was Mr. Galloway altering the roll. He transposed the names of Channing and Huntley.

The boys, bowing to the clergy, filed out, and proceeded to the schoolroom, the masters following them. Tom Channing was very silent. Huntley was silent. Yorke, feeling mad with everyone, was silent. In short, the whole school was silent. Channing delivered the keys of the school to Huntley; and Mr. Pye, with his own hands, took out the roll and made the alteration in the names. For, the roll belonging to the chapter-house was not, as you may have thought, the every-day roll of the schoolroom. Take care what you are about, Huntley, said the master. A careless senior never finds favour with me.

Very well, sir, replied Huntley. But he was perfectly conscious, as he spoke, that his chief fault, as senior, would be that of carelessness. And Gaunt, who was standing by, and knew it also, telegraphed a significant look to Huntley. The other masters went up to Huntley, shook hands, and congratulated him, for that was the custom of the school; indeed, it was for that purpose only that the masters had gone into the schoolroom, where they had, that day, no business. Gaunt followed suit next, in shaking hands and congratulating, and the school afterwards; Gerald Yorke doing his part with a bad grace.

Thank you all, said Harry Huntley. But it ought to have been Tom Channing. Poor Toms feelings, during all this, may be imagined.

The kings scholars were slinging their surplices on their arms to depart, for they had full holiday for the remainder of the day, when they were surprised by the entrance of Mr. Huntley. He went straight up to the head-master, nodding pleasantly to the boys, right and left.

Well, and who is your important senior? he gaily demanded of the master.

Henry Huntley.

Mr. Huntley drew in his lips. For anothers sake I am sorry to hear it. But I can only express my hope that he will do his duty.

I have just been telling him so, observed the master.

What brings me here, is this, sir, continued Mr. Huntley to the master. Knowing there was a doubt, as to which of the three senior boys would be chosen, I wished, should it prove to be my son, to speak a word about the Oxford exhibition, which, I believe, generally accompanies the seniorship. It falls due next Easter.

Yes, said Mr. Pye.

Then allow me to decline it for my son, replied Mr. Huntley. He will not need it; and therefore should not stand in the light of any other boy. I deemed it well, sir, to state this at once.

Thank you, warmly responded the head-master. He knew that it was an unselfish, not to say generous, act.

Mr. Huntley approached Tom Channing. He took his hand; he shook it heartily, with every mark of affection and respect. You must not allow this exaltation of Harry to lessen the friendship you and he entertain for each other, he said, in tones that reached every pair of ears present  and not one but was turned up to listen. You are more deserving of the place than he, and I am deeply sorry for the circumstances which have caused him to supplant you. Never mind, Tom; bear on bravely, lad, and youll outlive vexation. Continue to be worthy of your noble father; continue to be my sons friend; there is no boy living whom I would so soon he took pattern by, as by you.

The hot tears rushed into Toms eyes, and his lip quivered. But that he remembered where he was, he might have lost his self-control. Thank you, sir, he answered, in a low tone.

Whew! whistled Tod Yorke, as they were going out. A fine friend he is! A thiefs brother.

A thiefs brother! A thiefs brother! was the echo.

But hes not our senior. Ha! ha! that would have been a good joke! Hes not our senior!

And down the steps they clattered, and went splashing home, as they had come, they and their surplices, through the wet streets and the rain.






CHAPTER XXXIX.  THE GHOST.

The moon was high in the heavens. Lighting up the tower of the cathedral, illuminating its pinnacles, glittering through the elm trees, bringing forth into view even the dark old ivy on the prebendal houses. A fair night  all too fair for the game that was going to be played in it.

When the Helstonleigh College boys resolved upon what they were pleased to term a lark  and, to do them justice, they regarded this, their prospective nights work, in no graver light  they carried it out artistically, with a completeness, a skill, worthy of a better cause. Several days had they been hatching this, laying their plans, arranging the details; it would be their own bungling fault if it miscarried. But the college boys were not bunglers.

Stripped of its details, the bare plot was to exhibit a ghost in the cloisters, and to get Charley Channing to pass through them. The seniors knew nothing of the project. Huntley  it was the day following his promotion  would have stopped it at once, careless as he was. Tom Channing would have stopped it. Gerald Yorke might or might not; but Tod had taken care not to tell Gerald. And Griffin, who was burning to exercise in any way his newly acquired power, would certainly have stopped it. They had been too wise to allow it to come to the knowledge of the seniors. The most difficult part of the business had been old Ketch; but that was managed.

The moonlight shone peacefully on the Boundaries, and the conspirators were stealing up, by ones and twos, to their place of meeting, round the dark trunks of the elm trees. Fine as it was overhead, it was less so under-foot. The previous day, you may remember, had been a wet one, the night had been wet, and also the morning of the present day. Schoolboys are not particularly given to reticence, and a few more than the original conspirators had been taken into the plot. They were winding up now, in the weird moonlight, for the hour was approaching.

Once more we must pay a visit to Mr. Ketch in his lodge, at his supper hour. Mr. Ketch had changed his hour for that important meal. Growing old with age or with lumbago, he found early rest congenial to his bones, as he informed his friends: so he supped at seven, and retired betimes. Since the trick played him in the summer, he had taken to have his pint of ale brought to him; deeming it more prudent not to leave his lodge and the keys, to fetch it. This was known to the boys, and it rendered their plans a little more difficult.

Mr. Ketch, I say, sat in his lodge, having locked up the cloisters about an hour before, sneezing and wheezing, for he was suffering from a cold, caught the previous day in the wet. He was spelling over a weekly twopenny newspaper, borrowed from the public-house, by the help of a flaring tallow candle, and a pair of spectacles, of which one glass was out. Cynically severe was he over everything he read, as you know it was in the nature of Mr. Ketch to be. As the three-quarters past six chimed out from the cathedral clock, his door was suddenly opened, and a voice called out, Beer! Mr. Ketchs ale had arrived.

But the arrival did not give that gentleman pleasure, and he started up in what, but for the respect we bear him, we might call a fury. Dashing his one-eyed glasses on the table, he attacked the man.

What dye mean with your beer at this time o night? It wants a quarter to seven! Havent you no ears? havent you no clock at your place? Dye think I shall take it in now?

Well, it just comes to this, said the man, who was the brewer at the public-house, and made himself useful at odd jobs in his spare time: if you dont like to take it in now, you cant have it at all, of my bringing. Im going up to tother end of the town, and shant be back this side of ten.

Mr. Ketch, with much groaning and grumbling, took the ale and poured it into a jug of his own  a handsome jug, that had been in the wars and lost its spout and handle  giving back the other jug to the man. You serve me such a imperant trick again, as to bring my ale a quarter of a hour aforehand, thats all! snarled he.

The man received the jug, and went off whistling; he had the pleasure of knowing Mr. Ketch and his temper well. That gentleman closed his door with a bang, and proceeded to take out his customary bread and cheese. Not that he had any great love for a bread-and-cheese supper as a matter of fancy: he would very much have preferred something more dainty; only, dainties and Mr. Ketchs pocket did not agree.

They want to be took down a notch, that public  sending out a mans beer a quarter afore seven, when it aint ordered to come till seven strikes. Much they care if it stops a waiting and flattening! Be I a slave, that I should be forced to swallow my supper afore I want it, just to please them? They have a sight too much custom, thats what it is.

He took a slight draught of the offending ale, and was critically surveying the loaf, before applying to it that green-handled knife of his, whose elegance you have heard of, when a second summons was heard at the door  a very timid one this time.

Mr. Ketch flung down the bread and the knife. Whats the reason I cant get a meal in quiet? Who is it?

There was no response to this, beyond a second faint tapping. Come in! roared out he. Pull the string o the latch.

But nobody came in, in spite of this lucid direction; and the timid tapping, which seemed to proceed from very small knuckles, was repeated again. Mr. Ketch was fain to go and open it.

A young damsel of eight or so, in a tattered tippet, and a large bonnet  probably her mothers  stood there, curtseying. Please, sir, Mr. Ketch is wanted.

Mr. Ketch was rather taken to at this strange address, and surveyed the messenger in astonishment. Who be you? and who wants him? growled he.

Please, sir, its a gentleman as is waiting at the big green gates, was the reply. Mr. Ketch is to go to him this minute; he told me to come and say so, and if you didnt make haste he should be gone.

Cant you speak plain? snarled Ketch. Who is the gentleman?

Please, sir, I think its the bishop.

This put Ketch in a flutter. The big green gates could only have reference to the private entrance to the bishops garden, which entrance his lordship used when attending the cathedral. That the bishop was in Helstonleigh, Ketch knew: he had arrived that day, after a short absence: what on earth could he want with him? Never doubting, in his hurry, the genuineness of the message, Ketch pulled his door to, and stepped off, the young messenger having already decamped. The green gates were not one minutes walk from the lodge  though a projecting buttress of the cathedral prevented the one from being in sight of the other  and old Ketch gained them, and looked around.

Where was the bishop? The iron gates, the garden, the white stones at his feet, the towering cathedral, all lay cold and calm in the moonlight, but of human sight or sound there was none. The gates were locked when he came to try them, and he could not see the bishop anywhere.

He was not likely to see him. Stephen Bywater, who took upon himself much of the plots performance  of which, to give him his due, he was boldly capable  had been on the watch in the street, near the cathedral, for a messenger that would suit his purpose. Seeing this young damsel hurrying along with a jug in her hand, possibly to buy beer for her home supper, he waylaid her.

Little ninepins, would you like to get threepence? asked he. You shall have it, if youll carry a message for me close by.

Little ninepins had probably never had a whole threepence to herself in her young life. She caught at the tempting suggestion, and Bywater drilled into her his instructions, finding her excessively stupid in the process. Perhaps that was all the better. Now you mind, you are not to say who wants Mr. Ketch, unless he asks, repeated he for about the fifth time, as she was departing to do the errand. If he asks, say you think its the bishop.

So she went, and delivered it. But had old Ketchs temper allowed him to go into a little more questioning, he might have discovered the trick. Bywater stealthily followed the child near to the lodge, screening himself from observation; and, as soon as old Ketch hobbled out of it, he popped in, snatched the cloister keys from their nail, and deposited a piece of paper, folded as a note, on Ketchs table. Then he made off.

Back came Ketch, after a while. He did not know quite what to make of it, but rather inclined to the opinion that the bishop had not waited for him. He might have wanted me to take a errand round to the deanery, soliloquized he. And this thought had caused him to tarry about the gates, so that he was absent from his lodge quite ten minutes. The first thing he saw, on entering, was the bit of paper on his table. He seized and opened it, grumbling aloud that folks used his house just as they pleased, going in and out without reference to his presence or his absence. The note, written in pencil, purported to be from Joseph Jenkins. It ran as follows:  

My old father is coming up to our place to-night, to eat a bit of supper, and he says he should like you to join him, which I and Mrs. J. shall be happy if you will, at seven oclock. Its tripe and onions. Yours,

J. JENKINS.

Now, if there was one delicacy, known to this world, more delicious to old Ketchs palate than another, it was tripe, seasoned with onions. His mouth watered as he read. He was aware that it was  to use the phraseology of Helstonleigh tripe night. On two nights in the week, tripe was sold in the town ready dressed. This was one of them, and Ketch anticipated a glorious treat. In too great a hurry to cast so much as a glance round his lodge (crafty Bywater had been deep), not stopping even to put up the bread and cheese, away hobbled Ketch as fast as his lumbago would allow him, locking safely his door, and not having observed the absence of the keys.

He aint a bad sort, that Joe Jenkins, allowed he, conciliated beyond everything at the prospect the invitation held out, and talking to himself as he limped away towards the street. He dont write a bad hand, neither! Its a plain un; not one o them new-fangled scrawls that you cant read. Him and his wife have held up their heads a cut above me  oh yes, they have, though, for all Joes humbleness  but the grand folks be a coming to. Old Jenkins has always said wed have a supper together some night, him and me; I suppose this is it. I wonder what made him take and have it at Joes? If Joe dont soon get better than he have looked lately

The first chime of the cathedral clock giving notice of the hour, seven! Old Ketch broke out into a heat, and tried to hobble along more quickly. Seven oclock! What if, through being late, his share of supper should be eaten!

Peering out every now and then from the deep shade, cast by one of the angles of the cathedral, and as swiftly and cautiously drawn back again, was a trencher apparently watching Ketch. As soon as that functionary was fairly launched on his way, the trencher came out completely, and went flying at a swift pace round the college to the Boundaries.

It was not worn by Bywater. Bywater, by the help of the stolen keys, was safe in the cloisters, absorbed with his companions in preparations for the grand event of the night. In point of fact, they were getting up Pierce senior. Their precise mode of doing that need not be given. They had requisites in abundance, having disputed among themselves which should be at the honour of the contribution, and the result was an undue prodigality of material.

Theres seven! exclaimed Bywater in an agony, as the clock struck. Make haste, Pierce! the young one was to come out at a quarter past. If youre not ready, it will ruin all.

I shall be ready and waiting, if you dont bother, was the response of Pierce. I wonder if old Ketch is safely off?

What a stunning fright Ketch would be in, if he came in here and met the ghost! exclaimed Hurst. Hed never think it was anything less than the Old Gentleman come for him.

A chorus of laughter, which Hurst himself hushed. It would not do for noise to be heard in the cloisters at that hour.

There was nothing to which poor Charley Channing was more sensitive, than to ridicule on the subject of his unhappy failing  his propensity to fear; and there is no failing to which schoolboys are more intolerant. Of moral courage  that is, of courage in the cause of right  Charles had plenty; of physical courage, little. Apart from the misfortune of having had supernatural terror implanted in him in childhood, he would never have been physically brave. Schoolboys cannot understand that this shrinking from danger (I speak of palpable danger), which they call cowardice, nearly always emanates from a superior intellect. Where the mental powers are of a high order, the imagination unusually awakened, danger is sure to be keenly perceived, and sensitively shrunk from. In proportion will be the shrinking dread of ridicule. Charles Channing possessed this dread in a remarkable degree; you may therefore judge how he felt, when he found it mockingly alluded to by Bywater.

On this very day that we are writing of, Bywater caught Charles, and imparted to him in profound confidence an important secret; a choice few of the boys were about to play old Ketch a trick, obtain the keys, and have a game in the cloisters by moonlight. A place in the game, he said, had been assigned to Charles. Charles hesitated. Not because it might be wrong so to cheat Ketch  Ketch was the common enemy of the boys, of Charley as of the rest  but because he had plenty of lessons to do. This was Bywaters opportunity; he chose to interpret the hesitation differently.

So you are afraid, Miss Charley! Ho! ho! Do you think the cloisters will be dark? that the moon wont keep the ghosts away? I say, it cant be true, what I heard the other day  that you dare not be in the dark, lest ghosts should come and run away with you!

Nonsense, Bywater! returned Charley, changing colour like a conscious girl.

Well, if you are not afraid, youll come and join us, sarcastically returned Bywater. We shall have stunning good sport. Therell be about a dozen of us. Rubbish to your lessons! you need not be away from them more than an hour. It wont be dark, Miss Channing.

After this, fearing their ridicule, nothing would have kept Charley away. He promised faithfully to be in the cloisters at a quarter past seven.

Accordingly, the instant tea was over, he got to his lessons; Tom at one side of the table  who had more, in proportion, to do than Charles  he at the other. Thus were they engaged when Hamish entered.

What sort of a night is it, Hamish? asked Charles, thinking of the projected play.

Fine, replied Hamish. Where are they all?

Constance is in the drawing-room, giving Annabel her music lesson. Arthurs there too, I think, copying music.

Silence was resumed. Hamish stood over the fire in thought. Tom and Charles went on with their studies. Oh dear! presently exclaimed the latter, in a tone of subdued impatience.

Hamish turned his eyes upon him. He thought the bright young face looked unusually weary. What is it, Charley, boy?

Its this Latin, Hamish. I cant make it come right. And Tom has no time to tell me.

Bring the Latin here.

Charles carried his difficulties to Hamish. It wont come right, repeated he.

Like Mrs. Dora Copperfields figures, I expect, that wouldnt add up, said Hamish, as he cast his eyes over the exercise-book. Halloa, young gentleman! whats this! You have been cribbing. He had seen in the past leaves certain exercises so excellently well done as to leave no doubt upon the point.

Charles turned crimson. Cribs were particularly objectionable to Mr. Channing, who had forbidden their use, so far as his sons were concerned. I could not help it, Hamish. I used the cribs for about a week. The desk made me.

Made you!

Well, confessed Charley, there has been a row about the cribbing. The rest had cribbed, and I had not, and somehow, through that, it came out to the second master. He asked me a lot of questions, and I was obliged to tell. It made the desk savage, and they said I must do as they did.

Which you complied with! Nice young gentlemen, all of you!

Only for five or six days, Hamish. You may see that, if you look. I am doing my lessons on the square, now, as I did before.

And dont go off the square again, if you please, sir, repeated Hamish, or you and I may quarrel. If Mr. Channing is not here, I am.

You dont know how tyrannical the college boys are.

Dont I! said Hamish. I was a college boy rather longer than you have yet been, Master Charley.

He sat down to the table and so cleared Charleys difficulties that the boy soon went on swimmingly, and Hamish left him. How do you get on, Tom? Hamish asked.

Better than I need, was Toms answer, delivered somewhat roughly. After the injustice done me yesterday, it does not much matter how I get on.

Hamish turned himself round to the fire, and said no more, neither attempting to console nor remonstrate. Charless ears were listening for the quarter past seven, and, the moment it chimed out, he left his work, took his trencher from the hall, and departed, saying nothing to any one.

He went along whistling, past Dr. Gardners house, past the deanery; they and the cathedral tower, rising above them, looked grey in the moonlight. He picked up a stone and sent it right into one of the elm trees; some of the birds, disturbed from their roost, flew out, croaking, over his head. In the old days of superstition it might have been looked upon as an evil omen, coupled with what was to follow. Ah, Charley! if you could only foresee what is before you! If Mrs. Channing, from her far-off sojourn, could but know what grievous ill is about to overtake her boy!

Poor Charley suspected nothing. He was whistling a merry tune, laughing, boy-like, at the discomfiture of the rooks, and anticipating the stolen game he and his friends were about to enjoy on forbidden ground. Not a boy in the school loved play better than did Master Charles Channing.

A door on the opposite side of the Boundaries was suddenly opened, to give admittance to one who sprung out with a bound. It was Gerald Yorke: and Charley congratulated himself that they were on opposite sides; for he had been warned that this escapade was to be kept from the seniors.

At that moment he saw a boy come forth from the cloisters, and softly whistle to him, as if in token that he was being waited for. Charley answered the whistle, and set off at a run. Which of the boys it was he could not tell; the outline of the form and the college cap were visible enough in the moonlight; but not the face. When he gained the cloister entrance he could no longer see him, but supposed the boy had preceded him into the cloisters. On went Charley, groping his way down the narrow passage. Where are you? he called out.

There was no answer. Once in the cloisters, a faint light came in from the open windows overlooking the graveyard. A very faint light, indeed, for the buildings all round it were so high, as almost to shut out any view of the sky: you must go quite to the window-frame before you could see it.

I  s-a-a-y! roared Charley again, at the top of his voice, where are you all? Is nobody here?

There came neither response nor sign of it. One faint sound certainly did seem to strike upon his ear from behind; it was like the click of a lock being turned. Charley looked sharply round, but all seemed still again. The low, dark, narrow passage was behind him; the dim cloisters were before him; he was standing at the corner formed by the east and south quadrangles, and the pale burial-ground in their midst, with its damp grass and its gravestones, looked cold and lonely in the moonlight.

The strange silence  it was not the silence of daylight  struck upon Charles with dismay. You fellows there! he called out again, in desperation. Whats the good of playing up this nonsense?

The tones of his voice died away in the echoes of the cloisters, but of other answer there was none. At that instant a rook, no doubt one of the birds he had disturbed, came diving down, and flapped its wings across the burial-ground. The sight of something, moving there, almost startled Charles out of his senses, and the matter was not much mended when he discovered it was only a bird. He turned, and flew down the passage to the entrance quicker than he had come up it; but, instead of passing out, he found the iron gate closed. What could have shut it? There was no wind. And if there had been ever so boisterous a wind, it could scarcely have moved that little low gate, for it opened inwards.

Charles seized it to pull it open. It resisted his efforts. He tried to shake it, but little came of that, for the gate was fastened firmly. Bit by bit stole the conviction over his mind that he was locked in.

Then terror seized him. He was locked in the ghostly cloisters, close to the graves of the dead; on the very spot where, as idle tales, went, the monks of bygone ages came out of those recording stones under his feet, and showed themselves at midnight. Not a step could he take, round the cloisters, but his foot must press those stones. To be locked in the cloisters had been nothing (from this point of view) for brave, grown, sensible men, such as the bishop, Jenkins, and Ketch  and they had been three in company, besides  but for many a boy it would have been a great deal; and for Charles Channing it was awful.

That he was alone, he never doubted. He believed  as fully as belief, or any other feeling could flash into his horrified mind  that Bywater had decoyed him into the cloisters and left him there, in return for his refusal to disclose what he knew of the suspicions bearing upon the damaged surplice. All the dread terrors of his childhood rose up before him. To say that he was mad in that moment might not be quite correct; but it is certain that his mind was not perfectly sane. His whole body, his face, his hair, grew damp in an instant, as of one in mortal agony, and with a smothered cry, which was scarcely like that of a human being, he turned and fled through the cloisters, in the vague hope of finding the other gate open.

It may be difficult for some of you to understand this excessive terror, albeit the situation was not a particularly desirable one. A college boy, in these enlightened days, laughs at supernatural tales as the delusions of ignorance in past ages; but for those who have had the misfortune to be imbued in infancy with superstition, as was Charles Channing, the terror still exists, college boys though they may be. He could not have told (had he been collected enough to tell anything) what his precise dread was, as he flew through the cloisters. None can do so, at these moments. A sort of vampire rises in the mind, and they shrink from it, though they see not what its exact nature may be; but it is a vampire that can neither be faced nor borne.

Feeling as one about to die; feeling as if death, in that awful moment, might be a boon, rather than the contrary, Charles sped down the east quadrangle, and turned into the north. At the extremity of the north side, forming the angle between it and the west, commenced the narrow passage similar to the one he had just traversed, which led to the west gate of entrance. A faint glimmering of the white flagged stones beyond this gate, gave promise that it was open. A half-uttered sound of thankfulness escaped him, and he sped on.

Ah! but what was that? What was it that he came upon in the middle of the north quadrangle, standing within the niches? A towering white form, with a ghastly face, telling of the dead; a mysterious, supernatural-looking blue flame lighting it up round about. It came out of the niche, and advanced slowly upon him. An awful cry escaped from his heart, and went ringing up to the roof of the cloisters. Oh! that the good dean, sitting in his deanery close to the chapter-house, could have heard that helpless cry of anguish!  that Dr. Burrows, still nearer, could have heard it, and gone forth into the cloisters with the succour of his presence! No, no; there could be no succour for a spot supposed to be empty and closed.

Back to the locked gate  with perhaps the apparition following him? or forward past IT to the open door? Which was it to be? In these moments there can be no reason to guide the course; but there is instinct; and instinct took that ill-fated child to the open door.

How he flew past the sight, it is impossible to tell. Had it been right in front of his path, he never would have passed it. But it had halted just beyond the niche, not coming out very far. With his poor hands stretched out, and his breath leaving him, Charles did get by, and made for the door, the ghost bringing up the rear with a yell, while those old cloister-niches, when he was fairly gone, grew living with moving figures, which came out of their dark corners, and shrieked aloud with laughter.

Away, he knew not whither  away, as one who is being pursued by an unearthly phantom  deep catchings of the breath, as will follow undue bodily exertion, telling of something not right within; wild, low, abrupt sounds breaking from him at intervals  thus he flew, turning to the left, which led him towards the river. Anywhere from the dreaded cloisters; anywhere from the old, grey, ghostly edifice; anywhere in his dread and agony. He dashed past the boat-house, down the steps, turning on to the river pathway, and  

Whether the light, hung at the boat-house, deceived his sight  whether the slippery mud caused him to lose his footing  whether he was running too quickly and could not stop himself in time  or whether, in his irrepressible fear, he threw himself unconsciously in, to escape what might be behind him, will never be known. Certain it is, that the unhappy boy went plunge into the river, another and a last wild cry escaping him as the waters closed over his head.






CHAPTER XL.  MR. KETCHS EVENING VISIT.

It were surely a breach of politeness on our part not to attend Mr. Ketch in his impromptu evening visit! He shuffled along at the very top of his speed, his mouth watering, while the delicious odour of tripe and onions appeared to be borne on the air to his olfactory nerves: so strong is the force of fancy. Arrived at his destination, he found the shop closed. It was Mrs. Jenkinss custom to close at seven from October to April; and the shutters had now just been put up. Mr. Ketch seized the knocker on the shop-door  there was no other entrance to the house  and brought it down with a force that shook the first-floor sitting-room, and startled Mr. Harper, the lay clerk, almost out of his armchair, as he sat before the fire. Mrs. Jenkinss maid, a young person of seventeen, very much given to blacking her face, opened it.

Be I in time? demanded Ketch, his voice shaking.

In time for what? responded the girl.

Why, for supper, said Ketch, penetrating into the shop, which was lighted by a candle that stood on the counter, the one the girl had brought in her hand. Is old Jenkins the bedesman come yet?

Old Jenkins aint here, said she. You had better go into the parlour, if youre come to supper.

Ketch went down the shop, sniffing curiously. Sharp as fancy is, he could not say that he was regaled with the scent of onions, but he supposed the saucepan lid might be on. For, as was known to Mr. Ketch, and to other of the initiated in tripe mysteries, it was generally thought advisable, by good housewives, to give the tripe a boil up at home, lest it should have become cold in its transit from the vendors. The girl threw open the door of the small parlour, and told him he might sit down if he liked; she did not overburden the gentleman with civility. Missisll be here soon, said she.

Ketch entered the parlour, and sat down. There was a fire in the grate, but no light, and there were not, so far as Ketch could see, any preparations yet for the entertainment. Theyre going to have it downstairs in the kitchen, soliloquized he. And thats a sight more comfortabler. Shes gone out to fetch it, I shouldnt wonder! he continued, alluding to Mrs. Jenkins, and sniffing again strongly, but without result. Thats right! she wont let em serve her with short onions, she wont; she has a tongue of her own. I wonder how much beer therell be!

He sat on pretty patiently, for him, about half an hour, and then took the liberty of replenishing the fire from a coal-box that stood there. Another quarter of an hour was passed much more impatiently, when Ketch began to grow uneasy and lose himself in all sorts of grave conjectures. Could she have arrived too late, and found the tripe all sold, and so had stopped out to supper herself somewhere? Such a thing as a run on the delicacy had occurred more than once, to Ketchs certain knowledge, and tardy customers had been sent away disappointed, to wait in longing anticipations for the next tripe night. He went into a cold perspiration at the bare idea. And where was old Jenkins, all this time, that he had not come in? And where was Joe? A pretty thing to invite a gentleman out to an impromptu supper, and serve him in this way! What could they mean by it?

He groped his way round the corner of the shop to where lay the kitchen stairs, whose position he pretty well knew, and called. Here, Sally, Betty  whatever your name is  aint there nobody at home?

The girl heard, and came forth, the same candle in hand. Who be you calling to, Id like to know? My names Lidyar, if you please.

Wheres your missis? responded Ketch, suffering the name to drop into abeyance. Is she gone out for the tripe?

Gone out for what tripe? asked the girl. What be you talking of?

The tripe for supper, said Ketch.

There aint no tripe for supper, replied she.

There is tripe for supper, persisted Ketch. And me and old Jenkins are going to have some of it. Theres tripe and onions.

The girl shook her head. I dun know nothing about it. Missis is upstairs, fixing the mustard.

Oh come! this gave a promise of something. Old Ketch thought mustard the greatest condiment that tripe could be accompanied by, in conjunction with onions. But she must have been a long time fixing the mustard; whatever that might mean. His spirits dropped again, and he grew rather exasperated. Go up and ask your missis how long I be to wait? he growled. I was told to come here at seven for supper, and now its amost eight.

The girl, possibly feeling a little curiosity herself, came up with her candle. Master aint so well to-night, remarked she. Hes gone to bed, and missis is putting him a plaster on his chest.

The words fell as ice on old Ketch. A mustard-plaster? shrieked he.

What else but a mustard-plaster! she retorted. Did you think it was a pitch? Theres a fire lighted in his room, and shes making it there.

Nothing more certain. Poor Jenkins, who had coughed more than usual the last two days, perhaps from the wet weather, and whose chest in consequence was very painful, had been ordered to bed this night by his wife when tea was over. She had gone up herself, as soon as her shop was shut, to administer a mustard-plaster. Ketch was quite stunned with uncertainty. A man in bed, with a plaster on his chest, was not likely to invite company to supper.

Before he had seen his way out of the shock, or the girl had done staring at him, Mrs. Jenkins descended the stairs and joined them, having been attracted by the conversation. She had slipped an old buff dressing-gown over her clothes, in her capacity of nurse, and looked rather en deshabille; certainly not like a lady who is about to give an entertainment.

He says hes come to supper: tripe and onions, said the girl, unceremoniously introducing Mr. Ketch and the subject to her wondering mistress.

Mrs. Jenkins, not much more famous for meekness in expressing her opinions than was Ketch, turned her gaze upon that gentleman. What do you say you have come for? asked she.

Why, I have come for supper, thats what I have come for, shrieked Ketch, trembling. Jenkins invited me to supper; tripe and onions; and Id like to know what it all means, and where the supper is.

You are going into your dotage, said Mrs. Jenkins, with an amount of scorn so great that it exasperated Ketch as much as the words themselves. Youll be wanting a lunatic asylum next. Tripe and onions! If Jenkins was to hint at such a thing as a plate of tripe coming inside my house, Id tripe him. Theres nothing I have such a hatred to as tripe; and he knows it.

Is this the way to treat a man? foamed Ketch, disappointment and hunger driving him almost into the state hinted at by Mrs. Jenkins. Joe Jenkins sends me down a note an hour ago, to come here to supper with his old father, and it was to be tripe and onions! It is tripe night! he continued, rather wandering from the point of argument, as tears filled his eyes. You cant deny as its tripe night.

Here, Lydia, open the door and let him out, cried Mrs. Jenkins, waving her hand imperatively towards it. And what have you been at with your face again? continued she, as the candle held by that damsel reflected its light. One cant see it for colly. If I do put you into that mask I have threatened, you wont like it, girl. Hold your tongue, old Ketch, or Ill call Mr. Harper down to you. Write a note! What else? He has wrote no note; he has been too suffering the last few hours to think of notes, or of you either. You are a lunatic, its my belief.

I shall be drove one, sobbed Ketch. I was promised a treat of

Is that door open, Lydia? There! Take yourself off. My goodness, me! disturbing my house with such a crazy errand! And, taking old Ketch by the shoulders, who was rather feeble and tottering, from lumbago and age, Mrs. Jenkins politely marshalled him outside, and closed the door upon him.

Insolent old fellow! she exclaimed to her husband, to whom she went at once and related the occurrence. I wonder what hell pretend he has next from you? A note of invitation, indeed!

My dear, said Jenkins, revolving the news, and speaking as well as his chest would allow him, it must have been a trick played him by the young college gentlemen. We should not be too hard upon the poor old man. Hes not very agreeable or good-tempered, Im afraid it must be allowed; but  Id not have sent him away without a bit of supper, my dear.

I dare say youd not, retorted Mrs. Jenkins. All the world knows you are soft enough for anything. I have sent him away with a flea in his ear; thats what I have done.

Mr. Ketch had at length come to the same conclusion: the invitation must be the work of the college gentlemen. Only fancy the unhappy man, standing outside Mrs. Jenkinss inhospitable door! Deceived, betrayed, fainting for supper, done out of the delicious tripe and onions, he leaned against the shutters, and gave vent to a prolonged and piteous howl. It might have drawn tears from a stone.

In a frame of mind that was not enviable, he turned his steps homeward, clasping his hands upon his empty stomach, and vowing the most intense vengeance upon the college boys. The occurrence naturally caused him to cast back his thoughts to that other trick  the locking him into the cloisters, in which Jenkins had been a fellow-victim  and he doubled his fists in impotent anger. This comes of their not having been flogged for that! he groaned.

Engaged in these reflections of gall and bitterness, old Ketch gained his lodge, unlocked it, and entered. No wonder that he turned his eyes upon the cloister keys, the reminiscence being so strong within him.

But, to say he turned his eyes upon the cloister keys, is a mere figure of speech. No keys were there. Ketch stood a statue transfixed, and stared as hard as the flickering blaze from his dying fire would allow him. Seizing a match-box, he struck a light and held it to the hook. The keys were not there.

Ketch was no conjuror, and it never occurred to him to suspect that the keys had been removed before his own departure. How had them wicked ones got in? he foamed. Had they forced his winder?  had they took a skeleton key to his door?  had they come down the chimbley? They were capable of all three exploits; and the more soot they collected about em in the descent, the better theyd like it. He didnt think theyd mind a little fire. It was that insolent Bywater!  or that young villain, Tod Yorke!  or that undaunted Tom Channing!  or perhaps all three leagued together! Nothing wouldnt tame them.

He examined the window; he examined the door; he cast a glance up the chimney. Nothing, however, appeared to have been touched or disturbed, and there was no soot on the floor. Cutting himself a piece of bread and cheese, lamenting at its dryness, and eating it as he went along, he proceeded out again, locking up his lodge as before.

Of course he bent his steps to the cloisters, going to the west gate. And there, perhaps to his surprise, perhaps not, he found the gate locked, just as he might have left it himself that very evening, and the keys hanging ingeniously, by means of the string, from one of the studded nails, right over the keyhole.

There aint a boy in the school but whatll come to be hung! danced old Ketch in his rage.

He would have preferred not to find the keys; but to go to the head-master with a story of their theft. It was possible, it was just possible that, going, keys in hand, the master might refuse to believe his tale.

Away he hobbled, and arrived at the house of the head-master. Check the first!  The master was not at home. He had gone to a dinner-party. The other masters lived at a distance, and Ketchs old legs were aching. What was he to do? Make his complaint to some one, he was determined upon. The new senior, Huntley, lived too far off for his lumbago; so he turned his steps to the next seniors, Tom Channing, and demanded to see him.

Tom heard the story, which was given him in detail. He told Ketch  and with truth  that he knew nothing about it, but would make inquiries in the morning. Ketch was fain to depart, and Tom returned to the sitting-room, and threw himself into a chair in a burst of laughter.

What is the matter? they asked.

The primest lark, returned Tom. Some of the fellows have been sending Ketch an invitation to sup at Jenkinss off tripe and onions, and when he arrived there he found it was a hoax, and Mrs. Jenkins turned him out again. Thats what Master Charley must have gone after.

Hamish turned round. Where is Charley, by the way?

Gone after it, theres no doubt, replied Tom. Heres his exercise, not finished yet, and his pen left inside the book. Oh yes; thats where he has gone!






CHAPTER XLI.  THE SEARCH.

Tom, where is Charles?

He is not in my pocket, responded Tom Channing, who was buried in his studies, as he had been for some hours.

Thomas, that is not the proper way to answer me, resumed Constance, in a tone of seriousness, for it was from her the question had proceeded. It is strange he should run out in the abrupt way you describe, and remain out so long as this. It is half-past nine! I am waiting to read.

The boys are up to some trick to-night with Mr. Calcraft, Constance, and he is one of them, said Tom. He is sure to be in soon.

Constance remained silent; not satisfied. A nameless, undefined sort of dread was creeping over her. Engaged with Annabel until eight oclock, when she returned to the general sitting-room, she found Charles absent, much to her surprise. Expecting him to make his appearance every moment, the time may have seemed to her long, and his absence all the more unaccountable. It had now gone on to half-past nine, and still he was not come in, and his lessons were not done. It was his hour for bed time.

Tom had more than usual to do that night, and it was nearly ten when he rose from his books. Constance watched him put them aside, and stretch himself. Then she spoke.

Tom, you must go and find Charles. I begin to feel uneasy. Something must have happened, to keep him out like this.

The feeling uneasy rather amused Tom. Previsions of evil are not apt to torment schoolboys. I expect the worst that has happened may be a battle royal with old Ketch, said he. However, the young monkey had no business to cut short his lessons in the middle, and go off in this way, so Ill just run after him and march him home.

Tom took his trencher and flew towards the cathedral. He fully expected the boys would be gathered somewhere round it, not a hundred miles from old Ketchs lodge. But he could not come upon them anywhere. The lodge was closed, was dark and silent, showing every probability that its master had retired for the night to sleep away his discomfiture. The cloisters were closed, and the Boundaries lay calm in the moonlight, undisturbed by a single footstep. There was no sign of Charles, or of any other college boy.

Tom halted in indecision. Where can he have gone to, I wonder? Im sure I dont know where to look for him! Ill ask at Yorkes! If theres any mischief up, Tods sure to know of it.

He crossed the Boundaries, and rang at Lady Augustas door. Tod himself opened it. Probably he thought it might be one of his friends, the conspirators; certainly he had not expected to find Tom Channing there, and he looked inclined to run away again.

Tod Yorke, do you know anything of Charles?

Law! how should I know anything of him? returned Tod, taking courage, and putting a bold face upon it. Is he lost?

He is not lost, I suppose; but he has disappeared somewhere. Were you in the game with old Ketch, to-night?

What game? inquired Tod, innocently.

But at this moment Gerald, hearing Toms voice, came out of the sitting-room. Gerald Yorke had a little cooled down from his resentment against Tom. Since the decision of the previous day, nearly all Geralds wrath had been turned upon Mr. Pye, because that gentleman had not exalted him to the seniorship. So great was it, that he had no room to think of Tom. Besides, Tom was a fellow-sufferer, and had been passed over equally with himself.

Whats the row? asked Gerald.

Tom explained, stating what he had heard from Ketch of the trick the boys had played him; and Charleys absence. Gerald, who really was not cognizant of it in any way, listened eagerly, making his own comments, and enjoying beyond everything the account of Ketchs fast in the supper department. Both he and Tom exploded with mirth; and Tod, who said nothing, but listened with his hands in his pockets, dancing first on one leg, then on the other, nearly laughed himself into fits.

What did they take out the cloister keys for? demanded Gerald.

Whos to know? said Tom. I thought Tod was sure to be in it.

Dont I wish I had been! responded that gentleman, turning up the whites of his eyes to give earnestness to the wish.

Gerald looked round at Tod, a faint suspicion stealing over him that the denial was less genuine than it appeared. In point of fact, Mr. Tods had been the identical trencher, spoken of as having watched the effect of the message upon old Ketch. I say, Tod, you were off somewhere to-night for about two hours, said Gerald. Ill declare you were.

I know I was, said Tod readily. I had an appointment with Mark Galloway, and I went to keep it. If you skinned me alive, Channing, I couldnt tell you where Miss Charley is, or where hes likely to be.

True enough in the abstract. Tom Channing stopped talking a short time longer, and then ran home. Is Charley in yet? was his first question.

No, Charley was not in; and the household now became seriously concerned. It was past ten. By leaving his lessons half done, and his pen inside his exercise-book  of which exercise he had not left many words to complete; but he had other studies to do  it was evident to them that he had not gone out intending to remain away. Indeed, if he wanted to go out in an evening, he always asked leave, and mentioned where he was going.

Havent you found him? exclaimed Judith, coming forward as Tom entered. Where in the world can the child be?

Oh, hes safe somewhere, said Tom. Dont worry your old head, Judy.

Its fit that somebody should worry their heads, retorted Judith sharply to Tom. He never stopped out like this before  never! Pray Heaven theres no harm come nigh him!

Well done, Judy! was Toms answer. Harm! What harm is likely to have come to him? Helstonleigh has not been shaken by an earthquake to-night, to swallow him up; and I dont suppose any greedy kite has descended from the skies and carried him off in her talons. Youll make a simpleton of that boy till hes twenty!

Judith  who, truth to say, did look very much after Charley, loved him and indulged him  wasted no more words on infidel Tom, but went straight up to Hamishs room, and knocked at the door. Hamish was in it, at his writing-table as usual, and Judith heard a drawer opened and shut before he came to her.

Mr. Hamish, its very queer about the child! said Judith. I dont half like it.

What! Has he not come in?

No, hes not. And, just to look how he has left his books and his lessons about, is enough to prove that something or other must have kept him. I declare my hearts all in a quake! Master Tom has been out, and can find no traces of him  though its hard to tell whether he troubled himself to look much. Boys are as careless one of another as so many young animals.

I will come down directly, Judith.

He shut the door, right in front of Judiths inquisitive nose, which was peering in to ascertain what there might be to see. Judiths curiosity, in reference to her young masters night employment, had increased rather than abated. Every night, night after night, as Hamish came home with the account-books of the office under his arm, and carried them straight to his bedroom, Judith watched him go up with jealous eyes. Constance also watched him: watched him in a far more uneasy frame of mind than could be Judiths. Bringing home those books now, in Mr. Channings absence, was only too plain a proof to Constance that his night work must be connected with them: and a perfectly sick feeling would rush over her. Surely there could be nothing wrong with the accounts?

Hamish closed the door, shutting out Judy. She heard him putting things away: heard a lock turned, and the keys removed. Then he came forth, and went down with Judith.

The difficulty was, where to look for Charles. It was possible that he might have gone to the houses of any one of the schoolboys, and be staying there: if not very likely, still it was by no means impossible. Tom was despatched to Mr. Pyes, who had some half dozen of the kings scholars boarding in his house; and thence to other houses in the neighbourhood. All with the same result; all denied knowledge of Charles. The college bell struck eleven, the sound booming out in the silence of the night on their listening ears; and with that sound, Hamish grew alarmed.

They went out different ways: Hamish, Arthur, Tom, and Judith. Sarah was excessively anxious to make one of the searching party, but Judith imperatively ordered her to stop at home and mind her own business. Judy ran round and about the college, like any one wild; nothing extra on her shoulders, and the border of her mob-cap flying. But the old red walls were high, silent, and impenetrable; revealing nothing of Charles Channing. She stopped at the low wall, extending from the side of the boat-house to some of the prebendal residences, and glanced over at the river. The water was flowing tranquilly between its banks, giving no sign that a young child was drowning, or had been drowned there not many hours before. No, said Judy to herself, rejecting the doubt, which had come over her as improbable, he cant have got in there. We should have heard of it.

She turned, and took a survey around. She did not know what to do, or where to look. Still, cold, shadowy it all lay; the cathedral, the old houses, the elm trees with their birds, at rest now. Where can he have got to? exclaimed Judith, with a touch of temper.

One thing was certain: it was of no use to wait where she was, and Judith went herself home again. Just beyond the house of Lady Augusta Yorke she encountered the head-master, who was walking towards his home. He said Good night to Judith, as he passed her; but she arrested him.

We are in a fine way, sir! We cant find Master Charles.

Not find Master Charles? repeated Mr. Pye. How do you mean?

Why, it happened in this way, sir, said Judith. He was at his lessons, as usual, with Master Tom, and he suddenly gets up and leaves them, and goes out, without saying a word to nobody. That was at seven, or a bit later; and he has never come in again.

He must be staying somewhere, remarked Mr. Pye.

So we all thought, sir, till it got late. Hes not likely to be staying anywhere now. Whod keep him till this hour, terrifying of us all into fits? Ketch

Holloa, Judy! Any luck?

The interruption came from Tom Channing. He had discerned Judys cap from the other side of the Boundaries, and now came running across, unconscious that her companion was the head-master. Judy went on with her communication.

Ketch, the porter, came to Master Tom an hour or two ago, complaining that the college boys had been serving him a trick to-night. They had pretended to invite him out somewhere to supper, and stole his cloister keys while he was gone. Now, sir, Id not like to say too much against that surly-tempered brown bear, went on Judy, but if he has had anything to do with keeping the child out, he ought to be punished.

Tom was up now, saw it was the master, and touched his trencher.

Have you found your brother? asked the master.

No, sir. It is very strange where he can have got to.

What tricks have the boys been playing Ketch, to-night? resumed Mr. Pye. Your servant tells me that he has been round to you to complain of them.

Tom went into a white heat. Judy ought to have kept her mouth shut. It was not his place to inform against the school, privately, to the master. Y  es, he hesitatingly said, for an untruth he would not tell.

What was the complaint? continued Mr. Pye. Could this disappearance of your brothers be connected with it?

No, sir, I dont see that it could, replied Tom.

You dont see! Perhaps youll allow me to see, and judge. What had the boys been doing, Channing? firmly spoke the master, perceiving his hesitation. I insist upon knowing.

Tom was at his wits ends. He might not defy the master, on the one hand; on the other, he knew the school would send him to Coventry for ever and a day, if he spoke; as he himself would have sent any other boy, in it, doing the same thing. He heartily wished Judy had been in Asia before she had spoken of it, and her tongue with her.

Were you in the affair yourself, pray? asked the master.

No, sir, indeed I was not; and I do not know a single boy who was. I have heard nothing of it, except from Ketch.

Then what is your objection to tell me?

Well, sir, you know the rules we hold amongst ourselves, said Tom, blurting out the truth, in his desperation. I scarcely dare tell you.

Yes, you dare, Channing, when I command you to do so, was the significant answer.

Tom had no resource left; and, very unwillingly, Ketchs details were drawn from him, bit by bit. The sham invitation, the disappointment touching the tripe and onions, the missing the cloister keys when he reached home, and the finding them outside the west door.

Did he enter the cloisters and examine them? said the master, speaking hastily. A possibility had struck him, which had not struck any of the Channings; and it was curious that it had not done so.

I think not, sir, replied Tom.

Then, thats where Charles is, locked up in the cloisters! said the master, the recollection of the former locking-up no doubt helping him to the conclusion. The fact of the keys having been left hanging outside the cloister door might have been sufficient to direct your suspicions.

Tom felt the force of the words, and was wondering how it was he had not thought of it, when a cry burst from Judith.

If he is there, he will never come out alive! Oh, sir, what will become of us?

The master was surprised. He knew it was not a desirable situation for any young boy; but never come out alive were strong terms. Judy explained them. She poured into the masters ears the unhappy story of Charles having been frightened in childhood; of his propensity still to supernatural fears.

Make haste round! we must have the cloisters opened immediately! exclaimed the master, as all the full truth of the dread imparted by Judith became clear to him. Channing, you have light heels; run on, and knock up Ketch.

Tom tore off; never a lighter pair of heels than his, to-night; and the master and the old servant followed. The masters sympathies, nay, his lively fears, were strongly awakened, and he could not leave the affair in this stage, late though the hour was.

They arrived, to find Tom pummelling at Ketchs door. But to pummel was one thing, and to arouse Mr. Ketch was another. Mr. Ketch chose to remain deaf. Ill try the window, said Tom, He must hear; his bed is close at hand.

He knocked sharply; and it at length elicited an answer from the drowsy gentleman, composed of growls and abuse.

Get up! called out Tom. The keys of the cloisters are wanted.

Then they may be wanted! responded old Ketch in a muffled tone, as if he were speaking from under the bed-clothes. Ill see you all furder before you get the keys from me.

Ketch, produce the keys this instant! interposed the master. You know my voice; Mr. Pyes. How dare you?

Ill dare you all, if you dont go away! raved old Ketch, mistaking, or pretending to mistake, the disturbers for his enemies, the college boys. Its a second edition of the trick you played me this evening, is it? Ill go to the dean with the first glimmer o daylight

Ketch, I am the head-master. I have come for the cloister keys. Theres a boy locked in the cloisters!

Is there? Praise be given up for that! I wouldnt unlock him for a mint o diaments. If you dont be off, Ill call the police.

Fire! fire! shouted Judy, in a shrill tone, putting her mouth to the keyhole; for she despaired of gaining Ketch by any other means. What an idiot you are, old Ketch! Do you want to be burnt up alive?

Fire! shouted Tom, in stentorian tones. Fire! fire! And Ketch, whether he was really alarmed, or whether he recognized the head-masters voice, and thought it imprudent to hold out any longer, tumbled out of bed, opened the door, and appeared before them in attire more airy than elegant. Another minute, and impetuous Tom would have burst the window in.

Beg pardon, said Ketch, ungraciously, to the master. Them boys play me up such tricks, that Im always thinking of em. Wheres the fire?

I dont think its anywhere, said the master. The cloister keys, Ketch: and make haste. Which of the boys played you that trick to-night?

Ketch gave a yell, for the point was a sore one. I never set eyes on one of em! Theyre too cunning for me.

Was my brother Charles one? asked Tom, while Mr. Pye hastened away with the cloister keys.

I tell ye I never seed one! Cant you believe? Tom did believe, and went after the master and Judy.

They entered the cloisters, and shouted for Charles. Nothing answered them but the echoes. To see whether he was there, was impossible. Judy thought he might be lying somewhere, insensible from fright, and she ran up and down feeling into niches, as one demented. Mr. Pye sent Tom back to old Ketchs for a light, which was not supplied without difficulty.

He was turning away with it, when Hamish came up. Hamish had been with all speed to Mr. Huntleys, to question Harry, as senior of the school, whether he knew what the trick of the night had been, and what boys were in it. Harry, however, who was in bed, assured Hamish of his complete ignorance. But for Mr. Huntleys veto, he would have got up and gone out to join in the search, and enjoyed it amazingly.

They carried the candle to every nook and corner of the cloisters, no result arising from it. Hamish and Tom climbed over and searched the burial-ground. He was not there. No signs, for their keen eyes, or for any others, remained of the nights work: the college boys were cautious. A couple of matches, half-burnt, lay on the ground in the north quadrangle, but they told nothing. The boys were often lighting matches, as the master knew.

I really think you must be mistaken in supposing Charless absence has to do with this trick played upon old Ketch  whatever it may have been, he observed. It does not appear that the boys have been in the cloisters. Had any of them been locked in here, here they would be still.

There was no denying it, and they left the cloisters and closed them. The keys were conveyed to Ketch, who had to get out of bed again to receive them, which he did with a great amount of wrath. Mr. Pye thought it would be proved that Charles must be at the house of one of the boys, carelessness or accident having detained him. And then he wished them good night and went home.

Completely at a loss were they. Hamish, ever hopeful, thought Charles had perhaps returned home: and they bent their steps thither. No, no; Constance, Arthur, and curious Sarah, were all outside, looking every way. Constance was too agitated to remain indoors. Arthur had just returned home. He had been to the houses of some of the college boys, those with whom Charles was most intimate, but could obtain no tidings of him.

Constance burst into tears. She grew excessively alarmed, when Judy mentioned the doubt lest he had been shut in the cloisters. But that fear is done away with, said Hamish. We have searched them thoroughly. Do not distress yourself, Constance.

There goes midnight! exclaimed Judy.

Ugh! shivered Sarah. I feel just as if somebody was walking over my grave, Judith.

If they were walking over you, it mightnt be amiss, reprimanded Judith. Dont talk such stuff as that, girl, in the young mistresss ears.

The words died away into silence, and they stood listening to the strokes of the deep-toned cathedral bell. With the last, twelve, another day had dawned upon the world. What would it bring forth for them?

I shall go to the police-station, said Hamish. Constance, my dear, you had better not remain outside. Go indoors.

It was well to say Go indoors, but in the agitation and suspense at that moment overwhelming Constance, indoors was not so easy to bear. Hamish strode off, Tom following him. Arthur remained with his sister, waiting and watching still.

And so they waited and watched through the livelong night. Hamish was at work; the police were at work; Tom was at work: but neither sign nor trace could be found of Charles Channing.






CHAPTER XLII.  AN OFFICIAL CEREMONY INTERRUPTED.

A grey dusky morning, enveloped in fog, succeeded to the fine night. Before seven oclock  so watchful and alert are boys when mischief is afloat  most of those who had been in the conspiracy were assembled, and waiting round the schoolroom doors. Generally, they could tear up at the twelfth moment. They would not have missed the sight of Charles Channings arrival for half-a-crown apiece, so curious were they to see how he looked, after his fright. As it happened, it was not at any of their homes that inquiries had been made the previous night; not one of them was, to say, intimate with Charley: they were most of them older than he. Consequently, they knew nothing of the search. Tod Yorke, who did know of it, had not yet arrived. Of all the kings scholars, none were marked late more frequently than Master Tod.

The senior boy had gone to the head-masters for the keys as usual, and now came down the cloisters, clanking them in his hand.

Has Charles Channing turned up? he called out, before he was well abreast of them.

Pierce senior choked away his inclination to laughter, which the sound of the name excited, and saucy Bywater answered. Where should he turn up from, Huntley? Has he been swallowed?

Hamish Channing came to our house last night, ages after I was in bed, saying they couldnt find him, replied Huntley. What was in the wind last night with old Calcraft?

The boys looked at him demurely; and Huntley, receiving no reply, unlocked the schoolroom and entered it. They remained behind, winking at each other, and waiting still for Charles. It wanted yet a few minutes to seven.

I say, what dye think? whispered Bywater. After I had got our sheet smuggled in, all right, and was putting it on the bed, I found two big holes burnt in it. Wont there be a commotion when my old aunt finds it out! Shell vow I have been reading in bed. That was you, Pierce senior!

Im sure I never burnt it, retorted Pierce. It was the flame did it, if anything.

Here comes Bill Simms! exclaimed Bywater, when their smothered laugh was over. What has he been doing to himself? Hes as white as the ghost!

Mr. Bill Simms assuredly did look white. He had a pale face at the best of times, and it was embellished with straw-coloured hair. But at the present moment it had turned ghastly, and his frame seemed shaking as he came along.

What on earth has taken you, Simms? demanded Hurst.

Oh, goodness! uttered Simms. I wish I was well out of this! They are saying theres a college boy drowned!

What? cried the boys, gathering round him.

There was a crowd down by the boat-house as I came along, responded Simms, as well as he could speak for his chattering teeth. I asked a fellow what it was, and he said he didnt rightly know, but he thought one of the college boys had been found drowned in the water.

Some of the gentlemen-listeners faces turned as pale as Mr. Bill Simmss; as pale as each conscience. Bywater was the first to gather courage.

Its not obliged to be Charley Channing, if there is any one drowned.

But its sure to be him, chattered Simms, his teeth as crazy as his grammar. Griffin junior says Arthur Channing went to their house last night at twelve, and said they couldnt find Charley.

The consternation into which this news plunged the guilty ones is not easily described. A conviction that it was Charles Channing who was drowned, overtook them all. Schoolboys are not quite without hearts, and they would have given all they possessed, in that moment, to see Charles come flying amongst them, as usual. Some of them began to wish they were without necks; for if Charles had come to an untimely end through their work, they might stand a chance of furnishing employment to the veritable Mr. Calcraft, on their own score. Tod Yorke came leaping up in delight.

Oh, wasnt it good! The young one

Hold your noise, Tod! They are saying hes dead.

Whos dead? wondered Tod.

Charley Channing. A college boy was found in the river, drowned.

Oh, that be hanged! exclaimed Tod, half in mocking disbelief, half in awful fear. It cant be, you know. Who says it?

Theres seven! We must go in, or Huntley will be on to us. Mind! added Pierce senior, for he was the speaker, we must all keep each others counsel, and be in one tale  that we know nothing at all about it.

They slunk into school. But that the senior boy was occupied with his new duty  the calling over of the roll  he might have observed that something was wrong. To play up a bit of mischief is the legitimate privilege of college boys; but to have led to a companions death is a terror-striking affair; and their countenances betrayed that it was so.

Before the roll was finished, the head-master was in school. Tom Channing  it was late for him  entered afterwards. The master beckoned to him.

Is Charles found?

No, sir. We cannot learn any tidings of him at all. We have not been to bed, any of us; and the police are searching also.

Had Tom Channing come from the other side of the Boundaries, near the boat-house, perhaps he might have been able to give a different account.

The master made no comment then. He motioned Tom to his desk, and gave the word for prayers. As the boys were rising from their knees, Hamish Channing entered the school, attended by Mr. Ketch.

Hamish approached the master, who shook hands with him. Ketch remained snarling and grinning defiance at the door, shaking his fist and his old teeth covertly at the boys. If looks could have blown up a room, the college school had certainly gone aloft then.

I hear you have not found the boy? said the master to Hamish. It is very singular.

We have not found him. Mr. Pye, continued Hamish, gravely, I come to demand of your courtesy an immediate investigation into the doings of the college boys last night. That the disappearance of Charles is in some measure connected with it, we cannot do otherwise than believe. I have brought Ketch with me that he may tell his own tale.

Ketch was marshalled forward and ordered to tell his tale, and the business of the school was suspended. Ketch told it distinctly enough; but he could not forbear enlarging upon his cruel disappointment over the tripe and onions, and it sent the school into convulsions. In the midst of it, Tom Channing breathed freely; Ketchs preferring the complaint, did away with the unpleasantness he had feared might arise, through having been forced to disclose it to the master.

I should be sorry to have displeasure visited upon the boys, resumed Hamish. Indeed, I should esteem it a favour, sir, if you will not punish them for any disclosure that may arise through this step which I have taken. I dare say, he added, turning his laughing gaze upon them, that I should have been one of the ringleaders myself, in my school days, therefore it would not be fair for me to bring punishment upon them. I only wish to know which of the school were in it, that I may make inquiries of them whether Charles was one of them or not; and, if he was, what they know of his movements afterwards.

The address was fair and candid; so was Hamishs face; and some of the conspirators, in their good feeling, might have freely confessed, but for the something just whispered to them by Simms. That closed their lips.

Do you hear? said the master, speaking sharply, for he had rather, ten times over, that the school frankly avowed mischief, when brought to book: he was never half so severe if they were so. Why are you silent?

Bill Simms, who had the bump of conscientiousness largely developed, with a wholesome dread of consequences, besides being grievously timid, felt that he could not hold out long. Oh, murder! he groaned to Mark Galloway, next to whom he sat: lets tell, and have done with it.

Mark turned cold with fear. Youre a pretty fellow! he uttered, giving him a tremendous kick on the shins. Would you like us all to be tried for our lives? A suggestion which made matters worse; and Bill Simmss hair began to stand on end.

Huntley, have you any cognizance of this? demanded Mr. Pye.

None, sir. And so said the three seniors under him.

Boys! said the master, bringing his cane down upon the desk in a manner he was accustomed to do when provoked: I will come to the bottom of this business. That several of you were in it, I feel sure. Is there not one of you sufficiently honest to speak, when required so to do?

Certain of the boys drooped their conscious faces and their eyelids. As to Bill Simms, he felt ready to faint.

What have you done with Charles Channing? thundered the master. Where have you put him? Where is he gone? I command you to speak! Let the senior of those who were in it speak! or the consequences be upon your own heads.

The threat sounded ominous in the ears of Bill Simms: he saw himself, in prospective, exposed to all the horrors of a dungeon, and to something worse. With a curious noise, something between a bark and a groan, he flung himself with his face on the floor, and lay there howling.

Mr. Simms, said the master, what has taken you? Were you the chief actor in this matter?

All considerations had disappeared from Mr. Simmss mind except the moments terror. He forgot what would be his own position in the school, if he told, or  as they would have expressed it  turned sneak. Impelled by fear, he was hardly conscious of his words; hardly responsible for them.

It wasnt me, he howled. They all know I didnt want the trick played upon him. I told them that it had killed a boy down by our farm, and it might kill Channing. They know I told them.

The master paused. Walk here, Simms.

Simms picked himself up from the ground and walked there. A miserable object he looked; his eyes red, his teeth chattering, his face white, and his straw-coloured hair standing on end.

The master leaned his arms upon his desk, and brought his face almost into contact with the frightened one. What trick did you play upon Charles Channing?

Twasnt me, sir, sobbed Simms. I didnt want it done, I say, O-o-o-o-o-o-h! I didnt!

What trick was played upon him?

It was a ghost dressed up to frighten him, and he passed through the cloisters and saw it. It wasnt me! Ill never speak another word, if it was me!

A ghost! repeated the master in astonishment, while Ketch stretched his old neck forward, and the most intense interest was displayed by the school.

They did it with a sheet and a blue flame, went on Simms; who, now that the ice was broken, tried to make a clean breast of it, and grew more alarmed every moment. It wasnt me! I didnt want it done, and I never lent a hand to the dressing up. If little Channing is dead, it wont be fair to hang me.

Who was in the plot? was the next question of the master. And Simms enumerated them. The master, stern and grim, beckoned to the several gentlemen to walk up, and to range themselves before him. The lad has run some distance in his terror, observed the master aside to Hamish, as he remembered what Judith had told him the previous night. You will see him home in the course of the day.

I trust we may! replied Hamish, with marked emphasis.

Bit by bit, word by word, the master drew the whole truth from the downcast lads. Pierce senior looked dogged and obstinate: he was inwardly vowing unheard-of revenge against Mr. Simms. Probably most of them were doing the same.

I knowed it was them! I knowed it couldnt be nobody but them! broke forth old Ketch, summarily interrupting the proceedings. You sees now, sir, what incorrigible

Silence! said the master, raising his hand. I can deal with this without your assistance, Ketch. Hurst, who concocted this infamous plot?

Hurst  who was the senior of the conspirators, with regard to his position in the school, though not so old as Pierce senior  could not answer it definitively. It was concocted between them, he said; not by one more than by another.

Did you not know that a trick, such as this, has deprived men of reason? continued the master. And you play it upon a young and defenceless boy! I am at a loss how to express my sense of your conduct. If any ill shall have happened to him through it, you will carry it on your consciences for ever.

Remembering what they had just heard, the boys consciences had begun to suffer already.

Who personated the ghost? continued the master.

Pierce senior. The answer came from Simms. The others would not have given it.

I might have guessed that, was the remark of the master, who had no great love for the gentleman named. I might have known that if there was a boy in the college school who would delight to put himself forward to trample on one younger and more sensitive than himself, it would be Pierce senior. Ill give you something to remember this work by, Mr. Pierce. Yorke!

Gerald Yorke knew what he was called for. He was the tallest and strongest of all. The school knew also; and a murmur of excitement went round. Pierce senior was going to be hoisted.

Only in very flagrant cases was the extreme punishment of flogging resorted to by the present master. It had been more common with his predecessor. Of course its rarity made it all the more impressive when it did come.

Make ready, said the master to Pierce senior, unlocking his desk, and taking out a birch as big as a besom.

Pierce turned green and white, without help from any blue flame, and slowly began to obey. There might be no resistance. The school hushed itself into suspense, and Mr. Ketchs legs were on the point of taking a dance of ecstasy. A minute or two, and the group formed the centre of the upper part of the room. Yorke supported the great boy whose back was bared, while the daunted faces and eager eyes were strained eagerly from around. The head-master took his place, and his birch was raised in the air to come down with a heavy stroke, when a commotion was heard at one of the desks, and Stephen Bywater rushed forward.

Stop, sir! he said to the master. If you will let Pierce go, I will take the punishment.

The masters arm with its weapon dropped by his side, and he turned his astonished gaze upon Bywater.

I had more to do with planning the trick than Pierce had, sir, so its only just that I should be the scapegoat. We fixed upon Pierce to personate the ghost because he was tall and lanky. And a flogging is not much to my skin, added honest, impudent Bywater.

So you were the planner of it, were you, Mr. Bywater? demanded the angry master.

In a great measure I was, sir. If I do go in for mischief, it shall not be said that I let others suffer for it. Little Channing had offended me, and I wished to serve him out. But I never thought to do him harm.

In the perplexity of deciding what he ought to do, when official proceedings were interrupted in this unprecedented way, the master hesitated. What he would have done is uncertain  flogged Pierce first and Bywater afterwards, perhaps  but at that moment there occurred another interruption, and a more serious one.

Diggs, the man who lived at the boat-house, had entered the school, and was asking to speak to the head-master. Catching sight of the signs of the ceremony about to be performed, he waited for no permission, but went forward at once, a college cap in his hand, and his voice trembling with excitement. Its excitement was not lessened when he recognized Hamish Channing.

I am the bearer of bad news, gentlemen, he said, addressing them both. I fear one of the young college lads was drowned last night by my boat-house. We have picked up his cap this morning. It was poor little Master Channing.

Hamish controlled his emotion better than did the Rev. Mr. Pye. The latter turned his eyes on the horrified school, himself equally horrified, and then signified to Pierce senior to dress himself  to Bywater to retire to his place. The affair has become serious, he observed, and must be dealt with differently. Poor child! Poor little Channing!

And the boys, in their emotion, broke into an echoing wail. Poor little Channing! poor little Channing!






CHAPTER XLIII.  DRAGGING THE RIVER.

The echoes of lamentation were dying away in the high roof of the college school. Hamish Channing, pale, but calm and self-controlled, stood perfectly ready to investigate the account brought by the boat-house keeper of the drowning of Charles. The feelings of those who had had a hand in the work may be imagined, perhaps, but certainly cannot be described. Bill Simms choked and sobbed, and pulled his lanky straw-coloured hair, and kicked his legs about, and was altogether beside himself. The under-masters looked on with stern countenances and lowering brows; while old Ketch never had had such a disappointment in all his life (the one grand disappointment of last night excepted) as he was feeling now, at the deferred flogging.

Diggs, the boat-house keeper, was a widower, with one child, a girl of ten years old. His mother lived with him  an aged woman, confined to her bed, of late, with rheumatic fever, from which she was slowly recovering. On the previous night Diggs was out, and the girl had been sent on an errand, Mrs. Diggs being left in the house alone. She was lying quietly, still as was the air outside, when sudden sounds broke that stillness, and smote upon her ear. Footsteps  young steps, they seemed  were heard to come tearing down on the outside gravel, from the direction of the cathedral, and descend the steps. Then there was a startling cry and a plunge into the river.

The old woman echoed the cry; but there were none to hear it, and she was powerless to aid. That a human soul was struggling in the water was certain; and she called and called, but called in vain. She was shut up in the house, unable to move; and there were none outside to hear her. In her grief and distress she at length pulled the bed-clothes over her ears, that she might hear no more (if more was to be heard) of the death agony.

Twenty minutes or so, and then the girl came in. The old woman brought her head from under the clothes, and stated what had occurred, and the girl went and looked at the river. But it was flowing along peacefully, showing no signs that anything of the sort had happened. Not a creature was on the path on either side, so far as her eyes could see in the moonlight; and she came to the conclusion that her grandmother must have been mistaken. She has odd fancies, said the child to herself, and thinks she hears things that nobody else never hears.

At ten oclock Diggs came home. Now, this man had a propensity for yielding to an infirmity to which many others also yield  that of drinking too freely. It is true that this did not often occur; but when it did happen, it was usually at a time when his services were especially required. It is very much the case in this world: we often do things, whether good ones or bad ones, just at the wrong moment. Diggs arrived at home, stupid. His old mother called him to her room, and told him what she had heard; but she could make little impression upon him. As his young daughter had done, he took a survey of the river, but only from the windows of his house  the girl had gone on to the bank  and then he tumbled into bed, and slept heavily until the morning.

Up betimes, he remembered what had been told to him, and went out of doors, half expecting possibly to see something floating on the surface. I was detained out last night on an errand, explained he to some three or four stragglers who had gathered round him, and when I got in, my old mother told me a cock-and-bull story of a cry and a splash, as if somebody had fallen into the river. It dont look much like it, though.

A dead dog, maybe, suggested one of the idlers. Theyre always throwing rubbish into this river on the sly.

Who is? sharply asked Diggs. They had better let me catch em at it!

Lots of folks, was the response. But if it was a dead dog, it couldnt well have cried out.

Diggs went indoors to his mothers chamber. What time was it, this tale of yours? asked he.

It was about half-past seven, she answered. The half-hour chimed out from the college, just before or just after, I forget which. And then she related again what she knew he could not clearly comprehend over night: the fact of the fleet-sounding footsteps, and that they appeared to be young footsteps. If I didnt know the cloisters were shut at that hour, I should have thought they come direct from the west door

The words were interrupted by a call from below; and the man hastened down. A boys cap  known, from its form, to belong to one of the collegiate scholars  had just been found under the lower bank, lodged in the mud. Then some one had been drowned! and it was a college boy.

Where does a crowd collect from? I dont believe any one can tell. Not three minutes after that trencher was picked up, people were gathering thick and threefold, retired though the spot was; and it was at this time that Mr. Bill Simms had passed, and heard the tale which turned his heart sick and his face white.

Some time given to supposition, to comments, and to other gossip, indigenous to an event of the sort, and then Mr. Diggs started for the college school with the cap. Another messenger ran to the Channings house, the name in the cap proving to whom it had belonged. Diggs related the substance of this to the master, suppressing certain little points bearing upon himself.

Mr. Pye took the cap in his hand, and looked inside. The name, C. Channing, was in Mrs. Channings writing; and, in the sprawling hand of one of the schoolboys  it looked like Bywaters Miss had been added. Charley had scratched the addition over with strokes from a pen, but the word might still be read.

The river must be dragged, Diggs, said Hamish Channing.

The drags are being got ready now, sir. Theyll be in, by the time I get back.

Hamish strode to the door. Tom came up from his desk, showing some agitation, and looked at the master. You will allow me to go, sir? I can do no good at my lessons in this suspense.

Yes, replied the master. He was going himself.

The school rose with one accord. The under-masters rose. To think of study, in this excitement, was futile; and, in defiance of all precedent, the boys were allowed to leave the room, and troop down to the river. It was a race which should get there first; masters and boys ran together. The only one who walked pretty soberly was the head-master, who had to uphold his dignity.

The drags were already in the river, and the banks were lined; police, friends, spectators, gentlemen, mob, and college boys, jostled each other. Arthur Channing, pale and agitated, came running from his home. The old vergers and bedesmen came; some of the clergy came; Judy came; and the dean came. Hamish, outwardly self-possessed, and giving his orders with quiet authority, was inwardly troubled as he had never been. The boy had been left to his charge, and how should he answer for this to his father and mother?

He went in and saw the old woman; as did the renowned Mr. Butterby, who had appeared with the rest. She related to them she had heard the previous night. I could have told, without having heard it now, that it was the steps of a college boy, she said. I dont listen so often to em that I need mistake. He seemed to be coming from the west door o the cloisters  only that the cloisters are shut at night; so he may have come round by the front o the college. Desperate quick he ran, and leapt down the steps; and, a minute after, there was a cry and a splash, and the footsteps were heard no more. One might fancy that in turning the corner to run along the towing-path he had turned too quick, and so fell over the bank.

Did you hear no noise afterwards? questioned Hamish.

I didnt. I called out, but nobody came nigh to answer it: and then I hid my ears. I was afraid, ye see.

They left the old womans bedside, and returned to the crowd on the bank. The dean quietly questioned Hamish about the facts, and shook his head when put in possession of them. I fear there is little hope, he said.

Very little. My father and mothers absence makes it the more distressing. I know not, Mr. Dean, how

Who was this, pushing vehemently up, to the discomfiture of every one, elbowing the dean with as little ceremony as he might have elbowed Ketch, thrusting Hamish aside, and looking down on the river with flashing eyes? Who should it be, but Roland Yorke? For that was his usual way of pushing through a crowd; as you have heard before.

Is it true? he gasped. Is Charles Channing in the water!  sent there through the tricks of the college boys  of Tod?

There is little doubt of its truth, Roland, was the answer of Hamish.

Roland said no more. Off went his coat, off went his waistcoat, off went other garments, leaving him nothing but his drawers and his shirt; and in he leaped impetuously, before any one could stop him, and dived below, searching after Charles, paying no heed to the shouts that the drags would get hold of him.

But neither drags nor Roland could find Charles. The drags were continued, but without result. Very few had expected that there would be any result, the probability being that the current had carried the body down the stream. Hamish had been home to soothe the grief of his sisters  or rather to attempt to soothe it  and then he came back again.

Roland, his ardour cooled, had likewise been home to exchange his wet things for dry ones. This done, he was flying out again, when he came upon the Reverend William Yorke, who was hastening down to the scene, in some agitation.

Is the boy found, Roland, do you know? How did it happen? Did he fall in?

Considering the light in which you regard the family, William Yorke, I wonder you should waste your breath to ask about it, was Rolands touchy answer, delivered with as much scorn as he could call up.

Mr. Yorke said no more, but quickened his pace towards the river. Roland kept up with him and continued talking.

Its a good thing all the worlds not of your opinion, William Yorke! You thought to put a slight upon Constance Channing, when you told her she might go along, for you. It has turned out just the best luck that could have happened to her.

Be silent, sir, said Mr. Yorke, his pale cheek flushing. I have already told you that I will not permit you to mention Miss Channings name to me. You have nothing to do with her or with me.

You have nothing to do with her, at any rate, cried aggravating Roland. Shell soon belong to your betters, William Yorke.

Mr. Yorke turned his flashing eye upon him, plainly asking the explanation that he would not condescend to ask in words. It gave Roland an advantage, and he went on swimmingly with his mischief.

Lord Carrick has seen the merits of Constance, if you have not; and  I dont mind telling it you in confidence  has resolved to make her his wife. He says shes the prettiest girl he has seen for ages.

It is not true, said Mr. Yorke, haughtily.

Not true! returned Roland. Youll see whether its true or not, when shes Countess of Carrick. Lady Augusta was present when he made her the offer. He was half afraid to make it for some time, he told us, as he was getting on in years, and had grey hair. Halloa! you are turning pale, William Yorke. She cant be anything to you! You threw her away, you know.

William Yorke, vouchsafing no reply, broke away from his tormentor. He probably did look pale; certainly he felt so. Roland indulged in a quiet laugh. He had been waiting for this opportunity, ever since he became cognizant of what had taken place between the earl and Constance. The earl had made no secret of his intention and its defeat. Ill have some fun over it with Mr. William, had been Rolands thought.

A sudden noise! Cries and shouts on the banks of the river, and the dense crowd swayed about with excitement. Mr. Yorke and Roland set off at a run, each from his own point, and the cries took a distinct sound as they neared them.

They have found the body!

It was being laid upon the bank. Those who could get near tried to obtain a glimpse of it. The college boys, with white faces and terror-stricken consciences, fought for a place; Roland Yorke fought for it; the head-master fought for it: I am not sure that the bishop  who had seen the commotion from his palace windows, and came up to know what it meant  did not fight for it.

A false alarm, so far as the present object was concerned. A little lad, who had been drowned more than a week before, had turned up now. He had incautiously climbed the parapet of the bridge, whence he fell into the water, and their search for him had hitherto been fruitless. He was not a pleasant sight to look upon, as he lay there; but the relief to certain of the college boys, when they found it was not Charles, was immeasurable. Bywaters spirits went up to some of their old impudence. In looking for one thing you find another, quoth he.

Very true, Mr. Bywater! Sometimes we find more than we bargain for. The drags were thrown in again, and the excited crowd jostled each other as before, their faces hanging over the brink. Hush! Hark! Another prize! What is it, coming up now?

A rare prize, this time! The drags pulled and tugged, and the men cried, Heave-ho! and a hundred and one voices echoed it: Heave-ho! heave-ho! Hush! Hush  sh  sh! A breathless moment of suspense, and up it comes. Amidst straw and tangled weeds and mud, and the odds and ends that a river will collect, something hard and clanking was thrown upon the bank, and wondering eyes and faces peered over it.

Nothing but two keys. A pair of large rusty keys, tied together with string. Bywater, and Hurst, and young Galloway, and one or two more, cast significant glances together, and were nearly choking with fright and suppressed laughter. One, standing there, conspicuous for his dress, which amongst other items comprised an apron, turned a significant glance on them. Bold Bywater met it, and looked a little less bold than usual. But the prelate had kept counsel, and meant to keep it; and he looked away again.

Once more were the drags thrown into the water. Once more the mob, gentle and simple, crowded its brink. When the college bell tolled out for morning prayers, those, whose duty it was to attend the cathedral, drew themselves away unwillingly. Arthur Channing was one of them. Whatever might be his grief and suspense, engagements must be fulfilled.

Later in the day, when the search was over  for it was thought useless to continue it  and when hope was over, a council was held at Mr. Channings house. Mr. and Mrs. Channing must be acquainted with this sad business; but how was it to be done? By letter? by telegraph? or by a special messenger? Constance had suggested writing, and silently hoped that Hamish would take the task upon himself, for she felt unequal to it, in her dire distress. Mr. Galloway, who had been in and out all the morning, suggested the telegraph. Hamish approved of neither, but proposed to despatch Arthur, to make the communication in person.

I cannot leave Helstonleigh myself, he said; therefore it must devolve upon Arthur. Of course his journey will be an expense; but there are times when expense must not be regarded. I consider this one of them.

A letter would go more quickly, said Mr. Galloway.

Scarcely, in these days of travelling, was Hamishs reply. But that is not the question. A letter, let it be ever so explanatory, will only leave them in suspense. As soon as they have read it, five hundred questions will suggest themselves that they will wish to ask; and, to wait to have them satisfied, will be intolerable, especially to my mother. Arthurs going will obviate this. He knows as much as we know, and can impart his knowledge to them.

There is a great deal in what you say, mused Mr. Galloway.

I am sure there is, spoke Constance through her tears, though it did not strike me before. In mammas anxiety and suspense, she might start for home, to learn further details.

And I think it is what she would do, said Hamish: if not my father also. It will be better that Arthur should go. He can tell them all they would learn if they returned; and so far as it is possible, that would be satisfactory.

They were interrupted by the entrance of Mr. Huntley and his daughter. Ellen had begged her father, when she found he was going to the Channings, to allow her to accompany him, and see Constance in her distress. Mr. Huntley readily acquiesced. The drowning of poor Charley was a serious affliction, in contemplation of which he forgot the inexpediency of her meeting Hamish.

Hamish did not appear to perceive any inexpediency in the matter. He was the first to take Ellens hand in his, and bend upon her his sweet smile of welcome. Knowing what Ellen knew of Mr. Huntleys sentiments, and that he was looking on, it rendered her manner confused and her cheeks crimson. She was glad to turn to Constance, and strive to say a few words of sympathy. Had Harry been one of those wicked, thoughtless boys to join in this ghost trick, I could never have forgiven him! she impulsively exclaimed, hot tears running down her cheeks.

The subject under consideration was referred to Mr. Huntley, and his opinion requested: more as a form of courtesy than anything else, for Hamish had made up his mind upon the point. A thoroughly affectionate and dutiful son was Hamish Channing; and he believed that the tidings could be rendered more bearable to his father and mother by a messenger, than by any other mode of communication. The excuse that Constance and Arthur had, throughout, found for Hamish in their hearts was, that he had taken the bank-note out of latent affection to Mr. and Mrs. Channing.

You are wrong, every one of you, said Mr. Huntley, when he had listened to what they had to say. You must send neither letter nor messenger. It will not do.

Hamish looked at him. Then what can we send, sir?

Dont send at all.

Not send at all! repeated Hamish.

Certainly not, said Mr. Huntley. You have no positive proof as yet that the child is dead. It will be alarming them unnecessarily.

Mr. Huntley! said Constance. Is it possible that you see any ground for hope?

Honestly, my dear, I do not see much ground for hope, he replied. But, on the other hand, there are no positive grounds for despair. So long as these grounds are not furnished, I say keep it from Mr. and Mrs. Channing. Answer me one thing: What good end would it serve to tell them?

Is it not a duty?

I do not see it, said Mr. Huntley. Were the poor boys fate known, beyond uncertainty, it would be a different matter. If you send to them, what would come of it? The very suspense, the doubt, would have a bad effect upon Mr. Channing. It might bring him home; and the good already effected might be destroyed  his time, purse, hopes, all that he has given to the journey, wasted. On the other hand, allowing that he still remained, the news might delay his cure. No: my strong advice to you is: Suffer them for the present to remain in ignorance of what has happened.

Hamish began to think Mr. Huntley might be right.

I know I am right, said Mr. Huntley. If putting them in possession of the facts could produce any benefit to themselves, to you, or to Charles, I would go off myself with Arthur this hour. But it could effect nothing; and, to them, it might result in great evil. Until we know something more certain ourselves, let us keep it from them.

Yes, I see it, said Hamish, warmly. It will be best so.

Constance felt her arm touched, and coloured with emotion when she found it was Mr. William Yorke. In this day of distress, people seemed to come in and go out without ceremony. Mr. Yorke had entered with Tom Channing. He completely accepted the new view of the matter, and strongly advised that it should not be allowed to reach the ears of Mr. and Mrs. Channing.

Mr. Galloway, when he was departing, beckoned Constance into the hall. It was only to give her a word of friendly sympathy, of advice  not to be overwhelmed, but to cling to hope. She thanked him, but it was with an aching heart, for Constance could not feel this hope.

Will you grant me the favour of a minutes private interview? asked Mr. Yorke stiffly, meeting her in the hall.

Constance hesitated a moment. He was asking what she felt he had no right to ask. She coloured, bowed, and stepped towards the drawing-room. Mr. Yorke threw open the door for her, and followed her in.

Then he became agitated. Whatever his pride or his temper may have been, whether the parting between them was his fault or Constances, it was certain that he loved her with an enduring love. Until that morning he had never contemplated losing Constance; he had surely looked forward to some indefinite future when she should be his; and the words spoken by Roland had almost driven him mad. Which was precisely what Mr. Roland hoped they would do.

I would not speak to you to-day, when you are in distress, when you may deem it an unfitting time for me to speak, he began, but I cannot live in this suspense. Let me confess that what brought me here was to obtain this interview with you, quite as much as this other unhappy business. You will forgive me?

Mr. Yorke, I do not know what you can have to speak about, she answered, with dignity. My distress is great, but I can hear what you wish to say.

I heard  I heard  he spoke with emotion, and went plunging abruptly into his subject I heard this morning that Lord Carrick was soliciting you to become his wife.

Constance could have laughed, but for her own distress, agitated though he was. Well, sir? she coldly said, in a little spirit of mischief.

Constance, you cannot do it, he passionately retorted. You cannot so perjure yourself!

Mr. Yorke! Have you the right to tell me I shall or shall not marry Lord Carrick?

You cant do it, Constance! he repeated, laying his hand upon her shoulder, and speaking hoarsely. You know that your whole affection was given to me! It is mine still; I feel that it is. You have not transferred it to another in this short time. You do not love and forget so lightly.

Is this all you have to say to me?

No, it is not all, he answered, with emotion. I want you to be my wife, Constance, not his. I want you to forget this miserable estrangement that has come between us, and come home to me at Hazledon.

Listen, Mr. Yorke, she said; but it was with the utmost difficulty she retained her indifferent manner, and kept back her tears: she would have liked to be taken then to his sheltering arms, never to have left them. The cause which led to our parting, was the suspicion that fell upon Arthur, coupled with something that you were not pleased with in my own manner relating to it. That suspicion is upon him still; and my course of conduct would be precisely the same, were it to come over again. I am sorry you should have reaped up this matter, for it can only end as it did before.

Will you not marry me? he resumed.

No. So long as circumstances look darkly on my brother.

Constance! that may be for ever!

Yes, she sadly answered, knowing what she did know; they may never be brighter than they are now. Were I tempted to become your wife, you might reproach me afterwards for allying you to disgrace; and that, I think, would kill me. I beg you not to speak of this again.

And you refuse me for Lord Carrick! You will go and marry him! exclaimed Mr. Yorke, struggling between reproach, affection, and temper.

You must allow me to repeat that you have no right to question me, she said, moving to the door. When our engagement was forfeited, that right was forfeited with it.

She opened the door to leave the room. Mr. Yorke might have wished further to detain her, but Judy came bustling up. Lady Augustas here, Miss Constance.

Lady Augusta Yorke met Constance in the hall, and seized both her hands. I had a bad headache, and lay in bed, and never heard of it until an hour ago! she uttered with the same impulsive kindness that sometimes actuated Roland. Is it true that he is drowned? Is it true that Tod was in it?  Gerald says he was. William, are you here?

Constance took Lady Augusta into the general sitting-room, into the presence of the other guests. Lady Augusta asked a hundred questions, at the least; and they acquainted her with the different points, so far as they were cognizant of them. She declared that Tod should be kept upon bread and water for a week, and she would go to the school and request Mr. Pye to flog him. She overwhelmed Constance with kindness, wishing she and Annabel would come to her house and remain there for a few days. Constance thanked her, and found some difficulty in being allowed to refuse.

Here is his exercise-book, observed Constance, tears filling her eyes; here is the very place in which he laid his pen. Every other moment I think it cannot be true that he is gone  that it must be all a dream.

Lady Augusta took up the pen and kissed it: it was her impulsive way of showing sympathy. Mr. Huntley smiled. Wheres William gone to? asked Lady Augusta.

The Reverend William Yorke had quitted the house, shaking the dust from his shoes in anger, as he crossed the threshold. Anger as much at himself, for having ever given her up, as at Constance Channing; and still most at the Right Honourable the Earl of Carrick.






CHAPTER XLIV.  MR. JENKINS IN A DILEMMA.

I dont know what you will say to me for introducing you into the privacy of Mr. and Mrs. Jenkinss bed-chamber, but it is really necessary to do so. We cannot very well get on without it.

A conjugal dispute had occurred that morning when Mrs. Jenkins got up. She was an early riser; as was Jenkins also, in a general way; but since his illness, he had barely contrived to come down in time for breakfast. On this morning  which was not the one following the application of mustard to his chest, but one about a week after that medicinal operation  Mrs. Jenkins, on preparing to descend, peremptorily ordered him to remain in bed. Nothing need be recorded of the past week, except two facts: Charles Channing had not been discovered, either in life or in death; and the Earl of Carrick had terminated his visit, and left Helstonleigh.

Ill bring up your breakfast, said Mrs. Jenkins.

It is of no use to say that, Jenkins ventured meekly to remonstrate. You know I must get up.

I say you shall not get up. Here you are, growing weaker and worse every day, and yet you wont take care of yourself! Wheres the use of your taking a bottle a-day of cough-mixture  wheres the use of your making the market scarce of cod-liver oil  wheres the use of wasting mustard, if its all to do you no good? Does it do you any good?

I am afraid it has not, as yet, confessed Jenkins.

And never will, so long as you give your body and brains no rest. Out you go by nine oclock, in all weathers, ill or well, and there you are at your business till evening; stooping yourself double over the writing, dancing abroad on errands, wearing out your lungs with answers to callers! Theres no sense in it.

But, my dear, the office must be attended to, said Jenkins, with much deference.

Theres no must in the case, as far as you are concerned. If I say you shant go to it, why, you shant. Whats the office, pray, in comparison with a mans life?

But I am not so ill as to remain away. I can still go and do my work.

Youd be for going, if you were in your coffin! was Mrs. Jenkinss wrathful answer. Could you do any good then, pray?

But I am not in my coffin, mildly suggested Jenkins.

Dont I say youd go, if you were? reiterated Mrs. Jenkins, who sometimes, in her heat, lost sight of the precise point under dispute. You know you would! you know theres nothing in the whole world that you think of, but that office! Office  office  office, it is with you from morning till night. When you are in your coffin, through it, youll be satisfied.

But it is my duty to go as long as I can, my dear.

Its my duty to do a great many things that I dont do! was the answer; and one of my duties which I havent done yet, is to keep you indoors for a bit, and nurse you up. I shall begin from to-day, and see if I cant get you well, that way.

But

Hold your tongue, Jenkins. I never say a thing but you are sure to put in a but. You lie in bed this morning,  do you hear?  and Ill bring up your breakfast.

Mrs. Jenkins left the room with the last order, and that ended the discussion. Had Jenkins been a free agent  free from work  he had been only too glad to obey her. In his present state of health, the duties of the office had become almost too much for him; it was with difficulty that he went to it and performed them. Even the walk, short as it was, in the early morning, was almost beyond his strength; even the early rising was beginning to tell upon him. And though he had little hope that nursing himself up indoors would prove of essential service, he felt that the rest it brought would be to him an inestimable boon.

But Jenkins was one who thought of duty before he thought of himself; and, therefore, to remain away from the office, if he could drag himself to it, appeared to him little less than a sin. He was paid for his time and services  fairly paid  liberally paid, some might have said  and they belonged to his master. But it was not so much from this point of view that Jenkins regarded the necessity of going  conscientious though he was  as at the thought of what the office would do without him; for there was no one to replace him but Roland Yorke. Jenkins knew what he was; and so do we.

To lie in bed, or remain indoors, under these circumstances, Jenkins felt to be impossible; and when his watch gave him warning that the breakfast hour was approaching, up he got. Behold him sitting on the side of the bed, trying to dress himself  trying to do it. Never had Jenkins felt weaker, or less able to battle with his increasing illness, than on this morning; and when Mrs. Jenkins dashed in  for her quick ears had caught the sounds of his stirring  he sat there still, stockings in hand, unable to help himself.

So you were going to trick me, were you! Are you not ashamed of yourself, Jenkins?

Jenkins gasped twice before he could reply. A giddiness seemed to be stealing over him, as it had done that other evening, under the elm trees. My dear, it is of no use your talking; I must go to the office, he panted.

You shant go  if I lock you up! There!

Jenkins was spared the trouble of a reply. The giddiness had increased to faintness, his sight left him, and he fell back on to the bed in a state of unconsciousness. Mrs. Jenkins rather looked upon it as a triumph. She put him into bed, and tucked him up.

This comes of your attempting to disobey me! said she, when he had come round again. I wonder what would become of you poor, soft mortals of men, if you were let have your own way! Theres no office for you to day, Jenkins.

Very peremptorily spoke she. But, lest he should attempt the same again, she determined to put it out of his power. Opening a closet, she thrust every article of his clothing into it, not leaving him so much as a waistcoat, turned the key, and put it into her pocket. Poor Jenkins watched her with despairing eyes, not venturing to remonstrate.

There, said she, speaking amiably in her glow of satisfaction: you can go to the office now  if you like. Ill not stop you; but youll have to march through the streets leaving your clothes in that closet.

Under these difficulties Jenkins did not quite see his way to get there. Mrs. Jenkins went instead, catching Mr. Roland Yorke just upon his arrival.

Whats up, that Jenkins is not here? began Roland, before she could speak.

Jenkins is not in a fit state to get out of his bed, and I have come to tell Mr. Galloway so, replied she.

Roland Yorkes face grew to twice its usual length at the news. I say, though, that will never do, Mrs. Jenkins. Whats to become of this office?

The office must do the best it can without him. Hes not coming to it.

I cant manage it, said Roland, in consternation. I should go dead, if I had to do Jenkinss work, and my own as well.

Hell go dead, unless he takes some rest in time, and gets a little good nursing. I should like to know how I am to nurse him, if he is down here all day?

Thats not the question, returned Roland, feeling excessively blank. The question is, how the office, and I, and Galloway are to get on without him? Couldnt he come in a sedan?

Yes, he can; if he likes to come without his clothes, retorted Mrs. Jenkins. I have taken care to lock them up.

Locked his clothes up! repeated Roland, in wonder. Whats that for?

Because, as long as he has a bit of life in him, hell use it to drag himself down here, answered Mrs. Jenkins, tartly. Thats why. He was getting up to come this morning, defying me and every word I said against it, when he fell down on the bed in a fainting fit. I thought it time to lock his things up then.

Upon my word, I dont know whats to be done, resumed Roland, growing quite hot with dismay and perplexity, at the prospect of some extra work for himself. Look here! exhibiting the parchments on Jenkinss desk, all so neatly left heres an array! Jenkins did not intend to stay away, when he left those last night, I know.

He intend to stay away! catch him thinking of it, retorted Mrs. Jenkins. It is as I have just told him  that hed come in his coffin. And its my firm belief that if he knew a weeks holiday would save him from his coffin, hed not take it, unless I was at his back to make him. Its well he has somebody to look after him thats not quite deficient of common sense!

Well, this is a plague! grumbled Roland.

So it is  for me, I know, if for nobody else, was Mrs. Jenkinss reply. But theres some plagues in the world that we must put up with, and make the best of, whether we like em or not; and this is one of them. Youll tell Mr. Galloway, please; it will save me waiting.

However, as Mrs. Jenkins was departing, she encountered Mr. Galloway, and told him herself. He was both vexed and grieved to hear it; grieved on Jenkinss score, vexed on his own. That Jenkins was growing very ill, he believed from his own observation, and it could not have happened at a more untoward time. Involuntarily, Mr. Galloways thoughts turned to Arthur Channing, and he wished he had him in the office still.

You must turn over a new leaf from this very hour, Roland Yorke, he observed to that gentleman, when he entered. We must both of us buckle-to, if we are to get through the work.

Its not possible, sir, that I can do Jenkinss share and mine, said Roland.

If you only do Jenkinss, Ill do yours, replied Mr. Galloway, significantly. Understand me, Roland: I shall expect you to show yourself equal to this emergency. Put aside frivolity and idleness, and apply yourself in earnest. Jenkins has been in the habit of taking part of your work upon himself, as I believe no clerk living would have done; and, in return, you must now take his. I hope in a few days he may be with us again. Poor fellow, we shall feel his loss!

Mr. Galloway had to go out in the course of the morning, and Roland was left alone to the cares and work of the office. It occurred to him that, as a preliminary step, he could not do better than open the window, that the sight of people passing (especially any of his acquaintances, with whom he might exchange greetings) should cheer him on at his hard work. Accordingly, he threw it up to its utmost extent, and went on with his writing, giving alternately one look to his task, and two to the street. Not many minutes had he been thus spurring on his industry, when he saw Arthur Channing pass.

Hist  st  st! called out Roland, by way of attracting his attention. Come in, old fellow, will you? Heres such a game!






CHAPTER XLV.  A NEW SUSPICION.

Arthur Channing had been walking leisurely down Close Street. Time hung heavily on his hands. In leaving the cathedral after morning service, he had joined Mr. Harper, the lay clerk, and went with him, talking, towards the town; partly because he had nothing to do elsewhere  partly because out of doors appeared more desirable than home. In the uncertain state of suspense they were kept in, respecting Charles, the minds of all, from Hamish down to Annabel, were in a constant state of unrest. When they rose in the morning the first thought was, Shall we hear of Charles to-day? When they retired at bedtime, What may not the river give up this night? It appeared to them that they were continually expecting tidings of some sort or other; and, with this expectation, hope would sometimes mingle itself.

Hope; where could it spring from? The only faint suspicion of it, indulged at first, that Charley had been rescued in some providential manner, and conveyed to a house of shelter, had had time to die out. A few houses there were, half-concealed near the river, as there are near to most other rivers of traffic, which the police trusted just as far as they could see, and whose inmates did not boast of shining reputations; but the police had overhauled these thoroughly, and found no trace of Charley. Nor was it likely that they would conceal a child. So long as Charless positive fate remained a mystery, suspense could not cease; and with this suspense there did mingle some faint glimmer of hope. Suspense leads to exertion; inaction is intolerable to it. Hamish, Arthur, Tom, all would rather be out of doors now, than in; there might be something to be heard of, some information to be gathered, and looking after it was better than staying at home to wait for it. No wonder, then, that Arthur Channings steps would bend unconsciously towards the town, when he left the cathedral, morning and afternoon.

It was in passing Mr. Galloways office, the window of which stood wide open, that Arthur had found himself called to by Roland Yorke.

What is it? he asked, halting at the window.

You are the very chap I wanted to see, cried Roland. Come in! Dont be afraid of meeting Galloway: hes off somewhere.

The prospect of meeting Mr. Galloway would not have prevented Arthur from entering. He was conscious of no wrong, and he did not shrink as though he had committed one. He went in, and Mr. Harper proceeded on his way.

Heres a go! was Rolands salutation. Jenkins is laid up. It was nothing but what Arthur had expected. He, like Mr. Galloway, had observed Jenkins growing ill and more ill. How shall you manage without him? asked Arthur; Mr. Galloways dilemma being the first thing that occurred to his mind.

Whos to know? answered Roland, who was in an explosive temper. I dont. If Galloway thinks to put it all on my back, its a scandalous shame! I never could do it, or the half of it. Jenkins worked like a horse when we were busy. Hed hang his head down over his desk, and never lift it for two hours at a stretch!  you know he would not. Fancy my doing that! I should get brain fever before a week was out.

Arthur smiled at this. Is Jenkins much worse? he inquired.

I dont believe hes worse at all, returned Roland, tartly. Hed have come this morning, as usual, fast enough, only she locked up his clothes.

Who? said Arthur, in surprise.

She. That agreeable lady who has the felicity of owning Jenkins. She was here this morning as large as life, giving an account of her doings, without a blush. She locked up his things, she says, to keep him in bed. Id be even with her, I know, were I Jenkins. Id put on her flounces, but what Id come out, if I wanted to. Rather short theyd be for him, though.

I shall go, Roland. My being here only hinders you.

As if that made any difference worth counting! Look here!  piles and piles of parchments! I and Galloway could never get through them, hindered or not hindered. I am not going to work over hours! I wont kill myself with hard labour. Theres Port Natal, thank goodness, if the screw does get put upon me too much!

Arthur did not reply. It made little difference to Roland: whether encouraged or not, talk he would.

I have heard of folks being worked beyond their strength; and that will be my case, if one may judge by present appearances. Its too bad of Jenkins!

Arthur spoke up: he did not like to hear blame, even from Roland Yorke, cast upon patient, hard-working Jenkins. You should not say it, Roland. It is not Jenkinss fault.

It is his fault. What does he have such a wife for? She keeps Jenkins under her thumb, just as Galloway keeps me. She locked up his clothes, and then told him he might come here without them, if he liked: my belief is, shell be sending him so, some day. Jenkins ought to put her down. Hes big enough.

He would be sure to come here, if he were equal to it, said Arthur.

He! Of course he would! angrily retorted Roland. Hed crawl here on all fours, but what hed come; only she wont let him. She knows it too. She said this morning that hed come when he was in his coffin! I should like to see it arrive!

Arthur had been casting a glance at the papers. They were unusually numerous, and he began to think with Roland that he and Mr. Galloway would not be able to get through them unaided. Most certainly they would not, at Rolands present rate of work. It is a pity you are not a quick copyist, he said.

I dare say it is! sarcastically rejoined Roland, beginning to play at ball with the wafer-box. I never was made for work; and if

You will have to do it, though, sir, thundered Mr. Galloway, who had come up, and was enjoying a survey of affairs through the open window. Mr. Roland, somewhat taken to, dropped his head and the wafer-box together, and went on with his writing as meekly as poor Jenkins would have done; and Mr. Galloway entered.

Good day, said he to Arthur, shortly enough.

Good day, sir, was the response. Mr. Galloway turned to his idle clerk.

Roland Yorke, you must either work or say you will not. There is no time for playing and fooling; no time, sir! do you hear? Who put that window stark staring open?

I did, sir, said incorrigible Roland. I thought the office might be the better for a little air, when there was so much to do in it.

Mr. Galloway shut it with a bang. Arthur, who would not leave without some attempt at a passing courtesy, let it be ever so slight, made a remark to Mr. Galloway, that he was sorry to hear Jenkins was worse.

He is so much worse, was the response of Mr. Galloway, spoken sharply, for the edification of Roland Yorke, that I doubt whether he will ever enter this room again. Yes, sir, you may look; but it is the truth!

Roland did look, looked with considerable consternation. How on earth will the work get done, then? he muttered. With all his grumbling, he had not contemplated Jenkins being away more than a day or two.

I do not know how it will get done, considering that the clerk upon whom I have to depend is Roland Yorke, answered Mr. Galloway, with severity. One thing appears pretty evident, that Jenkins will not be able to help to do it.

Mr. Galloway, more perplexed at the news brought by Mrs. Jenkins than he had allowed to appear (for, although he chose to make a show of depending upon Roland, he knew how much dependence there was in reality to be placed upon him  none knew better), had deemed it advisable to see Jenkins personally, and judge for himself of his state of health. Accordingly, he proceeded thither, and arrived at an inopportune moment for his hopes. Jenkins was just recovering from a second fainting fit, and appeared altogether so ill, so debilitated, that Mr. Galloway was struck with dismay. There would be no more work from Jenkins  as he believed  for him. He mentioned this now in his own office, and Roland received it with blank consternation.

An impulse came to Arthur, and he spoke upon it. If I can be of any use to you, sir, in this emergency, you have only to command me.

What sort of use? asked Mr. Galloway.

Arthur pointed to the parchments. I could draw out these deeds, and any others that may follow them. My time is my own, sir, except the two hours devoted to the cathedral, and I am at a loss how to occupy it. I have been idle ever since I left you.

Why dont you get into an office? said Mr. Galloway.

Arthurs colour deepened. Because, sir, no one will take me.

Ah! said Mr. Galloway, drily, a good name is easier lost than won.

Yes, it is, freely replied Arthur. However, sir, to return to the question. I shall be glad to help you, if you have no one better at hand. I could devote several hours a day to it, and you know that I am thoroughly to be trusted with the work. I might take some home now.

Home! returned Mr. Galloway. Did you mean that you could do it at home?

Certainly, sir; I did not think of doing it here, was the pointed reply of Arthur. I can do it at home just as well as I could here; perhaps better, for I should shut myself up alone, and there would be nothing to interrupt me, or to draw off my attention.

It cannot be denied that this was a most welcome proposition to Mr. Galloway; indeed, his thoughts had turned to Arthur from the first. Arthur would be far better than a strange clerk, looked for and brought in on the spur of the moment  one who might answer well or answer badly, according to chance. Yet that such must have been his resource, Mr. Galloway knew.

It will be an accommodation to me, your taking part of the work, he frankly said. But you had better come to the office and do it.

No, sir; I would rather

Do, Channing! cried out Roland Yorke, springing up as if he were electrified. The office will be bearable if you come back again.

I would prefer to do it at home, sir, continued Arthur to Mr. Galloway, while that gentleman pointed imperiously to Yorke, as a hint to him to hold his tongue and mind his own business.

You may come back here and do it, said Mr. Galloway.

Thank you, I cannot come back, was the reply of Arthur.

Of course you cant! said angry Roland, who cared less for Mr. Galloways displeasure than he did for displaying his own feelings when they were aroused. You wont, you mean! Id not show myself such a duffer as you, Channing, if I were paid for it in gold!

Youll get paid in something, presently, Roland Yorke, but it wont be in gold! reproved Mr. Galloway. You will do a full days work to-day, sir, if you stop here till twelve oclock at night.

Oh, of course I expect to do that, sir, retorted Roland, tartly. Considering whats before me, on this desk and on Jenkinss, theres little prospect of my getting home on this side four in the morning. They neednt sit up for me  I can go in with the milk. I wonder who invented writing? I wish I had the fingering of him just now!

Arthur turned to the parchments. He was almost as much at home with them as Jenkins. Mr. Galloway selected two that were most pressing, and gave them to him, with the requisite materials for copying. You will keep them secure, you know, he remarked.

Perfectly so, sir; I shall sit quite alone.

He carried them off with alacrity. Mr. Galloways face cleared as he looked after him, and he made a remark aloud, expressive of his satisfaction. Theres some pleasure in giving out work when you know it will be done. No play  no dilatoriness  finished to the minute that its looked for! You should take a leaf out of his book, Yorke.

Yes, sir, freely answered Roland. When you drove Arthur Channing out of this office, you parted with the best clerk you ever had. Jenkins is all very well for work, but he is nothing but a muff in other things. Arthurs a gentleman, and hed have served you well. Jenkins himself says so. He is honourable, he is honest, he

I know enough of your sentiments with respect to his honesty, interrupted Mr. Galloway. We need not go over that tale again.

I hope every one knows them, rejoined Roland. I have never concealed my opinion that the accusation was infamous; that, of all of us in this office, from its head down to Jenkins, none was less likely to finger the note than Arthur Channing. But of course my opinion goes for nothing.

You are bold, young man.

I fear it is my nature to be so, cried Roland. If it should ever turn up how the note went, youll be sorry, no doubt, for having visited it upon Arthur. Mr. Channing will be sorry; the precious magistrates will be sorry; that blessed dean, who wanted to turn him from the college, will be sorry. Not a soul of them but believes him guilty; and I hope theyll be brought to repentance for it, in sackcloth and ashes.

Go on with your work, said Mr. Galloway, angrily.

Roland made a show of obeying. But his tongue was like a steam-engine: once set going, it couldnt readily be stopped, and he presently looked up again.

I am not uncharitable: at least, to individuals. I always said the post-office helped itself to the note, and Id lay my last half-crown upon it. But there are people in the town who think it could only have gone in another way. Youd go into a passion with me, sir, perhaps, if I mentioned it.

Mr. Galloway  it has been before mentioned that he possessed an unbounded amount of curiosity, and also a propensity to gossip  so far forgot the force of good example as to ask Roland what he meant. Roland wanted no further encouragement.

Well, sir, there are people who, weighing well all the probabilities of the case, have come to the conclusion that the note could only have been abstracted from the letter by the person to whom it was addressed. None but he broke the seal of it.

Do you allude to my cousin, Mr. Robert Galloway? ejaculated Mr. Galloway, as soon as indignation and breath allowed him to speak.

Others do, said Roland. I say it was the post-office.

How dare you repeat so insolent a suspicion to my face, Roland Yorke?

I said I should catch it! cried Roland, speaking partly to himself. I am sure to get in for it, one way or another, do what I will. Its not my fault, sir, if I have heard it whispered in the town.

Apply yourself to your work, sir, and hold your tongue. If you say another word, Roland Yorke, I shall feel inclined also to turn you away, as one idle and incorrigible, of whom nothing can be made.

Wouldnt it be a jolly excuse for Port Natal! exclaimed Roland, but not in the hearing of his master, who had gone into his own room in much wrath. Roland laughed aloud; there was nothing he enjoyed so much as to be in opposition to Mr. Galloway; it had been better for the advancement of that gentlemans work, had he habitually kept a tighter rein over his pupil. It was perfectly true, however, that the new phase of suspicion, regarding the loss of the note, had been spoken of in the town, and Roland only repeated what he had heard.

Apparently, Mr. Galloway did not like this gratuitous suggestion. He presently came back again. A paper was in his hand, and he began comparing it with one on Rolands desk. Where did you hear that unjustifiable piece of scandal? he inquired, as he was doing it.

The first person I heard speak of it was my mother, sir. She came home one day from calling upon people, and said she had heard it somewhere. And it was talked of at Knivetts last night. He had a bachelors party, and the subject was brought up. Some of us ridiculed the notion; others thought it might have grounds.

And pray, which did you favour? sarcastically asked Mr. Galloway.

I? I said then, as I have said all along, that there was no one to thank for it but the post-office. If you ask me, sir, who first set the notion afloat in the town, I cannot satisfy you. All I know is, the rumour is circulating.

If I could discover the primary author of it, I would take legal proceedings against him, warmly concluded Mr. Galloway.

Id help, said undaunted Roland. Some fun might arise out of that.

Mr. Galloway carried the probate of a will to his room, and sat down to examine it. But his thoughts were elsewhere. This suspicion, mentioned by Roland Yorke, had laid hold of his mind most unpleasantly, in spite of his show of indignation before Roland. He had no reason to think his cousin otherwise than honest; it was next to impossible to suppose he could be guilty of playing him such a trick; but somehow Mr. Galloway could not feel so sure upon the point as he would have wished. His cousin was a needy man  one who had made ducks and drakes of his own property, and was for ever appealing to Mr. Galloway for assistance. Mr. Galloway did not shut his eyes to the fact that if this should have been the case, Robert Galloway had had forty pounds from him instead of twenty  a great help to a man at his wits ends for money. He had forwarded a second twenty-pound note, upon receiving information of the loss of the first. What he most disliked, looking at it from this point of view, was, not the feeling that he had been cleverly deceived and laughed at, but that Arthur Channing should have suffered unjustly. If the lad was innocent, why, how cruel had been his own conduct towards him! But with these doubts came back the remembrance of Arthurs unsatisfactory behaviour with respect to the loss; his non-denial; his apparent guilt; his strange shrinking from investigation. Busy as Mr. Galloway was, that day, he could not confine his thoughts to his business. He would willingly have given another twenty-pound note out of his pocket to know, beyond doubt, whether or not Arthur was guilty.

Arthur, meanwhile, had commenced his task. He took possession of the study, where he was secure from interruption, and applied himself diligently to it. How still the house seemed! How still it had seemed since the loss of Charles! Even Annabel and Tom were wont to hush their voices; ever listening, as it were, for tidings to be brought of him. Excepting the two servants, Arthur was alone in it. Hamish was abroad, at his office; Constance and Annabel were at Lady Augustas; Tom was in school; and Charles was not. Judiths voice would be heard now and then, wafted from the kitchen regions, directing or reproving Sarah; but there was no other sound. Arthur thought of the old days when the sun had shone; when he was free and upright in the sight of men; when Constance was happy in her future prospects of wedded life; when Tom looked forth certainly to the seniorship; when Charleys sweet voice and sweeter face might be seen and heard; when Hamish  oh, bitter thought, of all!  when Hamish had not fallen from his pedestal. It had all changed  changed to darkness and to gloom; and Arthur may be pardoned for feeling gloomy with it. But in the very midst of this gloom, there arose suddenly, without effort of his, certain words spoken by the sweet singer of Israel; and Arthur knew that he had but to trust to them:  

For his wrath endureth but the twinkling of an eye, and in his pleasure is life; heaviness may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.






CHAPTER XLVI.  A LETTER FOR MR. GALLOWAY.

Morning passed into afternoon, and afternoon was drawing towards its close. Roland Yorke had contrived to struggle through it, and be still living, in spite of the amount of work which was pressed upon him. Mr. Galloway had put on his spectacles and copied out several pages himself  a thing he rarely attempted. But he had gone out now, and had carried with him some letters to post.

Yes! grumbled Roland. He can stretch his legs, but he takes good care I shall not stretch mine! Why couldnt he send me with those letters? Its my place to post them: its not his. Write, write, write! till my fingers are cramped, and my feet have no more feeling in them than the stool has! Why, I wouldnt stop by myself in this horrid, musty, parchmented old place  Oh, its you, is it?

This was addressed to the postman, who came in with the afternoon delivery of letters. Two. He handed them to Roland, and departed.

Of course Roland immediately began to scrutinize them: turning them over; critically guessing at the senders; playing with them at pitch and toss  anything to while away the time, and afford him some cessation from his own work. By these means he contrived to pass five minutes rather agreeably (estimating things by comparison), when Mr. Galloways servant entered.

Is my master in, Mr. Roland?

Of course hes not, said Roland. Hes gone gallivanting somewhere. He has all the pleasure of it, and I have all the work.

Will you please to give him this letter, then? said the man. The post has just left it at our house, so I brought it round.

Whats it brought round here for? asked Roland.

Because he ordered it to be done. He said he expected a letter would be delivered at the house by the afternoon post, and if it came I was to bring it to him at once. Good afternoon, sir.

This little bit of information was quite enough for Roland. He seized the letter, as he had done the others, and subjected it to the same scrutiny. The address was written in a singular hand; in large, print-looking letters. Roland satisfied his curiosity, so far as the outside of the letter could do it, and then rose from his stool and laid the three letters upon Mr. Galloways desk in his private room.

A short time, and that gentleman entered. Anything by the post? was his first question.

Two letters, sir, replied Roland. And John brought round one, which was addressed to the house. He said you expected it.

Mr. Galloway went into his private room. He glanced casually at the addresses on the letters, and then called Roland Yorke. Where is the letter John brought round? he inquired, somewhat testily.

Roland pointed it out. That was it, sir.

That! Mr. Galloway bent on it a keener glance, which probably satisfied him that it bore his private address. Was this the only one he brought? added he; and from his manner and words Roland inferred that it was not the letter he had expected.

That was all, sir.

Roland returned to his own room, and Mr. Galloway sat down and opened his letters. The first two were short communications relative to business; the last was the one brought by John.

What did it contain? For one thing, It contained a bank-note for twenty pounds. But the contents? Mr. Galloway gazed at it and rubbed his brow, and gazed again. He took off his spectacles, and put them on; he looked at the bank-note, and he read and re-read the letter; for it completely upset the theory and set at nought the data he had been going upon; especially the data of the last few hours.

The finder of that lost twenty-pound note sends it back to Mr. Galloway. His motive in doing so is that the wrongly suspected may be cleared. He who was publicly accused of the offence was innocent, as were all others upon whom suspicion (though not acted upon) may have fallen. The writer of this alone took the note, and now restores it.

Abrupt and signatureless, such was the letter. When Mr. Galloway had sufficiently overcome his surprise to reason rationally, it struck him as being a singular coincidence that this should come to him on the day when the old affair had been renewed again. Since its bustle had died out at the time of the occurrence, Mr. Galloway did not remember to have voluntarily spoken of it, until that morning with Roland Yorke.

He took up the bank-note. Was it the one actually taken  the same note  kept possibly, in fear, and now returned? He had no means of knowing. He thought it was not the same. His recollection of the lost note had seemed to be that it was a dirty note, which must have passed through many hands; but he had never been quite clear upon that point. This note was clean and crisp. Who had taken it? Who had sent it back? It quite disposed of that disagreeable suspicion touching his cousin. Had his cousin so far forgotten himself as to take the note, he would not have been likely to return it: he knew nothing of the proceedings which had taken place in Helstonleigh, for Mr. Galloway had never mentioned them to him. The writer of this letter was cognizant of them, and had sent it that they might be removed.

At the first glance, it of course appeared to be proof positive that Arthur Channing was not guilty. But Mr. Galloway was not accustomed to take only the superficial view of things: and it struck him, as it would strike others, that this might be, after all, a refined bit of finessing on Arthurs own part to remove suspicion from himself. True, the cost of doing so was twenty pounds: but what was that compared with the restoration of his good name?

The letter bore the London post-mark. There was not a doubt that it had been there posted. That betrayed nothing. Arthur, or any one else, could have a letter posted there, if wishing to do it. Where theres a will, theres a way, thought Mr. Galloway. But again, where was Arthur Channing to procure twenty pounds from? Mr. Galloway did not think that he could procure this sum from anywhere, or that he possessed, himself, a twentieth part of it. So far the probability was against Arthurs being the author. Mr. Galloway quite lost himself in conjectures. Why should it have been addressed to his residence, and not to the office? He had been expecting a letter from one, that afternoon, who always did address to his residence: and that letter, it appeared, had not arrived. However, that had nothing to do with this. Neither paper nor writing afforded any clue to the sender, and the latter was palpably disguised.

He called in Roland Yorke, for the purpose of putting to him a few useless questions  as a great many of us do when we are puzzled  questions, at any rate, that could throw no light upon the main subject.

What did John say when he brought this letter?

Only what I told you, sir. That you expected a letter addressed to the house, and ordered him to bring it round.

But this is not the letter I expected, tapping it with his finger, and looking altogether so puzzled and astonished that Roland stared in his turn.

Its not my fault, returned he. Shall I run round, sir, and ask John about it?

No, testily answered Mr. Galloway. Dont be so fond of running round. This letter  Theres some one come into the office, he broke off. Roland turned with alacrity, but very speedily appeared again, on his best behaviour, bowing as he showed in the Dean of Helstonleigh.

Mr. Galloway rose, and remained standing. The dean entered upon the business which had brought him there, a trifling matter connected with the affairs of the chapter. This over, Mr. Galloway took up the letter and showed it to him. The dean read it, and looked at the bank-note.

I cannot quite decide in what light I ought to take it, sir, remarked Mr. Galloway. It either refutes the suspicion of Arthur Channings guilt, or else it confirms it.

In what way confirms it? I do not understand you, said the dean.

It may have come from himself, Mr. Dean. A wheel within a wheel.

The dean paused to revolve the proposition, and then shook his head negatively. It appears to me to go a very great way towards proving his innocence, he observed. The impression upon my own mind has been, that it was not he who took it  as you may have inferred, Mr. Galloway, by my allowing him to retain his post in the cathedral.

But, sir, if he is innocent, who is guilty? continued Mr. Galloway, in a tone of remonstrance.

That is more than I can say, replied the dean. But for the circumstances appearing to point so strongly to Arthur Channing, I never could have suspected him at all. A son of Mr. Channings would have been altogether above suspicion, in my mind: and, as I tell you, for some time I have not believed him to be guilty.

If he is not guilty Mr. Galloway paused; the full force of what he was about to say, pressing strongly upon his mind. If he is not guilty, Mr. Dean, there has been a great deal of injustice done  not only to himself

A great deal of injustice is committed every day, I fear, quietly remarked the dean.

Tom Channing will have lost the seniorship for nothing! went on Mr. Galloway, in a perturbed voice, not so much addressing the dean, as giving vent to his thoughts aloud.

Yes, was the answer, spoken calmly, and imparting no token of what might be the deans private sentiments upon the point. You will see to that matter, the dean continued, referring to his own business there, as he rose from his chair.

I will not forget it, Mr. Dean, said Mr. Galloway. And he escorted the dean to the outer door, as was his custom when honoured by that dignitary with a visit, and bowed him out.

Roland just then looked a pattern of industry. He had resumed his seat, after rising in salutation as the dean passed through the office, and was writing away like a steam-engine. Mr. Galloway returned to his own room, and set himself calmly to consider all the bearings of this curious business. The great bar against his thinking Arthur innocent, was the difficulty of fixing upon any one else as likely to have been guilty. Likely! he might almost have said as possible to have been guilty. I have a very great mind, he growled to himself, to send for Butterby, and let him rake it all up again! The uncertainty vexed him, and it seemed as if the affair was never to have an end. What, if I show Arthur Channing the letter first, and study his countenance as he looks at it? I may gather something from that. I dont fancy hed be an over good actor, as some might be. If he has sent this money, I shall see it in his face.

Acting upon the moments impulse, he suddenly opened the door of the outer office, and there found that Mr. Rolands industry had, for the present, come to an end. He was standing before the window, making pantomimic signs through the glass to a friend of his, Knivett. His right thumb was pointed over his shoulder towards the door of Mr. Galloways private room; no doubt, to indicate a warning that that gentleman was within, and that the office, consequently, was not free for promiscuous intruders. A few sharp words of reprimand to Mr. Roland ensued, and then he was sent off with a message to Arthur Channing.

It brought Arthur back with Roland. Mr. Galloway called Arthur into his own room, closed the door, and put the letter into his hand in silence.

He read it twice over before he could understand it; indeed, he did not do so fully then. His surprise appeared to be perfectly genuine, and so Mr. Galloway thought it. Has this letter been sent to you, sir? Has any money been sent to you?

This has been sent to me, replied Mr. Galloway, tossing the twenty-pound note to him. Is it the one that was taken, Channing?

How can I tell, sir? said Arthur, in much simplicity. And Mr. Galloways long doubts of him began to melt away.

You did not send the money  to clear yourself?

Arthur looked up in surprise. Where should I get twenty pounds from? he asked. I shall shortly have a quarters salary from Mr. Williams: but it is not quite due yet. And it will not be twenty pounds, or anything like that amount.

Mr. Galloway nodded. It was the thought which had struck himself. Another thought, however, was now striking Arthur; a thought which caused his cheek to flush and his brow to lower. With the word salary had arisen to him the remembrance of anothers salary due about this time; that of his brother Hamish. Had Hamish been making this use of it  to remove the stigma from him? The idea received additional force from Mr. Galloways next words: for they bore upon the point.

This letter is what it purports to be: a missive from the actual thief; or else it comes from some well-wisher of yours, who sacrifices twenty pounds to do you a service. Which is it?

Mr. Galloway fixed his eyes on Arthurs face and could not help noting the change which had come over it, over his bearing altogether. The open candour was gone: and in its place reigned the covert look, the hesitating manner, the confusion which had characterized him at the period of the loss. All I can say, sir, is, that I know nothing of this, he presently said. It has surprised me as much as it can surprise any one.

Channing! impulsively exclaimed Mr. Galloway, your manner and your words are opposed to each other, as they were at the time. The one gives the lie to the other. But I begin to believe you did not take it.

I did not, returned Arthur.

And therefore  as I dont like to be played with and made sport of, like a cat tormenting a mouse  I think I shall give orders to Butterby for a fresh investigation.

It startled Arthur. Mr. Galloways curiously significant tone, his piercing gaze upon his face, also startled him. It would bring no satisfaction, sir, he said. Pray do not. I would far rather continue to bear the blame.

A pause. A new idea came glimmering into the mind of Mr. Galloway. Whom are you screening? he asked. But he received no answer.

Is it Roland Yorke?

Roland Yorke! repeated Arthur, half reproachfully. No, indeed. I wish every one had been as innocent of it as was Roland Yorke.

In good truth, Mr. Galloway had only mentioned Rolands name as coming uppermost in his mind. He knew that no suspicion attached to Roland. Arthur resumed, in agitation:

Let the matter drop, sir. Indeed, it will be better. It appears, now, that you have the money back again; and, for the rest, I am willing to take the blame, as I have done.

If I have the money back again, I have not other things back again, crossly repeated Mr. Galloway. Theres the loss of time it has occasioned, the worry, the uncertainty: who is to repay me all that?

My portion in it has been worse than yours, sir, said Arthur, in a low, deep tone. Think of my loss of time; my worry and uncertainty; my waste of character; my anxiety of mind: they can never be repaid to me.

And whose the fault? If you were truly innocent, you might have cleared yourself with a word.

Arthur knew he might. But that word he had not dared to speak. At this juncture, Roland Yorke appeared. Heres Jenners old clerk come in, sir, said he to his master. He wants to see you, he says.

He can come in, replied Mr. Galloway. Are you getting on with that copying? he added to Arthur, as the latter was going out.

Yes, sir.

The gentleman, whom Roland Yorke designated as Jenners old clerk, was shut in with Mr. Galloway; and Roland, who appeared to be on the thorns of curiosity, arrested Arthur.

I say, what is it thats agate? He has been going into fits, pretty near, over some letter that came, asking me five hundred questions about it. What have you to do with it? What does he want with you?

Some one has been sending him back the money, Roland. It came in a letter.

Roland opened his eyes. What money?

The money that was lost. A twenty-pound note has come. He asked me whether it was the veritable note that was taken.

A twenty-pound note come! repeated puzzled Roland.

Its quite true, Roland. It purports to be sent by the stealer of the money for the purpose of clearing me.

Roland stood for a few moments, profound surprise on his face, and then began to execute a triumphant hornpipe amidst the desks and stools of the office. I said it would come right some time; over and over again I said it! Give us your hand, old fellow! Hes not such a bad trump after all, that thief!

Hush, Roland! youll be heard. It may not do me much good. Galloway seems to doubt me still.

Doubt you still! cried Roland, stopping short in his dance, and speaking in a very explosive tone. Doubt you still! Why, what would he have?

I dont know; sighed Arthur. I have assured him I did not send it; but he fancies I may have done it to clear myself. He talks of calling in Butterby again.

My opinion then, is, that he wants to be transported, if he is to turn up such a heathen as that! stamped Roland. What would he have, I ask? Another twenty, given him for interest? Arthur, dear old fellow, lets go off together to Port Natal, and leave him and his office to it! Ill find the means, if I rob his cash-box to get them!

But Arthur was already beyond hearing, having waved his adieu to Roland Yorke and his impetuous but warm-hearted championship. Anxious to get on with the task he had undertaken, he hastened home. Constance was in the hall when he entered, having just returned from Lady Augusta Yorkes.

His confidant throughout, his gentle soother and supporter, his ever ready adviser, Arthur drew her into one of the rooms, and acquainted her with what had occurred. A look of terror rose to her face, as she listened.

Hamish has done it! she uttered, in a whisper. This puts all doubt at an end. There are times  there have been times  she burst into tears as she spoke when I have fondly tried to cheat myself that we were suspecting him wrongfully. Arthur! others suspect him.

Arthurs face reflected the look that was upon hers. I trust not!

But they do. Ellen Huntley dropped a word inadvertently, which convinces me that he is in some way doubted there. She caught it up again in evident alarm, ere it was well spoken; and I dared not pursue the subject. It is Hamish who has sent this money.

You speak confidently, Constance.

Listen. I know that he has drawn money  papas salary and his own: he mentioned it incidentally. A few days ago I asked him for money for housekeeping purposes, and he handed me a twenty-pound note, in mistake for a five-pound. He discovered the mistake before I did, and snatched it back again in some confusion.

I cant give you that, he said in a laughing manner, when he recovered himself. That has a different destination. Arthur! that note, rely upon it, was going to Mr. Galloway.

When was this? asked Arthur.

Last week. Three or four days ago.

Trifling as the incident was, it seemed to bear out their suspicions, and Arthur could only come to the same conclusion as his sister: the thought had already crossed him, you remember.

Do not let it pain you thus, Constance, he said, for her tears were falling fast. He may not call in Butterby. Your grieving will do no good.

I cannot help it, she exclaimed, with a burst of anguish. How God is trying us!

Ay! even as silver, which must be seven times purified, ere it be sufficiently refined.






CHAPTER XLVII.  DARK CLOUDS.

Constance Channing sat, her forehead buried in her hands. How God was trying them! The sentence, wrung from her in the bitterness of her heart, but expressed the echo of surrounding things. Her own future blighted; Arthurs character gone; Tom lost the seniorship; Charley not heard of, dead or alive! There were moments, and this was one of them, when Constance felt almost beyond the pale of hope. The college school, meanwhile existed in a state of constant suspense, the sword of terror ever hanging over its head. Punishment for the present was reserved; and what the precise punishment would be when it came, none could tell. Talkative Bywater was fond of saying that it did not matter whether Miss Charley turned up or not, so far as their backs were concerned: they would be made to tingle, either way.

Arthur, after communicating to Constance the strange fact of the return of the money to Mr. Galloway, shut himself up in the study to pursue his copying. Tea-time arrived, and Sarah brought in the tea-things. But neither Hamish nor Tom had come in, and Constance sat alone, deep in unpleasant thoughts.

That it was Hamish who had now returned the money to Mr. Galloway, Constance could not entertain the slightest doubt. It had a very depressing effect upon her. It could not render worse what had previously happened, indeed, it rather mended it, insomuch as that it served to show some repentance, some good feeling; but it made the suspicion against Hamish a certainty; and there had been times when Constance had been beguiled into thinking it only a suspicion. And now came this new fear of Mr. Butterby again!

Hamishs own footstep in the hall. Constance roused herself. He came in, books under his arm, as usual, and his ever-gay face smiling. There were times when Constance almost despised him for his perpetual sunshine. The seriousness which had overspread Hamish at the time of Charleys disappearance had nearly worn away. In his sanguine temperament, he argued that not finding the body was a proof that Charley was yet alive, and would come forth in a mysterious manner one of these days.

Have I kept you waiting tea, Constance? began he. I came home by way of Close Street, and was called into Galloways by Roland Yorke, and then got detained further by Mr. Galloway. Wheres Arthur?

He has undertaken some copying for Mr. Galloway, and is busy with it, replied Constance in a low tone. Hamish! raising her eyes to his face, as she gathered resolution to speak of the affair: have you heard what has happened?

That some good fairy has forwarded a bank-note to Galloway on the wings of the telegraph? Roland Yorke would not allow me to remain in ignorance of that. Mr. Galloway did me the honour to ask whether I had sent it.

You! uttered Constance, regarding the avowal only from her own point of view. He asked whether you had sent it?

He did.

She gazed at Hamish as if she would read his very soul. And what did  what did you answer?

Told him I wished a few others would suspect me of the same, and count imaginary payments for real ones.

Hamish! she exclaimed, the complaint wrung from her: how can you be so light, so cruel, when our hearts are breaking?

Hamish, in turn, was surprised at this. I, cruel! In what manner, Constance? My dear, I repeat to you that we shall have Charley back again. I feel sure of it; and it has done away with my fear. Some inward conviction, or presentiment  call it which you like  tells me that we shall; and I implicitly trust to it. We need not mourn for him.

It is not for Charley: I do not speak of Charley now, she sadly reiterated. You are straying from the point. Hamish, have you no love left for Arthur?

I have plenty of love for every one, said Mr. Hamish.

Then how can you behave like this? Arthur is not guilty; you know he is not. And look what he has to bear! I believe you would laugh at the greatest calamity! Sending back this money to Mr. Galloway has  has  sadly distressed me.

Hamish turned his smiling eyes upon her, but his tone was grave. Wait until some great calamity occurs, Constance, and then see whether I laugh. Did I laugh that dreadful night and day that succeeded to Charleys loss? Sending back the money to Mr. Galloway is not a cause for sadness. It most certainly exonerates Arthur.

And you are gay over it! She would have given anything to speak more plainly.

I am particularly gay this afternoon, acknowledged Hamish, who could not be put out of temper by any amount of reproach whatever. I have had great news by the post, Constance.

From Germany? she quickly cried.

Yes, from Germany, he answered, taking a letter from his pocket, and spreading it open before Constance.

It contained the bravest news: great news, as Hamish expressed it. It was from Mr. Channing himself, and it told them of his being so far restored that there was no doubt now of his ability to resume his own place at his office. They intended to be home the first week in November. The weather at Borcette continued warm and charming, and they would prolong their stay there to the full time contemplated. It had been a fine autumn everywhere. There was a postscript added to the letter, as if an afterthought had occurred to Mr. Channing. When you see Mr. Huntley, tell him how well I am progressing. I remember, by the way, that he hinted at being able to introduce you to something, should I no longer require you in Guild Street.

In the delight that the news brought, Constance partially lost sight of her sadness. It is not all gloom, she whispered to herself. If we could only dwell on Gods mercies as we do on His chastisement; if we could only feel more trust, we should see the bright side of the cloud oftener than we do.

But it was dark; dark in many ways, and Constance was soon to be reminded again of it forcibly. She had taken her seat at the tea-table, when Tom came in. He looked flushed  stern; and he flung his Gradus, and one or two other books in a heap, on the side table, with more force than was necessary; and himself into a chair, ditto.

Constance, I shall leave the school!

Constance, in her dismay, dropped the sugar-tongs into the sugar. What, Tom?

I shall leave the school! he repeated, his tone as fiery as his face. I wouldnt stop in it another month, if I were bribed with gold. Things are getting too bad there.

Oh, Tom, Tom! Is this your endurance?

Endurance! he exclaimed. Thats a nice word in theory, Constance; but just you try it in practice! Who has endured, if I have not? I thought Id go on and endure it, as you say; at any rate, until papa came home. But I cant  I cant!

What has happened more than usual? inquired Hamish.

It gets worse and worse, said Tom, turning his blazing face upon his brother. I wouldnt wish a dog to live the life that I live in the college school. They call me a felon, and treat me as one; they send me to Coventry; they wont acknowledge me as one of their seniors. My position is unbearable.

Live it down, Tom, said Hamish quietly.

Havent I been trying to live it down? returned the boy, suppressing his emotion. It has lasted now these two months, and I have borne it daily. At the time of Charleys loss I was treated better for a day or two, but that has worn away. It is of no use your looking at me reproachfully, Constance; I must complain. What other boy in the world has ever been put down as I? I was head of the school, next to Gaunt; looking forward to be the head; and what am I now? The seniorship taken from me in shame; Huntley exalted to my place; my chance of the exhibition gone

Huntley does not take the exhibition, interrupted Constance.

But Yorke will. I shant be allowed to take it. Now I know it, Constance, and the school knows it. Let a fellow once go down, and hes kept down: every dog has a fling at him. The seniorships gone, the exhibition is going. I might bear that tamely, you may say; and of course I might, for they are negative evils; but what I cant and wont bear, are the insults of every-day life. Only this afternoon they

Tom stopped, for his feelings were choking him; and the complaint he was about to narrate was never spoken. Before he had recovered breath and calmness, Arthur entered and took his seat at the tea-table. Poor Tom, allowing one of his unfortunate explosions of temper to get the better of him, sprang from his chair and burst forth with a passionate reproach to Arthur, whom he regarded as the author of all the ill.

Why did you do it? Why did you bring this disgrace upon us? But for you, I should not have lost caste in the school.

Tom! interposed Hamish, in a severe tone.

Mr. Tom, brave college boy that he was  manly as he coveted to be thought  actually burst into tears. Tears called forth, not by contrition, I fear; but by remembered humiliation, by vexation, by the moments passion. Never had Tom cast a reproach openly to Arthur; whatever he may have felt he buried it within himself; but that his opinion vacillated upon the point of Arthurs guilt, was certain. Constance went up to him and laid her hand gently and soothingly upon his shoulder.

Tom, dear boy, your troubles are making you forget yourself. Do not be unjust to Arthur. He is innocent as you.

Then if he is innocent, why does he not speak out like a man, and proclaim his innocence? retorted Tom, sensibly enough, but with rather too much heat. Thats what the school cast in my teeth, more than anything again. Dont preach up your brothers innocence to us! they cry; if he did not take it, wouldnt he say so? Look at Arthur now  and Tom pointed his finger at him he does not, even here, to me, assert that he is innocent!

Arthurs face burnt under the reproach. He turned it upon Hamish, with a gesture almost as fiery, quite as hasty, as any that had been vouchsafed them by Tom. Plainly as look could speak, it said, Will you suffer this injustice to be heaped upon me? Constance saw the look, and she left Tom with a faint cry, and bent over Arthur, afraid of what truth he might give utterance to.

Patience yet, Arthur! she whispered. Do not let a moments anger undo the work of weeks. Remember how bravely you have borne.

Ay! Heaven forgive my pride, Tom! Arthur added, turning to him calmly. I would clear you  or rather clear myself  in the eyes of the school, if I could: but it is impossible. However, you have less to blame me for than you may think.

Hamish advanced. He caught Toms arm and drew him to a distant window. Now, lad, he said, let me hear all about this bugbear. Ill see if it can be in any way lightened for you.

Hamishs tone was kindly, his manner frank and persuasive, and Tom was won over to speak of his troubles. Hamish listened with an attentive ear. Will you abide by my advice? he asked him, when the catalogue of grievances had come to an end.

Perhaps I will, replied Tom, who was growing cool after his heat.

Then, as I said to you before, so I say now  Live it down. It is the best advice I can give you.

Hamish, you dont know what it is!

Yes, I do. I can enter into your trials and annoyances as keenly as if I had to encounter them. I do not affect to disparage them to you: I know that they are real trials, real insults; but if you will only make up your mind to bear them, they will lose half their sharpness. Your interest lies in remaining in the college school; more than that, your duty lies in it. Tom, dont let it be said that a Channing shrunk from his duty because it brought him difficulties to battle with.

I dont think I can stop in it, Hamish. Id rather stand in a pillory, and have rotten eggs shied at me.

Yes, you can. In fact, my boy, for the present you must. Disobedience has never been a fault amongst us, and I am sure you will not be the one to inaugurate it. Your father left me in charge, in his place, with full control; and I cannot sanction any such measure as that of your leaving the school. In less than a months time he will be home, and you can then submit the case to him, and abide by his advice.

With all Toms faults, he was not rebellious, neither was he unreasonable; and he made up his mind, not without some grumbling, to do as Hamish desired him. He drew his chair with a jerk to the tea-table, which of course was unnecessary. I told you that the young Channings, admirably as they had been brought up, had their faults; as you have yours, and I have mine.

It was a silent meal. Annabel, who was wont to keep them alive, whatever might be their troubles, had remained to take tea at Lady Augusta Yorkes, with Caroline and Fanny. Had Constance known that she was in the habit of thoughtlessly chattering upon any subject that came uppermost, including poor Charless propensity to be afraid of ghosts, she had allowed her to remain with them more charily. Hamish took a book and read. Arthur only made a show of taking anything, and soon left them, to resume his work; Tom did not even make a show of it, but unequivocally rejected all good things. How could he be hungry? he asked, when Constance pressed him. An unsociable meal it was  almost as unpleasant as were their inward thoughts. They felt for Tom, in the midst of their graver griefs; but they were all at cross purposes together, and they knew it; therefore they could only retain an uncomfortable reticence one with another. Tom laid the blame to the share of Arthur; Arthur and Constance to the share of Hamish. To whom Hamish laid it, was only known to himself.

He, Hamish, rose as the tea-things were carried away. He was preparing for a visit to Mr. Huntleys. His visits there, as already remarked, had not been frequent of late. He had discovered that he was not welcome to Mr. Huntley. And Hamish Channing was not one to thrust his company upon any one: even the attraction of Ellen could not induce that. But it is very probable that he was glad of the excuse Mr. Channings letter afforded him to go there now.

He found Miss Huntley alone; a tall, stiff lady, who always looked as if she were cased in whalebone. She generally regarded Hamish with some favour, which was saying a great deal for Miss Huntley.

You are quite a stranger here, she remarked to him as he entered.

I think I am, replied Hamish. Mr. Huntley is still in the dining-room, I hear?

Mr. Huntley is, said the lady, speaking as if the fact did not give her pleasure, though Hamish could not conceive why. My niece has chosen to remain with him, she added, in a tone which denoted dissatisfaction. I am quite tired of talking to her! I tell her this is proper, and the other is improper, and she goes and mixes up my advice in the most extraordinary way; leaving undone what she ought to do, and doing what I tell her she ought not! Only this very morning I read her a sermon upon Propriety, and the fitness of things. It took me just an hour  an hour by my watch, I assure you, Mr. Hamish Channing!  and what is the result? I retired from the dinner-table precisely ten minutes after the removal of the cloth, according to my invariable custom; and Ellen, in defiance of my warning her that it is not lady-like, stays there behind me! I have not finished my grapes, aunt, she says to me. And there she stays, just to talk with her father. And he encourages her! What will become of Ellen, I cannot imagine; she will never be a lady!

Its very sad! replied Hamish, coughing down a laugh, and putting on the gravest face he could call up.

Sad! repeated Miss Huntley, who sat perfectly upright, her hands, cased in mittens, crossed upon her lap. It is grievous, Mr. Hamish Channing! She  what do you think she did only yesterday? One of our maids was going to be married, and a dispute, or some unpleasantness occurred between her and the intended husband. Would you believe that Ellen actually wrote a letter for the girl (a poor ignorant thing, who never learnt to read, let alone to write, but an excellent servant) to this man, that things might be smoothed down between them? My niece, Miss Ellen Huntley, lowering herself to write a  a  I can scarcely allow my tongue to utter the word, Mr. Hamish  a love-letter!

Miss Huntley lifted her eyes, and her mittens. Hamish expressed himself inexpressibly shocked, inwardly wishing he could persuade Miss Ellen Huntley to write a few to him.

And I receive no sympathy from any one! pursued Miss Huntley. None! I spoke to my brother, and he could not see that she had done anything wrong in writing: or pretended that he could not. Oh dear! how things have altered from what they were when I was a young girl! Then

My master says, will you please to walk into the dining-room, sir? interrupted a servant at this juncture. And Hamish rose and followed him.

Mr. Huntley was alone. Hamish threw his glance to the four corners of the room, but Ellen was not in it. The meeting was not very cordial on Mr. Huntleys side. What can I do for you? he inquired, as he shook hands. Which was sufficient to imply coldly, You must have come to my house for some particular purpose. What is it?

But Hamish could not lose his sunny temperament, his winning manner. I bring you great news, Mr. Huntley. We have heard from Borcette: and the improvement in my fathers health is so great, that all doubts as to the result are over.

I said it would be so, replied Mr. Huntley.

They continued talking some little time, and then Hamish mentioned the matter alluded to in the postscript of the letter. Is it correct that you will be able to help me to something, he inquired, when my father shall resume his own place in Guild Street?

It is correct that I told your father so, answered Mr. Huntley. I thought then that I could.

And is the post gone? I assume that it was a situation of some sort?

It is not gone. The post will not be vacant until the beginning of the year. Have you heard that there is to be a change in the joint-stock bank?

No, replied Hamish, looking up with much interest.

Mr. Bartlett leaves. He is getting in years, his health is failing, and he wishes to retire. As one of the largest shareholders in the bank, I shall possess the largest voice in the appointment of a. successor, and I had thought of you. Indeed, I have no objection to say that there is not the slightest doubt you would have been appointed; otherwise, I should not have spoken confidently to Mr. Channing.

It was an excellent post; there was no doubt of that. The bank was not an extensive one; it was not the principal bank of Helstonleigh; but it was a firmly established, thoroughly respectable concern; and Mr. Bartlett, who had been its manager for many years, enjoyed many privileges, and a handsome salary. A far larger salary than was Mr. Channings. The house, a good one, attached to the bank, was used as his residence, and would be, when he left, the residence of his successor.

I should like it of all things! cried Hamish.

So would many a one, young sir, who is in a better position than you, drily answered Mr. Huntley. I thought you might have filled it.

Can I not, sir?

No.

Hamish did not expect the answer. He looked inquiringly at Mr. Huntley. Why can I not?

Because I cannot now recommend you to it, was the reply.

But why not? exclaimed Hamish.

When I spoke of you as becoming Mr. Bartletts successor, I believed you would be found worthy to fulfil his duties.

I can fulfil them, said Hamish.

Possibly. But so much doubt has arisen upon that point in my own mind, that I can no longer recommend you for it. In fact, I could not sanction your appointment.

What have I done? inquired Hamish.

Ask your conscience. If that does not tell you plainly enough, I shall not.

My conscience accuses me of nothing that need render me unfit to fill the post, and to perform my duties in it, Mr. Huntley.

I think otherwise. But, to pursue the subject will be productive of no benefit, so we will let it drop. I would have secured you the appointment, could I have done so conscientiously, but I cannot; and the matter is at an end.

At least you can tell me why you will not? said Hamish, speaking with some sarcasm, in the midst of his respect.

I have already declined to do so. Ask your own conscience, Hamish.

The worst criminal has a right to know his accusation, Mr. Huntley. Otherwise he cannot defend himself.

It will be time enough for you to defend yourself when you are publicly accused. I shall say no more upon the point. I am sorry your father mentioned the thing to you, necessitating this explanation, so far; I have also been sorry for having ever mentioned it to him. My worst explanation will be with your father, for I cannot enter into cause and effect, any more than I can to you.

I have for some little time been conscious of a change in your manner towards me, Mr. Huntley.

Ay  no doubt.

Sir, you ought to tell me what has caused it. I might explain away any prejudice or wrong impression

There, that will do, interrupted Mr. Huntley. It is neither prejudice nor wrong impression that I have taken up. And now I have said the last word upon the matter that I shall say.

But, sir

No more, I say! peremptorily interrupted Mr. Huntley. The subject is over. Let us talk of other things. I need not ask whether you have news of poor Charley; you would have informed me of that at once. You see, I was right in advising silence to be kept towards them. All this time of suspense would have told badly on Mr. Channing.

Hamish rose to leave. He had done little good, it appeared, by his visit; certainly, he could not wish to prolong it. There was an unsealed scrap of paper slipped inside my fathers letter, he said. It was from my mother to Charley. This is it.

It appeared to have been written hastily  perhaps from a sudden thought at the moment of Mr. Channings closing his letter. Mr. Huntley took it in his hand.

MY DEAR LITTLE CHARLEY,

How is it you do not write to mamma? Not a message from you now: not a letter! I am sure you are not forgetting me.

Poor boy! exclaimed Mr. Huntley, handing it back to Hamish. Poor mother!

I did not show it to Constance, observed Hamish. It would only distress her. Good night, sir. By the way, added Hamish, turning as he reached the door: Mr. Galloway has received that money back again.

What money? cried Mr. Huntley.

That which was lost. A twenty-pound note came to him in a letter by this afternoons post. The letter states that Arthur, and all others who may have been accused, are innocent.

Oh, indeed! cried Mr. Huntley, with cutting sarcasm, as the conviction flashed over him that Hamish, and no other, had been the sender. The thief has come to his senses at last, has he? So far as to render lame justice to Arthur.

Hamish left the room. The hall had not yet been lighted, and Hamish could hardly see the outline of a form, crossing it from the staircase to the drawing-room. He knew whose it was, and he caught it to him.

Ellen, he whispered, what has turned your father against me?

Of course she could not enlighten him; she could not say to Hamish Channing, He suspects you of being a thief. Her whole spirit would have revolted from that, as much as it did from the accusation. The subject was a painful one; she was flurried at the sudden meeting  the stealthy meeting, it may be said; and  she burst into tears.

I am quite afraid to say what Mr. Hamish did, this being a sober story. When he left the hall, Ellen Huntleys cheeks were glowing, and certain sweet words were ringing changes in her ears.

Ellen! they shall never take you from me!






CHAPTER XLVIII.  MUFFINS FOR TEA.

A week or two passed by, and November was rapidly approaching. Things remained precisely as they were at the close of the last chapter: nothing fresh had occurred; no change had taken place. Tom Channings remark, though much cannot be said for its elegance, was indisputable in point of truth  that when a fellow was down, he was kept down, and every dog had a fling at him It was being exemplified in the case of Arthur. The money, so mysteriously conveyed to Mr. Galloway, had proved of little service towards clearing him; in fact, it had the contrary effect; and people openly expressed their opinion that it had come from himself or his friends. He was down; and it would take more than that to lift him up again.

Mr. Galloway kept his thoughts to himself, or had put them into his cash-box with the note, for he said nothing.

Roland Yorke did not imitate his example; he was almost as explosive over the present matter as he had been over the loss. It would have pleased him that Arthur should be declared innocent by public proclamation. Roland was in a most explosive frame of mind on another score, and that was the confinement to the office. In reality, he was not overworked; for Arthur managed to get through a great amount of it at home, which he took in regularly, morning after morning, to Mr. Galloway. Roland, however, thought he was, and his dissatisfaction was becoming unbearable. I do not think that Roland could have done a hard days work. To sit steadily to it for only a couple of hours appeared to be an absolute impossibility to his restless temperament. He must look off; he must talk; he must yawn; he must tilt his stool; he must take a slight interlude at balancing the ruler on his nose, or at other similar recreative and intellectual amusements; but, apply himself in earnest, he could not. Therefore there was little fear of Mr. Rolands being overcome with the amount of work on hand.

But what told upon Roland was the confinement  I dont mean upon his health, you know, but his temper. It had happened many a day since Jenkinss absence, that Roland had never stirred from the office, except for his dinner. He must be there in good time in the morning  at the frightfully early hour of nine  and he often was not released until six. When he went to dinner at one, Mr. Galloway would say, You must be back in half an hour, Yorke; I may have to go out. Once or twice he had not gone to dinner until two or three oclock, and then he was half dead with hunger. All this chafed poor Roland nearly beyond endurance.

Another cause was rendering Rolands life not the most peaceful one. He was beginning to be seriously dunned for money. Careless in that, as he was in other things, improvident as was ever Lady Augusta, Roland rarely paid until he was compelled to do so. A very good hand was he at contracting debts, but a bad one at liquidating them. Roland did not intend to be dishonest. Were all his creditors standing around him, and a roll of bank-notes before him he would freely have paid them all; very probably, in his openheartedness, have made each creditor a present, over and above, for his trouble. But, failing the roll of notes, he only staved off the difficulties in the best way he could, and grew cross and ill-tempered on being applied to. His chief failing was his impulsive thoughtlessness. Often, when he had teased or worried Lady Augusta out of money, to satisfy a debt for which he was being pressed, that very money would be spent in some passing folly, arising with the impulse of the moment, before it had had time to reach the creditor. There are too many in the world like Roland Yorke.

Roland was late in the office one Monday evening, he and a lamp sharing it between them. He was in a terrible temper, and sat kicking his feet on the floor, as if the noise, for it might be heard in the street, would while away the time. He had nothing to do; the writing he had been about was positively finished; but he had to remain in, waiting for Mr. Galloway, who was absent, but had not left the office for the evening. He would have given the whole world to take his pipe out of his pocket and begin to smoke; but that pastime was so firmly forbidden in the office, that even Roland dared not disobey.

There goes six of em! he uttered, as the cathedral clock rang out the hour, and his boots threatened to stave in the floor. If I stand this life much longer, Ill be shot! Its enough to take the spirit out of a fellow; to wear the flesh off his bones; to afflict him with nervous fever. What an idiot I was to let my lady mother put me here! Better have stuck to those musty old lessons at school, and gone in for a parson! Why cant Jenkins get well, and come back? Hes shirking it, thats my belief. And why cant Galloway have Arthur back? He might, if he pressed it! Talk of solitary confinement driving prisoners mad, at their precious model prisons, what else is this? I wish I could go mad for a week, if old Galloway might be punished for it! Its worse than any prison, this office! At four oclock he went out, and now its six, and I have not had a blessed soul put his nose inside the door to say, How are you getting on? Im a regular prisoner, and nothing else. Why doesnt he

The complaint was cut short by the entrance of Mr. Galloway. Unconscious of the rebellious feelings of his clerk, he passed through the office to his own room, Rolands rat-tat-to having ceased at his appearance. To find Roland drumming the floor with his feet was nothing unusual  rather moderate for him; Mr. Galloway had found him doing it with his head. Two or three minutes elapsed, and Mr. Galloway came out again.

You can shut up, Roland. And then, take these letters to the post. Put the desks straight first; what a mess you get them into. Is that will engrossed?

Yes, sir.

Very well! Be here in time in the morning. Good night.

Good night, sir, responded Roland. Yes! its all very fine, he went on, as he opened the desks, and shoved everything in with his hands, indiscriminately, en masse, which was his way of putting things straight. Be here in time! Of course! No matter what time I am let off the previous evening. If I stand this long

Roland finished his sentence by an emphatic turn of the key of the office-door, which expressed quite as much as words could have done; for he was already out of the room, his hat on his head, and the letters in his hand. Calling out lustily for the housekeeper, he flung the key to her, and bounded off in the direction of the post-office.

His way lay past Mrs. Jenkinss shop, which the maid had, for the hour, been left to attend to. She was doing it from a leaf taken out of Rolands own book  standing outside the door, and gazing all ways. It suddenly struck Roland that he could not do better than pay Jenkins a visit, just to ascertain how long he meant to absent himself. In he darted, with his usual absence of hesitation, and went on to the parlour. There was no hurry for the letters; the post did not close until nine.

The little parlour, dark by day, looked very comfortable now. A bright fire, a bright lamp, and a well-spread tea-table, at which Mrs. Jenkins sat. More comfortable than Jenkins himself did, who lay back in his easy-chair, white and wan, meekly enjoying a lecture from his wife. He started from it at the appearance of Roland, bowing in his usual humble fashion, and smiling a glad welcome.

I say, Jenkins, I have come to know how long you mean to leave us to ourselves? was Rolands greeting. Its too bad, you know. How dye do, Mrs. Jenkins? Dont you look snug here? Its a nasty cutting night, and I have to tramp all the way to the post-office.

Free and easy Roland drew a chair forward on the opposite side of the hearth to Jenkins, Mrs. Jenkins and her good things being in the middle, and warmed his hands over the blaze. Ugh! he shivered, I cant bear these keen, easterly winds. Its fine to be you, Jenkins! basking by a blazing fire, and junketing upon plates of buttered muffins!

Would you please to condescend to take a cup of tea with us, sir? was Jenkinss answer. It is just ready.

I dont care if I do, said Roland. Theres nothing I like better than buttered muffins. We get them sometimes at home; but theres so many to eat at our house, that before a plate is well in, a dozen hands are snatching at it, and its emptied. Lady Augusta knows no more about comfort than a cow does, and she will have the whole tribe of young ones in to meals.

Youll find these muffins different from what you get at home, said Mrs. Jenkins, in her curt, snappish, but really not inhospitable way, as she handed the muffins to Roland. I know what it is when things are left to servants, as they are at your place; they turn out uneatable  soddened things, with rancid butter, nine times out of ten, instead of good, wholesome fresh. Servants cooking wont do for Jenkins now, and it never did for me.

These are good, though! exclaimed Roland, eating away with intense satisfaction. Have you got any more downstairs? Mrs. Jenkins, dont I wish you could always toast muffins for me! Is that some ham?

His eyes had caught a small dish of ham, in delicate slices, put there to tempt poor Jenkins. But he was growing beyond such tempting now, for his appetite wholly failed him. It was upon this point he had been undergoing Mrs. Jenkinss displeasure when Roland interrupted them. The question led to an excellent opportunity for renewing the grievance, and she was too persistent a diplomatist to let it slip. Catching up the dish, and leaving her chair, she held it out before Rolands eyes.

Young Mr. Yorke, do you see anything the matter with that ham? Please to tell me.

I see that it looks uncommonly good, replied Roland.

Do you hear? sharply ejaculated Mrs. Jenkins, turning short round upon her husband.

My dear, I never said a word but what it was good; I never had any other thought, returned he, with deprecation. I only said that I could not eat it. I cant  indeed, I cant! My appetite is gone.

Mrs. Jenkins put the dish down upon the table with a jerk. Thats how he goes on, said she to Roland. Its enough to wear a womans patience out! I get him muffins, I get him ham, I get him fowls, I get him fish, I get him puddings, I get him every conceivable nicety that I can think of, and not a thing will he touch. All the satisfaction I can get from him is, that his stomach turns against food!

I wish I could eat, interposed Jenkins, mildly. I have tried to do it till I can try no longer. I wish I could.

Will you take some of this ham, young Mr. Yorke? she asked. He wont. He wants to know what scarcity of food is!

Ill take it all, if you like, said Roland. If its going begging.

Mrs. Jenkins accommodated him with a plate and knife and fork, and with some more muffins. Roland did ample justice to the whole, despatching it down with about six cups of good tea, well sugared and creamed. Jenkins looked on with satisfaction, and Mrs. Jenkins appeared to regard it in the light of a personal compliment, as chief of the commissariat department.

And now, said Roland, turning back to the fire, when are you coming out again, Jenkins?

Jenkins coughed  more in hesitation for an answer, than of necessity. I am beginning to think, sir, that I shall not get out again at all, he presently said.

Holloa! I say, Jenkins, dont go and talk that rubbish! was Rolands reply. You know what I told you once, about that dropsy. I heard of a man that took it into his head to fancy himself dead. And he ordered a coffin, and lay down in it, and stopped in it for six days, only getting up at night to steal the bread and cheese! His folks couldnt think, at first, where the loaves went to. Youll be fancying the same, if you dont mind!

If I could only get a little stronger, sir, instead of weaker, I should soon be at my duty again. I am anxious enough sir, as you may imagine, for theres my salary, sir, coming to me as usual, and I doing nothing for it.

Its just this, Jenkins, that if you dont come back speedily, I shall take French leave, and be off some fine morning. I cant stand it much longer. I cant tell you how many blessed hours at a stretch am I in that office with no one to speak to. I wish I was at Port Natal!

Sir, said Jenkins, thinking he would say a word of warning, in his kindly spirit: I have heard that theres nothing more deceptive than those foreign parts that people flock to when the rage arises for them. Many a man only goes out to starve and die.

Many a muff, you mean! returned self-complaisant Roland. I say, Jenkins, isnt it a shame about Arthur Channing? Galloway has his money back from the very thief himself, as the letter said, and yet the old grumbler wont speak out like a man, and say, Shake hands, old fellow, and I know you are innocent, and come back to the office again. Arthur would return, if he said that. See if I dont start for Port Natal!

I wish Mr. Arthur was back again, sir. It would make me easier.

He sits, and stews, and frets, and worries his brains about that office, and how it gets on without him! tartly interposed Mrs. Jenkins. A sick man cant expect to grow better, if he is to fret himself into fiddlestrings!

I wish, repeated poor Jenkins in a dreamy sort of mood, his eyes fixed on the fire, and his thin hands clasped upon his knees: I do wish Mr. Arthur was back. In a little while hed quite replace me, and I should not be missed.

Hear him! uttered Mrs. Jenkins. Thats how he goes on!

Well, concluded Roland, rising, and gathering up his letters, which he had deposited upon a side table, if this is not a nice part of the world to live in, I dont know what is! Arthur Channing kept down under Galloways shameful injustice; Jenkins making out that things are all over with him; and I driven off my head doing everybodys work! Good night, Jenkins. Good night, Mrs. J. That was a stunning tea! Ill come in again some night, when you have toasted muffins!






CHAPTER XLIX.  A CHÂTEAU EN ESPAGNE.

A keen wind, blowing from the east, was booming through the streets of Helstonleigh, striking pitilessly the eyes and cheeks of the wayfarers, cutting thin forms nearly in two, and taking stout ones off their legs.

Blinded by the sharp dust, giving hard words to the wind, to the cold, to the post-office for not being nearer, to anything and everything, Roland Yorke dashed along, suffering nothing and no one to impede his progress. He flung the letters into the box at the post-office, when he reached that establishment, and then set off at the same pace back again.

Roland was in a state of inward commotion. He thought himself the most injured, the most hard-worked, the most-to-be-pitied fellow under the sun. The confinement in the office, with the additional work he had to get through there, was his chief grievance; and a grievance it really was to one of Rolands temperament. When he had Arthur Channing and Jenkins for his companions in it, to whom he could talk as he pleased, and who did all the work, allowing Roland to do all the play, it had been tolerably bearable; but that state of things was changed, and Roland was feeling that he could bear it no longer.

Another thing that Roland would perhaps be allowed to bear no longer was  immunity from his debts. They had grown on him latterly, as much as the work had. Careless Roland saw no way out of that difficulty, any more than he did out of the other, except by an emigration to that desired haven which had stereotyped itself on the retina of his imagination in colours of the brightest phantasy  Port Natal. For its own sake, Roland was hurrying to get to it, as well as that it might be convenient to do so.

Look here, said he to himself, as he tore along, even if Carrick were to set me all clear and straight  and I dare say he might, if I told him the bother I am in  where would be the good? It would not forward me. I wouldnt stop at Galloways another month to be made into a royal duke. If hed take back Arthur with honours, and Jenkins came out of his cough and his thinness and returned, I dont know but I might do violence to my inclination and remain. I cant, as it is. I should go dead with the worry and the work.

Roland paused, fighting for an instant with a puff of wind and dust. Then he resumed:

Id pay my debts if I could; but, if I cant, what am I to do but leave them unpaid? Much better get the money from Carrick to start me off to Port Natal, and set me going there. Then, when I have made enough, Ill send the cash to Arthur, and get him to settle up for me. I dont want to cheat the poor wretches out of their money; Id rather pay em double than do that. Some of them work hard enough to get it: almost as hard as I do at Galloways; and they have a right to their own. In three months time after landing, I shall be able to do the thing liberally. Ill make up my mind from to-night, and go: I know it will be all for the best. Besides, theres the other thing.

What the other thing might mean, Mr. Roland did not state more explicitly. He came to another pause, and then went on again.

Thats settled. Ill tell my lady to-night, and Ill tell Galloway in the morning; and Ill fix on the time for starting, and be off to London, and see what I can do with Carrick. Lets see! I shall want to take out lots of things. I can get them in London. When Bagshaw went, he told me of about a thousand. I think I dotted them down somewhere: I must look. Rum odds and ends they were: I know frying-pans were amongst them, Carrick will go with me to buy them, if I ask him; and then hell pay, if its only out of politeness. Nobody sticks out for politeness more than Carrick. He

Rolands castles in the air were suddenly cut short. He was passing a dark part near the cathedral, when a rough hand  rough in texture, not in motion  was laid upon his shoulder, and a peculiar piece of paper thrust upon him. The assailant was Hopper, the sheriffs officer.

Roland flew into one of his passions. He divined what it was, perfectly well: nothing less than one of those little mandates from our Sovereign Lady the Queen, which, a short time back, had imperilled Hamish Channing. He repaid Hopper with a specimen of his tongue, and flung the writ back at him.

Now, sir, wheres the good of your abusing me, as if it was my fault? returned the man, in a tone of remonstrance. I have had it in my pocket this three weeks, Mr. Yorke, and not a day but I could have served it on you: but Im loth to trouble young gentlemen such as you, as Im sure many of you in this town could say. I have got into displeasure with our folk about the delay in this very paper, and  in short, sir, I have not done it, till I was obliged.

You old preacher! foamed Roland. I have not tipped you with half-a-crown lately, and therefore you can see me!

Mr. Yorke, said the man, earnestly, if you had filled my hands with half-crowns yesterday, I must have done this to-day. I tell you, sir, I have got into a row with our people over it; and its the truth. Why dont you, sir  if I may presume to give advice  tell your little embarrassments to your mother, the Lady Augusta? Shed be sure to see you through them.

How dare you mention the Lady Augusta to me? thundered haughty Roland. Is it fitting that the Lady Augustas name should be bandied in such transactions as these? Do you think I dont know whats due to her better than that? If I have got into embarrassment, I shall not drag my mother into it.

Well, sir, you know best. I did not mean to offend you, but the contrary. Mind, Mr. Roland Yorke! added Hopper, pointing to the writ, which still lay where it had been flung: you can leave it there if you choose, sir, but I have served it upon you.

Hopper went his way. Roland caught up the paper, tore it to pieces with his strong hands, and tossed them after the man. The wind took up the quarrel, and scattered the pieces indiscriminately, right and left. Roland strode on.

What a mercy that theres a Port Natal to be off to! was his comment.

Things were not particularly promising at home, when Roland entered, looking at them from a quiet, sociable point of view. Lady Augusta was spending the evening at the deanery, and the children, from Gerald downwards, were turning the general parlour into a bear-garden. Romping, quarrelling, shouting and screaming, they were really as unrestrained as so many young bears. It would often be no better when Lady Augusta was at home. How Gerald and Tod contrived to do their lessons amidst it was a marvel to every one. Roland administered a few cuffs, to enjoin silence, and then went out again, he did not much care where. His feet took him to the house of his friend, Knivett, with whom he spent a pleasant evening, the topics of conversation turning chiefly upon the glories of Port Natal, and Rolands recent adventure with Hopper. Had anything been wanted to put the finishing touch to Rolands resolution, that little adventure would have supplied it.

It was past ten when he returned home. The noisy throng had dispersed then, all except Gerald. Gerald had just accomplished his tasks, and was now gracefully enjoying a little repose before the fire; his head on the back of my ladys low embroidered chair, and his feet extended on either hob.

Whats for supper? asked Roland, turning his eyes on the cloth, which bore traces that a party, and not a scrupulously tidy one, had already partaken of that meal.

Bones, said Gerald.

Bones? echoed Roland.

Bones, rejoined Gerald. They made a show of broiling some downstairs, but they took good care to cut off the meat first. Where all the meat goes to in this house, I cant think. If a good half of the leg of mutton didnt go down from dinner to-day, I possessed no eyes.

They are not going to put me off with bones, said Roland, ringing the bell. When a mans worked within an ace of his life, he must eat. Martha,  when the maid appeared I want some supper.

Theres no meat in the house, sir. There were some broiled bo

You may eat the bones yourself, interrupted Roland. I never saw such a house as this! Loads of provisions come into it, and yet theres rarely anything to be had when its wanted. You must go and order me some oysters. Get four dozen. I am famished. If I hadnt had a substantial tea, supplied me out of charity, I should be fainting before this! Its a shame! I wonder my lady puts up with you two incapable servants.

There are no oysters to be had at this time, Mr. Roland, returned Martha, who was accustomed to these interludes touching the housekeeping. The shop shuts up at ten.

Roland beat on the floor with the heel of his boot. Then he turned round fiercely to Martha. Is there nothing in the house thats eatable?

Theres an apple pie, sir.

Bring that, then. And while I am going into it, the cook can do me some eggs and ham.

Gerald had turned round at this, angry in his turn, If theres an apple pie, Martha, why could you not have produced it for our supper? You know we were obliged to put up with cheese and butter!

Cook told me not to bring it up, Master Gerald. My lady gave no orders. Cook says if she made ten pies a day theyd get eaten, once you young gentlemen knew of their being in the house.

Well? said Gerald. She doesnt provide them out of her own pocket.

Roland paid his court to the apple pie, Gerald joining him. After it was finished, they kept the cook employed some time with the eggs and ham. Then Gerald, who had to be up betimes for morning school, went to bed; and I only hope he did not suffer from nightmare.

Roland took up his place before the fire, in the same chair and position vacated by Gerald. Thus he waited for Lady Augusta. It was not long before she came in.

Come and sit down a bit, good mother, said Roland. I want to talk to you.

My dear, I am not in a talking humour, she answered. My head aches, and I shall be glad to get to bed. It was a stupid, humdrum evening.

She was walking to the side table to light her bed-candle, but Roland interposed. He drew the couch close to the fire, settled his mother in it, and took his seat with her. She asked him what he had to say so particularly that night.

I am going to tell you what it is. But dont you fly out at me, mother dear, he coaxingly added. I find I cant get along here at all, mother, and I shall be off to Port Natal.

Lady Augusta did fly out  with a scream, and a start from her seat. Roland pulled her into it again.

Now, mother, just listen to me quietly. I cant bear my life at Galloways. I cant do the work. If I stopped at it, Im not sure but I should do something desperate. You wouldnt like to see your son turn jockey, and ride in a pink silk jacket and yellow breeches on the race-course; and you wouldnt like to see him enlist for a soldier, or run away for a sailor! Well, worse than that might come, if I stopped at Galloways. Taking it at the very best, I should only be worked into my grave.

I will not hear another word, Roland, interrupted Lady Augusta. How can you be so wicked and ungrateful?

What is there wicked in it? asked Roland. Besides, you dont know all. I cant tell you what I dont owe in Helstonleigh, and Ive not a sixpence to pay it with. You wouldnt like to see me marched off to prison, mother.

Lady Augusta gave another shriek.

And theres a third reason why I wish to be away, went on Roland, drowning the noise. But Ill not go into that, because it concerns myself alone.

Of course the announcement that it concerned himself alone, only made my lady the more inquisitive to hear it. She peremptorily ordered Roland to disclose it to her.

But Roland could be as peremptory as she, and he declined, in positive terms, to explain further.

It would not afford you any pleasure, mother, he said, and I should not have mentioned it but as an additional reason why I must be off.

You unhappy boy! You have been doing something dreadful!

Its not over-good, acknowledged Roland. Perhaps Ill write you word all about it from London. Ive not smothered William Yorke, or set old Galloways office on fire, and those respected gentlemen are my two bêtes noires. So dont look so scared, mother.

Roland! uttered Lady Augusta, as the fact struck her, if you go off in this manner, all the money that was paid with you to Mr. Galloway will be lost! I might as well have sent it down the gutter.

So I said at the time, answered cool Roland. Never mind that, mother. Whats that paltry hundred or two, compared with the millions I shall make? And as to these folks that I owe money to

Theyll be coming upon me, interposed Lady Augusta. Heaven knows, I have enough to pay.

They will do nothing of the sort, said Roland. You have no legal right to pay my debts. Not one of them but has been contracted since I was of age. If they come to you, tell them so.

Roland, Lord Carrick gave you money once or twice when he was here, resumed Lady Augusta, I know he did. What have you done with it all?

Money melts, responded Roland. Upon my word of honour, I do believe it must melt at times; it vanishes so quickly.

My lady could not cavil at the assertion. She was only too much given to the same belief herself. Roland continued:

In a little while  about three months, as I calculate  after my arrival at Port Natal, I shall be in a position to send funds home to pay what I owe; and be assured, I will faithfully send them. There is the finest opening, mother, at Port Natal! Fortunes are being made there daily. In a few years time I shall come home with my pockets lined, and shall settle down by you for life.

If I could only think the prospect was so good a one! exclaimed Lady Augusta.

It is good, said Roland emphatically. Why, mother, Port Natal is all the rage: hundreds are going out. Were there no reasons to urge me away, you would be doing the most unwise thing possible to stand in the light of my going. If I were at something that I liked, that I was not worked to death at; if I did not owe a shilling; if my prospects here, in short, were first-rate, and my life a bower of rose-leaves, I should do well to throw it all up for Port Natal.

But in what manner are these great fortunes made? wondered Lady Augusta.

Of course, I shall acquire all that information. Stuck in this know-nothing Helstonleigh, I can only state the fact that they are made. I dare say I can find an opening for one or two of the boys out there.

Lady Augusta  persuadable as ever was a child  began to look upon the plan with less prejudiced eyes  as Roland would have styled it. As to Roland, so fully had he become imbued with the golden harvest to be gathered at Port Natal, that had an angel descended to undeceive him, he would have refused to listen.

There will be the losing you, Roland, said Lady Augusta, hesitating whether she should scold or cry.

Law, whats that? returned Roland, slightingly. Youll get over that in a day, and return thanks that theres one source of trouble less. Look here! If I were in the luck of having a good commission given me in some crack Indian regiment, would you not say, Oh be joyful, and start me off at once? What are you the worse for Georges being away? Mother! he added somewhat passionately, would you like to see me tied down for life to an old proctors office?

But, Roland, you cannot go out without money. Therell be your outfit and your passage; and you cant land with empty pockets.

As to an outfit, said Roland, you must not run your head upon such a one as George had. A few new shirts, and a pair or two of waterproof boots  that will be about all I shall want. I remember shirts and waterproof boots were mentioned by Bagshaw. What I shall chiefly want to buy will be tools, and household utensils: frying-pans, and items of that sort.

Frying-pans! ejaculated Lady Augusta.

I am sure frying-pans were mentioned, answered Roland. Perhaps it was only one, though, for private use. Ill hunt up Bagshaws list, and look it over.

And wheres the money to come from? repeated my lady.

I shall get it of Lord Carrick. I know hell give me what I want. I often talked to him about Port Natal when he was here.

I had a letter from him to-day, said Lady Augusta. He will be returning to Ireland next week.

Will he, though? uttered Roland, aroused by the information. I have no time to lose, then.

Well, Roland I must hear more about this to-morrow, and consider it over, said my lady, rising to retire. I have not said yet you are to go, mind.

I shall go, whether you say it or not, replied frank Roland. And when I come home with my pockets lined, a rich man for life, the first thing Ill buy shall be a case of diamonds for you.

Stupid boy! said she laughing. I shall be too old to wear diamonds then.

Oh no, you wont.

My lady gave him a hearty kiss, and went to bed and to sleep. Rolands visions were not without their effect upon her, and she had a most delightful dream of driving about in a charming city, whose streets were paved with malachite marble, brilliant to look upon. How many times Roland had dreamt that Port Natal was paved with gold, he alone knew.

Had Roland been troubled with over-sensitiveness in regard to other peoples feelings, and felt himself at a loss how to broach the matter to Mr. Galloway, he might have been pleased to find that the way was, in a degree, paved to him. On the following morning Mr. Galloway was at the office considerably before his usual hour; consequently, before Roland Yorke. Upon looking over Rolands work of the previous day, he found that a deed  a deed that was in a hurry, too  had been imperfectly drawn out, and would have to be done over again. The cause must have been sheer carelessness, and Mr. Galloway naturally felt angered. When the gentleman arrived, he told him what he thought of his conduct, winding up the reproaches with a declaration that Roland did him no service at all, and would be as well out of the office as in it.

I am glad of that, sir, was Rolands answer. What I was about to tell you will make no difference, then. I wish to leave, sir.

Do you? retorted Mr. Galloway.

I am going to leave, sir, added Roland, rather improving upon the assertion. I am going to Port Natal.

Mr. Galloway was a little taken aback. Going to where? cried he.

To Port Natal.

To Port Natal! echoed Mr. Galloway in the most unbounded astonishment, for not an inkling of Rolands long-thought-of project had ever reached him. What on earth should you want there?

To make my fortune, replied Roland.

Oh! said Mr. Galloway. When do you start?

It is quite true, sir, continued Roland. Of course I could not go without informing you.

Do you start to-day? repeated Mr. Galloway, in the same mocking tone.

No, I dont, said Roland. But I shall start, sir, before long, and I beg you to believe me. I have talked Lady Augusta over to the plan, and I shall get the money for it from Lord Carrick. I might drum on here all my life and never rise to be anything better than a proctor, besides having my life worked out of me; whereas, if I can get to Port Natal, my fortunes made. Hundreds and thousands of enterprising spirits are emigrating there, and they are all going to make their fortunes.

Had Mr. Galloway not been angry, he would have laughed out-right. Yorke, said he, did you ever hear of a sickness that fell suddenly upon this kingdom, some years ago? It was called the gold fever. Hundreds and thousands, as you phrase it, caught the mania, and flocked out to the Australian gold-diggings, to make their fortunes by picking up gold. Boy!  laying his hand on Rolands shoulder how many of those, think you, instead of making their fortunes, only went out TO DIE?

That was not Port Natal, sir.

It was not. But, unless some of you wild young men come to your senses, we shall have a second edition of the Australian madness at Port Natal. Nothing can be more futile than these visionary schemes, Roland Yorke; they are like the apples of Sodom  fair and promising to the eye, ashes to the taste. Do not you be deceived by them.

One must get on at Port Natal, sir.

If one does not get off, returned Mr. Galloway, in a cynical tone that chafed Rolands ear. The stream that flocked out to the gold-diggings all thought they should get on  each individual was fully persuaded that he should come home in a year or two with a plum in each of his breeches pockets. Where one made his way, Roland  made wealth  many starved; died; vanished, it was not known how; were never heard of by their friends, or saw old England again. What good do you suppose you could do at Port Natal?

I intend to do a great deal, said Roland.

But suppose you found you could do none  suppose it, I say  what would become of you out in a strange place, without money, and without friends?

Well, returned Roland, who was never at a loss for an answer: if such an impossible thing as a failure were to turn up, I should come back to my Uncle Carrick, and make him start me in something else.

Ah! mockingly observed Mr. Galloway, a rolling stone gathers no moss. Meanwhile, Mr. Roland Yorke, suppose you come down from the clouds to your proper business. Draw out this deed again, and see if you can accomplish it to a little better purpose than you did yesterday.

Roland, liking the tone less and less, sat down and grew sullen. Dont say I did not give you notice, sir, he observed.

But Mr. Galloway vouchsafed no reply. Indeed, it may be questioned if he heard the remark, for he went into his own room at the moment Roland spoke, and shut the door after him.

Mocking old caterpillar! grumbled angry Roland. No fortunes at Port Natal! Id go off, if it was only to tantalize him!






CHAPTER L.  REALLY GONE!

Mrs. Jenkins had many virtues. Besides the cardinal one which has been particularly brought under the readers notice  that of keeping her husband in due subjection  she also possessed, in an eminent degree, the excellent quality of being a most active housewife. In fact, she had the bump of rule and order, and personally superintended everything  with hands and tongue.

Amongst other careful habits, was that of never letting any one put a finger on her best sitting-room, for the purpose of cleaning it, except herself. She called it her drawing-room  a small, pretty room over the shop, very well furnished. It was let to Mr. Harper, with the bedroom behind it. Had Lydia dared even to wipe the dust off a table, it might have cost her her place. Mrs. Jenkins was wont to slip her old buff dressing-gown over her clothes, after she was dressed in a morning, and take herself to this drawing-room. Twice a week it was carefully swept, and on those occasions a large green handkerchief, tied cornerwise upon Mrs. Jenkinss head, to save her cap from dust, was added to her costume.

On the morning following Rolands communication to Mr. Galloway, Mrs. Jenkins was thus occupied  a dust-pan in one hand, a short hand-broom in the other  for you may be sure she did not sweep her carpets with those long, slashing, tear-away brooms that wear out a carpet in six months  and the green kerchief adjusted gracefully over her ears  when she heard a mans footsteps clattering up the stairs. In much astonishment as to who could have invaded the house at that hour, Mrs. Jenkins rose from her knees and flung open the door.

It was Roland Yorke, coming up at full speed, with a carpet-bag in his hand. Whatever do you want? exclaimed she. Is anything the matter?

The matter is, that I want to say a word to Jenkins, replied Roland. I know he must be in bed, so I just ran straight through the shop and came up.

Im sure you are very polite! exclaimed Mrs. Jenkins. For all you knew, I might have been in the room.

So you might! cried easy Roland. I never thought of that. I should not have swallowed you, Mrs. Jenkins. Take care! I have hardly a minute to spare. I shall lose the train.

On he went, up the second flight of stairs, without the slightest hesitation, and into Jenkinss room, ignoring the ceremony of knocking. Poor Jenkins, who had heard the colloquy, and recognized Rolands voice, was waiting for him with wondering eyes.

I am off, Jenkins, said Roland, advancing and bending over the bed. I wouldnt go without just saying a word to you.

Off where, sir? returned Jenkins, who could not have looked more bewildered had he been suddenly aroused from sleep.

To Port Natal. I am sick and tired of everything here, so Im off at last.

Jenkins was struck dumb. Of course, the first thought that passed through his mind was Mr. Galloways discomfiture, unless he was prepared for it. This is very sudden, sir! he cried, when speech came to him. Who is replacing you at the office?

No one, replied Roland. Thats the primest bit in the whole play. Galloway will know what work is, now. I told him yesterday morning that I should go, but he went into a tantrum, and didnt take it in earnest. He pointed out to me about sixty things as my days work to-day, when he left the office last night; errands to go upon, and writings to do, and answers to give, and the office to mind! A glorious commotion therell be, when he finds its all thrown upon his own hands. Hell see how he likes work!

Jenkins could do nothing but stare. Roland went on:

I have just slipped round there now, to leave a message, with my compliments. It will turn his hair green when he hears it, and finds I am really gone. Do you feel any better, Jenkins?

The question was put in a different tone; a soft, gentle tone  one in which Roland rarely spoke. He had never seen Jenkins look so ill as he was looking now.

I shall never feel any better in this world, sir.

Well, give us your hand, Jenkins; I must be off. You are the only one, old fellow, that I have said good-bye to. You have been a good lot, Jenkins, and done things for me that other clerks would not. Good luck to you, old chap, whether you go into the next world, or whether you stop in this!

God bless you, Mr. Roland! God bless you everywhere!

Roland leapt down the stairs. Mrs. Jenkins stood at the drawing-room door. Good-bye, said he to her. You see I should not have had time to eat you. What dye call that thing you have got upon your head, Mrs. Jenkins? Only wear it to church next Sunday, and youll set the fashion.

Away he tore to the station. The first person he saw there, officials excepted, was Hamish Channing, who had gone to it for the purpose of seeing a friend off by the train. The second, was Lady Augusta Yorke.

Hamish he saw first, as he was turning away from getting his ticket. Hamish, said he, youll tell Arthur that I did not come round to him for a last word; I shall write it from London.

Roland  and Hamish spoke more gravely than was his wont you are starting upon a wild-goose scheme.

It is not, said Roland; why do you preach up nonsense? If the worst came to the worst, I should come back to Carrick, and hed set me on my legs again. I tell you, Hamish, I have a hundred reasons to urge me away from Helstonleigh.

Is this carpet-bag all your luggage?

All I am taking with me. The rest will be sent afterwards. Had I despatched the bellman about the town to announce my departure, I might have been stopped; so I have told no one, except poor harmless Jenkins.

Of course it never occurred to proud and improvident Roland that it was possible to travel in any carriage but a first-class one. A first-class ticket he took, and a first-class compartment he entered. Fortunately it was an empty one. Hamish was filling up the door, talking to him, when sounds of distress were heard coming swiftly along the platform. Before Hamish had time to see what caused them, they were close upon his ear, and he found himself vehemently pushed aside, just as Roland himself might have pushed him. He turned with surprise. Panting, breathless, in tears, wailing out that she should never see her darling son again, stood the Lady Augusta Yorke.

What could be the cause of her appearing there in that state? The cause was Roland. On the previous day, he had held a second conversation with his mother, picturing the glories of Port Natal in colours so vivid, that the thought nearly crossed my ladys mind, couldnt she go too, and make her fortune? She then inquired when he meant to start. Oh, answered Roland, carelessly, between now and a weeks time. The real fact was, that he contemplated being away on the following morning, before my lady was up. Rolands motive was not an unfilial one. He knew how she excited herself over these partings; the violent, if short, grief to which she gave the reins; he remembered what it had been on the departure of his brother George. One other motive also held weight with him, and induced reticence. It was very desirable, remembering that he was not perfectly free from claims upon his purse, that he should depart, if not absolutely sub rosâ, still without its being extensively known, and that, he knew, would be next door to an impossibility, were the exact period confided to my lady. Lady Augusta Yorke could not have kept a secret for a single hour, had it been to save her life. Accordingly, she retired to rest in blissful ignorance: and in ignorance she might have remained until he was fairly off, but for Rolands own want of caution. Up with daylight  and daylight, you know, does not surprise us too early when the dark days of November are at hand  Roland began turning over his drawers and closets, to pick out the few articles he meant to carry with him: the rest would be packed afterwards. This aroused his mother, whose room was underneath his, and she angrily wondered what he could be doing. Not for some time until after the noise had ceased did the faintest suspicion of the truth break upon her; and it might not then have done so, but for the sudden remembrance which rose in her mind of Rolands particularly affectionate farewell the night before. Lady Augusta rang her bell.

Do you know what Mr. Roland is about in his room? she inquired, when Martha answered it.

Mr. Roland is gone out, my lady, was Marthas reply. He came down to the kitchen and drank a cup of coffee; and then went out with a carpet-bag.

Lady Augusta became excited. Wheres he gone? she wildly asked.

Somewhere by rail, I think, my lady. He said, as he drank his coffee, that he hoped our heads wouldnt ache till he saw us again. Cook and me couldnt think what he meant, my lady.

My lady divined only too well. She gave a prolonged series of shrieks, jumped out of bed, flung on any clothes that came uppermost, and started in pursuit of him, to the intense wonder of Martha, and to the astonishment of Helstonleigh, as she flew wildly through the streets to the station. The sight of Hamish at a carriage-door guided her to her runagate son.

She sprang into the carriage  it was well, I say, that it was empty!  and overwhelmed him with a torrent of reproaches, all the while kissing and hugging him. Not two minutes could be given to their farewell, for the time was up, and Lady Augusta had to descend again, weeping bitterly.

Take care of her home, Hamish, said Roland, putting his head out. Mother dear, youll live to say I have done well, yet. Youll see me come home, one of these fine days, with a covered waggon after me, bringing the bags of gold. Poor Roland!

The train steamed off, and Lady Augusta, to the discomfiture of Hamish, and the admiration of the porters and station boys, set off at full speed after it, wringing her hands, and tearing her hair, and sobbing and shrieking out that Shed go  shed go with it! that she should never see her darling boy again! With some difficulty Hamish soothed her down to tolerable calmness, and put her into a fly.

They were scarcely beyond the station when she suddenly bent forward to Hamish, who sat on the seat opposite to her, and seized his hands. Is it true that every one gets rich who goes to Port Natal?

The question was a poser for sunny Hamish. He liked to scatter flowers in his path, rather than thorns. How could he tell that grieving woman, that Roland  careless, lazy, improvident Roland  would be almost sure to return in a worse plight than he had gone? I have heard of people doing well at Port Natal, he answered; and Roland is young and strong, and has years before him.

I cannot think how so much money can be made, continued my lady, beginning to dry her tears. There are no gold fields there, are there?

I think not, said Hamish.

They must trade, then, I suppose. And, goodness me! what does Roland know about trading? Nothing. He talks of taking out tools and frying-pans.

Frying-pans! repeated Hamish, struck with the item.

I am sure he said frying-pans. Oh dear! sobbed Lady Augusta, what a relief it would be if folks never had any children; or if boys did not possess wills of their own! Hamish, you have never given sorrow to your mother! I feel that you have not!

Hamish smiled at her. Now you know, Lady Augusta, that your children are your dearest treasures, cried he, soothingly. You would be the most unhappy woman living if you had none.

Ah! you cant judge, Mr. Hamish Channing. You have no children of your own.

No, said Hamish, laughing, but my turn may come some day. Dear Lady Augusta, if Roland has his faults, he has his good qualities. Look on the bright side of things. Look forward with hope to the time that you shall see him home safe and well again. It will be sure to come.

You speak as if you believed it would.

Of course I do, said Hamish. And every one finds me a true prophet.

They were then passing the Hazledon Charity. At the iron gates of the inclosure, talking to an old man, stood the Rev. William Yorke. Roland left a message for him! exclaimed Hamish, half mockingly, as his eyes fell upon the clergyman.

Lady Augusta, impulse all over, suddenly put her head out at the window and stopped the fly. William Yorke, looking surprised to see who were its inmates, advanced to the door. The ladys tears flowed afresh.

He is gone, William! My darling, self-willed, troublesome boy is gone, and I shall, perhaps, never see him more, till I am an old woman.

Who is gone? returned Mr. Yorke.

Roland. Never was a mother so tried as I. He will soon be on the sea, ploughing his way to Port Natal. I wish there was no sea!  no Port Natals! He went off without saying a word to me, and he is GONE!

Mr. Yorke, bewildered, turned his eyes on Hamish for explanation. He had never heard of the Port Natal project. Hamish nodded in confirmation.

The best place for him, said Mr. Yorke. He must work for his bread, there, before he eats it.

Lady Augusta shrieked. How cruelly hard you are, William!

Not hard, Lady Augusta  kind, he gently said. If your boys were brought up to depend upon their own exertions, they would make better men.

You said you had a message for him from Roland, resumed Lady Augusta, looking at Hamish.

Hamish smiled significantly. Not much of one, he said, and his lips, as he bent towards William Yorke, assumed an expression of sarcastic severity. He merely requested me, after he was in the train, to give his love to the Rev. William Yorke, as a parting legacy.

Either the words or the tone, probably the latter, struck on the Rev. William Yorkes self-esteem, and flushed his cheek crimson. Since the rupture with Constance, Hamish, though not interfering in the remotest degree, had maintained a tone of quiet sarcasm to Mr. Yorke. And though Mr. Yorke did not like it, he could not prevent it.

When does Mr. Channing return? he abruptly asked of Hamish.

We shall be expecting him shortly now.

Lady Augusta gave the signal for the fly to drive on. William Yorke put his hand over the door, and took hers as the man began to whip up his horse.

Do not grieve too much after him, Lady Augusta. It may prove to be the best days work Roland ever did. God has given him hands, and brains; and a good heart, as I verily believe. If he shall only learn their value out there, let his lines be ever so hard, he may come home a wise and a good man. One of my poor pensioners here said to me, not ten minutes ago, I was brought to know my Saviour, sir, through hard lines. Lady Augusta, those hard lines are never sent in vain.






CHAPTER LI.  AN ARRIVAL IN A FLY.

Was any one ever so ill-used as that unfortunate Mr. Galloway? On the morning which witnessed his troublesome clerks departure, he set rather longer than usual over his breakfast, never dreaming of the calamity in store for him. That his thoughts were given to business, there was no doubt, for his newspaper lay untouched. In point of fact, his mind was absorbed by the difficulties which had arisen in his office, and the ways and means by which those difficulties might be best remedied.

That it would be impossible to get on with Roland Yorke alone, he had said to himself twenty times; and now he was saying it again, little supposing, poor unconscious man, that even Roland, bad as he was, had taken flight. He had never intended to get along with only Roland, but circumstances had induced him to attempt doing so for a time. In the first place, he had entertained hopes, until very recently, that Jenkins would recover; in the second place, failing Jenkins, there was no one in the wide world he would so soon have in his office as Arthur Channing  provided that Arthur could prove his innocence. With Arthur and Roland, he could go on very well, or with Jenkins and Roland; but poor Jenkins appeared to be passing beyond hope; and Arthurs innocence was no nearer the light than it had been, in spite of that strange restitution of the money. Moreover, Arthur had declined to return to the office, even to help with the copying, preferring to take it home. All these reflections were pressing upon Mr. Galloways mind.

Ill wait no longer, said he, as he brought them to a conclusion. Ill go this very day after that young Bartlett. I think he might suit, with some drilling. If he turns out a second Yorke, I shall have a nice pair upon my hands. But he cant well turn out as bad as Roland: he comes of a more business-like stock.

This point settled, Mr. Galloway took up the Times. Something in its pages awoke his interest, and he sat longer over it than had been his wont since the departure of Jenkins. It was twenty minutes past nine by his watch when he started for his office.

Now, I wonder how I shall find that gentleman? soliloquized he, when he drew near. Amusing himself, as usual, of course. Hell have made a show of putting out the papers, and there they will be, lying unopened. Hell be at Aunt Sally with the letters, or dancing a quadrille with the stools, or stretched three parts out of the window, saluting the passengers. I never thought hed do me much good, and should not have taken him, but for the respect I owed the late Dr. Yorke. Now for it!

It was all very well for Mr. Galloway to say, Now for it, and to put his hand stealthily upon the door-handle, with the intention of pouncing suddenly upon his itinerant pupil. But the door would not open. Mr. Galloway turned, and turned, and shook the handle, as our respected friend Mr. Ketch did when he was locked up in the cloisters, but he turned it to no purpose.

He has not come yet! wrathfully exclaimed Mr. Galloway. All the work of the office on his shoulders and mine, the most busy time of the whole year, and heres half-past nine, and no appearance of him! If I live this day out, Ill complain to Lady Augusta!

At this moment the housekeepers little maid came running forward. Wheres Mr. Yorke? thundered the proctor, in his anger, as if the child had the keeping of him.

Please, sir, hes gone to Port Natal.

Gone to  what? uttered Mr. Galloway.

She was unlocking the door, and then stood back to curtsey while Mr. Galloway entered, following in after him  an intelligent child for her years.

Please, sir, Mr. Yorke came round this morning, while me and missis was a dusting of the place, and he said we was to tell Mr. Galloway, when he come, that he had gone to Port Natal, and left his compliments.

It is not true! cried Mr. Galloway. How dare he play these tricks? he added, to himself.

Please, sir, missis said she thought it was true, cause he had a carpet-bag, returned the young servant.

Mr. Galloway stared at the child. You go round at once to Lady Augustas, said he, and ask what Mr. Yorke means by being so late. I desire that he will come immediately.

The child flew off, and Mr. Galloway, hardly knowing what to make of matters, proceeded to do what he ought to have found done. He and Jenkins had duplicate keys to the desks, letter-box, etc. Since Jenkinss illness, his keys had been in the possession of Roland.

Presently the child came back again.

Please, sir, her ladyships compliments, and Mr. Roland have gone to Port Natal.

The consternation that this would have caused Mr. Galloway, had he believed it, might have been pitiable. An intimation that our clerk, who was in the office last night, pursuing his legitimate work, has gone to Port Natal, as we might say of some one who goes to make a morning call at the next door, is not very credible. Neither did Mr. Galloway give credence to it.

Did you see her ladyship? he asked.

Please, sir, I saw one of the servants, and she went to her ladyship, and brought out the message.

The young messenger retired, leaving Mr. Galloway to his fate. He persisted in assuming that the news was too absurd to be correct; but a dreadful inward misgiving began to steal over him.

The question was set at rest by the Lady Augusta. Feeling excessively vexed with Roland for not having informed Mr. Galloway of his intended departure  as from the message, it would appear he had not done  she determined to go round; and did so, following closely on the heels of the maid. Her ladyship had already wonderfully recovered her spirits. They were of a mercurial nature, liable to go up and down at touch; and Hamish had contrived to cheer her greatly.

What does all this mean? Wheres Roland? began Mr. Galloway, showing little more deference to her ladyship, in his flurry, than he might have shown to Roland himself.

Did you not know he was going? she asked.

I know nothing. Where is he gone?

He has started for Port Natal; that is, he has started for London, on his way to it. He went by the eight oclock train.

Mr. Galloway sat down in consternation. My lady, allow me to inquire what sort of behaviour you call this?

Whether it is good or bad, right or wrong, I cant help it, was the reply of Lady Augusta. Im sure I have enough to bear! she added, melting into tears. Of course he ought to have informed you of his intention, Mr. Galloway. I thought he did. He told me he had done so.

A reminiscence of Rolands communication crossed Mr. Galloways mind; of his words, Dont say I did not give you notice, sir. He had paid no heed to it at the time.

He is just another of my headstrong boys, grumbled Lady Augusta. They are all specimens of wilfulness. I never knew that it was this morning he intended to be off, until he was gone, and I had to run after him to the station. Ask Hamish Channing.

He must be mad! exclaimed Mr. Galloway.

He says great fortunes are made, out at Port Natal. I dont know whether it is so.

Great fortunes made! irascibly responded Mr. Galloway. Pittances, that folks go out with, are lost, when they are such as he. Thats what it is. Harem-scarem chaps, who wont work, can do no good at Port Natal. Great fortunes made, indeed! I wonder that you can be led away by notions so wild and extravagant, Lady Augusta!

I am not led away by them, peevishly returned Lady Augusta, a recollection of her own elation on the point darting unpleasantly to her mind. Where would have been the use of my holding out against it, when he had set his heart upon the thing? He would have gone in spite of me. Do you not think fortunes are made there, Mr. Galloway?

I am sure they are not, by such as Roland, was the reply. A man who works one hour in the day, and plays eleven, would do less good at Port Natal than he would in his own country. A business man, thoroughly industrious, and possessing some capital, may make something at Port Natal, as he would at any other port. In the course of years he might realize a fortune  in the course of years, I say, Lady Augusta.

This was not precisely the prospect Roland had pictured to Lady Augusta, or to which her own imagination had lent its hues, and she stood in consternation almost equal to Mr. Galloways. What on earth will he do, then, when he gets there? ejaculated she.

Find out his mistake, my lady, and come home without a coat to his back, as hundreds have done before him, and worked their passage home, to get here. It is to be hoped he will have to do the same. It will teach him what work is.

There never was such an unhappy mother as I am! bewailed my lady. They will do just as they like, and always would, from George downwards: they wont listen to me. Poor dear boy! reduced, perhaps, to live on brown bread and pea-soup!

And lucky to get that! cried angry Mr. Galloway. But the present question, Lady Augusta, is not what he may do when he gets to Port Natal, but what am I to do without him here. Look at the position it has placed me in!

Lady Augusta could give neither help nor counsel. In good truth, it was not her fault. But she saw that Mr. Galloway seemed to think it was hers, or that it was partially hers. She departed home again, feeling cross with Roland, feeling damped about his expedition, and beginning to fancy that Port Natal might not, after all, bring her diamonds to wear, or offer her streets paved with malachite marble.

Mr. Galloway sat down, and reiterated the question in relation to himself, which Lady Augusta had put regarding Roland when he should arrive at Port Natal  What on earth was he to do? He could not close his office; he could not perform its various duties himself; he could not be out of doors and in, at one and the same time, unless, indeed, he cut himself in two! What was he to do?

It was more than Mr. Galloway could tell. He put his two hands upon his knees, and stared in consternation, feeling himself grow hot and cold alternately. Could Roland  then whirling along in the train, reclining at his ease, his legs up on the opposite cushion as he enjoyed a luxurious pipe, to the inestimable future benefit of the carriage  have taken a view of Mr. Galloway and his discomfiture, his delight would have been unbounded.

Incorrigible as he was, he was better than nobody, ejaculated Mr. Galloway, rubbing up his flaxen curls. He could keep office, if he did not do much in it; he received and answered callers; he went out on hasty messages; and, upon a pinch, he did accomplish an hour or sos copying. I am down on my beam-ends, and no mistake. What a simpleton the fellow must be! Port Natal, indeed, for him! If Lord Carrick were not own brother to my lady, he might have the sense to stop it. Why

Arrival the first, and no one to answer it but Mr. Galloway! A fly had driven up and stopped at the door. No one appeared to be getting out of it, so Mr. Galloway, perforce, proceeded to see what it wanted. It might contain one of the chapter, or the dean himself!

But, by the time he reached the pavement, the inmates were descending. A short lady, in a black bonnet and short black skirts, had let herself out on the opposite side, and had come round to assist somebody out on this. Was it a ghost, or was it a man? His cheeks were hollow and hectic, his eyes were glistening as with fever, his chest heaved. He had a fur boa wrapped round his neck, and his overcoat hung loosely on his tall, attenuated form, which seemed too weak to support itself, or to get down the fly steps without being lifted.

Now dont you be in a hurry! the lady was saying, in a cross tone. Youll come pitch into the mud with your nose. Cant you wait? Its my belief you are wanting to do it. Here, let me get firm hold of you; you know you are as weak as ever was a rat!

You may recognize the voice as belonging to Mrs. Jenkins, and that poor shadow could be no one but Jenkins himself, for there certainly was not another like it in all Helstonleigh. Mr. Galloway stood in astonishment, wondering what this new move could mean. The descent accomplished, Jenkins was conducted by his wife through the passage to the office. He went straight to his old place at his desk, and sat down on his stool, his chest palpitating, his breath coming in great sighs. Laying his hat beside him, he turned respectfully to Mr. Galloway, who had followed him in, speaking with all his native humility:

I have come, sir, to do what I can for you in this emergency.

And there he stopped  coughing, panting, shaking; looking like a man more fit to be lying on his death-bed than to be keeping office. Mr. Galloway gazed at him with compassion. He said nothing. Jenkins at that moment could neither have heard nor answered, and Mrs. Jenkins was out, paying the driver.

The paroxysm was not over when she came in. She approached Jenkins, slightly shook him  her mode of easing the cough  dived in his pockets for his silk handkerchief, with which she wiped his brow, took off the fur from his neck, waited until he was quiet, and began:

I hope you are satisfied! If you are not, you ought to be. Whos to know whether youll get back alive? I dont.

What did he come for? asked Mr. Galloway.

Ah! said Mrs. Jenkins, thats just what I want to know! As if he could do any good in the state he is! Look at him, sir.

Poor Jenkins, who was indeed a sight to be looked at, turned his wan face upon Mr. Galloway.

I cannot do much sir, I know; I wish I could: but I can sit in the office  at least, I hope I can  just to take care of it while you are out, sir, until you can find somebody to replace Mr. Roland.

How did you know he was gone off? demanded Mr. Galloway.

It was in this way, interposed Mrs. Jenkins, ages before poor Jenkins could gain breath to answer. I was on my hands and knees, brushing the fluff off my drawing-room carpet this morning, when I heard something tearing up the stairs at the rate of a coach-and-six. Who should it be but young Mr. Yorke, on his way to Jenkins in bed, without saying so much as With your leave, or By your leave. A minute or two, and down he came again, gave me a little touch of his impudence, and was gone before I could answer. Well, sir, I kept on at my room, and when it was done I went downstairs to see about the breakfast, never suspecting what was going on with him  pointing her finger at Jenkins. I was pouring out his tea when it was ready to take up to him, and putting a bit of something on a plate, which I intended to make him eat, when I heard somebody creeping down the stairs  stumbling, and panting, and coughing  and out I rushed. There stood he  he, Mr. Galloway! dressed and washed, as you see him now! he that has not got up lately till evening, and me dressing him then! Have you took leave of your senses? said I to him. No, said he, my dear, but I must go to the office to-day: I cant help myself. Young Mr. Yorkes gone away, and therell be nobody. And good luck go with him, for all the use hes of here, getting you out of your bed, said I. If Jenkins were as strong as he used to be, Mr. Galloway, I should have felt tempted to treat him to a shaking, and then, perhaps, hed have remembered it!

Mr. Roland told me he was going away, sir, and that you had nobody to replace him; indeed, I gathered that you were ignorant of the step, struck in the quiet, meek voice of poor Jenkins. I could not stay away, sir, knowing the perplexity you would be put to.

No, its my belief he could not, tartly chimed in Jenkinss lady. He would have tantalized himself into a fever. Why, Mr. Galloway, had I marched him back to his bed and turned the key upon him, hed have been capable of letting himself down by a cord from his window, in the face and eyes of all the street. Now, Jenkins, Ill have none of your contradiction! you know you would.

My dear, I am not contradicting; I am not well enough to contradict, panted poor Jenkins.

He would have come off there and then, all by himself: he would, Mr. Galloway, as I am a living sinner! she hotly continued. Its unbeknown how hed have got here  holding on by the wall, like a snail, or fastening himself on to the tail of a cart; but try at it, in some way, he would! Be quiet, Jenkins! How dare you attempt to interrupt!

Poor Jenkins had not thought to interrupt; he was only making a movement to pull off his great-coat. Mrs. Jenkins resumed:

No, said I to him; if you must go, you shall be conveyed there, but you dont start without your breakfast. So I sat him down in his chair, Mr. Galloway, and gave him his breakfast  such as it was! If theres one thing that Jenkins is obstinate in, above all others, its about eating. Then I sent Lydia for a fly, and wrapped up his throat in my boa  and that he wanted to fight against!  and here he is!

I wished to get here, sir, before you did, cried Jenkins, meekly. I knew the exertion would set me coughing at first, but, if I had sat awhile before you saw me, I should not have seemed so incapable. I shall be better presently, sir.

What are you at with that coat? tartly asked Mrs. Jenkins. I declare your hands are never at rest. Your coats not to come off, Jenkins. The office is colder than our parlour, and youll keep it on.

Jenkins, humbly obeying, began to turn up the cuffs. I can do a little writing, sir, he said to Mr. Galloway, Is there anything that is in a hurry?

Jenkins, said Mr. Galloway, I could not suffer you to write; I could not keep you here. Were I to allow you to stop, in the state you are, just to serve me, I should lay a weight upon my conscience.

Mrs. Jenkins looked up in triumph. You hear, Jenkins! What did I tell you? I said Id let you have your way for once twas but the cost of the fly; but that if Mr. Galloway kept you here, once he set eyes on your poor creachy body, Id eat him.

Jenkins, my poor fellow! said Mr. Galloway, gravely, you must know that you are not in a state to exert yourself. I shall not forget your kindness; but you must go back at once. Why, the very draught from the frequent opening of the door would do you an injury; the exertion of speaking to answer callers would be too much for you.

Didnt I tell you so, Jenkins, just in them very words? interrupted the lady.

I am aware that I am not strong, sir, acknowledged Jenkins to Mr. Galloway, with a deprecatory glance towards his wife to be allowed to speak. But it is better I should be put to a trifle of inconvenience than that you should, sir. I can sit here, sir, while you are obliged to be out, or occupied in your private room. What could you do, sir, left entirely alone?

I dont know what I can do, returned Mr. Galloway, with an acidity of tone equal to that displayed by Mrs. Jenkins, for the question recalled all the perplexity of his position. Sacrifice yourself to me, Jenkins, you shall not. What absurd folly can have taken off Roland Yorke? he added. Do you know?

No, sir, I dont. When Mr. Roland came in this morning, and said he was really off, you might have knocked me down with a feather. He would often get talking about Port Natal, but I never supposed it would come to anything. Mr. Roland was one given to talk.

He had some tea at our house the other night, and was talking about it then, struck in Mrs. Jenkins. He said he was worked to death.

Worked to death! satirically repeated Mr. Galloway.

Im afraid, sir, that, through my unfortunate absence, he has found the work heavier, and he grew dissatisfied, said Jenkins. It has troubled me very much.

You spoilt him, Jenkins; thats the fact, observed Mr. Galloway. You did his work and your own. Idle young dog! Hell get a sickener at Port Natal.

Theres one thing to be thankful for, sir, said patient Jenkins, that he has his uncle, the earl, to fall back upon.

Hark at him! interrupted Mrs. Jenkins. Thats just like him! Hed be thankful to hear that his worst enemy had an uncle to fall back upon. Thats Jenkins all over. But now, what is to be the next movement? she sharply demanded. I must get back to my shop. Is he to come with me, or to stop here  a spectacle for every one that comes in?

But at this moment, before the question could be decided  though you may rest assured Mrs. Jenkins would only allow it to be decided in her own way  hasty footsteps were heard in the passage, and the door was thrown open by Arthur Channing.






CHAPTER LII.  A RELIC FROM THE BURIAL-GROUND.

When Hamish Channing joined the breakfast-table at home that morning at nine oclock, he mentioned his adventure at the station with Lady Augusta Yorke. It was the first intimation they had received of Rolands departure; indeed, the first that some of them had heard of his intention to depart.

Arthur laid down his knife and fork. To him alone could the full consequences of the step present themselves, as regarded Mr. Galloway.

Hamish! he cannot actually have gone?

That he is actually off by the train to London, I can certify, was the reply of Hamish. Whether he will be off to Port Natal, is another thing. He desired me to tell you, Arthur, that he should write his adieu to you from town.

He might have come to see me, observed Arthur, a shade of resentment in his tone. I never thought he would really go.

I did, said Hamish, funds permitting him. If Lord Carrick will supply those, hell be off by the first comfortable ship that sails. His mind was so completely bent upon it.

What can he think of doing at Port Natal? inquired Constance, wonderingly.

Making his fortune. But Hamish laughed as he said it. Wherever I may have met him latterly, his whole talk has been of Port Natal. Lady Augusta says he is going to take out frying-pans to begin with.

Hamish!

She said so, Constance. I have no doubt Roland said so to her. I should like to see the sort of cargo he will lay in for the start.

What does Mr. Galloway say to it, I wonder? exclaimed Arthur, that gentlemans perplexities presenting themselves to his mind above everything else. I cannot think what he will do.

I have an idea that Mr. Galloway is as yet unaware of it, said Hamish. Roland assured me that no person whatever knew of his departure, except Jenkins. He called upon him on his way to the station.

Unaware of it! Arthur fell into consternation great as Mr. Galloways, as he repeated the words. Was it possible that Roland had stolen a march on Mr. Galloway? He relapsed into silence and thought.

What makes you so sad? Constance asked of Arthur later, when they were dispersing to their several occupations.

I am not sad, Constance; only thoughtful. I have been carrying on an inward battle, he added, half laughingly.

With your conscience?

With my spirit. It is a proud one yet, in spite of all I have had to tame it; a great deal more rebellious than I like it to be.

Why, what is the matter, Arthur?

Constance, I think I ought to come forward and help Mr. Galloway out of this strait. I think my duty lies in doing it.

To return to his office, you mean?

Yes; until he can see his way out of the wood. But it goes against the grain.

Arthur dear, I know you will do it, she gently said. Were our duty always pleasant to us, where would be the merit in fulfilling it?

I shall do it, he answered. To that I have made up my mind. The difficulty is, Constance, to do it with a good grace.

She looked at him with a loving smile. Only try. A firm will, Arthur, will conquer even a rebellious spirit.

Arthur knew it. He knew how to set about it. And a little later, he was on his way to Close Street, with the best grace in the world. Not only in appearance, mind you, but inwardly. It is a GREAT thing, reader, to conquer the risings of a proud spirit! To bring it from its haughty, rebellious pedestal, down to cordiality and love. Have you learnt the way?

Some parchments under his arm, for he had stayed to collect them together, Arthur bounded in to Mr. Galloways. The first object his eyes fell on was that shadowy form, coughing and panting. Oh, Jenkins! he involuntarily uttered, what do you do out of your house?

Anxiety for me has brought him out, said Mr. Galloway. How can I scold him?

I could not rest, sir, knowing my master was alone in his need, cried Jenkins to Arthur. What is to become of the office, sir, with no one in it?

But he is not alone, said Arthur; and, if he had wanted a reward for coming forward, that moment would have supplied it, in satisfying poor Jenkins. If you will allow me, sir, Arthur added, turning frankly to Mr. Galloway, I will take my place here, until you shall be suited.

Thank you, emphatically replied Mr. Galloway. It will relieve me from a serious embarrassment.

Arthur went to his old desk, and sat down on his old stool, and began settling the papers and other things on it, just as though he had not been absent an hour. I must still attend the cathedral as usual, sir, he observed to Mr. Galloway; but I can give you the whole of my remaining time. I shall be better for you than no one.

I would rather have you here than any one else, Channing; he  laying his hand on Jenkinss shoulder excepted. I offered that you should return before.

I know you did, sir, replied Arthur, in a brief tone  one that seemed to intimate he would prefer not to pursue the subject.

And now are you satisfied? struck in Mrs. Jenkins to her husband.

I am more than satisfied, answered Jenkins, clasping his hands. With Mr. Arthur in the office, I shall have no fear of its missing me, and I can go home in peace, to die.

Please just to hold your tongue about dying, reprimanded Mrs. Jenkins. Your business is to get well, if you can. And now I am going to see after a fly. A pretty dance I should have had here, if he had persisted in stopping, bringing him messes and cordials every half-hour! Which would have worn out first, I wonder  the pavement or my shoes?

Channing, said Mr. Galloway, let us understand each other. Have you come here to do anything there may be to do  out of doors as well as in? In short, to be my clerk as heretofore?

Of course I have, sir; until  Arthur spoke very distinctly you shall be able to suit yourself; not longer.

Then take this paper round to Deerings office, and get it signed. You will have time to do it before college.

Arthurs answer was to put on his hat, and vault away with the paper. Jenkins turned to Mr. Galloway as soon as they were alone. Oh, sir, keep him in your office! he earnestly said. He will soon be of more value to you than I have ever been!

That he will not, Jenkins. Nor any one else.

Yes, he will, sir! He will be able to replace you in the chapter house upon any emergency, and I never could do that, you know, sir, not being a gentleman. When you have him to yourself alone, sir, you will see his value; and I shall not be missed. He is steady and thoughtful beyond his years, sir, and every day will make him older.

You forget the charge against him, Jenkins. Until he shall be cleared of that  if he can be cleared of it  he will not be of great value to any one; certainly not to me.

Sir, said Jenkins, raising his wan face, its hectic deepening, find his eye lighting, while his voice sunk to a whisper, so deep as to savour of solemnity, that time will come! He never did it, and he will as surely be cleared, as that I am now saying it! Sir, I have thought much about this accusation; it has troubled me in sleep; but I know that God will bring the right to light for those who trust in Him. If any one ever trusted in God, it is Mr. Arthur Channing. I lie and think of all this, sir. I seem to be so near God, now, Jenkins went on dreamily, that I know the right must come to light; that it will come in Gods own good time. And I believe I shall live to see it!

You have certainly firm faith in his innocence, Jenkins. How then do you account for his very suspicious manner?

It does not weigh with me, sir. I could as soon believe a good wholesome apple-tree would bring forth poison, as that Mr. Arthur would be guilty of a deliberately bad action. Sometimes I have thought, sir, when puzzling over it, that he may be screening another. Theres no telling how it was. I hear, sir, that the money has been returned to you.

Yes. Was it he who told you?

It was Mr. Roland Yorke who told me, sir. Mr. Roland is another, sir, who has had firm faith in his innocence from the first.

Much his faith goes for! ejaculated Mr. Galloway, as he came back from his private room with a letter, which he handed to Jenkins, who was skilled in caligraphy. What do you make of it? he asked. It is the letter which came with the returned money.

It is a disguised hand, sir  theres no doubt of that, replied Jenkins, when he had surveyed it critically. I do not remember to have seen any person write like it.

Mr. Galloway took it back to his room, and presently a fly drove up with Mrs. Jenkins inside it. Jenkins stood at the office door, hat in hand, his face turned upon the room. Mrs. Jenkins came up and seized his arm, to marshal him to the fly.

I was but taking a farewell of things, sir, he observed to Mr. Galloway. I shall never see the old spot again.

Arthur arrived just as Jenkins was safely in. He put his hand over the door. Make yourself easy, Jenkins; it will all go on smoothly here. Good-bye, old fellow! Ill come and see you very soon.

How he breaks, does he not, sir? exclaimed Arthur to Mr. Galloway.

Ay! hes not long for this world!

The fly proceeded on its way; Mrs. Jenkins, with her snappish manner, though really not unkind heart, lecturing Jenkins on his various shortcomings until it drew up at their own door. As Jenkins was being helped down from it, one of the college boys passed at a great speed; a railroad was nothing to it. It was Stephen Bywater. Something, legitimate or illegitimate, had detained him, and now the college bell was going.

He caught sight of Jenkins, and, hurried as he was, much of punishment as he was bargaining for, it had such an effect upon him, that he pulled up short. Was it Jenkins, or his ghost? Bywater had never been so struck with any sight before.

The most appropriate way in which it occurred to him to give vent to his surprise, was to prop his back against the shop door, and indulge in a soft, prolonged whistle. He could not take his eyes from Jenkinss face. Is it you, or your shadow, Jenkins? he asked, making room for the invalid to pass.

Its myself, sir, thank you. I hope you are well, sir.

Oh, Im always jolly, replied Bywater, and then he began to whistle again.

He followed Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins into the shop with his eyes; that is, they followed Jenkins. Bywater had heard, as a matter of necessity, of Jenkinss illness, and had given as much thought to it as he would have done if told Jenkins had a headache; but to fancy him like this had never occurred to Bywater.

Now somewhere beneath Bywaters waistcoat, there really was a little bit of heart; and, as he thus looked, a great fear began to thump against it. He followed Jenkins into the parlour. Mrs. Jenkins, after divesting Jenkins of his coat, and her boa, planted him right before the fire in his easy-chair, with a pillow at his back, and was now whisking down into the kitchen, regardless of certain customers waiting in the shop to be served.

Bywater, unasked, sat himself in a chair near to poor Jenkins and his panting breath, and indulged in another long stare. I say, Jenkins, said he, whats the matter with you?

Jenkins took the question literally. I believe it may be called a sort of decline, sir. I dont know any other name for it.

Shant you get well?

Oh no, sir! I dont look for that, now.

The fear thumped at Bywaters heart worse than before. A past vision of locking up old Ketch in the cloisters, through which pastime Jenkins had come to a certain fall, was uncomfortably present to Bywater just then. He had been the ringleader.

What brought it on? asked he.

Well, sir, I suppose it was to come, meekly replied Jenkins. I have had a bad cough, spring and autumn, for a long while now, Master Bywater. My brother went off just the same, sir, and so did my mother.

Bywater pushed his honest, red face, forward; but it did not look quite so impudent as usual. Jenkins, said he, plunging headlong into the fear, DID  THAT  FALL  DO  IT?

Fall, sir! What fall?

That fall down from the organ loft. Because that was my fault. I had the most to do with locking up the cloisters, that night.

Oh, bless you, sir, no! Never think that. Master Bywater  lowering his voice till it was as grave as Bywaters that fall did me good  good, sir, instead of harm.

How do you make out that? asked Bywater, drawing his breath a little easier.

Because, sir, in the few days quiet that I had in bed, my thoughts seemed in an unaccountable manner to be drawn to thinking of heaven. I cant rightly describe, sir, how or why it could have been. I remember his lordship, the bishop, talked to me a little bit in his pleasant, affable way, about the necessity of always, being prepared; and my wifes Bible lay on the drawers by my beds head, and I used to pick up that. But I dont think it was either of those causes much; I believe, sir, that it was God Himself working in my heart. I believe He sent the fall in His mercy. After I got up, I seemed to know that I should soon go to Him; and  I hope it is not wrong to say it  I seemed to wish to go.

Bywater felt somewhat puzzled. I am not speaking about your heart and religion, and all that, Jenkins. I want to know if the fall helped to bring on this illness?

No, sir; it had nothing to do with it. The fall hurt my head a little  nothing more; and I got well from it directly. This illness, which has been taking me off, must have been born with me.

Hoo Bywaters shout, as he tossed up his trencher, was broken in upon by Mrs. Jenkins. She had been beating up an egg with sugar and wine, and now brought it in in a tumbler.

My dear, said Jenkins, I dont feel to want it.

Not want it! said Mrs. Jenkins resolutely. And in two seconds she had taken hold of him, and it was down his throat. I cant stop parleying here all day, with my shop full of customers. Bywater laughed, and she retreated.

If I could eat gold, sir, shed get it for me, said Jenkins; but my appetite fails. Shes a good wife, Master Bywater.

Stunning, acquiesced Bywater. I wouldnt mind a wife myself, if shed feed me up with eggs and wine.

But for her care, sir, I should not have lasted so long. She has had great experience with the sick.

Bywater did not answer. Rising to go, his eyes had fixed themselves upon some object on the mantelpiece as pertinaciously as they had previously been fixed upon Jenkinss face. I say, Jenkins, where did you get this? he exclaimed.

That, sir? Oh, I remember. My old father brought it in yesterday. He had cut his hand with it. Where now did he say he found it? In the college burial-ground, I think, Master Bywater.

It was part of a small broken phial, of a peculiar shape, which had once apparently contained ink; an elegant shape, it may be said, not unlike a vase. Bywater began turning it about in his fingers; he was literally feasting his eyes upon it.

Do you want to keep it, Jenkins?

Not at all, sir. I wonder my wife did not throw it away before this.

Ill take it, then, said Bywater, slipping it into his pocket. And now Im off. Hope youll get better, Jenkins.

Thank you, sir. Let me put the broken bottle in paper, Master Bywater. You will cut your fingers if you carry it loose in your pocket.

Oh, that be bothered! answered Bywater. Who cares for cut fingers?

He pushed himself through Mrs. Jenkinss customers, with as little ceremony as Roland Yorke might have used, and went flying towards the cathedral. The bell ceased as he entered. The organ pealed forth; and the dean and chapter, preceded by some of the bedesmen, were entering from the opposite door. Bywater ensconced himself behind a pillar, until they should have traversed the body, crossed the nave, and were safe in the choir. Then he came out, and made his way to old Jenkins the bedesman.

The old man, in his black gown, stood near the bell ropes, for he had been one of the ringers that day. Bywater noticed that his left hand was partially tied up in a handkerchief.

Holloa, old Jenkins, said he, sotte voce, what have you done with your hand?

I gave it a nasty cut yesterday, sir, just in the ball of the thumb. I wrapped my handkerchief round it just now, for fear of opening it again, while I was ringing the bell. See, said he, taking off the handkerchief and showing the cut to Bywater.

What an old muff you must be, to cut yourself like that!

But I didnt do it on purpose, returned the old man. We was ordered into the burial-ground to put it a bit to rights, and I fell down with my hand on a broken phial. I aint as active as I was. I say, though, sir, do you know that service has begun?

Let it begin, returned careless Bywater. This was the bottle you fell over, was it not? I found it on Joes mantelpiece, just now.

Ay, that was it. It must have laid there some time. A good three months, I know.

Bywater nodded his head. He returned the bottle to his pocket, and went to the vestry for his surplice. Then he slid into college under the severe eyes of the Reverend Mr. Pye, which were bent upon him from the chanting-desk, and ascended, his stall just in time to take his part in the Venite, exultemus Domino.






CHAPTER LIII.  THE RETURN HOME.

It almost seemed, to Mr. Channings grateful heart, as if the weather had prolonged its genial warmth on purpose for him. A more charming autumn had never been known at Borcette, and up to the very hour of Mr. Channings departure, there were no signs of winter. Taking it as a whole, it had been the same at Helstonleigh. Two or three occasional wet days, two or three cold and windy ones; but they soon passed over and people remarked to each other how this fine weather would shorten the winter.

Never did November turn out a more lovely day than the one that was to witness Mr. Channings return. The sun shone brightly; the blue sky was without a cloud. All Nature seemed to have put on a smiling face to give him welcome. And yet  to what was he returning?

For once in his life, Hamish Channing shrank from meeting his father and mother. How should he break the news to them? They were arriving full of joy, of thankfulness at the restoration to health of Mr. Channing: how could Hamish mar it with the news regarding Charles? Told it must be; and he must be the one to do it. In good truth, Hamish was staggered at the task. His own hopeful belief that Charley would some day turn up, was beginning to die out; for every hour that dragged by, without bringing him, certainly gave less and less chance of it. And even if Hamish had retained hope himself, it was not likely he could impart it to Mr. or Mrs. Channing.

I shall get leave from school this afternoon, Tom suddenly exclaimed that morning at breakfast.

For what purpose? inquired Hamish.

To go up to the station and meet them.

No, Tom. You must not go to the station.

Who says so? sharply cried Tom.

I do, replied Hamish.

I dare say! thats good! returned Tom, speaking in his hasty spirit. You know you are going yourself, Hamish, and yet you would like to deprive me of the same pleasure. Why, I wouldnt miss being there for anything! Dont say, Hamish, that you are never selfish.

Hamish turned upon him with a smile, but his tone changed to sadness. I wish with all my heart, Tom, that you or some one else, could go and meet them, instead of myself, and undertake what I shall have to do. I can tell you I never had a task imposed upon me that I found so uncongenial as the one I must go through this day.

Toms voice dropped a little of its fierce shade. But, Hamish, theres no reason why I should not meet them at the station. That will not make it the better or the worse for you.

I will tell you why I think you should not, replied Hamish; why it will be better that you should not. It is most desirable that they should be home, here, in this house, before the tidings are broken to them. I should not like them to hear of it in the streets, or at the station; especially my mother.

Of course not, assented Tom.

And, were you at the station, quietly went on Hamish to him, the first question would be, Wheres Charley? If Tom Channing can get leave of absence from school, Charley can.

I could say

Well? said Hamish, for Tom had stopped.

I dont know what I could say, acknowledged Tom.

Nor I. My boy, I have thought it over, and the conclusion I come to, if you appear at the station, is this: either that the tidings must be told to them, then and there, or else an evasion, bordering upon an untruth. If they do not see you there, they will not inquire particularly after Charles; they will suppose you are both in school.

I declare I never set my mind upon a thing but something starts in to frustrate it! cried Tom, in vexation. But he relinquished his intention from that moment.

Chattering Annabel threw up her head. As soon as papa and mamma come home, we shall put on mourning, shall we not? Constance was talking about it with Lady Augusta.

Do not talk of mourning, child, returned Hamish. I cant give him up, if you do.

Afternoon came, and Hamish proceeded alone to the station. Tom, listening to the inward voice of reason, was in school, and Arthur was occupied in the cathedral; the expected hour of their arrival was towards the close of afternoon service. Hamish had boasted that he should walk his father through Helstonleigh for the benefit of beholders, if happily he came home capable of walking; but, like poor Tom and his plan, that had to be relinquished. In the first half-dozen paces they would meet half a dozen gossipers, and the first remark from each, after congratulations, would be, What a sad thing this is about your little Charles! Hamish lived in doubt whether it might not, by some untoward luck, come out at the station, in spite of his precaution in keeping away Tom.

But, so far, all went well. The train came in to its time, and Hamish, his face lighted with excitement, saw his father once more in possession of his strength, descending without assistance from the carriage, walking alone on the platform. Not in the full strength and power of old; that might never be again. He stooped slightly, and moved slowly, as if his limbs were yet stiff, limping a little. But that he was now in a sound state of health was evident; his face betrayed it. Hamish did not know whose hands to clasp first; his, or his mothers.

Can you believe that it is myself, Hamish? asked Mr. Channing, when the first few words of thankful greeting had passed.

I should hide my head for ever as a false prophet if it could be any one else, was the reply of Hamish. You know I always said you would so return. I am only in doubt whether it is my mother.

What is the matter with me, Hamish? asked Mrs. Channing. Because you would make about two of the thin, pale, careworn Mrs. Channing who went away, cried he, turning his mother round to look at her, deep love shining out from his gay blue eyes. I hope you have not taken to rouge your cheeks, maam, but I am bound to confess they look uncommonly like it.

Mrs. Channing laughed merrily. It has done me untold good, Hamish, as well as papa; it seems to have set me up for years to come. Seeing him grow better day by day would have effected it, without any other change.

Mr. Channing had actually gone himself to see after the luggage. How strange it seemed! Hamish caught him up. If you can give yourself trouble now, sir, theres no reason that you should do so, while you have your great lazy son at your elbow.

Hamish, boy, I am proud of doing it.

It was soon collected. Hamish hastily, if not carelessly, told a porter to look to it, took Mr. Channings arm, and marched him to the fly, which Mrs. Channing had already found. Hamish was in lively dread of some officious friend or other coming up, who might drop a hint of the state of affairs.

Shall I help you in, father!

I can help myself now, Hamish. I remember you promised me I should have no fly on my return. You have thought better of it.

Yes, sir, wishing to get you home before bed-time, which might not be the case if you were to show yourself in the town, and stop at all the interruptions.

Mr. Channing stepped into the fly. Hamish followed, first giving the driver a nod. The luggage! The luggage! exclaimed Mrs. Channing, as they moved off.

The porter will bring it, mother. He would have been a month putting it on to the fly.

How could they suppose anything was the matter? Not a suspicion of it ever crossed them. Never had Hamish appeared more light-hearted. In fact, in his self-consciousness, Hamish a little overdid it. Let him get them home before the worst came!

We find you all well, I conclude! said Mrs. Channing. None of them came up with you! Arthur is in college, I suppose, and Tom and Charles are in school.

It was Arthurs hour for college, remarked Hamish, ignoring the rest of the sentence. But he ought to be out now. Arthur is at Galloways again, he added. He did not write you word, I believe, as you were so shortly expected home.

Mr. Channing turned a glance on his son, quick as lightning. Cleared, Hamish?

In my opinion, yes. In the opinion of others, I fear not much more than he was before.

And himself? asked Mr. Channing. What does he say now?

He does not speak of it to me.

Hamish put his head out at the window, nodding to some one who was passing. A question of Mr. Channings called it in again.

Why has he gone back to Galloways?

Hamish laughed. Roland Yorke took an impromptu departure one fine morning, for Port Natal, leaving the office and Mr. Galloway to do the best they could with each other. Arthur buried his grievances and offered himself to Mr. Galloway in the emergency. I am not quite sure that I should have been so forgiving.

Hamish! He has nothing to forgive Mr. Galloway. It is on the other side.

I am uncharitable, I suppose, remarked Hamish. I cannot like Mr. Galloways treatment of Arthur.

But what is it you say about Roland Yorke and Port Natal? interposed Mrs. Channing. I do not understand.

Roland is really gone, mother. He has been in London these ten days, and it is expected that every post will bring news that he has sailed. Roland has picked up a notion somewhere that Port Natal is an enchanted land, converting poor men into rich ones; and he is going to try what it will do for him, Lord Carrick fitting him out. Poor Jenkins is sinking fast.

Changes! changes! remarked Mr. Channing. Go away only for two or three months, and you must find them on return. Some gone; some dying; some

Some restored, who were looked upon as incurable, interrupted Hamish. My dear father, I will not have you dwell on dark things the very moment of your arrival; the time for that will come soon enough.

Judy nearly betrayed all; and Constances aspect might have betrayed it, had the travellers been suspicious. She, Constance, came forward in the hall, white and trembling. When Mrs. Channing shook hands with Judy, she put an unfortunate question Have you taken good care of your boy? Judy knew it could only allude to Charles, and for answer there went up a sound, between a cry and a sob, that might have been heard in the far-off college schoolroom. Hamish took Judy by the shoulders, bidding her go out and see whether any rattletraps were left in the fly, and so turned it off.

They were all together in the sitting-room  Mr. and Mrs. Channing, Hamish, Constance, Arthur, and Annabel; united, happy, as friends are and must be when meeting after a separation; talking of this and of that, giving notes of what had occurred on either side. Hamish showed himself as busy as the rest; but Hamish felt all the while upon a bed of thorns, for the hands of the timepiece were veering on for five, and he must get the communication over before Tom came in. At length Mrs. Channing went up to her room, accompanied by Constance; Annabel followed. And now came Hamishs opportunity. Arthur had gone back to Mr. Galloways, and he was alone with his father. He plunged into it at once; indeed, there was no time for delay.

Father! he exclaimed, with deep feeling, his careless manner changing as by magic: I have very grievous news to impart to you. I would not enter upon it before my mother: though she must be told of it also, and at once.

Mr. Channing was surprised; more surprised than alarmed. He never remembered to have seen Hamish betray so much emotion. A thought crossed his mind that Arthurs guilt might have been brought clearly to light.

Not that, said Hamish. It concerns  Father, I do not like to enter upon it! I shrink from my task. It is very bad news indeed.

You, my children, are all well, cried Mr. Channing, hastily speaking the words as a fact, not as a question. What other very bad news can be in store for me?

You have not seen us all, was Hamishs answer. And Mr. Channing, alarmed, now looked inquiringly at him. It concerns Charles. An  an accident has happened to him.

Mr. Channing sat down and shaded his eyes. He was a moment or two before he spoke. One word, Hamish; is he dead?

Hamish stood before his father and laid his hand affectionately upon his shoulder. Father, I wish I could have prepared you better for it! he exclaimed, with emotion. We do not know whether he is dead or alive.

Then he explained  explained more in summary than in detail  touching lightly upon the worst features of the case, enlarging upon his own hopeful view of it. Bad enough it was, at the best, and Mr. Channing found it so. He could feel no hope. In the revulsion of grief, he turned almost with resentment upon Hamish.

My son, I did not expect this treatment from you.

I have taken enough blame to myself; I know he was left in my charge, sadly replied Hamish; but, indeed, I do not see how I could have helped it. Although I was in the room when he ran out of it, I was buried in my own thoughts, and never observed his going. I had no suspicion anything was astir that night with the college boys. Father, I would have saved his life with my own!

I am not blaming you for the fact, Hamish; blame is not due to you. Had I been at home myself, I might no more have stopped his going out than you did. But you ought to have informed me of this instantly. A whole month, and I to be left in ignorance!

We did it for the best. Father, I assure you that not a stone has been left unturned to find him; alive, or  or dead. You could not have done more had you hastened home; and it has been so much suspense and grief spared to you.

Mr. Channing relapsed into silence. Hamish glanced uneasily to that ever-advancing clock. Presently he spoke.

My mother must be told before Tom comes home. It will be better that you take the task upon yourself, father. Shall I send her in?

Mr. Channing looked at Hamish, as if he scarcely understood the meaning of the words. From Hamish he looked to the clock. Ay; go and send her.

Hamish went to his mothers room, and returned with her. But he did not enter. He merely opened the door, and shut her in. Constance, with a face more frightened than ever, came and stood in the hall. Annabel stood there also. Judy, wringing her hands, and sending off short ejaculations in an undertone, came to join them, and Sarah stood peeping out from the kitchen door. They remained gazing at the parlour door, dreading the effect of the communication that was going on inside.

If it had been that great big Tom, it wouldnt matter so much, wailed Judith, in a tone of resentment. The missis would know that hed be safe to turn up, some time or other; a strong fellow like him!

A sharp cry within the room. The door was flung open, and Mrs. Channing came forth, her face pale, her hands lifted. It cannot be true! It cannot be! Hamish! Judith! Where is he?

Hamish folded her hands in his, and gently drew her in again. They all followed. No reason why they should not, now that the communication was made. Almost at the same moment, Mr. Huntley arrived.

Of course, the first thought that had occurred to the minds of Mr. and Mrs. Channing was, that had they been at home to direct affairs in the search, Charley would have been found. It is the thought that would occur to us all: we never give others credit for doing as much as we should have done. This might have been tried, and the other might have been tried. It makes little difference when told that they have been tried; for then we fall back upon some other suggestion. Mrs. Channing reproached Hamish with keeping it from them.

My dear lady, you must blame me, not him, interposed Mr. Huntley. Left to himself, Hamish would have started Arthur off to you, post haste. It was I who suggested the desirability of keeping you in ignorance; it was I who brought Hamish to see it: and I know that, when the brunt of your grief shall have passed, you will acknowledge that it was the best, the wisest, and the kindest course.

But there are so many things that we could have suggested; that perhaps none but a father or mother would think of! urged Mrs. Channing, lifting her yearning face. They wished they could see her weep.

You could have suggested nothing that has not been done, returned Mr. Huntley. Believe me, dear Mrs. Channing! We have had many good counsellors. Butterby has conducted the search.

Mr. Channing turned to them. He was standing at the far window. I should like to see Butterby.

He will be here in an hours time, said Hamish. I knew you would wish to see him, and I requested him to come.

The worst feature of the whole, put in Judith, with as much acrimony as ever was displayed by Mr. Ketch, is that them boys should not have got their deserts. They have not as much as had a birching; and I say that the college masters ought to be hooted. Id ghost em!

The punishment lies in abeyance for the present, explained Hamish. A different punishment from any the head-master could inflict will be required, should  should Hamish stopped. He did not like to say, in the presence of his mother, should the body be found. Some of them are suffering pretty well, as it is, he continued, after a brief pause. Master Bill Simms lay in bed for a week with fright, and they were obliged to have Mr. Hurst to him. Report goes, that Hurst soundly flogged his son, by way of commencing his share.

A pushing open of the outer door, a bang, and hasty footsteps in the hall. Tom had arrived. Tom, with his sparkling eyes, his glowing face. They sparkled for his father only in that first moment; his father, who turned and walked to meet him.

Oh, papa! What baths those must be! cried honest Tom. If ever I get rich, Ill go over there and make them a present of a thousand pounds. To think that nothing else should have cured you!

I think something else must have had a hand in curing me, Tom.

Tom looked up inquiringly. Ah, papa! You mean God.

Yes, my boy. God has cured me. The baths were only instruments in His hands.






CHAPTER LIV. THE SHIPS DROWNED.

Rejecting all offers of refreshment  the meal which Constance had planned, and Judith prepared, both with so much loving care  Mr. Channing resolved to seek out Butterby at once. In his state of suspense, he could neither wait, nor eat, nor remain still; it would be a satisfaction only to see Butterby, and hear his opinion.

Mr. Huntley accompanied him; scarcely less proud than Hamish would have been, to walk once more arm in arm with Mr. Channing. But, as there is not the least necessity for our going to the police-station, for Mr. Butterby could tell us no more than we already know; we will pay a short visit to Mr. Stephen Bywater.

That gentleman stood in the cloisters, into which he had seduced old Jenkins, the bedesman, having waited for the twilight hour, that he might make sure no one else would be there. Ever since the last day you saw old Jenkins in the cathedral, he had been laid up in his house, with a touch of what he called his rheumatiz. Decrepit old fellows were all the bedesmen, monopolizing enough rheumatiz between them for half the city. If one was not laid up, another would be, especially in winter. However, old Jenkins had come out again to-day, to the gratification of Mr. Bywater, who had been wanting him. The cloisters were all but dark, and Mr. Ketch must undoubtedly be most agreeably engaged, or he would have shut up before.

Now then, old Jenkins! Bywater was saying. You show me the exact spot, and Ill give you sixpence for smoke.

Old Jenkins hobbled to one of the mullioned windows near to the college entrance, and looked over into the dim graveyard. Twas about four or five yards off here, said he.

But I want to know the precise spot, returned Bywater. Get over, and show me!

The words made old Jenkins laugh. Law, sir! me get over there! You might as well ask me to get over the college. How am I to do it?

Ill hoist you up, said Bywater.

No, no, answered the man. My old bones be past hoisting now. I should never get back alive, once I were propelled over into that graveyard.

Bywater felt considerably discomfited. What a weak rat you must be, old Jenkins! Why, its nothing!

I know it aint  for you college gents. Twouldnt have been much for me when I was your age. Skin and clothes werent of much account to me, then.

Oh, its that, is it? returned Bywater, contemptuously. Look here, old Jenkins! if your things come to grief, Ill get my uncle to look you out some of his old ones. Ill give you sixpence for baccy, I say!

The old bedesman shook his head. If you give me a waggin load of baccy, I couldnt get over there. You might just as good put a babby in arms on the ground, and tell it to walk!

Here! get out of the way for an old muff! was Bywaters rejoinder; and in a second he had mounted the window-frame, and dropped into the burial-ground. Now then, old Jenkins, Ill go about and you call out when I come to the right spot.

By these means, Bywater arrived at a solution of the question, where the broken phial was found; old Jenkins pointing out the spot, to the best of his ability. Bywater then vaulted back again, and alighted safe and sound in the cloisters. Old Jenkins asked for his sixpence.

Why, you did not earn it! said Bywater. You wouldnt get over!

A sixpence is always useful to me, said the old man; and some of you gents has em in plenty. I aint paid much; and Joe, he dont give me much. Taint him; hed give away his head, and always would  its her. Precious close she is with the money, though she earns a sight of it, I know, at that shop of hern, and keeps Joe like a king. Wine, and all the rest of it, shes got for him, since he was ill. Theres a knife and fork for ye, whenever ye like to come, she says to me, in her tart way. But deuce a bit of money will she give. If it werent for one and another friend giving me an odd sixpence now and then, Master Bywater, I should never hardly get any baccy!

There; dont bother! said Bywater, dropping the coin into his hand.

Why, bless my heart, whos this, a prowling in the cloisters at this hour? exclaimed a well-known cracked voice, advancing upon them with shuffling footsteps. What do you do here, pray?

You would like to know, wouldnt you, Mr. Calcraft? said Bywater. Studying architecture. There!

Old Ketch gave a yell of impotent rage, and Bywater decamped, as fast as his legs would carry him, through the west door.

Arrived at his home, or rather his uncles, where he lived  for Bywaters paternal home was in a far-away place, over the sea  he went straight up to his own room, where he struck a match, and lighted a candle. Then he unlocked a sort of bureau, and took from it the phial found by old Jenkins, and a smaller piece which exactly fitted into the part broken. He had fitted them in ten times before, but it appeared to afford him satisfaction, and he now sat down and fitted them again.

Yes, soliloquized he, as he nursed one of his legs  his favourite attitude its as sure as eggs. And Id have had it out before, if that helpless old muff of a Jenkins had been forthcoming. I knew it was safe to be somewhere near the college gates; but it was as well to ask.

He turned the phial over and over between his eye and the candle, and resumed;

And now Ill give Mr. Ger a last chance. I told him the other day that if hed only speak up like a man to me, and say it was an accident, Id drop it for good. But he wont. And find it out, I will. I have said I would from the first, just for my own satisfaction: and if I break my word, may they tar and feather me! Ger will only have himself to thank; if he wont satisfy me in private, Ill bring it against him in public. I suspected Mr. Ger before; not but that I suspected another; but since Charley Channing  Oh! bother, though! I dont want to get thinking of him!

Bywater locked up his treasures, and descended to his tea. That over, he had enough lessons to occupy him for a few hours, and keep him out of mischief.

Meanwhile Mr. Channings interview with the renowned Mr. Butterby had brought forth nothing, and he was walking back home with Mr. Huntley. Mr. Huntley strove to lead his friends thoughts into a different channel: it seemed quite a mockery to endeavour to whisper hope for Charley.

You will resume your own place in Guild Street at once? he observed.

To-morrow, please God.

They walked a few steps further in silence; and then Mr. Channing entered upon the very subject which Mr. Huntley was hoping he would not enter upon. I remember, you spoke, at Borcette, of having something in view for Hamish, should I be able to attend to business again. What is it?

I did, said Mr. Huntley; and I am sorry that I did. I spoke prematurely.

I suppose it is gone?

Well  no; it is not gone, replied Mr. Huntley, who was above equivocation. I do not think Hamish would suit the place.

Mr. Channing felt a little surprised. There were few places that Hamish might not suit, if he chose to exercise his talents. You thought he would suit then? he remarked.

But circumstances have since induced me to alter my opinion, said Mr. Huntley. My friend, he more warmly added to Mr. Channing, you will oblige me by allowing the subject to drop. I candidly confess to you that I am not so pleased with Hamish as I once was, and I would rather not interfere in placing him elsewhere.

How has he offended you? What has he done?

Nay, that is all I will say. I could not help giving you a hint, to account for what you might have thought caprice. Hamish has not pleased me, and I cannot take him by the hand. There, let it rest.

Mr. Channing was content to let it rest. In his inmost heart he entertained no doubt that the cause of offence was in some way connected with Mr. Huntleys daughter. Hamish was poor: Ellen would be rich; therefore it was only natural that Mr. Huntley should consider him an ineligible parti for her. Mr. Channing did not quite see what that had to do with the present question; but he could not, in delicacy, urge it further.

They found quite a levee when they entered: the Reverend Mr. Pye, Mr. Galloway  who had called in with Arthur upon leaving the office for the night  and William Yorke. All were anxious to welcome and congratulate Mr. Channing; and all were willing to tender a word of sympathy respecting Charles. Possibly Mr. Yorke had also another motive: if so, we shall come to it in due time.

Mr. Pye stayed only a few minutes. He did not say a word about the seniorship, neither did Mr. Channing to him. What, indeed, could either of them say? The subject was unpleasant on both sides; therefore it was best avoided. Tom, however, thought differently.

Papa! he exclaimed, plunging into it the moment Mr. Pyes back was turned, you might have taken the opportunity to tell him that I shall leave the school. It is not often he comes here.

But you are not going to leave the school, said Mr. Channing.

Yes, I am, replied Tom, speaking with unmistakable firmness. Hamish made me stay on, until you came home; and I dont know how I have done it. It is of no use, papa! I cannot put up with the treatment  the insults I receive. It was bad enough to lose the seniorship, but that is as nothing to the other. And to what end should I stop, when my chance of the exhibition is gone?

It is not gone, Tom. Mr. Huntley  as word was written to me at Borcette  has declined it for his son.

It is not the less gone for me, papa. Let me merit it as I will, I shall not be allowed to receive it, any more than I did the seniorship. I am out of favour, both with master and boys; and you know what that means, in a public school. If you witnessed the way I am served by the boys, you would be the first to say I must leave.

What do they do? asked Mr. Channing.

They do enough to provoke my life out of me, said Tom, falling into a little of his favourite heat. Were it myself only that they attacked, I might perhaps stop and brave it out; but it is not so. They go on against Arthur in a way that would make a saint mad.

Pooh, pooh! interposed Mr. Galloway, who was standing by. If I am content to accept Arthurs innocence, surely the college school may be.

Mr. Channing turned to the proctor. Do you now believe him innocent?

I say I am content to accept his innocence, was the reply of Mr. Galloway; and Arthur, who was within hearing, could only do as he had had to do so many times before  school his spirit to patience. Content to accept, and open exculpation, were essentially different things.

Let me speak with you a minute, Galloway, said Mr. Channing, taking the proctors arm and leading him across the hall to the drawing-room. Tom, he added, looking back, you shall tell me of these grievances another time.

The drawing-room door closed upon them, and Mr. Channing spoke with eagerness. Is it possible that you still suspect Arthur to have been guilty?

Channing, I am fairly puzzled, returned Mr. Galloway, His own manner, relating to it, has not changed, and that manner is not compatible with innocence, You made the same remark yourself, at the time.

But you have had the money returned to you, I understand.

I know I have.

Well, that surely is a proof that the thief could not have been Arthur.

Pardon me, replied Mr. Galloway, It may be a proof as much against him as for him: it may have come from himself.

Nay, where was Arthur to find twenty pounds to send to you?

There are two ways in which he might find it. But  Mr. Galloway broke off abruptly I do not like to urge these things on you; they can only inflict pain.

Not greater pain than I have already undergone, was Mr. Channings answer. Tell me, I pray you, all your thoughts  all you suspect: just as though you were speaking to any indifferent friend. It is right that I should know it. Yes, come in, Huntley, Mr. Channing added, for Mr. Huntley at that moment opened the door, unconscious that any private conference was going forward. I have no secrets from you. Come in. We are talking of Arthur.

I was observing that there are two means by which the money could have come from Arthur, resumed Mr. Galloway, when Mr. Huntley had entered. The one, by his never having used the note originally taken; the other, by getting a friend to return it for him. Now, my opinion is, that he did not pursue the first plan, I believe that, if he took the note, he used it. I questioned him on the evening of its arrival, and at the first moment his manner almost convinced me that he was innocent. He appeared to be genuinely surprised at the return of the money, and ingenuously confessed that he had not possessed any to send. But his manner veered again  suddenly, strangely  veered round to all its old unsatisfactory suspiciousness; and when I hinted that I should recall Butterby to my counsels, he became agitated, as he had done formerly. My firm belief, Mr. Galloway added, laying his hand impressively upon Mr. Channing my firm belief is, that Arthur did get the money sent back to me through a friend.

But what friend would be likely to do such a thing for him? debated Mr. Channing, not in the least falling in with the argument. I know of none.

I think  and Mr. Galloway dropped his voice that it came from Hamish.

From Hamish! was Mr. Channings echo, in a strong accent of dissent. That is nonsense. Hamish would never screen guilt. Hamish has not twenty pounds to spare.

He might spare it in the cause of a brother; and for a brothers sake he might even screen guilt, pursued Mr. Galloway. Honourable and open as Hamish is, I must still express my belief that the twenty pounds came from him.

Honourable and open as Hamish is! the words grated on Mr. Huntley, and a cynical expression rose to his face. Mr. Channing observed it. What do you think of it? he involuntarily asked.

I have never had any other opinion but that the money did come from Hamish, drily remarked Mr. Huntley. And Mr. Channing, in his utter astonishment, could not answer.

Hamish happened to call in at my office the afternoon that the money was received, resumed Mr. Galloway. It was after I had spoken to Arthur. I had been thinking it over, and came to the conclusion that if it had come from Arthur, Hamish must have done it for him. In the impulse of the moment, I put the question to him  Had he done it to screen Arthur? And Hamishs answer was a mocking one.

A mocking one! repeated Mr. Channing. A mocking, careless answer; one that vexed me, I know, at the time. The next day I told Arthur, point blank, that I believed the money came from Hamish. I wish you could have seen his flush of confusion! and, deny it, he did not. Altogether, my impression against Arthur was rather confirmed, than the contrary, by the receipt of the money; though I am truly grieved to have to say it.

And you think the same! Mr. Channing exclaimed to Mr. Huntley.

Never mind what I think, was the answer. Beyond the one opinion I expressed, I will not be drawn into the discussion. I did not intend to say so much: it was a slip of the tongue.

Mr. Huntley was about to leave the room as he spoke, perhaps lest he should make other slips; but Mr. Channing interposed and drew him back. Stay, Huntley, he said, we cannot rest in this uncertainty. Oblige me by remaining one instant, while I call Hamish.

Hamish entered in obedience. He appeared somewhat surprised to see them assembled in conclave, looking so solemn; but he supposed it related to Charles. Mr. Channing undeceived him.

Hamish, we are speaking of Arthur. Both these gentlemen have expressed a belief

I beg your pardon, interrupted Mr. Huntley. I said that I should be obliged if you would leave me out of the discussion.

What does it signify? returned Mr. Channing, his tone one of haste. Hamish, Mr. Galloway has expressed to me a belief that you have so far taken part with Arthur in that unhappy affair, as to send back the money to him.

Oh, indeed! said Hamish; and his manner was precisely what Mr. Galloway had described it to have been at the time; light, mocking, careless. Mr. Galloway did me the honour to express something of the same belief, I remember.

Did you send it, Hamish? asked his father, a severe look crossing his face.

No, sir, I did not, emphatically replied Hamish. And Mr. Huntley turned and bent his keen eye upon him. In his heart of hearts he believed it to be a deliberate falsehood.

I did not send the money, and I do not know who did send it, went on Hamish. But, as we are upon the subject, perhaps I may be allowed to express my opinion that, if there were as much labour taken to establish Arthurs innocence, as it seems to me there is to prove him guilty, he might have been cleared long ago.

That the remark was aimed at Mr. Galloway, there was no doubt. Mr. Huntley answered it; and, had they been suspicious, they might have detected a covert meaning in his tone.

You, at any rate, must hold firm faith in his innocence.

Firm and entire faith, distinctly assented Hamish. Father, he added, impulsively turning to Mr. Channing, put all notion of Arthurs guilt from you, at once and for ever. I would answer for him with my life.

Then he must be screening some one, cried Mr. Galloway. It is one thing or the other. Hamish, it strikes me you know. Who is it?

A red flush mounted to Hamishs brow, but he lapsed into his former mocking tone. Nay, said he, I can tell nothing about that.

He left the room as he spoke, and the conference broke up. It appeared that no satisfactory solution could be come to, if they kept it on till midnight. Mr. Galloway took leave, and hastened home to dinner.

I must be going also, remarked Mr. Huntley. Nevertheless, he returned with Mr. Channing to the other room.

You told me at Borcette that you were fully persuaded of Arthurs innocence; you were ready to ridicule me for casting a doubt upon it, Mr. Channing remarked to him in a low tone, as they crossed the hall.

I have never been otherwise than persuaded of it, said Mr. Huntley. He is innocent as you, or as I.

And yet you join Mr. Galloway in assuming that he and Hamish sent back the money! The one assertion is incompatible with the other.

Mr. Huntley laid his hand upon Mr. Channings shoulder. My dear friend, all that you and I can do, is to let the matter rest. We should only plunge into shoals and quicksands, and lose our way in them, were we to pursue it.

They had halted at the parlour door to speak. Judith came bustling up at that moment from the kitchen, a letter in her hand, looking as if in her hurry she might have knocked them over, had they not made way for her to enter.

Bad luck to my memory, then! Its getting not worth a button. Here, Master Arthur. The postman gave it me at the door, just as I had caught sight of the fly turning the corner with the master and missis. I slipped it into my pocket, and never thought of it till this minute.

So! it has come at last, has it? cried Arthur, recognising Roland Yorkes handwriting.

Is he really off? inquired Tom.

Yes, he is really off, replied Arthur, opening the letter and beginning to glance over the contents. He has sailed in the ship Africa. Dont talk to me, Tom. What a long letter!

They left him to read it in peace. Talking together  Mr. and Mrs. Channing, Mr. Huntley, William Yorke, Hamish, Constance  all were in a group round the fire, paying no attention to him. No attention, until an exclamation caused them to turn.

An exclamation half of distress, half of fear. Arthur had risen from his chair, and stood, the picture of excitement, his face and lips blanching.

What is the matter? they exclaimed.

Roland  the ship  Roland  and there Arthur stopped, apparently unable to say more.

Oh, its drowned! its drowned! cried quick Annabel. The ships drowned, and Roland with it! And Arthur sank back in his chair again, and covered his face with his hands.






CHAPTER LV.  NEWS FROM ROLAND.

You will like to look over Arthurs shoulder, as he reads the letter just received from Roland Yorke.

DEAR OLD CHUM,

By the time you get this letter, I shall be ploughing the waves of the briny deep, in the ship Africa. You will get the letter on Wednesday night. That is, you ought to get it; for I have desired Carrick to post it accordingly, and Im sure hell do it if he does not forget. And old Galloway will get a letter at the same time, and Lady Augusta will get one. I shall have been off more than twenty-four hours, for we leave Gravesend on Tuesday at noon. Carrick has behaved like a trump. He has bought me all the things I asked him, and paid my passage-money, and given me fifty pounds in my pocket to land with; so I am safe to get on. The only thing he stood out about was the frying-pans. He couldnt see of what use theyd be, he said. So we made a compromise, and I am taking out only four-and-twenty, instead of the forty dozen that I had thought of. I could not find Bagshaws list, and the frying-pans are about all I am taking, in the shape of utensils, except a large tool-chest, which they palmed off upon Carrick, for it was as dear as fires hot.

I dare say you have been vowing vengeance upon me, for not coming round to see you before I started; but I stopped away on purpose, for I might have let out something that I did not care to let out then; and thats what I am writing for.

Old fellow, I have been fit to kill myself. All that bother that they laid upon you about the bank-note ought to have fallen upon me, for it was I who took it. There! the confessions made. And now explode at me for ten minutes, with all your energy and wrath, before you read on. It will be a relief to your feelings and to mine. Perhaps if youd go out of the way to swear a bit, it mightnt be amiss.

It was at this juncture that Arthur had started up so wildly, causing Annabel to exclaim that the ship was drowned. In his access of bewilderment, the first shadowy thought that overpowered him was a dreadful feeling of grief, for Rolands sake. He had liked Roland; with all his faults, he had liked him much; and it was as if some cherished statue had fallen, and been dashed to pieces. Wild, joyful beatings of relief, that Hamish was innocent, were mingling with it, thumping against his heart, soon to exclude all else and fill it to bursting. But as yet this was indistinct; and the first clear idea that came to him was  Was Roland telling truth, or was he only playing a joke upon him? Arthur read on.

I was awfully hard up for money. I was worse than Hamish, and he was pretty hard up then; though he seems to have staved off the fellows since  he best knows how. I told him one day I should like to borrow the receipt, and he laughed and said hed give it to me with all the pleasure in life if it were transferable. Ask him if he remembers saying it. When Galloway was sending the money that day to the cousin Galloway, I thought what a shame it was, as I watched him slip the bank-note into the letter. That cousin Galloway was always having money sent him, and I wished Galloway would give it me instead. Then came that row with Mad Nance; and as you and Galloway turned to see what was up, I just pulled open the envelope, that instant wet and stuck down, took out the money, pressed the gum down again, and came and stood at your back, at the window, leaning out. It did not take me half a minute; and the money was in my pocket, and the letter was empty! But now, look here!  I never meant to steal the note. I am not a Newgate thief, yet. I was in an uncommon fix just then, over a certain affair; and if I could not stop the fellows mouth, thered have been the dickens to pay. So I took the money for that stop-gap, never intending to do otherwise than replace it in Galloways desk as soon as I could get it. I knew I should be having some from Lord Carrick. It was all Lady Augustas fault. She had turned crusty, and would not help me. I stopped out all that afternoon with Knivett, if you remember, and that placed me beyond suspicion when the stir came, though it was not for that reason I stayed, for I never had a thought that the row would fall upon us in the office. I supposed the loss would be set down to the letter-carriers  as of course it ought to have been. I stayed out, the bank-note burning a hole all the while in my waistcoat pocket, and sundry qualms coming over me whether I should not put it back again. I began to wonder how I could get rid of it safely, not knowing but that Galloway might have the number, and I think I should have put it back, what with that doubt and my twitchings of conscience, but for a thing that happened. After I parted with Knivett, I ran home for something I wanted, and Lady Augusta heard me and called me into her bedroom. Roland, said she, I want you to get me a twenty-pound note from the bank; I have occasion to send one to Ireland. Now, Arthur, I ask you, was ever such encouragement given to a fellow in wrong-doing? Of course, my note, that is, Galloways note, went to Ireland, and a joyful riddance it seemed; as thoroughly gone as if I had despatched it to the North Pole. Lady Augusta handed me twenty sovereigns, and I made believe to go to the bank and exchange them for a note. She put it into a letter, and I took it to the post-office at once. No wonder you grumbled at my being away so long!

Next came the row. And when I found that suspicion fell upon you, I was nearly mad. If I had not parted with the money, I should have gone straight to Galloway and said, Here it is; I took it. Not a soul stood up for you as they ought! Even Mr. Channing fell into the suspicion, and Hamish seemed indifferent and cool as a cucumber. I have never liked Galloway since; and I long, to this day, to give Butterby a ducking. How I kept my tongue from blurting out the truth, I dont know: but a gentleman born does not like to own himself a thief. It was the publicity given to it that kept me silent; and I hope old Galloway and Butterby will have horrid dreams for a week to come, now they know the truth! I was boiling over always. I dont know how I managed to live through it; and that soft calf of a Jenkins was always defending Galloway when I flew out about him. Nobody could do more than I did to throw the blame upon the post-office  and it was the most likely thing in the world for the post-office to have done?  but the more I talked, the more old Galloway brought up that rubbish about his seals! I hope hell have horrid dreams for a month to come! Id have prosecuted the post-office if I had had the cash to do it with, and that might have turned him.

Well, old chap, it went on and on  you lying under the cloud, and I mad with every one. I could do nothing to clear you (unless I had confessed), except sending back the money to Galloways, with a letter to say you did not do it. It was upon my mind night and day. I was always planning how to accomplish it; but for some time I could not find the money. When Carrick came to Helstonleigh he was short himself, and I had to wait. I told him I was in an awful mess for the want of twenty pounds. And that was true in more senses than one, for I did not know where to turn to for money for my own uses. At last Carrick gave it me  he had given me a trifle or two before, of five pounds or so, of no use  and then I had to wait an opportunity of sending it to London to be posted. Carricks departure afforded that. I wrote the note to Galloway with my left hand, in print sort of letters, put the money into it, and Carrick promised to post it in London. I told him it was a Valentine to old Galloway, flattering him on his youthful curls, and Carrick laughed till he was hoarse, at the notion. Deuce take his memory! he had been pretty nearly a week in London before he thought of the letter, and then putting his hand into his pocket he found it. I had given it up by that time, and thought no one in the world ever had such luck as I. At last it came; and all I can say is, I wish the post-office had taken that, before it ever did come. Of all the crying shames, that was the worst! The old carp got the money, and yet would not clear you! I shall never forgive Galloway for that! and when I come back from Port Natal, rolling in wealth, Ill not look at him when I pass him in the street, which will cork him uncommonly, and I dont care if you tell him so. Had I wavered about Port Natal before, that would have decided me. Clear you I would, and I saw there was no way to do it but by telling the truth, which I did not care to do while I was in Helstonleigh. And now I am off, and you know the truth, and Galloway knows it, for hell have his letter when you have yours (and I hope it will be a pill for him), and all Helstonleigh will know it, and you are cleared, dear old Arthur!

The first person that I shall lavish a little of my wealth upon, when I return, will be poor Jenkins, if he should be still in the land of the living. We all know that he has as much in him as a gander, and lets that adorable Mrs. J. (I wish you could have seen her turban the morning I took leave!) be mistress and master, but he has done me many a good turn: and, whats more, he stood up for you. When Galloway, Butterby, and Co. were on at it, discussing proofs against you, Jenkinss humble voice would be heard, I am sure, gentlemen, Mr. Arthur never did it! Many a time I could have hugged him! and he shall have some of my good luck when I reach home. You shall have it too, Arthur! I shall never make a friend to care for half as much as I care for you, and I wish you would have been persuaded to come out with me and make your fortune; but as you would not, you shall share mine. Mind! I should have cleared you just the same, if you had come.

And thats all I have to tell. And now you see why I did not care to say Good-bye, for I dont think I could have said it without telling all. Remember me to the folks at your house, and I hope Mr. Channing will come home stunning. I shall look to you for all the news, mind! If a great wind blows the cathedral down, or a fire burns the town up, its you who must write it; no one else will. Direct to me  Post-office, Port Natal, until I send you an address, which I shall do the first thing. Have you any news of Charley?

I had almost forgotten that bright kinsman of mine, the chaplain of Hazledon. Pray present my affectionate compliments to him, and say he has not the least idea how very much I revere him. I should like to see his face when he finds it was I who was the delinquent. Constance can turn the tables on him now. But if she ever forgives him, shell deserve to be as henpecked as Jenkins is; and tell her I say so.

I meant to have told you about a spree I have had since I came to London, but theres no room, so Ill conclude sentimentally, as a lady does,

Yours for ever and ever,

ROLAND YORKE.

You must not think that Arthur Channing read this letter deliberately, as you have been able to read it. He had only skimmed it  skimmed it with straining eye and burning brow; taking in its general sense, its various points; but of its words, none. In his overpowering emotion  his perplexed confusion  he started up with wild words: Oh, father! he is innocent! Constance, he is innocent! Hamish, Hamish! forgive  forgive me! I have been wicked enough to believe you guilty all this time!

To say that they stared at him  to say that they did not understand him  would be weak words to express the surprise that fell upon them, and seemed to strike them dumb. Arthur kept on reiterating the words, as if he could not sufficiently relieve his overburdened heart.

Hamish never did it! Constance, we might have known it. Constance, what could so have blinded our reason? He has been innocent all this time.

Mr. Huntley was the first to find his tongue. Innocent of what? asked he. What news have you received there? pointing to the letter.

It is from Roland Yorke. He says  Arthur hesitated, and lowered his voice that bank-note lost by Mr. Galloway

Well? they uttered, pressing round him.

It was Roland who took it!

Then arose a Babel of voices: questions to Arthur, references to the letter, and explanations. Mr. Channing, amidst his deep thankfulness, gathered Arthur to him with a fond gesture. My boy, there has been continual conflict waging in my heart, he said; appearances versus my better judgment. But for your own doubtful manner, I should have spurned the thought that you were guilty. Why did you not speak out boldly?

Father, how could I  believing that it was Hamish? Hamish, dear Hamish, say you forgive me!

Hamish was the only one who had retained calmness. Remarkably cool was he. He gazed upon them with the most imperturbable self-possession  rather inclined to be amused than otherwise. Suspect me! cried he, raising his eyebrows.

We did, indeed!

Bien obligé, responded Mr. Hamish. Perhaps you shared the honour of the doubt? he mockingly added, turning to Mr. Huntley.

I did, replied that gentleman. Ellen did not, he added, losing his seriousness in a half laugh. Miss Ellen and I have been at daggers-drawn upon the point.

Hamish actually blushed like a schoolgirl. Ellen knows me better, was all he said, speaking very quietly. I should have thought some of the rest of you had known me better, also.

Hamish, said Mr. Huntley, I think we were all in for a host of blunders.

Mr. Channing had listened in surprise, Mrs. Channing in indignation. Her brave, good Hamish! her best and dearest!

I cannot see how it was possible to suspect Hamish, observed Mr. Channing.

But, before any more could be said, they were interrupted by Mr. Galloway, an open letter in his hand. Heres a pretty repast for a man! he exclaimed. I go home, expecting to dine in peace, and I find this pill upon my plate! Pill was the very word Roland had used.

They understood, naturally, what the pill was. Especially Arthur, who had been told by Roland himself, that he was writing to Mr. Galloway. You see, sir, said Arthur with a bright smile, that I was innocent.

I do see it, replied Mr. Galloway, laying his hand on Arthurs shoulder. Why could you not speak openly to my face and tell me so?

Because  I am ashamed, sir, now to confess why. We were all at cross-purposes together, it seems.

He suspected that it was all in the family, Mr. Galloway, cried Hamish, in his gay good humour. It appears that he laid the charge of that little affair to me.

Nonsense! said Mr. Galloway.

We both did, exclaimed Constance, coming forward with tears in her eyes. Do you think that the mere fact of suspicion being cast upon him, publicly though it was made, could have rendered us as cowardly miserable as it did? Hamish, how shall we atone to you?

The question is, how shall I atone to you, my old friend, for the wrong done your son? exclaimed Mr. Galloway, seizing Mr. Channings hand. Arthur, you and I shall have accounts to make up together.

If reparation for unjust suspicion is to be the order of the day, I think I ought to have some of it, said laughing Hamish, with a glance at Mr. Huntley.

A sudden thought seemed to strike Mr. Channing. Huntley, he impulsively cried, was this the cause of displeasure that you hinted had been given you by Hamish?

That, and nothing else, was Mr. Huntleys answer. I suppose I must take him into favour again make reparation, as he says.

A saucy smile crossed the lips of Hamish. It as good as said, I know who will, if you dont. But Mr. Galloway was interrupting.

The most extraordinary thing of the whole is, he observed, with unwonted emphasis, that we never suspected Roland Yorke, knowing him as we did know him. It will be a caution to me as long as I live, never to go again by appearances. Careless, thoughtless, impulsive, conscienceless Roland Yorke! Of course! Who else would have been likely to help themselves to it? I wonder what scales were before our eyes?

Mr. Channing turned to his son Tom, who had been seated astride on the arm of a sofa, in a glow of astonishment, now succeeded by satisfaction. Tom, my boy! Therell be no particular hurry for leaving the college school, will there?

Tom slid off his perch and went straight up to Arthur. Arthur, I beg your pardon heartily for the harsh words and thoughts I may have given you. I was just a fool, or I should have known you could not be guilty. Were you screening Roland Yorke?

No, said Arthur, I never suspected him for a moment. As to any ones begging my pardon, I have most cause to do that, for suspecting Hamish. Youll be all right now, Tom.

But now, in the midst of this demonstration from all sides, I will leave you to judge what were the feelings of that reverend divine, William Yorke. You may remember that he was present. He had gone to Mr. Channings house ostensibly to welcome Mr. Channing home and congratulate him on his restoration. Glad, in truth, was he to possess the opportunity to do that; but Mr. Yorkes visit also included a purpose less disinterested. Repulsed by Constance in the two or three appeals he had made to her, he had impatiently awaited the return of Mr. Channing, to solicit his influence. Remembering the past, listening to this explanation of the present, you may imagine, if you can, what his sensations must have been. He, who had held up his head, in his haughty Yorke spirit, ready to spurn Arthur for the suspicion cast upon him, ready to believe that he was guilty, resenting it upon Constance, had now to stand and learn that the guilt lay in his family, not in theirs. No wonder that he stood silent, grave, his lips drawn in to sternness.

Mr. Galloway soon departed again. He had left his dinner untouched upon his table. Mr. Huntley took the occasion to leave with him; and, in the earnestness of discussion, they all went out with them to the hall, except Constance. This was Mr. Yorkes opportunity. His arms folded, his pale cheek flushed to pain, he moved before her, and stood there, drawn to his full height, speaking hoarsely.

Constance, will it be possible for you to forgive me?

What a fine field it presented for her to play the heroine! To go into fierce declamations that she never could, and never would forgive him, but would hold herself aloof from him for ever and a day, condemning him to bachelorhood! Unfortunately for these pages, Constance Channing had nothing of the heroine in her composition. She was only one of those simple, truthful, natural English girls, whom I hope you often meet in your every-day life. She smiled at William Yorke through her glistening eye-lashes, and drew closer to him. Did he take the hint? He took her; took her to that manly breast that would henceforth be her shelter for ever.

Heaven knows how I will strive to atone to you, my darling.

It was a happy evening, chequered, though it necessarily must be, with thoughts of Charles. And Mr. Channing, in the midst of his deep grief and perplexity, thanked God for His great mercy in restoring the suspected to freedom. My boy! he exclaimed to Arthur, how bravely you have borne it all!

Not always very bravely, said Arthur, shaking his head. There were times when I inwardly rebelled.

It could not have been done without one thing, resumed Mr. Channing: firm trust in God.

Arthurs cheek kindled. That had ever been present with him. When things would wear their darkest aspect, I used to say to myself, Patience and hope; and trust in God! But I never anticipated this bright ending, he added. I never thought that I and Hamish should both be cleared.

I cannot conceive how you could have suspected Hamish! Mr. Channing repeated, after a pause. Of all the wonders, that fact seemed to have taken most hold of his mind.

Arthur made a slight answer, but did not pursue the topic. There were circumstances connected with it, regarding Hamish, not yet explained. He could not speak of them to Mr. Channing.

Neither were they to be explained, as it seemed to Arthur. At any rate, not at present. When they retired to rest, Hamish came into his room; as he had done that former night, months ago, when suspicion had just been thrown upon Arthur. They went up together, and Hamish, instead of turning into his own room, followed Arthur to his. He set down the candle on the table, and turned to Arthur with his frank smile.

How is it that we can have been playing at these cross-purposes, Arthur? Why did you not tell me at the time that you were innocent?

I think I did tell you so, Hamish: if my memory serves me rightly.

Well, I am not sure; it may have been so; but in a very undemonstrative sort of manner, if you did at all. That sort of manner from you, Arthur, would only create perplexity.

Arthur smiled. Dont you see? believing that you had taken it, I thought you must know whether I was innocent or guilty. And, for your sake, I did not dare to defend myself to others. Had only a breath of suspicion fallen upon you, Hamish, it might have cost my father his post.

What induced you to suspect me? Surely not the simple fact of being alone for a few minutes with the letter in Galloways office?

Not that. That alone would have been nothing; but, coupled with other circumstances, it assumed a certain weight. Hamish, I will tell you. Do you remember the trouble you were in at the time  owing money in the town?

A smile parted Hamishs lips; he seemed half inclined to make fun of the reminiscence. I remember it well enough. What of that?

You contrived to pay those debts, or partially pay them, at the exact time the note was taken; and we knew you had no money of your own to do it with. We saw you also with gold in your purse  through Annabels tricks, do you remember?  and we knew that it could not be yours  legitimately yours, I mean.

Hamishs smile turned into a laugh. Stop a bit, Arthur. The money with which I paid up, and the gold you saw, was mine; legitimately mine. Dont speak so fast, old fellow.

But where did it come from, Hamish?

It did not come from Galloways office, and it did not drop from the skies, laughed Hamish. Never mind where else it came from. Arthur boy, I wish you had been candid, and had given me a hint of your suspicion.

We were at cross purposes, as you observe, repeated Arthur. Once plunge into them, and theres no knowing when enlightenment will come; perhaps never. But you were not very open with me.

I was puzzled, replied Hamish. You may remember that my seeing a crowd round the Guildhall, was the first intimation I received of the matter. When they told me, in answer to my questions, that my brother, Arthur Channing, was taken up on suspicion of stealing a bank-note, and was then under examination, I should have laughed in their faces, but for my inclination to knock them down. I went into that hall, Arthur, trusting in your innocence as implicitly as I trusted in my own, boiling over with indignation against all who had dared to accuse you, ready to stand up for you against the world. I turned my eyes upon you as you stood there, and your gaze met mine. Arthur, what made you look so? I never saw guilt  or perhaps I would rather say shame, conscious shame  shine out more palpably from any countenance than it did from yours then. It startled me  it cowed me; and, in that moment, I did believe you guilty. Why did you look so?

I looked so for your sake, Hamish. Your countenance betrayed your dismay, and I read it for signs of your own guilt and shame. Not until then did I fully believe you guilty. We were at cross-purposes, you see, throughout the piece.

Cross-purposes, indeed! repeated Hamish.

Have you believed me guilty until now?

No, replied Hamish. After a few days my infatuation wore off. It was an infatuation, and nothing less, ever to have believed a Channing guilty. I then took up another notion, and that I have continued to entertain.

What was it?

That you were screening Roland Yorke.

Arthur lifted up his eyes to Hamish.

I did indeed. Rolands excessive championship of you, his impetuous agitation when others brought it up against you, first aroused my suspicions that he himself must have been guilty; and I came to the conclusion that you also had discovered his guilt, and were generously screening him. I believed that you would not allow a stir be made in it to clear yourself, lest it should bring it home to him. Cross purposes again, you will say.

Ah, yes. Not so much as an idea of suspecting Roland Yorke ever came across me. All my fear was, that he, or any one, should suspect you.

Hamish laughed as he placed his hands upon Arthurs shoulders. The best plan for the future will be, to have no secrets one from the other; otherwise, it seems hard to say what labyrinths we may not get into. What do you say, old fellow?

You began the secrets first, Hamish.

Did I? Well, let us thank Heaven that the worst are over.

Ay, thank Heaven! Most sincerely was Arthur Channing doing that. The time to give thanks had come.

Meanwhile Mr. Huntley had proceed home. He found Miss Huntley in the stiffest and most uncompromising of moods; and no wonder, for Mr. Huntley had kept dinner waiting, I am afraid to say how long. Harry, who was to have dined with them that day, had eaten his, and flown off to the town again, to keep some appointment with the college boys. Miss Huntley now ate hers in dignified displeasure; but Mr. Huntley, sitting opposite to her, appeared to be in one of his very happiest moods. Ellen attributed it to the fact of Mr. Channings having returned home well. She asked a hundred questions about them  of their journey, their arrival  and Mr. Huntley never seemed tired of answering.

Barely was the cloth removed, when Miss Huntley rose. Mr. Huntley crossed the room to open the door for her, and bow her out. Although he was her brother, she would never have forgiven him, had he omitted that little mark of ceremony. Ellen was dutifully following. She could not always brave her aunt. Mr. Huntley, however, gave Ellen a touch as she was passing him, drew her back, and closed the door upon his sister.

Ellen, I have been obliged to take Mr. Hamish into favour again.

Ellens cheeks became glowing. She tried to find an answer, but none came.

I find Hamish had nothing to do with the loss of the bank-note.

Then she found words. Oh, papa, no! How could you ever have imagined such a thing? You might have known the Channings better. They are above suspicion.

I did know them better at one time, or else you may be sure, young lady, Mr. Hamish would not have been allowed to come here as he did. However, it is cleared up; and I suppose you would like to tell me that I was just a donkey for my pains.

Ellen shook her head and laughed. She would have liked to ask whether Mr. Hamish was to be allowed to come again on the old familiar footing, had she known how to frame the question. But it was quite beyond her courage.

When I told him this evening that I had suspected him

She clasped her hands and turned to Mr. Huntley, her rich colour going and coming. Papa, you told him?

Ay. And I was not the only one to suspect him, or to tell him. I can assure you that, Miss Ellen.

What did he say? How did he receive it?

Told us he was much obliged to us all. I dont think Hamish could be put out of temper.

Then you do not dislike him now, papa? she said, timidly.

I never have disliked him. When I believed what I did of him, I could not dislike him even then, try as I would. There, you may go to your aunt now.

And Ellen went, feeling that the earth and air around her had suddenly become as Eden.






CHAPTER LVI.  THE BROKEN PHIAL.

That broken phial, you have heard of, was burning a hole in Bywaters pocket, as Roland Yorke had said the bank-note did in his. He had been undecided about complaining to the master; strangely so for Bywater. The fact was, he had had a strong suspicion, from the very first, that the boy who did the damage to the surplice was Pierce senior. At least, his suspicions had been divided between that gentleman and Gerald Yorke. The cause of suspicion against Pierce need not be entered into, since it was misplaced. In point of fact, Mr. Pierce was, so far as that feat went, both innocent and unconscious. But Bywater could not be sure that he was, and he did not care to bring the accusation publicly against Gerald, should he be innocent.

You saw Bywater, a chapter or two back, fitting the broken pieces together in his bedroom. On the following morning  it was also the morning following the arrival of the important letter from Roland Yorke  Bywater detained Gerald Yorke when the boys tore down the schoolroom steps after early school.

I say, Yorke, I said Id give you a last chance, and now I am doing it, he began. If youll acknowledge the truth to me about that surplice affair, Ill let it drop. I will, upon my honour. Ill never say another word about it.

Gerald flew into a rage. Now look you here, Mr. Bywater, was his angry retort. You bother me again with that stale fish, and Ill put you up for punishment. Its

Gerald stopped. Tom Channing was passing close to them, and Mr. Gerald had never cared to be heard, when talking about the surplice. At that moment a group of boys, who were running out of the cloisters, the opposite road to Tom Channing, turned round and hissed him, Tod Yorke adding some complimentary remark about stolen notes. As usual, it was a shaft launched at Arthur. Not as usual did Tom receive it. There was nothing of fierce defiance now in his demeanour; nothing of half-subdued rage. Tom halted; took off his trencher with a smile of suavity that might have adorned Hamish, and thanked them with as much courtesy as if it had been real, especially Tod. Gerald Yorke and Bywater looked on with surprise. They little dreamt of the great secret that Tom now carried within him. He could afford to be calm.

Why, its four months, good, since that surplice was damaged, resumed Gerald, in a tone of irritation, to Bywater, as soon as they were alone again. One would think it was of rare value, by your keeping up the ball in this way. Every now and then you break out afresh about that surplice. Was it made of gold?

It was made of Irish linen, returned Bywater, who generally contrived to retain his coolness, whoever might grow heated. I tell you that I have a fresh clue, Yorke; one I have been waiting for. I thought it would turn up some time. If you say you did it, by accident or how you like, Ill let it drop. If you dont, Ill bring it before Pye after breakfast.

Bring it, retorted Gerald.

Mind you, I mean what I say. I shall bring the charge against you, and I have the proofs.

Bring it, I say! fiercely repeated Gerald. Who cares for your bringings? Mind your bones afterwards, thats all!

He pushed Bywater from him with a haughty gesture, and raced home to breakfast, hoping there would be something good to assuage his hunger.

But Bywater was not to be turned from his determination. Never a boy in the school less likely than he. He went home to his breakfast, and returned to school to have his name inscribed on the roll, and then went into college with the other nine choristers, and took his part in the service. And the bottle, I say, was burning a hole in his pocket. The Reverend William Yorke was chanting, and Arthur Channing sat at the organ. Would the Very Reverend the Dean of Helstonleigh, standing in his stall so serenely placid, his cap resting on the cushion beside him, ever again intimate a doubt that Arthur was not worthy to take part in the service? But the dean did not know the news yet.

Back in the school-room, Bywater lost no time. He presented himself before the master, and entered upon his complaint, schoolboy fashion.

Please, sir, I think I have found out who inked my surplice.

The master had allowed the occurrence to slip partially from his memory. At any rate, it was some time since he had called it up. Oh, indeed! said he somewhat cynically, to Bywater, after a pause given to revolving the circumstances. Think you have found out the boy, do you?

Yes, sir; I am pretty sure of it. I think it was Gerald Yorke.

Gerald Yorke! One of the seniors! repeated the master, casting a penetrating gaze upon Bywater.

The fact was, Mr. Pye, at the time of the occurrence, had been somewhat inclined to a secret belief that the real culprit was Bywater himself. Knowing that gentlemans propensity to mischief, knowing that the destruction of a few surplices, more or less, would be only fun to him, he had felt an unpleasant doubt upon the point. Did you do it yourself? he now plainly asked of Bywater.

Bywater for once was genuinely surprised. I had no more to do with it, sir, than this desk had, touching the masters. I should not have spent many an hour since, trying to ferret it out, if I had done it.

Well, what have you found out?

On the day it happened, sir, when we were discussing it in the cloisters, little Channing suddenly started up with a word that caused me to think he had seen something connected with it, in which Gerald Yorke was mixed up. But the boy recollected himself before he had said much, and I could get no more from him. Once afterwards I heard him tell Yorke that he had kept counsel about the inked surplice.

Is that all? asked the master, while the whole school sat with tingling ears, for Bywater was not making his complaint in private.

Not quite, sir. Please to look at this.

Bywater had whipped the broken phial out of his pocket, and was handing the smaller piece towards the master. Mr. Pye looked at it curiously.

As I was turning over my surplice, sir, in the vestry, when I found it that day, I saw this bit of glass lying in the wet ink. I thought it belonged to a small ornamental phial, which Gerald Yorke used to keep, about that time, in his pocket, full of ink. But I couldnt be sure. So I put the bit of glass into my pocket, thinking the phial would turn up some day, if it did belong to it. And so it has. You can put the piece into it, sir, and see whether it fits.

Gerald Yorke left his place, and joined Bywater before the head master. He looked white and haughty. Is it to be borne, sir, that he should tell these lies of me?

Are they lies? returned Mr. Pye, who was fitting the piece into the bottle.

I have told no lies yet, said Bywater. And I have not said for certain you did it. I say I think so.

You never found that bottle upon the surplice! I dont believe it! foamed Gerald.

I found the little piece of glass. I put it into my trousers pocket, wet with ink as it was, and here are the stains of ink still, added Bywater, turning out that receptacle for the benefit of Mr. Pye. It was this same pair of trousers I had on that day.

Bywater, said the master, why did you not say, at the time, that you found the piece of glass?

Because, sir, the bit, by itself, would have told nothing. I thought Id wait till the bottle itself turned up. Old Jenkins, the bedesman, found it a few days ago in the college burial-ground, pretty near to the college gates; just in the spot where it most likely would be, sir, if one came out of the college in a fright and dashed it over.

Does this belong to you, Yorke? inquired the master, scrutinizing that gentlemans countenance, as he had previously scrutinized Bywaters.

Gerald Yorke took the phial in his hand and examined it. He knew perfectly well that it was his, but he was asking himself whether the school, apart from Bywater, could contradict him, if he said it was not. He feared they might.

I had a phial very much like this, sir, turning it over and over in his hand, apparently for the purpose of a critical inspection. I am not sure that this is the same; I dont think it is. I lost mine, sir: somebody stole it out of my pocket, I think.

When did you lose it? demanded Mr. Pye.

About the time that the surplice got inked, sir; a day or two before it.

Who is telling lies now? cried bold Bywater. He had the bottle that very day, sir, at his desk, here, in this schoolroom. The upper boys know he had it, and that he was using it. Channing  turning round and catching Toms eye, the first he did catch you can bear witness that he was using it that morning.

Dont call upon me, replied Tom, stolidly. I decline to interfere with Mr. Yorke; for, or against him.

It is his bottle, and he had it that morning; and I say that I think he must have broken it over the surplice, persisted Bywater, with as much noise as he dared display in the presence of the master. Otherwise, how should a piece out of the bottle be lying on the surplice?

The master came to the conclusion that the facts were tolerably conclusive. He touched Yorke. Speak the truth, boy, he said, with a tone that seemed to imply he rather doubted Geralds strict adherence to truth at all times and seasons.

Gerald turned crusty. I dont know anything about it, sir. Wont I pummel you for this! he concluded, in an undertone, to Bywater.

Besides that, sir, went on Bywater, pushing Gerald aside with his elbow, as if he were nobody: Charles Channing, I say, saw something that led him to suspect Gerald Yorke. I am certain he did. I think it likely that he saw him fling the bottle away, after doing the mischief. Yorke knows that I have given him more than one chance to get out of this. If he had only told me in confidence that it was he who did it, whether by accident or mischief, Id have let it drop.

Yorke, said the master, leaning his face forward and speaking in an undertone, do you remember what I promised the boy who did this mischief? Not for the feat itself, but for braving me, when I ordered him to speak out, and he would not.

Yorke grew angry and desperate. Let it be proved against me, sir, if you please, before you punish. I dont think even Bywater, rancorous as he is, can prove me guilty.

At this moment, who should walk forward but Mr. Bill Simms, much to the astonishment of the head-master, and of the school in general. Since Mr. Simmss confession to the master, touching the trick played on Charles Channing, he had not led the most agreeable of lives. Some of the boys treated him with silent contempt, some worried his life out of him, and all hated him. He could now enjoy a little bit of retaliation on one of them, at any rate.

Please, sir, the day the surplice was inked, I saw Gerald Yorke come out of the college just before afternoon service, and chuck a broken ink-bottle over into the burial-ground.

You saw it! exclaimed the master, while Gerald turned his livid face, his flashing eye on the young tell-tale.

Yes, sir. I was in the cloisters, inside one of the niches, and saw it. Charley Channing was in the cloisters, too, but he didnt see me, and I dont think Mr. Yorke saw either of us.

Why did you not tell me this at the time?

Mr. Bill Simms stood on his heels and stood on his toes, and pulled his lanky straw-coloured hair, and rubbed his face, ere he spoke. I was afraid, sir. I knew Mr. Yorke would beat me.

Cur! ejaculated Gerald, below his breath. The head-master turned his eyes upon him.

Yorke, I

A commotion at the door, and Mr. Pye stopped. There burst in a lady with a wide extent of crinoline, but that was not the worst of the bustle. Her cheeks were flushed, her hands lifted, her eyes wild; altogether she was in a state of the utmost excitement. Gerald stared with all his might, and the head-master rose to receive her as she sailed down upon him. It was Lady Augusta Yorke.






CHAPTER LVII.  A GHOST AGAIN.

Minds are differently constituted: as was exemplified in the case under our immediate notice. While one of Mr. Galloways first thoughts, on the receipt of Roland Yorkes letter, was to rush round to Lady Augustas with the news, half in anger, half in a reproachful humour, Arthur Channing was deliberating how they could contrive to keep it from her. The one was actuated by an angry, the other by a generous spirit.

Mr. Galloway at length concluded his long-delayed dinner that evening. Then he put on his hat, and, with Rolands letter safe in his pocket, went out again to call on Lady Augusta. It happened, however, that Lady Augusta was not at home.

She had gone to dine at Colonel Joliffes, a family who lived some distance from Helstonleigh  necessitating an early departure from home, if she would be in time for their six oclock dinner-hour. It had thus occurred that when the afternoons post arrived, Lady Augusta was in the bustle and hurry of dressing; and Lady Augusta was one of those who are, and must be, in a bustle, even if they are only going to a friendly dinner-party.

Martha was busily assisting, and the cook brought up two letters. Both for my lady, she said, giving them to Martha.

I have no time for letters now, called out my lady. Put them into my drawer, Martha.

Martha did as she was bid, and Lady Augusta departed. She returned home pretty late, and the letters remained in their receptacle untouched.

Of course, to retire to rest late, necessitated, with Lady Augusta Yorke, rising late the next morning. About eleven oclock she came down to breakfast. A letter on the breakfast-table brought to her remembrance the letters of the previous night, and she sent Martha for them. Looking at their addresses, she perceived one of them to be from Roland; the other from Lord Carrick: and she laid them by her to be opened presently.

Mr. Galloway called last night, my lady, observed Martha.

Oh, did he? said Lady Augusta.

He said he wanted to see your ladyship particularly. But I said you were gone to Colonel Joliffes.

Barely had Lady Augusta tasted her coffee, the letters still lying unopened at her side, when William Yorke entered, having just left the cathedral.

This is a terrible blow, Lady Augusta, he observed, as he sat down.

Whats a blow? returned Lady Augusta. Will you take some coffee, William?

Have you not heard of it? he replied, declining the coffee with a gesture. I thought it probable that you would have received news from Roland.

A letter arrived from Roland last night, she said, touching the letter in question. What is the matter? Is there bad news in it? What! have you heard anything?

Mr. Yorke had not the slightest doubt that the letter before him must contain the same confession which had been conveyed to Arthur and to Mr. Galloway. He thought it better that she should hear it from him, than read it unprepared. He bent towards her, and spoke in a low tone of compassion.

I fear that the letter does contain bad news; very bad news, indeed. Ro

Good heavens! what has happened to him? she interrupted, falling into excitement, just as Roland himself might have done. Is he ill? Has he got hurt? Is he killed?

Now, pray calm yourself, Lady Augusta. Roland is well in health, and has sailed for Port Natal, under what he considers favourable auspices. He

Then why in the world do you come terrifying me out of my wits with your tales, William Yorke? she broke forth. I declare you are no better than a child!

Nay, Lady Augusta, you terrified yourself, jumping to conclusions. Though Roland is safe and sound, there is still some very disagreeable news to be told concerning him. He has been making a confession of bad behaviour.

Oh, cried Lady Augusta, in a tone which seemed to say, Is that all? as if bad behaviour and Roland might have some affinity for each other. William Yorke bent his head nearer, and dropped his voice lower.

In that mysterious affair of the bank-note, when Arthur Channing was accused

Well? well? she hastily repeated  for he had made a slight pause  and a tone of dread, as a shadow of evil, might be detected in her accents.

It was Roland who took the note.

Lady Augusta jumped up. She would not receive it. It is not true; it cannot be true! she reiterated. How dare you so asperse him, William Yorke? Thoughtless as Roland is, he would not be guilty of dishonour.

He has written full particulars both to Arthur Channing and to Mr. Galloway, said Mr. Yorke, calmly. I have no doubt that that letter to you also relates to it. He confesses that to clear Arthur was a great motive in taking him from Helstonleigh.

Lady Augusta seized the letter and tore it open. She was too agitated to read calmly, but she saw enough to convince her that Roland, and no other, had appropriated the money. This must have been the matter he had obscurely hinted at in one of his last conversations with her. The letter was concluded very much after Rolands own fashion.

Now, mother, if you care that anything in the shape of honour should ever shine round me again, youll go off straight to the college school, and set Tom Channing right with it and with the masters. And if you dont, and I get drowned on my voyage, Ill not say but my ghost will come again and haunt every one who has had to do with the injustice.

Ghosts were not agreeable topics to Lady Augusta, and she gave a shriek at the bare thought. But that was as nothing, compared with her anger. Honourable in the main  hot, hasty, impulsive, losing all judgment, all self-control when these fits of excitement came upon her  it is more than probable that her own course would have been to fly to the college school, unprompted by Roland. A sense of justice was strong within her; and in setting Tom right, she would not spare Roland, her own son though he was.

Before William Yorke knew what she was about, she had flown upstairs, and was down again with her things on. Before he could catch her up, she was across the Boundaries, entering the cloisters, and knocking at the door of the college school.

There she broke in upon that interesting investigation, touching the inked surplice.

Bywater, who seemed to think she had arrived for the sole purpose of setting at rest the question of the phials ownership, and not being troubled with any superfluous ideas of circumlocution, eagerly held out the pieces to her when she was yards from his desk. Do you know this, Lady Augusta? Isnt it Geralds?

Yes, it is Geralds, replied she. He took it out of my desk one day in the summer, though I told him not, and I never could get it back again. Have you been denying that it was yours? she sternly added to Gerald. Bad luck to you, then, for a false boy. You are going to take a leaf out of your brother Rolands pattern, are you? Havent I had enough of you bad boys on my hands, but there must something fresh come up about one or the other of you every day that the sun rises? Mr. Pye, I have come by Rolands wish, and by my own, to set the young Channings right with the school. You took the seniorship from Tom, believing that it was his brother Arthur who robbed Mr. Galloway. Not but that I thought some one else would have had that seniorship, you know!

In Lady Augustas present mood, had any one of her sons committed a murder, she must have proclaimed it, though it had been to condemn him to punishment. She had not come to shield Roland; and she did not care, in her anger, how bad she made him out to be; or whether she did it in Irish or English. The head-master could only look at her with astonishment. He also believed her visit must have reference to the matter in hand.

It is true, Lady Augusta. But for the suspicion cast upon his brother, Channing would not have lost the seniorship, said the master, ignoring the hint touching himself.

And all of ye  turning round to face the wondering school have been ready to fling yere stones at Tom Channing, like the badly brought up boys that ye are. I have heard of it. And my two, Gerald and Tod, the worst of ye at the game. You may look, Mr. Tod, but Ill be after giving ye a jacketing for yere pains. Let me tell ye all, that it was not Tom Channings brother took the bank-note; it was their brother  Geralds and Tods! It was my ill-doing boy, Roland, who took it.

No one knew where to look. Some looked at her ladyship; some at the head-master; some at the Reverend William Yorke, who stood pale and haughty; some at Gerald and Tod; some at Tom Channing. Tom did not appear to regard it as news: he seemed to have known it before: the excessive astonishment painted upon every other face was absent from his. But, half the school did not understand Lady Augusta. None understood her fully.

I beg your ladyships pardon, said the head-master. I do not comprehend what it is that you are talking about.

Not comprehend! repeated her ladyship. Dont I speak plainly? My unhappy son Roland has confessed that it was he who stole the bank-note that so much fuss has been made about, and that Arthur Channing was taken up for. You two may look and frown  nodding to Gerald and Tod but it was your own brother who was the thief; Arthur Channing was innocent. Im sure I shant look a Channing in the face for months to come! Tell them about it in a straightforward way, William Yorke.

Mr. Yorke, thus called upon, stated, in a few concise words, the facts to the master. His tone was low, but the boys caught the sense, that Arthur was really innocent, and that poor Tom had been degraded for nothing. The master beckoned Tom forward.

Did you know of this, Channing?

Yes, sir; since the letter came to my brother Arthur last night.

Lady Augusta rushed up impulsively to Tom. She seized his hands, and shook them heartily. Tom never afterwards was sure that she didnt kiss him. Youll live to be an honour to your parents yet, Tom, she said, when my boys are breaking my heart with wilfulness.

Toms face flushed with pleasure; not so much at the words as at the yearning, repentant faces cast at him from all parts of the room. There was no mistaking that they were eager to offer reparation. Tom Channing innocent all this time! How should they make it up to him? He turned to resume his seat, but Huntley slipped out of the place he occupied as the head of the school, and would have pushed Tom into it. There was some slight commotion, and the master lifted his spectacles.

Silence, there! Huntley, what are you about? Keep your seat.

No, sir, said Huntley, advancing a step forward. I beg your pardon, sir, but the place is no longer mine. I never have considered it mine legally, and I will, with your permission, resign it to its rightful owner. The place is Channings; I have only occupied it for him.

He quietly pushed Tom into it as he spoke, and the school, finding their voices, and ignoring the presence of the master and of Lady Augusta, sprang from their desks at one bound and seized upon Tom, wishing him luck, asking him to be a good old fellow and forgive them. Long live Tom Channing, the senior of Helstonleigh school! shouted bold Bywater; and the boys, thus encouraged, took up the shout, and the old walls echoed it. Long live Tom Channing, the senior of Helstonleigh school!

Before the noise had died away, Lady Augusta was gone, and another had been added to the company, in the person of Mr. Huntley. Oh, he said, taking in a rapid glance of affairs: I see it is all right. Knowing how thoughtless Harry is, I feared he might not recollect to do an act of justice. That he would be the first to do it if he remembered, I knew.

As if I should forget that, sir! responded Mr. Harry. Why, I could no more live, with Channing under me now, than I could let any one of the others be above me. And I am not sorry, added the young gentleman, sotto voce. If the seniorship is a great honour, it is also a great bother. Here, Channing, take the keys.

He flung them across the desk as he spoke; he was proceeding to fling the roll also, and two or three other sundries which belong to the charge of the senior boy, but was stopped by the head-master.

Softly, Huntley! I dont know that I can allow this wholesale changing of places and functions.

Oh yes, you can, sir, said Harry, with a bright look. If I committed any unworthy act, I should be degraded from the seniorship, and another appointed. The same thing can be done now, without the degradation.

He deserves a recompense, said Mr. Huntley to the master. But this will be no recompense; it is Channings due. He will make you a better senior than Harry, Mr. Pye. And now, added Mr. Huntley, improving upon the whole, there will be no necessity to separate the seniorship from the Oxford exhibition.

It was rather a free and easy mode of dealing with the masters privileges, and Mr. Pye relaxed into a smile. In good truth, his sense of justice had been inwardly burning since the communication made by Lady Augusta. Tom, putting aside a little outburst or two of passion, had behaved admirably throughout the whole season of opprobrium; there was no denying it. And Mr. Pye felt that he had done so.

Will you do your duty as senior, Channing? unnecessarily asked the master.

I will try, sir.

Take your place, then.

Mr. Huntley was the first to shake his hand when he was in it. I told you to bear up bravely, my boy! I told you better days might be in store. Continue to do your duty in single-hearted honesty, under God, as I truly believe you are ever seeking to do it, and you may well leave things in His hands. God bless you, Tom!

Tom was a little overcome. But Mr. Bywater made a divertisement. He seized the roll, with which it was no business of his to meddle, and carried it to Mr. Pye. The names have to be altered, sir. In return for which Mr. Pye sternly motioned him to his seat, and Bywater favoured the school with a few winks as he lazily obeyed.

Who could possibly have suspected Roland Yorke! exclaimed the master, talking in an undertone with Mr. Huntley.

Nay, if we are to compare merits, he was a far more likely subject for suspicion than Arthur, was Mr. Huntleys reply.

He was, taking them comparatively. What I meant to imply was, that one could not have suspected that Roland, knowing himself guilty, would suffer another to lie under the stigma. Roland has his good points  if that may be said of one who helps himself to bank-notes, concluded the master.

Ay, he is not all bad. Witness sending back the money to Galloway; witness his persistent championship of Arthur; and going away partly to clear him, as he no doubt has done! I was as sure from the first that Arthur Channing was not guilty, as that the sun shines in the heavens.

Did you suspect Roland?

No. I had a peculiar theory of my own upon the matter, said Mr. Huntley, smiling, and apparently examining closely the grain of the masters desk. A theory, however, which has proved to be worthless; as so many theories which obtain favour in this world often are. But I will no longer detain you, Mr. Pye. You must have had enough hindrance from your legitimate business for one morning.

The hindrance is not at an end yet, was the masters reply, as he shook hands with Mr. Huntley. I cannot think what has possessed the school lately: we are always having some unpleasant business or other to upset it.

Mr. Huntley went out, nodding cordially to Tom as he passed his desk; and the master turned his eyes and his attention on Gerald Yorke.

Lady Augusta had hastened from the college school as impetuously as she had entered it. Her errand now was to the Channings. She was eager to show them her grieved astonishment, her vexation  to make herself the amende for Roland, so far as she could do so. She found both Mr. and Mrs. Channing at home. The former had purposed being in Guild Street early that morning; but so many visitors had flocked in to offer their congratulations that he had hitherto been unable to get away. Constance also was at home. Lady Augusta had insisted upon it that she should not come to the children on that, the first day after her father and mothers return. They were alone when Lady Augusta entered.

Lady Augustas first movement was to fling herself into a chair and burst into tears. What am I to say to you? she exclaimed. What apology can I urge for my unhappy boy?

Nay, dear Lady Augusta, do not let it thus distress you, said Mr. Channing. You are no more to be held responsible for what Roland has done, than we were for Arthur, when he was thought guilty.

Oh, I dont know, she sobbed. Perhaps, if I had been more strict with him always, he would never have done it. I wish I had made a point of giving them a whipping every night, all round, from the time they were two years old! she continued, emphatically. Would that have made my children turn out better, do you think?

Mrs. Channing could not forbear a smile. It is not exactly strictness that answers with children, Lady Augusta.

Goodness me! I dont know what does answer with them, then! I have been indulgent enough to mine, as every one else knows; and see how they are turning out! Roland to go and take a bank-note! And, as if that were not bad enough, to let the odium rest upon Arthur! You will never forgive him! I am certain that you never can or will forgive him! And you and all the town will visit it upon me!

When Lady Augusta fell into this tearful humour of complaint, it was better to let it run its course; as Mr. and Mrs. Channing knew by past experience. They both soothed her; telling her that no irreparable wrong had been done to Arthur; nothing but what would be now made right.

It all turns contrary together! exclaimed my lady, drying up her tears over the first grievance, and beginning upon another. I suppose, Constance, you and William Yorke will be making it up now.

Constances self-conscious smile, and her drooping eyelids might have told, without words, that that was already done.

And the next thing, of course, will be your getting married! continued Lady Augusta. When is it to be? I suppose you have been settling the time.

The question was a direct and pointed one, and Lady Augusta waited for an answer. Mrs. Channing came to the relief of Constance.

It would have been very soon indeed, Lady Augusta, but for this dreadful uncertainty about Charles. In any case, it will not be delayed beyond early spring.

Oh, to be sure! I knew that! Everything goes contrary and cross for me! What am I to do for a governess? I might pay a thousand a year and not find another like Constance. They are beginning to improve under you: they are growing more dutiful girls to me; and now it will all be undone again, and theyll just be ruined!

Constance looked up with her pretty timid blush. William and I have been thinking, Lady Augusta, that, if you approved of it, they had better come for a few months to Hazledon House. I should then have them constantly under my own eye, and I think I could effect some good. We used to speak of this in the summer; and last night we spoke of it again.

Lady Augusta flew into an ecstasy as great as her late grief had been. Oh, it would be delightful! she exclaimed. Such a relief to me! and I know it would be the making of them. I shall thank you and William for ever, Constance; and I dont care what I pay you. Id go without shoes to pay you liberally.

Constance laughed. As to payment, she said, I shall have nothing to do with that, on my own score, when once I am at Hazledon. Those things will lie in Williams department, not in mine. I question if he will allow you to pay him anything, Lady Augusta. We did not think of it in that light, but in the hope that it might benefit Caroline and Fanny.

Lady Augusta turned impulsively to Mrs. Channing. What good children God has given you!

Tears rushed into Mrs. Channings eyes; she felt the remark in all its grateful truth. She was spared a reply; she did not like to contrast them with Lady Augustas, ever so tacitly, and say they were indeed good; for Sarah entered, and said another visitor was waiting in the drawing-room.

As Mr. Channing withdrew, Lady Augusta rose to depart. She took Mrs. Channings hand. How dreadful for you to come home and find one of your children gone! she uttered. How can you bear it and be calm!

Emotion rose then, and Mrs. Channing battled to keep it down. The same God who gave me my children, has taught me how to bear, she presently said. For the moment, yesterday, I really was overwhelmed; but it passed away after a few hours struggle. When I left home, I humbly committed my child to Gods good care, in perfect trust; and I feel, that whether dead or alive, that care is still over him.

I wish to goodness one could learn to feel as you do! uttered Lady Augusta. Troubles dont seem to touch you and Mr. Channing; you rise superior to them: but they turn me inside out. And now I must go! And I wish Roland had never been born before he had behaved so! You must try to forgive him, Mrs. Channing: you must promise to try and welcome him, should he ever come back again!

Oh yes, Mrs. Channing answered, with a bright smile. The one will be as easy as the other has been. He is already forgiven, Lady Augusta.

I have done what I could in it. I have been to the college school, and told them all, and Tom is put into his place as senior. Its true, indeed! and I hope every boy will be flogged for putting upon him; Gerald and Tod amongst the rest. And now, good-bye.

Sarah was holding the street door open for Lady Augusta. Lady Augusta, who generally gave a word of gossip to every one, even as Roland, had her head turned towards the girl as she passed out of it, and thereby nearly fell over a boy who at the moment was seeking to enter, being led by a woman, as if he had no strength to walk alone. A tall, thin, white-faced boy, with great eyes and little hair, and a red handkerchief tied over his head, to hide the deficiency; but a beautiful boy in spite of all, for he bore a strange resemblance to Charles Channing.

Was it Charles? Or was it his shadow? My lady turned again to the hall, startling the house with her cries, that Charleys ghost had come, and bringing forth its inmates in consternation.






CHAPTER LVIII.  BYWATERS DANCE.

Not Charleys shadow  not Charleys ghost  but Charley himself, in real flesh and blood. One knew him, if the rest did not; and that was Judith. She seized upon him with sobs and cries, and sat down on the hall bench and hugged him to her. But Charley had seen some one else, and he slipped from Judith to the arms that were held out to shelter him, his warm tears breaking forth. Mamma! mamma!

Mrs. Channings tears fell fast as she received him. She strained him to her bosom, and held him there; and they had to hold her, for her emotion was great. It is of no use endeavouring to describe this sort of meeting. When the loved who have been thought dead, are restored to life, all description must fall short of reality, if it does not utterly fail. Charley, whom they had mourned as lost, was with them again: traces of sickness, of suffering were in his face, in his attenuated form; but still he was in life. You must imagine what it was. Mr. and Mrs. Channing, Lady Augusta, Constance, the servants, and the Bishop of Helstonleigh: for no less a personage than that distinguished prelate had been the visitor to Mr. Channing, come to congratulate him on his cure and his return.

The woman who had accompanied Charley stood apart  a hard-featured woman, in a clean cotton gown, and clean brown apron, whose face proclaimed that she lived much in the open air. Perhaps she lived so much in it as to disdain bonnets, for she wore none  a red cotton handkerchief, fellow to the one on Charleys head, being pinned over her white calico cap.

Many unexpected meetings take place in this life. A casual acquaintance whom we have met years ago, but whom we never expected to see again, may come across our path to-morrow. You, my reader, did not, I am sure, expect to meet that woman again, whom you saw hanging up linen in a boat, as it glided beneath the old cathedral walls, under the noses of Bywater and a few more of his tribe, the morning they were throwing away those unlucky keys, which they fondly thought were never to be fished up again. But here is that very woman before you now, come to pay these pages as unexpected a visit as the keys paid to the college boys. Not more unlooked for, and not more strange than some of our meetings in actual life.

Mamma, I have been ill; I have been nearly dying; and she has nursed me through it, and been kind to me.

Mrs. Channing leaned forward and grasped the womans hand, gratitude shining in her wet eyes. Mr. Channing and Judith had a fight which should grasp the other. Lady Augusta laid hold of her behind, Sarah assailed her in front. There appeared to be no room left for Constance and the Bishop, or they might have assisted at the demonstration  as the French say.

It was soon explained. That same barge had been passing down stream again that night, when Charley fell into the water. The man heard the splash, called to his horse to stop, leaped overboard, and saved him. A poor little boy, with a wound in his head, quite senseless, it proved to be, when they had him on board and laid him on the bench for inspection. Meanwhile the docile horse went on of its own accord, and before the knotty question was decided as to whether the man should bring-to, and get him on shore, and try and discover to whom he belonged, the barge was clear of the town, for the current was strong. It had been nearly clear of it when it passed the cathedral wall, and the splash occurred. The man thought it as well that it was so; his voyage, this journey, was being made against time, and he dared not linger. Had the boat-house keepers mother not put her head under the bed-clothes and kept it there, she might possibly have heard sounds of the rescue.

So they kept Charley on board. He had evidently struck his head against something which had caused the wound, and stunned him. It may have been, it is just possible that it may have been, against the projecting wall of the boat-house, as he turned the corner in his fright and hurry. If so, that, no doubt, caused his fall and his stumble into the water. The woman  she had children of her own: that great girl whom you saw scraping potatoes was one, and she had two others still younger  washed the wound, and tried to bring Charley round. But she could not awaken him to full consciousness. His mind appeared to be wandering, and ere another day had passed he was in strong delirium. Whether it was the blow, or the terrible fright which had preceded it, or  and this was most probable  both combined, Charles Channing was attacked with brain fever. The woman nursed him through it; she applied her own simple remedies. She cut off his hair, and kept wet linen constantly to his head; and hot bricks, wrapped round with wet steaming flannels, to his feet; and she gave him a certain herb tea to drink, which, in her firm belief and experience, had never yet failed to subdue fever. Perhaps Charley did as well without a doctor as he would have done with one. By the time they reached their destination the malady was subsiding; but the young patient was so prostrated and weak that all he could do was to lie quite still, scarcely opening his eyes, scarcely moving his hands.

When he became able to talk, they were beginning to move up stream again, as the woman called it. Charley told her all about himself, about his home, his dear mamma and Judith, his papas ill-health, and hopes of restoration, his college schoolboy life. It was delicious to lie there in the languor of returning health, and talk of these things. The kindly woman won his love and confidence; but when she asked him how he came to fall into the river, he could never remember. In the social atmosphere of companionship, in the bright sunlight, Charley could look back on the ghost in the cloisters, and draw his own deductions. His good sense told him it was no ghost; that it was all a trick of Bywaters and others of the college boys. The womans opinion was, that if they did do such a thing to frighten him, they ought to be whipped; but she was inclined to view it as a delusion of Charleys imagination, a relic left by the fever.

Your folksll be fine and pleased to see you again, dear, she would say to him. My masterll moor the barge to the side when we gets to the place, and Ill take ye home to um.

How Charley longed for it, he alone could tell; pleasant as it was, now he was better, to lie on deck, on a rude bed made of sacks, and glide peacefully along on the calm river, between the green banks, the blue sky above, the warm sun shining on him. Had Charley been placed on that barge in health, he would have thought it the nastiest place he had ever seen  confined, dirty, monotonous. But waking to it from fever, when he did not care where he lay, so that he could only lie, he grew reconciled to it. Indeed, Charley began to like the boat; but he was none the less eager for the day that would see him leave it.

That day came at last. The barge was brought-to; and here you see Charley and his protector. Charleys clothes looked a mile too small for him, he had so grown in his illness; and Charley was minus a cap, and the handkerchief did duty for one. But it was Charley, in spite of all; and I say that you must imagine the meeting. You must imagine their heartfelt thanks to the woman, and their more substantial recompense.

Charley, darling, if you could only have written to us, what dreadful distress you would have saved! exclaimed Constance.

He write, miss! interposed the woman. He couldnt have writ to save his life! And we was a-moving up stream again before he was well enough to tell us anything about himself. My husband might have writ a word else; I aint no hand at a pen myself. We have got quite used to the little gentleman, and shall miss him now.

Constance, tell her. Is it not true about the ghost? I am sure you must have heard of it from the boys. She thinks I dreamt it, she says.

Judith broke out volubly before Constance could answer, testifying that it was true, and relating the ill-doings of the boys that night rather more at length than she need have done. She and the woman appeared to be in perfect accord as to the punishment merited by those gentlemen.

The bishop leaned over Charley. You hear what a foolish trick it was, he said. Were I you, I would be upon good terms with such ghosts in future. There are no other sorts of ghosts, my boy.

I know there are not, answered Charles. Indeed, my lord, I do know there are not, he repeated more earnestly. And I knew it then; only, somehow I got frightened. I will try and learn to be as brave in the dark as in the light.

Thats my sensible boy! said the bishop. For my part, Charley, I rather like being in the dark. God seems all the nearer to me.

The woman was preparing to leave, declining all offers that she should rest and take refreshment. Our turn both down and up was hurried this time, she explained, and I mayna keep the barge and my master a-waiting. Ill make bold, when we are past the town again, to step ashore, and see how the young gentleman gets on.

Charley clung to her. You shall not go till you promise to stay a whole day with us! he cried. And you must bring the children for mamma to see. She will be glad to see them.

The woman laughed. A whole day! a whole days pleasure was na for the likes of them, she answered; but shed try and spare a bit longer to stop than she could spare now.

With many kisses to Charles, with many hand-shakes from all, she took her departure. The Bishop of Helstonleigh, high and dignified prelate that he was, and she a poor, hard-working barge-woman, took her hand into his, and shook it as heartily as the rest. Mr. Channing went out with her. He was going to say a word of gratitude to the man. The bishop also went out, but he turned the other way.

As he was entering Close Street, the bishop encountered Arthur. The latter raised his hat and was passing onwards, but the bishop arrested him.

Channing, I have just heard some news from your father. You are at length cleared from that charge. You have been innocent all this time.

Arthurs lips parted with a smile. Your lordship may be sure that I am thankful to be cleared at last. Though I am sorry that it should be at the expense of my friend Yorke.

Knowing yourself innocent, you might have proclaimed it more decisively. What could have been your motive for not doing so?

The ingenuous flush flew into Arthurs cheek. The truth is, my lord, I suspected some one else. Not Roland Yorke, he pointedly added. But  it was one against whom I should have been sorry to bring a charge. And so  and so  I went on bearing the blame.

Well, Channing, I must say, and I shall say to others, that you have behaved admirably; showing a true Christian spirit. Mr. Channing may well be happy in his children. What will you give me, added the bishop, releasing Arthurs hand, which he had taken, and relapsing into his free, pleasant manner, for some news that I can impart to you?

Arthur wondered much. What news could the bishop have to impart which concerned him?

The little lost wanderer has come home.

Not Charles! uttered Arthur, startled to emotion. Charles! and not dead?

Not dead, certainly, smiled the bishop, considering that he can talk and walk. He will want some nursing, though. Good-bye, Channing. This, take it for all in all, must be a day of congratulation for you and yours.

To leap into Mr. Galloways with the tidings, to make but a few bounds thence home, did not take many minutes for Arthur. He found Charles in danger of being kissed to death  Mrs. Channing, Lady Augusta, Constance, and Judith, each taking her turn. I fear Arthur only made another.

Why, Charley, you have grown out of your clothes! he exclaimed. How thin and white you are!

The remarks did not please Judith. Thin and white! she resentfully repeated. Did you expect him to come home as red and fat as a turkey-cock, and him just brought to the edge of the grave with brain fever? One would think, Master Arthur, that youd rejoice to see him, if he had come back a skeleton, when it seemed too likely youd never see him at all. And what if he have outgrown his clothes? They can be let out, or replaced with new ones. I have hands, and theres tailors in the place, I hope.

The more delighted felt Judith, the more ready was she to take up remarks and convert them into grievances. Arthur knew her, and only laughed. A day of rejoicing, indeed, as the bishop had said. A day of praise to God.

Charley had been whispering to his mother. He wanted to go to the college schoolroom and surprise it. He was longing for a sight of his old companions. That happy moment had been pictured in his thoughts fifty times, as he lay in the boat; it was almost as much desired as the return home. Charley bore no malice, and he was prepared to laugh with them at the ghost.

You do not appear strong enough to walk even so far as that, said Mrs. Channing.

Dear mamma, let me go! I could walk it, for that, if it were twice as far.

Yes, let him go, interposed Arthur, divining the feeling. I will help him along.

Charleys trencher  the very trencher found on the banks  was brought forth, and he started with Arthur.

Mind you bring him back safe this time! called out Judy in a tone of command, as she stood at the door to watch them along the Boundaries.

Arthur, said the boy, were they punished for playing me that ghost trick?

They have not been punished yet; they are to be. The master waited to see how things would turn out.

You may remember that Diggs, the boat-house keeper, when he took news of Charless supposed fate to the college school, entered it just in time to interrupt an important ceremony, which was about to be performed on the back of Pierce senior. In like manner  and the coincidence was somewhat remarkable  Charles himself now entered it, when that same ceremony was just brought to a conclusion, only that the back, instead of being Pierce seniors, was Gerald Yorkes. Terrible disgrace for a senior! and Gerald wished Bywaters surplice had been at the bottom of the river before he had meddled with it. He had not done it purposely. He had fallen in the vestry, ink-bottle in hand, which had broken and spilt its contents over the surplice. In an unlucky moment, Gerald had determined to deny all knowledge of the accident, never supposing it would be brought home to him.

Sullen, angry, and resentful, he was taking his seat again, and the head-master, rather red and hot with exertion, was locking up the great birch, when the door was opened, and Arthur Channing made his appearance; a boy, carrying the college cap, with him.

The school were struck dumb. The head-master paused, birch in hand. But that he was taller and thinner, and that the bright colour and auburn curls were gone, they would have said at once it was Charley Channing.

The master let fall the birch and the lid of his desk. Channing! he uttered, as the child walked up to him. Is it really you? What has become of you all this time? Where have you been?

I have been a long way in a barge, sir. The barge-man saved me. And I have had brain fever.

He looked round for Tom; and Tom, in the wild exuberance of his delight, took Charley in his arms, and tears dropped from his eyes as he kissed him as warmly as Judith could have done. And then brave Tom could have eaten himself up, in mortification at having been so demonstrative in sight of the college school.

But the school were not in the humour to be fastidious just then. Some of them felt more inward relief at sight of Charles than they cared to tell; they had never experienced anything like it in their lives, and probably never would again. In the midst of the murmur of heartfelt delight that was arising, a most startling interruption occurred from Mr. Bywater. That gentleman sprang from his desk to the middle of the room, turned a somersault, and began dancing a hornpipe on his head.

Bywater! uttered the astounded master. Are you mad?

Bywater finished his dance, and then brought himself to his feet.

I am so glad he has turned up all right, sir. I forgot you were in school.

I should think you did, significantly returned the master. But Charles interrupted him.

You will not punish them, sir, now I have come back safe? he pleaded.

But they deserve punishment, said the master.

I know they have been sorry; Arthur says they have, urged Charley. Please do not punish them now, sir; it is so pleasant to be back again!

Will you promise never to be frightened at their foolish tricks again? said the master. Not that there is much danger of their playing you any: this has been too severe a lesson. I am surprised that a boy of your age, Charles, could allow himself to be alarmed by ghosts. You do not suppose there are such things, surely?

No, sir; but somehow, that night I got too frightened to think. You will forgive them, sir, wont you?

Yes! There! Go and shake hands with them, said Mr. Pye, relaxing his dignity. It is worth something, Charley, to see you here again.

The school seemed to think so; and I wish you had heard the shout that went up from it  the real, true, if somewhat noisy delight, that greeted Charles. Charley, well never dress up a ghost again! Well never frighten you in any way! they cried, pressing affectionately round him. Only forgive us!

Why are you sitting in the seniors place, Tom? asked Arthur.

Because it is his own, said Harry Huntley, with a smile of satisfaction. Lady Augusta came in and set things right for you, and Tom is made senior at last. Hurrah! Arthur cleared, Tom senior, Charley back, and Gerald flogged! Hurrah!

Hurrah! If Pye were worth a dump, hed give us a holiday! echoed bold Bywater.






CHAPTER LIX.  READY.

The glorious surprise of Charleys safety greeted Hamish on his return home to dinner. In fact, he was just in time, having come in somewhat before one oclock, to witness Charleys arrival from the college schoolroom, escorted by the whole tribe, from the first to the last. Even Gerald Yorke made one, as did Mr. William Simms. Gerald, the smart over, thought it best to put a light, careless face upon his punishment, disgraceful though it was considered to be for a senior. To give Gerald his due, his own share in the days exploits faded into insignificance, compared with the shock of mortification which shook him, when he heard the avowal of his mother, respecting Roland. He and Tod had been the most eager of all the school to cast Arthurs guilt in Tom Channings cheek; they had proclaimed it as particularly objectionable to their feelings that the robbery should have taken place in an office where their brother was a pupil; and now they found that Toms brother had been innocent, and their own brother guilty! It was well that Geralds brow should burn. But shed no cause to come here and blurt it out to the lot, right in ones face! soliloquized Gerald, alluding to Lady Augusta. Theyd have heard it soon enough, without that.

Mr. William Simms, I have said, also attended Charles. Mr. William was hoping that the return of Charley would put him upon a better footing with the school. He need not have hoped it: his offence had been one that the college boys never forgave. Whether Charley returned dead or alive, or had never returned at all, Simms would always remain a sneak in their estimation. Sneak Simms, he had been called since the occurrence: and he had come to the resolution, in his own mind, of writing word home to his friends that the studies in Helstonleigh college school were too much for him, and asking to be removed to a private one. I think he would have to do so still.

Hamish lifted Charley to him with an eager, fond movement. A weight was taken from his mind. Although really irresponsible for the disappearance of Charles, he had always felt that his father and mother might inwardly attach some blame to him  might think him to have been wanting in care. Now, all was sunshine.

Dinner over, Mr. Channing walked with Hamish to the office. They were some time in getting there. Every other person they met, stopped Mr. Channing to congratulate him. It seemed that the congratulations were never to end. It was not only Mr. Channings renewed health that people had to speak of. Helstonleigh, from one end to the other, was ringing with the news of Arthurs innocence; and Charleys return was getting wind.

They reached Guild Street at last. Mr. Channing entered and shook hands with his clerks, and then took his own place in his private room. Where are we to put you, now, Hamish? he said, looking at his son with a smile. Theres no room for you here. You will not like to take your place with the clerks again.

Perhaps I had better follow Roland Yorkes plan, and emigrate, replied Hamish, demurely.

I wish Mr. Huntley  By the way, Hamish, it would only be a mark of courtesy if you stepped as far as Mr. Huntleys and told him of Charless return, broke off Mr. Channing; the idea occurring to him with Mr. Huntleys name. None have shown more sympathy than he, and he will be rejoiced to hear that the child is safe.

Ill go at once, said Hamish. Nothing loth was he, on his own part, to pay a visit to Mr. Huntleys.

Hamish overtook Mr. Huntley close to his own home. He was returning from the town. Had he been home earlier, he would have heard the news from Harry. But Harry had now had his dinner and was gone again. He did not dine at the later hour.

I have brought you some news, sir, said Hamish, as they entered together.

News again! It cannot be very great, by the side of what we were favoured with last night from Mr. Roland, was the remark of Mr. Huntley.

But indeed it is. Greater news even than that. We have found Charley, Mr. Huntley.

Mr. Huntley sprang from the chair he was taking. Found Charley! Have you really? Where has he  Hamish, I see by your countenance that the tidings are good. He must be alive.

He is alive and well. At least, well, comparatively speaking. A barge was passing down the river at the time he fell in, and the man leaped overboard and saved him. Charley has been in the barge ever since, and has had brain fever.

And how did he come home? wondered Mr. Huntley, when he had sufficiently digested the news.

The barge brought him back. It is on its way up again. Charley arrived under escort of the barge-woman, a red handkerchief on his head in lieu of his trencher, which, you know, he lost that night, added Hamish, laughing. Lady Augusta, who was going out of the house as he entered, was frightened into the belief that it was his ghost, and startled them all with her cries to that effect, including the bishop, who was with my father in the drawing-room.

Hamish, it is like a romance! said Mr. Huntley.

Very nearly, taking one circumstance with another. My fathers return, cured; Rolands letter; and now Charleys resuscitation. Their all happening together renders it the more remarkable. Poor Charley does look as much like a ghost as anything, and his curls are gone. They had to cut his hair close in the fever.

Mr. Huntley paused. Do you know, Hamish, he presently said, I begin to think we were all a set of wiseacres. We might have thought of a barge.

If we had thought of a barge, we should never have thought the barge would carry him off, objected Hamish. However, we have him back now, and I thank God. I always said he would turn up, you know.

I must come and see him, said Mr. Huntley. I was at the college school this morning, therefore close to your house, but I did not call. I thought your father would have enough callers, without me.

Hamish laughed. He has had a great many. The house, I understand, has been like a fair. He is in Guild Street this afternoon. It looks like the happy old times, to see him at his post again.

What are you going to do, now your place is usurped? asked Mr. Huntley. Subside into a clerk again, and discharge the one who was taken on in your stead, when you were promoted?

Thats the question  what is to be done with me? returned Hamish, in his joking manner. I have been telling my father that I had perhaps better pay Port Natal a visit, and join Roland Yorke.

I told your father once, that when this time came, I would help you to a post.

I am aware you did, sir. But you told me afterwards that you had altered your intention  I was not eligible for it.

Believing you were the culprit at Galloways.

Hamish raised his eyebrows. The extraordinary part of that, sir, is, how you could have imagined such a thing of me.

Hamish, I shall always think so myself in future. But I have this justification  that I was not alone in the belief. Some of your family, who might be supposed to know you better than I, entertained the same opinion.

Yes; Constance and Arthur. But are you sure, sir, that it was not their conduct that first induced you to suspect me?

Right, lad. Their conduct  I should rather say their manner  was inexplicably mysterious, and it induced me to ferret out its cause. That they were screening some one, was evident, and I could only come to the conclusion that it was you. But, Master Hamish, there were circumstances on your own part which tended to strengthen the belief, added Mr. Huntley, his tone becoming lighter. Whence sprang that money wherewith you satisfied some of your troublesome creditors, just at that same time?

Once more, as when it was alluded to before, a red flush dyed the face of Hamish. Certainly, it could not be a flush of guilt, while that ingenuous smile hovered on his lips. But Hamish seemed attacked with sudden shyness. Your refusal to satisfy me on this point, when we previously spoke of it, tended to confirm my suspicions, continued Mr. Huntley. I think you might make a confidant of me, Hamish. That money could not have dropped from the clouds; and I am sure you possessed no funds of your own just then.

But neither did I steal it. Mr. Huntley  raising his eyes to that gentlemans face how closely you must have watched me and my affairs!

Mr. Huntley drew in his lips. Perhaps I had my own motives for doing so, young sir.

I earned the money, said Hamish, who probably penetrated into Mr. Huntleys motives; at any rate, he hoped he did so. I earned it fairly and honourably, by my own private and special industry.

Mr. Huntley opened his eyes. Private and special industry! Have you turned shoemaker?

Not shoemaker, laughed Hamish. Book-maker. The truth is, Mr. Huntley  But will you promise to keep my secret?

Ay. Honour bright.

I dont want it to be known just yet. The truth is, I have been doing some literary work. Martin Pope gave me an introduction to one of the London editors, and I sent him some papers. They were approved of and inserted: but for the first I received no pay. I threatened to strike, and then payment was promised. The first instalment, I chiefly used to arrest my debts; the second and third to liquidate them. Thats where the money came from.

Mr. Huntley stared at Hamish as if he could scarcely take in the news. It was, however, only the simple truth. When Martin Pope paid a visit to Hamish, one summer night, frightening Hamish and Arthur, who dreaded it might be a less inoffensive visitor; frightening Constance, for that matter, for she heard more of their dread than was expedient; his errand was to tell Hamish that in future he was to be paid for his papers: payment was to commence forthwith. You may remember the evening, though it is long ago. You may also remember Martin Popes coming hurriedly into the office in Guild Street, telling Hamish some one was starting by the train; when both hastened to the station, leaving Arthur in wonder. That was the very London editor himself. He had been into the country, and was taking Helstonleigh on his way back to town; had stayed in it a day or two for the purpose of seeing Martin Pope, who was an old friend, and of being introduced to Hamish Channing. That shy feeling of reticence, which is the characteristic of most persons whose genius is worth anything, had induced Hamish to bury all this in silence.

But when have you found time to write? exclaimed Mr. Huntley, unable to get over his surprise. You could not find it during office hours?

Certainly not. I have written in the evening, and at night. I have been a great rake, stopping up later than I ought, at this writing.

Do they know of it at home?

Some of them know that I sit up; but they dont know what I sit up for. By way of a blind  I suppose it may be called a justifiable deceit, said Hamish, gaily I have taken care to carry the office books into my room, that their suspicions may be confined to the accounts. Judys keen eyes detected my candle burning later than she considered it ought to burn, and her rest has been disturbed with visions of my setting the house on fire. I have counselled her to keep the water-butt full, under her window, so that she may be safe from danger.

And are you earning money now?

In-one sense, I am: I am writing for it. My former papers were for the most part miscellaneous  essays, and that sort of thing; but I am about a longer work now, to be paid for on completion. When it is finished and appears, I shall startle them at home with the news, and treat them to a sight of it. When all other trades fail, sir, I can set up my tent as an author.

Mr. Huntleys feelings glowed within him. None, more than he, knew the value of silent industry  the worth of those who patiently practise it. His heart went out to Hamish. I suppose I must recommend you to Bartletts post, after all, said he, affecting to speak carelessly, his eye betraying something very different.

Is it not gone? asked Hamish.

No, it is not gone. And the appointment rests with me. How would you like it?

Nay, said Hamish, half mockingly: the question is, should I be honest enough for it?

Mr. Huntley shook his fist at him. If you ever bring that reproach up to me again, Ill  Ill  You had better keep friends with me, you know, sir, on other scores.

Hamish laughed. I should like the post very much indeed, sir.

And the house also, I suppose, you would make no objection to? nodded Mr. Huntley.

None in the world. I must work away, though, if it is ever to be furnished.

How can you tell but that some good spirit might furnish it for you? cried Mr. Huntley, quaintly.

They were interrupted before anything more was said. Ellen, who had been out with her aunt, came running in, in excitement. Oh, papa! such happy news! Charles Channing is found, and

She stopped when she saw that she had another auditor. Hamish rose to greet her. He took her hand, released it, and then returned to the fire to Mr. Huntley. Ellen stood by the table, and had grown suddenly timid.

You will soon be receiving a visit from my mother and Constance, observed Hamish, looking at her. I heard certain arrangements being discussed, in which Miss Ellen Huntleys name bore a part. We are soon to lose Constance.

Ellen blushed rosy red. Mr. Huntley was the first to speak. Yorke has come to his senses, I suppose?

Yorke and Constance between them. In a short time she is to be transplanted to Hazledon.

It is more than he deserves, emphatically declared Mr. Huntley. I suppose you will be for getting married next, Mr. Hamish, when you come into possession of that house we have been speaking of, and are your own master?

I always intended to think of it, sir, as soon as I could do so, returned saucy Hamish. And Ellen ran out of the room.

That same afternoon Arthur Channing was seated at the organ in pursuance of his duty, when a message came up from the dean. He was desired to change the selected anthem, taken from the thirty-fifth Psalm, for another: O taste, and see, how gracious the Lord is!

It was not an anthem in the cathedral collection, but one recently composed and presented to it by a private individual. It consisted of a treble solo and chorus. Why had the dean specially commanded it for that afternoon? Very rarely indeed did he change the services after they were put up. Had he had Arthur in his mind when he decided upon it? It was impossible to say. Be it as it would, the words found a strange echo in Arthurs heart, as Bywaters sweet voice rang through the cathedral. O taste, and see, how gracious the Lord is, blessed is the man that trusteth in him. O fear the Lord, ye that are his saints, for they that fear him lack nothing. The lions do lack, and suffer hunger: but they who seek the Lord shall want no manner of thing that is good. The eyes of the Lord are over the righteous: and his ears are open unto their prayers. Great are the troubles of the righteous; but the Lord delivereth him out of all. The Lord delivereth the souls of his servants: and all they that put their trust in him shall not be destitute.

Every word told upon Arthurs heart, sending it up in thankfulness to the Giver of all good.

He found the dean waiting for him in the nave, when he went down at the conclusion of the service. Dr. Gardner was with him. The dean held out his hand to Arthur.

I am very glad you are cleared, he said. You have behaved nobly.

Arthur winced. He did not like to take the faintest meed of praise that was not strictly his due. The dean might have thought he deserved less, did he know that he had been only screening Hamish; but Arthur could not avow that tale in public. He glanced at the dean with a frank smile.

You see now, sir, that I only spoke the truth when I assured you of my innocence.

I do see it, said the dean. I believed you then. And once more shaking Arthurs hand, he turned into the cloisters with Dr. Gardner.

I have already offered my congratulations, said the canon, good humouredly, nodding to Arthur. This was correct. He had waylaid Arthur as he went into college.

Arthur suffered them to go on a few steps, and then descended to the cloisters. Old Ketch was shuffling along.

Whats this Ive been a hearing, about that there drownded boy having come back? asked he of Arthur, in his usual ungracious fashion.

I dont know what you may have heard, Ketch. He has come back.

And he aint dead nor drownded?

Neither one nor the other. He is alive and well.

Ketch gave a groan of despair. And them horrid young wretchesll escape the hangman! Id ha walked ten miles to see em

Gracious, Sir John, whats that you are talking about? interrupted Bywater, as the choristers trooped up, Escaped you! so we have, for once. What an agony of disappointment it must be for you, Mr. Calcraft! Such practice for your old hands, to topple off a dozen or so of us! Besides the pay! How much do you charge a head, Calcraft?

Ketch answered by a yell.

Now, dont excite yourself, I beg, went on aggravating Bywater. We are thinking of getting up a petition to the dean, to console you for your disappointment, praying that hell allow you to wear a cap we have ordered for you! Its made of scarlet cloth, with long ears and a set of bells! Its device is a cross beam and a cord, and we wish you health to wear it out! I say, lets wish Mr. Calcraft health! Whats tripe a pound to-day, Calcraft?

The choristers, in various stages of delight, entered on their aggravating shouts, their mocking dance. When they had driven Mr. Ketch to the very verge of insanity, they decamped to the schoolroom.

I need not enlarge on the evening of thankfulness it was at Mr. Channings. Not one, but had special cause for gratitude  except, perhaps, Annabel. Mr. Channing restored to health and strength; Mrs. Channings anxiety removed; Hamish secure in his new prospects-for Mr. Huntley had made them certain; heaviness removed from the heart of Constance; the cloud lifted from Arthur; Tom on the pedestal he thought he had lost, sure also of the Oxford exhibition; Charley amongst them again! They could trace the finger of God in all; and were fond of doing it.

Soon after tea, Arthur rose. I must drop in and see Jenkins, he observed. He will have heard the items of news from twenty people, theres little doubt; but he will like me to go to him with particulars. No one in Helstonleigh has been more anxious that things should turn out happily, than poor Jenkins.

Tell him he has my best wishes for his recovery, Arthur, said Mr. Channing.

I will tell him, replied Arthur. But I fear all hope of recovery for Jenkins is past.

It was more decidedly past than even Arthur suspected when he spoke. A young woman was attending to Mrs. Jenkinss shop when Arthur passed through it. Her face was strange to him; but from a certain peculiarity in the eyes and mouth, he inferred it to be Mrs. Jenkinss sister. In point of fact, that lady, finding that her care of Jenkins and her care of the shop rather interfered with each other, had sent for her sister from the country to attend temporarily on the latter. Lydia went up to Jenkinss sick-room, and said a gentleman was waiting: and Mrs. Jenkins came down.

Oh, its you! quoth she. I hope hell be at rest now. He has been bothering his mind over you all day. My opinion is, hed never have come to this state if he had taken things easy, like sensible people.

Is he in his room? inquired Arthur.

He is in his room, and in his bed. And whats more, young Mr. Channing, hell never get out of it alive.

Then he is worse?

He has been worse this four days. And I only get him up now to have his bed made. I said to him yesterday, Jenkins, you may put on your things, and go down to the office if you like. My dear, said he, I couldnt get up, much less get down to the office; which I knew was the case, before I spoke. I wish I had had my wits about me! somewhat irascibly went on Mrs. Jenkins: I should have had his bed brought down to the parlour here, before he was so ill. I dont speak for the shop, I have somebody to attend to that; but its such a toil and a trapes up them two pair of stairs for every little thing thats wanted.

I suppose I can go up, Mrs. Jenkins?

You can go up, returned she; but mind you dont get worrying him. I wont have him worried. He worries himself, without any one else doing it gratis. If its not about one thing, its about another. Sometimes its his master and the office, how theyll get along; sometimes its me, what I shall do without him; sometimes its his old father. He dont need any outside things to put him up.

I am sorry he is so much worse, remarked Arthur.

So am I, said Mrs. Jenkins, tartly. I have been doing all I could for him from the first, and it has been like working against hope. If care could have cured him, or money could have cured him, hed be well now. I have a trifle of savings in the bank, young Mr. Channing, and I have not spared them. If they had ordered him medicine at a guinea a bottle, Id have had it for him. If they said he must have wine, or delicacies brought from the other ends of the earth, they should have been brought. Jenkins isnt good for much, in point of spirit, as all the world knows; but hes my husband, and I have strove to do my duty by him. Now, if you want to go up, you can go, added she, after an imperceptible pause. Theres a light on the stairs, and you know his room. Ill take the opportunity to give an eye to the kitchen; I dont care to leave him by himself now. Finely its going on, I know!

Mrs. Jenkins whisked down the kitchen stairs, and Arthur proceeded up. Jenkins was lying in bed, his head raised by pillows. Whatever may have been Mrs. Jenkinss faults of manner, her efficiency as a nurse and manager could not be called into question. A bright fire burnt in the well-ventilated though small room, the bed was snowy white, the apartment altogether thoroughly comfortable. But  Jenkins!

Fully occupied with his work for Mr. Galloway, it was several days since Arthur had called on Jenkins, and the change he now saw in his face struck him sharply. The skin was drawn, the eyes were unnaturally bright, the cheeks had fallen in; certainly there could not be very many hours of life left to Jenkins. A smile sat on his parched lips, and his eyelashes became moist as he looked up to Arthur, and held out his feeble hand.

I knew you would be cleared, sir! I knew that God would surely bring the right to light! I have been humbly thanking Him for you, sir, all day.

Arthurs eyes glistened also as he bent over him. You have heard it, then, Jenkins? I thought you would.

Yes, sir, I heard it this morning, when it was getting towards mid-day. I had a visit, sir, from his lordship the bishop. I had, indeed! He came up as he has done before  as kindly, and with as little ceremony, as if he had been a poor body like myself. It was he who first told me, Mr. Arthur.

I am glad he came to see you, Jenkins.

He talked so pleasantly, sir. It is a journey that we must all take, Jenkins, he said; and for my part, I think it matters little whether we take it sooner or later, so that God vouchsafes to us the grace to prepare for it. For affability, sir, it was just as if it had been a brother talking to me; but he said things different from what any poor brother of mine could have said, and they gave me comfort. Then he asked me if I had taken the Sacrament lately; and I thanked him, and said I had taken it on Sunday last; our clergyman came round to me after service. Mr. Arthur  and poor Jenkinss eyes wore an eager look of gratitude I feel sure that his lordship would have administered it to me with his own hands. I wonder whether all bishops are like him!

Arthur did not answer. Jenkins resumed, quitting the immediate topic for another.

And I hear, sir, that Mr. Channing has come home restored, and that the little boy is found. His lordship was so good as to tell me both. Oh, Mr. Arthur, how merciful God has been!

We are finding Him so, just now, fervently spoke Arthur.

And it is all right again, sir, with you and Mr. Galloway?

Quite right. I am to remain in the office. I am to be in your place, Jenkins.

Youll occupy a better position in it, sir, than I ever did. But you will not be all alone, surely?

Young Bartlett is coming to be under me. Mr. Galloway has made final arrangements to-day. We shall go on all right now.

Ay, said Jenkins, folding his thin hands upon the counterpane, and speaking as in self-commune; we must live near to God to know His mercy. It does seem almost as if I had asked a favour of any earthly person, so exactly has it been granted me! Mr. Arthur, I prayed that I might live to see you put right with Mr. Galloway and the town, and I felt as sure as I could feel, by some inward evidence which I cannot describe, but which was plain to me, that God heard me, and would grant me my wish. It seems, sir, as if I had been let live for that. I shant be long now.

While there is life there is hope, you know, Jenkins, replied Arthur, unable to say anything more cheering in the face of circumstances.

Mr. Arthur, the hope for me now is, to go, said Jenkins. I would not be restored if I could. How can I tell, sir, but I might fall away from God? If the call comes to-night, sir, it will find me ready. Oh, Mr. Arthur, if people only knew the peace of living close to God  of feeling that they are READY! Ready for the summons, let it come in the second or third watch!

Jenkins! exclaimed Arthur, as the thought struck him: I have not heard you cough once since I came in! Is your cough better!

Oh, sir, theres another blessing! Now that I have grown so weak that the cough would shatter me  tear my frame to pieces  it is gone! It is nearly a week, sir, since I coughed at all. My death-bed has been made quite pleasant for me. Except for weakness, I am free from pain, and I have all things comfortable. I am rich in abundance: my wife waits upon me night and day  she lets me want for nothing; before I can express a wish, it is done. When I think of all the favours showered down upon me, and how little I can do, or have ever done, for God, in return, I am overwhelmed with shame.

Jenkins, one would almost change places with you, to be in your frame of mind, cried Arthur, his tone impassioned.

God will send the same frame of mind to all who care to go to Him, was the reply. Sir, and now Jenkins dropped his voice, I was grieved to hear about Mr. Roland. I could not have thought it.

Ay; it was unwelcome news, for his own sake.

I never supposed but that the post-office must have been to blame. I think, Mr. Arthur, he must have done it in a dream; as one, I mean, who has not his full faculties about him. I hope the Earl of Carrick will take care of him. I hope he will live to come back a good, brave man! If he would only act less on impulse and more on principle, it would be better for him. Little Master Charles has been ill, I hear, sir? I should like to see him.

I will bring him to see you, replied Arthur.

Will you, sir? and Jenkinss face lighted up. I should like just to set eyes on him once again. But  it must be very soon, Mr. Arthur.

You think so? murmured Arthur.

I know it, sir  I feel it. I do not say it before my wife, sir, for I dont think she sees herself that I am so near the end, and it would only grieve her. It will grieve her, sir, whenever it comes, though she may not care to show people that it does. I shall see you again, I hope, Mr. Arthur?

That you shall be sure to do. I will not miss a day now, without coming in. It will do me good to see you, Jenkins; to hear you tell me, again, of your happy state of resignation.

It is better than resignation, Mr. Arthur, it is a state of hope. Not but that I shall leave some regrets behind me. My wife will be lone and comfortless, and must trust to her own exertions only. And my poor old father

If I didnt know it! If I didnt know that, on some subject or other, hed be safe to be worrying himself, or it would not be him! Id put myself into my grave at once, if I were you, Jenkins. As good do it that way, as by slow degrees.

Of course you cannot fail to recognize the voice. She entered at that unlucky moment when Jenkins was alluding to his father. He attempted a defence  an explanation.

My dear, I was not worrying. I was only telling Mr. Arthur Channing that there were some things I should regret to leave. My poor old father for one; he has looked to me, naturally, to help him a little bit in his old age, and I would rather, so far as that goes, have been spared to do it. But, neither that nor anything else can worry me now. I am content to leave all to God.

Was ever the like heard? retorted Mrs. Jenkins, Not worrying! I know. If you were not worrying, you wouldnt be talking. Isnt old Jenkins your father, and shant I take upon myself to see that he does not want? You know I shall, Jenkins. When do I ever go from my word?

My dear, I know you will do whats right, returned Jenkins, in his patient meekness: but the old man will feel it hard, my departing before him. Are you going, sir?

I must go, replied Arthur, taking one of the thin hands. I will bring Charley in to-morrow.

Jenkins pressed Arthurs hand between his. God bless you, Mr. Arthur, he fervently said. May He be your friend for ever! May He render your dying bed happy, as He has rendered mine! And Arthur turned away  never again to see Jenkins in life.

Blessed are those servants, whom the Lord when He cometh shall find watching.

As Jenkins was, that night, when the message came for him.






CHAPTER LX.  IN WHAT DOES IT LIE?

Had the clerk of the weather been favoured with an express letter containing a heavy bribe, a more lovely day could not have been secured than that one in January which witnessed the marriage of Constance Channing to the Rev. William Yorke.

The ceremony was over, and they were home again; seated at breakfast with their guests. But only a few guests were present, and they for the most part close friends: the Huntleys; Lady Augusta Yorke, and Gerald; Mr. Galloway; and the Rev. Mr. Pye, who married them. It has since become the fashion to have a superfluity of bridesmaids: I am not sure that a young lady would consider herself legally married unless she enjoyed the privilege. Constance, though not altogether a slave to fashion, followed it, not in a very extensive degree. Annabel Channing, Ellen Huntley, and Caroline and Fanny Yorke, had been the demoiselles dhonneur. Charleys auburn curls had grown again, and Charley himself was in better condition than when he arrived from his impromptu excursion. For grandeur, no one could approach Miss Huntley; her brocade silk stood on end, stiff, prim, and stately as herself. Judy, in her way, was stately too; a curiously-fine lace cap on her head, which had not been allowed to see the light since Charleys christening, with a large white satin bow in front, almost as large as the cap itself. And that was no despicable size.

The only one who did not behave with a due regard to what might be expected of him, was Hamish  grievous as it is to have to record it. It had been duly impressed upon Hamish that he was to conduct Miss Huntley in to breakfast, etiquette and society consigning that lady to his share. Mr. Hamish, however, chose to misconstrue instructions in the most deplorable manner. He left Miss Huntley, a prey to whomsoever might pick her up, and took in Miss Ellen. It might have passed, possibly, but for Annabel, who appeared as free and unconcerned that important morning as at other times.

Hamish, thats wrong! It is Miss Huntley you are to take in; not Ellen.

Hamish had grown suddenly deaf. He walked on with Ellen, leaving confusion to right itself. Arthur stepped up in the dilemma, and the tips of Miss Huntleys white-gloved fingers were laid upon his arm. It would take her some time to forgive Hamish, favourite though he was. Later on, Hamish took the opportunity of reading Miss Annabel a private lecture on the expediency of minding her own business.

Hamish was in his new post now, at the bank: thoroughly well-established. He had not yet taken up his abode in the house. It was too large, he laughingly said, for a single man.

The breakfast came to an end, as other breakfasts do; and next, Constance came down in her travelling dress. Now that the moment of parting was come, Constance in her agitation longed for it to be over. She hurriedly wished them adieu, and lifted her tearful face last to her father.

Mr. Channing laid his hands upon her. May God bless my dear child, and be her guide and refuge for ever! William Yorke, it is a treasure of great price that I have given you this day. May she be as good a wife as she has been a daughter!

Mr. Yorke, murmuring a few heartfelt words, put Constance into the carriage, and they drove away.

It will be your turn next, whispered Hamish to Ellen Huntley, who stood watching the departure from one of the windows.

What Ellen would have said  whether she would have given any other answer than that accorded by her blushing cheeks, cannot be told. The whisper had not been quite so low as Hamish thought it, and it was overheard by Mr. Huntley.

There may be two words to that bargain, Mr. Hamish.

Twenty, if you like, sir, responded Hamish, promptly, so that they be affirmative ones.

Ellen, whispered Mr. Huntley, would you have him, with all his gracelessness?

Ellen seemed ready to fall, and her eyes filled. Do not joke now, papa, was all she said.

Hamish caught her hand, and took upon himself the task of soothing her. And Mr. Huntley relapsed into a smile, and did not hinder him.

But some one else was bursting into tears: as the sounds testified. It proved to be Lady Augusta Yorke. A few tears might well be excused to Mrs. Channing, on the occasion of parting with her ever-loving, ever-dutiful child, but what could Lady Augusta have to cry about?

Lady Augusta was excessively impulsive: as you have long ago learned. The happiness of the Channing family, in their social relations to each other; the loving gentleness of Mr. and Mrs. Channing with their children; the thorough respect, affection, duty, rendered to them by the children in return  had struck her more than ever on this morning. She was contrasting the young Channings with her own boys and girls, and the contrast made her feel very depressed. Thus she was just in a condition to go off, when the parting came with Constance, and the burst took place as she watched the carriage from the door. Had any one asked Lady Augusta why she cried, she would have been puzzled to state.

Tell me! she suddenly uttered, turning and seizing Mrs. Channings hands what makes the difference between your children and mine? My children were not born bad, any more than yours were; and yet, look at the trouble they give me! In what does it lie?

I think, said Mrs. Channing, quietly, and with some hesitation  for it was not pleasant to say anything which might tacitly reflect on the Lady Augusta that the difference in most children lies in the bringing up. Children turn out well or ill, as they are trained; and in accordance with this rule they will become our blessing or our grief.

Ah, yes, that must be it, acquiesced Lady Augusta. And yet  I dont know, she rejoined, doubtingly. Do you believe that so very much lies in the training?

It does, indeed, Lady Augusta. Gods laws everywhere proclaim it. Take a rough diamond from a mine  what is it, unless you polish it, and cut it, and set it? Do you see its value, its beauty, in its original state? Look at the trees of our fields, the flowers and fruits of the earth  what are they, unless they are pruned and cared for? It is by cultivation alone that they can be brought, to perfection. And, if God so made the productions of the earth, that it is only by our constant attention and labour that they can be brought to perfection, would He, think you, have us give less care to that far more important product, our childrens minds? They may be trained to perfectness, or they may be allowed to run to waste from neglect.

Oh dear! sighed Lady Augusta. But it is a dreadful trouble, always to be worrying over children.

It is a trouble that, in a very short time after entering upon it, grows into a pleasure, said Mrs. Channing. I am sure that there is not a mother, really training her children to good, who will not bear me out in the assertion. It is a pleasure that they would not be without. Take it from them, and the most delightful occupation of their lives is gone. And think of the reward! Were there no higher end to be looked for, it would be found in the loving obedience of the children. You talk of the trouble, Lady Augusta: those who would escape trouble with their children should be careful how they train them.

I think Ill begin at once with mine, exclaimed Lady Augusta, brightening up.

A smile crossed Mrs. Channings lips, as she slightly shook her head. None knew better than she, that training, to bear its proper fruit, must be begun with a childs earliest years.

Meanwhile, the proctor was holding a conference with Mr. Channing. Presents seem to be the order of the day, he was remarking, in allusion to sundry pretty offerings which had been made to Constance. I think I may as well contribute my mite

Why, you have done it! You gave her a bracelet, you know, cried Miss Annabel. For which abrupt interruption she was forthwith consigned to a distance; and ran away, to be teased by Tom and Gerald.

I have something in my pocket which I wish to give to Arthur; which I have been intending for some time to give him, resumed Mr. Galloway, taking from his pocket what seemed to be a roll of parchment. Will you accept them, Arthur?

What, sir?

Your articles.

Oh! Mr. Galloway

No thanks, my boy. I am in your debt far deeper than I like to be! A trifling thing such as this  touching the parchment cannot wipe out the suspicion I cast upon you, the disgrace which followed it. Perhaps at some future time, I may be better able to atone for it. I hope we shall be together many years, Arthur. I have no son to succeed to my business, and it may be  But I will leave that until the future comes.

It was a valuable present gracefully offered, and Mr. Channing and Arthur so acknowledged it, passing over the more important hint in silence.

Children, said Mr. Channing, as, the festivities of the day at an end, and the guests departed, they were gathered together round their fireside, bereft of Constance what a forcible lesson of Gods mercy ought these last few months to teach us! Six months ago, there came to us news that our suit was lost; other troubles followed upon it, and things looked dark and gloomy. But I, for one, never lost my trust in God; it was not for a moment shaken; and if you are the children I and your mother have striven to bring up, you did not lose yours. Tom, turning suddenly upon him, I fear you were the only impatient one.

Tom looked contrite. I fear I was, papa.

What good did the indulgence of your hasty spirit do you?

No good, but harm, frankly confessed Tom. I hope it has helped me to some notion of patience, though, for the future, papa.

Ay, said Mr. Channing. Hope on, strive on, work on, and trust on! I believe that you made those your watchwords; as did I. And now, in an almost unprecedentedly short time, we are brought out of our troubles. While others, equally deserving, have to struggle on for years before the cloud is lifted, it has pleased God to bring us wonderfully quickly out of ours; to heap mercies and blessings, and a hopeful future upon us. I may truly say, He has brought us to great honour, and comforted us on every side.

I HAVE BEEN YOUNG, AND NOW AM OLD; AND YET SAW I NEVER THE RIGHTEOUS FORSAKEN, NOR HIS SEED BEGGING THEIR BREAD.
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CHAPTER I.

Verner Raby.

IT was the height of the London season  not now, but years ago  and a drawing-room, all sun, and light, and heat, looked out on a fashionable square in an exceedingly fashionable locality. At the extreme end of the room, away from the suns rays, a yet young and very lovely lady reclined in an easy-chair; a feverish flush was on her cheeks, but otherwise her features were white as the pillow on which they rested. The house was the residence of Mr. Verner Raby: this lady was his wife, and she was dying.

It was said of spinal complaint  of general debility  of a sort of decline: friends and doctors equally differed as to the exact malady. None hinted that care, disappointment, crushed feelings, could have anything to do with her sinking: yet it is probable they had more, by far, than all the other ailments ascribed to her. Somewhat of remorse may have been added also.

Once, when very young, she was engaged to be married to a Mr. Mair. She thought she liked him; she did like him; but one, higher in the worlds favour, came across her path. His dashing appearance dazzled her eyes, as the baron dazzled fair Imogenes, in the old song; his position dazzled her judgment; and Maria Raby would have discarded Arthur Mair for him. Her parents said No; common justice said No; but Mr. Verner exerted his powers of persuasion, and Maria yielded to her own will, and clandestinely left her fathers house to become his wife. The private union was followed by a grand marriage, solemnised openly; and the bridegroom took his wifes name with her fortune, and became Verner Raby. Very, very soon was her illusion dissolved, and she found she had thrown away the substance to grasp the shadow. Mr. Raby speedily tired of his new toy, and she lapsed into a neglected, almost a deserted wife. He lived a wild life; dissipating his fortune, dissipating hers, tinging his character, wasting his talents. Meanwhile, the despised Arthur Mair, through the unexpected death of a man younger than himself, had risen to affluence and rank, and was winning his way to the approbation of good men. He had probably forgotten Maria Raby. It is certain that his marriage had speedily followed upon her own: perhaps he wished to prove to the world that her inexcusable conduct had not told irremediably upon him. Thus, Mrs. Raby had lived for many years, bearing her wrongs in silence, and battling with her remorseful feelings. But nature gave way at last, and her health left her: a few months of resigned suffering, and the grave drew very near. She was conscious of it; more conscious this afternoon than she had yet been. Her first child, a girl, had died at its birth; several years afterwards a boy was born. She was lying now, sadly thinking of him, when her husband entered. He had come home to dress for an early dinner engagement.

How hot you look! was his remark, his eye carelessly noting the unusual hectic on her cheeks.

Things are troubling me, she answered, her breathing more laboured than common. Alfred, I want to talk to you.

Make haste, then, he replied, impatiently pulling out his watch. I have not much time to waste.

To waste! On his dying wife!

Oh yes, you have if you like, Alfred. And, if not, you must make it. Other engagements may give way to me to-day, for I think it will be my last.

Nonsense, Maria! You are nervous. Shake it off. What have you to say?

I think it will be, she repeated. At any rate, it can be but a question of a few days now; a week or two at the most. Alfred, do you believe you could ever break an oath?

Break an oath! he echoed in surprise.

You are careless as to keeping your word; promises you forget as soon as made; but an oath imposes a solemn obligation, and must be binding on the conscience. I want you to take one.

That I will not marry again, he responded, in a tone of suppressed mockery. Calm yourself: it is not my intention to do so.

Not so, she sadly uttered; that would be an obligation I have no right to lay upon you: my death will leave you free. I want you to undertake to be a good father to the child.

And you would impose such obligation by oath! cried Mr. Raby. It is scarcely necessary. Of course I shall be good to him. What is running in your head, Maria?  that I shall beat him, or turn him adrift? The boy shall go to Eton, and thence to college.

She put out her fevered hands, and clasped his, with the excitable, earnest emotion of a dying spirit.

O Alfred! when you are as near death as I am, you will know that there are other and higher interests than even the better interests of this world. If the knowledge never comes to you before, it will too surely come then. It is for those I wish you to train him.

My dear, he rejoined, the mocking tone returning to his voice, and this time it was not disguised, I will engage a curate at a yearly stipend, and he shall cram Raby with religion.

A cloud of pain passed across her brow; then she looked pleadingly up again to urge her wish.

There is no earthly interest can be compared with that: we live here for a moment, in eternity for ever. I want you to undertake that he shall be trained for it.

So far as my will is good, he is welcome to grow up an angel, observed Mr. Raby; but as to taking an oath that he shall, you must excuse me. We will leave the topic; it is one that we shall do no good at together. The boy will do well enough; what is there to hinder it! And do you get out of this desponding fit, Maria, and let me find you better when I come home at night.  

Stay! she implored. I lie here alone with all my pain and trouble; and wild thoughts intrude themselves into my mind, something like they come to us in a dream. It was a wild thought  an improbable one  the speaking to you of an oath; perhaps it was a wrong one. Will you pass your word to me, Alfred, that Raby shall be reared to good, not to evil? And you surely will hold sacred your word to the dying!

I promise you that the best shall be done for the boy in all ways, Maria, so far as I can do it,

He turned impatiently as he spoke, and left the room. She did not call again. And just then her little boy peeped in. He had been christened Raby.

You may come, dear.

Raby Verner, a child of seven, who had inherited his mothers beauty, drew towards her on tiptoe. He was too intelligent for his years, too sensitive, too thoughtful. His large and brilliant brown eyes were raised to hers with a sweet, sad expression of inquiry. Then the long, dark eyelashes fell over them, and he laid his head on her bosom, and threw up his arms lovingly to clasp her neck.

Raby, I was just thinking of you. I must tell you something.

As if he had a dread presentiment of what was coming, he did not speak, but bent his face where she could not see it, and slightly shivered.

Raby, darling, do you know that I am going to leave you  that I am going to heaven?

The child had known it some time, for he had been alive to the gossiping of the servants, but, true to his shy and sensitive nature, he had buried the knowledge and the misery within his poor little heart. True to it now, he would not give vent to his emotion, but his mother felt that he shivered from head to foot, as his clasp tightened upon her.

I read a pretty book, Raby, once. It told of the creed of some people, far, far away from our own land, who believe that when they die  if they die in Gods love  they are permitted to become ministering spirits to those whom they leave here; to hover invisibly round them, and direct their thoughts and steps away from harm. My dearest, how I should like to find this to be really the case! I would come and watch over you.

His sobs could no longer be suppressed, though he strove for it still. They broke out in a wail.

Raby, dear, you have heard that this is a world of care. All people find it so: though some more than others. When it shall fall upon you hereafter  as it is sure to do  remember God sends it only to fit you for a better land.

The child looked up, his large eyes swimming. Mamma, have you had much care?  

A great deal; more than many have. But, Raby, that care has taken me home; it has shewn me the way to get there. It will shew you. I shall be there waiting for you. Carry always with you, through life, the hope to come there, and you will be sure to come.

What more she would have said is uncertain. Probably much. The child was not like a child of seven; he was more like one of fourteen, and he understood well. It was Mr. Raby who interrupted them.

Raby! crying, sir! What for? Has your mamma been talking gloomy stuff to you, or saying that she fears that she is worse? It is not true, boy, either of it. Dry up that face of yours. Maria, you are not worse: if you were, I should see it. Run away into the nursery, sir.

The boy drew away choking, and Mr. Raby continued  

It is not judicious of you, Maria, to alarm the boy. I cannot think what has put these ideas into your head. He will be in tears for the rest of the day.

He is so sensitive, she whispered. Alfred, something seems to tell me he will be destined to sorrow. It is an impression I have always felt, but never so forcibly as now. Shield him from it where-ever you can. Oh that I could take him with me!

You are growing fanciful, answered Mr. Raby. Destined to sorrow, indeed! Is there nothing else you fancy him destined to? Whence draw you your deduction?

I do not know. But a timid, sensitive, refined nature, such as his, with its unusual gift of genius, is generally destined to what the world looks upon as adverse fate. It may be deep sorrow, or it may be an early death.

All mothers think their child a genius, interrupted Mr. Raby, in his slighting tone.

Well, if he lives, time will prove, she panted. I fear you will find my words true. When the mind is about to separate from the body, I believe it sees with unusual clearness  that it can sometimes read the future, almost with a spirit of prophecy.

I am not given to metaphysics, Maria, remarked Mr. Raby, as he again escaped from the room.



Mrs. Verner Raby died. Raby, in due course, went to Eton, and afterwards to college. A shy, proud young man: at least, his reserved manners and his refined appearance and habits gave a stranger the idea that he was proud. He kept one term at Oxford, and had returned to keep a second, when a telegraphic despatch summoned him to London. Mr. Verner Raby had died a sudden death.

When Raby went back to Oxford, it was only to take his name off the college books, for his father had eaten up all he possessed, had died in debt, and Raby must no longer be a gentleman. A rentier, the French would say, which is a much more suitable term: we have no word that answers to it. Mr. Raby, after the death of his wife, had plunged into worse expense than before; he had lived a life of boundless extravagance, and his affairs proved to be in a sad state. He had afforded Raby a home; he had educated him in accordance with his presumed rank; but he had done no more. He had given him no profession; he had squandered his mothers money, as well as his own; he had bequeathed him no means to live, or even to complete his education; he left him to struggle with the world as he best could. And that was how he fulfilled his promise to his dead wife!

Yes; Raby must struggle now with the world  fight with it for a living. How was he able to do it? His mother said he possessed genius, and he undoubtedly did  a genius for painting. He had loved the art all his life, but his father had been against his pursuing it, even as an amateur  had obstinately set his face and interposed his veto against it. Raby determined to turn to it with a will now.


CHAPTER II.

Dreams of Fame.

A GENTLEMAN stood one morning in the studio of a far-famed painter, the great Coram, as the world called him. The visitor was Sir Arthur Saxonbury, one of those warm patrons of art all too few in England. Rich, liberal, and enthusiastic, his name was a welcome sound, not only to the successful, but to the struggling artist. The painter was out; but, in a second room, seated before an easel, underneath the softened light of the green blind, was a young man, working assiduously. Sir Arthur took little notice of him at first; he supposed him to be a humble assistant, or colour-mixer of the great mans; but, upon drawing nearer, he was struck with the exceeding and rare beauty of the face that was raised to look at him. But for the remarkable intellect of the high, broad brow, and the flashing light of the luminous eye, the face, in its sweet and delicate symmetry, in its transparency of complexion, might have been taken for a womans. Sir Arthur, a passionate admirer of beauty, wherever he saw it, forgot the pictures of still life around him, and gazed at the living one: gazed until he heard the painter enter.

Who is that in the other room? inquired Sir Arthur, when greetings were over.

Ah, poor fellow, his is a sad history. A very common one, though. When did you return to England, Sir Arthur?

But last week. Lady Saxonbury is tired of France and Germany, and her health seems to get no better. I must look at your new works, Coram; I suppose you have many to shew me, finished or unfinished.

Ay. It must be three years since you were here, Sir Arthur.

Nearly.

They proceeded round the rooms, when Sir Arthurs eye once more fell on the young man.

He has genius, that young fellow, has he not? he whispered.

Very great genius.

I could have told it, returned Sir Arthur. What a countenance it is! Transformed to canvas, its beauty alone would render the painter immortal. His face seems strangely familiar to me. Where can I have seen it?

Mr. Coram had his eyes bent close to one of his paintings. He saw a speck on it which had no business there. The baronets remark remained unanswered.

I presume he is an aspirant for fame, continued Sir Arthur. Will he get on?

No, said Mr. Coram.

Sir Arthur Saxonbury looked surprised.

It is the old tale, proceeded the painter. Poverty, friendlessness, and overwhelming talent.

Talent has struggled through mountains before now, Coram, significantly observed the baronet.

Yes. But Rabys enemy lies here touching his own breast. He is inclined to consumption, and these ultra-refined natures cannot battle against bodily weakness. His sensitiveness is something marvellous. A rude blow to his feelings would do for him.

Sir Arthur had looked up at the sound of the name. What did you call him? Raby?

Raby Verner Raby is his name. The son of spendthrift Verner and Maria Raby the heiress.

Raby Verner Raby! Middle-aged though he was, years though it was ago, now, since his dream of love with Maria Raby had come to an abrupt ending, Sir Arthur Saxonbury, once Arthur Mair, positively felt his cheeks blush through his gray whiskers. He glanced eagerly at Rabys face, and memory carried him back to its spring-time, for those were her very eyes, with their sweet, melancholy expression, and those were her chiselled features.

I saw Verner Rabys death in the papers, said Sir Arthur, rousing himself, two  three years ago, it seems to me. What is the son doing here?

Raby left nothing behind him but debts. The son sold off all, and paid them, leaving himself, I believe, about half sufficient for the bare necessaries of life. So he turned to what he loved best, painting, and has been working hard ever since. He expects to make a good thing of it. I let him come here to copy, for he has no convenience at his lodgings! Poor fellow! better that he had been a painter of coach panels.

Why do you say that, Coram?

A man whose genius goes no higher than coachpainting can bear rubs and crosses. We cant. And Raby is so sanguine! Thinks he is going to be a second Claude Lorraine. He is great in landscapes.

At that moment they were interrupted by Raby. He came across the room in search of something wanted in his work, and Sir Arthur Saxonbury saw that the beauty of the face did not extend to the form. Not more than the middle height, and slender, his long arms and legs looked too long for his body. He stooped in the shoulders, he had a sensitive look of physical weakness, and his gait was uncertain and timid. Coram laid his hand on his shoulder.

This is Sir Arthur Saxonbury, of whom you have heard so much, he said.

Raby was unacquainted with the episode in his mothers early life, therefore the flush that rose to, and dyed his face, was caused only by the greeting of a stranger; with these sensitive natures, it is sure to do so, whether they be man or woman. The bright colour only served to render him more like Maria Raby, and Sir Arthur, in spite of the sore feeling her treatment had left, felt his heart warm to her son. A wish half crossed his mind that that son was his  his heir; he had no son, only daughters. Raby was astonished at the warmth of his greeting. Sir Arthur clasped and held his hand; he turned with him to inspect the painting he was engaged on. It was a self-created landscape, betraying great imaginative power and genius; but genius, as yet, only half cultivated.

You have your work cut out for you, observed Sir Arthur, who was an excellent judge of art, and its indispensable toil.

I know it, Sir Arthur. I ought to have begun the study earlier; but during my fathers lifetime the opportunity was not afforded me. It is all I have to depend on now, for with him died my wealth and my prospects.

He had great wealth once. How could he have been so reprehensible as to dissipate it all, knowing there was one to come after him? involuntarily spoke Sir Arthur.

These are thoughts that I avoid, replied Raby. He was my father.

Do you remember much of your mother?

I remember her very well indeed. She died when I was seven years old. All the good that is in me I owe to her. I have never forgotten her early lessons or her early love. I seem to see her face as plainly as I saw it then. I see it often in my dreams.

It was a face that the world does not see too often, said Sir Arthur, whose thoughts were buried in the past. Your own is like it, he added, rousing himself.

Did you know my mother, Sir Arthur?

Once: when she was Miss Raby, answered the baronet, in an indifferent tone, as he turned again to the painting. Where do you live? he suddenly asked.

I give my address here, answered the young man. Mr. Coram allows me to do so: though indeed it is never asked for. I have only a room in an obscure neighbourhood. I cannot afford anything better.

Sir Arthur Saxonbury smiled. You are not like most people, he said: they generally strive to hide their fallen fortunes: you make no secret of yours.

Raby shook his head, and a strangely painful flush rose to his face. His poverty was a sore point with him, the sense of disgrace it brought eating into his very heartstrings.

My fallen fortunes have been a worlds talk, he answered. I could not keep them secret if I would.

Have you retained your former friends? asked Sir Arthur.

Not one. Perhaps it is, in some degree, my own fault, for my entire time is given to painting. Few would care to know or recognise me now: Raby Verner Raby, the son and heir of the rich and luxurious Verner Raby, who made some noise in the London world, and Raby, the poor art-student, are two people. None have sought me since the change. Not one has addressed me with the kindness and sympathy that you have now, Sir Arthur.

I shall see you again, remarked Sir Arthur, as he shook him by the hand, and turned away to the great artist and his paintings.

In the evening, Raby returned to his home  if the garret he occupied could be called such. Coram had spoken accurately: not half sufficient for what would generally be called the bare necessaries of life, remained from the wreck of his fathers property. But it was made to suffice for his wants. It would seem that surely his clothes must take it all, and none could conjecture how he contrived to eke it out. He was often cold, often hungry, always weary; yet his hopeful spirit buoyed him up, and pictured visions of future greatness. He never for one moment doubted that he was destined to become a worlds fame: those who possess true genius are invariably conscious of it in their inmost heart: and he would repeat over and over again to himself the words he felt must some time be applied to him The great painter  the painter Raby.

He sat down that evening to his dinner-supper of bread and cheese. It tasted less dry than usual, for his thoughts were absorbed by the chief event of the day, the meeting Sir Arthur Saxonbury. He attributed, in his unconsciousness, the interest which Sir Arthur had betrayed in him, to admiration of his genius: he knew how warm a supporter of rising artists Sir Arthur was, and he deemed the introduction the very happiest circumstance that could have befallen him. Could he but have foreseen what that introduction was to bring forth!


CHAPTER III.

Maria Saxonbury.

THE golden light of the setting sun was falling on a golden room. It is scarcely wrong to call it such, for the colour prevailing in it was that of gold. Gold-coloured satin curtains and cushioned chairs, gilt cornices, mirrors in gilded frames, gilded consoles whose slabs of the richest lapis lazuli shone with costly toys, paintings in rich enclosures, and golden ornaments. Altogether the room looked a blaze of gold. The large window opened upon a wide terrace, on which rose an ornamental fountain, its glittering spray dancing in the sunlight: and beyond that terrace was a fair domain, stretched out far and wide; the domain of Sir Arthur Saxonbury.

Swinging her pretty foot to and fro, and leaning back in one of the gay chairs, was a lovely girl budding into womanhood, with bright features and a laughing eye, the youngest, the most indulged, and the vainest daughter of Sir Arthur. She was in a white lace evening dress, and wore a pearl necklace and pearl bracelets on her fair neck and arms. They had recently come home after the short London season, which had been half over when they returned from the Continent, and were as yet free from visitors. Lady Saxonbury was in ill health, and Mrs. Ashton, the eldest married daughter, was staying with them while her husband was abroad.

In a chair, a little behind Miss Saxonbury, as if conscious of the difference between them  for there was a distance  sat Raby Raby. It was said the house was free from visitors, but he was scarcely regarded as such. Sir Arthur, in the plenitude of his heart, had invited him to come and stay a couple of months at Saxonbury; the country air would renovate him; he could have the run of the picture-gallery, and copy some of its chefs doeuvre. And Raby came. Sir Arthurs early secret was safe with himself, and he could only explain that his interest in Raby Raby was but that which he would take in any rising artist. So the family, even the servants, looked upon him with a patronising eye, as one who had come to paint. Raby had accepted Sir Arthurs invitation with a glow of gratification  the far-famed Saxonbury gallery was anticipation enough for him. He forgot to think where the funds could come from to make a suitable appearance as Sir Arthur Saxonburys guest; but these the painter Coram delicately furnished. It is but a loan, said he: you can repay me with the first proceeds that your pencil shall receive.

Thus Raby went to Saxonbury. And there had he been now for half his allotted time, drinking in the wondrous beauties of the place and scenery  and other wondrous beauties which it had been as well that he had not drunk in. The elegance that surrounded him, and to which he had been latterly a stranger,  the charms of the society he was thrown amongst once again, as an equal for the time being,  the gratification of the eye and mind, and the pomp and pride of courtly life; all this was but too congenial to the exalted taste of Raby Raby, and he was in danger of forgetting the stern realities of life, to become lost in a false Elysium.

He was thrown much with Maria Saxonbury  far more than he need have been. The fault was hers. A great admirer of beauty, like her father, and possessing a high reverence for genius, the exquisite face of Raby Raby attracted her admiration as it had never yet been attracted; whilst his eager aspirations, and love for the fine arts, were perfectly consonant to her own mind. His companionship soon grew excessively pleasing, and she gave her days up to it without restraint, absorbed in the pleasure of the moment. Nothing more: of all people in the world, Maria Saxonbury was the last to think seriously of one beneath her. So, leaving consequences to take care of themselves, or be remedied by time, she dwelt only on the present. She would flit about when he was at work in the picture-gallery, she would linger by his side in the gardens, one or other of the little Ashtons generally being their companion: in short, it seemed that the object of Marias life, just now, was to be with the artist-visitor.

Even this night, when her father and sister had gone out to dinner, she had excused herself: she would stay at home with her mother, she said: but Lady Saxonbury was in her chamber, and Maria remained in the drawing-room with Mr. Raby. It is probable that Lady Saxonbury, if she thought of him at all, believed him to be painting then. Was it in remembrance of some one else that Sir Arthur had named his youngest child Maria? But they sometimes called her by her other name, Elizabeth.

Do you admire this purse? she suddenly inquired, holding out one of grass-green silk, with gold beads, tassels, and slides; a marvel of prettiness.

Raby rose and took it from her, and turned it about in his white and slender hands. Those remarkable hands! feeble to look at, elegant in structure, always restless; so strongly characteristic of genius, as well as of delicacy of constitution.

It is quite a gem, he said, in answer.

You may have it in place of your ugly one, continued Miss Saxonbury: that frightful portemonnaie, of grim leather, I saw you with, the other day. I made this for somebody else, who does not seem in a hurry to come for it; so I will give it to you.

A rush of suspicious emotion flew to his face, and her eyes fell beneath the eloquent gaze of his. How shall I thank you? was all he said. It shall be to me an everlasting remembrance.

Thats in return for the pretty sketch you gave me yesterday, she went on. One you took at Rome, and filled in from memory.

You mistake, Miss Saxonbury. I said I drew it from description. I have never been to Rome. That is a pleasure to come.

As it is for me, observed Maria. I was there once, when a little girl, but I remember nothing of it. A cross woman, half governess, half maid, who was hired to talk Italian to us, is all my recollection of the place. Last year and the year before, when we were wasting our time in Paris and at the baths of Germany, doing mamma more harm than good, I urged them to go on to Rome, but nobody listened to me. I have an idea that I shall be disappointed whenever I do go: we always are, when we expect so much.

Always, always, murmured Raby.

I long to see some of those features I am familiar with from paintings, added Miss Saxonbury. The remains of the Caesars palaces  the real grand St Peters  the beautiful Alban Hills  and all Romes other glories. I grow impatient sometimes, and tell papa there will be nothing left for me to see: that Sallusts garden will be a heap of stinging nettles  I dare say it is nothing else; and Cecilia Metellas tomb destroyed.

And thus they conversed till it grew dark, and the servants came in to light the chandeliers. Miss Saxonbury remembered her mother then, and rose to go to her, to see why she had not come down.

When Maria returned, the room was empty, and she stood in the bow of the window and looked out. It was the custom at Saxonbury House to leave the curtains of this window open on a favourable night; for the moonlight landscape, outside, was indeed fair to look upon. Mr. Raby was then walking on the terrace; his step was firm and self-possessed, his head raised: it was only in the presence of his fellow-creatures that Raby Raby was a shy and awkward man. He saw her, and approached the window.

I have been studying the Folly all this time, he said; fancying it must look like those ruined Roman temples we have been speaking of; as they must look in the light and shade of the moonlight.

Does it? she answered, laughingly. I will go and look, too.

Miss Saxonbury stepped on to the terrace, and he gave her his arm. Did she feel the violent beating of his heart, as her bracelet lay against it? They walked, in the shade cast by the house, to the railings at the end of the terrace, and there came in view of the fanciful building in question, Lady Saxonburys Folly. It rose, high and white, on the opposite hills, amidst a grove of dark trees.

I do not like the building by day, he observed; but, as it looks now, I cannot fancy anything more classically beautiful in the Eternal City, even when it was in its zenith.

It does look beautiful, she mused. And the landscape, as it lies around, is equally so: look at its different points shewing out. You have not seen many scenes more gratifying to the imaginative eye than this, Mr. Raby.

I shall never see a second Saxonbury, was the impulsive answer. Take it for all in all, I shall never see  but look at this side, he abruptly broke off, turning in the opposite direction.  

Oh, I dont care to look there. It is all dark. I only like the bright side of things.

Has it never struck you that these two aspects, the light and the dark of a moonlight night, are a type of human fortunes? While some favoured spirits bask in brightness, others must be cast, and remain, in the depths of shade.

No. I never thought about it. My life has been all brightness.

May it ever remain so! he whispered with a deep sigh: but Miss Saxonbury turned to the pleasant side again.

What a fine painting this view would make! she exclaimed. I wonder papa has never had it done. One of your favourite scenes, Mr. Raby, all poetry and moonlight, interspersed with a dash of melancholy.

Some of you artists are too fond of depicting melancholy scenes.

We depict scenes as we find them. You know the eye sees with its own hue. There may be a gangrene over the gladdest sunshine.

Artists ought to be always glad: living, as they do, amidst ideal beauties: nay, creating them.

Ideal! That was a fitting word, Miss Saxonbury. We live in the toil and drudgery of the work; others, who but see the picture when it is completed, in the ideal. When you stand and admire some favourite painting, do you ever cast a thought to the weary hours of labour which created it?

No doubt the pursuit of art has its inconveniences, but you great painters must bear within you your own recompense.

In a degree, yes, answered Raby; the expression you great painters echoing joyfully on his ear. The consciousness of possessing that rare gift, genius, is ample recompense  save in moments of despondency.

And yet you talk of melancholy and gangrene, Mr. Raby, and such like unpleasant topics!

The lives of great men are frequently marked by unhappiness, observed Raby. In saying great men, I mean men inwardly great, men of genius, of imaginative intellect. Look at some of our dead poets  at what is said of them.

I think their fault lay in looking at the dark side of things, instead of the bright, laughed Maria. Like yourself at present. You will keep turning to that gloomy point, where the scenery is all obscure, nothing bright but the great moon itself; and that shines right in your face.

They could not look otherwise than they did, he argued, his own tone sounding melancholy enough.

Well, well, I suppose it is the fate of genius, returned Maria. I was reading lately, in a French work, some account of the life of Leonardo da Vinci. He was not a happy man.

He was called Da Vinci the Unhappy. How many of his brethren might have been called so!

Were I you, I should not make up my mind to be one of them; I should be just the contrary, said Maria, gaily. Fancy goes a great way in this life. And so, she added, after a pause, you think some of the queer old temples in Italy must look like that? pointing to the Folly. How I wish I could see them!

How I wish we could see them! he murmured that we could see them together!

Perhaps he wondered whether he had said too much. She did not check him,  only turned, and began to move back towards the drawing-room, her arm within his.

We may see them together, she said, at length. You will, of necessity, visit Italy; I, of inclination, and we may meet there. I hope we shall know you in after life, Mr. Raby; but of that there will be little doubt. Everybody will know you, for you will be one of Englands famous painters.

They reached the window, and he took her hand in his, though there was no necessity, to assist her over the low step; he kept it longer than he need have done. Not for the first time, by several, had he thus clasped it in the little courtesies of life. Oh, Raby Raby! can you not see that it had been better for you to clasp some poisonous old serpent? He did not enter, but turned away.

Lady Saxonbury was in the room then, in her easy-chair, which had its back to the window. The tea was on the table, and Miss Saxonbury began to pour it out My dear, cried Lady Saxonbury, a simple-hearted, kind woman, wheres that poor painter? I daresay he would like some tea.

He was on the terrace just now, replied Maria. He must feel very dull, resumed Lady Saxonbury. I fear, child, we neglect him. Send one of the servants to ask him to come in.

The poor painter, lost in anticipations of the time when he should be a rich one, was leaning against the railings, whence he had stood and gazed abroad with Miss Saxonbury,  the purse she had given him lying in his bosom. In the last few weeks his whole existence had changed, for he had learnt to love Maria Saxonbury with a wild, passionate love. To be near her was bliss, even to agitation; to hear her speak set his frame trembling; to touch her hand sent his hearts blood thrilling through his veins. It is only these imaginative, unearthly natures, too sensitive and refined for the uses of common life, that can tell of this intense, pure, etherealised passion, which certainly partakes more of heaven than of earth. He stood there, indulging a vision of hope  a deceitful, glowing vision. He saw not himself as he was, but as he should be  the glorious painter, to whose genius the whole world would bow. Surely there was no such impassable barrier between that worshipped painter and the daughter of Sir Arthur Saxonbury!

Alas for the improbable dream he was suffering himself to nourish! alas for its fatal ending! Three or four weeks more of its sweet delusion, and then it was rudely broken. Mr. Yorke, a relative of Sir Arthurs, and the heir presumptive to a portion of his estates, arrived at Saxonbury. He had been named Arthur Mair, after Sir Arthur. Raby Verner recognised him, for they had been at Christ Church together, but he had not recalled him to his memory since, and had never known him as the relative of Sir Arthur Saxonbury. He was a tall, strong, handsome young fellow; but ere he had been two days at Saxonbury, a rumour, or suspicion, (in the agitation of Rabys feelings he hardly knew which,) reached the artist that his visit was to Maria, that she was intended for her cousins wife. The same evening, calm and lovely as the one when they had looked forth together at the Folly, the truth became clear to Raby.

They were seated in the drawing-room, all the family, when Maria stepped on to the terrace, and the artist followed her. Presently Arthur Yorke saw them pacing it together, Raby having given her his arm. Mr. Yorke drew down the corners of his lips, and stalked out.

Thank you, he said to Raby, with freezing politeness, as he authoritatively drew away Marias arm and placed it within his own, I will take charge of Miss Saxonbury if she wishes to walk.

He strode away with her, and Raby, with a drooping head and sinking heart, descended the middle steps of the terrace. He stole along under cover of its high wall  anywhere to hide himself and his outraged feelings. That action, those words of Mr. Yorkes, had but too surely betrayed his interest in Maria. He came to the end of the terrace, and found they had halted there, right above him. He was to hear worse words now, and he could not help himself.

Then you had no business to do it  you had no right to do it, Maria was saying, in a petulant tone. He was not going to eat me, if I did walk with him.

Excuse me, Maria, I am the best judge. Raby was in the position of a gentleman once, but things have changed with him.

Rubbish! retorted Miss Saxonbury. He is papas guest; and he is as good as you. A gentleman once, a gentleman always.

I am not saying he is not a gentleman. But he is no longer in the position of one.

He was born and reared one; he will always be one; quite as much as you are, persisted Maria, in her tantalising spirit Well, I dont care, then, to put my objection on that score. But it is not agreeable to me to see you walking and talking so familiarly with him.

Just say you are jealous at once, Arthur. If you think to control me, I can tell you  

Hallo, Arthur! Step here a moment.

The voice was Sir Arthur Saxonburys. Maria paused in her speech, and Mr. Yorke unwillingly retired towards the drawing-room. Raby, in the frenzy of the moment, darted up the end steps, startling her by his sudden appearance.

Miss Saxonbury! will you answer me?  Forgive me, he panted, as he laid his hand upon her arm, in his painful eagerness forgive me that I must ask the question! Has Arthur Yorke a right to take you from me, as he did but now?

Of course he has not, Mr. Raby. How can he have?

I mean  pray forgive me  the right of more than cousinship?

She was half terrified at his parted lips, his laboured breathing, his ghastly face, from which suspense took every vestige of colour, and she saw that she might not dare to tamper with him; that the kinder course, now, was to set his ambitious dream at rest Well, then, she whispered, though of course he had not the right to interfere, and it was very bad taste, and I will not submit to his whims, yet, yet  the time may come when he will be to me more than a cousin.

His hand unloosed its clasp of her arm, and Maria Saxonbury hastened towards the drawing-room. He watched her in, and then, when no human eye or ear was near, his head sunk upon the cold railings, and a low wail of anguish went forth on the quiet evening air. Too surely, though Maria Saxonbury might never know it, had the iron entered into his soul.


CHAPTER IV.

The Blow telling Home.

IN December, business took Sir Arthur Saxonbury to London. He paid a visit to the artist Coram, but he did not see Raby. His easel and chair were there, but the former had no work in its frame, and the chair was empty.

Has he abjured the art, or found another studio? inquired Sir Arthur.

The great painter shook his head. He has not abjured it. A different art  or power  is claiming him now; one to which we must all succumb  Death.  

Death! echoed Sir Arthur.  

He has gone off very rapidly; in a decline, or something of that sort. I saw him two days ago, and I did not think, then, he would last until now. I wonder I have not heard of his death.

What can be the cause of its coming on so suddenly? He was remarkably well when at Saxonbury. I saw no symptom of decline or any other illness! about him then.

Do you remember my telling you, Sir Arthur, that a blow to the feelings would kill him?

Sir Arthur considered. I think I do.

He has had it, unless I am mistaken. He got it at Saxonbury.

What do you mean? inquired the baronet.

I do not understand it,  and indeed it is no business of mine,  but when he came up from Saxonbury, he had certainly received his death-blow. A suspicion has crossed me whether your lovely daughter had anything to do with it. Pardon me, Sir Arthur, we are old friends  it is a thought only mentioned to you.

I should like to see him, said Sir Arthur. Will you go with me?

They went. Raby was still alive, but it was getting towards his last day of life. He lay panting on his humble bed, alone. A hectic flush, even then, lighted up his wasted cheek at sight of her father. Sir Arthur, inexpressibly shocked, sat down by him, and took his poor damp hand.

What can you have been doing to yourself, he asked, to get into this state?

I think it was inherent, murmured Raby. My mother died in a decline.

You have had the best advice, I hope?

Raby made a movement of dissent. A medical student, whom I know, comes in sometimes. I could not call in good advice, for I had not the means to pay for it.

Oh, my boy! uttered Sir Arthur, in a tone of anguish, as he leaned over him, why did you not let me know this? Half my purse should have been yours, for your mothers sake.

All the skill in England would not have availed me, he earnestly said. Sir Arthur, it is best as it is, for I am going to her. She has been waiting for me all these years. She told me my lot would not be a happy one. But it will soon be over now, he added, his voice growing fainter; earthly pain of all kinds has nearly passed away.

Curious thoughts were perplexing Sir Arthur Saxonbury as he quitted the scene. If a rude blow to his feelings had indeed caused Raby to sink into bodily illness, and thence to death, and that blow had been dealt by Maria Saxonbury, how very like it was to retribution for the blow Maria Raby had dealt out to him! He was a strong man, and had weathered it, but it had left more permanent traces on his heart than he had suffered the world to know. Sir Arthur lost himself in these thoughts, and then shook them off as a disagreeable and unsatisfactory theme.

On Christmas-eve he returned to Saxonbury. After dinner, his two daughters only being at table, he told them of the expected death of the artist Raby. Mrs. Ashton expressed sorrow and surprise. Maria said nothing, but her face drooped, and a burning colour overspread it. Sir Arthur looked sternly at her. Her head only drooped the lower.

It has been hinted to me that you tampered with his feelings, he said, in a severely reproachful tone. Let me tell you, Maria, that the vain habit of encouraging admiration whence it cannot legally be received, always tends to ill. No right-minded girl would condescend to it.

I thought Maria talked a great deal with young Raby, remarked Mrs. Ashton. Had he been of our own order, I should have interfered; but I knew she could not be serious. He was only a painter.

She killed him, was the significant answer of Sir Arthur. And Maria Saxonbury burst into tears.

Sir Arthur said no more. He may have thought it was the province of women to inflict such wounds, and of men to bear them. He knew not how far Rabys own impressionable nature might have been in fault, or whether Maria, in the exercise of coquetry, of vanity, had unwarrantably drawn him on. It booted not to inquire now; the past could not be undone; neither could Raby be brought back to life. One thing was indisputable, that beautiful as Maria Raby had been in the old days, beautiful was Maria Saxonbury now. It is impossible for some men to be near such beauty and not suffer from it once in their lives.

Maria, vexed and angry with herself for the outburst of feeling, had dried away her tears as hastily as they came, and was going on with her dinner with what appetite she might. Sir Arthur went on with his, glancing at her now and then between his eyelashes.

When did Mr. Raby die? asked Mrs. Ashton.

I do not know yet that he is dead, replied Sir Arthur. He was alive when I quitted London, a week ago; but it was certain he could not last long.

Did you see him, papa? continued Mrs. Ashton.

I saw him several times. I  

You seemed to be very much interested in that young man, papa, was Mrs. Ashtons interruption.

I was so, quietly replied Sir Arthur. I looked up to him as one of a superior order.

Superior! somewhat slightingly remarked Mrs. Ashton.

Yes; in my opinion. I bow to genius; I respect misfortune: Raby Raby was rich in both. Had he lived, I should have done something for him: as it is, all I could do was to render his deathbed a little more comfortable than it might otherwise have been.

Does he suffer much?

I hope not. The doubt was, that he might towards the last. I invited Mr. Janson to come down for a day or two when all was over, and bring the account of his last hours.

Who is Mr. Janson, papa?

A friend of Mr. Rabys. A young surgeon, who has been much with him in his illness; very kind and attentive to him. A gay, gentlemanly, pleasant young fellow as ever I came across, somewhat warmly added Sir Arthur.

Papa, I think you evince a great liking for young men!

Possibly I do, Louisa. The having no sons of my own may have induced it. It is not often, though, one meets with so charming a young man as Mr. Janson.

Is he a gentleman!

By birth do you mean! I never asked him the question. He is one in mind and manners, and that is sufficient for me. You were always overfastidious, Louisa.

Maria, meanwhile, said not a word. After the rebuff administered by her father, she could but shew some sense of it: though, indeed, her thoughts were too busy to admit of her joining lightly in the conversation. Heartily sorry was she to hear of the death of Raby Raby; and certain qualms of conscience were reproaching her. In the midst of all her vanity and her flirting, her laying her charms out for admiration, and her lingering interviews with Mr. Raby, she had not lost her heart to him. In point of fact, that vulnerable portion of the human frame was as yet intact in Maria Saxonbury. But she had liked him much. She had admired his beauty of face; she had reverenced his great gift, genius; she had sat most complacently to listen to his softly-breathed words, and their scarcely-disguised theme, love. It had been very reprehensible. Maria had conveniently ignored that fact at the time; but she was feeling it deeply now. Putting aside her vanity, her consciousness of beauty, her love of admiration, she was a noble-hearted girl; and she was wishing just now that she could recall Raby Raby to life, almost at the sacrifice of her own. That she had wrecked his happiness, she had had some cause to believe; but to have wrecked his life  Maria turned all over in a hot glow, and wondered whether she might yet dare to ask God to forgive her.

Why should some peoples nature be so sensitive? she somewhat peevishly asked herself. They are not fit to be in the world.

No, they are not. And many a one has had cause to know that truth besides Maria Saxonbury. She sat in her dainty dress of white, the jewels shining on her fair neck and arms  sat in her old favourite attitude, after she went into the drawingroom  leaning back in a fauteuil, her black satin slipper tapping petulantly the carpet. Not so much in petulance, possibly, as in sorrow, was that pretty foot moving. Life seemed to her particularly gloomy that evening: as if it were to have no future.

For one thing, she had been vexed by the non arrival of Arthur Yorke. He was to have spent Christmas at Saxonbury, to have been with them that day, but a letter, telling of the serious illness of his mother, had come instead. Maria liked Arthur Yorke very well; quite sufficiently well to be grieved at his non arrival, and to feel it as a disappointment. And yet she did not love him. She did not love Arthur Yorke any more than she had loved Mr. Raby. It is a capricious passion, one that will not come for the bidding; and, perhaps, the very fact of Marias having gathered hints that she was destined to be Mr. Yorkes wife, had kept the love away.

Sir Arthur Saxonbury had never said to Maria, All going well, I wish you to be the wife of Arthur Yorke. Lady Saxonbury had never said it. More than all, Mr. Yorke himself had never said it. And yet, that Maria knew such was her projected destiny, was certain. Sir Arthur Saxonbury wished it; there was not the slightest doubt that Mr. Yorke wished it; but neither of them had spoken directly to Maria. She was very young, and Sir Arthur, who would not for the world have pushed on such a project against her inclination, had desired of Mr. Yorke that he should not speak at present. Give her time to get a liking for you first, he said. And the advice was good. But the project had, in some way, oozed out, and Maria knew it as well as they did. In fact, there was a tacit understanding that she did, between herself and Mr. Yorke. She was contented to contemplate the prospect, and to believe that some time or other she should be Mrs. Yorke. At present she was pleased to shew off her caprices and her coquetries to him, as she did to others, secure in her own power.

Lady Saxonbury, a confirmed invalid, suffering under an inward complaint, reclined in a fauteuil opposite Maria. Mrs. Ashton, who had always some work in hand for one or other of her children, sat at the table between them, doing something to the lace of a little cap, and grumbling at her unconscious nursemaids for having allowed it to get torn. 

Have you heard the news about Mr. Raby, mamma? she suddenly asked.

Your papa told me, replied Lady Saxonbury. What a sad thing that consumption is! But it must have attacked Mr. Raby suddenly. He was not ill when he was here.

Very suddenly, returned Mrs. Ashton, in a marked tone, made tart for the benefit of Maria.

He never looked strong, resumed Lady Saxonbury. He had a remarkably fragile appearance. I used to say so to Maria. Who can that be?

The Who can that be? referred to the signs of an arrival. Wheels had sounded on the gravel, and the hall bell was now ringing. But no one appeared, and the occurrence passed from their minds.

The time went on to tea-time, and the tea waited on the table for Sir Arthur. Never given to take much wine, Lady Saxonbury openly wondered what could be keeping him in the dining-room.

It is possible that, tired with his journey, he may have dropped asleep, she suddenly said. Go and see, Maria.

Maria rose listlessly, and proceeded to the diningroom, speaking as she entered it:  

Papa, you dont come to tea. We have been wondering  

And there she stopped. Seated by Sir Arthur was a gentleman, a stranger to Maria. He rose as she spoke, and stood facing her, a beaming smile on his countenance. A gentlemanly-looking man, young, with a remarkably winning expression of face, and frank manners. Sir Arthur rose also.

My daughter, Mr. Janson, Miss Saxonbury.

Maria remembered the name Janson in connexion with Raby Raby; and not possessing a perfectly easy conscience on that score altogether, left the room again as quickly as she could. Sir Arthur followed her, bringing his guest to the drawing-room.

Raby had died the day following the departure of Sir Arthur Saxonbury from London. He, Sir Arthur, had paid a visit of nearly a week upon the road. Mr. Janson waited to bury his friend, and then availed himself of the invitation to Saxonbury.

Did he die hard  in much pain? inquired Lady Saxonbury, when they had been speaking of him some little time.

Quite easy in all ways, replied Mr. Janson. He appeared to think he was going to his rest.


CHAPTER V.

Rivals at Saxonbury.

A WEEK passed over; a fortnight passed over; a month passed over; and still Mr. Janson was located at Saxonbury. It may appear curious that the stranger, come down for only a day or twos visit, should remain so long, but the explanation is easy. A medical student, nearly qualified, and clever in his profession, Lady Saxonbury, who felt a liking for him the first moment she saw him, naturally confided to him her ailments. Mr. Janson took quite a new view of her case, and recommended remedies which had never been tried. It may be, that they did not do her any permanent good; indeed, he acknowledged the doubt himself; but they considerably alleviated her daily sufferings, and it rendered her unwilling to part with him. She besought him to remain with almost impassioned fervour; she pressed Sir Arthur to keep him. Mr. Janson frankly assured Lady Saxonbury that he did not require pressing; that he would remain as long as she liked, in reason. His course of studies in London was over for the present; he was about to pass some months in Paris, and pursue them there; and, whether he went a few weeks later or earlier, was of no consequence.

So he stayed on. Indispensable to Lady Saxonbury, winning every day on the esteem of Sir Arthur, rendering himself agreeable to Mrs. Ashton, and  falling in love with Maria.

It was the old story over again of Raby Raby. With one exception. There were morning meetings in the picture-gallery, and afternoon roamings in the fair grounds of Saxonbury, and evening lingerings in the deep bay-windows, gazing out on the Folly, on the lovely scenery by moonlight. Just as it had been in Rabys time. But, what Raby had not done with all his poetry and passion, had been effected by the less poetical, far less impassioned Mr. Janson  he had gained the heart of Maria Saxonbury.

Does a woman ever love a man of a timid nature? Poor Raby, with his innate refinement, his sensitive reticence, his consciousness of his present fallen fortunes, contrived to impart to Maria a knowledge of his self-conscious inferiority. Mr. Janson, whose birth was far inferior to Rabys, whose position and prospects in point of fact, were little, if any, better than Rabys fallen ones, gave to her an idea of his being superior. Not purposely: few men thought less about setting forth his own merits, or making himself appear what he was not, than Edward Janson. His frank, open words, his thoroughly easy and gentlemanly bearing, his somewhat off-hand manner to the servants, contributed to the impression. Who or what he was, Maria Saxonbury did not ask; she had never been in the habit of troubling herself with such questions where a companion was attractive: she gave herself up to the full charm of the intercourse, and  before she was aware of it, before she had cast so much as a thought to the danger, she had learnt to love Mr. Janson.

Not before he had learnt to love her. Every tone of his voice, every glance of his eye, every pressure of his hand, given in common intercourse, told of the secret. Not a word was spoken between them; not a word perhaps would be spoken; but the heart has a language of its own, unneedful of common words, and they had found the way to use it. Did either give a thought to the future? Probably not. The present happiness was all-sufficient for the present hour. Had Mr. Janson soberly set himself to contemplate that inevitable future, it would have looked unpromising enough. To imagine a union with Miss Saxonbury would have been in the highest degree preposterous: and on Miss Saxonburys part, she would have deemed it a great calamity  nay, a disgrace  to wed one so far beneath her. So the love, though it had come, was but am unsatisfactory good, take it for all in all.

And the pleasant intercourse was soon to have an ending. They were in the picture-gallery one wet day in February, Louisa and Fanny Ashton making a great noise with a ball at the other end of it. Maria sat on one of the crimson benches, and Mr. Janson stood near her. She was toying with the blue ribbons that tied her lace sleeve at the wrist, her eyes and eyelids drooping.

Why need you go so soon? she asked, in reply to a remark from him that the end of the week would see his departure.

So soon! echoed Mr. Janson. I came here for less than one week, and I have stayed more than six. I wish I could stay, he added in a lower and more impassioned tone. I wish I could stay on for ever.

You have been able to do mamma so much good, returned Maria, after a pause.

Could I have done her permanent good, I should be better satisfied, Miss Saxonbury.

Do you think, as others do, that the illness will last for years  that she may never, even, get well?

I have given my opinion to Sir Arthur, was Mr. Jansons reply, after an almost imperceptible hesitation. He could not say to Maria, Far from getting well, I fear that a very few weeks will see the ending.

It will be a marked change, my hard work in Paris after this delightful time of  of idleness, he resumed.

Maria played more abstractedly than ever with her blue ribbons. Do you go on to Paris direct, on leaving Saxonbury?

I shall stay a week on the road with my mother.

Maria lifted her eyes. Your mother? I dont think I have heard you mention her. Where does she live?

On the coast of France. One of the quiet seaport towns in direct steam communication with England. She has lived there since my father died. Being a Roman Catholic, and her income small, the place suits her.

The words somewhat surprised Maria. You are not a Roman Catholic? she said, recalling the fact that he had attended church with them on Sundays.

No, I was reared in my fathers faith. Had there been daughters, they would have been brought up in my mothers.

Your father was a soldier, I have heard you say?

A soldier and a gentleman, somewhat pointedly replied Mr. Janson. But a poor one, and one of whom promotion seemed shy. He had not so much as gained his majority when he was killed.

Why did you not go into the army?

My mother set her face against it: scared, no doubt, by my fathers fate.

I think I would have been anything, rather than a doctor, remarked Maria, pulling more vehemently at her ribbons.

Would you? I like it. I chose it. My mother wished me to read for the bar, but I did not fall in with the idea. I have neither talent nor liking that way.

I would have chosen it, said Maria. Look at the honours open to a barrister.

Some few in our profession attain to honour also, he said; to honour and to fame. I may: though I do not think I am very ambitious. The chances are, he added, laughing, that I shall settle down into a jog-trot country surgeon, keeping my one-horse gig, and doctoring the parish.

There; its untied now!

Miss Saxonbury had pulled the ribbons of her sleeve a little too far: a slight accident, and one scarcely sufficient to account for her tone of vexation. She began to twist the ribbons impatiently round her wrist.

Will you accept of my clumsy tying?

She laughed, and held out her arm towards him. He was in the act of tying the bow, his eyes fixed on her face at the same time, as he whispered some gallant nonsense connected with the occasion, and Maria was listening with a half-raised face and a self-conscious flush, when some one moved towards them from the entrance of the gallery.

It was Mr. Yorke. And he had time to take in full view of signs and appearances before they saw him. The bent head of the handsome man, and his whispered words; the employment, bringing their hands into so close a contact; and the crimson cheeks, the downcast lashes of Maria. Something very like an ill word burst from his lips.

They looked round; and Maria, scarlet now, but not losing self-possession, advanced a few steps to welcome him. He came on, and the gentlemen stood face to face.  

Rivals from that moment; and they both saw it. Never destined to be open ones, perhaps; but rivals beyond dispute in their secret hearts.

Mr. Janson, Mr. Yorke.

A gaze from the one to the other went out as Miss Saxonbury spoke. Mr. Janson saw a tall, powerful man, whose very height and strength gave him beauty. A fine countenance, too; though, when angered, he had a habit of shewing too much of his white teeth. Mr. Yorke, on his part, saw a frank, open, generous-looking man, whose personal attractions, if brought into play, might render him a dangerous rival.

How you have surprised me! began Maria. Have you seen papa?

Not yet, he gravely answered. White thought Sir Arthur was in the picture-gallery, and I came on here. But I do not see him, Maria.

I saw Sir Arthur walk across the grounds in the rain an hour ago, interposed Mr. Janson in a clear, ringing tone. He has not come in, probably.

A haughty bow in return for the information, and Mr. Yorke fairly turned his back upon the speaker. Mr. Janson walked away to the end window, with the good-natured intention of looking out for Sir Arthur.

Who is that man, Maria?

I told you  Mr. Janson, she answered; resentment against his haughty air, his assumption of authority, seating itself within her there and then, and peeping out in her tone. He is a medical student, and a friend of papas. He was the deathbed friend of poor Raby Raby, she added in her spirit of bravado. He has been here since Christmas, and papa likes him very much. We all do.

Mr. Yorkes lip curled. A medical student! Taking the hand of Maria, he placed it within his arm to lead her away. Let me conduct you to Lady Saxonbury, Maria. I suppose she is visible.

What rebellion she might have offered, whether any or none, it is impossible to know, for at that moment Sir Arthur entered. The little girls, too, becoming aware of Mr. Yorkes presence for the first time, came running from the upper end of the gallery. Maria seized the opportunity to escape.

Changes came to Saxonbury ere the week was over.

Mr. Janson took a cordial farewell of all, and departed, as he had planned to do. Mr. Yorke also departed; but not until he had had a serious quarrel with Maria. Without their tacit engagement having been mentioned or alluded to, it was understood between them that it was at an end, that they had parted; and though the name of Mr. Janson was not breathed, each knew that but for his having come to Saxonbury that parting had not taken place.


CHAPTER VI.

The Voyage of the Rushing Water.

IT is eminently suggestive of our uncertain life here, to mark how time works its changes. Sometimes, in an incredibly short period, changes of the most unexpected and startling nature will take place. Thus it was with the family at Saxonbury. But three years have elapsed since you last saw them; and yet the changes which that time has wrought seem to have been sufficient for the marking of half a century.

Lady Saxonbury died of her malady. A twelvemonth afterwards Sir Arthur married the widow of Colonel Yorke, an uncle of Mr. Yorkes. Mrs. Yorke was notable for little, save a somewhat fractious spirit, and for her overweening indulgence of her boy, the son and heir of the late Colonel Yorke. Six months subsequent to his second marriage, Sir Arthur died, and Mr. Yorke succeeded to Saxonbury. The second Lady Saxonbury  often called Mrs. Yorke still by the friends of her old days  removed to London with her establishment and her step-daughter Maria. With intervals of travelling, they had chiefly resided in London since. One year they had gone to pass the autumn at a comparatively little known French watering-place on the north coast  the very town which Mr. Janson had spoken of as being the residence of his mother. Some friends of Lady Saxonburys were there for a sojourn, and that induced her to go. Once there, she became impressed with the idea that a little French schooling would prove of incalculable benefit to her son in regard to the acquiring of the language, and she placed him at the college as an externe, and prolonged her stay through the winter. But the young gentleman appeared to be more apt at picking up the Flemish patois he heard in the streets, than at the good French drilled into him in the school.

Maria stayed on, nothing loath, for  Mr. Janson was there. They had met once or twice temporarily since that visit of his to Saxonbury, and now they were in the habit of meeting daily  at least they had met daily until within the last few days. But the crisis had come and gone, and they had parted.

It was Mr. Janson himself who invoked it. Led on to believe (and there was every excuse for him that Marias manner could afford) that she would regard his suit favourably, he at length spoke out, telling her how deeply he loved her; how, if she could but reconcile herself to become a surgeons wife, there was a good practice waiting for him in England. The terms of purchase were arranged, and his mother was ready to supply the funds. It startled Maria beyond everything. It brought her to her senses. She, Maria Saxonbury, sink down into an obscure surgeons wife, one who had yet his way to make! Her brow grew red at the thought, and she told him quietly that it could never be.

Why have you led me on, then? he inquired, his tone one of strangely acute anguish.

Why, indeed! Maria could not answer. She could not tell him that she had loved as passionately as he did, or that the anguish at her own heart was great as his.

And so they parted. Nothing more could be said or done. The dream of romance was over, and each must make the best of the future.

About a week went on after this final interview, and the last day of March came in. The harbour of this fine old fishing town was alive with bustle. On the following day, the first of April, the Iceland fishing-boats were to go out with the mornings tide. A whole fleet of vessels, some large, some small; some with their complement of ten or twelve men and boys on board, some with but four or five, who were making ready to depart on their annual voyage to the North fishery, praying for success.

Yes, praying. The streets were crowded with promenaders, going to or returning from the beautiful little chapel of the port, a chapel especially consecrated to fishermen. For three days had that small chapel been besieged, so that it was difficult to push a way in or out. It was a small building, little larger than a fair-sized room; models of ships were suspended in it, and it was tastefully decorated with landscape pictures, with gilding, and flowers, and ornaments, after the manner of the favourite chapels of the Roman Catholics. Some marine views in particular were attractively painted. They lined the walls of the porch, five or six of them, in glittering frames, and represented the vicissitudes of a sea-life. One portrayed a calm sea, on which glided a large ship with her white sails set, a scene of peace; another view shewed her rocking and tossing in all the perils of a storm, apparently about to succumb to its fury. Here was a small picture, representing a fishing-boat sinking, sinking hopelessly, beyond possibility of hope or succour, its mariners hands and their beseeching countenances outstretched to heaven. The frame above it contained a view of another fishing-vessel approaching its harbour in safety. The chances and dangers of its past voyage were surmounted, and home faces were collected on the beach to welcome it in.

The chapel was dark; dark even in the daytime. The windows were sombre with their stained glass; and the ornaments, cases of relics, images, and pictures, raised against them, further obstructed the light. It never was wholly dark, for the high candles on the altar were kept continually burning, and numberless collections of miniature tapers were lighted up by the kneeling women. From sunrise till late at night the chapel was receiving and pouring forth its crowds. The sailor men and boys would come in, sink on their knees before one or other of the images, St. Andrew, or St. Peter, or the Virgin, and remain there, still as death, for a couple of minutes, praying to the saint. Then they crossed themselves and passed out, and the short prayer would last most of them until their return, when they would go into the same chapel and offer as brief thanks. The women remained kneeling longer: their prayers were chiefly for a bon voyage and safe return; the mens, for a good haul of cod. Not half the people who crowded there on the few evenings preceding the boats departure could get an entrance into the chapel; therefore many were content to kneel outside, on the enclosed space of waste ground around it, and there pray. They all managed to steal a look through the open door at whichever image they patronised, bowed to it, made the sign of the cross, and so departed in peace.

There glided a lady into the chapel this evening at the dusk hour. She looked of superior class, and was handsomely but quietly dressed. She drew aside to the remotest obscurity of the chapel entrance, and leaned against the bar that was placed there to guard the paintings, waiting till her turn should come to push in with the stream. She was a middle-aged woman, and must once have been beautiful, but her features looked clouded with care. A young woman followed her in the neat dress of a French domestic servant, wearing the universal dark cloth cloak, and close snow-white cap. The lady was anxious to pray, and soon passed on; the maid was more anxious to look about her and to gossip, so she stopped at the entrance. Presently an acquaintance came up, another woman-servant, who accosted her:  

Hey, Thérése, is it you? Who have you come to pray for? I thought your brother was not going this year.

I am attending madame.

Madame Janson! What does she do here? She has nothing to do with the cod-fishery.

I can tell you that she has, though, was the reply of Thérése, and a fine way the house has been in, through it. You know her son?

Who does not? A rackety blade.

Rackety! Well, he may be a little. Everybody likes him, though.

Well, what of him?

He is going out with the cod-boats to Iceland.

With the cod-boats! That young Englishman!

Why, what on earth  it cant be.

Thérése nodded her head several times in succession. Some whim of his. He goes for pleasure, he says.

Stuff, Thérése! Such a thing was never heard of as going out with the cod-boats for pleasure. Its a precious hard voyage and hard life. Besides, the crew dont want a fine gentleman on board.

Oh, what do they care? He has made it all right with Messrs. Vandersphinks, the owners.

Vandersphinks! Which is he going out in, then?

The Rushing Water.

Well, he has got a taste! To go out in a dirty cod-boat to that cold barren Iceland, a handsome young fellow like that! Will he share the sailors fare?

Not he: any more than hell share their labour. Theres some tins of preserved meat gone on board for him, and a big hamper of prime Bordeaux wine.

And that brings his mother here  to pray for his safe return! Thérése, its a lucky thing she is not a heretic, though she is one of them English, or she couldnt have come here to pray for it  at least, with any chance of St. Peter listening to her. But, I say, he is a heretic, isnt he?

Thérése nudged her companion for silence. And the woman, looking round, saw close to her a party of heretics; two English ladies and a child, who had come, full of British curiosity, to witness the praying in the chapel.

You shouldst call em so to their faces, whispered the tolerant Thérése. They are as good as we are, for all I see, and  

Thérése broke off suddenly, and dropped upon her knees. Her mistress was coming out again, after her short prayer.

Thérése, have you not been in? demanded Mrs. Janson, in very good French, her tone betraying reproach and surprise.

Couldnt get in, madame, answered Thérése, without thinking it necessary to add that she had not tried.

It took some time to get out. Several were pushing out, as well as themselves, but they were obstructed by the numbers pushing in. Immediately following Mrs. Janson, were the two English ladies mentioned, the younger one, who was an elegant girl of remarkable beauty, remonstrating at their leaving so soon.

Henry is so troublesome, replied her companion. I could scarcely hold him still, do all I would. He wanted to run inside, amidst the mass kneeling there.

I told you it would be so, mamma. You should have left him at home.

Oh, of course, observed the elder lady, in a sharp accent I know he is an eyesore to you, Elizabeth.

Mamma, you know that he is nothing of the sort. But he is the most troublesome boy that ever existed, especially to take anywhere.

Miss Saxonbury was right; for it was no other. Never was there so troublesome a child as Henry Yorke. He was a slender boy of ten, fair and delicate, with well-formed features and long wavy hair, the combing out of which every morning by his mother, and the coaxing into curls, kept the house in an uproar for an hour. He was one of those precocious, clever children, who, to use a familiar phrase, are awake to everything, restless, mischievous, and wilful. Yet the boy had admirable qualities, had they been allowed fair play, but his mother pursued a system of ruinous indulgence. He was the pride and delight of her life, and the torment of every one elses. A whim had taken him lately to call his half-sister (if she might be termed such) by her second name, Elizabeth. He detected that she did not like it, and therefore he did it, for mischiefs sake. Lady Saxonbury fell sometimes into the same name. Maria felt convinced that it was done to please Henry and vex herself.

No sooner were they outside than Henry managed to emancipate himself from his mothers grasp, and she had the satisfaction of seeing him rush back again, twist himself amidst the blockade at the entrance, and disappear.

There! uttered Lady Saxonbury, he is gone  just like an eel! What am I to do to get at him? Wait here, Maria.

Thérése, said Mrs. Janson, who had seen and heard this bit of byplay, go home fast and get supper ready. If Mr, Edward should be at home, tell him I shall soon be in.

Thérése went off, picking her way through the lines of kneelers on the earth, and turning her head and her drooping gold earrings from side to side, in search of a gossip to walk with. Miss Saxonbury, who had drawn aside to be out of the way of passers-by, found herself suddenly addressed.

You are Maria Elizabeth Saxonbury?

Yes, she replied, wondering at the strangers familiarity.

I knew you by intuition. I heard Miss Saxonbury was of rare beauty, and I have not often witnessed beauty to match what I now see in you. If it shall prove the blight to others that it has to me, better for you that you had been a model of deformity.

I do not understand you, haughtily spoke Miss Saxonbury. I do not know you.

I have given you no opportunity to know me. I am Edward Jansons mother. I have lived in this place many years, holding myself aloof from my countrymen, who flock here to make it their few years residence, or their few weeks sojourn. I am too poor to compete with some of their ostentatious purses. I am saving for my son; and I am too proud to risk familiarity with doubtful characters  as many of them are. Therefore your family and I have never met. I wish I could say that you had never met my son. You have played your beauty off upon him, flirted with him, courted him  yes, you have, Miss Saxonbury!  and drawn him on to love you. When that love had reached a height that it could no longer be suppressed within the bounds of prudence, and he told it to you, you rejected him. It may be, with scorn, because he was poor and you were rich: I know not: from him I have learnt nothing. He has kept his own counsel and your secret; but I have watched closely, and know the day that brought to him this despair. In blighting his happiness you have blighted mine.

Maria Saxonburys glowing features had turned to paleness, and now they were glowing again. The words told home. She appeared too confused to answer, and Mrs. Janson continued  

He came over here to pass a few weeks with me before he should settle in his profession, in his own country. Those weeks have been passed with you, rather than with me, and now he is going out with these wretched cod-fishers, and may never return.

Going out with the cod-fishers! mechanically interrupted Maria.

Yes, he is, replied Mrs. Janson. When he came home, two days ago, and told me his intention, I thought my heart would have broken; and in my haste I wished that you had been dead  dead, young lady  before you had lured my boy on to love you, and then treated him so, that he must go this hard voyage to forget you and strive for peace. I have pity for misfortune, added Mrs. Janson, but I have none for wilful fault, for the sinful indulgence of vanity. I do not wish you ill, Maria Saxonbury; I trust I have too much Christian charity deliberately to wish it to any one; but I cannot help feeling that, should your existence become as bitter to you as you have made mine, it will only be a just retribution.

Without another word, she turned away, leaving Miss Saxonbury rooted to the spot, and miserably conscious. All that Mrs. Janson had reproached her with was, in the main, only too just. In the old days at Saxonbury she had first flirted with Edward Janson for love of admirations sake. Now that the love which supervened had been spoken, she meant to bury hers within her own breast, to stifle it, to extinguish it; and she had turned him adrift to do the same.

I was obliged to hold up a five-franc piece to bribe him to come out, said Lady Saxonbury, emerging from the chapel, hot and red, the truant a fast prisoner in her grasp. And glad enough to get him out on terms so easy: he had got close up to that lighted altar at the other end.

Miss Saxonbury took hold of the boys other hand, and away they went; Harry delighted at his five-franc piece, and kicking up clouds of dust as he walked between them.

The morning rose bright and clear. The tide served at eight oclock, but long before that hour the port was taken possession of. Half the town was there to witness the departure, thronging the piers and the heights. It was a stirring sight. Vessel after vessel, hoisting its sails, came smoothly down the harbour, each receiving an animated, hearty cheer of hope from hundreds of voices. Wives, mothers, sisters, and little children, leaned over the nearly unprotected sides of the piers, to wish good luck to the several crews, and utter the last farewell in their familiar patois.

One vessel in particular came gaily down, a trim-built craft of middling size. A sunburnt boy, in a fishing-cap, and red flannel shirt, was in the bows, grinning. Here comes the Rushing Water cried a spectator. So, she is taking out young Paul! he added, as he caught sight of the boys face. The crew of the Fleur de Marie would not take him.

Why not? inquired those around.

He has been in three different vessels, three years running, has that monkey, and they all had enough of him. A worse boy never sailed than that young Paul; he is made up of ill-nature and mischief. The Rushing Water must have been hard up for hands to take him.

The Rushing Water is taking out a hand or two short, chimed in an old fishwife. Some gentleman took a whim to go out in her, and he wouldnt be crowded, he said. They took this young shaver aboard last night: he can be put anywhere.

Leaning over the side of the pier with Henry Yorke, and attended by a maid and footman, was Miss Saxonbury. The Rushing Water came gliding past, and her cheeks expressed plainly their consciousness of it. Standing upright in the boat, in a jaunty sailors costume, was Mr. Janson, handsomer than ever. He looked at her with a face schooled to impassiveness, and gravely raised his hat in token of adieu. She forgot her resolution for a moment: her eyes were strained yearningly on him, and the tears shone in them, as she waved her handkerchief in answer. Another grave bow ere he resumed his glazed hat, and the Rushing Water glided down the harbour.

A gentleman stood at Miss Saxonburys side, somewhat behind her. He had seen the signs of her emotion, and his lips parted with a defiant expression. He was a tall, powerfully-built man of near thirty, with remarkably white teeth, which he shewed too much. Without perceiving him, Miss Saxonbury turned to pursue her way to the top of the crowded pier. It was a work of difficulty, and Henry Yorke exercised his feet and his elbows.

Harry, if you behave so rudely, if you push the people unnecessarily, I will send John home with you.

That you wont I would jump over the pier first, and go home ducked, on purpose to get you into a row with mamma. You know you are not to dictate to me.

Hush! Be a good boy.

I say, Elizabeth, dont you wish you were going out with Mr. Janson?

It was a telling question, innocently put. And he who was following close behind, saw that her very neck was in a glow.

I do, continued Harry. It is so nice to sail over the sea. Ill be a sailor when I grow up.

Nice to sail over the sea! cried Miss Saxonbury. Dont you remember how ill you were, only crossing here from London?

It was the nasty steamer made me ill. I do mean to be a sailor, Maria, and Ill bring you lots of things home from foreign countries. Mamma thinks I only say it to tease her, when I want anything that she wont give me. Ill bring you a monkey from Africa.

Every inch of ground, towards the extremity of the pier, was contested for, that being the best gazing place. The sea was calm and lovely, the light wind, which served to spread the sails, scarcely ruffling it; more than thirty boats were already out, studding the marine landscape, and the morning sun shone brightly on their canvas, as they skimmed over the water. Miss Saxonbury was struggling on, when a crash and shouting below, and a worse press than ever to the side of the pier, suggested that some untoward accident had occurred. The Rushing Water, in going out of harbour, had, by some mishap or mismanagement, which none on board could account for, struck against the end of the pier. The boy, Paul, had been left for a single moment near the rudder: could he have mischievously altered the boats course?

What damage is done? inquired Miss Saxonbury of a bystander, a fisherman, when the excitement was abating.

Not much  as far as I can see. They will have to put back, though, till the evenings tide, and give her a haul over.

Good morning, Miss Saxonbury. You are out early.

She turned sharply round at the voice, to encounter Mr. Yorke. He was staying in the French town also, herself, no doubt, his motive-power. Perhaps he was waiting the opportunity to say to her what he had thought to say years ago.

We came to see the boats go out, she said, giving him her hand.

I should scarcely have thought a fleet of paltry fishing-boats would be a sufficient attraction to call a young lady from her bed.

Oh, Mr. Yorke! Look at the numbers of English around: nearly every one we know is here. It is a sight which has the charm of novelty for many of us.

I see your friend young Jansons courage has not failed him at the last, he said, mockingly. We shall be rid of him for a time.

For good, probably, she replied with the utmost apparent indifference. Before he returns, we shall no doubt have left for home.

I hope so. I wonder at Lady Saxonburys having brought you here at all. I wonder that she should remain here! These continental towns are not places for Miss Saxonbury.

She remains for Henrys improvement in French, said Maria.

And, that he may gain facility in speaking it, she sends him to the college, where he mixes with a dozen other English boys, said Mr. Yorke. And they abuse each other all day in genuine Queens English.

We are not going to associate with those pigs of French beggars, interposed Master Yorke, shaking back his pretty curls in token of scorn.

Pigs! echoed the gentleman. You are polite, sir.

At any rate it is what they are always calling us, retorted the lad. Gros cochons Anglais.

In returning down the crowded pier, they got separated from Mr. Yorke, also from the servants. As Maria and Henry were passing through the old fortified gates of the port, three or four lads, all older than himself, came up to hold a conference with Harry. It appeared to be productive of some pleasurable excitement, for he turned to his sister with sparkling eyes and an eager face.

Maria, may I go out fishing?

Fishing, no! You would send mamma into a fever. You know she never allows you to go near the water.

Theres no danger, Miss Saxonbury, spoke up one of the inviters, a boy of fifteen or sixteen. We are going up the canal in a boat for a mile or two, and then shall land and fish. He cant come to any harm: we are accustomed to the management of a boat, and we shall take our provisions with us. We mean to make a day of it.

It is impossible that I can allow him to go, replied Maria. He can ask his mamma if he likes; but I am sure it will be useless.

Its a shame then! exclaimed Henry. I can never do anything that I like. Wont I when I get bigger!

He walked sullenly by his sisters side until they reached the streets. As they were passing the college, one or two boys were going in at the scholars entrance, and the old church clock, further off, chimed out nine.

I shall go into school now, said Henry.

Nonsense, returned Maria. You have not had your breakfast.

I dont want any. I dont want to be marked late. Its your fault for stopping so long upon the pier. So good-bye, Elizabeth.

Good-bye, she repeated, scarcely heeding his departure or what she said, for at that moment Edward Janson appeared, crossing the street, having, landed from the Rushing Water. The sight made her oblivious to everything else.

At six oclock, when they assembled to dinner, Henry was missing. Lady Saxonbury supposed he was kept in at school, not an unfrequent occurrence, and began dinner with a very bad grace. She inquired of John what time he went back to school after luncheon: she and Maria having been out in the middle of the day.

Master Henry did not come home to luncheon, maam.

Lady Saxonbury was indignant. No breakfast, and keep him from two meals besides! she uttered. It is enough to throw him into a consumption. The master must be a bear. Go at once and bring the child home, John; bring him home by force if they object, and threaten them with the police. Ill summons that master before the Criminal Tribunal.

The footman went leisurely enough to the college; but he ran back again at full speed. Master Yorke had not been into class that day, and he was to be punished for it on the morrow.

Not into class! repeated the alarmed mother. Elizabeth, you told me you left him at the college.

So I did. I saw him run to the gates. I  I think  I saw him enter, she added, more hesitatingly, trying to remember whether she did or not.

You think! What do you mean by that? demanded Lady Saxonbury, who really cared nothing for anybody except her son. You saw him, or you did not.

He never can have gone off with those boys! suddenly exclaimed Maria, in alarm, remembering the fishing expedition.

What boys? Why dont you speak plain?

Jones and Anson, and a few more English lads, were going up the canal in a boat to fish, and they wanted Harry to go with them, explained Maria. I refused, of course.

Then he is sure to be gone! and if he is drowned you will have been the cause! screamed Lady Saxonbury, in agitation. After such a thing as that put into his head, you ought to have brought him home, and kept him here. You know what he is.

There was no further peace. Lady Saxonbury not only sent about the town, but went herself, to the houses of the boys parents, and to every place where there was a possibility of hearing of him. The other parents were alarmed now. With some difficulty they discovered which canal the young gentlemen had favoured with their company, and bent their steps to it in a body, Mr. Jones carrying a lantern, for it was dark then. They had not proceeded along its banks many minutes when they encountered a small army of half-a-dozen, looking like drowned rats. It proved to be the young gentlemen themselves, who had all been in the water, through the upsetting of the boat Where is Henry? asked Lady Saxonbury, trembling so that she could scarcely put the question. Has he been with you?

Yes, he has been with us.

Where is he? Oh, where is he?

He was in the boat when it capsized. We cant make out where he is. Im sure he scrambled out. Maria was very pale. How are you sure? she asked, in a dread tone.

I am positive I saw him, cried Philip Anson, and I spoke to him. I said to him, That was a splash and a near touch, wasnt it, Hal? and he answered, By Jove, if it wasnt!

No, it was me answered you that, Phil, interposed a little fellow about Henrys age.

Well, Im positive he is out, rejoined Phil Anson, for I know I saw him, and his hair had got the curl out of it, and was hanging down straight.

Did any of the rest of you see him? inquired Maria, in painful suspense.

All the boys began talking together. The result to be gathered was, that they could not be sure whether he was out or not; it was all a scramble at the time, and nearly dark.

Oh, mamma, do not despair! implored Maria. But Lady Saxonbury had fainted away, and was lying on the towing-path.


CHAPTER VII.

A Lost Boy.

IT was a terrible misfortune. Apart from Lady Saxonburys almost insane grief for the child himself, it was a great misfortune in a pecuniary point of view. With her sons death a considerable portion of her income passed from her; her resources as the widow of Sir Arthur Saxonbury not being large. Just enough was left her to starve upon, she groaned, taking an exaggerated view of things, as she was apt to do. Her grief was, indeed, pitiable. She persisted in attributing all the blame of the boys death to Maria. She commenced a system of unkind treatment, could not endure the sight of her; and when she did see her, it was only to break out into sobs and harsh reproaches.

I should not bear it, observed Mr. Yorke, one day, to Maria.

Is it just? returned Maria, in a passionate tone of appeal. When I saw him to the door of the college, how could I imagine that he pretended to go in only to blind me  that he would disobediently run to the canal the moment I was out of sight? Is it just of Lady Saxonbury?

No. Very unjust. I say I should emancipate myself.

I cannot live this life. It makes me so wretched that I sometimes begin to doubt whether I am not really guilty. I will go away rather than bear it.

Let me emancipate you, Maria, said Mr. Yorke. She cast at him a rapid glance. The hour was come that she had expected; sometimes doubted, if she had not dreaded.

You cannot be ignorant of my intentions, he resumed, or why I have stayed here in this place, which I hate. You must know that I love you passionately; far more passionately than he did, Maria.

Than who did? she exclaimed, with a rush of conscious colour.

Janson. As if you did not know.

Why do you bring up Janson? she said. What is Janson to me?

Maria, you will be my wife? Do not refuse, he impetuously added. I have sworn that if you are not mine you shall never be anothers.

Mr. Yorke!

I cannot live without you. I love you too passionately for my own peace. You must be mine, Maria. It was your fathers wish.

What was she to answer? She did not know. A conflict was at work within her. She liked Mr. Yorke, but  she loved Edward Janson. Edward Janson, however, she could never hope to marry, and her days were passed in striving to forget him. With Mr. Yorke she should go back to the dear old home at Saxonbury.

Give me until to-morrow, and you shall have an answer, she said to him. This has come upon me suddenly.

Very well. Remember, Maria, that during the suspense I shall neither eat nor sleep; I shall have neither peace nor rest. Be my wite, and your days shall be a dream of love.

A dream of love! she bitterly repeated, as he left her. For him, perhaps: not for me!

She remained in her room until evening, communing with herself, and then she sought Lady Saxonbury, saying she wished to consult her.

I am not worth consulting now, was the querulous answer. My spirits are gone, my heart is broken.

Mr. Yorke wants me to marry him.

Mr. Yorke! returned her stepmother, somewhat aroused. Has he asked you?

Yes; to-day.

Then you are more lucky than you deserve.

I do not know whether to accept or reject him.

Reject him! fiercely interposed Lady Saxonbury. You are out of your senses. With his fine fortune, his position, his amiability   

Is he amiable? asked Maria. He puzzles me at times.

What puzzles you?

His words. I dont understand them. And the expression of his countenance.

Had you not better set up for a phrenologist  or whatever they call the charlatans who pretend to read faces? sarcastically retorted Lady Saxonbury.

Mamma, listen. If I do accept him, it will be because I am unhappy with you.

Pray, why should there be an if in the matter at all? Why should you hesitate, or think of rejecting him?

Because I do not love him, answered Maria, in a low tone. I like Mr. Yorke, but it requires more than liking to marry a man: or ought to require it.

Oh, if you are going to run on about romance and sentiment, I do not understand it, returned Lady Saxonbury. I never did more than like my two husbands, yet I was happy with them. My love was wasted on somebody else; when I was almost a child.

Was it? cried Maria, eagerly.

It was. It was over and done with before I married, and I did not make the less good wife. It is so with ninety-nine women out of every hundred; and rely upon it, their wedded lives are all the happier for their early romance being over. Romance and reality do not work well together, Maria. You are inexperienced, child.

Maria was beginning to think so.

I give you my advice, Maria, and I give it for your happiness. Marry Mr. Yorke, and be thankful. Reject him, and pass your after-life in repining, in self-reproach at your own folly.

Mr. Yorke received the answer he wished for. They were to be married in England, in autumn, but preparations were at once commenced. It was only to be expected that Lady Saxonbury would now go home immediately, but she declined to do so. In spite of the somewhat cynical remonstrances of Mr. Yorke, she flatly refused. She would go home for the wedding in September, she said, and she would not go before. Perhaps some vague hope of recovering, even yet, the body of the child from the canal, chained her to the place. So Mr. Yorke remained on perforce in the despised town, feeling that he and they were alike out of place in it.


CHAPTER VIII.

The Return of the Rushing Water.

AUGUST came in, and the fishing-boats began to return from Iceland, laden with their spoil: by ones, by twos, by threes, by little fleets of them. At length all were in, save two, the Belle Héléne and the Rushing Water. These two delayed much, and a report got about, nobody knew how, for it was certainly without foundation, that the Rushing Water was wrecked. Miss Saxonbury, in spite of herself and her betrothal, heard the evil fear with a sickening heart, and looked out for it in secret more yearningly than any one.

Or than any, save one. For, if her anxiety was great, what was it compared with that of poor Mrs. Janson? One day, it was on a Friday, Thérése had gone to the fish-market to purchase the usual fast-days dinner, when in the midst of her squally bargaining with the fish-vendor, news flew about the market that one of the two missing boats was signalled  it was thought to be the Rushing Water. Dashing the disputed fish back on the womans board, away went Thérése to her mistress, and without circumlocution announced that the Rushing Water was making the harbour.

Mrs. Janson went down to the port. The boat was then in, and being moored to the side: La Belle Héléne. She asked the crew news of the Rushing Water, but they had not seen her on their passage home. Yet the Rushing Water had been one of the first boats to leave Iceland.

Disheartening news. As Mrs. Janson went back again, with a heavy step, she encountered Miss Saxonbury.

Young lady, go home and pray, she said, in her abrupt, stern manner; pray that you may not have caused his death, as well as his misery. Stay upon your knees until Heaven shall be pleased to hear you, as I am going to do. There is little hope now.

I heard the Rushing Water had come in this morning, answered Miss Saxonbury, in a faltering tone.

So did I. But it proves to be the Héléne. And the Rushing Water left Iceland days before her.

She passed on with her pale, severe face, and Maria Saxonbury continued her way.

The days went on, five or six of them. Lady and Miss Saxonbury were sitting in the twilight, the latter expecting Mr. Yorke, whom she was trying, with all her might and main, to like better, as a dutiful bride-elect should, when one of their French servants came in, and said a gentleman was asking to see her.

Me! To see me? returned Maria.

A gentleman-sailor, mademoiselle. I think it is Mr. Janson. He says will you allow him a minutes conversation?

O mamma! she uttered, Mr. Janson! Then the Rushing Water must be safe in.

Lady Saxonbury made some indistinct reply. Her thoughts were buried in other things. What, to her, was the safety of the Rushing Water?

Maria passed through the ante-room and entered the one where he had been shewn. He was in sailors attire, his glazed hat carelessly thrown off, looking, or Maria fancied so, handsomer than ever.

Then you are in safety! she exclaimed, grasping his hand in her agitated thankfulness, perhaps for his mothers sake, but forgetful, at the moment, of Mr. Yorke, of the whole world. We have been counting you as amongst the lost.

Our homeward voyage has been bad, perilous, unlucky altogether, save that we have ultimately arrived. Miss Saxonbury, I hear that you have been mourning Harry as dead.

Yes, yes. Oh yes!

He is safe. He has been with us.

She did not scream, she suppressed it. Then she thought that he must be dreaming, or that she was.

He got into some trouble, fell into the water, and was afraid to go home, proceeded Mr. Janson. That mischievous imp, Paul, encountered him in his wet plight, persuaded him into making the voyage, brought him on board, coiled him up under some sails and rope, and four-and-twenty hours after we left port, Master Harry came out. I wished the captain to put back, but he laughed at me; so he had to go with us, and I have taken care of him. Paul says Harry bribed him with a five-franc piece; three francs for himself, and two to give to a messenger to take word to his mother where he had gone.

No messenger came to us, eagerly interrupted Maria.

As I find. When I landed an hour ago, I heard that the boy had been mourned as dead. So I came on at once, after calling in upon my mother. I should not have presumed to ask for you, he pointedly added, but that I assumed it might be better to acquaint you first with the news, ere it was broken to Lady Saxonbury.

Oh! how shall we ever thank you? said Maria, attributing all the good to Mr. Janson, in her confused feelings of joy. Where is Harry?

Waiting just inside the cafe at the next door, until I send for him, and being made a lion of. Maria went into the drawing-room, which was almost dark then, and knelt down beside Lady Saxonburys chair.

Mamma! mamma! I have some joyful news for you. You will not faint if I tell it?

What news will ever be joyful to me again, Maria? What is the matter with you, that you kneel in that manner? How you tremble!

Mamma  suppose I have news to tell you about Harry? That  he  is  found?

Is it? is it? excitedly uttered Lady Saxonbury.

It! She was thinking of the dead Harry; not the living one.

Not it, mamma. He. Could you bear for me to tell you that he is in life  safe  well?

Maria, what do you mean? faintly asked Lady Saxonbury.

He is, he is. Dearest Lady Saxonbury, he has been out with Mr. Janson in the Rushing Water. She did not continue. For the door had opened, and a happy lad stood peeping in, in a nondescript attire, composed partly of his own things, partly of Pauls. He was browned with the sea air, taller than before, and his fair curls were wild and entangled. With a cry, he flew into his mothers arms, and she sobbed upon his neck and kissed his pretty face and his untidy hair, and strained him to her as if she could never let him go again.

Lady Saxonbury, will you forgive my saying that I think you will find him a more dutiful boy than he used to be? said Mr. Janson, who had followed him. He has had to rough it, and he now knows the value of a happy home and a mothers love. I have taken upon myself to discipline him; I have kept him from the sailors, so far as was practicable, and read him lessons on his faults, and I believe you will find him changed for the better.

Oh yes, indeed, mamma, sobbed the lad, I know now how naughty I was, and I will try and never grieve you and Maria again.

Mr. Janson, cried the mother, rising and speaking in impassioned tones, how can I reward you for the joy that you have brought me this night? If you asked me for my life in repayment, I almost think it should be yours.

She left the room as she spoke, too much overcome to remain in it. Harry followed her. Miss Saxonbury was lost in thought.

Philip Anson has held to it to this day, that Harry was saved, she said in a musing tone. He persisted in declaring that he saw Harry after he scrambled out of the water.

And now that my task is done, I have only to take my leave, observed Mr. Janson, holding out his hand. This house was an interdicted place to me before I left; I conclude that it is so still.

Miss Saxonbury put her hand in his, and burst into tears.

He held it, and looked at her. Maria, what do those tears mean? That you hate me, as you did before?

I never hated you, she answered, forgetting prudence in her tumultuously glad feelings! It was the contrary. I am very miserable.

I went this voyage, he whispered, striving to forget, if not to hate you. I come from it, loving you more than ever. The childs being on board was against my project; how, when I constantly saw him, could I forget you? My dearest, why should we separate! he added, straining her hand to his heart. Let it be between us as it once was. Your mother has said she would give me a reward, even to her own life: let me ask her to give me you.

It may not be, she gasped, struggling to release herself from him. It   

Not just yet can I marry, he interrupted. I threw up the prospect opening to me in the spring; and the only position I could at present offer would not  

Edward, pray hear me, she said, in a broken voice, as she drew away from him. You know not what you ask. I am promised to another.

To another!

And in less than a month I shall be his wife, she continued, too agitated to weigh her words, and I love you, and not him. Do you wonder that I am miserable? There  now that you have the avowal, let us part for ever.

Who is this? Mr. Yorke?

Mr. Yorke.

There was a gloomy pause. Must you fulfil the contract? Can you not give him up for me?

She shook her head. I can only be plain with you. I am not fit to be a poor mans wife. No, I have deliberately entered upon it, and matters have been advanced too far to be broken off now. Forgive me, Edward  forgive me all. We must forget each other.



O Maria! must this indeed be the ending?

Yes, she answered, the tears raining from her eyes, and her heart aching with pain. I wish it had been different, but circumstances are against us. Farewell, Edward; if ever we meet again, it must be as strangers. Not so, she hastily added, as he drew her face to his for a last embrace, it is not right to him. Do you not hear me say that in a little space I shall be his wife.

For the last time, he murmured; and she made but a faint resistance. He ought not to grudge it to us. Now  farewell for ever.

Mr. Janson turned to leave the room. He saw not that somebody drew away from the door, and stood bolt upright, in silence, against the wall of the dark ante-room, while he passed out  somebody with a revengeful face, and teeth that glistened like a tigers. Not that Mr. Yorke was of a dishonourable nature, or had dishonourably set himself to listen. He had caught somewhat of the scene as he was entering from the ante-room, and surprise, doubt, and rage had chained him there to the end. He followed Mr. Janson from the house, and strode about the old streets of the town till morning; now standing under its high and ancient tower, as it sent forth its sweet chimes on the night air, now pacing under the portico of the church, now slouching round the railings of the famous statue in the Place, the towns pride; and now striding off to the port, there to surprise the sentinels. But he buried his wrongs within him  very great wrongs indeed they appeared to be to his heated brain  and told them not. Little did Miss Saxonbury think, on the day of her wedding, when she gave her hand without her heart, that the bridegroom, kneeling by her side, knew just as well as she did that she had no heart to give. At the best it was an inauspicious beginning of life. She felt that it was. She felt, too, that should her future existence bring somewhat of retribution, she had only invoked it on herself: as Mrs. Janson had almost predicted that night, outside the little chapel, when she had been praying for the safety of the Rushing Water.


CHAPTER IX.

Alnwick Cottage.

A BLAZING hot day in August. More especially hot it felt at the railway station of Offord, a quiet country village; for it was a small, bare station, with not a tree and but little covering about it, to shade off the suns hot glare. The two oclock train came puffing up, stopped, deposited a few passengers and a good deal of luggage, and went screaming and puffing on again.

Nearly all who had alighted were of one party. Mr and Mrs. Yorke, their two young children, and some servants. She was young and beautiful still, but her manner had grown colder. Little trace remained of the gay lightness of Maria Saxonbury.

From the love, incidental to Englishmen, of temporary change, of new scenes, Mr. Yorke had quitted Saxonbury, its comforts and its elegances, for a shooting-box in another county. All he knew of Alnwick Cottage, he knew through an advertisement, except what he learnt by two or three letters from Mr. Maskell, who had the charge of letting it, furnished. Excellent fishing and shooting were promised, and Mr. Yorke had taken it for six months. It stood nearly a mile beyond the village.

No one was at the station to meet them, and Mr. Yorke, in his haughty spirit, was not pleased at the omission. He deemed that Mr. Maskell ought to have been there.

It is a disrespect which he ought not to have shewn me, he remarked to his wife, when the bustle of their arrival at the cottage was over.

I wonder he was not there, she answered. But something may have prevented him, Arthur; we dont know.

I think I shall take a stroll out, and have a look at the locality, resumed Mr. Yorke. Do you want anything ordered in, Maria?

Not that I know of, she answered. The servants can see about all that.

Mr. Yorke departed, taking the direction of Offord.

When he reached the village, one of the first houses he saw was Mr. Maskells, as the door-plate announced: Mr. Maskell, Lawyer and Conveyancer. He rang, and was admitted.

I am so sorry not to have met you at the station, began Mr. Maskell, when he learnt who his visitor was. I was called suddenly out of Offord this morning to make a gentlemans will, and have not been home half-an-hour. I have despatched my clerk to Alnwick Cottage with the inventory. Sir, I hope you will like Offord.

It seems a very poor place, remarked Mr. Yorke.

The village cant boast much, but the neighbourhood is superior: a small society, but excellent. Capital shooting, too!

Have you good medical advice?

He is a very nice young fellow, our doctor. We have but one: the place would not support more. Not but what he makes a good thing of it.

Mr. Yorkes lip curled. He had not been thinking of nice young fellows, but of superior medical skill, I asked you about the doctor before I decided on the cottage, and you wrote me word there was an excellent one, said he, in a dissatisfied tone. It is most essential, where theres a family, to be near a clever medical man.

We all think him very clever, replied the lawyer. He bought the practice three years ago: our surgeon had died, and I negotiated its sale with this gentleman. He has attended us ever since, and is a great favourite. He was in London for two years before that, qualified assistant to a large medical practitioner. Plenty of experience he had there: it was a large hospital practice. He was smoking his cigar with me yesterday evening; he often runs in, does Janson; and was saying  

What is his name? interrupted Mr. Yorke, his accent shrill and unnatural.

Janson.

What?

The lawyer wondered whether Mr. Yorke was attacked with sudden deafness, and why his eyes glared, and his teeth shone out, so like fangs.

Janson, he repeated Edward Janson. Do you know him?

Mr. Yorkes mouth closed again, and his manner calmed down. It is a curious name, said he. Is it English?

Of Dutch origin, I suppose. Janson is an Englishman.

Does he live in the village?

A few doors lower down. It is the corner house as you come to Rye Lane: the garden door at the back opens on the lane. I assure you, sir, you may call in this gentleman with every confidence, should you or your family require medical advice.

Meanwhile, during this walk of Mr. Yorkes, everybody was busy at Alnwick Cottage, as is the case when going into a fresh residence. Finch, the nurse, a confidential servant, who had been Mrs. Yorkes maid before her marriage, was deputed to go through the house with the lawyers clerk and the inventory. The eldest child, a boy of four years, chose, and he had a will of his own, to attend on Finch: Finch submitting to the companionship, failing in some coaxing attempts to get rid of him. But after a while he grew tired of the process of looking at chairs and tables and cups and saucers, and quitted her to go down-stairs.

Go to Charlotte, Leo dear, said Finch. I shall soon have done. Charlotte, she called out, over the balustrades, see to Master Leo.

When Finch and the clerk had finished the inventory, the former proceeded to the small room on the ground floor, which had been appropriated as the nursery. In the list it was set down as butlers pantry. Charlotte, the under-nurse, sat there, with the youngest child asleep on her lap.

Wheres Master Leo? asked Finch, abbreviating, as she usually did, his name, Leopold.

I sent him here, and ordered you to see after him.

He didnt come, was Charlottes answer, and the little one was just dropping off to sleep. Master Leo wouldnt come here to me, if he could go to his mamma.

Youd let him be with his mamma for ever, you would, if it saved yourself a little trouble, cried Finch, who of course domineered over Charlotte, upper-nurse fashion. I hale this moving, I do! such a bother! nothing to be got at, and ones regular meals and hours upset. Im as tired as a poor jaded horse. And you sitting here doing nothing, with that child on your lap! you might have laid him down, and got a cup of tea for us.

Am I to lay him on the floor? retorted Charlotte. I dont know which is to be the childrens bed.

Finch flung out of the room in search of Leo: her labours that day, and the discomfort around, made her cross. He was not to be found in-doors, and she went to the garden. Very soon a shriek of fright and horror arose from her. It drew her mistress out: and the lawyers clerk, who had been departing, heard it, and ran back in its direction.

Leopold Yorke had met with a ladder, reared against the side of the house, and had climbed up it, in all a boys adventurous spirit. He had fallen off, poor child, it was impossible to say from what height, and now lay insensible on the gravel, with an ugly gash in his forehead, from which the blood was oozing.

Finch stopped her groans and lamentations, and stooped to pick him up. But Mrs. Yorke snatched him from her, and crouched down on the earth, with one knee raised, and laid him upon it. She looked with a hopeless, helpless expression at the lawyers clerk. The words, which came from her white lips, were scarcely audible.

A doctor: where does one live?

Ill fetch him, maam; Ill run every step of the way; I dont mind the heat, cried the sympathising clerk.

He did not wait another moment, but sped away. Leopold was conveyed in-doors; and, before the surgeon got there  who also seemed to have come on the run  the child had recovered consciousness, and Finch had washed the wound, which now seemed disarmed of three parts of its terrors. Mr. Janson, handsome, frank, attractive as he used to be, wanting yet a year or so of thirty, bound it up, ordered the boy to be kept quiet, and said he would send in a little calming medicine.

May I dare to shake hands with you? he asked, with a frank, pleasant smile, but with a somewhat heightened colour, when he and Mrs. Yorke were left alone.

She placed her hand within his, quite as frankly, though the glow was far deeper on her face than on his. How strange that we should meet here! she exclaimed. I recognised you the moment you came in.

As I did you, he returned. But I was prepared. It was a matter of speculation in my mind, whether the Mr and Mrs. Yorke who were coming to Alnwick Cottage, could be you and your husband, until Maskell set it at rest by saying it was Mr. Yorke of Saxonbury. I have been settled at Offord these three years.

May I ask if you are  Mrs. Yorke hesitated, but probably thought she must finish her question as she had begun it married?

To my profession I am. In no other way. My thoughts and hopes have been wholly given to it since  since I fully entered upon it.

Will the child do well? she inquired.

Oh yes. It is but a slight affair. I was prepared for something worse, by the account of Mr. Maskells clerk. A little blood, especially on the head and face, frightens those not accustomed to it. These accidents will happen where there are children. He is your eldest?

Yes. I have but two.

I will send up the medicine I spoke of, and call again in the morning, said Mr. Janson, rising. Make my compliments to Mr. Yorke.

Mr. Janson departed, and Mrs. Yorke looked after him. As he turned to close the iron gate, he saw her standing at the window and politely raised his hat, and Mrs. Yorke politely bowed in return. Politely: the word is put advisedly: it best expresses the feeling each wished to shew to the other. Whatever there may have been of love or romance between them a few years ago, it was over now. Whatever sentimental reminiscence each had hitherto retained of the other, whether any or none, they knew that from that afternoon henceforth, they subsided into their proper and respective positions,  Mrs. Yorke as anothers wife, and Mr. Janson but as a friend of hers and her husbands; as honourable, right-minded persons, in similar cases, ought, and would, and do subside.

Mr. Yorke, after exploring as far as he thought necessary that day, turned back to his new home. His thoughts ran not on the features of the village, or on the lovely scenery around, or on the fishing or the shooting; they dwelt exclusively on the few words of Mr. Maskell which had reference to the surgeon. Mr. Yorke hated that surgeon with a deep and nourished hate; and he would infinitely have preferred to find he had visited a locality where poison grew rank in the fields, like weeds, than one containing Edward Janson.

He was drawing pretty near to his own gate when he saw a gentleman emerge from it. A shudder, strange and cold, passed through Mr. Yorkes veins. Was it sent as a warning  the precursor of what was to come? Surely that was the man of his thoughts? It was! Janson, and no other! What! had he already found out the way to his home? to his wife? Mr. Yorkes lips opened in their usual ugly fashion, when displeased.  

Mr. Janson did not observe him. He walked straight across the road, got over a stile, and was lost behind the hedge. He may well try to avoid my observation, thought Mr. Yorke, in his prejudice. Had he been told the real facts  that Mr. Janson did not see him, and being in a hurry, was taking the short way through the fields to his home  he would have refused his belief.

Matters were not mended when Mr. Yorke turned in at his gate. There stood his wife at the window, her eyes unmistakably fixed on the path taken by Mr. Janson. She looked flushed and excited, which indeed was the effect of her late fright about the child. But Mr. Yorke set it down to a different cause.

I am glad you have come home, she exclaimed, when he entered. An unfortunate thing has happened?

I know, burst forth Mr. Yorke. No need to tell me.

Maria supposed he had seen the lawyers clerk. What else could she suppose?

It will not end badly, she continued, fearing he was angry at its having happened Mr. Janson says so. Only think! he is the doctor here. You must have seen him leaving the house?

Yes, I did see him, retorted Mr. Yorke, nearly choking with his efforts to keep down his anger. What brought him here?

I sent for him. At least, I sent  

And how dared you send for him, or admit him to my house? How could you seize the moment my back was turned, to fetch him to your side? Was the meeting, may I ask, a repetition of the parting?

What can you be talking of? uttered Mrs. Yorke, petrified at the outburst What do you mean?

I mean Janson, hissed Mr. Yorke Janson, your former favoured lover. Have I been so distasteful a husband to you, that you must haste indecently to fetch him here in the first hour of your arrival? Who told you that he lived at Offord? How did you ferret it out? Or have you known it all along, and concealed the knowledge from me?

Maria sank back in her chair, awed and bewildered. I do think you are out of your mind, she gasped.

No; I leave that to you: you are far more out of your mind than I am. Listen: I have a warning to give you, he added, nearly unconscious what he said in his passion. Get Janson to visit you clandestinely again, and I will shoot him.

Maria rose majestically. I do not understand the word clandestine, she haughtily said. It can never apply to me. When the accident happened to Leopold  and I truly thought he was dead, and so did Finch, and so did the young man who had been going over the inventory  and I begged the young man to run for the nearest surgeon, I no more knew that it was Mr. Janson who would come, than did the senseless child. But it did prove to be Mr. Janson, and he dressed the wound of the child, and he is coming again to him to-morrow morning. He came here professionally, to attend your child, sir; not to see me. Clandestine!

She swept out of the room, her face flashing with indignation, and Mr. Yorke strode up-stairs to Leopolds bedroom, and learnt what had happened. It cannot be said that it appeased him in any great degree, for he was blindly prejudiced, and jealousy and suspicion had turned his mind to gangrene. They had been smouldering there for years: perhaps the consciousness had been upon him throughout, that they would sometime burst into a flame. On the whole, his had been a happy wedded life, and his wife had not made him the less good wife because she had once loved Edward Janson.

On the following morning Mr. Janson came, according to his promise. Mr and Mrs. Yorke were at breakfast. He shook hands with Mrs. Yorke, then turned, with his honest, open countenance, and held out his hand to Mr. Yorke. Mr. Yorke did not choose to see it, but he did move his own to indicate a chair.

Thank you, I am pressed for time, replied Mr. Janson, laying his hand on the back of the chair, but not taking it. This is my hour for visiting Lady Rich, who is a great invalid. She lives a little past you, up the road. How is my young patient?

He seems much better, answered Mrs. Yorke. He is asking to get up.

A most disgraceful piece of carelessness, to have suffered it to happen, interposed Mr. Yorke. I have told the head nurse that should she ever be guilty of such again, she quits Mrs. Yorkes service. It might have killed him.

Yes, it might, assented Mr. Janson. Can I go to his room?

Mrs. Yorke rose. The one on the right, on the second floor, she said. I will follow you directly. Finch is there.

Mr. Janson passed from the room and ascended the stairs; Mrs. Yorke stopped to speak to her husband.

I must hear his opinion of the child, and shall go up. Would you like to accompany me? she added, not wholly able to conceal the contempt of her tone.

No. Mr. Yorke felt angry with himself.

They came down shortly, both Mr. Janson and Mrs. Yorke. He is so much better that the difficulty will be to keep him quiet, said the surgeon. He must be still for a day or two.

You are sure there is no danger? asked Mr. Yorke, who was now standing at the open window.

Oh, none in the world. I will look in again tomorrow. Good morning, sir; good morning, Mrs. Yorke.

Mr. Yorke had thawed very much: perhaps the matter-of-fact, straightforward manner of Mr. Janson reassured him. It is a hot day again, said he, as Mr. Janson passed the window.

Very. By the way, Mrs. Yorke, added the surgeon, halting for a moment, you must not suffer the boy to stir outside. The sun might affect his head.

Of course not, she answered.

However, Leopold did get outside, he and his white-bandaged forehead, and tore about, boy-like, the suns rays streaming full on his uncovered head. In some twenty minutes he was discovered; the bandage off, and he as scarlet as a red-hot engine boiler. Suddenly he began to scream out, My head aches! my head aches! Finch said it was temper, at being fetched in, and crossly assured him if his head did ache, which she didnt believe, for he never had a headache, it had come as a punishment for stealing out in disobedience.

But at night the child was so ill and uneasy that Mr. Yorke himself sent for the surgeon. Leopolds face had not paled, and he still moaned out the same cry, My head, my head!

He has been out, exclaimed Mr. Janson. Why was I disobeyed? This is a sun-stroke.

The boys self-will was alone to blame. Mrs. Yorke had coaxed him into lying on the sofa in the drawing-room for a nice mid-day sleep, and went into the nursery, leaving him, as she believed, safe. Up jumped Master Leopold the instant he found himself at liberty, and dropped down from the low window, which stood so temptingly open. That was how it had happened. His heart was set upon getting into the garden, simply because it was denied to him.


CHAPTER X. 

Jealous Doubts.

A FEW days, and Leopold Yorke was so far recovered, that an intermittent fever alone remained. Mr. Yorke, in spite of his jealous prejudices, had been obliged to submit to Mr. Jansons frequent visits, for there was no other doctor within miles, and the safety of his son and heir was paramount.

The neighbourhood had hastened to make acquaintance with Mr and Mrs. Yorke, and an early invitation arrived for them to take a quiet dinner at Squire Hipgraves. It was accepted by both, for Leopolds intermittent fever was subsiding, and they were no longer under alarm for him.

On the appointed evening, they found a small party of seven at the squires, themselves included. The eighth seat had been meant for Mr. Janson, but he had been called out unexpectedly, and was unable to come. The gentlemens conversation turned chiefly upon out-door sports, and after dinner, when coffee was over, they went out, that Mr. Yorke might see a pond on the grounds, where the fish was being preserved, leaving the ladies alone.

Soon after, Mr. Janson came in. But scarcely had he had time to explain the cause of his absence at dinner, when a servant appeared, and told him he was wanted.

How tiresome! exclaimed Mrs. Hipgrave.

A doctors time is never his own, he remarked, good-humouredly. Is it my surgery boy? he inquired of the servant No, sir. It is a footman from Alnwick Cottage. He says your boy sent him on here.

This excited the alarm of Mrs. Yorke. Leopold must be worse! she exclaimed.

As it proved to be. Master Leopold was took worse, the man said, a-talking nonsense, and not knowing a word of it, and hotter than ever. Finch was frightened, and had sent him for Mr. Janson.

Mrs. Yorke grew frightened also, and said she must go home immediately. They tried to keep her, and to soothe her fears. Mr. Janson said he would make haste to the Cottage, and return to report to her. It was of no use: her mother fears were painfully aroused. Neither would she wait until Mr. Yorke came in. She loved her children passionately.

Then, if you must go, I will be your escort, if you will allow me, said Mr. Janson.

Indeed, I shall be much obliged to you, she answered. And hurriedly putting on her shawl, she departed with him, one of the ladies lending her a black silk hood for her head. She had anticipated returning in the carriage. It was a beautiful night in September, nearly as light as day, for the harvest moon was high, just the night poets are fond of consecrating to lovers; but Mr. Janson and Mrs. Yorke walked along, fast, and in sedate composure, neither remembering  at least, so far as was suffered to appear  that they had ever been more to each other than they were now.

The three gentlemen were strolling along the banks of the fish-pond, smoking their cigars, and talking. Suddenly one of them espied a couple walking arm-in-arm on the path in the higher ground, some distance off.

It looks like Janson. said Squire Hipgrave. Thats just his walk; and thats the way he flourishes his cane, too. Who is the lady, I wonder! So ho, Master Janson! a good excuse for not joining us: you are more agreeably employed.

Mr. Yorke smiled grimly; his eye, keen as it was, had failed to recognise his wife, for the hood disguised her. They smoked out their cigars, and returned to the house.

Have we not got a joke against Janson! cried Squire Hipgrave. Ill rate him for not coming. Hes walking about in the moonlight with some damsel on his arm, as snug as may be.

Is he, now? returned one of the ladies, humouring the joke. Who can it be?

Oh, some of our village beauties. Maybe Lucy Maskell. Master Janson has got an eye for a pretty girl, I know, quiet as he seems. Hes making love to her hard enough, Ill be bound.

Then you had better look out, Mr. Yorke, said Mrs. Hipgrave, with a laugh. The lady is your own wife.

She had spoken innocently, never for a moment dreaming that her words could bear any interpretation but that of a joke to the ear of Mr. Yorke. And happily she did not see the livid look, the strange expression which arose to his face. He had turned it to the window, as if he would look out on the pleasant moonlight.

How comes it to be Mrs. Yorke? demanded the squire. And his wife explained: telling of the summons to Mr. Janson, the fever of the child.

Still Mr. Yorke did not speak. One of the party advanced, and stood at his side.

A fine prospect from this window, is it not?

Very.

Will you cut in for whist? How unfortunate to have our tables broken up! We cannot make two, now. Janson rarely plays at cards, but I meant to have pressed him into the service to-night.

I am going home, said Mr. Yorke.

Nonsense! said Mrs. Hipgrave. The child will do very well. Mr. Janson did not seem to anticipate danger. He said nurses were easily alarmed.

I expect he did not, drily remarked Mr. Yorke. Thank you, not to-night, he added, turning from the cards spread out to him. Another time.

Yorkes in a fever over that child, remarked the squire, knowingly, as his guest departed. I can read it in his queer manner. Did you notice how it altered? What a nuisance children must be! Glad we have got none.

Mr. Yorke was not in a fever over the child; but Mr. Yorke was in a fever over something else. He was positively believing, in spite of improbabilities, that the story of the illness had been a got-up excuse, got up between his wife and Mr. Janson, to indulge in this night-walk of a mile and a half. And he clenched his hands, and gnashed his teeth, and strode fiercely along in his foaming jealousy. It is a passion which has turned many a sensible man to madness.

He stole in at his own gate and reconnoitered the house. The drawing-room was in darkness, its window open; they were not there. A light shone upstairs in Leopolds chamber, and one also in his wifes bedroom.

He stole up-stairs, stealthily still, and entered the bedroom; his own, jointly with hers. The housemaid was turning down the bed.

Is your mistress come home? asked he, speaking, perhaps unconsciously to himself, in a whisper.

Yes, sir; she came in with Mr. Janson. They are with Master Leopold.

Up higher yet, but quietly still, till he reached Leopolds room. His wife stood there, at the foot of the bed, her shawl still on, and the hood fallen back from her head, and Mr. Janson was seated on a chair at its side, leaning over Leopold, his watch in one hand, the childs wrist in the other. He lay on his back, his little face a transparent white, as it had been lately, and his cheeks and lips a most lovely pink crimson. His eyes were wide open, and looked very bright Papa! said he, half raising his hand, when Mr. Yorke entered.

I dont know why Finch should have been so frightened, said Mrs. Yorke to her husband. He is quite rational now, and seems but little worse than he usually does when the fever is upon him.

What do you mean by having thus sent to alarm us? demanded Mr. Yorke, in a sharply irritable tone, as Finch entered the room with a night-light, which she had been down to get. Frightened, indeed! Did you send?

I never knew any child change so, returned she, almost as irritably as her master. He was burning with fever, as bad as ever he had been days ago, and delirious again. It alarmed me, sir, and I sent off for Mr. Janson: I didnt send for you and my mistress. No sooner had the man gone than he dropped asleep, and has now woke up calm  almost as much as to insinuate that I am telling stories.

This class of fevers will fluctuate, interposed Mr. Janson. One hour the patient seems at deaths door, and the next scarcely ill at all. Something has certainly increased it to-night, but he will do well.

If ever I saw any human body so changed as the master is, since we came here! uttered Finch to Charlotte, that same evening. Formerly he used to be pleasant enough in the house, unless any great thing crossed him, but now hes as growling and snappish as a bull put up for baiting. I wonder my mistress doesnt give him a bit of her mind! I wish hed go off to Scotland, as he did last year.

Mr. Janson departed. Mrs. Yorke remained in the boys chamber, but quitted it for her own at the usual hour for retiring. Before she had begun to undress, her husband followed her to the room, locked the door, and put the key in his pocket. Maria was surprised: they never slept with their door locked.

Why have you done that? she asked.

Because I choose to do it. You cant sail out of the room now, with your tragedy air, and refuse to hear me. Now, Mrs. Yorke, who concocted this moonlight walk to-night? How far did your love-making go in it? I will know.

Mrs. Yorke did glance at the door, for it had become a custom with her to leave her husband to himself when the dark, jealous mood was on him, but she knew that she glanced in vain. She was caged.

I will not bear it, she said, bursting into tears. Why do you treat me so? If this is to continue, I will summon Lady Saxonbury here, and have a separation arranged. I have been to you a true and faithful wife; you know I have: what mania has come upon you that you should level these reproaches at me?

You have; I give you credit for it I never doubted you until we came here, and you renewed your intimacy and friendship with your old lover.

He was no lover of mine, she replied, disdaining not to use evasion in such a case. Were you not both before me in those old days, you and he, and I chose you? Which was the most favoured?

Janson, coolly repeated Mr. Yorke.

He was not. You speak in the face of facts, Arthur. I married you.

Loving him. But I was rich, and he was poor. Do you remember your last parting with him, the evening he returned from that absurd voyage, where I wish he had been wrecked?

What parting? rejoined Maria; but her cheeks burned and her voice faltered.

What parting! Shall I repeat it, though you know every word better than I? Ay, you do! When you told him, with tears and wails and sobs, that you were miserable, for you had bound yourself to marry me, and you loved him: when you lay passively in his arms, and welcomed his embrace, with a welcome you had never given to mine! I speak of that parting. I witnessed it.

Maria breathed hurriedly. She could not speak. You did not deceive me, Maria, though you thought you did, for I buried my injuries within me. Had I not loved you so passionately, I should have left you to him: and I knew that you pronounced your marriage vows to me with Jansons kisses not cold upon your lips.

She raised her head as if to speak, but no words came.

It was not a pleasant knowledge for me, your bridegroom; but I never visited it upon you. You are aware I never did, Maria; my love for you was too great. I have loved you, he added, his tone changing to softness, with a love passing that of man. I was forbearing, and never visited it upon you, save by deeper and deeper tenderness: I forced myself to think of it as a piece of girlish folly, and I was beginning to forget it: I had nearly forgotten it, Maria, when we came here.

And so had I forgotten it, she spoke up, abruptly; forgotten Janson, and all connected with him. I lived but for my children, for you, for my own natural ties and interests, and I never shall live for anything else. Janson! what is he to me now? For shame, Mr. Yorke! I am an English gentlewoman; your wife, and your childrens mother.

We have been here a month  more. Not a day, from the first afternoon we came, but he has been here, in your society. Sometimes twice a day.

Could I help that? Circumstances have compelled it. The child cannot be left without medical attendance. You are frequently at home when Mr. Janson comes, and you know that his visits are limited to the child.

He rarely accepts the offer of sitting down with us, even for a minute, whether you are here, or whether you are away.

And this night! for you to have walked home with him in the moonlight, resting on his arm; you and he, of all people in the world! And I following on your steps later, picturing what that walk had been to you both, in my jealous torment! Maria, I was mad this night as I came along, if ever man was; and Janson may be thankful that I did not meet him, for I might have sprung upon him in my anger.

For shame, Arthur! again I say it, she reiterated, indignation rendering her speech firm. I have never forgotten, by word or look, my own self-respect, since this our meeting with Mr. Janson. Neither has he. I have been to him as your wife, as my childrens mother, secure in my position; and he has been to me, as to you, the plain family attendant. Do you doubt me still? Will you have me swear to it? I can. Arthur, Arthur! I think you art mad. Let us leave this place if your mania is to continue, and go where we can have other medical advice.

Was Mr. Yorke mad? He was certainly unhinged. He fell into a storm of sobs and tears, and clasping his wife to him, reiterated how passionately he loved her.

Maria grew alarmed. She had never seen him like this. Resentment for his groundless suspicions would have prompted her to turn scornfully from him: but she did not dare. She only repeated, in as conciliatory a tone as she could bring her angry mind to allow, that she had no unworthy thought connected with Mr. Janson. And she spoke truth.

He seemed to believe her. He did believe her. A better spirit came over him; and in the morning, when Mr. Janson paid his visit to the child, Mr. Yorke spoke cordially to him, and offered him his hand, a mark of favour he had never condescended to vouchsafe before.

But who can put away at will the pangs of jealousy? There is not an earthly passion that is less under control. As the days went on, it returned in full force to the unhappy Mr. Yorke, throwing its own jaundice over his sight and hearing. The most innocent movement of his wife or Mr. Janson, wore to him but one interpretation; the common courtesy of hand-shaking would excite him almost past repression. He said nothing more to his wife: he watched; and though he saw no tangible thing that even jealousy could take hold of, he grew only the more convinced that they were playing a part to deceive and blind him. If you ever felt the absurd passion of jealousy in its extreme force, you will understand and recognise Mr. Yorkes self-torments. They really did border on insanity.


CHAPTER XI.

Lost in the Fog.

THE child grew better; he was getting well; and Mr. Jansons visits were now paid but occasionally. At length the day came that he took leave. His task was done, he good-humouredly observed, for Master Leo was upon his legs again. Mrs. Yorke mentioned this to her husband in the evening, as an indifferent topic of conversation; glad, no doubt, for the sake of peace, to be able to do it.

Left for good, has he? repeated Mr. Yorke.

Yes. I requested him to send in his account.

This was on a Monday. The next day, Tuesday, Mr. Yorke went out for a whole days shooting, a thing he had not yet done. True, he had gone out shooting several times since the season came in, but only by fits and starts. Out for an hour or two, and back home again; out again for another hour, and back again. Maria understood it all, and thoroughly despised him in her indignant heart. But on Tuesday he went out in the morning, and came home at night, just in time for dinner. He was in good spirits, talked pleasantly with his wife, and played with Leopold. Wednesday was spent in precisely the same way, and on Thursday he also went out with his gun as soon as breakfast was over. On this day a Miss Hardisty, a relative of Mrs. Yorkes, arrived on a visit: somewhat unexpectedly, for they had not looked for her for a day or two. A hard-featured maiden she, of some five-and-forty years.

The afternoon of Thursday turned out wretchedly. It did not rain, but a dense fog, or sort of Scotch mist, overhung the atmosphere. Offord could remember nothing like it. Twilight set in, and Mrs. Yorke stirred her good fire into a roaring blaze, and wondered where her husband was. Her guest, fatigued with her railway journey, was in her chamber, lying down, and had requested not to be called until tea-time.

Oh, here he is, cried Maria, as an indistinct form passed the window. I wonder how many he has bagged? He will be surprised to hear that Olivia is come.

Mr. Janson, said a servant, opening the door.

Mr. Janson entered. And as he took his seat, inquired after Leopold.

He remains quite well, replied Mrs. Yorke. I thought I understood you, last Monday, that you should not come again to him, she added, feeling uncomfortable lest her husband should return home and find him there  after her having stated that his attendance had ceased.

This is not a professional visit, said Mr. Janson. I have been to see Lady Rich, and thought I would call in as I passed your house to say, How dye do? and hear that Leopold continued all right What a strange fog it is!

Thank you, answered Mrs. Yorke, in a rather constrained manner. For when jealous suspicions, entirely unfounded, are entertained by a husband, they must and do make the manners of the best of women constrained and embarrassed.

Mr. Janson drew his chair near to Mrs. Yorkes; not to be nearer her, but to enjoy the genial blaze of the fire. Unfortunately he had no idea of Mr. Yorkes fears; he only thought him an abrupt, haughty, uncertain man, different from what he used to be. When Maria Saxonbury became Mr. Yorkes wife, Mr. Janson had put her from his mind, as it was right to do. Mrs. Yorke rose to ring the bell. You shall see Leopold, she said.

Not yet; let me speak a word to you; pray sit down again, said Mr. Janson, interrupting her movement. I want to consult some one, and I have  as you must know  a very high opinion of your discernment and good sense, so I wish to ask your advice. I shall value it more than that of any one else. You know Miss Maskell?

Yes. I have seen much of her since we came here, replied Mrs. Yorke.

Do you believe she would make a good wife?

I think her a very amiable, nice girl, quite a lady.

Yes, I am sure she would. Who is going to marry her?

I dont know yet whether any one is, he answered, with a smile. But  people tell me I must marry, or lose my practice, for my patients say they will have a family man to attend them, not a bachelor. So I have been looking round about me, and begin to think that Lucy Maskell would be suitable.

Mrs. Yorke laughed. Oh, Mr. Janson! How coolly you speak! As coolly as you might if you were only going to take on a new surgery boy. These affairs should always be cased round with romance.

He shook his head. Romance died out for me years ago. For one moment their eyes met; perhaps unwittingly; and then both looked determinedly at the fire again.

I like Lucy Maskell much, he resumed; so far as liking goes. And  I believe  a smile hovered on his lips that she likes me.

Let it take place, then, Mr. Janson. And I earnestly hope you will be happy. Believe me, you shall both have my best prayers and wishes for it, was Mrs. Yorkes answer. She was pleased that Mr. Janson was going to be happy at last, for she knew that she had once tried his heart severely. In the earnestness of her content, she put her hand into his, as she spoke  put it as a single-hearted, honest woman would.

And Mr. Janson clasped it, and leaned over towards her and thanked her kindly.

What dark shadow was that outside the window, with its face pressed against the pane? A face whose expression, just then, was as the face of a demon, whose eyes glared, and whose teeth glistened. They saw it not; but, as their hands met, and Mr. Janson leaned nearer to his companion, a noise, half savage growl, half shriek of defiance, escaped it. They heard that.

What is that sound? exclaimed Mrs. Yorke, turning towards the window. Nothing was there then.

Somebody in the road come to grief in the fog, suggested Mr. Janson. Or a night-bird, probably. Shall I see Leopold now?

Mrs. Yorke opened the room door and called to the child, who came running in. Then Mr. Janson left. I hope I shall get home, said he, jokingly.

Maria kept Leopold with her, and the time passed more swiftly than she thought. By and by, one of the servants came in to know if he should serve dinner.

Why, what time is it? inquired his mistress.

Ever so much past six, maam.

I had no idea it was so late.

It was striking five when Mr. Janson left, said the man.

Mrs. Yorke chose to wait; but when it grew near seven, she ordered the dinner to be served. She thought her husband had stopped to dine with some sporting acquaintance, or had lost his way in the fog. Scarcely had she sat down to it when she heard him enter, and go straight up-stairs; his step, as she fancied, unusually quiet.

What can he want there without a candle? she wondered. Perhaps he thinks he can wash his hands in the dark, and would not wait for one.

Maria, called out Mr. Yorke, his loud tones echoing through the house.

She rose and went to the door. Yes.

Bring me up a light, will you. Bring it yourself.

What fad now? thought Mrs. Yorke. I take it up! But she lighted a chamber candle, and went up-stairs with it, the servants, who were waiting at table, wondering. Her husband was standing inside their bedroom door, which was all but closed; nothing to be seen of him but his one hand stretched out for the light Where have you been so late? Did the fog cause you to miss your way?

He did not reply, only took the light from her. She pushed the door, wishing to enter, but it resisted her efforts. Let me come in, she said; I have some news for you. Olivia Hardistys come.

Not a word of reply was vouchsafed to her. Only the door banged to in her face, and the key of it turned.

He is sulky again, thought Maria. How fortunate he did not happen to come home while Mr. Janson was here! Make haste, she condescended to call out, as she retreated, I have begun dinner.

Mr. Yorke soon came down, dressed. A mark of attention given to Miss Hardisty, Maria supposed: or, so late as that, he would scarcely have troubled to dress. He did not speak, and did not eat; but he drank freely. He seemed also to have been drinking previously. A failing he was not given to.

I asked you why you were so late, said Maria. You answered yourself, was the reply That I lost my way. The fog was dense.

The fog seems to have taken away your appetite; and to have made you thirsty.

Luncheon did both. The meat was salt.

Where did you take luncheon?

At Squire Hipgraves.

Have you had good sport?

Middling. Who can shoot in a fog?

You have brought no birds home?

I left them at Hipgraves.

Pheasants, I suppose?

Yes. I wish you would not keep up this running fire of questions, Maria. My head aches.

Mrs. Yorke ceased, and eat her dinner. As the cloth was being removed, her guest came in. Also Leopold. Mr. Yorke was compelled to exert himself a little then, but he had partaken too freely of wine, and Mrs. Yorke was vexed, for she believed it must be apparent to Miss Hardisty.

How well Leopold looks, considering his long illness! remarked Miss Hardisty.

He is wonderful, said Mrs. Yorke. You would not think, to see him now, that he had been so very ill.

Papa, cried Leopold, Mr. Janson says I am got well soon because I was good, and took the physic without crying.

Ah! said Mr. Yorke. When did he say that?

To-night, when he was here with mamma, and they called me in.

Mr. Yorke turned his eyes upon his wife, fixedly, steadily. Was Janson here to-night?

This afternoon, between four and five. It seemed like night, it was so dark, she answered, equably, but in spite of herself she could not prevent a vivid flush rising to her cheeks.

You told me he had given over coming.

As he had. I remarked to him that I understood him to say so, and he replied that he did not call today professionally, but just dropped in, as he was passing, to inquire how Leopold continued. He told me a little bit of news, too, about himself, added Maria to her husband, affecting to speak gaily. I will repeat it to you by and by.

When the childs bedtime arrived, instead of Finch coming for him, it was Charlotte.

Wheres Finch? demanded Mrs. Yorke.

Shes gone as far as the village, maam. She wanted to buy some ribbon at the shop.

Why did she choose such a night as this? returned Mrs. Yorke. How stupid she must be! she will lose her way.

She took a lantern, maam, answered Charlotte. She said she did not care for fogs. She wont be long.

Charlotte went off with Leopold, and Miss Hardisty smiled. Servants are sadly wanting in common sense, many of them.

I suppose Finch had previously fixed on to-night to go out, and of course she could not bear to disappoint herself, but must go, fog or no fog. Its just like them.

Mr. Yorke lay back in the easy-chair, and seemed to sleep. His wife apologised to Miss Hardisty, saying that he had had a hard mornings shooting, and seemed done up.

About nine oclock Finch came bursting into the room  her things on, just as she had entered the house. She was panting for breath.

O maam, I dont know how Ive got home, what with the fog, and what with the fright! There has been such an awful murder!

Where? asked Mrs. Yorke.

Close on the other side the village. Some thieves set upon a farmers son riding home from market, and shot him, and pulled him off his horse, and beat him about the head till he died, and then rifled his pockets of his watch and money, and then left him in a pool of blood, vehemently reiterated Finch, all in a breath. He was found about five oclock, and the village has been up in arms ever since. Everybodys out of their houses.

Mr. Yorke sat bolt upright in his chair. His eyes glittered upon Finch.  

A pretty tale! said he to his wife and Miss Hardisty, as Finch flew off to impart the news to the household. This is how stories get exaggerated. There was no horse in the affair, and no robbery, and it was not a farmers son going home from market.

You heard of it, then? exclaimed Miss Hardisty.

Yes, was Mr. Yorkes reply.

And never to have told us! remonstrated his wife. You say it was not a farmers son. Do you know who it is?

Janson. Murdered in his own garden as he was going in. Just inside the gate.


CHAPTER XII.

A Premature Disclosure.

HORROR rose to the countenance of Miss Hardisty. It is natural it should so rise when a woman hears of such a crime committed in her vicinity. But what was her look of horror, compared to that overspreading the face of Mrs. Yorke? A living, shrinking horror, which pervaded every line of her features, and turned them to the hue of the grave.

Strangely tumultuous thoughts were at work within her, flashing through her brain in quick confusion. Janson! who had sat by her side that afternoon! He murdered! Who had done it?

Who is Janson? inquired Miss Hardisty. Did you know him?

Mrs. Yorke seemed incapable of replying. Her husband spoke up volubly:  

Janson was the village surgeon. You heard Leo say he was here to-night. He has been attending Leopold; but I thought had ceased his visits. A fine young fellow. Unmarried.

Who can have been so wicked as to murder him? wondered Miss Hardisty.

Ah! Who indeed!

How did you come to know it? interrupted Mrs. Yorke, lifting her white face to her husband.

Ill news travels fast. As I reached home tonight, some people were passing the gate, apparently in excitement; I inquired what their trouble was, and they told me. It was the gardener and his wife, up above, returning home from the village.

Finch said he was shot, observed Miss Hardisty. He was not shot. Beaten to death.

Finchs account may be the correct one, instead of the gardener and his wifes, said Mrs. Yorke, in a low tone. She said he was robbed. Shot and robbed.

He was not robbed, I tell you, Maria, said Mr. Yorke. Have it so, if you like, however; shot and robbed; what matters it?

Mr. Yorke went to sleep in his chair again, or appeared to go to sleep, and the ladies conversed in an under tone, Maria shivering visibly.

About half-past ten, they were startled by a sudden and violent knocking, which came to the house door. Startled! Olivia Hardisty, her mind and tongue full of robbers and murderers, gave vent to a faint scream, and Mr. Yorke sprung up from his chair with a start, as if he would leave the room, halted in indecision, and then sat down again. A deep silence succeeded, and again the knocking came, louder than before. They heard a servant hurry to answer it, they heard an entrance and the sound of voices, and then the footman threw open their room door.

Master Henry Yorke.

A tall, fine lad, between fifteen and sixteen, leaped into the room, seized Mrs. Yorke, and gave her some kisses, and then turned, to shake hands with her husband. He had not changed, save in growth: he was random and generous as when we last saw him.

If I dont believe thats Olivia Hardisty! cried he, holding out his hand to the lady. What brings you here?

I think I may ask what brings you here! returned Miss Hardisty.

Ah! Are you not taken by surprise, Maria! said he to Mrs. Yorke. Didnt I knock! I thought you should hear it was somebody. Did you think it was the fire-engines!

Why did you not let us know you were coming?

How could I? My old tutor had news this morning of his fathers death, and went off; so I told mamma I might as well spend the few days holiday looking you up. And away I came, without waiting for her to say yes or no.

Wheres your portmanteau, Henry!

Didnt bring any. Shell send some shirts and things after me; sure to. What a precious slow railway station you have got here! Not a carriage or an omnibus waiting, or any conveyance to be had, for love or money. Mind, Maria, if I have not brought enough tin for myself, you must let me have some, and write to mamma to pay you back. I didnt stop to ask for any, for fear shed put in a protest against my journey.

How did you find our house? asked Mr. Yorke.

Oh, I got into the village, which seemed all in a hubbub, and tipped a boy with a torch, to shew me. This is not such a nice place as Saxonbury, added the lad, casting his eyes round the room.

It is very well for a change, said Mr. Yorke. I wanted some shooting and fishing.

Theres no accounting for taste, said the boy, shrugging his shoulders. Maria, you dont look well.

I should wonder if any of us could look well tonight, interposed Olivia Hardisty. Your knocking nearly frightened us to death, too. We had just heard of such a dreadful murder.

A murder! Where?

In the village. He lived quite in the middle of it, did he not, Mr. Yorke?

Then that accounts for the row, said Henry, before Mr. Yorke could reply. The natives were standing about in groups, trying who could talk the fastest I thought they were taking observations of the fog. In one place, at the corner of a street or lane, they had mustered so densely I had to administer some shoves to get through. Who has been murdered, Mr. Yorke? A poacher?

No. A doctor.

Thats worse.

It is awful, shivered Miss Hardisty. He had been attending Leo, Henry, and was here only this afternoon.

What, the man who is murdered?

He was; this very afternoon; and but just before the deed was committed. It was five oclock, I think you said, Mrs. Yorke, when Mr. Janson left you.

Janson! a doctor! interrupted the boy. It was no relation to our Mr. Janson, was it, Maria?

Your Mr. Janson! What do you mean by your Mr. Janson? demanded Miss Hardisty.

Oh, Maria knows. A Mr. Janson we used to be intimate with abroad, when I was a youngster. Is it any relation?

It is the same man, said Mr. Yorke, in a curious tone.

Henry Yorke sprung up from his chair, and looked from his sister to Mr. Yorke in dismay and incredulity.

The same man! The same Mr. Janson who took such care of me on that long voyage, when I went away in the Rushing Water?

Mrs. Yorke inclined her head. Yes, he had settled here, she said, in a low tone.

Sorrow rendered Henrys ideas confused. Oh, I wish I had seen him! Why did you not write me word, Maria, that I might have come before he was murdered?

You stupid boy! cried Olivia Hardisty. Could your sister tell he was going to be murdered?

Well, I do wish I had seen him. I would have gone all over the country to meet Janson. He was the nicest fellow going.

Was he? asked Miss Hardisty, appealing to Mr. Yorke, who did not seem in a hurry to answer her.

You had better ask Maria, retorted Henry, speaking with the random thoughtlessness of his age. Shell tell you he was. Why, it was a near touch, I know, whether she became Mrs. Janson or Mrs. Yorke. Didnt she flirt away with him, sir, before she promised herself to you? She thought I was only a youngster and couldnt see; but I was as wide awake as she was. Dont be cross, Elizabeth.

You always were wide awake, Harry, drily responded Mr. Yorke.

Olivia Hardisty, somewhat stunned and bewildered with the vista into past things opening to her, unclosed her lips to speak; but she thought better of it, and closed them again. So! this was the Mr. Janson she had heard of in past times, who had loved, it was said, Maria Saxonbury, and she him; whom Maria had rejected because he was poor.

Henry talked on, until they grew tired of answering him. Talked incessantly until his supper came in.

When they retired for the night, Finch was waiting in Miss Hardistys room to assist her to undress. The two were old friends, so to speak, for Finch had lived at Saxonbury many years, maid to the first Lady Saxonbury.

Im glad you are come soon, maam, began Finch. I can do nothing but think of that awful murder. And that sleepy Charlotte would go to bed and leave me. She cares for nobody but herself.

I am pleased you did stop for me, returned Miss Hardisty, for I feel nervous to-night. A common murder, though very distressing, does not affect the nerves like such a one as this. It must have happened, Finch, immediately after he left here.

After who left here? asked Finch, wondering what Miss Hardisty was talking of.

The doctor. Mr. Janson. Oh, I forgot; you did not hear; you thought it was a farmers son who was murdered. But it was not: it was Mr. Janson.

Mr. Janson! echoed Finch; Mr. Janson who was murdered! Who says sol

Mr. Yorke. He heard of the murder as he came home to dinner.

Finch collected her ideas. I wonder where master picked up that news, she said presently. Its nothing of the sort, maam. It was a farmers son going home from market, on horseback, in leather breeches and top-boots. Mr. Janson does not wear breeches and top-boots.

Mr. Yorke said decidedly it was Mr. Janson, and that he was murdered in his own garden. He was very positive.

He always is positive, retorted Finch. But it was no more Mr. Janson than it was me. As if the village would have said it was a farmers son, if it had been Mr. Janson! Why, maam, the man in the shop, where I was, had been to see the body, and he spoke particularly about the breeches and boots. I daresay Mr. Janson was fetched to the dead corpse, and thats how his name got mixed up in it. Mr. Janson, indeed! that would be a misfortune.

So Henry Yorke seemed to think. He was talking of their former acquaintance with him abroad. The nicest fellow going, he said.

Yes, everybody liked Mr. Janson. Except  

Except what? asked Miss Hardisty, for Finch had stopped.

Except master, I was going to say. He had used to be jealous of him in those old times, and I think  at least, added the woman, more hesitatingly, I have once or twice thought lately whether he is not jealous again. Masters temper, since we have been here, has been quite strange, and I dont know what should make it so, unless its that.

Dear me! uttered Miss Hardisty; Mrs. Yorke would not give cause   

No, indignantly interrupted Finch, she would not give cause for that, or for any other wrong thing. I dont say that she was right to encourage both Mr. Janson and Mr. Yorke in the old days, as I believe she did, and let each think she might marry him; but, maam, young ladies will act so, just to shew their power; and her head was turned upside down with her beauty. However, all that nonsense was put away when she married, and a better wife nobody has ever had than Mr. Yorke. And if master has got a jealous crotchet in his head, he deserves to have it shook out of him. Mr. Janson has come here to attend Master Leo, but for nothing else.

Did they ever meet after Mrs. Yorkes marriage until now, when they met here? inquired Olivia Hardisty.

No, never. I asked my mistress once  I think she had been married about two years then  if she knew where Mr. Janson was, and she had no idea. I dont much like this place, maam, added Finch, musingly. I shall be glad when we get back home.

It seems scarcely worth while my telling you now the news that Mr. Janson imparted to me, observed Maria to her husband, when they were left alone. Dead! instead of  It is so very dreadful!

It is dreadful enough, returned Mr. Yorke.

He was going to be married, she continued. But, of course, it will not do for us to speak of it abroad, after this shocking ending. He thought of marrying Miss Maskell.

And giving up you?

The taunt sounded most unseasonable. Maria, subdued by the events of the evening, turned meekly to her husband. Arthur, let this unpleasantness end; it is time it did, she said, speaking firmly in her honest truth. We may both have something to forgive each other. I was foolish, vain, careless in the old days; but I solemnly declare in the presence of Heaven, in the presence, it may be said, of that poor dead man, that never a thought has strayed from you since you became my husband. You have been bitter and angry with me lately, but it has been without cause; for not a wrong word, not a look that you could not approve, has passed between me and Mr. Janson. So help me Heaven!

Mr. Yorke was silent. He had sat down, and seemed to be looking at his wife.

When he called here this evening to ask after Leopold, he told me he thought of marrying Lucy Maskell. I wished the union God speed from my very heart.

Still Mr. Yorke did not speak. Maria passed into her dressing-room. She had said her say.


CHAPTER XIII.

The Gardeners Word against the Gentlemans.

MR. YORKE and Henry went out for an early walk the following morning. As Mrs. Yorke and Miss Hardisty were waiting breakfast for them, they were surprised by a visit from Squire Hipgrave.

What a horrible thing this is! he exclaimed to Mrs. Yorke, when the introduction to Miss Hardisty was over. You have heard about poor Janson?

Yes, she faintly said. Is he dead?

Dead! the wretches who murdered him took care of that They left no life in him.

Then it is Mr. Janson! interposed Miss Hardisty. Mr. Yorke said so, but one of the servants here insisted that it was a farmer.

Its both, answered Squire Hipgrave. A double murder. Never has this quiet neighbourhood been so stained. Young Louth was passing through the village on his way home from market, and, about a mile beyond it, he was shot from his horse and robbed. He had been selling stock, and had got a good round sum about him, which, as is supposed, was known. Jansons affair is different.

He was going into his house by the back entrance, and was set upon just inside the garden door, and beaten to death, Mr. Yorke told us, said Miss Hardisty.

That is correct Poor young fellow!

It must have occurred soon after he left here, said Mrs. Yorke, speaking with an effort Was he here last night? asked Squire Hipgrave, eagerly.

In the afternoon, replied Mrs. Yorke. He called in as he was returning from his visit to Lady Rich, and saw Leopold. It was five oclock when he left, but quite dark, the fog was so thick.

Oh, that was hours before the murder. The precise time of its committal has not been ascertained. He was found about ten oclock.

That must be a mistake, said Miss Hardisty. Mr. Yorke was home before seven.

But he did not know of it then.

Yes, he did.

Impossible, said Squire Hipgrave. Janson was not found until ten oclock; not a soul knew of it previous to that He was being hunted for all over the village, to go and examine young Louth, and nothing could be seen or heard of him, and it was only by the servants going out to lock the back gate, which she always did at ten at night, that he was found. Did you ever see such a fog as it was.

But indeed Mr. Yorke did tell us, persisted Miss Hardisty. Certainly not immediately after he came in  I daresay he was willing to spare us so horrible a recital as long as was possible  but when Finch got home afterwards from the village, with the news that a farmers son was killed, Mr. Yorke said it was not a farmers son, but Janson. You see he had heard of the one murder, and the servant of the other.

But Yorke could not have heard that Janson was murdered before he was murdered, obstinately protested Squire Hipgrave.

And he could not have dreamt it beforehand, as obstinately returned the lady. The fact must be, that he did know of the murder, though all might not.

But it was not known at all to any one, reiterated the squire; neither is it believed to have occurred at that time.

You must perceive that Mr. Yorke must have known of it, coolly continued Miss Hardisty, suppressing the contempt she was acquiring for the squires understanding. It was not a mere vague rumour he had got hold of, but he described the facts, which you have just said were correct; that the unfortunate gentleman was killed in his own garden, close to the gate, and found beaten to death.

It is very strange, debated Squire Hipgrave, struck at length with the points placed before him by his antagonist I wonder where Yorke heard it?

From a man and woman who were running by this house as he came in, readily responded Miss Hardisty. They told him Mr. Janson was murdered. And that was before seven oclock.

Good heavens! it may have been the very perpetrators themselves! Indeed, it must have been; no one else would have known it We must find those people, continued the squire, in his most magisterial voice. I wonder if Yorke would recognise them again?

It was the gardener and his wife at the cottage higher up, near to Lady Richs, interposed Mrs. Yorke.

Oh  they, said the magistrate, considerably disappointed when he found the presumed murderers subside into a quiet, inoffensive couple, long known. Ill go up and ascertain where they heard it. Id give twenty pounds out of my own pocket to pounce upon the guilty men, for Janson was a favourite of mine. Not to speak of the unpleasantness of having such crimes happen in the neighbourhood.

Away went Squire Hipgrave, and was back again directly. Mr. Yorke and Henry were then returning from their walk.

Good morning, Yorke. How did you hear the report last night that Janson was murdered?

From the gardener, up there  whats his name?  Crane, replied Mr. Yorke. From Crane and his wife.

Well  its your word against theirs, hesitatingly remarked Squire Hipgrave, in a puzzle. They say they never told you anything about Janson; and, in fact, did not know themselves till this morning that anything had happened to him.

If they choose to eat their words, that is no business of mine, said Mr. Yorke. As I was turning in at this gate last night  it was late, for I lost my way in the fog after I left you, and did not get in till near seven  Crane and his wife were running by from the village in great excitement. They had a torch with them. I asked what was amiss, and they told me Janson was murdered. Nobody else could have told me, proceeded Mr. Yorke. I saw nobody else, and spoke to nobody else.

Then what do they mean by denying it? asked Squire Hipgrave, sharply. Upon my word, if they were not so well known, I should suspect they knew something about the murder. I wish you would let me confront Crane with you.

You are quite welcome to do that, said Mr. Yorke.

Away went the squire again, and Mr. Yorke and Henry leaned over the gate, watched, and waited for him. Cranes cottage was within view, and he came back with the man. Maria and Miss Hardisty came out of the breakfast room.

There seems some mistake about this here business, sir, said Crane, a civil, respectful man, and Squire Hipgrave have fetched me down along of him, to set it right.

The mistake is on your part, not on mine, haughtily returned Mr. Yorke. You went by here with your wife last night; she seemed in a fright, and I inquired what was the matter.

Yes, sir, my wife was frighted, fancying she saw thieves in the hedges; she havent run so fast since her joints got stiff. When you stopped us, sir, and asked, I told you a poor gentleman had just been murdered.  

Mr. Yorke looked at Squire Hipgrave. You hear, said he. Repeat what you did say to me, added he to the man.

That my wife was frighted, and we was making haste home, for a poor gentleman had been found murdered, down yonder, beaten to death. Them was the words, sir, as near as I can remember.

Exactly, said Mr. Yorke.

But did you say it was Mr. Janson, Crane? resumed Squire Hipgrave, looking at the man.

Law no, sir. I couldnt say it, as I have just told you, for  

You did say it was Mr. Janson, interrupted Mr. Yorke.

I beg your pardon, sir. I was just a-going to say to you last night that report went as it was a farmer, but you turned short away in-doors, and didnt wait to hear me; and I and my wife ran home. This morning, when the milk-woman came, she told us about Mr. Janson, that he was murdered, and my wife sat down on a chair  though we never believed it at first  and burst out a-crying; for he was more like a friend to us than a doctor, a-coming up at all weathers to her rheumatiz, and charging us next to nothing. Im sure, sir, I speak the truth, when I say it was not till this morning we heard about poor Mr. Janson, and that there had been a double murder.

A double murder! echoed Mr. Yorke, his face a mixture of astonishment and perplexity.

Why, did you not know it? said Squire Hipgrave. Young Louth was shot from his horse last evening, and rifled of all he had about him. That was what Crane wished to tell you of: Janson was not murdered  at least, not found  for hours afterwards.

And Finch was right, after all, when she said it was a farmers son, interrupted Olivia Hardisty; though you  looking at Mr. Yorke ridiculed it, and said it was Janson.

Yorke, where did you hear about Janson? demanded Squire Hipgrave. At the time you appear to have spoken of it, it was not known. In fact, I dont believe it had happened.

There was a blank, distressing pause  an awful pause.

Where did you hear about Janson, I ask? continued Squire Hipgrave, in a voice that sounded strangely uncompromising and clear.

Still the same ominous pause. Mrs. Yorke struggled for composure, but her breath came gaspingly through her ashy lips. Henry stole round to her side, as if by an uncontrollable impulse, and Olivia Hardisty gazed in open dismay at Mr. Yorke.

I heard it from Crane, said Mr. Yorke at length, rousing himself, and speaking in a firm, deliberate tone. Though it appears to be his purpose to deny it now.

Crane shook his head and turned to Squire Hipgrave. The gentlemans making a great mistake, sir, he quietly said. I never mentioned Mr. Jansons name last night, for he never was in my thoughts; and if anybody had come and told me to guess who was murdered, (besides the farmer,) I should least of all have guessed Mr. Janson. Im a-going back to my garden, ladies and gentlemen, and if you please to want me again, there I shall be.

The man, with a civil bow, turned away and went towards his home. Squire Hipgrave was the next to depart. A strange mantle of constraint seemed to have fallen upon them all.


CHAPTER XIV.

Awful Dread.

NEVER had the insignificant village of Offord been so full of stir, excitement, and dread. Two murders in one night! it was enough to put fear into the stoutest heart. At first it was universally assumed that the same parties had been guilty of both, but this impression wore away. Young Mr. Louth had evidently been molested for the purpose of robbery. Not so Mr. Janson, His watch and chain, his pocket-book and purse, each containing money, were all found upon his person, undisturbed  carrying out Mr. Yorkes assertion that there had been no robbery. How did he know it? began to ask Olivia Hardisty.

Mr, Janson had a habit of going in at the back door of his house, through the garden; it was the quicker mode of entrance, since at the front he had to ring: it was surmised that his assailant must have known of this; have got into the garden, and waited for him. He was probably struck down and stunned, at the moment of entering, and was again beaten about the head one or two blows. The medical men were asked with what sort of instrument. Was it likely to be a gun? spoke up somebody, while they were deliberating  the question probably being dictated by the remembrance of the shot which had destroyed the farmer. They replied that they did think it likely to be a gun, as likely, or more likely, than any other blunt weapon; but, if so, they added, the gun had probably been broken by the violence of the blows. The blow which had killed him was an unfortunate one, given underneath the left ear.

The woman-servants testimony was as follows:  About six oclock, (she thought it must have been,) while she was in her kitchen, waiting for her master to come in to tea, she heard a noise in the garden, to which the kitchen looked. This was followed by a groan, by more than one groan, she thought, and she got atop of the ironing board underneath the window, and looked out above the half shutter, but she could see nothing but mist. When asked to describe what sort of noise it was that she had heard, she replied it was a sudden noise, a scuffling noise. And that was the best explanation that could be obtained from her. There were often drunken folks about on a market night, she said, and she had supposed it might be some going by in the lane, quarrelling with one another; she didnt think no worse. Everything was quiet after that, so far as she heard, except for people coming to the front door inquiring for her master. Five or six times they came; they wanted him to go and see the gentleman who was murdered, young Mr. Louth. At ten oclock, she went out to lock the back gate, taking a lantern with her, for the lock was small and awkward; and then she came upon her master, lying in the path, dead. And when people flocked up, after she had given the alarm, and came to look at him, they said he must have been dead for some hours. Such was her testimony, given in a plain, straightforward way; she was a simple countrywoman of middle age, Mr. Jansons only maid-servant. By a somewhat curious coincidence, the surgery boy had had holiday given him that afternoon, and was away.

Squire Hipgrave propagated the unsatisfactory dispute between Mr. Yorke and Crane the gardener. The extraordinary fact that the murder should have been known to either of them at that early hour of the evening struck everybody: upon Mr. Maskell, a keen man of the law, it made a strong impression. Who could have known it, hours before he was found, save those concerned in the deed? argued Mr. Maskell. Very true, said the village, but Crane and his wife are above suspicion, and so  of course  is Mr. Yorke. This must be sifted, concluded Mr. Maskell, and I shall take care that all three are summoned before the coroner.

Ere the day, Friday, was over, the murderers of the farmer were in custody  two men, of whose guilt there was not a shadow of doubt. The spoil taken from Mr. Louth was found upon them, and there were other proofs, which need not be entered into, since that is not the murder with which we are most Concerned. These two men had been seen lurking about the village in the afternoon with another suspicious character  a man named King. It was assumed that this third had also been in the mischief, but at present he could not be found. The murder of Mr. Louth and that of Mr. Janson must have taken place about the same time, rendering it next to an impossibility that the same parties were guilty of both. The inquest was fixed for Monday, the coroner being unable to hold it sooner, and poor Mr. Janson lay in his own house, the outside of which presented a scene of bustle, night and day, inasmuch as it was regularly besieged by crowds of the curious, who stood there for hours on the stretch, gazing at its closely-curtained windows. Towards evening, on the Saturday, their perseverance was gratifyingly rewarded by witnessing the arrival of Mr. Jansons mother, who had been summoned from a distance. She took up her abode at the sorrowful house, although several neighbourly offers to receive her were made, and the delighted crowd of stationary gazers was forthwith doubled.

Now the reader cannot fail to perceive that suspicion lay fearfully strong upon Mr. Yorke. His jealousy of his wife and Mr. Janson supplied the motive; a jealousy for which there was no foundation, save in his own distorted mind. Certain attendant circumstances, known to Mrs. Yorke, were fraught with suspicion. His staying out that night, saying he lost his way in the fog, his stealing up-stairs in the dark when he came home, and the complete changing of his clothes, would have been comparatively nothing; but there was his prematurely-proclaimed knowledge of the murder. Mrs. Yorke heard of the opinion, expressed by the surgeons, that a gun had probably been used to inflict the blows, and she shivered as she listened. Did her husband bring home his? She could not tell. Neither could she arrive at any satisfactory conclusion as to the clothes he wore, whether they were put away in concealment, or whether they were amongst those hanging openly in the closet; for Mr. Yorke was an extravagant man in the matter of wearing apparel, and possessed several suits for outdoor sports. The terrible suspicion was eating into her brain. And yet it appeared too monstrous a one to have real foundation.

On the Sunday morning, though Mrs. Yorke rose to breakfast, she excused herself from going to church. She said she was not sufficiently well; perhaps it was no false plea, for she looked very ill. Mr. Yorke went, accompanied by Miss Hardisty and Henry Yorke. When they were gone, Maria entered her bedroom and locked herself in. A desperate determination was on her face, the index to that which had settled on her mind; her dreadful fears, her uncertainties, were hard to bear, day and night they were as one living agony; and now that the house was free from interruption she would search and find, or not find, proofs. The gun. That was the point; had he thrown it away as he came home that night, stained with his crime, or had he brought it home with him and concealed it? A gun appeared as usual in the customary place; but  was it the gun he had taken out with him, or the other one, which he might have reached from his gun-case and put there? The gun-case was fast, and she had no means of ascertaining.

There was an old-fashioned piece of furniture, half bureau, half chest, in the bedroom, black with age, very long and narrow. Mr. Yorke had laughed when this caught his eye on their taking possession of the house. Why, its long enough, said he, in a joking way, to put a coffin in. He had appropriated it to himself for his private use, and this was the plague-spot of dread to Mrs. Yorke; if the gun was in the house concealed, it was there.

She had been to the box of tools, and by dint of exertion she contrived to bring the bureau from the wall. Her intention was to break in the back, satisfy herself, and then replace the furniture. Knock, knock! hammer, hammer! Two servants were at home, the rest at church; Charlotte was in the nursery, the cook in the kitchen. Whether they heard the noise, or, hearing it, what they might think, Mrs. Yorke did not stop to inquire; her resolution was desperate. She persevered, and at length the wood was stove in. Not space enough yet, but she soon made it so.

Alas! she did not require a second glance. On the very top of all, quite at the back, lay the gun, broken. How many pieces she did not count, she could not have touched them for the whole world; they were wet, as if they had been soaked in water for the purpose of washing, and they lay on a suit of wet shooting-clothes; had he got into a pool, as he came home that night, to wash away traces? Probably. Mrs. Yorke staggered away and sat down, pale and sick. Beyond all doubt, her husband was Edward Jansons murderer.

Again she dragged up her shaking limbs, and, leaving everything as she found it, save for the great hole, pushed the bureau back to its place. The first time her husband opened it, he would see the hole, and detect what she had done. She cared not; henceforth, there was little that she would care for in life. She took up the heavy hammer and the chisel, and was concealing them under her black silk apron, lest she should be met going down-stairs on her way to the tool-box, when a quick knock came to the chamber door right in front of her. It startled her into a scream, which she could not have prevented had her life depended on it.

Please, maam, its only me, said the cooks voice. And what Mrs. Yorke answered was a mystery to herself, but the servant rejoined  

Its a stranger, maam, asking to see you directly, and wont take no denial.

With a ghastly face and a frame that shook from head to foot, Mrs. Yorke opened one of her drawers, and shut up the hammer and chisel. Then she unlocked the door, and the cook stepped inside.

Its a strange lady who wants to see you; she  Why, maam, whats the matter? Arent you well?

One of my sick headaches, murmured Mrs. Yorke. A visitor, did you say? I am not well enough to see any one. Go and say so.

A few minutes conversation only, interrupted a strange voice close at the door; and there stood the visitor, who must have silently followed the servant up-stairs. Her face, stem and pale, bore the remains of severe beauty; and Mrs. Yorke grew sick, as unto death, with undefined fears, for she recognised Mr. Jansons mother.

She utterly lost her self-possession. She did not say, Walk down to the drawing-room, or, Walk in here; she only looked up with her ghastly face, the picture of terror and misery. Mrs. Janson stepped in, and closed the bedroom door, fixing her searching eyes full upon Mrs. Yorke.

I have come to ask you who murdered my son.

Mrs. Yorke felt as if her brain were turning. There stood his mother, putting that startling question, and there, at her back, were the hidden pieces of  the  gun; there, in another spot, were the hammer and chisel. Ominous witnesses, all.

Did you kill him? proceeded Mrs. Janson.

Mrs. Yorke, in her perplexity and confusion, burst into tears. I kill him! she uttered I set on, and beat a man to death! it would be physically impossible. Why do you come here with so cruel a thought?

Ever since I heard the details of the crime yesterday, continued Mrs. Janson, my thoughts have never quitted it, no, not for an hour, for my eyes last night were sleepless. I have sought in vain for its motives. All tell me that my son had no enemy here, that he was beloved and respected. To-day I heard that you were living here, and I said to myself, There lies the clue. You could not kill him yourself, you say; perhaps not: but you might get it done. Did you?

Strange to say, Mrs. Yorke endured such words without indignation. Indignation from her!  when the wicked instrument of his death was within a few inches! She answered in a tone of humility, of pitiable depression:  

You may spare yourself such thoughts. I would have given my own life to save his.

It may be that her words struck Mrs. Janson as being the words of truth, for her voice lost some of its harshness.

Years ago you were my sons bane; you led him on to love you, and then left him for another: what wonder, then, amidst so complete a dearth of motive for others committing the crime, that my thoughts should turn to you?

If I did marry another, it was not that I disliked your son, answered Mrs. Yorke, in a low tone; it was that circumstances were not favourable to my marrying him. Since we met again, on the occasion of my coming here, we have been excellent friends. Madam, I beg you to understand me  friends; the past was forgotten by both of us; it was never once recalled or alluded to by either; your son has attended my child, and brought him through a dangerous illness. Pray, put away these dreadful ideas, added Mrs. Yorke, with emotion. Your son was the last person in the world whom I would have injured.

What makes you look so ill? demanded Mrs. Janson, abruptly. It appears like mental illness, not bodily.

I have no objection to tell you that I have felt ill ever since the news of the horrible crime was brought to our house  as I should do had its victim been any other friend. And to-day, she added, with a faint colour at her invention, I have a sick headache, which kept me from church, and causes me to look as I do now. Believe me, I knew no more of the crime than you did, who were far away.

Nor your husband?

My husband! echoed Mrs. Yorke, with well-feigned astonishment. What motive could my husband have in wishing him ill? Quite the contrary; had I not chosen him, when I could have chosen Mr. Janson? Ah, poor thing! was it wrong that she should appear thus brave in his defence, guilty though she believed him in her breaking heart? He was her husband; he was the father of her children. Mrs. Jansons keen eyes were upon her. Could she bear them, and stand the ordeal?

Mrs. Janson, said she, risings and assuming a courageous, open tone, you must search elsewhere for the guilty parties  not in our house.

Mrs. Janson probably thought so. She likewise rose.

Years ago, Maria Saxonbury  I beg your pardon, Mrs. Yorke  I told you that should your future existence; be one of retribution, you had richly earned it. Should it have been so, or should it ever become so, you may remember my words.

Ay, she did remember them; remembered them with an awful shudder. Her future existence! Mrs.

Janson walked to the threshold of the chamber, and turned her gaze full on Maria.

Then, you can give me no information? No help  no clue?

Indeed I cannot. You might as well ask me after the murderers of Mr. Louth, she added, with desperate energy.

Mrs. Janson turned, and began to descend the stairs. Maria made no effort to shew her out, or to have her shewn out: the courtesies of life were as nothing to her then. She sat down and strove to keep herself from fainting. As she heard her go through the front door, some one appeared to enter it, and footsteps came up the stairs. Was it Mrs. Janson returning? A cold fear was turning Marias heart to chillness, and something like a dull sound began to thump in her brain. Not Mrs. Janson. It was Miss Hardisty who entered.

You! exclaimed Mrs. Yorke, glancing sideways at the drawer which contained the hammer, and wishing it was safe in its place. Church cannot be over!

No. I came out before the sermon. Maria, you look like death. Stay! let me speak to you: I came home to do so. I thought of doing so yesterday, but my courage failed me. What shadow is it that has fallen on the house?

Shadow? she gasped, Ay, shadow. I have known you from a child, and I loved and reverenced Mr. Yorkes mother. I have liked him. For your sake and hers I have resolved to speak. As I went into church  Mr. Yorke was in advance, and I behind with Henry  some people stood in the churchyard. They did not know us, we were strangers, and they continued talking over the marvel of Mr. Yorkes knowing that the murder was committed before others could know it  for it seems that the neighbourhood trusts Crane, who has been in it all his life, in preference to Mr. Yorke. I spoke a few words to Henry, and we went in. In the commandments, when the clergyman repeated, Thou shalt do no murder, and I remembered next to whom I was standing  Maria, dont scream: suspicion, above all things, must not be courted here, even from your servants. Well, I felt as if I could not remain there by his side, and when the clergyman went out to change his surplice, I left, and came back to you. Let me say to you what I have to say.

Mrs. Yorke only bowed her head. She could not speak.

Understand, Maria. I assume no ones guilt or innocence; I ask not what led to that incautious revelation of your husbands, the premature knowledge of the murder and the manner of its committal; I would rather not know. But that avowal must be remedied.

Remedied! wailed the unhappy lady, in a tone of despair. Oh, my children!

There is a remedy, Maria.

How?

I and Henry Yorke must give false testimony, continued Miss Hardisty, in a slow, distinct whisper. Your husband also; but to him the speaking falsely will probably be of no moment. Henry, as he came through the village on his way to us that night, saw the crowd gathered round Mr. Jansons house; and the murder, as we have heard since, was then discovered. He must have heard the details; must have mixed with the crowd and heard them; and he brought the news to us. Do you understand?

But he did not, said Mrs. Yorke, less quick of comprehension than she would have been at a more tranquil moment. 

No; but he must say he did; and swear to it, if necessary. I am also prepared to do so  that is, that I heard him tell the tale when he came in. I am not insensible to the disgrace and danger  let us not allude to the guilt  of taking a false oath, added Miss Hardisty, her voice growing harsh, and her brow contracting, but it may save disgrace, the most frightful that can be inflicted on man, from falling on Mr. Yorke, and consequently upon you and your children. We must have been under a mistake you know; Mr. Yorke must have confounded the words spoken by Crane with the account afterwards brought in by Henry Yorke; and thus the mistake must be explained away. Do you not understand now, Maria?

Yes  yes, she replied. O Olivia, she continued with a shudder, this is a horrible affliction!

Do not speak of it to me, hastily interrupted Miss Hardisty. I know that you are innocent, and I would rather not know more. I wish I could have saved you from it, more effectually than I am now trying to save you from its consequences.

But about Henry? whispered Mrs. Yorke. Henry will be found all right. The boys doubts were excited before mine. Did you notice his countenance on Friday, when Crane and Squire Hipgrave were here? He is even more alive to the dread and the danger than I; and this plan is as much his as mine, for he met me half-way in it. There is no fear of Henry: deep feeling and sound sense lie under his random manner. Do you suggest this course to your husband, and be assured of us. Fortunately, fortunately, Mr. Yorke did not speak while Finch was in the room telling of Mr. Louths murder, and none of the servants know but what Henry Yorke did bring the news of Mr. Jansons.

In the most intense pain, both of mind and body,  for the headache, only put forth as a plea in the morning, had come on with violence,  Mrs. Yorke had retired to bed before the family got home from church.

Not to her own bed: to a small curtainless bed in the room of Leopold, which had been placed there for a nurses use temporarily, during the boys illness. She cared not for the comments of the servants, but went up there. And yet her excuse to Finch proved that she did care; for when Finch, in surprise, volubly demanded why her mistress had not lain down in her own room, she answered that she was here more out of the way of hearing the noise of the house. Maria said the same to Mr. Yorke, when he came up and questioned her.

Miss Hardisty had said, Suggest this course to your husband. How was she to do it? If ever woman shrunk from a topic, Maria shrunk from that. The very breathing of it to her husband seemed as if it would cost her her life.

All day she lay dwelling upon it. How should she speak? how let him know that her suspicions were awakened? In the dusk of the evening Mr. Yorke again came up.

Are you no better, Maria?

I think I am worse, she answered.

You would be more comfortable in your own bed.

It is quieter here. Do not stay. It must be your dinner-time.

He bent to kiss her cheek. With a wail of pain, she turned her head away, and buried it in the pillow. Mr. Yorke bent over her, whispering softly  

What strange idea have you been getting into your head? It is a wrong one.

Speaking the words with marked emphasis, he quitted the room. Maria, in the course of the evening, called for Miss Hardisty.

You must speak to him yourself, Olivia, she said. You must arrange all with him. I cannot.

It may be better that I should, quietly replied Miss Hardisty. It is so essential that he should understand exactly what I and Henry shall have to say.


CHAPTER XV.

The Double Inquest.

MONDAY morning brought all the bustle of the double inquest. It was held at a public-house in the village. The proceedings in Mr. Louths case were soon over; and then came on Mr. Jansons. The woman-servant spoke to the finding of the body; the doctors, to the cause of death  the unfortunate blow behind the ear. Mrs. Yorke, looking white as a sheet, trembling inwardly and outwardly, told of Mr. Jansons visit to her that afternoon; and Mr. Yorkes butler was called to prove the hour of his departure from the cottage. It was striking five by the hall clock, he said, as he led Mr. Janson out. At the conclusion of Mrs. Yorkes testimony, she was conducted to her carriage, which was in waiting, and driven home.

Next came Henry Yorke. He had seen the bustle round Mr. Jansons door in passing through the village that night, he said; had heard that Mr. Janson was murdered, and had told the news when he got to Alnwick Cottage. Miss Hardisty corroborated it. She was present with Mr. and Mrs. Yorke, when Henry Yorke entered and mentioned it. Squire Hipgrave observed to Miss Hardisty, that she had not spoken of this the following morning; she had said it was Mr. Yorke who first spoke about Janson. It was not impossible, Miss Hardisty equably answered; what with the double murder, the horror of the affair, and the mixed-up reports, her mind was in a mass of confusion. Mr. Yorke was next called. He confirmed Henry Yorkes assertion as to his bringing the news of Mr. Jansons murder, and added that he supposed it related to the murder spoken of by Crane the gardener. Hence the confusion and mistake.

Do you know you have greatly relieved all our minds? cried Squire Hipgrave, linking his arm within Mr. Yorkes as they, and several more gentlemen, came forth at the conclusion of the inquiry. It was so singular a thing that you, or Crane  whichever it might have been  should know of the murder, in that strange way, without being able to say whence you heard of it. In short, I may say, a suspicious thing.

The fact is this, said Mr. Yorke confidentially, though I did not choose to proclaim it before the coroner, I was half-seas over that night, and had a somewhat confused remembrance of what passed. Your good salt beef at luncheon, squire, made me drink like a fish; and, not satisfied with that, I must make my dinner, in the evening, chiefly of drink, for my appetite had gone, but the thirst remained. When I went in, I did not speak of what Crane and his wife had told me,  murder is not a topic to frighten women with,  and after dinner I dropped asleep. Next came in Finch with her tale, which, as the woman truly says, I heard, and did not contradict, and next came in Henry Yorke, with the history of Mr. Jansons murder. What more natural than that I  in the state I was  confounded the one with the other, and assumed that both accounts related to the same  to Janson? Thus it happened. And had it not been for Miss Hardisty and Henry Yorke, who, when you and Crane left on Friday morning, began to think over matters, and strove to set me right, I should have persisted in my own story for ever.

Well, any way, I am glad it is cleared up.

Thats an intelligent youth, that relation of yours, said Mr. Maskell. How well he gave his testimony to-day!

A superior lad, remarked Mr. Yorke. Is it quite certain that the murderers of Louth and poor Janson were not the same?

I dont see that it was possible. Of the same gang they may have been, but the same individuals, no. A very disagreeable thing for Mrs. Yorke to have been obliged to attend the inquest, added Mr. Maskell. But, you see, she was the last person, so far as we have heard, who saw Janson alive.

Yes; no wonder she was nervous. There is some idea afloat of Jansons friends here subscribing together, and offering a reward for the apprehension of the murderers, is there not? continued Mr. Yorke. We were talking of it, replied Squire Hipgrave. I should wish to contribute my share, said Mr. Yorke. The sooner the murderers are discovered, the more satisfactory it will be for the neighbourhood. Shameful so to upset a peaceful community! It has had such an effect upon my household, especially on Mrs. Yorke, that I do not think we shall remain. I tell them that because two men were killed in one night, it is no reason for supposing they are going to be killed; but their fears are aroused, and I can make no impression. However, stop or go, I will be one of the first to join in offering a reward. Mr. Maskell, have the goodness to put my name down for  

What sum are the rest going to contribute? broke off Mr. Yorke.

We were thinking of five pounds each. There will be ten of us, or so, which will bring it up to fifty pounds.

Fifty pounds! somewhat contemptuously ejaculated Mr. Yorke. I do not think that sum will do much good.

Shall I add your name, sir! asked Mr. Maskell.

Yes. For a thousand pounds!

The reply was spoken quietly, but those around were startled at the magnitude of the sum. What had Edward Janson been to Mr. Yorke that he should offer it?

I would freely give it to bring the murderer to light, resumed Mr. Yorke, as if he had divined their thoughts.

Mr. Yorke went home. Mrs. Yorke was alone in the drawing-room as he entered, and she motioned to him to close the door. Now, said she, what is to be your course?

My course! repeated Mr. Yorke, with a keen gaze at her pale, resolute face.

Spare me from entering into details, she said. It is enough for me to say, that I know who was the destroyer of Janson.

You do not, rejoined Mr. Yorke.

He is known to me, to Olivia Hardisty, and to Henry. Their testimony of this day might prove it to you. I have seen the proofs of the crime.

The proofs! repeated Mr. Yorke.

Yes, she answered, looking down. The washed-out clothes and the broken gun.

A very angry expression escaped his lips. Who has dared to become a spy upon me?

I have, she replied. I stove in the back of the bureau. Let it pass; there is no time to waste words. Henceforward I am not your wife, Mr. Yorke; no, nor your friend; but your deadly enemy. But for the name my children bear, I would deliver you up to justice. The same place can no longer hold us both, and you must leave this.

Not at your bidding, returned Mr. Yorke. I have business in London, and shall proceed thither to-day.

Go where you will, stay where you will, so that it be not England, she impetuously rejoined. You may enjoy the half of your property for your life, the remainder must be secured to me. Without my children, I would not touch a stiver of it; but they must be properly reared.

Upon my word, Maria, you carry things with a high hand.

I do, she answered, beginning to tremble. You have put yourself into my power, and I must make my own terms. If ever you attempt to inhabit the same house with me and your children again, I shall have no resource but to proclaim the truth.

You talk coolly of separation! Some wives would feel a pang at parting with their husbands.

She burst into tears. Until that dreadful discovery she would have felt one. I cannot help myself, she wailed. You have made my future a course of abject terror, shame, misery; you have entailed infamy on your children.

Softly, if you please. I have not done this.

She lifted her hand with a passionate gesture, as if she demanded silence. Saxonbury must be mine, she said, after a pause. It is well that my fathers grandchildren should be reared in it.

Quite well. Will you go back to it at once, or wait here until the end of the term that the cottage was taken for?

She doubted his good faith, he spoke so readily. I will go back to it, she answered. But I can make all these arrangements for myself when you have left. You can bid farewell to your children before you start; a farewell that must last you for ever.

About the for ever we shall see, replied Mr. Yorke, speaking with some irony. You speak coolly, I say, of separation. Possibly it is what you have been contemplating?

Until now, the separating from you would have been the greatest grievance that life could have brought, she wailed. I had grown to love you. Yes, Arthur, let me say it in this our last hour, if our marriage had been productive of nothing else, it had brought out my love for you. No, touch me not, she cried, retreating, as he would have taken her hand. It is ended, and you have been the one to put a barrier between us. You shall never touch so much as my hand again. Yours is red.

His wife, whom he had so loved! The signs of deep emotion  emotion which she could not understand  arose to Mr. Yorkes countenance. Was he feeling that he had no resource but to become an exile, out of regard to his own hoped-for safety? Had the awful fact already stamped itself on his brain, that a murderer is never safe, go where he will? that the wings of pursuit seem flying after him for ever? But for that wretched, premature avowal, suspicion would not have pointed to him? What madness possessed him to make it?

I have offered a thousand pounds for the discovery of the murderer, said he, in a cold hard tone to Maria.

She lifted her hands again, as if she would beat these mocking words off. He went up to her.

One kiss, Maria, before I go.

And, in spite of her resistance, of her shrinking dread of being embraced by one who had become so great a criminal, Mr. Yorke, in his strength, folded her face to his, and kissed it passionately.

He left the house at dusk, to become a fugitive, as his wife verily believed, on the face of the earth. She fell on a chair after she had watched him away. The excitement which had buoyed her up throughout the day was subsiding now.

The sharers in the fatal secret  Miss Hardisty and Henry  hastened to her. They also had been watching the departure.

He is gone for ever, she murmured to them. I pray you let this dreadful thing sink into oblivion. Henry, you are but a boy. Are you sure of yourself?

Maria, if I were not sure of myself, I should never have undertaken to save him, whispered the lad. Rather than betray Yorke, I would say I did the murder myself; for the sake of you and the children.


CHAPTER XVI.

Fever.

MRS. YORKES intention had been to leave Alnwick Cottage forthwith for Saxonbury. The very neighbourhood had become hateful to her. If she could have left it the night that witnessed the departure of Mr. Yorke, she would have done so. Preparations, however, had to be made, orders given, notice to people in Offord to send in their accounts, notice to be given to Saxonbury of their arrival. Maria would have left all arrangements undone, have confided to an agent the settling of affairs, but that she feared her hasty removal, following on that of Mr. Yorkes, might excite suspicion. Terrible fears were at work within her.

And, what with the fears to come, and the horror she had passed through; what with the awful ending to her love and her wedded life, for she really had grown to love and esteem her husband; before those preparations were completed, and the day of departure had come, Maria Yorke was stricken with fever. Almost a brain fever.

It was all Olivia Hardistys care to keep people from the room. She knew not what Maria might give vent to in her ravings. Constituting herself chief nurse, she barred the door to all save the doctors and Finch. Finch had to be admitted occasionally; there was no help for it  the doctors of course. No longer Mr. Janson. He, poor fellow, would never more attend any; never more, never more. The gentleman who had temporarily taken charge of his patients came to Mrs. Yorke, with a physician from a distance. They could not think what could have brought on brain fever.

Neither could Finch. Finch, who was given to talk incessantly, faithful servant though she was, did not cease expressing her wonder to Miss Hardisty. And Finch could make nothing of the ravings.

She seems to be for ever mixing Mr. Janson and master up together, as if they were having a perpetual quarrel. Its odd that that should run in her mind.

It would be very odd if her thoughts did not run on Mr. Janson, considering the circumstances, returned Miss Hardisty with composure. Poor Mr. Janson went straight out from her presence to his murder, as may be said, and she had to give evidence that he did. I do wonder whether the thousand pounds reward, offered by Mr. Yorke, will bring anything to light?

Its to be hoped it will, said Finch. Id lay another thousand, if I had it, that it was some of the same gang. Wouldnt you, maam? They are all returned convicts, it is said.

Miss Hardisty coughed. Those returned convicts are, many of them, dreadful men, standing at nothing.

Whats the oddest thing to me of it all, cried Finch, is, that master does not come. A fortnight to-morrow since my mistress was taken ill, and he has never been here!

He does not know of it, said Miss Hardisty, in her imperturbable manner. With his wife in this insensible state, I deemed it useless to write to him. I shall write when she is a little better.

I should write now if I knew where he was, said Finch, independently. But I dont. He was not going to Saxonbury when he left here. His things were directed for London.

Maria survived the disease, and began slowly to improve. Olivia Hardisty, when the danger was over, wrote to Mr. Yorke to tell him of her illness, addressing the letter to his bankers in London. Just a few lines, telling of the bare fact  she had been in danger, but was going on to recovery.

Partial recovery came more speedily than they could have hoped. But with the recovery of body, all the distress of mind returned.

Take me from here, implored the invalid of Miss Hardisty, the first day she sat up. I cannot bear it. I seem to see the murder in every corner.

You shall go, my dear, as soon as ever you are strong enough to bear the journey, was the soothing answer.

A few more days, and she was able to move into a sitting-room. Orders were given for their departure on the next day but one.

It might be to-morrow, pleaded Maria, her wan face, beautiful in its attenuation, looking eagerly up from the pillows of her fauteuil.

We may not risk a second illness for you, Maria, was the reply of Miss Hardisty. Thursday will be the very earliest day that you must venture.

Maria sighed. She was feverishly eager to get away from Offord; to get back to Saxonbury; but a conviction every now and then arose in her heart that Saxonbury might prove even less tolerable. Her whole life  and she saw it  must be one of ceaseless terror; there could be no rest anywhere. Lady Saxonbury had been ill herself, and could not come to her in this illness. Maria was glad to be spared her presence: she seemed to turn with a sick feeling of despair from all whom she had ever known.

Squire Hipgraves asking for you, maam, said Charlotte, putting her head inside the room door and addressing Miss Hardisty. He is in the drawingroom.

Miss Hardisty rose, folded her work together, and descended, not acknowledging to herself that she felt glad to escape the monotony of the sick-room. Squire Hipgrave was standing at the window, looking out.

Good morning, said he, turning to shake hands. Mrs. Yorkes better, I find. Will she be well enough to hear the news! We have caught the murderer of Mr. Janson.

A mist came over Olivia Hardistys sight. She felt her way to a chair. Did Squire Hipgrave mean the real murderer?

I thought Id come and tell you the first thing, continued the squire. Theres not a doubt that Yorkes thousand pounds has unearthed the fellow.

Miss Hardisty began to inquire into particulars: but she felt that her voice sounded sharp and shrill, It was the man, King, who had been seen with the other two in the afternoon. While the two watched for young Louth, King thought hed do a little business on his own account, and attacked Mr. Janson. He has been in hiding ever since.

How is it known? asked Miss Hardisty, feeling that it was not King.

One of the gang, attracted by the reward, has come forward to betray him. Quite a lad, the informer is, not more than sixteen. He has disclosed both the mans crime and his hiding-place. They are not proof against money, these rogues  would sell their comrades for it, if the bribes a high one.

Was he seen to murder him? inquired Miss Hardisty.

No. I suppose not. I have heard nothing of that.

Then, in point of fact, the guilt rests only on the confession of this lad?

Thats all.

Miss Hardisty shook her head, leaving the squire to infer that she accepted his news, as he rose to depart. She did not say that she knew too much of the guilt of another, to believe him.

Offord was up in arms, when the man, King, was brought in for his examination before the magistrate. That proceeding took place subsequent to Squire Hipgraves interview with Miss Hardisty.

The informers testimony was to the following effect. That King had come home one night to the hiding-place of the gang, in a desperate fright. He accounted for it by saying that Cooke and Barnell (the two men taken) had planned an attack on young Louth, and that meanwhile he, King, went back to the village and set on to watch for Janson. He had heard that Janson often carried a good bit of money about him, received as fees. King stole into Jansons garden, and there waited, knowing it was the entrance he often used. In less than a quarter of an hour Janson came in, and he, King, attacked him. He struck him down; he believed that he killed him; and he was in the act of rifling his pockets when somebody came up to interrupt. He, King, attacked the fresh comer; but there he had his match. A scuffle ensued, and the strangers gun was broken in it; and he, King, finding he was getting the worst, got away, and made the best of his road home, arriving there in his fright. He had not intended to kill Janson, far from it; only to disable him while he eased him of his money. Neither had the other two thought to kill Louth, and that gentlemans powerful resistance had led to the evil.

Such was the testimony given by the approver, and there could be little doubt that such were the facts. Indeed, before that day came to an end, the facts were proved, by the confession of King. Prostrated by his capture, and especially by the treachery of his comrade, he appeared completely to lose heart and spirit. In a reckless, despairing tone, he said to the police that he might as well make a clean breast of it, and he described the circumstances more minutely than the informer had done. He could not make it out he said, how it was that Janson had died so easily; but he knew blows under the left ear had turned out awkward, before now. When asked who it was that came to the interruption, King replied that he did not know. It was a tall, strong man, dressed, so far as he could see for the fog, in a sporting suit; his tongue that of a gentleman.

Olivia Hardisty shook with fear, had shaken ever since the man was captured. That King was the real murderer, she never believed: she had too much cause to attribute the crime to another. But a very confused account of the examination had been carried to Alnwick Cottage.

Do not acquaint Mrs. Yorke with this unpleasant stir about the murder, Miss Hardisty said to Finch. She is not in a state for such excitement.

Finch, however, judged differently, and Finch was one who liked to exercise her own will. She judged that it would be rather a pleasant divertisement to her mistress, to hear that there was some chance of Mr, Jansons murder being avenged.


CHAPTER XVII.

A Tale for the Christmas Dessert-table.

ON Thursday morning they were up betimes at Alnwick Cottage. Mid-day was to witness their departure from it. Even Mrs. Yorke was in the sitting-room by ten oclock. It was a room adjoining her bed-room. Finch shook up the pillows of her easy-chair, and drew it near the window. The day was bright for winter, the landscape lovely.

Is everything packed? asked Mrs. Yorke.

Alls ready, replied Finch. I have nothing to do between now and the time we start.

Perhaps it was because she had nothing to do that Finch judged it well to improve the time by telling her mistress of the capture of King, and his confession. The man is took, and has confessed, she said. He admits having stopped inside Mr. Jansons garden, and killed him.

Maria held a handkerchief to her face to hide the terror that settled there.

Who is it that is taken? she gasped.

The man King, maam; one of that dreadful gang. It was thought that he did it from the first.

Send Miss Hardisty to me, murmured Maria.

Miss Hardisty came. She told Mrs. Yorke the tale, so far as she knew it. Suddenly, in the midst of telling it, she gave a startled shriek: for there stood Mr. Yorke, inside the room door.

He looked as if he had come off a journey. He had a great-coat on his arm, and was unwinding a warm cravat from his neck. Laying them on a chair, he advanced and stood before his wife.

Are you satisfied now, Maria?

What was she to believe? Was he guilty or not guilty? She looked up, a strangely yearning look on her white face, her thin hands clasped before her. Miss Hardisty, in her impulsive eagerness, laid hold of the arm of Mr. Yorke.

Were you not guilty?

No! he burst forth, a haughty flush dyeing his forehead. I was the one who interrupted the wretched murderer at his work  as he has now confessed. Leave me a few minutes alone with my wife, will you, Miss Hardisty?

Miss Hardisty, walking quite humbly, from her sudden conviction of his truth and their own mistake, crossed the room and descended the stairs. Mr. Yorke, as before, stood in front of his wife, upright, his arms folded, and looking down at her.

Which is true, Arthur? she gasped.

Need you ask? was his rejoinder, spoken sternly.

But why did you not tell me at the time?

Before I reply to that question, will you answer me one? If I had told you, if I had gone so far as to swear to my own innocence, would you have believed me?

No; she felt that she should not, then.

I saw that all the assertion I could have made on my own part would not dissipate the impression you had taken up, resumed Mr. Yorke. Therefore, I could but leave it to the elucidation of time. I did what I could. I offered a high reward. I placed the matter in the hands of the London detective police. When I left here, and you so pleasantly consigned me to a perpetual exile, my journey was direct to Scotland Yard. But that circumstances did favour your view, Maria, I might have felt inclined to take you at your word, and render our separation perpetual.

The scales seemed to fall from her eyes. A conviction of his innocence, of his present truth, seated itself within her. She leaned forward in her weakness, and sobbed aloud upon his breast.

Mr. Yorke wound his arm fondly round her, giving her the explanation that he did not give her formerly. He had gone back to the village that evening, intending to beard Janson in his own house; to forbid his visits. He watched for Janson coming home, but he watched the front door. Janson meanwhile entered at the garden door, in the side lane, unseen by Mr. Yorke. Standing there quietly, he heard a groan, more than one, and penetrated to the spot whence they apparently came, the garden. The attacker of Mr. Janson turned and attacked him, and in the scuffle the gun was broken. The robber got away, and he, Mr. Yorke, stooped down to examine Janson. He had matches in his pocket, and struck them, and he saw that Janson was indisputably dead. He left him, and made the best of his way home; but he wandered out of the road in the fog, and got into a pool.

Why did you not give the alarm? why did you not speak of it? reiterated Mrs. Yorke.

I can scarcely tell why, replied Mr. Yorke. My feeling against Janson that night was one of bitter anger. I should not have killed him, as the burglar did; but I am not sure that it was altogether a feeling of grief that crossed my heart, when I saw him lying there  dead.

Maria did not speak. Her face was buried.

I scrambled out of the pool and came home, continued Mr. Yorke. As I reached the gate, Crane and his wife were passing; they seemed in distress, in alarm, and I inquired the cause. A poor gentleman had just been murdered, they said. I never supposed, and naturally, that they alluded to any murder but Jansons. I supposed that the body had been found, and the news had spread. Do you remember, he somewhat abruptly added, that I called to you for a light, when I came in, and asked you to bring it up yourself?

Quite well.

My intention was to tell you of what had happened. Maria, I believe the feeling in my heart was to taunt you  that the man whom I had just seen with his hand in yours, was dead and out of the way for ever. In the few moments that elapsed between my calling and your appearance with the light, the mood changed, and I resolved to say nothing. I bundled my clothes, wet with the pool, into the long press, laid the broken gun upon them, and came down to dinner.

Why did you lay them there, out of the way?

As I said before, I can scarcely tell you. In my ill-feeling against Janson, I believe I resolved not to disclose that I had seen anything of the murder; to be entirely silent upon the point. For one thing, Maria  and I have felt ashamed of myself ever since  I was the worse for drink that evening. In my sober senses I should probably have acted very differently throughout; but I was not in my sober senses. I had drunk a good deal at Squire Hipgraves; he had two or three hard drinkers at his luncheon-table that day, hearty sportsmen, and I drank with the rest. Again, while I was waiting for Janson, near his house, I turned into a public-house and drank more  brandy-and-water. You must have seen that I had taken too much.

Yes, she answered.

Afterwards there came that unhappy suspicion, through my having mixed up the one murder with the other. That suspicion did attach to me, I could not help seeing, and I was really thankful to Olivia Hardisty, and to Henry Yorke, for helping me to a way out of it. To have tardily confessed, then, to what I had seen, would never have done; it might only have brought suspicion more tangibly upon me. People would have asked what brought me in Jansons garden.

Arthur, she said, raising her white face, you might have confessed to us at home.

With what chance of receiving credence?

It was the old question. An unsatisfactory one now.

I judged it better to bide my time, said Mr. Yorke. We will have Henry to spend Christmas with us, and make it a Christmas tale for after dinner. Ill give it them at dessert. I suppose I may come home to Saxonbury again?

She was crying softly and silently, happy tears now. Mr. Yorke held her closer, and bent to kiss them away. I think you have saved my life, Arthur, she whispered.

You were going to Saxonbury to-day, were you not?

Yes; by the mid-day train.

But I perceive you are not fit to travel. Shall we stay on here a few days, and see a little more of this strange drama played out?

Oh yes, if you please, she readily answered.

All the places in the world seem glad to me now. I have had brain fever, Arthur.

I know you have. I had a bulletin up daily of your progress.

From whom? she inquired, in surprise.

From the physician. Had he warned me of danger, I should have hastened to you. He thought I was detained in town by law business, and could not leave. Maria, he more gravely added, never you doubt my care and love again.

I have never doubted them, she replied. I Arthur, she broke off, gazing at him earnestly, it is I who ought to enjoin that. The cloud fell on your mind, not on mine. Has it gone away?

It has. I believe I was wrong, Maria. At any rate, it can never now return.

Thank God! she murmured. Quite gone!

Quite gone, repeated Mr. Yorke, regarding the remark as a question. If another thousand pounds would bring Janson back to life, Maria, I would freely give it.

Shall you speak abroad, now, of what you saw of the murder?

No. It would answer no end, for I could not swear to the assailant. I disclosed the whole to one of the head police in London; but theres no necessity to proclaim it further for the benefit of the public. We will keep it as a secret. A less weighty one than that you have been hugging to your heart, Maria.

A sudden pushing open of the room door. Master Leopold flew in boisterously, followed by Finch, grumbling. Papa! papa! shouted the boy in his delight. And Mr. Yorke caught him in his arms.

Finch stood transfixed with surprise. Why, sir, when did you come?

Ten minutes ago, said Mr. Yorke. I am telling your mistress that she will do well to remain on here a little longer, until she shall be more fit to travel.

You can unpack, Finch, said her mistress.

Well, that is a bother! cried Finch, who was in the habit, from long service, of saying pretty well what she pleased. Have you come to stay too, sir?

Yes, said Mr. Yorke.

But they got home to Saxonbury in time for the Christmas dinner. And as to Offord, it has not done talking yet of the tragedy enacted on that foggy night, or of the flight the whole village made to the county town to see the three men executed.

The double murder it is called to this day.

THE END


THE SHADOW OF ASHLYDYAT
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This gothic novel was originally published in 1863 and tells the story of the Godolphin family, who are brought low by the unfortunate actions of the younger son, George, when he finds himself in the clutches of an unscrupulous moneylender. A thrilling subplot (which also gives the novel its title) involves the mysterious shadow that haunts the grounds of the eponymous house  apparently an omen foreshadowing the death of one of the family. The house and its environs were modelled on the small hamlet of Lydiate Ash, near Birmingham  now, alas, dominated by a junction of the M5 motorway. The novel was Woods favourite of her many works.
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Over him rushed, like a wind that is keen and cold and relentless,
Thoughts of what might have been, and the weight and woe of his errand,
All the dreams that had faded, and all the hopes that had vanished,
All his life henceforth a dreary and tenantless mansion,
Haunted by vain regrets, and pallid, sorrowful faces.

Longfellow.


PART THE FIRST.


CHAPTER I. THE MEET OF THE HOUNDS.

It was a bright day in autumn: the scene one of those fair ones rarely witnessed except in England. The sun, warm and glowing, almost as that of a summers day, shone on the stubble of the cornfields, whence the golden grain had recently been gathered; gilded the tops of the trees  so soon to pass into the sere and yellow leaf; illumined the blue hills in the distance, and brought out the nearer features of the landscape in all their light and shade. A fine landscape, comprising hill and dale, water and green pastures, woods and open plains. Amidst them rose the signs of busy life; mansions, cottages, hamlets, railways, and churches, whose steeples ascended high, pointing the way to a better Land.

The town of Priors Ash, lying in a valley, was alive that gay morning with excitement. It was the day appointed for the first meet of the hounds; the P. A. hounds, of some importance in the county; and people from far and near were flocking to see them throw off. Old and young, gentle and simple, lords of the soil and tradesmen, all were wending their way to the meet. The master, Colonel Max, was wont on this, the first morning of the season, to assemble at his house for breakfast as many as his large dining-room could by any species of crowding contain; and it was a fine sight, drawing forth its numerous spectators to watch them come out in procession, to the meet. As many carriages-and-four, with their fair occupants, would come to that first meet, as you could have seen in the old days on a country race-course. This show was an old-fashioned local custom; Colonel Max was pleased to keep it up, and he lacked not supporters. The opening this year was unusually early.

The gay crowd was arriving, some from the breakfast, some from their homes. The rendezvous was a wide, open common, with no space wanting. The restrained hounds snarled away at a short distance, and their attendants, attired for the hunt, clacked their whips among them.

Riding a noble horse, and advancing from the opposite direction to that of Colonel Max and his guests, came a tall, stately man, getting in years now. His features were regular as though they had been chiselled from marble: his fine blue eyes could sparkle yet; and his snow-white hair, wavy as of yore, was worn rather long behind, giving him somewhat the appearance of a patriarch. But the healthy bloom, once characteristic of his face, had left it now: the paleness of ill-health sat there, and he bent his body, as if too weak to bear up on his horse. His approach was discerned; and many started forward, as with one impulse, to greet him. None stood higher in the estimation of his fellow-men than did Sir George Godolphin; no other name was more respected in the county.

This is good indeed, Sir George! To see you out again!

I thought I might venture, said Sir George, essaying to meet a dozen hands at once. It has been a long confinement; a tedious illness. Six months, and never out of the house; and, for the last fortnight, out only in a garden-chair. My lady wanted to box me up in the carriage this morning; if I must come, she said. But I would not have it: had I been unable to sit my horse, I would have remained at home.

You feel weak still? remarked one, after most of the greeters had had their say, and were moving away.

Ay. Strength, for me, has finally departed, I fear.

You must not think that, Sir George. Now that you have so far recovered as to go out, you will improve daily.

And get well all one way, Godolphin, joined in the hearty voice of Colonel Max. Never lose heart, man.

Sir George turned his eyes upon Colonel Max with a cheerful glance. Who told you I was losing heart?

Yourself. When a man begins to talk of his strength having finally departed, whats that, but a proof of his losing heart? Low spirits never cured any one yet: but they have killed thousands.

I shall be sixty-six years old to-morrow, colonel: and if, at that age, I can lose heart at the prospect of the great change, my life has served me to little purpose. The young may faint at the near approach of death; the old should not.

Sixty-six, old! ejaculated Colonel Max. I have never kept count of my own age, but I know I am that if I am a day; and I am young yet. I may live these thirty years to come: and shall try for it, too.

I hope you will, colonel, was the warm answer of Sir George Godolphin. Priors Ash could ill spare you.

I dont know about that, laughed the colonel. But I do know that I could ill spare life. I wish you could take the run with us this morning!

I wish I could. But that you might accuse me of  what was it?  losing heart, I would say that my last run with the hounds has been taken. It has cost me an effort to come so far as this, walking my horse at a snails pace. Do you see Lady Godolphin? She ought to be here.

Colonel Max, who was a short man, raised himself in his stirrups, and gazed from point to point of the gradually increasing crowd. In her carriage, I suppose?

In her carriage, of course, answered Sir George. She is no amazon. But he did not avow his reason for inquiring after his wifes carriage  that he felt a giddiness stealing over him, and thought he might be glad of its support. Neither did he explain that he was unable to look round for it himself just then, under fear of falling from his horse.

I dont think she has come yet, said Colonel Max. I do not see the livery. As to the ladies, they all look so like one another now, with their furbelows and feathers, that Ill be shot if I should know my own wife  if I had one  at a dozen paces distance. Here is some one else, however.

Riding up quietly, and reining in at the side of Sir George, was a gentleman of middle height, with dark hair, dark grey eyes, and a quiet, pale countenance. In age he may have wanted some three or four years of forty, and a casual observer might have pronounced him insignificant, and never have cast on him a second glance. But there was a certain attraction in his face which won its way to hearts; and his voice sounded wonderfully sweet and kind as he grasped the hand of Sir George.

My dear father! I am so glad to see you here!

And surprised too, I conclude, Thomas, returned Sir George, smiling on his son. Come closer to me, will you, and let me rest my arm upon your shoulder for a minute. I feel somewhat giddy.

Should you have ventured out on horseback? inquired Thomas Godolphin, as he hastened to place himself in proximity with his father.

The air will do me good; and the exertion also. It is nothing to feel a little weak after a confinement such as mine has been. You dont follow the hounds to-day, I see, Thomas, continued Sir George, noting his sons plain costume.

A smile crossed Thomas Godolphins lips. No, sir. I rarely do follow them. I leave amusement to George.

Is he here, that graceless George? demanded the knight, searching into the crowd with fond and admiring eyes. But the admiring eyes did not see the object they thought to rest on.

He is sure to be here, sir. I have not seen him.

And your sisters? Are they here?

No. They did not care to come.

Speak for Janet and Cecil, if you please, Thomas, interrupted a young ladys voice at this juncture. The knight looked down; his son looked down also: there stood the second daughter of the family, Bessy Godolphin. She was a dark, quick, active little woman of thirty, with an ever-ready tongue, and deep grey eyes.

Bessy! uttered Sir George, in astonishment. Have you come here on foot?

Yes, papa. Thomas asked us whether we wished to attend the meet; and Janet  who must always be master and mistress, you know  answered that we did not. Cecil dutifully agreed with her. I did care to attend it; so I came alone.

But, Bessy, why did you not say so? remonstrated Mr. Godolphin. You should have ordered the carriage; you should not have come on foot. What will people think?

Think! she echoed, holding up her pleasant face to her brother, in its saucy independence. They can think anything they please; I am Bessy Godolphin. I wonder how many scores have come on foot?

None, Bessy, of your degree, who have carriages to sit in or horses to ride, said Sir George.

Papa, I like to use my legs better than to have them cramped under a habit or in a carriage; and you know I never could bend to form and fashion, she said, laughing. Dear papa, I am delighted to see you! I was so thankful when I heard you were here! Janet will be ready to eat her own head now, for not coming.

Who told you I was here, Bessy?

Old Jekyl. He was leaning on his palings as I came by, and called out the information to me almost before I could hear him. The masters gone to it, Miss Bessy! he is out once again! But he had not on his scarlet, the old fellow added; and his face lost its gladness. Papa, the whole world is delighted that you should have recovered, and be once more amongst them.

Not quite recovered yet, Bessy. Getting better, though; getting better. Thank you, Thomas; the faintness has passed.

Is not Lady Godolphin here, papa?

She must be here by this time. I wish I could see her carriage: you must get into it.

I did not come for that, papa, returned Bessy, with a touch of her warm temper.

My dear, I wish you to join her. I do not like to see you here on foot.

I shall set the fashion, papa, laughed Bessy, again. At the great meet next year, you will see half the pretenders of the county toiling here on foot. I say I am Bessy Godolphin.

The knight ranged his eyes over the motley group, but he could not discern his wife. Sturdy, bluff old fox-hunters were there in plenty, and well-got-up young gentlemen, all on horseback, their white cords and scarlet coats gleaming in the sun. Ladies were chiefly in carriages; a few were mounted, who would ride quietly home again when the hounds had thrown off; a very few  they might be counted by units  would follow the field. Priors Ash and its neighbourhood was supplied in a very limited degree with what they were pleased to call masculine women: for the term fast had not then come in. Many a pretty woman, many a pretty girl was present, and the sportsmen lingered, and were well pleased to linger, in the sunshine of their charms, ere the business, for which they had come out, began, and they should throw themselves, heart and energy, into it.

On the outskirts of the crowd, sitting her horse well, was a handsome girl of right regal features and flashing black eyes. Above the ordinary height of woman, she was finely formed, her waist slender, her shoulders beautifully modelled. She wore a peculiar dress, and, from that cause alone, many eyes were on her. A well-fitting habit of bright grass-green, the corsage ornamented with buttons of silver-gilt; similar buttons were also at the wrists, but they were partially hidden by her white gauntlets. A cap, of the same bright green, rested on the upper part of her forehead, a green-and-gold feather on its left side glittering as the suns rays played upon it. It was a style of dress which had not yet been seen at Priors Ash, and was regarded with some doubt. But, as you are aware, it is not a dress in itself which is condemned or approved: it depends upon who wears it: and as the young lady wearing this was just now the fashion at Priors Ash, feather and habit were taken into favour forthwith. She could have worn none more adapted to her peculiar style of beauty.

Bending to his very saddle-bow, as he talked to her  for, though she was tall, he was taller still  was a gentleman of courtly mien. In his fine upright figure, his fair complexion and wavy hair, his chiselled features and dark blue eyes, might be traced a strong resemblance to Sir George Godolphin. But the lips had a more ready smile upon them than Sir Georges had ever worn, for his had always been somewhat of the sternest; the blue eyes twinkled with a gayer light when gazing into other eyes, than could ever have been charged upon Sir George. But the bright complexion had been Sir Georges once; giving to his face, as it now did to his sons, a delicate beauty, almost as that of woman. Graceless George, old Sir George was fond of calling him; but it was an appellation given in love, in pride, in admiration. He bent to his saddle-bow, and his gay blue eyes flashed with unmistakable admiration into those black ones as he talked to the lady: and the black eyes most certainly flashed admiration back again. Dangerous eyes were those of Charlotte Pains! And not altogether lovable.

Do you always keep your promises as you kept that one yesterday? she was asking him.

I did not make a promise yesterday  that I remember. Had I made one to you, I should have kept it.

Fickle and faithless, she cried. Mens promises are as words traced upon the sand. When you met me yesterday in the carriage with Mrs. Verrall, and she asked you to take compassion on two forlorn dames, and come to Ashlydyat in the evening and dissipate our ennui, what was your answer?

That I would do so, if it were possible.

Was nothing more explicit implied?

George Godolphin laughed. Perhaps his conscience told him that he had implied more, in a certain pressure he remembered giving to that fair hand, which was resting now, gauntleted, upon her reins. Gay George had meant to dissipate Ashlydyats ennui, if nothing more tempting offered. But something more tempting did offer: and he had spent the evening in the company of one who was more to him than was Charlotte Pain.

An unavoidable engagement arose, Miss Pain. Otherwise you may rely upon it I should have been at Ashlydyat.

Unavoidable! she replied, her eyes gleaming with something very like anger into those which smiled on her. I know what your engagement was. You were at Lady Godolphins Folly.

Right. Commanded to it by my father.

Oh!

Solicited, if not absolutely commanded, he continued. And a wish from Sir George now bears its weight: we may not have him very long with us.

A smile of mockery, pretty and fascinating to look upon, played upon her rich red lips. It is edifying to hear these filial sentiments expressed by Mr. George Godolphin! Take you care, sir, to act up to them.

Do you think I need the injunction? How shall I make my peace with you?

By coming to Ashlydyat some other evening while the present moon lasts. I mean, while it illumines the early part of the evening.

She dropped her voice to a low key, and her tone had changed to seriousness. George Godolphin looked at her in surprise.

What is the superstition, she continued to whisper, that attaches to Ashlydyat?

Why do you ask me this? he hastily said.

Because, yesterday evening, when I was sitting on that seat under the ash-trees, watching the road from Lady Godolphins Folly  well, watching for you, if you like it better: but I can assure you there is nothing in the avowal that need excite your vanity, as I see it is doing. When a gentleman makes a promise, I expect him to keep it; and, looking upon your coming as a matter of course, I did watch for you; as I might watch for one of Mrs. Verralls servants, had I sent him on an errand and expected his return.

Thank you, said George Godolphin, with a laugh. But suffer my vanity to rest in abeyance for a while, will you, and go on with what you were saying?

Are you a convert to the superstition? she inquired, disregarding the request.

N  o, replied George Godolphin. But his voice sounded strangely indecisive. Pray continue, Charlotte.

It was the first time he had ever called her by her Christian name: and though she saw that it was done in the unconscious excitement of the moment, her cheeks flushed to a deeper crimson.

Did you ever see the Shadow? she breathed.

He bowed his head.

What form does it take?

George Godolphin did not answer. He appeared lost in thought, as he scored his horses neck with his hunting-whip.

The form of a bier, on which rests something covered with a pall, that may be supposed to be a coffin; with a mourner at the head and one at the foot? she whispered.

He bowed his head again: very gravely.

Then I saw it last night. I did indeed. I was sitting under the ash-trees, and I saw a strange shadow in the moonlight that I had never seen before  

Where? he interrupted.

In that wild-looking part of the grounds as you look across from the ash-trees. Just in front of the archway, where the ground is bare. It was there. Mr. Verrall says he wonders Sir George does not have those gorse-bushes cleared away, and the ground converted into civilized land, like the rest of it.

It has been done, but the bushes grow again.

Well, I was sitting there, and I saw this unusual shadow. It arrested my eye at once. Where did it come from, I wondered: what cast it? I never thought of the Ashlydyat superstition; never for a moment. I only thought what a strange appearance the shadow wore. I thought of a lying-in-state; I thought of a state funeral, where the coffin rests on a bier, and a mourner sits at the head and a mourner at the foot. Shall I tell you, she suddenly broke off, what the scene altogether looked like?

Do so.

Like a graveyard. They may well call it the Dark Plain! The shadow might be taken for a huge tomb with two images weeping over it, and the bushes around assumed the form of lesser ones. Some, square; some, long; some, high; some, low; but all looking not unlike graves in the moonlight.

Moonlight shadows are apt to bear fanciful forms to a vivid imagination, Miss Pain, he lightly observed.

Have not others indulged the same fancy before me? I remember to have heard so.

As they have said. They never took the form to my sight, he returned, with a half-smile of ridicule. When I know bushes to be bushes, I cannot by any stretch of imagination magnify them into graves. You must have had this Ashlydyat nonsense in your head.

I have assured you that I had not, she rejoined in a firm tone. It was only after I had been regarding it for some time  and the longer I looked, the plainer the shadow seemed to grow  that I thought of the Ashlydyat tale. All in an instant the truth flashed upon me  that it must be the apparition  

The what, Miss Pain?

Does the word offend you? It is a foolish one. The Shadow, then. I remembered that the Shadow, so dreaded by the Godolphins, did take the form of a bier, with mourners weeping at its  

Was said to take it, he interposed, in a tone of quiet reproof; that would be the better phrase. And, in speaking of the Shadow being dreaded by the Godolphins, you allude, I presume, to the Godolphins of the past ages. I know of none in the present who dread it: except my superstitious sister, Janet.

How touchy you are upon the point! she cried, with a light laugh. Do you know, George Godolphin, that that very touchiness betrays the fact that you, for one, are not exempt from the dread. And, she added, changing her tone again to one of serious sympathy, did not the dread help to kill Mrs. Godolphin?

No, he gravely answered. If you give ear to all the stories that the old wives of the neighbourhood love to indulge in, you will collect a valuable stock of fable-lore.

Let it pass. If I repeated the fable, it was because I had heard it. But now you will understand why I felt vexed last night when you did not come. It was not for your sweet company I was pining, as your vanity has been assuming, but that I wanted you to see the Shadow.  How that girl is fixing her eyes upon us!

George Godolphin turned at the last sentence, which was uttered abruptly. An open barouche had drawn up, and its occupants, two ladies, were both looking towards them. The one was a young girl with a pale gentle face and dark eyes, as remarkable for their refined sweetness, as Miss Pains were for their brilliancy. The other was a little lady of middle age, dressed youthfully, and whose naturally fair complexion was so excessively soft and clear, as to give a suspicion that nature had less hand in it than art. It was Lady Godolphin. She held her eye-glass to her eye, and turned it on the crowd.

Maria, whatever is that on horseback? she asked. It looks green.

It is Charlotte Pain in a bright-green riding-habit, was the young ladys answer.

A bright-green riding-habit! And her head seems to glitter! Has she anything in her cap?

It appears to be a gold feather.

She must look beautiful! Very handsome, does she not?

For those who admire her style  very, replied Maria Hastings.

Which was certainly not the style of Maria Hastings. Quiet, retiring, gentle, she could only wonder at those who dressed in bright-coloured habits with gold buttons and feathers, and followed the hounds over gates and ditches. Miss Hastings wore a pretty white silk bonnet, and grey cashmere mantle. Nothing could be plainer; but then, she was a clergymans daughter.

It is on these occasions that I regret my deficient sight, said Lady Godolphin. Who is that, in scarlet, talking to her? It resembles the figure of George Godolphin.

It is he, said Maria. He is coming towards us.

He was piloting his horse through the throng, returning greetings from every one. A universal favourite was George Godolphin. Charlotte Pains fine eyes were following him with somewhat dimmed brilliancy: he was not so entirely hers as she could wish to see him.

How are you this morning, Lady Godolphin? But it was on the hand of Maria Hastings that his own lingered; and her cheeks took the hue of Charlotte Pains, as he bent low to whisper words that were all too dear.

George, do you know that your father is here? said Lady Godolphin.

George, in his surprise, drew himself upright on his horse. My father here! Is he, indeed?

Yes; and on horseback. Very unwise of him; but he would not be persuaded out of it. It was a sudden resolution that he appeared to take. I suppose the beauty of the morning tempted him. Miss Maria Hastings, what nonsense has George been saying to you? Your face is as red as his coat.

That is what I was saying to her, laughed George Godolphin. Asking her where her cheeks had borrowed their roses from.

A parting of the crowd brought Sir George Godolphin within view, and the family drew together in a group. Up went Lady Godolphins glass again.

Is that Bessy? My dear, with whom did you come?

I came by myself, Lady Godolphin. I walked.

Oh dear! uttered Lady Godolphin. You do do the wildest things, Bessy! And Sir George allows you to do them!

Sir George does not, spoke the knight. Sir George has already desired her to take her place in the carriage. Open the door, James.

Bessy laughed as she stepped into it. She cheerfully obeyed her father; but anything like ceremony, or, as the world may call it, etiquette, she waged war with.

I expected to meet your sisters here, Bessy, said Lady Godolphin. I want you all to dine with me to-day. We must celebrate the first reappearance of your father. You will bear the invitation to them.

Certainly, said Bessy. We shall be happy to come. I know Janet has no engagement.

An early dinner, mind: five oclock. Sir George cannot wait.

To dine at supper-time, chimed in unfashionable Bessy. George, do you hear? Lady Godolphins at five.

A movement; a rush; a whirl. The hounds were preparing to throw off, and the field was gathering. George Godolphin hastily left the side of Miss Hastings, though he found time for a stolen whisper.

Fare you well, my dearest.

And when she next saw him, after the noise and confusion had cleared away, he was galloping in the wake of the baying pack, side by side with Charlotte Pain.


CHAPTER II. LADY GODOLPHINS FOLLY.

Priors Ash was not a large town, though of some importance in county estimation. In the days of the monks, when all good people were Roman Catholics, or professed to be, it had been but a handful of houses, which various necessities had caused to spring up round the priory: a flourishing and crowded establishment of religious men then; a place marked but by a few ruins now. In process of time the handful of houses had increased to several handfuls, the handfuls to a village, and the village to a borough town; still retaining the name bestowed on it by the monks Priors Ash.

In the heart of the town was situated the banking-house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin. It was an old-established and most respected firm, sound and wealthy. The third partner and second Godolphin, mentioned in it, was Thomas Godolphin, Sir George Godolphins eldest son. Until he joined it, it had been Godolphin and Crosse. It was a matter of arrangement, understood by Mr. Crosse, that when anything happened to Sir George, Thomas would step into his fathers place, as head of the firm, and George, whose name at present did not appear, though he had been long in the bank, would represent the last name; so that it would still remain Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin. Mr. Crosse, who, like Sir George, was getting in years, was remarkable for nothing but a close attention to business. He was a widower, without children, and Priors Ash wondered who would be the better for the filling of his garners.

The Godolphins could trace back to the ages of the monks. But of no very high ancestry boasted they; no titles, places, or honours; they ranked among the landed gentry as owners of Ashlydyat, and that was all. It was quite enough for them: to be lords of Ashlydyat was an honour they would not have bartered for a dukedom. They held by Ashlydyat. It was their pride, their stronghold, their boast. Had feudal times been in fashion now, they would have dug a moat around it, and fenced it in with fortifications, and called it their castle. Why did they so love it? It was but a poor place at best; nothing to look at; and, in the matter of space inside, was somewhat straitened. Oak-panelled rooms, dark as mahogany and garnished with cross beams, low ceilings, and mullioned windows, are not the most consonant to modern taste. People thought that the Godolphins loved it from its associations and traditions; from the very fact that certain superstitions attached to it. Foolish superstitions, you will be inclined to call them, as contrasted with the enlightenment of these matter-of-fact days  I had almost said these days of materialism.

Ashlydyat was not entailed. There was a clause in the old deeds of tenure which prevented it. A wicked Godolphin (by which complimentary appellation his descendants distinguished him) had cut off the entail, and gambled the estate away; and though the Godolphins recovered it again in the course of one or two lives, the entail was not renewed. It was now bequeathed from father to son, and was always the residence of the reigning Godolphin. Thomas Godolphin knew that it would become his on the death of his father, as surely as if he were the heir by entail. The late Mr. Godolphin, Sir Georges father, had lived and died in it. Sir George succeeded, and then he lived in it  with his wife and children. But he was not Sir George then: therefore, for a few minutes, while speaking of this part of his life; we will call him what he was  Mr. Godolphin. A pensive, thoughtful woman was Mrs. Godolphin, never too strong in health. She was Scotch by birth. Of her children, Thomas and Janet most resembled her; Bessy was like no one but herself: George and Cecilia inherited the beauty of their father. There was considerable difference in the ages of the children, for they had numbered thirteen. Thomas was the eldest, Cecilia the youngest; Janet, Bessy, and George were between them; and the rest, who had also been between them, had died, most of them in infancy. But, a moment yet, to give a word to the description of Ashlydyat, before speaking of the death of Mrs. Godolphin.

Passing out of Priors Ash towards the west, a turning to the left of the high-road took you to Ashlydyat. Built of greystone, and lying somewhat in a hollow, it wore altogether a gloomy appearance. And it was intensely ugly. A low building of two storeys, irregularly built, with gables and nooks and ins-and-outs of corners, and a square turret in the middle, which was good for nothing but the birds to build on. It wore a time-honoured look, though, with all its ugliness, and the moss grew, green and picturesque, on its walls. Perhaps on the principle, or, let us say, by the subtle instinct of nature, that a mother loves a deformed child with a deeper affection than she feels for her other children, who are fair and sound of limb, did the Godolphins feel pride in their inheritance because it was ugly. But the grounds around it were beautiful, and the landscape, so much of it as could be seen from that unelevated spot, was most grand to look upon. A full view might be obtained from the turret, though it was somewhat of a mount to get to it. Dark groves, and bright undulating lawns, shady spots where the water rippled, pleasant to bask in on a summers day, sunny parterres of gay flowers scenting the air; charming, indeed, were the environs of Ashlydyat. All, except one spot: and that had charms also for some minds  sombre ones.

In one part of the grounds there grew a great quantity of ash-trees  and it was supposed, though not known, that these trees may originally have suggested the name, Ashlydyat: as they most certainly had that of Priors Ash, given to the village by the monks. A few people wrote it in accordance with its pronunciation, Ash-lid-yat, but the old way of spelling it was retained by the family. As the village had swollen into a town, the ash-trees, growing there, were cleared away as necessity required; but the town was surrounded with them still.

Opposite to the ash-trees on the estate of Ashlydyat there extended a waste plain, totally out of keeping with the high cultivation around. It looked like a piece of rude common. Bushes of furze, broom, and other stunted shrubs grew upon it, none of them rising above the height of a two-year-old child. The description given by Charlotte Pain to George Godolphin was not an inapt one  that the place, with these stunted bushes on it, looked in the moonlight not unlike a graveyard. At the extremity, opposite to the ash-trees, there arose a high archway, a bridge built of greystone. It appeared to have formed part of an ancient fortification, but there was no trace of water having run beneath it. Beyond the archway was a low round building, looking like an isolated windmill without sails. It was built of greystone also, and was called the belfry: though there was as little sign of bells ever having been in it, as there was of water beneath the bridge. The archway had been kept from decay; the belfry had not, but was open in places to the heavens.

Strange to say, the appellation of this waste piece of land, with its wild bushes, was the Dark Plain. Why? The plain was not dark: it was not shaded: it stood out, broad and open, in the full glare of sunlight. That certain dark tales had been handed down with the appellation, is true: and these may have given rise to the name. Immediately before the archway, for some considerable, space, the ground was entirely bare. Not a blade of grass, not a shrub grew on it. Or, as the story went, would grow. It was on this spot that the appearance, the Shadow, as mentioned by Charlotte Pain, would be sometimes seen. Whence the Shadow came, whether it was ghostly or earthly, whether those learned in science and philosophy could account for it by Natures laws, whether it was cast by any gaseous vapour arising in the moonbeams, I am unable to say. If you ask me to explain it, I cannot. If you ask, why then do I write about it, I can only answer, because I have seen it. I have seen it with my own unprejudiced eyes; I have sat and watched it, in its strange stillness; I have looked about and around it, low down, high up, for some substance, ever so infinitesimal, that might cast its shade and enable me to account for it: and I have looked in vain. Had the moon been behind the archway, instead of behind me, that might have furnished a loophole of explanation: a very poor and inefficient loophole; a curious one also: for how can an archway in the substance be a bier and two mourners in its shadow? but, still, better than none.

No; there was nothing whatever, so far as human eyes  and I can tell you that keen ones and sceptical ones have looked at it  to cast the shade, or to account for it. There, as you sat and watched, stretched out the plain in the moonlight, with its low, tomb-like bushes, its clear space of bare land, the archway rising behind it. But, on the spot of bare land, before the archway, would rise the Shadow; not looking as if it were a shadow cast on the ground, but a palpable fact: as if a bier, with its two bending mourners, actually stood there in the substance. I say that I cannot explain it, or attempt to explain it; but I do say that there it was to be seen. Not often: sometimes not for years together. It was called the Shadow of Ashlydyat: and superstition told that its appearance foreshadowed the approach of calamity, whether of death or other evil, to the Godolphins. The greater the evil that was coming upon them, the plainer and more distinct would be the appearance of the Shadow  the longer the space of time that it would be observed. Rumour went, that once, on the approach of some terrible misfortune, it had been seen for months and months before, whenever the moon was sufficiently bright. The Godolphins did not care to have the subject mentioned to them: in their scepticism, they (some of them, at least) treated it with ridicule, or else with silence. But, like disbelievers of a different sort, the scepticism was more in profession than in heart. The Godolphins, in their inmost soul, would cower at the appearance of that shadowed bier; as those others have been known to cower, in their anguish, at the approach of the shadow of death.

This was not all the superstition attaching to Ashlydyat: but you will probably deem this quite enough for the present. And we have to return to Mrs. Godolphin.

Five years before the present time, when pretty Cecilia was in her fifteenth year, and most needed the guidance of a mother, Mrs. Godolphin died. Her illness had been of a lingering nature; little hope in it, from the first. It was towards the latter period of her illness that what had been regarded by four-fifths of Priors Ash as an absurd childs tale, a superstition unworthy the notice of the present-day men and women, grew to be talked of in whispers, as something strange. For three months antecedent to the death of Mrs. Godolphin, the Shadow of Ashlydyat was to be seen every light night, and all Priors Ash flocked up to look at it. That they went, is of no consequence: they had their walk and their gaze for their pains: but that Mrs. Godolphin should have been told of it, was. She was in the grounds alone one balmy moonlight night, later than she ought to have been, and she discerned people walking in them, making for the ash-trees.

What can those people be doing here? she exclaimed to one of her servants, who was returning to Ashlydyat from executing an errand in the town.

It is to see the Shadow, maam, whispered the girl, in answer, with more direct truth than prudence.

Mrs. Godolphin paused. The Shadow! she uttered. Is the Shadow to be seen?

It has been there ever since last moon, maam. It never was so plain, they say.

Mrs. Godolphin waited her opportunity, and, when the intruders had dispersed, proceeded to the ash-trees. It is as well to observe that these ash-trees, and also the Dark Plain, though very near to the house, were not in the more private portion of the grounds.

Mrs. Godolphin proceeded to the ash-trees. An hour afterwards, her absence from the house was discovered, and they went out to search. It was her husband who found her. She pointed to the shadow, and spoke.

You will believe that my death is coming on quickly now, George. But Mr. Godolphin turned it off with an attempt at joke, and told her she was old enough to know better.

Mrs. Godolphin died. Two years after, Mr. Godolphin came into contact with a wealthy young widow; young, as compared with himself: Mrs. Campbell. He met her in Scotland, at the residence of his first wifes friends. She was English born, but her husband had been Scotch. Mr. Godolphin married her, and brought her to Ashlydyat. The step did not give pleasure to his children. When sons and daughters are of the age that the Godolphins were, a new wife, brought home to rule, rarely does give pleasure to the first family. Things did not go on very comfortably: there were faults on each side; on that of Mrs. Godolphin, and on that of her step-daughters. After a while, a change was made. Thomas Godolphin and his sisters went to reside in the house attached to the bank, a handsome modern residence hitherto occupied by Mr. Crosse. You had better come here, that gentleman had said to them: he was no stranger to the unpleasantness at Ashlydyat. I will take up my abode in the country, he continued. I would prefer to do so. I am getting to feel older than I did twenty years ago, and country air may renovate me.

The arrangement was carried out. Thomas Godolphin and his three sisters entered upon their residence in Priors Ash, Janet acting as mistress of the house, and as chaperon to her sisters. She was then past thirty: a sad, thoughtful woman, who lived much in the inward life.

Just about the time of this change, certain doings of local and public importance were enacted in the neighbourhood, in which Mr. Godolphin took a prominent share. There ensued a proposal to knight him. He started from it with aversion. His family started also: they and he alike despised these mushroom honours. Not so Mrs. Godolphin. From the moment that the first word of the suggestion was breathed to her, she determined that it should be carried out; for the appellation, my lady, was as incense in her ears. In vain Mr. Godolphin strove to argue with her: her influence was in the ascendant, and he lay under the spell. At length he yielded; and, though hot war raged in his heart, he bent his haughty knee at the court of St. Jamess, and rose, up Sir George.

After a storm comes a calm. A proverb pleasant to remember in some of the sharp storms of life. Mrs. Godolphin had carried her point in being too many for her step-daughters; she had triumphed over opposition and become my lady; and now she settled down in calmness at Ashlydyat. But she grew dissatisfied. She was a woman who had no resources within herself, who lived only in excitement, and Ashlydyats quietness overwhelmed her with ennui. She did not join in the love of the Godolphins for Ashlydyat. Mr. Godolphin, ere he had brought her home to it, a bride, had spoken so warmly of the place, in his attachment to it, that she had believed she was about to step into some modern paradise: instead of which, she found, as she expressed it, a cranky old house, full of nothing but passages. The dislike she formed for it in that early moment never was overcome.

She would beguile her husband to her own pretty place in Berwickshire; and, just at first, he was willing to be beguiled. But after he became Sir George (not that the title had anything to do with it) public local business grew upon him, and he found it inconvenient to quit Ashlydyat. He explained this to Lady Godolphin: and said their sojourn in Scotland must be confined to an autumn visit. So she perforce dragged out her days at Ashlydyat, idle and listless.

We warn our children that idleness is the root of all evil; that it will infallibly lead into mischief those who indulge in it. It so led Lady Godolphin. One day, as she was looking from her drawing-room windows, wishing all sorts of things. That she lived in her pleasant home in Berwickshire; that she could live amidst the gaieties of London; that Ashlydyat was not such a horrid old place; that it was more modern and less ugly; that its reception-rooms were lofty, and garnished with gilding and glitter, instead of being low, gloomy, and grim; and that it was situated on an eminence, instead of on a flat, so that a better view of the lovely scenery around might be obtained. On that gentle rise, opposite, for instance  what would be more enchanting than to enjoy a constant view from thence? If Ashlydyat could be transported there, as they carry out wooden houses to set up abroad; or, if only that one room, she then stood in, could, with its windows  

Lady Godolphins thoughts arrested themselves here. An idea had flashed upon her. Why should she not build a pretty summer-house on that hill; a pavilion? The Countess of Cavemore, in this very county, had done such a thing: had built a pavilion on a hill within view of the windows of Cavemore House, and had called it Lady Cavemores Folly. Only the week before, she, Lady Godolphin, in driving past it, had thought what a pretty place it looked; what a charming prospect must be obtained from it. Why should she not do the same?

The idea grew into shape and form. It would not leave her again. She had plenty of money of her own, and she would work out her Folly to the very top of its bent.

To the top of its bent, indeed! None can tell what a thing will grow into when it is first begun. Lady Godolphin made known her project to Sir George, who, though he saw no particular need for the work, did not object to it. If Lady Godolphin chose to spend money in that way, she might do so. So it was put in hand. Architects, builders, decorators were called together; and the Folly was planned out and begun. Lady Godolphin had done with ennui now; she found employment for her days, in watching the progress of the pavilion.

It is said that the consummation of our schemes generally brings with it a share of disappointment. It did so in this instance to Lady Godolphin. The Folly turned out to be a really pretty place; the views from its windows magnificent; and Lady Godolphin was as enchanted as a child with a new toy. The disappointment arose from the fact that she could not make the Folly her home. After spending a morning in it, or an evening, she must leave it to return to that grey Ashlydyat  the only eyesore to be seen, when gazing from the Follys windows. If a day turned out wet, she could not walk to the Folly; if she was expecting visitors she must stay at home to receive them; if Sir George felt ill  and his health was then beginning to suffer  she could not leave him for her darling Folly. It was darling because it was new: in six months time, Lady Godolphin would have grown tired of it; have rarely entered it: but in her present mood, it was all-in-all to her.

Slowly she formed the resolution to enlarge the Folly  slowly for her, for she deliberated upon it for two whole days. She would add a reception-room or two, a bedroom or two, a kitchen, so that she might be enabled, when she chose to do so, to take up her abode in it for a week. And these additions were begun.

But they did not end; did not end as she had intended. As the Folly grew, so grew the ideas of Lady Godolphin: there must be a suite of reception-rooms, there must be several bedrooms, there must be domestic offices in proportion. Sir George told her that she would spend a fortune upon it; my lady answered that, at any rate, she should have something to show for the outlay.

At length it was completed: and Lady Godolphins Folly  for it retained its appellation  stood out to the view of Priors Ash, which it overlooked; to the view of Ashlydyat; to the view of the country generally, as a fair, moderate-sized, attractive residence, built in the villa style, its white walls dazzling the eye when the sun shone upon them.

We will reside there, and let Ashlydyat, said Lady Godolphin to her husband.

Reside at the Folly! Leave Ashlydyat! he repeated, in consternation. It could not be.

It will be, she added, with a half self-willed, half-caressing laugh. Why could it not be?

Sir George fell into a reverie. He admired the modern conveniences of the Folly, greatly admired the lovely scenery, that, look from which room of it he would, charmed his eye. But for one thing, he had been content to do as she wished, and go to live there. That one thing  what was it? Hear the low-breathed, reluctant words he is beginning to say to Lady Godolphin.

There is an old tradition in our family  a superstition I suppose you will call it  that if the Godolphins leave Ashlydyat, their ruin is at hand.

Lady Godolphin stared at him in amazement. Nothing had surprised her on her arrival at Ashlydyat, like the stories of marvel which she had been obliged to hear. Sir George had cast ridicule on them, if alluded to in his presence; therefore, when the above words dropped from him, she could only wonder. You might search a town through and not find one less prone to superstition than was Lady Godolphin: in all that belonged to it, she was a very heathen. Sir George hastened to explain away his words.

The tradition is nothing, and I regard it as nothing. That such a one has been handed down is certain, and it may have given rise to the reluctance, which the early Godolphins entertained, to quit Ashlydyat. But that is not our reason: in remaining in it, we only obey a fathers behest. You are aware that Ashlydyat is not entailed. It is bequeathed by will from father to son; and to the bequest in each will, so far as I have cognizance of the past wills, there has always been appended a clause  a request  I should best say an injunction  never to quit Ashlydyat. When once you shall have come into possession of Ashlydyat, guard it as your stronghold: resign it neither to your heir nor to a stranger: remain in it until death shall take you. It was inserted in my fathers will, by which Ashlydyat became mine: it is inserted in mine, which devises the estate to Thomas.

If ever I heard so absurd a story! uttered Lady Godolphin in her pretty childish manner. Do I understand you to say that, if you left Ashlydyat to take up your abode elsewhere, it would be no longer yours?

Not that, not that, returned Sir George. Ashlydyat is mine until my death, and no power can take it from me. But a reluctance to leave Ashlydyat has always clung to the Godolphins: in fact, we have looked upon it as a step impossible to be taken.

What a state of thraldom to live in!

Pardon me. We love Ashlydyat. To remain in it is pleasant; to leave it would be pain. I speak of the Godolphins in general; of those who have preceded me.

I understand now, said Lady Godolphin resentfully. You hold a superstition that if you were to leave Ashlydyat for the Folly, some dreadful doom would overtake you. Sir George, I thought we lived in the nineteenth century.

A passing flush rose to the face of Sir George Godolphin. To be suspected of leaning to these superstitions chafed his mind unbearably; he had almost rather be accused of dishonour: not to his own heart would he admit that they might have weight with him. Ashlydyat is our homestead, he said, and when a man has a homestead, he likes to live and die in it.

You cannot think Ashlydyat so desirable a residence as the Folly. We must remove to the Folly, Sir George; I have set my heart upon it. Let Thomas and his sisters come back to Ashlydyat.

They would not come.

Not come! They were inwardly rebellious enough at having to leave it.

I am sure that Thomas would not take up his residence here, as the master of Ashlydyat, during my lifetime. Another thing: we should not be justified in keeping up two expensive establishments outside the town, leaving the house at the bank to lie idle. People might lose confidence in us, if they saw us launching forth into extravagance.

Oh, indeed! What did they think of the expense launched upon the Folly? mockingly smiled my lady.

They know it is your money which has built that: not mine.

If Thomas and the rest came to Ashlydyat you might let the house attached to the bank.

It would take a great deal more money to keep up Ashlydyat than it does the house at the bank. The public might lose confidence in us, I say. Besides, no one but a partner could be allowed to live at the bank.

You seem to find an answer to all my propositions, said Lady Godolphin, in her softest and sweetest, and least true tone; but I warn you, Sir George, that I shall win you over to my way of thinking before the paper shall be dry on the Follys walls. If Thomas cannot, or will not, live at Ashlydyat, you must let it.

In every tittle did Lady Godolphin carry out her words. Almost before the Follys embellishments were matured to receive them, Sir George was won over to live at it: and Ashlydyat was advertised to be let. Thomas Godolphin would not have become its master in his fathers lifetime had Sir George filled its rooms with gold as a bribe. His mother had contrived to imbue him with some of the Ashlydyat superstition  to which she had lived a slave  and Thomas, though he did not bow down to it, would not brave it. If ruin was to come  as some religiously believed  when a reigning Godolphin voluntarily abandoned Ashlydyat, Thomas, at least, would not help it on by taking part in the step. So Ashlydyat, to the intense astonishment of Priors Ash, was put up in the market for hire.

It was taken by a Mr. Verrall; a gentleman from London. Priors Ash knew nothing of him, except that he was fond of field sports, and appeared to be a man of money: but, the fact of his establishing himself at Ashlydyat, stamped him, in their estimation, as one worthy to be courted. His wife was a pretty, fascinating woman; her sister, Miss Pain, was beautiful; their entertainments were good, their style was dashing, and they became the fashion in the neighbourhood.

But, from the very first day that the step was mooted of Sir George Godolphins taking up his residence at the Folly, until that of his removal thither, the Shadow had hovered over the Dark Plain at Ashlydyat.


CHAPTER III. THE DARK PLAIN IN THE MOONLIGHT.

The beams of the setting sun streamed into the dining-room at Lady Godolphins Folly. A room of fine proportions; not dull and heavy, as it is much the custom for dining-rooms to be, but light and graceful as could be wished.

Sir George Godolphin, with his fine old beauty, sat at one end of the table; Lady Godolphin, good-looking also in her peculiar style, was opposite to him. She wore a white dress, its make remarkably young, and her hair fell in ringlets, young also. On her right hand sat Thomas Godolphin, courteous and calm, as he ever was; on her left hand was Bessy, whom you have already seen. On the right of Sir George sat Maria Hastings, singularly attractive in her quiet loveliness, in her white spotted muslin dress with its white ribbons. On his left sat his eldest daughter, Janet. Quiet in manner, plain in features, as was Thomas, her eyes were yet wonderful to behold. Not altogether for their beauty, but for the power they appeared to contain of seeing all things. Large, reflective, strangely-deep eyes, grey, with a circlet of darker grey round them. When they were cast upon you, it was not at you they looked, but at what was within you  at your mind, your thoughts; at least, such was the impression they conveyed. She and Bessy were dressed alike, in grey watered silk. Cecil sat between Janet and Thomas, a charming girl, with blue ribbons in her hair. George sat between his sister Bessy and Maria Hastings. Thomas was attired much as he had been in the morning: George had exchanged his hunting clothes for dinner dress.

Lady Godolphin was speaking of her visit to Scotland. Sir Georges illness had caused it to be put off, or they would have gone in August: it was proposed to proceed thither now. I have written finally to say that we shall be there on Tuesday, she observed.

Will papa be able to make the journey in one day? asked Bessy.

He says he is quite strong enough to do so now, replied Lady Godolphin. But I could not think of his running any risk, so we shall stay a night upon the road. Janet, will you believe that I had a battle with Mr. Hastings to-day?

Janet turned her strange eyes on Lady Godolphin. Had you, madam?

I consider Mr. Hastings the most unreasonable, changeable man I ever met with, complained Lady Godolphin. But clergymen are apt to be so. So obstinate, if they take up a thing! When Maria was invited to accompany us in August, Mr. Hastings made not a single demur neither he nor Mrs. Hastings: they bought her  oh, all sorts of new things for the visit. New dresses and bonnets; and  a new cloak, was it not, Maria?

Maria smiled. Yes, Lady Godolphin.

People who have never been in Scotland acquire the notion that in temperature it may be matched with the North Pole, so a warm cloak was provided for Maria for an August visit! I called at the Rectory to-day with Maria, after the hounds had thrown off, to tell them that we should depart next week, and Mr. Hastings wanted to withdraw his consent to her going. Too late in the season, he urged, or some such plea. I told him she should not be frozen; we should be back before the cold weather set in.

Maria lifted her sweet face, an earnest look upon it. It was not the cold papa thought of, Lady Godolphin: he knows I am too hardy to fear that. But, as winter approaches, there is so much more to do, both at home and abroad. Mamma has to be out a great deal: and this will be a heavy winter with the poor, after all the sickness.

The sickness has passed, exclaimed Lady Godolphin, in a tone so sharp, so eager, as to give rise to a suspicion that she might fear, or had feared, the sickness for herself.

Nearly so, assented Miss Godolphin. There have been no fresh cases since  

Janet, if you talk of fresh cases at my table, I shall retire from it, interrupted Lady Godolphin in agitation. Is fever a pleasant or fitting topic of conversation, pray?

Janet Godolphin bowed her head. I did not forget your fears, madam. I supposed, however, that, now that the sickness is subsiding, your objection to hearing it spoken of might have subsided also.

And how did the controversy with Mr. Hastings end? interposed Bessy, to turn the topic. Is Maria to go?

Of course she is to go, said Lady Godolphin, with a quiet little laugh of power, as she recovered her good-humour. When I wish a thing, I generally carry my point. I would not stir from his room until he gave his consent, and he had his sermon on the table, and was no doubt wishing me at the antipodes. He thought Maria had already paid me a visit long enough for Sir George to have grown tired of her, he said. I told him that it was not his business: and that whether Sir George or any one else was tired of her, I should take her to Scotland. So he yielded.

Maria Hastings glanced timidly at Sir George. He saw the look. Not tired of you yet, are we, Miss Hastings? he said, with, Maria fancied, more gallantry than warmth. But fancy, with Maria, sometimes went a great way.

It would have been a disappointment to Maria, pursued Lady Godolphin. Would it not, my dear?

Yes, she answered, her face flushing.

And so very dull for Charlotte Pain. I expressly told her when I invited her that Maria Hastings would be of the party.

Charlotte Pain! echoed Bessy Godolphin, in her quick way; is she going with you? What in the world is that for?

I invited her, I say, said Lady Godolphin, with a hard look on her bloom-tinted face: a look that it always wore when her wishes were questioned, her actions reflected on. None brooked interference less than Lady Godolphin.

Sir George bent his head slightly towards his wife. My dear, I considered that Charlotte Pain invited herself. She fished pretty strongly for the invitation, and you fell into the snare.

Snare! It is an honour and a pleasure that she should come with us. What do you mean, Sir George?

An honour, if you like to call it so; I am sure it will be a pleasure, replied Sir George. A most attractive young woman is Charlotte Pain: though she did angle for the invitation. George, take care how you play your cards.

What cards, sir?

Look at that graceless George! at his conscious vanity! exclaimed Sir George to the table generally. He knows who it is that makes the attraction here to Charlotte Pain. Wear her if you can win her, my boy.

Would Charlotte Pain be one worthy to be won by George Godolphin? quietly spoke Janet.

Rumour says she has thirty thousand charms, nodded Sir George.

I never would marry for money, if I were George, cried Cecil indignantly. And, papa, I do not see so much beauty in Charlotte Pain. I do not like her style.

Cecil, did you ever know one pretty girl like the style of another? asked George.

Nonsense! But you cant call Charlotte Pain much of a girl, George. She is as old as you, I know. Shes six and twenty, if shes a day.

Possibly, carelessly replied George Godolphin.

Did she ride well to-day, George? inquired his father.

She always rides well, sir, replied George.

I wish I had invited her to dinner! said Lady Godolphin.

I wish you had, assented Sir George.

Nothing more was said upon the subject; the conversation fell into other channels. But, when the ladies had withdrawn, and Sir George was alone with his sons, he renewed it.

Mind, George, I was not in jest when speaking of Charlotte Pain. It is getting time that you married.

Need a man think of marriage on this side thirty, sir?

Some men need not think of it on this side forty or on this side fifty, unless they choose to do so: your brother Thomas is one, returned Sir George. But they are those who know how to sow their wild oats without it.

I shall sow mine in good time, said George, with a gay, half-conscious smile. Thomas never had any to sow.

I wish you would settle the time and keep it, then, was the marked rejoinder. It might be better for you.

Settle the time for my marriage, do you mean, sir?

You know what I mean. But I suppose you do intend to marry some time, George?

I dare say I shall. It is a thing that comes to most of us as a matter of course; as measles or vaccination, spoke irreverent George. You mentioned Charlotte Pain, sir: I presume you have no urgent wish that my choice should fall upon her?

If I had, would you comply with it?

George raised his blue eyes to his father. I have never thought of Charlotte Pain as a wife.

She is a fine girl, a wonderfully fine girl; and if, as is rumoured, she has a fortune, you might go further and fare worse, remarked Sir George. If you dont like Charlotte Pain, find out some one else that you would like. Only, take care that theres money with her.

Money is desirable in itself. But it does not invariably bring happiness, sir.

I never heard that it brought unhappiness, Master George. I cannot have you both marry portionless women. Thomas has chosen one who has nothing: it will not do for you to follow his example. The world is before you; choose wisely.

If we choose portionless women, we are not portionless ourselves.

We have a credit to keep up before the public, George. It stands high; it deserves to stand high; I hope it always will do so. But I consider it necessary that one of you should marry a fortune; I should have been glad that both had done so. Take the hint, George; and never expect my consent to your making an undesirable match, for it would not be given.

But, if my inclination fixed itself upon one who has no money, what then, sir? asked bold George carelessly.

Sir George pushed from before him a dish of filberts, so hastily as to scatter them on the table. It proved to his sons, who knew him well, that the question had annoyed him.

Your inclinations are as yet free, George: I say the world is before you, and you may choose wisely. If you do not: if, after this warning, you suffer your choice to rest where it is undesirable that it should rest, you will do it in deliberate defiance of me. In that case I shall disinherit you: partially, if not wholly.

Something appeared to be on the tip of Georges tongue, but he checked it, and there ensued a pause.

Thomas is to be allowed to follow his choice, he presently said.

I had not warned Thomas with regard to a choice; therefore he has been guilty of no disobedience. It is his having chosen as he has, that reminds me to caution you. Be careful, my boy.

Well, sir, I have no intention of marrying yet, and I suppose you will not disinherit me for keeping single, concluded George good-humouredly. He rose to leave the room as he spoke, throwing a merry glance towards Thomas as he did so, who had taken no part whatever in the conversation.

The twilight of the evening had passed, but the moon shone bright and clear, rendering the night nearly as light as day. Janet Godolphin stood on the lawn with Miss Hastings, when George stepped out and joined them.

Moon-gazing, Janet!

Yes, she answered. I am going on to the ash-trees.

George paused before he again spoke. Why are you going thither?

Because, whispered Janet, glancing uneasily around, they say the Shadow is there again.

George himself had heard that it was: had heard it, as you know, from Charlotte Pain. But he chose to make mockery of his sisters words.

Some say the moons made of green cheese, quoth he. Who told you that nonsense?

It has been told to me, mysteriously returned Janet. Margery saw it last night, for one.

Margery sees double, sometimes. Do not go, Janet.

Janets only answer was to put the hood of her cloak over her head, and walk away. Bessy Godolphin ran up at this juncture.

Is Janet going to the ash-trees? Shell turn into a ghost herself some time, believing all the rubbish Margery chooses to dream. I shall go and tell her so.

Bessy followed in the wake of her sister. George turned to Miss Hastings.

Have you a cloak also, Maria? Draw it round you, then, and let us go after them.

He caught her to him with a fond gesture, and they hastened on, down from the eminence where rose the Folly, to the lower ground nearer Ashlydyat. The Dark Plain lay to the right, and as they struck into a narrow, overhung walk, its gloom contrasted unpleasantly with the late brightness. Maria Hastings drew nearer to her companion with an involuntary shiver.

Why did you come this dark way, George?

It is the most direct way. In the dark or in the light you are safe with me. Did you notice Sir Georges joke about Charlotte Pain?

The question caused her heart to beat wildly. Was it a joke? she breathed.

Of course it was a joke. But he has been giving me a lecture upon  upon  

Upon what? she inquired, helping out his hesitation.

Upon the expediency of sowing my wild oats and settling down into a respectable man, laughed George. I promised him it should be done some time. I cannot afford it just yet, Maria, he added, his tone changing to earnestness. But I did not tell him that.

Meanwhile, Janet Godolphin had gained the ash-trees. She quietly glided before them beneath their shade to reach the bench. It was placed back, quite amidst them, in what might almost be called a recess formed by the trees. Janet paused ere turning in, her sight thrown over the Dark Plain.

Heavens and earth! how you startled me. Is it you, Miss Godolphin?

The exclamation came from Charlotte Pain, who was seated there. Miss Godolphin was startled also; and her tone, as she spoke, betrayed considerable vexation.

You here, Miss Pain! A solitary spot, is it not, for a young lady to be sitting in alone at night?

I was watching for that strange appearance which you, in this neighbourhood, call the Shadow, she explained. I saw it last evening.

Did you? freezingly replied Janet Godolphin, who had an unconquerable aversion to the supernatural sign being seen or spoken of by strangers.

Well, pray, and wheres the Shadow? interrupted Bessy Godolphin, coming up. I see nothing, and my eyes are as good as yours, Janet: better, I hope, than Margerys.

I do not see it to-night, said Charlotte Pain. Here are more footsteps! Who else is coming?

Did you ever know the Shadow come when it was watched for? cried Janet to Bessy, in a half-sad, half-resentful tone, as her brother and Maria Hastings approached. Watch for it, and it does not come. It never yet struck upon the sight of any one, but it did so unexpectedly.

As it did upon me last night, said Charlotte Pain. It was a strange-looking shadow: but, as to its being supernatural, the very supposition is ridiculous. I beg your pardon, if I offend your prejudices, Miss Godolphin.

Child! why did you come? cried Janet Godolphin to Maria.

I had no idea you did not wish me to come.

Wish! It is not that. But you are little more than a child, and might be spared these sights.

There appeared to be no particular sight to spare any one. They stood in a group, gazing eagerly. The Dark Plain was stretched out before them, the bare patch of clear ground, the archway behind; all bright in the moonlight. No shadow or shade was to be seen. Charlotte Pain moved to the side of George Godolphin.

You told me I was fanciful this morning, when I said the Dark Plain put me in mind of a graveyard, she said to him in a half-whisper. See it now! Those low bushes scattered about look precisely like grave-mounds.

But we know them to be bushes, returned George.

That is not the argument. I say they look like it. If you brought a stranger here first by moonlight, and asked him what the Plain was, he would say a graveyard.

Thus it has ever been! murmured Janet Godolphin to herself. At the first coming of the Shadow, it will be here capriciously; visible one night, invisible the next: betokening that the evil has not yet arrived, that it is only hovering! You are sure you saw it, Miss Pain?

I am quite sure that I saw a shadow, bearing a strange and distinct form, there, in front of the archway. But I am equally sure it is to be accounted for by natural causes. But that my eyes tell me there is no building, or sign of building above the Dark Plain, I should say it was cast from thence. Some fairies, possibly, may be holding up a sheet there, she carelessly added, playing at magic lantern in the moonlight.

Standing in the air, sarcastically returned Miss Godolphin. Archimedes offered to move the world with his lever, if the world would only find him a place, apart from itself, to stand on.

Are you convinced, Janet? asked George.

Of what?

He pointed over the Plain. That there is nothing uncanny to be seen to-night. Ill send Margery here when I return.

I am convinced of one thing  that it is getting uncommonly damp, said practical Bessy. I never stood under these ash-trees in an evening yet, let the atmosphere be ever so cold and clear, but a dampness might be felt. I wonder if it is the nature of ash-trees to exhale it? Maria, the Rector would not thank us for bringing you here.

Is Miss Hastings so susceptible to cold? asked Charlotte Pain.

Not more so than other people are, was Marias answer.

It is her child-like, delicate appearance, I suppose, that makes us fancy it, said Bessy Godolphin. Come, let us depart. If Lady Godolphin could see us here, she would go crazy: she says, you know, that damp brings fever.

They made a simultaneous movement. Their road lay to the right; Charlotte Pains to the left. I envy you four, she said, after wishing them good night. You are a formidable body, numerous enough to do battle with any assailants you may meet in your way, fairies, or shadows, or fever, or what not. I must encounter them alone.

Scarcely, replied George Godolphin, as he drew her arm within his, and turned with her in the direction of Ashlydyat.

Arrived at Lady Godolphins Folly, the Miss Godolphins passed indoors; Maria Hastings lingered a moment behind them. She leaned against a white pillar of the terrace, looking forth on the lovely night. Not altogether was that peaceful scene in accordance with her heart, for, in that, warred passionate jealousy. Who was Charlotte Pain, she asked herself, that she should come between them with her beauty; with her  

Some one was hastening towards her; crossing the green lawn, springing up the steps of the terrace: and the jealous feeling died away into love.

Were you waiting for me? whispered George Godolphin. We met Verrall, so I resigned mademoiselle to his charge. Maria, how your heart is beating!

I was startled when you ran up so quickly; I did not think it could be you, was the evasive answer. Let me go, please.

My darling, dont be angry with me: I could not well help myself. You know with whom I would rather have been.

He spoke in the softest whisper; he gazed tenderly into her face, so fair and gentle in the moonlight; he clasped her to him with an impassioned gesture. And Maria, as she yielded to his tenderness in her pure love, and felt his stolen kisses on her lips, forgot the jealous trouble that was being wrought by Charlotte Pain.


CHAPTER IV. ALL SOULS RECTORY.

At the eastern end of Priors Ash was situated the Church and Rectory of All Souls  a valuable living, the Reverend Isaac Hastings its incumbent. The house, enclosed from the high-road by a lofty hedge, was built, like the church, of greystone. It was a commodious residence, but its rooms, excepting one, were small. This one had been added to the house of late years: a long, though somewhat narrow room, its three windows looking on to the flowered lawn. A very pleasant room to sit in on a summers day; when the grass was green, and the flowers, with their brightness and perfume, gladdened the senses, and the birds were singing, and the bees and butterflies sporting.

Less pleasant to-day. For the skies wore a grey hue; the wind sighed round the house with an ominous sound, telling of the coming winter; and the mossy lawn and the paths were dreary with the yellow leaves, decaying as they lay. Mrs. Hastings, a ladylike woman of middle height and fair complexion, stood at one of these windows, watching the bending of the trees as the wind shook them; watching the falling leaves. She was remarkably susceptible to surrounding influences; seasons and weather held much power over her: but that she was a clergymans wife, and, as such, obliged to take a very practical part in the duties of life, she might have subsided into a valetudinarian.

A stronger gust sent the leaves rustling up the path, and Mrs. Hastings slightly shivered.

How I dislike this time of year, she exclaimed. I wish there were no autumn. I dislike to see the dead leaves.

I like the autumn: although it heralds in the winter.

The reply came from Mr. Hastings, who was pacing the carpet, thinking over his next days sermon: for it was Saturday morning. Nature had not intended Mr. Hastings for a parson, and his sermons were the bane of his life. An excellent man; a most efficient pastor of a parish; a gentleman; a scholar, abounding in good practical sense; but not a preacher. Sometimes he wrote his sermons, sometimes he tried the extempore plan; but, let him do as he would, there was always a conviction of failure, as to his sermons winning their way to his hearers hearts. He was under middle height, with keen aquiline features, his dark hair already sprinkled with grey.

I am glad the wind has changed, remarked the Rector. We shall say good-bye to the fever. While that warm weather lasted, I always had my fears of its breaking out again. It was only coquetting with us. I wonder  

Mr. Hastings stopped, as if lapsing into thought. Mrs. Hastings inquired what his wonder might be.

I was thinking of Sir George Godolphin, he continued. One thought leads to another and another, until we should find them a strange train, if we traced them back to their origin. Beginning with dead leaves, and ending with  metaphysics.

What are you talking of, Isaac? his wife asked in surprise.

A half-smile crossed the thin delicate lips of Mr. Hastings. You spoke of the dead leaves: that led to the thought of the fever; the fever to the bad drainage; the bad drainage to the declaration of Sir George Godolphin that, if he lived until next year, it should be remedied, even though he had to meet the expense himself. Then the train went on to speculate upon whether Sir George would live; and next upon whether this change of weather may not cause my lady to relinquish her journey; and lastly, to Maria. Cold Scotland, if we are to have a season of bleak winds, cannot be beneficial to Sir George.

Lady Godolphin has set her mind upon going. She is not likely to relinquish it.

Mark you, Caroline, said Mr. Hastings, halting in his promenade, and standing opposite his wife; it is her dread of the fever that is sending her to Scotland. But for that, she would not go, now that it is so late in the year. And for Marias sake I wish she would not. I do not now wish Maria to go to Scotland.

Why? asked Mrs. Hastings.

Mr. Hastings knitted his brow. It is an objection more easily felt than explained.

When the invitation was given in the summer, you were pleased that she should accept it.

Yes; I acknowledge it: and, had they gone then, I should have felt no repugnance to the visit. But I do feel a repugnance to it now, so far as Maria is concerned; an unaccountable repugnance. If you ask me to explain it, or to tell you what my reason is, I can only answer that I am unable to do so. It is this want of reason, good or bad, which has prevented my entirely withdrawing the consent I gave. I essayed to do so, when Lady Godolphin was here on Thursday; but she pressed me closely, and, having no sound or plausible argument to bring forward against it, my opposition broke down.

Mrs. Hastings wondered. Never was there a man less given to whims and fancies than the Reverend Isaac Hastings. His actions and thoughts were based on the sound principle of plain matter-of-fact sense: he was practical in all things; there was not a grain of ideality in his composition.

At that moment a visitors knock was heard. Mrs. Hastings glanced across the hall, and saw her second daughter enter. She wore her grey cashmere cloak, soft and fine in texture, delicate in hue; a pretty morning dress, and a straw bonnet trimmed with white. A healthy colour shone on her delicate face, and her eyes were sparkling with inward happiness. Very attractive, very ladylike, was Maria Hastings.

I was obliged to come this morning, mamma, she said, when greetings had passed. Some of my things are still here which I wish to take, and I must collect them and send them to the Folly. We start early on Monday morning; everything must be packed to-day.

One would suppose you were off for a year, Maria, exclaimed Mr. Hastings, to hear you talk of collecting your things. How many trunk-loads have you already at the Folly?

Only two, papa, she replied, laughing, and wondering why Mr. Hastings should speak so sternly. They are chiefly trifles that I have come for; books, and other things: not clothes.

Your papa thought it likely that Lady Godolphin would not now go, as the fine weather seems to be leaving us, said Mrs. Hastings.

Oh yes, she will, replied Maria. Her mind is fully made up. Did you not know that the orders had already been sent into Berwickshire? And some of the servants went on this morning?

Great ladies change their minds sometimes, remarked Mr. Hastings in a cynical tone.

Maria shook her head. She had untied her bonnet-strings, and was unfastening her mantle. Sir George, who has risen to breakfast since Thursday, asked Lady Godolphin this morning whether it would not be late for Scotland, and she resented the remark. What do you think she said, mamma? That if there was nothing else to take her to Scotland, this absurd rumour, of the Shadows having come again, would drive her thither.

Whats that, Maria? demanded the clergyman in a sharp, displeased accent.

A rumour has arisen, papa, that the Shadow is appearing at Ashlydyat. It was seen on Wednesday night. On Thursday night, some of us went to the ash-trees  

You went? interrupted the Rector.

Yes, papa, she answered, her voice growing timid, for he spoke in a tone of great displeasure. I, and Miss Godolphin, and Bessy. We were not alone: George Godolphin was with us.

And what did you see? eagerly interposed Mrs. Hastings, who possessed more of the organ of marvel in her composition than her husband.

Mamma, we saw nothing. Only the Dark Plain lying quietly under the moonlight. There appeared to be nothing to see; nothing unusual.

But that I hear you say this with my own ears, I should not have believed you capable of giving utterance to folly so intense, sternly exclaimed Mr. Hastings to his daughter. Are you the child of Christian parents? have you received an enlightened education?

Marias eyelids fell under the reproof, and the soft colour in her cheeks deepened.

That a daughter of mine should confess to running after a shadow! he continued, really with more asperity than the case seemed to need. But the Rector of All Souls was one who would have deemed it little less heresy to doubt his Bible, than to countenance a tale of superstition. He repudiated such with the greatest contempt: he never, even though proof positive had been brought before his eyes, could accord to it an iota of credence. An absurd tale of a shadow, worthy only to be told to those who, in their blind credulity, formerly burnt poor creatures as witches; worthy only to amuse the ears of ignorant urchins, whom we put into our fields to frighten away the crows! And my daughter has lent herself to it! Can this be the result of your training, madam?  turning angrily to his wife. Or of mine?

I did not run after it from my own curiosity; I went because the rest went, answered poor Maria in her confusion, all too conscious that the stolen moonlight walk with Mr. George Godolphin had been a far more powerful motive to the expedition than the Shadow. Miss Pain saw it on Wednesday night; Margery saw it  

Will you cease? broke forth the Rector. Saw it! If they said they saw it they must have been labouring under a delusion; or else were telling a deliberate untruth. And you do not know better than to repeat such ignorance! What would Sir George think of you?

I should not mention it in his presence, papa. Or in Lady Godolphins.

Neither shall you in mine. It is not possible  Mr. Hastings stood before her and fixed his eyes sternly upon hers that you can believe in it?

I think not, papa, she answered in her strict truth. To truth, at any rate, she had been trained, whether by father or by mother; and she would not violate it even to avoid displeasure. I think that my feeling upon the point is curiosity; not belief.

Then that curiosity implies belief, sternly replied the Rector. If a man came to me and said, Theres an elephant out there, in the garden, and I went forth to see, would not that prove my belief in the assertion?

Maria was no logician; or she had answered, No, you might go to prove the error of the assertion. Indeed, papa, if I know anything of myself, I am not a believer in it, she repeated, her cheeks growing hotter and hotter. If I were once to see the Shadow, why then  

Be silent! he cried, not allowing her to continue. I shall think next I am talking to that silly dreamer, Janet Godolphin. Is it she who has imbued you with this tone of mind?

Maria shook her head. There was an undercurrent of consciousness, lying deep in her heart, that if a tone upon the point had been insensibly acquired by her, it was caught from one far more precious to her heart, far more essential to her very existence, than was Janet Godolphin. That last Thursday night, in running with George Godolphin after this tale of the Shadow, his arm cast lovingly round her, she had acquired the impression, from a few words he let fall, that he must put faith in it. She was content that his creed should be hers in all things: had she wished to differ from him, it would have been beyond her power to do so. Mr. Hastings appeared to wait for an answer.

Janet Godolphin does not intrude her superstitious fancies upon the world, papa. Were she to seek to convert me to them, I should not listen to her.

Dismiss the subject altogether from your thoughts, Maria, commanded the Rector. If men and women would perform efficiently their allotted part in life, there is enough of hard substance to occupy their minds and their hours, without losing either the one or the other in shadows. Take you note of that.

Yes, papa, she dutifully answered, scarcely knowing whether she had deserved the lecture or not, but glad that it was at an end. Mamma, where is Grace?

In the study. You can go to her. Theres David! exclaimed Mrs. Hastings, as Maria left the room.

A short, thick-set man had appeared in the garden, giving rise to the concluding remark of Mrs. Hastings. If you have not forgotten the first chapter, you may remember that Bessy Godolphin spoke of a man who had expressed his pleasure at seeing her father out again. She called him Old Jekyl. Old Jekyl lived in a cottage on the outskirts of Priors Ash. He had been in his days a working gardener, but rheumatism and age had put him beyond work now. There was a good bit of garden-ground to his cottage, and it was well cultivated. Vegetables and fruit grew in it; and a small board was fastened in front of the laburnum-tree at the gate, with the intimation Cut flowers sold here. There were also bee-hives. Old Jekyl (Priors Ash never dignified him by any other title) had no wife: she was dead: but his two sons lived with him, and they followed the occupation that had been his. I could not tell you how many gardens in Priors Ash and its environs those two men kept in order. Many a family, not going to the expense of keeping a regular gardener, some, perhaps, not able to go to it, entrusted the care of their garden to the Jekyls, paying them a stipulated sum yearly. The plan answered. The gardens were kept in order, and the Jekyls earned a good living; both masters and men were contented.

They had been named Jonathan and David: and were as opposite as men and brothers could well be, both in nature and appearance. Each was worthy in his way. Jonathan stood six feet three if he stood an inch, and was sufficiently slender for a lamp-post: rumour went that he had occasionally been taken for one. An easy-going, obliging, talkative, mild-tempered man, was Jonathan, his opinion agreeing with every ones. Mrs. Hastings was wont to declare that if she were to say to him, You know, Jonathan, the sun never shone, his answer would be, Well, maam, I dont know as ever it did, over bright like. David had the build of a Dutchman, and was taciturn upon most subjects. In manner he was somewhat surly, and would hold his own opinion, especially if it touched upon his occupation, against the world.

Amongst others who employed them in this way, was the Rector of All Souls. They were in the habit of coming and going to that or any other garden, as they pleased, at whatever day or time suited their convenience; sometimes one brother, sometimes the other, sometimes one of the two boys they employed, as they might arrange between themselves. Any garden entrusted to their care they were sure to keep in order; therefore their time and manner of doing it was not interfered with. Mrs. Hastings suddenly saw David in the garden. I will get him to sweep those ugly dead leaves from the paths, she exclaimed, throwing up the window. David!

David heard the call, turned and looked. Finding he was wanted, he advanced in a leisurely, independent sort of manner, giving his attention to the beds as he passed them, and stopping to pluck off any dead flower that offended his eye. He gave a nod as he reached Mrs. Hastings, his features not relaxing in the least. The nod was a mark of respect, and meant as such; the only demonstration of respect commonly shown by David. His face was not ugly, though too flat and broad; his complexion was fair, and his eyes were blue.

David, see how the leaves have fallen; how they lie upon the ground!

David gave a half-glance round, by way of answer, but he did not speak. He knew the leaves were there without looking.

You must clear them away, continued Mrs. Hastings.

No, responded David to this. Twont be of no use.

But, David, you know how very much I dislike to see these withered leaves, rejoined Mrs. Hastings in a voice more of pleading than of command. Command answered little with David.

Cant help seeing em, persisted David. Leaves will wither; and will fall: its their natur to do it. If every one of them lying there now was raked up and swept away, thered be as many down again to-morrow morning. I cant neglect my beds to fad with the leaves  and bring no good to pass, after all.

David, I do not think any one ever was so self-willed as you! said Mrs. Hastings, laughing in spite of her vexation.

I know my business, was Davids answer. If I gave in at my different places to all the missises whims, how should I get my work done? The masters would be blowing me up, thinking it was idleness. Look at Jonathan! he lets himself be swayed any way; and a nice time he gets of it, among em. His days works never done.

You would not suffer the leaves to lie there until the end of the season! exclaimed Mrs. Hastings. They would be up to our ankles as we walked.

May be they would, composedly returned David. I have cleared em off about six times this fall, and I shall clear em again, but not as long as this wind lasts.

Is it going to last, David? inquired the Rector, appearing at his wifes side, and laughing inwardly at her diplomatic failure.

David nodded his usual salutation as he answered. He would sometimes relax so far as to say Sir to Mr. Hastings, an honour paid exclusively to his pastoral capacity. No, it wont last, sir. We shall have the warm weather back again.

You think so! exclaimed the Rector in an accent of disappointment. Experience had taught him that David, in regard to the weather, was an oracle.

I am sure so, answered David. The brometers going fast on to heat, too.

Is it? said Mr. Hastings. You have often told me you put no faith in the barometer.

No more I dont: unless other signs answer to it, said David. The very best brometer going, is old fathers rheumatiz. There was a sharp frost last night, sir.

I know it, replied Mr. Hastings. A few nights of that and the fever will be driven away.

We shant get a few nights of it, said David. And the fever has broken out again.

What! exclaimed Mr. Hastings. The fever broken out again?

Yes, said David.

The news fell upon the clergymans heart as a knell. He had fully believed the danger to have passed away, though not yet the sickness. Are you sure it has broken out again, David? he asked, after a pause.

I aint no surer than I was told, sir, returned phlegmatic David. I met Cox just now, and he said, as he passed, that fever had shown itself in a fresh place.

Do you know where? inquired Mr. Hastings.

He said, I blieve, but I didnt catch it. If I stopped to listen to the talk of fevers, and such-like, where would my work be?

Taking his hat, one of the very clerical shape, with a broad brim, the Rector left his house. He was scarcely without the gates when he saw Mr. Snow, who was the most popular doctor in Priors Ash, coming along quickly in his gig. Mr. Hastings threw out his hand, and the groom pulled up.

Is it true?  this fresh rumour of the fever?

Too true, I fear, replied Mr. Snow. I am on my way thither now; just summoned.

Who is attacked?

Sarah Anne Grame.

The name appeared to startle the Rector. Sarah Anne Grame! he repeated. She will never battle through it! The doctor raised his eyebrows, as if he thought it doubtful himself, and signed to his groom to hasten on.

Tell Lady Sarah I will call upon her in the course of the day, called out Mr. Hastings, as the gig sped on its way. I must ask Maria if she has heard news of this, he continued, in soliloquy, as he turned within the Rectory gate.

Maria Hastings had found her way to the study. To dignify a room by the appellation of study in a clergymans house, would at once imply that it must be the private sanctum of its master, consecrated to his sermons and his other clerical studies. Not so, however, in the Rectory of All Souls. The study there was chiefly consecrated to litter, and the master had less to do with it, personally, than with almost any other room in the house. There, the children, boys and girls, played, or learned lessons, or practised; there, Mrs. Hastings would sit to sew when she had any work in hand too plebeian for the eyes of polite visitors.

Grace, the eldest of the family, was twenty years of age, one year older than Maria. She bore a great resemblance to her father; and, like him, was more practical than imaginative. She was very useful, in the house, and took much care off Mrs. Hastingss hands. It happened that all the children, five of them besides Maria, were this morning at home. It was holiday that day with the boys. Isaac was next to Maria, but nearly three years younger; one had died between them; Reginald was next; Harry last; and then came a little girl, Rose. They ought to have been preparing their lessons; were supposed to be doing so by Mr. and Mrs. Hastings: in point of fact, they were gathering round Grace, who was seated on a low stool solving some amusing puzzles from a new book. They started up when Maria entered, and went dancing round her.

Maria danced too; she kissed them all; she sang aloud in her joyousness of heart. What was it that made that heart so glad, her life as a very Eden? The ever-constant presence there of George Godolphin.

Have you come home to stay, Maria?

I have come home to go, she answered, with a laugh. We start for Scotland on Monday, and I want to hunt up oceans of things.

It is fine to be you, Maria, exclaimed Grace, with a sensation very like envy. You have all the pleasure, and I have to stop at home and do all the work. It is not fair.

Gracie dear, it will be your turn next. I did not ask Lady Godolphin to invite me, instead of you. I never thought of her inviting me, being the younger of the two.

But she did invite you, grumbled Grace.

I say, Maria, you are not to go to Scotland, struck in Isaac.

Who says so? cried Maria, her heart standing still, as she halted in one corner of the room with at least half a dozen arms round her.

Mamma said yesterday she thought you were not: that papa would not have it.

Is that all? and Marias pulses coursed on again. I am to go: I have just been with papa and mamma. They know that I have come to get my things for the journey.

Maria, who goes?

Sir George and my lady, and I and Charlotte Pain.

Maria, I want to know why Charlotte Pain goes? cried Grace.

Maria laughed. You are like Bessy Godolphin, Grace. She asked the same question, and my lady answered, Because she chose to invite her. I can only repeat to you the same reason.

Does George Godolphin go?

No, replied Maria.

Oh, doesnt he, though! exclaimed Reginald. Tell that to the marines, mademoiselle.

He does not go with us, said Maria. Regy, you know you will get into hot water if you use those sea phrases.

Sea phrases! that is just like a girl, retorted Reginald. What will you lay me that George Godolphin is not in Scotland within a week after you are all there?

I will not lay anything, said Maria, who in her inmost heart hoped and believed that George would be there.

Catch him stopping away if Charlotte Pain goes? went on Reginald. Yesterday I was at the pastry-cooks, having a tuck-out with that shilling old Crosse gave me, and Mr. George and Miss Charlotte came in. I heard a little.

What did you hear? breathed Maria. She could not help the question: any more than she could help the wild beating of her heart at the boys words.

I did not catch it all, said Reginald. It was about Scotland, though, and what they should do when they were there. Mrs. Verralls carriage came up then, and he put her into it. An out-and-out flirt is George Godolphin!

Grace Hastings threw her keen dark eyes upon Maria. Do not let him flirt with you, she said in a marked tone. You like him; I do not. I never thought George Godolphin worth his salt.

Thats just Grace! exclaimed Isaac. Taking her likes and dislikes! and for no cause, or reason, but her own crotchets and prejudices. He is the nicest fellow going, is George Godolphin. Charlotte Pains is a new face and a beautiful one: let him admire it.

He admires rather too many, nodded Grace.

As long as he does not admire yours, you have no right to grumble, rejoined Isaac provokingly: and Grace flung a bundle of work at him, for the laugh turned against her.

Rose, you naughty child, you have my crayons there! exclaimed Maria, happening to cast her eyes upon the table, where Rose was seated too quietly to be at anything but mischief.

Only one or two of your sketching pencils, Maria, said Miss Rose. I shant hurt them. I am making a villa with two turrets and some cows.

I say, Maria, is Charlotte Pain going to take that thoroughbred hunter of hers? interposed Reginald.

Of course, scoffed Isaac: saddled and bridled. Shell have him with her in the railway carriage; put him in the corner seat opposite Sir George. Regys brains may do for sea  if he ever gets there; but they are not sharp enough for land.

They are as sharp as yours, at any rate, flashed Reginald. Why should she not take him?

Be quiet, you boys! said Grace.

She was interrupted by the appearance of Mr. Hastings. He did not open the door at the most opportune moment. Maria, Isaac, and Harry were executing a dance that probably had no name in the dancing calendar; Reginald was standing on his head; Rose had just upset the contents of the table, by inadvertently drawing off its old cloth cover, and Grace was scolding her in a loud tone.

What do you call this? demanded Mr. Hastings, when he had leisurely surveyed the scene. Studying?

They subsided into quietness and their places; Reginald with his face red and his hair wild, Maria with a pretty blush, Isaac with a smothered laugh. Mr. Hastings addressed his second daughter.

Have you heard anything about this fresh outbreak of fever?

No, papa, was Marias reply. Has it broken out again?

I hear that it has attacked Sarah Anne Grame.

Oh, papa! exclaimed Grace, clasping her hands in sorrowful consternation. Will she ever live through it?

Just the same doubt, you see, that had occurred to the Rector.


CHAPTER V. THOMAS GODOLPHINS LOVE.

For nearly a mile beyond All Souls Rectory, as you went out of Priors Ash, there were scattered houses and cottages. In one of them lived Lady Sarah Grame. We receive our ideas from association; and, in speaking of the residence of Lady Sarah Grame, or Lady Sarah Anyone, imagination might conjure up some fine old mansion with all its appurtenances, grounds, servants, carriages and grandeur: or, at the very least, a villa with two turrets and some cows, as Rose Hastings expressed it.

Far more like a humble cottage than a mansion was the abode of Lady Sarah Grame. It was a small, pretty, detached white house, containing eight or nine rooms in all; and, they, not very large ones. A plot of ground before it was crowded with flowers: far too crowded for good taste, as David Jekyl would point out to Lady Sarah. But Lady Sarah loved flowers, and would not part with one of them.

The daughter of one soldier, and the wife of another, Lady Sarah had scrambled through life amidst bustle, perplexity, and poverty. Sometimes quartered in barracks, sometimes following the army abroad; out of one place into another; never settled anywhere for long together. It was an existence not to be envied; although it is the lot of many. She was Mrs. Grame then, and her husband, the captain, was not a very good husband to her. He was rather too fond of amusing himself, and threw all care upon her shoulders. She passed her days nursing her sickly children, and endeavouring to make one sovereign go as far as two. One morning, to her unspeakable embarrassment, she found herself converted from plain, private Mrs. Grame into the Lady Sarah. Her father boasted a peer in a very remote relative, and came unexpectedly into the title.

Had he come into money with it, it would have been more welcome; but, of that, there was only a small supply. It was a very poor Scotch peerage, with limited estates; and, they, encumbered. Lady Sarah wished she could drop the honour which had fallen to her share, unless she could live a little more in accordance with it. She had much sorrow. She had lost one child after another, until she had only two left, Sarah Anne and Ethel. Then she lost her husband; and, next, her father. Chance drove her to Priors Ash, which was near her husbands native place; and she settled there, upon her limited income. All she possessed was her pension as a captains widow, and the interest of the sum her father had been enabled to leave her; the whole not exceeding five hundred a year. She took the white cottage, then just built, and dignified it with the name of Grame House: and the mansions in the neighbourhood of Priors Ash were content not to laugh, but to pay respect to her as an earls daughter.

Lady Sarah was a partial woman. She had only these two daughters, and her love for them was as different as light is from darkness. Sarah Anne she loved with an inordinate affection, almost amounting to passion; for Ethel, she did not care. What could be the reason of this? What is the reason why parents (many of them may be found) will love some of their children, and dislike others? They cannot tell you, any more than Lady Sarah could have told. Ask them, and they will be unable to give you an answer. It does not lie in the children: it often happens that those obtaining the least love will be the most worthy of it. Such was the case here. Sarah Anne Grame was a pale, sickly, fretful girl; full of whims, full of complaints, giving trouble to every one about her. Ethel, with her sweet countenance and her merry heart, made the sunshine of the home. She bore with her sisters exacting moods, bore with her mothers want of love. She loved them both, and waited on them, and carolled forth her snatches of song as she moved about the house, and was as happy as the day was long. The servants  they kept only two  would tell you that Miss Grame was cross and selfish; but that Miss Ethel was worth her weight in gold. The gold was soon to be appropriated; transplanted to a home where it would be appreciated and cherished: for Ethel was the affianced wife of Thomas Godolphin.

On the morning already mentioned, when you heard it said that fever had broken out again, Sarah Anne Grame awoke, ill. In her fretful, impatient way, she called to Ethel, who slept in an adjoining room. Ethel was asleep: but she was accustomed to be roused at unseasonable hours by Sarah Anne, and she threw on her dressing-gown and hastened to her.

I want some tea, began Sarah Anne. I am as ill and thirsty as I can be.

Sarah Anne was really of a sickly constitution, and to hear her com plain of being ill and thirsty was nothing unusual. Ethel, in her loving nature, her sweet patience, received the information with as much concern as though she had never heard it before. She bent over Sarah Anne, inquiring tenderly where she felt pain.

I tell you that I am ill and thirsty, and thats enough, peevishly answered Sarah Anne. Go and get me some tea.

As soon as I possibly can, said Ethel soothingly. There is no fire at present. The maids are not up. I do not think it can be later than six, by the look of the morning.

Very well! sobbed Sarah Anne  sobs of temper, not of pain. You cant call the maids, I suppose! and you cant put yourself the least out of the way to alleviate my suffering! You want to go to bed again and sleep till eight oclock. When I am dead, youll wish you had been more like a sister to me. You possess rude health yourself, and you can feel no compassion for any one who does not.

An assertion unjust and untrue: as was many another, made by Sarah Anne Grame. Ethel did not possess rude health, though she was not, like her sister, always ailing; and she felt far more compassion than Sarah Anne deserved.

I will see what I can do, she gently said. You shall soon have some tea.

Passing into her own room, Ethel hastily dressed herself. When Sarah Anne was in one of her exacting moods, there could be no more sleep or rest for Ethel. I wonder, she thought to herself, whether I could not light a fire, without calling the servants? They had so hard a days work yesterday, for mamma kept them both cleaning from morning till night. Yes: if I can only find some wood, Ill try to light one.

She went down to the kitchen, hunted up what was required, laid the fire, and lighted it. It did not burn up well. She thought the wood must be damp, and found the bellows. She was on her knees, blowing away at the wood, and sending the blaze up into the coal, when some one came into the kitchen.

Miss Ethel!

It was one of the servants: Elizabeth. She had heard movement in the house, and had risen. Ethel explained that her sister felt ill, and tea was wanted.

Why did you not call us, Miss Ethel?

You went to rest late, Elizabeth. See how I have made the fire burn!

It is not ladies work, miss.

I certainly think ladies should put on gloves when they attempt it, merrily laughed Ethel. Look at my black hands.

The tea ready, Ethel carried a cup of it to her sister, with some dry toast that they had made. Sarah Anne drank the tea, but turned with a shiver from the toast. She seemed to be shivering much.

Who was so stupid as to make that? You might know I should not eat it. I am too ill.

Ethel began to think that she did look unusually ill. Her face was flushed, shivering though she was, her lips were dry, her heavy eyes were unnaturally bright. She gently laid her hands, washed now, upon her sisters brow. It felt burning, and Sarah Anne screamed.

Do keep your hands away! My head is splitting with pain.

Involuntarily Ethel thought of the fever; the danger from which they had been reckoning had passed away. It was a low sort of typhus which had prevailed; not very extensively, and chiefly amidst the poor: the great fear had been, lest it should turn to a more malignant type. About half a dozen deaths had taken place altogether.

Would you like me to bathe your forehead with water, Sarah Anne? asked Ethel kindly. Or to get you some eau-de-Cologne?

I should like you to wait until things are asked for, and not to worry me, retorted Sarah Anne.

Ethel sighed. Not for the temper: Sarah Anne was always fractious in illness: but for the suffering she thought she saw, and the half doubt, half dread, which had arisen within her. I think I had better call mamma, she deliberated to herself. Though, if she sees nothing unusually the matter with Sarah Anne, she will only be angry with me.

Proceeding to her mothers chamber, Ethel knocked softly. Lady Sarah slept still, but the entrance aroused her.

Mamma, I do not like to disturb you; I was unwilling to do so: but Sarah Anne is ill.

Ill again! And only last week she was in bed three days! Poor dear sufferer! Is it her chest again?

Mamma, she seems unusually ill. Otherwise I should not have disturbed you. I feared  I thought  you will be angry with me if I say, perhaps?

Say what? Dont stand like a statue, Ethel.

Ethel dropped her voice. Dear mamma, suppose it should be the fever?

For one startling moment, Lady Sarah felt as if a dagger had pierced her: the next, she turned upon Ethel. Fever for Sarah Anne! how dared she prophesy it? A low, common fever, confined to the poor of the town, and which had subsided; or, all but subsided! Was it likely to return again and come up here to attack her darling child? What did Ethel mean by it?

Ethel, the tears in her eyes, said she hoped it would prove to be only an ordinary headache; it was her love for Sarah Anne which awoke her fears. Lady Sarah proceeded to the sick-room; and Ethel followed. Her ladyship was not in the habit of observing caution, and spoke freely of the fever before Sarah Anne; apparently for the purpose of casting blame at Ethel.

Sarah Anne did not imbibe the fear; she ridiculed Ethel as her mother had done. For some hours Lady Sarah did not admit it either. She would have summoned medical advice at first, but that Sarah Anne, in her peevishness, protested she would not have a doctor. Later on she grew worse, and Mr. Snow was sent for. You saw him in his gig hastening to the house.

Lady Sarah came forward to receive him; Ethel, full of anxiety, near her. She was a thin woman, with a shrivelled face and a sharp red nose, her grey hair banded plainly under a close white net cap.

She grasped Mr. Snows arm. You must save my child!

Higher aid permitting me, the surgeon answered. Why do you assume it to be fever? For the last six weeks I have been summoned by timid parents to a score of fever cases; and when I have arrived in hot haste, they have turned out to be no fever at all.

This is the fever, replied Lady Sarah. Had I been more willing to admit that it was, you would have been sent for hours ago. It was Ethels fault. She suggested at daylight that it might be fever; and it made my darling girl so angry that she forbid my sending for advice. But she is worse now. Come and see her.

Mr. Snow laid his hand upon Ethels head with a fond gesture, ere he turned to Lady Sarah. All Priors Ash loved Ethel Grame.

Tossing upon her uneasy bed, her face flushed, her hair floating untidily about it, lay Sarah Anne, shivering still. The doctor gave one glance at her: it was quite enough to satisfy him that Lady Sarah was not mistaken.

Is it the fever? impatiently asked Sarah Anne, unclosing her hot eyelids.

If it is, we must drive it away again, said the doctor cheerily.

Why should the fever have come to me? she rejoined, her tone rebellious.

Why was I thrown from my horse last year, and broke my arm? returned Mr. Snow. These things come to all of us.

To break an arm is nothing  people always recover from that, irritably answered Sarah Anne.

And you will recover from the fever, if you will be quiet and reasonable.

I am so hot! My head is so heavy!

Mr. Snow, who had called for water and a glass, was mixing a white powder which he had produced from his pocket. She took it without opposition, and then he lessened the weight of bed-clothes, and afterwards turned his attention to the chamber. It was close and hot; the sun, which had just burst forth brightly from the grey skies, shone full upon it.

You have that chimney stuffed up! he exclaimed.

Sarah Anne will not allow it to be open, said Lady Sarah. She is sensitive to cold, dear child, and feels the slightest draught.

Mr. Snow walked to the chimney, turned up his coat cuff and wristband, and pulled down a bag filled with shavings. Soot came with it, and covered his hand; but he did not mind that. He was as little given to ceremony as Lady Sarah to caution, and he went leisurely up to the wash-hand-stand to remove it.

Now, if I catch that bag, or any other bag up there again, obstructing the air, I shall attack the bricks next time, and make a good big hole that the sky can be seen through. Of that I give you notice, my lady.

He next pulled down the window at the top, behind the blind; but the room, at its best, did not find favour with him. It is not airy; it is not cool, he said. Is there not a better ventilated room in the house? If so, she should be moved into it.

My room is cool, interposed Ethel eagerly. The sun never shines into it, Mr. Snow.

It would appear that Ethels thus speaking must have reminded Mr. Snow that she was present. In the unceremonious manner that he had laid hands upon the chimney bag, he now laid them upon her shoulders, and marshalled her outside the door.

You go downstairs, Miss Ethel. And do not come within a mile of this chamber again, until I give you leave to do so.

I will not be moved into Ethels room! interposed Sarah Anne, imperiously and fretfully. It is not furnished with half the comforts of mine. And it has only a bit of bedside carpet! I will not go there, Mr. Snow.

Now look you here, Miss Sarah Anne! said the surgeon firmly. I am responsible for bringing you well out of this illness; and I shall take my own way to do it. If not; if I am to be contradicted at every suggestion; Lady Sarah may summon some one else to attend you: I will not undertake it.

My darling, you shall not be moved to Ethels room, cried my lady coaxingly: you shall be moved into mine. It is larger than this, you know, Mr. Snow, with a thorough draught through it, if you choose to put the windows and door open.

Very well, said Mr. Snow. Let me find her in it when I come up again this evening. And if theres a carpet on the floor, take it up. Carpets were never intended for bedrooms.

He passed into one of the sitting-rooms with Lady Sarah when he descended. What do you think of the case? she eagerly asked.

There will be some difficulty with it, was the candid reply. Lady Sarah, her hair must come off.

Her hair come off! uttered Lady Sarah, aghast. That it never shall! She has the loveliest hair! What is Ethels hair, compared with hers?

You heard the determination I expressed, Lady Sarah, he quietly said.

But Sarah Anne will never allow it to be done, she returned, shifting the ground of remonstrance from her own shoulders. And to do it in opposition to her would be enough to kill her.

It will not be done in opposition to her, he answered. She will be unconscious before it is attempted.

Lady Sarahs heart sank. You anticipate that she will be dangerously ill?

In these cases there is always danger, Lady Sarah. But worse cases than  as I believe  hers will be, have recovered from it.

If I lose her, I shall die myself! she passionately uttered. And, if she is to have it badly, she will die! Remember, Mr. Snow, how weak she has always been!

We sometimes find that weak constitutions battle best with an epidemic, he replied. Many a sound one has it struck down and taken off; many a sickly one has struggled through it, and been the stronger for it afterwards.

Everything shall be done as you wish, said Lady Sarah, speaking meekly in her great fear.

Very well. There is one caution I would earnestly impress upon you: that of keeping Ethel from the sick-room.

But there is no one to whom Sarah Anne is so accustomed, as a nurse, objected Lady Sarah.

Madam! burst forth the doctor in his heat, would you subject Ethel to the risk of taking the infection, in deference to Sarah Annes selfishness, or to yours? Better lose all your house contains than lose Ethel! She is its greatest treasure.

I know how remarkably prejudiced you have always been in Ethels favour! resentfully spoke Lady Sarah.

If I disliked her as much as I like her, I should be equally solicitous to guard her from the danger of infection, said Mr. Snow. If you choose to put Ethel out of consideration, you cannot put Thomas Godolphin. In justice to him, she must be taken care of.

Lady Sarah opened her mouth to reply; but closed it again. Strange words had been hovering upon her lips: If Thomas Godolphin were not blind, his choice would have fallen upon Sarah Anne; not upon Ethel. In her heart that was a sore topic of resentment: for she was quite alive to the advantages of a union with a Godolphin. Those words were suppressed; to give place to others.

Ethel is in the house; and therefore must be liable to infection, whether she visits the room or not. I cannot fence her round with a wall, so that not a breath of tainted atmosphere shall touch her. I would if I could; but I cannot.

I would send her from the house, Lady Sarah. At any rate, I forbid her to go near her sister. I dont want two patients on my hands, instead of one, he added in his quaint fashion, as he took his departure.

He was about to get into his gig, when he saw Mr. Godolphin advancing with a quick step. Which of them is it who is seized? inquired the latter, as he came up.

Not Ethel, thank goodness! responded the surgeon. It is Sarah Anne. I have been recommending my lady to send Ethel from home. I should send her, were she a daughter of mine.

Is Sarah Anne likely to have it dangerously?

I think so. Is there any necessity for you going to the house just now, Mr. Godolphin?

Thomas Godolphin smiled. There is no necessity for my keeping away. I do not fear the fever any more than you do.

He passed into the garden as he spoke, and Mr. Snow drove away. Ethel saw him, and came out to him.

Oh, Thomas, do not come in! do not come!

His only answer was to take her on his arm and enter. He threw open the drawing-room window, that as much air might circulate through the house as possible, and stood there with her, holding her before him.

Ethel! what am I to do with you?

To do with me! What should you do with me, Thomas?

Do you know, my darling, that I cannot afford to let this danger touch you?

I am not afraid, she gently whispered.

He knew that: she had a brave, unselfish heart. But he was afraid for her, for he loved her with a jealous love; jealous of any evil that might come too near her.

I should like to take you out of the house with me now, Ethel. I should like to take you far from this fever-tainted town. Will you come?

She looked up at him with a smile, the colour rising to her face. How could I, Thomas!

Anxious thoughts were passing through the mind of Thomas Godolphin. We cannot put aside the convenances of life; though there are times when they press upon us with an iron weight. He would have given almost his own life to take Ethel from that house: but how was he to do it? No friend would be likely to receive her: not even his own sisters: they would have too much dread of the infection she might bring with her. He would fain have carried her off to some sea-breezed town, and watch over her and guard her there, until the danger should be over. None would have protected her more honourably than Thomas Godolphin. But  those convenances that the world has to bow down to! how would the step have agreed with them? Another thought, little less available for common use, passed through his mind.

Listen, Ethel! he whispered. It would be only to procure a license, and half an hour spent at All Souls with Mr. Hastings. It could be all done, and you away with me before nightfall.

She scarcely understood his meaning. Then, as it dawned upon her, she bent her head and her blushing face, laughing at the wild improbability.

Oh, Thomas! Thomas! you are only joking. What would people say?

Would it make any difference to us what they said?

It could not be, Thomas, she whispered seriously; it is as an impossible vision. Were all other things meet, how could I run away from my sister, on her bed of sickness, to marry you?

Ethel was right: and Thomas Godolphin felt that she was so. Punctilios must be observed, no matter at what cost. He held her fondly to his heart.

If aught of ill should arise to you from your remaining here, I shall blame myself as long as life shall last. My love! my love!

Mr. Godolphin could not linger. He must be at the bank, for Saturday was their most busy day of all the week: it was market-day at Priors Ash: though he had stolen a moment to leave it when the imperfect news reached him. George was in the private room alone when he entered. Shall you be going to Lady Godolphins Folly this evening, George? he inquired.

The Fates permitting, replied Mr. George, who was buried five fathoms deep in business; though he would have preferred to be five fathoms deep in pleasure. Why?

You can tell my father that I am sorry not to be able to spend an hour with him, as I had promised. Lady Godolphin will not thank me to be running from Lady Sarahs house to hers just now.

Thomas, warmly spoke George, in an impulse of kindly feeling: I do hope it will not extend itself to Ethel!

I hope not, fervently breathed Thomas Godolphin. 


CHAPTER VI. CHARLOTTE PAIN.

A fine old door of oak, a heavy door, standing deep within a portico, into which you might almost have driven a coach-and-six, introduced you to Ashlydyat. The hall was dark and small, the only light admitted to it being from mullioned windows of stained glass. Innumerable passages branched off from the hall. One peculiarity of Ashlydyat was, that you could scarcely enter a single room in it, but you must first go down a passage, short or long, to reach it. Had the house been designed by any architect with a head upon his shoulders and a little common sense with it, he might have made it a handsome mansion with large and noble rooms. As it was, the rooms were cramped and narrow, cornered and confined; and space was lost in these worthless passages.

In the least sombre room of the house, one with a large modern window (put into it by Sir George Godolphin to please my lady, just before that whim came into her head to build the Folly), opening upon a gravel walk, were two ladies, on the evening of this same Saturday. Were they sisters? They did not look like it. Charlotte Pain you have seen. She stood underneath the wax-lights of the chandelier, tall, commanding, dark, handsome; scarlet flowers in her hair, a scarlet bouquet in her corsage; her dress a rich cream-coloured silk interwoven with scarlet sprigs. She had in her hand a small black dog of the King Charles species, holding him up to the lights, and laughing at his anger. He was snarling fractiously, whether at the lights or the position might be best known to his mistress; whilst at her feet barked and yelped an ugly Scotch terrier, probably because he was not also held up: for dogs, like men, covet what they cannot obtain.

In a dress of pink gauze, with pretty pink cheeks, smooth features, and hazel eyes, her auburn hair interlaced with pearls, her height scarcely reaching to Miss Pains shoulder, was Mrs. Verrall. She was younger than her sister: for sisters they were: a lady who passed through life with easy indifference, or appeared to do so, and called her husband Verrall. She stood before the fire, a delicate white Indian screen in her hand, shading her face from the blaze. The room was hot, and the large window had been thrown open. So calm was the night, that not a breath of air came in to stir the wax-lights: the wind, which you heard moaning round the Rectory of All Souls in the morning, whirling the leaves and displeasing Mrs. Hastings, had dropped at sundown to a dead calm.

Charlotte, I think I shall make Verrall take me to town with him! The thought has just come into my mind.

Charlotte made no answer. Possibly she did not hear the words, for the dogs were barking and she was laughing louder than ever. Mrs. Verrall stamped her foot petulantly, and her voice rang through the room.

Charlotte, then, do you hear me? Put that horrible little brute down, or I will ring for both to be taken away! One might as well keep a screaming cockatoo! I say I have a great mind to go up to town with Verrall.

Verrall would not take you, responded Charlotte, putting her King Charles on to the back of the terrier.

Why do you think that?

He goes up for business only.

It will be so dull for me, all alone! complained Mrs. Verrall. You in Scotland, he in London, and I moping myself to death in this gloomy Ashlydyat! I wish we had never taken it!

Charlotte Pain bent her dark eyes in surprise upon her sister. Since when have you found out that you do not like Ashlydyat?

Oh, I dont know. It is a gloomy place inside, especially if you contrast it with Lady Godolphins Folly. And they are beginning to whisper of ghostly things being abroad on the Dark Plain!

For shame, Kate! exclaimed Charlotte Pain. Ghostly things! Oh, I see  you were laughing.

Is it not enough to make us all laugh  these tales of the Godolphins? But I shall convert it into a pretext for not being left alone here when you and Verrall are away. Why do you go, Charlotte? Mrs. Verrall added, in a tone which had changed to marked significance. It is waste of time.

Charlotte Pain would not notice the innuendo. I never was in Scotland, and shall like the visit, she said, picking up the King Charles again. I enjoy fine scenery: you do not care for it.

Oh, said Mrs. Verrall; it is scenery that draws you, is it? Take you care, Charlotte.

Care of what?

Shall I tell you? You must not fly into one of your tempers and pull my hair. You are growing too fond of George Godolphin.

Charlotte Pain gave no trace of flying into a temper; she remained perfectly cool and calm. Well? was all she said, her lip curling.

If it would bring you any good; if it would end in your becoming Mrs. George Godolphin; I should say well; go into it with your whole heart and energy. But it will not so end; and your time and plans are being wasted.

Has he told you so much? ironically asked Charlotte.

Nonsense! There was one in possession of the field before you, Charlotte  if my observation goes for anything. She will win the race; you will not even be in at the distance chair. I speak of Maria Hastings.

You speak of what you know nothing, carelessly answered Charlotte Pain, a self-satisfied smile upon her lips.

Very well. When it is all over, and you find your time has been wasted, do not say I never warned you. George Godolphin may be a prize worth entering the lists for; I do not say he is not: but there is no chance of your winning him.

Charlotte Pain tossed the dog upwards and caught him as he descended, a strange look of triumph on her brow.

And  Charlotte, went on Mrs. Verrall in a lower tone, there is a proverb, you know, about two stools. We may fall to the ground if we try to sit upon both at once. How would Dolf like this expedition to Scotland, handsome George making one in it?

Charlottes eyes flashed now. I care no more for Dolf than I care for  not half so much as I care for this poor little brute. Dont bring up Dolf to me, Kate!

As you please. I would not mix myself up with your private affairs for the world. Only a looker-on sometimes sees more than those engaged in the play.

Crossing the apartment, Mrs. Verrall traversed the passage that led from it, and opened the door of another room. There sat her husband at the dessert-table, taking his wine alone, and smoking a cigar. He was a slight man, twice the age of his wife, his hair and whiskers yellow, and his eyes set deep in his head: rather a good-looking man on the whole, but a very silent one. I want to go to London with you, said Mrs. Verrall.

You cant, he answered.

She advanced to the table, and sat down near him. Theres Charlotte going one way, and you another  

Dont stop Charlotte, he interrupted, with a meaning nod.

And I must be left alone in the house; to the ghosts and dreams and shadows they are inventing about that Dark Plain. I will go with you, Verrall.

I should not take you with me to save the ghosts running off with you, was Mr. Verralls answer, as he pressed the ashes from his cigar on a pretty shell, set in gold. I go up incog. this time.

Then Ill fill the house with guests, she petulantly said.

Fill it, and welcome, if you like, Kate, he replied. But, to go to London, you must wait for another opportunity.

What a hateful thing business is! I wish it had never been invented!

A great many more wish the same. And have more cause to wish it than you, he drily answered. Is tea ready?

Mrs. Verrall returned to the room she had left, to order it in. Charlotte Pain was then standing outside the large window, leaning against its frame, the King Charles lying quietly in her arms, and her own ears on the alert, for she thought she heard advancing footsteps; and they seemed to be stealthy ones. The thought  or, perhaps, the wish  that it might be George Godolphin, stealing up to surprise her, flashed into her mind. She bent her head, and stroked the dog, in the prettiest unconsciousness of the approaching footsteps.

A hand was laid upon her shoulder. Charlotte!

She cried out  a sharp, genuine cry of dismay  dropped the King Charles, and bounded into the room. The intruder followed her.

Why, Dolf! uttered Mrs. Verrall in much astonishment. Is it you?

It is not my ghost, replied the gentleman, holding out his hand. He was a little man, with fair hair, this Mr. Rodolf Pain, cousin to the two ladies. Did I alarm you, Charlotte?

Alarm me! she angrily rejoined. You must have sprung from the earth.

I have sprung from the railway station. Where is Verrall?

Why have you come down so unexpectedly? exclaimed Mrs. Verrall.

To see Verrall. I return to-morrow.

Verrall goes up to-morrow night.

I know he does. And that is why I have come down.

You might have waited to see him in London, said Charlotte, her equanimity not yet restored.

It was necessary for me to see him before he reached London. Where shall I find him, Mrs. Verrall?

In the dining-room, Mrs. Verrall replied. What can you want with him so hurriedly?

Business, laconically replied Rodolf Pain, as he left the room in search of Mr. Verrall.

It was not the only interruption. Ere two minutes had elapsed, Lady Godolphin was shown in, causing Mrs. Verrall and her sister almost as much surprise as did the last intruder. She had walked over from the Folly, attended by a footman, and some agitation peeped out through her usual courtly suavity of manner, as she asked whether Charlotte Pain could be ready to start for Scotland on the morrow, instead of on Monday.

To-morrow will be Sunday! returned Charlotte.

I do not countenance Sunday travelling, if other days can be made use of, continued Lady Godolphin. But there are cases where it is not only necessary, but justifiable; when we are glad to feel the value of those Divine words, The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath. Fever has broken out again, and I shall make use of to-morrow to escape from it. We start in the morning.

I shall be ready and willing to go, replied Charlotte.

It has appeared at Lady Sarah Grames, added Lady Godolphin, one of the most unlikely homes it might have been expected to visit. After this, none of us can feel safe. Were that fever to attack Sir George, his life, in his present reduced state, would not be worth an hours purchase.

The dread of fever had been strong upon Lady Godolphin from the first; but never had it been so keen as now. Some are given to this dread in an unwonted degree: whilst an epidemic lasts (of whatever nature it may be) they live in a constant state of fear and pain. It is death they fear: being sent violently to the unknown life to come. I know of only one remedy for this: to be at peace with God: death or life are alike then. Lady Godolphin had not found it.

Will Mr. Hastings permit his daughter to travel on a Sunday? exclaimed Mrs. Verrall, the idea suddenly occurring to her, as Lady Godolphin was leaving.

That is my business, was my ladys frigid answer. It has been said that she brooked not interference in the slightest degree.

It certainly could not be called the business of Mr. Hastings. For the travellers were far away from Priors Ash the next morning before he had received an inkling of the departure. 


CHAPTER VII. BROOMHEAD.

The contrast between them was great. You could see it most remarkably as they sat together. Both were beautiful, but of a different type of beauty. There are some people  and they bear a very large proportion to the whole  to whom the human countenance is as a sealed book. There are others for whom that book stands open to its every page. The capacity for reading character  what is it? where does it lie? Phrenologists call it, not inaptly, comparison.

There stands a man before you, a stranger; seen now for the first time. As you glance at him you involuntarily shrink within yourself, and trench imaginary walls around you, and say: That man is a bad man. Your eyes fall upon another  equally a stranger until that moment  and your honest heart flows out to him. You could extend to him the hand of confidence there and then, for that mans countenance is an index to his nature, and you know that you may trust him to the death. In what part of the face does this index seat itself? In the eyes? the mouth? the features separately? or in the whole?

Certainly in the whole. To judge of temper alone, the eye and mouth  provided you take them in repose  are sure indications; but, to judge of what a man is, you must look to the whole. You dont know precisely where to look for it  any more than do those know who cannot see it at all. You cannot say that it lies in the forehead, the eyebrows, the eyes, or the chin. You see it, and that is the most you can tell. Beauty and ugliness, in themselves, have nothing to do with it. An ugly countenance may, and often does, bear its own innate goodness, as certainly as that one of beauty sometimes bears its own repulsion. Were there certain unerring signs to judge by, the whole human race might become readers of character: but that will never be, so long as the world shall last.

In like manner, as we cannot tell precisely where natures marks lie, so are we unable to tell where lies the capacity to read them. Is it a faculty? or an instinct? This I do know: that it is one of the great gifts of God. Where the power exists in an eminent degree, rely upon it its possessor is never deceived in his estimation of character. It is born with him into the world. As a little child he has his likes and dislikes to persons: and sometimes may be whipped for expressing them too strongly. As he grows up, the faculty  instinct  call it what you will  is ever in exercise; at rest when he sleeps; never at any other time.

Those who do not possess the gift (no disparagement to them: they may possess others, equally or more valuable) cavil at it  laugh at it  do not believe in it. Read what people are by their face? Nonsense! they know better. Others, who admit the fact, have talked of reducing it to a science, whatever that may mean; of teaching it to the world, as we teach the classics to our boys. It may be done, say they. Pos sibly. We all acknowledge the wonders of this most wonderful age. Fishes are made to talk; fleas to comport themselves as gentlemen; monkeys are discovered to be men  or men monkeys  which is it? a shirt is advertised to be made in four minutes by a new sewing machine. We send ourselves in photograph to make morning calls. The opposite ends of the world are brought together by electric telegraph. Chloroform has rendered the surgeons knife something rather agreeable than otherwise. We are made quite at home with spirits, and ghosts are reduced to a theory. Not to mention other discoveries connected with the air, earth, and water, which would require an F.R.S. to descant upon. Wonderful discoveries of a wonderful age! Compare the last fifty years with the previous fifty years; when people made their wills before going to London, and flocked to the fair to see the learned pig point out the identical young woman who had had the quarrel with her sweetheart the previous Sunday afternoon! It is not my province to dispute these wonders: they may, or may not, be facts; but when you attempt to reduce this great gift to a science, the result will be failure. Try and do so. Set up a school for it; give lectures; write books; beat it into heads; and then say to your pupils, Now that you are accomplished, go out into the world and use your eyes and read your fellow-men. And the pupil will, perhaps, think he does read them; but, the first deduction he draws, will be the last  a wrong one. Neither art nor science can teach it; neither man nor woman can make it theirs by any amount of labour: where the faculty is not theirs by divine gift, it cannot be made to exist by human skill.

A reader of character would have noted the contrast between those two young ladies as they stood there: he would have trusted the one; he would not have trusted the other. And yet, Charlotte Pain had her good qualities also. She was kind-hearted in the main, liberal by nature, pleasant tempered, of a spirit firm and resolute, fitted to battle with the world and to make good her own way in it. But she was not truthful; she was not high principled; she was not one, whom I  had I been George Godolphin  would have chosen for my wife, or for my bosom friend.

Maria Hastings was eminent in what Charlotte Pain had not. Of rare integrity; highly principled; gentle, and refined; incapable of deceit; and with a loving nature that could be true unto death! But she was a very child in the ways of the world; timid, irresolute, unfitted to battle with its cares; swayed easily by those she loved; and all too passionately fond of George Godolphin.

Look at them both now  Charlotte, with her marked, brilliant features; her pointed chin, telling of self-will; her somewhat full, red lips; the pose of the head upon her tall, firm form: her large eyes, made to dazzle more than to attract; her perfectly self-possessed, not to say free manners!  All told of power; but not of innate refinement. Maria had too much of this refinement  if such a thing may be said of a young and gentle lady. She was finely and sensitively organized; considerate and gentle. It would be impossible for Maria Hastings to hurt wilfully the feelings of a fellow-creature. To the poorest beggar in the street she would have been courteous, considerate, almost humble. Not so much as a word of scorn could she cast to another, even in her inmost heart. The very formation of her hands would betray how sensitive and refined was her nature. And that is another thing which bears its own character  the hand; if you know how to read it. Her hands were of exceeding beauty; long, slender, taper fingers, of delicate aspect from a physical point of view. Every motion of those hands  and they were ever restless  was a word; every unconscious, nervous movement of the frail, weak-looking fingers had its peculiar characteristic. Maria Hastings had been accused of being vain of her hands; of displaying them more than was necessary: but the accusation, utterly untrue, was made by those who understood her but little, and her hands less. Such hands are rare: and it is as well that they are so: for they indicate a nature far removed from the common; a timid, intellectual, and painfully sensitive nature, which the rude world can neither understand, nor, perhaps, love. The gold, too much refined, is not fitted for ordinary uses. Charlotte Pains hands were widely different: firm, plump, white; not small, and never moving unconsciously of themselves.

These pretty hands resting upon her knee, sat Maria Hastings, doing nothing. Maria  I grieve to have it to say of her in this very utilitarian age  was rather addicted to doing nothing. In her home, the Rectory, Maria was reproved on that score more than on any other. It is ever so with those who live much in the inward life. Maria would fall into a train of thought  and be idle.

Master Reginald Hastings would have lost his bet  that George Godolphin would be in Scotland a week after they arrived there  had he found any one to take it. Ten or eleven days had elapsed, and no George had come, and no news of his intention of coming. It was not for this, to be moped to death in an old Scotch country-house, that Charlotte Pain had accepted the invitation of Lady Godolphin. Careless George  careless as to the import any of his words might bear  had said to her when they were talking of Scotland: I wish you were to be of the party; to help us while away the dull days. Mr. George had spoken in gallantry  he was too much inclined so to speak, not only to Charlotte  without ever dreaming that his wish would be fulfilled literally. But, when Lady Godolphin afterwards gave the invitation  Sir George had remarked aloud at the family dinner-table that Miss Pain had fished for it  Charlotte accepted it with undisguised pleasure. In point of fact, Mr. George, had the choice been given him, would have preferred having Maria Hastings to himself there.

But he did not come. Eleven days, and no George Godolphin. Charlotte began to lay mental plans for the arrival of some sudden telegraphic message, demanding her immediate return to Priors Ash; and Maria could only hope, and look, and long in secret.

It was a gloomy day; not rainy, but enveloped in mist, almost as bad as rain. They had gone out together, after luncheon, these two young ladies, but the weather drove them in again. Charlotte was restless and peevish. She stirred the fire as if she had a spite against it; she dashed off a few bars at the piano, on which instrument she was a skilful player; she cut half the leaves of a new periodical and then flung it from her; she admired herself in the pier-glass; she sat down opposite Maria Hastings and her stillness; and now she jumped up again and violently rang the bell, to order her desk to be brought to her. Maria roused herself from her reverie.

Charlotte, what is the matter? One would think you had St. Vituss dance.

So I have  if to twitch all over with the fidgets is to have it. How you can sit so calm, so unmoved, is a marvel to me. Maria, if I were to be another ten days in this house, I should go mad.

Why did you come to it?

I thought it might be a pleasant change. Ashlydyat grows gloomy sometimes. How was I to know my lady led so quiet a life here? She was always talking of Broomhead, Broomhead! I could not possibly suppose it to be so dull a place as this!

It is not dull in itself. The house and grounds are charming.

Oh dear! uttered Charlotte. I wonder what fogs were sent for?

So do I, laughed Maria. I should have finished that sketch, but for this mist.

No saddle-horses! went on Charlotte. I shall forget how to ride. I never heard of such a thing as a country-house without saddle-horses. Where was the use of bringing my new cap and habit? Only to have them crushed!

Maria seemed to have relapsed into thought. She made no reply. Presently Charlotte began again.

I wish I had my dogs here! Lady Godolphin would not extend the invitation even to King Charlie. She said she did not like dogs. What a heathen she must be! If I could only see my darling pet, King Charlie! Kate never mentioned him once in her letter this morning!

The words aroused Maria to animation. Did you receive a letter this morning from Priors Ash? You did not tell me.

Margery brought it to my bedroom. It came last night, I fancy, and lay in the letter-box. I do not think Sir George ought to keep that letter-box entirely under his own control, continued Charlotte. He grows forgetful. Some evenings I know it is never looked at.

I have not observed that Sir George is forgetful, dissented Maria.

You observe nothing. I say that Sir George declines daily: both bodily and mentally. I see a great difference in him, even in the short time that we have been here. He is not the man he was.

He has his business letters regularly; and answers them.

Quite a farce to send them, mocked handsome Charlotte. Thomas Godolphin is ultra-filial.

What news does Mrs. Verrall give you? inquired Maria.

Not much. Sarah Anne Grame is out of immediate danger, and the fever has attacked two or three others.

In Lady Sarahs house?

Nonsense! No. That sickly girl, Sarah Anne, took it because I suppose she could not help it: but theres not much fear of its spreading to the rest of the house. If they had been going to have it, it would have shown itself ere this. It has crept on to those pests of cottages by the Pollards. The Bonds are down with it.

The worst spot it could have got to! exclaimed Maria. Those cottages are unhealthy at the best of times.

They had a dinner-party on Saturday, continued Charlotte.

At the cottages!

Charlotte laughed. At Ashlydyat. The Godolphins were there. At least, she mentioned Bessy, and your chosen cavalier, Mr. George.

Marias cheek flushed crimson. Charlotte Pain was rather fond of this kind of satire. Had she believed there was anything serious between George Godolphin and Maria, she would have bitten her tongue out rather than allude to it. It was not Charlottes intention to spare him to Maria Hastings.

Charlotte Pain at length settled herself to her desk. Maria drew nearer to the fire, and sat looking into it, her cheek leaning on her hand: sat there until the dusk of the winters afternoon fell upon the room. She turned to her companion.

Can you see, Charlotte?

Scarcely. I have just finished.

A few minutes, and Charlotte folded her letters. Two. The one was directed to Mrs. Verrall; the other to Rodolf Pain, Esquire.

I shall go up to dress, she said, locking her desk.

Theres plenty of time, returned Maria. I wonder where Sir George and Lady Godolphin are? They did not intend to stay out so late.

Oh, when those ancient codgers get together, talking of their past times and doings, they take no more heed how time goes than we do at a ball, carelessly spoke Charlotte.

Maria laughed. Lucky for you, Charlotte, that Lady Godolphin is not within hearing. Ancient codgers!

Charlotte left the room, carrying her letters with her. Maria sat on, some time longer  and then it occurred to her to look at her watch. A quarter to five.

A quarter to five! Had she been asleep? No, only dreaming. She started up, threw wide the door, and was passing swiftly into the dark ante-chamber. The house had not been lighted, and the only light came from the fire behind Maria  revealing her clearly enough, but rendering that ante-chamber particularly dark. Little wonder, then, that she gave a scream when she found herself caught in some ones arms, against whom she had nearly run.

Is it you, Sir George? I beg your pardon.

Not Sir George. Sir George would not have held her to him with that impassioned fervour. Sir George would not have taken those fond kisses from her lips. It was another George, just come in from his long days journey. He pressed his face, cold from the fresh night air, upon her warm one. My dearest! I knew you would be the first to welcome me!

Dark enough around, it was still; but a light as of some sunny Eden, illumined the heart of Maria Hastings. The shock of joy was indeed great. Every vein was throbbing, every pulse tingling, and George Godolphin, had he never before been sure that her deep and entire love was his, must have known it then.

A servant was heard approaching with lights. George Godolphin turned to the fire, and Maria turned and stood near him.

Did any of you expect me? he inquired.

Oh no! impulsively answered Maria. I can scarcely now believe that it is you in reality.

He looked at her and laughed; his gay laugh: as much as to say that he had given her a tolerable proof of his reality. She stood, in her pretty, timid manner, before the fire, her eyelids drooping, and the flame lighting up her fair face.

Is my father at home? he asked, taking off his overcoat. He had walked from the railway station, a mile or two distant.

He went out with Lady Godolphin this morning to pay a visit to some old friends. I thought they would have returned long before this.

Is he getting strong, Maria?

Maria thought of what Charlotte Pain had said, and hesitated. He appears to me to be better than when we left Priors Ash. But he is far from strong.

The servant finished lighting the chandelier and retired. George Godolphin watched the door close, and then drew Maria before him, gazing down at her.

Let me look at you, my darling! Are you glad to see me?

Glad to see him! The tears nearly welled up with the intensity of her emotion. I had begun to think you were not coming at all, she said, in a low tone. Charlotte Pain received a letter from Mrs. Verrall this morning, in which you were mentioned as  

Charlotte herself interrupted the conclusion of the sentence. She came in, dressed for dinner. George turned to greet her, his manner warm; his hands outstretched.

Margery said Mr. George was here! I did not believe her! cried Charlotte, resigning her hands to him. Did you come on the telegraph-wires?

They would not have brought me quickly enough to your presence, cried Mr. George.

Charlotte laughed gaily. I was just prophesying you would not come at all. Mrs. Verrall did not inform me that you were about to start, amidst her other items of intelligence. Besides, I know that you are rather addicted to forgetting your promises.

What items had Mrs. Verrall to urge against me? demanded George.

I forget them now. Nothing I believe. Is Priors Ash alive still?

It was, when I left it.

And the fever, George? inquired Maria.

Fever? Oh, I dont know much about it.

As if fevers were in his way! ironically cried Charlotte Pain. He troubles himself no more about fevers than does Lady Godolphin.

Than Lady Godolphin would like to do, I suppose you mean, Miss Pain? he rejoined.

Maria was looking at him wistfully  almost reproachfully. He saw it, and turned to her with a smile. Has it in truth attacked the cottages down by the Pollards? she asked.

George nodded. He was not so ignorant as he appeared to be. Poor Bond had it first; and now two of his children are attacked. I understand Mr. Hastings declares it is a judgment upon the town, for not looking better after the hovels and the drainage.

Has Bond recovered? asked Maria.

No.

Not recovered? she exclaimed quickly.

He is dead, Maria.

She clasped her hands, shocked at the news. Dead. Leaving that large, helpless family! And Sarah Anne Grame?  is she out of danger?

From the violence of the fever. But she is in so dangerously weak a state from its effects, that it will be next to a miracle if she recovers. Lady Sarah is half out of her mind. She had prayers put up for Sarah Anne on Sunday. Pretty Ethel has escaped! to the delight of Priors Ash in general, and of Thomas in particular. What carriage is that? suddenly broke off George, as the sound of one approaching was heard.

It proved to be Sir Georges, bringing home himself and my lady. George hastened to meet them as they entered the hall, his handsome face glowing, his bright chestnut hair taking a golden tinge in the lamp-light, his hands held out. My dear father!

The old knight, with a cry of glad surprise, caught the hands, and pressed them to his heart. My lady advanced with her welcome. She bent her tinted cheek forwards, by way of greeting, and Mr. George touched it with his delicate lips  lightly, as became its softened bloom.

So you have found your way to us, George! I expected you would have done so before.

Did you, madam?

Did we? cried the knight, taking up the word. Listen to that vain George! He pretends to ignore the fact that there was an attraction here. Had a certain young lady remained at Priors Ash, I expect you would not have given us much of your company at Broomhead. If Miss Charlotte  

Did you call me, Sir George? interrupted Charlotte, tripping forward from the back of the hall, where she and Maria stood, out of sight, but within hearing.

No, my dear, I did not call you, replied Sir George Godolphin. 


CHAPTER VIII. A SNAKE IN THE GRASS.

Seated on a camp-stool, amidst a lovely bit of woodland scenery, was Maria Hastings. The day, beautifully bright, was warm as one in September; delightful for the pleasure-seekers at Broomhead, but bad for the fever at Priors Ash. Maria was putting some finishing touches to a sketch  she had taken many since she came  and Mr. George Godolphin and Charlotte Pain watched her as they pleased, or took sauntering strolls to a distance.

Lady Godolphin was as fond of Broomhead as the Godolphins were of Ashlydyat. Certainly Broomhead was the more attractive home of the two. A fine house of exquisite taste; with modern rooms and modern embellishments; and when she invited the two young ladies to accompany her on a visit to it, she was actuated as much by a sense of exultation at exhibiting the place to them, as by a desire for their companionship, though she did like and desire the companionship. Lady Godolphin, who never read, and never worked; in short, never did anything; was obliged to have friends with her to dissipate her ennui and cheat time. She liked young ladies best; for they did not interfere with her own will, and were rarely exacting visitors.

But she required less of this companionship at Broomhead. There she knew every one, and every one knew her. She was sufficiently familiar with the smallest and poorest cottage to take an interest in its ill-doings and its short-comings; at least, as much interest as it was possible to the nature of Lady Godolphin to take. Old acquaintances dropped in without ceremony and remained the morning with her, gossiping of times past and present: or she dropped into their houses, and remained with them. Of gaiety there was none: Sir Georges state of health forbade it: and in this quiet social intercourse  which Charlotte Pain held in especial contempt  the young visitors were not wanted. Altogether they were much at liberty, and went roaming where they would, under the protection of Mr. George Godolphin.

He had now been a week at Broomhead: flirting with Charlotte, giving stolen minutes to Maria. A looker-on might have decided that Miss Pain was the gentlemans chief attraction: for, in public, his attentions were principally given to her. She may be pardoned for estimating them at more than they were worth: but she could very well have welcomed any friendly wind that would have wafted away Maria, and have kept her away. They knew, those two girls, that their mutual intercourse was of a hollow nature; their paraded friendship, their politeness, rotten at the core. Each was jealous of the other; and the one subject which filled their minds was never alluded to in conversation. Either might have affirmed to the other, You are aware that I watch you and George: my jealous eyes are upon your every movement, my jealous ears are ever open. But these avowals are not made in social life, and Charlotte and Maria observed studied courtesy, making believe to be mutually unconscious: knowing all the time that the consciousness existed in a remarkable degree. It was an artificial state of things.

How dark you are putting in those trees! exclaimed Charlotte Pain.

Maria paused, pencil in hand; glanced at the trees opposite, and at the trees on paper. Not too dark, she said. The grove is a heavy one.

Whats that queer-looking thing in the corner? It is like a half-moon, coming down to pay us a visit.

Maria held out her sketch at arms distance, laughing merrily. You do not understand perspective, Charlotte. Look at it now.

Not I, said Charlotte. I understand nothing of the work. They tried to teach me when I was a child, but I never could make a straight line without the ruler. After all, wheres the use of it? The best-made sketch cannot rival its model  nature.

But sketches serve to remind us of familiar places, when we are beyond their reach, was Marias answer. I love drawing.

Maria draws well, observed George Godolphin, from his swinging perch on the branch of a neighbouring tree.

She looked up at him, almost gratefully. This will be one of the best sketches I have taken here, she said. It is so thoroughly picturesque: and that farm-house, under the hill, gives life to the picture.

Charlotte Pain cast her eyes upon the house in the distance over the green field, to which she had not before vouchsafed a glance. A shade of contempt crossed her face.

Call that a farm-house! I should say it was a tumble-down old cottage.

It is large for a cottage; and has a barn and a shed round it, returned Maria. I conclude that it was a farm some time.

It is not inhabited, said Charlotte.

Oh, yes it is. There is a woman standing at the door. I have put her into my sketch.

And her pipe also? cried George.

Her pipe!

George took his own cigar from his mouth, as he answered. She is smoking, that woman. A short pipe.

Maria shaded her eyes with her hand, and gazed attentively. I  really  do  think  she  is! she exclaimed slowly. What a strange thing!

A Welshwoman married to a Scotch husband, possibly, suggested Charlotte. The Welsh smoke.

Ill make her a Welshwoman, said Maria gaily, with a mans coat, and a mans hat. But, theres  theres another now. George, it is Margery!

Yes, said Mr. George composedly. I saw her go in half an hour ago. How smart she is! She must be paying morning calls.

They laughed at this, and watched Margery. A staid woman of middle age, who had been maid to the late Mrs. Godolphin. Margery dressed plainly, but she certainly looked smart to-day, as the suns rays fell upon her. The sun was unusually bright, and Charlotte Pain remarked it, saying it made her eyes ache.

Suspiciously bright, observed George Godolphin.

Suspiciously?

He flirted the ashes from his cigar with his finger. Suspicious of a storm, he said. We shall have it, ere long. See those clouds. They look small and inoffensive; but they mean mischief.

Charlotte Pain strolled away over the meadows towards the side path on which Margery was advancing. George Godolphin leaped from his seat, apparently with the intention of following her. But first of all he approached Maria, and bent to look at her progress.

Make the farm  as you call it  very conspicuous, Maria, if you are going to keep the sketch as a memento, said he.

Is it not a farm?

It was, once; until idleness suffered it to drop through.

Why should I make it particularly conspicuous? she continued.

There was no reply, and she looked quickly up. A peculiar expression, one which she did not understand, sat upon his face.

If we had a mind to cheat the world, Maria, we might do so, by paying a visit to that house.

In what way?

I might take you in Maria Hastings, and bring you out Mrs. George Godolphin.

What do you mean? she inquired, completely puzzled.

Mr. George laughed. The man who lives there, Sandy Bray, has made more couples one than a rustic parson. Some people call him a public nuisance; others say he is a convenience, as it is three miles to the nearest kirk. He goes by the nickname of Minister Bray. Many a lad and lassie have stolen in there, under cover of the twilight, and in five minutes have come forth again, married, the world being none the wiser.

Is it the place they call Gretna Green? inquired Maria in much astonishment.

No, it is not Gretna Green. Only a place of the same description, and equally serviceable.

But such marriages cannot be binding!

Indeed they are. You have surely heard of the Scotch laws?

I have been told that any one can marry people in Scotland. I have heard that the simple declaration of saying you take each other for man and wife constitutes a marriage.

Yes; if said before a witness. Would you like to try it, Maria?

The colour mantled to her face as she bent over her drawing. She smiled at the joke, simply shaking her head by way of answer. And Mr. George Godolphin went off laughing, lighting another cigar as he talked. Overtaking Charlotte Pain just as Margery came up, he accosted the latter.

How grand you are, Margery! Whats agate?

Grand! returned Margery. Who says it? What is there grand about me?

That shawl displays as many colours as a kaleidoscope. We thought it was a rainbow coming along. Did it arrive in an express parcel last night from Paisley?

It isnt me that has money to spend upon parcels! retorted Margery. I have too many claims dragging my purse at both ends, for that.

A faithful servant was Margery, in spite of her hard features, and her stern speech. Scant of ceremony she had always been, and scant of ceremony she would remain. In fact, she was given to treating the younger branches of the Godolphins, Mr. George included, very much as she had treated them when they were children. They knew her sterling worth, and did not quarrel with her severe manners.

When you have half a dozen kin pulling at you, I want this! from one, and I want that! from another, and the same cry running through all, it isnt much money you can keep to spend on shawls, resumed Margery. I was a fool to come here; thats what I was! When the master said to me, You had better come with us, Margery, I ought to have answered, No, Sir George, Im better away.

Well, what is the grievance, Margery? George asked, while Charlotte Pain turned from one to the other in curiosity.

Why, they are on at me for money, thats what it is, Mr. George. My lady sent for me this morning to say she intended to call and see Selina to-day. Of course I knew what it meant  that I was to go and give them a hint to have things tidy  for, if theres one thing my lady wont do, it is to put her foot into a pigsty. So I threw on my shawl, that you are laughing at, and went. There was nothing the matter with the place, for a wonder; but there was with them. Selina, shes in bed, ill  and if she frets as shes fretting now, she wont get out of it in a hurry. Why did she marry the fellow? It does make me so vexed!

What has she to fret about? continued George.

What does she always have to fret about? retorted Margery. His laziness, and the childrens ill-doings. They go roaming about the country, here, there, and everywhere, after work, as they say, after places; and then they get into trouble and untold worry, and come home or send home for money to help them out of it! One of them, Nick  and a good name for him, say I!  must be off into Wales to those relations of Brays; and he has been at some mischief there, and is in prison for it, and is now committed for trial. And the old woman has walked all the way here to get funds from them, to pay for his defence. The news has half killed Selina.

I said she was a Welshwoman, interrupted Charlotte Pain. She was smoking, was she not, Margery?

Shes smoking a filthy short pipe, wrathfully returned Margery. But for that, I should have said she was a decent body  although its next to impossible to understand her tongue. She puts in ten words of Welsh to two of English. Of course they have no money to furnish for it; it wouldnt be them, if they had; so they are wanting to get it out of me. Fifteen or twenty pounds! My word! Theyd like me to end my days in the workhouse.

You might turn a deaf ear, Margery, said George.

I know I might; and many a hundred times have I vowed I would, returned Margery. But theres she in her bed, poor thing, sobbing and moaning, and asking if Nick is to be quite abandoned. The worse a lad turns out, the more a mother clings to him  as it seems to me. Let me be here, or let me be at Ashlydyat, I have no peace for their wants. By word of mouth or by letter they are on at me for ever.

If Nick has a father, why can he not supply him? asked Charlotte.

Its a sensible question, Miss Pain, said the woman. Nicks father is one of those stinging-nettles that only encumber the world, doing no good for themselves nor for anybody else. Minister Bray, indeed! it ought to be something else, I think. Many a one has had cause to rue the hour that he ministered for them!

How does he minister?  what do you mean? wondered Charlotte.

He marries folks; thats his neer-do-well occupation, Miss Pain. Give him a five-shilling piece, and hed marry a boy to his grandmother. Im Scotch by birth  though its not much that I have lived in the land  but, I do say, that to suffer such laws to stand good, is a sin and a shame. Two foolish children  and many of those that go to him are no better  stand before him for a half-minute, and he pronounces them to be man and wife! And man and wife they are, and must remain so, till the grave takes one of them: whatever their repentance may be when they wake up from their folly. Its just one of the blights upon bonny Scotland.

Margery, with no ceremonious leave-taking, turned at the last words, and continued her way. George Godolphin smiled at the blank expression displayed on Charlotte Pains countenance. Had Margery talked in Welsh, as did the old woman with the pipe, she could not have less understood her.

You require the key, Charlotte, said he. Shall I give it to you? Margery was my mothers maid, as you may have heard. Her sister, Selina, was maid to the present Lady Godolphin: not of late years: long and long before she ever knew my father. It appears the girl, Selina, was a favourite with her mistress; but she left her, in spite of opposition from all quarters, to marry Mr. Sandy Bray. And has, theres no doubt, been rueing it ever since. There are several children, of an age now to be out in the world; but you heard Margerys account of them. I fear they do pull unconscionably at poor Margerys purse-strings.

Why does she let them do so? asked Charlotte.

Mr. George opened his penknife and ran the point of it through his cigar, ere he answered. Margery has a soft place in her heart. As I believe most of us have  if our friends could but give us credit for it.

How strange the two sisters should live, the one with your fathers first wife, the other with his second! exclaimed Charlotte, when she had given a few moments to thought. Were they acquainted with each other?  the ladies.

Not in the least. They never saw each other. I believe it was through these women being sisters that my father became acquainted with the present Lady Godolphin. He was in Scotland with Janet, visiting my mothers family; and Margery, who was with them, brought Janet to that very house, there, to see her sister. Mrs. Campbell  as she was, then  happened to have gone there that day: and thats how the whole thing arose. People say theres a fatality in all things. One would think it must be so. Until that day, Mrs. Campbell had not been in the house for two or three years, and would not be likely to go into it again for two or three more.

Is Bray a mauvais sujet?

George lifted his eyebrows. I dont know that theres much against him, except his incorrigible laziness: thats bad enough when a man has children to keep. Work he will not. Beyond the odds and ends that he gets by the exercise of what he is pleased to call his trade, the fellow earns nothing. Lady Godolphin is charitable to the wife; and poor Margery, as she says, finds her purse drawn at both ends.

I wondered why Margery came to Scotland, observed Charlotte, not being Lady Godolphins maid. What is Margerys capacity in your family? I have never been able to find out.

It might puzzle herself to tell you what it is, now. After my mothers death, she waited on my sisters: but when they left Ashlydyat, Margery declined to follow them. She would not leave Sir George. She is excessively attached to him, almost as much so as she was to my mother. That quitting Ashlydyat, ourselves first, and then my father, was a blow to Margery, George added in a dreamy tone. She has never been the same since.

It was Margery, was it not, who attended upon Sir George in his long illness?

I do not know what he would have done without her, spoke George Godolphin in a tone that betrayed its own gratitude. In sickness she is invaluable: certainly not to be replaced, where she is attached. Lady Godolphin, though in her heart I do not fancy she likes Margery, respects her for her worth.

I cannot say I like her, said Charlotte Pain. Her manners are too independent. I have heard her order you about very cavalierly.

And you will hear her again, said George Godolphin. She exercised great authority over us when we were children, and she looks upon us as children still. Her years have grown with ours, and there is always the same distance as to age between us. I speak of the younger amongst us: to Thomas and Janet she is ever the respectful servant; in a measure also to Bessy: of myself and Cecil she considers herself partial mistress.

If they are so poor as to drain Margery of her money, how is it they can live in that house and pay its rent? inquired Charlotte, looking towards the building.

It is Brays own. The land, belonging to it, has been mortgaged three deep long ago. He might have been in a tolerably good position, had he chosen to make the most of his chances: he was not born a peasant.

Who is this? exclaimed Charlotte.

A tall, slouching man, with red hair and heavy shoulders, was advancing towards them from the house. George turned to look.

That is Bray himself. Look at the lazy fellow! You may tell his temperament from his gait.

George Godolphin was right. The man was not walking along, but sauntering; turning to either side and bending his head as if flowers lay in his path and he wished to look at them: his hands in his pockets, his appearance anything but fresh and neat. They watched him come up. He touched his hat then, and accosted Mr. George Godolphin.

My service to ye, sir. I didna know you were in these parts.

So you are still in the land of the living, Bray! was Mr. Georges response. How is business?

Dull as a dyke, returned Bray. Times are bad. Ive hardly took a crown in the last three months, sir. I shall have to emigrate, if this is to go on.

I fear you would scarcely find another country so tolerant to your peculiar calling, Bray, said George, some mockery in his tone. And what would the neighbourhood do without you? It must resign itself to single blessedness.

The neighbourhood dunna come to me. Folk go over to the kirk now: that has come into fashion; and Im going down. Twas different in past times. A man would give a ten-pun note then to have things done neatly and quietly. But theres fresh notions and fresh havers; and, for all the good they have done me, I might as well be out of the world. Is this Miss Cecil?

The last question was put abruptly, the man turning himself full upon Charlotte Pain, and scanning her face. George Godolphin was surprised out of an answer: had he taken a moment for reflection, he might have deemed the question an impertinence, and passed it by.

Miss Cecilia is not in Scotland.

I thought it might be her, said the man; for Miss Cecils looks are a countrys talk, and I have heard much of them. I see now; theres nought of the Godolphin there. But its a bonny face, young lady: and I dare say theres those that are finding it so.

He shambled on, with a gesture of the hand by way of salutation. Charlotte Pain did not dislike the implied compliment. How can this man marry people? she exclaimed. He is no priest.

He can, and he does marry them; and is not interfered with, or forbidden, said George Godolphin. At least, he did do so. By his own account, his patronage seems to be on the decline.

Did he marry them openly?

Well  no; I conclude not. If people found it convenient to marry openly, they would not go to him. And why they should go to him at all, puzzles me, and always has: for, the sort of marriage that he performs can be performed by any one wearing a coat, in Scotland, or by the couple themselves. But he has acquired a name, Minister Bray; and a great deal lies in a name for ladies ears.

Ladies! cried Charlotte scornfully. Only the peasants went to him, I am sure.

Others have gone as well as peasants. Bray boasts yet of a fifty-pound note, once put into his hand for pronouncing the benediction. It is a ceremony that we are given to be lavish upon, added George, laughing. I have heard of money being grudged for a funeral, but I never did for a wedding.

Were I compelled to be a resident of this place, I should get married myself, out of sheer ennui, or do something else as desperate, she exclaimed.

You find it dull?

It has been more tolerable since you came, she frankly avowed.

George raised his hat, and his blue eyes shot a glance into hers. Thank you, Charlotte.

Why were you so long in coming? Do you know what I had done? I had written a letter to desire Mrs. Verrall to recall me. Another week of it would have turned me melancholy. Your advent was better than nobodys.

Thank you again, mademoiselle. When I promise  

Promise, she warmly interrupted. I have learnt what your promises are worth. Oh, but, George, tell me  What was it that you and Lady Godolphin were saying yesterday? It was about Ethel Grame. I only caught a word here and there.

Thomas wishes Lady Godolphin would invite Ethel here for the remainder of their stay. He thinks Ethel would be all the better for a change, after being mured up in that fever-tainted house. But, dont talk of it. It was only a little private negotiation that Thomas was endeavouring to carry out upon his own account. He wrote to me, and he wrote to my lady. Ethel knows nothing of it.

And what does Lady Godolphin say?

George drew in his lips. She says No. As I expected. And I believe she is for once sorry to say it, for pretty Ethel is a favourite of hers. But she retains her dread of the fever. Her argument is, that, although Ethel has escaped it in her own person, she might possibly bring it here in her boxes.

Stuff! cried Charlotte Pain. Sarah Anne might do so; but I do not see how Ethel could. I wonder Thomas does not marry, and have done with it! He is old enough.

And Ethel young enough. It will not be delayed long now. The vexatious question, concerning residence, must be settled in some way.

What residence? What is vexatious about it? quickly asked Charlotte, curiously.

There is some vexation about it, in some way or other, returned George with indifference, not choosing to speak more openly. It is not my affair; it lies between Thomas and Sir George. When Thomas comes here next week  

Is Thomas coming next week? she interrupted.

That is the present plan. And I return.

She threw her flashing eyes at him. They said  well, they said a good deal: perhaps Mr. George could read it. You had better get another letter of recall written, Charlotte, he resumed in a tone which might be taken for jest or earnest, and give me the honour of your escort.

How you talk! returned she peevishly. As if Lady Godolphin would allow me to go all that way under your escort! As if I would go myself!

You might have a less safe one, Charlotte mia, cried Mr. George somewhat saucily. No lion should come near you, to eat you up.

George, resumed Charlotte, after a pause, I wish you would tell me whether Mrs. Verrall  Good Heavens! whats that?

Sounds of distress were sounding in their ears. They turned hastily. Maria Hastings, her camp-stool overturned, her sketching materials scattered on the ground, was flying towards them, calling upon George Godolphin to save her. There was no mistaking that she was in a state of intense terror.

Charlotte Pain wondered if she had gone mad. She could see nothing to alarm her. George Godolphin cast his rapid glance to the spot where she had sat, and could see nothing, either. He hastened to meet her, and caught her in his arms, into which she literally threw herself.

Entwined round her left wrist was a small snake, or reptile of the species, more than a foot long. It looked like an eel, writhing there. Maria had never come into personal contact with anything of the sort: but she remembered what had been said of the deadly bite of a serpent; and terror completely overmastered her.

He seized it and flung it from her; he laid her poor terrified face upon his breast, that she might there sob out her fear; he cast a greedy glance at her wrist, where the thing had been: and his own face had turned white with emotion.

My darling, there is no injury, he soothingly whispered. Be calm! be calm! And, utterly regardless of the presence of Charlotte Pain, he laid his cheek against hers, as if to reassure her, and kept it there.

Less regardless, possibly, had he seen Charlotte Pains countenance. It was dark as night. The scales were rudely torn from her eyes: and she saw, in that moment, how fallacious had been her own hopes touching George Godolphin.


CHAPTER IX. MR. SANDYS TRADE.

What ever is the matter?

The interruption came from Lady Godolphin. Charlotte Pain had perceived her approach, but had ungraciously refrained from intimating it to her companions. My lady, a coquettish white bonnet shading her delicate face, and her little person enveloped in a purple velvet mantle trimmed with ermine, was on her way to pay a visit to her ex-maid, Selina. She surveyed the group with intense astonishment. Maria Hastings, white, sobbing, clinging to George Godolphin in unmistakable terror; Mr. George soothing her in rather a marked manner; and Charlotte Pain, erect, haughty, her arms folded, her head drawn up, giving no assistance, her countenance about as pleasant as a demons my lady had once the pleasure of seeing at the play. She called out the above words before she was well up with them.

George Godolphin did not release Maria; he simply lifted his head. She has been very much terrified, Lady Godolphin; but no harm is done. A reptile of the snake species fastened itself on her wrist. I have flung it off.

He glanced towards the spot where stood Lady Godolphin, as much as to imply that he had flung the offender there. My lady shrieked, caught up her petticoats, we wont say how high, and leaped away nimbly.

I never heard of such a thing! she exclaimed. A snake! What should bring snakes about, here?

Say a serpent! broke from the pale lips of Charlotte Pain.

Lady Godolphin did not detect the irony, and felt really alarmed. Maria, growing calmer, and perhaps feeling half ashamed of the emotion which fear had caused her to display, drew away from George Godolphin. He would not suffer that, and made her take his arm. I am sorry to have alarmed you all so much, she said. Indeed, I could not help it, Lady Godolphin.

A serpent in the grass! repeated her ladyship, unable to get over the surprise. How did it come to you, Maria? Were you lying down?

I was sitting on the camp-stool, there; busy with my drawing, she answered. My left hand was hanging down, touching, I believe, the grass. I began to feel something cold at my wrist, but at first did not notice it. Then I lifted it and saw that dreadful thing wound round it. I could not shake it off. Oh, Lady Godolphin! I felt  I hardly know how I felt  almost as if I should have died, had there been no one near to run to.

Lady Godolphin, her skirts still lifted, the tips of her toes touching the path gingerly, to which they had now hastened, and her eyes alert, lest the serpent should come trailing forth from any unexpected direction, remarked that it was a mercy Maria had escaped with only fright. You seem to experience enough of that, she said. Dont faint, child.

Marias lips parted with a sickly smile, which she meant should be a brave one. She was both timid and excitable; and, if terror did attack her, she felt it in no common degree. What would have been but a passing fear to another, forgotten almost as soon as felt, was to her agony. Remarkably susceptible, was she, to the extreme of pleasure and the extreme of pain. There is no fear of my fainting, she answered to Lady Godolphin. I never fainted in my life.

I am on my road to see an old servant who lives in that house, said Lady Godolphin, pointing to the tenement, little thinking how far it had formed their theme of discourse. You shall come with me and rest, and have some water.

Yes, that is the best thing to be done, said George Godolphin. Ill take you there, Maria, and then Ill have a hunt after the beast. I ought to have killed him at the time.

Lady Godolphin walked on, Charlotte Pain at her side. Charlottes lip was curling.

The house door, to which they were bound, stood open. Across its lower portion, as if to prevent the exit of children, was a board, formerly placed there for that express purpose. The children were grown now and scattered, but the board remained; the inmates stepping over it at their will. Sandy Bray, who must have skulked back to his home by some unseen circuit, made a rush to the board at sight of Lady Godolphin, and pulled it out of its grooves, leaving the entrance clear. But for his intense idleness, he, knowing she was coming, would have removed it earlier.

They entered upon a large room, half sitting-room, half kitchen, its boarded floor very clean. The old Welshwoman, a cleanly, well-mannered, honest-faced old woman, was busy knitting then, and came forward, curtseying: no vestige of pipe to be seen or smelt. Selina was in bed, Bray said, standing humbly before Lady Godolphin. Selina had heard bad news of one of the brats, and had worried herself sick over it, as my lady knew it was in the stupid nature of Selina to do. Would my lady be pleased to step up to see her?

Yes; my lady would be pleased to do so by-and-by. But at present she directed a glass of water to be brought to Miss Hastings. Bray brought the water in a cracked yellow cup.

Eh, but there is some of them things about here, he said, when the cause of alarm was mentioned. I think there must be a nest of em. They are harmless, so far as I know.

Why dont you find the nest? asked Mr. George Godolphin.

And what good, if I did find em, sir? said he.

Kill the lot, responded George.

He strode out of the house, Bray following in his wake, to look for the reptile which had caused the alarm. Bray was sure nothing would come of it: the thing had had time to get clear away.

In point of fact, nothing did come of it. George Godolphin could not decide upon the precise spot where they had stood when he threw away the reptile; and, to beat over the whole field, which was extensive, would have been endless work. He examined carefully the spot where Maria had sat, both he and Bray, but could see no trace of anything alarming. Gathering up her treasures, including the camp-stool, he set off with them. Bray made a feeble show of offering to bear the stool. No, said George, Ill carry it myself: it would be too much trouble for you.

Charlotte Pain stood at the door, watching as they approached, her rich cheek glowing, her eye flashing. Never had she looked more beautiful, and she bent her sweetest smile upon Mr. George, who had the camp-stool swinging on his back. Lady Godolphin had gone up to the invalid. Maria, quite herself again, came forward.

No luck, said George. I meant to have secured the fellow and put him under a glass case as a memento: but he has been too cunning. Heres your sketch, Maria; undamaged. And here are the other rattletraps.

She bent over the drawing quite fondly. I am glad I had finished it, she said. I can do the filling-in later. I should not have had courage to sit in that place again.

Well, old lady, cried George in his free-and-easy manner, as he stood by the Welshwoman, and looked down at her nimble fingers, so you have come all the way from Wales on foot, I hear! You put some of us to shame.

She looked up and smiled pleasantly. She understood English better than she could speak it.

Not on foot all the way, she managed to explain. On foot to the great steamer, and then on foot again after the steamer landed her in Scotland. Not less than a hundred miles of land, taking both ways together.

Oh, I see! said George, perceiving that Margery had taken up a wrong impression. But you must have been a good time doing that?

She had the time before her, she answered, more by signs than words, and her legs were used to the roads. In her husbands lifetime she had oftentimes accompanied him on foot to different parts of England, when he went there with his droves of cattle. It was in those journeys that she learnt to talk English.

George laughed at her idea of talking English. Did you learn the use of the pipe also in the journeys, old lady?

She certainly had; for she nodded fifty times in answer, and looked delighted at his divination. But she was obliged to put up with cheap tobacco now, she said: and had a trouble to get that!

George pulled out a supply of Turkey from some hidden receptacle of his coat. Did she like that sort?

She looked at it with the eye of a connoisseur, touched it, smelt it, and finally tasted it. Ah, yes! that was good; very good; too good for her.

Not a bit of it, said George. Its yours, old lady. There! It will keep your pipe going, on the road home.

When fully convinced that he meant it in earnest, she seized his hand, shook it heartily, and plunged into a Welsh oration. It was cut short in the midst. She caught sight of Bray, coming in at the house door, and smuggled the present out of sight amidst her petticoats. Had Mr. Sandy seen it, she might have derived little benefit from it herself.

Time lagged, while they waited for Lady Godolphin. The conversation fell upon Brays trade  as the man was wont to call it: though who or what led to the topic none of them could remember. He recounted two or three interesting incidents; one, of a gentleman marrying a young wife and being shot dead the next day by her friends. She was an heiress, and they had run away from Ireland. But that occurred years and years ago, he added. Would the ladies like to see the room?

He opened a door at the back of the kitchen, traversed a passage, and entered a small place, which could only be called a room by courtesy. They followed, wonderingly. The walls were whitewashed, the floor was of brick, and the small skylight, by which it was lighted, was of thick coarse glass, embellished with green nobs. What with the lowering sky, and this lowering window, the room wore an appearance of the gloomiest twilight. No furniture was in it, except a table (or something that served for one) covered with a green baize cloth, on which lay a book. The contrast from the kitchen, bright with its fire, with the appliances of household life, to this strange comfortless place made them shiver. A fit place for the noose to be tied in! cried irreverent George, surveying it critically.

Bray took the words literally. Yes, said he. Its kept for that purpose alone. It is a bit out of the common, and that pleases the women. If I said the words in my kitchen, it might not be so satisfying to them, ye see. It does not take two minutes to do, he added, taking his stand behind the table and opening the book. I wish I had as many pieces of gold as I have done it, here, in my time.

Charlotte Pain took up the words defiantly. It is impossible that such a marriage can stand. It is not a marriage.

Deed, but it is, young lady.

It cannot be legal, she haughtily rejoined. If it stands good for this loose-lawed country, it cannot do so for others.

Ay, how about that? interrupted George, still in his light tone of ridicule. Would it hold good in England?

Minister Bray craned his long neck towards them, over the table, where they stood in a group. He took the hand of George Godolphin, and that of Charlotte Pain, and put them to together. Ye have but to say, I take you, young lady, to be my lawful wife; and, I take you, sir, to be my husband, in your right names. Id then pronounce ye man and wife, and say the blessing on it; and the deed would be done, and hold good all over the world.

Did Mr. Sandy Bray anticipate that he might thus extemporise an impromptu ceremony, which should bring some grist to his empty mill? Not improbably: for he did not release their hands, but kept them joined together, looking at both in silence.

George Godolphin was the first to draw his hand away. Charlotte had only stared with wondering eyes, and she now burst into a laugh of ridicule. Thank you for your information, said Mr. George. Theres no knowing, Bray, but I may call your services into requisition some time.

Where are you? came the soft voice of Lady Godolphin down the passage. We must all hurry home: it is going to rain. Charlotte, are you there? Where have you all gone to? Charlotte, I say?

Charlotte hastened out. Lady Godolphin took her arm at once, and walked with a quick step through the kitchen into the open air, nodding adieu to the old Welshwoman. My lady herself, her ermine, her velvets, possibly her delicately-bloomed complexion, all shrank from the violence of a storm. Storms, neither of life nor of weather, had ever come too near Lady Godolphin. She glanced upward at the threatening and angry sky, and urged Charlotte on.

Can you walk fast? So lovely a morning as it was!

Here comes one of the servants, exclaimed Charlotte. With umbrellas, no doubt. How he runs!

My lady lifted her eyes. Advancing towards them with fleet foot, as if he were running for a wager, came a man in the Godolphin livery. If umbrellas had been the object of his coming, he must have dropped them on his way, for his arms swung beside him, and his hands were empty.

My lady, cried the man, almost as much out of breath as Lady Godolphin: Sir George is taken ill.

My lady stopped then. Ill! she repeated. Ill in what way?

Margery has just found him lying on the floor of his room, my lady. We have got him on to the bed, but he appears to be quite insensible. Andrew has gone to the doctor.

Hasten to the house there, and acquaint Mr. George Godolphin, said my lady, pointing to Brays.

But Charlotte had already gone on the errand. She left Lady Godolphins arm and started back with all speed, calling out that she would inform Mr. George Godolphin. My lady, on her part, had sped on in the direction of Broomhead, with a fleeter foot than before.

Leaving the man standing where he was. Which of the two am I to follow, I wonder? he soliloquized. I suppose I had better keep up with my lady.

When Charlotte Pain had left Mr. Sandy Brays match-making room, at my ladys call, George Godolphin turned with a rapid, impulsive motion to Maria Hastings, caught her hand, and drew her beside him, as he stood before Bray. Maria, she will fetter me in spite of myself! he said in a hoarse whisper. Let me put it out of her power.

Maria looked at him inquiringly. Well she might!

Be mine now; here, he rapidly continued, bending his face so that she alone might hear. I swear that I never will presume upon the act, until it can be more legally solemnized. But it will bind us to each other beyond the power of man or woman to set aside.

Maria turned red, pale, any colour that you will, and quietly drew her hand from that of Mr. George Godolphin. I do not quite know whether you are in earnest or in jest, George. You will allow me to infer the latter.

Quiet as were the words, calm as was the manner, there was that about her which unmistakably showed Mr. George Godolphin that he might not venture further to forget himself; if, indeed, he had not been in jest. Maria, a true gentlewoman at heart, professed to assume that he had been.

I beg your pardon, he murmured. Nay, let me make my peace, Maria. And he took her hand again, and held it in his. Minister Bray leaned towards them with an earnest face. Resigning the hope of doing any little stroke of business on his own account, he sought to obtain some information on a different subject.

Sir, would ye be pleased to tell me a trifle about your criminal laws, over the border? One of my neer-do-weels has been getting into trouble there, and they may make him smart for it.

George Godolphin knew that he alluded to the ill-starred Nick. What are the circumstances? he asked. I will tell you what I can.

Sandy entered upon the story. They stood before him, absorbed in it, for Maria also listened with interest, when an exclamation caused them to turn. Maria drew her hand from George Godolphins with a quick gesture. There stood Charlotte Pain.

Stood with a white face, and a flashing, haughty eye. We are coming instantly, said George. We shall catch you up. For he thought she had reappeared to remind them.

It is well, she answered. And it may be as well to haste, Mr. George Godolphin, if you would see your father alive.

What? he answered. But Charlotte had turned again and was gone like the wind. With all his speed, he could not catch her up until they had left the house some distance behind them.


CHAPTER X. THE SHADOW.

In the heart of the town of Priors Ash was situated the banking-house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin. Built at the corner of a street, it faced two ways. The bank and its doors were in High Street, the principal street of the town; the entrance to the dwelling-house was in Crosse Street, a new, short street, not much frequented, which had been called after Mr. Crosse, who, at the time it was made, lived at the bank. There were only six or eight houses in Crosse Street; detached private dwellings; and the street led to the open country, and to a pathway, not a carriage-way, that would, if you liked to follow it, take you to Ashlydyat.

The house attached to the bank was commodious: its rooms were large and handsome, though few in number. A pillared entrance, gained by steps, led into a small hall. On the right of this hall was the room used as a dining-room, a light and spacious apartment, its large window opening on to a covered terrace, where plants were kept; and that again opened to a sloping lawn, surrounded with shrubs and flowers. This room was hung with fine old pictures, brought from Ashlydyat. Lady Godolphin did not care for pictures; she preferred delicately-papered walls; and very few of the Ashlydyat paintings had been removed to the Folly. On the left of the hall were the rooms belonging to the bank. At the back of the hall, beyond the dining-room, a handsome well-staircase led to the apartments above, one of which was a fine drawing-room. From the upper windows at the back of the house a view of Lady Godolphins Folly might be obtained, rising high and picturesque; also of the turret of Ashlydyat, grey and grim. Not of Ashlydyat itself: its surrounding trees concealed it.

This dining-room, elegant and airy, and fitted up with exquisite taste, was the favourite sitting-room of the Miss Godolphins. The drawing-room above, larger and grander, less comfortable, and looking on to the High Street, was less used by them. In this lower room there sat one evening Thomas Godolphin and his eldest sister. It was about a month subsequent to that day, at the commencement of this history, when you saw the hounds throw off, and a week or ten days since Sir George Godolphin had been found insensible on the floor of his room at Broomhead. The attack had proved to be nothing but a prolonged fainting-fit; but even that told upon Sir George in his shattered health. It had caused plans to be somewhat changed. Thomas Godolphins visit to Scotland had been postponed, for Sir George was not strong enough for business consultations, which would have been the chief object of his journey; and George Godolphin had not yet returned to Priors Ash.

Thomas and Miss Godolphin had been dining alone. Bessy was spending the evening at All Souls Rectory: she and Mr. Hastings were active workers together in parish matters; and Cecil was dining at Ashlydyat. Mrs. Verrall had called in the afternoon and carried her off. Dessert was on the table, but Thomas had turned from it, and was sitting over the fire. Miss Godolphin sat opposite to him, nearer the table, her fingers busy with her knitting, on which fell the rays of the chandelier. They were discussing plans earnestly and gravely.

No, Thomas, it would not do, she was saying. We must go. One of the partners always has resided here at the bank. Let business men be at their place of business.

But look at the trouble, Janet, remonstrated Thomas Godolphin. Consider the expense. You may be no sooner out than you may have to come back again.

Janet turned her strangely-deep eyes on her brother. Do not make too sure of that, Thomas.

How do you mean, Janet? In my fathers precarious state we cannot, unhappily, count upon his life.

Thomas, I am sure  I seem to see  that he will not be with us long. No: and I am contemplating the time when he shall have left us. It would change many things. Your home would then be Ashlydyat.

Thomas Godolphin smiled. As if any power would keep him from inhabiting Ashlydyat when he should be master. Yes, he answered. And George would come here.

There it is! said Janet. Would George live here? I do not feel sure that he would.

Of course he would, Janet. He would live here with you, as I do now. That is a perfectly understood thing.

Does he so understand it?

He understands it, and approves it.

Janet shook her head. George likes his liberty; he will not be content to settle down to the ways of a sober household.

Nay, Janet, you must remember one thing. When George shall come to this house, he comes, so to say, as its master. He will not, of course, interfere with your arrangements; he will fall in with them readily; but neither will he, nor must he, be under your control. To attempt anything of the sort again would not do.

Janet knitted on in silence. She had essayed to keep Master George in hand when they first came to the bank to live there: and the result was that he had chosen a separate home, where he could be entirely en garçon.

Eh me! sighed Janet. If young men could but see the folly of their ways  as they see them in after-life!

Therefore, Janet, I say that it would be exceedingly inadvisable for you to quit the house, continued Thomas Godolphin, leaving her remark unnoticed. It might be, that before you were well out of it, you must return to it.

I see the inconvenience also; the uncertainty, she answered. But there is no help for it.

Yes there is. Janet, I wish you would let me settle it.

How would you settle it?

By bringing Ethel here. On a visit to you.

Janet laid down her knitting. What do you mean? That there should be two mistresses in the house, she and I? No, no, Thomas; the daftest old wife in the parish would tell you that does not do.

Not two mistresses. You would be sole mistress, as you are now: I and Ethel your guests. Janet, indeed it would be the better plan. By the spring we should see how Sir George went on. If he improved, then the question could be definitively settled: and either you or I would take up our residence elsewhere. If he does not improve, I fear, Janet, that spring will have seen the end.

Something in the words appeared particularly to excite Janets attention. She gazed at Thomas as if she would search him through and through. By spring! she repeated. When, then, do you contemplate marrying Ethel?

I should like her to be mine by Christmas, was the low answer.

Thomas! And December close upon us!

If not, some time in January, he continued, paying no attention to her surprise. It is so decided.

Miss Godolphin drew a long breath. With whom is it decided?

With Ethel.

You would marry a wife without a home to bring her to? Had thoughtless George told me that he was going to do such a thing, I could have believed it of him. Not of you, Thomas.

Janet, the home shall no longer be a barrier to us. I wish you would receive Ethel here as your guest.

It is not likely that she would come. The first thing a married woman looks for is to have a home of her own.

Thomas smiled. Not come, Janet? Have you yet to learn how unassuming and meek is the character of Ethel? We have spoken of this plan together, and Ethels only fear is, lest she should be in Miss Godolphins way. Failing to carry out this project, Janet  for I see you are, as I thought you would be, prejudiced against it  I shall hire a lodging as near to the bank as may be, and there I shall take Ethel.

Would it be seemly that the heir of Ashlydyat should go into lodgings on his marriage? asked Janet, grief and sternness in her tone.

Things are seemly or unseemly, Janet, according to circumstances. It would be more seemly for the heir of Ashlydyat to take temporary lodgings while waiting for Ashlydyat, than to turn his sisters from their home for a month, or a few months, as the case might be. The pleasantest plan would be for me to bring Ethel here: as your guest. It is what she and I should both like. If you object to this, I shall take her elsewhere. Bessy and Cecil would be delighted with the arrangement: they are fond of Ethel.

And when children begin to come, Thomas? cried Miss Godolphin in her old-fashioned, steady, Scotch manner. She had a great deal of her mother about her.

Thomass lips parted with a quaint smile. Things will be decided, one way or the other, months before children shall have had time to arrive.

Janet knitted a whole row before she spoke again. I will take a few hours to reflect upon it, Thomas, she said then.

Do so, he replied, rising and glancing at the timepiece. Half-past seven! What time will Cecil expect me? I wish to spend half an hour with Ethel. Shall I go for Cecil before, or afterwards?

Go for Cecil at once, Thomas. It will be better for her to be home early.

Thomas Godolphin went to the hall-door and looked out upon the night. He was considering whether he need put on an overcoat. It was a bright moonlight night, warm and genial. So he shut the door, and started. I wish the cold would come! he exclaimed, half aloud. He was thinking of the fever, which still clung obstinately to Priors Ash, showing itself fitfully and partially in fresh places about every third or fourth day.

He took the foot-path, down Crosse Street: a lonely way, and at night especially unfrequented. In one part of it, as he ascended near Ashlydyat, the pathway was so narrow that two people could scarcely walk abreast without touching the ash-trees growing on either side and meeting overhead. A murder had been committed on this spot a few years before: a sad tale of barbarity, offered to a girl by one who professed to be her lover. She lay buried in All Souls churchyard; and he within the walls of the county prison where he had been executed. Of course the rumour went that her ghost walked there, the natural sequence to these dark tales; and, what with that, and what with the loneliness of the place, few could be found in it after dark.

Thomas Godolphin went steadily on, his thoughts running upon the subject of his conversation with Janet. It is probable that but for the difficulty touching a residence, Ethel would have been his in the past autumn. When anything should happen to Sir George, Thomas would be in possession of Ashlydyat three months afterwards; such had been the agreement with Mr. Verrall when he took Ashlydyat. Not in his fathers lifetime would Thomas Godolphin (clinging to the fancies and traditions which had descended with the old place) consent to take up his abode as master of Ashlydyat; but no longer than was absolutely necessary would he remain out of it as soon as it was his own. George would then remove to the bank, which would still be his sisters home, as it was now. In the event of Georges marrying, the Miss Godolphins would finally leave it: but George Godolphin did not, as far as people saw, give indications that he was likely to marry. In the precarious state of Sir Georges health  and it was pretty sure he would soon either get better or worse  these changes might take place any day: therefore it was not desirable that the Miss Godolphins should leave the bank, and that the trouble and expense of setting up and furnishing a house for them should be incurred. Of course they could not go into lodgings. Altogether, if Janet could only be brought to see it, Thomass plan was the best  that his young bride should be Janets guest for a short time.

It was through the upper part of this dark path, which was called the Ash-tree Walk, that George Godolphin had taken Maria Hastings, the night they had left Lady Godolphins dinner-table to visit the Dark Plain. Thomas, in due course, arrived at the end of the walk, and passed through the turnstile. Lady Godolphins Folly lay on the right, high and white and clear in the moonbeams. Ashlydyat lay to the left, dark and grey, and almost hidden by the trees. Grey as it was, Thomas looked at it fondly: his heart yearned to it: and it was to be the future home of himself and Ethel!

Holloa! whos this? Oh, I beg your pardon, Mr. Godolphin!

The speaker was Snow, the surgeon. He had come swiftly upon Thomas Godolphin, turning the corner round the ash-trees from the Dark Plain. That he had been to Ashlydyat was certain, for the road led nowhere else. Thomas did not know that illness was in the house.

Neither did I, said Mr. Snow in answer to the remark, until an hour ago, when I was sent for in haste.

A thought crossed Thomas Godolphin. Not a case of fever, I hope!

No. I think thats leaving us. There has been an accident at Ashlydyat to Mrs. Verrall. At least, what might have been an accident, I should rather say, added the surgeon, correcting himself. The injury is so slight as not to be worth the name of one.

What has happened? asked Thomas Godolphin.

She managed to set her sleeve on fire: a white lace or muslin sleeve, falling below the silk sleeve of her gown. In standing near a candle, the flame caught it. But now, look at that young womans presence of mind! Instead of wasting moments in screams, or running through the house from top to bottom, as most people would have done, she instantly threw herself down upon the rug, and rolled herself in it. Thats the sort of woman to go through life.

Is she much burnt?

Pooh! Many a child gets a worse burn a dozen times in its first dozen years. The arm between the elbow and the wrist is slightly scorched. Its nothing. They need not have sent for me. The application of a little cold water will take out all the fire. Your sister Cecilia was ten times more alarmed than Mrs. Verrall.

I am truly glad it is no worse! said Thomas Godolphin. I feared fever might have found its way there.

That is taking its departure; as I think. And, the sooner it goes, the better. It has been capricious as the smiles of a coquette. How strange it is, that not a soul, down by those Pollard pigsties, should have had it, except the Bonds!

It is equally strange that, in many houses, it should have attacked only one inmate, and spared the rest. What do you think now of Sarah Anne Grame?

Mr. Snow shook his head, and his voice grew insensibly low. In my opinion she is sinking fast. I found her worse this afternoon; weaker than she has been at all. Lady Sarah said, If she could get her to Ventnor? If she could get her to Hastings? But the removal would kill her: shed die on the road. It will be a terrible blow to Lady Sarah, if it does come: and  though it may seem harsh to say it  a retort upon her selfishness. Did you know that they used to make Ethel head nurse, while the fever was upon her?

No! exclaimed Thomas Godolphin.

They did, then. My lady inadvertently let it out to-day. Dear child! If she had caught it, I should never have forgiven her mother, whatever you may have done. Good night. I have a dozen visits now to pay before bedtime.

Worse! soliloquized Thomas Godolphin, as he stepped on. Poor, peevish Sarah Anne! But  I wonder, he hesitated as the thought struck him, whether, if the worst should come, as Snow seems to anticipate, it would put off Ethels marriage? What with one delay and another  

Thomas Godolphins voice ceased, and his heart stood still. He had turned the corner, to the front of the ash-tree grove, and stretching out before him was the Dark Plain, with its weird-like bushes, so like graves, and  its Shadow, lying cold and still in the white moonlight. Yes! there surely lay the Shadow of Ashlydyat. The grey archway rose behind it; the flat plain extended out before it, and the Shadow was between them, all too distinctly visible.

The first shock over, Thomas Godolphins pulses coursed on again. He had seen that Shadow before in his lifetime, but he halted to gaze at it again. It was very palpable. The bier, as it looked in the middle, a mourner at the head, a mourner at the foot, each  as a spectator could fancy  with bowed heads. In spite of the superstition touching this strange Shadow in which Thomas Godolphin had been brought up, he looked round now for some natural explanation of it. He was a man of intellect, a man of the world, a man who played his full share in the practical business of everyday life: and such men are not given to acknowledging superstitious fancies in this age of enlightenment, no matter what bent may have been given to their minds in childhood.

Therefore Thomas Godolphin ranged his eyes round and round in the air, and could see nothing that would solve the mystery. I wonder whether it be possible that certain states of the atmosphere should give out these shadows? he soliloquized. But  if so  why should it invariably appear in that one precise spot; and in no other? Could Snow have seen it, I wonder?

He walked on towards Ashlydyat, his head always turned, looking at the Shadow. I am glad Janet does not see it! It would frighten her into a belief that my fathers end was near, came his next thought.

Mrs. Verrall, playing the invalid, lay on a sofa, her auburn hair somewhat ruffled, her pretty pink cheeks flushed, her satin slippers peeping out; altogether challenging admiration. The damaged arm, its silk sleeve pinned up, was stretched out on a cushion, a small delicate cambric handkerchief, saturated with water, resting lightly on the burn. A basin of water stood near, with a similar handkerchief lying in it, and Mrs. Verralls maid was at hand to change the handkerchiefs as might be required. Thomas Godolphin drew a chair near to Mrs. Verrall, and listened to the account of the accident, giving her his full sympathy, for it might have been a bad one.

You must possess great presence of mind, he observed. I think your showing it, as you have done in this instance, has won Mr. Snows heart.

Mrs. Verrall laughed. I believe I do possess presence of mind. And so does Charlotte. Once we were out with some friends in a barouche, and the horses took fright, ran up a bank, turned the carriage over, and nearly kicked it to pieces. While all those with us were fearfully frightened, Charlotte and I remained calm and cool.

It is a good thing for you, he observed.

I suppose it is. Better, at any rate, than to go mad with fear, as some do. Cecil  turning to her has had fright enough to last her for a twelvemonth, she says.

Were you present, Cecil? asked her brother.

I was present, but I did not see it, replied Cecil. It occurred in Mrs. Verralls bedroom, and I was standing at the dressing-table, with my back to her. The first thing I knew, or saw, was Mrs. Verrall on the floor with the rug rolled round her.

Tea was brought in, and Mrs. Verrall insisted that they should remain for it. Thomas pleaded an engagement, but she would not listen: they could not have the heart, she said, to leave her alone. So Thomas  the very essence of good feeling and politeness  waived his objection and remained. Not the bowing politeness of a petit maître, but the genuine consideration that springs from a noble and unselfish heart.

I am in ecstasy that Verrall was away, she exclaimed. He would have magnified it into something formidable, and I should not have been allowed to stir for a month.

When do you expect him home? asked Thomas Godolphin.

I never expect him until he comes, replied Mrs. Verrall. London seems to possess attractions for him. Once up there, he may stay a day, or he may stay fifty. I never know.

Cecil went upstairs to put her things on when tea was over, the maid attending her. Mrs. Verrall turned to see that the door was closed, and then spoke abruptly.

Mr. Godolphin, can anything be done to prevent the wind whistling as it does in these passages?

Does it whistle? he replied.

The last few nights it has whistled  oh, I cannot describe it to you! If I were not a good sleeper, it would have kept me awake all night. I wish it could be stopped.

It cannot be done, I believe, without pulling the house down, he said. My mother had a great dislike to hear it, and a good deal of expense was incurred in trying to remedy it; but it did little or no good.

What puzzles me is, that the wind should have been whistling within the house, when theres no wind whistling without. The weather has been quite calm. Sometimes when it is actually blowing great guns we cannot hear it at all.

Something peculiar in the construction of the passages, he carelessly remarked. You hear the whistling or not, according to the quarter from which the wind may happen to be blowing.

The servants tell a tale  these old Ashlydyat retainers who remain in the house  that this strangely-sounding wind is connected with the Ashlydyat superstition, and foretells ill to the Godolphins.

Thomas Godolphin smiled. I am sure you do not give ear to anything so foolish, Mrs. Verrall.

No, that I do not, she answered. It would take a great deal to imbue me with faith in the supernatural. Ghosts! Shadows! As if any one with common sense could believe in such impossibilities! They tell another tale about here, do they not? That a shadow of some sort may occasionally be seen in the moonbeams in front of the archway, on the Dark Plain; a shadow cast by no earthly substance. Charlotte once declared she saw it. I only laughed at her!

His lips parted as he listened, and he lightly echoed the laugh said to have been given by Charlotte. Considering what his eyes had just seen, the laugh must have been a very conscious one.

When do you expect your brother home? asked Mrs. Verrall. He seems to be making a long stay at Broomhead.

George is not at Broomhead, replied Thomas Godolphin. He left it three or four days ago. He has joined a party of friends in the Highlands. I do not suppose he will return here much before Christmas.

Cecil appeared. They wished Mrs. Verrall good night, and a speedy cure to her burns; and departed. Thomas took the open roadway this time, which did not bring them near to the ash-trees or the Dark Plain.


CHAPTER XI. A TELEGRAPHIC DESPATCH.

Cecil, asked Thomas Godolphin, as they walked along, how came you to go alone to Ashlydyat, in this unceremonious manner?

There was no harm in it, answered Cecil, who possessed a spice of self-will. Mrs. Verrall said she was lonely, and it would be a charity if I or Bessy would go home with her. Bessy could not: she was engaged at the Rectory. Where was the harm?

My dear, had there been harm, I am sure you would not have wished to go. There was none. Only, I do not care that you should become very intimate with the Verralls. A little visiting on either side cannot be avoided: but let it end there.

Thomas! you are just like Janet! impulsively spoke Cecil. She does not like the Verralls.

Neither do I. I do not like him. I do not like Charlotte Pain  

Janet again! struck in Cecil. She and you must be constituted precisely alike, for you are sure to take up the same likes and dislikes. She would not willingly let me go to-day; only she could not refuse without downright rudeness.

I like Mrs. Verrall the best of them, I was going to say, he continued. Do not become too intimate with them, Cecil.

But you know nothing against Mr. Verrall?

Nothing whatever. Except that I cannot make him out.

How do you mean make him out?

Well, Cecil, it may be difficult to define my meaning. Verrall is so impassive; so utterly silent with regard to himself. Who is he? Where did he come from? Did he drop from the moon? Where has he previously lived? What are his family? Where does his property lie?  in the funds, or in land, or in securities, or what? Most men, even though they do come as strangers into a neighbourhood, supply indications of some of these things, either accidentally or purposely.

They have lived in London, said Cecil.

London is a wide term, answered Thomas Godolphin.

And Im sure they have plenty of money.

Theres where the chief puzzle is. When people possess so much money as Verrall appears to do, they generally make no secret of whence it is derived. Understand, my dear, I cast no suspicion on him in any way: I only say that we know nothing of him: or of the ladies either  

They are very charming ladies, interrupted Cecil again. Especially Mrs. Verrall.

Beyond the fact that they are very charming ladies, acquiesced Thomas in a tone that made Cecil think he was laughing at her: you should let me finish, my dear. But I would prefer that they were rather more open, as to themselves, before they became the too-intimate friends of Miss Cecilia Godolphin.

Cecil dropped the subject. She did not always agree with what she called Thomass prejudices. How quaint that old doctor of ours is! she exclaimed. When he had looked at Mrs. Verralls arm, he made a great parade of getting out his spectacles, and putting them on, and looking again. What dye call it  a burn? he asked her. It is a burn, is it not? she answered, looking at him. No, said he, its nothing but a scorch. It made her laugh so. I think she was pleased to have escaped with so little damage.

That is just like Snow, said Thomas Godolphin.

Arrived at home, Miss Godolphin was in the same place, knitting still. It was turned half-past nine. Too late for Thomas to pay his visit to Lady Sarahs. Janet, I fear you have waited tea for us! said Cecil.

To be sure, child. I expected you home to tea.

Cecil explained why they did not come, relating the accident to Mrs. Verrall. Eh! but its like the young! said Janet, lifting her hands. Careless! careless! She might have been burned to death.

What a loud ring! exclaimed Cecil, as the hall-bell, pealed with no gentle hand, echoed and re-echoed through the house. If it is Bessy come home, she thinks she will let us know whos there.

It was not Bessy. A servant entered the room with a telegraphic despatch. The man is waiting, sir, he said, holding out the paper for signature to his master.

Thomas Godolphin affixed his signature, and took up the despatch. It came from Scotland. Janet laid her hand upon it ere it was open: her face looked ghastly pale. A moment of preparation! she said. Thomas, it may have brought us tidings that we have no longer a father.

Nay, Janet, do not anticipate evil, he answered, though his memory flew unaccountably to that ugly Shadow, and to what he had deemed would be Janets conclusions respecting it. It may not be ill news at all.

He glanced his eye rapidly and privately over it, while Cecil came and stood near him with a stifled sob. Then he held it out to Janet, reading it aloud at the same time.

Lady Godolphin to Thomas Godolphin, Esquire.

Come at once to Broomhead. Sir George wishes it. Take the first train.

He is not dead, at any rate, Janet, said Thomas quietly. Thank Heaven.

Janet, her extreme fears relieved, took refuge in displeasure. What does Lady Godolphin mean, by sending so vague a message as that? she uttered. Is Sir George worse? Is he ill? Is he in danger? Or has the summons no reference at all to his state of health?

Thomas had taken it into his hand again, and was studying the words: as we are all apt to do in uncertainty. He could make no more out of them.

Lady Godolphin should have been more explicit, he resumed.

Lady Godolphin has no right thus to play upon our fears, our suspense, said Janet. Thomas, I have a great mind to start this very night for Scotland.

As you please, of course, Janet. It is a long and fatiguing journey for a winters night.

And I object to being a guest at Broomhead, unless driven to it, you might add, rejoined Janet. But our father may be dying.

I should think not, Janet. Lady Godolphin would certainly have said so. Margery, too, would have taken care that those tidings should be sent to us.

The suggestion reassured Miss Godolphin. She had not thought of it. Margery, devoted to the interests of Sir George and his children (somewhat in contravention to the interests of my lady), would undoubtedly have apprised them were Sir George in danger. What shall you do? inquired Janet of her brother.

I shall do as the despatch desires me  take the first train. That will be at midnight, he added, as he prepared to pay a visit to Lady Sarahs.

Grame House, as you may remember, was situated at the opposite end of the town to Ashlydyat, past All Souls Church. As Thomas Godolphin walked briskly along, he saw Mr. Hastings leaning over the Rectory gate, the dark trees shading him from the light of the moon.

You are going this way late, said the Rector.

It is late for a visit to Lady Sarahs. But I wish particularly to see them.

I have now come from thence, returned Mr. Hastings.

Sarah Anne grows weaker, I hear.

Ay. I have been praying over her.

Thomas Godolphin felt shocked. Is she so near death as that? he asked, in a hushed tone.

So near death as that! repeated the clergyman in an accent of reproof. I did not expect to hear a like remark from Mr. Godolphin. My good friend, is it only when death is near that we are to pray?

It is chiefly when death is near that prayers are said over us, replied Thomas Godolphin.

True  for those who have not known when and how to pray for themselves. Look at that girl: passing away from amongst us, with all her worldly thoughts, her selfish habits, her evil, peevish temper! But that Gods ways are not as our ways, we might be tempted to question why such as these are removed; such as Ethel left. The one child as near akin to an angel as it is well possible to be, here; the other  In our blind judgment, we may wonder that she, most ripe for heaven, should not be taken to it, and that other one left, to be pruned and dug around; to have, in short, a chance given her of making herself better.

Is she so very ill?

I think her so; as does Snow. It was what he said that sent me up there. Her frame of mind is not a desirable one: and I have been trying to do my part. I shall be with her again to-morrow.

Have you any message for your daughter? asked Thomas Godolphin. I start in two hours time for Scotland. And then, he explained why: telling of their uncertainty.

When shall you be coming back again? inquired Mr. Hastings.

Within a week. Unless my fathers state should forbid it. I may be wishing to take a holiday at Christmas time, or thereabouts, so shall not stay away now. George is absent, too.

Staying at Broomhead?

No; he is not at Broomhead now.

Will you take charge of Maria? We want her home.

If you wish it, I will. But I should think they would all be returning very shortly. Christmas is intended to be spent here.

You may depend upon it, Christmas will not see Lady Godolphin at Priors Ash, unless the fever shall have departed to spend its Christmas in some other place, cried the Rector.

Well, I shall hear their plans when I get there.

Bring back Maria with you, Mr. Godolphin. Tell her it is my wish. Unless you find that theres a prospect of her speedy return with Lady Godolphin. In that case, you may leave her.

Very well, replied Thomas Godolphin.

He continued his way, and Mr. Hastings looked after him in the bright moonlight, till his form disappeared in the shadows cast by the roadside trees.

It was striking ten as Thomas Godolphin opened the iron gates at Lady Sarah Grames: the heavy clock-bell of All Souls came sounding upon his ear in the stillness of the night. The house, all except from one window, looked dark: even the hall-lamp was out, and he feared they might all have retired. From that window a dull light shone behind the blind: a stationary light it had been of late, to be seen by any nocturnal wayfarer all night long; for it came from the sick-chamber.

Elizabeth opened the door. Oh, sir! she exclaimed in the surprise of seeing him so late, I think Miss Ethel has gone up to bed.

Lady Sarah came hastening down the stairs as he stepped into the hall: she also was surprised at the late visit.

I would not have disturbed you, but that I am about to leave for Broomhead, he explained. A telegraphic despatch has arrived from Lady Godolphin, calling me thither. I should like to see Ethel, if not inconvenient to her. I know not how long I may be away.

I sent Ethel to bed: her head ached, said Lady Sarah. It is not many minutes since she went up. Oh, Mr. Godolphin, this has been such a day of grief! heads and hearts alike aching.

Thomas Godolphin entered the drawing-room, and Lady Sarah Grame called Ethel down, and then returned to her sick daughters room. Ethel came instantly. The fire in the drawing-room was still alight, and Elizabeth had been in to stir it up. Thomas Godolphin stood over it with Ethel, telling her of his coming journey and its cause. The red embers threw a glow upon her face: her brow looked heavy, her eyes swollen.

He saw the signs, and laid his hand fondly upon her head. What has given you this headache, Ethel?

The ready tears came into her eyes. It does ache very much, she answered.

Has crying caused it?

Yes, she replied. It is of no use to deny it, for you would see it by my swollen eyelids. I have wept to-day until it seems that I can weep no longer, and it has made my eyes ache and my head dull and heavy.

But, my darling, you should not give way to this grief. It may render you seriously ill.

Oh, Thomas! how can I help it? she returned, with emotion, as the tears dropped swiftly over her cheeks. We begin to see that there is no chance of Sarah Annes recovery. Mr. Snow told mamma so to-day: and he sent up Mr. Hastings.

Ethel, will your grieving alter it?

Ethel wept silently. There was full and entire confidence between her and Thomas Godolphin: she could speak out all her thoughts, her troubles to him, as she could have told them to a mother  if she had had a mother who loved her.

If she were only a little more prepared to go, the pain would seem less, breathed Ethel. That is, we might feel more reconciled to losing her. But you know what she is, Thomas. When I have tried to talk a little bit about heaven, or to read a psalm to her, she would not listen: she said it made her dull, it gave her the horrors. How can she, who has never thought of God, be fit to meet Him?

Ethels tears were deepening into sobs. Thomas Godolphin involuntarily thought of what Mr. Hastings had just said to him. His hand still rested on Ethels head.

You are fit to meet Him? he exclaimed involuntarily. Ethel, whence can have arisen the difference between you? You are sisters; reared in the same home.

I do not know, said Ethel simply. I have always thought a great deal about heaven; I suppose it is that. A lady, whom we knew as children, used to buy us a good many story-books, and mine were always stories of heaven. It was that which first got me into the habit of thinking of it.

And why not Sarah Anne?

Sarah Anne would not read them. She liked stories of gaiety and excitement; balls, and things like that.

Thomas smiled; the words were so simple and natural. Had the fiat gone forth for you, instead of for her, Ethel, it would have brought you no dismay?

Only that I must leave all my dear ones behind me, she answered, looking up at him, a bright smile shining through her tears. I should know that God would not take me, unless it were for the best. Oh, Thomas! if we could only save her!

Child, you contradict yourself. If what God does must be for the best  and it is  that thought should reconcile you to parting with Sarah Anne.

Y  es, hesitated Ethel. Only I fear she has never thought of it herself, or in any way prepared for it.

Do you know that I have to find fault with you? resumed Thomas Godolphin, after a pause. You have not been true to me, Ethel.

She turned her eyes upon him in surprise.

Did you not promise me  did you not promise Mr. Snow, not to enter your sisters chamber while the fever was upon her? I hear that you were in it often: her head nurse.

A hot colour flushed into Ethels face. Forgive me, Thomas, she whispered; I could not help myself. Sarah Anne  it was on the third morning of her illness, when I was getting up  suddenly began to cry out for me very much, and mamma came to my bedroom and desired me to go to her. I said that Mr. Snow had forbidden me, and that I had promised you. It made mamma angry. She asked if I could be so selfish as to regard a promise before Sarah Annes life; that she might die if I thwarted her: and she took me by the arm and pulled me in. I would have told you, Thomas, that I had broken my word; I wished to tell you; but mamma forbade me to do so.

Thomas Godolphin stood looking at her. There was nothing to answer: he had known, in his deep and trusting love, that the fault had not lain with Ethel. She mistook his silence, thinking he was vexed.

You know, Thomas, so long as I am here in mammas home, her child, it is to her that I owe obedience, she gently pleaded. As soon as I shall be your wife, I shall owe it and give it implicitly to you.

You are right, my darling.

And it has produced no ill consequences, she resumed. I did not catch the fever. Had I found myself growing in the least ill, I should have sent for you and told you the truth.

Ethel? he impulsively cried  very impulsively for calm Thomas Godolphin; had you caught the fever, I should never have forgiven those who led you into danger. I could not lose you.

Hark! said Ethel. Mamma is calling.

Lady Sarah had been calling to Mr. Godolphin. Thinking she was not heard, she now came downstairs and entered the room, wringing her hands; her eyes were overflowing, her sharp thin nose was redder than usual. Oh dear! I dont know what we shall do with her! she uttered. She is so ill, and it makes her so fretful. Mr. Godolphin, nothing will satisfy her now but she must see you.

See me! repeated he.

She will, she says. I told her you were departing for Scotland, and she burst out crying, and said if she were to die she should never see you again. Do you mind going in? You are not afraid?

No, I am not afraid, said Thomas Godolphin. Infection cannot have remained all this time. And if it had, I should not fear it.

Lady Sarah Grame led the way upstairs. Thomas followed her. Ethel stole in afterwards. Sarah Anne lay in bed, her thin face, drawn and white, raised upon the pillow; her hollow eyes were strained forward with a fixed look. Ill as he had been led to suppose her, he was scarcely prepared to see her like this; and it shocked him. A cadaverous face, looking ripe for the tomb.

Why have you never come to see me? she asked in her hollow voice, as he approached and leaned over her. Youd never have come till I died. You only care for Ethel.

I would have come to see you had I known you wished it, he answered. But you do not look strong enough to receive visitors.

They might cure me, if they would, she continued, panting for breath. I want to go away somewhere, and that Snow wont let me. If it were Ethel, he would take care to cure her.

He will let you go as soon as you are equal to it, I am sure, said Thomas Godolphin.

Why should the fever have come to me at all?  Why couldnt it have gone to Ethel instead? Shes strong. She would have got well in no time. Its not fair  

My dear child, my dear, dear child, you must not excite yourself, implored Lady Sarah, abruptly interrupting her.

I shall speak, cried Sarah Anne, with a touch, feeble though it was, of her old peevish vehemence. Nobodys thought of but Ethel. If you had had your way, looking hard at Mr. Godolphin, she wouldnt have been allowed to come near me; no, not if I had died.

Her mood changed to tears. Lady Sarah whispered to him to leave the room: it would not do, this excitement. Thomas wondered why he had been brought to it. I will come and see you again when you are better, he soothingly whispered.

No you wont, sobbed Sarah Anne. You are going to Scotland, and I shall be dead when you come back. I dont want to die. Why do they frighten me with their prayers? Good-bye, Thomas Godolphin.

The last words were called after him; when he had taken his leave of her and was quitting the room. Lady Sarah attended him to the threshold: her eyes full, her hands lifted. You may see that theres no hope of her! she wailed.

Thomas did not think there was the slightest hope. To his eye  though it was not so practised an eye in sickness as Mr. Snows, or even as that of the Rector of All Souls  it appeared that in a very few days, perhaps hours, hope for Sarah Anne Grame would be over for ever.

Ethel waited for him in the hall, and was leading the way back to the drawing-room; but he told her he could not stay longer, and opened the front door. She ran past him into the garden, putting her hand into his as he came out.

I wish you were not going away, she sadly said, her spirits, that night very unequal, causing her to see things with a gloomy eye.

I wish you were going with me! replied Thomas Godolphin. Do not weep, Ethel. I shall soon be back again.

Everything seems to make me weep to-night. You may not be back until  until the worst is over. Oh! if she might but be saved!

He held her face close to him, gazing down at it in the moonlight. And then he took from it his farewell kiss. God bless you, my darling, for ever and for ever!

May He bless you, Thomas! she answered, with streaming eyes: and, for the first time in her life, his kiss was returned. Then they parted. He watched Ethel indoors, and went back to Priors Ash.


CHAPTER XII. DEAD.

Thomas, my son, I must go home. I dont want to die away from Ashlydyat!

A dull pain shot across Thomas Godolphins heart at the words. Did he think of the old superstitious tradition  that evil was to fall upon the Godolphins when their chief should die, and not at Ashlydyat? At Ashlydyat his father could not die; he had put that out of his power when he let it to strangers: in its neighbourhood, he might.

The better plan, sir, will be for you to return to the Folly, as you seem to wish it, said Thomas. You will soon be strong enough to undertake the journey.

The decaying knight was sitting on a sofa in his bedroom. His second fainting-fit had lasted some hours  if that, indeed, was the right name to give to it  and he had recovered, only to be more and more weak. He had grown pretty well after the first attack  when Margery had found him in his chamber on the floor, the day Lady Godolphin had gone to pay her visit to Selina. The next time, he was on the lawn before the house, talking to Charlotte Pain, when he suddenly fell to the ground. He did not recover his consciousness until evening; and nearly the first wish he expressed was a desire to see his son Thomas. Telegraph for him, he said to Lady Godolphin.

But you are not seriously ill, Sir George, she had answered.

No; but I should like him here. Telegraph to him to start by first train.

And Lady Godolphin did so, accordingly, sending the message that angered Miss Godolphin. But, in this case, Lady Godolphin did not deserve so much blame as Janet cast on her: for she did debate the point with herself whether she should say Sir George was ill, or not. Believing that these two fainting-fits had proceeded from want of strength only, that they were but the effect of his long previous illness, and would lead to no bad result, she determined not to speak of it. Hence the imperfect message.

Neither did Thomas Godolphin see much cause for fear when he arrived at Broomhead. Sir George did not look better than when he had left Priors Ash, but neither did he look much worse. On this, the second day, he had been well enough to converse with Thomas upon business affairs: and, that over, he suddenly broke out with the above wish. Thomas mentioned it when he joined Lady Godolphin afterwards. It did not meet with her approbation.

You should have opposed it, said she to him in a firm, hard tone.

But why so, madam? asked Thomas. If my fathers wish is to return to Priors Ash, he should return.

Not while the fever lingers there. Were he to take it  and die  you would never forgive yourself.

Thomas had no fear of the fever on his own score, and did not fear it for his father. He intimated as much. It is not the fever that will hurt him, Lady Godolphin.

You have no right to say that. Lady Sarah Grame, a month ago, might have said she did not fear it for Sarah Anne. And now Sarah Anne is dying!

Or dead, put in Charlotte Pain, who was leaning listlessly against the window frame devoured with ennui.

Shall you be afraid to go back to Priors Ash? he asked of Maria Hastings.

Not at all, replied Maria. I should not mind if I were going to-day, as far as the fever is concerned.

That is well, he said. Because I have orders to convey you back with me.

Charlotte Pain lifted her head with a start. The news aroused her. Maria, on the contrary, thought he was speaking in jest.

No, indeed I am not, said Thomas Godolphin. Mr. Hastings made a request to me, madam, that I should take charge of his daughter when I returned, continued he to Lady Godolphin. He wants her at home, he says.

Mr. Hastings is very polite! ironically replied my lady. Maria will go back when I choose to spare her.

I hope you will allow her to return with me  unless you shall soon be returning yourself, said Thomas Godolphin.

It is not I that shall be returning to Priors Ash yet, said my lady. The sickly old place must give proof of renewed health first. You will not see either me or Sir George there on this side Christmas.

Then I think, Lady Godolphin, you must offer no objection to my taking charge of Maria, said Thomas courteously, but firmly, leaving the discussion of Sir Georges return to another opportunity. I passed my word to Mr. Hastings.

Charlotte Pain, all animation now, approached Lady Godolphin. She was thoroughly sick and tired of Broomhead: since George Godol phins departure, she had been projecting how she could get away from it. Here was a solution to her difficulty.

Dear Lady Godolphin, you must allow me to depart with Mr. Godolphin  whatever you may do with Maria Hastings, she exclaimed. I said nothing to you  for I really did not see how I was to get back, knowing you would not permit me to travel so far alone  but Mrs. Verrall is very urgent for my return. And now that she is suffering from this burn, as Mr. Godolphin has brought us news, it is the more incumbent upon me to be at home.

Which was a nice little fib of Miss Charlottes. Her sister had never once hinted that she wished her home again; but a fib or two more or less was nothing to Charlotte.

You are tired of Broomhead, said Lady Godolphin.

Charlottes colour never varied, her eye never drooped, as she protested that she should not tire of Broomhead were she its inmate for a twelvemonth; that it was quite a paradise upon earth. Maria kept her head bent while Charlotte said it, half afraid lest unscrupulous Charlotte should call upon her to bear testimony to her truth. Only that very morning she had protested to Maria that the ennui of the place was killing her.

I dont know, said Lady Godolphin shrewdly. Unless I am wrong, Charlotte, you have been anxious to leave. What was it that Mr. George hinted at  about escorting you young ladies home  and I stopped him ere it was half spoken? Priors Ash would talk if I sent you home under his convoy.

Mr. Godolphin is not George, rejoined Charlotte.

No, he is not, replied my lady significantly.

The subject of departure was settled amicably; both the young ladies were to return to Priors Ash under the charge of Mr. Godolphin. There are some men, single men though they be, and not men in years, whom society is content to recognize as entirely fit escorts. Thomas Godolphin was one of them. Had my lady despatched the young ladies home under Mr. Georges wing, she might never have heard the last of it from Priors Ash: but the most inveterate scandalmonger in it would not have questioned the trustworthiness of his elder brother. My lady was also brought to give her consent to her own departure for it by Christmas, provided Mr. Snow would assure her that the place was safe.

In a day or two Thomas Godolphin spoke to his father of his marriage arrangements. He had received a letter from Janet, written the morning after his departure, in which she agreed to the proposal that Ethel should be her temporary guest. This removed all barrier to the immediate union.

Then you marry directly, if Sarah Anne lives?

Directly. In January, at the latest.

God bless you both! cried the old knight. Shell be a wife in a thousand, Thomas.

Thomas thought she would. He did not say it.

Its the best plan; its the best plan, continued Sir George in a dreamy tone, gazing into the fire. No use to turn the girls out of their home. It will not be for long; not for long. Thomas  turning his haggard, but still fine blue eye upon his son I wish I had never left Ashlydyat!

Thomas was silent. None had more bitterly regretted the departure from it than he.

I wish I could go back to it to die!

My dear father, I hope that you will yet live many years to bless us. If you can get through this winter  and I see no reason whatever why you should not, with care  you may regain your strength and be as well again as any of us.

Sir George shook his head. It will not be, Thomas; I shall not long keep you out of Ashlydyat. Mind! he added, turning upon Thomas with surprising energy, I will go back before Christmas to Priors Ash. The last Christmas that I see shall be spent with my children.

Yes, indeed, I think you should come back to us, warmly acquiesced Thomas.

Therefore, if you find, when Christmas is close upon us, that I am not amongst you, that you hear no tidings of my coming amongst you, you come off at once and fetch me. Do you hear, Thomas? I enjoin it upon you now with a fathers authority; do not forget it, or disobey it. My lady fears the fever, and would keep me here: but I must be at Priors Ash.

I will certainly obey you, my father, replied Thomas Godolphin.

Telegraphic despatches seemed to be the order of the day with Thomas Godolphin. They were all sitting together that evening, Sir George having come downstairs, when a servant called Thomas out of the room. A telegraphic message had arrived for him at the station, and a man had brought it over. A conviction of what it contained flashed over Thomas Godolphins heart as he opened it  the death of Sarah Anne Grame.

From Lady Sarah it proved to be. Not a much more satisfactory message than had been Lady Godolphins; for if hers had not been explanatory, this was incoherent.

The breath has just gone out of my dear childs body. I will write by next post. She died at four oclock. How shall we all bear it?

Thomas returned to the room; his mind full. In the midst of his sorrow and regret for Sarah Anne, his compassion for Lady Sarah  and he did feel all that with true sympathy  intruded the thought of his own marriage. It must be postponed now.

What did Andrew want with you? asked Sir George, when he entered.

A telegraphic message had come for me from Priors Ash.

A business message?

No, sir. It is from Lady Sarah.

By the tone of his voice, by the falling of his countenance, they could read instinctively what had occurred. But they kept silence, all,  waiting for him to speak further.

Poor Sarah Anne is gone. She died at four oclock.

This will delay your plans, Thomas, observed Sir George, after some minutes had been given to expressions of regret.

It will, sir.

The knight leaned over to his son, and spoke in a whisper, meant for his ear alone: I shall not be very long after her. I feel that I shall not. You may yet take Ethel home at once to Ashlydyat.

Very early indeed did they start in the morning, long before daybreak. Priors Ash they would reach, all things being well, at nine at night. Margery was sent to attend them, a very dragon of a guardian, as particular as Miss Godolphin herself  had a guardian been necessary.

A somewhat weary day; a long one, at any rate; but at last their train steamed into the station at Priors Ash. It was striking nine. Mr. Hastings was waiting for Maria, and Mrs. Verralls carriage for Charlotte Pain. A few minutes were spent in collecting the luggage.

Shall I give you a seat as far as the bank, Mr. Godolphin? inquired Charlotte, who must pass it on her way to Ashlydyat.

Thank you, no. I shall just go up for a minutes call upon Lady Sarah Grame.

Mr. Hastings, who had been placing Maria in a fly, heard the words. He turned hastily, caught Thomas Godolphins hand, and drew him aside.

Are you aware of what has occurred?

Alas, yes! replied Thomas. Lady Sarah telegraphed to me last night.

The Rector pressed his hand, and returned to his daughter. Thomas Godolphin struck into a by-path, a short cut from the station, which would take him to Grame House.

Six days ago, exactly, since he had been there before. The house looked precisely as it had looked then, all in darkness, excepting the faint light that burned from Sarah Annes chamber. It burnt there still. Then it was lighting the living; now  

Thomas Godolphin rang the bell gently.  Does any one like to do otherwise at a house in which death is an inmate? Elizabeth, as usual, opened the door, and burst into tears when she saw who it was. I said it would bring you back, sir! she exclaimed.

Does Lady Sarah bear it pretty well? he asked, as she showed him into the drawing-room.

No, sir, not over well, sobbed the girl. Ill tell my lady that you are here.

He stood over the fire, as he had done the other night: it was low now, as it had been then. Strangely still seemed the house: he could almost have told that one was lying dead in it. He listened, waiting for Ethels step, hoping she would be the first to come to him.

Elizabeth returned. My lady says would you be so good as to walk up to her, sir?

Thomas Godolphin followed her upstairs. She made for the room to which he had been taken the former night  Sarah Annes chamber. In point of fact, the chamber of Lady Sarah, until it was given up to Sarah Anne for her illness. Elizabeth, with soft and stealthy tread, crossed the corridor to the door, and opened it.

Was she going to show him into the presence of the dead? He thought she must have mistaken Lady Sarahs orders, and he hesitated on the threshold.

Where is Miss Ethel? he whispered.

Who, sir?

Miss Ethel. Is she well?

The girl stared, flung the door full open, and with a great cry flew down the staircase.

He looked after her in amazement. Had she gone crazy? Then he turned and walked into the room with a hesitating step.

Lady Sarah was coming forward to meet him. She was convulsed with grief. He took both her hands in his with a soothing gesture, essaying a word of comfort: not of inquiry, as to why she should have brought him to this room. He glanced to the bed, expecting to see the dead upon it. But the bed was empty. And at that moment, his eyes caught something else.

Seated by the fire in an invalid chair, surrounded with pillows, covered with shawls, with a wan, attenuated face, and eyes that seemed to have a glaze over them, was  who?

Sarah Anne? It certainly was Sarah Anne, and in life still. For she feebly held out her hand in welcome, and the tears suddenly gushed from her eyes. I am getting better, Mr. Godolphin.

Thomas Godolphin  Thomas Godolphin  how shall I write it? For one happy minute he was utterly blind to what it could all mean: his whole mind was a chaos of wild perplexity. And then, as the dreadful truth burst upon him, he staggered against the wall, with a wailing cry of agony.

It was Ethel who had died.


CHAPTER XIII. UNAVAILING REGRETS.

Yes. It was Ethel who had died.

Thomas Godolphin leaned against the wall in his agony. It was one of those moments that can fall only once in a lifetime; in many lives never; when the greatest limit of earthly misery bursts upon the startled spirit, shattering it for all time. Were Thomas Godolphin to live for a hundred years, he never could know another moment like this: the power so to feel would have left him.

It had not left him yet. Nay, it had scarcely come to him in its full realization. At present he was half stunned. Strange as it may seem, the first impression upon his mind, was  that he was so much nearer to the next world. How am I to define this nearer? It was not that he was nearer to it by time; or in goodness: nothing of that sort. She had passed within its portals; and the great gulf, which divides time from eternity, seems to be only a span now to Thomas Godolphin: it was as if he, in spirit, had followed her in. From being a place far, far off, vague, indefinite, indistinct, it had been suddenly brought to him, close and palpable: or he to it: Had Thomas Godolphin been an atheist, denying a hereafter,  Heaven in its compassion have mercy upon all such!  that one moment of suffering would have recalled him to a sense of his mistake. It was as if he looked above with the eye of inspiration and saw the truth; it was as a brief, passing moment of revelation from God. She, with her loving spirit, her gentle heart, her simple trust in God, had been taken from this world to enter upon a better. She was as surely living in it, had entered upon its mysteries, its joys, its rest, as that he was living here; she, he believed, was as surely regarding him now and his great sorrow, as that he was left alone to battle with it. From henceforth Thomas Godolphin possessed a lively, ever-present link with that world; and knew that its gates would, in Gods good time, be opened for him.

These feelings, impressions, facts  you may designate them as you please  took up their place in his mind all in that first instant, and seated themselves there for ever. Not yet very consciously. To his stunned senses, in his weight of bitter grief, nothing could be to him very clear: ideas passed through his brain quickly, confusedly; as the changing scenes in a phantasmagoria. He looked round as one bewildered. The bed, prepared for occupancy, on which, on entering, he had expected to see the dead, but not her, was between him and the door. Sarah Anne Grame in her invalid chair by the fire, a table at her right hand, covered with adjuncts of the sick-room  a medicine-bottle with its accompanying wine-glass and tablespoon  jelly, and other delicacies to tempt a faded appetite  Sarah Anne sat there and gazed at him with her dark hollow eyes, from which the tears rolled slowly over her cadaverous cheeks. Lady Sarah stood before him; sobs choking her voice as she wrung her hands. Ay, both were weeping. But he  it is not in the presence of others that man gives way to grief: neither will tears come to him in the first leaden weight of anguish.

Thomas Godolphin listened mechanically, as one who cannot do otherwise, to the explanations of Lady Sarah. Why did you not prepare me?  why did you let it come upon me with this startling shock? was his first remonstrance.

I did prepare you, sobbed Lady Sarah. I telegraphed to you last night, as soon as it had happened. I wrote the message with my own hand, and sent it off to the office before I turned my attention to any other thing.

I received the message. But you did not say  I thought it was,  Thomas Godolphin turned his glance on Sarah Anne. He remembered her state, in the midst of his own anguish, and would not alarm her. You did not mention Ethels name, he continued to Lady Sarah. How could I suppose you alluded to her? How could I suppose that she was ill?

Sarah Anne divined his motive for hesitation. She was uncommonly keen in penetration: sharp, as the world says; and she had noted his words on entering, when he began to soothe Lady Sarah for the loss of a child; she had noticed his startled recoil, when his eyes fell on her. She spoke up with a touch of her old querulousness, the tears arrested, and her eyes glistening.

You thought it was I who had died! Yes, you did, Mr. Godolphin, and you need not attempt to deny it. You would not have cared, so that it was not Ethel.

Thomas Godolphin had no intention of contradicting her. He turned from Sarah Anne in silence, to look inquiringly and reproachfully at her mother.

Mr. Godolphin, I could not prepare you better than I did, said Lady Sarah, When I wrote the letter to you, telling of her illness  

What letter? interrupted Thomas Godolphin. I received no letter.

But you must have received it, returned Lady Sarah in her quick, cross manner. Not cross with Thomas Godolphin, but from a rising doubt whether the letter had miscarried. I wrote it, and I know that it was safely posted. You ought to have had it by last evenings delivery, before you would receive the telegraphic despatch.

I never had it, said Thomas Godolphin. When I waited in your drawing-room now, I was listening for Ethels footsteps to come to me.

Thomas Godolphin knew, later, that the letter had arrived duly and safely at Broomhead, at the time mentioned by Lady Sarah. Sir George Godolphin either did not open the box that night; or, if he opened it, had overlooked the letter for his son. Charlotte Pains complaint, that the box ought not to be left to the charge of Sir George, had reason in it. On the morning of his sons departure with the young ladies, Sir George had found the letter, and at once despatched it back to Priors Ash. It was on its road at this same hour when he was talking with Lady Sarah. But the shock had come.

He took a seat by the table, and covered his eyes with his hand as Lady Sarah gave him a detailed account of the illness and death. Not all the account, that she or any one else could give, would take one iota from the dreadful fact staring him in the face. She was gone; gone for ever from this world; he could never again meet the glance of her eye, or hear her voice in response to his own. Ah, my readers, there are griefs that change all our after-life! rending the heart as an earthquake will rend the earth: and, all that can be done is, to sit down under them, and ask of Heaven strength to bear them. To bear them as we best may, until time shall in a measure bring healing upon its wings.

On the last night that Thomas Godolphin had seen her, Ethels brow and eyes were heavy. She had wept much in the day, and supposed the pain in her head to arise from that circumstance; she had given this explanation to Thomas Godolphin. Neither she, nor he, had had a thought that it could come from any other source. More than a month since Sarah Anne was taken with the fever; fears for Ethel had died out. And yet those dull eyes, that hot head, that heavy weight of pain, were only the symptoms of approaching sickness! A night of tossing and turning, snatches of disturbed sleep, of terrifying dreams, and Ethel awoke to the conviction that the fever was upon her. About the time that she generally rose, she rang her bell for Elizabeth.

I do not feel well, she said. As soon as mamma is up, will you ask her to come to me? Do not disturb her before then.

Elizabeth obeyed her orders. But Lady Sarah, tired and wearied out with her attendance upon Sarah Anne, with whom she had been up half the night, did not rise until between nine and ten. Then the maid went to her and delivered the message.

In bed still! Miss Ethel in bed still! exclaimed Lady Sarah. She spoke in much anger: for Ethel was wont to be up betimes and in attendance upon Sarah Anne. It was required of her to be so.

Throwing on a dressing-gown, Lady Sarah proceeded to Ethels room. And there she broke into a storm of reproach and anger; never waiting to ascertain what might be the matter with Ethel, anything or nothing. Ten oclock, and that poor child to have lain until now with no one near her but a servant! she reiterated. You have no feeling, Ethel.

Ethel drew the clothes from her flushed face, and turned her glistening eyes, dull last night, bright with fever now, upon her mother. Oh, mamma, I am ill, indeed I am! I can hardly lift my head for the pain. Feel how it is burning! I did not think I ought to get up.

What is the matter with you? sharply inquired Lady Sarah.

I cannot quite tell, answered Ethel. I only know that I feel ill all over. I feel, mamma, as if I could not get up.

Very well! Theres that dear suffering angel lying alone, and you can think of yourself before you think of her! If you choose to remain in bed you must. But you will reproach yourself for your selfishness when she is gone. Another four and twenty hours and she may be no longer with us. Do as you think proper.

Ethel burst into tears, and caught her mothers robe as she was turning away. Mamma, do not be angry with me! I trust I am not selfish. Mamma  and her voice sank to a whisper I have been thinking that it may be the fever.

The fever! For one moment Lady Sarah paused in consternation, but the next she decided there was no fear of it. She really believed so.

The fever! she reproachfully said. Heaven help you for a selfish and a fanciful child, Ethel! Did I not send you to bed with headache last night, and what is it but the remains of that headache that you feel this morning? I can see what it is; you have been fretting after this departure of Thomas Godolphin! Get up and dress yourself, and come in and attend upon your sister. You know she cant bear to be waited on by any one but you. Get up, I say, Ethel.

Will Lady Sarah Grame remember that little episode until death shall take her? I should, in her place. She suppressed all mention of it to Thomas Godolphin. The dear child told me she did not feel well, but I only thought she had a headache, and that she would perhaps feel better up, were the words in which she related it to him. What sort of a vulture was gnawing at her heart as she spoke them? It was true that, in her blind selfishness for that one undeserving child, she had lost sight of the fact that illness could come to Ethel; she had not allowed herself to entertain its probability; she, who had accused of selfishness that devoted, generous girl, who was ready at all hours to sacrifice herself to her sister; who would have sacrificed her very life to save Sarah Annes.

Ethel got up. Got up as she best could; her limbs aching, her head burning. She went into Sarah Annes room, and did for her what she was able, gently, lovingly, anxiously, as of yore. Ah, child! let those, who are left, be thankful that it was so: it is well to be stricken down in the path of duty, working until we can work no more.

She did so. She stayed where she was until the day was half gone; bearing up, it was hard to say how. She could not touch breakfast; she could not take anything. None saw how ill she was. Lady Sarah was wilfully blind; Sarah Anne had eyes and thoughts for herself alone. What are you shivering for? Sarah Anne once fretfully asked her. I feel cold, dear, was Ethels unselfish answer: not a word said she further of her illness. In the early part of the afternoon, Lady Sarah was away from the room for some time upon domestic affairs; and when she returned to it Mr. Snow was with her. He had been prevented from calling earlier in the day. They found that Sarah Anne had dropped into a doze, and Ethel was stretched on the floor before the fire, moaning. But the moans ceased as they entered.

Mr. Snow, regardless of waking the invalid, strode up to Ethel, and turned her face to the light. How long has she been like this? he cried out, his voice shrill with emotion. Child! child! why did they not send for me?

Alas! poor Ethel was, even then, growing too ill to reply. Mr. Snow carried her to her room with his own arms, and the servants undressed her and laid her in the bed from which she was never more to rise. The fever attacked her violently: but not more so than it had attacked Sarah Anne; scarcely as badly; and danger, for Ethel, was not imagined. Had Sarah Anne not got over a similar crisis, they would have feared for Ethel: so are we given to judge by collateral circumstances. It was only on the third or fourth day that highly dangerous symptoms declared themselves, and then Lady Sarah wrote to Thomas Godolphin the letter which had not reached him. There was this much of negative consolation to be derived from its miscarriage: that, had it been delivered to him on the instant of its arrival, he could not have been in time to see her.

You ought to have written to me as soon as she was taken ill, he observed to Lady Sarah.

I would have done so had I apprehended danger, she repentantly answered. But I never did apprehend it. Mr. Snow did not do so. I thought how pleasant it would be to get her safe through the danger and the illness, before you should know of it.

Did she not wish me to be written to?

The question was put firmly, abruptly, after the manner of one who will not be cheated of his answer. Lady Sarah dared not evade it. How could she equivocate, with her child lying dead in the house.

It is true. She did wish it. It was on the first day of her illness that she spoke. Write, and tell Thomas Godolphin. She never said it but that once.

And you did not do so? he returned, his voice hoarse with pain.

Do not reproach me! do not reproach me! cried Lady Sarah, clasping her hands in supplication, while the tears fell in showers from her eyes. I did it for the best. I never supposed there was danger: I thought what a pity it was to bring you back, all that long journey: putting you to so much unnecessary trouble and expense.

Trouble and expense, in such a case! She could speak of expense to Thomas Godolphin! But he remembered how she had had to battle both with expense and trouble her whole life long; that for her these must wear a formidable aspect: and he remained silent.

I wish now I had written, she resumed, in the midst of her choking sobs. As soon as Mr. Snow said there was danger, I wished it. But  as if she would seek to excuse herself what with the two upon my hands, she upstairs, Sarah Anne here, I had not a moment for proper reflection.

Did you tell her you had not written? he asked. Or did you let her lie waiting for me, hour after hour, day after day, blaming me for my careless neglect?

She never blamed any one; you know she did not, wailed Lady Sarah: and I believe she was too ill to think even of you. She was only sensible at times. Oh, I say, do not reproach me, Mr. Godolphin! I would give my own life to bring her back again! I never knew her worth until she was gone. I never loved her as I love her now.

There could be no doubt that Lady Sarah Grame was reproaching herself far more bitterly than any reproach could tell upon her from Thomas Godolphin. An accusing conscience is the worst of all evils. She sat there, her head bent, swaying herself backwards and forwards on her chair, moaning and crying. It was not a time, as Thomas Godolphin felt, to say a word of her past heartless conduct, in forcing Ethel to breathe the infection of Sarah Annes sick-room. And, all that he could say, all the reproaches, all the remorse and repentance, would not bring Ethel back to life.

Would you like to see her? whispered Lady Sarah, as he rose to leave.

Yes.

She lighted a candle, and preceded him upstairs. Ethel had died in her own room. At the door, Thomas Godolphin took the candle from Lady Sarah.

I must go in alone.

He passed on into the chamber, and closed the door. On the bed, laid out in her white night-dress, lay what remained of Ethel Grame. Pale, still, pure, her face was wonderfully like what it had been in life, and a calm smile rested upon it.  But Thomas Godolphin wished to be alone.

Lady Sarah stood outside, leaning against the opposite wall, and weeping silently, the glimmer from the hall-lamp below faintly lighting the corridor. Once she fancied that a sound, as of choking sobs, struck upon her ears, and she caught up a small black shawl that she wore, for grief had chilled her, flung it over her shoulders, and wept the faster.

He came out by-and-by, calm and quiet as he ever was. He did not perceive Lady Sarah standing there in the shade, and went straight down, the wax-light in his hand. Lady Sarah caught him up at the door of Sarah Annes room, and took the light from him.

She looks very peaceful, does she not? was her whisper.

She could not look otherwise.

He went on down alone, wishing to let himself out. But Elizabeth had heard his steps, and was already at the door. Good night, Elizabeth, he said, as he passed her.

The girl did not answer. She slipped out into the garden after him. Oh, sir! and didnt you know of it? she whispered.

No.

If anybody was ever gone away to be an angel, sir, its that sweet young lady, continued Elizabeth, letting her tears and sobs come forth as they would. She was just one here! and shes gone to her own fit place above.

Ay. It is so.

You should have been in this house throughout the whole of the illness, to have see the difference between them, sir! Nobody would believe it. Miss Grame, angry and snappish, and not caring who suffered, or who was ill, or who toiled, so that she was served: Miss Ethel, lying like a tender lamb, patient and meek, thankful for all that was done for her. It does seem hard, sir, that we should lose her for ever.

Not for ever, Elizabeth, he answered.

And thats true, too! But, sir, the worst is, one cant think of that sort of consolation just when ones troubles are fresh. Good night to you, sir.

No, no, he murmured to himself; not for ever.


CHAPTER XIV. GONE ON BEFORE.

Thomas Godolphin walked on, leaving the high-road for a less-frequented path, the one by which he had come. About midway between this and the railway station, a path, branching to the right, would take him into Priors Ash. He went along, musing. In the depth of his great grief, there was no repining. He was one to trace the finger of God in all things. If Mrs. Godolphin had imbued him with superstitious feelings, she had also implanted within him something better: and a more entire trust in God it was perhaps impossible for any one to feel, than was felt by Thomas Godolphin. It was what he lived under. He could not see why Ethel should have been taken; why this great sorrow should fall upon him: but that it must be for the best, he implicitly believed. The best: for God had done it. How he was to live on without her, he knew not. How he could support the lively anguish of the immediate future, he did not care to think about. All his hope in this life gone! all his plans, his projects, uprooted by a single blow! never, any of them, to return. He might still look for the bliss of a hereafter  ay! that remains even for the most heavy-laden, thank God!  but his sun of happiness in this world had set for ever.

Thomas Godolphin might have been all the better for a little sun then  not speaking figuratively. I mean the good sun that illumines our daily world; that would be illumining my pen and paper at this moment, but for an envious fog, which obscures everything but itself. The moon was not shining as it had shone the last night he left Lady Sarahs, when he had left his farewell kiss  oh that he could have known it was the last!  on the gentle lips of Ethel. There was no moon yet; the stars were not showing themselves, for a black cloud enveloped the skies like a pall, fitting accompaniment to his blasted hopes; and his path altogether was dark. Little wonder then, that Thomas Godolphin all but fell over some dark object, crouching in his way: he could only save himself by springing back. By dint of peering, he discovered it to be a woman. She was seated on the bare earth; her hands clasped under her knees, which were raised almost level with her chin which rested on them, and was swaying herself backwards and forwards as one does in grief; as Lady Sarah Grame had done not long before.

Why do you sit here? cried Thomas Godolphin. I nearly fell over you.

Little matter if yed fell over me and killed me, was the womans response, given without raising her head, or making any change in her position. Twould only have been one less in an awful cold world, as seems made for nothing but trouble. If the one half of us was out of it, thered be room perhaps for them as was left.

Is it Mrs. Bond? asked Thomas Godolphin, as he caught a glimpse of her features.

Didnt you know me, sir? I knowd you by the voice as soon as you spoke. You have got trouble too, I hear. The worlds full of nothing else. Why does it come?

Get up, said Thomas Godolphin. Why do you sit there? Why are you here at all at this hour of the night?

Its where Im going to stop till morning, returned the woman, sullenly. There shall be no getting up for me.

What is the matter with you? he resumed.

Trouble, she shortly answered. Ive been toiling up to the workus, asking for a loaf, or a bit o money: anything theyd give to me, just to keep body and soul together for my children. They turned me back again. Theyll give me nothing. I may go into the union with the children if I will, but not a stiver of helpll they afford me out of it. Me, with a corpse in the house, and a bare cubbort.

A corpse! involuntarily repeated Thomas Godolphin. Who is dead!

John.

Curtly as the word was spoken, the tone yet betrayed its own pain. This John, the eldest son of the Bonds, had been attacked with the fever at the same time as the father and brother. They had succumbed to it: this one had recovered: or, at least, had appeared to be recovering.

I thought John was getting better, observed Thomas Godolphin.

He might ha got better, if hed had things to make him better! Wine and meat, and all the rest of it. He hadnt got em; and hes dead.

Now a subscription had been entered into for the relief of the poor sufferers from the fever, Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin having been amongst its most liberal contributors; and to Thomas Godolphins certain knowledge, a full share, and a very good share, had been handed to the Bonds. Quite sufficient to furnish proper nourishment for John Bond for some time to come. He did not say to the woman, You have had enough: where has it gone to? it has been wasted in riot. That it had been wasted in riot and improvidence, there was no doubt, for it was in the nature of the Bonds so to waste it; but to cast reproach in the hour of affliction was not the religion of everyday life practised by Thomas Godolphin.

Yes, they turned me back, she resumed, swaying herself nose and knees together, as before. They wouldnt give me as much as a bit o bread. I wasnt going home without taking something to my famished children; and I wasnt going to beg like a common tramp. So I just sat myself down here; and I shant care if Im found stark and stiff in the morning!

Get up, get up, said Thomas Godolphin. I will give you something for bread for your children to-night.

In the midst of his own sorrow he could feel for her, improvident old sinner though she was, and though he knew her to be so. He coaxed and soothed, and finally prevailed upon her to rise, but she was in a reckless, sullen mood, and it took him a little effort before it was effected. She burst into tears when she thanked him, and turned off in the direction of the Pollard cottages.

The reflection of Mr. Snows bald head was conspicuous on the surgery blind: he was standing between the window and the lamp. Thomas Godolphin observed it as he passed. He turned to the surgery door, which was at the side of the house, opened it, and saw that Mr. Snow was alone.

The surgeon turned his head at the interruption, put down a glass jar which he held, and grasped his visitors hand in silence.

Snow! why did you not write for me?

Mr. Snow brought down his hand on a pair of tiny scales, causing them to jangle and rattle. He had been bottling up his anger against Lady Sarah for some days now, and this was his first explosion.

Because I understood that she had done so. I was present when that poor child asked her to do it. I found her on the floor in Sarah Annes chamber. On the floor, if youll believe me! Lying there, because she could not hold her aching head up. My lady had dragged her out of bed in the morning, ill as she was, and forced her to attend as usual upon Sarah Anne. I got it all out of Elizabeth. Mamma, she said, when I pronounced it to be fever, though she was almost beyond speaking then, you will write to Thomas Godolphin. I never supposed but that my lady did it. Your sister, Miss Godolphin, inquired if you had been written for, and I told her yes.

Snow, came the next sad words, could you not have saved her?

The surgeon shook his head and answered in a quiet tone, looking down at the stopper of a phial, which he had taken up and was turning about listlessly in his fingers.

Neither care nor skill could save her. I gave her the best I had to give. As did Dr. Beale. Godolphin,  raising his quick dark eyes, flashing then with a peculiar light she was ready to go. Let it be your consolation.

Thomas Godolphin made no answer, and there was silence for a time. Mr. Snow resumed. As to my lady, the best consolation I wish her, is, that she may have her heart wrung with remembrance for years to come! I dont care what people may preach about charity and forgiveness; I do wish it. But shell be brought to her senses, unless I am mistaken: she has lost her treasure and kept her bane. A year or two more, and thats what Sarah Anne will be.

She ought to have written for me.

She ought to do many things that she does not do. She ought to have sent Ethel from the house, as I told her, the instant the disorder appeared in it. Not she. She kept her in her insane selfishness: and now I hope shes satisfied with her work. When alarming symptoms showed themselves in Ethel, on the fourth day of her illness, I think it was, I said to my lady, It is strange what can be keeping Mr. Godolphin! Oh, said she, I did not write to him. Not write! I answered: and I fear I used an ugly word to my ladys face. Ill write at once, returned she humbly. Of course, cried I, when the steeds stolen we shut the stable-door. Its the way of the world.

Another pause. I would have given anything to take Ethel from the house at the time; to take her from the town, observed Thomas Godolphin in a low tone. I said so then. But it could not be.

I should have done it, in your place, said Mr. Snow. If my lady had said no, Id have carried her off in the face of it. Not married, you say? Rubbish! Every one knows shed have been safe with you. And you would have been married as soon as was convenient. What are forms and ceremonies and carping tongues, in comparison with a girls life? A life, precious as was Ethels!

Thomas Godolphin leaned his forehead in his hand, lost in retrospect. Oh, that he had taken her! that he had set at nought what he had then bowed to, the convenances of society! She might have been by his side now, in health and life, to bless him! Doubting words interrupted the train of thought.

And yet I dont know, the surgeon was repeating, in a dreamy manner. What is to be, will be. We look back, all of us, and say, If I had acted thus, if I had done the other, so and so would not have happened; events would have turned out differently. But who is to be sure of it? Had you taken Ethel out of harms way  as we might have thought it  theres no telling but shed have had the fever just the same: her blood might have become infected before she left the house. Theres no knowing, Mr. Godolphin.

True. Good evening, Snow.

He turned suddenly and hastily to the outer door, but the surgeon caught him before he passed its threshold, and touched his arm to detain him. They stood there in the obscurity, their faces shaded in the dark night.

She left you a parting word, Mr. Godolphin.

Ah?

An hour before she died she was calm and sensible, though fear fully weak. Lady Sarah had gone to her favourite, and I was alone with Ethel. Has he not come yet? she asked me, opening her eyes. My dear, I said, he could not come; he was never written for. For I knew she alluded to you, and was determined to tell her the truth, dying though she was. What shall I say to him for you? I continued. She put up her hand to motion my face nearer hers, for her voice was growing faint. Tell him, with my dear love, not to grieve, she whispered, between her panting breath. Tell him that I have gone on before. I think they were almost the last words she spoke.

Thomas Godolphin leaned against the modest post of the surgery door, and eagerly drank in the words. Then he wrung the doctors hand, and departed, hurrying along the street as one who shrank from observation: for he did not care, just then, to encounter the gaze of his fellow-men.

Coming with a quick step up the side street, in which the entrance to the surgery was situated, was the Reverend Mr. Hastings. He stopped to accost the surgeon.

Was that Mr. Godolphin?

Ay. This is a blow for him.

Mr. Hastingss voice insensibly shrank to a whisper. Maria tells me that he did not know of Ethels death or illness. Until they arrived here to-night, they thought it was Sarah Anne who died. He went up to Lady Sarahs after the train came in, thinking so.

Lady Sarahs a fool, was the complimentary rejoinder of Mr. Snow.

She is, in some things, warmly assented the Rector. The telegraphic message she despatched to Scotland, telling of the death, was so obscurely worded as to cause them to assume that it alluded to Sarah Anne.

Ah well! shes only heaping burdens on her conscience, rejoined Mr. Snow in a philosophic tone. She has lost Ethel through want of care (as I firmly believe) in not keeping her out of the way of infection; she prevented their last meeting, through not writing to him; she  

He could not have saved her, had he been here, interrupted Mr. Hastings.

No one said he could. There would have been satisfaction in it for him, though. And for her too, poor child.

Mr. Hastings did not contest the point. He was so very practical a man (in contradistinction to an imaginative one) that he saw little use in last interviews, unless they produced actual good. Turning away, he walked home at a brisk pace. Maria was alone when he entered. Mrs. Hastings and Grace were out of the room, talking to some late applicant: a clergymans house, like a parish apothecarys, is never free long together. Divested of her travelling cloaks and seated before the fire in her quiet merino dress, Maria looked as much at home as if she had never left it. The blaze, flickering on her face, betrayed to the keen glance of the Rector that her eyelashes were wet.

Grieving after Broomhead already, Maria? asked he, his tone a stern one.

Oh, papa, no! I am glad to be at home. I was thinking of poor Ethel.

She is better off. The time may come, Maria  we none of us know what is before us  when some of you young ones who are left may wish you had died as she has. Many a one, battling for very existence with the worlds cares, wails out a vain wish that he had been taken early from the evil to come.

It must be so dreadful for Thomas Godolphin! Maria resumed, looking straight into the fire, and speaking as if in commune with herself, more than to her father.

Thomas Godolphin must find another love.

It was one of those phrases, spoken in satire only, to which the Rector of All Souls was occasionally given. He saw so much to condemn in the world, things which grated harshly on his advanced mind, that his speech had become imbued with a touch of gall, and he would often give utterance to cynical remarks, uncalled for at the moment.

Maria took up the words literally. She turned to Mr. Hastings; her cheek flushed, her hands clasped; altogether betraying vivid emotion. Oh, papa! another love! You should not say it of Thomas Godolphin. Love, such as his, is not for a week or a year: it is for all time.

The Rector paused a moment in his reply. His penetrating gaze was fixed upon his daughter. May I inquire whence you have derived your knowledge of love, Miss Maria Hastings?

Her eyes drooped, her face turned crimson, her manner grew confused. She turned her countenance from that of her father, and stammered forth some lame excuse. Every one knows, papa, that Thomas Godolphin was fond of Ethel.

Possibly. But every one does not know that Maria Hastings deems herself qualified to enlarge upon the subject, was the Rectors reply. And Maria shrank into silence.

There came a day, not many days afterwards, when Maria Hastings, her sisters, and two of her brothers, were gathered in sombre silence around the study window of the Rectory. The room was built out at the back of the house, over the kitchen, and its side window commanded a full view of the churchyard of All Souls, and of the church porch. Grace, who constituted herself mistress of the others a great deal more than did Mrs. Hastings herself, allowed the blind to be drawn up about two inches at the bottom of the window; and Maria, Isaac, Harry, and Rose, kneeling down for convenience sake, brought their faces into contact with it, as the mob outside the churchyard gate did there. Human nature is the same everywhere, whether in the carefully-trained children of a Christian gentleman, or in those who know no training but what the streets have given.

The funeral, even now, was inside the church: it had been inside so long that those eager watchers, estimating time by their impatience, began to think it was never coming out again. A sudden movement in the church porch reassured them, and Grace knelt down and made one with the rest.

Slowly  slowly  on it came. The Reverend Mr. Hastings first, in his white robes; the coffin next; Thomas Godolphin last, with a stranger by his side. Nothing more, except some pall-bearers in their white scarfs, and the necessary attendants. It was a perfectly simple funeral: according well with what the dead had been in her simple life.

The appearance of this stranger took the curious gazers by surprise. Who was he? A spare man, past middle age, with a red nose and an unmistakable wig on his head. Rumours circulating in Priors Ash had said that Thomas Godolphin would be sole mourner. Lady Sarah Grames relatives  and she could not boast of many  lived far north of Aberdeen. Who can he be? murmured Grace Hastings.

Why, dont you girls know? Thats through your having stuck yourselves in the house all the morning, for fear you should lose the funeral. If you had gone out, youd have heard who he is. The retort came from Harry Hastings. Let it be a funeral or a wedding, that may be taking place under their very eyes, boys must be boys all the world over. And so they ever will be.

Who is he, then? asked Grace.

He is Ethels uncle, answered Harry. He arrived by train this morning. The Earl of Macsomething.

The Earl of Macsomething! repeated Grace.

Harry nodded. Mac begins the name, and I forget the rest. Lady Sarah was his sister.

Is, you mean, said Grace. It must be Lord Macdoune.

The church porch was opposite the study window. The grave had been dug in a line between the two, very near to the family vault of the Godolphins and to the entrance gate of the churchyard. On it came, crossing the broad churchyard path which wound round to the road, treading between mounds and graves. The clergyman took his place at the head, the mourners near him, the rest disposing themselves decently around.

Grace, whispered Isaac, if we had the window open an inch, we should hear. And Grace was pleased to accord her sanction, and they silently raised it.

Man that is born of a woman hath but a short time to live, and is full of misery. He cometh up and is cut down like a flower; he fleeth as it were a shadow, and never continueth in one stay.

The children  indeed they were little more  hushed their breath and listened, and looked at Thomas Godolphin. Thomas Godolphin stood there, his head bowed, his face still, the gentle wind stirring his thin dark hair. It was probably a marvel to himself in after-life, how he had contrived, in that closing hour, to retain his calmness before the world.

The coffins lowered at last! broke out Harry, who had been more curious to watch the movements of the men, than the aspect of Thomas Godolphin.

Hush, sir! sharply rebuked Grace. And the ministers voice again stole over the silence.

Forasmuch as it hath pleased Almighty God of his great mercy to take unto himself the soul of our dear sister here departed, we therefore commit her body to the ground; earth to earth ... ashes to ashes ... dust to dust ... in sure and certain hope of the resur rection to eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ; who shall change our vile body, that it may be like unto his glorious body, according to the mighty working, whereby he is able to subdue all things to himself.

Every word came home to Thomas Godolphins senses; every syllable vibrated upon his heartstrings. That sure and certain hope laid hold of his soul, never again to quit it. It diffused its own holy peace and calm into his troubled mind: and never, until that moment, had he fully realized the worth, the truth, of her dying legacy: Tell him that I have gone on before. A few years  God, now present with him, alone knew how few or how many  and Thomas Godolphin would have joined her in eternal life.

But why had Mr. Hastings come to a temporary pause? Because his eye had fallen upon one, then gliding up from the entrance of the churchyard to take his place amidst the mourners. One who had evidently arrived in a hurry. He wore neither scarf nor hatband, neither cloak nor hood: nothing but a full suit of plain black clothes.

Look, Maria, whispered Grace.

It was George Godolphin. He fell quietly in below his brother, his hat carried in his hand, his head bowed, his fair curls waving in the breeze. It was all the work of an instant: and the minister resumed:

I heard a voice from heaven, saying unto me, Write, From henceforth blessed are the dead which die in the Lord: even so saith the Spirit; for they rest from their labours.

And so went on the service to the end.

The beadle, with much bustle and a liberal use of his staff, scattered and dispersed the mob from the gates, to clear a passage. Two mourning coaches were in waiting. Thomas Godolphin came forth, leaning on his brothers arm, both of them bare-headed still. They entered one; Lord Macdoune stepped into the other.

Thomas! cried George Godolphin, leaning forward and seizing his brothers hand impulsively, as the mourning-coach paced slowly on: I should have been here in good time, but for a delay in the train.

How did you hear of it? I did not know where to write to you, was Thomass reply, spoken calmly.

I heard of it at Broomhead. I went back there, and then I came off at once. Thomas, could they not save her?

A slight negative movement was all Thomas Godolphins answer. How did you find your father, George?

Breaking. Breaking fast. Thomas, all his talk is, that he must come home to die.

To Ashlydyat. I know. How is he to come to it? The Folly is not Ashlydyat. He has desired me to see that he is at Priors Ash before Christmas, and I shall do so.

George looked surprised. Desired you to see that he is?

If he is not back speedily, I am to go to Broomhead.

Oh, I see. That your authority, upholding his, may be pitted against my ladys. Take care, Thomas: she may prove stronger than both of you put together.

I think not, replied Thomas quietly; and he placed his elbow on the window frame, and bent his face upon his hand, as if wishing for silence.

Meanwhile the Reverend Mr. Hastings had passed through the private gate to his own garden; and half a dozen men were shovelling earth upon the coffin, sending it with a rattle upon the bright plate, which told who was mouldering within:

Ethel Grame. Aged twenty years.


CHAPTER XV. A MIDNIGHT WALK.

Thomas Godolphin sat in his place at the bank, opening the morning letters. It was some little time after the interment of Ethel Grame, and the second week in December was already on the wane. In two days more it was his intention to start for Broomhead: for no tidings arrived of the return of Sir George. The very last of the letters he came upon, was one bearing the Scotch post-mark. A poor little note with a scrawled address: no wonder the sorting-clerk had placed it last of all! It looked singularly obscure, in comparison with those large blue letters and their business hands.

Thomas Godolphin knew the writing. It was Margerys. And we may as well read the contents with him, verbatim:

Mr. Thomas Sir,

I imbrace this favurible oportunaty of adresing you for I considur it my duty to take up my pen and inform you about my master, Hes not long for this world, Mr. Thomas I know it by good tokens which I dont write not being an easy writer but they are none the less true, The masters fretting his life away because he is not at home and she is keeping him because shes timorus of the fever. But you saw how it was sir when you were here and its the same story still. Thered have been a fight for it with my lady but if Id been you Mr. Thomas Id have took him also when me and the young ladies went with you to Priors Ash. When I got back here, sir I saw an awful change in him and Mr. George he saw it but my lady didnt. I pen these lines sir to say you had better come off at once and not wait for it to be nearer Christmas, The poor master is always saying Thomas is coming for me, Thomas is coming for me but Id not answer for it now that he will ever get back alive, Sir it was the worst days work he ever did to go away at all from Ashlydyat if my lady was dying to live at the new Folly place she might have gone to it but not him, When we do a foolish wrong thing we dont think of the consekences at the time at least not much of em but we think all the more after and fret our hearts out with blame and it have been slowly killing him ever since, I am vexed to disturb you Mr. Thomas with this epistle for I know you must be in enough grief of your own just now.

Your humble servant, 
Margery.

Thomas Godolphin read it over twice, and then crossed to the opposite side of the private room, where sat a gentleman at another desk. A tall, portly man, with a fresh colour, large, keen dark eyes, and hair white as snow. It was Mr. Crosse.

Anything particular, Thomas? he asked, as Thomas Godolphin put the letter into his hand.

Not in business. Read it, will you?

Mr. Crosse read the letter through. Is it my advice you wish for? asked he, when he came to the last word.

Not exactly, replied Thomas Godolphin. I have made up my mind, I believe.

To go immediately?

Yes. Within an hour.

Right. It is what I should have recommended you to do, had you been undecided. When it comes to letter-writing with Margery, the thing is serious, rely upon it.

And within the hour Thomas Godolphin had started.

The railway station nearest to Broomhead, was three miles distant from it, by the road: but there was a shorter cut across some fields  bearing past the house of that Mr. Sandy Bray, if you are curious to know  which reduced it to less than two. It was one of those rural stations so little frequented that travellers are tempted to ask why they were built at all. Such a thing as a fly, or an omnibus, had never yet been seen at it, at midday: you may therefore judge what chance Thomas Godolphin had of either, getting there, as he did, at midnight. He was the only passenger to alight, and the train went puffing on. The man, who lived in the one-roomed cottage close by, and was called the station-master, appeared to be the only official to receive him. A man who had been drafted thither from one of the English lines.

For Broomhead, sir? he questioned, recognizing the traveller.

Yes. Do you happen to know how Sir George Godolphin is?

He looks rare and poorly, sir. He was past here in his carriage to-day. Huddled up in a corner of it, as if he was cold; or else hadnt the strength to sit up. Her ladyship was inside with him.

Theres no porter about, I suppose?

He has been gone this two hours, sir. Id offer to carry your luggage myself, but I shall have the up-express by in half an hour. I shut up for the night then.

I would not trouble you for so trifling a matter, at this hour, were you at liberty, replied Thomas Godolphin.

He took up his portmanteau himself: a thing not much larger than what the French would call a petit sac-de-nuit, containing little besides a clean shirt and his shaving-tackle: and started, bending his steps not along the road, but across it to the stile.

I wouldnt take the field way to-night, sir, if I were you, said the man from the station door. The road is safest.

Why is it? asked Thomas Godolphin.

Theres a nasty bit by the field way, a quarter of a mile before you come to Brays. Anybody, not knowing it well, might take the wrong turning, and go, head first, into the dam.

But I do know it well, said Thomas Godolphin. And the night is light enough to distinguish the turnings.

The station-master looked up at the skies  figuratively speaking, for he could see nothing but fog. A light, hazy mist; not a dark one; which seemed likely to turn to rain. He said no more, except a Good night, sir: and Thomas Godolphin walked on, hesitating for a moment between the two roads, and then turning decisively to that of the fields, as if some hidden impulse impelled him. Perhaps it did so.

It was not a pleasant night, a pleasant time, or a pleasant way; and Thomas Godolphin began to think he should have done well to have telegraphed his intended journey from Priors Ash to Broomhead, that they might have sent a conveyance to await him at the station. Regrets were of no use now, and he trudged along, taking two steps forward, and one backward, for the ground in places was wet and slippery. It was a peculiar night. There was no moon; there were no stars; no skies in fact to be seen at all, as you have heard; and yet the night was light.

What were Thomas Godolphins thoughts bent upon? Need you ask? For some time to come, days and weeks and months, they must run chiefly upon her who had left him. He remembered his last arrival at Broomhead: he remembered his thoughts as he had walked from the station as he was doing now; though then it had been by daylight. His musings had been of Ethel, and his coming marriage; of that farewell kiss which she had pressed upon his lips. Now  now he must only think of her as one of Heavens angels.

He lifted his hat to wipe his brow, and then changed his load to the other hand. He was coming to the dam now. He could hear its waters. Go carefully, Thomas Godolphin! A few steps down that dark turning, and you might never be heard of more. But he knew his way, and the night was light, and he bore on his course, and the dangerous turn was passed.

A little way farther on, and he could discern the outline of Brays cottage in the distance. A light burnt in one of the windows, and he wondered who was ill. Probably Margerys sister. It diverted his own sad reflections. Next he became absorbed in thoughts of his father. How should he find him? Ideas, we all know, assume the colouring of surrounding associations, and Thomas Godolphin, in that solitary midnight hour, grew to take a more sombre view of the news contained in Margerys letter than he had hitherto done. It is wonderful how circumstances affect us! In the broad light of day, walking, for instance, as he had done previously to Broomhead, apprehensions would not have come over him. Now he pictured his father (by no will of his own: the scenes rose up unbidden) as lying ill; perhaps dying. Perhaps even then a telegraphic message to him might be on its road to Priors Ash! Perhaps  

A cry right over his head! And Thomas Godolphin positively started. It proceeded from some night-bird that had dived down upon him, and now flew onwards, flapping its wings. Superstitious Margery would have called it an omen.

Thomas Godolphin followed it with his eyes, speculating upon what bird it could be. It looked like a sea-gull; had screamed like one; but the sea was far off, and, if it was one, it must have come a long distance.

Back it came again, and dived down as before. Thomas Godolphin did not like it, and he wished the portmanteau in his hand had been a gun. I wonder what good these restless night-birds do, he ejaculated, except to disturb from sleep any worn-out mortal who may be within hearing?

Scenes of the recent past rose up before him: the sombre scenes in which he had been an actor. The ominous Shadow of Ashlydyat, striking on his sight as he turned the ash-trees, the night of his previous summons to Broomhead: the dead face of Ethel lying on her bed; the reminiscence of the funeral scene; of his walking away from it with the dull sound of the earth falling on her coffin smiting his ears! None of them pleasant things to recall at that particular hour. Why should they have come to him?

What business had they there at such a time?

Drive them away he could not. But neither did he try to do so. They served to make doubly sad, doubly ominous, his new fears for his father. He knew how precarious was Sir Georges life. What if he were then dying! Nay, what if it were the very moment of his departure?  if he were dead? having called upon his children; upon him, Thomas, in vain?

That odious bird once more! It flew over his head with a shriller cry than the last. Thomas Godolphin was at that moment within a few paces of a stile which lay in his path. He turned his head round to look after the bird, without slackening his pace, putting out his hand before him to feel for the stile. The hand came into contact with it, and Thomas let it rest momentarily. His head was turned, still watching the bird, which was then flying round and round, making fierce circlets in the air.

But he could not stop there all night, staring at the bird, and he turned sharply round to cross the stile. Placing one foot on its lower rail, he  

What made Thomas Godolphin start as if he had been shot? Who and what was that standing on the other side of the stile fixedly gazing at him? A tall, shadowy, upright form, bearing the unmistakable features of Sir George Godolphin.

Will you  strong, practical, unimaginative men of the world  forgive Thomas Godolphin if in that one brief moment the wild superstitions, instilled into his mind in childhood, were allowed their play? Forgive him, or not, it was the fact. In imagination, only the instant before, he had seen his father lying upon his bed, the soul parting from the body: and Thomas Godolphin as much believed what he now saw before him was his fathers spirit, as that he, himself, was in existence. The spirit, appearing to him at the moment of its departure. His flesh turned cold, and dew gathered on his brow.

My son, can it be you?

Thomas Godolphin came out of his folly, and grasped his father. That it was real flesh and blood which yielded to his arms, he knew now: but perhaps the surprise that it should be so, was even greater than the other emotion. Sir George Godolphin there! at that midnight hour! nearly a mile from home! and bareheaded! Was it really Sir George? Thomas Godolphin rubbed his eyes, and thought he, himself, must have taken leave of his senses.

My father! my dear father! what are you doing here?

I thought Id go to the station, Thomas, and see about a special train. I must go back to Ashlydyat to die.

Thomas climbed over the stile. The tone, the manner, the words, altogether had betrayed to him an unhappy fact  that his fathers mind was not in a state of perfect sanity. He trembled for his health, too. It was a cold raw night, and here was Sir George in evening dress, without so much as an overcoat thrown on! He, who had only been out since the last fainting-fit in a close carriage: and then well wrapped up.

Where is your hat, father?

The old knight lifted his hand to his head, as if he had not known that his hat was not there. I must have come out without it, Thomas, he said. What was that noise over there? he continued, pointing above the stile to the way Thomas had come, his frame shivering with cold as he spoke.

I think it was a sea-gull. Or some screaming night-bird.

I could not get over the stile, Thomas. The walk seemed to have taken the strength out of me. How did you come here? I thought you were at Priors Ash.

Thomas Godolphin was busy. He had taken off his great coat, and was putting it upon his father, buttoning it up carefully. A smaller man than Sir George, it did not fit well: but Sir George had shrunk. The hat fitted better.

But you have no hat yourself! said Sir George, surveying his sons head, when he had submitted in patient silence to the dressing.

I dont want one, replied Thomas. The night air will not hurt me. Nevertheless, all the way to Broomhead, he was looking on either side, if perchance he might come upon Sir Georges hat, lying in the road.

Thomas drew his father close, to support him on his arm, and they commenced their walk to the house. Not until then did Thomas know how very weak his father was. Stooping, shivering, tripping, with every other step, it appeared impossible that he could walk back again: the wonder was, how he had walked there.

Thomas Godolphin halted in dismay. How was he to get his father home? Carry him, he could not: it was of course beyond his strength. The light in Brays window suggested a thought to him.

Father, I think you had better go to Brays and stay there, while I see about your hand-chair. You are not able to walk.

I wont go to Brays, returned the knight, with a touch of vehemence. I dont like Bray, and I will not put my foot inside his threshold. Besides, its late, and my lady will miss us.

He pressed on somewhat better towards home, and Thomas Godolphin saw nothing else that could be done, except to press on with him, and give him all the help in his power. My dear father, you should have waited until the morning, he said, and have gone out then.

But I wanted to see about a train, Thomas, remonstrated the knight. And I cant do it in the day. She will not let me. When we drive past the railway station, she wont get out, and wont let me do so. Thomas, I want to go back to Ashlydyat.

I have come to take you back, my dear father.

Ay, ay. And mind you are firm when she says I must not go because of the fever. The fever will not hurt me, Thomas. I cant be firm. I have grown feeble, and people take my will from me. You are my first-born son, Thomas.

Yes.

Then you must be firm for me, I say.

I will be, father.

This is a rough road, Thomas.

No, it is smooth; and I am glad that it is so. But you are tired.

The old knight bent his head, as if choosing his steps. Presently he lifted his head:

Thomas, when do they leave Ashlydyat?

Who, sir? The Verralls? They have not had notice yet.

Sir George stopped. He drew up his head to its full height, and turned to his son. Not had notice? When, then, do I go back? I wont go to Lady Godolphins Folly. I must go to Ashlydyat.

Yes, sir, said Thomas soothingly. I will see about it.

The knight, satisfied, resumed his walk. Of course you will see about it. You are my son and heir, Thomas. I depend upon you.

They pursued their way for some little time in silence, and then Sir George spoke again, his tone hushed. Thomas, I have put on mourning for her. I mourn her as much as you do. And you did not get there in time to see her alive!

Not in time. No, replied Thomas, looking hard into the mist overhead.

Id have come to the funeral, Thomas, if she had let me. But she was afraid of the fever. George got there in time for it?

Barely.

When he came back to Broomhead, and heard of it, he was so cut up, poor fellow. Cut up for your sake, Thomas. He said he should be in time to follow her to the grave if he started at once, and he went off then and there. Thomas  dropping his voice still lower whom shall you take to Ashlydyat now?

My sisters.

Nay. But as your wife? You will be replacing Ethel sometime.

I shall never marry now, father.

At length Broomhead was reached. Thomas held open the gate of the shrubbery to his father, and guided him through it.

Shall we have two engines, Thomas?

Two engines, sir! What for?

Theyd take us quicker, you know. This is not the station! broke forth Sir George in a sharp tone of complaint, as they emerged beyond the shrubbery, and the house stood facing them. Oh, Thomas! you said you were taking me to Ashlydyat! I cannot die away from it!

Thomas Godolphin stood almost confounded. His fathers discourse, the greater part of it, at any rate, had been so rational that he had begun to hope he was mistaken as to his weakness of mind. My dear father, be at rest, he said: we will start if you like with to-morrows dawn. But to go now to the station would not forward us: it is by this time closed for the night.

They found the house in a state of commotion. Sir George had been missed, and servants were out searching for him. Lady Godolphin gazed at Thomas with all the eyes she possessed, thunderstruck at his appearance. What miracle brought you here? she exclaimed, wonderingly.

No miracle, Lady Godolphin. I am thankful that I happened to come. What might have become of Sir George without me, I know not. I expect he would have remained at the stile where I found him until morning; and might have caught his death there.

He will catch that speedily enough if he is to wander out of the house at midnight in this mad manner, peevishly rejoined my lady.


CHAPTER XVI. THE LAST JOURNEY.

I beg your pardon, Lady Godolphin. That is not the question.

Not the question! reiterated Lady Godolphin. I say that it is the question. The question is, whether Sir George is better and safer here than he would be at Priors Ash. And of course he is so.

I think not, replied Thomas Godolphin quietly. He would be equally well at Priors Ash: equally safe, as I believe and trust. And the anxiety to be there, which has taken hold of his mind, has grown too strong to be repressed. To detain him here, against his wish, would make him ill, Lady Godolphin. Not returning home.

Priors Ash is an unhealthy place just now.

Its unhealthiness has passed away. The last to be attacked was  was Ethel. And you are aware that time, since then, may be counted by weeks.

Sir George is partially childish, pursued Lady Godolphin. You may see for yourself that he is so. It would be most unreasonable, it would be ridiculous to take notice of his whims. Look at his starting out of the house to-night, with nothing on, and roaming a mile or two away in the dark! Is that a proof of sanity?

It is a proof how fixedly his mind is bent upon returning home, replied Thomas Godolphin. He was endeavouring, as I have already informed you, Lady Godolphin, to make his way to the station.

I shall have him watched in future, said she.

Lady Godolphin, he resumed, speaking in the calmly quiet tone which characterized him, unmistakably firm now, in spite of its courteousness: I am here by the desire of my father to accompany him back to Priors Ash. I may almost say, to convey him back: for I fear he can no longer boast much power of his own, in any way. The last words I said to him, before entering, were, that he should start, if it pleased him, with to-morrows dawn. I must keep my promise.

Do you defy me, Thomas Godolphin?

I have no wish to do so. I have no wish to abate a particle of the respect and consideration due to you as my fathers wife. At the same time, my duty to him is paramount: I hold it more sacred, Lady Godolphin, than any earthly thing. He has charged me, by my duty, to take him back to Ashlyd  to Priors Ash: and I shall do so.

You would take him back, I suppose, if Priors Ash were full of snakes and scorpions? returned my lady, somewhat losing her temper.

It is full of neither. Nothing is there, so far as I am aware, that can harm Sir George. Can you urge a single good reason why he should not return to it, Lady Godolphin!

The delicate bloom on my ladys cheeks was surely heightened  or did Thomas Godolphin fancy it? But, what if I say he shall not return? she asked, her voice slightly raised.

I think you will not say it, Lady Godolphin, he replied. It is Sir Georges wish to go to Priors Ash, and it is my province to see that wish carried out  as he has requested me. Much as I desire to respect your feelings and any plans you may have formed, they cannot weigh with me in this case. There is no necessity whatever for your returning home, Lady Godolphin, unless you choose to do so: but Sir George will leave for it to-morrow.

And you boast that you do not defy me! cried Lady Godolphin, with a short laugh. I would use force to keep him in this house, rather than he should go out of it against my will.

Force? repeated Thomas Godolphin, looking at her for an explanation. What sort of force?

Physical force, she answered, assuming a degree of fair suavity. I would command the servants to bar his exit.

A faint smile crossed Thomas Godolphins lips. Do not attempt that, Lady Godolphin, he replied in the respectful manner of one who tenders earnest advice. I should be sorry indeed to publicly oppose my authority to yours. You know the servants have, most of them, grown old in our service: and that may plead their excuse: but there is not one of them who would not be obedient to the lifting of my finger, in the cause of their master.

Lady Godolphin was foiled. Lady Godolphin had long been aware that she should be foiled, if it ever came to an encounter  strength against strength  between herself and Thomas Godolphin. Easy George she could manage, the Miss Godolphins she could put down, Sir George was, now, as a reed in her hands. But Thomas?  he was different. None of them had been so uniformly respectful and courteous to her as Thomas. And yet she had known that he, of all the rest, would not bend to her authority, were any cause to arise why he should not do so.

She sat biting  as far as she dared  her rose-tinted lips; she lifted one hand and toyed with her perfumed ringlets; she opened a fan which lay at her side, and gently fanned herself; she glanced at the still countenance of Thomas Godolphin: and she knew that she must give up the game. To give it up with a good grace was essential to her future ruling: and she was now making up her mind to do this. It would never do, either, for her to stand in the hall on the morrow, call the servants around her, and say, It is my pleasure that Sir George does not leave this place for Priors Ash. Keep him in; hold him in; lock the door; use any necessary means, while Thomas Godolphin was at hand, to lift  as he had phrased it  his finger, and say, It is my pleasure that my father does go to Priors Ash. Stand back while he passes. Lady Godolphin was no simpleton, and she could hazard a shrewd guess as to which of the two would be obeyed. So she sat, bringing her mind to make a virtue of necessity, and throw up the plea. In point of fact, she had no cause of objection to Sir Georges returning to Priors Ash, except that she did not care to return to it herself. For two reasons: one, that she liked Broomhead best: the other, that she could not yet subdue her fears of the fever. She bent her head, as if examining the chaste devices on her fan, and spoke indifferently.

You must be aware that my wish to keep Sir George here arises solely from the state of Priors Ash. It always has been our custom to spend Christmas there, amongst you all, and I should have had no other thought for this Christmas, but for the illness which arose. Will you guarantee that it is safe for him?

Nay, Lady Godolphin. To guarantee an assurance of the sort would be impossible at the best of times. I believe that any fears you may entertain now of the fever will prove only a bugbear.

The fever has been more than a bugbear to you, she exclaimed, acidity in her tone.

Yes, he sadly answered.

He drew his chair from the table, where he had been taking some refreshment after his journey, and at that moment the hall clock struck two.

I am keeping you up very late, Lady Godolphin.

It is a pleasant change, she answered. The life here, with Sir George in his delicate state, is so excessively monotonous, that a few nights of sitting up and days of bed, might prove an agreeable variety. Did I understand you rightly  that you intend to start in the morning?

If Sir George shall then wish to do so as anxiously as he appeared to wish it to-night. Otherwise, I shall not object to delay it until the following one. I cannot remain longer: business demands my presence at home. And, he added, lowering his voice, I fear that speed is necessary for my fathers sake. If he does not go pretty soon, he may not be able to go at all. It is more than likely that we shall start to-morrow.

You cannot expect me to be ready in that space of time.

Certainly not. Just as you please, Lady Godolphin.

Thomas Godolphin was shown to his room. Margery waylaid him in the corridor and entered it with him. Did you get my epistle, Mr. Thomas?

It was that which brought me here now, Margery. Otherwise, I should not have come until the end of the week.

Then you would have come too late, sir. Yes, Mr. Thomas, I mean what I say, added the woman, dropping her voice to solemnity. By dreams and signs and tokens, which I have had  

Stay, Margery. You know that I am never very tolerant of your dreams and signs. Let them rest.

Its true you are not, answered Margery, without the least appearance of discomfiture; and manys the argument I would have liked to hold with you over it. But youd never let me. When you were a young man, youd laugh and joke it down  just as Mr. George might now, were I so foolish as to waste words upon him  and since you grew older and steadier you have just put me off as you are doing at this moment. Mr. Thomas, gifts are different in different people. They are not sent upon all alike: and the Scripture says so. One will see what another cant. One will play beautiful music, while another cant tell one tune from another. One man has a head for steam-engines and telegraphs, and will put em together as if he had a workshop inside him; and another, his own cousin maybe, can hardly tell an engine when he sees it, and couldnt work one out if he lived to be a hundred years old. And so with other things.

Well? responded Thomas Godolphin: for Margery paused, as if waiting for an answer.

And do you suppose, Mr. Thomas, that its not the same with signs and warnings? It is not given to all to see or understand them. It is not given, as I take it, for many to see or understand them. But it is given to a few. And those few can no more be talked out of knowing that its truth, than they can be talked out of their own life, or of the skies above em. And, Mr. Thomas, its not only that those who have not the gift cant see or believe for themselves, but they cant be brought to believe that others may do so: and so they laugh at and ridicule it. Many a time, sir, you have laughed at me.

You see so many, you know, Margery, said Thomas Godolphin, with a slight smile.

Margery looked at him. Sometimes I have thought, sir, that you are not quite as unbelieving as you seem. But I know it does not do for a gentleman, high and educated and looked up to in his town, to say he puts faith in such. So Ill not trouble you, Mr. Thomas, with the tokens I have had. Ill not tell you that only last night that ever was, I heard the footsteps of  

But you are telling me, Margery.

Thats just how you take me up, Mr. Thomas! Well, sir, I say Ill not bring forward these things, but Ill speak of what you may think a surer sign  and thats Sir Georges state of health.

Ay! I can follow you there.

He let her talk on. And she did so, until he was obliged to give her a gentle hint that he should be glad to be alone and get to bed.

The house was awakened before it was yet dawn. Sir George had rung for his servant, had rung for Margery, had rung for the coachman to say the carriage was wanted  in short, had rung for so many, that the whole household was aroused. My lady appeared, in fur slippers and a warm dressing-gown, to know what the commotion could mean. His son Thomas was there, the knight answered. He was sure he had not dreamt it, but that Thomas had come the previous night; he met him at the stile; and Thomas had promised that they should go to Ashlydyat in the early morning.

It appeared he was sane enough to remember that. My lady retired, grumbling; and Margery went and called Thomas.

When Thomas reached the room, Sir George was almost in the last stage of dressing. His own trembling, eager fingers had done as much towards it as his servant. He lifted his face with its ashy hue and its strange yearning. Thomas, my son, I must hasten back to Ashlydyat. You said I should go there to die.

Do you wish to start immediately, father?

You said I should do so! he wailed in a tone imploringly earnest. You said I should start with this mornings dawn.

Yes, yes, acquiesced Thomas. And he forthwith busied himself to advance the preparations.

The best hour that they could leave the station was a little before nine. No train, except one much earlier, stopped at it before. This gave time to get off comfortably: though Sir George, in his impatience, could with difficulty be induced to sit down to breakfast. My lady came in when they were at the table.

This is really the most extraordinary proceeding! she exclaimed, speaking chiefly to Thomas Godolphin. Were such a thing related to me as taking place in another house I should decline to give credence to it. Are the hours of the day so few that you must choose the gloom of a winters morning for commencing a journey?

Thomas glanced at Sir George, as if to draw her attention to him. My fathers anxiety will not allow him to wait, Lady Godolphin. I think it well that we should catch the first train.

I wash my hands of the journey altogether, said Lady Godolphin. If Sir George does not reach the other end of it alive, you will have the goodness to remember that I am not to blame. Far better that he were safely kept in his room wrapped up in his dressing-gown in front of a good fire.

In that case, my lady, I would not answer for it that he reached the end of the day alive, interposed Margery, who was in and out of the room busier than any of them. Whether Sir George stays, or whether he goes, hell not last many days, she added in a lower tone, so that it might not reach her masters ear.

If I must have gone, I would have started at a Christian hour, Sir George, resumed his wife. Getting us all out of bed as if we were so many milkmaids?

Sir George looked round, timidity in his voice and manner. Did he fear that she would detain him even now? You can come on afterwards, you know, Lady Godolphin; we need not hurry you. Oh, I must, I must be at Ashlydyat!

Thomas Godolphin came to the rescue. We shall be in the carriage in five minutes, my dear father, if you will only take your breakfast.

And in a little more than five minutes they were seated in it, on their way to the station, Sir Georges own man and Margery attending them. Margery would have deemed it just as possible to cut herself in twain, as to be separated from her master in his present state.

They did not get him that night to Priors Ash. Thomas feared the long journey for him without a break, so they halted for the night about midway. Singularly to state, Sir George did not utter an impatient word at the delay: from the moment of leaving Broomhead he had become perfectly calm. Whether the fact of his being indisputably on the road had soothed his mind to tranquillity, or whether the strangely eager desire to be home had now left it, certain it was, that he had never mentioned Ashlydyat throughout the day. Of one thing there could be no doubt  that he was fast sinking. Sinking both in mind and body. Margery grew terrified. Pray Heaven we may get him home! she aspirated. Mr. Thomas, as sure as that we are here, he would have been dead before this, had he stopped at Broomhead!

In the twilight of the second evening, Sir George was at length once more at Priors Ash. Thomas had telegraphed their arrival, and Janet was at the station with the carriage. But, with the first few words, Janet perceived that he was perfectly childish. Not only childish, but alarmingly changed. Janet grew pale as she turned to Margery.

Since when? she murmured.

Since many days, off and on; but worse since we left Broomhead yesterday morning. He has been sinking hour by hour. Miss Janet, its death.

They got him to the Folly. And, in half an hour, the whole of his family were gathered round his death-bed. His partner, Mr. Crosse; the surgeon; and the Rector of All Souls were also there.

He was rambling for the most part in a disconnected manner: but he recognized them all individually, and occasionally gave utterance to rational remarks, as he might have done had he been in full possession of his senses. He fancied himself at Ashlydyat.

I could not have died away from it, you know, Crosse, he suddenly cried to that gentleman. Thomas was for bringing me back to the Folly, but I told him I must go to Ashlydyat. If I did let it to strangers, they could not keep me out of it, when I wanted to go there to die. A Godolphin must not die away from Ashlydyat. Wheres Cecil? he added, after a pause.

Poor Cecil, the tears streaming down her cheeks, was close to him; in view then. I am here, papa.

The knight laid his hand upon her arm  or rather, essayed to do so, but it fell again. His thoughts seemed to pass to another subject.

Crosse, I have been telling Thomas that I should not allow more than three per cent. on those deposits. Have you seen Mainwaring lately?

Mr. Snow stepped forward and administered something in a wine-glass. There appeared to be a difficulty in swallowing, and only part of it was taken. He grows more restless, said the surgeon in an undertone.

Sir Georges eyes, as he was slightly raised to take the medicine, had fallen upon some object at the other end of the room, and continued to be strained on it. Who has changed the position of the cabinet? he exclaimed, in a stronger tone than he had yet spoken.

It caused them all to turn and look at the spot. A fine old ebony cabinet, inlaid with silver, stood opposite the bed: had stood there ever since they removed to Lady Godolphins Folly; transplanted thither from Ashlydyat. In the latter house, it had stood on the right of Sir Georges bed: and his memory had evidently gone back to that. There could not be a better proof that he was fancying himself at Ashlydyat, lying in his own chamber.

Janet! why have you placed the cabinet there?

Janet Godolphin bent her head soothingly over him. My dear father, it shall be moved, if you wish it.

The knight looked at her, inquiringly for a moment, perhaps not recognizing her. Then he feebly essayed to look beyond her, as if her head interposed between his own view and something behind. Hush, my dear, I am speaking to your mother. I want to know why she changed the place of the cabinet.

We thought youd like it there, Sir George; that you could see it better there, interposed Margery, who knew better than most of them how to deal with the sick. Ill have it put back before to-morrow morning.

This satisfied him, and he lay still for a few minutes. They thought, he would sleep. Presently his eyes opened again, and they rested on George.

George, wheres Charlotte?

Who, sir? demanded George, somewhat taken aback at the question. Do you mean Charlotte Pain? She is at  she is not here.

Are you married yet?

Oh no, said George hastily, while several pairs of wondering eyes were directed towards him, and those of the Reverend Mr. Hastings were of the number. Time enough for that, father.

George! next came the words, in a hollow whisper this time, dont let her die, as Ethel did.

Not if I can help it, replied George, speaking without any serious meaning, except that of humouring his father.

And dont let Verrall go off the bargain with the money. He is keen that way; but he has no right to touch Charlottes. If he does  Bessy, is Jekyl dead?

Oh no, papa, said Bessy, suppressing her tears as she caressed her fathers hand: it was in stooping to do this, that the knight had observed her. Jekyl is well and hearty yet, and he asked after you to-day. He heard you were coming home.

Ay! All well and hearty, but me. But it is the will of God to take me, and He knows whats best. Wheres Thomas?

I am here, father, replied Thomas Godolphin, leaning, forward so that his father could see him.

Sir George tried to put up his hand with a beckoning gesture. Thomas understood it: he bent his face close to that pale one, and clasped the nearly inanimate hand in his, listening reverently to the whisper that was breathed so solemnly.

Thomas, I charge you, never quit Ashlydyat.

I will not, replied Thomas Godolphin.

If you bring one home to it, and she would urge you to quit it, urge you until you have no will of your own left, do not yield to it. Do not listen to her. Break with her, let her go forth alone, rather than quit Ashlydyat.

Father, I will never, of my own free will, leave Ashlydyat. I promise you that, so far as I can hold control over human events, I will live and die in it.

Certainly Sir George understood the promise and its meaning. There could be no mistaking that he did so, by the smile of content which from that moment overspread his countenance, lighting up with satisfaction even his dying eye. He lay for a considerable time still, and then suddenly called for Margery.

Youll tell your mistress that we cant root up those bushes, he said, as she approached. Its of no use trying. As fast as they are up from one place they grow in another. Theyll not hurt. Tell her I say so.

Id get some quicklime, Sir George, and see what that would do, was Margerys response, and the words brought up a smile from one or two of her listeners, solemn moment though it was. Margerys maxim was, never to contradict the dying, but to humour their hallucinations. Obstinate things, those gorses! she continued. But, never you trouble about my mistress, sir: she dont mind them.

The children, standing round his bed, knew quite well that he was alluding to their mother, his first wife. Indeed, Lady Godolphin appeared to have passed entirely from his mind.

Again he lapsed into silence, and remained to all appearance in a stupor, his eyes closed, his breathing ominously slow. Mr. Crosse took his departure, but the Rector and surgeon stayed on yet. The latter saw that the final moment was at hand, and he whispered to Miss Godolphin that she and her sisters might be better from the room. At any rate, he added, for he saw the dissenting, displeased look which overspread her face, it might be as well to spare the sight to Cecil.

No, briefly responded Miss Godolphin. Our place is here. And they watched on.

With an impulse of strength surprising to see, Sir George suddenly rose up in bed, his eyes fixed with a yearning gaze at the opposite end of the room. Not at the cabinet this time, but at some spot, far, far up, beyond the ceiling, as it appeared. His voice, startling in its clearness, rang through the air, and his arms were outstretched as if he were about to fly.

Janet!  Janet!  Janet! Oh, my dear Janet, I am coming!

He fell back and died. Did anything really appear to him, not visible to the mortal eyes around? Were his senses, in that moment of the souls departure, opened to a glimpse of the world he was about to enter? It cannot be known. Had it been fiction it would not have been written here.

A little later, the bell of All Souls Church, booming out over the town on the night air, told that Sir George Godolphin had passed away.

It was somewhat remarkable that another funeral, at which Thomas Godolphin was again chief mourner, should follow so closely upon Ethels. A different sort of ceremony, this: a rare pageant. A pageant which was made up of plumes and trappings and decorated horses, and carriages and mutes and batons, and a line of attendants, and all the other insignia of the illustrious dead. Ethel could be interred simply and quietly, but Sir George must be attended to the grave as the Godolphin of Ashlydyat. I dont suppose poor Sir George rested any the better for it.

Sir George made an equitable will, but it proved a vexatious one to his widow. Thomas had Ashlydyat: George, a fair sum of money; the Miss Godolphins, each her portion; and there were certain bequests to servants. But little was left to Lady Godolphin: indeed, the amount of the bequest was more in accordance with what might be willed to a friend, than to a wife. But, it was not in that that the grievance lay. Lady Godolphin had the Folly, she had Broomhead, and she had an ample income of her own. She was not a particularly covetous woman, and she had never expected or wished that Sir George should greatly take from his family, to add to it. No, it was not that: but the contents of a certain little codicil which was appended to the will. This codicil set forth that every article of furniture or property, which had been removed to the Folly from Ashlydyat, whatever might be its nature, and down to the minutest item, should be returned to Ashlydyat, and become the property of Thomas Godolphin.

It would pretty nearly strip the Folly, and my lady was very wrathful. Not for the value of the things: she sustained no injury there: for the codicil directed that a specified sum of money (their full value) should be handed over to Lady Godolphin to replace them with new at the Folly. But it struck upon her in the light of a slight, and she chose to resent it as one. It was specially enjoined that the things should be placed at Ashlydyat in the old spots where they had formerly stood.

But, be wrathful as she might, grumble as she would, there could be no rebellion to it in action. And Lady Godolphin had to bow to it.


CHAPTER XVII. A ROW ON THE WATER.

The time went on. Three months glided by; nay, four, for April had come in: and positions were changed. Thomas Godolphin was the resident master of Ashlydyat; Janet its acting mistress; Bessy and Cecil lived with them. George had taken up his residence at the bank, with Margery to look after his comforts, never to remove from it, as he supposed, unless Ashlydyat should fall to him. My lady had left the Folly for a permanency (unless any whim should at any time send her back to it), and the Verralls had taken it. It may be said that Lady Godolphin gave up the Folly in a fit of pique. When she found that the things were positively to go out of it, she protested that she would never replace them with others: she would rather throw the money, left for the purpose, into the midst of the sea. She would let it to any one who would take it, and go back to Broomhead for ever. Mr. Verrall heard of this, and made an application for it; and my lady, still smarting, let it to him off-hand, accepting him as a yearly tenant. Whether she repented, or not, when the deed was done, and her anger had cooled down, could not be told: she took her farewell and departed for Scotland without betraying signs of it. Many thought that she would return after a while to the place which she had so eagerly and fondly erected. Perhaps she might: she could get rid of the Verralls at any time by giving them due notice.

Thomas had settled down in his fathers place: head of the bank, head of all things, as Sir George had been; Mr. Godolphin, of Ashlydyat. Mr. George was head of himself alone. No one of very particular note was he: but I can tell you that a great many more anxious palpitations were cast to him from gentle bosoms, than were given to unapproachable Thomas. It seemed to be pretty generally conceded that Thomas Godolphin was wedded to the grave of Ethel. Perhaps his establishing his sisters at Ashlydyat, as their home, helped to further the opinion, and dash all hopes; but, very possible hopes from many quarters were wafted secretly to George. He would be no mean prize: with his good looks, his excellent position, and his presumptive heirdom to Ashlydyat.

April, I say, had come in. A sunny April. And these several changes had taken place, and the respective parties were settled in their new homes. It went forth to the world that the Verralls intended to give a brilliant fête, a sort of house-warming, as they styled it; and invitations were circulated far and wide. Amongst those favoured with one, were Mr. and the Miss Godolphins.

Janet was indignant. She could scarcely bring herself to decline it civilly. Cecil, who was not less fond of fêtes, and other gay inventions for killing time, than are pretty girls in general, would have given her head to go. It appeared that Mrs. Hastings also declined the invitation: and George Godolphin  who had no intention of declining it on his own score  resolved to know the reason why.

Though not a frequent visitor at the Rectory: for he could not go there much, in the teeth of discouragement so evident as had latterly been shown to him by Mr. Hastings, and depended mostly upon chance meetings in the street for keeping in exercise his love-vows to Maria: George resolved to go boldly down that evening.

Down he accordingly went. And was shown into an empty room. The Rector and Mrs. Hastings were out, the servant said, and the young ladies were in the study with the boys. She would tell them.

Maria came to him. There was no mistaking her start of surprise when she saw him, or the rush of emotion which overspread her face.

Who did you think it was? asked George.

I thought it was your brother. She said Mr. Godolphin. Grace will be down in an instant.

Will she? returned George. You had better go and tell her its Mr. George, and not Mr. Godolphin, and then she wont hurry herself. I am not a favourite with Miss Grace, I fancy.

Maria coloured. She had no excuse to offer for the fact, and she could not say that it was untrue. George stood with his elbow on the mantel-piece, looking down at her.

Maria, I hear that Mrs. Hastings has declined to go to the Folly on Thursday. Whats that for?

I dont know, replied Maria. We do not go very much amidst those unusually grand scenes, she added, laughing. Mamma says she always feels as much out of place in them as a fish does out of water. And I think, if papa had his own wish, we should never go within a mile of anything of the sort. He likes quiet social visiting, but not such entertainments as the Verralls give. He and mamma were consulting for a few minutes over the invitation, and then she directed Grace to write and decline it.

It is an awful shame! responded George. I thought I should have had you with me for a few hours that day, at any rate, Maria.

Maria lifted her eyes. It had nothing to do with me, George. I was not invited.

Not invited! repeated George Godolphin.

Only Grace. Mrs. and Miss Hastings.

What was that for? he exclaimed. Why were you left out?

I do not know, replied Maria, bending her eyelids and speaking with involuntary hesitation. In her heart of hearts, Maria believed that she did know: but the last person she would have hinted it to, was George Godolphin. Perhaps, she added, it may have been an omission, an oversight? Or, they may have so many to invite that they can only dispense their cards charily.

Moonshine! cried George. I shall take upon myself to ask Mrs. Verrall why you were left out.

Oh, George! pray dont, she uttered, feeling an invincible repugnance to have her name brought up in any such way. Why should you? Had the invitation been sent to me, I should not have gone.

It is a slight, he persisted. A little later, and let any dare to show slight to you. They shall be taught better. A slight to you will be a slight to me.

Maria looked at him timidly, and he bent his head with a fond smile. I shall want somebody to keep house for me at the bank, you know, Maria.

She coloured even to tears. Mr. George was proceeding to erase them after his own gallant fashion, when he was summarily brought-to by the entrance of Grace Hastings.

There was certainly no love lost between them. Grace did not like George, George did not like Grace. She took her seat demurely in her mothers chair of state, with every apparent intention of sitting out his visit. So George cut it short.

What did he come for? Grace asked of Maria, when the servant had showed him out.

He came to call.

You appeared to be in very close conversation when I came into the room, pursued Grace, searching Maria with her keen eyes. May I ask its purport?

Its purport was nothing wrong, said Maria, her cheeks deepening under the inspection. You question me, Grace, as if I were a child, and you possessed a right over me.

Well, said Grace equably. What was he talking of?

Yielding, timid, sensitive Maria was one of the last to resist this sort of importunity. We had been talking of the Verralls not including me in the invitation. George said it was a slight.

As of course it was, assented Grace. And, for that fact alone, I am glad mamma sent them a refusal. It was Charlotte Pains doings. She does not care that you should be brought too much into contact with George Godolphin, lest her chance should be perilled. Now, Maria, dont pretend to look at me in that incredulous manner! You know as well as I do that George has a stupid liking for you; or, at least, acts as though he had. And that naturally is not pleasant to Charlotte Pain.

Maria knew well that Grace had divined the true cause for the slight. She stood for a few minutes looking silent and humble: an intimation, even from Grace, that George liked her, jarred upon her refined sensitiveness, when openly alluded to. But that feeling was almost lost in the dull pain which the hint touching Charlotte had called up.

Charlotte Pain is nothing to George Godolphin, she resentfully said.

Charlotte Pain is, responded Grace. And if your eyes are not yet opened to it, they ought to be. She is to be his wife.

Oh no, she is not, hastily said Maria.

Maria, I tell you that she is. I know it.

Now Grace Hastings rarely made an assertion unless she had good grounds for it. Maria knew that. And the dull pain at her heart grew and grew, until it was beating with a sharp agony. She appeared impassive enough, looking down at her thin gold chain, which her fingers were unconsciously wreathing into knots. You cannot know it, Grace.

I tell you I do. Mind you, I dont say that they will inevitably be married; only, that they contemplate being so at present. Charlotte does well not to make too sure of him! George Godolphin may see half a dozen yet whom he will prefer to Charlotte Pain, in his roving, butterfly nature.

Was Grace right? Not ten minutes before, Maria had listened to words from his lips which most surely intimated that it was herself George had chosen. Who was Charlotte?  who was Charlotte Pain, that she should thus thrust herself between them?

April, as we learn by its reputation, and by our own experience, mocks us with its weather: and not a few envious criticisers had prophesied showers, if not snow, for the fête at Lady Godolphins Folly. The unusually lovely weather which had marked the month, so far as it had gone, had put it into Mrs. Verralls head to give an outdoor entertainment. Mr. Verrall had himself suggested that the weather might change; that there was no dependence, at this season of the year, to be placed on it. But she would not give up her project. If the worst came to the worst at the last moment, she said, they must do the best they could with the people indoors.

But, for once, the weather was not fickle. The day rose warm, calm, beautifully bright, and by three oclock in the afternoon most of the gay revellers had gathered at the Folly.

The grounds were dotted with them. These grounds, by the way, were chiefly the grounds of Ashlydyat; those belonging to the Folly being exceedingly limited in extent. Janet Godolphin drew down the blinds of Ashlydyat, that the eyesore might be shut out: but Cecil stole away to her room, and made herself a peep-hole  as the young Hastingses had done at Ethel Grames funeral  and looked out with covetous eyes. Janet had said something to Thomas about sending a hint to the Folly that the domains of Ashlydyat would not be open to the guests: but Thomas, with his quiet good sense, had negatived it.

Graceless George arrived as large as life, one of the first. He was making himself conspicuous among the many-coloured groups  or, perhaps it was, that they made him so, by gathering round him  when two figures in mourning came gliding up to him, one of whom spoke.

How do you do, Mr. George Godolphin?

George turned. And  careless and thoughtless as he was, graceless as he was reported to be  a shock of surprise, not unmixed with indignation, swept over his feelings: for those standing before him were Lady Sarah and Miss Grame.

She  Sarah Anne  looked like a shadow still; peevish, white, discontented. What brought them there? Was it thus that they showed their regret for the dead Ethel?  Was it seemly that Sarah Anne should appear at a fête of gaiety in her weak, sickly state; not yet recovered from the effects of the fever; not yet out of the first deep mourning worn for Ethel?

How do you do, Lady Sarah? very gravely responded George Godolphin.

Lady Sarah may have discerned somewhat of his feeling from the expression of his face. Not that he intentionally suffered it to rise in reproof of her: George Godolphin did not set himself up in judgment against his fellows. He, indeed! Lady Sarah drew him aside with her, after he had shaken hands with Sarah Anne.

I am sure it must look strange to you to see us here, Mr. George. But, poor child, she continues so weak and poorly, that I scarcely know what to do with her. She set her heart upon coming to this fête. Since Mrs. Verralls card arrived, she has talked of nothing else, and I thought it would not do to cross her. Is Mr. Godolphin here?

Oh no, replied George, with more haste than he need have spoken.

I thought he would not be. I remarked so to Sarah Anne, when she expressed a hope of seeing him: indeed, I think it was that hope which chiefly urged her to come. What have we done to him, Mr. George? He scarcely ever comes near the house.

I dont know anything about it, returned George. I can see that my brother still feels his loss deeply. It may be, Lady Sarah, that visits to your house remind him too forcibly of Ethel.

Lady Sarah lowered her voice to a confidential whisper: Will he ever marry, think you?

At present I should be inclined to say he never would, answered George, wondering what in the world it could matter to Lady Sarah, and thinking she showed little sorrow or consideration for the memory of Ethel. But time works surprising changes, he added: and time may marry Mr. Godolphin.

Lady Sarah paused. How do you think she looks  my poor child?

Miserable, all but rose to the tip of Georges tongue. She does not look well, he said aloud.

And she does so regret her dear sister; shes grieving after her always, said Lady Sarah, putting her handkerchief to her eyes.

I dont believe it, thought George to himself.

How do you like your new residence? she resumed, passing with little ceremony to another topic.

I like it very well. All places are pretty much alike to a bachelor, Lady Sarah.

Ah, so they are. You wont remain a bachelor very long, continued Lady Sarah, with a smile of archness.

Not so very long, I dare say, frankly acknowledged Mr. George. It is possible I may put my head in the noose some time in the next ten years.

She would have detained him further, but George did not care to be detained. He went after more attractive companionship.

Chance, or premeditation, led him to Charlotte Pain. Charlotte had all her attractions about her that day. Her bright green silk dress  green was a favourite colour of hers  with its white lace mantle, was frequently to be seen by George Godolphins side. Once they strayed to the borders of the stream, in a remote part of the grounds. Several were gathered here. A row on the water had been proposed, and a boat stood ready. A small boat, holding very few; but, of those few, George and Charlotte made two.

Could George Godolphin have foreseen what that simple little excursion in the boat was to do for him, he had never entered it. How is it, that no shadow of warning comes over us at these times? How many a days pleasure, begun as a jubilee, how many a voyage, entered upon in hope, ends but in death! Not a fortnight since; since now, the very hour at which I am writing; a fine young lad, fresh from his studies, was going out to one of our colonies, full of youth, of hope, of prospects. Two ships were available for the passage, one as eligible as the other: which should he choose? It seemed not to matter which of them, and the choice was made. Could no warning rise up to his aid, ever so indefinite, and point away from the chosen one and say it must be shunned? The vessel sailed. And she went down  within sight of land  not three days out; and every soul on board, except one, perished. If we had only chosen the other ship for him! wail that lads mourning friends. Ay! if we could only lift the veil, what mistakes might be avoided!

George Godolphin, strong and active, took the oars. And when they had rowed about to their hearts content, and George was in a white heat with exertion, they bethought themselves that they would land for a while on what was called the mock island: a mossy spot, green and tempting to the eye. In stepping ashore, Charlotte Pain tripped, lost her balance, and would have been in the water but for George. He saved her, but he could not save her parasol: a dainty parasol, for which Miss Charlotte had given three guineas only the previous day. She naturally shrieked when it fell into the water: and George Godolphin, in recovering it, nearly lost his balance, and went in after the parasol. Nearly; not quite: he got himself pretty wet, but he made light of it, and sat himself down on the grassy island with the rest.

They were all young. Old people seldom care to venture into these shallow skiffs: but, had any of mature age been there, experienced in chills and rheumatism, they would certainly have ordered George Godolphin home at his utmost speed, for a change of clothes, and perhaps a glass of brandy.

Charlotte Pain was shaking the wet from her parasol, when some one noticed the dripping state of Georges coat. It wants shaking also, said they. Do pray take it off, Mr. George Godolphin!

George took it off, shook, it well, and laid it out in the sun to dry. And down he sat again, in his shirt-sleeves, passing some jokes upon his state of costume, and requesting to know what apology he must make for it.

By-and-by he began to feel rather chilled: in fact, he grew so cold that he put on his coat again, damp as it was. It might have occurred to him that the intense perspiration he had been in had struck inwardly, but it did not. In the evening he was dancing away with the best of them, apparently having escaped all ill effects from the wetting, and thinking no further of it.

Eh, but the young are heedless! as Janet would have said.


CHAPTER XVIII. STRAW IN THE STREETS.

Ankle-deep before the banking-house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin, and for some distance on either side; ankle-deep down Crosse Street as far as you could see, lay masses of straw. As carriages came up to traverse it, their drivers checked their horses and drove them at a foot-pace, raising their own heads to look up at the windows of the dwelling; for they knew that one was lying there hovering between life and death.

It was George Godolphin. Imprudent George! Healthy and strong as he might be, sound as his constitution was, that little episode of the fête-day had told upon him. Few men can do such things with impunity, and come out of them unscathed. What was a bit of a ducking; and that only a partial one? Nothing. As George himself said to some remonstrator on the following day. It is not much, certainly, to those who are used to it: but taken in conjunction with a white heat, and with an hour or twos cooling upon the grass afterwards, in the airy undress of shirt-sleeves, it is a great deal.

It had proved a great deal for George Godolphin. An attack of rheumatic fever supervened, dangerous and violent, and neither Dr. Beale nor Mr. Snow could give a guess as to whether he would live or die. Miss Godolphin had removed to the bank to share with Margery the task of nursing him. Knockers were muffled; bells were tied up; straw, as you hear, was laid in the streets; people passed in and out, even at the swing doors, when they went to transact business, with a softened tread: and as they counted the cash for their cheques, leaned over the counter, and asked the clerks in a whisper whether Mr. George was yet alive. Yes, he was alive, the clerks could always answer, but it was as much as they could say.

It continued to be as much as they could say for nearly a month, and then George Godolphin began to improve. But so slowly! day after day seemed to pass without visible sign.

How bore up Maria Hastings? None could know the dread, the grief, that was at work within her, or the deep love she felt for George Godolphin. Her nights were sleepless, her days were restless; she lost her appetite, her energy, almost her health. Mrs. Hastings wondered what was wrong with her, and hoped Maria was not going to be one of those sickly ones who always seem to fade in the spring.

Maria could speak out her sorrow to none. Grace would not have sympathized with any feeling so strong, whose object was George Godolphin. And had Grace sympathized ever so, Maria would not have spoken it. She possessed that shrinking reticence of feeling, that refined sensitiveness, to which betraying its own emotions to another would be little less than death. Maria could not trust her voice to ask after him: when Mr. Hastings or her brothers would come in and say (as they had more than once), Theres a report in the town that George Godolphins dead, she could not press upon them her eager questions, and ask, Is it likely to be true? Are there any signs that it is true? Once, when this rumour came in, Maria made an excuse to go out: some trifle to be purchased in the town, she said to Mrs. Hastings: and went down the street inwardly shivering, too agitated to notice acquaintances whom she met. Opposite the bank, she stole glances up at its private windows, and saw that the blinds were down. In point of fact, this told nothing, for the blinds had been kept down much since Georges illness, the servants not troubling themselves to draw them up: but to the fears of Maria Hastings, it spoke volumes. Sick, trembling, she continued her way mechanically: she did not dare to stop, even for a moment, or to show, in her timidity, as much as the anxiety of an indifferent friend. At that moment Mr. Snow came out of the house, and crossed over.

Maria stopped then. Surely she might halt to speak to the surgeon without being suspected of undue interest in Mr. George Godolphin. She even brought out the words, as Mr. Snow shook hands with her: You have been to the bank?

Yes, poor fellow; he is in a critical state, was Mr. Snows answer. But I think theres a faint indication of improvement, this afternoon.

In the revulsion of feeling which the words gave, Maria forgot her caution. He is not dead, then? she exclaimed, all too eagerly, her face turning to a glowing crimson, her lips apart with emotion.

Mr. Snow gathered in the signs, and a grave expression stole over his lips. But the next minute he was smiling openly. No, he is not dead yet, Miss Maria; and we must see what we can do towards keeping him alive. Maria turned home again with a beating and a thankful heart.

A weary, weary summer for George Godolphin  a weary, weary illness. It was more than two months before he rose from his bed at all, and it was nearly two more before he went down the stairs of the dwelling-house. A fine, balmy day it was, that one in June, when George left his bed for the first time, and was put in the easy-chair, wrapped up in blankets. The sky was blue, the sun was warm, and bees and butterflies sported in the summer air. George turned his weary eyes, weary with pain and weakness, towards the cheering signs of outdoor life, and wondered whether he should ever be abroad again.

It was August before that time came. Early in that month the close carriage of Ashlydyat waited at the door, to give Mr. George his first airing. A shadowy object he looked, Mr. Snow on one side of him, Margery on the other; Janet, who would be his companion in the drive, following. They got him downstairs between them, and into the carriage. From that time his recovery, though slow, was progressive, and in another week he was removed for change to Ashlydyat. He could walk abroad then with two sticks, or with a stick and somebodys arm. George, who was getting up his spirits wonderfully, declared that he and his sticks should be made into a picture and sent to the next exhibition of native artists.

One morning, he and his sticks were sunning themselves in the porch at Ashlydyat, when a stranger approached and accosted him. A gentlemanly-looking man, in a straw hat, with a light travelling overcoat thrown upon his arm. George looked a gentleman also, in spite of his dilapidated health and his sticks, and the stranger raised his hat with something of foreign urbanity.

Does Mr. Verrall reside here?

No, replied George.

A hard, defiant sort of expression rose immediately to the strangers face. It almost seemed to imply that George was deceiving him: and his next words bore out the impression. I have been informed that he does reside here, he said, with a stress upon the does.

He did reside here, replied George Godolphin: but he does so no longer. That is where Mr. Verrall lives, he added, pointing one of his sticks at the white walls of Lady Godolphins Folly.

The stranger wheeled round on his heel, took a survey of it, and then lifted his hat again, apparently satisfied. Thank you, sir, he said. The mistake was mine. Good morning.

George watched him away as he strode with a firm, quick, elastic step towards the Folly. George wondered when he should walk again with the same step. Perhaps the idea, or the desire to do so, impelled him to try it then. He rose from his seat and went tottering out, drawing his sticks with him. It was a tempting morning, and George strolled on in its brightness, resting now on one bench, now on another, and then bearing on again.

I might get as far as the Folly, if I took my time, he said to himself. Would it not be a surprise to them!

So he bore onwards to the Folly, as the stranger had done. He was drawing very near to it, was seated, in fact, on the last bench that he intended to rest on, when Mr. Verrall passed him.

Have you had a gentleman inquiring for you? George asked him.

What gentleman? demanded Mr. Verrall.

A stranger. He came to Ashlydyat, supposing you lived there. I sent him to the Folly.

Describe him, will you? said Mr. Verrall.

I noticed nothing much to describe, replied George. He wore a straw hat, and had a thin tweed coat over his arm. I should fancy he had just come off a journey.

Mr. Verrall left George where he was, and went back to the Folly. George rose and followed more slowly. But when he got beyond the trees, he saw that Mr. Verrall must have plunged into them: as if he would go into the Folly by the servants entrance. George crossed the lawn, and made straight for the drawing-room windows, which stood open.

Scarcely had he entered, and flung himself into the first easy-chair, when he saw the same stranger approach the house. Where had he been, not to have found it before? But George immediately divined that he had taken the wrong turning near the ash-trees, and so had had the pleasure of a round to Priors Ash and back again. The room was empty, and George sat recovering breath and enjoying the luxury of a rest, when the strangers knock resounded at the hall-door.

A servant, as he could hear, came forth to open it; but, before that was effected, flying footsteps followed the man across the hall, and he was called, in the voice of Charlotte Pain.

James, said she, in a half-whisper, which came distinctly to the ear of George Godolphin, should that be any one for Mr. Verrall, say nothing, but show him in here.

A second room, a smaller one, stood between the one George had entered, and the hall. It opened both to the drawing-room and the hall; in fact, it served as a sort of anteroom to the drawing-room. It was into this room that the stranger was shown.

Charlotte, who had taken a seat, and was toying with some embroidery-work, making believe to be busy over it, rose at his entrance, with the prettiest air of surprise imaginable. He could have staked his life, had he been required to do it, that she knew nothing whatever of his approach until that identical moment, when James threw open the door, and announced, A gentleman, maam. James had been unable to announce him in more definite terms. Upon his asking the stranger for a name, the curt answer had been, Never mind the name. Mr. Verrall knows me.

Charlotte rose. And the gentlemans abruptness changed to courtesy at the sight of her. I wish to see Mr. Verrall, he said.

Mr. Verrall is in town, replied Charlotte.

In town! was the answer, delivered in an accent of excessive surprise. Do you mean in London, madam?

Certainly, rejoined Charlotte. In London.

But he only left London last night to come here! was the strangers answer.

It brought Charlotte to a pause. Self-possessed as she was, she had to think a moment before hazarding another assertion. May I inquire how you know that he left London last night for this? she asked.

Because, madam, I had business yesterday of the very last importance with Mr. Verrall. He made the appointment himself, for three oclock. I went at three: and could not find him. I went at four, and waited an hour, with a like result. I went again at seven, and then I was told that Mr. Verrall had been telegraphed for to his country seat, and had started. I had some difficulty in finding out where his country seat was situated, but I succeeded in doing that: and I followed him in the course of the night.

How very unfortunate! exclaimed Charlotte, who had obtained her clue. He was telegraphed for yesterday, and arrived in answer to it, getting here very late last night. But he could not stay. He said he had business to attend to in London, and he left here this morning by an early train. Will you oblige me with your name? she added.

My name, madam, is Appleby. It is possible that you may have heard Mr. Verrall mention it, if, as I presume, I have the honour of speaking to Mrs. Verrall.

Charlotte did not undeceive him. When did you see Mr. Verrall last? she suddenly inquired, as if the thought had just struck her.

The day before yesterday. I saw him three times that day, and he made the appointment for the following one.

I am so sorry you should have had a useless journey, said Charlotte, with much sympathy.

I am sorry also, said the stranger. Sorry for the delay this causes in certain arrangements; a delay I can ill afford. I will wish you good morning, madam, and start back by the first train.

Charlotte touched the bell, and curtsied her adieu. The stranger had the door open, when he turned round, and spoke again.

I presume I may entirely rely upon what you tell me  that Verrall has gone back?

Oh, certainly, answered Charlotte.

Now, every syllable of this colloquy had reached the ears of George Godolphin. It puzzled him not a little. Were there two Verralls? The Verrall of the Folly, with whom he had so recently exchanged words, had certainly not been in London for a fortnight past, or anywhere else but in that neighbourhood. And what did Charlotte mean, by saying he had gone to town that morning?

Charlotte came in, singing a scrap of a song. She started when she saw George, and then flew to him in a glow of delight, holding out her hands.

What could he do, but take them? What could he do, but draw Charlotte down beside him on the sofa, holding them still? How pleased I am to see you! exclaimed Charlotte. I shall think the dear old times are coming round again.

Charlotte mia, do you know what I have been obliged to hear? That interesting colloquy you have been taking part in in the next room.

Charlotte burst into a laugh. From the moment when she first caught a glimpse of George, seated there, she had felt sure that he must have heard it. Did I do it well? she cried, triumphantly.

How could you invent such fibs?

Verrall came upstairs to me and Kate, said Charlotte, laughing more merrily than before. He said there was somebody going to call here, he thought with a begging petition, and he did not care to see him. Would I go and put the man off? I asked him how I should put him off, and he answered, Any way. Say he had gone to London, if I liked.

Was Charlotte telling truth or falsehood? That there was more in all this than met the eye was evident. It was no business, however, of George Godolphins, neither did he make it his.

And you have really walked here all the way by yourself! she resumed. I am so glad! You will get well now all one way.

I dont know about getting well all one way, Charlotte. The doctors have been ordering me away for the winter.

For the winter! repeated Charlotte, her tone growing sober. What for? Where to?

To some place where the skies are more genial than in this cold climate of ours, replied George. If I wish to get thoroughly well, they say, I must start off next month, September, and not return until April.

But  should you go alone?

Theres the worst of it. We poor bachelors are like stray sheep  nobody owning us, nobody caring for us.

Take somebody with you, suggested Charlotte.

Thats easier said than done, said George.

Charlotte threw one of her brilliant glances at him. She had risen, and was standing before him, all her attractions in full play. Theres an old saying, Mr. George Godolphin, that where theres a will, theres a way, quoth she.

George made a gallant answer, and they were progressing in each others good graces to their own content, when an interruption came to it. The same servant who had opened the door to the stranger entered.

Miss Pain, if you please, my master says will you go up to him.

I declare you make me forget everything, cried Charlotte to George, as she left the room. And picking up her King Charley, she threw it at him. There! take care of him, Mr. George Godolphin, until I come back again.

A few minutes after, George saw Mr. Verrall leave the house and cross the lawn. A servant behind him was bearing a small portmanteau and an overcoat, similar to the one the stranger had carried on his arm. Was Mr. Verrall also going to London? 


CHAPTER XIX. ONE STICK DISCARDED.

The morning sun shone on the green lawn, on the clustering flowers, rich in many colours, sweet in their perfume, before the breakfast-room at Ashlydyat. The room itself was in shadow: as it is pleasant in summer for a room to be: but the windows stood open to the delights of outdoor life.

Janet presided at the breakfast-table. She always did preside there. Thomas, Bessy, and Cecil were disposed around her; leaving the side next the windows vacant, that nothing might come between them and the view of the summers morning. A summer that would soon be on the wane, for September was approaching.

She ought to be here by four oclock, observed Bessy, continuing the conversation. Otherwise, she cannot be here until seven. No train comes in from Farnley between four oclock and seven, does it, Thomas?

I think not, replied Thomas Godolphin. But I really know very little about their branch lines. Stay. Farnley? No: I remember: I am sure that nothing comes in between four and seven.

Dont fash yourselves, said Janet with composure, who had been occupied with the urn. When Mrs. Briscow sends me word she will arrive by the afternoon train, I know she can only mean the one that gets here at four oclock: and I shall be there at four in the carriage to meet her. She is early in her ideas, and she would have called seven the night train.

Cecil, who appeared to be more engaged in toying with the black ribbons that were flowing from the white sleeves round her pretty wrists, than in taking her breakfast, looked up at her sister. How long is it since she was here last, Janet?

She was here the summer after your mother died.

All that time! exclaimed Cecil. It is very good of her to leave her home at her age, and come amongst us once again.

It is George who is bringing her here; I am sure of that, returned Janet. She was so concerned about his illness. She wants to see him now he is getting better. George was always her favourite.

How is George this morning? inquired Thomas Godolphin.

George is alive and pretty well, replied a voice from the door, which had opened. There stood George himself.

Alive decidedly; but weak and wan still. He could walk with the help of one stick now.

If I dont make an effort  as somebody says, in that bookcase  I may remain a puny invalid for ever, like a woman. I thought Id try and surprise you.

They made a place for him, and placed a chair, and set good things before him; all in affectionate eagerness. But George Godolphin could not accomplish much breakfast yet. My appetite is capricious, Janet, he observed. I think to-morrow I will try chocolate and milk.

A cup can be made at once, George, if you would like it.

No, I dont care about it now. I suppose the doctors are right that I cant get into proper order again, without change. A dull time of it, I shall have, whatever place they may exile me to.

A question had been mooted, bringing somewhat of vexation in its discussion, as to who should accompany George. Whether he should be accompanied at all, in what he was pleased to term his exile: and if so, which of them should be chosen. Janet could not go; or thought she could not; Ashlydyat wanted her. Bessy was deep in her schools, her district-visiting, in parish affairs generally, and openly said she did not care to quit them just now. Cecil was perfectly ready and willing. Had George been going to the wilds of Africa, Cecil would have entered on the journey with enthusiasm: the outer world had attractions for Cecil and her inexperience. But Janet did not deem it expedient to trust pretty Cecil to the sole guardianship of thoughtless George, and that was put down ere Cecil had well spoken of it. Georges private opinion was  and he spoke it publicly  that he should be better without any of them than with them; that they would only be a trouble. On one point, he turned restive. Janets idea had been to despatch Margery with him; to see after his comforts, his medicines, his well-aired beds, and his beef-tea. Not if he knew it, George answered. Why not set him up at once with a ladys-maid, and a nurse from the hospitals, in addition to Margery? And he was pleased to indulge in so much ridicule upon the point, as to anger Janet and offend Margery.

I wish I knew some fellow who was going yachting for the next six months, and would give me boat-room, observed George, stirring his tea listlessly.

That would be an improvement! said Janet, speaking in satire. Six months sea-sickness and sea-drenching would about do for you what the fever has left undone.

So it might, said George. Only that we get over sea-sickness in a couple of days, and sea-drenchings are wholesome. However, dont let it disturb your placidity: the yacht is wanting, and I am not likely to have the opportunity of trying it. No, thank you, Janet  rejecting a plate she was offering him I cannot eat anything.

Mrs. Briscow comes to-day, George, observed Bessy. Janet is going to meet her at the station at four. She is coming purposely to see you.

Very amiable of the old lady! responded George. Its a pity I am going out to dinner.

Thomas looked surprised. George was not yet in precisely dinner-visiting condition.

I have promised Mrs. Verrall to get as far as the Folly this afternoon, and stay and dine with them. En famille, you know.

Mr. Verrall is not at home, said Bessy.

But she and Charlotte are, responded George.

You know you must not be out in the night air, George.

I shall be home by sundown, or thereabouts. Not that the night air would hurt me now.

You cannot take rich dishes yet, urged Bessy again.

Bien entendu. Mrs. Verrall has ordered an array of invalid ones: mutton-broth à leau, and boiled whiting au naturel, responded George, who appeared to have an answer ready for all dissentient propositions.

Janet interposed, looking and speaking very gravely. George, it will be a great mark of disrespect to Mrs. Briscow, the lifelong friend of your father and your mother, not to be at home to sit at table with her the first day she is here. Only one thing could excuse your absence  urgent business. And, that, you have not to plead.

George answered tartly. He was weak from his recent illness, and like many others under the same circumstances, did not like being crossed in trifles. Janet, you are unreasonable. As if it were necessary that I should break a promise, just for the purpose of dining with an old woman! There will be plenty of other days to dine with her. And I shall be at home this evening before you have risen from table.

I beg you to speak of Mrs. Briscow with more respect, George. It cannot matter whether you dine at the Verralls to-day or another day, persisted Janet. I would not say a word against it, were it an engagement of consequence. You can go to the Folly any day.

But I choose to go to-day, said George.

Janet fixed her deep eyes upon him, her gaze full of sad penetration, her voice changed to one of mourning. Have those women cast a spell upon you, lad?

It drove away Georges ill-humour. He burst into a laugh, and returned the gaze: openly enough. Not they, Janet. Mrs. Verrall may have spells to cast, for aught I know: its Verralls business, not mine: but they have certainly not been directed to me. And Charlotte  

Ay, put in Janet in a lower tone, what of Charlotte Pain?

This, Janet. That I can steer clear of any spells cast by Charlotte Pain. Not but that I admire Charlotte very much, he added in a spirit of mischief. I assure you I am quite a slave to her fascinations.

Keep you out of her fascinations, lad, returned Janet in a tone of solemn meaning. It is my first and best advice to you.

I will, Janet, when I find them growing dangerous.

Janet said no more. There was that expression on her countenance which they well knew; telling of grievous dissatisfaction.

Rising earlier than his strength was as yet equal to, told upon George Godolphin: and by the middle of the day he felt so full of weariness and lassitude, that he was glad to throw himself on to the sofa in the large drawing-room, quiet and unoccupied then, wheeling the couch first of all with his feeble strength, close to the window, that he might be in the sunshine. Its warmth was grateful to him. He dropped asleep, and only woke considerably later, at the entrance of Cecil.

Cecil was dressed for the day, in a thin, flowing black dress, a jet necklace on her slender neck, jet bracelets on her fair arms. A fair flower was Cecilia Godolphin: none fairer within all the precincts of Priors Ash. She knelt down by George and kissed him.

We have been in to glance at you two or three times, George. Margery has prepared something nice for you, and would have aroused you to take it, only she says sleep will do you as much good as food.

Whats the time? asked George, too indolent to take his own watch from his pocket.

Half-past three.

Nonsense! cried George, partially starting up. It cant be so late as that.

It is, indeed. Janet has just driven off to the station. Dont rise this minute: you are hot.

I wonder Janet let me sleep so long!

Why should she not? Janet has been very busy all day, and very  

Cross? put in George.

I was going to say silent, replied Cecil. You vexed her this morning, George.

There was nothing that she need have been vexed at, responded Mr. George.

Cecil remained for a few moments without speaking. I think Janet is afraid of Charlotte Pain, she presently said.

Afraid of Charlotte Pain! In what way?

George  lowering her voice, and running her fingers caressingly through his bright hair as he lay I wish you would let me ask you something.

Ask away, replied George.

Ay, but will you answer me?

That depends, he laughed. Ask away, Cely.

Is there anything between you and Charlotte Pain?

Plenty, returned George in the lightest possible tone. As there is between me and a dozen more young ladies. Charlotte, happening to be the nearest, gets most of me just now.

Plenty of what?

Talking and laughing and gossip. Thats about the extent of it, pretty Cely.

Cecil wished he would be more serious. Shall you be likely to marry her? she breathed.

Just as likely as I shall be to marry you, and he spoke seriously now.

Cecil drew a sigh of relief. Then, George, I will tell you what it is that has helped to vex Janet. You know our servants get talking to Mrs. Verralls, and her servants to ours. And the news was brought here that Charlotte Pain has said she should probably be going on a journey: a journey abroad, for six months or so: to some place where she should remain the winter. Margery told Janet: and  and  

You construed it, between you, that Charlotte was going to be a partner in my exile! What droll people you must all be!

Theres no doubt, George, that Charlotte Pain was heard to say it.

I dont know what she may have been heard to say. It could have borne no reference to my movements. Cecil?

Well?

Did you ever hear of old Maxs hounds losing their scent?

No  I dont know. What do you mean?

And while George Godolphin was laughing at her puzzled look, Margery came in. Are you almost famished, Mr. George? How could you think of dropping off to sleep till you had had something to sustain you?

We often do things that we dont think to do, Margery, quoth he, as he rose from the sofa.

Nothing more true, Mr. George Godolphin.

Ere long he was on his way to Mrs. Verralls. Notwithstanding Janets displeasure, he had no idea of foregoing his engagement. The society of two attractive women had more charms for listless George than quiet Ashlydyat. It was a lovely afternoon, less hot than it had been of late, and George really enjoyed it. He was beginning to walk so much better. That long sleep had rested and refreshed him, and he believed that he could walk well into Priors Ash. Ill try it to-morrow, thought George.

Up the steps, over the terrace, across to the open windows of the Folly. It was the easiest way in, and George was not given to unnecessary ceremony. He supposed he might find the ladies in the drawing-room, and he stepped over the threshold.

Only one was there. Charlotte. She did not see him enter. She was before a pier-glass, holding up her dog, King Charley, that he might snarl and bark at the imaginary King Charley in the glass. That other dog of hers, the ugly Scotch terrier which you have heard of before, and a third, looking something like a bull-dog, were leaping and howling at her feet. It would appear that nothing pleased Charlotte better than putting her dogs into a fury. Charlotte wore a dark blue silk dress with shaded flounces, and a lighter blue silk jacket: the latter, ornamented with braidings and buttons of silver, somewhat after the fashion of her green riding-habit, and fitting as tightly to the shape. A well-formed shape!  and George Godolphin thought so, as she stood with her arms lifted, setting the dogs at the glass.

Hi, King! Seize him, Charley! Go at him!  hiss! Tear him! bite him!  hiss-ss-ss!  

The noisy reception by the other dogs of Mr. George Godolphin, brought the young ladys words and her pretty employment to a standstill. She released the imprisoned dog from her arms, letting him drop anywhere, and turned to George Godolphin.

Have you come at last? I had given you up! I expected you an hour and a half ago.

And, to while away the time, you set your dogs on to snarl and fight! returned he, as he took her hand. I wonder you dont go distracted with the noise, Charlotte!

You dont like dogs! I often tell you so.

Yes, I do  in their proper places.

Charlotte turned from him with a pout. The terrier jumped upon her.

Down, Pluto, down! A gentleman here thinks I ought to hold you poor dogs at arms length.

At the yards length, if you please, Charlotte, corrected George, who did not feel inclined to compromise his opinion. Hark at them! they might be heard at Priors Ash.

And his names George Godolphin, good Pluto! went on Charlotte, doing all she possibly could, in a quiet way, to excite the dogs. Down, then, Pluto! down!

I should muzzle you, Mr. Pluto, if you were mine, cried George, as the dog jumped up at him furiously, and then turned to attack his former adversary. Pluto! he continued, meaningly: who gave him that name, Charlotte?

I did, avowed Charlotte. And I named this other one King Charley, after his species. And this one is Deuce. What have you to say against the names?

Nothing, said George. I think them very good, appropriate names, he added, his lips parting.

They were certainly very good dogs  if to make a most excruciating noise constitutes merit. George Godolphin, his nerves still in a shattered condition, lifted his hand wearily to his forehead. It brought Charlotte Pain to her recollection.

Oh, George, I forgot! I did, really! I forgot you were not as strong yet as the rest of us. Be quiet, then, you three horrid brutes! Be quiet, will you! Go off, and quarrel outside.

Using her pointed toe rather liberally, Charlotte set herself to scatter the dogs. They were not very obedient. As soon as one was got out another sprang in, the noise never ceasing. Charlotte snatched up a basket of macaroons that happened to be on a side-table, and scattered the cakes on the terrace. There, quarrel and fight over those!

She put down the empty basket, closed the window to shut out the noise, and turned to George. Spreading out her dress on either side, after the manner once in vogue in ancient ballrooms she dropped him an elaborate curtsey.

Mr. George Godolphin, what honour do you suppose is thrust upon me to-day?

You must tell me, Charlotte, if its one you wish me to know, he answered. I can never attempt to guess when I feel tired; as I do now.

Your walk has tired you?

I suppose it has. Though I thought how well I felt as I came along.

The great honour of entertaining you all by my own self is delegated to me, cried Charlotte gaily, dropping another curtsey. I hope we shall not quarrel, as those dogs are doing.

The honour of entertaining me! he repeated, not grasping her meaning. Entertaining me for what?

For dinner, sir. Mrs. Verrall has gone to London.

No! he exclaimed. He did not believe her.

Charlotte nodded. She went at midday.

But what took her away so suddenly? exclaimed George, in surprise. She had no intention yesterday of going.

A freak. Or, impulse  if you like the word better. Kate rarely acts upon anything else. She has been expecting Verrall home these last three days; but he has neither come nor written: and this morning, after the post was in, she suddenly declared shed go to town, and see what was keeping him.

They may cross each other on the road.

Of course they may: and Kate have her journey for her pains. Thats nothing to her: she likes travelling. What am I to do with Mr. George Godolphin? Entertain him? I said to her. I suppose you can contrive to do it, she answered. I suppose I could, I said. But, what about its being proper? I asked, added Charlotte, with a demure glance at George. Oh, said Kate, its proper enough, poor sick fellow: it would never do to disappoint him. Therefore, sir, please take care that you behave properly, considering that a young lady is your hostess.

She threw a laughing glance at George; and, sitting down at the table, took a pack of beautifully painted cards from an ivory box, and began that delectable game that the French call Patience. George watched her from the sofa where he was sitting. A certain thought had darted into his mind. What fit of prudence called it up? Did he think of Charlottes good?  or of his own? Did the recollection of what Cecil had whispered actuate him? It cannot be told. It was very far indeed from George Godolphins intention to make a wife of Charlotte Pain, and he may have deemed it well to avoid all situations where he might compromise himself by a hasty word. Such words are more easily dropped than taken up again. Or perhaps George, free and careless though he was, reflected that it was not altogether the thing for Charlotte Pain to entertain him alone. With all his faults, George Godolphin was a gentleman: and Charlotte was not altogether fitted for a gentlemans wife.

I am glad of it, Charlotte, he remarked. I shall now have to make excuses to one only, instead of to two. I came to ask Mrs. Verrall to allow me to break through my engagement.

Charlotte had a knave in her hand, pondering where she could place it. She dropped it in her surprise.

I must dine at home to-day, Charlotte. An old friend of my father and mothers, Mrs. Briscow, is arriving for dinner. I cannot be absent.

The flush deepened on Charlottes face. It is unkind of you! she resentfully said. But I knew before what your promises are worth.

Unkind? But, Charlotte, I did not know until this morning that Mrs. Briscow was coming to-day. Theres nothing unkind about it.

It is unkind! flashed Charlotte. If you were not unkind, you would not leave me here alone, to pass a solitary evening and play at this wretched patience.

But I am not going to leave you here. I wish to take you back with me to Ashlydyat to dinner. If you will put on your bonnet, we can be walking thither at once.

You did not come intending to ask me.

I did not. I did not know that Mrs. Verrall would be absent. But I ask you now, being alone as you say. And I intend to take you.

What will Miss Godolphin say?

Miss Godolphin will be very happy to see you. Which little assertion Mr. George knew to contain more politeness than truth. Will you get ready, Charlotte? I must be returning.

Charlotte pushed the cards from her in a heap, and came and stood before George Godolphin, turning herself about for his inspection. Shall I do without further embellishment? she asked.

Admirably, was the gallant answer. Why dress more for Ashlydyat than you would for home?

Charlotte marched to the glass and surveyed herself. Just something in my hair, she said, ringing the bell.

A maid came in by her desire, and fastened some blue and silver flowers in her hair. Charlotte Pain wore her hair capriciously: rarely two days alike. To-day it was all strained back from the face, that most trying of all styles, let the features be ever so pretty. A shawl was thrown over her shoulders, and then she turned to George.

I am ready now.

But your bonnet? returned that gentleman, who had looked on with laughing eyes at the mysteries of the hair-dressing.

I shall not put on a bonnet, she said. They can bring it to me to Ashlydyat, for returning at night. People wont meet us: the roads not a public road. And if they should meet us, she added, laughing, they will rejoice in the opportunity of seeing me abroad like this. It will be food for Priors Ash.

So they started. Charlotte would not take his arm: she said he must take hers: he needed support and she did not. That, George would not agree to: and they strolled on, side by side, resting on benches occasionally. George found he had not much to boast of yet, in the way of strength.

Whos this, coming up? exclaimed Charlotte, when they had almost gained Ashlydyat, and were resting for the last time.

George followed the direction of her eyes. Advancing towards Ashlydyat was a lady, her grey silk dress gleaming in the sun, a light Cashmere shawl folded round her. There was no mistaking the ladylike figure of Mrs. Hastings.

Is she to be one of your dinner-party?

Not that I am aware of.

Mrs. Hastings joined them. She sat down on a bench by Georges side, affectionately inquiring into his state of health, speaking kindly and truthfully her pleasure at seeing him, so far, well again. Whatever prejudice may have been taken against George Godolphin by the Rector of All Souls, it did not extend to his wife. She liked him much.

I am getting on famously, said George, in a merry tone. I have promoted myself now to one stick: until yesterday I was forced to use two. You are going to Ashlydyat, Mrs. Hastings?

I wish to say a few words to Bessy. We have discovered something unpleasant relating to one of the schools, in which the under-mistress is mixed up. A good deal of deceit has been going on, in fact. Mr. Hastings says Bessy ought to hear of it at once, for she was as much interested in it as we are. So I came up.

Mrs. Hastings, in speaking, had taken two or three glances at Charlottes head. That young lady set herself to explain. Mr. George Godolphin had given her an impromptu invitation to go back with him to dine at Ashlydyat.

Then George explained. He had been engaged to dine at the Folly: but found, on arriving, that Mrs. Verrall had departed for London. My friends are all kind to me, Mrs. Hastings, he observed. They insist upon it that a change of a few hours must benefit me, and encumber themselves with the trouble of a fanciful invalid.

I am sure theres nothing like change and amusement for one growing convalescent, said Charlotte.

Will you let us contribute in some little way to it? asked Mrs. Hastings of George. If a few hours sojourn in our quiet house would be agreeable to you, you know that we should only be too happy for you to try it.

I should like it of all things, cried George, impulsively, I cannot walk far yet without resting, and it is pleasant to sit a few hours at my walks end, before I begin to start back again. I shall soon extend my journeys to Priors Ash.

Then come to us the first day that you feel able to get as far. You will always find some of us at home. We will dine at any hour you like, and you shall choose your own dinner.

A bargain, said George.

They rose to pursue their way to Ashlydyat. Mrs. Hastings offered her arm to George, and he took it with thanks. He would not take mine! thought Charlotte, and she flashed an angry glance at him.

The fact was, that for some considerable time Charlotte Pain had put Maria Hastings almost out of her head, as regarded her relations to George Godolphin. Whatever reason she may have seen at Broomhead to believe he was attached to Maria, the impression had since faded away. In the spring, before his illness, George had been much more with her than with Maria. This was not entirely Georges fault: the Rectory did not court him: Charlotte Pain and the Folly did. A week had now passed since Mr. Verralls departure for town, when George and his sticks appeared at the Folly for the first time after his illness; and, not a day of that week since but George and Charlotte had met. Altogether, her hopes of winning the prize had gone up to enthusiastic heat; and Charlotte believed the greatest prize in the world  taking all his advantages collectively  to be George Godolphin. George went at once to his sister Janets chamber. She was in it, dressing for dinner, after bringing her aged guest, Mrs. Briscow, from the station. He knocked at the door with his stick, and was told to enter.

Janet was before the glass in her black silk dress, trimmed heavily with crape still. She was putting on her sober cap, a white one, with black ribbons. Janet Godolphin had taken to wear caps at thirty years of age: her hair, like Thomass, was thin; and she was not troubled with cares of making herself appear younger than she was.

Come in, George, she said, turning to him without any appearance of surprise.

See how good I am, Janet! he cried, throwing himself wearily into a chair. I have come back to dine with you.

I saw you from the window. You have been walking too far!

Only to the Folly and back. But I sauntered about, looking at the flowers, and that tires one far worse than bearing on steadily.

Ay. Lay yourself down on that couch at full length, lad. Mrs. Hastings is here, I see. And  was that other Charlotte Pain?

Yes, replied George, disregarding the injunction to lie down.

Did she come from the Folly in that guise?  Nothing on her head but those flowers? I could see no bonnet even in her hand.

It is to be sent after her. Janet  passing quickly from the other matter she has come to dine with us.

Miss Godolphin turned in amazement, and fixed her eyes reproachfully on George. To dine with us?  to-day? Have you been asking her?

Janet, I could not well help myself. When I got to Lady Godolphins Folly, I found Charlotte alone: Mrs. Verrall has departed for town. To break through my engagement there, I proposed that Charlotte should come here.

Nay, said Janet, your engagement was already broken, if Mrs. Verrall was away.

Not so. Charlotte expected me to remain.

Herself your sole entertainer?

I suppose so.

A severe expression arose to Miss Godolphins lips, and remained there. It is most unsuitable, Charlotte Pains being here to-day, she resumed. The changes which have taken place render our meeting with Mrs. Briscow a sad one; no stranger ought to be at table. Least of all, Charlotte Pain. Her conversation is at times unfeminine.

How can you say so, Janet? he involuntarily exclaimed.

Should she launch into some of her favourite topics, her horses and her dogs, it will sound unfeminine to Mrs. Briscows ears. In her young days  in my days also, George, for the matter of that  these subjects were deemed more suitable to mens lips than to young womens. George, had your mother lived, it would have been a sore day to her, the one that brought the news that you had fixed your mind on Charlotte Pain.

It was not so to my father, at any rate, George could not help saying.

And was it possible that you did not see how Charlotte Pain played her cards before your father? resumed Janet. Not a word, that could offend his prejudices as a refined gentleman, did she ever suffer herself to utter. I saw; if you did not.

You manage to see a great deal that the rest of us dont see, Janet. Or you fancy that you do.

It is no fancy, lad. I would not like to discourage a thing that you have set your heart upon; I would rather go a mile out of my way than do it: but I stand next door to a mother to you, and I can but warn you that you will repent it, if you ever suffer Charlotte Pain to be more to you than she now is.

George rose. Set your mind at rest, Janet. It has never been my intention to marry Charlotte Pain: and  so far as I believe at present  it never will be.

The dinner went off pleasantly. Mrs. Briscow was a charming old lady, although she was of the antediluvian school, and Charlotte was on her best behaviour, and half fascinated Mrs. Briscow. George, like a trespassing child, received several hints from Janet that bed might be desirable for him, but he ingeniously ignored them, and sat on. Charlottes bonnet and an attendant arrived, and Thomas Godolphin put on his hat to see her to the Folly.

I need not trouble you, Mr. Godolphin. I shall not be run away with.

I think it will be as well that I should see you do not, said he, smiling.

It was scarcely dark. The clock had not struck ten, and the night was starlight. Thomas Godolphin gave her his arm, and the maid walked behind them. Arrived at Ashlydyat, he left her. Charlotte stood for a few moments, then turned on her heel and entered the hall. The first thing that caught her notice was a hat; next a travelling coat. They had not been there when she left in the afternoon.

Then Verralls back! she mentally exclaimed.

Hastening into the dining-room, she saw, seated at a table, drinking brandy and water, not Mr. Verrall, but Rodolf Pain.

Good gracious! exclaimed Charlotte, with more surprise in her tone than satisfaction, have you come?

Come to find an empty house, rejoined Mr. Pain. Wheres Mrs. Verrall? They tell me she is gone to London.

She is, replied Charlotte. Verrall neither came back nor wrote; she had a restless fit upon her, and started off this morning to him.

Verrall wont thank her, observed Mr. Pain. He is up to his eyes in business.

Good or bad business? asked Charlotte.

Both. We have got into a mess, and Verralls not yet out of it.

Through what? Through whom? she questioned.

Rodolf Pain gave his shoulders a jerk, as if he had been a Frenchman. It need not trouble you, Charlotte.

Some one came down here from London a week ago; a Mr. Appleby. Is it through him? Verrall seemed strangely put out at his coming.

Mr. Pain nodded his head. They were such idiots in the office as to give Appleby the address here. I have seen Verrall in a tolerable passion once or twice in my life, but I never saw him in such a one as he went into when he came up. Theyll not forget it in a hurry. He lays the blame on me, remotely; says I must have left a letter about with the address on it. I know I have done nothing of the sort.

But what is it, Rodolf? Anything very bad?

Bad enough. But it can be remedied. Let Verrall alone for getting out of pits, however deep they may be. I wish, though, we had never set eyes on that fellow, Appleby!

Tell me about it, Rodolf.

Mr. Rodolf declined. You could do no good, said he, and business is not fitted for ladies ears.

I dont care to know it, said Charlotte. Its no concern of mine: but, somehow, that man Appleby interested me. As to business not being fitted for my ears, I should make a better hand at business than some of you men make.

Upon my word, I think you would, Charlotte. I have often said it. But you are one in a thousand.

Have you had anything to eat since you came in?

They brought me some supper. It has just gone away.

I had better inquire whether theres a room ready for you? she remarked, moving towards the bell.

Its all done, Charlotte. I told them I had come to stay. Just sit down, and let me talk to you.

Shall you stay long?

I cant tell until I hear from Verrall to-morrow. I may be leaving again to-morrow night, or I may be here for interminable weeks. The office is to be clear of Mr. Verrall just now, do you understand?

Charlotte apparently did understand. She took her seat in a chair listlessly enough. Something in her manner would have told an accurate observer that she could very well have dispensed with the company of Rodolf Pain. He, however, saw nothing of that. He took his cigar-case from his pocket, selected a cigar, and then, by way of sport, held the case out to Charlotte.

Will you take one?

For answer, she dashed it out of his hand half way across the room. And she did it in anger, too.

How uncertain you are! he exclaimed, as he rose to pick up his property. There are times when you can take a joke pleasantly, and laugh at it.

He sat down again, lighted his cigar, and smoked a few minutes in silence. Then he turned to her. Dont you think it is time, Charlotte, that you and I brought ourselves to an anchor?

No, I dont, she bluntly answered.

But I say it is, he resumed. And I mean it to be done.

You mean!

Something in the tone roused him, and he gazed at her with surprise. You are not going from your promise, Charlotte?

I dont remember that I made any distinct promise, said she.

Mr. Rodolf Pain grew heated. You know that you did, Charlotte. You know that you engaged yourself irrevocably to me  

Irrevocably! she slightingly interrupted. How you misapply words!

It was as irrevocable as promise can be. Have you not led me on, this twelvemonth past, believing month after month that you would be my wife the next? And, month after month, you have put me off upon the most frivolous pretexts!

He rose as he spoke, drew up his little figure to its utmost height in his excitement, and pushed back his light hair from his small, insignificant face. A face that betrayed not too much strength of any sort, physical, moral, or intellectual; but a good-natured face withal. Charlotte retained unbroken calmness.

Rodolf, I dont think it would do, she said, with an air of candid reasoning. I have thought it over and over, and thats why I have put you off. It is not well that we should all be so closely con nected together. Better get new ties, that will shelter us, in case a  a  

A what? asked Rudolf Pain, his eyes strained on Charlotte through their very light lashes.

In case a smash comes. That  if we are all in the same boat  would ruin the lot. Better that you and I should form other connections.

You are talking great nonsense, he angrily said. A smash!  to us! Cant you trust Verrall better than that?

Why, you say that, even at this present moment  

You are wrong, Charlotte, he vehemently interrupted; you entirely misunderstand me. Things go wrong in business temporarily; they must do so in business of all sorts; but they right themselves again. Why! do you know what Verrall made last year?

A great deal.

My little petty share was two thousand pounds: and that is as a drop of water to the ocean compared with his. What has put you upon these foolish fancies?

Prudence, returned Charlotte.

I dont believe it, was the plain answer. You are trying to blind me. You are laying yourself out for higher game; and to shut my eyes, and gain time to see if you can play it out, you concoct a story of prudence to me. Its one or the other of those Godolphins.

The Godolphins! mockingly repeated Charlotte. You are clever! The one will never marry as long as the world lasts; the others dead.

Dead! echoed Rodolf Pain.

As good as dead. Hes like a ghost, and he is being sent off for an everlasting period to some warmer climate. How ridiculous you are, Rodolf!

Charlotte, Ill take care of ways and means. Ill take care of you and your interests. Only fix the time when you will be mine.

Then I wont, Rodolf. I dont care to marry yet awhile. Ill see about it when the next hunting season shall be over.

Rodolf Pain opened his eyes. The hunting season! he cried. What has that to do with it?

Were you my husband, you would be forbidding me to hunt; you dont like my doing it now. So for the present Ill remain mistress of my own actions.

Another lame excuse, he said, knitting his brow. You will take very good care always to remain mistress of your own actions, whether married or single.

Charlotte laughed, a ringing laugh of power. It spoke significantly enough to Mr. Rodolf Pain. He would have renewed the discussion, but she peremptorily declined, and shaking hands with him, wished him good night. 


CHAPTER XX. A REVELATION TO ALL SOULS RECTOR.

George Godolphin was not long at availing himself of the invitation to All Souls Rectory. The very day after it was given, he was on his way to it. He started with his stick: made one halt at a shop on his road, and arrived about twelve oclock.

Not a soul was at home but Maria. Mrs. Hastings, who had not expected him for some days, for she did not suppose his strength would allow him to get so far yet, had gone out with Grace. Mr. Hastings was in the church, and Maria was alone.

She sat in that one pleasant room of the house, the long room looking to the lawn and the flower-beds. She looked so pretty, so refined, so quiet in her simple dress of white muslin, as she pursued her employment, that of drawing, never suspecting how she was going to be interrupted.

The door of the porch stood open, as it often did in summer, and George Godolphin entered without the ceremony of knocking. The hall was well matted, and Maria did not hear him cross it. A slight tap at the room door.

Come in, said Maria, supposing it to be one of the servants.

He came in and stood in the doorway, smiling down upon her. So shadowy, so thin! his face utterly pale, his dark blue eyes unnaturally large, his wavy hair damp with the exertion of walking. Marias heart stood still. She rose from her seat, unable to speak, the colour going and coming in her transparent skin; and when she quietly moved forward to welcome him, her heart found its action again, and bounded on in tumultuous beats. The very intensity of her emotion caused her demeanour to be almost unnaturally still.

Are you glad to see me, Maria?

It was the first time they had met since his illness; the first time for more than four months. All that time separated; all that time fearing he was about to be removed by death! As he approached Maria, her emotion broke forth  she burst into tears; and surely it may be excused her.

He was scarcely less agitated. He clasped her tenderly to him, and kissed the tears from her face, his own eyelashes glistening. There was no great harm in it after all; for that each looked forward to the hope of being bound together at no great distance of time by nearer and dearer ties, was indisputable. At least no harm would have come of it, if  Look at the window.

They did. And there they saw the awful face of the Rector glaring in upon them, and by its side, the more awful of the two, that of Charlotte Pain.

Why had she followed George Godolphin to the Rectory? Was she determined not to allow him a single chance of escaping her? She, bearing in remembrance the compact with Mrs. Hastings, had watched George Godolphins movements that morning from the windows of the Folly; had watched the by-road leading to the Rectory. She saw George and his stick go tottering down it: and by-and-by she put on her things and went out too, imperatively declining the escort of Mr. Rodolf Pain.

Her intention was to make a call at the Rectory  all unconscious of course that she should find Mr. George Godolphin there. By dint of a little by-play with Mrs. Hastings  who was too thoroughly a lady to be given to suspicion  she might receive an invitation to remain also for the day. With these very laudable intentions Charlotte arrived opposite All Souls Church, where she caught sight of the Reverend Mr. Hastings emerging from the door. She crossed the churchyard, and accosted him.

Is Mrs. Hastings at home, do you know? I am going to call upon her?

Now Charlotte was no great favourite of that gentlemans: nevertheless, being a gentleman, he answered her courteously as he shook hands. He believed Mrs. Hastings and Grace were out, he said, but Maria was at home.

I am moped to death! exclaimed Charlotte, as she and Mr. Hastings entered the private gate to the Rectory garden. Mrs. Verrall is gone to London, and there am I! I came out intending to go the round of the town until I could find some good Samaritan or other who would take compassion on me, and let me stay an hour or two with them.

Mr. Hastings gave no particular reply. He did not make for the side door of the house, his usual entrance from the church, but turned towards the front, that he might usher in Charlotte in state. This took them by the windows of the drawing-room: and there they saw  what has been recorded. Mr. Hastings, in his astonishment, halted: Charlotte halted also, as you may be very sure.

George was the first to see them, and a word of anger broke from his lips. Maria hastily raised her head from its resting-place  and felt almost as if she should die. To be seen thus by Charlotte Pain was bad enough: but by her strict father! Her face grew white.

George Godolphin saw the signs. My darling, only be calm! Leave all to me.

That an explanation was forced upon him somewhat prematurely, was undoubted. But it was no unwelcome explanation. Nay, in the second moment, he was deeming it the very best thing that could have happened: for certain visions of taking Maria with him into exile had crossed his brain lately. He would try hard now to get them realized. It is true he would have preferred, all things considered, not to speak before Miss Charlotte Pain: but necessity, as you know, has no law.

The Rector came in at the door: Charlotte following. Mr. George Godolphin! he frigidly began; but George interrupted what he would have further said.

I beg your pardon, sir, he said, taking a step forward; allow me one word of explanation before you cast blame on me. I was asking your daughter to be my wife. Will you give her to me?

Mr. Hastings looked as a man confounded. That he was intensely surprised at the words was evident: perhaps he half doubted whether Mr. George Godolphin was playing with him. He cast a severe glance at Maria. George had taken her on his arm, and she stood there shrinking, her head drooping; her eyelashes resting on her white cheek. As for Charlotte Pain? well, you should have seen her.

Ah no, there was no deception. George was in true earnest, and Mr. Hastings saw that he was. His eyes were fixed beseechingly on those of Mr. Hastings, and emotion had brought the hectic to his wasted cheek.

Do not blame Maria, sir, he resumed. She is innocent of all offence, and dutiful as innocent. Were you to interpose your veto between us, and deny her to me, I know that she would obey you, even though the struggle killed her. Mr. Hastings, we have loved each other for some time past: and I should have spoken to you before, but for my illness intervening. Will you give her to me at once, and let her share my exile!

Mr. Hastings had no insuperable objection to George Godolphin. That report had given Mr. George credit for bushels and bushels of wild oats, which he would have to sow, was certain: but in this respect he was no worse than many others, and marriage is supposed to be a cure for youthful follies. Mr. Hastings had once suspected that Maria was acquiring more liking for George than was good for her: hence his repulsion of George, for he believed that he was destined for Charlotte Pain. Even now he could not comprehend how it was, and the prominent feeling in his mind was surprised perplexity.

I love her as my own life, sir. I will strive to render her happy.

I cannot understand it, said Mr. Hastings, dropping his tone of anger. I was under the impression  I beg your pardon, Miss Pain, turning to her, but I was under the impression that you were engaged to Mr. George Godolphin!

If ever Charlotte Pain had need to fight for composure, she had dire need then. Her hopes were suddenly hurled to the ground, and she had the cruel mortification of hearing him, whom she best loved, reject and spurn her for a long-hated rival. If her love for George Godolphin was not very deep or refined  and it was neither the one nor the other  she did love him after a fashion; better, at any rate, than she loved any one else. The position she would take as George Godolphins wife was hurled from her; and perhaps Miss Charlotte cared for that more than she did for George himself. The Verralls and their appearance of wealth were all very well in their places  as George had said by the dogs  but what were they, compared with the ancient Godolphins? There are moments which drive a woman to the verge of madness, and Charlotte was so driven now. Anything like control of temper was quite beyond her: and malevolence entered her heart.

I engaged to Mr. George Godolphin! she echoed, taking up the Rectors words in a shrieking tone, which she could not have helped had her life depended on it. Engaged to a married man? Thank you, Mr. Hastings.

A married man! repeated the puzzled Rector. Whilst George turned his questioning eyes upon her.

Yes, a married man, she continued, her throat working, her breath panting. They may have chosen to hoodwink you, to blind you, Mr. Hastings, but I saw what I saw. When your daughter  innocent Miss Maria there  came home from Scotland, she had been married to George Godolphin. A false priest, a sort of Gretna Green man, had married them: and I saw it done. I engaged to George Godolphin!

Charlotte Pain knew that the words were false: called up to gratify her rage in that angry moment. Scarcely anything else that she could conjure up would so have told upon the Rector. In his straightforward right-doing, to his practical mind, a clandestine marriage appeared one of the cardinal sins. His face turned pale, and his eye flashed as he grasped Marias shoulder.

Girl! is this so?

Oh, papa, no! returned Maria, with streaming eyes. It is a wicked untruth. Charlotte! to tell such an untruth is wicked. Papa, I affirm to you  

Hush, Maria, interposed George, let me deal with this. Mr. Hastings, it is a thing that you need scarcely ask of your daughter  whether it is true, or untrue. Is she one, think you, to enter into a clandestine marriage? You know better, sir. Nothing has ever passed between myself and Maria more than has passed before you this day. Were I thoughtless enough to solicit her to enter into one  and you need not think of me a whit better than you choose  Maria would only repulse me. Miss Pain, will you unsay your words?

For answer, Miss Pain entered into a scornful account of Sandy Bray and his doings. She reiterated her assertion. She declared that she saw Maria and George standing before him, their hands clasped together in the attitude of a couple being married, when she entered suddenly with a message from Lady Godolphin, and she finished up by saying she had always believed since that they were married, only it had been no business of hers to proclaim it. The Rectors brow grew moist again, and George Godolphin looked significantly at Charlotte. He spoke significantly, too.

No, you have not thought it, Charlotte. And he turned and related to Mr. Hastings as much as he knew of Sandy Bray, emphatically repeating his denial. If you will take a moments thought, sir, you may be convinced that the truth lies with me. I am beseeching you to give Maria to me; I crave it of you as the greatest boon that I can ask in life. I know not whether you will yield to my petition: but, what argument could I urge, to induce it, with half the force of the one that she was already secretly my wife? Nay, were she indeed so, why should I care for the ceremony to be repeated? I should only have to confess it, and throw myself and my wife upon your forgiveness. I heartily wish it had been so!

You are bold, Mr. George Godolphin!

Bold, sir? returned George, with emotion. Not more bold than I ought to be. I dont care to defend myself, but I do care to defend Maria. Give her to me, Mr. Hastings! give her to me! he added, changing his tone to one of tender entreaty. I will defend her through life with my best blood.

Mr. Hastings looked at him; looked at the tearful, but certainly not guilty countenance of his daughter; turned and looked at the furious one of Charlotte Pain. Step this way, he said to George Godolphin. I would speak to you alone.

He took him to another room, and shut the door. I want the truth, he said, upon one or two points  

Mr. Hastings, said George, drawing himself up, I have told you nothing but the truth upon all points.

Were you never engaged to Charlotte Pain? proceeded Mr. Hastings, taking no notice of the interruption.

Never. I never sought or wished to be.

Then what did your good father, Sir George, mean, when he alluded to it the night he was dying? He asked if you and Charlotte were married yet, and you replied, Plenty of time for that.

I said it merely in answer to his words: it was not an hour for dissent or explanation. He was not conscious of what he said.

Had you expressed to him any particular liking for Charlotte Pain?

I had not; at any time. Sir George believed Miss Pain had a large fortune, and he recommended me, more than once, to think of her, and it. He said she was a handsome girl, and none the worse for possessing a fortune. He had heard she would have thirty thousand pounds. I used to laugh it off. I cared for Maria too much to cast a thought to Charlotte Pain. That is the whole truth, Mr. Hastings, on my honour.

Would he have objected to Maria?

To Maria I am certain he would not have objected. To her want of fortune he might. But that is a thing that only concerns myself. I do not require fortune with my wife, and I do not seek it. You will give her to me, Mr. Hastings? You will dispense with unnecessary ceremony, and let her go abroad with me? he urged. She will do me more good than all else.

I will give you no promise of any sort, Mr. George Godolphin. As to taking her abroad with you, it is absurd to think of it. And no daughter of mine shall enter a family where she is not sure of a hearty welcome. I must first know the sentiments of yours.

George looked radiant. Mr. Hastings, if they heartily welcome Maria, will you allow me to welcome her?

Possibly I may.

Then it is an affair decided. Janet will be relieved of a nightmare; and Maria is, I believe, Thomass prime favourite in all the world, now that Ethel is gone.

Of what nightmare will it relieve Miss Godolphin? inquired the Rector.

A smile crossed Georges lips. She, like you, has been fearing that I intended to connect myself with Charlotte Pain. Only yesterday I assured Janet that she was mistaken; but I scarcely think she placed entire faith in me. She does not like Miss Pain.

Do you think you have pursued a wise course in giving cause for this talk, regarding Miss Pain?

I have not given cause to Miss Pain herself, Mr. Hastings, replied George, warmly. I am convinced that she has known in her heart of my attachment to Maria. As to whiling away a few hours with her occasionally in idle talk, it is a pastime that Charlotte Pain is given to favour.

And myself also, Mr. George might have added.

They left the room together. A servant came up to Mr. Hastings as he was crossing the hall, and said an applicant at the door craved speech of him. The Rector turned to it, and George entered the drawing-room alone.

Maria stood, pale, anxious, excited, leaning against a corner of the window, half shrouded by the muslin curtains. She scarcely dared look up when George entered. It was not his gaze that she dreaded to meet, but that of Mr. Hastings. To anger or displease her father was wormwood to Maria.

George cast a glance round the room. Wheres Charlotte Pain? he asked.

She is gone, was Marias answer. Oh, George! clasping her hands, and lifting to him her streaming eyes: it was cruel of her to say what she did!

I could give it a better name than that, Maria. Never mind: we can afford to be generous to-day.

Is papa fully convinced that  that I do not deserve blame?

He was convinced of that before he left this room. You are to be mine, Maria, he softly added in a whisper. And very shortly. I must take you abroad with me.

She stood before him, not daring to look up now: shrinking from his ardent gaze, the crimson mantling to her pure cheek.

Mr. Hastings demurs at the haste; calls it absurd, continued George; but, if you will consent to waive ceremony, surely he may do so. Which would be more absurd, Maria? your marrying without the three months preparation for millinery deemed necessary by fashion, or my going away alone for an indefinite period, perhaps to die.

Not to die, George! she involuntarily answered in a tone painfully beseeching  as if he held the fiat of life or death in his own hands. But  about the haste  I dont know  I heard you thought of departing soon?

I ought to be away in a fortnights time.

That startled her. A fortnights time! she echoed, in a voice of alarm. Then it could not be. What would Priors Ash say?

Maria, he gravely answered, some nine months ago, when Sarah Anne Grame was seized with fever, my brother, alarmed for Ethels safety, would have married her hastily, so that he might have the right to remove her from danger. Ethels answer to him was, What would Priors Ash say?  as you have now answered me. Thomas bowed to it: he suffered the worlds notions to reign paramount  and he lost Ethel. What value do you suppose he sets now upon the opinions of Priors Ash? The cases may not be precisely parallel, but they are sufficiently so to decide me. If I go away from home, I take you: if I may not take you, I do not go. And now, my darling, I will say farewell to you for the present.

She was surprised. She thought he had come to stay for some hours.

Yes, he replied; but affairs have changed since I entered. Until they shall be more definitively settled, Mr. Hastings will not care that I remain his guest.

He bent to kiss her. Not in the stolen manner he had been accustomed to, but  quietly, gravely, turning her shy face to his, as if it were his legal province so to do. A little while, young lady, he saucily whispered, and you will be giving me kiss for kiss.

Mr. Hastings was in the porch still, holding a colloquy with ill-doing and troublesome Mrs. Bond. George held out his hand as he passed.

You have not rested yourself, said the Rector.

I shall get back as far as the bank and rest there, replied George. I presume, sir, that you intend to see my brother?

And also Miss Godolphin, curtly said the Rector.

His eyes followed George down the path to the gate, as he and his stick moved unsteadily along. Marry now! mentally cried Mr. Hastings, his brow contracting: he looks more fit to take to his bed, and keep it. Now, Mrs. Bond, he added aloud, let me hear the conclusion of this fine tale.

George took his way to the bank. He had not passed it in coming, having cut across from Ashlydyat by the nearer way at the back of the town. He took them by surprise. Mr. Crosse was out, but the clerks were warm in their congratulations; they had not believed him yet equal to the exertion.

You look very tired, said Thomas, when they were alone in the bank parlour.

I feel fagged to death, was Georges answer. I must get you to send out for a fly for me, and go home in that. Thomas, he continued, plunging into his business abruptly, I expect you will have an application made to you, regarding me.

In what way? quietly asked Thomas.

Well  it is not exactly a certificate of character thats required, returned George, with a smile. I  I am thinking of getting married. Will you approve of it?

I have no right to disapprove, said Thomas, in a kind, grave tone. You are your own master; free to act as you shall judge best. I only hope, George, that you will, in choosing, consider your future happiness.

Has it never occurred to you that I have chosen?

I used to think at times that you had chosen, or felt inclined to choose, Maria Hastings.

Right, said George. I have been speaking to Mr. Hastings, and it appears to have taken him entirely by surprise. He would give me no answer until he should have ascertained whether the alliance would be agreeable to you and Janet. He is a man of crotchets, you know. So I expect he will be coming to you, Thomas.

Thomas Godolphins eyes lighted up with pleasure. He shall receive my hearty approval, he said, warmly. George  changing his tone to sadness in the days gone by I thought there were two young beings superior to the rest of the world: Ethel and Maria.

I said so to Mr. Hastings. I conclude he fears that Marias want of fortune would render her unpalatable to my family, remarked George.

Certainly not to me. Ethel, whom I chose, had even less. If you think well to dispense with fortune in your wife, George, we have no right to object to it. I am glad that you have chosen Maria Hastings.

But there was Janet yet to come. George went home in a fly, and threw himself on the first sofa he could find. Janet, full of concern, came to him.

I said you were attempting too much, George! she cried. But you never will listen to me.

Im sure, Janet, I listen to you dutifully. I have come home to consult you now, he added, a little spirit of mischief dancing in his gay blue eyes. It is not fatigue or illness that has brought me. Janet, I am going to be married.

Janet Godolphins pulses beat more quickly. She sat down and folded her hands with a gesture of pain. I knew it would be so. You need not have tried to deceive me yesterday, lad.

But the young ladys friends refuse her to me, unless my family openly sanction and approve of the match, went on George. Youll be kindly over it, wont you, Janet?

No, lad. I cannot forbid it; I have no authority over you: but, sanction it, I never will. What has put it into your head to marry in this haste? You, with one foot in the grave, as may be said, and one out of it?

Well, you see, Janet, you wont trust me abroad without some one to look after me, he slowly answered, as if he were arguing some momentous question. You say you cant go, and Bessy cant go, and Cecil may not, and I say I wont have Margery. What was I to do, but marry? I cannot take a young lady, you know, without first marrying her.

Janet Godolphins grave eyes were fixed on vacancy, and her thin, lips drawn in to pressure. She did not answer.

Thomas heartily approves, he continued. I have been with him.

Thomas must do as he likes, said Janet. But, unless you have unwittingly misunderstood him, George, you are telling me a deliberate falsehood. He will never approve of your marrying Charlotte Pain.

Charlotte Pain! repeated George, with an air of as much surprise as if it were genuine, who was talking about Charlotte Pain? What put her into your head?

Janets face flushed. Were you not talking of Charlotte Pain?

Not I, said George. In spite of the compliments you pay my truthfulness, Janet, I meant what I said to you yesterday  that I did not intend to make her my wife. I am speaking of Maria Hastings.

Eh, lad, but thats good news!

George burst into a laugh. What green geese you must all have been, Janet! Had you used your eyes, you might have detected this long time past that my choice was fixed on Maria. But the Rector doubts whether you will approve. He will not promise her to me until he has your sanction.

Ill put my shawl on and go down at once to the Rectory, and tell him that we all love Maria, said Janet, more impulsively than was common with her: but in truth she had been relieved from a great fear. There was something about Charlotte Pain that frightened sedate Janet. Compared with her, Maria Hastings appeared everything that was desirable as a wife for George. Her want of fortune, her want of position  which was certainly not equal to that of the Godolphins  were lost sight of.

I could manage to take some broth, Janet, cried George, as she was leaving the room. I have had nothing since breakfast.

To be sure. I am growing forgetful. Margery shall wait upon you, my dear. But, to go down to the Rectory without delay, is a courtesy due from me.

So, no impediment was placed upon the marriage. Neither was any impediment placed upon its immediate celebration: the Rector permitting himself to be persuaded into it.


CHAPTER XXI. CHARLOTTES BARGAIN.

Three weeks after that momentous day at All Souls Rectory, George Godolphin and Maria stood before the Rector in All Souls Church. George did not appear very ill now; he was not so shadowy, his fine complexion had returned, and stick the second was discarded. Maria was beautiful. Her soft bridal robes floated around her, her colour went and came as she glanced shyly up at George Godolphin. A handsome couple; a couple seldom seen.

It was quite a private marriage so to say; but few guests being present, and they relatives, or very close friends. Lady Godolphin had responded to the invitation (which Janet had not expected her to do), and was the guest of Ashlydyat. Very superb was she in silks and jewels this day. Old Mrs. Briscow had also remained for it. Mr. Crosse was present, and some relatives of the Hastings family: and Grace and Cecil were bridesmaids. The Rector joined their hands, speaking the necessary words slowly and emphatically; words that bound them to each other until death.

Then came the breakfast at the Rectory, and then the going away. The carriage waited at the gate. The Rector laid his hand upon George Godolphins arm as he was going out to it, and addressed him in a low tone.

I have confided her to you in entire trust. You will cherish her in all love and honour?

Always! emphatically pronounced George, grasping the Rectors hand. You shall never have cause to repent the gift.

Thomas Godolphin was placing Maria in the carriage. She looked out through her tears, nodding her last adieus. George took his place beside her, and the postboy started on the first stage towards Dover.

As they were passing the house of Lady Sarah Grame, by which their route lay, that lady herself sat at the window, as did also Sarah Anne; both on the tiptoe of curiosity, beyond all doubt. Between them, laughing and talking with a gay air, and looking out, stood Charlotte Pain. Maria gave vent to an involuntary exclamation.

Another moment, and they had whirled by, beyond view. George turned impulsively to M aria and drew her closer to him. Thank God! thank God! he earnestly said.

For what? she murmured.

That you are mine. Maria, I dreamt last night that I had married Charlotte Pain, and that you were dying. The dream has been haunting me all day. I can laugh at it now, thank God!

In the gayest and lightest room of Lady Godolphins Folly, its windows open to the green slopes, the gay flowers, the magnificent prospect which swept the horizon in the distance, was Mrs. Verrall. She lay back in a fauteuil, in the vain, idle, listless manner favoured by her; toying with the ribbons of her tasty dress, with the cluster of gleaming trifles on her watch-chain, with her gossamer handkerchief, its lace so fine in texture that unobservant eyes could not tell where the cambric ended and the lace began, with her fan which lay beside her, tapping her pretty foot upon an ottoman in some impatience; there she sat, displaying her conscious charms, and waiting for any callers, idle and vain as herself, who might arrive to admire them.

At a distance, in another fauteuil, listless and impatient also, sat Rodolf Pain. Time hung heavily on Mr. Pains hands just now. He was kept a sort of prisoner at Lady Godolphins Folly, and it appeared to be the chief business of Charlotte Pains life to be cross to him. Three weeks had his sojourn there lasted: and though he had hinted to Charlotte on his arrival that he might remain a goodly number of weeks  interminable weeks, was the expression, I think  he had not really expected to do so; and the delay was chafing him. What particular business might be keeping Mr. Pain at Priors Ash it is not our province at present to inquire: what his especial motive might be for rather shunning observation than courting it, is no affair of ours. He did not join Mrs. Verrall in her visiting: he had an innate dislike to visitors  to fine people, as he phrased it. Even now, if any carriage drove up and deposited its freight at the Folly, it would be the signal for Mr. Rodolf Pain to walk out of the drawing-room. He was shy, and had not been accustomed to society. He strolled in and out all day in his restlessness, nearly unnoticed by Mrs. Verrall, fidgeting Charlotte Pain; a cigar in his mouth, and his hands in his pockets; sauntering about the grounds, flinging himself into chairs, one sentence of complaint for ever on his lips: I wish to goodness Verrall would write!

But Verrall did not write. Mrs. Verrall had received one or two short notes from him after her return from London  where she had stayed but twenty-four hours  and all the allusion in them to Mr. Pain had been, Tell Rodolf he shall hear from me as soon as possible. Rodolf could only wait with what patience he might, and feel himself like a caged tiger, without its fierceness. There was no fierceness about Rodolf Pain;  timidity rather than that.

A timidity for which Charlotte despised him. Had he been more bold and self-asserting, she might have accorded him greater respect. What could have possessed Charlotte ever to engage herself to Rodolf Pain, would be a mystery for curious minds to solve, only that such mysteries are enacted every day. Engagements and marriages apparently the most incongruous take place. This much may be said for Charlotte: that let her enter into what engagement she might, she would keep it or break it, just as whim or convenience suited her. Rodolf Pains thoughts, as he sat in that chair, were probably turned to this very fact, for he broke the silence suddenly by a pertinent question to Mrs. Verrall.

Does she never mean to marry?

Who? languidly asked Mrs. Verrall.

Charlotte, of course. I have nothing to do with anybody else, that I should ask. She faithfully promised to be my wife: you know she did, Mrs. Verrall  

Dont talk to me, Rodolf, apathetically interrupted Mrs. Verrall; As if I should interfere between you and Charlotte!

I think you are in league together to snub me, Mrs. Verrall, she and you; thats what I think, grumbled Rodolf. If I only remind her of her promise, she snaps my nose off. Are we to be married, or are we not?

It is no affair of mine, I say, said Mrs. Verrall, and I shall not make it one. I had as soon Charlotte married you, as not; but I am not going to take an active part in urging it  probably only to be blamed afterwards. This is all I can say, and if you tease me more, Rodolf, I shall trouble you to walk into another room.

Thus repulsed, Rodolf Pain held his tongue. He turned about in his chair, stretched out his feet, drew, them in again, threw up his arms with a prolonged yawn, and altogether proved that he was going wild for want of something to do. Presently he began again.

Wheres she off to?

Charlotte? cried Mrs. Verrall. She went into Priors Ash. She said  yes, I think she said, she should call upon Lady Sarah Grame. Look there!

Mrs. Verrall rose from her seat, and ran to a farther window, whence she gained a better view of the high-road, leading from Ashlydyat to Priors Ash. A chariot-and-four was passing slowly towards the town. Its postboys wore white favours, and Margery and a manservant were perched outside. Mrs. Verrall knew that it was the carriage destined to convey away George Godolphin and his bride, who were at that moment seated at the breakfast at All Souls Rectory, chief amidst the wedding guests.

Then Margery does go abroad with them! exclaimed Mrs. Verrall. The servants had so many conflicting tales, that it was impossible to know which to believe. She goes as Mrs. Georges maid, I suppose, and to see after him and his rheumatism.

His rheumatisms well, isnt it? returned Rodolf Pain.

That is well; but hes not. He is weak as water, needing care still. Prudent Janet does well to send Margery. What should Maria Hastings know about taking care of the sick? I think they have shown excessively bad manners not to invite me to the breakfast, continued Mrs. Verrall, in a tone of acidity.

Some one said it was to be quite a private breakfast: confined to relatives.

I dont care, said Mrs. Verrall; they might have made an exception in my favour. They know I like such things: and we lived in their house, Ashlydyat, and are now living at Lady Godolphins Folly.

Thats where Charlottes gone, Ill lay, cried Mr. Rodolf Pain.

Mrs. Verrall turned her eyes upon him with a slight accession of wonder in them. Gone there! To the Rectory? Nonsense, Rodolf!

I didnt say to the Rectory, Mrs. Verrall. She wouldnt be so stupid as to go there without an invitation. Shes gone about the town, to stare at the carriages, and look out for what she can see.

Very possibly, returned Mrs. Verrall, throwing herself into her chair in weariness. What has become of all the people to-day, that no one comes to call upon me? I should think they are stopping to look at the wedding.

Rodolf, in weariness as great, slowly lifted his body out of the chair, gave himself another stretch, and left the room. The curse of work! Never did work bring a curse half as great as that brought by idleness. Better break stones on the road, better work in galley-chains, than sit through the livelong day, day after day as the year goes round, and be eaten up by lassitude. Rodolf Pains compulsory idleness was only temporary; he was away from his occupation only for a time: but Mrs. Verrall possessed no occupation from years end to years end. Her hands had no duties to perform, no labour to transact: she never touched anything in the shape of ornamental work; she rarely, if ever, opened a book. She was one of those who possess no resources within themselves: and, may Heaven have mercy upon all such!

By-and-by, after Rodolf had smoked two cigars outside, and had lounged in again, pretty nearly done to death with the effort to kill time, Charlotte returned. She came in at the open window, apparently in the highest spirits, her face sparkling.

Did you hear the bells? asked she.

I did, answered Rodolf. I heard them when I was out just now.

The towns quite in a commotion, Charlotte resumed. Half the ragamuffins in the place are collected round the Rectory gates: they had better let the beadle get amongst them!

Commotion or no commotion, I know I have not had a soul to call here! grumbled Mrs. Verrall. Where have you been, Charlotte?

At Lady Sarahs. And I have had the great honour of seeing the bride and bridegroom! went on Charlotte, in a tone of complaisance so intense as to savour of mockery. They came driving by in their carriage, and we had full view of them.

This somewhat aroused Mrs. Verrall from her listlessness. They have started, then! How did she look, Charlotte?

Look! cried Charlotte. She looked as she usually looks, for all I saw. His cheeks were hectic; I could see that. Mr. George must take care of himself yet, I fancy.

How was she dressed? questioned Mrs. Verrall again.

Could I see?  seated low in the carriage, as she was, and leaning back in it! retorted Charlotte. She wore a white bonnet and veil, and thats all I can tell you. Margery and Pearce were with them. Kate, dont you think Lady Sarah must feel this day? A few months ago, and it was her daughter who was on the point of marriage with a Godolphin. But she did not seem to think of it. Shed give her head for a daughter of hers to wed a Godolphin still.

Mrs. Verrall raised her eyes to Charlottes with an expression of simple astonishment. The remark mystified her. Mrs. Verrall could boast little depth of any sort, and never saw half as far as Charlotte did. Charlotte resumed:

I saw; I know: I have seen and known ever since Ethel died. My lady would like Sarah Anne to take Ethels place with Thomas Godolphin.

I can hardly believe that, Charlotte.

Disbelieve it then, equably responded Charlotte, as she passed out to the terrace, and began calling to her dogs. They came noisily up in answer; and Charlotte disappeared with them.

And Mr. Rodolf Pain, sitting there in his embroidered chair, with a swelling heart, remarked that Charlotte had not vouchsafed the smallest notice to him. I wouldnt stop another hour, he murmured to himself, only that my going back would put up Verrall: and  and it might not do.

Very intense was that gentlemans surprise to see, not two minutes after, Mr. Verrall himself enter the room by the window. Mrs. Verrall gave a little shriek of astonishment; and the new-comer, throwing his summer overcoat upon a chair, shook hands with his wife, and gave her a kiss. Plenty of dust was mingled with his yellow whiskers, and his moustache.

I came third-class most of the way, explained Mr. Verrall, as an apology for the dust. The first-class carriage was stuffing hot, and there was no getting a smoke in it. We had a troublesome guard: the fellow excused himself by saying one of the directors was in the train.

I have been all this time rubbing my eyes to find out whether they are deceiving me, cried Rodolf Pain. Who was to dream of seeing you here to-day, sir?

I should think you expected to see me before, Rodolf, was Mr. Verralls answer.

Well, so I did. But it seemed to be put off so long, that I am surprised to see you now. Is  is all straight?

Quite straight, replied Mr. Verrall; after an overwhelming amount of bother. You are going up to-day, Pain.

And not sorry to hear it, either, cried Rodolf Pain, with emphasis. I am sick of having nothing to do. Is Appleby settled? he added, dropping his voice.

Mr. Verrall gave a nod; and, drawing Rodolf Pain to a far window, stood there talking to him for some minutes in an undertone. Mrs. Verrall, who never concerned herself with matters of business, never would listen to them, went out on the terrace, a pale pink parasol with its white fringe, held between her face and the sun. While thus stand ing, the distant bells of All Souls, which had been ringing occasional peals throughout the day, smote faintly upon her ear. She went in again.

Verrall, said she, if you come out, you can hear the bells. Do you know what they are ringing for?

What bells? Why should I listen to them? inquired Mr. Verrall, turning from Rodolf Pain.

They are ringing for George Godolphins wedding. He has been married to-day.

The information appeared  as Rodolf Pain would have expressed it, had he given utterance to his sentiments  to strike Mr. Verrall all of a heap. George Godolphin married to-day! he repeated, in profound astonishment, remembering the weak state George had been in when he had left Priors Ash, some weeks before. Married or buried, do you mean?

Mrs. Verrall laughed. Oh, he has got well from his illness: or, nearly so, she said. The bells would ring muffled peals, if he were buried, Verrall, as they did for Sir George.

And whom has he married? continued Mr. Verrall, not in the least getting over his astonishment.

Maria Hastings.

Mr. Verrall stroked his yellow moustache; a somewhat recent appendage to his beauty. He was by no means a demonstrative man  except on rare occasions  and though the tidings evidently made a marked impression on him, he said nothing. Is Charlotte at the wedding? he casually asked.

No strangers were invited, replied Mrs. Verrall. Lady Godolphin came for it, and is staying at Ashlydyat. She has put off her weeds for to-day, and appears in colours: glad enough, I know, of the excuse for doing so.

Where is Charlotte? resumed Mr. Verrall.

He happened to look at Rodolf Pain as he spoke, and the latter answered, pointing towards some trees on the right.

She went down there with her dogs. Ill go and find her.

Mr. Verrall watched him away, and then turned to his wife: speaking, however, impassively still.

You say he has married Maria Hastings? How came Charlotte to let him slip through her fingers?

Because she could not help it, I suppose, replied Mrs. Verrall, shrugging her pretty shoulders. I never thought Charlotte had any chance with George Godolphin, Maria Hastings being in the way. Had Charlotte been first in the field, it might have made all the difference. He had fallen in love with Maria Hastings before he ever saw Charlotte.

Mr. Verrall superciliously drew down his lips at the corners. Dont talk about a mans falling in love, Kate. Girls fall in love: men know better. Charlotte has played her cards badly, he added, with some emphasis.

I dont know, said Mrs. Verrall. That Charlotte would play them to the best of her ability, theres little doubt; but, as I say, she had no chance from the first. I think George did love Maria Hastings. Im sure they have been together enough, he and Charlotte, and they have flirted enough: but, as to caring for Charlotte, I dont believe George cared for her any more than he cared for me. They have gone abroad for the winter: will be away six months or more.

I am sorry for that, quietly remarked Mr. Verrall. I was in hopes to have made some use of Mr. George Godolphin.

Use? cried Mrs. Verrall. What use?

Oh, nothing, carelessly replied Mr. Verrall. A little matter of business that I was going to propose to him.

Wont it do when he comes home?

I dare say it may, said Mr. Verrall.

Mr. Rodolf Pain had walked to the right, and plunged into the grove of trees in search of Charlotte. He was not long in finding her. The noise made by her dogs was sufficient guide to him. In one respect Charlotte Pain was better off than her sister, Mrs. Verrall: she found more resources for killing time. Charlotte had no greater taste for books than Mrs. Verrall had: if she took one up, it was only to fling it down again: she did not draw, she did not work. For some reasons of her own, Charlotte kept an ornamental piece of work in hand, which never got finished. Once in a way, upon rare occasions, it was taken up, and a couple of stitches done to it; and then, like the book, it was flung down again. Charlotte played well; nay, brilliantly: but she never played to amuse herself, or for the love of music  always for display. The resources which Charlotte possessed above Mrs. Verrall, lay in her horsemanship and her dogs. Mrs. Verrall could ride, and sometimes did so; but it was always in a decorous manner. She did not gallop, helter-skelter, across country as Charlotte did, with half a dozen cavaliers barely keeping up with her: she took no pleasure in horses for themselves, and she would as soon have entered a pigsty as a stable. With all Mrs. Verralls vanity, and her not over-strong intellect, she possessed more of the refinement of the gentlewoman than did Charlotte.

Look at Charlotte now: as Rodolf Pain  a cigar, which he had just lighted, between his lips, and his hands in his pockets  approaches her. She is standing on a garden bench, with the King Charley in her arms: the other two dogs she has set on to fight at her feet, their muzzles lying on the bench beside her. What with the natural tempers of these two agreeable animals, and what with Charlottes frequent pastime of exasperating the one against the other, it had been found necessary to keep them muzzled to prevent quarrels: but Charlotte delighted in removing the muzzles, and setting them on, as she had done now. Charlotte had these resources in addition to any possessed by Mrs. Verrall. Mrs. Verrall would not, of her own free will, have touched a dog with her finger: if compelled to do so, it would have been accomplished in the most gingerly fashion with the extreme tip: and it was a positive source of annoyance to Mrs. Verrall, often of contention between them, Charlottes admitting these dogs to familiar companionship. Charlotte, when weary from want of pastime, could find it in the stables, or with her dogs. Many an hour did she thus pass: and, so far, she had the advantage of Mrs. Verrall. Mrs. Verrall often told Charlotte that she ought to have been born a man; it cannot be denied that some of her tastes were more appropriate to a man than to a gentlewoman.

Rodolf Pain reached the bench. It was a lovely spot, secluded and shaded by trees; with an opening in front to admit a panoramic view of the enchanting scenery. But, on the mossy turf between that bench and the opening, snarled and fought those awful dogs: neither the noise nor the pastime particularly in accordance with that pleasant spot, so suggestive of peace. Charlotte looked on approvingly, giving a helping word to either side which she might deem required it; while the King Charley barked and struggled in her arms, because he was restrained from joining in the mêlée.

I am going up at last, Charlotte.

Up where? asked Charlotte, without turning her eyes on Rodolf Pain.

To town. Verralls come back.

Surprise caused her to look at him now. Verrall back! she uttered. He has come suddenly, then; he was not back five minutes ago. When are you going up?

I will tell you all about it if youll muzzle those brutes, and so stop their noise.

Muzzle them yourself, said Charlotte, kicking the muzzles on to the grass with her foot.

Mr. Pain accomplished his task, though he did not particularly like it; neither was it an easy one: the dogs were ferocious at the moment. He then drove them away, and Charlotte dropped her King Charley that he might run after them; which he did, barking his short squeaking bark. Rodolf held out his hand to help Charlotte down from the bench; but Charlotte chose to remain where she was, and seated herself on one of its arms. Rodolf Pain took a seat on the bench sideways, so as to face her, leaning his back against the other arm.

When do you go? repeated Charlotte.

In an hour from this.

Quick work, remarked Charlotte. Verrall gives no time for the grass to grow in anything he has to do with.

The quick departure is mine, said Mr. Pain. So that I am in town for business to-morrow morning, its all that Verrall cares about. He suggested that I should go up by a night train.

I should, cried Charlotte, bluntly.

No you would not, answered Rodolf Pain in a tone of bitterness. Were you treated by any one as you treat me, youd be glad enough to get away.

Thats good! ejaculated Charlotte with a ringing laugh. Im sure I treat you beautifully. Many a one would jump at getting the treatment from me that I give you; I can tell you that, Mr. Dolf.

Mr. Dolf smoked on in silence; rather savagely for him.

What have you to complain of? pursued Charlotte.

This, said he, sternly. That you promised to be my wife; that you have led me on, Heaven knows how long, causing me to believe you meant what you said, that you would keep your promise; and now you coolly turn round and jilt me! That bare fact, is quite enough, Charlotte, without going into another mortifying fact  your slighting behaviour to me lately.

Who says I have jilted you  or that I mean to jilt you? asked Charlotte.

Who says it? retorted Rodolf Pain. Why  are you not doing so?

No. I dare say I shall have you some time.

I am getting tired of it, Charlotte, said he, in a weary tone of pain. I have cared for nothing but you in the world  in the shape of woman  but I am getting tired; and I have had enough to make me. If you will fix our wedding now, before I go up, and keep to it, Ill bless you for it, and make you a fonder husband than George Godolphin would have made you.

How dare you mention George Godolphin to me in that way? cried Charlotte, with flashing eyes, for the sentence had roused all her ire. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Dolf Pain! Has not George Godolphin  as it turns out  been engaged to Maria Hastings longer than I have known him, and has now married her? Do you suppose I could have spent that time with them both, in Scotland, at Lady Godolphins, and not have become acquainted with their secret? That must prove what your senseless jealousy was worth!

Charlotte, said he, meekly, as to George Godolphin, I readily confess I was mistaken, and I am sorry to have been so stupid. You might have set me right with a word, but I suppose you preferred to tease me. However, he is done with now. But, Charlotte, I tell you that altogether I am getting tired of it. Have me, or not, as you feel you can: but, played with any longer, I will not be. If you dismiss me now, you dismiss me for good.

I have half a mind to say yes, returned Charlotte, in the coolest tone, as if she were deciding a trifling matter  the choice of a bonnet, or the route to be pursued in a walk. But theres one thing holds me back, Dolf.

Whats that? asked Dolf, whose cheek had lighted up with eager hope.

Charlotte leaped off the bench and sat down on it, nearer to Dolf, her accent and face as apparently honest as if fibs were unknown to her. And it is the only thing which has held me back all along, she went on, staring unflinchingly into Dolfs eyes.

Well, what is it? cried he.

The hazard of the step.

The hazard! repeated Dolf. What hazard?

Charlotte glanced round, as if to convince herself that nothing with human ears was near, and her voice dropped to a whisper. You and Verrall are not upon the safest course  

Its as safe as many others, interrupted Dolf Pain.

Dont bother about others, testily rebuked Charlotte. Look to itself. I say that it is hazardous: what little I know of it tells me that. I have heard a word dropped by you and a word dropped by Verrall, and I can put two and two together as well as most people. Is there no danger, no chance, she spoke lower still, and with unmistakable gravity that a crisis might come, which  which would carry you to a place where nobody stands willingly  the Criminal Bar?

Good gracious, no! cried Rodolf Pain, flinging his cigar away in his surprise and anger. What could put that into your head, Charlotte? The  profession  may not be one of the strictest honour, and it has its dark sides as well as its light; but theres no danger of such a thing as you hint at. Where did you pick up the idea?

I dont know where. I have caught a word or two, not meant for me; and now and then I see things reported in the newspapers. You cant deny one thing, Dolf: that, if any unpleasantness should drop from the skies, it has been made a matter of arrangement that you should be the sufferer, not Verrall.

Rodolfs light eyes expanded beyond common. How did you get to know that? he asked.

Never mind how I got to know it. Is it so?

Yes, it is, acknowledged Mr. Pain, who was by nature more truthful than Charlotte. But I give you my word of honour, Charlotte, that theres no danger of our falling into such a pit as you have hinted at. We should not be such fools. The worst that could happen to me would be a sojourn, short or long, in some snug place such as this, while Verrall puts things right. As it has been now, for instance, through this business of Applebys.

You tell me this to satisfy me, said Charlotte.

I tell it because it is truth  so far as my belief goes, and as far as I can now foresee.

Very well. I accept it, returned Charlotte. But now, Rodolf, mark what I say. If this worst state of things should come to pass  

It wont, I tell you, he interrupted. It cant.

Will you listen? I choose to put the matter upon a supposition that it may do so. If this state of things should come to pass and you fall, I will never fall with you; and it is only upon that condition that I will become your wife.

The words puzzled Mr. Pain not a little. I dont understand you, Charlotte. As to conditions, you may make any for yourself that you please  in reason.

Very well. We will have an understanding with each other, drawn up as elaborately as if it were a marriage settlement, she said, laughing. Yes, Mr. Rodolf, while you have been ill-naturedly accusing me of designs upon the heart of George Godolphin, I was occupied with precautions touching my married life with you. You dont deserve me; and thats a fact. Let go my hand, will you. One of those dogs has got unmuzzled, I fancy, by the noise, and I must run or therell be murder committed.

Charlotte, he cried, feverishly and eagerly, not letting go her hand, when shall it be?

As you like, she answered indifferently. This month, or next month, or the month after: I dont care.

The tone both mortified and pained him. His brow knit: and Charlotte saw the impression her words had made. She put on a pretty look of contrition.

Mind, Rodolf, it shall be an understood thing beforehand that you dont attempt to control me in the smallest particular: that I have my own way in everything.

You will take care to have that, Charlotte, whether it be an understood thing beforehand, or not, replied he.

Charlotte laughed as she walked away. A ringing laugh of power, which the air echoed: of power, at any rate, over the heart and will of Mr. Rodolf Pain.


CHAPTER XXII. DANGEROUS AMUSEMENT.

On an April day, sunny and charming, a gentleman with a lady on his arm was strolling down one of the narrowest and dirtiest streets of Homburg. A tall man was he, tall and handsome, with a fair Saxon face, and fair. Saxon curls that shimmered like gold in the sunlight. Could it be George Godolphin  who had gone away from Priors Ash six months before, nothing but a shadowy wreck. It was George safe enough; restored to full strength, to perfect health. Maria, on the contrary, looked thin and delicate, and her face had lost a good deal of its colour. They had wintered chiefly at Pau, but had left it a month past. Since then they had travelled about from place to place, by short stages, taking it easy, as George called it: staying a day or two in one town, a day or two in another, turning to the right or left, as inclination led them, going forward, or backward. So that they were home by the middle of April, it would be time enough. George had received carte blanche from Thomas Godolphin to remain out as long as he thought it necessary; and George was not one to decline the privilege. Play before work had always been Georges motto.

On the previous evening they had arrived at Homburg from Wiesbaden, and were now taking their survey of the place. Neither liked its appearance so much as they had done many other places, and they were mutually agreeing to leave it again that evening, when a turning in the street brought them in view of another lady and gentleman, arm in arm as they were.

English, I am sure, remarked Maria, in a low tone.

I should think so! replied George, laughing. Dont you recognize them?

She had recognized them ere George finished speaking. Mr. and Mrs. Verrall! It took about ten minutes to ask and answer questions. How strange that we should not have met before! Mrs. Verrall cried. We have been here a fortnight. But perhaps you have only just come?

Only last night, said George.

My wife turned ill for a foreign tour, so I indulged her, explained Mr. Verrall. We have been away a month now.

And a fortnight of it at Homburg! exclaimed George in surprise. What attraction can you find here? Maria and I were just saying that we would leave it to-night.

Its as good as any other of these German places, for all I see, carelessly remarked Mr. Verrall. How well you are looking! he added to George.

I cannot pay you the same compliment, Mrs. Verrall said to Maria. What have you done with your roses?

Marias roses came vividly into her cheeks at the question. I am not in strong health just now, was all she answered.

George smiled. Theres nothing seriously the matter, Mrs. Verrall, said he. Maria will find her roses again after a while. Charlotte has  I was going to say, changed her name, broke off George; but in her case that would be a wrong figure of speech. She is married, we hear.

Long ago, said Mrs. Verrall. Charlottes quite an old married woman by this time. It took place  let me see!  last November. They live in London.

Mr. Pain is her cousin, is he not?

Yes. It was an old engagement, continued Mrs. Verrall, looking at George. Many a time, when she and you were flirting together, I had to call her to account, and remind her of Mr. Pain.

George could not remember that Mrs. Verrall had ever done such a thing in his presence: and she had been rather remarkable for not interfering: for leaving him and Charlotte to go their own way. But he did not say so.

They turned and continued their walk together. George  he had lost none of his gallantry  taking his place by the side of Mrs. Verrall.

In passing a spot where there was a partial obstruction, some confusion occurred. A house was under repair, and earth and stones lay half-way across the street, barely giving room for any vehicle to pass. Just as they were opposite this, a lumbering coach, containing a gay party with white bows in their caps  probably a christening  came rattling up at a sharp pace. George Godolphin, taking Mrs. Verralls hand, piloted her to safety. Maria was not so fortunate. Mr. Verrall was a little behind her or before her: at any rate, he was not adroit enough to assist her at the right moment; and Maria, seeing no escape between the coach and the débris, jumped upon the latter. The stones moved under her feet, and she slipped off again to the other side. It did not hurt her much, but it shook her greatly. George, who was looking back at the time, had sprung back and caught her before Mr. Verrall well saw what had occurred.

My darling, how did it happen? Are you hurt? Verrall, could you not have taken better care? he reiterated, his face flushed with emotion and alarm.

Maria leaned heavily upon him, and drew a long breath before she could speak. I am not hurt, George.

Are you sure? he anxiously cried.

Maria smiled reassuringly. It is nothing indeed. It has only shaken me. See! I am quite free from the stones. I must have been careless, I think.

George turned to look at the stones. Quite a heap of them, two or three feet from the ground. She had alighted on her feet; not quite falling; but slipping with the lower part of her back against the stones. Mrs. Verrall shook the dust from her dress, and Mr. Verrall apologized for his inattention.

George took her upon his arm, with an air that seemed to intimate he should not trust her to any one again, and they went back to their hotel, Mrs. Verrall saying she should call upon them in half an hours time.

Maria was looking pale; quite white. George, in much concern, untied her bonnet-strings. Maria, I fear you are hurt!

Indeed I am not  as I believe, she answered. Why do you think so?

Because you are not looking well.

I was startled at the time; frightened. I shall get over it directly, George.

I think you had better see a doctor. I suppose theres a decent one to be found in the town.

Oh no! returned Maria, with much emphasis, in her surprise. See a doctor because I slipped down a little? Why, George, that would be foolish! I have often jumped from a higher height than that. Do you remember the old wall at the Rectory? We children were for ever jumping from it.

That was one time, and this is another, Mrs. George Godolphin, said he, significantly.

Maria laughed. Only fancy the absurdity, George! Were a doctor called in, his first question would be, Where are you hurt, madame? Not anywhere, monsieur, would be my reply. Then what do you want with me? he would say, and how foolish I should look!

George laughed too, and resigned the point. You are the better judge, of course, Maria. Margery, he continued  for Margery, at that moment, entered the room your mistress has had a fall.

A fall! uttered Margery, in her abrupt way, as she turned to regard Maria.

It could not be called a fall, Margery, said Maria, slightingly. I slipped off some earth and stones. I did not quite fall.

Are you hurt, maam?

It did not hurt me at all. It only shook me.

Nasty things, those slips are sometimes! resumed Margery. I have known pretty good illnesses grow out of em.

George did not like the remark. He deemed it thoughtless of Margery to make it in the presence of his wife, under the circumstances. You must croak, or it would not be you, Margery, said he, in a vexed tone.

It a little put up Margery. I can tell you what, Master George, cried she; your own mother was in her bed for eight weeks, through nothing on earth but slipping down two stairs. I say those shakes are ticklish things  when one is not in a condition to bear them. Maam, you must just take my advice, and lie down on that sofa, and not get off it for the rest of the day. Theres not a doctor in the land as knows anything, but would say the same.

Margery was peremptory; George joined her in being peremptory also; and Maria, with much laughter and protestation, was fain to let them place her on the sofa. Just as if I were ill, or delicate! she grumbled.

And pray, maam, what do you call yourself but delicate? You are not one of the strong ones, cried Margery, as she left the room for a shawl.

George drew his wifes face to his in an impulse of affection, and kissed it. Dont pay any attention to Margerys croaking, my dearest, he fondly said. But she is quite right in recommending you to lie still. It will rest you.

I am afraid I shall go to sleep, if I am condemned to lie here, said Maria.

The best thing you can do, returned George. Catch me trusting you to any ones care again!

In a short time Mrs. Verrall came in, and told George that her husband was waiting for him outside. George went out, and Mrs. Verrall sat down by Maria.

It is Margerys doings, Margerys and Georges, said Maria, as if she would apologize for being found on the sofa, covered up like an invalid. They made me lie down.

Are you happy? Mrs. Verrall somewhat abruptly asked.

Happy? repeated Maria, at a loss to understand the exact meaning of the words.

Happy with George Godolphin. Are you and he happy with each other?

A soft blush overspread Marias face; a light of love shone in her eyes. Oh, so happy! she murmured. Mrs. Verrall, I wonder sometimes whether any one in the world is as happy as I am!

Because it struck me that you were changed; you look ill.

Oh, that! returned Maria, with a rosier blush still. Cant you guess the cause of that, Mrs. Verrall? As George told you, I shall, I hope, look well again, after a time.

Mrs. Verrall shrugged her shoulders with indifference. She had never lost her bloom from any such cause.

Maria found  or Margery did for her  that the fall had shaken her more than was expedient. After all, a medical man had to be called in. Illness supervened. It was not a very serious illness, and not at all dangerous; but it had the effect of detaining them at Homburg. Maria lay in bed, and George spent most of his time with the Verralls.

With Mr. Verrall chiefly. Especially in an evening. George would go out, sometimes before dinner, sometimes after it, and come home so late that he did not venture into Marias room to say good night to her. Since her illness he had occupied an adjoining chamber. It did Maria no good: she would grow flushed, excited, heated: and when George did come in, he would look flushed and excited also.

But, George, where do you stay so late?

Only with Verrall.

You look so hot. I am sure you are feverish.

The rooms were very hot. We have been watching them play. Good night, darling. I wish you were well!

Watching them play! It is your first deceit to your wife, George Godolphin; and, rely upon it, no good will come of it. Mr. Verrall had introduced George to the dangerous gaming-tables; had contrived to imbue him with a liking for the insidious vice. Did he do so with  as our law terms express it  malice aforethought? Let the response lie with Mr. Verrall.

On the very first evening that they were together, the day of the slight accident to Maria, Mr. Verrall asked George to dine with him; and he afterwards took him to the tables. George did not play that evening; but he grew excited, watching others play. Heavy stakes were lost and won; evil passions were called forth; avarice, hatred, despair. Mr. Verrall played for a small sum; and won. It whiles away an hour or two, he carelessly remarked to George, as they were leaving. And one can take care of ones self.

All cant take care of themselves, apparently, answered George Godolphin. Did you observe that haggard-looking Englishman, leaning against the wall and biting his nails when his money had gone? The expression of that mans face will haunt me for a week to come. Those are the men who commit suicide.

Mr. Verrall smiled, half-mockingly. Suicide! Not they, he answered. The man will be there to-morrow evening, refeathered.

I never felt more pity for any one in my life, continued George. There was despair in his face, if I ever saw despair. I could have found in my heart to go up and offer him my purse; only I knew it would be staked the next moment at the table.

You did not know him, then?

No.

Mr. Verrall mentioned the mans name, and George felt momentarily surprised. He was a noted baronets eldest son.

The next evening came round. Maria was confined to her bed then, and George was a gentleman at large. A gentleman at large to be pounced upon by Mr. Verrall. He came  Verrall  and carried George off again to dinner.

Let us take a stroll, he said, later in the evening.

Their stroll took them towards the scene of the night before, Mr. Verralls being the moving will. Shall we see whos there? he said, with great apparent indifference.

George answered as indifferently: but there was an undercurrent of meaning in his tone, wonderful for careless George Godolphin. Better keep out of temptation.

Mr. Verrall laughed till the tears came into his eyes: he said George made him laugh. Come along, cried he, mockingly. Ill take care of you.

That night George played. A little. As well put a gold piece down, Mr. Verrall whispered to him; I shall. George staked more than one gold piece; and won. A fortnight had gone over since then, and George Godolphin had become imbued with the fearful passion of gambling. At any rate, imbued with it temporarily: it is to be hoped that he will leave it behind him when he leaves Homburg.

Just look at him, as he stands over that green cloth, with a flushed face and eager eyes! He is of finer form, of loftier stature than most of those who are crowding round the tables; his features betray higher intellect, greater refinement; but the same passions are just now distorting them. Mr. Verrall is by his side, cool, calm, impassive: somehow, that man, Verrall, always wins. If he did not, he would not lose his coolness: he would only leave the tables.

Rouge, called George.

It was noir. George flung his last money on the board, and moved away.

Mr. Verrall followed him. Tired already?

Mr. George let slip a furious word. The luck has been against me all along; almost from the first night I played here. I am cleaned out again.

I can let you have  

Thank you! hastily interrupted George. You are very accommodating, Verrall, but it seems we may go on at the same thing for ever: I losing, and you finding me money. How much is it that I owe you altogether?

A bagatelle. Never mind that.

A bagatelle! repeated George. Its well money is so valueless to you: I dont call it one. And I have never been a man given to looking at money before spending it.

You can pay me when and how you like. This year, next year, the year after: I shant sue you for it, laughed Mr. Verrall. There! go and redeem your luck.

He held out a heavy roll of notes to George. The latters eager fingers clutched them: but, even as they were within his grasp, better thoughts came to him. He pushed them back again.

I am too deeply in your debt already, Verrall.

As you please, returned Mr. Verrall, with indifference. There the notes are, lying idle. As to what you have had, if its so dreadful a burden on your conscience, you can give me interest for it. You can let the principal lie, I say, though it be for ten years to come. One half-hours play with these notes may redeem all you have lost.

He left the notes lying by George Godolphin  by hesitating George  with the fierce passion to use them that was burning within him. Mr. Verrall could not have taken a more efficient way of inducing him to play again, than to affect this easy indifference, and to leave the money under his eyes, touching his fingers, fevering his brain. George took up the notes.

You are sure you will let me pay you interest, Verrall?

Of course I will.

And George walked off to the gaming-table.

He went home later that night than he had gone at all, wiping the perspiration from his brow, lifting his face to the quiet stars, and gasping to catch a breath of air. Mr. Verrall found it rather cool, than not; shrugged his shoulders, and said he could do with an overcoat; but George felt stifled. The roll had gone; and more to it had gone; and George Godolphin was Mr. Verralls debtor to a heavy amount.

Thank goodness the day has already dawned! involuntarily broke from George.

Mr. Verrall looked at him for an explanation. He did not understand what particular cause for thankfulness there should be in that.

We shall get away from the place to-day, said George. If I stopped in it I should come to the dogs.

Nothing of the sort, cried Mr. Verrall. Luck is safe to turn some time. Its like the tide, it has its time for flowing in, and its time for flowing out; once let it turn, and it comes rushing in all one way. But, what do you mean about going? Your wife is not well enough to travel yet.

Yes she is, was Georges answer. Quite well enough.

Of course you know best. I think you should consider  

Verrall, I should consider my wifes health and safety before any earthly thing, interrupted George. We might have started to-day, had we liked: I speak of the day that has gone: the doctor said yesterday that she was well enough to travel.

I was not aware of that. I shall remain here a week longer.

And I shall be away before to-morrow night.

Not you, cried Mr. Verrall.

I shall: if I keep in the mind I am in now.

Mr. Verrall smiled. He knew George was not famous for keeping his resolutions. In the morning, when his smarting should be over, he would stay on, fast enough. They wished each other good night, and George turned into his hotel.

To his great surprise, Margery met him on the stairs. Are you walking the house as the ghosts do? cried he, with a renewal of his good-humour. Nothing pleased George better than to give old Margery a joking or a teasing word. Why are you not in bed?

Theres enough ghosts in the world, its my belief, without my personating them, sir, was Margerys answer. Im not in bed yet, because my mistress is not in bed.

Your mistress not in bed! repeated George. But that is very wrong.

So it is, said Margery. But it has been of no use my telling her so. She took it into her head to sit up for you; and sit up she has. Not there, sir  for he was turning to their sitting-room she is lying back in the big chair in her bedroom.

George entered. Maria, white and wan and tired, was lying back, as Margery expressed it, in the large easy-chair. She was too fatigued, too exhausted to get up: she only held out her hand to her husband.

My darling, you know this is wrong, he gently said, bending over her. Good heavens, Maria! how ill and tired you look!

I should not have slept had I gone to bed, she said. George, tell me where you have been: where it is that you go in an evening?

A misgiving crossed George Godolphins mind  that she already knew where. She looked painfully distressed, and there was a peculiar significance in her tone, but she spoke with timid deprecation. His conscience told him that the amusement he had been recently pursuing would not show out well in the broad light of day. An unmarried man may send himself to ruin if it pleases him to do it; but not one who has assumed the responsibilities of George Godolphin. Ruin, however, had not yet come to George Godolphin, or fear of ruin. The worst that had happened was, that he had contracted a debt to Mr. Verrall, which he did not at present see his way clear to paying. He could not refund so large a sum out of the bank without the question being put by his partners, Where does it go to? Mr. Verrall had relieved him of the embarrassment by suggesting interest. A very easy settling of the question it appeared to the careless mind of George Godolphin: and he felt obliged to Mr. Verrall.

Maria! he exclaimed, what are you thinking of? What is the matter?

Maria changed her position. She let her head glide from the chair on to his sheltering arm. Mrs. Verrall frightened me, George. Will you be angry with me if I tell you? She came in this evening, and she said you and Mr. Verrall were losing all your money at the gaming-table.

George Godolphins face grew hot and angry, worse than it had been in the gambling-room, and mentally he gave Mrs. Verrall an exceedingly uncomplimentary word. What possessed her to say that? he exclaimed. And in truth he wondered what could have possessed her. Verrall, at any rate, was not losing his money. Were you so foolish as to believe it, Maria?

Only a little of it, George. Pray forgive me! I am weak just now, you know, and things startle me. I have heard dreadful tales of these foreign gaming-places: and I knew how much you had been out at night since we came here. It is not so, is it, George?

George made a show of laughing at her anxiety. I and Verrall have strolled into the places and watched the play, said he. We have staked a few coins ourselves  not to be looked upon as two churls who put their British noses into everything and then wont pay for the privilege. I lost what I staked, with a good grace; but as to Verrall, I dont believe he is a halfpenny out of pocket. Mrs. Verrall must have been quarrelling with her husband, and so thought shed say something to spite him. And my wife must take it for gospel, and begin to fret herself into a fever!

Maria drew a long, relieved breath. The address was candid, the manner was playful and tender: and she possessed the most implicit faith in her husband. Maria had doubted almost the whole world before she could have doubted George Godolphin. She drew his face down to hers, once more whispering that he was to forgive her for being so silly.

My dearest, I have been thinking that we may as well go on to-morrow. To-day, that is: I wont tell you the time, if you dont know it; but its morning.

She knew the time quite well. No anxious wife ever sat up for a husband yet, but knew it. In her impatience to be away  for she was most desirous of being at home again  she could take note of the one sentence only. Oh, George, yes! Let us go!

Will you promise to get a good nights rest first, and not attempt to be out of bed before eleven oclock to-morrow morning, then?

George, I will promise you anything, she said, with a radiant face. Only say we shall start for home to-morrow.

Yes, we will.

And, somewhat to Mr. Verralls surprise, they did start. That gentleman made no attempt to detain them. But it is shabby of you both to go off like this, and leave us among these foreigners, like Babes in the wood, said he, when Maria was already in the carriage, and George was about to step into it.

There is nothing to prevent you leaving too, is there, Mr. Verrall? asked Maria, leaning forward. And what did you and Mrs. Verrall do before we came? You had been Babes in the wood a fortnight then.

Fairly put, young lady, returned Mr. Verrall. I must congratulate you on one thing, Mrs. George Godolphin: that, in spite of your recent indisposition, you are looking more yourself to-day than I have yet seen you.

That is because I am going home, said Maria.

And home they reached in safety. The land journey, the pleasant sea crossing  for the day and the waters were alike calm  and then the land again, all grew into things of the past, and they were once more at Priors Ash. As they drove to the Bank from the railway station, Maria looked up at the house when it came into sight, a thrill of joy running through her heart. What a happy home it will be for me! was her glad thought.

What would Thomas and old Crosse say, if they knew I had dipped into it so deeply at Homburg? was the involuntary thought which flashed across George Godolphin.

Quite a levee had assembled to meet them. Mrs. Hastings and Grace, Bessie and Cecil Godolphin, Thomas Godolphin and Mr. Crosse. Maria threw off her bonnet and shawl, and stood amidst them all in her dark silk travelling dress. There was no mistaking that she was intensely happy: her eye was radiant, her colour softly bright, her fair young face without a cloud. And now walked in the Rector of All Souls, having escaped (nothing loth) from a stormy vestry meeting, to see Maria.

I have brought her home safely, you see, sir, George said to Mr. Hastings, leading Maria up to him.

And yourself also, was the Rectors reply. You are worth two of the shaky man who went away.

I told you I should be, sir, if you allowed Maria to go with me, cried gallant George. I do not fancy we are either of us the worse for our sojourn abroad.

I dont think either of you look as though you were, said the Rector. Maria is thin. I suppose you are not sorry to come home, Miss Maria?

So glad! she said. I began to think it very, very long, not to see you all. But, papa, I am not Miss Maria now.

You saucy child! exclaimed Mr. Hastings. But the Rector had the laugh against him. Mrs. Hastings drew Maria aside.

My dear, you have been ill, George wrote me word. How did it happen? We were sorry to hear it.

Yes, we were sorry too, replied Maria, her eyelashes resting on her hot cheek. It could not be helped.

But how did it happen?

It was my own fault; not intentionally, you know, mamma. It occurred the day after we reached Homburg. I and George were out walking and we met the Verralls. We turned with them, and then I had not hold of Georges arm. Something was amiss in the street, a great heap of stones and earth and rubbish; and, to avoid a carriage that came by, I stepped upon it. And, somehow I slipped off. I did not appear to have hurt myself: but I suppose it shook me.

You met the Verralls at Homburg? cried Mrs. Hastings, in surprise.

Yes. Did George not mention it when he wrote? They are at Homburg still. Unless they have now left it.

George never puts a superfluous word into his letters, said Mrs. Hastings, with a smile. He says just what he has to say, and no more. He mentioned that you were not well, and therefore some little delay might take place in the return home; but he said nothing of the Verralls.

Maria laughed. George never writes a long letter  

Whos that, taking Georges name in vain? cried George, looking round.

It is I, George. You never told mamma, when you wrote, that the Verralls were with us at Homburg.

Im sure I dont remember whether I did or not, said George.

The Verralls are in Wales, observed Mr. Hastings.

Then they have travelled to it pretty quickly, observed George. When I and Maria quitted Homburg we left them in it. They had been there a month.

Not one present but looked up with surprise. The impression in Priors Ash is, that they are in Wales, observed Thomas Godolphin. It is the answer given by the servants to all callers at Lady Godolphins Folly.

They are certainly at Homburg; whatever the servants may say, persisted George. The servants are labouring under a mistake.

It is a curious mistake for the servants to make, though, observed the Rector, in a dry, caustic tone.

I think the Verralls are curious people altogether, said Bessy Godolphin.

I dont know but they are, assented George. But Verrall is a thoroughly good-hearted man, and I shall always speak up for him.

That evening George and his wife dined alone. George was standing over the fire after dinner, when Maria came and stood near him. He put out his arm and drew her to his side.

It seems so strange, George  being in this house with you, all alone, she whispered.

Stranger than being my wife, Maria?

Oh, but I have got used to that. And George Godolphin laughed: she spoke so simply and naturally.

You will get used in time to this being your home, my darling. 


PART THE SECOND.


CHAPTER I. SIXTY POUNDS TO OLD JEKYL.

Standing on the covered terrace outside the dining-room at the Bank, in all the warm beauty of the late and lovely spring morning, surrounded by the perfume of flowers, the green lawn stretching out before her, the pleasant sitting-room behind her, its large window open and its paintings on the walls conspicuous, was Maria Godolphin. She wore a morning dress, simple and pretty as of yore, and her fair face had lost none of its beauty, scarcely any of its youth. Looking at her you would not think that a month had elapsed since she came there, to her home, after her marriage; and yet the time, since then, would not be counted by months, but by years. Six years and a half, it is, since her marriage took place, and the little girl, whom Maria is holding by the hand, is five years old. Just now Marias face is all animation. She is talking to the child, and talking also to Jonathan and David Jekyl: but if you saw her at an unoccupied moment, her face in repose, you might detect an expression of settled sadness in it. It arose from the loss of her children. Three had died in succession, one after another; and this one, the eldest, was the only child remaining to her. A wondrously pretty little girl, her bare legs peeping between her frilled drawers and her white socks; with the soft brown eyes of her mother, and the golden Saxon curls of her father. With her mothers eyes the child had inherited her mothers gentle temperament: and Margery  who had found in her heart to leave Ashlydyat and become nurse to Georges children  was wont to say that she never had to do with so sweet-tempered a child. She had been named Maria; but the name, for home use, had been corrupted into Meta: not to interfere with Marias. She held her mothers hand, and, by dint of stretching up on her toes, could just bring her eyes above the marble top of the terrace balustrade.

Donatan, why dont you get that big ting, to-day?

Jonathan looked up, a broad smile on his face. He delighted in little children. He liked to hear them call him Donatan: and the little lady before him was as backward in the sound of the th, as if she had been French. She means the scythe, maam, said Jonathan.

I know she does, said Maria. The grass does not want mowing to-day, Meta. David, do you not think those rose-trees are very backward?

David gave his usual grunt. I should wonder if they were forard. There aint no rose-trees for miles round but what is backard, except them as have been nursed. With the cutting spring weve had, how are the rose-trees to get on, Id like to know?

Jonathan looked round, his face quite sunshine compared with Davids: his words also. Theyll come on famous now, maam, with this lovely weather. Ten days of it, and we shall have them all out in bloom. Little miss shall have a rare posy then, and Ill cut off the thorns first.

A big one, mind, Donatan, responded the young lady, beginning to dance about in anticipation. The child had an especial liking for roses, which Jonathan remembered. She inherited her mothers great love for flowers.

David, how is your wife? asked Maria.

Ive not heard that theres anything the matter with her, was Davids phlegmatic answer, without lifting his face from the bed. He and Jonathan were both engaged almost at the same spot: David, it must be confessed, getting through more work than Jonathan.

They had kept that garden in order for Mr. Crosse, when the Bank was his residence. Also for Thomas Godolphin and his sisters, the little time they had lived there: and afterwards for George. George had now a full complement of servants  rather more than a complement, indeed  and one of them might well have attended to that small garden. Janet had suggested as much: but easy George continued to employ the Jekyls. It was not often that the two attended together; as they were doing to-day.

David, returned Maria, in answer to his remark, I am sure you must know that your wife is often ailing. She is anything but strong. Only she is always merry and in good spirits, and so people think her better than she is. She is quite a contrast to you, David, Maria added, with a smile. You dont talk and laugh much.

Talking and laughing dont get on with a mans work, as ever I heerd on, returned David.

Is it true that your father slipped yesterday, and sprained his ankle? continued Maria. I heard that he did.

True enough, growled David.

Twas all along of his good fortune, maam, said sunny Jonathan. He was so elated with it that he slipped down Gaffer Thorpes steps, where he was going to tell the news, and fell upon his ankle. The damage aint of much account. But thats old father all over! Prime him up with a piece of good fortune, and he is all cock-a-hoop about it.

What is the good fortune? asked Maria.

Its that money come to him at last, maam, what he had waited for so long. Im sure we had all given it up for lost; and father stewed and fretted over it, wondering always what was going to become of him in his old age. Taint so very much, neither.

Sixty pound is sixty pound, grunted David.

Well, so it is, acquiesced Jonathan. And father looks to it to make him more comfortable than he could be from his profits; his honey, and his garden, and that. He was like a child last night, maam, planning what hed do with it. I told him he had better take care not to lose it.

Let him bring it to the Bank, said Maria. Tell him I say so, Jonathan. It will be safe here. He might be paid interest for it.

I will, maam.

Maria spoke the words in good faith. Her mind had conjured up a vision of old Jekyl keeping his sixty pounds in his house, at the foot of some old stocking: and she thought how easily he might be robbed of it. Yes, Jonathan, tell him to bring it here: dont let him keep it at home, to lose it.

Maria had another auditor, of whose presence she was unconscious. It was her mother. Mrs. Hastings had been admitted by a servant, and came through the room to the terrace unheard by Maria. The little girls ears  like all childrens  were quick, and she turned, and broke into a joyous cry of Grandma! Maria looked round.

On, mamma! I did not know you were here. Are you quite well? hastily added Maria, fancying that her mother looked dispirited.

We have had news from Reginald this morning, and the news is not good, was the reply. He has been getting into some disagreeable scrape over there, and it has taken a hundred pounds or two to clear him. Of course they came upon us for it.

Marias countenance fell. Reginald is very unlucky. He seems always to be getting into scrapes.

He always is, said Mrs. Hastings. We thought he could not get into mischief at sea: but it appears that he does. The ship was at Calcutta still, but they were expecting daily to sail for home.

What is it that he has been doing? asked Maria.

I do not quite understand, replied Mrs. Hastings. I saw his letter, but that was not very explanatory. What it chiefly contained were expressions of contrition, and promises of amendment. The captain wrote to your papa: and that letter he would not give me to read. Your papas motive was a good one, no doubt,  to save me vexation. But, my dear, he forgets that uncertainty causes the imagination to conjure up fears, worse, probably, than the reality.

As Reginald grows older, he will grow steadier, remarked Maria. And, mamma, whatever it may be, your grieving over it will not mend it.

True, replied Mrs. Hastings. But, she added, with a sad smile, when your children shall be as old as mine, Maria, you will have learnt how impossible it is to a mother not to grieve. Have you forgotten the old saying? When our children are young they tread upon our toes; but when they are older they tread upon our hearts.

Little Miss Meta was treading upon her toes, just then. The childs tiny shoes were dancing upon grandmammas in her eagerness to get close to her; to tell her that Donatan was going to give her a great big handful of roses, as soon as they were out, with the thorns cut off.

Come to me, Meta, said Maria. She saw that her mamma was not in a mood to be troubled with children, and she drew the child on to her own knee. Mamma, I am going for a drive presently, she continued. Would it not do you good to accompany me?

I dont know that I could spare the time this morning, said Mrs. Hastings. Are you going far?

I can go far or not, as you please, replied Maria. We have a new carriage, and George told me at breakfast that I had better try it, and see how I liked it.

A new carriage! replied Mrs. Hastings, her accent betraying surprise. Had you not enough carriages already, Maria?

In truth, I think we had, mamma. This new one is one that George took a fancy to when he was in London last week; and he bought it.

Child  though of course it is no business of mine  you surely did not want it. What sort of carriage is it?

It is a large one: a sort of barouche. It will do you good to go out with me. I will order it at once, if you will do so, mamma.

Mrs. Hastings did not immediately reply. She appeared to have fallen into thought. Presently she raised her head and looked at Maria.

My dear, I have long thought of mentioning to you a certain subject; and I think I will do so now. Strictly speaking, it is, as I say, no business of mine, but I cannot help being anxious for your interests.

Maria felt somewhat alarmed. It appeared a formidable preamble.

I and your papa sometimes talk it over, one with another. And we say  Mrs. Hastings smiled, as if to disarm her words of their serious import that we wish we could put old heads upon young shoulders. Upon yours and your husbands.

But why?  in what way? cried Maria.

My dear, if you and he had old heads, you would, I think, see how very wrong it is  I speak the word only in your interests, Maria  to maintain so great and expensive an establishment. It must cost you and George, here, far more than it costs them at Ashlydyat.

Yes, I suppose it does, said Maria.

We do not know what your husbands income is  

I do not know, either, spoke Maria, for Mrs. Hastings had paused and looked at her, almost as though she would give opportunity for the information to be supplied. George never speaks to me upon money matters or business affairs.

Well, whatever it is, resumed Mrs. Hastings, we should judge that he must be living up to every farthing of it. How much better it would be if you were to live more moderately, and put something by!

I dare say it would, acquiesced Maria. To tell you the truth, mamma, there are times when I fall into a thoughtful mood, and feel half frightened at our expenditure. But then again I reflect that George knows his own affairs and his own resources far better than I do. The expense is of his instituting: not of mine.

George is proverbially careless, significantly spoke Mrs. Hastings.

But, mamma, if at the end of one year, he found his expenses heavier than they ought to be, he would naturally retrench them the next. His not doing it proves that he can afford it.

I am not saying, or thinking, that he cannot afford it, Maria, in one sense; I do not suppose he outruns his income. But you might live at half your present expense and be quite as comfortable, perhaps more so. Servants, carriages, horses, dress, dinner-parties!  I know you must spend enormously.

Well, so we do, replied Maria. But, mamma, you are perhaps unaware that George has an equal share with Thomas. He has indeed. When Mr. Crosse retired, Thomas told George it should be so for the future.

Did he? There are not many like Thomas Godolphin. Still, Maria, whatever may be your income, I maintain my argument, that you keep up unnecessary style and extravagance. Remember, my dear, that you had no marriage settlement. And, the more you save, the better for your children. You may have many yet.

I think I will talk to George about it, mused Maria.

Of course the past seven years had not been without their changes. Mr. Crosse had retired from the Bank, and Thomas Godolphin, in his generosity, immediately constituted his brother an equal partner. He had not been so previously. Neither had it been contemplated by Sir George in his lifetime that it was so to be, yet awhile. The state maintained at Ashlydyat took more to keep it up than the quiet way in which it was supposed George would live at the Bank, and Thomas was the representative Godolphin. But Thomas Godolphin was incapable of any conduct bordering in the remotest degree upon covetousness or meanness: they were the sons of one father; and though there was the difference in their ages, and he was chief of the Godolphins, he made Georges share equal to his own.

It was well perhaps that he did so. Otherwise George might have plunged into shoals and quicksands. He appeared to have no idea of living quietly; had he possessed the purse of Fortunatus, which was always full of gold, we are told, he could not have been much more careless of money. Rumour went, too, that all Mr. Georges wild oats (bushels of which, you may remember to have heard, Priors Ash gave him credit for) were not yet sown; and wild oats run away with a great deal of money. Perhaps the only person in all Priors Ash who believed George Godolphin to be a saint, or next door to one, was Maria. Best that she should think so! But, extravagant as George was, a suspicion that he lived beyond his income, was never glanced at. Sober people, such as the Rector of All Souls and Mrs. Hastings, would say in private what a pity it was that George did not think of saving for his family. Ample as the income, present and future, arising from the Bank might be, it could not be undesirable to know that a nest-egg was accumulating. Thomas might have suggested this to George: gossips surmised that he did so, and that George let the suggestion go for nothing. They were wrong. Whatever lectures Janet may have seen well to give him, Thomas gave him none. Thomas was not one to interfere, or play the mentor: and Thomas had a strong silent conviction within him, that ere very long George would come into Ashlydyat. The conviction was born of his suspected state of health. He might be wrong: but he believed he was not. Ashlydyat Georges; the double income from the Bank Georges  where was the need to tell him to save now?

The Reverend Mr. Hastings had had some trouble with his boys: insomuch as that they had turned their faces against the career he had marked out for them. Isaac, the eldest, destined for the Church, had declined to qualify himself for it when he came to years of discretion. After some uncertainty, and what Mr. Hastings called knocking about  which meant that he was doing nothing when he ought to have been at work: and that state of affairs lasted for a year or two  Isaac won Maria over to his side. Maria, in her turn, won over George: and Isaac was admitted into the Bank. He held a good post in it now: the brother of Mrs. George Godolphin was not left to rise by chance or priority. A handsome young man of three and twenty was he; steady; and displaying an aptitude for business beyond his years. Many a one deemed that Isaac Hastings, in a worldly point of view, had done well in quitting the uncertain prospects offered by the Church, for a clerkship in the house of Godolphin. He might rise some time to be a partner in it. Reginald had also declined the career marked out for him. Some government appointment had been promised him: in fact, had been given him: but Reginald would hear of nothing but the sea. It angered Mr. Hastings much. One of the last men, was he, to force a boy into the Church; nay, to allow a boy to enter it, unless he showed a special liking for it; therefore Isaac had, on that score, got off pretty freely; but he was not one of the last men to force a boy to work, who displayed a taste for idleness. Reginald argued that he should lead a far more idle life in a government office, than he should have a chance of doing if he went to sea. He was right, so far. Mrs. Hastings had a special horror of the sea. Mothers, as a general rule, have. She set her face  and Mr. Hastings had also set his  against Reginalds sea visions; which, truth to say, had commenced with his earliest years.

However, Reginald and inclination proved too strong for opposition. The government post had to be declined with thanks; and to sea he went. Not into the navy: the boy had become too old for it: but into the merchant service. A good service, the firm he entered: but an expensive one. The premium was high; the outfit was large; the yearly sum that went in expenses while he was what is called a midshipman was considerable. But he quitted that service in a pique, and had since been trying different ships on his own account. Altogether, Mr. Hastings had trouble with him. Harry was keeping his first term at College. He had chosen the Church of his own free will: and was qualifying for it. Grace was married. And Rose was growing up to be as pretty as Maria.

Maria, said Mrs. Hastings, if I am to go out with you to-day, why should we not call upon Mrs. Averil? I have wanted to see her for some time.

I will call with pleasure, was Marias answer. As well take a long drive as a short one. Then we should start at once.

She rang the bell as she spoke. To order the carriage, and for Margery to come for Miss Meta. The latter, who had played the trick before, suddenly broke from Margery, and dashed into the Bank parlour. She had learned to open the door.

George by good luck happened to be alone. He affected great anger, and Margery also scolded sharply. George had been sitting at a table, bending over account books, his spirit weary, his brow knit. His assumed anger was wasted: for he caught up the child the next moment and covered her face with kisses. Then he carried her into the dining-room to Maria.

What am I to do with this naughty child, mamma? She came bursting in upon me like a great fierce lion. I must buy a real lion and keep him in the closet, and let him loose if she does it again. Meta wont like to be eaten up.

Meta laughed confidentially. Papa wont let a lion eat Meta.

You saucy child! But Georges punishment consisted only of more kisses.

Is Meta going with you? asked George, when Maria told him of the contemplated visit to Mrs. Averil.

Meta interposed. Yes, she should go, she said.

If I take Meta, I must take you also, Margery, observed Maria. I cannot have the trouble of her in the carriage.

I shant hinder time, was Margerys response. My bonnet and shawls soon put on, maam. Come along, child. Ill dress you at once.

She went off with Meta, waiting for no further permission. George stepped out on the terrace, to see what Jonathan and David were about. Maria took the opportunity to tell him of the sixty pounds which had come to old Jekyl, and that she had advised its being brought to the Bank to be taken care of.

What money is it? Where does it come from? inquired George of the men.

Its the money, sir, as was left to father this three years ago, from that dead uncle of ourn, returned Jonathan. But the lawyers, sir, they couldnt agree, and it was never paid over. Now there has been a trial over it, something about the will; and father has had notice that its ready for him, all the sixty pound.

We will take care of it for him, and pay him interest, tell him, if he chooses to leave it here, said George.

Ill tell him, sure enough, sir. Hes safe to bring it.

The carriage was at the door in due course, and they were ready. A handsome carriage; acknowledged to be so by even Mrs. Hastings. George came out to hand them in. Miss Meta, a pretty little dressed-up fairy; Margery, plain and old-fashioned; Mrs. Hastings, quiet and ladylike; Maria, beautiful. Her hand lingered in her husbands.

I wish you were coming, George, she bent from the carriage to whisper.

I am too busy to-day, my dearest.

Although nearly seven years a wife, the world still contained no idol for Maria like George Godolphin. She loved, respected, reverenced him. Nothing, as yet, had shaken her faith in her husband. The little tales, making free with Mr. Georges name, which would now and then be flying about Priors Ash, had never reached the ears of Maria.

They had a seven-mile drive. The Honourable Mrs. Averil, who was growing in years, and had become an invalid, was delighted to see them. She kept them for two or three hours, and wanted to keep them for the day. It was late in the afternoon when they returned to Priors Ash.

They met a cavalcade on entering the town. A riding-party, consisting of several ladies and one or two gentlemen, followed by some grooms. Somewhat apart from the rest, midway between the party and the grooms, rode two abreast, laughing, animated, upon the best of terms with each other. The lady sat her horse unusually well. She was slightly larger, but not a whit less handsome, than on the day you first saw her at the meet of the hounds: Charlotte Pain. He, gay George  for it was no other  was riding carelessly, half turning on his horse, his fair curls bending towards Charlotte.

Papa! papa! shrieked out Meta, joyously.

George turned hastily, but the carriage had then passed. So occupied had he been in making himself agreeable that he had positively not seen it. Charlotte had. Charlotte had bowed. Bowed to Maria with a look of cool assurance of triumph  as much as to say, You are sitting alone, and your husband is with me. At least, it might have worn that appearance to one given to flights of fancy, which Maria was not; and she returned the bow with a pleasant smile. She caught Georges eye when he turned, and a flush of pleasure lighted her face. George nodded to her cordially, and raised his hat, sending back a smile at the idea of his not having seen her.

It was papa, was it not, darling! said Maria, gleefully, bending over to her little girl.

But Maria did not notice that Margerys head had given itself a peculiar toss at sight of Georges companion; or that a severe expression had crossed the face of Mrs. Hastings. An expression which she instantly smoothed away, lest Maria should see it.

The fact was, that gossiping Priors Ash had for some time coupled together the names of George Godolphin and Charlotte Pain in its usual free manner. No need, one would think, for Mrs. Hastings or Margery to give heed to such tattle: for they knew well what the stories of Priors Ash were worth.


CHAPTER II. WHY DID IT ANGER HIM?

The drawing-rooms at Lady Godolphins Folly were teeming with light, with noise, with company. The Verralls lived in it still. Lady Godolphin had never given them their dismissal: but they did not spend so much time in it as formerly. London, or elsewhere, appeared to claim them for the greater portion of the year. One year they did not come to it at all. Sometimes only Mrs. Verrall would be sojourning at it; her husband away: indeed, their residence there was most irregular. Mrs. Verrall was away at present: it was said at the seaside.

A dinner-party had taken place that day. A gentlemans party. It was not often that Mr. Verrall gave one: but when he did so, it was thoroughly well done. George Godolphin did not give better dinners than did Mr. Verrall. The only promised guest who had failed in his attendance was Thomas Godolphin. Very rarely indeed did he accept invitations to the Folly. If there was one man in all the county to whom Mr. Verrall seemed inclined to pay court, to treat with marked consideration and respect, that man was Thomas Godolphin. Thomas almost always declined; declined courteously; in a manner which could not afford the slightest loophole for offence. He was of quiet habits, not strong in health of late, and though he had to give dinner-parties himself, and attended some of Georges in the way of business, his friends were nearly all kind enough to excuse his frequenting theirs in return.

This time, however, Thomas Godolphin had yielded to Mr. Verralls pressing entreaties, made in person, and promised to be present. A promise which was not  as it proved  to be kept. All the rest of the guests had assembled, and they were only waiting the appearance of Mr. Godolphin to sit down, when a hasty note arrived from Janet. Mr. Godolphin had been taken ill in dressing, and was utterly unable to attend. So they dined without him.

Dinner was over now. And the guests, most of them; had gone to the drawing-rooms; teeming, I say, with light, with the hum of many voices  with heat. A few had gone home; a few had taken cigars and were strolling outside the dining-room windows in the moonlight: some were taking coffee; and some were flirting with Charlotte Pain.

Mrs. Pain now, you remember. But Charlotte has worn weeds for her husband since you last saw her, and is free again. About four years after their marriage, the death of Rodolf Pain appeared in the county papers. None of the Verralls were at the Folly at the time; but Charlotte in her widows dress came to it almost immediately afterwards, to sob out her sorrow in retirement. Charlotte emerged from her widowhood gayer than before. She rode more horses, she kept more dogs, she astonished Priors Ash with her extraordinary modes of attire, she was altogether faster than ever. Charlotte had never once visited the neighbourhood during her married life; but she appeared to be inclined to make up for it now, for she chiefly stayed in it. When the Verralls, one or both, would be away, Charlotte remained at the Folly, its mistress. She held her court; she gave entertainments; she visited on her own score. Rumour went that Mrs. Pain had been left very well off: and that she shared with Mr. Verrall the expense of the Folly.

Charlotte managed to steer tolerably clear of ill-natured tongues. Latterly, indeed, people had got to say that Mr. George Godolphin was at the Folly more than he need be. But, it was certain that George and Mr. Verrall were upon most intimate terms: and Mr. Verrall had been staying at the Folly a good deal of late. George of course would have said that his visits there were paid to Mr. Verrall. Charlotte was popular in the neighbourhood, rather than otherwise; with the ladies as well as with the gentlemen.

Resplendent is Charlotte to-night, in a white silk dress with silver spots upon it. It is a really beautiful dress: but one of a quieter kind would have been more suited to this occasion. Charlotte had not appeared at dinner, and there was not the least necessity for embellishing herself in this manner to receive them in the drawing-room. Charlotte was one, however, who did as she pleased; in the matter of dress, as in other things, setting custom and opinion at defiance. Her hair is taken from her face and wound round and round her head artistically, in conjunction with a white and silver wreath. White and silver ornaments are on her neck and arms, and a choice bouquet of white hot-house flowers serves her to toy with. Just now, however, the bouquet is discarded, and lies on the table near her elbow, for her elbow is resting there as she sits. She is coquetting with a white and silver fan, gently wafting it before her face; her sparkling eyes glancing over its rim at a gentleman, who stands, coffee-cup in hand, bending down to her.

It is not George Godolphin. So do not let your imagination run off to him. For all the world saw, George and Charlotte were as decorous in behaviour with each other as need be: and where Priors Ash was picking up its ill-natured scandal from, Priors Ash best knew. Others talked and laughed with Charlotte as much as George did; rode with her, admired her.

The gentleman, bending down to her now, appears to admire her. A tall, handsome man of eight-and-thirty years, with clearly-cut features, and dark luminous eyes. He is the nephew of that Mrs. Averil to whom Maria and Mrs. Hastings went to pay a visit. He has been away from the neighbourhood, until recently, for nearly three years; and this is the first time he has seen Charlotte at Priors Ash since she was Mrs. Pain.

What does Charlotte promise herself by thus flirting with him  by laying out her charms to attract him?  as she is evidently doing. Is she thinking to make a second marriage? to win him, as she once thought to win George Godolphin? Scarcely. One gentleman in the vicinity, who had thrown himself and his fortune at Charlottes feet  and, neither fortune nor gentleman could be reckoned despicable  had been rejected with an assurance that she would never marry again; and she spoke it with an earnestness that left no doubt of her sincerity. Charlotte liked her own liberty too well. She was no doubt perfectly aware that every husband would not feel inclined to accord it to her as entirely as had poor Rodolf Pain. He  the one with the coffee-cup in hand, talking to her  is plunging into a sea of blunders. As you may hear, if you listen to what he is saying.

Yes, I have come back to find many things changed, he was observing; things and people. Time, though but a three years flight, leaves its mark behind it, Mrs. Pain. If you will allow me to remark it, I would say that you are almost the only one whom it has not changed  except for the better.

Your lordship has not lost your talent for flattery, I perceive, was Charlottes rejoinder.

Nay, but I speak no flattery; I mean what I say, was the peers reply, given in an earnest spirit. He was an admirer of beauty; he admired Charlottes: but to flatter was not one of the failings of Lord Averil. Neither had he any ulterior object in view, save that of passing ten minutes of the evening agreeably with Charlottes help, ere he took his departure. If Charlotte thought he had, she was mistaken. Lord Averils affections and hopes were given to one very different from Charlotte Pain.

But it must be considerably more than three years since I saw you, resumed Lord Averil. It must be  I should think  nearer seven. You did not return to Priors Ash  if I remember rightly  after you left it on your marriage.

I did not return to it, replied Charlotte: but you have seen me since then, Lord Averil. Ah! your memory is treacherous. Dont you recollect accosting me in Rotten Row? It was soon after you lost your wife.

Did Charlotte intend that as a shaft? Lord Averils cheek burnt as he endeavoured to recall the reminiscence. I think I remember it, he slowly said. It was just before I went abroad. Yes, I do remember it, he added, after a pause. You were riding with a young, fair man. And  did you not  really I beg your pardon if I am wrong  did you not introduce him to me as Mr. Pain?

It was Mr. Pain, replied Charlotte.

I hope he is well. He is not here probably? I did not see him at table, I think.

Charlottes face  I mean its complexion  was got up in the fashion. But the crimson that suffused it would have penetrated all the powder and cosmetics extant, let them have been laid on ever so profusely. She was really agitated: could not for the time speak. Another moment and she turned deadly pale. Let us admire her at any rate, for this feeling shown to her departed husband.

My husband is dead, Lord Averil.

Lord Averil felt shocked at his blunder. You must forgive me, he said in a gentle voice, his tone, his manner, showing the deepest sympathy. I had no idea of it. No one has mentioned it to me since my return. The loss, I infer, cannot be a very recent one?

In point of fact, Mr. Pains demise had occurred immediately after the departure of Lord Averil from England. Charlotte is telling him so. It could not, she thinks, have been more than a week or two subsequent to it.

Then he could not have been ill long, remarked his lordship. What was the cause  ?

Oh pray do not make me recall it! interrupted Charlotte in a tone of pain. He died suddenly: but  it was altogether very distressing. Distressing to me, and distressing in its attendant circumstances.

An idea flashed over the mind of Lord Averil that the circumstances of the death must have been peculiar: in short, that Mr. Pain might have committed suicide. If he was wrong, Charlottes manner was to blame. It was from that he gathered the thought. That the subject was a most unwelcome one, there could be no doubt; she palpably shrank from it.

Murmuring again a few clear words of considerate apology, Lord Averil changed the conversation, and presently said adieu to Charlotte.

You surely are not thinking of going yet? cried Charlotte, retaining his hand, and recovering all her lightness of manner. They are setting out the whist-tables.

I do not play. I have a visit to pay yet to a sick friend, he added, glancing at his watch. I shall still be in time.

But I do not think your carriage is here, urged Charlotte, who would fain have detained him.

I am sure it is not here, was the peers answer. I did not order it to come for me. It is a fine night, and I shall walk to Priors Ash.

He looked round for Mr. Verrall. He could not see him. In at one room, in at another, looked he; out upon the terrace, before the dining-room window, amidst the smokers. But there was no Mr. Verrall: and Lord Averil, impatient to be gone, finally departed without wishing his host good night.

Mr. Verrall had strolled out into the moonlight, and was in low, earnest conversation with George Godolphin. They had got as far as that stream on which you saw George rowing the day of Mrs. Verralls fête, when he so nearly caught his death. Standing on the arched wooden bridge, which crossed it to the mock island, they leaned forward, their arms on the rails. Mr. Verrall was smoking; George Godolphin appeared to be too ill at ease to smoke. His brow was knit; his face hot with care. As fast as he wiped the drops from his brow they gathered there again.

Dont worry, lad, said Mr. Verrall. It always has come right, and it will come right now. Never fear. You will receive news from London to-morrow; theres little doubt of it.

But it ought to have come to-day, Verrall.

It will come to-morrow, safe enough. And  you know that you may always count upon me.

I know I may. But look at the awful cost, Verrall.

Pooh, pooh! What has put you in this mood to-night?

I dont know, said George, wiping the damp from his brow. Not hearing from town, I think. Verrall!

What?

Suppose, when I do hear, it should not be favourable? I feel in a fever when I think of it.

You took too much of that heating port this evening, said Mr. Verrall.

I dare say I did, returned George. A man at ease may let the wine pass him: but one worried to death is glad of it to drown care.

Worried to death! repeated Mr. Verrall in a reproving tone.

Next door to it. Look there! They have tracked us and are coming in search.

Two or three dark forms were discerned in the distance, nearer the Folly. Mr. Verrall passed his arm within George Godolphins and led him towards the house.

I think Ill go home, said George. I am not company for a dog to-night.

Nonsense, said Mr. Verrall. The tables are ready. I want to give you your revenge.

For once in his life  and it was a notable exception  George Godolphin actually resisted the temptation of the tables; the chance of revenge. He had a heavy trouble upon him; a great fear; perhaps more than Mr. Verrall knew of. Ay, he had! But who would have suspected it of gay, careless George, who had been so brilliant at the dinner-table? He forswore for that one night the attractions of the Folly, including syren Charlotte, and went straight home.

It was not much past ten when he reached the Bank. Maria was astonished: the Verrall dinner-parties were generally late affairs. She was sitting alone, reading. In her glad surprise she ran to him with an exclamation of welcome.

George pressed her tenderly to him, and his manner was gay and careless again. Whatever scandal Priors Ash might choose to talk of George, he had not yet begun to neglect his wife.

It was rather humdrum, darling, and I got tired, he said in answer to her questions. What have you been doing with yourself? Have you been alone all the evening?

Since mamma left. She went home after tea. George, I want to tell you something mamma has been talking of; has been suggesting.

George stretched himself on the sofa, as if he were weary. Maria edged herself on to it, and sat facing him, holding his hand while she talked.

It was the new carriage that brought the subject up, George. Mamma introduced it this morning. She says we are living at too great an expense; that we ought not to spend more than half as much as we do  

What? shouted George, starting up from the sofa as if he had been electrified.

Maria felt electrified; electrified by the sudden movement, the word, the tone of anger. Nay, it was not anger alone that it bore, but dismay; fear  she could hardly tell what sound. George, she gasped, what is the matter?

Tell me what it is that Mrs. Hastings has been saying?

George, I think you must have mistaken my words, was all that Maria could reply in the first moment, feeling truly uncomfortable. Mamma said this morning that it was a pity we did not live at less expense, and save money; that it would be desirable for the sake of Meta and any other children we may have. I said I thought it would be desirable, and that I would suggest it to you. That was all.

George gazed at Maria searchingly for the space of a minute or two. Has Priors Ash been saying this?

Oh no.

Good. Tell Mrs. Hastings, Maria, that we are capable of managing our own affairs without interference. I do not desire it, nor will I admit it.

Maria sat down to the table with her book; the one she had been reading when George came in. She put up her hands, as if absorbed in reading, but her tears were falling. She had never had an ill word with her husband; had never had any symptom of estrangement with him; and she could not bear this. George lay on the sofa, his lips compressed. Maria rose, in her loving, affectionate nature, and stood before him.

George, I am sure mamma never meant to interfere; she would not do such a thing. What she said arose from anxiety for our interests. I am so sorry to have offended you, she added, the tears falling fast.

A repentant fit had come over him. He drew his wifes face down on his own and kissed its tears away. Forgive me, my dearest; I was wrong to speak crossly to you. A splitting headache has put me out of sorts, and I was vexed to hear that people were commenting on our private affairs. Nothing could annoy me half so much.

Maria wondered why. But she fully resolved that it should be the last time she would hint at such a thing as economy. Of course her husband knew his own business best.


CHAPTER III. CECILS ROMANCE.

We must turn to Ashlydyat, and go back to a little earlier in the evening. Miss Godolphins note to the Folly had stated that her brother had been taken ill while dressing for Mr. Verralls dinner-party. It was correct. Thomas Godolphin was alone in his room, ready, when he was attacked by a sharp internal paroxysm of agony. He hastily sat down: a cry escaped his lips, and drops of water gathered on his brow.

Alone he bore it, calling for no aid. In a few minutes the pain had partially passed, and he rang for his servant. An old man now, that servant: he had for years attended on Sir George Godolphin.

Bexley, I have been ill again, said Thomas, quietly. Will you ask Miss Godolphin to write a line to Mr. Verrall, saying that I am unable to attend.

Bexley cast a strangely yearning look on the pale, suffering face of his master. He had seen him in these paroxysms once or twice. I wish you would have Mr. Snow called in, sir! he cried.

I think I shall. He may give me some ease, possibly. Take my message to your mistress, Bexley.

The effect of the message was to bring Janet to the room. Taken ill! a sharp inward pain! she was repeating, after Bexley. Thomas, what sort of a pain is it? It seems to me that you have had the same before lately.

Write a few words the first thing, will you, Janet? I should not like to keep them waiting for me.

Janet, punctilious as Thomas, considerate as he was for others, sat down and wrote the note, despatching it at once by Andrew, one of the serving men. Few might have set about and done it so calmly as Janet, considering that she had a great fear thumping at her heart. A fear which had never penetrated it until this moment. With something very like sickness, had flashed into her memory their mothers pain. A sharp, agonizing pain had occasionally attacked her, the symptom of the inward malady of which she had died. Was the same fatal malady attacking Thomas? The doctors had expressed their fears then that it might prove hereditary.

In the corridor, as Janet was going back to Thomass room, the note despatched, she encountered Bexley. The sad, apprehensive look in the old mans face struck her. She touched his arm, and beckoned him into an empty room.

What is it that is the matter with your master?

I dont know, was the answer: but the words were spoken in a tone which caused Janet to think that the old man was awake to the same fears that she was. Miss Janet, I am afraid to think what it may be.

Is he often ill like this?

I know but of a time or two, maam. But thats a time or two too many.

Janet returned to the room. Thomas was leaning back in his chair, his face ghastly, his hands fallen, prostrate altogether from the effects of the agony. Things were coming into her mind one by one: how much time Thomas had spent in his own room of late; how seldom, comparatively speaking, he went to the Bank; how often he had the brougham, instead of walking, when he did go to it. Once  why, it was only this very last Sunday!  he had not gone near church all day long. Janets fears grew into certainties.

She took a chair, drawing it nearer to Thomas. Not speaking of her fears, but asking him in a soothing tone how he felt, and what had caused his illness. Have you had the same pain before? she continued.

Several times, he answered. But it has been worse to-night than I have previously felt it. Janet, I fear it may be the forerunner of my call. I did not think to leave you so soon.

Except that Janets face went almost as pale as his, and that her fingers entwined themselves together so tightly as to cause pain, there was no outward sign of the grief that laid hold of her heart.

Thomas, what is the complaint that you are fearing? she asked, after a pause. The same that  that  

That my mother had, he quietly answered, speaking the words that Janet would not speak.

It may not be so, gasped Janet.

True. But I think it is.

Why have you never spoken of this?

Because, until to-night, I have doubted whether it was so, or not. A suspicion, that it might be so, certainly was upon me: but it amounted to no more than suspicion. At times, when I feel quite well, I argue that I must be wrong.

Have you consulted Mr. Snow?

I am going to do so now. I have desired Bexley to send for him.

It should have been done before, Thomas.

Why? If it is as I suspect, neither Snow nor all his brethren can save me.

Janet clasped her hands upon her knee, and sat with her head bent. She was feeling the communication in all its bitter force. It seemed that the only one left on earth with whom she could sympathize was Thomas: and now perhaps he was going! Bessy, George, Cecil, all were younger, all had their own pursuits and interests; George had his new ties; but she and Thomas seemed to stand alone. With the deep sorrow for him, the brother whom she dearly loved, came other considerations, impossible not to occur to a practical, foreseeing mind such as Janets. With Thomas they should lose Ashlydyat. George would come into possession: and Georges ways were so different from theirs, that it would seem to be no longer in the family. What would George make of it? A gay, frequented place, as the Verralls  when they were at home  made of Lady Godolphins Folly? Janets cheeks flushed at the idea of such degeneracy for stately Ashlydyat. However it might be, whether George turned it into an ever-open house, or shut it up as a nunnery, it would be alike lost to all the rest of them. She and her sisters must turn from it once again and for ever; George, his wife, and his children, would reign there.

Janet Godolphin did not rebel at this; she would not have had it otherwise. Failing Thomas, George was the fit and proper representative of Ashlydyat. But the fact could but strike upon her now with gloom. All things wore a gloomy hue to her in that unhappy moment.

It would cause changes at the Bank, too. At least, Janet thought it probable that it might do so. Could George carry on that extensive concern himself? Would the public be satisfied with gay George for its sole head?  would they accord him the confidence they had given Thomas? These old retainers, too! If she and her sisters quitted Ashlydyat, they must part with them: leave them to serve George.

Such considerations passed rapidly through her imagination. It could not well be otherwise. Would they really come to pass? She looked at Thomas, as if seeking in his face the answer to the doubt.

His elbow on the arm of his chair, and his temples pressed upon his hand, sat Thomas; his mind in as deep a reverie as Janets. Where was it straying to? To the remembrance of Ethel?  of the day that he had stood over her grave when they were placing her in it? Had the time indeed come, or nearly come, to which he had, from that hour, looked forward?  the time of his joining her? He had never lost the vision: and perhaps the fiat, death, could have come to few who would meet it so serenely as Thomas Godolphin. It would scarcely be right to say welcome it; but, certain it was that the prospect was one of pleasantness rather than of pain to him. To one who has lived near to God on earth, the anticipation of the great change can bring no dismay. It brought none to Thomas Godolphin.

But Thomas Godolphin had not done with earth and its cares yet.

Bessy Godolphin was away from home that week. She had gone to spend it with some friends at a few miles distance. Cecil was alone when Janet returned to the drawing-room. She had no suspicion of the sorrow that was overhanging the house. She had not seen Thomas go to the Folly, and felt surprised at his tardiness.

How late he will be, Janet!

Who? Thomas! He is not going. He is not very well this evening, was the reply.

Cecil thought nothing of it. How should she? Janet buried her fears within her, and said no more.

One was to dine at Lady Godolphins Folly that night, who absorbed all Cecils thoughts. Cecil Godolphin had had her romance in life; as so many have it. It had been partially played out years ago. Not quite. Its sequel had still to come. She sat there listlessly; her pretty hands resting inertly on her knee, her beautiful face tinged with the setting sunlight; sat there thinking of him  Lord Averil.

A romance it had really been. Cecil Godolphin had paid a long visit to the Honourable Mrs. Averil, some three or four years ago. She, Mrs. Averil, was in health then, fond of gaiety, and her house had many visitors. Amidst others, staying there, was Lord Averil: and before he and Cecil knew well what they were about, they had learned to love each other. Lord Averil was the first to awake from the pleasant dream: to know what it meant; and he discreetly withdrew himself out of harms way. Harm only to himself, as he supposed: he never suspected that the same love had won its way to Cecil Godolphin. A strictly honourable man, he would have been ready to kill himself in self-condemnation had he suspected that it had. Not until he had gone, did it come out to Cecil that he was a married man. When only eighteen years of age he had been drawn into one of those unequal and unhappy alliances that can only bring a flush to the brow in after-years. Many a hundred times had it dyed that of Lord Averil. Before he was twenty years of age, he had separated from his wife; when pretty Cecil was yet a child: and the next ten years he had spent abroad, striving to outlive its remembrance. His own family, you may be sure, did not pain him by alluding to it, then, or after his return. He had no residence now in the neighbourhood of Priors Ash: he had sold it years ago. When he visited the spot, it was chiefly as the guest of Colonel Max, the master of the fox-hounds: and in that way he had made the acquaintance of Charlotte Pain. Thus it happened, when Cecil met him at Mrs. Averils, that she knew nothing of his being a married man. On Mrs. Averils part, she never supposed that Cecil did not know it. Lord Averil supposed she knew it: and little enough in his own eyes has he looked in her presence, when the thought would flash over him, How she must despise me for my mad folly! He had learned to love her; to love her passionately: never so much as glancing at the thought that it could be reciprocated. He, a married man! But this folly was no less mad than the other had been, and Lord Averil had the sense to remove himself from it.

A day or two after his departure, Mrs. Averil received a letter from him. Cecil was in her dressing-room when she read it.

How strange! was the comment of Mrs. Averil. What do you think, Cecil? she added, lowering her voice. When he reached town there was a communication waiting for him at his house, saying that his wife was dying, and praying him to go and see her.

His wife? echoed Cecil. Whose wife?

Lord Averils. Have you forgotten that he had a wife? I wish we could all really forget it. It has been the blight of his life.

Cecil had discretion enough left in that unhappy moment not to betray that she had been ignorant of the fact. When her burning cheeks had a little cooled, she turned from the window where she had been hiding them, and escaped to her own room. The revelation had betrayed to her the secret of her own feelings for Lord Averil; and in her pride and rectitude, she thought she should have died.

A day or two more, and Lord Averil was a widower. He suffered some months to elapse, and then came to Priors Ash, his object being Cecil Godolphin. He stayed at an hotel, and was a frequent visitor at Ashlydyat. Cecil believed that he meant to ask her to be his wife; and Cecil was not wrong. She could give herself up now to the full joy of loving him.

Busy tongues, belonging to some young ladies who boasted more wit than discretion, hinted something of this to Cecil. Cecil, in her vexation at having her private feelings suspected, spoke slightingly of Lord Averil. Did they think she would stoop to a widower; to one who had made himself so notorious by his first marriage? she asked. And this, word for word, was repeated to Lord Averil.

It was repeated to him by those false friends, and Cecils haughty manner, as she spoke it, offensively commented upon. Lord Averil fully believed it. He judged that he had no chance with Cecil Godolphin; and, without speaking to her of what had been his intentions, he again left.

But now, no suspicion of this conversation having been repeated to him, ever reached Cecil. She deemed his behaviour very bad. Whatever restraint he may have placed upon his manner towards her, when at Mrs. Averils, he had been open enough since: and Cecil could only believe his conduct unjustifiable  the result of fickleness. She resolved to forget him.

But she had not done so yet. All this long time since, nearly three years, had Cecil been trying to do it, and it was not yet accomplished. She had received an offer from a young and handsome earl; it would have been a match in every way desirable: but poor Cecil found that Lord Averil was too deeply seated in her heart for her to admit thought of another. And now Lord Averil was back again at Priors Ash; and, as Cecil had heard, was to dine that day at Lady Godolphins Folly. He had called at Ashlydyat since his return, but she was out.

She sat there, thinking of him: her feeling against him chiefly that of anger. She believed to this hour that he had used her ill; that his behaviour had been unbecoming a gentleman.

Her reflections were disturbed by the appearance of Mr. Snow. It was growing dusk then, and she wondered what brought him there so late: in fact, what brought him there at all. She turned and asked the question of Janet.

He has come to see Thomas, replied Janet. And Cecil noticed that her sister was sitting in a strangely still attitude, her head bowed down. But she did not connect it with its true cause. It was nothing unusual to see Janet lost in deep thought.

What is the matter with Thomas, that Mr. Snow should come now? inquired Cecil.

He did not feel well, and sent for him.

It was all that Janet answered. And Cecil continued in blissful ignorance of anything being wrong, and resumed her reflections on Lord Averil.

Janet saw Mr. Snow before he went away. Afterwards she went to Thomass room, and remained in it. Cecil stayed in the drawing-room, buried in her dream. The room was lighted, but the blinds were not drawn. Cecil was at the window, looking out into the bright moonlight.

It must have been growing quite late when she discerned some one approaching Ashlydyat, on the road from Lady Godolphins Folly. From the height she fancied at first that it might be George; but as the figure drew nearer, her heart gave a bound, and she saw that it was he upon whom her thoughts had been fixed.

Yes, it was Lord Averil. When he mentioned to Charlotte Pain that he had a visit yet to pay to a sick friend, he had alluded to Thomas Godolphin. Lord Averil, since his return, had been struck with the change in Thomas Godolphin. It was more perceptible to him than to those who saw Thomas habitually. And when the apology came for Mr. Godolphins absence, Lord Averil determined to call upon him that night. Though, in talking to Mrs. Pain, he almost let the time for it slip by.

Cecil rose up when he entered. In broad daylight he might have seen beyond doubt her changing face, telling of emotion. Was he mistaken, in fancying that she was agitated? His pulses quickened at the thought: for Cecil was as dear to him as she had ever been.

Will you pardon my intrusion at this hour? he asked, taking her hand, and bending towards her with his sweet smile. It is later than I thought it was  in truth, ten was striking that moment from the hall clock. I was concerned to hear of Mr. Godolphins illness, and wished to ascertain how he was, before returning to Priors Ash.

He has kept his room this evening, replied Cecil. My sister is sitting with him. I do not think it is anything serious. But he has not appeared very well of late.

Indeed I trust it is nothing serious, warmly responded Lord Averil.

Cecil fell into silence. She supposed they had told Janet of the visit, and that she would be coming in. Lord Averil went to the window.

The same charming scene! he exclaimed. I think the moonlight view from this window most beautiful. The dark trees, and the white walls of Lady Godolphins Folly, rising there, remain on my memory as a painted scene.

He folded his arms and stood there, gazing still. Cecil stole a look up at him: at his pale, attractive face, with its expression of care. She had wondered once why that look of care should be conspicuous there; but not after she became acquainted with his domestic history.

Have you returned to England to remain, Lord Averil?

The question awoke him from his reverie. He turned to Cecil, and a sudden impulse prompted him to stake his fate on the die of the moment. It was not a lucky throw.

I would remain if I could induce one to share my name and home. Forgive me, Cecil, if I anger you by thus hastily speaking. Will you forget the past, and help me to forget it?  will you let me make you my dear wife?

In saying Will you forget the past, Lord Averil had alluded to his first marriage. In his extreme sensitiveness upon that point, he doubted whether Cecil might not object to succeed the dead Lady Averil: he believed those hasty and ill-natured words, reported to him as having been spoken by her, bore upon that sore point alone. Cecil, on the contrary, assumed that her forgetfulness was asked for his own behaviour to her, in so far as that he had gone away and left her without word or explanation. She grew quite pale with anger. Lord Averil resumed, his manner earnest, his voice low and tender.

I have loved you, Cecil, from the first day that I saw you at Mrs. Averils. I dragged myself away from the place, because I loved you, fearing lest you might come to see my folly. It was worse than folly then, for I was not a free man. I have gone on loving you more and more, from that time to this. I went abroad this last time hoping to forget you; striving to forget you; but I cannot do it, and the love has only become stronger. Forgive, I say, my urging it upon you in this moments impulse.

Poor Cecil was all at sea. Went abroad, hoping to forget her; striving to forget her! It was worse and worse. She flung his hand away.

Oh, Cecil! can you not love me? he exclaimed in agitation. Will you not give me hope that you will sometime be my wife?

No, I cannot love you. I will not give you hope. I would rather marry any one in the world than you. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Lord Averil!

Not a very dignified rejoinder. And Cecil, what with anger, what with love, burst into even less dignified tears, and left the room in a passion. Lord Averil bit his lips to pain.

Janet entered, unsuspicious. He turned from the window, and smoothed his brow, gathering what equanimity he could, as he proceeded to inquire after Mr. Godolphin.


CHAPTER IV. CHARLOTTE PAINS TURN-OUT.

A stylish vehicle, high enough for a fire-escape, its green wheels picked out with gleaming red; was dashing up the streets of Priors Ash. A lady was seated in it, driving its pair of blood-horses, whose restive mettle appeared more fitted for a mans guidance than a womans. You need not be told that it was Charlotte Pain; no one else of her sex in Priors Ash would have driven such a turn-out. Priors Ash, rather at a loss what name to give it, for the like of it had never been seen in that sober place, christened it Mrs. Pains turn-out: so, if you grumble at the appellation, you must grumble at them, not at me.

Past the Bank it flew; when, as if a sudden thought appeared to take the driver, it suddenly whirled round, to the imminent danger of the street in general, retraced its steps past the Bank, dashed round the corner of Crosse Street, and drew up at the entrance to Mr. George Godolphins. The servant sprang from the seat behind.

Inquire if Mrs. George Godolphin is within.

Mrs. George Godolphin was within, and Charlotte entered. Across the hall, up the handsome staircase lined with paintings, to the still more handsome drawing-room, swept she, conducted by a servant. Margery looked out at an opposite door, as Charlotte entered that of the drawing-room, her curious eyes taking in at a glance Charlottes attire. Charlotte wore a handsome mauve brocaded skirt, trailing the ground at the very least half a yard behind her, and a close habit of mauve velvet. A black hat with a turned-up brim, and a profusion of mauve feathers, adorned her head, and a little bit of gauze, mauve-coloured also, came half-way down her face, fitting tightly round the nose and cheeks. At that period, this style of dress was very uncommon.

Margery retired with a sniff. Had it been any one she approved, any especial friend of her mistress, she would have invited her into her mistresss presence, to the little boudoir, where Maria was seated. A pretty boudoir, tastefully furnished. The bedroom, dressing-room, and this boudoir communicated with each other. Being who it was, Margery allowed the drawing-room the honour of receiving the visitor.

Maria sat at a table, her drawing materials before her. Miss Meta, perched in a high chair, was accommodated with a pencil and paper opposite. Its Mrs. Pain in a mask, was Margerys salutation.

Maria laid down her pencil. Mrs. Pain in a mask! she echoed.

It looks like nothing else, maam, responded Margery. I never saw Christian folks make themselves into such spectacles before. Its to be hoped she wont go in that guise to call at Ashlydyat: Miss Janet would be sending for the mad doctor.

Maria smiled. You never admire Mrs. Pains style of dress, Margery.

Its not taking, rejoined Margery. Honest faces would as soon see themselves standing out from a brass pan, as with one of them brazen hats stuck upon them.

Apart from her prejudices against Mrs. Pain  whatever those prejudices might be  it was evident that Margery did not admire the fashionable head-gear. Maria moved to the door, and Miss Meta scrambled off her chair to follow her. Meta go too, mamma.

Margery caught the child up as if she were snatching her from a fiery furnace, smothered her in her arms, and whispered unheard-of visions of immediate cakes and sweetmeats, that were to be had by ascending to the nursery, and bore her away in triumph. Did she fear there was contamination for the child in Mrs. Pains hat?

Maria, not having observed the bit of by-play, proceeded to the presence of Charlotte. Not a greater contrast had there been between them in those old days at Broomhead, than there was now. Maria was the same quiet, essentially lady-like girl as of yore: she looked but a girl still, in her pretty muslin dress. Charlotte was standing at the window, watching her restless horses, which the servant was driving about in the front street, but could scarcely manage. She put back her hand to Maria.

How are you to-day; Mrs. George Godolphin? Excuse my apparent rudeness: I am looking at my horses. If the man cannot keep them within bounds, I must go down myself.

Maria took her place by the side of Charlotte. The horses looked terrific animals in her eyes, very much inclined to kick the carriage to pieces and to bolt into the Bank afterwards. Did you drive them here?

Nobody else can drive them, replied Charlotte with a laugh. I should like to seduce Kate behind them some day when she is at Priors Ash: she would be in a fit with fright before we were home again.

How can you risk your own life, Mrs. Pain?

My life! that is a good joke, said Charlotte. If I could not manage the horses, I should not drive them. Did you notice the one I was riding yesterday, when you met me with your husband  a party of us together?

Not particularly, replied Maria. It was just at the turn of the road, you know. I think I looked chiefly at George.

You ought to have noticed my horse. You must see him another time. He is the most splendid animal; down from London only the previous day. I rode him yesterday for the first time.

I should not detect any of his beauties; I scarcely know one horse from another, acknowledged Maria.

Ah! You are not particularly observant, returned Charlotte in good-humoured sarcasm. The horse was a present to me. He cost a hundred and thirty guineas. Those animals below are getting quieter now.

She withdrew from the window, sitting down on a sofa. Maria took a seat near her. We had been to see Mrs. Averil yesterday when we met you, observed Maria. She is still a great sufferer.

So Lord Averil told me, answered Charlotte. He dined at the Folly yesterday.

Did he? George did not mention that Lord Averil was of the party. Did you dine with them?

Not I, answered Charlotte. It was bore enough to have them in the drawing-room afterwards. Only a few of them came in. As to your husband, I never set eyes upon him at all.

He came home early. I think his head ached. He  

Oh, he did come home, then! interrupted Charlotte.

Maria looked surprised. Of course he came home. Why should he not?

How should I know why? was Charlottes answer. This house has the bother of it to-night, I hear. It is nothing but a bother, a gentlemans dinner-party!

It is a sort of business party to-night, I believe, observed Maria.

Verrall is coming. He told me so. Do you know how Mr. Godolphin is?

He seems as well as usual. He has come to-day, and I saw him for a minute. George told me that he did not appear at dinner yesterday. Margery  

A commotion in the street. Charlotte flew to one of the windows, opened it, and stretched herself out. But she could not see the carriage, which was then in Crosse Street. A mob was collecting and shouting.

I suppose I had better go. That stupid man never can keep horses in good humour, if they have any spirit. Good-bye, Mrs. George Godolphin.

She ran down to the hall door, giving no time for a servant to show her out. Maria proceeded to her boudoir, which looked into Crosse Street, to see whether anything was the matter.

Something might have been, but that George Godolphin, hearing the outcry, had flown out to the aid of the servant. The man, in his fear  he was a timid man with horses, and it was a wonder Charlotte kept him  had got out of the carriage. George leaped into it, took the reins and the whip, and succeeded in restoring the horses to what Charlotte called good humour. Marias heart beat when she saw her husband there: she, like the man, was timid. George, however, alighted unharmed, and stood talking with Charlotte. He was without his hat. Then he handed Charlotte in, and stood looking up and talking to her again, the seat being about a mile above his head. Charlotte, at any rate, had no fear; she nodded a final adieu to George, and drove away at a fast pace, George gazing after her.

Intimate as George Godolphin was with Charlotte Pain, no such thought as that of attributing it to a wrong motive ever occurred to Maria. She had been jealous of Charlotte Pain in the old days, when she was Maria Hastings, dreading that George might choose her for his wife: but with their marriage all such feeling ceased. Maria was an English gentlewoman in the best sense of the term; of a refined, retiring nature, simple and modest of speech, innocent of heart: to associate harm now with her husband and Charlotte, was a thing next to impossible for her to glance at. Unbiased by others, she would never be likely to glance at it. She did not like Charlotte: where tastes and qualities are as opposed as they were in her and Charlotte Pain, mutual preference is not easy; but, to suspect any greater cause for dislike, was foreign to Marias nature. Had Maria even received a hint that the fine saddle-horse, boasted of by Charlotte as worthy of Marias especial observation, and costing a hundred and thirty guineas, was a present from her husband, she would have attached no motive to the gift, but that of kindness; given him no worse word than a hint at extravagance. Maria could almost as soon have disbelieved in herself, as have disbelieved in the cardinal virtues of George Godolphin.

It was the day of one of Georges dinner-parties: as Charlotte has announced for our information. Fourteen were expected to sit down, inclusive of himself and his brother. Most of them county men; men who did business with the Bank; Mr. Verrall and Lord Averil being two of them: but Mr. Verrall did not do business with the Bank, and was not looked upon as a county man. It was not Marias custom to appear at all at these parties; she did not imitate Charlotte Pain in playing the hostess afterwards in the drawing-room. Sometimes Maria would spend these evenings out: at Ashlydyat, or at the Rectory: sometimes, as was her intention on this evening, she would remain in her pretty boudoir, leaving the house at liberty. She had been busy at her drawing all day, and had not quitted it to stir abroad.

Mr. George had stirred abroad. Mr. George had taken a late afternoon ride with Charlotte Pain. He came home barely in time to dress. The Bank was closed for the day: the clerks had all gone, except one, the old cashier, Mr. Hurde. He sometimes stayed later than the rest.

Any private letters for me? inquired George, hastening into the office, whip in hand, and devouring the letter-rack with eager eyes, where the unopened letters were usually placed.

The cashier, a tall man once, but stooping now, with silver spectacles and white whiskers, stretched up his head to look also. Theres one, sir, he cried, before George had quite crossed the office.

George made a grab at the letter. It stuck in the rack, and he gave forth an impatient word. A blank look of disappointment came over his face, when he saw the direction.

This is not for me. This is for Mr. Hastings. Who sorted the letters?

Mr. Hastings, I believe, sir, as usual.

What made him put his own letter into the rack? muttered George to himself. He went about the office; went into the private room and searched his own table. No, there was no letter for him. Mr. Hurde remembered that Mr. George Godolphin had been put out in the morning by not receiving an expected letter.

George looked at his watch. Theres no time to go to Verralls, he thought. And he would be starting to come here by the time I reached the Folly.

Up to his own room to dress, which was not a long process. He then entered his wifes boudoir.

Drawing still, Maria?

She looked up with a bright glance. I have been so industrious! I have been drawing nearly all day. See! I have nearly finished this.

George stood by the table listlessly, his thoughts preoccupied: not pleasantly preoccupied, either. Presently he began turning over the old sketches in Marias portfolio. Maria left her seat, and stood by her husband, her arm round his neck. He was now sitting sideways on a chair.

I put some of these drawings into the portfolio this morning, she observed. I found them in a box in the lumber-room. They had not been disinterred, I do believe, since they came here from the Rectory. Do you remember that one, George?

He took up the sketch she pointed to. A few moments, and then recollection flashed over him. It is a scene near Broomhead. That is Brays cottage.

How glad I am that you recognise it! she cried gleefully. It proves that I sketched it faithfully. Do you remember the day I did it, George?

George could not remember that. Not particularly, he answered.

Oh, George! It was the day when I was frightened by that snake  or whatever it was. You and I and Charlotte Pain were there. We took refuge in Brays house.

Refuge from the snake? asked George.

Maria laughed. Lady Godolphin came up, and said I ought to go there and rest, and take some water. How terribly frightened I was! I can recall it still. Bray wanted to marry us afterwards, she continued, laughing more heartily.

Bray would have married me to both you and Charlotte for a crown a-piece, said George.

Were you in earnest when you asked me to let him do it? she dreamily inquired, after a pause, her thoughts cast back to the past.

I dare say I was, Maria. We do foolish things sometimes. Had you said yes, I should have thought you a silly girl afterwards for your pains.

Of course you would. Do you see that old Welshwoman in the doorway? resumed Maria, pointing to the drawing. She was a nice old body, in spite of her pipe. I wonder whether she is still alive? Perhaps Margery knows. Margery had a letter from her sister this morning.

Had she? carelessly returned George. I saw there was a letter for her with the Scotch postmark. Has Bray come to grief yet?

I fancy they are always in grief, by the frequent appeals to Margery. Lady Godolphin is kind to the wife. She tells Margery if it were not for my lady, she should starve.

An arrival was heard as Maria spoke, and George rang the bell. It was answered by Marias maid, but George said he wanted the butler. The man appeared.

Has Mr. Verrall come?

No, sir. It is Mr. Godolphin.

When Mr. Verrall comes, show him into the Bank parlour, and call me. I wish to see him before he goes into the drawing-room.

The man departed with his order. George went into the adjoining bedroom. A few minutes, and some one else was heard to come in, and run up the stairs with eager steps. It was followed by an impatient knock at Marias door.

It proved to be Isaac Hastings. A fine-looking young man, with a sensible countenance. Have they gone in to dinner yet, Maria? he hastily cried.

No. It is not time. No one has come but Mr. Godolphin.

I did such a stupid trick! I  

Is it you, Isaac? interrupted George, returning to the room. I could not think who it was, rushing up.

I wanted to catch you, sir, before you went in to dinner, replied Isaac, holding out a letter to George. It came for you this afternoon, he continued, and I put it, as I thought, into the rack; and one for myself, which also came, I put into my pocket. Just now I found I had brought yours away, and left mine.

Yours is in the rack now, said George. I wondered what brought it there.

He took the letter, glanced at its superscription, and retired to the window to read it. There appeared to be but a very few lines. George read it twice over, and then lifted his flushed face: flushed, as it seemed, with pain  with a perplexed, hopeless sort of expression. Maria could see his face reflected in the glass. She turned to him:

George, what is it? You have had bad news!

He crushed the letter in his hand. Bad news! Nothing of the sort. Why should you think that? It is a business letter that I ought to have had yesterday, though, and I am vexed at the delay.

He left the room again. Isaac prepared to depart.

Will you stay and take tea with me, Isaac? asked Maria. I have dined. I am expecting Rose.

I am taking tea already, answered Isaac, with a laugh. I was at Graces. We were beginning tea, when I put my hand into my pocket to take out my letter, and found it was George Godolphins.

You were not in haste to read your own letter, returned Maria.

No. I knew who it was from. There was no hurry. I ran; all the way from Graces here, and now I must run back again. Good-bye, Maria.

Isaac went away. George was in and out of the room, walking about in a restless manner. Several arrivals had been heard, and Maria felt sure that all the guests, or nearly all, must have arrived. Why dont you go to them, George? she asked.

The hour for dinner struck as she spoke, and George left the room. He did not enter the drawing-room, but went down and spoke to the butler.

Has Mr. Verrall not come yet?

No, sir. Every one else is here.

George retraced his steps and entered the drawing-room. He was gay George again: handsome George; not a line of perplexity could be traced on his open brow, not a shade of care in his bright blue eye. He shook hands with his guests, offering only a half apology, for his tardiness, and saying that he knew his brother was there to replace him.

Some minutes of busy conversation, and then it flagged: another few minutes of it, and a second flag. Thomas Godolphin whispered to his brother. George, I should not wait. Mr. Verrall cannot be coming.

George went quite red with anger, or some other feeling. Not be coming? Of course he is coming? Nothing is likely to detain him.

Thomas said no more. But the waiting  Well, you all know what it is, this awkward waiting for dinner. By-and-by the butler looked into the room. George thought it might be a hint that dinner was spoiling, and he reluctantly gave orders that it should be served.

A knock at the door  a loud knock  resounding through the house. George Godolphins face lighted up. There he is! he exclaimed. But it is too bad of him to keep us waiting.

There he is not, George might have said, could he have seen through the closed door the applicant standing there. It was only Marias evening visitor, pretty Rose Hastings.


CHAPTER V. A REVELATION.

The dinner-table was spacious, consequently the absence of one was conspicuous. Mr. Verralls chair was still left for him: he would come yet, George said. No clergyman was present, and Thomas Godolphin said grace. He sat at the foot of the table, opposite to his brother.

We are thirteen! exclaimed Sir John Pevans, a young baronet, who had been reared a milksop, and feared consumption for himself. I dont much like it. It is the ominous number, you know.

Some of them laughed. What is that peculiar superstition? asked Colonel Max. I have never been able to understand it.

The superstition, is that if thirteen sit down to dinner, one of them is sure to die before the year is out, replied young Pevans, speaking with great seriousness.

Why is thirteen not as good a number to sit down as any other? cried Colonel Max, humouring the baronet. As good as fourteen, for instance?

Its the odd number, I suppose.

The odd number. Its no more the odd number, Pevans, than any other numbers odd. What do you say to eleven?  what do you say to fifteen?

I cant explain it, returned Sir John. I only know that the superstition exists, and that I have noticed, in more instances than one, that it has been borne out. Three or four parties who have sat down thirteen to dinner, have lost one of them before the year has come round. You laugh at me, of course; I have been laughed at before: but suppose you notice it now? We are thirteen of us: see if we are all alive by the end of the year.

Thomas Godolphin, in his inmost heart, thought it not unlikely that one of them, at any rate, would not be there. Several faces were broad with amusement: the most serious of them was Lord Averils.

You dont believe in it, Averil! muttered Colonel Max in surprise, as he gazed at him.

I! was the answer. Certainly not. Why should you ask it?

You look so grave over it.

I never like to joke, though it be only by a smile, on the subject of death, replied Lord Averil. I once received a lesson upon the point, and it will serve me my life.

Will your lordship tell us what it was! interposed Sir John, who had been introduced to Lord Averil to-day for the first time.

I cannot do so now, replied Lord Averil. The subject is not suited to a merry party, he frankly added. But it would not help to bear out your superstition, Sir John: you are possibly thinking that it might do so.

If I have sat down once thirteen, I have sat down fifty times, cried Colonel Max, and we all lived the year out and many a year on to it. You are a sociable fellow to invite out to dinner, Pevans! I fancy Mr. George Godolphin must be thinking so.

Mr. George Godolphin appeared to be thinking of something that rendered him somewhat distrait. In point of fact, his duties as host were considerably broken by listening to the door. Above the conversation his ear was strained, hoping for the knock that should announce Mr. Verrall. It was of course strange that he neither appeared nor sent an excuse. But no knock seemed to come: and George could only rally his powers, and forget Mr. Verrall.

It was a recherché repast. George Godolphins state dinners always were so. No trouble or expense was spared for them. Luxuries, in season and out of season, would be there. The turtle would seem richer at his table than at any other, the venison more delicate; the Moselle of fuller flavour, the sparkling hermitage of rarest vintage.

The evening passed on. Some of the gentlemen were solacing themselves with a cup of coffee, when the butler slipped a note into his masters hand. The man waits for an answer, sir, he whispered. And George glided out of the room, and opened the note.

Dear Godolphin,

I am ill and lonely, and have halted here midway in my journey for a nights rest before going on again, which I must do at six in the morning. Come in for half an hour  theres a good fellow! I dont know when we may meet again. The regiment embarks to-morrow; and cant embark without me. Come at once, or I shall be gone to bed.

G. St. Aubyn.

One burning, almost irrepressible desire had hung over George all the evening  that he could run up to Verralls and learn the cause of his absence. Mr. Verralls absence in itself would not in the least have troubled George; but he had a most urgent reason for wishing to see him: hence his anxiety. To leave his guests to themselves would have been scarcely the thing to do: but this note appeared to afford just the excuse wanted. At any rate, George determined to make it an excuse. The note was dated from the principal inn of the place.

One of the waiters brought this, I suppose, Pierce? he said to the butler.

Yes, sir.

My compliments, and I will be with Captain St. Aubyn directly.

George went into the room again, and drew his brother aside.

Thomas, youll be host for me for half an hour, he whispered. St. Aubyn has just sent me an urgent summons to go and see him at the Bell. He was passing through Priors Ash, and is forced to halt and lie up: hes very ill. Ill soon be back again.

Away he went. Thomas felt unusually well that evening, and exerted himself for his brother. Once out of the house, George hesitated. Should he dash up to Lady Godolphins Folly first, and ease his mind, or should he go first to the Bell? The Bell was very near, but in the opposite direction to Ashlydyat. He turned first to the Bell, and was soon in the presence of Captain St. Aubyn, an old friend, now bound for Malta.

I am sorry to have sent for you, exclaimed Captain St. Aubyn, holding out his hand to George. I hear you have friends this evening.

It is just the kindest thing you could have done, impulsively answered George. I would have given a five-pound note out of my pocket for a plea to absent myself; and your letter came and afforded it.

What more he chose to explain was between themselves: it was not much: and in five minutes George was on his way to Lady Godolphins Folly. On he strode, his eager feet scarcely touching the ground. He lifted his hat and bared his brow, hot with anxiety, to the night air. It was a very light night, the moon high: and, as George pushed on through the dark grove of the Folly, he saw Charlotte Pain emerging from the same at a little distance, a dark shawl, or mantle, thrown completely over her head and figure, apparently for the purpose of disguise or concealment. Her face was turned for a moment towards the moonlight, and there was no mistaking the features of Charlotte Pain. Then she crouched down, and sped along under the friendly cover of the trees. George hastened to overtake her.

But when he got up with her, as he thought, there was no Charlotte there. There was no any one. Where had she crept to? How had she disappeared? She must have plunged into the trees again. But George was in too much haste then to see Mr. Verrall, to puzzle himself about Charlotte. He crossed to the terrace, and rang the bell.

Were the servants making merry? He had to ring again. A tolerable peal this time. Its echoes might have been heard at Ashlydyat.

Is Mr. Verrall at home?

No, sir. Mrs. Pain is.

Mrs. Pain is not, thought George to himself. But he followed the man to the drawing-room.

To his indescribable astonishment, there sat Charlotte, at work. She was in evening dress, her gown and hair interlaced with jewels. Calmly and quietly sat she, very quietly for her, her King Charley reposing upon a chair at her side, fast asleep. It was next to impossible to fancy, or believe, that she could have been outside a minute or two ago, racing in and out of the trees, as if dodging some one, perhaps himself. And yet, had it been necessary, George thought he could have sworn that the face he saw was the face of Charlotte. So bewildered did he feel, as to be diverted for a moment from the business which had brought him there.

You may well be surprised! cried Charlotte, looking at him; and George noticed as she spoke that there was some peculiar expression in her face not usual to it. To see me at work is one of the worlds wonders. A crochet mat took my fancy to-day in a shop, and I bought it, thinking I would make one like it. Instead of making one, I have managed to unravel the other.

She pointed to the ground as she spoke. There, half covered by her dress, lay a heap of crinkled cotton; no doubt the unravelled mat. Charlotte was plying her needle again with assiduity, her eyes studying the instructions at her elbow.

How very quickly you must have come in! exclaimed George.

Come in from where? asked Charlotte.

As I went up to the door, I saw you stooping near the grove on the left, something dark over your head.

You dreamt it, said Charlotte. I have not been out.

But I certainly did see you, repeated George. I could not be mistaken. You  were I fanciful, Charlotte, I should say you were in mischief, and wanted to escape observation. You were stooping under the shade of the trees and running along quickly.

Charlotte lifted her face and looked at him with wondering eyes. Are you joking, or are you in earnest? asked she.

I never was more in earnest in my life. I could have staked my existence upon its being you.

Then I assure you I have not stirred out of this room since I came into it from dinner. What possessed me to try this senseless work, I cannot tell, she added, flinging it across the floor in a momentary accession of temper. It has given me a headache, and they brought me some tea.

You are looking very poorly, remarked George.

Am I? I dont often have such a headache as this. The pain is here, over my left temple. Bathe it for me, will you, George?

A handkerchief and some eau-de-Cologne were lying on the table beside her. George gallantly undertook the office: but he could not get over his wonder. Ill tell you what, Charlotte. If it was not yourself, it must have been your  

It must have been my old blind black dog, interrupted Charlotte. He has a habit of creeping about the trees at night. There! I am sure thats near enough. I dont believe it was anything or any one.

Your double, I was going to say, persisted George. I never saw your face if I did not think I saw it then. It proves how mistaken we may be. Wheres Verrall? A pretty trick he played me this evening.

What trick? repeated Charlotte. Verralls gone to London.

Gone to London! shouted George, his tone one of painful dismay. It cannot be.

It is, said Charlotte. When I came in from our ride I found Verrall going off by train. He had received a telegraphic message, which took him away.

Why did he not call upon me? He knew  he knew  the necessity there was for me to see him. He ought to have come to me.

I suppose he was in a hurry to catch the train, said Charlotte.

Why did he not send?

He did send. I heard him send a verbal message by one of the servants, to the effect that he was summoned unexpectedly to London, and could not, therefore, attend your dinner. How early you have broken up!

We have not broken up. I left my guests to see after Verrall. No message was brought to me.

Then I will inquire, began Charlotte, rising. George gently pushed her back.

It is of little consequence, he said. It might have saved me some suspense; but I am glad I got dinner over without knowing it. I must see Verrall.

Charlotte carried her point, and rang the bell. If you are glad, George, it is no extenuation for the negligence of the servants. They may be forgetting some message of more importance, if they are left unreproved now.

But forgotten the message had not been. The servant, it appeared, had misunderstood his master, and carried the message to Ashlydyat, instead of to the Bank.

How very stupid he must have been! remarked Charlotte to George, when the explanation was given. I think some people have only half their share of brains.

Charlotte, I must see Verrall. I received a letter this evening from London which I ought to have had yesterday, and it has driven me to my wits end.

About the old business? questioned Charlotte.

Just so. Look here.

He took the letter from his pocket: the letter brought back to him by Isaac Hastings, and which he had assured Maria had not contained bad news: opened it, and handed it to Charlotte for her perusal. Better, possibly, for Mr. George Godolphin that he had made a bosom friend of his wife than of Charlotte Pain! Better for gentlemen in general, it may be, that they should tell their secrets to their wives than to their wives would-be rivals  however comprehensive the fascinations of these latter ladies may be. George, however, had made his own bed, as we all do; and George would have to lie upon it.

What am I to do, Charlotte?

Charlotte sat bending over the note, and pressing her forehead. Her look was one of perplexity; perplexity great as Georges.

It is a dangerous position, she said at length. If not averted  

She came to a dead pause, and their eyes met.

Ay! he repeated if not averted! Nothing would remain for me but  

Hush, George, said she, laying her hand upon his lips, and then letting it fall upon his fingers, where it remained.

There they sat, it is hard to say how long, their heads together, talking earnestly. Charlotte was in his full confidence. Whatever may have been the nature, the depth of his perplexities, she fathomed them. At length George sprang up with a start.

I am forgetting everything. I forgot those people were still at home, waiting for me. Charlotte, I must go.

She rose, put her arm within his, and took a step with him, as if she would herself let him out. Perhaps she was in the habit of letting him out.

Not there! not that way! she abruptly said, for George was turning to unclose the shutters of the window. Come into the next room, and Ill open that.

The next room was in darkness. They opened the window, and stood yet a minute within the room, talking anxiously still. Then he left her, and went forth.

He intended to take the lonely road homewards, as being the nearer; that dark, narrow road you may remember to have heard of, where the ash-trees met overhead, and, as report went, a ghost was in the habit of taking walking exercise by night. George had no thought for ghosts just then: he had a ghost within him, frightful enough to scare away a whole lane full of the others. Nevertheless, George Godolphin did take a step backward with a start, when, just within the Ash-tree Walk, after passing the turnstile, there came a dismal groan from some dark figure seated on a broken bench.

It was all dark together there. The ash-trees hid the moon; George had just emerged from where her beams shone bright and open; and not at first did he distinguish who was sitting there. But his eyes grew accustomed to the obscurity.

Thomas! he cried, in consternation. Is it you?

For answer, Thomas Godolphin caught hold of his brother, bent forward, and laid his forehead upon Georges arm, another deep groan breaking from him.

That George Godolphin would rather have been waylaid by a real ghost, than by his brother at that particular time and place, was certain. Better that the whole world should detect any undue anxiety for Mr. Verralls companionship just then, than that Thomas Godolphin should do so. At least, George thought so: but conscience makes cowards of us all. Nevertheless, he gave his earnest sympathy to his brother.

Lean on me, Thomas. Let me support you. How have you been taken ill?

Another minute, and the paroxysm was past. Thomas wiped the dew from his brow, and George sat down on the narrow bench beside him.

How came you to be here alone, Thomas? Where is your carriage?

I ordered the carriage early, and it came just as you had gone out, explained Thomas. Feeling well, I sent it away as I had to wait, saying I would walk home. The pain overtook me just as I reached this spot, and but for the bench I should have fallen. But, George, what brings you here? was the next very natural question. You told me you were going to the Bell?

So I was; so I did, said George, speaking volubly. St. Aubyn I found very poorly; I told him he would be best in bed, and came away. It was a nice night; I felt inclined for a run, so I came up here to ask Verrall what had kept him from dinner. He was sent for to London, it seems, and the stupid servant took his apology to Ashlydyat, instead of to the Bank.

Thomas Godolphin might well have rejoined, If Verrall is away, where have you stopped? But he made no remark.

Have they all gone? asked George, alluding to his guests.

They have all gone. I made it right with them respecting your absence. My being there was almost the same thing: they appeared to regard it so. George, I believe I must have your arm as far as the house. See what an old man I am getting.

Will you not rest longer? I am in no hurry, as they have left. What can this pain be, that seems to be attacking you of late?

Has it never occurred to you what it may be? quietly rejoined Thomas.

No, replied George. But he noticed that Thomass tone was, peculiar, and he began to run over in his own mind all the pharmacopoeia of ailments that flesh is heir to. It cannot be rheumatism, Thomas?

It is something worse than rheumatism, said Thomas, in his serene, ever-thoughtful way. A short time, George, and you will be master of Ashlydyat.

Georges heart seemed to stand still, and then bound onwards in a tumult. The words struck upon every chord of feeling he possessed  struck from more causes than one.

What do you mean, Thomas? What do you fear may be the matter with you?

Do you remember what killed our mother?

There was a painful pause. Oh, Thomas!

It is so, said Thomas, quietly.

I hope you are mistaken! I hope you are mistaken! reiterated George. Have you had advice? You must have advice.

I have had it. Snow confirms my own suspicions. I desired the truth.

Whos Snow? returned George, disparagingly. Go up to London, Thomas; consult the best man there. Or telegraph for one of them to come down to you.

For the satisfaction of you all, I may do so, he replied. But it cannot benefit me, George.

Good Heavens, what a dreadful thing! returned George, with feeling. What a blow to fall upon you!

You would regard it so, were it to fall upon you; and naturally. You are young, joyous; you have your wife and child. I have none of these attributes: and  if I had them all, we are in the hands of One who knows what is best for us.

George Godolphin did not feel very joyous just then: had not felt particularly joyous for a long time. Somehow, his own inward care was more palpable to him than this news, sad though it was, imparted by his brother. He lifted his right hand to his temples and kept it there. Thomas suffered his right hand to fall upon Georges left, which rested on his knee. A more holy contact than that imparted by Mrs. Charlotte Pains.

Dont grieve, George. I am more than resigned. I think of it as a happy change. This world, taken at its best, is full of care: if we seem free from it one year, it only falls upon us more unsparingly the next. It is wisely ordered: were earth made too pleasant for us, we might be wishing that it could be permanently our home.

Heaven knew that George had enough care upon him. He knew it. But he was not weary of the world. Few do weary of it, whatever may be their care, until they have learned to look for a better.

In the days gone by, I have felt tempted to wonder why Ethel should have been taken, resumed Thomas Godolphin. I see now how merciful was the fiat, George. I have been more thoughtful, more observant, perhaps, than many are; and I have learnt to see, to know, how marvellously all these fiats are fraught with mercy; full of gloom as they may seem to us. It would have been a bitter trial to me to leave her here unprotected; in deep sorrow; perhaps with young children. I scarcely think I could have been reconciled to go; and I know what her grief would have been. Alls for the best.

Most rare was it for undemonstrative Thomas Godolphin thus to express his hidden sentiments. George never knew him to do so before. Time and place were peculiarly fitted for it: the still, light night, telling of peace; the dark trees around, the blue sky overhead. In these paroxysms of disease, Thomas felt brought almost face to face with death.

It will be a blow to Janet! exclaimed George, the thought striking him.

She will feel it as one.

Thomas! can nothing be done for you? was the impulsive rejoinder, spoken in all hearty good-feeling.

Could it be done for my mother, George?

I know. But, since then, science has made strides. Diseases, once deemed incurable, yield now to skill and enlightenment. I wish you would go to London!

There are some few diseases which bring death with them, in spite of human skill: will bring it to the end of time, rejoined Thomas Godolphin. This is one of them.

Well, Thomas, you have given me my pill for to-night: and for a great many more nights, and days too. I wish I had not heard it! But that, you will say, is a wish savouring only of selfishness. It is a dreadful affliction for you! Thomas, I must say it  a dreadful affliction.

The disease, or the ending, do you mean? Thomas asked, with a smile.

Both. But I spoke more particularly of the disease. That in itself is a lingering death, and nothing less.

A lingering death is the most favoured death  as I regard it: a sudden death the most unhappy. See what time is given me to set my house in order, he added, the sober, pleasant smile deepening. I must not fail to do it well, must I?

And the pain, Thomas; that will be lingering, too.

I must bear it.

He rose as he spoke, and put his arm within his brothers. George seemed to him then the same powerful protector that he, Thomas, must have seemed to Sir George in that midnight walk at Broomhead. He stood a minute or two, as if gathering strength, and then walked forward, leaning heavily on George. It was the pain, the excessive agony that so unnerved him: a little while, and he would seem in the possession of his usual strength again.

Ay, George, it will soon be yours. I shall not long keep you out of Ashlydyat. I cannot quite tell how you will manage alone at the Bank when I am gone, he continued, in a more business tone. I think of it a great deal. Sometimes I fancy it might be better if you took a staid, sober partner; one middle aged. A thorough man of business. Great confidence has been accorded me, you know, George. I suppose people like my steady habits.

They like you for your integrity, returned George, the words seeming to break from him impulsively. I shall manage very well, I dare say, when the time comes. I suppose I must settle down to steadiness also; to be more as you have been. I can, he continued, as if in soliloquy. I can, and I will.

And, George, you will be a good master, continued Thomas. Be a kind, considerate master to all who shall then be dependent on you. I have tried to be so: and, now that the end has come, it is, I assure you, a pleasant consciousness to possess  to look back upon. I have a few, very few, poor pensioners who may have been a little the better for me: those I shall take care of, and Janet will sometimes see them. But some of the servants lapse to you with Ashlydyat: I speak of them. Make them comfortable. Most of them are already in years: take care of them when they shall be too old to work.

Oh, Ill do that, said George. I expect Janet  

Georges words died away. They had rounded the ash-trees, and were fronting the Dark Plain. White enough looked the plain that night; but dark was the Shadow on it. Yes, it was there! The dark, portentous, terrific Shadow of Ashlydyat!

They stood still. Perhaps their hearts stood still. Who can know? A man would rather confess to an unholy deed, than acknowledge his belief in a ghostly superstition.

How dark it is to-night! broke from George.

In truth, it had never been darker, never more intensely distinct. If, as the popular belief went, the evil to overtake the Godolphins was foreshadowed to be greater or less, according to the darker or lighter hue of the Shadow, then never did such ill fall on the Godolphins, as was to fall now.

It is black, not dark, replied Thomas, in answer to Georges remark. I never saw it so black as it is now. Last night it was comparatively light.

George turned his gaze quickly upwards to the moon, searching in the aspect of that luminary a solution to the darker shade of to-night. Theres no difference! he cried aloud. The moon was as bright as this, last night, but not brighter. I dont think it could be brighter. You say the Shadow was there last night, Thomas?

Yes. But not so dark as now.

But, Thomas! you were ill last night; you could not see it.

I came as far as the turnstile here with Lord Averil. He called at Ashlydyat after leaving Lady Godolphins Folly. I was better then, and strolled out of the house with him.

Did he see the Shadow?

I dont know. It was there; but not very distinct. He did not appear to see it. We were passing quickly, and talking about my illness.

Did you give Averil any hint of what your illness may be? asked George hastily.

Not an indication of it. Janet, Snow, and you, are my only confidants as yet. Bexley is partially so. Were that Shadow to be seen by Priors Ash, and the fact of my illness transpired, people would say that it was a forewarning of my end, he continued, with a grave smile, as he and George turned to pursue their road to Ashlydyat.

They reached the porch in silence. George shook hands with his brother. Dont attempt to come to business to-morrow, he said. I will come up in the evening, and see you.

Wont you come in now, George?

Not now. Good night, Thomas. I heartily wish you better.

George turned and retraced his steps, past the ash-trees, past the Dark Plain. Intensely black the Shadow certainly looked: darker even than when he had passed it just before  at least so it appeared to Georges eyes. He halted a moment, quite struck with the sombre hue. Thomas said it appeared light last night, he half muttered: and for him death cannot be much of an evil. Superstitious Janet, daft Margery, would both say that the evil affects me: that I am to bring it! he added, with a smile of mockery at the words. Angry enough it certainly looks!

It did look angry. But George vouchsafed it no further attention. He had too much on his mind to give heed to shadows, even though it were the ominous Shadow of Ashlydyat. George, as he had said to Charlotte Pain, was very nearly at his wits end. One of his minor perplexities was, how he should get to London. He had urgent necessity for proceeding in search of Mr. Verrall, and equally urgent was it that the expedition should be kept from Thomas Godolphin. What excuse could he invent for his absence?

Rapidly arranging his plans, he proceeded again to the Bell Inn, held a few minutes confidential conversation with Captain St. Aubyn, waking that gentleman out of his first sleep for it  not that he by any means enlightened him as to any trouble that might be running riot in his brain  and then went home. Maria came forward to meet him.

How is poor Captain St. Aubyn, George? Very ill?

Very. How did you know anything about it, Maria?

Thomas told me you had been sent for. Thomas came to my sitting-room before he left, after the rest had gone. You have stayed a good while with him.

Ay. What should you say if I were to go back and stop the night with him? asked George, half jokingly.

Is he so ill as that?

And also to accompany him a stage or two on his journey to-morrow morning? He starts at six, and is about as fit to travel as an invalid just out of bed after a months illness.

Do you really mean that you are going to do all that, George? she inquired, in surprise.

George nodded. I do not fancy Thomas will be here to-morrow, Maria. Ask to speak to Isaac when he comes in the morning. Tell him that I shall be home some time in the afternoon, but I have gone out of town a few miles with a sick friend. He can say so if I am particularly inquired for.

George went to his room. Maria followed him. He was changing his coat and waistcoat, and threw an overcoat upon his arm. Then he looked at his watch.

What is the time? asked Maria.

Twenty minutes past eleven. Good night, my darling.

She fondly held his face down to hers while he kissed her, giving him  as George had once saucily told her she would  kiss for kiss. There was no shame in it now; only love. Oh, George, my dearest, mind you come back safe and well to me! she murmured, tears filling her eyes.

Dont I always come back safe and well to you, you foolish child? Take care of yourself, Maria.

Marias hand rested lingeringly in his. Could she have divined that Mr. Georges tender adieux sometimes strayed elsewhere!  that his confidences were given, but not to her! George went out, and the hall door closed upon him.

It was well Maria did not watch him away! Well for her astonishment. Instead of going to the Bell Inn, he turned short round to the left, and took the by-way which led to the railway station, gaining it in time to catch the express train, which passed through Priors Ash at midnight for London.


CHAPTER VI. MR. VERRALLS CHAMBERS.

In thoroughly handsome chambers towards the west-end of London, fitted up with costly elegance, more in accordance (one would think) with a place consecrated to the refinements of life, than to business, there sat one morning a dark gentleman, of staid and respectable appearance. To look at his clean, smoothly shaven face, his grey hair, his gold-rimmed spectacles, his appearance altogether, every item of which carried respectability with it, you might have trusted the man at a first glance. In point of fact, he was got up to be trusted. A fire was pleasant on those spring mornings, and a large and clear one flamed in the burnished grate. Miniature statues, and other articles possessing, one must suppose, some rare excellence, gave to the room a refined look; and the venerable gentleman (venerable in sober respectability, you must understand, more than from age, for his years were barely fifty) sat enjoying its blaze, and culling choice morsels from the Times. The money article, the price of stock, a large insolvency case, and other news especially acceptable to men of business, were being eagerly read by him.

An architect might have taken a model of these chambers, so artistically were they arranged. A client could pass into any one of the three rooms, and not come out by the same door; he might reach them by the wide, handsome staircase, descend by means of a ladder, and emerge in a back street. Not absolutely a ladder, but a staircase so narrow as almost to deserve the name. It did happen, once in a way, that a gentleman might prefer that means of exit, even if he did not of entrance. These chambers were, not to keep you longer in suspense, the offices of the great bill-discounting firm, Trueworthy and Co.

One peculiar feature in their internal economy was, that no client ever got to see Mr. Trueworthy. He was too great a man to stoop to business in his own proper person. He was taking his pleasure in the East; or he was on a visit to some foreign court, the especial guest of its imperial head; or sojourning with his bosom friend the Duke of Dorsetshire at his shooting-box; or reposing at his own country seat; or ill in bed with gout. From one or other of these contingencies Mr. Trueworthy was invariably invisible. It happened now and then that there was a disturbance in these elegant chambers, caused by some ill-bred and ill-advised gentleman, who persisted in saying that he had been hardly treated  in point of fact, ruined. One or two had, on these occasions, broadly asserted their conviction that there was no Mr. Trueworthy at all: but of course their ravings, whether on the score of their own wrongs, or on the non-existence of that estimable gentleman, whose fashionable movements might have filled a weekly column of the Court Circular, were taken for what they were worth.

In the years gone by  only a very few years, though  the firm had owned another head: at any rate, another name. A young, fair man, who had disdained the exclusiveness adopted by his successor, and deemed himself not too great a mortal to be seen of men. This unfortunate principal had managed his affairs badly. In some way or other he came to grief. Perhaps the blame lay in his youth. Some one was so wicked as to prefer against him a charge of swindling; and ill-natured tongues said it would go hard with him  fifteen years at least. What they meant by the last phrase, they best knew. Like many another charge, it never came to anything. The very hour before he would have been captured, he made his escape, and had never since been seen or heard of. Some surmised that he was dead, some that he was in hiding abroad: only one thing was certain  that into this country he could not again enter.

All that, however, was past and gone. The gentleman, Mr. Brompton, sitting at his ease over his newspaper, his legs stretched out to the blaze, was the confidential manager and head of the office. Half the applicants did not know but that he was its principal: strangers, at first, invariably believed that he was so. A lesser satellite, a clerk, or whatever he might be, sat in an outer room, and bowed in the clients, his bow showing far more deference to this gentleman than to the clients themselves. How could the uninitiated suppose that he was anything less than the principal?

On this morning there went up the broad staircase a gentleman whose remarkably good looks drew the eyes of the passers-by towards him, as he got out of the cab which brought him. The clerk took a hasty step forward to arrest his progress, for the gentleman was crossing the office with a bold step: and all steps might not be admitted to that inner room. The gentleman, however, put up his hand, as if to say, Dont you know me? and went on. The clerk, who at the first moment had probably not had time to recognize him, threw open the inner door.

Mr. George Godolphin, sir.

Mr. George Godolphin strode on. He was evidently not on familiar terms with the gentleman who rose to receive him, for he did not shake hands with him. His tone and manner were courteous.

Is Mr. Verrall here?

He is not here, Mr. Godolphin. I am not sure that he will be here to-day.

I must see him, said George, firmly. I have followed him to town to see him. You know that he came up yesterday?

Yes. I met him last night.

I should suppose, as he was sent for unexpectedly  which I hear was the case  that he was sent for on business; and therefore that he would be here to-day, pursued George.

I am not sure of it. He left it an open question.

George looked uncommonly perplexed. I must see him, and I must be back at Priors Ash during business hours to-day. I must catch the eleven down-train if possible.

Can I do for you as well as Mr. Verrall? asked Mr. Brompton, after a pause.

No, you cant. Verrall I must see. It is very strange that you dont know whether he is to be here or not.

It happens to-day that I do not know. Mr. Verrall left it last night, I say, an open question.

It is the loss of time that I am thinking of, returned George. You see if I go down now to his residence, he may have left it to come up here; and we should just miss each other.

Very true, asserted Brompton.

George stood for a moment in thought, and then turned on his heel, and departed. Do you know whether Mr. Verrall will be up this morning? he asked of the clerk, as he passed through the outer room.

The clerk shook his head. I am unable to say, sir.

George went down to the cab, and entered it. Where to, sir? asked the driver, as he closed the door.

The South-Western Railway.

As the echo of Georges footsteps died away on the stairs, Mr. Brompton, first slipping the bolt of the door which led into the clerks room, opened the door of another room. A double door, thoroughly well padded, deadened all sound between the apartments. It was a larger and more luxurious room still. Two gentlemen were seated in it by a similarly bright fire: though, to look at the face of the one  a young man, whose handkerchief, as it lay carelessly on the table beside him, bore a viscounts coronet  no one would have thought any fire was needed. His face was glowing, and he was talking in angry excitement, but with a tone and manner somewhat subdued, as if he were in the presence of a master, and dared not put forth his metal. In short, he looked something like a caged lion. Opposite to him, listening with cold, imperturbable courtesy, his face utterly impassive, as it ever was, his eyes calm, his yellow hair in perfect order, his moustache trimmed, his elbows resting on the arms of his chair, and the tips of his fingers meeting, on one of which fingers shone a monster diamond of the purest water, was Mr. Verrall. Early as the hour was, glasses and champagne stood on the table.

Mr. Brompton telegraphed a sign to Mr. Verrall, and he came out, leaving the viscount to waste his anger upon air. The viscount might rely on one thing: that it was just as good to bestow it upon air as upon Mr. Verrall, for all the impression it would make on the latter.

Godolphin has been here, said Mr. Brompton, keeping the doors, carefully closed.

He has followed me to town, then! I thought he might do so. It is of no use my seeing him. If he wont go deeper into the mire, why, the explosion must come.

He must go deeper into it, remarked Mr. Brompton.

He holds out against it, and words seem wasted on him. Wheres he gone now?

Down to your house, I expect. He says he must be back home to-day, but must see you first. I thought you would not care to meet him, so I said I didnt know whether youd be here or not.

Mr. Verrall mused. Yes, Ill see him. I cant deal with him altogether as I do with others. And he has been a lucky card to us.

Mr. Verrall went back to his viscount, who by that time was striding explosively up and down the room. Mr. Brompton sat down to his paper again, and his interesting news of the Insolvency Court.

In one of the most charming villas on the banks of the Thames, a villa which literally lacked nothing that money could buy, sat Mrs. Verrall at a late breakfast, on that same morning. She jumped up with a little scream at the sight of George Godolphin crossing the velvet lawn.

What bad news have you come to tell me? Is Charlotte killed? Or is Lady Godolphins Folly on fire?

Charlotte was well when I left her, and the Folly standing, replied George, throwing care momentarily to the winds, as he was sure to do in the presence of a pretty woman.

She will be killed, you know, some day with those horses of hers, rejoined Mrs. Verrall. What have you come for, then, at this unexpected hour? When Verrall arrived last night, he said you were giving a dinner at Priors Ash.

I want to see Verrall. Is he up yet?

Up! He was up and away ages before I awoke. He went up early to the office.

George paused. I have been to the office, and Mr. Brompton said he did not know whether he would be there to-day at all.

Oh, well, I dont know, returned Mrs. Verrall, believing she might have made an inconvenient admission. When he goes up to town, I assume he goes to the office; but he may be bound to the wilds of Siberia for anything I can tell.

When do you expect him home? asked George.

I did not ask him, carelessly replied Mrs. Verrall. It may be to-day, or it may be next month. What will you take for breakfast?

I will not take anything, returned George, holding out his hand to depart.

But you are not going again in this hasty manner! What sort of a visit do you call this?

A hasty one, replied George. I must be at Priors Ash this afternoon. Any message to Charlotte?

Why  yes  I have, said Mrs. Verrall, with some emphasis. I was about to despatch a small parcel this very next hour to Charlotte, lay post. But  when shall you see her? To-night?

I can see her to-night if you wish it.

It would oblige me much. The truth is, it is something I ought to have sent yesterday, and I forgot it. Be sure and let her have it to-night.

Mrs. Verrall rang, and a small packet, no larger than a bulky letter, was brought in. George took it, and was soon being whirled back to London.

He stepped into a cab at the Waterloo Station, telling the man he should have double pay if he drove at double speed: and it conveyed him to Mr. Verralls chambers.

George went straight to Mr. Bromptons room, as before. That gentleman had finished his Times, and was buried deep in a pile of letters. Is Mr. Verrall in now? asked George.

He is here now, Mr. Godolphin. He was here two minutes after you departed: its a wonder you did not meet.

George knew the way to Mr. Verralls room, and was allowed to enter. Mr. Verrall, alone then, turned round with a cordial grasp.

Holloa! said he. We somehow missed this morning. How are you?

I say, Verrall, how came you to play me such a trick as to go off in that clandestine manner yesterday? remonstrated George. You know the uncertainty I was in: that if I did not get what I hoped for, I should be on my beam ends?

My dear fellow, I supposed you had got it. Hearing nothing of you all day, I concluded it had come by the mornings post.

It had not come then, returned George, crustily. In spite of his blind trust in the unbleached good faith of Mr. Verrall, there were moments when a thought would cross him as to whether that gentleman had been playing a double game. This was one of them.

I had a hasty summons, and was obliged to come away without delay, explained Mr. Verrall. I sent you a message.

Which I never received, retorted George. But the message is not the question. See here! A pretty letter, this, for a man to read. It came by the afternoon post.

Mr. Verrall took the letter, and digested the contents deliberately; in all probability he had known their substance before. What do you think of it? demanded George.

Its unfortunate, said Mr. Verrall.

Its ruin, returned George.

Unless averted. But it must be averted.

How?

There is one way, you know, said Mr. Verrall, after a pause. I have pointed it out to you already.

And I wish your tongue had been blistered, Verrall, before you ever had pointed it out to me! foamed George. There!

Mr. Verrall raised his impassive eyebrows. You must be aware  

Man! interrupted George, his voice hoarse with emotion, as he grasped Mr. Verralls shoulder: do you know that the temptation, since you suggested it, is ever standing out before me  an ignis fatuus, beckoning me on to it! Though I know that it would prove nothing but a curse to engulf me.

Here, George, take this, said Mr. Verrall, pouring out a large tumbler of sparkling wine, and forcing it upon him. The worst of you is, that you get so excited over things! and then you are sure to look at them in a wrong light. Just hear me for a moment. The pressure is all at this present moment, is it not? If you can lift it, you will recover yourself fast enough. Has it ever struck you, Mr. Verrall added, somewhat abruptly, that your brother is fading?

Remembering the scene with his brother the previous night, George looked very conscious. He simply nodded an answer.

With Ashlydyat yours, you would recover yourself almost immediately. There would positively be no risk.

No risk! repeated George, with emphasis.

I cannot see that there would be any. Everythings a risk, if you come to that. We are in risk of earthquakes, of a national bankruptcy, of various other calamities: but the risk that would attend the step I suggested to you is really so slight as not to be called a risk. It never can be known: the chances are a hundred thousand to one.

But there remains the one, persisted George.

To let an exposé come would be an act of madness, at the worst look out: but it is madness and double madness when you may so soon succeed to Ashlydyat.

Oblige me by not counting upon that, Verrall, said George. I hope, ill as my brother appears to be, that he may live yet.

I dont wish to count upon it, returned Mr. Verrall. It is for you to count upon it, not me. Were I in your place, I should not blind my eyes to the palpable fact. Look here: your object is to get out of this mess?

You know it is, said George.

Very well. I see but one way for you to do it. The money must be raised, and how is that to be done? Why, by the means I suggest. It will never be known. A little time, and things can be worked round again.

I have been hoping to work things round this long while, said George. And they grow worse instead of better.

Therefore I say that you should not close your eyes to the prospect of Ashlydyat. Sit down. Be yourself again, and let us talk things over quietly.

You see, Verrall, the risk falls wholly upon me.

And, upon whom the benefit, for which the risk will be incurred? pointedly returned Mr. Verrall.

It seems to me that I dont get the lions share of these benefits, was Georges remark.

Sit down, I say. Cant you be still? Here, take some more wine. There: now let us talk it over.

And talk it over they did, as may be inferred. For it was a full hour afterwards when George came out. He leaped into the cab, which had waited, telling the man that he must drive as if he were going through fire and water. The man did so: and George arrived at the Paddington station just in time to lose his train. 


CHAPTER VII. BEYOND RECALL.

The clerks were at a stand-still in the banking-house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin. A certain iron safe had to be opened, and the key was not to be found. There were duplicate keys to it; one of them was kept by Mr. Godolphin, the other by Mr. George. Mr. Hurde, the cashier, appealed to Isaac Hastings.

Do you think it has not been left with Mrs. George Godolphin?

Ill ask her, replied Isaac, getting off his stool. I dont think it has: or she would have given it to me when she informed me of Mr. George Godolphins absence.

He went into the dining-room: that pleasant room, which it was almost a shame to designate by the name. Maria was listlessly standing against the window-frame, plucking mechanically the fading blossoms of a geranium. She turned her head at the opening of the door, and saw her brother.

Isaac, what time does the first train come in?

From what place? inquired Isaac.

Oh  from the Portsmouth direction. It was Portsmouth that Captain St. Aubyn was to embark from, was it not?

I dont know anything about it, replied Isaac. Neither can I tell at what hours trains arrive from that direction. Maria, has Mr. George Godolphin left the key of the book-safe with you?

No, was Marias answer. I suppose he must have forgotten to do so. He has left it with me when he has gone away unexpectedly before, after banking-hours.

Isaac returned to the rest of the clerks. The key was wanted badly, and it was decided that he should go up to Ashlydyat for Mr. Godolphins.

He took the nearest road to it. Down Crosse Street, and through the Ash-tree Walk. It was a place, as you have heard, especially shunned at night: it was not much frequented by day. Therefore, it was no surprise to Isaac Hastings that he did not, all through it, meet a single thing, either man or ghost. At the very end, however, on that same broken bench where Thomas Godolphin and his bodily agony had come to an anchor the previous night, sat Charlotte Pain.

She was in deep thought: deep perplexity; there was no mistaking that her countenance betrayed both: some might have fancied in deep pain, either bodily or mental. Pale she was not. Charlottes complexion was made up too fashionably for either red or white, born of emotion, to affect it, unless it might be emotion of a most extraordinary nature. Hands clenched, brow knit, lips drawn from her teeth, eyes staring on vacancy  Isaac Hastings could not avoid reading the signs, and he read them with surprise.

Good morning, Mrs. Pain!

Charlotte started from the seat with a half scream. Whats the use of startling one like that! she fiercely exclaimed.

I did not startle you intentionally, replied Isaac. You might have heard my footsteps had you not been so preoccupied. Did you think it was the ghost arriving? he added, jestingly.

Of course I did, returned Charlotte, laughing, as she made an effort, and a successful one, to recover herself. What do you do here this morning? Did you come to look after the ghost, or after me?

After neither, replied Isaac, with more truth than gallantry. Mr. George Godolphin has sent me up here.

Now, in saying this, what Isaac meant to express was nothing more than that his coming up was caused by George Godolphin. Alluding of course to Georges forgetfulness in carrying off the key. Charlotte, however, took the words literally, and her eyes opened.

Did George Godolphin not go last night?

Yes, he went. He forgot  

Then what can have brought him back so soon? was her vehement interruption, not allowing Isaac time to conclude. Theres no day train in from London yet.

Is there not? was Isaacs rejoinder, looking keenly at her.

Why, of course theres not: as you know, or ought to know. Besides, he could not get through the business he has gone upon and be back yet, unless he came by telegraph. He intended to leave by the eleven oclock train from Paddington.

She spoke rapidly, thoughtlessly, in her surprise. Her inward thought was, that to have gone to London, and returned again since the hour at which she parted from him the previous night, one way, at least, must have been accomplished on the telegraph wires. Had she taken a moment for reflection, she would not have so spoken. However familiar she might be with the affairs of Mr. George Godolphin, so much the more reason was there for her shunning open allusion to them.

Who told you Mr. George Godolphin had gone to London, Mrs. Pain? asked Isaac, after a pause.

Do you think I did not know it? Better than you, Mr. Isaac, clever and wise as you deem yourself.

I pretend to be neither one nor the other with regard to the movements of Mr. George Godolphin, was the reply of Isaac. It is not my place to be so. I heard he had only gone a stage or two towards Portsmouth with a sick friend. Of course if you know he has gone to London, that is a different matter. I cant stay now, Mrs. Pain: I have a message for Mr. Godolphin.

Then he is not back again? cried Charlotte, as Isaac was going through the turnstile.

Not yet.

Charlotte looked after him as he went out of sight, and bit her lips. A doubt was flashing over her  called up by Isaacs last observation  as to whether she had done right to allude to London. When George had been with her, discussing it, he had wondered what excuse he should invent for taking the journey, and Charlotte never supposed but that it would be known. The bright idea of starting on a benevolent excursion towards Portsmouth, had been an after-thought of Mr. Georges as he journeyed home.

If I have done mischief, Charlotte was beginning slowly to murmur. But she threw back her head defiantly. Oh, nonsense about mischief! What does it matter? George can battle it out.

Thomas Godolphin was at breakfast in his own room, his face, pale and worn, bearing traces of suffering. Isaac Hastings was admitted, and explained the cause of his appearance. Thomas received the news of Georges absence with considerable surprise.

He left me late last night  in the night, I may say  to return home. He said nothing then of his intention to be absent. Where do you say he has gone to?

Maria delivered a message to me, sir, from him, to the effect that he had accompanied a sick friend, Captain St. Aubyn, a few miles on the Portsmouth line, replied Isaac. But Mrs. Pain, whom I have just met, says it is to London that he has gone: she says she knows it.

Thomas Godolphin made no further comment. It may not have pleased him to remark upon any information touching his brother furnished by Mrs. Charlotte Pain. He handed the key to Isaac, and said he should speedily follow him to the Bank. It had not been Thomas Godolphins intention to go to the Bank that day, but hearing of Georges absence caused him to proceed thither. He ordered his carriage, and got there almost as soon as Isaac, bearing an invitation to Maria from Janet.

A quarter of an hour given to business in the managers room, Georges, and then Thomas Godolphin went to Maria. She was seated now near the window, in her pretty morning dress, engaged in some sort of fancy work. In her gentle face, her soft sweet eyes, Thomas would sometimes fancy he read a resemblance to his lost Ethel. Thomas greatly loved and esteemed Maria.

She rose to receive him, holding out her hand that he might take it as she quietly but earnestly made inquiries about his state of health. Not so well as he was yesterday, Thomas answered. He supposed George had given her the account of their meeting the previous night, under the ash-trees, and of his, Thomass illness.

Maria had not heard it. How could George have been near the ash-trees last night? she, wondering, inquired. Do you mean last night, Thomas?

Yes, last night, after I left you. I was taken ill in going home  

Miss Meta, who had been fluttering about the terrace, fluttered in to see who might be talking to her mamma, and interrupted the conclusion of the sentence. Uncle Thomas! Uncle Thomas! cried she, joyously. They were great friends.

Her entrance diverted the channel of their conversation. Thomas took the child on his knee, fondly stroking her golden curls. Thomas remembered to have stroked just such golden curls on the head of his brother George, when he, George, was a little fellow of Metas age.

Janet bade me ask if you would go to Ashlydyat for the day, Maria, said he. She  

Meta go too, put in the little quick tongue. Meta go too, Uncle Thomas.

Will Meta be good?  and not run away from Aunt Janet, and lose herself in the passages, as she did last time? said Thomas, with a smile.

Meta very good, was the answer, given with an oracular nod of promise. Thomas turned to Maria.

Where is it that George has gone? he asked. With St. Aubyn? or to London?

Not to London, replied Maria. He has gone with Captain St. Aubyn. What made you think of London?

Isaac said Mrs. Pain thought he had gone to London, replied Thomas. It was some mistake, I suppose. But I wonder he should go out to-day for anything less urgent than necessity. The Bank wants him.

Maria was soon to be convinced that she need not have spoken so surely about Georges having gone with Captain St. Aubyn. When she and Meta, with Margery  who would have thought herself grievously wronged had she not been one of the party to Ashlydyat  were starting, Thomas came out of the Bank parlour and accompanied them to the door. While standing there, the porter of the Bell Inn happened to pass, and Maria stopped him to inquire whether Captain St. Aubyn was better when he left.

He was not at all well, maam, was the mans answer: hardly fit to travel. He had been in a sort of fever all the night.

And my master, I suppose, must take and sit up with him! put in Margery, without ceremony, in a resentful tone.

No, he didnt, said the man, looking at Margery, as if he did not understand her. It was my turn to be up last night, and I was in and out of his room four or five times: but nobody stayed with him.

But Mr. George Godolphin went with Captain St. Aubyn this morning? said Thomas Godolphin to the man.

Went where, sir?

Started with him. On his journey.

No, sir; not that I know of. I did not see him at the station.

Maria thought the man must be stupid. Mr. George Godolphin returned to the Bell between eleven and twelve last night, she explained. And he intended to accompany Captain St. Aubyn this morning on his journey.

Mr. George was at the Bell for a few minutes just after eleven, maam. It was me that let him out. He did not come back again. And I dont think he was at the train this morning. I am sure he was not with Captain St. Aubyn, for I never left the captain till the train started.

Nothing further was said to the porter. He touched his hat, and went his way. Marias face wore an air of bewilderment. Thomas smiled at her.

I think it is you who must be mistaken, Maria, said he. Depend upon it, Mrs. Pain is right: he has gone to London.

But why should he go to London without telling me? debated Maria. Why say he was going with Captain St. Aubyn?

Thomas could offer no opinion upon the subject. Miss Meta began to stamp her pretty shoes, and to drag her mamma by the hand. She was impatient to depart.

They chose the way by the lonely Ash-tree Walk. It was pleasant on a sunny day: sunshine scares away ghosts: and it was also the nearest. As they were turning into it, they met Charlotte Pain. Maria, simple-hearted and straightforward, never casting a suspicion to  to anything undesirable  spoke at once of the uncertainty she was in, as to her husband.

Why do you think he has gone to London? she asked.

I know he has, replied Charlotte. He told me he was going there.

But he told me he was only going with Captain St. Aubyn, returned Maria, a doubtful sound in her voice.

Oh, my dear, gentlemen do not find it always convenient to keep their wives au courant of their little affairs.

Had it been salvation to her, Charlotte could not have helped launching that shaft at Maria Godolphin. No; not even regard for Georges secrets stopped her. She had done the mischief by speaking to Isaac, and this opportunity was too glorious to be missed, so she braved it out. Had Charlotte dared  for her own sake  she could have sent forth an unlimited number of poisoned arrows daily at George Godolphins wife: and she would have relished the sport amazingly. She sailed off: a curiously conspicuous smile of triumph in her eyes as they were bent on Maria, her parting movement being a graciously condescending nod to the child.

Maria was recalled to her senses by Margery. The woman was gazing after Charlotte with a dark, strange look: a look that Maria understood as little as she understood Charlottes triumphant one. Margery caught the eye of her mistress upon her, and smoothed her face with a short cough.

Im just taking the pattern of her jacket, maam. It matches so bravely with the hat. I wonder what the world will come to next? The men will take to womens clothes, I suppose, now the women have taken to mens.

Mr. George  as you may remember  missed his train. And Mr. George debated whether he should order a special. Two reasons withheld him. One was, that his arriving at Priors Ash by a special train might excite comment; the other, that a special train was expensive; and of late Mr. George Godolphin had not had any too much ready money to spare. He waited for the next ordinary train, and that deposited him at Priors Ash at seven oclock.

He proceeded home at once. The Bank was closed for the evening. Pierce admitted his master, who went into the dining-room. No sign of dinner; no signs of occupation.

My mistress is at Ashlydyat, sir. She went up this morning with Miss Meta and Margery. You would like dinner, sir, would you not?

I dont much care for it, responded George. Anything will do. Has Mr. Godolphin been at the Bank to-day?

Yes, sir. He has been here all day, I think?

George went into the Bank parlour, then to other of the business rooms. He was looking about for letters: he was looking at books: altogether he seemed to be busy. Presently he came out and called Pierce.

I want a light.

Pierce brought it. I shall be engaged here for half an hour, said his master. Should any one call, I cannot be disturbed: under any pretence, you understand.

Very well, sir, replied Pierce, as he withdrew. And George locked the intervening door between the house and the Bank, and took out the key.

He turned into a passage and went diving down a few stairs, the light in his hand; selected one of several keys which he had brought with him, and opened the door of a dry-vaulted room. It was the strong-room of the Bank, secure and fireproof.

Safe number three, on right, he read, consulting a bit of paper on which he had copied down the words in pencil upstairs. Number three? Then it must be this one.

Taking another of the keys, he put it into the lock. Turned it, and turned it, and  could not open the lock. George snatched it out, and read the label. Key of safe number two.

What an idiot I am! I have brought the wrong key!

He went up again, grumbling at his stupidity, opened the cupboard where the keys were kept, and looked for the right one. Number three was the one he wanted. And number three was not there.

George stood transfixed. He had custody of the keys. No other person had the power of approaching the place they were guarded in: except his brother. Had the Bank itself disappeared, George Godolphin could not have been much more astonished than at the disappearance of this key. Until this moment, this discovery of its absence, he would have been ready to swear that there it was, before all the judges in the land.

He tossed the keys here; he tossed them there; little heeding how he misplaced them. George became convinced that the Fates were dead against him, in spiriting away, just because he wanted it, this particular key. That no one could have touched it except Thomas, he knew: and why he should have done so, George could not imagine. He could not imagine where it was, or could be, at the present moment. Had Thomas required it to visit the safe, he was far too exact, too methodical, not to return it to its place again.

A quarter of an hour given to hunting, to thinking  and the thinking was not entirely agreeable thinking  and George gave it up in despair.

I must wait until to-morrow, was his conclusion. If Thomas has carried it away with him, through forgetfulness, he will find it out and replace it then.

He was closing the cupboard door, when something arrested it on its lower shelf, so that it would not close. Bringing the light inside he found  the missing key. George himself must have dropped it there on first opening the cupboard. With a suppressed shout of delight he snatched it up. A shout of delight! Better that George Godolphin had broken into a wail of lamentation! Another moment, and he was going down the stairs to the strong-room, key in hand.

Safe number three, on the right, was unlocked without trouble now. In that safe there were some tin boxes, on one of which was inscribed Lord Averil. Selecting another and a smaller key from those he held, George opened this.

It was full of papers. George looked them rapidly over with the quick eye of one accustomed to the work, and drew forth one of them. Rather a bulky parcel, some writing upon it. This he thrust into his pocket, and began putting the rest in order. Had a mirror been held before him at that moment, it would have reflected a face utterly colourless. He returned to the office.

Enclosing the packet in a stout envelope, which he directed, he went out, and dropped it into the post-office at the opposite corner of Crosse Street. Very soon he was on his way to Lady Godolphins Folly, bearing with him the small parcel sent by Mrs. Verrall  a sufficient excuse for calling there, had George required an excuse. Which he did not.

It was a light night; as it had been the previous night, though the moon was not yet very high. He gained the turnstile at the end of the Ash-tree Walk  where he had been startled by the apparition of Thomas, and where Isaac Hastings had seen Charlotte Pain that morning  and turned into the open way to the right. A few paces more, and he struck into the narrow pathway which would lead him through the grove of trees, leaving Ashlydyat and its approaches to the left.

Did George Godolphin love the darkness, that he should choose that way? Last night and again to-night he had preferred it. It was most unusual for any one to approach the Folly by that obscure path. A few paces round, and he would have skirted the thicket, would have gone on to the Folly in the bright, open moonlight. Possibly George scarcely noticed that he chose it: full of thought, was he, just then.

He went along with his head down. What were his reflections? Was he wishing that he could undo the deeds of the last hour  replace in that tin case what he had taken from it? Was he wishing that he could undo the deeds of the last few years  be again a man without a cloud on his brow, a heavier cloud on his heart? It was too late: he could recall neither the one nor the other. The deed was already on its way to London; the years had rolled into the awful Past, with its doings, bad and good, recorded on high.

What was that? George lifted his head and his ears. A murmur of suppressed voices, angry voices, too, sounded near him, in one of which George thought he recognized the tones of Charlotte Pain. He went through to an intersecting path, so narrow that one person could with difficulty walk down it, just as a scream rang out on the night air.

Panting, scared, breathless, her face distorted with fear or passion, as much as George could see of it in the shaded light, her gauze dress torn by every tree with which it came in contact, flying down the narrow pathway, came Charlotte Pain. And  unless George Godolphin was strangely mistaken  some one else was flying in equal terror in the opposite direction, as if they had just parted.

Charlotte! What is it? Who has alarmed you?

In the moments first impulse he caught hold of her to protect her; in the second, he loosed his hold, and made after the other fugitive. The impression upon Georges mind was, that some one, perhaps a stranger, had met Charlotte, and frightened her with rude words.

But Charlotte was as swift as he. She flung her hands around George, and held him there. Strong hands they always were: doubly strong in that moment of agitation. George could not unclasp them: unless he had used violence.

Stay where you are! Stay where you are, for the love of Heaven! she gasped. You must not go.

What is all this? What is the matter? he asked in surprise.

She made no other answer. She clung to him with all her weight of strength, her arms and hands straining with the effort, reiterating wildly, You must not go! you must not go!

Nay, I dont care to go, replied George: it was for your sake I was following. Be calm, Charlotte: theres no necessity for this agitation.

She went on, down the narrow pathway, drawing him with her. The broader path gained  though that also was but a narrow one  she put her arm within his, and turned towards the house. George could see her white frightened face better now, and all the tricks and cosmetics invented could not hide its ghastliness; he felt her heaving pulses; he heard her beating heart.

Bending down to her, he spoke with a soothing whisper. Tell me what it was that terrified you.

She would not answer. She only pressed his arm with a tighter pressure, lest he might break from her again in pursuit; she hurried onwards with a quicker step. Skirting round the trees, which before the house made a half circle, Charlotte came to the end, and then darted rapidly across the lawn to the terrace and into the house by one of the windows. He followed her.

Her first movement was to close the shutters and bar them: her next to sit down on the nearest chair. Ill as she looked, George could scarcely forbear a smile at her gauze dress: the bottom of its skirt was in shreds.

Will you let me get you something, Charlotte? Or ring for it?

I dont want anything, she answered. I shall be all right directly. How could you frighten me so?

I frighten you! returned George. It was not I who frightened you.

Indeed it was. You and no one else. Did you not hear me scream?

I did.

It was at you, rustling through the trees, persisted Charlotte. I had gone out to see if the air would relieve this horrid headache, which has been upon me since last night and wont go away. I strolled into the thicket, thinking all sorts of lonely things, never suspecting that you or any one else could be near me. I wonder I did not faint, as well as scream.

Charlotte, what nonsense! You were whispering angrily with some one; some one who escaped in the opposite direction. Who was it?

I saw no one; I heard no one. Neither was I whispering.

He looked at her intently. That she was telling an untruth he believed, for he felt positive that some second person had been there. Why did you stop me, then, when I would have gone in pursuit?

It was your fault for attempting to leave me, was Charlottes answer. I would not have remained alone for a house full of gold.

I suppose it is some secret. I think, whatever it may be, Charlotte, you might trust me. He spoke significantly, a stress on the last word. Charlotte rose from her seat.

So I would, she said, were there anything to confide. Just look at me! My dress is ruined.

You should take it up if you go amidst clumsy trees, whose rough trunks nearly meet.

I had it up  until you came, returned Charlotte, jumping upon a chair that she might survey it in one of the side glasses. You startled me so that I dropped it. I might have it joined, and a lace flounce put upon it, she mused. It cost a great deal of money, did this dress, I can tell you, Mr. George.

She jumped off the chair again, and George produced the packet confided to him by Mrs. Verrall.

I promised her that you should have it to-night, he said. Hence my unfortunate appearance here, which it seems has so startled you.

Oh, thats over now. When did you get back again?

By the seven oclock train. I saw Verrall.

Well?

Its not well. Its ill. Do you know what I begin to suspect at times?  That Verrall and every one else is playing me false. I am sick of the world.

No, he is not, George. If I thought he were, Id tell you so. I would, on my sacred word of honour. It is not likely that he is. When we are in a bilious mood, everything wears to us a jaundiced tinge. You are in one to-night.


CHAPTER VIII. THE TRADITION OF THE DARK PLAIN.

It is the province of little demoiselles to be naughty: it is their delight to make promises and then break them, all false and fearless  as they may do over other affairs in later life. Miss Meta Godolphin was no exception to the rule. She had gravely promised her uncle Thomas to be a good girl, and not run away to be lost in unfrequented passages; yet no sooner had the young lady arrived at Ashlydyat that morning, and been released of her out-door things by Margery, than with a joyously defiant laugh that would have rejoiced the heart of Charlotte Pain, she flew off to that forbidden spot  the unused passages. Had the little ladys motive been laid bare, it might have been found to consist simply in the enjoyment of a thing forbidden. Truth to say, Miss Meta was very prone to be disobedient to all persons, excepting one. That one was her mother. Maria had never spoken a sharp word to the child in her life, or used a sharp tone: but she had contrived to train the little one to obey, as well as to love. George, Margery, Mrs. Hastings, Miss Meta would openly disobey, and laugh in their faces while she did it: her mother, never. Meta remembered a scolding she received on the last visit she had paid to Ashlydyat, touching the remote passages  she had never found them out until then  and apparently the reminiscence of the scolding was so agreeable that she was longing to have it repeated.

Now, said Margery, as she concluded the young ladys toilette, youll not go up to those old rooms and passages to-day, mind, Miss Meta!

For answer, Miss Meta shook out her golden curls, laughed triumphantly, and started off to the passages then and there. Maria had never said to her, You must not go near those passages; and the commands of the rest of the world went for nothing. Margery remained in blissful ignorance of the disobedience. She supposed the child had run to her mother and the Miss Godolphins. The objection to Metas being in the passages alone had no mysterious element in it. It proceeded solely from a regard to her personal safety. The staircase leading to the turret was unprotected; the loopholes in the turret were open, and a fall from either might cost the young lady her life. These places, the unfrequented passages at the back of the second storey, and the staircase leading to the square turret above them, were shut in by a door, which separated them from the inhabited part of the house. This door Miss Meta had learned to open; and away she went, as fancy led her.

Maria was in Miss Godolphins room, talking to that lady and to Bessy, when a sound overhead caused them to pause.

Wheres Meta? cried Janet, hastening from the room. She cannot have gone upstairs again! Margery! Wheres the child?

Margery at that moment happened to be putting the finishing touches to her own toilette. She came flying without her cap out of one of the many narrow passages and windings which intersected each other on that floor. The child went off to you, maam, as soon as I had put on her pinafore.

Then, Margery, she has gone up into the turret. She never came to us.

Up to the turret hastened Janet; up to the turret followed Margery. Bessy and Maria traversed the passage leading to the turret-stairs, and stood there, looking upwards. Maria, had she been alone, could not have told which of the passages would lead her to the turret-stairs; and she could not understand why so much commotion need be made, although Meta had run up there. Strange as it may seem, Maria Godolphin, though so many years Georges wife, and the presumptive mistress of Ashlydyat, had never passed beyond that separating door. Miss Godolphin had never offered to take her to the unused rooms and the turret; and Maria was of too sensitively refined a nature to ask it of her own accord.

Janet appeared, leading the rebel; Margery, behind, was scolding volubly. Now, said Janet, when they reached the foot, tell me, Meta, how it was that you could behave so disobediently, and go where you had been expressly told not to go?

Meta shook back her golden curls with a laugh, sprang to Maria, and took refuge in her skirts. Mamma did not tell me not to go, said she.

Janet looked at Maria: almost as if she would say, Can it be true that you have not done so?

It is true, said Maria, answering the look. I heard something about her running into the turret the last time she was here: I did not know it was of any consequence.

She might fall through the loopholes, replied Janet. Nothing could save her from being dashed to pieces.

Maria caught the child to her with an involuntary movement. Meta, darling, do you hear? You must never go again.

Meta looked up fondly, serious now. Maria bent her face down on the little upturned one.

Never again, darling; do not forget, she murmured. Does Meta know that if harm came to her, mamma would never look up again? She would cry always.

Meta bustled out of her mammas arms, and stood before Miss Godolphin, earnest decision on her little face. Aunt Janet, Meta wont run away again.

And when the child voluntarily made a promise, they knew that she would keep it. Margery whirled her away, telling her in high tones of a young lady of her own age who would do something that she was bade not to do: the consequence of which act was, that the next time she went out for a walk, she was run at by a bull with brass tips on his horns.

Is the turret really dangerous? inquired Maria.

It is dangerous for a random child like Meta, who ventures into every hole and corner without reference to dust or danger, was Miss Godolphins answer. Would you like to go up, Maria?

Yes, I should. I have heard George speak of the view from it.

Mind, Maria, the stairs are narrow and winding, interposed Bessy.

Nevertheless, they went up, passing the open loopholes which might be dangerous to Meta. The first thing that Marias eyes encountered when they had reached the top was a small bow of violet-coloured ribbon. She stooped to pick it up.

It is a bow off Janets evening dress, exclaimed Bessy. Janet  turning to her sister what can have brought it here?

I was up here last night, was the answer of Janet Godolphin, spoken with composure.

Thats just like you, Janet! retorted Bessy. To watch for that foolish Shadow, I suppose.

Not to watch for it. To see it.

Bessy was afflicted with a taint of heresy. They had never been able to imbue her with the superstition pertaining to the Godolphins. Bessy had seen the Shadow more than once with her own eyes; but they were practical eyes and not imaginative, and could not be made to see anything mysterious in it. The shadow is thrown by some tree or other, Bessy would say. And, in spite of its being pointed out to her that there was no tree, which could cast a shadow on the spot, Bessy obstinately held to her own opinion.

Maria gazed from two sides of the turret. The view from both was magnificent. The one side overlooked the charming open country; the other, Priors Ash. On the third side rose Lady Godolphins Folly, standing out like a white foreground to the lovely expanse of scenery behind it; the fourth side looked upon the Dark Plain.

Theres Charlotte Pain, said Bessy.

Charlotte had returned home, it appeared, since Maria met her, and changed her attire. She was pacing the terrace of the Folly in her riding-habit, a whip in hand, and some dogs surrounding her. Maria turned towards the Dark Plain, and gazed upon it.

Is it true, she timidly asked, that the Shadow has been there for the last night or two?

Janet answered the question by asking another. Who told you it was there, Maria?

I heard Margery say so.

Margery? repeated Janet. That woman appears to know by instinct when the Shadow comes. She dreams it, I think. It is true, Maria, that it has appeared again, she continued, in a tone of unnatural composure. I never saw it so black as it was last night.

Do you believe that there can be anything in it  that it foretells ill? asked Maria.

I know that it is the tradition handed down with our house: I know that, in my own experience, the Shadow never came but it brought ill, was the reply of Miss Godolphin.

What caused the superstition to arise in the first instance? asked Maria.

Has George never told you the tale? replied Janet.

Never. He says he does not remember it clearly enough. Will you not tell it me, Janet?

Janet hesitated. One of the early Godolphins brought a curse upon the house, she at length began, in a low tone. It was that evil ancestor whose memory we would bury, were it possible; he who earned for himself the title of the Wicked Godolphin. He killed his wife by a course of gradual and long-continued ill-treatment. He wanted her out of the way that another might fill her place. He pretended to have discovered that she was not worthy: than which assertion nothing could be more false and shameless, for she was one of the best ladies ever created. She was a de Commins, daughter of the warrior Richard de Commins, and was brave as she was good. She died; and the Wicked Godolphin turned her coffin out of the house on to the Dark Plain; there  pointing to the open space before the archway to remain until the day of interment. But he did not wait for that day of interment to bring home his second wife.

Not wait! exclaimed Maria, her eager ears drinking in the story.

The habits in those early days will scarcely admit of allusion to them in these, continued Janet: they savour of what is worse than barbarism  sin. The father, Richard de Commins, heard of his childs death, and hastened to Ashlydyat, arriving by moonlight. The first sounds he encountered were the revels of the celebration of the second marriage; the first sight he saw was the coffin of his daughter on the open plain, covered by a pall, two of her faithful women bending, the one at the head, the other at the foot, mourning the dead. While he halted there, kneeling in prayer, it was told to the Wicked Godolphin that de Commins had arrived. He  that Wicked Godolphin  rushed madly out, and drew his sword upon him as he knelt. De Commins was wounded, but not mortally, and he rose to defend himself. A combat ensued, de Commins having no resource but to fight, and he was killed; murdered. Weary with his journey, enfeebled by age, weakened by grief, his foot slipped, and the Wicked Godolphin, stung to fury by the few words of reproach de Commins had had time to speak, deliberately ran him through as he lay. In the moment of death, de Commins cursed the Godolphins, and prophesied that the shadow of his daughters bier, as it appeared then, should remain as a curse upon the Godolphins house for ever.

But do you believe the story? cried Maria, breathlessly.

How much of it may be true, how much of it addition, I cannot decide, said Janet. One fact is indisputable: that a shadow, bearing the exact resemblance of a bier, with a mourner at its head and another at its foot, does appear capriciously on that Dark Plain; and that it never yet showed itself, but some grievous ill followed for the Godolphins. It is possible that the Shadow may have partially given rise to the story.

Janet! cried Maria, leaning forward, her own tones hushed, is it possible that one, in dying, can curse a whole generation, so that the curse shall take effect in the future?

Hush, child! rebuked Janet. It does not become us to inquire into these things. Controversy about them is utterly useless, worse than profitless; for there will be believers and unbelievers to the end of time. You wished me to tell you the story, Maria, and I have done so. I do no more. I do not tell you it is to be believed, or it is not to be believed. Let every one decide for himself, according as his reason, his instinct, or his judgment shall prompt him. People accuse me of being foolishly superstitious touching this Shadow and these old traditions. I can only say the superstition has been forced upon me by experience. When the Shadow appears, I cannot close my eyes to it and say, It is not there. It is there: and all I do is to look at it, and speculate. When the evil, which invariably follows the appearance of the Shadow, falls, I cannot close my heart to it, and say, in the teeth of facts, No evil has happened. The Shadow never appeared, Maria, but it brought ill in its wake. It is appearing again now: and I am as certain that some great ill is in store for us, as that I am talking to you at this moment. On this point I am superstitious.

It is a long time, is it not, since the Shadow last appeared?

It is years. But I have not quite finished the story, resumed Janet. The Wicked Godolphin killed Richard de Commins, and buried him that night on the Dark Plain. In his fury and passion he called his servants around him, ordered a grave to be dug, and assisted with his own hands. De Commins was put into it without the rites of burial. Tradition runs that so long as the bones remain unfound, the place will retain the appearance of a graveyard. They have been often searched for. That tragedy, no doubt, gave its name to the place The Dark Plain. It cannot be denied that the place does wear much the appearance of a graveyard: especially by moonlight.

It is only the effect of the low gorse bushes, said Bessy. They grow in a peculiar form. I know I would have those bushes rooted up, were I master of Ashlydyat!

Your father had it done, Bessy, and they sprang up again, replied Janet. You must remember it.

It could not have been done effectually, was Bessys answer. Papa must have had lazy men at work, who left the roots in. I would dig it all up and make a ploughed field of it.

Did he do any other harm  that Wicked Godolphin? asked Maria.

He! Other harm! reiterated Janet, something like indignation at Marias question mingling with surprise in her tone. Dont you know that it was he who gambled away Ashlydyat? After that second marriage of his, he took to worse and worse courses. It was said that his second wife proved a match for him, and they lived together like two evil demons. All things considered, it was perhaps a natural sequence that they should so live, added Janet, severely. And in the end he cut off the entail and gambled away the estate. Many years elapsed before the Godolphins could recover it.

Maria was longing to put a question. She had heard that there were other superstitious marvels attaching to Ashlydyat, but she scarcely liked to mention them to the Miss Godolphins. George never would explain anything: he always turned it off, with laughing raillery.

You  think  that Ashlydyat will pass away from the Godolphins, Janet?

Janet shook her head. We have been reared in the belief, she answered. That the estate is to pass finally away from them, the Godolphins have been taught to fear ever since that unhappy time. Each generation, as they have come into possession, have accepted it as an uncertain tenure: as a thing that might last them for their time, or might pass away from them ere their earthly sojourn was completed. The belief was; nay, the tradition was; that so long as a reigning Godolphin held by Ashlydyat, Ashlydyat would hold by him and his. My father was the first to break it.

Janet had taken up her dress, and sat down on a dusty, faded bench, the only article of furniture of any description that the square room contained. That strangely speculative look  it was scarcely an earthly one  had come into her eyes: and though she answered when spoken to, she appeared to be lost in sad, inward thought. Maria, somewhat awed with the turn the conversation had taken, with the words altogether, stood against the opposite window, her delicate hands clasped before her, her face slightly bent forward, pale and grave.

Then, do you fear that the end for the Godolphins is at hand?

I seem to see that it is, replied Janet. I have looked for it ever since my father left Ashlydyat. I might say  but that I should be laughed at more than I am for an idealist  that the strangers to whom he resigned it in his place, would have some bearing upon our fall, would in some way conduce to it. I think of these things ever, continued Janet, almost as if she would apologize for the wildness of the confession. They seem to unfold themselves to me, to become clear and more clear: to be no longer fanciful fears darting across the brain, but realities of life.

Marias lips slightly parted as she listened. But the Verralls have left Ashlydyat a long while? she presently said.

I know they have. But they were usurpers here for the time. Better  as I believe  that my father had shut it up: better, far better, that he had never left it! He knew it also: and it preyed upon him on his death-bed.

Oh, Janet! the ill may not come in our time!

It may not. I am anxious to believe it may not, in defiance of the unalterable conviction that has seated itself within me. Let it pass, Maria; talking of it will not avert it: indeed, I do not know how I came to be betrayed into speaking of it openly.

But you have not told me about the sounds in the passages? urged Maria, as Janet rose from her dusty seat.

There is nothing more to tell. Peculiar sounds, as if caused by the wind, are heard. Moaning, sighing, rushing  the passages at times seem alive with them. It is said to come as a reminder to the Godolphins of a worse sound that will sometime be heard, when Ashlydyat shall be passing away from them.

But you dont believe that? uttered Maria.

Child, I can scarcely tell you what I believe, was Janets answer. I can only pray that the one-half of what my heart prompts me to fear, may never take place in reality. That the noise does come, and without any apparent cause, is not a matter of belief, or disbelief: it is a fact, patent to all who have inhabited Ashlydyat. The Verralls can tell you so: they have had their rest broken by it.

And it is not caused by the wind?

Janet shook her head in dissent. It has come on the calmest and stillest night, when there has not been a breath of air to move the leaves of the ash-trees.

Bessy turned from her pastime of watching Charlotte Pain: she had taken little part in the conversation.

I wonder at you, Janet. You will be setting Maria against Ashlydyat. She will be frightened to come into it, should it lapse to George.

Maria looked at her with a smile. I should have no fear with him, superstitious or otherwise. If George took me to live in the catacombs, I could be brave with him.

Ever the same blind faith; the unchanged love for her husband. Better, far better, that it should be so!

For my part, I am content to take life and its good as I find it, and not waste my time in unprofitable dreams, was the practical remark of Bessy. If any ill is to come, it must come; but theres no need to look out for it beforehand.

There must be dreamers and there must be workers, answered Janet, picking her way down the winding stairs. We were not all born into the world with minds similarly constituted, or to fulfil the same parts in life.

The day passed on. Thomas Godolphin came home in the evening to dinner, and said George had not returned. Maria wondered. It grew later. Margery went home with Meta: who thought she was very hardly used at having to go home before her mamma.

I had rather you would stay, Maria, Thomas said to her. I particularly wish to say a word to George to-night, on business-matters: if he finds you are here when he returns, he will come up.

George did find so  as you already know. And when he left Mrs. Charlotte Pain, her torn dress and her other attractions, he bent his steps towards Ashlydyat. But, instead of going, the most direct road to it, he took his way through the thicket where he had had the encounter an hour ago with Charlotte. There was a little spice of mystery about it which excited Mr. Georges curiosity. That someone had parted from her he felt convinced, in spite of her denial. And that she was in a state of excitement, of agitation, far beyond anything he had ever witnessed in Charlotte Pain, was indisputable. Georges thoughts went back, naturally, to the previous night: to the figure he had seen, and whom his eyes, his conviction, had told him was Charlotte. She had positively denied it, had said she had not quitted the drawing-room: and George had found her there, apparently composed and stationary. Nevertheless, though he had then yielded to her word, he began now to suspect that his own conviction had been correct: that the dark and partially disguised figure had been no other than Charlotte herself. It is probable that, however powerful was the hold Charlottes fascinations may have taken upon the senses of Mr. George Godolphin, his trust in her, in her truth and single-heartedness, was not of the most perfect nature. What mystery was connected with Charlotte, or whom she met in the thicket, or whether she met any one or no one, she best knew. Georges curiosity was sufficiently excited upon the point to induce him to walk with a slow step and searching eyes, lest haply he might come upon some one or something which should explain the puzzle.

How runs the old proverb? A watched-for visitor never comes. In vain George halted and listened; in vain he peered into every part of the thicket within view. Not a step was to be heard, not a creature to be seen: and he emerged from the trees ungratified. Crossing the open grass by the turnstile he turned round by the ash-trees, to the Dark Plain.

Turned and started. George Godolphins thoughts had been on other things than the Shadow. The Shadow lay there, so pre-eminently dark, so menacing, that George positively started. Somehow  fond as he was of ignoring the superstition  George Godolphin did not like its look to-night.

Upon entering Ashlydyat, his first interview was with Thomas. They remained for a few minutes alone. Thomas had business affairs to speak of: and George  it is more than probable  made some good excuse for his days absence. That it would be useless to deny he had been to London, he knew. Charlotte had put him on his guard. Janet and Bessy asked innumerable questions of him when he joined them, on the score of his absence; but he treated it in his usual light manner, contriving to tell them nothing. Maria did not say a word then: she left it till they should be alone.

You will tell me, George, will you not? she gently said, as they were walking home together.

Tell you what, Maria?

Oh, George, you know what  and her tone, as Mr. Georges ears detected, bore its sound of pain. If you were going to London when you left me; why did you deceive me by saying you were going elsewhere?

You goose! Do you suppose I said it to deceive you?

There was a lightness, an untruthfulness in his words, in his whole air and manner, which struck with the utmost pain upon Marias heart. Why did you say it? was all she answered.

Maria, Ill tell you the truth, said he, becoming serious and confidential. I wanted to run up to town on a little pressing matter of business, and I did not care that it should become known in the Bank. Had I known that I should be away for the day, of course I should have told Thomas: but I fully intended to be home in the afternoon: therefore I said nothing about it. I missed the train, or I should have been home in due time.

You might have told me, she sighed. I would have kept your counsel.

So I would, had I thought you deemed it of any consequence, replied George.

Consequence! Maria walked on a few minutes in silence, her arm lying very spiritless within her husbands. If you did not tell me, she resumed, in a low tone, why did you tell Mrs. Pain?

Mrs. Pains a donkey, was Georges rejoinder. And it is probable Mr. George at that moment was thinking her one: for his tone in its vexation, was real enough. My business was connected with Verrall, and I dropped a hint, in the hearing of Mrs. Pain, that I might probably follow him to town. At any rate, I am safe home again, Maria, so no great harm has come of my visit to London, he concluded, in a gayer tone.

What time did you get in? she asked.

By the seven oclock train.

The seven oclock train! she repeated in surprise. And have only now come up to Ashlydyat!

I found a good many things to do after I got home, was the rejoinder.

Did you see Meta? Margery took her home at eight oclock.

Mr. George Godolphin had not seen Meta. Mr. George could have answered, had it so pleased him, that before the child reached home, he had departed on his evening visit to Lady Godolphins Folly. 


CHAPTER IX. THE DEAD ALIVE AGAIN.

Saturday was a busy day at Priors Ash; it was a busy day at the banking-house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin. Country towns and country banks are always more busy on a market-day.

George Godolphin sat in the managers room, full of business. Not much more than a week had elapsed since that visit of his to London; and it was now Thomass turn to be away. Thomas had gone to town. His errand there was to consult one of the first surgeons of the day, on the subject of his own health. Not so much that he had hope from the visit, as that it would be a satisfaction to his family to have made it.

George Godolphin was full of business. Full of talking also. A hearty country client, one who farmed a large number of acres, and generally kept a good round sum in the Banks coffers, was with him. What little point of business he had had occasion to see one of the partners upon, was concluded, and he and George were making merry together, enjoying a gossip as to the state of affairs in general and in particular, out of doors and in. Never a man more free from care (if appearances might be trusted) than George Godolphin! When that hearty, honest farmer went forth, he would have been willing to testify that, of carking care, George possessed none.

As he went on, George sat down and bent over some account-books. His face had changed. Lines, of what looked worse than care, grew out upon it, and he lifted his hand to his brow with a weary gesture. Another minute, and he was interrupted again. He had very little peace on a market-day.

Lord Averil wishes to see you, sir, said one of the clerks. It was Isaac Hastings.

To any other announced name, George Godolphins ready answer would have been, Show him in. To that of Lord Averil he evidently hesitated, and a sudden flush dyed his face. Isaac, keen in observation as was his father, as was his sister Grace, noticed it. To him, it looked like a flush of shrinking fear.

Did he ask for me?

He asked for Mr. Godolphin, sir. He says it will be the same thing if he sees you. Shall I show him in?

Of course, replied George. What do you stop for? he angrily added.

He rose from his seat; he put a chair or two in place; he turned to the table, and laid rapidly some of its papers one upon another  all in a fuss and bustle not in the least characteristic of George Godolphin. Isaac thought he must have lost his usual presence of mind. As to the reproach addressed to himself, What do you stop for?  it had never been the custom to show clients into the presence of the partners without first asking for permission.

Lord Averil came in. George, only in that short time, had become himself again. They chatted a minute on passing topics, and Lord Averil mentioned that he had not known, until then, that Mr. Godolphin was in London.

He went up on Thursday, observed George. I expect he will be back early in the week.

I intend to be in London myself next week, said Lord Averil. Will it be convenient for me to have those bonds of mine to-day? he continued.

A sudden coursing on of all Georges pulses; a whirling rush in his brain. Bonds? he mechanically answered.

The bonds of that stock which your father bought for me years ago, explained Lord Averil. They were deposited here for security. Dont you know it?  looking at Georges countenance, which seemed to speak only of perplexity. Mr. Godolphin would know.

Oh yes, yes, replied George, regaining his breath and his courage. It is all right: I did not remember for the moment. Of course  the deposited bonds.

I am thinking of selling out, said Lord Averil. Indeed, I have been for some time thinking of it, but have idly put it off. If it would be quite convenient to give me the bonds, I would take them to town with me. I shall go up on Monday or Tuesday.

Now, George Godolphin, rally your wits! What are you to answer? George did rally them, in a lame manner. Confused words, which neither he nor Lord Averil precisely understood  to the effect that in Thomas Godolphins absence, he, George, did not know exactly where to put his hand upon the securities  came forth. So Lord Averil courteously begged him not to take any trouble about it. He would leave them until another opportunity.

He shook hands cordially with George, and went out with a mental comment, Not half the man of business that his brother is, and his father was: but wondrously like Cecil! George watched the door close. He wiped the dewdrops which had gathered on his face; he looked round with the beseeching air of one seeking relief from some intense pain. Had Lord Averil persisted in his demand, what would have remained for him? Those are the moments in which man has been tempted to resort to the one irredeemable sin.

The door opened again, and George gave a gasp as one in agony. It was only Isaac Hastings. Mr. Hurde wishes to know, sir, whether those bills are to go up to Glyns to-day or Monday?

They had better go to-day, replied George. Has Mr. Barnaby been in to-day? he added, as Isaac was departing.

Not yet.

If he does not come soon, some one must go down to the corn market to him. He is sure to be there. That is, if he is in town to-day.

I know he is in town, replied Isaac. I saw him as I was coming back from dinner. He was talking to Mr. Verrall.

To Mr. Verrall! almost shouted George, looking up as if electrified into life. Is he back again?

He is back again, sir. I think he had only then arrived. He was coming from towards the railway station.

You are sure it was Mr. Verrall? reiterated George.

Isaac Hastings smiled. What could make Mr. George Godolphin so eager? I am sure it was Mr. Verrall.

George felt as if a whole ton weight of care had been lifted from him. He had been so long in the habit of flying to Mr. Verrall in his difficulties, that it seemed to him he would only have to go to him, to remedy the one hanging over him now. Mr. Verrall had generally accomplished the task as men of his profession do accomplish such tasks  by laying up an awful day of reckoning for the future. That day was not now far off for George Godolphin.

The Bank closed later on Saturdays, and George remained at his post to the end. Then he dined. Then, at the dusk-hour  nay, at the hour of darkness, he went out to Lady Godolphins Folly. Why was it that he rarely went to the Folly now, except under the covert shades of night? Did he fear people might comment on his intimacy with Mr. Verrall, and seek a clue to its cause? Or did he fear the worlds gossip on another score?

George arrived at Lady Godolphins Folly, and was admitted to an empty room. Mr. Verrall had returned, and had dined with Mrs. Pain, but had gone out after dinner, the servant said. He had believed Mrs. Pain to be in the drawing-room. Mrs. Pain was evidently not there, in spite of the mans searching eyes. He looked into the next room, with similar result.

Perhaps, sir, she has stepped out on the terrace with her dogs? observed the man.

George  ungallant as he was!  cared not where Mrs. Pain might have stepped at that present moment: his anxiety was for Mr. Verrall. Have you any idea when your master will be in? he inquired of the servant.

I dont think hell be long, sir. I heard him say he was tired, and should go to bed early. He may have gone to Ashlydyat. He told Mrs. Pain that he had met Mr. Godolphin in town yesterday, and he should call and tell Miss Godolphin that he was better in London than he felt here. I dont know, sir, though, that he meant he should call to-night.

The man left the room, and George remained alone. He drummed on the table; he tried several seats in succession; he got up and looked at his face in the glass. A haggard face then. Where was Verrall? Where was Charlotte? She might be able to tell him where Verrall had gone, and when he would be in. Altogether George was in a state of restlessness little better than torture.

He impatiently opened the glass doors, which were only closed, not fastened, and stood a few moments looking out upon the night. He gazed in all directions, but could see nothing of Charlotte; and Mr. Verrall did not appear to be coming. Ill see, suddenly exclaimed George, starting off, whether he is at Ashlydyat.

He did well. Action is better than inertness at these moments. Standing outside the porch at Ashlydyat, talking to a friend, was Andrew, one of their servants. When he saw George, he drew back to hold open the door for him.

Are my sisters alone, Andrew?

Yes, sir.

George scarcely expected the answer, and it disappointed him. Quite alone? he reiterated. Has no one called on them to-night?

The man shook his head, wondering probably who Mr. George might be expecting to call. They are all alone, sir. Miss Janet has one of her bad headaches.

George did not want to go in, Mr. Verrall not being there, and this last item afforded him an excuse for retreating without doing so. Then Ill not disturb her to-night, said he. You need not say that I came up, Andrew.

Very well, sir.

He quitted Andrew, and turned off to the left, deep in thought, striking into a sheltered path. It was by no means the direct road back to the Folly, neither was it to Priors Ash. In point of fact, it led to nothing but the Dark Plain and its superstition. Not a woman-servant of Ashlydyat, perhaps not one of its men, would have gone down that path at night: for at the other end it brought them out to the archway, before which the Shadow was wont to show itself.

Why did George take it? He could not have told. Had he been asked why, he might have said that one way, to a man bowed under a sharp weight of trouble, is the same as another. True. But the path led him to no part where he could wish to go; and he would have to make his way to Lady Godolphins Folly through the gorse bushes of the Dark Plain, over the very Shadow itself. These apparently chance steps, which seem to be taken without premeditation or guidance of ours, sometimes lead to strange results.

George went along moodily, his hands in his pockets, his footfalls slow and light. But for the latter fact, he might not have had the pleasure of disturbing a certain scene that was taking place under cover of the archway.

Were they ghosts, enacting it? Scarcely. Two forms, ghostly or human, were there. One of them looked like a womans. It was dressed in dark clothes, and a dark shawl was folded over the head, not, however, concealing the features  and they were those of Charlotte Pain. She, at any rate, was not ghostly. The other, George took to be Mr. Verrall. He was leaning against the brickwork, in apparently as hopeless a mood as George himself.

They were enjoying a quarrel. Strange that they should leave the house and come to this lonely spot in the grounds of Ashlydyat to hold it! Charlotte was evidently in one of her tempers. She paced to and fro under the archway, something like a restrained tiger, pouring forth a torrent of sharp words and reproaches, all in a suppressed tone.

Ill tell you what it is, were the first distinct words of anger George caught. But her companion interrupted her, his tone one of sadness and humility.

Ill tell you what it is, Charlotte  

The start made by George Godolphin at the tones of the voice, the involuntary sound of utter astonishment that escaped him, disturbed them. Charlotte, with a cry of terror, darted one way, her companion another.

But the latter was not quick enough to elude George Godolphin. Springing forward, George caught him in his powerful grasp, really to assure himself that it was no ghost, but genuine flesh and blood. Then George turned the face to the starlight, and recognized the features of the dead-and-gone Mr. Rodolf Pain.

The return of a husband, popularly supposed to be dead and out of the way for good, may be regarded by the wife as a blessing from some special providence, or as a source of annoying embarrassment, according to the ladys own feeling on the subject. Undoubtedly, Charlotte Pain looked upon it, and most unmistakably so, in the latter light. Charlotte knew, better than the world, that Mr. Rodolf Pain was not dead; but she had believed him to be as surely out of her way as though death and some safe metropolitan cemetery had irrevocably claimed him. Whatever trifling accident might have happened to put Mr. Rodolf Pain and the British criminal law at issue, Charlotte, at any rate, had assumed it one not to be easily got over, except by the perpetual exile of the gentleman from the British shores. When the little affair had occurred, and Mr. Rodolf had saved himself and his liberty by only a hairs-breadth, choosing a foreign exile and a false name in preference to some notoriety at a certain court (a court which does not bear a pleasant sound, and rises ominous and dark and gloomy in the heart of the city), it had pleased Charlotte and those connected with her to give out that Mr. Rodolf Pain had died. In Mr. Rodolf Pains going out of the world by death, there was certainly no disgrace, provided that he went out naturally; that is, without what may be called malice prepense on his own part. But, for Mr. Rodolf Pain to be compelled to make his exit from London society after another fashion, was quite a different affair  an affair which could never have been quite tolerated by Charlotte: not on his score, but on her own. Any superfluous consideration for him, Charlotte had never been troubled with. Before her marriage she had regarded him in the light of a nonentity; since that ceremony, as an incumbrance. Therefore, on the whole, Charlotte was tolerably pleased to get rid of him, and she played her rôle of widow to perfection. No inconvenient disclosure, as to the facts of his hasty exit, had come out to the public, for it had fortunately happened that the transaction, or transactions, which led to it, had not been done in his own name. To describe Charlottes dismay when he returned, and she found her fond assumption of his perpetual exile to have been a false security, would take a cleverer pen than mine. No other misfortune known to earth, could have been looked upon by Charlotte as so dire a calamity. Had Priors Ash been blown up, herself included, by some sprung mine, or swallowed down by an earthquake, it would have been little, in comparison.

It certainly was not pleasant to be startled by a faint tap at the unscreened window, while she sat under the chandelier, busy at what she so rarely attempted, some useless fancy-work. Yet that was the unceremonious manner in which her husband made his return known to her. Charlotte was expecting no visitors that night. It was the night of George Godolphins dinner-party, at which Mr. Verrall had not appeared, having started for London instead. When the tapping came, Charlotte turned her head towards the window in surprise. No one was in the habit of entering that way, save free-and-easy George Godolphin; he would now and then do so; sometimes Mr. Verrall. But Charlotte knew of Georges dinner party, and Mr. Verrall was away. She could see nothing of the intruder: the room was ablaze with light; outside, it was, comparatively speaking, dark; and the window was also partially shaded by its lace curtains. Charlotte thought she must have been mistaken, and went on unravelling her crochet mat.

The tapping came again. Very odd! thought Charlotte. Come in, she called out.

No one came in. There was no response at all for a minute or two. Then there came another timid tapping.

Charlottes dress was half covered with cotton. She rose, shook it, let the cotton and the mat (what remained of it) fall to the ground, walked to the window, and opened it.

At the first moment she could see nothing. It was bright moonlight, and she had come from the blazing light within, beside which that outer light was so cold and pure. Not for that reason could she see nothing, but because there appeared to be nothing to see. She ranged her eyes in vain over the terrace, over the still landscape beyond.

Charlotte!

It was the faintest possible voice, and close to her. Faint as it was though, there was that in its tone which struck on every fibre of Charlottes frame with dismay. Gathered against the walls of the Folly, making a pretence to shelter himself beyond a brilliant cape-jessamine which was trained there, was the slight figure of a man. A mere shred of a man, with a shrinking, attenuated frame: the frame of one who has lived in some long agony, bodily or mental: and a white face that shivered as he stood.

Not more white, not more shivering than Charlottes. Her complexion  well, you have heard of it, as one too much studied to allow vulgar changes to come upon it, in a general way. But there are moments in a lifetime when Nature asserts herself, and Art retires before her. Charlottes face turned to the hue of the dead, and Charlottes dismay broke forth in a low passionate wail. It was Rodolf Pain.

A moment of terrified bewilderment; a torrent of rapid words; not of sympathy, or greeting, but of anger; and Charlotte was pushing him away with her hands, she neither knew nor cared whither. It was dangerous for him to be there, she said. He must go.

Ill go into the thicket, Charlotte, he answered, pointing to the trees on the left. Come to me there.

He glided off as he spoke, under cover of the walls. Charlotte, feeling that she should like to decline the invitation had she dared, enveloped her head and shoulders in a black shawl, and followed him. Nothing satisfactory came of the interview  except recrimination. Charlotte was in a towering passion that he should have ventured back at all; Rodolf complained that between them all he had been made the scapegoat. In returning home, she caught sight of George Godolphin approaching the house, just as she was about to steal across the lawn. Keeping under cover of the trees, she got in by a back entrance, and sat down to her work in the drawing-room, protesting to George, when he was admitted, that she had not been out. No wonder her face looked strange in spite of its embellishments!

Her interviews with Rodolf Pain appeared to be ill chosen. On the following night she met him in the same place: he had insisted upon it, and she did not dare refuse. More recrimination, more anger; in the midst of which George Godolphin again broke upon them. Charlotte screamed aloud in her terror, and Rodolf ran away. But that Charlotte laid detaining hands upon George, the returned man might have been discovered then, and that would not have suited Charlotte.

A few more days and that climax was to arrive. The plantation appearing unsafe, Rodolf Pain proposed the archway. There they should surely be unmolested: the ghostly fears of the neighbourhood and of Ashlydyat kept every one away from the spot. And there, two or three times, had Charlotte met him, quarrelling always, when they were again intruded upon, and again by George. This time to some purpose.

George Godolphins astonishment was excessive. In his wildest flights of fancy he had never given a thought to the suspicion that Rodolf Pain could be alive. Charlotte had not been more confidential with George than with the rest of the world. Making a merit of what could not well be avoided, she now gave him a few particulars.

For when she looked back in her flight and saw that Rodolf Pain was fairly caught, that there was no further possibility of the farce of his death being kept up to George, she deemed it well to turn back again. Better bring her managing brains to the explanation, than leave it to that simple calf, whom she had the honour of calling husband. The fact was, Rodolf Pain had never been half cunning enough, half rogue enough, for the work assigned him by Mr. Verrall. He  Mr. Verrall  had always said that Rodolf had brought the trouble upon himself, in consequence of trying to exercise a little honesty. Charlotte agreed with the opinion: and every contemptuous epithet cast by Mr. Verrall on the unfortunate exile, Charlotte had fully echoed.

George was some little time before he could understand as much as was vouchsafed him of the explanation. They stood in the shadow of the archway, Charlotte keeping her black shawl well over her head and round her face; Rodolf, his arms folded, leaning against the inner circle of the stonework.

What, do you say? sent you abroad? questioned George, somewhat bewildered.

It was that wretched business of Applebys, replied Rodolf Pain. You must have heard of it. The world heard enough of it.

Appleby  Appleby? Yes, I remember, remarked George. A nice swindle it was. But what had you to do with it?

In point of fact, I only had to do with it at second-hand, said Rodolf Pain, his tone one of bitter meaning. It was Verralls affair  as everything else is. I only executed his orders.

But surely neither you nor Verrall had anything to do with that swindling business of Applebys? cried George, his voice as full of amazement as the others was of bitterness.

Charlotte interposed, her manner so eager, so flurried, as to impart the suspicion that she must have some personal interest in it. Rodolf, hold your tongue! Wheres the use of bringing up this old speculative nonsense to Mr. George Godolphin? He does not care to hear about it.

I would bring it up to all the world if I could, was Rodolfs answer, ringing with its own sense of injury. Verrall told me in the most solemn manner that if things ever cleared, through Applebys death, or in any other way, so as to make it safe for me to return, that that hour he would send for me. Well: Appleby has been dead these six months; and yet he leaves me on, on, on, in the New World, without so much as a notice of it. Now, its of no use growing fierce again, Charlotte! Ill tell Mr. George Godolphin if I please. I am not the patient slave you helped to drive abroad: the trodden worm turns at last. Do you happen to know, sir, that Applebys dead?

I dont know anything about Appleby, replied George. I remember the name, as being owned by a gentleman who was subjected to some bad treatment in the shape of swindling, by one Rustin. But what had you or Verrall to do with it?

Psha! said Rodolf Pain. Verrall was Rustin.

George Godolphin opened his eyes to their utmost width. N  o! he said, very slowly, certain curious ideas beginning to crowd into his mind. Certain remembrances also.

He was.  Charlotte, I tell you it is of no use: I will speak. What does it matter, Mr. George Godolphins knowing it? Verrall was the real principal  Rustin, in fact; I, the ostensible one. And I had to suffer.

Did Appleby think you were Rustin? inquired George, thoroughly bewildered.

Appleby at one time thought I was Verrall. Oh, I assure you there were wheels within wheels at work there. Of course there had to be, to carry on such a concern as that. It is so still. Verrall, you know, could not be made the scapegoat, he takes care of that  besides, it would blow the whole thing to pieces, if any evil fell upon him. It fell upon me, and I had to suffer for it, and abroad I went. I did not grumble; it would have been of no use: had I stayed at home and braved it out, I should have been sent abroad, I suppose, at her Majestys cost  

Charlotte interrupted, in a terrible passion. Have you no sense of humiliation, Rodolf Pain, that you tell these strange stories? Mr. George Godolphin, I pray you do not listen to him!

I am safe, replied George. Pain can say what he pleases. It is safe with me.

As to humiliation, that does not fall so much to my share as it does to anothers, in the light I look at it. I was not the principal; I was only the scapegoat; principals rarely are made the scapegoats in that sort of business. Let it go, I say. I took the punishment without a word. But, now that the mans dead, and I can come home with safety, I want to know why I was not sent for?

I dont believe the mans dead, observed Charlotte.

I am quite sure that he is dead, said Rodolf Pain. I was told it from a sure and certain source, some one who came out there, and who used to know Appleby. He said the death was in the Times, and he knew it for a fact besides.

Appleby? Appleby? mused George, his thoughts going back to a long-past morning, when he had been an unseen witness to Charlottes interview with a gentleman giving that name  who had previously accosted him in the porch at Ashlydyat, mistaking it for the residence of Mr. Verrall. I remember his coming down here once.

I remember it too, said Rodolf Pain, significantly, and the passion it put Verrall into. Verrall thought his address, down here, had oozed out through my carelessness. The trouble that we had with that Appleby, first and last! It went on for years. The bother was patched up at times, but only to break out again; and to send me into exile at last.

Does Verrall know of his death? inquired George of Rodolf.

Theres not a doubt that he must know of it. And Charlotte says she wont ask Verrall, and wont tell him I am here! My belief is that she knows Applebys dead.

Charlotte had resumed her walk under the archway: pacing there  as was remarked before  like a restrained tiger. She took no notice of Rodolfs last speech.

Why not tell Verrall yourself that you are here? was Georges sensible question.

Well  you see, Mr. George Godolphin, Id rather not, as long as theres the least doubt as to Applebys death. I feel none myself: but if it should turn out to be a mistake, my appearance here would do good neither to me nor to Verrall. And Verralls a dangerous man to cross. He might kill me in his passion. It takes a good deal to put him into one, but when it does come, its like a tornado.

You acknowledge that there is a doubt as to Applebys death, then! sarcastically cried Charlotte.

I say that its just possible. It was not being fully certain that brought me back in this clandestine way. What I want you to do is to ask Verrall if Applebys dead. I believe he will answer Yes. Very well, then you can say, Rodolf Pains home again. And if  

And if he says, No, he is not dead, what then? fiercely interrupted Charlotte.

Then you can tell me privately, and I must depart the way I came. But I dont depart without being satisfied of the fact, pointedly added Mr. Pain, as if he had not entire and implicit reliance upon Charlottes word. My firm belief is that he is dead, and that Verrall will tell you he is dead. In that case I am a free man to-morrow.

Charlotte turned her head towards him, terrible anger in her tone, and in her face. And how is your reappearance to be accounted for to those who look upon you as dead?

I dont care how, indifferently answered Rodolf. I did not spread the report of my own death. If you did, you can contradict it.

If I did do it, it was to save your reputation, returned Charlotte, scarcely able to speak in her passion.

I know, said Rodolf Pain. You feared something or other might come out about your husband, and so you thought youd kill me off-hand. Two for yourself and one for me, Charlotte.

She did not answer.

If my coming back is so annoying to you, we can live apart, he resumed. You pretty well gave me a sickener before I went away. As you know.

This must be an amusing dialogue to Mr. George Godolphin! fumed Charlotte.

May-be, replied Rodolf Pain, his tone sad and weary. I have been so hardly treated between you and Verrall, Charlotte, that I dont care who knows it.

Where are you staying? asked George, wondering whether the shady spots about Ashlydyat sheltered him by day as well as by night.

Not far away, sir: at a roadside inn, was the answer. No one knew me much, about here, in the old days; but, to make assurance doubly sure, I only come out in the evening. Look here, Charlotte. If you refuse to ask Verrall, or to help me, I shall go to London, and obtain the information there. I am not quite without friends in the great city: they would receive me better than you have received me.

I wonder you did not go there at once, said Charlotte, sharply.

It was natural that I should go first where my wife was, returned Rodolf Pain; even though she had not been the most affectionate of wives to me.

Charlotte was certainly not showing herself particularly affectionate then, whether she had, or had not, in the past days. Truth to say, whatever may have been her personal predilection or the opposite for the gentleman, his return had brought all her fears to the surface. His personal safety was imperilled; and, with that, disgrace loomed in ominous attendance; a disgrace which would be reflected upon Charlotte. Could she have sent Rodolf Pain flying on electric wires to the remotest region of the known or unknown globe, she would have done it then.

Leaving them to battle out their dispute alone, George Godolphin bent his steps to Lady Godolphins Folly, walking over the very Shadow, black as jet, treading in and out amid the dwarf bushes, which, when regarded from a distance, looked so like graves. He gained the Folly, and rang.

The servant admitted him to the drawing-room. It was empty as before. Has Mr. Verrall not come in? asked George.

He has come in, sir. I thought he was here. I will look for him.

George sat on alone. Presently the man returned. My master has retired for the night, sir.

What! Gone to bed? cried George.

Yes, sir.

Did you tell him I had been here when he came in?

I told him you had been here, sir. In fact, I thought you were here still. I did not know you had left.

Did Mr. Verrall tell you now that he could see me?

He told me to say that he had retired for the night, sir.

Is he in bed? questioned George.

The servant hesitated. He spoke to me through the door, sir. He did not open it.

George caught up his hat, the very movement of his hand showing displeasure. Tell your master that I shall be here the first thing in the morning. I want to see him.

He passed out, a conviction upon his mind  though he could scarcely tell why it should have arisen  that Mr. Verrall had not retired for the night, but that he had gone upstairs merely to avoid him. The thought angered him excessively. When he had gone some little distance beyond the terrace, he turned and looked at the upper windows of the house. There shone a light in Mr. Verralls chamber. Not in bed, at any rate, thought George. He might have seen me if he would. I shall tell him  

A touch upon Georges arm. Some one had glided silently up. He turned and saw Charlotte.

You will not betray the secret that you have learnt to-night? she passionately whispered.

Is it likely? he asked.

He is only a fool, you know, at the best, was her next complimentary remark. But fools give more trouble sometimes than wise people.

You may depend upon me, was Georges rejoinder. Where is he?

Got rid of for the night, said Charlotte, in a terrible tone. Are you going in to see Verrall?

No. Verrall declines to see me. I am going home. Good night.

Declines to see you? He is tired, I suppose. Good night, George!

George Godolphin walked away at a sober pace, reflecting on the events of the day  of the evening. That he had been intensely surprised by the resuscitation of Rodolf Pain was indisputable; but George had too much care upon him to give it more than a passing thought, now that the surprise was over. Rodolf Pain occupied a very small space in the estimation of George Godolphin. Charlotte had just said he was a fool: probably George shared in the opinion.

But, however much he felt inclined to dismiss the gentleman from his mind, he could not so readily dismiss a certain revelation made by him. That Rustin was Verrall. Whoever Rustin may have been, or what had been his influence on the fortunes, good or ill, of Mr. George Godolphin, it concerns us not very closely to inquire. That George had had dealings with this Rustin  dealings which did not bear for him any pleasant reminiscence  and that George had never in his life got to see this Rustin, are sufficient facts for us to know. Rustin was one of those who had contrived to ease George of a good deal of superfluous money at odd times, leaving only trouble in its place. Many a time had George prayed Verralls good offices with his friend Rustin, to hold over this bill; to renew that acceptance. Verrall had never refused, and his sympathy with George and abuse of Rustin were great, when his mediation proved  as was sometimes the case  unsuccessful. To hear that this Rustin was Verrall himself, opened out a whole field of suggestive speculation to George. Not pleasant speculation, you may be sure.

He sat himself down, in his deep thought, on that same spot where Thomas Godolphin had sat the evening of Georges dinner-party; the broken bench, near the turnstile. Should he be able to weather the storm that was gathering so ominously above his head? Was that demand of Lord Averils to-day the first rain-drop of the darkening clouds? In sanguine moments  and most moments are sanguine to men of the light temperament of George Godolphin  he felt not a doubt that he should weather it. There are some men who systematically fling care and gloom from them. They cannot look trouble steadily in the face: they glance aside from it; they do not see it if it comes: they clothe it with the rose-hues of hope: but look at it, they do not. Shallow and careless by nature, they cannot feel deep sorrow themselves, or be too cautious of any wrong they inflict on others. They may bring ruin upon the world, but they go jauntily on their way. George had gone on in his way, in an easy, gentlemanly sort of manner, denying himself no gratification, and giving little heed to the day of reckoning that might come.

But on this night his mood had changed. Affairs generally were wearing to him an aspect of gloom: of gloom so preternaturally dark and hopeless, that his spirits were weighed down by it. For one thing, this doubt of Verrall irritated him. If the man had played him false, had been holding the cards of a double game, why, what an utter fool he, George, had been! How long he sat on that lonely seat he never knew: as long as his brother had, that past night. The one had been ruminating on his forthcoming fate  death; the other was lost in the anticipation of a worse fate  disgrace and ruin. As he rose to pursue his way down the narrow and ghostly Ash-tree Walk, a low cry burst from his lips, sharp as the one that had been wrung from Thomas in his physical agony.


CHAPTER X. NINE THOUSAND AND FORTY-FIVE POUNDS.

A short time elapsed. Summer weather began to show itself in Priors Ash, and all things, so far as any one saw or suspected, were going on smoothly. Not a breath of wind had yet stirred up the dangerous current; not the faintest cloud had yet come in the fair sky, to indicate that a storm might be gathering. One rumour however had gone forth, and Priors Ash mourned sincerely and trusted it was not true  the state of health of Thomas Godolphin. He attacked with an incurable complaint, as his mother had been? Priors Ash believed it not.

He had returned from his visit to town with all his own suspicions confirmed. But the medical men had seemed to think that the fatal result might not overtake him, yet; probably not for years. They enjoined tranquillity upon him, both of mind and body, and recommended him to leave the cares of business, so far as was practicable, to other people. Thomas smiled when he recited this piece of advice to George. I had better retire upon my fortune, he laughed.

Do so, cried George, impulsively. That is  for a disagreeable consciousness came upon him, as he spoke, that Thomass fortune, if looked into, might be found more easy to talk of than to realize you can virtually retire, by remaining quietly at Ashlydyat. Dont come down to the Bank. I can manage quite well without you.

Thomas shook his head. So long as I am at all capable, George, I shall not give up. I believe it is my duty not to do so. If what the doctors say is correct  that I may live on in my present state, or nearly in my present state, for years  you may be an older and a wiser man by the time you are left alone. When you shall have gained grey hair, George, and a stoop in the shoulders, Priors Ash will be thinking you a stronger and a better man than I have ever been.

George made no reply. He knew which had been the better man, himself or his brother.

Everything, I say, seemed to go on in its old routine. Thomas Godolphin came to business; not every day, but frequently. George gave his dinner-parties, and rode as much as ever with Charlotte Pain. What Charlotte had done with her husband, was her affair. He no longer disturbed the night stillness of the Dark Plain, or of Lady Godolphins Folly; and not a suspicion of his unwelcome revival from the dead had transpired beyond George Godolphin. Charlotte casually said one day to George that Rodolf was in London. Perhaps he was.

Yes, gay as ever, in the day, was George Godolphin. If he had care, he kept it to himself, and no one saw or suspected it. George was persuadable as a child; seeing little farther than his own nose; and Mr. Verrall had contrived to lull the suspicions awakened by the words of Rodolf Pain. Mr. Verrall had not remained long at Lady Godolphins Folly: he was soon away again, and Charlotte had it to herself, queen regnant. George had not forgotten to pay his evening visits there. There or elsewhere, he was out most evenings. And when he came in, he would go into the Bank, and remain alone in the managers room, often for hours.

One evening  it was the greatest wonder in the world  he had not gone out. At eight oclock he had gone into the Bank and shut himself in. An hour afterwards Maria knocked, and he admitted her.

George was at a large table; it was covered with account-books. Hard at work he appeared to be, making entries with his pen, by the light of his shaded lamp. How busy you are, George! she cried.

Ay, said he, pleasantly. Let no one call me idle again.

But why need you do it, George? You used not to work at night.

More work falls to my score, now Thomas does not take his full share of it, observed George.

Does it? I fancied neither you nor Thomas had much actual work to do. I thought you left it to the clerks. Isaac laughed at me one day, a long time ago, when I said something about your keeping the bank accounts. He asked me what I thought clerks were paid for.

Never mind Isaac. What have you come in for? To tell me you are dull?  as you did last night.

No. But I do get to feel very dull in an evening. You are scarcely ever with me now, George.

Business must be attended to, responded George. You should get some visitors in.

They would not be you, was Marias answer, simply spoken. I came to tell you now that papa is here. Have you time to come and see him?

George knitted his brow. The prospect of entertaining the Reverend Mr. Hastings did not appear to have charms for him. Not that he allowed Maria to see the frown. She continued:

Papa has been talking about the Chisholm property. The money is paid over, and he has brought it here for safety.

Brought it to-night? echoed George.

Yes. He said it might be an unprofessional mode of doing business, but he supposed you would receive it, she added, laughing.

How much is it? cried George  all too eagerly, had Maria not been unsuspicious.

Nine  let me see  yes, I think he said nine thousand pounds.

George Godolphin closed the books before him, more than one of which was open, locked them up, put out the lamp, and accompanied his wife to the dining-room.

Will you let me lodge some money here to-night? asked Mr. Hastings, as he shook hands.

As much as you like, replied George, gaily. We can accommodate an unlimited amount.

The Rector took out a large pocket-book, and counted down some bank-notes upon the table. Brierly, the agent, brought it to me an hour ago, he observed, and I had rather your Bank had charge of it than my house. Nine thousand and forty-five pounds, Mr. George.

George counted the notes after Mr. Hastings. I wonder Brierly did not give a cheque for it, he observed. Did he bring the money over from Binham?

He came over in his gig. He said it had been paid to him in money, and he brought it just as it was. Ill trouble you for a receipt, George.

George carried the money away and came back with the receipt. It must be placed to your account, I suppose, sir? he observed.

Of course, answered Mr. Hastings. You cant place it to the credit of the little Chisholms. It is the first time I was ever left trustee, he remarked, and I hope it will be the last.

Why so? asked George.

Why so? Because I like neither the trouble nor the responsibility. As soon as my co-trustee returns, the money is to be placed out on approved security: until then, you must take charge of it. It is a small sum after all, compared with what was expected.

Very small, assented George. Is it all that the property has realized?

Every shilling  except the expenses. And lawyers, and agents, and auctioneers, take care that they shall never be slight, added Mr. Hastings, his lip curling with the cynical expression that was sometimes seen on it.

Its their trade, sir.

Ay. What a cutting up of property it is, this forced selling of an estate, through death! he exclaimed. Many a time has poor Chisholm said to me, in his last illness: Therell be hard upon twenty thousand to divide amongst them, when its all sold. And there is not ten!

I suppose everything was sold? said George.

Everything. House, land, ricks as they stood, farming stock, cattle, and furniture: everything, even to the plate and the books. The will so expressed it. I suppose Chisholm thought it best.

Where are the children, papa? asked Maria.

The two girls are at school, the little boy is with his grandmother. I saw the girls last week when I was at Binham.

The boy is to be a clergyman, is he not, papa?

The Rector answered the question in a tone of rebuke. When he shall be of an age to choose, should he evince liking and fitness for the Church, then he is to be allowed to enter it. Not otherwise, Maria.

How is the property left? asked George.

It is to be invested, and the interest devoted to the education and maintenance of the three, the boy being allowed a larger share of the interest than the girls. When the youngest, the boy, shall be of age, the principal is to be divided equally between them. Such are the terms of the will.

What is it to be invested in?

The funds, I suppose. It is left to the discretion of myself and Mr. Harknar. I shall let him decide: he is more of a man of business than I am.

So they talked on. When Mr. Hastings, a short while before, had found himself left guardian and co-trustee to the children of a friend just deceased, his first impulse had been to decline the trust. Eventually he had accepted it. The other gentleman named, Mr. Harknar, had gone on business to one of the Ionian Islands, but he was now shortly expected home.

An hour the Rector sat with them, talking of the orphaned Chisholms, and of other matters. When he took his departure, George went again into the Bank, and sat down to work at his books by the light of the shaded lamp. He was certainly more attentive to business by night than by day.


CHAPTER XI. THOSE BONDS AGAIN!

Once more  it was the afternoon of the day following that evening visit of All Souls Rector to the Bank  Isaac Hastings entered the managers room to announce a visitor to Mr. George Godolphin. Lord Averil.

George looked up: a startled expression crossing his face. It was instantly suppressed: but, not for his very life could he have helped its appearance in the first moment.

When did he come to Priors Ash?

I dont know, replied Isaac. I told him I was not sure but you were engaged, sir. I had thought Mr. Arkwright was with you. Lord Averil asked me to come and see: he particularly wishes to see you, he says.

I am engaged, replied George, catching at the excuse as a drowning man catching at a straw. That is  taking out his watch I have not time now to see him. Tell Lord Averil I am particularly engaged.

Very well, sir.

Isaac went out with the message, and Lord Averil departed, merely saying that he would call again. The reappearance of Charlotte Pains husband could not have brought more dire dismay to that lady, than did this reappearance of Lord Averils at Priors Ash, bring to George Godolphin.

Did he think Lord Averil would never favour Priors Ash with his presence again? It is hard to say what foolish thing he thought. Lord Averil had been in town for the last month. Once during that time, he had written to have those deposited deeds sent up to him, about which he had spoken to Mr. George Godolphin. George had answered the letter with some well-framed excuse. But now here was Lord Averil again at Priors Ash  and at the Bank! Doubtless once more in quest of his deeds.

George Godolphin put his hand to his weary brow. His ever-constant belief was, that he should get straight in time. In time. To his sanguine temperament, time would prove the panacea for all his ills. If he could only avert present difficulties, time would do the rest. That terrible difficulties were upon him, none knew better than he: but the worst difficulty of all would be this of Lord Averils, should exposure come. Short as George was of ready cash  it may seem a paradox to say it of a banker, but so it was  he would have scraped together every shilling from every available corner and parted with it, to have ensured the absence of Lord Averil from Priors Ash for an indefinite period.

He pressed his hand upon his weary brow, his brain within working tumultuously. If he must see Lord Averil  and there could be no escape  what should be his plea for the non-production of those deeds? It must be a plausible one. His thoughts were interrupted by a rap at the door.

Come in, cried George, in a sadly hopeless tone. Was it Lord Averil again?

It was only a note. A three-cornered miniature thing fastened with a silver wafer. No business communication that. George knew the writing well.

Dear Mr. George,

Will you ride with me to-day at half-past three instead of four? I will tell you my reason then. Lord A. is back again.

Yours, 
C. P.

George tore the note into fragments and flung them into the paper- basket. It was ten minutes past three. Glad of any excuse to be out of business and its cares, he hastened things away in his room, and left it. There were moments when George was tempted heartily to wish himself out of it for good, safe in some unapproachable island, too remote from civilization to be visited by the world. But he did not see his way clear to get there.

Look at him as he rides through the town, Charlotte by his side, and the two grooms behind them! Look at his fine bay horse, his gentlemanly figure!  look at his laughing blue eyes, his wavy golden hair, at the gay smiles on his lips as he turns to Charlotte! Can you fancy care an inmate of that mans breast? Priors Ash did not. They were only content to admire and to envy their handsome and most attractive banker, George Godolphin.

They rode by the Bank. It was not often  indeed it was very rarely  that they passed it in their rides. There were plenty of other ways, without choosing that one. George never would have chosen it: perhaps he had the grace to think that his frequent rides with Mrs. Charlotte Pain need not be paraded so conspicuously before the windows of his wife. Charlotte, however, had a will of her own, and sometimes she chose to exercise it.

As good luck had it, or ill luck, or no luck at all, Maria happened to be at the drawing-room window to-day. Some ladies were paying her a visit, and Meta  who was sometimes indulged, as an only child is indulged  made one in the drawing-room. She caught sight of her papa, forthwith climbed upon a chair to see him better, and leaned from the open window, clapping her hands. Papa! papa!

Maria sprang to hold her in. She was a child who had little sense of danger. Had George held out his arms then, and said, Jump out to me, Meta, she would have taken the leap fearlessly. Maria caught her round the waist, and the visitors came forward to see.

Charlotte threw up a triumphant glance. One of those curiously triumphant glances that she was rather fond of giving Mrs. George Godolphin. Maria bowed gravely. An idea  a faint idea, glancing at no ill  had been growing over her lately that her husband passed more time with Charlotte Pain than was absolutely necessary. George smiled at his wife, lifted his hat to the ladies at her side, and waved a kiss to Meta.

The red blood had mantled to his cheek. At what? At Charlottes triumphantly saucy look  which he had not failed to catch  or at his wifes grave one? Or at the sight of a gentleman who stood on the pavement, saluting them as they passed? It was the Viscount Averil. George saluted again, and rode on with a smooth brow and a face bright as day.

Considerably later; just before five, in fact, when the Bank closed, Lord Averil presented himself at it again. Had Mr. George Godolphin returned? If so, could he see him?

Mr. George had not come in. Mr. Hurde came forward and inquired if it was anything that he could do for his lordship.

Lord Averil had known Mr. Hurde a long while. He had seen him in his place there as long as he had banked with Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin. He supposed he was a confidential clerk: and, in point of fact, Mr. Hurde was so to a great extent.

You hold some bonds of mine, said Lord Averil. Bonds of some stock which Sir George Godolphin purchased for me. Did you know anything of it?

I remember the transaction quite well, my lord, replied Mr. Hurde.

I want the bonds delivered up to me. Can I have them?

Certainly. Your lordship can have them whenever you please. They are in your case, in the strong-room.

I should have liked them to-day, if possible, replied Lord Averil.

There will be no difficulty at all, my lord. Mr. George Godolphin can deliver them to you as soon as he comes in.

Will he be in soon, think you?

He is sure not to be very long, my lord. I have to see him before I leave.

Then I think Ill wait, said Lord Averil.

He was shown into the Bank parlour, and left there. At five the clerks quitted the Bank: it was usual for them to do so. Mr. Hurde waited. In about a quarter of an hour George entered.

A few minutes given to the business for which Mr. Hurde had remained, and then he spoke. Lord Averil is waiting to see you, sir.

Lord Averil? cried George, in a hasty tone. Waiting now?

He is in the parlour, sir. He asked if he could have his bonds given up to him. I said I thought he could, and he replied that he would wait.

Then you had no business to say anything of the sort, burst forth George, in so vehement a tone as to astonish the sober cashier. It may not be convenient to lay ones hands upon the bonds at a minutes notice, Hurde, he more quietly added, as if he would soothe down or atone for his anger.

They are in Lord Averils box in the strong-room, sir, said the old clerk, supposing his master must have temporarily forgotten where the said bonds were placed. Mr. Godolphin was speaking to me about those bonds the other day.

What about them? inquired George, striving to put the question easily.

It was nothing particular, sir. He was only mentioning their increased value: how they had gone up in the market.

George said no more. He turned from the office and halted before the door of the parlour. Halted to collect his brains. One hand was on the handle of the door, the other on his brow. Lord Averil rose, and shook hands cordially.

I have come to bother you again about my bonds, Mr. George. I dont care to keep that stock, and the present is a most favourable opportunity to sell.

Theyll go higher yet, observed George.

Will they? They tell me differently in London. The opinion there is, that they will begin to fall.

All rubbish, said George. A canard got up on the Stock Exchange.

Well, I have made up my mind to sell, observed Lord Averil. I wrote to you from London to send me the shares up; but you did not seem to be in a hurry to do it. So I have come down for them.

George laughed. Come down for nothing but the shares? But you will make some stay here?

No. I go up again to-morrow. I am not sure whether I shall return here for the summer or not. Some friends of mine are going over to Canada for three or four months. Perhaps I may accompany them.

George devoutly wished his lordship could be off, there and then; and that the sojourn might last years instead of months. I wish I had the time to go there! cried he, aloud: Id start to-morrow.

Will it be troubling you to give me the bonds, Mr. George?

George sat a few moments, his head bent as if in thought. The bonds? he slowly said. Your bonds? They were sent  yes, certainly, your bonds were sent to our agents in London.

My bonds sent to your agents in London! repeated Lord Averil, in surprise. What for?

George coughed. Some of our deposited deeds are kept there. Let me see? he continued, again plunging into thought. Yes  yours were amongst those that went up, I remember.

But why not have told me this before? asked Lord Averil. Had you written me word, it would have saved me the journey down.

To be sure, acquiesced George. To tell you the truth, I never thought much about it, or where they were, until now.

Mr. Hurde told me they were here, said Lord Averil.

No doubt he thought so. They were here until recently.

I shall have my journey back again, then! cried his lordship. Will the town bankers give them up to me on my simple demand, or must they have your authority?

I will write to them, responded George.

The viscount rose. Not a shade of suspicion had crossed his mind. But he could not help thinking that he should have made a better man of business than handsome George. I wish you had told me! he involuntarily repeated. But I suppose, he good-naturedly added, that my poor bonds are too insignificant to have much place in the thoughts of a man surrounded by hundreds of thousands.

George laughed. He was walking with Lord Averil to the front door. They stood together when it was reached, the street before them. Lord Averil asked after Mr. Godolphin.

He seems a little better, replied George. Certainly no worse.

I am glad to hear it. Very glad indeed. You will not forget to write to town, Mr. George?

All right, replied George Godolphin. 


CHAPTER XII. I SEE IT: BUT I CANNOT EXPLAIN IT.

The light of the setting sun streamed upon the fair hair of Cecil Godolphin. She had strolled out from the dining-room to enjoy the beauty of the late spring evening, or to indulge her own thoughts, as might be. To the confines of the grounds strayed she, as far as those surrounding Lady Godolphins Folly; and there she sat down on a garden bench.

Not to remain long alone. She was interrupted by the very man upon whom  if the disclosure must be made  her evening thoughts had centred. He was coming up with a quick step on the road from Priors Ash. Seeing Cecil, he turned off to accost her, his heart beating.

Beating with the slight ascent, or with the sight of Cecil? He best knew. Many a mans heart has beaten at a less lovely vision. She wore her favourite attire, white, set off with blue ribbons, and her golden hair gleamed in the sunlight. She almost exclaimed with surprise. She had been thinking of him, it is true, but as one who was miles and miles away. In spite of his stormy and not long-past rejection, Lord Averil went straight up to her and held out his hand. Did he notice that her blue eyes dropped beneath his, as she rose to answer his greeting; that the soft colour on her cheeks changed to a glowing damask?

I fear I have surprised you, said Lord Averil.

A little, acknowledged Cecil. I did not know you were at Priors Ash. Thomas will be glad to see you.

She turned to walk with him to the house, as in courtesy bound. Lord Averil offered her his arm, and Cecil condescended to put the tips of her fingers within it. Neither broke the silence; perhaps neither could break it; and they reached the large porch of Ashlydyat. Cecil spoke then.

Are you going to make a long stay in the country?

A very short one. A party of friends are departing for Canada, and they wish me to make one of them. I think I shall do so.

To Canada! echoed Cecil. So far away!

Lord Averil smiled. It sounds farther than it really is. I am an old traveller, you know.

Cecil opened the dining-room door. Thomas was alone. He had left the table, and was seated in his armchair at the window. A glad smile illumined his face when he saw Lord Averil. Lord Averil was one of the very few of whom Thomas Godolphin could make a close friend. These close friends! Not above one, or two, can we meet with in a lifetime. Acquaintances many; but friends  those to whom the heart can speak out its inmost thoughts, who may be as our own soul  how few!

Cecil left them alone. She ran off to tell Janet that Lord Averil had come, and would perhaps take tea with them, were he invited to do so. Thomas, with more hospitable ideas, was pressing dinner upon him. It could be brought back at once.

I have dined at the Bell, replied Lord Averil. Not any, thank you, he added, as Thomas was turning to the wine. I have taken all I require.

Have you come to make a long stay? inquired Thomas  as Cecil had done.

I shall go back to town to-morrow. Having nothing to do with myself this evening, I thought I could not spend it better than with you. I am pleased to see that you are looking yourself.

The warm weather seems to be doing me good, was Thomas Godolphins reply, a consciousness within him how little better he really was. Why are you making so short a stay?

Well, as it turns out, my journey has been a superfluous one. Those bonds that you hold of mine brought me down, continued Lord Averil, little thinking that he was doing mischief by mentioning the subject to Mr. Godolphin. I am going to sell out, and came down to get them.

Why did you not write? said Thomas. We could have sent them to you.

I did write, a week or ten days ago, and your brother wrote me word in answer that the bonds should be sent  or something to that effect. But they never came. Having nothing much to do, I thought I would run down for them. I also wanted to see Max. But he is away.

I believe he is, replied Thomas. Have you got the bonds?

It has proved a useless journey, I say, replied Lord Averil. The bonds, I find, are in town, at your agents.

Thomas Godolphin looked up with surprise. They are not in town, he said. What should bring them in town? Who told you that?

Your brother George.

George told you the bonds were in town? repeated Thomas, as if he could not believe his ears.

He did indeed: not three hours ago. Why? Are they not in town?

Most certainly not. The bonds are in our strong-room, where they were first deposited. They have never been moved from it. What could George have been thinking of?

To tell you the truth, I did not fancy he appeared over-certain himself, where they were, whether here or in town, said Lord Averil. At length he remembered that they were in town: he said they had gone up with other deeds.

He makes a mistake, said Thomas. He must be confounding your bonds with some that we sent up the other day of Lord Cavemores. And yet, I wonder that he should do so! Lord Cavemores went up for a particular purpose, and George himself took the instructions. Lord Cavemore consulted him upon the business altogether.

Then  if my bonds are here  can I have them at once? asked Lord Averil.

You can have them the instant the Bank opens to-morrow morning. In fact, you might have them to-night if George should happen to be at home. I am sorry you should have had any trouble about it.

Lord Averil smiled. Speaking frankly, I do not fancy George is so much a man of business as you are. When I first asked for the bonds, nearly a month ago, he appeared to be quite at sea about them; not to know what I meant, or to remember that you held bonds of mine.

Did you ask for the bonds a month ago? exclaimed Thomas.

About that time. It was when you were in London. George at last remembered.

Did he not give them to you?

No. He said  I almost forget what he said. That he did not know where to put his hands upon them, I think, in your absence.

Thomas felt vexed. He wondered what could have possessed George to behave in so unbusiness-like a way: or how it was possible for him to have blundered so about the bonds. But he would not blame his brother to Lord Averil. You shall have the bonds the first thing in the morning, he said. I will drop a note to George, reminding him where they are, in case I am not at the Bank early enough for you.

Unusually well felt Thomas Godolphin that evening. He proceeded with Lord Averil to the drawing-room to his sisters; and a very pleasant hour or two they all spent together. Bessy laughed at Lord Averil a great deal about his proposed Canadian expedition, telling him she did not believe he seriously entertained it.

It was a genial night, soft, warm, and lovely, the moon bright again. The church clocks at Priors Ash were striking ten when Lord Averil rose to leave Ashlydyat. If you will wait two minutes for me, I will go a little way with you, said Thomas Godolphin.

He withdrew to another room, penned a line, and despatched it by a servant to the Bank. Then he rejoined Lord Averil, passed his arm within his lordships, and went out with him.

Is this Canada project a joke? asked he.

Indeed, no. I have not quite made up my mind to go. I think I shall do so. If so, I shall be away in a week from this. Why should I not go? I have no settled home, no ties.

Should you not  I beg your pardon, Averil  be the happier for a settled home? You might form ties. I think a roving life must be the least desirable one of all.

It is one I was never fitted for. My inclination would lead me to home, to domestic happiness. But, as you know, I put that out of my power.

For a time. But that is over. You might marry again.

I do not suppose I ever shall, returned Lord Averil, feeling half prompted to tell his unsuspicious friend that his own sister was the barrier to his doing so. You have never married, he resumed, allowing the impulse to die away.

Thomas Godolphin shook his head. The cases are different, he said. In your wife you lost one whom you could not regret  

Dont call her by that name, Godolphin! burst forth Lord Averil.

And in Ethel I lost one who was all the world to me; who could never be replaced, Thomas went on, after a pause. The cases are widely different.

Ay, widely different, assented Lord Averil.

They walked on in silence, each buried in his own thoughts. At the commencement of the road, Lord Averil stopped and took Thomas Godolphins hand in his.

You shall not come any farther with me.

Thomas stopped also. He had not intended to go farther. You will really start for Canada?

I believe I shall.

Take my blessing with you then, Averil. We may never meet again in this world.

What? exclaimed Lord Averil.

The medical men entertain hopes that my life may not be terminated so speedily: I believe that a few months will end it. I may not live to welcome you home.

It was the first intimation Lord Averil had received of Thomas Godolphins fatal malady. Thomas explained it to him. He was overwhelmed.

Oh, my friend! my friend! Cannot death be defied, or coaxed to spare you? he called out in his pain. How many have vainly echoed the same cry!

A few more words, a long grasp of the lingering hands, and they parted. Thomas with a God-speed; Lord Averil with a different prayer  a God-save  upon his lips. The peer turned to Priors Ash; Thomas Godolphin towards home.

Not by the path he had come. He had brought Lord Averil down the broad entrance to Ashlydyat: he turned to go round the path by the ash-trees in front of the Dark Plain. Possibly he had a mind to see whether the Shadow was abroad to-night.

Before he had well turned the corner of the trees, or had given more than a glance to the black Shadow  for there it was  he heard hasty footsteps behind him. Looking round, he beheld Lord Averil. Softened by the parting, by the tidings he had heard, an impulse had taken Lord Averil that he would speak of Cecil: and he turned back to do so.

Godolphin, I  Whats that?

The great black Shadow, stretching out there in the distance, had attracted the attention of Lord Averil. He stood with his forefinger extended, pointed towards it.

That is what they call the Shadow of Ashlydyat, quietly replied Thomas Godolphin.

Lord Averil had never before seen it. He had heard enough of it. Attentively regarding it, he did not for some time speak.

Do you believe in it? he asked at length.

Believe in it? repeated Thomas Godolphin. I believe that a Shadow does appear there on occasions. I cannot believe otherwise, with that ocular demonstration before me.

And how do you account for it? asked Lord Averil.

I have been all my life trying to do so. And have come to the conclusion that it is not to be accounted for.

But I have always treated the report as the most perfect folly, rejoined Lord Averil.

Ay. No doubt. As I should do but for that  and Thomas Godolphin nodded towards the Shadow, on which the peers eyes were fixed with an intense gaze. You and I are rational beings, Averil, not likely to be led away by superstitious folly; we live in an enlightened age, little tolerant of such things. And yet, here we stand, gazing with dispassionate eyes on that Shadow, in full possession of our sober judgment. It is there; we see it: and that is all we can tell about it. The Shadow of Ashlydyat is ridiculed from one end of the county to the other: spoken of  when spoken of at all  as an absurd superstition of the Godolphins. But there the Shadow is: and not all the ridicule extant can do away with the plain fact. I see it: but I cannot explain it.

What do you do about it?

Lord Averil asked the question in his bewilderment. A smile crossed Thomas Godolphins lips as he answered.

We do nothing. We can do nothing. We cannot prevent its coming; we cannot send it away when it comes; we cannot bring it if it does not come of its own accord. If I reason about it for a month, Averil, I could give you no better explanation than this.

Lord Averil drew a deep breath, as one awaking from a reverie. As Thomas Godolphin said: there was the Shadow, visible to his eyes, his senses: but of explanation as to its cause, there was none. The little episode had driven away the impulse to speak of Cecil: and, after another hand pressure, he finally turned away, and pursued his walk to Priors Ash.

Another was also pursuing his walk to Priors Ash; indeed, had nearly gained it; and that was Thomas Godolphins messenger. Approaching the Bank residence, he distinguished some one standing at the entrance, and found that it was Mr. George Godolphin.

Whats this? asked George. A letter?

My master sent me down with it, sir.

George turned it about in his hand. Does it require an answer, do you know, Andrew?

No, sir. My master said I need not wait.

The man departed, and George carried the note into the dining-room. Maria sat there reading, underneath the chandelier. She looked pleased to see her husband, and closed the book. George had been out all the evening. He stood opposite to Maria, and tore the note open.

Dear George,

Lord Averils bonds are in his case in the strong-room. How could you make so great a mistake as to tell him they had gone up to town? I send you word, lest he should call for them in the morning before I reach the Bank.

Ever yours, 
Thomas Godolphin.

Then the disclosure must come! With a word, that was very like a groan, George crushed the paper in his hand. Maria heard the sound.

What is it, George?

Nothing. What? This? Only a note from Thomas.

He began whistling lightly, to cover his real feelings, and took up the book Maria had closed. Is it entertaining? asked he, turning over its pages.

Very. It is a charming book. But that I had it to read, I should have been lying on the sofa. I have a very bad headache to-night.

Go to bed, responded George.

I think I must. Perhaps you will not care to come so early?

Never mind me. I have an hour or twos work to do in the Bank to-night.

Oh, George!

My dear, it need not keep you up.

George, I cannot think how it is that you have night-work to do! she impulsively exclaimed, after a pause. I am sure Thomas would not wish you to do it. I think I shall ask him.

George turned round and grasped her shoulder, quite sharply. Maria!

His grasp, I say, was sharp, his look and voice were imperatively stern. Maria felt frightened: she scarcely knew why. What have I done? she asked, timidly.

Understand me, please, once for all. What I choose to do, does not regard my brother Thomas. I will have no tales carried to him.

Why do you mistake me so? she answered, when she had a little recovered her surprise. It cannot be well for you, or pleasant for you, to have so much work to do at night, and I thought Thomas would have told you not to do it. Tales! George, you know I should never tell them of you.

No, no; I know you would not, Maria. I have been idle of late, and am getting up my work; thats all: but it would not do to let Thomas know it. You  you dont tell Isaac that I sit up at the books? he cried, almost in an accent of terror.

She looked up at him wonderingly, through her wet eyelashes. Surely, no! Should I be likely to speak to Isaac of what you do? or to any one?

George folded her in his arms, kissing the tears from her face. Go to bed at once, darling, and sleep your headache off, he fondly whispered. I shall be up soon; as soon as I can.

He lighted her candle and gave it to her. As Maria took it, she remembered something she wished to say to him. When will it be convenient to you to give me some money, George?

What for?

Oh, you know. For housekeeping. The bills are getting so heavy, and the tradespeople are beginning to ask for their money. The servants want their wages, too. Would it not be better to pay regularly, as we used to do, instead of letting things run on so long?

Ay. Ill see about it, replied George.

George had got into the habit of giving the same answer, when asked by his wife for money. She had asked several times lately; but all the satisfaction she received was, Ill see about it. Not a suspicion that his means were running short ever crossed her brain.

She went upstairs and retired to rest, soon falling asleep. Her head was heavy. The household went to bed; George shut himself into the Bank  according to his recent custom; and the house was soon wrapped in quiet  as a sober house should be.

Two oclock was striking from All Souls clock when Maria awoke. Why should she have done so?  there was no noise to startle her. All she knew  and it is all that a great many of us know  was, that she did awake.

To her astonishment, George was not in bed. Two oclock!  and he had said that he should soon follow her! A vague feeling of alarm stole over Maria.

All sorts of improbable suggestions crowded on her imagination. Imaginations, you know, are more fantastic in the dark, still night, than in the busy day. Had he been taken ill? Had he fallen asleep at his work? Could he  could he have set the books and himself on fire? Had a crown been offered to Maria, she could not have remained tranquil a moment longer.

Slightly dressing herself, she threw on a warm dressing-gown, and stole down the stairs. Passing through the door that divided the dwelling from the Bank, she softly turned the handle of Georges room, and opened it. Secure in the house being at rest, he had not locked the doors against interruption.

The tables seemed strewed with books, but George was not then occupied with them. He was sitting in a chair apart, buried, as it appeared  in thought, his hands and his head alike drooping listlessly. He started up at Marias entrance.

I grew alarmed, George, she said, trying to explain her appearance. I awoke suddenly, and finding you had not come up, I grew frightened, thinking you might be ill. It is two oclock!

What made you come down out of your warm bed? reiterated George. Youll catch your death.

I was frightened, I say. Will you not come up now?

I am coming directly, replied George. Go back at once. Youll be sure to take cold.

Maria turned to obey. Somehow the dark passages struck on her with a nervous dread. She shrank into the room again.

I dont care to go up alone, she cried. I have no light.

How foolish! he exclaimed. I declare Meta would be braver!

Some nervous feeling did certainly appear to be upon her, for she burst into tears. Georges tone  a tone of irritation, it had been  was exchanged for one of soothing tenderness, as he bent over her. What is the matter with you to-night, Maria? Ill light you up.

I dont know what is the matter with me, she answered, suppressing her sobs. I have not felt in good spirits of late. George, sometimes I think you are not well. You are a great deal changed in your manner to me. Have I  have I displeased you in any way?

You displeased me! No, my darling.

He spoke with impulsive fondness. Well had it been for George Godolphin had no heavier care been upon him than any little displeasure his wife could give him. The thought occurred to him with strange bitterness.

Ill light you up, Maria, he repeated. I shall not be long after you.

And, taking the heavy lamp from the table, he carried it to the outer passage, and held it while she went up the stairs. Then he returned to the room and to his work  whatever that work might be.

Vain work! vain, delusive, useless work! As you will soon find, Mr. George Godolphin.

Morning came. Whether gnawing care or hopeful joy may lie in the hearts inner dwelling-place, people generally meet at their breakfast-tables as usual.

George Godolphin sat at breakfast with his wife. Maria was in high spirits: her indisposition of the previous evening had passed away. She was telling George an anecdote of Meta, as she poured out the coffee, some little ruse the young lady had exercised, to come over Margery; and Maria laughed heartily as she told it. George laughed in echo: as merrily as his wife. There must have been two George Godolphins surely at that moment! The outer, presented to the world, gay, smiling, and careless; the inner, kept for his own private and especial delectation, grim, dark, and ghastly.

Breakfast was nearly over, when there was heard a clattering of little feet, the door burst open, and Miss Meta appeared in a triumphant shout of laughter. She had eluded Margerys vigilance, and eloped from the nursery. Margery speedily followed, scolding loudly, her hands stretched forth to seize the runaway. But Meta had bounded to her papa, and found a refuge.

George caught her up on his knee: his hair  the same shade once, but somewhat darker now  mixing with the light golden locks of the child, as he took from her kiss after kiss. To say that George Godolphin was passionately fond of his child would not be speaking too strongly: few fathers can love a child more ardently than George loved Meta. A pretty little lovable thing she was! Look at her on Georges knee! her dainty white frock, its sleeves tied up with blue, her pretty socks and shoes, her sunny face, surrounded by its shower of curls. Margery scolded in the doorway, but Miss Meta, little heeding, was casting her inquisitive eyes on the breakfast-table, to see what there might be especially nice upon it.

If youd just please to punish her once for it, sir, she wouldnt do it, maybe, in future! grumbled Margery. Naughty girl!

I think I must, said George. Shall I whip you, Meta?

Meta shouted out a joyous little laugh in answer, turned her face round, and clung to him lovingly. She knew what his whippings meant.

But if Margery says so?

Margery nobody, responded Meta, bustling her face round to the table again. Mamma, may I have some of that?

Maria hesitated. That was some tempting-looking breakfast-dish, very good, no doubt, for George, but very rich for Meta. George, however, drew it towards him, and cut her a little, claiming for his reward as many kisses as Metas impatience would accord him. Margery went off in a temper.

No wonder the child despises her bread and milk in the morning! If I had fed you upon those spiced things, Mr. George, when you were a child, I wonder whether youd have grown into the strong man you are!

Into a stronger, called out George. He as much liked to give a word of teasing now and then to Margery as he had in the old days she referred to. Margery retorted with some answer, which he did not hear, and George laughed. Laughed loud and merrily, and again bent his face to Metas.

But he could not remain all day long in that scene of peace. Oh, if we only could! those who have to go out to battle with the daily world. If there were only a means of closing the door on the woes that turn a mans hair white before its time!

George took Meta a triumphal ride round the room on his shoulder, and then, having extorted his payment, put her down by Maria. Going into the Bank to his days work. His days work! rather an embarrassing one, that day, Mr. George Godolphin!

Taking the keys of the strong-room from the cupboard, also certain other keys, as he had done once before within the knowledge of the reader, he proceeded to the strong-room, opened a certain safe in it, and took out the box inscribed Lord Averil. This he also opened, and examined its contents. Mr. George Godolphin was searching for certain bonds: or, making believe to search for them. Having satisfied himself that they were not there, he returned the box to its place, made all safe again, went back, and sat down to open the morning letters. Presently he called to a clerk.

Has Mr. Hurde come?

Yes, sir.

Desire him to step here.

The old clerk came, in obedience to the summons, taking off his spectacles as he entered to rub one of their glasses, which had got misty. George leaned his elbow on the table, and, resting his chin upon his hand, looked him full in the face.

Hurde, said he, plunging midway into his communication, which he made in a lone tone, those bonds of Lord Averils are missing.

The clerk paused, as if scarcely understanding. How do you mean, sir? Missing in what way?

I cant find them, replied George.

They are in Lord Averils box in the strong-room, sir, with his other papers.

But they are not there, replied George. I have searched the papers through this morning. Hurde, we have had some roguery at work.

Another pause, devoted by Mr. Hurde to revolving the communication. Roguery! he slowly repeated. Have you missed anything else, Mr. George?

No. I have not looked.

Oh, sir, theres no fear of anything being wrong, resumed the old clerk, his good sense repudiating the notion. Mr. Godolphin must have moved them.

Thats just what I thought until last night, said George. The fact is, Lord Averil asked me for these bonds some little time ago, while my brother was in London. I opened the box, and, not seeing them there, came to the conclusion that Mr. Godolphin had moved them. Lord Averil said it was of no consequence then, and departed for London: and the thing slipped from my memory. When you spoke to me about it last evening, of course I felt vexed to have forgotten it, and I put off Lord Averil with the best excuse I could.

And has Mr. Godolphin not moved them, sir? demanded the clerk.

It appears not. He dropped me a line last night, saying I should find the bonds in their place in the box. I suppose Lord Averil was up at Ashlydyat and mentioned it. But I cant find them in the box.

Sir, you know you are not a very good searcher, observed Mr. Hurde, after some consideration. Once or twice that you have searched for deeds, Mr. Godolphin has found them afterwards, overlooked by you. Shall I go carefully over the box, sir? I think they must be in it.

I tell you, Hurde, they are not.

He spoke somewhat fractiously. Fully aware that he had occasionally overlooked deeds, in his haste or carelessness, perhaps the contrast between those times and these, gave a sting to his manner. Then, whether the deeds had been found or not, he was innocent: now  

But, if they are not in the box, where can they be? resumed Mr. Hurde.

There it is, said George. Where can they be? I say, Hurde, that some light fingers must have been at work.

Mr. Hurde considered the point in his mind. It seemed that he could not adopt the conclusion readily. I should think not, sir. If nothing else is missing, I should say certainly not.

They are missing, at any rate, returned George. It will put Mr. Godolphin out terribly. I wish there had been any means of keeping it from him: but, now that Lord Averil has mentioned the bonds to him, there are none. I shall get the blame. He will think I have not kept the keys securely.

But you have, sir, have you not?

For all I know I have, replied George, assuming a carelessness as to the point, of which he had not been guilty. Allowing that I had not, for arguments sake, what dishonest person can we have about us, Hurde, who would use the advantage to his own profit?

Mr. Hurde began calling over the list of clerks, preparatory to considering whether any one of them could be considered in the least degree doubtful. He was engaged in this mental process, when a clerk interrupted them, to say that a gentleman was asking to see Mr. George Godolphin.

George looked up sharply. The applicant, however, was not Lord Averil, and any one else would be more tolerable to him on that day than his lordship; Mr. Godolphin, perhaps, excepted. As the old clerk was withdrawing to give place to the visitor, George caught sight, through the open door, of Mr. Godolphin entering the office. An im pulse to throw the disclosure off his own shoulders, prompted him to hasten after Mr. Hurde.

Hurde, he whispered, catching his arm, you may as well make the communication to Mr. Godolphin. He ought to know it at once, and I may be engaged some time.

So George remained shut up, and the old clerk followed Thomas Godolphin to his private room. Mr. Godolphin felt well that morning, and had come unusually early: possibly lest there should be any further blundering over Lord Averils bonds. He looked somewhat surprised to see the old clerk approaching him with a long face and mysterious look.

Do you want me, Hurde?

Mr. George has desired me to speak to you, sir, about those bonds of Lord Averils. To make an unpleasant communication, in fact. He is engaged himself, just now. He says he cant find them.

They are in the strong-room, in Lord Averils case, replied Mr. Godolphin.

He says they are not there, sir: that he cant find them.

But they are there, returned Thomas. They have not been moved out of the box since they were first placed in it.

He spoke quietly as he ever did, but very firmly, almost as if he were disputing the point, or had been prepared to dispute it. Mr. Hurde resumed after some deliberation: he was a deliberate man always, both in temperament and in speech.

What Mr. George says, is this, sir: That when you were in London Lord Averil asked for his bonds. Mr. George looked for them, and found they were not in the box; and he came to the conclusion that you had moved them. The affair escaped his memory, he says, until last night, when he was asked for them again. He has been searching the box this morning, but cannot find the bonds in it.

They must be there, observed Thomas Godolphin. If George has not moved them, I have not. He has a knack of overlooking things.

I said so to him, sir, just now. He  

Do you say he is engaged? interrupted Thomas Godolphin.

The secretary of the railway company is with him, sir. I suppose he has come about that loan. I think the bonds cant be anywhere but in the box, sir. I told Mr. George so.

Let me know when he is disengaged, said Thomas Godolphin. And Mr. Hurde went out.

George Godolphin was disengaged then. Mr. Hurde saw the gentleman, whom he had called the railway companys secretary, departing. The next minute George Godolphin came out of his room.

Have you mentioned that to my brother? he asked of Hurde.

I have, sir. Mr. Godolphin thinks that you must be mistaken.

George went in to his brother, shook hands, and said he was glad to see him so early. It is a strange thing about these bonds, he continued, without giving Thomas time to speak.

You have overlooked them, said Thomas. Bring me the keys, and I will go and get them.

I assure you they are not there.

They must be there, George. Bring me the keys.

George Godolphin produced the key of the strong-room, and of the safe, and Lord Averils box was examined by Thomas Godolphin. The bonds in question were not in it: and Thomas, had he missed himself, could scarcely have been more completely astonished.

George, you must have moved them, were the first words he spoke.

Not I, said George, lightly. Where should I move them to?

But no one has power to get into that room, or to penetrate to the safe and the box after it, except you and myself, urged Mr. Godolphin. Unless, indeed, you have allowed the keys to stray from your keeping.

I have not done that, answered George. This seems to be perfectly unaccountable.

How came you to tell Averil last night that the bonds had gone to London?

Well, the fact is, I did not know what to tell him, replied George. When I first missed the bonds, when you were in London  

Why did you not let me know then that they were missing? was the interruption.

I forgot it when you returned home.

But you should not have allowed yourself the possibility of forgetting a thing like that, remonstrated Thomas. Upon missing deeds of that value, or in fact of any value however slight, you should have communicated with me the very same hour. George, he added, after a pause, which George did not break: I cannot understand how it was that you did not see the necessity of it yourself.

George Godolphin was running his hand through his hair  in an absent manner, lost in thought; in  as might be conjectured  contemplation of the past time referred to. How was I to think anything but that you had moved the deeds? he said.

At all events, you should have ascertained. Why, George, were I to miss deeds that I believed to be in a given place, I could not rest a night without inquiring after them. I might assume  and there might be every probability for it  that you had moved them; but my sleep would be ruined until I ascertained the fact.

George made no reply. I wonder where he was wishing himself? Mr. Godolphin resumed.

In this instance, I do not see how you could have come to the conclusion that I had touched the bonds. Where did you think I was likely to move them to?

George could not tell  and said so. It was not impossible, but Thomas might have sent them to town  or have handed them back to Lord Averil, he continued to murmur, in a somewhat confused manner. Thomas looked at him: he could scarcely make him out, but supposed the loss had affected his equanimity.

Had you regarded it dispassionately, George, I think you would have seen it in a more serious light. I should not be likely to move the bonds to a different place of keeping, without your cognizance: and as to returning them to Lord Averil, the transaction would have appeared in the books.

I am sorry I forgot to mention it to you, said George.

That you could have forgotten it, and continued to forget it until now, passes all belief. Has there never been a moment at any time, George, in this last month that it has recurred to your memory?

Well, perhaps there may have been; just a casual thought, acknowledged George. I cant be sure.

And yet you did not speak to me?

In your present state of health, I was willing to spare you unnecessary anxiety  

Stay, George. If you really assumed that I had moved the deeds, asking me the question could not have been productive of anxiety. If any fear, such as that the deeds were missing without my agency, only crossed your mind as a suggestion, it was your bounden duty to acquaint me with it.

I wish I could have dealt with the matter now without acquainting you, returned George. Did not the London doctors warn you that repose of mind was essential to you?

George, was the impressive answer, and Thomas had his hand upon his brothers arm as he spoke it, so long as I pretend to transact business, to come to this Bank, and sit here, its master, so long do I desire and request to be considered equal to discharging its duties efficiently. When I can no longer do that, I will withdraw from it. Never again suffer my state of health to be a plea for keeping matters from me, however annoying or complicated they may be.

Thomas Godolphin spent half that day in looking into other strong boxes, lest perchance the missing deeds should have got into any  though he did not see how that could be. They could not be found; but, neither did any other paper of consequence, so far as could be discovered, appear to have gone. Thomas could not account for the loss in any way, or conjecture why it should have occurred, or who had taken the bonds. It was made known in the Bank that a packet of deeds was missing; but full particulars were not given.

There was no certain data to go upon, as to the time of the loss. George Godolphin stated that he had missed them a month ago; Thomas, when visiting Lord Averils box for some purpose about four months ago, had seen the deeds there, secure. They must have disappeared between those periods. The mystery was  how? The clerks could not get to the strong-room and to the safes and cases in it, unless by some strange accident; by some most unaccountable neglect. Very great neglect it would have been, to allow them the opportunity of getting to one key; but to obtain three or four, as was necessary before those deeds could have been taken, and to obtain them undiscovered, was next door to an impossibility. The internal arrangements in the house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin were of a stringent nature; Sir George Godolphin had been a most particular man in business. Conjecture upon conjecture was hazarded: theory after theory discussed. When Mr. Hurde found the deeds were really gone, his amazement was excessive, his trouble great. George, as soon as he could, stole away from the discussion. He had got over his part, better perhaps than he had expected: all that remained now, was to make the best of the loss  and to institute a search for the deeds.

I cant call to mind a single one of them who would do it, or be likely to do it, remarked Mr. Hurde to his master.

Of whom?

Of the clerks in the house, sir. But, one of them, it must have been.

A stranger it could not have been, replied Thomas Godolphin. Had a midnight plunderer got into the Bank, he would not have contented himself with one packet of deeds.

Whoever took them, sir, took them to make money upon them. Theres not a doubt of that. I wonder  I wonder  

What? asked Mr. Godolphin.

I wonder  I have often wondered, sir  whether Layton does not live above his income. If so  

Hurde, said Thomas Godolphin gravely, I believe Layton to be as honest as you or I.

Well  I have always thought him so, or I should pretty soon have spoken. But, sir, the deeds must have gone somehow, by somebodys hands: and Layton is the least unlikely of all. I see him on a Sunday driving his new wife out in a gig. She plays the piano, too!

How these items in the domestic economy of the clerk, Layton, could bear upon the loss of the deeds, especially the latter item, Mr. Hurde did not further explain. He was of the old school, seeing no good in gigs, still less in pianos; and he determined to look a little after Mr. Layton.

Thomas Godolphin, straightforward and honourable, imparted to Lord Averil the fact of the deeds being missing. Whether he would have revealed it to a less intimate client at this early stage of the affair, might be a matter of speculation. The house would not yet call them lost, he said to Lord Averil: it trusted, by some fortunate accident, to put its hands upon them, in some remote pigeon-hole. Lord Averil received the communication with courteous friendliness: he thought it must prove that they had only been mislaid, and he hoped they would be found. Both gentlemen hoped that sincerely. The value of the deeds was about sixteen thousand pounds: too much for either of them to lose with equanimity.

George must have known of this when I asked him for the deeds a month ago, observed Lord Averil.

I think not, replied Thomas Godolphin. It was your asking for the deeds which caused him to search the box for them, and he then found they were gone.

Perhaps you are right. But I remember thinking his manner peculiar.

How peculiar? inquired Thomas.

Hesitating: uncertain. He appeared, at first, not to know what I meant in asking for the deeds. Since you spoke to me of the loss, it struck me as accounting for Georges manner  that he did not like to tell me of it.

He could not have known of it then, repeated Thomas Godolphin.

As this concluding part of the conversation took place, they were coming out of the room. Isaac Hastings was passing along the passage, and heard a portion of it.

Are they deeds of Lord Averils that are missing? he inquired confidentially of Mr. Hurde, later in the day.

The old clerk nodded an affirmative. But you need not proclaim it there, he added, by way of caution, glancing sideways at the clerks.

Do you suppose I should do so? returned Isaac Hastings.


CHAPTER XIII. A RED-LETTER DAY FOR MRS. BOND.

The scent of the new-mown hay was in the atmosphere around Priors Ash. A backward spring it had been until the middle of April, and wiseacres said the crops would be late. But then the weather had suddenly burst into the warmth of summer, vegetation came on all the more rapidly for its previous tardiness, and the crops turned out to be early, instead of late.

Never a more lovely day gladdened the world than that particular day in June. Maria Godolphin, holding Miss Meta by the hand, walked along under the shady field-hedge, all glorious with its clusters of wild roses. The field was covered with hay, now being piled into cocks by the haymakers, and Meta darted ever and anon from her mothers side, to afford the valuable aid of her tiny hands. Meta would have enjoyed a roll on the hay with the most intense delight; but unfortunately Meta was in the full grandeur of visiting attire; not in simple haymaking undress. Had you asked Meta, she would have told you she had on her best things. Things too good to be allowed to come to grief in the hay. Maria soothed the disappointment by a promise for the morrow. Meta should come in her brown holland dress with Margery, and roll about as much as she pleased. Children are easily satisfied, and Meta paced on soberly under the promise, only giving covetous glances at the hay. With all her impulsive gaiety, her laughter and defiance of Margery, she was by nature a most gentle child, easily led.

Maria was on her way to call at Lady Godolphins Folly; and thence at Ashlydyat. Maria was not given to making morning calls: she deemed it a very unsatisfactory waste of time. Very pleasant no doubt for gossips, but a hindrance to the serious business of life. She made them now and then; just enough to save her credit, and that was all. Mrs. Pain had honoured Maria with about fifteen visits, and Maria was now going to return them all in one. No one could say Charlotte went in for ceremony; she would run in and out of peoples houses, as the whim took her, every day in the week sometimes, and of Marias amidst the rest. Of late, she had called more frequently on Maria than usual: and Maria, her conscience weighty with the obligation, at last set out to return it.

But she had not dressed for it  as some people would consider dress; Charlotte herself, for instance; Charlotte would arrive, splendid as the sun; not a colour of the rainbow came amiss to her; a green dress one day, a violet another, a crimson a third, and so on. Dresses with flounces and furbelows; jackets interlaced with gold and silver; brimless hats surmounted by upright plumes. All that Charlotte wore was good, as far as cost went: as far as taste went, opinions differed. Maria had inherited the taste of her mother: she could not have been fine had you bribed her with gold. She wore to-day a pale dress of watered silk; a beautiful Cashmere shawl of thin texture, and a white bonnet, all plain and quiet, as befitted a lady. The charming day had induced her to walk; and the faint perfume of the hay, wafting through Priors Ash, had caused her to choose the field way. The longest way, but infinitely the pleasantest.

It took her past those tenements familiarly called the Pollard cottages: in one of which lived troublesome Mrs. Bond. All the inmates of these cottages were well known to Maria: had been known to her from childhood: the Rector of All Souls was wont to say that he had more trouble with the Pollard cottages than with all the rest of his parish. For one thing, sickness was often prevalent in them; sometimes death; and sickness and death give trouble and anxiety to a conscientious pastor.

Mamma, you going to see old Susan to-day? chattered Miss Meta, as they approached the cottages.

Not to-day, Meta. I am going straight on to Mrs. Pains.

Meta, who was troubled with no qualms on the score of ceremony herself, perceiving one of the doors open, darted suddenly into it. Meta was rather in the habit of darting into any open door that it took her fancy so to do. Maria walked on a few steps, and then turned and waited: but the little truant did not appear to be in a hurry to come out, and she went back and followed her in.

A lady in a rusty black stuff gown covered with snuff, her cap awry and her face somewhat flushed, was seated in state before a round deal table, doing nothing; except contemplating certain articles that were on the table, with a remarkably gratified expression of countenance. The lady was Mrs. Bond: and this, as Maria was soon to hear, had been a decidedly red-letter day with her. On the table  and it was this which appeared to be fascinating the attention of Meta  was a large wicker cage containing a parrot; a small parrot with a plumage as fine as Mrs. Charlotte Pains, an angry-looking tuft on its head, not at all unlike her hats tuft of feathers. Mrs. Bonds attention appeared not to be so much absorbed by the parrot and cage, as by a green medicine-bottle, containing some clear-looking liquid, and a tea-cup without a handle. These latter articles were standing immediately before her.

Two or three years ago, Mrs. Bonds eldest daughter, Peggy, a damsel who had not borne the brightest of characters for steadiness, had been taken out to Australia by a family to whom she engaged herself as nurse-girl. After sundry vicissitudes in that country  which she duly chronicled home to her mother, and that lady was wont to relate in convivial moments, over tea or any other social beverage  Peggy had come to an anchor by marrying. She wrote word that her husband was an industrious young carpenter, who was making his fortune, and they were quite at ease in the world. As a proof of the latter statement, she had sent over a parrot to her mother as a keepsake, and a trifle of money; which would be safely delivered by a friend, who was going the home voyage.

The friend was faithful. He had arrived on his mission that very morning at Mrs. Bonds, delivering the parrot uninjured and in rude health  if its capacity for screaming might be taken as an indication. The money turned out to be eleven pounds: a ten-pound note, and a sovereign in gold. Peggy probably knew enough of her mother to be certain that the first outlay made would be for something comforting, and this may have induced her to add a sovereign, in some faint hope that the note would be preserved intact. Mrs. Bond had the sense to discern Peggys motive, and openly spoke of it to Maria. She was in an open mood. In point of fact she had gone right off to Priors Ash and changed the sovereign, bringing home that green bottle full of  comfort. It was three parts empty now, and Mrs. Bond, in consequence, had become rather red in the face, and was slipping some of her long words.

But you will not think of changing the note, will you? returned Maria, in answer to what Mrs. Bond disclosed. How useful it would be to you in the winter for clothing and fire  if you would only keep it until then!

So it ould, responded Mrs. Bond.

She dived into her pocket, and brought forth the note and a handful of silver, all lying loose, amidst a miscellaneous collection. Dont it look pretty? cried she.

Very, said Maria, not certain whether she alluded to the parrot or the money, for Mrs. Bonds eyes were not remarkably direct in their glances just then. Too pretty to spend, she added, in reference to the note. You had better give it to papa, Mrs. Bond, and let him take care of it for you.

Mrs. Bond shook her head at this proposition. Once the parson gets hold on any little bit of our money to keep, he aint free to give it up again, she objected. Keep it for this, says he, or keep it for that; and it ends in its being laid out as he likes, not as us do.

As you please, of course, rejoined Maria. I only thought it a pity you should not derive some real benefit from this money. If you keep it yourself you may be induced to change it, and then it would dwindle away in trifles, and do you no good.

That it ould! acknowledged Mrs. Bond. Ive amost a mind to let it be took care on, after all. If twas anybody but the Rector!

Shall I keep it for you? asked Maria.

Well now, ould you, maam?

Yes, I will. If you please.

Mrs. Bond detached the note from the silver and other articles which she had brought up indiscriminately from her pocket. They lay in her capacious lap, and appeared to afford food for gratification to Meta, who had come round from the parrot to look at them. A brass thimble, a damp blue-bag, some halfpence, a recipe for toothache, a piece of ginger, and the end of a tallow candle, being amongst the items.

Youll promise to let me have it back if I asks for it? cried she, clutching the note, and waiting for Marias promise before she would surrender it.

Certainly I will. Whenever you wish for it, you shall have it. Only, Maria added, smiling, if you ask for it too soon, I shall beg you still to let me keep it. Dont you remember how badly off you were last winter? Just think what a ten-pound note would have done for you then, Mrs. Bond!

Lawks, ay! It would a got me through the cold beautiful.

And I hope you will let this get you through next years cold, returned Maria, putting the note into her purse.

Ay, sure! But now, aint it kind o Peggy?

Yes. It is delightful to hear that she is so well settled at last.

Ive been drinking her health, and better luck still, said Mrs. Bond, taking the cork out of the bottle, and pouring out half its remaining contents. Ould ye just take a drain, maam?

No, thank you, replied Maria. I dont like the smell of it.

No! returned Mrs. Bond, who, truth to say, but for the drains she had taken herself, and which had tended slightly to muddle her perceptions, would never have thought of proffering the invitation. Not like the smell! It were tenpence the half-pint.

Maria took the childs hand. Meta gave it reluctantly: the new parrot possessed great attractions for her. Ill come again and see it to-morrow, said she to Mrs. Bond. Ill come with Margery. I am coming to play in the hayfield.

Ay, returned Mrs. Bond. Aint it pretty! Its the best Old Tom.

She was evidently getting a little confused in her intellects. Had Maria been a strong-minded district visitor, given to reforming the evils of the parish, she might have read Mrs. Bond a lecture on sobriety, and walked off with the bottle. Mrs. Bond and such medicine-bottles had however been too long and too well acquainted with each other, to admit any hope of their effectually parting now: and the last thing Maria caught, as she glanced back, was a vision of that ladys head thrown back, the inverted tea-cup to her lips.

The note would have been changed before the week was out! was Marias mental comment.

Without further adventure, she reached Lady Godolphins Folly. Charlotte had visitors. A country squires wife with her two daughters had come for a few days from their sober residence at a few miles distance to the attractions of the Folly. Charlotte could make it attractive when she liked; and invitations to it were in demand  which has been previously remarked. If people did think Mrs. Pain somewhat fast in her manners, she was no faster than some others.

Charlotte was in one of her pleasantest moods, and Maria had rarely seen her looking so well. She wore a morning-dress of pink muslin, made simply, and confined at the waist by a band. Her hair was dressed simply also, brought rather low on her face, and rolled: even Margery could not have found fault with her looks this morning.

Or with her manner, either. She regaled Meta with strawberries; and when they were finished, caught her up in her arms and carried her out by the glass door.

Do not keep her long, Mrs. Pain, said Maria. I must be going.

Where is your hurry? asked Charlotte.

I am going on to Ashlydyat.

Charlotte departed with Meta, and Maria continued with the ladies, Charlottes guests. They had been talking a few minutes, when loud screams of terror from Meta alarmed their ears. Maria hastened out in the direction of the sound, her cheeks and lips alike blanched.

She came upon them  Charlotte and the child  in that secluded, lovely spot amidst the grove of trees, where Charlotte Pain  and you saw her  had held an interview with her future husband, Rodolf, on George Godolphins wedding-day. Charlotte had now carried the child there, and set her on the mossy turf, and called her dogs around. She had done it thinking to give pleasure to the child. But Meta was of a timid nature; she was not used to dogs; and upon one of them springing on her with a bark, all for play, as Charlotte said, her fear broke forth in terrified cries. When Maria reached them, Charlotte had caught up Meta in her arms, and was kicking the dogs off.

Meta sprang from Charlottes arms to her mothers, with a great cry. Maria, not so strongly-framed as Charlotte, could not hold this child of between five and six at her ease, but was fain to stagger with her to a bench. Meta lay in her lap, clinging to her and sobbing convulsively.

My darling, what is it? whispered Maria. What has hurt you?

Oh, mamma, send them away! send them away! cried the little imploring voice.

Would you be so kind as send the dogs away, Mrs. Pain? asked Maria. I think she is frightened at them.

I know she is, foolish little thing! answered Charlotte, going off with the dogs. Apparently she disposed of them somewhere, for she returned the next minute without them. Maria was in the same place, holding her child to her heart.

Mrs. George Godolphin, dont you think you will have to answer sometime for the manner in which you are rearing that child? began she, gravely.

In what way? returned Maria.

You are bringing her up to be as timid as yourself.

Am I particularly timid?

You! Why, you know you are. You dont ride: you wouldnt drive for the world; you are afraid of dogs.

I could manage to ride a quiet pony, said Maria. As to dogs, I confess that I am a little afraid of them, if they are rough.

If a dog only barks, you call it rough, retorted Charlotte. I should just put that child down again, and call the dogs round her, and let her battle it out with them. They would not hurt her; theres no fear of that; and it would teach her to overcome fear.

Oh, Mrs. Pain! Maria involuntarily strained her child closer to her, and Meta, who had heard the words, pushed her little hot face of distress nearer to its shelter. It might throw her into such a state of terror, that she would never forget it. She would be frightened at dogs for her life. That is not the way to treat children, indeed, Mrs. Pain!

Meta could not be coaxed down again. Maria was not strong enough to carry her to the house, so Charlotte took her up in her arms. But the child would not release her hand from her mothers, and Maria had to walk along, holding it.

You pretty little timid goose! cried Charlotte, kissing her. Whatever would you do if you were to lose your mamma?

It would be a calamity, would it not, Meta? said Maria, speaking half-jokingly; and Charlotte answered in the same light spirit.

A calamity in one sense, of course. But she might get a chance then of having a little of the rust rubbed out of her. Meta, we must have some more strawberries after this.

But Meta could not be seduced to strawberries. Maria said farewell, and led her away, bending her steps to Ashlydyat. The child was frightened still. Janet gravely assured her that the dogs would not come to Ashlydyat, and Meta allowed herself to be taken possession of by Cecil, introducing the subject of Mrs. Bonds beautiful parrot and its large cage as she was going away.

We have heard about the parrot, remarked Bessy to Maria. Susan Satcherly hobbled up here this morning, and mentioned its arrival. Susan hopes it wont scream all night as well as all day: she hears it next door as plainly as though the parrot were present there. A ten-pound note has come also, she says. Which I am almost sorry for, added Bessy: though I suppose Mrs. Bond would think me terribly ill-natured if she heard me say so. She will change that note to-day, and never rest until the last shilling of it has been spent.

No, she will not, returned Maria, laughing, holding out the note in triumph. She has given it to me to keep for her.

Never! exclaimed Bessy in surprise. You must have exercised some sleight-of-hand, Maria, to get that!

Maria laughed. She was in an unusually tractable humour, Bessy. The fact is, a sovereign had arrived as well as the bank-note: and that she had changed.

Bessy nodded her head. She knew Mrs. Bond of old. I understand, said she. Was she very bad, Maria?

No; not then. But I cant say what she may be before the day is over. She brought a handful of silver out of her pocket.

Now, mind, Maria  dont give her up that note, let her ask for it ever so, advised Bessy. Keep it until winter.

If she will allow me, replied Maria. But she only resigned it on condition that I would return it to her if she asked for it. I promised that I would do so.

I should not: promise or no promise, returned Bessy. Keeping it would be for her good, you know, Maria.

Maria shook her head. She could not be strong-minded, as Bessy was, acting for peoples good against their will; and she could not go from her promise. She returned the note to her purse, knowing that Mrs. Bond would have it, if she chose to demand it.

Maria was easily persuaded to remain for the day at Ashlydyat. She sat at the window in the height of enjoyment. It was enjoyment to Maria Godolphin: sitting there in perfect stillness on a calm summers day. The lovely flowers of Ashlydyats garden, its velvet lawns, were stretched out before her: the white walls of Lady Godolphins Folly rose in the distance; and Maria sat in an easy-chair in luxurious idleness, her fair white hands lying in her lap. Meta was away somewhere, fascinating the household, and all was rest. Rest from exertion, rest from care. The time came when Maria looked back on that day and believed it must have been paradise.

Janet sent a note to the Bank, to desire George to come up to dinner with Thomas. When Thomas arrived, however, he was alone. George was out, therefore the note had not been given to him. They supposed he would be up in the evening, and dined without him.

But the evening passed on, and he did not come. Thomass private opinion was that George must have remained to search for the missing deeds. Thomas could not be easy under such a misfortune  as it might in truth be called. The sum was by far too weighty to be lost with equanimity. And that was not all: there was the unpleasant uncertainty with regard to the disappearance. Thomas mentioned the matter in confidence amongst them. At least, to Maria and Janet; the other two had gone out with Meta. Janet observed that he appeared absorbed in thought, as if uneasy at something; and he readily acknowledged that he had been rendered uneasy by a circumstance which had occurred during the day: the missing of some deeds that they had believed to be in safe custody.

What if you cannot find them, Thomas? asked Janet.

Then we must make good the loss.

Is it a heavy amount?

Yes.

Janet looked startled. Thomass grave manner did not tend to reassure her. She gave utterance to some half-spoken words.

It is a heavy amount as a loss, explained Thomas. In fact, it is a large sum in itself. It would cost us over sixteen thousand pounds to make it good.

Janet lifted her hands in dismay. And all from the loss of a single packet of deeds?

Even so.

But how can they have been lost?

There it is, said Thomas Godolphin. If we could tell as much as that, it would be some satisfaction. We cannot imagine how or when they were lost. George missed them a month ago; but  

A month ago! Did George miss them a month ago?

It was Maria who interrupted, eagerness in her voice and manner. It had occurred to her that the fact might account for a certain restlessness, an anxiety in Georges manner, which she had not failed to remark of late. The next words of Thomas Godolphin served to dissipate the illusion.

George looked for the deeds a month ago. Not finding them in the box, he concluded that I had moved them. Therefore we cannot be said to have known of the loss until to-day.

George ought to have asked you, said Janet.

Yes, he ought, acquiesced Thomas. But it was all he said.

It is just like careless George! exclaimed Janet. Should the time ever come that he is sole head of the Bank, I do not know how it will get on! To whom did the deeds belong, Thomas?

To Lord Averil.

You are sure you had them? asked cautious Janet.

A half smile crossed Thomas Godolphins lips. Quite sure, Janet. You understand, he added, looking at them both, we do not care that this should be spoken of. You are safe, I know, Janet; and Maria would most likely hear it from George.

Maria had been buried in a reverie. I cannot conceive how it is possible for anything to have been lost from the strong-room, she said, lifting her head. All about us are trustworthy. And, were they not, there would be no possibility of their getting to the safes in the strong-room.

You are right, Maria, said Thomas. I have thought of it until I am bewildered.

Maria seemed to be getting bewildered also. She was thinking of it in its every aspect and bearing. Many little past incidents, proving that her husband was ill at ease, had something on his mind, rushed into her memory. She had not thought much of them before: but they grew strangely vivid now. To miss deeds of this value would amply account for it.

Thomas, said she, speaking out her thoughts, do you not think George must have feared there was something wrong, when he missed them at first? I do.

No. Why do you think it?

Because   Maria stopped. It suddenly occurred to her that it might not be quite right to comment upon her husbands manner, what it had, or what it had not been; that he might not like her to do so, although it was only to his brother and sister. So she turned it off: speaking any indifferent words that came uppermost.

It is curious, missing a packet of deeds of that value from its place, that he should not have feared it might be missing altogether.

The very fact of his not asking me about it, Maria, proves that no suspicion of wrong crossed his mind, was the comment of Thomas Godolphin. He supposed I had placed it elsewhere.

Thats just like George! repeated Janet. Taking things on trust, as he takes people! A child might deceive him.

I hope we shall find them yet, said Thomas Godolphin.

Does Lord Averil  

What Janet might be about to inquire was never known. The words were stopped by a strange noise, an appalling noise, apparently at the very door of the room they were in. A loud, prolonged, discordant noise, unlike anything they had ever heard. Some might have compared it to the shrieks of a strong giant in his agony; some to the hoarse screams of a bird of prey. But it was unlike either: it was unlike anything earthly.

With one bound, they flew to the hall, on to which the room opened, Maria, white with terror. The servants came rushing from their apartments, and stood in consternation.

What was the noise? What had caused it? The questions were pouring forth from all. The hall was perfectly empty, except for its startled gazers; doors and windows had been closed. Thomas walked to the entrance and looked beyond, beyond the porch, but nothing was there. The space was empty; the evening was calm and still. At a distance, borne on the evening air, could be heard the merry laughter of Meta, playing with Bessy and Cecil. Thomas came in and closed the door again.

I cannot think what it could have been! he observed, speaking generally.

The servants were ready with answering remarks. One had thought this; one had thought that; another something else. Maria had seized upon Janet: glad, perhaps, that it was too dark for her white face to be discerned. It was the sound which had so terrified her: no association in her mind was connected with it; and it was the sound which had terrified the servants. They had never heard a sound like unto it in all their lives.

It must have been a night-bird, shrieking as he flew over the house, observed Mr. Godolphin.

But, in truth, he so spoke only in the absence of any other possible assumption, and against his own belief. No bird of prey, known to ornithology, could have made that noise, even had it been within the hall to do it. A dozen birds of prey could not have made it. Thomas, like the rest, felt bewildered.

The servants began to move away. Nothing more than usual was to be seen in the darkened hall nothing to be heard. As the last one disappeared, Thomas turned to the drawing-room door, and held it open for his sister and Maria.

At that very moment when they had gone in, and Thomas was following, the noise came again. Loud, prolonged, shrill, unearthly! What was it? Were the rafters of the house loosening? the walls rending asunder? Were the skies opening for the crack of doom? They gathered in the hall again: master, ladies, servants; and stood there, motionless, appalled, bewildered, their faces whiter than before.

Its echoes died away in shrieks. Human cries this time, and not unfamiliar. One of the women-servants, excited beyond repression, had fallen into hysterics.

But whence had proceeded that noise? Where had been its centre? Without the house, or within the house?  in its walls, its passages, its hall?  where? Its sound had been everywhere. In short, what had caused it? what had it been?

They could not tell. It was a problem beyond human philosophy to solve. They could not tell then; they could not tell afterwards. It has been no ideal scene that I have described, as living witnesses could testify. Witnesses who can no more account for those unearthly sounds now, than they could account for them then. 


CHAPTER XIV. ISAAC HASTINGS TURNS TO THINKING.

The revelation to Isaac Hastings, that the deeds, missing, belonged to Lord Averil, set that young gentleman thinking. Like his father, like his sister Grace, he was an exceedingly accurate observer, given to taking note of passing events. He had keen perception, a retentive memory for trifles, great powers of comparison and concentration. What with one thing and another, he had been a little puzzled lately by Mr. George Godolphin. There had been sundry odds and ends out of the common to be detected in Mr. Georges manner: not patent to the generality of people, who are for the most part unobservant, but sufficiently conspicuous to Isaac Hastings. Anxiety about letters; trifles in the everyday ordering of the Bank; one little circumstance, touching a delay in paying out some money, which Isaac, and he alone, had become accidentally cognizant of; all formed food for speculation. There had been the somewhat doubtful affair of George Godolphins secret journey to London, leaving false word with his wife that he was accompanying Captain St. Aubyn on the road to Portsmouth, which had travelled to the knowledge of Isaac through want of reticence in Charlotte Pain. More than all, making more impression upon Isaac, had been the strange, shrinking fear displayed by George, that Saturday when he had announced Lord Averil: a fear succeeded by a confusion of manner that proved his master must for the moment have lost his presence of mind. Isaac Hastings had announced the names of other gentlemen that day, and the announcement, equally with themselves, had been received with the most perfect equanimity. Isaac had often thought of that little episode since, and wondered; wondered what there could be in Lord Averils visit to scare Mr. George Godolphin. It recurred to him now with double distinctness. The few words he had overheard, between Lord Averil and Mr. Godolphin, recurred to him  the former saying that George must have known of the loss of the deeds when he had asked for them a month ago, that he judged so by his manner, which was peculiar, hesitating, uncertain, as though he had known of the loss then, and did not like to tell of it.

To the strange manner Isaac himself could have borne witness. Had this strangeness been caused by the knowledge of the loss of the deeds?  if so, why did not George Godolphin make a stir about them then? Only on the previous day, when Lord Averil had again made his appearance, Isaac had been further struck with Georges startled hesitation, and with his refusal to see him. He had sent out word as the excuse, that he was particularly engaged. Isaac had believed at the time that George was no more engaged than he himself was. And now, this morning, when it could not be concealed any longer, came the commotion. The deeds were gone: they had disappeared in the most unaccountable manner, no one knowing how or when.

What did it all mean? Isaac Hastings asked himself the question as he pursued his business in the Bank, amidst the other clerks. He could not help asking it. A mind, constituted as was that of Isaac Hastings, thoughtful, foreseeing, penetrating, cannot help entering upon these speculations, when surrounding circumstances call them forth. Could it be that George Godolphin had fallen into secret embarrassment?  that he had abstracted the deeds himself and used them? Isaac felt his cheek flush with shame at the thought; with shame that he should allow himself to think such a thing of a Godolphin: and yet, he could not help it. No. Do as he would, he could not drive the thought away: it remained to haunt him. And, the longer it remained, the more vivid it grew.

Ought he to give a hint of this to his father? He did not know. On the one hand there was sober reason, which told him George Godolphin was not likely to be guilty of such a thing on the other lay his fancy, whispering that it might be so. Things as strange had been enacted lately; as the public knew. Men, in an equally good position with George Godolphin, were proved to have been living upon fraud for years. Isaac was fond of newspapers, and knew all they could tell him. What if anything came wrong to this Bank? Why then, Mr. Hastings would be a ruined man. It was not only the loss of his own lifes savings, that were in the hands of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin, but there was the larger sum he had placed there as trustee to the little Chisholms.

Isaac Hastings lingered in the Bank till the last that evening. All had gone, except Mr. Hurde. The latter was preparing to leave, when Isaac went up to him, leaning his arms upon the desk.

It is a strange thing about those deeds, Mr. Hurde! cried he, in a low tone.

Mr. Hurde nodded.

It is troubling me amazingly, went on Isaac.

This seemed to arouse the old clerk, and he looked up, speaking curtly.

Why should it trouble you? You didnt take them, I suppose?

No, I didnt, said Isaac.

Very well, then. The loss wont fall upon you. Theres no need for your troubling.

Isaac was silent. In truth, he was unable to give any reason for the troubling, except on general grounds: he could not say that a doubt was haunting his mind as to the good faith of Mr. George Godolphin.

It is a loss which I suppose Mr. George will have to make good, as they were in his custody, he resumed. My sister wont like it, I fear.

The observation recalled Mr. Hurdes memory to the fact that Mrs. George Godolphin was the sister of Isaac Hastings. It afforded a sufficient excuse for the remarks in the mind of the clerk, and somewhat pacified him.

It is to be hoped theyll be found, said he. I dont see how they could have gone.

Nor I, returned Isaac. The worst is, if they have gone  

What? asked Mr. Hurde, for Isaac had stopped.

That perhaps money has been made of them.

Mr. Hurde groaned. They have not been taken for nothing, you may be sure.

If they have been taken, persisted Isaac.

If they have been taken, assented Mr. Hurde. I dont believe they have. From the sheer impossibility of anybodys getting to them, I dont believe it. And I shant believe it, until every nook and corner between the four walls have been hunted over.

How do you account for their disappearance, then?

I think they must have been moved inadvertently.

No one could so move them except Mr. Godolphin or Mr. George, rejoined Isaac.

Mr. Godolphin has not moved them, returned the clerk in a testy tone of reproof. Mr. Godolphin is too accurate a man of business to move deeds inadvertently, or to move them and forget it the next moment. Mr. George may have done it. In searching for anything in the strong-room, if he has had more than one case open at once, he may have put these deeds back in their wrong place, or even brought them upstairs.

Isaac considered for a minute, and then shook his head. I should not think it, he answered.

Well, it is the only supposition I can come to, was the concluding remark of Mr. Hurde. It is next to an impossibility, Mr. Godolphin excepted, that any one else can have got to the deeds.

He was drawing on his gloves as he spoke, to depart. Isaac went out with him, but their roads lay different ways. Isaac turned towards All Souls Rectory, and walked along in deep reverie.

The Rectory hours were early, and he found them at tea: his mother, Rose, and Grace. Grace  Mrs. Akeman by her new name  was spending the evening with them with her baby. The Rector, who had gone out in the afternoon, had not yet returned.

Isaac took his tea and then strolled into the garden. Rose and the baby were making a great noise, and Grace was helping them. It disturbed Isaac in his perplexed thought, and he made a mental vow that if he was ever promoted to a home of his own with babies in it, they should be confined to some top room, out of sight and hearing.

By-and-by, when he was leaning over the gate, looking into the road, Mr. Hastings came up. Isaac told him that tea was over: but Mr. Hastings said he had taken a cup with one of his parishioners. He had apparently walked home quickly, and he lifted his hat and wiped his brow.

Glorious weather for the haymaking, Isaac!

Is it? returned Isaac abstractedly.

Is it! repeated Mr. Hastings. Where are your senses, boy?

Isaac laughed and roused himself. I fear they were buried just then, sir. I was thinking of something that has happened at the Bank to-day. A loss has been discovered.

A loss? repeated Mr Hastings. A loss of what?

Isaac explained. He dropped his voice to a low tone, and spoke confidentially. They were leaning over the gate side by side. Mr. Hastings rather liked to take recreative moments there, exchanging a nod and a word with the passers-by. At this hour of the evening, however, the road was generally free.

How can the deeds have gone? exclaimed Mr. Hastings. As every one else had said.

I dont know, replied Isaac, breaking off a spray from the hedge, and beginning to bite the thorns. I suppose it is all right, he presently added.

Right in what way? asked Mr. Hastings.

I suppose George Godolphins all right, I mean.

The words were as an unknown tongue to Mr. Hastings. He did not fathom them. You suppose that George Godolphin is all right! he exclaimed. You speak in riddles, Isaac.

I cannot say I suspect anything wrong, sir; but the doubt has crossed me. It never would have done so, but for George Godolphins manner.

Mr. Hastings turned his penetrating gaze on his son, Speak out, said he. Tell me what you mean.

Isaac did so. He related the circumstances of the loss; the confused manner he had observed in Mr. George Godolphin, on the visits of Lord Averil, and his reluctance to receive them. One little matter he suppressed: the stolen visit of George to London, and deceit to Maria, relative to it. Isaac did not see what that could have had to do with the loss of the deeds, and his good feeling told him that it was not a pleasant thing to name to his father. Mr. Hastings did not speak for a few minutes.

Isaac, I see no reasonable grounds for your doubts, he said at length. The Bank is too flourishing for that. Perhaps you meant only as to George?

I can scarcely tell whether I really meant anything, replied Isaac. The doubts arose to me, and I thought I would mention them to you. I dare say my fancy is to blame: it does run riot sometimes.

A silence ensued. Mr. Hastings broke it. With a keen man of business, such as Mr. Thomas Godolphin, at the head of affairs, George could not go far wrong, I should presume. I think he spends enough on his own score, mark you, Isaac; but that has nothing to do with the prosperity of the Bank.

Of course not. Unless  

Unless what? Why dont you speak out?

Because I am not sure of my premises, sir, frankly answered Isaac. Unless he were to have become irretrievably embarrassed, and should be using the Banks funds for his own purposes, I believe I was about to say.

Pretty blind moles some of you must be, in that case! Could such a thing be done without the cognizance of the house? Of Mr. Hurde and of Thomas Godolphin?

Well  no  I dont much think it could, hesitated Isaac, who was not at all certain upon the point. At any rate, not to any extent. I suppose one of my old crotchets  as Grace, used to call them  has taken possession of me, rendering me absurdly fanciful. I dare say it is all right: except that the deeds are mislaid.

I dare say it is, acquiesced the Rector. I should be sorry to think it otherwise  for many reasons. Grace is here, is she not?

Grace is here, and Graces son and heir, making enough noise for ten. I cant think why Grace  

What are you taking my name in vain for? interrupted Graces own voice. She had come up to them carrying the very son and heir that Isaac had been complaining of: a young gentleman with a bald head, just beginning to exercise his hands in dumb fights; as well as his lungs. Papa, mamma says are you not going in to tea?

Before the Rector could answer, or Isaac extricate his hair from the unconsciously mischievous little hands which had seized upon it by Graces connivance, there came a gay party of equestrians round the corner of the road. Charlotte Pain, with the two young ladies, her guests; Lady Sarah and Miss Grame, who sometimes hired horses for a ride; and three or four gentlemen. Amongst the latter were George Godolphin and Lord Averil. Lord Averil had met them accidentally and joined their party. He was riding by the side of Charlotte Pain.

I say, Grace! hastily exclaimed Isaac, twitching away his head, take that baby in, out of sight. Look there!

Take my baby in! resentfully spoke Grace. What for? I am not ashamed to be seen holding it. Keeping only two servants, I must turn nurse sometimes: and people know it. I am not situated as Maria is, with a dozen at her beck and call.

Isaac did not prolong the discussion. He thought if he owned an ugly baby with no hair, he should not be so fond of showing it off. Grace stood her ground, and the baby stood his, and lifted its head and its arms by way of greeting. Isaac wondered that it did not lift its voice as well.

The party exchanged bows as they rode past. George Godolphin  he was riding by the side of Sarah Anne Grame  withdrew his horse from the throng and rode up.

How are you, Grace? How is the baby?

Look at him, returned Grace in answer, holding the gentleman up to him.

Shall I take him for a ride? asked George, laughing.

Not if you paid me his value in gold, answered Grace bluntly.

Georges gay blue eyes twinkled. What may that value be? Your estimation of it, Grace?

Never mind, said Grace. I can tell you that your Bank would not meet it. No, not if all its coffers were filled to the brim.

I see, observed George: he is inestimable. Do not set your heart too much upon him, Grace, he continued, his voice changing.

Why not? she asked.

Maria had to lose some, equally dear.

That is true, said Grace in softened tones. How is Maria to-day?

Quite well, thank you. She went to Ashlydyat this afternoon, and I dare say has remained there. Famous weather for the hay, is it not, sir? he added to the Rector.

Couldnt be better, replied Mr. Hastings.

George rode off at a canter. The baby burst into a cry; perhaps that he could not go off at a canter too: and Grace, after a vain attempt to hush him, carried him into the house. The Rector remained, looking over the gate.

Things going wrong with him!  No! He could not be so easy under it, was his mental conclusion. It is all right, depend upon it, he added aloud to his son.

I think it must be, sir, was the reply of Isaac Hastings.


CHAPTER XV. A NIGHTMARE FOR THE RECTOR OF ALL SOULS.

The Reverend Mr. Hastings had audibly expressed a wish never again to be left in the responsible position of trustee, and the Reverend Mr. Hastings echoed it a second time as he ascended a gig which was to convey him to Binham. A vestry meeting at All Souls had been called for that evening at seven oclock; but something arose during the day connected with the trust, and at four Mr. Hastings set off in a gig to see Brierly, the late agent to the Chisholm property. Ill be back by seven if I can, Smith, he observed to his clerk. If not, the meeting must commence without me.

The way to Binham lay through shady lanes and unfrequented roads: unfrequented as compared with those where the traffic is great. It was a small place about six miles distance from Priors Ash, and the Rector enjoyed the drive. The day was warm and fine as the previous one had been  when you saw Maria Godolphin walking through the hayfield. Shady trees in some parts met overhead, the limes gave forth their sweet perfume, the heavy crops of grass gladdened the Rectors eye, some still uncut, some in process of being converted into hay by labourers, who looked off to salute the well-known clergyman as he drove past.

I might have brought Rose, after all, he soliloquized. She would have had a pleasant drive. Only she would have been half an hour getting ready.

He found Mr. Brierly at home, and their little matter of business was soon concluded. Mr. Hastings had other places to call at in the town: he had always plenty of people to see when he went to Binham, for he knew every one in it.

I wish you would take something, said the agent.

I cant stay, replied Mr. Hastings. I shall find old Mrs. Chisholm at tea, and can take a cup with her, standing. That wont lose time. You have not heard from Harknar?

No: not directly. His brother thinks he will be home next week.

The sooner the better. I want the affair settled, and the money placed out.

He held out his hand as he spoke. Mr. Brierly, who, in days long gone by, when they were both boys together, had been an old school-fellow of the Rectors, put his own into it. But he did not withdraw it: he appeared to be in some hesitation.

Mr. Hastings, excuse me, he said, presently, speaking slowly, have you kept the money, which I paid over to you, in your own possession?

Of course not. I took it the same night to the Bank.

Ay. I guessed you would. Is it safe? he added, lowering his voice.

Safe! echoed Mr. Hastings.

I will tell you why I speak. Rutt the lawyer, over at your place, was here this afternoon, and in the course of conversation he dropped a hint that something was wrong at Godolphins. It was not known yet, he said, but it would be known very soon.

Mr. Hastings paused. Did he state his grounds for the assertion?

No. From what I could gather, it appeared that he spoke from some vague rumour that was going about.

I think I can explain it, said Mr. Hastings. A packet of deeds belonging to one of their clients has been lost  has disappeared at least in some unaccountable manner; and this, I expect, must have given rise to the rumour. But the loss of twenty such packets, all to be made good, would not shake the solvency of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin.

That must be it, then! What simpletons people are! swallowing any absurd rumour that gets afloat; converting a molehill into a mountain! I thought it strange  for a stable old house like the Godolphins.

Let me recommend you, Brierly, not to mention it further. If such a report got about, it might cause a run upon the Bank. Not but that, so far as I believe, the Bank could stand any run that might be made upon it.

I should not have mentioned it at all, except to you, returned Mr. Brierly. And only to you, because I expected the Chisholms money was there. Rutt is not a safe man to speak after, at the best of times. I told him I did not believe him. And I did not. Still  if anything were to happen, and I had bottled up the rumour, without giving you a hint of it, I should never cease to blame myself.

That is the origin of it, you may be sure; the loss of those deeds, observed the Rector. I know the clerks were questioned about it yesterday, and some of them must have got talking out of doors. Good day, Brierly.

Mr. Hastings paid the rest of his visits, and drove home. In spite of himself, he could not keep his mind from reverting  and somewhat unpleasantly  to what he had heard. He believed the Bank to be perfectly solvent; to be more than solvent. Until the previous evening, when Isaac had made that communication to him, he had been ready to answer for its flourishing condition on his own responsibility, if required. He fully believed the rumour, spoken of by Rutt the lawyer, to arise from some distorted hints of the missing deeds which had oozed out, and to have no other foundation whatever: and yet he could not keep his mind from reverting to it uneasily.

The ting-tang (it deserved no better name, and Priors Ash gave it no other) of All Souls Church was sending forth its last notes as the Rector drove in. Handing over the horse and gig to the waiting servant of the friend from whom it was borrowed  a gig always at the disposal of the Rector  he made his way to the vestry, and had the pleasure of presiding at a stormy meeting. There were divided parties in the parish at that time, touching a rate to be paid, or a non-rate; and opposing eloquence ran high. Personally, the Rector was not an interested party; but he had a somewhat difficult course to steer between the two, to avoid offending either. It was half-past nine when the meeting broke up.

Any news of the missing deeds, Isaac? he took an opportunity of asking his son.

I think not, replied Isaac. We have heard nothing about it to-day.

I suppose things have gone on, then, as usual?

Quite so. We shall hear no more of it, I dare say, in the Bank. If the bonds cant be found, the firm will have to make them good, and therell be an end of it.

A very unsatisfactory ending, I should think, if I had to make them good, observed the Rector. I dont like things disappearing, nobody knows how or why.

He said no more. He gave no hint to Isaac of the rumour that had been whispered to him, nor questioned him upon its probable foundation. It was the best proof that Mr. Hastings assigned to it no foundation. In sober reason he did not do so.

But things  troubles, cares, annoyances  wear different aspects in the day and in the night. More than all, suspense wears a different one. An undefined dread, whatever may be its nature, can be drowned in the daily bustle of life: business, pleasure, occupation. These fill up the mind, and the bugbear is lost sight of. But at night, when the head lies upon the sleepless pillow, and there is nothing to distract the thoughts; when all around is dark and silent, then, if there is an inner, secret dread, it asserts itself in guise worse than reality.

Mr. Hastings was not an imaginative man. Quite the contrary. He was more given to dealing with things, whether pleasant or painful, in a practical manner by daylight, than to racking his brains with them at night. Therefore, the way in which the new doubt troubled him as he lay in bed that night, was something wonderful. Had he been a fanciful woman, he could not have experienced worse treatment from his imagination. It was running riot within him. Could it be that the money entrusted to him was gone?  lost? Had he put it into that Bank for safety, only to find that the Bank would never refund it again? How was he to make it good? He could not make it good, and the little Chisholms, the children of his dead friend, would be beggars! He thought not of his own money, lodged in the charge of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin; that seemed as nothing in comparison with this. Mr. Hastings had had rather an expensive family; he had given money away in his parish  a conscientious clergyman is obliged to give, more or less  and his savings, all told, did not amount to more than two thousand pounds. It was not of that, equally at stake, that he thought, but of this other and larger sum, of which he was but the steward.

Try as he would, he could not get to sleep; try as he would, he could not put these half-insane visions from him. His mind became wrought up to its very highest pitch; he could have found it in his heart to get up, make his way to the Bank, knock up George Godolphin, and demand his money back again. He registered a silent resolve that he would go there with the first glimmer of daylight. Yesterday he was a free man, a man at his ease, it may be said a prosperous man; to-morrow, should that money be beyond his reach, he would be ruined for ever; broken down under his weight of care. What if he were too late!  if he went to the Bank, and was told, The Bank is in embarrassment, and we cannot refund! Oh, how supinely careless had he been, to suffer a whole day to slip by since Isaacs warning! Any hour of that past day he might have withdrawn the money; might now have had it securely in the chest by his bedside. When another day dawned, it might be too late.

Torments such as these  and they were all the more intolerable from the fact of his not being used to them  haunted him throughout the night. They have haunted us: they, or similar ones. Towards morning he dropped into a heavy sleep, awaking later than his usual hour. Those dark visions had gone then; but their effect remained sufficient to keep the Rector to his resolve of drawing out the money. Ill go the first thing after breakfast, said he, as he dressed himself.

But, when breakfast was over, and the business of the day was fairly entered upon, Mr. Hastings felt half ashamed of his resolution. The visions of the night appeared to him to be simply fantastic follies, diseased creations of the brain: should there be really no cause for his withdrawal of the money, how worse than foolish he would look!  nay, how unjustifiable would such a procedure be!

What ought he to do? He leaned over the gate while he took counsel with himself. He had put on his hat and taken his stick, and gone forth; and there he stopped, hesitating. A strange frame of mind for Mr. Hastings, who was not of a vacillating nature. Suddenly he flung the gate open and went through with a decisive step; his determination was taken. He would steer a middle course, present himself to his son-in-law, George Godolphin, and ask him frankly, as a friend and relative, whether the money was safe.

Many a one would have decided that it was a safe and proper course to pursue. Mr. Hastings deemed it to be such, and he proceeded to the Bank. The fresh air, the bright sun, the pleasant bustle of daily life, had well-nigh dissipated any remaining fears before he got there.

Can I see Mr. George Godolphin? he inquired.

Mr. George is engaged at present, sir, replied the clerk to whom he had addressed himself. He will be at liberty soon. Would you like to take a seat?

Mr. Hastings sat down on the chair handed him, and waited; watching at his leisure the business of the Bank. Several people were there. Some were paying money in, some drawing it out. There appeared to be no hesitation, either in paying or receiving: all seemed as usual. One man brought a cheque for nine hundred and odd pounds, and it was counted out to him. I feel sure it is all right, was the conclusion come to by Mr. Hastings.

About ten minutes, and George Godolphin came forward. Ah! is it you? said he, with his sunny smile. You are here early this morning.

I want to say just a word to you in private, Mr. George.

George led the way to his room, talking gaily. He pushed a chair towards Mr. Hastings, and took his own. Never a face more free from care than his; never an eye less troubled. He asked after Mrs. Hastings; asked after Reginald, who was daily expected home from a voyage  whether he had arrived. Maria dreamt last night that he had returned, said he, laughing, and told her he was never going to sea again.

Mr. Hastings remembered his dreams  if dreams they could be called. He was beginning to think that he must have had nightmare.

Mr. George, I have come to you upon a strange errand, he began. Will you for a few moments regard me as a confidential friend, and treat me as one?

I hope it is what I always do, sir, was the reply of George Godolphin.

Ay; but I want a proof of your friendship this morning. But for my being connected with you by close ties, I should not have so come. Tell me, honestly and confidentially, as between man and man  Is that trust-money safe?

George looked at Mr. Hastings, his countenance slightly changing. Mr. Hastings thought he was vexed.

I do not understand you, he said.

I have heard a rumour  I have heard, in fact, two rumours  that  The long and the short of it is this, more rapidly continued Mr. Hastings, I have heard that theres something doubtful arising with the Bank.

What on earth do you mean? exclaimed George Godolphin.

Is there anything the matter? Or is the Bank as solvent as it ought to be?

I should be sorry to think it otherwise, replied George. I dont understand you. What have you heard?

Just what I tell you. A friend spoke to me in private yesterday, when I was at Binham, saying that he had heard a suspicion of something being wrong with the Bank here. You will not be surprised that I thought of the nine thousand pounds I had just paid in.

Who said it? asked George. Ill prosecute him if I can find out.

I dare say you would. But I have not come here to make mischief. I stopped his repeating it, and I, you know, am safe, so theres no harm done. I have passed an uneasy night, and I have come to ask you to tell me the truth in all good faith.

The Bank is all right, said George. I cannot imagine how such a report could by any possibility have arisen, he continued, quitting the one point for the other. There is no foundation for it.

George Godolphin spoke in all good faith when he said he could not tell how the report could have arisen. He really could not. Nothing had transpired at Priors Ash to give rise to it. Possibly he deemed, in his sanguine temperament, that he spoke in equally good faith, when assuring Mr. Hastings that the Bank was all right: he may have believed that it would so continue.

The money is safe, then?

Perfectly safe.

Otherwise, you must let me have it out now. Were it to be lost, it would be ruin to me, ruin to the little Chisholms.

But it is safe, returned George, all the more emphatically, because it would have been remarkably inconvenient, for special reasons, to refund it then to Mr. Hastings. I repeat, that he may have thought it was safe: safe in so far as that the Bank would get along somehow, and could repay it sometime. Meanwhile, the use of it was convenient  how convenient, none knew, except George.

A packet of deeds has been mislaid; or is missing in some way, resumed George. They belong to Lord Averil. It must be some version of that which has got abroad  if anything has got abroad.

Ay, nodded Mr. Hastings. The opinion coincided precisely with what he had expressed to the agent.

I know of nothing else wrong with the Bank, spoke George. Were you to ask my brother, I am sure he would tell you that business was never more flourishing. I wish to goodness people could be compelled to concern themselves with their own affairs instead of inventing falsehoods for their friends!

Mr. Hastings rose. Your assurance is sufficient, Mr. George: I do not require your brothers word to confirm it. I have asked it of you in all good faith, Maria being the link between us.

To be sure, replied George; and he shook Mr. Hastingss hand as he went out.

George remained alone, biting the end of his quill pen. To hear that any such rumour was abroad vexed and annoyed him beyond measure. He only hoped that it would not spread far. Some wiseacre must have picked up an inkling about the deeds, and converted it into a doubt upon the Banks solvency. I wish I could hang the fools! muttered George.

His wish was interrupted. Some one came in and said that Mr. Barnaby desired to see him.

Let him come in, said George.

Mr. Barnaby came in. A simple-looking man of quiet manners, a corn-dealer, who kept an account at the Bank. He had a canvas bag in his hand. George asked him to take a seat.

I was going to pay in two thousand pounds, sir, said he, slightly lifting the bag to indicate that the money was there. But I should like, first of all, to be assured that its all right.

George sat and stared at him. Was Priors Ash all going mad together? George honestly believed that nothing yet had transpired, or could have transpired, to set these doubts afloat. Really, Mr. Barnaby, I do not understand you, he said, with some hauteur: just as he had answered Mr. Hastings.

I called in at Rutts, sir, as I came along, to know what had been done in that business where I was chiselled out of that load of barley, and I happened to mention that I was coming on here to pay in two thousand pounds. Take care that its all right, said Rutt. I heard the Bank talked about yesterday. Is it all right, sir?

It is as right as the Bank of England, impulsively answered George. Rutt shall be brought to account for this.

Well, I thought it was odd if there was anything up. Then I may leave it with safety?

Yes, you may, replied George. Have you not always found it safe hitherto?

Thats just it: I couldnt fancy that anything wrong had come to it all of a sudden. Ill go and pay it in then, sir. It wont be for long, though. I shall be wanting it out, I expect, by the end of next week.

Whenever you please, Mr. Barnaby, replied George.

The corn-dealer retired to leave his money, and George Godolphin sat on alone, biting his pen as before. Where could these rumours have had their rise? Harmlessly enough they might have fallen, had nothing been rotten at the core of affairs: George alone knew how awfully dangerous they might prove now, if they got wind.


CHAPTER XVI. MR. LAYTON LOOKED UP.

If the mysterious loss of the deeds disturbed Thomas Godolphin, it was also disturbing, in no slight degree, the faithful old clerk, Mr. Hurde. Never, since he had entered the house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin  so many years ago now, that he had almost lost count of them  had any similarly unsatisfactory incident occurred. Mr. Hurde thought and thought and thought it over: he turned it about in his mind, and looked at it in all its bearings. He came to the conclusion that it must be one of two things: either that George Godolphin had inadvertently misplaced it, or that it had been stolen out and out. George Godolphin said that he had not misplaced it: indeed, George did not acknowledge to any recollection of having visited at all Lord Averils box, except when he went to make the search: and Mr. Godolphin had now looked in every box that the safe contained, and could not find it. Therefore, after much vacillating between opinions, the head clerk came to the conclusion that the deeds had been taken.

Who could have done it? he asked himself over and over again. Some one about them, doubtless. He believed all the clerks were safe; that is, honest; except Layton. Until this happened, he would have said Layton was safe: and it was only in the utter absence of any other quarter for suspicion that he cast a doubt upon Layton. Of the clerks, he felt least sure of Layton: but that was the utmost that could be said: he would not have doubted the man, but that he was seeking for some one to lay it on. The deeds could not have gone without hands, and Mr. Hurde, in his perplexity, could only think that Laytons hands were less unlikely hands than others.

The previous evening he had gone home thinking of it. And there he pondered the affair over, while he digested his dry toast and his milkless tea. He was a man of spare habits: partly that his health compelled him to be so; partly from a parsimonious nature. While seated at it, composedly enjoying the ungenerous fare near the open window, who should he see go by, but the very man on whom his thoughts were fixed  Layton. This Layton was a young, good-looking man, an inveterate dandy, with curls and a moustache. That moustache, sober, clean-shaved Mr. Hurde had always looked askance upon. That Layton had been given to spend more than was wise, Priors Ash knew well enough; but for that fact, he would not now have been a bankers clerk. His family were respectable  wealthy in a moderate way; but he had run through too much of their money and tired them out. For the last two or three years he had settled down to sobriety. Thomas Godolphin had admitted him to a clerkship in his house, and Layton had married, and appeared contented to live quietly.

Quietly for him  as compared to what he had been accustomed to; too extensively in the opinion of Mr. Hurde. Mrs. Layton had a piano, and played and sang very much, for the benefit of the passers-by; and Layton hired gigs on a Sunday and drove her out. Great food for Mr. Hurdes censure; and he was thinking of all this when Layton passed. Starting up to look after him, he almost upset his tea-table.

He, Layton, was walking arm in arm with a Mr. Jolly: a great sporting character. Mr. Hurde gave a groan of dissatisfaction. Much good it will bring him if he gets intimate with him!

In the darkness of the evening, when it had grown quite late and Mr. Hurde had taken his frugal supper, he went out, and bent his steps towards the residence of Layton. In his present uncertain frame of mind, touching Layton, it seemed expedient to Mr. Hurde to take a walk past his place of abode; haply he might come upon something or other to confirm his suspicions.

And he did so. At least, it appeared to Mr. Hurde that he did so. Never a shade of doubt rested upon him that night that the thief was Layton.

On the high-road, going towards Ashlydyat, there had been a good deal of building of late years. Houses and terraces had sprung up, almost as by magic, not only along the road, but branching off on either side of it. Down one of these turnings, a row of dwellings of that class called in the local phraseology genteel, had been erected by a fanciful architect. He had certainly not displayed any great amount of judgment in building them. They contained eight rooms, had glittering white fronts and green porticos of trellis-work. White houses are very nice, and theres nothing objectionable in green porticos; but they need not abut right upon the public pathway. Walking in front of the terrace, the porticos looked like so many green watch-boxes, and the bow-windows appeared to be constructed on purpose that you should see what was inside them. In the last house of this row dwelt the clerk, Layton. He and his wife had lodgings there: the bow-windowed sitting-room, and the bedroom over it.

Mr. Hurde strolled past, in the deliberate manner that he might have done had he been out for only an evening airing, and obtained full view of the interior of the sitting-room. He obtained the pleasure of a very full view indeed. In fact, there appeared to be so much to look at, that his vision at first could only take it in confusedly.

The Laytons were entertaining a party. Two or three ladies, and two or three gentlemen. A supper-tray was at one end of the table, and at this end next the window, were two decanters of wine, some fruit and biscuits. There was a great deal of talking and laughing, and there was plenty of light. Four wax candles Mr. Hurde counted as he stood there; two on the table, two on the mantelpiece. He, the old clerk, stood there, unseen and unsuspected, and took it all in. The display of glass looked profuse, and he almost groaned aloud when he caught sight of the silver forks: silver or imitation, he did not know which, but it appeared all one to Mr. Hurde. He had never overstepped the respectable customs of his forefathers  had never advanced beyond the good old-fashioned two-pronged steel fork. They were sitting with the window open: no houses were as yet built opposite, and the road was not invaded, except by persons coming to these houses, from one hours end to another. Mr. Hurde could stand there, and enjoy the sight at leisure. If ever a man felt conviction rush to his heart, he did then. Wine, and wax candles, and silver forks, and supper, and visitors!  who but Layton could have taken the deeds?

He stood there a little too long. Falling into a reverie, he did not notice a movement within, and suffered himself to be all but dropped upon. He could have made an excuse, it is true; for Layton was a civil fellow, and had several times asked him to go up there; but he preferred not to make it, and not to be seen. The street door opened, and Mr. Hurde had just time to dart past the portico and take shelter round the corner. From his position he was within hearing of anything that might be said.

The sporting character with whom he had seen Layton walking early in the evening, and who made one of the guests, had come forth to depart. Layton had attended him to the door; and they stood inside the portico talking. In Mr. Hurdes fluster, he did not at first catch the sense of the words: but he soon found it related to horse-racing.

You back Cannonbar, said the sporting man. You cant be far out then. Hes a first-rate horse: will beat the whole field into next week. You were in luck to draw him.

I have backed him, replied Layton.

Back him again: hes a little gold mine. Id spend a fifty-pound note on him. I really would.

Layton answered with a laugh. They shook hands and the sporting friend, who appeared to be in a hurry, set off rapidly in the direction of Priors Ash. Mr. Layton went in again, and shut the door.

Then Mr. Hurde came out of his corner. All his suspicions were strengthened. Strengthened? nay; changed into certainties. Plate, glass, wax candles, wines, supper and friends, had been doubtful enough; but they were as trifles compared with this new danger; this betting on the turf. Had he seen Layton take Lord Averils deeds with his own eyes, he could not have been more certain of his guilt, than he felt now.

Enjoying another quiet survey of the room, during which he had the gratification of hearing Mrs. Layton, who had now seated herself at the piano, plunge into a song, which began something about a bird on the wing, the old clerk, grievously discomfited, retraced his steps past the terrace, picked his way over some loose land in front of another terrace in process of erection, and turned into the high-road, leading to Priors Ash. He was going along lost in thought, when he nearly ran against a gentleman turning an angle of the road. It was Mr. Godolphin.

Oh  I beg your pardon sir. I did not look where I was going.

Enjoying an evenings stroll, Hurde? said Mr. Godolphin. He had been spending an hour with Lord Averil, who, in doubt and uncertainty as to his deeds, had not departed from Priors Ash. It is a beautiful night: so serene and still.

No, sir, I cant say that I am enjoying it, was Mr. Hurdes reply. My mind was not at ease as to Layton. I could not help associating him with the loss of the deeds, and I came out, thinking Id look about a bit. It must have been instinct sent me, for I have had my suspicions confirmed.

Confirmed in what way? asked Thomas Godolphin.

That Layton has had the deeds. It could have been no other.

Thomas Godolphin listened in surprise, not to say incredulity. How have you had them confirmed? he inquired, after a pause.

So then the clerk enlarged upon what he had seen. It could not all come out of his salary, Mr. Godolphin. It does not stand to reason that it could.

As a daily extravagance, of course it could not, Hurde, was the reply. But it may be only a chance entertainment?

Mr. Hurde passed over the question: possibly he felt that he could not meet it. And the betting?  risking money upon race-horses, sir?

Ah! I like that less, readily acknowledged Thomas Godolphin. Many a clerk of far higher position than Layton has been ruined by it.

And sent across the herring-pond to expiate his folly, returned Mr. Hurde, whom the mention of backing and other such incentive temptations was wont to exasperate in no measured degree. I am afraid it looks pretty plain, sir.

I dont know, said Thomas Godolphin musingly. I cannot think Layton has become a rogue. I see nothing inconsistent  with all due deference to your opinion, Hurde  I see nothing inconsistent with his position in his entertaining a few friends occasionally. But  without any reference to our loss  if he is turning, or has turned a betting-man, it must be looked after. We will have none such in the Bank.

No, sir; it would not do at any price, acquiesced Mr. Hurde. Are you feeling pretty well, sir, this evening? he inquired, as Mr. Godolphin was preparing to continue his way.

Quite well. I have not felt so well for a long time, as I have done the last few days. Good night, Hurde.

It seemed that Mr. Hurde was fated that night to come into contact with his principals. Who should overtake him, just as he had come to the spot where the houses were numerous, but Mr. George Godolphin. George slackened his steps  he had been walking along at a striding pace  and kept by his side. He began speaking of the hay and other indifferent topics: but Mr. Hurdes mind was not attuned to such that night.

I think I have solved the mystery, Mr. George, began he.

What mystery? asked George.

The stealing of Lord Averils bonds. I know who took them.

George turned his head sharply and looked at him. What nonsense are you saying now, Hurde?

I wish it was nonsense, sir, was the reply of Mr. Hurde. I am as sure that I know how it was those bonds went, and who took them, as that I am here.

And whom do you accuse? asked George, after a pause, speaking somewhat sarcastically.

Layton.

Layton! shouted George, stopping in his astonishment. What Layton?

What Layton, sir? Why, our clerk Layton. I ought to have had my doubts of him before; but I suppose I had dust in my eyes. There are he and his wife entertaining the world; their room crowded: a dozen people, very nearly, and she, Laytons wife, sitting down to the piano with pink bows in her hair.

What if she is? asked George.

You should see the supper-table, Mr. George, continued Hurde, too much annoyed with his own view of things to answer superfluous questions. I cant tell what they have not upon it: silver, and glass, and decanters of wine. Thats not all out of his salary. And Layton is taking to betting.

But what about the bonds? impatiently questioned George.

Why  are not these so many proofs that Layton must have stolen the bonds and made money of them, sir? Where else could he get the means from? I have imparted my suspicions to Mr. Godolphin, and I expect he will follow them up, and have it fully investigated.

Then you are a fool for your pains, Hurde! retorted George in anger. Layton no more took  I dare say Layton no more took those bonds than you did. Youll get into trouble, if you dont mind.

What, sir? uttered Hurde, aghast.

That, curtly answered George, if you follow up any chimera that your brain chooses to raise, you must expect to get paid out for it. Let Layton alone. It will be time enough to look him up when suspicious circumstances arise to compromise him. The bonds are gone: but we shall not get them back again by making a stir in wrong quarters. The better plan will be to be quiet over it for a while.

He resumed his quick pace and strode along, calling back a good night to Mr. Hurde. The latter gazed after him in undisguised astonishment.

Make no stir! let the thing go on quietly! he articulated to himself. Whod say such a thing but easy George Godolphin! Not look up Layton? Its well for you, Mr. George, that you have men of business about you! Hed let himself be robbed under his very nose, and never look out to see who did it. However will things go on, if the worst happens to his brother?

It seemed that they were all saying the same  how would things go on, if the worst happened to Thomas Godolphin?

For once in his life of service the old clerk chose to ignore the wish  the command if you will  of Mr. George Godolphin. He did not let Layton alone. Quite the contrary. No sooner did Layton enter the Bank on the following morning, than Mr. Hurde dropped upon him. He had been watching for his entrance the last ten minutes; for Mr. Layton arrived late, the result possibly of the past nights extensive scene of revelry. He had settled himself in his place behind the counter, when the chief clerks voice arrested him.

I want you, Mr. Layton.

Now, the fact was, Mr. Hurde, having slept upon the matter, arose perplexed by sundry doubts. The circumstances against Layton appeared by no means so conclusive to his mind as they had done the previous night. Therefore he deemed it good policy to speak to that suspected gentleman in a temperate spirit, and see whether he could fish anything out, rather than accuse him point-blank of having been the delinquent.

This is a nasty business, began he, when Layton reached him, in answer to his call.

What is? asked Layton.

What is? repeated Mr. Hurde, believing that the loss must have affected every one connected with the establishment as it was affecting him, and doubting whether the indifferent answer was not a negative proof of guilt. What should it be, but this loss that has been spoken of in the Bank?

Oh, that, returned Layton. I dare say they will be found.

It places us all in a very awkward position, from myself downwards, went on Hurde, who was by no means a conjuror at the task he had undertaken. Theres no knowing what, or whom, Mr. Godolphins suspicions may be turning to.

Rubbish! retorted Layton. Its not likely that Mr. Godolphin would begin to doubt any of us. Theres no cause for doing so.

I dont know that, said Mr. Hurde significantly. I am not so sure of some of you.

Layton opened his eyes. He supposed Mr. Hurde must be alluding to some one clerk in particular; must have a reason for it; but he did not glance at himself. Why do you say that? he asked.

Well  it has occurred to me that some one or two of you may be living at a rate that your salary would neither pay for nor justify. You for one.

I? returned Layton.

Yes, you. Horses, and gigs, and wine, and company, and pianos! They cant be managed out of a hundred a year.

Layton was rather taken to. Not to make an unnecessary mystery over it, it may as well be mentioned that all these expenses which so troubled old Hurde, the clerk was really paying for honestly, but not out of his salary. An uncle of his wifes was allowing them an addition to their income, and this supplied the additional luxuries. He resented the insinuation.

Whether they are managed out of it, or whether they are not, is no business of yours, Mr. Hurde, he said, after a pause. I shall not come to you to pay for them, or to the Bank either.

It is my business, replied the old clerk, It is Mr. Godolphins business, which is the same thing. Pray, how long is it since you became a betting man?

I am not a betting man, said Layton.

Oh, indeed! You have not bet upon Cannonbar, I suppose? You never put into a sweepstakes in your life?  you are not in one now, are you?

Layton could only open his mouth in astonishment. He thought nothing less than that the spirits  then in the height of fashion  must have been at work. He was really no betting man; had never been inclined that way: but latterly, to oblige some friend who bothered him over it, he had gone into a sweepstakes, and drawn the renowned horse, Cannonbar. And had followed it up by betting a pound upon him.

You see, Mr. Layton, your pursuits are not quite so inexpensively simple as you would wish to make them appear. These things happen to have come to my knowledge, and I have thought it my duty to mention them to Mr. Godolphin.

Layton flew into a passion. Partly in soreness of feeling at finding he had been so closely looked after; partly in anger that dishonesty could be associated with him; and chiefly at hearing that he had been obnoxiously reported, to Mr. Godolphin. Have you told him, he foamed, that you suspect me of robbing the strong-room?

Some one has robbed it, was Mr. Hurdes rejoinder. And has no doubt made money of the deeds he stole!

I ask if you have told Mr. Godolphin that you cast this suspicion to me? reiterated Layton, stamping his foot.

What if I have? Appearances, in my opinion, would warrant my casting it to you.

Then you had better cast it to Mr. George Godolphin. There!

But that they were completely absorbed in the dispute, their voices raised  at least, Laytons  they might have seen Mr. Godolphin close to them. In passing through the Bank from his carriage to his private room  for, in the untoward state of affairs, touching the loss, he had come betimes  he was attracted by the angry sounds, and turned towards them.

Is anything the matter?

They looked round, saw Mr. Godolphin, and their voices and tempers dropped to a calm. Neither appeared inclined to answer the question, and Mr. Godolphin passed on. Another minute or two, and a message came from him, commanding the presence of the chief clerk.

Hurde, he began, have you been speaking to Layton of what you mentioned to me last night?

Yes, sir, thats what it was. It put him into a passion.

He repudiates the suspicion, I suppose?

Out-and-out, sir, was the answer of Mr. Hurde. He says his wife has an income, independent of himself; and that he put into a sweepstakes lately to oblige a friend, and staked a sovereign on the horse he drew. He says it is all he ever staked in his life, and all he ever means to stake. He was saying this now, when you sent for me. I dont know what to think. He speaks honestly enough, to listen to him.

What remark did I hear him making, relative to Mr. George Godolphin?

He ought to be punished for that, replied Mr. Hurde. Better suspect Mr. George than suspect him, was what he said. I dont know what he meant, and I dont think he knew himself, sir.

Why did he say it?

When men are beside themselves with passion, sir, they say anything that comes uppermost. I asked him, after you went, what he meant by it, but he would not say any more.

I think you must be mistaken in suspecting Layton, Hurde. I thought so last night.

Well, sir, I may be, acknowledged Hurde. I dont feel so sure of it as I did. But then comes the old puzzle again as to who could have taken the deeds. Layton would not have been so fierce but that he found the doubt had been mentioned to you, added Mr. Hurde, returning to the subject of the clerks anger.

Did you tell him you had mentioned it?

Yes, sir, I did. Its not my way to conceal faults in a corner; and that the clerks know.

Mr. Godolphin dropped the subject, and entered upon some general business. The old clerk remained with him about ten minutes, and then was at liberty to withdraw.

Send Layton to me, was the order as he went out. And the clerk appeared in obedience to it.

Thomas Godolphin received him kindly, his manner and words had all the repose of quiet confidence. He believed Mr. Hurde to be completely mistaken, to have erred through zeal, and he intimated as much to Mr. Layton. He might not have personally entered on the topic with him, but that Layton had heard that he had been accused to him.

Laytons heart opened to his master. He was a well-disposed man when not exasperated. He frankly volunteered to Mr. Godolphin the amount of his wifes income and its source; he stated that he was not living up to one penny more than he could afford; and he distinctly denied being a betting man, either by practice or inclination  except for the one bet of a pound, which he had made incidentally. Altogether, his explanation was perfectly satisfactory to Mr. Godolphin.

Understand me, Mr. Layton, I did not, myself, cast the slightest doubt upon you. To do so, never occurred to me.

I hope not, sir, was Laytons reply. Mr. Hurde has his crotchets, and we, who are under him, must put up with them. His bark is worse than his bite: that much may be said for him.

Yes, said Thomas Godolphin. You might fare worse, in that respect, than you do under Mr. Hurde. What was the meaning of the words you spoke relative to Mr. George Godolphin?

Layton felt that his face was on fire. He muttered, in his confusion, something to the effect that it was a slip of the tongue.

But you must be aware that such slips are quite unjustifiable. Something must have induced you to say it. What may it have been?

The truth is, I was in a passion when I said it, replied Layton, compelled to speak. I am very sorry.

You are evading my question, quietly replied Thomas Godolphin. I ask you what could have induced you to say it? There must have been something to lead to the remark.

I did not mean anything, I declare, sir, Mr. Hurde vexed me by casting suspicion upon me; and in the moments anger, I retorted that he might as well cast it upon Mr. George Godolphin.

Thomas Godolphin pressed the question. In Laytons voice when he had uttered it, distorted though it was with passion, his ears had detected a strange meaning. But why upon Mr. George Godolphin? Why more upon him than any other?  upon myself, for instance; or Mr. Hurde?

Layton was silent. Thomas Godolphin waited, his serene countenance fixed upon, the clerks.

I suppose I must have had in my head a remark I heard yesterday, sir, he slowly rejoined. Heaven knows, though, I gave no heed to it; and how I came to forget myself in my anger, I dont know. I am sure I thought nothing of it, afterwards, until Mr. Hurde spoke to me this morning.

What was the remark? asked Mr. Godolphin.

Sir, it was that sporting man, Jolly, who said it. He fastened himself on me last evening in going from here, and I could not get rid of him until ten at night. We were talking about different things: the great discount houses in London and one thing or another; and he said, incidentally, that Mr. George Godolphin had a good deal of paper in the market.

Thomas Godolphin paused. Did he assert that he knew this?

He pretended to assert many things, as of his own knowledge. I asked him how he knew it, and he replied a friend of his had seen it  meaning the paper. It was all he said; and how I came to repeat such a thing after him, I cannot tell. I hope you will excuse it, sir.

I cannot help excusing it, replied Mr. Godolphin. You said the thing, and you cannot unsay it. It was very wrong. Take care that you do not give utterance to it again.

Layton withdrew, inwardly vowing that he never would. In point of fact, he had not attached much weight to the information; and could now have bitten his tongue out for repeating it. He wondered whether they could prosecute him for slander: or whether, if it came to the ears of Mr. George, he would. Mr. Godolphin had met it with the considerate generosity ever characteristic of him; but Mr. George was different from his brother. If ever a man in this world lived up to the Divine command, Do as ye would be done by, that man was Thomas Godolphin.

But the words, nevertheless, grated on Thomas Godolphins ears. That George was needlessly lavish in expenditure, he knew: but not more so than his income allowed, if he chose to spend it all  unless he had secret sources of expense. A change came over Thomas Godolphins face as the idea suggested itself to his mind. Once in the train of thought he could not stop it. Had George private channels for expenditure, of which the world knew nothing? Could he have been using the Banks money?  could it be he who had taken Lord Averils deeds? Like unto Isaac Hastings, the red flush of shame dyed Thomass brow at the thought  shame for his own obtrusive imagination that could conjure up such a fancy against his brother. Thomas had never conjured it up, but for the suggestion gratuitously imparted to him by Layton.

But he could not drive it down. No; like the vision which had been gratuitously presented to the Reverend Mr. Hastings, and which he had been unable to dismiss, Thomas Godolphin could not drive it away. In a sort of panic  a panic caused by his own thoughts  he called for certain of the books to be brought to him.

Some of those wanted were in George Godolphins room. It was Isaac Hastings who was sent in there for them.

The books! exclaimed George, looking at Isaac.

Mr. Godolphin wants them, sir.

It was quite out of the usual order for these books to come under the inspection (unless at stated times) of Mr. Godolphin. The very asking for them implied a doubt on George  at least, it sounded so to that gentlemans all-conscious ears. He pointed out the books to Isaac in silence, with the end of his pen.

Isaac Hastings, carried them to Mr. Godolphin, and left them with him. Mr. Godolphin turned them rapidly over and over: they appeared, so far as he could see at a cursory glance, to be all right; the balance on the credit side weighty, the available funds next door to inexhaustible, the Bank altogether flourishing. Thomas took greater shame to himself for having doubted his brother. While thus engaged, an observation suddenly struck him  that all the entries were in Georges handwriting. A few minutes later, George came into the room.

George, he exclaimed, how industrious you have become!

Industrious! repeated George, looking round for an explanation.

All these entries are yours. Formerly you would not have done as much in a year.

George laughed. I used to be incorrigibly idle. It was well to turn over a new leaf.

He  George  was going out of the room again, but his brother stopped him. Stay here, George. I want you.

Mr. Godolphin pointed to a chair as he spoke, and George sat down. George, who seemed rather inclined to have the fidgets, took out his penknife and began cutting at an offending nail.

Are you in any embarrassment, George?

In embarrassment? I! Oh dear, no.

Thomas paused. Dropping his voice, he resumed in a lower tone, only just removed from a whisper:

Have you paper flying about the discount markets?

George Godolphins fair face grew scarlet. Was it with conscious emotion?  or with virtuous indignation? Thomas assumed it to be the latter. How could he give it an opposite meaning from the indignant words which accompanied it. A burst of indignation which Thomas stopped.

Stay, George. There is no necessity to put yourself out. I never supposed it to be anything but false when a rumour of it reached my ear. Only tell me the truth quietly.

Possibly George would have been glad to tell the truth, and get so much of the burden off his mind. But he did not dare. He might have shrunk from the terrible confession at any time to his kind, his good, his upright brother: but things had become too bad to be told to him now. If the exposé did come, why, it must, and there would be no help for it: tell him voluntarily he could not. By some giant strokes of luck and policy, it might yet be averted: how necessary, then, to keep it from Thomas Godolphin!

The truth is, said George, that I dont know what you mean. To what rumour are you alluding?

It has been said that you have a good deal of paper in the market. The report was spoken, and it reached my ears.

Its not true. Its all an invention, cried George vehemently. Should I be such a fool? There are some people who live, its my belief, by trying to work ill to others. Mr. Hastings was with me this morning. He had heard a rumour that something was wrong with the Bank.

With the Bank! In what way?

Oh, of course, people must have gathered a version of the loss here, and put their own charitable constructions upon it, replied George, returning to his usual careless mode of speech. The only thing to do is, to laugh at them.

As you can laugh at the rumour regarding yourself and the bills? remarked Thomas.

As I can and do, answered easy George. Never more easy, more apparently free from care than at that moment. Thomas Godolphin, truthful himself, open as the day, not glancing to the possibility that George could be deliberately otherwise, felt all his confidence return to him. George went out, and Thomas turned to the books again.

Yes. They were all in order, all right. With those flourishing statements before him, how could he have been so foolish as to cast suspicion on George? Thomas had a pen in one hand, and the fore-finger of the other pointed to the page, when his face went white as one in mortal agony, and drops of moisture broke out upon his brow.

The same pain, which had taken him occasionally before, had come to him again. Mortal agony in verity it seemed. He dropped the pen; he lay back in his chair; he thought he must have fallen to the ground. How long he so lay he could not quite tell: not very long probably, counted by minutes; but counted by pain long enough for a lifetime. Isaac Hastings, coming in with a message, found him. Isaac stood aghast.

I am not very well, Isaac. Give me your arm. I will go and sit for a little time in the dining-room.

Shall I run over for Mr. Snow, sir?

No. I shall be better soon. In fact, I am better, or I could not talk to you. It was a sudden paroxysm.

He leaned upon Isaac Hastings, and reached the dining-room. It was empty. Isaac left him there, and proceeded, unordered, to acquaint Mr. George Godolphin. He could not find him.

Mr. George has gone out, said a clerk. Not two minutes ago.

I had better tell Maria, then, thought Isaac. He does not look fit to be left alone.

Speeding up to Marias sitting-room, he found her there, talking to Margery. Miss Meta, in a cool brown-holland dress and a large straw hat, was dancing about in glee. She danced up to him.

I am going to the hayfield, said she. Will you come?

Dont I wish I could! he replied, catching her up in his arms. It is fine to be Miss Meta Godolphin! to have nothing to do all day but roll in the hay.

She struggled to get down. Margery was waiting to depart. A terrible thing if Margery should have all the rolling to herself and Meta be left behind! They went out, and he turned to his sister.

Maria, Mr. Godolphin is in the dining-room, ill. I thought I would come and tell you. He looks too ill to be left alone.

What is the matter with him? she asked.

A sudden pain, he said. I happened to go into his room with a message, and saw him. I almost thought he was dead at first; he looked so ghastly.

Maria hastened down. Thomas, better then, but looking fearfully ill still, was leaning upon the arm of a couch. Maria went up and took his hand.

Oh, Thomas, you look very ill! What is it?

He gazed into her face with a serene countenance, a quiet smile. It is only another of my warnings, Maria. I have been so much better that I am not sure but I thought they had gone for good.

Maria drew forward a chair and sat down by him. Warnings? she repeated.

Of the end. You must be aware, Maria, that I am attacked with a fatal malady.

Maria was not quite unaware of it, but she had never understood that a fatal termination was inevitable. She did not know but that he might live to be an old man. Can nothing be done for you? she breathed.

Nothing.

Her eyes glistened with the rising tears. Oh, Thomas! you must not die! We could none of us bear to lose you. George could not do without you; Janet could not; I think I could not.

He gently shook his head. We may not pick and choose, Maria  who shall be left here, and who be taken. Those go sometimes who, seemingly, can be least spared.

She could scarcely speak; afraid lest her sobs should come, for her heart was aching. But surely it is not to be speedy? she murmured. You may live on a long while yet?

The doctors tell me I may live on for years, if I keep myself quiet. I think they are wrong.

Oh, Thomas, then, you surely will! she eagerly said, her cheek flushing with emotion. Who can have tranquillity if you cannot?

How ignorant they both were of the dark cloud looming overhead, ready even then to burst and send forth its torrent! Tranquillity! Tranquillity henceforth for Thomas Godolphin!


CHAPTER XVII. GONE!

The days passed on to a certain Saturday. An ominous Saturday for the Godolphins. Rumours, vague at the best, and therefore all the more dangerous, had been spreading in Priors Ash and its neighbourhood. Some said the Bank had had a loss; some said the Bank was shaky; some said Mr. George Godolphin had been lending money from the Bank funds; some said their London agents had failed; some actually said that Thomas Godolphin was dead. The various turns taken by the rumour were extravagantly marvellous: but the whole, combined, whispered ominously of danger. Only let public fear be thoroughly aroused, and it would be all over. It was as a train of powder laid, which only wants one touch of a lighted match to set it exploding.

Remittances arrived on the Saturday morning, in the ordinary course of business. Valuable remittances. Sufficient for the usual demands of the day: but not sufficient for any unusual demands. On the Friday afternoon a somewhat untoward incident had occurred. A stranger presented himself at the Bank and demanded to see Mr. George Godolphin. The clerk to whom he addressed himself left him standing at the counter and went away: to acquaint, as the stranger supposed, Mr. George Godolphin: but, in point of fact, the clerk was not sure whether Mr. George was in or out. Finding he was out, he told Mr. Hurde, who went forward: and was taken by the stranger for Mr. George Godolphin. Not personally knowing (as it would appear) Mr. George Godolphin, it was a natural enough mistake. A staid old gentleman, in spectacles, might well be supposed by a stranger to be one of the firm.

I have a claim upon you, said the stranger, drawing a piece of paper out of his pocket. Will you be so good as to settle it?

Mr. Hurde took the paper and glanced over it. It was an accepted bill, George Godolphins name to it.

I cannot say anything about this, Mr. Hurde was beginning: but the applicant interrupted him.

I dont want anything said. I want it paid.

You should have heard me out, rejoined Mr. Hurde. I cannot say or do anything in this myself: you must see Mr. George Godolphin. He is out, but  

Come, none of that gammon! interposed the stranger again, who appeared to have come prepared to enter upon a contest. I was warned thered be a bother over it: that Mr. George Godolphin would deny himself, and say black was white, if necessary. You cant do me, Mr. George Godolphin.

You are not taking me for Mr. George Godolphin? exclaimed the old clerk, uncertain whether to believe his ears.

Yes, I am taking you for Mr. George Godolphin, doggedly returned the man. Will you take up this bill?

I am not Mr. George Godolphin. Mr. George Godolphin will be in presently, and you can see him.

Its a do, cried the stranger. I want this paid. I know the claims there are against Mr. George Godolphin, and I have come all the way from town to enforce mine. I dont want to come in with the ruck of his creditors, wholl get a sixpence in the pound, maybe.

A very charming announcement to be made in a banking-house. The clerks pricked up their ears; the two or three customers who were present turned round from the counters and listened for more: for the civil gentleman had not deemed it necessary to speak in a subdued tone. Mr. Hurde, scared out of his propriety, in mortal fear lest anything worse might come, hurried the man to a safe place, and left him there to await the entrance of Mr. George Godolphin.

Whether this incident, mentioned outside (as it was sure to be), put the finishing touch to the rumours already in circulation, cannot be known. Neither was it known to those interested, what Mr. George did with his loud and uncompromising customer, when he at length entered and admitted him to an interview. It is possible that but for this untoward application, the crash might not have come quite so soon.

Saturday morning rose busily, as was usual at Priors Ash. However stagnant the town might be on other days, Saturday was always full of life and bustle. Priors Ash was renowned for its grain market; and dealers from all parts of the country flocked in to attend it. But on this morning some unusual excitement appeared to be stirring the town; natives and visitors. People stood about in groups, talking, listening, asking questions, consulting; and as the morning hours wore on, an unwonted stream appeared to be setting in towards the house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin. Whether the reports might be true or false, there would be no harm just to draw their money out and be on the safe side, was the mental remark made by hundreds. Could put it in again when the storm had blown over  if it proved to be only a false alarm.

Under these circumstances, little wonder that the Bank was unusually favoured with visitors. One strange feature in their application was, that they all wanted to draw out money: not a soul came to pay any in. George Godolphin, fully aware of the state of things, alive to the danger, was present in person, his words gracious, his bearing easy, his smile gay as ever. Only to look at him eased some of them of half their doubt.

But it did not arrest their cheques and old Hurde (whatever George might have done) grew paralyzed with fear.

For the love of Heaven, send for Mr. Godolphin, sir! he whispered. We cant go on long at this rate.

What good can he do? returned George.

Mr. George, he ought to be sent for; he ought to know whats going on; it is an imperative duty, remonstrated the clerk, in a strangely severe tone. In fact, sir, if you dont send, I must. I am responsible to him.

Send, then, said George. I only thought to spare him vexation.

Mr. Hurde beckoned Isaac Hastings. Fly for your life up to Ashlydyat, and see Mr. Godolphin, he breathed in his ear. Tell him theres a run upon the Bank.

Isaac, passing through the Bank with apparent unconcern, easy and careless as if he had taken a leaf from the book of George Godolphin, did not let the grass grow under his feet when he was out. But, instead of turning towards Ashlydyat, he took the way to All Souls Rectory.

Arriving panting and breathless, he dashed in, and dashed against his brother Reginald, not five minutes arrived from a two years absence at sea. Scarcely giving half a moment to a passing greeting, he was hastening from the room again in search of his father.

Do you call that a welcome, Isaac? exclaimed Mrs. Hastings, in a surprised and reproving tone. Whats your hurry? One would think you were upon an errand of life and death.

So I am: it is little short of it, he replied in agitation. Regy, dont stop me: you will know all soon. Is my father in his room?

He has gone out, said Mrs. Hastings.

Gone out! The words sounded like a knell. Unless his father hastened to the Bank, he might be a ruined man. Wheres he gone, mother?

My dear, I have not the least idea. What is the matter with you?

Isaac took one instants dismayed counsel with himself: he had not time for more. He could not go off in search of him; he must hasten to Ashlydyat. He looked up: laid summary hands upon his sister Rose, put her outside the door, closed it, and set his back against it.

Reginald, listen to me. You must go out and find my father. Search for him everywhere. Tell him theres a run upon the Bank, and he must make haste if he would find himself safe. Mother, could you look for him as well? The Chisholms money is there, you know, and it would be nothing but ruin.

Mrs. Hastings gazed at Isaac with wondering eyes, puzzled with perplexity.

Dont you understand, mother? he urged. I cant look for him: I ought not to have come out of my way as far as this. He must be found, so do your best, Reginald. Of course you will be cautious to say nothing abroad: I put Rose out that she might not hear this.

Opening the door again, passing the indignant Rose without so much as a word, Isaac sped across the road, and dashed through some cross-fields and lanes to Ashlydyat. His détour had not hindered him above three or four minutes, for he went at the pace of a steam-engine. He considered it  as Hurde had said by Mr. Godolphin  an imperative duty to warn his father. Thomas Godolphin was not up when he reached Ashlydyat. It was only between ten and eleven oclock.

I must see him, Miss Godolphin, he said to Janet. It is absolutely necessary.

By words or by actions putting aside obstacles, he stood within Thomas Godolphins chamber. The latter had passed a night of suffering, its traces remaining on his countenance.

I shall be down at the Bank some time in the course of the day, Isaac: though I am scarcely equal to it, he observed, as soon as he saw him. Am I wanted for anything in particular?

I  I  am sent up to tell you bad news, sir, replied Isaac, feeling the communication an unpleasant one to make. Theres a run upon the Bank.

A run upon the Bank! repeated Thomas Godolphin, scarcely believing the information.

Isaac explained. A complete run. For the last hour, ever since the bank opened, people had been thronging in.

Thomas paused. I cannot imagine what can have led to it, he resumed. Is my brother visible?

Oh yes, sir.

That is well. He can assure them all that we are solvent: that there is no fear. Have the remittances come down?

Yes, sir. But they will be nothing, Mr. Hurde says, with a run like this.

Be so kind as to touch that bell for me, Isaac, to bring up my servant. I will be at the Bank immediately.

Isaac rang the bell, left the room, and hastened back again. The Bank was fuller than ever: and its coffers must be getting low.

Do you happen to know whether my father has been in? he whispered to Layton, next to whom he stood.

Layton shook his head negatively. I think not. I have not observed him.

Isaac stood upon thorns. He might not quit his post. Every time the doors swung to and fro  and they were incessantly swinging  he looked for Mr. Hastings. But he looked in vain. By-and-by Mr. Hurde came forward, a note in his hand. Put on your hat, Layton, and take this round, said he. Wait for an answer.

Let me take it, almost shouted Isaac. And, without waiting for assent or dissent, he seized the note from Mr. Hurdes hand, caught up his hat, and was gone. Thomas Godolphin was stepping from his carriage as he passed out.

Isaac had not, this time, to go out of his way. The delivery of the note would necessitate his passing the Rectory. Rose! he uttered, out of breath with agitation as he had been before, is papa not in?

Rose was sitting there alone. No, she answered. Mamma and Reginald went out just after you. Where did you send them to?

Then they cant find him! muttered Isaac to himself, speeding off again, and giving Rose no answer. It will be nothing but ruin.

A few steps farther, and whom should he see but his father. The Reverend Mr. Hastings was coming leisurely across the fields, from the very direction which Isaac had previously travelled. He had probably been to the Pollard cottages: he did sometimes take that round. Hedges and ditches were nothing to Isaac in the moments excitement, and he leaped one of each to get to him; it cut off a step or two.

Where were you going an hour ago? called out Mr. Hastings before they met. You were flying as swiftly as the wind.

Oh, father! wailed Isaac; did you see me?

What should hinder me? I was at old Satcherleys.

If you had only come out to me! I would rather have seen you then than  than  heaven, he panted. Theres a run upon the Bank. If you dont make haste and draw out your money, youll be too late.

Mr. Hastings laid his hand upon Isaacs arm. It may be that he did not understand him; for his utterance was rapid and full of emotion. Isaac, in his eagerness, shook it off.

Theres not a moment to lose, father. I dont fancy they can keep on paying long. Half the towns there.

Without another word of delay, Mr. Hastings turned and sped along with a step nearly as fleet as Isaacs. When he reached the Bank the shutters were being put up.

The Bank has stopped, said an officious bystander to the Rector.

It was even so. The Bank had stopped. The good old firm of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin had  GONE!


CHAPTER XVIII. MURMURS; AND CURIOUS DOUBTS.

We hear now and again of banks breaking, and we give to the sufferers a passing sympathy; but none can realize the calamity in its full and awful meaning, except those who are eye-witnesses of the distress it entails, or who own, unhappily, a personal share in it. When the Reverend Mr. Hastings walked into the Bank of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin, he knew that the closing of the shutters, then in actual process, was the symbol of a fearful misfortune, which would shake to its centre the happy security of Priors Ash. The thought struck him, even in the midst of his own suspense and perplexity.

One of the first faces he saw was Mr. Hurdes. He made his way to him. I wish to draw my money out, he said.

The old clerk shook his head. Its too late, sir.

Mr. Hastings leaned his elbow on the counter, and approached his face nearer to the clerks. I dont care (comparatively speaking) for my own money: that which you have held so long; but I must have refunded to me what has been just paid in to my account, but which is none of mine. The nine thousand pounds.

Mr. Hurde paused ere he replied, as if the words puzzled him. Nine thousand pounds! he repeated. There has been no nine thousand pounds paid in to your account.

There has, was the reply of Mr. Hastings, given in a sharp, distinct tone. I paid it in myself, and hold the receipt.

Well, I dont know, said the clerk dubiously; I had your account under my eye this morning, sir, and saw nothing of it. But theres no fear, Mr. Hastings, as I hope and trust, he added, confidentially. We have telegraphed for remittances, and expect a messenger down with them before the days out.

You are closing the Bank, remarked Mr. Hastings in answering argument.

We are obliged to do that. We had not an inexhaustible fountain of funds here: and you see how people have been thronging in. On Monday morning I hope the Bank will be open again; and in a condition to restore full confidence.

Mr. Hastings felt a slight ray of reassurance. But he would have felt a greater had the nine thousand pounds been handed to him, there and then. He said so: in fact, he pressed the matter. How ineffectually, the next words of the clerk told him.

We have paid away all we had, Mr. Hastings, he whispered. Theres not a farthing left in the coffers.

You have paid the accounts of applicants in full, I presume?

Yes: up to the time that the funds, in hand, lasted to do it.

Was that just?  to the body of creditors? asked the Rector in a severe tone.

Where was the help for it?  unless we had stopped when the run began?

It would have been the more equable way  if you were to stop at all, remarked Mr. Hastings.

But we did not know we should stop. How was it possible to foresee that this panic was about to arise? Sir, all I can say is, I hope that Monday morning will see you, and every other creditor, paid in full.

Mr. Hastings was pushed away from the counter. Panic-stricken creditors were crowding in, demanding to be paid. Mr. Hastings elbowed his way clear of the throng, and stood aside. Stood in the deepest perplexity and care. What if that money, entrusted to his hands, should be gone? His brow grew hot at the thought.

Not so hot as other brows there: brows of men gifted with less equable temperaments than that owned by the Rector of All Souls. One gentleman came in and worked his way to the front, the perspiration pouring off him, as from one in sharp agony.

I want my money! he cried. I shall be a bankrupt next week if I cant get my money.

I want my money! cried a quieter voice at his elbow; and Mr. Hastings recognized the speaker as Barnaby, the corn-dealer.

They received the same answer; the answer which was being reiterated in so many parts of the large room, in return to the same demand. The Bank had been compelled to suspend its payments for the moment. But remittances were sent for, and would be down, if not that day, by Monday morning.

When I paid in my two thousand pounds a few days ago, I asked, before I would leave it, whether it was all safe, said Mr. Barnaby, his tone one of wailing distress, though quiet still. But, quiet as it was, it was heard distinctly, for the people hushed their murmurs to listen to it. The general feeling, for the most part, was one of exasperation: and any downright good cause of complaint against the Bank and its management, would have been half as welcome to the unfortunate malcontents as their money. Mr. Barnaby continued:

I had heard a rumour that the Bank wasnt right. I heard it at Rutts. And I came down here with the two thousand pounds in my hand, and saw Mr. George Godolphin in his private room. He told me it was all right: there was nothing the matter with the Bank: and I left my money. I am not given to hard words; but, if I dont get it paid back to me, I shall say I have been swindled out of it.

Mr. George couldnt have told that thered be this run upon the Bank, sir, replied a clerk, giving the best answer he could, the most plausible excuse: as all the clerks had to exert their wits to do, that day. The Bank was all right then.

If it was all right then, why isnt it all right now? roared a chorus of angry voices. Banks dont get wrong in a day.

Why did Mr. George Godolphin pass his word to me that it was safe? repeated Mr. Barnaby, as though he had not heard the refuting arguments. I should not have left my money here but for that.

The Rector of all Souls stood his ground, and listened. But that George Godolphin was his daughters husband, he would have echoed the complaint: that, but for his positive assertion of the Banks solvency, he should not have left his money there  the trust-money of the little Chisholms.

When the Bank had virtually closed, the order gone forth to put up the shutters, Mr. Godolphin had retired to an inner room. These clamorous people had pushed in since, in defiance of the assurance that business for the day was over. Some of them demanded to see Mr. Godolphin. Mr. Hurde declined to introduce them to him. In doing so, he was acting on his own responsibility: perhaps to save that gentleman vexation, perhaps out of consideration to his state of health. He knew that his master, perplexed and astounded with the state of affairs, could only answer them as he did  that on Monday morning, all being well, the Bank would be open for business again. Did any undercurrent of doubt that this would be the case, run in Mr. Hurdes own heart? If so, he kept it down, refusing to admit it even to himself. One thing is certain until that unpleasant episode of the previous day, when the rough, unknown man had applied so loudly and inopportunely for money, Mr. Hurde would have been ready to answer with his own life for the solvency of the house of Godolphin. He had believed, not only in the ability of the house to meet its demands and liabilities, but to meet them, if needed, twice over. That mans words, reflecting upon Mr. George Godolphin, grated upon Mr. Hurdes ears at the time, and they had grated on his memory ever since. But, so far as he could do so, he had beaten them down.

The crowd were got rid of. They became at length aware that to stay there would not answer their purpose in any way, would not do them good. They were fain to content themselves with that uncertain assurance, touching Monday morning, and went out, the doors being immediately barred upon them. If the catastrophe of the day was unpleasant for the principals, it was not much less unpleasant for the clerks: and they lost no time in closing the entrance when the opportunity occurred. The only man who had remained was the Rector of All Souls.

I must see Mr. Godolphin, said he.

You can see him, sir, of course, was Mr. Hurdes answer. Mr. Hastings was different from the mob just got rid of. He had, so to say, a right of admittance to the presence of the principals in a three-fold sense: as a creditor, as their spiritual pastor, and as a near connexion; a right which Mr. Hurde would not presume to dispute.

Mr. Godolphin will see you, I am sure, sir, he continued, leading the way from the room towards Thomas Godolphins. He would have seen every soul that asked for him, of those now gone out. I knew that, and thats why I wouldnt let messages be taken to him. Of what use, to-day?

Thomas Godolphin was sitting alone, very busily occupied, as it appeared, with books. Mr. Hastings cast a rapid glance round the room, but George was not in it.

It was not two minutes ago that George had left it, and Mr. Hastings had escaped seeing him by those two minutes. George had stood there, condoling with Thomas upon the untoward event of the day, apparently as perplexed as Thomas was, to account for its cause: and apparently as hopeful; nay, as positive; that ample funds would be down, ere the day should close, to set all things right.

Mr. Godolphin, I have been asking Hurde for my money, were the first words uttered by the Rector. Will you not give it me?

Thomas Godolphin turned his earnest eyes, terribly sad then, on Mr. Hastings, a strangely yearning look in their light. I wish I could, he answered. But, even were it possible for us to do so  to give you a preference over others  it is not in our power. All funds in hand are paid out.

The Rector did not go over the old ground of argument, as he had to Mr. Hurde  that it was unfair to give preference to the earlier comers. It would answer no end now: and he was, besides, aware that he might have been among those earlier applicants, but for some untoward fate, which had taken him out of the way to the Pollard cottages, and restrained him from speaking to Isaac, when he saw him fly past. Whether Mr. Hastings would have had his nine thousand pounds is another matter. More especially if  as had been asserted by Mr. Hurde  the fact of the payment did not appear in the books.

Where is George? asked Mr. Hastings.

He has gone to the telegraph office, replied Thomas Godolphin. There has been more than time for answers to arrive  to be brought here  since our telegrams went up. George grew impatient, and has gone to the station.

I wish to ask him how he could so have deceived me, resumed the Rector. He assured me only yesterday, as it were, that the Bank was perfectly safe.

As he no doubt thought. Nothing would have been the matter, but for this run upon it. Theres quite a panic in Priors Ash, I am told; but what can have caused it, I know not. Some deeds of value belonging to Lord Averil have been lost or mislaid, and the report may have got about: but why it should have caused this fear, is to me utterly incomprehensible. I would have assured you myself yesterday, had you asked me, that we were perfectly safe and solvent. That we are so still, will be proved on Monday morning.

Mr. Hastings bent forward his head. It would be worse than ruin to me, Mr. Godolphin. I should be held responsible for the Chisholms money; should be called upon to refund it; and I have no means of doing so. I dare not contemplate the position.

What are you talking of? asked Thomas Godolphin. I do not understand. We hold no money belonging to the Chisholms.

Indeed you do, was the reply. You had it all. I paid in the proceeds of the sale, nine thousand and forty-five pounds.

Mr. Godolphin paused at the assertion, looking at the Rector somewhat as his head clerk had done. When did you pay it in? he inquired.

A few days ago. I brought it in the evening, after banking hours. Brierly came over from Binham and paid it to me in cash, and I brought it here at once. It was a large sum to keep in the house. As things have turned out, I wish I had kept it, concluded the Rector, speaking plainly.

Paid it to George?

Yes. Maria was present. I have his receipt for it, Mr. Godolphin, added the Rector. You almost appear to doubt the fact. As Hurde did, when I spoke to him just now. He said it did not appear in the books.

Neither does it, replied Thomas Godolphin. But I do not doubt you, now that you tell me of the transaction. George must have omitted to enter it.

That omission began to work in the minds of both, more than either cared to tell. Thomas Godolphin was marvelling at his brothers reprehensible carelessness: the Rector of All Souls was beginning to wonder whether carelessness was the deepest sin about to be laid open in the conduct of George Godolphin. Very unpleasant doubts, he could scarcely tell why, were rising up within him. His keen eye searched the countenance of Thomas Godolphin: but he read nothing there to confirm his doubts. On the contrary, that countenance, save for the great sorrow and vexation upon it, was, as it ever was, clear and open as the day. Not yet, not quite yet, had the honest faith of years, reposed by Thomas Godolphin in his brother, been shaken. Very, very soon was it to come: not the faith to be simply shaken, but rudely destroyed: blasted for ever; as a tree torn up by lightning.

It was useless for Mr. Hastings to remain. All the satisfaction to be obtained was  the confidently-expressed hope that Monday would set things straight. It would be utter ruin to me, you know, he said, as he rose.

It would be ruin to numbers, replied Thomas Godolphin. I pray you, do not glance at anything so terrible. There is no cause for it: there is not indeed: our resources are ample. I can only say that I should wish I had died long ago, rather than have lived to witness such ruin, brought upon others, through us.

Lord Averil was asking to see Thomas Godolphin, and entered his presence as Mr. Hastings left it. He came in, all impulse. It appeared that he had gone out riding that morning after breakfast, and knew nothing of the tragedy then being enacted in the town. Do you think the word too strong a one  tragedy? Wait and see its effects. In passing the Bank on his return, Lord Averil saw the shutters up. In the moments shock, his fears flew to Thomas Godolphin. He forgot that the death, even of the principal, would not close a Bank for business. Lord Averil, having nothing to do with business and its ways, may have been excused the mistake.

He pulled short up, and sat staring at the Bank, his heart beating, his face growing hot. Only the day before he had seen Thomas Godolphin in health (comparatively speaking) and life; and now, could he be dead? Casting his eyes on the stragglers gathered on the pavement before the banking doors  an unusual number of stragglers, though Lord Averil was too much occupied with other thoughts to notice the fact  he stooped down and addressed one of them. It happened to be Rutt the lawyer, who in passing had stopped to talk with the groups gathered there. Why did groups gather there? The Bank was closed for the rest of the day, nothing to be obtained from its aspect but blank walls and a blank door. What good did it do to people to halt there and stare at it? What good does it do them to halt before a house where murder has been committed, and stare at that?

The Viscount Averil bent from his horse to Rutt the lawyer. What has happened? Is Mr. Godolphin dead?

It is not that, my lord. The Bank has stopped.

The  Bank  has  stopped? repeated Lord Averil, pausing between each word, in his astonishment, and a greater pause before the last.

Half an hour ago, my lord. There has been a run upon it this morning; and now they have paid out all their funds, and are obliged to stop.

Lord Averil could not recover his consternation. What occasioned the run? he asked.

Well  your lordship must understand that rumours are abroad. I heard them, days ago. Some say, now, that they have no foundation, and that the Bank will resume business on Monday as usual, when remittances arrive. The telegraph has been at work pretty well for the house the last hour or so, concluded Mr. Rutt.

Lord Averil leaped from his horse, gave it to a lad to hold, and went round to the private door. Thence he was admitted, as you have seen, to the presence of Thomas Godolphin. Not of his own loss had he come to speak  the sixteen thousand pounds involved in the disappearance of the deeds  and which, if the Bank ceased its payments, might never be refunded to him. No. Although he saw the premises closed, and heard that the Bank had stopped, not a doubt crossed Lord Averil of its real stability. That the run upon it had caused its temporary suspension, and that all would be made right on the Monday, as Mr. Rutt had suggested, he fully believed. The Bank held other deeds of Lord Averils, and a little money: not much; his present account was not great. The deeds were safe; the money might be imperilled.

I never heard of it until this moment, he impulsively cried, clasping the hand of Thomas Godolphin. In returning now from a ride, I saw the shutters closed, and learned what had happened. There has been a run upon the Bank, I understand.

Yes, replied Thomas, in a subdued tone, that told of mental pain. It is a very untoward thing.

But what induced it?

I cannot imagine. Unless it was the rumour, which has no doubt spread abroad, of the loss of your deeds. I suppose it was that: magnified in telling, possibly, into the loss of half the coffers of the Bank. Panics have arisen from far slighter causes; as those versed in the money market could tell you.

But how foolish people must be!

When a panic arises, people are not themselves, remarked Thomas Godolphin. One takes up the fear from another, as they take an epidemic. I wish, our friends and customers had had more confidence in us. But I cannot blame them.

They are saying, outside, that business will be resumed.

Yes. As soon as we can get remittances down. Sunday intervenes, and of course nothing can be done until Monday.

Well, now, my friend, can I help you? rejoined Lord Averil. I am a richer man than the world gives me credit for; owing to the inexpensive life I have led, since that one false step of mine, when I was in my teens. I will give you my signature to any amount. If you can contrive to make it known, it may bring people to their senses.

Thomas Godolphins generous spirit opened to the proof of confidence: it shone forth from his quiet dark-grey eyes as he gazed at Lord Averil.

Thank you sincerely for the kindness. I shall gratefully remember it to the last day of my life. An hour or two ago I do not know but I might have availed myself of it: as it is, it is too late. The Bank is closed for the day, and nothing more, good or bad, can be done until Monday morning. Long before that, I expect assistance will have arrived.

Very well. But if you want further assistance, you know where to come for it, concluded Lord Averil. I shall be in Priors Ash. Do you know, he continued, in a musing sort of tone, since I renounced that proposed sea expedition, I have begun to feel more like a homeless man than I ever yet did. If there were a desirable place for sale in this neighbourhood, I am not sure but I should purchase it, and settle down.

Thomas Godolphin gave only a slight answer. His own business was enough for him to think of, for one day. Lord Averil suddenly remembered this, and said something to the effect, but he did not yet rise to go. Surely he could not, at that moment, contemplate speaking to Mr. Godolphin about Cecil! Another minute, and Mr. Hurde had come into the room, bearing a telegraphic despatch in his hand.

Has Mr. George brought this? Thomas inquired, as he took it.

No, sir. It came by the regular messenger.

George must have missed him then, was Thomas Godolphins mental comment.

He opened the paper. He cast his eyes over the contents. It was a short message; only a few words in it, simple and easy to comprehend: but Thomas Godolphin apparently could not understand it. Such at least was the impression conveyed to Lord Averil and Mr. Hurde. Both were watching him, though without motive. The clerk waited, for any orders there might be to give him: Lord Averil sat on, as he had been sitting. Thomas Godolphin read it three times, and then glanced up at Mr. Hurde.

This cannot be for us, he remarked. Some mistake must have been made. Some confusion, possibly, in the telegraph office in town; and the message, intended for us, has gone elsewhere.

That could hardly be, sir, was Mr. Hurdes reply.

In good truth, Thomas Godolphin himself thought it could hardly be. But  if the message had come right  what did it mean? Mr. Hurde, racking his brains to conjecture the nature of the message that was so evidently disturbing his master, contrived to catch sight of two or three words at the end: and they seemed to convey an ominous intimation that there were no funds to be forthcoming.

Thomas Godolphin was disturbed; and in no measured degree. His hands grew cold and his brow moist, as he gazed at the despatch in its every corner. According to its address, it was meant for their house, and in answer to one of the despatches he had sent up that morning. But  its contents! Surely they could not be addressed to the good old house of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin!

A moment or two of wavering hesitation and then he drew to him a sheet of paper, wrote a few words, and folded it. Take this yourself with all speed to the telegraph station, he said to Mr. Hurde. Send the message up at once, and wait there for the answer. It will not be long in coming. And if you meet Mr. George, tell him I wish to see him.

And now I dare say you will be glad to get rid of me, remarked Lord Averil, as Mr. Hurde hastened out. This is not a day to intrude upon you for long: and I dare say the fellow to whom I intrusted my horse is thinking something of the sort.

He shook hands cordially and went away, leaving Thomas Godolphin to battle alone with his care. Ah me! no human aid, henceforth, could help him, by so much as a passing word, with the terrible battle already set in. God alone, who had been with Thomas Godolphin through life, could whisper to him a word of comfort, could shed down a few drops of sustaining strength, so that he might battle through and bear. That God had been with him, in the midst of the deep sorrows He had seen fit to cast upon him, Thomas knew: he knew that He would be with him always, even unto the end.

You had better accept my offer of assistance, Lord Averil turned back to say.

No, broke from Thomas Godolphin in a sharp tone of pain, very different from the calm, if grateful, answer he had previously given to the same proposition. What sort of justice would it be, if I robbed you to pay the claims of others?

You can refund me when the panics over, returned the viscount, somewhat surprised at the nature of the reply.

Yes. But  but  it might be a risk, was the rejoinder, given with unwonted hesitation. In a crisis, such as this, it is, I believe, impossible to foresee what the end may be. Thank you greatly, Averil, all the same.

Mr. Hurde was not very long before he returned, bringing with him an answer to the last message. Colder and moister became Thomas Godolphins brow as he read it; colder and colder grew his hand. It appeared to be only a confirmation of the one received before.

I cannot understand this, he murmured.

Mr. Hurde stood by. That some ominous fear had arisen, he saw. He was an old and faithful servant of the house, entirely devoted to its interests. His master said a few words of explanation to him.

They aroused Mr. Hurdes fears. Had some deep-laid treachery been at work?  some comprehensive scheme of duplicity been enacting for some time past, making a bankrupt house appear to be still a flourishing concern? If so, it could only have been done by falsifying the books: and that could only have been done by George Godolphin.

Mr. Hurde did not dare to give vent to his thoughts. Indeed, he did not seriously contemplate that they could be realities. But, in the uncertainty created, he deemed himself perfectly justified in mentioning to Mr. Godolphin the untoward occurrence of the previous day; the rude demand of the man for money, and the unpleasant expressions he had used of the state of Mr. George Godolphins affairs. He was clearing his throat to begin in his usual slow fashion, when Mr. Godolphin spoke.

I shall go to town by the first train, Hurde. The express. It will pass through in half an hour.

Then Mr. Hurde told his tale. It did not tend to reassure Thomas Godolphin.

He rang the bell. He caused George to be inquired for. But George was not in the house. He had not returned since that errand of his, ostensibly to the telegraph office.

Themas could not wait. He wrote a note to George, and sealed it. He then charged a servant with a message for Miss Godolphin at Ashlydyat, gave a few directions to Mr. Hurde, proceeded on foot to the station without further preparations, and started on his journey.

Started on his journey, strange doubts and fears making havoc of his beating heart.


CHAPTER XIX. BOBBING JOAN.

Maria Godolphin was in her own pretty sitting-room upstairs. She had been sitting there ever since breakfast: had not yet stirred from it, though noon had passed, for she was very busy. Not fond of sewing in a general way, she was plying her needle quickly now: some work of fine intricate braiding, to be converted into a frock for Miss Meta. Maria worked as if her heart were in it: it was for her child.

The door was closed, the window was open to the summer air. The scent of the flowers ascended from the garden below, the gentle hum of the insects was heard as they sported in the sun, the scene altogether was one of perfect tranquillity. There was an air of repose about the room, about Maria in her cool muslin dress, about the scene altogether. Who, looking at it, would have suspected the commotion that was being enacted  or that had been enacted so recently  in another part of the house?

It is a positive fact that Maria knew nothing yet of the grievous calamity which had fallen  the stoppage of the Bank. The servants knew it fast enough; were more correctly acquainted with its details (to hear them speak) than the Bank itself. They stood about in groups and talked in whispers, letting their work go. But not one of them had presumed to acquaint their unconscious mistress. They knew how ignorant of it all she was: they felt certain that not a suspicion of anything going wrong had ever crossed her. Indeed, it had not crossed their own inquisitive selves, and the blow had burst upon them that morning as a thunder-clap.

As a thunder-clap, it was soon to burst upon Maria. A few minutes respite yet, ere it should come. She certainly had heard the visitors-bell ring three or four times, which was somewhat unusual, considering that no message for her had followed upon it. That bell in the daytime generally heralded guests for herself. Once, when Pierce came in, bringing a small parcel for her from the booksellers, Maria had inquired who it was that had just rung at the hall-door. Pierce answered that it was Lord Averil; his lordship had asked to see Mr. Godolphin. Maria could not remember afterwards, when looking back on the circumstances of the day, whether or not it had occurred to her to wonder why Lord Averil should come to the private door, when his visit was to the Bank and Thomas Godolphin. Pierce ventured not another word. He put down the parcel and hurried off, very much after the manner of one who is afraid of being asked questions.

And yet, the man, in his sober judgment, believed that there was little danger of any troublesome questions being put by his mistress. There was none. Of all people living, none were so completely unconscious that anything wrong was looming, as Mrs. George Godolphin. If there was one house in the kingdom more safe, more staid, more solid than other houses, she believed it to be theirs. Yes, it was a notable fact, that Maria, sitting there so serenely tranquil, knew nothing of what was stirring Priors Ash, from one end of it to the other, to the highest point of excitement. Perhaps it would not be too much to say that she was the last person in it whom the news reached.

The work  her work, that she held in her hand  was approaching completion, and she looked at it with fond eyes. She had been two or three weeks over it, sitting steadily to it several of the days. It was very pretty, certainly; a new sort of work just come up, done with a new sort of braid; and would, beyond question, look charming on Miss Meta. Now and then Maria would be visited with doubtful visions as to whether the thing would wash. That is, wash and look as well afterwards as it did now. She could only hope for the best, and that Miss Meta would be upon her good behaviour when wearing it, and not spoil it beyond redemption the first time it was on.

I hope I shall have enough braid, deliberated Maria, comparing the small portion of work, yet remaining to do, with the braid in hand. I wish I had told Margery to bring me in another piece; she will pass the shop. I must send, if I find it running short. If I am not interrupted to-day, I shall finish it.

One interruption occurred almost as Maria was speaking. The entrance of her husband. With him in the room she was continually looking off to talk, if she did not quite lay the work down; altogether she did not get on as fast as when alone. He had just come in from that excursion to the telegraph office. Had he been there? Or had his supposed visit been but a plea set forth, an excuse to get out of his brothers presence, away from that troubled scene, the Bank?

There was no knowing. George never said how it was, then or afterwards. Never said whether his return now was the result of his having accidentally seen his brother at a distance, walking along at a quick pace. He came in by the hall-door (there was no other way open to-day), letting himself in with his latch-key. Mr. Hurde was still there, posting or doing something or other to a pile of books.

Has Mr. Godolphin gone for the day? asked George.

Mr. Godolphins gone to London, sir.

To London? echoed George, in surprise. What is taking him there?

Some queer messages have come down by telegraph, returned Mr. Hurde, pushing his spectacles up, and looking George full in the face. Mr. Godolphin could not understand them, and he has gone to town.

George did not make any observation for a minute. Was he afraid to make further inquiries? What were the messages? he presently asked.

Mr. Godolphin did not show them to me, sir, was the answer, spoken, or George fancied it, in a curt tone. He said enough to tell me that there appeared to be some great cause for disquiet  and he has gone to see about it. He left a note in the parlour, sir, for you.

Mr. Hurde buried his face over his books again, a genteel hint, perhaps, that he wished the colloquy to end  if his master would be pleased to take it. George entered the parlour and caught up the note.

Be at home to callers; answer all inquiries, repeated he, reciting the last words of the note. I wish Thomas may get it! Now that the explosion has come, Priors Ash is no place for me.

Many and many a day had there intruded into George Godolphins mind a vision of this very time, when the explosion should have come. He had never dwelt upon it. He had driven it away from him to the utmost of his power. Perhaps it is not in the nature of those, whose course of conduct is such as to bring down these explosions as a natural sequence, to anticipate with uncomfortable minuteness the period of their arrival, or their particular manner of meeting them. Certainly George Godolphin had not done so: but there had been ever an undercurrent of conviction lying dormant in his heart, that he should not face it in person. When the brunt of the scandal was over, then he might return to home and Priors Ash: but he would not wait there to be present at its fall.

He crushed Thomas Godolphins note into his pocket, and stood upright on the hearthrug to think. He knew that, if treated according to his deserts, this would be the last friendly note written him by his brother for many a day to come. Thomas was then being whirled on his way to the full knowledge of his, Georges, delinquency; or, if not to the full knowledge, which perhaps could only be unfolded by degrees, as we turn the pages of a book, to quite enough of it. It was time for him to be off now. If inquisitive callers must be seen, Hurde could see them.

Conscience makes cowards of us all: a saying, not more trite than true. Very absurd cowards it makes of us now and then. As George Godolphin stood there, revolving the pros and cons of his getting away, the ways and means of his departure, a thought flashed into his mind as to whether he should be allowed to depart, if an inkling of his exodus got wind. It actually did so; unfounded as was any cause for it. The fear came from his lively conscience; but from nothing else. He might be seen at the railway station, and stopped: he might   Tush! interrupted George angrily, coming out of the foolish fear and returning to his sober senses. People here know nothing yet, beyond the bare fact that the Bank has suspended payment. They cant arrest a man for that.

But, how about ways and means? Ay, that was a greater necessity for consideration. The money in Georges pockets amounted  I am telling you truth  to three and sixpence. With all his faults, he was open-hearted, open-handed. He had been weak, imprudent, extravagant; he had enacted a course of deceit to his brother and to the world, forced to it (he would have told you) by his great need and his great dread; he had made use of other mens property: he had, in short, violated those good rules that public lamentation is made for every Sunday  he had left undone those things that he ought to have done, and he had done those things that he ought not to have done; but it was not for himself (in one sense) that he had done this. It was not for himself, selfishly. He had not been laying up in store for the evil day, or put by money to serve his wants when other moneys should fail. As long as he had money he spent it: whether in paying claims, or in making charming presents to Charlotte Pain and similarly esteemed friends  elegant little trifles that of course cost nothing, or next to it; or in new dolls for Meta; or in giving a five-pound note to some poor broken-down tradesman, who wanted to get upon his legs again. In one way or other the money had been spent; not a single shilling had George hoarded up; so, in that sense, though in that alone, he had been neither selfish nor dishonest.

And, now that the crash had come, he was without means. He had not so much as the fare in his pocket that would suffice to convey him away from the troubled scene, which the next week would evidently bring forth. The Bank funds were exhausted: so he had not them to turn to. But, get away he must: and, it seemed to him, the sooner the better.

He came forth through the door separating the Bank from the dwelling, and entered the dining-room. The tray was laid for luncheon, and for Metas dinner: but no one was in the room. He went upstairs to Marias sitting-room. She was there, quietly at work: and she looked up at him with a glad smile of welcome. Her attitude of repose, her employment, the expression of calm happiness pervading her countenance, told George that she was as yet in ignorance of what had occurred.

What money have you in your purse, Maria? asked he, speaking carelessly.

Maria laughed. Why, none, she answered quite merrily. Or as good as none. I have been telling you ever so long, George, that I must have some money; and I must. A good deal, I mean; to pay my housekeeping bills.

Just see what you have, returned George. I want to borrow it.

Maria put her hand into her pocket, and then found that her purse was in her desk. She gave the keys to George, and asked him to unlock it.

The purse was in a small compartment, lying on a ten-pound note. In the purse there proved to be a sovereign and seven shillings. George put the money and the purse back again, and took up the note.

You sly girl! cried he, pretending to be serious. To tell me you had no money! What special cadeau is this put by for? A gold chain for Meta?

That is not mine, George. It is old Dame Bonds. I told you about it, if you remember.

Ill take this, said George, transferring the note to his pocket.

Oh no, George; dont take that! exclaimed Maria. She may come for it at any hour. I promised to return it to her whenever she asked for it.

My dear, you shall have it again. She wont come to-day.

Why can you not get a note from the Bank instead of taking that?

George made no answer. He turned into his bedroom. Maria thought nothing of the omission: she supposed his mind to be preoccupied. In point of fact, she thought little of his taking the note. With coffers full (as she supposed) to turn to, borrowing a ten-pound note seemed an affair of no moment.

She sat on about ten minutes, hard at work. George remained in his bedroom, occupied (as it appeared to Maria) in opening and shutting various drawers. Somewhat curious as to what he could be doing, she at length rose from her seat and looked in. He was packing a large portmanteau.

Are you going out, George? she exclaimed in surprise.

For a few days. Business is calling me to town. Look here, Maria. I shall take nothing with me, beyond my small black leather hand-case; but you can send this by one of the men to the station to-night. It must come after me.

What a very sudden determination, George! she cried. You did not say anything about it this morning.

I did not know then I should have to go. Dont look sad, child. I shant be long away.

It seems to me that you are always going away now, George, she observed, her tone as sad as her looks.

Business must be attended to, responded George, shaking out a coat that he was about to fold. I dont in the least covet going, I assure you, Maria.

What more she would have said, was interrupted by a noise. Some one had entered the sitting-room with much commotion. Maria returned to it, and saw Meta and Margery.

Meta had been the whole morning long in the hayfield. Not the particular hayfield already mentioned; that one was cleared of hay now; but to some other hayfield, whose cocks were in full bloom  if such an expression may be used in regard to hay. There were few things Miss Meta liked so much as a roll in the hay; and, so long as cocks were to be found in the neighbourhood, Margery would be coaxed over to take her to them. Margery did not particularly dislike it herself. Margerys rolling days were over; but, seated at the foot of one of the cocks, her knitting in hand, and the child in view, Margery found the time pass agreeably enough. As she had found it, this day: and the best proof of it was, that she stayed beyond her time. Miss Metas dinner was waiting.

Miss Meta was probably aware of the fact by sundry inward warnings. She had gone flying into her mammas sitting-room, tugging at the strings of her hat, which had got into a knot. Margery had flown in, almost as quickly; certainly in greater excitement.

Is it true, maam? she gasped out, the moment she saw Maria.

Is what true? inquired Maria.

That the Bank has broke. When I saw the shutters up and the door barred, for all the world as if everybody in the house was dead, you might have knocked me down with a feather. Theres quite a crowd round: and one of em told me the Bank had broke.

George came out of his bedroom. Take this child to the nursery, and get her ready for her dinner, said he in the quick, decisive, haughty manner that he now and then used, though rarely to Margery.

Margery withdrew with the child, and George looked at his wife. She was standing in perplexity; half aghast, half in disbelief; and she turned her questioning eyes on George.

But for those words of Margerys, whose sound had penetrated to his bedroom, would he have said anything to Maria before his departure? It must remain a question. Now he had no resource left but to tell her.

The fact is, Maria, we have had a run upon the Bank this morning; have been compelled to suspend payment. For the present, added George, vouchsafing to Maria the hopeful view of the case which his brother, in his ignorance, had taken.

She did not answer. She felt too much dismayed. Perhaps, in her minds confusion, she could not yet distinctly understand. George placed her in a chair.

How scared you look, child! Theres no cause for that. Such things happen every day.

George  George! she reiterated, struggling as it were for utterance: do you mean that the Bank has failed? I dont think I understand.

For the present. Some cause or other, that we can none of us get to the bottom of, caused a run upon us to-day.

A run? You mean that people all came together, wanting to withdraw their money?

Yes. We paid as long as our funds held out. And then we closed.

She burst into a distressing flood of tears. The shock, from unclouded prosperity  she had not known that that prosperity was fictitious  to ruin, to disgrace, was more than she could bear calmly. George felt vexed. It seemed as if the tears reproached him.

For goodness sake, Maria, dont go on like that, he testily cried. It will blow over; it will be all right.

But he put his arm round her in spite of his hasty words. Maria leaned her face upon his bosom and sobbed out her tears upon it. He did not like the tears at all; he spoke quite crossly; and Maria did her best to hush them.

What will be done? she asked, choking down the rebellious sobs that rose in spite of her.

Dont trouble yourself about that. I have been obliged to tell you, because it is a thing that cannot be concealed; but it will not affect your peace and comfort, I hope. Theres no cause for tears.

Will the Bank go on again?

Thomas has gone up to London, expecting to bring funds down. In that case it will open on Monday morning.

How could he tell it her? Knowing as he did know, and he alone, that through his deep-laid machinations, there were no longer funds available for the Bank or for Thomas Godolphin.

Need you go to London, she asked in a wailing tone, if Thomas has gone? I shall be left alone.

I must go. Theres no help for it.

And which day shall you be back again? By Monday?

Not perhaps by Monday. Keep up your spirits, Maria. It will be all right.

Meta came bursting in. She was going down to dinner. Was mamma coming to luncheon?

No, mamma did not want any. Margery would attend to her. George picked up the child and carried her into his room. In his drawers he had found some trifling toy; brought home for Meta weeks ago, and forgotten to be given to her. It had lain there since. It was one of those renowned articles, rarer now than they once were, called Bobbing Joan. George had given sixpence for it. A lady, with a black head and neck, a round body, and no visible legs. He put it on the top of the drawers, touched it, and set it bobbing at Meta.

She was all delight; she stretched out her hands for it eagerly. But George, neglecting the toy, sat down on a chair, clasped the child in his arms, and showered upon her more passionately heartfelt embraces than perhaps he had ever given to living mortal, child or woman. He did not keep her: the last long lingering kiss was pressed upon her rosy lips, and he put her down, handed her the toy, and bade her run and show it to mamma.

Away she went; to mamma first, and then in search of Margery.

Maria went into the bedroom to her husband. He was locking his portmanteau.

That is all, I believe, he said, transferring the keys to his pocket, and taking up the small hand-case. Remember that it is sent off by to-nights train, Maria. I have addressed it.

You are not going now, George? she said, her heart seeming to fail her strangely.

Yes, I am.

But  there is no train. The express must have passed this half-hour.

I shall ride over to Crancomb and take the train there, he answered. I have some business in the place, added he, by way of stopping any questions as to the why and wherefore. Listen, Maria. You need not mention that I have gone until you see Thomas on Monday morning. Tell him.

Shall you not see him yourself in London? she returned. Are you not going to meet him?

I may miss him: it is just possible, was the reply of George, spoken with all the candour in life, just as though his mission to London was the express one of meeting his brother. If Thomas should return home without having seen me, I mean.

What am I to tell him? she asked.

Only that I am gone. Theres no necessity to say anything else. I shall  if I miss seeing him in town  write to him here.

And when shall you be back again?

Soon. Good-bye, my darling.

He held his wife folded in his arms, as he had recently held Meta. The tears were raining down her cheeks.

Dont grieve, Maria. It will blow over, I say. God bless you. Take care of Meta.

Marias heart felt as if it were breaking. But in the midst of her own distress, she remembered the claims of others. That ten-pound note, George? If you are not back in a day or two, how shall I have it? The woman may come for it.

Oh, I shall be back. Or you can ask Thomas.

In his careless indifference he thought he should be back before long. He was not going to run away: only to absent himself from the brunt of the explosion. That his delinquencies would be patent to Thomas and to others by Monday morning, he knew: it would be just as well to let some of their astonishment and anger evaporate without his presence; be far more agreeable to himself, personally. In his careless indifference, too, he had spoken the words, You can ask Thomas. A moments consideration would have told him that Thomas would have no ten-pound notes to spare for Maria. George Godolphin was one who never lost heart. He was indulging, now, the most extravagantly sanguine hopes of raising money in London, by some means or other. Perhaps Verrall could help him?

He strained his wife to his heart, kissed her again, and was gone. Maria sat down in the midst of her blinding tears.

Walking round to the stables, he waited there while his horse was got ready, mounted him, the small black case in front, and rode away alone. The groom thought his master was only going out for a ride, as he did on other days: but the man did wonder that Mr. George should go that day. Crancomb was a small place about five miles off: it had a railway station, and the ordinary trains stopped there. What motive induced him to go there to take the train, he best knew. Probably, he did not care to excite the observation and comment, which his going off from Priors Ash on that day would be sure to excite. Seriously to fear being stopped, he did not.

He rode along at a leisurely pace, reaching Crancomb just before the up-train was expected. Evidently the days great disaster had not yet travelled to Crancomb. George was received with all the tokens of respect, ever accorded to the Godolphins. He charged the landlord of the inn to send his horse back to Priors Ash on Monday morning, changed Mrs. Bonds ten-pound note, and chatted familiarly to the employés at the station, after taking his ticket.

Up came the train. Two or three solitary passengers, bound for the place, descended, two or three entered. The whistle sounded; the engine shrieked and puffed: and George Godolphin, nodding familiarly around with his gay smile, was carried on his road to London.

Maria had sat on, her blinding tears falling. What an alteration it was! What a contrast to the happiness of the morning! That a few minutes should have power to bring forth so awful a change! The work she had done so eagerly before, lay on the table. Where had its enjoyment gone? She turned from it now with a feeling not far removed from sickness. Nothing could be thought of but the great trouble which had fallen; there was no further satisfaction to be derived from outward things. The work lay there, untouched; destined, though she knew it not, never to have another stitch set in it by its mistress; and she sat on and on, her hands clasped inertly before her, her brain throbbing with its uncertainty and its care.


CHAPTER XX. MRS. BONDS VISIT.

In the old study at All Souls Rectory  if you have not forgotten that modest room  in the midst of almost as much untidiness as used to characterize it when the little Hastingses were in their untidy ages, sat some of them in the summers evening. Roses drawings and fancy-work lay about; Mrs. Hastingss more substantial sewing lay about; and a good deal of litter besides out of Reginalds pocket; not to speak of books belonging to the boys, fishing-tackle, and sundries.

Nothing was being touched, nothing used; it all lay neglected, as Maria Godolphins work had done, earlier in the afternoon. Mrs. Hastings sat in a listless attitude, her elbow on the old cloth cover of the table, her face turned to her children. Rose sat at the window; Isaac and Reginald were standing by the mantel-piece; and Grace, her bonnet thrown off on to the floor, her shawl unpinned and partially falling from her shoulders, half sat, half knelt at her mothers side, her face upturned to her, asking for particulars of the calamity. Grace had come running in only a few minutes ago, eager, anxious, and impulsive.

Only think the state I have been in! she cried. But one servant in the house, and unable to leave baby to get down here! I  

What brings you with only one servant? interrupted Rose.

Anns mother is ill, and I have let her go home until Monday morning. I wish you would not interrupt me with frivolous questions, Rose! added Grace in her old, quick, sharp manner. Any other day but Saturday, I would have left baby to Martha, and she might have put off her work, but on Saturdays theres always so much to do. I had half a mind to come and bring the baby myself. What should I care, if Priors Ash did see me carrying him? But, mamma, you dont tell me  how has this dreadful thing been brought about?

I tell you, Grace! returned Mrs. Hastings. I should be glad to know, myself.

Theres a report going about  Tom picked it up somewhere and brought it home to me  that Mr. George Godolphin had been playing pranks with the Banks money, continued Grace.

Grace, my dear, were I you I would not repeat such a report, gravely observed Mrs. Hastings.

Grace shrugged her shoulders. George Godolphin had never been a favourite of hers, and never would be. It may turn out to be true, said she.

Then, my dear, it will be time enough for us to talk of it when it does. You are fortunate, Grace; you had no money there.

Im sure we had, answered Grace, more bluntly than politely. We had thirty pounds there. And thirty pounds would be as much of a loss to us as thirty hundred to some.

Tom Akeman must be getting on  to keep a banking account! cried free Reginald.

Grace for a wonder, did not detect the irony: though she knew that Reginald had never liked Mr. Akeman: he had always told Grace she lowered herself by marrying an unknown architect.

Seven hundred pounds were lodged in the Bank to his account when that chapel-of-ease was begun, she said, in answer to Reginalds remark. He has drawn it all out, for wages and other things, except thirty pounds. And of course, that, if it is lost, will be our loss. Had the Bank stood until next week, there would have been another large sum paid in. Will it go on again, Isaac?

You may as well ask questions of a stranger, as ask them of me, Grace, was her brother Isaacs answer. I cannot tell you anything certain.

You wont, you mean, retorted Grace. I suppose you clerks may not tell tales out of school. What sum has the Bank gone for, Isaac? That, surely, may be told.

Not for any sum, was Isaacs answer. The Bank has not gone yet, in that sense. There was a run upon the Bank this morning, and the calls were so great that we had not enough money in the place to satisfy them, and were obliged to cease paying. It is said that the Bank will open again on Monday, when assistance shall have come; that business will be resumed, as usual. Mr. Godolphin himself said so: and he is not one to say a thing unless it has foundation. I know nothing more than that, Grace, whatever you may choose to infer.

Do you mean to tell me that there are no suspicions in the Bank that something, more than the public yet knows, is amiss with George Godolphin? persisted Grace.

Isaac answered lightly and evasively. He was aware that such suspicions were afloat with the clerks. Chiefly led to by that application from the stranger, and his rude and significant charges, made so publicly. Isaac had not been present at that application. It was somewhat curious, perhaps  for a freemasonry runs amidst the clerks of an establishment, and they talk freely one with another  that he never heard of it until after the stoppage of the firm. If he had heard of it, he would certainly have told his father. But whatever suspicions he and his fellow-clerks might be entertaining against George Godolphin, he was not going to speak of them to Grace Akeman.

Grace turned to her mother. Papa has a thousand pounds or two there, has he not?

Ah, child! if that were all! returned Mrs. Hastings, with a groan.

Why? What more has he there? asked Grace, startled by the words and the tone. Rose, startled also, turned round to await the answer.

Mrs. Hastings seemed to hesitate. But only for a moment. I do not know why I should not tell you, she said, looking at her daughters. Isaac and Reginald both know it. He had just lodged there the trust-money belonging to the Chisholms: nine thousand and forty-five pounds.

A silence fell upon the room. Grace and her sister were too dismayed to speak immediately. Reginald, who had now seated himself astride on a chair, his face and arms over the back of it, set up a soft lugubrious whistle, the tune of some old sea-song, feeling possibly the silence to be uncomfortable. To disclose a little secret, Mr. Reginald was not in the highest of spirits, having been subjected to some hard scolding that day on the part of his father, and some tears on the part of his mother, touching the non-existence of any personal effects. He had arrived at home, for the fourth time since his first departure for sea, baggageless, his luggage consisting exclusively of what he stood up in. Of everything else belonging to him, he was able to give no account whatever. It is rather a common complaint amongst young sailors. And then he was always changing his ships.

Is papa responsible for it? The half-frightened question came from Rose.

Certainly he is, replied Mrs. Hastings. If the Bank should not go on, why  we are ruined. As well as those poor children, the Chisholms.

Oh, mamma! why did he not draw it out this morning? cried Grace in a tone of pain. Tom told me that many people were paid in full.

Had he known the state the Bank was in, that there was anything the matter with it, no doubt he would have drawn it out, returned Mrs. Hastings.

Did Maria know it was paid in?

Yes.

Graces eyes flashed fire. Somehow, she was never inclined to be too considerate to Maria. She never had been from their earliest years. A dutiful daughter! Not to give her father warning!

Maria may not have been able to do it, observed Mrs. Hastings. Perhaps she did not know that anything was wrong.

Nonsense, mamma! was Graces answer. We have heard  when a thing like this happens, you know people begin to talk freely, to compare notes, as it were  we have heard that George Godolphin and Maria are owing money all over the town. Maria has not paid her housekeeping bills for ever so long. Of course she must have known what was coming!

Mrs. Hastings did not dispute the point with Grace. The main fact troubled her too greatly for minor considerations to be very prominent with her yet. She had never found Maria other than a considerate and dutiful daughter: and she must be convinced that she had not been so in this instance, before she could believe it.

She was afraid of compromising George Godolphin, continued Grace in a bitter tone. He has ever been first and foremost with her.

She might have given a warning without compromising him, returned Mrs. Hastings; but, in making the remark, she did not intend to cast any reflection on Maria. When your papa went to pay the money in, it was after banking hours. Maria was alone, and he told her what he had brought. Had she been aware of anything wrong, she might have given a hint to him, then and there. It need never have been known to George Godolphin  even that your papa had any intention of paying money in.

And this was recently?

Only a week or two ago.

Grace pushed her shawl more off her shoulders, and beat her knee up and down as she sat on the low stool. Suddenly she turned to Isaac.

Had you no suspicion that anything was wrong?

Yes, a slight one, he incautiously answered. A doubt, though, more than a suspicion.

Grace took up the admission warmly. And you could hug the doubt slyly to yourself and never warn your father! she indignantly uttered. A fine son you are, Isaac Hastings!

Isaac was of equable temperament. He did not retort on Grace that he had warned him, but that Mr. Hastings had not acted upon the hint; at least not effectually. When my father blames me, it will be time enough for you to blame me, Grace, was all he said in answer. And  in my opinion  it might be just as well if you waited to hear whether Maria deserves blame, before you cast so much on her.

Pshaw! returned Grace. The thing speaks for itself.

Had Grace witnessed the bitter sorrow, the prostration, the uncertainty in which her sister was sunk at that moment, she might have been more charitable in her judgment. Practical and straightforward herself, it would have been as impossible for Grace to remain ignorant of her husbands affairs, pecuniary or else, as it was for her to believe that Maria Godolphin had remained so. And, if fully convinced that such had indeed been the fact, Grace would have deemed her state of contented ignorance to be little less than a crime. She and Maria were as essentially different as two people can well be. Pity but she could have seen Maria then!

Maria was in her dining-room. She had made a pretence of going down to dinner, not to excite the observation and remarks of the servants: in her excessive sensitiveness she could not bear that they should even see she was in grief. Grace, in her place, might have spoken openly and angrily before the household of the state of affairs. Not so Maria: she buried it all within her.

She could not eat. Toying with this plate and that plate, she knew not how to swallow a morsel or to make pretence of doing so, before the servants, standing by. But it came to an end, that dinner, and Maria was left alone.

She sat on, musing; her brain racked with busy thoughts. To one of the strangely refined organization of Maria Hastings, a blow, such as the one fallen, appeared more terrible even than it was. Of the consequences she as yet knew little, could foresee less; therefore they were not much glanced at by her: but of the disgrace Maria took an exaggerated view. Whether the Bank went on again or not, they seemed to have fallen from their high pedestal; and Maria shrank with a visible shudder at the bare thought of meeting her friends and acquaintances; at the idea of going out to show herself in the town.

Many would not have minded it; some would not have looked upon it in the light of a disgrace at all: minds and feelings, I say, are differently constituted. Take Mrs. Charlotte Pain, for example. Had she enjoyed the honour of being George Godolphins wife, she would not have shed a tear, or eaten a meal the less, or abstained by so much as a single day from gladdening the eyes of Priors Ash. Walking, riding, or driving, Charlotte would have shown herself as usual.

Pierce came in. And Maria lifted her head with a start, and made a pretence of looking up quite carelessly, lest the man should see how full of trouble she was.

Heres that Mrs. Bond at the door, maam, he said. I cant get rid of her. She declares that you gave her leave to call, and said that you would see her.

Maria seemed to grow hot and cold. That the woman had come for her ten-pound note, she felt convinced, induced to it, perhaps, by the misfortune of the day, and  she had it not to give her. Maria would have given a great deal for a ten-pound bank-note then.

I will see her, Pierce, she said. Let her come in.

Mrs. Bond, civil and sober to-night, came in, curtseying. Maria  ah, that sensitive heart!  felt quite meek and humbled before her; very different from what she would have felt had she had the money to refund. Mrs. Bond asked for it civilly.

I am sorry that I cannot give it to you to-night, answered Maria. I will send it to you in a day or two.

You promised, maam, that I should have it whenever I axed, said she.

I know I did, replied Maria. If I had it in the house I would give it you now. You shall have it next week.

Can I have it on Monday? asked Mrs. Bond.

Yes, answered Maria. Shall I send it to you?

Id not give you the trouble, said Mrs. Bond. Ill make bold to step up again and get it, maam, on Monday.

Very well, replied Maria. If Miss Meta was here, she would ask after the parrot.

Its beautiful, exclaimed Dame Bond. Its tails like a lovely green plume o feathers. But I aint got used to its screeching yet. Then Ill be here on Monday, maam, if you please.

Maria rang the bell, and Pierce escorted her to the door. To return again on Monday.

Maria Godolphin never deemed that she was not safe in making the promise. Thomas Godolphin would be home then, and she could get the note from him.

And she sat on alone, as before; her mind more troubled, her weary head upon her hand.


CHAPTER XXI. A DREAD FEAR.

Can you picture the sensations of Maria Godolphin during that night? No: not unless it has been your lot to pass through such. She went up to her bedroom at the usual time, not to excite any gossip in the household; she undressed mechanically; she went to bed. It had been much the custom with herself and George to sleep with the blinds up. They liked a light room; and a large gas-lamp in Crosse Street threw its full light in. Now, she lay with her eyes closed: not courting sleep; she knew that there would be no sleep for her, no continuous sleep, for many and many a night to come: now, she turned on her uneasy couch and lay with her eyes open: anything for a change in the monotonous hours. The dressing-table, its large glass, its costly ornaments, stood between the windows; she could trace its outlines, almost the pattern of its white lace drapery over the pink silk. The white window-curtains were looped up with pink; some of the pretty white chairs were finished off with pink beading. A large cheval-glass swung in a corner. On a console of white marble, its frettings of gilt, stood Marias Prayer-book and Bible, with Wilsons Supper and Sacra Privata: a book she frequently opened for a few minutes in a morning. A small ornamental bookcase was on the opposite side, containing some choice works culled from the literature of the day. On the table, in the centre of the room, lay a small travelling-desk of Georges, which he had left there when packing his things. All these familiar objects, with others, were perfectly visible to Marias eyes; and yet she saw them not. If the thought intruded that this comfortable bedchamber might not much longer be hers, she did not dwell upon it. That phase of the misfortune had scarcely come to her. Her chief sensation was one of shivering cold: that nervous coldness which only those who have experienced intense dread or pain of mind, ever have felt. She shivered inwardly and outwardly  and she said perpetually, When will the night be gone? It was only the precursor of worse nights, many of them, in store for her.

Morning dawned at last. Maria watched in the daylight; and lay closing her eyes against the light until it was the usual time for rising. She got up, shivering still, and unrefreshed. Many a one might have slept through the night, just as usual, have risen renovated, have been none the worse, in short, in spirit or in health, for the blow which had fallen. Charlotte Pain might have slept all the better. Il y a des femmes et des femmes.

It was Sunday morning, and the church bells were giving token of it, as it is customary for them to do at eight oclock. When Maria went down to breakfast, it was nearly nine. The sun was bright, and the breakfast-table, laid with its usual care in the pleasant dining-room, was bright also with its china and silver.

Something else looked bright. And that was Miss Meta. Miss Meta came in, following on her mammas steps, and attended by Margery. Very bright in her Sunday attire. An embroidered white frock, its sleeves tied up with blue ribbons, and a blue sash. Careful Margery had put a large white pinafore over the whole, lest the frock should come to grief at breakfast. On Sunday mornings Meta was indulged with a seat at her papa and mammas breakfast-table.

The child was a little bit of a gourmande, as it is in the nature of many children at that age to be. She liked nice things very much indeed. Bounding to the breakfast-table, she stood on tiptoe, her chin up, regarding what might be on it. Maria drew her to a chair apart, and sat down with the child on her knee, to take her morning kiss.

Have you been a good girl, Meta? Have you said your prayers?

Yes, confidently answered Meta to both questions.

She has said em after a fashion, cried Margery. Its not much prayers thats got out of her on a Sunday morning, except hurried ones. I had to make her say the Lords Prayer twice over, she gabbled it so. Her thoughts are fixed on coming down here; afraid breakfast should be eaten, I suppose.

Maria was in no mood for bestowing admonition. She stroked the childs fair golden curls fondly, and kissed her pretty lips.

Wheres papa? asked Meta.

He is out, dear. Dont you remember? Papa went out yesterday. He has not come home yet.

Meta drew a long face. Papa indulged her more than mamma did, especially in the matter of breakfast. Mamma was apt to say such and such a dainty was not good for Meta: papa helped her to it, whether good for her or not.

Maria put her down. Place her at the table, Margery. It is cold this morning, is it not? she added, as Meta was lifted on to a chair.

Cold! returned Margery. Where can your feelings be, maam? Its a hot summers day.

Maria sat down herself to the breakfast-table. Several letters lay before her. On a Sunday morning the letters were brought into the dining-room, and Pierce was in the habit of laying them before his masters place. To-day, he had laid them before Marias.

She took them up. All, except three, were addressed to the firm. Two of these bore Georges private address; the third was for Margery.

Here is a letter for you, Margery, she said, putting the others down, that they might be carried into the Bank.

For me! returned Margery in surprise. Are you sure, maam?

Maria handed her the letter, and Margery, searching her pocket for her spectacles, opened it without ceremony, and stood reading it.

I dare say! what else wouldnt they like! was her ejaculatory remark.

Is it from Scotland, Margery? asked her mistress.

It wouldnt be from nowhere else, answered Margery in vexation. I have no other kin to pull and tug at me. Theyre going on to Wales, she and her son, and she wants me to meet her on the journey to-morrow, just for an hours talk. Some people have consciences! Ride a matter of forty mile, and spend a sight o money in doing it!

Are you speaking of your sister  Mrs. Bray?

Mores the pity, I am, answered Margery. Selina was always one of the weak ones, maam. She says she has been ill again, feels likely to die, and is going to Wales for some months to his friends, to try if the air will benefit her. Shed be ever grateful for a five-pound note, she adds, not having a penny-piece beyond what will take her to her journeys end. I wonder how much they have had from me in the whole, if it came to be put down! wrathfully concluded Margery.

You can have a days holiday, you know, Margery, if you wish to meet her on the journey.

I must take time to consider, shortly answered Margery, who was always considerably put out by these applications. She has been nothing but a trouble to me, maam, ever since she married that neer-do-well Bray. Now, Miss Meta! you be a good child, and dont upset the whole cup of coffee over your pinafore, as you did last Sunday morning!

The parting admonition was addressed to Meta, in conjunction with a slight shake administered to that young lady, under the pretence of resettling her on her chair. Meta was at once the idol and the torment of Margerys life. Margery withdrew, and Maria, casting her spiritless eyes on the breakfast-table, took a modest piece of dry toast, and put a morsel into her mouth.

But she found some difficulty in swallowing it. Throat and bread were alike dry. She drew the butter towards her, thinking it might help her to eat the toast. No; no. She could not swallow it any more than the other. The fault did not lie there.

Would Meta like a nice piece of toast? she asked.

Meta liked anything that was good in the shape of eatables. She nodded her head several times, by way of answer. And Maria spread the toast and passed it to her.

Breakfast came to an end. Maria took the child on her knee, read her a pretty Bible story, her daily custom after breakfast, talked to her a little, and then sent her to the nursery. She, Maria, sat on alone. She heard the bells ring out for service, but they did not ring for her. Maria Godolphin could no more have shown her face in church that day, than she could have committed some desperately wrong act. Under the disgrace which had fallen upon them, it would have seemed, to her sensitive mind, something like an act of unblushing impudence. She gathered her books around her, and strove to make the best of them alone. Perhaps she had scarcely yet realized the great fact that God can be a comforter in the very darkest affliction. Marias experience that way was yet limited.

She had told the servants that she would dine in the middle of the day with the child, as their master was out; and at half-past one she sat down to dinner, and made what pretence she could of eating a little. Better pretence than she had made in the morning, for the servants were present now. She took the wing of a fowl on her plate, and turned it about and managed to eat part of it. Meta made up for her: the young lady partook of the fowl and other things with great relish, showing no sign that her appetite was failing, if her mammas was.

Later, she was despatched for a walk with Margery, and Maria was once more alone. She felt to wish to run away from herself: the house seemed too large for her. She wandered from the dining-room to her sitting-room upstairs; from the sitting-room across the vestibule to the drawing-room. She paced its large proportions, her feet sinking into the rich velvet-pile carpet; she glanced at the handsome furniture. But she saw nothing: the sense of her eyes, that day, was buried within her.

She felt indescribably lonely: she felt a sense of desertion. No one called upon her, no one came near her: even her brother Reginald had not been. People were not much in the habit of calling on her on a Sunday; but their absence seemed like neglect, in her deep sorrow. Standing for a minute at one of the windows, and looking out mechanically, she saw Isaac pass.

He looked up, discerned her standing there, and nodded. A sudden impulse prompted Maria to make a sign to him to enter. Her brain was nearly wearied out with incertitude and perplexity. All day, all night, had she been wondering how far the calamity would fall; what would be its limit, what its extent. Isaac might be able to tell her something; at present she was in complete ignorance of everything. He came up the stairs swiftly, and entered. Alone! he said, shaking hands with her. How are you to-day?

Pretty well, answered Maria.

You were not at church, Maria?

No, she answered. I did not go this morning.

A sort of constrained silence ensued. If Maria waited for Isaac to speak of yesterdays misfortune, she waited in vain. Of all people in the world, he would be least likely to speak of it to George Godolphins wife. Maria must do it herself, if she wanted it done.

Isaac, do you know whether the Bank will be open again to-morrow morning? she began, in a low tone.

No, I do not.

Do you think it will? I wish you to tell me what you think, she added in a pointedly earnest tone.

You should ask your husband for information, Maria. He must be far better able to give it to you than I.

She remembered that George had told her she need not mention his having left Priors Ash until she saw Thomas Godolphin on Monday morning. Therefore she did not reply to Isaac that she could not ask George because he was absent. Isaac, I wish you to tell me, she gravely rejoined. Anything you know, or may think.

I really know very little, Maria. Nothing, in fact, for certain. Priors Ash is saying that the Bank will not open again. The report is that some message of an unfavourable nature was telegraphed down last night by Mr. Godolphin.

Telegraphed to whom? she asked eagerly.

To Hurde. I cannot say whether theres any foundation for it. Old Hurdes as close as wax. No fear of his spreading it, if it has come; unless it lay in his business to do so. I walked out of church with him, but he did not say a syllable about it to me.

Maria sat a few minutes in silence. If the Bank should not go on, Isaac  what then?

Why  then, of course it would not go on, was the very logical answer returned by Mr. Isaac.

But what would be done, Isaac? How would it end?

Well  I suppose thered be an official winding-up of affairs. Perhaps the Bank might be reopened afterwards on a smaller scale. I dont know.

An official winding-up, repeated Maria, her sweet face turned earnestly on her brothers. Do you mean bankruptcy?

Something of that sort.

A blank pause. In bankruptcy, everything is sold, is it not? Would these things have to be sold?  looking round upon the costly furniture.

Things generally are sold in such a case, replied Isaac. I dont know how it would be in this.

Evidently there was not much to be got out of Isaac. He either did not know, or he would not. Sitting a few minutes longer, he departed  afraid, possibly, how far Marias questions might extend. Not long had he been gone, when boisterous steps were heard leaping up the stairs, and Reginald Hastings  noisy, impetuous Reginald  came in. He threw his arms round Maria, and kissed her heartily. Maria spoke reproachfully.

At home since yesterday morning, and not have come to see me before! she exclaimed.

They wouldnt let me come yesterday, bluntly replied Reginald. They thought youd be all down in the mouth with this bother, and would not care to see folks. Another thing, I was in hot water with them.

A faint smile crossed Marias lips. She could not remember the time when Reginald had not come home to plunge into hot water with the ruling powers at the Rectory. What was the matter? she asked.

Well, it was the old grievance about my bringing home no traps. Things do melt on a voyage somehow  and what with one outlet and another for your pay, its of no use trying to keep square. I left the ship, too, and came back in another. I say, wheres Meta? Gone out? I should have come here as soon as dinner was over, only Rose kept me. I am going to Graces to tea. How is George Godolphin? He is out, too?

He is well, replied Maria, passing over the other question. What stay shall you make at home, Reginald?

Not long, if I know it. Theres a fellow in London looking out for a ship for me. I thought to go up and pass for second mate, but I dont suppose I shall now. Its as gloomy as ditch-water this time at home. They are all regularly cut up about the business here. Will the Bank go on again, Maria?

I dont know anything about it, Reginald. I wish I did know.

I say, Maria, added the thoughtless fellow, lowering his voice, theres no truth, I suppose, in what Priors Ash is saying about George Godolphin?

What is Priors Ash saying? returned Maria.

Ugly things, answered Reginald. I heard something about  about swindling.

About swindling!

Swindling, or forgery, or some queer thing of that sort. I wouldnt listen to it.

Maria grew cold. Tell me what you heard, Reginald  as well as you can remember, she said, her unnatural calmness deceiving Reginald, and cloaking all too well her mental agony.

Tales are going about that theres something wrong with George. That he has not been doing things on the square. A bankruptcys not much, they say, except to the creditors; it can be got over: but if theres anything worse  why, the question is, will he get over it?

Marias heart beat on as if it would burst its bounds: her blood was fiercely coursing through her veins. A few moments of struggle, and then she spoke, still with unnatural calmness.

It is not likely, Reginald, that such a thing could be true.

Of course it is not, said Reginald, with impetuous indignation. If I had thought it was true, I should not have asked you about it, Maria. Why, that class of people have to stand in a dock and be tried, and get imprisoned, and transported, and all the rest of it! Thats just like Priors Ash! If it gets hold of the story to-day that I have come home without my sea-chest, to-morrow it will be saying that I have come home without my head. George Godolphins a jolly good fellow, and I hope hell turn round on the lot. Many a time he has helped me out of a hole that I didnt dare tell any one else of; and I wish he may come triumphantly out of this!

Reginald talked on, but Maria heard him not. An awful fear had been aroused within her. Entire as was her trust in her husbands honour, improbable as the uncertain accusation was, the terrible fear that something or other might be wrong took possession of her, and turned her heart to sickness.

I bought Meta a stuffed monkey out there, continued Reginald, jerking his head to indicate some remote quarter of his travels. I thought youd not like me to bring home a live one for her  even if the skipper had allowed it to come in the ship. I came across a stuffed one cheap, and bought it.

Maria roused herself to smile. Have you brought it to Priors Ash?

Well  no, confessed Reginald, coming down a tone or two. The fact is, it went with the rest of my things. Ill get her something better next voyage. And now Im off, Maria, for Graces tea will be ready. Remember me to George Godolphin. Ill come in and see him to-morrow.

With a commotion, equal to that he had made in ascending, Reginald clattered down, and Maria saw him and his not too good sailors jacket go swaying up the street towards her sisters. It was the only jacket of any sort Mr. Reginald possessed: and the only one he was likely to possess, until he could learn to keep himself and his clothes in better order.

Maria, with the new fear at her heart  which, strive as she might to thrust it indignantly from her, to ignore it, to reason herself out of it, would continue to be a fear, and a very horrible one  remained alone for the rest of the day. Just before bedtime, Margery came to her.

I have been turning it over in my mind, maam, and have come to the conclusion that it might be as well if I do go to meet my sister. Shes always on the groan, its true: but maybe she is bad, and we might never have a chance of seeing each other again. So I think Ill go.

Very well, said Maria. Harriet can attend to the child. What time in the morning must you be away, Margery?

By half-past six out of here, answered Margery. The train goes five minutes before seven. Could you let me have a little money, please, maam? I suppose I must give her a pound or two.

Maria felt startled at the request. How was she to comply with it? I have no money, Margery, said she, her heart beating. At least, I have very little. Too little to be of much use to you.

Then that stops it, returned Margery with her abrupt freedom. Its of no good for me to think of going without money.

Have you none by you? asked Maria. It is a pity you must be away before the Bank opens in the morning.

Before the Bank opens! Was it spoken in thoughtlessness? Or did she merely mean to indicate the hour of Thomas Godolphins arrival?

What I have by me isnt much, said Margery. A few shillings or so. It might take me there and bring me back again: but Selina will look glum if I dont give her something.

In Marias purse there remained the sovereign and seven shillings which George had seen there. She gave the sovereign to Margery, who could, if she chose, give it to her sister. Maria suggested that more could be sent to her by post-office order. Margerys savings, what the Brays had spared of them, and a small legacy left her by her former mistress, Mrs. Godolphin, were in Georges hands. Would she ever see them? It was a question to be solved.

To her bed again to pass another night such as the last. As the last? Had this night been only as the last, it might have been more calmly borne. The coldness, the sleeplessness, the trouble and pain would have been there; but not the sharp agony, the awful dread she scarcely knew of what, arising from the incautious words of Reginald. It is only by comparison that we can form a true estimate of what is bad, what good. Maria Godolphin would have said the night before, that it was impossible for any to be worse than that: now she looked back upon it, and envied it by comparison. There had been the sense of the humiliation, the disgrace arising from an unfortunate commercial crisis in their affairs; but the worse dread which had come to her now was not so much as dreamt of. Shivering as one in mortal coldness, lay Maria, her brain alone burning, her mouth dry, her throat parched. When, oh when would the night be gone!

Far more unrefreshed did she arise this morning than on the previous one. The day was beautiful; the morning hot: but Maria seemed to shiver as with ague. Margery had gone on her journey, and Harriet, a maid who waited on Maria, attended to the child. Of course, with Margery away, Miss Meta ran riot in having her own will. She chose to breakfast with her mamma: and her mamma, who saw no particular objection, was not in spirits to oppose it.

She was seated at the table opposite Maria, revelling in coffee and good things, instead of plain bread and milk. A pretty picture, with her golden hair, her soft face, and her flushed cheeks. She wore a delicate pink frock and a white pinafore, the sleeves tied up with a light mauve-coloured ribbon, and her pretty little hands and arms were never still above the table. In the midst of her own enjoyment it appeared that she found leisure to observe that her mamma was taking nothing.

Mamma, why dont you eat some breakfast?

I am not hungry, Meta.

Theres Uncle Thomas! she resumed.

Uncle Thomas! At half-past eight? But Meta was right. That was Mr. Godolphins voice in the hall, speaking to Pierce. A gleam of something like sunshine darted into Marias heart. His early arrival seemed to whisper of a hope that the Bank would be reopened  though Maria could not have told whence she drew the deduction.

She heard him go into the Bank. But, ere many minutes elapsed, he had come out again, and was knocking at the door of the breakfast-room.

Come in.

He came in: and a grievous sinking fell upon Marias heart as she looked at him. In his pale, sad countenance, bearing too evidently the traces of acute mental suffering, she read a death-blow to her hopes. Rising, she held out her hand, without speaking.

Uncle Thomas, Im having breakfast here, put in a little intruding voice. Im having coffee and egg.

Thomas laid his hand for a moment on the childs head as he passed her. He took a seat a little away from the table, facing Maria, who turned to him.

Pierce tells me that George is not here.

He went to London on Saturday afternoon, said Maria. Did you not see him there?

No, replied Thomas, speaking very gravely.

He bade me tell you this morning that he had gone  in case he did not see you himself in town.

Why has he gone? For what purpose?

I do not know, answered Maria. That was all he said to me.

Thomas had his earnest dark-grey eyes fixed upon her. Their expression did not tend to lessen the sickness at Marias heart. What address has he left?

He gave me none, replied Maria. I inferred from what he seemed to intimate that he would be very soon home again. I can scarcely remember what it was he really did say, his departure was so hurried. I knew nothing of it until he had packed his trunk. He said he was going to town on business, and that I was to tell you so on Monday morning.

What trunk did he take?

The large one.

Then he must be thinking of staying some time.

It was the thought which had several times occurred to Maria. The trunk was addressed to the railway terminus in London, I remember, she said. He did not take it with him. It was sent up by the night train.

Then, in point of fact, you can give me no information about him: except this?

No, she answered, feeling, she could hardly tell why, rather ashamed of having to make the confession. But it was no fault of hers. Thomas Godolphin rose to retire.

Im having breakfast with mamma, Uncle Thomas! persisted the little busy tongue. Margerys gone for all day. Perhaps I shall have dinner with mamma.

Hush, Meta! said Maria, speaking in a sadly subdued manner, as if the chatter, intruding upon their seriousness, were more than she could bear. Thomas, is the Bank going on again? Will it be opened to-day?

It will never go on again, was Thomas Godolphins answer: and Maria shrank from the lively pain of the tone in which the words were spoken.

There was a blank pause. Maria became conscious that Thomas had turned, and was looking gravely, it may be said searchingly, at her face.

You have known nothing, I presume, Maria, of  of the state that affairs were getting into? You were not in Georges confidence?

She returned the gaze with honest openness, something like wonder shining forth from her soft brown eyes. I have known nothing, she answered. George never spoke to me upon business matters: he never would speak to me upon them.

No; Thomas felt sure that he had not. He was turning again to leave the room, when Maria, her voice a timid one, a delicate blush rising to her cheeks, asked if she could have some money.

I have none to give you, Maria.

I expect Mrs. Bond here for her ten-pound note. I dont know what I shall do, unless I can have it to give her. George told me I could have it from you this morning.

Thomas Godolphin did not understand. Maria explained. About her having taken care of the note, and that George had borrowed it on Saturday. Thomas shook his head. He was very sorry, he said, but he could do nothing in it.

It is not like an ordinary debt, Maria ventured to urge. It was the womans own money, intrusted to me for safe keeping on the understanding that she should claim it whenever she pleased. I should be so much obliged to you to let me have it.

You do not understand me, Maria. It is no want of will on my part. I have not the money.

Marias colour was gradually receding from her face, leaving in its place something that looked like terror. She would have wished to pour forth question after question  Has all our money gone? Are we quite ruined? Has George done anything very wrong?  but she did not. In her refined sensitiveness she had not the courage to put such questions to Thomas Godolphin: perhaps she had not the courage yet to encounter the probable answers.

Thomas left the room, saying no more. He would not pain her by speaking of the utter ruin which had come upon them, the disgraceful ruin; of the awful trouble looming upon them, in which she must be a sufferer equally with himself; perhaps she the greatest sufferer. Time enough for it. Maria sat down in her place again, a dull mist before her eyes, sorrow in her heart.

Mamma, Ive eaten my egg. I want some of that.

Metas finger was stretched towards the ham at the foot of the table. Maria rose mechanically to cut her some. There was no saying this morning, That is not good for Meta. Her heart was utterly bowed down beyond resistance, or thought of it. She placed some ham on a plate, cut it into small pieces, and laid it before that eager young lady.

Mamma, I should like some buttered roll.

The roll was supplied also. What would not Maria have supplied, if asked for? All these commonplace trifles appeared so pitiably insignificant beside the dreadful trouble come upon them.

A little more sugar, please, mamma.

Before any answer could be given to this latter demand, either in word or action, a tremendous summons at the hall-door resounded through the house. Maria shrank from its sound. A fear, she knew not of what, had taken up its abode within her, some strange, undefined dread, connected with her husband.

Her poor heart need not have beaten so; her breath need not have been held, her ears strained to listen. Pierce threw open the dining-room door, and there rushed in a lady, all demonstrative sympathy and eagerness. A lady in a handsome light Cashmere shawl, which spread itself over her dress and nearly covered it, and a straw hat, with an upright scarlet plume.

It was Charlotte Pain. She seized Marias hand and impulsively asked what she could do for her. I knew it would be so! she volubly exclaimed that youd be looking like a ghost. Thats the worst of you, Mrs. George Godolphin! You let any trifle worry you. The moment I got the letters in this morning, and found how badly things were turning out for your husband, I said to myself, Therell be Mrs. George in the dumps! And I flung this shawl on to cover my toilette, for I was not en grande tenue, and came off to cheer you, and see if I could be of any use.

Charlotte flung her shawl off as she spoke, ignoring ceremony. She had taken the chair vacated by Thomas Godolphin, and with a dexterous movement of the hands, the shawl fell behind her, disclosing the toilette. A washed-out muslin skirt of no particular colour, tumbled, and a little torn; and some strange-looking thing above it, neither jacket nor body, of a bright yellow, the whole dirty and stained.

You are very kind, answered Maria, with a shrinking spirit and a voice that faltered. Two points in Mrs. Pains words had struck upon her ominously. The mention of the letters, and the hint conveyed in the expression, things turning out badly for George. Have you heard from him? she continued.

Heard from him!  how could I? returned Charlotte. London letters dont come in this morning. What should he have to write to me about, either? I have heard from another quarter, and I have heard the rumours in Priors Ash.

Will you tell me what you have heard? rejoined Maria.

Well, said Charlotte in a friendly tone, as she leaned towards her, I suppose the docket will be struck to-day  if it is not struck already. The Philistines are down on the house, and mean to declare it bankrupt.

Maria sat in blank dismay. She understood very little of the details of these business matters. Charlotte was quite at home in such things. What will be the proceedings? Maria asked, after a pause. What do they do?

Oh, theres a world of bother, returned Charlotte. It will drive quiet Thomas Godolphin crazy. The books have all to be gone through, and accounts of moneys rendered. The worst is, theyll come here and note down every individual thing in the house, and then put a man in to see that nothings moved. That agreeable item in the business I dare say you may expect this morning.

Let us give Charlotte her due. She had really come in a sympathizing, friendly spirit to Maria Godolphin, and in no other. It may be, that Charlotte rather despised her for being so simple and childish in the ways of the world, but that was only the more reason why she should help her if she could. Every word of information that Mrs. Pain was giving was as a dagger thrust in Marias heart. Charlotte had no suspicion of this. Had a similar calamity happened to herself, she would have discussed it freely with all the world: possessing no extreme sensibility of feeling, she did not understand it in another. For Maria to talk of the misfortune, let its aspect be ever so bad, seemed to Charlotte perfectly natural.

Charlotte leaned closer to Maria, and spoke in a whisper. Is there anything youd like to put away?

To put away? repeated Maria, not awake to the drift of the argument.

Because you had better give it to me at once. Spoons, or plate of any sort, or your own jewellery; any little things that you may want to save. Ill carry them away under my shawl. Dont you understand me? she added, seeing the blank perplexity on Marias face. If once those harpies of men come in, you cant move or hide a single article, but you might put the whole house away now, if you could get it out.

But suppose it were known? asked Maria.

Then thered be a row, was Charlottes candid answer. Whos to know it? Look at that greedy little monkey?

Meaning Miss Meta, who was filling her mouth quickly with the pieces of ham and the buttered roll, seemingly with great relish.

Is it good, child? said Charlotte.

For answer, Meta nodded her head, too busy to speak. Maria, as in civility bound, invited her visitor to take some breakfast.

I dont care if I do, said Charlotte. I was just going to breakfast when I came off to you. Look here, Mrs. George Godolphin, Ill help myself; you go meanwhile and make up a few parcels for me. Just what you set most value by, you know.

I should be afraid, answered Maria.

What is there to be afraid of? asked Charlotte, opening her eyes. Theyll be safe enough at the Folly. That is Lady Godolphins: her private property. The bankruptcy cant touch that; as it will this place and Ashlydyat. For the matter of that, Id swear they were mine with all the pleasure in life, if they did get seen.

Ashlydyat! broke from Marias lips.

Ashlydyat will have to go of course, and everything in it. At the same time that those harpies walk in here, another set will walk into Ashlydyat. I should like to see Janets face when they arrive! You make haste, and put up all you can. There may be no time to lose.

I do not think it would be right, debated Maria.

Stuff and nonsense about right! such things are done every day. I dare say you have many little valuables that you had rather keep than lose.

I have many that it would be a great grief to me to lose.

Well, go and put them together. I will take every care of them, and return them to you when the affair has blown over.

Maria hesitated. To her honourable mind, there appeared to be something like fraud in attempting such a thing. Will you allow me just to ask Thomas Godolphin if I may do it? she said.

Charlotte Pain began to think that Maria must be an idiot. Ask Thomas Godolphin! You would get an answer! Why, Mrs. George, you know what Thomas Godolphin is  with his strait-laced principles! He would cut himself in two, rather than save a button, if it was not legally his to save. I believe that if by the stroke of a pen he could make it appear that Ashlydyat could not be touched, he wouldnt make the stroke. Were you to go with such a question to Thomas Godolphin, hed order you, in his brothers name, not to put aside as much as a ten-and-sixpenny ring. You must do it without the knowledge of Thomas Godolphin.

Then I think I would rather not do it, said Maria. Thank you all the same, Mrs. Pain.

Mrs. Pain shrugged her shoulders with a movement of contempt, threw off her hat, and drew her chair to the breakfast-table. Maria poured out some coffee, and helped her to what she chose to take.

Are you sure  the people you speak of will be in the house to-day? asked Maria.

I suppose they will.

I wish George would come back? involuntarily broke from Marias lips.

Hed be a great simpleton if he did, said Charlotte. Hes safer where he is.

Safer from what? quickly asked Maria.

From bother. I should not come if I were George. I should let them fight the battle out without me. Mrs. George Godolphin, added Charlotte, meaning to be good-natured, you had better reconsider your resolve and let me save you a few things. Not a stick or stone will be left to you. This will be a dreadful failure, and you wont be spared. Theyll take every trinket you possess, leaving you nothing but your wedding-ring.

Maria could not be persuaded. She seemed altogether in a fog, understanding little: but she felt that what Charlotte proposed would not be within the strict rules of right.

Theyll poke their noses into drawers and boxes, into every hole and corner in the house; and from that time forth the things are not yours, but theirs, persisted Charlotte, for her information.

I cannot help it, sighed Maria. I wish George was here! At any rate, youll do one thing, said Charlotte. Youll let me carry off the child for the day. It will not be a pleasant sight for her, young as she is, to witness a lot of great hulking men going through the rooms, marking down the furniture. Ill take her back with me.

Maria made no immediate reply. She did not particularly like the companionship of Mrs. Pain for Meta. Charlotte saw her hesitation.

Are you thinking she will be a trouble? Nothing of the sort. I shall be glad to have her for the day, and it is as well to spare her such sights. I am sure her papa would say so.

Maria thought he would, and she thought how kind Mrs. Pain was. Charlotte turned to Meta.

Will Meta come and spend the day at Lady Godolphins Folly?  and have a high swing made between the trees, and go out in the carriage in the afternoon, and buy sugar-plums?

Meta looked dubious, and honoured Mrs. Pain with a full stare in the face. Notwithstanding the swing and the sugar-plums  both very great attractions indeed to Meta  certain reminiscences of her last visit to the Folly were intruding themselves.

Are the dogs there? asked she.

Charlotte gave a most decided shake of the head. The dogs are gone, she said. They were naughty dogs to Meta, and they have been shut up in the pit-hole, and can never come out again.

Never, never? inquired Meta, her wide-open eyes as earnest as her tone.

Never, said Charlotte. The great big pit-hole lids fastened down with a strong brass chain: a chain as thick as Metas arm. It is all right, added Charlotte in an aside whisper to Maria, while pretending to reach over the breakfast-table for an egg-spoon. She shant as much as hear the dogs. Ill have them shut up in the stable. Well have such a beautiful swing, Meta!

Meta finished the remainder of her breakfast and slid off her chair. Reassured upon the subject of the dogs, she was eager to be off at once to the pleasures of the swing. Maria rang the bell for Harriet, and gave orders that she should be dressed.

Let her come in this frock, said Charlotte. Theres no knowing what damage it may undergo before the days out.

Meta was taken away by Harriet. Charlotte finished her breakfast, and Maria sat burying her load of care, even from the eyes of friendly Charlotte. Do you like my Garibaldi shirt? suddenly asked the latter.

Like what? questioned Maria, not catching the name.

This, replied Charlotte, indicating the yellow article by a touch. They are new things just come up: Garibaldi shirts they are called. Mrs. Verrall sent me three down from London: a yellow, a scarlet, and a blue. They are all the rage, she says. Do you admire it?

But for Marias innate politeness, and perhaps for the sadness beating at her heart, she would have answered that she did not admire it at all: that it looked a shapeless, untidy thing. Charlotte continued, without waiting for a reply.

You dont see it to advantage. It is soiled, and has lost a button or two. Those dogs make horrid work of my things, with their roughness and their dirty paws. Look at this great rent in my gown which I have pinned up! Pluto did that this morning. He is getting fearfully savage, now hes old.

You must not allow them to frighten Meta, said Maria somewhat anxiously. She should not see them.

I have told you she shall not. Cant you trust me? The dogs  

Charlotte paused. Meta came running in, ready; in her large straw hat with its flapping brim, and her cool brown-holland outdoor dress. Charlotte rose, drew her shawl about her shoulders, and carried her hat to the glass, to settle it on. Then she took Meta by the hand, said good morning, and sailed out; the effect of her visit having been partly to frighten, partly to perplex, Maria.

Maria sat on with her load of care, and her new apprehensions. These agreeable visitors that Charlotte warned her of  she wondered that Thomas had not mentioned it. Would they take all the clothes she had upstairs, leaving her only what she stood upright in? Would they take Metas? Would they take her husbands out of his drawers and places? Would they take the keeper off her finger? It was studded with diamonds. Charlotte had said they would only leave her her wedding-ring. These thoughts were troubling and perplexing her; but only in a degree. Compared with that other terrible thought, they were as nothing  the uncertain fear, regarding her husband, which had been whispered to her by the careless sailor, Reginald Hastings. 


CHAPTER XXII. BEARING THE BRUNT.

Thomas Godolphin sat in the Bank parlour, bearing the brunt of the shock. With his pain upon him, mental and bodily, he was facing all the trouble that George ought to have faced: the murmurs, the questions, the reproaches.

All was known. All was known to Thomas Godolphin. Not alone to him. Could Thomas have kept the terrible facts within his own breast, have shielded his brothers reputation still, he would have done it: but that was impossible. In becoming known to Mr. Godolphin, it had become known to others. The discovery had been made jointly, by Thomas and by certain business gentlemen, when he was in London on the Saturday afternoon. Treachery upon treachery! The long course of deceit on George Godolphins part had come out. Falsified books; wrongly-rendered accounts; good securities replaced by false; false balance-sheets. Had Thomas Godolphin been less blindly trustful in Georges honour and integrity, it could never have been so effectually accomplished. George Godolphin was the acting manager: and Thomas, in his perfect trust, combined with his failing health, had left things latterly almost entirely in Georges hands. What business had he so to leave them? People were asking it now. Perhaps Thomass own conscience was asking the same. But why should he not have left things to him, considering that he placed in him the most implicit confidence? Surely, no unprejudiced man would say Thomas Godolphin had been guilty of imprudence. George was fully equal to the business confided to him, in point of power and capacity; and it could not certainly matter which of the brothers, equal partners, equal heads of the firm, took its practical management. It would seem not: and yet they were blaming Thomas Godolphin now.

Failures of this nature have been recorded before, where fraud has played its part. We have only to look to the records of our law courts  criminal, bankruptcy, and civil  for examples. To transcribe the precise means by which George Godolphin had contrived to bear on in a course of deceit, to elude the suspicion of the world in general, and the vigilance of his own house, would only be to recapitulate what has often been told in the public records: and told to so much more purpose than I could tell it. It is rather with what may be called the domestic phase of these tragedies that I would deal: the private, home details; the awful wreck of peace, of happiness, caused there. The world knows enough (rather too much, sometimes) of the public part of these affairs; but what does it know of the part behind the curtain?  the, if it may be so said, inner aspect?

I knew a gentleman, years ago, who was partner in a country banking-house: a sleeping partner; and the Bank failed. Failed through a long-continued course of treachery on the part of one connected with it  something like the treachery described to you as pur sued by Mr. George Godolphin. This gentleman (of whom I tell you) was to be held responsible for the losses, so the creditors and others decided: the real delinquent having disappeared, escaped beyond their reach. They lavished upon this gentleman harsh names; rogue, thief, swindler, and so on!  while, in point of fact, he was as innocent and unconscious of what had happened as they were. He gave up all he had; the bulk of his fortune had gone with the Bank; and he went out of hearing of his abusers for a while until things should become smoother; perhaps the bad man be caught. A short time, and he became ill; and a medical man was called in to him. Again, a short time, and he was dead: and the doctors said  I heard them say it  that his malady had been brought on by grief; that he had, in fact, died of a broken heart. He was a kindly gentleman; a good husband, a good father, a good neighbour; a single-hearted, honest man; the very soul of honour: but he was misjudged by those who ought to have known him better; and he died for it. I wonder what the real rogue felt when he heard of the death? They were relatives. There are many such cases in the world: where reproach and abuse are levelled at one whose heart is breaking.

There appeared to be little doubt that George Godolphins embarrassments had commenced years ago. It is more than probable that the money borrowed from Verrall during that short sojourn in Homburg had been its precursor. Once in the hands of the clever charlatan, the crafty, unscrupulous bill-discounter, who grew fat on the folly of others, his downward course was  perhaps not easy or swift, but at all events certain. If George Godolphin had but been a little more clear-sighted, the evil might never have come. Could he but have seen Verrall at the outset as he was: not the gentleman, the good-hearted man, as George credulously believed, but the low fellow who traded on the needs of others, the designing sharper, looking ever after his prey, George would have flung him off with no other feeling than contempt. George Godolphin was not born a rogue. George was by nature a gentleman, and honest and open; but, once in the clutches of Verrall, he was not able to escape.

Bit by bit, step by step, gradually, imperceptibly, George found himself caught. He awoke to the fact that he could neither stir upwards nor downwards. He could not extricate himself; he could not go on without exposure; Verrall, or Verralls agents, those working in concert with him, though not ostensibly, stopped the supplies, and George was in a fix. Then began the frauds upon the Bank. Slightly at first. It was only a choice between that and exposure. Between that and ruin, it may be said, for Georges liabilities were so great, that, if brought to a climax, they must then have caused the Bank to stop, involving Thomas in ruin as well as himself. In his sanguine temperament, too, he was always hoping that some lucky turn would redeem the bad and bring all right again. It was Verrall who urged him on. It was Verrall who, with Machiavellian craft, made the wrong appear right; it was Verrall who had filled his pockets at the expense of Georges. That Verrall had been the arch-tempter, and George the arch-dupe, was clear as the sun at noonday to those who were behind the scenes. Unfortunately but very few were behind the scenes  they might be counted by units  and Verrall and Co. could still blazon it before the world.

The wonder was, where the money had gone to. It very often is the wonder in these cases. A wonder too often never solved. An awful amount of money had gone in some way; the mystery was, in what way. George Godolphin had kept up a large establishment; had been personally extravagant, privately as well as publicly; but that did not serve to account for half the money missing; not for a quarter of it; nay, scarcely for a tithe. Had it been to save himself from hanging, George himself could not have told how or where it had gone. When the awful sum total came to be added up, to stare him in the face, he looked at it in blank amazement. And he had no good to show for it; none; the money had melted, and he could not tell how.

Of course it had gone to the discounters. The tide of discounting once set in, it was something like the nails in the horseshoe, doubling, and doubling, and doubling. The money went, and there was nothing to show for it. Little marvel that George Godolphin stood aghast at the sum total, when the amount was raked up  or, as nearly the amount as could be guessed at. When George could no longer furnish legitimate funds on his own account, the Bank was laid under contribution to supply them, and George had to enter upon a system of ingenuity to conceal the outgoings. When those contributions had been levied to the very utmost extent compatible with the avoidance of sudden and immediate discovery, and George was at his wits end for money, which he must have, then Verrall whispered a way which George at first revolted from, but which resulted in taking the deeds of Lord Averil. Had the crash not come as it did, other deeds might have been taken. It is impossible to say. Such a course once entered on is always downhill. Like unto some other downward courses, the only safety lies in not yielding to the first temptation.

Strange to say, George Godolphin could not see the rogues part played by Verrall: or at best he saw it but very imperfectly. And yet, not strange; for there are many of these cases in the world. George had been on intimate terms of friendship with Verrall; had been lié, it may be said, with him and Lady Godolphins Folly. Mrs. Verrall was pretty. Charlotte had her attractions. Altogether, George believed yet in Verrall. Let the daggers point only be concealed with flowers, and men will rush blindly on to it.

Thomas Godolphin sat, some books before him, pondering the one weighty question  where could all the money have gone to? Until the present moment, this morning when he had the books before him, and his thoughts were more practically directed to business details, he had been pondering another weighty question  where had Georges integrity gone to? Whither had flown his pride in his fair name, the honour of the Godolphins? From the Saturday afternoon when the dreadful truth came to light, Thomas had had little else in his thoughts. It was his companion through the Sunday, through the night journey afterwards down to Priors Ash. He was more fit for bed than to take that journey: but he must face the exasperated men from whom George had flown.

He was facing them now. People had been coming in since nine oclock with their reproaches, and Thomas Godolphin bore them patiently and answered them meekly: the tones of his voice low, subdued, as if they came from the sadness of a stricken heart. He felt their wrongs keenly. Could he have paid these injured men by cutting himself to pieces, and satisfied them with the pound of flesh, he would have done so, oh how willingly! He would have sacrificed his life and his happiness (his happiness!) and done it cheerfully, if by that means they could have been paid their due.

Its nothing but a downright swindle. Ill say it, sir, to your face, and I cant help saying it. Here I bring the two thousand pounds in my hand, and I say to Mr. George Godolphin, Will it be safe? Yes, he answers me, it will be safe. And now the Bank has shut up, and wheres my money?

The speaker was Barnaby, the corn-dealer. What was Thomas Godolphin to answer?

You told me, sir, on Saturday, that the Bank would open again to-day for business; that customers would be paid in full.

I told you but what I believed, rose the quiet voice of Thomas Godolphin in answer. Mr. Barnaby, believe me this blow has come upon no one more unexpectedly than it has upon me.

Well, sir, I dont know what may be your mode of carrying on business, but I should be ashamed to conduct mine so as to let ruin come slap upon me, and not have seen it coming.

Again, what was Thomas Godolphin to answer? Generous to the end, he would not say, My brother has played us both alike false. If I find that any care or caution of mine could have averted this, Mr. Barnaby, I shall carry remorse to my grave, was all he replied.

What sort of a dividend will there be? went on the dealer.

I really cannot tell you yet, Mr. Barnaby. I have no idea. We must have time to go through the books.

Where is Mr. George Godolphin? resumed the applicant; and it was a very natural question. Mr. Hurde says he is away, but it is strange that he should be away at such a time as this. I should like to ask him a question or two.

He is in London, replied Thomas Godolphin.

But whats he gone to London for now? And when is he coming back?

More puzzling questions. Thomas had to bear the pain of many such that day. He did not say, My brother is gone, we know not why; in point of fact he has run away. He spoke aloud the faint hopes that rose within his own breast  that some train, ere the day was over, would bring him back to Priors Ash.

Dont you care, Mr. Godolphin, came the next wailing plaint, for the ruin that the loss of this money will bring upon me? I have a wife and children, sir.

I do care, Thomas answered, his throat husky and a mist before his eyes. For every pang that this calamity will inflict on others, it inflicts two on me.

Mr. Hurde, who was busy with more books in his own department, in conjunction with some clerks, came in to ask a question, his pen behind his ear; and Mr. Barnaby, seeing no good to be derived by remaining, went out. Little respite had Thomas Godolphin. The next to come in was the Rector of All Souls.

What is to become of me? was his saluting question, spoken in his clear, decisive tone. How am I to refund this money to my wards, the Chisholms?

Thomas Godolphin had no satisfactory reply to make. He missed the friendly hand held out hitherto in greeting. Mr. Hastings did not take a chair, but stood up near the table, firm, stern, and uncompromising.

I hear George is off, he continued.

He has gone to London, Maria informs me, replied Thomas Godolphin.

Mr. Godolphin, can you sit there and tell me that you had no suspicion of the way things were turning? That this ruin has come on, and you ignorant of it?

I had no suspicion; none whatever. None can be more utterly surprised than I. There are moments when a feeling comes over me that it cannot be true.

Could you live in intimate association with your brother, and not see that he was turning out a rogue and a vagabond? went on the Rector in his keenest and most cynical tone.

I knew nothing, I suspected nothing, was the quiet reply of Thomas.

How dared he take that money from me the other night, when he knew that he was on the verge of ruin? asked Mr. Hastings. He took it from me; he never entered it in the books; he applied it, theres no doubt, to his own infamous purposes. When a suspicion was whispered to me afterwards, that the Bank was wrong, I came here to him. I candidly spoke of what I had heard, and asked him to return me the money, as a friend, a relative. Did he return it? No: his answer was a false, plausible assurance that the money and the Bank were alike safe. What does he call it? Robbery? It is worse: it is deceit; fraud; vile swindling. In the old days, many a man has swung for less, Mr. Godolphin.

Thomas Godolphin could not gainsay it.

Nine thousand and forty-five pounds! continued the Rector. How am I to make it good? How am I to find money only for the education of Chisholms children? He confided them and their money to me; and how have I repaid the trust?

Every word he spoke was as a dagger entering the heart of Thomas Godolphin. He could only sit still, and bear. Had the malady that was carrying him to the grave never before shown itself, the days of anguish he had now entered upon would have been sufficient to induce it.

If I find that Maria knew of this, that she was in league with her husband to deceive me, I shall feel inclined to discard her from my affections from henceforth, resumed the indignant Rector. It was an unlucky day when I gave my consent to her marrying George Godolphin. I never in my heart liked his addressing her. It must have been instinct warned me against it.

I am convinced that Maria has known nothing, said Thomas Godolphin, She  

Mr. Godolphin stopped. Angry sounds had arisen outside, and presently the door was violently opened, and quite a crowd of clamorous people entered, ready to abuse Thomas Godolphin, George not being there to receive it. There was no question but that that days work took weeks from his short remaining span of life. Could a mans heart break summarily, Thomas Godolphins would have broken then. Many men would have retaliated: he felt their griefs, their wrongs, as keenly as they did. They told him of their ruin, of the desolation, the misery it would bring to them, to their wives and families; some spoke in a respectful tone of quiet plaint, some were loud, unreasonable, insulting. They demanded what dividend there would be: some asked in a covert tone to have their bit of money returned in full; some gave vent to most unorthodox language touching George Godolphin; they openly expressed their opinion that Thomas was conniving at his absence; they hinted that he was as culpable as the other.

None of them appeared to glance at the great fact  that Thomas Godolphin was the greatest sufferer of all. If they had lost part of their means, he had lost all his. Did they remember that this terrible misfortune, which they were blaming him for, would leave him a beggar upon the face of the earth? He, a gentleman born to wealth, to Ashlydyat, to a position of standing in the county, to honour, to respect? It had all been rent away by the blow, to leave him homeless and penniless, sick with an incurable malady. Had they only reflected, they might have found that Thomas Godolphin deserved their condolence rather than their abuse.

But they were in no mood to reflect, or to spare him in their angry feelings; they gave vent to all the soreness within them  and perhaps it was excusable.

The Rector of All Souls had had his say, and strode forth. Making his way to the dining-room, he knocked sharply with his stick on the door, and then entered. Maria rose and came forward: something very like terror on her face. The knock had frightened her: it had conjured up visions of the visitors suggested by Mrs. Charlotte Pain.

Where is George Godolphin?

He is in London, papa, she answered, her heart sinking at the stern tone, the abrupt greeting.

When do you expect him home?

I do not know. He did not tell me when he went; except that he should be home soon. Will you not sit down, papa?

No. When I brought that money here the other night, the nine thousand and forty-five pounds, he continued, touching her arm to command her full attention, could you not have opened your lips to tell me that it would be safer in my own house than in this?

Maria was seized with inward trembling. She could not bear to be spoken to in that stern tone by her father. Papa, I could not tell you. I did not know it.

Do you mean to tell me that you knew nothing  nothing  of the state of your husbands affairs? of the ruin that was impending?

I knew nothing, she answered. Until the Bank closed on Saturday, I was in total ignorance that anything was wrong. I never had the remotest suspicion of it.

Then, I think, Maria, you ought to have had it. Rumour says that you owe a great deal of money in the town for your personal necessities, housekeeping and the like.

There is a good deal owing, I fear, she answered. George has not given me money to pay regularly of late, as he used to do.

And did that not serve to open your eyes?

No, she faintly said. I never gave a thought to anything being wrong.

She spoke meekly, softly, just as Thomas Godolphin had spoken. The Rector looked at her pale, sad face, and perhaps a sensation of pity for his daughter came over him, however bitterly he may have felt towards her husband.

Well, it is a terrible thing for us all, he said in a more kindly voice, as he turned to move away.

Will you not wait, and sit down, papa?

I have not the time now. Good day, Maria.

As he went out, there stood, gathered close against the wall, waiting to go in, Mrs. Bond. Her face was rather red this morning, and a perfume  certainly not of plain waters  might be detected in her vicinity. That snuffy black gown of hers went down in a reverence as he passed. The Rector of All Souls strode on. Care was too great at his heart to allow of his paying attention to extraneous things, even though they appeared in the shape of attractive Mrs. Bond.

Maria Godolphin, her face buried on the sofa cushions, was giving way to the full tide of unhappy thought induced by her fathers words, when she became aware that she was not alone. A sound, half a groan, half a sob, coming from the door, aroused her. There stood a lady, in a crushed bonnet and unwholesome stuff gown that had once been black, with a red face, and a perfume of strong waters around her.

Maria rose from the sofa, her heart sinking. How should she meet this woman? how find an excuse for the money which she had not to give? Good morning, Mrs. Bond.

Mrs. Bond took a few steps forward, and held on by the table. Not that she was past the power of keeping herself upright; her face must be redder than it was, by some degrees, ere she lost that; but she had a knack of holding on to things.

I have come for my ten-pound note, if you please, maam.

Few can imagine what this moment was to Maria Godolphin; for few are endowed with the sensitiveness of temperament, the refined consideration for the feelings of others, the acute sense of justice, which characterized her. Maria would willingly have given a hundred pounds to have had ten then. How she made the revelation, she scarcely knew  that she had not the money that morning to give.

Mrs. Bonds face turned rather defiant. You told me to come down for it, maam.

I thought I could have given it to you. I am very sorry. I must trouble you to come when Mr. George Godolphin shall have returned home.

Is he going to return? asked Mrs. Bond in a quick, hard tone. Folks is saying that he isnt.

Marias heart beat painfully at the words. Was he going to return? She could only say aloud that she hoped he would very soon be home.

But I want my money, resumed Mrs. Bond, standing her ground. I must have it, maam, if you please.

I have not got it, said Maria. The very instant I have it, it shall be returned to you.

Id make bold to ask, maam, what right you had to spend it? Warnt there enough money in the Bank of other folkss as you might have took, without taking mine  which you had promised to keep faithful for me? reiterated Mrs. Bond, warming with her subject. I warnt a deposit in the Bank, as them folks was, and Id no right to have my money took. I want to pay my rent to-day, and to get in a bit o food. The house is bare of everything. Theres the parrot screeching out for seed.

It is of no use to pursue the interview. Mrs. Bond grew bolder and more abusive. But for having partaken rather freely of that cordial which was giving out its scent upon the atmosphere, she had never so spoken to her clergymans daughter. Maria received it meekly, her heart aching: she felt very much as did Thomas Godolphin  that she had earned the reproaches. But endurance has its limits: she began to feel really ill; and she saw, besides, that Mrs. Bond appeared to have no intention of departing. Escaping out of the room in the midst of a fiery speech, she encountered Pierce, who was crossing the hall.

Go into the dining-room, Pierce, she whispered, and try to get rid of Mrs. Bond. She is not quite herself this morning, and  and  she talks too much. But be kind and civil to her, Pierce: let there be no disturbance.

Her pale face, as she spoke, was lifted to the butler almost pleadingly. He thought how wan and ill his mistress looked. Ill manage it, maam, he said, turning to the dining-room.

By what process Pierce did manage it, was best known to himself. There was certainly no disturbance. A little talking, and Maria thought she heard the sound of something liquid being poured into a glass near the sideboard, as she stood out of view behind the turning at the back of the hall. Then Pierce and Mrs. Bond issued forth, the best friends imaginable, the latter talking amiably.

Maria came out of her hiding-place, but only to encounter some one who had pushed in at the hall-door as Mrs. Bond left it. A little man in a white neckcloth. He advanced to Mrs. George Godolphin.

Can I speak a word to you, maam, if you please? he asked, taking off his hat.

She could only answer in the affirmative, and she led the way to the dining-room. She wondered who he was: his face seemed familiar to her. The first words he spoke told her, and she remembered him as the head assistant at the linendrapers where she chiefly dealt. He had been sent to press for payment of the account. She could only tell him as she had told Mrs. Bond  that she was unable to pay it.

Mr. Jones would be so very much obliged to you, maam, he civilly urged. It has been standing now some little time, and he hopes you will stretch a point to pay him. If you could only give me part of it, he would be glad.

I have not got it to give, said Maria, telling the truth in her unhappiness. She could only be candid: she was unable to fence with them, to use subterfuge, as others might have done. She spoke the truth, and she spoke it meekly. When Mr. George Godolphin came home, she hoped she should pay them, she said. The messenger took the answer, losing none of his respectful manner, and departed.

But all were not so civil; and many found their way to her that day. Once a thought came across her to send them into the Bank: but she remembered Thomas Godolphins failing health, and the battle he had to fight on his own account. Besides, these claims were for personalities  debts owed by herself and George. In the afternoon, Pierce came in and said a lady wished to see her.

Who is it? asked Maria.

Pierce did not know. She was not a visitor of the house. She gave in her name as Mrs. Harding.

The applicant came in. Maria recognized her, when she threw back her veil, as the wife of Harding, the undertaker. Pierce closed the door, and they were left together.

I have taken the liberty of calling, Mrs. George Godolphin, to ask if you will not pay our account, began the applicant in a low, confidential tone. Do pray let us have it, if you can, maam!

Maria was surprised. There was nothing owing that she was aware of. There could be nothing. What account are you speaking of? she asked.

The account for the interment of the child. Your little one who died last, maam.

But surely that is paid!

No, it is not, replied Mrs. Harding. The other accounts were paid, but that never has been. Mr. George Godolphin has promised it times and again: but he never paid it.

Not paid! The burial of their child! Marias face flushed. Was it carelessness on Georges part, or had he been so long embarrassed for money that to part with it was a trouble to him? Maria could not help thinking that he might have spared some little remnant for just debts, while lavishing so much upon bill-discounters. She could not help feeling another thing  that it was Georges place to be meeting and battling with these unhappy claims, rather than hers.

This must be paid, of course, Mrs. Harding, she said. I had no idea that it was not paid. When Mr. George Godolphin comes home, I will ask him to see about it instantly.

Maam, cant you pay me now? urged Mrs. Harding. If it waits till the bankruptcys declared, it will have to go into it; and they say  they do say that therell be nothing for anybody. We cant afford to lose it, she added, speaking confidentially. What with bad debts and long-standing accounts, we are on the eve of a crisis ourselves; though I should not like it to be known. This will help to stave it off, if you will let us have it.

I wish I could, returned Maria. I wish I had it to give to you. It ought to have been paid long ago.

A part of it was money paid out of our pocket, said Mrs. Harding reproachfully. Mrs. George Godolphin, you dont know the boon it would be to us!

I would give it you, indeed I would, if I had it, was all Maria could answer.

She could not say more if Mrs. Harding stopped until night. Mrs. Harding became at last convinced of that truth, and took her departure. Maria sat down with burning eyes; eyes into which the tears would not come.

What with one hint and another, she had grown tolerably conversant with the facts patent to the world. One whisper startled her more than any ether. It concerned Lord Averils bonds. What was amiss with them? That there was something, and something bad, appeared only too evident. In her terrible state of suspense, of uncertainty, she determined to inquire of Thomas Godolphin.

Writing a few words on a slip of paper, she sent it into the Bank parlour. It was a request that he would see her before he left. Thomas sent back a verbal message: Very well.

It was growing late in the evening before he came to her. What a day he had had! and he had taken no refreshment; nothing to sustain him. Maria thought of that, and spoke.

Let me get you something, she said. Will you take some dinner here, instead of waiting to get to Ashlydyat?

He shook his head in token of refusal. It is not much dinner that I shall eat anywhere to-day, Maria. Did you wish to speak to me?

I want  to  ask   she seemed to gasp for breath, and waited a moment for greater calmness. Thomas, she began again, going close to him, and speaking almost in a whisper, what is it that is being said about Lord Averils bonds?

Thomas Godolphin did not immediately reply. He may have been deliberating whether it would be well to tell her; perhaps whether it could be kept from her. Maria seemed to answer the thought.

I must inevitably know it, she said, striving not to tremble outwardly as well as inwardly. Better that I hear it from you than from others.

He thought she was right  the knowledge must inevitably come to her. It may be better to tell you, Maria, he said. George used the bonds for his own purposes.

A dread pause. Marias throat was working. Then  it must have been he who took them from the strong-room!

It was.

The shivering came on palpably now. What will be the consequences? she breathed.

I do not know. I dread to think. Lord Averil may institute a prosecution.

Their eyes met. Maria controlled her emotion, with the desperate energy of despair. A  criminal  prosecution?

It is in his power to do it. He has not been near me to-day, and that looks unfavourable.

Does he know it yet  that it was George?

He must know it. In fact, I think it likely, he may have received official notice of it from town. The report has spread from thence  and that is how it has become known in Priors Ash.

Maria moistened her dry lips, and swallowed down the lump in her throat ere she could speak. Would it be safe for him to return here?

If he does return, it must be at the risk of consequences.

Thomas!  Thomas! she gasped, the thought occurring to her with a sort of shock, is he in hiding, do you think?

I think it likely that he is. He gave you no address, it seems: neither has he sent one to me.

She drew back to the wall by the mantel-piece, and leaned against it. Every hour seemed to bring forth worse and worse. Thomas gazed with compassion on the haggardness that was seating itself on her sweet face. She was less able to cope with this misery than he. He laid his hand upon her shoulder, speaking in low tones.

It is a fiery trial for both of us, Maria: one hard to encounter. God alone can help us to bear it. Be very sure that He will help!

He went out, taking his way on foot to Ashlydyat. There was greater grief there, if possible, than at the Bank. The news touching the bonds, unhappily afloat in Priors Ash, had penetrated an hour ago to Ashlydyat.

Scarcely had he entered the presence of his sisters, when he was told that Lady Sarah Grame wanted him.

Thomas Godolphin proceeded to the room where she had been shown. She was not sitting, but pacing it to and fro; and she turned sharply round and met him as he entered, her face flushed with excitement.

You were once to have been my son-in-law, she said abruptly.

Thomas, astonished at the address, invited her to a seat, but made no immediate reply. She would not take the chair.

I cannot sit, she said. Mr. Godolphin, you were to have been my son-in-law: you would have been so now had Ethel lived. Do you consider Ethel to be any link between us still?

He was quite at a loss what to answer. He did not understand what she meant. Lady Sarah continued.

If you do; if you retain any fond remembrance of Ethel; you will prove it now. I had seven hundred pounds in your Bank. I have been scraping and saving out of my poor yearly income nearly ever since Ethel went; and I had placed it there. Can you deny it?

Dear Lady Sarah, what is the matter? he asked; for her excitement was something frightful. I know you had it there. Why should I deny it?

Oh, thats right. People have been saying the Bank was going to repudiate all claims. I want you to give it me. Now: privately.

It is impossible for me to do so, Lady Sarah  

I cannot lose it; I have been saving it up for my poor child, she interrupted, in a most excited tone. She will not have much when I am dead. Would you be so cruel as to rob the widow and the orphan?

Not willingly. Never willingly, he answered in his pain. I had thought, Lady Sarah, that though all the world misjudged me, you would not.

Could you not, you who were to have married Ethel, have given me a private hint of it when you found the Bank was going wrong? Others may afford to lose their money, but I cannot.

I did not know it was going wrong, he said. The blow has fallen upon me as unexpectedly as it has upon others.

Lady Sarah Grame, giving vent to one of the fits of passionate excitement to which she had all her life been subject, suddenly flung herself upon her knees before Thomas Godolphin. She implored him to return the money, to avert ruin from Sarah Anne; she reproached him with selfishness, with dishonesty, all in a breath. Can you imagine what it was for Thomas Godolphin to meet this? Upright, gifted with lively conscientiousness, tenderly considerate in rendering strict justice to others, as he had been all his life, these unmerited reproaches were as iron entering his soul.

Which was the more to be pitied, himself or Maria? Thomas had called the calamity by its right name  a fiery trial. It was indeed such: to him and to her. You, who read, cannot picture it. How he got rid of Lady Sarah, he could scarcely tell: he believed it was by her passion spending itself out. She was completely beside herself that night, almost as one who verges on insanity, and Thomas found a moment to ask himself whether that uncontrolled woman could be the mother of gentle Ethel. Her loud voice and its reproaches penetrated to the household  an additional drop of bitterness in the cup of the master of Ashlydyat.

But we must go back to Maria, for it is with her this evening that we have most to do. Between seven and eight oclock Miss Meta arrived, attended by Charlotte Pain. Meta was in the height of glee. She was laden with toys and sweetmeats; she carried a doll as big as herself: she had been out in the carriage; she had had a ride on Mrs. Pains brown horse, held on by that lady; she had swung above the tops of the trees; and, more than all, a message had come from the keeper of the dogs in the pit-hole, to say that they were never, never coming out again.

Charlotte had been generously kind to the child; that was evident; and Maria thanked her with her eyes and heart. As to saying much in words, that was beyond Maria to-night.

Wheres Margery? asked Meta, in a hurry to show off her treasures.

Margery had not returned. And there was no other train now from the direction in which she had gone. It was supposed that she had missed it, and would be home in the morning. Meta drew a long face; she wanted Margery to admire the doll.

You can go and show it to Harriet, dear, said Maria. She is in the nursery. And Meta flew away, with the doll and as many other encumbrances as she could carry.

Have those bankruptcy men been here? asked Charlotte, glancing round the room.

No. I have seen nothing of them.

Well now, theres time yet, and do for goodness sake let me save some few trifles for you; and dont fret yourself into fiddle-strings, heartily returned Charlotte. I am quite sure you must have some treasures that it would be grief to part with. I have been thinking all day long how foolishly scrupulous you are.

Maria was silent for a minute. They look into everything, you say? she asked.

Look into everything! echoed Charlotte. I should think they do! That would be little. They take everything.

Maria left the room and came back with a parcel in her hand. It was a very small trunk  dolls trunks they are sometimes called  covered with red morocco leather, with a miniature lock.

I would save this, she said in a whisper, if you would be so kind as to take care of it for me. I should not like them to look into it. It cannot be any fraud, she added, in a sort of apology for what she was doing. The things inside would not sell for sixpence, so I do not think even Mr. Godolphin would be angry with me.

Charlotte nodded, took up her dress, and contrived to thrust the trunk into a huge pocket under her crinoline. There was another on the other side. I put them on on purpose, she said, alluding to the pockets. I thought you might think better of it by this evening. But this is nothing, Mrs. George Godolphin. You may as well give me something else. Theyll be in to-morrow morning for certain.

Maria replied that she had nothing else to give, and Charlotte rose, saying she should come or send for Meta again on the morrow. As she went out, and proceeded up Crosse Street on her way home, she tossed her head with a laugh.

I thought shed come to! As if she wouldnt like to save her jewels, as other people do! Shes only rather more sly over it  saying what she has given me would not fetch sixpence! You may tell that to the geese, Mrs. George Godolphin! I should like to see whats inside. I think I will.

And Charlotte put her wish into action. Upon reaching Lady Godolphins Folly, she flung off her bonnet and mantle, gathered together all the small keys in the house, and had little difficulty in opening the simple lock. The contents were exposed to view. A lock of hair of each of her children who had died, wrapped in separate pieces of paper, with the age of the child and the date of its death written respectively outside. A golden lock of Metas; a fair curl of Georges; half a dozen of his letters to her, written in the short time that intervened between their engagement and their marriage, and a sort of memorandum of their engagement. I was this day engaged to George Godolphin. I pray God to render me worthy of him! to be to him a loving and dutiful wife.

Charlottes eyes opened to their utmost width, but there was nothing else to see; nothing except the printed paper with which the trunk was lined. Is she a fool, that Maria Godolphin? ejaculated Charlotte. Certainly that was not the class of things Mrs. Pain would have saved from bankruptcy. And she solaced her feelings by reading Mr. Georges love-letters.

No, Maria was not a fool. Better that she had come under that denomination just now, for she would have felt her position less keenly. Charlotte perhaps might have found it difficult to believe that Maria Godolphin was one of those who are sensitively intellectual, to a degree that Mistress Charlotte herself could form little notion of.

It is upon these highly-endowed natures that sorrow tells. And the sorrow must be borne in silence. In the midst of her great misery, so great as to be almost irrepressible, Maria contrived to maintain a calm exterior to the world, even to Charlotte and her outspoken sympathy. The first tears that had been wrung from her she shed that night over Meta. When the child came to her for her good-night kiss, and to say her prayers, Maria was utterly unhinged. She clasped the little thing to her heart and burst into a storm of sobs.

Meta was frightened.

Mamma! mamma! What was the matter with mamma?

Maria was unable to answer. The sobs were choking her. Was the childs inheritance to be that of shame? Maria had grieved bitterly when her other children died: she was now feeling that it might have been a mercy had this dear one also been taken. She covered the little face with kisses as she held it against her beating heart. Presently she grew calm enough to speak.

Mammas not well this evening, darling.

Once more, as on the previous nights, Maria had to drag herself up to her weary bed. As she fell upon her knees by the bedside, she seemed to pray almost against faith and hope. Father! all things are possible to Thee. Be with me in Thy mercy this night, and help me to pass through it!

She saw not how she could pass through it. Oh! when will the night be gone? broke incessantly from her bruised heart. Bitterly cold, as before, was she; a chilly, trembling sensation was in every limb; but her head and brain seemed burning, her lips were dry, and that painful nervous affection, the result of excessive anguish, was attacking her throat. Maria had never yet experienced that, and thought she was about to be visited by some strange malady. It was a dreadful night of pain, of apprehension, of cold; inwardly and outwardly she trembled as she lay through it. One terrible word kept beating its sound on the rooms stillness  transportation. Was her husband in danger of it? Just before daylight she dropped asleep, and for half an hour slept heavily; but with the full dawn of day she was awake again. Not for the first minute was she conscious of reality; but, the next, the full tide of recollection had burst upon her. With a low cry of despair, she leaped from her bed, and began pacing the carpet, all but unable to support the surging waves of mental anguish which rose up one by one and threatened to overmaster her reason. Insanity, had it come on, might have been then more of a relief than a calamity to Maria Godolphin.

How shall I live through the day? how shall I live through the day? were the words that broke from her lips. And she fell down by the bedside, and lifted her hands and her heart on high, and wailed out a cry to God to help her to get through it. Of her own strength, she truly believed that she could not.

She would certainly have need of some help, if she were to bear it patiently. At seven oclock, a peal of muffled bells burst over the town, deafening her ears. Some mauvais sujets, discontented sufferers, had gone to the belfry of St. Marks Church, and set them ringing for the calamity which had overtaken Priors Ash, in the stoppage of the House of Godolphin.


CHAPTER XXIII. AS FINE AS A QUEEN!

Is Mrs. George Godolphin within?

The inquiry came from Grace Akeman. She put it in a sharp, angry tone, something like the sharp, angry peal she had just rung at the hall-bell. Pierce answered in the affirmative, and showed her in.

The house seemed gloomy and still, as one in a state of bankruptcy does seem. Mrs. Akeman thought so as she crossed the hall. The days had gone on to the Thursday, the bankruptcy had been declared, and those pleasant visitors, foretold by Charlotte Pain, had entered on their duties at the Bank and at Ashlydyat. Fearfully ill looked Maria: dark circles had formed under her eyes, her face had lost its bloom, and an expression as of some ever-present dread had seated itself upon her features. When Pierce opened the door to usher in her sister, she started palpably.

Things, with regard to George Godolphin, remained as they were. He had not made his appearance at Priors Ash, and Thomas did not know where to write to him. Maria did. She had heard from him on the Tuesday morning. His letter was written apparently in the gayest of spirits. The contrast that was presented between his state of mind (if the tone of the letter might be trusted) and Marias was something marvellous. A curiosity in metaphysics, as pertaining to the spiritual organization of humanity. He sent gay messages to Meta, he sent teasing ones to Margery, he never so much as hinted to Maria that he had a knowledge of anything being wrong. He should soon be home, he said; but meanwhile Maria was to write him word all news, and address the letter under cover to Mr. Verrall. But she was not to give that address to any one. George Godolphin knew he could rely upon the good faith of his wife. He wrote also to his brother: a letter which Thomas burnt as soon as read. Probably it was intended for his eye alone. But he expressed no wish to hear from Thomas; neither did he say how a letter might reach him. He may have felt himself in the light of a guilty schoolboy, who knows he merits a lecture, and would escape from it as long as possible. Marias suspense was almost unbearable  and Lord Averil had given no sign of what his intentions might be.

Seeing it was her sister who entered, she turned to her with a sort of relief. Oh, Grace! she said, I thought I was never going to see any of you again.

Grace would not meet the offered hand. Never much given to ceremony, she often came in and went out without giving hers. But this time Grace had come in anger. She blamed Maria for what had occurred, almost as much as she blamed George. Not of the highly refined organization that Maria was, Grace possessed far keener penetration. Had her husband been going wrong, Grace would inevitably have discovered it; and she could not believe but that Maria must have suspected George Godolphin. In her angry feeling against George, whom she had never liked, Grace would have deemed it right that Maria should denounce him. Whether she had been wilfully blind, or really blind, Grace alike despised her for it. I shall not spare her, Grace said to her husband: and she did not mean to spare her, now she had come.

I have intruded here to ask if you will go to the Rectory and see mamma, Grace began. She is not well, and cannot come to you.

Graces manner was strangely cold and stern. And Maria did not like the word intruded. I am glad to see you, she replied in a gentle voice. It is very dull here, now. No one has been near me, except Bessy Godolphin.

You cannot expect many visitors, said Grace in her hard manner  very hard to-day.

I do not think I could see them if they came, was Marias answer. I was not speaking of visitors. Is mamma ill?

Yes, she is; and little wonder, replied Grace. I almost wish I was not married, now this misfortune has fallen upon us: it would at any rate be another pair of hands at the Rectory, and I am more capable of work than mamma or Rose. But I am married; and of course my place must be my husbands home.

What do you mean by another pair of hands, Grace?

There are going to be changes at the Rectory, returned Grace, staring at the wall behind Maria, apparently to avoid looking at her. One servant only is to be retained, and the two little Chisholm girls are coming there to be kept and educated. Mamma will have all the care upon her; she and Rose must both work and teach. Papa will keep the little boy at school, and have him home in the holidays, to make more trouble at the Rectory. They, papa and mamma, will have to pinch and screw; they must deprive themselves of every comfort; bare necessaries alone must be theirs; and, all that can be saved from their income will be put by towards paying the trust-money.

Is this decided? asked Maria in a low tone.

It is decided so far as papa can decide anything, sharply rejoined Grace. If the law is put in force against him, by his co-trustee, for the recovery of the money, he does not know what he would do. Possibly the living would have to be sequestered.

Maria did not speak. What Grace was saying was all too true and terrible. Grace flung up her hand with a passionate movement.

Had I been the one to bring this upon my father and mother, Maria, I should wish I had been out of the world before it had come to pass.

I did not bring it upon them, Grace, was Marias scarcely-breathed answer.

Yes, you did. Maria, I have come here to speak my mind, and I must speak it. I may seem hard, but I cant help it. How could you, for shame, let papa pay in that money, the nine thousand pounds? If you and George Godolphin must have flaunted your state and your expense in the eyes of the world, and ruined people to do it, you might have spared your father and mother.

Grace, why do you blame me?

Mrs. Akeman rose from her chair, and began pacing the room. She did not speak in a loud tone; not so much in an angry one, as in a clear, sharp, decisive one. It was just the tone used by the Rector of All Souls when in his cynical moods.

He has been a respected man all his life; he has kept up his position  

Of whom do you speak? interrupted Maria, really not sure whether she was applying the words satirically to George Godolphin.

Of whom do I speak! retorted Grace. Of your father and mine. I say he has been respected all his life; has maintained his position as a clergyman and a gentleman, has reared his children suitably, has exercised moderate hospitality at the Rectory, and yet was putting something by that we might have a few pounds each, at his death, to help us on in the world. Not one of his children but wants helping on: except the grand wife of Mr. George Godolphin.

Grace! Grace!

And what have you brought him to? continued Grace, lifting her hand in token that she would have out her say. To poverty in his old age  he is getting old, Maria  to trouble, to care, to privation: perhaps to disgrace as a false trustee. I would have sacrificed my husband, rather than my father.

Maria lifted her aching head. The reproaches were cruel, and yet they told home. It was her husband who had ruined her father: and it may be said, ruined him deliberately. Grace resumed, answering the last thought almost as if she had divined it.

If ever a shameless fraud was committed upon another, George Godolphin wilfully committed it when he took that nine thousand pounds. Priors Ash may well be calling him a swindler!

Oh, Grace, dont! she said imploringly. He could not have known that it was unsafe to take it.

Could not have known! indignantly returned Grace. You are either a fool, Maria, or you are deliberately saying what you know to be untrue. You must be aware that he never entered it in the books  that he appropriated it to his own use. He is a heartless, bad man! He might have chosen somebody else to prey upon, rather than his wifes father. Were I papa, I should prosecute him.

Grace, you are killing me, wailed Maria. Dont you think I have enough to bear?

I make no doubt you have. I should be sorry to have to bear the half. But you have brought it upon yourself, Maria. What though George Godolphin was your husband, you need not have upheld him in his course. Look at the ruin that has fallen upon Priors Ash. I can tell you that your name and George Godolphins will be remembered for many a long day. But it wont be with a blessing!

Grace, she said, lifting her streaming eyes, for tears had at length come to her relief, have you no pity for me?

What pity have you had for others? was Grace Akemans retort. How many must go down to their graves steeped in poverty, who, but for George Godolphins treachery, would have passed the rest of their lives in comfort! You have been a blind simpleton, and nothing else. George Godolphin has lavished his money and his attentions broadcast elsewhere, and you have looked complacently on. Do you think Priors Ash has had its eyes closed, if you have?

What do you mean, Grace?

Never mind what I mean, was Graces answer. I am not going to tell you what you might have seen for yourself. It is all of a piece. If people will marry gay and attractive men, they must pay for it.

Maria remained silent. Grace also for a time. Then she ceased her walking, and sat down opposite her sister.

I came to ask you whether it is not your intention to go down and see mamma. She is in bed. Suffering from a violent cold, she says. I know; suffering from anguish of mind. If you would not add ingratitude to what has passed, you will pay her a visit to-day. She wishes to see you.

I will go, said Maria. But as she spoke the words, the knowledge that it would be a fearful trial  showing herself in the streets of the town  was very present to her. I will go to-day, Grace.

Very well, said Grace, rising; thats all I came for.

Not quite all, Grace. You came, I think, to make me more unhappy than I was.

I cannot gloss over facts; it is not in my nature to do so, was the reply of Grace. If black is black, I must call it black; and white, white. I have not said all I could say, Maria. I have not spoken of our loss; a very paltry one, but a good deal to us. I have not alluded to other and worse rumours, touching your husband. I have spoken of the ruin brought on our father and mother, and I hold you nearly as responsible for it as George Godolphin. Wheres Meta? she added, after a short pause.

At Lady Godolphins Folly. Mrs. Pain has been very kind  

Grace turned sharply round. And you can let her go there!

Mrs. Pain has been kind, I say, in coming for her. This is a dull house now for Meta. Margery went out on Monday, and has been detained by her sisters illness.

Let Meta come to me, if you want to get rid of her, returned Grace in a tone more stern than any that had gone before it. If you knew the comments indulged in by the public, you would not let a child of yours be at Lady Godolphins Folly, while Charlotte Pain inhabits it.

Somehow, Maria had not the courage to inquire more particularly as to the comments: it was a subject that she shrank from, though vague and uncertain at the best. Mrs. Akeman went out; and Maria, the strings of her grief loosened, sat down and cried as if her heart would break.

With quite a sick feeling of dread she dressed herself to go to the Rectory. But not until later in the day. She put it off, and put it off, with some faint wish, foolish and vain, that dusk would forestall its usual hour. The western sun, drawing towards its setting, streamed full on the street of Priors Ash as she walked down it. Walked down it, almost as a criminal, a black veil over her face, flushed with its sensitive dread. No one but herself knew how she shrank from the eyes of her fellow-creatures.

She might have ordered the close carriage and gone down in it  for the carriages and horses were yet at her disposal. But that, to Maria, would have been worse. To go out in state in her carriage, attended by her men-servants, would have seemed more defiant of public feelings than to appear on foot. Were these feelings ultra-sensitive? absurd? Not altogether. At any rate, I am relating the simple truth  the facts as they occurred  the feelings that actuated her.

Look at her, walking there! Shes as fine as a queen! The words, in an insolent, sneering tone, caught her ear as she passed a group of low people gathered at the corner of a street. They would not be likely to come from any other. That they were directed to her there was no doubt; and Marias ears tingled as she hastened on.

Was she so fine? she could not help asking herself. She had put on the plainest things she had. A black silk dress and a black mantle, a white silk bonnet and a black veil. All good things, certainly, but plain, and not new. She began to feel that reproaches were cast upon her which she did not deserve: but they were not the less telling upon her heart.

Did she dread going into the Rectory? Did she dread the reproaches she might be met with there?  the coldness? the slights? If so, she did not find them. She was met by the most considerate kindness, and perhaps it wrung her heart all the more.

They had seen her coming, and Rose ran forward to meet her in the hall, and kissed her; Reginald came boisterously out with a welcome; a chart in one hand, parallel-rulers and a pair of compasses in the other: he was making a pretence of work, was pricking off a ships place in the chart. The Rector and Isaac were not at home.

Is mamma in bed? she asked of Rose.

Yes. But her cold is better this evening. She will be so glad to see you.

Maria went up the stairs and entered the room alone. The anxious look of trouble on Mrs. Hastingss face, its feverish hue, struck her forcibly, as she advanced with timidity, uncertain of her reception. Uncertain of the reception of a mother?? With an eagerly fond look, a rapid gesture of love, Mrs. Hastings drew Marias face down to her for an embrace.

It unhinged Maria. She fell on her knees at the side of the bed, and gave vent to a passionate flood of tears. Oh mother, mother, I could not help it! she wailed. It has been no fault of mine.

Mrs. Hastings did not speak. She put her arm round Marias neck, and let it rest there. But the sobs were redoubled.

Dont, child! she said then. You will make yourself ill. My poor child!

I am ill, mamma; I think I shall never be well again, sobbed Maria, losing some of her reticence. I feel sometimes that it would be a relief to die.

Hush, my love! Keep despair from you, whatever you do.

I could bear it better but for the thought of you and papa. That is killing me. Indeed, indeed I have not deserved the blame thrown upon me. I knew nothing of what was happening.

My dear, we have not blamed you.

Oh yes, every one blames me! wailed Maria. And I know how sad it is for you all  to suffer by us. It breaks my heart to think of it. Mamma, do you know I dreamt last night that a shower of gold was falling down to me, faster than I could gather it in my hands. I thought I was going to pay every one, and I ran away laughing, oh so glad! and held out some to papa. Take them, I said to him, they are slipping through my fingers. I fell down when I was near him, and awoke. I awoke  and  then  she could scarcely speak for sobbing I remembered. Mamma, but for Meta I should have been glad in that moment to die.

The emotion of both was very great, nearly overpowering Maria. Mrs. Hastings could not say much to comfort, she was too prostrated herself. Anxious as she had been to see Maria, for she could not bear the thought of her being left alone and unnoticed in her distress  she almost repented having sent for her. Neither was strong enough to bear this excess of agitation.

Not a word was spoken of George Godolphin. Mrs. Hastings did not mention him; Maria could not. The rest of the interview was chiefly spent in silence, Maria holding her mothers hand and giving way to a rising sob now and then. Into the affairs of the Bank Mrs. Hastings felt that she could not enter. There must be a wall of silence between them on that point, as on the subject of George.

At the foot of the stairs, as she went down, she met her father. Oh, is it you, Maria? he said. How are you?

His tone was kindly. But Marias heart was full, and she could not answer. He turned into the room by which they were standing, and she went in after him.

When is your husband coming back? I suppose you dont know?

No, she answered, obliged to confess it.

My opinion is, it would be better for him to face it, than to remain away, said the Rector. A more honourable course, at any rate.

Still there was no reply. And Mr. Hastings, looking at his daughters face in the twilight of the evening, saw that it was working with emotion; that she was striving, almost in vain, to repress her feelings.

It must be very dull for you at the Bank now, Maria, he resumed in a gentle tone: dull and unpleasant. Will you come to the Rectory for a week or two, and bring Meta?

The tears streamed from her eyes then, unrepressed. Thank you, papa! thank you for all your kindness, she answered, striving not to choke. But I must stay at home as long as I may.

Reginald put on his cap to see her home, and they departed together, Reginald talking gaily, as if there were not such a thing as care in the world; Maria unable to answer him. The pain in her throat was worse than usual then. In turning out of the Rectory gate, whom should they come upon but old Jekyl, walking slowly along, nearly bent double with rheumatism. Reginald accosted him.

Why, old Jekyl! its never you! Are you in the land of the living still?

Ay, it is me, sir. Old bones dont get laid so easy; in spite, maybe, of their wishing it. Maam, added the old man, turning to Maria, Id like to make bold to say a word to you. That sixty pound of mine, what was put in the Bank  you mind it?

Yes, said Maria faintly.

The losing of itll be just dead ruin to me, maam. I lost my bees last summer, as you heard on, and that bit o money was all, like, I had to look to. One must have a crust o bread and a sup o tea as long as it pleases the Almighty to keep one above ground: one cant lie down and clam. Would you be pleased just to say a word to the gentlemen, that that trifle o money maynt be lost to me? Mr. Godolphin will listen to you.

Maria scarcely knew what to answer. She had not the courage to tell him the money was lost; she did not like to raise delusive hopes by saying that it might be saved.

Old Jekyl wrongly interpreted the hesitation. It was you yourself, maam, as advised my putting it there; for myself, I shouldnt have had a thought ont: surely you wont object to say a word for me, that I maynt lose it now. My two sons, David and Jonathan, come home one day when they had been working at your house, and telled me, both of em, that you recommended me to take my money to the Bank; it would be safe and sure. I cant afford to lose it, he added in a pitiful tone; its all my substance on this side the grave.

Of course shell speak to them, Jekyl, interposed Reginald, answering for Maria just as freely and lightly as he would have answered for himself. Ill speak to Mr. George Godolphin for you when he comes home; I dont mind; I can say anything to him. It would be too bad for you to lose it. Good evening. Dont go pitch-polling over! you havent your sea-legs on to-night.

The feeble old man continued his way, a profusion of thanks breaking from him. They fell on Marias heart as a knell. Old Jekyls money had as surely gone as had the rest! And, but for her, it might never have been placed with the Godolphins.

When they arrived at the Bank, Reginald gave a loud and flourishing knock, pulled the bell with a peal that alarmed the servants, and then made off with a hasty good-night, leaving Maria standing there alone, in his careless fashion. At the same moment there advanced from the opposite direction a woman carrying a brown-paper parcel.

It was Margery. Detained where she had gone to meet her sister by that sisters sudden illness, she had been unable to return until now. It had put Margery out considerably, and altogether she had come home in anything but a good humour.

I knew thered be no luck in the journey, she cried, in reply to Marias salutation. The night before I started I was in the midst of a muddy pool all night in my dream, and couldnt get out of it.

Is your sister better? asked Maria.

Shes better: and gone on into Wales. But shes the poorest creature I ever saw. Is all well at home, maam?

All well, replied Maria, her tone subdued, as she thought how different it was in one sense from well.

And how has Harriet managed with the child? continued Margery in a tart tone, meant for the unconscious Harriet.

Very well indeed, answered Maria. Quite well.

The door had been opened, and they were then crossing the hall. Maria turned into the dining-room, and Margery continued her way upstairs, grumbling as she did so. To believe that Harriet, or any one else, herself excepted, could do Quite well by Meta, was a stretch of credulity utterly inadmissible to Margerys biased mind. In the nursery sat Harriet, a damsel in a smart cap with flying pink ribbons.

What, is it you? was her welcome to Margery. We thought you had taken up your abode yonder for good.

Did you? said Margery. What else did you think?

And your sister, poor dear! continued Harriet, passing over the retort, and speaking sympathizingly, for she generally found it to her interest to keep friends with Margery. Has she got well?

As well as she ever will be, I suppose, was Margerys crusty answer.

She sat down, untied her bonnet and threw it off, and unpinned her shawl. Harriet snuffed the candle and resumed her work, which appeared to be sewing tapes on a pinafore of Metas.

Has she torn em off again? asked Margery, her eyes following the progress of the needle.

Shes always tearing em off, responded Harriet, biting the end of her thread.

And hows things going on here? demanded Margery, her voice assuming a confidential tone, as she drew her chair nearer to Harriets. The Banks not opened again, I find, for I asked so much at the station.

Things couldnt be worse, said Harriet. Its all a smash together. The house is bankrupt.

Lord help us! ejaculated Margery.

Harriet let her work fall on the table, and leant her head towards Margerys, her voice dropped to a whisper.

I say! We have a man in here!

In here! breathlessly rejoined Margery.

Harriet nodded. Since last Tuesday. Theres one stopping here, and theres another at Ashlydyat. Margery, I declare to you when they were going through the house, them creatures, I felt that sick, I didnt know how to bear it. If I had dared Id have upset a bucket of boiling water over the lot as they came up the stairs.

Margery sat, revolving the news, a terribly blank look upon her face. Harriet resumed.

We shall all have to leave, every soul of us: and soon, too, we expect. I dont know about you, you know. I am so sorry for my mistress!

Well! burst forth Margery, giving vent to her indignation; he has brought matters to a fine pass!

Meaning master? asked Harriet.

Meaning nobody else, was the tart rejoinder.

He just has, said Harriet. Priors Ash is saying such things that it raises ones hair to hear them. We dont like to repeat them again, only just among ourselves.

Whats the drift of em? inquired Margery.

All sorts of drifts. About his having took and made away with the money in the tills: and those bonds of my Lord Averils, that there was so much looking after  it was he took them. Whod have believed it, Margery, of Mr. George Godolphin, with his gay laugh and his handsome face?

Better for him if his laugh had been a bit less gay and his face less handsome, was the sharp remark of Margery. He might have been steadier then.

Folks talk of the Verralls, and that set, up at Lady Godolphins Folly, rejoined Harriet, her voice falling still lower. Priors Ash says he has had too much to do with them, and  

I dont want that scandal repeated over to me, angrily reprimanded Margery. Perhaps other people know as much about it as Priors Ash; they have eyes, I suppose. Theres no need for you to bring it up to ones face.

But they talk chiefly about Mr. Verrall, persisted Harriet, with a stress upon the name. Its said that he and master have had business dealings together of some sort, and that thats where the moneys gone. I was not going to bring up anything else. The man downstairs  and upon my word, Margery, hes a decent man enough, if you can only forget who he is  says that there are thousands and thousands gone into Verralls pockets, which ought to be in masters.

Theyd ruin a saint, and I have always said it, was Margerys angry remark. See her tearing about with her horses and her carriages, in her feathers and her brass; and master after her! Manys the time Ive wondered that Mr. Godolphin has put up with it. Id have given him a word of a sort, if I had been his brother.

I should if Id been his wife   Harriet was beginning, but Margery angrily arrested her. Her own tongue might be guilty of many slips in the heat of argument; but it was high treason for Harriet to lapse into them.

Hold your sauce, girl! How dare you bring your mistresss name up in any such thing? I dont know what you mean, for my part. When she complains of her husband, it will be time enough then for you to join in the chorus. Could you wish to see a better husband, pray?

He is quite a model husband to her face, replied saucy Harriet. And the old sayings a true one: What the eye dont see, the heart wont grieve. Wheres the need for us to quarrel over it? she added, taking up her work again. You have your opinion and I have mine, and if they were laid side by side, its likely theyd not be far apart from each other. But let them be bad or good, it cant change the past. Whats done, is done: and the house is broken up.

Margery flung off her shawl just as Charlotte Pain had flung off hers the previous Monday morning in the breakfast-room, and a silence ensued.

Perhaps the house may go on again? said Margery, presently, in a dreamy tone.

Why, how can it? returned Harriet, looking up from her work at the pinafore, which she had resumed. All the moneys gone. A bank cant go on without money.

What does he say to it? very sharply asked Margery.

What does who say to it?

Master. Does he say how the money comes to be gone? How does he like facing the creditors?

He is not here, said Harriet. He has not been home since he left last Saturday. Its said he is in London.

And Mr. Godolphin?

Mr. Godolphins here. And a nice task he has of it every day with the angry creditors. If we have had one of the bank creditors bothering at the hall-door for Mr. George, we have had fifty. At first, they wouldnt believe he was away, and wouldnt be got rid of. Creditors of the house, too, have come, worrying my mistress out of her life. Theres a sight of money owing in the town. Cook says she wouldnt have believed there was a quarter of the amount only just for household things, till it came to be summed up. Some of them downstairs are wondering if they will get their wages. And  I say, Margery, have you heard about Mr. Hastings?

What about him? asked Margery.

He has lost every shilling he had. It was in the Bank, and  

He couldnt have had so very much to lose, interposed Margery, who was in a humour to contradict everything. What can a parson save? Not much.

But it is not that  not his money. The week before the Bank went, he had lodged between nine and ten thousand pounds in it for safety. He was left trustee, you know, to dead Mr. Chisholms children, and their money was paid to him, it turns out, and he brought it to the Bank. Its all gone.

Margery lifted her hands in dismay. I have heard say that failures are like nothing but a devouring fire, for the money they swallow up, she remarked. It seems to be true.

My mistress has looked so ill ever since! And she can eat nothing. Pierce says it would melt the heart of a stone to see her make believe to eat before him, waiting at dinner, trying to get a morsel down her throat, and not able to do it. My belief is, that shes thinking of her fathers ruin night and day. Report is, that master took the money from the Rector, knowing it would never be paid back again, and used it for himself.

Margery got up with a jerk. If I stop here I shall be hearing worse and worse, she remarked. This will be enough to kill Miss Janet. That awful Shadow hasnt been on the Dark Plain this year for nothing. We might well notice that it never was so dark before!

Perching her bonnet on her head, and throwing her shawl over her arm, Margery lighted a candle and opened a door leading from the room into a bed-chamber. Her own bed stood opposite to her, and in a corner at the opposite end was Miss Metas little bed. She laid her shawl and bonnet on the drawers, and advanced on tiptoe, shading the light with her hand.

Intending to take a fond look at her darling. But, like many more of us who advance confidently on some pleasure, Margery found nothing but disappointment. The place where Meta ought to have been was empty. Nothing to be seen but the smooth white bed-clothes, laid ready open for the young ladys reception. Did a fear dart over Margerys mind that she must be lost? She certainly flew back as if some such idea occurred to her.

Wheres the child? she burst out.

She has not come home yet, replied Harriet, with composure. I was waiting here for her.

Come home from where? Where is she?

At Lady Godolphins Folly. But Mrs. Pain has never kept her so late as this before.

Shes there! With Mrs. Pain? shrieked Margery.

She has been there every day this week. Mrs Pain has either come or sent for her. Look there, added Harriet, pointing to a collection of toys in a corner of the nursery. She has brought home all those things. Mrs. Pain loads her with them.

Margery answered not a word. She blew out her candle, and went downstairs to the dining-room. Maria, her things never taken off, was sitting just as she had come in, apparently lost in thought. She rose up when Margery entered, and began untying her bonnet.

Harriet says that the childs at Mrs. Pains: that she has been there all the week, began Margery, without circumlocution.

Yes, replied Maria. I cannot think why she has not come home. Mrs. Pain  

And you could let her go there, maam! interrupted Margerys indignant voice, paying little heed or deference to what her mistress might be saying. There! If anybody had come and told it to me before this night, I would not have believed it.

But, Margery, it has done her no harm. Theres a pinafore or two torn, I believe, and thats the worst. Mrs. Pain has been exceedingly kind. She has kept her dogs shut up all the week.

Margerys face was working ominously. It bore the sign of an approaching storm.

Kind! She! repeated Margery, almost beside herself. Why, then, if its come to this pass, you had better have your eyes opened, maam, if nothing else will stop the childs going there. Your child at Mrs. Charlotte Pains! Priors Ash will talk more than it has talked before.

What has Priors Ash said? asked Maria, an uncomfortable feeling stealing over her.

It has wondered whether Mrs. George Godolphin has been wholly blind or only partially so; thats what it has done, maam returned Margery, quite forgetting herself in her irritation. And the woman coming here continually with her bold face! Id rather see Meta  

Margerys eloquence was brought to a summary end. A noise in the hall was followed by the boisterous entrance of the ladies in question, Miss Meta and Mrs. Charlotte Pain. Charlotte  really she was wild at times  had brought Meta home on horseback. Late as it was, she had mounted her horse to give the child pleasure, had mounted the child on the saddle before her, and so they had cantered down, attended by a groom. Charlotte wore her habit, and held her whip in her hand. She came in pretending to beat an imaginary horse, for the delectation of Meta. Meta was furnished with a boys whip, a whistle at one end, a lash at the other. She was beating an imaginary horse too, varying the play with an occasional whistle. What with the noise, the laughing, the lashes, and the whistle, it was as if Bedlam had broken loose. To crown the whole, Metas brown-holland dress was wofully torn, and the brim of her straw hat was almost separated from the crown.

Meta caught sight of Margery and flew to her. But not before Margery had made a sort of grab at the child. Clasping her in her arms, she held her there, as if she would protect her from some infection. To be clasped in arms, however, and thus deprived of the delights of whip-smacking and whistling, did not accord with Miss Metas inclinations, and she struggled to get free.

Youd best stop here and hide yourself, poor child! cried Margery in a voice excessively pointed.

Its not much, said Charlotte, supposing the remark applied to the damages. The brim is only unsewn, and the blouse is an old one. She did it in swinging.

Whos talking of that? fiercely responded Margery to Mrs. Pain. If folks had to hide their faces for nothing worse than torn clothes, it wouldnt be of much account.

Charlotte did not like the tone. Perhaps you will wait until your opinions asked for, said she, turning haughtily on Margery. There had been incipient warfare between those two for years: and they both were innately conscious of it.

A shrill whistle from Meta interrupted the contest. She had escaped and was standing in the middle of the room, her legs astride, her damaged hat set rakishly on the side of her head, her attitude altogether not unlike that of a man standing to see a horse go through his paces. It was precisely what the young lady was imitating: she had been taken by Charlotte to the stable-yard that day, to witness the performance.

Clack, clack! Lift your feet up, you lazy brute! Clack, clack, clack! Mamma, I am making a horse canter.

Charlotte looked on with admiring ecstasy, and clapped her hands. Maria seemed bewildered: Margery stood with dilating eyes and open mouth. There was little doubt that Miss Meta, under the able tuition of Mrs. Pain, might become an exceedingly fast young lady in time.

You have been teaching her that! burst forth Margery to Mrs. Pain in her uncontrollable anger. What else might you have been teaching her? Its fit, it is, for you to be let have the companionship of Miss Meta Godolphin!

Charlotte laughed in her face defiantly  contemptuously  with a gleeful, merry accent. Margery, perhaps distrustful of what she might be further tempted to say herself, put an end to the scene by catching up Meta and forcibly carrying her off, in spite of rebellious kicks and screams. In her temper, she flung the whip to the other end of the hall as she passed through it. Theyd make you into a boy, and worse, if they had their way. I wish Miss Janet had been here to-night!

What an idiotic old maid she is, that Margery! exclaimed Charlotte, laughing still. Good night. I cant stay. I shall come for Meta to-morrow.

Not to-morrow, dissented Maria, feeling that the struggle with Margery would be too formidable. I thank you very much for your kindness, Mrs. Pain, she heartily added; but now that Margery has returned, she will not like to part with Meta.

As you will, said Charlotte, with a laugh. Margery would not let her come, you think. Good night. Dormez bien.

Before the sound of the closing of the hall-door had ceased its echoes through the house, Margery was in the dining-room again, her face white with anger. Her mistress, a thing she very rarely did, ventured on a reproof.

You forgot yourself, Margery, when you spoke just now to Mrs. Pain. I felt inclined to apologize to her for you.

This was the climax. Forgot myself! echoed Margery, her face growing whiter. No, maam, its because I did not forget myself that shes gone out of the house without her ears tingling. I should have made em tingle if I had spoke out. Not that some folks ears can tingle, added Margery, amending her proposition. Hers is of the number, so I should have spent my words for nothing. If Mr. George had spent his words upon somebody else, it might be the better for us all now.

Margery!

I cant help it, maam, I must have my say. Heaven knows I wouldnt have opened my mouth to you; Id have kept it closed for ever, though I died for it  and its not five minutes ago that I pretty well snapped Harriets nose off for daring to give out hints and to bring up your name  but its time you did know a little of what has been going on, to the scandal of Priors Ash. Meta up at Lady Godolphins Folly with that woman!

Margery! again interrupted her mistress. But Margerys words were as a torrent that bears down all before it.

It has been the talk of the town; it has been the talk of the servants here; it has been the talk among the servants at Ashlydyat. If I thought youd let the child go out with her in public again, Id pray that I might first follow her to the grave in her little coffin.

Marias face had turned as white as Margerys. She sat as a statue, gazing at the woman with eyes in which there shone a strange kind of fear.

I  dont  know  what  it  is  you  mean, she said, the words coming out disjointedly.

It means, maam, that you have lived with a mist before your eyes. You have thought my master a saint and a paragon, and he was neither the one nor the other. And now I hope youll pardon me for saying to your face what others have been long saying behind your back.

She turned sharply off as she concluded, and quitted the room abruptly as she had entered it, leaving Maria motionless, her breath coming in gasps, and the dewdrops cold on her brow.

The substance of what Margery had spoken out so broadly had sometimes passed through her mind as a dim shadow. But never to rest there.


CHAPTER XXIV. A VISIT TO LORD AVERIL.

A few days progressed onwards, and another week was in. Every hour brought to light more  what are we to call it  imprudence?  of Mr. George Godolphins. His friends termed it imprudence; his enemies villainy. Thomas called it nothing: he never cast reproach on George by a single word; he would have taken the whole odium upon himself, had it been possible to take it. Georges conduct was breaking his heart, was driving him to his grave somewhat before his time; but Thomas never said in the hearing of others  He has been a bad brother to me.

George Godolphin was not yet home again. It could not be said that he was in concealment, as he was sometimes met in London by people visiting it. Perhaps he carried his habitual carelessness so far as to the perilling of his own safety; and his absence from Priors Ash may have been the result only of his distaste to meet that ill-used community. Had he been sole partner, he must have been there to answer to his bankruptcy; as it was, Thomas, hitherto, had answered all in his own person.

But there came a day when Thomas could not answer it. Ill or well, he rose now to the early breakfast-table: he had to hasten to the Bank betimes, for there was much work there with the accounts; and one morning when they were at breakfast, Bexley, his own servant, entered with one or two letters.

They were speaking of Lady Godolphin. My lady was showing herself a true friend. She had announced to them that it was her intention to resume her residence at the Folly, that they might not be separated from Priors Ash, the place of their birth and home. Of course it was an intimation, really delicately put, that their future home must be with her. Never for me, Janet remarked: her future residence would not be at Priors Ash; as far removed from it as possible.

Thomas had risen, and was at a distant table, opening his letters, when a faint moan startled them. He was leaning back in his chair, seemingly unconscious; his hands had fallen, his face was the hue of the grave. Surely those dews upon it were not the dews of death?

Cecil screamed; Bessy flung open the door and called for help; Janet only turned to them, her hands lifted to enjoin silence, a warning word upon her lips. Bexley came running in, and looked at his master.

Hell be better presently, he whispered.

Yes, he will be better presently, assented Janet. But I should like Mr. Snow to be here.

Bexley was the only man-servant left at Ashlydyat. Short work is generally made of the dispersion of a household when the means come to an end, as they had with the Godolphins: and there had been no difficulty in finding places for the excellent servants of Ashlydyat. Bexley had stoutly refused to go. He didnt want wages, he said, but he was not going to leave his master, so long as  Bexley did not say so long as what, but they had understood him. So long as his master was in life.

Thomas began to revive. He slowly opened his eyes, and raised his hand to wipe the moisture from his white face. On the table before him lay one of the letters open. Janet recognized the handwriting as that of George.

She spurned the letter from her. With a gesture of grievous vexation, her hand pushed it across the table. It is that which has affected you! she cried out, with a wail.

Not so, breathed Thomas. It was the pain here.

He touched himself below the chest; in the place where the pain had come before. Which pain had seized upon him?  the mental agony arising from Georges conduct, or the physical agony of his disease? Probably somewhat of both.

He stretched out his hand towards the letter, making a motion that it should be folded. Bexley, who could not have read a word without his glasses had it been to save his life, took up the letter, folded it, and placed it in its envelope. Thomass mind then seemed at rest, and he closed his eyes again.

Mr. Snow soon reached Ashlydyat. Another attack, I hear, he began, in his unceremonious salutation. Bothered into it, no doubt. Bexley says it came on when he was reading letters.

With the wan white look upon his face, with the moisture of pain still upon his brow, lay Thomas Godolphin. He was on the sofa now; but he partially rose from it and assumed a sitting posture when the surgeon entered.

A few professional questions and answers, and then Mr. Snow began to grumble. Did I not warn you that you must have perfect tranquillity? cried he. Rest of body and of mind.

You did. But how am I to have it? Even now, I ought to be at the Bank, facing the trouble there.

Wheres George? sharply asked Mr. Snow.

In London, replied Thomas Godolphin. But he said it in no complaining accent: neither did his tone invite further comment.

Mr. Snow was one who did not wait for an invitation in such a cause ere he spoke. It is one of two things, Mr. Godolphin. Either George must come back and face this worry, or else youll die.

I shall die, however it may be, Snow, was the reply of Thomas Godolphin.

So will most of us, I expect, returned the doctor. But theres no necessity for being helped on to it by others, ages before death would come of itself. Whats your brother at in London? Amusing himself, I suppose. He must be got here.

Thomas shook his head. The action, as implying a negative, aroused the wrath of Mr. Snow. Do you want to die? he asked. One would think it, by your keeping your brother away.

There is no person who would more gladly see my brother here than I, returned Thomas Godolphin. If  if it were expedient that he should come.

Need concealment be affected between us, Mr. Godolphin? resumed the surgeon, after a pause. You must be aware that I have heard the rumours afloat. A doctor hears everything, you know. You are uncertain whether it would be safe for George to come back to Priors Ash.

It is something of that sort, Snow.

But now, what is there against him  it is of no use to mince the matter  besides those bonds of Lord Averils?

Theres nothing else against him. At least, in  in   He did not go on. He could not bring his lips to say of his brother from a criminal point of view.

Nothing else of which unpleasant legal cognizance can be taken, freely interposed Mr. Snow. Well, now, it is my opinion that theres not a shadow of fear to be entertained from Lord Averil. He is your old and firm friend, Mr. Godolphin.

He has been mine: yes. Not so much Georges. Most men in such a case of  of loss, would resent it, without reference to former friendship. I am not at any certainty, you see, and therefore I cannot take the responsibility of saying to my brother, It is safe for you to return. Lord Averil has never been near me since. I argue ill from it.

He has not been with you for the best of all possible reasons  that he has been away from Priors Ash, explained Mr. Snow.

Has he been away? I did not know it.

He has. He was called away unexpectedly by some relatives illness, a day or two after your house was declared bankrupt. He may have refrained from calling on you just at the time that happened, from motives of delicacy.

True, replied Thomas Godolphin. But his tone was not a hopeful one. When does he return?

He has returned. He came back last night.

There was a pause. Thomas Godolphin broke it. I wish you could give me something to avert or mitigate these sharp attacks of pain, Snow, he said. It is agony, in fact; not pain.

I know it, replied Mr. Snow. Wheres the use of my attempting to give you anything? You dont take my prescriptions.

Thomas lifted his eyes in some surprise. I have taken all that you have desired me.

No, you have not. I prescribe tranquillity of mind and body. You take neither.

Thomas Godolphin leaned a little nearer to the doctor, and paused before he answered. Tranquillity of mind for me has passed. I can never know it again. Were my life to be prolonged, the great healer of all things, Time, might bring it me in a degree: but, for that, I shall not live. Snow, you must know this to be the case, under the calamity which has fallen upon my head.

It ought to have fallen upon your brothers head, not upon yours, was the rejoinder of the surgeon, spoken crossly, in his inability to contradict Mr. Godolphins words. At any rate, you cannot go on any longer facing this business in person.

I must indeed. There is no help for it.

And suppose it kills you? was the retort.

If I could help going, I would, said Thomas. But there is no alternative. One of us must be there; and George cannot be. You are not ignorant of the laws of bankruptcy.

It is another nail in your coffin, growled Mr. Snow, as he took his leave.

He went straight to the Bank. He asked to see Mrs. George Godolphin. Maria, in her pretty morning dress of muslin, was seated with Meta on her knees. She had been reading the child a Bible story, and was now talking to her in a low voice, her own face, so gentle, so pure, and so sad, bent towards the little ones upturned to it.

Well, young lady, and how are all the dolls? was the surgeons greeting. Will you send her away to play with them, Mrs. George?

Meta ran off. She intended to come bustling down again with her arms full. Mr. Snow took his seat opposite Maria.

Why does your husband not come back? he abruptly asked.

The question seemed to turn Marias heart to sickness. She opened her lips to answer, but stopped in hesitation. Mr. Snow resumed:

His staying away is killing Thomas Godolphin. I prescribe tranquillity for him; total rest: instead of which, he is obliged to come here day after day, and be in a continuous scene of worry. Your husband must return, Mrs. George Godolphin.

Y  es, she faintly answered, lacking the courage to say that considerations for his personal security might forbid it.

Murder will not mend these unhappy matters, Mrs. George Godolphin; nor would it be a desirable ending to them. And it will be nothing less than murder if he does not return, for Mr. Godolphin will surely die.

All Marias pulses seemed to beat the quicker. Is Mr. Godolphin worse? she asked.

He is considerably worse. I have been called in to him this morning. My last orders to him were, not to attempt to come to the Bank. His answer was, that he must come: there was no help for it. I believe there is no help for it, George being away. You must get him home, Mrs. George.

She looked sadly perplexed. Mr. Snow read it correctly.

My dear, I think there would be no danger. Lord Averil is a personal friend of Mr. Godolphins. I think theres none for another reason: if the viscounts intention had been to stir unpleasantly in the affair, he would have stirred in it before this.

Yes  I have thought of that, she answered.

And now I must go again, he said, rising. I wish to-day was twenty-four hours long, for the work I have to do in it; but I spared a few minutes to call in and tell you this. Get your husband here, for the sake of his good brother.

The tears were in Marias eyes. She could scarcely think of Thomas Godolphin and his unmerited troubles without their rising. Mr. Snow saw the wet eyelashes, and laid his hand on the smoothly-parted hair.

You have your share of sorrow just now, child, he said; more than you ought to have. It is making you look like a ghost. Why does he leave you to battle it out alone? added Mr. Snow, his anger mastering him, as he gazed at her pale face, her rising sobs. Priors Ash is crying shame upon him. Are you and his brother of less account than he, in his own eyes, that he should abandon you to it?

She strove to excuse her husband  he was her husband, in spite of that cruel calumny divulged by Margery  but Mr. Snow would not listen. He was in a hurry, he said, and went bustling out of the door, almost upsetting Meta, with her dolls, who was bustling in.

Maria sent the child to the nursery again after Mr. Snows departure, and stood, her head pressed against the frame of the open window, looking unconsciously on to the terrace, revolving the words recently spoken. It is killing Thomas Godolphin. It will be nothing less than murder, if George does not return.

Every fibre of her frame was thrilling to it in answer: every generous impulse of her heart was stirred to its depths. He ought to be back. She had long thought so. For her sake  but she was nothing; for Thomas Godolphins; for her husbands own reputation. Down deep in her heart she thrust that dreadful revelation of his falsity, and strove to bury it as an English wife and gentlewoman has no resource but to do. Ay! to bury it; and to keep it buried! though the concealment eat away her life  as that scarlet letter A, you have read of, ate into the bosom of another woman renowned in story. It seemed to Maria that the time was come when she must inquire a little into the actual state of affairs, instead of hiding her head and spending her days in the indulgence of her fear and grief. If the whole world spoke against him,  if the whole world had cause to speak,  she was his wife still, and his interests and welfare were hers. Were it possible that any effort she could make would bring him back, she must make it.

The words of Mr. Snow still rang in her ears. How was she to set about it? A few minutes given to reflection, her aching brow pressed to the cold window-frame, and she turned and rang the bell. When the servant appeared, she sent him into the Bank with a request that Mr. Hurde would come and speak with her for five minutes.

Mr. Hurde was not long in obeying the summons. He appeared with a pen behind his ear, and his spectacles pushed up on his brow.

It was not a pleasant task, and Maria had to swallow a good many lumps in her throat before she could make known precisely what she wanted. Would Mr. Hurde tell her the exact state of things? What there was, or was not, against her husband.

Mr. Hurde gave no very satisfactory reply. He took off his glasses and wiped them. Maria had invited him to a chair, and sat near him, her elbow leaning on the table, and her face slightly bent. Mr. Hurde did not know what Mrs. George Godolphin had or had not heard, or how far it would be expedient for him to speak. She guessed at his dilemma.

Tell me all, Mr. Hurde, she said, lifting her face to his with imploring eagerness. It is well that you should, for nothing can be more cruel than the uncertainty and suspense I am in. I know about Lord Averils bonds.

Ay? he replied. But he said no more.

I will tell you why I ask, said Maria. Mr. Snow has been here, and he informs me that coming to the Bank daily and the worry are killing Mr. Godolphin. He says Mr. George ought to be back in his brothers place. I think if he can come, he ought to do so.

I wish he could, returned Mr. Hurde, more quickly and impressively than he usually spoke. It is killing Mr. Godolphin  that, and the bankruptcy together. But I dont know that it would be safe for him, on account of these very bonds of Lord Averils.

What else is there against him? breathed Maria.

Theres nothing else.

Nothing else? she echoed, a shade of hope lighting up her face and her heart.

Nothing else. That is, nothing that he can be made criminally responsible for, added the old clerk, with marked emphasis, as if he thought that there was a great deal more, had the law only taken cognizance of it. If Lord Averil should decline to prosecute, he might return to-morrow. He must be back soon, whether or not, to answer to his bankruptcy; or else  

Or else  what? asked Maria falteringly, for Mr. Hurde had stopped. Speak out.

Or else never come back at all; never be seen, in fact, in England again. Thats how it is, maam.

Would it not be well to ascertain Lord Averils feelings upon the subject, Mr. Hurde? she rejoined, breaking a silence.

It would be very well, if it could be done. But who is to do it?

Maria was beginning to think that she would do it. You are sure there is nothing else against him? she reiterated.

Nothing, maam, that need prevent his returning to Priors Ash.

There was no more to be answered, and Mr. Hurde withdrew. Maria lost herself in thought. Could she dare to go to Lord Averil and beseech his clemency? Her brow flushed at the thought. But she had been inured to humiliation of late, and it would be only another drop in the cup of pain. Oh, the relief it would be, could the dreadful suspense, the uncertainty, end! The suspense was awful. Even if it ended in the worst, it would be almost a relief. If Lord Averil should intend to prosecute, who knew but he might forego the intention at her prayers? If so  if so  why, she should ever say that God had sent her to him.

There was the reverse side of the picture. A haughty reception of her  for was she not the wife of the man who had wronged him?  and a cold refusal. How she should bear that, she did not like to think. Should she go? Could she go? Even now her heart was failing her  

What noise was that? A sort of commotion in the hall. She opened the dining-room door and glanced out. Thomas Godolphin had come, and was entering the Bank, leaning on his servant Bexleys arm, there to go through his days work, looking more fit for his coffin. It was the turning of the scale.

I will go to him! murmured Maria to herself. I will go to Lord Averil, and hear all there may be to hear. Let me do it! Let me do it!  for the sake of Thomas Godolphin! And she prepared herself for the visit.

This proposed application to Lord Averil may appear but a very slight affair to the careless and thoughtless: one of those trifling annoyances which must occasionally beset our course through life. Why should Maria have shrunk from it with that shiveringly sensitive dread?  have set about it as a forced duty, with a burning cheek and failing heart? Consider what it was that she undertook, you who would regard it lightly; pause an instant and look at it in all its bearings. Her husband, George Godolphin, had robbed Lord Averil of sixteen thousand pounds. It is of no use to mince the matter. He had shown himself neither more nor less than a thief, a swindler. He, a man of the same social stamp as Lord Averil, moving in the same sphere of county society, had fallen from his pedestal by his own fraudulent act, to a level (in crime) with the very dregs of mankind. Perhaps no one in the whole world could ever feel it in the same humiliating degree as did his wife  unless it might be Thomas Godolphin. Both of them, unfortunately for them  yes, I say it advisedly  unfortunately for them in this bitter storm of shame  both of them were of that honourable, upright, ultra-refined nature, on which such a blow falls far more cruelly than death. Death! death! If it does come, it brings at least one recompense: the humiliation and the trouble, the bitter pain and the carking care are escaped from, left behind for ever in the cruel world. Oh! if these miserable ill-doers could but bear in their own person all the pain and the shame!  if George Godolphin could only have stood out on a pinnacle in the face of Priors Ash and expiated his folly alone! But it could not be. It never can or will be. As the sins of the people in the Israelitish camp were laid upon the innocent and unhappy scape-goat, so the sins which men commit in the present day are heaped upon unconscious and guileless heads. As the poor scape-goat wandered with his hidden burden into the remote wilderness, away from the haunts of man, so do these other heavily-laden ones stagger away with their unseen load, only striving to hide themselves from the eyes of men  anywhere  in patience and silence  praying to die.

Every humiliation which George Godolphin has brought upon himself,  every harsh word cast on him by the world,  every innate sense of guilt and shame which must accompany such conduct, was being expiated by his wife. Yes, it fell worst upon her: Thomas was but his brother; she was part and parcel of himself. But that Gods ways are not as our ways, we might feel tempted to ask why it should be that these terrible trials are so often brought upon the head of such women as Maria Godolphin  timid, good, gentle, sensitive  the least of all able to bear them. That such is frequently the case, is indisputable. In no way was Maria fitted to cope with this. Many might have felt less this very expedition to Lord Averil: to her it was as the very bitterest humiliation. She had hitherto met Lord Averil as an equal  she had entertained him at her house as such  she had stood before him always in her calm self-possession, with a clear face and a clear conscience; and now she must go to him a humble petitioner  bow before him in all her self-conscious disgrace  implore him to save her husband from the consequences of his criminal act; standing at the felons bar, and its sequel  transportation. She must virtually ask Lord Averil to put up quietly with the loss of the sixteen thousand pounds, and to make no sign.

With a cheek flushed with emotion,  with a heart sick unto faintness,  Maria Godolphin stepped out of her house in the full blaze of the midday sun. A gloomy day, showing her less conspicuously to the curious gazers of Priors Ash, had been more welcome to her. She had gone out so rarely since the crash came  but that once, in fact, when she went to her mother  that her appearance was the signal for a commotion. Theres Mrs. George Godolphin! and Priors Ash flocked to its doors and its windows, as if Mrs. George Godolphin had been some unknown curiosity in the animal world, never yet exhibited to the eyes of the public. Maria shielded her burning face from observation as well as she could with her small parasol, and passed on.

Lord Averil, she had found, was staying with Colonel Max, and her way led her past the Rectory of All Souls, past the house of Lady Sarah Grame. Lady Sarah was at the window, and Maria bowed. The bow was not returned. It was not returned! Lady Sarah turned away with a haughty movement, a cold glance. It told cruelly upon Maria: had anything been wanted to prove to her the estimation in which she was now held by Priors Ash, that would have done it.

The distance from her own house to that of Colonel Max was about two miles. Rather a long walk for Maria at the present time, for she was not in a condition of health to endure fatigue. It was a square, moderate-sized, red-brick house, standing considerably back from the high-road; and as Maria turned into its avenue of approach, what with the walk, and what with the dread apprehension of the coming interview, the faintness at her heart had begun to show itself upon her face. The insult offered her (could it be called anything less?) by Lady Sarah Grame, had somehow seemed an earnest of what she might expect from Lord Averil. Lady Sarah had not a tenth of the grievance against the Bank that the viscount had.

No one ever approached the colonels house without having their ears saluted with the baying and snarling of his fox-hounds, whose kennels were close by. In happier days  days so recently past, that they might almost be counted as present  when Maria had gone to that house to dinner-parties, she had drawn closer to George in the carriage, and whispered how much she should dislike it if he kept a pack of fox-hounds near their dwelling-place. Never, never should she drive to that house in state again, her husband by her side. Oh! the contrast it presented  that time and this! Now she was approaching it like the criminal that the world thought her, shielding her face with her veil, hiding herself, so far as she might, from observation.

She reached the door, and paused ere she rang: her pulses were throbbing wildly, her heart beat as if it would burst its bounds. The nearer the interview, the more formidable did it appear, the less able herself to face it. The temptation came over her to go back. It assailed her very strongly, and she might have yielded to it, but for the thought of Thomas Godolphin.

She rang at the bell; a timid ring. One of those rings that seem to announce the humble applicant  and who was the wife of George Godolphin now, that she should proclaim herself with pomp and clatter? A man settling himself into his green livery coat opened the door.

Is Lord Averil within?

No.

The servant was a stranger, and did not know her. He may have thought it curious that a lady, who spoke in a low tone and scarcely raised her eyes through her veil, should come there alone to inquire after Lord Averil. He resumed, rather pertly:

His lordship walked out an hour ago with the colonel. Its quite unbeknown what time they may come in.

In her shrinking dread of the interview, it almost seemed a relief. Strange to say, so fully absorbed had she been in the anticipated pain, that the contingency of his being out had not crossed her mind. The man stood with the door in his hand, half open, half closed; had he invited her to walk in and sit down, she might have done so, for the sake of the rest. But he did not.

Retracing her steps down the path, she branched off into a dark walk, overshadowed by trees, just within the entrance-gate, and sat down upon a bench. Now the reaction was coming; the disappointment: all that mental agony, all that weary way of fatigue, and not to see him! It must all be gone over again on the morrow.

She threw back her veil; she pressed her throbbing forehead against the trunk of the old oak tree: and in that same moment some one entered the gate on his way to the house, saw her, and turned round to approach her. It was Lord Averil.

Had the moment really come? Every drop of blood in her body seemed to rush to her heart, and send it on with a tumultuous bound; every sense of the mind seemed to leave her; every fear that the imagination can conjure up seemed to rise in menace. She rose to her feet and gazed at him, her sight partially leaving her, her face changing to a ghastly whiteness.

But when he hastened forward and caught her hands in the deepest respect and sympathy; when he bent over her, saying some confused words  confused to her ear  of surprise at seeing her, of pity for her apparent illness; when he addressed her with every token of the old kindness, the consideration of bygone days, then the revulsion of feeling overcame her, and Maria burst into a flood of distressing tears, and sobbed passionately.

I am fatigued with the walk, she said, with a lame attempt at apology, when her emotion was subsiding. I came over to speak to you, Lord Averil. I  I have something to ask you.

But you should not have walked, he answered in a kindly tone of remonstrance. Why did you not drop me a note? I would have come to you.

She felt as one about to faint. She had taken off her gloves, and her small white hands were unconsciously writhing themselves together in her lap, showing how great was her inward pain; her trembling lips, pale with agitation, refused to bring out their words connectedly.

I want to ask you to be merciful to my husband. Not to prosecute him.

The words were breathed in a whisper; the rushing tide of shame changed her face to crimson. Lord Averil did not for the moment answer, and the delay, the fear of failure, imparted to her somewhat of courage.

For Thomass sake, she said. I ask it for Thomass sake.

My dear Mrs. Godolphin, he was beginning, but she interrupted him, her tone changing to one of desperate energy.

Oh, be merciful, be merciful! Be merciful to my husband, Lord Averil, for his brothers sake. Nay  for Georges own sake; for my sake, for my poor childs sake, Metas. He can never come back to Priors Ash, unless you will be merciful to him: he cannot come now, and Thomas has to go through all the worry and the misery, and it is killing him. Mr. Snow came to me this morning and said it was killing him; he said that George must return if he would save his brothers life: and I spoke to Mr. Hurde, and he said there was nothing to prevent his returning, except the danger from Lord Averil. And then I made my mind up to come to you.

I shall not prosecute him, Mrs. George Godolphin. My long friendship with his brother debars it. He may come back to-morrow, in perfect assurance that he has nothing to fear from me.

Is it true?  I may rely upon you? she gasped.

Indeed you may. I have never had a thought of prosecuting. I cannot describe to you the pain that it has been to me; I mean the affair altogether, not my particular loss: but that pain would be greatly increased were I to bring myself to prosecute one bearing the name of Godolphin. I am sorry for George; deeply sorry for him. Report says that he has allowed himself to fall into bad hands, and could not extricate himself.

The worst was over; the best known: and Maria leaned against the friendly tree, untied her bonnet-strings, and wiped the moisture from her now pallid face. Exhaustion was supervening. Lord Averil rose and held out his arm to her.

Let me take you to the house and give you a glass of sherry.

I could not take it, thank you. I would rather not go to the house.

Colonel Max will be very glad to see you. I have only just parted from him. He went round by the stables.

She shook her head. I do not like to see any one now.

The subdued words, the saddened tone seemed to speak volumes. Lord Averil glanced down at her compassionately. This has been a grievous trial to you, Mrs. Godolphin.

Yes, she answered very quietly. Had she spoken but a word of what it had really been to her, emotion might again have broken forth.

But you must not let it affect you too greatly, he remonstrated. As I fear it is doing.

I cant help it, she whispered. I knew nothing of it, and it came upon me as a thunderbolt. I never had so much as a suspicion that anything was going wrong: had people asked me what Bank was the most stable throughout the kingdom, I should have said ours. I never suspected evil: and yet blame is being cast upon me. Lord Averil, I  I  did not know about those bonds.

No, no, he warmly answered. You need not tell me that. I wish you could allow the trouble to pass over you more lightly.

The trouble! She clasped her hands to pain. Dont speak of it, she wailed. At times it seems more than I can bear. But for Meta, I should be glad to die.

What was Lord Averil to answer? He could only give her the earnest sympathy of his whole heart. A man who can bring deliberately this misery upon the wife of his bosom deserves hanging, was his bitter thought.

What are you going to do? he asked. Surely not to attempt to walk back again?

I shall take my time over it, she answered. It is not much of a walk.

Too much for you at present, he gravely said. Let me send you home in one of Colonel Maxs carriages.

No, oh no! she quickly answered. Indeed I have not miscalculated my strength: I can walk perfectly well, and would prefer to do so.

Then you will first come into the house and rest.

I would rather not. Let me sit here a little longer; it is resting me.

I will be back immediately, he said, walking from her very quickly, and plunging into a narrow path which was a short cut to the house. When he reappeared he bore a glass of wine and a biscuit on a plate.

She took the wine. The biscuit she put back with a shiver. I never can eat anything now, she said, lifting her eyes to his to beseech his pardon.

When she at length rose, Lord Averil took her hand and laid it within his arm. She supposed he meant to escort her to the gate.

I have not said a word of thanks to you, she murmured, when they reached it. I am very, very grateful to you, very sensible of your kindness; but I cannot speak of it. My heart seems broken.

She had halted and held out her hand in farewell. Lord Averil did not release her, but walked on. If you will walk home, Mrs. George Godolphin, you must at least allow my arm to help you.

I could not; indeed I could not, she said, stopping resolutely, though the tears were dropping from her eyes. I must go back alone: I would rather.

Lord Averil partially yielded. The first part of the road was lonely, and he must see her so far. I should have called on Thomas Godolphin before this, but I have been away, he remarked, as they went on. I will go and see him  perhaps this afternoon.

He will be so thankful to hear this! It will be as a renewed lease of life to him. They have been fearful at Ashlydyat.

An exceedingly vexed expression crossed Lord Averils lips. I thought they had known me better at Ashlydyat, he said. Thomas, at any rate. Feared me!

At length Maria would not allow him to go farther, and Lord Averil clasped her hand in both his. Promise me to try and keep up your spirits, he said. You should do so for your husbands sake.

Yes; as well as I can, she replied in a broken tone. Thank you! thank you ever, Lord Averil!

She called in at the Rectory as she passed, and sat for a while with her father and mother; but it was pain to her to do so. The bitter wrong inflicted on them by her husband was making itself heard in her heart in loud reproaches. The bitter wrong of another kind dealt out to herself by him, was all too present then. They knew how she had idolized him; they must have known how blindly misplaced that idolatry was; and the red flush mounted to Marias brow at the thought.

Oh, if she could only redeem the past, so far as they were concerned! It seemed that that would be enough. If she could only restore peace and comfort to their home, refund to her father what he had lost, how thankful she should be! She would move heaven and earth if that might accomplish it,  she would spend her own days in the workhouse,  pass them by a roadside hedge, and think nothing of it  if by those means she could remove the wrong done. She lifted her eyes to the blue sky, almost asking that a miracle might be wrought, to repair the injury which had been dealt out to her father. Ah me! if Heaven repaired all the injuries inflicted by man upon man, it would surely have no time for other works of mercy!


CHAPTER XXV. IN THE STREETS OF PRIORS ASH.

Barely had Maria departed and closed the Rectory gate behind her, when she encountered a stylish vehicle dashing along at an alarming pace, with a couple of frantic dogs behind it. It was that turn-out you have heard of, belonging to Mrs. Charlotte Pain. Mrs. Charlotte Pain was in it, resplendent as the sun, dazzling the admiring eyes of Priors Ash in a gown of pink moiré antique, and a head-gear which appeared to be composed of pink and white feathers and a glittering silver aigrette, its form altogether not unlike a French gendarmes hat, if you have the pleasure of being familiar with that awe-imparting article. At the sight of Maria she pulled the horses up with a jerk: on which ensued some skirmishing and scattering abroad of dust, the animals, both horses and dogs, not approving of so summary a check; but Charlotte was resolute, and her whip effective. She then flung the reins to the groom who sat beside her, jumped down, and held out her hand to Maria.

Maria accepted it. The revelation gratuitously bestowed on her by Margery was beating its words upon her memory; and her brow, face and neck had flushed to a glowing crimson. Some might have flung the offered hand aside, and picked up their skirts with a jerk, and sailed away with an air; but Maria was a gentlewoman.

How well you look! exclaimed Charlotte, regarding her in some surprise. Perhaps you are warm? I say, Mrs. George  dropping her voice to a whisper whither do you think I am bound?

I cannot tell.

To see Lord Averil. He is back again, and stopping at old Maxs. I am going to badger him out of a promise not to hurt George Godolphin  about those rubbishing bonds, you know. I wont leave him until I get it.

Yes, said Maria.

I will have it. Or  war to the knife, my lord! I should like to see him, or anybody else, attempt to refuse me anything I stood out for, she added, with a triumphant glance, meant for the absent viscount. Poor George has nobody here to fight his battles for him, and he cant return to enter on them in person; so its well that some friend should do it. They are saying in the town this morning, that Averil has returned for the purpose of prosecuting: I mean to cut his prosecuting claws off.

It is a mistake, said Maria. Lord Averil has no intention of prosecuting.

How do you know? bluntly asked Charlotte.

I have just seen him.

You dont mean to say you have been over to old Maxs? exclaimed Charlotte, opening her brilliant black eyes very widely.

Yes, I have.

You quiet slyboots! You have never walked there and back?

I dont feel very tired. I have been resting with mamma for half an hour.

And hes safe  Averil? eagerly continued Charlotte.

Quite safe. Remember his long friendship with Thomas Godolphin.

Oh, my dear, men forget friendship when their pockets are in question, was the light remark of Charlotte. You are sure, though, Averils not deceiving you? I dont much think he is one to do a dirty trick of that sort, but I have lived long enough to learn that you must prove a man before you trust him.

Lord Averil is not deceiving me, quietly answered Maria. He has given me a message for my husband.

Then theres no necessity for my going to him, said Charlotte. Let me drive you home, Mrs. George Godolphin. I am sure you are fatigued. I never saw any one change countenance as you do. A few minutes ago you looked vulgarly hot, and now you are pale enough for the grave. Step in. James, you must change to the back seat.

Step into that formidably high thing, and sit by Mrs. Charlotte Pains side, and dash through Priors Ash! Maria wondered whether the gossips of Priors Ash  who, as it seemed, had made so free with gay Georges name  or Margery, would stare the most. She declined the invitation.

You are afraid, cried Charlotte. Well, its a great misfortune, these timid temperaments: but I suppose they cant be cured. Kate Verralls another coward: but shes not as bad as you. Toss me my parasol, James.

James handed his mistress a charming toy of pink moiré antique silk and point lace, mounted on a handle of carved ivory. Charlotte put it up before her face, and turned to accompany Maria.

Maria put her parasol up before her face, thankful that it might serve to shield it, if only partially, from the curious eyes of Priors Ash. Remembering the compliments that Priors Ash had been kind enough to pass on her blind simplicity, she would not exactly have chosen her present companion to walk through the streets with. Dame Bond, with her unsteady steps and her snuffy black gown, would have been preferable of the two.

But, thought Maria in her generosity, striving to thrust that other unpleasant feeling down deep into her heart, and to lose sight of it, it is really kind of Mrs. Pain to be seen thus publicly with me. Other ladies would be ashamed of me now, I suppose.

They stepped on. Maria with her parasol so close to her face that there was danger of her running against people; Charlotte turning herself from side to side, flirting the costly little pink toy as one flirts a fan, bowing and scraping to all she met. The dogs snarled and barked behind her; the carriage pranced and curvetted by their side; the unhappy James, his hands full with the horses, which refused to recognize any mastership except that of Mrs. Charlotte Pain. Altogether, it was a more conspicuous progress than Maria would have chosen. Thus they arrived at the Bank, and Maria held out her hand to Charlotte. She could not be otherwise than courteous, no matter to whom.

I am coming in, said Charlotte bluntly. Take care what you are about with the horses, James.

Maria led the way to the dining-room. All was as it used to be in that charming room; furniture, pictures, elegant trifles for show or for use; all was the same: except  that those things belonged now not to Maria and her husband, but were noted down as the property of others. Soon, soon to be put up for sale! Charlottes rich moiré antique came to an anchor on a sofa, and she untied the string of the gendarme hat, and pushed it back on her head.

I am going to leave Priors Ash.

To leave Priors Ash! repeated Maria. When?

Within a week of this. Lady Godolphins coming back to the Folly.

But  Lady Godolphin cannot come back to it without giving you due notice to quit? debated Maria.

Its all arranged, said Charlotte, opening her mouth with a loud yawn. Lady Godolphin wrote to Verrall, and the arrangements have been agreed upon amicably. Lady Godolphin foregoes a certain portion of rent, and we go out immediately. I am very glad, do you know. I had made my mind up not to stay. As to the Verralls, it may be said that they virtually took leave of the Folly long ago. Uncommonly glad I shall be to leave it, repeated Charlotte with emphasis.

Why?

Whod care to stay at Priors Ash, after all this bother? You and George will be leaving it for London, you know  and I hope it wont be long first. You must make me useful up there, Mrs. George. Ill  

Who told you we were going to leave for London? interrupted Maria in astonishment.

Nobody told me. But of course you will. Do you suppose George Godolphin will care to stop amongst this set? Not he. Hed see Priors Ash go promenading first. What tie has he here, now Ashlydyats gone? Verrall talks of buying a hunting-box in Leicestershire.

Does he? replied Maria mechanically, her thoughts buried elsewhere.

Buying or hiring one. I should hire; and then theres no bother if you want to make a flitting. But Verrall is one who takes nobodys counsel but his own. What a worry it will be! added Charlotte, after a pause.

Maria raised her eyes. She did not understand the remark.

Packing up the things at the Folly, exclaimed Charlotte. We begin to-morrow morning. I must be at the head of it, for its of no use trusting that sort of work entirely to servants. Bon jour, petite coquette! Et les poupées?

The diversion was caused by the flying entrance of Miss Meta. The young lady was not yet particularly well up in the Gallic language, and only half understood. She went straight up to Mrs. Pain, threw her soft sweet eyes right into that ladys flashing black ones, rested her pretty arms upon the moiré antique, and spoke out with her accustomed boldness.

Where are the dogs now?

Chained down in the pit-hole, responded Mrs. Pain.

Margery says there is no pit-hole, and the dogs were not chained down, asserted Meta.

Margerys nothing but an old woman. Dont you believe her. If she tells stories again, well chain her down with the dogs.

Two of the dogs are outside, said Meta.

Not the same dogs, child, returned Mrs. Pain with cool equanimity. They are street dogs, those are.

They are with the carriage, persisted Meta. They are barking round it.

Are they barking? They can see Margerys face at the nursery window, and are frightened at it. Dogs always bark at ugly old womens faces. You tell Margery so.

Margerys not ugly.

You innocent little simpleton! Shes ugly enough to frighten the crows.

How long the colloquy might have continued it is hard to say: certainly Meta would not be the one to give in: but it was interrupted by Margery herself. A note had just been delivered at the house for Mrs. George Godolphin, and Margery, who probably was glad of an excuse for entering, brought it in. She never looked at all towards Mrs. Pain; she came straight up to her mistress, apparently ignoring Charlottes presence, but you should have seen the expression of her face. The coronet on the seal imparted a suspicion to Maria that it came from Lord Averil, and her heart sank within her. Could he be withdrawing his promise of clemency?

Who brought this? she asked in a subdued tone.

A servant on horseback, maam.

Charlotte had started up, catching at her feathers, for Pierce was at the dining-room door now, saying that the horses were alarmingly restive. Good afternoon, Mrs. George Godolphin, she called out unceremoniously, as she hastened away. Ill come and spend a quiet hour with you before I leave for town. Adieu, petite diablesse! Id have you up to-morrow for a farewell visit, but that Im afraid you might get nailed down with the furniture in some of the packing-cases.

Away she went. Meta was hastening after her, but was caught up by Margery with an angry sob  as if she had been saving her from some imminent danger. Maria opened the letter with trembling fingers.

My dear Mrs. Godolphin,

It has occurred to me since I parted from you, that you may wish to have the subject of our conversation confirmed in writing. I hereby assure you that I shall take no legal proceedings whatever against your husband on account of my lost bonds, and you may tell him from me that he need not, on that score, remain away from Priors Ash.

I hope you have reached home without too much fatigue.

Believe me, ever sincerely yours, 
Averil.

How kind he is! came involuntarily from Marias lips.

The words were drowned in a noise outside. Charlotte had contrived to ascend to her seat in spite of the prancing horses. She stood up in the high carriage, as George Godolphin had once done at the same door, and by dint of strength and skill, subdued them to control. Turning their fiery heads, scattering the assembled multitude right and left, nodding pleasantly to the applause vouchsafed her, Mrs. Charlotte Pain and the turn-out disappeared with a clatter, amidst the rolling of wheels, the barking of dogs, and the intense admiration of the gaping populace.

On this same evening, Miss Godolphin sat at a window facing the west in their home at Ashlydyat. Soon to be their home no more. Her cheek rested pensively on her fingers, as she thought  oh, with what bitterness!  of the grievous past. She had been universally ridiculed for giving heed to the superstitious traditions attaching to the house, and yet how strangely they appeared to be working themselves out. It had begun  Janet seemed to think the ruin had begun  with the departure of her father, Sir George, from Ashlydyat: and the tradition went that when the head of the Godolphins should voluntarily abandon Ashlydyat, the ruin would follow.

Had Sir Georges departure brought on the ruin  been the first link in the chain that led to it? Janet was debating the question in her mind. That she was prone to indulging superstitious fancies to a degree many would pronounce ridiculously absurd cannot be denied: but in striving to solve that particular problem she was relinquishing the by-paths of the supernatural for the broad road of common sense. From the facts that were being brought to light by the bankruptcy, turning up by degrees one after another, it was easy to see that George Godolphin had been seduced into a hornets nest, and so been eased of his money. Whether the process had been summary or slow  whether he had walked into it head foremost in blind simplicity  or whether he had only succumbed to it under the most refined Machiavellian craft, it was of no consequence to inquire. It is of no consequence to us. He had fallen into the hands of a company of swindlers, who ensnared their victims and transacted their business under the semblance of bill-discounting: and they had brought George to what he was.

Head and chief of this apparently reputable firm was Verrall: and Verrall, there was not a doubt, had been chief agent in George Godolphins undoing. But for Sir George Godolphins quitting Ashlydyat and putting it up in the market to let, Verrall might never have come near Priors Ash; never have met Mr. George Godolphin. In that case the chances are that Mr. George would have been a flourishing banker still. Gay he would have been; needlessly extravagant; scattering his wild oats by the bushel  but not a man come to ruin and to beggary.

Janet Godolphin was right: it was the quitting Ashlydyat by her father, and the consequent tenancy of Mr. Verrall, which had been the first link in the chain, terminating in Georges disgrace, in their ruin.

She sat there, losing herself in regret after regret. If my father had not left it!  if he had never married Mrs. Campbell!  if my own dear mother had not died!  she lost herself, I say, in these regrets, bitter as they were vain.

How many of these useless regrets might embitter the lives of us all! How many do embitter them! If I had only done so-and-so!  if I had only taken the left turning when I took the right!  if I had only known what that man was from the first, and shunned his acquaintance!  if I had only chosen that path in life instead of this one!  if I had, in short, only done precisely the opposite to what I did do! Vain, vain repinings!  vain, useless, profitless repinings! The only plan is to keep them as far as possible from our hearts. If we could foresee the end of a thing from its beginning,  if we could buy a stock of experience at the outset of life,  if we could, in point of fact, become endowed with the light of Divine wisdom, what different men and women the world would contain!

But we cannot. We cannot undo the past. It is ours with all its folly, its short-sightedness, perhaps its guilt. Though we stretch out our yearning and pitiful hands to Heaven in their movement of agony  though we wail aloud our bitter cry, Lord, pardon me  heal me  help me!  though we beat on our remorseful bosom and lacerate its flesh in bitter repentance, we cannot undo the past. We cannot undo it. The past remains to us unaltered; and must remain so for ever.

Janet left the room. Thomas, who had been seated opposite to her, was buried in thought, when Bexley appeared, showing in Lord Averil.

He hastened forward to prevent Thomas Godolphins rising. Laying one hand upon his shoulder and the other on his hands, he pressed him down and would not let him rise.

How am I to thank you? were the first words spoken by Thomas  in reference to the clemency shown to his brother, as promised that day to Maria.

Hush! said Lord Averil. My dear friend, you are allowing these things to affect you more than they ought. I see the greatest change in you, even in this short time.

The rays of the declining sun were falling on the face of Thomas Godolphin, lighting up its fading vitality. The cheeks were thinner, the weak hair seemed scantier, the truthful grey eyes had acquired an habitual expression of pain. Lord Averil leaned over him and noted it all.

Sit down, said Thomas, drawing a chair nearer to him.

Lord Averil accepted the invitation, but did not release the hand. I understand you have been doubting me, he said. You might have known me better. We have been friends a long time.

Thomas Godolphin only answered by a pressure of the hand he held. Old and familiar friends though they were, understanding each others hearts almost, as these close friends should do, it was yet a most painful point to Thomas Godolphin. On the one side there was his brothers crime: on the other there was the loss of that large sum to Lord Averil. Thomas had to do perpetual battle with pain now: but there were moments when the conflict was nearer and sharper than at others. This was one of them.

They subsided into conversation: its theme, as was natural, the bankruptcy and its attendant details. Lord Averil found that Thomas was blaming himself.

Why should you? he asked impulsively. Is it not enough that the world should do so, without yourself indorsing it?

A faint smile crossed Thomas Godolphins face at the thoughtless admission spoken so openly: but he knew, none better, how great a share of blame was dealt out to him. It is due, he observed to Lord Averil. I ought not to have reposed trust so implicit in George. Things could not have come to this pass if I had not done so.

If we cannot place implicit trust in a brother, in whom can we place it?

True. But in my position as trustee to others, I ought not to have trusted that things were going on right. I ought to have known that they were so.

They went on to the future. Thomas spoke of the selling up of all things, of their turning out of Ashlydyat. Is that decree irrevocable? Lord Averil interrupted. Must Ashlydyat be sold?

Thomas was surprised at the question. It was so superfluous a one. It will be sold very shortly, he said, to the highest bidder. Any stranger who bids most will get Ashlydyat. I hope, he added, with a half start, as if the possibility occurred to him then for the first time, that the man Verrall will not become a bidder for it  and get it! Lady Godolphin turns him out of the Folly.

Never fear, said Lord Averil. He will only be too glad to relieve Priors Ash of his presence. Thomas, can nothing be done to the man? Your brother may have been a willing tool in his hands, but broad whispers are going about that it is Verrall who has reaped the harvest. Can no legal cognizance be taken of it?

Thomas shook his head. We may suspect a great deal  in fact, it is more than suspicion  but we can prove nothing. The man will rise triumphantly from it all, and carry his head higher than ever. I hope, I say, that he will not think of Ashlydyat. They were in it once, you know.

Why could not Ashlydyat be disposed of privately?  by valuation? It might be, if the assignees approved.

Yes, I suppose it might be.

I wish you would sell it to me, breathed Lord Averil.

To you! repeated Thomas Godolphin. Ay, indeed. Were you to have Ashlydyat I should the less keenly regret its passing from the Godolphins.

Lord Averil paused. He appeared to want to say something, but to hesitate in doubt.

Would it please you that one of the Godolphins should still inhabit it? he asked at length.

I do not understand you? replied Thomas. There is no chance  I had almost said no possibility  of a Godolphin henceforward inhabiting Ashlydyat.

I hope and trust there is, said Lord Averil with emotion. If Ashlydyat is ever to be mine, I shall not care for it unless a Godolphin shares it with me. I speak of your sister Cecilia.

Thomas sat in calmness, waiting for more. Nothing could stir him greatly now. Lord Averil gave him the outline of the past. Of his love for Cecilia, and her rejection of him.

There has been something, he continued, in her manner of late, which has renewed hope within me  otherwise I should not say this to you now. Quite of late; since her rejection of me; I have observed that  that  I cannot describe it, Thomas, he broke off. But I have determined to risk my fate once more. And you  loving Cecil as I do  you thought I could prosecute George!

But I did not know that you loved Cecil.

I suppose not. It has seemed to me, though, that my love must have been patent to the world. You would give her to me, would you not?

Ay; thankfully, was the warm answer. The thought of leaving Cecil unprotected has been one of my cares. Janet and Bessy are older and more experienced. Let me give you one consolation, Averil: if Cecilia has rejected you, she has rejected others. Janet has fancied she had some secret attachment. Can it have been to yourself?

If so, why should she have rejected me?

In truth I do not know. Cecil has seemed grievously unhappy since these troubles arose: almost as one who has no further hope in life. Georges peril has told upon her.

His peril?

From you.

Lord Averil bit his lip. Cecil, above all others  unless it were yourself  might have known that he was safe.

A silence ensued. Lord Averil resumed: There is one upon whom I fear these troubles are telling all too greatly, Thomas. And that is your brothers wife.

May God comfort her! was the involuntary answer that broke from the lips of Thomas Godolphin.

Had I been ever so harshly inclined, I think the sight of her to-day would have disarmed me. No, no: had I never owned friendship for you; had I never loved Cecil, there is certainly enough evil, cruel, unavoidable evil, which must fall with this calamity, without my adding to it.

When I brought word home this afternoon that you were well disposed towards George  that he had nothing to fear from you, Cecil burst into tears.

A glow arose to Lord Averils face. He looked out on the setting sun in silence. Has your brother been sent for? he presently asked.

Maria and I have both written for him now. I should think he will come. What is it, Bexley?

A message from Mrs. Pain, sir, about some of the fixtures at Lady Godolphins Folly. Mrs. Pain wants to know if you have a list of them. She forgets which belong to the house, and which dont.

Thomas Godolphin said a word of apology to Lord Averil, and left the room. In the hall he met Cecil crossing to it. She went in, quite unconscious who was its inmate. He rose up to welcome her.

A momentary hesitation in her steps: a doubt whether she should not run away again, and then she recalled her senses and went forward.

She recalled what he had done that day for her brother; she went forward to thank him. But ere the thanks had well begun, they came to an end, for Cecil had burst into tears.

How it went on, and what was exactly said or done, neither of them could remember afterwards. A very few minutes, and Cecils head was resting upon his shoulder, all the mistakes of the past cleared up between them.

She might not have confessed to him how long she had loved him  ever since that long past time when they were together at Mrs. Averils  but for her dread lest he should fear that she was only accepting him now out of gratitude  gratitude for his noble behaviour to her erring brother. And so she told him the truth: that she had loved him, and only him, all through.

Cecil, my darling, what long misery might have been spared me had I known this!

Cecil looked down. Perhaps some might also have been spared to her. It is not right that you should marry me now, she said.

Why?

On account of this dreadful disgrace. George must have forgotten how it would fall upon  

Hush, Cecil! The disgrace, as I look upon it  as I believe all just people must look upon it  is confined to himself. It is indeed. Not an iota of the respect due to Thomas by the world, of the consideration due to the Miss Godolphins, will be lessened. Rely upon it I am right.

But Thomas is being reflected upon daily: personally abused.

By a few inconsiderate creditors, smarting just now under their loss. That will all pass away. If you could read my heart and see how happy you have made me, you would know how little cause you have to talk of disgrace, Cecil.

She was happy also, as she rested there against him; too happy.

Would you like to live at Ashlydyat, Cecil? Thomas would rather we had it than it should lapse to strangers. I should wish to buy it.

Oh yes  if it could be.

I dare say it can be. Of course it can. Ashlydyat must be sold, and I shall be as welcome a purchaser as any other would be. If it must be put up to auction, I can be its highest bidder; but I dare say they will be glad to avoid the expense of an auction, and let me purchase it privately. I might purchase the furniture also, Cecil; all the old relics that Sir George set so much store by  that Janet does still.

If it could be! she murmured.

Indeed I think it may be. They will be glad to value it as it stands. And Cecil, we will drive away all the ghostly superstitions, and that ominous Shadow  

Cecil lifted her face, an eager light upon it. Janet says that the curse has been worked out with the ruin of the Godolphins. She thinks that the dark Shadow will never come any more.

So much the better. We will have the Dark Plain dug up and made into a childrens playground, and a summer-house for them shall be erected on the very spot which the Shadow has made its own. There may be children here some time, Cecil.

Cecils eyelashes were bent on her flushed cheeks. She did not raise them.

If you liked  if you liked, Cecil, we might ask Janet and Bessy to retain their home here, resumed Lord Averil, in thoughtful consideration. Ashlydyat is large enough for all.

Their home is decided upon, said Cecil, shaking her head. Bessy has promised to make hers at Lady Godolphins Folly. Lady Godolphin exacted her promise to that effect, before she decided to return to it. I was to have gone to it also. Janet goes to Scotland. I am quite sure that this place has become too painful for Janet to remain in. She has an annuity, as perhaps you know; it was money left her by mammas sister; so that she is independent, and can live where she pleases; but I am sure she will go to Scotland, as soon as  as soon as  

I understand you, Cecil. As soon as Thomas shall have passed away.

The tears were glistening in her eyes. Do you not see a great change in him?

A very great one. Cecil, I should like him to give you to me. Will you waive ceremony, and be mine at once?

I will see, murmured Cecil. When a little of this bustle, this disgrace shall have passed away. Let it die out first.

A grave expression arose to Lord Averils face. It must not be very long first, Cecil: if you would be mine while your brother is in life.

I will, I will; it shall be as you wish, she answered, her tears falling. And before Lord Averil could make any rejoinder, she had hastily left him, and was standing against the window, stealthily drying her eyes: for the door had opened to admit Thomas Godolphin.


CHAPTER XXVI. MY LADY WASHES HER HANDS.

The summer was drawing towards its close; and so was the bankruptcy of Godolphin, Crosse, and Godolphin.  If we adhere to the style of the old firm, we only do as Priors Ash did. Mr. Crosse, you have heard, was out of it actually and officially, but people, in speaking or writing of the firm, forgot to omit his name. One or two maddened sufferers raised a question of his liability, in their desperation; but they gained nothing by the motion: Mr. Crosse was as legally separated from the Godolphins as if he had never been connected with them.  The labour, the confusion, the doubt, attendant upon most bankruptcies, was nearly over, and creditors knew the best and the worst. The dividend would be, to use a common expression, shamefully small, when all was told: it might have been even smaller (not much, though) but that Lord Averils claim on the sixteen thousand pounds, the value of the bonds, was not allowed to enter into the accounts. Those bonds and all connected with them were sunk in silence so complete, that at length outsiders began to ask whether they and their reported loss had not been altogether a myth.

Thomas Godolphin had given up everything, even to his watch, and the signet ring upon his finger. The latter was returned to him. The jewellery of the Miss Godolphins was given up. Marias jewellery also. In short, there was nothing that was not given up. The fortune of the Miss Godolphins, consisting of money and bank shares, had of course gone with the rest. The money had been in the Bank at interest; the shares were now worthless. Janet alone had an annuity of about a hundred a year, rather more, which nothing could deprive her of: the rest of the Godolphins were reduced to beggary. Worse off were they than any of their clamorous creditors, since for them all had gone: houses, lands, money, furniture, personal belongings. But that Thomas Godolphin would not long be in a land where these things are required, it might have been a question how he was for the future to find sufficient to live upon.

The arrangement hinted at by Lord Averil had been carried out, and that nobleman was now the owner of Ashlydyat and all that it con tained. It may have been departing a little from the usual order of things in such cases to dispose of it by private arrangement; but it had been done with the full consent of all parties concerned. Even the creditors, who of course showed themselves ready to cavil at anything, were glad that the expense of a sale by auction should be avoided. A price had been put upon Ashlydyat, and Lord Averil gave it without a dissentient word; and the purchase of the furniture, as it stood, was undoubtedly advantageous to the sellers.

Yes, Ashlydyat had gone from the Godolphins. But Thomas and his sisters remained in it. There had been no battle with Thomas on the score of his remaining. Lord Averil had clasped his friends hands within his own, and in a word or two of emotion had given him to understand that his chief satisfaction in its purchase had been the thought that he, Thomas, would remain in his own home, as long  Thomas Godolphin understood the broken words: as long as he had need of one. Nothing would induce me to enter upon it until then, continued Lord Averil. So be it, said Thomas quietly, for he fully understood the feeling, and the gratification it brought to him who conferred the obligation. I shall not keep you out of it long, Averil. The same words, almost the very same words that Sir George Godolphin had once spoken to his son: I shall not keep you and Ethel long out of Ashlydyat.

So Thomas remained at Ashlydyat with his broken health, and the weeks had gone on; and summer was now drawing to an end, and other things also. Thomas Godolphin was beginning to be better understood than he had been at the time of the crash, and people were repenting of the cruel blame they had so freely hurled upon him. The first smart of the blow had faded away, and with it the prejudice which had unjustly, though not unnaturally, distorted their judgment, and buried for the time all kindly impulse. Perhaps there was not a single creditor, whatever might be the extent of the damage he had suffered by the Bank, but would have stretched out his hand, and given him more gold, if by that means he could have saved the life of Thomas Godolphin. They learnt to remember that the fault had not lain with him: they believed that if by the sacrifice of his own life he could have averted the calamity he would have cheerfully laid it down: they knew that his days were as one long mourning, for them individually  and they took shame to themselves for having been so bitter against him, Thomas Godolphin.

Not so in regard to George. He did not regain his place in their estimation: and if they could have hoisted Mr. George on a pole in front of the Bank and cast at him a few rotten eggs and other agreeable missiles, it had been a relief to their spleen. Had George been condemned to stand at the bar of a public tribunal by the nobleman he so defrauded, half Priors Ash would have gone to gratify their feelings by staring at him during the trial, and have made it a day of jubilee. Harsh epithets, exceedingly unpleasant when taken personally, were freely lavished upon him, and would be for a long while to come. He had wronged them: and time alone will suffice to wash out the ever-present remembrance of such wrongs.

He had been at Priors Ash. Gay George still. So far as could be seen, the calamity had not much affected him. Not a line showed itself on his fair, smooth brow, not a shade less of colour on his bright cheek, not a grey thread in his luxuriant hair, not a cloud in his dark-blue eye. Handsome, fascinating, attractive as ever, was George Godolphin: and he really seemed to be as gay and light of temperament. When any ill-used creditor attacked him outright  as some did, through a casual meeting in the street, or other lucky chance  George was triumphant George still. No shame did he seem to take to himself  but so sunny, so fascinating was he, as he held the hands of the half-reluctant grumbler, and protested it should all come right some time, that the enemy was won over to conciliation for the passing moment. It was impossible to help admiring George Godolphin; it was impossible to avoid liking him: it was impossible, when brought face to face with him, not to be taken with his frank plausibility: the crustiest sufferer of them all was in a degree subdued by it. Priors Ash understood that the officers of the bankruptcy badgered George a great deal when under examination; but George only seemed to come out of it the more triumphantly. Safe on the score of Lord Averil, all the rest was light in comparison; and easy George never lost his good-humour or his self-possession. He appeared to come scot-free out of everything. Those falsified accounts in the bank-books, that many another might have been held responsible for, and punished, he emerged from harmlessly. It was conjectured that the full extent of these false entries never was discovered by the commissioners: Thomas Godolphin and Mr. Hurde alone could have told it: and Thomas preferred to allow the odium of loosely-kept books, of reckless expenditure of money, to fall upon himself rather than betray George. Were the whole thing laid bare and declared, it could not bring a fraction of good to the creditors, so, from that point of view, it was as well to let it rest. Are these careless, sanguine, gay-tempered men always lucky? It has been so asserted; and I do think there is a great deal of truth in it. Most unequivocally lucky in this instance was George Godolphin.

It was of no earthly use asking him where all the money had gone  to what use this sum had been put, to what use the other  George could not tell. He could not tell any more than they could; he was as much perplexed about it as they were. He ran his white hand unconsciously through his golden hair, hopelessly trying his best to account for a great many items that no one living could have accounted for. All in vain. Heedless, off-handed George Godolphin! He appeared before those inquisitive officials somewhat gayer in attire than was needful. A sober suit, rather of the seedy order, might have been deemed appropriate at such a time; but George Godolphin gave no indication of consulting any such rules of propriety. George Godolphins refined taste had kept him from falling into the loose and easy style of dress which some men so strangely favour in the present day, placing a gentleman in outward aspect on a level with the roughs of society. George, though no coxcomb, had always dressed well and expensively; and George appeared inclined to do so still. They could not take him to task on the score of his fine broadcloth or of his neatly-finished boot; but they did bend their eyes meaningly on the massive gold chain which crossed his white waistcoat: on the costly appendages which dangled from it; on the handsome repeater which he more than once took out, as if weary of the passing hours. Mr. George received a gentle hint that those articles, however ornamental to himself, must be confiscated to the bankruptcy; and he resigned them with a good grace. The news of this little incident travelled abroad, as an interesting anecdote connected with the proceedings, and the next time George saw Charlotte Pain, she told him he was a fool to walk into the camp of the Philistines with pretty things about him. But George was not wilfully dishonest (if you can by any possibility understand that assertion, after what you know of his past doings), and he replied to Charlotte that it was only right the creditors should make spoil of his watch, and anything else he possessed. The truth, were it defined, being, that George was only dishonest when driven so to be. He had made free with the bonds of Lord Averil, but he could not be guilty of the meanness of concealing his personal trinkets.

Three or four times now had George been at Priors Ash. People wondered why he did not remain; what it was that took him again and again to London. The very instant he found that he could be dispensed with at Priors Ash, away he flew; not to return to it again until imperatively demanded. The plain fact was that Mr. George did not like to face Priors Ash. For all the easy self-possession, the gay good-humour he displayed to its inhabitants, the place had become utterly distasteful to him, almost unbearable; he shunned it and hated it as a pious Roman Catholic hates and would shun purgatory. For that reason, and for no other, George did his best to escape from it.

He had seen Lord Averil. And his fair face had betrayed its shame as he said a few words of apology for what he had done  of thanks for the clemency shown him  of promises for the future. If I live, Ill make it good to you, he murmured. I did not intend to steal them, Averil; I did not, on my solemn word of honour. I thought I should have replaced them before anything could be known. Your asking for them immediately  that you should do so seemed a very fatality  upset everything. But for that, I might have weathered it all, and the house would not have gone. It was no light pressure that forced me to touch them  Heaven alone knows the need and the temptation.

And the meeting between the brothers? No eye saw it; no ear heard it. Good Thomas Godolphin was dying from the blow, dying before his time; but not a word of reproach was given to George. How George defended himself  or whether he attempted to defend himself, or whether he let it wholly alone  the outside world never knew.

Lady Godolphins Folly was no longer in the occupancy of the Verralls or of Mrs. Pain: Lady Godolphin had returned to it. Not a day aged; not a day altered. Time flitted lightly over Lady Godolphin. Her bloom-tinted complexion was delicately fresh as ever; her dress was as becoming, her flaxen locks were as youthful. She came with her servants and her carriages, and she took up her abode at the Folly, in all the splendour of the old days. Her income was large, and the misfortunes which had recently fallen on the family did not affect it. Lady Godolphin washed her hands of these misfortunes. She washed her hands of George. She told the world that she did so. She spoke of them openly to the public in general, to her acquaintances in particular, in a slighting, contemptuous sort of manner, as we are all apt to speak of the ill-doings of other people. They dont concern us, and its rather a condescension on our part to blame them at all.  This was no concern of Lady Godolphins. She told every one it was not so. Georges disgrace did not reflect itself upon the family, and of him she  washed her hands. No: Lady Godolphin could not see that this break-up caused by George should be any reason whatever why she or the Miss Godolphins should hide their heads and go mourning in sack-cloth and ashes. Many of her old acquaintances in the county agreed with Lady Godolphin in her view of things, and helped by their visits to make the Folly gay again.

To wash her hands of Mr. George, was, equitably speaking, no more than that gentleman deserved: but Lady Godolphin also washed her hands of Maria. On her return to Priors Ash she had felt inclined to espouse Marias part; to sympathize with and pity her; and she drove down in state one day, and left her carriage with its powdered coachman and footman to pace to and fro in Crosse Street before the Bank, while she went in. She openly avowed to Maria that she considered herself in a remote degree the cause which had led to her union with George Godolphin: she supposed that it was her having had Maria so much at the Folly, and afterwards on the visit at Broomhead, which had led to the attachment. As a matter of course she regretted this, and wished there had been no marriage, now that George had turned out so gracelessly. If she could do anything to repair it she would: and, as a first step, she offered the Folly as a present asylum to Maria. She would be safe there from worry, and  from George.

Maria scarcely at first understood her. And when she did so, her only answer was to thank Lady Godolphin, and to stand out, in her quiet, gentle manner, but untiringly and firmly, for her husband. Not a shade of blame would she acknowledge to be due to him; not a reverence would she render him the less: her place was with him, she said, though the whole world turned against him. It vexed Lady Godolphin.

Do you know, she asked, that you must choose between your husband and the world?

In what way? replied Maria.

In what way! When a man acts as George Godolphin has acted, he places a barrier between himself and society. But theres no necessity for the barrier to extend to you, Maria. If you will come to my house for a while, you will find this to be the case  it will not extend to you.

You are very kind, Lady Godolphin. My husband is more to me than the world.

Do you approve of what he has done?

No, replied Maria. But it is not my place to show that I blame him.

I think it is, said Lady Godolphin in the hard tone she used when her opinion was questioned.

Maria was silent. She never could contend with any one.

Then you prefer to hold out against the world, resumed Lady Godolphin; to put yourself beyond its pale! It is a bold step, Maria.

What can I do? was Marias pleading answer. If the world throws me over because I will not turn against my husband, I cannot help it. I married him for better or for worse, Lady Godolphin.

The fact is, Maria, retorted my lady sharply, that you have loved George Godolphin in a ridiculous degree.

Perhaps I have, was Marias subdued answer, the colour dyeing her face with various reminiscences. But surely there was no sin in it, Lady Godolphin: he is my husband.

And you cling to him still?

Oh yes.

Lady Godolphin rose. She shrugged her shoulders as she drew her white lace shawl over them, she glanced at her coquettish blue bonnet in the glass as she passed it, at her blush-rose cheeks. You have chosen your husband, Maria, in preference to me; in preference to the world; and from this moment I wash my hands of you, as I have already done of him.

It was all the farewell she took: and she went out to her carriage, thinking what a blind, obstinate, hardened woman was Maria Godolphin. She saw not what it had cost that hardened woman to bear up before her: that her heart was nigh unto breaking; that the sorrow laid upon her was greater than she well knew how to battle with.


CHAPTER XXVII. A BROKEN IDOL.

George Godolphin leaned against a pillar of the terrace opening from the dining-room. They had not left the Bank yet as a residence, but this was their last day in it. It was the last day they could remain in it, and why they should have lingered in it so long was food for gossip in Priors Ash. On the morrow the house would become public property. Men would walk in and ticket all the things, apportion them their place in the catalogue, their order in the days of sale; and the public would crowd in also, to feast their eyes upon the household gods hitherto sacred to George Godolphin.

How did he feel as he stood there? Was his spirit in heaviness, as was the case under similar misfortune with another man  if the written record he left to us may be trusted  that great poet, ill-fated in death as in life, whose genius has since found no parallel of its kind:  

It was a trying moment, that which found him,
Standing alone beside his desolate hearth,
While all his household gods lay shivered round him.

Did George Godolphin find it trying? Was his hearth desolate? Not desolate in the full sense in which that other spoke, for George Godolphins wife was with him still.

She had stood by him. When he first returned to Priors Ash, she had greeted him with her kind smile, with words of welcome. She spoke not of what that awful shock had been to her, the discovery of the part he had played in Lord Averils bonds; she spoke not of another shock, not less awful. Whatever effect that unpleasant scandal, mentioned by Margery, which it seems had formed a staple dish for Priors Ash, may have been taking upon her in secret and silence, she gave no sign of it to George. He never suspected that any such whisper, touching his worthy self, had been breathed to her. Mr. George best knew what grounds there might be for it: whether it bore any foundation, or whether it was but one of those breezy rumours, false as the wind, which have their rise in ill-nature, and in that alone. But however it may have been, whether true or false, he could not divine that such poison would be dropped into his wifes ear. If he had thought her greeting to him strange, her manner more utterly subdued than there was need for, her grief more violent, he attributed it all to the recent misfortunes: and Maria made no other sign.

The effects had been bought in at Ashlydyat, but these had not: and this was the last day, almost the last hour of his occupancy. One would think his eyes would be cast around in lingering looks of farewell  upon chairs and tables, scattered ornaments, and rich carpets, upon the valuable and familiar pictures. Not a bit of it. Georges eyes were bent on his nails, which he was trimming to his satisfaction, and he was carolling in an undertone a strain of a new English opera.

They were to go out that evening. At dusk. At dusk, you may be sure. They were to go forth from their luxurious home, and enter upon obscure lodgings, and go down in the scale of what the world calls society. Not that the lodgings were obscure, taken in the abstract; but obscure indeed, as compared with their home at the Bank, very obscure beside the home they had sometime thought to remove to  Ashlydyat.

He stood there in his careless beauty, his bright face bent downwards, his tall, fine form noble in its calmness. The sun was playing with his hair, bringing out its golden tints, and a smile illumined his face, as he went on with his song. Whatever may have been George Godolphins shortcomings in some points of view, none could reproach him on the score of his personal attractions. All the old terror, the gnawing care, had gone out of him with the easy bankruptcy  easy in its results to him, compared with what might have been  and gay George, graceless George, was himself again. There may have been something deficient in his moral organization, for he really appeared to take no shame to himself for what had occurred. He stood there calmly self-possessed; the perfect gentleman, so far as appearance and manners could make him one: looking as fit to bend his knee at the proud court of St. Jamess as ever that stately gentleman his father had looked when her Majesty touched him with the sword-blade and bade him rise up Sir George:

Once would my heart with the wildest emotion
Throb, dearest Eily, when near me wert thou;
Now I regard thee with deep  

The strain was interrupted, and George, as he ceased it, glanced up. Meta, looking, it must be confessed, rather black about the hands and pinafore, as if Margery had not had time to attend to her within the last hour, came running in. George shut up his knife and held out his arms.

Papa, are we to have tea at home, or after we get into the lodgings?

Ask mamma, responded George.

Mamma told me to ask you. She doesnt know, she says. Shes too busy to talk to me. Shes getting the great box on to the stand.

Shes doing what? cried George in a quick accent.

Getting the great box on to the stand, repeated Meta. Shes going to pack it. Papa, will the lodgings be better than this? Will there be a big garden? Margery says therell be no room for my rocking-horse. Wont there?

Something in the childs questions may have grated on the fine ear of George Godolphin, had he stayed to listen to them. However lightly the bankruptcy might be passing over Georges mind on his own score, he regretted its results most bitterly for his wife and child. To see them turned from their home, condemned to descend to the inconveniences and obscurity of these lodgings, was the worst pill George Godolphin had ever had to swallow. He would have cut off his right arm to retain them in their position; ay, and also his left: he could have struck himself to the earth in his rage for the disgrace he had brought on them.

Hastening up the stairs he entered his bedroom. It was in a litter; boxes and wearing-apparel lying about. Maria, flushed and breathless, was making great efforts to drag a cumbrous trunk on to a stand, or small bench, for the convenience of filling it. No very extensive efforts either; for she knew that such might harm her at present in her feeble strength.

George raised the trunk to its place with one lift of his manly arms, and then forced his wife, with more gentleness, into a chair.

How could you be so imprudent, Maria? broke from him in a vexed tone, as he stood before her.

I was not hurting myself, she answered. The things must be packed.

Of course they must. But not by you. Wheres Margery?

Margery has a great deal to do. She cannot do all.

Then wheres Sarah? resumed George crossly and sharply.

Sarahs in the kitchen preparing dinner. We must have some to-day.

Show me what the things are, and I will pack them.

Nonsense! As if it would hurt me to put the things into the box! You never interfered with me before, George.

You never attempted this sort of work before. I wont have it, Maria. Were you in a state of health to be knocking about, you might do it; but you certainly shall not, as it is.

It was his self-reproach that was causing his angry tone; very keenly at that moment was it making itself heard. And Marias spirits were not that day equal to sharpness of speech. It told upon her, and she burst into tears.

How terribly the signs of distress vexed him, no words could tell. He took them as a tacit reproach to himself. And they were so: however unintentional on her part such reproach might be.

Maria, I wont have this; I cant bear it, he cried, his voice hoarse with emotion. If you show this temper, this childish sorrow before me, I shall run away.

He could have cut his tongue out for so speaking  for his stinging words; for their stinging tone. Temper! Childish sorrow! George chafed at himself in his self-condemnation: he chafed  he knew how unjustly  at Maria.

Very, very unjustly. She had not annoyed him with reproaches, with complaints, as some wives would have done; she had not, to him, shown symptoms of the grief that was wearing out her heart. She had been considerate to him, bearing up bravely whenever he was at Priors Ash. Even now, as she dried away the rebellious tears, she would not let him think they were being shed for the lost happiness of the past, but murmured some feeble excuse about a headache.

He saw through the fond deceit; he saw all the generosity; and the red shame mantled in his fair face as he bent down to her, and his voice changed to one of the deepest tenderness.

If I have lost you this home, Maria, I will get you another, he whispered. Only give me a little time. Dont grieve before me if you can help it, my darling: it is as though you ran a knife into my very soul. I can bear the loud abuse of the whole world, better than one silent reproach from you.

And the sweet words came to her as a precious balm. However bitter had been the shock of that one rude awaking, she loved him fondly still. It may be that she loved him only the more deeply: for the passions of the human heart are wayward and wilful, utterly unamenable to control.

Margery came into the room with her hands and arms full. George may have been glad of the divertisement, and turned upon her, his voice resuming its anger. Whats the meaning of this, Margery? I come up here and I find your mistress packing and dragging boxes about. Cant you see to these things?

Margery was as cross as George that day, and her answer in its sharpness rivalled his. Direct reproof Margery had never presumed to offer her master, though she would have liked to do it amazingly, for not one of those who condemned him held a more exaggerated view of Mr. Georges past delinquencies than she.

I cant be in ten places at once. And I cant do the work of ten people. If you know them that can, sir, youd better get them here instead of me.

Did I not ask you if you should want assistance in packing, and you told me that you should not? retorted George.

No more I dont want it, was the answer. I can do all the packing that is to be done here, if I am let alone, and allowed to take my own time, and do it in my own way. In all that chaffling and changing of houses when my Lady Godolphin chose to move the Ashlydyat things to the Folly, and when they had to be moved back afterwards in accordance with Sir Georges will, who did the best part of the packing and saw to everything, but me? It would be odd if I couldnt put up a few gowns and shirts, but I must be talked to about help!

Poor Margery was evidently in a temper. Time back George would have put her down with a haughty word of authority or with joking mockery, as the humour might have taken him. He did not to-day. There had been wrong inflicted upon Margery; and it may be that he was feeling it. She had lost the little savings of years  the Brays had not allowed them to be very great; she had lost the money bequeathed to her by Mrs. Godolphin. All had been in the Bank, and all had gone. In addition to this, there were personal discomforts. Margery found the work of a common servant thrown upon her in her old age: an under girl, Sarah, was her only help now at the Bank, and Margery alone would follow their fallen fortunes to these lodgings.

Do as you please, was all George said. But your mistress shall not meddle with it.

If my mistress chooses to set to work behind my back, I cant stop it. She knows theres no need to do it. If youll be so good, maam, turning to her mistress, as just let things alone and leave em to me, youll find theyll be done. Whats a few clothes to pack? indignantly repeated Margery. And theres nothing else that we may take. If I put up but a pair of sheets or a tin dish-cover, I should be called a thief, I suppose.

There lay the great grievance of Margerys present mood  that everything, except the few clothes, must be left behind. Margery, for all her crustiness and her outspoken temper, was a most faithfully attached servant, and it may be questioned if she did not feel the abandonment of their goods more keenly than did even Maria and George. The things were not hers: every article of her own, even to a silver cream-jug which had been the boasted treasure of her life, she had been allowed to retain; even to the little work-box of white satin-wood, with its landscape, the trees of which Miss Meta had been permitted to paint red, and the cottage blue. Not an article of Margerys that she could remove but was sacred to her: but in her fidelity she did resent bitterly having to leave the property of her master and mistress, that it might all pass into the hands of strangers.

Maria, debarred from assisting, wandered in her restlessness through some of the more familiar rooms. It was well that she should pay them a farewell visit. From the bedroom where the packing was going on, to Georges dressing-room, thence to her own sitting-room, thence to the drawing-room, all on that floor. She lingered in all. A home sanctified by years of happiness cannot be quitted without regret, even when exchanged at pleasure for another; but to turn out of it in humiliation, in poverty, in hopelessness, is a trial of the sharpest and sorest kind. Apart from the pain, the feeling was a strange one. The objects crowding these rooms: the necessary furniture costly and substantial; the elegant ornaments of various shapes and sorts, the chaste works of art, not necessary, but so luxurious and charming, had hitherto been their own  hers in conjunction with her husbands. They might have done what they pleased with them. Had she broken that Wedgwood vase, there was no one to call her to ac count for it: had she or George chosen to make a present of that rare basket in medallion, with its speaking likenesses of the beauties of the whilom gay French court, there was no one to say them nay; had they felt disposed to change that fine piano for another, the liberty to do so was theirs. They had been the owners of these surroundings, master and mistress of the house and its contents. And now? Not a single article belonged to them: they were but tenants on sufferance: the things remained, but their right in them had passed away. If she dropped and broke only that pretty trifle which her hand was touching now, she must answer for the mishap. The feeling, I say, was a strange one.

She walked through the rooms with dry eyes and a hot brow. Tears seemed long ago to have gone from her. It is true she had been surprised into a few that day, but the lapse was unusual. Why should she make this farewell visit to the rooms, she began asking herself. She needed it not to remember them. Visions of the past came crowding upon her memory; of this or the other happy day spent in them: of the gay meetings when they had received the world; of the sweet home hours when she had sat there alone with him of whom she had well-nigh made an idol  her husband. Mistaken idolatry, Mrs. George Godolphin! mistaken, useless, vain idolatry. Was there ever an earthly idol yet that did not mock its worshipper? I know of none. We make an idol of our child, and the time comes when it will turn and sting us: we make an idol of the god or goddess of our passionate love, and how does it end?

Maria sat down and leaned her head upon her hand, thinking more of the past than of the future. She was getting to have less hope in the future than was good for her. It is a bad sign when a sort of apathy with regard to it steals over us; a proof that the mind is not in the healthy state that it ought to be. A time of trial, of danger, was approaching for Maria, and she seemed to contemplate the possibility of her sinking under if with strange calmness. A few months ago, the bare glance at such a fear would have unhinged her: she would have clung to her husband and Meta, and sobbed out her passionate prayer to God in her dire distress, not to be taken from them. Things had changed: the world in which she had been so happy had lost its charm for her; the idol in whose arms she had sheltered herself turned out not to have been of pure gold: and Maria Godolphin began to realize the truth of the words of the wise king of Jerusalem  that the world and its dearest hopes are but vanity.

Meanwhile Mrs. Charlotte Pain, in her looped-up petticoats and nicely-fitting kid boots, was tripping jauntily through the streets of Priors Ash. Mrs. Pain had been somewhat vacillating in regard to her departure from that long-familiar town; she had reconsidered her determination of quitting it so abruptly; and on the day she went out of Lady Godolphins Folly, she entered on some stylish lodgings in the heart of Priors Ash. Only for a week or two; just to give her time to take proper leave of her friends she said: but the weeks had gone on and on, and Charlotte was still there.

Society had been glad to keep Charlotte. Society of course shuts its lofty ears to the ill-natured tales spread by low-bred people: that is, when it finds it convenient so to do. Society had been pleased to be deaf to any little obscure tit-bits of scandal which had made vulgarly free with Charlottes name: and as to the vague rumours connecting Mr. Verrall with George Godolphins ruin, no one knew whether that was not pure scandal too. But if not, why  Mrs. Pain could not be justly reflected on for the faults of Mr. Verrall. So Charlotte was as popular and dashing in her hired rooms as she had been at Lady Godolphins Folly, and she had remained in them until now.

But now she was really going. This was the last day of her sojourn at Priors Ash, and Charlotte was walking about unceremoniously, bestowing her farewells on any one who would receive them. It almost seemed as if she had only waited to witness the removal from the Bank of Mr. and Mrs. George Godolphin.

She walked along in exuberant spirits, nodding her head to everyone: up at windows, in at doorways, to poor people on foot, to rich ones in carriages; her good-natured smile was everywhere. She rushed into shops and chatted familiarly, and won the shopkeepers hearts by asking if they were not sorry to lose her. She was turning out of one when she came upon the Rector of All Souls. Charlottes petticoats went down in a swimming reverence.

I am paying my farewell visits, Mr. Hastings. Priors Ash will be rid of me to-morrow.

Not an answering smile crossed the Rectors face: it was cold, impassive, haughtily civil: almost as if he were thinking that Priors Ash might have been none the worse had it been rid of Mrs. Charlotte Pain before.

How is Mrs. Hastings to-day? asked Charlotte.

She is not well.

No! I must try and get a minute to call in on her. Adieu for the present. I shall see you again, I hope.

Down sank the skirts once more, and the Rector lifted his hat in silence. In the ultra-politeness, in the spice of sauciness gleaming out from her flashing eyes, the clergyman read incipient defiance. But if Mrs. Pain feared that he might be intending to favour her with a little public clerical censure, she was entirely mistaken. The Rector washed his hands of Mrs. Pain, as Lady Godolphin did of her step-son, Mr. George. He walked on, a flash of scorn lighting his face.

Charlotte walked on: and burst into a laugh as she did so. Was he afraid to forbid my calling at the Rectory? she asked herself. He would have liked to, I know. Ill go there now.

She was not long reaching it. But Isaac was the only one of the family she saw. He came to her charged with Mrs. Hastingss compliments  she felt unequal to seeing Mrs. Pain.

I hear you are going to London, said Charlotte. You have found some situation there, George Godolphin tells me.

Isaac threw his eyes  they were just like the Rectors  straight and full into her face. In her present spirit, half mischievous, half defiant, she had expressly paraded the name of George, as her informant, and Isaac thoroughly understood her. Charlottes eyes were dancing with a variety of expressions, but the chief one was good-humoured malice.

I am going into a bank in Lombard-street. Mr. Godolphin got me into it.

You wont like it, said Charlotte.

I dare say not. But I think myself lucky to get it.

There will be one advantage, continued Charlotte good-naturedly you can come and see us. You know Mrs. Verralls address. Come as often as you can; every Sunday, if you like; any week-day evening: Ill promise you a welcome beforehand.

You are very kind, briefly returned Isaac. They were walking slowly to the gate, and he held it open for her.

Whats Reginald doing? she asked. Have you heard from him lately?

Not very lately. You are aware that he is in London, under a master of navigation, preparatory to passing for second officer. As soon as he has passed, he will go to sea again.

When you write to him, give him our address, and tell him to come and see me. And now good-bye, added Charlotte heartily. And mind you dont show yourself a muff, Mr. Isaac, but come and see us. Do you hear?

I hear, said Isaac, smiling, as he thawed to her good-humour. I wish you a pleasant journey, Mrs. Pain.

Merci bien. Good-bye.

The church clock boomed out five as Charlotte passed it, and she came to a standstill of consideration. It was the hour at which she had ordered dinner to be ready.

Bother dinner! decided she. I cant go home for that. I want to see if they are in their lodgings yet. Is that you, Mrs. Bond?

Sure enough, Mrs. Bond had come into view, and was halting to bob down to Charlotte. Her face looked pale and pinched. There had been no supply of strong waters to-day.

I be amost starving, maam. Im waiting here to catch the parson, for Ive been to his house, and they say hes out. I dun know as its of any good seeing him, either. Taint much he has to give away now.

I am about to leave, Mrs. Bond, cried Charlotte in her free and communicative humour.

Mores the ill-luck, and I have heered ont, responded Mrs. Bond. Everybody as is good to us poor goes away, or dies, or fails, or sumat. Therell soon be nought left for us but the workus. Manys the odd bit o silver you have given me at times, maam.

So I have, said Charlotte, laughing. What if I were to give you this, as a farewell remembrance?

She took a half-sovereign out of her purse, and held it up. Mrs. Bond gasped: the luck seemed too great to be realized.

Here, you may have it, said Charlotte, dropping it into the trembling hand held out. But you know you are nothing but an old sinner, Mrs. Bond.

I knows I be, humbly acquiesced Mrs. Bond. Taint of no good denying of it to you, maam: you be up to things.

Charlotte laughed, taking the words, perhaps, rather as a compliment. Youll go and change this at the nearest gin-shop, and youll reel into bed to-night blindfold. Thats the only good youll do with it. There, dont say I left Priors Ash, forgetting you.

She walked on rapidly, leaving Mrs. Bond in her ecstasy of delight to waste her thanks on the empty air. The lodgings George had taken were at the opposite end of the town, nearer to Ashlydyat, and to them Charlotte was bound. They were not on the high-road, but in a quiet side lane. The house, low and roomy, and built in the cottage style, stood in the midst of a flourishing garden. A small grass-plat and some flowers were before the front windows, but the rest of the ground was filled with fruit and vegetables. Charlotte opened the green gate and walked up the path, which led to the house.

The front door was open to a small hall, and Charlotte went in, finding her way, and turned to a room on the left: a cheerful, good-sized, old-fashioned parlour, with a green carpet, and pink flowers on its walls. There stood Margery, laying out tea-cups and bread and butter. Her eyes opened at the sight of Mrs. Pain.

Have they come yet, Margery?

No, was Margerys short answer. Theyll be here in half an hour, maybe; and thatll be before I want em  with all the rooms and everything to see to, and only me to do it.

Is that all you are going to give them for tea? cried Charlotte, looking contemptuously at the table. I should surprise them with a dainty dish or two on the table. It would look cheering: and they might soon be cooked.

I dare say they might, where theres time and convenience, wrathfully returned Margery, who relished Mrs. Pains interference as little as she liked her presence. The kitchen we are to have is about as big as a rat-hole, and my hands are full enough this evening without dancing out to buy meats and dainties.

Of course you will light a fire here? said Charlotte, turning to the grate. I see it is laid.

Its not cold, grunted Margery.

But a fire will be a pleasant welcome. Ill do it myself.

She took up a box of matches which stood on the mantel-piece, and set light to the wood under the coal. Margery took no notice one way or the other. The fire in a fair way of burning, Charlotte hastened from the house, and Margery breathed freely again.

Not for very long. A little time, and Charlotte was back again, accompanied by a boy, bearing sundry parcels. There was a renowned comestible shop in Priors Ash, and Charlotte had been ransacking it. She had also been home for a small parcel on her own account; but that did not contain eatables.

Taking off her cloak and bonnet, she made herself at home. Critically surveying the bedrooms; visiting the kitchen to see that the kettle boiled; lighting the lamp on the tea-table, for it was dark then; demanding an unlimited supply of plates, and driving Margery nearly wild with her audacity. But Charlotte was doing it all in good feeling; in her desire to render this new asylum bright-looking at the moment of their taking possession of it; to cheat the first entrance of some of its bitterness for Maria. Whatever may have been Mrs. Charlotte Pains faults  and Margery, for one, gave her credit for plenty  she was capable of generous impulses. It is probable that in the days gone by, a feeling of jealousy, of spite, had rankled in her heart against George Godolphins wife: but that had worn itself out; had been finally lost in the sorrow felt for Maria since misfortune had fallen. When the fly drove up to the door, and George brought in his wife and Meta, the bright room, the well-laden tea-table greeted their surprised eyes, and Charlotte was advancing with open hands.

I thought youd like to see some one here to get things comfortable for you, and I knew that cross-grained Margery would have enough to do between the boxes and her temper, she cried, taking Marias hands. How are you, Mr. George?

George found his tongue. This is kind of you, Mrs. Pain.

Maria felt that it was kind: and in her flow of gratitude, as her hand lay in Charlottes warm grasp, she almost forgot that cruel calumny. Not quite: it could not be quite forgotten, even momentarily, until earth and its passions should have passed away.

And mademoiselle? continued Charlotte. Mademoiselle, little gourmande that she was, was raised on her toes, surveying the table with curious eyes. Charlotte lifted her in her arms, and held up to her view a glass jar, something within it the colour of pale amber. This is for good children, Meta.

Thats me, responded Meta, smacking her lips. What is it?

Its  let me read the label  its pine-apple jelly. And thats boned fowl; and thats galantine de veau; and thats pâté de lapereaux aux truffes  if you understand what it all means, petite marmotte. And  there  you can look at everything and find out for yourself, concluded Charlotte. I am going to show mamma her bedroom.

It opened from the sitting-room: an excellent arrangement, as Charlotte observed, in case of illness. Maria cast her eyes round it, and saw a sufficiently comfortable chamber. It was not their old luxurious chamber at the Bank; but luxuries and they must part company now.

Charlotte reigned at the head of the table that night, triumphantly gay. Margery waited with a stiffened neck and pursed-up lips. Nothing more: there were no other signs of rebellion. Margery had had her say out with that one memorable communication, and from thenceforth her lips were closed for ever. Did the woman repent of having spoken?  did she now think it better to have let doubt be doubt? It is hard to say. She had made no further objection to Mrs. Pain in words: she intended to make none. If that lady filled Miss Meta to illness to-night with pine-apple jelly and boned fowl, and the other things with unpronounceable names, which Margery regarded as rank poison, when regaling Miss Meta, she should not interfere. The sin might lie on her master and mistresss head.

It was close upon ten when Charlotte rose to depart, which she persisted in doing alone, in spite of Georges remonstrance. Charlotte had no fear of being in the streets alone: she would as soon go through them by night as by day.

As a proof of this, she did not proceed directly homewards, but turned up a road that led to the railway station. She had no objection to a stroll that moonlight night, and she had a fancy for seeing what passengers the ten-oclock train brought, which was just in.

It brought none. None that Charlotte could see: and she was preparing to turn back on the dull road, when a solitary figure came looming on her sight in the distance. He was better than no one, regarding him from Charlottes sociable point of view: but he appeared to be advanced in years. She could see so much before he came up.

Charlotte strolled on, gratifying her curiosity by a good stare. A tall, portly man, with a fresh colour and snow-white hair. She was passing him, when he lifted his face, which had been bent, and turned it towards her. The recognition was mutual, and she darted up to him, and gave his hand a hearty shake. It was Mr. Crosse.

Good gracious me! We thought you never meant to come back again!

And I would rather not have come back, Mrs. Pain, than come to hear what I am obliged to hear. I went streaming off from Pau, where I was staying, a confounded, senseless tour into Spain, leaving no orders for letters to be sent to me; and so I heard nothing. What has brought about this awful calamity?

What calamity? asked Charlotte  knowing perfectly well all the while.

What calamity! repeated Mr. Crosse, who was rapid in speech and hot in temper. The failure of the Bank  the Godolphins ruin. What else?

Oh, that! slightingly returned Charlotte. Thats stale news now. Folks are forgetting it. Queen Annes dead.

What brought it about? reiterated Mr. Crosse, neither words nor tone pleasing him.

What does bring such things about? rejoined Charlotte. Want of money, I suppose. Or bad management.

But there was no want of money; there was no bad management in the Godolphins house, raved Mr. Crosse, becoming excited. I wish youd not play upon my feelings, Mrs. Pain.

Who is playing upon them? cried Charlotte. If it was not want of money, if it was not bad management, I dont know what else it was.

I was told in London, as I came through it, that George Godolphin had been playing up old Rosemary with everything, and that Verrall has helped him, continued Mr. Crosse.

Folks will talk, said bold Charlotte. I was told  it was the current report in Priors Ash  that the stoppage had occurred through Mr. Crosse withdrawing his money from the concern.

What an unfounded assertion, exclaimed that gentleman in choler. Priors Ash ought to have known better.

So ought those who tell you rubbish about George Godolphin and Verrall, coolly affirmed Charlotte.

Wheres Thomas Godolphin?

At Ashlydyat. Hes in luck. My Lord Averil has bought it all in as it stands, and Mr. Godolphin remains in it.

He is ill, I hear?

Pretty near dead, I hear, retorted Charlotte. My lord is to marry Miss Cecilia.

And wheres that wicked George?

If you call names, I wont answer you another word, Mr. Crosse.

I suppose you dont like to hear it, he returned in so pointed a manner that Charlotte might have felt it as a lance-shaft. Well, where is he?

Just gone into lodgings with his wife and Margery and Meta. I have been taking tea with them. They left the Bank to-day.

Mr. Crosse stood, nodding his head in the moonlight, and communing aloud with himself. And so  and so  it is all a smash together! It is as bad as was said.

It couldnt be worse, cried Charlotte. Priors Ash wont hold up its head for many a day. Its no longer worth living in. I leave it for good to-morrow.

Poor Sir George! Its a good thing he was in his grave. Lord Averil could have prosecuted George, I hear.

Were I to hear to-morrow that I could be prosecuted for standing here and talking to you to-night, it wouldnt surprise me, was the answer.

What on earth did he do with the money? What went with it?

Report runs that he founded a cluster of almhouses with it, said Charlotte demurely. Ten old women, who were to be found in coals and red cloaks, and half-a-crown a week.

The words angered him beyond everything. Nothing could have been more serious than his mood; nothing could savour of levity, of mockery, more than hers. Report runs that he has been giving fabulous prices for horses to make presents of, angrily retorted Mr. Crosse, in a tone of pointed significance.

Not a bit of it, returned undaunted Charlotte. He only gave bills.

Good night to you, Mrs. Pain, came the next words, haughtily and abruptly, and Mr. Crosse turned to continue his way.

Leaving Charlotte standing there. No other passengers came down from the station: there were none to come: and she turned to retrace her steps to the town. She walked slowly and moved her head from side to side, as if she would take in all the familiar features of the landscape by way of farewell in anticipation of the morrow; the day that was to close her residence at Priors Ash for ever. 


PART THE THIRD.


CHAPTER I. A MORNING CALL.

Time elapsed. Autumn weather had come; and things were going on in their progression at Priors Ash as things always must go on. Be it slow or fast, marked or unmarked, the stream of life must glide forward; onwards, onwards; never turning from its appointed course that bears us straight towards eternity.

In the events that concern us nothing had been very marked. At least, not outwardly. There were no startling changes to be recorded  unless, indeed, it was that noted change in the heart of the town. The Bank of which you have heard so much was no more; but in its stead flourished an extensive ironmongery establishment  which, it was to be hoped, would not come to the same ignoble end. The house had been divided into two dwellings: the one, accessible by the former private entrance, was let to a quiet widow lady and her son, a young man reading for the Church; the other had been opened in all the grandeur and glory of highly-polished steel and iron. Not one of the Godolphins could pass it without a keen heart-pang, but the general public were content to congregate and admire as long as the novelty lasted.

The great crash, which had so upset the equanimity of Priors Ash, was beginning to be forgotten as a thing of the past. The bankruptcy was at an end  excepting some remaining formal proceedings which did not at all concern the general public, and not much the creditors. Compassion for those who had been injured by the calamity was dying out: many a home had been rendered needy  many desolate; but outside people do not make these uncomfortable facts any lasting concern of theirs. There were only two who did make them so, in regard to Priors Ash; and they would make them so as long as their lives should last.

George Godolphins wife was lying in her poor lodgings, and Thomas was dying at Ashlydyat. Dying so slowly and imperceptibly that the passage to the grave was smoothed, and the town began to say that he might yet recover. The wrong inflicted upon others, however unwillingly on his own part, the distress rife in many a house around, was ever present to him. It was ever present to Maria. Some of those who had lost were able to bear it; but there were others upon whom it had brought privation, poverty, utter ruin. It was for these last that the sting was felt.

A little boy had been born to Maria, and had died at the end of a few days. He was baptized Thomas. Name him Thomas: it will be a remembrance of my brother, George Godolphin had said. But the young Thomas died before the elder one. The same disorder which had taken off two of Marias other infants took him off  convulsions. Best that it should be so, said Maria, with closed eyes and folded hands.

Somehow she could not grow strong again. Lying in bed, sick and weak, she had time to ruminate upon the misfortunes which had befallen them: the bitter, hopeless reminiscence of the past, the trouble and care of the present, the uncertainty of the future. To dwell upon such themes is not good for the strongest frame; but for the weak it is worse than can be described. Whether it was that, or whether it was a tendency to keep ill, which might have arisen without any mental trouble at all, Maria did not grow strong. Mr. Snow sent her no end of tonics; he ordered her all kinds of dainties; he sat and chatted and joked with her by the half-hour together: and it availed not. She was about again, as the saying runs, but she remained lamentably weak. You dont make an effort to rouse yourself, Mr. Snow would say, rapping his stick in displeasure upon the floor as he spoke. Well, perhaps she did not: the simple fact was, that there was neither health nor spirit within her to make the effort.

Circumstances were cruelly against her. She might have battled with the bankruptcy  with the shock and the disgrace; she might have battled with the discomforts of their fallen position, with the painful consciousness of the distress cast upon many a home, with the humiliation dealt out to herself as her own special portion by the pious pharisees around; she might have battled with the vague prospects of the future, hopeless though they looked: women equally sensitive, good, refined as Maria, have had to contend with all this, and have survived it. But what Maria could not battle with; what had told upon her heart and her spirit more than all the rest, was that dreadful shock touching her husband. She had loved him passionately, she had trusted him wholly; in her blind faith she had never cast as much as a thought to the possibility that he could be untrue to his allegiance: and she had been obliged to learn that  infidelity forms part of a mans frail nature. It had dashed to the ground the faith and love of years; it had outraged every feeling of her heart; it seemed to have destroyed her trust in all mankind. Implicit faith! pure love! trust that she had deemed stronger than death!  all had been rent in one moment, and the shock had been greater than was her strength to endure. It was just as when one cuts a cord asunder. Anything, anything but this! She could have borne with George in his crime and disgrace, and clung to him when the world shunned him; had he been sent out to Van Diemens Land, the felon that he might have been, she could have crept by his side and loved him still. But this was different. To a woman of refined feeling, as was Maria, loving trustingly, it was as the very sharpest point of human agony. It must be so. She had reposed calmly in the belief that she was all in all to him: and she awoke to find that she was no more to him than were others. They had lived, as she fondly thought, in a world of their own, a world of tenderness, of love, of unity; she and he alone; and now she learnt that his world at least had not been so exclusive. Apart from more sacred feelings that were outraged, it brought to her the most bitter humiliation. She seemed to have sunk down to a level she scarcely knew with what. It was not the broad and bare infidelity: at that a gentlewoman scarcely likes to glance; but it was the fading away of all the purity and romance which had enshrined them round, as with a halo, they alone, apart from the world. In one unexpected moment, as a flash of lightning will blast a forest tree and strip it of its foliage, leaving it bare  withered  helpless  so had that blow rent the hearts life of Maria Godolphin. And she did not grow strong.

Yes. Thomas Godolphin was dying at Ashlydyat, Maria was breaking her heart in her lonely lodgings, Priors Ash was suffering in its homes; but where was the cause of it all  Mr. George? Mr. George was in London. Looking after something to do, he told Maria. Probably he was. He knew that he had his wife and child upon his hands, and that something must be done, and speedily, or the wolf would come to the door. Lord Averil, good and forgiving as was Thomas Godolphin, had promised George to try and get him some post abroad  for George had confessed to him that he did not care to remain in England. But the prospect was a remote one at best: and it was necessary that George should exert himself while it came. So he was in town looking after the something, and meanwhile not by any means breaking his heart in regrets, or living as an anchorite up in a garret. Maria heard from him, and of him. Once a week, at least, he wrote to her, sometimes oftener; affectionate and gay letters. Loving words to herself, kisses and stories for Meta, teasings and jokes for Margery. He was friendly with the Verralls  which Priors Ash wondered at; and would now and then be seen riding in the Park with Mrs. Charlotte Pain  the gossip of which was duly chronicled to Maria by her gossiping acquaintance. Maria was silent on the one subject, but she did write a word of remonstrance to him about his friendship with Mr. Verrall. It was scarcely seemly, she intimated, after what people had said. George wrote her word back that she knew nothing about it; that people had taken up a false notion altogether. Verrall was a good fellow at heart; what had happened was not his fault, but the fault of certain men with whom he, Verrall, had been connected; and Verrall was showing himself a good friend now, and he did not know what he should do without him.

A warm bright day like this, and I find you moping and stewing on that sofa! Ill tell you what it is, Mrs. George Godolphin, you are trying to make yourself into a chronic invalid.

Mr. Snows voice, in its serio-comic accent, might be heard at the top of the house as he spoke. It was his way.

I am better than I was, answered Maria. I shall get well some time.

Some time! Its to be hoped you will. But you are not doing much yourself towards it. Have the French left you a cloak and bonnet, pray?

Maria smiled at his joke. She knew he alluded to the bankruptcy commissioners. When Mr. Snow was a boy, the English and French were at war, and he generally used the word French in a jesting way to designate enemies.

They left me all, she said.

Then be so good as to put them on. I dont terminate this visit until I have seen you out of doors.

To contend would be more trouble than to obey. She wrapped herself up and went out with Mr. Snow. Her steps were almost too feeble to walk alone.

See the lovely day it is! And you, an invalid, suffering from nothing but dumps, not to be out in it! Its nearly as warm as September. Halloa, young lady! are you planting cabbages?

They had turned an angle and come upon Miss Meta. She was digging away with a childs spade, scattering mould over the path; her woollen shawl, put on for warmth, had turned round, and her hat had fallen back, with the ardour of her labours. David Jekyl, who was digging to more purpose close by, was grumbling at the scattered mould on his clean paths.

Ill sweep it up, David: Ill sweep it up! the young lady said.

Fine sweeping it ud be! grunted David.

I declare its as warm as summer in this path! cried Mr. Snow. Now mind, Mrs. George, you shall stay here for half an hour; and if you grow tired theres a bench to sit upon. Little damsel, if mamma goes indoors, you tell me the next time I come. She is to stay out.

Ill not tell of mamma, said Meta, throwing down her spade and turning her earnest eyes, her rosy cheeks, full on Mr. Snow.

He laughed as he walked away. You are to stay out for the half-hour, mind you, Mrs. George. I insist upon it.

Direct disobedience would not have been expedient, if only in the light of example to Meta; but Maria had rather been out on any other day, or been ordered to any other path. This was the first time she had seen David Jekyl since the Bank had failed, and his fathers loss was very present to her.

How are you, David? she inquired.

Im among the middlins, shortly answered David.

And your father? I heard he was ill.

So he is ill. He couldnt be worser.

I suppose the coming winter is against him?

Other things are again him as well as the coming winter, returned David. Fretting, for one.

Ah, how bitter it all was! But David did not mean to allude in any offensive manner to the past, or to hurt the feelings of George Godolphins wife. It was his way.

Is Jonathan better? she asked.

He isnt of much account, since he got that hurt, was Davids answer. Doing about three days work in a week! Its to be hoped times ll mend.

Maria walked slowly to and fro in the sunny path, saying a word or two to David now and then, but choosing safer subjects; the weather, the flowers under his charge, the vegetables already nipped with frost. She looked very ill. Her face thin and white, her soft sweet eyes larger and darker than was natural. Her hands were wrapped in the cloak for warmth, and her steps were unequal. Crusty David actually ventured on a little bit of civility.

You dont seem to get about over quick, maam.

Not very, David. But I feel better than I did.

She sat down on the bench, and Meta came flying to her, spade in hand. Might she plant a gooseberry-tree, and have all the gooseberries off it next year for herself?

Maria stroked the childs hair from her flushed face as she answered. Meta flew off to find the tree; and Maria sat on, plunged in a train of thought which the question had led to. Where should they be at the gooseberry season next year? In that same dwelling? Would Georges prospects have become more certain then?

Now then! Is that the way you dig?

The sharp words came from Margery, who had looked out at the kitchen window and caught sight of Miss Meta rolling in the mould. The child jumped up laughing, and ran into the house for her skipping-rope.

Have I been out half an hour, do you think, David? Maria asked by-and-by.

Near upon t, said David, without lifting his eyes.

She rose to pursue her way slowly indoors. She was so fatigued  and there had been, so to say, no exertion  that she felt as if she could never stir out again. Merely putting on and taking off her cloak was almost beyond her. She let it fall from her shoulders, took off her bonnet, and sank into an easy-chair.

From this she was aroused by hearing the gate hastily opened. Quick footsteps came up the path, and a manly voice said something to David Jekyl in a free, joking tone. She bounded up, her cheek flushing to hectic, her heart beating. Could it be George?

No; it was her brother, Reginald Hastings. He came in with a great deal of unnecessary noise and clatter. He had arrived from London only that morning, he proceeded to tell Maria, and was going up again by the night train.

I say, Maria, how ill you look!

Very ill indeed just then. The excitement of sudden expectation had faded, leaving her whiter than before. Dark circles were round her eyes, and her delicate hands, more feeble, more slender than of yore, moved restlessly on her lap.

I have been very feverish the last few weeks, she said. I think I am stronger. But I have been out for a walk and am tired.

What did the little shaver die of? asked Reginald.

Of convulsions, she answered, her bodily weariness too great to speak in anything but tones of apathy. Why are you going up again so soon? Have you a ship?

Reginald nodded. We have orders to join to-morrow at twelve. The Mary, bound for China, six hundred tons. I know the mother would never forgive me if I didnt come to say good-bye, so I thought I would have two nights of it in the train.

Are you going as second officer, Reginald?

Second officer!  no. I have not passed.

Regy!

They are a confounded lot, that board! broke out Mr. Reginald, explosively. I dont believe they know their own business. And as to passing any one without once turning him, they wont do it. I should like to know who has the money! You pay your guinea, and you dont pass. Come up again next Monday, they say. Well, you do go up again, as you want to pass; and you pay another half-guinea. I did so; and they turned me again; said I didnt know seamanship. The owls! not know seamanship! I! They took me, I expect, for one of those dainty middies in Greens service who walk the deck in kid gloves all day. If theres one thing I have at my fingers ends it is seamanship. I could navigate a vessel all over the world  and be hanged to the idiots! You can come again next Monday, they said to me. I wish the Times would show them up!

Did you go again?

Did I!  no, fumed Reginald. Just to add to their pockets by another half-guinea! I hadnt it to give, Maria. I just flung the whole lot over, and went down to the first ship in the docks and engaged myself.

As what? she asked.

As A. B.

A. B.? repeated Maria, puzzled. You dont mean  surely you dont mean before the mast?

Yes I do.

Oh, Reginald!

It doesnt make much difference, cried Reginald in slighting tones. The second mates in some of those ships are not much better off than the seamen. You must work, and the foods pretty much the same, except at the skippers table. Let a fellow rise to be first mate, and he is in tolerably smooth water; but until then he must rough it. After this voyage Ill go up again.

But you might have shipped as third mate.

I might  if I had taken my time to find a berth. But who was to keep me the while? It takes fifteen shillings a week at the Sailors Home, besides odds and ends for yourself that you cant do without  smoke and things. I couldnt bear to ask them for more at home. Only think how long Ive been on shore this time, Maria. I was knocking about London for weeks over my navigation, preparing to pass.  And for the mummies to turn me at last!

Maria sighed. Poor Reginalds gloomy prospects were bringing her pain.

Theres another thing, Maria, he resumed. If I had passed for second mate, I dont see how I could go out as such. Where was my outfit to come from? An officer  if he is on anything of a ship  must look spruce, and have proper toggery. I am quite certain that to go out as second mate on a good ship would have cost me twenty pounds, for additional things that I couldnt do without. You cant get a sextant under three pounds, second-hand, if its worth having. You know I never could have come upon them for twenty pounds at home, under their altered circumstances.

Maria made no reply. Every word was going to her heart.

Whereas, in shipping as a common seaman, I dont want to take much more than you might tie up in a handkerchief. A focastle fellow can shift any way aboard. And theres one advantage, ingenuously added Reginald; if I take no traps out with me, I cant lose them.

But the discomfort? breathed Maria.

Theres enough of that in any way, at sea. A little more or less is not of much account in the long-run. Its all in the voyage. I wish I had never been such a fool as to choose the sea. But I did choose it; so its of no use kicking against it now.

I wish you were not going as you are! said Maria earnestly. I wish you had shipped as third mate!

When a sailor cant afford the time to ship as he would, he must ship as he can. Many a hundred has done the same before me. To one third mate wanted in the port of London, there are scores and scores of able seamen.

What does mamma say to it?

Well, you know she cant afford to be fastidious now. She cried a bit, but I told her I should be all right. Hard work and focastle living wont break bones. The parson told me  

Dont, Reginald!

Papa, then. He told me it was a move in the right direction, and if I would only go on so, I might make up for past shortcomings. I say, Isaac told me to give you his love.

Did you see much of him?

No. On a Sunday now and then. He doesnt much like his new post. They are dreadfully over-worked, he says. Its quite a different thing from what the Bank was down here.

Will he stop in it?

Oh, hell stop in it. Glad, too. It wont answer for him to be doing nothing, when they can hardly keep themselves at home with the little money screwed out from whats put aside for the Chisholms.

Reginald never meant to hurt her. He only spoke so in his thoughtlessness. He rattled on.

I saw George Godolphin last week. It was on the Monday, the day that swindling board first turned me back. I flung the books anywhere, and went out miles, to walk my passion off. I got into the Park, to Rotten Row. Its precious empty at this season, not more than a dozen horses in it; but who should be coming along but George Godolphin and Mrs. Pain with a groom behind them. She was riding that beautiful horse of hers that she used to cut a dash with here in the summer; the one that folks said George gave   Incautious Reginald coughed down the conclusion of his sentence, whistled a bar or two of a sea-song, and then resumed:

George was well mounted, too.

Did you speak to them? asked Maria.

Of course I did, replied Reginald, with some surprise. And Mrs. Pain began scolding me for not having been to see her and the Verralls. She made me promise to go the next evening. They live at a pretty place on the banks of the Thames. You take the rail at Waterloo Station.

Did you go?

Well, I did, as I had promised. But I didnt care much about it. I had been at my books all day again, and in the evening, quite late, I started. When I got there I found it was a tea-fight.

A tea-fight! echoed Maria, rather uncertain what the expression might mean.

A regular tea-fight, repeated Reginald. A dozen folks, mostly ladies, dressed up to the nines: and there was I in my worn-out sailors jacket. Charlotte began blowing me up for not coming to dinner, and she made me go into the dining-room and had it brought up for me. Lots of good things! I havent tasted such a dinner since Ive been on shore. Verrall gave me some champagne.

Was George there? inquired Maria, putting the question with apparent indifference.

No, George wasnt there. Charlotte said if she had thought of it shed have invited Isaac to meet me: but Isaac was shy of them, she added, and had never been down once, though she asked him several times. Shes a good-natured one, Maria, is that Charlotte Pain.

Yes, quietly responded Maria.

She told me she knew how young sailors get out of money in London, and she shouldnt think of my standing the cost of responding to her invitation; and she gave me a sovereign.

Marias cheeks burnt. You did not take it, Reginald?

Didnt I! it was quite a godsend. You dont know how scarce money has been with me. Things have altered, you know, Maria. And Mrs. Pain knows it too, and she has no stuck-up nonsense about her. She made me promise to go and see them when I had passed.  But I have not passed, added Reginald, by way of parenthesis. And she said if I was at fault for a home the next time I was looking out for a ship, shed give me one, and be happy to see me. And I thought it was very kind of her; for I am sure she meant it. Oh  by the way  she said she thought youd let her have Meta up for a few weeks.

Maria involuntarily stretched out her hand  as if Meta were there, and she would clasp her and withhold her from some threatened danger. Reginald rose.

You are not going yet, Regy?

I must. I only ran in for a few minutes. Theres Grace to see and fifty more folks, and theyll expect me home to dinner. Ill say good-bye to Meta as I go through the garden. I saw she was there; but she did not see me.

He bent to kiss her. Maria held his hand in hers. I shall be thinking of you always, Reginald. If you were only going under happier circumstances!

Never mind me, Maria. It will be uphill work with most of us, I suppose, for a time. I thought it the best thing I could do. I couldnt bear to come upon them for more money at home.

Yours will be a hard life.

A sailors is that, at best. Dont worry about me. I shall make it out somehow. You make haste, Maria, and get strong. Im sure you look ill enough to frighten people.

She pressed his hands between hers, and the tears were filling her eyes as she raised them  their expression one wild yearning. Reginald, try and do your duty, she whispered in an imploring tone. Think always of heaven, and try and work for it. It may be very near. I have learned to think of it a great deal now.

Its all right, Maria, was the careless and characteristic answer. Its a religious ship Im going in this time. We have had to sign articles for divine service on board at half-past ten every Sunday morning.

He kissed her several times, and the door closed upon him. As Maria lay back in her chair, she heard his voice outside for some time afterwards laughing and talking with Meta, largely promising her a ship-load of monkeys, parrots, and various other live wonders.

In this way or that, she was continually being reminded of the unhappy past and their share in it; she was perpetually having brought before her its disastrous effects upon others. Poor Reginald! entering upon his hard life! This need not have been, had means not grown scarce at home. Maria loved him best of all her brothers, and her very soul seemed to ache with its remorse. And by some means or other, she was, as you see, frequently learning that Mr. George was not breaking his heart with remorse. The suffering in all ways fell upon her.

And the time went on, and Maria Godolphin grew no stronger. It went on, and instead of growing stronger she grew weaker. Mr. Snow could do nothing more than he had done; he sent her tonic medicines still, and called upon her now and then, as a friend more than as a doctor. The strain was on the mind, he concluded, and time alone would heal it.

But Maria was worse than Mr. Snow or any one else thought. She had been always so delicate-looking, so gentle, that her wan face, her sunken spirits, attracted less attention than they would have done in one of a more robust nature. No one glanced at the possibility of danger. Margerys expressed opinion, My mistress only wants rousing, was the one universally adopted: and there may have been truth in it.

All question of Marias going out of doors was over now. She was really not equal to it. She would lie for hours together on her sofa, the little child Meta gathered in her arms. Meta appeared to have changed her very nature. Instead of dancing about incessantly, running into every mischief, she was content to nestle to her mothers bosom and listen to her whispered words, as if some foreshadowing were on her spirit that she might not long have a mother to nestle to.

You must not think that Maria conformed to the usages of an invalid. She was up before breakfast in the morning, she did not go to bed until the usual hour at night, and she sat down to the customary meals with Meta. She has risen from the breakfast-table now, on this fine morning, not at all cold for late autumn, and Margery has carried away the breakfast-things, and has told Miss Meta that if she will come out as soon as her mamma has read to her, and have her things put on, she may go and play in the garden.

But when the little Bible story was over, her mamma lay down on the sofa, and Meta appeared inclined to do the same. She nestled on to it, and lay down too, and kissed her mammas face, so pretty still, and began to chatter. It was a charming day, the sun shining on the few late flowers, the sky blue and bright.

Did you hear Margery say you might go out and play, darling? See how fine it is.

Theres nothing to play with, said Meta.

There are many things, dear. Your skipping-rope and hoop, and  

Im tired of them, interposed Meta. Mamma, I wish youd come out and play at something with me.

I couldnt run, dear. I am not strong enough.

When shall you be strong enough? How long will it be before you get well?

Maria did not answer. She lay with her eyes fixed upon the far-off sky, her arm clasped round the child. Meta, darling, I  I  am not sure that I shall get well. I begin to think that I shall never go out with you again.

Meta did not answer. She was looking out also, her eyes staring straight at the blue sky.

Meta, darling, resumed Maria in low tones, you had two little sisters once, and I cried when they died, but I am glad now that they went. They are in heaven.

Meta looked up more fixedly, and pointed with her finger. Up in the blue sky?

Yes, up in heaven. Meta, I think I am going to them. It is a better world than this.

And me too, quickly cried Meta.

Maria laid her hand upon her bosom to press down the rising emotion. Meta, Meta, if I might only take you with me! she breathed, straining the child to her in an agony. The prospect of parting, which Maria had begun to look at, was indeed hard to bear.

You cant go and leave me, cried Meta in alarm. Whod take care of me, mamma? Mamma, do you mean that you are going to die?

Meta burst into tears. Maria cried with her. Oh reader, reader! do you know what it is, this parting between mother and child? To lay a child in the grave is bitter grief; but to leave it to the mercy of the world!  there is nothing like unto it in human anguish.

Marias arms were entwined around the little girl, clasping her nervously, as if that might prevent the future parting; the soft rounded cheek was pressed to hers, the golden curls lay around.

Only for a little while, Meta. If I go first, it will be only for a little while. You   Maria stopped; her emotion had to be choked down.

It is a happier world than this, Meta, she resumed, mastering it. There will be no pain there; no sickness, no sorrow. This world seems made up of sorrow, Meta. Oh, child! but for Gods love in holding out to our view that other one, we could never bear this, when trouble comes. God took your little sisters and brothers from it: and  I think  He is taking me.

Meta turned her face downwards, and held her mother with a frightened movement, her little fingers clasping the thin arms to pain.

The winter is coming on here, my child, and the trees will soon be bare; the snow will cover the earth, and we must wrap ourselves up from it. But in that other world there will be no winter; no cold to chill us; no summer heat to exhaust us. It will be a pleasant world, Meta; and God will love us.

Meta was crying silently. Let me go too, mamma.

In a little while, darling. If God calls me first, it is His will, she continued, the sobs breaking from her aching heart. I shall ask Him to take care of you after I am gone, and to bring you to me in time; I am asking Him always.

Wholl be my mamma then? cried Meta, lifting her head in a bustle, as the thought occurred to her.

More pain. Maria choked it down, and stroked the golden curls.

You will have no mamma, then, in this world. Only papa.

Meta paused. Will he take me to London, to Mrs. Pain?

The startled shock that these simple words brought to Maria cannot well be pictured: her breath stood still, her heart beat wildly. Why do you ask that? she said, her tears suddenly dried.

Meta had to collect her childish thoughts to tell why. When you were in bed ill, and Mrs. Pain wrote me that pretty letter, she said if papa would take me up to London shed be my mamma for a little while, in place of you.

The spell was broken. The happy visions of heaven, of love, had been displaced for Maria. She lay quite silent, and in the stillness the bells of All Souls Church were heard ringing out a joyous peal on the morning air. Meta clapped her hands and lifted her face, radiant now with glee. Moods require not time to change in childhood: now sunshine, now rain. Margery opened the door.

Do you hear them, maam? The bells for Miss Cecil. Theyre as joyous as the day. I said shed have it fine, last night, when I found the wind had changed. I cant bear to hear wedding-bells ring out on a wet day: the two dont agree. Eh me! Why, heres Miss Rose coming in!

Rose Hastings was walking up the path with a quick step, nodding at Meta as she came along. That young lady slipped off the sofa, and ran out to meet her, and Maria rose up from her sick position, and strove to look her best.

I have come for Meta, said Rose, as she entered. Mamma thinks she would like to see the wedding.  Will you let her come, Maria?

Maria hesitated. To the church, do you mean? Suppose she should not be good?

I will be good, said Meta, in a high state of delight at the prospect. Mamma, Ill be very good.

She went with Margery to be dressed. Rose turned to her sister. Are you pretty well this morning, Maria?

Pretty well, Rose. I cannot boast of much strength yet.

I wish you would return with me and Meta. Mamma told me to try and bring you. To spend the day with us will be a change, and you need not go near the church.

I dont feel equal to it, Rose. I should not have strength to walk. Tell mamma so, with my dear love.

Only fancy!  she is to be married in a bonnet! exclaimed Rose with indignation. A bonnet and a grey dress. I wonder Lord Averil consented to it! I should hardly call it a wedding. A bonnet!  and no breakfast!  and Bessy Godolphin and Lord Averils sister, who is older if anything than Bessy, for bridesmaids!

And only one clergyman, added Maria, her lips parting with a smile. Do you think the marriage will stand good, Rose?

Rose felt inclined to resent the joke, for Maria was laughing at her. But Meta came in, full of bustling excitement, eager to be gone. She kissed her mamma in careless haste, and was impatient because Rose lingered to say a word. Maria watched her down the path; her face and eyes sparkling, her feet dancing with eagerness, her laughter ringing on the air.

She has forgotten already her tears for the parting that must come, murmured Maria. How soon, I wonder, after I shall be gone, will she forget me?

She laid her temples lightly against the window-frame, as she looked dreamily at the blue sky; as she listened dreamily to the sweet bells that rang out so merrily in the ears of Priors Ash.


CHAPTER II. NEARER AND NEARER.

Priors Ash lingered at its doors and windows, curious to witness the outer signs of Cecilia Godolphins wedding. The arrangements for it were to them more a matter of speculation than of certainty, since various rumours had gone afloat, and were eagerly caught up, although of the most contradictory character. All that appeared certain as yet was  that the day was charming and the bells were ringing.

How the beadle kept the gates that day, he alone knew. That staff of his was brought a great deal more into requisition than was liked by the sea of heads collected there. And when the first carriage came, the excitement in the street was great.

The first carriage! There were only two; that and another. Priors Ash turned up its disappointed nose, and wondered, with Rose Hastings, what the world was coming to.

It was a chariot drawn by four horses. The livery of the postillions and the coronet on the panels proclaimed it to be Lord Averils. He sat within it with Thomas Godolphin. The carriage following it was Lady Godolphins; it appeared to contain only ladies, all wearing bonnets and coloured gowns. The exasperated gazers, who had bargained for something very different, set up a half-groan.

They set up a whole one, those round the gates, when Lord Averil and his friend alighted. But the groan was not one of exasperation, or of anger. It was a low murmur of sorrow and sympathy, and it was called forth by the appearance of Thomas Godolphin. It was some little time now since Thomas Godolphin had been seen in public, and the change in him was startling. He walked forward, leaning on the arm of Lord Averil, lifting his hat to the greeting that was breathed around; a greeting of sorrow meant, as he knew, not for the peer, but for him and his fading life. The few scanty hairs stood out to their view as he uncovered his head, and the ravages of the disease that was killing him were all too conspicuous on his wasted features.

God bless him! Hes very nigh the grave.

Who said it, of the crowd, Thomas Godolphin could not tell, but the words and their accent, full of rude sympathy, came distinctly upon his ear. He quitted the viscounts arm, turned to them, and raised his hands with a solemn meaning.

God bless you all, my friends. I am indeed near the grave. Should there be any here who have suffered injury through me, let them forgive me for it. It was not intentionally done, and I may almost say that I am expiating it with my life. May God bless you all, here and hereafter!

Something like a sob burst from the astonished crowd. But that he had hastened on with Lord Averil, they might have fallen on their knees and clung to him in their flood-tide of respect and love.

The Reverend Mr. Hastings stood in his surplice at the altar. He, too, was changed. The keen, vigorous, healthy man had now a grey, worn look. He could not forgive the blow; minister though he was, he could not forgive George Godolphin. He was not quite sure that he forgave Thomas for not having looked more closely after his brother and the Bank generally: had he done so, the calamity might never have occurred. Every hour of the day reminded Mr. Hastings of his loss, in the discomforts which had necessarily fallen upon his home, in the position of his daughter Maria. George Godolphin had never been a favourite of his: he had tried to like him in vain. The Rector of All Souls was a man of severe judgment, and rumour had made free with gay Georges name.

Lord Averil was the first to enter. Cecilia Godolphin came next with Thomas. She wore a light-grey silk robe, and a plain white bonnet, trimmed with orange-blossoms. The Honourable Miss Averil and Bessy Godolphin followed; their silk gowns of a darker shade of grey, and their white bonnets without orange-blossoms. Lady Godolphin came next, more resplendent than any, in a lemon brocaded silk, that stood on end with richness.

Did the recollection of the last wedding service he had performed for a Godolphin cause the Rector of All Souls voice to be subdued now, as he read? Seven years ago he had stood there as he was standing to-day, George and Maria before him. How had that promising union ended? And for the keeping of his sworn vows?  George best knew what he had kept and what he had broken. The Rector was thinking of that past ceremony now.

This one was soon over. The promises were made, the register signed, and Lord Averil was leading Cecilia from the church, when the Rector stepped before them and took her hand.

I pray God that your union may be more happy than some other unions have been, he said. That, in a great degree, rests with you, Lord Averil. Take care of her.

Her eyes filled with tears, but the viscount grasped his hand warmly. I will; I will.

The beadle was rapping his stick on sundry heads with great effect, and the excited crowd pushed and danced round that travelling carriage, but they made their way to it. To hand in Cecil and take his place beside her seemed to be but the work of a moment, so quickly did it pass, and Lord Averil, a pleasant smile upon his face, bowed to the shouts on either side as the carriage threaded its way through the throng. The three ladies next stepped into their carriage, and Thomas Godolphin turned into the Rectory. Mrs. Hastings, grey, worn, old  ten years older than she had been six months before  came forward to greet him, commiseration in every line of her countenance.

I thought I would say good-bye to you, he said, as he held her hands in his. It will be my only opportunity. I expect this is my last quitting of Ashlydyat.

Say good-bye? she faltered. Are you  are you  so near  

Look at me, quietly said Thomas, answering her unfinished sentence.

But there was an interruption. Bustling little feet and a busy little tongue came upon them. Miss Meta had broken from Rose and run in alone, throwing her straw hat aside as she entered.

Uncle Thomas! Uncle Thomas! I saw you at the wedding, Uncle Thomas.

He sat down and took the child upon his knee. And I saw Meta, he answered. How is mamma? I am going to see her presently.

Mammas not well, said Meta, shaking her head. Mamma cries often. She was crying this morning. Uncle Thomas  lowering her voice and speaking slowly mamma says shes going to heaven.

There was a startled pause. Thomas broke it by laying his hand upon the golden-haired head.

I trust we are all going there, Meta. A little earlier or a little later, as God shall will. It will not much matter which.

A few minutes conversation, and Thomas Godolphin went out to the fly which had been brought for him. Bexley, who was with it, helped him in.

To Mrs. George Godolphins.

The attentive old retainer  older by twenty years than Thomas, but younger in health and vigour  carefully assisted his master up the path. Maria saw the approach from the window. Why it was she knew not, but she was feeling unusually ill that day: scarcely able to rise to a sitting position on the sofa. Thomas was shocked at the alteration in her, and involuntarily thought of the childs words, Mamma says shes going to heaven.

I thought I should like to say farewell to you, Maria, he said, as he drew a chair near her. I did not expect to find you looking so ill.

She had burst into tears. Whether it was the unusual depression of her own spirits, or his wan face, emotion overcame her.

It has been too much for both of us, he murmured, holding her hands. We must forgive him, Maria. It was done in carelessness, perhaps, but not wilfulness. Why do you not come to Ashlydyat sometimes? You know we should be glad to see you.

She shook her head. I cannot go out, Thomas. Indeed, I am not strong enough for it now.

But Maria, you should not give way to this grief; this weakness. You are young; you have no incurable complaint, as I have.

I dont know, she sighed. At times I feel as though I should never be well again. I  I  have been so reproached, Thomas; so much blame has been cast on me by all people; it has been as if I had made away with their money; and you know that I was as innocent as they were. And there have been other things. If  if  

If what? asked Thomas, leaning over her.

She was sitting back upon the sofa, her fair young face wan and colourless, her delicate hands clasped together, as in apathy. If it were not for leaving Meta, I should be glad to die!

Hush, Maria! Rather say you are glad to live for her sake. George may by some means or other become prosperous again, and you may once more have a happy home. You are young, I say; you must bear up against this weakness.

If I could only pay all we owe; our personal debts! she whispered, unconsciously giving utterance to the vain longing that was ever working in her heart. Papas nine thousand pounds  and Mrs. Bonds ten pounds  and the Jekyls  and the tradespeople!

If I could only have paid! he rejoined in a voice broken by emotion. If I could  if I could  I should have gone easier to the grave. Maria, we have a God, remember, who sees all our pangs, all our bitter sorrow: but for Him, and my trust in Him, I should have died long ago of the pain.

Maria covered her face with her hand. Thomas rose.

You are not going? she exclaimed.

Yes, for I must hasten home. This has been a morning of exertion, and I find theres no strength left in me. God bless you, Maria!

Are we never to meet again? she asked, as he held her thin hands in his, and she looked up at him through her blinding tears.

I hope we shall meet again, Maria, and be together for ever and for ever. The threshold of the next world is opening to me: this is closing. Fare you well, child; fare you well.

Bexley came to him as he opened the parlour door. Thomas asked for Margery: he would have said a kind word to her. But Margery had gone out.

Maria stood at the window, and watched him through her tears as he walked down the path to the fly, supported by Bexley. The old man closed the door on his master and took his seat by the driver. Thomas looked forth as they drove away, and smiled a last farewell.

A farewell in the deepest sense of the word. It was the last look, the last smile, that Maria would receive in this life, from Thomas Godolphin. 


CHAPTER III. FOR THE LAST TIME.

In the old porch at Ashlydyat, of which you have heard so much, sat Thomas Godolphin. An invalid chair had been placed there, and he lay back on its pillows in the sun of the late autumn afternoon. A warm, sunny autumn had it been; a real Eté de St. Martin. He was feeling wondrously well; almost, but for his ever-present sensation of weakness, quite well. His fatigue of the previous day  that of Cecils wedding  had left no permanent effects upon him, and had he not known thoroughly his own hopeless state, he might have fancied this afternoon that he was about to get well all one way.

Not in looks. Pale, wan, ghastly were they; the shadow of the grim, implacable visitor that was so soon to come was already on them; but the face in its stillness told of ineffable peace: the brunt of the storm had passed.

The white walls of Lady Godolphins Folly glittered brightly in the distance; the dark-blue sky was seen through the branches of the trees, growing bare and more bare against the coming winter; the warm sun rays fell on Thomas Godolphin. Margery came up, and he held out his hand.

My mistress told me youd have said good-bye to me yesterday, Mr. Thomas, and it was just my ill-luck to be out. I had gone to take the childs shoes to be mended  she wears them out fast. But you are not going to leave us yet, sir?

I know not how soon it may be, Margery: very long it cannot be. Sit down.

She stood yet, however, looking at him, disregarding the bench to which he had pointed; stood with a saddened expression and compressed lips. Margerys was an experienced eye, and it may be that she saw the shadow which had taken up its abode on his face.

You are going to see my old master and mistress, sir, she burst forth, dashing some rebellious moisture from her eyes. Mr. Thomas, do you recollect it?  my poor mistress sat here in this porch the very day she died.

I remember it well, Margery. I am dying quietly, thank God, as my mother died.

And what a blessing it is when folks can die quietly, with their conscience and all about em at peace! ejaculated Margery. I wonder how Mr. George would have took it, if hed been called instead of you, sir?

There was considerable acidity, not to say sarcasm, in the remark; perhaps not altogether suited to the scene and interview. Good Thomas Godolphin would not see it or appear to notice it. He took Margerys hands in his.

I never thought once that I should die leaving you in debt, Margery, he said, his earnest tone bearing its own emotion. It was always my intention to bequeath you an annuity that would have kept you from want in your old age. But it has been decreed otherwise; and it is of no use to speak of what might have been. Miss Janet will refund to you by degrees what you have lost in the Bank; and so long as you live you will be welcome to a home with her. She has not much, but  

Now never fash yourself about me, Mr. Thomas, interrupted Margery. I shall do well, I dare say; Im young enough yet for work, I hope; I shant starve. Ah, this worlds nothing but a pack o troubles, she added, with a loud sigh. It has brought its share to you, sir.

I am on the threshold of a better, Margery, was his quiet answer; one where troubles cannot enter.

Margery sat for some time on the bench, talking to him. At length she rose to depart, declining the invitation to enter the house or to see the ladies, and Thomas said to her his last farewell.

My late missis, I remember, looked once or twice during her illness as grey as he does, she cogitated within herself as she went along. But it strikes me that with him its death. Ive a great mind to ask old Snow what he thinks. If it is so, Mr. George ought to be telegraphed for; they are brothers, after all.

Margerys way led her past the turning to the railway station. A train was just in. She cast an eye on the passengers coming from it, and in one of them she saw her master, Mr. George Godolphin.

Margery halted and rubbed her eyes, and almost wondered whether it was a vision. Her mind had been busy with the question, ought he, or ought he not to be telegraphed for? and there he was, before her. Gay, handsome George! with his ever-distinguished entourage  I dont know a better word for it in English: his bearing, his attire, his person so essentially the gentleman; his pleasant face and his winning smile.

That smile was directed to Margery as he came up. He bore in his hand a small wicker-work basket, covered with delicate tissue paper. But for the bent of Margerys thoughts at the time, she would not have been particularly surprised at the sight, for Mr. Georges visits to Priors Ash were generally impromptu ones, paid without warning. She met him rather eagerly: speaking of the impulse that had been in her mind  to send a message for him, on account of the state of his brother.

Is he worse? asked George eagerly.

If ever I saw death written in a face, its written in his, sir, returned Margery.

George considered a moment. I think I will go up to Ashlydyat without loss of time, then, he said, turning back. But he stopped to give the basket into Margerys hands.

It is for your mistress, Margery. How is she?

Shes nothing to boast of, replied Margery, in tones and with a stress that might have awakened Georges suspicions, had any fears with reference to his wifes state yet penetrated his mind. But they had not. I wish she could get a little of life into her, and then health might be the next thing to come, concluded Margery.

Tell her I shall soon be home. And George Godolphin proceeded to Ashlydyat.

It may be that he had not the faculty for distinguishing the different indications that a countenance gives forth, or it may be that to find his brother sitting in the porch disarmed his doubts, but certainly George saw no reason to endorse the fears expressed by Margery. She had entered into no details, and George had pictured Thomas as in bed. To see him therefore sitting out of doors, quietly reading, certainly lulled all Georges present fears.

Not that the ravages in the worn form, the grey look in the pale face, did not strike him as that face was lifted to his; struck him almost with awe. For a few minutes their hands were locked together in silence. Generous Thomas Godolphin! Never since the proceedings had terminated, the daily details were over, had he breathed a word of the bankruptcy and its unhappiness to George.

George, I am glad to see you. I have been wishing for you all day. I think you must have been sent here purposely.

Margery sent me. I met her as I was coming from the train.

It was not to Margery that Thomas Godolphin had alluded  but he let it pass. Sent purposely, he repeated aloud. George, I think the end is very near.

But you are surely better? returned George, speaking in impulse. Unless you were better, would you be sitting here?

Do you remember, George, my mother sat here in the afternoon of the day she died? A feeling came over me to-day that I should enjoy a breath of the open air; but it was not until after they had brought my chair out and I was installed in it, that I thought of my mother. It struck me as being a curious coincidence; almost an omen. Margery recollected the circumstance, and spoke of it.

The words imparted a strange sensation to George, a shivering dread. Are you in much pain, Thomas? he asked.

Not much; a little, at times; but the great agony that used to come upon me has quite passed. As it did with my mother, you know.

Could George Godolphin help the feeling of bitter contrition that came over him? He had been less than man, lower than human, had he helped it. Perhaps the full self-reproach of his conduct never came home to him as it came now. With all his faults, his lightness, he loved his brother: and it seemed that it was he  he  who had made the face wan, the hair grey, who had broken the already sufficiently stricken heart, and had sent him to his grave before his time.

It is my fault, he spoke in his emotion. But for me, Thomas, you might have been with us, at any rate, another year or two. The trouble has told upon you.

Yes, it has told upon me, Thomas quietly answered. There was nothing else that he could answer.

Dont think of it, Thomas, was the imploring prayer. It cannot be helped now.

No, it cannot be helped, Thomas rejoined. But he did not add that, even now, it was disturbing his death-bed. George, he said, pressing his brothers hands, but that it seems so great an improbability, I would ask you to repay to our poor neighbours and friends what they have lost, should it ever be in your power. Who knows but you may be rich some time? You are young and capable, and the world is before you. If so, think of them; it is my last request to you.

It would be my own wish to do it, gravely answered George. But do not think of it now, Thomas; do not let it trouble you.

It does not trouble me much now. The thought of the wrong inflicted on them is ever present with me, but I am content to leave that, and all else, in the care of the all-powerful, ever-merciful God. He can recompense better than I could, even had I my energies and life left to me.

There was a pause. George loosed his brothers hands and took the seat on the bench where Margery had sat; the very seat where he had once sat with his two sticks, in his weakness, years before, when the stranger, Mr. Appleby, came up and inquired for Mr. Verrall. Why or wherefore it should have come, George could not tell, but that day flashed over his memory now. Oh, the bitter remembrance! He had been a lightsome man then, without care, free from that depressing incubus that must, or that ought to, weigh down the soul  cruel wrong inflicted on his fellow-toilers in the great journey of life. And now? He had brought the evil of poverty upon himself, the taint of disgrace upon his name; he had driven his sisters from their home; had sent that fair and proud inheritance of the Godolphins, Ashlydyat, into the market; and had hastened the passage of his brother to the grave. Ay! dash your bright hair from your brow as you will, George Godolphin!  pass your cambric handkerchief over your heated face!  you cannot dash away remembrance. You have done all this, and the consciousness is very present with you.

Thomas Godolphin interrupted his reflections, bending towards George his wasted features. George, what are your prospects?

I have tried to get into something or other in London, but my trying has been useless. All places that are worth having are so soon snapped up. I have been offered a post in Calcutta, and I think I shall accept it. If I find that Maria has no objection to go out, I shall: I came down to-day to talk it over with her.

Is it through Lord Averil?

Yes. He wrote to me yesterday morning before he went to church with Cecil. I received the letter by the evening mail, and came off this morning.

And what is the appointment? Is it in the civil service?

Nothing so grand  in sound, at any rate. Its only mercantile. The situation is at an indigo merchants, or planters; I am not sure which. But its a good appointment; one that a gentleman may accept; and the pay is liberal. Lord Averil urges it upon me. These merchants  they are brothers  are friends of his. If I decline it, he will try for a civil appointment for me; but to obtain one might take a considerable time: and there might be other difficulties in the way.

Yes, said Thomas shortly. By the little I can judge, this appears to me to be just what will suit you.

I think so. If I accept it, I shall have to start with the new year. I saw the agents of the house in town this morning, and they tell me it is quite a first-class appointment for a mercantile one. I hope Maria will not dislike to go.

They sat there conversing until the sun had set. George pointed out to his brothers notice that the air was growing cold, but Thomas only smiled in answer: it was not the night air, hot or cold, that could any longer affect Thomas Godolphin. But he said that he might as well go in, and took Georges arm to support his feeble steps.

Is no one at home? inquired George, finding the usual sitting-room empty.

They are at Lady Godolphins, replied Thomas, alluding to his sisters. Bessy goes there for good next week, and certain arrangements have to be made, so they walked over this afternoon just before you came up.

George sat down. To find his sisters absent was a relief. Since the unhappy explosion, George had always felt as a guilty schoolboy in the presence of Janet. He remained a short time, and then rose to depart. Ill come up and see you in the morning, Thomas.

Was there any prevision of what the night would bring forth in the mind of Thomas Godolphin? It might be. He entwined in his the hands held out to him.

God bless you, George! God bless you, and keep you always! And a lump, not at all familiar to George Godolphins throat, rose in it as he went out from the presence of his brother.

It was one of those charmingly clear evenings that bring a sensation of tranquillity to the senses. Daylight could not be said to have quite faded, but the moon was up, its rays shining brighter and brighter with every departing moment of day. As George passed Lady Godolphins Folly, Janet was coming from it.

He could not avoid her. I do not say that he wished to do so, but he could not if he had wished it. They stood talking together for some time; of Thomass state; of this Calcutta prospect of Georges, for Janet had heard something of it from Lord Averil; and she questioned him closely on other subjects. It was growing quite night when Janet made a movement homewards, and George could do no less than attend her.

I thought Bessy was with you, he remarked, as they walked along.

She is remaining an hour or two longer with Lady Godolphin; but it was time I came home to Thomas. When do you say you must sail, George?

The beginning of the year. My salary will commence with the first of January, and I ought to be off that day. I dont know whether that will give Maria sufficient time for preparation.

Sufficient time! repeated Miss Godolphin. Will she want to take out a ships cargo? I should think she might be ready in a tithe of it. Shall you take the child?

Oh yes, he hastily answered; I could not go without Meta. And I am sure Maria would not consent to be separated from her. I hope Maria will not object to going on her own score.

Nonsense! returned Janet. She will have the sense to see that it is a remarkable piece of good fortune, far better than you had any right to expect. Let me recommend you to put by half your salary, George. It is a very handsome one, and you may do it if you will. Take a lesson from the past.

Yes, replied George, with a twitch of conscience. I wonder if the climate will try Maria?

I trust that the change will be good for her in all ways, said Janet emphatically. Depend upon it she will be only too thankful to turn her back on Priors Ash. She will not get strong as long as she stops in it, or so long as your prospects are uncertain, doing nothing, as you are now. I cant make out, for my part, how you live.

You might easily guess that I have been helped a little, Janet.

By one that I would not be helped by if I were starving, severely rejoined Janet. You allude, I presume, to Mr. Verrall?

George did allude to Mr. Verrall; but he avoided a direct answer. All that I borrow I shall return, he said, as soon as it is in my power to do so. It is not much: and it is given and received as a loan only. What do you think of Thomas? he asked, willing to change the subject.

I think   Janet stopped. Her voice died away to a whisper, and finally ceased. They had taken the path home round by the ash-trees. The Dark Plain lay stretched before them in the moonlight. In the brightest night the gorse-bushes gave the place a shadowy, weird-like appearance, but never had the moonlight on the plain been clearer, whiter, brighter than it was now. And the Shadow?

The ominous Shadow of Ashlydyat lay there: the Shadow which had clung to the fortunes of the Godolphins, as tradition said, in past ages; which had certainly followed the present race. But the blackness that had characterized it was absent from it now: the Shadow was undoubtedly there, but had eyes been looking on it less accustomed to its form than were Miss Godolphins, they might have failed to make out distinctly its outlines. It was of a light, faint hue; more as the reflection of the Shadow, if it may be so expressed.

George! do you notice? she breathed.

I see it, he answered.

But do you notice its peculiarity  its faint appearance? I should say  I should say that it is indeed going from us; that it must be about the last time it will follow the Godolphins. With the wresting from them of Ashlydyat the curse was to die out.

She sat down on the bench under the ash-trees, and was speaking in low, dreamy tones: but George heard every word, and the topic was not particularly palatable to him. He could only remember that it was he and no other who had caused them to lose Ashlydyat.

Your brother will not be here long, murmured Janet. That warning is for the last chief of the Godolphins.

Oh, Janet! I wish you were not so superstitious! Of course we know  it is patent to us all  that Thomas cannot last long: a few days, a few hours even, may close his life. Why should you connect with him that wretched Shadow?

I know what I know, and I have seen what I have seen, was the reply of Janet, spoken slowly; nay, solemnly. It is no wonder that you wish to ignore it, to affect to disbelieve in it; but you can do neither the one nor the other, George Godolphin.

George gave no answering argument. It may be that he had felt he had forfeited the right to argue with Janet. She again broke the silence.

I have watched and watched; but never once, since the day that those horrible misfortunes fell, has that Shadow appeared. I thought it had gone for good; I thought that our ruin, the passing of Ashlydyat into the possession of strangers, was the working out of the curse. But it seems it has come again; for the last time, as I believe. And it is only in accordance with the past, that the type of the curse should come to shadow forth the death of the last Godolphin.

You are complimentary to me, Janet, cried George good-humouredly. When poor Thomas shall have gone, I shall be here still, the last of the Godolphins.

You! returned Janet, and her tone of scornful contempt, unconscious as she might herself be of it, brought a sting to Georges mind, a flush to his brow. You might be worthy of the name of Godolphin once, laddie, but thats over. The last true Godolphin dies out with Thomas.

How long are you going to sit here? asked George, after a time, as she gave no signs of moving.

You need not wait, returned Janet. I am at home now, as may be said. Dont stay, George: I would rather you did not: your wife must be expecting you.

Glad enough to be released, George went his way, and Janet sat on, alone. With that Shadow before her  though no longer a dark one  it was impossible but that her reflections should turn to the unhappy past: and she lost herself in perplexity.

A great deal of this story, The Shadow of Ashlydyat, is a perfectly true one; it is but the recital of a drama in real life. And the superstition that encompasses it? ten thousand inquisitive tongues will ask. Yes, and the superstition. There are things, as I have just said, which can neither be explained nor accounted for: they are marvels, mysteries, and so they must remain. Many a family has its supernatural skeleton, religiously believed in; many a house has its one dread corner which has never been fully unclosed to the light of day. Say what men will to the contrary, there is a tendency in the human mind to tread upon the confines of superstition. We cannot shut our eyes to things that occur within our view, although we may be, and always shall be, utterly unable to explain them; what they are, what they spring from, why they come. If I were to tell you that I believed there are such things as omens, warnings, which come to us  though seldom are they sufficiently marked at the time to be attended to  I should be called a visionary day-dreamer. I am nothing of the sort. I have my share of plain common sense. I pass my time in working, not in dreaming. I never had the gratification of seeing a ghost yet, and I wish I was as sure of the fruition of my dearest hopes, as I am that I never shall see one. I have not been taken into favour by the spirits, have never been promoted to so much as half a message from them  and never expect to be. But some curious incidents have forced themselves on my lifes experience, causing me to echo as a question the assertion of the Prince of Denmark  Are there not more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our philosophy?

Janet Godolphin rose with a deep sigh and her weight of care. She kept her head turned to the Shadow until she had passed from its view, and then continued her way to the house, murmuring: Its but a small misfortune; the Shadow is scarcely darker than the moonlight itself.

Thomas was in his arm-chair, bending forward towards the fire, as she entered. His face would have been utterly colourless, save for the bluish tinge which had settled there, a tinge distinguishable even in the red blaze. Janet, keen-sighted as Margery, thought the hue had grown more ominous since she quitted him in the afternoon.

Have you come back alone? asked Thomas, turning towards her.

George accompanied me as far as the ash-trees: I met him. Bessy is staying on for an hour with Lady Godolphin.

Its a fine night, he observed.

It is, replied Janet. Thomas, dropping her voice, the Shadow is abroad.

Ah!

The response was spoken in no tone of dread, or dismay; but calmly, pleasantly, with a smile upon his lips.

It has changed its tone, continued Janet, and may be called grey now instead of black. I thought it had left us for good, Thomas. I suppose it had to come once more.

If it cared to keep up its character for consistency, he said, his voice jesting. If it has been the advance herald of the death of other Godolphins, why should it not herald in mine?

I did not expect to hear you joke about the Shadow, observed Janet, after a pause of vexation.

Nay, theres no harm in it. I have never understood it, you know, Janet; none of us have; so little have we understood, that we have not known whether to believe or disbelieve. A short while, Janet, and things may be made plainer to me.

How are you feeling to-night? somewhat abruptly asked Janet, looking askance at his face.

Never better of late days. It seems as if ease both of mind and body had come to me. I think, he added, after a few moments reflection, that what George tells me of a prospect opening for him, has imparted this sense of ease. I have thought of him a great deal, Janet; of his wife and child; of what would become of him and of them. He may live yet to be a comfort to his family; to repair to others some of the injury he has caused. Oh, Janet! I am ready to go.

Janet turned her eyes from the fire, that the rising tears might not be seen. The Shadow was very light, Thomas, she repeated. Whatever it may herald forth, will not be much of a misfortune.

A misfortune!  to be taken to my rest!  to the good God who has so loved and kept me here! No, Janet. A few minutes before you came in, I fell into a doze, and I dreamt that I saw Jesus Christ standing there by the window, waiting for me. He had His hand stretched out to me with a smile. So vivid had been the impression, that when I awoke I thought it was reality, and was hastening towards the window before I recollected myself.

Janet rang the bell for lights to be brought in. Thomas, his elbow resting on the arm of his chair, bent his head upon his hand, and became lost in imagination in the glories that might so soon open to him. Bright forms were flitting around a wondrous throne, golden harps in their hands; and in one of them, her harp idle, her radiant face turned as if watching for one who might be coming, he seemed to recognize Ethel.

George Godolphin meanwhile had gone home, and was sitting with his wife and child. The room was bright with light and fire, and Georges spirits were bright in accordance with it. He had been enlarging upon the prospect offered to him, describing a life in India in vivid colours; had drawn some imaginative pen-and-ink sketches of Miss Meta on a camels back; in a gorgeous palanquin; in an open terrace gallery, being fanned by about fifty slaves: the young lady herself looking on at the pictures in a high state of excitement, her eyes sparkling, her cheeks flushed. Maria seemed to partake of the general hilarity. Whether she was really better, or the unexpected return of her husband had infused into her artificial strength, unwonted excitement, certain it is that she was not looking very ill that night: her cheeks had borrowed some of Metas colour, and her lips were parted with a smile. The childs chatter never ceased; it was papa this, papa the other, incessantly. Margery felt rather cross, and when she came in to add some dainty to the substantial tea she had prepared for her master, told him she hoped he would not be for carrying Miss Meta out to the wretched foreign places that were only good for convicts. India and Botany Bay ranked precisely alike in Margerys estimation.

But tea was done with and removed, and the evening went on, and Margery came again to escort Miss Meta to bed. Miss Meta was not in a hurry to be escorted. Her nimble feet were flying everywhere: from papa at the table, to mamma who sat on the sofa near the fire: from mamma to Margery, standing silent and grim, scarcely deigning to look at the pen-and-ink sketches that Meta exhibited to her.

I dont see no sense in em, for my part, slightingly spoke Margery, regarding with dubious eyes one somewhat indistinct representation held up to her. Those things baint like Christian animals. An elephant, dye call it? Which is its head and which is its tail?

Meta whisked off to her papa, elephant in hand. Papa, which is its head, and which is its tail?

Thats its tail, said George. Youll know its head from its tail when you come to ride one, Margery, cried he, throwing his laughing glance at the woman.

Me ride an elephant! me mount one o them animals! was the indignant response. I should like to see myself at it! It might be just as well, sir, if you didnt talk about them to the child: I shall have her starting out of her sleep screaming to-night, fancying that a score of thems eating her up.

George laughed. Metas busy brain was at work; very busy, very blithesome just then.

Papa, do we have swings in India?

Lots of them, responded George.

Do they go up to the trees? Are they as good as the one Mrs. Pain made for me at the Folly?

Ten times better than that, said George slightingly. That was a muff of a swing, compared with what the others will be.

Meta considered. You didnt see it, papa. It went up  up  oh, ever so high.

Did it? said George. Well send the others higher.

Wholl swing me? continued Meta. Mrs. Pain? She used to swing me before. Will she go to India with us?

Not she, said George. What should she go for? Look here. Heres Meta on an elephant, and Margery on another, in attendance behind.

He had been mischievously sketching it off: Meta sitting at her ease on the elephant, her dainty little legs astride, boy fashion, was rather a pretty sight: but poor Margery grasping the animals head, her face one picture of horror in her fear of falling, and some half-dozen natives propping her up on either side, was only a ludicrous one.

Margery looked daggers, but nothing could exceed Metas delight. Draw mamma upon one, papa; make her elephant alongside mine.

Draw mamma upon one? repeated George. I think well have mamma in a palanquin; the elephants shall be reserved for you and Margery.

Is she coming to bed to-night, or isnt she? demanded Margery, in uncommonly sharp tones, speaking for the benefit of the company generally, not to any one in particular.

Meta paid little attention; George appeared to pay less. In taking his knife from his waistcoat-pocket to cut the pencil, preparatory to drawing mamma and the palanquin, he happened to bring forth a ring. Those quick little eyes saw it: they saw most things. Thats Uncle Thomass! cried the child.

In his somewhat hasty attempt to return it to his pocket, George let the ring fall to the ground, and it rolled towards Margery. She picked it up, wonderingly  almost fearfully. She had believed that Mr. Godolphin would not part with his signet-ring during life: the ring which he had offered to the bankruptcy commissioners, and they, with every token of respect, had returned to him.

Oh, sir! Surely he is not dead?

Dead! echoed George, looking at her in surprise. I left him better than usual, Margery, when I came away.

Margery said no more. Meta was not so scrupulous. Uncle Thomas always has that on his finger: he seals his letters with it. Why have you brought it away, papa?

He does not want it to seal letters with any longer, Meta, George answered, speaking gravely now, and stroking her golden curls. I shall use it in future for sealing mine.

Wholl wear it? asked Meta. You, or Uncle Thomas?

I shall  some time. But it is quite time Meta was in bed; and Margery looks as if she thought so. There! just a few of mammas grapes, and away to dream of elephants.

Some fine white grapes were heaped on a plate upon the table; they were what George had brought from London for his wife. He broke some off for Meta, and that spoiled young damsel climbed on his knee, while she ate them, chattering incessantly.

Will there be parrots in India? Red ones?

Plenty. Red and green and blue and yellow, returned George, who was rather magnificent in his promises. Therell be monkeys as well  as Margerys fond of them.

Margery flung off in a temper. But the words had brought a recollection to Meta. She bustled up on her knees, neglecting her grapes, gazing at her papa in consternation.

Uncle Reginald was to bring me home some monkeys and some parrots and a Chinese dog that wont bite. How shall I have them, papa, if I have gone to Cal  what is it? She spoke better than she did, and could sound the th now; but the name of the place was difficult to be remembered.

Calcutta. Well write word to Regys ship to come round there and leave them, replied ready George.

It satisfied the child. She finished her grapes, and then George took her in his arms to Maria to be kissed, and afterwards put her down outside the door to offended Margery, after kissing lovingly her pretty lips and her golden curls.

His manner had changed when he returned. He stood by the fire, near Maria, grave and earnest, and began talking more seriously to her on this new project than he had done in the presence of his child.

I think I should do wrong were I to refuse it: do not you, Maria? It is an offer that is not often met with.

Yes, I think you would do wrong to refuse it. It is far better than anything I had hoped for.

And can you be ready to start by New Years Day?

I  I could be ready, of course, she answered. But I  I  dont know whether  

She came to a final stop. George looked at her in surprise: in addition to her hesitation, he detected considerable emotion.

She stood up by him and leaned her arm on the mantel-piece. She strove to speak quietly, to choke down the rebellious rising in her throat: her breath went and came, her bosom heaved. George, I am not sure whether I shall be able to undertake the voyage. I am not sure that I shall live to go out.

Did his heart beat a shade quicker? He looked at her more in surprise still than in any other feeling. He had not in the least realized this faint suggestion of the future.

My darling, what do you mean?

He passed his arm round her waist, and drew her to him. Maria let her head fall upon his shoulder, and the tears began to trickle down her wasted cheeks.

I cannot get strong, George. I grow weaker instead of stronger; and I begin to think I shall never be well again. I begin to know I shall never be well again! she added, amending the words. I have thought it for some time.

How do you feel? he asked, breaking the silence that had ensued. Are you in any pain?

I have had a pain in my throat ever since the  ever since the summer: and I have a constant inward pain here  touching her chest. Mr. Snow says both arise from the same cause  nervousness! but I dont know.

Maria, he said, his voice quite trembling with its tenderness, shall I tell you what it is? The worry of the past summer has had a bad effect upon you, and brought you into this weak state. Mr. Snow is right: it is nervousness: and you must have change of scene ere you can recover. Is he attending you?

He calls every other day or so, and he sends me medicine of different kinds; tonics, I fancy. I wish I could get strong! I might  perhaps  get a little better, that is, I might feel a trifle better, if I were not always so entirely alone. I wish, she more timidly added, that you could be more with me than you are.

You cannot wish it as heartily as I, returned George. A little while, my darling, and things will be bright again. I have been earnestly and constantly seeking for something to do in London; I was obliged to be there. Now that I have this place given me, I must be there still, chiefly, until we sail, making my preparations. You can come to me if you like, until we do go, he added, if you would rather be there than here. I can change my bachelor lodgings, and get a place large enough for you and Meta.

She felt that she was not equal to the removal, and she felt that if she really were to leave Europe she must remain this short intervening time near her father and mother. But  even as she thought it  the conviction came upon her, firm and strong, that she never should leave it; should not live to leave it. Georges voice, eager and hopeful, interrupted.

We shall begin life anew in India, Maria: with the old country we shall leave old sores behind us. As to Margery  I dont know whats to be done about her. It would half break her heart to drag her to a new land, and quite break it to carry off Meta from her. Perhaps we had better not attempt to influence her either way, but let the decision rest entirely with her.

She will never face the live elephants, said Maria, her lips smiling at the joke, as she endeavoured to be gay and hopeful as George was. But the effort entirely failed. A vision came over her of George there alone; herself in the cold grave, whither she believed she was surely hastening; Meta  ay  what of Meta?

Oh, George! if I might but get strong! if I might but live to go with you! she cried in a wail of agony.

Hush, hush! Maria, hush! I must not scold you: but indeed it is not right to give way to these low spirits. That of itself will keep you back. Shall I take you to town with me when I return to-morrow, just for a weeks change? I know it would partially bring you round, and we would make shift in my rooms for the time. Margery will take care of Meta here.

She knew how worse than useless was the thought of attempting it; she saw that George could not be brought to understand her excessive weakness. A faint hope came across her that, now that the uncertainty of his future prospects was removed, she might grow better. That uncertainty had been distressing her sick heart for months.

She subdued her emotion and sat down in the chair quietly, saying that she was not strong enough to go up with him this time: it would be a change in one sense for her, she added, thinking of the new life; and then she began to talk of other things.

Did you see Reginald before he sailed?

Not immediately before it, I think.

You are aware that he has gone as a common seaman?

Yes. By the way, theres no knowing what I may be able to do for Regy out there, and for Isaac too, perhaps. Once I am in a good position I shall be able to assist them  and Ill do it. Regy hates the sea: Ill get him something more to his taste in Calcutta.

Marias face flushed with hope, and she clasped her nervous hands together. If you could, George! how thankful I should be! I think of poor Regy and his hard life night and day.

Which is not good for you by any means, young lady. I wish youd get out of that habit of thinking and fretting about others. It has been just poor Thomass fault.

She answered by a faint smile. Has Thomas given you his ring? she asked.

He gave it me this afternoon, replied George, taking it from his pocket. It was a ring with a bright green stone, on which was engraved the arms of the Godolphins. Sir George had worn it always, and it came to Thomas at his death: now it had come to George.

You do not wear it, George.

Not yet. I cannot bear to put it on my finger while Thomas lives. In point of fact, I have no right to do so  at least to use the signet: it belongs exclusively to the head of the Godolphins.

Do you see Mrs. Pain often? Maria presently said, with apparent indifference. But George little knew the fluttering emotion that had been working within, or the effort it had taken to subdue that emotion ere the question could be put.

I see her sometimes; not often. She gets me to ride with her in the Park now and then.

Does she continue to reside with the Verralls?

I suppose so. I have not heard her mention anything about it.

George, I have wondered where Mrs. Pains money comes from, Maria resumed in a dreamy tone. It was said in the old days, you know, that the report of her having thirty thousand pounds was false; that she had nothing.

I dont believe she had a penny, returned George. As to her income, I fancy it is drawn from Verrall. Mrs. Pains husband was connected in some business way with Verrall, and I suppose she still benefits by it. I know nothing whatever, but I have thought it must be so. Listen!

George raised his hand as he abruptly spoke, for a distinct sound had broken upon his ear. Springing to the window he threw it open. The death-bell of All Souls was booming out over Priors Ash.

Before a word was spoken by him or by his wife; before George could still the emotion that was thumping at his heart, Margery came in with a scared face. In her flurry, her sudden grief, she addressed him as she had been accustomed to address him in his boyhood.

Do you hear it, Master George? Thats the passing-bell! It is for him. Theres nobody else within ten miles they would trouble to have the bell tolled for at nigh ten oclock at night. The Master of Ashlydyats gone.

She sat down on a chair, regardless of the presence of her master and mistress, and, flinging her apron up to her face, burst into a storm of sobs.

A voice in the passage aroused her, for she recognized it as Bexleys. George opened the room door, and the old man came in.

It is all over, sir, he said, his manner strangely still, his voice unnaturally calm and low, as is sometimes the case where emotion is striven to be suppressed. Miss Janet bade me come to you with the tidings.

Georges bearing was suspiciously quiet too. It is very sudden, Bexley, he presently rejoined.

Maria had risen and stood with one hand leaning on the table, her eyes strained on Bexley, her white face turned to him. Margery never moved.

Very sudden, sir: and yet my mistress did not seem unprepared for it. He took his tea with her, and was so cheerful and well over it that I declare I began to hope he had taken a fresh turn. Soon afterwards Miss Bessy came back, and I heard her laughing in the room as she told them some story that had been related to her by Lady Godolphin. Presently my mistress called me in, to give me directions about a little matter she wanted done to-morrow, and while she was speaking to me, Miss Bessy cried out. We turned round and saw her leaning over my master. He had slipped back in his chair powerless, and I hastened to raise and support him. Death was in his face, sir; there was no mistaking it; but he was quite conscious, quite sensible, and smiled at us. I must say farewell to you, he said, and Miss Bessy burst into a fit of sobs; but my mistress kneeled down quietly before him, and took his hands in hers, and said, Thomas, is the moment come? Yes, it is come, he answered, and he tried to look round at Miss Bessy, who stood a little behind his chair. Dont grieve, he said; I am going on first but she only sobbed the more. Good-bye, my dear ones, he continued; good-bye, Bexley. I shall wait for you all, as I know I am being waited for. Fear? he went on, for Miss Bessy sobbed out something that sounded like the word: fear, when I am going to God!  when Jesus  

Bexley fairly broke down with a great burst, and the tears were rolling silently over Marias cheeks. George wheeled round to the window and stood there with his back to them. Presently Bexley mastered himself and resumed: Margery had come forward then and taken her apron from her eyes.

It was the last word he spoke Jesus. His voice ceased, his hands fell, and the eyelids dropped. There was no struggle; nothing but a long gentle breath; and he died with the smile upon his lips.

He had cause to smile, interjected Margery, the words coming from her brokenly. If ever a man has gone to his rest in heaven, it is Mr. Godolphin. He had more than his share of sorrow in this world, and God has taken him to a better.

Every feeling in Georges heart echoed to the words, every pulse beat in wild sorrow for the death of his good brother,  every sting that remorse could bring pricked him with the consciousness of his own share in it. He thrust his burning face beyond the window into the cool night; he raised his eyes to the blue canopy of heaven, serene and fair in the moonlight, almost as if he saw in imagination the redeemed soul winging its flight thither. He pressed his hands upon his throbbing breast to still its emotion; but for the greatest exercise of self-control he would have burst into sobs, as Bexley had done; and it may be that he  he, careless George Godolphin  breathed forth a yearning cry to heaven to be pardoned his share of the past. If Thomas, in his changed condition, could look down upon him, now, with his loving eyes, his ever-forgiving spirit, he would know how bitter and genuine, how full of anguish were these regrets!

George leaned his head on the side of the window to subdue his emotion, to gather the outward calmness that man likes not to have ruffled before the world; he listened to the strokes of the passing-bell ringing out so sharply in the still night air: and every separate stroke was laden with its weight of pain.


CHAPTER IV. GATHERED TO HIS FATHERS.

You might have taken it to be Sunday in Priors Ash  except that Sundays in ordinary did not look so gloomy. The shops were closed, a drizzling rain fell, and the heavy bell of All Souls was booming out at solemn intervals. It was tolling for the funeral of Thomas Godolphin. Morning and night, from eight oclock to nine, had it so tolled since his death; but on this, the last day, it did not cease with nine oclock, but tolled on, and would so toll until he should be in his last home. People had closed their shutters with one accord as the clock struck ten; some indeed had never opened them at all: if they had not paid him due respect always in life, they paid it to him in death. Ah, it was only for a time, in the first brunt of the shock, that Priors Ash mistook Thomas Godolphin. He had gone to his long home; to his last resting-place: he had gone to the merciful God to whom (it may surely be said!) he had belonged in life; and Priors Ash mourned for him.

You will deem this a sad story; perhaps bring a reproach upon me for recording it. That bell has tolled out all too often in its history; and this is not the first funeral you have seen at All Souls. If I wrote only according to my own experiences of life, my stories would be always sad ones. Life wears different aspects for us, and its cares and its joys are unequally allotted out. At least they so appear to be. One glances up heavily from the burdens heaped upon him, and sees others without care basking in the sunshine. But I often wonder whether those who seem so gay, whose path seems to be cast on the broad, sunny road of pleasure,  whether they have not a skeleton in their closet. I look, I say, and wonder, marvelling what the reality may be. Nothing but gaiety, nothing but lightness, nothing, to all appearance, but freedom from care. Is it really so? Perhaps; with some  a very few. Is it well for those few? The broad road of pleasure, down which so many seem to travel, is not the safest road to a longer home, or the best preparation for it. Oh, if we could only see the truth when the burden upon us is heavy and long!  could only read how good it is!

But we never can. We are but mortal; born with a mortals keen susceptibility to care and pain. We preach to others, that these things are sent for their benefit; we complaisantly say so to ourselves when not actually suffering; but when the fiery trial is upon us, then we groan out in our sore anguish that it is greater than we can bear.

There is no doubt that, with the many, suffering predominates in life, and if we would paint life as it is, that suffering must form a comprehensive view in the picture. Reverses, sickness, death  they seem to follow some people as surely as the shadow follows the sun at noontide. It is probable; nay, it is certain, that minds are so constituted as to receive them differently. Witness, as a case in point, the contrast between Thomas Godolphin and his brother George. Thomas, looking back, could say that nearly the whole course of his life had been marked by sorrow. Some of its sources have been mentioned here; not all. There was the melancholy death of Ethel; there was the long-felt disease which marked him for its early prey; there was the dreadful crash, the disgrace, which nearly broke his heart. It is to those who feel them keenly that sorrows chiefly come.

And George? Look at him. Gay, light, careless, handsome George. What sorrows had marked his path? None. He had revelled in the worlds favour, he had made a wife of the woman he loved, he had altogether floated gaily down the sunniest part of the stream of life. The worry which his folly had brought upon himself, and which ended in his own ruin and in the ruin of so many others, he had not felt. No, he had scarcely felt it: and once let him turn his back on England and enter upon new scenes, he will barely remember it.

All Souls clock struck eleven, and the beadle came out of the church and threw wide the gates. It was very punctual, for there came the hearse in sight; punctual as he who was borne within it had in life always liked to be. Priors Ash peeped through the chinks of its shutters, behind its blinds and its curtains, to see the sight, as it came slowly winding along the street to the sound of the solemn bell. Through the mist of blinding tears, which rolled down many a face, did Priors Ash look out. They might have attended him to the grave, following unobtrusively, but that it was known to be the wish of the family that such demonstration should not be made: so they contented themselves with shutting up their houses, and observing the day as one of mourning. Bury me in the plainest and simplest manner possible, had been Thomas Godolphins directions when the end was drawing near. Under the circumstances, it was only seemly to do so; but so antagonistic were pomp and show of all kinds to the tastes of Thomas Godolphin, in all things that related to himself, that it is more than probable the same orders would have been given had he died as his forefathers had died  the Master of Ashlydyat, the wealthy chief of the Godolphins.

So a hearse and a mourning-coach were all that had been commanded to Ashlydyat. What means, then, this pageantry of carriages that follow? Fine carriages, gay with colours as they file past, one by one, the eyes of Priors Ash strained on them, some with coronets on their panels, all with closed blinds, a long line of them. Lady Godolphins is first, taking its place next the mourning-coach. They have come from various parts of the county, near and distant, to show their owners homage to that good man who had earned their deepest respect during life. Willingly, willingly would those owners have attended and mourned him in person, but for the same reason which kept away the more humble inhabitants of Priors Ash. Slowly the procession gained the churchyard, and the hearse and the mourning-coach stopped: the rest of the carriages filed off and turned their horses heads to face the churchyard, and waited still and quiet while the hearse was emptied. Out of the mourning-coach stepped two mourners only: George Godolphin and the Viscount Averil.

The Rector of All Souls stood at the gate in his surplice, book in hand. He turned, reciting the commencement of the service for the burial of the dead: I am the resurrection and the life. While they were in the church, the graveyard filled; by ones, by twos, by threes, they came stealing in, regardless of the weather, to see the last of the Master of Ashlydyat: and the beadle was lenient to-day.

The Rector of All Souls took his place at the head of the grave and read the service, as the coffin was lowered. George stood next to him; close to George, Lord Averil; and the other mourners were clustered beyond. Their faces were bent: the drizzling rain beat upon their bare heads. How did George feel as he stood there, between the two men whom he had so wronged? The Rector glanced at him once, and saw that he had difficulty in suppressing his emotion.

I heard a voice from heaven, saying unto me, Write, From henceforth blessed are the dead which die in the Lord: even so, saith the Spirit: for they rest from their labours.

So hushed was the silence, that every word, as it fell solemnly from the lips of the minister, might be heard in all parts of the churchyard. If ever that verse could apply to frail humanity, with its unceasing struggle after holiness and its unceasing failure here, it most surely applied to him over whom it was being spoken. George Godolphins head was bowed, his face hidden in his handkerchief; the rain pattered down on his golden hair. He had gone to his grave so early! Bend forward, as so many of those spectators are doing, and read the inscription on the plate. There is a little earth on the coffin, but the plate is visible. Thomas Godolphin of Ashlydyat: aged forty-five years.

Only forty-five years! A period at which some men think they are only beginning life. So early a grave!  and George had helped to send him to it!

It was over: and the spectators began to draw unobtrusively away, silently and decently. In the general crowd and bustle, for every one seemed to be on the move, George turned suddenly to the Rector and held out his hand. Will you shake hands with me, Mr. Hastings?

There was a perceptible hesitation on the Rectors part, not in the least sought to be disguised, ere he responded to it, and then he put his own hand into the one held out. It was the first time they had met since the crash. I cannot do otherwise over the dead body of your brother, was the answer. But neither can I be a hypocrite, George Godolphin, and say that I forgive you, for it would not be true. The result of the injury you did me presses daily and hourly upon us in a hundred ways, and my mind as yet has refused to be brought into that charitable frame necessary to entire forgiveness. This is not altogether the fault of my will. I wish to forgive you for your wifes sake and for my own; I pray night and morning that I may be enabled heartily to forgive you before I die. I would not be your enemy; I wish you well, and theres my hand in token of it: but to pronounce forgiveness is not yet in my power. Will you call in and see Mrs. Hastings?

I have not time to-day. I must go back to London this evening, but I shall be down again very shortly and will see her then. It was a peaceful ending.

George was gazing down dreamily at the coffin as he spoke the last words. The Rector looked at him.

A peaceful ending! Yes. It could not be anything else with him.

No, no, murmured George. Not anything else with him.

May God in His mercy send us all as happy a one, when our time shall come!

As the words left the Rectors lips, the heavy bell boomed out again, giving notice to Priors Ash that the last rites were over: that the world had closed for ever on Thomas Godolphin.



Oh, George! cant you stay with me?

The words broke from Maria with a wail of anguish as she rose to bid her husband good-bye. He was hastening away to catch the evening train. It seemed that she had not liked to prefer the request before, had put it off to the last moment. In point of fact, she had seen very little of George all day. After the funeral he had returned in the coach with Lord Averil to Ashlydyat, and only came home late in the afternoon.

Lord and Lady Averil, recalled so suddenly from their wedding tour, had reached Ashlydyat the previous night, and would not leave it again. Janet was to depart from it in a few days; Bessy would be on the morrow with Lady Godolphin.

George would not believe that his wife was in any sort of danger. He had been to Mr. Snow, begged him to take all possible care of her, and asked whether there were really any grounds for alarm. Mr. Snow answered him that he could not say for certain: she was, no doubt, very weak and poorly, but he saw no reason why she should not get out of it; and as for himself, he was taking of her all the care he could take. The reply satisfied George, and he became full of the projects and details of his departure, entering into them so warmly with her that Maria caught the spirit of enterprise, and was beguiled into a belief that she might yet go also.

He had come home from the funeral bearing a parcel wrapped in paper for Meta. It had been found amidst Thomas Godolphins things, directed to the child. George lifted Meta on to his knee  very grave, very subdued was his face to-day  and opened it. It proved to be a Bible, and on the fly-leaf in his own hand was written, Uncle Thomass last and best gift to Meta, and it was dated the day he died. Lower down were the words, My ways are ways of pleasantness, and all my paths are peace.

And the evening had gone on, and it grew time for George to leave. It was as he bent to kiss his wife that she had burst out with that wailing cry. Oh, George! cant you stay with me?

My darling, I must go. I shall soon be down again.

Only a little while! A little longer!

The tone in its anguish quite distressed him. I would stay if it were possible: but it is not so. I came down for a day only, you know, Maria, and I have remained more than a week. It will not be so very long before we sail, and I shall have my hands full with the preparations for our voyage.

I have been so much alone, she sobbed hysterically. I get thinking and thinking: it does not give me a chance to recover. George, you have been always away from me since the trouble came.

I could not help it. Maria, I could not bear Priors Ash; I could not stop in it, he cried with a burst of genuine truth. But for you and Thomas, I should never have set my foot in the place again, once I was quit of it. Now, however, I am compelled to be in London; there are fifty things to see to. Keep up your courage, my darling! A little while, and we shall be together and happy as we used to be.

Sir, said Margery, putting her head in the door, do you want to catch the nine train?

All right, answered George.

It may be all right if you run for it, it wont be all right else, grunted Margery.

He flew off, catching up his hand-portmanteau as he went, and waving his adieu to Meta. That young damsel, accustomed to be made a great deal of, could not understand so summary and slight a leave-taking, and she stood quite still in her consternation, staring after her papa: or rather at the door he had gone out of. Margery was right, and George found that he must indeed hasten if he would save the train. Maria, with a storm of hysterical sobs, grievous to witness, caught Meta in her arms, sat down on the sofa, and sobbed over the child, as she strained her to her bosom.

Meta was used to her mammas grief now, and she lay quite still, her shoes and white socks peeping out beyond the black frock; nay, a considerable view of the straight little legs peeping out as well. Maria bent her head until her aching forehead rested on the fair plump neck.

Mamma! Mamma, dear! Mammas crying for poor Uncle Thomas!

No, said Maria in the bitterness of her heart. If we were but where Uncle Thomas is, we should be happy. I cry for us who are left, Meta!

Hey-day! and what on earths the meaning of this? Do you think this is the way to get strong, Mrs. George Godolphin?

They had not heard him come in. Meta, always ready for visitors, scuffled off her mammas lap gleefully, and Mr. Snow drew a chair in front of Maria and watched her trying to dry away her tears. He moved a little to the right, that the light of the lamp which was behind him might fall upon her face.

Now just you have the goodness to tell me what it is thats the matter.

I  I am low-spirited, I think, said Maria, her voice subdued and weak now.

Low-spirited! echoed Mr. Snow. Then Id get high-spirited, if I were you. I wish there never had been such a thing as spirits invented, for my part! A nice excuse it is for you ladies to sigh away half your time instead of being rational and merry, as you ought to be. A woman of your sense ought to be above it, Mrs. George Godolphin.

Mr. Snow, interrupted a troublesome little voice, papas gone back to London. He went without saying good-bye to Meta!

Ah! Miss Meta had been naughty, I expect.

Meta shook her head very decisively in the negative, but Mr. Snow had turned to Maria.

And so you were crying after that roving husband of yours! I guessed as much. He nearly ran over me at the gate. Step in and see my wife, will you, Snow? said he. She wants tonics, or something. You dont want tonics half as much as you want common sense, Mrs. George Godolphin.

I am so weak, was her feeble excuse. A little thing upsets me now.

Well, and what can you expect? If I sat over my surgery fire all day stewing and fretting, a pretty doctor I should soon become for my patients! I wonder you  

Have you looked at my new black frock, Mr. Snow?

She was a young lady who would be attended to, let who would go without attention. She had lifted up her white pinafore and stood in front of him, waiting for the frock to be admired.

Very smart indeed! replied Mr. Snow.

Its not smart, spoke Meta resentfully. My smart frocks are put away in the drawers. It is for Uncle Thomas, Mr. Snow! Mr. Snow, Uncle Thomas is in heaven now.

Ay, child, that he is. And its time that Miss Meta Godolphin was in bed.

That same night Mr. Snow was called up to Mrs. George Godolphin.  Let us call her so to the end; but she is Mrs. Godolphin now. Margery was sleeping quietly, the child in a little bed by her side, when she was aroused by some one standing over her. It was her mistress in her night-dress. Up started the woman, wide awake instantly, crying out to know what was the matter.

Margery, I shant be in time. The ships waiting to sail, and none of my things are ready. I cant go without my things.

Margery, experienced in illness of many kinds, saw what it was. Her mistress had suddenly awakened from some vivid dream, and in her weak state was unable to shake off the delusion. In fact, that species of half-consciousness, half-delirium was upon her, which is apt in the night-time to attack some patients labouring under long-continued and excessive weakness.

She had come up exactly as she got out of bed. No slippers on her feet, nothing upon her shoulders. As Margery threw a warm woollen shawl over those shoulders, she felt the ominous damp of the night-dress. A pair of list-shoes of her own were at the bedside, and she hastily put them upon her mistresss feet.

Therell be no time, Margery; therell be no time to get the things ready: they never could be bought and made, you know. Oh, Margery! the ship must not go without me! What will be done?

Ill telegraph up to that ship to-morrow morning, and get him to put off starting for a week or two, cried Margery, nodding her head with authority. Never you trouble yourself, maam; it will be all right. You shall go to sleep again comfortably, and well see about the things with morning light.

Margery talked as she conveyed her mistress back to bed, and remained talking after she was in it. A stock of this should be got in, a stock of the other: as for linen, it could all be bought ready made  and the best way too, now calico was so cheap. Somewhat surprised that she heard no answer, no further expressed fear, Margery looked close at her mistress by the night-lamp, wondering whether she had gone to sleep again. She had not gone to sleep. She was lying still, cold, white, without sense or motion; and Margery, collected Margery, very nearly screamed.

Maria had fainted away. Margery did not understand it at all, or why she should have fainted when she ought to have gone to sleep. Margery liked it as little as she understood it; and she ran upstairs to their landlady, Mrs. James, and got her to despatch her son for Mr. Snow.

But that was only the beginning. Night after night would these attacks of semi-delirium come upon her, though in the day she seemed pretty well. Mr. Snow came and came, and drew an ominous face and doubled the tonics and changed them, and talked and joked and scolded. But it all seemed unavailing: she certainly did not get better. Weary, weary hours! weary, weary days! as she lay there alone, struggling with her malady. And yet no malady, either, that Mr. Snow could discover; nothing but a weakness which he only half believed in.

Janet and Bessy Godolphin were one day sitting with Mrs. George. The time had come for Janet to quit Ashlydyat, and she was paying her farewell visit to Maria. Maria was at the window at work when they arrived; at work with her weak and fevered hands. No very poetical employment, that on which she was engaged, but one which has to be done in most families nevertheless  stocking-darning. She was darning socks for Miss Meta. Miss Meta, her sleeves and white pinafore tied up with black ribbon, her golden curls somewhat in disorder, for the young lady had rebelliously broken from Margery and taken a race round the garden in the blowing wintry wind, her smooth cheeks fresh and rosy, was now roasting her face in front of the fire, her doll and a whole collection of dolls clothes lying around her on the hearth-rug.

Bessy had come, not so much to accompany Janet, as for a special purpose  to deliver a message from Lady Godolphin. My lady, deeming possibly that her displeasure had lasted long enough, graciously charged Bessy with an invitation to Maria  to spend a day or two at the Folly ere her departure for Calcutta.

Maria gave a sort of sobbing sigh. She is very kind. Tell Lady Godolphin how kind I think it of her, Bessy, but that I am not strong enough to go from home now.

Bessy looked at her. But, Maria, if you are not strong enough to go out on a short visit, how shall you be strong enough to undertake a three or four months voyage?

Maria paused ere she answered the question. She was gazing out straight before her, as if seeing something at a distance  something in the future. I think of it and of its uncertainty a great deal, she presently said. If I can only get away: if I can only keep up sufficiently to get away, I can lie down always in my berth. And if I do die before I reach India, George will be with me.

Child! almost sharply interrupted Janet, what are you saying?

She seemed scarcely to hear the interruption. She sat, gazing still, her white and trembling hands lying clasped on her black dress, and she resumed, as if pursuing the train of thought.

My great dread is, lest I should not keep up to get to London, to be taken on board; lest George should, after all, be obliged to sail without me. It is always on my mind, Janet; it makes me dream constantly that the ship has gone and I am left behind. I wish I did not have those dreams.

Come to Lady Godolphins Folly, Maria, persuasively spoke Bessy. It will be the very best thing to cheat you of those fears. They all arise from weakness.

I have no doubt they do. I had a pleasant dream one night, she added with some animation. I thought we had arrived in safety, and I and George and Meta were sitting under a tree whose leaves were larger than an umbrella. It was very hot, but these leaves shaded us, and I seemed to be well, for we were all laughing merrily together. It may come true, you know, Janet.

Yes, assented Janet. Are you preparing much for the voyage?

Not yet. Clothes can be had so quickly now. George talked it over with me when he was down, and we decided to send a list to the outfitters, just before we sailed, so that the things might not come down here, but be packed in London.

And Margery? asked Janet.

I do not know what she means to do, answered Maria, shaking her head. She protests ten times a day that she will not go; but I see she is carefully mending up all her cotton gowns, and one day I heard her say to Meta that she supposed nothing but cotton was bearable out there. What I should do without Margery on the voyage I dont like to think about. George told her to consider of it, and give us her decision when he next came down. And you, Janet? When shall you be back again at Priors Ash?

I do not suppose I shall ever come back to it, was Janets answer. Its reminiscences will not be so pleasing to me that I should seek to renew my acquaintance with it.

Bexley attends you, I hear.

Yes. My aunts old servant has got beyond his work  he has been forty-two years in the family, Maria  and Bexley will replace him.

When Janet rose to leave, she bent over Maria and slipped four sovereigns into her hand. It is for yourself, my dear, she whispered.

Oh, thank you! But indeed I have enough, Janet. George left me five pounds when he was at home, and it is not half gone. You dont know what a little keeps us. I eat next to nothing, and Margery, I think, lives chiefly upon porridge: theres only Meta.

But you ought to eat, child!

I cant eat, said Maria. I have never lost that pain in my throat.

What pain? asked Janet.

I do not know. It came on with the trouble. I feel  I feel always ill within myself, Janet. I seem to be always shivering inwardly; and the pain in the throat is sometimes better, sometimes worse, but it never quite goes away.

Janet looked at her searchingly. She heard the meek, resigned tone, she saw the white, wan face, the attenuate hands, the chest rising with every passing emotion, the mournful look in the sweet eyes; and for the first time a suspicion that another life would shortly have to go, took possession of Miss Godolphin.

What is George at, that he is not here to see after you? she asked in a strangely severe accent.

He cannot bear Priors Ash, Janet, whispered Maria. But for me and Thomas, he never would have come back to it. And I suppose he is busy in London: there must be many arrangements to make.

Janet stooped and gravely kissed her; kissed her twice. Take care of yourself, my dear, and do all you can to keep your mind tranquil and to get up your strength. You shall hear from me before your departure.

Margery stood in the little hall. Miss Bessy Godolphin was in the garden, in full chase after that rebellious damsel, Meta, who had made a second escape through the opened door, passing angry Margery and the outstretched hand that would have made a prisoner of her, with a laugh of defiance. Miss Godolphin stopped to address Margery.

Shall you go to India or not, Margery?

Im just almost torn in two about it, maam, was the answer, delivered confidentially. Without me, that child would never reach the other side alive: shed be clambering up the sides o the ship and get drownded ten times over before they got there. Look at her now! And whod take care of her over there, among those native beasts  those elephants and black people? If I thought shed ever come to be waited on by a black woman with woolly hair, I should be fit to smother her before she went out. I shall see, Miss Janet.

Margery, your mistress appears to want the greatest care.

She has wanted that a long while, was Margerys composed answer.

She ought to have everything strengthening. Wine and other necessaries required by the sick.

I suppose she ought, said Margery. But she wont take them, Miss Janet; she says she cant eat and drink. And for the matter of that, we have nothing of that sort for her to take. There were more good things consumed in the Bank in a day than we should see in a month now.

Wheres your master? repeated Janet in an accent not less sharp than the one she had used for the same question to Maria.

He? cried wrathful Margery, for the subject was sure to put her out uncommonly, in the strong opinion she was pleased to hold touching her masters short-comings. I suppose hes riding about with his choice friend, Madam Pain. Folks talk of their horses being seen abreast pretty often.

There was no opportunity for further colloquy. Bessy came in, carrying the laughing truant; and Margery, with a tart word to the young lady, attended the Miss Godolphins down the garden path to throw open the gate for them. In her poor way, in her solitary self, Margery strove to make up for the state they had been accustomed to, when the ladies called from Ashlydyat.

Maria, lying motionless on the sofa, where on being left alone she had thrown herself in weariness, heard Margerys gratuitous remark about Mrs. Pain, through the unlatched door, and a contraction arose to her brow. In her hand lay the four sovereigns left there by Janet. She looked at them musingly, and then murmured, I can afford to give her half. When Margery returned indoors, she called her in, and sent her for Mrs. Bond.

A little while, and Mrs. Bond, on her meekest and civilest behaviour, stood before Maria, her thin shawl and wretched old gown drawn tightly round her, to protect her from the winters cold. Maria put two sovereigns into her hand.

It is the first instalment of my debt to you, Mrs. Bond. If I live, I will pay it you all, but it will be by degrees. And perhaps that is the best way that you could receive it. I wish I could have given you some before.

Mrs. Bond burst into tears. Not the crocodiles tears that she was somewhat in the habit of favouring the world with when not quite herself, but real, genuine tears of gratitude. She had given up all hope of the ten pounds, did not expect to see a penny of it; and the joy overcame her. Her conscience pricked her a little also, for she remembered sundry hard words she had at one time liberally regaled her neighbours ears with, touching Mrs. George Godolphin. In her grateful repentance she could have knelt at Marias feet: hunger and other ills of poverty had tended to subdue her spirit.

May the good Lord bless and repay you, maam!  and send you a safe journey to the far-off place where I hear you be going!

Yes, I shall go, if I am well enough, replied Maria. It is from thence that I shall send you home some money from time to time if I can do so. Have you been well, lately?

As well as pretty nigh clamming will let me be, maam. Things has gone hard with me: many a day Ive not had as much as a crust to eat. But this ll set me up again, and, maam, Ill never cease to pray for you.

Dont spend it in  in  you know, Mrs. Bond, Maria ventured timidly to advise, in a lowered voice.

Mrs. Bond shook her head and turned up her eyes by way of expressing a very powerful negative. Probably she did not feel altogether comfortable on the subject, for she hastened to quit it.

Have you heard the news about old Jekyl, maam?

No. What news?

Hes dead. He went off at one oclock this aternoon. He fretted continual after his money, folks says, and it wore him to a skeleton. He couldnt abear to be living upon his sons; and Jonathan dont earn enough for himself now, and the old un felt it.

Some one else was feeling it. Fretting continually after his money!  that money which might never have been placed in the Bank but for her! Miss Meta came flying in, went straight up to the visitor, and leaned her pretty arm upon the snuffy black gown.

When shall I come and see the parrot?

The parrot! Lawks bless the child! I havent got the parrot now, I havent had him this many a day. I couldnt let him clam, she continued, turning to Maria. I was clamming myself, maam, and I sold him, cage and all, just as he stood.

Where is he? asked Meta, looking disappointed.

Hes where he went, lucidly explained Mrs. Bond. It were the lady up at tother end o the town, beyond the parsons, what bought him, maam. Leastways her daughter did: sister to her what was once to have married Mr. Godolphin. Its a white house.

Lady Sarah Grames, said Maria. Did she buy the parrot?

Miss did: that cross-looking daughter of hern. She see him as she was going by my door one day, maam, and she stopped and looked at him, and asked me what Id sell him for. Well, on the spur o the moment I said five shilling; for Id not a halfpenny in the place to buy him food, and for days and days he had had only what the neighbours brought him; but it warnt half his worth. And miss was all wild to buy him, but her mother wasnt. She didnt want screeching birds in her house, she said, and they had a desperate quarrel in my kitchen before they went away. Didnt she call her mother names! Shes a vixen that daughter, if ever there were one. But she got her will, for an hour or two after that, a young woman come down for the parrot with the five shilling in her hand. And theres where he is.

I shall have twenty parrots when I go to India, struck in Meta.

What a sight of food theyll eat! ejaculated Mrs. Bond. That there one o mine eats his fill now. I made bold one day to go up and ask after him, and the two young women in the kitchen took me to the room to see him, the ladies being out, and he had his tin stuffed full o seed. He knowed me again, he did, and screeched out to be heerd a mile off. The young women said that what with his screeching and the two ladies quarrelling, the house werent bearable sometimes.

Metas large eyes were open in wondering speculation. Why do they quarrel? she asked.

Cause its their natur, returned Mrs. Bond. The one what had the sweet natur was took, and the two fretful ones was left. Them young women said that miss amost drove my lady mad with her temper, and they expect nothing less but thered be blows some day. A fine disgraceful thing to say of born ladies, aint it, maam?

Maria, in her delicacy of feeling, would not endorse the remark of Dame Bond. But the state of things at Lady Sarah Grames was perfectly well known at Priors Ash. Sarah Anne Grame had become her mothers bane, as Mr. Snow had once said she would be. A very terrible bane; to herself, to her mother, to all about her. And the screeching parrot had only added a little more noise to an already too noisy house.

Mrs. Bond curtsied herself out. She met Margery in the passage, and stopped to whisper.

I say! how ill she do look!

Who looks ill? was the ungracious demand.

Mrs. Bond nodded towards the parlour door. The missis. Her face looks more as if it had death writ in it, than voyage-going.

Perhaps youll walk on your way, Dame Bond, and keep your opinions till theyre asked for, was the tart reply of Margery.

But, in point of fact, the words had darted into the faithful servants heart, piercing it as a poisoned arrow. It seemed so great a confirmation of her own fears.


CHAPTER V. COMMOTION AT ASHLYDYAT.

A few more days went on, and they wrought a further change in Mrs. George Godolphin. She grew weaker and weaker: she grew  it was apparent now to Mr Snow as it was to Margery  nearer and nearer to that vault in the churchyard of All Souls. There could no longer be any indecision or uncertainty as to her taking the voyage; the probabilities were, that before the ship was ready to sail, all sailing in this world for Maria would be over. And rumours, faint, doubtful, very much discredited rumours of this state of things, began to circulate in Priors Ash.

Discredited because people were so unprepared for it. Mrs. George Godolphin had been delicate since the birth of her baby, as was known to every one, but not a soul, relatives, friends, or strangers, had felt a suspicion of danger. On the contrary, it was supposed that she was about to depart on that Indian voyage: and ill-natured spirits tossed their heads and said it was fine to be Mrs. George Godolphin, to be set up again and go out to lead a grand life in India, after ruining half Priors Ash. How she was misjudged! how many more unhappy wives have been, and will be again, misjudged by the world!

One dreary afternoon, as dusk was coming on, Margery, not stopping, or perhaps not caring, to put anything upon herself, but having hastily wrapped up Miss Meta, went quickly down the garden path, leading that excitable and chattering demoiselle by the hand. Curious news had reached the ears of Margery. Their landladys son had come in, describing the town as being in strange commotion, in consequence of something which had happened at Ashlydyat. Rumour set it down as nothing less than murder; and, according to the boys account, all Priors Ash was flocking up to the place to see and to hear.

Margery turned wrathful at the news. Murder at Ashlydyat! The young gentleman was too big to be boxed or shaken for saying it, but he persisted in his story, and Margery in her curiosity went out to see with her own eyes. The people are running past the top of this road in crowds, he said to her.

For some days past, workmen had been employed digging up the Dark Plain by the orders of Lord Averil. As he had told Cecil weeks before, his intention was to completely renew it; to do away entirely with its past character and send its superstition to the winds. The archway was being taken down, the gorse-bushes were being uprooted, the whole surface, in fact, was being dug up. He intended to build an extensive summer-house where the archway had been, and to make the plain a flower-garden, a playground for children when they should be born to Ashlydyat: and it appeared that in digging that afternoon under the archway, the men had come upon a human skeleton, or rather upon the bones of what had once been a skeleton. This was the whole foundation for the rumour and the murder.

As Margery stood, about to turn home again, vexed for having been brought out in the cold for nothing more, and intending to give a few complimentary thanks for it to the young man who had been the means of sending her, she was accosted by Mr. Crosse, who had latterly been laid up in his house with gout. Not the slightest notice had he taken of George Godolphin and his wife since his return home, though he had been often with Thomas.

How dye do, Margery? he said, taking up Meta at the same time to kiss her. Are you going to Ashlydyat with the rest?

Not I, the simpletons! was Margerys free rejoinder. Theres my poor mistress alone in the house.

Is she ill? asked Mr. Crosse.

Ill! returned Margery, not at all pleased at the question. Yes, sir, she is ill. I thought everybody knew that.

When does she start for India?

She dont start at all. Shell be starting soon for a place a little bit nearer. Here! you run on and open the gate, added Margery, whisking Meta from Mr. Crosses hand and sending her down the lane out of hearing. Shell soon be where Mr. Thomas Godolphin is, sir, instead of being marched off in a ship to India, continued the woman, turning to Mr. Crosse confidentially.

He felt greatly shocked. In his own mind, he, as many others, had associated Maria with her husband, in regard to the summers work, in a lofty, scornful sort of way: but it did shock him to hear that she was in fear of death. It is most wonderful how our feelings towards others soften when we find that they and their shortcomings are about to be taken from us to a more merciful Judge.

But what is the matter with her, Margery? Mr. Crosse asked; for it happened that he had not heard the ominous rumours that were beginning to circulate in Priors Ash.

I dont know whats the matter with her, returned Margery. I dont believe old Snow knows, either. I suppose the worry and misfortunes have been too much for her; as they were for somebody else. Mr. Godolphin is in his grave, and now shes going to hers.

Mr. Crosse walked mechanically by the side of Margery down the lane. It was not his road, and perhaps he was unconscious that he took it; he walked by her side, listening.

Hell have to go by himself now  and me to have been getting up all my cotton gowns for the start! Serve him right! for ever thinking of taking out that dear little lamb amid elephants and savages!

Mr. Crosse was perfectly aware that Margery alluded to her master  his own bête noire since the explosion. But he did not choose to descant upon his gracelessness to Margery. Can nothing be done for Mrs. George Godolphin? he asked.

I expect not, sir. Theres nothing the matter with her that can be laid hold of, resentfully spoke Margery; no malady to treat. Snow says he cant do anything, and he brought Dr. Beale in the other day: and it seems he cant do nothing, either.

Meta had reached the gate, flung it open in obedience to orders, and now came running back. Mr. Crosse took her hand and went on with her. Was he purposing to pay a visit to George Godolphins wife? It seemed so.

It was quite dusk when they entered. Maria was lying on the sofa, with a warm woollen wrapper drawn over her. There was no light in the room except that given out by the fire, but its blaze fell directly on her face. Mr. Crosse stood and looked at it, shocked at its ravages; at the tale it told. All kinds of unpleasant pricks were sending their darts through his conscience. He had been holding himself aloof in his assumed superiority, his haughty condemnation, while she had been going to the grave with her breaking heart.

Had she wanted things that money could procure? had she wanted food? Mr. Crosse actually began to ask himself the question, as the wan aspect of the white face grew and grew upon him: and in the moment he quite loathed the thought of his well-stored coffers. He remembered what a good, loving gentlewoman this wife of George Godolphins had always been, this dutiful daughter of All Souls pastor: and for the first time Mr. Crosse began to separate her from her husbands misdoings, to awaken to the conviction that the burden and sorrow laid upon her had been enough to bear, without the world meting out its harsh measure of blame by way of increase.

He sat down quite humbly, saying hush to Meta. Maria had dropped into one of those delirious sleeps: they came on more frequently now, and would visit her at the twilight hour of the evening as well as at night: and the noise of their entrance had failed to arouse her. Margery, however, came bustling in.

Its Mr. Crosse, maam.

Maria, a faint hectic of surprise coming into her cheeks, sat up and let him take her hand. I am glad to have the opportunity of seeing you once again, she said.

Why did you not send and tell me how ill you were? burst forth Mr. Crosse, forgetting how exceedingly ill such a procedure would have accorded with his own line of holding aloof in condemning superiority.

She shook her head. I might, had things been as they used to be. But people do not care to come near me now.

I am going in the ship, Mr. Crosse. I am going to ride upon an elephant and to have parrots.

He laid his hand kindly upon the chattering child: but he turned to Maria, his voice dropping to a whisper. What shall you do with her? Shall you send her out without you?

The question struck upon the one chord of her heart that for the last day or two, since her own hopeless state grew more palpable, had been strung to the utmost tension. What was to become of Meta  of the cherished child whom she must leave behind her? Her face grew moist, her bosom heaved, and she suddenly pressed her hands upon it as if they could still its wild and painful beating. Mr. Crosse, blaming himself for asking it, blaming himself for many other things, took her hands within his, and said he would come and see her in the morning: she seemed so fatigued then.

But, low as the question had been put, Miss Meta heard it; heard it and understood its purport. She entwined her pretty arms within her mammas dress as Mr. Crosse went out, and raised her wondering eyes.

What did he mean? You are coming too, mamma!

She drew the little upturned face close to hers, she laid her white cheek upon the golden hair. The very excess of pain that was rending her aching heart caused her to speak with unnatural stillness. Not that she could speak at first: a minute or two had to be given to mastering her emotion.

I am afraid not, Meta. I think God is going to take me.

The child made no reply. Her earnest eyes were kept wide open with the same wondering stare. What will papa do? she presently asked.

Maria hastily passed her hand across her brow, as if that recalled another phase of the pain. Metas little heart began to swell, and the tears burst forth.

Dont go, mamma! Dont go away from papa and Meta! I shall be afraid of the elephants without you.

She pressed the child closer and closer to her beating heart. Oh the pain, the pain!  the pain of the parting that was so soon to come!

They were interrupted by a noise at the gate. A carriage had bowled down the lane and drawn up at it, almost with the commotion that used to attend the dashing visits to the Bank of Mrs. Charlotte Pain. A more sober equipage this, however, with its mourning appointments, although it bore a coronet on its panels. The footman opened the door, and one lady stepped out of it.

It is Aunt Cecil, called out Meta.

She rubbed the tears from her pretty cheeks, her grief forgotten, child-like, in the new excitement, and flew out to meet Lady Averil. Maria, trying to look her best, rose from the sofa and tottered forward to receive her. Meta was pounced upon by Margery and carried off to have her tumbled hair smoothed; and Lady Averil came in alone.

She threw back her crape veil to kiss Maria. She had come down from Ashlydyat on purpose to tell her the news of the bones being found: there could be little doubt that they were those of the ill-fated Richard de Commins, which had been so fruitlessly searched for: and Lady Averil was full of excitement. Perhaps it was natural that she should be so, being a Godolphin.

It is most strange that they should be found just now, she cried; at the very time that the Dark Plain is being done away with. You know, Maria, the tradition always ran that so long as the bones remained unfound, the Dark Plain would retain the appearance of a graveyard. Is it not a singular coincidence  that they should be discovered just at the moment that the Plain is being dug up? Were Janet here, she would say how startlingly all the old superstition is being worked out.

I think one thing especially strange  that they should not have been found before, observed Maria. Have they not been searched for often?

I believe so, replied Cecil. But they were found under the archway; immediately beneath it: and I fancy they had always been searched for in the Dark Plain. When papa had the gorse-bushes rooted up they were looked for then in all parts of the Dark Plain, but not under the archway.

How came Lord Averil to think of looking under the archway? asked Maria.

He did not think of it. They have been found unexpectedly, without being searched for. The archway is taken down, and the men were digging the foundation for the new summer-house, when they came upon them. The grounds of Ashlydyat have been like a fair all the afternoon with people coming up to see and hear, added Cecil. Lord Averil is going to consult Mr. Hastings about giving them Christian burial.

It does seem strange, murmured Maria. Have you written to tell Janet?

No, I shall write to her to-morrow. I hastened down to you. Bessy came over from the Folly, but Lady Godolphin would not come. She said she had heard enough in her life of the superstition of Ashlydyat. She never liked it, you know, Maria; never believed in it.

Yes, I know, Maria answered. It used to anger her when it was spoken of. As it angered papa.

As George used to pretend that it angered him. I think it was only pretence, though. Poor Thomas, never. If he did not openly accord it belief, he never ridiculed it. How are your preparations getting on Maria?

Maria was crossing the room with feeble steps to stir the fire into a blaze. As the light burst forth, she turned her face to Lady Averil with a sort of apology.

I do not know what Margery is about that she does not bring in the lamp. I am receiving you very badly, Cecil.

Cecil smiled. I think our topic, the Ashlydyat superstition, is better discussed in such light as this, than in the full glare of lamp-light.

But as Lady Averil spoke she was looking earnestly at Maria. The blaze had lighted up her wan face, and Cecil was struck aghast at its aspect. Was it real?  or was it only the effect of the firelight? Lady Averil had not heard of the ominous fears that were ripening, and hoped it was the latter.

Maria! are you looking worse this evening? Or is the light deceiving me?

I dare say I am looking worse. I am worse. I am very ill, Cecil.

You do not look fit to embark on this voyage.

Maria simply shook her head. She was sitting now in an old-fashioned arm-chair, one white hand lying on her black dress, the other supporting her chin, while the firelight played on her wasted features.

Would the little change to Ashlydyat benefit you, Maria? If so, if it would help to give you strength for your voyage, come to us at once. Now dont refuse! It will give us so much pleasure. You do not know how Lord Averil loves and respects you. I think there is no one he respects as he respects you. Let me take you home with me now.

Marias eyelashes were wet as she turned them on her. Thank you, Cecil, for your kindness: and Lord Averil  will you tell him so for me  I am always thanking in my heart. I wish I could go home with you; I wish I could go with any prospect of it doing me good; but that is over. I shall soon be in a narrower home than this.

Lady Averils heart stood still and then bounded on again. No, no! Surely you are mistaken! It cannot be.

I have suspected it long, Cecil! but since the last day or two it has become certainty, and even Mr. Snow acknowledges it. About this time yesterday, he was sitting here in the twilight, and I bade him not conceal the truth from me. I told him that I knew it, and did not shrink from it; and therefore it was the height of folly for him to pretend ignorance to me.

Oh, Maria! And have you no regret at leaving us? I should think it a dreadful thing if I were going to die.

I have been battling with my regrets a long while, said Maria, bending her head and speaking in low, subdued tones. Leaving Meta is the worst. I know not who will take her, who will protect her: she cannot go with George, without  without a mother!

Give her to me, feverishly broke from the lips of Lady Averil. You dont know how dearly I have ever loved that child Maria, she shall never know the want of the good mother she has lost, as far as I can supply your place, if you will let her come to me. It is well that the only child of the Godolphins  and she is the only one  should be reared at Ashlydyat.

Of all the world, Maria could best have wished Lady Averil to have Meta: and perhaps there had been moments when in her troubled imagination she had hoped it would be so. But she could not close her eyes to its improbabilities.

You will be having children of your own, Cecil. And theres Lord Averil to be considered!

Lord Averil is more than indulgent to me. I believe if I wished to adopt half a dozen children, he would only smile and tell me to prepare a nursery for them. I am quite sure he would like to have Meta.

Then  if he will  oh, Cecil, I should die with less regret.

Yes, yes, that is settled. He shall call and tell you so. But  Maria  is your own state so certain? Can nothing be done for you?  nothing be tried?

Nothing, as I believe. Mr. Snow cannot find out what is the matter with me. The trouble has been breaking my heart, Cecil: I know of nothing else. And since I grew alarmed about my own state, there has been the thought of Meta. Many a time have I been tempted to wish that I could have her with me in my coffin.

Aunt Cecil! Aunt Cecil! How many summer-houses are there to be, Aunt Cecil?

You need not ask whose interrupting voice it was. Lady Averil lifted the child to her knee, and asked whether she would come and pay her a long, long visit at Ashlydyat. Meta replied by inquiring into the prospect of swings and dolls houses, and Cecil plunged into promises as munificently as George could have done.

Should George not be with you? she whispered, as she bent over Maria before leaving.

Yes, I am beginning to think he ought to be now. I intend to write to him to-night; but I did not like to disturb him in his preparations. It will be a blow to him.

What! does he not know of it?

Not yet. He thinks I am getting ready to go out. I wish I could have done so!

No, not until the unhappy fact was placed beyond all doubt, would Maria disturb her husband. And she did it gently at last. I have been unwilling to alarm you, George, and I would not do so now, but that I believe it is all too certain. Will you come down and see what you think of me? Even Mr. Snow fears there is no hope for me now. Oh, if I could but have gone with you! have gone with you to be your ever-loving wife still in that new land!

Lord Averil came in while she was addressing the letter. Greatly shocked, greatly grieved at what his wife told him, he rose from his dinner-table and walked down. Her husband excepted, there was no one whom Maria would have been so pleased to see as Lord Averil. He had not come so much to tell her that he heartily concurred in his wifes offer with regard to the child, though he did say it  say that she should be done by entirely as though she were his own, and his honest honourable nature shone out of his eyes as he spoke it  as to see whether nothing could be done for herself, to entreat her to have further advice called in.

Dr. Beale has been here twice, was her answer. He says there is no hope.

Lord Averil held her hand in his, as he had taken it in greeting; his grave eyes of sympathy were bent with deep concern on her face.

Cecil thinks the trouble has been too much for you, he whispered. Is it so?

A streak of hectic came into her cheek. Yes, I suppose it is that. Turn to which side I would, there was no comfort, no hope. Throughout it all, I never had a friend, save you, Lord Averil: and you know, and God knows, what you did for us. I have not recompensed you: I dont see how I could have recompensed you had I lived: but when I am gone, you will be happy in knowing that you took the greatest weight from one who was stricken by the world.

You have been writing to George? he observed, seeing the letter on the table. But it will not go to-night: it is too late.

It can go up by to-morrows day mail, and he will receive it in the evening. Perhaps you will post it for me as you walk home: it will save Margerys going out.

Lord Averil put the letter into his pocket. He stood looking at her as she lay a little back in her easy-chair, his arm resting on the mantelpiece, curious thoughts passing through his mind. Could he do nothing for her?  to avert the fate that was threatening her? He, rich in wealth, happy now in the worlds favour; she, going to the grave in sorrow, it might be in privation  what could he do to help her?

There are moments when we speak out of our true heart, when the conventionality that surrounds the best of us is thrown aside, all deceit, all form forgotten. Lord Averil was a good and true man, but never better, never truer than now, when he took a step forward and bent to Maria.

Let me have the satisfaction of doing something for you; let me try to save you! he implored in low earnest tones. If that may not be, let me help to lighten your remaining hours. How can I best do it?

She held out her hand to him: she looked up at him, the gratitude she could not speak shining from her sweet eyes. Indeed there is nothing now, Lord Averil. I wish I could thank you as you deserve for the past.

He held her hand for some time, but she seemed weak, exhausted, and he said good night. Margery attended him to the outer gate, in spite of his desire that she should not do so, for the night air was cold and seemed to threaten snow.

Your mistress is very ill, Margery, he gravely said. She seems to be in danger.

Im afraid she is, my lord. Up to the last day or two I thought she might take a turn and get over it; but since then she has grown worse with every hour. Some folks can battle out things, and some folks cant; shes one of the last sort, and she has been tried in all ways.

Lord Averil dropped the letter into the post-office, looking mechanically at its superscription, George Godolphin, Esquire. But that he was preoccupied with his own thoughts, he might have seen by the very writing how weak she was, for it was scarcely recognizable as hers. Very, very ill she looked, as if the end were growing ominously near; and Lord Averil did not altogether like the tardy summons which the letter would convey. A night and a day yet before George could receive it. A moments communing with himself, and then he took the path to the telegraph office, and sent off a message:

Viscount Averil to George Godolphin, Esquire.
Your wife is very ill. Come down by first train.

The snow came early. It was nothing like Christmas yet, and here was the ground covered with it. The skies had seemed to threaten it the previous night, but people were not prepared to find everything wearing a white aspect when they rose in the morning.

The Reverend Mr. Hastings was ill. A neglected cold was telling so greatly upon him that his daughter Rose had at length sent for Mr. Snow. Mrs. Hastings was away for a day or two, on a visit to some friends at a distance.

Mr. Hastings sat over the fire, dreamily watching David Jekyl, awaiting the visit of Mr. Snow, and thinking his own thoughts. David was busy in the garden. He had a bit of crape on his old felt hat for his recently-interred father. The crape led the Rectors thoughts to the old man, and thence to the deprivation brought to the old mans years, the loss to the sons, through George Godolphin. How many more, besides poor old Jekyl, had George Godolphin ruined! himself, that reverend divine, amongst the rest!

A good thing when the country shall be rid of him! spoke the Rector in his bitterness. I would give all the comfort left in my life that Maria, for her own sake, had not linked her fate with his! But that cant be remedied now. I hope he will make her happier there, in her new home, than he has made her here!

By which words you will gather that Mr. Hastings had no suspicion of the change in his daughters state. It was so. Lord and Lady Averil were not alone in learning the tidings suddenly; at, as it may be said, the eleventh hour. Maria had not sent word to the Rectory that she was worse. She knew that her mother was absent, that her father was ill, that Rose was occupied; and that the change from bad to worse had come upon herself so imperceptibly, that she saw not its real danger  as was proved by her not writing to her husband. The Rector, as he sits there, has his mind full of Marias voyage, and its discomfort: of her changed life in India: and he is saying to himself that he shall get out in the afternoon and call to see her.

The room faced the side of the house, but as Mr. Hastings sat he could catch a glimpse of the garden gate, and presently saw the well-known gig stop at it, and the surgeon descend.

Well, and whos ill now? cried Mr. Snow, as he let himself in at the hall-door, and thence to the room, where he took a seat in front of the Rector, examined his ailment, and gossiped at the same time, as was his wont; gossiped and grumbled.

Ah, yes; just so: feel worse than you have felt for twenty years. You caught this cold at Thomas Godolphins funeral, and you have not chosen to pay attention to it.

I think I did. I felt it coming on the next day. I could not read the service in my hat, Snow, over him, and you know that rain was falling. Ah! There was a sufferer! But had it not been for the calamity that fell upon him, he might not have gone to the grave quite so soon.

He felt it too keenly, remarked Mr. Snow. And your daughter  theres another sad victim. Ah me! Sometimes I wish I had never been a doctor, when I find all that I can do in the way of treatment comes to nothing.

If she can only get well through the fatigues of the voyage, she may be better in India. Dont you think so? The very change from this place will put new life into her.

Mr. Snow paused in surprise, and the truth flashed into his mind  that Mr. Hastings was as yet in ignorance of Marias danger: flashed with pain. Of course it was his duty to enlighten him, and he would rather have been spared the task. When did you see her last? he inquired.

The day Mrs. Hastings left. I have not been well enough to go out much since. And I dare say Maria has been busy.

I am sorry then to have to tell you that she has not been busy; that she has not been well enough to be busy. She is much worse.

There was a significance in the tone that spoke to the father more effectually than any words could have done. He was silent for a full minute, and then he rose from his chair and walked once up and down the room before he turned to Mr. Snow.

The full truth, Snow? Tell it me.

Well  the truth is, that hope is over. That she will not very long be here. I had no suspicion that you knew it not.

I knew nothing of it. When I and her mother were with her last: it was, I tell you, the day Mrs. Hastings left: Maria was talking of going back to London with her husband the next time he came down to Priors Ash. I thought her looking better that morning; she had quite a colour; was in good spirits. When did you see her?

Now. I went up there before I came down to you. She grows worse and worse every hour. Lord Averil telegraphed for George Godolphin last night.

And I have not been informed of this! burst forth the Rector. My daughter dying  for I infer no less  and I to be left in ignorance of the truth!

Understand one thing, Mr. Hastings  that until this morning we saw no fear of immediate danger. Lord Averil says he suspected it last night; I did not see her yesterday in the after-part of the day. I have known some few cases precisely similar to Mrs. George Godolphins; where danger and death seem to have come on suddenly together.

And what is her disease?

The surgeon threw up his arms. I dont know  unless the trouble has fretted her into her grave. Were I not a doctor, I might say she had died of a broken heart, but the faculty dont recognize such a thing.

Half an hour afterwards, the Reverend Mr. Hastings was bending over his daughters dying bed. A dying bed, it too surely looked; and if Mr. Hastings had indulged a gleam of hope, the first glance at Marias countenance dispelled it. She lay wrapped in a shawl, the lace border of her nightcap shading her delicate face and its smooth brown hair, her eyes larger and softer and sweeter than of yore.

They were alone together. He held her hand in his, he gently laid his other hand on her white and wasted brow. Child! child! why did you not send to me?

I did not know I was so ill, papa, she panted. I seem to have grown so much worse this last night. But I am better than I was an hour ago.

Maria, he gravely said, are you aware that you are in a state of danger?  that death may come to you.

Yes, papa, I know it. I have seen it coming a long while: only I was not quite sure.

And my dear child, are you   Mr. Hastings paused. He paused and bit his lips, gathering firmness to suppress the emotion that was rising. His calling made him familiar with death-bed scenes; but Maria was his own child, and nature will assert her supremacy. A minute or two and he was himself again: not a man living was more given to reticence in the matter of his own feelings than the Rector of All Souls: he could not bear to betray emotion in the sight of his fellow-men.

Are you prepared for death, Maria? Can you look upon it without terror?

I think I am, she murmured. I feel that I am going to God. Oh, papa, forgive, forgive me! she exclaimed, bursting into tears of emotion, as she raised her hands to him in the moments excitement. The trouble has been too much for me; I could not shake it off. All the sorrow that has been brought upon you through us, I think of it always: my heart aches with thinking of it. Oh, papa, forgive me before I die! It was not my fault; indeed, I did not know of it. Papa  and the sobs became painfully hysterical, and Mr. Hastings strove in vain to check them I would have sacrificed my life to bring good to you and my dear mamma: I would have sold myself, to keep this ill from you!

Child, hush! There has been nothing to forgive to you. In the first moment of the smart, if I cast an unkind thought to you, it did not last; it was gone almost as soon as it came. My dear child, you have ever been my loving and dutiful daughter. Maria, shall I tell it you?  I know not why, but I have loved you better than any of my other children.

She had raised herself from the pillow, and was clasping his hand to her bosom, sobbing over it. Few daughters have loved a father as Maria had loved and venerated hers. The Rectors face was preternaturally pale and calm, the effect of his powerfully suppressed emotion.

It has been too much for me, papa. I have thought of your trouble, of the discomforts of your home, of the blighted prospects of my brothers, feeling that it was our work. I thought of it always, more perhaps than of other things: and I could not battle with the pain it brought, and it has killed me. But, papa, I am resigned to go: I know that I shall be better off. Before these troubles came, I had not learned to think of God, and I should have been afraid to die.

It is through tribulation that we must enter the Kingdom, interrupted the calm, earnest voice of the clergyman. It must come to us here in some shape or other, my child; and I do not see that it matters how, or when, or through whom it does come, if it takes us to a better world. You have had your share of it: but God is a just and merciful Judge, and if He has given you a full share of sorrow, He will deal out to you His full recompense.

Yes, she gently said, I am going to God. Will you pray for me, papa?  that He will pardon me and take me for Christs sake. Oh, papa! it seems  it seems when we get near death as if the other world were so very near to this! It seems such a little span of time that I shall have to wait for you all before you come to me. Will you give my dear love to mamma if I should not live to see her, and say how I have loved her: say that I have only gone on first; that I shall be there ready for her. Papa, I dare say God will let me be ever waiting and looking for you.

Mr. Hastings turned to search for a Book of Common Prayer. He saw Marias on her dressing-table  one which he had given her on her marriage, and written her name in  and he opened it at the Visitation of the Sick. He looked searchingly at her face as he returned: surely the signs of death were already gathering there!

The last Sacrament, Maria? he whispered. When shall I come?

This evening, she answered. George will be here then.

The Reverend Mr Hastings bent his eyebrows with a frown, as if he thought  But no matter. At eight oclock, then, he said to Maria, as he laid the book upon the bed and knelt down before it. Maria lay back on her pillow, and clasping her hands upon the shawl which covered her bosom, closed her eyes to listen.

It was strange that even then, as he was in the very act of kneeling, certain words which he had spoken to Maria years ago, should flash vividly into the Rectors mind  words which had referred to the death of Ethel Grame.

The time may come, Maria  we none of us know what is before us  when some of you young ones who are left, may wish you had died as she has. Many a one, battling for very existence with the worlds carking cares, wails out a vain wish that he had been taken from the evil to come.

Had the gift of prevision been on the Rector of All Souls when he spoke those words to Maria Hastings? Poor child! lying there now on her early death-bed; with her broken heart! The worlds carking cares had surely done their work on Maria Godolphin! 


CHAPTER VI. A CROWD OF MEMORIES.

If it were not for mismanagement, how smoothly things might go on! That telegraphic despatch which Lord Averil had deemed it well to send, and which had not been sent any too soon, did not reach George Godolphin for hours and hours, through mismanagement at his lodgings.

It was afternoon when he reached Priors Ash. The first person he saw at the station was Lord Averil. That nobleman, wondering at Georges non-appearance, believing that Maria was getting nearer to death with every hour, had come to the conclusion that by some mischance his message had miscarried; and he had now gone to the station to send another. Lord Averil linked his arm within Georges, and they walked rapidly away through the snow that lay on the path.

Yes, he linked his arm within George Godolphins who had so very nearly been held up to the virtuous British public as a candidate for a free passage to Australia. Somehow, George had slipped through that danger, and was a gentleman still: moreover, he was Lord Averils brother-in-law, and it was the earnest wish of that nobleman that society should forget the little mistake in Georges life as heartily as he did. He explained as he walked along: Maria had got rapidly worse all at once: it was only within a few hours that immediate danger had shown itself.

George could not understand it. He had left his wife, ill certainly, but not, as he believed, seriously so; he had supposed her to be busy in preparations for the voyage: and now to be told that she was dying! If this was so, why had Maria not sent for him before?

Lord Averil explained. No one seemed to have known of the danger.

Snow must have known it, remonstrated George.

I think not. I was talking to him to-day, and he expressed his surprise at the disorder having suddenly increased in this rapid manner.

What is the disorder? asked George. My wife had no disorder  except weakness.

I suppose that is it  weakness.

But weakness does not kill!

Yes, it does, sometimes.

Margery was standing at the door when they reached the gate, possibly looking out for her master, for she knew the hours of the arrival of the trains. The windows of the sitting-room faced that way, and Georges eyes naturally turned to them. But there was no sign of busy life, of every-day occupation: the curtains hung in their undisturbed folds, the blinds were partially down.

I will just ask how your wife is now, and whether Cecil is here, said Lord Averil, following George up the path.

No, Lady Averil and Miss Bessy Godolphin had left about ten minutes before, Margery said. My Lady Godolphin, who had driven up in her carriage and come in for a quarter of an hour, had left; and Miss Rose Hastings, who had been there the best part of the morning, had also left. Mrs. George Godolphin seemed a trifle better; inclined to sleep, tired out, as it were; and she, Margery, didnt wonder at it with such a heap of visitors: she had given them a broad hint herself that her mistress might be all the better for an hours quiet.

Lord Averil departed. George flung his railway wrapper on to a chair and hung his hat up in the little hall: he turned his face, one of severity then, on Margery.

Is your mistress so very ill? Why was I not sent for earlier? Is she so very ill? he continued in an impassioned tone.

Well, sir, I dont know, answered Margery, willing perhaps to soften the truth to him. She is certainly better than she was in the morning. She is sitting up.

George Godolphin was of a hopeful nature. Even those few words seemed to speak to his heart with a certainty. Not there, sir, interposed Margery, as he opened the door of the sitting-room. But it dont matter, she added: you can go in that way.

He walked through the room and opened the door of the bedchamber. Would the scene ever leave his memory? The room was lighted more by the blaze of the fire than by the daylight, for curtains partly covered the windows and the winters dreary afternoon was already merging into twilight. The bed was at the far end of the room, the dressing-table near it. The fire was on his right as he entered, and on a white-covered sofa, drawn before it, sat Maria. She was partly dressed and wrapped in a light cashmere shawl; her cap was untied, and her face, shaded though it was by its smooth brown hair, was all too visible in the reflection cast by the firelight.

Which was the more colourless  that face, or the white cover of the sofa? George Godolphins heart stood still as he looked upon it and then bounded on with a rush. Every shadow of hope had gone from him.

Maria had not heard him, did not see him; he went in gently. By her side on the sofa lay Miss Meta, curled up into a ball and fast asleep, her hands and her golden curls on her mammas knee. With Georges first step forward, Maria turned her sad sweet eyes towards him, and a faint cry of emotion escaped her lips.

Before she could stir or speak, George was with her, his protecting arms thrown round her, her face gathered to his breast. What a contrast it was! she so wan and fragile, so near the grave, he in all his manly strength, his fresh beauty. Miss Meta woke up, recognized her papa with a cry and much commotion, but Margery came in and carried her off, shutting the door behind her.

Her fair young face  too fair and young to die  was laid against her husbands; her feeble hand lay carelessly in his. The shock to George was very great; it almost seemed that he had already lost her; and the scalding tears, so rarely wrung from man, coursed down his cheeks, and fell on her face.

Dont grieve, she whispered, the tears raining from her own eyes.

Oh, George, my husband, it is a bitter thing to part, but we shall meet again in heaven, and be together for ever. It has been so weary here; the troubles have been so great!

He steadied his voice to speak. The troubles have not killed you, have they, Maria?

Yes, I suppose it has been so. I did try and struggle against them, but  I dont know  Oh, George! she broke out in a wailing tone of pain, if I could have but got over them and lived!  if I could only have gone with you to your new home!

George sat down on the sofa where Meta had been, and held her to him in silence. She could hear his heart beating; could feel it bounding against her side.

It will be a better home in heaven, she resumed, laying her poor pale face upon his shoulder. You will come to me there, George; I shall only go on first a little while; all the pains and the cares, the heart-burnings of earth will be forgotten, and we shall be together in happiness for ever and ever.

He dropped his face upon her neck, he sobbed aloud in his anguish. Whatever may have been his gracelessness and his faults, he had loved his wife; and now that he was losing her, that love was greater than it had ever been: some pricks of conscience may have been mingled with it, too! Who knows?

Dont forget me quite when I am gone, George. Think of me sometimes as your poor wife who loved you to the last; who would have stayed with you if God had let her. When first I began to see that it must be, that I should leave you and Meta, my heart nearly broke; but the pain has grown less, and I think God has been reconciling me to it.

What shall I do?  what will the child do without you? broke from his quivering lips.

Perhaps the thought crossed Maria that he had done very well without her in the last few months, for his sojourn with her might be counted by hours instead of by days: but she was too generous to allude to it; and the heart-aching had passed. Cecil and Lord Averil will take Meta, she said. Let her stay with them, George! It would not be well for her to go to India alone with you.

The words surprised him. He did not speak.

Cecil proposed it yesterday. They will be glad to have her. I dare say Lord Averil will speak to you about it later. It was the one great weight left upon my mind, George  our poor child, and what could be done with her: Cecils generous proposal removed it.

Yes, said George hesitatingly. For a little while; perhaps it will be the best thing. Until I shall get settled in India. But she must come to me then; I cannot part with her for good.

For good? No. But, George, you may  it is possible she seemed to stammer and hesitate you may be forming new ties. In that case you would care less for the loss of Meta  

Dont talk so! he passionately interrupted. How can you glance at such things, Maria, in these our last moments?

She was silent for a few minutes, weeping softly. Had this parting come upon me as suddenly as it has upon you, I might have started from the very thought with horror; but, George, I have had nothing else in my own mind for weeks but the parting, and it has made me look at the future as I could not else have looked at it. Do not blame me for saying this. I must allude to it, if I am to speak of Meta. I can understand how full of aversion the thought is to you now: but, George, it may come to pass.

I think not, he said, and his voice and manner had changed to grave deliberation. If I know anything of myself, Maria, I shall never marry again.

It is not impossible.

No, he assented; it is not impossible.

Her heart beat a shade quicker, and she hid her face upon him so that he could not see it. When she spoke again, it was with difficulty he could catch the whispered words.

I know how foolish and wrong it is for a dying wife to extract any promise of this nature from her husband: were I to say to you, Do not marry again, it would be little else than a wicked request; and it would prove how my thoughts and passions must still cling to earth. Bear with me while I speak of this, George, I am not going to be so wicked; but  but  

Agitation stopped her voice. Her bosom heaved, her breath almost left her. He saw that this was mental emotion, not bodily weakness; and he waited until it should pass, stroking the hair from her brow with his gentle hand.

My darling, what is it?

But there is one promise that I do wish to beg of you, she resumed, mastering her emotion sufficiently to speak. If  if you should marry, and your choice falls upon one  upon her  then, in that case, do not seek to have Meta home; let her remain always with Cecil.

A pause, broken by George. Of whom do you speak, Maria?

The same laboured breathing; the same cruel agitation; and they had to be fought with before she could bring out the words.

Of Charlotte Pain.

Charlotte Pain! echoed George, shouting out the name in surprise.

I could not bear it, she shivered. George, George! do not make her the second mother of my child! I could not bear it; it seems to me that I could not even in my grave bear it! Should you marry her, promise me that Meta shall not be removed from Ashlydyat.

Maria, he quietly said, I shall never marry Charlotte Pain.

You dont know. You may think now you will not, but you cannot answer for yourself. George! she has helped to kill me. She must not be Metas second mother.

He raised her face so that he could see it, his dark blue eyes met hers searchingly, and he took her hand in his as he gravely spoke.

She will never be Metas second mother: nay, if it will be more satisfactory, I will say she never shall be. By the heaven that perhaps even I may some day attain to, I say it! Charlotte Pain will never be Metas second mother, or my wife.

She did not answer in words. She only nestled a little nearer to him in gratitude; half in repentance perhaps for having doubted him. George resumed, in the same grave tone:

And now, Maria, tell me what you mean by saying that Charlotte Pain has helped to kill you.

A vivid flush came over her wan face, and she contrived to turn it from him again, so that her eyes were hidden. But she did not speak quite at first.

It all came upon me together, George, she murmured at length, her tone one of loving-tenderness, in token that she was not angry now; that the past, whatever may have been its sins against her, any or none, was forgiven. At that cruel time when the blow fell, when I had nowhere to turn to for comfort, then I also learnt what Priors Ash had been saying, about  about Charlotte Pain. George, it seemed to wither my very heart; to take the life out of it. I had so loved you; I had so trusted you: and to find  to find  that you loved her, not me  

Hush! thundered George, in his emotion. I never loved any one but you, Maria. I swear it!

Well  well. It seems that I do not understand. I  I could not get over it, she continued, passing her hand across her brow where the old aching pain had come momentarily again, and I fear it has helped to kill me. It was so cruel, to have suffered me to know her all the while.

George Godolphin compressed his lips. He never spoke.

But, George, it is over; it is buried in the past; and I did not intend to mention it. I should not have mentioned it but for speaking of Meta. Oh, let it go, let it pass, it need not disturb our last hour together.

It appears to have disturbed you a great deal more than it need have done, he said, a shade of anger in his tone.

Yes, looking back, I see it did. When we come to the closing scenes of life, as I have come, this world closing to our view, the next opening, then we see how foolish in many things we have been; how worse than vain our poor earthly passions. So to have fretted ourselves over this little space of existence with its passing follies, its temporary interests, when we might have been living and looking for that great one that shall last for ever! To gaze back on my life it seems but a span; a passing hour compared with the eternity that I am entering upon. Oh, George, we have all need of Gods loving forgiveness! I, as well as you. I did not mean to reproach you: but I could not bear  had you made her your second wife  that she should have had the training of Meta.

Did George Godolphin doubt whether the fear was wholly erased from her heart? Perhaps so: or he might not have spoken to her as he was about to speak.

Let me set your mind further at rest, Maria. Had I ever so great an inclination to marry Mrs. Pain, it is impossible that I could do so. Mrs. Pain has a husband already.

Maria raised her face, a flashing light, as of joy, illuminating it. George saw it: and a sad, dreamy look of self-condemnation settled on his own. Had it so stabbed her? Has she married again?  since she left Priors Ash?

She has never been a widow, Maria, he answered. Rodolf Pain, her husband, did not die.

He did not die?

As it appears. He is now back again in England.

And did you know of this?

Only since his return. I supposed her to be a widow, as every one else supposed it. One night last summer, in quitting Ashlydyat, I came upon them both in the grounds, Mr. and Mrs. Pain; and I then learned to my great surprise that he, whom his wife had passed off as dead, had in point of fact been hiding abroad. There is some unpleasant mystery attached to it, the details of which I have not concerned myself to inquire into: he fell into trouble, I expect, and feared his own country was too hot for him. However it may have been, he is home again, and with her. I suppose the danger is removed, for I met them together in Piccadilly last week walking openly, and they told me they were looking out for a house.

She breathed a sobbing sigh of relief, as one hears sometimes from a little child.

But were Mrs. Pain the widow she assumed to be, she would never have been made my wife. Child! he added, in momentary irritation, dont you understand things better? She my wife!  the second mother, the trainer of Meta! What could you be thinking of? Men do not marry women such as Charlotte Pain.

Then you do not care for her so very much?

I care for her so much, Maria, that were I never to see her or hear of her again it would not give me one moments thought, he impulsively cried. I would give a great deal now not to have kept up our acquaintance with the woman  if that had saved you one single iota of pain.

When these earthly scenes are closing  when the grave is about to set its seal on one to whom we could have saved pain, and did not,  when heavens solemn approach is to be seen, and heavens purity has become all too clear to our own sight, what would we give to change inflicted wrongs  to blot out the hideous past! George Godolphin sat by the side of his dying wife, his best-beloved in life as she would be in death, and bit his lips in his crowd of memories, his unavailing repentance. Ah, my friends! these moments of reprisal, prolonged as they may seem, must come to us in the end. It is convenient no doubt to ignore them in our hot-blooded carelessness, but the time will come when they must find us out.

He, George Godolphin, had leisure to hug them to himself, and make the best and the worst of them. Maria, exhausted with excitement, as much as by her own weakness, closed her eyes as she lay upon his breast and dropped into a sleep, and he sat watching her face, holding her to him, not daring to move, lest he should disturb her, not daring even to lift a finger and wipe off his own bitter and unavailing tears.

Yes, there could be no doubt of the fact  that the troubles of one kind and another had been too much for her; that she was dying of them; and he felt the truth to his hearts core. He felt that she, that delicate, refined, sensitive woman had been the very last who should have been treated rudely. You may remember it was observed at the beginning of her history that she was one unfitted to battle with the worlds sharp storms  it had now proved so. Charlotte Pain would have braved them, whatever their nature, have weathered them jauntily on a prancing saddle-horse; Maria had shrunk down, crushed by their weight. Il y a  let me once more repeat it  il y a des femmes et des femmes.

There came one with hurried steps up the path; with hurried steps and a distressed, anxious countenance. Passing Margery in the passage, she bore on as if no power on earth should stop her, and entered the sick-chamber.

It was Grace: Mrs. Akeman. This sudden change in the illness of Maria had certainly come at an inopportune moment: Mrs. Hastings was at a distance, Grace had gone for the day with her husband some miles into the country. A messenger was sent to her, and it brought her home.

It brought her home with a self-condemning conscience. Maria dying!  when Grace had only thought of her as flaunting off to India; when she had that very day remarked to her husband, as they drove along the snowy road in his four-wheeled chaise, crammed with architectural plans, that some people had all the luck of it in this world, and that Mr. and Mrs. George Godolphin, she supposed, would soon be swaying it in the Bengal presidency, as they had swayed it in Priors Ash. Maria dying! dying of the trouble, the sorrow, the disgrace, the humiliation, the neglect! dying of a broken heart! It came flashing into Grace Akemans mind that she might have taken a different view of her conduct: have believed in the wrongs of wives, who are bound to their husbands for worse as well as for better; it came into her mind that she might have accorded her a little sisterly sympathy instead of reproach.

She came in now, brimming over with repentance: she came in with a sort of belief that things could not have gone so very far; that there must be some remedy still, some hope; and that if she, Grace, exerted her energies to rouse Maria, health and life would come again. Maria had awakened out of her temporary slumber then, and George was standing with his arm on the mantel-piece. A half-frown crossed his brow when he saw Grace enter. He had never liked her; he was conscious that she had not been kind to Maria, and he deemed her severe manner and sharp voice scarcely suited to that dying chamber. But she was his wifes sister, and he advanced to welcome her.

Grace did not see his welcome; would not see it. Perhaps in truth she was wholly absorbed by the sight which met her view in Maria. Remedy still?  hope yet? Ah no! death was there, was upon her, and Grace burst into tears. Maria held out her hand, a smile lighting up her wan countenance.

I thought you were not coming to see me, Grace.

I was out; I went to Hamlets Wood this morning with Mr. Akeman, sobbed Grace. Whatever is the reason that you have suddenly grown so ill as this?

I have been growing ill a long time, was Marias answer.

But there must be hope! said Grace in her quick way. Mr. George Godolphin  turning to him and dashing away the tears on her cheeks, as if she would not betray them to him surely there must be hope! What do the medical men say?

There is no hope, Grace, interposed Maria in her feeble voice. The medical men know there is not. Dr. Beale came with Mr. Snow at midday; but their coming at all is a mere form now.

Grace untied her bonnet and sat down. I thought, said she, you were getting well.

Maria made a slight motion of dissent. I have not thought it myself; not really thought it. I hoped it might be so, and the hope prevented my speaking: but there was always an undercurrent of conviction to the contrary in my heart.

George looked at her, half-reproachfully. She understood the look, and answered it.

I wish now I had told you, George: but I was not sure. And if I had spoken you would only have laughed at me then in disbelief.

You speak very calmly, Maria, said Grace with passionate earnestness. Have you no regret at leaving us?

A faint hectic shone suddenly in Marias cheek. Regret! she repeated with emotion; my days have been one long regret; one long, wearying pain. Dont you see it is the pain that has killed me, Grace?

Graces temper was sharp: her sense of right and wrong cynically keen: the Rector had had the same sharp temper in his youth, but he had learned to control it; Grace had not. She turned her flashing eyes, her flaming cheeks, on George Godolphin.

Do you hear?  the pain has killed her. Who brought that pain upon her? Mr. George Godolphin, I wish you joy of your conscience! I almost seemed to foresee it  I almost seemed to foresee this, she passionately cried, ere ever my sister married you.

Dont, Grace! wailed Maria, a faint cry of fear escaping her; a sudden terror taking possession of her raised face. George, George! She held out her hands yearningly to him, as if she would shield him, or as if she wanted him to shield her from the sharp words. George crossed over to her with his protecting presence, and bent to catch her whisper, praying him for peace.

You forget your sisters state when you thus speak, Mrs. Akeman, he gravely said. Say anything you please to me later; you shall have the opportunity if you desire it; but in my wifes presence there must be peace.

Grace flung off the shawl which she had worn, and stood beating the toe of her foot upon the fender, her throat swelling with the effort to subdue her emotion. What with her anger in the past, her grief in the present, she had well-nigh burst into sobs.

I think I could drink some tea, said Maria. Could we not have it together; here; for the last time? You will make it, Grace?

Poor, weak, timid heart! Perhaps she only so spoke as an incentive to keep that peace for which she tremblingly yearned; which was essential to her, as to all, in her dying hour. George rang the bell and Margery came in.

It was done as she seemed to wish. The small round table was drawn to the fire, and Grace sat at it, making the tea. Maria turned her face and asked for Meta: Margery answered that she was coming in by-and-by. Very little was said. George drew a chair near Maria and leaned upon the arm of the sofa. The tea, so far as she went, was a mockery: George put a teaspoonful into her mouth, but she with difficulty swallowed it, and shook her head when he would have given her more. It did not seem to be much else than a mockery for the others: Graces tears dropped into hers, and George suffered his to grow cold and then swallowed it at a draught, as if it was a relief to get rid of it. Margery was called again to take the things away, and Maria, who was leaning back on the sofa with closed eyes, asked again for Meta to come in.

Then Margery had to confess that Miss Meta was not at home to come in. She had gone out visiting. The facts of the case were these. Lord Averil, after quitting the house, had returned to it to say a word to George which he had forgotten: but finding George had gone into his wifes room, he would not have him disturbed. It was just at the moment that Margery had carried out Meta, and the young lady was rather restive at the proceedings, crying loudly. His lordship proposed to carry her off to Ashlydyat. Margery seized upon the offer. She took down a woollen shawl and the childs garden-hat that were hanging on the pegs, and enveloped her in them without ceremony. Theyll do as well as getting out her best things, my lord, if you wont mind them: and it will be almost dusk by the time you get to Ashlydyat.

It was quite the same to Lord Averil, whether the young lady was bundled up as she was now, or decked out in a lace frock and crinoline. He led her down the path, talking pleasantly; but Metas breath was caught up incessantly with sobbing sighs. Her heart was full, imperfect as her idea of the calamity overshadowing her necessarily was.

Thus it happened that Miss Meta was not at hand when Maria asked for her. Whether it was from this, or from causes wholly unconnected with it, in a short time Maria grew restless: restless, as it seemed, both in body and mind, and it was deemed advisable that she should not sit up longer.

Go for Meta while they get me into bed, George, she said to him. I want her to be near me.

He went out at once. But he did not immediately turn to Ashlydyat: with hasty steps he took the road to Mr. Snows. There had been a yearning on George Godolphins mind, ever since he first saw his wife in the afternoon, to put the anxious question to one or both of the medical men: Can nothing be done to prolong her life, even for the shortest space of time?

Mr. Snow was out: the surgery boy did not know where: Paying visits, he supposed, and George turned his steps to Dr. Beales, who lived now in Priors Ash, though he used not to live in it. Dr. Beales house was ablaze with light, and Dr. Beale was at home, the servant said, but he had a dinner-party.

How the words seemed to grate on his ear! A dinner-party!  gaiety, lights, noise, mirth, eating and drinking, when his wife was dying! But the next moment reflection came to him: the approaching death of a patient is not wont to cast its influence on a physicians private life.

He demanded to see Dr. Beale in spite of the dinner-party. George Godolphin forgot recent occurrences, exacting still the deference paid to him all his life, when Priors Ash had bowed down to the Godolphins. He was shown into a room, and Dr. Beale came out to him.

But the doctor, though he would willingly have smoothed matters to him, could not give him hope. George asked for the truth, and he had it  that his wifes life now might be counted by hours. He went out and proceeded towards Ashlydyat, taking the near way down Crosse Street, by the Bank  the Bank that once was: it would lead him through the dull Ash-tree Walk with its ghostly story; but what cared George Godolphin?

Did a remembrance of the past come over him as he glanced up at the Banks well-known windows?  a remembrance that pricked him with its sharp sting? He need never have left that house; but for his own recklessness, folly, wickedness  call it what you will  he might have been in it still, one of the honoured Godolphins, heir to Ashlydyat, his wife well and happy by his side. Now!  he went striding on with wide steps, and he took off his hat and raised his burning brow to the keen night air. You may leave the house behind you, George Godolphin, and so put it out of your sight, but you cannot blot out your memory.

Grace had remained with Maria. She was in bed now, but the restlessness seemed to continue. I want Meta; bring Meta.

Dear Maria, your husband has but just gone for her, breathed Grace. She will soon be here.

It seemed to satisfy her. She lay still, looking upwards, her breath, or Mrs. Akeman fancied it, growing shorter. Grace, hot tears blinding her eyes, bent forward to kiss her wasted cheek.

Maria, I was very harsh to you, she whispered. I feel it now. I can only pray God to forgive me. I loved you always, and when that dreadful trouble came, I felt angry for your sake. I said unkind things to you and of you, but in the depth of my heart there lay the pain and the anger because you suffered. Will you forgive me?

She raised her feeble hand and laid it lovingly on the cheek of Grace. There is nothing to forgive, Grace, she murmured. What are our poor little offences one against the other? Think how much Heaven has to forgive us all. Oh, Grace, I am going to it! I am going away from care.

Grace stood up to dash away her tears; but they came faster and faster. I would ask you to let me atone to you, Maria, she sobbed I would ask you to let me welcome Meta to our home. We are not rich, but we have enough for comfort, and I will try to bring her up a good woman; I will love her as my own child.

She goes to Cecil. There was no attempt at thanks in words  Maria was growing beyond it; nothing but the fresh touch of the hands loving pressure. And that relaxed with the next moment and fell upon the bed.

Grace felt somewhat alarmed. She cleared the mist from her eyes and bent them steadily on Marias face. It seemed to have changed. Do you feel worse? she softly asked.

Maria opened her lips, but no sound came from them. She attempted to point with her finger to the door; she then threw her eyes in the same direction; but why or what she wanted it was impossible to tell. Grace, her heart beating wildly, flew across the little hall to the kitchen.

Oh, Margery, I think she is sinking! Come you and see.

Margery hastened in. Her mistress evidently was sinking, and was conscious of it. The eager, anxious look upon her face and her raised hand proved that she was wanting something.

Is it my master?  Is it the child? cried Margery, bending over her. They wont be long, maam.

It was Margerys habit to soothe the dying, even if she had to do it at some little expense of veracity. She knew that her master could not go to Ashlydyat and be home just yet: she did not know of his visits to the houses of the doctors: but if she had known it she would equally have said, They wont be long.

But the eager look continued on Marias face, and it became evident to experienced Margery that her master and Meta were not the anxious point. Marias lips moved, and Margery bent her ear.

Papa! Is it time?

Its the Sacrament shes thinking of, whispered Margery to Mrs. Akeman: or else that she wants to take leave of him. The Rector was to come at eight oclock; he told me so when he called in again this afternoon. What is to be done, maam?

And it is only half-past six! We must send to him at once.

Margery seemed in some uncertainty. Shall you be afraid to stay here alone, maam, if I go?

Why! where is Jean?

Jean, one of the old servants of Ashlydyat, discharged with the rest when the bankruptcy had come, but now in service there again under Lord and Lady Averil, had been with Margery all day. She had now been sent out by the latter for certain errands wanted in the town.

A tremor came over Mrs. Akeman at Margerys question, as to whether she would be afraid to stay there alone. To one not accustomed to it, it does require peculiar courage to remain with the dying. But Grace could call up a brave spirit at will, and she no longer hesitated, when she saw the continued eager look on her sisters face.

Make haste, Margery. I shall not mind. Mrs. James is in the house, and I can call her if I see a necessity for doing so. Margery!  following her outside the door to whisper it do you see that strange look in her face? Is it death?

She was trembling all over, as she spoke, in nervous trepidation. It was to be a memorable night, that, what with one emotion and another, in the memory of Grace Akeman. Margerys answer was characteristic. It does look like it, maam; but I have seen them like this, and then rally again. Anyhow, it cant be far off. Mrs. Akeman, it seems to me that all the good ones are leaving the world. First Mr. Godolphin, and now her!

Margery had scarcely been gone five minutes when Lord Averil came back with Meta. They had not met George. It was not likely that they had, seeing that he was going to Ashlydyat by a different route. In point of fact, at that moment George was about turning into Crosse Street, passing his old house with those enlivening reminiscences of his. Grace explained why she was alone, and Lord Averil took off his hat and great-coat to remain.

Maria asked for him. He went up to the bed and she smiled at him and moved her hand. Lord Averil took it between his, the tears gathering in his earnest eyes as he saw the change in her.

She has been as happy as possible with us all the evening, he gently said, alluding to the child. We will do all we can for her always.

Tell Cecil  to bring  her up  for God.

She must have revived a little or she could not have spoken the words. By-and-by, Margery was heard to enter, panting with the speed she had made, and Mr. Hastings was not far behind.

As the clergyman approached the gate, he saw a man leaning over it, in the light cast by the white snow of the winters night. It was David Jekyl.

I thought Id ask how the young missis was, sir, as I went home, but it might be disturbing of em to go right up to the door, he said, drawing back to make way for the Rector. It were said in the town, as I come along, that she was worse.

Yes, David, she is worse; as ill as she can be. I have just had a message.

David twirled his grey felt hat awkwardly round on his hand, stroking its napless surface with his other arm. He did not raise his eyes as he spoke to the Rector.

Might be, youd just say a word to her about that money, sir, asking of her not to let it worry her mind. It is said as them things have worried her more nor need be. If you could say a word for us, sir, that we dont think of it any more, it might comfort her like.

The trouble for her has passed, David: to say this to her might bring her thoughts back to it. Heaven is opening to her, earth is closing. Thank you for your thoughtfulness.

The Reverend Mr. Hastings continued his way slowly up the path, whence the snow had been swept away. Illness was upon him, and he could not walk quickly. It was a dull night, and yet there was that peculiar light in the atmosphere, often seen when the earth is covered with snow. The door was held open, awaiting him; and the minister uncovered his head, and stepped in with his solemn greeting:

Peace be to this house and to all that dwell in it!

There could be no waiting for George Godolphin: the spirit might be on its wing. They gathered in the room, Grace, Margery, and Viscount Averil: and, the stillness broken only by the hushed sobs of Grace, Mr. Hastings administered the last rite of our religion to his dying child. 


CHAPTER VII. AT REST.

Breathe softly, tread gently, for it is the chamber of the dying! The spirit is indeed on its wing, hovering on the very isthmus which separates time from eternity.

A small shaded lamp throws its subdued light upon the room, blending with the ruddier hue cast by the fire. The white, wan face of Maria Godolphin lies quietly on the not whiter pillow; her breath comes in short gasps, and may be heard at a distance; otherwise she is calm and still; the sweet soft eyes are open yet, and the world and its interests, so far as cognizance goes, has not closed. Meta, in her black frock, dressed as she had been in the day, is lying on the bed by her mothers side: one weak arm is thrown round the child, as if she could not part with her greatest earthly treasure; and George is sitting in a chair on the other side the bed, his elbow on the pillow, his face turned to catch every shade that may appear on that fading one, so soon to be lost to him for ever.

The silence was interrupted by the striking of the house-clock: twelve: and its strokes came through the doors of the room with preternatural loudness in the hushed stillness of midnight. Margery glided in. Margery and Jean were keeping watch over the fire in the next room, the sitting-room, ready for any services required of them: and they knew that services for the dead as well as for the living might be wanted that night.

The doctors had paid a last visit, superfluous as they knew it to be. Dr. Beale had come with the departure of his dinner guests; Mr. Snow earlier in the evening: she was dying, they said, calmly and peacefully: and those friends who had wished to take their farewell had taken it ere they left the house, leaving her, as she wished, alone with her husband.

Margery came in with a noiseless step. If Margery had come in once upon the same errand which brought her now, she had come in ten times. Maria turned her eyes towards her.

She would be a sight better in bed. It has gone midnight. It cant do any good, her lying there.

Meta partly stirred her golden curls as she moved nearer to her mother, and Marias feeble hand tightened its clasp on the little one. George nodded; and Margery went back rather in dudgeon, and gave the fire in the next room a fierce poke.

Its not well to let her see a mortal die. Just you hold your tongue, Jean, about mother and child! Dont I know its parting them as well as you?  but the parting must come, and before another hour is over; and I say it would be better to bring her away now. Master has no more sense than a calf, or hed send her. Not he! He just gave me one of his looks, as much as to say, You be off again; she isnt coming.

How does she seem now? asked Jean, a tall woman, with a thin, straight figure, and an old-fashioned, large white cap.

I saw no change. There wont be any till the minute comes.

On the table was a tray of cups and saucers. Margery went up to them and drew two from the rest. We may as well have a drop o tea now, she said, taking up a small black tea-pot that was standing on the hob  for the grate was old-fashioned. Shall I cut you a bit of bread and butter, Jean?

No, thank you. I couldnt eat it.

They sat on either side the table, the tea-cups between them. Margery put the tea-pot back on the hob. Jean stirred her tea noiselessly.

I have known those, as far gone as she, rally for hours, Jean remarked, in a half-whisper.

Margery shook her head. She wont rally. It will be only the working out of my dream. I dreamt last night  

Dont get talking of dreams now, Margery, interrupted Jean, with a shiver. I never like to bring dreams up when the dead are about.

Margery cast a resentful glance at her. Jean, woman, if you have laughed at my dreams once you have laughed at them a hundred times when we lived together at Ashlydyat, ridiculing and saying you never could believe in such things. You know you have.

No more I dont believe in em, said Jane, taking little sips of her hot tea. But its not a pleasant subject for to-night. The child is to come to the old home, they say, to be brought up by my lady.

Margery grunted.

Shall we have you at Ashlydyat again, Margery?

Now dont you bother your head about me, Jean, woman. Is it a time to cast ones thoughts about and lay out plans? Let the future take care of itself.

Jean remained silent after this rebuff and attended to her tea, which she could not get sufficiently cool to drink comfortably. She had been an inferior servant to Margery at Ashlydyat, in a measure under her control; and she still deferred to her in manner. Presently she began again.

Its a curious complaint that your mistress has died of, Margery. Leastways it has a curious name. I made bold to ask Dr. Beale to-night what it was, when I went to open the gate for him, and he called it  what was it?  atrophy. Atrophy: that was it. They could not at all class the disease of which Mrs. George Godolphin had died, he said, and were content to call it atrophy for want of a better name. I took leave to say that I didnt understand the word, and he explained that it meant a gradual wasting away of the system without apparent cause.

Margery did not reply for the moment: she was swelling with displeasure.

Margery, what is atrophy, for I dont understand it a bit?

Its rubbish, flashed Margery as applied to my poor dear mistress. She has died of the trouble  that she couldnt speak of  that has eaten into her heart and cankered there  and broke it at the last. Atrophy! but those doctors must put a name to everything. Jean, woman, I have been with her all through it, and I tell you that its the trouble that has killed her. She has had it on all sides, has felt it in more ways than the world gives her credit for. She never opened her lips to me about a thing  and perhaps it had been better if she had  but I have my eyes in my head, and I could see what it was doing for her. As I lay down in my clothes on this very sofa last night, for it wasnt up to my bed I went, with her so ill, I couldnt help thinking to myself, that if she could but have broken the ice and talked of her sorrows they might have worn off in time. It is burying the grief within peoples own breasts that kills them.

Jean was silent. Margery began turning the grounds in her empty tea-cup round and round, staring dreamily at the forms they assumed.

Hark! cried Jean.

A sound was heard in the next room. Margery started from her chair and softly opened the door. But it was only her master, who had gone round the bed and was leaning over Meta. Margery closed the door again.

George had come to the conclusion that the child would be best in bed. Meta was lying perfectly still, looking earnestly at her mammas face, so soon, so soon to be lost to her. He drew the hair from her brow as he spoke.

You will be very tired, Meta. I think you must go to bed.

For answer Meta broke into a passionate storm of sobs. They roused Maria from her passive silence.

Meta  darling, came forth the isolated words in the difficulty of her laboured breath I am going away, but you will come to me. You will be sure to come to me, for God has promised. I seem to have had the promise given to me, to hold it, now, and I shall carry it away with me. I am going to heaven. When the blind was drawn up yesterday morning and I saw the snow, it made me shiver, but I said there will be no snow in heaven. Meta, there will be only spring there; no sultry heat of summer, no keen winters cold. Oh, my child! try to come to me, try always! I shall keep a place for you.

The minutes went on: the spirit fleeting, George watching with his aching heart. Soon she spoke again.

Has it struck twelve?

Ten minutes ago.

Then it is my birthday. I am twenty-eight to-day. It is young to die!

Young to die! Yes, it was young to die: but there are some who can count time by sorrow, not by years.

Dont grieve, George. It will pass so very soon, and you will come to me. Clad in our white robes, we shall rise at the Last Day to eternal life, and be together for ever and for ever.

The tears were dropping from his eyes. The grief of the present, the anguish of the parting, the remorse for the irrevocable past, in which he might have cherished her more tenderly had he foreseen this, and did not, were all too present to him. He laid his face on hers with a bitter cry.

Forgive me before you go! Oh, my darling, forgive me all!

There was no answering response, nothing but the feeble pressure of her hand as it held him there, and he started up to look at her. Ah no: there could never more be any response from those fading lips, never more, never more.

Had the hour come? George Godolphins heart beat quicker, and he wildly kissed her with passionate kisses  as if that would keep within her the life that was ebbing. The loving eyes gazed at him still  it was he who had the last lingering look, not Meta.

But she was not to die just then: life was longer in finally departing. George  greedily watching her every breath, praying (who knows?) wild and unavailing prayers to Heaven that even yet a miracle might be wrought and she spared to him  supported her head on his arm. And the minutes went on and on.

Meta was very still. Her sobs had first subsided into a sudden catching of the breath now and then, but that was no longer heard. Maria moved uneasily, or strove to move, and looked up at George in distress; dying though she was, almost past feeling, the weight of the childs head had grown heavy on her side. He understood and went round to move Meta.

She had fallen asleep. Weary with the hour, the excitement, the still watching, the sobs, sleep had stolen unconsciously upon her: her wet eyelashes were closed, her breathing was regular, her hot cheeks were crimson. Shall I take her to Margery? he whispered.

Maria seemed to look approval, but her eyes followed the child as George raised her in his arms. It was impossible to mistake their yearning wish.

He carried the child round, he gently held her sleeping face to that of his wife, and the dying mother pressed her last feeble kiss upon the unanswering and unconscious lips. Then he took her and gave her to Margery.

The tears were in Marias eyes when he returned to her, and he bent his face to catch the words that were evidently striving to be spoken.

Love her always, George.

Oh, my darling, there is no need to tell it me!

The answer seemed to have burst from him in anguish. There is no doubt that those few last hours had been of the bitterest anguish to George Godolphin: he had never gone through such before  he never would go through such again. It is well, it is well that these moments can come but once in a lifetime.

He hung over her, suppressing his emotion as he best could for her sake; he wiped the death-dews from her brow, fast gathering there. Her eyes never moved from him, her fingers to the last sought to entwine themselves with his. But soon the loving expression of those eyes faded into unconsciousness: they were open still, looking, as it may be, afar off: the recognition of him, her husband, the recollection of earthly things had passed away.

Suddenly there was a movement of the lips, a renewal in a faint degree of strength and energy; and George strove to catch the words. Her voice was dreamy; her eyes looked dreamily at him whom she would never more recognize until they should both have put on immortality.

And the city has no need of the sun, neither of the moon, to shine in it: for the glory of God lightens it, and the Lamb is the light  

Even as she was speaking, the last words of her voice dropped, and was still. There was no sigh, there was no struggle; had Meta been looking on, the childs pulses would not have been stirred. Very, very gently had the spirit taken its flight.

George Godolphin let his head fall upon the pillow beside her. In his overwhelming grief for her? or in repentant prayer for himself? He alone knew. Let us leave it with him!

Once more, once more  I cannot help it, if you blame me for relating these things  the death-knell of All Souls boomed out over Priors Ash. People were rising in the morning when it struck upon their ear, and they held their breath to listen: three times two, and then the quick sharp strokes rang for the recently departed. Then it was for her who was known the previous night to be at the point of death! and they went out of their houses in the bleak winters morning, and said to each other, as they took down their shutters, that poor Mrs. George Godolphin had really gone at last.

Poor Mrs. George Godolphin! Ay, they could speak of her considerately, kindly, regretfully now, but did they remember how they had once spoken of her? She had gone to the grave with her pain and sorrow  she had gone with the remembrance of their severe judgment, their harsh words, which had eaten into her too-sensitive heart; she had gone away from them, to be judged by One who would be more merciful than they had been.

Oh, if we could but be less harsh in judging our fellow-pilgrims! I have told you no idle tale, no false story conjured up by a plausible imagination. Priors Ash lamented her in a startled sort of manner: their consciences pricked them sorely; and they would have given something to recall her back to life, now it was too late.

They stared at each other, shutters in hand, stunned as it were, with blank faces and repentant hearts. Somehow they had never believed she would really die, even the day before, when it had been talked of as all too probable, they had not fully believed it: she was young and beautiful, and it is not common for such to go. They recalled her in the several stages of her life: their Rectors daughter, the pretty child who had been born and reared among them, the graceful girl who had given her love to George Godolphin, the most attractive man in Priors Ash; the faithful, modest wife, against whose fair fame never a breath of scandal had dared to come. It was all over now: she and her broken heart, her wrongs and her sorrows had been taken from their tender mercies to a land where neither wrongs nor sorrows can penetrate  where the hearts broken here by unkindness are made whole.

When Meta woke in the morning it was considerably beyond her usual hour, the result probably of her late vigil. Jean was in the room, not Margery. A moments surprised stare, and then recollection flashed over her. She darted out of bed, her flushed cheeks and her bright eyes raised to Jean.

I want mamma.

Yes, dear, said Jean evasively. Ill dress you, and then you shall go down.

Wheres Margery?

She has just stepped out on an errand.

Is mamma in her room? Is she in her bed?

Well go and see presently, dear, repeated Jean with the same evasion.

The worst way that any one can take is to attempt to deceive a thoughtful, sensitive child, whose fears may be already awakened: it is certain to defeat its own ends. Meta knew as well as Jean did that she was being purposely deceived, that there was something to tell which was not being told. She had no very defined idea of death, but a dread came over Meta that her mamma was in some manner gone out of the house, that she should never see her again: she backed from Jeans hand, dashed the door open, and flew down the stairs. Jean flew after her, crying and calling.

The noise surprised George Godolphin. He was in the parlour at the breakfast-table; sitting at the meal but not touching it. The consternation of Priors Ash was great, but that was as nothing in comparison with his. George Godolphin was as a man bewildered. He could not realize the fact. Only four and twenty hours since he had received intimation of the danger, and now she was  there. He could not realize it. Though all yesterday afternoon, since his arrival, he had known there was no hope  though he had seen her die  though he had passed the hours since, lamenting her as much as he could do so in his first stunned state, yet he could not realize it. He was not casting much blame to himself: he was thinking how circumstances had worked against him and against Maria. His mind was yet in a chaos, and it was from this confused state that the noise outside disturbed him. Opening the door, the sight came full upon his view. The child flying down in her white night-dress, her naked feet scarcely touching the stairs, her eyes wild, her hot cheeks flaming, her golden hair entangled as she had slept.

I want mamma, she cried, literally springing into his arms, as if for refuge. Papa, I want mamma.

She burst into a storm of sobs distressing to hear; she clung to him, her little arms, her whole frame trembling. George, half unmanned, sat down before the fire, and pressed her to him in his strong arms.

Bring a shawl, he said to Jean.

A warm grey shawl of chenille which Maria had often lately worn upon her shoulders was found by Jean, and George wrapped it round Meta as she lay in his arms, and he kept her there. Had Margery been present, she would probably have taken the young lady away by force, and dressed her, with a reprimand: but there was only Jean: and George had it all his own way.

He tried to comfort the grieved spirit; the little sobbing bosom that beat against his; but his efforts seemed useless, and the childs cry never ceased.

I want mamma; I want to see mamma.

Hush, Meta! Mamma  George had to pause, himself mammas gone. She  

The words confirmed all her fears, and she strove to get off his lap in her excitement, interrupting his words. Let me go and see her, papa! Is she in the grave with Uncle Thomas? Oh, let me go and see it! Grandpapa will show it to me.

How long it took to soothe her even to comparative calmness, George scarcely knew. He learnt more of Metas true nature in that one interview than he had learnt in all her life before: and he saw that he must, in that solemn hour, speak to her as he would to a girl of twice her years.

Mammas gone to heaven, child; she is gone to be an angel with the great God. She would have stayed with us if she could, Meta, but death came and took her. She kissed you; she kissed you, Meta, with her last breath. You were fast asleep: you fell asleep by her side, and I held you to mamma for her last kiss, and soon after that she died.

Meta had kept still, listening: but now the sobs broke out again.

Why didnt they wake me and let me see her? why did they take her away first? Oh, papa, though she is dead, I want to see her; I want to see mamma.

He felt inclined to take her into the room. Maria was looking very much like herself; far more so than she had looked in the last days of life: there was nothing ghastly, nothing repulsive, as is too often the case with the dead; the sweet face of life looked scarcely less sweet now.

Mamma that was is there still, Meta, he said, indicating the next room. The spirit is gone to heaven; you know that: the body, that which you used to call mamma, will be here yet a little while, and then it will be laid by Uncle Thomas, to wait for the resurrection of the Last Day. Meta, if I should live to come home from India; that is, if I am in my native land when my time comes to die, they will lay me beside her

He stopped abruptly. Meta had lifted her head and was looking at him with a wild, questioning expression; as if she could not at first understand or believe his words. Mamma is there?

Yes. But she is dead now, Meta; she is not living.

Oh, take me to her! Papa, take me to her!

Listen, Meta. Mamma is changed, she looks cold and white, and her eyes are shut, and she does not stir. I would take you in: but I fear  I dont know whether you would like to look at her.

But there might be no denial now that the hope had been given; the child would have broken her heart over it. George Godolphin rose; he pressed the little head upon his shoulder, and carried her to the door, the shawl well wound round her body, her warm feet hanging down. Once in the room, he laid his hand upon the golden curls, to insure that the face was not raised until he saw fit that it should be, and bore her straight to the head of the bed. Then, holding her in his arms very tightly that she might feel sensibly his protection, he suffered her to look full upon the white face lying there.

One glance, and Meta turned and buried her head upon him; he could feel her trembling; and he began to question his own wisdom in bringing her in. Another minute, and she looked back and took a longer gaze.

Thats not mamma, she said, bursting into tears.

George sat down on a chair close by, and laid her wet cheek against his, and hid his eyes amidst her curls. His emotion had spent itself in the long night, and he thought he could control it now.

That is mamma, Meta; your mother and my dear wife. It is all that is left of her. Oh, Meta! if we had only known earlier that she was going to die!

It does not look like mamma.

The moment death comes, the change begins. It has begun in mamma. Do you understand me, Meta? In a few days I shall hear read over her by your grandpapa   George stopped: it suddenly occurred to him that the Reverend Mr. Hastings would not officiate this time; and he amended his sentence. I shall hear read over her the words she has I know often read to you; how the corruptible body must die, and be buried in the earth as a grain of wheat is, ere it can be changed and put on immortality.

Will she never come again? sobbed Meta.

Never here, never again. We shall go to her.

Meta sobbed on. I want mamma! I want mamma, who talked to me and nursed me. Mamma loved us.

Yes, she loved us, he said, his heart wrung with the recollection of the past: we shall never find any one else to love us as she loved. Meta, child, listen! Mamma lives still; she is looking down from heaven now, and sees and hears us; she loves us, and will love us for ever. And when our turn shall come to die, I hope  I hope  we shall have learnt all that she has learnt, so that God may take us to her.

It was of no use prolonging the scene: George still questioned his judgment in allowing Meta to enter upon it. But as he rose to carry her away, the child turned her head with a sharp eager motion to take a last look. A last look at the still form, the dead face of her who yesterday only had been as they were.

Margery had that instant come in, and was standing in her bonnet in the sitting-room. To describe her face of surprised consternation when she saw Meta carried out of the chamber, would take time and trouble. You can dress her, Margery, George said, giving the child into her arms.

But for his subdued tones, and the evident emotion which lay upon him all too palpably in spite of his efforts to suppress it, Margery might have given her private opinion of the existing state of things. As it was, she confined her anger to dumb-show. Jerking Meta to her, with a half fond, half fierce gesture, she lifted her hand in dismay at sight of the naked feet, turned her own gown up, and flung it over them. 


CHAPTER VIII. A SAD PARTING.

Again another funeral in All Souls Church, another opening of the vault of the Godolphins! But it was not All Souls Rector to officiate this time; he stood at the grave with George. Isaac Hastings had come down from London, Harry had come from his tutorship; Lord Averil was again there, and Mr. Crosse had asked to attend. Priors Ash looked out on the funeral with regretful eyes, saying one to another, what a sad thing it was for her, only twenty-eight, to die.

George Godolphin, contriving to maintain an outward calmness, turned away when it was over. Not yet to the mourning-coach that waited for him, but through the little gate leading to the Rectory. He was about to leave Priors Ash for good that night, and common courtesy demanded that he should say a word of farewell to Mrs. Hastings.

In the darkened drawing-room with Grace and Rose, in their new mourning attire, sat Mrs. Hastings: George Godolphin half started back as they rose to greet him. He did not stay to sit: he stood by the fireplace, his hat in his hand, its flowing crape almost touching the ground.

I will say good-bye to you, now, Mrs. Hastings.

You really leave to-night?

By the seven oclock train. Will you permit me to express my hope that a brighter time may yet dawn for you; to assure you that no effort on my part shall be spared to conduce to it?

He spoke in a low, quiet, meaning tone, and he held her hand between his. Mrs. Hastings could not misunderstand him  that he was hinting at a hope of reimbursing somewhat of their pecuniary loss.

Thank you for your good wishes, she said, keeping down the tears. You will allow me  you will speak to Lady Averil to allow me to have the child here for a day sometimes?

Need you ask it? he answered, a generous warmth in his tone. Cecil, I am quite sure, recognizes your right in the child at least in an equal degree with her own, and is glad to recognize it. Fare you well; fare you well, dear Mrs. Hastings.

He went out, shaking hands with Grace and Rose as he passed, thinking how much he had always liked Mrs. Hastings, with her courteous manners and gentle voice, so like those of his lost wife. The Rector met him in the passage, and George held out his hand.

I shall not see you again, sir. I leave to-night.

The Rector took the hand. I wish you a safe voyage! he said. I hope things will be more prosperous with you in India than they have been latterly here!

We have all need to wish that, was Georges answer. Mr. Hastings, promises from me might be regarded as valueless, but this much I wish to say ere we part: that I carry the weight of my debt to you about me, and I will lessen it should it be in my power. You will  dropping his voice you will see that the inscription is properly placed on the tombstone?

I will. Have you given orders for it?

Oh yes. Farewell, sir. Farewell, Harry, he added, as the two sons came in. Isaac, I shall see you in London.

He passed swiftly out to the mourning-coach, and was driven home. Above everything on earth, George hated this leave-taking: but there were two or three to whom it had to be spoken.

Not until dusk did he go up to Ashlydyat. He called in at Lady Godolphins Folly as he passed it: she was his fathers widow, and Bessy was there. My lady was very cool. My lady told him that it was his place to give the refusal of Meta to her: and she should never forgive the slight. From the very moment she heard that Marias life was in danger, she made up her mind to break through her rules of keeping children at a distance, and to take the child. She should have reared her in every luxury as Miss Godolphin of Ashlydyat, and have left her a handsome fortune: as it was, she washed her hands of her. George thanked her for her good intention as a matter of course; but his heart leaped within him at the thought that Meta was safe and secure with Cecil: he would have taken her and Margery out to make acquaintance with the elephants, rather than have left Meta to Lady Godolphin.

Shell get over the smart, George, whispered Bessy, as she came out to bid him God-speed. I shall be having the child here sometimes, you know. My ladys all talk: she never cherishes resentment long.

He entered the old home, Ashlydyat, and was left alone with Meta at his own request. She was in the deepest black: crape tucks on her short frock; not a bit of white to be seen about her, except her socks and the tips of her drawers; and Cecil had bought her a jet necklace of round beads, with a little black cross hanging from it on her neck. George sat down and took her on his knee. What with the drawn blinds and the growing twilight, the room was almost dark, and he had to look closely at the little face turned to him. She was very quiet, rather pale, as if she had grieved a good deal in the last few days.

Meta, he began, and then he stopped to clear his husky voice Meta, I am going away.

She made no answer. She buried her face upon him and began to cry softly. It was no news to her, for Cecil had talked to her the previous night. But she clasped her arms tightly round him as if she could not let him go, and began to tremble.

Meta!  my child!

I want mamma! burst from the little full heart. I want mamma to be with me again. Is she gone away for ever? Is she put down in the grave with Uncle Thomas? Oh, papa! I want to see her!

A moments struggle with himself, and then George Godolphin gave way to the emotion which he had so successfully restrained in the churchyard. They sobbed together, the father and child: her face against his, the sobs bursting freely from his bosom. He let them come; loud, passionate, bitter sobs; unchecked, unsubdued. Do not despise him for it! they are not the worst men who can thus give way to the vehemence of our common nature.

It spent itself after a time; such emotion must spend itself; but it could not wholly pass yet. Meta was the first to speak: the same vain wish breaking from her, the sane cry.

I want mamma! Why did she go away for ever?

Not for ever, Meta. Only for a time. Oh, child, we shall go to her: we shall go to her in a little while. Mammas gone to be an angel; to keep a place for us in heaven.

How long will it be?

Not a moment of our lives but it will draw nearer and nearer. Meta, it may be well for us that those we love should go on first, or we might never care to go thither ourselves.

She lay more quietly. George laid his hand upon her head, unconsciously playing with her golden hair, his tears dropping on it.

You must think of mamma always, Meta. Think that she is looking down at you, on all you do, and try and please her. She was very good: and you must be good, making ready to go to her.

A renewed burst of sobs came from the child. George waited, and then resumed.

When I come back  if I live to come back; or when you come to me in India; at any rate when I see you again, Meta, you will probably be grown up; no longer a child, but a young lady. If I shall only find you like mamma was in all things, I shall be happy. Do you understand, darling?

Yes, she sobbed.

Good, and gentle, and kind, and lady-like,  and remembering always that theres another world, and that mamma has gone on to it. I should like to have kept you with me, Meta, but it cannot be: I must go out alone. You will not quite forget me, will you?

She put up her hand and her face to his, and moaned in her pain. George laid his aching brow on hers. He knew that it might be the last time they should meet on earth.

I shall write to you by every mail, Meta, and you must write to me. You can put great capital letters together now, and that will do to begin with. And, his voice faltered, when you walk by mammas grave on Sundays  and see her name there  you will remember her  and me. You will think how we are separated: mamma in heaven; I, in a far-off land; you here: but you know the separation will not be for ever, and each week will bring us nearer to its close  its close in some way. If  if we never meet again on earth, Meta  

Oh dont, papa! I want you to come back to me.

He choked down his emotion. He took the little face in his hands and kissed it fervently: in that moment, in his wrung feelings, he almost wished he had no beloved child to abandon.

You must be called by your own name now. I should wish it. Meta was all very well, he continued, half to himself, when she was here; that the names should not interfere with each other. Be a good child, my darling. Be very obedient to Aunt Cecil, as you used to be to mamma.

Aunt Cecil is not mamma, said Meta, her little heart swelling.

No, my darling, but she will be to you as mamma, and she and Lord Averil will love you very much. I wish  I wish I could have kept you with me, Meta!

She wished it also. If ever a child knew what an aching heart was, she knew it then.

And now I must go, he added  for indeed he did not care to prolong the pain. I shall write to you from London, Meta, and I shall write you quite a packet when I am on board ship. You must get on well with your writing, so as to be able soon to read my letters yourself. Farewell, farewell, my darling child!

How long she clung to him; how long he kept her clinging, he gave no heed. When the emotion on both sides was spent, he took her by the right hand and led her to the next room. Lady Averil came forward.

Cecil, he said, his voice quiet and subdued, she must be called Maria now  in remembrance of her mother.

Yes, said Cecil eagerly. We should all like it. Sit down, George. Lord Averil has stepped out somewhere, but he will not be long.

I cannot stay. I shall see him outside, I dare say. If not, he will come to the station. Will you say to him  

A low burst of tears from the child interrupted the sentence. George, in speaking to Cecil, had loosed her hand, and she laid her head down on a sofa to cry. He took her up in his arms, and she clung to him tightly: it was only the old scene over again, and George felt that they were not alone now. He imprinted a last kiss upon her face, and gave her to his sister.

She had better be taken away, Cecil.

Lady Averil, with many loving words, carried her outside the door, sobbing as she was, and called to her maid. Be very kind to her, she whispered. It is a sad parting. And  Harriet  henceforth she is to be called by her proper name  Maria.

She will get over it in a day or two, George, said Lady Averil, returning.

Yes, I know that, he answered, his face turned from Cecil. Cherish the remembrance of her mother within her as much as you possibly can, Cecil: I should wish her to grow up like Maria.

If you would only stay a last hour with us!

I cant; I cant: it is best that I should go. I do not know what the future may bring forth, he lingered to say, Whether I shall come home  or live to come home, or she, when she is older, come out to me: it is all uncertain.

Were I you, George, I would not indulge the thought of the latter. She will be better here  as it seems to me.

Yes  theres no doubt of it. But the separation is a cruel one. However  the future must be left. God bless you, Cecil! and thank you ever for your kindness.

The tears rolled down her cheeks as he bent to kiss her. George, she whispered timidly if I might only ask you one question.

Ask me anything.

Is  have you any intention  shall you be likely to think of  of replacing Maria by Charlotte Pain  of making her your wife?

Replacing Maria by her! he echoed, his face flushing. Heaven forgive you for thinking it!

The question cured Georges present emotion more effectually than anything else could have done. But his haughty anger against Cecil was unreasonable, and he felt that it was so.

Forgive me, my dear: but it sounded so like an insult to my dear wife. Be easy: she will never replace Maria.

In the porch, as George went out, he met Lord Averil hastening in. Lord Averil would have put his arm within Georges to walk with him through the grounds, but George drew back.

No, not to-night: let me go alone. I am not fit for companionship. Good-night. Good-bye, he added, his voice hoarse. I thought to say a word of gratitude to you, for the past, for the present, but I cannot. If I live  

Dont say if, George: go away with a good heart, and take my best wishes with you. A new land and a new life! you may yet live down the past.

Their hands lingered together in a firm pressure, and George turned away from Ashlydyat for the last time. Ashlydyat that might have been his.


CHAPTER IX. A SAFE VOYAGE TO HIM!

Was it ever your fate or fortune to be on board an Indian vessel when it was just about to start? If so, theres no doubt you retain a more vivid than agreeable reminiscence of the reigning confusion. Passengers coming on at the last moment and going frantic over their luggage or the discovered inconveniences of their cabins; cords and ropes creaking and coiling; sailors shouting, officers commanding; boxes shooting up from the boats to the deck, and to your feet, only in turn to be shot down again to the hold!  it is Bedlam gone frantic, and nothing less.

On a fine ship, anchored off Gravesend, this scene was taking place on a crisp day early in January. A bright, inspiriting, sunny day, giving earnest  if theres anything in the popular belief  of a bright voyage. One gentleman stood aloof from the general mêlée. He had been on board half an hour or more; had seen to his cabin, his berth, his baggage  as much of the latter as he could see to; and now stood alone watching the turmoil. Others, passengers, had come on board in groups, surrounded by hosts of friends; he came alone: a tall and very distinguished-looking man, attired in the deepest mourning, with a grey plaid crossed on his shoulder.

As if jealous that the ship should have all the confusion to itself, the shore was getting up a little on its own account. Amidst the drays, the trucks, the carts: amidst the cases and packages, which were heaped on the bank, not all, it was to be hoped, for that ship, or she would never get off to-day; amidst the numerous crowds of living beings, idlers and workers, that such a scene brings together, there came something into the very throng of them, scattering everything that could be scattered right and left.

An exceedingly remarkable carriage, of the style that may be called dashing, especially if height be any criterion, its wheels red and green, its horses of high mettle, and a couple of fierce dogs barking and leaping round it. The scattered people looked up in astonishment to see a lady guiding those horses, and deemed at first that the sun, shining right into their eyes, had deceived; them: pawing, snorting, prancing, fiery animals; which, far from being spent by their ten or twelve miles journey, looked as if they were eager to start upon another. The lady managed them admirably. A very handsome lady was she, of the same style as the carriage; dashing, with jet-black eyes, large and free, and a scarlet feather in her hat that might have been found nearly thirty-six inches long, had it been measured from top to tip. A quiet little gentleman, slight and fair, sat beside her, and a groom lounged grandly with folded arms in the back seat. She, on her high cushions, was almost a yard above either of them: the little gentleman in fact was completely eclipsed: and she held the reins in her white gauntleted hands and played gallantly with the whip, perfectly at ease, conscious that she was those foaming steeds master. Suddenly, without the least warning, she drew them back on their haunches.

There she is! in the middle of the stream. Cant you read it, Dolf? The Indus. How stupid of the people to tell us she was lying lower down!

Jumping from the carriage without waiting to be assisted, she left the groom in charge and made her way to the pier, condescendingly taking the gentlemans arm as she hastened up it, and hissing off the dogs as a hint that they were to remain behind. I am sure you cannot need an introduction to either of these people, but you shall have it for all that; Mr and Mrs. Rodolf Pain.

She, Charlotte, did all the acting, and the talking too. Her husband had always been retiring in manner, as you may remember; and he had grown far more retiring than he used to be. Charlotte bargained for a boat: and they were pulled to the ships side.

For a few moments they had to take their chance; they made only two more in the general confusion; but Charlotte seized upon a handsome young man with a gold band upon his cap, who was shouting out orders.

Can you tell me whether Mr. George Godolphin has come on board yet?

Mr. George Godolphin, repeated the young officer, cutting short some directions midway, and looking half bewildered in the general disorder.

Bound for Calcutta, explained Charlotte.

I can inquire. Tymms, beckoning to him one of the middies, go and ask the steward whether a gentleman of the name of Godolphin has come down.

But there was no need of further search. Charlottes restless eyes had caught sight of George  the solitary passenger in mourning whom you saw standing alone. She and Mr. Pain made the best of their way to him, over the impediments blocking up the deck.

He did not see their approach. He was leaning over the vessel on the side opposite to that facing the shore, and Charlotte gave him a smart rap on the arm with her gauntlet-glove.

Now, Mr. George Godolphin! what do you say for your manners!

He turned quickly, his face flushing slightly with surprise when he saw them standing there: and he shook hands with them both.

I ask what you have to say for your manners, Mr. George? The very idea of your leaving England for good, and never calling to say good-bye to us!

I met Mr. Pain a day or two ago, said George. He  

Met Mr. Pain! what on earth if you did! interrupted Charlotte. Mr. Pains not me. You might have found time to dine with us. I have a great mind to quarrel with you, George Godolphin, by way of leave-taking.

Something like a smile crossed Georges lips. The fact is, I thought I might have seen you at the Verralls, Mrs. Pain. I went there for half an hour yesterday. I charged Mrs. Verrall  

Rubbish! retorted Charlotte. When you must have known we had moved into a house at Shooters Hill, you could not suppose we were still at the Verralls. Our catching you this morning here was a mere chance. We stayed late in town yesterday afternoon at the furniture warehouse, and, in driving back down the Strand, saw Isaac Hastings, so I pulled up to ask what had become of you, and whether you were dead or alive. He informed us you were to sail to-day from Gravesend, and I told Dolf I should drive down. But it is ill-mannered of you, Mr. George.

You will readily understand, that since my last return from Priors Ash, I have not felt inclined for visiting, he said in a low grave tone, unconsciously glancing at his black attire. I intended you no discourtesy, Mrs. Pain: but, for one thing, I did not know where you might be met with.

And couldnt find out! retorted Charlotte. Dolf could have given you the address, I suppose, the other day, had you asked. Hes too great a fool to think to give it of his own accord.

George looked at Dolf, whom his wife seemed so completely to ignore; looked at him with a pleasant smile, as if he would atone for Charlottes rudeness. We were not together a minute, were we, Mr. Pain? I was in a hurry, and you seemed in one also.

Dont say any more about it, Mr. Godolphin, spoke Dolf, as resentfully as he dared. Thats just like her! Making a fuss over nothing! Of course you could not be expected to visit at such a time: and any one but Charlotte would have the good feeling to see it. I am pleased to be able to see you here, and wish you a pleasant voyage; but I remonstrated with her this morning, that it was scarcely the right thing to intrude upon you. But she never listens, you know.

You neednt have come, snapped Charlotte.

And then you would have gone on at me about my bad manners, as you have to Mr. Godolphin! One never knows how to please you, Charlotte.

George resumed: to break the silence possibly, more than from any other motive. Have you settled at Shooters Hill?

Settled! shrieked Charlotte; settled at Shooters Hill! Where its ten miles, good, from a theatre or any other place of amusement! No, thank you. A friend of Verralls had this place to let for a few weeks, and Dolf was idiot enough to take it  

You consented first, Charlotte, interrupted poor Dolf.

Which I never should have done had I reflected on the bother of getting up to town, said Charlotte equably. Settled at Shooters Hill! Id as soon do as you are going to do, Mr. George  bury myself alive in Calcutta. We have taken on lease a charming house in Belgravia, and shall enter on a succession of dinner-parties: one a week we think of giving during the season. We shall not get into it much before February: it takes some time to choose furniture.

I hate dinner-parties, said Dolf ruefully.

You are not obliged to appear at them, said Charlotte with much graciousness. I can get your place filled up at table, I dare say. What is that noise and scuffling?

They are weighing anchor, replied George. We shall soon be on the move.

I hear that great alterations are being made at Ashlydyat, remarked Charlotte.

Only on the spot called the Dark Plain. The archway is taken down, and a summer-house is being built on the site. An elaborate sort of summer-house, for it is to contain three or four rooms, I believe. It will have a fine view.

And what of those ugly gorse-bushes?

They will be cleared away, and the place laid out as a garden.

Is my lady starring it at the Folly?

Scarcely: just now, quietly answered George.

Miss Godolphin has gone to Scotland, I hear.

Yes. Bessy will reside with Lady Godolphin.

And tart Margery? What has become of her?

She remains with Maria at Ashlydyat.

Charlotte opened her eyes  Charlotte had a habit of opening them when puzzled or surprised. Maria! Who is Maria?

The child. We call her by her proper name now.

Oh, by the way, I had nearly forgotten it, returned Charlotte in the old good-natured tone: for it may be remarked, that during the interview her tone had been what she had just called Margery  tart. I should like to have the child up on a visit when we get into our house, and astonish her mind with the wonders of London. I suppose Lady Averil will make no objection?

A very perceptible flush, red and haughty, dyed the face of George Godolphin. You are very kind to think of it, Mrs. Pain; but I fear Lady Averil would not consent. Indeed, I have desired that the child may not visit, except amidst her immediate relatives.

As you please, said Charlotte resentfully. Dolf, I think we may as well be moving. I only meant it as a kindness to the child.

And I thank you for it, said George warmly. For all the kindness you have shown her, Mrs. Pain, I thank you, sincerely and heartily. Take care!

He interposed to prevent a rope, that was being borne along, from touching her. Charlotte began in earnest to think it was time to move, unless she would be carried down the river in the ship.

When shall you come back? she asked him.

He shook his head. He could net tell any more than she could. The future was all uncertain and indistinct.

Well, you wont forget to find us out whenever you do come? returned Charlotte.

Certainly not. Thank you.

Do you know, cried Charlotte impulsively, you are strangely different in manner, George Godolphin! You have grown as cold and formal as a block of ice. Hasnt he, Dolf?

If he has, its your fault, was the satisfactory answer of Dolf. You keep firing off such a heap of personal questions, Charlotte. I see no difference in Mr. Godolphin; but he has had a good deal of trouble, you know.

Shall we ever hear of you? continued Charlotte, pushing back Dolf with her elbow, and completely eclipsing his meek face with her sweeping scarlet feather.

No doubt you will, Mrs. Pain, from one source or another. Not that I shall be a voluminous correspondent with England, I expect: except, perhaps, with Ashlydyat.

Well, fare you well, George, she said, holding out both her gauntleted hands. You seem rather cranky this morning, but I forgive you; it is trying to the spirits to leave ones native place for good and all. I wish you all good luck with my best heart!

Thank you, he said, taking the hands within his own and shaking them: thank you always. Good-bye. Good-bye, Mr. Pain.

Mr. Pain shook hands less demonstratively than his wife, and his leave-taking, if quiet, was not less sincere. George piloted them to the gangway, and saw them pulled ashore in the little boat.

They ascended to the carriage, which to all appearance had been keeping up a perpetual commotion since they left it, the fault probably of its horses and dogs; and Charlotte, taking her high seat, dashed away in style; her whip flourishing, the dogs barking, her red feather tossing and gleaming. What she will do when these feathers go out of fashion its hard to say: Charlotte could hardly stir out without one.

And by-and-by, the anchor up, the tug attached, the good ship Indus was fairly on her way, being towed smoothly down the river under command of her pilot. The passengers were tormenting themselves still: the sailors seemed to be perpetually hurrying hither and thither, the steward was in a tumult: but George Godolphin, wrapped in his grey plaid, remained in his place, quiet and still, gazing out over the bows of the vessel. What were his reflections, as his native land began to recede from his eyes? Did he regret it? Did he regret the position he had lost; the ruin he had wrought; the death of his wife? Did he, finally, regret the inevitable Past, with all its mistakes and sins?  and think that if it could only come over again, he would act differently? Possibly so. Once he lifted his hat, and pushed the golden hair further from his brow, from his handsome face, not less bright or handsome than of yore  except in its expression. In that, there was an unmistakable look of weary sadness, never before seen on the features of gay George Godolphin.

And when, hours after, the rest of the cabin passengers were summoned to dinner, he never stirred, but kept his place there, looking far into the dusky night, glancing up at the stars that came glittering out in the blue canopy of heaven.

A safe landing to him on the shores of Calcutta! A safe and sure landing on a different shore that must come after it!

And Mr. and Mrs. Pains dinner-parties in Belgravia are a great success.

THE END
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CHAPTER I.

RACHEL FROST.

The slanting rays of the afternoon sun, drawing towards the horizon, fell on a fair scene of country life; flickering through the young foliage of the oak and lime trees, touching the budding hedges, resting on the growing grass, all so lovely in their early green, and lighting up with flashes of yellow fire the windows of the fine mansion, that, rising on a gentle eminence, looked down on that fair scene as if it were its master, and could boast the ownership of those broad lands, of those gleaming trees.

Not that the house possessed much attraction for those whose taste savoured of the antique. No time-worn turrets were there, or angular gables, or crooked eaves, or mullioned Gothic casements, so chary of glass that modern eyes can scarcely see in or out; neither was the edifice constructed of gray stone, or of bricks gone black and green with age. It was a handsome, well-built white mansion, giving the promise of desirable rooms inside, whose chimneys did not smoke or their windows rattle, and where there was sufficient space to turn in. The lower windows opened on a gravelled terrace, which ran along the front of the house, a flight of steps descending from it in its midst. Gently sloping lawns extended from the terrace, on either side the steps and the broad walks which branched from them; on which lawns shone gay parterres of flowers already scenting the air, and giving promise of the advancing summer. Beyond, were covered walks, affording a shelter from the sultry noontide sun; shrubberies and labyrinths of many turnings and windings, so suggestive of secret meetings, were secret meetings desirable; groves of scented shrubs exhaling their perfume; cascades and rippling fountains; mossy dells, concealing the sweet primrose, the sweeter violet; and verdant, sunny spots open to the country round, to the charming distant scenery. These open spots had their benches, where you might sit and feast the eyes through the live-long summer day.

It was not summer yet  scarcely spring  and the sun, I say, was drawing to its setting, lighting up the large clear panes of the windows as with burnished gold. The house, the ornamental grounds, the estate around, all belonged to Mr. Verner. It had come to him by bequest, not by entailed inheritance. Busybodies were fond of saying that it never ought to have been his; that, if the strict law of right and justice had been observed, it would have gone to his elder brother; or, rather, to that elder brothers son. Old Mr. Verner, the father of these two brothers, had been a modest country gentleman, until one morning when he awoke to the news that valuable mines had been discovered on his land. The mines brought him in gold, and in his later years he purchased this estate, pulled down the house that was upon it  a high, narrow, old thing, looking like a crazy tower or a capacious belfry  and had erected this one, calling it Verners Pride.

An appropriate name. For if ever poor human man was proud of a house he has built, old Mr. Verner was proud of that  proud to folly. He laid out money on it in plenty; he made the grounds belonging to it beautiful and seductive as a fabled scene from fairyland; and he wound up by leaving it to the younger of his two sons.

These two sons constituted all his family. The elder of them had gone into the army early, and left for India; the younger had remained always with his father, the helper of his money-making, the sharer of the planning out and building of Verners Pride, the joint resident there after it was built. The elder son  Captain Verner then  paid one visit only to England, during which visit he married, and took his wife out with him when he went back. These long-continued separations, however much we may feel inclined to gloss over the fact, do play strange havoc with home affections, wearing them away inch by inch.

The years went on and on. Captain Verner became Colonel Sir Lionel Verner, and a boy of his had been sent home in due course, and was at Eton. Old Mr. Verner grew near to death. News went out to India that his days were numbered, and Sir Lionel Verner was instructed to get leave of absence, if possible, and start for home without a days loss, if he would see his father alive. If possible, you observe, they put to the request; for the Sikhs were at that time giving trouble in our Indian possessions, and Colonel Verner was one of the experienced officers least likely to be spared.

But there is a mandate that must be obeyed whenever it comes  grim, imperative death. At the very hour when Mr. Verner was summoning his son to his death-bed, at the precise time that military authority in India would have said, if asked, that Colonel Sir Lionel Verner could not be spared, death had marked out that brave officer for his own especial prey. He fell in one of the skirmishes that took place near Moultan, and the two letters  one going to Europe with tidings of his death, the other going to India with news of his fathers illness  crossed each other on the route.

Steevy, said old Mr. Verner to his younger son, after giving a passing lament to Sir Lionel, I shall leave Verners Pride to you.

Ought it not to go to the lad at Eton, father? was the reply of Stephen Verner.

Whats the lad at Eton to me? cried the old man. Id not have left it away from Lionel, as he stood first, but it has always seemed to me that you had the most right to it; that to leave it away from you savoured of injustice. You were at its building, Steevy; it has been your home as much as it has been mine; and Ill never turn you from it for a stranger, let him be whose child he may. No, no! Verners Pride shall be yours. But, look you, Stephen! you have no children; bring up young Lionel as your heir, and let it descend to him after you.

And that is how Stephen Verner had inherited Verners Pride. Neighbouring gossipers, ever fonder of laying down the law for other peoples business than of minding their own, protested against it among themselves as a piece of injustice. Had they cause? Many very just-minded persons would consider that Stephen Verner possessed more fair claim to it than the boy at Eton.

I will tell you of one who did not consider so. And that was the widow of Sir Lionel Verner. When she arrived from India with her other two children, a son and daughter, she found old Mr. Verner dead, and Stephen the inheritor. Deeply annoyed and disappointed, Lady Verner deemed that a crying wrong had been perpetrated upon her and hers. But she had no power to undo it.

Stephen Verner had strictly fulfilled his fathers injunctions touching young Lionel. He brought up the boy as his heir. During his educational days at Eton and at college, Verners Pride was his holiday home, and he subsequently took up his permanent residence at it. Stephen Verner, though long married, had no children. One daughter had been born to him years ago, but had died at three or four years old. His wife had died a very short while subsequent to the death of his father. He afterwards married again, a widow lady of the name of Massingbird, who had two nearly grown-up sons. She had brought her sons home with her to Verners Pride, and they had made it their home since.

Mr. Verner kept it no secret that his nephew Lionel was to be his heir; and, as such, Lionel was universally regarded on the estate. Always provided that you merit it, Mr. Verner would say to Lionel in private; and so he had said to him from the very first. Be what you ought to be  what I fondly believe my brother Lionel was: a man of goodness, of honour, of Christian integrity; a gentleman in the highest acceptation of the term  and Verners Pride shall undoubtedly be yours. But if I find you forget your fair conduct, and forfeit the esteem of good men, so surely will I leave it away from you.

And that is the introduction. And now we must go back to the golden light of that spring evening.

Ascending the broad flight of steps and crossing the terrace, the house door is entered. A spacious hall, paved with delicately-grained marble, its windows mellowed by the soft tints of stained glass, whose pervading hues are of rose and violet, gives entrance to reception rooms on either side. Those on the right hand are mostly reserved for state occasions; those on the left are dedicated to common use. All these rooms are just now empty of living occupants, save one. That one is a small room on the right, behind the two grand drawing-rooms, and it looks out on the side of the house towards the south. It is called Mr. Verners study. And there sits Mr. Verner himself in it, leaning back in his chair and reading. A large fire burns in the grate, and he is close to it: he is always chilly.

Ay, always chilly. For Mr. Verners last illness  at least, what will in all probability prove his last, his ending  has already laid hold of him. One generation passes away after another. It seems but the other day that a last illness seized upon his father, and now it is his turn: but several years have elapsed since then. Mr. Verner is not sixty, and he thinks that age is young for the disorder that has fastened on him. It is no hurried disorder; he may live for years yet; but the end, when it does come, will be tolerably sudden: and that he knows. It is water on the chest. He is a little man with light eyes; very much like what his father was before him: but not in the least like his late brother Sir Lionel, who was a very fine and handsome man. He has a mild, pleasing countenance: but there arises a slight scowl to his brow as he turns hastily round at a noisy interruption.

Some one had burst into the room  forgetting, probably, that it was the quiet room of an invalid. A tall, dark young man, with broad shoulders and a somewhat peculiar stoop in them. His hair was black, his complexion sallow; but his features were good. He might have been called a handsome man, but for a strange, ugly mark upon his cheek. A very strange-looking mark indeed, quite as large as a pigeons egg, with what looked like radii shooting from it on all sides. Some of the villagers, talking familiarly among themselves, would call it a hedgehog, some would call it a porkypine; but it resembled a star as much as anything. That is, if you can imagine a black star. The mark was black as jet; and his pale cheek, and the fact of his possessing no whiskers, made it all the more conspicuous. He was born with the mark; and his mother used to say  But that is of no consequence to us. It was Frederick Massingbird, the present Mrs. Verners younger son.

Roy has come up, sir, said he, addressing Mr. Verner. He says the Dawsons have turned obstinate and wont go out. They have barricaded the door, and protest that theyll stay, in spite of him. He wishes to know if he shall use force.

No, said Mr. Verner. I dont like harsh measures, and I will not have such attempted. Roy knows that.

Well, sir, he waits your orders. He says theres half the village collected round Dawsons door. The place is in a regular commotion.

Mr. Verner looked vexed. Of late years he had declined active management on his estate; and, since he grew ill, he particularly disliked being disturbed with details.

Wheres Lionel? he asked in a peevish tone.

I saw Lionel ride out an hour ago. I dont know where he is gone.

Tell Roy to let the affair rest until to-morrow, when Lionel will see about it. And, Frederick, I wish you would remember that a little noise shakes me: try to come in more quietly. You burst in as if my nerves were as strong as your own.

Mr. Verner turned to his fire again with an air of relief, glad to have got rid of the trouble in some way, and Frederick Massingbird proceeded to what was called the stewards room, where Roy waited. This Roy, a hard-looking man with a face very much seamed with the smallpox, was working bailiff to Mr. Verner. Until within a few years he had been but a labourer on the estate. He was not liked among the poor tenants, and was generally honoured with the appellation Old Grips, or Grip Roy.

Roy, said Frederick Massingbird, Mr. Verner says it is to be left until to-morrow morning. Mr. Lionel will see about it then. He is out at present.

And let the mob have it all their own way for to-night? returned Roy angrily. They be in a state of mutiny, they be; a-saying everything as they can lay their tongues to.

Let them say it, responded Frederick Massingbird. Leave them alone, and theyll disperse quietly enough. I shall not go in to Mr. Verner again, Roy. I caught it now for disturbing him. You must let it rest until you can see Mr. Lionel.

The bailiff went off, growling. He would have liked to receive carte-blanche for dealing with the mob  as he was pleased to term them  between whom and himself there was no love lost. As he was crossing a paved yard at the back of the house, some one came hastily out of the laundry in the detached premises to the side, and crossed his path.

A very beautiful girl. Her features were delicate, her complexion was fair as alabaster, and a bright colour mantled in her cheeks. But for the modest cap upon her head, a stranger might have been puzzled to guess at her condition in life. She looked gentle and refined as any lady, and her manners and speech would not have destroyed the illusion. She may be called a protégée of the house, as will be explained presently; but she acted as maid to Mrs. Verner. The bright colour deepened to a glowing one when she saw the bailiff.

He put out his hand and stopped her. Well, Rachel, how are you?

Quite well, thank you, she answered, endeavouring to pass on. But he would not suffer it.

I say, I want to come to the bottom of this business between you and Luke, he said, lowering his voice. Whats the rights of it?

Between me and Luke? she repeated, turning upon the bailiff an eye that had some scorn in it, and stopping now of her own accord. There is no business whatever between me and Luke. There never has been. What do you mean?

Chut! cried the bailiff. Dont I know that he has followed your steps everywhere like a shadder; that he has been ready to kiss the very ground you trod on? And right mad I have been with him for it. You cant deny that he has been after you, wanting you to be his wife.

I do not wish to deny it, she replied. You and the whole world are quite welcome to know all that has passed between me and Luke. He asked to be allowed to come here to see me  to court me, he phrased it  which I distinctly declined. Then he took to following me about. He did not molest me, he was not rude  I do not wish to make it out worse than it was  but it is not pleasant, Mr. Roy, to be followed whenever you may take a walk. Especially by one you dislike.

What is there to dislike in Luke? demanded the bailiff.

Perhaps I ought to have said by one you do not like, she resumed. To like Luke, in the way he wished, was impossible for me, and I told him so from the first. When I found that he dodged my steps, I spoke to him again, and threatened that I should acquaint Mr. Verner. I told him, once for all, that I could not like him, that I never would have him; and since then he has kept his distance. That is all that has ever passed between me and Luke.

Well, your hard-heartedness has done for him, Rachel Frost. It has drove him away from his native home, and sent him, a exile, to rough it in foreign lands. You may fix upon one as wont do for you and be your slave as Luke would. He could have kept you well.

I heard he had gone to London, she remarked.

London! returned the bailiff slightingly. Thats only the first halt on the journey. And you have drove him to it!

I cant help it, she replied, turning to the house. I had no natural liking for him, and I could not force it. I dont believe he has gone away for that trifling reason, Mr. Roy. If he has, he must be very foolish.

Yes, he is foolish, muttered the bailiff to himself, as he strode away. Hes a idiot, thats what he is! and so be all men that loses their wits a-sighing after a girl. Vain, deceitful, fickle creatures, the girls be when theyre young; but once let them get a hold on you, your ring on their finger, and they turn into vixenish, snarling women! Lukes a sight best off without her.

Rachel Frost proceeded indoors. The door of the stewards room stood open, and she turned into it, fancying it was empty. Down on a chair sat she, a marked change coming over her air and manner. Her bright colour had faded, her hands hung down listless; and there was an expression on her face of care, of perplexity. Suddenly she lifted her hands and struck her temples, with a gesture that looked very like despair.

What ails you, Rachel?

The question came from Frederick Massingbird, who had been standing at the window behind the high desk, unobserved by Rachel. Violently startled, she sprang up from her seat, her face a glowing crimson, muttering some disjointed words, to the effect that she did not know anybody was there.

What were you and Roy discussing so eagerly in the yard? continued Frederick Massingbird. But the words had scarcely escaped his lips, when the housekeeper, Mrs. Tynn, entered the room. She had a mottled face and mottled arms, her sleeves just now being turned up to the elbow.

It was nothing particular, Mr. Frederick, replied Rachel.

Roy is gone, is he not? he continued to Rachel.

Yes, sir.

Rachel, interposed the housekeeper, are those things not ready yet, in the laundry?

Not quite. In a quarter of an hour, they say.

The housekeeper, with a word of impatience at the laundrys delay, went out and crossed the yard towards it. Frederick Massingbird turned again to Rachel.

Roy seemed to be grumbling at you.

He accused me of being the cause of his sons going away. He thinks I ought to have noticed him.

Frederick Massingbird made no reply. He raised his finger and gently rubbed it round and round the mark upon his cheek: a habit he had acquired when a child, and they could not entirely break him of it. He was seven-and-twenty years of age now, but he was sure to begin rubbing that mark unconsciously, if in deep thought. Rachel resumed, her tone a covert one, as if the subject on which she was about to speak might not be breathed, even to the walls.

Roy hinted that his son was going to foreign lands. I did not choose to let him see that I knew anything, so remarked that I had heard he was gone to London. London! he answered; that was only the first halting-place on the journey!

Did he give any hint about John?

Not a word, replied Rachel. He would not be likely to do that.

No. Roy can keep counsel, whatever other virtues he may run short of. Suppose you had joined your fortunes to sighing Lukes, Rachel, and gone out with him to grow rich together? added Frederick Massingbird, in a tone which could be taken for either jest or earnest.

She evidently took it as the latter, and it appeared to call up an angry spirit. She was vexed almost to tears. Frederick Massingbird detected it.

Silly Rachel! he said, with a smile. Do you suppose I should really counsel your throwing yourself away upon Luke Roy?  Rachel, he continued, as the housekeeper again made her appearance, you must bring up the things as soon as they are ready. My brother is waiting for them.

Ill bring them up, sir, replied Rachel.

Frederick Massingbird passed through the passages to the hall, and then proceeded upstairs to the bedroom occupied by his brother. A sufficiently spacious room for any ordinary purpose, but it did not look half large enough now for the litter that was in it. Wardrobes and drawers were standing open, their contents half out, half in; chairs, tables, bed, were strewed; and boxes and portmanteaus were gaping open on the floor. John Massingbird, the elder brother, was stowing away some of this litter into the boxes; not all sixes and sevens, as it looked lying there, but compactly and artistically. John Massingbird possessed a ready hand at packing and arranging; and therefore he preferred doing it himself to deputing it to others. He was one year older than his brother, and there was a great likeness between them in figure and in feature. Not in expression: in that, they were widely different. They were about the same height, and there was the same stoop observable in the shoulders; the features also were similar in cast, and sallow in hue; the same the black eyes and hair. John had large whiskers, otherwise the likeness would have been more striking; and his face was not disfigured by the strange black mark. He was the better looking of the two; his face wore an easy, good-natured, free expression; while Fredericks was cold and reserved. Many people called John Massingbird a handsome man. In character they were quite opposite. John was a harum-scarum chap, up to every scrape; Fred was cautious and steady as Old Time.

Seated in the only free chair in the room  free from litter  was a tall, stout lady. But that she had so much crimson about her, she would have borne a remarkable resemblance to those two young men, her sons. She wore a silk dress, gold in one light, green in another, with broad crimson stripes running across it; her cap was of white lace garnished with crimson ribbons, and her cheeks and nose were crimson to match. As if this were not enough, she wore crimson streamers at her wrists, and a crimson bow on the front of her gown. Had you been outside, you might have seen that the burnished gold on the window-panes had turned to crimson, for the setting sun had changed its hue: but the panes could not look more brightly, deeply crimson, than did Mrs. Verner. It seemed as if you might light a match at her face. In that particular, there was a contrast between her and the perfectly pale, sallow faces of her sons; otherwise the resemblance was great.

Fred, said Mrs. Verner, I wish you would see what they are at with the shirts and things. I sent Rachel after them, but she does not come back, and then I sent Mary Tynn, and she does not come. Heres John as impatient as he can be.

She spoke in a slow, somewhat indifferent tone, as if she did not care to put herself out of the way about it. Indeed it was not Mrs. Verners custom to put herself out of the way for anything. She liked to eat, drink, and sleep in undisturbed peace; and she generally did so.

Johns impatient because he wants to get it over, spoke up that gentleman himself in a merry voice. Fifty thousand things I have to do, between now and to-morrow night. If they dont bring the clothes soon, I shall close the boxes without them, and leave them a legacy for Fred.

You have only yourself to thank, John, said his mother. You never gave the things out until after breakfast this morning, and then required them to be done by the afternoon. Such nonsense, to say they had grown yellow in the drawers! Theyll be yellower by the time you get there. It is just like you! driving off everything till the last moment. You have known you were going for some days past.

John was stamping upon a box to get down the lid, and did not attend to the reproach. See if it will lock, Fred, will you? said he.

Frederick Massingbird stooped and essayed to turn the key. And just then Mrs. Tynn entered with a tray of clean linen, which she set down. Rachel followed, having a contrivance in her hand, made of silk, for the holding of needles, threads, and pins, all in one.

She looked positively beautiful as she held it out before Mrs. Verner. The evening rays fell upon her exquisite face, with its soft, dark eyes and its changing colour; they fell upon her silk dress, a relic of Mrs. Verners  but it had no crimson stripes across it; upon her lace collar, upon the little edge of lace at her wrists. Nature had certainly intended Rachel for a lady, with her graceful form, her charming manners, and her delicate hands.

Will this do, maam? she inquired. Is it the sort of thing you meant?

Ay, that will do, Rachel, replied Mrs. Verner. John, heres a huswife for you!

A what? asked John Massingbird, arresting his stamping.

A needle-book to hold your needles and thread. Rachel has made it nicely. Shant you want a thimble?

Goodness knows, replied John. Thats it, Fred! thats it! Give it a turn.

Frederick Massingbird locked the box, and then left the room. His mother followed him, telling John she had a large steel thimble somewhere, and would try to find it for him. Rachel began filling the huswife with needles, and John went on with his packing.

Hollo! he presently exclaimed. And Rachel looked up.

Whats the matter, sir?

I have pulled one of the strings off this green case. You must sew it on again, Rachel.

He brought a piece of green baize to her and a broken string. It looked something like the cover of a pocket-book or of a small case of instruments.

Rachels nimble fingers soon repaired the damage. John stood before her, looking on.

Looking not only at the progress of the work, but at her. Mr. John Massingbird was one who had an eye for beauty; he had not seen much in his life that could match with that before him. As Rachel held the case up to him, the damage repaired, he suddenly bent his head to steal a kiss.

But Rachel was too quick for him. She flung his face away with her hand; she flushed vividly; she was grievously indignant. That she considered it in the light of an insult was only too apparent; her voice was pained  her words were severe.

Be quiet, stupid! I was not going to eat you, laughed John Massingbird. I wont tell Luke.

Insult upon insult! she exclaimed, strangely excited. You know that Luke Roy is nothing to me, Mr. Massingbird; you know that I have never in my life vouchsafed to give him an encouraging word. But, much as I despise him  much as he is beneath me  I would rather submit to have my face touched by him than by you.

What more she would have said was interrupted by the reappearance of Mrs. Verner. That ladys ears had caught the sound of the contest; of the harsh words; and she felt inexpressibly surprised.

What has happened? she asked. What is it, Rachel?

She pricked herself with one of the needles, said John, taking the explanation upon himself; and then said I did it.

Mrs. Verner looked from one to the other. Rachel had turned quite pale. John laughed; he knew his mother did not believe him.

The truth is, mother, I began teasing Rachel about her admirer, Luke. It made her angry.

What absurdity! exclaimed Mrs. Verner testily, to Rachel. My opinion is, you would have done well to encourage Luke. He was steady and respectable; and old Roy must have saved plenty of money.

Rachel burst into tears.

What now! cried Mrs. Verner. Not a word can anybody say to you lately, Rachel, but you must begin to cry as if you were heart-broken. What has come to you, child? Is anything the matter with you?

The tears deepened into long sobs of agony, as though her heart were indeed broken. She held her handkerchief up to her face, and went sobbing from the room.

Mrs. Verner gazed after her in very astonishment. What has taken her? What can it possibly be? she uttered. John, you must know.

I, mother! I declare to you that I know no more about it than Adam. Rachel must be going a little crazed.




CHAPTER II.

THE WILLOW POND.

Before the sun had well set, the family at Verners Pride were assembling for dinner. Mr. and Mrs. Verner, and John Massingbird: neither Lionel Verner nor Frederick Massingbird was present. The usual custom appeared somewhat reversed on this evening: while roving John would be just as likely to absent himself from dinner as not, his brother and Lionel Verner nearly always appeared at it. Mr. Verner looked surprised.

Where are they? he cried, as he waited to say grace.

Mr. Lionel has not come in, sir, replied the butler, Tynn, who was husband to the housekeeper.

And Fred has gone out to keep some engagement with Sibylla West, spoke up Mrs. Verner. She is going to spend the evening at the Bitterworths, and Fred promised, I believe, to see her safely thither. He will take his dinner when he comes in.

Mr. Verner bent his head, said the grace, and the dinner began.

Later  but not much later, for it was scarcely dark yet  Rachel Frost was leaving the house to pay a visit in the adjoining village, Deerham. Her position may be at once explained. It was mentioned in the last chapter that Mr. Verner had had one daughter, who died young. The mother of Rachel Frost had been this childs nurse, Rachel being an infant at the same time, so that the child, Rachel Verner, and Rachel Frost  named after her  had been what is called foster-sisters. It had caused Mr. Verner, and his wife also while she lived, to take an interest in Rachel Frost; it is very probable that their own childs death only made this interest greater. They were sufficiently wise not to lift the girl palpably out of her proper sphere; but they paid for a decent education for her at a day-school, and were personally kind to her. Rachel  I was going to say fortunately, but it may be as just to say unfortunately  was one of those who seem to make the best of every trifling advantage: she had grown, without much effort of her own, into what might be termed a lady, in appearance, in manners, and in speech. The second Mrs. Verner also took an interest in her; and nearly a year before this period, on Rachels eighteenth birthday, she took her to Verners Pride as her own attendant.

A fascinating, lovable child had Rachel Frost ever been: she was a fascinating, lovable girl. Modest, affectionate, generous, everybody liked Rachel; she had not an enemy, so far as was known, in all Deerham. Her father was nothing but a labourer on the Verner estate; but in mind and conduct he was superior to his station; an upright, conscientious, and, in some degree, a proud man: her mother had been dead several years. Rachel was proud too, in her way; proud and sensitive.

Rachel, dressed in her bonnet and shawl, passed out of the house by the front entrance. She would not have presumed to do so by daylight; but it was dusk now, the family not about, and it cut off a few yards of the road to the village. The terrace  which you have heard of as running along the front of the house  sloped gradually down at either end to the level ground, so as to admit the approach of carriages.

Riding up swiftly to the door, as Rachel appeared at it, was a gentleman of some five or six and twenty years. Horse and man both looked thoroughbred. Tall, strong, and slender, with a keen, dark blue eye, and regular features of a clear, healthy paleness, he  the man  would draw a second glance to himself wherever he might be met. His face was not inordinately handsome; nothing of the sort; but it wore an air of candour, of noble truth. A somewhat impassive face in repose, somewhat cold; but, in speaking, it grew expressive to animation, and the frank smile that would light it up made its greatest charm. The smile stole over it now, as he checked his horse and bent towards Rachel.

Have they thought me lost? I suppose dinner is begun?

Dinner has been in this half-hour, sir.

All right. I feared they might wait. Whats the matter, Rachel? Youve been making your eyes red.

The matter! Theres nothing the matter with me, Mr. Lionel, was Rachels reply, her tone betraying a touch of annoyance. And she turned and walked swiftly along the terrace, beyond reach of the glare of the gas-lamp.

Up stole a man at this moment, who must have been hidden amid the pillars of the portico, watching the transient meeting, watching for an opportunity to speak. It was Roy, the bailiff; and he accosted the gentleman with the same complaint, touching the ill-doings of the Dawsons and the village in general, that had previously been carried to Mr. Verner by Frederick Massingbird.

I was told to wait and take my orders from you, sir, he wound up with. The master dont like to be troubled, and he wouldnt give none.

Neither shall I give any, was the answer, until I know more about it.

They ought to be got out to-night, Mr. Lionel! exclaimed the man, striking his hand fiercely against the air. They sow all manner of incendiarisms in the place, with their bad example.

Roy, said Lionel Verner, in a quiet tone, I have not, as you know, interfered actively in the management of things. I have not opposed my opinion against my uncles, or much against yours; I have not come between you and him. When I have given orders, they have been his orders, not mine. But many things go on that I disapprove of; and I tell you very candidly that, were I to become master to-morrow, my first act would be to displace you, unless you could undertake to give up these nasty acts of petty oppression.

Unless some of em was oppressed and kept under, theyd be for riding roughshod over the whole of us, retorted Roy.

Nonsense! said Lionel. Nothing breeds rebellion like oppression. You are too fond of oppression, Roy, and Mr. Verner knows it.

They be a idle, poaching, good-for-nothing lot, them Dawsons, pursued Roy. And now that they be behind-hand with their rent, it is a glorious opportunity to get rid of em. Id turn em into the road, without a bed to lie on, this very night!

How would you like to be turned into the road, without a bed to lie on? demanded Lionel.

Me! returned Roy, in deep dudgeon. Do you compare me to that Dawson lot? When I give cause to be turned out, then I hope I may be turned out, sir, thats all. Mr. Lionel, he added, in a more conciliating tone, I know better about out-door things than you, and I say its necessary to be shut of the Dawsons. Give me power to act in this.

I will not, said Lionel. I forbid you to act in it at all, until the circumstances shall have been inquired into.

He sprung from his horse, flung the bridle to the groom, who was at that moment coming forward, and strode into the house with the air of a young chieftain. Certainly Lionel Verner appeared fitted by nature to be the heir of Verners Pride.

Rachel Frost, meanwhile, gained the road and took the path to the left hand; which would lead her to the village. Her thoughts were bent on many sources, not altogether pleasant, one of which was the annoyance she had experienced at finding her name coupled with that of the bailiffs son, Luke Roy. There was no foundation for it. She had disliked Luke, rather than liked him, her repugnance to him no doubt arising from the very favour he felt disposed to show to her; and her account of past matters to the bailiff was in accordance with the facts. As she walked along, pondering, she became aware that two people were advancing towards her in the dark twilight. She knew them instantly, almost by intuition, but they were too much occupied with each other yet to have noticed her. One was Frederick Massingbird, and the young lady on his arm was his cousin, Sibylla West, a girl young and fascinating as was Rachel. Mr. Frederick Massingbird had been suspected of a liking, more than ordinary, for this young lady; but he had protested in Rachels hearing, as in that of others, that his was only cousins love. Some impulse prompted Rachel to glide in at a field-gate which she was then passing, and stand behind the hedge until they should have gone by. Possibly she did not care to be seen.

It was a still night, and their voices were borne distinctly to Rachel as they slowly advanced. The first words to reach her came from the young lady.

You will be going out after him, Frederick. That will be the next thing I expect.

Sibylla, was the answer, and his accents bore that earnest, tender, confidential tone which of itself alone betrays love, be you very sure of one thing: that I go neither there nor elsewhere without taking you.

Oh, Frederick, is not John enough to go?

If I saw a better prospect there than here, I should follow him. After he has arrived and is settled, he will write and report. My darling, I am ever thinking of the future for your sake.

But is it not a dreadful country? There are wolves and bears in it that eat people up.

Frederick Massingbird slightly laughed at the remark. Do you think I would take my wife into the claws of wolves and bears? he asked, in a tone of the deepest tenderness. She will be too precious to me for that, Sibylla.

The voices and the footsteps died away in the distance, and Rachel came out of her hiding-place, and went quickly on towards the village. Her fathers cottage was soon gained. He did not live alone. His only son, Robert  who had a wife and family  lived with him. Robert was the son of his youth; Rachel the daughter of his age; the children of two wives. Matthew Frosts wife had died in giving birth to Robert, and twenty years elapsed ere he married a second. He was seventy years of age now, but still upright as a dart, with a fine fresh complexion, a clear bright eye, and snow-white hair that fell in curls behind, on the collar of his white smock-frock.

He was sitting at a small table apart when Rachel entered, a candle and a large open Bible on it. A flock of grandchildren crowded round him, two of them on his knees. He was showing them the pictures. To gaze wonderingly on those pictures, and never tire of asking explanations of their mysteries, was the chief business of the little Frosts lives. Roberts wife  but he was hardly ever called anything but Robin  was preparing something over the fire for the evening meal. Rachel went up and kissed her father. He scattered the children from him to make room for her. He loved her dearly. Robin loved her dearly. When Robin was a grown-up young man the pretty baby had come to be his plaything. Robin seemed to love her still better than he loved his own children.

Theest been crying, child! cried old Matthew Frost. What has ailed thee?

Had Rachel known that the signs of her past tears were so palpable as to call forth remark from everybody she met, as it appeared they were doing, she might have remained at home. Putting on a gay face, she laughed off the matter. Matthew pressed it.

Something went wrong at home, and I got a scolding, said Rachel at length. It was not worth crying over, though.

Mrs. Frost turned round from her saucepan.

A scolding from the missis, Rachel?

Theres nobody else at Verners Pride should scold me, responded Rachel, with a charming little air of self-consequence. Mrs. Verner said a cross word or two, and I was so stupid as to burst out crying. I have had a headache all day, and thats sure to put me out of sorts.

Theres always things to worry one in service, let it be ever so good on the whole, philosophically observed Mrs. Frost, bestowing her attention again upon the saucepan. Better be ones own missus on a crust, say I, than at the beck and call of others.

Rachel, interrupted old Matthew, when I let you go to Verners Pride, I thought it was for your good. But Id not keep you there a day, child, if you be unhappy.

Dear father, dont take up that notion, she quickly rejoined. I am happier at Verners Pride than I should be anywhere else. I would not leave it. Where is Robin this evening?

Robin

The answer was interrupted by the entrance of Robin himself. A short man with a red face, somewhat obstinate-looking. His eye lighted up when he saw Rachel; Mrs. Frost poured out the contents of her saucepan, which appeared to be a compound of Scotch oatmeal and treacle. Rachel was invited to take some, but declined. She lifted one of the children on her knee  a pretty little girl named after herself. The child did not seem well, and Rachel hushed it to her, bringing down her own sweet face caressingly upon the little ones.

So I hear as Mr. John Massingbirds a-going to London on a visit? cried Robin to his sister, holding out his basin for a second supply of the porridge.

The question had to be repeated three times, and then Rachel seemed to awake to it with a start. She had been gazing at vacancy, as if buried in a dream.

Mr. John? A visit to London? Oh, yes, yes; he is going to London.

Do he make much of a stay?

I cant tell, said Rachel slightingly. A certain confidence had been reposed in her at Verners Pride; but it was not her business to make it known, even in her fathers home. Rachel was not a good hand at deception, and she changed the subject. Has there not been some disturbance with the Dawsons to-day? Old Roy was at Verners Pride this afternoon, and the servants have been saying he came up about the Dawsons.

He wanted to turn em out, replied Robin.

Hes Grip Roy all over, said Mrs. Frost.

Old Matthew Frost shook his head. There has been ill-feeling smouldering between Roy and old Dawson this long while, said he. Now that its come to open war, I misdoubt me but therell be violence.

Theres ill-feeling between Roy and a many more, father, besides the Dawsons, observed Robin.

Ay! Rachel, child  turning his head to the hearth, where his daughter sat apart folks have said that young Luke wants to make up to you. But Id not like it. Lukes a good-meaning, kind-hearted lad himself, but Id not like you to be daughter-in-law to old Roy.

Be easy, father dear. Id not have Luke Roy if he were made of gold. I never yet had anything to say to him, and I never will have. We cant help our likes and dislikes.

Pshaw! said Robin, with pardonable pride. Pretty Rachel is not for a daft chap like Luke Roy, thats a head and ears shorter nor other men. Be you, my dear one?

Rachel laughed. Her conscience told her that she enjoyed a joke at Lukes undersize. She took a shower of kisses from the little girl, put her down, and rose.

I must go, she said. Mrs. Verner may be calling for me.

Dont she know you be come out? asked old Matthew.

No. But do not fear that I came clandestinely  or, as our servants would say, on the sly, added Rachel, with a smile. Mrs. Verner has told me to run down to see you whenever I like, after she has gone in to dinner. Good-night, dear father.

The old man pressed her to his heart: Dont thee get fretting again my blessing. I dont care to see thee with red eyes.

For answer, Rachel burst into tears then  a sudden, violent burst. She dashed them away again with a defiant, reckless sort of air, broke, into a laugh, and laid the blame on her headache. Robin said he would walk home with her.

No, Robin, I would rather you did not to-night, she replied. I have two or three things to get at Mother Duffs, and I shall stop there a bit, gossiping. After that, I shall be home in a trice. Its not dark; and, if it were, whod harm me?

They laughed. To imagine harm of any sort occurring, through walking a mile or so alone at night, would never enter the head of honest country people. Rachel departed; and Robin, who was a domesticated man upon the whole, helped his wife to put the children to bed.

Scarcely an hour later, a strange commotion arose in the village. People ran about wildly, whispering dread words to one another. A woman had just been drowned in the Willow Pond.

The whole place flocked down to the Willow Pond. On its banks, the centre of an awe-struck crowd, which had been quickly gathering, lay a body, recently taken out of the water. It was all that remained of poor Rachel Frost  cold, and white, and DEAD!




CHAPTER III.

THE NEWS BROUGHT HOME.

Seated in the dining-room at Verners Pride, comfortably asleep in an arm-chair, her face turned to the fire and her feet on a footstool, was Mrs. Verner. The dessert remained on the table, but nobody was there to partake of it. Mr. Verner had retired to his study upon the withdrawal of the cloth, according to his usual custom. Always a man of spare habits, shunning the pleasures of the table, he had scarcely taken sufficient to support nature since his health failed. Mrs. Verner would remonstrate; but his medical attendant, Dr. West, said it was better for him that it should be so. Lionel Verner (who had come in for the tail of the dinner) and John Massingbird had likewise left the room and the house, but not together. Mrs. Verner sat on alone. She liked to take her share of dessert, if the others did not, and she generally remained in the dining-room for the evening, rarely caring to move. Truth to say, Mrs. Verner was rather addicted to dropping asleep with her last glass of wine and waking up with the tea-tray, and she did so this evening.

Of course work goes on downstairs (or is supposed to go on) whether the mistress of a house be asleep or awake. It really was going on that evening in the laundry at Verners Pride, whatever it may have been doing in the other various branches and departments. The laundry-maids had had heavy labour on their hands that day, and they were hard at work still, while Mrs. Verner slept.

Heres Mother Duffs Dan a-coming in! exclaimed one of the women, glancing over her ironing-board to the yard. What do he want, I wonder?

Who? cried Nancy, the under-housemaid, a tart sort of girl, whose business it was to assist in the laundry on busy days.

Dan Duff. Just see what he wants, Nancy. Hes got a parcel.

The gentleman familiarly called Dan Duff was an urchin of ten years old. He was the son of Mrs. Duff, linen-draper-in-ordinary to Deerham  a lady popularly spoken of as Mother Duff, both behind her back and before her face. Nancy darted out at the laundry-door and waylaid the intruder in the yard.

Now, Dan Duff! cried she, what do you want?

Please, heres this, was Dan Duffs reply, handing over the parcel. And, please, I want to see Rachel Frost.

Whos it for? Whats inside it? sharply asked Nancy, regarding the parcel on all sides.

Its things as Rachel Frost have been a-buying, he replied. Please, I want to see her.

Then want must be your master, retorted Nancy. Rachel Frosts not at home.

Aint she? returned Dan Duff, with surprised emphasis. Why, she left our shop a long sight afore I did! Mother says, please, would she mind having some o the dark lavender print instead o the light, cause Susan Peckabys come in, and she wants the whole o the light lavender for a gownd, and theres only just enough of it. And, please, I be to take word back.

How are you to take word back if shes not in? asked Nancy, whose temper never was improved by extra work. Get along, Dan Duff! You must come along again to-morrow if you want her.

Dan Duff turned to depart, in meek obedience, and Nancy carried the parcel into the laundry and flung it down on the ironing-board.

Its fine to be Rachel Frost, she sarcastically cried. Going shopping like any lady, and having her things sent home for her! And messages about her gownds coming up  which will she have, if you please, and which wont she have! Ill borror one of the horses to-morrow, and go shopping myself on a side-saddle!

Has Rachel gone shopping to-night? cried one of the women, pausing in her ironing. I did not know she was out.

She has been out all the evening, was Nancys answer. I met her coming down the stairs, dressed. And she could tell a story over it, too, for she said she was going to see her old father.

But Master Dan Duff is not done with yet. If that gentleman stood in awe of one earthly thing more than another, it was of the anger of his revered mother. Mrs. Duff, in her maternal capacity, was rather free both with her hands and tongue. Being sole head of her flock, for she was a widow, she deemed it best to rule with firmness, not to say severity; and her son Dan, awed by his own timid nature, tried hard to steer his course so as to avoid shoals and quicksands. He crossed the yard, after the rebuff administered by Nancy, and passed out at the gate, where he stood still to revolve affairs. His mother had imperatively ordered him to bring back the answer touching the intricate question of the light and the dark lavender prints; and Susan Peckaby  one of the greatest idlers in all Deerham  said she would wait in the shop until he came with it. He stood softly whistling, his hands in his pockets, and balancing himself on his heels.

Ill get a basting, for sure, soliloquised he. Motherll lose the sale of the gownd, and then shell say its my fault, and baste me for it. Whats of her? Why couldnt she ha come home, as she said?

He set his wits to work to divine what could have gone of her  alluding, of course, to Rachel. And a bright thought occurred to him  really not an unnatural one  that she had probably taken the other road home. It was a longer round, through the fields, and there were stiles to climb, and gates to mount; which might account for the delay. He arrived at the conclusion, though somewhat slow of drawing conclusions in general, that if he returned home that way, he should meet Rachel; and could then ask the question.

If he turned to his left hand  standing as he did at the gate with his back to the back of the house  he would regain the high road, whence he came. Did he turn to the right, he would plunge into fields and lanes, and covered ways, and emerge at length, by a round, in the midst of the village, almost close to his own house. It was a lonely way at night, and longer than the other, but Master Dan Duff regarded those as pleasant evils, in comparison with a basting. He took his hands out of his pockets, brought down his feet to a level, and turned to it, whistling still.

It was a tolerably light night. The moon was up, though not very high, and a few stars might be seen here and there in the blue canopy above. Mr. Dan Duff proceeded on his way, not very quickly. Some dim idea was penetrating his brain that the slower he walked, the better chance there might be of his meeting Rachel.

Shes just a cat, is that Susan Peckaby! decided he, with acrimony, in the intervals of his whistling. It was her as put mother up to the thought o sending me to-night: Rachel Frost said the things ud do in the morning. Let Dan carry em up now, says Dame Peckaby, and ask her about the print, and then Ill take it home along o me. And if I go in without the answer, shell be the first to help mother to baste me! Hi! ho! hur! hur-r-r-r!

This last exclamation was caused by his catching sight of some small animal scudding along. He was at that moment traversing a narrow, winding lane; and, in the field to the right, as he looked in at the open gate, he saw the movement. It might be a cat, it might be a hare, it might be a rabbit, it might be some other animal; it was all one to Mr. Dan Duff; and he had not been a boy had he resisted the propensity to pursue it. Catching up a handful of earth from the lane, he shied it in the proper direction, and tore in at the gate after it.

Nothing came of the pursuit. The trespasser had earthed itself, and Mr. Dan came slowly back again. He had nearly approached the gate, when somebody passed it, walking up the lane with a very quick step, from the direction in which he, Dan, was bound. Dan saw enough to know that it was not Rachel, for it was the figure of a man; but Dan set off to run, and emerged from the gate just in time to catch another glimpse of the person, as he disappeared beyond the windings of the lane.

Twarnt Rachel, at all events, was his comment. And he turned and pursued his way again.

It was somewhere about this time that Tynn made his appearance in the dining-room at Verners Pride, to put away the dessert, and set the tea. The stir woke up Mrs. Verner.

Send Rachel to me, said she, winking and blinking at the tea-cups.

Yes, maam, replied Tynn.

He left the room when he had placed the cups and things to his satisfaction. He called for Rachel high and low, up and down. All to no purpose. The servants did not appear to know anything of her. One of them went to the door and shouted out to the laundry to know whether Rachel was there, and the answering shout No came back. The footman at length remembered that he had seen her go out at the hall door while the dinner was in. Tynn carried this item of information to Mrs. Verner. It did not please her.

Of course! she grumbled. Let me want any one of you particularly, and you are sure to be away! If she did go out, she ought not to stay as long as this. Whos this coming in?

It was Frederick Massingbird. He entered, singing a scrap of a song; which was cut suddenly short when his eye fell on the servant.

Tynn, said he, you must bring me something to eat. I have had no dinner.

You cannot be very hungry, or youd have come in before, remarked Mrs. Verner to him. It is tea-time now.

Ill take tea and dinner together, was his answer.

But you ought to have been in before, she persisted; for, though an easy mistress and mother, Mrs. Verner did not like the order of meals to be displaced. Where have you stayed, Fred? You have not been all this while taking Sibylla West to Bitterworths.

You must talk to Sibylla West about that, answered Fred. When young ladies keep you a good hour waiting, while they make themselves ready to start, you cant get back precisely to your own time.

What did she keep you waiting for? questioned Mrs. Verner.

Some mystery of the toilette, I conclude. When I got there, Amilly said Sibylla was dressing; and a pretty prolonged dressing it appeared to be! Since I left her at Bitterworths, I have been to Poyntons about my mare. She was as lame as ever to-day.

And theres Rachel out now, just as I am wanting her! went on Mrs. Verner, who, when she did lapse into a grumbling mood, was fond of calling up a catalogue of grievances.

At any rate, thats not my fault, mother, observed Frederick. I dare say she will soon be in. Rachel is not given to stay out, I fancy, if theres a chance of her being wanted.

Tynn came in with his tray, and Frederick Massingbird sat down to it. Tynn then waited for Mr. Verners tea, which he carried into the study. He carried a cup in every evening, but Mr. Verner scarcely ever touched it. Then Tynn returned to the room where the upper servants took their meals and otherwise congregated, and sat down to read a newspaper. He was a little man, very stout, his plain clothes always scrupulously neat.

A few minutes, and Nancy came in, the parcel left by Dan Duff in her hand. The housekeeper asked her what it was. She explained in her crusty way, and said something to the same effect that she had said in the laundry  that it was fine to be Rachel Frost. Shes long enough making her way up here! Nancy wound up with. Dan Duff says she left their shop to come home before he did. If Luke Roy was in Deerham one would know what to think!

Bah! cried the housekeeper. Rachel Frost has nothing to say to Luke Roy.

Tynn laid down his paper, and rose. Ill just tell the mistress that Rachels on her way home, said he. Shes put up like anything at her being out  wants her for something particular, she says.

Barely had he departed on his errand, when a loud commotion was heard in the passage. Mr. Dan Duff had burst in at the back door, uttering sounds of distress  of fright  his eyes starting, his hair standing on end, his words nearly unintelligible.

Rachel Frost is in the Willow Pond  drownded!

The women shrieked when they gathered in the sense. It was enough to make them shriek. Dan Duff howled in concert. The passages took up the sounds and echoed them; and Mrs. Verner, Frederick Massingbird, and Tynn came hastening forth. Mr. Verner followed, feeble, and leaning on his stick. Frederick Massingbird seized upon the boy, questioning sharply.

Rachel Frosts a-drowned in the Willow Pond, he reiterated. I seed her.

A moment of pause, of startled suspense, and then they flew off, men and women, as with one accord, Frederick Massingbird leading the van. Social obligations were forgotten in the overwhelming excitement, and Mr. and Mrs. Verner were left to keep house for themselves. Tynn, indeed, recollected himself, and turned back.

No, said Mr. Verner. Go with the rest, Tynn, and see what it is, and whether anything can be done.

He might have crept thither himself in his feeble strength, but he had not stirred out of the house for two years.




CHAPTER IV.

THE CROWD IN THE MOONLIGHT.

The Willow Pond, so called from its being surrounded with weeping willows, was situated at the corner of a field, in a retired part of the road, about midway between Verners Pride and Deerham. There was a great deal of timber about that part; it was altogether as lonely as could be desired. When the runners from Verners Pride reached it, assistance had already arrived, and Rachel, rescued from the pond, was being laid upon the grass. All signs of life were gone.

Who had done it?  what had caused it?  was it an accident?  was it a self-committed act?  or was it a deed of violence? What brought her there at all? No young girl would be likely to take that way home (with all due deference to the opinion of Master Dan Duff) alone at night.

What was to be done? The crowd propounded these various questions in so many marvels of wonder, and hustled each other, and talked incessantly; but to be of use, to direct, nobody appeared capable. Frederick Massingbird stepped forward with authority.

Carry her at once to Verners Pride  with all speed. And some of you  turning to the servants of the house hasten on, and get water heated and blankets hot. Get hot bricks  get anything and everything likely to be required. How did she get in?

He appeared to speak the words more in the light of a wailing regret, than as a question. It was a question that none present appeared able to answer. The crowd was increasing rapidly. One of them suggested that Broom the gamekeepers cottage was nearer than Verners Pride.

But there will be neither hot water nor blankets there, returned Frederick Massingbird.

The house is the best. Make haste! dont let grass grow under your feet.

A moment, interposed a gentleman who now came hastily up, as they were raising the body. Lay her down again.

They obeyed him eagerly, and fell a little back that he might have space to bend over her. It was the doctor of the neighbourhood, resident at Deerham. He was a fine man in figure, dark and florid in face, but a more impassive countenance could not well be seen, and he had the peculiarity of rarely looking a person in the face. If a patients eyes were mixed on Dr. Wests, Dr. Wests were invariably fixed upon something else. A clever man in his profession, holding an Edinburgh degree, and practising as a general practitioner. He was brother to the present Mrs. Verner; consequently, uncle to the two young Massingbirds.

Has anybody got a match? he asked.

One of the Verners Pride servants had a whole boxful, and two or three were lighted at a time, and held so that the doctor could see the drowned face better than he could in the uncertain moonlight. It was a strange scene. The lonely, weird character of the place; the dark trees scattered about; the dull pond with its bending willows; the swaying, murmuring crowd collected round the doctor and what he was bending over; the bright flickering flame of the match-light; with the pale moon overhead, getting higher and higher as the night went on, and struggling her way through passing clouds.

How did it happen? asked Dr. West.

Before any answer could be given, a man came tearing up at the top of his speed; several men, indeed, it may be said. The first was Roy, the bailiff. Upon Roys leaving Verners Pride, after the rebuke bestowed upon him by its heir, he had gone straight down to the George and Dragon, a roadside inn, situated on the outskirts of the village, on the road from Verners Pride. Here he had remained, consorting with droppers-in from Deerham, and soothing his mortification with a pipe and sundry cans of ale. When the news was brought in that Rachel Frost was drowned in the Willow-pond, Roy, the landlord, and the company collectively, started off to see.

Why, it is her! uttered Roy, taking a hasty view of poor Rachel. I said it wasnt possible. I saw her and talked to her up at the house but two or three hours ago. How did she get in?

The same question always; from all alike: how did she get in? Dr. West rose.

You can move her, he said.

Is she dead, sir?

Yes.

Frederick Massingbird  who had been the one to hold the matches  caught the doctors arm.

Not dead! he uttered. Not dead beyond hope of restoration?

She will never be restored in this world, was the reply of Dr. West. She is quite dead.

Measures should be tried, at any rate, said Frederick Massingbird warmly.

By all means, acquiesced Dr. West. It will afford satisfaction, though it should do nothing else.

They raised her once more, her clothes dripping, and turned with quiet, measured steps towards Verners Pride. Of course the whole assemblage attended. They were eagerly curious, boiling over with excitement; but, to give them their due, they were earnestly anxious to afford any aid in their power, and contended who should take turn at bearing that wet burden. Not one but felt sorely grieved for Rachel. Even Nancy was subdued to meekness, as she sped on to be one of the busiest in preparing remedies; and old Roy, though somewhat inclined to regard it in the light of a judgment upon proud Rachel for slighting his son, felt some twinges of pitying regret.

I have knowed cases where people, dead from drownding, have been restored to life, said Roy, as they walked along.

That you never have, replied Dr. West. The apparently dead have been restored; the dead, never.

Panting, breathless, there came up one as they reached Verners Pride. He parted the crowd, and threw himself almost upon Rachel with a wild cry. He caught up her cold, wet face, and passing his hands over it, bent down his warm cheek upon it.

Who has done it? he sobbed. What has done it? She couldnt have fell in alone.

It was Robin Frost. Frederick Massingbird drew him away by the arm. Dont hinder, Robin. Every minute may be worth a life.

And Robin, struck with the argument, obeyed docilely like a little child.

Mr. Verner, leaning on his stick, trembling with weakness and emotion, stood just without the door of the laundry, which had been hastily prepared, as the bearers tramped in.

It is an awful tragedy! he murmured. Is it true  addressing Dr. West that you think there is no hope?

I am sure there is none, was the answer. But every means shall be tried.

The laundry was cleared of the crowd, and their work began. One of the next to come up was old Matthew Frost. Mr. Verner took his hand.

Come in to my own room, Matthew, he said. I feel for you deeply.

Nay, sir; I must look upon her.

Mr. Verner pointed with his stick in the direction of the laundry.

They are shut in there  the doctor and those whom he requires round him, he said. Let them be undisturbed; it is the only chance.

All things likely to be wanted had been conveyed to the laundry; and they were shut in there, as Mr. Verner expressed it, with their fires and their heat. On dragged the time. Anxious watchers were in the house, in the yard, gathered round the back gate. The news had spread, and gentlepeople, friends of the Verners, came hasting from their homes, and pressed into Verners Pride, and asked question upon question of Mr. and Mrs. Verner, of everybody likely to afford an answer. Old Matthew Frost stood outwardly calm and collected, full of inward trust, as a good man should be. He had learned where to look for support in the darkest trial. Mr. Verner in that night of sorrow seemed to treat him as a brother.

One hour! Two hours! and still they plied their remedies, under the able direction of Dr. West. All was of no avail, as the experienced physician had told them. Life was extinct. Poor Rachel Frost was really dead!




CHAPTER V.

THE TALL GENTLEMAN IN THE LANE.

Apart from the horror of the affair, it was altogether attended with so much mystery that that of itself would have kept the excitement alive. What could have taken Rachel Frost near the pond at all? Allowing that she had chosen that lonely road for her way home  which appeared unlikely in the extreme  she must still have gone out of it to approach the pond, must have walked partly across a field to gain it. Had her path led close by it, it would have been a different matter: it might have been supposed (unlikely still, though) that she had missed her footing and fallen in. But unpleasant rumours were beginning to circulate in the crowd. It was whispered that sounds of a contest, the voices being those of a man and a woman, had been heard in that direction at the time of the accident, or about the time; and these rumours reached the ear of Mr. Verner.

For the family to think of bed, in the present state of affairs, or the crowd to think of dispersing, would have been in the highest degree improbable. Mr. Verner set himself to get some sort of solution first. One told one tale; one, another: one asserted something else; another, the exact opposite. Mr. Verner  and in saying Mr. Verner, we must include all  was fairly puzzled. A notion had sprung up that Dinah Roy, the bailiffs wife, could tell something about it if she would. Certain it was, that she had stood amid the crowd, cowering and trembling, shrinking from observation as much as possible, and recoiling visibly if addressed.

A word of this suspicion at last reached her husband. It angered him. He was accustomed to keep his wife in due submission. She was a little body, with a pinched face and a sharp red nose, given to weeping upon every possible occasion, and as indulgently fond of her son Luke as she was afraid of her husband. Since Lukes departure she had passed the better part of her time in tears.

Now, said Roy, going up to her with authority, and drawing her apart, whats this as is up with you?

She looked round her, and shuddered.

Oh, law! cried she, with a moan. Dont you begin to ask, Giles, or I shall be fit to die.

Do you know anything about this matter, or dont you? cried he savagely. Did you see anything?

What should I be likely to see of it? quaked Mrs. Roy.

Did you see Rachel fall into the pond? Or see her a-nigh the pond?

No, I didnt, moaned Mrs. Roy. I never set eyes on Rachel this blessed night at all. Id take a text o scripture to it.

Then what is the matter with you? he demanded, giving her a slight shake.

Hush, Giles! responded she, in a tone of unmistakable terror. I saw a ghost!

Saw a  what? thundered Giles Roy.

A ghost! she repeated. And it have made me shiver ever since.

Giles Roy knew that his wife was rather prone to flights of fancy. He was in the habit of administering one sovereign remedy, which he believed to be an infallible panacea for wives ailments whenever it was applied  a hearty good shaking. He gave her a slight instalment as he turned away.

Wait till I get ye home, said he significantly. Ill drive the ghosts out of ye!

Mr. Verner had seated himself in his study, with a view of investigating systematically the circumstances attending the affair, so far as they were known. At present all seemed involved in a Babel of confusion, even the open details.

Those able to tell anything of it shall come before me, one by one, he observed; we may get at something then.

The only stranger present was Mr. Bitterworth, an old and intimate friend of Mr. Verner. He was a man of good property, and resided a little beyond Verners Pride. Others  plenty of them  had been eager to assist in what they called the investigation, but Mr. Verner had declined. The public investigation would come soon enough, he observed, and that must satisfy them. Mrs. Verner saw no reason why she should be absent, and she took her seat. Her sons were there. The news had reached John out-of-doors, and he had hastened home full of consternation. Dr. West also remained by request, and the Frosts, father and son, had pressed in. Mr. Verner could not deny them.

To begin at the beginning, observed Mr. Verner, it appears that Rachel left this house between six and seven. Did she mention to anybody where she was going?

I believe she did to Nancy, sir, replied Mrs. Tynn, who had been allowed to remain.

Then call Nancy in, said Mr. Verner.

Nancy came, but she could not say much: only that, in going up the front stairs to carry some linen into Mrs. Verners room, she had met Rachel, dressed to go out. Rachel had said, in passing her, that she was about to visit her father.

And she came? observed Mr. Verner, turning to Matthew Frost, as Nancy was dismissed.

She came, sir, replied the old man, who was having an incessant battle with himself for calmness; for it was not there, in the presence of others, that he would willingly indulge his grief. I saw that she had been fretting. Her eyes were as red as ferrets; and I taxed her with it. She was for turning it off at first, but I pressed for the cause, and she then said she had been scolded by her mistress.

By me! exclaimed Mrs. Verner, lifting her head in surprise. I had not scolded her.

But as she spoke she caught the eye of her son John, and she remembered the little scene of the afternoon.

I recollect now, she resumed. I spoke a word of reproof to Rachel, and she burst into a violent flood of tears, and ran away from me. It surprised me much. What I said was not sufficient to call forth one tear, let alone a passionate burst of them.

What was it about? asked Mr. Verner.

I expect John can give a better explanation of it than I, replied Mrs. Verner, after a pause. I went out of the room for a minute or two, and when I returned, Rachel was talking angrily at John. I could not make out distinctly about what. John had begun to tease her about Luke Roy, I believe, and she did not like it.

Mr. John Massingbirds conscience called up the little episode of the coveted kiss. But it might not be altogether prudent to confess it in full conclave.

It is true that I did joke Rachel about Luke, he said. It seemed to anger her very much, and she paid me out with some hard words. My mother returned at the same moment. She asked what was the matter; I said I had joked Rachel about Luke, and that Rachel did not like it.

Yes, that was it, acquiesced Mrs. Verner. I then told Rachel that in my opinion she would have done well to encourage Luke, who was a steady young man, and would no doubt have a little money. Upon which she began weeping. I felt rather vexed; not a word have I been able to say to her lately, but tears have been the answer; and I asked what had come to her that she should cry for every trifle as if she were heart-broken. With that, she fell into a burst of sobs, terrifying to see, and ran from the room. I was thunderstruck. I asked John what could be the matter with her, and he said he could only think she was going crazed.

John Massingbird nodded his head, as if in confirmation. Old Matthew Frost spoke up, his voice trembling with the emotion that he was striving to keep under  

Did she say what it was that had come to her, maam?

She did not make any reply at all, rejoined Mrs. Verner. But it is quite nonsense to suppose she could have fallen into that wild burst of grief simply at being joked about Luke. I could not make her out.

And she has fallen into fretting, you say, maam, lately? pursued Matthew Frost, leaning his venerable white head forward.

Often and often, replied Mrs. Verner. She has seemed quite an altered girl in the last few weeks!

My sons wife has said the same, cried old Matthew. She has said that Rachel was changed. But I took it to mean in her looks  that she had got thinner. You mind the wife saying it, Robin?

Yes, I mind it, shortly replied Robin, who had propped himself against the wall, his arms folded and his head bent. Im a-minding all.

She wouldnt eat a bit o supper, went on old Matthew. But that was nothing, he added; she used to say she had plenty of food here, without eating ours. She sat apart by the fire with one o the little uns in her lap. She didnt stay over long; she said the missus might be wanting her, and she left; and when she was kissing my poor old face, she began sobbing. Robin offered to see her home

And she wouldnt have it, interrupted Robin, looking up for the first time with a wild expression of despair. She said she had things to get at Mother Duffs, and should stop a bit there, a-gossiping. Itll be on my mind by day and by night, that if Id went with her, harm couldnt have come.

And that was how she left you, pursued Mr. Verner. You did not see her after that? You know nothing further of her movements?

Nothing further, assented Robin. I watched her down the lane as far as the turning, and that was the last.

Did she go to Mrs. Duffs, I wonder? asked Mr. Verner.

Oh, yes; several of those present could answer that. There was the parcel brought up by Dan Duff, as testimony; and, if more had been needed, Mrs. Duff herself had afforded it, for she made one of the crowd outside.

We must have Mrs. Duff in, said Mr. Verner.

Accordingly, Mrs. Duff was brought in  a voluble lady with red hair. Mr. Verner politely asked her to be seated, but she replied that shed prefer to stand, if twas all the same. She was used to standing in her shop, and she couldnt never sit for a minute together when she was upset.

Did Rachel Frost purchase things of you this evening, Mrs. Duff?

Well, she did, and she didnt, responded Mrs. Duff. I never calls it purchasing of things, sir, when a customer comes in and says, Just cut me off so and so, and send it up. They be sold, of course, if you look at it in that light; but Im best pleased when buyers examines the goods, and chats a bit over their merits. Susan Peckaby, now, she

What did Rachel Frost buy? interrupted Mr. Verner, who knew what Mrs. Duffs tongue was, when it was once set going.

She looked in at the shop, sir, while I was a-serving little Green with some bone buttons, that her mother had sent her for. I want some Irish for aprons, Mrs. Duff, says she. Cut off the proper quantity for a couple, and send it me up some time to-morrow. Id not give the trouble, says she, but I cant wait to take it now, for Im in a hurry to get home, and I shall be wanting the aprons. What quality  pretty good? said I. Oh, you know, says she; about the same that I bought last time. And put in the tape for strings, and a reel of white cotton, No. 30. And I dont mind if you put in a piece of that German ribbon, middling width, she went on. Its nicer than tape for nightcaps, and them sort o things. And with that, sir, she was turning out again, when her eyes was caught by some lavender prints, as was a-hanging just in the doorway. Two shades of it, there was, dark and light. Thats pretty, says she. Its beautiful, said I; they be the sweetest things I have had in, this many a day; and they be the wide width. Wont you take some of it for a gownd? No, says she, Im set up for cotton gownds. Why not buy a bit of it for a apron or two? I said. Nothings cleaner than them lavender prints for morning aprons, and they saves the white. So she looked at it for a minute, and then she said I might cut her off a couple o yards of the light, and send it up with the other things. Well, sir, Sally Green went away with her buttons, and I took down the light print, thinking Id cut off the two yards at once. Just then, Susan Peckaby comes in for some gray worsted, and she falls right in love with the print. Ill have a gownd of that, says she, and Ill take it now. In course, sir, I was only too glad to sell it to her, for, like Rachel, shes good pay; but when I come to measure it, there was barely nine yards left, which is what Susan Peckaby takes for a gownd, being as tall as a maypole. So I was in a mess; for I couldnt take and sell it all, over Rachels head, having offered it to her. Perhaps she wouldnt mind having her aprons off the dark, says Susan Peckaby; it dont matter what colour aprons is of  theyre not like gownds. And then we agreed that I should send Dan up here at once to ask her, and Susan Peckaby  who seemed mighty eager to have the print  said shed wait till he come back. And I cut off the white Irish, and wrapped it up with the tape and things, and sent him.

Rachel Frost had left your shop, then?

She left it, sir, when she told me shed have some of the lavender print. She didnt stay another minute.

Robin Frost lifted his head again. She said she was going to stop at your place for a bit of a gossip, Mother Duff.

Then she didnt stop, responded that lady. She never spoke a single word o gossip, or looked inclined to speak it. She just spoke out short, as if she was in a hurry, and she turned clean out o the shop afore the words about the lavender print had well left her. Ask Sally Green, if you dont believe me.

You did not see which way she took? observed Mr. Verner.

No, sir, I didnt; I was behind my counter. But, for the matter o that, there was two or three as saw her go out of my shop and take the turning by the pound  which is a good proof she meant to come home here by the field way, for that turning, as you know, sir, leads to nowhere else.

Mr. Verner did know it. He also knew  for witnesses had been speaking of it outside  that Rachel had been seen to take that turning after she left Mrs. Duffs shop, and that she was walking with a quick step.

The next person called in was Master Dan Duff  in a state of extreme consternation at being called in at all. He was planted down in front of Mr. Verner, his legs restless. An idea crossed his brain that they might be going to accuse him of putting Rachel into the pond, and he began to cry. With a good deal of trouble on Mr. Verners part, owing to the young gentlemans timidity, and some circumlocution on his own, the facts, so far as Dan was cognisant of them, were drawn forth. It appeared that after he had emerged from the field when he made that slight diversion in pursuit of the running animal, he continued his road, and had gained the lonely part near where the pond was situated, when young Broom, the son of Mr. Verners gamekeeper, ran up and asked him what was the matter, and whether anybody was in the pond. Broom did not wait for an answer, but went on to the pond, and Dan Duff followed him. Sure enough, Rachel Frost was in it. They knew her by her clothes, as she rose to the surface. Dan Duff, in his terror, went back shrieking to Verners Pride, and young Broom, more sensibly, ran for help to get her out.

How did young Broom know, or suspect, there was anybody in the pond? questioned Mr. Verner.

I dun know, please, sir, sobbed Dan Duff; that was what he said as he runned off to it. He asked me if I had seen any folks about, and I said Id only seen that un in the lane.

Whom did you see in the lane?

I dun know who it was, please, sir, returned Dan, sniffing greatly. I wasnt a-nigh him.

But you must have been nigh him if you met him in the lane.

Please, sir, I wasnt in the lane then. I had runned into the field after a cat.

After a cat?

Please, sir, twere a cat, I think. But it got away, and I didnt find it. I saw somebody a-passing of the gate up the lane, but I warnt quick enough to see who.

Going which way?

Please, sir, up towards here. If I hadnt turned into the field, I should ha met him face to face. I dun know who it was.

Did you hear any noise near the pond, or see any movement in its direction, before you were accosted by Broom?

Please, sir, no.

It appeared to be of little use to detain Mr. Duff. In his stead young Broom was called in. A fine-grown young fellow of nineteen, whose temperament may be indicated by two words  cool and lazy. He was desired to give his own explanation.

I was going home for the night, sir, he began, in answer, when I heard the sound of voices in dispute. They seemed to come from the direction of the grove of trees near the Willow Pond, and I stayed to listen. I thought perhaps some of the Dawsons and Roy had come to an encounter out there; but I soon found that one of the voices was that of a woman. Quite a young voice it sounded, and it was broke by sobs and tears. The other voice was a mans.

Only two! Did you recognise them?

No, sir, I did not recognise them; I was too far off, maybe. I only made out that it was two  a mans and a womans. I stopped a few minutes, listening, and they seemed to quiet down, and then, as I was going on again, I came up to Mrs. Roy. She was kneeling down, and

Kneeling down? interrupted Mr. Verner.

She was kneeling down, sir, with her hands clasped round the trunk of a tree, like one in mortal fright. She laid hold of me then, and I asked what was the matter with her, and she answered that she had been amost frightened to death. I asked whether it was at the quarrel, but she only said, Hush! listen! and at last she set on to cry. Just then we heard an awful shriek, and a plunge into the water. There goes something into the Willow Pond, said I, and I was turning to run to it, when Mrs. Roy shrieked out louder than the other shriek had been, and fell flat down on the earth. I never hardly see such a face afore for ghastliness. The moon was shining out full then, and it daunted me to look at her. I thought she was dead  that the fright had killed her. There wasnt a bit o breath in her body, and I raised her head up, not knowing what to do with her. Presently she heaved a sort of sigh, and opened her eyes; and with that she seemed to recollect herself, and asked what was in the pond. I left her and went off to it, meeting Dan Duff  and we found it was Rachel Frost. Dan, he set on to howl, and wouldnt stay, and I went for the nearest help, and got her out. Thats all, sir.

Was she already dead?

Well, sir, when you first get a person out of the water its hard to say whether they be dead or not. She seemed dead, but perhaps if there had been means right at hand, she might have been brought-to again.

A moan of pain from old Matthew. Mr. Verner continued as it died out  

Rachel Frosts voice must have been one of those you heard in dispute?

Not a doubt of that, sir, replied young Broom. Any more than that there must have been foul play at work to get her into the pond, or that the other disputing voice must have belonged to the man who did it.

Softly, softly, said Mr. Verner. Did you see any man about?

I saw nobody at all, sir, saving Dan Duff and Mrs. Roy; and Rachels quarrel could not have been with either of them. Whoever the other was, he had made himself scarce.

Robin Frost took a step forward respectfully.

Did you mind, sir, that Mother Duffs Dan spoke to seeing some person in the lane?

I do, replied Mr. Verner. I should like to ask the boy another question or two upon that point. Call him in, one of you.

John Massingbird went out and brought back the boy.

Mind you have your wits sharp about you this time, Mr. Duff, he remarked. Which piece of advice had the effect of scaring Mr. Duffs wits more completely away than they had been scared before.

You tell us that you saw a man pass up the lane when you were in the field after the cat, began Mr. Verner. Was the man walking fast?

Please, sir, yes. Afore I could get out o the gate he was near out o sight. He went amost as fast as the cat did.

How long was it, after you saw him, before you met young Broom, and heard that somebody was in the pond?

Please, sir, twas amost directly. I was running then, I was.

As the boys answer fell upon the room, a conviction stole over most of those collected in it that this man must have been the one who had been heard in dispute with Rachel Frost.

Were there no signs about him by which you could recognise him? pursued Mr. Verner. What did he look like? Was he tall or short?

Please, sir, he were very tall.

Could you see his dress? Was it like a gentlemans or a labourers?

Please, sir, I think it looked like a gentlemans  like one o the gentlemens at Verners Pride.

Whose? Like which of the gentlemens? rang out Mr. Verners voice, sharply and sternly, after a moments pause of surprise, for he evidently had not expected the answer.

Please, sir, I dun know which. The clothes looked dark, and the man were as tall as the gentlemen, or as Calves.

Calves? echoed Mr. Verner, puzzled.

John Massingbird broke into an involuntary smile. He knew that their tall footman, Bennet, was universally styled Calves in the village. Dan Duff probably believed it to be his registered name.

But Frederick Massingbird was looking dark and threatening. The suspicion hinted at  if you can call it a suspicion  angered him. The villagers were wont to say that Mr. Frederick had ten times more pride than Mr. John. They were not far wrong  Mr. John had none at all.

Boy! Frederick sternly said, what grounds have you for saying it was like one of the gentlemen?

Dan Duff began to sob. I dun know who it were, he said; indeed I dont. But he were tall, and his clothes looked dark. Please, sir, if you basted me, I couldnt tell no more.

It was believed that he could not. Mr. Verner dismissed him, and John Massingbird, according to order, went to bring in Mrs. Roy.

He was some little time before he found her. She was discovered at last in a corner of the stewards room, seated on a low stool, her head bent down on her knees.

Now, maam, said John, with unwonted politeness, you are being waited for.

She looked up, startled. She rose from her low seat, and began to tremble, her lips moving, her teeth chattering. But no sound came forth.

You are not going to your hanging, Dinah Roy, said John Massingbird, by way of consolation. Mr. Verner is gathering the evidence about this unfortunate business, and it is your turn to go in and state what you know, or saw.

She staggered back a step or two, and fell against the wall, her face changing to one of livid terror.

I  I  saw nothing! she gasped.

Oh, yes, you did! Come along!

She put up her hands in a supplicating attitude; she was on the point of sinking on her knees in her abject fear, when at that moment the stern face of her husband was pushed in at the door. She sprang up as if electrified, and meekly followed John Massingbird.




CHAPTER VI.

DINAH ROYS GHOST.

The moon, high in the heavens, shone down brightly, lighting up the fair domain of Verners Pride, lighting up the broad terrace, and one who was hasting along it; all looking as peaceful as if a deed of dark mystery had not that night been committed.

He, skimming the terrace with a fleet foot, was that domains recognised heir, Lionel Verner. Tynn and others were standing in the hall, talking in groups, as is the custom with dependents when something unusual and exciting is going on. Lionel appeared full of emotion when he burst in upon them.

Is it true? he demanded, speaking impulsively. Is Rachel really dead?

She is dead, sir.

Drowned?

Yes, sir, drowned.

He stood like one confounded. He had heard the news in the village, but this decided confirmation of it was as startling as if he now heard it for the first time. A hasty word of feeling, and then he looked again at Tynn.

Was it the result of accident?

Tynn shook his head.

Its to be feared it was not, sir. There was a dreadful quarrel heard, it seems, near to the pond, just before it happened. My master is inquiring into it now, sir, in his study. Mr. Bitterworth and some more are there.

Giving his hat to the butler, Lionel Verner opened the study door, and entered. It was at that precise moment when John Massingbird had gone out for Mrs. Roy; so that, as may be said, there was a lull in the proceedings.

Mr. Verner looked glad when Lionel appeared. The ageing man, enfeebled with sickness, had grown to lean on the strong young intellect. As much as it was in Mr. Verners nature to love anything, he loved Lionel. He beckoned him to a chair beside himself.

Yes, sir, in an instant, nodded Lionel. Matthew, he whispered, laying his hand kindly on the old mans shoulder as he passed, and bending down to him with his sympathising eyes, his pleasant voice, I am grieved for this as if it had been my own sister. Believe me.

I know it; I know you, Mr. Lionel, was the faint answer. Dont unman me, sir, afore em here; leave me to myself.

With a pressure of his hand on the shoulder ere he quitted it, Lionel turned to Frederick Massingbird, asking of him particulars in an undertone.

I dont know them myself, replied Frederick, his accent a haughty one. There seems to be nothing but uncertainty and mystery. Mr. Verner ought not to have inquired into it in this semi-public way. Very disagreeable things have been said, I assure you. There was not the least necessity for allowing such absurdities to go forth, as suspicions, to the public. You have not been running from the Willow Pond at a strapping pace, I suppose, to-night?.

That I certainly have not, replied Lionel.

Neither has John, I am sure, returned Frederick resentfully. It is not likely. And yet that boy of Mother Duffs

The words were interrupted. The door had opened, and John Massingbird appeared, marshalling in Dinah Roy. Dinah looked fit to die, with her ashy face and her trembling frame.

Why, what is the matter? exclaimed Mr. Verner.

The woman burst into tears.

Oh, sir, I dont know nothing of it; I protest I dont, she uttered. I declare that I never set eyes on Rachel Frost this blessed night.

But you were near the spot at the time?

Oh, bad luck to me, I was! she answered, wringing her hands. But I know no more how she got into the water nor a child unborn.

Wheres the necessity for being put out about it, my good woman? spoke up Mr. Bitterworth. If you know nothing, you cant tell it. But you must state what you do know  why you were there, what startled you, and such like. Perhaps  if she were to have a chair? he suggested to Mr. Verner in a whisper. She looks too shaky to stand.

Ay, acquiesced Mr. Verner. Somebody bring forward a chair. Sit down, Mrs. Roy.

Mrs. Roy obeyed. One of those harmless, well-meaning, timid women, who seem not to possess ten ideas of their own, and are content to submit to others, she had often been seen in a shaky state from very trifling causes. But she had never been seen like this. The perspiration was pouring off her pinched face, and her blue check apron was incessantly raised to wipe it.

What errand had you near the Willow Pond this evening? asked Mr. Verner.

I didnt see anything, she gasped, I dont know anything. As true as I sit here, sir, I never saw Rachel Frost this blessed evening.

I am not asking you about Rachel Frost. Were you near the spot?

Yes. But

Then you can say what errand you had there; what business took you to it, continued Mr. Verner.

It was no harm took me, sir. I went to get a dish o tea with Martha Broom. Manys the time she have asked me since Christmas; and my husband, he was out with the Dawsons and all that bother; and Luke, hes gone, and there was nothing to keep me at home. I changed my gownd and I went.

What time was that?

Twas the middle o the afternoon, sir. The clock had gone three.

Did you stay tea there?

In course, sir, I did. Broom, he was out, and she was at home by herself a-rinsing out some things. But she soon put em away, and we sat down and had our teas together. We was a-talking about

Never mind that, said Mr. Verner. It was in coming home, I conclude, that you were met by young Broom.

Mrs. Roy raised her apron again, and passed it over her face but not a word spoke she in answer.

What time did you leave Brooms cottage to return home?

I cant be sure, sir, what time it was. Brooms havent got no clock; they tells the time by the sun.

Was it dark?

Oh, yes, it was dark, sir, except for the moon. That had been up a good bit, for I hadnt hurried myself.

And what did you see or hear, when you got near the Willow Pond?

The question sent Mrs. Roy into fresh tears; into fresh tremor.

I never saw nothing, she reiterated. The last time I set eyes on Rachel Frost was at church on Sunday.

What is the matter with you? cried Mr. Verner, with asperity. Do you mean to deny that anything had occurred to put you in a state of agitation, when you were met by young Broom?

Mrs. Roy only moaned.

Did you hear people quarrelling? he persisted.

I heard people quarrelling, she sobbed. I did. But I never saw, no more than the dead, who it was.

Whose voices were they?

How can I tell, sir? I wasnt near enough. There were two voices, a mans and a womans; but I couldnt catch a single word, and it did not last long. I declare, if it were the last word I had to speak, that I heard no more of the quarrel than that, and I wasnt no nearer to it.

She really did seem to speak the truth, in spite of her shrinking fear, which was evident to all. Mr. Verner inquired, with incredulity equally evident, whether that was sufficient to put her into the state of tremor spoken of by young Broom.

Mrs. Roy hung her head.

Im timid at quarrels, specially if its at night, she faintly answered.

And was it just the hearing of that quarrel that made you sink down on your knees, and clasp hold of a tree? continued Mr. Verner. Upon which Mrs. Roy let fall her head on her hands, and sobbed piteously.

Robin Frost interrupted, sarcasm in his tone Theres a tale going on, outside, that you saw a ghost, and it was that as frighted you, he said to her. Perhaps, sir  turning to Mr. Verner youll ask her whose ghost it was.

This appeared to put the finishing touch to Mrs. Roys discomfiture. Nothing could be made of her for a few minutes. Presently, her agitation somewhat subsided; she lifted her head, and spoke as with a desperate effort.

Its true, she said. Ill make a clean breast of it. I did see a ghost, and it was that as upset me so. It wasnt the quarrelling frighted me: I thought nothing of that.

What do you mean by saying you saw a ghost? sharply reproved Mr. Verner.

It was a ghost, sir, she answered, apparently picking up a little courage, now the subject was fairly entered upon.

A pause ensued. Mr. Verner may have been at a loss what to say next. When deliberately assured by any timorous spirit that they have seen a ghost, it is waste of time to enter an opposing argument.

Where did you see the ghost? he asked.

I had stopped still, listening to the quarrelling, sir. But that soon came to an end, for I heard no more, and I went on a few steps, and then I stopped to listen again. Just as I turned my head towards the grove, where the quarrelling had seemed to be, I saw something a few paces from me that made my flesh creep. A tall, white thing it looked, whiter than the moonlight. I knew it could be nothing but a ghost, and my knees sunk down from under me, and I laid hold o the trunk o the tree.

Perhaps it was a deaths head and bones? cried John Massingbird.

Maybe, sir, she answered. That, or something worse. It glided through the trees with its great eyes staring at me; and I felt ready to die.

Was it a mans or a womans ghost? asked Mr. Bitterworth, a broad smile upon his face.

Couldnt have been a womans, sir; twas too tall, was the sobbing answer. A great tall thing it looked, like a white shadder. I wonder I be alive!

So do I, irascibly cried Mr. Verner. Which way was it going? Towards the village, or in this direction?

Not in either of em, sir. It glided right off at a angle amid the trees.

And it was that  that folly, that put you into the state of tremor in which Broom found you? said Mr. Verner. It was nothing else?

I declare, before Heaven, that it was what I saw as put me into the fright young Broom found me in, she repeated earnestly.

But if you were so silly as to be alarmed for the moment, why do you continue to show alarm still?

Because my husband says hell shake me, she whimpered, after a long pause. He never has no patience with ghosts.

Serve you right, was the half-audible comment of Mr. Verner. Is this all you know of the affair? he continued, after a pause.

Its all, sir, she sobbed. And enough too. Theres only one thing as I shall be for ever thankful for.

Whats that? asked Mr. Verner.

That my poor Luke was away afore this happened. He was fond of hankering after Rachel, and folks might have been for laying it on his shoulders; though, goodness knows, hed not have hurt a hair of her head.

At any rate, he is out of it, observed John Massingbird.

Ay, she replied, in a sort of self-soliloquy, as she turned to leave the room, for Mr. Verner told her she was dismissed, itll be a corn o comfort amid my peck o troubles. I have fretted myself incessant since Luke left, a-thinking as I could never know comfort again; but perhaps its all for the best now, as he should ha went.

She curtsied, and the door was closed upon her. Her evidence left an unsatisfactory feeling behind it.

An impression had gone forth that Mrs. Roy could throw some light upon the obscurity; and, as it turned out, she had thrown none. The greater part of those present gave credence to what she said. All believed the ghost to have been pure imagination; knowing the womans proneness to the marvellous, and her timid temperament. But, upon one or two there remained a strong conviction that Mrs. Roy had not told the whole truth; that she could have said a great deal more about the nights work, had she chosen to do so.

No other testimony was forthcoming. The cries and shouts of young Broom, when he saw the body in the water, had succeeded in arousing some men who slept at the distant brick-kilns; and the tidings soon spread, and crowds flocked up. These people were eager to pour into Mr. Verners room now, and state all they knew, which was precisely the evidence not required; but of further testimony to the facts there was none.

More may come out prior to the inquest; theres no knowing, observed Mr. Bitterworth, as the gentlemen stood in a group, before separating. It is a very dreadful thing, demanding the most searching investigation. It is not likely she would throw herself in.

A well-conducted girl like Rachel Frost throw herself wilfully into a pond to be drowned! indignantly repeated Mr. Verner. She would be one of the last to do it.

And equally one of the last to be thrown in, said Dr. West. Young women are not thrown into ponds without some cause; and I should think few ever gave less cause for maltreatment of any kind than she. It appears most strange to me with whom she could have been quarrelling  if indeed it was Rachel that was quarrelling.

It is all strange together, cried Lionel Verner. What took Rachel that way at all, by night time?

What indeed! echoed Mr. Bitterworth. Unless

Unless what? asked Mr. Verner; for Mr. Bitterworth had brought his words to a sudden standstill.

Well, I was going to say, unless she had an appointment there. But that does not appear probable for Rachel Frost.

It is barely possible, let alone probable, was the retort of Mr. Verner.

But still, in a case like this, every circumstance must be looked at, every trifle weighed, resumed Mr. Bitterworth. Does Rachels own conduct appear to you to have been perfectly open? She has been indulging, it would seem, in some secret grief latterly; has been strange, as one or two have expressed it. Then, again, she stated to her brother that she was going to stay at Duffs for a gossip, whereas the woman says she had evidently no intention of gossiping, and barely gave herself time to order the articles spoken of. Other witnesses observed her leave Duffs, and walk with a hasty step direct to the field road, and turn down it. All this does not sound quite clear to me.

There was one thing that did not sound clear to me, broke in Lionel abruptly, and that was Dinah Roys evidence. The womans half a fool; otherwise I should think she was purposely deceiving us.

A pity but she could see a real ghost! cried John Massingbird, looking inclined to laugh, It might cure her for fancy ones. Shes right in one thing, however; poor Luke might have got this clapped on his shoulders had he been here.

Scarcely, dissented Dr. West. Luke Roy is too inoffensive to harm any one, least of all a woman, and Rachel; and that the whole parish knows.

Theres no need to discuss Lukes name in the business, said Mr. Verner; he is far enough away. Whoever the man may have been, it was not Luke, he emphatically added. Luke would have been the one to succour Rachel, not to hurt her.

Not a soul present but felt that Mr. Verner spoke in strict accordance with the facts, known and presumptive. They must look in another quarter than Luke for Rachels assailant.

Mr. Verner glanced at Mr. Bitterworth and Dr. West, then at the three young men before him.

We are amongst friends, he observed, addressing the latter. I would ask you, individually, whether it was one of you that the boy, Duff, spoke of as being in the lane?

They positively disclaimed it, each one for himself. Each one mentioned that he had been elsewhere at the time, and where he had been.

You see, said Mr. Verner, the lane leads only to Verners Pride.

But by leaping a fence anywhere, or a gate, or breaking through a hedge, it may lead all over the country, observed Frederick Massingbird. You forget that, sir.

No, Frederick, I do not forget it. But unless a man had business at Verners Pride, what should he go into the lane for? On emerging from the field on this side the Willow Pond, any one, not bound for Verners Pride, would take the common path to the right hand, open to all; only in case of wanting to come here would he take the lane. You cannot suppose for a moment that I suspect any one of you has had a hand in this unhappy event; but it was right that I should be assured, from your own lips, that you were not the person spoken of by young Duff.

It may have been a stranger to the neighbourhood, sir. In that case he would not know that the lane led only to Verners Pride.

True  so far. But what stranger would be likely to quarrel with Rachel?

Egad, if you come to that, sir, a strangers more likely to pick a quarrel with her than one of us, rejoined John Massingbird.

It was no stranger, said Mr. Verner, shaking his head. We do not quarrel with strangers. Had any stranger accosted Rachel at night, in that lonely spot, with rude words, she would naturally have called out for help; which it is certain she did not do, or young Broom and Mrs. Roy must have heard her. Rely upon it, that man in the lane is the one we must look for.

But where to look? debated Frederick Massingbird.

There it is! The inference would be that he was coming to Verners Pride; being on its direct way and nearly close upon it. But, the only tall men (as the boy describes) at Verners Pride, are you three and Bennet. Bennet was at home, therefore he is exempt; and you were scattered in different directions  Lionel at Mr. Bitterworths, John at the Royal Oak  I wonder you like to make yourself familiar with those tap-rooms, John!  and Frederick coming in from Poyntons to his dinner.

I dont think I had been in ten minutes when the alarm came, remarked Frederick.

Well, it is involved in mystery at present, cried Mr. Bitterworth, shaking hands with them. Let us hope that to-morrow will open more light upon it. Are you on the wing too, doctor? Then well go out together.




CHAPTER VII.

THE REVELATION AT THE INQUEST.

To say that Deerham was rudely disturbed from its equanimity; that petty animosities, whether concerning Mr. Roy and the Dawsons or other contending spirits, were lost sight of, hushed to rest in the absorbing calamity which had overtaken Rachel; to say that occupations were partially suspended, that there ensued a glorious interim of idleness, for the female portion of it  of conferences in gutters and collectings in houses; to say that Rachel was sincerely mourned, old Frost sympathised with, and the supposed assailant vigorously sought after, would be sufficient to indicate that public curiosity was excited to a high pitch; but all this was as nothing compared to the excitement that was to ensue upon the evidence given at the coroners inquest.

In the absence of any certain data to go upon, Deerham had been content to take uncertain data, and to come to its own conclusions. Deerham assumed that Rachel, from some reasons which they could not fathom, had taken the lonely road home that night, had met with somebody or other with whom had ensued a quarrel and scuffle, and that, accidentally or by intent, she had been pushed into the pond, the coward decamping.

Villainy enough! even if twas but an accident! cried wrathful Deerham.

Villainy enough, beyond all doubt, had this been the extent. But, Deerham had to learn that the villainy had had a beginning previous to that.

The inquest had been summoned in due course. It sat two days after the accident. No evidence, tending to further elucidate the matter, was given, than had been elicited that first night before Mr. Verner; except the medical evidence. Dr. West and a surgeon from a neighbouring town, who had jointly made the post-mortem examination, testified that there was a cause for Rachel Frosts unevenness of spirits, spoken to by her father and by Mrs. Verner. She might possibly, they now thought, have thrown herself into the pool; induced to it by self-condemnation.

It electrified Deerham. It electrified Mr. Verner. It worse than electrified Matthew Frost and Robin. In the first impulse of the news, Mr. Verner declared that it could not be. But the medical men, with their impassive faces, calmly said that it was.

But, so far as the inquiry went, the medical testimony did not carry the matter any further. For, if the evidence tended to induce a suspicion that Rachel might have found life a burden, and so wished to end it, it only rendered stronger the suspicion against another. This supplied the very motive for that others conduct which had been wanting, supposing he had indeed got rid of her by violence. It gave the clue to much which had before been dark. People could understand now why Rachel should hasten to keep a stealthy appointment; why quarrelling should be heard; in short, why poor Rachel should have been found in the pond. The jury returned an open verdict Found drowned; but how she got into the water, there is no precise evidence to show.

Robin Frost struggled out of the room as the crowd was dispersing. His eye was blazing, his cheek burning. Could Robin have laid his hand at that moment upon the right man, there would speedily have ensued another coroners inquest. The earth was not wide enough for the two to live on it. Fortunately, Robin could not fix on any one, and say, Thou art the man! The knowledge was hidden from him. And yet, the very man may have been at the inquest, side by side with himself. Nay, he probably was.

Robin Frost cleared himself from the crowd. He gave vent to a groan of despair; he lifted his strong arms in impotency. Then he turned and sought Mr. Verner.

Mr. Verner was ill; could not be seen. Lionel came forward.

Robin, I am truly sorry  truly grieved. We all are. But I know you will not care to-day to hear me say it.

Sir, I wanted to see Mr. Verner, replied Robin. I want to know if that inquest can be squashed. Dont laugh at him now, poor fellow. He meant quashed.

The inquest quashed! repeated Lionel. Of course it cannot be. I dont know what you mean, Robin. It has been held, and it cannot be unheld.

I should ha said the verdict, explained Robin. Im beside myself to-day, Mr. Lionel. Cant Mr. Verner get it squashed? He knows the crowner.

Neither Mr. Verner nor anybody else could do it, Robin. Why should you wish it done?

Because it as good as sets forth a lie, vehemently answered Robin Frost. She never put herself into the water. Bad as things had turned out with her, poor dear, she never did that. Mr. Lionel, I ask you, sir, was she likely to do it?

I should have deemed it very unlikely, replied Lionel. Until to-day, he added to his own thoughts.

No, she never did! Was it the work of one to go and buy herself aprons, and tape, and cotton for sewing, who was on her way to fling herself into a pond, Id ask the crowner? he continued, his voice rising almost to a shriek in his emotion. Them aprons be a proof that she didnt take her own life. Why didnt they bring it in Wilful Murder, and have the place scoured out to find him?

The verdict will make no difference to the finding him, Robin, returned Lionel Verner.

I dun know that, sir. When a charge of wilful murders out in a place, again some one of the folks in it, the rest be all on the edge to find him; but Found drownded is another thing. Have you any suspicion again anybody, sir?

He put the question sharply and abruptly, and Lionel Verner looked full in his face as he answered, No, Robin.

Well, good-afternoon, sir.

He turned away without another word. Lionel gazed after him with true sympathy. He will never recover this blow, was Lionel Verners mental comment.

But for this unfortunate occurrence, John Massingbird would have already departed from Verners Pride. The great bane of the two Massingbirds was, that they had been brought up to be idle men. A sum of money had become theirs when Frederick came of age  which sum you will call large or small, as it may please you. It would be as a drop of water to the millionaire; it would be as a countless fortune to one in the depths of poverty: we estimate things by comparison. The sum was five thousand pounds each  Mrs. Massingbird, by her second marriage with Mr. Verner, having forfeited all right in it. With this sum the young Massingbirds appeared to think that they could live as gentlemen, and need not seek to add to it.

Thrown into the luxurious home of Verners Pride  again we must speak by comparison: Verners Pride was luxurious compared to the moderate home they had been reared in  John and Frederick Massingbird suffered that worst complaint of all complaints, indolence, to overtake them and become their master. John, careless, free, unsteady in many ways, set on to spend his portion as fast as he could; Frederick, more cold, more cautious, did not squander as his brother did, but he had managed to get rid of a considerable amount of his own share in unfortunate speculations. While losses do not affect our personal convenience they are scarcely felt. And so it was with the Massingbirds. Mr. Verner was an easy man in regard to money matters; he was also a man who was particularly sensitive to the feelings of other people, and he had never breathed a word to his wife about the inexpediency of her keeping her sons at home in idleness. He feared his motives might be misconstrued  that it might be thought he grudged the expense. He had spoken once or twice of the desirability of his step-sons pursuing some calling in life, and intimated that he should be ready to further their views by pecuniary help; but the advice was not taken. He offered to purchase a commission for one or both of them; he hinted that the bar afforded a stepping-stone to fame. No; John and Frederick Massingbird were conveniently deaf; they had grown addicted to field-sports, to a life of leisure, and they did not feel inclined to quit it for one of obligation or of labour. So they had stayed on at Verners Pride in the enjoyment of their comfortable quarters, of the well-spread table, of their horses, their dogs. All these sources of expense were provided without any cost or concern of theirs, their own private expenditure alone coming out of their private purses. How it was with their clothes, they and Mrs. Verner best knew; Mr. Verner did not. Whether these were furnished at their own cost, or whether their mother allowed them to draw for such on her, or, indeed, whether they were scoring up long bills on account, Mr. Verner made it no concern of his to inquire.

John  who was naturally of a roving nature, and who, but for the desirable home he was allowed to call his, would probably have been all over the world before he was his present age, working in his shirt sleeves for bread one day, exalted to some transient luck the next  had latterly taken a fancy in his head to emigrate to Australia. Certain friends of his had gone out there a year or two previously, and were sending home flaming accounts of their success at the gold-fields. It excited in John Massingbird a strong wish to join them. Possibly other circumstances urged him to the step; for it was certain that his finances were not in so desirable a state as they might be. With John Massingbird to wish a thing was to do it; and almost before the plan was spoken of, even in his own family, he was ready to start. Frederick was in his confidence, Lionel partly so, and a hint to his mother was sufficient to induce her to preserve reticence on the subject. John Massingbird had his reasons for this. It was announced in the household that Mr. Massingbird was departing on a visit to town, the only one who was told the truth being Rachel Frost. Rachel was looked upon almost as one of themselves. Frederick Massingbird had also confided it to Sibylla West  but Frederick and Sibylla were on more confidential terms than was suspected by the world. John had made a confident on his own part, and that was of Luke Roy. Luke, despised by Rachel, whom he truly loved, clearly seeing there was no hope whatever that she would ever favour him, was eager to get away from Deerham  anywhere, so that he might forget her. John Massingbird knew this; he liked Luke, and he thought Luke might prove useful to him in the land to which he was emigrating, so he proposed to him to join in the scheme. Luke warmly embraced it. Old Roy, whom they were obliged to take into confidence, was won over to it. He furnished Luke with the needful funds, believing he should be repaid four-fold; for John Massingbird had contrived to imbue him with the firm conviction that gold was to be picked up for the stooping.

Only three days before the tragic event occurred to Rachel, Luke had been despatched to London by John Massingbird to put things in a train of preparation for the voyage. Luke said nothing abroad of his going, and the village only knew he was away by missing him.

Whats gone of Luke? many asked of his father.

Oh, hes off to London on some spree; he can tell ye about it when he gets back, was Roys answer.

When he got back! Johns departure was intended for the day following that one when you saw him packing his clothes, but the untimely end of Rachel had induced him to postpone it. Or, rather, the command of Mr. Verner  a command which John could not conveniently disobey had he wished. He had won over Mr. Verner to promise him a substantial sum, to set him up, as he phrased it, in Australia; and that sum was not yet handed to him.




CHAPTER VIII.

ROBINS VOW.

The revelation at the inquest had affected Mr. Verner in no measured degree, greatly increasing, for the time, his bodily ailments. He gave orders to be denied to all callers; he could not bear the comments that would be made. An angry, feverish desire to find out who had played the traitor grew strong within him. Innocent, pretty, child-like Rachel! who was it that had set himself, in his wickedness, deliberately to destroy her? Mr. Verner now deemed it more than likely that she had been the author of her own death. It was of course impossible to tell: but he dwelt on that part of the tragedy less than on the other. The one injury was uncertain; the other was a fact.

What rendered it all the more obscure was the absence of any previous grounds of suspicion. Rachel had never been observed to be on terms of intimacy with any one. Luke Roy had been anxious to court her, as Verners Pride knew; but Rachel had utterly repudiated the wish. Luke it was not. And who else was there?

The suspicions of Mr. Verner veered, almost against his will, towards those of his own household. Not to Lionel; he honestly believed Lionel to be too high-principled: but towards his step-sons. He had no particular cause to suspect either of them, unless the testimony of Mrs. Duffs son about the tall gentleman could furnish it; and it may be said that his suspicion strayed to them only from the total absence of any other quarter to fix it upon. Of the two, he could rather fix upon John, than Frederick. No scandal, touching Frederick, had ever reached his ears: plenty of it touching John. In fact, Mr. Verner was rather glad to help in shipping John off to some faraway place, for he considered him no credit to Verners Pride, or benefit to the neighbourhood. Venial sins sat lightly on the conscience of John Massingbird.

But this was no venial sin, no case of passing scandal; and Mr. Verner declared to that gentleman that if he found him guilty, he would discard him from Verners Pride without a shilling of help. John Massingbird protested, in the strongest terms, that he was innocent as Mr. Verner himself.

A trifling addition was destined to be brought to the suspicion already directed by Mr. Verner towards Verners Pride. On the night of the inquest Mr. Verner had his dinner served in his study  the wing of a fowl, of which he ate about a fourth part. Mrs. Tynn attended on him: he liked her to do so when he was worse than usual. He was used to her, and he would talk to her when he would not to others. He spoke about what had happened, saying that he felt as if it would shorten his life. He would give anything, he added, half in self-soliloquy, to have the point cleared up of who it was young Duff had seen in the lane. Mrs. Tynn answered this, lowering her voice.

It was one of our young gentlemen, sir; theres, no doubt of it. Dolly saw one of them come in.

Dolly did! echoed Mr. Verner.

Mrs. Tynn proceeded to explain. Dolly, the dairymaid at Verners Pride, was ill-conducted enough (as Mrs. Tynn would tell her, for the fact did not give that ruling matron pleasure) to have a sweetheart. Worse still, Dolly was in the habit of stealing out to meet him when he left work, which was at eight oclock. On the evening of the accident, Dolly, abandoning her dairy, and braving the wrath of Mrs. Tynn, should she be discovered, stole out to a sheltered spot in the rear of the house, the usual meeting-place. Scarcely was she ensconced here when the swain arrived; who, it may be remarked, en passant, filled the important post of waggoner to Mr. Bitterworth. The spot was close to the small green gate which led to the lane already spoken of; it led to that only; and, while he and Dolly were talking and making love, after their own rustic fashion, they saw Dan Duff come from the direction of the house, and pass through the gate, whistling. A short while subsequently the gate was heard to open again. Dolly looked out, and saw what she took to be one of the gentlemen come in, from the lane, walking very fast. Dolly looked but casually, the moonlight was obscured there, and she did not particularly notice which of them it was; whether Mr. Lionel, or either of Mrs. Verners sons. But the impression received into her mind was that it was one of the three; and Dolly could not be persuaded out of that to this very day.

Hush  sh  sh! cried she to her sweetheart, its one o the young masters.

The quick steps passed on: but whether they turned into the yard, or took the side path which would conduct round to the front entrance, or bore right across, and so went out into the public road, Dolly did not notice. Very shortly after this  time passes swiftly when people are courting, of which fact the Italians have a proverb  Dan Duff came bursting back again, calling, and crying, and telling the tidings of Rachel Frost. This was the substance of what Mrs. Tynn told Mr. Verner.

Dolly said nothing of this before! he exclaimed.

Not she, sir. She didnt dare confess that shed been off all that while from her dairy. She let drop a word, and I have got it out of her piecemeal. I have threatened her, sir, that if ever she mentions it again, Ill get her turned off.

Why did you threaten her? he hastily asked.

Mrs. Tynn dropped her voice. I thought it might not be pleasant to have it talked of, sir. She thinks Im only afraid of the neglect of work getting to the ears of Mrs. Verner.

This was the trifling addition. Not very much in itself, but it served to bear out the doubts Mr. Verner already entertained. Was it John or was it Frederick who had come in? Or was it  Lionel? There appeared to be no more certainty that it was one than another. Mr. Verner had minutely inquired into the proceedings of John and Frederick Massingbird that night, and he had come to the conclusion that both could have been in the lane at that particular hour. Frederick, previously to entering the house for his dinner, after he had left the veterinary surgeons, Poynton; John, before he paid his visit to the Royal Oak. John appeared to have called in at several places, and his account was not particularly clear. Lionel, Mr. Verner had not thought it necessary to question. He sent for him as soon as his dinner-tray was cleared away: it was as well to be indisputably sure of him before fastening the charge on either of the others.

Sit down, Lionel, said Mr. Verner. I want to talk to you. Had you finished your dinner?

Quite, thank you. You look very ill to-night, Lionel added, as he drew a chair to the fire; and his tone insensibly became gentle, as he gazed on his uncles pale face.

How can I look otherwise? This trouble is worrying me to death. Lionel, I have discovered, beyond doubt, that it was one of you young men who was in the lane that night.

Lionel, who was then leaning over the fire, turned his head with a quick, surprised gesture towards Mr. Verner. The latter proceeded to tell Lionel the substance of the communication made to him by Mrs. Tynn. Lionel sat, bending forward, his elbow on his knee, and his fingers unconsciously running amidst the curls of his dark chestnut hair, as he listened to it. He did not interrupt the narrative, or speak at its conclusion.

You see, Lionel, it appears certain to have been some one belonging to this house.

Yes, sir. Unless Dolly was mistaken.

Mistaken as to what? sharply asked Mr. Verner, who, when he made up his own mind that a thing was so-and-so, could not bear to be opposed. Mistaken that some one came in at the gate?

I do not see how she could be mistaken in that, replied Lionel. I meant mistaken as to its being any one belonging to the house.

Is it likely that any one would come in at that gate at night, unless they belonged to the house, or were coming to the house? retorted Mr. Verner. Would a stranger drop from the clouds to come in at it? Or was it Di Roys ghost, think you? he sarcastically added.

Lionel did not answer. He vacantly ran his fingers through his hair, apparently in deep thought.

I have abstained from asking you the explicit details of your movements on that evening, continued Mr. Verner, but I must demand them of you now.

Lionel started up, his cheek on fire. Sir, he uttered, with emotion, you cannot suspect me of having had act or part in it! I declare, before Heaven, that Rachel was as sacred for me

Softly, Lionel, interrupted Mr. Verner, theres no cause for you to break your head against a wheel. It is not you whom I suspect  thank God! But I wish to be sure of your movements  to be able to speak of them as sure, you understand  before I accuse another.

I will willingly tell you every movement of mine that evening, so far as I remember, said Lionel, resuming his calmness. I came home when dinner was half over. I had been detained  but you know all that, he broke off. When you left the dining-room, I went on to the terrace, and sat there smoking a cigar. I should think I stayed there an hour, or more; and then I went upstairs, changed my coat, and proceeded to Mr. Bitterworths.

What took you to Mr. Bitterworths that evening, Lionel?

Lionel hesitated. He did not choose to say, Because I knew Sibylla West was to be there; but that would have been the true answer. I had nothing particular to do with my evening, so I went up, he said aloud. Mr. Bitterworth was out. Mrs. Bitterworth thought he had gone into Deerham.

Yes. He was at Deerham when the alarm was given, and hastened on here. Sibylla West was there, was she not?

She was there, said Lionel. She had promised to be home early; and, as no one came for her, I saw her home. It was after I left her that I heard what had occurred.

About what time did you get there  I mean to Bitterworths? questioned Mr. Verner, who appeared to have his thoughts filled with other things at that moment than with Sibylla West.

I cannot be sure, replied Lionel. I think it must have been nine oclock. I went into Deerham to the post-office, and then came back to Bitterworths.

Mr. Verner mused.

Lionel, he observed, it is a curious thing, but theres not one of you but might have been the party to the quarrel that night; so, far as that your time cannot be positively accounted for by minutes and by hours. I mean, were the accusation brought publicly against you, you would, none of you, be able to prove a distinct alibi, as it seems to me. For instance, who is to prove that you did not, when you were sitting on the terrace, steal across to a rendezvous at the Willow Pond, or cut across to it when you were at the post-office at Deerham?

I certainly did not, said Lionel quietly, taking the remarks only as they were meant  for an illustration. It might, sir, as you observe, be difficult to prove a decided alibi. But  he rose and bent to Mr. Verner, with a bright smile, a clear, truthful eye I do not think you need one to believe me.

No, Lionel, I do not. Is John Massingbird in the dining-room?

He was when I left it.

Then go and send him to me.

John Massingbird was found and despatched to Mr. Verner, without any reluctance on his own part. He had been bestowing hard words upon Lionel for taking up the time of the old man just on the evening when he wanted to take it up himself. The truth was, John Massingbird was intending to depart the following morning, the Fates and Mr. Verner permitting him.

Their interview was a long one. Two hours, full, had they been closeted together when Robin Frost made his appearance again at Verners Pride, and craved once more an interview with Mr. Verner. If it was only for a minute  only for a minute! he implored.

Remembering the overwhelming sorrow which had fallen on the man, Lionel did not like again to deny him without first asking Mr. Verner. He went himself to the study.

Come in, called out Mr. Verner, in answer to the knock.

He was sitting in his chair as usual; John Massingbird was standing up, his elbow on the mantle-piece. That their conversation must have been of an exciting nature was evident, and Lionel could not help noticing the signs. John Massingbird had a scarlet streak on his sallow cheek, never seen there above once or twice in his life, and then caused by deep emotion. Mr. Verner, on his part, looked livid. Robin Frost might come in.

Lionel called him, and he came in with Frederick Massingbird.

The man could hardly speak for agitation. He believed the verdict could not be set aside, he said; others had told him so besides Mr. Lionel. He had come to ask if Mr. Verner would offer a reward.

A reward! repeated Mr. Verner mechanically, with the air of a man whose mind is far away.

If youd please to offer it, sir, Id work the flesh off my bones to pay it back again, he urged. Ill live upon a crust myself, and Ill keep my home upon a crust, but what Ill get it up. If theres a reward pasted up, sir, we might come upon the villain.

Mr. Verner appeared, then, to awake to the question before him, and to awake to it in terrible excitement.

Hell never be found, Robin  the villain will never be found, so long as you and I and the world shall last!

They looked at him in consternation  Lionel, Frederick Massingbird, and Robin Frost. Mr. Verner recollected himself, and calmed his spirit down.

I mean, Robin, he more quietly said, that a reward will be useless. The villain has been too cunning, rely upon it, to  to  leave his traces behind him.

It might be tried, sir, respectfully urged Robin. Id work

You can come up to-morrow, Robin, and Ill talk with you, interrupted Mr. Verner. I am too ill  too much upset to-night. Come at any hour you please, after twelve, and I will see you.

Ill come, sir. Ive registered a vow afore my old father, went on Robin, lifting his right arm, and I register it again afore you, sir  afore our future master, Mr. Lionel  that Ill never leave a stone unturned by night nor by day, that Ill make it my first and foremost business in life to find that man. And when Ive found him  let him be who he will  either him or me shall die. So help me

Be still, Robin! passionately interposed Mr. Verner, in a voice that startled the man. Vows are bad things. I have found them so.

It was registered afore, sir, significantly answered Robin, as he turned away. Ill be up here to-morrow.

The morrow brought forth two departures from Verners Pride. John Massingbird started for London in pursuit of his journey, Mr. Verner having behaved to him liberally. And Lionel Verner was summoned in hot haste to Paris, where his brother had just met with an accident, and was supposed to be lying between life and death.




CHAPTER IX.

MR. VERNERS ESTRANGEMENT.

The former chapters may be looked upon somewhat in the light of an introduction to what is to follow. It was necessary to relate the events recorded in them, but we must take a leap of not far short of two years from the date of their occurrence.

John Massingbird and his attendant, Luke Roy, had arrived safely at Melbourne in due course. Luke had written home one letter to his mother, and there his correspondence ended; but John Massingbird wrote frequently, both to Mrs. Verner and to his brother Frederick. John, according to his own account, appeared to be getting on all one way. The money he took out had served him well. He had made good use of it, and was accumulating a fortune rapidly. Such was his statement; but whether implicit reliance might be placed upon it was a question. Gay John was apt to deceive himself; was given to look on the bright side, and to imbue things with a tinge of couleur de rose; when, for less sanguine eyes, the tinge would have shone out decidedly yellow. The time went on, and his last account told of a glorious nugget he had picked up at the diggings. Almost as big as his head, a fortune in itself, ran some of the phrases in his letters; and his intention was to go down himself to Melbourne and realise the thousands for it. His letter to Frederick was especially full of this; and he strongly recommended his brother to come out and pick up nuggets on his own score. Frederick Massingbird appeared very much inclined to take the hint.

Were I only sure it was all gospel, Id go to-morrow, observed Frederick Massingbird to Lionel Verner, one day that the discussion of the contents of Johns letter had been renewed, a month or two subsequent to its arrival. A years luck, such as this, and a man might come home a millionaire. I wish I knew whether to put entire faith in it.

Why should John deceive you? asked Lionel.

Hed not deceive me wilfully. He has no cause to deceive me. The question is, is he deceived himself? Remember what grand schemes he would now and then become wild upon here, saying and thinking he had found the philosophers stone. And how would they turn out? This may be one of the same calibre. I wonder we did not hear again by the last months mail.

Theres a mail due now.

I know there is, said Frederick. Should it bring news to confirm this, I shall go out to him.

The worst is, those diggings appear to be all a lottery, remarked Lionel. Where one gets his pockets lined, another starves. Nay, ten  fifty  more, for all we know, starve for the one lucky one. I should not, myself, feel inclined to risk the journey to them.

You! Its not likely you would, was the reply of Frederick Massingbird. Everybody was not born heir to Verners Pride.

Lionel laughed pleasantly. They were pacing the terrace in the sunshine of a winters afternoon, a crisp, cold, bright day in January. At that moment Tynn came out of the house and approached them.

My master is up, sir, and would like the paper read to him, said he, addressing Frederick Massingbird.

Oh, bother, I cant stop now, broke from that gentleman involuntarily. Tynn, you need not say that you found me here. I have an appointment, and I must hasten to keep it.

Lionel Verner looked at his watch.

I can spare half an hour, he observed to himself; and he proceeded to Mr. Verners room.

The old study that you have seen before. And there sat Mr. Verner in the same arm-chair, cushioned and padded more than it had used to be. What a change there was in him! Shrunken, wasted, drawn: surely there would be no place very long in this world for Mr. Verner.

He was leaning forward in his chair, his back bowed, his hands resting on his stick, which was stretched out before him. He lifted his head when Lionel entered, and an expression, partly of displeasure, partly of pain, passed over his countenance.

Wheres Frederick?

Frederick has an appointment out, sir. I will read to you.

I thought you were going down to your mothers, rejoined Mr. Verner, his accent not softening in the least.

I need not go for this half hour yet, replied Lionel, taking up the Times, which lay on a table near Mr. Verner. Have you looked at the headings of the news, sir; or shall I go over them for you, and then you can tell me what you wish read?

I dont want anything read by you, said Mr. Verner. Put the paper down.

Lionel did not immediately obey. A shade of mortification had crossed his face.

Do you hear me, Lionel? Put the paper down. You know how it fidgets me to hear those papers ruffled, when I am not in a mood for reading.

Lionel rose, and stood before Mr. Verner. Uncle, I wish you would let me do something for you. Better send me out of the house altogether, than treat me with this estrangement. Will it be of any use my asking you, for the hundredth time, what I did to displease you?

I tell you I dont want the paper read, said Mr. Verner. And if youd leave me alone I should be glad. Perhaps I shall get a wink of sleep. All night, all night, and my eyes were never closed! Its time I was gone.

The concluding sentences were spoken as in soliloquy; not to Lionel. Lionel, who knew his uncles every mood, quitted the room. As he closed the door, a heavy groan, born of displeasure mingled with pain, as the greeting look had been, was sent after him by Mr. Verner. Very emphatically did it express his state of feeling with regard to Lionel; and Lionel felt it keenly.

Lionel Verner had remained in Paris six months, when summoned thither by the accident to his brother. The accident need not have detained him half that period of time; but the seductions of the gay French capital had charms for Lionel. From the very hour that he set foot in Verners Pride on his return, he found that Mr. Verners behaviour had altered to him. He showed bitter, angry estrangement, and Lionel could only conceive one cause for it  his long sojourn abroad. Fifteen or sixteen months had now elapsed since his return, and the estrangement had not lessened. In vain Lionel sought an explanation. Mr. Verner would not enter upon it. In fact, so far as direct words went, Mr. Verner had not expressed much of his displeasure; he left it to his manner. That said enough. He had never dropped the slightest allusion as to its cause. When Lionel asked an explanation, he neither accorded nor denied it, but would put him off evasively; as he might have put off a child who asked a troublesome question. You have now seen him do so once again.

After the rebuff, Lionel was crossing the hall when he suddenly halted, as if a thought struck him, and he turned back to the study. If ever a mans attitude bespoke utter grief and prostration, Mr. Verners did, as Lionel opened the door. His head and hands had fallen, and his stick had dropped upon the carpet. He started out of his reverie at the appearance of Lionel, and made an effort to recover his stick. Lionel hastened to pick it up for him.

I have been thinking, sir, that it might be well for Decima to go in the carriage to the station, to receive Miss Tempest. Shall I order it?

Order anything you like; order all Verners Pride  what does it matter? Better for some of us, perhaps, that it had never existed.

Hastily, abruptly, carelessly was the answer given. There was no mistaking that Mr. Verner was nearly beside himself with mental pain.

Lionel went round to the stables, to give the order he had suggested. One great feature in the character of Lionel Verner was its complete absence of assumption. Courteously refined in mind and feelings, he could not have presumed. Others, in his position, might have deemed they were but exercising a right. Though the presumptive heir to Verners Pride, living in it, brought up as such, he would not, you see, even send out its masters unused carriage, without that masters sanction. In little things as in great, Lionel Verner could but be a thorough gentleman: to be otherwise he must have changed his nature.

Wigham, will you take the close carriage to Deerham Court. It is wanted for Miss Verner.

Very well, sir. But Wigham, who had been coachman in the family nearly as many years as Lionel had been in the world, wondered much, for all his prompt reply. He scarcely ever remembered a Verners Pride carriage to have been ordered for Miss Verner.

Lionel passed into the high road from Verners Pride, and, turning to the left, commenced his walk to Deerham. There were no roadside houses for a little way, but they soon began, by ones, by twos, until at last they grew into a consecutive street. These houses were mostly very poor; small shops, beer-houses, labourers cottages; but a turning to the right in the midst of the village led to a part where the houses were of a superior character, several gentlemen living there. It was a new road, called Belvedere Road; the first house in it being inhabited by Dr. West.

Lionel cast a glance across at that house as he passed down the long street. At least, as much as he could see of it, looking obliquely. His glance was not rewarded. Very frequently pretty Sibylla would be at the windows, or her vain sister Amilly. Though, if vanity is to be brought in, I dont know where it would be found in an equal degree, as it was in Sibylla West. The windows appeared to be untenanted, and Lionel withdrew his eyes and passed straightly on his way. On his left hand was situated the shop of Mrs. Duff; its prints, its silk neckerchiefs, and its ribbons displayed in three parts of its bow-window. The fourth part was devoted to more ignominious articles, huddled indiscriminately into a corner. Childrens Dutch dolls and black-lead, penny tale-books and square pink packets of cocoa, bottles of ink and india-rubber balls, side combs and papers of stationery, scented soap and Circassian cream (home made), tape, needles, pins, starch, bandoline, lavender-water, baking-powder, iron skewers, and a host of other articles too numerous to notice. Nothing came amiss to Mrs. Duff. She patronised everything she thought she could turn a penny by.

Your servant, sir, said she, dropping a curtsy as Lionel came up; for Mrs. Duff was standing at the door.

He merely nodded to her, and went on. Whether it was the sight of the woman or of some lavender prints hanging in her window, certain it was, that the image of poor Rachel Frost came vividly into the mind of Lionel. Nothing had been heard, nothing found, to clear up the mystery of that past night.




CHAPTER X.

LADY VERNER.

At the extremity of the village, lying a little back from it, was a moderate-sized, red brick house, standing in the midst of lands, and called Deerham Court. It had once been an extensive farm; but the present tenant, Lionels mother, rented the house, but only very little of the land. The land was let to a neighbouring farmer. Nearly a mile beyond  you could see its towers and its chimneys from the Court  rose the stately old mansion, called Deerham Hall, Deerham Court, and a great deal of the land and property on that side of the village, belonged to Sir Rufus Hautley, a proud, unsociable man. He lived at the Hall; and his only son, between whom and himself it was conjectured there existed some estrangement, had purchased into an Indian regiment, where he was now serving.

Lionel Verner passed the village, branched off to the right, and entered the great iron gates which enclosed the courtyard of Deerham Court. A very unpretending entrance admitted him into a spacious hall, the hall being the largest and best part of the house. Those great iron gates and the hall would have done honour to a large mansion; and they gave an appearance of pretension to Deerham Court which it did not deserve.

Lionel opened a door on the left, and entered a small ante-room. This led him into the only really good room the house contained. It was elegantly furnished and fitted up, and its two large windows looked towards the open country, and to Deerham Hall. Seated by the fire, in a rich violet dress, a costly white lace cap shading her delicate face, that must have been so beautiful, indeed, that was beautiful still, was a lady of middle age. Her seat was low  one of those chairs we are pleased to call, commonly and irreverently, a prie-dieu. Its back was carved in arabesque foliage, and its seat was of rich violet velvet. On a small inlaid table, whose carvings were as beautiful, and its top inlaid with mosaic-work, lay a dainty handkerchief of lace, a bottle of smelling-salts, and a book turned with its face downwards, all close at the ladys elbow. She was sitting in idleness just then  she always did sit in idleness  her face bent on the fire, her small hands, cased in white gloves, lying motionless on her lap  ay, a beautiful face once, though it had grown habitually peevish and discontented now. She turned her head when the door opened, and a flush of bloom rose to her cheeks when she saw Lionel.

He went up and kissed her. He loved her much. She loved him, too, better than she loved anything in life; and she drew a chair close to her, and he sat down, bending towards her. There was not much likeness between them, the mother and the son; both were very good-looking, but not alike.

You see, mother mine, I am not late, as you prophesied I should be, said he, with one of his sweetest smiles.

You would have been, Lionel, but for my warning. Im sure I wish  I wish she was not coming! She must remember the old days in India, and will perceive the difference.

She will scarcely remember India, when you were there. She is only a child yet, isnt she?

You know nothing about it, Lionel, was the querulous answer. Whether she remembers or not, will she expect to see me in such a house, in such a position as this? It is at these seasons, when people are coming here, who know what I have been and ought to be, that I feel all the humiliation of my poverty. Lucy Tempest is nineteen.

Lionel Verner knew that it was of no use to argue with his mother, when she began upon that most unsatisfactory topic, her position; which included what she called her poverty and her wrongs. Though, in truth, not a day passed but she broke out upon it.

Lionel, she suddenly said.

He had been glancing over the pages of the book  a new work on India. He laid it down as he had found it, and turned to her.

What shall you allow me when you come into Verners Pride?

Whatever you shall wish, mother. You shall name the sum, not I. And if you name too modest a one, he added laughingly, I shall double it. But Verners Pride must be your home then, as well as mine.

Never! was the emphatic answer. What! to be turned out of it again by the advent of a young wife? No, never, Lionel.

Lionel laughed  constrainedly this time.

I may not be bringing home a young wife for this many and many a year to come.

If you never brought one, I would not make my home at Verners Pride, she resumed, in the same impulsive voice. Live in the house by favour, that ought to have been mine by right? You would not be my true son to ask me, Lionel. Catherine, is that you? she called out, as the movements of some one were heard in the ante-room.

A woman-servant put in her head.

My lady?

Tell Miss Verner that Mr. Lionel is here?

Miss Verner knows it, my lady, was the womans reply. She bade me ask you, sir, addressing Lionel, if youd please to step out to her.

Is she getting ready, Catherine? asked Lady Verner.

I think not, my lady.

Go to her, Lionel, and ask her if she knows the time. A pretty thing if you arrive at the station after the train is in!

Lionel quitted the room. Outside in the hall stood Catherine, waiting for him.

Miss Verner has met with a little accident and hurt her foot, sir, she whispered. She cant walk.

Not walk! exclaimed Lionel. Where is she?

She is in the store-room, sir; where it happened.

Lionel went to the store-room, a small boarded room at the back of the hall. A young lady sat there; a very pretty white foot in a wash-hand basin of warm water, and a shoe and stocking lying; near, as if hastily thrown off.

Why, Decima! what is this?
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She lifted her face. A face whose features were of the highest order of beauty, regular as if chiselled from marble, and little less colourless. But for the large, earnest, dark-blue eyes, so full of expression, it might have been accused of coldness. In sleep, or in perfect repose, when the eyelids were bent, it looked strangely cold and pure. Her dark hair was braided; and she wore a dress something the same in colour as Lady Verners.

Lionel, what shall I do? And to-day of all days! I shall be obliged to tell mamma; I cannot walk a step.

What is the injury? How did you meet with it?

I got on a chair. I was looking for some old Indian ornaments that I know are in that high cupboard, wishing to put them in Miss Tempests room, and somehow the chair tilted with me, and I fell upon my foot. It is only a sprain; but I cannot walk.

How do you know it is only a sprain, Decima? I shall send West to you.

Thank you all the same, Lionel, but, if you please, I dont like Dr. West well enough to have him, was Miss Verners answer. See! I dont think I can walk.

She took her foot out of the basin, and attempted to try. But for Lionel she would have fallen; and her naturally pale face became paler from the pain.

And you say you will not have Dr. West! he cried, gently putting her into the chair again. You must allow me to judge for you, Decima.

Then, Lionel, Ill have Jan  if I must have any one. I have more faith in him, she added, lifting her large blue eyes, than in Dr. West.

Let it be Jan, then, Decima. Send one of the servants for him at once. What is to be done about Miss Tempest?

You must go alone. Unless you can persuade mamma out. Lionel, you will tell mamma about this. She must be told.

As Lionel crossed the hall on his return, the door was being opened; the Verners Pride carriage had just driven up. Lady Verner had seen it from the window of the ante-room, and her eyes spoke her displeasure.

Lionel, what brings that here?

I told them to bring it for Decima. I thought you would prefer that Miss Tempest should be met with that rather than with a hired one.

Miss Tempest will know soon enough that I am too poor to keep a carriage, said Lady Verner. Decima may use it if she pleases. I would not.

My dear mother, Decima will not be able to use it. She cannot go to the station. She has hurt her foot.

How did she do that?

She was on a chair in the store-room, looking in the cupboard. She

Of course; thats just like Decima! crossly responded Lady Verner. She is everlastingly at something or other, doing half the work of a servant about the house.

Lionel made no reply. He knew that, but for Decima, the house would be less comfortable than it was for Lady Verner; and that what Decima did, she did in love.

Will you go to the station? he inquired.

I! In this cold wind! How can you ask me, Lionel? I should get my face chapped irretrievably. If Decima cannot go, you must go alone.

But how shall I know Miss Tempest?

You must find her out, said Lady Verner. Her mother was as tall as a giantess; perhaps she is the same. Is Decima much hurt?

She thinks it is only a sprain. We have sent for Jan.

For Jan! Much good he will do! returned Lady Verner, in so contemptuous a tone as to prove she had no very exalted opinion of Mr. Jans abilities.

Lionel went out to the carriage, and stepped in. The footman did not shut the door. And Miss Verner, sir?

Miss Verner is not coming. The railway station. Tell Wigham to drive fast, or I shall be late.

My lady wouldnt let Miss Decima come out in it, thought Wigham to himself, as he drove on.




CHAPTER XI.

LUCY TEMPEST.

The words of my lady, as tall as a giantess, unconsciously influenced the imagination of Lionel Verner. The train was steaming into the station at one end as his carriage stopped at the other. Lionel leaped from it, and mingled with the bustle of the platform.

Not very much bustle, either; and it would have been less, but that Deerham Station was the nearest approach, as yet, by rail, to Heartburg, a town of some note about four miles distant. Not a single tall lady got out of the train. Not a lady at all that Lionel could see. There were two fat women, tearing about after their luggage, both habited in mens drab greatcoats, or what looked like them; and there was one very young lady, who stood back in apparent perplexity, gazing at the scene of confusion around her.

She cannot be Miss Tempest, deliberated Lionel. If she is, my mother must have mistaken her age; she looks but a child. No harm in asking her, at any rate.

He went up to the young lady. A very pleasant-looking girl, fair, with a peach bloom upon her cheeks, dark brown hair and eyes, soft and brown and luminous. Those eyes were wandering to all parts of the platform, some anxiety in their expression.

Lionel raised his hat.

I beg your pardon. Have I the honour of addressing Miss Tempest?

Oh, yes, that is my name, she answered, looking up at him, the peach bloom deepening to a glow of satisfaction, and the soft eyes lighting with a glad smile. Have you come to meet me?

I have. I come from my mother, Lady Verner.

I am so glad, she rejoined, with a frank sincerity of manner perfectly refreshing in these modern days of artificial young ladyism. I was beginning to think nobody had come; and then what could I have done?

My sister would have come with me to receive you, but for an accident which occurred to her just before it was time to start. Have you any luggage?

Theres the great box I brought from India, and a hair-trunk, and my school-box. It is all in the van.

Allow me to take you out of this crowd, and it shall be seen to, said Lionel, bending to offer his arm.

She took it, and turned with him; but stopped ere more than a step or two had been taken.

We are going wrong. The luggage is up that way.

I am taking you to the carriage. The luggage will be all right.

He was placing her in it, when she suddenly drew back and surveyed it.

What a pretty carriage! she exclaimed.

Many said the same of the Verners Pride equipages. The colour of the panels was of that rich shade of blue called ultra-marine, with white linings and hammer-cloths, while a good deal of silver shone on the harness of the horses. The servants livery was white and silver, their small-clothes blue.

Lionel handed her in.

Have we far to go? she asked.

Not five minutes drive.

He closed the door, gave the footman directions about the luggage, took his own seat by the coachman, and the carriage started. Lady Verner came to the door of the Court to receive Miss Tempest.

In the old Indian days of Lady Verner, she and Sir Lionel had been close and intimate friends of Colonel and Mrs. Tempest. Subsequently Mrs. Tempest had died, and their only daughter had been sent to a clergymans family in England for her education  a very superior place, where six pupils only were taken. But she was of an age to leave it now, and Colonel Tempest, who contemplated soon being home, had craved of Lady Verner to receive her in the interim.

Lionel, said his mother to him, you must stop here for the rest of the day, and help to entertain her.

Why, what can I do towards it? responded Lionel.

You can do something. You can talk. They have got Decima into her room, and I must be up and down with her. I dont like leaving Lucy alone the first day she is in the house; she will take a prejudice against it. One blessed thing, she seams quite simple  not exacting.

Anything but exacting, I should say, replied Lionel. I will stay for an hour or two, if you like, mother, but I must be home to dinner.

Lady Verner need not have troubled herself about entertaining Lucy Tempest. She was accustomed to entertain herself; and as to any ceremony or homage being paid to her, she would not have understood it, and might have felt embarrassed had it been tendered. She had not been used to anything of the sort. Could Lady Verner have seen her then, at the very moment she was talking to Lionel, her fears might have been relieved. Lucy Tempest had found her way to Decimas room, and had taken up her position in a very undignified fashion at that young ladys feet, her soft, candid brown eyes fixed upwards on Decimas face, and her tongue busy with reminiscences of India. After some time spent in this manner, she was scared away by the entrance of a gentleman whom Decima called Jan. Upon which she proceeded to the chamber she had been shown to as hers, to dress; a process which did not appear to be very elaborate by the time it took, and then she went downstairs to find Lady Verner.

Lady Verner had not quitted Lionel. She had been grumbling and complaining all that time. It was half the pastime of Lady Verners life to grumble in the ears of Lionel and Decima. Bitterly mortified had Lady Verner been when she found, upon her arrival from India, that Stephen Verner, her late husbands younger brother, had succeeded to Verners Pride, to the exclusion of herself and of Lionel; and bitterly mortified she remained. Whether it had been by some strange oversight on the part of old Mr. Verner, or whether it had been intentional, no provision whatever had been left by him to Lady Verner and to her children. Stephen Verner would have remedied this. On the arrival of Lady Verner, he had proposed to pay over to her yearly a certain sum out of the estate; but Lady Verner, smarting under disappointment, under the sense of injustice, had flung his proposal back to him. Never, so long as he lived, she told Stephen Verner, passionately, would she be obliged to him for the worth of a sixpence in money or in kind. And she had kept her word.

Her income was sadly limited. It was very little besides her pay as a colonels widow; and to Lady Verner it seemed less than it really was, for her habits were somewhat expensive. She took this house, Deerham Court, then to be let without the land, had it embellished inside and out  which cost her more than she could afford, and had since resided in it. She would not have rented under Mr. Verner had he paid her to do it. She declined all intercourse with Verners Pride; had never put her foot over its threshold. Decima went once in a way; but she, never. If she and Stephen Verner met abroad, she was coldly civil to him; she was indifferently haughty to Mrs. Verner, whom she despised in her heart for not being a lady. With all her deficiencies, Lady Verner was essentially a gentlewoman  not to be one amounted in her eyes to little less than a sin. No wonder that she, with her delicate beauty of person, her quiet refinements of dress, shrank within herself as she swept past poor Mrs. Verner, with her great person, her crimson face, and her flaunting colours! No wonder that Lady Verner, smarting under her wrongs, passed half her time giving utterance to them; or that her smooth face was acquiring premature wrinkles of discontent. Lionel had a somewhat difficult course to steer between Verners Pride and Deerham Court, so as to keep friends with both.

Lucy Tempest appeared at the door. She stood there hesitating, after the manner of a timid school-girl. They turned round and saw her.

If you please, may I come in?

Lady Verner could have sighed over the deficiency of style, or confidence, whichever you may like to term it. Lionel laughed, as he crossed the room to throw the door wider by way of welcome.

She wore a light shot pink dress of peculiar material, a sort of cashmere, very fine and soft. Looking at it one way it was pink, the other, mauve; the general shade of it was beautiful. Lady Verner could have sighed again: if the wearer was deficient in style, so also was the dress. A low body and short sleeves, perfectly simple, a narrow bit of white lace alone edging them: nothing on her neck, nothing on her arms, no gloves. A child of seven might have been so dressed. Lady Verner looked at her, her brow knit, and various thoughts running through her brain. She began to fear that Miss Tempest would require so much training as would give her trouble.

Lucy saw the look, and deemed that her attire was wrong.

Ought I to have put on my best things  my new silk? she asked.

My new silk! My best things! Lady Verner was almost at a loss for an answer. You have not an extensive wardrobe, possibly, my dear?

Not very, replied Lucy. This was my best dress, until I had my new silk. Mrs. Cust told me to put this one on for dinner to-day, and she said if Lady  if you and Miss Verner dressed very much, I could change it for the silk to-morrow. It is a beautiful dress, Lucy added, looking ingenuously at Lady Verner, a pearl gray. Then I have my morning dresses, and then my white for dancing. Mrs. Cust said that anything you found deficient in my wardrobe it would be better for you to supply, than for her, as you would be the best judge of what I should require.

Mrs. Cust does not pay much attention to dress, probably, observed Lady Verner coldly. She is a clergymans wife. It is sad taste when people neglect themselves, whatever may be the duties of their station.

But Mrs. Cust does not neglect herself, spoke up Lucy, a surprised look upon her face. She is always dressed nicely  not fine, you know. Mrs. Cust says that the lower classes have become so fine nowadays, that nearly the only way you may know a lady, until she speaks, is by her quiet simplicity.

My dear, Mrs. Cust should say elegant simplicity, corrected Lady Verner. She ought to know. She is of good family.

Lucy humbly acquiesced. She feared she herself must be too quiet to satisfy Lady Verner. Will you be so kind, then, as to get me what you please? she asked.

My daughter will see to all these things, Lucy, replied Lady Verner. She is not young like you, and she is remarkably steady, and experienced.

She does not look old, said Lucy, in her open candour. She is very pretty.

She is turned five-and-twenty. Have you seen her?

I have been with her ever so long. We were talking about India. She remembers my dear mamma; and, do you know  her bright expression fading to sadness I can scarcely remember her! I should have stayed with Decima  may I call her Decima? broke off Lucy, with a faltering tongue, as if she had done wrong.

Certainly you may.

I should have stayed with Decima until now, talking about mamma, but a gentleman came in.

A gentleman? echoed Lady Verner.

Yes. Some one tall and very thin. Decima called him Jan. After that, I went to my room again. I could not find it at first, she added, with a pleasant little laugh. I looked into two; but neither was mine, for I could not see the boxes. Then I changed my dress, and came down.

I hope you had my maid to assist you, quickly remarked Lady Verner.

Some one assisted me. When I had my dress on, ready to be fastened, I looked out to see if I could find any one to do it, and I did. A servant was at the end of the corridor, by the window.

But, my dear Miss Tempest, you should have rung, exclaimed Lady Verner, half petrified at the young ladys unformed manners, and privately speculating upon the sins Mrs. Cust must have to answer for. Was it Thérèse?

I dont know, replied Lucy. She was rather old, and had a broom in her hand.

Old Catherine, I declare! Sweeping and dusting as usual! She might have soiled your dress.

She wiped her hands on her apron, said Lucy simply. She had a nice face: I liked it.

I beg, my dear, that in future you will ring for Thérèse, emphatically returned Lady Verner, in her discomposure. She understands that she is to wait upon you. Thérèse is my maid, and her time is not half occupied. Decima exacts very little of her. But take care that you do not allow her to lapse into English when with you. It is what she is apt to do unless checked. You speak French, of course? added Lady Verner, the thought crossing her that Mrs. Custs educational training might have been as deficient on that point, as she deemed it had been on that of style.

I speak it quite well, replied Lucy; as well, or nearly as well, as a French girl. But I do not require anybody to wait on me, she continued. There is never anything to do for me, but just to fasten these evening dresses that close behind. I am much obliged to you, all the same, for thinking of it, Lady Verner.

Lady Verner turned from the subject: it seemed to grow more and more unprofitable. I shall go and hear what Jan says, if he is there, she remarked to Lionel.

I wonder we did not see or hear him come in, was Lionels answer.

As if Jan could come into the house like a gentleman! returned Lady Verner, with intense acrimony. The back way is a step or two nearer, and therefore he patronises it.

She quitted the room as she spoke, and Lionel turned to Miss Tempest. He had been exceedingly amused and edified at the conversation between her and his mother; but while Lady Verner had been inclined to groan over it, he had rejoiced. That Lucy Tempest was thoroughly and genuinely unsophisticated; that she was of a nature too sincere and honest for her manners to be otherwise than of truthful simplicity, he was certain. A delightful child, he thought; one he could have taken to his heart and loved as a sister. Not with any other love: that was already given elsewhere by Lionel Verner.

The winter evening was drawing on, and little light was in the room, save that cast by the blaze of the fire. It flickered upon Lucys face, as she stood near it. Lionel drew a chair towards her. Will you not sit down, Miss Tempest?

A formidable-looking chair, large and stately, as Lucy turned to look at it. Her eyes fell upon the low one which, earlier in the afternoon, had been occupied by Lady Verner. May I sit in this one instead? I like it best.

You may sit in any chair that the room contains, or on an ottoman, or anywhere that you like, answered Lionel, considerably amused. Perhaps you would prefer this?

This was a very low seat indeed  in point of fact, Lady Verners footstool. He had spoke in jest, but she waited for no second permission, drew it close to the fire, and sat down upon it. Lionel looked at her, his lips and eyes dancing.

Possibly you would have preferred the rug?

Yes, I should, answered she frankly, It is what we did at the rectory. Between the lights, on a winters evening, we were allowed to do what we pleased for twenty minutes, and we used to sit down on the rug before the fire, and talk.

Mrs. Cust, also? asked Lionel.

Not Mrs. Cust; you are laughing at me. If she came in, and saw us, she would say we were too old to sit there, and should be better on chairs. But we liked the rug best.

What had you used to talk of?

Of everything, I think. About the poor; Mr. Custs poor, you know; and the village, and our studies, and  But I dont think I must tell you that, broke off Lucy, laughing merrily at her own thoughts.

Yes, you may, said Lionel.

It was about that poor old German teacher of ours. We used to play her such tricks, and it was round the fire that we planned them. But she is very good, added Lucy, becoming serious, and lifting her eyes to Lionel, as if to bespeak his sympathy for the German teacher.

Is she?

She was always patient and kind. The first time Lady Verner lets me go to a shop, I mean to buy her a warm winter cloak. Hers is so thin. Do you think I could get her one for two pounds?

I dont know at all, smiled Lionel. A greatcoat for me would cost more than two pounds.

I have two sovereigns left of my pocket-money, besides some silver. I hope it will buy a cloak. It is Lady Verner who will have the management of my money, is it not, now that I have left Mrs. Custs?

I believe so.

I wonder how much she will allow me for myself? continued Lucy, gazing up at Lionel with a serious expression of inquiry, as if the question were a momentous one.

I think cloaks for old teachers ought to be apart, cried Lionel. They should not come out of your pocket-money.

Oh, but I like them to do so. I wish I had a home of my own!  as I shall have when papa returns to Europe. I should invite her to me for the holidays, and give her nice dinners always, and buy her some nice clothes, and send her back with her poor old heart happy.

Invite whom?

Fraulein Müller. Her father was a gentleman of good position, and he somehow lost his inheritance. When he died she found it out  there was not a shilling for her, instead of a fortune, as she had always thought. She was over forty then, and she had to come to England and begin teaching for a living. She is fifty now, and nearly all she gets she sends to Heidelberg to her poor sick sister. I wonder how much good warm cloaks do cost?

Lucy Tempest spoke the last sentence dreamily. She was evidently debating the question in her own mind. Her small white hands rested inertly upon her pink dress, her clear face with its delicate bloom was still, her eyes were bent on the fire. But that Lionels heart was elsewhere, it might have gone out, there and then, to that young girl and her attractive simplicity.

What a pretty child you are! involuntarily broke from him.

Up came those eyes to him, soft and luminous, their only expression being surprise, not a shade of vanity.

I am not a child; why do you call me one? But Mrs. Cust said you would all be taking me for a child, until you knew me.

How old are you? asked Lionel.

I was eighteen last September.

Eighteen! involuntarily repeated Lionel.

Yes; eighteen. We had a party on my birthday. Mr. Cust gave me a most beautifully bound copy of Thomas à Kempis; he had had it bound on purpose. I will show it to you when my books are unpacked. You would like Mr. Cust, if you knew him. He is an old man now, and he has white hair. He is twenty years older than Mrs. Cust; but he is so good!

How is it, almost vehemently broke forth Lionel, that you are so different from others?

I dont know. Am I different?

So different  so different  that  that

What is the matter with me? she asked timidly, almost humbly, the delicate colour in her cheeks deepening to crimson.

There is nothing the matter with you, he answered, smiling; a good thing if there were as little the matter with everybody else. Do you know that I never saw any one whom I liked so much at first sight as I like you, although you appear to me only as a child? If I call here often I shall grow to love you almost as much as I love my sister Decima.

Is not this your home?

No. My home is at Verners Pride.




CHAPTER XII.

DR. WESTS HOME.

The house of Dr. West was already lighted up. Gas at its front door, gas at its surgery door, gas inside its windows: no habitation in the place was ever so extensively lighted as Dr. Wests. The house was inclosed with iron railings, and on its side  detached  was the surgery. A very low place, this surgery; you had to go down a step or two, and then plunge into a low door. In the time of the last tenant it had been used as a garden tool-house. It was a tolerably large room, and had a tolerably small window, which was in front, the door being on the side, opposite the side entrance of the house. A counter ran along the room at the back, and a table, covered with miscellaneous articles, stood on the right. Shelves were ranged completely round the room aloft, and a pair of steps, used for getting down the jars and bottles, rested in a corner. There was another room behind it, used exclusively by Dr. West.

Seated on the counter, pounding desperately away at something in a mortar, as if his life depended on it, was a peculiar-looking gentleman in shirt-sleeves. Very tall, very thin, with legs and arms that bore the appearance of being too long even for his tall body, great hands and feet, a thin face dark and red, a thin aquiline nose, black hair, and black prominent eyes that seemed to be always on the stare  there sat he, his legs dangling and his fingers working. A straightforward, honest, simple fellow looked he, all utility and practicalness  if there is such a word. One, plain in all ways.

It was Janus Verner  never, in the memory of anybody, called anything but Jan  second and youngest son of Lady Verner, brother to Lionel. He brother to courtly Lionel, to stately Decima, son to refined Lady Verner? He certainly was; though Lady Verner in her cross moods would declare that Jan must have been changed at nurse  an assertion without foundation, since he had been nursed at home under her own eye. Never in his life had he been called anything but Jan; address him as Janus, or as Mr. Verner, and it may be questioned if Jan would have answered to it. People called him droll, and, if to be of plain, unvarnished manners and speech is to be droll, Jan decidedly was so. Some said Jan was a fool, some said he was a bear. Lady Verner did not accord him any great amount of favour herself. She had tried to make Jan what she called a gentleman, to beat into him suavity, gracefulness, tact, gloss of speech and bearing, something between a Lord Chesterfield and a Sir Roger de Coverley; and she had been obliged lo give it up as a hopeless job. Jan was utterly irreclaimable: Nature had made him plain and straightforward, and so he remained. But there was many a one that the world would bow down to as a model, whose intrinsic worth was poor compared to unoffending Jans. Lady Verner would tell Jan he was undutiful. Jan tried to be as dutiful to her as ever he could; but he could not change his ungainly person, his awkward manner. As well try to wash a negro white.

Lady Verner had proposed that Jan should go into the army, Jan (plain spoken as a boy, as he was still) had responded that hed rather not go out to be shot at. What was she to do with him? Lady Verner peevishly asked. She had no money, she lamented, and she would take care Jan was not helped by Mr. Verner. To make him a barrister, or a clergyman, or a Member of Parliament (it was what Lady Verner said), would cost vast sums of money; a commission could be obtained for him gratis, in consideration of his fathers services.

Make me an apothecary, said Jan.

An apothecary! echoed Lady Verner, aghast. Thats not a gentlemans calling.

Jan opened his great eyes. Had he taken a liking for carpentering, he would have deemed it gentlemanly enough for him.

What has put an apothecarys business into your head? cried Lady Verner.

I should like the pounding, replied Jan.

The pounding! reiterated Lady Verner, in astonishment.

I should like it altogether, concluded Jan, I wish youd let me go apprentice to Dr. West.

Jan held to his liking. In due course of time he was apprenticed to Dr. West, and pounded away to his hearts content. Thence he went to London to walk the hospitals, afterwards completing his studies in Paris. It was at the latter period that the accident happened to Jan that called Lionel to Paris. Jan was knocked down by a carriage in the street, his leg broken, and he was otherwise injured. Time and skill cured him. Time and perseverance completed his studies, and Jan became a licensed surgeon of no mean skill. He returned to Deerham, and was engaged as assistant to Dr. West. No very ambitious position, but its good enough for Jan, slightingly said Lady Verner. Jan probably thought the same, or he would have sought a better. He was four-and-twenty now. Dr. West was a general practitioner, holding an Edinburgh degree only. There was plenty to do in Deerham and its neighbourhood, what with the rich and what with the poor. Dr. West chiefly attended the rich himself and left Jan to take care of the poor. It was all one to Jan.

Jan sat on the counter in the surgery, pounding and pounding. He had just come in from his visit to Deerham Court, summoned thither by the slight accident to his sister Decima. Leaning his two elbows on the counter, his pale, puffy cheeks on his hands, and intently watching Jan with his light eyes, was a young gentleman rising fifteen, with an apron tied round his waist. This was Master Cheese; an apprentice, as Jan once had been. In point of fact, the pounding now was Master Cheeses proper work, but he was fat and lazy, and as sure as Jan came into the surgery, so sure would young Cheese begin to grunt and groan, and vow that his arms were knocked off with the work. Jan, in his indolent manner  and in motion and manner Jan appeared intensely indolent, as if there was no hurry in him; he would bring his words, too, out indolently  would lift the pounding machine aloft, sit himself down on the counter, and complete the work.

I say, said young Cheese, watching the progress of the pestle with satisfaction, Dame Dawson has been here.

What did she want? asked Jan.

Bad in her inside, she says. I gave her three good doses of jalap.

Jalap! echoed Jan. Well, it wont do her much harm. She wont take em; shell throw em away.

Law, Jan! For, in the private familiarity of the surgery, young Cheese was thus accustomed unceremoniously to address his master  as Jan was. And Jan allowed it with composure.

Shell throw em away, repeated Jan. Theres not a worse lot for physic in all the parish than Dame Dawson. I know her of old. She thought shed get peppermint and cordials ordered for her  an excuse for running up a score at the public-house. Wheres the doctor?

Hes off somewhere. I saw one of the Bitterworth grooms come to the house this afternoon, so perhaps somethings wrong there. I say, Jan, therell be a stunning pie for supper!

Have you seen it?

Havent I! I went into the kitchen when she was making it. It has got a hare inside it, and forcemeat balls.

Who? asked Jan  alluding to the maker.

Miss Deb, replied young Cheese. Its sure to be something extra good, for her to go and make it. If she doesnt help me to a rare good serving, shant I look black at her!

It maynt be for supper, debated Jan.

Cook said it was. I asked her. She thought somebody was coming. I say, Jan, if you miss any of the castor oil, dont go and say I drank it.

Jan lifted his eyes to a shelf opposite, where various glass bottles stood. Among them was the one containing the castor oil. Who has been at it? he asked.

Miss Amilly. She came and filled that great fat glass pot of hers, with her own hands; and she made me drop in some essence of cloves to scent it. Wont her hair smell of it to-night!

Theyll make castor oil scarce, if they go at it like that, said Jan indifferently.

They use about a quart a month; I know they do; the three of em together, exclaimed young Cheese, as vehemently as if the loss of the castor oil was personal. How their nightcaps must be greased!

Sibylla doesnt use it, said Jan.

Doesnt she, though! retorted young Cheese, with acrimony. She uses many things on the sly that she pretends not to use. Shes as vain as a peacock. Did you hear about

Master Cheese cut his question short. Coming in at the surgery door was Lionel Verner.

Well, Jan! What about Decima? After waiting ages at the Court for you to come downstairs and report, I found you were gone.

Its a twist, said Jan. It will be all right in a few days. Hows Uncle Stephen to-day?

Just the same. Are the young ladies in?

Go and see, said Jan. I know nothing about em.

Yes, they are in, sir, interrupted Master Cheese. They have not been out all the afternoon, for a wonder.

Lionel left the surgery, stepped round to the front door, and entered the house.

In a square, moderate-sized drawing-room, with tasty things scattered about it to catch the eye, stood a young lady, figuring off before the chimney-glass. Had you looked critically into the substantial furniture you might have found it old and poor; of a different class from the valuable furniture at Verners Pride; widely different from the light, elegant furniture at Lady Verners. But, what with white antimacassars, many coloured mats on which reposed pretty ornaments, glasses and vases of flowers, and other trifles, the room looked well enough for anything. In like manner, had you, with the same critical eye, scanned the young lady, you would have found that of real beauty she possessed little. A small, pretty dolls face with blue eyes and gold-coloured ringlets; a round face, betraying nothing very great, or good, or intellectual; only something fascinating and pretty. Her chief beauty lay in her complexion; by candle-light it was radiantly lovely, a pure red and white, looking like wax-work. A pretty, graceful girl she looked; and, what with her fascinations of person, of dress, and of manner, all of which she perfectly well knew how to display, she had contrived to lead more than one heart captive, and to hold it in fast chains.

The light of the gas chandelier shone on her now; on her blue gauzy dress, set off with ribbons, on her sleepy, blue eyes, on her rose-coloured cheeks. She was figuring off before the glass, I say, twisting her ringlets round her fingers, and putting them in various positions to try the effect; her employment, her look, her manner, all indicating the very essence of vanity. The opening of the door caused her to turn her head, and she shook her ringlets into their proper place, and dropped her hands by her side, at the entrance of Lionel Verner.

Oh, Lionel! is it you? said she, with as much composure as if she had not been caught gazing at herself. I was looking at this, pointing to an inverted tumbler on the mantel-piece. Is it not strange that we should see a moth at this cold season? Amilly found it this afternoon on the geraniums.

Lionel Verner advanced and bent his head to look at the pretty speckled moth reposing so still on its green leaf. Did he see through the artifice? Did he suspect that the young lady had been admiring her own pretty face, and not the moth? Not he. Lionels whole heart had long ago been given to that vain butterfly, Sibylla West, who was gay and fluttering, and really of little more use in life than the moth. How was it that he had suffered himself to love her? Suffered! Love plays strange tricks, and it has fooled many a man as it was fooling Lionel Verner.

And what of Sibylla? Sibylla did not love him. The two ruling passions of her heart were vanity and ambition. To be sometime the mistress of Verners Pride was a very vista of desire, and therefore she encouraged Lionel. She did not encourage him very much; she was rather in the habit of playing fast and loose with him; but that only served to rivet tighter the links of his chain. All the love  such as it was!  that Sibylla West was capable of giving, was in possession of Frederick Massingbird. Strange tricks again! It was scarcely credible that one should fall in love with him by the side of attractive Lionel; but so it had been. Sibylla loved Frederick Massingbird for himself, she liked Lionel because he was the heir to Verners Pride, and she had managed to keep both her slaves.

Lionel had never spoken of his love. He knew that his marriage with Sibylla West would be so utterly distasteful to Mr. Verner, that he was content to wait. He knew that Sibylla could not mistake him  could not mistake what his feelings were; and he believed that she also was content to wait until he should be his own master and at liberty to ask for her. When that time should come, what did she intend to do with Frederick Massingbird, who made no secret to her that he loved her and expected to make her his wife? Sibylla did not know; she did not much care; she was of a careless nature, and allowed the future to take its chance.

The only person who had penetrated to the secret of her love for Frederick Massingbird was her father, Dr. West.

Dont be a simpleton, child, and bind yourself with your eyes bandaged, he abruptly and laconically said to her one day. When Verners Pride falls in, then marry whoever is its master.

Lionel will be its master for certain, will he not? she answered, startled out of the words.

We dont know who will be its master, was Dr. Wests rejoinder. Dont play the simpleton, I say, Sibylla, by entangling yourself with your cousin Fred.

Dr. West was one who possessed an eye to the main chance; and, had Lionel Verner been, beyond contingency, certain of Verners Pride, there is little doubt but he would have brought him to book at once, by demanding his intentions with regard to Sibylla. There were very few persons in Deerham but deemed Lionel as indisputably certain of Verners Pride as though he were already in possession of it. Dr. West was probably an unusually cautious man.

It is singular, observed Lionel, looking at the moth. The day has been sunshiny, but far too cold to call these moths into life. At least, according to my belief; but I am not learned in entomology.

Ento  , what a hard word! cried Sibylla, in her prettily affected manner. I should never find out how to spell it.

Lionel smiled. His deep love was shining out of his eyes as he looked down upon her. He loved her powerfully, deeply, passionately; to him she was as a very angel, and he believed her to be as pure-souled, honest-hearted, and single-minded.

Where did my aunt go to-day? inquired Sibylla, alluding to Mrs. Verner.

She did not go anywhere that I am aware of, he answered.

I saw the carriage out this afternoon.

It was going to the station for Miss Tempest.

Oh! shes come, then? Have you seen her? What sort of a demoiselle does she seem?

The sweetest child!  she looks little more than a child! cried Lionel impulsively.

A child, is she? I had an idea she was grown up. Have any of you at Verners Pride heard from John?

No.

But the mails in, is it not? How strange that he does not write!

He may be coming home with his gold, said Lionel.

They were interrupted. First of all came in the tea-things  for at Dr. Wests the dinner-hour was early  and, next, two young ladies, bearing a great resemblance to each other. It would give them dire offence not to call them young. They were really not very much past thirty, but they were of that class of women who age rapidly; their hair was sadly thin, some of their teeth had gone, and they had thin, flushed faces and large twisted noses; but their blue eyes had a good-natured look in them. Little in person, rather bending forward as they walked, and dressing youthfully, they yet looked older than they really were. Their light brown hair was worn in short, straggling ringlets in front, and twisted up with a comb behind. Once upon a time that hair was long and tolerably thick, but it had gradually and spitefully worn down to what it was now. The Misses West were proud of it still, however; as may be inferred by the disappearance of the castor oil. A short while back, somebody had recommended to them castor oil as the best specific for bringing on departed hair. They were inoffensive in mind and manners, rather simple, somewhat affected and very vain, quarrelling with no person under the sun, except Sibylla. Sibylla was the plague of their lives. So many years younger than they, they had petted her and indulged her as a child, until at length the child became their mistress. Sibylla was rude and ungrateful, would cast scornful words at them and call them old maids, with other reproachful terms. There was open warfare between them; but in their hearts they loved Sibylla still. They had been named respectively Deborah and Amilly. The latter name had been intended for Amélie; but by some mistake of the parents or of the clergyman, none of them French scholars, Amilly, the child was christened and registered. It remained a joke against Amilly to this day.

Sibylla! exclaimed Deborah, somewhat in surprise, as she shook hands with Lionel, I thought you had gone to Verners Pride.

Nobody came for me. It got dusk, and I did not care to go alone, replied Sibylla.

Did you think of going to Verners Pride this evening, Sibylla? asked Lionel. Let me take you now. We shall be just in time for dinner. Ill bring you back this evening.

I dont know, hesitated Sibylla. The truth was, she had expected Frederick Massingbird to come for her. I  think  Ill  go, she slowly said, apparently balancing some point in her mind.

If you do go, you should make haste and put your things on, suggested Miss Amilly. And Sibylla acquiesced, and left the room.

Has Mr. Jan been told that the teas ready, I wonder? cried Miss Deborah.

Mr. Jan apparently had been told, for he entered as she was speaking: and Master Cheese  his apron off and his hair brushed  with him. Master Cheese cast an inquisitive look at the tea-table, hoping he should see something tempting upon it; eating good things forming the pleasantest portion of that young gentlemans life.

Take this seat, Mr. Jan, said Miss Amilly, drawing a chair forward next her own. Master Cheese, have the kindness to move a little round: Mr. Jan cant see the fire if you sit there.

I dont want to see it, said literal Jan. Im not cold. And Master Cheese took the opportunity which the words gave to remain where he was. He liked to sit in warmth with his back to the fire.

I cannot think where papa is, said Miss Deborah. Mr. Lionel, is it of any use asking you to take a cup of tea?

Thank you, I am going home to dinner, replied Lionel. Dr. West is coming in now, he added, perceiving that gentlemans approach from the window.

Miss Amilly, asked Jan, have you been at the castor oil?

Poor Miss Amilly turned all the colours of the rainbow; if she had one weakness, it was upon the subject of her diminishing locks. While Cheese, going red also, administered to Jan sundry kicks under the table, as an intimation that he should have kept counsel. I  took  just a little drop, Mr. Jan, said she. Whats the dose, if you please? Is it one tea-spoonful or two?

It depends upon the age, said Jan, if you mean taken inwardly. For you it would be  I say, Cheese, what are you kicking at?

Cheese began to stammer something about the leg of the table; but the subject was interrupted by the entrance of Sibylla. Lionel wished them good-evening, and went out with her. Outside the room door they encountered Dr. West.

Where are you going, Sybilla? he asked, almost sharply, as his glance fell upon his daughter and Lionel.

To Verners Pride.

Go and take your things off. You cannot go to Verners Pride this evening.

But, papa, why? inquired Sibylla, feeling that she should like to turn restive.

I have my reasons for it. You will know them later. Now go and take your things off without another word.

Sibylla dared not openly dispute the will of her father, neither would she essay to do it before Lionel Verner. She turned somewhat unwillingly towards the staircase, and Dr. West opened the drawing-room door, signing to Lionel to wait.

Deborah, I am going out. Dont keep the tea. Mr. Jan, should I be summoned anywhere, youll attend for me, I dont know when I shall be home.

All right, called out Jan. And Dr. West went out with Lionel Verner.

I am going to Verners Pride, he said, taking Lionels arm as soon as they were in the street. Theres news come from Australia. John Massingbirds dead.

The announcement was made so abruptly, with so little circumlocution or preparation, that Lionel Verner failed at the first moment to take in the full meaning of the words. John Massingbird dead? he mechanically asked.

He is dead. Its a sad tale. He had the gold about him, a great quantity of it, bringing it down to Melbourne, and he was killed on the road; murdered for the sake of the gold.

How have you heard it? demanded Lionel.

I met Roy just now, replied Dr. West. He stopped me, saying he had heard from his son by this afternoons post; that there was bad news in the letter, and he supposed he must go to Verners Pride, and break it to them. He gave me the letter, and I undertook to carry the tidings to Mrs. Verner.

It is awfully sudden, said Lionel, By the mail, two months ago, he wrote himself to us, in the highest spirits. And now  dead!

Life, over there, is not worth a months purchase just now, remarked Dr. West; and Lionel could but note that had he been discussing the death of a total stranger, instead of a nephew, he could only have spoken in the same indifferent, matter-of-fact tone. By all accounts, society is in a strange state there, he continued; ruffians lying in wait ever for prey. The men have been taken, and the gold found upon them, Luke writes.

Thats good, so far, said Lionel.

When they reached Verners Pride, they found that a letter was waiting for Frederick Massingbird, who had not been home since he left the house early in the afternoon. The superscription was in the same handwriting as the letter Dr. West had brought  Luke Roys. There could be no doubt that it was only a confirmation of the tidings.

Mrs. Verner was in the drawing-room alone, Tynn said, ready to go in to dinner, and rather cross that Mr. Lionel should keep her waiting for it.

Who will break it to her  you or I? asked Dr. West of Lionel.

I think it should be you. You are her brother.

Broken to her it was, in the best mode they were able. It proved a severe shock. Mrs. Verner had loved John, her eldest born, above every earthly thing. He was wild, random, improvident, had given her incessant trouble as a child and as a man; and so, mother fashion, she loved him best.




CHAPTER XIII.

A CONTEMPLATED VOYAGE.

Frederick Massingbird sat perched on the gate of a ploughed field, softly whistling. His brain was busy, and he was holding counsel with himself, under the gray February skies. Three weeks had gone by since the tidings arrived of the death of his brother, and Frederick was deliberating whether he should, or should not, go out. His own letter from Luke Roy had been in substance the same as that which Luke had written to his father. It was neither more explanatory, nor less so. Luke Roy was not a first-hand at epistolary correspondence. John had been attacked and killed for the sake of his gold, and the attackers and the gold had been taken hold of by the law; so far it said, and no further. That the notion should occur to Frederick to go out to Melbourne, and lay claim to the gold and any other property left by John, was only natural. He had been making up his mind to do so for the last three weeks; and perhaps the vision of essaying a little business in the gold-fields on his own account, urged him on. But he had not fully made up his mind yet. The journey was a long and hazardous one; and  he did not care to leave Sibylla.

To be, or not to be? soliloquised he, from his seat on the gate, as he plucked thin branches off from the bare winter hedge, and scattered them. Old stepfathers wiry yet, he may last an age, and this is getting a horrid, humdrum life. I wonder what hell leave me, when he does go off? Mother said one day she thought it wouldnt be more than five hundred pounds. She doesnt know; he does not tell her about his private affairs  never has told her. Five hundred pounds! If he left me a paltry sum such as that, Id fling it in the heirs face  Master Lionels.

He put a piece of the thorn into his mouth, bit it up, spat it out again, and went on with his soliloquy.

I had better go. Why, if nothing to speak of does come to me from old Verner, this money of Johns would be a perfect windfall. I must not lose the chance of it  and lose it I should, unless I go out and see after it. No, it would never do. Ill go. Its hard to say how much he has left, poor fellow. Thousands  if one may judge by his letters  besides this great nugget that they killed him for, the villains! Yes, Ill go  thats settled. And now, to try to get Sibylla. Shell accompany me fast enough. At least, I fancy she would. But theres that old West! I may have a battle over it with him.

He flung away what remained in his hand of the sticks, leaped off the gate, and bent his steps hastily in the direction of Deerham. Could he be going, there and then, to Dr. Wests, to try his fate with Sibylla? Very probably. Frederick Massingbird liked to deliberate well when making up his mind to a step; but, that once done, he was wont to lose no time in carrying it out.

On this same afternoon, and just about the same hour, Lionel Verner was strolling through Deerham on his way to pay a visit to his mother. Close at the door he encountered Decima  well, now  and Miss Tempest, who were going out. None would have believed Lionel and Decima to be brother and sister, judging by their attire  he wore deep mourning, she had not a shred of mourning about her. Lady Verner, in her prejudice against Verners Pride, had neither put on mourning herself for John Massingbird, nor allowed Decima to put it on. Lionel was turning with them; but Lady Verner, who had seen him from the window, sent a servant to desire him to come to her.

Is it anything particular, mother? he hastily inquired. I am going with Decima and Lucy.

It is so far particular, Lionel, that I wish you to stay with me, instead of going with them, answered Lady Verner. I fancy you are getting rather fond of being with Lucy, and  and  in short, it wont do.

Lionel, in his excessive astonishment, could only stare at his mother.

What do you mean? he asked. Lucy Tempest! What wont do?

You are beginning to pay Lucy Tempest particular attention, said Lady Verner, unscrewing the silver stopper of her essence-bottle, and applying some to her forehead. I will not permit it, Lionel.

Lionel could not avoid laughing.

What can have put such a thing in your head, mother, I am at a loss to conceive. Certainly nothing in my conduct has induced it. I have talked to Lucy as a child, more than as anything else; I have scarcely thought of her but as one

Lucy is not a child, interrupted Lady Verner.

In years I find she is not. When I first saw her at the railway-station, I thought she was a child, and the impression somehow remains upon my mind. Too often I talk to her as one. As to anything else  were I to marry to-morrow, it is not Lucy Tempest I should make my wife.

The first glad look that Lionel had seen on Lady Verners face for many a day came over it then. In her own mind she had been weaving a pretty little romance for Lionel; and it was her dread, lest that romance should be interfered with, which had called up her fears, touching Lucy Tempest.

My darling Lionel, you know where you might go and choose a wife, she said. I have long wished that you would do it. Beauty, rank, wealth  you may win them for the asking.

A slightly self-conscious smile crossed the lips of Lionel.

You are surely not going to introduce again that nonsense about Mary Elmsley! he exclaimed. I should never like her, never marry her, therefore

Did you not allude to her when you spoke but now  that it was not Lucy Tempest you should make your wife?

No.

To whom, then? Lionel, I must know it.

Lionels cheek flushed scarlet. I am not going to marry yet  I have no intention of it. Why should this conversation have arisen?

The words seemed to arouse a sudden dread on the part of Lady Verner. Lionel, she gasped in a low tone, there is a dreadful fear coming over me. Not Lady Mary! Some one else! I remember Decima said one day that you appeared to care more for Sibylla West than for her, your sister. I have never thought of it from that hour to this. I paid no more attention to it than though she had said you cared for my maid Thérèse. You cannot care for Sibylla West!

Lionel had high notions of duty as well as of honour, and he would not equivocate to his mother. I do care very much for Sibylla West, he said in a low tone; and, please God, I hope she will sometime be my wife. But, mother, this confidence is entirely between ourselves. I beg you not to speak of it; it must not be suffered to get abroad.

The one short sentence of avowal over, Lionel might as well have talked to the moon. Lady Verner heard him not. She was horrified. The Wests in her eyes were utterly despicable. Dr. West was tolerated as her doctor; but as nothing else. Her brave Lionel  standing there before her in all the pride of his strength and his beauty  he sacrifice himself to Sibylla West! Of the two, Thérèse might have been the less dreadful to the mind of Lady Verner.

A quarrel ensued. Stay  that is a wrong word. It was not a quarrel, for Lady Verner had all the talking, and Lionel would not respond angrily; he kept his lips pressed together lest he should. Never had Lady Verner been moved to make a like scene. She reproached, she sobbed, she entreated. And, in the midst of it, in walked Decima and Lucy Tempest.

Lady Verner for once forgot herself. She forgot that Lucy was a stranger; she forgot the request of Lionel for silence; and, upon Decimas asking what was amiss, she told all  that Lionel loved Sibylla West, and meant to marry her.

Decima was too shocked to speak. Lucy turned and looked at Lionel, a pleasant smile shining in her eyes. She is very pretty; very, very pretty; I never saw any one prettier.

Thank you, Lucy, he cordially said; and it was the first time he had called her Lucy.

Decima went up to her brother. Lionel, must it be? I do not like her.

Decima, I fear that you and my mother are both prejudiced, he somewhat haughtily answered. And there he stopped. In turning his eyes towards his mother as he spoke of her, he saw that she had fainted away.

Jan was sent for, in all haste. Dr. West was Lady Verners medical adviser; but a feeling in Decimas heart at the moment prevented her summoning him. Jan arrived, on the run; the servant had told him she was not sure but her lady was dying.

Lady Verner had revived then; was better; and was re-entering upon the grievance which had so affected her. What could it have been? wondered Jan, who knew his mother was not subject to fainting fits.

Ask your brother, there, what it was, resentfully spoke Lady Verner. He told me he was going to marry Sibylla West.

Law! uttered Jan.

Lionel stood; haughty, impassive; his lips curling, his figure drawn to its full height. He would not reproach his mother by so much as a word, but the course she was taking, in thus proclaiming his affairs to the world, hurt him in no measured degree.

I dont like her, said Jan. Deborah and Amilly are not much, but Id rather have the two, than Sibylla.

Jan, said Lionel, suppressing his temper, your opinion was not asked.

Jan sat down on the arm of the sofa, his great legs dangling. Sibylla cant marry two, said he.

Will you be quiet, Jan? said Lionel. You have no right to interfere. You shall not interfere.

Gracious, Lionel, I dont want to interfere, returned Jan simply. Sibyllas going to marry Fred Massingbird.

Will you be quiet? reiterated Lionel, his brow flushing scarlet.

Ill be quiet, said Jan, with composure. You can go and ask her for yourself. It has all been settled this afternoon; not ten minutes ago. Freds going out to Australia, and Sibyllas going with him, and Deborah and Amilly are crying their eyes out, at the thought of parting with her.

Lady Verner looked up at Jan, an expression of eager hope on her face. She could have kissed him a thousand times. Lionel  Lionel took his hat and walked out.

Believing it? No. The temptation to chastise Jan was growing great, and he deemed it well to remove himself out of it. Jan was right, however.

Much to the surprise of Frederick Massingbird, very much to the surprise of Sibylla, Dr. West not only gave his consent to the marriage as soon as asked, but urged it on. If Fred must depart in a week, why, they could be married in a week, he said. Sibylla was thunderstruck: Miss Deborah and Miss Amilly gave vent to a few hysterical shrieks, and hinted about the wedding clothes and the outfit. That could be got together in a day, was the reply of Dr. West, and they were too much astonished to venture to say it could not.

You told me to wait for Lionel Verner, whispered Sibylla, when she and her father were alone, as she stood before him, trembling. In her minds eye she saw Verners Pride slipping from her; and it gave her chagrin, in spite of her love for Fred Massingbird.

Dr. West leaned forward and whispered a few words in her ear. She started violently, she coloured crimson. Papa!

It is true, nodded the doctor.

As Lionel passed the house on his way from Deerham Court to Verners Pride, he turned into it, led by a powerful impulse. He did not believe Jan, but the words had made him feel twitchings of uneasiness. Fred Massingbird had gone then, and the doctor was out. Lionel looked into the drawing-room, and there found the two elder Misses West, each dissolved in a copious shower of tears. So far, Jans words were borne out. A sharp spasm shot across his heart.

You are in grief, he said, advancing to them. What is the cause?

The most dreadful voyage for her! ejaculated Miss Deborah. The ship may go to the bottom before it gets there.

And not so much as time to think of proper things for her, let alone getting them! sobbed Miss Amilly. Its all a confused mass in my mind together  bonnets, and gowns, and veils, and wreaths, and trunks, and petticoats, and calico things for the voyage!

Lionel felt his lips grow pale. They were too much engrossed to notice him; nevertheless, he covered his face with his hand as he stood by the mantel-piece. Where is she going? he quietly asked.

To Melbourne, with Fred, said Miss Deborah. Freds going out to see about the money and gold that John left, and to realise it. They are not to stay: it will only be the voyage out and home. But if she should be taken ill out there, and die! Her sisters died, Mr. Lionel. Fred is her cousin, too. Better have married one not of kin.

They talked on. Lionel heard them not. After the revelation, that she was about to marry, all else seemed a chaos. But he was one who could control his feelings.

I must be going, said he quietly, moving from his standing-place with calmness. Good-day to you.

He shook hands with them both, amidst a great accession of sobs, and quitted the room. Running down the stairs at that moment, singing gaily a scrap of a merry song, came Sibylla, unconscious of his vicinity; indeed, of his presence in the house. She started when she saw him, and stopped in hesitation.

Lionel threw open the door of the empty dining-room, caught her arm and drew her into it  his bearing haughty, his gestures imperative. There they stood before each other, neither speaking for some moments. Lionels very lips were livid; and her rich wax-work colour went and came, and her clear blue eyes fell under the stern gaze of his.

Is this true, which I have been obliged to hear? was his first question.

She knew that she had acted ill. She knew that Lionel Verner deserved to have a better part played by him. She had always looked up to him  all the Wests had  as one superior in birth, rank, and station to herself. Altogether, the moment brought to her a great amount of shame and confusion.

Answer me one question; I demand it of you, exclaimed Lionel. Have you ever mistaken my sentiments towards you in the least degree?

Have  I  I dont know, she faltered.

No equivocation, burst Lionel. Have you not known that I loved you? that I was only waiting my uncles death to make you my wife?  Heaven forgive me that I should thus speak as though I had built upon it!

Sibylla let fall some tears.

Which have you loved?  all this while! Me?  or him?

Oh! dont speak to me like that, sobbed Sibylla. He asked me to marry him, and  and  papa said yes.

I ask you, said Lionel in a low voice, which is it that you love?

She did not answer. She stood before him the prettiest picture of distress imaginable; her hands clasped, her large blue eyes filled with tears, her shower of golden hair shading her burning cheeks.

If you have been surprised or terrified into this engagement, loving him not, will you give him up for me? tenderly whispered Lionel. Not  you understand  if your love be his. In that case, I would not ask it. But, without reference to myself at all, I doubt  and I have my reasons for it  if Frederick Massingbird be worthy of you.

Was she wavering in her own mind? She stole a glance upward  at his tall, fine form, his attractive face, its lineaments showing out in that moment, all the pride of the Verners. A pride that mingled with love.

Lionel bent to her  

Sibylla, if you love him I have no more to say; if you love me, avow it, as I will then avow my love, my intentions, in the face of day. Reflect before you speak. It is a solemn moment  a moment which holds alike my destiny and yours in its hands.

A rush of blood to her heart, a rush of moisture to her forehead; for Sibylla West was not wholly without feeling, and she knew, as Lionel said, that it was a decision fraught with grave destiny. But Frederick Massingbird was more to her than he was.

I have given my promise. I cannot go from it, was her scarcely breathed answer.

May your falsity never come home to you! broke from Lionel, in the bitterness of his anguish. And he strode from the room without another word or look, and quitted the house.




CHAPTER XIV.

THE NIGHT BEFORE THE WEDDING.

Deerham could not believe the news. Verners Pride could not believe it. Nobody believed it, save Lady Verner, and she was only too thankful to believe it and hug it. There was nothing surprising in Sibyllas marrying her cousin Fred, for many had shrewdly suspected that the favour between them was not altogether cousinly favour; but the surprise was given to the hasty marriage. Dr. West vouchsafed an explanation. Two of his daughters, aged respectively one year and two years younger than Amilly, had each died of consumption, as all Deerham knew. On attaining her twenty-fifth year, each one had shown rapid symptoms of the disease, and had lingered but a few weeks. Sibylla was only one-and-twenty yet; but Dr. West fancied he saw, or said he saw, grounds for fear. It was known of what value a sea-voyage was in these constitutions; hence his consent to the departure of Sibylla. Such was the explanation of Dr. West.

I wonder whether the stated fear of consumption has been called up by himself for the occasion? was the thought that crossed the mind of Decima Verner. Decima did not believe in Dr. West.

Verners Pride, like the rest, had been taken by surprise. Mrs. Verner received the news with equanimity. She had never given Fred a tithe of the love that John had had, and she did not seem much to care whether he married Sibylla, or whether he did not  whether he went out to Australia, or whether he stayed at home. Frederick told her of it in a very off-hand manner; but he took pains to bespeak the approbation of Mr. Verner.

I hope my choice is pleasant to you, sir. That you will cordially sanction it.

Whether it is pleasant to me or not, I have no right to say it shall not be, was the reply of Mr. Verner. I have never interfered with you, or with your brother, since you became inmates of my house.

Do you not like Sibylla, sir?

She is a pretty girl. I know nothing against her. I think you might have chosen worse.

Coldly, very coldly were the words delivered, and there was a strangely keen expression of anguish on Mr. Verners face; but that was nothing unusual now. Frederick Massingbird was content to accept the words as a sanction of approval.

A few words  I dont mean angry ones  passed between him and Lionel on the night before the wedding. Lionel had not condescended to speak to Frederick Massingbird upon the subject at all; Sibylla had refused him for the other of her own free will; and there he let it rest. But the evening previous to the marriage day, Lionel appeared strangely troubled; indecisive, anxious, as if he were debating some question with himself. Suddenly he went straight up to Frederick Massingbirds chamber, who was deep in the business of packing, as his unfortunate brother John had been, not two short years before.

I wish to speak to you, he began. I have thought of doing so these several days past, but have hesitated, for you may dream that it is no business of mine. However, I cannot get it off my mind that it may be my duty; and I have come to do it.

Frederick Massingbird was half buried amid piles of things, but he turned round at this strange address and looked at Lionel.

Is there nothing on your conscience that should prevent your marrying that girl? gravely asked Lionel.

Do you want her left for yourself? was Freds answer, after a prolonged stare.

Lionel flushed to his very temples. He controlled the hasty retort that rose to his tongue. I came here not to speak in any ones interest but hers. Were she free as air this moment  were she to come to my feet and say, Let me be your wife, I should tell her that the whole world was before her to choose from, save myself. She can never again be anything to me. No. I speak for her alone. She is marrying you in all confidence. Are you worthy of her?

What on earth do you mean? cried Frederick Massingbird.

If there be any sin upon your conscience that ought to prevent your taking her, or any confiding girl, to your heart, as wife, reflect whether you should ignore it. The consequences may come home later; and then what would be her position?

I have no sin upon my conscience, Poor John, perhaps, had plenty of it. I do not understand you, Lionel Verner.

On your sacred word?

On my word, and honour, too.

Then forgive me, was the ready reply of Lionel. And he held out his hand with frankness to Frederick Massingbird.




CHAPTER XV.

A TROUBLED MIND.

Just one fortnight from the very day that witnessed the sailing of Frederick Massingbird and his wife, Mr. Verner was taken alarmingly ill. Fred, in his soliloquy that afternoon, when you saw him upon the gate of the ploughed field, Old stepfathers wiry yet, and may last an age,  had certainly not been assisted with the gift of prevision, for there was no doubt that Mr. Verners time to die had now come.

Lionel had thrown his sorrow bravely from him, in outward appearance at any rate. What it might be doing for him inwardly, he alone could tell. These apparently calm, undemonstrative natures, that show a quiet exterior to the world, may have a fire consuming their heartstrings. He did not go near the wedding; but neither did he shut himself up indoors, as one indulging lamentation and grief. He pursued his occupations just as usual. He read to Mr. Verner, who allowed him to do so that day; he rode out; he saw people, friends and others whom it was necessary to see. He had the magnanimity to shake hands with the bride, and wish her joy.

It occurred in this way. Mrs. Verner declined to attend the ceremony. Since the news of Johns death she had been ailing both in body and mind. But she desired Frederick to take Verners Pride in his road when driving away with his bride, that she might say her last farewell to him and Sibylla, neither of whom she might ever see again. Oh, shed see them again fast enough, was Freds response; they should not be away more than a year. But he complied with her request, and brought Sibylla. About three oclock in the afternoon, the ceremony and the breakfast over, the carriage, with its four horses, clattered on to the terrace, and Fred handed Sibylla out of it. Lionel was crossing the hall at the moment of their entrance; his horse had just been brought round for him. To say he was surprised at seeing them there would not be saying enough; he had known nothing of the intended call. They met face to face. Sibylla wore a sweeping dress of silk; a fine Indian shawl, the gift of Mrs. Verner, was folded round her, and her golden hair fell beneath her bonnet. Her eyes fell, also, before the gaze of Lionel.

Never had she looked more beautiful, more attractive; and Lionel felt it. But, had she been one for whom he had never cared, he could not have shown more courtly indifference. A moment given to the choking down of his emotion, to the stilling of his beating pulses, and he stood before her calmly self-possessed; holding out his hand, speaking in a low, clear tone.

Allow me to offer you my good wishes for your welfare, Mrs. Massingbird.

Thank you; thank you very much, replied Sibylla, dropping his hand, avoiding his eye, and going on to find Mrs. Verner.

Good-bye, Lionel, said Frederick Massingbird. You are going out, I see.

Lionel shook his hand cordially. Rival though he had proved to him, he did not blame Frederick Massingbird; he was too just to cast blame where it was not due.

Fare you well, Frederick. I sincerely hope you will have a prosperous voyage; that you will come safely home again.

All this was over, and they had sailed; Dr. West having exacted a solemn promise from his son-in-law that they should leave for home again the very instant that Johns property had been realised. And now, a fortnight after it, Mr. Verner was taken  as was believed  for death. He himself believed so. He knew what his own disorder was; he knew that the moment the water began to mount, and had attained a certain height, his life would be gone.

How many hours have I to live? he inquired of Dr. West.

Probably for some days, was the answer.

What could it have been that was troubling the mind of Mr. Verner? That it was worldly trouble was certain. That other trouble, which has been known to distract the minds of the dying, to fill them with agony, was absent from his. On that score he was in perfect peace. But that some very great anxiety was racking him might be seen by the most casual observer. It had been racking him for a long time past, and it was growing worse now. And it appeared to be what he could not, or would not, speak of.

The news of the dangerous change in the master of Verners Pride circulated through the vicinity, and it brought forth, amidst other of his friends, Mr. Bitterworth. This was on the second day of the change. Tynn received Mr. Bitterworth in the hall.

Theres no hope, sir, Im afraid, was Tynns answer to his inquiries. Hes not in much pain of body, but he is dreadfully anxious and uneasy.

What about? asked Mr. Bitterworth, who was a little man with a pimpled face.

Nobody knows, sir; he doesnt say. For myself, I can only think it must be about something connected with the estate. What else can it be?

I suppose I can see him, Tynn?

Ill ask, sir. He refuses visitors in his room, but I dare say hell admit you.

Lionel came to Mr. Bitterworth in the drawing-room. My uncle will see you, he said, after greetings had passed.

Tynn informs me that he appears to be uneasy in his mind, observed Mr. Bitterworth.

A man so changed, as he has been in the last two years, I have never seen, replied Lionel. None can have failed to remark it. From entire calmness of mind, he has exhibited anxious restlessness; I may say irritability. Mrs. Verner is ill, Lionel added, as they were ascending the stairs. She has not been out of bed for two days.

Not in his study now; he had done with the lower part of the house for ever; but in his bed-chamber, never to come out of it alive, was Mr. Verner. They had got him up, and he sat in an easy-chair by the bedside, partially dressed, and wrapped in his dressing-gown. On his pale, worn face there were the unmistakable signs of death. He and Mr. Bitterworth were left alone.

So you have come to see the last of me, Bitterworth! was the remark of Mr. Verner.

Not the last yet, I hope, heartily responded Mr. Bitterworth, who was an older man than Mr. Verner, but hale and active. You may rally from this attack and get about again. Remember how many serious attacks you have had.

None like this. The end must come; and it has come now. Hush, Bitterworth! To speak of recovery to me is worse than childs play. I know my time has come. And I am glad to meet it, for it releases me from a world of care.

Were there any in this world who might be supposed to be exempt from care, it is you, said Mr. Bitterworth, leaning towards the invalid, his hale old face expressing the concern he felt. I should have judged you to be perfectly free from earthly care. You have no children; what can be troubling you?

Would to Heaven I had children! exclaimed Mr. Verner; and the remark appeared to break from him involuntarily, in the bitterness of his heart.

You have your brothers son, your heir, Lionel.

He is no heir of mine, returned Mr. Verner, with, if possible, double bitterness.

No heir of yours! repeated Mr. Bitterworth, gazing at his friend, and wondering whether he had lost his senses.

Mr. Verner, on his part, gazed on vacancy, his thoughts evidently cast inwards. He sat in his old favourite attitude; his hands clasped on the head of his stick, and his face bent down upon it. Bitterworth, said he presently when I made my will years ago, after my fathers death, I appointed you one of the executors.

I know it, replied Mr. Bitterworth. I was associated  as you gave me to understand  with Sir Rufus Hautley.

Ay. After the boy came of age,  and Mr. Bitterworth knew that he alluded to Lionel I added his name to those of Sir Rufus and yourself. Legacies apart, the estate was all left to him.

Of course it was, assented Mr. Bitterworth.

Since then, I have seen fit to make an alteration, continued Mr. Verner. I mention it to you, Bitterworth, that you may not be surprised when you hear the will read. Also I would tell you that I made the change of my own free act and judgment, unbiassed by any one, and that I did not make it without ample cause. The estate is not left to Lionel Verner, but to Frederick Massingbird.

Mr. Bitterworth had small round eyes, but they opened now to their utmost width. What did you say? he repeated, after a pause, like a man out of breath.

Strictly speaking, the estate is not bequeathed to Frederick Massingbird; he will inherit it in consequence of Johns death, quietly went on Mr. Verner. It is left to John Massingbird, and to Frederick after him, should he be the survivor. Failing them both

And I am still executor? interrupted Mr. Bitterworth, in a tone raised rather above the orthodox key for a sick-room.

You and Sir Rufus. That, so far, is not altered.

Then I will not act. No, Stephen Verner, long and close as our friendship has been, I will not countenance an act of injustice. I will not be your executor, unless Verners Pride goes, as it ought, to Lionel Verner.

Lionel has forfeited it.

Forfeited it!  how can he have forfeited it? Is this  Mr. Bitterworth was given to speak in plain terms when excited is this the underhand work of Mrs. Verner?

Peace, Bitterworth! Mrs. Verner knows nothing of the change. Her surviving son knows nothing of it; John knew nothing of it. They have no idea but that Lionel is still the heir. You should not jump to unjust conclusions. Not one of them has ever asked me how my property was left; or has attempted, by the smallest word, to influence me in its disposal.

Then, what has influenced you? Why have you done it? demanded Mr. Bitterworth, his voice becoming more subdued.

To this question Mr. Verner did not immediately reply. He appeared not to have done with the defence of his wife and her sons.

Mrs. Verner is not of a covetous nature; she is not unjust, and I believe that she would wish the estate willed to Lionel, rather than to her sons. She knows no good reason why it should not be willed to him. And for those sons  do you suppose either of them would have gone out to Australia, had he been cognisant that he was heir to Verners Pride?

Why have you willed it away from Lionel?

I cannot tell you, replied Mr. Verner, in a tone of sharp pain. It betrayed to Mr. Bitterworth what sharper pain the step itself must have cost.

It is this which has been on your mind, Verner  disturbing your closing years?

Ay, it is that; nothing else! wailed Mr. Verner, nothing else, nothing else! Has it not been enough to disturb me? he added, putting the question in a loud, quick accent. Setting aside my love for Lionel, which was great, setting aside my finding him unworthy, it has been a bitter trial to me to leave Verners Pride to a Massingbird. I have never loved the Massingbirds, he continued, dropping his voice to a whisper.

If Lionel were unworthy,  with a stress upon the were, you might have left it to Jan, spoke Mr. Bitterworth.

Lady Verner has thrown too much estrangement between Jan and me. No. I would rather even a Massingbird had it than Jan.

If Lionel were unworthy, I said, resumed Mr. Bitterworth. I cannot believe he is. How has he proved himself so? What has he done?

Mr. Verner put up his hands as if to ward off some imaginary phantom, and his pale face turned of a leaden hue.

Never ask me, he whispered. I cannot tell you. I have had to bear it about with me, he continued, with an irrepressible burst of anguish; to bear it here, within me, in silence; never breathing a word of my knowledge to him, or to any one.

Some folly must have come to your cognisance, observed Mr. Bitterworth; though I had deemed Lionel Verner to be more free from the sins of hot-blooded youth than are most men. I have believed him to be a true gentleman in the best sense of the word  a good and honourable man.

A silent stream runs deep, remarked Mr. Verner.

Mr. Bitterworth drew his chair nearer to his friend, and, bending towards him, resumed solemnly  

Verners Pride of right (speaking in accordance with our national notions) belonged to your brother, Sir Lionel. It would have been his, as you know, had he lived but a month or two longer; your father would not have willed it away from him. After him it would have been Lionels. Sir Lionel died too soon, and it was left to you; but what injunction from your father accompanied it? Forgive my asking you the question, Stephen.

Do you think I have forgotten it? wailed Mr. Verner. It has cost me my peace  my happiness, to will it away from Lionel. To see Verners Pride in possession of any but a Verner will trouble me so  if, indeed, we are permitted in the next world still to mark what goes on in this  that I shall scarcely rest quiet in my grave.

You have no more  I must speak plainly, Stephen  I believe that you have no more right in equity to will away the estate from Lionel, than you would have were he the heir-at-law. Many have said  I am sure you must be aware that they have  that you have kept him out of it; that you have enjoyed what ought to have been his, ever since his grandfathers death.

Have you said it? angrily asked Mr. Verner.

I have neither said it nor thought it. When your father informed me that he had willed the estate to you, Sir Lionel being dead, I answered him that I thought he had done well and wisely; that you had far more right to it, for your life, than the boy Lionel. But, Stephen, I should never sanction your leaving it away from him after you. Had you possessed children of your own, they should never have been allowed to shut out Lionel. He is your elder brothers son, remember.

Mr. Verner sat like one in dire perplexity. It would appear that there was a struggle going on in his own mind.

I know, I know, he presently said, in answer. The worry, the uncertainty, as to what I ought to do, has destroyed the peace of my later days. I altered my will when smarting under the discovery of his unworthiness; but, even then a doubt as to whether I was doing right caused me to name him as inheritor, should the Massingbirds die.

Why, that must have been a paradox! exclaimed Mr. Bitterworth. Lionel Verner should inherit before all, or not inherit at all. What your ground of complaint against him is, I know not; but whatever it may be, it can be no excuse for your willing away from him Verners Pride. Some youthful folly of his came to your knowledge, I conclude.

Not folly. Call it sin  call it crime, vehemently replied Mr. Verner.

As you please; you know its proper term better than I. For one solitary instance of  what you please to name it  you should not blight his whole prospects for life. Lionels general conduct is so irreproachable (unless he be the craftiest hypocrite under the sun) that you may well pardon one defalcation. Are you sure you were not mistaken?

I am sure. I hold proof positive.

Well, I leave that. I say that you might forgive him, whatever it may be, remembering how few his offences are. He would make a faithful master of Verners Pride. Compare him to Fred Massingbird! Pshaw!

Mr. Verner did not answer. His face had an aching look upon it, as it leaned out over the top of his stick. Mr. Bitterworth laid his hand upon his friends knee persuasively.

Do not go out of the world committing an act of injustice; an act, too, that is irreparable, and of which the injustice must last for ever. Stephen, I will not leave you until you consent to repair what you have done.

It has been upon my mind to do it since I was taken worse yesterday, murmured Stephen Verner. Our Saviour taught us to forgive. Had it been against me only that he sinned, I would have forgiven him long ago.

You will forgive him now?

Forgiveness does not lie with me. It was not against me, I say, that he sinned. Let him ask forgiveness of God and of his own conscience. But he shall have Verners Pride.

Better that you should see it in its proper light at the eleventh hour, than not at all, Stephen, said Mr. Bitterworth. By every law of right and justice, Verners Pride, after you, belongs to Lionel.

You speak well, Bitterworth, when you call it the eleventh hour, observed Mr. Verner. If I am to make this change you must get Matiss here without an instants delay. See him yourself, and bring him back. Tell him what the necessity is. He will make more haste for you than he might for one of my servants.

Does he know of the bequest to the Massingbirds?

Of course he knows of it. He made the will. I have never employed anybody but Matiss since I came into the estate.

Mr. Bitterworth, feeling there was little time to be lost, quitted the room without more delay. He was anxious that Lionel should have his own. Not so much because he liked and esteemed Lionel, as that he possessed a strong sense of justice within himself. Lionel heard him leaving the sick-room, and came to him, but Mr. Bitterworth would not stop.

I cannot wait, he said. I am bound on an errand for your uncle.




CHAPTER XVI.

AN ALTERED WILL.

Mr. Bitterworth was bound to the house of the lawyer, Mr. Matiss, who lived and had his office in the new part of Deerham, down by Dr. Wests. People wondered that he managed to make a living in so small a place; but he evidently did make one. Most of the gentry in the vicinity employed him for trifling things, and he held one or two good agencies. He kept no clerk. He was at home when Mr. Bitterworth entered, writing at a desk in his small office, which had maps hung round it. A quick-speaking man, with dark hair and a good-natured face.

Are you busy, Matiss? began Mr. Bitterworth, when he entered; and the lawyer looked at him through the railings of his desk.

Not particularly, Mr. Bitterworth. Do you want me?

Mr. Verner wants you. He has sent me to bring you to him without delay. You have heard that theres a change in him?

Oh, yes, I have heard it, replied the lawyer. I am at his service, Mr. Bitterworth.

He wants his last will altered. Remedied, I should say, continued Mr. Bitterworth, looking the lawyer full in the face, and nodding confidentially.

Altered to what it was before? eagerly cried the lawyer.

Mr. Bitterworth nodded again. I called in upon him this morning, and in the course of conversation it came out what he had done about Verners Pride. And now he wants it undone.

I am glad of it  I am glad of it, Mr. Bitterworth. Between ourselves  though I mean no disrespect to them  the young Massingbirds were not fit heirs for Verners Pride. Mr. Lionel Verner is.

He is the rightful heir as well as the fit one, Matiss, added Mr. Bitterworth, leaning over the railings of the desk, while the lawyer was hastily putting his papers in order, preparatory to leaving them, placing some aside on the desk, and locking up others. What was the cause of his willing it away from Lionel Verner?

Its more than I can tell. He gave no clue whatever to his motive. Many and many a time have I thought it over since, but I never came near fathoming it. I told Mr. Verner that it was not a just thing, when I took his instructions for the fresh will. That is, I intimated as much; it was not my place, of course, to speak out my mind offensively to Mr. Verner. Dr. West said a great deal more to him than I did; but he could make no impression.

Was Dr. West consulted, then, by Mr. Verner?

Not at all. When I called at Verners Pride with the fresh will for Mr. Verner to execute, it happened that Tynn was out. He and one of the other servants were to have witnessed the signature. Dr. West came in at the time, and Mr. Verner said he would do for a witness in Tynns place. Dr. West remonstrated most strongly when he found what it was; for Mr. Verner told him in confidence what had been done. He, the doctor, at first refused to put his hand to anything so unjust. He protested that the public would cry shame, would say John Massingbird had no human right to Verners Pride, would suspect he had obtained it by fraud, or by some sort of underhand work. Mr. Verner replied that I  Matiss  could contradict that. At last the doctor signed.

When was this?

It was the very week after John started for Australia. I wondered why Mr. Verner should have allowed him to go, if he meant to make him his heir. Dr. West wondered also, and said so to Mr. Verner, but Mr. Verner made no reply.

Mr. Verner has just told me that neither the Massingbirds nor Mrs. Verner knew anything of the fresh will. I understood him to imply that no person whatever was cognisant of it but himself and you.

And Dr. West. Nobody else.

And he gave no reason for the alteration  either to you or to Dr. West?

None at all. Beyond the assertion that Lionel had displeased him. Dr. West would have pressed him upon the point, but Mr. Verner repulsed him with coldness. He insisted upon our secrecy as to the new will; which we promised, and I dare say have never violated. I know I can answer for myself.

They hastened back to Verners Pride. And the lawyer, in the presence of Mr. Bitterworth, received instructions for a codicil, revoking the bequest of the estate to the Massingbirds, and bestowing it absolutely upon Lionel Verner. The bequests to others, legacies, instructions in the former will, were all to stand. It was a somewhat elaborate will; hence Mr. Verner suggested that that will, so far, could still stand, and the necessary alteration be made by a codicil.

You can have it ready by this evening? Mr. Verner remarked to the lawyer.

Before then, if you like, sir. It wont take me long to draw that up. Ones pen goes glibly when ones heart is in the work. I am glad you are willing it back to Mr. Lionel.

Draw it up then, and bring it here as soon as its ready. You wont find me gone out, Mr. Verner added, with a faint attempt at jocularity.

The lawyer did as he was bid, and returned to Verners Pride about five oclock in the afternoon. He found Dr. West there. It was somewhat singular that the doctor should again be present, as he had been at the previous signing. And yet not singular, for he was now in frequent attendance on the patient.

How do you feel yourself this afternoon, sir? asked Mr. Matiss, when he entered, his greatcoat buttoned up, his hat in his hand, his gloves on; showing no signs that he had any professional document about him, or that he had called in for any earthly reason, save to inquire in politeness after the state of the chief of Verners Pride.

Pretty well, Matiss. Are you ready?

Yes, sir.

Well do it at once, then. Dr. West, Mr. Verner added, turning to the doctor, I have been making an alteration in my will. You were one of the former witnesses; will you be so again?

With pleasure. An alteration consequent upon the death of John Massingbird, I presume?

No. I should have made it, had he been still alive. Verners Pride must go to Lionel. I cannot die easy unless it does.

But  I thought you said Lionel had done  had done something to forfeit it? interrupted Dr. West, whom the words appeared to have taken by surprise.

To forfeit my esteem and good opinion. Those he can never enjoy again. But I doubt whether I have a right to deprive him of Verners Pride. I begin to think I have not. I believe that the world generally will think I have not. It may be that a Higher Power, to whom alone I am responsible, will judge I have not. Theres no denying that he will make a more fitting master of it than would Frederick Massingbird; and for myself I shall die the easier knowing that a Verner will succeed me. Mr. Matiss, be so kind as read over the deed.

The lawyer produced a parchment from one of his ample pockets, unfolded, and proceeded to read it aloud. It was the codicil, drawn up with all due form, bequeathing Verners Pride to Lionel Verner. It was short, and he read it in a clear, distinct voice.

Will you like to sign it, sir? he asked, as he laid it down.

When I have read it for myself, replied Mr. Verner.

The lawyer smiled as he handed it to him. All his clients were not so cautious. Some might have said, so mistrustful.

Mr. Verner found the codicil all right, and the bell was rung for Tynn. Mrs. Tynn happened to come in at the same moment. She was retreating when she saw business a-gate, but her master spoke to her.

You need not go, Mrs. Tynn. Bring a pen and ink here.

So the housekeeper remained present while the deed was executed. Mr. Verner signed it, proclaiming it his last will and testament, and Dr. West and Tynn affixed their signatures. The lawyer and Mrs. Tynn stood looking on.

Mr. Verner folded it up with his own hands, and sealed it.

Bring me my desk, he said, looking at Mrs. Tynn.

The desk was kept in a closet in the room, and she brought it forth. Mr. Verner locked the parchment within it.

You will remember where it is, he said, touching the desk, and looking at the lawyer. The will is also here.

Mrs. Tynn carried the desk back again; and Dr. West and the lawyer left the house together.

Later, when Mr. Verner was in bed, he spoke to Lionel, who was sitting with him.

You will give heed to carry out my directions, Lionel, so far as I have left directions, after you come into power.

I will, sir, replied Lionel, never having had the faintest suspicion that he had been near losing his inheritance.

And be more active abroad than I have been. I have left too much to Roy and others. You are young and strong; dont you leave it to them. Look into things with your own eyes.

Indeed I will. My dear uncle, he added, bending over the bed, and speaking in an earnest tone, I will endeavour to act in all things as though in your sight, accountable to God and my own conscience. Verners Pride shall have no unworthy master.

Try to live so as to redeem the past.

Yes, said Lionel. He did not see what precise part of it he had to redeem, but he was earnestly anxious to defer to the words of a dying man. Uncle, may I dare to say that I hope you will live yet? he gently said.

It is of no use, Lionel. The world is closing for me.

It was closing for him even then, as he spoke  closing rapidly. Before another afternoon had come round, the master of Verners Pride had quitted that, and all other pride, for ever.




CHAPTER XVII.

DISAPPEARED.

Sweeping down from Verners Pride towards the church at Deerham came the long funeral train  mutes with their plumes and batons, relays of bearers, the bier. It had been Mr. Verners express desire that he should be carried to the grave, that no hearse or coaches should be used.

Bury me quietly; bury me without show, had been his charge. And yet a show it was, that procession, if only from its length. Close to the coffin walked the heir, Lionel; Jan and Dr. West came next; Mr. Bitterworth and Sir Rufus Hautley. Other gentlemen were there, followers or pall-bearers; the tenants followed; the servants came last. A long, long line, slow and black; and spectators gathered on the side of the road, underneath the hedges, and in the upper windows at Deerham, to see it pass. The under windows were closed.

A brave heir, a brave master of Verners Pride! was the universal thought, as eyes were turned on Lionel, on his tall, noble form, his pale face stilled to calmness, his dark hair. He chose to walk bare-headed, his hat, with its sweeping streamers, borne in his hand. When handed to him in the hall he had not put it on, but went out as he was, carrying it. The rest, those behind him, did not follow his example; they assumed their hats; but Lionel was probably unconscious of it, probably he never gave it a thought.

At the churchyard entrance they were met by the Vicar of Deerham, the Reverend James Bourne. All hats came off then, as his voice rose, commencing the service. Nearly one of the last walked old Matthew Frost. He had not gone to Verners Pride, the walk so far was beyond him now, but fell in at the churchyard gate. The fine, upright, hale man whom you saw at the commencement of this history had changed into a bowed, broken mourner. Rachels fate had done that. On the right as they moved up the churchyard, was the mound which covered the remains of Rachel. Old Matthew did not look towards it; as he passed it he only bent his head the lower. But many others turned their heads; they remembered her that day.

In the middle of the church, open now, dark and staring, was the vault of the Verners. There lay already within it Stephen Verners father, his first wife, and the little child Rachel, Rachel Frosts foster-sister. A grand grave this, compared to that lowly mound outside; there was a grand descriptive tablet on the walls to the Verners; while the mound was nameless. By the side of the large tablet was a smaller one, placed there to the memory of the brave Sir Lionel Verner, who had fallen near Moultan. Lionel involuntarily glanced up at it, as he stood now over the vault, and a wish came across him that his fathers remains were here, amidst them, instead of in that far-off grave.

The service was soon over, and Stephen Verner was left in his resting-place. Then the procession, shorn of its chief and prominent features, went back to Verners Pride. Lionel wore his hat this time.

In the large drawing-room of state, in her mourning robes and widows cap, sat Mrs. Verner. She had not been out of her chamber, until within the last ten minutes, since before Mr. Verners death; scarcely out of her bed. As they passed into the room  the lawyer, Dr. West, Jan, Mr. Bitterworth, and Sir Rufus Hautley  they thought how Mrs. Verner had changed, and how ill she looked; not that her florid complexion was any paler. She had, indeed, changed since the news of John Massingbirds death; and some of them believed that she would not be very long after Mr. Verner.

They had assembled there for the purpose of hearing the will read. The desk of Mr. Verner was brought forward and laid upon the table. Lionel, taking his late uncles keys from his pocket, unlocked it, and delivered a parchment which it contained to Mr. Matiss. The lawyer saw at a glance that it was the old will, not the codicil, and he waited for Lionel to hand him also the latter.

Be so kind as read it, Mr. Matiss, said Lionel, pointing to the will.

It had to be read; and it was of no consequence whether the codicil was taken from the desk before reading the original will, or afterwards, so Mr. Matiss unfolded it, and began.

It was a somewhat elaborate will  which has been previously hinted. Verners Pride, with its rich lands, its fine income, was left to John Massingbird; in the event of Johns death, childless, it went to Frederick; in the event of Fredericks death, childless, it passed to Lionel Verner. There the conditions ended; so that, if it did lapse to Lionel, it lapsed to him absolutely. But it would appear that the contingency of both the Massingbirds dying had been only barely glanced at by Mr. Verner. Five hundred pounds were left to Lionel: five hundred to Jan; five hundred to Decima; nothing to Lady Verner. Mrs. Verner was suitably provided for, and there were bequests to servants. Twenty-five pounds for a mourning ring were bequeathed to each of the two executors, Sir Rufus Hautley, and Mr. Bitterworth; and old Matthew Frost had forty pounds a year for his life. Such were the chief features of the will; and the utter astonishment it produced on the minds and countenances of some of the listeners was a sight to witness. Lionel, Mrs. Verner, Jan, and Sir Rufus Hautley were petrified.

Sir Rufus rose. He was a thin, stately man, always dressed in hessian boots and the old-fashioned shirt-frill. A proud, impassive countenance was his, but it darkened now. I will not act, he began. I beg to state my opinion that the will is an unfair one

I beg your pardon, Sir Rufus, interrupted the lawyer. Allow me a word. This is not the final will of Mr. Verner; much of it has been revoked by a recent codicil. Verners Pride comes to Mr. Lionel. You will find the codicil in the desk, sir, he added to Lionel.

Lionel, his pale face haughty, and quite as impassive as that of Sir Rufus, for anything like injustice angered him, opened the desk again. I was not aware, he observed. My uncle told me on the day of his death that the will would be found in his desk; I supposed that to be it.

It is the will, said Mr. Matiss. But he caused me to draw up a later codicil, which revoked the bequest of Verners Pride. It is left to you absolutely.

Lionel was searching in the desk. The few papers in it appeared to be arranged with the most methodical neatness: but they were small, chiefly old letters. I dont see anything like a codicil, he observed. You had better look yourself, Mr. Matiss; you will probably recognise it.

Mr. Matiss advanced to the desk and looked in it. It is not here! he exclaimed.

Not there! They gazed at him, at the desk, at Lionel, half puzzled. The lawyer, with rapid fingers, began taking out the papers one by one.

No, it is not here, in either compartment. I saw it was not, the moment I looked in; but it was well to be sure. Where has it been put?

I really do not know anything about it, answered Lionel, to whom he looked as he spoke. My uncle told me the will would be found in his desk. And the desk has not been opened since his death.

Could Mr. Verner himself have changed its place to somewhere else? asked the lawyer, speaking with more than usual quickness, and turning over the papers with great rapidity.

Not after he told me where the will was. He did not touch the desk after that. It was but just before his death. So far as I know, he had not had his desk brought out of the closet for days.

Yes, he had, said the lawyer. After he had executed the codicil on the evening previous to his death, he called for his desk, and put the parchment into it. It lay on the top of the will  this one. I saw that much.

I can testify that the codicil was locked in the desk, and the desk was then returned to the closet, for I happened to be present, spoke up Dr. West. I was one of the witnesses to the codicil, as I had been to the will. Mr. Verner must have moved it himself to some safer place.

What place could be safer than the desk in his own bedroom? cried the lawyer. And why move the codicil and not the will?

True, assented Dr. West. But  I dont see  it could not go out of the desk without being moved out. And who would presume to meddle with it but himself? Who took possession of his keys when he died? added the doctor, looking round at Mrs. Verner.

I did, said Lionel. And they have not been out of my possession since. Nothing whatever has been touched; desk, drawers, every place belonging to him are as they were left when he died.

Of course the only thing to do was to look for the codicil. Great interest was excited; and it appeared to be altogether so mysterious an affair that one and all flocked upstairs to the room; the room where he had died! whence the coffin had but just been borne. Mrs. Tynn was summoned; and when she found what was amiss, she grew excited; fearing, possibly, that the blame might in some way fall upon her. Saving Lionel himself, she was the only one who had been alone with Mr. Verner; of course, the only one who could have had an opportunity of tampering with the desk. And that, only when the patient slept.

I protest that the desk was never touched, after I returned it to the closet by my masters desire, when the parchment was put into it! she cried. My master never asked for his desk again, and I never so much as opened the closet. It was only the afternoon before he died, gentlemen, that the deed was signed.

Where did he keep his keys? asked Mr. Bitterworth.

In the little table-drawer at his elbow, sir. The first day he took to his bed, he wanted his keys, and I got them out of his dressing-gown pocket for him. You neednt put them back, he says to me; let them stop inside this little drawer. And there they stayed till he died, when I gave them up to Mr. Lionel.

You must have allowed somebody to get into the room, Mrs. Tynn, said Dr. West.

I never was away from the room above two minutes at a time, sir, was the womans reply, and then either Mr. Lionel or Tynn would be with him. But, if any of em did come in, its not possible theyd get picking at the masters desk to take out a paper. What good would the paper do any of the servants?

Mrs. Tynns question was a pertinent one. The servants were neither the better nor the worse for the codicil; whether it were forthcoming, or not, it made no difference to them. Sir Rufus Hautley inquired upon this point, and the lawyer satisfied him.

The codicil was to this effect alone, he explained. It changed the positions of Mr. Lionel and Mr. John Massingbird, the one for the other, as they had stood in the will. Mr. Lionel came into the inheritance, and Mr. Frederick Massingbird to five hundred pounds only. Mr. John was gone  as everybody knows.

These two, Mr. Lionel and Frederick Massingbird, were the only parties interested in the codicil, then?

The only two. John Massingbirds name was mentioned, but only to revoke all former bequests to him.

Then  were John Massingbird alive, he could not now succeed to the estate! cried Sir Rufus.

He could not, Sir Rufus, replied the lawyer. He would be debarred from all benefit under Mr. Verners will. That is, provided we can come across the codicil. Failing that, he would succeed were he in life, to Verners Pride.

The codicil must be found, cried Mr. Bitterworth, getting heated. Dont say, if we can come across it, Matiss.

Very good, Mr. Bitterworth. Im sure I should be glad to see it found. Where else are we to look?

Where else, indeed! That Mr. Verner could not get out of the room to hide the codicil was an indisputable fact; and nobody else seemed to know anything whatever about it. The only one personally interested in the suppression of the codicil was Frederick Massingbird; and he, hundreds of miles away, could neither have secured it nor sent his ghost to secure it. In a less degree, Mrs. Verner and Dr. West were interested; the one in her son, the other in that sons wife. But the doctor was not an inmate of Verners Pride; and Mrs. Tynn could have testified that she had been present in the room and never left it during each of the doctors professional visits, subsequent to the drawing out of the codicil. As for Mrs. Verner, she had not been out of her bed. Mr. Verner, at the last, had gone off suddenly, without pain, and there had been no time to call his wife. Mrs. Tynn excused the negligence by saying she did not think her master had been quite so near his end; and it was a true excuse. But no one dreamed of attaching suspicion to Mrs. Verner, or to Dr. West. Id rather it had been Lionel to succeed than Frederick, spoke the former, honestly, some faint idea that people might think she was pleased suggesting the avowal to her. Lionel has more right than Fred to Verners Pride.

More right! ejaculated Dr. West warmly. Frederick Massingbird has no right, by the side of Lionel Verner. Why Mr. Verner ever willed it away from Lionel we could not understand.

Fred neednt take it  even if the codicil cant be found  he can give it back to Lionel by deed of gift, said practical Jan. I should.

That my master meant Mr. Lionel to succeed, is certain, interposed Tynn, the butler. Nearly the last word he said to me, before the breath went out of his body, was an injunction to serve Mr. Lionel faithfully at Verners Pride, as I had served him. There can be no difficulty in Mr. Lionels succeeding, when my masters intentions were made so plain.

Be quiet, Tynn, said Lionel. I succeed by means of legal right to Verners Pride, or I will not succeed at all.

Thats true, acquiesced the lawyer. A will is a will, and must be acted upon. How on earth has that codicil got spirited away?

How indeed! But for the plain fact, so positive and palpable before them, of the codicils absence, they would have declared the loss to be an impossibility. Upstairs and down, the house was vainly searched for it; and the conclusion was at length unwillingly come to that Mr. Verner had repented of his bequest, had taken the codicil out of the desk, and burned it. The suggestion came from Mr. Bitterworth; and Mrs. Tynn acknowledged that it was just possible Mr. Verners strength would allow him to accomplish so much, while her back was turned. And yet, how reconcile this with his dying charges to Lionel, touching the management of the estate?

The broad fact that there was the will, and that alone to act upon, untempered by a codicil, shone out all too clearly. Lionel Verner was displaced, and Frederick Massingbird was the heir.

Oh, if some impossible electric telegraph could but have carried the news over the waves of the sea, to the ship ploughing along the mid-path of the ocean; if the two fugitives in her could but have been spirited back again, as the codicil seemed to have been spirited away, how triumphantly would they have entered upon their sway at Verners Pride.




CHAPTER XVIII.

PERPLEXITY.

It was a terrible blow; there was no doubt of that; very terrible to Lionel Verner, so proud and sensitive. Do not take the word proud in its wrong meaning. He did not set himself up for being better than others, or think everybody else dirt beneath his feet; but he was proud of his independence, of his unstained name  he was proud to own that fine place, Verners Pride. And now Verners Pride was dashed from him, and his independence seemed to have gone out with the blow, and a slight seemed to have fallen upon him, if not upon his name.

He had surely counted upon Verners Pride. He had believed himself as indisputably its heir, as though he had been Stephen Verners eldest son, and the estate entailed. Never for a moment had a doubt that he would succeed entered his own mind, or been imparted to it from any quarter. In the week that intervened between Mr. Verners death and burial, he had acted as entire master. It was he who issued orders  from himself now, not from any other  it was he who was appealed to. People, of their own accord, began to call him Mr. Verner. Very peremptory indeed had been a certain interview of his with Roy the bailiff. Not, as formerly, had he said, Roy, my uncle desires me to say so and so; or, Roy, you must not act in that way, it would displease Mr. Verner; but he issued his own clear and unmistakable orders, as the sole master of Verners Pride. He and Roy all but came to loggerheads that day; and they would have come quite to it, but that Roy remembered in time that he, before whom he stood, was his head and master  his master to keep him on, or to discharge him at pleasure, and who would brook no more insubordination to his will. So Roy bowed, and ate humble pie, and hated Lionel all the while. Lionel had seen this; he had seen how the man longed to rebel, had he dared: and now a flush of pain rose to his brow as he remembered that in that interview he had not been the master; that he was less master now than he had ever been. Roy would likewise remember it.

Mr. Bitterworth took Lionel aside. Sir Rufus Hautley had gone out after the blow had fallen, when the codicil had been searched for in vain, had gone out in anger, shaking the dust from his feet, declining to act as executor, to accept the mourning-ring, to have to do with anything so palpably unjust. The rest lingered yet. It seemed that they could not talk enough of it, could not tire of bringing forth new conjectures, could not give vent to all the phases of their astonishment.

What could have been your offence, that your uncle should alter his will, two years ago, and leave the estate from you? Mr. Bitterworth inquired of Lionel, drawing him aside.

I am unable to conjecture, replied Lionel. I find by the date of this will that it was made the week subsequent to my departure for Paris, when Jan met with the accident. He was not displeased with me then, so far as I knew

Did you go to Paris in opposition to his wish? interrupted Mr. Bitterworth.

On the contrary, he hurried me off. When the news of Jans accident arrived, and I went to my uncle with the message, he said to me  I remember his very words Go off at once; dont lose an instant, and he handed me money for the journey and for my stay; for Jan, also, should any great expense be needed for him; and in an hour I was away on my route. I stayed six months in Paris, as you may remember  the latter portion of the time for my own pleasure. When I did return home, I was perfectly thunderstruck at the change in my uncles appearance, and at the change in his manners to me. He was a bowed, broken man, with  as it seemed to me  some care upon his mind; and that I had offended him in some very unfortunate way, and to a great extent, was palpable. I never could get any solution to it, though I asked him repeatedly. I do not know, to this hour, what I had done. Sometimes I thought he was angry at my remaining so long away; but, if so, he might have given me a hint to return, or have suffered some one else to give it, for he never wrote to me.

Never wrote to you? repeated Mr. Bitterworth.

Not once, the whole of the time I was away. I wrote to him often; but if he had occasion to send me a message, Mrs. Verner or Fred Massingbird would write it. Of course, this will, disinheriting me, proves that my staying away could not have been the cause of displeasure  it is dated only the week after I went.

Whatever may have been the cause, it is a grievous wrong inflicted on you. He was my dear friend, and we have but now returned from laying him in his grave, but still I must speak out my sentiments  that he had no right to deprive you of Verners Pride.

Lionel knit his brow. That he thought the same; that he was feeling the injustice as a crying and unmerited wrong, was but too evident. Mr. Bitterworth had bent his head in a reverie, stealing a glance at Lionel now and then.

Is there nothing that you can charge your conscience with; no sin, which may have come to the knowledge of your uncle, and been deemed by him a just cause for disinheritance? questioned Mr. Bitterworth, in a meaning tone.

There is nothing, so help me Heaven! replied Lionel, with emotion. No sin, no shame; nothing that could be a cause, or the shade of a cause  I will not say for depriving me of Verners Pride, but even for my uncles displeasure.

It struck me  you will not be offended with me, Lionel, if I mention something that struck me a week back, resumed Mr. Bitterworth. I am a foolish old man, given to ponder much over cause and effect  to put two and two together, as we call it; and the day I first heard from your uncle that he had had good cause  it was what he said  for depriving you of Verners Pride, I went home, and set myself to think. The will had been made just after John Massingbirds departure for Australia. I brought before me all the events which had occurred about that same time, and there rose up naturally, towering above every other reminiscence, the unhappy business touching Rachel Frost. Lionel  laying his hand on the young mans shoulder and dropping his voice to a whisper did you lead the girl astray?

Lionel drew himself up to his full height, his lip curling with displeasure.

Mr. Bitterworth!

To suspect you never would have occurred to me. I do not suspect you now. Were you to tell me that you were guilty of it, I should have difficulty in believing you. But it did occur to me that possibly your uncle may have cast that blame on you. I saw no other solution of the riddle. It could have been no light cause to induce Mr. Verner to deprive you of Verners Pride. He was not a capricious man.

It is impossible that my uncle could have cast a shade of suspicion on me, in regard to that affair, said Lionel. He knew me better. At the moment of its occurrence, when nobody could tell whom to suspect, I remember a word or two were dropped which caused me to assure him I was not the guilty party, and he stopped me. He would not allow me even to speak of defence; he said he cast no suspicion on me.

Well, it is a great mystery, said Mr. Bitterworth. You must excuse me, Lionel. I thought Mr. Verner might in some way have taken up the notion. Evil tales, which have no human foundation, are sometimes palmed upon credulous ears for fact, and do their work.

Were it as you suggest, my uncle would have spoken to me, had it been only to reproach, said Lionel. It is a mystery, certainly, as you observe; but that is nothing to this mystery of the disappearance of the codicil

I am going, Lionel, interrupted Jan, putting his head round the room door.

I must go, too, said Lionel, starting from the sideboard against which he had been leaning. My mother must hear of this business from no one but me.

Verners Pride emptied itself of its mourners, who betook themselves their respective ways. Lionel, taking the long crape from his hat, and leaving on its deep mourning band alone, walked with a quick step through the village. He would not have chosen to be abroad that day, walking the very route where he had just figured chief in the procession, but to go without delay to Lady Verner was a duty. And a duty was never willingly omitted by Lionel Verner.




CHAPTER XIX.

THE REVELATION TO LADY VERNER.

In the drawing-room at Deerham Court, in their new black dresses, sat Lady Verner and Decima; Lucy Tempest with them. Lady Verner held out her hand to Lionel when he entered, and lifted her face, a strange eagerness visible in its refinement.

I thought you would come to me, Lionel! she uttered. I want to know a hundred things.  Decima, have the goodness to direct your reproachful looks elsewhere; not to me. Why should I be a hypocrite, and feign a sorrow for Stephen Verner which I do not feel? I know it is his burial-day as well as you know it; but I will not make that a reason for abstaining from questions on family topics, although they do relate to money and means that were once his. I say it would be hypocritical affectation to do so. Lionel, she deliberately continued, has Jan an interest in Verners Pride after you, or is it left to you unconditionally? And what residence is appointed for Mrs. Verner?

Lionel leaned over the table, apparently to reach something that was lying on it, contriving to bring his lips close to Decima. Go out of the room, and take Lucy, he whispered.

Decima received the hint promptly. She rose as of her own accord. Lucy, let us leave mamma and Lionel alone. We will come back when your secrets are over, she added, turning round with a smile as she left the room, drawing Lucy with her.

You dont speak, Lionel, impatiently cried Lady Verner. In truth he did not; he did not know how to begin. He rose, and approached her.

Mother, can you bear disappointment? he asked, taking her hand, and speaking gently, in spite of his agitation.

Hush! interrupted Lady Verner. If you speak of disappointment to me, you are no true son of mine. You are going to tell me that Stephen Verner has left nothing to me. Let me tell you, Lionel, that I would not have accepted it  and this I made known to him. Accept money from him! No. But I will accept it from my dear son,  looking at him with a smile now that he enjoys the revenues of Verners Pride.

It was not with money left, or not left, to you, that I was connecting disappointment, answered Lionel. There is a worse disappointment in store for us than that, mother.

A worse disappointment! repeated Lady Verner, looking puzzled. You are never to be saddled with the presence of Mrs. Verner at Verners Pride, until her death! she hastily added. A great disappointment, that would have been; a grievous wrong, in the estimation of Lady Verner.

Mother, dear, Verners Pride is not mine.

Not yours! she slowly said. He surely has not done as his father did before him?  left it to the younger brother, over the head of the elder? He has never left it to Jan!

Neither to Jan nor to me. It is left to Frederick Massingbird. John would have had it, had he been alive.

Lady Verners delicate features became crimson; before she could speak, they had assumed a leaden colour. Dont play with me, Lionel, she gasped, an awful fear thumping at her heart that he was not playing with her. It cannot be left to the Massingbirds!

He sat down by her side, and gave her the history of the matter in detail. Lady Verner caught at the codicil, as a drowning man catches at a straw.

How could you terrify me? she asked. Verners Pride is yours, Lionel. The codicil must be found.

The conviction upon my mind is that it never will be found, he resolutely answered. Whoever took that codicil from the desk where it was placed, could have had but one motive in doing it  the depriving me of Verners Pride. Rely upon it, it is effectually removed ere this, by burning, or otherwise. No. I already look upon the codicil as a thing that never existed. Verners Pride is gone from us.

But, Lionel, whom do you suspect? Who can have taken it? It is pretty nearly a hanging matter to steal a will!

I do not suspect any one, he emphatically answered. Mrs. Tynn protests that no one could have approached the desk unseen by her. It is very unlikely that any one could have burnt it. They must, first of all, have chosen a moment when my uncle was asleep; they must have got Mrs. Tynn from the room; they must have searched for and found the keys; they must have unlocked the desk, taken the codicil, relocked the desk, and replaced the keys. All this could not be done without time, and familiarity with facts. Not a servant in the house  save the Tynns  knew the codicil was there, and they did not know its purport. But the Tynns are thoroughly trustworthy.

It must have been Mrs. Verner

Hush, mother! I cannot listen to that, even from you. Mrs. Verner was in her bed  never out of it; she knew nothing whatever of the codicil. And, if she had, you will, I hope, do her the justice to believe that she would be incapable of meddling with it.

She benefits by its loss, at any rate, bitterly rejoined Lady Verner.

Her son does. But that he does was entirely unknown to her. She never knew that Mr. Verner had willed the estate away from me; she never dreamed but that I, and no other, would be his successor. The accession of Frederick Massingbird is unwelcome to her, rather than the contrary; he has no right to it, and she feels that he has not. In the impulse of the surprise, she said aloud that she wished it had been left to me; and I am sure these were her true sentiments.

Lady Verner sat in silence, her white hands crossed on her black dress, her head bent down. Presently she lifted it  

I do not fully understand you, Lionel. You appear to imply that  according to your belief  no one has touched the codicil. How, then, can it have got out of the desk?

There is only one solution. It was suggested by Mr. Bitterworth; and, though I refused credence to it when he spoke, it has since been gaining upon my mind. He thinks my uncle must have repented of the codicil after it was made, and himself destroyed it. I should give full belief to this were it not that at the very last he spoke to me as the successor to Verners Pride.

Why did he will it from you at all? asked Lady Verner.

I know not. I have told you how estranged his manner has been to me for the last year or two; but wherefore, or what I had done to displease him, I cannot think or imagine.

He had no right to will away the estate from you, vehemently rejoined Lady Verner. Was it not enough that he usurped your fathers birth-right, as Jacob usurped Esaus, keeping you out of it for years and years, but he must now deprive you of it for ever? Had you been dead  had there been any urgent reason why you should not succeed  Jan should have come in. Jan is the lawful heir, failing you. Mark me, Lionel, it will bring no good to Frederick Massingbird. Rights, violently diverted out of their course, can bring only wrong and confusion.

It would be scarcely fair were it to bring him ill, spoke Lionel, in his strict justice. Frederick has had nothing to do with my uncles bequeathing the estate to him.

Nonsense, Lionel! you cannot make me believe that no cajolery has been at work from some quarter or other, peevishly answered Lady Verner. Tell the facts to an impartial person  a stranger. They were always about him  his wife and those Massingbirds  and at the last moment it is discovered that he has left all to them, and disinherited you.

Mother, you are mistaken. What my uncle has done, he has done of his own will alone, unbiassed by others; nay, unknown to others. He distinctly stated this to Matiss, when the change was made. No, although I am a sufferer, and they benefit, I cannot throw a shade of the wrong upon Mrs. Verner and the Massingbirds.

I will tell you what I cannot do  and that is to accept your view of the disappearance of the codicil, said Lady Verner. It does not stand to reason that your uncle would cause a codicil to be made, with all the haste and parade you speak of, only to destroy it afterwards. Depend upon it, you are wrong. He never took it.

It does appear unlikely, acquiesced Lionel, after some moments of deliberation. It was not likely, either, that he would destroy it in secret; he would have done it openly. And still less likely, that he would have addressed me as his successor in dying, and given me charges as to the management of the estate, had he left it away from me.

No, no; no, no! emphatically returned Lady Verner. That codicil has been stolen, Lionel.

But, by whom? he debated. Theres not a servant in the house would do it; and there was no other inmate of it, save myself. This is my chief difficulty. Were it not for the total absence of all other suspicion, I should not for a moment entertain the thought that it could have been my uncle. Let us leave the subject, mother. It seems to be an unprofitable one, and my head is weary.

Are you going to give the codicil tamely up for a bad job, without further search? asked Lady Verner. That I should live  that I should live to see Sibylla Wests children inherit Verners Pride! she passionately added.

Sibylla Wests children! Lionel had enough pain at his heart, just then, without that shaft. A piercing shaft truly, and it dyed his brow fiery red.

We have searched already in every likely or possible place that we can think of; to-morrow morning, places unlikely and impossible will be searched, he said, in answer to his mothers question. I shall be aided by the police; our searching is nothing compared with what they can do. They go about it artistically, perfected by practice.

And  if the result should be a failure?

It will be a failure, spoke Lionel, in his firm conviction. In which case I bid adieu to Verners Pride.

And come home here; will you not, Lionel?

For the present. And now, mother, that I have told you the ill news, and spoiled your rest, I must go back again.

Spoiled her rest! Ay, for many a day and night to come. Lionel disinherited! Verners Pride gone from them for ever! A cry went forth from Lady Verners heart. It had been the moment of hope which she had looked forward to for years; and, now that it was come, what had it brought?

My own troubles make me selfish, said Lionel, turning back when he was half out at the door. I forgot to tell you that Jan and Decima inherit five hundred pounds each.

Five hundred pounds! slightingly returned Lady Verner. It is but of at piece with the rest.

He did not add that he had five hundred also, failing the estate. It would have seemed worse mockery still.

Looking out at the door, opposite to the ante-room, on the other side of the hall, was Decima. She had heard his step, and came to beckon him in. It was the dining-parlour, but a pretty room still; for Lady Verner would have nothing about her inelegant or ugly, if she could help it. Lucy Tempest, in her favourite school attitude, was half-kneeling, half-sitting on the rug before the fire; but she rose when Lionel came in.

Decima entwined her arm within his, and led him up to the fire-place. Did you bring mamma bad news? she asked. I thought I read it in your countenance.

Very bad, Decima. Or I should not have sent you away while I told it.

I suppose theres nothing left for mamma, or for Jan?

Mamma did not expect anything left for her, Decima. Dont go away, Lucy, he added, arresting Lucy Tempest, who, with good taste, was leaving them alone. Stay and hear how poor I am; all Deerham knows it by this time.

Lucy remained. Decima, her beautiful features a shade paler than usual, turned her serene eyes on Lionel. She little thought what was coming.

Verners Pride is left away from me, Decima.

Left away from you! From you?

Frederick Massingbird inherits. I am passed over.

Oh, Lionel! The words were not uttered angrily, passionately, as Lady Verners had been; but in a low, quiet voice, wrung from her, seemingly, by intense inward pain.

And so there will be some additional trouble for you in the housekeeping line, went on Lionel, speaking gaily, and ignoring all the pain at his heart. Turned out of Verners Pride, I must come to you here  at least, for a time. What shall you say to that, Miss Lucy?

Lucy was looking up at him gravely, not smiling in the least. Is it true that you have lost Verners Pride? she asked.

Quite true.

But I thought it was yours  after Mr. Verner.

I thought so too, until to-day, replied Lionel. It ought to have been mine.

What shall you do without it?

What, indeed! he answered. From being a landed country gentleman  as people have imagined me  I go down to a poor fellow who must work for his bread and cheese before he eats it. Your eyes are laughing, Miss Lucy, but it is true.

Bread and cheese costs nothing, said she.

No? And the plate you put it on, and the knife you eat it with, and the glass of beer to help it go down, and the coat you wear during the repast, and the room its served in?  they cost something, Miss Lucy.

Lucy laughed. I think you will always have enough bread and cheese, said she. You look as though you would.

Decima turned to them. She had stood buried in a reverie, until the light tone of Lionel aroused her from it. Which is real, Lionel? This joking, or that you have lost Verners Pride?

Both, he answered. I am disinherited from Verners Pride; better perhaps that I should joke over it, than cry.

What will mamma do? What will mamma do? breathed Decima. She has so counted upon it. And what will you do, Lionel?

Decima! came forth at this moment from the opposite room, in the imperative voice of Lady Verner.

Decima turned in obedience to it, her step less light than usual. Lucy addressed Lionel.

One day at the rectory there came a gipsy woman, wanting to tell our fortunes; she accosted us in the garden. Mr. Cust sent her away, and she was angry, and told him his star was not in the ascendant. I think it must be the case at present with your star, Mr. Verner.

Lionel smiled. Yes, indeed.

It is not only one thing that you are losing; it is more. First, that pretty girl whom you loved; then, Mr. Verner; and now, Verners Pride. I wish I knew how to comfort you.

Lucy Tempest spoke with the most open simplicity, exactly as a sister might have done. But the one allusion grated on Lionels heart.

You are very kind, Lucy. Good-bye. Tell Decima I shall see her some time to-morrow.

Lucy Tempest looked after him from the window as he paced the inclosed courtyard. I cannot think how people can be unjust! was her thought. If Verners Pride was rightly his, why have they taken it from him?




CHAPTER XX.

DRY WORK.

Certainly Lionel Verners star was not in the ascendant  though Lucy Tempest had used the words in jest. His love gone from him; his fortune and position wrested from him; all become the adjuncts of one man, Frederick Massingbird. Serenely, to outward appearance, as Lionel had met the one blow, so did he now meet the other; and none, looking on his calm bearing, could suspect what the loss was to him. But it is the silent sorrow that eats into the heart; the loud grief does not tell upon it.

An official search had been made; but no trace could be found of the missing codicil. Lionel had not expected that it would be found. He regarded it as a deed which had never had existence, and took up his abode with his mother. The village could not believe it; the neighbourhood resented it. People stood in groups to talk it over. It did certainly appear to be a most singular and almost incredible thing, that, in the enlightened days of the latter half of the nineteenth century, an official deed should disappear out of a gentlemans desk, in his own well-guarded residence, in his habited chamber. Conjectures and thoughts were freely bandied about; while Dr. West and Jan grew nearly tired of the particulars demanded of them in their professional visits, for their patients would talk of nothing else.

The first visible effect that the disappointment had, was to stretch Lady Verner on a sick-bed. She fell into a low, nervous state of prostration, and her irritability  it must be confessed  was great. But for this illness, Lionel would have been away. Thrown now upon his own resources, he looked steadily into the future, and strove to chalk out a career for himself; one by which  as he had said to Lucy Tempest  he might earn bread and cheese. Of course, at Lionel Verners age, and reared to no profession, unfamiliar with habits of business, that was easier thought of than done. He had no particular talent for literature; he believed that, if he tried his hand at that, the bread might come, but the cheese would be doubtful  although he saw men, with even less aptitude for it than he, turning to it and embracing it with all the confidence in the world, as if it were an ever-open resource for all, when other trades failed. There were the three professions; but were they available? Lionel felt no inclination to become a working drudge like poor Jan; and the Church, for which he had not any liking, he was by far too conscientious to embrace only as a means of living. There remained the Bar; and to that he turned his attention, and resolved to qualify himself for it. That there would be grinding, and drudgery, and hard work, and no pay for years, he knew; but, so there might be, go to what he would. The Bar did hold out a chance of success, and there was nothing in it derogatory to the notions in which he had been reared  those of a gentleman.

Jan came to him one day about the time of the decision, and Lionel told him that he should soon be away; that he intended to enter himself at the Middle Temple, and take chambers.

Law! said Jan. Why, youll be forty, maybe, before you ever get a brief. You should have entered earlier.

Yes. But how was I to know that things would turn out like this?

Look here, said Jan, tilting himself in a very uncomfortable fashion on the high back of an arm-chair, theres that five hundred pounds. You can have that.

What five hundred pounds? asked Lionel.

The five hundred that Uncle Stephen left me. I dont want it. Old West gives me as much as keeps me in clothes and that, which is all I care about. You take the money and use it.

No, Jan. Thank you warmly, old boy, all the same; but Id not take your poor little bit of money if I were starving.

Whats the good of it to me? persisted Jan, swaying his legs about. I cant use it: I have got nothing to use it in. I have put it in the bank at Heartburg, but the bank may go smash, you know, and then whod be the better for the money? You take it and make sure of it, Lionel.

Lionel smiled at him. Jan was as simple and single-hearted in his way as Lucy Tempest was in hers. But Lionel must want money very grievously indeed, before he would have consented to take honest Jans.

I have five hundred of my own, you know, Jan, he said. More than I can use yet awhile.

So he fixed upon the Bar, and would have hastened to London but for Lady Verners illness. In the weak, low state to which disappointment and irritability had reduced her, she could not bear to lose sight of Lionel, or permit him to depart. It will be time enough when I am dead; and that wont be long first, was the constant burden of her song to him.

He believed his mother to be little more likely to die than he was, but he was too dutiful a son to cross her in her present state. He gathered certain ponderous tomes about him, and began studying law on his own account, shutting himself up in his room all day to do it. Awfully dry work he found it; not in the least congenial; and many a time did he long to pitch the whole lot into the pleasant rippling stream, running through the grounds of Sir Rufus Hautley, which danced and glittered in the sun in view of Lionels window.

He could not remain at his daily study without interruptions. They were pretty frequent. People  tenants, workmen, and others  would persist in coming for orders to Mr. Lionel. In vain Lionel told them that he could not give orders, could not interfere; that he had no longer anything to do with Verners Pride. They could not be brought to understand why he was not their master as usual  at any rate, why he could not act as one, and interpose between them and the tyrant, Roy. In point of fact, Mr. Roy was head and master of the estate just now, and a nice head and master he made! Mrs. Verner, shut up in Verners Pride with her ill health, had no conception what games were being played. Let be, let be, the people would say. When Mr. Fred Massingbird comes home, Royll get called to account, and receive his deserts; a fond belief in which all did not join. Many entertained a shrewd suspicion that Mr. Fred Massingbird was too much inclined to be a tyrant on his own account, to disapprove of the acts of Roy. Lionels blood often boiled at what he saw and heard, and he wished he could put miles between himself and Deerham.




CHAPTER XXI.

A WHISPERED SUSPICION.

Dr. West was crossing the courtyard one day, after paying his morning visit to Lady Verner, when he was waylaid by Lionel.

How long will my mother remain in this weak state? he inquired.

Dr. West lifted his arched eyebrows. It is impossible to say, Mr. Lionel. These cases of low nervous fever are sometimes very much protracted.

Lady Verners is not nervous fever, dissented Lionel.

It approaches near to it.

The fact is, I want to be away, said Lionel.

There is no reason why you should not be away, if you wish it, rejoined the physician. Lady Verner is not in any danger; she is sure to recover eventually.

I know that. At least, I hope it is sure, returned Lionel. But, in the state she is, I cannot reason with her, or talk to her of the necessity of my being away. Any approach to the topic irritates her.

I should go, and say nothing to her beforehand, observed Dr. West. When she found you were really off, and that there was no remedy for it, she must perforce reconcile herself to it.

Every fond feeling within Lionel revolted at the suggestion. We are speaking of my mother, doctor, was his courteously-uttered rebuke.

Well, if you would not like to do that, theres nothing for it but patience, the doctor rejoined, as he drew open one of the iron gates. Lady Verner may be no better than she is now for weeks to come. Good-day, Mr. Lionel.

Lionel paced into the house with a slow step, and went up to his mothers chamber. She was lying on a couch by the fire, her eyes closed, her pale features contracted as if with pain. Her maid Thérèse appeared to be busy with her, and Lionel called out Decima.

Theres no improvement, I hear, Decima.

No. But, on the other hand, there is no danger. Theres nothing even very serious, if Dr. West may be believed. Do you know, Lionel, what I fancy he thinks?

What? asked Lionel.

That if mamma were obliged to exert and rouse herself  were like any poor person, for instance, who cannot lie by and be nursed  she would be well directly. And  unkind, unlike a daughter as it may seem in me to acknowledge it  I do very much incline to the same opinion.

Lionel made no reply.

Only Dr. West has not the candour to say so, went on Decima. So long as he can keep her lying here, he will do it; she is a good patient for him. Poor mamma gives way, and he helps her to do it. I wish she would discard him, and trust to Jan.

You dont like Dr. West, Decima?

I never did, said Decima. And I believe that, in skill, Jan is quite equal to him. Theres this much to be said of Jan, that he is sincere and open as if he were made of glass. Jan will never keep a patient in bed unnecessarily, or give the smallest dose more than is absolutely requisite. Did you hear of Sir Rufus Hautley sending for Jan?

No.

He is ill, it seems. And when he sent to Dr. Wests, he expressly desired that it might be Mr. Jan Verner to answer the summons. Dr. West will not forgive that in a hurry.

That comes of prejudice, said Lionel; prejudice not really deserved by Dr. West. Since the reading of the will, Sir Rufus has been bitter against the Massingbirds; and Dr. West, as connected with them, comes in for his share of the feeling.

I hope he may not deserve it in any worse way than as connected with them, returned Decima, with more acrimony than she, in her calm gentleness, was accustomed to speak.

The significant tone struck Lionel. What do you mean, Decima?

Decima glanced round. They were standing at the far end of the corridor at the window which overlooked the domains of Sir Rufus Hautley. The doors of the several rooms were closed, and no one was about. Decima spoke in a whisper  

Lionel, I cannot divest myself of the opinion that  that

That what? he asked, looking at her in wonder, for she was hesitating strangely, her manner shrinking, her voice awe-struck.

That it was Dr. West who took the codicil.

Lionels face flushed  partially with pain; he did not like to hear it said, even by Decima.

You have never suspected so much yourself? she asked.

Never, never. I hope I never shall suspect it. Decima, you perhaps cannot help the thought, but you can help speaking of it.

I did not mean to vex you. Somehow, Lionel, it is for your sake that I seem to have taken a dislike to the Wests

To take a dislike to people is no just cause for accusing them of crime, he interrupted. Decima, you are not like yourself to-day.

Do you suppose that it is my dislike which caused me to suspect him. No, Lionel. I seem to see people and their motives very clearly; and I do honestly believe  she dropped her voice still lower that Dr. West is a man capable of almost anything. At the time when the codicil was being searched for, I used to think and think it over, how it could be  how it could have disappeared. All its points, all its bearings, I deliberated upon again and again. One certain thing was, the codicil could not have disappeared from the desk without its having been taken out. Another point, almost equally certain to my mind, was that my Uncle Stephen did not take it out, but died in the belief that it was in, and that it would give you your inheritance. A third point was, that whoever took it must have had some strong motive for the act. Who (with possible access to the desk) could have had this motive, even in a remote degree? There were but two  Dr. West and Mrs. Verner. Mrs. Verner I judge to be incapable of anything so wrong; Dr. West I believe to be capable of even worse than that. Hence I drew my deductions.

Deductions which I shall never accept, and which I would advise you to get rid of, Decima, was his answer. My dear, never let such an accusation cross your lips again.

I never shall. I have told you; and that is enough. I have longed to tell you for some time past. I did not think you would believe me.

Believe it, you should say, Decima. Dr. West take the codicil! Were I to bring myself to that belief, I think all my faith in man would go out. You are sadly prejudiced against the Wests.

And you in their favour, she could not help saying. But I shall ever be thankful for one thing  that you have escaped Sibylla.

Was he thankful for it? Scarcely, while that pained heart of his, those coursing pulses, could beat on in this tumultuous manner at the bare sound of her name.

In the silence that ensued  for neither felt inclined to break it  they heard a voice in the hall below, inquiring whether Mr. Verner was within. Lionel recognised it as Tynns.

For all I know he is, answered old Catherine. I saw him a few minutes agone in the court out there, a-talking to the doctor.

Will you please ask if I can speak to him.

Lionel did not wait further, but descended to the hall. The butler, in his deep mourning, had taken his seat on the bench. He rose as Lionel approached.

Well, Tynn, how are you? What is it?

My mistress has sent me to ask if youd be so kind as come to Verners Pride, sir? said Tynn, standing with his hat in his hand. She bade me say that she did not feel well enough, or shed have written you a note with the request, but she wishes particularly to see you.

Does she wish to see me to-day?

As soon as ever you could get there, sir, I fancy. I am sure she meant to-day.

Very well, Tynn. Ill come over. How is your mistress?

Shes very well, sir, now; but she gets worried on all sides about things out-of-doors.

Who worries her with those tales? asked Lionel.

Everybody almost does, sir, as comes a-nigh her. First its one complaint thats brought to the house, of things going wrong, and then its another complaint  and the women servants, they have not the sense to keep it from her. My wife cant keep her tongue still upon it, and cant see that the rest do. Might I ask how her ladyship is to-day, sir?

Not any better, Tynn. Tell Mrs. Verner I will be with her almost immediately.

Lionel lost little time in going to Venders Pride. Turned from it as he had been, smarting under the injustice and the pain, many a one would have haughtily refused to re-enter it, whatever might have been the emergency. Not so Lionel. He had chosen to quit Verners Pride as his residence, but he had remained entirely good friends with Mrs. Verner, calling on her at times. Not upon her would Lionel visit his displeasure.

It was somewhat curious that she had taken to sit in the old study of Stephen Verner; a room which she had rarely entered during his lifetime. Perhaps some vague impression that she was now a woman of business, or ought to be one, that she herself was in sole charge for the absent heir, had induced her to take up her daily sitting amidst the drawers, bureaux, and other places which had contained Mr. Verners papers  which contained them still. She had, however, never yet looked at one. If anything came up to the house, leases, deeds, other papers, she would say: Tynn, see to it, or Tynn, take it over to Mr. Lionel Verner, and ask whats to be done. Lionel never refused to say.

She was sitting back in Mr. Verners old chair, now, filling it a great deal better than he used to do. Lionel took her hand cordially. Every time he saw her he thought her looking bigger and bigger. However much she may have grieved at the time for her son Johns death, it had not taken away either her flesh or her high colour. Nothing would have troubled Mrs. Verner permanently, unless it had been the depriving her of her meals. Now John was gone, she cared for nothing else in life.

Its kind of you to come, Lionel, said she. I want to talk to you. What will you have?  some wine?

Not anything, replied Lionel. Tynn said you wished to see me for something particular.

And so I do. You must take the management of the estate until Freds at home.

The words grated on his ear, and his brow knit itself into lines. But he answered calmly  

I cannot do that, Mrs. Verner.

Then what can I do? she asked. Heres all this great estate, nobody to see after it, nobody to take it in charge! Im sure I have no more right to be teased over it than you have, Lionel.

It is your sons.

I asked you not to leave Verners Pride. I asked you to take the management of out-door things! You did so, between your uncles death and his burial.

Believing that I was taking the management of what was mine, replied Lionel.

Why do you visit upon me the blame of all that has happened? pursued Mrs. Verner. I declare that I knew nothing of what was done; I could not believe my own ears when I heard Matiss read out the will. You should not blame me.

I never have blamed you for it, Mrs. Verner. I believe you to be as innocent of blame in the matter as I am.

Then you ought not to turn haughty and cold, and refuse to help me. They are going to have me up before the Justice Courts at Heartburg!

Have you up before the Justice Courts at Heartburg! repeated Lionel, in great astonishment.

Its all through Roy; I know it is. Theres some stupid dispute about a lease, and I am to be had up in evidence. Did you hear of the threat?

What threat? asked he.

Some of the men are saying theyll burn down Verners Pride. Roy turned them off the brick-yard, and they threaten theyll do it out of revenge. If you would just look to things and keep Roy quiet, nothing of this would happen.

Lionel knew that.

Mrs. Verner, he said, were you the owner of Verners Pride, I would spare no pains to help you. But I cannot act for Frederick Massingbird.

What has Fred done to you? she asked quickly.

That is not the question  he has done nothing, answered Lionel, speaking more rapidly still. My management would  if I know anything of him  be essentially different from your sons; different from what he would approve. Neither would I take authority upon myself only to have it displaced upon his return. Have Roy before you, Mrs. Verner, and caution him.

It does no good. I have already had him. He smoothes things over to me, so that black looks white. Lionel, I must say that you are unkind and obstinate.

I do not think I am naturally either one or the other, he answered, smiling. Perhaps it might answer your purpose to put things into the hands of Matiss, until your sons return.

He wont take it, she answered. I sent for him  what with this court business and the threat of incendiarism, I am like one upon thorns  and he said he would not undertake it. He seemed to fear contact with Roy.

Were I to take the management, Mrs. Verner, my first act would be to discharge Roy.

Mrs. Verner tried again to shake his resolution. But he was quite firm. And, wishing her good-day, he left Verners Pride, and bent his steps towards the village.




CHAPTER XXII.

PECKABYS SHOP.

On passing through Deerham from Verners Pride, a little below the shop of Mrs. Duff, you come upon an opening on the left hand, which led to quite a swarm of cottages. Many of the labourers congregated here. If you took this turning, which was called Clay Lane, and continued your way past the cottages in a straight line over the fields, you would arrive at the residence of the gamekeeper, Broom, leaving some brick-fields to the right, and the Willow Pool, which had been the end of poor Rachel Frost, on the left. But, unless you climbed hedges, you could not get to the pool from this quarter without going round, near the gamekeepers. The path which led to Verners Pride past the pool, and which Rachel had taken that unfortunate night, had its commencement higher up in the village, above Mrs. Duffs. A few cottages were scattered again beyond the gamekeepers, and one or two on this side it; but we have nothing to do with them at present.

A great part of the ill-feeling rife on the estate was connected with these brick-fields. It had been a great mistake on Mr. Verners part ever to put Roy into power; had Mr. Verner been in the habit of going out of doors himself, he would have seen this, and not kept the man on a week. The former bailiff had died suddenly. He, the bailiff, had given some little power to Roy during his lifetime; had taken him on as a sort of inferior helper; and Mr. Verner, put to shifts by the bailiffs death, had allowed Roy so to continue. Bit by bit, step by step, gradually, covertly, the man made good his footing: no other was put over his head, and in time he came to be called Roy the bailiff, without having ever been formally appointed as bailiff. He drew his two pounds per week  his stipulated wages  and he made, it is hard to say what, besides. Avarice and tyranny were the predominant passions of Roys mind; bad qualities, and likely to bring forth bad fruits when joined to petty power.

About three years previous to Mr. Verners death, a stranger had appeared in Clay Lane, and set up a shop there. Nearly every conceivable thing in the shape of eatables was sold in it; that is, such eatables as are in request among the poor. Bread, flour, meat, potatoes, butter, tea, sugar, red herrings, and the like. Soap and candles were also sold; and afterwards the man added green vegetables and coals, the latter doled out by the measure, so much a kipe. The mans name was Peckaby; he and his wife were without family, and they managed the shop between them. A tall, strong, brawny man was he; his wife was a remarkably tall woman, fond of gossip and of smart caps. She would go gadding out for hours at a stretch, leaving him to get through all the work at home, the preparing meals, the serving customers.

Folks fly to new things; to do so is a propensity inherent in human nature; and Mr. Peckabys shop flourished. Not that he was much honoured with the complimentary Mr.; his customers brought it out short Peckabys shop. Much intimacy had appeared to exist from the first between him and Roy, so that it was surmised they had been previously acquainted. The prices were low, the shop was close at hand, and Clay Lane flocked to it.

New things, however, like new faces, are apt to turn out no better than the old; sometimes not as good. And thus it proved with Peckabys shop. From rather underselling the shops of the village, Peckabys shop grew to increase its charges until they were higher than those of anybody else; the wares also deteriorated in value. Clay Lane awoke to this by degrees, and would have taken its custom away; but that was more easily contemplated than done. A good many of its families had been allowed to get on Peckabys books, and they also found that Roy set his face against their leaving the shop. For Roy to set his face against a measure was a formidable affair, not readily contended with: the labourers did not dare to fly in his face, lest he should make an excuse to take their work from them. He had already discharged several. So Clay Lane, for the most part, found itself tied to Peckabys shop, and to paying some thirty per cent. beyond what they would have paid at the old shops; added to which was the grievance of being compelled to put up with very inferior articles. Dissatisfaction at this state of things had long been smouldering. It grew and grew, threatening to break out into open rebellion, perhaps to bloodshed. The neighbourhood cried shame upon Roy, and felt inclined to echo the cry upon Mrs. Verner; while Clay Lane openly avowed their belief that Peckabys shop was Roys shop, and that the Peckabys were only put in to manage it.

One fearfully hot Monday morning, in the beginning of July, Lionel Verner was passing down Clay Lane. In another week he would be away from Deerham. Lady Verners illness had commenced near the latter end of April, and it was growing towards the end of June before she began to get better, or would give Lionel leave to depart. Jan, plain-speaking, truth-telling Jan, had at length quietly told his mother that there was nothing the matter with her but vexing and temper. Lady Verner went into hysterics at Jans unfilial conduct; but, certain it was, from that very time she began to amend. July came in, and Lionel was permitted to fix the day for his departure.

Lionel was walking down Clay Lane. It was a short cut to Lord Elmsleys house over the hills, a mile or two distant. Not a very suitable day for a walk. Had Lionel been training for a light jockey, without any superfluous weight, he might have dispensed with extra covering in his exercise, and done as effectually without it. A hotter day never was known in our climate; a more intensely burning sun never rode in the heavens. It blazed down with a force that was almost unbearable, scorching and withering all within its radius. Lionel looked up at it; it seemed to blister his face and dazzle his eyes; and his resolution wavered as he thought of the walk before him. I have a great mind not to go, said he mentally. They can set up their targets without me. I shall be half dead by the time I get there. Nevertheless, in the indecision, he still walked on. He thought hed see how affairs looked when he came to the green fields. Green! brown, rather.

But Lionel found other affairs to look at before he reached the fields. On turning a sharp angle of Clay Lane, he was surprised to see a crowd collected, stretching from one side of it to the other. Not a peaceable crowd evidently, although it was composed for the most part of the gentler sex; but a crowd of threatening arms and inflamed faces, and swaying white caps and noisy tongues. The female population of Clay Lane had collected there.

Smash! went the breaking of glass in Lionels ears as he came in view; smash! went another crash. Were Peckabys shop windows suffering? A misgiving that it must be so, crossed the mind of Lionel, and he made few steps to the scene of warfare.

Sure enough it was nothing less. Three great holes were staring in so many panes, the splinters of glass lying inside the shop-window, amidst butter and flour, and other suchlike articles. The flour looked brown, and the butter was running away in an oily stream; but that was no reason why a shower of broken glass should be added to improve their excellences. Mr. Peckaby, with white gills and hair raised up on end, stood, the picture of fear, gazing at the damage, but too much afraid to start out and prevent it. Those big men are sometimes physical cowards. Another pane smashed! the weapon used being a hard piece of flint coal, which just escaped short of Mr. Peckabys head, and Lionel thought it time to interfere. He pushed into the midst of them.

They drew aside when they saw who it was. In their hot passions  hot and angry then  perhaps no one, friend or enemy, would have stood a chance of being deferred to but Lionel Verner. They had so long looked upon him as the future lord of Verners Pride that they forgot to look upon him as anything less now. And they all liked Lionel. His appearance was as oil poured upon troubled waters.

What is the meaning of this? What is the matter? demanded Lionel.

Oh, sir, why dont you interfere to protect us, now things is come to this pass? You be a Verner! was the prayer of remonstrance from all sides that met his words.

Give me an explanation, reiterated Lionel. What is the grievance?

The particular grievance of this morning, however easy to explain, was somewhat difficult to comprehend, when twenty tongues were speaking at once  and those, shrill and excited ones. In vain Lionel assured them that if one, instead of all, would tell it, he should understand it sooner; that if their tone were subdued, instead of loud enough to be heard yonder at the brick-fields, it might be more desirable. Excited women, suffering under what they deem a wrong, cannot be made quiet; you may as well try to put down a rising flood. Lionel resigned himself to his fate, and listened; and at this stage of the affair a new feature of it struck his eye and surprised him. Scarcely one of the women but bore in her hand some uncooked meat. Such meat! Lionel drew himself and his coat from too close proximity to it. It was of varied hues, and walking away alive. Upon plates, whole or broken, upon half-saucers, upon dust-pans, upon fire-shovels, held at the end of tongs, hooked on to a fork, spread out in a coal-box; anyhow so as to avoid contact with fingers, these dainty pieces were exhibited for inspection.

By what Lionel could gather, it appeared that this meat had been purchased on Saturday night at Peckabys shop. The women had said then, one and all, that it was not good; and Mr. Peckaby had been regaled with various open conjectures, more plain than polite, as to the state of the animal from which it had been supplied. Independent of the quality of the meat, it was none the better, even then, for having been kept. The women scented this; but Peckaby, and Peckabys wife, who was always in the shop with her husband on a Saturday night, protested and vowed that their customers noses were mistaken; that the meat would be perfectly good and fresh on the Sunday, and on the Monday too, if they liked to keep it so long. The women, somewhat doubtfully giving ear to the assurance, knowing that the alternative was that or none, bought the meat and took it home. On Sunday morning they found the meat was  anything you may imagine. It was neither cookable nor eatable; and their anger against Peckaby was not diminished by a certain fact which oozed out to them; namely, that Peckaby himself did not cut his Sundays dinner off the meat in his shop, but sent to buy it of one of the Deerham butchers. The general indignation was great; the men, deprived of their Sundays meat, joined in it; but nothing could be done until Monday morning. Peckabys shop was always hermetically sealed on a Sunday. Mr. Verner had been stringent in allowing no Sunday traffic on the estate.

Monday came. The men went to their work as usual, leaving their wives to deal with the matter. Behold them assembled with their meat, kept for the occasion in spite of its state, before the shop of Peckaby. But of redress they could get none; Peckaby was deaf; and Lionel arrived to find hostilities commenced. Such was the summary of the story.

You are acting very wrongly, were Lionels first words to them in answer. You should blame the meat, not Peckaby. Is this weather for keeping meat?

The weather didnt get to this heat till yesterday in the afternoon, said they  and Lionel could not deny the fact. Mrs. Dawson took up the word.

Our meat warnt bought at Peckabys; our meat were got at Clarks, and it were sweet as a nut. Twere veal, too, and thats the worst meat for keeping. Roy ud kill us if he could; but he cant force us on to Peckabys rubbish. We defy him tot.

In point of defying Roy, the Dawsons had done that long ago. There was open warfare between them, and skirmishes took place occasionally. The first act of Roy, after it was known that Lionel was disinherited, had been to discharge old Dawson and his sons from work. How they had managed to live since was a mystery; funds did not seem to run low with them; tales of their night-poaching went about, and the sons got an odd job at legitimate work now and then.

Its an awful shame, cried a civil, quiet woman, Sarah Grind, one of a very numerous family, commonly called Grinds lot, that we should be beat down to have our victuals and other things at such a place as Peckabys! Sometimes, sir, Im almost inclined to ask, is it Christians as rules over us?

Lionel felt the shaft levelled at his family, though not personally at himself.

You are not beaten down to it, he said. Why do you deal at Peckabys? Stay a bit! I know what you would urge: that by going elsewhere you would displease Roy. It seems to me that if you would all go elsewhere, Roy could not prevent it. Should one of you attempt to go, he might; but he could not prevent it if you all go with one accord. If Peckabys things are bad  as I believe they are  why do you buy them?

There aint a single thing as is good in his place, spoke up a woman, half-crying. Sir, its truth. His flour is half bone-dust, and his taturs is watery. His sugar is sand, and his tea is leaves dried over again, while his eggs is rotten, and his coals is flint.

Allowing that, it is no good reason for your smashing his windows, said Lionel. It is utterly impossible that that can be tolerated.

Why do he palm his bad things off upon us, then? retorted the crowd. He makes us pay half as much again as we do in the other shops; and when we gets them home, we cant eat em. Sir, you be Mr. Verner now; you ought to see as we be protected.

I am Mr. Verner; but I have no power. My power has been taken from me, as you know. Mrs. Verner is

A murrain light upon her! scowled a man from the outskirts of the crowd. Why do she call herself Mrs. Verner, and stick herself up for missis at Verners Pride, if she is to take no notice on us? Why do she leave us in the hands of Roy, to be

Lionel had turned upon the man like lightning.

Davies, how dare you presume so to speak of Mrs. Verner in my presence? Mrs. Verner is not the source of your ills; you must look nearer to you, for that. Mrs. Verner is aged and ailing; she cannot get out of doors to see into your grievances.

At the moment of Lionels turning to the man, he, Davies, had commenced to push his way towards Lionel. This caused the crowd to sway, and Lionels hat, which he held carelessly in his hand, having taken it off to wipe his heated brow, got knocked down. Before he could stoop for its rescue, it was trampled out of shape; not intentionally  they would have protected Lionel and his things with their lives  but inadvertently. A woman picked it up with a comical look of despair. To put on that again was impossible.

Never mind, said Lionel good-naturedly. It was my own fault; I should have held it better.

Put your handkercher over your head, sir, was the womans advice. Itll keep the sun off.

Lionel smiled, but did not take it. Davies was claiming his attention; while some of the women seemed inclined to go in for a fight, which should secure the hat.

Could Mr. Verner get out o doors and look into our grievances, the last years of his life, any more, sir, nor she can? he was asking, in continuation of the subject.

No, sir; he couldnt, and he didnt; but things wasnt then brought to the pitch as they be now.

No, acquiesced Lionel, I was at hand then, to interpose between Roy and Mr. Verner.

And dont you think, sir, as you might be able to do the same thing still?

No, Davies. I have been displaced from Verners Pride, and from all power connected with it. I have no more right to interfere with the working of the estate than you have. You must make the best of things until Mr. Massingbirds return.

Therell be some dark deed done, then, afore many weeks is gone over; thats what therell be! was Daviess sullen reply. It aint to be stood, sir, as a man and his family is to clam, cause Peckaby

Davies, I will hear no more on that score, interrupted Lionel. You men should be men, and make common cause in that one point for yourselves against Roy. You have your wages in your hand on a Saturday night, and can deal at any shop you please.

The man  he wore a battered old straw hat on his head, which looked as dirty as his face  raised his eyes with an air of surprise at Lionel.

What wages, sir? We dont get ours.

Not get your wages? repeated Lionel.

No, sir; not on a Saturday night. Thats just it  its where the new shoes a-pinching. Roy dont pay now on a Saturday night. He gives us all a sort o note, good for six shilling, and we has, us or our wives, to take that to Peckabys, and get what we can for it. On the Monday, at twelve oclock, which is his new time for paying the wages, he docks us of six shilling. Thats his plan now; and no wonder as some of us has kicked at it, and then he have turned us off. I be one.

Lionels brow burned; not with the blazing sun, but with indignation. That this should happen on the lands of the Verners! Hot words rose to his lips  to the effect that Roy, as he believed, was acting against the law  but he swallowed them down ere spoken. It might not be expedient to proclaim so much to the men.

Since when has Roy done this? he asked. I am surprised not to have heard of it.

This six weeks he have done it, sir, and longer nor that. Its get our things from Peckabys or its not get any at all. Folks wont trust the likes of us, without us goes with the money in our hands. We might have knowed there was some evil in the wind when Peckabys took to give us trust. Mr. Verner wasnt the best of masters to us, after he let Roy get on our backs  saving your presence for saying it, sir; but you must know as its truth  but theres things a-going on now as ud make him, if he knowed em, rise up out of his grave. Let Roy take care of hisself, that he dont get burned up some night in his bed! significantly added the man.

Be silent, Davies! You

Lionel was interrupted by a commotion. Upon turning to ascertain its cause, he found an excited crowd hastening towards the spot from the brick-fields. The news of the affray had been carried thither, and Roy, with much intemperate language and loud wrath, had set off at full speed to quell it. The labourers set off after him, probably to protect their wives. Shouting, hooting, swearing  at which pastime Roy was the loudest  on they came, in a state of fury.

But for the presence of Lionel Verner, things might have come to a crisis  if a fight could have brought a crisis on. He interposed his authority, which even Roy did not yet dispute to his face, and he succeeded in restoring peace for the time. He became responsible  I dont know whether it was quite wise of him to do so  for the cost of the broken windows, and the women were allowed to go home unmolested. The men returned to their work, and Mr. Peckabys face regained its colour. Roy was turning away, muttering to himself, when Lionel beckoned him aside with an authoritative hand.

Roy, this must not go on. Do you understand me? It must not go on.

Whats not to go on, sir? retorted Roy sullenly.

You know what I mean. This disgraceful system of affairs altogether. I believe that you would be amenable to the law in thus paying the men, or in part paying them, with an order for goods; instead of in open, honest coin. Unless I am mistaken, it borders very closely upon the truck system.

I can take care of myself and of the law, too, sir, was the answer of Roy.

Very good. I shall take care that this sort of oppression is lifted off the shoulders of the men. Had I known it was being pursued, I should have stopped it before.

You have no right to interfere between me and anything now, sir.

Roy, said Lionel calmly, you are perfectly well aware that the right, not only to interfere between you and the estate, but to invest me with full power over it and you, was sought to be given me by Mrs. Verner at my uncles death. For reasons of my own I chose to decline it, and have continued to decline it. Do you remember what I once told you  that one of my first acts of power would be to displace you? After what I have seen and heard to-day, I shall deliberate whether it be not my duty to reconsider my determination, and assume this, and all other power.

Roys face turned green. He answered defiantly, not in tone, but in spirit  

It wouldnt be for long, at any rate, sir; and Mr. Massingbird, I know, ll put me into my place again on his return.

Lionel did not reply immediately. The sun was coming down upon his uncovered head like a burning furnace, and he was casting a glance round to see if any friendly shade might be at hand. In his absorption over the moments business he had not observed that he had halted with Roy right underneath its beams. No, there was no shade just in that spot. A public pump stood behind him, but the sun was nearly vertical, and the pump got as much of it as he did. A thought glanced through Lionels mind of resorting to the advice of the women, to double his handkerchief cornerwise over his head. But he did not purpose staying above another minute with Roy, to whom he again turned.

Dont deceive yourself, Roy. Mr. Massingbird is not likely to countenance such doings as these. That Mrs. Verner will not, I know; and, I tell you plainly, I will not. You shall pay the mens wages at the proper and usual time; you shall pay them in full, to the last halfpenny that they earn. Do you hear? I order you now to do so. We will have no underhanded truck system introduced on the Verner estate.

Youd like to ruin poor Peckaby, I suppose, sir!

I have nothing to do with Peckaby. If public rumour is to be credited, the business is not Peckabys, but yours

Them that says it is a pack of liars! burst forth Roy.

Possibly. I say I have nothing to do with that. Peckaby

Lionels voice faltered. An awful pain  a pain, the like of which, for acute violence, he had never felt  had struck him in the head. He put his hand up to it, and fell against the pump.

Are you ill, sir? asked Roy.

What can it be? murmured Lionel. A sudden pain has attacked me here, Roy, touching his head; an awful pain. Ill get into Frosts, and sit down.

Frosts cottage was but a minutes walk, but Lionel staggered as he went to it. Roy attended him. The man humbly asked if Mr. Lionel would be pleased to lean upon him, but Lionel waved him off. Matthew Frost was sitting indoors alone; his grandchildren were at school, his sons wife was busy elsewhere. Matthew no longer went out to labour. He had been almost incapable of it before Mr. Verners annuity fell to him. Robin was away at work: but Robin was a sadly altered man since the death of Rachel. His very nature appeared to have changed.

My head! my head! broke from Lionel, as he entered, in the intensity of his pain. Matthew, I think I must have got a sun-stroke.

Old Matthew pulled off his straw hat, and lifted himself slowly out of his chair. All his movements were slow now. Lionel had sat himself down on the settle, his head clasped by both hands, and his pale face turned to fiery red  as deep a crimson as Mrs. Verners was habitually.

A sun-stroke? echoed old Matthew, leaning on his stick, as he stood before him, attentively regarding Lionel. Ay, sir, for sure it looks like it. Have you been standing still in the sun, this blazing day?

I have been standing in it without my hat, replied Lionel. Not for long, however.

It dont take a minute, sir, to do the mischief. I had one myself, years before you were born, Mr. Lionel. On a day as hot as this, I was out in my garden, here, at the back of this cottage. I had gone out without my hat, and was standing over my pig, watching him eat his wash, when I felt something take my head  such a pain, sir, that I had never felt before, and never wish to feel again. I went indoors, and Robin, who might be a boy of five, or so, looked frightened at me, my face was so red. I couldnt hold my head up, sir; and when the doctor came, he said it was a sun-stroke. I think there must be particular moments and days when the sun has this power to harm us, though we dont know which they are nor how to avoid them, added old Matthew, as much in self-soliloquy as to Lionel. I had often been out before, without my hat, in as great heat; for longer, too; and it had never harmed me. Since then, sir, I have put a white handkerchief inside the crown of my hat in hot weather. The doctor told me to do so.

How long did the pain last? asked Lionel, feeling his pain growing worse with every moment. Many hours?

Hours? repeated old Matthew, with a strong emphasis on the word. Mr. Lionel, it lasted for days and weeks. Before the next morning came, sir, I was in a raging fever; for three weeks, good, I was in my bed, above here, and never out of it; hardly the clothes smoothed a-top of me. Sun-strokes are not frequent in this climate, sir, but when they do come, they cant be trifled with.

Perhaps Lionel felt the same conviction. Perhaps he felt that with this pain, increasing as it was in intensity, he must make the best of his way home, if he would get home at all. Good-day, Matthew, he said, rising from the bench. Ill go home at once!

And send for Dr. West, sir, or for Mr. Jan, if you are no better when you get there, was the parting salutation of the old man.

He stood at the door, leaning on his stick, and watched Lionel down Clay Lane. A sun-stroke, for sure, repeated he, slowly turning in, as the angle of the lane hid Lionel from his view.




CHAPTER XXIII.

DAYS AND NIGHTS OF PAIN.

In his darkened chamber at Deerham Court lay Lionel Verner. Whether it was a sun-stroke, or whether it was but the commencement of a fever, which had suddenly struck him down that day, certain it was, that a violent sickness attacked him, and he lay for many, many days  days and weeks as old Frost had called it  between life and death. Fever and delirium struggled with life, which should get the mastery.

Very little doubt was there, that his state of mind increased the danger of his state of body. How bravely Lionel had struggled to do battle with his great anguish, he might scarcely have known himself, in all its full intensity, save for this illness. He had loved Sibylla with the pure fervour of feelings young and fresh. He could have loved her to the end of life; he could have died for her. No leaven was mixed with his love, no base dross; it was refined as the purest silver. It is only these exalted, ideal passions, which partake more of heavens nature than of earths, that tell upon the heart when their end comes. Terribly had it told upon Lionel Verners. In one hour he had learned that Sibylla was false to him, was about to become the wife of another. In his sensitive reticence, in his shrinking pride, he had put a smiling face upon it before the world. He had watched her marry Frederick Massingbird, and had made no sign. Deep, deep in his heart, fifty fathom deep, had he pressed down his misery, passing his days in what may be called a false atmosphere  showing a false side to his friends. It seemed false to Lionel, the appearing what he was not. He was his true self at night only, when he could turn, and toss, and groan out his trouble at will. But, when illness attacked him, and he had no strength of body to throw off his pain of mind, then he found how completely the blow had shattered him. It seemed to Lionel, in his sane moments, in the intervals of his delirium, that it would be far happier to die, than to wake up again to renewed life, to bear about within him that ever-present sorrow. Whether the fever  it was not brain fever, though bordering closely upon it  was the result of this state of mind, more than of the sun-stroke, might be a question. Nobody knew anything of that inward state, and the sun-stroke got all the blame  save, perhaps, from Lionel himself. He may have doubted.

One day Jan called in to see him. It was in August. Several weeks had elapsed since the commencement of his illness, and he was so far recovered as to be removed by day to a sitting-room on a level with his chamber  a wondrously pretty sitting-room over Lady Verners drawing-room, but not so large as that, and called Miss Decimas room. The walls were panelled in medallions, white and delicate blue, the curtains were of blue satin and lace, the furniture blue. In each medallion hung an exquisite painting in water colours, framed  Decimas doing. Lady Verner was one who liked at times to be alone, and then Decima would sit in this room, and feel more at home than in any room in the house. When Lionel began to recover, the room was given over to him. Here he lay on the sofa; or lounged on an easy-chair; or stood at the window, his hands clasping hold of some support, and his legs as tottering as were poor old Matthew Frosts. Sometimes Lady Verner would be his companion, sometimes he would be consigned to Decima and Lucy Tempest. Lucy was pleased to take her share of helping the time to pass; would read to him, or talk to him; or sit down on her low stool on the hearth-rug and only look at him, waiting until he should want something done. Dangerous moments, Miss Lucy! Unless your heart is cased in adamant, you can scarcely be with that attractive man  ten times more attractive now, in his sickness  and not get your wings singed.

Jan came in one day when Lionel was sitting on the sofa, having propped the cushion up at the back of his head. Decima was winding some silk, and Lucy was holding the skein for her. Lucy wore a summer dress of white muslin, a blue sprig raised upon it in tambour-stitch, with blue and white ribbons at its waist and neck. Very pretty, very simple it looked, but wonderfully according with Lucy Tempest. Jan looked round, saw a tolerably strong table, and took up his seat upon it.

How dye get on, Lionel? asked he.

It was Dr. West who attended Lionel, and Jan was chary of interfering with the doctors proper patients  or, rather, the doctor was chary of his doing so  therefore Jans visits were entirely unprofessional.

I dont get on at all  as it seems to me, replied Lionel. Im sure I am weaker than I was a week ago.

I dare say, said Jan.

You dare say! echoed Lionel. When a man has turned the point of an illness, he expects to get stronger, instead of weaker.

That depends, said Jan. I beg your pardon, Miss Lucy; thats my foot caught in your dress, isnt it?

Lucy turned to disentangle her dress from Jans great feet. You should not sway your feet about so, Jan, said she pleasantly.

It hasnt hurt it, has it? asked Jan.

Oh, no. Is there another skein to hold, Decima?

Decima replied in the negative. She rose, put the paper of silk upon the table, and then turned to Jan.

Mamma and I had quite a contention yesterday, she said to him. I say that Lionel is not being treated properly.

Thats just my opinion, laconically replied Jan. Only West flares up so, if his treatment is called in question. Id get him well in half the time.

Lionel wearily changed his position on the sofa. The getting well, or the keeping ill, did not appear to interest him greatly.

Lets look at his medicine, Decima, continued Jan. I have not seen what has come round lately.

Decima left the room and brought back a bottle with some medicine in it.

Theres only one dose left, she remarked to Jan.

Jan took the cork out and smelt it; then he tasted it, apparently with great gusto, as anybody else might taste port wine; while Lucy watched him, drawing her lips away from her pretty teeth in distaste at the proceeding.

Psha! cried Jan.

Is it not proper medicine for him? asked Decima.

Its as innocent as water, said Jan. Itll do him neither good nor harm.

And finally Jan poured the lot down his own throat.

Lucy shuddered.

Oh, Jan, how could you take it?

It wont hurt me, said literal Jan.

But it must be so nasty! I never could have believed any one would willingly drink medicine. It is bad enough to do it when compelled by sickness.

Law! returned Jan. If you call this nasty, Miss Lucy, you should taste some of our physic. The smell would about knock you down.

I think nothing is worse than the smell of drugs, resumed Lucy. The other day, when Lady Verner called in at your surgery to speak to you, and took me with her, I was glad to get into the open air again.

Dont you ever marry a doctor, then, Miss Lucy.

I am not going to marry one, returned Lucy.

Well, you need not look so fierce, cried Jan. I didnt ask you.

Lucy laughed. Did I look fierce, Jan? I suppose I was thinking of the drugs. Id never, never be a surgeon, of all things in the world.

If everybody was of your mind, Miss Lucy, how would people get doctored?

Very true, answered Lucy. But I dont envy them.

The doctors or the people? asked Jan.

I meant the doctors. But I envy the patients less, glancing involuntarily towards Lionel as she spoke.

Jan glanced at him too. Lionel, Ill bring you round some better stuff than this, said he. What are you eating?

Nothing, put in Decima. Dr. West keeps him upon arrowroot and beef-tea, and such things.

Slops, said Jan contemptuously. Have a fowl cooked every day, Lionel, and eat it all, if you like, bones and all; or a mutton  chop or two; or some good eels. And have the window open and sit at it; dont lounge on that sofa, fancying you cant leave it; and to-morrow or the next day, borrow Mrs. Verners carriage

No, thank you, interposed Lionel.

Have a fly, then, composedly went on Jan. Rouse yourself, and eat and drink, and go into the air, and youll soon be as well as I am. Its the stewing and fretting indoors, fancying themselves ill, that keeps folks back.

Something like a sickly smile crossed Lionels wan lips. Do you remember how you offended your mother, Jan, by telling her she only wanted to rouse herself?

Well, said Jan, it was the truth. West keeps his patients dilly-dallying on, when he might have them well in no time. If he says anything about them to me, I always tell him so; otherwise I dont interfere; its no business of mine. But you are my brother, you know.

Dont quarrel with West on my account, Jan. Only settle it amicably between you, what I am to do, and what I am to take. I dont care.

Quarrel! said Jan. You never knew me to quarrel in your life. West can come and see you as usual, and charge you, if you please; and you can just pour his physic down the sink. Ill send you some bark: but its not of much consequence whether you take it or not; its good kitchen physic you want now. Is there anything on your mind thats keeping you back? added plain Jan.

A streak of scarlet rose to Lionels white cheek.

Anything on my mind, Jan! I do not understand you.

Look here, said Jan, if there is nothing, you ought to be better than this by now, in spite of old West. What you have got to do is to rouse yourself, and believe you are well, instead of lying by, here. My mother was angry with me for telling her that, but didnt she get well all one way after it? And look at the poor! They have their illnesses that bring em down to skeletons; but when did you ever find them lie by, after they got better? They cant; they are obliged to go out and turn to at work again; and the consequence is they are well in no time. You have your fowl to-day, continued Jan, taking himself off the table to depart; or a duck, if you fancy its more savoury; and if West comes in while you are eating it, tell him I ordered it. He cant grumble at me for doctoring you.

Decima left the room with Jan. Lucy Tempest went to the window, threw it open, drew an easy-chair, with its cushions, near to it, and then returned to the sofa.

Will you come to the window? said she to Lionel. Jan said you were to sit there, and I have put your chair ready.

Lionel unclosed his eyelids. I am better here, child, thank you.

But you heard what Jan said  that you were not going the right way to get well.

It does not much matter, Lucy, whether I get well, or whether I dont, he answered wearily.

Lucy sat down; not on her favourite stool, but on a low chair, and fixed her eyes upon him gravely.

Do you know what Mr. Cust would say to that? she asked. He would tell you that you were ungrateful to God. You are already half-way towards getting well.

I know I am, Lucy. But I am nearly tired of life.

It is only the very old who say that, or ought to say it. I am not sure that they ought  even if they were a hundred. But you are young. Stay! I will find it for you.

He was searching about for his handkerchief. Lucy found it, fallen on the floor at the back of the sofa. She brought it round to him, and he gently laid hold of her hand as he took it.
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My little friend, you have yet to learn that things, not years, tire us of life.

Lucy shook her head.

No; I have not to learn it. I know it must be so. Will you please to come to the window?

Lionel, partly because his tormentor (may the word be used? he was sick, bodily and mentally, and would have lain still for ever) was a young lady, partly to avoid the trouble of persisting in No, rose, and took his seat in the arm-chair.

What an obstinate nurse you would make, Lucy! Is there anything else, pray, that you wish me to do?

She did not smile in response to his smile; she looked very grave and serious.

I would do all that Jan says, were I you, was her answer. I believe in Jan. He will get you well sooner than Dr. West.

Believe in Jan? repeated Lionel, willing to be gay if he could. Do you mean that Jan is Jan?

I mean that I have faith in Jan. I have none in Dr. West.

In his medical skill? Let me tell you, Lucy, he is a very clever man, in spite of what Jan may say.

I cant tell anything about his skill. Until Jan spoke now I did not know but he was treating you rightly. But I have no faith in himself. I think a good, true, faithful-natured man should be depended on for cure, more certainly than one who is false-natured.

False-natured! echoed Lionel. Lucy, you should not so speak of Dr. West. You know nothing wrong of Dr. West. He is much esteemed among us at Deerham.

Of course I know nothing wrong of him, returned Lucy, with some slight surprise. But when I look at people I always seem to know what they are. I am sorry to have said so much. I  I think I forgot it was to you I spoke.

Forgot! exclaimed Lionel. Forgot what?

She hesitated at the last sentence, and she now blushed vividly.

I forgot for the moment that he was Sibyllas father, she simply said.

Again the scarlet rose in the face of Lionel. Lucy leaned against the window-frame but a few paces from him, her large soft eyes, in their earnest sympathy, lifted to his. He positively shrank from them.

Whats Sibylla to me? he asked. She is Mrs. Frederick Massingbird.

Lucy stood in penitence. Do not be angry with me, she timidly cried. I ought not to have said it to you, perhaps. I see it always.

See what, Lucy? he continued, speaking gently, not in anger.

I see now much you think of her, and how ill it makes you. When Jan asked just now if you had anything on your mind to keep you back, I knew what it was.

Lionel grew hot and cold with a sudden fear. Did I say anything in my delirium?

Nothing at all  that I heard of. I was not with you. I do not think anybody suspects that you are ill because  because of her.

Ill because of her! he sharply repeated, the words breaking from him in his agony, in his shrinking dread at finding so much suspected. I am ill from fever. What else should I be ill from?

Lucy went close to his chair and stood before him meekly.

I am so sorry, she whispered. I cannot help seeing things, but I did not mean to make you angry.

He rose, steadying himself by the table, and laid his hand upon her head, with the same fond motion that a father might have used.

Lucy, I am not angry  only vexed at being watched so closely, he concluded, his lips parting with a faint smile.

In her earnest, truthful, serious face of concern, as it was turned up to him, he read how futile it would be to persist in his denial.

I did not watch you for the purpose of watching. I saw how it was, without being able to help myself.

Lionel bent his head.

Let the secret remain between us, Lucy. Never suffer a hint of it to escape your lips.

Nothing answered him save the glad expression that beamed out from her countenance, telling him how implicitly he might trust to her.




CHAPTER XXIV.

DANGEROUS COMPANIONSHIP.

Lionel Verner grew better. His naturally good constitution triumphed over the disease, and his sick soreness of mind lost somewhat of its sharpness. So long as he brooded in silence over his pain and his wrongs, there was little chance of the sting becoming much lighter; it was like the vulture preying upon its own vitals; but that season of silence was past. When once a deep grief can be spoken of, its great agony is gone. I think there is an old saying, or a proverb Griefs lose themselves in telling, and a greater truism was never uttered. The ice once broken, touching his feelings with regard to Sibylla, Lionel found comfort in making it his theme of conversation, of complaint, although his hearer and confidant was only Lucy Tempest. A strange comfort, but yet a natural one, as those who have suffered as Lionel did may be able to testify. At the time of the blow, when Sibylla deserted him with coolness so great, Lionel could have died rather than give utterance to a syllable betraying his own pain; but several months had elapsed since, and the turning-point was come. He did not, unfortunately, love Sibylla one shade less; love such as his cannot be overcome so lightly; but the keenness of the disappointment, the blow to his self-esteem  to his vanity, it may be said  was growing less intense. In a case like this, of faithlessness, let it happen to man or to woman, the wounding of the self-esteem is not the least evil that must be borne. Lucy Tempest was, in Lionels estimation, little more than a child, yet it was singular how he grew to love to talk with her. Not for love of her  do not fancy that  but for the opportunity it gave him of talking of Sibylla. You may deem this an anomaly; I know that it was natural; and, like oil poured upon a wound, so did it bring balm to Lionels troubled spirit.

He never spoke of her save at the dusk hour. During the broad, garish light of day, his lips were sealed. In the soft twilight of the evening, if it happened that Lucy was alone with him, then he would pour out his heart  would tell of his past tribulation. As past he spoke of it; had he not regarded it as past, he never would have spoken. Lucy listened, mostly in silence, returning him her earnest sympathy. Had Lucy Tempest been a little older in ideas, or had she been by nature and rearing less entirely single-minded, she might not have sat unrestrainedly with him, going into the room at any moment, and stopping there, as she would had he been her brother. Lucy was getting to covet the companionship of Lionel very much  too much, taking all things into consideration. It never occurred to her that, for that very reason, she might do well to keep away. She was not sufficiently experienced to define her own sensations; and she did not surmise that there was anything inexpedient or not perfectly orthodox in her being so much with Lionel. She liked to be with him, and she freely indulged the liking upon any occasion that offered.

Oh, Lucy, I loved her! I did love her! he would say, having repeated the same words perhaps fifty times before in other interviews; and he would lean back in his easy-chair, and cover his eyes with his hand, as if willing to shut out all sight save that of the past. Heaven knows what she was to me! Heaven only knows what her faithlessness has cost!

Did you dream of her last night, Lionel? answered Lucy, from her low seat where she generally sat, near to Lionel, but with her face mostly turned from him.

And it may as well be mentioned that Miss Lucy never thought of such a thing as discouraging Lionels love and remembrance of Sibylla. Her whole business in the matter seemed to be to listen to him, and help him to remember her.

Ay, said Lionel, in answer to the question. Do you suppose I should dream of anything else?

Whatever Lucy may or may not have supposed, it was a positive fact, known well to Lionel  known to him, and remembered by him to this hour  that he constantly dreamed of Sibylla. Night after night, since the unhappy time when he learned that she had left him for Frederick Massingbird, had she formed the prominent subject of his dreams. It is the strict truth; and it will prove to you how powerful a hold she must have possessed over his imagination. This he had not failed to make an item in his revelations to Lucy.

What was your dream last night, Lionel?

It was only a confused one; or seemed to be when I awoke. It was full of trouble. Sibylla appeared to have done something wrong, and I was defending her, and she was angry with me for it. Unusually confused it was. Generally my dreams are too clear and vivid.

I wonder how long you will dream of her, Lionel? For a year, do you think?

I hope not, heartily responded Lionel. Lucy, I wish I could forget her?

I wish you could  if you do wish to do it, simply replied Lucy.

Wish! I wish I could have swallowed a draught of old Lethes stream last February, and never recalled her again!

He spoke vehemently, and yet there was a little undercurrent of suppressed consciousness deep down in his heart, whispering that his greatest solace was to remember her, and to talk of her as he was doing now. To talk of her as he would to his own soul: and that he had now learned to do with Lucy Tempest. Not to any one else in the whole world could Lionel have breathed the name of Sibylla.

Do you suppose she will soon be coming home? asked Lucy, after a silence.

Of course she will. The news of his inheritance went out shortly after they started, and must have got to Melbourne nearly as soon as they did. Theres little doubt they are on their road home now. Massingbird would not care to stop to look after what was left by John, when he knows himself to be the owner of Verners Pride.

I wish Verners Pride had not been left to Frederick Massingbird! exclaimed Lucy.

Frankly speaking, so do I, confessed Lionel. It ought to be mine by all good right. And, putting myself entirely out of consideration, I judge Frederick Massingbird unworthy to be its master. Thats between ourselves, mind, Lucy.

It is all between ourselves, returned Lucy.

Ay. What should I have done without you, my dear little friend?

I am glad you have not had to do without me, simply answered Lucy. I hope you will let me be your friend always!

That I will. Now Sibyllas gone, theres nobody in the whole world I care for, but you.

He spoke it without any double meaning: he might have used the same words, been actuated by precisely the same feelings, to his mother or his sister. His all-absorbing love for Sibylla barred even the idea of any other love to his mind, yet awhile.

Lionel! cried Lucy, turning her face full upon him in her earnestness, how could she choose Frederick Massingbird, when she might have chosen you?

Tastes differ, said Lionel, speaking lightly, a thing he rarely did when with Lucy. Theres no accounting for them. Some time or other, Lucy, you may be marrying an ugly fellow with a wooden leg and red beard; and people will say, How could Lucy Tempest have chosen him?

Lucy coloured. I do not like you to speak in that joking way, if you please, she gravely said.

Heigh ho, Lucy! sighed he. Sometimes I fancy a joke may cheat me out of a minutes care. I wish I was well, and away from this place. In London I shall have my hands full, and can rub off the rust of old grievances with hard work.

You will not like London better than Deerham.

I shall like it ten thousand times better, impulsively answered Lionel. I have no longer a place in Deerham, Lucy. That is gone.

You allude to Verners Pride?

Everythings gone that I valued in Deerham, cried Lionel, with the same impulse Verners Pride amongst the rest. I would never stop here to see the rule of Fred Massingbird. Better that John had lived to take it, than that it should have come to him.

Was John better than his brother?

He would have made a better master. He was, I believe, a better man. Not but that John had his faults, as we all have.

All! echoed Lucy. What are your faults?

Lionel could not help laughing. She asked the question, as she did all her questions, in the most genuine, earnest manner, really seeking the information. I think for some time back, Lucy, my chief fault has been grumbling. I am sure you must find it so. Better days may be in store for us both.

Lucy rose. I think it must be time for me to go and make Lady Verners tea. Decima will not be home for it.

Where is Decima this evening?

She is gone her round to the cottages. She does not find time for it in the day, since you were ill. Is there anything I can do for you before I go down?

Yes, he answered, taking her hand. You can let me thank you for your patience and kindness. You have borne with me bravely, Lucy. God bless you, my dear child.

She neither went away, nor drew her hand away. She stood there  as he had phrased it  patiently, until he should release it. He soon did so, with a weary movement: all he did was wearisome to him then, save the thinking and talking of the theme which ought to have been a barred one  Sibylla.

Will you please to come down to tea this evening? asked Lucy.

I dont care for tea; Id rather be alone.

Then I will bring you some up.

No, no; you shall not be at the trouble. Ill come down, then, presently.

Lucy Tempest disappeared. Lionel leaned against the window, looking out on the night landscape, and lost himself in thoughts of his faithless love. He aroused himself from them with a stamp of impatience.

I must shake it off, he cried to himself; I will shake it off. None, save myself or a fool, but would have done it months ago. And yet, Heaven alone knows how I have tried and battled, and how vain the battle has been!




CHAPTER XXV.

HOME TRUTHS FOR LIONEL.

The cottages down Clay Lane were ill-drained. It might be nearer the truth to say they were not drained at all. As is the case with many another fine estate besides Verners Pride, while the agricultural land was well drained, no expense spared upon it, the poor dwellings had been neglected. Not only in the matter of draining, but in other respects, were these habitations deficient: but that strong terms are apt to grate unpleasingly upon the ear, one might say shamefully deficient. The consequence was that no autumn ever went over, scarcely any spring, but somebody would be down with ague, with low fever; and it was reckoned a fortunate season if a good many were not prostrate.

The first time that Lionel Verner took a walk down Clay Lane after his illness was a fine day in October. He had been out before in other directions, but not in that of Clay Lane. He had not yet recovered his full strength; he looked ill and emaciated. Had he been strong, as he used to be, he would not have found himself nearly losing his equilibrium at being run violently against by a woman, who turned swiftly out of her own door.

Take care, Mrs. Grind! Is your house on fire?

Its begging a thousand pardons, sir! I hadnt no idea you was there, returned Mrs. Grind, in lamentable confusion, when she saw whom she had all but knocked down. Grind, he catches sight o one o the brick men going by, and he tells me to run and fetch him in; but I had got my hands in the soap-suds, and couldnt take em convenient out of it at the minute, and I was hasting lest hed gone too far to be caught up. He have now.

Is Grind better?

He aint no worse, sir. There he is, she added, flinging the door open.

On the side of the kitchen, opposite to the door, was a pallet-bed stretched against the wall, and on it lay the womans husband, Grind, dressed. It was a small room, and it appeared literally full of children, of encumbrances of all sorts. A string extended from one side of the fire-place to the other, and on this hung some wet coloured pinafores, the steam ascending from them in clouds, drawn out by the heat of the fire. The children were in various stages of un-dress, these coloured pinafores doubtless constituting their sole outer garment. But that Grinds eye had caught his, Lionel might have hesitated to enter so uncomfortable a place. His natural kindness of heart  nay, his innate regard for the feelings of others, let them be ever so inferior in station  prevented his turning back when the man had seen him.

Grind, dont move, dont get off the bed, Lionel said hastily. But Grind was already up. The ague fit was upon him then, and he shook the bed as he sat down upon it. His face wore that blue, pallid appearance, which you may have seen in aguish patients.

You dont seem much better, Grind.

Thank ye, sir, I be baddish just now again, but I aint worse on the whole, was the mans reply. A civil, quiet, hard-working man as any on the estate; nothing against him but his large flock of children, and his difficulty of getting along any way. The mouths to feed were many  ravenous young mouths, too; and the wife, though anxious and well-meaning, was not the most thrifty in the world. She liked gossiping better than thrift; but gossip was the most prevalent complaint of Clay Lane, so far as its female population was concerned.

How long is it that you have been ill? asked Lionel, leaning his elbow on the mantel-piece, and looking down on Grind, Mrs. Grind having whisked away the pinafores.

Its going along of four weeks, sir, now. Its a illness, sir, I takes it, as must have its course.

All illnesses must have that, as I believe, said Lionel. Mine has taken its own time pretty well, has it not?

Grind shook his head.

You dont look none the better for your bout, sir. And its a long time you must have been a-getting strong. Mr. Jan, he said, just a month ago, when he first come to see me, as you was well, so to say, then. Ah! its only them as have tried it knows what the pulling through up to strength again is, when the illness itself seems gone.

Lionels conscience was rather suggestive at that moment. He might have been stronger than he was, by this time, had he pulled through with a better will, and given way less. I am sorry not to see you better, Grind, he kindly said.

You see me at the worst, sir, to-day, said the man, in a tone of apology, as if seeking to excuse his own sickness. I be getting better, and thats a thing to be thankful for. I only gets the fever once in three days now. Yesterday, sir, I got down to the field, and earned whatll come to eighteen pence. I did indeed, sir, though youd not think it, looking at me to-day.

I should not, said Lionel. Do you mean to say you went to work in your present state?

I didnt seem a bit ill yesterday, sir, except for the weakness. The fever, it keeps me down all one day, as may be to-day; then the morrow I be quite prostrate with the weakness it leaves; and the third day I be, so to speak, well. But I cant do a full days work, sir; no, nor hardly half of a one, and by evening I be so done over I can scarce crawl to my place here. It aint much, sir, part of a days work in three; but I be thankful for that improvement. A week ago, I couldnt do as much as that.

More suggestive thoughts for Lionel.

Hed a got better quicker, sir, if he could do his work regular, put in the woman. Whats one days work out o three  even if twas a full days  to find us all victuals? In course he cant fare better nor we; and Peckabys, they dont give much trust to us. He gets a pot o gruel, or a saucer o porridge, or a hunch o bread with a mite o cheese.

Lionel looked at the man. You cannot eat plain bread now, can you, Grind?

All this day, sir, I shant eat nothing; I couldnt swallow it, he answered. After the fever and the shakings gone, then I could eat, but not bread; it seems too dry for the throat, and it sticks in it. I get a dish o tea, or something in that way. The next day  my well day, as I calls it  I can eat all afore me.

You ought to have more strengthening food.

Its not for us to say, sir, as we ought to have this here food, or that there food, unless we earns it, replied Grind, in a meek spirit of contented resignation that many a rich man might have taken a pattern from. Mr. Jan he says, Grind, says he, you should have some meat to eat, and some good beef-tea, and a drop o wine wouldnt do you no harm, says he. And it makes me smile, sir, to think where the like o poor folks is to get such things. Lucky to be able to get a bit o bread and a drain o tea without sugar, them as is off their work, just to rub on and keep theirselves out o the workhouse. I know Im thankful to do it. Jim, he have got a place, sir.

Jim,  which is Jim? asked Lionel, turning his eyes on the group of children, supposing one must be meant.

He aint here, sir, cried the woman. Its the one with the black hair, and he was six year old yesterday. Hes gone to Farmer Johnsons to take care o the pigs in the field. Hes to get a shilling a week.

Lionel moved from his position. Grind, he said, dont you think it would be better if you gave yourself complete rest, not attempting to go out to work until you are stronger?

I couldnt afford it, sir. And as to its being better for me, I dont see that. If I can work, sir, Im better at work. I know it tires me, but I believe I get stronger the sooner for it. Mr. Jan, he says to me, says he, Dont lie by never, Grind, unless you be obliged to it; it only rusts the limbs. And he aint far out, sir. Folks gets more harm from idleness nor they do from work.

Well, good-day, Grind, said Lionel, and I heartily hope youll soon be on your legs again. Lady Verner shall send you something more nourishing than bread, while you are still suffering.

Thank ye kindly, sir, replied Grind. My humble duty to my lady.

Lionel went out. What a lesson for me! he involuntarily exclaimed. This poor half-starved man struggling patiently onward through his sickness; while I, who had every luxury about me, spent my time in repining. What a lesson! Heaven help me to take it to my heart!

He lifted his hat as he spoke, his feeling at the moment full of reverence; and went on to Frosts. Wheres Robin? he asked of the wife.

Hes in the back room, sir, was the answer. Hes getting better fast. The old father, he have gone out a bit, a-warming of himself in the sun.

She opened the door of a small back room as she spoke; but it proved to be empty. Robin was discerned in the garden, sitting on a bench; possibly to give himself a warming in the sun  as Mrs. Frost expressed it. He sat in a still attitude, his arms folded, his head bowed. Since the miserable occurrence touching Rachel, Robin Frost was a fearfully changed man; never, from the hour that the coroners inquest was held and certain evidence had come out, had he been seen to smile. He had now been ill with ague, in the same way as Grind. Hearing the approach of footsteps, he turned his head, and rose when he saw it was Lionel.

Well, Robin, how fares it? You are better, I hear. Sit yourself down; you are not strong enough to stand. What an enemy this low fever is! I wish we could root it out!

Many might be all the healthier for it, sir, if it could be done, was Robins answer, spoken indifferently  as he nearly always spoke now. As for me, Im not far off being well again.

They said in the village you were going to die, Robin, did they not? continued Lionel. You have cheated them, you see.

They said it, some of em, sir, and thought it, too. Old father thought it. Im not sure but Mr. Jan thought it. I didnt, bad as I was, continued Robin, in a significant tone. I had my oath to keep.

Robin!

Sir, I have sworn  and you know I have sworn it  to have my revenge upon him that worked ill to Rachel. I cant die till that oath has been kept.

Theres a certain sentence, Robin, given us for our guidance, amid many other such sentences, which runs somewhat after this fashion: Vengeance is mine, quietly spoke Lionel. Have you forgotten who it is says that?

Why did he  the villain  forget them sentences? Why did he forget em and harm her? retorted Robin. Sir, its of no good for you to look at me in that way. Ill never be baulked in this matter. Old father, now and again, hell talk about forgiveness; and when I say, werent you her father? Ay, hell answer, but Ive got one foot in the grave, Robin, and anger will not bring her back to life. No, it wont, doggedly went on Robin. It wont undo what was done, neither: but Ill keep my oath  so far as it is in my power to keep it. Dead though he is, he shall be exposed to the world.

The words dead though he is aroused the attention of Lionel. To whom do you allude, Robin? he asked. Have you obtained any fresh clue?

Not much of a fresh one, answered the man, with a stress upon the word fresh. I have had it this six or seven months. When they heard he was dead, then they could speak out and tell me their suspicions of him.

Who could? What mystery are you talking? reiterated Lionel.

Never mind who, sir. It was one that kept the mouth shut, as long as there was any good in opening it. Not to make ill-blood, was the excuse gave to me after. If I had but knowed at the time! added the man, clenching his fist, Id have went out and killed him, if he had been double as far off!

Robin, what have you heard?

Well, sir, Ill tell you  but I have not opened my lips to a living soul,-not even to old father  The villain that did the harm to Rachel was John Massingbird!

Lionel remained silent from surprise.

I dont believe it, he presently said, speaking emphatically. Who has accused him?

Sir, I have said that I cant tell you. I passed my word not to do it. It was one that had cause to suspect him at the time. And it was never told me  never told me  until John Massingbird was dead!

Robins voice rose to a sound of wailing pain, and he raised his hands with a gesture of despair.

Did your informant know that it was John Massingbird? Lionel gravely asked.

They had not got what is called positive proof, such as might avail in a Court of Justice; but they was morally certain, replied Robin; and so am I. I am only waiting for one thing, sir, to tell it out to all the world.

And whats that?

The returning home of Luke Roy. Theres not much doubt that he knows all about it; I have my reasons for saying so, and Id like to be quite sure before I tell out the tale. Old Roy says Luke may be expected home by any ship as comes; he dont think hell stop there, now John Massingbirds dead.

Then, Robin, listen to me, returned Lionel. I have no positive proof, any more than it appears your informant has; but I am perfectly convinced in my own mind that the guilty man was not John Massingbird, but another. Understand me, he emphatically continued, I have good and sufficient reason for saying this. Rely upon it, whoever it may have been, John Massingbird it was not.

Robin lifted his eyes to the face of Lionel.

You say you dont know this, sir?

Not of actual proof. But so sure am I that it was not he, that I could stake all I possess upon it.

Then, sir, youd lose it, doggedly answered Robin. When the time comes that I choose to speak out

What are you doing there? burst forth Lionel, in a severely haughty tone.

It caused Robin to start from his seat.

In a gap of the hedge behind them, Lionel had caught sight of a human face, its stealthy ears complacently taking in every word. It was that of Roy the bailiff.




CHAPTER XXVI.

THE PACKET IN THE SHIRT-DRAWER.

Mrs. Tynn, the housekeeper at Verners Pride, was holding one of those periodical visitations that she was pleased to call, when in familiar colloquy with her female assistants, a rout out. It appeared to consist of turning a room and its contents topsy-turvy, and then putting them straight again. The chamber this time subjected to the ordeal was that of her late master, Mr. Verner. His drawers, closets, and other places consecrated to clothes, had not been meddled with since his death. Mrs. Verner, in some moment unusually (for her) given to sentiment, had told Tynn she should like to go over his dear clothes herself. Therefore Tynn left them alone for that purpose. Mrs. Verner, however, who loved her personal ease better than any earthly thing, and was more given to dropping off to sleep in her chair than ever, not only after dinner but all day long, never yet had ventured upon the task. Tynn suggested that she had better do it herself, after all; and Mrs. Verner replied, perhaps she had. So Tynn set about it.

Look at Mrs. Tynn over that deep, open drawer full of shirts. She calls it Masters shirt-drawer. Have the shirts scared away her senses? She has sat herself down on the floor  almost fallen back as it seems  in some shock of alarm, and her mottled face has turned as white as her masters was, when she last saw him lying on that bed at her elbow.

Go downstairs, Nancy, and stop there till I call you up again, she suddenly cried out to her helpmate.

And the girl left the room, grumbling to herself; for Nancy at Verners Pride did not improve in temper.

Between two of the shirts, in the very middle of the stack, Mrs. Tynn had come upon a parcel, or letter. Not a small letter  if it was a letter  but one of very large size, thick, looking not unlike a government despatch. It was sealed with Mr. Verners own seal, and addressed in his own handwriting For my nephew, Lionel Verner. To be opened after my death.

Mrs. Tynn entertained not the slightest doubt that she had come upon the lost codicil. That the parcel must have been lying quietly in the drawer since her masters death, was certain. The key of the drawer had remained in her own possession. When the search after the codicil took place, this drawer was opened  as a matter of form more than anything else  and Mrs. Tynn herself had lifted out the stack of shirts. She had assured those who were searching that there was no need to do so, for the drawer had been locked up at the time the codicil was made, and the deed could not have been put into it. They accepted her assurance, and did not look between the shirts. It puzzled Mrs. Tynn, now, to think how it could have got in.

Ill not tell Tynn, she soliloquised  she and Tynn being somewhat inclined to take opposite sides of a question, in social intercourse and Ill not say a word to my mistress. Ill go straight off now and give it into the hands of Mr. Lionel. What a blessed thing!  If he should be come into his own!

The inclosed paved court before Lady Verners residence had a broad flower-bed round it. It was private from the outer world, save for the iron gates, and here Decima and Lucy Tempest were fond of lingering on a fine day. On this afternoon of Mary Tynns discovery, they were there with Lionel. Decima went indoors for some string to tie up a fuchsia plant, just as Tynn appeared at the iron gates. She stopped on seeing Lionel.

I was going round to the other entrance, sir, to ask to speak to you, she said. Something very strange has happened.

Come in, answered Lionel. Will you speak here, or go indoors? What is it?

Too excitedly eager to wait to go indoors, or to care for the presence of Lucy Tempest, Mrs. Tynn told her tale, and handed the paper to Lionel. Its the missing codicil, as sure as that we are here, sir.

He saw the official-looking nature of the document, its great seal, and the superscription in his uncles handwriting. Lionel did not doubt that it was the codicil, and a streak of scarlet emotion arose to his pale cheek.

You dont open it, sir! said the woman, as feverishly impatient as if the good fortune were her own.

No. Lionel did not open it. In his high honour, he deemed that, before opening, it should be laid before Mrs. Verner. It had been found in her house; it concerned her son. I think it will be better that Mrs. Verner should open this, Tynn, he quietly said.

You wont get me into a mess, sir, for bringing it out to you first?

Lionel turned his honest eyes upon her, smiling then. Cant you trust me better than that? You have known me long enough.

So I have, Mr. Lionel. The mystery is, how it could ever have got into that shirt-drawer! she continued. I can declare that for a good week before my master died, up to the very day that the codicil was looked for, the shirt-drawer was never unlocked, nor the key of it out of my pocket.

She turned to go back to Verners Pride, Lionel intending to follow her at once. He was going out at the gate when he caught the pleased eyes of Lucy Tempest fixed on him.

I am so glad, she simply said. Do you remember my telling you that you did not look like one who would have to starve on bread-and-cheese.

Lionel laughed in the joy of his heart. I am glad also, Lucy. The place is mine by right, and it is just that I should have it.

I have thought it very unfair, all along, that Verners Pride should belong to her husband, and not to you, after  after what she did to you, continued Lucy, dropping her voice to a whisper.

Things dont go by fairness, Lucy, in this world, said he, as he went through the gate. Stay, he said, turning back from it, a thought crossing his mind. Lucy, oblige me by not mentioning this to my mother or Decima. It may be as well to be sure that we are right, before exciting their hopes.

Lucys countenance fell. I will not speak of it. But, is it not sure to be the codicil?

I hope it is, cordially answered Lionel.

Mrs. Tynn had got back before him. She came forward and encountered him in the hall, her bonnet still on.

I have told my mistress, sir, that I had found what I believed to be the codicil, and had took it off straight to you. She was not a bit angry; she says she hopes it is it.

Lionel entered. Mrs. Verner, who was in a semi-sleepy state, having been roused up by Mary Tynn from a long nap after a plentiful luncheon, received Lionel graciously  first of all asking him what he would take  it was generally her chief question  and then inquiring what the codicil said.

I have not opened it, replied Lionel.

No! said she, in surprise. Why did you wait?

He laid it on the table beside her. Have I your cordial approval to open it, Mrs. Verner?

You are ceremonious, Lionel. Open it at once; Verners Pride belongs to you, more than to Fred; and you know I have always said so.

Lionel took up the deed. His finger was upon the seal when a thought crossed him; ought he to open it without further witnesses? He spoke his doubt aloud to Mrs. Verner.

Ring the bell and have in Tynn, said she; his wife also; she found it.

Lionel rang. Tynn and his wife both came in, in obedience to the request. Tynn looked at it curiously; and began rehearsing mentally a private lecture for his wife, for acting upon her own responsibility.

The seal was broken. The stiff writing-paper of the outer cover revealed a second cover of stiff writing-paper precisely similar to the first; but on this last there was no superscription. It was tied round with fine white twine. Lionel cut it, Tynn and Mrs. Tynn waited with the utmost eagerness; even Mrs. Verners eyes were open wider than usual.

Alas! for the hopes of Lionel. The parcel contained nothing but a glove, and a small piece of writing-paper, folded once. Lionel unfolded it, and read the following lines:  

This glove has come into my possession. When I tell you that I know where it was found and how you lost it, you will not wonder at the shock the discovery has been to me. I hush it up, Lionel, for your late fathers sake, as much as for that of the name of Verner. I am about to seal it up that it may be given to you after my death; and you will then know why I disinherit you. S.V.

Lionel gazed on the lines like one in a dream. They were in the handwriting of his uncle. Understand them, he could not. He took up the glove  a thick, fawn-coloured riding-glove  and remembered it for one of his own. When he had lost it, or where he had lost it, he knew no more than did the table he was standing by. He had worn dozens of these gloves in the years gone by, up to the period when he had gone in mourning for John Massingbird, and, subsequently, for his uncle.

What is it, Lionel?

Lionel put the lines in his pocket, and pushed the glove toward Mrs. Verner. I do not understand it in the least, he said. My uncle appears to have found the glove somewhere, and he writes to say that he returns it to me. The chief matter that concerns us is  turning his eyes on the servants that it is not the codicil!

Mrs. Tynn lifted her hands. How one may be deceived! she uttered. Mr. Lionel, Id freely have laid my life upon it.

It was not exactly my place to speak, sir: to give my opinion beforehand, interposed Tynn; but I was sure that was not the lost codicil, by the very look of it. The codicil might have been about that size, and it had a big seal like that; but it was different in appearance.

All that puzzled me was, how it could have got into the shirt-drawer, cried Mrs. Tynn. As it has turned out not to be the codicil, of course theres no mystery about that. It may have been lying there weeks and weeks before the master died.

Lionel signed to them to leave the room: there was nothing to call for their remaining in it. Mrs. Verner asked him what the glove meant.

I assure you I do not know, was his reply. And he took it up, and examined it well again. One of his riding gloves, scarcely worn, with a tear near the thumb; but there was nothing upon it, not so much as a trace, a spot, to afford any information. He rolled it up mechanically in the two papers, and placed them in his pocket, lost in thought.

Do you know that I have heard from Australia? asked Mrs. Verner.

The words aroused him thoroughly. Have you? I did not know it.

I wonder Mary Tynn did not tell you. The letters came this morning. If you look about  turning her eyes on the tables and places you will find them somewhere.

Lionel knew that Mary Tynn had been too much absorbed in his business to find room in her thoughts for letters from Australia. Are these the letters? he asked, taking up two from a side-table.

Youll know them by the post-marks. Do sit down and read them to me, Lionel. My sight is not good for letters now, and I couldnt read half that was in them. The inks as pale as water. If it was the ink Fred took out, the sea must have washed into it. Yes, yes, you must I read both to me, and I shall not let you go away before dinner.

He did not like, in his good nature, to refuse her. And he sat there and read the long letters. Read Sibyllas. Before the last one was fully accomplished, Lionels cheeks wore their hectic flush.

They had made a very quick and excellent passage. But Sibylla found Melbourne hateful. And Fred was ill; ill with fever. A fever was raging in a part of the crowded town, and he had caught it. She did not think it was a catching fever, either, she added; people said it arose from the over-population. They could not as yet hear of John, or his money, or anything about him; but Fred would see into it when he got better. They were at a part of Melbourne called Canvas Town, and she, Sibylla, was sick of it, and Fred drank heaps of brandy. If it were all land between her and home, she should set off at once on foot, and toil her way back again. She wished she had never come! Everything she cared for, except Fred, seemed to be left behind in England.

Such was her letter. Freds was gloomy also, in a different way. He said nothing about any fever; he mentioned, casually, as it appeared, that he was not well, but that was all. He had not learned tidings of John, but had not had time yet to make inquiries. The worst piece of news he mentioned was the loss of his desk, which had contained the chief portion of his money. It had disappeared in a mysterious manner immediately after being taken off the ship  he concluded by the light fingers of some crimp, or thief, shoals of whom crowded on the quay. He was in hopes yet to find it, and had not told Sibylla. That was all he had to say at present, but would write again by the next packet.

It is not very cheering news on the whole, is it? said Mrs. Verner, as Lionel folded the letters.

No. They had evidently not received the tidings of my uncles death, or we should have heard that they were already coming back again.

I dont know that, replied Mrs. Verner. Fred worships money, and he would not suffer what was left by poor John to slip through his fingers. He will stay till he has realised it. I hope they will think to bring me back some memento of my lost boy! If it were only the handkerchief he used last, I should value it.

The tears filled her eyes. Lionel respected her grief, and remained silent. Presently she resumed, in a musing tone  

I knew Sibylla would only prove an encumbrance to Fred, out there; and I told him so. If Fred thought he was taking out a wife who would make shift, and put up pleasantly with annoyances, he was mistaken. Sibylla in Canvas Town! Poor girl! I wonder she married him. Dont you?

Rather so, answered Lionel, his scarlet blush deepening.

I do; especially to go to that place. Sibyllas a pretty flower, made to sport in the sunshine; but she never was constituted for a rough life, or to get pricked by thorns.

Lionels heart beat. It echoed to every word. Would that she could have been sheltered from the thorns, the rough usages of life, as he would have sheltered her.

Lionel dined with Mrs. Verner, but quitted her soon afterwards. When he got back to Deerham Court, the stars were peeping out in the clear summer sky. Lucy Tempest was lingering in the courtyard, no doubt waiting for him, and she ran to meet him as soon as he appeared at the gate.

How long you have been! was her greeting, her glad eyes shining forth hopefully. And is it all yours?

Lionel drew her arm within his own in silence, and walked with her in silence until they reached the pillared entrance of the house. Then he spoke  

You have not mentioned it, Lucy?

Of course I have not.

Thank you. Let us both forget it. It was not the codicil. And Verners Pride is not mine.




CHAPTER XXVII.

DR. WESTS SANCTUM.

For some little time past, certain rumours had arisen in Deerham somewhat to the prejudice of Dr. West. Rumours of the same nature had circulated once or twice before during the progress of the last half dozen years; but they had died away again, or had been hushed up, never coming to anything. For one thing, their reputed scene had not lain at the immediate spot, but at Heartburg; and distance is a great discouragement to ill-natured tattle. This fresh scandal, however, was nearer. It touched the very heart of Deerham, and people made themselves remarkably busy over it  none the less busy because the accusations were vague. Tales never lose anything in carrying, and the most outrageous things were whispered of Dr. West.

A year or two previous to this, a widow lady named Baynton, with her two daughters, no longer very young, had come to live at a pretty cottage in Deerham. Nothing was known of who they were, or where they came from. They appeared to be very reserved, and made no acquaintance whatever. Under these circumstances, of course, their history was supplied for them. If you or I went and established ourselves in a fresh place to-morrow, saying nothing of who we were, or what we were, it would only be the signal for some busybody in that place to coin a story for us, and all the rest of the busybodies would immediately circulate it. It was said of Mrs. Baynton that she had been left in reduced circumstances; had fallen from some high pedestal of wealth, through the death of her husband; that she lived in a perpetual state of mortification in consequence of her present poverty, and would not admit a single inhabitant of Deerham within her doors to witness it. There may have been as little truth in it as in the greatest canard that ever flew; but Deerham promulgated it, Deerham believed in it, and the Bayntons never contradicted it. The best of all reasons for this may have been that they never heard of it. They lived quietly on alone, interfering with nobody, and going out rarely. In appearance and manners they were gentlewomen, and rather haughty gentlewomen, too; but they kept no servant. How their work was done, Deerham could not conceive: it was next to impossible to fancy one of those ladies scrubbing a floor or making a bed. The butcher called for orders, and took in the meat, which was nearly always mutton-chops; the baker left his bread at the door, and the laundress was admitted inside the passage once a week.

The only other person admitted inside was Dr. West. He had been called in, on their first arrival, to the invalid daughter  a delicate-looking lady, who, when she did walk out, leaned on her sisters arm. Dr. Wests visits became frequent; they had continued frequent up to within a short period of the present time. Once or twice a week he called in professionally; he would also occasionally drop in for an hour in the evening. Some people passing Chalk Cottage (that was what it was named) had contrived to stretch their necks over the high privet hedge which hid the lower part of the dwelling from the road, and were immensely gratified by the fact of seeing Dr. West in the parlour, seated at tea with the family. How the doctor was questioned, especially in the earlier period of their residence, he alone could tell. Who were they? Were they well connected, or ill connected, or not connected at all? Were they known to fashion? How much was really their income? What was the matter with the one whom he attended, the sickly daughter, and what was her name? The questions would have gone on until now, but that the doctor stopped them. He had not made impertinent inquiries himself, he said, and had nothing at all to tell. The younger ladys complaint arose from disordered liver; he had no objection to tell them that; she had been so long a sufferer from it that the malady had become chronic; and her name was Kitty.

Now, it was touching this very family that the scandal had arisen. How it arose was the puzzle; since the ladies themselves never spoke to anybody, and Dr. West would not be likely to invent or to spread stories affecting himself. Its precise nature was buried in uncertainty, also its precise object. Some said one thing, some another. The scandal, on the whole, tended to the point that Dr. West had misbehaved himself. In what way? What had he done? Had he personally ill-treated them  sworn at them  done anything else unbecoming a gentleman? And which had been the sufferer? The old lady in her widows cap? or the sickly daughter? or the other one? Could he have carelessly supplied wrong medicine; sent to them some arsenic instead of Epsom Salts, and so thrown them into fright, and danger, and anger? Had he scaled the privet hedge in the night, and robbed the garden of its cabbages? What, in short, was it that he had done? Deerham spoke out pretty broadly, as to the main facts, although the rumoured details were varied and obscure. It declared that some of Dr. Wests doings at Chalk Cottage had not been orthodox, and that discovery had followed.

There are two classes of professional men upon whom not a taint should rest; who ought, in familiar phrase, to keep their hands clean  the parson of the parish, and the family doctor. Other people may dye themselves in Warrens jet if they like; but let as much as a spot get on him who stands in the pulpit to preach to us, or on him who is admitted to familiar intercourse with our wives and children, and the spot grows into a dark thundercloud. Whats the old saying? One man may walk in at the gate, while another must not look over the hedge. It runs something after that fashion. Had Dr. West not been a family doctor, the scandal might have been allowed to die out: as it was, Deerham kept up the ball, and rolled it. The chief motive for this, the one that influenced Deerham above all others, was unsatisfied curiosity. Could Deerham have gratified this to the full, it would have been content to subside into quietness.

Whether it was true, or whether it was false, there was no denying that it had happened at an unfortunate moment for Dr. West. A man always in debt  and what he did with his money Deerham could not make out, for his practice was a lucrative one  he had latterly become actually embarrassed. Deerham was good-natured enough to say that a handsome sum had found its way to Chalk Cottage, in the shape of silence-money, or something of the sort; but Deerham did not know. Dr. West was at his wits end where to turn to for a shilling  had been so, for some weeks past; so that he had no particular need of anything worse coming down upon him. Perhaps what gave a greater colour to the scandal than anything else was the fact that, simultaneously with its rise, Dr. Wests visits to Chalk Cottage had suddenly ceased.

Only one had been bold enough to speak upon the subject personally to Dr. West, and that was the proud old baronet, Sir Rufus Hautley. He rode down to the doctors house one day; and, leaving his horse with his groom, had a private interview with the doctor. That Dr. West must have contrived to satisfy him in some way, was undoubted. Rigidly severe and honourable, Sir Rufus would no more have countenanced wrongdoing, than he would have admitted Dr. West again to his house, whether as doctor or anything else, had he been guilty of it. But when Sir Rufus went away, Dr. West attended him to the door, and they parted cordially, Sir Rufus saying something to the effect that he was glad his visit had dispelled the doubt arising from these unpleasing rumours, and he would recommend Dr. West to inquire into their source, with a view of bringing their authors to punishment. Dr. West replied that he should make it his business to do so. Dr. West, however, did nothing of the sort; or if he did do it, it was in strict privacy.

Jan sat one day astride on the counter in his frequent abiding-place, the surgery. Jan had got a brass vessel before him, and was mixing certain powders in it, preparatory to some experiment in chemistry, Master Cheese performing the part of looker-on, his elbows, as usual, on the counter.

I say, we had such a start here this morning, began young Cheese, as if the recollection had suddenly occurred to him. It was while you had gone your round.

What start was that?

Some fellow came here, and  I say, Jan, broke off young Cheese, did you ever know that room had got a second entrance to it?

He pointed to the door of the back room  a room which was used exclusively by Dr. West. He had been known to see patients there on rare occasions, but neither Jan nor young Cheese was ever admitted into it. It opened with a latch-key only.

There is another door leading into it from the garden, replied Jan. Its never opened. It has got all those lean-to boards piled against it.

Is it never opened, then? retorted Master Cheese. You just hear. A fellow came poking his nose into the premises this morning, staring up at the house, staring round about him, and at last he walks in here. A queer-looking fellow he was, with a beard, and appeared as if he had come a thousand miles or two, on foot. Is Dr. West at home? he asked. I told him the doctor was not at home; for, you see, Jan, it wasnt ten minutes since the doctor had gone out. So he said hed wait. And he went peering about and handling the bottles; and once he took the scales up, as if hed like to test their weight. I kept my eye on him. I thought a queer fellow like that might be going to walk off with some physic, like Miss Amilly walks off the castor oil. Presently he comes to that door. Where does this lead to? said he. A private room, said I, and please to keep your hands off it. Not he. He lays hold of the false knob, and shakes it, and turns it, and pushes the door, trying to open it. It was fast. Old West had come out of there before going out, and catch him ever leaving that door open! I say, Jan, one would think he kept skeletons there.

Is that all? asked Jan, alluding to the story.

Wait a bit. The fellow put his big fist upon the latch-key-hole  I think he must have been a feller of trees, I do  and his knee to the door, and he burst it open. Burst it open, Jan! you never saw such strength.

I could burst any door open that I had a mind to, was the response of Jan.

He burst it open, continued young Cheese, and burst it against old West. You should have seen em stare! They both stared. I stared. I think the chap did not mean to do it; that he was only trying his strength for pastime. But now, Jan, the odd part of the business is, how did West get in? If theres not another door, he must have got down the chimney.

Jan went on with his compounding, and made no response.

And if there is a door, he must have been mortal sly over it, resumed the young gentleman. He must have gone right out from here, and in at the side gate of the garden, and got in that way. I wonder what he did it for?

It isnt any business of ours, said Jan.

Then I think it is, retorted Master Cheese. Id like to know how many times he has been in there, listening to us, when we thought him a mile off. Its a shame!

Its nothing to me who listens, said Jan equably. I dont say things behind peoples backs, that Id not say before their faces.

I do, acknowledged young Cheese. Wasnt there a row! Didnt he and the man go on at each other! They shut themselves up in that room, and had it out.

What did the man want? asked Jan.

Id like to know. He and old West had it out together, I say, but they didnt admit me to the conference. Goodness knows where he had come from. West seemed to know him. Jan, I heard something about him and the Chalk Cottage folks yesterday.

You had better take yourself to a safe distance, advised Jan. If this goes off with a bang, your face will come in for the benefit.

I say, though, its you that must take care and not let it go off, returned Master Cheese, edging, nevertheless, a little away. But about that room? If old West

The words were interrupted. The door of the room in question was pushed open, and Dr. West came out of it. Had Master Cheese witnessed the arrival of an inhabitant from the other world, introduced by the most privileged medium extant, he could not have experienced more intense astonishment. He had truly believed, as he had just expressed it, that Dr. West was at that moment a good mile away.

Put your hat on, Cheese, said Dr. West.

Cheese put it on, going into a perspiration at the same time. He thought nothing less than that he was about to be dismissed.

Take this note up to Sir Rufus Hautleys.

It was a great relief; and Master Cheese received the note in his hand, and went off whistling.

Step in here, Mr. Jan, said the doctor.

Jan took one of his long legs over the counter, jumped off, and stepped in  into the doctors sanctum. Had Jan been given to speculation, he might have wondered what was coming; but it was Jans method to take things cool and easy, as they came, and not to anticipate them.

My health has been bad of late, began the doctor.

Law! cried Jan. What has been the matter?

A general disarrangement of the system altogether, I fancy, returned Dr. West. I believe that the best thing to restore me will be change of scene  travelling; and an opportunity to embrace it has presented itself. I am solicited by an old friend of mine, in practice in London, to take charge of a noblemans son for some months  to go abroad with him.

Is he ill? asked literal Jan, to whom it never occurred to ask whether Dr. West had first of all applied to his old friend to seek after such a post for him.

His health is delicate, both mentally and bodily, replied Dr. West. I should like to undertake it: the chief difficulty is leaving you here alone.

I dare say I can do it all, said Jan. My legs get over the ground quick. I can take to your horse.

If you find you cannot do it, you might engage an assistant, suggested Dr. West.

So I might, said Jan.

I should see no difficulty at all in the matter if you were my partner. It would be the same as leaving myself, and the patients could not grumble. But it is not altogether the thing to leave only an assistant, as you are, Mr. Jan.

Make me your partner, if you like, said cool Jan. I dont mind. Whatll it cost?

Ah, Mr. Jan, it will cost more than you possess. At least, it ought.

I have got five hundred pounds, said Jan. I wanted Lionel to have it, but he wont. Is that of any use?

Dr. West coughed. Well, under the circumstances  But it is very little! I am sure you must know that it is. Perhaps, Mr. Jan, we can come to some arrangement by which I take the larger share for the present. Say that, for this year, you forward me

Why, how long do you mean to be away? interrupted Jan.

I cant say. One year, two years, three years  it may be even more than that. I expect this will be a long and a lucrative engagement. Suppose, I say, that for the first year you transmit to me the one-half of the net profits, and, beyond that, hand over to Deborah a certain sum, as shall be agreed upon, towards housekeeping.

I dont mind how it is, said easy Jan. Theyll stop here, then?

Of course they will. My dear Mr. Jan, everything, I hope, will go on just as it goes on now, save that I shall be absent. You and Cheese  whom I hope youll keep in order  and the errand boy: it will all be just as it has been. As to the assistant, that will be a future consideration.

Id rather be without one, if I can do it, cried Jan; and Cheese will be coming on. Am I to live with em?

With Deb and Amilly? Why not? Poor, unprotected old things, what would they do without you? And now, Mr. Jan, as that is settled so far, we will sit down, and go further into details. I know I can depend upon your not mentioning this abroad.

If you dont want me to mention it, you can. But wheres the harm?

It is always well to keep these little arrangements private, said the doctor. Matiss will draw up the deed, and I will take you round and introduce you as my partner. But there need not be anything said beforehand. Neither need there be anything said at all about my going away, until I actually go. You will oblige me in this, Mr. Jan.

Its all the same to me, said accommodating Jan. Whose will be this room, then?

Yours, to do as you please with, of course, so long as I am away.

Ill have a turn-up bedstead put in it and sleep here, then, quoth Jan. When folks come in the night, and ring me up, I shall be handy. Itll be better than disturbing the house, as is the case now.

The doctor appeared struck with the proposition.

I think it would be a very good plan, indeed, he said. I dont fancy the rooms damp.

Not it, said Jan. If it were damp, it wouldnt hurt me. I have no time to be ill, I havent. Damp  Whos that?

It was a visitor to the surgery  a patient of Dr. Wests  and, for the time, the conference was broken up, not to be renewed until evening.

Dr. West and Jan were both fully occupied all the afternoon. When business was over  as much so as a doctors business ever can be over  Jan knocked at the door of this room, where Dr. West again was.

It was opened about an inch, and the face of the doctor appeared in the aperture, peering out to ascertain who might be disturbing him. The same aperture which enabled him to see out, enabled Jan to see in.

Why! whats up? cried unceremonious Jan.

Jan might well ask it. The room contained a table, a desk or two, some sets of drawers, and other receptacles for the custody of papers. All these were turned out, desks and drawers alike stood open, and their contents, a mass of papers, were scattered everywhere.

The doctor could not, in good manners, shut the door right in his proposed new partners face. He opened it an inch or two more. His own face was purple: it wore a startled, perplexed look, and the drops of moisture had gathered on his forehead. That he was not in the most easy frame of mind was evident. Jan put one foot into the room: he could not put two, unless he had stepped upon the papers.

Whats the matter? asked Jan, perceiving the signs of perturbation on the doctors countenance.

I have had a loss, said the doctor. Its the most extraordinary thing, but a  a paper, which was here this morning, I cannot find anywhere. I must find it! he added, in ill-suppressed agitation. Id rather lose everything I possess, than lose that.

Where did you put it? When did you have it? cried Jan, casting his eyes around.

I kept it in a certain drawer, replied Dr. West, too much disturbed to be anything but straightforward. I have not had it in my hand for  oh, I cannot tell how long  months and months, until this morning. I wanted to refer to it then, and got it out. I was looking it over when a rough, ill-bred fellow burst the door open

I heard of that, interrupted Jan. Cheese told me.

He burst the door open, and I put the paper back in its place before I spoke to him, continued Dr. West. Half an hour ago I went to take it out again, and I found it had disappeared.

The fellow must have walked it off, cried Jan, a conclusion not unnatural.

He could not, said Dr. West; it is quite an impossibility. I went back there  pointing to a bureau of drawers behind him and put the paper hastily in, and locked it in, returning the keys to my pocket. The man had not stepped over the threshold of the door then; he was a little taken to, I fancy, at his having burst the door, and he stood there staring.

Could he have got at it afterwards? asked Jan.

It is, I say, an impossibility. He never was within a yard or two of the bureau; and, if he had been, the place was firmly locked. That man it certainly was not. Nobody has been in the room since, save myself, and you for a few minutes to-day when I called you in. And yet the paper is gone!

Could anybody have come into the room by the other door? asked Jan.

No. It opens with a latch-key only, as this does, and the key was safe in my pocket.

Well, this beats everything, cried Jan. Its like the codicil at Verners Pride.

The very thing it put me in mind of, said Dr. West. Id rather  Id rather have lost that codicil, had it been mine, than lose this, Mr. Jan.

Jan opened his eyes. Jan had a knack of opening his eyes when anything surprised him  tolerably wide, too, What paper was it, then? he cried.

It was a prescription, Mr. Jan.

A prescription! returned Jan, the answer not lessening his wonder. Thats not much. Isnt it in the book?

No, it is not in the book, said Dr. West. It was too valuable to be in the book. You may look, Mr. Jan, but I mean what I say. This was a private prescription of inestimable value  a secret prescription, I may say. I would not have lost it for the whole world.

The doctor wiped the dew from his perplexed forehead, and strove, though unsuccessfully, to control his agitated voice to calmness. Jan could only stare. All this fuss about a prescription!

Did it contain the secret for compounding Lifes Elixir? asked he.

It contained what was more to me than that, said Dr. West. But you cant help me, Mr. Jan. I would rather be left to the search alone.

I hope youll find it yet, returned Jan, taking the hint and retreating to the surgery. You must have overlooked it amongst some of these papers.

I hope I shall, replied the doctor.

And he shut himself up to the search, and turned over the papers. But he never found what he had lost, although he was still turning and turning them at morning light.




CHAPTER XXVIII.

MISS DEBORAHS ASTONISHMENT.

One dark morning, near the beginning of November  in fact, it was the first morning of that gloomy month  Jan was busy in the surgery. Jan was arranging things there according to his own pleasure; for Dr. West had departed that morning early, and Jan was master of the field.

Jan had risen betimes. Never a sluggard, he had been up now for some hours, and had effected so great a metamorphosis in the surgery that the doctor himself would hardly have known it again: things in it previously never having been arranged to Jans satisfaction. And now he was looking at his watch to see whether breakfast time was coming on, Jans hunger reminding him that it might be acceptable. He had not yet been into the house; his bedroom now being the room you have heard of, the scene of Dr. Wests lost prescription. The doctor had gone by the six oclock train, after a cordial farewell to Jan; he had gone  as it was soon to turn out  without having previously informed his daughters. But of this Jan knew nothing.

Twenty minutes past eight, quoth Jan, consulting his watch, a silver one, the size of a turnip. Jan had bought it when he was poor: had given about two pounds for it, second-hand. It never occurred to Jan to buy a better one while that legacy of his was lying idle. Why should he? Jans turnip kept time to a moment, and Jan did not understand buying things for show. Ten minutes yet! I shall eat a double share of bacon this morning.  Good-morning, Miss Deb.

Miss Deb was stealing into the surgery with a scared look and a white face. Miss Deb wore her usual winter morning costume, a huge brown cape. She was of a shivery nature at the best of times, but she shivered palpably now.

Mr. Jan, have you got a drop of ether? asked she, her poor teeth chattering together. Jan was too good-natured to tell Deerham those teeth were false, though Dr. West had betrayed the secret to Jan.

Whos it for? asked Jan. For you? Arent you well, Miss Deb? Eat some breakfast; thats the best thing.

I have had a dreadful shock, Mr. Jan. I have had bad news. That is  what has been done to the surgery? she broke off, casting her eyes around it in wonder.

Not much, said Jan. I have been making some odds and ends of alteration. Is the news from Australia? he continued, the open letter in her hand helping him to the suggestion. A mails due.

Miss Deborah shook her head. It is from my father, Mr. Jan. The first thing I saw, upon going into the breakfast parlour, was this note for me, propped against the vase on the mantel-piece. Mr. Jan  dropping her voice to confidence it says he is gone! That he is gone away for an indefinite period.

You dont mean to say he never told you of it before! exclaimed Jan.

I never heard a syllable from him, cried poor Deborah. He says youll explain to us as much as is necessary. You can read the note. Mr. Jan, wheres he gone?

Jan ran his eyes over the note; feeling himself probably in somewhat of a dilemma as to how much or how little it might be expedient to explain.

He thought some travelling might be beneficial to his health, said Jan. He has got a rare good post as travelling doctor to some young chap of quality.

Miss Deborah was looking very hard at Jan. Something seemed to be on her mind; some great fear. He says he may not be back for ever so long to come, Mr. Jan.

So he told me, said Jan.

And is that the reason he took you into partnership, Mr. Jan?

Yes, said Jan. Couldnt leave an assistant for an indefinite period.

You will never be able to do it all yourself. I little thought, when all this bustle and changing of bedrooms was going on, what was up. You might have told me, Mr. Jan, she added, in a reproachful tone.

It wasnt my place to tell you, returned Jan. It was the doctors.

Miss Deborah looked timidly round, and then sunk her voice to a lower whisper. Mr. Jan, why has he gone away?

For his health, persisted Jan.

They are saying  they are saying  Mr. Jan, what is it that they are saying about papa and those ladies at Chalk Cottage?

Jan laid hold of the pestle and mortar, popped in a big lump of some hard-looking white substance, and began pounding away at it. How should I know anything about the ladies at Chalk Cottage? asked he. I never was inside their door; I never spoke to any one of em.

But you know that things are being said, urged Miss Deborah, with almost feverish eagerness. Dont you?

Who told you anything was being said? asked Jan.

It was Master Cheese. Mr. Jan, folks have seemed queer lately. The servants have whispered together, and then have glanced at me and Amilly, and I knew there was something wrong, but I could not get at it. This morning, when I picked up this note  its not five minutes ago, Mr. Jan  in my fright and perplexity I shrieked out; and Master Cheese, he said something about Chalk Cottage.

What did he say? asked Jan.

Miss Deborahs pale face turned to crimson. I cant tell, she said. I did not hear the words rightly. Master Cheese caught them up again. Mr. Jan, I have come to you to tell me.

Jan answered nothing. He was pounding very fiercely.

Mr. Jan, I ought to know it, she went on. I am not a child. If you please I must request you to tell me.

What are you shivering for? asked Jan.

I cant help it. Is  is it anything that  that he can be taken up for?

Taken up! replied Jan, ceasing from his pounding, and fixing his wide-open eyes on Miss Deborah. Can I be taken up for doing this?  and he brought down the pestle with such force as to threaten the destruction of the mortar.

Youll tell me, please, she shivered.

Well, said Jan, if you must know it, the doctor had a misfortune.

A misfortune! He! What misfortune! A misfortune at Chalk Cottage?

Jan gravely nodded. And they were in an awful rage with him, and said he should pay expenses, and all that. And he wouldnt pay expenses  the chimney-glass alone was twelve pound fifteen; and there was a regular quarrel, and they turned him out.

But what was the nature of the misfortune?

He set the parlour chimney on fire.

Miss Deborahs lips parted with amazement; she appeared to find some difficulty in closing them again.

Set the parlour chimney on fire, Mr. Jan!

Very careless of him, continued Jan, with composure. He had no business to carry gunpowder about with him. Of course they wont believe but he flung it in purposely.

Miss Deborah could not gather her senses. Who wont?  the ladies at Chalk Cottage?

The ladies at Chalk Cottage, assented Jan. If I saw all these bottles go to smithereens, through Cheese stowing gunpowder in his trousers pockets, I might go into a passion too, Miss Deb.

But, Mr. Jan  this is not whats being said in Deerham?

Law, if you go by all thats said in Deerham, youll have enough to do, cried Jan. One says one thing and one says another. No two are ever in the same tale. When that codicil was lost at Verners Pride, ten different people were accused by Deerham of stealing it.

Were they? responded Miss Deborah abstractedly.

Did you never hear it! You just ask Deerham about the row between the doctor and Chalk Cottage, and youll hear ten versions, all different. What else could be expected? As if hed take the trouble to explain the rights of it to them! Not that I should advise you to ask, concluded Jan pointedly. Miss Deborah, do you know the time?

It must be half-past eight, she repeated mechanically, her thoughts buried in a reverie.

And turned, said Jan. Id be glad of breakfast. I shall have the gratis patients here.

It shall be ready in two minutes, said Miss Deborah meekly. And she went out of the surgery.

Presently young Cheese came leaping into it. The breakfasts ready, cried he.

Jan stretched out his long arm, and pinned Master Cheese.

What have you been saying to Miss Deb? he asked. Look here; who is your master now?

You are, I suppose, said the young gentleman.

Very well. You just bear that in mind; and dont go carrying tales indoors of what Deerham says. Attend to your own business and leave Dr. Wests alone.

Master Cheese was considerably astonished. He had never heard such a speech from easy Jan.

I say, though, are you going to turn out a bashaw with three tails? asked he.

Yes, replied Jan. I have promised Dr. West to keep you in order, and I shall do it.




CHAPTER XXIX.

AN INTERCEPTED JOURNEY.

Dr. Wests was not the only departure from Deerham that was projected for that day. The other was that of Lionel Verner. Fully recovered, he had deemed it well to waste no more time. Lady Verner suggested that he should remain in Deerham until the completion of the year; Lionel replied that he had remained in it rather too long already, that he must be up and doing. He was eager to be up and doing, and his first step towards it was the proceeding to London and engaging chambers. He fixed upon the first day of November for his departure, unconscious that that day had also been fixed upon by Dr. West for his. However, the doctor was off long before Lionel was out of bed.

Lionel rose all excitement  all impulse to begin his journey, to be away from Deerham. Somebody else rose with feelings less pleasurable; and that was Lucy Tempest. Now that the real time of separation had come, Lucy awoke to the state of her own feelings; to the fact, that the whole world contained but one beloved face for her  that of Lionel Verner.

She awoke with no start, she saw nothing wrong in it, she did not ask herself how it was to end, what the future was to be; any vision of marrying Lionel, which might have flashed across the active brain of a more sophisticated young lady, never occurred to Lucy. All she knew was that she had somehow glided into a state of existence different from anything she had ever experienced before; that her days were all brightness, the world an Eden, and that it was the presence of Lionel that made the sunshine.

She stood before the glass, twisting her soft brown hair, her cheeks crimson with excitement, her eyes bright. The morrow morning would be listless enough; but this, the last on which she would see him, was gay with rose hues of love. Stay! not gay; that is a wrong expression. It would have been gay but for that undercurrent of feeling which was whispering that, in a short hour or two, all would change to the darkest shade.

He says it may be a twelvemonth before he shall come home again, she said to herself, her white fingers trembling as she fastened her pretty morning-dress. How lonely it will be! What shall we do all that while without him? Oh, dear, whats the matter with me this morning?

In her perturbed haste, she had fastened her dress all awry, and had to undo it again. The thought that she might be keeping them waiting breakfast  which was to be taken that morning a quarter of an hour earlier than usual  did not tend to expedite her. Lucy thought of the old proverb: The more haste, the less speed.

How I wish I dare ask him to come sooner than that to see us! But he might think it strange. I wonder he should not come! theres Christmas, theres Easter, and he must have holiday then. A whole year, perhaps more; and not to see him!

She passed out of the room and descended, her soft skirts of pink-shaded cashmere sweeping the staircase. You saw her in it the evening she first came to Lady Verners. It had lain by almost ever since, and was now converted into a morning dress. The breakfast-room was empty. Instead of being behind her time, Lucy found she was before it. Lady Verner had not risen; she rarely did rise to breakfast; and Decima was in Lionels room, busy over some of his things.

Lionel himself was the next to enter. His features broke into a glad smile when he saw Lucy. A fairer picture, she, Mr. Lionel Verner, than even that other vision of loveliness which your mind has been pleased to make its ideal  Sibylla!

Down first, Lucy! he cried, shaking hands with her. You wish me somewhere, I dare say, getting you up before your time.

By how much  a few minutes? she answered, laughing. It wants twenty minutes to nine. What would they have said to me at the rectory, had I come down so late as that?

Ah, well, you wont have me here to torment you to-morrow. I have been a trouble to you, Lucy, take it altogether. You will be glad to see my back turned.

Lucy shook her head. She looked shyly up at him in her timidity; but she answered truthfully still.

I shall be sorry; not glad.

Sorry! Why should you be sorry, Lucy? and his voice insensibly assumed a tone of gentleness. You cannot have cared for me; for the companionship of a half-dead fellow, like myself!

Lucy rallied her courage. Perhaps it was because you were half dead that I cared for you, she answered.

I suppose it was, mused Lionel, aloud, his thoughts cast back to the past. I will bid you good-bye now, Lucy, while we are alone. Believe me that I part from you with regret; that I do heartily thank you for all you have been to me.

Lucy looked up at him, a yearning, regretful sort of look, and her eyelashes grew wet. Lionel had her hand in his, and was looking down at her.

Lucy, I do think you are sorry to part with me! he exclaimed.

Just a little, she answered.

If you, good, grave sir, had been stoical enough to resist the upturned face, Lionel was not. He bent his lips and left a kiss upon it.

Keep it until we meet again, he whispered.

Jan came in while they were at breakfast.

I cant stop a minute, were his words when Decima asked him why he did not sit down. I thought Id run up and say good-bye to Lionel, but I am wanted in all directions. Mrs. Verner has sent for me, and there are the regular patients.

Dr. West attends Mrs. Verner, Jan, said Decima.

He did, replied Jan. It is to be myself, now. West is gone.

Gone! was the universal echo. And Jan gave an explanation.

It was received in silence. The rumours affecting Dr. West had reached Deerham Court.

What is the matter with Mrs. Verner? asked Lionel. She appeared as well as usual when I quitted her last night.

I dont know that theres anything more the matter with her than usual, returned Jan, sitting down on a side-table. She has been going in some time for apoplexy.

Oh, Jan! uttered Lucy.

So she has, Miss Lucy  as Dr. West has said. I have not attended her.

Has she been told it, Jan?

Wheres the good of telling her? asked Jan. She knows it fast enough. Shed not forego a meal, if she saw the fit coming on before night. Tynn came round to me, just now, and said his mistress felt poorly. The Australian mail is in, continued Jan, passing to another subject.

Is it? cried Decima.

Jan nodded.

I met the postman as I was coming out, and he told me. I suppose therell be news from Fred and Sibylla.

After this little item of information, which called the colour into Lucys cheek  she best knew why  but which Lionel appeared to listen to impassively, Jan got off the table  

Good-bye, Lionel, said he, holding out his hand.

Whats your hurry, Jan? asked Lionel.

Ask my patients, responded Jan, I am off the first thing to Mrs. Verner, and then shall take my round. I wish you luck, Lionel.

Thank you, Jan, said Lionel. Nothing less than the woolsack, of course.

My gracious! said literal Jan. I say, Lionel, Id not count upon that. If only one in a thousand gets to the woolsack, and all the lot expect it, what an amount of heart-burning must be wasted.

Right, Jan. Only let me lead my circuit and I shall deem myself lucky.

How long will it take you before you can accomplish that? asked Jan. Twenty years?

A shade crossed Lionels countenance. That he was beginning late in life, none knew better than he. Jan bade him farewell, and departed for Verners Pride.

Lady Verner was down before Lionel went. He intended to take the quarter-past ten oclock train.

When are we to meet again? she asked, holding her hand in his.

I will come home to see you soon, mother.

Soon! I dont like the vague word, returned Lady Verner. Why cannot you come for Christmas?

Christmas! I shall scarcely have gone.

You will come, Lionel?

Very well, mother. As you wish it, I will.

A crimson flush  a flush of joy  rose to Lucys countenance. Lionel happened to have glanced at her. I wonder what he thought of it!

His luggage had gone on, and he walked with a hasty step to the station. The train came in two minutes after he reached it. Lionel took his ticket, and stepped into a first-class carriage.

All was ready. The whistle sounded, and the guard had one foot on his van-step, when a shouting and commotion was heard. Stop! Stop! Lionel, like others, looked out, and beheld the long legs of his brother Jan come flying along the platform. Before Lionel had well known what was the matter, or had gathered in the hasty news, Jan had pulled him out of the carriage, and the train went shrieking on without him.

There goes my luggage, and here am I and my ticket! cried Lionel. You have done a pretty thing, Jan. What do you say?

Its all true, Lionel. She was crying over the letters when I got there. And pretty well I have raced back to stop your journey. Of course you will not go away now. Hes dead.

I dont understand yet, gasped Lionel, feeling, however, that he did understand.

Not understand, repeated Jan. Its easy enough. Fred Massingbirds dead, poor fellow; he died of fever three weeks after they landed; and you are master of Verners Pride.




CHAPTER XXX.

NEWS FROM AUSTRALIA.

Lionel Verner could scarcely believe in his own identity. The train, which was to have contained him, was whirling towards London; he, a poor aspirant for future fortune, ought to have been in it; he had counted most certainly to be in it; but here was he, while the steam of that train yet snorted in his ears, walking out of the station, a wealthy man, come into a proud inheritance, the inheritance of his fathers. In the first moment of tumultuous thought, Lionel almost felt as if some fairy must have been at work with a magic wand.

It was all true. He linked his arm within Jans, and listened to the recital in detail. Jan had found Mrs. Verner, on his arrival at Verners Pride, weeping over letters from Australia; one from a Captain Cannonby, one from Sibylla. They contained the tidings that Frederick Massingbird had died of fever, and that Sibylla was anxious to come home again.

Who is Captain Cannonby? asked Lionel of Jan.

Have you forgotten the name? returned Jan. That friend of Fred Massingbirds who sold out, and was knocking about London; Fred went up once or twice to see him. He went to the diggings last autumn, and it seems Fred and Sibylla lighted on him at Melbourne. He had laid poor Fred in the grave the day before he wrote, he says.

I can scarcely believe it all now, Jan, said Lionel. What a change!

Ay. You wont believe it for a day or two. I say, Lionel, Uncle Stephen need not have left Verners Pride to the Massingbirds; they have not lived to enjoy it. Neither need there have been all that bother about the codicil. I know what.

What? asked Lionel, looking at him; for Jan spoke significantly.

That Madam Sibylla would give her two ears now to have married you, instead of Fred Massingbird.

Lionels face flushed, and he replied coldly, hauteur in his tone, Nonsense, Jan! you are speaking most unwarrantably. When Sibylla chose Fred Massingbird, I was the heir to Verners Pride.

I know, said Jan. Verners Pride would be a great temptation to Sibylla; and I can but think she knew it was left to Fred when she married him.

Lionel did not condescend to retort. He would as soon believe himself capable of bowing down before the god of gold, in a mean spirit, as believe Sibylla capable of it. Indeed, though he was wont to charm himself with the flattering notion that his love for Sibylla had died out, or near upon it, he was very far off the point when he could think any ill of Sibylla.

My patients will be foaming, remarked Jan, who continued his way to Verners Pride with Lionel. They will conclude I have gone off with Dr. West; and I have his list on my hands now, as well as my own. I say, Lionel, when I told you the letters from Australia were in, how little we guessed they would contain this news.

Little, indeed! said Lionel.

I suppose you wont go to London now?

I suppose not, was the reply of Lionel; and a rush of gladness illumined his heart as he spoke it. No more toil over those dry old law books! The study had never been to his taste.

The servants were gathered in the hall when Lionel and Jan entered it. Decorously sorry, of course, for the tidings which had arrived, but unable to conceal the inward satisfaction which peeped out  not satisfaction at the death of Fred, but at the accession of Lionel. It is curious to observe how jealous the old retainers of a family are, upon all points which touch the honour or the well-being of the house. Fred Massingbird was an alien; Lionel was a Verner; and now, as Lionel entered, they formed into a double line that he might pass between them, their master from henceforth.

Mrs. Verner was in the old place, the study. Jan had seen her in bed that morning; but, since then, she had risen. Early as the hour yet was, recent as the sad news had been, Mrs. Verner had dropped asleep. She sat nodding in her chair, snoring heavily, breathing painfully, her neck and face all one colour  carmine red. That she looked  as Jan had observed  a very apoplectic subject, struck Lionel most particularly on this morning.

Why dont you bleed her, Jan? he whispered.

She wont be bled, responded Jan. She wont take physic. She wont do anything that she ought to do. You may as well talk to a post. Shell do nothing but eat and drink, and fall asleep afterwards, and then wake up to eat and drink and fall asleep again. Mrs. Verner  exalting his voice heres Lionel.

Mrs. Verner partially woke up. Her eyes opened sufficiently to observe Jan; and her mind apparently grew awake to a confused remembrance of facts. Hes gone to London, said she to Jan. You wont catch him: and then she nodded again.

I did catch him, shouted Jan. Lionels here.

Lionel sat down by her, and she woke up pretty fully.

I am grieved at this news for your sake, Mrs. Verner, he said in a kind tone, as he took her hand. I am sorry for Frederick.

Both my boys gone before me, Lionel! she cried, melting into tears John first; Fred next. Why did they go out there to die?

It is indeed sad for you, replied Lionel. Jan says Fred died of fever.

He has died of fever. Dont you remember when Sibylla wrote, she said he was ill with fever? He never got well. He never got well! I take it that it must have been a sort of intermittent fever  pretty well one day, down ill the next  for he had started for the place where John died  I forget its name, but youll find it written there. Only a few hours after quitting Melbourne, he grew worse and died.

Was he alone? asked Lionel.

Captain Cannonby was with him. They were going together up to  I forget, I say, the name of the place  where John died, you know. It was nine or ten days distance from Melbourne, and they had travelled but a day of it. And I suppose, added Mrs. Verner, with tears in her eyes, that hed be put into the ground like a dog!

Lionel, on this score, could give no consolation. He knew not whether the fact might be so, or not. Jan hoisted himself on to the top of a high bureau, and sat in comfort.

Hed be buried like a dog, repeated Mrs. Verner. What do they know about parsons and consecrated ground out there? Cannonby buried him, he says, and then he went back to Melbourne to carry the tidings to Sibylla.

Sibylla? Was Sibylla not with him when he died? exclaimed Lionel.

It seems not. Its sure not, in fact, by the letters. You can read them, Lionel. Theres one from her and one from Captain Cannonby.

Its not likely theyd drag Sibylla up to the diggings, interposed Jan.

And yet almost as unlikely that her husband would leave her alone in such a place as Melbourne appears to be, dissented Lionel.

She was not left alone, said Mrs. Verner. If youd read the letters, Lionel, you would see. She stayed in Melbourne with a family: friends, I think she says, of Captain Cannonbys. She has written for money to be sent out to her by the first ship, that she may pay her passage home again.

This item of intelligence astonished Lionel more than any other.

Written for money to be sent out for her passage home! he reiterated. Has she no money?

Mrs. Verner looked at him. They accuse me of forgetting things in my sleep, Lionel; but I think you must be growing worse than I am. Poor Fred told us in his last letter that he had been robbed of his desk, and that it had got his money in it.

But I did not suppose it contained all  that they were reduced so low as for his wife to have no money left for a passage. What will she do there until some can be got out?

If she is with comfortable folks, theyd not turn her out, cried Jan.

Lionel took up the letters, and ran his eyes over them. They told him little else of the facts; though more of the details. It appeared to have taken place pretty much as Mrs. Verner said. The closing part of Sibyllas letter ran as follows:  

After we wrote to you, Fred met Captain Cannonby. You must remember, dear aunt, how often Fred would speak of him. Captain Cannonby has relatives out here, people in very good position  if people can be said to be in a position at all in such a horrid place. We knew Captain Cannonby had come over, but thought he was at the Bendigo diggings. However, Fred met him; and he was very civil and obliging. He got us apartments in the best hotel  one of the very places that had refused us, saying they were crowded. Fred seemed to grow a trifle better, and it was decided that they should go to the place where John died, and try to get particulars about his money, etc., which in Melbourne we could hear nothing of. Indeed, nobody seemed to know even Johns name. Captain Cannonby (who has really made money here in some way  trading, he says  and expects to make a good deal more) agreed to go with Fred. Then Fred told me of the loss of his desk and money, his bills of credit, and that; whatever the term may be. It was stolen from the quay, the day we arrived, and he had never been able to hear of it; but, while there seemed a chance of finding it, he would not let me know the ill news. Of course, with this loss upon us, there was all the more necessity for our getting Johns money as speedily as might be. Captain Cannonby introduced me to his relatives, the Eyres, told them my husband wanted to go up the country for a short while, and they invited me to stay with them. And here I am, and very kind they are to me in this dreadful trouble.

Aunt Verner, I thought I should have died when, a day or two after they started, I saw Captain Cannonby come back alone, with a long, sorrowful face. I seemed to know in a moment what had happened; I had thought at the time they started that Fred was too ill to go. I said to him, My husband is dead! and he confessed that it was so. He had been taken ill at the end of the first day, and did not live many hours.

I cant tell you any more, dear Aunt Verner; I am too sick and ill, and if I filled ten sheets with the particulars, it would not alter the dreadful facts. I want to come home to you; I know you will receive me, and let me live with you always. I have not any money. Please send me out sufficient to bring me home by the first ship that sails. I dont care for any of the things we brought out; they may stop here or be lost in the sea, for all the difference it will make to me: I only want to come home. Captain Cannonby says he will take upon himself now to look after Johns money, and transmit it to us, if he can get it.

Mrs. Eyre has just come in. She desires me to say that they are taking every care of me, and are all happy to have me with them: she says I am to tell you that her own daughters are about my age. It is all true, dear aunt, and they are exceedingly kind to me. They seem to have plenty of money, are intimate with the governors family, and with what they call the good society of the colony. When I think what my position would have been now had I not met with them, I grow quite frightened.

I have to write to papa, and must close this. I have requested Captain Cannonby to write to you himself, and give you particulars about the last moments of Frederick. Send me the money without delay, dear aunt. The place is hateful to me now he is gone, and Id rather be dead than stop in it.

Your affectionate and afflicted niece,

SIBYLLA MASSINGBIRD.

Lionel folded the letter musingly. It would almost appear that they had not heard of your sons accession to Verners Pride, he remarked to Mrs. Verner. It is not alluded to in any way.

I think it is sure they had not heard of it, she answered I remarked so to Mary Tynn. The letters must have been delayed in their passage. Lionel, you will see to the sending out of the money for me.

Immediately, replied Lionel.

And when do you come home?

Do you mean  do you mean when do I come here? returned Lionel.

To be sure I mean it. It is your home. Verners Pride is your home, Lionel, now; not mine. It has been yours this three or four months past, only we did not know it. You must come home to it at once, Lionel.

I suppose it will be right that I should do so, he answered.

And I shall be thankful, said Mrs. Verner. There will be a master once more, and no need to bother me. I have been bothered, Lionel. Mr. Jan,  turning to the bureau its that which has made me feel ill. One comes to me with some worry or other, and another comes to me: they will come to me. The complaints and tales of that Roy fidget my life out.

I shall discharge Roy at once, Mrs. Verner.

Mrs. Verner made a deprecatory movement of the hands, as much as to say that it was no business of hers. Lionel, I have only one request to make of you: never speak of the estate to me again, or of anything connected with its management. You are its sole master, and can do as you please. Shall you turn me out?

Lionels face flushed. No, Mrs. Verner, he almost passionately answered. You could not think so.

You have the right. Had Fred come home, he would have had the right. But Id hardly reconcile myself to any other house how.

It is a right which I should never exercise, said Lionel.

I shall mostly keep my room, resumed Mrs. Verner; perhaps wholly keep it: and Mary Tynn will wait upon me. The servants will be yours, Lionel. In fact, they are yours; not mine. What a blessing! to know that I may be at peace from henceforth: that the care will be upon anothers shoulders! My poor Fred! My dear sons! I little thought I was taking leave of them both for the last time!

Jan jumped off his bureau. Now that the brunt of the surprise was over, and plans began to be discussed, Jan bethought himself of his impatient sick list, who were doubtlessly wondering at the non-appearance of their doctor. Lionel rose to depart with him.

But, you should not go, said Mrs. Verner. In five minutes I vacate this study; resign it to you. This change will give you plenty to do, Lionel.

I know it will, dear Mrs. Verner. I shall be back soon, but I must hasten to acquaint my mother.

You will promise not to go away again, Lionel. It is your lawful home, remember.

I shall not go away again, was Lionels answer; and Mrs. Verner breathed freely. To be emancipated from what she had regarded as the great worry of life, was felt to be a relief. Now she could eat and sleep all day, and never need be asked a single question, or hear whether the outside world had stopped, or was going on still.

You will just pen a few words for me to Sibylla, Lionel, she called out. I am past much writing now.

If it be necessary that I should, he coldly replied.

And send them with the remittance, concluded Mrs. Verner. You will know how much to send. Tell Sibylla that Verners Pride is no longer mine, and I cannot invite her to it. It would hardly be the  the thing for a young girl, and shes little better, to be living here with you all day long, and I always shut up in my room. Would it?

Lionel somewhat haughtily shrugged his shoulders. Scarcely, he answered.

She must go to her sisters, of course. Poor girl! what a thing it seems to have to return to her old house again!

Jan put in his head. I thought you said you were coming, Lionel?

So I am  this instant. And they departed together: encountering Mr. Bitterworth in the road.

He grasped hold of Lionel in much excitement.

Is it true  what people are saying? That you have come into Verners Pride?

Quite true, replied Lionel. And he gave Mr. Bitterworth a summary of the facts.

Now look there! cried Mr. Bitterworth, who was evidently deeply impressed; its of no use to try to go against honest right: sooner or later it will triumph. In your case, it has come wonderfully soon. I told my old friend that the Massingbirds had no claim to Verners Pride; that if they were exalted to it, over your head, it would not prosper them  not, poor fellows, that I thought of their death. May you remain in undisturbed possession of it, Lionel! May your children succeed to it after you!

Lionel and Jan continued their road. But they soon parted company, for Jan turned off to his patients. Lionel made the best of his way to Deerham Court. In the room he entered, steadily practising, was Lucy Tempest, alone. She turned her head to see who it was, and at the sight of Lionel started up in alarm.

What is it? Why are you back? she exclaimed. Has the train broken down?

Lionel smiled at her vehemence; at her crimsoned countenance; at her unbounded astonishment altogether.

The train has not broken down, I trust, Lucy. I did not go with it. Do you know where my mother is?

She is gone out with Decima.

He felt a temporary disappointment; the news, he was aware, would be so deeply welcome to Lady Verner. Lucy stood regarding him, waiting the solution of the mystery.

What should you say, Lucy, if I tell you Deerham is not going to get rid of me at all?

I do not understand you, replied Lucy, colouring with surprise and emotion. Do you mean that you are going to remain here?

Not here  in this house. That would be a calamity for you.

Lucy looked as if it would be anything but a calamity.

You are as bad as our French mistress at the rectory, she said. She would never tell us anything; she used to make us guess.

Her words were interrupted by the breaking out of the church bells: a loud peal, telling of joy. A misgiving crossed Lionel that the news had got wind, and that some officious person had been setting on the bells to ring for him, in honour of his succession. The exceeding bad taste of the proceeding  should it prove so  called a flush of anger to his brow. His inheritance had cost Mrs. Verner her son.

The suspicion was confirmed. One of the servants, who had been to the village, came running in at this juncture with open mouth, calling out that Mr. Lionel had come into his own, and that the bells were ringing for it. Lucy Tempest heard the words, and turned to Lionel.

It is so, Lucy, he said, answering the look. Verners Pride is at last mine. But

She grew strangely excited. Lionel could see her heart beat  could see the tears of emotion gather in her eyes.

I am so glad! she said in a low, heartfelt tone. I thought it would be so, sometime. Have you found the codicil?

Hush, Lucy! Before you express your gladness, you must learn that sad circumstances are mixed with it. The codicil has not been found; but Frederick Massingbird has died.

Lucy shook her head. He had no right to Verners Pride, and I did not like him. I am sorry, though, for himself, that he is dead. And  Lionel  you will never go away now?

I suppose not: to live.

I am so glad! I may tell you that I am glad, may I not?

She half timidly held out her hand as she spoke. Lionel took it between both of his, toying with it as tenderly as he had ever toyed with Sibyllas. And his low voice took a tone which was certainly not that of hatred, as he bent towards her.

I am glad also, Lucy. The least pleasant part of my recent projected departure was the constantly remembered fact that I was about to put a distance of many miles between myself and you. It grew all too palpable towards the last.

Lucy laughed and drew away her hand, her radiant countenance falling before the gaze of Lionel.

So you will be troubled with me yet, you see, Miss Lucy, he added, in a lighter tone, as he left her and strode off with a step that might have matched Jans, on his way to ask the bells whether they were not ashamed of themselves.




CHAPTER XXXI.

ROY EATING HUMBLE PIE.

And so the laws of right and justice had eventually triumphed, and Lionel Verner took possession of his own. Mrs. Verner took possession of her own  her chamber; all she was ever again likely to take possession of at Verners Pride. She had no particular ailment, unless heaviness could be called an ailment, and steadily refused any suggestion of Jans.

Youll go off in a fit, said plain Jan to her.

Then I must go, replied Mrs. Verner. I cant submit to be made wretched with your medical and surgical remedies, Mr. Jan. Old people should be let alone, to doze away their days in peace.

As good give some old people poison outright, as let them always doze, remonstrated Jan.

Youd like me to live sparingly  to starve myself, in short  and youd like me to take exercise! returned Mrs. Verner. Wouldnt you, now?

It would add ten years to your life, said Jan.

I dare say! Its of no use your coming preaching to me, Mr. Jan. Go and try your eloquence upon others. I always have had enough to eat, and I hope I always shall. And as to my getting about, or walking, I cant. When folks come to be my size, its cruel to want them to do it.

Mrs. Verner was nodding before she had well spoken the last words, and Jan said no more. You may have met with some such case in your own experience.

When the news of Lionel Verners succession fell upon Roy, the bailiff, he could have gnashed his teeth in very vexation. Had he foreseen what was to happen he would have played his cards so differently. It had not entered into the head-piece of Roy to reflect that Frederick Massingbird might die. Scarcely had it that he could die. A man, young and strong, what was likely to take him off? John had died, it was true; but Johns death had been a violent one. Had Roy argued the point at all  which he did not, for it had never occurred to his mind  he might have assumed that because John had died, Fred was the more likely to live. It is a somewhat rare case for two brothers to be cut down in their youth and prime, one closely following upon the other.

Roy lived in a cottage standing by itself, a little beyond Clay Lane, but not so far off as the gamekeepers. On the morning when the bells had rung out  to the surprise and vexation of Lionel  Roy happened to be at home. Roy never grudged himself holiday when it could be devoted to the benefit of his wife. A negative benefit she may have thought it, since it invariably consisted in what Roy called a blowing of her up.

Mrs. Roy had heard that the Australian mail was in. But the postman had not been to their door, therefore no letter could have arrived for them from Luke. A great many mails, as it appeared to Mrs. Roy, had come in with the like result. That Luke had been murdered, as his master, John Massingbird, had been before him, was the least she feared. Her fears and troubles touching Luke were great; they were never at rest; and her tears fell frequently. All of which excited the ire of Roy.

She sat in a rocking-chair in the kitchen  a chair which had been new when the absent Luke was a baby, and which was sure to be the seat chosen by Mrs. Roy when she was in a mood to indulge any passing tribulation. The kitchen opened to the road, as the kitchens of many of the dwellings did open to it; a parlour was on the right, which was used only on the grand occasion of receiving visitors; and the stairs, leading to two rooms above, ascended from the kitchen. Here she sat, silently wiping away her dropping tears with a red cotton pocket-handkerchief. Roy was not in the sweetest possible temper himself that morning, so, of course, he turned it upon her.

There you be, a-snivelling as usual! Id have a bucket always at my feet, if I was you. It might save the trouble of catching rain-water.

If the letter-man had got anything for us, hed have been round here an hour ago, responded Mrs. Roy, bursting into unrestrained sobs.

Now, this happened to be the very grievance that was affecting the gentlemans temper  the postmans not having gone there. They had heard that the Australian mail was in. Not that he was actuated by any strong paternal feelings  such sentiments did not prey upon Mr. Roy. The hearing or the not hearing from his son would not thus have disturbed his equanimity. He took it for granted that Luke was alive somewhere  probably getting on  and was content to wait until himself or a letter should turn up. The one whom he had been expecting to hear from was his new master, Mr. Massingbird. He had fondly indulged the hope that credential letters would arrive for him, confirming him in his place of manager; he believed that this mail would inevitably bring them, as the last mails had not. Hence he had stayed at home to receive the postman. But the postman had not come, and it gave Roy a pain in his temper.

They be a-coming back, thats what it is, was the conclusion he arrived at, when his disappointment had a little subsided. Perhaps they might have come by this very ship! I wonder if it brings folks as well as letters?

I know he must be dead! sobbed Mrs. Roy.

Hes dead as much as you be, retorted Roy. Hes a-making his fortune, and hell come home after it  thats what Lukes a-doing. For all you know he may be come too.

The words appeared to startle Mrs. Roy; she looked up, and he saw that her face had gone white with terror.

Why! what does ail you? cried he, in wonder. Be you took crazy?

I dont want him to come home, she replied in an awe-struck whisper. Roy, I dont want him to.

You dont want to be anything but a idiot, returned Roy, with supreme contempt.

But Id like to hear from him, she wailed, swaying herself to and fro. Im always a-dreaming of it.

Youll just dream a bit about getting the dinner ready, commanded Roy morosely; thats what youll dream about now. I said Id have biled pork and turnips, and nicely you be a-getting on with it. Hark ye! Im a-going now, but I shall be in at twelve, and if it aint ready, mind your skin!

He swung open the kitchen door just in time to hear the church bells burst out with a loud and joyous peal. It surprised Roy. In quiet Deerham, such sounds were not very frequent.

Whats up now? cried Roy savagely. Not that the abstract fact of the bells ringing was of any moment to him, but he was in a mood to be angry with everything. Here, you! continued he, seizing hold of a boy who was running by, what be them bells a-clattering for?

Brought to thus summarily, the boy had no resource but to stop. It was a young gentleman whom you have had the pleasure of meeting before  Master Dan Duff. So fast had he been flying, that a moment or two elapsed ere he could get breath to speak.

The delay did not tend to soothe his capturer; and he administered a slight shake. Cant you speak, Dan Duff? Dont you see who it is thats a-asking of you? What be them bells a-working for?

Please, sir, its for Mr. Lionel Verner.

The answer took Roy somewhat aback. He knew  as everybody else knew  that Mr. Lionel Verners departure from Deerham was fixed for that day; but to believe that the bells would ring out a peal of joy on that account was a staggerer even to Roys ears. Dan Duff found himself treated to another shake, together with a sharp reprimand.

So they be a-ringing for him! panted he. There aint no call to shake my inside out of me for saying so. Mr. Lionel have got Verners Pride at last, and he aint a-going away at all, and the bells be a-ringing for it. Mother have sent me to tell the gamekeeper. She said hed sure to give me a penny, if I was the first to tell him.

Roy let go the boy. His arms and his mouth alike dropped. Is that  that there codicil found? gasped he.

Dan Duff shook his head. I dun know nothink about codinals, said he. Mr. Fred Massingbirds dead. He cant keep Mr. Lionel out of his own any longer, and the bells is a-ringing for it.

Unrestrained now, he sped away. Roy was not altogether in a state to stop him. He had turned of a glowing heat, and was asking himself whether the news could be true. Mrs. Roy stepped forward, her tears arrested.

Law, Roy, whatever shall you do? spoke she deprecatingly. I said as you should have kept in with Mr. Lionel. Youll have to eat humble pie, for certain.

The humble pie would taste none the more palatable for his being reminded of it by his wife, and Roy drove her back with a shower of harsh words. He shut the door with a bang, and went out, a forlorn hope lighting him that the news might be false.

But the news, he found, was too true. Frederick Massingbird was really dead, and the true heir had come into his own.

Roy stood in much inward perturbation. The eating of humble pie  as Mrs. Roy had been kind enough to suggest  would not cost much to a man of his cringing nature; but he entertained a shrewd suspicion that no amount of humble pie would avail him with Mr. Verner; that, in short, he should be discarded entirely. While thus standing, the centre of a knot of gossipers, for the news had caused Deerham to collect in groups, the bells ceased as suddenly as they had begun, and Lionel Verner himself was observed coming from the direction of the church. Roy stood out from the rest, and, as a preliminary slice of the humble pie, took off his hat, and stood bare-headed while Lionel passed by.

It did not avail him. On the following day Roy found himself summoned to Verners Pride. He went up, and was shown to the old business room  the study.

Ah! things were changed now  changed from what they had been; and Roy was feeling it to his hearts core. It was no longer the feeble invalid, Stephen Verner, who sat there, to whom all business was unwelcome, and who shunned as much of it as he could shun, leaving it to Roy; it was no longer the ignorant and easy Mrs. Verner to whom (as she herself had once expressed it) Roy could represent white as black, and black as white: but he who reigned now was essentially master  master of himself and of all who were dependent on him.

Roy felt it the moment he entered; felt it keenly. Lionel stood before a table covered with papers. He appeared to have risen from his chair and to be searching for something. He lifted his head when Roy appeared, quitted the table and stood looking at the man, his figure drawn to its full height. The exceeding nobility of the face and form struck even Roy.

But Lionel greeted him in a quiet, courteous tone; to meet any one, the poorest person on his estate, otherwise than courteously was next to an impossibility for Lionel Verner. Sit down, Roy, he said. You are at no loss, I imagine, to guess what my business is with you.

Roy did not accept the offered seat. He stood in discomfiture, saying something to the effect that hed change his mode of dealing with the men, would do all he could to give satisfaction to his master, Mr. Verner, if the latter would consent to continue him on.

You must know, yourself, that I am not likely to do it, returned Lionel briefly. But I do not wish to be harsh, Roy  I trust I never shall be harsh with any one  and if you choose to accept of work on the estate, you can do so.

Youll not continue me in my post over the brick-yard, sir  over the men generally?

No, replied Lionel, Perhaps the less we go into those past matters the better. I have no objection to speak of them, Roy; but, if I do, you will hear some home truths that may not be palatable. You can have work if you wish for it; and good pay.

As one of the men, sir? asked Roy, a shade of grumbling in his tone.

As one of the superior men!

Roy hesitated. The blow had fallen; but it was only what he feared. Might I ask as youd give me a day to consider it over, sir? he presently said.

A dozen days if you choose. The work is always to be had; it will not run away; if you prefer to spend time deliberating upon the point, it is your affair, not mine.

Thank ye, sir. Then Ill think it over. Itll be hard lines, coming down to be a workman, where Ive been, as may be said, a sort of master.

Roy.

Roy turned back. He had been moving away. Yes, sir.

I shall expect you to pay rent for your cottage now, if you remain in it. Mr. Verner, I believe, threw it into your post; made it part of your perquisites. Mrs. Verner has, no doubt, done the same. But that is at an end. I can show no more favour to you than I do to others.

Ill think it over, sir, concluded Roy, his tone as sullen a one as he dared let appear. And he departed.

Before the week was out, he came again to Verners Pride, and said he would accept the work, and pay rent for the cottage; but he hoped Mr. Verner would name a fair rent.

I should not name an unfair one, Roy, was the reply of Lionel. You will pay the same that others pay, whose dwellings are the same size as yours. Mr Verners scale of rents is not high, but low, as you know; I shall not alter it.

And so Roy continued on the estate.




CHAPTER XXXII.

ITS APPLEPLEXY.

A short period elapsed. One night Jan Verner, upon getting into bed, found he need not have taken the trouble, for the night-bell rang, and Jan had to get up again. He opened his window and called out to know who was there. A boy came round from the surgery door into view, and Jan recognised him for the youngest son of his brothers gamekeeper, a youth of twelve. He said his mother was ill.

Whats the matter with her? asked Jan.

Please, sir, shes took bad in the stomach. Shes a-groaning awful. Father thinks shell die.

Jan dressed himself and started off, carrying with him a dose of tincture of opium. When he arrived, however, he found the woman so violently sick and ill, that he suspected it did not arise simply from natural causes. What has she been eating? inquired Jan.

Some late mushrooms out of the fields.

Ah, thats just it, said Jan. And he knew the woman had been poisoned. He took a leaf from his pocket-book, wrote a rapid word on it, and ordered the boy to carry it to the house, and give it to Mr. Cheese.

Now, look you, Jack, said he, if you want your mother to get well, youll go there and back as fast as your legs can carry you. I can do little till you bring me what I have sent for. Go past the Willow Pool, and straight across to my house.

The boy looked aghast at the injunction. Past the Willow Pool! echoed he. Id not go past there, sir, at night, for all the world.

Why not? questioned Jan.

Id see Rachel Frosts ghost, may be, returned Jack, his round eyes open with perplexity.

The conceit of seeing a ghost amused Jan beyond everything. He sat down on a high press that was in the kitchen, and grinned at the boy. What would the ghost do to you? cried he.

Jack Broom could not say. All he knew was that neither he, nor a good many more, had gone near that pond at night since the report had arisen (which, of course, it had, simultaneously with the death) that Rachels ghost was to be seen there.

Wouldnt you go to save your mother? cried Jan.

Id  Id not go to be made winner of the leg of mutton atop of a greased pole, responded the boy, in a mortal fright lest Jan should send him.

You are a nice son, Mr. Jack! A brave young man, truly!

Jim Hook, he was a-going by the pond one night, and he seed it, cried the boy earnestly. It dont take two minutes longer to cut down Clay Lane, please, sir.

Be off, then, said Jan, and see how quick you can be. What has put such a thing into his head? he presently asked of the gamekeeper, who was hard at work preparing hot water.

Little fools! ejaculated the man. I think the report first took its rise, sir, through Robin Frosts going to the pond of a moonlight night, and walking about on its brink.

Robert Frost did! cried Jan. What did he do that for?

What indeed, sir! It did no good, as I told him more than once, when I came upon him there. He has not been lately, I think. Folks get up a talk that Robin went there to meet his sisters spirit, and it put the youngsters into a fright.

Back came Mr. Jack in an incredibly short time. He could not have come much quicker, had he dashed right through the pool. Jan set himself to his work, and did not leave the woman until she was better. That was the best of Jan Verner. He paid every atom as much attention to the poor as he did to the rich. Jan never considered who or what his patients were: all his object was, to get them well.

His nearest way home lay past the pool, and he took it: he did not fear poor Rachels ghost. It was a sharpish night, bright, somewhat of a frost. As Jan neared the pool, he turned his head towards it and half stopped, gazing on its still waters. He had been away when the catastrophe happened; but the circumstances had been detailed to him. How it would startle Jack and a few of those timid ones, said he aloud, if some night

Is that you, sir?

Some persons, with nerves less serene than Jans, might have started at the sudden interruption there and then. Not so Jan. He turned round with composure, and saw Bennet, the footman from Verners Pride. The man had come up hastily from behind the hedge.

I have been to your house, sir, and they told me you were at the gamekeepers, so I was hastening there. My mistress is taken ill, sir.

Is it a fit? cried Jan, remembering his fears and prognostications, with regard to Mrs. Verner.

Its worse than that, sir; its appleplexy. Leastways, sir, my master and Mrs. Tynns afraid that it is. She looks like dead, sir, and theres froth on her mouth.

Jan waited for no more. He turned short round, and flew by the nearest path to Verners Pride.

The evil had come. Apoplexy it indeed was, and Jan feared that all his efforts to remedy it would be of no avail.

It was by the merest chance that I found it out, sir, Mrs. Tynn said to him. I happened to wake up, and I thought how quiet my mistress was lying; mostly she might be heard ever so far off when she was asleep. I got up, sir, and took the rushlight out of the shade, and looked at her. And then I saw what had happened, and went and called Mr. Lionel.

Can you restore her, Jan? whispered Lionel.

Jan made no reply. He had his own private opinion; but, whatever that may have been, he set himself to the task in right earnest.

She never rallied. She lived only until the dawn of morning. Scarcely had the clock told eight, when the death-bell went booming over the village; the bell of that very church which had recently been so merry for the succession of Lionel. And when people came running from far and near to inquire for whom the passing-bell was ringing out, they hushed their voices and their footsteps when informed that it was for Mrs. Verner.

Verily, within the last year, Death had made himself at home at Verners Pride!




CHAPTER XXXIII.

JANS REMEDY FOR A COLD.

A cold bright day in mid-winter. Luncheon was just over at Deerham Court, and Lady Verner, Decima, and Lucy Tempest had gathered round the fire in the dining-room. Lucy had a cold. She laughed at it; said she was used to colds; but Lady Verner had insisted upon her wrapping herself in a shawl, and not stirring out of the dining-room  which was the warmest room in the house  for the day. So there reclined Lucy in state, in an arm-chair with cushions; half laughing at being made into an invalid, half rebelling at it.

Lady Verner sat opposite to her. She wore a rich black silk dress  the mourning for Mrs. Verner  and a white lace cap of the finest guipure. The white gloves on her hands were without a wrinkle, and her curiously fine handkerchief lay on her lap. Lady Verner could indulge her taste for snowy gloves and for delicate handkerchiefs now, untroubled by the thought of the money they cost. The addition to her income, which she had spurned from Stephen Verner, she accepted willingly from Lionel. Lionel was liberal as a man and as a son. He would have given the half of his fortune to his mother, and not said, It is a gift. Deerham Court had its carriage and horses now, and Deerham Court had its additional servants. Lady Verner visited and received company, and the look of care had gone from her face, and the querulousness from her tone.

But it was in Lady Verners nature to make a trouble of things; and if she could not do it in a large way, she must do it in a small. To-day, occurred this cold of Lucys, and that afforded scope for Lady Verner. She sent for Jan as soon as breakfast was over, in defiance of the laughing protestations of Lucy. But Jan had not made his appearance yet, and Lady Verner waxed wroth.

He was coming in now  now, as the servant was carrying out the luncheon-tray, entering by his usual mode  the back-door, and nearly knocking over the servant and tray in his haste, as his long legs strode to the dining-room. Lady Verner had left off reproaching Jan for using the servants entrance, finding it waste of breath: Jan would have come down the chimney with the sweeps, had it saved him a minutes time. Whos ill? asked he.

Lady Verner answered the question by a sharp reprimand, touching Jans tardiness.

I cant be in two places at once, good-humouredly replied Jan. I have been with one patient since four oclock this morning, until five minutes ago. Who is it thats ill?

Lucy explained her ailments, giving Jan her own view of them, that there was nothing the matter with her but a bit of a cold.

Law! contemptuously returned Jan. If I didnt think somebody must be dying! Cheese said theyd been after me about six times!

If you dont like to attend Miss Tempest, you can let it alone, said Lady Verner. I can send elsewhere.

Ill attend anybody that Im wanted to attend, said Jan. Where dye feel the symptoms of the cold? asked he of Lucy. In the head or chest?

I am beginning to feel them a little here, replied Lucy, touching her chest.

Only beginning to feel them, Miss Lucy?

Only beginning, Jan.

Well, then, you just wring out a long strip of rag in cold water, and put it round your neck, letting the ends rest on the chest, said Jan. A double piece, from two to three inches broad. It must be covered outside with thin waterproof skin to keep the wet in; you know what I mean; Decimas got some; oil-skins too thick. And get a lot of toast and water, or lemonade; any liquid you like; and sip a drop of it every minute, letting it go down your throat slowly. Youll soon get rid of your sore chest if you do this; and youll have no cough.

Lady Verner listened to these directions of Jans in unqualified amazement. She had been accustomed to the very professional remedies of Dr. West. Decima laughed. Jan, said she, I could fancy an old woman prescribing this, but not a doctor.

Itll cure, returned Jan. It will prevent the cough coming on; and preventions better than cure. You try it at once, Miss Lucy; and youll soon see. You will know then what to do if you catch cold in future.

Jan, interposed Lady Verner, I consider the very mention of such remedies beneath the dignity of a medical man.

Jan opened his eyes. But if they are the best remedies, mother?

At any rate, Jan, if this is your fashion of prescribing, you will not fill your pockets, said Decima.

I dont want to fill my pockets by robbing people, returned plain Jan. If I know a remedy that costs nothing, why shouldnt I let my patients have the benefit of it, instead of charging them for drugs that wont do half the good?

Jan, said Lucy, if it cost gold I should try it. I have great faith in what you say.

All right, replied Jan. But it must be done at once, mind. If you let the cold get ahead first, it will not be so efficacious. And now good-day to you all, for I must be off to my patients. Good-bye, mother.

Away went Jan. And, amidst much laughter from Lucy, the wet rag, Jans elegant phrase for it, was put round her neck, and covered up. Lionel came in, and they amused him by reciting Jans prescription.

It is this house which has given her the cold, grumbled Lady Verner, who invariably laid faults and misfortunes upon something or somebody. The servants are for ever opening that side-door, and then there comes a current of air throughout the passage. Lionel, I am not sure but I shall leave Deerham Court.

Lionel leaned against the mantel-piece, a smile upon his face. He had completely recovered his good looks, scared away though they had been for a time by his illness. He was in deep mourning for Mrs. Verner. Decima looked up, surprised at Lady Verners last sentence.

Leave Deerham Court, mamma! When you are so much attached to it!

I dont dislike it, acknowledged Lady Verner. But it suited me better when we were living quietly, than it does now. If I could find a larger house with the same conveniences, and in an agreeable situation, I might leave this.

Decima did not reply. She felt sure that her mother was attached to the house, and would never quit it. Her eyes said as much as they encountered Lionels.

I wish my mother would leave Deerham Court! he said aloud.

Lady Verner turned to him. Why should you wish it, Lionel?

I wish you would leave it to come to me, mother. Verners Pride wants a mistress.

It will not find one in me, said Lady Verner. Were you an old man, Lionel, I might then come. Not as it is.

What difference can my age make? asked he.

Every difference, said Lady Verner. Were you an old man, you might not be thinking of getting married; as it is, you will be. Your wife will reign at Verners Pride, Lionel.

Lionel made no answer.

You will be marrying sometime, I suppose? reiterated Lady Verner, with emphasis.

I suppose I shall be, replied Lionel; and his eyes, as he spoke, involuntarily strayed to Lucy. She caught the look, and blushed vividly.

How much of that do you intend to drink, Miss Lucy? asked Lionel, as she sipped the tumbler of lemonade, at her elbow.

Ever so many tumblers of it, she answered. Jan said I was to keep sipping it all day long. The water, going down slowly, heals the chest.

I believe if Jan told you to drink boiling water, youd do it, Lucy, cried Lady Verner. You seem to fall in with all he says.

Because I like him, Lady Verner. Because I have faith in him; and if Jan prescribes a thing, I know that he has faith in it.

It is not displaying a refined taste to like Jan, observed Lady Verner, intending the words as a covert reprimand to Lucy.

But Lucy stood up for Jan. Even at the dread of openly disagreeing with Lady Verner, Lucy would not be unjust to one whom she deemed of sterling worth.

I like Jan very much, said she resolutely, in her championship. Theres nobody I like so well as Jan, Lady Verner.

Lady Verner made a slight movement with her shoulders. It was almost as much as to say that Lucy was growing as hopelessly incorrigible as Jan. Lionel turned to Lucy.

Nobody you like so well as Jan, did you say?

Poor Lucy! If the look of Lionel, just before, had brought the hot blush to her cheek, that blush was nothing compared to the glowing crimson which mantled there now. She had not been thinking of one sort of liking when she so spoke of Jan: the words had come forth in the honest simplicity of her heart.

Did Lionel read the signs aright, as her eyes fell before his? Very probably. A smile stole over his lips.

I do like Jan very much, stammered Lucy, essaying to mend the matter. I may like him, I suppose? Theres no harm in it.

Oh! no harm, certainly, spoke Lady Verner, with a spice of irony. I never thought Jan could be a favourite before. Not being fastidiously polished yourself, Lucy  forgive my saying it  you entertain, I conclude, a fellow feeling for Jan.

Lucy  for Jans sake  would not be beaten.

Dont you think it is better to be like Jan, Lady Verner, than  than  like Dr. West, for instance?

In what way? returned Lady Verner.

Jan is so true, debated Lucy, ignoring the question.

And Dr. West was not, I suppose, retorted Lady Verner. He wrote false prescriptions, perhaps? Gave false advice?

Lucy looked a little foolish. I will tell you the difference, as it seems to me, between Jan and other people, she said. Jan is like a rough diamond  real within, unpolished without  but a genuine diamond withal. Many others are but the imitation stone  glittering outside, false within.

Lionel was amused.

Am I one of the false ones, Miss Lucy?

She took the question literally.

No; you are true, she answered, shaking her head, and speaking with grave earnestness.

Lucy, my dear, I would not espouse Jans cause so warmly, were I you, advised Lady Verner. It might be misconstrued.

How so? simply asked Lucy.

It might be thought that you  pray excuse the common vulgarity of the suggestion  were in love with Jan.

In love with Jan! Lucy paused for a moment after the words, and then burst into a merry fit of laughter. Oh, Lady Verner! I cannot fancy anybody falling in love with Jan. I dont think he would know what to do.

I dont think he would, quietly replied Lady Verner.

A peal at the courtyard bell, and the letting down the steps of a carriage. Visitors for Lady Verner. They were shown to the drawing-room, and the servant came in.

The Countess of Elmsley and Lady Mary, my lady.

Lady Verner rose with alacrity. They were favourite friends of hers  nearly the only close friends she had made in her retirement.

Lucy, you must not venture into the drawing-room, she stayed to say. The room is colder than this. Come.

The last come was addressed conjointly to her son and daughter. Decima responded to it, and followed; Lionel remained where he was.

The cold room would not hurt me, but I am glad not to go, began Lucy, subsiding into a more easy tone, a more social manner, than she ventured on in the presence of Lady Verner. I think morning visiting the greatest waste of time! I wonder who invented it?

Somebody who wanted to kill time, answered Lionel.

It is not as though friends, who really cared for each other, met and talked. The calls are made just for forms sake, and for nothing else, I will never fall into it when I am my own mistress.

When is that to be? asked Lionel, smiling.

Oh! I dont know, she answered, looking up at him in all confiding simplicity. When papa comes home, I suppose.

Lionel crossed over to where she was sitting.

Lucy, I thank you for your partisanship of Jan, he said, in a low, earnest tone. I do not believe anybody living knows his worth.

Yes; for I do, she replied, her eyes sparkling.

Only, dont you get to like him too much  as Lady Verner hinted, continued Lionel, his eyes dancing with merriment at his own words.

Lucys eyelashes fell on her hot cheek. Please not to be so foolish, she answered, in a pleading tone.

Or a certain place  that has been mentioned this morning  might have to go without a mistress for good, he whispered.

What made him say it? It is true he spoke in a light, joking tone; but the words were not justifiable, unless he meant to follow them up seriously in future. He did mean to do so when he spoke them.

Decima came in, sent by Lady Verner to demand Lionels attendance.

I am coming directly, replied Lionel. And Decima went back again.

You ought to take Jan to live at Verners Pride, said Lucy to him, the words unconsciously proving that she had understood Lionels allusion to it. If he were my brother, I would not let him be always slaving himself at his profession.

If he were your brother, Lucy, you would find that Jan would slave just as he does now, in spite of you. Were Jan to come into Verners Pride to-morrow, through my death, I really believe he would let it, and live on where he does, and doctor the parish to the end of time.

Will Verners Pride go to Jan after you?

That depends. It would, were I to die as I am now, a single man. But I may have a wife and children some time, Lucy.

So you may, said Lucy, filling up her tumbler from the jug of lemonade. Please to go into the drawing-room now, or Lady Verner will be angry. Mary Elmsleys there, you know.

She gave him a saucy glance from her soft bright eyes. Lionel laughed.

Who made you so wise about Mary Elmsley, young lady?

Lady Verner, was Lucys answer, her voice subsiding into a confidential tone. She tells us all about it, me and Decima, when we are sitting by the fire of an evening. She is to be the mistress of Verners Pride.

Oh, indeed, said Lionel. She is, is she! Shall I tell you something, Lucy?

Well?

If that mistress-ship  is there such a word?  ever comes to pass, I shall not be the master of it.

Lucy looked pleased. That is just what Decima says. She says it to Lady Verner. I wish you would go to them.

So I will. Good-bye. I shall not come in again. I have a hundred and one things to do this afternoon.

He took her hand and held it. She, ever courteous of manner, simple though she was, rose and stood before him to say her adieu, her eyes raised to his, her pretty face upturned.

Lionel gazed down upon it, and, as he had forgotten himself once before, so he now forgot himself again. He clasped it to him with a sudden movement of affection, and left on it some fervent kisses, whispering tenderly  

Take care of yourself, my darling Lucy!

Leaving her to make the best of the business, Mr. Lionel proceeded to the drawing-room. A few minutes stay in it, and then he pleaded an engagement, and departed.




CHAPTER XXXIV.

IMPROVEMENTS.

Things were changed now out of doors. There was no dissatisfaction, no complaining. Roy was deposed from his petty authority, and all men were at peace, with the exception, possibly, of Mr. Peckaby. Mr. Peckaby did not, find his shop flourish. Indeed, far from flourishing, so completely was it deserted, that he was fain to give up the trade, and accept work at Chuff the blacksmiths forge, to which employment, it appeared, he had been brought up. A few stale articles remained in the shop, and the counters remained; chiefly for show. Mrs. Peckaby made a pretence of attending to customers; but she did not get two in a week. And if those two entered, they could not be served, for she was pretty sure to be out, gossiping.

This state of things did not please Mrs. Peckaby. In one point of view the failing of the trade pleased her, because it left her less work to do; but she did not like the failing of their income. Whether the shop had been actually theirs, or whether it had been Roys, there was no doubt that they had drawn sufficient from it to live comfortably and to find Mrs. Peckaby in smart caps. This source was gone, and all they had now was an ignominious fourteen shillings a week, which Peckaby earned. The prevalent opinion in Clay Lane was that this was quite as much as Peckaby deserved; and that it was a special piece of undeserved good fortune which had taken off the blacksmiths brother and assistant in the nick of time, Joe Chuff, to make room for him. Mrs. Peckaby, however, was in a state of semi-rebellion; the worse, that she did not know upon whom to visit it, or see any remedy. She took to passing her time in groaning and tears, somewhat after the fashion of Dinah Roy, venting her complaints upon anybody that would listen to her.

Lionel had not said to the men, You shall leave Peckabys shop. He had not even hinted to them that it might be desirable to leave it. In short, he had not interfered. But, the restraint of Roy being removed from the men, they quitted it of their own accord. No more Roy; no more Peckaby; no more grinding down  hurrah! shouted they, and went back to the old shops in the village.

All sorts of improvements had Lionel begun. That is, he had planned them: begun yet, they were not. Building better tenements for the labourers, repairing and draining the old ones, adding whatever might be wanted to make the dwellings healthy: draining, ditching, hedging. It shall not be said that while I live in a palace, my poor live in pigsties, said Lionel to Mr. Bitterworth one day. Ill do what I can to drive that periodical ague from the place.

Have you counted the cost? was Mr. Bitterworths rejoinder.

No, said Lionel. I dont intend to count it. Whatever the changes may cost, I shall carry them out.

And Lionel, like other new schemers, was red-hot upon them. He drew out plans in his head and with his pencil; he consulted architects, he spent half his days with builders. Lionel was astonished at the mean, petty acts of past tyranny, exercised by Roy, which came to light, far more than he had had any idea of. He blushed for himself and for his uncle, that such a state of things had been allowed to go on; he wondered that it could have gone on; that he had been blind to so much of it, or that the men had not exercised Lynch law upon Roy.

Roy had taken his place in the brick-yard as workman; but Lionel, in the anger of the moment, when these things came out, felt inclined to spurn him from the land. He would have done it but for his promise to the man himself; and for the pale, sad face of Mrs. Roy. In the hour when his anger was at its height, the woman came up to Verners Pride, stealthily, as it seemed, and craved him to write to Australia, now he was a grand gentleman, and ask the folks over there if they could send back news of her son. Its going on of a twelvemonth since he writed to us, sir, and we dont know where to write to him, and Im amost fretted into my grave.

My opinion is that he is coming home, said Lionel.

Heaven sink the ship first! she involuntarily muttered, and then she burst into a violent flood of tears.

What do you mean? exclaimed Lionel. Dont you want him to come home?

No, sir. No.

But why? Are you fearing  he jumped to the most probable solution of her words that he could suggest are you fearing that he and Roy would not agree?  that there would be unpleasant scenes between them, as there used to be?

The woman had her face buried in her hands, and she never lifted it as she answered, in a stifled voice, Its what Im a-fearing, sir.

Lionel could not quite understand her. He thought her more weak and silly than usual.

But he is not coming home, she resumed. No, sir, I dont believe that England will ever see him again; and its best as it is, for theres nothing but care and sorrow here, in the old country. But Id like to know whats become of him; whether he is alive or dead, whether he is starving or in comfort. Oh, sir! she added, with a burst of wailing anguish, write for me, and ask news of him! Theyd answer you. My heart is aching for it.

He did not explain to her then, how very uncertain was the fate of emigrants to that country, how next to impossible it might be to obtain intelligence of an obscure young man like Luke; he contented himself with giving her what he thought would be better comfort.

Mrs. Frederick Massingbird will be returning in the course of a few months, and I think she may bring news of him. Should she not, I will see what inquiries can be made.

Will she be coming soon, sir?

In two or three months, I should suppose. The Misses West may be able to tell you more definitely, if they have heard from her.

Thank ye, sir; then Ill wait till shes home. Youll not tell Roy that I have been up here, sir?

Not I, said Lionel. I was debating, when you came in, whether I should not turn Roy off the estate altogether. His past conduct to the men has been disgraceful.

Ay, it have, sir! But it was my fate to marry him, and I have had to look on in quiet, and see things done, not daring to say as my souls my own. Its not my fault, sir.

Lionel knew that it was not. He pitied her, rather than blamed.

Will you go into the servants hall and eat something after your walk? he kindly asked.

No, sir, many thanks. I dont want to see the servants. They might get telling that I have been here.

She stole out from his presence, her pale, sad face, her evidently deep sorrow, whatever might be its source, making a vivid impression upon Lionel. But for that sad face, he might have dealt more harshly with her husband. And so Roy was tolerated still.

It was upon these various past topics that Lionels mind was running as he walked away from Deerham Court after that afternoons interview with Lucy, which he had made so significant. He had pleaded an engagement, as an excuse for quitting his mothers drawing-room and her guests. It must have been at home, we must suppose, for ho took his way straight towards Verners Pride, sauntering through the village as if he had leisure to look about him, his thoughts deep in his projected improvements.

Here, a piece of stagnant water was to be filled in; there was the site of his new tenements; yonder, was the spot for a library and reading-room; on he walked, throwing his glances everywhere. As he neared the shop of Mrs. Duff, a man came suddenly in view, facing him; a little man, in a suit of rusty black, and a white neckcloth, with a pale face and red whiskers, whom Lionel remembered to have seen once before, a day or two previously. As soon as he caught sight of Lionel he turned short off, crossed the street, and darted out of sight down the Belvidere Road.

That looks as though he wanted to avoid me, thought Lionel. I wonder who he may be? Do you know who that man is, Mrs. Duff? asked he aloud; for that lady was taking the air at her shop-door, and had watched the movement.

I dont know much about him, sir. He have been stopping in the place this day or two. What did I hear his name was, again? added Mrs. Duff, putting her fingers to her temples in a considering fit. Jarrum, I think. Yes, that was it. Brother Jarrum, sir.

Brother Jarrum? repeated Lionel, uncertain whether the Brother might be spoken in a social point of view, or was a name bestowed upon the gentleman in baptism.

Hes a missionary from abroad, or something of that sort, sir. He is come to see what he can do towards converting us.

Oh, indeed, said Lionel, his lip curling with a smile. The mans face had not taken his fancy. Honest missionaries do not need to run away to avoid meeting people, Mrs. Duff.

He have got cross eyes, responded Mrs. Duff. Perhaps thats a reason he maynt like to look gentlefolks in the face, sir.

Where does he come from?

Well, now, sir, I did hear, replied Mrs. Duff, putting on her considering cap again, it were some religious place, sir, thats talked of a good deal in the Bible. Jericho, were it? No. It began with a J, though. Oh, I have got it, sir! It were Jerusalem. He conies all the way from Jerusalem.

Where is he lodging? continued Lionel.

He have been lodging at the George and Dragon, sir. But to-day he have gone and took that spare bedroom as the Peckabys have wanted to let, since their custom fell off.

He means to make a stay, then?

It looks like it, sir. Susan Peckaby, she were in here half an hour ago, a-buying new ribbons for a cap, all agog with it. Hes a-going to hold forth in their shop, she says, and see how many of the parish he can turn into saints. I say it wont be a bad turn, if it keeps the men from the beer-houses.

Lionel laughed as he went on. He supposed it was a new movement that would have its brief day and then be over, leaving results neither good nor bad behind it; and he dismissed the man from his memory.

He walked on, in the elasticity of his youth and health. All nature seemed to be smiling around him. Outward things take their hue very much from the inward feelings, and Lionel felt happier than he had done for months and months. Had the image of Lucy Tempest anything to do with this? No  nothing. He had not yet grown to love Lucy in that idolising manner, as to bring her ever present to him. He was thinking of the change in his own fortunes; he cast his eyes around to the right and the left, and they rested on his own domains  domains which had for a time been wrested from him; and as his quick steps rung on the frosty road, his heart went up in thankfulness to the Giver of all good.

Just before he reached Verners Pride, he overtook Mr. Bitterworth, who was leaning against a roadside gate. He had been attacked by sudden giddiness, he said, and asked Lionel to give him an arm home. Lionel proposed that he should come in and remain for a short while at Verners Pride; but Mr. Bitterworth preferred to go home.

It is one of my bilious attacks coming on, he remarked, as he went along. I have not had a bad one for this four months.

Lionel took him safe home, and remained with him for some time, talking; the chief theme being his own contemplated improvements, and how to go to work upon them; a topic which seemed to bring no satiety to Lionel Verner.




CHAPTER XXXV.

BACK AGAIN.

It was late when Lionel reached Verners Pride. Night had set in, and his dinner was waiting.

He ate it hurriedly  he mostly did eat hurriedly when he was alone, as if he were glad to get it over  Tynn waiting on him. Tynn liked to wait upon his young master. Tynn had been in a state of glowing delight since the accession of Lionel. Attached to the old family, Tynn had felt it almost as keenly as Lionel himself, when the estate had lapsed to the Massingbirds. Mrs. Tynn was in a glow of delight also. There was no mistress, and she ruled the household, including Tynn.

The dinner gone away and the wine on the table, Lionel drew his chair in front of the fire, and fell into a train of thought, leaving the wine untouched. Full half an hour had he thus sat, when the entrance of Tynn aroused him. He poured out a glass, and raised it to his lips. Tynn bore a note on his silver waiter.

Matisss boy has just brought it. He is waiting to know whether theres any answer.

Lionel opened the note, and was reading it, when a sound of carriage wheels came rattling on to the terrace, passed the windows, and stopped at the hall door. Who can be paying me a visit to-night, I wonder? cried he. Go and see, Tynn.

It sounded like one of them rattling one-horse flies from the railway station, was Tynns comment to his master, as he left the room.

Whoever it might be, they appeared pretty long in entering, and Lionel, very greatly to his surprise, heard a sound as of much luggage being deposited in the hall. He was on the point of going out to see, when the door opened, and a lovely vision glided forward  a young, fair face and form, clothed in deep mourning, with a shower of golden curls shading her damask cheeks. For one single moment, Lionel was lost in the beauty of the vision. Then he recognised her, before Tynns announcement was heard; and his heart leaped as if it would burst its bounds  

Mrs. Massingbird, sir.

 leaped within him fast and furiously. His pulses throbbed, his blood coursed on, and his face went hot and cold with emotion. Had he been fondly persuading himself, during the past months, that she was forgotten? Truly the present moment rudely undeceived him.

Tynn shut the door, leaving them alone. Lionel was not so agitated as to forget the courtesies of life. He shook hands with her, and, in the impulse of the moment, called her Sibylla; and then bit his tongue for doing it.

She burst into tears. There, as he held her hand. She lifted her lovely face to him with a yearning, pleading look. Oh, Lionel!  you will give me a home, wont you?

What was he to say? He could not, in that first instant, abruptly say to her  No, you cannot have a home here. Lionel could not hurt the feelings of any one. Sit down, Mrs. Massingbird, he gently said, drawing an easy-chair to the fire. You have taken me quite by surprise. When did you land?

She threw off her bonnet, shook back those golden curls, and sat down in the chair, a large heavy shawl on her shoulders. I will not take it off yet, she said in a plaintive voice. I am very cold.

She shivered slightly. Lionel drew her chair yet nearer the fire, and brought a footstool for her feet, repeating his question as he did so.

We reached Liverpool late yesterday, and I started for home this morning, she answered, her eyelashes wet still, as she gazed into the fire. What a miserable journey it has been! she added, turning to Lionel. A miserable voyage out; a miserable ending!

Are you aware of the changes that have taken place since you left? he asked. Your aunt is dead.

Yes, I know it, she answered. They told me at the station just now. That lame porter came up and knew me; and his first news to me was that Mrs. Verner was dead. What a greeting! I was coming home here to live with her.

You could not have received my letter. One which I wrote at the request of Mrs. Verner in answer to yours.

What news was in it? she asked. I received no letter from you.

It contained remittances. It was sent, I say, in answer to yours, in which you requested money should be forwarded for your home passage. You did not wait for it?

I was tired of waiting. I was sick for home. And one day, when I had been crying more than usual, Mrs. Eyre said to me that if I were so anxious to go, there need be no difficulty about the passage-money, that they would advance me any amount I might require. Oh, I was so glad! I came away by the next ship.

Why did you not write saying that you were coming?

I did not think it mattered  and I knew I had this home to come to. If I had had to go to my old home again at papas, then I should have written. I should have seemed like an intruder arriving at their house, and have deemed it necessary to warn them of it.

You heard in Australia of Mr. Verners death, I presume?

I heard of that, and that my husband had inherited Verners Pride. The news came out just before I sailed for home. Of course I thought I had a right to come to this home, though he was dead. I suppose it is yours now?

Yes.

Who lives here?

Only myself.

Have I a right to live here  as Fredericks widow? she continued, lifting her large blue eyes anxiously at Lionel. I mean would the law give it me?

No, he replied, in a low tone. He felt that the truth must be told to her without disguise. She was placing both him and herself in an embarrassing situation.

Was there any money left to me?  or to Frederick?

None to you. Verners Pride was left to your husband; but at his demise it came to me.

Did my aunt leave me nothing?

She had nothing to leave, Mrs. Massingbird. The settlement which Mr. Verner executed on her, when they married, was only for her life. It lapsed back to the Verners Pride revenues when she died.

Then I am left without a shilling, to the mercy of the world!

Lionel felt for her  felt for her rather more than was safe. He began planning in his own mind how he could secure to her an income from the Verners Pride estate, without her knowing whence it came. Frederick Massingbird had been its inheritor for a short three or four months, and Lionels sense of justice revolted against his widow being thrown on the world, as she expressed it, without a shilling.

The revenues of the estate during the short time that elapsed between Mr. Verners death and your husbands are undoubtedly yours, Mrs. Massingbird, he said. I will see Matiss about it, and they shall be paid over.

How long will it be first?

A few days, possibly. In a note which I received but now from Matiss, he tells me he is starting for London, but will be home the beginning of the week. It shall be arranged on his return.

Thank you. And, until then, I may stay here?

Lionel was at a nonplus. It is not a pleasing thing to tell a lady that she must quit your house, in which, like a stray lamb, she has taken refuge. Even though it be, for her own fair sake, expedient that she should go.

I am here alone, said Lionel, after a pause. Your temporary home had better be with your sisters.

No, that it never shall, returned Sibylla, in a hasty tone of fear. I will never go home to them, now papas away. Why did he leave Deerham? They told me at the station that he was gone, and Jan was doctor.

Dr. West is travelling on the Continent, as medical attendant and companion to a nobleman. At least  I think I heard it was a nobleman, continued Lionel. I am really not sure.

And you would like me to go home to those two cross, fault-finding sisters! she resumed. They might reproach me all day long with coming home to be kept. As if it were my fault that I am left without anything. Oh, Lionel! dont turn me out! Let me stay until I can see what is to be done for myself. I shall not hurt you. It would have been all mine had Frederick lived.

He did not know what to do. Every moment there seemed to grow less chance that she would leave the house. A bright thought darted into his mind. It was, that he would get his mother or Decima to come and stay with him for a time.

What would you like to take? he inquired. Mrs. Tynn will get you anything you wish. I

Nothing yet, she interrupted. I could not eat; I am too unhappy. I will take some tea presently, but not until I am warmer. I am very cold.

She cowered over the fire again, shivering much. Lionel, saying he had a note to write, sat down to a distant table. He penned a few hasty lines to his mother, telling her that Mrs. Massingbird had arrived, under the impression that she was coming to Mrs. Verner, and that he could not well turn her out again that night, fatigued and poorly as she appeared to him to be. He begged his mother to come to him for a day or two, in the emergency, or to send Decima.

An undercurrent of conviction ran in Lionels mind during the time of writing it that his mother would not come; he doubted even whether she would allow Decima to come. He drove the thought away from him; but the impression remained. Carrying the note out of the room when written, he despatched it to Deerham Court by a mounted groom. As he was returning to the dining-room he encountered Mrs. Tynn.

I hear Mrs. Massingbird has arrived, sir, cried she.

Yes, replied Lionel. She will like some tea presently. She appears very much fatigued.

Is the luggage to be taken upstairs, sir? she continued, pointing to the pile in the hall. Is she going to stay here?

Lionel really did not know what answer to make.

She came expecting to stay, he said, after a pause. She did not know but your mistress was still here. Should she remain, I dare say Lady Verner, or my sister, will join her. You have beds ready?

Plenty of them, sir, at five minutes notice.

When Lionel entered the room, Sibylla was in the same attitude, shivering over the fire. Unnaturally cold she appeared to be, and yet her cheeks were brilliantly bright, as if with a touch of fever.

I fear you have caught cold on the journey to-day, he said.

I dont think so, she answered. I am cold from nervousness. I went cold at the station when they told me that my aunt was dead, and I have been shivering ever since. Never mind me; it will go off presently.

Lionel drew a chair to the other side of the fire, compassionately regarding her. He could have found in his heart to take her in his arms, and warm her there.

What was that about a codicil? she suddenly asked him. When my aunt wrote to me upon Mr. Verners death, she said that a codicil had been lost: or that, otherwise, the estate would have been yours.

Lionel explained it to her, concealing nothing.

Then  if that codicil had been forthcoming, Fredericks share would have been but five hundred pounds?

That is all.

It was very little to leave him, she musingly rejoined.

And still less to leave me, considering my nearer relationship  my nearer claims. When the codicil could not be found, the will had to be acted upon: and five hundred pounds was all the sum it gave me.

Has the codicil never been found?

Never.

How very strange! What became of it, do you think?

I wish I could think what, replied Lionel. Although Verners Pride has come to me without it, it would be satisfactory to solve the mystery.

Sibylla looked round cautiously, and sunk her voice. Could Tynn or his wife have done anything with it? You say they were present when it was signed.

Most decidedly they did not. Both of them were anxious that I should succeed.

It is so strange! To lock a paper up in a desk, and for it to disappear of its own accord! The moths could not have got in and eaten it?

Scarcely, smiled Lionel. The day before your aunt died, she

Dont talk of that, interrupted Mrs. Massingbird. I will hear about her death to-morrow. I shall be ill if I cry much to-night.

She sank into silence, and Lionel did not interrupt it. It continued, until his quick ears caught the sound of the grooms return. The man rode his horse round to the stables at once. Presently Tynn came in with a note. It was from Lady Verner. A few lines, written hastily with a pencil:  

I do not understand your request, Lionel, or why you make it. Whatever may be my opinion of Frederick Massingbirds widow, I will not insult her sense of propriety by supposing that she would attempt to remain at Verners Pride now her aunt is dead. It is absurd of you to ask me to come; neither shall I send Decima. Were I and Decima residing with you, it would not be the place for Sibylla Massingbird. She has her own home to go to.

There was no signature. Lionel knew his mothers handwriting too well to require the addition. It was just the note that he might have expected her to write.

What was he to do? In the midst of his ruminations, Sibylla rose.

I am warm now, she said. I should like to go upstairs and take this heavy shawl off.

Lionel rang the bell for Mrs. Tynn. And Sibylla left the room with her.

Ill get her sisters here! he suddenly exclaimed, the thought of them darting into his mind. They will be the proper persons to explain to her the inexpediency of her remaining here. Poor girl! she is unable to think of it in her fatigue and grief.

He did not give it a second thought, but snatched his hat, and went down himself to Dr. Wests with strides as long as Jans. Entering the general sitting-room without ceremony, his eyes fell upon a supper-table and Master Cheese; the latter regaling himself upon apple-puffs to his hearts content.

Where are the Misses West? asked Lionel.

Gone to a party, responded the young gentleman, as soon as he could get his mouth sufficiently empty to speak.

Where to?

To Heartburg, sir. Its a ball at old Thingumtights, the doctors. They are gone off in gray gauze, with, branches of white flowers hanging to their curls, and they call that mourning. The fly is to bring them back at two in the morning. They left these apple-puffs for me and Jan. Jan said he should not want any; hed eat meat; so I have got his share and mine!

And Master Cheese appeared to be enjoying the shares excessively. Lionel left him to it, and went thoughtfully back to Verners Pride.




CHAPTER XXXVI.

A MOMENT OF DELIRIUM.

The dining-room looked a picture of comfort, and Lionel thought so as he entered. A blaze of light and warmth burst upon him. A well-spread tea-table was there, with cold meat, game and else, at one end of it. Standing before the fire, her young, slender form habited in its black robes, was Sibylla. No one, looking at her, would have believed her to be a widow; partly from her youth, partly that she did not wear the widows dress. Her head was uncovered, and her fair curls fell, shading her brilliant cheeks. It has been mentioned that her chief beauty lay in her complexion: seen by candle-light, flushed as she was now, she was inexpressibly beautiful. A dangerous hour, a perilous situation for the yet unhealed heart of Lionel Verner.

The bright flush was the result of excitement, of some degree of inward fever. Let us allow that it was a trying time for her. She had arrived to find Mrs. Verner dead, her father absent; she had arrived to find that no provision had been made for her by Mr. Verners will, as the widow of Frederick Massingbird. Fredericks having succeeded to the inheritance debarred her even of the five hundred pounds. It is true there would be the rents, received for the short time it had been his. There was no doubt that Sibylla, throughout the long voyage, had cherished the prospect of finding a home at Verners Pride. If her husband had lived, it would have been wholly hers; she appeared still to possess a right in it; and she never gave a thought to the possibility that her aunt would not welcome her to it. Whether she cast a reflection to Lionel Verner in the matter, she best knew: had she reflected properly, she might have surmised that Lionel would be living at it, its master. But, the voyage ended, the home gained, what did she find? That Mrs. Verner was no longer at Verners Pride, to press the kiss of welcome upon her lips; a few feet of earth was all her home now.

It was a terrible disappointment. There could be no doubt of that. And another disappointment was, to find Dr. West away. Sibyllas sisters had been at times over-strict with her, much as they loved her, and the vision of returning to her old home, to them, was one of bitterness. So bitter, in fact, that she would not glance at its possibility.

Fatigued, low-spirited, feverishly perplexed, Sibylla did not know what she could do. She was not in a state that night to give much care to the future. All she hoped was, to stay in that haven until something else could be arranged for her. Let us give her her due. Somewhat careless, naturally, of the punctilios of life, it never occurred to her that it might not be the precise thing for her to remain, young as she was, the sole guest of Lionel Verner. Her voyage out, her residence in that very unconventional place, Melbourne, the waves and storms which had gone over her there in more ways than one, the voyage back again alone, all had tended to give Sibylla Massingbird an independence of thought; a contempt for the rules and regulations, the little points of etiquette obtaining in civilised society. She really thought no more harm of staying at Verners Pride with Lionel, than she would have thought it had old Mr. Verner been its master. The eyelashes, resting on her hot cheeks, were wet, as she turned round when Lionel entered.

Have you taken anything, Mrs. Massingbird?

No.

But you should have done so, he remonstrated, his tone one of the most considerate kindness.

I did not observe that tea waited, she replied, the covered table catching her eye for the first time. I have been thinking.

He placed a chair for her before the tea-tray, and she sat down. Am I to preside? she asked.

If you will. If you are not too tired.

Who makes tea for you in general? she continued.

They send it in, made.

Sibylla busied herself with the tea, in a languid sort of manner. In vain Lionel pressed her to eat. She could touch nothing. She took a piece of rolled bread-and-butter, but left it.

You must have dined on the road, Mrs. Massingbird? he said, with a smile.

I? I have not taken anything all day. I kept thinking I shall get to Verners Pride in time for my aunts dinner. But the train arrived later than I anticipated; and when I got here she was gone.

Sibylla bent her head, as if playing with her teaspoon. Lionel detected the dropping tears.

Did you wonder where I was going just now, when I went out?

I did not know you had been out, replied Sibylla.

I went to your sisters. I thought it would be better for them to come here. Unfortunately, I found them gone out; and young Cheese says they will not be home until two in the morning.

Why, where can they be gone? cried Sibylla, aroused to interest. It was so unusual for the Misses West to be out late.

To some gathering at Heartburg. Cheese was eating apple-puffs with unlimited satisfaction.

The connection of apple-puffs with Master Cheese called up a faint smile into Sibyllas face. She pushed her chair away from the table, turning it towards the fire.

But you surely have not finished, Mrs. Massingbird?

Yes, thank you. I have drunk my tea. I cannot eat anything.

Lionel rang, and the things were removed. Sibylla was standing before the mantel-piece when they were left alone, unconsciously looking at herself in the glass. Lionel stood near her.

I have not got a widows cap, she exclaimed, turning to him, the thought appearing suddenly to strike her. I had two or three curious things made, that they called widows caps in Melbourne, but they were spoiled on the voyage.

You have seen some trouble since you went out, Lionel observed.

Yes, I have. It was an ill-starred voyage. It has been ill-starred from the beginning to the end; all of it together.

The voyage has, you mean?

I mean more than the voyage, she replied. But her tone did not invite further question.

Did you succeed in getting particulars of the fate of John?

No. Captain Cannonby promised to make inquiries, but we had not heard from him before I came away. I wish we could have found Luke Roy.

Did you not find him?

We heard of him from the Eyres  the friends I was staying with. It was so singular, she continued, with some animation in her tone. Luke Roy came to Melbourne after John was killed, and fell in with the Eyres. He told them about John, little thinking that I and Frederick should meet the Eyres afterwards. John died from a shot.

From a shot! involuntarily exclaimed Lionel.

He and Luke were coming down to Melbourne from  where was it?  the Bendigo Diggings, I think; but I heard so much of the different names, that I am apt to confound one with another. John had a great deal of gold on him, in a belt round his waist, and Luke supposes that it got known. John was attacked as they were sleeping by night in the open air, beaten, and shot. It was the shot that killed him.

Poor fellow! exclaimed Lionel, his eyes fixed on vacancy, mentally beholding John Massingbird. And they robbed him!

They had robbed him of all. Not a particle of gold was left upon him. And the report sent home by Luke, that the gold and men were taken, proved to be a mistaken one. Luke came on afterwards to Melbourne, and tried to discover the men; but he could not. It was this striving at discovery which brought him in contact with Mr. Eyre. After we reached Melbourne and I became acquainted with the Eyres, they did all they could to find out Luke, but they were unsuccessful.

What had become of him?

They could not think. The last time Mr. Eyre saw him, Luke said he thought he had obtained a clue to the men who killed John. He promised to go back the following day and tell Mr. Eyre more about it. But he did not. And they never saw him afterwards. Mrs. Eyre used to say to me that she sincerely trusted no harm had come to Luke.

Harm in what way? asked Lionel.

She thought  but she would say that it was a foolish thought  if Luke should have found the men, and been imprudent enough to allow them to know that he recognised them, they might have worked him some ill. Perhaps killed him.

Sibylla spoke the last words in a low tone. She was standing very still; her hands lightly resting before her, one upon another. How Lionels heart was beating as he gazed on her, he alone knew. She was once again the Sibylla of past days. He forgot that she was the widow of another; that she had left him for that other of her own free will. All his past resentment faded in that moment: nothing was present to him but his love; and Sibylla with her fascinating beauty.

You are thinner than when you left home, he remarked.

I grew thin with vexation; with grief. He ought not to have taken me.

The concluding sentence was spoken in a strangely resentful tone. It surprised Lionel. Who ought not to have taken you?  taken you where? he asked, really not understanding her.

He. Frederick Massingbird. He might have known what a place that Melbourne was. It was not fit for a lady. We had lodgings in a wooden house, near a spot that had used to be called Canvas Town. The place was crowded with people.

But surely there are decent hotels at Melbourne?

All I know is he did not take me to one. He inquired at one or two, but they were full; and then somebody recommended him to get a lodging. It was not right. He might have gone to it himself, but he had me with him. He lost his desk, you know.

I heard that he did, replied Lionel.

And I suppose that frightened him. Everything was in the desk  money and letters of credit. He had a few bank-notes, only, left in his pocket-book. It never was recovered. I owe my passage-money home, and I believe Captain Cannonby supplied him with some funds  which of course ought to be repaid. He took to drinking brandy, she continued.

I am much surprised to hear it.

Some fever came on. I dont know whether he caught it, or whether it came to him naturally. It was a sort of intermittent fever. At times he was very low with it, and then it was that he would drink the brandy. Only fancy what my position was! she added, her face and voice alike full of pain. He, not always himself; and I, out there in that wretched place, alone. I went down on my knees to him one day, and begged him to send me back to England.

Sibylla!

He was unconscious that he called her by the familiar name. He was wishing he could have shielded her from all this. Painful as the retrospect might be to her, the recital was far more painful to him.

After that, we met Captain Cannonby. I did not much like him, but he was kind to us. He got us to change to an hotel  made them find room for us  and then introduced me to the Eyres. Afterwards, he and Fred started from Melbourne, and I went to stay at the Eyres.

Lionel did not interrupt her. She had made a pause, her eyes fixed on the fire.

A day or two, and Captain Cannonby came back, and said that my husband was dead. I was not very much surprised. I thought he would not live when he left me: he had death written in his face. And so I am alone in the world.

She raised her large blue eyes, swimming in tears, to Lionel. It completely disarmed him. He forgot all his prudence, all his caution; he forgot things that it was incumbent upon him to remember; and, as many another has done before him, older and wiser than Lionel Verner, he suffered a moments impassioned impulse to fix the destiny of a life.

Not alone from henceforth, Sibylla, he murmured, bending towards her in agitation, his lips apart, his breath coming fast and loud, his cheeks scarlet. Let me be your protector. I love you more fondly than I have ever done.

She was entirely unprepared for the avowal. It may be that she did not know what to make of it  how to understand it. She stepped back, her eyes strained on him inquiringly, her face turning to pallor. Lionel threw his arms around her, drew her to him, and sheltered her on his breast, as if he would ward off ill from her for ever.

Be my wife, he fondly cried, his voice trembling with its own tenderness. My darling, let this home be yours! Nothing shall part us more.

She burst into tears, raised herself, and looked at him. You cannot mean it! After behaving to you as I did, can you love me still?

I love you far better than ever, he answered, his voice becoming hoarse with emotion. I have been striving to forget you ever since that cruel time; and not until to-night did I know how utterly futile has been the strife. You will let me love you! you will help me to blot out its remembrance!

She drew a long, deep sigh, like one who is relieved from some wearing pain, and laid her head down again as he had placed it. I can love you better than I loved him, she breathed, in a low whisper.

Sibylla, why did you leave me? Why did you marry him?

Oh, Lionel, dont reproach me!  dont reproach me! she answered, bursting into tears. Papa made me. He did, indeed.

He made you! Dr. West?

I liked Frederick a little. Yes, I did; I will not deny it. And oh, how he loved me! All the while, Lionel, that you hovered near me  never speaking, never saying that you loved  he told me of it incessantly.

Stay, Sibylla. You could not have mistaken me.

True. Yours was silent love; his was urgent. When it came to the decision, and he asked me to marry him, and to go out to Australia, then papa interfered. He suspected that I cared for you  that you cared for me; and he  he

Sibylla stopped and hesitated.

Must I tell you all? she asked. Will you never, never repeat it to papa, or reproach him? Will you let it remain a secret between us?

I will, Sibylla. I will never speak upon the point to Dr. West.

Papa said that I must choose Frederick Massingbird. He told me that Verners Pride was left to Frederick, and he ordered me to marry him. He did not say how he knew, it  how he heard it; he only said that it was so. He affirmed that you were cut off with nothing, or next to nothing; that you would not be able to take a wife for years  perhaps never. And I weakly yielded.

A strangely stern expression had darkened Lionels face. Sibylla saw it, and wrung her hands.

Oh, dont blame me!  dont blame me more than you can help! I know how weak, how wrong it was; but you cannot tell how entirely obedient we have always been to papa.

Dr. West became accidentally acquainted with the fact that the property was left away from me, returned Lionel, in a tone of scorn he could not entirely suppress. He made good use, it seems, of his knowledge.

Do not blame me! she reiterated. It was not my fault.

I do not blame you, my dearest.

I have been rightly served, she said, the tears streaming down. I married him, pressed to it by my father, that I might share in Verners Pride; and, before the news came out that Verners Pride was ours, he was dead. It had lapsed to you, whom I rejected! Lionel, I never supposed that you would cast another thought to me; but, many a time have I felt that I should like to kneel and ask your forgiveness.

He bent his head, fondly kissing her. We will forget it together, Sibylla.

A sudden thought appeared to strike her, called forth, no doubt, by this new state of things, and her face turned crimson as she looked at Lionel.

Ought I to remain here now?

You cannot well do anything else, as it is so late, he answered. Allow Verners Pride to afford you an asylum for the present, until you can make arrangements to remove to some temporary home. Mrs. Tynn will make you comfortable. I shall be, during the time, my mothers guest.

What is the time now? asked Sibylla.

Nearly ten; and I dare say you are tired. I will not be selfish enough to keep you up, he added, preparing to depart. Good-night, my dearest.

She burst into fresh tears, and clung to his hand. I shall be thinking it must be a dream as soon as you leave me. You will be sure to come back and see me to-morrow?

Come back  ay! he said, with a smile; Verners Pride never contained the magnet for me that it contains now.

He gave a few brief orders to Mrs. Tynn and to his own servant, and quitted the house. Neither afraid of ghosts nor thieves, he took the field way, the road which led by the Willow Pond. It was a fine, cold night, his mind was unsettled, his blood was heated, and the lonely route appeared to him preferable to the one through the village.
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As he passed the Willow Pond with a quick step, he caught a glimpse of some figure bending over it, as if it were looking for something in the water, or else about to take a leap in. Remembering the fate of Rachel, and not wishing to have a second catastrophe of the same nature happen on his estate, Lionel strode towards the figure and caught it by the arm. The head was flung upwards at the touch, and Lionel recognised Robin Frost.

Robin! what do you do here? he questioned, his tone somewhat severe in spite of its kindness.

No harm, answered the man. There be times, Mr. Lionel, when I am forced to come. If I am in my bed, and the thought comes over me that I may see her if I only stay long enough upon the brink of this here water, which was her ending, Im obliged to get up and come here. There be nights, sir, when I have stood here from sunset to sunrise.

But you never have seen her, Robin? returned Lionel, humouring his grief.

No; never. But its no reason why I never may. Folks say there be some of the dead that comes again, sir  not all.

And if you did see her, what end would it answer?

Shed tell me who the wicked one was that put her into it, returned Robin, in a low whisper; and there was something so wild in the mans tone as to make Lionel doubt his perfect sanity. Many a time do I hear her voice a-calling to me. It comes at all hours, abroad and at home; in the full sunshine, and in the dark night. Robin! it says, Robin! But it never says nothing more.

Lionel laid his hand on the mans shoulder, and drew him with him. I am going your way, Robin; let us walk together.

Robin made no resistance; he went along with his head down.

I heard a word said to-night, sir, as Miss Sibylla had come back, he resumed, more calmly; Mrs. Massingbird, that is. Somebody said they saw her at the station. Have you seen her, sir?

Yes; I have, replied Lionel.

Does she say anything about John Massingbird? continued the man, with feverish eagerness. Is he dead? or is he alive?

He is dead, Robin. There has never been a doubt upon the point since the news first came. He died by violence.

Then he got his deserts, returned Robin, lifting his hand in the air, as he had done once before when speaking upon the same subject. And Luke Roy, sir? Is he coming? Im a-waiting for him.

Of Luke, Mrs. Massingbird knows nothing. For myself, I think he is sure to come home, sooner or later.

Heaven send him! aspirated Robin.

Lionel saw the man turn to his home, and very soon afterwards he was at his mothers. Lady Verner had retired for the night. Decima and Lucy were about retiring. They had risen from their seats, and Decima  who was too cautious to trust it to servants  was taking the fire off the grate. They looked inexpressibly surprised at the entrance of Lionel.

I have come an a visit, Decima, began he, speaking in a gay tone. Can you take me in?

She did not understand him, and Lionel saw by the questioning expression of her face that Lady Verner had not made public the contents of his note to her; he saw that they were ignorant of the return of Sibylla. The fact that they were so seemed to rush over his spirit as a refreshing dew. Why it should do so, he did not seek to analyse; and he was all too self-conscious that he dared not.

A friend has come unexpectedly on a visit, and taken possession of Verners Pride, he pursued. I have lent it for a time.

Lent it all? exclaimed the wondering Decima.

Lent it all. You will make room for me, wont you?

To be sure, said Decima, puzzled more than she could express. But was there no room left for you?

No, answered Lionel.

What very unconscionable people they must be, to invade you in such numbers as that! You can have your old chamber, Lionel. But I will just go and speak to Catherine.

She hastened from the room. Lionel stood before the fire, positively turning his back upon Lucy Tempest. Was his conscience already smiting him? Lucy, who had stood by the table, her bed candle in her hand, stepped forward and held out the other hand to Lionel.

May I wish you good-night? she said.

Good-night, he answered, shaking her hand. How is your cold?

Oh! it is so much better! she replied, with animation. All the threatened soreness of the chest is gone. I shall be well by to-morrow. Lady Verner said I ought to have gone to bed early, but I felt too well. I knew Jans advice would be good.

She left him, and Lionel leaned his elbow on the mantel-piece, his brow contracting as does that of one in unpleasant thought. Was he recalling the mode in which he had taken leave of Lucy earlier in the day?




CHAPTER XXXVII.

NEWS FOR LADY VERNER: AND FOR LUCY.

If he did not recall it then, he recalled it later, when he was upon his bed, turning and tossing from side to side. His conscience was smiting him  smiting him from more points than one. Carried away by the impulse of the moment, he had spoken words that night, in his hot passion, which might not be redeemed; and now that the leisure for reflection was come, he could not conceal from himself that he had been too hasty. Lionel Verner was one who possessed excessive conscientiousness; even as a boy, had impetuosity led him into a fault  as it often did  his silent, inward repentance would be always keenly real, more so than the case deserved. It was so now. He loved Sibylla  there had been no mistake there; but it is certain that the unexpected delight of meeting her, her presence palpably before him in all its beauty, her manifested sorrow and grief, her lonely, unprotected position, had all worked their effect upon his heart and mind, had imparted to his love a false intensity. However the agitation of the moment may have caused him to fancy it, he did not love Sibylla as he had loved her of old; else why should the image of Lucy Tempest present itself to him surrounded by a halo of regret? The point is as unpleasant for us to touch upon, as it was to Lionel to think of: but the fact was all too palpable, and cannot be suppressed. He did love Sibylla: nevertheless there obtruded the unwelcome reflection that, in asking her to be his wife, he had been hasty; that it had been better had he taken time for consideration. He almost doubted whether Lucy would not have been more acceptable to him; not loved yet so much as Sibylla, but better suited to him in all other ways; worse than this, he doubted whether he had not in honour bound himself tacitly to Lucy that very day.

The fit of repentance was upon him, and he tossed and turned from side to side upon his uneasy bed. But, toss and turn as he would, he could not undo his nights work. There remained nothing for him but to carry it out, and make the best of it; and he strove to deceive his conscience with the hope that Lucy Tempest, in her girlish innocence, had not understood his hinted allusions to her becoming his wife; that she had looked upon his snatched caresses as but trifling pastime, such as he might offer to a child. Most unjustifiable he now felt those hints, those acts to have been, and his brow grew red with shame at their recollection. One thing he did hope, hope sincerely  that Lucy did not care for him. That she liked him very much, and had been on most confidential terms with him, he knew; but he did hope her liking went no deeper. Strange sophistry! how it will deceive the human heart! how prone we are to admit it! Lionel was honest enough in his hope now: but, not many hours before, he had been hugging his heart with the delusion that Lucy did love him.

Towards morning he dropped into an uneasy sleep. He awoke later than his usual hour from a dream of Frederick Massingbird. Dreams play us strange fantasies. Lionels had taken him to that past evening, prior to Frederick Massingbirds marriage, when he had sought him in his chamber, to offer a word of warning against the union. He seemed to be living the interview over again, and the first words when he awoke, rushing over his brain with minute and unpleasant reality, were those he had himself spoken in reference to Sibylla: Were she free as air this moment, were she to come to my feet, and say Let me be your wife, I should tell her that the whole world was before her to choose from, save myself. She can never again be anything to me.

Brave words: fully believed in when they were spoken: but what did Lionel think of them now?

He went down to breakfast. He was rather late, and found they had assembled. Lady Verner, who had just heard for the first time of Lionels presence in the house, made no secret now of Lionels note to her. Therefore Decima and Lucy knew that the invasion of Verners Pride had been caused by Mrs. Massingbird.

She  Lady Verner  scarcely gave herself time to greet Lionel before she commenced upon it. She did not conceal, or seek to conceal, her sentiments  either of Sibylla herself, or of the step she had taken. And Lionel had the pleasure of hearing his intended bride alluded to in a manner that was not altogether complimentary.

He could not stop it. He could not take upon himself the defence of Sibylla, and say, Do you know that you are speaking of my future wife? No, for Lucy Tempest was there. Not in her presence had he the courage to bring home to himself his own dishonour: to avow that, after wooing her (it was very like it), he had turned round and asked another to marry him. The morning sun shone into the room upon the snowy cloth, upon the silver breakfast service, upon the exquisite cups of painted porcelain, upon those seated round the table. Decima sat opposite to Lady Verner, Lionel and Lucy were face to face on either side. The walls exhibited a few choice paintings; the room and its appurtenances were in excellent taste. Lady Verner liked things that pleased the eye. That silver service had been a recent present of Lionels, who had delighted in showering elegancies and comforts upon his mother since his accession.

What could have induced her ever to think of taking up her residence at Verners Pride on her return? reiterated Lady Verner to Lionel.

She believed she was coming to her aunt. It was only at the station, here, that she learned Mrs. Verner was dead.

She did learn it there?

Yes. She learned it there.

And she could come to Verners Pride after that? knowing that you, and you alone, were its master?

Lionel toyed with his coffee-cup. He wished his mother would spare her remarks.

She was so fatigued, so low-spirited, that I believed she was scarcely conscious where she drove, he returned. I am certain that the idea of there being any impropriety in it never once crossed her mind.

Lady Verner drew her shawl around her with a peculiar movement. If ever action expressed scorn, that one did  scorn of Sibylla, scorn of her conduct, scorn of Lionels credulity in believing in her. Lionel read it all. Happening to glance across the table, he caught the eyes of Lucy Tempest fixed upon him with an open expression of wonder. Wonder at what? At his believing in Sibylla? It might be. With all Lucys straightforward plainness, she would have been one of the last to storm Lionels abode, and take refuge in it. A retort, defending Sibylla, had been upon Lionels tongue, but that gaze stopped it.

How long does she purpose honouring Verners Pride with her presence, and keeping you out of it? resumed Lady Verner.

I do not know what her plans for the present may be, he answered, his cheeks burning at the thought of the avowal he had to make  that her future plans would be contingent upon his. Not the least painful of the results which Lionels haste had brought in its train, was the knowledge of the shock it would prove to his mother, whom he so loved and reverenced. Why had he not thought of it at the time?

Breakfast over, Lionel went out, a very coward. A coward, in so far as that he had shrunk from making yet the confession. He was aware that it ought to be done. The presence of Decima and Lucy Tempest had been his mental excuse for putting off the unwelcome task.

But a better frame of mind came over him ere he had gone many paces from the door; better, at any rate, as regarded the cowardice.

A Verner never shrank yet from his duty, was his comment, as he bent his steps back again. Am I turning renegade?

He went straight up to Lady Verner, and asked her, in a low tone, to grant him a minutes private interview. They had breakfasted in the room which made the ante-room to the drawing-room; it was their usual morning-room. Lady Verner answered her son by stepping into the drawing-room.

He followed her and closed the door. The fire was but just lighted, scarcely giving out any heat. She slightly shivered, and requested him to stir it. He did so mechanically  wholly absorbed by the revelation he had to impart. He remembered how she had once fainted at nearly the same revelation.

Mother, I have a communication to make to you, he began with desperate energy, and I dont know how to do it. It will pain you greatly. Nothing that I can think of, or imagine, would cause you so much pain.

Lady Verner seated herself in her low violet-velvet chair, and looked composedly at Lionel. She did not dread the communication very much. He was secure in Verners Pride; what could there be that she need fear? She no more cast a glance to the possibility of his marrying the widow of Frederick Massingbird, than she would have done to his marrying that gentlemans wife. Buried in this semi-security, the shock must be all the greater.

I am about to marry, said Lionel, plunging into the news headlong. And I fear that you will not approve my choice. Nay, I know you will not.

A foreshadowing of the truth came across her then. She grew deadly pale, and put up her hands, as if to ward off the blow. Oh, Lionel! dont say it! dont say it! she implored. I never can receive her.

Yes, you will, mother, he whispered, his own face pale too, his tone one of painful entreaty. You will receive her for my sake.

Is it  she?

The aversion with which the name was avoided was unmistakable. Lionel only nodded a grave affirmative.

Have you engaged yourself to her?

I have. Last night.

Were you mad? she asked in a whisper.

Stay, mother. When you were speaking against Sibylla at breakfast, I refrained from interference, for you did not then know that defence of her was my duty. Will you forgive me for reminding you that I cannot permit it to be continued, even by you?

But do you forget that it is not a respectable alliance for you? resumed Lady Verner. No, not a respectable

I cannot listen to this; I pray you cease! he broke forth, a blaze of anger lighting his face. Have you forgotten of whom you are speaking, mother? Not respectable!

I say that it is not a respectable alliance for you  Lionel Verner, she persisted. An obscure surgeons daughter, he of not too good repute, who has been out to the end of the world, and found her way back alone, a widow, is not a desirable alliance for a Verner. It would not be desirable for Jan; it is terrible for you?

We shall not agree upon this, said Lionel, preparing to take his departure. I have acquainted you, mother, and I have no more to say, except to urge  if I may do so  that you will learn to speak of Sibylla with courtesy, remembering that she will shortly be my wife.

Lady Verner caught his hand as he was retreating.

Lionel, my son, tell me how you came to do it, she wailed. You cannot love her! the wife, the widow of another man! It must have been the work of a moment of folly. Perhaps she drew you into it!

The suggestion, the work of a moment of folly, was so very close a representation of what it had been, of what Lionel was beginning to see it to have been now, that the rest of the speech was lost to him in the echo of that one sentence. Somehow, he did not care to refute it.

She will be my wife, respected and honoured, was all he answered, as he quitted the room.

Lady Verner followed him. He went straight out, and she saw him walk hastily across the courtyard, putting on his hat as he traversed it. She wrung her hands, and broke into a storm of wailing despair, ignoring the presence of Decima and Lucy Tempest.

I had far rather that she had stabbed him!

The words excited their amazement. They turned to Lady Verner, and were struck with the marks of agitation on her countenance.

Mamma, what are you speaking of? asked Decima.

Lady Verner pointed to Lionel, who was then passing through the front gates. I speak of him, she answered: my darling; my pride; my much-loved son. That woman has worked his ruin.

Decima verily thought her mother must be wandering in her intellect. Lucy could only gaze at Lady Verner in consternation.

What woman? repeated Decima.

She. She who has been Lionels bane. She who came and thrust herself into his home last night in her unseemly conduct. What passed between them Heaven knows; but she has contrived to cajole him out of a promise to marry her.

Decimas pale cheek turned to a burning red. She was afraid to ask questions.

Oh, mamma! it cannot be! was all she uttered.

It is, Decima. I told Lionel that he could not love her, who had been the wife of another man; and he did not refute it. I told him she must have drawn him into it; and that he left unanswered. He replied that she would be his wife, and must be honoured as such. Drawn in to marry her! one who is so utterly unworthy of him! whom he does not even love! Oh, Lionel, my son, my son!

In their own grievous sorrow they noticed not the face of Lucy Tempest, or what they might have read there.




CHAPTER XXXVIII.

THE MISSES WEST EN PAPILLOTES.

Lionel went direct to the house of Dr. West. It was early; and the Misses West, fatigued with their nights pleasure, had risen in a scuffle, barely getting down at the breakfast hour. Jan was in the country attending on a patient, and, not anticipating the advent of visitors, they had honoured Master Cheese with hair en papillotes. Master Cheese had divided his breakfast hour between eating and staring. The meal had been some time over, and the young gentleman had retired, but the ladies sat over the fire in unusual idleness, discussing the dissipation they had participated in. A scream from the two arose upon the entrance of Lionel, and Miss Amilly flung her pocket-handkerchief over her head.

Never mind, said Lionel, laughing good-naturedly; I have seen curl-papers before, in my life. Your sitting here quietly, tells me that you do not know what has occurred.

What has occurred? interrupted Deborah, before he could continue. It  it  her voice grew suddenly timid is nothing bad about papa?

No, no. Your sister has arrived from Australia. In this place of gossip, I wonder the news has not travelled to Jan or to Cheese.

They had started up, poor things, their faces flushed, their eyelashes glistening, forgetting the little episode of the mortified vanity, eager to embrace Sibylla.

Come back from Australia! uttered Deborah in wild astonishment. Then where is she, that she is not here, in her own home?

She came to mine, replied Lionel. She supposed Mrs. Verner to be its mistress still. I made my way here last night to ask you to come up, and found you were gone to Heartburg.

But  she  is not remaining at it? exclaimed Deborah, speaking with hesitation, in her doubt, the flush on her face deepening.

I placed it at her disposal until other arrangements could be made, replied Lionel. I am at present the guest of Lady Verner. You will go to Sibylla, will you not?

Go to her? Ay! They tore the curl-papers out of their hair, and flung on bonnets and shawls, and hastened to Verners Pride.

Say that I will call upon her in the course of the morning, and see how she is after her journey, said Lionel.

In hurrying out, they encountered Jan. Deborah stopped to say a word about his breakfast: it was ready, she said, and she thought he must want it.

I do, responded Jan. I shall have to get an assistant, after all, Miss Deb. I find it doesnt answer to go quite without meals and sleep; and thats what I have done lately.

So you have, Mr. Jan. I say every day to Amilly that it cant go on, for you to be walked off your legs in this way. Have you heard the cheering news, Mr. Jan? Sibyllas come home. We are going to her now, at Verners Pride?

I have heard it, responded Jan. What took her to Verners Pride?

We have yet to learn all that. You know, Mr. Jan, she never was given to consider a step much, before she took it.

They tripped away, and Jan, in turning from them, met his brother. Jan was one utterly incapable of finesse: if he wanted to say a thing, he said it out plainly. What havoc Jan would have made, enrolled in the corps of diplomatists!

I say, Lionel, began he, is it true that you are going to marry Sibylla West?

Lionel did not like the plain question, so abruptly put. He answered curtly  

I am going to marry Sibylla Massingbird.

The old name comes the readiest, said Jan. How did it come about, Lionel?

May I ask whence you derived your information, Jan? returned Lionel, who was marvelling where Jan could have heard this.

At Deerham Court. I have been calling in, as I passed it, to see Miss Lucy. The mother is going wild, I think. Lionel, if it is as she says, that Sibylla drew you into it against your will, dont you carry it out. Id not. Nobody should hook me into anything.

My mother said that, did she? Be so kind as not to repeat it, Jan. I am marrying Sibylla because I love her; I am marrying her of my own free will. If anybody  save my mother  has aught of objection to make to it, let them make it to me.

Oh! thats it, is it? returned Jan. You need not be up, Lionel, it is no business of mine. Im sure you are free to marry her for me. Ill be groomsman, if you like.

Lady Verner has always been prejudiced against Sibylla, observed Lionel. You might have remembered that, Jan.

So I did, said Jan; though I assumed that what she said was sure to be true. You see, I have been on the wrong scent lately. I thought you were getting fond of Lucy Tempest. It has looked like it.

Lionel murmured some unintelligible answer, and turned away, a hot flush dyeing his brow.

Meanwhile Sibylla was already up, but not down. Breakfast she would have carried up to her room, she told Mrs. Tynn. She stood at the window, looking forth; not so much at the extensive prospect that swept the horizon in the distance, as at the fair lands immediately around. All his, she murmured, and I shall be his wife at last!

She turned languidly round at the opening of the door, expecting to see her breakfast. Instead of which, two frantic little bodies burst in and seized upon her. Sibylla shrieked  

Dont, Deb! dont, Amilly! Are you going to hug me to death?

Their kisses of welcome over, they went round about her, fondly surveying her from all points with their tearful eyes. She was thinner; but she was more lovely. Amilly expressed an opinion that the bloom on her delicate wax face was even brighter than of yore.

Of course it is, at the present moment, answered Sibylla, when you have been kissing me into a fever.

She is not tanned a bit with her voyage, that I see, cried Deborah, with undisguised admiration. But Sibyllas skin never did tan. Child, she added, bending towards her, and allowing her voice to become grave, how could you think of coming to Verners Pride? It was not right. You should have come home.

I thought Mrs. Verner was living still.

And if she had been?  This is Mr. Lionels house now; not hers. You ought to have come home, my dear. You will come home with us now, will you not?

I suppose youll allow me to have some breakfast first, was Sibyllas answer. Secure in her future position, she was willing to go home to them temporarily now. Why is papa gone away, Deborah?

He will be coming back some time, dear, was Deborahs evasive answer, spoken soothingly. But tell us a little about yourself, Sibylla. When poor Frederick

Not this morning, Deborah, she interrupted, putting up her hand. I will tell you all another time. It was an unlucky voyage.

Have you realised Johns money that he left? That he lost, I should rather say.

I have realised nothing, replied Sibylla nothing but ill luck. We never got tidings of John in any way, beyond the details of his death; we never saw a particle of the gold belonging to him, or could hear of it. And my husband lost his desk the day we landed  as I sent you word; and I had no money out there, and I have only a few shillings in my pocket.

This catalogue of ills nearly stunned Deborah and Amilly West. They had none too much of lifes great need, gold, for themselves; and the burden of keeping Sibylla would be sensibly felt. A tolerably good table it was indispensable to maintain, on account of Jan, and that choice eater, Master Cheese; but how they had to pinch in the matter of dress, they alone knew. Sibylla also knew, and she read arightly the drooping of their faces.

Never mind, Deborah; cheer up, Amilly. It is only for a time. Ere very long I shall be leaving you again.

Surely not for Australia! returned Deborah, the hint startling her.

Australia? Well, I am not sure that it will be quite so far, answered Sibylla, in a little spirit of mischief. And, in the bright prospect of the future, she forgot past and present grievances, turned her laughing blue eyes upon her sisters, and, to their great scandal, began to waltz round and round the room.




CHAPTER XXXIX.

BROTHER JARRUM.

By the light of a single tallow candle which flared aloft on a shelf in Peckabys shop, consecrated in more prosperous days to wares, but bare now, a large collected assemblage was regarding each other with looks of eager interest. There could not have been less than thirty present, all crammed together in that little space of a few feet square. The first comers had taken their seats on the counters; the others stood as they could. Two or three men, just returned from their days labour, were there; but the crowd was chiefly composed of the weaker sex.

The attention of these people was concentrated on a little man who faced them, leaning against the wall at the back of the shop, and holding forth in a loud, persuasive tone. If you object to the term holding forth, you must blame Mrs. Duff; it is borrowed from her. She informed us, you may remember, that the stranger who met, and appeared to avoid, Lionel Verner, was no other than a missionary from Jerusalem, taken with an anxiety for the souls of Deerham, and about to do what he could to convert them Brother Jarrum.

Brother Jarrum had entered upon his work, conjointly with his entry upon Peckabys spare bedroom. He held nightly meetings in Peckabys shop, and the news of his fame was spreading. Women of all ages flocked in to hear him  you know how impressionable they have the character of being. A sprinkling of men followed out of curiosity, of idleness, or from propensity to ridicule. Had Brother Jarrum proved to be a real missionary from Jerusalem  though, so far as my knowledge goes, such messengers from that city are not common  genuinely desirous of converting them from wrath to grace, I fear his audience would, after the first night or two, have fallen off considerably. This missionary, however, contrived both to keep his audience and to increase it; his promises partaking more of the mundane nature than do such promises in general. In point of fact, Brother Jarrum was an Elder from a place that he was pleased to term New Jerusalem; in other words, from the Salt Lake city.

It has been the fate of certain spots of England, more so than of most other parts of the European world, to be favoured by periodical visits from these gentry. Deerham was now suffering under the infliction, and Brother Jarrum was doing all that lay in his power to convert half its female population into Mormon proselytes. His peculiar doctrines it is of no consequence to transcribe; but some of his promises were so rich that it is a pity you should lose the treat of hearing them. They commenced with  husbands to all. Old or young, married or single, each was safe to be made the wife of one of these favoured prophets the instant she set foot in the new city. This, of course, was a very grand thing for the women  as you may know if you have any experience of them  especially for those who were getting on the shady side of forty, and had not changed their name. They, the women, gathered together and pressed into Peckabys shop, and stared at Brother Jarrum with eager eyes, and listened with strained ears, only looking off him to cast admiring glances one to another.

Stars and snakes! said Brother Jarrum, whose style of oratory was more peculiar than elegant, what flounders me is, that the whole lot of you Britishers dont migrate of yourselves to the desired city  the promised land  the Zion on the mountains. You stop here to pinch and toil and care, and quarrel one of another, and starve your children through having nothing to give em, when you might go out there to ease, to love, to peace, to plenty. Its a charming city; what else should it be called the City of the Saints for? The houses have shady veranders round em, with sweet shrubs a-creeping up, and white posts and pillows to lean against. The bigger a household is, the more rooms it have got; not a lady there, if there was a hundred of em in family, but whats got her own parlour and bedroom to herself, which no stranger thinks of going in at without knocking for leaf. All round and about these houses is productive gardens, trees and flowers for ornament, and fruits and green stuff to eat. Theres trees that they call cotton wood, and firs, and locusts, and balsams, and poplars, and pines, and acacias, some of em in blossom. A family may live for nothing upon the produce of their own ground. Vegetables is to be had for the cutting; their own cows gives the milk  such milk and butter as this poor place, Deerham, never saw  but the rich flavours imparted to em from the fine quality of the grass; and fruit you might feed upon till you got a surfeit. Grapes and peaches is all a-hanging in clusters to the hand, only waiting to be plucked! Stars! my mouths watering now at the thoughts of em! I

Please, sir, what did you say the name of the place was again? interrupted a female voice.

New Jerusalem, replied Brother Jarrum. Its in the territory of Utah. On the maps and on the roads, and for them that have not awoke to the new light, its called the Great Salt Lake City; but for us favoured saints, its New Jerusalem. Its Zion  its Paradise  its anything beautiful you may like to call it. Theres a ballroom in it.

This abrupt wind-up rather took some of the audience aback. A ballroom!

A ballroom, gravely repeated Brother Jarrum. A public ballroom not far from a hundred feet long; and we have got a theatre for the acting of plays; and we go for rides in winter in sleighs. Ah! did you think it was with us, out there, as it is with you in the old country?  ones days to be made up of labour, labour, labour; no interlude to it but starvation and the crying of children as cant get nursed or fed! We like amusement; and we have it; dancing in particular. Our great prophet himself dances; and all the apostles and bishops dance. They dance themselves down.

The assemblage sat with open eyes. New wonders were revealed to them every moment. Some of the younger legs grew restless at the mental vision conjured up.

Its part of our faith to dance, continued Brother Jarrum. Why shouldnt we? Didnt David dance? Didnt Jephthah dance? Didnt the prodigal son dance? Youll all dance on to the last if you come to us. Such a thing as old legs is hardly known among us. As the favoured climate makes the womens faces beautiful, so it keeps the limbs from growing old. The ballroom is hung with green branches and flags; you might think it was a scene of trees lit with lamps; and youd never tire of listening to the music, or of looking at the supper-table. If you could only see the suppers given, in a picture to-night, it ud spoil your sleep, and youd not rest till you had started to partake of em. Ducks and turkeys, and oysters, and fowls, and fish, and meats, and custards, and pies, and potatoes, and greens, and jellies, and coffee, and tea, and cake, and drinks, and so many more things that youd be tired only of hearing me say the names. Theres abundance for all.

Some commotion amid Brother Jarrums hearers, and a sound as of licking of lips. That supper account was a great temptation. Had Brother Jarrum started then, straight off for the Salt Lake, the probability is that three-parts of the room would have formed a tail after him.

Whats the drinks? inquired Jim Clark, the supper items imparting to his inside a curious feeling of emptiness.

Theres no lack of drinks in the City of the Saints, returned Brother Jarrum. Whiskys plentiful. Have you heard of mint julep? That is delicious. Mint is one of the few productions not common out there, and we are learning to make the julep with sage instead. You should see the plains of sage! It grows wild.

And theres ducks, you say? observed Susan Peckaby. Its convenient to have sage in plenty where theres ducks, added she to the assembly in general. What a land it must be!

A land thats not to be ekalled! A land flowing with milk and honey! rapturously echoed Brother Jarrum. Ducks is in plenty, and sage grows as thick as nettles do here; you cant go out to the open country but you put your foot upon it. Natures generally in accordance with herself. What should she give all them bushes of wild sage for, unless she gave ducks to match?

A problem that appeared indisputable to the minds of Brother Jarrums listeners. They sincerely wished themselves in New Jerusalem.

Through the streets runs a stream of sparkling water, clear as crystal, continued Brother Jarrum. You have only got to stoop down with a can on a hot summers day, and take a drink of it. It runs on both sides the streets for convenience; folks step out of their houses, and draw it up with no trouble. You have not got to toil half a mile to a spring of fresh water there! Youd never forget the silver lake at the base of Antelope Island, once you set eyes on it.

Several haggard eyes were lifted at this. Do silver grow there, like the sage?

I spoke metaphorical, explained Brother Jarrum. Would I deceive you? No. Its the Great Salt Lake, that shines out like burnished silver, and bursts on the sight of the new pilgrims when they arrive in bands at the holy city  the emigrants from this land.

Some do arrive then, sir? timidly questioned Dinah Roy.

Some! indignantly responded Brother Jarrum. They are arriving continual. The very evening before I left, a numerous company arrived. It was just upon sunset. The clouds was all of rose colour, tipped with purple and gold, and there lay the holy city at their feet, in the lovely valley I told you of last night, with the lake of glittering silver in the distance. It is a sight for em, I can tell you! The regular-built houses, inclosed in their gardens and buildings, like farm homesteads, and the inhabitants turning out with fiddles, to meet and welcome the travellers. Some of the pilgrims fainted with joy; some shouted; lots danced; and sobs and tears of delight burst from all. If the journey had been a little fatiguing  what of that, with that glorious scene at the end of it?

And you see this? cried a man, Davies, in a somewhat doubtful tone.

I see it with my two eyes, answered Brother Jarrum. I often see it. We had had news in the city that a train of new-comers was approaching, mostly English, and we went out to meet em. Not one of us saints, hardly, but was expecting some friend by it  a sister, or a father, or a sweetheart, maybe; and away we hurried outside the city. Presently the train came in sight.

They have railroads there, then? spoke a man, who was listening with eager interest. It was decent, civil Grind.

Not yet; we shall have em shortly, said Brother Jarrum. The train consisted of carts, carriages, vehicles of all sorts; and some rode mules, and some were walking on their legs. They were all habited nicely, and singing hymns. A short way afore they arrive at the holy city, its the custom for the emigrants to make a halt, and wash and dress themselves, so as to enter proper. Such a meeting! the kissing and the greeting drownding the noise of the music, and the old men and the little children dancing. The prophet himself came out, and shook hands with em all, his brass band blowing in front of him, and he standing up in his carriage. Where else would you travel to, Id like to know, and find such a welcome at the end of your journey? Houses, and friends, and plenty, all got ready aforehand; and gentlemen waiting to marry the ladies that may wish to enter the holy state!

There is a plenty? questioned again that unbelieving man, Davies.

Theres such a plenty that the new arrivals are advised to eat, for a week or two, only half their fill, returned Brother Jarrum of fruits in particlar. Some, that have gone right in at the good things without mercy, have been laid up through it, and had to fine themselves down upon physic for a week after. No; its best to be a little sparing at the beginning.

What did he say just now about all the Mormons being beautiful? questioned a pretty-looking girl of her neighbours. And Brother Jarrum caught the words, although they were spoken in an undertone.

And so they are, said he. The climates of a nature that softens the faces, keeps folks in health, and stops em from growing old. If you see two females in the street, one a saints wife, the tother a new arrival, you can always tell which is which. The wifes got a slender waist, like a lady, with a delicate colour in her face, and silky hair; the new-comers tanned, and fat, and freckled, and clumsy. If you dont believe me, you can ask them as have been there. Theres something in the dress they wear, too, that sets em off. No female goes out without a veil, which hangs down behind. They dont want to hide their pretty faces, not they.

Mary Green, a damsel of twenty, she who had previously spoken, really did possess a pretty face; and a rapturous vision came over her at this juncture, of beholding it shaded and set off by a white lace veil, as she had often seen Miss Decima Verners.

Now, I cant explain to you why it is that the women in the city should be fair to the eye, or why the men dont seem to grow old, resumed Brother Jarrum. It is so, and thats enough. People, learned in such things, might tell the cause; but Im not learned in em. Some says its the effect of the New Jerusalem climate; some thinks its the fruits of the happy and plentiful life we lead: my opinion is, its a mixture of both. A man of sixty hardly looks forty, out there. Its a great favour!

One of the ill-doing Dawsons, who had pushed his way in at the shop door in time to hear part of the lavished praise on New Jerusalem, interrupted at this juncture.

I say, master, if this is as youre a-telling us, how is it that folks talk so again the Mormons? I met a man in Heartburg once, who had been out there, and he couldnt say bad enough of em.

Snakes! but thats a natural question of yours, and Im glad to answer it, replied Brother Jarrum, with a taking air of candour. Those evil reports come from our enemies. Theres another tribe living in the Great Salt Lake City besides ours; and thats the Gentiles. Gentiles is our name for em. Its this set that spreads about uncredible reports, and wed like to sew their mouths up

Brother Jarrum probably intended to say unaccredited. He continued, somewhat vehemently  

To sew their mouths up with a needle and thread, and let em be sewed up for ever. They are jealous of us; thats what it is. Some of their wives, too, have left em to espouse our saints, at which they naggar greatly. The outrageousest things that enemies tongues can be laid to, they say. Dont you ever believe em; it flounders me to think as anybody can. Whoever wants to see my credentials, they are at their beck and call. Call to-morrow morning  in my room upstairs  call any other morning, and my certificates is open to be looked at, with spectacles or without em, signed in full, at the Great Salt Lake City, territory of Utah, by our prophet, Mr. Brigham Young, and two of his councillors, testifying that I am Elder Silas Jarrum, and that my mission over here is to preach the light to them as are at present asleep in darkness, and bring em to the community of the Latter Day Saints. Im no impostor, Im not; and I tell you that the false reports come from them unbelieving Gentiles. Instead of minding their own affairs, they pass their days nagging at the saints.

Why dont they turn saints theirselves? cried a voice sensibly.

Because Satan stops em. You have heard of him, you know. Hes busy everywhere, as youve been taught by your parsons. I put my head inside of your church door, last Sunday night, while the sermon was going on, and I heard your parson tell you as Satan was the foundation of all the ill that was in you. He was right there; though Im no friend to parsons in general. Satan is the head and tail of bad things, and he fills up the Gentiles with proud notions, and blinds their eyes against us. No wonder! If every soul in the world turned Latter Day Saint, and come over to us at New Jerusalem, where ud Satans work be? We are striving to get you out of the clutches of Satan, my friends, and you must strive for yourselves also. Wheres the use of us elders coming among you to preach and convert, unless you meet us half-way? Wheres the good of keeping up that Perpetual Emigration Fund Company, if you dont reap its benefit and make a start to emigrate? These things is being done for you, not for us. The Latter Day Saints have got nothing mean nor selfish about em. They are the richest people in the world  in generosity and good works.

Is servants allowed to dress in veils, out there? demanded Mary Green, during a pause of Brother Jarrums, afforded to the audience that they might sufficiently revolve the disinterested generosity of the Latter Day Saint community.

Veils! Veils, and feathers, too, if they are so minded, was Brother Jarrums answer; and it fell like a soothing sound on Mary Greens vain ear. Its not many servants, though, that youd find in New Jerusalem.

Aint servants let go out to New Jerusalem? quickly returned Mary Green. She was a servant herself, just now out of place, given to spend all her wages upon finery, and coming to grief perpetually with her mistresses upon the score.

Many of em goes out, was the satisfactory reply of Brother Jarrum. But servants here are not servants there. Whod be a servant if she could be a missis? Wouldnt a handsome young female prefer to be her masters wife than to be his servant?

Mary Green giggled; the question had been pointedly put to her.

If a female servant chooses to remain a servant, in course she can, Brother Jarrum resumed, and precious long wages shed get; eighty pound a year  good.

A movement of intense surprise amid the audience. Brother Jarrum went on  

I cant say I have knowed many as have stopped servants, even at that high rate of pay. My memory wont charge me with one. They have married and settled, and so have secured for themselves paradise.

This might be taken as a delicate hint that the married state, generally, deserved that happy title. Some of the experiences of those present, however, rather tended to accord it a less satisfactory one, and there arose some murmuring. Brother Jarrum explained  

Women is not married with us for time, but for eternity  as I tried to beat into you last night. Once the wife of a saint, their entrance into paradise is safe and certain. We have not got a old maid among us  not a single old maid!

The sensation that this information caused, Ill leave you to judge; considering that Deerham was famous for old maids, and that several were present.

No old maids, and no widders, continued Brother Jarrum, wiping his forehead, which was becoming moist with the heat of argument. We have respect to our women, we have, and like to make em comfortable.

But if their husbands die off? suggested a puzzled listener.

The husbands successor marries his widders, explained Brother Jarrum. Look at our late head and prophet, Mr. Joe Smith  him that appeared in a vision to our present prophet, and pointed out the spot for the new temple. He died a martyr, Mr. Joe Smith did  a prey to wicked murderers. Were his widders left to grieve and die out after him? No. Mr. Brigham Young, he succeeded to his honours, and he married the widders.

This was received somewhat dubiously; the assemblage not clear whether to approve it or to cavil at it.

Not so much to be his wives, you know, as to be a kind of ruling matrons in his household, went on Brother Jarrum. To have their own places apart, their own rooms in the house, and to be as happy as the days long. They dont

How they must quarrel, a lot of wives together! interrupted a discontented voice.

Brother Jarrum set himself energetically to disprove this supposition. He succeeded. Belief is easy to willing minds.

Which is best? asked he. To be one of the wives of a rich saint, where all the wives is happy, and honoured, and well dressed; or to toil and starve, and go next door to naked, as a poor mans solitary wife does here? I know which I should choose if the two chances was offered me. A woman cant put her foot inside the heavenly kingdom, I tell you, unless she has got a husband to lay hold of her hand and draw her in. The wives of a saint are safe; paradise is in store for em; and thats why the Gentiles wives  them folks thats for ever riling at us  leave their husbands to marry the saints.

Does the saints wives ever leave em to marry them others  the Gentiles? asked that troublesome Davies.

Such cases have been heered of, responded Brother Jarrum, shaking his head with a grave solemnity of manner. They have braved the punishment and done it. But the act has been rare.

What is the punishment? inquired somebodys wife.

When a female belonging to the Latter Day Saints  whether shes married or single  falls off from grace and goes over to them Gentiles, and marries one of em, shes condemned to be buffeted by Satan for a thousand years.

A pause of consternation.

Who condemns her? a voice, more venturesome than the rest, was heard to ask.

Theres mysteries in our faith which cant be disclosed even to you, was the reply of Brother Jarrum. Them apostate women are condemned to it; and thats enough. Its not everybody as can see the truth. Ninety-nine may see it, and the hundredth maynt.

Very true, very true, was murmured around.

I think I see the waggins and the other vehicles arriving now! rapturously exclaimed Brother Jarrum, turning his eyes right up into his head, the better to take in the mental vision. The travellers, tired with their journey, washed and shaved, and dressed, and the womens hair anointed, all flagrant with oil and frantic with joy  shouting, singing, and dancing to the tune of the advancing fiddles! I think I see the great prophet himself, with his brass-band in front and his body-guard around him, meeting the travellers and shaking their hands individally! I think I see the joy of the women, and the nice young girls, when they are led to the hyminial halter in our temple by the saints that have fixed on em, to be inducted into the safety of paradise! Happy those that the prophet chooses for himself! While them other poor mistaken backsliders shall be undergoing their thousand years of buffetings, theyll reign triumphant, the saved saints of the Mil

How long Brother Jarrums harangue might have rung on the wide ears of his delighted listeners, it is not easy to say. But an interruption occurred, to the proceedings. It was caused by the entrance of Peckaby; and the meeting was terminated somewhat abruptly. While Susan Peckaby sat at the feet of the saint, a willing disciple of his doctrine, her lord and master, however disheartening it may be to record it, could not, by any means, be induced to open his heart and receive the grace. He remained obdurate. Passively obdurate during the day; but rather demonstratively obdurate towards night. Peckaby, a quiet, civil man enough when sober, was just the contrary when ivre; and since he had joined the blacksmiths shop, his evening visits to a noted public-house  the Plough and Harrow  had become frequent. On his return home from these visits, his mind had once or twice been spoken out pretty freely as to the Latter Day Saint doctrine: once he had gone the length of clearing the shop of guests, and marshalling the saint himself to the retirement of his own apartment. However contrite he may have shown himself for this the next morning, nobody desired to have the scene repeated. Consequently, when Peckaby now entered, defiance in his face and unsteadiness in his legs, the guests filed out of their own accord; and Brother Jarrum, taking the flaring candle from the shelf, disappeared with it up the stairs.

This has been a very fair specimen of Brother Jarrums representations and eloquence. It was only one meeting out of a great many. As I said before, the precise tenets of his religious faith need not be enlarged upon: it is enough to say that they were quite equal to his temporal promises. You will, therefore, scarcely wonder that he made disciples. But the mischief, as yet, had only begun to brew.




CHAPTER XL.

A VISIT OF CEREMONY.

Whatever may have been Lionel Verners private sentiments, with regard to his choice of a wife  whether he repented his hasty bargain or whether he did not, no shade of dissatisfaction escaped him. Sibylla took up her abode with her sisters, and Lionel visited her, just as other men visit the young ladies they may be going to marry. The servants at Verners Pride were informed that a mistress for them was in contemplation, and preparations for the marriage were begun. Not until summer would it take place, when twelve months should have elapsed from the demise of Frederick Massingbird.

Deerham was, of course, free in its comments, differing in no wise on that score from other places. Lionel Verner was pitied, and Sibylla abused. The heir of Verners Pride, with his good looks, his manifold attractions, his somewhat cold impassibility as to the tempting snares laid out for him in the way of matrimony, had been a beacon for many a young lady to steer towards. Had he married Lucy Tempest, had he married Lady Mary Elmsley, had he married a royal princess, he and she would both have been equally cavilled at. He, for placing himself beyond the pale of competition; she, for securing the prize. It always was so, and it always will be.

His choice of Mrs. Massingbird, however, really did afford some grounds for grumbling. She was not worthy of Lionel Verner. So Deerham thought; so Deerham said. He was throwing himself away; he would live to repent it; she must have been the most crafty of women, so to have secured him! Free words enough, and harshly spoken; but they were as water by the side of those uttered by Lady Verner.

In the first bitter hour of disappointment, Lady Verner gave free speech to harsh things. It was in her love for Lionel that she so grieved. Setting aside the facts that Sibylla had been the wife of another man, that she was, in position, beneath Lionel  which facts, however, Lady Verner could not set aside, for they were ever present to her  her great objection lay in the conviction that Sibylla would prove entirely unsuited to him; that it would turn out an unhappy union. Short and sharp was the storm with Lady Verner; but in a week or two she subsided into quietness, buried her grief and resentment within her, and made no further outward demonstration.

Mother, you will call upon Sibylla? Lionel said to her one day that he had gone to Deerham Court. He spoke in a low, deprecating tone, and his face flushed; he anticipated he knew not what torrent of objection.

Lady Verner met the request differently.

I suppose it will be expected of me, that I should do so, she replied, strangely calm. How I dislike this artificial state of things! Where the customs of society must be bowed to, by those who live in it; their actions, good or bad, commented upon and judged! You have been expecting that I should call before this, I suppose, Lionel?

I have been hoping, from day to day, that you would call.

I will call  for your sake. Lionel, she passionately added, turning to him, and seizing his hands between hers, what I do now, I do for your sake. It has been a cruel blow to me; but I will try to make the best of it, for you, my best-loved son.

He bent down to his mother, and kissed her tenderly. It was his mode of showing her his thanks.

Do not mistake me, Lionel. I will go just so far in this matter as may be necessary to avoid open disapproval. If I appear to approve it, that the world may not cavil and you complain, it will be little more than an appearance. I will call upon your intended wife, but the call will be one of etiquette, of formal ceremony: you must not expect me to get into the habit of repeating it. I shall never become intimate with her.

You do not know what the future may bring forth, returned Lionel, looking at his mother with a smile. I trust the time will come when you shall have learned to love Sibylla.

I do not think that time will ever arrive, was the frigid reply of Lady Verner. Oh, Lionel! she added, in an impulse of sorrow, what a barrier this has raised between us  what a severing for the future!

The barrier exists in your own mind only, mother, was his answer, spoken sadly. Sibylla would be a loving daughter to you, if you would allow her so to be.

A slight, haughty shake of the head, suppressed at once, was the reply of Lady Verner. I had looked for a different daughter, she continued. I had hoped for Mary Elmsley.

Upon this point, at any rate, there need be no misunderstanding, returned Lionel. Believe me once for all, mother: I should never have married Mary Elmsley. Had I and Sibylla remained apart for life, separated as wide as the two poles, it is not Mary Elmsley whom I should have made my wife. It is more than probable that my choice would have pleased you only in a degree more than it does now.

The jealous ears of Lady Verner detected an undercurrent of meaning in the words.

You speak just as though you had some one in particular in your thoughts! she uttered.

It recalled Lucy, it recalled the past connected with her, all too plainly to his mind; and he returned an evasive answer. He never willingly recalled her: or it: if they obtruded themselves on his memory  as they very often did  he drove them away, as he was driving them now.

He quitted the house, and Lady Verner proceeded upstairs to Decimas room  that pretty room, with its blue panels and hangings, where Lionel used to be when he was growing convalescent. Decima and Lucy were in it now. I wish you to go out with me to make a call, she said to them.

Both of us, mamma? inquired Decima.

Both, repeated Lady Verner. It is a call of etiquette, she added, a sound of irony mixing in the tone, and, therefore, you must both make it. It is to Lionels chosen wife.

A hot flush passed into the face of Lucy Tempest; hot words rose to her lips. Hasty, thoughtless, impulsive words, to the effect that she could not pay a visit to the chosen wife of Lionel Verner.

But she checked them ere they were spoken. She turned to the window, which had been opened to the early spring day, and suffered the cool air to blow on her flushed face, and calmed down her impetuous thoughts. Was this the course of conduct that she had marked out for herself? She looked round at Lady Verner and said, in a gentle tone, that she would be ready at any hour named.

We will go at once, replied Lady Verner. I have ordered the carriage. The sooner we make it  as we have to make it  the better.

There was no mistake about it. Lucy had grown to love Lionel Verner. How she loved him, esteemed him, venerated him, none, save her own heart, could tell. Her days had been as one long dream of Eden. The very aspect of the world had changed. The blue sky, the soft-breathing wind, the scent of the budding flowers, had spoken a language to her, never before learned: Rejoice in us, for we are lovely! It was the strange bliss in her own heart that threw its rose hues over the face of nature, the sweet, mysterious rapture arising from loves first dream; which can never be described by mortal pen; and never, while it lasts, can be spoken of by living tongue. While it lasts. It never does last. It is the one sole ecstatic phase of life, the solitary romance stealing in once, and but once, amidst the worlds hard realities; the fire filched for us from heaven. Has it to arise yet for you  you, who read this? Do not trust it when it comes, for it will be fleeting as a summer cloud. Enjoy it, revel in it while you hold it; it will lift you out of earths clay and earths evil with its angel wings; but trust not to its remaining: even while you are saying, I will make it mine for ever, it is gone. It had gone for Lucy Tempest. And, oh! better for her, perhaps, that it should go; better, perhaps, for all; for if that sweet glimpse of paradise could take up its abode permanently in the heart, we should never look, or wish, or pray for that better paradise which has to come hereafter.

But who can see this in the sharp flood tide of despair? Not Lucy. In losing Lionel she has lost all; and nothing remained for her but to do battle with her trouble alone. Passionately and truly as Lionel had loved Sibylla; so, in her turn, did Lucy love him.

It is not the fashion now for young ladies to die of broken hearts  as it was in the old days. A little while given to the grief that kills, and then Lucy strove to arouse herself to better things. She would go upon her way, burying all feelings within her; she would meet him and others with a calm exterior and placid smile; none should see that she suffered; no, though her heart were breaking.

I will forget him, she murmured to herself ten times in the day. What a mercy that I did not let him see I loved him! I never should have loved him, but that I thought he  Psha! why do I recall it? I was mistaken; I was stupid  and all thats left to me is to make the best of it.

So she drove her thoughts away, as Lionel did. She set out on her course bravely, with the determination to forget him. She schooled her heart, and schooled her face, and believed she was doing great things. To Lionel she cast no blame  and that was unfortunate for the forgetting scheme. She blamed herself; not Lionel. Remarkably simple and humble-minded, Lucy Tempest was accustomed to think of every one before herself. Who was she, that she should have assumed Lionel Verner was growing to love her? Sometimes she would glance at another phase of the picture: That Lionel had been growing to love her; but that Sibylla Massingbird had, in some weak moment, by some sleight of hand, drawn him to her again, extracted from him a promise that he could not retract. She did not dwell upon this; she drove it from her, as she drove away, or strove to drive away, the other thoughts; although the theory, regarding the night of Sibyllas return, was the favourite theory of Lady Verner. Altogether, I say, circumstances were not very favourable towards Lucys plan of forgetting him.

Lady Verners carriage  the most fascinating carriage in all Deerham, with its blue and silver appointments, its fine horses, all the present of Lionel  conveyed them to the house of Dr. West. Lady Verner would not have gone otherwise than in state, for untold gold. Distance allowing her, for she was not a good walker, she would have gone on foot, without attendants, to visit the Countess of Elmsley and Lady Mary; but not Sibylla. You can understand the distinction.

They arrived at an inopportune moment, for Lionel was there. At least, Lionel thought it inopportune. On leaving his mothers house he had gone to Sibyllas. And, however gratified he may have been by the speedy compliance of his mother with his request, he had very much preferred not to be present himself, if the call comprised, as he saw it did comprise, Lucy Tempest.

Sibylla was at home alone; her sisters were out. She had been leaning back in an invalid chair, listening to the words of Lionel, when a servant opened the door and announced Lady Verner. Neither had observed the stopping of the carriage. Carriages often stopped at the house, and visitors entered it; but they were most frequently professional visits, concerning nobody but Jan. Lady Verner swept in. For her very life she could not avoid showing hauteur in that moment. Sibylla sprung from her chair, and stood with a changing face.

Lionels countenance, too, was changing. It was the first time he had met Lucy face to face in the close proximity necessitated by a room. He had studiously striven not to meet her, and had contrived to succeed. Did he call himself a coward for it? But where was the help?

A few moments given to greeting, to the assuming of seats, and they were settled down. Lady Verner and Decima on a sofa opposite Sibylla; Lucy in a low chair  what she was sure to look out for; Lionel leaning against the mantel-piece  as favourite a position of his, as a low seat was of Lucys. Sibylla had been startled by their entrance, and her chest was beating. Her brilliant colour went and came, her hand was pressed upon her bosom, as if to still it, and she lay rather back in her chair for support. She had not assumed a widows cap since her arrival, and her pretty hair fell around her in a shower of gold. In spite of Lady Verners prejudices, she could not help thinking her very beautiful; but she looked suspiciously delicate.

It is very kind of you to come to see me, said Sibylla, speaking timidly across to Lady Verner.

Lady Verner slightly bowed. You do not look strong, she observed to Sibylla, speaking in the moments impulse. Are you well?

I am pretty well. I am not strong. Since I returned home, a little thing seems to flutter me, as your entrance has done now. Lionel had just told me you would call upon me, he thought. I was so glad to hear it! Somehow I had feared you would not.

Candid, at any rate; and Lady Verner did not disapprove the apparent feeling that prompted it; but how her heart revolted at hearing those lips pronounce Lionel familiarly, she alone could tell. Again came the offence.

Lionel tells me sometimes I am so changed since I went out, that even he would scarcely have known me. I do not think I am so changed as all that. I had a great deal of vexation and trouble, and I grew thin. But I shall soon be well again now.

A pause.

You ascertained no certain news of John Massingbird, I hear, observed Lady Verner.

Not any. A gentleman there is endeavouring to trace out more particulars. I heard  did Lionel mention to you  that I heard, strange to say, of Luke Roy, from the family I was visiting  the Eyres? Lionel  turning to him did you repeat it to Lady Verner?

I believe not, replied Lionel. He could not say to Sibylla, My mother would tolerate no conversation on any topic connected with you.

Another flagging pause.

Lionel, to create a divertisement, raised a remarkably, fine specimen of coral from the table, and carried it to his mother.

It is beautiful, he remarked. Sibylla brought it home with her.

Lady Verner allowed that it was beautiful.

Show it to Lucy, she said, when she had examined it with interest. Lucy, my dear, do you remember what I was telling you the other evening, about the black coral?

Sibylla rose and approached Lucy with Lionel.

I am so pleased to make your acquaintance, she said warmly. You only came to Deerham a short while before I was leaving it, and I saw scarcely anything of you. Lionel has seen a great deal of you, I fancy, though he will not speak of you. I told him one day it looked suspicious; that I should be jealous of you, if he did not mind.

It was a foolish speech  foolish of Sibylla to give utterance to it; but she did so in all singleness of heart, meaning nothing. Lucy was bending over the coral, held by Lionel. She felt her own cheeks flush, and she saw by chance, not by direct look, that Lionels face had turned a deep scarlet. Jealous of her! She continued to admire the coral some little time longer, and then resigned it to him with a smile.

Thank you, Mr. Verner. I am fond of these marine curiosities. We had a good many of them at the rectory. Mr. Custs brother was a sailor.

Lionel could not remember the time when she had called him Mr. Verner. It was right, however, that she should do so; but in his heart he felt thankful for that sweet smile. It seemed to tell him that she, at any rate, was heart-whole, that she certainly bore him no resentment. He spoke freely now.

You are not looking well, Lucy  as we have been upon the subject of looks.

I? Oh, I have had another cold since the one Jan cured. I did not try his remedies in time, and it fastened upon me. I dont know which barked the most  I or Growler.

Jan says he shall have Growler here, remarked Sibylla.

No, Sibylla, interposed Lionel; Jan said he should like to have Growler here, if it were convenient to do so, and my mother would spare him. A medical mans is not the place for a barking dog; he might attack the night applicants.

Is it Jans dog? inquired Lucy.

Yes, said Lionel. I thought you knew it. Why, dont you remember, Lucy, the day I

Whatever reminiscence Lionel may have been about to recall, he cut it short midway, and subsided into silence. What was his motive? Did Lucy know? She did not ask for the ending, and the rest were then occupied, and had not heard.

More awkward pauses  as in these visits where the parties do not amalgamate is sure to be the case, and then Lady Verner slightly bowed to Lucy, as she might have done on their retiring from table, and rose. Extending the tips of her delicately-gloved fingers to Sibylla, she swept out of the room. Decima shook hands with her more cordially, although she had not spoken half a dozen words during the interview, and Sibylla turned and put her hand into Lucys.

I hope we shall be intimate friends, she said. I hope you will be our frequent guest at Verners Pride.

Thank you, replied Lucy. And perhaps the sudden flush on her face might have been less vivid had Lionel not been standing there.

He attended them to the carriage, taking up his hat as he passed through the vestibule; for really the confined space that did duty for hall in Dr. Wests house did not deserve the name. Lady Verner sat on one side the carriage, Decima and Lucy on the seat opposite. Lionel stood a moment after handing them in.

If you can tear yourself away from the house for half an hour, I wish you would take a drive with us, said Lady Verner, her tone of voice no more pleasant than her words. Try as she would, she could not help her jealous resentment against Sibylla from peeping out.

Lionel smiled, and took his seat by his mother, opposite to Lucy. He was resolved to foster no ill-feeling by his own conduct, but to do all that lay in his power to subdue it in Lady Verner. He had not taken leave of Sibylla; and it may have been this, the proof that he was about to return to her, which had excited the ire of my lady. She, his mother, nothing to him; Sibylla all in all. Sibylla stood at the window, and Lionel bent forward, nodded his adieu, and raised his hat.

The footman ascended to his place, and the carriage went on. All in silence for some minutes. A silence which Lady Verner suddenly broke.

What have you been doing to your cheeks, Lucy? You look as if you had caught a fever.

Lucy laughed. Do I, Lady Verner? I hope it is not a third cold coming on, or Jan will grumble that I take them on purpose  as he did the last lime.

She caught the eyes of Lionel riveted on her with a strangely perplexed expression. It did not tend to subdue the excitement of her cheeks.

Another moment, and Decimas cheeks appeared to have caught the infection. They had suddenly become one glowing crimson; a strange sight on her delicately pale face. What could have caused it? Surely not the quiet riding up to the carriage of a stately old gentleman who was passing, wearing a white frilled shirt and hessian boots. He looked as if he had come out of a picture-frame, as he sat there, his hat off and his white hair flowing, courteously, but not cordially, inquiring after the health of my Lady Verner.

Pretty well, Sir Rufus. I have had a great deal of vexation to try me lately.

As we all have, my dear lady. Vexation has formed a large portion of my life. I have been calling at Verners Pride, Mr. Verner.

Have you, Sir Rufus? I am sorry I was not at home.

These fine spring days tempt me out. Miss Tempest, you are looking remarkably well. Good-morning, Lady Verner. Good-morning.

A bow to Lady Verner, a sweeping bow to the rest collectively, and Sir Rufus rode away at a trot, putting on his hat as he went. His groom trotted after him, touching his hat as he passed the carriage.

But not a word had he spoken to Decima Verner, not a look had he given her. The omission was unnoticed by the others; not by Decima. The crimson of her cheeks had faded to an ashy paleness, and she silently let fall her veil to hide it.

What secret understanding could there be between herself and Sir Rufus Hautley?




CHAPTER XLI.

A SPECIAL VISION TOUCHING MRS. PECKABY.

Not until summer, when the days were long and the nights short, did the marriage of Lionel Verner take place. Lady Verner declined to be present at it: Decima and Lucy were. It was a grand ceremony, of course; that is, it would have been grand, but for an ignominious interruption which occurred to mar it. At the very moment they were at the altar, Lionel placing the ring on his brides finger, and all around wrapt in breathless silence, in a transport of enthusiasm, the brides-maids uncertain whether they must go off in hysterics or not, there tore into the church Master Dan Duff, in a state of extreme terror and ragged shirt sleeves, fighting his way against those who would have impeded him, and shouting out at the top of his voice: Mother was took with the cholic, and shed die right off if Mr. Jan didnt make haste to her. Upon which Jan, who had positively no more sense of what was due to society than Dan Duff himself had, went flying away there and then, muttering something about those poisonous mushrooms. And so they were made man and wife; Lionel, in his heart of hearts, doubting if he did not best love Lucy Tempest.

A breakfast at Dr. Wests: Miss Deborah and Miss Amilly not in the least knowing (as they said afterwards) how they comported themselves at it; and then Lionel and his bride departed. He was taking her to Paris, which Sibylla had never seen.

Leaving them to enjoy its attractions  and Sibylla, at any rate, would not fail to do so  we must give another word to that zealous missionary, Brother Jarrum.

The seed, scattered broadcast by Brother Jarrum, had had time to fructify. He had left the glowing promises of all that awaited them, did they decide to voyage out to New Jerusalem, to take root in the imaginations of his listeners, and absented himself for a time from Deerham. This may have been crafty policy on Brother Jarrums part; or may have resulted from necessity. It was hardly likely that so talented and enlightened an apostle as Brother Jarrum should confine his labours to the limited sphere of Deerham: in all probability, they had to be put in requisition elsewhere. However it may have been, for several weeks towards the end of spring, Brother Jarrum was away from Deerham. Mr. Bitterworth, and one or two more influential people, of whom Lionel was one, had very strongly objected to Brother Jarrums presence in it at all; and, again, this may have been the reason of his quitting it. However it was, he did quit it; though not without establishing a secret understanding with the more faithful of his converts. With the exception of these converts, Deerham thought he had left it for good; that it was, as they not at all politely expressed it, shut of him. In this Deerham was mistaken.

On the very day of Lionel Verners marriage, Brother Jarrum reappeared in the place. He took up his abode, as before, in Mrs. Peckabys spare room. Peckaby, this time, held out against it. However welcome the four shillings rent, weekly, was from Brother Jarrum, Peckaby assumed a lordly indifference to it, and protested hed rather starve, nor have pison like him in the house. Peckaby, however, possessed a wife, who, on occasion, wore, metaphorically speaking, his nether garments, and it was her will and pleasure to countenance the expected guest. Brother Jarrum, therefore, was received and welcomed.

He did not hold forth this time in Peckabys shop. He did not in public urge the delights of New Jerusalem, or the expediency of departure for it. He kept himself quiet and retired, receiving visits in the privacy of his chamber. After dark, especially, friends would drop in; admitted without noise or bustle by Mrs. Peckaby; parties of ones, of twos, of threes, until there would be quite an assembly collected upstairs; why should not Brother Jarrum hold his levees as well as his betters?

That something unusual was in the wind, was very evident; some scheme, or project, which it appeared expedient to keep a secret. Had Peckaby been a little less fond Of the seductions of the Plough and Harrow, his suspicions must have been aroused. Unfortunately, Peckaby yielded unremittingly to that renowned inns temptations, and spent every evening there, leaving full sway to his wife and Brother Jarrum.

About a month thus passed on, and Lionel Verner and his wife were expected home, when Deerham woke up one morning to a commotion. A flitting had taken place from it in the night. Brother Jarrum had departed, conveying with him a train of followers.

One of the first to hear of it was Jan Verner; and, curious to say, he heard it from Mrs. Baynton, the lady at Chalk Cottage. Jan, who, let him be called abroad in the night as he would, was always up with the sun, stood one morning in his surgery, between seven and eight oclock, when he was surprised by the entrance of Mrs. Baynton  a little woman, with a meek, pinched face, and gray hair. Since Dr. Wests departure, Jan had attended the sickly daughter, therefore he knew Mrs. Baynton, but he had never seen her abroad in his life. Her bonnet looked ten years old. Her daughters were named  at least, they were called  Flore and Kitty; Kitty being the sickly one. To see Mrs. Baynton arrive thus, Jan jumped to the conclusion that Kitty must be dying.

Is she ill again? he hastily asked, with his usual absence of ceremony, giving the lady no time to speak.

Shes gone, gasped Mrs. Baynton.

Gone  dead? asked Jan, with wondering eyes.

Shes gone off with the Mormons.

Jan stood upright against the counter, and stared at the old lady. He could not understand. Who is gone off with the Mormons? was his rejoinder.

Kitty is. Oh, Mr. Jan, think of her sufferings! A journey like that before her! All the way to that dreadful place! I have heard that even strong women die on the road of the hardships.

Jan had stood with open mouth. Is she mad? he questioned.

She has not been much better than mad since  since  But I dont wish to go into family troubles. Can you give me Dr. Wests address? She might come back for him.

Now Jan had received positive commands from that wandering physician not to give his address to chance applicants, the inmates of Chalk Cottage having come in for a special interdiction. Therefore Jan could only decline.

He is moving about from one place to another, said Jan. To-day in Switzerland, to-morrow in France; the next day in the moon, for what we can tell. You can give me a letter, and Ill try and get it conveyed to him somehow.

Mrs. Baynton shook her head.

It would be too late. I thought if I could telegraph to him, he might have got to Liverpool in time to stop Kitty. Theres a large migration of Mormons to take place in a day or two, and they are collecting at Liverpool.

Go and stop her yourself, said Jan sensibly.

Shed not come back for me, replied Mrs. Baynton, in a depressed tone. What with her delicate health, and what with her wilfulness, I have always had trouble with her. Dr. West was the only one  But I cant refer to those matters. Flore is broken-hearted. Poor Flore! she has never given me an hours grief in her life. Kitty has given me little else. And now to go off with the Mormons!

Who has she gone with?

With the rest from Deerham. They have gone off in the night. That Brother Jarrum and a company of about five-and-twenty, they say.

Jan could scarcely keep from exploding into laughter. Part of Deerham gone off to join the Mormons! Is it a fact? cried he.

It is a fact that they are gone, replied Mrs. Baynton. She has been out several times in an evening to hear that Brother Jarrum, and had become infected with the Mormon doctrine. In spite of what I or Flore could say, she would go to listen to the man, and she grew to believe the foolish things he uttered. And you cant give me Dr. Wests address?

No, I cant, replied Jan. And I see no good that it would be to you, if I could. He could not get to Liverpool in time, from wherever he may be, if the flight is to take place in a day or two.

Perhaps not, sighed Mrs. Baynton. I was unwilling to come, but it seemed like a forlorn hope.

She let down her old crape veil as she went out at the door; and Jan, all curious for particulars, went abroad to pick up anything he could learn.

About fifteen had gone off, exclusive of children. Grinds lot, as it was called, meaning Grind, his wife, and their young ones; Davies had gone, Mary Green had gone, Nancy from Verners Pride had gone, and sundry others whom it is not necessary to enumerate. It was said that Dinah Roy made preparations to go, but her heart failed her at the last. Some accounts ran that she did start, but was summarily brought up by the appearance of her husband, who went after her. At his sight she turned without a word, and walked home again, meekly submitting to the correction he saw fit to inflict. Jan did not believe this. His private opinion was, that had Dinah Roy started, her husband would have deemed it a red-letter day, and never have sought to bring her back more.

Last, but not least, Mrs. Peckaby had not gone. No: for Brother Jarrum had stolen a march upon her. What his motive in doing this might be was best known to himself. Of all the converts, none had been so eager for the emigration, so fondly anticipative of the promised delights, as Susan Peckaby; and she had made her own private arrangements to steal off secretly, leaving her unbelieving husband to his solitary fate. As it turned out, however, she was herself left; the happy company stole off, and abandoned her.

Brother Jarrum so contrived it, that the night fixed for the exodus was kept secret from Mrs. Peckaby. She did not know that he had even gone out of the house, until she got up in the morning and found him absent. Brother Jarrums personal luggage was not of an extensive character. It was contained in a blue bag; and this bag was likewise missing. Not, even then, did a shadow of the cruel treachery played her darken the spirit of Mrs. Peckaby. Her faith in Brother Jarrum was of unlimited extent; she would as soon have thought of deceiving her own self, as that he could deceive. The rumour that the migration had taken place, the company off, awoke her from her happy security to a state of raving torture. Peckaby dodged out of her way, afraid. There is no knowing but Peckaby himself may have been the stumbling-block in the mind of Brother Jarrum. A man so dead against the Latter Day Saints as Peckaby had shown himself, would be a difficult customer to deal with. He might be capable of following them and upsetting the minds of all the Deerham converts, did his wife start with them for New Jerusalem.

All this information was gathered by Jan. Jan had heard nothing for many a day that so tickled his fancy. He bent his steps to Peckabys, and went in. Jan, you know, was troubled neither with pride nor ceremony; nobody less so in all Deerham. Where inclination took him, there went Jan.

Peckaby, all black, with a bar of iron in his hand, a leather apron on, and a broad grin upon his countenance, was coming out of the door as Jan entered. The affair seemed to tickle Peckabys fancy as much as it tickled Jans. He touched his hair. Please, sir, couldnt you give her a dose of jalap, or something comforting o that sort, to bring her to? asked he, pointing with his thumb indoors, as he stamped across the road to the forge.

Mrs. Peckaby had calmed down from the rampant state to one of prostration. She sat in her kitchen behind the shop, nursing her knees, and moaning. Mrs. Duff, who, by Jans help, had survived the threatened death fro cholic, and was herself again, stood near the sufferer, in company with one or two more cronies. All the particulars, Susan Peckabys contemplated journey, with the deceitful trick played her, had got wind; and the Deerham ladies were in consequence flocking in.

You didnt mean going, did you? began Jan.

Not mean going! sobbed Susan Peckaby, rocking herself to and fro. I did mean going, sir, and Im not ashamed to own to it. If folks is in the luck to be offered a chance of paradise, I dun know many as ud say they wouldnt catch at it.

Paradise, was it? said Jan. What was it chiefly to consist of?

Of everything, moaned Susan Peckaby. There isnt a thing you could wish for under the sun, but whats to be had in plenty at New Jerusalem. Dinners and teas, and your own cows, and big houses and parlours, and gardens loaded with fruit, and garden stuff as decays for want o cutting, and veils when you go out, and evening dances, like the grand folks here has, and new caps perpetual! And I have lost it! They be gone and have left me!  oh, o-o-o-h!

And husbands, besides; one for everybody! spoke up a girl. You forget that, Mrs. Peckaby.

Husbands besides, acquiesced Susan Peckaby, aroused from her moaning. Every womans sure to be chose by a saint as soon as she gets out. Theres not such a thing as a old maid there, and there neednt be no widders.

Mrs. Duff turned up bar nose, and turned it wrathfully on the girl who had spoken.

If they call husbands their paradise, keep me away from em, say I. You girls be like young bears  all your troubles have got to come. You just try a husband, Bess Dawson; whether hes a saint, or whether hes a sinner, let him be of a cranky temper, thwarting you at every trick and turn, and youll see what sort of a paradise marriage is! Dont you think Im right, sir?

Jans mouth was extended from ear to ear, laughing.

I never tried it, said he. Were you to have been espoused by Brother Jarrum? he asked, of Susan Peckaby.

No, sir, I was not, she answered, in much anger. I did not favour Brother Jarrum. Id prefer to pick and choose when I got there. But I had a great amount of respect for Brother Jarrum, sir, which Im proud to speak to. And I dont believe that he has served me this shameful trick of his own knowledge, she added, with emphasis. I believe there has been some unfortinate mistake, and that when he finds Im not among the company, hell come back for me. Id go after them, only that Peckabys on the watch. I never see such a altered man as Peckaby; it had used to be as I could just turn him round my little finger, but he wont be turned now.

She finished up with a storm of sobs. Jan, in an Ecstasy of mirth yet, offered to send her some cordials from the surgery, by way of consolation; not, however, the precise one suggested by Peckaby. But cordials had no charm in that unhappy moment for Mrs. Peckabys ear.

Jan departed. In quitting the door he encountered a stranger, who inquired if that was Peckabys shop. Jan fancied the man looked something the cut of Brother Jarrum, and sent him in. His coat and boots were white with dust. Looking round on the assembled women when he reached the kitchen, the stranger asked which was Mrs. Peckaby. Mrs. Peckaby looked up, and signified that she was.

I have a message from the saint and elder, Brother Jarrum, he mysteriously whispered in her ear. It must be give to you in private.

Mrs. Peckaby, in a tremble of delight, led the stranger to a small shed in the yard, which she used for washing purposes, and called the back us. It was the most private place she could think of, in her fluster. The stranger, propping himself against a broken tub, proceeded, with some circumlocution and not remarkable perspicuity of speech, to deliver the message with which he was charged. It was to the effect that a vision had revealed to Brother Jarrum the startling fact, that Susan Peckaby was not to go out with the crowd at present on the wing. A higher destiny awaited her. She would be sent for in a different manner  in a more important form; sent for special, on a quadruped. That is to say, on a white donkey.[A]

[A] A fact.

On a white donkey? echoed the trembling and joyful woman.

On a white donkey, gravely repeated the brother  for that he was another brother of the community, there could be little doubt. What the special honour intended for you may be, me and Brother Jarrum dont pertend to guess at. Its above us. May be you are fated to be chose by our great prophet hisself. Any how, its something at the top of the tree.

When shall I be sent for, sir? eagerly asked Mrs. Peckaby.

That aint revealed neither. It may be next week  it maynt be for a year; you must always be on the look-out. One of these days or nights, youll see a white donkey a-standing at your door. Itll be the messenger for you from New Jerusalem. You mount him without a minutes loss of time, and come off.

But that Mrs. Peckabys senses were exalted at that moment far above the level of ordinary mortals, it might have occurred to her to inquire whether the donkey would be endowed with the miraculous power of bearing her over the sea. No such common question presented itself. She asked another.

Why couldnt Brother Jarrum have told me this hisself, sir? I have been amost mad this morning, ever since I found as they had gone.

The brother  this brother  turned up the whites of his eyes. When unknown things is revealed to us, and mysterious orders give, they never come to us a minute afore the time, he replied. Not till Brother Jarrum was fixing the night of departure, did the vision come to him. It was commanded him that it should be kept from you till the rest were off, and then he were to send back a messenger to tell you  and many a mile Ive come! Brother Jarrum and me has no doubt that it is meant as a trial of your faith.

Nothing could be more satisfactory to the mind of Mrs. Peckaby than this explanation. Had any mysterious vision appeared to herself, showing her that it was false, commanding her to disbelieve it, it could not have shaken her faith. If the white donkey arrived at her door that very night, she would be sure to mount him.

Do you think itll be very long, sir, that I shall have to wait? she resumed, feverishly listening for the answer.

My impression is that itll be very short, was the reply. And its Brother Jarrums also. Any way, you be on the look-out  always prepared. Have a best robe at hand continual, ready to clap on the instant the quadruped appears, and come right away to New Jerusalem.

In the openness of her heart, Mrs. Peckaby offered refreshment to the brother. The best her house afforded: which was not much. Peckaby should be condemned to go foodless for a week, rather than that he should depart fasting. The brother, however, declined: he appeared to be in a hurry to leave Deerham behind him.

Id not disclose this to anybody if I was you, was his parting salutation. Leastways, not for a day or two. Let the ruck of em embark first at Liverpool. If it gets wind, some of them may be for turning crusty, because they are not favoured with special animals, too.

Had the brother recommended Susan Peckaby to fill the tub with water, and stand head downwards in it for a day or two, she was in the mood to obey him. Accordingly, when questioned by Mrs. Duff, and the other curious ones, what had been the business of the stranger, she made a great mystery over it, and declined to answer.

Its good news, by the signs of your face, remarked Mrs. Duff.

Good news! rapturously repeated Susan Peckaby, its heaven. I say, Mother Duff, I want a new gownd: something of the very best. Ill pay for it by degrees. There aint no time to be lost, neither; so Ill come down at once and choose it.

What has happened? was the wondering rejoinder of Mother Duff.

Never you mind, just yet. Ill tell you about it afore the weeks out.

And, accordingly, before the week was out, all Deerham was regaled with the news; full particulars. And Susan Peckaby, a robe of purple, of the stuff called lustre, laid up in state, to be donned when the occasion came, passed her time, night and day, at her door and windows, looking out for the white donkey that was to bear her in triumph to New Jerusalem.




CHAPTER XLII.

A SURPRISE FOR MRS. TYNN.

In the commodious dressing-room at Verners Pride, appropriated to its new mistress, Mrs. Verner, stood the housekeeper, Tynn, lifting her hands and her eyes. You once saw the chamber of John Massingbird, in this same house, in a tolerable litter: but that was as nothing compared with the litter in this dressing-room, piles and piles of it, one heap by the side of another. Mary Tynn stood screwed against the wainscoting of the wall: she had got in, but to get out was another matter: there was not a free place where she could put her foot. Strictly speaking, perhaps, it could not be called litter, and Mrs. Verner and her French maid would have been alike indignant at hearing it so classed. Robes of rich and rare texture; silks standing on end with magnificence; dinner attire, than which nothing could be more exquisite; ball dresses in all sorts of gossamer fabrics; under-skirts, glistening with their soft lustre; morning costumes, pure and costly; shawls of Cashmere and other recherché stuffs, enough to stock a shop; mantles of every known make; bonnets that would send an English milliner crazy; veils charming to look upon; laces that might rival Lady Verners embroideries, their price fabulous; handkerchiefs that surely never were made for use; dozens of delicately-tinted gloves, cased in ornamental boxes, costing as much as they did; every description of expensive chaussure; and trinkets, the drawn cheques for which must have caused Lionel Verners sober bankers to stare. Tynn might well heave her hands and eyes in dismay. On the chairs, on the tables, on the drawers, on the floor, on every conceivable place and space they lay; a goodly mass of vanity, just unpacked from their cases.

Flitting about amidst them was a damsel of coquettish appearance, with a fair skin, light hair, and her nose a turn-up. Her gray gown was flounced to the waist, her small cap of lace, its pink strings flying, was lodged on the back of her head. It was Mademoiselle Benoite, Mrs. Verners French maid, one she had picked up in Paris. Whatever other qualities the damsel might lack, she had enough of confidence. Not many hours yet in the house, and she was assuming more authority in it than her mistress did.

Mr. and Mrs. Verner had returned the night before, Mademoiselle Benoite and her packages making part of their train. A whole fourgon could not have been sufficient to convey these packages from the French capital to the frontier. Ph[oe]by, the simple country maid whom Sibylla had taken to Paris with her, found her place a sinecure since the engagement of Mademoiselle Benoite. She stood now on the opposite side of the room to Tynn, humbly waiting Mademoiselle Benoites imperious commands.

Where on earth will you stow em away? cried Tynn, in her wonder. Youll want a length of rooms to do it in.

Where I stow em away! retorted Mademoiselle Benoite, in her fluent speech, but broken English. I stow em where I please. Note you that, Madame Teen. Par example! The château is grand enough.

What has its grandeur got to do with it? was Mary Tynns answer. She knew but little of French phrases.

Now, then, what for you stand there, with your eyes staring and your hands idle? demanded Mademoiselle Benoite sharply, turning her attack on Ph[oe]by.

If youll tell me what to do, Ill do it, replied the girl. I could help to put the things up, if youd show me where to begin.

I like to see you dare to put a finger on one of these things! returned Mademoiselle Benoite. You can confine your services to sewing, and to waiting upon me; but not you dare to interfere with my ladys toilette. Tiens, I am capable, I hope! Id give up the best service to-morrow where I had not sole power! Go you down to the office, and order me a cup of chocolate, and wait you and bring it up to me. That maudite drogue, that coffee, this morning, has made me as thirsty as a panthère.

Ph[oe]by, glancing across at Mrs. Tynn, turned somewhat hesitatingly to pick her way out of the room. The housekeeper, though not half understanding, contrived to make out that the morning coffee was not approved of. The French mademoiselle had breakfasted with her, and, in Mrs. Tynns opinion, the coffee had been perfect, fit for the table of her betters.

Is it the coffee that you are abusing? asked she. What was the matter with it?

Ciel! You ask what the matter with it! returned Mademoiselle Benoite, in her rapid tongue. It was everything the matter with it. It was all bad. It was drogue, I say; medicine. There!

Well, Im sure! resentfully returned the housekeeper. Now, I happened to make that coffee myself this morning  Tynn, hes particular in his coffee, he is  and I put in

I not care if you put in the whole canastre, vehemently interrupted Mademoiselle Benoite. You English know not to make coffee. All the two years I lived in London with Madame la Duchesse, I never got one cup of coffee that was not enough to choke me. And they used pounds of it in the house, where they might have used ounces. Bah! You can make tea, I not say no; but you cannot make coffee. Now, then! I want a great number sheets of silk-paper.

Silk-paper? repeated Tynn, whom the item puzzled. Whats that?

You know not what silk-paper is! angrily returned Mademoiselle Benoite. Quelle ignorance! she apostrophised, not caring whether she was understood or not. Ellé ne connait pas ce que cest, papier-de-soie! I must have it, and a great deal of it, do you hear? It is as common as anything  silk-paper.

Things common in France maynt be common with us, retorted Mrs. Tynn. What is it for?

It is for some of these articles. If I put them by without the paper-silk round them in the cartons, theyll not keep their colour.

Perhaps you mean silver-paper, said Mary Tynn. Tissue-paper, I have heard my Lady Verner call it. Theres none in the house, Madmisel Bennot.

Madmisel Bennot stamped her foot. A house without silk-paper in it! When you knew my lady was coming home!

I didnt know shed bring  a host of things with her that she has brought, was the answering shaft lanced by Mrs. Tynn.

Dont you see that I am waiting? Will you send out for some?

Its not to be had in Deerham, said Mrs. Tynn. If it must be had, one of the men must go to Heartburg Why wont the paper do that was over em before?

There not enough of that. And I choose to have fresh, I do.

Well, you had better give your own orders about it, said Mary Tynn. And then, if theres any mistake, itll be nobodys fault, you know.

Mademoiselle Benoite did not on the instant reply. She had her hands full just then. In reaching over for a particular bonnet, she managed to turn a dozen or two on to the floor. Tynn watched the picking up process, and listened to the various ejaculations that accompanied it, in much grimness.

What a sight of money those things must have cost! cried she.

What that matter? returned the ladys-maid. The purse of a milor Anglais can stand anything.

What did she buy them for? went on Tynn. For what purpose?

Bon! ejaculated Mademoiselle. She buy them to wear. What else you suppose she buy them for?

Why! she would never wear out the half of them in all her whole life! uttered Tynn, speaking the true sentiments of her heart. She could not.

Much you know of things, Madame Teen! was the answer, delivered in undisguised contempt for Tynns primitive ignorance. Theyll not last her six months.

Six months! shrieked Tynn. She couldnt come to an end of them dresses in six months, if she wore three a day, and never put on a dress a second time!

She want to wear more than three different a day sometimes. And it not the mode now to put on a robe more than once, returned Mademoiselle Benoite carelessly.

Tynn could only open her mouth. If they are to be put on but once, what becomes of em afterwards? questioned she, when she could find breath to speak.

Oh, they good for jupons  petticoats, you call it. Some may be worn a second time; they can be changed by other trimmings to look like new. And the rest will be good for me: Madame la Duchesse gave me a great deal. Tenez, ma fille, she would say, regardez dans ma garde-robe, et prenez autant que vous voudrez. She always spoke to me in French.

Tynn wished there had been no French invented, so far as her comprehension was concerned. While she stood, undecided what reply to make, wishing very much to express her decided opinion upon the extravagance she saw around her, yet deterred from it by remembering that Mrs. Verner was now her mistress, Ph[oe]by entered with the chocolate. The girl put it down on the mantel-piece  there was no other place  and then made a sign to Mrs. Tynn that she wished to speak with her. They both left the room.

Am I to be at the beck and call of that French madmizel? she resentfully asked. I was not engaged for that, Mrs. Tynn.

It seems we are all to be at her beck and call, to hear her go on, was Mrs. Tynns wrathful rejoinder. Of course it cant be tolerated. We shall see in a day or two. Ph[oe]by, girl, what could possess Mrs. Verner to buy all them cart-loads of finery? She must have spent the money like water.

So she did, acquiesced Ph[oe]by. She did nothing all day long but drive about from one place to another and choose pretty things. You should see the china thats coming over!

I wonder Mr. Lionel let her, was the thoughtlessly-spoken remark of Tynn. And she tried, when too late, to cough it down.

He helped her, I think, answered Ph[oe]by. I know he bought some of that beautiful jewellery for her himself, and brought it home. I saw him kiss her, through the doorway, as he clasped that pink necklace on her neck.

Oh, well, I dont want to hear about that rubbish, tartly rejoined Tynn. If you take to peep through doorways, girl, you wont suit Verners Pride.

Ph[oe]by did not like the rebuff. She turned one way, and Mrs. Tynn went off another.

In the breakfast-room below, in her charming French morning costume, tasty and elegant, sat Sibylla Verner. With French dresses, she seemed to be acquiring French habits. Late as the hour was, the breakfast remained on the table. Sibylla might have sent the things away an hour ago; but she kept a little chocolate in her cup, and toyed with it. She had never tasted chocolate for breakfast in all her life, previous to this visit to Paris: now she protested she could take nothing else. Possibly she may have caught the taste for it from Mademoiselle Benoite. Her husband sat opposite to her, his chair drawn from the table, and turned to face the room. A perfectly satisfied, happy expression pervaded his face; he appeared to be fully contented with his lot and with his bride. Just now he was laughing immoderately.

Perched upon the arm of a sofa, having there come to an anchor, his legs hanging down and swaying about in their favourite fashion, was Jan Verner. Jan had come in to pay them a visit and congratulate them on their return. That is speaking somewhat figuratively, however, for Jan possessed no notion of congratulating anybody. As Lady Verner sometimes resentfully said, Jan had no more social politeness in him than a bear. Upon entering, Sibylla asked him to take some breakfast. Breakfast! echoed Jan, did she call that breakfast? He thought it was their lunch  it was getting on for his dinner-time. Jan was giving Lionel a history of the moonlight flitting, and of Susan Peckabys expected expedition to New Jerusalem on a white donkey.

It ought to have been stopped, said Lionel, when his laughter had subsided. They are going out to misery, and to nothing else, poor deluded creatures!

Who was to stop it? asked Jan.

Some one might have told them the truth. If this Brother Jarrum represented things in rose-coloured hues, could nobody open to their view the other side of the picture? I should have endeavoured to do it, had I been here. If they chose to risk the venture after that, it would have been their own fault.

Youd have done no good, said Jan. Once let em get the Mormon fever upon em, and it must run its course. Its like the gold fever; nothing will convince folks they are mistaken as to that, except the going out to Australia to the diggings. That will.

A faint tinge of brighter colour rose to Sibyllas cheeks at this allusion, and Lionel knit his brow. He would have avoided for ever any chain of thought that led his memory to Frederick Massingbird: he could not bear to think that his young bride had been anothers before she was his. Jan, happily ignorant, continued.

Theres Susan Peckaby. She has got it in her head that shes going straight off to Paradise, once she is in the Salt Lake City. Well, now, Lionel, if you, and all the world to help you, set yourselves on to convince her that shes mistaken, you couldnt do it. They must go out and find the level of things for themselves  theres no help for it.

Jan, it is not likely that Susan Peckaby really expects a white donkey to be sent for her! cried Sibylla.

She as fully expects the white donkey, as I expect that I shall go from here presently, and drop in on Poynton, on my way home, earnestly said Jan. He has had a kick from a horse on his shin, and a nasty place it is, added Jan in a parenthesis. Nothing on earth would convince Susan Peckaby that the donkeys a myth, or will be a myth; and she wastes all her time looking out for it. If you were opposite their place now, youd see her head somewhere; poked out at the door, or peeping from the upstairs window.

I wish I could get them all back again  those who have gone from here! warmly spoke Lionel.

I wish sometimes I had got four legs, that I might get over double ground, when patients are wanting me on all sides, returned Jan. The one wish is just as possible as the other, Lionel. The lot sailed from Liverpool yesterday, in the ship American Star. And Ill be bound, what with the sea-sickness, and the other discomforts, they are wishing themselves out of it already! I say, Sibylla, what did you think of Paris?

Oh, Jan, its enchanting! And I have brought the most charming things home. You can come upstairs and see them, if you like. Benoite is unpacking them.

Well, I dont know, mused Jan. I dont suppose they are what I should care to see. What are the things?

Dresses, and bonnets, and mantles, and lace, and coiffures, returned Sibylla. I cant tell you half the beautiful things. One of my cache-peignes is of filigrane silver-work, with drops falling from it, real diamonds.

What dye call a cache-peigne? asked Jan.

Dont you know? An ornament for the hair, that you put on to hide the comb behind. Combs are coming into fashion. Will you come up and see the things, Jan?

Not I! What do I care for lace and bonnets? ungallantly answered Jan. I didnt know but Lionel might have brought me some anatomical studies over. Theyd be in my line.

Sibylla shrieked  a pretty little shriek of affectation. Lionel, why do you let him say such things to me? He means amputated arms and legs.

Im sure I didnt, said Jan. I meant models. Theyd not let the other things pass the customs. Have you brought a dress a-piece for Deb and Amilly?

No, said Sibylla, looking up in some consternation. I never thought about it.

Wont they be disappointed, then! They have counted upon it, I can tell you. They cant afford to buy themselves much, you know; the doctor keeps them so short, added Jan.

I would have brought them something, if I had thought of it; I would, indeed! exclaimed Sibylla, in an accent of contrition. Is it not a pity, Lionel?

I wish you had, replied Lionel. Can you give them nothing of what you have brought?

Well  I  must  consider, hesitated Sibylla, who was essentially selfish. The things are so beautiful, so expensive; they are scarcely suited to Deborah and Amilly.

Why not? questioned Jan.

You have not a bit of sense, Jan, grumbled Sibylla. Things chosen to suit me, wont suit them.

Why not? repeated Jan obstinately.

There never was any one like you, Jan, for stupidity, was Sibyllas retort. I am young and pretty, and a bride; and they are two faded old maids.

Dress em up young, and theyll look young, answered Jan, with composure. Give em a bit of pleasure for once, Sibylla.

Ill see, impatiently answered Sibylla. Jan, how came Nancy to go off with the Mormons? Tynn says she packed up her things in secret, and started.

How came the rest to go? was Jans answer. She caught the fever too, I suppose.

What Nancy are you talking of? demanded Lionel. Not Nancy from here!

Oh, Lionel, yes! I forgot to tell you, said Sibylla. She is gone indeed. Mrs. Tynn is so indignant. She says the girl must be a fool!

Little short of it, returned Lionel. To give up a good home here for the Salt Lake! She will repent it.

Let em all alone for that, nodded Jan, Id like to pay an hours visit to em, when they have been a month in the place  if they ever get to it.

Tynn says she remembers, when that Brother Jarrum was here in the spring, that Nancy made frequent excuses for going to Deerham in the evening, resumed Sibylla.

She thinks it must have been to frequent those meetings in Peckabys shop.

I thought the man, Jarrum, had gone off, leaving the mischief to die away, observed Lionel.

So did everybody else, said Jan. He came back the day that you were married. Nancys betters got lured into Peckabys, as well as Nancy, he added. That sickly daughter at Chalk Cottage, shes gone.

Lionel looked very much astonished.

No! he uttered.

Fact! said Jan. The mother came to me the morning after the flitting, and said she had been seduced away. She wanted to telegraph to Dr. West

Jan stopped dead, remembering that Sibylla was present, as well as Lionel. He leaped off the sofa.

Ah, we shall see them all back some day, if they can only contrive to elude the vigilance of the Mormons. Im off, Lionel; old Poynton will think I am not coming to-day. Good-bye, Sibylla.

Jan hastened from the room. Lionel stood at the window, and watched him away. Sibylla glided up to her husband, nestling against him.

Lionel, tell me. Jan never would, though I nearly teased his life out; and Deborah and Amilly persisted that they knew nothing. You tell me.

Tell you what, my dearest?

After I came home in the winter, there were strange whispers about papa and that Chalk Cottage. People were mysterious over it, and I never could get a word of explanation. Jan was the worst; he was coolly tantalising, and it used to put me in a passion. What was the tale told?

An involuntary darkening of Lionels brow. He cleared it instantly, and looked down on his wife with a smile.

I know of no tale worth telling you, Sibylla.

But there was a tale told?

Jan  who, being in closer proximity to Dr. West than any one, may be supposed to know best of his private affairs  tells a tale of Dr. Wests having set a chimney on fire at Chalk Cottage, thereby arousing the ire of its inmates.

Dont you repeat such nonsense to me, Lionel; you are not Jan, she returned, in a half peevish tone. I fear papa may have borrowed money from the ladies, and did not repay them, she added, her voice sinking to a whisper. But I would not say it to any one but you. What do you think?

If my wife will allow me to tell her what I think, I should say that it is her duty  and mine now  not to seek to penetrate into any affairs belonging to Dr. West which he may wish to keep to himself. Is it not so, Sibylla mine?

Sibylla smiled, and held up her face to be kissed. Yes, you are right, Lionel.

Swayed by impulse, more than by anything else, she thought of her treasures upstairs, in the process of dis-interment from their cases by Benoite, and ran from him to inspect them. Lionel put on his hat, and strolled out of doors.

A thought came over him that he would go and pay a visit to his mother. He knew how exacting of attention from him she was, how jealous, so to speak, of Sibyllas having taken him from her. Lionel hoped by degrees to reduce the breach. Nothing should be wanting on his part to effect it; he trusted that nothing would be wanting on Sibyllas. He really wished to see his mother after his months absence; and he knew she would be pleased at his going there on this, the first morning of his return. As he turned into the high road, he met the vicar of Deerham, the Reverend James Bourne.

They shook hands, and the conversation turned, not unnaturally, on the Mormon flight. As they were talking of it, Roy, the ex-bailiff, was observed crossing the opposite field.

My brother tells me the report runs that Mrs. Roy contemplated being of the company, but was overtaken by her husband and brought back, remarked Lionel.

How it may have been, about his bringing her back, or whether she actually started, I dont know, replied Mr. Bourne, who was a man with a large pale face and iron-gray hair. That she intended to go, I have reason to believe.

He spoke the last words significantly, lowering his voice. Lionel looked at him.

She paid me a mysterious visit at the vicarage the night before the start, continued the clergyman. A very mysterious visit, indeed, taken in conjunction with her words. I was in my study, reading by candle-light, when somebody came tapping at the glass door, and stole in. It was Mrs. Roy. She was in a state of tremor, as I have heard it said she appeared the night the inquiry was held at Verners Pride, touching the death of Rachel Frost. She spoke to me in ambiguous terms of a journey she was about to take  that she should probably be away for her whole life  and then she proceeded to speak of that night.

The night of the inquiry? echoed Lionel.

The night of the inquiry  that is, the night of the accident, returned Mr. Bourne. She said she wished to confide a secret to me, which she had not liked to touch upon before, but which she could not leave the place without confiding to some one responsible, who might use it in case of need. The secret she proceeded to tell me was  that it was Frederick Massingbird who had been quarrelling with Rachel that night by the Willow Pool. She could swear it to me, she said, if necessary.

But  if that were true  why did she not proclaim it at the time? asked Lionel, after a pause.

It was all she said. And she would not be questioned. In case o need, sir, in case anybody else should ever be brought up for it, tell em that Dinah Roy asserted to you with her last breath in Deerham, that Mr. Fred Massingbird was the one that was with Rachel. Those were the words she used to me; I dotted them down after she left. As I tell you, she would not be questioned, and glided out again almost immediately.

Was she wandering in her mind?

I think not. She spoke with an air of truth. When I heard of the flight of the converts the next morning, I could only conclude that Mrs. Roy had intended to be amongst them. But now, understand me, Mr. Verner, although I have told you this, I have not mentioned it to another living soul. Neither do I intend to do so. It can do no good to reap up the sad tale; whether Frederick Massingbird was or was not with Rachel that night; whether he was in any way guilty, or was purely innocent, it boots not to inquire now.

It does not, warmly replied Lionel. You have done well. Let us bury Mrs. Roys story between us, and forget it, so far as we can.

They parted. Lionel took his way to Deerham Court, absorbed in thought. His own strong impression had been, that Mr. Fred Massingbird was the black sheep with regard to Rachel.




CHAPTER XLIII.

LIONELS PRAYER FOR FORGIVENESS.

Lady Verner, like many more of us, found that misfortunes do not come singly. Coeval almost with that great misfortune, Lionels marriage  at any rate, coeval with his return to Verners Pride with his bride  another vexation befell Lady Verner. Had Lady Verner found real misfortunes to contend with, it is hard to say how she would have borne them. Perhaps Lionels marriage to Sibylla was a real misfortune; but this second vexation assuredly was not  at any rate to Lady Verner.

Some women  and Lady Verner was one  are fond of scheming and planning. Whether it be the laying out of a flower-bed, or the laying out of a marriage, they must plan and project. Disappointment with regard to her own daughter  for Decima most unqualifyingly disclaimed any match-making on her own score  Lady Verner had turned her hopes in this respect on Lucy Tempest. She deemed that she should be ill-fulfilling the responsibilities of her guardianship, unless when Colonel Tempest returned to England, she could present Lucy to him a wife, or, at least, engaged to be one. Many a time now did she unavailingly wish that Lionel had chosen Lucy, instead of her whom he had chosen. Although  and mark how we estimate things by comparison  when, in the old days, Lady Verner had fancied Lionel was growing to like Lucy, she had told him emphatically it would not do. Why would it not do? Because, in the estimation of Lady Verner, Lucy Tempest was less desirable in a social point of view than the Earl of Elmsleys daughter, and upon the latter lady had been fixed her hopes for Lionel.

All that was past and gone. Lady Verner had seen the fallacy of sublunary hopes and projects. Lady Mary Elmsley was rejected  Lionel had married in direct defiance of everybodys advice  and Lucy was open to offers. Open to offers, as Lady Verner supposed; but she was destined to find herself unpleasantly disappointed.

One came forward with an offer to her. And that was no other than the Earl of Elmsleys son, Viscount Garle. A pleasant man, of eight-and-twenty years; and he was often at Lady Verners. He had been intimate there a long while, going in and out as unceremoniously as did Lionel or Jan. Lady Verner and Decima could tell a tale that no one else suspected. How, in the years gone by  some four or five years ago now  he had grown to love Decima with his whole heart; and Decima had rejected him. In spite of his sincere love; of the advantages of the match; of the angry indignation of Lady Verner; Decima had steadfastly rejected him. For some time Lord Garle would not take the rejection; but one day, when my lady was out, Decima spoke with him privately for five minutes, and from that hour Lord Garle had known there was no hope; had been content to begin there and then, and strive to love her only as a sister. The little episode was never known; Decima and Lady Verner had kept counsel, and Lord Garle had not told tales of himself. Next to Lionel, Lady Verner liked Lord Garle better than any one  ten times better than she liked unvarnished Jan; and he was allowed the run of the house as though he had been its son. The first year of Lucys arrival  the year of Lionels illness, Lord Garle had been away from the neighbourhood; but somewhere about the time of Sibyllas return, he had come back to it. Seeing a great deal of Lucy, as he necessarily did, being so much at Lady Verners, he grew to esteem and love her. Not with the same love he had borne for Decima  a love, such as that, never comes twice in a lifetime  but with a love sufficiently warm, notwithstanding. And he asked her to become his wife.

There was triumph for Lady Verner! Next to Decima  and all hope of that was dead for ever  she would like Lord Garle to marry Lucy. A real triumph, the presenting her to Colonel Tempest on his return, my Lady Viscountess Garle! In the delight of her heart she betrayed something of this to Lucy.

But I am not going to marry him, Lady Verner, objected Lucy.

You are not going to marry him, Lucy? He confided to me the fact of his intention this morning before he spoke to you. He has spoken to you, has he not?

Yes, replied Lucy; but I cannot accept him.

You  cannot! What are you talking of? cried Lady Verner.

Please not to be angry, Lady Verner! I could not marry Lord Garle.

Lady Verners lips grew pale. And pray why can you not? she demanded.

I  dont like him, stammered Lucy.

Not like him! repeated Lady Verner. Why, what can there be about Lord Garle that you young ladies do not like? she wondered; her thoughts cast back to the former rejection by Decima. He is good-looking, he is sensible; theres not so attractive a man in all the county, Lionel Verner excepted.

Lucys face turned to a fiery glow. Had I known he was going to ask me, I would have requested him not to do so beforehand, as my refusal has displeased you, she simply said. I am sorry you should be vexed with me, Lady Verner.

It appears to me that nothing but vexation is to be the portion of my life! uttered Lady Verner. Thwarted  thwarted always!  on all sides. First the one, then the other  nothing but crosses and vexations! What did you say to Lord Garle?

I told Lord Garle that I could not marry him; that I should never like him well enough  for he said, if I did not care for him now, I might later. But I told him no; it was impossible. I like him very well as a friend, but that is all.

Why dont you like him? repeated Lady Verner.

I dont know, whispered Lucy, standing before Lady Verner like a culprit, her eyes cast down, and her eyelashes resting on her hot crimsoned face.

Do you both mean to make yourselves into old maids, you and Decima? reiterated the angry Lady Verner. A pretty pair of you I shall have on my hands! I never was so annoyed in all my life.

Lucy burst into tears. I wish I could go to papa in India! she said.

Do you know what you have rejected? asked Lady Verner. You would have been a peeress of England. His father will not live for ever.

But I should not care to be a peeress, sobbed Lucy. And I dont like him.

Mamma, please do not say any more, pleaded Decima. Lucy is not to blame. If she does not like Lord Garle she could not accept him.

Of course she is not to blame  according to you, Miss Verner! You were not to blame, were you, when you rejected  some one we knew of? Not the least doubt that you will take her part! Young Bitterworth wished to have proposed to you; you sent him away  as you send all  and refuse to tell me your motive! Very dutiful you are, Decima!

Decima turned away her pale face. She began to think Lucy would do better without her advocacy than with it.

I cannot allow it to end thus, resumed Lady Verner to Lucy. You must reconsider your determination and recall Lord Garle.

The words frightened Lucy.

I never can  I never can, Lady Verner! she cried. Please not to press it; it is of no use.

I must press it, replied Lady Verner. I cannot allow you to throw away your future prospects in this childish manner. How should I answer for it to Colonel Tempest?

She swept out of the room as she concluded, and Lucy, in an uncontrollable fit of emotion, threw herself on the bosom of Decima, and sobbed there. Decima hushed her to her soothingly, stroking her hair from her forehead with a fond gesture.

What is it that has grieved you lately, Lucy? she gently asked. I am sure you have been grieving. I have watched you. Gay as you appear to have been, it is a false gaiety, seen only by fits and starts.

Lucy moved her face from the view of Decima. Oh, Decima! if I could but go back to papa! was all she murmured. If I could but go away, and be with papa!

This little episode had taken place the day that Lionel Verner and his wife returned. On the following morning Lady Verner renewed the contest with Lucy. And they were deep in it  at least my lady was, for Lucys chief part was only a deprecatory silence, when Lionel arrived at Deerham Court, to pay that visit to his mother which you have heard of.

I insist upon it, Lucy, that you recall your unqualified denial, Lady Verner was saying. If you will not accept Lord Garle immediately, at any rate take time for consideration. I will inform Lord Garle that you do it by my wish.

I cannot, replied Lucy in a firm, almost a vehement tone. I  you must not be angry with me, Lady Verner  indeed, I beg your pardon for saying it  but I will not.

How dare you, Lucy

Her ladyship stopped at the sudden opening of the door, turning angrily to see what caused the interruption. Her servant appeared.

Mr. Verner, my lady.

How handsome he looked as he came forward! Tall, noble, commanding. Never more so; never so much so in Lucys sight. Poor Lucys heart was in her mouth, as the saying runs, and her pulses quickened to a pang. She did not know of his return.

He bent to kiss his mother. He turned and shook hands with Lucy. He looked gay, animated, happy. A joyous bridegroom, beyond doubt.

So you have reached home, Lionel? said Lady Verner.

At ten last night. How well you are looking, mother mine!

I am flushed just now, was the reply of Lady Verner, her accent a somewhat sharp one from the remembrance of the vexation which had given her the flush. How is Paris looking? Have you enjoyed yourself?

Paris is looking hot and dusty, and we have enjoyed ourselves much, replied Lionel. He answered in the plural, you observe; my lady had put the question in the singular. Where is Decima?

Decima is sure to be at some work or other for Jan, was the answer, the asperity of Lady Verners tone not decreasing. He turns the house nearly upside down with his wants. Now a pan of broth must be made for some wretched old creature; now a jug of beef tea; now a bran poultice must be got; now some linen cut up for bandages. Jans excuse is that he cant get anything done at Dr. Wests. If he is doctor to the parish, he need not be purveyor; but you may just as well speak to a post as speak to Jan. What do you suppose he did the other day? Those improvident Kellys had their one roomful of things taken from them by their landlord. Jan went there  the womans ill with a bad breast, or something  and found her lying on the bare boards; nothing to cover her, not a saucepan left to boil a drop of water. Off he comes here at the pace of a steam engine, got an old blanket and pillow from Catherine, and a tea-kettle from the kitchen. Now, Lionel, would you believe what I am going to tell you? No! No one would. He made the pillow and blanket into a bundle, and walked off with it under his arm; the kettle  never so much as a piece of paper wrapped round it  in his other hand! I felt ready to faint with shame when I saw him crossing the road opposite, that spectacle, to get to Clay Lane, the kettle held out a yard before him to keep the black off his clothes. He never could have been meant to be your brother and my son!

Lucy laughed at the recollection. She had had the pleasure of beholding the spectacle. Lionel laughed now at the description. Their mirth did not please Lady Verner. She was serious in her complaint.

Lionel, you would not have liked it yourself. Fancy his turning out of Verners Pride in that guise, and encountering visitors! I dont know how it is, but theres some deficiency in Jan; something wanting. You know he generally chooses to come here by the back door: this day, because he had got the black kettle in his hand like a travelling tinker, he must go out by the front. He did! It saved him a few steps, and he went out without a blush. Out of my house, Lionel! Nobody ever lived, I am certain, who possessed so little innate notion of the decencies of life as Jan. Had he met a carriage full of visitors in the courtyard, he would have swung the kettle back on his arm, and gone up to shake hands with them. I had the nightmare that night, Lionel. I dreamt a tall giant was pursuing me, seeking to throw some great machine at me, made of tea-kettles.

Jan is an odd fellow, assented Lionel.

The worst is, you cant bring him to see, himself, what is proper or improper, resumed Lady Verner. He has no sense of the fitness of things. He would go as unblushingly through the village with that black kettle held out before him, as he would if it were her Majestys crown, borne on a velvet cushion.

I am not sure but the crown would embarrass Jan more than the kettle, said Lionel, laughing still.

Oh, I dare say; it would be just like him. Have you heard of the disgraceful flitting away of some of the inhabitants here to go after the Mormons? added my lady.

Jan has been telling me of it. What with one thing and another, Deerham will rise into notoriety. Nancy has gone from Verners Pride.

Poor deluded woman! ejaculated Lady Verner.

Theres a story told in the village about that Peckabys wife  Decima can tell it best, though. I wonder where she is?

Lucy rose. I will go and find her, Lady Verner.

No sooner had she quitted the room, than Lady Verner turned to Lionel, her manner changing. She began to speak rapidly, with some emotion.

You observed that I looked well, Lionel. I told you I was flushed. The flush was caused by vexation, by anger. Not a week passes but something or other occurs to annoy me. I shall be worried into my grave.

What has happened? inquired Lionel.

It is about Lucy Tempest. Here she is, upon my hands, and of course I am responsible. She has no mother, and I am responsible to Colonel Tempest and to my own conscience for her welfare. She will soon be twenty years of age  though I am sure nobody would believe it, to look at her  and it is time that her settlement in life should, at all events, be thought of. But now, look how things turn out! Lord Garle  than whom a better parti could not be wished  has fallen in love with her. He made her an offer yesterday, and she wont have him.

Indeed! replied Lionel, constrained to say something, but wishing Lady Verner would entertain him with any other topic.

We had quite a scene here yesterday. Indeed, it has been renewed this morning, and your coming in interrupted it. I tell her that she must have him: at any rate, must take time to consider the advantages of the offer. She obstinately protests that she will not. I cannot think what can be her motive for rejection; almost any girl in the county would jump at Lord Garle.

I suppose so, returned Lionel, pulling at a hole in his glove.

I must get you to speak to her, Lionel. Ask her why she declines. Show her

I speak to her! interrupted Lionel in a startled tone. I cannot speak to her about it, mother. It is no business of mine.

Good heavens, Lionel! are you going to turn disobedient?  And in so trifling-a matter as this!  trifling so far as you are concerned. Were it of vital importance to you, you might run counter to me; it is only what I should expect.

This was a stab at his marriage. Lionel replied by disclaiming any influence over Miss Tempest. Where your arguments have failed, mine would not be likely to succeed.

Then you are mistaken, Lionel. I am certain that you hold a very great influence over Lucy. I observed it first when you were ill, when she and Decima were so much with you. She has betrayed it in a hundred little ways; her opinions are formed upon yours; your tastes unconsciously bias hers. It is only natural. She has no brother, and no doubt has learned to regard you as one.

Lionel hoped in his inmost heart that she did regard him only as a brother. Lady Verner continued  

A word from you may have great effect upon her; and I desire, Lionel, that you will, in your duty to me, undertake that word. Point out to her the advantages of the match; tell her that you speak to her as her father; urge her to accept Lord Garle; or, as I say, not to summarily reject him without consideration, upon the childish plea that she does not like him. She was terribly agitated last night; nearly went into hysterics, Decima tells me, after I left her; all her burden being that she wished she could go away to India.

Mother  you know how pleased I should be to obey any wish of yours; but this is really not a proper business for me to interfere with, urged Lionel, a red spot upon his cheek.

Why is it not? pointedly asked Lady Verner, looking hard at him and waiting for an answer.

I do not deem it to be so. Neither would Lucy consider my interference justifiable.

But, Lionel, you take up wrong notions! I wish you to speak in my place, just as if you were her father; in short, acting for her father. As to what Lucy may consider or not consider in the matter, that is of very little consequence. Lucy is so perfectly unsophisticated, so simple in her ideas, that were I to desire my maid Thérèse to give her a lecture, she would receive it as something proper.

I should be most unwilling to

Hold your tongue, Lionel. You must do it. Here she is.

I could not find Decima, Lady Verner, said Lucy, entering. When I had been all over the house for her, Catherine told me Miss Decima had gone out. She has gone to Clay Lane on some errand for Jan.

Oh, of course for Jan! resentfully spoke Lady Verner. Nothing else, I should think, would take her to Clay Lane. You see, Lionel!

Theres nothing in Clay Lane that will hurt Decima, mother.

Lady Verner made no reply. She walked to the door, and stood with the handle in her hand, turning round to speak.

Lucy, I have been acquainting Lionel with this affair between you and Lord Garle. I have requested him to speak to you upon the point; to ascertain your precise grounds of objection, and  so far as he can  to do away with them. Try your best, Lionel.

She quitted the room, leaving them standing opposite each other. Standing like two statues. Lionels heart smote him. She looked so innocent, so good, in her delicate morning dress, with its gray ribbons and its white lace on the sleeves, open to the small fair arms! Simple as the dress was, it looked, in its exquisite taste, worth ten of Sibyllas elaborate French costumes. Her cheeks were glowing, her hands were trembling, as she stood there in her self-consciousness.

Terribly self-conscious was Lionel. He strove to say something, but in his embarrassment could not get out a single word. The conviction of the grievous fact, that she loved him, went right to his heart in that moment, and seated itself there. Another grievous fact came home to him; that she was more to him than the whole world. However he had pushed the suspicion away from his mind, refused to dwell on it, kept it down, it was all too plain to him now. He had made Sibylla his wife. He stood there, feeling that he loved Lucy above all created things.

He crossed over to her, and laid his hand fondly and gently on her head, as he moved to the door. May God forgive me, Lucy! broke from his white and trembling lips. My own punishment is heavier than yours.

There was no need of further explanation on either side. Each knew that the love of the other was theirs, the punishment keenly bitter, as surely as if a hundred words had told it. Lucy sat down as the door closed behind him, and wondered how she should get through the long dreary life before her.

And Lionel? Lionel went out by Jans favourite way, the back, and plunged into a dark lane where neither ear nor eye was on him. He uncovered his head, he threw back his coat, he lifted his breath to catch only a gasp of air. The sense of dishonour was stifling him.




CHAPTER XLIV.

FARMER BLOWS WHITE-TAILED PONY.

Lionel Verner was just in that frame of mind which struggles to be carried out of itself. No matter whether by pleasure or pain, so that it be not that particular pain from which it would fain escape, the mind seeks yearningly to forget itself, to be lifted out anywhere, or by any means, from its trouble. Conscience was doing heavy work with Lionel. He had destroyed his own happiness  that was nothing; he could battle it out, and nobody be the wiser or the worse, save himself; but he had blighted Lucys. There was the sting that tortured him. A man of sensitively refined organisation, keenly alive to the feelings of others  full of repentant consciousness when wrong was worked through him, he would have given his whole future life and all its benefits, to undo the work of the last few months. Either that he had never met Lucy, or that he had not married Sibylla. Which of those two events he would have preferred to recall, he did not trust himself to think; whatever may have been his faults, he had, until now, believed himself to be a man of honour. It was too late. Give what he would, strive as he would, repent as he would, the ill could neither be undone nor mitigated; it was one of those unhappy things for which there is no redress; they must be borne, as they best can, in patience and silence.

With these thoughts and feelings full upon him, little wonder was there that Lionel Verner, some two hours after quitting Lucy, should turn into Peckabys shop. Mrs. Peckaby was seated back from the open door, crying, and moaning, and swaying herself about, apparently in terrible pain, physical or mental. Lionel remembered the story of the white donkey, and he stepped in to question her; anything for a minutes divertisement; anything to drown the care that was racking him. There was a subject on which he wished to speak to Roy, and that took him down Clay Lane.

Whats the matter, Mrs. Peckaby?

Mrs. Peckaby rose from her chair, curtseyed, and sat down again. But for the state of tribulation she was in, she would have remained standing.

Oh, sir, I have had a upset, she sobbed. I see the white tail of a pony a-going by, and I thought it might be someat else. It did give me a turn!

What did you think it might be?

I thought it might be the tail of a different sort of animal. I be a-going a far journey, sir, and I thought it was, may be, the quadruple come to fetch me. Im a-going to New Jerusalem on a white donkey.

So I hear, said Lionel, suppressing a smile, in spite of his heavy heart. Do you go all the way on the white donkey, Mrs. Peckaby?

Sir, thats a matter thats hid from me, answered Mrs. Peckaby. The gentleman that was sent back to me by Brother Jarrum, hadnt had particulars revealed to him. Theres difficulties in the way of a animal on four legs which cant swim, doing it all, that I dont pretend to explain away. Im content, when the hour comes, sir, to start, and trust. Peckaby, hes awful sinful, sir. Only last evening, when I was saying the quadruple might have miraclous parts give to it, like Balums had in the Bible, Peckaby he jeered, and said hed like to see Balums or any other quadruple, set off to swim to America  that hed find the bottom afore he found the land. I wonder the kitchen ceiling dont drop down upon his head! For myself, sir, Im rejoiced to trust, as I says; and as soon as the white donkey do come, I shall mount him without fear.

What do you expect to find at New Jerusalem? asked Lionel.

I could sooner tell you, sir, what I dont expect; it ud take up less time. Theres amost everything good at New Jerusalem that the world contains  Verners Prides a poor place to it, sir  saving your presence for saying so. I could have sat and listened to Brother Jarrum in this here shop for ever, sir, if it hadnt been that the longing was upon me to get there. In this part o the world we women be poor, cast down, half-famished, miserable slaves; but in New Jerusalem we are the wives of saints, well cared for, and clothed and fed, happy as the days long, and our own parlours to ourselves, and nobody to interrupt us. Yes, Peckaby, Im a-telling his honour, Mr. Verner, whats a-waiting for me at New Jerusalem! And the sooner Im on my road to it, the better.

The conclusion was addressed to Peckaby himself. Peckaby had just come in from the forge, grimed and dirty. He touched his hair to Lionel, an amused expression playing on his face. In point of fact, this New Jerusalem vision was affording the utmost merriment to Peckaby and a few more husbands. Peckaby had come home to his tea, which meal it was the custom of Deerham to enjoy about three oclock. He saw no signs of its being in readiness; and, but for the presence of Mr. Verner, might probably have expressed his opinion demonstratively upon the point. Peckaby, of late, appeared to have changed his nature and disposition. From being a timid man, living under wife-thraldom, he had come to exercise thraldom over her. How far Mrs. Peckabys state of low spirits, into which she was generally sunk, may have explained this, nobody knew.

I have had a turn, Peckaby. I caught sight of a white tail a-going by, and I thought it might be the quadruple a-coming for me. I was shook, I can tell you. Twas more nor an hour ago, and Ive been able to do nothing since, but sit here and weep; I couldnt redd up after that.

Warnt it the quadrepid? asked Peckaby in a mocking tone.

No, it werent, she moaned. It were nothing but that white pony of Farmer Blows.

Him, was it, said Peckaby, with affected scorn. He is in the forge now, he is; a-having his shoes changed, and his tail trimmed.

Id give a shilling to anybody as ud cut his tail off; angrily rejoined Mrs. Peckaby. A-deceiving of me, and turning my inside all of a quake! Oh, I wish it ud come! The white donkey as is to bear me to New Jerusalem!

Dont you wish her joy of her journey, sir? cried the man respectfully, a twinkle in his eye, while she rocked herself too and fro. She have got a bran new gownd laid up in a old apron upstairs, ready for the start. She, and a lot more to help her, set on and made it in a afternoon, for fear the white donkey should arrive immediate. I asks her, sir, how much back the gowndll have left in him, by the time she have rode from here to New Jerusalem.

Peckaby, you are a mocker! interposed his lady, greatly exasperated. Remember the forty-two as was eat up by bears when they mocked at Elisher!

Mrs. Peckaby, said Lionel, keeping his countenance, dont you think you would have made more sure of the benefits of the New Jerusalem, had you started with the rest, instead of depending upon the arrival of the white donkey?

They started without her, sir, cried the man, laughing from ear to ear. They give her the slip, while she were a-bed and asleep.

It were revealed to Brother Jarrum so to do, sir, she cried eagerly. Dont listen to him. Brother Jarrum as much meant me to go, sir, and I as much thought to go, as I mean to go to my bed this night  always supposing the white donkey dont come, she broke off in a different voice.

Why did you not go, then? demanded Lionel.

Ill tell you about it, sir. Me and Brother Jarrum was on the best of terms  which its a real gentleman he was, and never said a word nor gave a look as could offend me. I didnt know the night fixed for the start; and Brother Jarrum didnt know it; in spite of Peckabys insinuations. On that last night, which it was Tuesday, not a soul came near the place but that pale lady where Dr. West attended. She stopped a minute or two, and then Brother Jarrum goes out, and says he might be away all the evening. Well, he was; but he came in again; I can be on my oath he did; and I give him his candle and wished him a good-night. After that, sir, I never heard nothing till I got up in the morning. The first thing I see was his door wide open, and the bed not slept in. And the next thing I heard was, that the start had took place; they a-walking to Heartburg, and taking the train there. You might just have knocked me down with a puff of wind.

Such a howling and screeching followed on, sir, put in Peckaby. I were at the forge, and it reached all the way to our ears, over there. Chuff, he thought as the place had took fire and the missis was a-burning.

But it didnt last; it didnt last, repeated Mrs. Peckaby. Thanks be offered up for it, it didnt last, or I should ha been in my coffin afore the day were out! A gentleman came to me: a Brother he were, sent express by Brother Jarrum; and had walked afoot all the way from Heartburg. It had been revealed to Brother Jarrum, he said, that they were to start that particlar night, and that I was to be left behind special. A higher mission was  What was the word? resigned?  no  reserved  reserved for me, and I was to be conveyed special on a quadruple, which was a white donkey. I be to keep myself in readiness, sir, always a-looking out for the quadruples coming and stopping afore the door.

Lionel leaned against the counter, and went into a burst of laughter. The woman told it so quaintly, with such perfect good faith in the advent of the white donkey! She did not much like the mirth. As to that infidel Peckaby, he indulged in sundry mocking doubts, which were, to say the least of them, very mortifying to a believer.

Whats your opinion, sir? she suddenly asked of Lionel.

Well, said Lionel, my opinion  as you wish for it  Would incline to the suspicion that your friend, Brother Jarrum, deceived you. That he invented the fable of the white donkey to keep you quiet while he and the rest got clear off.

Mrs. Peckaby Went into a storm of shrieking sobs. It couldnt be! it couldnt be! Oh, sir, you be as cruel as the rest! Why should Brother Jarrum take the others, and not take me?

That is Brother Jarrums affair, replied Lionel. I only say it looks like it.

I telled Brother Jarrum, the very day afore the start took place, that if he took off my wife, Id follor him on and beat every bone to smash as hed got in his body, interposed Peckaby, glancing at Lionel with a knowing smile. I did, sir. Her was out  jerking his black thumb at his wife and I caught Brother Jarrum in his own room and shut the door on us both, and there I telled him. He knew I meant it, too, and he didnt like the look of a iron bar I happened to have in my hand. I saw that. Other wives husbands might do as they liked; but I warnt a-going to have mine deluded off by them Latter Day Saints. Were I wrong, sir?

I do not think you were, answered Lionel.

Id Latter Day em! and saint em too, if I had my will! continued wrathful Peckaby. Arch-deceiving villuns!

Well, good-day, Mrs. Peckaby, said Lionel, moving to the door. I would not spend too much time were I you, looking out for the white donkey.

Itll come! itll come! retorted Mrs. Peckaby, in an ecstasy of joy, removing her hands from her ears, where she had clapped them during Peckabys heretical speech. I am proud, sir, to know as itll come, in spite of opinions contrairey and Peckabys wickedness; and Im proud to be always a-looking out for it.

This is never it, is it, drawing up to the door now? cried Lionel, with gravity.

Something undoubtedly was curveting and prancing before the door; something with a white flowing tail. Mrs. Peckaby caught one glimpse, and bounded from her seat, her chest panting, her nostrils working. The signs betrayed how implicit was the womans belief; how entirely it had taken hold of her.

Alas! for Mrs. Peckaby. Alas! for her disappointment. It was nothing but that deceiving animal again, Farmer Blows white pony. Apparently the pony had been so comfortable in the forge, that he did not care to leave it. He was dodging about and backing, wholly refusing to go forward, and setting at defiance a boy who was striving to lead him onwards. Mrs. Peckaby sat down and burst into tears.




CHAPTER XLV.

STIFLED WITH DISHONOUR.

Now, then, began Peckaby, as Lionel departed, whats the reason my tea aint ready for me.

Be you a man to ask? demanded she. Could I redd up and put on kettles, and, see to ordnary work, with my inside turning?

Peckaby paused for a minute. Ive a good mind to wallop you!

Try it, she aggravatingly answered. You have not kep your hands off me yet to be let begin now. Anybody but a brute ud comfort a poor woman in her distress. Youll be sorry for it when Im gone off to New Jerusalem.

Now, look here, Suke, said he, attempting to reason with her. Its quite time as you left off this folly; weve had enough ont. What do you suppose youd do at Salt Lake? What sort of a life ud you lead?

A joyful life! she responded, turning her glance sky-ward. Brother Jarrum thinks as the head saint, the prophet hisself, has a favour to me! Wives is as happy there as the days long.

Peckaby grinned; the reply amused him much. You poor ignorant creatur, cried he, you have got your head up in a mad-house; and thats about it. You know Mary Green?

Well? answered she, looking surprised at this divertissement.

And you know Nancy from Verners Pride as is gone off, he continued, and you know half a dozen more nice young girls about here, which you can just set on and think of. How ud you like to see me marry the whole of em, and bring em home here? Would the house hold the tantrums youd go into, dye think?

You hold your senseless tongue, Peckaby! A man ud better try and bring home more nor one wife here! The law ud be on to him.

In course it would, returned Peckaby! And the law knowed what it was about when it made itself into the law. A place with more nor one wife in it ud be compairable to nothing but that blazing place youve heerd on as is under our feet, or the Salt Lake City.

For shame, you wicked man!

There aint no shame, in saying that; its truth, composedly answered Peckaby. Brother Jarrum said, didnt he, as the wives had a parlour a-piece. Why do they? Cause they be obleeged to be kep apart, for fear o damaging each other, a-tearing and biting and scratching, and a-pulling of eyes out. A nice figure youd cut among em! Youd be a-wishing yourself home again afore youd tried it for a day. Dont you be a fool, Susan Peckaby.

Dont you! retorted she. I wonder you aint afraid o some judgment falling on you. Lies is sure to come home to people.

Just take your thoughts back to the time as we had the shop here, and plenty o custom in it. One day you saw me just a-kissing of a girl in that there corner  leastways you fancied as you saw me, corrected Peckaby, coughing down his slip. Well, dye recollect the scrimmage? Didnt you go amost mad, never keeping your tongue quiet for a week, and the place hardly holding of ye? How ud you like to have eight or ten more of em, my married wives, like you be, brought in here?

You are a fool, Peckaby. The cases is different.

Wheres the difference? asked Peckaby. The men be men, out there; and the women be women. I might pertend as Id had visions and revelations sent to me, and dress myself up in a black coat and a white neck-an-kecher, and suchlike paycocks plumes  I might tar and feather myself if I pleased, if it come to that  and give out as I was a prophit and a Latter Day Saint; but where ud be the difference, I want to know? I should just be as good and as bad a man as I be now, only a bit more of a hypocrite. Saints and prophits, indeed! You just come to your senses, Susan Peckaby.

I havent lost em yet, answered she, looking inclined to beat him.

You have lost em; to suppose as a life, out with them reptiles, could be anything but just what I telled you  a hell. It cant be otherways. Its again human female natur. If you went angry mad with jealousy, just at fancying you see a innocent kiss give upon a girls face, how ud you do, I ask, when it come to wives? Tales runs as them saints have got any number a-piece, from four or five, up to seventy. If you dont come to your senses, Mrs. Peckaby, youll get a walloping, to bring you to em; and thats about it. You be the laughing-stock o the place as it is.

He swung out at the door, and took his way towards the nearest public-house, intending to solace himself with a pint of ale, in lieu of tea, of which he saw no chance. Mrs. Peckaby burst into a flood of tears, and apostrophised the expected white donkey in moving terms: that he would forthwith appear and bear her off from Peckaby and trouble, to the triumphs and delights of New Jerusalem.

Lionel, meanwhile, went to Roys dwelling. Roy, he found, was not in it. Mrs. Roy was; and, by the appearance of the laid-out tea-table, she was probably expecting Roy to enter. Mrs. Roy sat doing nothing, her arms hung listlessly down, her head also; sunk apparently in that sad state of mind  whatever may have been its cause  which was now habitual to her. By the start with which she sprang from her chair, as Lionel Verner appeared at the open door, it may be inferred that she took him for her husband. Surely nobody else could have put her in such tremor.

Roys not in, sir, she said, dropping a curtsey, in answer to Lionels inquiry. May be, hell not be long. Its his time for coming home, but theres no dependence on him.

Lionel glanced round. He saw that the woman was alone, and he deemed it a good opportunity to ask her about what had been mentioned to him, two or three hours previously, by the Vicar of Deerham. Closing the door, and advancing towards her, he began.

I want to say a word to you, Mrs. Roy. What were your grounds for stating to Mr. Bourne that Mr. Frederick Massingbird was with Rachel Frost at the Willow Pool the evening of her death?

Mrs. Roy gave a low shriek of terror, and flung her apron over her face. Lionel ungallantly drew it down again. Her countenance was turning livid as death.

You will have the goodness to answer me, Mrs. Roy.

It were just a dream sir, she said, the words issuing in unequal jerks from her trembling lips, I have been pretty nigh crazed lately. What with them Mormons, and the uncertainty of fixing what to do  whether to believe em or not  and Roys crabbed temper, which grows upon him, and other fears and troubles, Ive been a-nigh crazed. It were just a dream as I had, and nothing more; and I be vexed to my heart that I should have made such a fool of myself, as to go and say what I did to Mr. Bourne.

One word above all others, caught the attention of Lionel in the answer. It was fears. He bent towards her, lowering his voice.

What are these fears that seem to pursue you? You appear to me to have been perpetually under the influence of fear since that night. Terrified you were then; terrified you remain. What is the cause?

The woman trembled excessively.

Roy keeps me in fear, sir. Hes for ever a-threatening. Hell shake me, or hell pinch me, or hell do for me, he says. Im in fear of him always.

That is an evasive answer, remarked Lionel. Why should you fear to confide in me? You have never known me to take an advantage to anybodys injury. The past is past. That unfortunate nights work appears now to belong wholly to the past. Nevertheless, if you can throw any light upon it, it is your duty to do so. I will keep the secret.

I didnt know a thing, sir, about the nights work. I didnt, she sobbed.

Hush! said Lionel. I felt sure at the time that you did know something, had you chosen to speak. I feel more sure of it now.

No, I dont, sir; not if you pulled me in pieces for it. I had a horrid dream, and I went straight off, like a fool, to Mr. Bourne and told it, and  and  that was all, sir.

She was flinging her apron up again to hide her countenance, when, with a faint cry, she let it fall, sprung from her seat, and stood before Lionel.

For the love of heaven, sir, say nothing to him! she uttered, and disappeared within an inner door. The sight of Roy, entering, explained the enigma; she must have seen him from the window. Roy took off his cap by way of salute.

I hope I see you well, sir, after your journey.

Quite well. Roy, some papers have been left at Verners Pride for my inspection, regarding the dispute in Farmer Hartrights lease. I do not understand them. They bear your signature, not Mrs. Verners. How is that?

Roy stopped a while  to collect his thoughts, possibly. I suppose I signed it for her, sir.

Then you did what you had no authority to do. You never received power to sign from Mrs. Verner.

Mrs. Verner must have give me power, sir, if I have signed. I dont recollect signing anything. Sometimes, when she was ill, or unwilling to be disturbed, shed say, Roy, do this, or, Roy, do the other. She

Mrs. Verner never gave you authority to sign, impressively repeated Lionel. She is gone, and therefore cannot be referred to; but you know as well as I do, that she never did give you such authority. Come to Verners Pride to-morrow morning at ten, and see these papers.

Roy signified his obedience, and Lionel departed. He bent his steps towards home, taking the field way; all the bitter experiences of the day rising up within his mind. Ah! try as he would, he could not deceive himself; he could not banish or drown the one ever-present thought. The singular information imparted by Mr. Bourne; the serio-comic tribulation of Mrs. Peckaby, waiting for her white donkey; the mysterious behaviour of Dinah Roy, in which there was undoubtedly more than met the ear; all these could not cover for a moment the one burning fact  Lucys love, and his own dishonour. In vain Lionel flung off his hat, heedless of any second sun-stroke, and pushed his hair from his heated brow. It was of no use; as he had felt when he went out from the presence of Lucy, so he felt now  stifled with dishonour.

Sibylla was at a table, writing notes, when he reached home. Several were on it, already written, and in their envelopes. She looked up at him.

Oh, Lionel, what a while you have been out! I thought you were never coming home.

He leaned down and kissed her. Although his conscience had revealed to him, that day, that he loved another better, she should never feel the difference. Nay, the very knowledge that it was so would render him all the more careful to give her marks of love.

I have been to my mothers, and to one or two more places. What are you so busy over, dear?

I am writing invitations, said Sibylla.

Invitations! Before people have called upon you?

They can call all the same. I have been asking Mary Tynn how many beds she can, by dint of screwing, afford. I am going to fill them all. I shall ask them for a month. How grave you look, Lionel!

In this first early sojourn together in our own house, Sibylla, I think we shall be happier alone.

Oh, no, we should not. I love visitors. We shall be together all the same, Lionel.

My little wife, he said, if you cared for me as I care for you, you would not feel the want of visitors just now.

And there was no sophistry in this speech. He had come to the conviction that Lucy ought to have been his wife, but he did care for Sibylla very much. The prospect of a house full of guests at the present moment, appeared most displeasing to him, if only as a matter of taste.

Put it off for a few weeks, Sibylla.

Sibylla pouted. It is of no use preaching, Lionel. If you are to be a preaching husband, I shall be sorry I married you. Fred was never that.

Lionels face turned blood-red. Sibylla put up her hand, and drew it carelessly down.

You must let me have my own way for this once, she coaxingly said. Whats the use of my bringing all those loves of things from Paris, if we are to live in a dungeon, and nobodys to see them? I must invite them, Lionel.

Very well, he answered, yielding the point. Yielding it the more readily from the consciousness above spoken of.

Theres my dear Lionel! I knew you would never turn tyrant. And now I want something else.

Whats that? asked Lionel.

A cheque.

A cheque? I gave you one this morning, Sibylla.

Oh! but the one you gave me is for housekeeping  for Mary Tynn, and all that. I want one for myself. I am not going to have my expenses come out of the housekeeping.

Lionel sat down to write one, a good-natured smile on his face. Im sure I dont know what you will find to spend it in, after all the finery you bought in Paris, he said, in a joking tone. How much shall I fill it in for?

As much as you will, replied Sibylla, too eagerly. Couldnt you give it me in blank, and let me fill it in?

He made no answer. He drew it for £100, and gave it her.

Will that do, my dear?

She drew his face down again caressingly. But, in spite of the kisses left upon his lips, Lionel had awoke to the conviction, firm and undoubted, that his wife did not love him.




CHAPTER XLVI.

SHADOWED-FORTH EMBARRASSMENT.

The September afternoon sun streamed into the study at Verners Pride, playing with the bright hair of Lionel Verner. His head was bending listlessly over certain letters and papers on his table, and there was a wearied look upon his face. Was it called up by the fatigue of the day? He had been out with some friends in the morning; it was the first day of partridge shooting, and they had bagged well. Now Lionel was home again, had changed his attire, and was sitting down in his study  the old study of Mr. Verner. Or, was the wearied look, were the indented upright lines between the eyes, called forth by inward care?

Those lines were not so conspicuous when you last saw him. Twelve or fourteen months have elapsed since then. A portion of that time only had been spent at Verners Pride. Mrs. Verner was restless; ever wishing to be on the wing; living but in gaiety. Her extravagance was something frightful, and Lionel did not know how to check it. There were no children; there had been no signs of any; and Mrs. Verner positively made the lack into a sort of reproach, a continual cause for querulousness.

She had filled Verners Pride with guests after their marriage  as she had coveted to do. From that period until early spring she had kept it filled, one succession of guests, one relay of visitors arriving after the other. Pretty, capricious, fascinating, youthful, Mrs. Verner was of excessive popularity in the country, and a sojourn at Verners Pride grew to be eagerly sought. The women liked the attractive master; the men bowed to the attractive mistress; and Verners Pride was never free. On the contrary, it was generally unpleasantly crammed; and Mrs. Tynn, who was a staid, old-fashioned housekeeper, accustomed to nothing beyond the regular, quiet household maintained by the late Mr. Verner, was driven to the verge of desperation.

It would be far pleasanter if we had only half the number of guests, Lionel had said to his wife in the winter. He no longer remonstrated against any: he had given that up as hopeless. Pleasanter for them, pleasanter for us, pleasanter for the servants.

The servants! slightingly returned Sibylla. I never knew before that the pleasure of servants was a thing to be studied.

But their comfort is. At least, I have always considered so, and I hope I always shall. They complain much, Sibylla.

Do they complain to you?

They do. Tynn and his wife say they are nearly worked to death. They hint at leaving. Mrs. Tynn is continually subjected also to what she calls insults from your French maid. That of course I know nothing of; but it might be as well for you to listen to her on the subject.

I cannot have Benoite crossed. I dont interfere in the household myself, and she does it for me.

But, my dear, if you would interfere a little more, just so far as to ascertain whether these complaints have grounds, you might apply a remedy.

Lionel, you are most unreasonable! As if I could be worried with looking into things! What are servants for? You must be a regular old bachelor to think of my doing it.

Well  to go to our first point, he rejoined. Let us try half the number of guests, and see how it works. If you do not find it better, more agreeable in all ways, I will say no more about it.

He need not have said anything, then. Sibylla would not listen to it. At any rate, would not act upon it. She conceded so far as to promise that she would not invite so many next time. But, when that next time came, and the new sojourners arrived, they turned out to be more. Beds had to be improvised in all sorts of impossible places; the old servants were turned out of their chambers and huddled into corners; nothing but confusion and extravagance reigned. Against some of the latter, Mrs. Tynn ventured to remonstrate to her mistress. Fruits and vegetables out of season; luxuries in the shape of rare dishes, many of which Verners Pride had never heard of, and did not know how to cook, and all of the most costly nature, were daily sent down from London purveyors. Against this expense Mary Tynn spoke. Mrs. Verner laughed good-naturedly at her, and told her it was not her pocket that would be troubled to pay the bills. Additional servants were obliged to be had; and, in short, to use an expression that was much in vogue at Deerham about that time, Verners Pride was going the pace.

This continued until early spring. In February Sibylla fixed her heart upon a visit to London. Of course, she told Lionel, he would treat her to a season in town. She had never been to London in her life to stay. For Sibylla to fix her heart upon a thing, was to have it; Lionel was an indulgent husband.

To London they proceeded in February. And there the cost was great. Sibylla was not one to go to work sparingly in any way; neither, in point of fact, was Lionel. Lionel would never have been unduly extravagant; but, on the other hand, he was not accustomed to spare. A furnished house in a good position was taken; servants were imported to it from Verners Pride; and there Sibylla launched into all the follies of the day. At Easter she set her heart upon a visit to Paris, and Lionel acquiesced. They remained there three weeks; Sibylla laying in a second stock of toilettes for Mademoiselle Benoite to rule over; and then they went back to London.

The season was prolonged that year. The House sat until August, and it was not until the latter end of that month that Mr. and Mrs. Verner returned to Verners Pride. Though scarcely home a week yet, the house was filled again  filled to overflowing; Lionel can hear sounds of talking and laughter from the various rooms, as he bends over his table. He was opening his letters, three or four of which lay in a stack. He had gone out in the morning before the post was in.

Tynn knocked at the door and entered, bringing a note.

Wheres this from? asked Lionel, taking it from the salver. Another moment, and he had recognised the handwriting of his mother.

From Deerham Court, sir. My ladys footman brought it. He asks whether there is any answer.

Lionel opened the note, and read as follows:  

MY DEAR LIONEL,  I am obliged to be a beggar again. My expenses seem to outrun my means in a most extraordinary sort of way. Sometimes I think it must be Decimas fault, and tell her she does not properly look after the household. In spite of my own income, your ample allowance, and the handsome remuneration received for Lucy, I cannot make both ends meet. Will you let me have two or three hundred pounds?

Ever your affectionate mother,

LOUISA VERNER.

I will call on Lady Verner this afternoon, Tynn.

Tynn withdrew with the answer. Lionel leaned his brow upon his hand; the weary expression terribly plain just then.

My mother shall have it at once  no matter what my own calls may be, was his soliloquy. Let me never forget that Verners Pride might have been hers all these years. Looking at it from our own point of view, my fathers branch in contradistinction of my uncles, it ought to have been hers. It might have been her jointure-house now, had my father lived, and so willed it. I am glad to help my mother, he continued, an earnest glow lighting his face. If I get embarrassed, why, I must get embarrassed; but she shall not suffer.

That embarrassment would inevitably come, if he went on at his present rate of living, he had the satisfaction of knowing beyond all doubt. That was not the worst point upon his conscience. Of the plans and projects that Lionel had so eagerly formed when he came into the estate, some were set afloat, some were not. Those that were most wanted  that were calculated to do the most real good  lay in abeyance; others, that might have waited, were in full work. Costly alterations were making in the stables at Verners Pride, and the working mans institute at Deerham  reading-room, club, whatever it was to be  was progressing swimmingly. But the draining of the land near the poor dwellings was not begun, and the families, many of them, still herded in consort  father and mother, sons and daughters, sleeping in one room  compelled to it by the wretched accommodation of the tenements. It was on this last score that Lionel was feeling a pricking of conscience. And how to find the money to make these improvements now, he knew not. Between the building in progress and Sibylla, he was drained.

A circumstance had occurred that day to bring the latter neglect forcibly to his mind. Alice Hook  Hook the labourers eldest daughter  had, as the Deerham phrase ran, got herself into trouble. A pretty child she had grown up amongst them  she was little more than a child now  good-tempered, gay-hearted. Lionel had heard the ill news the previous week on his return from London. When he was out shooting that morning he saw the girl at a distance, and made some observation to his gamekeeper, Broom, to the effect that it had vexed him.

Ay, sir, its a sad pity, was Brooms answer; but what else can be expected of poor folks thats brought up to live as they do  like pigs in a sty?

Broom had intended no reproach to his master; such an impertinence would not have crossed his mind; but the words carried a sting to Lionel. He knew how many, besides Alice Hook, had had their good conduct undermined through the living like pigs in a sty. Lionel had, as you know, a lively conscience; and his brow reddened with self-reproach as he sat and thought these things over. He could not help comparing the contrast: Verners Pride, with its spacious bedrooms, one of which was not deemed sufficient for the purposes of retirement, where two people slept together, but a dressing-closet must be attached; and those poor Hooks, with their growing-up sons and daughters, and but one room, save the kitchen, in their whole dwelling!

I will put things on a better footing, impulsively exclaimed Lionel. I care not what the cost may be, or how it may fall upon my comforts, do it I will. I declare, I feel as if the girls blight lay at my own door!

Again he and his reflections were interrupted by Tynn.

Roy has come up, sir, and is asking to see you.

Roy! Let him come in, replied Lionel. I want to see him.

It frequently happened, when agreements, leases, and other deeds were examined, that Roy had to be referred to. Things would turn out to have been drawn up, agreements made, in precisely the opposite manner to that expected by Lionel. For some of these Roy might have received sanction; but, for many, Lionel felt sure Roy had acted on his own responsibility. This chiefly applied to the short period of the management of Mrs. Verner; a little, very little, to the latter year of her husbands life. Matiss was Lionels agent during his absences; when at home, he took all management into his own hands.

Roy came in. The same ill-favoured, hard-looking man as ever. The ostensible business which had brought him up to Verners Pride, proved to be of a very trivial nature, and was soon settled. It is well to say ostensible, because a conviction arose in Lionels mind afterwards that it was but an excuse: that Roy made it a pretext for the purpose of obtaining an interview. Though why, or wherefore, or what he gained by it, Lionel could not imagine. Roy merely wanted to know if he might be allowed to put a fresh paper on the walls of one of his two upper rooms. Hed get the paper at his own cost, and hang it at his own leisure, if Mr. Verner had no objection.

Of course I can have no objection to it, replied Lionel. You need not have lost an afternoons work, Roy, to come here to inquire that. You might have asked me when I saw you by the brick-field this morning. In fact, there was no necessity to mention it at all.

So I might, sir. But it didnt come into my mind at the moment to do so. Its poor Lukes room, and the missis, she goes on continual about the state its in, if he should come home. The papers all hanging off it in patches, sir, as big as my two hands. It have got damp through not being used.

If it is in that state, and you like to find the time to hang the paper, you may purchase it at my cost, said Lionel, who was of too just a nature to be a hard landlord.

Thank ye, sir, replied Roy, ducking his head. Its well for us, as I often says, that you be our master at last, instead of the Mr. Massingbirds.

There was a time when you did not think so, Roy, if my memory serves me rightly, was the rebuke of Lionel.

Ah, sir, theres a old saying, Live and learn. That was in the days when I thought youd be a over strict master; we have got to know better now, taught from experience. It was a lucky day for the Verner Pride estate when that lost codicil was brought to light! The Mr. Massingbirds be dead, its true, but theres no knowing what might have happened; the laws full of quips and turns. With the codicil found, you can hold your own again the world.

Who told you anything about the codicil being found? demanded Lionel.

Why, sir, it was the talk of the place just about the time we heard of Mr. Fred Massingbirds death. Folks said, whether he had died, or whether he had not, youd have come in all the same. Tother day, too, I was talking of it to Lawyer Matiss, and he said what a good thing it was, that that there codicil was found.

Lionel knew that a report of the turning up of the codicil had travelled to Deerham. It had never been contradicted. But he wondered to hear Roy say that Matiss had spoken of it. Matiss, himself, Tynn, and Mrs. Tynn, were the only persons who could have testified that the supposed codicil was nothing but a glove. From the finding of that, the story had originally got wind.

I dont know why Matiss should have spoken to you on the subject of the codicil, he remarked to Roy.

Its not much that Matiss talks, sir, was the mans answer. All he said was as he had got the codicil in safe keeping under lock and key. Just put to Matiss the simplest question, and hell turn round and ask what business it is of yours.

Quite right of him, too, said Lionel. Have you any news of your son yet, Roy?

Roy shook his head. No, sir. Im a-beginning to wonder now whether there ever will be news of him.

After the man had departed, Lionel looked at his watch. There was just time for a ride to Deerham Court before dinner. He ordered his horse, and mounted it, a cheque for three hundred pounds in his pocket.

He rode quickly, musing upon what Matiss had said about the codicil  as stated by Roy. Could the deed have been found?  and Matiss forgotten to acquaint him with it. He turned his horse down the Belvedere Road, telling his groom to wait at the corner, and stopped before the lawyers door. The latter came out.

Matiss, is that codicil found? demanded Lionel, bending down his head to speak.

What codicil, Mr. Verner? returned Matiss, looking surprised.

The codicil. The one that gave me the estate. Roy was with me just now, and he said you stated to him that the codicil was found  that it was safe under lock and key.

The lawyers countenance lighted up with a smile. What a meddler the fellow is! To tell you the truth, sir, it rather pleases me to mislead Roy, and put him on the wrong scent. He comes here, pumping, trying to get what he can out of me: asking this, asking that, fishing out anything there is to fish. I recollect, he did say something about the codicil, and I replied, Ay, it was a good thing it was found, and safe under lock and key. He tries at the wrong handle when he pumps at me.

What is his motive for pumping at all? returned Lionel.

Theres no difficulty in guessing at that, sir. Roy would give his two ears to get into place again; hed like to fill the same post to you that he did to the late Mr. Verner. He thinks if he can hang about here and pick up any little bit of information that may be let drop, and carry it to you, that it might tell in his favour. He would like you to discover how useful he could be. That is the construction I put upon it.

Then he wastes his time, remarked Lionel, as he turned his horse. I would not put power of any sort into Roys hands, if he paid me in diamonds to do it. You can tell him so, if you like, Matiss.

Arrived at Deerham Court, Lionel left his horse with his groom, and entered. The first person to greet his sight in the hall was Lucy Tempest. She was in white silk; a low dress, somewhat richly trimmed with lace, and pearls in her hair. It was the first time that Lionel had seen her since his return from London. He had been at his mothers once or twice, but Lucy did not appear. They met face to face. Lucys turned crimson, in spite of herself.

Are you quite well? asked Lionel, shaking hands, his own pulses beating. You are going out this evening, I see?

He made the remark as a question, noticing her dress; and Lucy, gathering her senses about her, and relapsing into her calm composure, looked somewhat surprised.

We are going to dinner to Verners Pride; I and Decima. Did you not expect us?

I  did not know it, he was obliged to answer. Mrs. Verner mentioned that some friends would dine with us this evening, but I was not aware that you and Decima were part of them. I am glad to hear it.

Lucy continued her way, wondering what sort of a household it could be where the husband remained in ignorance of his wifes expected guests. Lionel passed on to the drawing-room.

Lady Verner sat in it. Her white gloves on her delicate hands as usual, her essence bottle and laced handkerchief beside her, Lionel offered her his customary fond greeting, and placed the cheque in her hands.

Will that do, mother mine?

Admirably, Lionel. I am so much obliged to you. Things get behind-hand in the most unaccountable manner, and then Decima comes to me with a long face, and says heres this debt and that debt. It is quite a marvel to me how the money goes. Decima would like to put her accounts into my hands that I may look over them. The idea of my taking upon myself to examine accounts! But how it is she gets into such debt, I cannot think.

Poor Decima knew only too well. Lionel knew it also; though, in his fond reverence, he would not hint at such a thing to his mother. Lady Verners style of living was too expensive, and that was the cause.

I met Lucy in the hall, dressed. She and Decima are coming to dine at Verners Pride, she tells me.

Did you not know it?

No. I have been out shooting all day. If Sibylla mentioned it to me, I forgot it.

Sibylla had not mentioned it. But Lionel would rather take any blame to himself than suffer a shade of it to rest upon her.

Mrs. Verner called yesterday, and invited us. I declined for myself. I should have declined for Decima, but I did not think it right to deprive Lucy of the pleasure, and she could not go alone. Ungrateful child! apostrophised Lady Verner. When I told her this morning I had accepted an invitation for her to Verners Pride, she turned the colour of scarlet, and said she would rather remain at home. I never saw so unsociable a girl; she does not care to go out, as it seems to me. I insisted upon it for this evening.

Mother, why dont you come?

Lady Verner half turned from him.

Lionel, you must not forget our compact. If I visit your wife now and then, just to keep gossiping tongues quiet, from saying that Lady Verner and her son are estranged, I cannot do it often.

Were there any cause why you should show this disfavour to Sibylla

Our compact, our compact, my son! You are not to urge me upon this point, do you remember? I rarely break my resolutions, Lionel.

Or your prejudices either, mother.

Very true, was the equable answer of Lady Verner.

Little more was said. Lionel found the time drawing on, and left. Lady Verners carriage was already at the door, waiting to convey Decima and Lucy Tempest to the dinner at Verners Pride. As he was about to mount his horse, Peckaby passed by, rolling a wheel before him. He touched his cap.

Well, said Lionel, has the white donkey arrived yet?

A contraction of anger, not, however, unmixed with mirth, crossed the mans face.

I wish it would come, sir, and bear her off ont! was his hearty response. Shes more a fool nor ever over it, a-whining and a-pining all day long, cause she aint at New Jerusalem. She wants to be in Bedlam, sir; thats what she do! it ud do her more good nor tother.

Lionel laughed, and Peckaby struck his wheel with such impetus that it went off at a tangent, and he had to follow it on the run.




CHAPTER XLVII.

THE YEW-TREE ON THE LAWN.

The rooms were lighted at Verners Pride; the blaze from the chandeliers fell on gay faces and graceful forms. The dinner was over, its scene a banquet hall deserted; and the guests were filling the drawing-rooms.

The centre of an admiring group, its chief attraction, sat Sibylla, her dress some shining material that glimmered in the light, and her hair confined with a band of diamonds. Inexpressibly beautiful by this light she undoubtedly was, but she would have been more charming had she less laid herself out for attraction. Lionel, Lord Garle, Decima, and young Bitterworth  he was generally called young Bitterworth, in contradistinction to his father, who was old Bitterworth  formed another group; Sir Rufus Hautley was talking to the Countess of Elmsley; and Lucy Tempest sat apart near the window.

Sir Rufus had but just moved away from Lucy, and for the moment she was alone. She sat within the embrasure of the window, and was looking on the calm scene outside. How different from the garish scene within! See the pure moonlight, side by side with the most brilliant light we earthly inventors can produce, and contrast them! Pure and fair as the moonlight looked Lucy, her white robes falling softly round her, and her girlish face wearing a thoughtful expression. It was a remarkably light night; the terrace, the green slopes beyond it, and the clustering trees far away, all standing out clear and distinct in the moons rays. Suddenly her eye rested on a particular spot. She possessed a very clear sight, and it appeared to detect something dark there; which dark something had not been there a few moments before.

Lucy strained her eyes, and shaded them, and gazed again. Presently she turned her head, and glanced at Lionel. An expression in her eyes seemed to call him, and he advanced.

What is it, Lucy? We must have a set of gallant men here to-night, to leave you alone like this!

The compliment fell unheeded on her ear. Compliments from him! Lionel only so spoke to hide his real feelings.

Look on the lawn, right before us, said Lucy to him, in a low tone. Underneath the spreading yew-tree. Do you not fancy the trunk looks remarkably dark and thick?

The trunk remarkably dark and thick! echoed Lionel. What do you mean, Lucy? For he judged by her tone that she had some hidden meaning.

I believe that some man is standing there. He must be watching this room.

Lionel could not see it. His eyes had not been watching so long as Lucys, consequently objects were less distinct. I think you must be mistaken, Lucy, he said. No one would be at the trouble of standing there to watch the room. It is too far off to see much, whatever may be their curiosity.

Lucy held her hands over her eyes, gazing attentively from beneath them. I feel convinced of it now, she presently said. There is some one, and it looks like a man, standing behind the trunk, as if hiding himself. His head is pushed out on this side, certainly, as though he were watching these windows. I have seen the head move twice.

Lionel placed his hands in the same position, and took a long gaze. I do think you are right, Lucy! he suddenly exclaimed. I saw something move then. What business has any one to plant himself there?

He stepped impulsively out as he spoke  the windows opened to the ground  crossed the terrace, descended the steps, and turned on the lawn, to the left hand. A minute, and he was up at the tree.

But he gained no satisfaction. The spreading tree, with its imposing trunk  which trunk was nearly as thick as a mans body  stood all solitary on the smooth grass, no living thing being near it.

We must have been mistaken, after all, thought Lionel.

Nevertheless, he stood under the tree, and cast his keen glances around. Nothing could he see; nothing but what ought to be there. The wide lawn, the sweet flowers closed to the night, the remoter parts where the trees were thick, all stood cold and still in the white moonlight. But of human disturber there was none.

Lionel went back again, plucking a white geranium blossom and a sprig of sweet verbena on his way. Lucy was sitting alone, as he had left her.

It was a false alarm, he whispered. Nothings there, except the tree.

It was not a false alarm, she answered. I saw him move away as you went on to the lawn. He drew back towards the thicket.

Are you sure? questioned Lionel, his tone betraying that he doubted whether she was not mistaken.

Oh, yes, I am sure, said Lucy. Do you know what my old nurse used to tell me when I was a child? she asked, lifting her face to his. She said I had the Indian sight, because I could see so far and so distinctly. Some of the Indians have the gift greatly, you know. I am quite certain that I saw the object  and it looked like the figure of a man  go swiftly away from the tree across the grass. I could not see him to the end of the lawn, but he must have gone into the plantation. I dare say he saw you coming towards him.

Lionel smiled. I wish I had caught the spy. He should have answered to me for being there. Do you like verbena, Lucy?

He laid the verbena and geranium on her lap, and she took them up mechanically.

I do not like spies, she said, in a dreamy tone. In India they have been known to watch the inmates of a house in the evening, and to bow-string one of those they were watching before the morning. You are laughing! Indeed, my nurse used to tell me tales of it.

We have no spies in England  in that sense, Lucy. When I used the word spy, it was with no meaning attached to it. It is not impossible but it may be a sweetheart of one of the maid-servants, come up from Deerham for a rendezvous. Be under no apprehension.

At that moment, the voice of his wife came ringing through the room. Mr. Verner!

He turned to the call. Waiting to say another word to Lucy, as a thought struck him. You would prefer not to remain at the window, perhaps. Let me take you to a more sheltered seat.

Oh, no, thank you, she answered impulsively. I like being at the window. It is not of myself that I am thinking. And Lionel moved away.

Is it not true that the fountains at Versailles played expressly for me? eagerly asked Sibylla, as he approached her. Sir Rufus wont believe that they did. The first time we were in Paris, you know.

Sir Rufus Hautley was by her side then. He looked at Lionel. They never play for private individuals, Mr. Verner. At least, if they do, things have changed.

My wife thought they did, returned Lionel, with a smile. It was all the same.

They did, Lionel, you know they did, vehemently asserted Sibylla. De Coigny told me so; and he held authority in the Government.

I know that De Coigny told you so, and that you believed him, answered Lionel, still smiling. I did not believe him.

Sibylla turned her head away petulantly from her husband. You are saying it to annoy me. Ill never appeal to you again. Sir Rufus, they did play expressly for me.

It may be bad taste, but Id rather see the waterworks at St. Cloud than at Versailles, observed a Mr. Gordon, some acquaintance that they had picked up in town, and to whom it had been Sibyllas pleasure to give an invitation. Cannonby wrote me word last week from Paris

Who? sharply interrupted Sibylla.

Mr. Gordon looked surprised. Her tone had betrayed something of eager alarm, not to say terror.

Captain Cannonby, Mrs. Verner. A friend of mine just returned from Australia. Business took him to Paris as soon as he landed.

Is he from the Melbourne port? Is his Christian name Lawrence? she reiterated breathlessly.

Yes  to both questions, replied Mr. Gordon.

Sibylla shrieked, and lifted her handkerchief to her face. They gathered round her in consternation. One offering smelling-salts, one running for water. Lionel gently drew the handkerchief from her face. It was white as death.

What ails you, my dear? he whispered.

She seemed to recover her equanimity as suddenly as she had lost it, and the colour began to appear in her cheeks again.

His name  Cannonbys  puts me in mind of those unhappy days, she said, not in the low tone used by her husband, but aloud  speaking, in fact, to all around her. I did not know Captain Cannonby had returned. When did he come, Mr. Gordon?

About eight or nine days ago.

Has he made his fortune?

Mr. Gordon laughed. I fancy not. Cannonby was always of a roving nature. I expect he got tired of the Australian world before fortune had time to find him out.

Sibylla was soon deep in her flirtations again. It is not erroneous to call them so. But they were innocent flirtations  the result of vanity. Lionel moved away.

Another commotion. Some great long-legged fellow, without ceremony or warning, came striding in at the window close to Lucy Tempest. Lucys thoughts had been buried  it is hard to say where, and her eyes were strained to the large yew-tree upon the grass. The sudden entrance startled her, albeit she was not of a nervous temperament. With Indian bow-strings in the mind, and fancied moonlight spies before the sight, a scream was inevitable.

Whom should it be but Jan! Jan, of course. What other guest would be likely to enter in that unceremonious fashion? Strictly speaking, Jan was not a guest  at any rate, not an invited one.

I had got a minute to spare this evening, so thought Id come up and have a look at you, proclaimed unfashionable Jan to the room, but principally addressing Lionel and Sibylla.

And so Jan had come, and stood there without the least shame, in drab trousers, and a loose, airy coat, shaking hands with Sir Rufus, shaking hands with anybody who would shake hands with him. Sibylla looked daggers at Jan, and Lionel cross. Not from the same cause. Sibyllas displeasure was directed to Jans style of evening costume; Lionel felt vexed with him for alarming Lucy. But Lionel never very long retained displeasure, and his sweet smile stole over his lips as he spoke.

Jan, I shall be endorsing Lady Verners request  that you come into a house like a Christian  if you are to startle ladies in this fashion.

Whom did I startle? asked Jan.

You startled Lucy.

Nonsense! Did I, Miss Lucy?

Yes, you did a little, Jan, she replied.

What a stupid you must be! retorted gallant Jan. I should say you want doctoring, if your nerves are in that state. You take

Oh, Jan, that will do, laughed Lucy. I am sure I dont want medicine. You know how I dislike it.

They were standing together within the large window, Jan and Lionel, Lucy sitting close to them. She sat with her head a little bent, scenting her verbena.

The truth is, Jan, I and Lucy have been watching some intruder who had taken up his station on the lawn, underneath the yew-tree, whispered Lionel. I suppose Lucy thought he was bursting in upon us.

Yes, I did really think he was, said Lucy, looking up with a smile.

Who was it? asked Jan.

He did not give us the opportunity of ascertaining, replied Lionel. I am not quite sure, mind, that I did see him; but Lucy is positive upon the point. I went to the tree, but he had disappeared. It is rather strange why he should be watching.

He was watching this room attentively, said Lucy, and I saw him move away when Mr. Verner went on the lawn. I am sure he was a spy of some sort.

I can tell you who it was, said Jan. It was Roy.

Roy! repeated Lionel. Why do you say this?

Well, said Jan, as I turned in here, I saw Roy cross the road to the opposite gate. I dont know where he could have sprung from, except from these grounds. That he was neither behind me nor before me as I came up the road, I can declare.

Then it was Roy! exclaimed Lionel. He would have had about time to get into the road, from the time we saw him under the tree. That the fellow is prying into my affairs and movements, I was made aware of to-day; but why he should watch my house I cannot imagine. We shall have an account to settle, Mr. Roy!

Decima came up, asking what private matter they were discussing, and Lionel and Lucy went over the ground again, acquainting her with what had been seen. They stood together in a group, conversing in an undertone. By and by, Mrs. Verner passed, moving from one part of the room to another, on the arm of Sir Rufus Hautley.

Quite a family conclave, she exclaimed, with a laugh. Decima, however much you may wish for attention, it is scarcely fair to monopolise that of Mr. Verner in his own house. If he forgets that he has guests present, you should not help him in the forgetfulness.

It would be well if all wished for attention as little as does Miss Verner, exclaimed Lord Garle. His voice rung out to the ends of the room, and a sudden stillness fell upon it; his words may have been taken as a covert reproof to Mrs. Verner. They were not meant as such. There was no living woman of whom Lord Garle thought so highly as he thought of Decima Verner; and he had spoken in his minds impulse.

Sibylla believed he had purposely flung a shaft at her. And she flung one again  not at him, but at Decima. She was of a terribly jealous nature, and could bear any reproach to herself, better than that another woman should be praised beside her.

When young ladies find themselves neglected, their charms wasted on the desert air, they naturally do covet attention, although it be but a brothers.

Perhaps the first truly severe glance that Lionel Verner ever gave his wife he gave her then. Disdaining any defence off his sister, he stood, haughty, impassive, his lips drawn in, his eyes fixed sternly on Sibylla. Decima remained quiet under the insult, save that she flushed scarlet. Lord Garle did not. Lord Garle spoke up again, in the impetuosity of his open, honest nature.

I can testify that if Miss Verner is neglected, it is her own fault alone. You are mistaken in your premises, Mrs. Verner.

The tone was pointedly significant, the words were unmistakably clear, and the room could not but become enlightened to the fact that Miss Verner might have been Lady Garle. Sibylla laughed a little laugh of disbelief, as she went onwards with Sir Rufus Hautley; and Lionel remained enshrined in his terrible mortification. That his wife should so have forgotten herself!

I must be going off, cried Jan, good-naturedly interrupting the unpleasant silence.

You have not long come, said Lucy.

I didnt leave word where I was coming, and somebody may be going dead while they are scouring the parish for me. Good-night to you all; good-night, Miss Lucy.

With a nod to the room, away went Jan as unceremoniously as he had come; and, not very long afterwards, the first carriage drew up. It was Lady Verners. Lord Garle hastened to Decima, and Lionel took out Lucy Tempest.

Will you think me very foolish, if I say a word of warning to you? asked Lucy, in a low tone to Lionel, as they reached the terrace.

A word of warning to me, Lucy! he repeated. Of what nature?

That Roy is not a good man. He was greatly incensed at your putting him out of his place when you succeeded to Verners Pride, and it is said that he cherishes vengeance. He may have been watching to-night for an opportunity to injure you. Take care of him.

Lionel smiled as he looked at her. Her upturned face looked pale and anxious in the moonlight. Lionel could not receive the fear at all: he would as soon have thought to dread the most improbable thing imaginable, as to dread this sort of violence, whether from Roy, or from any one else.

Theres no fear whatever, Lucy.

I know you will not see it for yourself, and that is the reason why I am presumptive enough to suggest the idea to you. Pray be cautious! pray take care of yourself!

He shook his head laughingly as he looked down upon her. Thank you heartily all the same for your consideration, Lucy, said he, and for the very life of him he could not help pressing her hand warmer than was needful as he placed her in the carriage.

They drove away. Lord Garle returned to the room; Lionel stood against one of the outer pillars, looking forth on the lovely moonlight scene. The part played by Roy  if it was Roy  in the nights doings disturbed him not; but that his wife had shown herself so entirely unlike a lady did disturb him. In bitter contrast to Lucy did she stand out to his mind that night. He turned away, after some minutes, with an impatient movement, as if he would fain throw remembrance and vexation from him, Lionel had himself chosen his companion in life, and none knew better than he that he must abide by it; none could be more firmly resolved to do his full duty by her in love. Sibylla was standing outside the window alone. Lionel approached her, and gently laid his hand upon her shoulder.

Sibylla, what caused you to show agitation when Cannonbys name was mentioned?

I told you, answered Sibylla. It is dreadful to be reminded of that miserable time. It was Cannonby, you know, who buried my husband.

And before Lionel could say more, she had shaken his hand from her shoulder, and was back amidst her guests.




CHAPTER XLVIII.

MR. DAN DUFF IN CONVULSIONS.

Jan had said somebody might be going dead while the parish was being scoured for him; and, in point of fact, Jan found, on reaching home, that that undesirable consummation was not unlikely to occur. As you will find also, if you will make an evening call upon Mrs. Duff.

Mrs. Duff stood behind her counter, sorting silks. Not rich piece silks that are made into gowns; Mrs. Duffs shop did not aspire to that luxurious class of goods; but humble skeins of mixed sewing-silks, that were kept tied up in a piece of wash-leather. Mrs. Duffs head and a customers head were brought together over the bundle, endeavouring to fix upon a skein of a particular shade, by the help of the one gas-burner which flared away overhead.

Drat the silk! said Mrs. Duff at length. One cant tell which is which, by candle-light. The green looks blue, and the blue looks green. Look at them two skeins, Polly; which is the green?

Miss Polly Dawson, a showy damsel with black hair and a cherry-coloured net at the back of it  one of the family that Roy was pleased to term the ill-doing Dawsons, took the two skeins in her hand.

Blest if I can tell! was her answer. Its for doing up mothers green silk bonnet, so it wont do to take blue. You be more used to it nor me, Mrs. Duff.

My eyes never was good for sorting silks by this light, responded Mrs. Duff. Ill tell you what, Polly; you shall take em both. Your mother must take the responsibility of fixing on one herself; or let her keep em till the morning and choose it then. She should have sent by daylight. You can bring back the skein you dont use to-morrow; but mind you keep it clean.

Wrap em up, curtly returned Miss Polly Dawson.

Mrs. Duff was proceeding to do so, when some tall thin form, bearing a large bundle, entered the shop in a fluster. It was Mrs. Peckaby. She sat herself down on the only stool the shop contained, and let the bundle slip to the floor.

Give a body leave to rest a bit, Mother Duff! I be turned amost inside out.

Whats the matter? asked Mrs. Duff, while Polly Dawson surveyed her with a stare.

Theres a white cow in the pound. I cant tell ye the turn it give me, coming sudden upon it. I thought nothing less, at first glance, but it was the white quadruple.

What! hasnt that there white donkey come yet? demanded Polly Dawson; who, in conjunction with sundry others of her age and sex in the village, was not sparing of her free remarks to Mrs. Peckaby on the subject, thereby aggravating that lady considerably.

You hold your tongue, Polly Dawson, and dont be brazen, if you can help it, rebuked Mrs. Peckaby. I was so took aback for the minute, that I couldnt neither stir nor speak, she resumed to Mrs. Duff. But when I found it was nothing but a old strayed wretch of a pounded cow, I amost dropped with the disappointment. So I thought Id come back here and take a rest. Wheres Dan?

Dans out, answered Mrs. Duff.

Is he? I thought he might have took this parcel down to Sykess, and saved me the sight o that pound again and the deceiver in it. Its just my luck!

Dans gone up to Verners Pride, continued Mrs. Duff. That fine French madmizel, as rules there, come down for some trifles this evening, and took him home with her to carry the parcel. Its time he was back, though, and more nor time. Twasnt bigger, neither, nor a farthing bun, but twas too big for her. Isnt it a-getting the season for you to think of a new gownd, Mrs. Peckaby? resumed Mother Duff, returning to business. I have got some beautiful winter stuffs in.

I hope the only new gownd as I shall want till I gets to New Jerusalem, is the purple one Ive got prepared for it, replied Mrs. Peckaby. I dont think the journeys far off. I had a dream last night as I saw a great crowd o people dressed in white, a-coming out to meet me. I look upon it as its a token that I shall soon be there.

I wouldnt go out to that there New Jerusalem if ten white donkeys come to fetch me! cried Polly Dawson, tossing her head with scorn. It is a nice place, by all that I have heard! Them saints

A most appalling interruption. Snorting, moaning, sobbing, his breath coming in gasps, his hair standing up on end, his eyes starting, and his face ghastly, there burst in upon them Master Dan Duff. That he was in the very height of terror, there could be no mistaking. To add to the confusion, he flung his arms out as he came in, and his hand caught one of the side panes of glass in the bow window and shattered it, the pieces falling amongst the displayed wares. Dan leaped in, caught hold of his mother with a spasmodic howl, and fell down on some bundles in a corner of the small shop.

Mrs. Duff was dragged down with him. She soon extricated herself, and stared at the boy in very astonishment. However inclined to play tricks out of doors, Mr. Dan never ventured to play them, in. Polly Dawson stared. Susan Peckaby, forgetting New Jerusalem for once, sprang off her stool and stared. But that his terror was genuine, and Mrs. Duff saw that it was, Dan had certainly been treated then to that bugbear of his domestic life  a basting.

What has took you now? sharply demanded Mrs. Duff, partly in curiosity, partly in wrath.

I seed a dead man, responded Dan, and he forthwith fell into convulsions.

They shook him, they pulled him, they pinched him. One laid hold of his head, another of his feet; but, make nothing of him, could they. The boys face was white, his hands and arms were twitching, and froth was gathering on his lips. By this time the shop was full.

Run across, one of you, cried the mother, turning her face to the crowd, and see if you can find Mr. Jan Verner.




CHAPTER XLIX.

I SEED A DEAD MAN!

Jan Verner was turning in at his own door  the surgery  at a swinging pace. Jans natural pace was a deliberate one; but Jan found so much to do, now he was alone in the business, that he had no resource but to move at the rate of a steam engine. Otherwise he would never have got through his days work. Jan had tried one assistant, who had proved to be more plague than profit, and Jan was better without him. Master Cheese, promoted now to tail-coats and turn-up collars, was coming on, and could attend to trifling cases. Master Cheese wished to be promoted also to Mister Cheese; but he remained obstinately excessively short, and people would still call him Master. He appeared to grow in breadth instead of height, and underwent, in consequence, a perpetual inward mortification. Jan would tell him he should eat less and walk more; but the advice was not taken.

Jan Verner was turning into the surgery at a swinging pace, and came in violent contact with Master Cheese, who was coming out at another sharp pace. Jan rubbed his chest, and Cheese his head.

I say, Jan, said he, cant you look where your going?

Cant you look? returned Jan. Where are you off to?

Theres something the matter at Duffs. About a dozen came here in a body, wanting you. Bob says Dan Duff was dying.

Jan turned his eyes on Bob, the surgery-boy. Bob answered the look  

Its what they said, sir. They said as Dan Duff was a-dying and a-frothing at the mouth. Its about five minutes ago, sir.

Did you go over? asked Jan of Cheese. I saw a crowd round Mrs. Duffs door.

No, I didnt. I am going now. I was indoors, having my supper.

Then you need not trouble yourself, returned Jan. Stop where you are, and digest your supper.

He, Jan, was speeding off, when a fresh deputation arrived. Twenty anxious faces at the least, all in a commotion, their tongues going together. Dan was frothing dreadful, and his legs was twitchin like one in the epilepsies.

What has caused it? asked Jan. I saw him well enough an hour or two ago.

He see a dead man, sir; as its said. We cant come to the bottom of it, cause of his not answering no questions. He be too bad, he be.

He did see a dead man, put in Polly Dawson, who made one of the deputation, and was proud of being able to add her testimony to the asserted fact. Leastways, he said he did. I was a-buying some silk, sir, in at Mother Duffs shop, and Susan Peckaby was in there too, she was, a-talking rubbish about her white donkey, when Dan flounders in upon us in a state not to be told, a-frightening of us dreadful, and a-smashing in the winder with his arm. And he said hed seen a dead man.

Jan could not make sense of the tale. There was nobody lying dead in Deerham, that he knew of. He pushed the crowd round the door right and left to get space to enter. The shop was pretty full already, but numbers pushed in after Jan. Dan had been carried into the kitchen at the back of the shop, and was laid upon the floor, a pillow under his head. The kitchen was more crowded than the shop; there was not breathing space; and room could hardly be found for Jan.

The shop was Mrs. Duffs department. If she chose to pack it full of people to the ceiling, it was her affair: but Jan made the kitchen, where the boy lay, his.

Whats the matter with him, sir? was the eager question to Jan, the moment he had cast his eyes on the invalid.

I may be able to ascertain as soon as I have elbow room, replied Jan. Suppose you give it me. Mrs. Duff may stop, but nobody else.

Jans easy words carried authority in their tone, and the company turned tail and began to file out.

Couldnt you do with me in, as well as his mother, sir? asked Susan Peckaby. I was here when he came in, I was; and I knowed what it was amost afore he spoke. He have been frightened by that thing in the pound. Only a few minutes afore, it had turned my inside almost out.

No, I cant, answered Jan. I must have the room clear. Perhaps I shall send away his mother.

I should ha liked to know for sure, meekly observed Susan Peckaby, preparing to resign herself to her fate. I hope youll ask him, sir, when he comes to, whether it were not that thing in the pound as frightened him. I took it for someat else, mores the grief! but it looks, for all the world, like a ghost in the moonlight.

What is in the pound? demanded Jan.

Its a white cow, responded Susan Peckaby. And it strikes me as its Farmer Blows. He have got a white cow, you know, sir, like he have got a white pony, and they be always a-giving me a turn, one or tother of em. Id like old Blow to be indicted for a pest, I would! a-keeping white animals to upset folks. Its not a week ago that I met that cow in the road at dusk  strayed through a gap in the hedge. Tiresome beast, a-causing my heart to leap into my mouth!

If Dan have put himself into this state, and done all this damage, through nothing but seeing of a white cow, wont I baste him! emphatically rejoined Mrs. Duff.

Jan at length succeeded in getting the kitchen clear. But for some time, in spite of all his skill and attention  and he spared neither  he could make no impression upon the unhappy Dan. His mothers bed was made ready for him  Dan himself sharing the accommodation of a dark closet in an ordinary way, in common with his brothers  and Jan carried him up to it. There he somewhat revived, sufficiently to answer a question or two rationally. It must be confessed that Jan felt some curiosity upon the subject; to suppose the boy had been thrown into that state, simply by seeing a white cow in the pound, was ridiculous.

What frightened you? asked Jan.

I seed a dead man, answered the boy. Oh, lor!

Well? said Jan, with composure, he didnt eat you. What is there in a dead man to be alarmed at? I have seen scores  handled em too. What dead man was it?

The boy pulled the bed-clothes over him, and moaned. Jan pulled them down again.

Of course you cant tell! Theres no dead man in Deerham. Was it in the churchyard?

No.

Was it in the pound? asked Jan triumphantly, thinking he had got it right this time.

No.

The answer was an unexpected one.

Where was it, then?

Oh-o-o-o-oh! moaned the boy, beginning to shake and twitch again.

Now, Dan Duff, this wont do, said Jan. Tell me quietly what you saw, and where you saw it.

I seed a dead man, reiterated Dan Duff. And it appeared to be all he was capable of saying.

You saw a white cow on its hind legs, returned Jan. Thats what you saw. I am surprised at you, Dan Duff. I should have thought you more of a man.

Whether the reproof overcame Master Duffs nerves again, or the remembrance of the dead man, certain it was, that he relapsed into a state which rendered it imprudent, in Jans opinion, to continue for the present the questioning. One more only he put  for a sudden thought crossed him, which induced it.

Was it in the copse at Verners Pride?

Twas at the Willow Pool; he was a-walking round it. Oh-o-o-o-o-oh!

Jans momentary fear was dispelled. A night or two back there had been a slight affray between Lionels gamekeeper and some poachers: and the natural doubts arose whether anything fresh of the same nature had taken place. If so, Dan Duff might have come upon one of them lying, dead or wounded. The words walking round the pool  did away with this. For the present, Jan departed.

But, if Dans organs of disclosure are for the present in abeyance, theres no reason why we should not find out what we can for ourselves. You may be very sure that Deerham would not fail to do it.

The French madmizel  as Mrs. Duff styled her, meaning, of course, Mademoiselle Benoite  had called in at Mrs. Duffs shop and made a purchase. It consisted  if you are curious to know  of pins and needles, and a staylace. Not a parcel that would have weighed her down, certainly, had she borne it herself; but it pleased her to demand that Dan should carry it for her. This she did, partly to display her own consequence, chiefly that she might have a companion home, for Mademoiselle Benoite did not relish the walk alone by moonlight to Verners Pride. Of course young Dan was at the beck and call of Mrs. Duffs customers, that being, as mademoiselle herself might have said, his spécialité. Whether a customer bought a parcel that would have filled a van, or one that might have gone inside a penny thimble, Master Dan was equally expected to be in readiness to carry the purchase to its destination at night, if called upon. Master Dans days being connected now with the brick-fields, where his spécialité appeared to be, to put layers of clay upon his clothes.

Accordingly, Dan started with Mademoiselle Benoite. She had been making purchases at other places, which she had brought away with her  shoes, stationery, and various things, all of which were handed over to the porter, Dan. They arrived at Verners Pride in safety, and Dan was ordered to follow her in, and deposit his packages on the table of the apartment that was called the stewards room.

One, two, three, four, counted Mademoiselle Benoite, with French caution, lest he should have dropped any by the way. You go outside now, Dan, and I bring you something from my pocket for your trouble.

Dan returned outside accordingly, and stood gazing at the laundry windows, which were lighted up. Mademoiselle dived in her pocket, took something from thence, which she screwed carefully up in a bit of newspaper, and handed it to Dan. Dan had watched the process in a glow of satisfaction, believing it could be nothing less than a silver sixpence. How much more it might prove, Dans aspirations were afraid to anticipate.

There! said Mademoiselle, when she put it into his hand. Now you can go back to your mother.

She shut the door in his face somewhat inhospitably, and Dan eagerly opened his cadeau. It contained  two lumps of fine white sugar.

Mean old cat! burst forth Dan. If it wasnt that mother ud baste me, Id never bring a parcel for her again, not if she bought up the shop. Wouldnt I like to give all the French a licking?

Munching his sugar wrathfully, he passed across the yard, and out at the gate. There he hesitated which way home he should take, as he had hesitated that far gone evening, when he had come up upon the errand to poor Rachel Frost. More than four years had elapsed since then, and Dan was now fourteen; but he was a young and childish boy of his age, which might be owing to the fact of his being so kept under by his mother.

I have a good mind to trick her! soliloquised he; alluding, it must be owned, to that revered mother. She wouldnt let me go out to Bill Hooks to-night; though I telled her as it wasnt for no nonsense I wanted to see him, but about that there gray ferret. I will, too! Ill go back the field way, and cut down there. Shell be none the wiser.

Now, this was really a brave resolve for Dan Duff. The proposed road would take him past the Willow Pool; and he, in common with other timorous spirits, had been given to eschew that place at night, since the end of Rachel. It must be supposed that the business touching the gray ferret was one of importance, for Dan to lose sight of his usual fears, and turn towards that pool.

Not once, from that time to this, had Dan Duff taken this road alone at night. From that cause probably, no sooner had he now turned into the lane, than he began to think of Rachel. He would have preferred to think of anything else in the world; but he found, as many others are obliged to find, that unpleasant thoughts cannot be driven away at will. It was not so much that the past night of misfortune was present to him, as that he feared to meet the ghost of Rachel.

He went on, glancing furtively on all sides, his face and his hair growing hotter and hotter. There, on his right, was the gate through which he had entered the field to give chase to the supposed cat; there, on the left, was the high hedge; before him lay the length of lane traversed that evening by the tall man, who had remained undiscovered from that hour to this. Dan could see nothing now; no tall man, no cat; even the latter might have proved a welcome intruder. He glanced up at the calm sky, at the bright moon riding overhead. The night was perfectly still; a lovely night, could Dan only have kept the ghosts out of his mind.

Suddenly a horse, in the field on the other side the hedge, set up a loud neigh, right in Dans ear. Coming thus unexpectedly, it startled Dan above everything. He half resolved to go back, and turned round and looked the way he had come. But he thought of the gray ferret, and plucked up some courage and went on again, intending, the moment he came in sight of the Willow Pool, to make a dash past at his utmost speed.

The intention was not carried out. Clambering over the gate which led to the enclosure, a more ready way to Dan than opening it, he was brought within view of the pool. There it was, down in the dreary lower part, near the trees. The pool itself was distinct enough, lying to the right, and Dan involuntarily looked towards it. Not to have saved his life, could Dan have helped looking.

Susan Peckaby had said to Jan, that her heart leaped into her mouth at the sight of the white cow in the pound. Poor Dan Duff might have said that his heart leaped right out of him, at sight now of the Willow Pool. For there was some shadowy figure moving round it.

Dan stood powerless. But for the gate behind him he would have turned and ran; to scramble back over that, his limbs utterly refused. The delay caused him, in spite of his fear, to discern the very obvious fact, that the shadowy figure was not that of a woman habited in white  as the orthodox ghost of Rachel ought to have been  but a mans, wearing dark clothes. There flashed into Dans remembrance the frequent nightly visits of Robin Frost to the pond, bringing with it a ray of relief.

Robin had been looked upon as little better than a lunatic since the misfortune; but, to Dan Duff, he appeared in that moment worth his weight in gold. Robins companionship was as good as anybodys to ward off the ghostly fears, and Dan set off, full speed, towards him. To go right up to the pond would take him a few yards out of his way to Bill Hooks. What of that? To exchange words with a human tongue, Dan, in that moment of superstitious fright, would have gone as many miles.

He had run more than half the intervening distance, when he brought himself to a halt. It had become evident to Dans sight that it was not Robin Frost. Whoever it might be, he was a head and shoulders taller than Robin; and Dan moved up more quietly, his eyes strained forward in the moonlight. A suspicion came over him that it might be Mr. Verner; Dan could not, at the moment, remember anybody else so tall, unless it was Mr. Jan. The figure stood now with its back to him; apparently gazing into the pool. Dan advanced with slow steps; if it was Mr. Verner, he would not presume to intrude upon him; but when he came nearly close, he saw that it bore no resemblance to the figure of Mr. Verner. Slowly, glidingly, the figure turned round; turned its face right upon Dan, full in the rays of the bright moon; and the most awful yell you ever heard went forth upon the still night air.

It came from Dan Duff. What could have been its meaning? Did he think he saw the ghost, which he had been looking out for the last half-hour  poor Rachels?  saw it beyond this figure which had turned upon him? Dan alone knew. That he had fallen into the most appalling terror, was certain. His eyes were starting, the drops of perspiration poured off him, and his hair rose up on end. The figure  just as if it had possessed neither sight nor hearing, neither sense nor sympathy for human sound  glided noiselessly away; and Dan went yelling on.

Towards home now. All thought of Bill Hook and the gray ferret was gone. Away he tore, the nearest way, which took him past the pound. He never saw the white cow: had the cow been a veritable ghost, Dan had not seen it then. The yells subsiding into moans, and the perspiration into fever heat, he gained his mothers, and broke the window, as you have heard, in passing in.

Such were the particulars; but as yet they were not known. The first person to elicit them was Roy the bailiff.

After Jan Verner had departed, saying he should be back by and by, and giving Mrs. Duff strict orders to keep the boy quiet, to allow nobody near him but herself, and, above all, no questioning, Mrs. Duff quitted him, that he might get a bit o sleep, she said. In point of fact, Mrs. Duff was burning to exercise her gossiping powers with those other gossipers below. To them she descended; and found Susan Peckaby holding forth upon the subject of the white cow.

You be wrong, Susan Peckaby, said Mrs. Duff, It warnt the white cow at all; Dan warnt a-nigh the pound. He told Mr. Jan so.

Then what was it? returned Susan Peckaby.

One of the present auditors was Roy the bailiff. He had only recently pushed in, and had stood listening in silence, taking note of the various comments and opinions. As silently, he moved behind the group, and was stealing up the stairs. Mrs. Duff placed herself before him.

Where be you a-going, Mr. Roy? Mr. Jan said as not a soul was to go a-nigh him to disturb him with talk. A nice thing, it ud be, for it to settle on his brain!

I aint a-going to disturb him, returned Roy. I have seen something myself to-night that is not over-kind. Id like to get a inkling if its the same that has frightened him.

Was it in the pound? eagerly asked Mrs. Peckaby.

The pound be smoked! was the polite answer vouchsafed by Roy. Theell go mad with th white donkey one of these days.

There cant be any outlet to it, but one, observed Mrs. Chuff, the blacksmiths wife, giving her opinion in a loud key. He must ha seen Rachel Frosts ghost.

Have you been and seen that to-night, Mr. Roy? cried Susan Peckaby.

Maybe I have, and maybe I havent, was Roys satisfactory reply, All I say is, Ive seen something that Id rather not have seen; something that ud have sent all you women into fits. Twarnt unlike Rachel, and twere clothed in white. Ill just go and take a look at Dan, Mother Duff. No fear o my disturbing him.

Mother Duff, absorbed with her visitors, allowed him to go on without further impediment. The first thing Roy did upon getting upstairs, was to shut the chamber door; the next, to arouse and question the suffering Dan. Roy succeeded in getting from him the particulars already related, and a little more; insomuch that Dan mentioned the name which the dead man had borne in life.

Roy sat and stared at him after the revelation, keeping silence. It may have been that he was digesting the wonder; it may have been that he was deliberating upon his answer.

Look you here, Dan Duff, said he, by and by, holding the shaking boy by the shoulder. You just breathe that name again to living mortal, and see if you dont get hung up by the neck for it. Twas nothing but Rachels ghost. Them ghosts takes the form of anything that it pleases, em to take; whether its a dead mans, or whether its a womans, what do they care? Theres no ghost but Rachels ud be a-hovering over that pond. Where be your senses gone, not to know that?

Poor Dans senses appeared to be wandering somewhere yet; they certainly were not in him. He shook and moaned, and finally fell into the same sort of stupor as before. Roy could make nothing further of him, and he went down.

Well, said he to the assemblage, Ive got it out of him. The minute he saw me, he stretched his arm out Mr. Roy, says he, Im sick to unburden myself to somebody; and he up and told. Hes fell off again now, like one senseless, and I question if hed remember telling me.

And what was it? And what was it? questioned the chorus. Rachels ghost?

It was nothing less, you may be sure, replied Roy, his tone expressive of contempt that they should have thought it could be anything less. The young idiot must take and go by the pond on this bright night, and in course he saw it. Right again his face, he says, it appeared; there wasnt no mistaking of it. It was a-walking round and round the pool.

Considerable shivering in the assembly. Polly Dawson, who was on its outskirts, shrieked, and pushed into its midst, as if it were a safer place. The women drew into a closer circle, and glanced round at an imaginary ghost behind their shoulders.

Was it that as you saw yourself to-night, Mr. Roy?

Never mind me, was Roys answer. I aint one to be startled to death at sight of a sperit, like boys and women is. I had my pill in what I saw, I can tell ye. And my advice to ye all is, keep within your own doors after nightfall.

Without further salutation, Roy departed. The women, with one accord, began to make for the staircase. To contemplate one who had just been in actual contact with the ghost  which some infidels had persistently asserted throughout was nothing but a myth  was a sight not to be missed. But they were driven back again. With a succession of yells, the like of which had never been heard, save at the Willow Pond that night, Dan appeared leaping down upon them, his legs naked and his short shirt flying behind him. To be left alone, a prey to ghosts or their remembrances, was more than the boy, with his consciousness upon him, could bear. The women yelled also, and fell back one upon another; not a few being under the impression that it was the ghost itself.

What was to be done with him? Before the question was finally decided, Mrs. Bascroft, the landlady of the Plough and Harrow, who had made one of the company, went off to her bar, whence she hastened back again with an immense hot tumbler, three parts brandy, one part water, the whole of which was poured down the throat of Dan.

Theres nothing like it for restoring folks after a fright, remarked Mrs. Bascroft.

The result of the dose was, that Dan Duff subsided into a state of real stupor, so profound and prolonged that even Jan began to doubt whether he would awake from it.




CHAPTER L.

MR. AND MRS. VERNER.

Lionel Verner sat over his morning letters, bending upon one of them a perplexed brow. A claim which he had settled the previous spring  at least, which he believed had been settled  was now forwarded to him again. That there was very little limit to his wifes extravagance, he had begun to know.

In spite of Sibyllas extensive purchases made in Paris at the time of their marriage, she had contrived by the end of the following winter to run up a tolerable bill at her London milliners. When they had gone to town in the early spring, this bill was presented to Lionel. Four hundred and odd pounds. He gave Sibylla a cheque for its amount, and some gentle, loving words of admonition at the same time  not to spend him out of house and home.

A second account from the same milliner had arrived this morning  been delivered to him with other London letters. Why it should have been sent to him, and not to his wife, he was unable to tell  unless it was meant as a genteel hint that payment would be acceptable. The whole amount was for eleven hundred pounds, but part of this purported to be To bill delivered  four hundred and odd pounds  the precise sum which Lionel believed to have been paid. Eleven hundred pounds! and all the other claims upon him! No wonder he sat with a bent brow. If things went on at this rate, Verners Pride would come to the hammer.

He rose, the account in his hand, and proceeded to his wifes dressing-room. Among other habits, Sibylla was falling into that of indolence, scarcely ever rising to breakfast now. Or, if she rose, she did not come down. Mademoiselle Benoite came whisking out of a side room as he was about to enter.

Madames toilette is not made, sir, cried she, in a tart tone, as if she thought he had no right to enter.

What of that? returned Lionel. And he went in.

Just as she had got out of bed, save that she had a blue quilted silk dressing-gown thrown on, and her feet were thrust into blue quilted slippers, sat Sibylla, before a good fire. She leaned in an easy-chair, reading; a miniature breakfast service of Sèvres china, containing chocolate, on a low table at her side. Some people like to read a word or two of the Bible, as soon as conveniently may be, after getting up in the morning. Was that good book the study of Sibylla? Not at all. Her study was a French novel. By dint of patience, and the assistance of Mademoiselle Benoite in the hard words and complicated sentences, Mrs. Verner contrived to arrive tolerably well at its sense.

Good gracious! she exclaimed, when Lionel appeared, are you not gone shooting with the rest?

I did not go this morning, he answered, closing the door and approaching her.

Have you taken breakfast? she asked.

Breakfast has been over a long while. Were I you, Sibylla, when I had guests staying in the house, I should try and rise to breakfast with them.

Oh, you crafty Lionel! To save you the trouble of presiding. Thank you, she continued good-humouredly, I am more comfortable here. What is this story about a ghost? The kitchens in a regular commotion, Benoite says.

To what do you allude? asked Lionel.

Dan Duff is dying, or dead, returned Sibylla. Benoite was in Deerham last night, and brought him home to carry her parcels. In going back again, he saw, as he says, Rachel Frosts ghost, and it terrified him out of his senses. Old Roy saw it too, and the news has travelled up here.

Sibylla laughed as she spoke. Lionel looked vexed.

They are very stupid, he said. A pity but they kept such stories to themselves. If they were only as quiet as poor Rachels ghost is, it might be better for some of them.

Of course you would wish it kept quiet, said Sibylla, in a tone full of significance. I like to hear of these frights  it is good fun.

He did not fathom in the remotest degree the meaning of her tone. But he had not gone thither to dispute about ghosts.

Sibylla, he gravely said, putting the open account into her hand, I have received this bill this morning.

Sibylla ran her eyes over it with indifference; first at the bills head, to see whence it came, next at its sum total.

What an old cheat! Eleven hundred pounds! I am sure I have not had the half.

Lionel pointed to the part bill delivered. Was that not paid in the spring?

How can I recollect? returned Sibylla, speaking as carelessly as before.

I think you may recollect if you try. I gave you a cheque for the amount.

Oh, yes, I do recollect now. It has not been paid.

But, my dear, I say I gave the cheque for it.

I cashed the cheque myself. I wanted some money just then. You cant think how fast money goes in London, Lionel.

The avowal proved only what he suspected. Nevertheless it hurt him greatly  grieved him to his hearts core. Not so much the spending of the money, as the keeping the fact from him. What a lack of good feeling, of confidence, it proved.

He bent towards her, speaking gently, kindly. Whatever might be her faults to him, her provocations, he could never behave otherwise to her than as a thorough gentleman, a kind husband.

It was not right to use that cheque, Sibylla. It was made out in Madame Lebeaus name, and should have been paid to her. But why did you not tell me?

Sibylla shrugged her shoulders in place of answer. She had picked up many such little national habits of Mademoiselle Benoites. Very conspicuous just then was the upright line on Lionels brow.

The amount altogether is, you perceive, eleven hundred pounds, he continued.

Yes, said Sibylla. Shes a cheat, that Madame Lebeau. I shall make Benoite write her a French letter, and tell her so.

It must be paid. But it is a great deal of money. I cannot continue to pay these large sums, Sibylla. I have not the money to do it with.

Not the money! When you know you are paying heaps for Lady Verner! Before you tell me not to spend, you should cease supplying her.

Lionels very brow flushed. My mother has a claim upon me only in a degree less than you have, he gravely said. Part of the revenues of Verners Pride ought to have been hers years ago; and they were not.

If my husband had lived  if he had left me a little child  Verners Pride would have been his and mine, and never yours at all.

Hush, Sibylla! You dont know how these allusions hurt me, he interrupted, in a tone of intense pain.

They are true, said Sibylla.

But not  forgive me, my dear, for saying it  not the less unseemly.

Why do you grumble at me, then?

I do not grumble, he answered in a kind tone. Your interests are mine, Sibylla, and mine are yours. I only tell you the fact  and a fact it is  that our income will not stand these heavy calls upon it. Were I to show you how much you have spent in dress since we were married  what with Paris, London, and Heartburg  the sum total would frighten you.

You should not keep the sum total, resentfully spoke Sibylla. Why do you add it up?

I must keep my accounts correctly. My uncle taught me that.

I am sure he did not teach you to grumble at me, she rejoined. I look upon Verners Pride as mine, more than yours; if it had not been for the death of my husband, you would never have had it.

Inexpressibly vexed  vexed beyond the power to answer, for he would not trust himself to answer  Lionel prepared to quit the room. He began to wish he had not had Verners Pride, if this was to be its domestic peace. Sibylla petulantly threw the French book from her lap upon the table, and it fell down with its page open.

Lionels eyes caught its title, and a flush, not less deep than the preceding flush, darkened his brow. He laid his open palm upon the page with an involuntary movement, as if he would guard it from the eyes of his wife. That she should be reading that notorious work!

Where did you get this? he cried. It is not a fit book for you.

Theres nothing-the matter with the book as far as I have gone.

Indeed you must not read it! Pray dont, Sibylla! You will be sorry for it afterwards.

How do you know it is not a fit book?

Because I have read it.

There! You have read it! And you would like to deny the pleasure to me! Dont say you are never selfish.

Sibylla! What is fit for me to read may be most unfit for you. I read the book when I was a young man; I would not read it now. Is it Benoites? he inquired, seeing the name in the first page.

Yes, it is.

Lionel closed the book. Promise me, Sibylla, that you will not attempt to read more of it. Give it her back at once, and tell her to send it out of the house, or to keep it under lock and key while it remains within it.

Sibylla hesitated.

Is it so very hard a promise? he tenderly asked. I would do a great deal more for you.

Yes, Lionel, I will promise, she replied, a better feeling coming over her. I will give it her back now. Benoite!

She called loudly. Benoite heard, and came in.

Mr. Verner says this is not a nice book. You may take it away.

Mademoiselle Benoite advanced with a red face, and took the book.

Have you any more such books? inquired Lionel, looking at her.

No, sir, I not got one other, hardily replied she.

Have the goodness to put this one away. Had your mistress been aware of the nature of the book, she had not suffered you to produce it.

Mademoiselle went away, her skirts jerking. Lionel bent down to his wife.

You know that it pains me to find fault, Sibylla, he fondly whispered. I have ever your welfare and happiness at heart. More anxiously, I think, than you have mine.




CHAPTER LI.

COMMOTION IN DEERHAM.

Lionel Verner was strolling out later in the day, and met the shooting-party coming home. After congratulating them on their good sport, he was turning home with them, when the gamekeeper intimated that he should be glad to speak a word to him in private. Upon which, Lionel let the gentlemen go on.

What is it, Broom? asked he.

Im much afeared, sir, if things are not altered, that therell be murder committed some night, answered Broom, without circumlocution.

I hope not, replied Lionel. Are you and the poachers again at issue?

Its not about the poachers, hang em! Its about Robin Frost, sir. What on earth have come to him I cant conceive. This last few nights he have took to prowling out with a gun. He lays himself down in the copse, or a ditch, or the open field  no matter where  and there he stops, on the watch, with his gun always pointed.

On the watch for what? asked Lionel.

He best knows himself, sir. Hes going quite cracked, its my belief; he have been half-way to it this long while. Sometimes hes trailing through the brushwood on all fours, the gun ever pointed; but mostly hes posted on the watch. Hell get shot for a poacher, or some of the poachers will shoot him, as sure as its a gun that he carries.

What can be his motive? mused Lionel.

Im inclined to think, sir, though he is Robin Frost, that hes after the birds, boldly returned Broom.

Then rely upon it that you think wrong, Broom, rebuked Lionel, Robin Frost would no more go out poaching, than I should go out thieving.

I saw him trailing along last night in the moonlight, sir. I saw his old father come up and talk to him, urging him to go home, as it seemed to me. But he couldnt get him; and the old man had to hobble back without Robin. Robin stopped in his cold berth on the ground.

I did not think old Matthew was capable of going out at night.

He did last night, sir; thats for certain. It was not far; only down away by the brick-kilns. Theres a tale going abroad that Dan Duff was sent into mortal fright by seeing something that he took to be Rachels ghost; my opinion is, that he must have met old Frost in his white smock-frock, and took him for a ghost. The moon did cast an uncommon white shade last night. Though old Frost wasnt a-nigh the Willow Pool, nor Robin neither, and thats where they say Dan Duff got his fright. Formerly, Robin was always round that pool, but lately he has changed his beat. Anyhow, sir, perhaps youd be so good as drop a warning to Robin of the risk he runs. He may mind you.

I will, said Lionel.

The gamekeeper touched his hat, and walked away. Lionel considered that he might as well give Robin the warning then; and he turned towards the village. Before fairly entering it, he had met twenty talkative persons, who gave him twenty different versions of the previous nights doings, touching Dan Duff.

Mrs. Duff was at her door when Lionel went by. She generally was at her door, unless she was serving customers. He stopped to accost her.

Whats the truth of this affair, Mrs. Duff? asked he. I have heard many reports of it?

Mrs. Duff gave as succinct an account as it was in her nature to give. Some would have told it in a third of the time: but Lionel had patience; he was in no particular hurry.

I have been one of them to laugh at the ghost, sir a-saying that it never was Rachels, and that it never walked, she added. But Ill never do so again. Roy, he see it, as well as Dan.

Oh! he saw it, too, did he, responded Lionel, with a good-natured smile of mockery. Mrs. Duff, you ought to be too old to believe in ghosts, he more seriously resumed. I am sure Roy is, whatever he may choose to say.

If it was no ghost, sir, what could have put our Dan into that awful fright? Mr. Jan doesnt know as hell overget it at all. Hes a-lying without a bit of conscientiousness on my bed, his eyes shut, and his breath a-coming hard.

Something frightened him, no doubt. The belief in poor Rachels ghost has been so popular, that every night fright is attributed to that. Who was it went into a fainting fit in the road, fancying Rachels ghost was walking down upon them; and it proved afterwards to have been only the millers man with a sack of flour on his back?

Oh, that! slightingly returned Mrs. Duff. It was that stupid Mother Grind, before they went off with the Mormons. Shed drop at her shadder, sir, she would.

So would some of the rest of you, said Lionel. I am sorry to hear that Dan is so ill.

Mr. Jans in a fine way over him, sir. Mrs. Bascroft gave him just a taste of weak brandy and water, and Mr. Jan, when he come to know it, said we might just as well have give him pison; and hed not answer for his life or his reason. A pretty thing itll be for Deerham, if theres more lives to be put in danger, now the ghost have took to walk again! Mr. Bourne called in just now, sir, to learn the rights of it. He went up and see Dan; but nothing could he make of him. Would you be pleased to go up and take a look at him, sir?

Lionel declined, and wished Mrs. Duff good-day.

He could do the boy no good, and had no especial wish to look at him, although he had been promoted to the notoriety of seeing a ghost. A few steps farther he encountered Jan.

What is it thats the matter with the boy? asked Lionel.

He had a good fright; theres no doubt about that, replied Jan. Saw a white cow on its hind legs, its my belief. That wouldnt have been much. The boy would have been all right by now, but the women drenched him with brandy, and made him stupidly drunk. Hell be better this evening. I cant stop, Lionel; I am run off my legs to-day.

The commotion in the village increased as the evening approached. Jan knew that young Dan would be well  save for any little remembrance of the fright which might remain  when the fumes of the brandy had gone off; But he wisely kept his own counsel, and let the public think he was in danger. Otherwise, a second instalment of the brandy might have been administered behind Jans back. To have a boy dying of fright from seeing a ghost was a treat in the marvellous line, which Deerham had never yet enjoyed. There had been no agitation like unto it, since the day of poor Rachel Frost.

Brave spirits, some of them! They volunteered to go out and meet the apparition. As twilight approached you could not have got into Mrs. Duffs shop, for there was the chief gathering. Arguments were being used to prove that, according to all logic, if a ghost appeared one night, it was safe to appear a second.

Wholl speak up to go and watch for it? asked Mrs. Duff. I cant. I cant leave Dan. Sally Greens a-sitting up by him now; for Mr. Jan says if hes left again, he shall hold me responsible. It dont stand to reason as I can leave Sally Green in charge of the shop, though I can leave her a bit with Dan. Not but what Id go alone to the pond, and stop there; I havent got no fear.

It singularly happened that those who were kept at home by domestic or other duties, had no fear; they, to hear them talk, would rather have enjoyed an encounter solus with the ghost, than not. Those who could plead no home engagement professed themselves willing to undertake the expedition in company; but freely avowed they would not go alone for the world.

Come! wholl volunteer? asked Mrs. Duff. It ud be a great satisfaction to see the form it appears in, and have that set at rest. Dan, hell never be able to tell, by the looks of him now.

Ill go for one, said bold Mrs. Bascroft. And them as joins me shall each have a good stiff tumbler of someat hot afore starting, to prime em again the cold.

Whether it was the brave example set, or whether it was the promise accompanying it, certain it was, that there was no lack of volunteers now. A good round dozen started, filling up the Plough and Harrow bar, as Mrs. Bascroft dealt out her treat with no niggard hand.

Whats a-doing now? asked Bascroft, a stupid-looking man with red hair combed straight down his forehead, and coloured shirt-sleeves, surveying the inroad on his premises with surprise.

Never you mind, sharply reproved his better half. These ladies is my visitors, and if I choose to stand treat round, whats that to you? You takes your share o liquor, Bascroft.

Bascroft was not held in very great estimation by the ladies generally, and they turned their backs upon him.

We are a-going out to see the ghost, if you must know, Bascroft, said Susan Peckaby, who made one of the volunteers.

Bascroft stared. What a set of idiots you must be! grunted he. Mr. Jan says as Dan Duff see nothing but a white cow; he telled me so hisself. Be you a-thinking to meet that there other white animal on your road, Mrs. Peckaby?

Perhaps I am, tartly returned Mrs. Peckaby.

One ud think so. You cant want to go out to meet ghostesses; you be a-going out to your saints at New Jerusalem. Id whack that there donkey for being so slow, when he did come, if I was you.

Hastening away from Bascroft and his aggravating tongue, the expedition, having drained their tumblers, filed out. Down by the pound  relieved now of its caged inmate  went they, on towards the Willow Pond. The tumblers had made them brave. The night was light, as the preceding one had been; the ground looked white, as if with frost, and the air was cold. The pond in view, they halted, and took a furtive glance, beginning to feel somewhat chill. So far as these half glances allowed them to judge, there appeared to be nothing near to it, nothing upon its brink.

Its of no good marching right up to it, said Mrs. Jones, the bakers wife. The ghost mightnt come at all, if it saw all us there. Lets get inside the trees.

Mrs. Jones meant inside the grove of trees. The proposition was most acceptable, and they took up their position, the pond in view, peeping out, and conversing in a whisper. By and by they heard the church clock strike eight.

I wish itud make haste, exclaimed Susan Peckaby, with some impatience. I dont never like to be away from home long together, for fear of that there blessed white animal arriving.

Hed wait, wouldnt he? sarcastically rejoined Polly Dawson. Hed

A prolonged hush  sh  sh! from the rest restored silence. Something was rustling the trees at a distance. They huddled closer together, and caught hold one of another.

Nothing appeared. The alarm went off. And they waited, without result, until the clock struck nine. The artificial strength within them had cooled by that time, their ardour had cooled, and they were feeling chill and tired. Susan Peckaby was upon thorns, she said, and urged their departure.

You can go if you like, was the answer. Nobody wants to keep you.

Susan Peckaby measured the distance between the pond and the way she had to go, and came to the determination to risk it.

Ill make a rush for it, I think, said she. I shant see nothing. For all I know, that quadruple may be right afore our door now. If he

Susan Peckaby stopped, her voice subsiding into a shriek. She, and those with her, became simultaneously aware that some white figure was bearing down upon them. The shrieks grew awful.

It proved to be Roy in his white fustian jacket. Roy had never had the privilege of hearing a dozen women shriek in concert before; at least, like this. His loud derisive laugh was excessively aggravating. What with that, what with the fright his appearance had really put them in, they all tore off, leaving some hard words for him; and never stopped to take breath until they burst into the shop of Mrs. Duff.

It was rather an ignominious way of returning, and Mrs. Duff did not spare her comments. If she had went out to meet the ghost, shd ha stopped till the ghost came, she would! Mrs. Jones rejoined that them watched-for ghosts, as she had heered, never did come  which she had said so afore she went out!

Master Dan, considerably recovered, was downstairs then. Rather pale and shaky, and accommodated with a chair and pillow, in front of the kitchen fire. The expedition pressed into the kitchen, and five hundred questions were lavished upon the boy.

What was it dressed in, Dan? Did you get a good sight of her face, Dan? Did it look just as Rachel used to look? Speak up, Dan.

It warnt Rachel at all, replied Dan.

This unexpected assertion brought a pause of discomfiture. Hes head aint right yet, observed Mrs. Duff apologetically; and thats why Ive not asked him nothing.

Yes, it is right, mother, said Dan. I never see Rachel last night. I never said as I did.

Another pause  spent in contemplating Dan. I knowed a case like this, once afore, observed old Miss Till, who carried round the milk to Deerham. A boy got a fright, and they couldnt bring him to at all. Epsum salts did it at last. Three pints of em they give, I think it was, and that brought his mind round.

Its a good remedy, acquiesced Mrs. Jones. Theres nothing like plenty of Epsum salts for boys. Id try em on him, Mother Duff.

Dan, dear, said Susan Peckaby insinuatingly  for she had come in along with the rest, ignoring for the moment what might be waiting at her door was it in the pound as you saw Rachels ghost?

Twarnt Rachels ghost as I did see, persisted Dan.

Tell us who it was, then? asked she, humouring him.

The boy answered. But he answered below his breath; as if he scarcely dared to speak the name aloud. His mother partially caught it.

Whose? she exclaimed, in a sharp voice, her tone changing. And Dan spoke a little louder.

It was Mr. Frederick Massingbirds!




CHAPTER LII.

MATTHEW FROSTS NIGHT ENCOUNTER.

Old Matthew Frost sat in his room at the back of the kitchen. It was his bedroom and sitting-room combined. Since he had grown feeble, the bustle of the kitchen and of Robins family disturbed him, and he sat much in his chamber, they frequently taking his dinner in to him.

A thoroughly comfortable arm-chair had Matthew. It had been the gift of Lionel Verner. At his elbow was a small round table, of very dark wood, rubbed to brightness. On that table Matthews large Bible might generally be found open, and Matthews spectacled eyes bending over it. But the Bible was closed to-day. He sat in deep thought. His hands clasped upon his stick, something after the manner of old Mr. Verner; and his eyes fixed through the open window at the September sun, as it played on the gooseberry and currant bushes in the cottage garden.

The door opened, and Robins wife  her hands and arms white, for she was kneading dough  appeared, showing in Lionel; who had come on after his conversation with Mrs. Duff, as you read of in the last chapter; for it is necessary to go back a few hours. One cannot tell two portions of a history at one and the same time. The old man rose, and stood leaning on his stick.

Sit down, Matthew, said Lionel, in a kindly tone. Dont let me disturb you. He made him go into his seat again, and took a chair opposite to him.

The times gone, sir, for me to stand afore you. That time must go for us all.

Ay, that it must, Matthew, if we live. I came in to speak to Robin. His wife says she does not know where he is.

Hes here and there and everywhere, was old Matthews answer. One never knows how to take him, sir, or when to see him. My late masters bounty to me, sir, is keeping us in comfort, but I often ask Robin what hell do when I am gone. It gives me many an hours care, sir. Robin, he dont earn the half of a living now.

Be easy, Matthew, was Lionels answer. I am not sure that the annuity, or part of it, will not be continued to Robin. My uncle left it in my charge to do as I should see fit. I have never mentioned it, even to you; and I think it might be as well for you not to speak of it to Robin. It is to be hoped that he will get steady and hard-working again; were he to hear that there was a chance of his being kept without work, he might never become so.

The Lord bless my old master! aspirated Matthew, lifting his hands. The Lord bless you, sir! Theres not many gentlemen would do for us what him and you have.

Lionel bent his head forward, and lowered his voice to a whisper. Matthew, what is this that I hear, of Robins going about the grounds at night with a loaded gun?

Matthew flung up his hands. Not with the reverence of the past minute, but with a gesture of despair. Heaven knows what he does it for, sir! Id keep him in; but its beyond me.

I know you would. You went yourself after him last night, Broom tells me.

Matthews eyes fell. He hesitated much in his answer. I  yes, sir  I  I couldnt get him home. Its a pity.

You got as far as the brick-kilns, I hear. I was surprised. I dont think you should be out at night, Matthew.

No, sir, I am not a-going again.

The words this time were spoken readily enough. But, from some cause or other, the old man was evidently embarrassed. His eyes were not lifted, and his clear face had gone red. Lionel searched his imagination for a reason, and could only connect it with his son.

Matthew, said he, I am about to ask you a painful question. I hope you will answer it. Is Robin perfectly sane?

Ay, sir, as sane as I am. Unsettled he is, ever dwelling on poor Rachel, ever thinking of revenge; but his senses be as much his as they ever were. I wish his mind could be set at rest.

At rest in what way?

As to who it was that did the harm to Rachel. He has had it in his head for a long while, sir, that it was Mr. John Massingbird; but he cant be certain, and its the uncertainty that keeps his mind on the worrit.

Do you know where he picked up the notion that it was Mr. John Massingbird? inquired Lionel, remembering the conversation on the same point that Robin had once held with him, on that very garden bench, in the face of which he and Matthew were now sitting.

Old Matthew shook his head. I never could learn, sir. Robins a dutiful son to me, but hed never tell me that. I know that Mr. John Massingbird has been like a pill in his throat this many a day. Oftentimes have I felt thankful that he was dead, or Robin would surely have gone out to where he was, and murdered him. Murder wouldnt mend the ill, sir  as I have told him many a time.

Indeed it would not, replied Lionel. The very fact of Mr. John Massingbirds being dead, should have the effect of setting Robins mind at rest  if it was to him that his suspicions were directed. For my part, I think Robin is wrong in suspecting him.

I think so too, sir. I dont know how it is, but I cant bring my mind to suspect him more than anybody else. I have thought over things in this light, and I have thought em over in that light; and Id rather incline to believe that she got acquainted with some stranger, poor dear! than that it was anybody known to us. Robin is in doubt; he has had some cause given him to suspect Mr. John Massingbird, but he is not sure, and its that doubt, I say, that worrits him.

At any rate, doubt or no doubt, there is no cause for him to go about at night with a gun. What does he do it for?

I have asked him, sir, and he does not answer. He seems to me to be on the watch.

On the watch for what? rejoined Lionel.

Im sure I dont know, said old Matthew. If youd say a word to him, sir, it might stop it. He got a foolish notion into his mind that poor Rachels spirit might come again, and hed used to be about the pond pretty near every moonlight night. That fancy passed off, and he has gone to his bed at night as the rest of us have, up to the last week or so, when he has taken to go out again, and to carry a gun.

It was a foolish notion, remarked Lionel. The dead do not come again, Matthew.

Matthew made no reply.

I must try and come across Robin, said Lionel, rising. I wish you would tell him to come up to me, Matthew.

Sir, if you desire that he shall wait upon you at Verners Pride, he will be sure to do so, said the old man, leaning on his stick as he stood. He has not got to the length of disobeying an order of yours. Ill tell him.

It happened that Lionel did come across Robin Frost. Not to any effect, however, for he could not get to speak to him. Lionel was striking across some fields towards Deerham Court, when he came in view of Roy and Robin Frost leaning over a gate, their heads together in close confab. It looked very much as though they were talking secrets. They looked up and saw him; but when he reached the place, both were gone. Roy was in sight, but the other had entirely disappeared. Lionel lifted his voice.

Roy, I want you.

Roy could not fain deafness, although there was every appearance that he would like to do it. He turned and approached, putting his hand to his hat in a half surly manner.

Wheres Robin Frost?

Robin Frost, sir? He was here a minute or two agone. I met him accidental, and I stopped him to ask what he was about, that he hadnt been at work this three days. He went on his way then, down the gap. Did you want him, sir?

Lionel Verners perceptive faculties were tolerably developed. That Roy was endeavouring to blind him, he had no doubt. They had not met accidental, and the topic of conversation had not been Robins work  of that he felt sure. Roy and Robin Frost might meet and talk together all day long. It was nothing to him. Why they should strive to deceive him was the only curious part about it. Both had striven to avoid meeting him; and Roy was talking to him now unwillingly. In a general way, Robin Frost was fond of meeting and receiving a word from Mr. Verner.

I shall see him another time, carelessly remarked Lionel. Not so fast, Roy  for the man was turning away I have not done with you. Will you be good enough to inform me what you were doing in front of my house last night?

I wasnt doing anything, sir. I wasnt there.

Oh, yes, you were, said Lionel. Recollect yourself. You were posted under the large yew tree on the lawn, watching my drawing-room windows.

Roy looked up at this, the most intense surprise in his countenance. I never was on your lawn last night, sir; I wasnt near it. Leastways not nearer than the side field. I happened to be in that, and I got through a gap in the hedge, on to the high road.

Roy, I believe that you were on the lawn last night, and watching the house, persisted Lionel, looking fixedly at his countenance. For the life of him he could not tell whether the mans surprise was genuine, his denial real. What business had you there?

I declare to goodness, if it was the last word I had to speak, that I was not on your lawn, sir  that I did not watch the house. I did not go near the house. I crossed the side field, cornerwise, and got out into the road; and thats the nearest I was to the house last night.

Roy spoke unusually impressive for him, and Lionel began to believe that, so far, he was telling truth. He did not make any immediate reply, and Roy resumed.

What cause have you got to accuse me, sir? I shouldnt be likely to watch your house  why should I?

Some man was watching it, replied Lionel. As you were seen in the road shortly afterwards, close to the side field, I came to the conclusion that it was you.

I can be upon my oath that it wasnt, sir, answered Roy.

Very well, replied Lionel, I accept your denial. But allow me to give you a recommendation, Roy  not to trouble yourself with my affairs in any way. They do not concern you; they never will concern you; therefore, dont meddle with them.

He walked away as he spoke. Roy stood and gazed after him, a strange expression on his countenance. Had Lucy Tempest seen it, she might have renewed her warning to Lionel. And yet she would have been puzzled to tell the meaning of the expression, for it did not look like a threatening one.

Had Lionel Verner turned up Clay Lane, upon leaving Matthew Frosts cottage, instead of down it, to take a path across the fields at the back, he would have encountered the Vicar of Deerham. That gentleman was paying parochial visits that day in Deerham, and in due course he came to Matthew Frosts. He and Matthew had long been upon confidential terms; the clergyman respected Matthew, and Matthew revered his pastor.

Mr. Bourne took the seat which Lionel had but recently vacated. He was so accustomed to the old mans habitual countenance that he could detect every change in it; and he saw that something was troubling him.

I am troubled in more ways than one, sir, was the old mans answer. Poor Robin, hes giving me trouble again; and last night, sir, I had a sort of fright. A shock, it may be said. I cant overget it.

What was its nature? asked Mr. Bourne.

I dont much like to speak of it, sir; and, beside yourself, theres not a living man that Id open my lips to. Its an unpleasant thing to have upon the mind. Mr. Verner, he was here but a few minutes a-gone, and I felt before him like a guilty man that has something to conceal. When I have told it to you, sir, youll be hard of belief.

Is it connected with Robin?

No, sir. But it was my going after Robin that led to it, as may be said. Robin, sir, has took these last few nights to go out with a gun. It has worrited me so, sir, fearing some mischief might ensue, that I couldnt sleep; and last evening, I thought Id hobble out and see if I couldnt get him home. Chuff, he said as he had seen him go toward the brick-field, and I managed to get down; and, sure enough, I came upon Robin. He was lying down at the edge of the field, watching, as it seemed to me. I couldnt get him home, sir. I tried hard, but twas of no use. He spoke respectful to me, as he always does: Father, I have got my work to do, and I must do it. You go back home, and go to sleep in quiet. It was all I could get from him, sir, and at last I turned to go back

What was Robin doing? interrupted Mr. Bourne.

Sir, I suppose its just some fancy or other that he has got into his head, as he used to get after the poor child died. Mr. Verner has just asked me whether he is sane, but theres nothing of that sort wrong about him. You mind the clump of trees that stands out, sir, between here and the brick-field, by the path that would lead to Verners Pride? added old Matthew in an altered tone.

Yes, said Mr. Bourne.

I had just got past it, sir, when I saw a figure crossing that bare corner from the other trees. A mans shape, it looked like. Tall and shadowy it was, wearing what looked like a long garment, or a womans riding-habit, trailing nearly on the ground. The very moment my eyes fell upon it, I felt that it was something strange, and when the figure passed me, turning its face right upon me  I saw the face, sir.

Old Matthews manner was so peculiar, his pause so impressive, that Mr. Bourne could only gaze at him, and wait in wonder for what was coming.

Sir, it was the face of one who has been dead these two years past  Mr. Frederick Massingbird.

If the rector had gazed at old Matthew before, he could only stare now. That the calm, sensible old man should fall into so extraordinary a delusion, was incomprehensible. He might have believed it of Deerham in general, but not of Matthew Frost.

Matthew, you must have been deceived, was his quiet answer.

No, sir. There never was another face like Mr. Frederick Massingbirds. Other features may have been made like his  its not for me to say they have not  but whose else would have the black mark upon it? The moonlight was full upon it, and I could see even the little lines shooting out from the cheek, so bright was the night. The face was turned right upon me as it passed, and I am as clear about its being his as I am that it was me looking at it.

But you know it is a thing absolutely impossible, urged Mr. Bourne. I think you must have dreamt this, Matthew.

Old Matthew shook his head. I wouldnt have told you a dream, sir. It turned me all in a maze. I never felt the fatigue of a step all the way home after it. When I got in, I couldnt eat my supper; I couldnt go to bed. I sat up thinking, and the wife, she came in and asked what ailed me that I didnt go to rest. I had got no sleep in my eyes, I told her, which was true; for, when I did get to bed, it was hours afore I could close em.

But, Matthew, I tell you that it is impossible. You must have been mistaken.

Sir, until last night, had anybody told me such a thing, I should have said it was impossible. You know, sir, I have never been given to such fancies. Theres no doubt, sir; theres no doubt that it was the spirit of Mr. Frederick Massingbird.

Matthews clear, intelligent eye was fixed firmly on Mr. Bournes  his face, as usual, bending a little forward. Mr. Bourne had never believed in spirits; clergymen, as a rule, do not. A half smile crossed his lips.

Were you frightened? he asked.

I was not frightened, sir, in the sense that you, perhaps, put the question. I was surprised, startled. As I might have been surprised and startled at seeing anybody I least expected to see  somebody that I had thought was miles away. Since poor Rachels death, sir, I have lived, so to say, in communion with spirits. What with Robins talking of his hope to see hers, and my constantly thinking of her; knowing also that it cant be long, in the course of nature, before I am one myself, I have grown to be, as it were, familiar with the dead in my mind. Thus, sir, in that sense, no fear came upon me last night. I dont think, sir, I should feel fear at meeting or being alone with a spirit, any more than I should at meeting a man. But I was startled and disturbed.

Matthew, cried Mr. Bourne, in some perplexity, I had always believed you superior to these foolish things. Ghosts might do well enough for the old days, but the world has grown older and wiser. At any rate, the greater portion of it has.

If you mean, sir, that I was superior to the belief in ghosts, you are right. I never had a grain of faith in such superstition in my life; and I have tried all means to convince my son what folly it was of him to hover round about the Willow Pond, with any thought that Rachel might come again. No, sir, I have never been given to it.

And yet you deliberately assure me, Matthew, that you saw a ghost last night!

Sir, that it was Mr. Frederick Massingbird, dead or alive, that I saw, I must hold to. We know that he is dead, sir, his wife buried him in that far land; so what am I to believe? The face looked ghastly white, not like a persons living.

Mr. Bourne mused. That Frederick Massingbird was dead and buried, there could not be the slightest doubt. He hardly knew what to make of old Matthew. The latter resumed.

Had I been flurried or terrified by it, sir, so as to lose my presence of mind, or if I was one of those timid folks that see signs in dreams, or take every white post to be a ghost, that they come to on a dark night, you might laugh at and disbelieve me. But I tell it to you, sir, as you say, deliberately; just as it happened. I cant have much longer time to live, sir; but Id stake it all on the truth that it was the spirit of Mr. Frederick Massingbird. When you have once known a man, there are a hundred points by which you may recognise him, beyond possibility of being mistaken. They have got a story in the place, sir, to-day  as you may have heard  that my poor childs ghost appeared to Dan Duff last night, and that the boy has been senseless ever since. It has struck me, sir, that perhaps he also saw what I did.

Mr. Bourne paused. Did you say anything of this to Mr. Verner?

Not I, sir. As I tell you, I felt like a guilty man in his presence, one with something to hide. He married Mr. Freds widow, pretty creature, and it dont seem a nice thing to tell him. If it had been the other gentlemans spirit, Mr. Johns, I should have told him at once.

Mr. Bourne rose. To argue with old Matthew in his present frame of mind, appeared to be about as useless a waste of time as to argue with Susan Peckaby on the subject of the white donkey. He told him he would see him again in a day or two, and took his departure.

But he did not dismiss the subject from his thoughts. No, he could not do that. He was puzzled. Such a tale from one like old Matthew  calm, pious, sensible, and verging on the grave, made more impression on Mr. Bourne than all Deerham could have made. Had Deerham come to him with the story, he would have flung it to the winds.

He began to think that some person, from evil design or love of mischief, must be personating Frederick Massingbird. It was a natural conclusion. And Matthews surmise, that the same thing might have alarmed Dan Duff, was perfectly probable. Mr. Bourne determined to ascertain the latter fact, as soon as Dan should be in a state of sufficient convalescence, bodily and mentally, to give an account. He had already paid one visit to Mrs. Duffs  as that lady informed Lionel.

Two or three more visits he paid there during the day, but not until night did he find Dan revived. In point of fact, the clergyman penetrated to the kitchen just after that startling communication had been made by Dan. The women were standing in consternation when the vicar entered, one of them strongly recommending that the copper furnace should be heated, and Dan plunged into it to bring him round.

How is he now? began Mr. Bourne. Oh! I see; he is sensible.

Well, sir, I dont know, said Mrs Duff. Im afraid as his heads a-going right off. He persists in saying now that it wasnt the ghost of Rachel at all  but somebody elses.

If he was put into a good hot furnace, sir, and kep at a even heat up to biling pint for half an hour  that is, as near biling as his skin could bear it  I know it ud do wonders, spoke up Mrs. Chuff. Its a excellent remedy, where theres a furnace convenient, and water not short.

Suppose you allow me to be alone with him for a few minutes, suggested Mr. Bourne. We will try and find out what will cure him; wont we, Dan?

The women filed out one by one. Mr. Bourne sat down by the boy, and took his hand. In a soothing manner he talked to him, and drew from him by gentle degrees the whole tale, so far as Dans memory and belief went. The boy shook in every limb as he told it. He could not boast immunity from ghostly fears as did old Matthew Frost.

But, my boy, you should know that there are no such things as ghosts, urged Mr. Bourne. When once the dead have left this world, they do not come back to it again.

I seed it, sir, was Dans only argument  an all sufficient one with him. It was stood over the pool, it was, and it turned round right upon me as I went up. I see the porkypine on his cheek, sir, as plain as anything.

The same account as old Matthews!

How was the person dressed? asked Mr. Bourne. Did you notice?

It had got on someat long  a coat or a skirt, or someat. It was as thin as thin, sir.

Dan, shall I tell you what it was  as I believe? It was somebody dressed up to frighten you and other timid persons.

Dan shook his head. No, sir, twasnt. Twas the ghost of Mr. Frederick Massingbird.




CHAPTER LIII.

MASTER CHEESES FRIGHT  OTHER FRIGHTS.

Strange rumours began to be rife in Deerham. The extraordinary news told by Dan Duff would have been ascribed to some peculiar hallucination of that gentlemans brain, and theres no knowing but that the furnace might have been tried as a cure, had not other testimony arisen to corroborate it. Four or five different people, in the course of as many days  or rather nights  saw, or professed to have seen, the apparition of Frederick Massingbird.

One of them was Master Cheese. He was one night coming home from paying a professional visit  in slight, straightforward cases Jan could trust him  when he saw by the roadside what appeared to be a man standing up under the hedge, as if he had taken his station there to look at the passers-by.

Hes up to no good, quoth Master Cheese to himself. Ill go and dislodge the fellow.

Accordingly Master Cheese turned off the path where he was walking, and crossed the waste bit  only a yard or two in breadth  that ran by the side of the road. Master Cheese, it must be confessed, did not want for bravery; he had a great deal rather face danger of any kind than hard work; and the rumour about Fred Massingbirds ghost had been rare nuts for him to crack. Up he went, having no thought in his head at that moment of ghosts, but rather of poachers.

I say, you fellow he was beginning, and there he stopped dead.

He stopped dead, both in step and tongue. The figure, never moving, never giving the faintest indication that it was alive, stood there like a statue. Master Cheese looked in its face, and saw the face of the late Frederick Massingbird.

It is not pleasant to come across a dead man at moonlight  a man whose body has been safely reposing in the ground ever so long ago. Master Cheese did not howl as Dan Duff had done. He set off down the road  he was too fat to propel himself over or through the hedge, though that was the nearest way  he took to his heels down the road, and arrived in an incredibly short space of time at home, bursting into the surgery and astonishing Jan and the surgery boy.

I say, Jan, though, havent I had a fright?

Jan, at the moment, was searching in the prescription-book. He raised his eyes, and looked over the counter. Master Cheeses face had turned white, and drops of wet were pouring off it  in spite of his bravery.

What have you been at? asked Jan.

I saw the thing they are talking about, Jan. It is Fred Massingbirds.

Jan grinned. That Master Cheeses fright was genuine, there could be no mistaking, and it amused Jan excessively.

What had you been taking? asked he, in his incredulity.

I had taken nothing, retorted Master Cheese, who did not like the ridicule. I had not had the opportunity of taking anything  unless it was your medicine. Catch me tapping that! Look here, Jan. I was coming by Crow Corner, when I saw a something standing back in the hedge. I thought it was some poaching fellow hiding there, and went up to dislodge him. Didnt I wish myself up in the skies? It was the face of Fred Massingbird.

The face of your fancy, slightingly returned Jan.

I swear it was, then! There! Theres no mistaking him. The hedgehog on his cheek looked larger and blacker than ever.

Master Cheese did not fail to talk of this abroad; the surgery boy, Bob, who had listened with open ears, did not fail to talk of it, and it spread throughout Deerham; additional testimony to that already accumulated. In a few days time, the commotion was at its height; nearly the only persons who remained in ignorance of the reported facts being the master and mistress of Verners Pride, and those connected with them, relatives on either side.

That some great internal storm of superstition was shaking Deerham, Lionel knew. In his happy ignorance, he attributed it to the rumour which had first been circulated, touching Rachels ghost. He was an ear-witness to an angry colloquy at home. Some indispensable trifle for his wifes toilette was required suddenly from Deerham one evening, and Mademoiselle Benoite ordered that it should be sent for. But not one of the maids would go. The Frenchwoman insisted, and there ensued a stormy war. The girls, one and all, declared theyd rather give up their service, than go abroad after nightfall.

When the fears and the superstitions came palpably in Lionels way, he made fun of them  as Jan might have done. Once or twice he felt half provoked; and asked the people, in a tone between earnest and jest, whether they were not ashamed of themselves. Little reply made they; not one of them but seemed to shrink from mentioning to Lionel Verner the name that the ghost had borne in life.

On nearly the last evening that it would be light during this moon, Mr. Bourne started from home to pay a visit to Mrs. Hook, the labourers wife. The woman had been ailing for some time; partly from natural illness, partly from chagrin  for her daughter Alice was the talk of the village  and she had now become seriously ill. On this day Mr. Bourne had accidentally met Jan; and, in conversing upon parish matters, he had inquired after Mrs. Hook.

Very much worse, was Jans answer. Unless a change takes place, shell not last many days.

The clergyman was shocked; he had not deemed her to be in danger. I will go and see her to-day, said he. You can tell her that I am coming.

He was a conscientious man; liking to do his duty, and especially kind to those that were in sickness or trouble. Neither did he willingly break a specific promise. He made no doubt that Jan delivered the message, and therefore he went; though it was late at night when he started, other duties having detained him throughout the day.

His most direct way from the vicarage to Hooks cottage, took him past the Willow Pond. He had no fear of ghosts, and therefore he chose it, in preference to going down Clay Lane, which was farther round. The Willow Pool looked lonely enough as he passed it, its waters gleaming in the moonlight, its willows bending. A little farther on, the clergymans ears became alive to the sound of sobs, as from a person in distress. There was Alice Hook, seated on a bench underneath some elm-trees, sobbing enough to break her heart.

However the girl might have got herself under the censure of the neighbourhood, it is a clergymans office to console, rather than to condemn. And he could not help liking pretty Alice; she had been one of the most tractable pupils in his Sunday-school. He addressed her as soothingly, as considerately, as though she were one of the first ladies in his parish; harshness would not mend the matter now. Her heart opened to the kindness.

Ive broke mothers heart, and killed her! cried she, with a wild burst of sobs. But for me, she might have got well.

She may get well still, Alice, replied the vicar. I am going on to see her now. What are you doing here?

I am on my way, sir, to get the fresh physic for her. Mr. Jan, he said this morning as somebody was to go for it; but the rest have been out all day. As I came along, I got thinking of the time, sir, when I could go about by daylight with my head up, like the best of em; and it overcame me.

She rose up, dried her eyes with her shawl, and Mr. Bourne proceeded onwards. He had not gone far, when something came rushing past him from the opposite direction. It seemed more like a thing than a man, with its swift pace  and he recognised the face of Frederick Massingbird.

Mr. Bournes pulses stood still, and then gave a bound onwards. Clergyman though he was, he could not, for his life, have helped the queer feeling which came over him. He had sharply rebuked the superstition in his parishioners; had been inclined to ridicule Matthew Frost; had cherished a firm and unalterable belief that some foolish wight was playing pranks with the public; but all these suppositions and convictions faded in this moment; and the clergyman felt that that which had rustled past was the veritable dead-and-gone Frederick Massingbird, in the spirit or in the flesh.

He shook the feeling off  or strove to shake it. That it was Frederick Massingbird in the flesh he did not give a second supposition to; and that it could be Frederick Massingbird in the spirit, was opposed to every past belief of the clergymans life. But he had never seen such a likeness; and though the similarity in the features might be accidental, what of the black star?

He strove to shake the feeling off; to say to himself that some one, bearing a similar face, must be in the village; and he went on to his destination. Mrs. Hook was better; but she was lying in the place unattended, all of them out somewhere or other. The clergyman talked to her and read to her; and then waited impatiently for the return of Alice. He did not care to leave the woman alone.

Where are they all? he asked, not having inquired before.

They were gone to the wake at Broxley, a small place some two miles distant. Of course! Had Mr. Bourne remembered the wake, he need not have put the question.

An arrival at last. It was Jan. Jan, attentive to poor patients as he was to rich ones, had come striding over, the last thing. They asked him if he had seen anything of Alice in his walk. But Jan had come across from Deerham Court, and that would not be the girls road. Another minute, and the husband came in. The two gentlemen left together.

She is considerably better, to-night, remarked Jan. Shell get about now, if she does not fret too much over Alice.

It is strange where Alice can have got to, remarked Mr. Bourne. Her prolonged absence, coupled with the low spirits the girl appeared to be in, rather weighed upon his mind. I met her as I was coming here an hour ago, he continued. She ought to have been home long before this.

Perhaps she has encountered the ghost, said Jan, in a joke.

I saw it to-night, Jan.

Saw what? asked Jan, looking at Mr. Bourne.

The  the party that appears to be personating Frederick Massingbird.

Nonsense! uttered Jan.

I did. And I never saw such a likeness in my life.

Even to the porcupine, ridiculed Jan.

Even to the porcupine, gravely replied Mr. Bourne. Jan, I am not joking. Moreover, I do not consider it a subject for a joke. If any one is playing the trick, it is an infamous thing, most disrespectful to your brother and his wife. And if not

If not  what? asked Jan.

In truth, I stopped because I cant continue. Frederick Massingbirds spirit it cannot be  unless all our previous belief in the non-appearance of spirits is to be upset  and it cannot be Frederick Massingbird in life. He died in Australia, and was buried there. I am puzzled, Jan.

Jan was not. Jan only laughed. He believed there must be something in the moonlight that deceived the people, and that Mr. Bourne had caught the infection from the rest.

Should it prove to be a trick that any one is playing, resumed the clergyman, I shall

Hollo! cried Jan. Whats this? Another ghost?

They had nearly stumbled over something lying on the ground. A woman, dressed in some light material. Jan stooped.

Its Alice Hook! he cried.

The spot was that at which Mr. Bourne had seen her sitting. The empty bottle for medicine in her hand told him that she had not gone upon her errand. She was insensible and cold.

She has fainted, remarked Jan. Lend a hand, will you, sir?

Between them they got her on the bench, and the stirring revived her. She sighed once or twice, and opened her eyes.

Alice, girl, what is it? How were you taken ill? asked the vicar.

She looked up at him; she looked at Jan. Then she turned her eyes in an opposite direction, glanced fearfully round, as if searching for some sight that she dreaded; shuddered, and relapsed into insensibility.

We must get her home, observed Jan.

There are no means of getting her home in her present state, unless she is carried, said Mr. Bourne.

Thats easy enough, returned Jan. And he caught her up in his long arms, apparently having to exert little strength in the action. Put her petticoats right, will you? cried he, in his unceremonious fashion.

The clergyman put her things as straight as he could, as they hung over Jans arm. Youll never be able to carry her, Jan, said he.

Not carry her! returned Jan. I could carry you, if put to it.

And away he went, bearing his burden as tenderly and easily as though it had been a little child. Mr. Bourne could hardly keep pace with him.

You go on, and have the door open, said Jan, as they neared the cottage. We must get her in without the mother hearing, upstairs.

They had the kitchen to themselves. Hook, the father, a little the worse for what he had taken, had gone to bed, leaving the door open for his children. They got her in quietly, found a light, and placed her in a chair. Jan took off her bonnet and shawl  he was handy as a woman; and looked about for something to give her. He could find nothing except water. By and by she got better.

Her first movement, when she fully recovered her senses, was to clutch hold of Jan on the one side, of Mr. Bourne on the other.

Is it gone? she gasped, in a voice of the most intense terror.

Is what gone, child? asked Mr. Bourne.

The ghost, she answered. It came right up, sir, just after you left me. Id rather die than see it again.

She was shaking from head to foot. There was no mistaking that her terror was intense. To attempt to meet it with confuting arguments would have been simply folly, and both gentlemen knew that it would. Mr Bourne concluded that the same sight, which had so astonished him, had been seen by the girl.

I sat down again after you went, sir, she resumed, her teeth chattering. I knew there was no mighty hurry for my being back, as you had gone on to mother, and I sat on ever so long, and it came right up again me, brushing my knees with its things as it passed. At the first moment I thought it might be you coming back, to say something to me, sir, and I looked up. It turned its face upon me, and I never remember nothing after that.

Whose face? questioned Jan.

The ghosts, sir. Mr. Fred Massingbirds.

Bah! said Jan. Faces look alike in the moonlight.

Twas his face, answered the girl, from between her shaking lips. I saw its every feature, sir.

Porcupine and all? retorted Jan, ironically.

Porkypine and all, sir. Im not sure that I should have knowed it at first, but for the porkypine.

What were they to do with the girl? Leave her there, and go? Jan, who was more skilled in ailments than Mr. Bourne, thought it possible that the fright had seriously injured her.

You must go to bed at once, said he. Ill just say a word to your father.

Jan was acquainted with the private arrangements of the Hooks household. He knew that there was but one sleeping apartment for the whole family  the room above, where the sick mother was lying. Father, mother, sons, and daughters all slept there together. The house consisted of the kitchen below and the room above it. There were many such on the Verner estate.

Jan, carrying the candle to guide him, went softly up the creaky staircase. The wife was sleeping. Hook was sleeping, too, and snoring heavily. Jan had something to do to awake him; shaking seemed useless.

Look here, said he in a whisper, when the man was aroused, Alice has had a fright, and I think she may perhaps be ill through it; if so, mind you come for me without loss of time. Do you understand, Hook?

Hook signified that he did.

Very well, replied Jan. Should

Whats that! whats that?

The alarmed cry came from the mother. She had suddenly awoke.

Its nothing, said Jan. I only had a word to say to Hook. You go to sleep again, and sleep quietly.

Somehow Jans presence carried reassurance with it to most people. Mrs. Hook was contented. Is Ally not come in yet? asked she.

Come in, and downstairs, replied Jan. Good-night. Now, said he to Alice, when he returned to the kitchen, you go on to bed and get to sleep; and dont get dreaming of ghosts and goblins.

They were turning out at the door, the clergyman and Jan, when the girl flew to them in a fresh attack of terror.

I darent be left alone, she gasped. Oh, stop a minute! Pray stop, till I be gone upstairs.

Here, said Jan, making light of it. Ill marshal you up.

He held the candle, and the girl flew up the stairs as fast as young Cheese had flown from the ghost. Her breath was panting, her bosom throbbing. Jan blew out the candle, and he and Mr. Bourne departed, merely shutting the door. Labourers cottages have no fear of midnight robbers.

What do you think now? asked Mr. Bourne, as they moved along.

Jan looked at him. You are not thinking, surely, that it is Fred Massingbirds ghost!

No. But I should advise Mr. Verner to place a watch, and have the thing cleared up  who it is, and what it is.

Why, Mr. Verner?

Because it is on his land that the disturbance is occurring. This girl has been seriously frightened.

You may have cause to know that, before many hours are over, answered Jan.

Why! you dont fear that she will be seriously ill?

Time will show, was all the answer given by Jan. As to the ghost, Ill either believe in him, or disbelieve him, when I come across him. If he were a respectable ghost, hed confine himself to the churchyard, and not walk in unorthodox places, to frighten folks.

They looked somewhat curiously at the seat near which Alice had fallen; at the Willow Pond, farther on. There was no trace of a ghost about then  at least, that they could see  and they continued their way. In emerging upon the high road, whom should they meet but old Mr. Bitterworth and Lionel, arm in arm. They had been to an evening meeting of the magistrates at Deerham, and were walking home together.

To see the vicar and surgeon of a country village in company by night, imparts the idea that some one of its inhabitants may be in extremity. It did so now to Mr. Bitterworth  

Where do you come from? he asked.

From Hooks, answered Jan. The mothers better to-night; but I have had another patient there. The girl, Alice, has seen the ghost, or fancied that she saw it, and was terrified, literally, out of her senses.

How is she going on? asked Mr. Bitterworth.

Physically, do you mean, sir?

No, I meant morally, Jan. If all accounts are true, the girl has been losing herself.

Law! said Jan. Deerham has known that this many a month past. Id try and stop it, if I were Lionel.

Stop what? asked Lionel.

Id build em better dwellings, composedly went on Jan. They might be brought up to decency then.

Its true that decency cant put its head into such dwellings as that of the Hooks, observed the vicar. People have accused me of showing leniency to Alice Hook, since the scandal has been known; but I cannot show harshness to her when I think of the home the girl was reared in.

The words pricked Lionel. None could think worse of the homes than he did. He spoke in a cross tone; we are all apt to do so, when vexed with ourselves. What possesses Deerham to show itself so absurd just now? Ghosts! They only affect fear, it is my belief.

Alice Hook did not affect it, for one, said Jan. She may have been frightened to some purpose. We found her lying on the ground, insensible. They are stupid, though, all the lot of them.

Stupid is not the name for it, remarked Lionel. A little superstition, following on Rachels peculiar death, may have been excusable, considering the ignorance of the people here, and the tendency to superstition inherent in human nature. But why it should have been revived now, I cannot imagine.

Mr. Bitterworth and Jan had walked on. The vicar touched Lionel on the arm, not immediately to follow them.

Mr. Verner, I do not hold good with the policy which seems to prevail, of keeping this matter from you, he said, in a confidential tone. I cannot see the expediency of it in any way. It is not Rachels Frosts ghost that is said to be terrifying people.

Whose then? asked Lionel.

Frederick Massingbirds.

Lionel paused, as if his ears deceived him.

Whose? he repeated.

Frederick Massingbirds.

How perfectly absurd! he presently exclaimed.

True, said Mr. Bourne. So absurd that, were it not for a circumstance which has happened to-night, I scarcely think I should have brought myself to repeat it. My conviction is, that some person bearing an extraordinary resemblance to Frederick Massingbird is walking about to terrify the neighbourhood.

I should think theres not another face living, that bears a resemblance to Fred Massingbirds, observed Lionel. How have you heard this?

The first to tell me of it was old Matthew Frost. He saw him plainly, believing it to be Frederick Massingbirds spirit  although he had never believed in spirits before. Dan Duff holds to it that he saw it; and now Alice Hook; besides others. I turned a deaf ear to all, Mr. Verner; but to-night I met one so like Frederick Massingbird that, were Massingbird not dead, I could have sworn it was himself. It was wondrously like him, even to the mark on the cheek.

I never heard such a tale! uttered Lionel.

That is precisely what I said  until to-night. I assure you the resemblance is so great, that if we have all female Deerham in fits, I shall not wonder. It strikes me  it is the only solution I can come to  that some one is personating Frederick Massingbird for the purpose of a mischievous joke  though how they get up the resemblance is another thing. Let me advise you to see into it, Mr. Verner.

Mr. Bitterworth and Jan were turning round in front, waiting; and the vicar hastened on, leaving Lionel glued to the spot where he stood.




CHAPTER LIV.

MRS. DUFFS BILL.

Peal! peal! peal! came the sound of the night-bell at Jans window as he lay in bed. For Jan had caused the night-bell to be hung there since he was factotum. Wheres the good of waking up the house? remarked Jan; and he made the alteration.

Jan got up with the first sound, and put his head out at the window. Upon which, Hook  for he was the applicant  advanced. Jans window being, as you may remember, nearly on a level with the ground, presented favourable auspices for holding a face to face colloquy with night visitors.

Shes mortal bad, sir, was Hooks salutation.

Who is? asked Jan. Alice, or the missis?

Not the missis, sir. The other. But I shouldnt ha liked to trouble you, if you hadnt ordered me.

I wont be two minutes, said Jan.

It seemed to Hook that Jan was only one, so speedily did he come out. A belief was popular in Deerham that Mr. Jan slept with his clothes on; no sooner would a night summons be delivered to Jan, than Jan was out with the summoner, ready for the start. Before he had closed the surgery door, through which he had to pass, there came another peal, and a woman ran up to him. Jan recognised her for the cook of a wealthy lady in the Belvedere Road, a Mrs. Ellis.

Law, sir! what a provident mercy that you are up and ready! exclaimed she. My mistress is attacked again.

Well, you know what to do, returned Jan. You dont want me.

But she do want you, sir. I have got orders not to go back without you.

I suppose she has been eating cucumber again, remarked Jan.

Only a bit of it, sir. About the half of a small one, she took for her supper. And now the spasms is on her dreadful.

Of course they are, replied Jan. She knows how cucumber serves her. Well, I cant come. Ill send Mr. Cheese, if you like. But he can do no more good than you can. Give her the drops and get the hot flannels; thats all.

You are going out, sir! cried the woman, in a tone that sounded as if she would like to be impertinent. You are come for him, I suppose? turning a sharp tongue upon Hook.

Yes, I be, humbly replied Hook. Poor Ally

The woman set up a scream. Youd attend her, that miserable castaway, afore youd attend my mistress! burst out she to Jan. Whos Ally Hook, by the side of folks of standing?

If she wants attendance, she must have it, was the composed return of Jan. She has got a body and a soul to be saved, as other folks have. She is in danger; your mistress is not.

Danger! What has that got to do with it? angrily answered the woman. Youll never get paid there, sir.

I dont expect it, returned Jan. If youd like Cheese, thats his window, pointing to one in the house. Throw a handful of gravel up, and tell them I said he was to attend.

Jan walked off with Hook. He heard a crash of gravel behind him; so concluded the cook was flinging at Mr. Cheeses window in a temper. As she certainly was, giving Mr. Jan some hard words in the process. Just as Lady Verner had never been able to inculcate suavity on Jan, so Dr. West had found it a hopeless task to endeavour to make Jan understand that, in medical care, the rich should be considered before the poor. Take, for example, that bête noire of Deerham just now, Alice Hook, and put her by the side of a born duchess; Jan would have gone to the one who had most need of him, without reference to which of the two it might be. Evidently there was little hope for Jan.

Jan, with his long legs, outstripped the stooping and hard-worked labouring man. In at the door and up the stairs he went, into the sleeping room.

Did you ever pay a visit to a room of this social grade? If not, you will deem the introduction of this one highly coloured. Had Jan been a head and shoulders shorter, he might have been able to stand up in the lean-to attic, without touching the lath and plaster of the roof. On a low bedstead, on a flock mattress, lay the mother and two children, about eight and ten. How they made room for Hook also, was a puzzle. Opposite to it, on a straw mattress, slept three sons, grown up, or nearly so; between these beds was another straw mattress where lay Alice and her sister, a year younger; no curtains, no screens, no anything. All were asleep, with the exception of the mother and Alice; the former could not rise from her bed; Alice appeared too ill to rise from hers. Jan stooped his head and entered.

A few minutes, and he set himself to arouse the sleepers. They might make themselves comfortable in the kitchen, he told them, for the rest of the night: he wanted room in the place to turn himself round, and they must go out of it. And so he bundled them out. Jan was not given to stand upon ceremony. But it is not a pleasant room to linger in, so we will leave Jan to it.

It was pleasanter at Lady Verners. Enough of air, and light, and accommodation there. But even in that desirable residence it was not all couleur de rose. Vexations intrude into the most luxurious home, whatever may be the superfluity of room, the admirable style of the architecture; and they were just now agitating Deerham Court.

On the morning which rose on the above night  as lovely a morning as ever September gave us  Lady Verner and Lucy Tempest received each a letter from India. Both were from Colonel Tempest. The contents of Lady Verners annoyed her, and the contents of Lucys annoyed her.

It appeared that some considerable time back, nearly, if not quite, twelve months, Lucy had privately written to Colonel Tempest, urgently requesting to be allowed to go out to join him. She gave no reason or motive for the request, but urged it strongly. That letter, in consequence of the moving about of Colonel Tempest, had only just reached him; and now had arrived the answer to it. He told Lucy that he should very shortly be returning to Europe; therefore it was useless for her to think of going out.

So far, so good. However Lucy might have been vexed or disappointed at the reply  and she was both; still more at the delay which had taken place  there the matter would have ended. But Colonel Tempest, having no idea that Lady Verner was a stranger to this request; inferring, on the contrary, that she was a party to it, and must, therefore, be growing tired of her charge, had also written to her an elaborate apology for leaving Lucy so long upon her hands, and for being unable to comply with her wish to be relieved of her. This enlightened Lady Verner as to what Lucy had done.

She was very angry. She was worse than angry; she was mortified. And she questioned Lucy a great deal more closely than that young lady liked, as to what her motive could have been, and why she was tired of Deerham Court.

Lucy, all self-conscious of the motive by which she had been really actuated, stood before her like a culprit. I am not tired of Deerham Court, Lady Verner. But I wished to be with papa.

Which is equivalent to saying that you wish to be away from me, retorted my lady. I ask you why?

Indeed, Lady Verner, I am pleased to be with you; I like to be with you. It was not to be away from you that I wrote. It is a long while since I saw papa; so long, that I seem to have forgotten what he is like.

Can you assure me, in all open truth, that the wish to be with Colonel Tempest was your sole reason for writing, unbiassed by any private feeling touching Deerham? returned Lady Verner, searching her face keenly. I charge you answer me, Lucy.

Lucy could not answer that it was her sole reason, unless she told an untruth. Her eyes fell under the gaze bent upon her.

I see, said Lady Verner. You need not equivocate more. Is it to me that you have taken a dislike? or to any part of my arrangements?

Believe me, dear Lady Verner, that it is neither to you nor to your home, she answered, the tears rising to her eyes. Believe me, I am as happy here as I ever was; on that score I have no wish to change.

It was an unlucky admission of Lucys, on that score. Of course, Lady Verner immediately pressed to know on what other score the wish might be founded. Lucy pleaded the desire to be with her father, which Lady Verner did not believe; and she pleaded nothing else. It was not satisfactory to my lady, and she kept Lucy the whole of the morning, harping upon the sore point.

Lionel entered, and interrupted the discussion. Lady Verner put him in possession of the facts. That for some cause which Lucy refused to explain, she wanted to leave Deerham Court; had been writing, twelve months back, to Colonel Tempest, to be allowed to join him in India; and the negative answer had arrived but that morning. Lady Verner would like the motive for her request explained; but Lucy was obstinate, and would not explain it.

Lionel turned his eyes on Lucy. If she had stood self-conscious before Lady Verner, she stood doubly self-conscious now. Her eyelashes were drooping, her cheeks were crimson.

She says she has no fault to find with me, no fault to find with the arrangements of my house, pursued Lady Verner. Then I want to know what else it is that should drive her away from Deerham. Look at her, Lionel! That is how she stands  unable to give me an answer.

Lady Verner might equally well have said, Look at Lionel. He stood self-conscious also. Too well he knew the motive  absence from him  which had actuated Lucy. From him, the married man; the man who had played her false; away, anywhere, from witnessing the daily happiness of him and his wife. He read it all, and Lucy saw that he did.

It were no such strange wish, surely, to be where my dear papa is! she exclaimed, the crimson of her cheeks turning to scarlet.

No, murmured Lionel, no such strange wish. I wish I could go to India, and free the neighbourhood of my presence!

A curious wish! Lady Verner did not understand it. Lionel gave her no opportunity to inquire its meaning, for he turned to quit the room and the house. She rose and laid her hand upon his arm to detain him.

I have an engagement, pleaded Lionel.

A moment yet. Lionel, what is this nonsense that is disturbing the equanimity of Deerham? About a ghost!

Ah, what indeed? returned Lionel, in a careless tone, as if he would make light of it. You know what Deerham is, mother. Some think Dan Duff saw his own shadow; some, a white cow in the pound. Either is sufficient marvel for Deerham.

So vulgar a notion! reiterated Lady Verner, resuming her seat, and taking her essence bottle in her delicately gloved hand. I wonder you dont stop it, Lionel.

I! cried Lionel, opening his eyes in considerable surprise. How am I to stop it?

You are the Lord of Deerham. It is vulgar, I say, to have such a report afloat on your estate.

Lionel smiled. I dont know how you are to put away vulgarity from stargazers and villagers. Or ghosts either  if they once get ghosts in their heads.

He finally left the Court, and turned towards home. His mothers words about the ghost had brought the subject to his mind; if, indeed, it had required bringing; but the whispered communication of the vicar the previous night had scarcely been out of his thoughts since. It troubled him. In spite of himself, of his good sense and reason, there was an undercurrent of uneasiness at work within him. Why should there be? Lionel could not have explained had he been required to do it. That Frederick Massingbird was dead and buried, there could be no shade of doubt; and ghosts had no place in the creed of Lionel Verner. All true; but the consciousness of uneasiness was there, and he could not ignore it.

In the last few days, the old feeling touching Lucy had been revived with unpleasant force. Since that night which she had spent at his house, when they saw, or fancied they saw, a man hiding himself under the tree, he had thought of her more than was agreeable; more than was right, he would have said, but that he saw not how to avoid it. The little episode of this morning at his mothers house had served to open his eyes most completely, to show him how intense was his love for Lucy Tempest. It must be confessed that his wife did little towards striving to retain his love.

He went along, thinking of these things. He would have put them from him; but he could not. The more he tried, the more unpleasantly vivid they became. Tush! said Lionel. I must be getting nervous! Ill ask Jan to give me a draught.

He was passing Dr. Wests as he spoke, and he turned into the surgery. Sitting on the bung of a large stone jar was Master Cheese, his attitude a disconsolate one, his expression of countenance rebellious.

Is Mr. Jan at home? asked Lionel.

No, hes not at home, sir, replied Master Cheese, as if the fact were some personal grievance of his own. Heres all the patients, all the making up of the physic left in my charge, and Id like to know how I am to do it? I cant go out to fifty folks at a time?

And so you expedite the matter by not going to one! Where is Mr. Jan?

He was fetched out in the night to that beautiful Ally Hook, grumbled Master Cheese. Its a shame, sir, folks are saying, for him to give his time to her. I had to leave my warm bed and march out to that fanciful Mother Ellis, through it, whos always getting the spasms. And I had about forty poor here this morning, and couldnt get a bit of comfortable breakfast for em. Miss Deb, she never kept my bacon warm, or anything; and somebody had eaten the meat out of the veal pie when I got back. Jan will have those horrid poor here twice a week, and if I speak against it, he tells me to hold my tongue.

But is Mr. Jan not back yet from Hooks?

No, sir, hes not, was the resentful response. He has never come back at all since he went, and that was at four oclock this morning. If he had gone to cut off all the arms in the house, he couldnt have been longer! And I wish him joy of it! Hell get no breakfast. They have got nothing for themselves but bread and water.

Lionel left his draught an open question, and departed. As he turned into the principal street again, he saw Master Dan Duff at the door of his mothers shop. A hasty impulse prompted Lionel to question the boy of what he saw that unlucky night; or believed he saw. He crossed over; but Master Dan retreated inside the shop. Lionel followed him.

Well, Dan! Have you overcome the fright of the cow yet?

Twarnt a cow, please, sir, replied Dan, timidly. Twere a ghost.

Whose ghost? returned Lionel.

Dan hesitated. He stood first on one leg, then on the other.

Please, sir, twarnt Rachels, said he, presently.

Whose then? repeated Lionel.

Please, sir, mother said I warnt to tell you. Roy, he said, if I told it to anybody, I should be took and hanged.

But I say that you are to tell me, said Lionel. And his pleasant tone, combined, perhaps, with the fact that he was Mr. Verner, effected more with Dan Duff than his mothers sharp tone or Roys threatening one.

Please, sir, glancing round to make sure that his mother was not within hearing, twere Mr. Fred Massingbirds. They cant talk me out ont, sir. I seed the porkypine as plain as I seed him. He were

Dan brought his information to a summary standstill. Bustling down the stairs was that revered mother. She came in, curtseying fifty times to Lionel. What could she have the honour of serving him with? He was leaning over the counter, and she concluded he had come to patronise the shop.

Lionel laughed. I am a profitless customer, I believe, Mrs. Duff. I was only talking to Dan.

Dan sidled off to the street door. Once there, he took to his heels, out of harms way. Mr. Verner might begin telling his mother more particulars, and it was as well to be at a safe distance.

Lionel, however, had no intention to betray trust. He stood chatting a few minutes with Mrs. Duff. He and Mrs. Duff had been great friends when he was an Eton boy; many a time had he ransacked her shop over for flies and gut and other fishing tackle, a supply of which Mrs. Duff professed to keep. She listened to him with a somewhat preoccupied manner; in point of fact, she was debating a question with herself.

Sir, said she, rubbing her hands nervously one over the other, I should like to make bold to ask a favour of you. But I dont know how it might be took. Im fearful it might be took as a cause of offence.

Not by me. What is it?

Its a delicate thing, sir, to have to ask about, resumed she. And I shouldnt venture, sir, to speak to you, but that Im so put to it, and that Ive got it in my head its through the fault of the servants.

She spoke with evident reluctance. Lionel, he scarcely knew why, leaped to the conclusion that she was about to say something regarding the subject then agitating Deerham  the ghost of Frederick Massingbird. Unconsciously to himself, the pleasant manner changed to one of constraint.

Say what you have to say, Mrs. Duff.

Well, sir  but Im sure I beg a hundred thousand pardings for mentioning of it  its about the bill, she answered, lowering her voice. If I could be paid, sir, it ud be the greatest help to me. I dont know hardly how to keep on.

No revelation touching the ghost could have given Lionel the surprise imparted by these ambiguous words. But his constraint was gone.

I do not understand you, Mrs. Duff. What bill?

The bill whats owing to me, sir, from Verners Pride. Its a large sum for me, sir  thirty-two pound odd. I have to keep up my payments for my goods, sir, whether or not, or I should be a bankrupt to-morrow. Things is hard upon me just now, sir; though I dont want everybody to know it. Theres that big son o mine, Dick, out o work. If I could have the bill, or only part of it, it ud be like a God-send.

Who owes you the bill? asked Lionel.

Its your good lady, sir, Mrs. Verner.

Who? echoed Lionel, his accent quite a sharp one.

Mrs. Verner, sir.

Lionel stood gazing at the woman. He could not take in the information; he believed there must be some mistake.

It were for things supplied between the time Mrs. Verner came home after your marriage, sir, and when she went to London in the spring. The French madmizel, sir, came down and ordered some on em; and Mrs. Verner herself, sir, ordered others.

Lionel looked around the shop. He did not disbelieve the womans words, but he was in a maze of astonishment. Perhaps a doubt of the Frenchwoman crossed his mind.

Theres nothing here that Mrs. Verner would wear! he exclaimed.

Theres many odds and ends of things here, sir, as is useful to a ladys tilette  and youd be surprised, sir, to find how such things mounts up when they be had continual. But the chief part o the bill, sir, is for two silk gownds as was had of our traveller. Mrs. Verner, sir, she happened to be here when he called in one day last winter, and she saw his patterns, and she chose two dresses, and said shed buy em of me if I ordered em. Which in course I did, sir, and paid for em, and sent em home. I saw her wear em both, sir, after they was made up, and very nice they looked.

Lionel had heard quite enough. Where is the bill? he inquired.

It have been sent in, sir, long ago. When I found Mrs. Verner didnt pay it afore she went away, I made bold to write and ask her. Miss West, she gave me the address in London, and said she wished she could pay me herself. I didnt get a answer, sir, and I made bold to write again, and I never got one then. Twice I have been up to Verners Pride, sir, since you come home this time, but I cant get to see Mrs. Verner. That French madmizels one o the best I ever see at putting folks off. Sir, it goes again the grain to trouble you; and if I could have got to see Mrs. Verner, I never would have said a word. Perhaps if youd be so good as to tell her, sir, how hard Im put to it, shed send me a little.

I am sure she will, said Lionel. You shall have your money to-day, Mrs. Duff.

He turned out of the shop, a scarlet spot of emotion on his cheek. Thirty-two pounds owing to poor Mrs. Duff! Was it thoughtlessness on Sibyllas part? He strove to beat down the conviction that it was a less excusable error.

But the Verner pride had been wounded to its very core.




CHAPTER LV.

SELF WILL.

Gathered before a target on the lawn, in their archery costume gleaming with green and gold, was a fair group, shooting their arrows in the air. Far more went into the air than struck the target. They were the visitors of Verners Pride; and Sibylla, the hostess, was the gayest, the merriest, the fairest among them.

Lionel came on to the terrace, descended the steps, and crossed the lawn to join them  as courtly, as apparently gay, as if that bill of Mrs. Duffs was not making havoc of his heartstrings. They all ran to surround him. It was not often they had so attractive a host to surround; and attractive men are, and always will be, welcome to women. A few minutes, a quarter of an hour given to them, an unruffled smoothness on his brow, a smile upon his lips, and then he contrived to draw his wife aside.

Oh, Lionel, I forgot to tell you, she exclaimed. Poynton has been here. He knows of the most charming pair of gray ponies, he says. And they can be ours if secured at once.

I dont want gray ponies, replied Lionel.

But I do, cried Sibylla. You say I am too timid to drive. It is all nonsense; I should soon get over the timidity. I will learn to drive, Lionel. Mrs. Jocelyn, come here, she called out.

Mrs. Jocelyn, a young and pretty woman, almost as pretty as Sibylla, answered to the summons.

Tell Mr. Verner what Poynton said about the ponies.

Oh, you must not miss the opportunity, cried Mrs. Jocelyn to Lionel. They are perfectly beautiful, the man said. Very dear, of course; but you know nobody looks at money when buying horses for a lady. Mrs. Verner must have them. You might secure them to-day.

I have no room in my stables for more horses, said Lionel, smiling at Mrs. Jocelyns eagerness.

Yes, you have, Lionel, interposed his wife. Or, if not, room must be made. I have ordered the ponies to be brought.

I shall send them back, said Lionel, laughing.

Dont you wish your wife to take to driving, Mr. Verner? Dont you like to see a lady drive? Some do not.

I think there is no necessity for a lady to drive, while she has a husband at her side to drive for her, was the reply of Lionel.

Well  if I had such a husband as you to drive for me, I dont know but I might subscribe to that doctrine, candidly avowed Mrs. Jocelyn. I would not miss these ponies, were I Mrs. Verner. You can drive them, you know. They are calling me. It is my turn, I suppose.

She ran back to the shooting, Sibylla was following her, but Lionel caught her hand and drew her into a covered walk. Placing her hand within his arm, he began to pace it.

I must go back, too, Lionel.

Presently. Sibylla, I have been terribly vexed this morning.

Oh, now Lionel, dont you begin about vexing, interrupted Sibylla, in the foolish, light, affected manner, which had grown worse of late, more intolerable to Lionel. I have ordered the ponies. Poynton will send them in; and if theres really not room in the stables, you must see about it, and give orders that room must be made.

I cannot buy the ponies, he firmly said. My dear, I have given in to your every wish, to your most trifling whim; but, as I told you a few days ago, these ever-recurring needless expenses I cannot stand. Sibylla  and his voice grew hoarse do you know that I am becoming embarrassed?

I dont care if you are, pouted Sibylla. I must have the ponies.

His heart ached. Was this the loving wife  the intelligent companion for whom he had once yearned?  the friend who should be as his own soul? He had married the Sibylla of his imagination; and he woke to find Sibylla  what she was. The disappointment was heavy upon him always; but there were moments when he could have cried out aloud in its sharp bitterness.

Sibylla, you know the state in which some of my tenants live; the miserable dwellings they are forced to inhabit. I must change this state of things. I believe it to be a duty for which I am accountable to God. How am I to set about it if you ruin me?

Sibylla put her fingers to her ears. I cant stand to listen when you preach, Lionel. It is as bad as a sermon.
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It was ever thus. He could not attempt to reason with her. Anything like sensible conversation she could not, or would not, hold. Lionel, considerate to her as he ever was, felt provoked.

Do you know that this unfortunate affair of Alice Hooks is laid remotely to me? he said, with a sternness, which he could not help, in his tone. People are saying that if I gave them decent dwellings, decent conduct would ensue. It is so. God knows that I feel its truth more keenly than my reproachers.

The dwellings are good enough for the poor.

Sibylla! You cannot think it. The laws of God and man alike demand a change. Child, he continued in a softer tone, as he took her hand in his, let us bring the case home to ourselves. Suppose that you and I had to sleep in a room a few feet square, no chimney, no air, and that others tenanted it with us? Girls and boys growing up  nay, grown up, some of them; men and women as we are, Sibylla. The beds huddled together, no space between them; sickness, fever

I am only shutting my ears, interrupted Sibylla. You pretend to be so careful of me  you would not even let me go to that masked ball in Paris  and yet you put these horrid pictures into my mind! I think you ought to be ashamed of it, Lionel. People sleeping in the same room with us!

If the picture be revolting, what must be the reality? was his rejoinder. They have to endure it.

They are used to it, retorted Sibylla. They are brought up to nothing better.

Just so. And therefore their perceptions of right and wrong are deadened. The wonder is, not that Alice Hook has lost herself, but that

I dont want to hear about Alice Hook, interrupted Sibylla. She is not very good to talk about.

I have been openly told, Sibylla, that the reproach should lie at my door.

I believe it is not the first reproach of the kind that has been cast on you, answered Sibylla, with cutting sarcasm.

He did not know what she meant, or in what sense to take the remark; but his mind was too preoccupied to linger on it. With these things staring me in the face, how can I find money for superfluous vanities? The time has come when I am compelled to make a stand against it. I will, I must, have decent dwellings on my estate, and I shall set about the work without a days loss of time. For that reason, if for no other, I cannot buy the ponies.

I have bought them, coolly interrupted Sibylla.

Then, my dear, you must forgive me if I countermand the purchase. I am resolute, Sibylla, he continued, in a firm tone. For the first time since our marriage, I must deny your wish. I cannot let you bring me to beggary, because it would also involve you. Another year or two of this extravagance, and I should be on the verge of it.

Sibylla flung his arms from her. Do you want to keep me as a beggar? I will have the ponies!

He shook his head. The subject is settled, Sibylla. If you cannot think for yourself, I must think for you. But it was not to speak of the ponies that I brought you here. What is it that you owe to Mrs. Duff?

Sibyllas colour heightened. It is no business of yours, Lionel, what I owe her. There may be some trifle or other down in her book. It will be time enough for you to concern yourself with my little petty debts when you are asked to pay them.

Then that time is the present one, with regard to Mrs. Duff. She applied to me for the money this morning. At least, she asked if I would speak to you  which is the same thing. She says you owe her thirty-two pounds. Sibylla, I had far rather been stabbed than have heard it.

A fearful sum, truly, to be doled out of your coffers! cried Sibylla, sarcastically. Youll never recover it, I should think!

Not that  not that, was the reply of Lionel, his tone one of pain. Sibylla! have you no sense of the fitness of things? Is it seemly for the mistress of Verners Pride to keep a poor woman, as Mrs. Duff is, out of her money; a humble shopkeeper who has to pay her way as she goes on?

I wish Fred had lived! He would never have taken me to task as you do.

I wish he had! was the retort in Lionels heart; but he bit his lips to silence, exchanging the words, after a few minutes pause, for others.

You would have found Frederick Massingbird a less indulgent husband to you than I have been, he firmly said. But these remarks are profitless, and will add to the comfort of neither you nor me. Sibylla, I shall send, in your name, to pay this bill of Mrs. Duffs. Will you give it me?

I dare say Benoite can find it, if you choose to ask her.

And, my dear, let me beg of you not to contract these paltry debts. There have been others, as you know. I do not like that Mrs. Verners name should be thus bandied in the village. What you buy in the village, pay for at once.

How can I pay while you stint me?

Stint you! repeated Lionel, in amazement. Stint you!

Its nothing but stinting  going on at me as you do! she sullenly answered. You would like to deprive me of the horses I have set my mind upon! You know you would!

The horses you cannot have, Sibylla, he answered, his tone a decisive one. I have already said it.

It aroused her anger. If you dont let me have the horses, and all other things I want, Ill go where I can have them.

What did she mean? Lionels cheek turned white with the taunt the words might be supposed to imply. He held her two hands in his, pressing them nervously.

You shall not force me to quarrel with you, Sibylla, he continued, with emotion. I have almost registered a vow that no offensive word or conduct on your part shall make me forget myself for a moment; or render me other than an ever considerate, tender husband. It may be that our marriage was a mistake for both of us; but we shall do well to make the best of it. It is the only course remaining.

He spoke in a strangely earnest tone; one of deep agitation. Sibylla was aroused. She had believed that Lionel blindly loved her. Otherwise she might have been more careful to retain his love  theres no knowing.

How do you mean that our marriage was a mistake for both of us? she hastily cried.

You do your best to remind me continually that it must be so, was his reply.

Psha! returned Sibylla. And Lionel, without another word, quitted her and walked away. In these moments, above all others, would the image of Lucy Tempest rise up before his sight. Beat it down as he would, it was ever present to him. A mistake in his marriage! Ay; none save Lionel knew how fatal a one.

He passed on direct to the terrace, avoiding the lawn, traversed it, and went out at the large gates. Thence he made his way to Poyntons, the veterinary surgeon, who also dealt in horses. At least, dealt in them so far as that he would buy and sell when employed to do so.

The man was in his yard, watching a horse go through his paces. He came forward to meet Lionel.

Mrs. Verner has been talking to you about some ponies, she tells me, began Lionel. What are they?

A very handsome pair, sir. Just the thing for a lady to drive. They are to be sold for a hundred and fifty pounds. Its under their value.

Spirited?

Yes. They have their mettle about them. Good horses always have, you know, sir. Mrs. Verner has given me the commission.

Which I am come to rescind, replied Lionel, calling up a light smile to his face. I cannot have my wifes neck risked by her attempting to drive spirited ponies, Poynton. She knows nothing of driving, is constitutionally timid, and  in short, I do not wish the order executed.

Very well, sir, was the mans reply. Theres no harm done. I was at Verners Pride with that horse thats ill, and Mrs. Verner spoke to me about some ponies. It was only to-day I heard these were in the market, and I mentioned them to her. But, for all I know, they may be already sold.

Lionel turned to walk out of the yard. After Mrs. Verner shall have learned to drive, then we shall see; perhaps we may buy a pair, he remarked. My opinion is that she will not learn. After a trial or two she will give it up.

All right, sir.




CHAPTER LVI.

A LIFE HOVERING IN THE BALANCE.

Jan was coming up the road from Deerham with long strides, as Lionel turned out of Poyntons yard. Lionel advanced leisurely to meet him.

One would think you were walking for a wager, Jan!

Ay, said Jan. This is my first round to-day. Bitterworths have sent for me in desperate haste. Folks always get ill at the wrong time.

Why dont you ride? asked Lionel, turning with Jan, and stepping out at the same pace.

There was no time to get the horse ready. I can walk it nearly as fast. I have had no breakfast yet.

No breakfast! echoed Lionel.

I dived into the kitchen and caught up a piece of bread out of the basket. Half my patients must do without me to-day. I have only just got away from Hooks.

How is the girl?

In great danger, replied Jan.

She is ill, then?

So ill, that I dont think shell last the day out. The childs dead. I must cut across the fields back there again, after I have seen whats amiss at Bitterworths.

The words touching Alice Hook caused quite a shock to Lionel. It will be a sad thing, Jan, if she should die!

I dont think I can save her. This comes of the ghost. I wonder how many more folks will get frightened to death.

Lionel paused. Was it really that alone that frightened the girl, and caused her illness? How very absurd the thing sounds! And yet serious.

I cant make it out, remarked Jan. Heres Bourne now, says he saw it. Theres only one solution of the riddle that I can come to.

Whats that? asked Lionel.

Well, said Jan, its not a pleasant one.

You can tell it me, Jan, pleasant or unpleasant.

Not pleasant for you, I mean, Lionel. Ill tell you if you like.

Lionel looked at him.

Speak!

I think it must be Fred Massingbird himself.

The answer appeared to take Lionel by surprise. Possibly he had not admitted the doubt.

Fred Massingbird himself; I dont understand you, Jan.

Fred himself, in life, repeated Jan. I fancy it will turn out that he did not die in Australia. He may have been very ill perhaps, and they fancied him dead; and now he is well, and has come over.

Every vestige of colour forsook Lionels face.

Jan! he uttered, partly in terror, partly in anger. Jan! he repeated from between his bloodless lips. Have you thought of the position in which your hint would place my wife?  the reflection it would cast upon her? How dare you?

You told me to speak, was Jans composed answer. I said youd not like it. Speaking of it, or keeping silence, wont make it any the better, Lionel.

What could possess you to think of such a thing?

Theres nothing else that I can think of. Look here! Is there such a thing as a ghost? Is that probable?

Nonsense! No, said Lionel.

Then what can it be, unless its Fred himself? Lionel, were I you, Id look the matter full in the face. It is Fred Massingbird, or it is not. If not, the sooner the mystery is cleared up the better, and the fellow brought to book and punished. Its not to be submitted to that he is to stride about for his own pastime, terrifying people to their injury. Is Alice Hooks life nothing? Were Dan Duffs senses nothing?  and, upon my word, I once thought there was good-bye to them.

Lionel did not answer. Jan continued.

If it is Fred himself, the fact cant be long concealed. Hell be sure to make himself known. Why he should not do it at once, I cant imagine. Unless

Unless what? asked Lionel.

Well, you are so touchy on all points relating to Sibylla, that one hesitates to speak, continued Jan. I was going to say, unless he fears the shock to Sibylla; and would let her be prepared for it by degrees.

Jan, gasped Lionel, it would kill her.

No, it wouldnt, dissented Jan. Shes not one to be killed by emotion of any sort. Or much stirred by it, as I believe, if you care for my opinion. It would not be pleasant for you or for her, but shed not die of it.

Lionel wiped the moisture from his face. From the moment Jan had first spoken, a conviction seemed to arise within him that the suggestion would turn out to be only too true a one  that the ghost, in point of fact, was Frederick Massingbird in life.

This is awful! he murmured. I would sacrifice my own life to save Sibylla from pain.

Whered be the good of that? asked practical Jan. If it is Fred Massingbird in the flesh, shes his wife and not yours; your sacrificing yourself  as you call it, Lionel  would not make her any the less or the more so. I am abroad a good deal at night, especially now, when theres so much sickness about, and I shall perhaps come across the fellow. Wont I pin him if I get the chance.

Jan, said Lionel, catching hold of his brothers arm to detain him as he was speeding away, for they had reached the gate of Verners Pride, be cautious that not a breath of this suspicion escapes you. For my poor wifes sake.

No fear, answered Jan. If it gets about, it wont be from me, mind. I am going to believe in the ghost henceforth, you understand. Except to you and Bourne.

If it gets about, mechanically answered Lionel, repeating the words which made most impression upon his mind. You think it will get about?

Think! Its safe to, answered Jan. Had old Frost and Dan Duff and Cheese not been great gulls, theyd have taken it for Fred himself; not his ghost. Bourne suspects. From a hint he dropped to me just now at Hooks, I find he takes the same view of the case that I do.

Since when have you suspected this, Jan?

Not for many hours. Dont keep me, Lionel. Bitterworth may be dying, for aught I know, and so may Alice Hook.

Jan went on like a steam-engine. Lionel remained, standing at his entrance-gate, more like a prostrate being than a living man.

Thought after thought crowded upon him. If it was really Frederick Massingbird in life, how was it that he had not made his appearance before? Where had he been all this while? Considerably more than two years had elapsed since the supposed death. To the best of Lionels recollection, Sibylla had said Captain Cannonby buried her husband; but it was a point into which Lionel had never minutely inquired. Allow that Jans suggestion was correct  that he did not die  where had he been since? What had prevented him from joining or seeking his wife? What prevented him doing it now? From what motive could he be in concealment in the neighbourhood, stealthily prowling about at night? Why did he not appear openly? Oh, it could not  it could not be Frederick Massingbird!

Which way should he bend his steps? Indoors, or away? Not indoors! He could scarcely bear to see his wife, with this dreadful uncertainty upon him. Restless, anxious, perplexed, miserable, Lionel Verner turned towards Deerham.

There are some natures upon whom a secret, awful as this, tells with appalling force, rendering it next to impossible to keep silence. The imparting it to some friend, the speaking of it, appears to be a matter of dire necessity. It was so in this instance to Lionel Verner.

He was on his way to the vicarage. Jan had mentioned that Mr. Bourne shared the knowledge  if knowledge it could be called; and he was one in whom might be placed entire trust.

He walked onwards, like one in a fever dream, nodding mechanically in answer to salutations; answering he knew not what, if words were spoken to him. The vicarage joined the churchyard, and the vicar was standing in the latter as Lionel came up, watching two men who were digging a grave. He crossed over the mounds to shake hands with Lionel.

Lionel drew him into the vicarage garden, amidst the trees. It was shady there; the outer world shut out from eye and ear.

I cannot beat about the bush; I cannot dissemble, began Lionel, in deep agitation. Tell me your true opinion of this business, for the love of Heaven! I have come down to ask it of you.

The vicar paused. My dear friend, I feel almost afraid to give it to you.

I have been speaking with Jan. He thinks it may be Frederick Massingbird  not dead, but alive.

I fear it is, answered the clergyman. Within the last half-hour I have fully believed that it is.

Lionel leaned his back against a tree, his arms folded. Tolerably calm outwardly; but he could not get the healthy blood back to his face. Why within the last half-hour more than before? he asked. Has anything fresh happened?

Yes, said Mr. Bourne. I went down to Hooks; the girls not expected to live the day through  but that you may have heard from Jan. In coming away, your gamekeeper met me. He stopped, and began asking my advice in a mysterious manner  whether, if a secret affecting his master had come to his knowledge, he ought, or ought not, to impart it to his master. I felt sure what the man was driving at  that it could be no other thing than this ghost affair  and gave him a hint to speak out to me in confidence; which he did.

Well? rejoined Lionel.

He said, continued Mr. Bourne, lowering his voice, that he passed a man last night who, he was perfectly certain, was Frederick Massingbird. Not Frederick Massingbirds ghost, as foolish people were fancying, Broom added, but Massingbird himself. He was in doubt whether or not it was his duty to acquaint Mr. Verner; and so he asked me. I bade him not acquaint you, continued the vicar, but to bury the suspicion within his own breast, breathing a word to none.

Evidence upon evidence! Every moment brought less loop-hole of escape for Lionel. How can it be? he gasped. If he is not dead, where can he have been all this while?

I conclude it will turn out to be one of those every-day occurrences that have little marvel at all in them. My thoughts were busy upon it, while standing over the grave yonder. I suppose he must have been to the diggings  possibly laid up there by illness; and letters may have miscarried.

You feel little doubt upon the fact itself  that it is Frederick Massingbird?

I feel none. It is certainly he. Wont you come in and sit down?

No, no, said Lionel; and, drawing his hand from the vicars, he went forth again, he, and his heavy weight. Frederick Massingbird alive!




CHAPTER LVII.

A WALK IN THE RAIN.

The fine September morning had turned to a rainy afternoon. A heavy mist hung upon the trees, the hedges, the ground  something akin to the mist which had fallen upon Lionel Verners spirit. The day had grown more like a November one; the clouds were leaden-coloured, the rain fell. Even the little birds sought the shelter of their nests.

One there was who walked in it, his head uncovered, his brow bared. He was in the height of his fever dream. It is not an inapt name for his state of mind. His veins coursed as with fever; his thoughts took all the vague uncertainty of a dream. Little heeded he that the weather had become chilly, or that the waters fell upon him!

What must be his course? What ought it to be? The more he dwelt on the revelation of that day, the deeper grew his conviction that Frederick Massingbird was alive, breathing the very air that he breathed. What ought to be his course? If this were so, his wife was  not his wife.

It was obvious that his present, immediate course ought to be to solve the doubt  to set it at rest. But how? It could only be done by unearthing Frederick Massingbird; or he who bore so strange a resemblance to him. And where was he to be looked for? To track the hiding-place of a ghost is not an easy matter; and Lionel had no clue where to find the track of this one. If staying in the village, he must be concealed in some house; lying perdu by day. It was very strange that it should be so; that he should not openly show himself.

There was another way by which perhaps the doubt might be solved  as it suddenly occurred to Lionel. And that was through Captain Cannonby. If this gentleman really was with Frederick Massingbird when he died, and saw him buried, it was evident that it could not be Frederick come back to life. In that case, who or what it might be, Lionel did not stay to speculate; his business lay in ascertaining by the most direct means in his power, whether it was, or was not, Frederick Massingbird. How was it possible to do this? how could it be possible to set the question at rest?

By a very simple process, it may be answered  the waiting for time and chance. Ay, but do you know what that waiting involves, in a case like this? Think of the state of mind that Lionel Verner must live under during the suspense!

He made no doubt that the man who had been under the tree on the lawn a few nights before, watching his window, whom they had set down as being Roy, was Frederick Massingbird. And yet, it was scarcely believable. Where now was Lionel to look for him? He could not, for Sibyllas sake, make inquiries in the village in secret or openly; he could not go to the inhabitants and ask  have you seen Frederick Massingbird? or say to each individual, I must send a police officer to search your house, for I suspect Frederick Massingbird is somewhere concealed, and I want to find him. For her sake he could not so much as breathe the name, in connection with his being alive.

Given that it was Frederick Massingbird, what could possibly prevent his making himself known? As he dwelt upon this problem, trying to solve it, the idea taken up by Lucy Tempest  that the man under the tree was watching for an opportunity to harm him  came into his mind. That, surely, could not be the solution! If he had taken Frederick Massingbirds wife to be his wife, he had done it in all innocence. Lionel spurned the notion as a preposterous one; nevertheless, a remembrance crossed him of the old days when the popular belief at Verners Pride had been, that the younger of the Massingbirds was of a remarkably secretive and also of a revengeful nature. But all that he barely glanced at; the terrible fear touching Sibylla absorbed him.

He was leaning against a tree in the covered walk near Verners Pride, the walk which led to the Willow Pond, his head bared, his brow bent with the most unmistakable signs of care, when something not unlike a small white balloon came flying down the path. A lady, with her silk dress turned over her shoulders, leaving only the white lining exposed to view. She was face to face with Lionel before she saw him.

Lucy! he exclaimed, in extreme surprise.

Lucy Tempest laughed, and let her dress drop into a more dignified position. I and Decima went to call on Mrs. Bitterworth, she explained, and Decima is staying there. It began to rain as I came out, so I turned into the back walk and put my dress up to save it. Am I not economical, Mr. Verner?

She spoke quickly. Lionel thought it was done with a view to hide her agitation. You cannot go home through this rain, Lucy. Let me take you indoors; we are close to Verners Pride.

No, thank you, said Lucy hastily, I must go back to Lady Verner. She will not be pleased at Decimas staying out, therefore I must return. Poor Mrs. Bitterworth has had an attack of  what did they call it?  spasmodical croup, I think. She is better now, and begged Decima to stay with her the rest of the day; Mr. Bitterworth and the rest of them are out. Jan says it is highly dangerous for the time it lasts.

She has had something of the same sort before, I remember, observed Lionel. I wish you would come in, Lucy. If you must go home, I will send you in the carriage; but I think you might stay and dine with us.

A soft colour mantled in Lucys cheeks. She had never made herself a familiar acquaintance at Lionel Verners. He had observed it, if no one else had. Sibylla had once said to her that she hoped they should be great friends, that Verners Pride would see a great deal of her. Lucy had never responded to the wish. A formal visit with Decima or Lady Verner when she could not help herself; but alone, in a social manner, she had never put her foot over the threshold of Verners Pride.

You are very kind. I must go home at once. The rain will not hurt me.

Lionel, self-conscious, did not urge it further. Will you remain here, then, under the trees, while I go home and get an umbrella?

Oh, dear, no, I dont want an umbrella; thank you all the same. I have my parasol, you see.

She took her dress up again as she spoke; not high, as it was previously, but turning it a little. Lady Verner scolds me so if I spoil my things, she said, in a tone of laughing apology. She buys me very good ones, and orders me to take care of them. Good-bye, Mr. Verner.

Lionel took the hand in his which she held out. But he turned with her, and then loosed it again.

You are not coming with me, Mr. Verner?

I shall see you home.

But  I had rather you did not. I prefer  not to trouble you.

Pardon me, Lucy. I cannot suffer you to go alone.

It was a calm reply, quietly spoken. There were no fine phrases of its being no trouble, that the trouble was a pleasure, as others might indulge in. Fine phrases from them! from the one to the other! Neither could have spoken them.

Lucy said no more, and they walked on side by side in silence, both unpleasantly self-conscious. Lionels face had resumed its strange expression of care. Lucy had observed it when she came up to him; she observed it still.

You look as though you had some great trouble upon you, Mr. Verner, she said, after a while.

Then I look what is the truth. I have one, Lucy.

A heavy one? asked Lucy, struck with his tone.

A grievously heavy one. One that does not often fall to the lot of man.

May I know it? she timidly said.

No, Lucy. If I could speak it, it would only give you pain; but it is of a private nature. Possibly it may be averted; it is at present a suspected dread, not a confirmed one. Should it become confirmed, you will learn it in common with all the world.

She looked up at him, puzzled; sympathy in her mantling blush, in her soft, dark, earnest eyes. He could not avoid contrasting that truthful face with anothers frivolous one; and I cant help it if you blame him. He did his best to shake off the feeling, and looked down at her with a careless smile.

Dont let it give you concern, Lucy. My troubles must rest upon my own head..

Have you seen any more of that man who was watching? Roy.

No. But I dont believe now that it was Roy. He strongly denies it, and I have had my suspicions diverted to another quarter.

To one who may be equally wishing to do you harm?

I cannot say. If it be the party I  I suspect, he may deem that I have done him harm.

You! echoed Lucy. And have you?

Yes. Unwittingly. It seems to be my fate, I think, to work harm upon  upon those whom I would especially shield from it.

Did he allude to her? Lucy thought so, and the flush on her cheeks deepened. At that moment the rain began to pour down heavily. They were then passing the thicket of trees where those adventurous ghost-hunters had taken up their watch a few nights previously, in view of the Willow Pond. Lucy stepped underneath their branches.

Now, said Lionel, should you have done well to accept my offer of Verners Pride as a shelter, or not?

It may only be a passing storm, observed Lucy. The rain then was nothing.

Lionel took her parasol and shook the wet off it. He began to wonder how Lucy would get home. No carriage could be got to that spot, and the rain, coming down now, was not, in his opinion, a passing storm.

Will you promise to remain here, Lucy, while I get an umbrella? he presently asked.

Why! where could you get an umbrella from?

From Hooks, if they possess such a thing. If not, I can get one from Brooms.

But you would get so wet, going for it!

Lionel laughed as he went off.

I dont wear a silk dress; to be scolded for it, if it gets spoiled.

Not ten steps had he taken, however, when who should come striding through an opening in the trees, but Jan. Jan was on his way from Hooks cottage, a huge brown cotton umbrella over his head, more useful than elegant.

What, is that you, Miss Lucy! Well, I should as soon have thought of seeing Mrs. Peckabys white donkey!

I am weather-bound, Jan, said Lucy. Mr. Verner was about to get me an umbrella.

To see if I could get one, corrected Lionel. I question if the Hooks possess such a commodity.

Not they, cried Jan. The girls rather better, added he unceremoniously. She may get through it now; at least theres a shade of a chance. You can have my umbrella, Miss Lucy.

Wont you let me go with you, Jan? she asked.

Oh, I cant stop to take you to Deerham Court, was Jans answer, given with his accustomed plainness. Here, Lionel!

He handed over the umbrella, and was walking off.

Jan, Jan, you will get wet, said Lucy.

It amused Jan. A wetting more or less is nothing to me, he called out, striding on.

Will you stay under shelter a few minutes yet, and see whether it abates? asked Lionel.

Lucy looked up at the skies, stretching her head beyond the trees to do so.

Do you think it will abate? she rejoined.

Honestly to confess it, I think it will get worse, said Lionel. Lucy, you have thin shoes on! I did not see that until now.

Dont you tell Lady Verner, replied Lucy, with the pretty dependent manner which she had brought from school with her, and which she probably would never lose. She would scold me for walking out in them.

Lionel smiled, and held the great umbrella  large enough for a carriage  close to the trees, that it might shelter her as she came forth.

Take my arm, Lucy.

She hesitated for a single moment  a hesitation so temporary that any other than Lionel could not have observed it, and then took his arm. And again they walked on in silence. In passing down Clay Lane  the way Lionel took  Mrs. Peckaby was standing at her door.

On the look-out for the white donkey, Mrs. Peckaby? asked Lionel.

The husband inside heard the words, and flew into a tantrum.

Shes never on the look-out for nothing else, sir, asking pardon for saying it to you.

Mrs. Peckaby clasped her hands together.

Itll come! she murmured. Sometimes, sir, when my patience is well nigh exhausted, I has a vision of the New Jerusalem in the night, and is revived. Itll come, sir, the quadruplell come!

I wonder, laughed Lucy, as they walked on, whether she will go on to the end of her life expecting it?

If her husband will allow her, answered Lionel. But by what I have heard since I came home, his patience is  as she says by her own with reference to the white quadruple  well nigh exhausted.

He told Decima, the other day, that he was sick of the theme and of her folly, and he wished the New Jerusalem had her and the white donkey together. Here we are! added Lucy, as they came in front of Deerham Court. Lionel, please, let me go in the back way  Jans way. And then Lady Verner will not see me. She will say I ought not to have come through the rain.

Shell see the shoes and the silk dress, and shell say you should have stopped at Verners Pride, as a well-trained young lady ought, returned Lionel.

He took her safely to the back door, opened it, and sent her in.

Thank you very much, said she, holding out her hand to him. I have given you a disagreeable walk, and now I must give you one back again.

Change your shoes at once, and dont talk foolish things, was Lionels answer.




CHAPTER LVIII.

THE THUNDER-STORM.

A wet walk back Lionel certainly had; but, wet or dry, it was all the same in his present distressed frame of mind. Arrived at Verners Pride, he found his wife dressed for dinner, and the centre of a host of guests gay as she was. No opportunity, then, to question her about Frederick Massingbirds death, and how far Captain Cannonby was cognisant of the particulars.

He had to change his own things. It was barely done by dinner-time; and he sat down to table, the host of many guests. His brow was smooth, his speech was courtly; how could any of them suspect that a terrible dread was gnawing at his heart? Sibylla, in a rustling silk dress and a coronet of diamonds, sat opposite to him, in all her dazzling beauty. Had she suspected what might be in store for her, those smiles would not have chased each other so incessantly on her lips.

Sibylla went up to bed early. She was full of caprices as a wayward child. Of a remarkably chilly nature  as is the case, sometimes, where the constitution is delicate  she would have a fire in her dressing-room night and morning all the year round, even in the heat of summer. It pleased her this evening to desert her guests suddenly; she had the headache, she said.

The weather on this day appeared to be as capricious as Sibylla, as strangely curious as the great fear which had fallen upon Lionel. The fine morning had changed to the rainy, misty, chilly afternoon; the afternoon to a clear, bright evening; and that evening had now become overcast with portentous clouds.

Without much warning the storm burst forth; peals of thunder reverberated through the air, flashes of forked lightning played in the sky. Lionel hastened upstairs; he remembered how these storms terrified his wife.

She had knelt down to bury her head amidst the soft cushions of a chair when Lionel entered her dressing-room. Sibylla! he said.
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Up she started at the sound of his voice, and flew to him. There lay her protection; and in spite of her ill-temper and her love of aggravation, she felt and recognised it. Lionel held her in his sheltering arms, bending her head down upon his breast, and drawing his coat over it, so that she might see no ray of light  as he had been wont to do in former storms. As a timid child was she at these times, humble, loving, gentle; she felt as if she were on the threshold of the next world, that the next moment might be her last. Others have been known to experience the same dread in a thunder-storm; and, to be thus brought, as it were, face to face with death, takes the spirit out of people.

He stood, patiently holding her. Every time the thunder burst above their heads, he could feel her heart beat against his. One of her arms was round him; the other he held; all wet it was with fear. He did not speak; he only clasped her closer every now and then, that she might be reminded of her shelter.

Twenty minutes or so, and the violence of the storm abated. The lightning grew less frequent, the thunder distant and more distant. At length the sound wholly ceased, and the lightning subsided into that harmless sheet lightning which is so beautiful to look at in the far-off horizon.

It is over, he whispered.

She lifted her head from its resting place. Her blue eye was bright with excitement, her delicate cheek was crimson, her golden hair fell in a dishevelled mass around. Her gala robes had been removed, with the diamond coronet, and the storm had surprised her writing a note in her dressing-gown. In spite of the sudden terror which overtook her, she did not forget to put the letter  so far as had been written of it  safely away. It was not expedient that her husbands eyes should fall upon it. Sibylla had many answers to write now to importunate creditors.

Are you sure, Lionel?

Quite sure. Come and see how clear it is. You are not alarmed at the sheet lightning.

He put his arm round her, and led her to the window. As he said, the sky was clear again. Nearly all traces of the storm had passed away; there had been no rain with it; and, but for the remembrance of its sound in their ears, they might have believed that it had not taken place. The broad lands of Verners Pride lay spreading out before them, the lawns and the terrace underneath; the sheet-lightning illumined the heavens incessantly, rendering objects nearly as clear as in the day.

Lionel held her to his side, his arm round her. She trembled still  trembled excessively; her bosom heaved and fell beneath his hand.

When I die, it will be in a thunder-storm, she whispered.

You foolish girl! he said, his tone half a joking one, wholly tender. What can have given you this excessive fear of thunder, Sibylla?

I was always frightened at a thunder-storm. Deborah says mamma was. But I was not so very frightened until a storm I witnessed in Australia. It killed a man! she added, shivering and nestling nearer to Lionel.

Ah!

It was only a few days before Frederick left me, when he and Captain Cannonby went away together, she continued. We had hired a carriage, and had gone out of the town ever so far. There was something to be seen there; I forget what now; races perhaps. I know a good many people went; and an awful thunder-storm came on. Some ran under the trees for shelter; some would not; and the lightning killed a man. Oh, Lionel, I shall never forget it! I saw him carried past; I saw his face! Since then I have felt ready to die myself with the fear.

She turned her face, and hid it upon his bosom. Lionel did not attempt to soothe the fear; he knew that for such fear time alone is the only cure. He whispered words of soothing to her; he stroked fondly her golden hair. In these moments, when she was gentle, yielding, clinging to him for protection, three parts of his old love for her would come back again. The lamp, which had been turned on to its full blaze of light, was behind them, so that they might have been visible enough to anybody standing in the nearer portion of the grounds.

Captain Cannonby went away with Frederick Massingbird, observed Lionel, approaching by degrees to the questions he wished to ask. Did they start together?

Yes. Dont talk about it, Lionel.

My dear wife, I must talk about it, he gravely answered. You have always put me off in this manner, so that I know little or nothing of the circumstances. I have a reason for wishing to become cognisant of those past particulars. Surely, he added, a shade of deeper feeling in his tone, at this distance of time it cannot be so very painful to your feelings to speak of Frederick Massingbird. I am by your side.

What is the reason that you wish to know?

A little matter that regarded him and Cannonby. Was Cannonby with him when he died?

Sibylla, subdued still, yielded to the wish as she would probably have yielded at no other time.

Of course he was with him. They were but a days journey from Melbourne. I forget the name of the place; a sort of small village or settlement, I believe, where the people halted that were going to, or returning from, the diggings. Frederick was taken worse as they got there, and in a few hours he died.

Cannonby remaining with him?

Yes. I am sure I have told you this before, Lionel. I told it to you on the night of my return.

He was aware she had. He could not say: But I wish to press you upon the points; to ascertain beyond doubt that Frederick Massingbird did really die; that he is not living. Did Cannonby stay until he was buried? he asked aloud.

Yes.

You are sure of this?

Sibylla looked at him curiously. She could not think why he was recalling this; why want to know it?

I am sure of it only so far as that Captain Cannonby told me so, replied Sibylla.

The reservation struck upon him with a chill; it seemed to be a confirmation of his worst fears. Sibylla continued, for he did not speak  

Of course he stayed with him until he was buried. When Captain Cannonby came back to me at Melbourne, he said he had waited to lay him in the ground. Why should he have said it, if he did not?

True, murmured Lionel.

He said the burial-service had been read over him. I remember that, well. I reproached Captain Cannonby with not having come back to me immediately, or sent for me that I might at least have seen him dead, if not alive. He excused himself by saying that he did not think I should like to see him; and he had waited to bury him before returning.

Lionel fell into a reverie. If this, that Captain Cannonby had stated, was correct, there was no doubt that Frederick Massingbird was safely dead and buried. But he could not be sure that it was correct; Captain Cannonby may not have relished waiting to see a dead man buried; although he had affirmed so much to Sibylla. A thousand pounds would Lionel have given out of his pocket at that moment, for one minutes interview with Captain Cannonby.

Lionel!

The call came from Sibylla with sudden intensity, half startling him. She had got one of her fingers pointed to the lawn.

Whos that  peeping forth from underneath the yew-tree?

The same place, the same tree which had been pointed to by Lucy Tempest! An impulse, for which Lionel could not have accounted, caused him to turn round and put out the lamp.

Who can it be? wondered Sibylla. He appears to be watching us. How foolish of any of them to go out! I should not feel safe under a tree, although that lightning is only sheet-lightning.

Every perceptive faculty that Lionel Verner possessed was strained upon the spot. He could make out a tall man; a man whose figure bore  unless his eyes and his imagination combined to deceive him  a strong resemblance to Frederick Massingbirds. Had it come to it? Were he and his rival face to face; was she, by his own side now, about to be bandied between them?  belonging, save by the priority of the first marriage ceremony, no more to one than to the other? A stifled cry, suppressed instantly, escaped his lips; his pulses stood still, and then throbbed on with painful violence.

Can you discern him, Lionel? she asked. He is going away  going back amidst the trees. Perhaps because he cant see us any longer, now you have put the light out. Who is it? Why should he have stood there, watching us?

Lionel snatched her to him with an impulsive gesture. He would have sacrificed his life willingly, to save Sibylla from the terrible misfortune that appeared to be falling upon her.




CHAPTER LIX.

A CASUAL MEETING ON THE RIVER.

A merry breakfast-table. Sibylla, for a wonder, up, and present at it. The rain of the preceding day, the storm of the night had entirely passed away, and as fine a morning as could be wished was smiling on the earth.

Which of you went out before the storm was over, and ventured under the great yew-tree?

It was Mrs. Verner who spoke. She looked at the different gentlemen present, and they looked at her. They did not know what she meant.

You were under it, one of you, persisted Sibylla.

All, save one, protested that they had neither been out nor under the tree. That one  it happened to be Mr. Gordon, of whom casual mention has been made  confessed to having been on the lawn, so far as crossing it went; but he did not go near the tree.

I went out with my cigar, he observed, and had strolled some distance from the house when the storm came on. I stood in the middle of a field and watched it. It was grandly beautiful.

I wonder you were not brought home dead! ejaculated Sibylla.

Mr. Gordon laughed. If you once witnessed the thunder-storms that we get in the tropics, Mrs. Verner, you would not associate these with danger.

I have seen dreadful thunder-storms, apart from what we get here, as well as you, Mr. Gordon, returned Sibylla.

Perhaps you will deny that anybodys ever killed by them in this country. But why did you halt underneath the yew-tree?

I did not, he repeated. I crossed the lawn, straight on to the upper end of the terrace. I did not go near the tree.

Some one did, if you did not. They were staring right up at my dressing-room window. I was standing at it with Mr. Verner.

Mr. Gordon shook his head. Not guilty, so far as I am concerned, Mrs. Verner. I met some man, when I was coming home, plunging into the thicket of trees as I emerged from them. It was he, possibly.

What man? questioned Sibylla.

I did not know him. He was a stranger. A tall, dark man with stooping shoulders, and something black upon his cheek.

Something black upon his cheek; repeated Sibylla, thinking the words bore an odd sound.

A large black mark it looked like. His cheek was white  sallow would be the better term  and he wore no whiskers, so it was a conspicuous looking brand. In the moment he passed me, the lightning rendered the atmosphere as light as

Sibylla! almost shouted Lionel, we are waiting for more tea in this quarter. Never mind, Gordon.

They looked at him with surprise. He was leaning towards his wife; his face crimson, his tones agitated. Sibylla stared at him, and said, if he called out like that, she would not get up another morning. Lionel replied, talking fast; and just then the letters were brought in. Altogether, the subject of the man with the mark upon his cheek dropped out of the discussion.

Bread fast over, Lionel put his arm within Mr. Gordons and drew him outside upon the terrace. Not to question him upon the man he had seen  Lionel would have been glad that that encounter should pass out of Mr. Gordons remembrance, as affording less chance of Sibyllas hearing of it again  but to get information on another topic. He had been rapidly making up his mind during the latter half of breakfast, and had come to a decision.

Gordon, can you inform me where Captain Cannonby is to be found?

Can you inform me where the comet that visited us last year may be met with this? returned Mr. Gordon. Id nearly as soon undertake to find out the locality of the one as of the other. Cannonby did go to Paris; but where he may be now, is quite another affair.

Was he going there for any length of time?

I fancy not. Most likely he is back in London by this time. Had he told me he was coming back, I should have paid no attention to it. He never knows his own mind two hours together.

I particularly wish to see him, observed Lionel. Can you give me any address where he may be found in London?  if he has returned?

Yes. His brothers in Westminster. I can give you the exact number and address by referring to my notebook. When Cannonbys in London, he makes it his headquarters. If he is away, his brother may know where he is.

His brother may be out of town also. Few men are in it at this season.

If they can get out. But Dr. Cannonby cant. He is a physician, and must stop at his post, season or no season.

I am going up to town to-day, remarked Lionel, and

You are! For long?

Back to-morrow, I hope; perhaps to-night. If you will give me the address, Ill copy it down.

Lionel wrote it down; but Mr. Gordon told him there was no necessity; any little ragged boy in the street could direct him to Dr. Cannonbys. Then he went to make his proposed journey known to Sibylla. She was standing near one of the terrace pillars, looking up at the sky, her eyes shaded with her hand. Lionel drew her inside an unoccupied room.

Sibylla, a little matter of business is calling me to London, he said. If I can catch the half-past ten train, I may be home again to-night, late.

How sudden! cried Sibylla. Why didnt you tell me? What weather shall we have to-day, do you think?

Fine. But it is of little consequence to me whether it be fine or wet.

Oh! I was not thinking of you, was the careless reply. I want it to be fine for our archery.

Good-bye, he said, stooping to kiss her. Take care of yourself.

Lionel, mind, I shall have the ponies, was her answer, given in a pouting, pretty, affected manner.

Lionel smiled, shook his head, took another kiss, and left her. Oh, if he could but shield her from the tribulation that too surely seemed to be ominously looming!

The lightest and fleetest carriage he possessed had been made ready, and was waiting for him at the stables. He got in there, and drove off with his groom, saying farewell to none, and taking nothing with him but an overcoat. As he drove past Mrs. Duffs shop, the remembrance of the bill came over him. He had forwarded the money to her the previous night in his wifes name.

He caught the train; was too soon for it; it was five minutes behind time. If those who saw him depart could but have divined the errand he was bent on, what a commotion would have spread over Deerham! If the handsome lady, seated opposite to him, the only other passenger in that compartment, could but have read the cause which rendered him so self-absorbed, so insensible to her attractions, she would have gazed at him with far more interest.

Who is that gentleman? she privately asked of the guard when she got the opportunity.

Mr. Verner, of Verners Pride.

He sat back on his seat, heeding nothing. Had all the pretty women of the kingdom been ranged before him, in a row, they had been nothing to Mr. Verner then. Had Lucy Tempest been there, he had been equally regardless of her. If Frederick Massingbird were indeed in life, Verners Pride was no longer his. But it was not of that he thought; it was of the calamity that would involve his wife. A calamity which, to the refined, sensitive mind of Lionel Verner, was almost worse than death itself.

What would the journey bring forth for him? Should he succeed in seeing Captain Cannonby? He awaited the fiat with feverish heat; and wished the fast express engine would travel faster.

The terminus gained at last, a hansom took him to Dr. Cannonbys. It was half-past two oclock. He leaped out of the cab and rang, entering the hall when the door was opened.

Can I see Dr. Cannonby?

The doctors just gone out, sir. He will be home at five.

It was a sort of checkmate, and Lionel stood looking at the servant  as if the man could telegraph some impossible aerial message to his master to bring him back then.

Is Captain Cannonby staying here? was his next question.

No, sir. He was staying here, but he went away this morning.

He is home from Paris then?

He came back two or three days ago, sir, replied the servant.

Do you know where he is gone?

I dont, sir. I fancy its somewhere in the country.

Dr. Cannonby would know?

I dare say he would, sir. I should think so.

Lionel turned to the door. Where was the use of his lingering? He looked back to ask a question.

You are sure that Captain Cannonby has gone out of town?

Oh, yes, sir.

He descended the steps, and the man closed the door upon him. Where should he go? What should he do with himself for the next two and a half mortal hours? Go to his club? Or to any of the old spots of his London life? Not he; some familiar faces might be in town; and he was in no mood for familiar faces then.

Sauntering hither, sauntering thither, he came to Westminster Bridge. One of the steamers was approaching the pier to take in passengers, on its way down the river. For want of some other mode in which to employ his time, Lionel went down to the embarking place, and stepped on board.

Does anything in this world happen by chance? What secret unknown impulse could have sent Lionel Verner on board that steamer? Had Dr. Cannonby been at home he would not have gone near it; had he turned to the right hand instead of to the left, on leaving Dr. Cannonbys house, the boat would never have seen him.

It was not crowded, as those steamers sometimes are crowded, suggesting visions of the bottom of the river. The day was fine; warm for September, but not too hot; the gliding down the stream delightful. With a heart at ease, Lionel would have found it so; as it was, he could scarcely have told whether he was going down the stream or up, whether it was wet or dry. He could see but one thing  the image of Frederick Massingbird.

As the boat drew up to the Temple Pier, the only person waiting to embark was a woman; a little body in a faded brown silk dress. Whether, seeing his additional freight was to be so trifling, the manager of the steamer did not take the usual care to bring it alongside, certain it is, that in some way the woman fell, in stepping on board; her knees on the boat, her feet hanging down to the water. Lionel, who was sitting near, sprang forward and pulled her out of danger.

I declare I never ought to come aboard these nasty steamers! she exclaimed, as he placed her in a seat. Im greatly obliged to you, sir; I might have gone in, else; theres no saying. The last time I was aboard one I was in danger of being killed. I fell through the port-hole, sir.

Indeed! responded Lionel, who could not be so discourteous as not to answer. Perhaps your sight is not good?

Well, yes it is, sir, as good as most folks, at middle age. I get timid aboard em, and it makes me confused and awkward, and I suppose I dont mind where I put my feet. This was in Liverpool, sir, a week or two ago. It was a passenger-ship just in from Australia, and the bustle and confusion aboard was dreadful  they say its mostly so with them vessels that are coming home. I had gone down to meet my husband, sir; he has been away four years  and its a pity he ever went, for all the good he has done. But hes back safe himself, so I must not grumble.

Thats something, said Lionel.

True, sir. It would have been a strange thing if I had lost my life just as he had come home. And I should, but for a gentleman on board. He seized hold of me by the middle, and somehow contrived to drag me up again. A strong man he must have been! I shall always remember him with gratitude, Im sure; as I shall you, sir. His name, my husband told me afterwards, was Massingbird.

All Lionels inertness was gone at the sound of the name. Massingbird? he repeated.

Yes, sir. He had come home in the ship from the same port as my husband  Melbourne. Quite a gentleman, my husband said he was, with grand relations in England. He had not been out there over long  hardly as long as my husband, I fancy  and my husband dont think he has made much, any more than himself has.

Lionel had regained all his outward impassiveness. He stood by the talkative woman, his arms folded. What sort of a looking man was this Mr. Massingbird? he asked. I knew a gentleman once of that name, who went to Australia.

The woman glanced up at him, measuring his height. I should say he was as tall as you, sir, or close upon it, but he was broader made, and had got a stoop in the shoulders. He was dark; had dark eyes and hair, and a pale face. Not the clear paleness of your face, sir, but one of them sallow faces that get darker and yellower with travelling; never red.

Every word was as fresh testimony to the suspicion that it was Frederick Massingbird. Had he a black mark upon his cheek? inquired Lionel.

Likely he might have had, sir, but I couldnt see his cheeks. He wore a sort of fur cap with the ears tied down. My husband saw a good bit of him on the voyage, though he was only a middle-deck passenger, and the gentleman was a cabin. His friends have had a surprise before this, she continued, after a pause. He told my husband that they all supposed him dead; had thought he had been dead these two years past and more; and he had never sent home to contradict it.

Then it was Frederick Massingbird! Lionel Verner quitted the womans side, and leaned over the rail of the steamer, apparently watching the water. He could not, by any dint of reasoning or supposition, make out the mystery. How Frederick Massingbird could be alive; or, being alive, why he had not come home before to claim Sibylla  why he had not claimed her before she left Australia  why he did not claim her now he was come. A man without a wife might go roving where he would and as long as he would, letting his friends think him dead if it pleased him; but a man with a wife could not in his sane senses be supposed to act so. It was a strange thing, his meeting with this woman  a singular coincidence; one that he would hardly have believed, if related to him, as happening to another.

It was striking five when he again knocked at Dr. Cannonbys. He wished to see Captain Cannonby still; it would be the crowning confirmation. But he had no doubt whatever that that gentlemans report would be: I saw Frederick Massingbird die  as I believed  and I quitted him immediately. I conclude that I must have been in error in supposing he was dead.

Dr. Cannonby had returned, the servant said. He desired Lionel to walk in, and threw open the door of the room. Seven or eight people were sitting in it, waiting. The servant had evidently mistaken him for a patient, and placed him there to wait his turn with the rest. He took his card from his pocket, wrote on it a few words, and desired the servant to carry it to his master.

The man came back with an apology. I beg your pardon, sir. Will you step this way?

The physician was bowing a lady out as he entered the room  a room lined with books, and containing casts of heads. He came forward to shake hands, a cordial-mannered man. He knew Lionel by reputation, but had never seen him.

My visit was not to you, but to your brother, explained Lionel. I was in hopes to have found him here.

Then he and you have been playing at cross-purposes to-day, remarked the doctor, with a smile. Lawrence started this morning for Verners Pride.

Indeed, exclaimed Lionel. Cross-purposes indeed! he muttered to himself.

He heard some news in Paris which concerned you, I believe, and hastened home to pay you a visit.

Which concerned me! repeated Lionel.

Or rather Mrs. Massingbird  Mrs. Verner, I should say.

A sickly smile crossed Lionels lips. Mrs. Massingbird! Was it already known? Why, he asked, did you call her Mrs. Massingbird?

I beg your pardon for my inadvertence, Mr. Verner, was the reply of Dr. Cannonby. Lawrence knew her as Mrs. Massingbird, and on his return from Australia he frequently spoke of her to me as Mrs. Massingbird, so that I got into the habit of thinking of her as such. It was not until he went to Paris that he heard she had exchanged the name for that of Verner.

A thought crossed Lionel that this was the news which had taken Captain Cannonby down to him. He might know of the existence of Frederick Massingbird, and had gone to break the news to him, Lionel; to tell him that his wife was not his wife.

You do not know precisely what his business was with me? he inquired, quite wistfully.

No, I dont. I dont know that it was much beyond the pleasure of seeing you and Mrs. Verner.

Lionel rose. If I

But you will stay and dine with me, Mr. Verner?

Thank you, I am going back at once. I wished to be home this evening if possible, and theres nothing to hinder it now.

A letter or two has come for Lawrence since the morning, observed the doctor, as he shook hands. Will you take charge of them for him?

With pleasure.

Dr. Cannonby turned to a letter rack over the mantel-piece, selected three letters from it, and handed them to Lionel.

Back again all the weary way. His strong suspicions were no longer suspicions now, but confirmed certainties. The night grew dark; it was not darker than the cloud which had fallen upon his spirit.

Thought was busy in his brain. How could it be otherwise? Should he get home to find the news public property? Had Captain Cannonby made it known to Sybilla? Most fervently did he hope not. Better that he, Lionel, should be by her side to help her to bear it when the dreadful news came out. Next came another thought. Suppose Frederick Massingbird should have discovered himself? should have gone to Verners Pride to take possession? his home now; his wife. Lionel might get back to find that he had no longer a place there.

Lionel found his carriage waiting at the station. He had ordered it to be so. Wigham was with it. A very coward now, he scarcely dared ask questions.

Has Captain Cannonby arrived at the house to-day, do you know, Wigham?

Who, sir?

A strange gentleman from London. Captain Cannonby.

I cant rightly say, sir. I have been about in the stables all day. I saw a strange gentleman cross the yard just at dinner-time, one Id never seen afore. May be it was him.

A feeling came over Lionel that he could not see Captain Cannonby before them all. Better send for him to a private room, and get the communication over. What his after course would be was another matter. Yes; better in all ways.

Drive round to the yard, Wigham, he said, as the coachman was about to turn on to the terrace. And Wigham obeyed.

He stepped out. He went in at the back door, almost as if he were slinking into the house, stealthily traversed the passages, and gained the lighted hall. At the very moment that he put his feet on its tessellated floor, a sudden commotion was heard up the stairs. A door was flung open, and Sibylla, with cheeks inflamed and breath panting, flew down, her convulsive cries echoing through the house. She saw Lionel, and threw herself into his arms.

Oh, Lionel, what is this wicked story? she sobbed. It is not true! It cannot be true that I am not your wife, that
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Hush, my darling! he whispered, placing his hand across her mouth. We are not alone!

They certainly were not! Out of the drawing-rooms, out of the dining-room, had poured the guests; out of the kitchen came peeping the servants. Deborah West stood on the stair like a statue, her hands clasped; and Mademoiselle Benoite frantically inquired what anybody had been doing to her mistress. All stared in amazement. She, in that terrible state of agitation; Lionel supporting her with his white and haughty face.

It is nothing, he said, waving them off. Mrs. Verner is not well. Come with me, Sibylla.

Waving them off still, he drew her into the study, closed the door, and bolted it. She clung to him like one in the extremity of terror, her throat heaving convulsively.

Oh, Lionel! is it true that he is come back? That he did not die? What will become of me? Tell me that they have been deceiving me; that it is not true!

He could not tell her so. He wound his arms tenderly round her and held her face to his breast, and laid his own down upon it. Strive for calmness, he murmured, his heart aching for her. I will protect you so long as I shall have the power.




CHAPTER LX.

MISS DEBS DISBELIEF.

Miss Deborah West did not believe in ghosts. Miss Deb, setting aside a few personal weaknesses and vanities, was a strong-minded female, and no more believed in ghosts than she did in Master Cheeses delicate constitution, which required to be supplied with an unlimited quantity of tarts and other dainties to keep up his strength between meals. The commotion respecting Frederick Massingbird, that his ghost had arrived from Australia, and walked, reached the ears of Miss Deb. It reached them in this way.

Miss Deb and her sister, compelled to economy by the scanty allowance afforded by Dr. West, had no more helpmates in the household department than were absolutely necessary, and the surgery boy, Bob, found himself sometimes pressed into aiding in the domestic service. One evening Miss Deb entered the surgery, and caught Master Cheese revelling in a hatful of walnuts by gaslight. This was the evening of the storm, previously mentioned.

Wheres Bob? asked she. I want a message taken to Mrs. Brooms about those pickled mushrooms that she is doing for me.

Bobs out, responded Master Cheese. Have a walnut, Miss Deb?

I dont mind. Are they ripe? answered Miss Deb.

Master Cheese, the greediest chap alive, picked out the smallest he could find, politely cracked it with his teeth, and handed it to her.

Youll not get Bob over to Brooms at this hour, cried he. Jan cant get him to Mother Hooks with her medicine after dark. Unless its made up so that he can take it by daylight, they have to send for it.

Whats that for? asked Miss Deb.

Master Cheese cracked on at his walnuts. You have not heard the tale thats going about, I suppose, Miss Deb? he presently said.

I have not heard any tale, she answered.

And I dont know that I must tell it you, continued Master Cheese, filling his mouth with five or six quarters at once, unpeeled. Jan ordered me to hold my tongue indoors.

It would be more respectful, Master Cheese, if you said Mr. Jan, rebuked Miss Deborah. I have told you so often.

Who cares? returned Master Cheese. Jan doesnt. The fact is, Miss Deb, that theres a ghost about at night just now.

Have they got up that folly again? Rachel Frost rests a great deal quieter in her grave than some of you do in your beds.

Ah, but its not Rachels this time, significantly responded Master Cheese. Its somebody elses.

Whose is it, then? asked Miss Deb, struck with his manner.

Ill tell you if you wont tell Jan. Its  dont start, Miss Deb  its Fred Massingbirds.

Miss Deb did not start. She looked keenly at Master Cheese, believing he might be playing a joke upon her. But there were no signs of joking in his countenance. It looked, on the contrary, singularly serious, not to say awe-struck, as he leaned forward to bring it nearer Miss Deborahs.

It is a fact that Fred Massingbirds ghost is walking, he continued. Lots have seen it. I have seen it. Youd have heard of it, as everybody else has, if you had not been Mrs. Verners sister. Its an unpleasantly queer thing for her, you know, Miss Deb.

What utter absurdity! cried Deborah.

Wait till you see it, before you say its absurdity, replied Master Cheese. If its not Fred Massingbirds ghost, it is somebodys thats the exact image of him.

Miss Deborah sat down on a stone jar, and got Master Cheese to tell her the whole story. That he should put in a few exaggerations, and so increase the marvel, was only natural. But Deborah West heard sufficient to send her mind into a state of uneasy perplexity.

You say Mr. Jan knows of this? she asked.

Theres nobody about that doesnt know of it except you and the folks at Verners Pride, responded Master Cheese. I say, dont you go and tell Jan that you made me betray it to you, Miss Deb! Youll get me into a row if you do.

But this was the very thing that Miss Deb resolved to do. Not to get Master Cheese into a row, but that she saw no other way of allaying her uncertainty. Ghosts were utterly excluded from Deborah Wests creed; and why so many people should be suddenly testifying that Frederick Massingbirds was to be seen, she could not understand. That there must be something in it more than the common absurdity of such tales, the state of Alice Hook appeared to testify.

Can Bob be spared to go over to Brooms in the morning? she asked, after a long pause of silence, given apparently to the contemplation of Master Cheeses intense enjoyment of his walnuts; in reality, to deep thought.

Well, I dont know, answered the young gentleman, who never was ready to accord the services of Bob indoors, lest it might involve any little extra amount of exertion for himself. Theres a sight of medicine to be taken out just now. Jans got a great deal to do, and I am nearly worked off my legs.

It looks like it, retorted Miss Deborah. Your legs will never be much the worse for the amount of work you do. Wheres Mr. Jan?

He went out to go to Hooks, replied Master Cheese, a desperately hard walnut proving nearly too much for his teeth. Hell take a round, I dare say, before he comes in.

Deborah returned indoors. Though not much inclined to reticence in general, she observed it now, saying nothing to Amilly. The storm came on, and they sat and watched it. Supper time approached, and Master Cheese was punctual. He found some pickled herrings on the table, of which he was uncommonly fond, and ate them as long as Miss West would supply his plate. The meal was over when Jan came in.

Dont trouble to have anything brought back for me, said he. Ill eat a bit of bread and cheese. He was not like his assistant; his growing days were over.

Master Cheese went straight up to bed. He liked to do so as soon as supper was over, lest any summons came, and he should have to go out. Easy Jan, no matter how tired he might be, would attend himself, sooner than wake up Master Cheese  a ceremony more easy to attempt than to accomplish. Fortifying himself with about a pound of sweet cake, which he kept in his box, as dessert to the herrings, and to refresh his dreams, Master Cheese put himself into bed.

Jan meanwhile finished his bread and cheese, and rose. I wonder whether I shall get a whole night of it tonight? said he, stretching himself. I didnt have much bed last night.

Have you to go out again, Mr. Jan?

No. I shall look to the books a bit, and then turn in. Good night, Miss Deborah; good-night, Miss Amilly.

Good-night, they answered.

Amilly drew to the fire. The chilly rain of the afternoon had caused them to have one lighted. She put her feet on the fender, feeling the warmth comfortable. Deborah sent the supper-tray away, and then left the room. Stealing out of the side door quietly, she tripped across the narrow path of wet gravel, and entered the surgery. Jan had got an account-book open on the counter, and was leaning over it, a pen in his hand.

Dont be frightened, Mr. Jan; its only me, said Deborah, who did not at all times confine herself to the rules of severe grammar. Ill shut the door, if you please, for I want to say a word to yourself alone.

Is it more physic that you want? asked Jan. Has the pain in the side come again?

It is not about pains or physic, she answered, drawing nearer to the counter. Mr. Jan  dropping her voice to a confidential whisper would you be so good as to tell me the truth of this story that is going about?

Jan paused. What story? he rejoined.

This ghost story. They are saying, I understand, that  that  they are saying something about Frederick Massingbird.

Did Cheese supply you with the information? cried Jan, imperturbable as ever.

He did. But I must beg you not to scold him for it  as he thought you might do. It was I who drew the story from him. He said you cautioned him not to speak of it to me or Amilly. I quite appreciate your motives, Mr. Jan, and feel that it was very considerate of you. But now that I have heard it, I want to know particulars from somebody more reliable than Master Cheese.

I told Lionel Id say nothing to any soul in the parish, said Jan, open and single-minded as though he had been made of glass. But hed not mind my making you an exception  as you have heard it. You are Sibyllas sister.

You dont believe in its being a ghost?

Jan grinned. I! cried he. No, I dont.

Then what do you suppose it is thats frightening people? And why should they be frightened?

Jan sat himself down on the counter, and whirled his legs over to the other side, clearing the gallipots; so that he faced Miss Deborah. Not to waste time, he took the mortar before him. And there he was at his ease; his legs hanging, and his hands pounding.

What should you think it is? inquired he.

How can I think, Mr. Jan? Until an hour or two ago, I had not heard of the rumour. I suppose it is somebody who walks about at night to frighten people. But it is curious that he should look like Frederick Massingbird. Can you understand it?

I am afraid I can, replied Jan, pounding away.

Will you tell me, please, what you think.

Cant you guess at it, Miss Deb?

Miss Deb looked at him, beginning to think his manner as mysterious as Master Cheeses had been.

I cant guess at it at all, she presently said. Please to tell me.

Then dont you go and drop down in a fit when you hear it, was the rejoinder of Jan. I suppose it is Fred himself.

The words took her utterly by surprise. Not at first did she understand their meaning. She stared at Jan, her eyes and her mouth gradually opening.

Fred himself? she mechanically uttered.

I suppose so. Fred himself. Not his ghost.

Do you mean that he has come to life again? she rapidly rejoined.

Well, you can call it so if you like, said Jan. I expect that, in point of fact, he has never been dead. The report of his death must have been erroneous; one of those unaccountable mistakes that do sometimes happen to astonish the world.

Deborah West took in the full sense of the words, and sunk down on the big stone jar. She turned all over of a burning heat; she felt her hands beginning to twitch with emotion.

You mean that he is alive?  that he has never been dead? she gasped.

Jan nodded.

Oh, Mr. Jan! Then, what is  what is Sibylla?

Ah, said Jan, thats just it. Shes the wife of both of em  as you may say.

For any petty surprise or evil, Miss Deborah would have gone off in a succession of screams, of pseudo-faints. This evil was all too real, too terrible. She sat with her trembling hands clasped to pain, looking hopelessly at Jan.

He told her all he knew; all that was said by others.

Dan Duffs nothing, remarked he; and Cheese is nothing; and others, who confess to have seen it, are nothing: and old Frosts not much. But Id back Bournes calmness and sound sense against the world, and Id back Brooms.

And they have both seen it?

Both, replied Jan. Both are sure that it is Frederick Massingbird.

What will Mr. Verner do? she asked, looking round with a shudder, and not speaking above her breath.

Oh, thats his affair, said Jan. Its hard to guess what he may do; he is one that wont be dictated to. If it were some peoples case, theyd say to Sibylla, Now you have got two husbands, choose which youll have, and keep to him.

Good heavens, Mr. Jan! exclaimed Miss Deb, shocked at the loose sentiments the words appeared to indicate. And suppose she should choose the second? Have you thought of the sin? The second cant be her husband; it would be as bad as those Mormons.

Looking at it in a practical point of view, I cant see much difference, which of the two she chooses, returned Jan. If Fred was her husband once, Lionels her husband now; practically I say you know, Miss Deb.

Miss Deb thought the question was going rather into metaphysics, a branch of science which she did not understand, and so was content to leave the controversy.

Any way, it is dreadful for her, she said, with another shiver. Oh, Mr. Jan, do you think it can really be true?

I think that theres not a doubt of it, he answered, stopping in his pounding. But you need not think so, Miss Deb.

How am I to help thinking so? she simply asked.

You neednt think either way until it is proved. As I suppose it must be, shortly. Let it rest till then.

No, Mr. Jan, I differ from you. It is a question that ought to be sought out and probed; not left to rest. Does Sibylla know it?

Not she. Whod tell her? Lionel wont, I know. It was for her sake that he bound me to silence.

She ought to be told, Mr. Jan. She ought to leave her husband  I mean, Mr. Lionel  this very hour, and shut herself up until the doubt is settled.

Where should she shut herself? inquired Jan, opening his eyes. In a convent? Law, Miss Deb! If somebody came and told me I had got two wives, should you say I ought to make a start for the nearest monastery? How would my patients get on?

Rather metaphysical again. Miss Deb drew Jan back to plain details  to the histories of the various ghostly encounters. Jan talked and pounded; she sat on her hard seat and listened, her brain more perplexed than it could have been with any metaphysics known to science. Eleven oclock disturbed them, and Miss Deborah started as if she had been shot.

How could I keep you until this time! she exclaimed. And you scarcely in bed for some nights!

Never mind, Miss Deb, answered good-natured Jan. Its all in the days work.

He opened the door for her, and then bolted himself in for the night. For the night, that is, if Deerham would allow it to him. Hooks daughter was slowly progressing towards recovery, and Jan would not need to go to her.

Amilly was nodding over the fire, or, rather, where the fire had been, for it had gone out. She inquired with wonder what her sister had been doing, and where she had been. Deborah replied that she had been busy; and they went upstairs to bed.

But not to sleep  for one of them. Deborah West lay awake through the live-long night, tossing from side to side in her perplexity and thought. Somewhat strict in her notions, she deemed it a matter of stern necessity, of positive duty, that Sibylla should retire, at any rate for a time, from the scenes of busy life. To enable her to do this, the news must be broken to her. But how?

Ay, how? Deborah West rose in the morning with the difficulty unsolved. She supposed she must do it herself. She believed it was as much a duty laid upon her, the imparting these tidings to Sibylla, as the separating herself from all social ties, the instant it was so imparted, would be the duty of Sibylla herself. Deborah West went about her occupations that morning, one imperative sentence ever in her thoughts: It must be done! it must be done!

She carried it about with her, ever saying it, through the whole day. She shrank, both for Sibyllas sake and her own, from the task she was imposing upon herself; and, as we all do when we have an unpleasant office to perform, she put it off to the last. Early in the morning she had said, I will go to Verners Pride after breakfast and tell her; breakfast over, she said, I will have my dinner first and go then.

But the afternoon passed on, and she did not go. Every little trivial domestic duty was made an excuse for delaying it. Miss Amilly, finding her sister unusually bad company, went out to drink tea with some friends. The time came for ordering in tea at home, and still Deborah had not gone.

She made the tea and presided at the table. But she could eat nothing  to the inward gratification of Master Cheese. There happened to be shrimps  a dish which that gentleman preferred, if anything, to pickled herrings; and by Miss Deborahs want of appetite he was able to secure her share and his own, including the heads and tails. He would uncommonly have liked to secure Jans share also; but Miss Deborah filled a plate and put them aside, against Jan came in. Jans pressure of work caused him of late to be irregular at his meals.

Scarcely was the tea over, and Master Cheese gone, when Mr. Bourne called. Deborah, the one thought uppermost in her mind, closed the door, and spoke out what she had heard. The terrible fear, her own distress, Jans belief that it was Fred himself, Jans representation that Mr. Bourne also believed it. Mr. Bourne, leaning forward until his pale face and his iron-gray hair nearly touched hers, whispered in answer that he did not think there was a doubt of it.

Then Deborah did nerve herself to the task. On the departure of the vicar, she started for Verners Pride and asked to see Sibylla. The servants would have shown her to the drawing-room, but she preferred to go up to Sibyllas chamber. The company were yet in the dining-room.

How long Sibylla kept her waiting there, she scarcely knew. Sibylla was not in the habit of putting herself to inconvenience for her sisters. The message was taken to her  that Miss West waited in her chamber  as she entered the drawing-room. And there Sibylla let her wait. One or two more messages to the same effect were subsequently delivered. They produced no impression, and Deborah began to think she should not get to see her that night.

But Sibylla came up at length, and Deborah entered upon her task. Whether she accomplished it clumsily, or whether Sibyllas ill-disciplined mind was wholly in fault, certain it is that there ensued a loud and unpleasant scene. The scene to which you were a witness. Scarcely giving herself time to take in more than the bare fact hinted at by Deborah  that her first husband was believed to be alive  not waiting to inquire a single particular, she burst out of the room and went shrieking down the stairs, flying into the arms of Lionel, who at that moment had entered.




CHAPTER LXI.

MEETING THE NEWS.

Lionel Verner could not speak comfort to his wife; or, at the best, comfort of a most negative nature. He held her to him in the study, the door locked against intruders. They were somewhat at cross-purposes. Lionel supposed that the information had been imparted to her by Captain Cannonby; he never doubted but that she had been told Frederick Massingbird had returned and was on the scene; that he might come in any moment  even that very present one as they spoke  to put in his claim to her. Sibylla, on the contrary, did not think (what little she was capable of thinking) that Lionel had had previous information of the matter.

What am I to do? she cried, her emotion becoming hysterical. Oh, Lionel! dont you give me up!

I would have got here earlier had there been means, he soothingly said, wisely evading all answer to the last suggestion. I feared he would be telling you in my I absence; better that you should have heard of it from me.

She lifted her face to look at him. Then you know it!

I have known it this clay or two. My journey to-day

She broke out into a most violent fit of emotion, shrieking, trembling, clinging to Lionel, calling out at the top of her voice that she would not leave him. All his efforts were directed to stilling the noise. He implored her to be tranquil, to remember there were listeners around; he pointed out that, until the blow actually fell, there was no necessity for those listeners to be made cognisant of it. All that he could do for her protection and comfort, he would do, he earnestly said. And Sibylla subsided into a softer mood, and cried quietly.

Id rather die, she sobbed, than have this disgrace brought upon me.

Lionel put her into the large arm-chair, which remained in the study still, the old arm-chair of Mr. Verner. He stood by her and held her hands, his pale face grave, sad, loving, bent towards her with the most earnest sympathy. She lifted her eyes to it, whispering  

Will they say you are not my husband?

Hush, Sibylla! There are moments, even yet, when I deceive myself into a fancy that it may be somewhat averted. I cannot understand how he can be alive. Has Cannonby told you whence the error arose?

She did not answer. She began to shake again; she tossed back her golden hair. Some blue ribbons had been wreathed in it for dinner; she pulled them out and threw them on the ground, her hair partially falling with their departure.

I wish I could have some wine?

He moved to the door to get it for her. Dont you let her in, Lionel, she called out as he unlocked it.

Who?

That Deborah. I hate her now, was the ungenerous remark.

Lionel opened the door, called to Tynn, and desired him to bring wine. What time did Captain Cannonby get here? he whispered, as he took it from the butler.

Who, sir? asked Tynn.

Captain Cannonby.

Tynn paused, like one who does not understand. Theres no gentleman here of that name, sir. A Mr. Rushworth called to-day, and my mistress asked him to stay dinner. He is in the drawing-room now. There is no other stranger.

Has Captain Cannonby not been here at all? reiterated Lionel. He left London this morning to come.

Tynn shook his head to express a negative. He has not arrived, sir.

Lionel went in again, his feelings undergoing a sort of revulsion, for there now peeped out a glimmer of hope. So long as the nearly certain conviction on Lionels mind was not confirmed by positive testimony  as he expected Captain Cannonbys would be  he could not entirely lose sight of all hope. That he most fervently prayed the blow might not fall, might even now be averted, you will readily believe. Sibylla had not been to him the wife he had fondly hoped for; she provoked him every hour in the day; she appeared to do what she could, wilfully to estrange his affection. He was conscious of all this; he was all too conscious that his inmost love was anothers, not hers. But he lost sight of himself in anxiety for her; it was for her sake he prayed and hoped. Whether she was his wife by law or not; whether she was loved or hated, Lionels course of duty lay plain before him now  to shield her, so far as he might be allowed, in all care and tenderness. He would have shed his last drop of blood to promote her comfort; he would have sacrificed every feeling of his heart for her sake.

The wine in his hand, he turned into the room again. A change had taken place in her aspect. She had left the chair, and was standing against the wall opposite the door, her tears dried, her eyes unnaturally bright, her cheeks burning.

Lionel, she uttered, a catching of the breath betraying her emotion, if he is alive, whose is Verners Pride?

His, replied Lionel, in a low tone.

She shrieked out, very much after the manner of a petulant child. I wont leave it!  I wont leave Verners Pride! You could not be so cruel as to wish me. Who says he is alive? Lionel, I ask you who it is that says he is alive?

Hush, my dear! This excitement will do you a world of harm, and it cannot mend the matter, however it may be. I want to know who told you of this, Sibylla. I supposed it to be Cannonby; but Tynn says Cannonby has not been here.

The question appeared to divert her thoughts into another channel. Cannonby! What should bring him here? Did you expect him to come?

Drink your wine, and then I will tell you, he said, holding the glass towards her.

She pushed the wine from her capriciously. I dont want wine now. I am hot. I should like some water.

I will get it for you directly. Tell me, first of all, how you came to know of this?

Deborah told me. She sent for me out of the drawing-room where I was so happy, to tell me this horrid tale. Lionel  sinking her voice again to a whisper is  he  here?

I cannot tell you

But you must tell me, she passionately interrupted. I will know. I have a right to know it, Lionel.

When I say I cannot tell you, Sibylla, I mean that I cannot tell you with any certainty. I will tell you all I do know. Some one is in the neighbourhood who bears a great resemblance to him. He is seen sometimes at night; and  and  I have other testimony that he has returned from Australia.

What will be done if he comes here?

Lionel was silent.

Shall you fight him?

Fight him! echoed Lionel. No.

You will give up Verners Pride without a struggle! You will give up me! Then, are you a coward, Lionel Verner?

You know that I would give up neither willingly, Sibylla.

Grievously pained was his tone as he replied to her. She was meeting this as she did most other things  without sense or reason; not as a thinking, rational being. Her manner was loud, her emotion violent; but deep and true her grief was not. Depth of feeling, truth of nature, were qualities that never yet had place in Sibylla Verner. Not once, throughout all their married life, had Lionel been so painfully impressed with the fact as he was now.

Am I to die for the want of that water? she resumed. If you dont get it for me I shall ring for the servants to bring it.

He opened the door again without a word. He knew quite well that she had thrown in that little shaft about ringing for the servants, because it would not be pleasant to him that the servants should intrude upon them then. Outside the door, about to knock at it, was Deborah West.

I must go home, she whispered. Mr. Verner, how sadly she is meeting this!

The very thought that was in Lionels heart. But not to another would he cast a shade of reflection on his wife.

It is a terrible thing for any one to meet, he answered. I could have wished, Miss West, that you had not imparted it to her. Better that I should have done it, when it must have been done.

I did it from a good motive, was the reply of Deborah, who was looking sadly down-hearted, and had evidently been crying. She ought to leave you until some certainty shall be arrived at.

Nonsense! No! said Lionel. I beg you  I beg you, Miss West, not to say anything more that can distress or disturb her. If the  the  explosion comes, of course it must come; and we must all meet it as we best may, and see then what is best to be done.

But it is not right that she should remain with you in this uncertainty, urged Deborah, who could be obstinate when she thought she had cause. The world will not deem it to be right. You should remember this.

I do not act to please the world. I am responsible to God and my conscience.

Responsible to  Good gracious, Mr. Verner! returned Deborah, every line in her face expressing astonishment. You call keeping her with you acting as a responsible man ought! If Sibyllas husband is living, you must put her away from your side.

When the time shall come. Until then, my duty  as I judge it  is to keep her by my side; to shelter her from harm and annoyance, petty as well as great.

You deem that your duty!

I do, he firmly answered. My duty to her and to God.

Deborah shook her head and her hands. It ought not to be let go on, she said, moving nearer to the study door. I shall urge the leaving you upon her.

Lionel calmly laid his hand upon the lock. Pardon me, Miss West. I cannot allow my wife to be subjected to it.

But if she is not your wife?

A streak of red came into his pale face. It has yet to be proved that she is not. Until that time shall come, Miss West, she is my wife, and I shall protect her as such.

You will not let me see her? asked Deborah, for his hand was not lifted from the handle.

No. Not if your object be the motives you avow. Sleep a night upon it, Miss West, and see if you do not change your mode of thinking and come over to mine. Return here in the morning with words of love and comfort for her, and none will welcome you more sincerely than I.

Answer me one thing, Mr. Verner. Do you believe in your heart that Frederick Massingbird is alive and has returned?

Unfortunately I have no resource but to believe it, he replied.

Then, to your way of thinking I can never come, returned Deborah in some agitation. It is just sin, Mr. Verner, in the sight of Heaven.

I think not, he quietly answered. I am content to let Heaven judge me, and the motives that actuate me; a judgment more merciful than mans.

Deborah West, in her conscientious, but severe rectitude, turned to the hall door and departed, her hands uplifted still. Lionel ordered Tynn to attend Miss West home. He then procured some water for his wife and carried it in, as he had previously carried in the wine.

A fruitless service. Sibylla rejected it. She wanted neither water nor anything else, were all the thanks Lionel received, querulously spoken. He laid the glass upon the table, and, sitting down by her side in all patience, he set himself to the work of soothing her, gently and lovingly as though she had been what she was showing herself  a wayward child.




CHAPTER LXII.

TYNN PUMPED DRY.

Miss West and Tynn proceeded on their way. The side path was dirty, and she chose the middle of the road, Tynn walking a step behind her. Deborah was of an affable nature, Tynn a long-attached and valued servant, and she chatted with him familiarly. Deborah, in her simple good heart, could not have been brought to understand why she should not chat with him. Because he was a servant and she a lady, she thought there was only the more reason why she should, that the man might not be unpleasantly reminded of the social distinction between them.

She pressed down, so far as she could, the heavy affliction that was weighing upon her mind. She spoke of the weather, the harvest, of Mrs. Bitterworths recent dangerous attack, of other trifling topics patent at the moment to Deerham. Tynn chatted in his turn, never losing his respect of words and manner; a servant worth anything never does. Thus they progressed towards the village, utterly unconscious that a pair of eager eyes were following, and an evil tongue was casting anathemas towards them.

The owner of the eyes and tongue was wanting to hold a few words of private colloquy with Tynn. Could Tynn have seen right round the corner of the pillar of the outer gate when he went out, he would have detected the man waiting there in ambush. It was Giles Roy. Roy was aware that Tynn sometimes attended departing visitors to the outer gate. Roy had come up, hoping that he might so attend them on this night. Tynn did appear, with Miss West, and Roy began to hug himself that fortune had so far favoured him; but when he saw that Tynn departed with the lady, instead of only standing politely to watch her off, Roy growled out vengeance against the unconscious offenders.

Hes a-going to see her home belike, snarled Roy in soliloquy, following them with angry eyes and slow footsteps. I must wait till he comes back  and be shot to both of em!

Tynn left Miss West at her own door, declining the invitation to go in and take a bit of supper with the maids, or a glass of beer. He was trudging back again, his arms behind his back, and wishing himself at home, for Tynn, fat and of short breath, did not like much walking, when, in a lonely part of the road, he came upon a man sitting astride upon a gate.

Hollo! is that you, Mr. Tynn? Whod ha thought of seeing you out to-night?

For it was Mr. Roys wish, from private motives of his own, that Tynn should not know he had been looked for, but should believe the encounter to be accidental. Tynn turned off the road, and leaned his elbow upon the gate, rather glad of the opportunity to stand a minute and get his breath. It was somewhat up-hill to Verners Pride, the whole of the way from Deerham.

Are you sitting here for pleasure? asked he of Roy.

Im sitting here for grief, returned Roy; and Tynn was not sharp enough to detect the hollow falseness of his tone. I had to go up the road to-night on a matter of business, and, walking back by Verners Pride, it so overcame me that I was glad to bring myself to a anchor.

How should walking by Verners Pride overcome you? demanded Tynn.

Well, said Roy, it was the thoughts of poor Mr. and Mrs. Verner did it. He didnt behave to me over liberal in turning me from the place Id held so long under his uncle, but Ive overgot that smart; its past and gone. My heart bleeds for him now, and thats the truth.

For Roys heart to bleed for any fellow-creature was a marvel that even Tynn, unsuspicious as he was, could not take in. Mrs. Tynn repeatedly assured him that he had been born into the world with one sole quality  credulity. Certainly Tynn was unusually inclined to put faith in fair outsides. Not that Roy could boast much of the latter advantage.

Whats the matter with Mr. Verner? he asked of Roy.

Roy groaned dismally. Its a thing that is come to my knowledge, said he a awful misfortin that is a-going to drop upon him. Id not say a word to another soul but you, Mr. Tynn; but you be his friend if anybody be, and I feel that I must either speak or bust.

Tynn peered at Roys face. As much as he could see of it, for the night was not a very clear one.

It seems quite a providence that I happened to meet you, went on Roy, as if any meeting with the butler had been as far from his thoughts as an encounter with somebody at the North Pole. Things does turn out lucky sometimes.

I must be getting home, interposed Tynn. If you have anything to say to me, Roy, you had better say it. I may be wanted.

Roy  who was standing now, his elbow leaning on the gate  brought his face nearer to Tynns. Tynn was also leaning on the gate.

Have you heered of this ghost thats said to be walking about Deerham? he asked, lowering his voice to a whisper. Have you heered whose they say it is?

Now, Tynn had heard. All the retainers, male and female, at Verners Pride had heard. And Tynn, though not much inclined to give credence to ghosts in a general way, had felt somewhat uneasy at the ale. More on his mistresss account than on any other score; for Tynn had the sense to know that such a report could not be pleasing to Mrs. Verner, should it reach her ears.

I cant think why they do say it, replied Tynn, answering the mans concluding question. For my own part, I dont believe theres anything in it. I dont believe in ghosts.

Neither didnt a good many more, till now that they have got orakelar demonstration of it, returned Roy. Dan Duff see it, and amost lost his senses; that girl of Hooks see it, and you know, I suppose, what it did for her; Broom see it; the parson see it; old Frost see it; and lots more. Not one on em but ud take their Bible oath, if put to it, that it is Fred Massingbirds ghost.

But it is not, said Tynn. It cant be. Leastways Ill never believe it till I see it with my own eyes. Thered be no reason in its coming now. If it wanted to come at all, why didnt it come when it was first buried, and not wait till over two years had gone by?

Thats the point that I stuck at, was Roys answer. When my wife came home with the tales, day after day, that Fred Massingbirds spirit was walking  that this person had seen it, and that person had seen it Yah! Rubbish! I says to her. If his ghost had been a-coming, it ud have come afore now. And so it would.

Of course, answered Tynn. If it had been coming. But I have not lived to these years to believe in ghosts at last.

Then, what do you think of the parson, Mr. Tynn? continued Roy, in a strangely significant tone. And Broom  he have got his senses about him? How dye account for their believing it?

I have not heard them say that they do believe it, responded Tynn, with a knowing nod. Folks may go about and say that I believe it, perhaps; but that wouldnt make it any nearer the fact. And what has all this to do with Mr. Verner?

I am coming to it, said Roy. He took a step backward, looked carefully up and down the road, lest listeners might be in ambush; stretched his neck forward, and in like manner surveyed the field On either side the hedge. Apparently it satisfied him, and he resumed his close proximity to Tynn and his meaning whisper. Cant you guess the riddle, Mr. Tynn?

I cant in the least guess what you mean, or what you are driving at, was Tynns response. I think you must have been having a drop of drink, Roy. I ask what this is to my master, Mr. Verner?

Drink be bothered! Ive not had a sup inside my mouth since midday, was Roys retort. This secret has been enough drink for me, and meat, too. Youll keep counsel, if I tell it you, Mr. Tynn? Not but what it must soon come out.

Well? returned Tynn, in some surprise.

Its Fred Massingbird fast enough. But its not his ghost.

What on earth do you mean? asked Tynn, never for a moment glancing at the fact of what Roy tried to imply.

He is come back: Frederick Massingbird. He didnt die, over there.

A pause, devoted by Tynn to staring and thinking. When the full sense of the words broke upon him, he staggered a step or two away from the ex-bailiff.

Heaven help us, if its true! he uttered. Roy! it cant be!

It is, said Roy.

They stood looking at each other by starlight. Tynns face had grown hot and wet, and he wiped it. It cant be, he mechanically repeated.

I tell you it is, Mr. Tynn. Now never you mind asking me how I came to the bottom of it, went on Roy in a sort of defiant tone. I did come to the bottom of it, and I do know it; and Mr. Fred, he knows that I know it. Its as sure that he is back, and in the neighbourhood, as that you and me is here at this gate. He is alive and he is among us  as certain as that you are Mr. Tynn, and I be Giles Roy.

There came flashing over Tynns thoughts the scene of that very evening. His mistresss shrieks and agitation when she broke from Miss West; the cries and sobs which had penetrated to their ears when she was shut afterwards in the study with her husband. The unusual scene had been productive of gossiping comment among the servants and Tynn had believed something distressing must have occurred. Not this; he had never glanced a suspicion at this. He remembered the lines of pain which shone out at the moment from his masters pale face, in spite of its impassiveness; and somehow that very face brought conviction to Tynn now, that Roys news was true. Tynn let his arms fall on the gate again with a groan.

Whatever will become of my poor mistress? he uttered.

She! slightingly returned Roy. Shell be better off than him.

Better off than who?

Than Mr. Verner. She neednt leave Verners Pride. He must.

To expect any ideas but coarse ones from Roy, Tynn could not. But his attention was caught by the last suggestion.

Leave Verners Pride? slowly repeated Tynn. Must he?  good heavens! must my master be turned from Verners Pride?

Wherell be the help for it? asked Roy, in a confidential tone. I tell you, Mr. Tynn, my hearts been a-bleeding for him ever since I heard it. I dont see no help for his turning out. I have been a-weighing it over and over in my mind, and I dont see none. Do you?

Tynn looked very blank. He was feeling so. He made no answer, and Roy continued, blandly confidential still.

If that there codicil, that was so much talked on, hadnt been lost, hed have been all right, would Mr. Verner. No come-to-life-again Fred Massingbird neednt have tried at turning him out. Couldnt it be hunted for again, Mr. Tynn?

Roy turned the tail of his eye on Tynn. Would his pumping take effect? Mrs. Tynn would have told him that her husband might be pumped dry, and never know it. She was not far wrong. Unsuspicious Tynn went headlong into the snare.

Where would be the good of hunting for it again  when every conceivable place was hunted for it before? he asked.

Well, it was a curious thing, that codicil, remarked Roy. Has it never been heered on?

Tynn shook his head. Never at all. What an awful thing this is, if its true!

It is true, I tell ye, said Roy. You neednt doubt it. There was a report a short while agone that the codicil had been found, and Matiss had got it in safe keeping. As I sat here, afore you come up, I was thinking how well it ud have served Mr. Verners turn just now, if it was true.

It is not true, said Tynn. All sorts of reports get about. The codicil has never been found, and never been heard of.

What a pity! groaned Roy, with a deep sigh. Im glad Ive told it you, Mr. Tynn! Its a heavy secret for a man to carry about inside of him. I must be going.

So must I, said Tynn. Roy, are you sure theres no mistake? he added. It seems a tale next to impossible.

Well, now, said Roy, I see you dont half believe me. You must wait a few days, and see what them days ll bring forth. That Mr. Massingbirds back from Australia, Ill take my oath to. I didnt believe it at first; and when young Duff was a-going on about the porkypine, I shook him, I did, for a little lying rascal. I know better now.

But how do you know it? debated Tynn.

Now, never you mind. Its my business, I say, and nobody elses. You just wait a day or two, thats all, Mr. Tynn. I declare I am as glad to have met with you to-night, and exchanged this intercourse of opinions, as if anybody had counted me out a bag o gold.

Well, good-night, Roy, concluded Tynn, turning his steps towards Verners Pride. I wish I had been a hundred miles off, I know, before I had heard it.

Roy slipped over the gate; and there, out of sight, he executed a kind of triumphant dance.

Then there is no codicil! cried he. I thought I could wile it out of him! That Tynns as easy to be run out as is glass when its hot.

And, putting his best leg forward, he made his way as fast as he could make it towards his home.

Tynn made his way towards Verners Pride. But not fast. The information he had received filled his mind with the saddest trouble, and reduced his steps to slowness. When any great calamity falls suddenly upon us, or the dread of any great calamity, our first natural thought is, how it may be mitigated or averted. It was the thought that occurred to Tynn. The first shock over, digested, as may be said, Tynn began to deliberate whether he could do anything to help his master in the strait; and he went along, turning all sorts of suggestions over in his mind. Much as Sibylla was disliked by the old servant  and she had contrived to make herself very much disliked by them all  Tynn could not help feeling warmly the blow that was about to burst upon her head. Was there anything earthly he could do to avert it?  to help her or his master?

He did not doubt the information. Roy was not a particularly reliable person; but Tynn could not doubt that this was true. It was the most feasible solution of the ghost story agitating Deerham; the only solution of it, Tynn grew to think. If Frederick Massingbird  

Tynns reflections came to a halt. Vaulting over a gate on the other side the road  the very gate through which poor Rachel Frost had glided the night of her death, to avoid meeting Frederick Massingbird and Sibylla West  was a tall man. He came, straight across the road, in front of Tynn, and passed through a gap of the hedge, on to the grounds of Verners Pride.

But what made Tynn stand transfixed, as if he had been changed into a statue? What brought a cold chill to his heart, a heat to his brow? Why, as the man passed him, he turned his face full on Tynn; disclosing the features, the white, whiskerless cheek, with the black mark upon it, of Frederick Massingbird. Recovering himself as best he could, Tynn walked on, and gained the house.

Mrs. Verner had gone to her room. Mr. Verner was mixing with his guests. Some of the gentlemen were on the terrace smoking, and Tynn made his way on to it, hoping he might get a minutes interview with his master. The impression upon Tynns mind was that Frederick Massingbird was coming there and then, to invade Verners Pride: it appeared to Tynn to be his duty to impart what he had heard and seen at once to Mr. Verner.

Circumstances favoured him. Lionel had been talking with Mr. Gordon at the far end of the terrace, but the latter was called to from the drawing-room windows and departed in answer to it. Tynn seized the opportunity; his master was alone.

Quite alone. He was leaning over the outer balustrade of the terrace, apparently looking forth in the night obscurity on his own lands, stretched out before him. Master! whispered Tynn, forgetting ceremony in the moments absorbing agitation, in the terrible calamity that was about to fall, I have had an awful secret made known to me to-night. I must tell it you, sir.

I know it already, Tynn, was the quiet response of Lionel.

Then Tynn told  told all he had heard, and how he had heard it; told how he had just seen Frederick Massingbird. Lionel started from the balustrade.

Tynn! You saw him! Now?

Not five minutes ago, sir. He came right on to these grounds through the gap in the hedge. Oh, master! what will be done? and the mans voice rose to a wail in its anguish. He may be coming on now to put in his claim to Verners Pride; to  to  to  all thats in it!

But that Lionel was nerved to self-control, he might have answered with another wail of anguish. His mind filled up the gap of words, that the delicacy of Tynn would not speak. He may be coming to claim Sibylla.




CHAPTER LXIII.

LOOKING OUT FOR THE WORST.

The night passed quietly at Verners Pride. Not, for all its inmates, pleasantly. Faithful Tynn bolted and barred the doors and windows with his own hand, as he might have done on the anticipated invasion of a burglar. He then took up his station to watch the approaches to the house, and never stirred until morning light. There may have run in Tynns mind some vague fear of violence, should his master and Frederick Massingbird come in contact.

How did Lionel pass it? Wakeful and watchful as Tynn. He went to bed; but sleep, for him, there was none. His wife, by his side, slept all through the night. Better, of course, for her that it should be so; but, that her frame of mind could be sufficiently easy to admit of sleep, was a perfect marvel to Lionel. Had he needed proof to convince him how shallow was her mind, how incapable she was of depth of feeling, of thought, this would have supplied it. She slept throughout the night. Lionel never closed his eyes; his brain was at work, his mind was troubled, his heart was aching. Not for himself. His position was certainly not one to be envied; but, in his great anxiety for his wife, self passed out of sight. To what conflict might she not be about to be exposed! to what unseemly violence of struggle, outwardly and inwardly, might she not expose herself! He knew quite well that, according to the laws of God and man, she was Frederick Massingbirds wife; not his. He should never think  when the time came  of disputing Frederick Massingbirds claim to her. But, what would she do?  how would she act? He believed in his heart, that Sibylla, in spite of her aggravations shown to him, and whatever may have been her preference for Frederick Massingbird in the early days, best cared for him, Lionel, now. He believed that she would not willingly return to Frederick Massingbird. Or, if she did, it would be for the sake of Verners Pride.

He was right. Heartless, selfish, vain, and ambitious, Verners Pride possessed far more attraction for Sibylla than did either Lionel or Frederick Massingbird. Allow her to keep quiet possession of that, and she would not cast much thought to either of them. If the conflict actually came, Lionel felt, in his innate refinement, that the proper course for Sibylla to adopt would be to retire from all social ties, partially to retire from the world  as Miss West had suggested she should do now in the uncertainty. Lionel did not wholly agree with Miss West. He deemed that, in the uncertainty, Sibyllas place was by his side, still his wife; but, when once the uncertainty was set at rest by the actual appearance of Frederick Massingbird, then let her retire. It was the only course that he could pursue, were the case his own. His mind was made up upon one point  to withdraw himself out of the way when that time came. To India, to the wilds of Africa  anywhere, far, far away. Never would he remain to be an eye-sore to Sibylla or Frederick Massingbird  inhabiting the land that they inhabited, breathing the air that sustained life in them. Sibylla might rely on one thing  that when Frederick Massingbird did appear beyond doubt or dispute, that very hour he said adieu to Sibylla. The shock soothed  and he would soothe it for her to the very utmost of his power  he should depart. He would be no more capable of retaining Sibylla in the face of her husband, than he could have taken her, knowingly, from that husband in his lifetime.

But where was Frederick Massingbird? Tynns opinion had been  he had told it to his master  that when he saw Frederick Massingbird steal into the grounds of Verners Pride the previous evening, he was coming on to the house, there and then. Perhaps Lionel himself had entertained the same conviction. But the night had passed, and no Frederick Massingbird had come. What could be the meaning of it? What could be the meaning of his dodging about Deerham in this manner, frightening the inhabitants?  of his watching the windows of Verners Pride? Verners Pride was his; Sibylla was his; why, then, did he not arrive to assume his rights?

Agitated with these and many other conflicting thoughts, Lionel lay on his uneasy bed, and saw in the morning light. He did not rise until his usual hour; he would have risen far earlier but for the fear of disturbing Sibylla. To lie there, a prey to these reflections, to this terrible suspense, was intolerable to him, but he would not risk waking her. The day might prove long enough and bad enough for her, without arousing her to it before her time. He rose, but she slept on still. Lionel did wonder how she could.

Not until he was going out of the room, dressed, did she awake. She awoke with a start. It appeared as if recollection, or partial recollection, of the last nights trouble flashed over her. She pushed aside the curtain, and called to him in a sharp tone of terror.

Lionel!

He turned back. He drew the curtain entirely away, and stood by her side. She caught his arm, clasping it convulsively.

Is it a dreadful dream, or is it true? she uttered, beginning to tremble. Oh, Lionel, take care of me! Wont you take care of me?

I will take care of you as long as I may, he whispered tenderly.

You will not let him force me away from you? You will not give up Verners Pride? If you care for me, you will not.

I do care for you, he gently said, avoiding a more direct answer. My whole life is occupied in caring for you, in promoting your happiness and comfort. How I have cared for you, you alone know.

She burst into tears. Lionel bent his lips upon her hot face. Depend upon my doing all that I can do, he said.

Are you going to leave me by myself? she resumed in fear, as he was turning to quit the room. How do I know but he may be bursting in upon me?

Is that all your faith in me, Sibylla? He shall not intrude upon you here; he shall not intrude upon you anywhere without warning. When he does come, I shall be at your side.

Lionel joined his guests at breakfast. His wife did not. With smiling lips and bland brow, he had to cover a mind full of intolerable suspense, an aching heart. A minor puzzle  though nothing compared to the puzzle touching the movements of Frederick Massingbird  was working within him, as to the movements of Captain Cannonby. What could have become of that gentleman? Where could he be halting on his journey? Had his halt anything to do with them, with this grievous business?

To Lionels great surprise, just as they were concluding breakfast, he saw the close carriage driven to the door, attended by Wigham and Bennet. You may remember the latter name. Master Dan Duff had called him Calves to Mr. Verner. If Verners Pride could not keep its masters, it kept its servants. Lionel knew he had not ordered it; and he supposed his wife to be still in bed. He went out to the men.

For whom is the carriage ordered, Bennet?

For my mistress, I think, sir.

And at that moment Lionel heard the steps of his wife upon the stairs. She was coming down, dressed. He turned in, and met her in the hall. Are you going out? he cried, his voice betokening surprise.

I cant be worried with this uncertainty, was Sibyllas answer, spoken anything but courteously. I am going to make Deborah tell me all she knows, and where she heard it.

But

I wont be dictated to, Lionel, she querulously stopped him with. I will go. What is it to you?

He turned without a remonstrance, and attended her to the carriage, placing her in it as considerately as though she had met him with a wifes loving words. When she was seated, he leaned towards her. Would you like me to accompany you, Sibylla?

I dont care about it.

He closed the door in silence, his lips compressed. There were times when her fitful moods vexed him above common. This was one. When they knew not but the passing hour might be the last of their union, the last they should ever spend together, it was scarcely seemly to mar its harmony with ill temper. At least, so felt Lionel. Sibylla spoke as he was turning away.

Of course, I thought you would go with me. I did not expect you would grumble at me for going.

Get my hat, Bennet, he said. And he stepped in and took his seat beside her.

Courteously, and smiling as though not a shade of care were within ages of him, Lionel bowed to his guests as the carriage passed the breakfast-room windows. He saw that curious faces were directed to him; he felt that wondering comments, as to their early and sudden drive, were being spoken; he knew that the scene of the past evening was affording food for speculation. He could not help it; but these minor annoyances were as nothing, compared to the great trouble that absorbed him. The windows passed, he turned to his wife.

I have neither grumbled at you for going, Sibylla, nor do I see cause for grumbling. Why should you charge me with it?

There! you are going to find fault with me again! Why are you so cross?

Cross! He cross! Lionel suppressed at once the retort that was rising to his lips; as he had done hundreds of times before.

Heaven knows, nothing was further from my thoughts than to be cross, he answered, his tone full of pain. Were I to be cross to you, Sibylla, in  in  what may be our last hour together, I should reflect upon myself for my whole life afterwards.

It is not our last hour together! she vehemently answered. Who says it is?

I trust it is not. But I cannot conceal from myself the fact that it maybe so. Remember, he added, turning to her with a sudden impulse, and clasping both her hands within his in a firm, impressive grasp remember that my whole life, since you became mine, has been spent for you; in promoting your happiness; in striving to give you more love than has been given to me. I have never met you with an unkind word; I have never given you a clouded look. You will think of this when we are separated. And, for myself, its remembrance will be to my conscience as a healing balm.

Dropping her hands, he drew back to his corner of the chariot, his head leaning against the fair, white watered silk, as if heavy with weariness. In truth, it was so; heavy with the weariness caused by carking care. He had spoken all too impulsively; the avowal was wrung from him in the moments bitter strife. A balm upon his conscience that he had done his duty by her in love? Ay. For the love of his inmost heart had been anothers  not hers.

Sibylla did not understand the allusion. It was well. In her weak and trifling manner, she was subsiding into tears when the carriage suddenly stopped. Lionel, his thoughts never free, since a day or two, of Frederick Massingbird, looked up with a start, almost expecting to see him.

Lady Verners groom had been galloping on horseback to Verners Pride. Seeing Mr. Verners carriage, and himself inside it, he had made a sign to Wigham, who drew up. The man rode up to the window, a note in his hand.

Miss Verner charged me to lose no time in delivering it to you, sir. She said it was immediate. I shouldnt else have presumed to stop your carriage.

He backed his horse a step or two, waiting for the answer, should there be any. Lionel ran his eyes over the contents of the note.

Tell Miss Verner I will call upon her shortly, Philip.

And the man, touching his hat, turned his horse round, and galloped back towards Deerham Court.

What does she want? What is it? impatiently asked Sibylla.

My mother wishes to see me, replied Lionel.

And what else? I know thats not all, reiterated Sibylla, her tone a resentful one. You have always secrets at Deerham Court against me.

Never in my life, he answered. You can read the note, Sibylla.

She caught it up, devouring its few lines rapidly. Lionel believed it must be the doubt, the uncertainty, that was rendering her so irritable; in his heart he felt inclined to make every allowance for her; more, perhaps, than she deserved. There were but a few lines:  

Do come to us at once, my dear Lionel! A most strange report has reached us, and mamma is like one bereft of her senses. She wants you here to contradict it; she says she knows it cannot have any foundation.

DECIMA.

Somehow the words seemed to subdue Sibyllas irritation. She returned the note to Lionel, and spoke in a hushed, gentle tone. Is it this report that she alludes to, do you think, Lionel?

I fear so. I do not know what other it can be. I am vexed that it should already have reached the ears of my mother.

Of course! resentfully spoke Sibylla. You would have spared her!

I would have spared my mother, had it been in my power. I would have spared my wife, he added, bending his grave, kind face towards her, that, and all other ill.

She dashed down the front blinds of the carriage, and laid her head upon his bosom, sobbing repentantly.

You would bear with me, Lionel, if you knew the pain I have here  touching her chest. I am sick and ill with fright.

He did not answer that he did bear with her  bear with her most patiently  as he might have done. He only placed his arm round her that she might feel its shelter; and, with his gentle fingers, pushed the golden curls away from her cheeks, for her tears were wetting them.

She went into her sisters house alone. She preferred to do so. The carriage took Lionel on to Deerham Court. He dismissed it when he alighted; ordering Wigham back to Miss Wests, to await the pleasure of his mistress.




CHAPTER LXIV.

ENDURANCE.

Lionel had probably obeyed the summons sooner than was expected by Lady Verner and Decima; sooner, perhaps, than they deemed he could have obeyed it. Neither of them was in the breakfast-room: no one was there but Lucy Tempest.

By the very way in which she looked at him  the flushed cheeks, the eager eyes  he saw that the tidings had reached her. She timidly held out her hand to him, her anxious gaze meeting his. Whatever may have been the depth of feeling entertained for him, Lucy was too single-minded not to express all she felt of sympathy.

Is it true? were her first whispered words, offering no other salutation.

Is what true, Lucy? he asked. How am I to know what you mean?

They stood looking at each other. Lionel waiting for her to speak; she hesitating. Until Lionel was perfectly certain that she alluded to that particular report, he would not speak of it. Lucy moved a few steps from him, and stood nervously playing with the ends of her waist-band, the soft colour rising in her cheeks.

I do not like to tell you, she said simply. It would not be a pleasant thing for you to hear, if it be not true.

And still less pleasant for me, if it be true, he replied, the words bringing him conviction that the rumour they had heard was correct. I fear it is true, Lucy.

That  some one  has come back?

Some one who was supposed to be dead.

The avowal seemed to take from her all hope. Her hands fell listlessly by her side, and the tears rose to her eyes. I am so sorry! she breathed. I am so sorry for you, and for  for

My wife. Is that what you were going to say?

Yes, it is. I did not like much to say it. I am truly grieved. I wish I could have helped it!

Ah! you are not a fairy with an all-powerful wand yet, Lucy, as we read of in childrens books. It is a terrible blow, for her and for me. Do you know how the rumour reached my mother?

I think it was through the servants. Some of them heard it, and old Catherine told her. Lady Verner has been like any one wild; but for Decima, she would have started

Lucys voice died away. Gliding in at the door, with a white face and drawn-back lips, was Lady Verner. She caught hold of Lionel, her eyes searching his countenance for the confirmation of her fears, or their contradiction. Lionel took her hands in his.

It is true, mother. Be brave, for my sake.

With a wailing cry she sat down on the sofa, drawing him beside her. Decima entered and stood before them, her hands clasped in pain. Lady Verner made him tell her all the particulars; all he knew, all he feared.

How does Sibylla meet it? was her first question when she had listened to the end.

Not very well, he answered, after a momentary hesitation. Who could meet it well? Lionel, it is a judgment upon her. She

Lionel started up, his brow flushing.

I beg your pardon, mother. You forget that you are speaking of my wife. She is my wife, he more calmly added, until she shall have been proved not to be.

No. Whatever may have been Sibyllas conduct to him personally, neither before her face nor behind her back, would Lionel forget one jot of the respect due to her. Or suffer another to forget it; although that other should be his mother.

What shall you do with her, Lionel?

Do with her? he repeated, not understanding how to take the question.

When the man makes himself known?

I am content to leave that to the time, replied Lionel, in a tone that debarred further discussion.

I knew no good would come of it, resumed Lady Verner, persistent in expressing her opinion. But for the wiles of that girl you might have married happily, might have married Mary Elmsley.

Mother, there is trouble enough upon us just now without introducing old vexations, rejoined Lionel. I have told you before that had I never set eyes upon Sibylla after she married Frederick Massingbird, Mary Elmsley would not have been my wife.

If he comes back, he comes back to Verners Pride? pursued Lady Verner in a low tone, breaking the pause which had ensued.

Yes. Verners Pride is his.

And what shall you do? Turned, like a beggar, out on the face of the earth?

Like a beggar? Ay, far more like a beggar than Lady Verner, in her worst apprehension, could picture.

I must make my way on the earth as I best can, he replied in answer, I shall leave Europe  probably for India. I may find some means, through my late fathers friends, of getting my bread there.

Lady Verner appeared to appreciate the motive which no doubt dictated the suggested course. She did not attempt to controvert it; she only wrung her hands in passionate wailing.

Oh, that you had not married her! that you had not subjected yourself to this dreadful blight!

Lionel rose. There were limits of endurance even for his aching heart. Reproaches in a moment of trouble are as cold iron entering the soul.

I will come in another time when you are more yourself, mother, was all he said. I could have borne sympathy from you this morning, better than complaint.

He shook hands with her. He laid his hand in silence on Decimas shoulder with a fond pressure as he passed her; her face was turned from him, the tears silently streaming down it. He nodded to Lucy, who stood at the other end of the room, and went out. But, ere he was half-way across the ante-room, he heard hasty footsteps behind him. He turned to behold Lucy Tempest, her hands extended, her face streaming down with tears.

Oh, Lionel, please not to go away thinking nobody sympathises with you! I am so grieved; I am so sorry! If I can do anything for you, or for Sibylla, to lighten the distress, I will do it.

He took the pretty, pleading hands in his, bending his face until it was nearly on a level with hers. But that emotion nearly over-mastered him in the moments anguish, the very consciousness that he might be free from married obligations, would have rendered his manner cold to Lucy Tempest. Whether Frederick Massingbird was alive or not, he must be a man isolated from other wedded ties, so long as Sibylla remained on the earth. The kind young face, held up to him in its grief, disarmed his reserve. He spoke out to Lucy as freely as he had done in that long-ago illness, when she was his full confidante. Nay, whether from her looks, or from some lately untouched chord in his memory reawakened, that old time was before him now, rather than the present, as his next words proved.

Lucy, with one thing and another, my heart is half broken. I wish I had died in that illness. Better for me! Better  perhaps  for you.

Not for me, said she, through her tears. Do not think of me. I wish I could help you in this great sorrow!

Help from you of any sort, Lucy, I forfeited in my blind wilfulness, he hoarsely whispered. God bless you! he added, wringing her hands to pain. God bless you for ever!

She did not loose them. He was about to draw his hands away, but she held them still, her tears and sobs nearly choking her.

You spoke of India. Should it be that land that you choose for your exile, go to papa. He may be able to do great things for you. And, if in his power, he would do them, for Sir Lionel Verners sake. Papa longs to know you. He always says so much about you in his letters to me.

You have never told me so, Lucy.

I thought it better not to talk to you too much, she simply said. And you have not been always at Deerham.

Lionel looked at her, holding her hands still. She knew how futile it was to affect ignorance of truths in that moment of unreserve; she knew that her mind and its feelings were as clear to Lionel as though she had been made of glass, and she spoke freely in her open simplicity. She knew, probably, that his deepest love and esteem were given to her. Lionel knew it, if she did not; knew it to his very hearts core. He could only reiterate his prayer, as he finally turned from her God bless you, Lucy, for ever, and for ever!




CHAPTER LXV.

CAPTAIN CANNONBY.

Deerham abounded in inns. How they all contrived to get a living, nobody could imagine. That they did jog along somehow, was evident; but they appeared to be generally as void of bustle as were their lazy sign-boards, basking in the sun on a summers day. The best in the place, one with rather more pretension to superiority than the rest, was the Golden Fleece. It was situated at the entrance to Deerham, not far from the railway station; not far either from Deerham Court; in fact, between Deerham Court and the village.

As Lionel approached it, he saw the landlord standing at its entrance  John Cox. A rubicund man, with a bald head, who evidently did justice to his own good cheer, if visitors did not. Shading his eyes with one hand, he had the other extended in the direction of the village, pointing out the way to a strange gentleman who stood beside him.

Go as straight as you can go, sir, through the village, and for a goodish distance beyond it, he was saying, as Lionel drew within hearing. It will bring you to Verners Pride. You cant mistake it; its the only mansion thereabouts.

The words caused Lionel to cast a rapid glance at the stranger. He saw a man of some five-and-thirty or forty years, fair of complexion once, but bronzed now by travel, or other causes. The landlords eyes fell on Lionel.

Here is Mr. Verner! he hastily exclaimed. Sir  saluting Lionel this gentleman was going up to you at Verners Pride.

The stranger turned, holding out his hand in a free and pleasant manner to Lionel. My name is Cannonby.

I could have known it by the likeness to your brother, said Lionel, shaking him by the hand. I saw him yesterday. I was in town, and he told me you were coming. But why were you not with us last night?

I turned aside on my journey to see an old military friend  whom, by the way, I found to be out  and did not get to Deerham until past ten, explained Captain Cannonby. I thought it too late to invade you, so put up here until this morning.

Lionel linked his arm within Captain Cannonbys, and drew him onwards. The moment of confirmation was come. His mind was in too sad a state to allow of his beating about the bush; his suspense had been too sharp and urgent for him to prolong it now. He plunged into the matter at once.

You have come to bring me some unpleasant news, Captain Cannonby. Unhappily, it will be news no longer. But you will give me the confirming particulars.

Captain Cannonby looked as if he did not understand. Unpleasant news? he repeated.

I speak  and Lionel lowered his voice of Frederick Massingbird. You know, probably, what I would ask. How long have you been cognisant of these unhappy facts?

I declare, Mr. Verner, I dont know what you mean, was Captain Cannonbys answer, given in a hearty tone. To what do you allude?

Lionel paused. Was it possible that he  Captain Cannonby  was in ignorance? Tell me one thing, he said. Your brother mentioned that you had heard, as he believed, some news connected with me and  and my wife, in Paris, which had caused you to hurry home, and come down to Verners Pride. What was that news?

The news I heard was, that Mrs. Massingbird had become Mrs. Verner. I had intended to find her out when I got to Europe, if only to apologise for my negligence in not giving her news of John Massingbird or his property  which news I could never gather for myself  but I did not know precisely where she might be. I heard in Paris that she had married you, and was living at Verners Pride.

Lionel drew a long breath. And that was all?

That was all.

Then he was in ignorance of it! But, to keep him in ignorance was impossible. Lionel must ask confirmation or non-confirmation of the death. With low voice and rapid speech he mentioned the fears and the facts. Captain Cannonby gathered them in, withdrew his arm from Lionels, and stood staring at him.

Fred Massingbird alive, and come back to England! he uttered, in bewildered wonder.

We cannot think otherwise, replied Lionel.

Then, Mr. Verner, I tell you that it cannot be. It cannot be, you understand. I saw him die. I saw him laid in the grave.

They had not walked on. They stood there, looking at each other, absorbed in themselves, oblivious to the attention that might be fixed on them from any stray passers-by. At that moment there were no passers-by to fix it; the bustle of Deerham only began with the houses, and those they had not yet reached.

I would give all my future life to believe you, earnestly spoke Lionel; to believe that there can be no mistake  for my wifes sake.

There is no mistake, reiterated Captain Cannonby. I saw him dead; I saw him buried. A parson, in the company halting there, read the burial service over him.

You may have buried him, fancying he was dead, suggested Lionel, giving utterance to some of the wild thoughts of his imaginings. And  forgive me for bringing forward such pictures  the mistake may have been discovered in time  and

It could not be, interrupted Captain Cannonby. I am quite certain he was dead. Let us allow, if you will, for arguments sake, that he was not dead when he was put into the ground. Five minutes lying there, with the weight of earth upon him, would have effectually destroyed life; had any been left in him to destroy. There was no coffin, you must remember.

No?

Parties to the gold-fields dont carry a supply of coffins with them. If death occurs en route, it has to be provided for in the simplest and most practical form. At least, I can answer that such was the case with regard to Fred Massingbird. He was buried in the clothes he wore when he died.

Lionel was lost in abstraction.

He died at early dawn, just as the sun burst out to illumine the heavens, and at midday he was buried, continued Captain Cannonby. I saw him buried. I saw the earth shovelled in upon him; nay, I helped to shovel it. I left him there; we all left him, covered over; at rest for good in this world. Mr. Verner, dismiss this great fear; rely upon it that he was, and is, dead.

I wish I could rely upon it! spoke Lionel. The fear, I may say the certainty, has been so unequivocally impressed upon my belief, that a doubt must remain until it is explained who walks about, bearing his outward appearance. He was a very remarkable-looking man, you know. The black mark on his cheek alone would render him so.

And that black mark is visible upon the cheek of the person who is seen at night?

Conspicuously so. This ghost  as it is taken for  has nearly frightened one or two lives away. It is very strange.

Can it be anybody got up to personate Fred Massingbird?

Unless it be himself, that is the most feasible interpretation, observed Lionel. But it does not alter the mystery. It is not only in the face and the black mark that the likeness is discernible, but in the figure also. In fact, in all points this man bears the greatest resemblance to Frederick Massingbird  at least, if the eyes of those who have seen him may be trusted. My own butler saw him last night; the man passed close before him, turning his face to him in the moment of passing. He says there can be no doubt that it is Frederick Massingbird.

Captain Cannonby felt a little staggered. If it should turn out to be Frederick Massingbird, all I can say is that I shall never believe anybodys dead again. It will be like an incident in a drama. I should next expect my old father to come to life, who has lain these twelve years past at Kensal Green Cemetery. Does Mrs. Verner know of this?

She does, unfortunately. She was told of it during my absence yesterday. I could have wished it kept from her, until we were at some certainty.

Oh, come, Mr. Verner, take heart! impulsively cried Captain Cannonby, all the improbabilities of the case striking forcibly upon him. The thing is not possible; it is not indeed.

At any rate, your testimony will be so much comfort for my wife, returned Lionel gladly. It has comforted me. If my fears are not entirely dispelled, theres something done towards it.

Arrived at the Belvedere Road, Lionel looked about for his carriage. He could not see it. At that moment Jan turned out of the surgery. Lionel asked him if he had seen Sibylla.

She is gone home, replied Jan. She and Miss Deb split upon some rock, and Sibylla got into her carriage, and went off in anger.

He was walking away with his usual rapid strides, on his way to some patient, when Lionel caught hold of him. Jan, this is Captain Cannonby. The friend who was with Frederick Massingbird when he died. He assures me that he is dead. Dead and buried. My brother, Captain Cannonby.

There cannot be a doubt of it, said Captain Cannonby, alluding to the death. I saw him die; I helped to bury him.

Then who is it that walks about, dressed up as his ghost? debated Jan.

I cannot tell, said Lionel, a severe expression arising to his lips. I begin to think with Captain Cannonby; that there can be no doubt that Frederick Massingbird is dead; therefore, he, it is not. But that it would be undesirable, for my wifes sake, to make this doubt public, I would have every house in the place searched. Whoever it may be, he is concealed in one of them.

Little doubt of that, nodded Jan. Ill pounce upon him, if I get the chance.

Lionel and Captain Cannonby continued their way to Verners Pride. The revived hope in Lionels mind strengthened with every step they took. It did seem impossible, looking at it from a practical, matter-of-fact point of view, that a man buried deep in the earth, and supposed to be dead before he was placed there, could come to life again.

What a relief for Sibylla! he involuntarily cried, drawing a long, relieved breath on his own score. This must be just one of those cases, Captain Cannonby, when good Catholics, in the old days, made a vow to the Virgin of so many valuable offerings, should the dread be removed and turn out to have been no legitimate dread at all.

Ay. I should like to be in at the upshot.

I hope you will be. You must not run away from us immediately. Wheres your luggage?

Captain Cannonby laughed. Talk to a returned gold-digger of his luggage! Mine consists of a hand portmanteau, and that is at the Golden Fleece. I can order it up here if youd like me to stay with you a few days. I should enjoy some shooting beyond everything.

That is settled, then, said Lionel. I will see that you have your portmanteau. Did you get rich at the diggings?

The captain shook his head. I might have made something, had I stuck at it. But I grew sick of it altogether. My brother, the doctor, makes a sight of money, and I can get what I want from him, was the candid confession.

Lionel smiled. These rich brothers in reserve are a terrible drag upon self-exertion. Here we are! he added, as they turned in at the gates. This is Verners Pride.

What a fine place! exclaimed Captain Cannonby, bringing his steps to a halt as he gazed at it.

Yes, it is. Not a pleasant prospect, was it, to contemplate the being turned out of it by a dead man.

A dead  You do not mean to say that Frederick Massingbird  if in life  would be the owner of Verners Pride?

Yes, he would be. I was its rightful heir, and why my uncle willed it away from me, to one who was no blood relation, has remained a mystery to this day. Frederick Massingbird succeeded, to my exclusion. I only came into it at his death.

Captain Cannonby appeared completely thunderstruck at the revelation. Why, then, he cried, after a pause, this may supply the very motive-power that is wanting, for one to personate Fred Massingbird.

Scarcely, replied Lionel. No ghost, or seeming ghost, walking about in secret at night, could get Verners Pride resigned to him. He must come forward in the broad face of day, and establish his identity by indisputable proof.

True, true. Well, it is a curious tale! I should like, as I say, to witness the winding-up.

Lionel looked about for his wife. He could not find her. But few of their guests were in the rooms; they had dispersed somewhere or other. He went up to Sibyllas dressing-room, but she was not there. Mademoiselle Benoite was coming along the corridor as he left it again.

Do you know where your mistress is? he asked.

Mais certainement, responded mademoiselle. Monsieur will find madam at the archerie.

He bent his steps to the targets. On the lawn, flitting amidst the other fair archers, in her dress of green and gold, was Sibylla. All traces of care had vanished from her face, her voice was of the merriest, her step of the fleetest, her laugh of the lightest. Truly, Lionel marvelled. There flashed into his mind the grieving face of another, whom he had not long ago parted from; grieving for their woes. Better for his minds peace that these contrasts had not been forced so continually upon him.

Could she, in some unaccountable manner, have heard the consoling news that Cannonby brought? In the first moment, he thought it must be so: in the next, he knew it to be impossible. Smothering down a sigh, he went forward, and drew her apart from the rest; choosing that covered walk where he had spoken to her a day or two previously, regarding Mrs. Duffs bill. Taking her hands in his, he stood before her, looking with a reassuring smile into her face.

What will you give me for some good news, Sibylla?

What about? she rejoined.

Need you ask? There is only one point upon which news could greatly interest either of us, just now. I have seen Cannonby. He is here, and

Here! At Verners Pride? she interrupted. Oh, I shall like to see Cannonby; to talk over old Australian times with him.

Who was to account for her capricious moods? Lionel remembered the evening, during the very moon not yet dark to the earth, when Sibylla had made a scene in the drawing-room, saying she could not bear to hear the name of Cannonby, or to be reminded of the past days in Melbourne. She was turning to fly to the house, but Lionel caught her.

Wait, wait, Sibylla! Will you not hear the good tidings I have for you? Cannonby says there cannot be a doubt that Frederick Massingbird is dead. He left him dead and buried, as he told you in Melbourne. We have been terrified and pained  I trust  for nothing.

Lionel, look here, said she, receiving the assurance in the same equable manner that she might have heard him assert it was a fine day, or a wet one, I have been making up my mind not to let this bother worry me. That wretched old maid Deborah went on to me with such rubbish this morning about leaving you, about leaving Verners Pride, that she vexed me to anger. I came home and cried; and Benoite found me lying upon the sofa; and when I told her what it was, she said the best plan was, not to mind, to meet it with a laugh, instead of tears

Sibylla! he interposed in a tone of pain. You surely did not make a confidante of Benoite!

Of course I did, she answered, looking as if surprised at his question, his tone. Why not? Benoite cheered me up, I can tell you, better than you do. What matter to cry? she asked. If he does come back, you will still be the mistress of Verners Pride. And so I shall.

Lionel let go her hands. She sped off to the house, eager to find Captain Cannonby. He  her husband  leaned against the trunk of a tree, bitter mortification in his face, bitter humiliation in his heart. Was this the wife to whom he had bound himself for ever? Well could he echo in that moment Lady Verners reiterated assertion, that she was not worthy of him. With a stifled sigh that was more like a groan, he turned to follow her.

Be still, be still! he murmured, beating his hand upon his bosom, that he might still its pain. Let me bear on, doing my duty by her always in love!

That pretty Mrs. Jocelyn ran up to Lionel, and intercepted his path. Mrs. Jocelyn would have liked to intercept it more frequently than she did, if she had but received a little encouragement. She tried hard for it, but it never came. One habit, at any rate, Lionel Verner had not acquired, amid the many strange examples of an artificial age  that of not paying considerate respect, both in semblance and reality, to other mens wives.

Oh, Mr. Verner, what a truant you are! You never come to pick up our arrows.

Dont I? said Lionel, with his courteous smile. I will come presently if I can. I am in search of Mrs. Verner. She is gone in to welcome a friend who has arrived.

And Mrs. Jocelyn had to go back to the targets alone.




CHAPTER LXVI.

DONT THROTTLE ME, JAN!

There was a good deal of sickness at present in Deerham: there generally was in the autumn season. Many a time did Jan wish he could be master of Verners Pride just for twelve months, or of any other Pride whose revenues were sufficient to remedy the evils existing in the poor dwellings: the ill accommodation, inside; the ill draining, out. Jan, had that desirable consummation arrived, would not have wasted time in thinking over it; he would have commenced the work in the same hour with his own hands. However, Jan, like most of us, had not to do with things as they might be, but with things as they were. The sickness was great, and Jan, in spite of his horses help, was, as he often said, nearly worked off his legs.

He had been hastening to a patient when encountered by Lionel and Captain Cannonby. From that patient he had to hasten to others, in a succession of relays, as it were, all day long; sometimes his own legs in requisition, sometimes the horses. About seven oclock he got home to tea, at which Miss Deborah made him comfortable. Truth to say, Miss Deborah felt rather inclined to pet Jan as a son. He had gone there a boy, and Miss Deb, though the years since had stolen on and on, and had changed Jan into a man, had not allowed her ideas to keep pace with them. So do we cheat ourselves! There were times when a qualm of conscience came over Miss Deb. Remembering how hard Jan worked, and that her father took more than the lions share of the profits, it appeared to her scarcely fair. Not that she could alter it, poor thing! All she could do was to be as economical as possible, and to study Jans comforts. Now and again she had been compelled to go to Jan for money, over and above the stipulated sum paid to her. Jan gave it as freely and readily as he would have filled Miss Amillys glass pot with castor oil. But Deborah West knew that it came out of Jans own pocket; and, to ask for it, went terribly against her feelings and her sense of justice.

The tea was over. But she took care of Jans  some nice tea, and toasted tea-cakes, and a plate of ham. Jan sat down by the fire, and, as Miss Deb said, took it in comfort. Truth to say, had Jan found only the remains of the teapot, and stale bread-and-butter, he might have thought it comfortable enough for him; he would not have grumbled had he found nothing.

Any fresh messages in, do you know, Miss Deb? he inquired.

Now, do pray get your tea in peace, Mr. Jan, and dont worry yourself over fresh messages, responded Miss Deb. Master Cheese was called out to the surgery at tea-time, but I suppose it was nothing particular, for he was back again directly.

Of course! cried Jan. Hed not lose his tea without a fight for it.

Jan finished his tea and departed to the surgery, catching sight of the coat-tails of Mr. Bitterworths servant leaving it. Master Cheese was seated with the leech basin before him. It was filled with Orleans plums, of which he was eating with uncommon satisfaction. Liking variations of flavour in fruit, he occasionally diversified the plums with a sour codlin apple, a dozen or so of which he had stowed away in his trousers pockets. Bob stood at a respectful distance, his eyes wandering to the tempting collation, and his mouth watering. Amongst the apples Master Cheese had come upon one three parts eaten away by the grubs, and this he benevolently threw to Bob. Bob had disposed of it, and was now vainly longing for more.

What did Bitterworths man want? inquired Jan of Master Cheese.

The missis is took bad again, he says, responded that gentleman, as distinctly as he could speak for the apples and the plums: croup, or something. Not as violent as it was before. Can wait.

You had better go up at once, was Jans reply.

Master Cheese was taken aback. I go up! he repeated, pulling a face as long as his arm. All that way! I had to go to Bakers and to Flints between dinner and tea.

And to how many Bakers and Flints do I have to go between dinner and tea? retorted Jan. You know what to give Mrs. Bitterworth. So start.

Master Cheese felt aggrieved beyond everything. For one thing, it might be dangerous to leave those cherished plums in the leech basin, Bob being within arms length of them; for another, Master Cheese liked his ease better than walking. He cast some imploring glances at Jan, but they produced no effect, so he had to get his hat. Vacillating between the toll that might be taken of the plums if he left them, and the damage to his hair if he took them, he finally decided on the latter course. Emptying the plums into his hat, he put it on his head. Jan was looking over what they termed the call-book.

Miss Deb says you were called out at tea-time, observed Jan, as Master Cheese was departing. Who was it?

Nobody but old Hook. The girl was worse.

What! Alice? Why have you not got it down here? pointing to the book.

Oh, they are nobody, grumbled Master Cheese. I wonder the paupers are not ashamed to come here to our faces, asking for attendance and physic! I They know theyll never pay.

Thats my business, said Jan, Did he say she was very ill?

Took dangerous, he said, returned Master Cheese. Thought shed not live the night out.

Indefatigable Jan put on his hat, and went out with Master Cheese. Master Cheese turned leisurely towards Mr. Bitterworths; Jan cut across the road at a strapping pace, and took the nearest way to Hooks cottage. It led him past the retired spot where he and the Reverend Mr. Bourne had found Alice lying that former night.

Barely had Jan gained it when some tall, dark form came pushing through the trees at right angles, and was striding off to the distance. One single moments indecision  for Jan was not sure at first in the uncertain light  and then he put his long legs to their utmost speed, bore down, and pinned the intruder.

Now, then! said Jan, ghost or no ghost, who are you?

He was answered by a laugh, and some joking words  

Dont throttle me quite, Jan. Even a ghost cant stand that.

The tone of the laugh, the tone of the voice, fell upon Jan Verners ears with the most intense astonishment. He peered into the speakers face with his keen eyes, and gave vent to an exclamation. In spite of the whiskerless cheeks, the elaborate black mark, in spite of the strange likeness to his brother, Jan recognised the features, not of Frederick, but of John Massingbird.




CHAPTER LXVII.

DRESSING UP FOR A GHOST.

And so the mystery was out. And the ghost proved to be no ghost at all  to be no husband of Sibylla  come to disturb the peace of her and of Lionel; but John Massingbird in real flesh and blood.

There was so much explanation to ask and to be given, that Jan was somewhat hindered on his way to Hooks.

I cant stop, said he, in the midst of a long sentence of Johns. Alice Hook may be dying. Will you remain here until I come back?

If you are not long, responded John Massingbird. I intend this to be the last night of my concealment, and I want to go about, terrifying the natives. The fun it has been!

Fun, you call it? remarked Jan. If Hooks girl does die, it will lie at your door.

She wont die, lightly answered John. Ill send her a ten-pound note to make amends. Make you haste, Jan, if I am to wait.

Jan sped off to Hooks. He found the girl very ill, but not so much so as Cheese had intimated. Some unseemly quarrel had taken place in the cottage, which had agitated her.

Theres no danger, mentally soliloquised Jan, but it has thrown her back a good two days.

He found John Massingbird  restless John!  restless as ever!  pacing before the trees with hasty strides, and bursting into explosions of laughter.

Some woman was coming along from one of the cottages by Brooms and I appeared to her, and sent her on, howling, he explained to Jan. I think it was Mother Sykes. The sport this ghost affair has been!

He sat down on a bench, held his sides, and let his laughter have vent. Laughter is contagious, and Jan laughed with him, but in a quieter way.

Whatever put it into your head to personate Frederick? inquired Jan. Was it done to frighten the people?

Not at first, answered John Massingbird.

Because, if to frighten had been your motive, you need only have appeared in your own person, continued Jan. You were thought to be dead, you know, as much as Fred was. Fred is dead, I suppose?

Fred is dead, poor fellow, safe enough. I was supposed to be dead, but I came to life again.

Did you catch Freds star when he died? asked Jan, pointing to the cheek.

No, replied John Massingbird, with another burst of laughter, I get that up with Indian-ink.

Bit by bit, Jan came into possession of the details. At least, of as much of them as John Massingbird deemed it expedient to furnish. It appeared that his being attacked and robbed and left for dead, when travelling down to Melbourne, was perfectly correct. Luke Roy quitted him, believing he was dead. Luke would not have quitted him so hastily, but that he wished to be on the track of the thieves, and he hastened to Melbourne. After Lukes departure, John Massingbird came, as he phrased it, to life again. He revived from the suspended animation, or swoon, which, prolonged over some hours, had been mistaken for death. The bullet was extracted from his side, and he progressed pretty rapidly towards recovery.

Luke meanwhile had reached Melbourne; and had come in contact with a family of the name of Eyre. Luke  if you have not forgotten  had said to Mr. Eyre that he had obtained a clue to the men who robbed his master; such, at least, was the information given by that gentleman to Sibylla Massingbird, on her subsequent sojourn at his house. He, Mr. Eyre, had said that Luke had promised to return the following day and inform him how he sped in the search, but that Luke never did return; that he had never seen him afterwards. All true. Luke found the clue, which he thought he had gained, to be no clue at all; but he heard news that pleased him better than fifty clues would have done  that his master, Mr. Massingbird, was alive. One who had travelled down to Melbourne from where John was lying, gave him the information. Without waiting to break bread or draw water, without giving another thought to Mr. Eyre, Luke started off there and then, to retrace his steps to John Massingbird. John was nearly well then, and they returned at once to the diggings. In his careless way, he said the loss must be given up for a bad job; they should never find the fellows, and the best plan was to pick up more gold to replace that gone. Luke informed him he had written home to announce his death. John went into a fit of laughter, forbade Luke to contradict it, and anticipated the fun he should have in surprising them, when he went home on the accumulation of his fortune. Thus he stopped at the diggings, remaining in complete ignorance of the changes which had taken place; the voyage of Frederick and his wife to Melbourne, the death of Mr. Verner, the subsequent death of Frederick; and above all  for that would have told most on John  of the strange will left by Mr. Verner, which had constituted him the inheritor of Verners Pride.

But fortune did not come in the rapid manner fondly expected by John. The nuggets seemed shy. He obtained enough to rub along with, and that was all. The life did not ill suit him. To such a man as Lionel Verner, of innate refinement, just and conscientious, the life would have been intolerable, almost worse than death. John was not overburdened with any one of those qualities, and he rather liked the life than not. One thing was against him: he had no patience. Roving about from place to place, he was satisfied nowhere long. It was not only that he perpetually changed the spot, or bed, of work, but he changed from one settlement to another. This was the reason probably that Captain Cannonby had never met with him; it was more than probable that it was the cause of his non-success. Luke Roy was not so fond of roving. He found a place likely to answer his expectations, and he remained at it; so that the two parted early, and did not again meet afterwards.

Suddenly John Massingbird heard that he had been left heir to Verners Pride. He had gone down to Melbourne; and some new arrival from England  from the county in which Verners Pride was situated  mentioned this in his hearing. The stranger was telling the tale of the unaccountable will of Mr. Verner, of the death of John and Frederick Massingbird, and of the consequent accession of Lionel Verner; telling it as a curious bit of home gossip, unconscious that one of his listeners was the first-named heir  the veritable John Massingbird.

Too much given to act upon impulse, allowing himself no time to ascertain or to inquire whether the story might be correct or not, John Massingbird took a berth in the first ship advertised for home. He possessed very little more money than would pay for his passage; he gave himself no concern how he was to get back to Australia, or how exist in England, should the news prove incorrect, but started away off-hand. Providing for the future had never been made a trouble by John Massingbird.

He sailed, and he arrived safely. But, once in England, it was necessary to proceed rather cautiously; and John, careless and reckless though he was, could not ignore the expediency of so acting. There were certain reasons why it would not be altogether prudent to show himself in the neighbourhood of Verners Pride, unless his pocket were weighty enough to satisfy sundry claims which would inevitably flock in upon him. Were he sure that he was the legitimate master of Verners Pride, he would have driven up in a coach-and-six, with flying flags and streamers to the horses heads, and so have announced his arrival in triumph. Not being sure, he preferred to feel his way, and this could not be done by arriving openly.

There was one place where he knew he could count upon being sheltered, while the way was felt; and this was Giles Roys. Roy would be true to him; would conceal him if need were; and help him off again, did Verners Pride, for him, prove a myth. This thought John Massingbird put in practice, arriving one dark night at Roys, and startling Mrs. Roy nearly to death. Whatever fanciful ghosts the woman may have seen before, she never doubted that she saw a real ghost now.

His first question, naturally, was about the will. Roy told him it was perfectly true that a will had been made in his favour; but the will had been superseded by a codicil. And he related the circumstance of that codicils mysterious loss. Was it found? John eagerly asked. Ah! there Roy could not answer him; he was at a nonplus; he was unable to say whether the codicil had been found or not. A rumour had gone about Deerham, some time subsequently to the loss, that it had been found, but Roy had never come to the rights of it. John Massingbird stared as he heard him say this. Then, couldnt he tell whether he was the heir or not? whether Lionel Verner held it by established right or by wrong? he asked. And Roy shook his head  he could not.

Under these uncertainties, Mr. John Massingbird did not see his way particularly clear. Either to stop, or to go. If he stopped, and showed himself, he might be unpleasantly assured that the true heir of Verners Pride inhabited Verners Pride; if he went back to Australia, the no less mortifying fact might come out afterwards, that he was the heir to Verners Pride, and had run away from his own.

What was to be done? Roy suggested perhaps the best plan that could be thought of  that Mr. Massingbird should remain in his cottage in concealment, while he, Roy, endeavoured to ascertain the truth regarding the codicil. And John Massingbird was fain to adopt it. He took up his abode in the upper bedroom, which had been Lukes, and Mrs. Roy, locking her front door, carried his meals up to him by day, Roy setting himself to ferret out  as you may recollect  all he could learn about the codicil. The all was not much. Ordinary gossipers knew no more than Roy, whether the codicil had been found or not; and Roy tried to pump Matiss, by whom he was baffled  he even tried to pump Mr. Verner. He went up to Verners Pride, ostensibly to ask whether he might paper Lukes old room at his own cost. In point of fact, the paper was in a dilapidated state, and he did wish to put it decent for John Massingbird; but he could have done it without speaking to Mr. Verner. It was a great point with Roy to find favour in the sight of Mr. Massingbird, his possible future master. Lionel partially saw through the man; he believed that he had some covert motive in seeking the interview with him, and that Roy was trying to pry into his affairs. But Roy found himself baffled also by Mr. Verner, as he had been by Matiss, in so far as that he could learn nothing certain of the existence or non-existence of the codicil.

Two days of the condemned confinement were sufficient to tire out John Massingbird. To a man of active, restless temperament, who had lived almost day and night under the open skies, the being shut up in a small, close room was well-nigh unbearable. He could not stamp on its floor (there was no space to walk on it), lest any intrusive neighbour below, who might have popped in, unwanted, should say, Who have ye got up aloft? He could not open the window and put his head out, to catch a breath of fresh air, lest prying eyes might be cast upon him.

I cant stand this, he said to Roy. A week of it would kill me. I shall go out at night.

Roy opposed the resolve so far as he dared  having an eye always to the not displeasing his future master. He represented to John Massingbird that he would inevitably be seen; and that he might just as well be seen by day as by night. John would not listen to reason. That very night, as soon as dark came on, he went out, and was seen. Seen by Robin Frost.

Robin Frost, whatever superstitions or fond feelings he may have cherished regarding the hoped-for reappearance of Rachels spirit, was no believer in ghosts in a general point of view. In fact, that it was John Massingbirds ghost never once entered Robins mind. He came at once to the more sensible conclusion that some error had occurred with regard to his reported death, and that it was John Massingbird himself.

His deadly enemy. The only one, of all the human beings upon earth, with whom Robin was at issue. For he believed that it was John Massingbird who had worked the ill to Rachel. Robin, in his blind vengeance, took to lying in wait with a gun: and Roy became cognisant of this.

You must not go out again, sir, he said to John Massingbird; he may shoot you dead.

Curious, perhaps, to say, John Massingbird had himself come to the same conclusion  that he must not go out again. He had very narrowly escaped meeting one who would as surely have known him, in the full moonlight, as did Robin Frost; one whom it would have been nearly as inconvenient to meet, as it was Robin. And yet, stop in perpetual confinement by day and by night, he could not; he persisted that he should be dead  almost better go back, unsatisfied, to Australia.

A bright idea occurred to John Massingbird. He would personate his brother. Frederick, so far as he knew, had neither creditors nor enemies round Deerham; and the likeness between them was so great, both in face and form, that there would be little difficulty in it. When they were at home together, John had been the stouter of the two: but his wanderings had fined him down, and his figure now looked exactly as Fredericks did formerly. He shaved off his whiskers  Frederick had never worn any; or, for the matter of that, had had any to wear  and painted an imitation star on his cheek with Indian-ink. His hair, too, had grown long on the voyage, and had not yet been cut; just as Frederick used to wear his. John had favoured a short crop of hair; Frederick a long one.

These little toilette mysteries accomplished, so exactly did he look like his brother Frederick, that Roy started when he saw him; and Mrs. Roy went into a prolonged scream that might have been heard at the brick-fields. John attired himself in a long, loose dark coat which had seen service at the diggings, and sallied out; the coat which had been mistaken for a riding habit.

He enjoyed himself to his hearts content, receiving more fun than he had bargained for. It had not occurred to him to personate Fredericks ghost; he had only thought of personating Frederick himself; but to his unbounded satisfaction, he found the former climax arrived at. He met old Matthew Frost; he frightened Dan Duff into fits; he frightened Master Cheese; he startled the parson; he solaced himself by taking up his station under the yew-tree on the lawn at Verners Pride, to contemplate that desirable structure, which perhaps was his, and the gaiety going on in it. He had distinctly seen Lionel Verner leave the lighted rooms and approach him; upon which he retreated. Afterwards, it was rather a favourite night-pastime of his, the standing under the yew-tree at Verners Pride. He was there again the night of the storm.

All this, the terrifying people into the belief that he was Fredericks veritable ghost, had been the choicest sport to John Massingbird. The trick might not have availed with Robin Frost, but they had found a different method of silencing him. Of an easy, good-tempered nature, the thought of any real damage from consequences had been completely passed over by John. If Dan Duff did go into fits, hed recover from them; if Alice Hook was startled into something worse, she was not dead. It was all sport to free-and-easy John; and, but for circumstances, theres no knowing how long he might have carried this game on. These circumstances touched upon a point that influences us all, more or less  pecuniary consideration. John was minus funds, and it was necessary that something should be done; he could not continue to live upon Roy.

It was Roy himself who at length hit upon the plan that brought forth the certainty about the codicil. Roy found rumours were gaining ground abroad that it was not Frederick Massingbirds ghost, but Frederick himself; and he knew that the explanation must soon come. He determined to waylay Tynn and make an apparent confidant of him; by these means he should, in all probability, arrive at the desired information. Roy did so; and found that there was no codicil. He carried his news to John Massingbird, advising that gentleman to go at once and put in his claim to Verners Pride. John, elated with the news, protested hed have one more nights fun first.

Such were the facts. John Massingbird told them to Jan, suppressing any little bit that he chose, here and there. The doubt about the codicil, for instance, and its moving motive in the affair, he did not mention.

It has been the best fun I ever had in my life, he remarked. I never shall forget the parsons amazed stare, the first time I passed him. Or old Tynns, either, last night. Jan, you should have heard Dan Duff howl!

I have, said Jan. I have had the pleasure of attending him. My only wonder is that he did not put himself into the pool, in his fright: as Rachel Frost did, time back.

John Massingbird caught the words up hastily, How, do you know that Rachel put herself in? She may have been put in.

For all I know, she may. Taking circumstances into consideration, however, I should say it was the other way.

I say, Jan, interrupted John Massingbird, with another explosion, didnt your Achates, Cheese, arrive at home in a mortal fright one night?

Jan nodded.

I shall never forget him, never. He was marching up, all bravely, till he saw my face. Didnt he turn tail! There has been one person above all others, Jan, that I have wanted to meet, and have not  your brother Lionel.

Hed have pinned you, said Jan.

Not he. You would not have done it to-night, but that I let you do it. No chance of anybody catching me, unless I chose. I was on the look-out for all I met, for all to whom I chose to show myself: they met me unawares. Unprepared for the encounter, while they were recovering their astonishment, I was beyond reach. Last night I had been watching over the gate ever so long, when I darted out in front of Tynn, to astonish him. Jan  lowering his voice has it put Sibylla in a fright?

I think it has put Lionel in a worse, responded Jan.

For fear of losing her? laughed John Massingbird. Wouldnt it have been a charming prospect for some husbands, who are tired of their wives! Is Lionel tired of his?

Cant say, replied Jan. Theres no appearance of it.

I should be, if Sibylla had been my wife for two years, candidly avowed John Massingbird. Sibylla and I never hit it off well as cousins. Id not own her as wife, if she were dowered with all the gold mines in Australia. What Fred saw in her was always a puzzle to me. I knew what was going on between them, though nobody else did. But, Jan, Ill tell you what astonished me more than everything else when I learned it  that Lionel should have married her subsequently. I never could have imagined Lionel Verner taking up with another mans wife.

She was his widow, cried literal Jan.

All the same. Twas another mans leavings. And theres something about Lionel Verner, with his sensitive refinement, that does not seem to accord with the notion. Is she healthy?

Who? Sibylla? I dont fancy she has much of a constitution.

No, that she has not! There are no children, I hear. Jan, though, you need not have pinched so hard when you pounced upon me, he continued, rubbing his arm. I was not going to run away.

How did I know that? said Jan.

Its my last night of fun, and when I saw you I said to myself, Ill be caught. How are old Deb and Amilly?

Much as usual. Debs in a fever just now. She has heard that Fred Massingbirds back, and thinks Sibylla ought to leave Lionel on the strength of it.

John laughed again. It must have put others in a fever, I know, besides poor old Deb. Jan, I cant stop talking to you all night, I should get no more fun. I wish I could appear to all Deerham collectively, and send it into fits after Dan Duff! To-morrow, as soon as I genteelly can after breakfast, I go up to Verners Pride and show myself. One cant go at six in the morning.

He went off in the direction of Clay Lane as he spoke, and Jan turned to make the best of his way to Verners Pride.




CHAPTER LXVIII.

A THREAT TO JAN.

They had dined unusually late at Verners Pride that evening, and Lionel Verner was with his guests, making merry with the best heart he had. Now, he would rely upon the information given by Captain Cannonby; the next moment he was feeling that the combined testimony of so many eye-witnesses must be believed, and that it could be no other than Frederick Massingbird. Tynn had been with the man face to face only the previous night; Roy had distinctly asserted that he was back, in life, from Australia. Whatever his anxiety may have been, his wife seemed at rest. Full of smiles and gaiety, she sat opposite to him, glittering gems in her golden hair, shining forth from her costly robes.

Not out from dinner! cried Jan, in his astonishment, when he arrived, and Tynn denied him to Lionel. Why, its my supper-time! I must see him, whether hes at dinner or not. Go and say so, Tynn. Something important, tell him.

The message brought Lionel out. Thankful, probably, to get out. The playing the host with a mind ill at ease, how it jars upon the troubled and fainting spirit! Jan, disdaining the invitation to the drawing-room, had hoisted himself on the top of an old carved ebony cabinet that stood in the hall, containing curiosities, and sat there with his legs dangling. He jumped off when Lionel appeared, wound his arm within his, and drew him out on the terrace.

I have come to the bottom of it, Lionel, said he, without further circumlocution. I dropped upon the ghost just now and pinned him. It is not Fred Massingbird.

Lionel paused, and then drew a deep breath; like one who has been relieved from some great care.

Cannonby said it was not! he exclaimed. Cannonby is here, Jan, and he assures me Frederick Massingbird is dead and buried. Who is it, then? Have you found it out?

I pinned him, I say, said Jan. I was going down to Hooks, and he crossed my path. He

It is somebody who has been doing it for a trick? interrupted Lionel.

Well  yes  in one sense. It is not Fred Massingbird, Lionel; he is dead, safe enough; but it is somebody from a distance; one who will cause you little less trouble. Not any less, in fact, putting Sibylla out of the question.

Lionel stopped in his walk  they were pacing the terrace  and looked at Jan with some surprise; a smile, in his new security, lightening his face.

There is nobody in the world, Jan, dead or alive, who could bring trouble to me, save Frederick Massingbird. Anybody else may come, so long as he does not.

Ah! You are thinking only of Sibylla.

Of whom else should I think?

Yourself, replied Jan.

Lionel laughed in his gladness. How thankful he was for his wifes sake ONE alone knew. I am nobody, Jan. Any trouble coming to me I can battle with.

Well, Lionel, the returned man is John Massingbird.

John  Mass  ingbird!

Of all the birds in the air and the fishes in the sea  as the children say  he was the very last to whom Lionel Verner had cast a thought. That it was John who had returned, had not entered his imagination. He had never cast a doubt on the fact of his death. Bringing the name out slowly, he stared at Jan in very astonishment.

Well, said he presently, John is not Frederick.

No, assented Jan. He can put in no claim to your wife. But he can to Verners Pride.

The words caused Lionels heart to go on with a bound. A great evil for him; there was no doubt of it; but still slight, compared to the one he had dreaded for Sibylla.

There is no mistake, I suppose, Jan?

Theres no mistake, replied Jan. I have been talking to him this half-hour. He is hiding at Roys.

Why should he be in hiding at all? inquired Lionel.

He had two or three motives he said; and Jan proceeded to give Lionel a summary of what he had heard. He was not very explicit to me, concluded Jan. Perhaps he will be more so to you. He says he is coming to Verners Pride to-morrow morning at the earliest genteel hour after breakfast.

And what does he say to the fright he has caused? resumed Lionel.

Does nothing but laugh over it. Says its the primest fun he ever had in his life. He has come back very poor, Lionel.

Poor? Then, were Verners Pride and its revenues not his, I could have understood why he should not like to show himself openly. Well! well! compared to what I feared, it is a mercy. Sibylla is free; and I  I must make the best of it. He will be a more generous master of Verners Pride  as I believe  than Frederick would ever have been.

Yes, nodded Jan. In spite of his faults. And John Massingbird used to have plenty.

I dont know who amongst us is without them, Jan. Unless  upon my word, old fellow, I mean it!  unless it is you.

Jan opened his great eyes with a wondering stare. It never occurred to humble-minded Jan that there was anything in him approaching to goodness. He supposed Lionel had spoken in joke.

Whats that? cried he.

Jan alluded to a sudden burst of laughter, to a sound of many voices, to fair forms that were flitting before the windows. The ladies had gone into the drawing-room. What a relief it will be for Sibylla! involuntarily uttered Lionel.

Shell make a face at losing Verners Pride, was the less poetical remark of Jan.

Will he turn us out at once, Jan?

He said nothing to me on that score, nor I to him, was the answer of Jan. Look here, Lionel. Old Wests a screw, between ourselves; but what I do earn is my own; so dont get breaking your rest, thinking youll not have a pound or two to turn to. If John Massingbird does send you out, I can manage things for you, if you dont mind living quietly.

Honest Jan! His notions of living quietly would have comprised a couple of modest rooms, cotton umbrellas like his own, and a mutton chop a day. And Jan would have gone without the chop himself, to give it to Lionel. To Sibylla, also. Not that he had any great love for that lady, in the abstract; but, for Jan to eat chops, while anybody, no matter how remotely connected with him, wanted them, would have been completely out of Jans nature.

A lump was rising in Lionels throat. He loved Jan, and knew his worth, if nobody else did. While he was swallowing it down, Jan went on, quite eagerly.

Something else might be thought of, Lionel. I dont see why you and Sibylla should not come to old Wests. The house is large enough; and Deb and Amilly couldnt object to it for their sister. In point of right, half the house is mine: West said so when I became his partner; and I paid my share for the furniture. He asked if Id not like to marry, and said there was the half of the house; but I told him Id rather be excused. I might get a wife, you know, Lionel, whod be for grumbling at me all day, as my mother does. Now, if you and Sibylla would come there, the matter as to your future would be at rest. Id divide what I get between you and Miss Deb. Half to her for the extra cost youd be to the housekeeping; the other half for pocket-money for you and Sibylla. I think you might make it do, Lionel: my share is quite two hundred a year. My own share I mean; besides what I hand over to Miss Deb, and transmit to the doctor, and other expenses. Could you manage with it?

Jan! said Lionel, from between his quivering lips. Dear Jan, theres

They were interrupted. Bounding out at the drawing-room window, the very window at which Lucy Tempest had sat that night and watched the yew-tree, came Sibylla, fretfulness in the lines of her countenance, complaint in the tones of her voice.

Mr. Jan Verner, Id like to know what right you have to send for Lionel from the room when he is at dinner? If he is your brother, you have no business to forget yourself in that way. He cant help your being his brother, I suppose; but you ought to know better than to presume upon it.

Sibylla!

Be quiet, Lionel. I shall tell him of it. Never was such a thing heard of, as for a gentleman to be called out for nothing, from his tables head! You do it again, Jan, and I shall order Tynn to shut the doors to you of Verners Pride.

Jan received the lecture with the utmost equanimity, with imperturbable good nature. Lionel wound his arms about his wife, gravely and gently; whatever may have been the pain caused by her words, he suppressed it.

Jan came here to tell me news that quite justified his sending for me, wherever I might be, or however occupied, Sibylla. He has succeeded in solving to-night the mystery which has hung over us; he has discovered who it is that we have been taking for Frederick Massingbird.

It is not Frederick Massingbird, cried Sibylla, speaking sharply. Captain Cannonby says that it cannot be.

No, it is not Frederick Massingbird  God be thanked! said Lionel. With that knowledge, we can afford to hear who it is bravely; can we not, Sibylla?

But why dont you tell me who it is? she retorted, in an impatient, fretful tone, not having the discernment to see that he wished to prepare her for what was coming. Cant you speak, Jan, if he wont? People have no right to come, dressed up in other peoples clothes and faces, to frighten us to death. He ought to be transported! Who is it?

You will be startled, Sibylla, said Lionel. It is one whom we have believed to be dead; though it is not Frederick Massingbird.

I wish youd tell  beating about the bush like that! You need not stare so, Jan. I dont believe you know.

It is your cousin, Sibylla; John Massingbird.

A moments pause. And then, clutching at the hand of Lionel  

Who? she shrieked.

Hush, my dear. It is John Massingbird.

Not dead! Did he not die?

No. He recovered, when left, as was supposed, for dead. He is coming here to-morrow morning, Jan says.

Sibylla let fall her hands. She staggered back to a pillar and leaned against it, her upturned face white in the starlight.

Is  is  is Verners Pride yours or his? she gasped in a low tone.

It is his.

His! Neither yours nor mine?

It is only his, Sibylla.

She raised her hands again; she began fighting with the air, as if she would beat off an imaginary John Massingbird. Another minute, and her laughter and her cries came forth together, shriek upon shriek. She was in strong hysterics. Lionel supported her, while Jan ran for water; and the gay company came flocking out of the lighted rooms to see.




CHAPTER LXIX.

NO HOME.

People talk of a nine days wonder. But no nine days wonder has ever been heard or known, equal to that which fell on Deerham; which went booming to the very extremity of the countys boundaries. Lionel Verner, the legitimate heir  it may so be said  the possessor of Verners Pride, was turned out of it to make room for an alien, resuscitated from the supposed dead.

Sailors tell us that the rats desert a sinking ship. Pseudo friends desert a falling house. You may revel in these friends in prosperity, but when adversity sets in, how they fall away! On the very day that John Massingbird arrived at Verners Pride, and it became known that not he, but Mrs. and Mr. Verner must leave it, the gay company gathered there dispersed. Dispersed with polite phrases, which went for nothing. They were so very sorry for the calamity, for Mr. and Mrs. Verner; if they could do anything to serve them they had only to be commanded. And then they left; never perhaps to meet again, even as acquaintances. It may be asked, what could they do? They could not invite them to a permanent home; saddle themselves with a charge of that sort; neither would such an invitation stand a chance of acceptance. It did not appear they could do anything; but their combined flight from the house, one after the other, did strike with a chill of mortification upon the nerves of Lionel Verner and his wife.

His wife! Ah, poor Lionel had enough upon his hands, looking on one side and another. She was the heaviest weight. Lionel had thanked God in his true heart that they had been spared the return of Frederick Massingbird; but there was little doubt that the return of Frederick would have been regarded by her as a light calamity, in comparison with this. She made no secret of it. Ten times a day had Lionel to curb his outraged feelings, and compress his lips to stop the retort that would rise bubbling up within them. She would openly lament that it was not Frederick who had returned, in which case she might have remained at Verners Pride!

Youll not turn them out, Massingbird? cried Jan, in his straightforward way, drawing the gentleman into the fruit-garden to a private conference. I wouldnt.

John Massingbird laughed good-humouredly. He had been in the sunniest humour throughout; had made his first appearance at Verners Pride in bursts of laughter, heartily grasping the hands of Lionel, of Sibylla, and boasting of the fun he had had in playing the ghost. Captain Cannonby, the only one of the guests who remained, grew charmed with John, and stated his private opinion in the ear of Lionel Verner that he was worth a hundred such as Frederick.

How can I help turning them out? answered he. I didnt make the will  it was old Daddy Verner.

You need not act upon the will, said Jan. There was a codicil, you know, superseding it, though it cant be found. Sibyllas your cousin  it would be a cruel thing to turn her from her home.

Two masters never answered in a house yet, nodded John. Im not going to try it.

Let them stop in Verners Pride, and you go elsewhere, suggested Jan.

John Massingbird laughed for five minutes. How uncommon young you are, Jan! said he. Has Lionel been putting you up to try this on?

Jan swung himself on a tolerably strong branch of the mulberry-tree, regardless of any damage the ripe fruit might inflict on his nether garments, as he answered  

Knowing Lionel, you neednt ask it, Massingbird. Thered be a difficulty in getting him to stop in Verners Pride now, but he might be coaxed to do it for the sake of his wife. Shell have a fit of illness if she has to go out of it. Lionel is one to stand by his own to the last; while Verners Pride was his, hed have fought to retain its possession, inch by inch; but let ever so paltry a quibble of the law take it from him, and hed not lift up his finger to keep it. But, I say, I think he might be got to do it for Sibylla.

Ill tell you a secret, Jan, cried John Massingbird. Id not have Sibylla stop in Verners Pride if she paid me ten thousand a year for the favour. There! And as to resigning Verners Pride the minute I come into it, nobody but a child or Jan Verner could ever have started so absurd an idea. If anything makes me feel cross, it is the thought of my having been knocking about yonder, when I might have been living in clover here. Id get up an Ever-perpetual Philanthropic Benefit-my-fellow-creature Society, if I were you, Jan, and hold meetings at Exeter Hall!

Not in my line, said Jan, swaying himself about on the bough.

Isnt it! I should say it was. Why dont you invite Sibylla to your house, if you are so fond of her?

She wont come, said Jan.

Perhaps you have not asked her!

I was beginning to ask her, but she flew at me and ordered me to hold my tongue. No, I see it, Jan added, in self-soliloquy, shell never come there. I thought she might: and I got Miss Deb to think so. Shell  shell

Shell what? asked John Massingbird.

Shell be a thorn in Lionels side, Im afraid.

Nothing more likely, acquiesced easy John. Roses and thorns go together. If gentlemen will marry the one, they must expect to get their share of the other.

Jan jumped off his bough. His projects all appeared to be failing. The more he had dwelt upon his suddenly-thought-of scheme, that Dr. Wests house might afford an asylum for Lionel and his wife, the more he had become impressed with its desirability. Jan Verner, though the most unselfish, perhaps it may be said the most improvident of mortals, with regard to himself, had a considerable amount of forethought for the rest of the world. It had struck him, even before it struck Lionel, that, if turned out of Verners Pride, Lionel would want a home; want it in the broadest acceptation of the word. It would have been Jans delight to give him one. He, Jan, went home, told Miss Deb the news that it was John Massingbird who had returned, not Frederick, and imparted his views of future arrangements.

Miss Deb was dubious. For Mr. Verner of Verners Pride to become an inmate of their home, dependent on her housekeeping, looked a formidable affair. But Jan pointed out that, Verners Pride gone, it appeared to be but a choice of cheap lodgings; their house would be an improvement upon that. And Miss Deb acquiesced; and grew to contemplate the addition to her family, in conjunction with the addition Jan proposed to add to her income, with great satisfaction.

That failed. Failed upon Jans first hint of it to Mrs. Verner. She  to use his own expression  flew out at him, at the bare hint; and Sibylla Verner could fly out in an unseemly manner when she chose.

Jans next venture had been with John Massingbird. That was failure the second. Where are they to go? thought Jan.

It was a question that Lionel Verner may also have been asking in his inmost heart. As yet he could not look his situation fully in the face. Not from any want of moral courage, but because of the inextricable confusion that his affairs seemed to be in. And, let his moral courage be what it would, the aspect they bore might have caused a more hardy heart than Lionels to shrink. How much he owed he could not tell; nothing but debt stared him in the face. He had looked to the autumn rents of Verners Pride to extricate him from a portion of his difficulties; and now those rents would be received by John Massingbird. The furniture in the house, the plate, the linen, none of it was his; it had been left by the will with Verners Pride. The five hundred pounds, all that he had inherited by that will, had been received at the time  and was gone. One general sinking fund seemed to have swallowed up everything; that, and all else; leaving a string of debts a yard long in its place.

Reproaches now would be useless; whether self-reproach, or reproach to his wife. The latter Lionel would never have given. And yet, when he looked back, and thought how free from debt he might have been, nothing but reproach, however vaguely directed, reproach of the past generally, seemed to fill his heart. To turn out in the world, a free man, though penniless, would have been widely different from turning out, plunged over head and ears in difficulties.

In what quarter did he not owe money? He could not say. He had not been very provident, and Sibylla had not been provident at all. But this much might be said for Lionel: that he had not wasted money on useless things, or self-indulgence. The improvements he had begun on the estate had been the chief drain, so far as he went; and the money they took had caused him to get backward with the general expenses. He had also been over liberal to his mother. Money was owing on all sides; for large things and for small; how much, Lionel did not yet know. He did not know  he was afraid to guess  what private debts might have been contracted by his wife. There had been times lately, when, in contemplating the embarrassment growing so hopelessly upon him, Lionel had felt inclined to wish that some climax would come and end it; but he had never dreamt of such a climax as this. A hot flush dyed his cheeks as he remembered there was nearly a twelvemonths wages owing to most of his servants; and he had not the means now of paying them.

Stop on a bit if you like, said John Massingbird, in a hearty tone; stop a month, if you will. You are welcome. It will be only changing your place from master to guest.

From master to guest! That same day John Massingbird assumed his own place, unasked, at the head of the dinner-table. Lionel went to the side with a flushed face. John Massingbird had never been remarkable for delicacy, but Lionel could not help thinking that he might have waited until he was gone, before assuming the full mastership. Captain Cannonby made the third at the dinner, and he, by John Massingbirds request, took the foot of the table. It was not the being put out of his place that hurt Lionel so much, as the feeling of annoyance that John Massingbird could behave so unlike a gentleman. He felt ashamed for him. Dinner over, Lionel went up to his wife, who was keeping her room, partly from temper, partly from illness.

Sibylla, Ill not stop here another day, he said. I see that John Massingbird wants us to go. Now, what shall I do? Take lodgings?

Sibylla looked up from the sofa, her eyes red with crying, her cheeks inflamed.

Anybody but you, Lionel, would never allow him to turn you out. Why dont you dispute the right with him? Turn him out, and defy him!

He did not tell Sibylla that she was talking like a child. He only said that John Massingbirds claim to Verners Pride was indisputable  that it had been his all along; that, in point of fact, he himself had been the usurper.

Then you mean, she said, to give him up quiet possession?

I have no other resource, Sibylla. To attempt any sort of resistance would be foolish as well as wrong.

I shant give it up. I shall stay here in spite of him. You may do as you like, but he is not going to get me out of my own home.

Sibylla, will you try and be rational for once? If ever a time called for it, it is the present. I ask you whether I shall seek after lodgings.

And I wonder that you are not ashamed to ask me, retorted Sibylla, bursting into tears. Lodgings, after Verners Pride! No. Id rather die than go into lodgings. I dare say I shall die soon, with all this affliction.

I do not see what else there is for us but lodgings, resumed Lionel, after a pause. You will not hear of Jans proposition.

Go back to my old home! she shrieked. Like  as poor Fred used to say  bad money returned. No! that I never will. You are wrapt up in Jan; if he proposed to give me poison, youd say yes. I wish Fred had not died!

Will you be so good as tell me what you think ought to be done? inquired Lionel.

How can I think? Wheres the good of asking me? I think the least you can do in this wretchedness, is to take as much worry off me as you can, Lionel.

It is what I wish to do, he gently said. But I can see only one plan for us, Sibylla  lodgings. Here we cannot stay; it is out of the question. To take a house is equally so. We have no furniture  no money, in short, to set up a house, or to keep it on. Jans plan, until I can turn myself round and see whats to be done, would be the best. You would be going to your own sisters, who would take care of you, should I find it necessary to be away.

Away! Where? she quickly asked.

I must go somewhere and do something. I cannot lead an idle life, living upon other peoples charity, or let you live upon it. I must find some way of earning a livelihood: in London, perhaps. While I am looking out, you would be with your sisters.

Then, Lionel, hear me! she cried, her throat working, her blue eyes flashing with a strange light. I will never go home to my sisters! I will never, so long as I live, enter that house again, to reside! You are no better than a bear to wish me to do it.

What was he to do? She was his wife, and he must provide for her; but she would go neither into lodgings, nor to the proposed home. Lionel set his wits to work.

I wonder  whether  my mother  would invite us there, for a short while? The words were spoken slowly, reluctantly, as if there were an undercurrent of strong doubt in his mind. Would you go to Deerham Court for a time, Sibylla, if Lady Verner were agreeable?

Yes, said Sibylla, after a minutes consideration. Id go there.

Deeming it well that something should be decided, Lionel went downstairs, caught up his hat, and proceeded to Deerham Court. He did not say a word about his wifes caprice; or that two plans, proposed to her, had been rejected. He simply asked his mother whether she would temporarily receive him and his wife, until he could look round and decide on the future.

To his great surprise, Lady Verner answered that she would; and answered readily. Lionel, knowing the light in which she regarded his wife, had anticipated he knew not what of objection, if not of positive refusal.

I wish you to come here, Lionel; I intended to send for you and tell you so, was the reply of Lady Verner. You have no home to turn to, and I could not have it said that my son in his strait was at fault for one. I never thought to receive your wife inside my doors, but for your sake I will do so. No servants, you understand, Lionel.

Certainly not, he answered. I cannot afford servants now as a matter of luxury.

I can neither afford them for you, nor is there room in my house to accommodate them. This applies to that French maid of yours, Lady Verner pointedly added. I do not like the woman; nothing would induce me to admit her here, even were circumstances convenient. Any attendance that your wife may require, she shall have.

Lionel smiled a sad smile. Be easy, mother. The time for my wife to keep a French maid has gone by. I thank you very sincerely.

And so Lionel Verner was once more to be turned from Verners Pride, to take up his abode with his wife in his mothers home. When were his wanderings to be at rest?




CHAPTER LXX.

TURNING OUT.

The battle that there was with Mrs. Verner! She cried, she sobbed, she protested, she stormed, she raved. Willing enough, was she, to go to Lady Verners; indeed the proposed visit appeared to be exceedingly palatable to her; but she was not willing to go without Mademoiselle Benoite. She was used to Benoite; Benoite dressed her, and waited on her, and read to her, and took charge of her things; Benoite was in her confidence, kept her purse; she could not do without Benoite, and it was barbarous of Lionel to wish it. How could she manage without a maid?

Lionel gravely laid his hand upon her shoulder. Some husbands might have reminded her that until she married him she had never known the services of a personal attendant; that she had gone all the way to Melbourne, had  as John Massingbird had expressed it with regard to himself  been knocking about there, and had come back home again alone, all without so much as thinking of one. Not so Lionel. He laid his hand upon her shoulder in his grave kindness.

Sibylla, do you forget that we have no longer the means to keep ourselves? I must find a way to do that, before I can afford you a ladys maid. My dear, I am very sorry; you know I am; for that, and all the other discomforts that you are meeting with; but there is no help for it. I trust that some time or other I shall be able to remedy it.

We should not have to keep her, argued Sibylla. Shed live with Lady Verners servants.

Neither did he remind her that Lady Verner would have sufficient tax, keeping himself and her. One would have thought her own delicacy of feeling might have suggested it.

It cannot be, Sibylla. Lady Verner has no accommodation for Benoite.

She must make accommodation. When people used to come here to visit us, they brought their servants with them.

Oh, Sibylla! can you not see the difference? But  what do you owe Benoite? he added in a different tone.

I dont owe her anything, replied Sibylla eagerly, quite mistaking the motive of the question. I have always paid her every month. Shed never let it go on.

Then there will be the less trouble, thought Lionel.

He called Benoite to him, then packing up Sibyllas things for Deerham Court, inquired into the state of her accounts, and found Sibylla had told him correctly. He gave Benoite a months wages and a months board wages, and informed her that as soon as her mistress had left the house, she would be at liberty to leave it. A scene ensued with Sibylla, but for once Lionel was firm.

You will have every attendance provided for you, Sibylla, my mother said. But I cannot take Benoite; neither would Lady Verner admit her.

John Massingbird had agreed to keep on most of the old servants. The superfluous ones, those who had been engaged when Verners Pride grew gay, Lionel found the means of discharging; paying them as he had paid Benoite.

Heavy work for him, that day! the breaking up of his home, the turning forth to the world. And, as if his heart were not sufficiently heavy, he had the trouble of Sibylla. The arrangements had been three or four days in process. It had taken that time to pack and settle things, since he first spoke to Lady Verner. There were various personal trifles of his and Sibyllas to be singled out and separated from what was now John Massingbirds. But all was done at last, and they were ready to depart. Lionel went to John Massingbird.

You will allow me to order the carriage for Sibylla? She will like it better than a hired one.

Certainly, replied John, with much graciousness. But whats the good of leaving before dinner?

My mother is expecting us, simply answered Lionel.

Just the same innate refinement of feeling which had characterised him in the old days. It so happened that Lionel had never bought a carriage since he came into Verners Pride. Stephen Verner had been prodigal in his number of carriages, although the carriages had a sinecure of it, and Lionel had found no occasion to purchase. Of course they belonged to John Massingbird; everything else belonged to him. He, for the last time, ordered the close carriage for his wife. His carriage, it might surely be said, more than John Massingbirds. Lionel did not deem it so, and asked permission ere he gave the order.

Sibylla had never seen her husband quietly resolute in opposing her whims, as he had been with regard to Benoite. She scarcely knew what to make of it; but she had deemed it well to dry her tears, and withdraw her opposition. She came down dressed at the time of departure, and looked about for John Massingbird. That gentleman was in the study. Its large desk, a whole mass of papers crowded above it and underneath it, pushed into the remotest corner. Lionel had left things connected with the estate as straight as he could. He wished to explain affairs to John Massingbird, and hand over documents and all else in due form, but he was not allowed. Business and John had never agreed. John was sitting now before the window, his elbows on the sill, a rough cap on his head, and a short clay pipe in his mouth. Lionel glanced with dismay at the confusion reigning amid the papers.

Fare you well, John Massingbird, said Sibylla.

Going? said John, coolly turning round. Good-day.

And let me tell you, John Massingbird, continued Sibylla, that if ever you had got turned out of your home as you have turned us, you would know what it was.

Bless you! Ive never had anything of my own to be turned out of, except a tent, said John, with a laugh.

It is to be hoped that you may, then, some time, and that you will be turned out of it! Thats my best wish for you, John Massingbird.

Id recommend you to be polite, young lady, returned John good-humouredly. If I sue your husband for back rents, youd not be quite so independent, I calculate.

Back rents! repeated she.

Back rents, assented John. But well leave that discussion to another time. Dont you be saucy, Sibylla.

John, said Lionel, pointing to the papers, are you aware that some valuable leases and other agreements are amongst those papers? You might get into inextricable confusion with your tenants, were you to mislay, or lose them.

They are safe enough, said careless John, taking his pipe from his mouth to speak.

I wish you had allowed me to put things in order for you. You will be wanting me to do it later.

Not a bit of it, said John Massingbird. I am not going to upset my equanimity with leases, and bothers of that sort. Good-bye, old fellow. Lionel!

Lionel turned round. He had been going out.

We part friends, dont we?

I can answer for myself, said Lionel, a frank smile rising to his lips. It would be unjust to blame you for taking what you have a right to take.

All right. Then, Lionel, youll come and see me here?

Sometimes. Yes.

They went out to the carriage, Lionel conducting his wife, and John in attendance, smoking his short pipe. The handsome carriage, with its coat of ultra-marine, its rich white lining, its silver mountings, and its arms on the panels. The Verner arms. Would John paint them out? Likely not. One badge on the panels of his carriages was as good to John Massingbird as another. He must have gone to the Heralds College had he wanted to set up arms on his own account.

And thats how Lionel and his wife went out of Verners Pride. It seemed as if Deerham pavement and Deerham windows were lined on purpose to watch the exodus. The time of their departure had got wind.

I have done a job that goes again the grain, sir, said Wigham to his late master, when the carriage had deposited its freight at Deerham Court, and was about to go back again. I never thought, sir, to drive you out of Verners Pride for the last time.

I suppose not, Wigham. I thought it as little as you.

Youll not forget, sir, that I should be glad to serve you, should you ever have room for me. Id rather live with you, sir, than with anybody else in the world.

Thank you, Wigham. I fear that time will be very far off.

Or, if my lady should be changing her coachman, sir, perhaps shed think of me. It dont seem nateral to me, sir, to drive anybody but a Verner. Next to yourself, sir, Id be proud to serve her ladyship.

Lionel, in his private opinion, believed that Lady Verner would soon be compelled to part with her own coachman, to lay down her carriage. Failing the income she had derived from his revenues, in addition to her own, he did not see how she was to keep up many of her present expenses. He said farewell to Wigham and entered the Court.

Decima had hastened forward to welcome Sibylla. Decima was one who, in her quiet way, was always trying to make the best of surrounding circumstances  not for herself, but for others. Let things be ever so dark, she would contrive to extract out of them some little ray of brightness. Opposite as they were in person, in disposition she and Jan were true brother and sister. She came forward to the door, a glad smile upon her face, and dressed rather more than usual. It was one of her ways, the unwonted dress, of showing welcome and consideration to Sibylla.

You are late, Mrs. Verner, she said, taking her cordially by the hand. We have been expecting you some time. Catherine! Thérèse, see to these packages.

Lady Verner had actually come out also. She was too essentially the lady to show anything but strict courtesy to Sibylla, now that she was about to become an inmate under her roof. What the effort cost her, she best knew. It was no light one; and Lionel felt that it was not. She stood in the hall, just outside the door of the ante-room, and took Sibyllas hand as she approached.

I am happy to see you, Mrs. Verner, she said, with stately courtesy. I hope you will make yourself at home.

They all went together into the drawing-room, in a crowd, as it were. Lucy was there, dressed also. She came up with a smile on her young and charming face, and welcomed Sibylla.

It is nearly dinner-time, said Decima to Sibylla. Will you come with me upstairs, and I will show you the arrangements for your rooms. Lionel, will you come?

She led the way upstairs to the pretty sitting-room with its blue-and white furniture, hitherto called Miss Decimas room; the one that Lionel had sat in when he was growing convalescent.

Mamma thought you would like a private sitting-room to retire to when you felt disposed, said Decima. We are only sorry it is not larger. This will be exclusively yours.

It is small, was the not very gracious reply of Sibylla.

And it is turning you out of it, Decima! added Lionel.

I did not use it much, she answered, proceeding to another room on the same floor. This is your bedroom, and this the dressing-room, she added, entering a spacious apartment and throwing open the door of a smaller one which led out of it. We hope that you will find everything comfortable. And the luggage that you dont require to use can be carried upstairs.

Lionel had been looking round, somewhat puzzled. Decima! was not this Lucys room?

Lucy proposed to give it up to you, said Decima. It is the largest room we have; the only one that has a dressing-room opening from it, except mammas. Lucy has gone to the small room at the end of the corridor.

But it is not right for us to turn out Lucy, debated Lionel. I do not like the idea of it.

It was Lucy herself who first thought of it, Lionel. I am sure she is glad to do anything she can to render you and Mrs. Verner comfortable. She has been quite anxious to make it look nice, and moved nearly all the things herself.

It does look comfortable, acquiesced Lionel as he stood before the blaze of the fire, feeling grateful to Decima, to his mother, to Lucy, to all of them. Sibylla, this is one of your fires; yea like a blaze.

And Catherine will wait upon you, Mrs. Verner, continued Decima. She understands it. She waited on mamma for two years before Thérèse came. Should you require your hair done, Thérèse will do that; mamma thinks Catherine would not make any hand at it.

She quitted the room as she spoke, and closed the door, saying that she would send up Catherine then. Lionel had his eyes fixed on the room and its furniture; it was really an excellent room  spacious, lofty, and fitted up with every regard to comfort as well as to appearance. In the old days it was Jans room, and Lionel scarcely remembered to have been inside it since; but it looked very superior now to what it used to look then. Lady Verner had never troubled herself to improvise superfluous decorations for Jan. Lionels chief attention was riveted on the bed, an Arabian, handsomely carved, mahogany bed, with white muslin hangings, lined with pink, matching with the window-curtains. The hangings were new; but he felt certain that the bed was the one hitherto used by his mother.

He stepped into the dressing-room, feeling more than he could have expressed, feeling that he could never repay all the kindness they seemed to be receiving. Equally inviting looked the dressing-room. The first thing that caught Lionels eye were some delicate paintings on the walls, done by Decima.

His gaze and his ruminations were interrupted. Violent sobs had struck on his ear from the bed-chamber; he hastened back, and found Sibylla extended at full length on the sofa, crying.

It is such a dreadful change after Verners Pride! she querulously complained. Its not half as nice as it was there! Just this old bedroom and a mess of a dressing-room, and nothing else! And only that stupid Catherine to wait upon me!

It was ungrateful. Lionels heart, in its impulse, resented it as such. But, ever considerate for his wife, ever wishing, in the line of conduct he had laid down for himself, to find excuses for her, he reflected the next moment that it was a grievous thing to be turned from a home as she had been. He leaned over her; not answering as he might have answered, that the rooms were all that could be wished, and far superior they, and all other arrangements made for them, to anything enjoyed by Sibylla until she had entered upon Verners Pride; but he took her hand in his, and smoothed the hair from her brow, and softly whispered  

Make the best of it, Sibylla, for my sake.

Theres no best to be made, she replied, with a shower of tears, as she pushed his hand and his face away.

Catherine knocked at the door. Miss Decima had sent her and bade her say that dinner was on the point of being served. Sibylla sprang up from the sofa, and dried her tears.

I wonder whether I can get at my gold combs? cried she, all her grief flying away.

Lionel turned to Catherine; an active little woman with a high colour and a sensible countenance, looking much younger than her real age. That was not far off fifty; but in movement and lissomeness, she was young as she had been at twenty. Nothing vexed Catherine so much as for Lady Verner to allude to her age. Not from any notions of vanity, but lest she might be thought growing incapable of her work.

Catherine, is not that my mothers bed?

To think that you should have found it out, Mr. Lionel! echoed Catherine, with a broad smile. Well, sir, it is, and thats the truth. We have been making all sorts of changes. Miss Lucys bed has gone in for my lady, and my ladys has been brought here. See, what a big, wide bed it is! she exclaimed, putting her arm on the counterpane. Miss Lucys was a good-sized bed, but my lady thought it would be hardly big enough for two; so she said hers should come in here.

And whats Miss Lucy sleeping on? asked Lionel, amused. The boards?

Catherine laughed. Miss Lucy has got a small bed now, sir. Not, upon my word, that I think shed mind if we did put her on the boards. She is the sweetest young lady to have to do with, Mr. Lionel! I dont believe there ever was one like her. Shes as easy satisfied as ever Mr. Jan was.

Lionel! I cant find my gold combs! exclaimed Sibylla, coming from the dressing-room, with a face of consternation. They are not in the dressing-case. How am I to know which box Benoite has put them in?

Never mind looking for the combs now, he answered. You will have time to search for things to-morrow. Your hair looks nice without combs. I think nicer than with them.

But I wanted to wear them, she fractiously answered. It is all your fault! You should not have forced me to discharge Benoite.

Did she wish him to look for the gold combs? Lionel did not take the hint. Leaving her in the hands of Catherine, he quitted the room.




CHAPTER LXXI.

UNPREMEDITATED WORDS.

Lucy was in the drawing-room alone when Lionel entered it. Lady Verner, she said to him, has stepped out to speak to Jan.

Lucy, I find that our coming here has turned you out of your room, he gravely said. I should earnestly have protested against it, had I known what was going to be done.

Should you? said she, shaking her head quite saucily. We should not have listened to you.

We! Whom does the we include?

Myself and Decima. We planned everything. I like the room I have now, quite as much as that. It is the room at the end, opposite the one Mrs. Verner is to have for her sitting-room.

The sitting-room again! What shall you and Decima do without it? exclaimed Lionel, looking as he felt  vexed.

If we never have anything worse to put up with than the loss of a sitting-room that was nearly superfluous, we shall not grieve, answered Lucy, with a smile. How did we do without it before  when you were getting better from that long illness? We had to do without it then.

I think not, Lucy. So far as my memory serves me, you were sitting in it a great portion of your time  cheering me. I have not forgotten it, if you have.

Neither had she  by her heightened colour.

I mean that we had to do without it for our own purposes, our drawings and our work. It is but a little matter, after all. I wish we could do more for you and Mrs. Verner. I wish, she added, her voice betraying her emotion, that we could have prevented your being turned from Verners Pride.

Ay, he said, speaking with affected carelessness, and turning about an ornament in his fingers, which he had taken from the mantel-piece, it is not an every-day calamity.

What shall you do? asked Lucy, going a little nearer to him, and dropping her voice to a tone of confidence.

Do? In what way, Lucy?

Shall you be content to live on here with Lady Verner? Not seeking to retrieve your  your position in any way?

My living on here, Lucy, will be out of the question. That would never do, for more reasons than one.

Did Lucy Tempest divine what one of these reasons might be? She did not intend to look at him, but she caught his eyes in the pier-glass. Lionel smiled.

I am thinking what a trouble you must find me  you and Decima.

She did not speak at first. Then she went quite close to him, her earnest, sympathising eyes cast up to his.

If you please, you need not pretend to make light of it to me, she whispered. I dont like you to think that I do not know all you must feel, and what a blow it is. I think I feel it quite as much as you can do  for your sake and for Mrs. Verners. I lie awake at night, thinking of it; but I do not say so to Decima and Lady Verner. I make light of it to them, as you are making light of it to me.

I know, I know! he uttered in a tone that would have been a passionate one, but for its wailing despair. My whole life, for a long while, has been one long scene of acting  to you. I dare not make it otherwise. Theres no remedy for it.

She had not anticipated the outburst; she had simply wished to express her true feeling of sympathy for their great misfortunes, as she might have expressed it to any other gentleman who had been turned from his home with his wife. She could not bear for Lionel not to know that he had her deepest, her kindliest, her truest sympathy, and this had nothing to do with any secret feeling she might, or might not, entertain for him. Indeed, but for the unpleasant, latent consciousness of that very feeling, Lucy would have made her sympathy more demonstrative. The outbreak seemed to check her; to throw her friendship back upon herself; and she stood irresolute; but she was too single-minded, too full of natures truth, to be angry with what had been a genuine outpouring of his inmost heart, drawn from him in a moment of irrepressible sorrow. Lionel let the ornament fall back on the mantel-piece, and turned to her, his manner changing. He took her hands, clasping them in one of his; he laid his other hand lightly on her fair young head, reverently as any old grandfather might have done.

Lucy!  my dear friend!  you must not mistake me. There are times when some of the bitterness within me is drawn forth, and I say more than I ought: what I never should say, in a calmer moment. I wish I could talk to you; I wish I could give you the full confidence of all my sorrows, as I gave it you on another subject once before. I wish I could draw you to my side, as though you were my sister, or one of my dearest friends, and tell you of the great trouble at my heart. But it cannot be, I thank you, I thank you for your sympathy. I know that you would give me your friendship in all single-heartedness, as Decima might give it me; and it would be to me a green spot of brightness in lifes arid desert. But the green spot might for me grow too bright, Lucy; and my only plan is to be wise in time, and to forego it.

I did but mean to express my sorrow for you and Mrs. Verner, she timidly answered; my sense of the calamity which has fallen upon you.

Child, I know it; and I dare not say how I feel it; I dare not thank you as I ought. In truth it is a terrible calamity. All its consequences I cannot yet anticipate; but they may be worse than anybody suspects, or than I like to glance at. It is a deep and apparently an irremediable misfortune. I cannot but feel it keenly; and I feel it for my wife more than for myself. Now and then, something like a glimpse of consolation shows itself  that it has not been brought on by any fault of mine; and that, humanly speaking, I have done nothing to deserve it.

Mr. Cust used to tell us that however dark a misfortune might be, however hopeless even, there was sure to be a way of looking at it, by which we might see that it might have been darker, observed Lucy. This would have been darker for you, had it proved to be Frederick Massingbird, instead of John; very sadly darker for Mrs. Verner.

Ay; so far I cannot be too thankful, replied Lionel. The remembrance flashed over him of his wifes words that day  in her temper  she wished it had been Frederick. It appeared to be a wish that she had already thrown out frequently; not so much that she did wish it, as to annoy him.

Mr. Cust used to tell us another thing, resumed Lucy, breaking the silence: that these apparently hopeless misfortunes sometimes turn out to be great benefits in the end. Who knows but in a short time, through some magic or other, you and Mrs. Verner may be back at Verners Pride? Would not that be happiness?

I dont know about happiness, Lucy; sometimes I feel tired of everything, he wearily answered. As if I should like to run away for ever, and be at rest. My life at Verners Pride was not a bed of rose-leaves.

He heard his mothers voice in the ante-room, and went forward to open the door for her. Lady Verner came in, followed by Jan. Jan was going to dine there; and Jan was actually in orthodox dinner costume. Decima had invited him, and Decima had told him to be sure to dress himself; that she wanted to make a little festival of the evening to welcome Lionel and his wife. So Jan remembered, and appeared in black. But the gloss of the whole was taken off by Jan having his shirt fastened down the front with pins, where the buttons ought to be. Brassy-looking, ugly, bent pins, as big as skewers, stuck in horizontally.

Is that a new fashion coming in, Jan? asked Lady Verner, pointing with some asperity to the pins.

Its to be hoped not, replied Jan. It took me five minutes to stick them in, and theres one of the pins running into my wrist now. Its a new shirt of mine come home, and they have forgotten the buttons. Miss Deb caught sight of it, when I went in to tell her I was coming here, and ran after me to the gate with a needle and thread, wanting to sew them on.

Could you not have fastened it better than that, Jan? asked Decima, smiling as she looked at the shirt.

I dont see how, replied Jan. Pins were the readiest to hand.

Sibylla had been keeping them waiting dinner. She came in now, radiant in smiles and in her gold combs. None, to look at her, would suppose she had that day lost a home. A servant appeared and announced dinner.

Lionel went up to Lady Verner. Whenever he dined there, unless there were other guests besides himself, he had been in the habit of taking her in to dinner. Lady Verner drew back.

No, Lionel. I consider that you and I are both at home now. Take Miss Tempest.

He could only obey. He held out his arm to Lucy, and they went forward.

Am I to take anybody? inquired Jan.

That was just like Jan! Lady Verner pointed to Sibylla, and Jan marched off with her. Lady Verner and Decima followed.

Not there, not there, Lucy, said Lady Verner, for Lucy was taking the place she was accustomed to, by Lady Verner. Lionel, you will take the foot of the table now, and Lucy will sit by you.

Lady Verner was rather a stickler for etiquette, and at last they fell into their appointed places. Herself and Lionel opposite each other, Lucy and Decima on one side the table, Jan and Sibylla on the other.

If I am to have you under my wing as a rule, Miss Lucy, take care that you behave yourself, nodded Lionel.

Lucy laughed, and the dinner proceeded. But there was very probably an undercurrent of consciousness in the heart of both  at any rate, there was in his  that it might have been more expedient, all things considered, that Lucy Tempests place at dinner had not been fixed by the side of Lionel Verner.

Dinner was half over when Sibylla suddenly laid down her knife and fork, and burst into tears. They looked at her in consternation. Lionel rose.

That horrid John Massingbird! escaped her lips. I always disliked him.

Goodness! uttered Jan, I thought you were taken ill, Sibylla. Whats the good of thinking about it?

According to you, theres no good in thinking of anything, tartly responded Sibylla. You told me yesterday not to think about Fred, when I said I wished he had come back instead of John  if one must have come back.

At any rate, dont think about unpleasant things now, was Jans answer. Eat your dinner.




CHAPTER LXXII.

JANS SAVINGS.

Lionel Verner looked his situation full in the face. It was not a desirable one. When he had been turned out of Verners Pride before, it is probable he had thought that about the extremity of all human calamity; but that, looking back upon it, appeared a position to be coveted, as compared with this. In point of fact it was. He was free then from pecuniary liabilities; he did not owe a shilling in the world; he had five hundred pounds in his pocket; nobody but himself to look to; and  he was a younger man. In the matter of years he was not so very much older now; but Lionel Verner, since his marriage, had bought some experience in human disappointment, and nothing ages a mans inward feelings like it.

He was now, with his wife, a burden upon his mother; a burden she could ill afford. Lady Verner was somewhat embarrassed in her own means, and she was preparing to reduce her establishment to the size that it used to be in her grumbling days. If Lionel had but been free! free from debt and difficulty! he would have gone out into the world and put his shoulder to the wheel.

Claims had poured in upon him without end. Besides the obligations he already knew of, not a day passed but the post brought him from London outstanding accounts, for debts contracted by his wife, with demands for their speedy settlement. Mr. Verner of Verners Pride might not have been troubled with these accounts for years, had his wife so managed: but Mr. Verner, turned from Verners Pride, a  it is an ugly word, but expressive of the truth  a pauper, found the demands come pouring thick and threefold upon his head. It was of no use to reproach Sibylla; of no use even to speak, save to ask Is such-and-such a bill a just claim? Any approach to such topics was the signal for an unseemly burst of passion on her part; or for a fit of hysterics, in which fashionable affectation Sibylla had lately become an adept. She tried Lionel terribly  worse than tongue can tell or pen can write. There was no social confidential intercourse. Lionel could not go to her for sympathy, for counsel, or for comfort. If he attempted to talk over any plans for the future, for the immediate future; what they could do, what they could not; what might be best, what worst; she met him with the frivolousness of a child, or with a sullen reproach that he did nothing but worry her. For any purposes of companionship, his wife was a nonentity; far better that he had been without one. She made his whole life a penance; she betrayed the frivolous folly of her nature ten times a day; she betrayed her pettish temper, her want of self-control, dyeing Lionels face of a blood-red. He felt ashamed for her; he felt doubly ashamed for himself  that his mother, that Lucy Tempest should at last become aware what sort of a wife he had taken to his bosom, what description of wedded life was his.

What was he to do for a living? The only thing that appeared to be open to him was to endeavour to get some sort of a situation, where, by means of the hands or the head, he might earn a competence. And yet, to do this, it was necessary to be free from the danger of arrest. He went about in dread of it. Were he to show himself in London he felt sure that not an hour would pass, but he would be sued and taken. If his country creditors accorded him forbearance, his town ones would not. Any fond hope that he had formerly entertained of studying for the Bar, was not available now. He had neither the means nor the time to give to it  the time for study ere remuneration should come. Occasionally a thought would cross him that some friend or other of his prosperity might procure for him a government situation. A consulship, or vice-consulship abroad, for instance. Any thing abroad. Not to avoid the payment of his creditors, for whether abroad or at home, Lionel would be sure to pay them, if by dint of pinching himself he could find the means; but that he might run away from home and mortification, take his wife and make the best of her. But consulships and other government appointments are more easily talked of than obtained; as any body who has tried for them under difficulties knows. Moreover, although Lionel had never taken a prominent part in politics, the Verner interest had always been given against the government party, then in power. He did not see his way at all clear before him; and he found that it was to be still further obstructed on another score.

After thinking and planning and plotting till his brain was nearly bewildered, he at length made up his mind to go to London, and see whether anything could be done. With regard to his creditors there, he must lay the state of the case frankly before them, and say: Will you leave me my liberty, and wait? You will get nothing by putting me in prison, for I have no money of my own, and no friend to come forward and advance it to clear me. Give me time, accord me my liberty, and I will endeavour to pay you off by degrees. It was, at any rate, a straightforward mode of going to work, and Lionel determined to adopt it. Before mentioning it to his wife, he spoke to Lady Verner.

And then occurred the obstruction. Lady Verner, though she did not oppose the plan, declined to take charge of Sibylla, or to retain her in her house during Lionels absence.

I could not take her with me, said Lionel. There would be more objections to it than one. In the first place, I have not the means; in the second

He came to an abrupt pause, and turned the words off. He had been about incautiously to say, She would most likely, once in London, run me into deeper debt. But Lionel had kept the fact of her having run him into debt at all, a secret in his own breast. Whatever may have been his wifes faults and failings, he did not make it his business to proclaim them to the world. She proclaimed enough herself, to his grievous chagrin, without his helping to do it.

Listen, Lionel, said Lady Verner. You know what my feeling always was with regard to your wife. A closer intercourse has not tended to change that feeling, or to lessen my dislike of her. Now you must forgive my saying this; it is but a passing allusion. Stay on with me as long as you like; stay on for ever, if you will, and she shall stay; but if you leave, she must leave. I should be sorry to have her here, even for a week, without you. In fact, I would not.

It would be quite impossible for me to take her to London, deliberated Lionel. I can be there alone at a very trifling cost; but a lady involves so much expense. There must be lodgings, which are dear; and living, which is dear; and attendance; and  and  many other sources of outlay.

And pray, what should you do, allowing that you went alone, without lodgings and living and attendance, and all the rest of it? asked Lady Verner. Take a room at one of their model lodging-houses, at half a crown a week, and live upon the London air?

Not very healthy air for fastidious lungs, observed Lionel, with a smile. I dont quite know how I should manage for myself, mother; except that I should take care to condense my expenses into the very narrowest compass that man ever condensed them yet.

Not you, Lionel. You were never taught that sort of close economy.

True, he answered. But the most efficient of all instructors has come to me now  necessity. I wish you would increase my gratitude and my obligation to you by allowing Sibylla to remain here. In a little time, if I have luck, I may make a home for her in London.

Lionel, it cannot be, was the reply of Lady Verner. And he knew when she spoke in that quiet tone of emphasis, that it could not be. Why should you go to London? she resumed. My opinion is that you will do no good by going; that it is a wild-goose scheme altogether which you have got in your head. I think I could tell you a better.

What is yours?

Remain contentedly here with me until the return of Colonel Tempest. He may even now be on his road. He will no doubt be able to get you some civil appointment in one of the Presidencies; he has influence here with the people that have to do with India. That will be the best plan, Lionel. You are always wishing you could go abroad. Stay here quietly until he comes; I should like you to stay, and I will put up with your wife.

Some allusion, or allusions, in the words brought the flush to Lionels cheeks. I cannot reconcile it to my conscience, mother, to remain on here, a burden, upon your small income.

But it is not a burden, Lionel, she said. It is rather a help.

How can that be? he asked.

So long as Jan pays.

So long as Jan pays! echoed Lionel, in astonishment. Does Jan  pay?

Yes he does. I thought you knew it? Jan came here the day you arrived  dont you remember it, when he had the pins in his shirt? Decima had invited him to dinner, and he came in ten minutes before it, and called me out of the room here, where I was with Lucy. The first thing he did was to tumble into my lap a roll of bank-notes, which he had been to Heartburg to get. A hundred and forty pounds, it was; the result of his savings since he joined Dr. West in partnership. The next thing he said was that all his own share of the profits of the practice, he should bring to me to make up for the cost of you and Sibylla. Jan said he had proposed that you should go to him; but Sibylla would not consent to it.

Lionels blood coursed on with a glow. Jan slaving and working for him!

I never knew this, he cried.

I am sure I thought you did, said Lady Verner. I supposed it to have been a prearranged thing between you and Jan. Lionel, looking up into his face with an expression of care, and lowering her voice, but for that hundred and forty pounds, I dont see how I could have gone on. You had been very liberal to me, but somehow debt upon debt seemed to come in, and I was growing quite embarrassed. Jans money set me partially straight. My dear  as you see you are no burden, as you call it, you will give up this London scheme, will you not, and remain on?

I suppose I must, mechanically answered Lionel, who seemed buried in thought.

He did suppose he must. He was literally without money, and his intention had been to ask the loan of a twenty-pound note from generous Jan, to carry him to London, and keep him there while he turned himself about, and saw what could be done. How could he ask Jan now? There was little doubt that Jan had left himself as void of ready cash as he, Lionel, was. Dr. Wests was not a business where patients went and paid their guinea fee, two or three dozen patients a day. Dr. West (or Jan for him) had to doctor his patients for a year, and send in his modest bill at the end of it, very often waiting for another year before the bill was paid. Sibylla on his hands, and no money, he did not see how he was to get to London.

But just think of it, resumed Lady Verner. Jans savings for nearly three years of practice to amount only to a hundred and forty pounds! I questioned him pretty sharply, asking him what on earth he could have done with his money, and he acknowledged that he had given a good deal away. He said Miss West had borrowed some, the doctor kept her so short; then Jan, it seems, forgot to put down the expenses of the horse to the general account, and that had to come out of his pocket. Another thing he acknowledged having done. When he finds the poor cant conveniently pay their bills, he crosses it off in the book, and furnishes the money himself. He has not common-sense, you know, Lionel; and never had.

Lionel caught up his hat, and went out in the moments impulse, seeking Jan. Jan was in the surgery alone, making up pills, packing up medicines, answering callers; doing, in fact, Master Cheeses work. Master Cheese had a headache, and was groaning dismally in consequence in an arm-chair, in front of Miss Debs sitting-room fire, and sipping some hot elder wine, with sippets of toast in it, which he had assured Miss Deb was a sovereign specific, though it might not be generally known, to keep off the sickness.

Jan, said Lionel, going straight up, and grasping him by the hand; what am I to say to you? I did not know, until ten minutes ago, what it is that you are doing for me.

Jan put down a pill-box he held, and looked at Lionel. What am I doing for you? he asked.

I speak of this money that I find you have handed to my mother. Of the money you have undertaken to hand to her.

Law, is that all? said Jan, taking up the pill-box again, and biting one of the pills in two to test its quality. I thought you were going to tell me I had sent you poison, or something; coming in like that.

Jan, I can never repay you. The money I may, some time; I hope I shall: the debt of gratitude, never.

Theres nothing to repay, returned Jan, with composure. As long as I have meat and drink and clothes, what do I want with extra money? You are heartily welcome to it, Lionel.

You are working your days away, Jan, and for no benefit to yourself. I am reaping it.

A man can but work, responded Jan. I like work, for my part; I wouldnt be without it. If old West came home and said hed take all the patients for a week, and give me a holiday, I should only set on and pound. Look here, pointing to the array on the counter, I have done more work in two hours than Cheese gets through in a week.

Lionel could not help smiling. Jan went on  

I dont work for the sake of accumulating money, but because work is lifes business, and I like work for its own sake. If I got no money by it, I should work. Dont think about the money, Lionel. While it lay in that bank where was the use of it? Better for my mother to have it, than for me to be hoarding it.

Jan, did it never strike you that it might be well to make some provision for contingencies? Old age, say; or sudden deprivation of strength, through accident or other cause? If you give away all you might save for yourself, what should you do were the evil day to come?

Jan looked at his arms. I am tolerably strong, said he; feel me. My heads all right, and my limbs are all right. If I should be deprived of strength before my time, I dare say, God, in taking it, would find some means just to keep me from want.

The answer was delivered in the most straightforward simplicity. Lionel looked at him until his eyes grew moist.

A pretty fellow I should be, to hoard up money while anybody else wanted it! continued Jan. You and Sibylla make yourselves comfortable, Lionel, thats all.

They were interrupted by the entrance of John Massingbird and his pipe. John appeared to find his time hang rather heavily on his hands: he could not say that work was the business of his life. He might be seen lounging about Deerham at all hours of the day and night, smoking and gossiping. Jan was often honoured with a visit. Mr. Massingbird of Verners Pride was not a whit altered from Mr. Massingbird of nowhere: John favoured the tap-rooms as much as he had used to favour them.

The very man I wanted to see! cried he, giving Lionel a hearty slap on the shoulder. I want to talk to you a bit on a matter of business. Will you come up to Verners Pride?

When? asked Lionel.

This evening, if you will. Come to dinner: only our two selves.

Very well, replied Lionel. And he went out of the surgery, leaving John Massingbird talking to his brother.

On business, John Massingbird had said. Was it to ask him about the mesne profits?  when he could refund them?  to tell him he would be sued, unless he did refund them? Lionel did not know; but he had been expecting John Massingbird to take some such steps.

In going back home, choosing the near cross-field way, as Jan often did, Lionel suddenly came upon Mrs. Peckaby, seated on the stump of a tree, in a very disconsolate fashion. To witness her thus, off the watch for the white animal that might be arriving before her door, surprised Lionel.

Im amost sick of it, sir, she said. Im sick to the heart with looking and watching. My brain gets weary and my eyes gets tired. The white quadruple dont come, and Peckaby, hes a-rowing at me everlastin. Im come out here for a bit o peace.

Dont you think it would be better to give the white donkey up for a bad job, Mrs. Peckaby?

Give it up! she uttered, aghast. Give up going to New Jerusalem on a white donkey! No, sir, that would be a misfortin in life!

Lionel smiled sadly as he left her.

There are worse misfortunes in life, Mrs. Peckaby, than not going to New Jerusalem on a white donkey.




CHAPTER LXXIII.

A PROPOSAL.

Lionel Verner was seated in the dining-room at Verners Pride. Not its master. Its master, John Massingbird, was there, opposite to Lionel. They had just dined, and John was filling his short pipe as an accompaniment to his wine. During dinner, he had been regaling Lionel with choice anecdotes of his Australian life, laughing ever; but not a syllable had he broached yet about the business he had put forth as the plea for the invitation to Lionel to come. The anecdotes did not raise the social features of that far-off colony in Mr. Verners estimation. But he laughed with John; laughed as merrily as his heavy heart would allow him.

It was quite a wintry day, telling of the passing autumn. The skies were leaden-gray; the dead leaves rustled on the paths; and the sighing wind swept through the trees with a mournful sound. Void of brightness, of hope, it all looked, as did Lionel Verners fortunes. But a few short weeks ago he had been in John Massingbirds place, in the very chair that he now sat in, never thinking to be removed from it during life. And now!  what a change!

Why dont you smoke, Lionel? asked John, setting light to his pipe by the readiest way  that of thrusting it between the bars of the grate. You did not care to smoke in the old days, I remember.

I never cared for it, replied Lionel.

I can tell you that you would have cared for it, had you been knocked about as I have. Tobaccos meat and drink to a fellow at the diggings; as it is to a sailor and a soldier.

Not to all soldiers, observed Lionel. My father never smoked an ounce of tobacco in his life. I have heard them say so. And he saw some service.

Every man to his liking, returned John Massingbird. Folks preach about tobacco being an acquired taste! Its all bosh. Babies come into the world with a liking for it, I know. Talking about your father, would you like to have that portrait of him that hangs in the large drawing-room? You can if you like. Im sure you have more right to it than I.

Thank you, replied Lionel. I should very much like it, if you will give it me.

What a fastidious chap you are, Lionel! cried John Massingbird, pulling vigorously; for the pipe was turning refractory, and would not keep alight. There are lots of things you have left behind you here, that I, in your place, should have marched off without asking.

The things are yours. That portrait of my father belonged to my Uncle Stephen, and he made no exception in its favour when he willed Verners Pride, and all it contained, away from me. In point of legal right, I was at liberty to touch nothing, beyond my personal effects.

Liberty be hanged! responded John. You are over fastidious; always were. Your father was the same, I know; can see it in his likeness. I should say, by the look of that, he was too much of a gentleman for a soldier.

Lionel smiled. Some of our soldiers are the most refined gentlemen in the world.

I cant tell how they retain their refinement, then, amid the rough and ready of camp life. I know I lost all I had at the diggings.

Lionel laughed outright at the notion of John Massingbirds losing his refinement at the diggings. He never had any to lose. John joined in the laugh.

Lionel, old boy, do you know I always liked you, with all your refinement; and its a quality that never found great favour with me. I liked you better than I liked poor Fred; and thats the truth.

Lionel made no reply, and John Massingbird smoked for a few minutes in silence. Presently he began again.

I say, what made you go and marry Sibylla?

Lionel lifted his eyes. But John Massingbird resumed, before he had time to speak.

Shes not worth a button. Now you need not fly out, old chap. I am not passing my opinion on your wife; wouldnt presume to do such a thing; but on my cousin. Surely I may find fault with my cousin, if I like! Why did you marry her?

Why does anybody else marry? returned Lionel.

But why did you marry her? A sickly, fractious thing! I saw enough of her in the old days. There! be quiet! I have done. If it hadnt been for her, Id have asked you to come here to your old home; you and I should jog along together first-rate. But Sibylla bars it. She may be a model of a wife; I dont insinuate to the contrary, take you note, Mr. Verner; but shes not exactly a model of temper, and Verners Pride wouldnt be big enough to hold her and me. Would you have taken up your abode with me, had you been a free man?

I cannot tell, replied Lionel. It is a question that cannot arise now.

No. Sibylla stops it. What are you going to do with yourself?

That I cannot tell. I should like an appointment abroad, if I could get one. I did think of going to London, and looking about me a bit; but I am not sure that I shall do so just yet.

I say, Lionel, resumed John Massingbird, sinking his voice, but speaking in a joking sort of way, how do you mean to pay your debts? I hear you have a few.

I have a good many, one way or another.

Wipe them off, said John.

I wish I could wipe them off.

Theres nothing more easy, returned John in his free manner. Get the whitewash brush to work. The insolvent court has its friendly doors ever open.

The colour came into the face of Lionel. A Verner there! He quietly shook his head. I dare say I shall find a way of paying some time, if the people will only wait.

Sibylla helped you to a good part of the score, didnt she? People are saying so. Just like her!

When I complain of my wife, it will be quite time enough for other people to begin, said Lionel. When I married Sibylla, I took her with her virtues and her faults; and I am quite ready to defend both.

All right. Id rather you had the right of defending them than I, said incorrigible John. Look here, Lionel, I got you up here to-day to talk about the estate. Will you take the management of it?

Of this estate? replied Lionel, scarcely understanding.

Deuce a bit of any other could I offer you. Things are all at sixes and sevens already. They are chaos; they are purgatory. Thats our word out yonder, Lionel, to express the ultimatum of badness. Matiss comes and bothers; the tenants, one and another, come and bother; Roy comes and bothers. What with it all, Im fit to bar the outer doors. Roy, you know, thought I should put him into power again! No, no, Mr. Roy; Fred might have done it, but I never will. I have paid him well for the services he rendered me; but put him into power  no. Altogether, things are getting into inextricable confusion; I cant look to them, and I want a manager. Will you take it, Lionel? Ill give you five hundred a year.

The mention of the sum quite startled Lionel. It was far more than he should have supposed John Massingbird would offer to any manager. Matiss would do it for a fourth. Should he take it?

He sat, twirling his wine-glass in his fingers. There was a soreness of spirit to get over, and it could not be done all in a moment. To become a servant (indeed it was no better) on the land that had once been his; that ought to be his now, by the law of right  a servant to John Massingbird! Could he bend to it? John smoked, and sat watching him.

He thought of the position of his wife; he thought of the encumbrance on his mother: he thought of his brother Jan, and what he had done; he thought of his own very unsatisfactory prospects. Was this putting his shoulder to the wheel, as he had resolved to do, thus to hesitate on a quibble of pride? Down, down with his rebellious spirit! Let him be a man in the sight of Heaven!

He turned to John Massingbird, his brow clear, his eye serene. I will take it, and thank you, he said in a steady, cheerful tone.

Then lets have some grog on the strength of it, was that gentlemans answer. Tynn says the worry nearly took my mothers life out of her during the time she managed the estate; and it would take it out of mine. If I kept it in my own hands, it would go to the dogs in a twelvemonth. And youd not thank me for that, Lionel. You are the next heir.

You may take a wife yet.

A wife for me! he shouted. No, thank you. I know the value of em too well for that. Give me my liberty, and you may have the wives. Lionel, the office had better be in the study as it used to be: you can come up here of a day. Ill turn the drawing-room into my smoke-shop. If there are any leases or other deeds missing, you must get them drawn out again. Im glad its settled.

Lionel declined the grog; but he remained on, talking things over. John Massingbird sat in a cloud of smoke, drinking Lionels share as well as his own, and listening to the rain, which had begun to patter against the window-panes.




CHAPTER LXXIV.

GOING TO NEW JERUSALEM ON A WHITE DONKEY.

And now we must pay a visit to Mrs. Peckaby; for great events were happening to her on that night.

When Lionel met her in the day, seated on the stump, all disconsolate, she had thrown out a hint that Mr. Peckaby was not habitually in quite so social a mood as he might be. The fact was, Peckabys patience had run out; and little wonder, either. The mans meals made ready for him in any careless way, often not made ready at all, and his wife spending her time in sighing, and moaning, and looking out for the white donkey! You, my readers, may deem this a rather far-fetched episode in the story; you may deem it next to impossible that any woman should be so ridiculously foolish, or could be so imposed upon; but I am only relating to you the strict truth. The facts occurred precisely as they are being narrated, and not long ago. I have neither added to the story nor taken from it.

Mrs. Peckaby finished out her sitting on the stump under the gray skies. The skies were grayer when she rose to go home. She found on her arrival that Peckaby had been in to his tea, that is, he had been in, hoping to partake of that social meal; but finding no preparation made for it, he had a little relieved his mind by pouring a pail of water over the kitchen fire, thereby putting the fire out and causing considerable damage to the fire-irons and appurtenances generally, which would cause Mrs. Peckaby some little work to remedy.

The brute! she ejaculated, putting her foot into the slop on the floor, and taking a general view of things. Oh, if I was but off!

My patience, what a mess! exclaimed Polly Dawson, who happened to be going by, and turned in for a gossip. Whatever have done it?

Whatever have done it? why that wretch Peckaby, retorted the aggrieved wife. Dont you never get married, Polly Dawson, if you want to keep on the right side of the men. They be the worst animals in all creation. Many a poor womans life has been aggrivated out of her.

If I do get married, I shant begin the aggrivation by wanting to be off to them saints at New Jerusalem, impudently returned Polly Dawson.

Mrs. Peckaby received it meekly. What with the long-continued disappointment, the perpetual aggrivations of Peckaby, and the prospect of work before her, arising from the gratuitous pail of water, she was feeling unusually cowed down.

I wish I was a hundred mile off, she cried. Nobodys fate was never so hard as mine.

Itll take you a good two hours to redd up, observed Polly Dawson. Id rather you had to do it nor me.

Id see it further  afore it should take me two hours  and Peckaby with it, retorted Mrs. Peckaby, reviving to a touch of temper. I shall but give it a lick and a promise; just mop up the wet, and dry the grate, and get a bit of fire alight. Tother things may go.

Polly Dawson departed, and Mrs. Peckaby set to her work. By dint of some trouble, she contrived to obtain a cup of tea for herself after awhile, and then she sat on disconsolately as before. Night came on, and she had ample time to indulge her ruminations.

Peckaby had not been in. Mrs. Peckaby concluded he was solacing himself at that social rendezvous, the Plough and Harrow, and would come home in a state of beer. Between nine and ten he entered  hours were early in Deerham  and to Mrs. Peckabys surprise, he was not only sober, but social.

It have turned out a pouring wet night, cried he. And the mood was so unwonted, especially after the episode of the wet grate, that Mrs. Peckaby was astonished into answering pleasantly.

Will ye have some bread and cheese? asked she.

I dont mind if I do. Chuff, he gave me a piece of his bread and bacon at eight oclock, so I aint over hungry.

Mrs. Peckaby brought forth the loaf and the cheese, and Peckaby cut himself some and ate it. Then he went upstairs. She stayed to put the eatables away, raked out the fire, and followed. Peckaby was already in bed. To get into it was not a very ceremonious proceeding with him, as it is not with many others. There was no superfluous attire to throw off, there was no hindering time with ablutions, there were no prayers. Mrs. Peckaby favoured the same convenient mode, and she had just put the candle out, when some noise struck upon her ear.

It came from the road outside. They slept back, the front room having been the one let to Brother Jarrum; but in those small houses, at that quiet hour noises in the road were heard as distinctly back as front. There was a sound of talking, and then came a modest knock at Peckabys door.

Mrs. Peckaby went to the front room, opened the casement, and looked out. To say that her heart leaped into her mouth would be a most imperfect figure of speech to describe the state of feeling that rushed over her. In the rainy obscurity of the night she could discern something white drawn up to the door, and the figures of two men standing by it. The only wonder was that she did not leap out; she might have done it, had the window been large enough.

Do Susan Peckaby live here? inquired a gruff voice, that seemed as if it were muffled.

Oh, dear good gentlemen, yes! she responded, in a tremble of excitement. Please what is it?

The white donkeys come to take her to New Jerusalem.

With a shrieking cry of joy that might have been heard all the way up Clay Lane, Mrs. Peckaby tore back to her chamber.

Peckaby, she cried, Peckaby, the things come at last! The blessed animal thats to bear me off. I always said it would.

Peckaby  probably from drowsiness  made no immediate response. Mrs. Peckaby stooped down to the low bed, and shook him well by the shoulder.

Its the white quadruple, Peckaby, come at last!

Peckaby growled out something that she was in a state of too great excitement to hear. She lighted the candle; she flung on some of the things she had taken off; she ran back to the front before they were fastened, lest the messengers, brute and human, should have departed, and put her head out at the casement again, all in the utmost fever of agitation.

A minute or two yet, good gentlemen, please! Im amost ready. Im a-waiting to get out my purple gownd.

All right, missus, was the muffled answer.

The purple gownd was kept in this very ex-room of Brother Jarrums hid in a safe place between some sheets of newspaper. Had Mrs. Peckaby kept it open to the view of Peckaby, theres no saying what grief the robe might not have come to, ere this. Peckaby, in his tantrums, would not have been likely to spare it. She put it on, and hooked it down the front, her trembling fingers scarcely able to accomplish it. That it was full loose for her she was prepared to find; she had grown thin with fretting. Then she put on a shawl; next, her bonnet; last some green leather gloves. The shawl was black, with worked coloured corners  a thin small shawl that hardly covered her shoulders; and the bonnet was a straw, trimmed with pink ribbons  the toilette which had long been prepared.

Good-bye, Peckaby, said she, going in when she was ready, Youve said many a time as you wished I was off, and now you have got your wish. But I dont want to part nothing but friends.

Good-bye, returned Peckaby, in a hearty tone, as he turned himself round on his bed. Give my love to the saints.

To find him in this accommodating humour was more than she had bargained for. A doubt had crossed her sometimes, whether, when the white donkey did come, there might not arise a battle with Peckaby, ere she should get off. This apparently civil feeling on his part awoke a more social one on hers; and a qualm of conscience darted across her, suggesting that she might have made him a better wife had she been so disposed. He might have shook hands with me, was her parting thought, as she unlocked the street door.

The donkey was waiting outside with all the patience for which donkeys are renowned. It had been drawn up under a sheltering ledge at a door or twos distance, to be out of the rain. Its two conductors were muffled up, as befitted the inclemency of the night, something like their voices appeared to have been. Mrs. Peckaby was not in her sober senses sufficiently to ask whether they were brothers from the New Jerusalem, or whether the style of costume they favoured might be the prevailing mode in that fashionable city; if so, it was decidedly more useful than elegant, consisting apparently of hop sacks, doubled over the head and over the back.

Ready, missus?

I be quite ready, she answered, in a tremble of delight. There aint no saddle! she called out, as the donkey was trotted forward.

You wont want a saddle; these New Jerusalem animals baint like the ordnary uns. Jump on him, missus.

Mrs. Peckaby was so exceedingly tall, that she had not far to jump. She took her seat sideways, settled her gown, and laid hold of the bridle, which one of the men put into her hands. He turned the donkey round, and set it going with a smack; the other helped by crying Gee-ho!

Up Clay Lane she proceeded in triumph. The skies were dark, and the rain came soaking down; but Mrs. Peckabys heart was too warm to dwell on any temporary inconvenience. If a thought crossed her mind that the beauty of the pink ribbons might be marred by the storm, so as somewhat to dim the glory of her entrance into the city and introduction to the saints, she drove it away again. Trouble had no admission in her present frame of mind. The gentlemen in the hop sacks continued to attend her; the one leading the donkey, the other walking behind and cheering the animal on with periodical gee-hos.

I suppose as its a long way, sir? asked Mrs. Peckaby, breaking the silence, and addressing the conductor.

Middlin, replied he.

And how do we get over the sea, please, sir? asked she again.

The woyage is pervided for, missus, was the short and satisfactory response. Brother Jarrum took care of that when he sent us.

Her heart went into a glow at the name. And them envious disbelievers in Deerham had cast all sorts of disparaging accusations to the brother, openly expressing their opinion that he had gone off purposely without her, and that shed never hear of him again!

Arrived at the top of Clay Lane, the road was crossed, and the donkey was led down a turning towards the lands of Sir Rufus Hautley. It may have occurred to Mrs. Peckaby to wonder that the highway was not taken, instead of an unfrequented bye-path, that only led to fields and a wood; but, if so, she said nothing. Had the white donkey taken her to a gravel-pit, and pitched headlong in with her, she would have deemed, in her blind faith, that it was the right road to New Jerusalem.

A long way it was, over those wet fields. If the brothers and the donkey partook of the saintly nature of the inhabitants of Salt Lake City, possibly they did not find it a weary one. Mrs. Peckaby certainly did not. She was rapt in a glowing vision of the honours and delights that would welcome her at her journeys end;  so rapt, that she and the donkey had been for some little time in one of the narrow paths of the wood before she missed her two conductors.

It caused Mrs. Peckaby to pull the bridle, and cry Wo-ho! to the donkey. She had an idea that they might have struck into the wrong path, for this one appeared to be getting narrower and narrower. The wood was intersected with paths, but only a few of them led right through it. She pulled up, and turned her head the way she had come, but was unable to distinguish anything, save that she was in the heart of the wood.

Be you behind, gentlemen? she called out.

There was no reply. Mrs. Peckaby waited a bit, thinking they might have lagged unwittingly, and then called out again, with the like result.

Its very curious! thought Mrs. Peckaby.

She was certainly in a dilemma. Without her conductors, she knew no more how to get to New Jerusalem than she did how to get to the new moon. She might find her way through the wood, by one path or another; but, once on the other side, she had no idea which road to turn the donkey to  north, south, east, or west. She thought she would go back and look after them.

But there was some difficulty in doing this. The path had grown so narrow that the donkey could not easily be turned. She slipped off him, tied the bridle to a tree, and ran back as fast as the obscurity of the path allowed her, calling out to the gentlemen.

The more she ran and the more she called, the less did there appear to be anybody to respond to it. Utterly at a nonplus, she at length returned to the donkey  that is, to the spot, so far as she could judge, where she had left it. But the donkey was gone.

Was Mrs. Peckaby awake or asleep? Was the past blissful dream  when she was being borne in triumph to New Jerusalem  only an imaginary one? Was her present predicament real! Which was imagination and which was real? For the last hour she had been enjoying the realisation of all her hopes; now she seemed no nearer their fruition than she had been a year ago. The white donkey was gone, the conducting brothers were gone, and she was alone in the middle of a wood, two miles from home, on a wet night. Mrs. Peckaby had heard of enchantments, and began to think she must have been subjected to something of the sort.

She rubbed her eyes; she pinched her arms. Was she in her senses or not? Sure never was such a situation heard of! The cup of hope presented palpably to her lips, only to vanish again  she could not tell how  and leave no sign. A very disagreeable doubt  not yet a suspicion  began to dawn over Mrs. Peckaby. Had she been made the subject of a practical joke?

She might have flung the doubt from her, but for a distant sound that came faintly on her ears  the sound of covert laughter. Her doubt turned to conviction. Her face became hot; her heart, but for the anger at it, would have grown sick with the disappointment. Her conductors and the donkey were retreating, having played their joke out! Two certainties forced themselves upon her mind. One, that Peckaby and his friends had planned it; she felt sure now that the biggest of the brothers had been nobody but Chuff, the blacksmith: the other certainty was, that she should never be sent for to New Jerusalem in any way. Why it should have been, Mrs. Peckaby could not have told, then or afterwards; but the positive conviction that Brother Jarrum had been false, that the story of sending for her on a white donkey had only been invented to keep her quiet, fixed itself in her mind in that moment in the lonely wood. She sunk down amidst the trees and sobbed bitterly.

But all the tears combined that the world ever shed could not bring her nearer to New Jerusalem, or make her present situation better. After awhile she had the sense to remember that. She rose from the ground, turned her gown up over her shoulders, found her way out of the wood, and set off on her walk back again in a very humble frame of mind, arriving home as the clock was striking two.

She could make nobody hear. She knocked at the door, she knocked at the window, gently at first, then louder; she called and called, but there came no answer. Some of the neighbours, aroused by the unwonted disturbance, came peeping at their windows. At length Peckaby opened his; thrusting his head out at the very casement from which Mrs. Peckaby had beheld the deceitful vision earlier in the night.

Whos there? called out Peckaby.

Its me, Peckaby, was the answer, delivered in a forlorn tone. Come down and open the door.

Whos me? asked Peckaby.

Its me, repeated Mrs. Peckaby, looking up.

And what with her height and the low casement, their faces were really not many inches apart; but yet Peckaby appeared not to know her.

You be off, will you! retorted he. A pretty thing if tramps be to come to decent folks doors and knock em up like this. Whos door did you take it for?

Its me! screamed Mrs. Peckaby. Dont you know me? Come and undo the door, and let me come in. I be sopping.

Know you! How should I know you? Who be you?

Good heavens, Peckaby! you must know me. Aint I your wife?

My wife! Not a bit ont. You neednt come here with that gammon, missis, whoever you be. My wifes gone off to New Jerusalem on a white donkey.

He slammed to the casement. Mrs. Peckaby, what with the rain and what with the disappointment, burst into tears. In the same moment, sundry other casements opened, and all the heads in the vicinity  including the blacksmith Chuffs, and Mrs. Chuffs  were thrust out to condole with their neighbour, Mrs. Peckaby.

Had she been and come back aready? Did she get tired of the saints so soon as this  or did they get tired of her? What sort of a city, was it? Which was most plentiful  geese or sage? How many wives, besides herself, had the gentleman that she chose? Who took care of the babies? Did they have many public dances? Was veils for the bonnets all the go? Was it a paradise or warnt it? And how was Brother Jarrum?

Amongst the many questions asked, those came prominently, tingling on the ears of the unhappy Mrs. Peckaby. Too completely prostrate with events to retort, she suddenly let drop her gown, that she had kept so carefully turned, and clapped both her hands upon her face. Then came a real, genuine question from the next door casement  Mrs. Greens.

Aint that your plum-coloured gownd? Whats come to it?

Mrs. Peckaby, somewhat aroused, looked at the gown in haste. What had come to it? Patches of dead-white, looking not unlike paint, covered it about on all sides, especially behind. The shawl had caught some white, too, and the green leather gloves looked, inside, as though they had had a coat of whitewash put on them. Her beautiful gownd! laid by so long!  what on earth had ruined it like that?

Chuff, the blacksmith, gave a great grin from his window. Sure that there donkey never was painted down white! quoth he.

That it had been painted down white and with exceedingly wet paint too, there could be little doubt. Some poor donkey humble in his coat of gray, converted into a fine white animal for the occasion, by Peckaby and Chuff and their cronies. Mrs. Peckaby shrieked and sobbed with mortification, and drummed frantically on her house door. A chorus of laughter echoed from all sides, and Peckabys casement flew open again.

Will you stop that there knocking, then? roared Peckaby, Disturbing a mans nights rest.

I will come in then, Peckaby, she stormed, plucking up a little spirit in her desperation. I be your wife, you know I be, and I will come in.

My good woman, whats took you? cried Peckaby, in a tone of compassionating suavity. You aint no wife of mine. My wifes miles on her road by this time. Shes off to New Jerusalem on a white donkey.

A new actor came up to the scene  no other than Jan Verner. Jan had been sitting up with some poor patient, and was now going home. To describe his surprise when he saw the windows alive with nightcapped heads, and Mrs. Peckaby in her dripping discomfort, in her paint, in her state altogether, outward and inward, would be a long task. Peckaby himself undertook the explanation, in which he was aided by Chuff; and Jan sat himself down on the public pump, and laughed till he was hoarse.

Come, Peckaby, youll let her in, cried he, before he went away.

Let her in! echoed Peckaby, That would be a go, that would! What ud the saints say? Theyd be for prosecuting of her for bigamy. If shes gone over to them, sir, she cant belong legal to me.

Jan laughed so that he had to hold his sides, and Mrs. Peckaby shrieked and sobbed. Chuff began calling out that the best remedy for white paint was turpentine.

Coma along, Peckaby, and open the door, said Jan, rising. Shell catch an illness if she stops here in her wet clothes, and I shall have a months work, attending on her. Come!

Well, sir, to oblige you, I will, returned the man. But let me ever catch her snivelling after them saints again, thats all! They should have her if they liked; Id not.

You hear, Mrs. Peckaby, said Jan in her ear. Id let the saints alone for the future, if I were you.

I mean to, sir, she meekly answered, between her sobs.

Peckaby in his shirt and nightcap, opened the door, and she bounded in. The casements closed to the chorus of subsiding laughter, and the echoes of Jans footsteps died away in the distance.




CHAPTER LXXV.

AN EXPLOSION OF SIBYLLAS.

Sibylla Verner sat at the window of her sitting-room in the twilight  a cold evening in early winter. Sibylla was in an explosive temper. It was nothing unusual for her to be in an explosive temper now; but she was in a worse than customary this evening. Sibylla felt the difference between Verners Pride and Deerham Court. She lived but in excitement; she cared but for gaiety. In removing to Deerham Court she had gone readily, believing that she should there find a large portion of the gaiety she had been accustomed to at Verners Pride; that she should, at any rate, be living with the appliances of wealth about her, and should go out a great deal with Lady Verner. She had not bargained for Lady Verners establishment being reduced to simplicity and quietness, for her laying down her carriage and discharging her men-servants and selling her horses, and living again the life of a retired gentlewoman. Yet all these changes had come to pass, and Sibyllas inward spirit turned restive. She had everything that any reasonable mind could possibly desire, every comfort; but quiet comfort and Sibyllas taste did not accord. Her husband was out a great deal at Verners Pride and on the estate. As he had resolved to do over John Massingbirds dinner-table, so he was doing  putting his shoulder to the wheel. He had never looked after things as he was looking now. To be the master of Verners Pride was one thing, to be the hired manager of Verners Pride was another; and Lionel found every hour of his time occupied. His was no eye-service; his conscience was engaged in his work and he did it efficiently.

Sibylla still sat at the window, looking out into the twilight. Decima stood near the fire in a thoughtful mood. Lucy was downstairs in the drawing-room at the piano. They could hear the faint echo of her soft playing as they sat there in silence. Sibylla was in no humour to talk: she had repulsed Decima rudely  or it may rather be said fractiously  when the latter had ventured on conversation. Lady Verner had gone out to dinner. The Countess of Elmsley had been there that day, and she had asked Lady Verner to go over in the evening and take a friendly dinner with her. Bring any of them that you like with you, had been her careless words in parting. But Lady Verner had not chosen to take any of them. She had dressed and driven off in the hired fly alone; and this it was that was exciting the anger of Sibylla. She thought Lady Verner might have taken her.

Lucy came in and knelt down on the rug before the fire, half shivering. I am so cold! she said. Do you know what I did, Decima? I let the fire go out. Some time after Lady Verner went up to dress, I turned round and found the fire was out. My hands are quite numbed.

You have gone on playing there without a fire! cried Decima.

I shall be warm again directly, said Lucy cheerily. As I passed through the hall, the reflection of the blaze came out of the dining-room. We shall get warm there. Is your head still aching, Mrs. Verner?

It is always aching, snapped Sibylla.

Lucy, kind and gentle in spirit, unretorting, ever considerate for the misfortunes which had come upon Mrs. Verner, went to her side. Shall I get you a little of your aromatic vinegar? she asked.

You need not trouble to get anything for me, was the ungracious answer.

Lucy, thus repulsed, stood in silence at the window. The window on this side of the house overlooked the road which led to Sir Rufus Hautleys. A carriage, apparently closely shut up, so far as she could see in the dusk, its coachman and footman attending it, was bowling rapidly down towards the village.

Theres Sir Rufus Hautleys carriage, said Lucy. I suppose he is going out to dinner.

Decima drew to the window and looked out. The carriage came sweeping round the point, and turned on its road to the village, as they supposed. In the still silence of the room, they could hear its wheels on the frosty road, after they lost sight of it; could hear it bowl before their house and  pull up at the gates.

It has stopped here! exclaimed Lucy.

Decima moved quietly back to the fire and sat down. A fancy arose to Lucy that she, Decima, had turned unusually pale. Was it so?  or was it fancy? If it was fancy, why should the fancy have arisen? Ghastly pale her face certainly looked, as the blaze played upon it.

A few minutes, and one of the servants came in, handing a note to Decima.

Bring lights, said Decima, in a low tone.

The lights were brought; and then Decimas agitation was apparent. Her hands shook as she broke the seal of the letter. Lucy gazed in surprise; Sibylla, somewhat aroused from her own grievances, in curiosity.

Desire the carriage to wait, said Decima.

It is waiting, Miss Decima. The servants said they had orders.

Decima crushed the note into her pocket as well as her shaking fingers would allow her, and left the room. What could have occurred, thus to agitate calm and stately Decima? Before Lucy and Mrs. Verner had recovered their surprise she was back again, dressed to go out.

I am sorry to leave you so abruptly, as mamma is not here, she said. I dare say Lionel will be in to dinner. If not, you must for once entertain each other.

But where are you going? cried Mrs. Verner.

To Sir Rufus Hautleys. He wishes to see me.

What does he want with you? continued Sibylla.

I do not know, replied Decima.

She quitted the room and went down to the carriage, which had waited for her. Mrs. Verner and Lucy heard it drive away again as quickly as it had driven up. As it turned the corner and pursued its way up the road, past the window they were looking from, but at some distance from it, they fancied they saw the form of Decima inside, looking out at them.

Sir Rufus is taken ill, said old Catherine to them, by way of news. The servants say that its feared he wont live through the night. Mr. Jan is there, and Dr. Hayes.

But what can he want with Miss Verner? reiterated Sibylla.

Catherine shook her head. She had not the remotest idea.

Lionel Verner did not come in for dinner, and they descended to it without him. His non-appearance was no improvement to the temper of his wife. It had occurred lately that Lionel did not always get home to dinner.

Sometimes, when detained at Verners Pride, he would take it with John Massingbird; if out on the estate, and unable to reach home in time, he would eat something when he came in. Her fractious state of mind did not tend to soothe the headache she had complained of earlier in the day. Every half-hour that passed without her husbands entrance, made her worse in all ways, head and temper; and about nine oclock she went up to her sitting-room and lay down on the sofa, saying that her temples were splitting.

Lucy followed her. Lucy thought she must really be ill. She could not understand that any one should be so fractious, except from wearing pain. I will bathe your temples, she gently said.

Sibylla did not appear to care whether her temples were bathed or not. Lucy got some water in a basin and two thin handkerchiefs, wringing out one and placing it on Mrs. Verners head and forehead, kneeling to her task. That her temples were throbbing and her head hot, there was no question; the handkerchief was no sooner on, than it was warm, and Lucy had to exchange it for the other.

It is Lionels fault, suddenly burst forth Sibylla.

His fault? returned Lucy. How can it be his fault?

What business has he to stop out?

But if he cannot help it? returned Lucy. The other evening, dont you remember, Mr. Verner said when he came in, that he could not help being late sometimes now?

You need not defend him, said Sibylla. It seems to me that you are all ready to take his part against me.

Lucy made no reply. An assertion more unfounded could not have been spoken. At that moment the step of Lionel was heard on the stairs. He came in, looking jaded and tired.

Up here this evening! he exclaimed, laying down a paper or parchment which he had in his hand. Catherine says my mother and Decima are out. Why, Sibylla, what is the matter?

Sibylla dashed the handkerchief off her brow as he advanced to her, and rose up, speaking vehemently. The sight of her husband appeared to have brought the climax to her temper.

Where have you been? Why were you not in to dinner?

I could not get home in time. I have been detained.

It is false, she retorted, her blue eyes flashing fire. Business, business! it is always your excuse now! You stay out for no good purpose.

The outbreak startled Lucy. She backed a few paces, looking scared.

Sibylla! was all the amazed reply returned by Lionel.

You leave me here, hour after hour, to solitude and tears, while you are out, taking your pleasure! I have all the endurance of our position, and you the enjoyment.

He battled for a moment with his rising feelings; battled for calmness, for forbearance, for strength to bear. There were moments when he was tempted to answer her in her own spirit.

Pleasure and I have not been very close friends of late, Sibylla, he gravely said. None can know that better than you. My horse fell lame, and I have been leading him these last two hours. I have now to go to Verners Pride. Something has arisen on which I must see Mr. Massingbird.

It is false, it is false, reiterated Sibylla. You are not going to Verners Pride; you are not going to see Mr. Massingbird. You know best where you are going; but it is not there. It is the old story of Rachel Frost over again.

The words confounded Lionel; both that they were inexplicable and spoken in passion so vehement.

What do you say about Rachel Frost? he asked.

You know what I say, and what I mean. When Deerham looked far and near for the man who did the injury to Rachel, they little thought they might have found him in Lionel Verner. Lucy Tempest, it is true. He

But Lionel had turned imperatively to Lucy, drawing her to the door, which he opened. It was no place for her, a discussion such as this.

Will you be so kind as to go down and make me a cup of tea, Lucy? he said, in a wonderfully calm tone, considering the provocation he was receiving. Then he closed the door on Lucy, and turned to his wife.

Sibylla, allow me to request, nay, to insist, that when you have fault to find, or reproach to cast to me, you choose a moment when we are alone. If you have no care for what may be due to me and to yourself, you will do well to bear in mind that something is due to others. Now, then, tell me what you mean about Rachel Frost.

I wont, said Sibylla. You are killing me, and she burst into tears.

Oh, it was weary work!  weary work for him. Such a wife as this!

In what way am I killing you?

Why do you leave me so much alone?

I have undertaken work, and I must do it. But, as to leaving you alone, when I am with you, you scarcely ever give me a civil word.

You are leaving me now  you are wanting to go to Verners Pride to-night, she reiterated with strange inconsistency, considering that she had just insinuated he did not want to go there.

I must go there, Sibylla. I have told you why; and I have told you truth. Again I ask you what you meant about Rachel Frost.

Sibylla flung up her hands petulantly. I wont tell you, I say. And you cant make me. I wish, I wish Fred had not died.

She turned round on the sofa and buried her face in the cushions. Lionel, true to the line of conduct he had carved out for himself, to give her all possible token of respect and affection ever, whatever might be her provocation  and all the more true to it from the very consciousness that the love of his inmost heart grew less hers, more anothers, day by day, bent over her and spoke kindly. She flung back her hand in a repelling manner towards him, and maintained an obstinate silence. Lionel, sick and weary, at length withdrew, taking up the parchment.

How sick and weary, none, save himself, could know. Lucy Tempest had the tea before her, apparently ready, when he looked into the drawing-room.

I am going on now to Verners Pride, Lucy. You can tell my mother so, should she ask after me when she returns. I may be late.

But you will take some tea, first? cried Lucy, in a hasty tone. You asked me to make it for you.

He knew he had  asked her as an excuse to get her from the room.

I dont care for it, he wearily answered.

I am sure you are tired, said Lucy. When did you dine?

I have not dined. I have taken nothing since I left home this morning.

Oh! She was hastening to the bell. Lionel stopped her, laying his hand upon her arm.

I could not eat it, Lucy. Just one cup of tea, if you will.

She, returned to the table, poured out the cup of tea, and he drank it standing.

Shall I take Mrs. Verner up a cup? asked Lucy. Will she drink it, do you think?

Thank you, Lucy. It may do her head good. I think it aches much to-night.

He turned, and departed. Lucy noticed that he had left the parchment behind him, and ran after him with it, catching him as he was about to close the hall door. She knew that all such business-looking papers went up to Verners Pride.

Did you mean to leave it? Or have you forgotten it?

He had forgotten it. He took it from her, retaining her hand for a moment. Lucy, you will not misjudge me? he said, in a strange tone of pain.

Lucy looked up at him with a bright smile and a very emphatic shake of the head. She knew by instinct that he alluded to the accusation of his wife, touching Rachel Frost. Lucy misjudge him!

You should have waited to eat some dinner, she gaily said. Take care you dont faint by the way, as that sick patient of Jans did the other morning.

Lionel went on. At any rate there was peace outside, if not within; the peace of outward calm. He lifted his hat; he bared his brow, aching with its weight of trouble, to the clear night air; he wondered whether he should have this to bear his whole life long. At the moment of passing the outer gates, the carriage of Sir Rufus Hautley drew up, bearing Decima.

Lionel waited to receive her. He helped her out, and gave her his arm to the hall door. Decima walked with her head down.

You are silent, Decima. Are you sad?

Yes, she answered. Sir Rufus is dead.

Dead! echoed Lionel, in very astonishment, for he had heard nothing of the sudden illness.

It is so, she replied, breaking into sobs. Spasms at the heart, they say. Jan and Dr. Hayes were there, but they could not save him.




CHAPTER LXXVI.

AN UNEXPECTED ARRIVAL.

Deborah and Amilly West were sitting over the fire In the growing dusk of a February evening. Their sewing lay on the table; some home dresses they were making for themselves, for they had never too much superfluous cash for dressmakers, with fashionable patterns and fashionable prices. It had grown too dark to work, and they had turned to the fire for a chat, before the tea came in, and the gas was lighted.

I tell you, Amilly, it is of no use playing at concealment, or trying to suppress the truth, Deborah was saying. She is as surely going as that the other two went; as sure as sure can be. I have always felt that she would go. Mr. Lionel was talking to me only yesterday. He was not satisfied with his brother; at least, he thought it as well to act as though he were not satisfied with him; and he was about to ask Dr. Hayes

Her voice died away. Master Cheese had come in with a doleful face.

Miss Deb, Im sent up to Deerham Hall. Theres a bothering note come from Miss Hautley to Jan, about one of the servants, and he says I am to go up and see what it is.

Well? returned Miss Deb, wondering why Master Cheese should come in to give the information to her. You couldnt expect Mr. Jan to go up, after being out all day, as he has.

Folks are sure to go and fall ill at the most untoward hour of the twenty-four, grumbled Master Cheese. I was just looking for a good tea. I feel as empty as possible, after my short dinner. I wish

Short dinner! echoed Miss Deb, in amazement; at least, it would have been in amazement, but that she was accustomed to these little episodes from the young gentleman. We had a beautiful piece of roast beef; and Im sure you ate as much as you chose!

There was no pudding or pie, resentfully retorted Master Cheese. I have felt all the afternoon just as if I should sink; and I couldnt get out to buy anything for myself, because Jan never came in, and the boy stopped out. I wish, Miss Deb, youd give me a thick piece of bread-and-jam, as I have to go off without my tea.

The fact is, Master Cheese, you have the jam so often, in one way or another, that theres very little left. It will not last the season out.

The green gooseberriesll be coming on, Miss Deb, was Master Cheeses insinuating reply. And theres always apples, you know. With plenty of lemon and a clove or two, apples make as good a pudding as anything else.

Miss Deb, always good-natured, went to get him what he had asked for, and Master Cheese took his seat in front of the fire, and toasted his toes.

There was a great mistake made when you were put to a surgeon, said Miss Amilly, laughing. You should have gone apprentice to a pastry-cook.

Shes a regular fidgety old woman, that Miss Hautley, broke out Master Cheese with temper, passing over Miss Amillys remark. Its not two months yet that she has been at the Hall, and she has had one or the other of us up six times at least. I wonder what business she had to come to it? The Hall wouldnt have run away before Sir Edmund could get home.

Miss Deb came back with the bread-and-jam; a good thick slice, as the gentleman had requested. To look at him eating, one would think he had had nothing for a week. It disappeared in no time, and Master Cheese went out sucking his fingers and his lips. Deborah West folded up the work, and put things straight generally in the room. Then she sat down again, drawing her chair to the side of the fire.

I do think that Cheese has got a wolf inside him, cried Amilly, with a laugh.

He is a great gourmand. He said this morning began Miss Deb, and then she stopped.

Finding what she was about to say thus brought to an abrupt conclusion, Amilly West looked at her sister. Miss Debs attention was riveted on the room door. Her mouth was open, her eyes seemed starting from her head with a fixed stare, and her countenance was growing white. Amilly turned her eyes hastily to the same direction, and saw a dark, obscure form filling up the doorway.

Not obscure for long. Amilly, more impulsive than her sister, rose up with a shriek, and darted forward with outstretched arms of welcome; Deborah followed, stretching out hers.

My dear father!

It was no other than Dr. West. He gave them each a cool kiss, walked to the fire and sat down, bidding them not smother him. For some little while they could not get over their surprise or believe their senses. They knew nothing of his intention to return, and had deemed him hundreds of miles away. Question after question they showered down upon him, the result of their amazement. He answered just as much as he chose. He had only come home for a day or so, he said, and did not care that it should be known he was there, to be tormented with a shoal of callers.

Wheres Mr. Jan? asked he.

In the surgery, said Deborah.

Is he by himself?

Yes, dear papa. Master Cheese has just gone up to Deerham Hall, and the boy is out.

Dr. West rose, and made his way to the surgery. The surgery was empty. But the light of a fire from the half-opened door, led him to Jans bedroom. It was a room that would persist in remaining obstinately damp, and Jan, albeit not over careful of himself, judged it well to have an occasional fire lighted. The room, seen by this light, looked comfortable. The small, low, iron bed stood in the far corner; in the opposite corner the bureau, as in Dr. Wests time, the door opening to the garden (never used now) between them, at the end of the room. The window was on the side opposite the fire, a table in the middle. Jan was then occupied in stirring the fire into a blaze, and its cheerful light flickered on every part of the room.

Good-evening, Mr. Jan.

Jan turned round, poker in hand, and stared amiably. Law! cried he. Whod have thought it?

The old word; the word he had learned at school  law. It was Jans favourite mode of expressing surprise still, and Lady Verner never could break him of it. He shook hands cordially with Dr. West.

The doctor shut the door, slipping the bolt, and sat down to the fire. Jan cleared a space on the table, which was covered with jars and glass vases, cylinders, and other apparatus, seemingly for chemical purposes, and took his seat there.

The doctor had taken a run home, making a morning call, as it might be metaphorically observed, he said to Jan. Just to have a sight of home faces, and hear a little home news. Would Mr. Jan recite to him somewhat of the latter?

Jan did so; touching upon all he could recollect. From John Massingbirds return to Verners Pride, and the consequent turning out of Mr. Verner and his wife, down to the death of Sir Rufus Hautley; not forgetting the pranks played by the ghost, and the foiled expedition of Mrs. Peckaby to New Jerusalem. Some of these items of intelligence the doctor had heard before, for Jan periodically wrote to him. The doctor looked taller, and stouter, and redder than ever, and as he leaned thoughtfully forward, and the crimson blaze played upon his face, Jan thought how like he was growing to his sister, the late Mrs. Verner.

Mr. Jan, said the doctor, it is not right that my nephew, John Massingbird, should enjoy Verners Pride.

Of course its not, answered Jan. Only things dont go by rights always, you know. Its but seldom they do.

He ought to give it up to Mr. Verner.

So I told him, said Jan. I should, in his place.

What did he say?

Say? Laughed at me, and called me green.

Dr. West sat thoughtfully pulling his great dark whiskers. Dark as they were, they had yet a tinge of red in the fire-light. It was a curious thing; a very curious thing, that both brothers should die, as was supposed, in Australia, said he. Better  as things have turned out  that Fred should have turned up afterwards, than John.

I dont know that, spoke Jan with his accustomed truth-telling freedom. The pair were not good for much, but John was the best of them.

I was thinking of Sibylla, candidly admitted the doctor. It would have been better for her.

Jan opened his eyes considerably.

Better for her!  for it to turn out that she had two husbands living? Thats logic, that is.

Dear me, to be sure! cried the doctor. I was not thinking of that phase of the affair, Mr. Jan. Is she in spirits?

Who? Sibylla? Shes fretting herself into her grave.

Dr. West turned his head with a start. What at? The loss of Verners Pride?

Well, I dont know, said Jan, ever plain-spoken. She puzzles me. When she was at Verners Pride, she never seemed satisfied. She was perpetually hankering after excitement  didnt seem to care for Lionel, or for anybody else, and kept the house full of people from top to bottom. She has a restless, dissatisfied temper, and it keeps her on the worry. Folks with such tempers know no peace, and let nobody else know any thats about them. A nice life she leads Lionel! Not that hed drop a hint of it. Hed cut out his tongue before hed speak a word against his wife; hed rather make her out to be an angel.

Are they pretty comfortably off for money? inquired Dr. West, after a pause. I suppose Mr. Verner must have managed to feather his nest a little, before leaving?

Not a bit of it, returned Jan. He was over head and ears in debt. Sibylla helped him to a good portion of it. She went the pace. John Massingbird waives the question of the mesne profits, or Lionel would be in worse embarrassment than he is.

Dr. West looked crestfallen. What do they live on? he asked. Does Lady Verner keep them? She cant have too much for herself now.

Oh! its managed somehow, said Jan.

Dr. West sat for some time in ruminating silence; pulling his whiskers as before, running his hands through his hair, the large clear blue sapphire ring, which he always wore on his finger, conspicuous. Jan swayed his legs about, and waited to afford any further information. Presently the doctor turned to him, a charming expression of open confidence on his countenance.

Mr. Jan, I am in great hopes that you will do me a little favour. I have temporary need of a trifle of pecuniary aid  some slight debts which have grown upon me abroad, he added carelessly, with a short cough and, knowing your good heart, I have resolved to apply to you. If you can oblige me with a couple of hundred pounds or so, Ill give you my acknowledgment, and return it punctually as soon as I am able.

Id let you have it with all the pleasure in life, if I had got it, heartily replied Jan; but I have not.

My dear Mr. Jan! Not got it! You must have quite a nice little nest of savings laid by in the bank! I know you never spend a shilling on yourself.

All I had in the bank, and what I have drawn since, has been handed to my mother. I wanted Lionel and Sibylla to come here: I and Miss Deb arranged it all; and in that case I should have given the money to Miss Deb. But Sibylla refused; she would not come here, she would not go anywhere but to Lady Verners. So I handed the money to my mother.

The confession appeared to put the doctor out considerably. How very imprudent, Mr. Jan! To give away all you possessed, leaving nothing for yourself! I never heard of such a thing!

Lionel and his wife were turned out of everything, and had nobody to look to. I dont see that I could have put the money to better use, stoutly returned Jan. It was not much, theres such a lot of the Clay Lane folks always wanting things when they are ill. And Miss Deb, she had had something. You keep her so short, doctor.

But you pay her the sum that was agreed upon for housekeeping? said Dr. West.

What should hinder me? returned Jan. Of course I do. But she cannot make both ends meet, she says, and then she has to come to me. Im willing: only I cant give money away and put it by, you see.

Dr. West probably did see it. He saw beyond doubt, that all hope of ready money from easy Jan was gone  from the simple fact that Jans coffers were just now empty. The fact did not afford him satisfaction.

Ill tell you what, Mr. Jan, said he, brightening up, you shall give me your signature to a little bill  a bill at two months, let us say. It will be the same as money.

Cant, said Jan.

You cant! replied Dr. West.

No! said Jan resolutely. Id give away all I had in hand to give, and welcome; but Id never sign bills. A doctor has no business with em. Dont you remember what they did for Jones at Bartholomews?

I dont remember Jones at Bartholomews, frigidly returned the doctor.

No! Why, whats gone with your memory? innocently asked Jan. If you think a bit, youll recollect about him, and what his end was. Bills did it; the signing of bills to oblige some friend. Ill never sign a bill, doctor. I wouldnt do it for my own mother.

Thus the doctors expectations were put a final end to, so far as Jan went  and very certain expectations they had, no doubt, been. As to Jan, a thought may have crossed him that the doctor and his daughter Sibylla appeared to have the same propensity for getting out of money. Dr. West recovered his equanimity, and magnanimously waived the affair as a trifle not worth dwelling on.

How does Cheese get on? he asked.

First rate  in the eating line, replied Jan.

Have you got him out of his idleness yet?

It would take a more clever man than I to do that, doctor. Its constitutional. When he goes up to London, in the autumn, I shall take an assistant: unless you should be coming home yourself.

I have no intention of it at present, Mr. Jan. Am I to understand you that Sibylla has serious symptoms of disease?

Theres no doubt of it, said Jan. You always prophesied it for her, you know. When she was at Verners Pride she was continually ailing: not a week passed but I was called in to attend her. She was so imprudent too  she would be. Going out and getting her feet wet; sitting up half the night. We tried to bring her to reason; but it was of no use. She defied Lionel; she would not listen to me  as well speak to a post.

Why should she defy her husband? Are they on bad terms?

They are on as good terms as any man and wife could be, Sibylla being the wife, was Jans rejoinder. You know something of her temper and disposition, doctor  it is of no use to mince matters  you remember how it had used to be with her here at home. Lionels a husband in a thousand. How he can possibly put up with her, and be always patient and kind, puzzles me more than any problem ever did in Euclid. If Fred had lived  why, hed have broken her spirit or her heart long before this.

Dr. West rose and stretched himself. The failings of Sibylla were not a pleasant topic, thus openly mentioned by Jan; but none knew better than the doctor how true were the grounds on which he spoke. None knew better, either, that disease for her was to be feared.

Her sisters went off about this age, or a little later, he said musingly. I could not save them.

And Sibyllas as surely going after them, doctor, as that I am here, returned Jan. Lionel intends to call in Dr. Hayes to her.

Since when has she been so ill?

Not since any time in particular. There appears to be no real illness yet  only symptoms. She coughs, and gets as thin as a skeleton. Sometimes I think, if she could call up a cheerful temper, shed keep well. You will see what you think of her.

The doctor walked towards the bureau at the far corner. Have you ever opened it, Mr. Jan?

Its not likely, said Jan. Didnt you tell me not to open it? Your own papers are in it, and you hold the key.

Its not inconvenient to your room, my retaining it I hope? asked the doctor. I dont know where else I should put my papers.

Not a bit of it, said Jan. Have another in here as well, if you like. Its safe here.

Do you know, Mr. Jan, I feel as if Id rather sleep in your little bed to-night than indoors, said the doctor looking at Jans bed. The room seems like an old friend to me: I feel at home in it.

Sleep in it, if you like, returned Jan, in his easy good nature. Miss Deb can put me into some room or other. I say, doctor, its past tea-time. Wouldnt you like some refreshment?

I had a good dinner on my road, replied Dr. West; which Jan might have guessed, for Dr. West was quite sure to take care of himself. We will go in, if you like; Deb and Amilly will wonder what has become of me. How old they begin to look!

I dont suppose any of us look younger, answered Jan.

They went into the house. Deborah and Amilly were in a flutter of hospitality, lading the tea-table with good things that it would have gladdened Master Cheeses heart to see. They had been upstairs to smooth out their curls, to put on clean white sleeves and collars, a gold chain, and suchlike little additions, setting themselves off as they were now setting off the tea-table, all in their affectionate welcome to their father. And Dr. West, who liked eating as well as ever did Master Cheese, surveyed the table with complacency as he sat down to it, ignoring the dinner he had spoken of to Jan. Amilly sat by him, heaping his plate with what he liked best, and Deborah made the tea.

I have been observing to Mr. Jan that you are beginning to look very old, Deb, remarked the doctor; Amilly also.

It was a cruel shaft. A bitter return for their loving welcome. Perhaps they were looking older, but he need not have said it so point blank, and before Jan. They turned crimson, poor ladies, and bent to sip their tea, and tried to turn the words off with a laugh, and did not know where to look. In true innate delicacy of feeling, Dr. West and his daughter, Sibylla, rivalled each other.

The meal over, the doctor proposed to pay a visit to Deerham Court, and did so, Jan walking with him, first of all mentioning to Deborah the wish expressed by Dr. West as to occupying Jans room for the night, that she might see the arrangement carried out.

Which she did. And Jan, at the retiring hour  though this is a little anticipating, for the evening is not yet over  escorted the doctor to the door of the room, and wished him a good nights rest, never imagining but that he enjoyed one. But had fire, or any other accident, burst open the room to public gaze in the lone night hours, Dr. West would have been seen at work, instead of asleep. Every drawer of the bureau was out, every paper it contained was misplaced. The doctor was evidently searching for something, as sedulously as he had once searched for that lost prescription, which at the time appeared so much to disturb his peace.




CHAPTER LXXVII.

AN EVENING AT LADY VERNERS.

In the well-lighted drawing-room at Deerham Court was its mistress, Lady Verner. Seated with her on the same sofa was her son, Lionel. Decima, at a little distance, was standing talking to Lord Garle. Lucy Tempest sat at the table cutting the leaves of a new book; and Sibylla was bending over the fire in a shivering attitude, as if she could not get enough of its heat. Lord Garle had been dining with them.

The door opened and Jan entered. I have brought you a visitor, Sibylla, said he, in his unceremonious fashion, without any sort of greeting to anybody. Come in, doctor.

It caused quite a confusion, the entrance of Dr. West. All were surprised. Lionel rose, Lucy rose; Lord Garle and Decima came forward, and Sibylla sprang towards him with a cry. Lady Verner was the only one who retained entire calmness.

Papa! it cannot be you! When did you come?

Dr. West kissed her, and turned to Lady Verner with some courtly words. Dr. West was an adept at such. Not the courtly words that spring genuinely from a kindly and refined nature; but those that are put on to hide a false one. All people, true-hearted ones, too, cannot distinguish between them; the false and the real. Next, the doctor grasped the hand of Lionel.

My son-in-law! he exclaimed in a very demonstrative manner. The last time you and I had the pleasure of meeting, Mr. Verner, we little anticipated that such a relationship would ensue. I rejoice to welcome you in it, my dear sir.

True, said Lionel, with a quiet smile. Coming events do not always cast their shadows before.

With Decima, with Lord Garle, with Lucy Tempest, the doctor severally shook hands; he had a phrase of suavity for them all.

I should not have known you, he said to the latter.

No! returned Lucy. Why?

You have grown, Miss Tempest. Grown much.

Then I must have been very short before, said Lucy. I am not tall now.

You have grown into remarkable beauty, added the doctor.

Whether Lucy had grown into beauty, or not, she did not like being told of it. And she did not like Dr. West. She had not been in love with him ever, as you may recollect; but she seemed to like him now, as he stood before her, less and less. Drawing away from him when she could do so civilly, she went up and talked to Jan.

A little while, and they had become more settled, dispersing into groups. The doctor, his daughter, and Lionel were sitting on a couch apart, conversing in an undertone; the rest disposed themselves as they would. Dr. West had accepted a cup of coffee. He kept it in his hand, sipping it now and then, and slowly ate a biscuit.

Mr. Jan tells me Sibylla is not very strong, he observed, addressing both of them, but more particularly Lionel.

Not very, replied Lionel. The cold weather of this winter has tried her; has given her a cough. She will be better, I hope, when it comes in warm.

How do you feel, my dear? inquired the doctor, apparently looking at his coffee-cup instead of Sibylla. Weak here?  touching his chest.

Not more weak than I had used to be, she answered in a cross tone, as if the confession that she did feel weak was not pleasant to her. Theres nothing the matter with me, papa; only Lionel makes a fuss.

Nay, Sibylla, interposed Lionel good-humouredly, I leave that to you and Jan.

You would like to make papa believe you dont make a fuss! she cried, in a most resentful tone; when you know, not two days ago, you wanted to prevent my going to the party at Mrs. Bitterworths!

I plead guilty to that, said Lionel. It was a most inclement night, a cold, raw fog that penetrated everywhere, carriages and all else, and I wished you not to venture out in it. The doing so increased your cough.

Mr. Verner was right, said Dr. West. Night fogs are pernicious to a degree, where the chest and lungs are delicate. You should not stir out of the house, Sibylla, after sunset. Now dont interrupt, my dear. Let the carriage be ever so closely shut, it makes no difference. There is the change of atmosphere from the warm room to the cold carriage; there are the draughts of air in passing to it. You must not do it, Sibylla.

Do you mean to say, papa, that I am to live like a hermit?  never to go out? she returned, her bosom heaving with vexation. It is not much visiting that I have had, goodness knows, since quitting Verners Pride: if I am to give it all up, you may as well put me out of the world. As good be dead!

Sibylla, said the doctor, more impressively than he often spoke, I know your constitution, and I know pretty well what you can and what you can not bear. Dont attempt to stir out after sunset again. Should you get stronger it will be a different matter. At present it must not be. Will you remember this, Mr. Verner?

If my wife will allow me to remember it, he said, bending to Sibylla with a kindly tone. My will was good to keep her in, all this winter; but she would not be kept.

What has Jan been telling you about me, papa? It is a shame of him! I am not ill.

Mr. Jan has told me very little indeed of your ailments, replied Dr. West. He says you are not strong; he says you are fretful, irritable. My dear, this arises from your state of health.

I have thought so, too, said Lionel, speaking impulsively. Many and many a time, latterly, when she had nearly tired out his heart and his patience, had he been willing to find an excuse for her still  that her illness of body caused in her the irritation of mind. Or, at any rate, greatly increased it.

An eye, far less experienced than that of Dr. West  who, whatever may have been his other shortcomings, was clever in his profession  could have seen at a glance how weak Sibylla was. She wore an evening dress of white muslin, its body very low and its sleeves very short; her chest was painfully thin, and every breath she took lifted it ominously: she seemed to be breathing outside as well as in. The doctor touched the muslin.

This is not a fit dress for you, Sibylla

Lionel has been putting you up to say it, papa! she burst forth.

Dr. West looked at her. He surmised, what was indeed the case, that her husband had remonstrated against the unsuitableness of the attire, to one in her condition.

You have heard every word Mr. Verner has spoken to me, Sibylla. You should be wrapped up warmly always. To be exposed as you are now, is enough to  to  give you your death, he was about to say, but changed the words make you very ill.

Decima and Lucy Tempest dress so, she returned in a tone that threatened tears.

Dr. West lifted his eyes to where Decima and Lucy were standing with Lord Garle. Decima wore a silk dress, Lucy a white one; each made evening fashion.

They are both healthy, he said, and may wear what they please. Look at their necks, compared to yours, Sibylla. I shall ask Mr. Verner to put all these thin dresses, these low bodies, behind the fire.

He would only have the pleasure of paying for others to replace them, was the undutiful rejoinder. Papa, I have enough trouble, without your turning against me.

Turning against her! Dr. West did not point out how purposeless were her words. His intention was to come in in the morning, and talk to her seriously of her state of health, and the precautions it was necessary to observe. He took a sip of his coffee, and turned to Lionel.

I was about to ask you a superfluous question, Mr. Verner  whether that lost codicil has been heard of. But your leaving Verners Pride is an answer.

It has never been heard of, replied Lionel. When John Massingbird returned and put in his claim  when he took possession, I may say, for the one was coeval with the other  the wanting of the codicil was indeed a grievance; far more than it had appeared at the time of its loss.

You must regret it very much.

I regret it always, he answered. I regret it bitterly for Sibyllas sake.

Papa, she cried, in deep emotion, her cheeks becoming crimson, her blue eyes flashing with an unnatural light, if that codicil could be found it would save my life. Jan, in his rough, stupid way, tells me I am fretting myself into my grave. Perhaps I am. I want to go back to Verners Pride.

It was not a pleasant subject to converse on; it was a subject utterly hopeless  and Dr. West sought one more genial. Ranging his eyes over the room, they fell upon Lord Garle, who was still talking with Decima and Lucy.

Which of the two young ladies makes the viscounts attraction, Mr. Verner?

Lionel smiled. They do not take me into their confidence, sir; any one of the three.

I am sure it is not Decima, papa, spoke up Sibylla. Shes as cold as a stone. I wont answer for its not being Lucy Tempest. Lord Garle comes here a good deal, and he and Lucy seem great friends. I often think he comes for Lucy.

Then theres little doubt upon the point, observed the doctor, coming to a more rapid conclusion than the words really warranted. Time was, Mr. Verner, when I thought that young lady would have been your wife.

Who? asked Lionel. But that he only asked the question in his confusion, without need, was evident; the tell-tale flush betrayed it. His pale face had turned red; red to the very roots of his hair.

In those old days when you were ill, lying here, and Miss Tempest was so much with you, I fancied I saw the signs of a mutual attachment, continued the doctor. I conclude I must have been mistaken.

Little doubt of that, doctor, lightly answered Lionel, recovering his equanimity, though he could not yet recover his disturbed complexion, and laughing as he spoke.

Sibyllas greedy ears had drunk up the words, her sharp eyes had caught the conscious flush, and her jealous heart was making the most of it. At that unfortunate moment, as ill-luck had it, Lucy brought up the basket of cakes and held it out to Dr. West. Lionel rose to take it from her.

I was taking your name in vain, Miss Tempest, said the complacent doctor. Did you hear me?

No, replied Lucy, smiling. What about?

I was telling Mr. Verner that in the old days I had deemed his choice was falling upon another, rather than my daughter. Do you remember, young lady?  in that long illness of his?

Lucy did remember. And the remembrance, thus called suddenly before her, the words themselves, the presence of Lionel, all brought to her far more emotion than had arisen to him. Her throat heaved as with a spasm, and the startled colour dyed her face. Lionel saw it. Sibylla saw it.

It proves to us how we may be mistaken, Miss Tempest, observed the doctor, who, from that habit of his, already hinted at, of never looking people in the face when he spoke to them, had failed to observe anything. I hear there is a probability of this fair hand being appropriated by another. One who can enhance his value by coupling it with a coronet.

Dont take the trouble, Lucy. I am holding it.

It was Lionel who spoke. In her confusion she had not loosed hold of the cake-basket, although he had taken it. Quietly, impassively, in the most unruffled manner spoke he, smiling carelessly. Only for a moment had his self-control been shaken. Will you take a biscuit, Dr. West? he asked; and the doctor chose one.

Lucy, my dear, will you step here to me?

The request came from the other end of the room, from Lady Verner. Lionel, who was about to place the cake-basket on the table, stopped and held out his arm to Lucy, to conduct her to his mother. They went forward, utterly unconscious that Sibylla was casting angry and jealous glances at them; conscious only that those sacred feelings in either heart, so well hid from the world, had been stirred to their very depths.

The door opened, and one of the servants entered. Mr. Jan is wanted.

Whos been taken ill now, I wonder? cried Jan, descending from the arm of his mothers sofa, where he had been perched.

In the ante-room was Master Cheese, looking rueful.

Theres a message come from Squire Pidcocks, cried he in a most resentful tone. Somebodys to attend immediately. Am I to go?

I suppose youd faint at having to go, after being up to Miss Hautleys, returned Jan. Youd never survive the two, should you?

Well, you know, Jan, its a good mile and a half to Pidcocks, and I had to go to the other place without my tea, remonstrated Master Cheese.

I dare say Miss Deb has given you your tea since you came home.

But its not like having it at the usual hour. And I couldnt finish it in comfort, when this message came.

Be off back and finish it now, then, said Jan. And the young gentleman departed with alacrity, while Jan made the best of his way to Squire Pidcocks.




CHAPTER LXXVIII.

AN APPEAL TO JOHN MASSINGBIRD.

Lionel Verner walked home with Dr. West, later in the evening. What do you think of Sibylla? was his first question, before they had well quitted the gates.

My opinion is not a favourable one, so far as I can judge at present, replied Dr. West. She must not be crossed, Mr. Verner.

Heaven is my witness that she is not crossed by me, Dr. West, was the reply of Lionel, given more earnestly than the occasion seemed to call for. From the hour I married her, my whole life has been spent in the endeavour to shield her from crosses, so far as lies in the power of man; to cherish her in all care and tenderness. There are few husbands would bear with her  her peculiarities  as I have borne; as I will still bear. I say this to you, her father; I would say it to no one else. My chief regret, at the wrenching from me of Verners Pride, is for Sibyllas sake.

My dear sir, I honestly believe you. I know what Sibylla was at home, fretful, wayward, and restless; and those tendencies are not likely to be lessened, now disease has shown itself. I always feared it was in her constitution; that, in spite of all our care, she would follow her sisters. They fell off and died, you may remember, when they seemed most blooming. People talked freely  as I understood at the time  about my allowing her so suddenly to marry Frederick Massingbird; but my course was dictated by one sole motive  that it would give her the benefit of a sea voyage, which might prove invaluable to her constitution.

Lionel believed just as much of this as he liked. Dr. West was his wifes father, and, as such, he deferred to him. He remembered what had been told him by Sibylla; and he remembered the promise he had given her.

Its a shocking pity that you are turned from Verners Pride! resumed the doctor.

It is. But theres no help for it.

Does Sibylla grieve after it very much? Has it any real effect, think you, upon her health?  as she seemed to intimate.

She grieves, no doubt. She keeps up the grief, if you can understand it, Dr. West. Not a day passes, but she breaks into lamentations over the loss, complaining loudly and bitterly. Whether her health would not equally have failed at Verners Pride, I am unable to say. I think it would.

John Massingbird, under the circumstances, ought to give it up to you. It is rightfully yours. Sibyllas life  and she is his own cousin  may depend upon it: he ought not to keep it. But for the loss of the codicil, he would never have come to it.

Of course he could not, assented Lionel. It is that loss which has upset everything.

Dr. West fell into silence, and continued in it until his house was in view. Then he spoke again.

What will you undertake to give me, Mr. Verner, if I can bring John Massingbird to hear reason, and re-establish you at Verners Pride?

Not anything, answered Lionel. Verners Pride is John Massingbirds according to the law; therefore it cannot be mine. Neither would he resign it.

I wonder whether it could be done by stratagem? mused Dr. West. Could we persuade him that the codicil has turned up?  or something of that? It would be very desirable for Sibylla.

If I go back to Verners Pride at all, sir, I go back by right; neither by purchase nor by stratagem, was the reply of Lionel. Rely upon it, things set about in an underhand manner never prosper.

I might get John Massingbird to give it up to you, continued the doctor, nodding his head thoughtfully, as if he had some scheme afloat in it. I might get him to resign it to you, rents and residence and all, and betake himself off. You would give me a per centage?

Were John Massingbird to offer such to me to-morrow, of his own free will, I should decline it, decisively returned Lionel. I have suffered too much from Verners Pride ever to take possession of it again, except by indisputable right  a right in which I cannot be disturbed. Twice have I been turned from it, as you know. And the turning out has cost me more than the world deemed.

But surely you would go back to it if you could, for Sibyllas sake?

Were I a rich man, able to rent Verners Pride from John Massingbird, I might ask him to let it me, if it would gratify Sibylla. But, to return there as its master, on sufferance, liable to be expelled again at any moment  never! John Massingbird holds the right to Verners Pride, and he will exercise it, for me.

Then you will not accept my offer  to try and get you back again; and to make me a substantial honorarium if I do it?

I do not understand you, Dr. West. The question cannot arise.

If I make it arise; and carry it out?

I beg your pardon  No.

It was an emphatic denial, and Dr. West may have felt himself foiled; as he had been foiled by Jans confession of empty pockets, earlier in the evening.

Nevertheless, observed he equably, as he shook hands with Lionel, before entering his own house, I shall see John Massingbird to-morrow, and urge the hardship of the case upon him.

It was probably with that view that Dr. West proceeded early on the following morning to Verners Pride, after his night of search, instead of sleep, astonishing John Massingbird not a little. That gentleman was enjoying himself in a comfortable sort of way in his bedroom. A substantial breakfast was laid out on a table by the bedside, while he, not risen, smoked a pipe as he lay, by way of whetting his appetite. Dr. West entered without ceremony.

My stars! uttered John, when he could believe his eyes. Its never you, Uncle West! Did you drop from a balloon?

Dr. West explained. That he had come over for a few hours sojourn. The state of his dear daughter Sibylla was giving him considerable uneasiness, and he had put himself to the expense and inconvenience of a journey to see her, and judge of her state himself.

That there were a few trifling inaccuracies in this statement, inasmuch as that his daughters state had had nothing to do with the doctors journey, was of little consequence. It was all one to John Massingbird. He made a hasty toilette, and invited the doctor to take some breakfast.

Dr. West was nothing loth. He had breakfasted at home; but a breakfast more or less was nothing to Dr. West. He sat down to the table, and took a choice morsel of boned chicken on his plate.

John, I have come up to talk to you about Verners Pride.

What about it? asked John, speaking with his mouth full of devilled kidneys.

The place is Lionel Verners.

How dye make out that? asked John.

That codicil revoked the will which left the estate to you. It gave it to him.

But the codicil vanished, answered John.

True. I was present at the consternation it excited. It disappeared in some unaccountably mysterious way; but theres no doubt that Mr. Verner died, believing the estate would go in its direct line  to Lionel. In fact, I know he did. Therefore you ought to act as though the codicil were in existence, and resign the estate to Lionel Verner.

The recommendation excessively tickled the fancy of John Massingbird. It set him laughing for five minutes.

In short, you never ought to have attempted to enter upon it, continued Dr. West. Will you resign it to him?

Uncle West, youll kill me with laughter, if you joke like that, was the reply.

I have little doubt that the codicil is still in existence, urged Dr. West. I remember my impression at the time was that it was only mislaid, temporarily lost. If that codicil turned up, you would be obliged to quit.

So I should, said John, with equanimity. Let Lionel Verner produce it, and Ill vacate the next hour. That will never turn up: dont you fret yourself, Uncle West.

Will you not resign it to him?

No, that I wont. Verners Pride is mine by law. I should be a simpleton to give it up.

Sibyllas pining for it, resumed the doctor, trying what a little pathetic pleading would do. She will as surely die, unless she can come back to Verners Pride, as that you and I are at breakfast here.

If you ask my opinion, Uncle West, I should say that shed die, any way. She looks like it. Shes fading away just as the other two did. But she wont die a day sooner for being away from Verners Pride; and she would not have lived an hour longer had she remained in it. Thats my belief.

Verners Pride never was intended for you, John, cried the doctor. Some freak caused Mr. Verner to will it away from Lionel; but he came to his senses before he died, and repaired the injury.

Then I am so much the more obliged to the freak, was the good-humoured but uncompromising rejoinder of John Massingbird.

And more than that Dr. West could not make of him. John was evidently determined to stand by Verners Pride. The doctor then changed his tactics, and tried a little business on his own account  that of borrowing from John Massingbird as much money as that gentleman would lend.

It was not much. John, in his laughing way, protested he was always cleaned out. Nobody knew but himself  but he did not mind hinting it to Uncle West  the heaps of money he had been obliged to shell out before he could repose in tranquillity at Verners Pride. There were back entanglements and present expenses, not to speak of sums spent in benevolence.

Benevolence? the doctor exclaimed.

Yes, benevolence, John replied with a semi-grave face; he had had to give away an unlimited number of bank-notes to the neighbourhood, as a recompense for having terrified it into fits. There were times when he thought he should have to come upon Lionel Verner for the mesne profits, he observed. A procedure which he was unwilling to resort to for two reasons: the reason was that Lionel possessed nothing to pay them with; the other, that he, John, never liked to be hard.

So the doctor had to content himself with a very trifling loan, compared with the sum he had fondly anticipated. He dropped some obscure hints that the evidence he could give, if he chose, with reference to the codicil, or rather what he knew to have been Mr. Verners intentions, might go far to deprive his nephew John of the estate. But his nephew only laughed at him, and could not by any manner of means be induced to treat the hints as serious. A will was a will, he said, and Verners Pride was indisputably his.

Altogether, taking one thing with another, Dr. Wests visit to Deerham had not been quite so satisfactory as he had anticipated it might be made. After quitting John Massingbird, he went to Deerham Court and remained a few hours with Sibylla. The rest of the day he divided between his daughters in their sitting-room, and Jan in the surgery, taking his departure again from Deerham by the night train.

And Deborah and Amilly, drowned in tears, said his visit could be compared only to the flash of a comets tail; no sooner seen than gone again.




CHAPTER LXXIX.

A SIN AND A SHAME.

As the spring advanced, sickness began to prevail in Deerham. The previous autumn, the season when the enemy chiefly loved to show itself, had been comparatively free, but he appeared to be about taking his revenge now. In every third house people were down with ague and fever. Men who ought to be strong for their daily toil, women whose services were wanted for their households and their families, children whose young frames were unfitted to battle with it, were indiscriminately attacked. It was capricious as a summers wind. In some dwellings it would be the strongest and bravest that were singled out; in some the weakest and most delicate. Jan was worked off his legs. Those necessary appendages to active Jan generally were exercised pretty well; but Jan could not remember the time when they had been worked as they were now. Jan grew cross. Not at the amount of work: it may be questioned whether Jan did not rather prefer that, than the contrary; but at the prevailing state of things. Its a sin and a shame that precautions are not taken against this periodical sickness, said Jan, speaking out more forcibly than was his wont. If the place were drained and the dwellings improved, the ague would run away to more congenial quarters. Id not own Verners Pride, unless I could show myself fit to be its owner.

The shaft may have been levelled at John Massingbird, but Lionel Verner took it to himself. How full of self-reproach he was, he alone knew. He had had the power in his own hands to make these improvements, and in some manner or other he had let the time slip by: now, the power was wrested from him. It is ever so. Golden opportunities come into our hands, and we look at them complacently, and  do not use them. Bitter regrets, sometimes remorse, take their places when they have flitted away for ever; but neither the regret nor the remorse can recall the opportunity lost.

Lionel pressed the necessity upon John Massingbird. It was all he could do now. John received it with complacent good-humour, and laughed at Lionel for making the request. But that was all.

Set about draining Clay Lane, and build up new tenements in place of the old? cried he. What next, Lionel?

Look at the sickness the present state of things brings, returned Lionel. It is what ought to have been altered years ago.

Ah! said John. Why didnt you alter it, then, when you had Verners Pride?

You may well ask! It was my first thought when I came into the estate. I would set about that; I would set about other improvements. Some I did carry out, as you know; but these, the most needful, I left in abeyance. It lies on my conscience now.

They were in the study. Lionel was at the desk, some papers before him; John Massingbird had lounged in for a chat  as he was fond of doing, to the interruption of Lionel. He was leaning against the door-post; his attire not precisely such that a gentleman might choose, who wished to send his photograph to make a morning call. His pantaloons were hitched up by a belt; braces, John said, were not fashionable at the diggings, and he had learned the comfort of doing without them; a loose sort of round drab coat without tails; no waistcoat; a round brown hat, much bent, and a pair of slippers. Such was John Massingbirds favourite costume, and he might be seen in it at all hours of the day. When he wanted to go abroad, his toilette was made, as the French say, by the exchanging of the slippers for boots, and the taking in his hand a club stick. Johns whiskers were growing again, and promised to be as fine a pair as he had worn before going out to Australia; and now he was letting his beard grow, but it looked very grim and stubbly. Truth to say, a stranger passing through the village and casting his eyes on Mr. John Massingbird, would have taken him to be a stable helper, rather than the master of that fine place, Verners Pride. Just now he had a clay pipe in his mouth, its stem little more than an inch long.

Do you mean to assert that youd set about these improvements, as you call them, were you to come again into Verners Pride? asked he of Lionel.

I believe I should. I would say unhesitatingly that I should, save for past experience, continued Lionel. Before my uncle died, I knew how necessary it was that they should be made, and I as much believed that I should set about them the instant I came into the estate, as that I believe I am now talking to you. But you see I did not begin them. It has taught me to be chary of making assertions beforehand.

I suppose you think youd do it?

If I know anything of my own resolution I should do it. Were Verners Pride to lapse to me to-morrow, I believe I should set about it the next day. But, Lionel added after a short pause, theres no probability of its lapsing to me. Therefore I want you to set about it in my place.

I cant afford it, replied John Massingbird.

Nonsense! I wish I could afford things a quarter as well as you.

I tell you I cant, reiterated John, taking his pipe from his mouth to make a spittoon of the carpet  another convenience he had learned at the diggings. Im sure I dont know how on earth my money goes; I never did know all my life how money went; but, go it does. When Fred and I were little chaps, some benevolent old soul tipped us half a crown apiece. Mine was gone by middle-day, and I could not account for more than ninepence of it  never could to this day. Fred, at the end of a twelvemonths time, had got his half-crown still snug in his pocket. Had Fred come into Verners Pride, hed have lived in style on a thousand of his income yearly, and put by the rest.

He never would, Sibylla being his wife, thought Lionel. But he did not say it to John Massingbird.

An estate, such as this, brings its duties with it, John, said he. Remember those poor people down with sickness.

Bother duty, returned John. Look here, Lionel; you waste your breath and your words. I have not got the money to spend upon it; how do you know, old fellow, what my private expenses may be? And if I had the money, I should not do it, he continued. The present state of the property was deemed good enough by Mr. Verner; it was so deemed (if we may judge by facts) by Mr. Lionel Verner; and it is deemed good enough by John Massingbird. It is not he whos going to have the cost thrown upon him. So let it drop.

There was no resource but to let it drop; for that he was in full earnest, Lionel saw. John continued  

You can save up the alterations for yourself, to be commenced when you come into the property. A nice bonne bouche of outlay for you to contemplate.

I dont look to come into it, replied Lionel.

The probabilities are that you will come into it, returned John Massingbird, more seriously than he often spoke. Barring getting shot, or run over by a railway train, youll make old bones, you will. You have never played with your constitution; I have, in more ways than one: and in bare years I have considerably the advantage of you. Psha! when I am a skeleton in my coffin, youll still be a young man. You can make your cherished alterations then.

You may well say in more ways than one, returned Lionel, half joking, half serious. Theres smoking among the catalogue. How many pipes do you smoke in a day? Fifty?

Why didnt you say day and night? Tynn lives in perpetual torment lest my bed should ignite some night, and burn up him, as well as Verners Pride. I go to sleep sometimes with my pipe in my mouth as we do at the diggings. Now and then I feel half inclined to make a rush back there. It suited me better than this.

Lionel bent over some papers that were before him  a hint that he had business to do. Mr. Massingbird did not take it. He began filling his pipe again, scattering the tobacco on the ground wholesale in the process, and talking at the same time.

I say, Lionel, why did old Verner leave the place away from you? Have you ever wondered?

Lionel glanced up at him in surprise.

Have I ever ceased wondering, you might have said. I dont know why he did.

Did he never give you a reason  or an explanation?

Nothing of the sort. Except  yes, except a trifle. Some time after his death, Mrs. Tynn discovered a formidable-looking packet in one of his drawers, sealed and directed to me. She thought it was the missing codicil; so did I, until I opened it. It proved to contain nothing but a glove; one of my old gloves, and a few lines from my uncle. They were to the effect that when I received the glove I should know why he disinherited me.

And did you know? asked John Massingbird, applying a light to his pipe.

Not in the least. It left the affair more obscure, if possible, than it had been before. I suppose I never shall know now.

Nevers a long day, cried John Massingbird. But you told me about this glove affair before.

Did I? Oh, I remember. When you first returned. That is all the explanation I have ever had.

It was not much, said John. Dickens take this pipe! It wont draw. Wheres my knife?

Not finding his knife about him, he went off to look for it, dragging his slippers along the hall in his usual lazy fashion. Lionel, glad of the respite, applied himself to his work.




CHAPTER LXXX.

RECOLLECTIONS OF A NIGHT GONE BY.

One was dying in Deerham, but not of ague, and that was old Matthew Frost. Matthew was dying of old age, to which we must all succumb, if we live long enough.

April was in, and the fever and ague were getting better. News was brought to Lionel one morning that old Matthew was not expected to last through the day. Jan entered the breakfast-room at Deerham Court and told him so. Lionel had been starting to Verners Pride; but he changed his course towards Clay Lane.

Jan, said he, as he was turning away, I wish youd go up and see Sibylla. I am sure she is very ill.

Ill go if you like, said Jan. But theres no use in it. She wont listen to a word I say, or attend to a single direction that I give. Hayes told me, when he came over last week, that it was the same with him. She persists to him, as she does to me, that she has no need of medicine or care; that she is quite well.

I am aware she persists in it, replied Lionel, but I feel sure she is very ill.

I know she is, said Jan, Shes worse than folks think for. Perhaps you amongst them, Lionel. Ill go up to her. He turned back to the house as he spoke, and Lionel went on to Clay Lane.

Old Matthew was lying on his bed, very peaceful  peaceful as to his inward and his outward state. Though exceedingly weak, gradually sinking, he retained both speech and intellect: he was passing away without pain, and with his faculties about him. What a happy death-bed, when all is peace within! His dim eyes lighted up with pleasure when he saw Mr. Verner.

Have you come to see the last of me, sir? he asked, as Lionel took his hand.

Not quite the last yet, I hope, Matthew.

Dont hope it, sir; nor wish it, neither, returned the old man, lifting his hand with a deprecatory movement. Im on the threshold of a better world, sir, and Id not turn back to this, if God was to give me the choice of it. Im going to my rest, sir. Like as my bed has waited for me and been welcome to me after a hard days toil, so is my rest now at hand after my lifes toil. It is as surely waiting for me as ever was my bed; and I am longing to get to it.

Lionel looked down at the calm, serene face, fair and smooth yet. The skin was drawn tight over it, especially over the well-formed nose, and the white locks fell on the pillow behind. It may be wrong to say there was a holy expression pervading the face; but it certainly gave that impression to Lionel Verner.

I wish all the world  when their time comes  could die as you are dying, Matthew! he exclaimed, in the impulse of his heart.

Sir, all might, if theyd only live for it. Its many a year ago now, Mr. Lionel, that I learned to make a friend of God: He has stood me in good need. And those that do learn to make a friend of Him, sir, dont fear to go to Him.

Lionel drew forward a chair and sat down in it. The old man continued  

Things seemed to have been smoothed for me in a wonderful manner, sir. My great trouble, of late years, has been Robin. I feared how it might be with him when I went away and left him here alone; for you know the queer way he has been in, sir, since that great misfortune; and I have been a bit of a check on him, keeping him, as may be said, within bounds. Well, that trouble is done away for me, sir; Robin he has got his mind at rest, and he wont break out again. In a short while I am in hopes hell be quite what he used to be.

Matthew, it was my firm intention to continue your annuity to Robin, spoke Lionel. I am sorry the power to do so has been taken from me. You know that it will not rest with me now, but with Mr. Massingbird. I fear he is not likely to continue it.

Dont regret it, sir. Robin, I say, is growing to be an industrious man again, and he can get a living well. If he had stopped a half-dazed-do-nothing, he might have wanted that, or some other help; but it isnt so. His troubles at rest, and his old energies are coming back to him. It seems to have left my mind at leisure, sir; and I can go away, praying for the souls of my poor daughter and of Frederick Massingbird.

The name  his  aroused the attention of Lionel; more, perhaps, than he would have cared to confess. But his voice and manner retained their quiet calmness.

What did you say, Matthew?

It was him, sir; Mr. Frederick Massingbird. It was nobody else.

Down deep in Lionel Verners heart there had lain a conviction, almost ever since that fatal night, that the man had been no other than the one now spoken of, the younger Massingbird. Why the impression should have come to him he could not have told at the time; something, perhaps, in Fredericks manner had given rise to it. On the night before John Massingbirds departure for Australia, after the long interview he had held with Mr. Verner in the study, which was broken in upon by Lionel on the part of Robin Frost, the three young men  the Massingbirds and Lionel  had subsequently remained together, discussing the tragedy. In that interview it was that a sudden doubt of Frederick Massingbird entered the mind of Lionel. It was impossible for him to tell why. He only knew that the impression  nay, it were more correct to say the conviction, seized hold upon him, never to be eradicated. Perhaps something strange in Fredericks manner awoke it. Lionel surmised not how far his guilt might have extended; but that he was the guilty one, he fully believed. It was not his business to proclaim this; had it been a certainty, instead of a fancy, Lionel would not have made it his business. But when Frederick Massingbird was on the point of marrying Sibylla, then Lionel partially broke through his reserve, and asked him whether he had nothing on his conscience that ought to prevent his making her his wife. Frederick answered freely and frankly, to all appearance, and for the moment Lionels doubts were dissipated: only, however, to return afterwards with increased force. Consequently he was not surprised to hear this said, though surprised at Matthew Frosts knowing it.

How did you hear it, Matthew? he asked.

Robin got at it, sir. Poor Robin, he was altogether on the wrong scent for a long while, thinking it was Mr. John; but its set right now, and Robin, hes at ease. May Heaven have mercy upon Frederick Massingbird!

Successful rival though he had proved to him, guilty man that he had been, Lionel heartily echoed the prayer. He asked no more questions of the old man upon the subject, but afterwards, when he was going out, he met Robin and stopped him.

Robin, what is this that your father has been telling me about Frederick Massingbird?

Only to think of it! was Robins response, growing somewhat excited. To think how our ways get balked! I had swore to be revenged  as you know, sir  and now the power of revenge is took from me! Hes gone where my revenge cant reach him. Its of no good  I see it  for us to plan. Our plansll never be carried out, if they dont please God.

And it was Frederick Massingbird?

It was Frederick Massingbird, assented Robin, his breath coming thick and fast with agitation. We had got but one little ewe lamb, and he must leave the world that was open to him, and pick her up, and destroy her! I aint calm yet to talk of it, sir.

But how did you ascertain this? Your suspicions, you know, were directed to Mr. John Massingbird: wrongly, as I believed; as I told you.

Yes, they were wrong, said Robin. I was put upon the wrong scent: but not wilfully. You might remember a dairy wench that lived at Verners Pride in them days, sir  Dolly, her name was; she that went and got married after to Joe Stubbs, Mr. Bitterworths wagoner. It was she told me, sir. I used to be up there a good bit with Stubbs, and one day when I was sick and ill there, the wife told me she had seen one of the gentlemen come from the Willow Pool that past night. I pressed her to tell me which of them, and at first she said she couldnt, and then she said it was Mr. John. I never thought but she told me right, but it seems  as she confesses now  that she only fixed on him to satisfy me, and because she thought he was dead, over in Australia, and it wouldnt matter if she did say it. I worried her life out over it, she says; and its like I did. She says now, if she was put upon her Bible oath, she couldnt say which of the gentlemen it was, more nor the other; but she did see one of em.

But this is not telling me how you know it to have been Mr. Frederick, Robin.

I learned it from Mr. John, was the reply. When he come back I saw him; I knew it was him; and I got a gun and watched for him. I meant to take my revenge, sir. Roy, he found me out; and in a night or two, he brought me face to face with Mr. John, and Mr. John he told me the truth. But hed only tell it me upon my giving him my promise not to expose his brother. So Im balked even of that revenge. I had always counted on the exposing of the man, added Robin in a dreamy tone, as if he were looking back into the past; when I thought it was Mr. John, I only waited for Luke Roy to come home, that I might expose him. I judged that Luke, being so much with him in Australia, might have heard a slip word drop as would confirm it. Somehow, though I thought Dolly Stubbs spoke truth, I didnt feel so sure of her as to noise it abroad.

You say it was Mr. John Massingbird who told you it was his brother?

He told me, sir. He told me at Roys, when he was a-hiding there. When the folks here was going mad about the ghost, I knowed who the ghost was, and had my laugh at em. It seemed that I could laugh then, added Robin, looking at Mr. Verner, as if he deemed an apology for the words necessary. My mind was set at rest.

Did a thought cross Lionel Verner that John Massingbird, finding his own life in peril from Robins violence, had thrown the blame upon his brother falsely? It might have done so, but for his own deeply-rooted suspicions. That John would not be scrupulously regardful of truth, he believed, where his own turn was to be served. Lionel, at any rate, felt that he should like, for his own satisfaction, to have the matter set at rest, and he took his way to Verners Pride.

John Massingbird, his costume not improved in elegance, or his clay pipe in length, was lounging at his ease on one of the amber damask satin couches of the drawing-room, his feet on the back of a proximate chair, and his slippers fallen off on the carpet. A copious tumbler of rum-and-water  his favourite beverage since his return  was on a table, handy; and there he lay enjoying his ease.

Hollo, old fellow! How are you? was his greeting to Lionel, given without changing his position in the least.

Massingbird, I want to speak to you, rejoined Lionel. I have been to see old Matthew Frost, and he has said something which surprises me

The old mans about to make a start of it, I hear, was the interruption of Mr. Massingbird.

He cannot last long. He has been speaking  naturally  of that unhappy business of his daughters. He lays it to the door of Frederick; and Robin tells me he had the information from you.

I was obliged to give it him, in self-defence, said John Massingbird. The fellow had got it into his head, in some unaccountable manner, that I was the black sheep, and was prowling about with a gun, ready capped and loaded, to put a bullet into me. I dont set so much store by my life as some fidgets do, but its not pleasant to be shot off in that summary fashion. So I sent for Mr. Robin and satisfied him that he was making the same blunder that Deerham just then was making  mistaking one brother for the other.

Was it Frederick?

It was.

Did you know it at the time?

No. Never suspected him at all.

Then how did you learn it afterwards?

John Massingbird took his legs from the chair. He rose, and brought himself to an anchor on a seat facing Lionel, puffing still at his incessant pipe.

I dont mind trusting you, old chap, being one of us, and I couldnt help trusting Robin Frost. Roy, he knew it before  at least, his wife did; which amounts to something of the same; and she spoke of it to me. I have ordered them to keep a close tongue, under pain of unheard-of penalties  which I should never inflict; but its as well to let poor Freds memory rest in quiet and good odour. I believe honestly its the only scrape of the sort he ever got into. He was cold and cautious.

But how did you learn it? reiterated Lionel.

Ill tell you. I learned it from Luke Roy.

From Luke Roy! repeated Lionel, more at sea than before.

Do you remember that I had sent Luke on to London a few days before this happened? He was to get things forward for our voyage. He was fou  as the French say  after Rachel; and what did he do but come back again in secret, to get a last look at her, perhaps a word. It happened to be this very night, and Luke was a partial witness to the scene at the Willow Pond. He saw and heard her meeting with Frederick; heard quite enough to know that there was no chance for him; and he was stealing away, leaving Fred and Rachel at the termination of their quarrel, when he met his mother. She knew him, it seems, and to that encounter we are indebted for her display when before Mr. Verner, and her lame account of the ghost. You must recollect it. She got up the ghost tale to excuse her own terror; to throw the scent off Luke. The woman says her life, since, has been that of a martyr, ever fearing that suspicion might fall upon her son. She recognised him beyond doubt; and nearly died with the consternation. He glided off, never speaking to her, but the fear and consternation remained. She recognised, too, she says, the voice of Frederick as the one that was quarrelling; but she did not dare confess it. For one thing, she knew not how far Luke might be implicated.

Lionel leaned his brow on his hand, deep in thought. How far was Frederick implicated? he asked in a low tone. Did he  did he put her into the pond?

No! burst forth John Massingbird, with a vehemence that sent the ashes of his pipe flying. Fred would not be guilty of such a crime as that, any more than you or I would. He had  he had made vows to the girl, and broken them; and that was the extent of it. No such great sin, after all, or it wouldnt be so fashionable a one, carelessly added John Massingbird.

Lionel waited in silence.

By what Luke could gather, went on John, it appeared that Rachel had seen Fred that night with his cousin Sibylla  your wife now. What she had seen or heard, goodness knows; but enough to prove to her that Freds real love was given to Sibylla, that she was his contemplated wife. It drove Rachel mad: Fred had probably filled her up with the idea that the honour was destined for herself. Men are deceivers ever, and women soft, you know, Lionel.

And they quarrelled over it?

They quarrelled over it. Rachel, awakened out of her credulity, met him with bitter reproaches. Luke could not hear what was said towards its close. The meeting  no doubt a concerted one  had been in that grove in view of the Willow Pond, the very spot that Master Luke had chosen for his own hiding-place. They left it and walked towards Verners Pride, disputing vehemently; Roy made off the other way, and the last he saw of them, when they were nearly out of sight, was a final explosion, in which they parted. Fred set off to run towards Verners Pride, and Rachel came flying back towards the pond. Theres not a shadow of doubt that in her passion, her unhappy state of feeling, she flung herself in; and if Luke had only waited two minutes longer, he might have been in at the death  as we say by the foxes. Thats the solution of what has puzzled Deerham for years, Lionel.

Could Luke not have saved her?

He never knew she was in the pond. Whether the unexpected sight of his mother scared his senses away, he has often wondered; but he heard neither the splash in the water nor the shriek. He made off, pretty quick, he says, for fear his mother should attempt to stop him, or proclaim his presence aloud  an inconvenient procedure, since he was supposed to be in London. Luke never knew of her death until we were on the voyage. I got to London only in time to go on board the ship in the docks, and we had been out for days at sea before he learned that Rachel was dead, or I that Luke had been down, on the sly, to Deerham. I had to get over that precious sea-sickness before entering upon that, or any other talk, I can tell you. Its a shame it should attack men!

I suspected Fred at the time, said Lionel.

You did! Well, I did not. My suspicions had turned to a very different quarter.

Upon whom?

Oh, bother! wheres the good of ripping it up, now its over and done with? retorted John Massingbird. Theres the paper of baccy by your elbow, chum. Chuck it here.




CHAPTER LXXXI.

A CRISIS IN SIBYLLAS LIFE.

Sibylla Verner improved neither in health nor in temper. Body and mind were alike diseased. As the spring had advanced, her weakness appeared to increase; the symptoms of consumption became more palpable. She would not allow that she was ill; she, no doubt, thought that there was nothing serious the matter with her; nothing, as she told everybody, but the vexing after Verners Pride.

Dr. West had expressed an opinion that her irritability, which she could neither conceal nor check, was the result of her state of health. He was very likely right. One thing was certain; that since she grew weaker and worse, this unhappy frame of mind had greatly increased. The whole business of her life appeared to be to grumble, to be cross, snappish, fretful. If her body was diseased, most decidedly her temper was also. The great grievance of quitting Verners Pride she made a plea for the indulgence of every complaint under the sun. She could no longer gather a gay crowd of visitors around her; she had lost the opportunity with Verners Pride; she could no longer indulge in unlimited orders for new dresses and bonnets, and other charming adjuncts to the toilette, without reference to how they were to be paid for; she had not a dozen servants at her beck and call; and if she wanted to pay a visit, there was no elegant equipage, the admiration of all beholders, to convey her. She had lost all with Verners Pride. Not a day  scarcely an hour  passed, but one or other, or all of these vexations, were made the subject of fretful, open repining. Not to Lady Verner  Sibylla would not have dared to annoy her; not to Decima or to Lucy; but to her husband. How weary his ear was, how weary his spirit, no tongue could tell. She tried him in every way  she did nothing but find fault with him. When he stayed out, she grumbled at him for staying, meeting him with reproaches on his entrance; when he remained in, she grumbled at him. In her sad frame of mind it was essential  there are frames of mind in which it is essential, as the medical men will tell you, where the sufferer cannot help it  that she should have some object on whom to vent her irritability. Not being in her own house, there was but her husband. He was the only one sufficiently nearly connected with her to whom the courtesies of life could be dispensed with; and therefore he came in for it all. At Verners Pride there would have been her servants to share it with him; at Dr. Wests there would have been her sisters; at Lady Verners there was her husband alone. Times upon times Lionel felt inclined to run away; as the disobedient boys run to sea.

The little hint, dropped by Dr. West, touching the past, had not been without its fruits in Sibyllas mind. It lay and smouldered there. Had Lionel been attached to Lucy?  had there been love-scenes, love-making between them? Sibylla asked herself the questions ten times in a day. Now and then she let drop a sharp, acrid bit of venom to him  his old love, Lucy. Lionel would receive it with impassibility, never answering.

On the day spoken of in the last chapter, when Matthew Frost was dying, she was more ill at ease, more intensely irritable, than usual. Lady Verner had gone with some friends to Heartburg, and was not expected home until night; Decima and Lucy walked out in the afternoon, and Sibylla was alone. Lionel had not been home since he went out in the morning to see Matthew Frost. The fact was Lionel had had a busy day of it: what with old Matthew and what with his conversation with John Massingbird afterwards, certain work which ought to have been done in the morning he had left till the afternoon. It was nothing unusual for him to be out all day; but Sibylla was choosing to make his being out on this day an unusual grievance. As the hours of the afternoon passed on and on, and it grew late, and nobody appeared, she could scarcely suppress her temper, her restlessness. She was a bad one to be alone; had never liked to be alone for five minutes in her life; and thence perhaps the secret of her having made so much of a companion of her maid, Benoite. In point of fact, Sibylla Verner had no resources within herself; and she made up for the want by indulging in her naturally bad temper.

Where were they? Where was Decima? Where was Lucy? Above all, where was Lionel? Sibylla, not being able to answer the questions, suddenly began to get up a pretty little plot of imagination  that Lucy and Lionel were somewhere together. Had Sibylla possessed one of Sam Wellers patent self-acting microscopes, able to afford a view through space and stairs and deal doors, she might have seen Lionel seated alone in the study at Verners Pride, amidst his leases and papers; and Lucy in Clay Lane, paying visits with Decima from cottage to cottage. Not possessing one of those admirable instruments  if somebody at the West End would but set up a stock of them for sale, what a lot of customers hed have!  Sibylla was content to cherish the mental view she had conjured up, and to improve upon it. All the afternoon she kept improving upon it, until she worked herself up to that agreeable pitch of distorted excitement when the mind does not know what is real, and what fancy. It was a regular April day; one of sunshine and storm; now the sun shining out bright and clear; now, the rain pattering against the panes; and Sibylla wandered from room to room, upstairs and down, as stormy as the weather.

Had her dreams been types of fact? Upon glancing from the window, during a sharper shower than any they had yet had, she saw her husband coming in at the large gates, Lucy Tempest on his arm, over whom he was holding an umbrella. They were walking slowly; conversing, as it seemed, confidentially. It was quite enough for Mrs. Verner.

But it was a very innocent, accidental meeting, and the confidential conversation was only about the state of poor old Matthew Frost. Lionel had taken Clay Lane on his road home for the purpose of inquiring after old Matthew. There, standing in the kitchen, he found Lucy. Decima was with the old man, and it was uncertain how long she would stay with him; and Lucy, who had no umbrella, was waiting for the shower to be over to get back to Deerham Court. Lionel offered her the shelter of his. As they advanced through the courtyard, Lucy saw Sibylla at the small drawing-room window  the ante-room, as it was called  and nodded a smiling greeting to her. She did not return it, and Lionel saw that his wife looked black as night.

They came in, Lucy untying her bonnet-strings, and addressing Sibylla in a pleasant tone  

What a sharp storm! she said. And I think it means to last, for there seems no sign of its clearing up. I dont know how I should have come, but for Mr. Verners umbrella.

No reply from Mrs. Verner.

Decima is with old Matthew Frost, continued Lucy, passing into the drawing-room; she desired that we would not wait dinner for her.

Then began Sibylla. She turned upon Lionel in a state of perfect fury, her temper, like a torrent, bearing down all before it  all decency, all consideration.

Where have you been? You and she?

Do you allude to Lucy? he asked, pausing before he replied, and looking at her with surprise. We have been nowhere. I saw her at old Frosts as I came by, and brought her home.

It is a falsehood! raved Sibylla. You are carrying on a secret intimacy with each other. I have been blind long enough, but

Lionel caught her arm, pointing in stern silence to the drawing-room door, which was not closed, his white face betraying his inward agitation.

She is there! he whispered. She can hear you.

But Sibyllas passion was terrible  not to be controlled. All the courtesies of life were lost sight of  its social usages were as nothing. She flung Lionels hand away from her.

I hope she can hear me! broke like a torrent from her trembling lips. It is time she heard, and others also! I have been blind, I say, long enough. But for papa, I might have gone on in my blindness to the end.

How was he to stop it? That Lucy must hear every word as plainly as he did, he knew; words that fell upon his ear, and blistered them. There was no egress for her  no other door  she was there in a cage, as may be said. He did what was the best to be done under the circumstances; he walked into the presence of Lucy, leaving Sibylla to herself.

At least it might have been the best in some cases. It was not in this. Sibylla, lost in that moment to all sense of the respect due to herself, to her husband, to Lucy, allowed her wild fancies, her passion, to over-master everything; and she followed him in. Her eyes blazing, her cheeks aflame, she planted herself in front of Lucy.

Are you not ashamed of yourself, Lucy Tempest, to wile my husband from me?

Lucy looked perfectly aghast. That she thought Mrs. Verner had suddenly gone mad, may be excused to her. A movement of fear escaped her, and she drew involuntary nearer to Lionel, as if for protection.

No! you shant go to him! There has been enough of it. You shall not side with him against me! He is my husband! How dare you forget it! You are killing me amongst you.

I  dont  know  what  you  mean, Mrs. Verner, gasped Lucy, the words coming in jerks from her bloodless lips.

Can you deny that he cares for you more than he does for me? That you care for him in return? Can not you!

Be silent, Sibylla! burst forth Lionel. Do you know that you are speaking to Miss Tempest?

I wont be silent! she reiterated, her voice rising to a scream. Who is Lucy Tempest that you should care for her? You know you do! and you know that you meant to marry her once! Is it

Pushing his wife on a chair, though gently, with one arm, Lionel caught the hand of Lucy, and placed it within the other, his chest heaving with emotion. He led her out of the room and through the ante-room, in silence to the door, halting there. She was shaking all over, and the tears were coursing down her cheeks. He took both her hands in his, his action one of deprecating entreaty, his words falling in the tenderest accents from between his bloodless lips.

Will you bear for my sake, Lucy? She is my wife. Heaven knows, upon any other I would retort the insult.

How Lucys heart was wrung!  wrung for him. The insult to herself she could afford to ignore; being innocent, it fell with very slender force; but she felt keenly for his broken peace. Had it been to save her life, she could not help returning the pressure of his hand as she looked up to him her affirmative answer; and she saw no wrong or harm in the pressure. Lionel closed the door upon her, and returned to his wife.

A change had come over Sibylla. She had thrown herself at full length on a sofa, and was beginning to sob. He went up to her, and spoke gravely, not unkindly, his arms folded before him.

Sibylla, when is this line of conduct to cease? I am nearly wearied out  nearly, he repeated, putting his hand to his brow, wearied out. If I could bear the exposure for myself, I cannot bear it for my wife.

She rose up and sat down on the sofa facing him. The hectic of her cheeks had turned to scarlet.

You do love her! You care for her more than you care for me. Can you deny it?

What part of my conduct has ever told you so?

I dont care for conduct, she fractiously retorted, I remember what papa said, and thats enough. He said he saw how it was in the old days  that you loved her. What business had you to love her?

Stay, Sibylla! Carry your reflections back, and answer yourself. In those old days, when both of you were before me to choose  at any rate, to ask  I chose you, leaving her. Is it not a sufficient answer?

Sibylla threw back her head on the sofa-frame, and began to cry.

From the hour that I made you my wife, I have striven to do my duty by you, tenderly as husband can do it. Why do you force me to reiterate this declaration, which I have made before? he added, his face working with emotion. Neither by word nor action have I been false to you. I have never, for the briefest moment, been guilty behind your back of that which I would not be guilty of in your presence. No! my allegiance of duty has never swerved from you. So help me Heaven!

You cant swear to me that you dont love her? was Sibyllas retort.

It appeared that he did not intend to swear it. He went and stood against the mantel-piece, in his old favourite attitude, leaning his elbow on it and his face upon his hand  a face that betrayed his inward pain. Sibylla began again: to tantalise him seemed a necessity of her life.

I might have expected trouble when I consented to marry you. Rachel Frosts fate might have taught me the lesson.

Stay, said Lionel, lifting his head. It is not the first hint of the sort that you have given me. Tell me honestly what it is you mean.

You need not ask; you know already. Rachel owed her disgrace to you.

Lionel paused a moment before he rejoined. When he did, it was in a quiet tone.

Do you speak from your own opinion?

No, I dont. The secret was intrusted to me.

By whom? You must tell me, Sibylla.

I dont know why I should not, she slowly said, as if in deliberation. My husband trusted me with it.

Do you allude to Frederick Massingbird? asked Lionel, in a tone whose coldness he could not help.

Yes, I do. He was my husband, she resentfully added. One day, on the voyage to Australia, he dropped a word that made me think he knew something about that business of Rachels, and I teased him to tell me who it was who had played the rogue. He said it was Lionel Verner.

A pause. But for Lionels admirable disposition, how terribly he might have retorted upon her, knowing what he had learned that day.

Did he tell you I had completed the roguery by pushing her into the pond? he inquired.

I dont know. I dont remember. Perhaps he did.

And  doubting it  you could marry me! quietly remarked Lionel.

She made no answer.

Let me set you right on that point once for all, then, he continued. I was innocent as you. I had nothing to do with it. Rachel and her father were held in too great respect by my uncle  nay, by me, I may add  for me to offer her anything but respect. You were misinformed, Sibylla.

She laughed scornfully. It is easy to say so.

As it was for Frederick Massingbird to say to you what he did.

If it came to the choice, she retorted, Id rather believe him than you.

Bitter aggravation lay in her tone, bitter aggravation in her gesture. Was Lionel tempted to forget himself?  to set her right? If so, he beat the temptation down. All men would not have been so forbearing.

Sibylla, I have told you truth, he simply said.

Which is as much as to say that Fred told she was vehemently beginning when the words were stopped by the entrance of John Massingbird. John, caught in the shower near Deerham Court, made no scruple of running to it for shelter, and was in time to witness Sibyllas angry tones and inflamed face.

What precisely happened Lionel could never afterwards recall. He remembered Johns free and easy salutation, Whats the row?  he remembered Sibyllas torrent of words in answer. As little given to reticence or delicacy in the presence of her cousin, as she had been in that of Lucy Tempest, she renewed her accusation of her husband with regard to Rachel: she called on him  John  to bear testimony that Fred was truthful. And Lionel remembered little more until he saw Sibylla lying back gasping, the blood pouring from her mouth.

John Massingbird  perhaps in his eagerness to contradict her as much as in his regard to make known the truth  had answered her all too effectually before Lionel could stop him. Words that burned into the brain of Sibylla Verner, and turned the current of her lifes pulses.

It was her husband of that voyage, Frederick Massingbird, who had brought the evil upon Rachel, who had been with her by the pond that night.

As the words left John Massingbirds lips, she rose up, and stood staring at him. Presently she essayed to speak, but not a sound issued from her drawn lips. Whether passion impeded her utterance, or startled dismay, or whether it may have been any physical impediment, it was evident that she could not get the words out.

Fighting her hands on the empty air, fighting for breath or for speech, so she remained for a passing space; and then the blood began to trickle from her mouth. The excitement had caused her to burst a blood-vessel.

Lionel crossed over to her: her best support. He held her in his arms, tenderly and considerately, as though she had never given him an unwifely word. Stretching out his other hand to the bell, he rang it loudly. And then he looked at Mr. Massingbird.

Run for your life, he whispered. Get Jan here.




CHAPTER LXXXII.

TRYING ON WREATHS.

The months went on, and Deerham was in a commotion: not the Clay Lane part of it, of whom I think you have mostly heard, but that more refined if less useful portion, represented by Lady Verner, the Elmsleys, the Bitterworths, and other of the aristocracy congregating in its environs.

Summer had long come in, and was now on the wane; and Sir Edmund Hautley, the only son and heir of Sir Rufus, was expected home. He had quitted the service, had made the overland route, and was now halting in Paris; but the day of his arrival at Deerham Hall was fixed. And this caused the commotion: for it had pleased Miss Hautley to determine to welcome him with a fête and ball, the like of which for splendour had never been heard of in the county.

Miss Hautley was a little given to have an opinion of her own, and to hold to it. Sir Rufus had been the same. Their friends called it firmness; their enemies obstinacy. The only sister of Sir Rufus, not cordial with him during his life, she had invaded the Hall as soon as the life had left him, quitting her own comfortable and substantial residence to do it, and persisted in taking up her abode there until Sir Edmund should return; as she was persisting now in giving this fête in honour of it. In vain those who deemed themselves privileged to speak, pointed out to Miss Hautley that a fête might be considered out of place, given before Sir Rufus had been dead a twelvemonth, and that Sir Edmund might deem it so; furthermore, that Sir Edmund might prefer to find quietness on his arrival instead of a crowd.

They might as well have talked to the wind, for all the impression it made upon Miss Hautley. The preparations for the gathering went on quickly, the invitations had gone out, and Deerhams head was turned. Those who did not get invitations were ready to swallow up those who did. Miss Hautley was as exclusive as ever proud old Sir Rufus had been, and many were left out who thought they might have been invited. Amongst others, the Misses West thought so, especially as one card had gone to their house  for Mr. Jan Verner.

Two cards had been left at Deerham Court. For Lady and Miss Verner: for Mr. and Mrs. Verner. By some strange oversight, Miss Tempest was omitted. That it was a simple oversight there was no doubt; and so it turned out to be; for, after the fête was over, reserved old Miss Hautley condescended to explain that it was, and to apologise; but this is dating forward. It was not known to be an oversight when the cards arrived, and Lady Verner felt inclined to resent it. She hesitated whether to treat it resentfully and stay away herself; or to take no notice of it, further than by conveying Lucy to the Hall in place of Decima.

Lucy laughed. She did not seem to care at all for the omission; but as to going without the invitation, or in anybodys place, she would not hear of it.

Decima will not mind staying at home, said Lady Verner. She never cares to go out. You will not care to go, will you, Decima?

An unwonted flush of crimson rose to Decimas usually calm face. I should like to go to this, mamma, as Miss Hautley has invited me.

Like to go to it! repeated Lady Verner. Are you growing capricious, Decima? You generally profess to like to stay at home.

I would rather go this time, if you have no objection, was the quiet answer of Decima.

Dear Lady Verner, if Decima remained at home ever so, I should not go, interposed Lucy. Only fancy my intruding there without an invitation! Miss Hautley might order me out again.

It is well to make a joke of it, Lucy, when I am vexed, said Lady Verner. I dare say it is only a mistake; but I dont like such mistakes.

I dare say it is nothing else, replied Lucy, laughing. But as to making my appearance there under the circumstances, I could not really do it to oblige even you, Lady Verner. And I would just as soon be at home.

Lady Verner resigned herself to the decision, but she did not look pleased.

It is to be I and Decima, then. Lionel, glancing across the table at him you will accompany me. I cannot go without you.

It was at the luncheon table they were discussing this; a meal of which Lionel rarely partook; in fact, he was rarely at home to partake of it; but he happened to be there to-day. Sibylla was present. Recovered from the accident  if it may be so called  of the breaking of the blood-vessel; she had appeared to grow stronger and better with the summer weather. Jan knew the improvement was all deceit, and told them so; told her so; that the very greatest caution was necessary, if she would avert a second similar attack; in fact, half the time of Jans visits at Deerham Court was spent in enjoining perfect tranquillity on Sibylla.

But she was so obstinate! She would not keep herself quiet; she would go out; she would wear those thin summer dresses, low, in the evening. She is wearing a delicate muslin now, as she sits by Lady Verner, and her blue eyes are suspiciously bright, and her cheeks are suspiciously hectic, and the old laboured breath can be seen through the muslin moving her chest up and down, as it used to be seen  a lovely vision still, with her golden hair clustering about her; but her hands are hot and trembling, and her frame is painfully thin. Certainly she does not look fit to enter upon evening gaiety, and Lady Verner in addressing her son, You will go with me, Lionel, proved that she never so much as cast a thought to the improbability that Sibylla would venture thither.

If  you  particularly wish it, mother, was Lionels reply, spoken with hesitation.

Do you not wish to go? rejoined Lady Verner.

I would very much prefer not, he replied.

Nonsense, Lionel! I dont think you have gone out once since you left Verners Pride. Staying at home wont mend matters. I wish you to go with me; I shall make a point of it.

Lady Verner spoke with some irritation, and Lionel said no more. He supposed he must acquiesce.

It was no long-timed invitation of weeks. The cards arrived on the Monday, and the fête was for the following Thursday. Lionel thought no more about it; he was not as the ladies, whose toilettes would take all of that time to prepare. On the Wednesday, Decima took him aside.

Lionel, do you know that Mrs. Verner intends to go to-morrow evening?

Lionel paused; paused from surprise.

You must be mistaken, Decima. She sent a refusal.

I fancy that she did not send a refusal. And I feel sure she is thinking of going. You will not judge that I am unwarrantably interfering, Decima added in a tone of deprecation. I would not do such a thing. But I thought it was right to apprise you of this. She is not well enough to go out.

With a pressure of the hand on his sisters shoulder, and a few muttered words of dismay, which she did not catch, Lionel sought his wife. No need of questioning, to confirm the truth of what Decima had said. Sibylla was figuring off before the glass, after the manner of her girlish days, with a wreath of white flowers on her head. It was her own sitting-room, the pretty room of the blue and white panels; and the tables and chairs were laden with other wreaths, with various head ornaments. She was trying their different effects, when, on turning round her head as the door opened, she saw it was her husband. His presence did not appear to discompose her, and she continued to place the wreath to her satisfaction, pulling it here and there with her thin and trembling hands.

What are you doing? asked Lionel.

Trying on wreaths, she replied.

So I perceive. But why?

To see which suits me best. This looks too white for me, does it not? she added, turning her countenance towards him.

If to be the same hue as the complexion was too white, it certainly did look so. The dead white of the roses was not more utterly colourless than Sibyllas face. She was like a ghost; she often looked so now.

Sibylla, he said, without answering her question, you are surely not thinking of going to Sir Edmunds to-morrow night?

Yes, I am.

You said you would write a refusal!

I know I said it. I saw how cross-grained you were going to be over it, and thats why I said it to you. I accepted the invitation.

But, my dear, you must not go!

Sibylla was flinging off the white wreath, and taking up a pink one, which she began to fix in her hair. She did not answer.

After all, deliberated she, I have a great mind to wear pearls. Not a wreath at all.

Sibylla! I say you must not go.

Now, Lionel, it is of no use your talking. I have made up my mind to go; I did at first; and go I shall. Dont you remember, she continued, turning her face from the glass towards him, her careless tone changing for one of sharpness, that papa said I must not be crossed?

But you are not in a state to go out, remonstrated Lionel. Jan forbids it utterly.

Jan? Jans in your pay. He says what you tell him to say.

Child, how can you give utterance to such things? he asked in a tone of emotion. When Jan interdicts your going out he has only your welfare at heart. And you know that I have it. Evening air and scenes of excitement are equally pernicious for you.

I shall go, returned Sibylla. You are going, you know, she resentfully said. I wonder you dont propose that I shall be locked up at home in a dark closet, while you are there, dancing.

A moments deliberation in his mind, and a rapid resolution. I shall not go, Sibylla, he rejoined. I shall stay at home with you.

Who says you are going to stay at home?

I say it myself. I intend to do so. I shall do so.

Oh! Since when, pray, have you come to that decision?

Had she not the penetration to see that he had come to it then  then, as he talked to her; that he had come to it for her sake? That she should not have it to say he went out while she was at home. Perhaps she did see it; but it was nearly impossible to Sibylla not to indulge in bitter, aggravating retorts.

I understand! she continued, throwing up her head with an air of supreme scorn. Thank you, dont trouble. I am not too ill to stoop, ill as you wish to make me out to be.

In displacing the wreath on her head to a different position, she had let it fall. Lionels stooping to pick it up had called forth the last remark. As he handed it to her he took her hand.

Sibylla, promise me to think no more of this. Do give it up.

I wont give it up, she vehemently answered. I shall go. And, whats more, I shall dance.

Lionel quitted her and sought his mother. Lady Verner was not very well that afternoon, and was keeping her room. He found her in an invalid chair.

Mother, I have come to tell you that I cannot accompany you to-morrow evening, he said. You must please excuse me.

Why so? asked Lady Verner.

I would so very much rather not go, he answered. Besides, I do not care to leave Sibylla.

Lady Verner made no observation for a few moments. A carious smile, almost a pitying smile, was hovering on her lips.

Lionel, you are a model husband. Your father was not a bad one, as husbands go; but  he would not have bent his neck to such treatment from me, as you take from Mrs. Verner.

No? returned Lionel, with good humour.

It is not right of you, Lionel, to leave me to go alone, with only Decima.

Let Jan accompany you, mother.

Jan! uttered Lady Verner, in the very extreme of astonishment. I should be surprised to see Jan attempt to enter such a scene. Jan! I dont suppose he possesses a fit coat and waistcoat.

Lionel smiled, quitted his mother, and bent his steps towards Jan Verners.

Not to solicit Jans attendance upon Lady Verner to the festival scene, or to make close inquiries as to the state of Jans wardrobe. No; Lionel had a more serious motive for his visit.

He found Jan and Master Cheese enjoying a sort of battle. The surgery looked as if it had been turned upside down, so much confusion reigned. White earthenware vessels of every shape and form, glass jars, huge cylinders, brass pots, metal pans, were scattered about in inextricable confusion. Master Cheese had recently got up a taste for chemical experiments, in which it appeared necessary to call into requisition an unlimited quantity of accessories in the apparatus line. He had been entering upon an experiment that afternoon, when Jan came unexpectedly in, and caught him.

Not for the litter and confusion was Jan displeased, but because he found that Master Cheese had so bungled chemical properties in his head, so confounded one dangerous substance with another, that, five minutes later, the result would probably have been the blowing off of the surgery roof, and Master Cheese and his vessels with it. Jan was giving him a sharp and decisive word, not to attempt anything of the sort again, until he could bring more correct knowledge to bear upon it, when Lionel interrupted them.

I want to speak to you, Jan, he said.

Here, you be off, and wash the powder from your hands, cried Jan to Master Cheese, who was looking ruefully cross. Ill put the things straight.

The young gentleman departed. Lionel sat down on the only chair he could see  one probably kept for the accommodation of patients who might want a few teeth drawn. Jan was rapidly reducing the place to order.

What is it, Lionel? he asked, when it was pretty clear.

Jan, you must see Sibylla. She wants to go to Deerham Hall to-morrow night.

She cant go, replied Jan. Nonsense.

But she says she will go.

Jan leaned his long body over the counter, and brought his face nearly on a level with Lionels, speaking slowly and impressively  

If she goes, Lionel, it will kill her.

Lionel rose to depart. He was on his way to Verners Pride. I called in to tell you this, Jan, and to ask you to step up and remonstrate with her.

Very well, said Jan. Mark me, Lionel, she must not go. And if theres no other way of keeping her away, you, her husband, must forbid it. A little more excitement than usual, and therell be another vessel of the lungs ruptured. If that happens, nothing can save her life. Keep her at home, by force, if necessary: any way, keep her.

And what of the excitement that that will cause? questioned Lionel. It may be as fatal as the other.

I dont know, returned Jan, speaking for once in his life testily, in the vexation the difficulty brought him. My belief is that Sibyllas mad. Shed never be so stupid, were she sane.

Go to her, and see what you can do, concluded Lionel, as he turned away.

Jan proceeded to Deerham Court, and had an interview with Mrs. Verner. It was not of a very agreeable nature, neither did much satisfaction ensue from it. After a few recriminating retorts to Jans arguments, which he received as equably as though they had been compliments, Sibylla subsided into sullen silence. And when Jan left, he could not tell whether she still persisted in her project, or whether she gave it up.




CHAPTER LXXXIII.

WELL-NIGH WEARIED OUT.

Lionel returned late in the evening; he had been detained at Verners Pride. Sibylla appeared sullen still. She was in her own sitting-room, upstairs, and Lucy was bearing her company. Decima was in Lady Verners chamber.

Have you had any dinner? inquired Lucy. She did not ask. She would not have asked had he been starving.

I took a bit with John Massingbird, he replied. Is my mother better, do you know?

Not much, I think, said Lucy. Decima is sitting with her.

Lionel stood in his old attitude, his elbow on the mantel-piece by his wifes side, looking down at her. Her eyes were suspiciously bright, her cheeks now shone with their most crimson hectic. It was often the case at this, the twilight hour of the evening. She wore a low dress, and the gold chain on her neck rose and fell with every breath. Lucys neck was uncovered, too: a fair, pretty neck; one that did not give you the shudders when looked at as poor Sibyllas did. Sibylla leaned back on the cushions of her chair, toying with a fragile hand-screen of feathers; Lucy, sitting on the opposite side, had been reading; but she laid the book down when Lionel entered.

John Massingbird desired me to ask you, Sibylla, if he should send you the first plate of grapes they cut.

Id rather have the first bag of walnuts they shake, answered Sibylla. I never cared for grapes.

He can send you both, said Lionel; but an uncomfortable, dim recollection came over him, of Jans having told her she must not eat walnuts. For Jan to tell her not to do a thing, however  or, in fact, for anybody else  was the sure signal for Sibylla to do it.

Does John Massingbird intend to go to-morrow evening? inquired Sibylla.

To Deerham Hall, do you mean? John Massingbird has not received an invitation.

Whats that for? quickly asked Sibylla.

Some whim of Miss Hautleys, I suppose. The cards have been issued very partially. John says it is just as well he did not get one, for he should either not have responded to it, or else made his appearance there with his clay pipe.

Lucy laughed.

He is glad to be left out, continued Lionel. It saves him the trouble of a refusal. I dont think any ball would get John Massingbird to it; unless he could be received in what he calls his diggings toggery.

Id not have gone with him; I dont like him well enough, resentfully spoke Sibylla; but as he is not going, he can let me have the loan of my own carriage  at least, the carriage that was my own. I dislike those old, hired things.

The words struck on Lionel like a knell. He foresaw trouble. Sibylla, he gravely said, I have been speaking to Jan. He

Yes, you have! she vehemently interrupted, her pent-up anger bursting forth. You went to him, and sent him here, and told him what to say  all on purpose to cross me. It is wicked of you to be so jealous of my having a little pleasure.

Jealous of  I dont understand you, Sibylla.

You wont understand me, you mean. Never mind, never mind!

Sibylla, he said, bending his head slightly towards her, and speaking in low, persuasive accents, I cannot let you go to-morrow night. If I cared for you less, I might suffer you to risk it. I have given up going, and

You never meant to go, she interrupted.

Yes, I did; to please my mother. But that is of no consequence

I tell you, you never meant to go, Lionel Verner! she passionately burst forth, her cheeks flaming. You are stopping at home on purpose to be with Lucy Tempest  an arranged plan between you and her. Her society is more to you than any youd find at Deerham Hall.

Lucy looked up with a start  a sort of shiver  her sweet, brown eyes open with innocent wonder. Then the full sense of the words appeared to penetrate to her, and her face grew hot with a glowing, scarlet flush. She said nothing. She rose quietly, not hurriedly, took up the book she had put on the table, and quietly left the room.

Lionels face was glowing, too  glowing with the red blood of indignation. He bit his lips for calmness, leaving the mark there for hours. He strove manfully with his angry spirit: it was rising up to open rebellion. A minute, and the composure of self-control came to him. He stood before his wife, his arms folded.

You are my wife, he said. I am bound to defend, to excuse you so far as I may; but these insults to Lucy Tempest I cannot excuse. She is the daughter of my dead fathers dearest friend; she is living here under the protection of my mother, and it is incumbent upon me to put a stop to these scenes, so far as she is concerned. If I cannot do it in one way, I must in another.

You know she and you would like to stay at home together  and get the rest of us out.

Be silent! he said in a sterner tone than he had ever used to her. You cannot reflect upon what you are saying. Accuse me as you please; I will bear it patiently, if I can; but Miss Tempest must be spared. You know how utterly unfounded are such thoughts; you know that she is refined, gentle, single-hearted; that all her thoughts to you, as my wife, are those of friendship and kindness. What would my mother think were she to hear this?

Sibylla made no reply.

You have never seen a look or heard a word pass between me and Lucy Tempest that was not of the most open nature, entirely compatible with her position, that of a modest and refined gentlewoman, and of mine, as your husband. I think you must be mad, Sibylla.

The words Jan had used. If such temperaments do not deserve the name of madness, they are near akin to it. Lionel spoke with emotion: it all but over-mastered him, and he went back to his place by the mantel-piece, his chest heaving.

I shall leave this residence as speedily as maybe, he said, giving some trivial excuse to my mother for the step. I see no other way to put an end to this.

Sibylla, her mood changing, burst into tears. I dont want to leave it, she said quite in a humble tone.

He was not inclined for argument. He had rapidly made his mind up, believing it was the only course open to him. He must go away with his wife, and so leave the house in peace. Saying something to that effect, he quitted the room, leaving Sibylla sobbing; fractiously on the pillow of the chair.

He went down to the drawing-room. He did not care where he went, or what became of him. It is an unhappy thing when affairs grow to that miserable pitch, that the mind has neither ease nor comfort anywhere. At the first moment of entering, he thought the room was empty, but as his eyes grew accustomed to the dusk, he discerned the form of some one standing at the distant window. It was Lucy Tempest. Lionel went straight up to her. He felt that some apology or notice from him was due. She was crying bitterly, and turned to him before he could speak.

Mr. Verner, I feel my position keenly. I would not remain here to make things unpleasant to your wife for the whole world. But I cannot help myself. I have nowhere to go until papa shall return to Europe.

Lucy, let me say a word to you, he whispered, his tones impeded, his breath coming thick and fast from his hot and crimsoned lips. There are moments in a mans lifetime when he must be true; when the artificial gloss thrown on social intercourse fades out of sight. This is one.

Her tears fell more quietly. I am so very sorry! she continued to murmur.

Were you other than what you are I might meet you with some of this artifice; I might pretend not to know aught of what has been said; I might attempt some elaborate apology. It would be worse than folly from me to you. Let me tell you that could I have shielded you from this insult with my life, I would have done it.

Yes, yes, she hurriedly answered.

You will not mistake me. As the daughter of my fathers dearest friend, as my mothers honoured guest, I speak to you. I speak to you as one whom I am bound to protect from harm and insult, only in a less degree than I would protect my wife. You will do me the justice to believe it.

I know it. Indeed I do not blame you.

Lucy, I would have prevented this, had it been in my power. But it was not. I could not help it. All I can do is to take steps that it shall not occur again in the future. I scarcely know what I am saying to you. My life, what with one thing and another, is well-nigh wearied out.

Lucy had long seen that. But she did not say so.

It will not be long now before papa is at home, she answered, and then I shall leave Deerham Court free. Thank you for speaking to me, she simply said, as she was turning to leave the room.

He took both her hands in his; he drew her nearer to him, his head was bent down to hers, his whole frame shook with emotion. Was he tempted to take a caress from her sweet face, as he had taken it years ago? Perhaps he was. But Lionel Verner was not one to lose his self-control where there was real necessity for his retaining it. His position was different now from what it had been then; and, if the temptation was strong, it was kept in check, and Lucy never knew it had been there.

You will forget it for my sake, Lucy? You will not resent it upon her? She is very ill.

It is what I wish to do, she gently said. I do not know what foolish things I might not say, were I suffering like Mrs. Verner.

God bless you for ever, Lucy! he murmured. May your future life be more fortunate than mine is.

Relinquishing her hands, he watched her disappear through the darkness of the room. She was dearer to him than his own life; he loved her better than all earthly things. That the knowledge was all too palpable then, he was bitterly feeling, and he could not suppress it. He could neither suppress the knowledge, nor the fact; it had been very present with him for long and long. He could not help it, as he said. He believed, in his honest heart, that he had not encouraged the passion; that it had taken root and spread unconsciously to himself. He would have driven it away, had it been in his power; he would drive it away now, could he do it by any amount of energy or will. But it could not be. And Lionel Verner leaned in the dark there against the window-frame, resolving to do as he had done before  had done all along. To suppress it ever; to ignore it so far as might be; and to do his duty as honestly and lovingly by his wife, as though the love were not there.

He had been enabled to do this hitherto, and he would still; God helping him.




CHAPTER LXXXIV.

GOING TO THE BALL.

It was the day of the fête at Deerham Hall. Sibylla awoke in an amiable mood, unusually so for her; and Lionel, as he dressed, talked to her gravely and kindly, urging upon her the necessity of relinquishing her determination to be present. It appeared that she was also reasonable that morning, as well as amiable, for she listened to him, and at length voluntarily said she would think no more about it.

But you must afford me some treat in place of it, she immediately added. Will you promise to take me for a whole day next week to Heartburg?

Willingly, replied Lionel. There is to be a morning concert at Heartburg next Tuesday. If you feel well enough, we can attend that.

He did not think morning concerts, and the fatigue they sometimes entail, particularly desirable things for his wife; but, compared with hot ballrooms and the night air, they seemed innocuous. Sibylla liked morning concerts uncommonly, nearly as much as Master Cheese liked tarts; she liked anything that afforded an apology for dress and display.

Mind, Lionel, you promise to take me, she reiterated.

Yes. Provided you feel equal to going.

Sibylla took breakfast in her own room, according to custom. Formerly, she had done so through idleness: now, she was really not well enough to rise early. Lionel, when he joined the family breakfast table, announced the news; announced it in his own characteristic manner.

Sibylla thinks, after all, that she will be better at home this evening, he said. I am glad she has so decided it.

Her senses have come to her, have they? remarked Lady Verner.

He made no reply. He never did make a reply to any shaft lanced by Lady Verner at his wife. My lady was sparing of her shafts in a general way since they had resided with her, but she did throw one out now and then.

You will go with me then, Lionel?

He shook his head, telling his mother she must excuse him: it was not his intention to be present.

Sibylla continued in a remarkably quiet, not to say affable, temper all day. Lionel was out, but returned home to dinner. By and by Lady Verner and Decima retired to dress. Lucy went up with Decima, and Lionel remained with his wife.

When they came down, Sibylla was asleep on the sofa. Lady Verner wore some of the magnificent and yet quiet attire that had pertained to her gayer days; Decima was in white. Lionel put on his hat, and went out to hand them into the carriage that waited. As he did so, the aspect of his sisters face struck him.

What is the matter, Decima? he exclaimed. You are looking perfectly white.

She only smiled in answer; a forced, unnatural smile, as it appeared to Lionel. But he said no more; he thought the white hue might be only the shade cast by the moonlight. Lady Verner looked from the carriage to ask a question.

Is Jan really going, do you know, Lionel? Lucy says she thinks he is. I do hope and trust that he will be attired like a Christian, if he is absurd enough to appear.

I think Ill go and see, answered Lionel, a smile crossing his face. Take care, Catherine!

Old Catherine, who had come out with shawls, was dangerously near the wheels  and the horses were on the point of starting. She stepped back, and the carriage drove on.

The bustle had aroused Sibylla. She rose to look from the window; saw the carriage depart, saw Catherine come in, saw Lionel walk away towards Deerham. It was all clear in the moonlight. Lucy Tempest was looking from the other window.

What a lovely night it is! Lucy exclaimed. I should not mind a drive of ten miles, such a night as this.

And yet they choose to say that going out would hurt me! spoke Sibylla in a resentful tone. They do it on purpose to vex me.

Lucy chose to ignore the subject; it was not her business to enter into it one way or the other. She felt that Mrs. Verner had done perfectly right in remaining at home; that her strength would have been found unequal to support the heat and excitement of a ballroom, following on the night air of the transit to it. Lovely as the night was, it was cold: for some few evenings past the gardeners had complained of frost.

Lucy drew from the window with a half sigh; it seemed almost a pity to shut out that pleasant moonlight: turned and stirred the fire into a blaze. Sibyllas chilly nature caused them to enter upon evening fires before other people thought of them.

Shall I ring for lights, Mrs. Verner?

I suppose its time, and past time, was Sibyllas answer. I must have been asleep ever so long.

Catherine brought them in. The man-servant had gone in attendance on his mistress. The moderate household of Lady Verner consisted now but of four domestics; Thérèse, Catherine, the cook, and the man.

Shall I bring tea in, Miss Lucy? asked Catherine.

Lucy turned her eyes on Sibylla. Would you like tea now, Mrs. Verner?

No, answered Sibylla. Not yet.

She left the room as she spoke. Catherine, who had been lowering the curtains, followed next. Lucy drew a chair to the fire, sat down and fell into a reverie.

She was aroused by the door opening again. It proved to be Catherine with the tea-things. I thought Id bring them in, and then theyll be ready, remarked she. You can please to ring, miss, when you want the urn.

Lucy simply nodded, and Catherine returned to the kitchen, to enjoy a social tête-à-tête supper with the cook. Mademoiselle Thérèse, taking advantage of her mistresss absence, had gone out for the rest of the evening. The two servants sat on and chatted together: so long, that Catherine openly wondered at the urns not being called for.

They must both have gone to sleep, I should think, quoth she. Miss Lucy over the fire in the sitting-room, and Mr. Lionels wife over hers, upstairs. I have not heard her come down

Catherine stopped. The cook had started up, her eyes fixed on the doorway. Catherine, whose back was towards it, hastily turned; and an involuntary exclamation broke from her lips.

Standing there was Mrs. Verner, looking like  like a bedecked skeleton. She was in fairy attire. A gossamer robe of white with shining ornaments, and a wreath that seemed to sparkle with glittering dewdrops on her head. But her arms were thin, wasted; and the bones of her poor neck seemed to rattle as they heaved painfully under the gems clasped round it: and her face had not so much as the faintest tinge of hectic, but was utterly colourless  worse, it was wan, ghastly. A distressing sight to look upon, was she, as she stood there; she and the festal attire were so completely at variance. She came forward, before the servants could recover from their astonishment.

Wheres Richard? she asked, speaking in a low, subdued tone, as if fearing to be heard  though there was nobody in the house to hear her, save Lucy Tempest. And probably it was from her wish to avoid all attention to her proceeding, that caused her to come down stealthily to the servants, instead of ringing for them.

Richard is not come back, maam, answered Catherine. We have just been saying that hell most likely stop up there with the Hall servants until my lady returns.

Not back! echoed Sibylla. Cook, you must go out for me, she imperiously added, after a moments pause. Go to Deans and order one of their flys here directly. Wait, and come back with it.

The cook, a simple sort of young woman, save in her own special department, did not demur, or appear to question in the least the expediency of the order. Catherine questioned it very much indeed; but while she hesitated what to do, whether to stop the cook, or to venture on a remonstrance to Mrs. Verner, or to appeal to Miss Tempest to do it, the cook was gone. Servants are not particular in country places, and the girl went straight out as she was, not staying to put anything on.

Sibylla appeared to be shivering. She took up her place right in front of the fire, holding out her hands to the blaze. Her teeth chattered, her whole frame trembled.

The fire in my dressing-room went out, she remarked. Take care that you make up a large one by the time I return.

Youll never go, maam! cried old Catherine, breaking through her reserve. You are not strong enough.

Mind your own business, sharply retorted Sibylla. Do you think I dont know my own feelings, whether I am strong, or whether I am not? I am as strong as you.

Catherine dared no more. Sibylla cowered over the fire, her head turned sideways as she glanced on the table.

Whats that? she suddenly cried, pointing to the contents of a jug.

Its beer, maam, answered Catherine. That stupid girl drew as much as if Richard and Thérèse had been at home. Maybe Thérèse will be in yet for supper.

Give me a glass of it. I am thirsty.

Again old Catherine hesitated. Malt liquor had been expressly forbidden to Mrs. Verner. It made her cough frightfully.

You know, maam, the doctors have said

Will you hold your tongue? And give me what I require? You are as bad as Mr. Verner.

Catherine reached a tumbler, poured it half full, and handed it. Mrs. Verner did not take it.

Fill it, she said.

So old Catherine, much against her will, had to fill it, and Sibylla drained the glass to the very bottom. In truth, she was continually thirsty; she seemed to have a perpetual inward fever upon her. Her shoulders were shivering as she set down the glass.

Go and find my opera cloak, Catherine. It must have dropped on the stairs, I know I put it on as I left my room.

Catherine quitted the kitchen on the errand. She would have liked to close the door after her; but it happened to be pushed quite back with a chair against it; and the pointedly shutting it might have been noticed by Sibylla. She found the opera cloak lying on the landing, near Sibyllas bedroom door. Catching it up, she slipped off her shoes at the same moment, stole down noiselessly, and went into the presence of Miss Tempest.

Lucy looked astonished. She sat at the table reading, waiting with all patience the entrance of Sibylla, ere she made tea. To see Catherine steal in covertly with her finger to her lips, excited her wonder.

Miss Lucy, shes going to the ball, was the old servants salutation, as she approached close to Lucy, and spoke in the faintest whisper. She is shivering over the kitchen fire, with hardly a bit of gown to her back, so far as warmth goes. Heres her opera cloak: she dropped it coming down. Cooks gone out for a fly.

Lucy felt startled. Do you mean Mrs. Verner?

Why, of course I do, answered Catherine. She has been upstairs all this while, and has dressed herself alone. She must not go, Miss Lucy. Shes looking like a ghost. What will Mr. Verner say to us if we let her! It may just be her death.

Lucy clasped her hands in her consternation. Catherine, what can we do? We have no influence over her. She would not listen to us for a moment. If we could but find Mr. Verner!

He was going round to Mr. Jans when my lady drove off. I heard him say it. Miss Lucy, I cant go after him; shed find me out; I cant leave her, or leave the house. But he ought to be got here.

Did the womans words point to the suggestion that Lucy should go? Lucy may have thought it; or, perhaps, she entered on the suggestion of her own accord.

I will go, Catherine, she whispered. I dont mind it. It is nearly as light as day outside, and I shall soon be at Mr. Jans. You go back to Mrs. Verner.

Feeling that there was not a moment to be lost; feeling that Mrs. Verner ought to be stopped at all hazards for her own sake, Lucy caught up a shawl and a green sun-bonnet of Lady Verners that happened to be in the hall, and, thus hastily attired, went out. Speeding swiftly along the moonlit road, she soon gained Deerham, and turned to the house of Dr. West. A light in the surgery guided her at once to that room.

But the light was there alone. Nobody was present to reap its benefit or to answer intruders. Lucy knocked pretty loudly on the counter without bringing forth any result. Apparently she was not heard; perhaps from the fact that the sound was drowned in the noise of some fizzing and popping which seemed to be going on in the next room  Jans bedroom. Her consideration for Mrs. Verner put ceremony out of the question; in fact, Lucy was not given at the best of times to stand much upon that; and she stepped round the counter, and knocked briskly at the door. Possibly Lionel might be in there with Jan.

Lionel was not there; nor Jan either. The door was gingerly opened about two inches by Master Cheese, who was enveloped in a great white apron and white oversleeves. His face looked red and confused as it peeped out, as does that of one who is caught at some forbidden mischief; and Lucy obtained sight of a perfect mass of vessels, brass, earthenware, glass, and other things, with which the room was strewed. In point of fact, Master Cheese, believing he was safe from Jans superintendence for some hours, had seized upon the occasion to plunge into his forbidden chemical researches again, and had taken French leave to use Jans bedroom for the purpose, the surgery being limited for space.

What do you want? cried he roughly, staring at Lucy.

Is Mr. Verner here? she asked.

Then Master Cheese knew the voice, and condescended a sort of apology for his abruptness.

I didnt know you, Miss Tempest, in that fright of a bonnet, said he, walking forth and closing the bedroom door behind him. Mr. Verners not here.

Do you happen to know where he is? asked Lucy. He said he was coming here, an hour ago.

So he did come here; and saw Jan. Jans gone to the ball. And Miss Deb and Miss Amilly are gone to a party at Heartburg.

Is he? returned Lucy, referring to Jan, and surprised to hear the news; balls not being in Jans line.

I cant make it out, remarked Master Cheese. He and Sir Edmund used to be cronies, I think; so I suppose that has taken him. But I am glad they are all off: it gives me a whole evening to myself. He and Mr. Verner went away together.

I wish very much to find Mr. Verner, said Lucy. It is of great consequence that I should see him. I suppose  you  could not  go and look for him, Master Cheese? she added pleadingly.

Couldnt do it, responded Master Cheese, thinking of his forbidden chemicals. When Jans away I am chief, you know, Miss Tempest. Some cases of broken legs may be brought in, for anything I can tell.

Lucy wished him good-night and turned away. She hesitated at the corner of the street, gazing up and down. To start on a search for Lionel appeared to be as hopeful a project as that search renowned in proverb  the looking for a needle in a bottle of hay. The custom in Deerham was not to light the lamps on a moonlight night, so the street, as Lucy glanced on either side, lay white and quiet; no glare to disturb its peace, save for some shops, not yet closed. Mrs. Duffs, opposite, was among the latter catalogue: and her son, Mr. Dan, appeared to be taking a little tumbling recreation on the flags before the bay-window. Lucy crossed over to him.

Dan, said she, do you happen to have seen Mr. Verner pass lately?

Dan, just then on his head, turned himself upside down, and alighted on his feet, humble and subdued, Please, miss, I seed him awhile agone along of Mr. Jan, was the answer, pulling his hair by way of salutation. They went that way. Mr. Jan was all in black, he was.

The boy pointed towards Deerham Court, towards Deerham Hall. There was little doubt that Jan was then on his way to the latter. But the question for Lucy was  where had Lionel gone?

She could not tell; the very speculation upon it was unprofitable, since it could lead to no certainty. Lucy turned homewards, walking quickly.

She had got past the houses, when she discerned before her in the distance, a form which instinct  perhaps some dearer feeling told her was that of him of whom she was in search. He was walking with a slow, leisurely step towards his home. Lucys heart gave a bound  that it did so still at his sight, as it had done in the earlier days, was no fault of hers: Heaven knew that she had striven and prayed against it. When she caught him up she was out of breath, so swiftly had she sped.

Lucy! he exclaimed. Lucy! What do you do here?

I came out to look for you, she simply said; there was nobody else at home to come. I went to Jans, thinking you might be there. Mrs. Verner has dressed herself to go to Sir Edmunds. You may be in time to stop her, if you make haste.

With a half-uttered exclamation, Lionel was speeding off, when he appeared to remember Lucy. He turned to take her with him.

No, said Lucy, stopping. I could not go as quickly as you; and a minute, more or less, may make all the difference. There is nothing to hurt me. You make the best of your way. It is for your wifes sake.

There was good sense in all she said, and Lionel started off with a fleet foot. Before Lucy had quite gained the Court she saw him coming back to meet her. He drew her hand within his arm in silence, and kept his own upon it for an instants grateful pressure.

Thank you, Lucy, for what you have done. Thank you now and ever. I was too late.

Is Mrs. Verner gone?

She has been gone these ten minutes past, Catherine says. A fly was found immediately.

They turned into the house; into the sitting-room. Lucy threw off the large shawl and the shapeless green bonnet: at any other moment she would have laughed at the figure she must have looked in them. The tea-things still waited on the table.

Shall I make you some tea? she asked.

Lionel shook his head. I must go up and dress. I shall go after Sibylla.




CHAPTER LXXXV.

DECIMAS ROMANCE.

If the fair forms crowding to the fête at Deerham Hall had but known how near that fête was to being shorn of its masters presence, they had gone less hopefully. Scarcely one of the dowagers and chaperones bidden to it, but cast a longing eye to the heir, for their daughters sakes; scarcely a daughter but experienced a fluttering of the heart, as the fond fancy presented itself that she might be singled out for the chosen partner of Sir Edmund Hautley  for the night, at any rate; and  perhaps  for the long night of the future. But when the clock struck six that evening, Sir Edmund Hautley had not arrived.

Miss Hautley was in a fever  as nearly in one as it is in the nature of a cold, single lady of fifty-eight to go, when some overwhelming disappointment falls abruptly. According to arranged plans, Sir Edmund was to have been at home by middle day, crossing by the night boat from the continent. Middle day came and went; afternoon came and went; evening came  and he had not come. Miss Hautley would have set the telegraph to work, had she known where to set it to.

But good luck was in store for her. A train, arriving between six and seven, brought him; and his carriage  the carriage of his late father, which had been waiting at the station since eleven oclock in the morning  conveyed him home.

Very considerably astonished was Sir Edmund to find the programme which had been carved out for the nights amusement. He did not like it; it jarred upon his sense of propriety; and he spoke a hint of this to Miss Hautley. It was the death of his father which had called him home; a father with whom he had lived for the last few years of his life upon terms of estrangement  at any rate, upon one point; was it seemly that his inauguration should be one of gaiety? Yes, Miss Hautley decisively answered. Their friends were not meeting to bewail Sir Rufuss death; that took place months ago; but to welcome his, Sir Edmunds, return, and his entrance on his inheritance.

Sir Edmund  a sunny-tempered, yielding man, the very opposite in spirit to his dead father, to his live aunt  conceded the point; doing it with all the better grace, perhaps, that there was now no help for it. In an hours time the guests would be arriving. Miss Hautley inquired curiously as to the point upon which he and Sir Rufus had been at issue; she had never been able to learn it from Sir Rufus. Neither did it now appear that she was likely to learn it from Sir Edmund. It was a private matter, he said, a smile crossing his lips as he spoke; one entirely between himself and his father, and he could not speak of it. It had driven him abroad she believed, Miss Hautley remarked, vexed that she was still to remain in the dark. Yes, acquiesced Sir Edmund; it had driven him abroad and kept him there.

He was ready, and stood in his place to receive his guests; a tall man, of some five-and-thirty years, with a handsome face and pleasant smile upon it. He greeted his old friends cordially, those with whom he had been intimate, and was laughing and talking with the Countess of Elmsley when the announcement Lady and Miss Verner caught his ear.

It caused him to turn abruptly. Breaking off in the midst of a sentence, he quitted the countess and went to meet those who had entered. Lady Verners greeting was a somewhat elaborate one, and he looked round impatiently for Decima.

She stood in the shade behind her mother. Decima? Was that Decima? What had she done to her cheeks? They wore the crimson hectic which were all too characteristic of Sibyllas. Sir Edmund took her hand.

I trust you are well?

Quite well, thank you, was her murmured answer, drawing away the hand which had barely touched his.

Nothing could be more quiet than the meeting, nothing more simple than the words spoken; nothing, it may be said, more commonplace. But that Decima was suffering from some intense agitation, there could be no doubt; and the next moment her face had turned of that same ghastly hue which had startled her brother Lionel when he was handing her into the carriage. Sir Edmund continued speaking with them a few minutes, and then was called off to receive other guests.

Have you forgotten how to dance, Edmund?

The question came from Miss Hautley, disturbing him as he made the centre of a group to whom he was speaking of his Indian life.

I dont suppose I have, he said, turning to her. Why?

People are thinking so, said Miss Hautley. The music has been bursting out into fresh attempts this last half-hour, and impatience is getting irrepressible. They cannot begin, Edmund, without you. Your partner is waiting.

My partner? reiterated Sir Edmund. I have asked nobody yet.

But I have, for you. At least, I have as good as done it. Lady Constance

Oh, my dear aunt, you are very kind, he hastily interrupted, but when I do dance  which is of rare occurrence  I like to choose my own partner. I must do so now.

Well, take care, then, was the answer of Miss Hautley, not deeming it necessary to drop her voice in the least. The room is anxious to see upon whom your choice will be fixed; it may be a type, they are saying, of what another choice of yours may be.

Sir Edmund laughed good-humouredly, making a joke of the allusion. Then I must walk round deliberately and look out for myself  as it is said some of our royal reigning potentates have done. Thank you for the hint.

But, instead of walking round deliberately, Sir Edmund Hautley proceeded direct to one point of the room, halting before Lady Verner and Decima. He bent to the former, speaking a few words in a joking tone.

I am bidden to fix upon a partner, Lady Verner. May it be your daughter?

Lady Verner looked at Decima. She so seldom dances. I do not think you will persuade her.

I think I can, he softly said, bending to Decima and holding out his arm. And Decima rose and put hers into it without a word.

How capricious she is! remarked Lady Verner to the Countess of Elmsley, who was sitting next her. If I had pressed her, she would probably have said no  as she has done so many times.

He took his place at the head of the room, Decima by his side in her white silk robes. Decima, with her wondrous beauty, and the hectic on her cheeks again. Many an envious pair of eyes was cast to her. That dreadful old maid, Decima Verner! was amongst the compliments launched at her. She to usurp him! How had my Lady Verner contrived to manoeuvre for it?

But Sir Edmund did not appear dissatisfied with his partner, if the room was. He paid a vast deal more attention to her than he did to the dance; the latter he put out more than once, his head and eyes being bent, whispering to Decima. Before the dance was over, the hectic on her cheeks had grown deeper.

Are you afraid of the night air? he asked, leading her through the conservatory to the door at its other end.

No. It never hurts me.

He proceeded along the gravel path round to the other side of the house; there he opened the glass doors of a room and entered. It led into another, bright with fire.

It is my own sitting-room, he observed. Nobody will intrude upon us here.

Taking up the poker, he stirred the fire into a blaze. Then he put it down and turned to her, as she stood on the hearth-rug.

Decima!

It was only a simple name; but Sir Edmunds whole frame was quivering with emotion as he spoke it. He clasped her to him with a strangely fond gesture, and bent his face on hers.

I left my farewell on your lips when I quitted you, Decima. I must take my welcome from them now.

She burst into tears as she clung to him. Sir Rufus sent for me when he was dying, she whispered. Edmund, he said he was sorry to have opposed you; he said he would not if the time could come over again.

I know it, he answered. I have his full consent; nay, his blessing. They are but a few words, but they were the last he ever wrote. You shall see them, Decima: he calls you my future wife, Lady Hautley. Oh, my darling! what a long, cruel separation it has been!

Ay! far more long, more cruel for Decima than for him. She was feeling it bitterly now, as the tears poured down her face. Sir Edmund placed her in a chair. He hung over her scarcely less agitated than she was, soothing her with all the fondness of his true heart, with the sweet words she had once known so well. He turned to the door when she grew calmer.

I am going to bring Lady Verner. It is time she knew it.

Not through the garden this time, but through the open passages of the house, lined with servants, went Sir Edmund. Lady Verner was in the seat where they left her. He made his way to her, and held his arm out that she might take it.

Will you allow me to monopolise you for a few minutes? he said. I have a tale to tell in which you may feel interested.

About India? she asked, as she rose. I suppose you used to meet some of my old friends there?

Not about India, he answered, leading her from the room. India can wait. About some one nearer and dearer to us than any now in India. Lady Verner, when I asked you just now to permit me to fix upon your daughter as a partner, I could have added for life. Will you give me Decima?

Had Sir Edmund Hautley asked for herself, Lady Verner could scarcely have been more astonished. He poured into her ear the explanation, the whole tale of their old love, the inveterate opposition to it of Sir Rufus  which had driven him abroad. It had never been made known to Lady Verner.

It was that caused you to exile yourself! she reiterated in her amazement.

It was, Lady Verner. Marry in opposition to my father, I would not  and had I been willing to brave him, Decima never would. So I left my home; I left Decima my father perfectly understanding that our engagement existed still, that it only lay in abeyance until happier times. When he was dying, he repented of his harshness and recalled his interdict: by letter to me, personally to Decima. He died with a blessing for us both on his lips. Jan can tell you so.

What has Jan to do with it? exclaimed Lady Verner.

Sir Rufus made a confidant of Jan, and charged him with the message to me. It was Jan who inclosed to me the few words my father was able to trace.

I think Jan might have imparted the secret to me, resentfully spoke Lady Verner. It is just like ungrateful Jan.

Jan ungrateful?  never! spoke Sir Edmund warmly. Theres not a truer heart breathing than Jans. It was not his secret, and I expect he did not consider himself at liberty to tell even you. Decima would have imparted it to you years ago, when I went away, but for one thing.

What may that have been? asked Lady Verner.

Because we feared, she and I, that your pride would be so wounded, and not unjustly, at my fathers unreasonable opposition; that you might, in retaliation, forbid the alliance, then and always. You see I am candid, Lady Verner. I can afford to be so, can I not?

Decima ought to have told me, was all the reply given by Lady Verner.

And Decima would have told you, at all hazards, but for my urgent entreaties. The blame is wholly mine, Lady Verner. You must forgive me.

In what lay the objection of Sir Rufus? she asked.

I honestly believe that it arose entirely from that dogged self-will  may I be forgiven for speaking thus irreverently of my dead father!  which was his great characteristic through life. It was I who chose Decima, not he; and therefore my father opposed it. To Decima and to Decimas family he could not have any possible objection  in fact, he had not. But he liked to oppose his will to mine. I  if I know anything of myself  am the very reverse of self-willed, and I had always yielded to him. No question, until this, had ever arisen that was of vital importance to my life and its happiness.

Sir Rufus may have resented her want of fortune, remarked Lady Verner.

I think not. He was not a covetous or a selfish man; and our revenues are such that I can make ample settlements on my wife. No, it was the self-will. But it is all over, and I can openly claim her. You will give her to me, Lady Verner?

I suppose I must, was the reply of my lady. But people have been calling her an old maid.

Sir Edmund laughed. How they will be disappointed! Some of their eyes may be opened to-night. I shall not deem it necessary to make a secret of our engagement now.

You must permit me to ask one question, Sir Edmund. Have you and Decima corresponded?

No. We separated for the time entirely. The engagement existing in our own hearts alone.

I am glad to hear it. I did not think Decima would have carried on a correspondence unknown to me.

I am certain that she would not. And for that reason I never asked her to do so. Until I met Decima to-night, Lady Verner, we have had no communication with each other since I left. But I am quite sure that neither of us has doubted the other for a single moment.

It has been a long while to wait, mused Lady Verner, as they entered the presence of Decima, who started up to receive them.




CHAPTER LXXXVI.

WAS IT A SPECTRE?

When they returned to the rooms, Sir Edmund with Decima, Lady Verner by her daughters side, the first object that met their view was Jan. Jan at a ball! Lady Verner lifted her eyebrows; she had never believed that Jan would really show himself where he must be so entirely out of place. But there Jan was; in decent dress, too  black clothes, and a white neckcloth and gloves. Its true the bow of his neckcloth was tied upside down, and the gloves had their thumbs nearly out. Jans great hands laid hold of both Sir Edmunds.

Im uncommon glad you are back! cried he  which was his polite phrase for expressing satisfaction.

So am I, Jan, heartily answered Sir Edmund. I have never had a real friend, Jan, since I left you.

We can be friends still, said plain Jan.

Ay, said Sir Edmund meaningly, and brothers. But the last word was spoken in Jans ear alone, for they were in a crowd now.

To see you here very much surprises me, Jan, remarked Lady Verner, asperity in her tone. I hope you will contrive to behave properly.

Lady Mary Elmsley, then standing with them, laughed. What are you afraid he should do, Lady Verner?

He was not made for society, said Lady Verner, with asperity.

Nor society for me, returned Jan good-humouredly. Id rather be watching a case of fever.

Oh, Jan! cried Lady Mary, laughing still.

So I would, repeated Jan. At somebodys bedside, in my easy coat, I feel at home. And I feel that I am doing good; thats more. This is nothing but waste of time.

You hear? appealed Lady Verner to them, as if Jans avowal were a passing proof of her assertion  that he and society were antagonistic to each other, I wonder you took the thought to attire yourself passably, she added, her face retaining its strong vexation. Had anybody asked me, I should have given it as my opinion, that you had not things fit to appear in.

I had got these, returned Jan, looking down at his clothes. Wont they do? Its my funeral suit.

The unconscious, matter-of-fact style of Jans avowal was beyond everything. Lady Verner was struck dumb, Sir Edmund smiled, and Mary Elmsley laughed outright.

Oh, Jan! said she, youll be a child all your days. What do you mean by your funeral suit?

Anybody might know that, was Jans answer to Lady Mary. Its the suit I keep for funerals. A doctor is always being asked to attend them; and if he does not go he offends the people.

You might have kept the information to yourself, rebuked Lady Verner.

It doesnt matter, does it? asked Jan. Arent they good enough to come in?

He turned his head round, to get a glance at the said suit behind. Sir Edmund laid his hand affectionately on his shoulder. Young as Jan had been before Edmund Hautley went out, they had lived close friends.

The clothes are all right, Jan. And if you had come without a coat at all, you would have been equally welcome to me.

I should not have gone to this sort of thing anywhere else, you know; it is not in my line, as my mother says. I came to see you.

And I would rather see you, Jan, than anybody else in the room  with one exception, was the reply of Sir Edmund. I am sorry not to see Lionel.

He couldnt come, answered Jan. His wife turned crusty, and said shed come if he did  something of that  and so he stayed at home. She is very ill, and she wants to ignore it, and go out all the same. It is not fit she should.

Pray do you mean to dance, Jan? inquired Lady Verner, the question being put ironically.

I? returned Jan. Whod dance with me?

Ill dance with you, Jan, said Lady Mary.

Jan shook his head. I might get my feet entangled in the petticoats.

Not you, Jan, said Sir Edmund, laughing. I should risk that, if a lady asked me.

Shed not care to dance with me, returned Jan, looking at Mary Elmsley. She only says it out of good-nature.

No, Jan, I dont think I do, frankly avowed Lady Mary. I should like to dance with you.

Id stand up with you, if I stood up with anybody, replied Jan. But wheres the good of it? I dont know the figures, and should only put you out, as well as everybody else.

So, what with his ignorance of the figures, and his dreaded awkwardness amidst the trains, Jan was allowed to rest in peace. Mary Elmsley told him that if he would come over sometimes to their house in an evening, she and her young sisters would practise the figures with him, so that he might learn them. It was Jans turn to laugh now. The notion of his practising dancing, or having evenings to waste on it, amused him considerably.

Go to your house to learn dancing! echoed he. Folks would be for putting me into a lunatic asylum. If I do find an hour to myself any odd evening, I have to get to my dissection. I went shares the other day in a beautiful subject

I dont think you need tell me of that, Jan, interrupted Lady Mary, keeping her countenance.

I wonder you talk to him, Mary, observed Lady Verner, feeling thoroughly ashamed of Jan, and believing that everybody else did. You hear how he repays you. He means it for good breeding, perhaps.

I dont mean it for rudeness, at any rate, returned Jan. Lady Mary knows that. Dont you? he added, turning to her.

A strangely thrilling expression in her eyes as she looked at him was her only answer. I would rather have that sort of rudeness from you, Jan, said she, than the worlds hollow politeness. There is so much of false

Mary Elmsleys sentence was never concluded. What was it that had broken in upon them? What object was that, gliding into the room like a ghost, on whom all eyes were strained with a terrible fascination? Was it a ghost? It appeared ghastly enough for one. Was it one of Jans subjects come after him to the ball? Was it a corpse? It looked more like that than anything else. A corpse bedizened with jewels.

Shes mad! exclaimed Jan, who was the first to recover his speech.

What is it? ejaculated Sir Edmund, gazing with something very like fear, as the spectre bore down towards him.

It is my brothers wife, explained Jan. You may see how fit she is to come.

There was no time for more. Sibylla had her hand held out to Sir Edmund, a wan smile on her ghastly face. His hesitation, his evident discomposure, as he took it, were not lost upon her.

You have forgotten me, Sir Edmund; but I should have known you anywhere. Your face is bronzed, and it is the only change. Am I so much changed?

Yes, you are; greatly changed, was his involuntary acknowledgment in his surprise. I should not have recognised you for the Sibylla West of those old days.

I was at an age to change, she said. I

The words were stopped by a fit of coughing. Not the ordinary cough, more or less violent, that we hear in every-day intercourse; but the dreadful cough that tells its tale of the hopeless state within. She had discarded her opera-cloak, and stood there, her shoulders, back, neck, all bare and naked; très décolletée, as the French would say; shivering palpably; imparting the idea of a skeleton with rattling bones. Sir Edmund Hautley, quitting Decima, took her hand compassionately and led her to a seat.

Mrs. Verner did not like the attention. Pity, compassion was in every line of his face  in every gesture of his gentle hand; and she resented it.

I am not ill, she declared to Sir Edmund between the paroxysms of her distressing cough. The wind seemed to take my throat as I got out of the fly, and it is making me cough a little, but I am not ill. Has Jan been telling you that I am?

She turned round fiercely on Jan as she spoke. Jan had followed her to her chair, and stood near her; he may have deemed that so evident an invalid should possess a doctor at hand. A good thing that Jan was of equable disposition, of easy temperament; otherwise there might have been perpetual open war between him and Sibylla. She did not spare to him her sarcasms and her insults; but never, in all Jans intercourse with her, had he resented them.

No one has told me anything about you in particular, Mrs. Verner, was the reply of Sir Edmund. I see that you look delicate.

I am not delicate, she sharply said. It is nothing. I should be very well, if it were not for Jan.

Thats good, returned Jan. What do I do?

You worry me, she answered curtly. You say I must not go out; I must not do this, or do the other. You know you do. Presently you will be saying I must not dance. But I will.

Does Lionel know you have come? inquired Jan, leaving other questions in abeyance.

I dont know. Its nothing to him. He was not going to stop me. You should pay attention to your own appearance, Jan, instead of to mine; look at your gloves!

They split as I was drawing them on, said Jan.

Sibylla turned from him with a gesture of contempt. I am enchanted that you have come home, Sir Edmund, she said to the baronet.

I am pleased myself, Mrs. Verner. Home has more charms for me than the world knows of.

You will give us some nice entertainments, I hope, she continued, her cough beginning to subside. Sir Rufus lived like a hermit.

That she would not live to partake of any entertainments he might give, Sir Edmund Hautley felt as sure as though he had then seen her in her grave-clothes. No, not even could he be deceived, or entertain the faintest false hope, though the cough became stilled, and the brilliant hectic of reaction shone on her cheeks. Very beautiful would she then have looked, save for her attenuate frame, with that bright crimson flush and her gleaming golden hair.

Quite sufficiently beautiful to attract partners, and one came up and requested her to dance. She rose in acquiescence, turning her back right upon Jan, who would have interposed.

Go away, said she. I dont want any lecturing from you.

But Jan did not go away. He laid his hand impressively upon her shoulder. You must not do it, Sibylla. Theres a pond outside; its just as good you went and threw yourself into that. It would do you no more harm.

She jerked her shoulder away from him; laughing a little, scornful laugh, and saying a few contemptuous words to her partner, directed to Jan. Jan propped his back against the wall, and watched her, giving her a few words in his turn.

As good try to turn a mule, as turn her.

He watched her through the quadrille. He watched the gradually increasing excitement of her temperament. Nothing could be more pernicious for her; nothing more dangerous; as Jan knew. Presently he watched her plunge into a waltz; and just at that moment his eyes fell on Lionel.

He had just entered; he was shaking hands with Sir Edmund Hautley. Jan made his way to them.

Have you seen Sibylla, Jan? was the first question of Lionel to his brother. I hear she has come.

For answer, Jan pointed towards a couple amidst the waltzers, and Lionels dismayed gaze fell on his wife, whirling round at a mad speed, her eyes glistening, her cheeks burning, her bosom heaving. With the violence of the exertion, her poor breath seemed to rise in loud gasps, shaking her to pieces, and the sweat-drops poured off her brow.

One dismayed exclamation, and Lionel took a step forward. Jan caught him back.

It is of no use, Lionel. I have tried. It would only make a scene, and be productive of no end. I am not sure either, whether opposition at the present moment would not do as much harm as is being done.

Jan! cried Sir Edmund in an undertone, is  she  dying?

She is not far off it, was Jans answer.

Lionel had yielded to Jans remonstrance, and stood back against the wall, as Jan had previously been doing. The waltz came to an end. In the dispersion Lionel lost sight of his wife. A few moments, and strange sounds of noise and confusion were echoing from an adjoining room. Jan went away at his own rate of speed, Lionel in his wake. They had caught the reiterated words, spoken in every phase of terrified tones, Mrs. Verner! Mrs. Verner!

Ah, poor Mrs. Verner! That had been her last dance on earth. The terrible exertion had induced a fit of coughing of unnatural violence, and in the straining a blood-vessel had once more broken.




CHAPTER LXXXVII.

THE LAMP BURNS OUT AT LAST.

From the roof of the house to the floor of the cellar, ominous silence reigned in Deerham Court. Mrs. Verner lay in it  dying. She had been conveyed home from the Hall on the morning following the catastrophe. Miss Hautley and Sir Edmund urged her remaining longer, offering every possible hospitality; but poor Sibylla seemed to have taken a caprice against it. Caprices she would have, up to her last breath. All her words were Home! home! Jan said she might be moved with safety; and she was taken there.

She seemed none the worse for the removal  she was none the worse for it. She was dying, but the transit had not increased her danger or her pain. Dr. Hayes had been over in the course of the night, and was now expected again.

Its all waste of time, his coming; he cant do anything; but it is satisfaction for Lionel, observed Jan to his mother.

Lady Verner felt inclined to blame those of her household who had been left at home, for Sibyllas escapade: all of them  Lionel, Lucy Tempest, and the servants. They ought to have prevented it, she said; have kept her in by force, had need been. But she blamed them wrongly. Lionel might have done so had he been present; there was no knowing whether he would so far have exerted his authority, but the scene that would inevitably have ensued might not have been less fatal in its consequences to Sibylla. Lucy answered, and with truth, that any remonstrance of hers to Sibylla would never have been listened to; and the servants excused themselves  it was not their place to presume to oppose Mr. Verners wife.

She lay on the sofa in her dressing-room, propped up by pillows; her face wan, her breathing laboured. Decima with her, calm and still; Catherine hovered near, to be useful, if necessary; Lady Verner was in her room within call; Lucy Tempest sat on the stairs. Lucy, remembering certain curious explosions, feared that her presence might not be acceptable to the invalid; but Lucy partook of the general restlessness, and sat down in her simple fashion on the stairs, listening for news from the sick-chamber. Neither she nor any one else in the house could have divested themselves of the prevailing excitement that day, or settled to calmness in the remotest degree. Lucy wished from her very heart that she could do anything to alleviate the sufferings of Mrs. Verner, or to soothe the general discomfort.

By and by, Jan entered, and came straight up the stairs. Am I to walk over you, Miss Lucy?

Theres plenty of room to go by, Jan, she answered, pulling her dress aside.

Are you doing penance? he asked, as he strode past her.

It is so dull remaining in the drawing-room by myself, answered Lucy apologetically. Everybody is upstairs.

Jan went into the sick-room, and Lucy sat on in silence; her head bent down on her knees, as before. Presently Jan returned.

Is she any better, Jan?

Shes no worse, was Jans answer. Thats something, when it comes to this stage. Wheres Lionel?

I do not know, replied Lucy. I think he went out. Jan, she added, dropping her voice, will she get well?

Get well! echoed Jan in his plainness. Its not likely. She wont be here four-and-twenty hours longer.

Oh, Jan! uttered Lucy, painfully startled and distressed. What a dreadful thing! And all because of her going out last night!

Not altogether, answered Jan. It has hastened it, no doubt; but the ending was not far off in any case.

If I could but save her! murmured Lucy in her unselfish sympathy. I shall always be thinking that perhaps if I had spoken to her last night, instead of going out to find Mr. Verner, she might not have gone.

Look here, said Jan. You are not an angel yet, are you, Miss Lucy?

Not at all like one, I fear, Jan, was her sad answer.

Well, then, I can tell you for your satisfaction that an angel, coming down from heaven and endued with angels powers, wouldnt have stopped her last night. Shed have gone in spite of it; in spite of you all. Her mind was made up to it; and her telling Lionel in the morning that shed give up going, provided he would promise to take her for a days pleasure to Heartburg, was only a ruse to throw the house off its guard.

Jan passed down; Lucy sat on. As Jan was crossing the courtyard  for he actually went out at the front door for once in his life, as he had done the day he carried the blanket and the black tea-kettle  he encountered John Massingbird. Mr. John wore his usual free-and-easy costume, and had his short pipe in his mouth.

I say, began he, whats this tale about Mrs. Lionel? Folks are saying that she went off to Hautleys last night, and danced herself to death.

Thats near enough, replied Jan. She would go; and she did; and she danced; and she finished it up by breaking a blood-vessel. And now she is dying.

What was Lionel about, to let her go?

Lionel knew nothing of it. She slipped off while he was out. Nobody was in the house but Lucy Tempest and one or two of the servants. She dressed herself on the quiet, sent for a fly, and went.

And danced!

And danced, assented Jan. Her back and shoulders looked like a bag of bones. You might nearly have heard them rattle.

I always said there were moments when Sibyllas mind was not right, composedly observed John Massingbird. Is there any hope?

None. There has not been hope, in point of fact, for a long while, continued Jan, as anybody might have seen, except Sibylla. She has been obstinately blind to it. Although her father warned her, when he was here, that she could not live.

John Massingbird smoked for some moments in silence. She was always sickly, he presently said; sickly in constitution; sickly in temper.

Jan nodded. But what he might further have said was stopped by the entrance of Lionel. He came in at the gate, looking jaded and tired. His mind was ill at ease, and he had not been to bed.

I have been searching for you, Jan. Dr. West ought to be telegraphed to. Can you tell where he is?

No, I cant, replied Jan. He was at Biarritz when he last wrote; but they were about to leave. I expect to hear from him daily. If we did know where he is, Lionel, telegraphing would be of no use. He could not get here.

I should like him telegraphed to, if possible, was Lionels answer.

Ill telegraph to Biarritz, if you like, said Jan. He is sure to have left it, though.

Do so, returned Lionel. Will you come in? he added to John Massingbird.

No, thank you, replied John Massingbird. Theyd not like my pipe. Tell Sibylla I hope shell get over it. Ill come again by and by, and hear how she is.

Lionel went indoors and passed upstairs with a heavy footstep. Lucy started from her place, but not before he had seen her in it.

Why do you sit there, Lucy?

I dont know, she answered, blushing that he should have caught her there, though she had not cared for Jans doing so. It is lonely downstairs to-day; here I can ask everybody who comes out of the room how she is. I wish I could cure her! I wish I could do anything for her!

He laid his hand lightly on her head as he passed. Thank you for all, my dear child! and there was a strange tone of pain in his low voice as he spoke it.

Only Decima was in the room then, and she quitted it as Lionel entered. Treading softly across the carpet, he took his seat in a chair opposite Sibyllas couch. She slept  for a great wonder  or appeared to sleep. The whole morning long  nay, the whole night long, her bright, restless eyes had been wide open; sleep as far from her as it could well be. It had seemed that her fractious temper kept the sleep away. But her eyes were closed now, and two dark, purple rims inclosed them, terribly dark on the wan, white face. Suddenly the eyes unclosed with a start, as if her doze had been abruptly disturbed, though Lionel had been perfectly still. She looked at him for a minute or two in silence, and he, knowing it would be well that she should doze again, neither spoke nor moved.

Lionel, am I dying?

Quietly as the words were spoken, they struck on his ear with startling intensity. He rose then and pushed her hair from her damp brow with a fond hand, murmuring some general inquiry as to how she felt.

Am I dying? came again from the panting lips.

What was he to answer her? To say that she was dying might send her into a paroxysm of terror; to deceive her in that awful hour by telling her she was not, went against every feeling of his heart.

But I dont want to die, she urged, in some excitement, interpreting his silence to mean the worst. Cant Jan do anything for me? Cant Dr. Hayes?

Dr. Hayes will be here soon, observed Lionel soothingly, if somewhat evasively. He will come by the next train.

She took his hand, held it between hers, and looked beseechingly up to his face. I dont want to leave you, she whispered. Oh, Lionel! keep me here if you can! You know you are always kind to me. Sometimes I have reproached you that you were not, but it was not true. You have been ever kind, have you not?

I have ever striven to be so, he answered, the tears glistening on his eyelashes.

I dont want to die. I want to get well and go about again, as I used to do when at Verners Pride. Now Sir Edmund Hautley is come home, that will be a good place to visit at. Lionel, I dont want to die! Cant you keep me in life?

If by sacrificing my own life, I could save yours, Heaven knows how willingly I would do it, he tenderly answered.

Why should I die? Why should I die more than others? I dont think I am dying, Lionel, she added, after a pause. I shall get well yet.

She stretched out her hand for some cooling drink that was near, and Lionel gave her a teaspoonful. He was giving her another, but she jerked her head away and spilled it.

Its not nice, she said. So he put it down.

I want to see Deborah, she resumed.

My dear, they are at Heartburg. I told you so this morning. They will be home, no doubt, by the next train. Jan has sent to them.

What should they do at Heartburg? she fractiously asked.

They went over yesterday to remain until to-day, I hear.

Subsiding into silence, she lay quite still, save for her panting breath, holding Lionels hand as he bent over her. Some noise in the corridor outside attracted her attention, and she signed to him to open the door.

Perhaps it is Dr. Hayes, she murmured. He is better than Jan.

Better than Jan, insomuch as that he was rather given to assure his patients they would soon be strong enough to enjoy the al fresco delights of a gipsy party, even though he knew that they had not an hours prolonged life left in them. Not so Jan. Never did a more cheering doctor enter a sick-room than Jan, so long as there was the faintest shade of hope. But, when the closing scene was actually come, the spirit all but upon the wing, then Jan whispered of hope no more. He could not do it in his pure sincerity. Jan could be silent; but Jan could not tell a man, whose soul was hovering on the threshold of the next world, that he might yet recreate himself dancing hornpipes in this. Dr. Hayes would; it was in his creed to do so; and in that respect Dr. Hayes was different from Jan.

It was not Dr. Hayes. As Lionel opened the door, Lucy was passing it, and Thérèse was at the end of the corridor talking to Lady Verner. Lucy stopped to make her kind inquiries, her tone a low one, of how the invalid was then.

Whose voice is that? called out Mrs. Verner, her words scarcely reaching her husbands ears.

It is Lucy Tempests, he said, closing the door, and returning to her. She was asking after you.

Tell her to come in.

Lionel opened the door again, and beckoned to Lucy. Mrs. Verner is asking if you will come in and see her, he said, as she approached.

All the old grievances, the insults of Sibylla, blotted out from her gentle and forgiving mind, lost sight of in this great crisis, Lucy went up to the couch, and stood by the side of Sibylla. Lionel leaned over its back.

I trust you are not feeling very ill, Mrs. Verner, she said in a low, sweet tone as she bent towards her and touched her hand. Touched it only; let her own fall lightly upon it; as if she did not feel sufficiently sure of Sibyllas humour to presume to take it.

No, I dont think Im better. I am so weak here.

She touched her chest as she spoke. Lucy, perhaps somewhat at a loss what to say, stood in silence.

I have been very cross to you sometimes, Lucy, she resumed. I meant nothing. I used to feel vexed with everybody, and said foolish things without meaning it. It was so cruel to be turned from Verners Pride, and it made me unhappy.

Indeed I do not think anything about it, replied Lucy, the tears rising to her eyes in her forgiving tenderness. I know how ill you must have felt. I used to feel that I should like to help you to bear the pain and the sorrow.

Sibylla lay panting. Lucy remained as she was; Lionel also. Presently she, Sibylla, glanced at Lucy.

I wish youd kiss me.

Lucy, unnerved by the words, bent closer to her, a shower of tears falling from her eyes on Sibyllas face.

If I could but save her life for you! she murmured to Lionel, glancing up at him through her tears as she rose from the embrace. And she saw that Lionels eyes were as wet as hers.

And now there was a commotion outside. Sounds, as of talking and wailing and crying, were heard. Little need to tell Lionel that they came from the Misses West; he recognised the voices; and Lucy glided forward to open the door.

Poor ladies! They were wont to say ever after that their absence had happened on purpose. Mortified at being ignored in Miss Hautleys invitations, they had made a little plan to get out of Deerham. An old friend in Heartburg had repeatedly pressed them to dine there and remain for the night, and they determined to avail themselves of the invitation this very day of the fête at Deerham Hall. It would be pleasant to have to say to inquisitive friends, We could not attend it; we were engaged to Heartburg. Many a lady, of more account in the world than Deborah or Amilly West, has resorted to a less innocent ruse to conceal an offered slight. Jan had despatched Master Cheese by the new railway that morning with the information of Sibyllas illness; and here they were back again, full of grief, of consternation, and ready to show it in their demonstrative way.

Lionel hastened out to them, a Hush  sh! upon his tongue. He caught hold of them as they were hastening in.

Yes; but not like this. Be still, for her sake.

Deborah looked at his pale face, reading it aright. Is she so ill as tha? she gasped. Is there no hope?

He only shook his head. Whatever you do, preserve a calm demeanour before her. We must keep her in tranquillity.

Master Cheese says she went to the ball  and danced, said Deborah. Mr. Verner, how could you allow it?

She did go, he answered. It was no fault of mine.

Heavier footsteps up the stairs now. They were those of the physician, who had come by the train which had brought the Misses West. He, Dr. Hayes, entered the room, and they stole in after him; Lionel followed; Jan came bursting in, and made another; and Lucy remained outside.

Lady Verner saw Dr. Hayes when he was going away.

There was no change, he said, in answer to her inquiries. Mrs. Verner was certainly in a very weak, sick state, and  there was no change.

The Misses West removed their travelling garments, and took up their stations in the sick-room  not to leave it again, until the life should have departed from Sibylla. Lionel remained in it. Decima and Catherine went in and out, and Jan made frequent visits to the house.

Tell papa it is the leaving Verners Pride that has killed me, said Sibylla to Amilly with nearly her latest breath.

There was no bed for any of them that night, any more than there had been the previous one. A life was hovering in the balance. Lucy sat with Lady Verner, and the rest went in to them occasionally, taking news. Dawn was breaking when one went in for the last time.

It was Jan. He had come to break the tidings to his mother, and he sat himself down on the arm of the sofa  Jan fashion  while he did it.

The flickering lamp of life had burned out at last.




CHAPTER LXXXVIII.

ACHING HEARTS.

If there be one day in the whole year more gladdening to the heart than all others, it is surely the first day of early spring. It may come and give us a glimpse almost in mid-winter; it may not come until winter ought to have been long past: but, appear when it will, it brings rejoicing with it. How many a heart, sinking under its bitter burden of care, is reawakened to hope by that first spring day of brightness! It seems to promise that there shall be yet a change in the dreary lot; it whispers that trouble may not last: that sickness may be superseded by health; that this dark wintry world will be followed by heaven.

Such a day was smiling over Deerham. And they were only in the first days of February. The sun was warm, the fields were green, the sky was blue; all Nature seemed to have put on her brightness. As Mrs. Duff stood at her door and exchanged greetings with sundry gossips passing by  an unusual number of whom were abroad  she gave it as her opinion that the charming weather had been vouchsafed as a special favour to Miss Decima Verner; for it was the wedding-day of that young lady and Sir Edmund Hautley.

Sir Edmund would fain have been married immediately after his return. Perhaps Decima would also. But Lady Verner, always given to study the proprieties of life, considered that it would be more seemly to allow first a few months to roll on after the death of her sons wife. So the autumn and part of the winter were allowed to go by; and in this, the first week of February, they were united; being favoured with weather that might have cheated them into a belief that it was May-day.

How anxious Deerham was to get a sight of her, as the carriages conveying the party to church drove to and fro! Lionel gave her away, and her brides-maids were Lady Mary Elmsley and Lucy Tempest. The story of the long engagement between her and Edmund Hautley had electrified Deerham; and some began to wish that they had not called her an old maid quite so prematurely. Should it unfortunately have reached her ears, it might tend to place them in the black books of the future Lady Hautley. Lady Verner was rather against Jans going to church. Lady Verners private opinion was  indeed it may be said her proclaimed opinion as well as her private one  that Jan would be no ornament to a wedding party. But Decima had already got Jans promise to be present, which Jan had given conditionally  that no patients required him at the time. But Jans patients proved themselves considerate that day; and Jan appeared not only at the church, but at the breakfast.

At the dinner, also, in the evening. Sir Edmund and Lady Hautley had left then; but those who remained of course wanted some dinner; and had it. It was a small party, more social than formal: Mr. and Mrs. Bitterworth, Lord Garle and his sister, Miss Hautley and John Massingbird. Miss Hautley was again staying temporarily at Deerham Hall, but she would leave it on the following day. John Massingbird was invited at the special request of Lionel. Perhaps John was less of an ornament to a social party than even Jan, but Lionel had been anxious that no slight should be placed upon him. It would have been a slight for the owner of Verners Pride to be left out at Decima Verners wedding. Lady Verner held out a little while; she did not like John Massingbird: never had liked any of the Massingbirds; but Lionel carried his point. John Massingbird showed himself presentable that day, and had left his pipe at home.

In one point Mr. Massingbird proved himself as little given to ceremony as Jan could be. The dinner hour, he had been told, was seven oclock; and he arrived shortly after six. Lucy Tempest and Mary Elmsley were in the drawing-room. Fair, graceful girls, both of them, in their floating white brides-maids robes, which they would wear for the day; Lucy always serene and quiet; Mary, merry-hearted, gay-natured. Mary was to stay with them for some days. They looked somewhat scared at the early entrance of John Massingbird. Curious tales had gone about Deerham of Johns wild habits at Verners Pride, and, it may be, they felt half afraid of him. Lucy whispered to the servant to find Mr. Verner and tell him. Lady Verner had gone to her room to make ready for dinner.

I say, young ladies, is it six or seven oclock that we are to dine? he began. I could not remember.

Seven, replied Lucy.

I am too soon by an hour, then, returned he, sitting down in front of the fire. How are you by this time, Lionel?

Lionel shook hands with him as he came in. Never mind; we are glad to see you, he said in answer to a half apology from John Massingbird about the arriving early. I can show you those calculations now, if you like.

Calculations be hanged! returned John. When a fellow comes out to dinner, he does not want to be met with calculations. What else, Lionel?

Lionel Verner laughed. They were certain calculations drawn out by himself, connected with unavoidable work to be commenced on the Verners Pride estate. For the last month he had been vainly seeking an opportunity of going over them with John Massingbird; that gentleman, who hated details as much as Master Cheese hated work, continually contrived to put it off.

Have you given yourself the pleasure of making them out in duplicate, that you propose to show them here? asked he, some irony in his tone. I thought they were in the study at Verners Pride.

I brought them home a day or two ago, replied Lionel. Some alteration was required, and I thought I would do it quietly here.

You are a rare  I suppose if I say steward I shall offend your pride, Lionel? Bailiff would be worse. If real stewards were as faithful and indefatigable as you, landlords might get on better than they do. You cant think how he plagues me with his business details, Miss Tempest.

I can, said Lady Mary freely. I think he is terribly conscientious.

All the more so, that he is not going to be a steward long, answered Lionel in a tone through which ran a serious meaning, light as it was. The time is approaching when I shall render up an account of my stewardship, so far as Verners Pride is concerned.

What do you mean by that? cried John Massingbird.

Ill tell you to-morrow, answered Lionel.

Id like to know now, if its all the same to you, sir, was Johns answer. You are not going to give up the management of Verners Pride?

Yes, I am, replied Lionel. I should have resigned it when my wife died, but that  that  Decima wished me to remain in Deerham until her marriage, he concluded after some perceptible hesitation.

What has Deerham done to you that you want to quit it? asked John Massingbird.

I would have left Deerham years ago, had it been practicable, was the remark of Lionel.

I ask you why?

Why? Do you think Deerham and its reminiscences can be so pleasant to me that I should care to stop in it, unless compelled?

Bother reminiscences! rejoined Mr. Massingbird. I conclude you make believe to allude to the ups and downs you have had in regard to Verners Pride. Thats not the cause, Lionel Verner  if you do want to go away. You have had time to get over that. Perhaps some lady is in the way? Some cross-grained disappointment in that line? Have you been refusing to marry him, Lady Mary?

Lady Mary threw her laughing blue eyes full in the face of the questioner. He never asked me, Mr. Massingbird.

No! said John.

No, said she, the lips laughing now, as well as the eyes. In the old days  I declare I dont mind letting out the secret  in the old days before he was married at all, mamma and Lady Verner contrived to let me know, by indirect hints, that Lionel Verner might be expected to  to  solicit the honour of my becoming his wife. How I laughed behind their backs! It would have been time enough to turn rebellious when the offer came  which I was quite sure never would come  to make them and him a low curtsy, and say, You are very kind, but I must decline the honour. Did you get any teasings on your side, Lionel? asked she frankly.

A half smile flitted over Lionels lips. He did not speak.

No, added Lady Mary, her joking tone turning to seriousness, her blue eyes to earnestness, I and Lionel have ever been good friends, fond of each other, I believe, in a sober kind of way: but  any closer relationship, we should both have run apart from, as wide as the two poles. I can answer for myself; and I think I can for him.

I see, said John Massingbird. To be husband and wife would go against the grain: youd rather be brother and sister.

What there could be in the remark to disturb the perfect equanimity of Mary Elmsley, she best knew. Certain it was that her face turned of a fiery red, and it seemed that she did not know where to look. She spoke rapid words, as if to cover her confusion.

So you perceive, Mr. Massingbird, that I have nothing to do with Mr. Verners plans and projects; with his stopping at Deerham or going away from it. I should not think any lady has. You are not going, are you? she asked turning to Lionel.

Yes, I shall go, Mary, he answered. As soon as Mr. Massingbird can find somebody to replace me

Mr. Massingbirds not going to find anybody to replace you, burst forth John. I declare, Lionel, if you do go, Ill take on Roy, just to spite you and your old tenants. By the way, though, talking of Roy, who do you think has come back to Deerham? he broke off, rather less vehemently.

How can I guess? asked Lionel. Some of the Mormons, perhaps.

No. Luke Roy. He has arrived this afternoon.

Has he indeed? replied Lionel, a shade of sadness in his tone, more than surprise, for somehow the name of Luke, coupled with his return, brought back all too vividly the recollection of his departure, and the tragic end of Rachel Frost which had followed so close upon it.

I have not seen him, rejoined Mr. Massingbird. I met Mrs. Roy as I came on here, and she told me. She was scuttering along with some muffins in her hand  to regale him on, I suppose.

How glad she must be! exclaimed Lucy.

Rather sorry, I thought, returned John. She looked very quaky and shivery. I tell you what, Lionel, he continued, turning to him, your dinner will not be ready this three-quarters of an hour yet. Ill just go as far as old Roys, and have a word with Luke. I have got a top-coat in the hall.

He went out without ceremony. Lionel walked with him to the door. It was a fine, starlight evening. When he, Lionel, returned, Lucy was alone. Mary Elmsley had left the room.

Lucy had quitted the chair of state she had been sitting in, and was in her favourite place on a low stool on the hearth-rug. She was more kneeling than sitting. The fire-light played on her sweet face, so young and girlish still in its outlines, on her pretty hands clasped on her knees, on her arms which glittered with pearls, on the pearls that rested on her neck. Lionel stood on the other side of the hearth-rug, leaning, as usual, on the mantel-piece.

At least five minutes passed in silence. And then Lucy raised her eyes to his.

Was it a joke, what you said to John Massingbird  about leaving Deerham?

It was sober earnest, Lucy. I shall go as soon as I possibly can now.

But why? she presently asked.

I should have left, as you heard me say, after Mrs. Verners death, but for one or two considerations. Decima very much wished me to remain until her marriage; and  I did not see my way particularly clear to embark in a new course of life. I do not see it yet.

Why should you go? asked Lucy.

Because I  because it is expedient that I should, for many reasons, he answered.

You do not like to remain subservient to John Massingbird?

It is not that. I have got over that. My prospects have been so utterly blighted, Lucy, that I think some of the old pride of the Verner race has gone out of me. I do not see a chance of getting anything to do half as good as this stewardship  as he but now called it  under John Massingbird. But I shall try at it.

What shall you try, do you think?

I cannot tell. I should like to get something abroad; I should like to go to India. I do not suppose I have any real chance of getting an appointment there; but stopping in Deerham will certainly not bring it to me: that, or anything else.

Lucys lips had parted. You will not think of going to India now! she breathlessly exclaimed.

Indeed I do think of it, Lucy.

So far off as that!

The words were uttered with a strange sound of pain. Lionel passed his hand over his brow, the action betokening pain quite as great as Lucys tone. Lucy rose from her seat and stood near him, her thoughtful face upturned.

What is left for me in England? he resumed. What am I here? A man without home, fortune, hope. I have worse than no prospects. The ceremony at which we have been assisting this day seems to have brought the bare facts more palpably before me in all their naked truth. Other men can have a home, can form social ties to bless it. I cannot.

But why? asked Lucy, her lips trembling.

Why! Can you ask it, Lucy? There are moments  and they are all too frequent  when a fond vision comes over me of what my future might be; of the new ties I might form, and find the happiness in, that  that I did not find in the last. The vision, I say, comes all too frequently for my peace of mind, when I realise the fact that it can never be realised.

Lucy stood, her hands tightly clasped before her, a world of sadness in her fair, young face. One less entirely single-hearted, less true than Lucy Tempest, might have professed to ignore the drift of his words. Had Lucy, since Mrs. Verners death, cast a thought to the possibility of certain happy relations arising between her and Lionel  those social ties he now spoke of? No, not intentionally. If any such dreams did lurk in her heart unbidden, there she let them lie, in entire abeyance. Lionel Verner had never spoken a word to her, or dropped a hint that he contemplated such; his intercourse with her had been free and open, just as it was with Decima. She was quite content; to be with him, to see him daily, was enough of happiness for her, without looking to the future.

The farther I get away from England the better, he resumed. India, from old associations, naturally suggests itself, but I care not whither I go. You threw out a suggestion once, Lucy, that Colonel Tempest might be able to help me to something there, by which I may get a living. Should I have found no success in London by the time he arrives, it is my intention to ask him the favour. He will be home in a few weeks now.

And you talk of leaving Deerham immediately! cried Lucy. Wheres the necessity? You should wait until he comes.

I have waited too long, as it is. Deerham will be glad to get rid of me. It may hold a jubilee the day it hears I have shipped myself off for India. I wonder if I shall ever come back? Probably not. I and old friends may never meet again on this side heaven.

He had been affecting to speak lightly, jokingly, toying at the same time with some trifle on the mantel-piece. But as he turned his eyes on Lucy at the conclusion of his sentence, he saw that the tears were falling on her cheeks. The words, the ideas they conjured up, had jarred painfully on every fibre of her heart. Lionels light mood was gone.

Lucy, he whispered, bending to her, his tone changing to one of passionate earnestness, I dare not stay here longer. There are moments when I am tempted to forget my position, to forget honour, and speak words that  that  I ought not to speak. Even now, as I look down upon you, my heart is throbbing, my veins are tingling; but I must not touch you with my finger, or tell you of my impassioned love. All I can do is to carry it away with me, and battle with it alone.

Her face had grown white with emotion. She raised her wet eyes yearningly to his; but she still spoke the simple truth, unvarnished, the great agony that was lying at her heart.

How shall I live on, with you away? It will be more lonely than I can bear.

Dont, child! he said in a wailing tone of entreaty. The temptation from my own heart is all too present to me. Dont you tempt me. Strong man though I am, there are things that I cannot bear.

He leaned on the mantel-piece, shading his face with his hand. Lucy stood in silence, striving to suppress her emotion from breaking forth.

In the old days  very long ago, they seem now, to look back upon  I had the opportunity of assuring my lifes happiness, he continued in a low, steady tone. I did not do it; I let it slip from me, foolishly, wilfully; of my now free act. But, Lucy  believe me or not as you like  I loved the one I rejected, more than the one I took. Before the sound of my marriage bells had yet rung out on my ears, the terrible conviction was within me that I loved that other better than all created things. You may judge, then, what my punishment has been.

She raised her eyes to his face, but he did not see them, did not look at her. He continued  

It was the one great mistake of my life; made by myself alone. I cannot plead the excuse which so many are able to plead for lifes mistakes  that I was drawn into it. I made it deliberately, as may be said; of my own will. It is but just, therefore, that I should expiate it. How I have suffered in the expiation, Heaven alone knows. It is true that I bound myself in a moment of delirium, of passion; giving myself no time for thought. But I have never looked upon that fact as an excuse; for a man who has come to the years I had should hold his feelings under his own control. Yes; I missed that opportunity, and the chance went by for life.

For life? repeated Lucy, with streaming eyes. It was too terribly real a moment for any attempt at concealment. A little reticence, in her maiden modesty; but of concealment, none.

I am a poor man now, Lucy, he explained; worse than without prospects, if you knew all. And I do not know why you should not know all, he added after a pause: I am in debt. Such a man cannot marry.

The words were spoken quietly, temperately; their tone proving how hopeless could be any appeal against them, whether from him, from her, or from without. It was perfectly true: Lionel Verners position placed him beyond the reach of social ties.

Little more was said. It was a topic which Lucy could not urge or gainsay; and Lionel did not see fit to continue it. He may have felt that it was dangerous ground, even for the man of honour that he strove to be. He held out his hand to Lucy.

Will you forgive me? he softly whispered.

Her sobs choked her. She strove to speak, as she crept closer to him, and put out her hands in answer; but the words would not come. She lifted her face to glance at his.

Not a night passes but I pray God to forgive me, he whispered, his voice trembling with emotion, as he pressed her hands between his, to forgive the sorrow I have brought upon you. Oh, Lucy! forgive  forgive me!

Yes, yes, was all her answer, her sobs impeding her utterance, her tears blinding her. Lionel kept the hands strained to him; he looked down on the upturned face, and read its love there; he kept his own bent, with its mingled expression of tenderness and pain; but he did not take from it a single caress. What right had he? Verily, if he had not shown control over himself once in his life, he was showing it now.

He released one of his hands and laid it gently upon her head for a minute, his lips moving silently. Then he let her go. It was over.

She sat down on the low stool again on the opposite side the hearth, and buried her face and her anguish. Lionel buried his face, his elbow on the mantel-piece, his hand uplifted. He never looked at her again, or spoke; she never raised her head; and when the company began to arrive, and came in, the silence was still unbroken.

And, as they talked and laughed that night, fulfilling the usages of society amidst the guests, how little did any one present suspect the scene which had taken place but a short while before! How many of the smiling faces we meet in society cover aching hearts!




CHAPTER LXXXIX.

MASTER CHEESE BLOWN UP.

There were other houses in Deerham that night, not quite so full of sociability as was Lady Verners. For one, may be instanced that of the Misses West. They sat at the table in the general sitting-room, hard at work, a lamp between them, for the gas-burners above were high for sewing, and their eyes were no longer so keen as they had been. Miss Deborah was turning a table-cloth; Miss Amilly was darning sundry holes in a pillow-case. Their stock of household linen was in great need of being replaced by new; but, not having the requisite money to spare, they were doing their best to renovate the old.

A slight  they could not help feeling it as such  had been put upon them that day, in not having been invited to Decima Verners wedding. The sisters-in-law of Lionel Verner, connected closely with Jan, they had expected the invitation. But it had not come. Lionel had pressed his mother to give it; Jan, in his straightforward way, when he had found it was not forthcoming, said, Why dont you invite them! Theyd do nobody any harm. Lady Verner, however had positively declined: the Wests had never been acquaintances of hers, she said. They felt the slight, poor ladies, but they felt it quite humbly and meekly; not complaining; not venturing even to say to each other that they might have been asked. They only sat a little more silent than usual over their work that evening, doing more, and talking less.

The servant came in with the supper-tray, and laid it on the table. Is the cold pork to come in? asked she. I have not brought it. I thought, perhaps, youd not care to have it in to-night, maam, as Mr. Jans out.

Miss Deborah cast her eyes on the tray. There was a handsome piece of cheese, and a large glass of fresh celery. A rapid calculation passed through her mind that the cold pork, if not cut for supper, would make a dinner the following day, with an apple or a jam pudding.

No, Martha, this will do for to-night, she answered. Call Master Cheese, and then draw the ale.

Its a wonder he waits to be called, was Marthas comment, as she went out. He is generally in afore the tray, whatever the meals may be, he is.

She went out at the side door, and entered the surgery. Nobody was in it except the surgery-boy. The boy was asleep, with his head and arms on the counter, and the gas flared away over him. A hissing and fizzing from Jans room, similar to the sounds Lucy Tempest heard when she invaded the surgery the night of the ball at Deerham Hall, saluted Marthas ears. She went round the counter, tried the door, found it fastened, and shook the handle.

Whos there? called out Master Cheese from the other side.

Its me, said Martha Suppers ready.

Very well. Ill be in directly, responded Master Cheese.

I say! called out Martha wrathfully, rattling the handle again, if you are making a mess of that room, as you do sometimes, I wont have it. Ill complain to Mr. Jan. There! Messing the floor and places with your powder and stuff! It would take two servants to clear up after you.

You go to Bath, was the satisfactory recommendation of Master Cheese.

Martha called out another wrathful warning, and withdrew. Master Cheese came forth, locked the door, took out the key, went indoors, and sat down to supper.

Sat down in angry consternation. He threw his eager glances to every point of the table, and could not see upon it what he was longing to see  what he had been expecting all the evening to see  for the terrible event of its not being there had never so much as crossed his imagination. The dinner had consisted of a loin of pork with the crackling on, and apple sauce  a dish so beloved by Master Cheese, that he never thought of it without a watering of the mouth. It had been nothing like half eaten at dinner, neither the pork nor the sauce. Jan was at the wedding-breakfast, and the Misses West, in Master Cheeses estimation, ate like two sparrows: of course he had looked to be regaled with it at supper. Miss West cut him a large piece of cheese, and Miss Amilly handed him the glass of celery.

Now Master Cheese had no great liking for that vulgar edible which bore his name, and which used to form the staple of so many good, old-fashioned suppers. To cheese, in the abstract, he could certainly have borne no forcible objection, since he was wont to steal into the larder, between breakfast and dinner, and help himself  as Martha would grumblingly complain  to pounds of it. The state of the case was just this: the young gentleman liked cheese well enough when he could get nothing better. Cheese, however, as a substitute for cold loin of pork, with crackling and apple sauce, was hardly to be borne, and Master Cheese sat in dumbfounded dismay, heaving great sighs and casting his eyes upon his plate.

I feel quite faint, said he.

What makes you feel faint? asked Miss Deb.

Well, I suppose it is for want of my supper, he returned. Is  is there no meat to-night, Miss Deb?

Not any, she answered decisively. She had the pleasure of knowing Master Cheese well.

Master Cheese paused. There was nearly the whole joint left at dinner, said he in a tone of remonstrance.

There was a good deal of it left, and thats the reason its not coming in, replied Miss Deb. It will be sufficient for to-morrows dinner with a pudding, Im sure it will not hurt you to sup upon cheese for one night.

With all his propensity for bonne chère, Master Cheese was really of a modest nature, and would not go the length of demanding luxuries, if denied them by Miss Deb. He was fain to content himself with the cheese and celery, eating so much of it that it may be a question whether the withholding of the cold pork had been a gain in point of economy.

Laying down his knife at length, he put back his chair to return to the surgery. Generally he was not in so much haste; he liked to wait until the things were removed, even to the cloth, lest by a speedy departure he might miss some nice little dainty or other, coming in at the tail of the repast. It is true such impromptu arrivals were not common at Miss Wests table, but Master Cheese liked to be on the sure side.

You are in a hurry, remarked Miss Amilly, surprised at the unwonted withdrawal.

Jans out, returned Master Cheese. Folks may be coming in to the surgery.

I wonder if Mr. Jan will be late to-night? cried Miss Deb.

Of course he will, confidently replied Master Cheese. Who ever heard of a wedding-party breaking up before morning?

For this reason, probably, Master Cheese returned to the surgery, prepared to make a night of it  not altogether in the general acceptation of that term, but at his chemical experiments. It was most rare that he could make sure of Jans absence for any length of time. When abroad in pursuance of his professional duties, Jan might be returning at any period; in five minutes or in five hours; there was no knowing; and Master Cheese dared not get his chemical apparatus about, in the uncertainty, Jan having so positively forbidden his recreations in the science. For this night, however, he thought he was safe. Master Cheeses ideas of a wedding festival consisted of unlimited feasting. He could not have left such a board, if bidden to one, until morning light, and he judged others by himself.

Jans bedroom was strewed with vessels of various sorts and sizes from one end of it to the other. In the old days, Dr. West had been a considerable dabbler in experimental chemistry himself. Jan also understood something of it. Master Cheese did not see why he should not. A roaring fire burned in Jans grate, and the young gentleman stood before it for a few minutes, previous to resuming his researches, giving his back a roast, and indulging bitter reminiscences touching his deficient supper.

Shes getting downright mean, is that old Deb! grumbled he; especially if Jan happens to be out. Wasnt it different in Wests time! He knew what was good, he did. Catch her daring to put bread and cheese on the table for supper then. I shall be quite exhausted before the nights over. Bob!

Bob, his head still on the counter, partially woke up at the call  sufficiently so to return a half sound by way of response.

Bob! roared Master Cheese again. Cant you hear?

Bob, his eyes blinking and winking, came in, in answer: that is, as far as he could get in, for the litter lying about.

Bring in the jar of tamarinds.

The jar of tamarinds! repeated Bob. In here?

Yes, in here, said Master Cheese. Now, you neednt stare. All you have got to do is to obey orders.

Bob disappeared, and presently returned, lugging in a big porcelain jar. He was ordered to take out the bung, and leave it open. He did so, setting it in a convenient place on the floor, near Master Cheese, and giving his opinion gratuitously of the condition of the room. Wont there be a row when Mr. Jan comes in and finds it like this!
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The things will be put away long before he comes, responded Master Cheese. Mind your own business. And, look here! if anybody comes bothering, Mr. Jans out, and Mr. Cheese is out, and they cant be seen till the morning  unless its some desperate case, added Master Cheese, somewhat qualifying the instructions a fellow dying, or anything of that.

Bob withdrew, to fall asleep in the surgery as before, his head and arms on the counter; and Master Cheese recommenced his studies. Solacing himself first of all with a few mouthfuls of tamarinds, as he intended to do at intervals throughout his labours, he plunged his hands into a mass of incongruous substances  nitre, chlorate of potass, and sulphur being amongst them.

The Misses West, meanwhile, had resumed their work after supper, and they sewed until the clock struck ten. Then they put it away, and drew round the fire for a chat, their feet on the fender. A very short while, and they were surprised by the entrance of Jan.

My goodness! exclaimed Miss Amilly. Its never you yet, Mr. Jan!

Why shouldnt it be? returned Jan, drawing forward a chair, and sitting down by them. Did you fancy I was going to sleep there?

Master Cheese thought you would keep it up until morning.

Oh! did he? Is he gone to bed?

He is in the surgery, replied Miss Amilly. Mr. Jan, you have told us nothing yet about the wedding in the morning.

It went off, answered Jan.

But the details? How did the ladies look?

They looked as usual, for all I saw, replied Jan.

What did they wear?

Wear? Gowns, I suppose.

Oh, Mr. Jan! Surely you saw better than that! Cant you tell what sort of gowns?

Jan really could not. It may be questioned whether he could have told a petticoat from a gown. Miss Amilly was waiting with breathless interest, her lips apart.

Some were in white, and some were in colours, I think, hazarded Jan, trying to be correct in his good nature. Decima was in a veil.

Of course she was, acquiesced Miss Amilly with emphasis. Did the bridemaids

What pertinent question relating to the bridemaids Miss Amilly was about to put, never was known. A fearful sound interrupted it. A sound nearly impossible to describe. Was it a crash of thunder? Had an engine from the distant railway taken up its station outside their house, and gone off with a bang? Or had the surgery blown up? The room they were in shook, the windows rattled, the Misses West screamed with real terror, and Jan started from his seat.

It cant be an explosion of gas! he muttered.

Bursting out of the room, he nearly knocked down Martha, who was bursting into it. Instinct, or perhaps sound, took Jan to the surgery, and they all followed in his wake. Bob, the image of terrified consternation, stood in the midst of a débris of glass, his mouth open, and his hair standing-upright. The glass bottles and jars of the establishment had flown from their shelves, causing the unhappy Bob to believe that the world had come to an end.

But what was the débris there, compared to the débris in the next room, Jans! The window was out, the furniture was split, the various chemical apparatus had been shivered into a hundred pieces, the tamarind jar was in two, and Master Cheese was extended on the floor on his back, his hands scorched, his eyebrows singed off, his face black, and the end of his nose burning.

Oh! thats it, is it? said Jan, when his eyes took in the state of things. I knew it would come to it.

He have been and blowed hisself up, remarked Bob, who had stolen in after them.

Is it the gas? sobbed Miss Amilly, hardly able to speak for terror.

No, its not the gas, returned Jan, examining the débris more closely. Its one of that gentlemans chemical experiments.

Deborah West was bending over the prostrate form in alarm. He surely cant be dead! she shivered.

Not he, said Jan. Come, get up, he added, taking Master Cheese by the arm to assist him.

He was placed in a chair, and there he sat, coming to, and emitting dismal groans.

I told you what youd bring it to, if you persisted in attempting experiments that you know nothing about, was Jans reprimand, delivered in a sharp tone. A pretty state of things this is!

Master Cheese groaned again.

Are you much hurt? asked Miss Deb in a sympathising accent.

Oh-o-o-o-o-o-h! moaned Master Cheese.

Is there anything we can get for you? resumed Miss Deb.

Oh-o-o-o-o-o-h! repeated Master Cheese. A glass of wine might revive me.

Get up, said Jan, and lets see if you can walk. Hes not hurt, Miss Deb.

Master Cheese, yielding to the peremptory movement of Jans arm, had no resource but to show them that he could walk. He had taken a step or two as dolefully as it was possible for him to take it, keeping his eyes shut, and stretching out his hands before him, after the manner of the blind, when an interruption came from Miss Amilly.

What can this be, lying here?

She was bending her head near the old bureau, which had been rent in the explosion, her eyes fixed upon some large letter or paper on the floor. They crowded round at the words. Jan picked it up, and found it to be a folded parchment bearing a great seal.

Hollo! exclaimed Jan.

On the outside was written Codicil to the will of Stephen Verner.

What is it? exclaimed Miss Deborah, and even Master Cheese contrived to get his eyes open to look.

It is the lost codicil, replied Jan. It must have been in that bureau. How did it get there?

How indeed? There ensued a pause.

It must have been placed there  Jan was beginning, and then he stopped himself. He would not, before those ladies, say by Dr. West.

But to Jan it was now perfectly clear. That old hunting for the prescription, which had puzzled him at the time, was explained now. There was the prescription  the codicil! Dr. West had had it in his hand when disturbed in that room by a stranger: he had flung it back in the bureau in his hurry; pushed it back: and by some unexplainable means, he must have pushed it too far out of sight. And there it had lain until now, intact and undiscovered.

The hearts of the Misses West were turning to sickness, their countenances to pallor. That it could be no other than their father who had stolen the codicil from Stephen Verners dying chamber, was present to their conviction. His motive could only have been to prevent Verners Pride passing to Lionel, over his daughter and her husband. What did he think of his work when the news came of Fredericks death? What did he think of it when John Massingbird returned in person? What did he think of it when he read Sibyllas dying message, written to him by Amilly Tell papa it is the leaving Verners Pride that has killed me?

I shall take possession of this, said Jan Verner. Master Cheese was conveyed to the house and consigned to bed, where his burnings were dressed by Jan, and restoratives administered to him, including the glass of wine.

The first thing on the following morning the codicil was handed over to Mr. Matiss. He immediately recognised it by its appearance. But it would be opened officially later, in the presence of John Massingbird. Jan betook himself to Verners Pride to carry the news, and found Mr. Massingbird astride on a pillar of the terrace steps, smoking away with gusto. The day was warm and sunshiny as the previous one had been.

What, is it you? cried he, when Jan came in sight. You are up here betimes. Anybody dying, this way?

Not this morning, replied Jan. I say, Massingbird, theres ill news in the wind for you.

Whats that? composedly asked John, tilting some ashes out of his pipe.

That codicil has come to light.

John puffed on vigorously, staring at Jan, but never speaking.

The thief must have been old West, went on Jan. Only think! it has been hidden all this while in that bureau of his, in my bedroom.

What has unhidden it? demanded Mr. Massingbird in a half-satirical tone, as if he doubted the truth of the information.

An explosion did that. Cheese got meddling with dangerous substances, and there was a blow-up. The bureau was thrown down and broken, and the codicil was dislodged. To talk of it, it sounds like an old stage trick.

Did Cheese blow himself up? asked John Massingbird.

Yes. But he came down again. He is in bed with burned hands and a scorched face. If I had told him once to let that dangerous play alone  dangerous in his hands  I had told him ten times.

Wheres the codicil? inquired Mr. Massingbird, smoking away.

In Matisss charge. Youd like to be present, I suppose, at the time of its being opened?

I can take your word, returned John Massingbird. This does not surprise me. I have always had an impression that the codicil would turn up.

It is more than I have had, dissented Jan.

As if by common consent, they spoke no further on the subject of the abstraction and its guilty instrument. It was a pleasant theme to neither. John Massingbird, little refinement of feeling that he possessed, could not forget that Dr. West was his mothers brother; or Jan, that he was his late master, his present partner  that he was connected with him in the eyes of Deerham. Before they had spoken much longer, they were joined by Lionel.

I shall give you no trouble, old fellow, was John Massingbirds salutation. You gave me none.

Thank you, answered Lionel. Though what precise trouble it lay in John Massingbirds power to give him, he did not see, considering that things were now so plain.

Youll accord me house-room for a bit longer, though, wont you?

I will accord it you as long as you like, replied Lionel, in the warmth of his heart.

You know I would have had you stop on here all along, remarked Mr. Massingbird; but the bar to it was Sibylla. I am not sorry the things found. I am growing tired of my life here. It has come into my mind at times lately to think whether I should not give up to you, Lionel, and be off over the seas again. Its tame work, this, to one who has roughed it at the diggings.

Youd not have done it, observed Jan, alluding to the giving up.

Perhaps not, said John Massingbird; but I have owed a debt to Lionel for a long while. I say, old chap, didnt you think I clapped on a good sum for your trouble when I offered you the management of Verners Pride?

I did, answered Lionel.

Ay! I was in your debt; am in it still. Careless as I am, I thought of it now and then.

I do not understand you, said Lionel. In what way are you in my debt?

Let it go for now, returned John. I may tell you some time, perhaps. When shall you take up your abode here?

Lionel smiled. I will not invade you without warning. You and I will take counsel together, John, and discuss plans and expediencies.

I suppose youll be for setting about your improvements now?

Yes, answered Lionel, his tone changing to one of deep seriousness, not to say reverence. Without loss of time.

I told you they could wait until you came into the estate. It has not been long first, you see.

No; but I never looked for it, said Lionel.

Ah! Things turn up that we dont look for, concluded John Massingbird, smoking on as serenely as though he had come into an estate, instead of having lost one. Therell be bonfires all over the place to-night, Lionel  left-handed compliment to me. Here comes Luke Roy. I told him to be here this morning. What nuts this will be for old Roy to crack! He has been fit to stick me, ever since I refused him the management of Verners Pride.




CHAPTER XC.

LIGHT THROWN ON OBSCURITY.

And so, the trouble and the uncertainty, the ups and the downs, the turnings out and changes were at an end, and Lionel Verner was at rest  at rest so far as rest can be, in this lower world. He was reinstalled at Verners Pride, its undisputed master; never again to be sent forth from it during life.

He had not done as John Massingbird did  gone right in, the first day, and taken up his place, sans cérémonie, without word and without apology, at the tables head, leaving John to take his at the side or the foot, or where he could. Quite the contrary. Lionels refinement of mind, his almost sensitive consideration for the feelings of others, clung to him now, as it always had done, as it always would do, and he was chary of disturbing John Massingbird too early in his sway of the internal economy of Verners Pride. It had to be done, however; and John Massingbird remained on with him, his guest.

All that had passed; and the spring of the year was growing late. The codicil had been proved; the neighbourhood had tendered their congratulations to the new master, come into his own at last; the improvements, in which Lionels conscience held so deep a score, were begun and in good progress; and John Massingbirds return to Australia was decided upon, and the day of his departure fixed. People surmised that Lionel would be glad to get rid of him, if only for the sake of his drawing-rooms. John Massingbird still lounged at full length on the amber satin couches, in dropping-off slippers or in dirty boots, as the case might be, still filled them with clouds of tobacco-smoke, so that you could not see across them. Mrs. Tynn declared, to as many people as she dared, that she prayed every night on her bended knees for Mr. Massingbirds departure, before the furniture should be quite ruined, or they burned in their beds.

Mr. Massingbird was not going alone. Luke Roy was returning with him. Lukes intention always had been to return to Australia; he had but come home for a short visit to the old place and to see his mother. Luke had been doing well at the gold-fields. He did not dig; but he sold liquor to those who did dig; at which he was making money rapidly. He had a chum, he said, who managed the store while he was away. So glowing was his account of his prospects, that old Roy had decided upon going also, and trying his fortune there. Mrs. Roy looked aghast at the projected plans; she was too old for it, she urged. But she could not turn her husband. He had never studied her wishes too much, and he was not likely to begin to do so now. So Mrs. Roy, with incessantly-dropping tears, and continued prognostications that the sea-sickness would kill her, was forced to make her preparations for the voyage. Perhaps one motive, more than all else, influenced Roys decision  the getting out of Deerham. Since his hopes of having something to do with the Verners Pride estate  as he had in Stephen Verners time  had been at an end, Roy had gone about in a perpetual state of inward mortification. This emigration would put an end to it; and what with the anticipation of making a fortune at the diggings, and what with his satisfaction at saying adieu to Deerham, and what with the thwarting of his wife, Roy was in a state of complacency.

The time went on to the evening previous to the departure. Lionel and John Massingbird had dined alone, and now sat together at the open window, in the soft May twilight. A small table was at Johns elbow; a bottle of rum, and a jar of tobacco, water and a glass being on it, ready to his hand. He had done his best to infect Lionel with a taste for rum-and-water  as a convenient beverage to be taken at any hour from seven oclock in the morning onwards  but Lionel had been proof against it. John had the rum-drinking to himself, as he had the smoking. Lionel had behaved to him liberally. It was not in Lionel Verners nature to behave otherwise, no matter to whom. From the moment the codicil was found, John Massingbird had no further right to a single sixpence of the revenues of the estate. He was in the position of one who has nothing. It was Lionel who had found means for all  for his expenses, his voyage; for a purse when he should get to Australia. John Massingbird was thinking of this as he sat now, smoking and taking draughts of the rum-and-water.

If ever I turn to work with a will and become a hundred-thousand-pound man, old fellow, he suddenly broke out, Ill pay you back. This, and also what I got rid of while the estate was in my hands.

Lionel, who had been looking from the window in a reverie, turned round and laughed. To imagine John Massingbird becoming a hundred-thousand-pound man through his own industry, was a stretch of fancy marvellously comprehensive.

I have to make a clean breast of it to-night, resumed John Massingbird, after puffing away for some minutes in silence. Do you remember my saying to you, the day we heard news of the codicils being found, that I was in your debt?

I remember your saying it, replied Lionel. I did not understand what you meant. You were not in my debt.

Yes, I was. I had a score to pay off as big as the moon. Its as big still; for its one that never can be paid off; never will be.

Lionel looked at him in surprise; his manner was so unusually serious.

Fifty times, since I came back from Australia, have I been on the point of clearing myself of the secret. But, you see, there was Verners Pride in the way. You would naturally have said upon hearing it, Give the place up to me; you can have no moral right to it. And I was not prepared to give it up; it seemed too comfortable a nest, just at first, after the knocking about over yonder. Dont you perceive?

I dont perceive, and I dont understand, replied Lionel. You are speaking in an unknown language.

Ill speak in a known one, then. It was through me that old Ste Verner left Verners Pride away from you.

What! uttered Lionel.

True, nodded John, with composure. I told him a  a bit of scandal of you. And the strait-laced old simpleton took and altered his will on the strength of it. I did not know of that until afterwards.

And the scandal? asked Lionel quietly. What may it have been?

False scandal, carelessly answered John Massingbird. But I thought it was true when I spoke it. I told your uncle that it was you who had played false with Rachel Frost.

Massingbird!

Dont fancy I went to him open-mouthed, and said, Lionel Verners the man. A fellow who could do such a sneaking trick would be only fit for hanging. The avowal to him was surprised from me in an unguarded moment; it slipped out in self-defence. Id better tell you the tale.

I think you had, said Lionel.

You remember the bother there was, the commotion, the night Rachel was drowned. I came home and found Mr. Verner sitting at the inquiry. It never struck me, then, to suspect that it could be any one of us three who had been in the quarrel with Rachel. I knew that I had had no finger in the pie; I had no cause to think that you had; and, as to Fred, Id as soon have suspected staid old Verner himself; besides, I believed Fred to have eyes only for Sibylla West. Not but that the affair appeared to me unaccountably strange; for, beyond Verners Pride, I did not think Rachel possessed an acquaintance.

He stopped to take a few whiffs at his pipe, and then resumed, Lionel listening in silence.

On the following morning by daylight I went down to the pond, the scene of the previous night. A few stragglers were already there. As we were looking about and talking, I saw on the very brink of the pond, partially hidden in the grass  in fact trodden into it, as it seemed to me  a glove. I picked it up, and was on the point of calling out that I had found a glove, when it struck me that the glove was yours. The others had seen me stoop, and one of them asked if I had found anything. I said No. I had crushed the glove in my hand, and presently I transferred it to my pocket.

Your motive being good-nature to me? interrupted Lionel.

To be sure it was. To have shown that as Lionel Verners glove, would have fixed the affair on your shoulders at once. Why should I tell? I had been in scrapes myself. And I kept it, saying nothing to anybody. I examined the glove privately, saw it was really yours, and, of course, I drew my own conclusions  that it was you who had been in the quarrel, though what cause of dispute you could have with Rachel, I was at a loss to divine. Next came the inquest, and the medical mens revelation at it: and that cleared up the mystery, Ho, ho, I said to myself, so Master Lionel can do a bit of courting on his own account, steady as he seems. I

Did you assume I threw her into the pond? again interposed Lionel.

Not a bit of it. What next, Lionel? The ignoring of some of the Commandments comes natural enough to the conscience; but the sixth  one does not ignore that. I believed that you and Rachel might have come to loggerheads, and that she, in a passion, flung herself in. I held the glove still in my pocket; it seemed to be the safest place for it; and I intended, before I left, to hand it over to you, and to give you my word Id keep counsel. On the night of the inquest, you were closeted in the study with Mr. Verner. I chafed at it, for I wished to be closeted with him myself. Unless I could get off from Verners Pride the next day, there would be no chance of my sailing in the projected ship  where our passages had been already secured by Luke Roy. By and by you came into the dining-room  do you remember it?  and told me Mr. Verner wanted me in the study. It was just what I wanted; and I went in. I shant forget my surprise to the last hour of my life. His greeting was an accusation of me  of me! that it was I who had played false with Rachel. He had proof, he said. One of the house-girls had seen one of us three young men coming from the scene that night  and he, Stephen Verner, knew it could only be me. Fred was too cautious, he said; Lionel he could depend upon; and he bitterly declared that he would not give me a penny piece of the promised money, to take me on my way. A pretty state of things, was it not, Lionel, to have ones projects put an end to in that manner? In my dismay and anger, I blurted out the truth; that one of us might have been seen coming from the scene, but it was not myself; it was Lionel; and I took the glove out of my pocket and showed it to him.

John Massingbird paused to take a draught of the rum-and-water, and then resumed.

I never saw any man so agitated as Mr. Verner. Upon my word, had I foreseen the effect the news would have had upon him, I hardly think I should have told it. His face turned ghastly; he lay back in his chair, uttering groans of despair; in short, it had completely prostrated him. I never knew how deeply he was attached to you, Lionel, until that night.

He believed the story? said Lionel.

Of course he believed it, assented John Massingbird. I told it him as a certainty, as a thing about which there was no admission for the slightest doubt: I assumed it, myself, to be a certainty. When he was a little recovered, he took possession of the glove, and bound me to secrecy. You would never have forgotten it, Lionel, had you seen his shaking hands, his imploring eyes, heard his voice of despair; all lifted to beseech secrecy for you  for the sake of his dead brother  for the name of Verner  for his own sake. I heartily promised it; and he handed me over a more liberal sum than even I had expected, enjoined me to depart with the morrows dawn, and bade me Godspeed. I believe he was glad that I was going, lest I might drop some chance word during the present excitement of Deerham, and by that means direct suspicion to you. He need not have feared. I was already abusing myself mentally for having told him, although it had gained me my ends: Live and let live had been my motto hitherto. The interview was nearly over when you came to interrupt it, asking if Mr. Verner would see Robin Frost. Mr. Verner answered that he might come in. He came; you and Fred with him. Do you recollect old Verners excitement?  his vehement words in answer to Robins request that a reward should be posted up? Hell never be found, Robin; the villain will never be found, so long as you and I and the world shall last. I recollect them, you see, word for word, to this hour; but none, save myself, knew what caused Mr. Verners excitement, or that the word villain was applied to you. Upon my word and honour, old boy, I felt as if I had the deeper right to it! and I felt angry with old Verner for looking at the affair in so strong a light. But there was no help for it. I went away the next morning

Stay! interrupted Lionel. A single word to me would have set the misapprehension straight. Why did you not speak it?

I wish I had, now. But  it wasnt done. There! The knowledge that turns up in the future we cant call to aid in the present. If I had had a doubt that it was you, I should have spoken. We were some days out at sea on our voyage to Australia when I and Luke got comparing notes; and I found, to my everlasting astonishment, that it was not you, after all, who had been with Rachel, but Fred.

You should have written home, to do me justice with Mr. Verner. You ought not to have delayed one instant, when the knowledge came to you.

And how was I to send the letter? Chuck it into the sea in the ships wake, and give it orders to swim back to port?

You might have posted it at the first place you touched at.

Look here, Lionel. I never regarded it in that grave light. How was I to suppose that old Verner would disinherit you for that trumpery escapade? I never knew why he had disinherited you, until I came home and heard from yourself the story of the inclosed glove, which he left you as a legacy. Its since then that I have been wanting to make a clean breast of it. I say, only fancy Freds deepness! We should never have thought it of him. The quarrel between him and Rachel that night appeared to arise from the fact of her having seen him with Sibylla; having overheard that there was more between them than was pleasant to her: at least, so far as Luke could gather it. Lionel, what should have brought your glove lying by the pond?

I am unable to say. I had not been there, to drop it. The most feasible solution that I can come to is that Rachel may have had it about her for the purpose of mending, and let it drop herself, when she jumped in.

Ay. Thats the most likely. There was a hole in it, I remember; and it was Rachel who attended to such things in the household. It must have been so.

Lionel fell into a reverie. How  but for this mistake of John Massingbirds, this revelation to his uncle  the whole course of his lifes events might have been changed! Verners Pride bequeathed to him, never bequeathed at all to the Massingbirds, it was scarcely likely that Sibylla, in returning home, would have driven to Verners Pride. Had she not driven to it that night, he might never have been so surprised by his old feelings as to have proposed to her. He might have married Lucy Tempest; have lived, sheltered with her in Verners Pride from the storms of life; he might  

Will you forgive me, old chap?

It was John Massingbird who spoke, interrupting his day dreams. Lionel shook them off, and took the offered hand stretched out.

Yes, he heartily said. You did not do me the injury intentionally. It was the result of a mistake, brought about by circumstances.

No, that I did not, by Jove! answered John Massingbird. I dont think I ever did a fellow an intentional injury in my life. You would have been the last I should single out for it. I have had many ups and downs, Lionel, but somehow I have hitherto always managed to alight on my legs; and I believe its because I let other folks get along  tit for tat, you see. A fellow who is for ever putting his hindering spoke in the wheel of others, is safe to get hindering spokes put into his. I am not a pattern model, comically added John Massingbird; but I have never done wilful injury to others, and my worst enemy (if I possess one) cant charge it upon me.

True enough. With all Mr. John Massingbirds failings, his heart was not a bad one. In the old days his escapades had been numerous; his brother Fredericks, none (so far as the world knew); but the one was liked a thousand times better than the other.

We part friends, old fellow! he said to Lionel the following morning, when all was ready, and the final moment of departure had come.

To be sure we do, answered Lionel. Should England ever see you again, you will not forget Verners Pride.

I dont think it will ever see me again. Thanks, old chap, all the same. If I should be done up some unlucky day for the want of a twenty-pound note, you wont refuse to let me have it, for old times sake?

Very well, laughed Lionel.

And so they parted. And Verners Pride was quit of Mr. John Massingbird, and Deerham of its long-looked-upon bête noir, old Grip Roy. Luke had gone forward to make arrangements for the sailing, as he had done once before; and Mrs. Roy took her seat with her husband in a third-class carriage, crying enough tears to float the train.




CHAPTER XCI.

MEDICAL ATTENDANCE GRATIS, INCLUDING PHYSIC.

As a matter of course, the discovery of the codicil, and the grave charge it served to establish against Dr. West, could not be hid under a bushel. Deerham was remarkably free in its comments, and was pleased to rake up various unpleasant reports, which, from time to time, in the former days had arisen, touching that gentleman. Deerham might say what it liked, and nobody be much the worse; but a more serious question arose with Jan. Easy as Jan was, little given to think ill, even he could not look over this. Jan, if he would maintain his respectability as a medical man and a gentleman, if he would retain his higher class of patients, he must give up his association with Dr. West.

The finding of the codicil had been communicated to Dr. West by Matiss, the lawyer, who officially demanded at the same time an explanation of its having been placed where it was found. The doctor replied to the communication, but conveniently ignored the question. He was charmed to hear that the long-missing deed was found, which restored Verners Pride to the rightful owner, Lionel Verner; but he appeared not to have read, or else not to have understood the very broad hint implicating himself, for not a word was returned to that part, in answer. The silence was not less a conclusive proof than the admission of guilt would have been; and it was so regarded by those concerned.

Jan was the next to write. A characteristic letter. He said not a word of reproach to the doctor; he appeared, indeed, to ignore the facts as completely as the doctor himself had done in answer to Matiss; he simply said that he would prefer to get along now alone. The practice had much increased, and there was room for them both. He would remove to another residence  a lodging would do, he said  and run his chance of patients coming to him. It was not his intention to take one from Dr. West by solicitation. The doctor could either come back and resume practice in person, or take a partner in place of him, Jan.

To this a bland answer was received. Dr. West was agreeable to the dissolution of partnership; but he had no intention of resuming practice in Deerham. He and his noble charge (who was decidedly benefiting by his care, skill, and companionship, he elaborately wrote), were upon the best of terms; his engagement with him was likely to be a long one (for the poor youth would require a personal guide up to his fortieth year, nay, to his eightieth, if he lived so long); and therefore (not to be fettered) he, Dr. West, was anxious to sever his ties with Deerham. He should never return to it. If Mr. Jan would undertake to pay him a trifling sum, say five hundred pounds, or so he could have the entire business; and the purchase-money, if more convenient, might be paid by instalments. Mr. Jan, of course, would become sole proprietor of the house (the rent of which had hitherto been paid out of the joint concern), but perhaps he would not object to allow those two poor old things, Deborah and Amilly, a corner in it. He should, of course, undertake to provide for them, remitting them a liberal annual sum.

In writing this  fair, nay liberal, as the offered terms appeared to the sight of single-hearted Jan  Dr. West had probably possessed as great an eye as ever to his own interest. He had a shrewd suspicion that, the house divided, his, Dr. Wests, would stand but a poor chance against Jan Verners. That Jan would be entirely true and honourable in not soliciting the old patients to come to him, he knew; but he equally knew that the patients would flock to Jan unsolicited. Dr. West had not lived in ignorance of what was going on in Deerham; he had one or two private correspondents there; besides the open ones, his daughters and Jan; and he had learned how popular Jan had grown with all classes. Yes, it was decidedly politic on Dr. Wests part to offer Jan terms of purchase. And Jan closed with them.

I couldnt have done it six months ago, you know, Lionel, he said to his brother. But now that you have come in again to Verners Pride, you wont care to have my earnings any longer.

What I shall care for now, Jan, will be to repay you so far as I can. The money can be repaid: the kindness never.

Law! cried Jan, thats nothing. Wouldnt you have done as much for me? To go back to old West: I shall be able to complete the purchase in little more than a year, taking it out of the profits. The expenses will be something considerable. Therell be the house, and the horses, for I must have two, and I shall take a qualified assistant as soon as Cheese leaves, which will be in autumn; but therell be a margin of six or seven hundred a year profit left me then. And the business is increasing. Yes, I shall be able to pay him out in a year, or thereabouts. In offering me these easy terms, I think he is behaving liberally. Dont you, Lionel?

That may be a matter of opinion, Jan, was Lionels answer. He has stood to me in the relation of father-in-law, and I dont care to express mine too definitely. He is wise enough to know that when you leave him, his chance of practice is gone. But I dont advise you to cavil with the terms. I should say, accept them.

I have done it, answered Jan. I wrote this morning. I must get a new brass plate for the door. Jan Verner, Surgeon, etc., in place of the present one, West and Verner.

I think I should put Janus Verner, instead of Jan, suggested Lionel, with a half smile.

Law! repeated Jan. Nobody would know it was meant for me if I put Janus. Shall I have Mr. tacked on to it, Lionel? Mr. Jan Verner.

Of course you will, answered Lionel. What is going to be done about Deborah and Amilly West?

In what way?

As to their residence.

You saw what Dr. West says in his letter. They can stop.

It is not a desirable arrangement, Jan, their remaining in the house.

They wont hurt me, responded Jan. They are welcome.

I think, Jan, your connection with the West family should be entirely closed. The opportunity offers now: and, if not embraced, you dont know when another may arise. Suppose, a short while hence, you were to marry? It might be painful to your feelings, then, to have to say to Deborah and Amilly You must leave my house: theres no further place for you in it. Now, in this dissolution of partnership, the change can take place as in the natural course of events.

Jan had opened his great eyes wonderingly at the words. I marry! uttered he. What should bring me marrying?

You may be marrying some time, Jan.

Not I, answered Jan. Nobody would have me. They can stop on in the house, Lionel. What does it matter? I dont see how I and Cheese should get on without them. Whod make the pies? Cheese would die of chagrin, if he didnt get one every day.

I see a great deal of inconvenience in the way, persisted Lionel. The house will be yours then. Upon what terms would they remain? As visitors, as lodgers  as what?

Jan opened his eyes wider. Visitors! lodgers! cried he. I dont know what you mean, Lionel. Theyd stop on as they always have done  as though the house were theirs. Theyd be welcome, for me.

You must do as you like, Jan; but I do not think the arrangement a desirable one. It would be establishing a claim which Dr. West may be presuming upon later. With his daughters in the house, as of right, he may be for coming back some time and taking up his abode in it. It would be better for you and the Misses West to separate; to have your establishments apart.

I shall never turn them out, said Jan. Theyd break their hearts. Look at the buttons, too! Whod sew them on? Cheese bursts off two a day, good.

As you please, Jan. My motive in speaking was not ill-nature towards the Misses West; but regard for you. As the sisters of my late wife, I shall take care that they do not want  should their resources from Dr. West fail. He speaks of allowing them a liberal sum annually; but I fear they must not make sure that the promise will be carried out. Should it not be, they will have no one to look to, I expect, but myself.

They wont want much, said Jan; just a trifle for their bonnets and shoes, and suchlike. I shall pay the house-bills, you know. In fact, Id as soon give them enough for their clothes, as not. I dare say I should have it, even the first year, after paying expenses and old Wests five hundred.

It was hopeless to contend with Jan upon the subject of money, especially when it was his money. Lionel said no more. But he had not the slightest doubt it would end in Jans house being saddled with the Misses West; and that help for them from Dr. West would never come.

Miss West herself was thinking the same  that help from her father never would come.

This conversation between Jan and Lionel had taken place at Verners Pride, in the afternoon subsequent to the arrival of Dr. Wests letter. Deborah West had also received one from her father. She learned by it that he was about to retire from the partnership, and that Mr. Jan Verner would carry on the practice alone. The doctor intimated that she and Amilly would continue to live on in the house with Mr. Jans permission, whom he had asked to afford them house-room; and he more loudly promised to transmit them one hundred pounds per annum, in stated payments, as might be convenient to him.

The letter was read three times over by both sisters. Amilly did not like it, but upon Deborah it made a painfully deep impression. Poor ladies! Since the discovery of the codicil they had gone about Deerham with veils over their faces and their heads down, inclined to think that lots in this world were dealt out all too unequally.

At the very time that Jan was at Verners Pride that afternoon, Deborah sat alone in the dining-room, pondering over the future. Since the finding of the codicil, neither of the sisters had cared to seat themselves in state in the drawing-room, ready to receive visitors, should they call. They had no heart for it. They chose, rather, to sit in plain attire, and hide themselves in the humblest and most retired apartment. They took no pride now in anointing their scanty curls with castor oil, in contriving for their dress, in setting off their persons. Vanity seemed to have gone out for Deborah and Amilly West.

Deborah sat there in the dining-room, her hair looking grievously thin, her morning dress of black print with white spots upon it not changed for the old turned black silk of the afternoon. Her elbow rested on the faded and not very clean table-cover, and her fingers were running unconsciously through that scanty hair. The prospect before her looked, to her mind, as hopelessly forlorn as she looked.

But it was necessary that she should gaze at the future steadily; should not turn aside from it in carelessness or in apathy; should face it, and make the best of it. If Jan Verner and her father were about to dissolve partnership, and the practice henceforth was to be Jans, what was to become of her and Amilly? Taught by past experience, she knew how much dependence was to be placed upon her fathers promise to pay to them an income. Very little reliance indeed could be placed on Dr. West in any way; this very letter in her hand and the tidings it contained, might be true, or might be  pretty little cullings from Dr. Wests imagination. The proposed dissolution of partnership she believed in: she had expected Jan to take the step ever since that night which restored the codicil.

I had better ask Mr. Jan about it, she murmured. It is of no use to remain in this uncertainty.

Rising from her seat, she proceeded to the side-door, opened it, and glanced cautiously out through the rain, not caring to be seen by strangers in her present attire. There was nobody about, and she crossed the little path and entered the surgery. Master Cheese, with somewhat of a scorchy look in the eyebrows, but full of strength and appetite as ever, turned round at her entrance.

Is Mr. Jan in? she asked.

No, he is not, responded Master Cheese, speaking indistinctly, for he had just filled his mouth with Spanish liquorice. Did you want him, Miss Deb?

I wanted to speak to him, she replied. Will he be long?

He didnt announce the hour of his return, replied Master Cheese. I wish he would come back! If a message came for one of us, I dont care to go out in this rain: Jan doesnt mind it. Its sure to be my luck! The other day, when it was pouring cats and dogs, a summons came from Lady Hautleys. Jan was out, and I had to go, and got dripping wet. After all, it was only my ladys maid, with a rubbishing whitlow on her finger.

Be so kind as tell Mr. Jan, when he does come in, that I should be glad to speak a word to him, if he can find time to step into the parlour.

Miss Deb turned back as she spoke, ran across through the rain, and sat down in the parlour, as before. She knew that she ought to go up and dress, but she had not spirits for it.

She sat there until Jan entered. Full an hour, it must have been, and she had turned over all points in her mind, what could and what could not be done. It did not appear much that could be. Jan came in, rather wet. On his road from Verners Pride he had overtaken one of his poor patients, who was in delicate health, and had lent the woman his huge cotton umbrella, hastening on, himself, without one.

Cheese says you wish to see me, Miss Deb.

Miss Deb turned round from her listless attitude, and asked Mr. Jan to take a chair. Mr. Jan responded by partially sitting down on the arm of one.

What is it? asked he, rather wondering.

I have had a letter from Prussia this morning, Mr. Jan, from my father. He says you and he are about to dissolve partnership; that the practice will be carried on by you alone, on your own account; and that  but you had better read it, she broke off, taking the letter from her pocket, and handing it to Jan.

He ran his eyes over it. Dr. Wests was not a plain handwriting, but Jan was accustomed to it. The letter was soon read.

Its true, Miss Deb. The doctor thinks he shall not be returning to Deerham, and so I am going to take to the whole of the practice, continued Jan, who possessed too much innate good feeling to hint to Miss Deb of any other cause.

Yes. But  it will place me and Amilly in a very embarrassing position, Mr. Jan, added the poor lady, her thin cheeks flushing painfully. I  we shall have no right to remain in this house then.

You are welcome to remain, said Jan.

Miss Deb shook her head. She felt, as she said, that they should have no right.

Id rather you did, pursued Jan, in his good-nature. What do I and Cheese want with all this big house to ourselves? Besides, if you and Amilly go, whod see to our shirts and the puddings?

When papa went away at first, was there not some arrangement made by which the furniture became yours?

No, stoutly answered Jan. I paid something to him to give me, as he called it, a half-share in it with himself. It was a stupid sort of arrangement, and one that I should never care to act upon, Miss Deb. The furniture is yours; not mine.

Mr. Jan, you would give up your right in everything, I believe. You will never get rich.

I shall get as rich as I want to, I dare say, was Jans answer. Things can go on just the same as usual, you know, Miss Deb, and I can pay the housekeeping bills. Your stopping here will be a saving, good-naturedly added Jan. With nobody in the house to manage, except servants, only think the waste thered be! Cheese would be for getting two dinners a day served, fish, and fowls, and tarts at each.

The tears were struggling in Deborah Wests eyes. She did her best to repress them: but it could not be, and she gave way with a burst.

I beg your pardon, Mr. Jan, she said. Sometimes I feel as if there was no longer any place in the world for me and Amilly. You may be sure I would not mention it, but that you know it as well as I do  that there is, I fear, no dependence to be placed on this promise of papas, to allow us an income. I have been thinking

Dont let that trouble you, Miss Deb, interrupted Jan, tilting himself backwards over the arm of the chair in a very ungraceful fashion, and leaving his legs dangling. Others will, if he wo  if he cant. Lionel has just been saying that as Sibyllas sisters, he shall see that you dont want.

You and he are very kind, she answered, the tears dropping faster than she could wipe them away. But it seems to me the time is come when we ought to try and do something for ourselves. I have been thinking, Mr. Jan, that we might get a few pupils, I and Amilly. Theres not a single good school in Deerham, as you know; I think we might establish one.

So you might, said Jan, if youd like it.

We should both like it. And perhaps youd not mind our staying on in this house while we were getting a few together; establishing it, as it were. They would not put you out, I hope, Mr. Jan.

Not they, answered Jan. I shouldnt eat them. Look here, Miss Deb, Id doctor them for nothing. Couldnt you put that in the prospectus? It might prove an attraction.

It was a novel feature in a school prospectus, and Miss Deb had to take some minutes to consider it. She came to the conclusion that it would look remarkably well in print. Medical attendance gratis.

Including physic, put in Jan.

Medical attendance gratis, including physic, repeated Miss Deb. Mr. Jan, it would be sure to take with the parents. I am so much obliged to you. But I hope, she added, moderating her tone of satisfaction, that theyd not think it meant Master Cheese. People would not have much faith in him, I fear.

Tell them to the contrary, answered Jan. And Cheese will be leaving shortly, you know.

True, said Miss Deb. Mr. Jan, she added, a strange eagerness in her tone, in her meek, blue eyes, if we, I and Amilly, can only get into the way of doing something for ourselves, by which we may be a little independent, and look forward to be kept out of the workhouse in our old age, we shall feel as if removed from a dreadful nightmare. Circumstances have been preying upon us, Mr. Jan: the care is making us begin to look old before we might have looked it.

Jan answered with a laugh. That notion of the workhouse was so good, he said. As well set on and think that he should come to the penitentiary! It had been no laughing matter, though, to the hearts of the two sisters, and Miss Deb sat on, crying silently.

How many of these silent tears must be shed in the path through life! It would appear that the lot of some is only made to shed them, and to bear.




CHAPTER XCII.

AT LAST!

Meanwhile the spring was going on to summer  and in the strict order of precedence that conversation of Miss Debs with Jan ought to have been related before the departure of John Massingbird and the Roys from Deerham. But it does not signify. The Misses West made their arrangements and sent out their prospectuses, and the others left: it all happened in the spring-time. That time was giving place to summer when the father of Lucy Tempest, now Colonel Sir Henry Tempest, landed in England.

In some degree his arrival was sudden. He had been looked for so long, that Lucy had almost given over looking for him. She did believe he was on his road home, by the sea passage, but precisely when he might be expected, she did not know.

Since the marriage of Decima, Lucy had lived on alone with Lady Verner. Alone, and very quietly; quite uneventfully. She and Lionel met occasionally, but nothing further had passed between them. Lionel was silent; possibly he deemed it too soon after his wifes death to speak of love to another, although the speaking of it would have been news to neither. Lucy was a great deal at Lady Hautleys. Decima would have had her there permanently; but Lady Verner negatived it.

They were sitting at breakfast one morning, Lady Verner and Lucy, when the letter arrived. It was the only one by the post that morning. Catherine laid it by Lady Verners side, to whom it was addressed; but the quick eyes of Lucy caught the superscription.

Lady Verner! It is papas handwriting.

Lady Verner turned her head to look at it. It is not an Indian letter, she remarked.

No. Papa must have landed.

Opening the letter, they found it to be so. Sir Henry had arrived at Southampton, Lucy turned pale with agitation. It seemed a formidable thing, now it had come so close, to meet her father, whom she had not seen for so many years.

When is he coming here? she breathlessly asked.

To-morrow, replied Lady Verner; not speaking until she had glanced over the whole contents of the letter. He purposes to remain a day and a night with us, and then he will take you with him to London.

But a day and a night! Go away then to London! Shall I never come back? reiterated Lucy, more breathlessly than before.

Lady Verner looked at her with calm surprise. One would think, child, you wanted to remain in Deerham. Were I a young lady, I should be glad to get away from it. The London season is at its height.

Lucy laughed and blushed somewhat consciously. She thought she should not care about the London season; but she did not say so to Lady Verner. Lady Verner resumed.

Sir Henry wishes me to accompany you, Lucy. I suppose I must do so. What a vast deal we shall have to think of to-day! We shall be able to do nothing to-morrow when Sir Henry is here.

Lucy toyed with her tea-spoon, toyed with her breakfast; but the capability of eating more had left her. The suddenness of the announcement had taken away her appetite, and a hundred doubts were tormenting her. Should she never again return to Deerham?  never again see Li  

We must make a call or two to-day, Lucy.

The interruption, breaking in upon her busy thoughts, caused her to start. Lady Verner resumed.

This morning must be devoted to business; to the giving directions as to clothes, packing, and such like. I can tell you, Lucy, that you will have a great deal of it to do yourself; Catherines so incapable since she got that rheumatism in her hand. Thérèse will have enough to see to with my things.

I can do it all, answered Lucy. I can

What next, my dear? You pack! Though Catherines hand is painful, she can do something.

Oh, yes, we shall manage very well, cheerfully answered Lucy. Did you say we should have to go out, Lady Verner?

This afternoon. For one place, we must go to the Bitterworths. You cannot go away without seeing them, and Mrs. Bitterworth is too ill just now to call upon you. I wonder whether Lionel will be here to-day?

It was a wonder which had been crossing Lucys own heart. She went to her room after breakfast, and soon became deep in her preparations with old Catherine; Lucy doing the chief part of the work, in spite of Catherines remonstrances. But her thoughts were not with her hands; they remained buried in that speculation of Lady Verners  would Lionel be there that day?

The time went on to the afternoon, and he had not come. They stepped into the carriage (for Lady Verner could indulge in the luxury of horses again now) to make their calls, and he had not come. Lucys heart palpitated strangely at the doubt of whether she should really depart without seeing him. A very improbable doubt, considering the contemplated arrival at Deerham Court of Sir Henry Tempest.

As they passed Dr. Wests old house, Lady Verner ordered the carriage to turn the corner and stop at the door. Mr. Jan Verner was on the plate now, where West and Verner used to be. Master Cheese unwillingly disturbed himself to come out, for he was seated over a washhand-basin of gooseberry fool, which he had got surreptitiously made for him in the kitchen. Mr. Jan was out, he said.

So Lady Verner ordered the carriage on, leaving a message for Jan that she wanted some more drops made up.

They paid the visit to Mrs. Bitterworth. Mr. Bitterworth was not at home. He had gone to see Mr. Verner. A sudden beating of the heart, a rising flush in the cheeks, a mist for a moment before her eyes, and Lucy was being whirled to Verners Pride. Lady Verner had ordered the carriage thither, as they left Mrs. Bitterworths.

They found them both in the drawing-room. Mr. Bitterworth had just risen to leave, and was shaking hands with Lionel. Lady Verner interrupted them with the news of Lucys departure; of her own.

Sir Henry will be here to-morrow, she said to Lionel. He takes Lucy to London with him the following day, and I accompany them.

Lionel, startled, looked round at Lucy. She was not looking at him. Her eyes were averted  her face was flushed.

But you are not going for good, Miss Lucy! cried Mr. Bitterworth.

She is, replied Lady Verner. And glad enough, I am sure, she must be, to get away from stupid Deerham. She little thought, when she came to it, that her sojourn in it would be so long as this. I have seen the rebellion, at her having to stop in it, rising often.

Mr. Bitterworth went out on the terrace. Lady Verner, talking to him, went also. Lionel, his face pale, his breath coming in gasps, turned to Lucy.

Need you go for good, Lucy?

She raised her eyes to him with a shy glance, and Lionel, with a half-uttered exclamation of emotion, caught her to his breast, and took his first long silent kiss of love from her lips. It was not like those snatched kisses of years ago.

My darling! my darling! God alone knows what my love for you has been.

Another shy glance at him through her raining tears. Her heart was beating against his. Did the glance seem to ask why, then, had he not spoken? His next words would imply that he understood it so.

I am still a poor man, Lucy. I was waiting for Sir Henrys return, to lay the case before him. He may refuse you to me!

If he should  I will tell him  that I shall never have further interest in life, was her agitated answer.

And Lionels own face was working with emotion, as he kissed those tears away.

At last! at last!




CHAPTER XCIII.

LADY VERNERS FEAR.

The afternoon express-train was steaming into Deerham station, just as Jan Verner was leaping his long legs over rails and stones and shafts, and other obstacles apt to collect round the outside of a halting-place for trains, to get to it. Jan did not want to get to the train; he had no business with it. He only wished to say a word to one of the railway-porters, whose wife he was attending. By the time he had reached the platform the train was puffing on again, and the few passengers who had descended were about to disperse.

Can you tell me my way to Lady Verners?

The words were spoken close to Jans ear. He turned and looked at the speaker. An oldish man with a bronzed countenance and upright carriage, bearing about him that indescribable military air which bespeaks the soldier of long service, in plain clothes though he may be.

Sir Henry Tempest? involuntarily spoke Jan, before the official addressed had time to answer the question. I heard that my mother was expecting you.

Sir Henry Tempest ran his eyes over Jans face and figure: an honest face, but an ungainly figure; loose clothes that would have been all the better for a brush, and the edges of his high shirt-collar jagged out.

Mr. Verner? responded Sir Henry doubtingly.

Not Mr. Verner. Im only Jan. You must have forgotten me long ago, Sir Henry.

Sir Henry Tempest held out his hand, I have not forgotten what you were as a boy; but I should not have known you as a man. And yet  it is the same face.

Of course it is, said Jan, Ugly faces, such as mine, dont alter. I will walk with you to my mothers: it is close by. Have you any luggage?

Only a portmanteau. My servant is looking after it. Here he is.

A very dark man came up  an Indian  nearly as old as his master. Jan recognised him.

I remember you! he exclaimed It is Batsha.

The man laughed, hiding his dark eyes, but showing his white teeth. Massa Jan! he said, used to call me Bat.

Without the least ceremony, Jan shook him by the hand. He had more pleasant reminiscences of him than of his master. In fact, Jan could only remember Colonel Tempest by name. He, the colonel, had despised and shunned the awkward and unprepossessing boy; but the boy and Bat used to be great friends.

Do you recollect carrying me on your shoulder, Bat? You have paid for many a ride in a palanquin for me. Riding on shoulders or in palanquins, in those days, used to be my choice recreation. The shoulders and the funds both ran short at times.

Batsha remembered it all. Next to his master, he had never liked anybody so well as the boy Jan.

Stop where you are a minute or two, said unceremonious Jan to Sir Henry. I must find one of the porters, and then Ill walk with you.

Looking about in various directions, in holes and corners and sheds, inside carriages and behind trucks, Jan at length came upon a short, surly-looking man, wearing the official uniform. It was the one of whom he was in search.

I say, Parkes, what is this I hear about your forcing your wife to get up, when I have given orders that she should lie in bed? I went in just now, and there I found her dragging herself about the damp brewhouse. I had desired that she should not get out of her bed.

Too much bed dont do nobody much good, sir, returned the man in a semi-resentful tone. Theres the work to do  the washing. If she dont do it, who will?

Too much bed wouldnt do you good; or me, either; but it is necessary for your wife in her present state of illness. I have ordered her to bed again. Dont let me hear of your interfering a second time, and forcing her up. She is going to have a blister on now.

I didnt force her, sir, answered Parkes. I only asked her what was to become of the work, and how I should get a clean shirt to put on.

If I had got a sick wife, Id wash out my shirt myself, before Id drag her out of bed to do it, retorted Jan. I can tell you one thing, Parkes; that she is worse than you think for. I am not sure that she will be long with you; and you wont get such a wife again in a hurry, once you lose her. Give her a chance to get well. Ill see that she gets up fast enough, when she is fit for it.

Parkes touched his peaked cap as Jan turned away. It was very rare that Jan came out with a lecture; and when he did, the sufferers did not like it. A sharp word from Jan Verner seemed to tell home.

Jan returned to Sir Henry Tempest, and they walked a way in the direction of Deerham Court.

I conclude all is well at Lady Verners, remarked Sir Henry.

Well enough, returned Jan. I thought I heard you were not coming until to-morrow. Theyll be surprised.

I wrote word I should be with them to-morrow, replied Sir Henry. But I got impatient to see my child. Since I left India and have been fairly on my way to her, the time of separation has seemed longer to me than it did in all the previous years.

Shes a nice girl, returned Jan. The nicest girl in Deerham.

Is she pretty? asked Sir Henry.

The question a little puzzled Jan. Well, I think so, answered he. Girls are much alike for that, as far as I see. I like Miss Lucys look, though; and thats the chief thing in faces.

How is your brother, Janus?

Jan burst out laughing. Dont call me Janus, Sir Henry. I am not known by that name. They wanted me to have Janus on my door-plate; but nobody would have thought it meant me, and the practice might have gone off.

You are Jan, as you used to be, then? I remember Lucy has called you so in her letters to me.

I shall never be anything but Jan. What does it matter? One names as good as another. You were asking after Lionel. He has got Verners Pride again: all in safety now.

What a very extraordinary course of events seems to have taken place, with regard to Verners Pride! remarked Sir Henry. Now your brothers, now not his, then his again, then not his! I cannot make it out.

It was extraordinary, assented Jan. But the uncertain tenure is at an end, and Lionel is installed there for life. There ought never to have been any question of his right to it.

He has had the misfortune to lose his wife, observed Sir Henry.

It was not much of a misfortune, returned Jan, always plain. She was too sickly ever to enjoy life; and I know she must have worried Lionel nearly out of his patience.

Jan had said at the station that Deerham Court was close by. His active legs may have found it so; but Sir Henry began to think it rather far than close. As they reached the gates Sir Henry spoke.

I suppose there is an inn near, where I can send my servant to lodge. There may not be accommodation for him at Lady Verners?

Theres accommodation enough for that, said Jan. They have plenty of room, and old Catherine can make him up a bed.

Lady Verner and Lucy were out. They had not returned from the call on Mrs. Bitterworth  for it was the afternoon spoken of in the last chapter. Jan showed Sir Henry in; told him to ring for any refreshment he wanted; and then left.

I cant stay, he remarked. My days rounds are not over yet.

But scarcely had Jan reached the outside of the gate when he met the carriage. He put up his hand, and the coachman stopped. Jan advanced to the window, a broad smile upon his face.

What will you give me for some news, Miss Lucy?

Lucys thoughts were running upon certain other news; news known but to herself and to one more. A strangely happy light shone in her soft, brown eyes, as she turned them on Jan; a rich damask flush on the cheeks where his lips had so lately been.

Does it concern me, Jan?

It doesnt much concern anybody else.  Guess.

I never can guess anything; you know I cant, Jan, she answered, smiling. You must please tell me.

Well, said Jan, theres an arrival. Come by the train.

Oh, Jan! Not papa?

Jan nodded.

You will find him indoors. Old Bats come with him.

Lucy never could quite remember the details of the meeting. She knew that her father held her to him fondly, and then put her from him to look at her; the tears blinding her eyes and his.

You are pretty, Lucy, he said, very pretty. I asked Jan whether you were not, but he could not tell me.

Jan! slightingly spoke Lady Verner, while Lucy laughed in spite of her tears. It is of no use asking Jan anything of that sort, Sir Henry, I dont believe Jan knows one young ladys face from another.

It seemed to be all confusion for some time; all bustle; nothing but questions and answers. But when they had assembled in the drawing-room again, after making ready for dinner, things wore a calmer aspect.

You must have thought I never was coming home! remarked Sir Henry to Lady Verner. I have contemplated it so long.

I suppose your delays were unavoidable, she answered.

Yes  in a measure. I should not have come now, but for the relieving you of Lucy. Your letters, for some time past, have appeared to imply that you were vexed with her, or tired of her; and, in truth, I have taxed your patience and good nature unwarrantably. I do not know how I shall repay your kindness, Lady Verner.

I have been repaid throughout, Sir Henry, was the quiet reply of Lady Verner. The society of Lucy has been a requital in full. I rarely form an attachment, and when I do form one it is never demonstrative; but I have learned to love Lucy as I love my own daughter, and it will be a real grief to part with her. Not but that she has given me great vexation.

Ah! In what way?

The years have gone on and on since she came to me; and I was in hopes of returning her to you with some prospect in view of the great end of a young ladys life  marriage. I was placed here as her mother; and I felt more responsibility in regard to her establishment in life than I did to Decimas. We have been at issue upon the point, Sir Henry; Lucy and I.

Sir Henry turned his eyes on his daughter: if that is not speaking figuratively, considering that he had scarcely taken his eyes off her. A fair picture she was, sitting there in her white evening dress and her pearl ornaments. Young, lovely, girlish, she looked, as she did the first day she came to Lady Verners and took up her modest seat on the hearth-rug. Sir Henry Tempest had not seen many such faces as that; he had not met with many natures so innocent and charming. Lucy was made to be admired as well as loved.

If there is one parti more desirable than another in the whole county, it is Lord Garle, resumed Lady Verner. The eldest son of the Earl of Elmsley, his position naturally renders him so; but had he neither rank nor wealth, he would not be much less desirable. His looks are prepossessing; his qualities of head and heart are admirable; he enjoys the respect of all. Not a young lady for miles round but  I will use a vulgar phrase, Sir Henry, but it is expressive of the facts  would jump at him. Lucy refused him.

Indeed, replied Sir Henry, gazing at Lucys glowing face, at the smile that hovered round her lips.

Lady Verner resumed  

She refused him in the most decidedly positive manner that you can imagine. She has refused also one or two others. They were not so desirable in position as Lord Garle; but they were very well. And her motive I never have been able to get at. It has vexed me much. I have pointed out to her that when ever you returned home, you might think I had been neglectful of her interests.

No, no, replied Sir Henry, I could not fancy coming home to find Lucy married. I should not have liked it. She would have seemed to be gone from me.

But she must marry some time, and the years are going on, returned Lady Verner.

Yes, I suppose she must.

At least, I should say she would, were it anybody but Lucy, rejoined Lady Verner, qualifying her words. After the refusal of Lord Garle, one does not know what to think. You will see him and judge for yourself.

What was the motive of the refusal, Lucy? inquired Sir Henry.

He spoke with a smile, in a gay, careless tone; but Lucy appeared to take the question in a serious light. Her eyelids drooped, her whole face became scarlet, her demeanour almost agitated.

I did not care to marry, papa, she answered in a low tone. I did not care for Lord Garle.

One grievous fear has been upon me ever since, haunting my rest at night, disturbing my peace by day, resumed Lady Verner. I must speak of it to you, Sir Henry. Absurd as the notion really is, and as at times it appears to me that it must be, still it does intrude, and I should scarcely be acting an honourable part by you to conceal it, sad as the calamity would be.

Lucy looked up in surprise. Sir Henry in a sort of puzzled wonder.

When she refused Lord Garle, whom she acknowledged she liked, and forbade him to entertain any future hope whatever, I naturally began to look about me for the cause. I could only come to one conclusion, I am sorry to say  that she cared too much for another.

Lucy sat in an agony; the scarlet of her face changing to whiteness.

I arrived at the conclusion, I say, continued Lady Verner, and I began to consider whom the object could be. I called over in my mind all the gentlemen she was in the habit of seeing; and unfortunately there was only one  only one upon whom my suspicions could fix. I recalled phrases of affection openly lavished upon him by Lucy; I remembered that there was no society she seemed to enjoy and be so much at ease with as his. I have done what I could since to keep him at arms length; and I shall never forgive myself for having been so blind. But, you see, I no more thought she, or any other girl, could fall in love with him, than that she could with one of my serving men.

Lady Verner, you should not say it! burst forth Lucy, with vehemence, as she turned her white face, her trembling lips, to Lady Verner. Surely I might refuse to marry Lord Garle without caring unduly for another!

Lady Verner looked quite aghast at the outburst. My dear, does not this prove that I am right?

But who is it? interrupted Sir Henry Tempest.

Alas!  Who! I could almost faint in telling it to you, groaned Lady Verner. My unfortunate son, Jan.

The relief was so great to Lucy; the revulsion of feeling so sudden; the idea called up altogether so comical, that she clasped her hands one within the other, and laughed out in glee.

Oh, Lady Verner! Poor Jan! I never thought you meant him. Papa, she said, turning eagerly to Sir Henry, Jan is downright worthy and good, but I should not like to marry him.

Jan may be worthy; but he is not handsome, gravely remarked Sir Henry.

He is better than handsome, returned Lucy. I shall love Jan all my life, papa; but not in that way.

Her perfect openness, her ease of manner, gave an earnest of the truth with which she spoke; and Lady Verner was summarily relieved of the fear which had haunted her rest.

Why could you not have told me this before, Lucy?

Dear Lady Verner, how could I tell it you? How was I to know anything about it?

True, said Lady Verner. I was simple; to suppose any young lady could ever give a thought to that unfortunate Jan! You saw him, Sir Henry. Only fancy his being my son and his fathers!

He is certainly not like either of you, was Sir Henrys reply. Your other son was like both. Very like his father.

Ah! he is a son! spoke Lady Verner, in her enthusiasm. A son worth having; a son that his father would be proud of, were he alive. Handsome, good, noble;  there are few like Lionel Verner. I spoke in praise of Lord Garle, but he is not as Lionel. A good husband, a good son, a good man. His conduct under his misfortunes was admirable.

His misfortunes have been like a romance, remarked Sir Henry.

More like that than reality. You will see him presently. I asked him to dine with me, and expect him in momentarily. Ah, he has had trouble in all ways. His wife brought him nothing else.

Jan dropped a hint of that, said Sir Henry. I should think he would not be in a hurry to marry again!

I should think not, indeed. He  Lucy, where are you going?

Lucy turned round with her crimsoned face. Nowhere, Lady Verner.

I thought I heard a carriage stop, my dear. See if it is Lionel.

Lucy walked to the window in the other room. Sir Henry followed her. The blue and silver carriage of Verners Pride was at the Court gates, Lionel stepping from it. He came in, looking curiously at the gray head next to Lucys.

A noble form, a noble face! murmured Sir Henry Tempest.

He wore still the mourning for his wife. A handsome man never looks so well in other attire. There was no doubt that he divined now who the stranger was, and a glad smile of welcome parted his lips. Sir Henry met him on the threshold, and grasped both his hands.

I should have known you, Lionel, anywhere, from your likeness to your father.




CHAPTER XCIV.

IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN JAN!

Lionel could not let the evening go over without speaking of the great secret. When he and Sir Henry were left together in the dining-room, he sought the opportunity. It was afforded by a remark of Sir Henrys.

After our sojourn in London shall be over, I must look out for a residence, and settle down. Perhaps I shall purchase one. But I must first of all ascertain what locality would be agreeable to Lucy.

Sir Henry, said Lionel in a low tone, Lucys future residence is fixed upon  if you will accord your permission.

Sir Henry Tempest, who was in the act of raising his wine-glass to his lips, set it down again and looked at Lionel.

I want her at Verners Pride.

It appeared that Sir Henry could not understand  did not take in the meaning of the words.

What did you say? he asked.

I have loved her for years, answered Lionel, the, scarlet spot of emotion rising to his cheeks. We  we have known each others sentiments a long while. But I did not intend to speak more openly to Lucy until I had seen you. To-day, however, in the sudden excitement of hearing of her contemplated departure, I betrayed myself. Will you give her to me, Sir Henry?

Sir Henry Tempest looked grave. It cannot have been so very long an attachment, he observed. The time since your wifes death can only be counted by months.

True. But the time since I loved Lucy can be counted by years. I loved her before I married, he added in a low tone.

Why, then, have married another? demanded Sir Henry, after a pause.

You may well ask it, Sir Henry, he replied, the upright line in his brow showing out just then all too deep and plain. I engaged myself to my first wife in an unguarded moment; as soon as the word was spoken I became aware that she was less dear to me than Lucy. I might have retracted; but the retractation would have left a stain on my honour that could never be effaced. I am, not the first man who has paid by years of penitence for a word spoken in the heat of passion.

True enough! Sir Henry simply nodded his head in answer.

Yes, I loved Lucy; I married another, loving her; I never ceased loving her all throughout my married life. And I had to force down my feelings; to suppress and hide them in the best manner that I could.

And Lucy? involuntarily uttered Sir Henry.

Lucy  may I dare to say it to you?  loved me, he answered, his breath coming fast. I believe, from my very heart, that she loved me in that early time, deeply perhaps as I loved her. I have never exchanged a word with her upon the point; but I cannot conceal from myself that it was the unhappy fact.

Did you know it at the time?

No! he answered, raising his hand to his brow, on which the drops were gathering, I did not suspect it until it was too late; until I was married. She was so child-like.

Sir Henry Tempest sat in silence, probably revolving the information.

If you had known it  what then?

Do not ask me, replied Lionel, his bewailing tone strangely full of pain. I cannot tell what I should have done. It would have been Lucy  love  versus honour. And a Verner never sacrificed honour yet. And yet  it seems to me that I sacrificed honour in the course I took. Let the question drop, Sir Henry. It is a time I cannot bear to recur to.

Neither spoke for some minutes. Lionels face was shaded by his hand. Presently he looked up.

Do not part us, Sir Henry! he implored, his voice quite hoarse with its emotion, its earnestness. We could neither of us bear it. I have waited for her long.

I will deal candidly with you, said Sir Henry. In the old days it was a favourite project of mine and your fathers that our families should become connected by the union of our children  you and Lucy. We only spoke of it to each other; saying nothing to our wives: they might have set to work, women fashion, and urged it on by plotting and planning: we were content to let events take their course, and to welcome the fruition, should it come. Nearly the last words Sir Lionel said to me, when he was dying of his wound, were, that he should not live to see the marriage; but lie hoped I might. Years afterwards, when Lucy was placed with Lady Verner  I knew, no other friend in Europe to whom I would entrust her  her letters to me were filled with Lionel Verner. Lionel was so kind to her! Everybody liked Lionel! In one shape or other you were sure to be the theme. I heard how you lost the estate; of your coming to stay at Lady Verners; of a long illness you had there; of your regaining the estate through the death of the Massingbirds; and  next  of your marriage to Frederick Massingbirds widow. From that time Lucy said less: in fact, her letters were nearly silent as to you: and, for myself, I never gave another thought to the subject. Your present communication has taken me entirely by surprise.

But you will give her to me?

I had rather  forgive me if I speak candidly  that she married one who had not called another woman wife.

I heartily wish I never had called another woman wife, was the response of Lionel. But I cannot alter the past. I shall not make Lucy the less happy; and, for moving her  I tell you that my love for her, throughout, has been so great, as to have put it almost beyond the power of suppression.

A servant entered, and said my lady was waiting tea. Lionel waved his hand towards the man with an impatient movement, and they were left at peace again.

You tell me that her heart is engaged in this, as well as yours? resumed Sir Henry.

A half-smile flitted for a moment over Lionels face; he was recalling Lucys whispered words to him that very afternoon.

Yes, he answered, her heart is bound up in me: I may almost say her life. If ever love served out its apprenticeship, Sir Henry, ours has. It is stronger than time and change.

Well, I suppose you must have her, conceded Sir Henry. But for your own marriage, I should have looked on this as a natural result. What about the revenues of Verners Pride?

I am in debt, freely acknowledged Lionel. In my wifes time we spent too much, and outran our means. Part of my income for three or four years must be set apart to pay it off.

He might have said, In my wifes time she spent too much; said it with truth. But, as he spared her feelings, living, so he spared her memory, dead.

Whoever takes Lucy, takes thirty thousand pounds on her wedding-day, quietly remarked Sir Henry Tempest.

The words quite startled Lionel. Thirty thousand pounds! he repeated mechanically.

Thirty thousand pounds. Did you think I should waste all my best years in India, Lionel, and save up nothing for my only child?

I never thought about it, was Lionels answer. Or if I ever did think, I suppose I judged by my father. He saved no money.

He had not the opportunity that I have had; and he died early. The appointment I held, out there, has been a lucrative one. That will be the amount of Lucys present fortune.

I am glad I did not know it! heartily affirmed Lionel.

It might have made the winning her more difficult, I suppose you think?

Not the winning her, was Lionels answer, the self-conscious smile again on his lips. The winning your consent, Sir Henry.

It has not been so hard a task, either, quaintly remarked Sir Henry, as he rose. I am giving her to you, understand, for your fathers sake; in the trust that you are the same honourably good man, standing well before the world and Heaven, that he was. Unless your looks belie you, you are not degenerate.

Lionel stood before him, almost too agitated to speak. Sir Henry stopped him, laying his hand upon his shoulder.

No thanks, Lionel. Gratitude? You can pay all that to Lucy after she shall be your wife.

They went together into the drawing-room, arm-in-arm. Sir Henry advanced straight to his daughter.

What am I to say to you, Lucy? He has been talking secrets.

She looked up, like a startled fawn. But a glimpse at Lionels face reassured her, bringing the roses into her cheeks. Lady Verner, wondering, gazed at them in amazement, and Lucy hid her hot cheeks on her fathers breast.

Am I to scold you? Falling in love without my permission!

The tone, the loving arm wound round her, brought to her confidence. She could almost afford to be saucy.

Dont be angry, papa! were her whispered words. It might have been worse.

Worse! returned Sir Henry, trying to get a look at her face. You independent child! How could it have been worse?

It might have been Jan, you know, papa.

And Sir Henry Tempest burst into an irrepressible laugh as he sat down.




CHAPTER XCV.

SUNDRY ARRIVALS.

We have had many fine days in this history, but never a finer one gladdened Deerham than the last that has to be recorded, ere its scene in these pages shall close. It was one of those rarely lovely days that now and then do come to us in autumn. The air was clear, the sky bright, the sun hot as in summer, the grass green almost as in spring. It was evidently a day of rejoicing. Deerham, since the afternoon, seemed to be taking holiday, and as the sun began to get lower in the heavens, groups in their best attire were wending their way towards Verners Pride.

There was the centre of attraction. A fête  or whatever you might please to call it, where a great deal of feasting is going on  was about to be held on no mean scale. Innumerable tables, some large, some small, were set out in different parts of the grounds, their white cloths intimating that they were to be laden with good cheer. Tynn and his satellites bustled about, and believed they had never had such a day of work before.

A day of pleasure also, unexampled in their lives; for their master, Lionel Verner, was about to bring home his bride.

Everybody was flocking to the spot; old and young, gentle and simple. The Elmsleys and the half-starved Hooks; the Hautleys and those ill-doing Dawsons; the Misses West and their pupils; Lady Verner and the Frosts; Mr. Bitterworth in a hand-chair, his gouty foot swathed up in linen; Mrs. Duff, who had shut up her shop to come; Dan, in some new clothes; Mr. Peckaby and lady; Chuff the blacksmith, with rather a rolling gait; and Master Cheese and Jan. In short, all Deerham and its neighbourhood had turned out.

This was to be Master Cheeses last appearance on any scene  so far as Deerham was concerned. The following day he would quit Jan for good; and that gentlemans new assistant, a qualified practitioner, had arrived, and was present. Somewhat different arrangements from what had been originally contemplated were about to be entered on, as regarded Jan. The Misses West had found their school prosper so well during the half-year it had been established that they were desirious of taking the house entirely on their own hands. They commanded the good will and respect of Deerham, if their father did not. Possibly it was because he did not, and that their position was sympathised with and commiserated, that their scheme of doing something to place themselves independent of him, obtained so large a share of patronage. They wished to take the whole house on their own hands. Easy Jan acquiesced; Lionel thought it the best thing in all ways; and Jan began to look out for another home. But Jan seemed to waver in the fixing upon one. First, he had thought of lodgings; next he went to see a small, pretty new house that had just been built close to the Misses West. It is too small for you, Mr. Jan, had observed Miss Deborah.

It will hold me and my assistant, and the boy, and a cook, and the surgery, answered Jan. And thats all I want.

Neither the lodgings, however, nor the small house had been taken; and now it was rumoured than Jans plans were changed again. The report ran that the surgery was to remain where it was, and that the assistant, a gentleman of rather mature age, would remain with it; occupying Jans bedroom (which had been renovated after the explosion of Master Cheese), and taking his meals with the Misses West: Jan meanwhile being about that tasty mansion called Belvedere House, which was situated midway between his old residence and Deerham Court. Deerhams curiosity was uncommonly excited on the point. What, in the name of improbability, could plain Jan Verner want with a fine place like that? Hed have to keep five or six servants, if he went there. The most feasible surmise that could be arrived at was, that Jan was about to establish a mad-house  as Deerham was in the habit of phrasing a receptacle for insane patients  of the private, genteel order. Deerham felt very curious; and Jan, being a person whom they felt at ease to question without ceremony, was besieged upon the subject. Jans answer (all they could get from him this time) was  that he was thinking of taking Belvedere House, but had no intention yet of setting up a mad-house. And affairs were in this stage at the present time.

Lionel and his bride were expected momentarily, and the company of all grades formed themselves into groups as they awaited them. They had been married in London some ten days ago, where Sir Henry Tempest had remained, after quitting Deerham with Lucy. The twelvemonth had been allowed to go by consequent to the death of Sibylla. Lionel liked that all things should be done decorously and in order. Sir Henry was now on a visit to Sir Edmund Hautley and Decima: he was looking out for a suitable residence in the neighbourhood, where he meant to settle. This gathering at Verners Pride to welcome Lionel, had been a thought of Sir Henrys and old Mr. Bitterworths. Why not give the poor an afternoons holiday for once? cried Sir Henry. I will repay them the wages they must lose in taking it. And so  here was the gathering, and Tynn had carried out his orders for the supply of plenty to eat and drink.

They formed in groups, listening for the return of the carriage, which had gone in state to the railway station to receive them. All, save Master Cheese. He walked about somewhat disconsolately, thinking the proceedings rather slow. In his wandering he came upon Tynn, placing good things upon one of the tables, which was laid in an alcove.

Whens the feasting going to begin? asked he.

Not until Mr. Verner shall have come, replied Tynn. The people will be wanting to cheer him; and they cant do that well, if they are busy round the tables, eating.

Whos the feast intended for? resumed Master Cheese.

Its chiefly intended for those who dont get feasts at home, returned Tynn. But anybody can partake of it that pleases.

I should like just a snack, said Master Cheese. I had such a short dinner to-day. Now that all those girls are stuck down at the dining-table, Miss Deb sometimes forgets to ask one a third time to meat, he added in a grumbling tone. And there was nothing but a rubbishing rice pudding after it to-day! So Id like to take a little, Tynn. I feel quite empty.

You can take as much as you choose, said Tynn, who had known Master Cheeses appetite before to-day. Begin at once, if you like, without waiting for the others. Some of the tables are spread.

I think I will, said Master Cheese, looking lovingly at a pie on the table over which they were standing. Whats inside this pie, Tynn?

Tynn bent his head to look closely. I think thats partridge, said he. There are plenty of other sorts: and theres a vast quantity of cold meats; beef and ham, and that. Sir Henry Tempest said I was not to stint em.

I like partridge pie, said Master Cheese, as he seated himself before it, his mouth watering. I have not tasted one this season. Do you happen to have a drop of bottled ale, Tynn?

Ill fetch a bottle, answered Tynn. Is there anything else youd like, sir?

What else is there? asked Master Cheese. Anything in the sweets line?

Theres about a hundred baked plum puddings. My wife has got some custards, too, in her larder. The custards are not intended for out here, but you can have one.

Master Cheese wiped his damp face; he had gone all over into a glow of delight. Bring a pudding and a custard or two, Tynn, said he. Theres nothing in the world half so nice as a plate of plum pudding swimming in custard.

Tynn was in the act of supplying his wants, when a movement and a noise in the distance came floating on the air. Tynn dashed the dish of custards on to the table, and ran like the rest. Everybody ran  except Master Cheese.

It was turning slowly into the grounds  the blue and silver carriage of the Verners, its four horses prancing under their studded harness. Lionel and his wife of a few days descended from it, when they found themselves in the midst of this unexpected crowd. They had cause, those serfs, to shout out a welcome to their lord; for never again would they live in a degrading position, if he could help it. The various improvements for their welfare, which he had so persistently and hopefully planned, were not only begun, but nearly ended.

Sir Henry clasped Lucys sweet face to his own bronzed one, pushing back her white bonnet to take his kiss from it. Then followed Lady Verner, then Decima, then Mary Elmsley. Lucy shook herself free, and laughed.

I dont like so many kisses all at once, said she.

Lionel was everywhere. Shaking hands with old Mr. Bitterworth, with the Misses West, with Sir Edmund Hautley, with Lord Garle, with the Countess of Elmsley, with all that came in his way. Next he looked round upon a poorer class; and the first hand taken in his was Robin Frosts. By and by he encountered Jan.

Well, Jan, old fellow! said he, his affection shining out in his earnest, dark-blue eyes, I am glad to be with you again. Is Cheese here?

He came, replied Jan. But where he has disappeared to, I cant tell.

Please, sir, I seed him just now in an alcove, interposed Dan Duff, addressing Lionel.

And how are you, Dan? asked Lionel, with his kindly smile. Saw Mr. Cheese in an alcove, did you?

It was that there one, responded Dan, extending his finger in the direction of a spot not far distant. He was tucking in at a pie. I seed him, please sir.

I must go to him, said Lionel, winding his arm within Jans, and proceeding in the direction of the alcove. Master Cheese, his hands full of cold pudding and his mouth covered with custard, started up when surprised at his feast.

Its only a little bit Im tasting, said he apologetically, against its time to begin. I hope you have come back well, sir.

Taste away, Cheese, replied Lionel, with a laugh, as he cast his eyes on some remaining fragments. Partridge pie! do you like it?

Like it! returned Master Cheese, the tears coming into his eyes with eagerness, I wish I could be where I should have nothing else for a whole week.

The first weeks holiday you get at Bartholomews, you must come and pay Verners Pride a visit, and we will keep you supplied. Mrs. Verner will be glad to see you.

Master Cheese gave a great gasp. The words seemed too good to be real.

Do you mean it, sir? he asked.

Of course I mean it, replied Lionel. I owe you a debt, you know. But for your having blown yourself and the room up, I might not now be in possession of Verners Pride. You come and spend a week with us when you can.

Thats glorious, and Im much obliged to you, sir, said Master Cheese, in an ecstasy. I think Ill have just another custard on the strength of it.

Jan was imperturbable  he had seen too much of Master Cheese for any display to affect him  but Lionel laughed heartily as they left the gentleman and the alcove. How well he looked  Lionel! The indented line of pain had gone from his brow: he was as a man at rest within.

Jan, I feel truly glad at the news sent to us a day or two ago! he exclaimed, pressing his brothers arm. I always feared you would not marry. I never thought you would marry one so desirable as Mary Elmsley.

I dont think Id have had anybody else, answered Jan. I like her; always did like her; and if she has taken a fancy to me, and doesnt mind putting up with a husband thats called out at all hours, why  its all right.

You will not give up your profession, Jan?

Give up my profession? echoed Jan, in surprise, staring with all his eyes at Lionel. What should I do that for?

When Mary shall be Lady Mary Verner, she may be for wishing it.

No, she wont, answered Jan. She knows her wishing it would be of no use. She marries my profession as much as she marries me. It is all settled. Lord Elmsley makes it a point that I take my degree, and I dont mind doing that to please him. I shall be a hard-working doctor always, and Mary knows it.

Have you taken Belvedere House?

I intend to take it. Mary likes it, and I can afford it, with her income joined to mine. If she is a lady, shes not a fine one, added Jan, and I shall be just as quiet and comfortable as I have been in the old place. She says shell see to the housekeeping and to my shirts, and

Jan stopped. They had come up with Lady Verner, and Mary Elmsley. Lionel spoke laughingly.

So Jan is appreciated at last!

Lady Verner lifted her hands with a deprecatory movement. It took me three whole days before I would believe it, she gravely said. Even now, there are times when I think Mary must be playing with him.

Lady Mary shook her head with a blush and a smile. Lionel took her on his arm, and walked away with her.

You cannot think how happy it has made me and Lucy. We never thought Jan was, or could be, appreciated.

He was by me. He is worth  shall I tell it you, Lionel?  more than all the rest of Deerham put together. Yourself included.

I will indorse the assertion, answered Lionel. I am glad you are going to have him.

I would have had him, had he asked me, years ago, candidly avowed Lady Mary.

I was inquiring of Jan, whether you would not wish him to give up his profession. He was half offended with me for suggesting it.

If Jan could ever be the one to lead an idle, useless life, I think half my love for him would die out, was her warm answer. It was Jans practical industry, his way of always doing the right in straightforward simplicity, that I believe first won me to like him. This world was made to work in; the next for rest  as I look upon it, Lionel. I shall be prouder of being wife to the surgeon Jan Verner, than I should be had I married a dukes eldest son.

He is to take his degree, he says.

I believe so: but he will practise generally all the same  just as he does now. Not that I care that he should become Dr. Verner; it is papa.

If he  Why, who can they be?

Lionel Verners interrupted sentence and question of surprise were caused by the appearance of some singular-looking forms who were stalking into the grounds. Poor, stooping, miserable, travel-soiled objects, looking fit for nothing but the tramp-house. A murmer of astonishment burst from all present when they were recognised. It was Grinds lot. Grind and his family, who had gone off with the Mormons, returning now in humility, like dogs with burnt tails.

Why, Grind, can it be you? exclaimed Lionel, gazing with pity at the mans despairing aspect.

He, poor meek Grind, not less meek and civil than of yore, sat down upon a bench and burst into tears. They gathered round him in crowds, while he told his tale. How they had, after innumerable hardships on the road, too long to recite then, after losing some of their party by death, two of his children being amongst them  how they had at length reached the Salt Lake city, so gloriously depicted by Brother Jarrum. And what did they find? Instead of an abode of peace and plenty, of luxury, of immunity from work, they found misery and discomfort. Things were strange to them, and they were strange in turn. Hed describe it all another time, he said; but it was quite enough to tell them what it was, by saying that he resolved to come away if possible, and face again the hardships of the way, though it was only to die in the old land, than hed stop in it. Brother Jarrum was a awful impostor, so to have led em away!

Wasnt there no saints? breathlessly asked Susan Peckaby, who had elbowed herself to the front.

Saints! echoed Grind. Yes, they be saints! A iniketous, bad-doing, sensitive lot. Id starve on a crust here, sooner nor Id stop among em. Villains!

Poor Grind probably substituted the word sensitive for another, in his narrow acquaintance with the English language. Susan Peckaby seemed to resent this new view of things. She was habited in the very plum-coloured gown which had been prepared for the start, the white paint having been got out of it by some mysterious process, perhaps by the turpentine suggested by Chuff. It looked tumbled and crinkled, the beauty altogether gone out of it. Her husband, Peckaby, stood behind, grinning.

Villains, them saints was, was they? said he.

They was villains, emphatically answered Grind.

And the saintesses? continued Peckaby What of them?

The less said about em the better, them saintesses, responded Grind. We should give em another name over here, we should. I had to leave my eldest girl behind me, he added, lifting his face in a pitying appeal to Mr. Verners. She warnt but fifteen, and one of them men took her, and shes his thirteenth wife.

I say, Grind, put in the sharp voice of Mrs. Duff, whats become of Nancy, as lived up here?

She died on the road, he answered. She married Brother Jarrum in New York

Married Brother Jarrum in New York! interrupted Polly Dawson tartly. You are asleep, Grind. It was Mary Green as married him. Leastways, news, that she did, come back to us here.

He married em both, answered Grind. The consekence of which was, that the two took to quarrelling perpetual. It was nothing but snarling and fighting everlasting. Nancy again Mary, and Mary again her. We hadnt nothing else with em all the way to the Salt Lake city, and Nancy, she got ill. Some said twas pining; some said twas a inard complaint as took her; some said twas the hardships killed her  the cold, and the fatigue, and the bad food, and the starvation. Anyhow, Nancy died.

And what became of Mary? rather more meekly inquired Mrs. Peckaby.

Shes Jarrums wife still. He have got about six of em, he have. They be saints, they be!

They baint as bad off as the saintesses, interrupted Mrs. Grind. They has their own way, the saints, and the saintesses dont. Regular cowed down the saintesses be; they darednt say as their right hands their own. That poor sick lady as went with us, Miss Kitty Baynton  and none on us thought shed live to get there, but she did, and one of the saints chose her. She come to us just afore we got away, and she said she wanted to write a letter to her mother to tell her how unhappy she was, fit to die with it. But she knowed the letter could never be got to her in England, cause letters aint allowed to leave the city, and she must stop in misery for her life, she said; for she couldnt never undertake the journey back again; even if she could get clear away; it would kill her. But shed like her mother to know how them Mormons deceived with their tales, and what sort of a place New Jerusalem was.

Grind turned again to Lionel.

It is just blasphemy, sir, for them to say what they do; calling it the holy city, and the New Jerusalem. Couldnt they be stopped at it, and from deluding poor ignorant people here with their tales?

The only way of stopping it is for people to take their tales for what they are worth, said Lionel.

Grind gave a groan. People is credilous, sir, when they think they are going to better theirselves. Sir, he added, with a yearning, pleading look, could I have a bit of work again upon the old estate, just to keep us from starving? I shant hanker after much now; to live here upon the soil will be enough, after having been at that Salt Lake city. Its a days wonder, and ud take a day to tell, the way we stole away from it, and how we at last got home.

You shall have work, Grind, as much as you can do, quietly answered Lionel. Work, and a home, and, I hope, plenty. If you will go there,  pointing to the tables with your wife and children, you will find something to eat and drink.

Grind clasped his hands together in an attitude of thankfulness, tears streaming down his face. They had walked from Liverpool.

What about the ducks, Grind? called out one of the Dawsons. Did you get em in abundance?

Grind turned his haggard face round.

I never see a single duck the whole time I stopped there. If ducks was there, we didnt see em.

And what about the white donkeys, Grind? added Peckaby. Be they in plenty?

Grind was ignorant of the white donkey story, and took the question literally. I never see none, he repeated. Theres nothing white there but the great Salt Lake, which strikes the eyes with blindness

Wont I treat you to a basting!

The emphatic remark, coming from Mrs. Duff, caused a divertisement, especially agreeable to Susan Peckaby. The unhappy Dan, by some unexplainable cause, had torn the sleeve of his new jacket to ribbons. He sheltered himself from wrath behind Chuff the blacksmith, and the company began to pour in a stream towards the tables.

The sun had sunk in the west when Verners Pride was left in quiet; the gratified feasters, Master Cheese included, having wended their way home. Lionel was with his wife at the window of her dressing-room, where he had formerly stood with Sibylla. The rosy hue of the sky played upon Lucys face. Lionel watched it as he stood with his arm round her. Lifting her eyes suddenly, she saw how grave his looked, as they were bent upon her.

What are you thinking of, Lionel?

Of you, my darling. Standing with you here in our own home, feeling that you are mine at last; that nothing, save the hand of Death, can part us, I can scarcely yet believe in my great happiness.

Lucy raised her hand, and drew his face down to hers. I can, she whispered. It is very real.

Ay, yes! it is real, he said, his tone one of almost painful intensity. God be thanked! But we waited. Lucy, how we waited for it!
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Published in 1864, this novel relates the sensational story of Jane, Laura and Lucy  the daughters of the younger son of the Earl of Oakburn. But what is the connection between their various love affairs and the mysterious death of the woman who calls herself Mrs Crane? 

Lord Oakburns Daughters is another of Woods sensational novels and was well-received at the time of its original publication, when the popularity of that genre was at its height.
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An illustration form the novel


PART THE FIRST.


CHAPTER I.

THE ARRIVAL.

A SMALL country town in the heart of England was the scene some few years ago of a sad tragedy. I must ask my readers to bear with me while I relate it. These crimes, having their rise in the evil passions of our nature, are not the most pleasant for the pen to record; but it cannot be denied that they do undoubtedly bear for many of us an interest amounting almost to fascination. I think the following account of what took place will bear such an interest for you.

South Wennock, the name of this place, was little more than a branch or offshoot of Great Wennock, a town of some importance, situated at two miles distance from it. The lines of rail from London and from other places, meeting at Great Wennock, did not extend themselves to South Wennock; consequently any railway travellers arriving at the larger town, had to complete their journey by the omnibus if they wished to go on to the smaller.

The two miles of road the omnibus had to traverse were about the worst to be met with in a civilized country. When it, the omnibus, had jolted its way over this road, it made its entrance to South Wennock in the very centre of the town. South Wennock might be said to consist of one long, straggling street, called High Street. Much building had been recently added to both ends of this old street. At the one end, the new buildings, chiefly terraces and semi-detached houses, had been named Palace Street, from the fact that the road led to the country palace of the bishop of the diocese. The new buildings at the other end of High Street were called the Rise, from the circumstance that the ground rose there gradually for a considerable distance; and these were chiefly detached villas, some small, some large.

On the afternoon of Friday, the 10th of March, 1848, the railway omnibus, a cramped vehicle, constructed to hold six, came jolting along its route as usual. South Wennock lay stretched out in a line across it in front, for the road was at a right angle with the town, and could the omnibus have dashed on without reference to houses, and similar slight obstructions, it would have cut the town in two, leaving part of High Street and the Rise to its right, the other part and Palace Street to its left.

The omnibus was not given to dashing, however. It drove into High Street by the accustomed opening, turned short round to the left, and pulled up a few yards further at its usual halting-place, the Red Lion Inn. Mrs. Fitch, the landlady, an active, buxom dame, with a fixed colour in her cheeks and a bustling, genial manner, came hastening out to receive the guests it might have brought.

It had brought only a young lady and a trunk: and the moment Mrs. Fitch cast her eyes on the ladys face, she thought it the most beautiful she had ever looked upon.

Your servant, miss. Do you please to stay here?

For a short time, while you give me a glass of wine and a biscuit, was the reply of the traveller: and the tone, accent, and manner were unmistakably those of a gentlewoman. I shall be glad of the refreshment, for I feel exhausted. The shaking of the omnibus has been terrible.

She was getting out as she spoke, and something in her appearance more particularly attracted the attention of Mrs. Fitch, as the landlady helped her down the high and awkward steps, and marshalled her indoors.

Dear maam, I beg your pardon! It does shake, that omnibus  and you not in a condition to bear it! And perhaps you have come far besides, too! You shall have something in a minute. I declare I took you for a young unmarried lady.

If you happen to have any cold meat, I should prefer a sandwich to the biscuit, was all the reply given by the traveller.

She sat down in the landladys cushioned chair, for it was to her own parlour Mrs. Fitch had conducted her, untied her bonnet, and threw back the strings. The bonnet was of straw, trimmed with white ribbons, and her dress and mantle were of dark silk. Never was bonnet thrown back from a more lovely face, with its delicate bloom and its exquisitely refined features.

Can you tell me whether there are any lodgings to be had in South Wennock? she inquired, when the landlady came in again with the sandwiches and wine.

Lodgings? returned Mrs. Fitch. Well, now, they are not over-plentiful here; this is but a small place, you see, maam  not but what its a deal larger than it used to be, continued the landlady, as she stroked her chin in deliberation. Theres Widow Goulds. I know her rooms were empty a week ago, for she was up here asking me if I couldnt hear of anybody wanting such.

Youd be comfortable there, maam, if shes not let. Shes a quiet, decent body. Shall I send and inquire?

No, I would rather go myself. I should not like to take rooms without seeing them. Should these you speak of be engaged, I may see bills in other windows. Thank you, I cannot eat any more: I still seem to feel the jolting of that omnibus; and the fright it put me into has taken away my appetite. You will take care of my trunk for the present.

Certainly, maam. What name?

Mrs. Crane.

The landlady stepped outside to direct the stranger on her way. Widow Goulds house was situated in the first terrace in Palace Street, and a walk of six or seven minutes brought Mrs. Crane to it. It had a card in the window, indicating that its rooms were to let. Widow Gould herself, a shrinking little woman, with a pinched, red face, came to the door. The lady wanted a sitting-room and bedroom: could she be accommodated with them? Mrs. Gould replied that she could, mentioned a very moderate charge, and invited her in to see the rooms. They were on the first floor; not large, but clean and sufficiently nice, the one room opening into the other. Mrs. Crane liked them very much.

You perceive that I am expecting to be ill, she said. Would that be an objection?

N  o, I dont see that it need, replied the widow after some consideration. Of course you would have proper attendance, maam? I could not undertake that.

Of course I should, said Mrs. Crane.

So the bargain was made. Mrs. Crane taking the rooms for a month, intimating that she preferred engaging them only from month to month, and the Widow Gould undertaking to supply all ordinary attendance. Mrs. Crane went back to the inn, to pay for the refreshment she had taken, and to desire her trunk to be sent to her, having ordered tea to be ready by her return to Palace Street.

She found everything prepared for her; a good fire burning in the sitting-room grate, the tea on the table, and Mrs. Gould in the adjoining room putting sheets on the bed. The widow was in spirits at the prospect of her rooms being wanted for some months, as she believed they would be, and had placed the last weekly South Wennock newspaper on the table beside the tea-tray, a little mark of extra attention to her new lodger.

In obedience to the ring when tea was over, Mrs. Gould came up to remove the things. Mrs. Crane was seated before them. A fair young girl she looked with her bonnet off, in her silk dress and her golden-brown hair. The widow kept no servant, but waited on her lodgers herself. Her parlours were let to a permanent lodger, who was at that time absent from South Wennock.

Be so good as take a seat, said Mrs. Crane to her, laying down the newspaper, which she appeared to have been reading. But Mrs. Gould preferred to stand, and began rubbing one shrivelled hand over the other, her habit when in waiting. I have some information to ask of you. Never mind the tray; it can wait. First of all, what medical men have you at South Wennock?

Theres the Greys, was Widow Goulds response.

A pause ensued, Mrs. Crane probably waiting to hear the list augmented. The Greys? she repeated, finding her informant did not continue.

Mr. John and Mr. Stephen Grey, maam. There was another brother, Mr. Robert, but he died last year. Nice pleasant gentlemen all three, and they have had the whole of the practice here. Their father and their uncle had it before them.

Do you mean to say there are no other medical men? exclaimed the stranger, in some surprise. I never heard of such a thing in a place as large as this appears to be.

South Wennock has only got large lately, maam. The Greys were very much liked and respected in the place; and being three of them, they could get through the work, with an assistant. They always keep one. But there is another doctor here now, a gentleman of the name of Carlton.

Who is he?

Well, I forget where it was said he came from; London, I think. A fine dashing gentleman as ever you saw, maam; not above thirty, at the most. He came suddenly among us a few months ago, took a house at the other end of the town, and set up against the Greys. He is getting on, I believe, especially with people that live on the Rise, mostly fresh comers, and he keeps his cabrioily.

Keeps his what? 

His cabrioily  a dashing one-horse carriage with a head to it. It is more than the Greys have ever done, maam; they have had their plain gig, and nothing else. Some think that Mr. Carlton has private property, and some think he is making a show to get into practice.

Is he clever  Mr. Carlton?

There are those here wholl tell you he is cleverer than the two Greys put together; but, maam, I dont forget the old saying, New brooms sweep clean. Mr. Carlton, being new in the place, and having a practice to make, naturally puts out his best skill to make it. The remark drew a laugh from Mrs. Crane. But unless a doctor has the skill within him, he cannot put it forth, she said. Well, of course theres something in that, returned the widow, reflectively. Any way, Mr. Carlton is getting into practice, and its said he is liked. Theres a family on the Rise where he attends constantly, and Ive heard they think a great deal of him. Its a Captain Chesney, an old gentleman, who has the gout perpetual. They came strangers to the place from a distance, and settled here; very proud, exclusive people, its said. Theres three Miss Chesneys; one of them beautiful; the other ones older; and the little one is but a child. Mr. Carlton attends there a great deal, for the old gentleman  Good heart alive! whats the matter?

Mrs. Gould might well cry out. The invalid  an invalid she evidently was  had turned of a ghastly whiteness, and was sinking back motionless in her chair.

Mrs. Gould was timid by nature, nervous by habit. Very much frightened, she raised the ladys head, but it fell back unconscious. In the excitement induced by the moments terror, she flew down the stairs, shrieking out in the empty house, rushed out at her own backdoor, ran through the yard, and burst into the back-door of the adjoining house. Two young women were in the kitchen; the one ironing, the other sitting by the fire and not doing anything.

For the love of Heaven, come back with me, one of you! called out the widow, in a tremor. The new lady lodger I told you of this afternoon has gone and died right off in her chair.

Without waiting for assent or response, she flew back again. The young woman at the fire started from her seat, alarm depicted on her countenance. The other calmly continued her ironing.

Dont be frightened, Judith, said she. You are not so well used to Dame Gould as I am. If a blackbeetle falls on the floor, shell cry out for aid. I used to think it was put on, but I have come at last to the belief that she cant help it. You may as well go in, however, and see what it is.

Judith hastened away. She was a sensible-looking young woman, pale, with black hair and eyes, and was dressed in new and good mourning. Mrs. Gould was already in her lodgers sitting-room. She had torn a feather from a small feather-duster hanging by the mantel-piece, had scorched the end, and was holding it to the unhappy ladys nose. Judith dashed the feather to the ground.

Dont be so stupid, Mrs. Gould! What good do you suppose that will do? Get some water.

The water was procured, and Judith applied it to the face and hands, the widow looking timidly on. As the lady revived, Mrs. Gould burst into tears.

Its my feelings that overcomes me, Judith, said she. I cant abear the sight of illness.

You need not have been alarmed, the invalid faintly said, as soon as she could speak. For the last few months, since my health has been delicate, I have been subject to these attacks of faintness; they come on at any moment. I ought to have warned you.

When fully restored, they left her to herself, Mrs. Gould carrying away the tea-things; having first of all unlocked the ladys trunk by her desire, and brought to her from it a small writing-case.

Dont go away, Judith, the widow implored, when they reached the kitchen. She may have another of those fits, for what we can tell  you heard her say she was subject to them  and you know what a one I am to be left with illness. It would be a charity to stop with me; and you are a lady at large just now.

Ill go and get my work, then, and tell Margaret. But wheres the sense of your calling it a fit, as if you were speaking of apoplexy? added Judith.

When the girl came back  though, indeed, she was not much of a girl, being past thirty  Mrs. Gould had lighted a candle, for it was growing dark, and was washing the tea-things. Judith sat down to her sewing, her thoughts intent upon the lady upstairs.

Who is she, I wonder? she said aloud.

Some stranger. Mrs. Fitch sent her down to me  I told Margaret about it this afternoon when you were out. I say, isnt she young? Judith nodded. I wonder if she is married?

Married! angrily retorted Mrs. Gould. If the wedding ring upon her finger had been a bear, it would have bit you. Where were your eyes?

All wedding-rings have not been put on in church, was the composed answer of the girl. Not but that I dare say she is married, for she seems a modest, good lady; it was her being so young, and coming here in this sudden manner, all unprotected, that set me on the other thought. Where is her husband?

Gone abroad, she said. I made free to ask her.

Why does she come here?

I cant tell. It does seem strange. She never was near the place in her life before this afternoon, she told me, and had no friends in it. She has been inquiring about the doctors

Thats her bell, interrupted Judith, as the bell hanging over Mrs. Goulds head began to sound. Make haste. I dare say she wants lights.

She has got them. The candles were on the mantel-piece, and she said shed light them herself.

A sealed note lay on the table when Mrs. Gould entered the drawing-room. The lady laid her hand upon it.

Mrs. Gould, I must trouble you to send this note for me. I did not intend to see about a medical man until to-morrow; but I feel fatigued and ill, and I think I had better see one to-night. He may be able to give me something to calm me.

Yes, maam. They live almost close by, the Greys. But, dear lady, I hope you dont feel as if you were going to be ill!

Mrs. Crane smiled. Her nervous landlady was rubbing her hands together in an access of trembling.

Not ill in the sense I conclude you mean it. I do not expect that for these two months. But I dont want to alarm you with a second fainting-fit. I am in the habit of taking drops, which do me a great deal of good, and I unfortunately left them behind me, so I had better see a doctor. Was that your daughter who came up just now? She seemed a nice young woman.

The question offended Mrs. Goulds vanity beyond everything. She believed herself to be remarkably young-looking, and Judith was two and thirty if she was a day.

No, indeed, maam, shes not; and Ive neither chick nor child, was the resentful answer. Shes nothing but Judith Ford, sister to the servant at the next door; and being out of place, her sisters mistress said she might come there for a few days while she looked out. Ill get her to carry the note for me.

Mrs. Gould took the note from the table, and was carrying it away without looking at it, when the lady called her back.

You see to whom it is addressed, Mrs. Gould?

Mrs. Gould stopped, and brought the note close to her eyes. She had not her spectacles upstairs, and it was as much as she could do to see anything without them.

Why  maam! It  it  its to Mr. Carlton.

The lady looked surprised in her turn. Why should it not be to Mr. Carlton? she demanded.

But the Greys are sure and safe, maam. Such a thing has never been known as for them to lose one of their lady patients.

Mrs. Crane paused, apparently in indecision. Has Mr. Carlton lost them?

Well  no; I cant remember that he has. But, maam, he attends one where the Greys attend ten.

When you were speaking this evening of the doctors, I almost made up my mind to engage Mr, Carlton, observed Mrs. Crane. I think men of skill struggling into practice should be encouraged. If you have anything really serious to urge against him, that is quite a different thing, and you should speak out.

No, maam, no, was the widows reply; and I am sure it has been rude of me to object to him, if your opinion lies that way. I dont know a thing against Mr. Carlton; people call him clever. I am naturally prejudiced in favour of the Greys, for Mr. John has attended me ever since he grew up, as his father did before him. Ill send this down to Mr. Carltons.

Let it go at once, if you please. I should like, if possible, to see him to-night.

Mrs. Gould descended to the kitchen. On the dresser, staring her in the face when she entered, lay her spectacles. She put them on, and looked at the superscription on the note.

Well, now, thats a curious thing, if ever there was one! Lewis Carlton, Esq.! How did she know his name was Lewis? I never mentioned it. I couldnt mention it, for I did not know it myself. Is his name Lewis?

For all I can tell, responded Judith. Yes, she added, more decisively, of course it is Lewis; it is on his door-plate. Perhaps Mrs. Fitch told her.

There! thats it! exclaimed the widow, struck with sudden conviction. Mrs. Fitch has been speaking up for him, and thats what has put her on to Mr. Carlton, and off the Greys. There was a traveller ill at the Red Lion in the winter, and he had Mr. Carlton. Its a shame of Mrs. Fitch to turn round on old friends.

I can tell you where she got the name from, though perhaps Mrs. Fitch did speak for him, cried Judith suddenly. Theres his card  as they call it  in that newspaper you lent her, Mr. Lewis Carlton: Consulting Surgeon. She couldnt fail to see it. Is she ill, that she is sending for him? She looks not unlikely to be.

I say, Judy, dont go frightening a body like that, cried the woman, in tremor. She wont be ill for these two months; but that nasty omnibus has shook her, and I suppose the faint finished it up. Oh, it rattles over the road without regard to folks bones. Youll take this for me, wont you, Judith?

I dare say! returned Judith.

Come, do; theres a good woman! I cant go myself, for fear her bell should ring. Its a fine night, and the run will do you good.

Judith, not to be unaccommodating, rose from her seat. There now! she exclaimed, in a tone of vexation, as she took the note, how am I to get my things? Margarets gone out, and she is sure to have bolted the back-door. I dont like to disturb old Mrs. Jenkinson; the nights coldish, or Id go without my bonnet rather than do it.

Put on mine, suggested Mrs. Gould. You are welcome to it, and to my shawl too.

Judith laughed; and she laughed still more when arrayed in Mrs. Goulds things. The shawl did very well, but the bonnet was large, one of those called a poke, and she looked like an old woman in it. Nobody will fall in love with me to-night, thats certain, said she, as she sped off.

Mr. Carltons house was situated at the other end of the town, just before the commencement of the Rise. It stood by itself, on the left; a handsome white house, with iron railings round it, and a pillared portico in front. Judith ascended the steps and rang the bell.  

The door was flung open by a young man in livery. Can I see Mr. Carlton? she asked.

The man superciliously threw back his head. Judiths large old bonnet did not tell in her favour. Is it on perfessional business? he questioned.

Yes, it is.

Then perhaps, mem, youll have the obleegance to walk round to the perfessional entrance; and thats on that there side.

He waved his hand condescendingly to the side of the house. Judith complied, but she gave him a word at parting.

Pray, how much wages do you earn?

If ever I heered such a question put to a gentleman! cried the man, in astonishment. What is it to you?

Because I should judge that you get so much paid you for your clothes, and so much for your airs.

Passing down the steps, and out of reach of sundry compliments he honoured her with in return, she went to the side, and found herself in front of a door with Surgery painted on it. It opened to a passage, and thence to a small square room, whose walls were lined with bottles. A boy in buttons was lying at full length on the counter, whistling a shrill note, and kicking his heels in the air. Her entrance startled him, and he tumbled off, feet foremost.

It was still twilight, and not at first did he take in Judiths appearance; but soon the poke bonnet disclosed itself to view.

Hulloa! cried he. Who are you? What do you want?

I want Mr. Carlton. Is he at home?

No, he isnt.

Then you must go out and find him. This note must be instantly given to him. A lady wants to see him to-night.

Then Im afeared want must be the ladys master, returned the impudent boy. Perhaps we might get this note tied on to the telegraph-wires, and send it to him that fashion; there aint no other way of doing it. Mr. Carlton went off to London this morning.

To London! repeated Judith, surprise checking her inclination to box the young gentlemans ears. When is he coming home again?

When his legs bring him. There! Hell be home in a couple of days, added the boy, dodging out of Judiths reach, and deeming it as well to cease his banter. His father, Dr. Carlton, was took ill, and sent for him. Now you know.

Well, said Judith, after a pause of consideration, you had better take charge of this note, and give it to him when he does come home. I dont know anything else that can be done. And Id recommend you not to be quite so free with your tongue, unless you want to come to grief, was her parting salutation, as she quitted the boy and the house.


CHAPTER II.

HAPPILY OVER.

As Judith Ford went back through the lighted streets, the landlady of the Red Lion was standing at her door.

Good evening, Mrs. Fitch.

Why, who  why, Judith, its never you! What on earth have you been making yourself such a guy as that for?

Judith laughed, and explained how it was that she happened to be out in Mrs. Goulds things, and where she had been to. After all, my visit has been a useless one, she remarked, for Mr. Carlton is away. Gone to London, that impudent boy of his said.

I could have told you so, and saved you the trouble of a walk, had I seen you passing, said Mrs. Fitch. His groom drove him to the Great Wennock station this morning, and called here as he came back for a glass of ale. Is the lady ill?

She does not seem well; she had a fainting-fit just after tea, and thought she had better see a doctor at once.

And Dame Gould could send for Mr. Carlton! What have the Greys done to her?

Dame Gould thought you recommended Mr. Carlton to the lady.

I! exclaimed Mrs. Fitch; well, thats good! I never opened my lips to the lady about any doctor at all.

It was her own doing to send for Mr. Carlton, and Mrs. Gould thought you must have spoken for him.

Not I. If I had spoken for any it would have been for the Greys, who are our old fellow-townspeople; not but what Mr. Carlton is a nice pleasant gentleman; skilful too. Look here, Judith, you tell Dame Gould that when the time comes for the young lady to be ill, if theres currant jelly wanted for her, or any little matter of that sort, she can send to me for it, and welcome. I dont know when I have seen such a sweet young lady.

Judith gave a word of thanks, and sped on towards Palace Street. She had barely rung the bell when she heard Mrs. Gould floundering downstairs in hot haste. She flung open the door, and seized upon Judith.

Oh, Judith, thank Heaven you are come! What on earths to be done? She is taken ill!

Taken ill! repeated Judith.

She is, she is, really ill; its as true as that you are living. Wheres Mr. Carlton?

Judith made no reply. Shaking off the timorous woman, and the shawl and bonnet at the same time, which she thrust into her hands, she sped up to the sitting-room. Mrs. Crane was clasping the arm of the easy-chair, in evident pain; the combs were out of her hair, which now fell in wavy curls on her neck, and she moaned aloud in what looked like terror, as she cast her fair girlish face up to Judith. Never, Judith thought, had she seen eyes so wondrously beautiful; they were large tender brown eyes, soft and mournful, and they and their peculiarly sweet expression became fixed from that hour in Judiths memory.

Dont be cast down, poor child, she said, forgetting ceremony in her compassion. Lean on me. It will be all right.

She laid her head on Judiths shoulder. Will Mr. Carlton be long? she moaned. Cannot some one go and hurry him?

Mr. Carlton cant come, maam, was Judiths answer. He went to London this morning.

A moments lifting of the head, a sharp cry of disappointment, and the poor head fell again and the face was hidden. Judith strove to impart comfort.

They are all strangers to you, maam, so what can it matter? I know you cannot fail to like the Greys as well as you would Mr. Carlton. Nay, dear young lady, dont take on so. Every one likes Mr. John and Mr. Stephen Grey. Why should you have set your mind on Mr. Carlton?

She lifted her eyes, wet with tears, whispering in Judiths ear.

I cannot afford to pay both, and it is Mr. Carlton I have written to.

Pay both! of course not! responded Judith in a warm tone. If Mr. Carlton cant come because he is away, and Mr. Grey attends for him, therell be only one of them to pay. Doctors understand all that, maam. Mr. Carlton might take Mr. Greys place with you as soon as he is back again, if you particularly wish for him.

I did wish for him; I do wish for him. Some friends of mine know Mr. Carlton well, and they speak highly of his skill. They recommended him to me.

That explains it, thought Judith, but she was interrupted by a quaking, quivering voice beside her.

What in the world will be done?

It was Widow Goulds, of course. Judith scarcely condescended to answer: strong in sense herself, she had no sympathy with that sort of weakness.

The first thing for you to do is to leave off being an idiot; the second is, to go and fetch one of the Mr. Greys.

I will not have the Mr. Greys, spoke the young lady peremptorily, lifting her head from the cushion of the easy-chair, where she had now laid it. I dont like the Mr. Greys, and I will not have them.

Then, maam, you must have been prejudiced against them! exclaimed Judith.

True, said Mrs. Crane; so far as that I have heard they are not clever.

Judith could only look her utter astonishment. The Greys not clever! But Mrs. Crane interposed against further discussion.

I may not want either of them, after all, she said; I am feeling easy again now. Perhaps if you leave me alone I shall sleep a little. They arranged the cushions about her comfortably, and went downstairs, where a half-dispute ensued. Judith reproached Mrs. Gould for her childish cowardice, and that lady retorted that if folks were born timid they couldnt help themselves. In the midst of it, a cry came from above, and Judith flew up. Mrs. Gould followed, taking her leisure over it, and met the girl, who had come quickly down again, making for the front door.

One of the Mr. Greys must be got here, whether or not, she said in passing; shes a great deal worse.

But, Judy, look here, were the arresting words of the widow. Wholl be at the responsibility? She says she wont have the Greys, and I might have to pay them out of my own pocket.

Nonsense! retorted Judith. I wouldnt bring up pockets, if I were you, when a fellow-creatures life is at stake. You go up to her then; perhaps you can do that.

Judith hastened into the street. The two brothers lived in houses adjoining each other, situated about midway between Mrs. Goulds and the Red Lion Inn. Mr. John, generally called Mr. Grey, occupied the larger house, which contained the surgery and laboratory; Mr. Stephen the smaller one. Mr. Stephen, the younger, had married when he was only twenty-one, and he now wanted a year or two of forty; Mr. John had more recently married, and had a troop of very young children.

The hall-door of Mr. Johns house stood open, and Judith went in, guided by the bright lamp in the fanlight. Too hurried to stand upon ceremony, she crossed the hall and pushed open the surgery door. A handsome, gentlemanly lad of sixteen stood there, pounding drugs with a pestle and mortar. Not perhaps that the face was so handsome in itself; but its exceeding intelligence, the broad, intellectual forehead, the honest expression of the large and earnest blue eyes, would have made the beauty of any countenance. He was the son and only child of Mr. Stephen Grey.

What is it you, Judith? he exclaimed, turning his head quickly as she entered. You come gliding in like a ghost.

Because I am in haste, Master Frederick. Are the gentlemen at home?

Papa is. Uncle Johns not.

I want to see one of them, if you please, sir.

The boy vaulted off, and returned with Mr. Stephen: a merry-hearted man with a merry and benevolent countenance, who never suffered the spirits of his patients to go down while he could keep them up. A valuable secret in medical treatment.

Well, Judith, and whats the matter with you? he jokingly asked. Another tooth to be drawn?

Ill tell my errand to yourself, sir, if you please.

Without waiting to be sent away, Frederick Grey retired from the surgery and closed the door. Judith gave an outline of the case to Mr. Stephen Grey.

He looked grave; grave for him; and paused a moment when she had ceased.

Judith, girl, we would prefer not to interfere with Mr. Carltons patients. It might appear, look you, as though we grudged him the few he had got together, and would wrest them from him. We wish nothing of the sort: the place is large enough for us all..

And what is the poor young lady to do, sir? To die?

To die! echoed Stephen Grey. Heaven forbid.

But she may die, sir, unless you or Mr. Grey can come to her aid. Mr. Carlton can be of no use to her; he is in London.

Mr. Stephen Grey felt the force of the argument. While Mr. Carlton was in London, the best part of a hundred miles off, he could not be of much use to any one in South Wennock.

True, true, said he, nodding his head. Ill go back with you, Judith. Very young, you say? Wheres her husband?

Gone travelling abroad, sir, replied Judith, somewhat improving upon the information supplied by Mrs. Gould. Is there no nurse that can be sent in, sir? she continued. I never saw such a stupid woman as that Mrs. Gould is in illness.

Nurse? To be sure. Time enough for that. Frederick, Mr. Stephen called out to his son, as he crossed the hall, if your uncle comes in before I am back, tell him I am at Widow Goulds. A lady who has come to lodge there, is taken ill.

Judith ran on first, and got back before Mr. Stephen. Somewhat to her surprise, she found Mrs. Crane seated at the table, writing.

You are better, maam!

No, I am worse. This has come upon me unexpectedly, and I must write to apprize a friend.

The perspiration induced by pain was running off her as she spoke. She appeared to have written only two or three lines, and was thrusting the letter into an envelope. Mrs. Gould stood by, helplessly rubbing her hands, her head shaking with a tremulous motion, as though she had St. Vituss dance.

Will you post it for me?

Yes, sure I will, maam, replied Judith, taking the note which she held out. But I fear it is too late to go to-night.

It cannot be helped: post it at all risks. And you had better call on one of the medical gentlemen you spoke of, and ask him to come and see me.

I have been, maam, replied Judith in a glow of triumph. He is following me down. And thats his ring, she added, as the bell was heard. It is Mr. Stephen Grey, maam; Mr. Grey was not at home. Of the two brothers, Mr. Stephen is the pleasantest, but they are both nice gentlemen. You cant fail to like Mr. Stephen.

She went out with the letter, glancing at the superscription. It was addressed to London, to a Mrs. Smith. On the stairs she encountered Mr. Stephen Grey.

I suppose I am too late for the post to-night, sir? she asked. It is a letter from the lady.

Mr. Stephen took out his watch. Not if you make a run for it, Judith. It wants four minutes to the time of closing.

Judith ran off. She was light and active, one of those to whom running is easy; and she saved the post by half-a-minute. Mr. Stephen Grey meanwhile, putting the Widow Gould aside with a merry nod, entered the room alone. Mrs. Crane was standing near the table; one hand lay on it, the other was pressed to her side, and her anxious, beautiful eyes were strained on the door. As they fell on the doctor an expression of relief came into her face. Mr. Stephen went up to her, wondering at her youth. He took one of her hands in his, and looked down with his reassuring smile.

And now tell me what is the matter?

She kept his hand, as if there were protection in it, and the tears came into her eyes as she raised them to him, speaking in a whisper.

I am in great pain: such pain! Do you think I shall die?

Die! cheerily echoed Mr. Stephen. Not you. You may talk about dying in some fifty or sixty years to come, perhaps; but not now. Come, sit down, and let us have a little quiet chat together.

You seem very kind, and I thank you, she said; but before going further, I ought to tell you that I am Mr. Carltons patient, for I had written to engage him before I knew he was away. I have come an entire stranger to South Wennock, and I had heard of Mr. Carltons skill from some friends.

Well, we will do the best we can for you until Mr. Carltons return, and them leave you in his hands. Are you quite alone?

It happens unfortunately that I am. I have just sent a note to the post to summon a friend. You see I never expected to be ill for the next two months.

And very likely you will not be, returned Mr. Stephen. When you shall have half-a-dozen children about you, young lady, you will know what importance to attach to false alarms. Your husband is abroad, I hear?

She inclined her head in the affirmative.

But it was no false alarm. The lady grew worse with every minute; and when Judith came back she met Mr. Stephen coming forth from the bedroom.

You must help me, Judith, he said. Dame Gould is utterly useless. First of all, look into the ladys travelling trunk. She says there are babys clothes and other things there. Make haste over it.

Ill do anything and everything I can, sir, replied Judith; but Id make her useful. I have no patience with her.

Ill make her useful in one way if I dont in another. Where is she now?

Sitting on the stairs outside, sir, with her hands to her ears.

Oh! said Mr. Stephen, and he went out to the widow.

Mrs. Gould, you know Grotes Buildings?

Of course, sir, I do, was the whimpered answer, as she rose. Oh, sir, Im shook!

Go there without delay: you can shake as you go along, you know. Ask for Mrs. Hutton, and desire her to come here to me immediately. Tell her the nature of the case.

Mrs. Gould lost no time in starting, glad to be out of the house. She returned with a short, stout barrel of a woman, with grizzled hair and black eyes. She was attired in a light-coloured print gown, and went simpering into the room, carrying a bundle, and dropping curtseys to Mr. Stephen Grey. Mr. Stephen stared at the woman for a full minute, as if disbelieving his own eyes, and his face turned to severity.

Who sent for you, Mrs. Pepperfly?

Well, sir; please, sir, I came, was the response, the curtseys dropping all the while. You sent for Hutton, sir; but she were called out this afternoon; and I was a stopping at number three, and thought I might come in her place.

Hutton was called out this afternoon?

This very blessed afternoon whats gone, sir, just as four oclock was a striking from St. Marks Church. Mrs. Gilbert on the Rise is took with fever again, sir, and she wont have nobody but Hutton to nurse her.

Mr. Stephen Grey ran over the sisterhood of nurses in his mind, but could think of none available just then. He beckoned the woman from the room.

Hark ye, Mother Pepperfly, he said in a stern tone. You know your failing; now, if you dare to give way to it this time, as you have done before, you shall never again nurse a patient of mine or my brothers. You can do your duty  none better  if you choose to keep in a fit state to do it. Take care you do so.

Mrs. Pepperfly squeezed out a tear. Shed be upon her Bible oath, if Mr. Stephen chose to put her to it, not to touch nothing stronger than table beer. Mr. Stephen, however, did not put her to the ordeal.

There was sufficient bustle in the house that night; but by the morning quiet and peace had supervened; and Nurse Pepperfly, on her best behaviour, was carrying about, wrapped in flannel, a wee, wee infant.

Judith had not left Mrs. Cranes side during the night, and the latter appeared to be drawn to her by some attraction, to find comfort in her genuine sympathy.

You have been a good girl, Judith, Mr. Stephen said to her as he was leaving in the morning, and she went down to open the door for him.

Will she do well, sir? asked Judith.

Famously, answered Mr. Stephen. Never had a safer case in my life. Give a look to Mother Pepperfly, Judith. I trust her as far as I can see her. I shall be back in a couple of hours.

Things went on well during the day. Mrs. Pepperfly busied herself chiefly with the baby, nursing it by the fire in the sitting-room; Judith attended on the sick lady. In the afternoon, Mrs. Crane, who was lying awake, suddenly addressed her.

Judith, how is it you are able to be with me? I thought the landlady told me you were in service.

Not just now, maam. I have been in service, but have left my place, and am stopping with my sister, at the next door, while I look out for another.

Does your sister let lodgings, as Mrs. Gould does?

A lady lives at the next door, a Mrs. Jenkinson, was Judiths reply, and my sister is her servant. Margaret has lived with her going on for eleven years.

So that just now you are at liberty?

Quite so, maam.

See now how merciful God is! spoke Mrs. Crane, placing her hands together in an attitude of reverence. Last night, when I began to feel ill, and thought I should have no one about me but that timid Mrs. Gould, I turned sick with perplexity,  with fear, I may say,  at the prospect of being left with her. And then you. Seemed to be raised up for me, as it were on purpose, and can be with me without let or hindrance. None but those who have stood in need of it, she added, after a pause, can know the full extent of Gods mercy.

A glow, partly of pleasure, partly of shame, came over Judiths face as she listened. In a little corner of her inmost heart there had lurked a doubt whether it was all as straight as it ought to be with the young lady who had come there in so strange a manner  whether that plain gold ring on her finger had been a genuine wedding-ring, or only a bauble placed there to deceive. The reverential words of trust convinced Judith that the lady, whoever she might be, and whatever might be the mystery, was as honest as she was, and she took shame to herself for having doubted her. No girl, living a life of sin, could speak with that unaffected simplicity of the goodness of God. At least, so felt Judith.

I think, Judith, you must have been accustomed to attend on the sick?

Pretty well, maam. In my last place, where I lived four years, my mistresss sister was bedridden, and I waited on her. She was a great sufferer. She died just three weeks ago, and they did not want me any more: thats why I am changing places.

The mourning you wear is for her?

Yes, it is, maam. Mr. Stephen Grey was her doctor, and never failed to come every day all those four years; so that I feel quite at home with him, if that is a proper expression for a servant to use when speaking of a gentleman.

What was the matter with her?

It was an inward complaint, causing her distressing pain. We were always trying fresh remedies to give her ease, but they did not do much good. I dont fancy Mr. Stephen ever thought they would; but she would have them tried. Ah, maam! we talk about suffering, and pity it, when people are laid up for a week or two; but only think what it must be to lie by for years, and be in acute pain night and day!

The tears had come into Judiths eyes at the remembrance. Mrs. Crane looked at her. She had a large, full forehead, strongly marked. One, gifted with phrenological lore, would have pronounced her largely gifted with concentration and reticence. Good qualities when joined to an honest heart.

Judith, where was my workbox put to?

It is here, maam, on the drawers.

Unlock it, will you? You will find my keys somewhere about. Inside the little compartment that lifts up, you will see a locket set round with pearls.

Judith did as she was bid, and brought forth the locket. It was a charming little trinket of blue enamel, the gold rim round it studded with pearls, and a place for hair in the front. A very fine gold chain, about two inches long, was attached to it; so that it could be worn as a necklace, or as a pendant to a bracelet.

Take it, Judith. It is for you.

Oh, maam!

That is my own hair inside; but you can take it out if you like, and put in your sweethearts. I dare say you have one.

A costly thing like this is not fit for me, maam. I could not think of taking it.

But it is fit for you, and Im glad to give it you; and I owe you a great deal more than that, for what I should have done without you I dont know, reiterated the invalid. Put it up in your treasure-box, Judith.

Im sure I dont know how to say enough thanks, spoke Judith in her gratitude. I shall keep it to my dying day, dear lady, and store up the hair in it for ever.


CHAPTER III.

THE ENCOUNTER AT THE RAILWAY STATION.

HARK! what hour can that be?

The question came from Mrs. Crane. She had been dozing, and awoke with a start at the striking of the Widow Goulds kitchen clock. It is eight, maam, replied Judith from her seat near the bed.

Eight! why, you told me the London train came in at seven.

To Great Wennock it does; or, rather, a quarter before it. The omnibus gets here about half-past seven. It is in, I know, maam, for I saw it taking a passenger through the town.

Then where can she be?  the  the person I sent for yesterday, returned Mrs. Crane in excitement. She would get the letter this morning, and might have come off at once. You are sure you posted it in time last night, Judith?

Quite sure, maam; but there will be another train in late to-night.

Mrs. Crane lay for a little time in thought. Presently she spoke again: Judith, do you think my baby will live?

I dont see why it should not live, maam. It is certainly very little, but it seems quite healthy. I think it would have a better chance if you would nurse it, instead of letting it be brought up by hand.

But I have told you I cannot, said Mrs. Crane, and the tone bore a peremptory sound. It would not be convenient to me. Mrs. Smith will see about it when she comes, and it is on his account, poor little fellow, that I am impatient for her. I am so pleased its a boy.

Maam, do you think you ought to talk so much? asked Judith.

Why should I not? quickly returned the invalid. I am as well as I can be: Mr. Stephen Grey said this afternoon he wished all his patients did as well as I am doing. Judith, I am glad I had Mr. Stephen Grey. What a kind man he is! He did nothing but cheer me up from first to last.

I think that is one great secret why all Mr. Stephens patients like him so much, observed Judith.

I am sure I like him, was the ladys answer. Mr. Carlton could not have done better for me than he has done.

The evening and night passed, bringing not the expected visitor, and the invalid began to display symptoms of restlessness. On the following morning Mrs. Smith arrived, having evidently travelled by the night-train. This was Sunday; the baby having been born early on the Saturday morning. At least, some one arrived; a hard-featured, middle-aged woman, who was supposed by the household to be the Mrs. Smith expected. Mrs. Crane did not say, and caused herself to be shut up with the stranger.

The sitting-room and bedroom, it has been remarked, communicated with each other. Each had also a door opening on to rather a spacious landing, spacious in proportion to the size of the house. At one end of this landing was a large window that looked out on the street; at the other end, opposite, was a closet, and the doors of the two rooms were on one side; the railings of the balustrades were opposite the doors. It is as well to explain this, as you will find later.

Mrs. Pepperfly and Judith sat in the front room, the sitting-room, the stranger being shut up with the invalid. Their voices could be heard in conversation, it almost seemed in dispute. Mrs. Smiths tones were full of what sounded like a mixture of lamentation, complaint, persuasion, remonstrance; and the sick ladys were angry and retorting. The nurse was of a constitution to take things coolly, but Judith was apprehensive for the effect of the excitement on the invalid. Neither of them liked to interfere; Mrs. Crane having peremptorily ordered them not to disturb her with her friend. Suddenly the door between the two rooms was thrown open, and this friend appeared.

The nurse was lying back idly in her chair, jogging the infant on her lap, after the approved nurse fashion; Judith sat at the window, crimping a little cap border with a silver knife. Mrs. Smith, who had taking off neither bonnet nor shawl, caught up the child; and carrying it to the window, examined its face attentively.

It is not like her? she remarked to Judith, jerking her head in the direction of the bedroom.

How can you judge yet awhile? asked Judith. Its nothing but a poor little mite at present.

Mite? I never saw such a mite! One can hardly believe such an atom could be endowed with life.

You cant expect a child born before its time to be a giant, remarked Mrs. Pepperfly as she passed into the next room.

Before its time, indeed! irascibly echoed the stranger. What business had she to be exposing herself to railway jerks and shaking omnibuses? Nasty dangerous things! The jolts of that omnibus sent me flying up to its top, and what must they have done by a slight young thing such as she is? Now, a mile of ruts to get over; now, a mile of flint stones! I think the commissioners of roads here must all be abed and asleep.

People are continually talking of the badness of the road between this and the Great Wennock Station, observed Judith. It is said that Mr. Carlton made a complaint to the authorities, telling them it was ruin to his horse and carriage to go over it. Then they had those flint stones laid down, and that has made it worse.

Whos Mr. Carlton?

He is one of the medical gentlemen living down here.

And why couldnt they attend to his complaint?

I suppose they did attend to it; they put the flint stones down in places afterwards, and they had done nothing to the road for years.

What has this child been fed on? demanded Mrs. Smith, abruptly quitting the unsatisfactory subject of the roads.

Barley-water and milk, half and half, replied Judith. It was a puzzle to Mrs. Pepperfly at first what to give it, as its so small.

I dont like the look of her, curtly returned the stranger, alluding to Mrs. Pepperfly.

If we were all bought and sold by our looks, some of us would remain on hand, and shes one, said Judith. But she has her wits about her; provided she keeps sober, theres not a better nurse living, and when people know her failing they can guard against it.: What are you? another nurse?

I am only a neighbour. But the lady took a fancy to me, and I said I would stop with her a few days. My home just now is at the next door, so I can run in and out. I am sure she is a lady, added Judith.

She is a lady born and bred, but she took and married as  as I think she ought not to have married. But she wont hear a word said against him.

Will he be coming here? continued Judith.

Its no business of mine whether he comes or not. Theyll do as they please, I suppose. Wheres this infants things? They must be made into a bundle; and some food prepared for it.

You are not going to take the baby away! exclaimed Judith, looking all amazement.

Indeed, but I am. The trains dont run thick on a Sunday; but theres one leaves the station at seven, and I shall travel by it.

And you are thinking to take this little mortal all the way to London? said Judith breathlessly.

Theres no reason why I shouldnt take it away, and theres a reason why I should, persisted Mrs. Smith. Whether its to London, or whether its elsewhere, is my affair. Wrapped in flannel and lying in my arms in a first-class carriage, it will take no more harm than in this room.

Judith felt that it was not her place to interfere with Mrs. Cranes arrangements, whatever they might be, or to put prying questions to the stranger before her, and she relapsed into silence.

You were expected last night, maam, said Mrs. Pepperfly, returning to the room from the inner chamber.

I dare say I was, was the curt answer. But I couldnt come. I travelled all night to come as soon as I did.

And youll travel all night again to-night? questioned the nurse.

It wont kill me.

At that moment Mr. Stephen Greys step was heard on the stairs. He went on at once to the bed-chamber by the direct door, without entering the sitting-room. Mrs. Crane was flushed and feverish with excitement, and the surgeon saw it with surprise; he had left her calm and well at his early visit that morning.

What have you been doing to yourself? he exclaimed.

I feel a little hot, was the answer, given in a half-contrite tone, it is nothing; it will soon go off. The person I told you of is come, and she  she Mrs. Crane paused for a minute and then went on she lectured me upon being so imprudent as to travel, and I got angry with her.

Mr. Stephen Grey looked vexed. So sure as I have a patient going on unusually well, so sure does she herself upset it by some nonsensical folly or other. I will send you a composing draught; and now, my dear, understand me: I positively interdict all talking and excitement whatever for a day or two to come.

Very well, she answered in a tone of acquiescence. But let me ask you one thing  can I have the baby baptized?

Baptized! why should you wish it baptized? It is not ill.

It is going away to-day to be nursed.

Have you heard of a fit person to undertake it? he rejoined, never supposing but that the baby was to be sent to some one in the neighbourhood. I wish you would nurse it yourself; better for you, and the child too.

I told you that circumstances do not permit me to nurse it, was her answer; and I am sure my husband would not be pleased if I did. I wish it to be baptized before it goes away; perhaps some clergyman or curate in the town would kindly come in and do it.

I can arrange that, said Mr. Stephen. Only you keep quiet. What is the young giants name to be?

I must think of that, said Mrs. Crane.

However, later in the morning, when church was over, and the Reverend William Lycett, curate of St. Marks, called to perform the rite, Judith went down to him and said that the sick lady had changed her mind with regard to having it baptized so soon, and was sorry to have troubled him. So Mr. Lycett, with a kindly hope that both lady and baby were going on satisfactorily, went away again. The event had caused quite a commotion in the little town, and its particulars were known from one end of it to the other.

The omnibus, so often referred to, allowed itself half-an-hour to start and jolt over the unpromising two miles of road. When ordered to do so, it would call for any passengers in South Wennock who might be going by it, and it was so ordered to call for Mrs. Smith. At a quarter past six,  for it liked to give itself plenty of time,  it drew up at Mrs. Goulds house in Palace Street, and Mrs. Smith stepped into it with two bundles; one bundle containing the baby, the other the babys clothes.

It happened that she was the only passenger that Sunday evening; the omnibus, therefore, not having a full load, tore and jolted along to its hearts content, pretty nearly shaking Mrs. Smith to pieces. In vain, when she dared free a hand for a moment, did she hammer at the windows and roof; but her hands had full occupation, the one taking care of the breathing bundle, the other clasping the cushions, the woodwork, anything to steady herself. In vain she shrieked out to the driver that her brains were being shaken out of her, herself battered to atoms; the driver was a phlegmatic man, and rarely paid attention to these complaints of his passengers. He knew, shaken or not, they must go by him, unless they had a private conveyance; and the knowledge made him independent. The consequence of all the speed and jolting on this particular evening was, that the omnibus arrived at Great Wennock Station unusually early, twenty minutes before the up-train would start, and five minutes before the down-train was expected in.

Mrs. Smith, vowing vengeance against the driver and the omnibus, declared she would lay a complaint, and bounced out to do so. But the clerk at the station  and there was only one on duty that Sunday evening, and he a very young man  aggravatingly laughed in Mrs. Smiths face at the account she gave of her bruises, and said the omnibus had nothing to do with him. Mrs. Smith, overflowing with wrath, took herself and her bundles into the first-class waiting-room, and there sat down. The room opened on one side to the platform, and on the other to the road, lately the scene of Mrs. Smiths unpleasant journey.

Five minutes, and the down-train came steaming in. Some five or six passengers alighted, not more; the English as a nation do not prefer Sundays for making long journeys; and the train went steaming on again. The passengers all dispersed, except one; they belonged to Great Wennock; that one crossed the line when it was clear, and came into the waiting-room.

It was Mr. Carlton, the medical gentleman whom the sick lady had wished to employ. He was of middle height, slender, and looking younger than his years, which may have been seven or eight and twenty; his hair and complexion were fair, his eyes a light blue, his features regular. It was a good-looking face, but singularly impassive, and there was something in the expression of the thin and closely-compressed lips not pleasing to many an eye. Altogether his appearance was that of a gentleman in rather a remarkable degree.

Discerning some one sitting there in the twilight,  for the station generally neglected to light up its waiting-rooms on a Sunday night,  he lifted his hat momentarily, and walked straight across to the door, where he stood gazing down the road. Nothing was to be seen except the waiting omnibus, its horses still steaming.

Taylor, said Mr. Carlton, as the railway clerk came out whistling, and took a general view outside, having probably nothing else to do, do you know whether my groom has been here with the carriage?

No, sir, not that I have seen; but we only opened the station five minutes ago.

Mr. Carlton retraced his steps indoors, glancing keenly at the middle-aged woman seated there. She paid no attention to him; she was allowing her anger to effervesce. It was too dark for either to discern the features of the other; a loss not felt, as they were strangers. He went again to the door, propped himself against its post, and stood peering down the South Wennock road, softly whistling.

Dobson, he called out, as the driver of the omnibus came up to look after his patient horses, did you see my servant anywhere as you came along? I sent him orders to be here to meet the train.

Naw, sir, I didnt see nothing on him, was Dobsons reply. Like to take advantage of the bus, sir?  it be a-going back empty.

No, thank you, replied Mr. Carlton, some sarcasm in his tone. You had the chance of bumping me to a jelly once; I dont intend to give it you a second time.

That was afore I knowed who you was, sir. I dont bump our gentry. I takes care of my driving when Ive got any o them inside.

They may trust you if they will. If my carriage is not here shortly, I shall walk.

Dobson, seeing no chance of a customer, ascended to his seat, whipped up his horses, and set off home; his hat bobbing upwards with his speed, and his omnibus flying behind him.

By this time it wanted ten minutes to seven: the period, as Mrs. Smith had been informed, when she could get her ticket. She deposited the live bundle at the very back of the wide sofa, and went to procure it. Mr. Carlton turned in at the door again, whistling still, when a faint, feeble cry was heard to proceed from the sofa.

It brought him and his whistling to a standstill. He stood looking at the sofa, wondering whether his ears had deceived him. The cry was repeated.

Why, bless my heart, if I dont believe it is a child! he exclaimed.

Approaching the sofa, he dived into the wrappings and flannels, and felt something warm and soft. He could not see; the obscurity was too great for that, although a distant lamp from the platform threw its rays partially in. Mr. Carlton drew some wax matches from his pocket; struck one, and held its light over the face of the child. He had rarely in his life seen so small a one, and the little thing began to cry as Mrs. Smith came in.

So you have woke up, have you! cried she. Its an odd thing to me that you could sleep through the doings of that wicked omnibus. Come along, baby; five minutes yet before we get into the train.

I thought magic must be at work, to hear a human cry from what looked like a packet of clothes, said Mr. Carlton. I lighted a match to make sure whether it was a child or a rabbit.

It is as much like a rabbit as a child yet, poor little thing; I never saw such a baby born.

It is not at its full time, observed Mr. Carlton.

Full time! repeated Mrs. Smith, who had by no means recovered the equanimity that had been shaken out of her, and resented the remark as an offence. Who are you, young man, that you should offer your opinion to me? What do you know of infants, pray?

At least as much as you, my good lady, was the answer, given with unruffled equanimity. I have brought plenty of them into the world.

Oh, then, you are a doctor, I suppose, she said, somewhat mollified.

Yes, I am a doctor; and, as a doctor, I will tell you that little specimen of humanity is not fit to travel.

I dont say it is; but necessity has to do many things without reference to fitness.

When was it born?

Yesterday morning. Sir, have you any influence in this neighbourhood?

Why do you ask? returned Mr. Carlton.

Because, if you have, I hope you will use it to put down that dangerous omnibus. The way it jolts and rattles over the road is enough to kill any one whos inside of it. I went by it to South Wennock this morning, and that was bad enough, as the other passengers could testify; but in coming back by it this evening I did really think I should have lost my life. Jolting ones head up to the roof, taking ones feet off the floor, jolting ones body against the sides and seat! I shall be sore all over for a week to come; and the more I knocked and called, the faster the sinner drove. And I with this baby to protect all the while.

It is a shame, replied Mr. Carlton. What surprises me is, that South Wennock does not rise up against it. Therell be some serious result one of these days, and then it will be altered.

The serious result has come, wrathfully returned Mrs. Smith. A young lady, hardly fit to travel in an easy carriage, went in the omnibus to South Wennock last Friday, and the consequence was the birth of this poor little infant.

Indeed! And what of her?

Well, she is going on all right, as it happens; but it might have been just the other way, you know.

Mr. Carlton nodded. One of the Messrs. Greys patients, I suppose? Was it young Mrs. Lipscome of the Rise?

No, it was not, sir; and who it was dont matter. Whether it was a lady-in-waiting to Queen Victoria or a poor peasant girl, the injurys the same. And much that rascally omnibus cares!

Now then! Take seats for the up-train, cried a man, thrusting in his head.

Mrs. Smith gathered her two bundles together, and went out. And Mr. Carlton crossed to the other door, for his ear had caught the sound of carriage wheels in the distance.


CHAPTER IV.

AN ACCIDENT.

DASHING up with the speed of the omnibus came an open carriage, driven by a servant in livery. The man was the same who had been so supercilious to Judith Ford at Mr. Carltons residence; the carriage, a light, elegant, vehicle, was the same spoken of by Mrs. Gould as the cabrioily.

Mr. Carlton stepped out of the station as it stopped, and peered at his servant, as well as the dusky night would permit him. The man had transgressed against the rules of sobriety once or twice, and his master suspected the delay might have arisen from the same cause now. But he seemed sober enough as he jumped down.

What were the orders you received, Evan?

Im very sorry to be late, sir; I cant in the least make out how it was, was the deprecating answer. When I met the umnibus coming back, sir, Im sure you might have knocked me down with a feather. I know I started in time, and

No lie, Evan, quietly interrupted Mr. Carlton. You know you did not start in time.

He motioned the man round to the other side, ascending himself to the drivers seat. It was not often Mr. Carlton took the reins; perhaps he still doubted his servants perfect sobriety to-night.

You have not got your lamps lighted.

No, sir, I thought theyd not be wanted. And they wouldnt be, neither, but for them clouds obscuring the moon.

Mr. Carlton drove off. Not quite with the reckless speed that characterized the omnibus, but pretty quickly. The light carriage had good springs; those of the omnibus had probably been gone long ago. There was one smooth bit of road about midway between the towns, and they had reached this, and were bowling along, when, without any warning, the horse started violently and fell. Mr. Carlton and his man were both thrown out, and the shafts of the carriage were broken.

It was the work of an instant. One moment spinning along the road; the next, lying on it. Mr. Carlton was the first to rise. He was certainly shaken, and one of his legs seemed not quite free from pain; but there was no material damage done. What had made the horse start he could not imagine; there was nothing to cause it, so far as he could see. Mr. Carlton went to its head and strove to raise it, but it was more than he could accomplish.

Evan, he called out.

There was no reply. Mr. Carlton turned to look for his man, and found him lying without motion on the ground. Evan appeared to be senseless.

Well, this is a pretty state of things! cried the surgeon aloud.

Whats to-do? Whats up? exclaimed a voice in the rear. It came from a peasant woman who was approaching a gate that led to a roadside field. And at that moment the moon came out from behind the clouds, and threw its light upon the scene.

Are there any men about? asked Mr. Carlton. I must have help.

She shook her head. Theres nobody about but me: my husband  pointing to a hut just within the gate is down with fever. Did the horse fall? Why  goodness save us! Theres a man lying there!

I must have help, repeated Mr. Carlton. Neither man nor horse can lie here.

The woman stooped over the horse. I dont think hes much hurt, she said. Some of those horses are as obstinate as mules after a fall, and wont get up till it suits em to do it. Maybe one of his legs is sprained. What caused it, sir?

Thats more than I know, was the surgeons answer. He was always sure-footed until to-night. His falling is to me perfectly inexplicable.

The woman seemed to muse. She had left the horse, and was now regarding Evan. The man lay quite still, and she raised herself again.

I dont like these unaccountable accidents, she observed in a dreamy tone: these accidents that come, and nobody can tell why. They bode ill luck.

They bring ill luck, enough, without boding it, returned Mr. Carlton.

They bode it too, said the woman, with a nod of the head. Take care, sir, that no ill happens to you in the next few hours or few days.

What ill should happen to me? asked Mr. Carlton, smiling at the womans superstition.

We can none of us tell beforehand, sir, what the ill hanging over us may be, or from what quarter it will come, was the answer. Perhaps you were going a journey?  I dont know, sir, of course, or who you may be;  but if you were, I should say halt, and turn aside from the road you were bound for.

My good woman, I do think you must be out of your mind! exclaimed Mr. Carlton.

No, I am not, sir; but perhaps I have observed more, and keener, than most folks. Im certain  Im convinced by experience, that many of these accidents, these hindrances, are only warnings  if we were but wise enough to take them as such. You, now, sir, were on your road to some place

To South Wennock, a mile off, interrupted Mr. Carlton, some satire in his tone.

South Wennock; so be it, sir. Then what I would say is, was I you I wouldnt go on to South Wennock: Id rather turn and go back whence I came. This may be sent as a warning to stop your journey there.

But for the untoward and vexatious circumstances around him, the surgeon would have laughed outright. Why, I live at South Wennock, he exclaimed, raising his head from his man-servant, over whom it had been again bent. But the question now is, not what luck, good or ill, may be in store for me, he added, turning to the horse, but where and how I can get assistance. Heres a helpless horse, and theres a helpless man. First of all, can you bring me a little water?

She went away without a word, and brought back a brown pitcher full of it, and a small cup. Mr. Carlton took them from her.

And now can you go to the Red Lion at South Wennock, and tell them to send the necessary aid?

Im willing, sir. My husband wont take any harm at being left: though its mighty ill he is.

Who attends him?

Ive had nobody to him as yet. We poor folks cant afford a doctor till things come to the very worst with us, and lifes almost on the ebb.

Very unwise policy, remarked Mr. Carlton. Well, my good woman, you do this little service for me, and Ill step in as soon as you bring assistance, and see what I can do for your husband.

Are you a doctor, sir?

I am. Let Mrs. Fitch send an easy carriage: and a couple of men had better come with it. But, I think as you do, that my horse is lying there in temper more than in real injury.

Is he hurt, sir, do you think? she asked, pointing to the man.

I think he is only stunned. Make the best of your way for this help, theres a good soul. Tell Mrs. Fitch it is for Mr. Carlton. The woman, strong and sturdy, strode away with a will that Mr. Carlton himself could not have surpassed, and was back again with all requisite aid, in a short time. Mr. Carlton had his horse up then. It appeared to have sprained its leg, but to have received no other damage. Evan was still unconscious. The surgeon snatched a moment to go in and look at the womans husband, whom he found suffering from low fever. He told her if she would come to his house the following morning, he would give her certain medicines suited for his case. Great commotion the damaged procession caused when it made its entry into South Wennock; greater commotion still at the dwelling of Mr. Carlton. The horse was led round to the stable and a veterinary surgeon was sent for, and Mr. Carlton himself attended to his man. Evan had recovered consciousness during the journey, and his master found his injuries were only slight.

Mr. Carlton had remembered the value of appearance when he took this house,  one of more pretension than a young surgeon need have entered upon. On either side the entrance was a sitting-room: a rather fine staircase led above to a handsome drawing-room, and to large bedrooms. The drawing-room and some of the bedrooms were not furnished; but there was plenty of time for that.

Evan attended to, Mr. Carlton went down to the hall, and turned into the sitting-room on his left hand, generally called the diningroom. It had two windows  the one looking to the front; the other, a large, low, bay window, looking on the garden, at the side of the house. Both windows had the blinds drawn now, and the room was only lighted by a fire. Mr. Carlton gave it a vigorous poke to stir it into a blaze, and rang the bell.

It was answered by a maid-servant, a respectable woman of middle age. This woman, Evan the groom, and a boy, comprised the household. The boys work was to carry out the medicines, and to stop in the surgery and answer callers at other times.

I want Ben, Hannah.

Yes, sir; Ill send him in. Youll take something to eat, wont you, sir?

I should like something; I have had nothing since breakfast this morning. What have you in the house?

Theres cold beef, sir, and

That will do, interrupted Mr. Carlton; the cold beef. Send Ben here.

Ben made his appearance: the same young gentleman who had been insolent to Judith Ford on the Friday evening. He stood before his master the very picture of humility.

Any messages or letters for me, Ben?

There havent been any letters, sir, was Bens answer. Two or three folks have been in to see you, but they went away again when they found you were out. And there came a message yesterday from Captain Chesney, sir, and another from him this morning. He was worse, the black man said, and in a dreadful way at your being away; and he told the man to say, that if you werent with him to-day, he should call in Mr. Grey.

He may call in the deuce if he likes, was Mr. Carltons answer, spoken in momentary irritation. Is that all, Ben?

Its all, sir.

Ben might have said with more correctness, all that he remembered. He withdrew, and Mr. Carlton stood a moment in thought. Then he went to the hall and caught up his hat, just as Hannah was coming from the kitchen with a tray in her hand. She looked surprised to see her master going out, thinking he was waiting to take the refreshment.

When I come back, he said to her. You can have it ready for me.

He took his way to the Rise, intending to pay a visit to the gentleman who had sent the irritable messages, Captain Chesney. Some doctors might not have been so ready to go off at an inconvenience to a patient whom they knew perfectly well to be in no sort of danger: Mr. Carlton himself would certainly not, for his disposition was more haughty than complaisant; but he was swayed by a different motive from any connected with his profession.

About three months previously, Captain Chesney, a post-captain on half-pay, had settled at South Wennock, removing to it from the neighbourhood of Plymouth. The house he took was called Cedar Lodge, a small white villa, standing back from the high-road amidst a wilderness of a garden. Not that it deserved the name, wilderness, from being badly kept, but because of the thick shrubs and trees that crowded it. It was excellently kept; for the old naval captain was a precise man, and would insist on having things neat and nice about him, however short the money might run that kept them so. Like many another naval captain, his means were at all times terribly low.

The captain had three daughters, Jane, Laura, and Lucy. There was a wide difference in their ages: as is frequently the case when the father of a family serves his country, whether by sea or by land, and his absences from home are of long duration. But there is no time to notice these young ladies at present; their turn will come by-and-by.

Labouring under frequent attacks of gout, Captain Chesneys naturally hot temper had grown irritable and more irritable. Gout perhaps was the chief cause: certainly the irritability was much more marked when the gout was upon him. Accident had led to his calling in Mr. Carlton. When the captain first arrived at South Wennock, he was suffering, and he sent out his black servant, Pompey, a devoted man who had been with him for years, to bring back a doctor. Pompey, a stranger to the place, made his inquiries and arrived at the house of Mr. Grey. Mr. Grey and Mr. Stephen were both out; but their assistant promised Pompey that one of them should attend before the day closed; and it was then late in the afternoon. Pompey went back with the message, and it put the captain into one of his fits of irritation. A doctor he wanted at once, and a doctor hed have: and Pompey was ordered out again to find another. He went direct to Mr. Carltons, having noticed the plate upon the door in returning from Mr. Greys: Mr. Lewis Carlton, Consulting Surgeon. Mr. Carlton was at home, and from that hour to this had attended Captain Chesney. The captain during the winter had had attack after attack, and Mr. Carlton had been in the house most days; had become, so to say, intimate with the family.

Mr. Carlton proceeded up the Rise. Captain Chesneys house was on the right, about half-way up the hill. Opening the gate, a winding path between the thick trees took him to the house door; and it was only through that path that a glimpse of the road could be caught from the lower windows. Before those windows was a sloping green lawn, to which they opened; and a flower garden lay on the side of the house. It was a pretty place, though small; in every way, excepting size, fitted for the abode of a gentleman.

Mr. Carlton glanced at the sitting-room windows, and saw a faint glimmer of fire. But a bright light burnt in the room above, the chamber of Captain Chesney.

Not home from church yet, murmured Mr. Carlton to himself, as he rang the bell. Miss Chesney generally goes to that late one at the other end of the town. I wonder if  all  are gone?

The honest blackface of Pompey shone with delight when he saw who was the visitor. Massa had been talking, only then, of sending him off for the other doctor, Mr. Grey, he whispered; and Mr. Carlton, with a haughty throw-back of his own head as he heard it,  for, somewhat curious to say, this irritation on the part of his patient tended to render him irritable,  stepped upstairs to the captains room.

The captain was in bed. Mr. Carlton had just brought him through one of his worst attacks of gout, and he was really progressing towards convalescence as fast as he possibly could. There was no need whatever for Mr. Carlton or any other doctor to visit him; but it was always during the period of recovery that Captain Chesney was most impatient and irritable. He was a short man, as are most sailors, with a pair of brilliant brown eyes, overhanging grey eyebrows, and grey hair. The daughter who was sitting with him, Laura Chesney, and whom he despatched from the room when he heard the surgeons step, had just such eyes, as brilliant and as beautiful.

Mr. Carlton took his seat between the bed and the fire, facing Captain Chesney: and he waited until that gentlemans anger should be over, before he proceeded to question his patient professionally.

I could not help myself, Captain Chesney, he quietly said, when there was a lull in the storm; and it may be remarked that in the presence of the captain, Mr. Carlton retained his own suavity unruffled, however provoking the captains tongue might be. I received a telegraphic message from my father, desiring me to go to town without a moments delay, if I wished to see him alive. The hasty note I sent to you explained this.

And I might have died! growled the captain.

Pardon me, sir. Far from dying, I knew you were not in the least danger. Had you been so in ever so slight a degree, I should have requested one of the Messrs. Grey to attend you for me.

Had you not come in to-night, I should have sent for them myself, retorted the captain. Its monstrous to suppose I am to lie here in this pain with no doctor to come near me.

But, Captain Chesney, I feel sure the pain is nothing like what it has been. Have you not been up to-day?

No, I have not been up. And I dont choose to get up, added the irritable captain.

Well, we will have you up to-morrow, and you will be all the better for it, said the surgeon soothingly.

Ugh! grunted the captain. Did you find your father dead?

No. I am glad to say I found him a trifle better than he had been when they telegraphed for me. But his life, I think, cannot be much prolonged. The obligation to attend his summons promptly, to see him, if possible, before death, lay urgently upon me, Captain Chesney; for he and I had been at variance, continued Mr. Carlton, vouchsafing a piece of confidence into which he was rarely betrayed.

It was nothing to Captain Chesney. His medical attendant was his medical attendant, and nothing else; none less likely than the haughty old man to make of him even a temporary friend.

He has not been a good father to me, resumed the surgeon, looking dreamily into the fire. Anything but that. And I lost my mother when I was an infant. But for that loss I might be different from what I am.

Men in this life are mostly what their own actions make them, sir; without reference to their father and mother, returned the captain in a hard tone.

Ah, said Mr. Carlton. But I meant with regard to happiness. You dont know what my childhood and youth were, without my mother. Had she lived, it would have been so different.

Is your father a poor man? asked the captain, taking a momentary interest in the question.

Oh dear no. He is a rich one. And I  Mr. Carlton suddenly laid pointed emphasis on the words am his only son, his only child.

I think that physic ought to be changed.

The remark recalled Mr. Carlton to the present. He stood up, reached the medicine-bottle pointed to by Captain Chesney, and was the composed professional attendant again. A very few minutes, and the visit ceased.

As Mr. Carlton left the chamber, the captain caught hold of the silken ribbon tied to his bedstead, that communicated with the bell-rope, and rang a peal loud enough to awaken the seven sleepers. It was for Pompey to show the doctor out; and Pompey generally was favoured with this sort of peal.

Mr. Carlton closed the bedroom door, stepped along the corridor, and met a girl, young and beautiful, who appeared at the door of another room. It was Laura Chesney, and her luminous dark eyes were raised to Mr. Carlton as he took her hand, and then were dropped behind the dark lashes which closed on her hot cheek.

A hot cheek then; a cheek like a red, red rose. That his presence called those blushes up, none could doubt; and in Mr. Carltons low tones, as he addressed her, there was a tenderness which told its own tale. Never man loved woman more passionately than he, the surgeon, had learned to love Laura Chesney.

Oh, Laura! I did not expect this. I thought you were out.

No. Jane and Lucy went to church, but I stayed with papa. When did you return? she softly whispered.

To-night only. Laura! he continued, his tone one of wild fervour, to meet you thus, unlooked-for, seems like a sudden glimpse of heaven.

One lingering pressure of the hands, and then Mr. Carlton was on his way down again, for Pompey had appeared on the scene. Laura listened for the closing of the hall-door; for the last echoes of the footfalls on the gravel-path, footfalls that for her ear were as the very sweetest music; and when they had died away to silence, she gave a sigh, born of intense emotion, and stepped on to her fathers room.

Just as Mr. Carlton had gone through the gate, two ladies came up to it  or, rather, a lady and a little girl. He was passing them with merely a word of salutation, a lift of the hat, when the lady stopped, and addressed him in low and gentle tones.

You are back then, Mr. Carlton. Have you seen papa?

I have been paying him a visit now, Miss Chesney. He is considerably better. The pain has not gone, but I am sure it is nothing to what it was, even when I left. A day or two, and he will, I hope, be downstairs again.

The little girl came round to him with a dancing step. Mr. Carlton, I want you to get papa well soon. He has promised to take me out for a whole days holiday as soon as he is well.

Very well, Miss Lucy, answered the surgeon in a merry tone. Ill get him well with all speed, for the sake of your whole days holiday. Good night, young lady; good night, Miss Chesney.

He held the gate open for them to pass through, lifted his hat again, closed the gate after them, and went on down the road. The moon had grown brilliant, and he glanced up at it. Not in reality to look at it, for he had plunged into deep thought. The few words he had spoken to Captain Chesney had brought vividly before him his past life; its good and ill doings, its discomforts, its recklessness, its sins. His father, who was in the same profession as himself, a surgeon, in large practice in a populous but not desirable quarter of London, lying eastward, had been rather given to sins and recklessness himself, and no good example had ever been placed before the boy, Lewis. Had his mother lived, as he remarked to Captain Chesney, things would have been widely different. Allowed to have his own way in childhood, allowed to have it in youth and in early manhood, insomuch as that no control or supervision was exercised over him, no fatherly guidance extended to him, it was little wonder that he fell into various dangers and difficulties; and, as a sequence, into displeasure with his father. When an array of debts was brought home to stare old Mr. Carlton in the face, he flew into a terrible passion, and swore that he would not pay them. A halfpeace was patched up after a while; the debts were settled, and Mr. Carlton the younger established himself at South Wennock: but the father and son still continued much at variance, no cordiality existing between them. Now the thing was altered, Mr. Carlton senior on a bed of sickness was quite a different man from Mr. Carlton in rude health, and he had allowed himself to be fully reconciled to his son. He had shown him his will, in which he, Lewis, was named sole heir; and he had hinted at the good round sum laid by in bank securities. And Mr. Carlton stepped on now, dreaming a glowing dream; a dream that had become the one wild hope of his life  a marriage with Laura Chesney.

His supper was laid ready when he reached home. Before sitting down to it, he drew three or four letters from his pocket, took them from the envelopes, and began to look over them as if for the purpose of sorting.

I must keep that one, he said to himself, as he glanced down the writing, and replaced it in its envelope; these I suppose may be burnt. Stay, though  Ill have my supper first.

He sat down before the tray and cut himself some meat. Barely had he begun to eat it, when Ben came in with a face of contrition, holding a note in his hand.

What now, boy? asked Mr. Carlton.

I am sorry I forgot it, sir, when you asked me. I put it in the letter-rack in the surgery, and it slipped my memory. It was brought here, sir, the night that you went away.

Mr. Carlton, putting down his knife and fork, opened the note and ran his eyes over its contents. Ben, who had gone away, heard his master shouting to him.

Come back, sir! Who brought this?

Ben could not tell who brought it: except that it was a woman with a big bonnet on; a bonnet as big as a house.

Mr. Carlton read the note again, read it attentively. Then he rose, hastily sorted the letters on the table, putting aside the one which he wished to preserve, and throwing the rest indiscriminately into the fire. Ill take this down at once and then it will be safe, he said to himself, alluding to the letter he had preserved. If I dont keep it as a proof, the old man, when he gets well, may be for saying that he never wrote it.

The old man thus somewhat irreverently alluded to, was Mr. Carltons father. Mr. Carlton carried the letter downstairs to a private safe and locked it up. When he returned to the sitting-room he put his hand into his pocket for the note just brought to him by his servant-boy, and could not find it. It was not in any of his pockets, it was not on the table: and Mr. Carlton came to the conclusion that he had burnt it with the rest.

How stupid I am! he exclaimed. What was the number, now? Thirteen, I think. Thirteen, Palace Street. Yes, that was it.

He passed into the hall without further delay, put on his hat, and left the house. Hannah heard him, and went into the parlour to remove the tray.

I never saw such patients as his! she exclaimed wrathfully, when she found her masters supper had been interrupted. They cant even let him get his meals in peace.


CHAPTER V.

MR. CARLTONS VISIT.

THE moon shone brightly on the long street of South Wennock, as Mr. Carlton the surgeon stepped along it with a fleet foot. He was on his way to the house in Palace Street, number thirteen.

The widow herself came to the door in answer to his ring. She dropped a curtsey when she saw who stood there.

Is this Mrs. Goulds?

Yes, sir; if you please, sir. I am Mrs. Gould, sir.

I have just opened a note, on my return from London; one that was left at my house a day or two ago; requesting me to call here to see a patient, said Mr. Carlton. A Mrs.  Mrs.

Mrs. Crane, sir, said the widow, supplying the name for which Mr. Carlton appeared at fault. Its all happily over, sir, and she is doing well.

Mr. Carlton stared at her as if he were thunderstruck.  Over ! he repeated. Happily over! Why she  I understood  if I read her note aright  did not expect it for two months to come!

No more she didnt, sir, and it was all that omnibuss doings. It pretty near shook the life out of her.

Omnibus! he returned, seeming completely at sea. What omnibus? what are you talking of?

Perhaps you dont know the circumstances yet, sir, returned the widow. The lady arrived here from London, sir, a stranger, and was recommended by Mrs. Fitch to my apartments. So young, she looked quite a girl

But about her illness? interposed Mr. Carlton, whose time was being wasted.

I was coming to it, sir. Afore she had well done her tea that same evening, she grew ill: the omnibus had shook her frightfully, she said  and you know what that omnibus is yourself, sir. Instead of getting better, she got worse, and early the next morning the baby was born. Such a mite of a baby, sir! added Mrs. Gould in a confidential tone. I have seen many a wax-doll bigger. Some person came down from London this morning and took it away.

A conviction entered the surgeons mind that the mite of a baby he had seen at Great Wennock station, that evening, must be the one in question. Who attended? he inquired.

Mr. Stephen Grey. But he only attended for you, sir, I believe, as the lady wished to have you. She had been recommended to you.

Recommended to me!

Well, yes, sir; we understood her to say so. Shell explain to you, herself, no doubt. Of course we cant but think the circumstances altogether are somewhat strange.

Is she doing well?

Couldnt be doing better. Will you walk up, sir?

The colloquy had taken place at the open door; the widow standing inside, Mr. Carlton out. He made a movement to enter, but stopped in hesitation.

It is late to disturb her to-night. She may be asleep.

She is not asleep, sir. Leastways she wasnt five minutes ago, when I went up to call Pepperfly down to her supper, which shes now having with me in the kitchen. I dare say shed like you to go up, sir, and to know that you are back again.

He went in, and laid his hat on the stand that stood in the passage. Mrs. Gould ran briskly towards the kitchen.

Just one moment, sir, while I get a light, for theres none up-stairs, she said, in a tone of apology for leaving him waiting. When the nurse came down, Mrs. Crane sent the candle away by her, saying shed rather be without it.

Passing the parlour door and the room behind it  which room was a bed-chamber, and Mrs. Gould took the opportunity of sleeping in it when her permanent lodger was absent  she tripped into the kitchen, a very small apartment built out at the back, seized the candle on the table, by the light of which Mrs. Pepperfly was eating her supper, unceremoniously left that lady in the dark, and was back in an instant to marshal Mr. Carlton up the stairs. Arrived at the door of the sitting-room, he took the light from her hand.

That will do, thank you, Mrs. Gould, he said, sinking his voice to a whisper. I had better go in alone. She may have dropped asleep.

Mrs. Gould was nothing loth to be dismissed. She had been disturbed at her supper, and was glad to return to it. In consequence of her having gone to church that evening, the meal was being taken later than usual. She closed the door on Mr. Carlton, leaving him alone.

He passed through the sitting-room, softly opened the door of the bed-chamber and entered it, shading the light with his hand. The chamber was quite still, and he believed Mrs. Crane to be alone. In point of fact, however, Judith was sitting at the extreme end of it, behind the bed-curtains, which were drawn round that side of the bed and at the foot. Quiet as his movements were, they awoke Mrs. Crane, who had fallen into a doze, as she looked round with a start, and raised her head  as we are all apt to do when suddenly awakened, especially in illness.

Mr. Carlton put down the light on a table by the door, approached the bed, and addressed her. But ere he had said many words or she had scarcely responded, a sound, as of a rustling movement on the other side of the bed, caught his ear.

What is that? he abruptly called out.

What is what? repeated the invalid, whose ears had not been as quick as his own.

Mr. Carlton stepped round the bed. Is any one here? he asked.

There appeared to be no one, for the question elicited neither sound nor answer. Sufficient light came from the candle to enable him to discern a second door on that side. He drew it open: it was pushed to, but not latched, and the moonlight streamed full upon the landing from the staircase window. But Mr. Carlton could neither see nor hear any one, and he came to the conclusion that he had been mistaken.

I thought I heard some one in the room, he said, in a tone of apology, as he returned to the chamber, Indeed there is no one here, said the sick lady. The nurse went down to her supper. It must have been in the next house: we hear the noises there nearly as plainly as though they were in this.

That was it then, said Mr. Carlton.

You will be at no loss, however, to understand that the noise had been caused by Judith. Finding it was Mr. Carlton who had entered, and not deeming it right to make a third at an interview between a doctor and his patient, she had hastened to escape through the half-opened door, near to which she was sitting. Her slippers were entirely of list  for Judith Ford had been furnished with all the requisites for a sick-room in her last place  and the stairs were carpeted, and she ran swiftly and silently down them, unconscious of the commotion she had so innocently caused. Mrs. Crane had not known she was there: in fact, it was only a minute or two before that Judith had entered. She, Judith, made her way to the kitchen, where Mrs. Gould and the nurse were in full enjoyment of cold boiled bacon and pickled onions, by the light of a fresh candle.

Where on earth did you spring from? exclaimed the widow.

From upstairs, replied Judith.

I never heard you come in. I thought you were keeping house next door, while your sister had her Sunday evening out.

So I was, but Margaret has come home now, and I just stepped in to see if I could do anything. I saw you two were at supper as I passed the window, and didnt disturb you. Mrs. Crane was asleep, however, when I got upstairs, and Mr. Carlton has come in now.

I say, Judith, cried the widow eagerly, did Mr. Carlton say anything to you about the accident?

Mr. Carlton did not say anything to me at all. He did not see me. As soon as I knew who had come in, I stole away quietly. What accident?

There has been a shocking accident to-night, to him and his carriage. They were talking about it in the bar at the Cross Keys, when I went for our supper-beer.

An accident to Mr. Carlton?

Mrs. Gould nodded. She had just taken a large onion in her mouth, and it was not convenient to speak immediately.

It happened as he was coming from Great Wennock, where his servant had took his carriage to meet him at the train, she presently resumed. The carriage was overturned and smashed to pieces, and his horse and servant were both killed.

How dreadful! involuntarily spoke Judith.

I was just telling Mrs. Pepperfly of it, when the ring came to the door, and I assure you, Judy, when I opened it and saw Mr. Carlton himself standing there, it did give me a turn. Me and Mrs. Pepperfly had been wondering whether he wasnt killed too  for nobody seemed to know how it was with him at the Cross Keys  and there stood he! I couldnt make bold to ask questions, for he has the character of being one of those proud men that wont brook them. At any rate, hes not dead. I say, Mrs. Pepperfly, dont you think you ought to be upstairs while hes there?

Mrs. Pepperfly, fond of her supper at least in an equal degree with the widow, resented the suggestion, and held up her plate, in a defiant spirit, for more bacon.

If he wants me, he can ring for me, was her answer, curtly delivered. How is your face to-night, Judith?

Well, it has been very painful all the evening. I think I shall go home and get to bed, continued Judith. It may become easier there.

She did not linger, but bade them good night, and hastened away. She had suffered much from toothache or faceache the last day or two. Mrs. Pepperfly and the widow sat on at their supper, until disturbed by the departure of Mr. Carlton. He had not remained long.

Shell do well, sir? said Mrs. Gould, as she opened the street-door.

Very well indeed; quite well, replied Mr. Carlton. Good night.

Of course tales never lose by carrying, especially if they are bad ones; and that you all know. The current report of the accident in South Wennock that night was precisely the one mentioned by Mrs. Gould  that Mr. Carltons carriage was smashed to pieces, and his horse and man were killed. On the following morning, however, things were found to be looking a little brighter; the groom, under his masters treatment, was progressing quickly towards recovery, the horses sprain was going on well, and the carriage had gone to the coachmakers to be repaired.

Mr. Carlton had to make his visits on foot that day. Towards the middle of it, in passing through High Street, he encountered Mr. Stephen Grey. The two had never met professionally, but they knew each other sufficiently well to nod in passing. Mr. John Grey had more than once been in attendance in conjunction with Mr. Carlton, but it happened that Mr. Stephen had not. Both stopped simultaneously now.

As Mr. Stephen Grey had remarked casually to Judith the previous Friday, there was plenty of room for Mr. Carlton in South Wennock as well as for themselves. Indeed, the death of their brother Robert, combined with the increasing size of the place, had caused the practice to be more than John and Stephen Grey and their assistant could manage, therefore they felt not a shade of jealousy of the new surgeon, who had come and set up amidst them. Honourable, fair-dealing, right-minded men were the brothers Grey, altogether above rankling spite and petty meannesses.

Mr. Stephen Grey had halted to speak of Mrs. Crane. He had been happy to attend her, he said, and would now resign her into the hands of Mr. Carlton.

She is doing quite well, remarked Mr. Carlton.

Quite so, said Mr. Stephen Grey, who had taken the remark as a question. I have not long come from her. If you will step down there with me now, I will explain matters, and  

Would you oblige me by not giving up charge until to-night or to-morrow morning? interrupted Mr. Carlton. What with the confusion caused by last nights accident, and the patients who have grown impatient at my absence, and are exacting double attention, I am so busy to-day that I dont know which way to turn. Before I take Mrs.  Mrs.  Whats the name?

Crane.

Mrs. Crane. It is not a difficult name to remember, and yet it seems to slip from me. Before I take her from your hands I should wish to meet you there, just for explanation, and I have really not time for it now. When I reached home last night and read the note she had sent to me on Friday last, I called, but it was late; she seemed drowsy, and I did not undertake the case. Either to-night or to-morrow morning, Mr. Grey, I shall have the pleasure of meeting you.

Whichever may be most convenient to you, returned Mr. Stephen. Its quite the same to me.

To-night, then, at seven, said Mr. Carlton. If I find that I cannot by any possibility get there he paused in consideration why then, it must be left until to-morrow morning, at ten. But I hope I shall be there this evening. She seems young, this lady.

Quite young. She says shes two-and-twenty, but I should not have thought her so much. How did you manage to meet with that unpleasant accident?

I dont know any more than you know, who were not present. I fancied the horse shied: but it all happened so swiftly I could not be sure. If he did shy, it was very slightly, and I saw nothing that could have induced it; but why he should have fallen, or over what, is inexplicable. It was on that smooth bit of road; the only smooth bit there is, half-way between here and Great Wennock. Evan is doing well, and as to the horse, he is very slightly injured.

The report in the town was, that you were all done for, all killed together; you, the groom, horse, phaeton, and all.

Mr. Carlton laughed. It was difficult to resist the good-humour of Mr. Stephen Grey. And so they parted, each walking a different way.


CHAPTER VI.

WAS THE HOUSE HAUNTED.

AT seven precisely that evening Stephen Grey went to Mrs. Cranes, to wait for Mr. Carlton. Mrs. Crane was flushed, and appeared to be a little feverish.

There has been too much chattering going on, he observed to Judith, who was sitting in the front room.

She will talk, sir, answered Judith. Feeling well, as she does, I suppose its natural.

But not expedient, he returned. Wheres the nurse?

She was here not two minutes before you came in, sir. Perhaps shes gone down for something.

Mr. Stephen rang the bell, and the nurse was heard puffing up in answer. She was sure to puff when going upstairs, however slow her pace might be.

Mrs. Pepperfly, hows this? You have allowed your charge to talk too much.

Well, sir, and she will talk, was Mrs. Pepperflys answer, almost the same as that given by Judith. Shes all right, sir; a little feverish maybe to-night; but its nothing: shes too young and healthy for harm to come nigh her through a bit of talking.

Ill not have her talk until she is stronger, said Mr. Stephen. You must stop it. I must send her in a composing draught now, as I did last night.

Mr. Stephen Grey gave Mr. Carlton more grace than most busy medical gentlemen would have given  waiting for him until a quarter past seven. Then he left. After his departure, Judith went home; her face was paining her very much; and Mrs. Pepperfly remained on guard. Scarcely had Judith gone when Mrs. Crane called to her from the next room.

Judith. Come here, Judith. I want you.

Now, mum, you are not to talk, cried Mrs. Pepperfly, hastening in. Mr. Stephen have been a-blowing me up like anything, for suffering it. He as good as said it was my fault.

Mrs. Crane laughed; laughed out merrily, the nurses tones were so resentfully serious. Oh, well, I will be good, she said. But I do want to speak to Judith for a minute. Is she not there?

No, mum, shes gone home  and Mr. Stephen had better have blown her up instead of me; for Im sure its to her you talk. Settle yourself just for a wink or two of sleep, theres a dear lady.

About eight oclock the nurse was called down to supper. It was her usual hour for taking it, and she had been exceedingly wrathful the previous evening at its having been delayed; the wrath perhaps causing the widow to get it ready punctually to-night. Almost immediately afterwards Mr. Carlton arrived in a hot heat. He had walked from the Rise, he said to Mrs. Gould, who opened the door to him, and was sorry Mr. Stephen Grey had gone. The truth was, Mr. Carlton need not have missed his appointment, but he had lingered at Captain Chesneys. In Lauras society time seemed to fly on wings. Mrs. Gould attended him upstairs, for he said he would see the patient, and then she went down again.

Mr. Carlton had not been talking with the invalid many minutes when a ring at the bell was heard, and some one ascended the stairs. The surgeon went into the sitting-room, thinking it might possibly be Mr. Stephen Grey. It was, however, Mrs. Pepperfly.

Its the draught, please, sir, said she.

Draught? he repeated, taking a small bottle from her hand. What draught? One that Mr. Stephen Grey has sent in?

Yes, sir, the sleeping draught. He said she was excited to-night through talking, and must take one.

Mr. Carlton undid the paper, took out the cork, and smelt it. How strongly it smells of oil of almonds! he exclaimed.

Do it, sir?

Do it! why, cant you smell it yourself? he returned. And once more taking out the cork, which he had replaced, he held the phial towards her.

Yes, sir; but I have a cold. And when I does have a cold upon me, my nose aint worth a rush.

The surgeon was still occupied with the draught, smelling it. Then he tasted it, just putting his finger to the liquid, and that to his tongue.

Extraordinary! he remarked in an undertone. Why should Grey be giving her this? Here, take possession of it, nurse, he added. It is to be given the last thing.

He returned to the bedroom as he spoke, and Mrs. Pepperfly placed the phial on the cheffonier, where other medicine-bottles were arrayed. Then she put her head inside the bed-chamber. Mr. Carlton was standing talking to the sick lady.

Do you want anything, please, maam?

Nothing at present, replied Mrs. Crane. You can go down.

The nurse did as she was bid, and not long afterwards Mr. Carlton said good night to Mrs. Crane, and passed through the sitting-room to take his departure. As he went out on to the landing to descend, he saw what he thought was a face, leaning against the wall by the bedroom door and staring at him; a mans face with thick black whiskers; a strange face, looking stern, white, and cold in the moonlight. Mr. Carlton was of remarkably strong nerve  a bold, fearless man; but the impression this made upon him was so great, that for once in his life he was startled.

Who and what are you? he whispered, his voice insensibly assuming a tone of awe, of terror: for in good truth that face did not look like any earthly one that Mr. Carlton had ever in his life seen.

There was no reply; there was neither movement nor sound. Uncertain whether the moonlight was not playing him some fantastic trick, the surgeon strode back to the sitting-room, brought out the solitary candle and threw its rays around.

Not a soul was there; neither man nor woman, neither ghost nor spirit. And yet Mr. Carlton felt certain that a face had been there. An unaccountable feeling, vague superstition mixed with absolute fear, came over him as he stood there; and yet I say he was by nature a fearless man, and perhaps this was the first time in his remembrance that such terror had assailed him. He threw the light around the landing; he threw it down the stairs; there was no upper story; but nothing was to be seen, and all was silent. Still carrying the light, he went into the bedroom by the door on the landing and cast its rays there. Mrs. Crane glanced up from the bed in surprise.

Were you looking for anything? she asked.

Nothing particular. Good night.

He went straight on to the sitting-room through the intervening door, still glancing around into every nook and corner, and put the candle back on the mantelpiece whence he had taken it  for Mrs. Crane rather liked lying in the dark. Then he wiped his hot face and descended the stairs, willing to persuade himself that he had been mistaken.

I think I must be a fool, he muttered. What has come over me to-night? Is the house haunted?

Soon, all too soon, ere ten oclock had struck, the house was haunted. Haunted by a presence that had no business there  the presence of Death.


CHAPTER VII.

THE COMPOSING DRAUGHT.

IT was Mrs. Gould who ran to open the door for Mr. Carlton on his departure. He spoke with her a minute or two, and then went out, she returning to the kitchen and the society of Mrs. Pepperfly. It may strike the reader that all these details have been given at some length; but, as was afterwards found, the smallest event of that ill-starred night bore its own future significance.

Mrs. Gould and the nurse resumed their gossip, and were plunged full tide in it, the former leaning back in her chair at her ease before the supper-table, on which stood a suspicious-looking green bottle, its contents white, of which both ladies, if the truth may be told, had partaken. The latter rose from her seat and was bending over the fire, stirring something in a saucepan, when there came a loud, sharp rap at the kitchen window. Both started and screamed: the widow clapped her glass and teaspoon down on the table, and Mrs. Pepperfly nearly dropped the candle into the saucepan. Although they knew, had they taken a moment for reflection, that the knock came from Judith, who frequently took that way of making her visit known on coming in from the other house, it considerably startled them.

Judith it was. And she laughed at them as she stepped inside the passage from the yard, and entered the kitchen.

What a simpleton you be, Judy, to come frightening folks in that fashion! cried the widow irascibly. One would think you were a child. Cant you come into the house quiet and decent?

It was as good as a play to see the start you two gave, cried Judith. My face is bad, and I am going to bed, she added, changing her tone; but I thought Id step in first and see if I could do anything more for Mrs. Crane. I suppose shes not asleep?

Shes not asleep yet, for Mr. Carltons but just gone. You can go up and ask her.

It was Nurse Pepperfly who spoke: the widow was still resenting her fright. Mrs. Pepperfly regarded Judith with complaisance, for she took off her hands a great deal of care and trouble, which must otherwise have fallen to the nurses exclusive share.

Judith proceeded upstairs. She felt very tired, for she had been up all Friday and Saturday nights, and though she had gone to bed on Sunday night, she had slept very little, owing to the pain in her face. She was subject to this pain, feeling it whenever she took the slightest cold.

Is that you, Judith? cried Mrs. Crane. How is your face-ache now?

The pains getting easier, maam, was Judiths answer. Mr. Stephen Grey said it would, now the swelling had come on. I stepped in to ask whether I can do anything more for you to-night?

No, thank you; theres nothing more to be done. I suppose the nurse wont be long before she brings up the gruel. You can tell her I am ready for it as you go down. You will be glad to get to bed, Judith.

Well, maam, I shall, and thats the truth. To lie tossing about in pain, as I did last night, tires one more than sitting up.

And the two previous nights you were sitting up. I dont forget it, Judith, if you do.

Oh, maam, thats nothing. Its a mercy that you have not required more sitting up than that. Many do require it.

I! returned Mrs. Crane in hearty tones. I dont believe I required it at all. I am as well as I possibly can be. Mr. Carlton has just said so. I should like to get up to-morrow, Judith.

Judith shook her head, and said something about the danger of being too venturesome.

Youll get about all the surer, maam, for being quiet for another day or two.

At that moment, in came Mrs. Pepperfly; a flaring candle in one hand, a tray with a basin of gruel in the other. Judith, generally suspicious of Mrs. Pepperfly, went up and glanced attentively into the basin, lest that lady should have seasoned it with a few drops of tallow in the ascent. The light shone full on Judiths swollen face, and Mrs. Crane burst into laughter.

I cant help it, she said, as they turned to her in amazement. It is your face that I am laughing at, Judith. It looks like a full moon; your cheeks are quite round.

Oh, maam, I dont mind the look, so that I am easy. The swelling will soon go down again.

Judith wished her good night and departed. Nurse Pepperfly arranged the basin of gruel on the bed, and stood by while it was taken. And now for my composing draught, said Mrs. Crane.

I cant give you that yet, mum, dissented the nurse. The idea of your taking it right upon the gruel!

I dont suppose it would hurt me. It has come, hasnt it?

It came while Mr. Carlton was here, mum. It was that what I brought up, and Mr. Carlton tasted of it. Just like them doctors! they are sure to taste each others medicines.

Mr. Carltons going to meet Mr. Stephen Grey here at ten oclock to-morrow, she observed. And then I shall be under his charge exclusively.

I heered someat of it, mum, was Mrs. Pepperflys answer.

She turned to busy herself about the room, making arrangements for the night with Mrs. Gould, who came up to assist her. By the aid of blankets, a bed had been extemporized for herself on the sofa in the sitting-room, and there she slept, the door between the two rooms being left open that the patient might be still under her supervision. Mrs. Pepperfly had really been on her good behaviour hitherto; afraid, perhaps, to run counter to the strict orders given to her on entering by Mr. Stephen Grey.

About half-past nine or a quarter to ten, when Mrs. Crane had been made comfortable for the night, the nurse pronounced it time for the composing draught.

Just light me to get it, will you? she asked of Mrs. Gould, who happened to have the candle in her hand. And they went into the sitting-room.

The bottle was on the cheffonier where the nurse herself had placed it. She took it to the side of the bed.

Ready, mum?

Quite, said Mrs. Crane.

She, the nurse, poured the contents into a large wine-glass, and Mrs. Crane drank them down, but not before she had made some remark about cherry pie.

How it smells! said Mrs. Gould in a whisper, as she stood by with the candle.

Mr. Carlton said it did, was the nurses answering whisper. Doctors noses be so quick.

It dont want much quickness to smell this, sniffed the landlady.

It was just at the moment that Id took my drop short, and you know

An awful cry; bringing the nurses confession to a standstill; an awful cry of alarm and agony. But whether it came from Mrs. Crane on the bed, or Mrs. Gould by her side, or from both, Nurse Pepperfly was too much startled to know.

Oh, then was commotion in the chamber! What was amiss with their patient? Was it a fainting-fit?  was it a convulsion?  or was it death? Was it the decree of God that was taking her from the world? or had some fatal drug been given to her in error?

There is no mistaking death by those accustomed to the sight; and Mrs. Pepperfly, more thoroughly sobered in brain than she often was, wrung her hands wildly.

Its death! she exclaimed to the landlady. As sure as you and mes standing upright here, its death, and she is gone! That physic must have been poisoned; and perhaps theyll try us both for giving it to her, and hang us after it.

With a hullabaloo that might have been heard over the way, Mrs. Gould tore down the stairs. She was almost out of her senses just then, frightened out of them with consternation and terror. Partly at what had just happened, partly at the nurses remark as to possible consequences to themselves, was she terrified. She burst out at the front door, left it open, and ran panting up the street, some confused notion in her mind of fetching Mr. Grey. Before she gained his house, however, she encountered Mr. Carlton.

Without a word of explanation, for she was too breathless and bewildered to give it, she seized his arm, turned to run back again, and to pull him with her. Mr. Carlton did not relish so summary a mode of proceeding.

Stop! he exclaimed; stop! What does this mean? Whats the matter?

Shes dead! shrieked Mrs. Gould. She is lying dead and stark upon her bed.

Who is dead? repeated Mr. Carlton.

Our lodger. The lady you came to see this evening  Mrs. Crane. The breath has just gone out of her.

Almost with the first word of explanation Mr. Carlton shook her arm away and darted off towards the house, she following in his wake. He disappeared within it; and just at the moment the Reverend William Lycett passed, the curate of St. Marks Church. Mrs. Gould seized his arm as she had previously seized that of Mr. Carlton, sobbed forth some confused words, and took him up the stairs.

The nurse was standing at the foot of the bed, her eyes round with alarm; and Mr. Carlton had thrown down the bed-clothes and placed his ear close to the heart that lay there. He felt the damp forehead, he touched one of the hands.

This is awful! he exclaimed, turning his pale face upon them. I left her well little more than an hour ago.

Is she dead? asked Mr. Lycett.

She is dead, replied the surgeon. What had you been giving her? he demanded of Mrs. Pepperfly, his tone becoming stern and sharp.

It was the first indication of what the consequences might be to them, and Mrs. Pepperfly replied meekly, her apron held to her lips: Sir, I gave her her gruel, and after that I gave her her draught. Its of no good denying it.

That draught! repeated Mr. Carlton to himself in a low tone of reproach. Not so low, however, but that Mr. Lycett caught the words. I was wrong not to take it away with me.

Has she died from poison? whispered Mr. Lycett.

From poison  as I believe. What else can she have died from? Mr. Carlton, as he spoke, had his head bent over the mouth of the dead, inhaling the odour where the breath had once been.

You are not acquainted with the properties of drugs as may be gathered from their smell, I presume, Mr. Lycett, or else

Pardon me, was the interruption, I am quite well acquainted with them. My father is a surgeon, and half my boyhood was spent in his surgery.

Then just bend down here and tell me what you find.

The clergyman did as desired; but drew back his face instantly. Prussic acid, he said in a whisper; and Mr. Carlton gravely nodded in assent. He turned to Mrs. Pepperfly.

What do you say she had been taking? Gruel? and the draught? The gruel first, of course?

Of course, sir. She took that soon after you left. Theres the basin, by token, never took down again.

Mr. Carlton took up the basin pointed out to him. A little gruel remained in it still, which he smelt and tasted.

Theres nothing wrong here, he observed.

And her draught, sir, we gave her some time after, three-quarters of an hour, maybe. Not a minute had she took it when  I shant overget the fright for a year to come  she was gone.

A year! echoed Mrs. Gould from the door, where she had stood trembling and sobbing, her head just inside the chamber. I shant overget it for my whole life.

Where is the bottle? inquired Mr. Carlton.

The bottle! repeated the nurse. Where now did I put it? Oh, its behind you, sir. There, on the little table by the bed head. The bottle which had contained the draught lay there, the cork in it. Mr. Carlton took out the cork, smelt it, recorked it and placed it on the table, a dark scowl on his face.

Do you smell anything wrong? asked Mr. Lycett.

For reply the surgeon handed him the phial, and Mr. Lycett removed the cork for one moment, and put it back again. It was quite sufficient.

Where did the draught come from? inquired the curate. But the next moment his eyes fell on the label, and he saw that it had come from the surgery of the Messrs. Grey.

Mr. Carlton replaced the phial from whence he had taken it, and looked at the landlady. Mrs. Gould, I think you had better go up and ask Mr. Stephen Grey to step round here.

Glad to be away from the death-chamber, yet afraid to remain alone, the woman was not sorry to be sent upon the errand. The streets under the bright moon were as light as day, and she discerned Mr. John Grey standing at his own door long before she reached him. His presence seemed to give an impetus to her speed and excitement, and she broke into sobs again as she made a dash at him. Oh, sir! this will kill some of us.

Mr. Grey, a man of strong mind, decisive in speech,  sometimes, if put out, a little stern in manner,  looked calmly at the widow. Like Judith Ford, he had no patience with nervous nonsense. He was a tall man, with aquiline features and keen dark eyes.

What will kill some of us, Mrs. Gould? Our nerves?

Wheres Mr. Stephen, sir? Oh, sir, shes dead! And it is that draught which Mr. Stephen sent down to-night that has killed her.

Who is dead? returned Mr. Grey in wonderment. What draught? What are you talking about?

The lady Mr. Stephen is attending at my house, sir. He sent her a sleeping draught to-night, and there must have been poison in it, for she died the minute she had swallowed it. I mean the young lady, Mrs. Crane, sir, she added, perceiving that Mr. Grey appeared not to understand her.

Dead! he uttered.

Stone dead, sir. Mr. Carlton said I had better come up for Mr. Stephen Grey. Hes there with Mr. Lycett.

Mr. Grey closed his own door and entered his brothers house. Frederick Grey was coming across the hall.

Is your father in, Frederick?

No. I dont suppose he will be long. I dont know where hes gone, though. Uncle John, we had a letter from mamma this evening.

Did he make up a draught to-night for Mrs. Crane, do you know? continued Mr. Grey, passing over his nephews gratuitous information.

Yes, I know he did, for I was in the surgery at the time. A composing draught. Why? It was sent to Mrs. Crane.

Why, it has just killed her, Master Frederick, put in Mrs. Gould. It was prussic acid, they say, and no composing draught at all.

What thundering nonsense! echoed the boy, who appeared to have caught only the latter words.

Nonsense, is it, sir? sobbed the widow. Shes dead, at any rate.

Frederick Grey glanced quickly at his uncle, as if for confirmation or the contrary.

I am going down there, Frederick. Mrs. Gould says she is dead. As soon as your father comes in, ask him to follow me.

The lad stood looking after them as they went down the street, his brain busy. At that moment he saw their assistant, Mr. Whittaker, approaching from the opposite side of the street. Frederick Grey took his cap from the hall where it was hanging, and went out to meet him.

Mr. Whittaker, they are saying the new patient, Mrs. Crane, is dead. Do you believe it?

Rubbish, retorted Mr. Whittaker. Mr. Stephen told me to-night she was as good as well again. Who says it?

Mother Gould. She has been up here to fetch Uncle John, and he has left word that papa is to follow soon. Tell him, will you?

He vaulted off ere he had well finished speaking, caught up Mrs. Gould at her own door, and ran upstairs after his uncle. Mr. Grey had already entered the chamber of Mrs. Crane. He first satisfied himself that she was really dead, and then began to search out the particulars. Mr. Carlton directed his attention to the bottle.

Mr. Grey, he said, you know how chary we medical fraternity are of bringing an accusation or casting blame one on another; but I do fear some most unfortunate error has been committed. The phial has undoubtedly contained prussic acid in some state, and it appears only too certain that it is prussic acid she has died from.

The phial has certainly had prussic acid in it, returned Mr. Grey; but it is impossible that it can have been sent by my brother.

He may not have made it up himself, returned Mr. Carlton. Is the writing his? Composing draught to be taken the last thing. Mrs. Crane.

That is his, and I believe he made up the draught himself. But as to his having put prussic acid in it, I feel sure he did not do so.

I was here when it arrived, and I detected the smell at once, said Mr. Carlton. At the first moment I thought it was oil of almonds; the next I felt sure it was prussic acid. Not that I suspected for an instant it contained sufficient to destroy life, the slightest drop, perhaps; though why Mr. Stephen Grey should have put it in I did not understand. Now I cannot tell you why it was, but I could not get that smell out of my head. I think it may have been from reading that case of fatal error in the Lancet last week. You know what I mean?

Mr. Grey nodded.

And before I left I told Mrs. Crane not to take the draught unless she heard from Mr. Stephen Grey again. As I went home I called at your house; but Mr. Stephen was not at home. I intended just to mention the smell to him. Had he said it was all right, there was an end of all apprehension; but mistakes have been so frequent of late as to put medical men on their guard.

True, assented Mr. Grey.

I have only a word to finish, continued Mr. Carlton. When I found I could not see Mr. Stephen Grey, I went home, made up a composing draught, and was coming out with it when an urgent message was brought to me to see a patient. It lay in my way here, and I was as quick as could be, but  as you see  not sufficiently so.

Mr. Carlton slightly pointed to the bed as he concluded. Frederick Grey, who had stood by, listening eagerly, suddenly stepped up to him.

Have you that draught with you, sir?

Of course I have, replied Mr. Carlton. But he did not seem pleased with the lads tones, so unaccountably abrupt and haughty. Here it is, he added, taking it from his pocket. You will find no prussic acid in that.

Frederick Grey received the small bottle in his hand, uncorked it, smelt it, and tasted it, just as Mr. Carlton had done by the fatal one. Doctors, as Mrs. Pepperfly remarked, like to taste physic; and Frederick had possibly caught up the habit, for he was already being initiated into the mysteries of the profession, under his uncle and father.

No, theres no prussic acid in that, said he. Neither was there in the draught made up by my father. I stood by him the whole of the time and watched him make it up.

They were interrupted by Mr. Stephen Grey. To describe his grief and consternation when he saw the dead, would be impossible. Mr. Whittaker had given him the message, had told him Mrs. Gould had been to them with a tale that the lady was dead; but Mr. Stephen, who knew of old Mrs. Gould and her fears, had set it down in his own mind that the lady had only fainted. Mr. Stephen heard the details with astonishment. They were unaccountable; but he warmly repudiated the suspicion as to the error having been made by himself.

The thing appears to be perfectly inexplicable, exclaimed Mr. Lycett.

Stephen Grey laid his hand lightly on the brow of the corpse. I declare, said he in an earnest, solemn tone, in the presence of what remains of this poor young lady; nay, I declare it in a more solemn presence  that of God, who now hears me  that there was no prussic acid, or any other poison whatever, in the sleeping draught I sent here this night. Some foul play has been at work; or else some most grievous and unaccountable mischance has been unwittingly committed. Mr. Carlton, we must do our best to fathom this. You will aid me in it?

Mr. Carlton did not hear the words. He had fallen into a reverie. Perhaps he was trying to account for the events of that night. His thoughts at that moment were not so much given to the unhappy dead, as to the face he had seen, or thought he had seen, upon the staircase landing earlier in the evening. That the face was none of his own fancys conjuring: that it was not an appearance from the world of spirits, but one belonging to a living, breathing person, he felt in his judgment convinced. Did he connect that face with the dark deed which had followed? Did he suspect that that stealthy visitor, whoever it might be, was the serpent watching and waiting to deal the deadly blow? It cannot at present be told; but it is certain that Mr. Carlton did attach a dread fear, not the less strong for its being vague and undefined, to that shadowy face.

Vague indeed! More than once he caught himself fancying  nay, almost wishing  that it was only a supernatural appearance from the other world.


CHAPTER VIII.

THE COBWEBBED JAR.

WHAT was now to be done? How were they to set about fathoming  as Mr. Stephen Grey suggested  this dreadful business? It was so shrouded in mystery! The poor form, calm and still now, lay upon the bed, and the wondering gentlemen stood around it. Medical men come into contact with strange phases of human life, as exhibited in mans passage from the cradle to the grave, but this little knot of the brethren could only acknowledge to themselves, that of all strange occurrences which had ever passed under their notice, this appeared to be the strangest.

Mr. Carlton suddenly left his place from the far-side of the bed, held the door open, and motioned the two women from the room. He then in like manner motioned young Frederick Grey. But the boy, who was standing against the wall, close to it, did not stir in answer.

Id rather stay in, Mr. Carlton, he fearlessly said. Is there any reason why I may not do so?

Mr. Carlton hesitated. The words of the boy, spoken out so boldly, had caused the three gentlemen near the bed to look round. Mr. Carlton evidently did wish him to leave the room, but he as evidently did not see his way quite clear to making him do so.

Is he discreet? he asked, looking to the two brothers for an answer.

Perfectly so, replied Mr. John Grey, who did not himself see any reason why his nephew should be expelled.

Mr. Carlton closed the door and returned to the group. Mr. Stephen Grey has suggested a doubt of foul play, he began; but is it possible that there can be any feasible grounds for it? I ask, gentlemen, because you are all better acquainted with these two women than I am. If either, or both of them

Goodness, man! interrupted Mr. Stephen Grey, in his impulsive manner, you cant suppose I suspect Mother Pepperfly or the old widow! Pepperfly has her besetting sin, drink; and the widow is a foolish, timid old body; but theyd no more commit murder than you or I would commit it. What could you be thinking of, Mr. Carlton?

Pardon me, rejoined Mr. Carlton; I merely drew the conclusion from your own remark. Im sure I have no reason to cast a doubt upon them, but there has been no one else about the lady.

If I understood Mr. Stephen Grey rightly, he did not intend to cast suspicion upon any one, interposed Mr. Lycett. His remark arose simply from his inability to account for the mystery.

Precisely so, assented Stephen Grey. If my thoughts had a bent one way more than another, it was whether the medicine could have been exchanged or tampered with between my house and this.

It is not likely, said Mr. Grey. Dick carries out his medicines in a covered basket. But another idea has suggested itself to me. Stephen, you have seen more of this unfortunate young lady than any one present; I never set eyes on her until now, and I dare say you, Lycett, can say the same. Mr. Carlton has seen her once only

Twice, interrupted Mr. Carlton. Last night and this. I should not have come down to-night had I known the hour for my meeting Mr. Stephen Grey here had so long passed. But I was with patients on the Rise, and the time slipped by unheeded.

At any rate you have not seen much of her, rejoined Mr. John Grey. My brother Stephen has, comparatively speaking; and what I was about to ask him was this: whether it is at all probable that she herself added the poison to the draught. Was she at all depressed, Stephen?

Not in the least, returned Stephen Grey. She has been as gay and cheerful as a person can be. Besides, she could not have added anything to the draught without being seen by the nurse; and we have her testimony that it was in her possession in the other room until the moment she administered it.

Another thing, observed Mr. Carlton: if the poison was added to the draught after it came here, how could the smell have been there on its arrival?

There lies the greatest enigma of all  why the draught should smell of poison when it got here, cried Stephen Grey.

Nay, dissented his brother; theres no wonder at its smelling of poison if the poison was in it; the mystery is, how and where it got into it. In my opinion, setting aside her tragical end, there is a great deal of mystery in the affair altogether. Who was she? Where did she come from? Why did she come here, a stranger to the place and to every one in it? And what a young thing she appears to be!

She did indeed look young. A fair, pale, sweet face, lying there with its golden-brown hair falling around it. In the alarm of the first moment Mrs. Pepperfly had removed the cap, and the hair had fallen about the face. Her mouth was a little open, and the pretty pearly teeth were visible. They sighed as they looked upon her.

May her soul have found its rest! murmured the clergyman, bending over her for a moment ere they took their departure.

Mr. Carlton lingered behind the others. He searched her box with his own hands, the nurse lighting him, but it contained no clue whatever as to whom she might be. Nothing but wearing-apparel was in it; not a card, not a scrap of paper, not a letter; nothing was there to solve the riddle.

Was this one trunk all she brought with her? he asked.

All, sir, replied Mrs. Pepperfly. Theres her workbox standing on the drawers there, by the bed-head.

The surgeon turned to the workbox, and examined it searchingly and thoroughly, as he had examined the trunk. Its contents consisted of cotton, needles, and all accessories necessary to work. There was a piece of embroidery finished; a babys little cambric night-cap just begun; and there were a few paper patterns. Nothing whatever that could throw any light upon herself or her previous history. Her pocket  a loose pocket which Mrs. Pepperfly drew from under the pillow, where the invalid had kept it  contained a purse alone. Nothing else: and in the purse there was not much money. Her keys were on the drawers.

Mr. Carlton locked both the workbox and the trunk, and sealed them with his own seal. I dont know much about the routine of these affairs, he observed, but it is right, I suppose, to make all safe until the police come  they can break my seals if they wish to do so.

Barely had he spoken when a policeman appeared upon the scene. The news had travelled to the station, and the sergeant himself had come down: a big man, with round red cheeks. He listened in silence to the details, which were given him partly by Mr. Carlton, partly by the nurse, and took possession of the basin that had contained the gruel, and the bottle.  

Next he took the candle and began to peer about the two rooms, for what purpose, or how it could at all help the inquiry, he alone knew. He carried the candle on to the landing and examined that, gazing up at the walls, raising his face to the window, through which the moonlight shone so brightly.

Is that a door? he suddenly asked.

Without waiting for a reply, he strode to the opposite end of the landing, and pulled open a door. The walls had been grained to imitate grey marble, and the door was grained also. It looked like part of the wall, and opened with a key only. It was the key which had attracted the keen sight of the sergeant.

Its only a closet for brooms and dustpans, sir, spoke up Mrs. Gould, who was shivering timidly at the top of the stairs, holding on by the balustrade.

Even so. It was a very innocent closet, containing only a couple of brooms. The officer satisfied himself on that point, and closed the door again; but Mr. Carlton, who had not previously known that any closet was there, immediately saw that it might have afforded a temporary hiding-place for the owner of that face he had seen so close to it earlier in the evening  if indeed that face had not been a freak of his own imagination.

Mr. Carlton could do nothing more, and he took his departure, the face all too present with him as he walked through the moonlit streets. It may be asked why he did not speak of it to the police  why he had not spoken of it to the gentlemen who had gathered with him round the death-bed. But of what was he to speak? That he thought he saw a strange-looking face, a face half ghostly, half human; a face with jet black whiskers; that he had thought he saw this on the staircase in the moonbeams, and that when he brought out the candle and threw its rays around, nothing was to be seen? It could not, if it belonged to a human being, have had time to get down the stairs unseen; that was impossible; and he had satisfied himself that it had not taken refuge in the bedroom. It is true there was this closet, which he had not known of, but he did not believe it could have gone in there and closed the door before he was out again with the light. Had he spoken of this, nine persons out of ten would have answered him  it was nothing but your own imagination.

And he was not sure that it was not his imagination. When he had descended the stairs after seeing it, he put the question in a careless sort of way to the landlady, as she came from the kitchen and Mrs. Pepperflys society to open the door for him  was any strange man on the staircase or in the house?  and Mrs. Gould had answered, with some indignation, that there was no man at all in the house, or likely to be. Beyond that, Mr. Carlton had not mentioned the circumstance.

He went straight on to his home through the moonlit streets, and soon afterwards retired to rest, or rather to bed, for rest he did not get. That shadowy face haunted him in the strangest manner; he could not fall asleep for it, but lay tossing and turning until the morning. Then, when he did fall asleep, it haunted his dreams.

But we must return to an earlier hour of the evening, and to the Messrs. Grey. On leaving Mrs. Goulds house they parted with Mr. Lycett at the door, for their road lay in an opposite direction to his, and Mr. John Grey passed his arm through his brothers as they went up the street, young Frederick walking with them.

This is a most unfortunate event, began Mr. John.

It is to the full as mysterious as it is unfortunate, was the reply of his brother. Prussic acid get into my composing draught! The thing is an impossibility.

I wonder whether prussic acid had been mixed with the draught, or whether the draught had been poured out and prussic acid substituted? cried Frederick.

Dont talk in that senseless way, Frederick, rebuked Mr. Stephen. Who would pour medicine out of a bottle and substitute prussic acid?

Well, papa, it is pretty sure that she took prussic acid: so it must have been given to her in some way.

From the drop left in the phial, it is clear that sufficient poison was mixed with the draught, to destroy life, and no more, observed Mr. John. Stephen, he added, lowering his voice, and speaking with hesitation, are you sure  pardon the question  but are you sure you did not, in some unaccountable fit of absence, make the mistake yourself?

In good truth the affair, to Mr. John Grey, a man of sound practical sense, did appear most unaccountable. He had turned it over in his mind in all its bearings as he stood near the bed at Mrs. Goulds, and the only possible solution he could come to was, that the poison must have been inadvertently mixed with the draught when it was made up. And yet this appeared most unlikely, for he knew how correct his brother was.

I have not mixed medicines for twenty years, John, to make so fatal a mistake at last, was the reply of Stephen Grey. No; the draught was carefully and properly made up.

I stood by and watched papa do it, Uncle John, and I am sure it was carefully mixed, said Frederick, rather resenting his uncles doubt. Do you think he could have taken down the prussic acid jar from its corner in a fit of absence of mind?  why, he couldnt reach it, you know, without the steps; and they have not been brought into the surgery to-day. Mr. Fisher saw him mix it too.

Mr. Fisher did?

Fishers seeing me happened in this way, interposed Mr. Stephen. Upon leaving Mrs. Crane, soon after seven this evening, I saw Fisher at his door, and he made me go in. It was Mrs. Fishers birthday, and he was about to tap a bottle of champagne. I helped them out with it, and then Fisher came out with me for a stroll, first of all turning into the surgery and waiting while I mixed the draught for Mrs. Crane.

And was the bottle given immediately to Dick?

Not immediately, spoke Frederick: it waited a short time on the counter while Dick finished his supper. But it was never lost sight of for one moment while it was there, as Mr. Whittaker can testify, he added, as if anticipating what might be his uncles next question. Whittaker came in before papa had quite finished the mixture  that is, he was putting the paper round the bottle  and we neither of us, I or Whittaker, left the room until Dick had gone out with it.

Well, it appears most incomprehensible, exclaimed Mr. John Grey.

The first thing they did on entering was to question Dick. He slept at the top of Mr. Johns house, and they proceeded to his room, rousing Mr. Dick from his slumbers; a shock-headed gentleman of fourteen, who struggled up in bed, his eyes wild with surprise.

Wake up, Dick, said his master.

I am awake, sir, responded Dick. Am I wanted? Is there any physic to take out?

No, nothing of that sort, returned Mr. John. I only want to ask you a question. Did you carry any medicine to Mrs. Goulds to-night?

I took some there, sir. A small bottle.

Who gave it to you?

It was Master Frederick gave it to me, sir. I took it down and gave it to that there fat Pepper fly, for it was she that come to the door.

Did you go straight there? or did you loiter on your way and put your basket down?

I went straight there, replied the boy earnestly. I never loitered once nor let go the basket. Do that Pepper fly say I didnt take it, sir?  or that I took it broke? he added, believing this unusual cross-questioning must mean some accusation against himself. Shes a big story-teller if she do.

She has not said anything about you, returned his master; I only want to know whether that little bottle of medicine was delivered at Mrs. Goulds untouched, in the same state that it was given to you.

Yes, that it was, sir, was the boys ready answer, and they could tell by his manner that he was speaking the truth.

Telling him he might go to sleep again, they went down to the surgery. No one was in it then, and the gas was very low. Mr. Stephen turned it up, and brought in the steps from an outside recess, where they were kept. In a remote corner of the highest shelf was a glass jar, labelled Hydrocyanic Acid; he mounted the steps and reached it down.

See! he exclaimed, actually cobwebs upon it, woven from the stopper to the jar, and the dust on it an inch thick! that proves it has not been touched for some time. Why, it must be six weeks at least since we had occasion to use it.

It was the only preparation of prussic acid in their possession, of any sort, whether diluted or otherwise, and seeing the jar in this state completely did away with the half doubt on John Greys mind touching his brother  he saw that he could not have used it. They leaned their elbows on the counter where the medicines were usually compounded, and talked together over the affair, unable to offer any conjecture which might tend to solve it.

Thus absorbed, they did not notice the movements of Frederick. He, ever restless, ever seeking to be in action, as boys of that age are sure to be, took the white linen duster kept in the surgery, and dusted the glass-jar containing the poison. John Grey noticed this just as the act was accomplished.

Oh, Frederick! what have you done?

Only taken off the dust and the cobwebs, uncle, answered the lad, wondering at the tone of alarm.

Do you know, cried John Grey, speaking sharply in his excitement, that that meddling action of yours may cost your father his life  or, at least, his reputation?

The crimson of emotion rushed violently into Fredericks face. He made no answer.

So long as that dust was on the jar, it was a sure proof that it had not been opened. Did you see the cobwebs spun from the stopper to the jar? What could have afforded more certain evidence that the stopper had not been taken out? Those friendly cobwebs might have saved your father.

Frederick Grey felt as if a lump had come into his throat and was choking him: as if it would take his whole life to atone for the imprudence of which he had been guilty.

It is not likely that they will suspect my father, he exclaimed; and as to accusing him  no, uncle, they will not do that.

Whom will they accuse, think you? you or me? The medicine went out of this house, and was delivered untampered with to Nurse Pepperfly, was so administered to the patient, as far as we can learn or suspect. Mr. Carlton, a man in honourable practice, as we are, testifies that the draught did smell of prussic acid when the nurse placed it in his hand; he spoke of it at once, as the nurse proves. To whom, then, will peoples suspicions be directed but to him who made up the medicine? You have faith in your father and I have faith in my brother that he could not be, and was not, guilty of the error of mixing poison with the sleeping draught; but that cobwebbed, dusty jar would have been proof that he had not done so, for those who have not faith in him. And now you have destroyed it! Go home to bed, boy! You have done enough mischief for one night.

The words, with all their sting, told on Frederick Grey. A remorse, amounting to positive agony, was taking possession of him for the imprudence he had committed. He did not reply; he was too completely subdued; he only longed to be away from all eyes, where he might indulge his sorrow and his repentance  where he might consider the means, if there were any of repairing his fault, and pray to God to turn away the evil. He wished his uncle good night in humble tones, and turned to his father.

Good night, and God bless you, my darling boy! said Mr. Stephen warmly. You did not do wrong intentionally. Be at ease; I am conscious of my own innocence, and I can put my hearty faith in. God to make it clear to the world.

Frederick Grey went home and threw himself on his bed, sobbing as if his heart would break, in spite of his sixteen years. There was no one to whom he could turn for comfort. He was an only child, and his mother, whom he loved better than anything on earth, was away in a foreign land, in search of health.

Mr. John Grey and his brother remained in the surgery, and were joined by their assistant, Mr. Whittaker, who was a qualified surgeon. They talked the matter over with him, but no solution whatever could be arrived at.

That the draught was given to the boy as Mr. Stephen left it, I and Frederick can both testify, said the assistant. Dick, it appears, delivered it intact to Mrs. Pepperfly, who took it straight to Mr. Carlton, and he at once smelt prussic acid. I cant make it out at all. I have heard of magic, but this beats it hollow. What a pity but Mr. Carlton had brought the draught back with him when he called here.

Did you see him, Whittaker? asked Stephen Grey.

I saw him. I was here alone. He came in and asked if he could speak a word to Mr. Stephen Grey. Mr. Stephen, I told him, was out, and he went away.

Well, said Mr. Grey, it does appear to be utterly incomprehensible; time, I suppose, will throw light upon it. As it does upon most things.


CHAPTER IX.

POPULAR OPINION IN SOUTH WENNOCK.

TUESDAY morning arose, the morning subsequent to Mrs. Cranes death, and South Wennock was in excitement from one end of it to the other. Every one was out of doors discussing the fatal event. Groups gathered everywhere; on the pavement, in the high-road, in the shops, at private doors, they congregated; one only theme in their minds. The previous day, Monday, had been pretty fruitful for the gossip-mongers, inasmuch as that they had food for gossip from the accident to Mr. Carlton and his groom; but that paltry news was as nothing compared with this. You are aware how prone we are to pick up any slight mystery; how we dive into it and strive to make it ours, never resting until it is fathomed; you may then judge what a dish this must have been for South Wennocks inhabitants, enshrouded, as it was, with mystery on all sides.

Mr. John Grey was right when he assumed that it was on his brother the onus of the affair would fall. The opinion almost universally taken up was, that Mr. Stephen Grey had carelessly committed the error when making up the sleeping draught. The fact that he had correctly made up medicines all his life went for nothing now.

Ive driven my horses for fifteen year and never thro wed em down to injure my passengers yet; but thats no reason why I maynt have the ill luck some day, spoke the coachman of a four-horse stage, plying daily between two certain towns, and halting at South Wennock for breakfast, at the Red Lion Inn. And thats just it, as I reckon, with Mr. Stephen Grey. Hes been accurate up to now; but he may have made the mistake at last. The best of us is liable to em; as Im sure the gentlemen standing round knows.

The gentlemen standing round nodded. They formed part of a group collected at the coach entrance of the Red Lion. The group comprised people of various degrees and grades  gentlemen, tradesmen, and labourers. In a small country place where the inhabitants are all known to each other, they are given to conversing familiarly together on local topics, without reference to social standing.

Like me, struck in the blacksmith. I druv a nail right into a horses foot last week, and lamed him; and Ill be upon my word of honour such an awkard accident hasnt happened to me  no, not for years.

Look at poor Toker, too! said a little man, hovering respectfully on the edge of the crowd  Wilkes the barber. How many a hundred times had he gone up the river in that punt of his, and always came home safely till last Friday was a fortnight, and then he got drowned at last!

I am sorry for Stephen Grey, though, observed a gentleman. If it has been caused by any mistake of his he will feel it all his life. A tender-hearted man is Stephen Grey.

It appears to me altogether unaccountable, remarked the Reverend Mr. Jones, who was the incumbent of St. Marks Church, and had come out to join in the popular gossip and excitement. Perhaps because he was a connection of the Greys, his wife and Mrs. John Grey being sisters. I hear that there was every proof that the jar containing prussic acid  and they have only that one, it appears, in their surgery  had not been touched.

Mr. John Grey told me so himself this morning, interrupted another eager voice. As a proof that their jar had not been touched, it was covered in cobwebs, he said, and remained so covered after the lady was dead; only young Master Fred officiously wiped them off.

There ensued a silence. The crowd generally were deliberating upon this last item of news. It was the first time it had reached them. A substantial grocer named Plumstead spoke next. He was not particularly well-affected towards the Greys, for they dealt at a rival shop; and his voice was sarcastic.

It had been better, then, to have let the cobwebs remain, so that the coroner and jury might have seen them.

John Grey is a man of honour. He would not tell a lie.

One or two shook their heads dubiously, We dont know what we might do, any of us, toward saving a brother.

Look here! broke out a fresh voice. How could the poison have got into the draught, except when it was being made up? And how could Mr. Carlton have smelt it, if it had not been in it?

Of course it was in it. She would not have died if it hadnt been in it.

Theres the argument. The draught was sent direct from the Greys surgery to Palace Street, and theres Mr. Carlton and Nurse Pepperfly to testify that it smelt as strong as it could of prussic acid. Why, Mr. Carlton, it turns out, had a sort of suspicion that it might do harm, and called in at the Greys to ask about it, only Mr. Stephen was out and he couldnt see him. I heard say that he blames himself now for not having brought the draught away with him.

Then, why didnt he bring it away?

Well, of course he never thought that it was as bad as it turned out to be. And theres a report going about that he desired the sick lady not to take the draught.

Who says that?

I heard it.

At any rate it seems to come to this, observed a gentleman who had not yet spoken; that when the draught went out of the Messrs. Greys surgery it went out with the poison in it. And as Mr. Stephen Grey himself mixed that draught, I dont see how he can shift the burden from his own shoulders.

He cant shift it, sir, said a malcontent. Its all very well to say young Master Fred wiped the cobwebs off the jar. Perhaps he did; but not, Ill lay, before they had been previously disturbed.

Talking about young Fred, interposed the grocer, he was going by my shop just now, and I asked him about it. My father mixed the draught correctly, he said; I can be upon my word that he did, for I saw him do it. Can you be upon your oath, Master Frederick? returned I, just by way of catching the young gentleman. Yes, I can, if necessary, said he, throwing his head back in his haughty, fearless way, and looking me full in the face; but my word is the same as my oath, Mr. Plumstead. And he went off as corked as could be.

Young Fred is a chip of the old Grey block, open and honourable, cried the little barber. He may have noticed nothing wrong, and if the boy says he didnt, why I dont believe he did.

They say, cried another, dropping his voice, that Mr. Stephen had his head full of champagne, and couldnt see one bottle from another. He and Fisher the land-agent had been drinking together.

Nonsense! rebuked the clergyman. Mr. Stephen Grey is not one to take too much.

Why, sir, cried the coachman, willing to bear his testimony  for the aspersion just mentioned had not found favour with him, or with many of those around him I heard that Mr. Fisher could witness in Mr. Stephens favour, for he stood by and saw him make up the physic.

At this juncture Mrs. Fitchs head appeared at the side door, in search of the coachman.

Now, Sam Heath! Do you know that your half-hour has been up this five minutes?

Sam Heath, the coachman, hastened up the yard, as fast as his size would permit him. The fresh horses were already attached to the coach, and the passengers were waiting to mount.

Sam Heath had been gathering in the news of the great event that morning instead of attending to his breakfast, and had become absorbed in it.

Before the little diversion caused by this interference of Mrs. Fitch was over, another comer had been added to the knot of gossipers. It was the gentleman just spoken of, Mr. Fisher, the land surveyor and agent, a pleasant-looking man of thirty, careless in manner as in countenance. Considering what had just been avowed, as to his knowledge of the affair, it was no wonder that he was rapturously received.

Heres Fisher! How dye you do, Fisher? I say, Fisher, is it true that your champagne was too strong for Stephen Grey last night, and caused him to mistake prussic acid for wholesome syrup of squills?

Thats right! Go on, all of you! returned Fisher satirically. Stephen Grey knows better than to drink champagne thats too strong for him, whether mine or anybody elses. Ill just tell you the rights of the case. It was my wifes birthday, and  

We heard wedding-day, interrupted a voice.

Did you? then you heard wrong. It was her birthday, and I was just about to open a bottle of champagne, when Stephen Grey went by, and I got him in to drink her health. My wife had two glasses out of it, and I think he had two, and I had the rest. Stephen Grey was as sober to all intents and purposes, when he went out of my house as he was when he came into it. I went with him and saw him mix up this identical, fatal medicine.

You can bear witness that he put no prussic acid into it, then?

Not I, returned Mr. Fisher. If it was said to be composed of prussic acid alone, I could say nothing to the contrary. I saw him pour two or three liquids together, but whether they were poison, or whether they were not, I could not tell. How should I know his bottles apart? And if I had known them I did not notice, for I was laughing and joking all the time. This morning, when I was in there, Mr. Whittaker showed me the place where the prussic acid jar is kept, and I can be upon my oath that no bottle, so high up as that, was taken down by Mr. Stephen. So much I can say.

Well, of all strange events, this seems the strangest. If the draught

Take care! we shall be run over.

The talkers had to scatter right and left. Sam Heath, in all the pride and glory of his box-seat, was driving quickly out of the yard to make up for time wasted, his four handsome horses before him, his coach, filled with passengers inside and out, behind him. It was the break-up of the assemblage, and they dispersed to fall into smaller knots, or to join other groups.

The probabilities appeared too overwhelming against Stephen Grey. A tide set in against him. Not against the man personally, but against any possibilities that the draught could have been fatally touched by other hands than his. In vain a very few attempted to take his part; to express their belief that, however the poison might have got into the draught, it was not put there by Stephen Grey; in vain his son Frederick reiterated his declaration, that he had watched the draught mixed, and that it was mixed carefully and correctly; their speaking was as a hopeless task, for the public mind was made up.

Let it rest, Frederick, said Mr. Stephen to his son. The facts will come to light sometime, I know, and then theyll be convinced.

Yes  but meanwhile? thought Frederick, with a swelling heart. Ay! what in the meanwhile might happen to his father? Would he be committed for manslaughter?  tried, convicted, punished?


CHAPTER X.

JUDITHS PERPLEXITY.

UPON none did Mrs. Cranes death produce a more startling shock than upon Judith Ford. The hours kept at old Mrs. Jenkinsons were early, and the house had gone to rest when it happened, so that even the servant Margaret did not know of it until the following morning. She did not disturb Judith to tell her the sad news. Mrs. Jenkinson the previous night had kindly told Judith to lie in bed as long as she liked in the morning, and try to get her face-ache well. Judith, who had really need of rest, slept long, and it was past nine oclock when she came down to the kitchen. Margaret was just finishing her own breakfast.

Hows your face, Judith? she asked, busying herself to make some fresh tea for her sister. It looks better. The swelling has gone down.

It is a great deal better, replied Judith. Margaret, I did not think to lie so late as this; you should have called me. Thank you, dont trouble. I dont feel as if I could eat now; perhaps I may take something a little later on.

Margaret prepared the tea in silence. She was wondering how she could best break the news to her sister; she was sure, break it as gently as she could, that it would be a terrible shock to her. As she was pouring out the tea her mistresss bell rang, and she had to answer it; and felt almost glad of the respite.

I wonder how Mrs. Crane is this morning? Judith said when she returned. Have you heard?

I  Im afraid shes not quite well this morning, replied Margaret. Do eat something, Judith  youll want it by and by.

Not well, returned Judith, unmindful of the exhortation to eat. Has fever come on?

No, its not fever. They say  they say  that the wrong medicine has been given to her, brought out Margaret, thinking she was accomplishing her task cleverly.

Wrong medicine! repeated Judith, looking bewildered.

Its more than I can understand. But it  they say that the effects will kill her.

Judith gulped down her tea, rose, and made for the door. Margaret caught her as she was escaping through it.

Dont go, Judith. You cant do any good. Stop where you are.

I must go, Margaret. Those two women in there are not worth a rush, both put together; at least, the widows not worth it, and the other cant always be trusted. If she is in danger, poor young lady, you will not see me again until shes out of it. Margaret, then! you have no right to detain me.

Margaret contrived to shut the door, and placed her back against it. Sit down in that chair, Judith, while I tell you something. It is of no use your going in. Do you understand?  or must I speak plainer?

Judith, overpowered by the strong will so painfully and evidently in earnest, sat down in the chair indicated, and waited for an explanation. She could not in the least understand, and stared at her sister.

It is all over, Judith; it was over at ten oclock last night. She is dead.

The same hard stare on Judiths countenance. She did not speak. Perhaps she could not yet realize the sense of the words.

Mr. Stephen Grey sent in a sleeping draught, to be given her the last thing, continued Margaret. He made some extraordinary mistake in it, and sent poison with it. As soon as she drank it, she died.

Judiths face had been growing of a livid, death-like whiteness, but there was the same hard, bewildered look upon it. It suddenly changed; the hard look for intelligence, the uncertainty for horror. She uttered a low shriek, and hid her eyes with her hands.

Now this is just what I thought it would be  you do take on so, rebuked Margaret. It is a shocking thing; its dreadful for the poor young lady; but still she was a stranger to us.

Judith had begun to shiver. Presently she took her hands from her eyes and looked at her sister.

Mr. Stephen sent the poison, do you say?

They say it. Its odd to me if he did. But her death, poor thing, seems proof positive.

Then he never did send it! emphatically cried Judith. Oh, Margaret, this is awful! When did she die?

Well, I believe it was about a quarter or ten minutes before ten last night. Mr. Carlton, it appears, called there sometime in the evening, and was there when the draught was brought in, and he smelt the poison in the bottle. He went off to the Greys to ask Mr. Stephen whether it was all right, but she had taken it before he could get back again.

The hard, stony look was reappearing on Judiths face. She seemed not to understand, and kept her eyes fixed on Margaret.

If Mr. Carlton smelt poison, why did he not forbid it to be given to her? she said after a while.

Well  upon my word, I forget. I think, though, Mrs. Gould said he did forbid it. It was from her I heard all this; she came in as soon as I was down this morning. She is in a fine way; she and old Pepperfly too; but, as I tell her, theres no need for them to fear. It doesnt seem to have been any fault of theirs.

Judith rose from her chair, where she had quietly sat during the recital. I must go in and learn more, Margaret, she said resolutely, as if she feared being stopped a second time.

Ay, you may go now, was Margarets answer. I only wanted to break the news to you first.

Mrs. Gould and Nurse Pepperfly were doing duty over the kitchen fire, talking themselves red in the face, and imbibing a slight modicum of comfort by way of soothing their shattered nerves. Judith saw them as she came up the yard. She crossed the passage and pushed open the kitchen door.

Both screamed. Too busy to see or hear her, sitting as they were with their backs to the window, her entrance startled them. That overcome, they became voluble on the subject of the past night; and Judith, leaning against the ironing-board underneath the window, listened attentively, and learned the particulars in silence.

It is next door to an impossibility that Mr. Stephen could have mixed poison with the draught, was her first rejoinder. I, for one, will never believe it.

The room upstairs was in possession of the police, but Judith was allowed to see it. The poor young face lay white and still, and Judith burst into tears as she gazed upon it.

In going down again she just missed meeting Mr. Carlton. He called at the house, and spoke to the policeman. He, the surgeon, had undertaken to assist the police in their search to discover who the strange lady was, as far as he could do so, and had already written to various friends in London if perchance they might have cognizance of her. He appeared inclined to be sharp with Mrs. Pepperfly, almost seeming to entertain some doubt of the womans state of sobriety at the time of the occurrence.

It is a most extraordinary thing to me, Mrs. Pepperfly, that the lady did not tell you I had forbidden her to take the draught, he said. I can scarcely think but that she did tell you. And yet you went and gave it to her.

I can be upon my Bible oath that she never said nothing to me against taking the draught, returned Mrs. Pepperfly, scarcely knowing whether to be indignant or to shed tears at the reproach. Quite the contrairy. She wanted to take it, poor soul, right upon her gruel; and would have took it so, if I had let her.

Mr. Carlton threw his light grey eyes straight into the womans face.

Are you sure you remember all the occurrences quite clearly, Mrs. Pepperfly?

Mrs. Pepperfly understood the insinuation, and fired up at it. I remember em just as clear as you do, sir. And Im thankful to goodness that as fur as that night goes Ive nothing on my conscience. If it was to come over again to-night, me being still in ignorance of what was to turn out, I should just give her the draught, supposing it my duty, as I gave it her then.

Well, it appears to me very strange that she should have taken it, concluded Mr. Carlton.

In the course of the morning, Judith, in going up the street, encountered Frederick Grey.

Well, Judith, began the boy in tones of resentment, what do you think of this?

I dont know what to dare to think of it, sir, was Judiths answer. Nothing in all my life has ever come over me like it.

Judith, you know papa. Now, do you believe it within the range of possibility  possibility, mind you  that he should put prussic acid, through carelessness, into a sleeping draught? he continued, in excitement.

Master Frederick, I do not believe that he put the poison into it.

But now, look here. I was present when that medicine was made up. I saw everything my father put into it, watched every motion, and I declare that it was mixed correctly. I happened to be there, leaning my arms on the counter in a sort of idle way. When papa came in with Mr. Fisher, he told me to go home to my Latin, but I was in no hurry to obey, and lingered on. I am glad now I did so! Well, that draught I can declare was properly and safely prepared; and yet, when it reaches Mrs. Cranes, theres said to be poison in it, and she drinks it and dies! Who is to explain it or account for it?

Judith did not reply. That hard look, telling of some strange perplexity, was overshadowing her face again.

And the town lays the blame upon papa! They say  oh, I wont repeat to you all they say. But, Judith, there are a few yet who dont believe him guilty.

I, for one, she answered.

Ay, Judith. I

The lad paused. Then he suddenly bent forward and whispered something in her ear. Her pale face turned crimson as she listened, and she put up her hands deprecatingly, essaying to stop him.

Hush, hush, Master Grey! Be silent, sir.

Judith, for two pins Id say it aloud.

Id rather you said it aloud than said it to me, sir.

There was a pause. Frederick Grey threw back his head in the manner he was rather given to, when anything annoyed him, and there was a fearless, resolute expression on his face which caused Judith to fear he was going to speak aloud. She hastened to change the subject.

I suppose there will be an inquest, sir.

An inquest! I should just think so. If ever there was a case demanding an inquest, its this one. If the verdict goes against my father, it will be my fault. And he forthwith described to her how he had wiped the cobwebs from the jar. The worst of it is, speaking of minor considerations, he went on, that no one knows where to write to her friends, or whether she has any. My father says you took a letter to the post for her.

So I did, and the police have just asked me about it, replied Judith; but I did not notice the address, except that it was London. It was to that Mrs. Smith who came down and took away the baby.

They are going to try and find that woman. Carlton says she ought to be found if possible, because, through her, we may arrive at some knowledge of who Mrs. Crane was, and he has given a description of her to the police. He saw her on Sunday night at Great Wennock station. And now I must make a run for it, Judith, or I shall catch it for loitering.

The boy ran off. Judith gazed after him as one lost in thought, her countenance resuming its look of hardness and perplexity.


CHAPTER XI.

THE CORONERS INQUEST.

THE rain was pouring down in torrents; nevertheless the street of South Wennock was alive with bustle, especially in the vicinity of the Red Lion Inn. It was Thursday, the day appointed for the inquest on the deceased Mrs. Crane.

The county coroner, whose residence was in the county town, was momentarily expected, and presently his gig dashed up, he and his clerk within it. It had been wished to hold the inquest on the Wednesday, but the coroner had put it off to suit his own convenience. He was a lawyer; a short, stout man, with black hair and a jovial-looking face; and as he emerged from under the large gig umbrella, he shook hands with some of the bystanders, his acquaintances. The clerk followed with a blue bag.

The coroner popped into the bar, swallowed a glass of hot brandy and water, and then proceeded to the board-room to swear the jury. It was a long room, the club-room of the inn. A table covered with green baize ran down it, at which they seated themselves, and the coroner opened proceedings. Then they departed to Palace Street to view the body.

They went splashing through the rain and the mud, their umbrellas of little use, for the wind, remarkably high, kept turning them inside out. A genteel attendance escorted them: all the gentleman idlers in the place, all the curious tradespeople, the unwashed mob, and the street urchins. By the pertinacity with which these last dodged the jurys heels, it might have been thought that they believed the august functionaries to be living curiosities from a travelling wild-beast show.

The necessary inspection over, they splashed back to the Red Lion, and the business began. We may glance at the evidence of two or three of the witnesses, but not at all, for it would only be a repetition of what is already known, and would weary the reader. Difficulty the first was: What was the young ladys Christian name? No one could answer. Her linen, it was said, was marked with a large C, the initial letter of the word Crane, but with nothing else. Some suggested that this was more probably the initial of her Christian name  Caroline or Charlotte  but it was impossible to say. Her boxes had been officially examined; the large trunk and the workbox; but no clue as to who she was, or what she was, could be found. No scrap of paper indicated her previous abode, or why she came there.

Mrs. Fitch, the landlady of the Red Lion, told what she knew of the strangers arrival by the omnibus, the previous Friday, and that she had recommended her to the lodgings in Palace Street. Mr. Stephen Grey testified to his being summoned to her on the same night, to the subsequent birth of the infant, and to her safe and healthy condition afterwards, up to seven oclock on the Monday evening, at which hour he last saw her alive. Mr. John Grey and Mr. Brooklyn from Great Wennock, who had conjointly made the post-mortem examination, gave evidence as to the cause of her death  poison, by prussic acid; and there were other points of evidence, technical or otherwise, not necessary to go into in detail.

There had been a question raised by the coroner as to whether Mr. Stephen Grey should give his evidence. That gentleman expressed himself anxious and willing to tender it; and at length the coroner decided to admit it, warning Mr. Stephen that he need not say anything to criminate himself, and that what he did say might possibly be used as evidence against him. Mr. Stephen smiled, and replied that all he had it in his power to say might be used against him if it could be. He spoke to the making up of the sleeping draught, to the ingredients of which it was composed. Frederick Grey, his son, testified that he had seen it made up, minutely describing what had been put into it, as his father had done, and to sending the draught by Dick, the boy. Dick, who was the next witness, protested, with a very red and startled face, caused by finding himself before a coroners court, that he had taken it safely and given it into the hands of Nurse Pepperfly.

Call Nurse Pepperfly, said the coroner.

Nurse Pepperfly was called for in the adjoining room and escorted in, in rather a shaky state, not induced by the imbibing of strong waters  from such she had that morning abstained  but from the general agitation caused by the anticipated proceedings. She had attired herself in her best, of course. A short black stuff gown, the worse for stains and dust, a scarlet woollen shawl, and a rusty black bonnet surmounted by a bow. The wind, as she came along the street, had taken the shawl, the bonnet, and the grey hairs underneath, and played with them after its own boisterous fashion; so that altogether Nurse Pepperfly presented a somewhat bewildered and untidy appearance. She wore pattens and white stockings, the latter a mass of splashes, and very distinctly visible from the shortness of the gown; but the extraordinary rotundity of Mrs. Pepperflys person seemed almost to preclude the possibility of any gown being made long enough to conceal her legs. She took off her pattens when close to the coroner, and held them in one hand: her umbrella, dripping with rain, being in the other. A remarkable umbrella, apparently more for show than use, since its stick and wires projected a full foot at the bottom through the gingham, and there was no handle visible at the top. There was a smothered smile at her appearance when she came in, and her evidence caused some diversion, not only in itself, but from the various honorary titles she persisted in according to the coroner and jury.

Your names Pepperfly? began the coroner.

Which it is, my lord, with Betsy added to it, was the response, given with as deep a curtsey as the witnesss personal incumbrances would permit.

You mean Elizabeth? said the coroner, raising his pen from his note-book, and waiting.

Your worship, I never knowed myself called anything but Betsy. It may be that Lizabeth was written in the register at my baptism, but I cant speak to it. Mother

That will do, said the coroner, and after a few more questions he came to the chief point. Did you take in some medicine last Monday evening for the lady you were nursing  Mrs. Crane?  

Yes, my lord, I did. It were a composing draught; leastways, thats what it ought to have been.

What time was that?

It were after dark, sir, and I was at my supper,

Cant you tell the time?

It must have struck eight, I think, your worship, for I had begun to feel dreadful peckish before I went down, and eight oclocks my supper hour. I had just finished it, sir, when the ring came. It were pickled herrings that we had

The jury do not want to know what you had for supper; confine yourself to necessary points. Who brought the medicine?  

That boy of the Mr. Greys: Dick. An insolent young rascal, Mr. Mayor, as you ever set eyes on. He whips up the cover of his basket, and out he takes a small bottle wrapped in white paper and gives it me. I should like to tell you, my lord, what he said to me.

If it bears upon the case, you can do so, replied the coroner. Now, Mother Pepperfly, said he, how are you off for Old Tom to-night? My fingers tingled to get at his ears, my lord mayor and corporation, but he backed out of my reach.

Mrs. Pepperfly in her indignation had turned round to the jury, expecting their sympathy, and the room burst into a laugh.

He backed away out of my reach, gentlemen, afeared of getting his deserts, and he stopped in the middle of the road and made a face at me, knowing Id no chance of getting at him. They are as lissome as cats, them boys, and Im rather stout to set up a run.

I told you to confine yourself to evidence, said the coroner in reproving tones. What did you do with the medicine?

I took it upstairs, gentlefolks, and Mr. Carlton came out of the ladys room, for he had just called in, and asked what it was I had got. I said it was the sleeping draught from Mr. Greys, and he took it out of my hand, and said it smelt of oil of almonds.

Oil of almonds? Are you sure thats what he said?

Of course I am sure, retorted Mrs. Pepperfly. I didnt dream it. He took out the cork and he smelt the stuff, and then he said it. What could Mr. Stephen Grey be giving her oil of almonds for? he said.

Did you smell it?

I cant say I did, your lordship, much; though Mr. Carlton was surprised I couldnt, and put it towards me; but my nose hadnt no smell in it just at that particular moment, and so I told him.

Why had it not? inquired the coroner.

Mrs. Pepperfly would have liked to evade the question. She fidgeted, first on one leg, then on the other, put down her pattens and took them up again, and gave her umbrella a shake, the effect of which was to administer a shower of raindrops to all the faces in her vicinity.

Come, said the coroner sharply, you stand there to tell the truth. If the stuff emitted so strong a smell, how was it you could not smell it?

I had just swallowed a wee drop of gin, sir, replied Mrs. Pepperfly in a subdued tone. When my supper were over, Mrs. Gould says to me, Just a drain, mum, to keep the herrings down, its obligatory to your health! and knowing Im weak in the stomach, gentlefolks, which gets upset at nothing, I let myself be over-persuaded, and took a drain; but you couldnt have put it into a thimble.

I dare say you couldnt, said the coroner, while the room tittered.

Mrs. Pepperflys slip of the tongue took her aback.

I meant to say as twouldnt have filled a thimble, gentry; I did indeed, for that was the fact; but no wonder my wits is scared out of me, a-standing up here afore you all. Just as I was a swallowing of the wee drain, the ring came to the door, so that I had, as you may say, the gin actually in my mouth, when I took the medicine upstairs; and thats the reason I hadnt no smell for anything else.

Who took possession of the draught? You, or Mr. Carlton, or the sick lady?

I did, your honours. I put it by the side of the rest of the bottles on the cheffonier in the sitting-room, and    

Was there any other bottle there that could have been mistaken for this? interrupted the coroner.

Not one in all the lot, responded the witness. They were most of them empty bottles, and bigger than the one the draught was in; and they are there still.

Had any person an opportunity of touching that bottle in the time between your placing it there, and your administering it to the patient?

There wasnt nobody in the house to touch it, returned the witness. I was nearly all the time afterwards in the room, and there was nobody else. When I went to get it to give it to the lady, Mrs. Gould lighted me, and Im sure it hadnt been touched, for the shelf of that cheffoniers a tilting, narrow sort of place, and I had put the draught right in the corner, and there I found it.

Mr. Carlton was gone then?

Mr. Carlton? Oh, he went directly almost after the draught came. He didnt stay long, your reverences.

Witness, I am going to ask you a question; be particular in answering it. There has been a rumour gaining credit, that Mr. Carlton warned you not to administer that draught; is it correct?

I declare, to the goodness gracious, that Mr. Carlton never said nothing of the sort, returned the witness, putting herself into a flurry. My lord  your worship  gentlemen of the honourable corporation all round (turning herself about between the coroner and the jury), if it was the last blessed word I had to speak, Id stand to it that Mr. Carlton never said a word to me about not giving the draught. He snifted at it, as if hed like to snift out what it was made of, and he put a drop on his finger and tasted it, and he said it smelt of oil of almonds; but, as to saying he told me not to give it, its a barefaced falsehood, my lord judge. He says he ordered Mrs. Crane not to take it, but I declare on my oath that he never said anything about it to me. And she didnt, neither. The coroner had allowed her to exhaust her wrath. You administered the draught yourself to Mrs. Crane?

Yes, I did, as it was my place to do, and Mrs. Gould stood by, a-lighting me. I put it out into a wine-glass, sir, and then, my mouth being all right again, I smelt it strong enough, and so did Mrs. Gould.

The lady did not object to it?

No, poor thing, she never objected to nothing as we gave her, and she was quite gay over it. As I held it to her, she gave a snift, as Mr. Carlton had done, and she smiled. It smells like cherry pie, nurse, said she, and swallowed it down; and amost before we could look round, she was gone. Ah, poor young lady! I should like to have the handling of them that put it in.

Mrs. Pepperfly, in her sympathy with the dead, or rage against the destroyer, raised her hands before her and shook them. The pattens clanked together, and the umbrella was ejecting its refreshing drops, when an officer of the court seized her arms from behind, and poured an anathema into her ear.

A coroners court was not a place to wring wet umbrellas in, and if she didnt mind, shed get committed.

Were you conscious that she was dead? inquired the coroner. Not at first, my lord judge, not right off at the moment. I thought she was fainting, or took ill in some way. What have upset her now? I says to Mrs. Gould, and, with that, I took off her night-cap, and lifted her head up. Not for long, though, concluded the witness, shaking her head. I soon see she was gone.

You know nothing whatever, then, nor have you any suspicion, how the poison could have got into the draught?

The coroner put this question at the request of one of the jury.

I! returned Mrs. Pepperfly, amazed at its being asked her. No; I wish I did. I wish I could trace it home to some such a young villain as that Dick who brought the bottle down. Id secure a good place to go and see him hung, if I had to stand on my legs twelve hours for it  and they swell frightful in standing, do my legs, my lord.

The boy had not meddled with the medicine in bringing it? cried the coroner, waving his hand to pass over the introduced irreverence, Not he, my lord-mayor, was the reply of the witness. I wish he had, that I might have been down upon him, the monkey! But I am upon my oath, and must speak the truth, which is that the bottle came neat and untouched, the white paper round it, just as the Greys send out their physics.

They had done with Mrs. Pepperfly for the present, and she made a curtsey to the four sides of the room, and sailed out of it.

The next witness called was Lewis Carlton. His gentlemanly appearance, good looks, and the ready manner in which he gave his evidence, presented a contrast to the lady just retired.

Upon returning home from a journey last Sunday night, he began, when the coroner desired him to state what he knew, one of my servants handed me a note, which had been left for me, he said, on the previous Friday. It proved to be from a Mrs. Crane, requesting to see me professionally, and was dated from the house in Palace Street, where she now lies dead. I went there at once, found that she had been confined, and was being attended by Mr. Stephen Grey, who had been called to her in consequence of my absence

The coroner interposed with a question:

Have you that note to produce?

Now the witness had not that note to produce, and, what was somewhat singular, he did not know for certain what had become of the note. When he was going to visit Mrs. Crane on the Sunday night, he looked for the note, as may be remembered, and could not see it; therefore he came to the conclusion that he had thrown it into the fire with the other letters.  

I really do not think I saved it, he answered. It is not my custom to keep notes of that sort, and, though I do not positively recollect doing so, I have no doubt I put it in the fire as soon as read. I have looked for it since, but cannot find it. There was nothing in the note that could have thrown light upon the case; half a dozen formal lines, chiefly requesting me to call and see her, comprised it.

Was it signed with her full name?

Her full name? repeated Mr. Carlton, as if he scarcely understood the question.

We have no clue to her Christian name. This note may have supplied it. Or perhaps it was written in the third person.

Oh, of course; I scarcely comprehended you, answered Mr. Carlton. It was written in the third person. Mrs. Crane presents her compliments to Mr. Carlton, etc. Thats how it was worded. I gathered from it that she did not expect to be ill before May.

In your interview with her that evening did you obtain any information as to who she was?

Not the slightest. It was late, and I thought it unwise to disturb her. What little passed between us related chiefly to her state of health. I regretted my absence, and said I was glad to find she was doing well, under Mr. Stephen Grey. She wished me to attend her, now I had returned, and I understood her to say she had been recommended to me by friends, before coming to South Wennock.

Do you know by whom?

I have no idea whatever, and I am not absolutely certain that she did say it. She appeared drowsy, spoke in low tones, and I did not precisely catch the words. I intended to ask her about it after she got better and was more equal to conversation. There are none of my own friends or acquaintance who bear the name of Crane  none that I can remember.

Did you take charge of her from that hour?

Certainly not. I should not do so without her being professionally resigned to me by Mr. Stephen Grey. I met Mr. Stephen in High Street the following day, Monday, and I requested him as a favour to retain charge of her until that evening or the following morning. I found so much to do for my patients after my short absence, that I had not time to meet him, before that, at Mrs. Cranes. It was arranged that I should be there at seven in the evening, if I were able; if not, at ten the next morning.

Did you keep the appointment at seven?

No, I could not do so. I did get down, but it was more than an hour later, and Mr. Stephen had gone. Mrs. Crane appeared to be very well, except that she was a little flushed. She was in very good spirits, and I told her I should take formal possession of her the next morning at ten. She seemed to think I might have done so that day, and I explained to her how I had been driven with my patients. I inquired if she was not satisfied with Mr. Stephen Grey, but she expressed herself as being perfectly satisfied with him, and said he had been very kind to her.

Did you inquire of her then by whom she had been recommended to you?

I did not. She seemed restless, a little excited; therefore I put no questions to her of any sort, except as regarded her health.

Did the draught arrive while you were there?

Yes. Whilst I was talking with Mrs. Crane, I heard a ring at the front bell, and some one came upstairs, and entered the sitting-room. I thought it might be Mr. Stephen Grey, and stepped in to see, but it was the nurse. She had a small bottle of medicine in her hand, which she said was the composing draught, and upon looking at the direction, I saw that it was so.

Did you perceive that it bore any peculiar smell?

Yes, the moment I had it in my hands. Before I had well taken out the cork, the strong smell struck me. I thought it was oil of almonds; but I soon found it was prussic acid.

It smelt of prussic acid?

Very strongly. The nurse professed not to be able to smell it, which I could scarcely believe. I wondered why Mr. Grey should be administering prussic acid, especially in a composing draught, but it was not for me to question his treatment, and I returned the bottle to the nurse.

You did not suspect there was sufficient in it to kill her?

Mr. Carlton stared, and then broke into a sort of bitter smile.

The question is superfluous, sir. Had I suspected that, I should have taken better care than I did that she did not take it. Minute doses of prussic acid are sometimes necessary to be given, and I could not tell what symptoms had arisen in the patient that day. When I returned to Mrs. Cranes chamber, which I did for a few minutes before leaving, I could not get the smell out of my head. The thought occurred to me, could there have been any mistake in making up the draught?  for of course we all know that errors have occurred, and not infrequently, especially when inexperienced apprentices have been entrusted to prepare them. An impulse prompted me to desire Mrs. Crane not to take the draught, and I did so. I

Did you acquaint her with your fears that there might be poison in it?

Again the witness smiled. Pardon me, Mr. Coroner; you do not know much of the treatment of the sick, or you would not ask the question. Had I said to the patient that I thought poison might have been put into her medicine by mistake, I should possibly have given her a dangerous fright; and all frights are dangerous to women in her condition. I told her I did not quite approve of the draught Mr. Stephen Grey had sent in, and that I would go and speak to him about it; but I charged her not to take it, unless she heard again from me, or from Mr. Grey, that she might do so.

How do you account, then, for her having taken it?

I cannot account for it: my words were as positive as they could well be, short of alarming her. I can only think that she forgot what I had said to her.

Did you also warn the woman  Pepperfly?

No. I deemed my warning to Mrs. Crane sufficient; and I did not see Mrs. Pepperfly about, when I left the house.

Do you not think, Mr. Carlton, it would have been a safer plan, had you put the suspected draught into your pocket? inquired one of the jury.

If we could foresee what is about to happen, we should all of us act differently in many ways, retorted the witness, who seemed vexed that his prudence should be reflected on, and who possibly felt irritated that there should be any grounds for it. When a calamity has happened, we say, If I had known, I would have done so and so, and prevented it. You may be sure, sir, that had I known there was enough poison in that draught to kill Mrs. Crane, or that she would disregard my injunction, and take it, I should have brought it away with me. I have regretted not doing so ever since. But wheres the use of regretting? It would not recall her to life.

Go on, sir, said the coroner.

I went to the Messrs. Greys. My intention was to see Mr. Stephen Grey, to tell him of the smell the draught bore, and inquire if it was all right. But I could not see Mr. Stephen Grey: the assistant, Mr. Whittaker, said he was out. I considered what to do; and determined to go home, make up a proper composing draught, and bring it down with me. I was rather longer over this than I had thought to be, for I found myself obliged to see a patient in the interim.

You deemed a composing draught necessary for her yourself, then?

Mr. Stephen Grey had deemed it so, and we medical men rarely like to call into question anothers treatment. But I did think it expedient that she should take a soothing draught, for she appeared to be flushed  rather excited, I should say. I was coming down with the fresh draught in my pocket, when I met the landlady in a wild state of alarm, with the news that Mrs. Crane was dead.

Were you the first with her after death?

I was the first, except the nurse; but I had not been in the room more than a minute when the Reverend Mr. Lycett followed me. We found her quite dead.

And, in your opinion, what was the cause?

The taking of prussic acid. There is no doubt about it. There was no mistaking the symptoms.

Look at this phial, Mr. Carlton, continued the coroner: does it bear any resemblance to the one which contained the fatal draught?

It appears to be like it. The directions and handwriting are similar. Oh yes, he added, as he took out the cork, it is the same: the smell is still in it.

Did you observe where the last witness, Pepperfly, put the bottle containing the draught, after you returned it to her? I mean when it was first delivered at the house.

I cannot tell where she put it. I did not notice.

You did not touch the bottle again, before you left the house?

Mr. Carlton turned sharply round, facing the audience at the back of the room.

Who called me? he inquired.

There had been a great deal of talking, the last minute or two, amidst this crowd, and Mr. Carltons name was mentioned in conjunction with others; but no one would confess to having called him.

I beg your pardon. Mr. Coroner, he said, turning to resume his evidence: I certainly thought some one called me; and that, whoever it might be, was guilty, considering the time and place, of disrespect to the law. You were inquiring if I had touched the phial again before I left the house, after resigning it to Mrs. Pepperfly: I neither touched it nor knew where it was.

If the proceedings are interrupted again, I shall order the room to be cleared, said the coroner, directing his eyes and voice to that part whence the noise had proceeded. Those who want to talk must go outside.

The coroner glanced over his notes; he had apparently come to an end, or nearly so, of the examination of Mr. Carlton.

Before you retire, I must ask you one more question, said he, looking up. Have you any clue to this mystery  any suspicion as to how the poison could have got into the draught?

Mr. Carlton remained silent. Was he debating with himself whether he should tell of the face he had seen on the staircase only an hour before the death  the strange, dread face on which the moon was shining? It is certain that that mysterious face had haunted Mr. Carltons mind more than was pleasant, both at the time and since. Was he doubting whether to denounce it now, as something which had no business in the house, and which might have been connected with the mystery? or did he shrink from the ridicule that would attach to him, at confessing to superstitious fears?

You do not answer, said the coroner, amidst the dead silence of the court.

Mr. Carlton drew a long breath. His thoughts took a different bent, unconnected with the face.

I cannot say that I suspect any one, he said, at length. Neither can I imagine how the poison could have been introduced into the draught, except in the making up, seeing that it smelt strongly of prussic acid when it came to Mrs. Cranes.

Another silence, broken by the coroner.

Very well; that is, I believe, all I have to ask you, Mr. Carlton; and I am sure, he added, that the jury feel obliged to you for the ready and candid manner in which you have given your evidence.

Mr. Carlton bowed to the coroner, and was retiring; but the coroners clerk, who appeared to have certain memoranda before him to which he occasionally referred, whispered something in the ear of the coroner.

Oh, ay; true, remarked the latter. A moment yet, Mr. Carlton. Did you not encounter at Great Wennock, on Sunday evening, the person called Mrs. Smith, who took away this unhappy ladys child?

I saw a person in the waiting-room of the station, who had a very young infant with her. There is little doubt but it was the infant in question.

You had some conversation with her. Did she give you any clue as to who the lady was?

She gave me none. I did not know what had occurred, and supposed the child to be the offspring of some resident at South Wennock. I told her that the child was too young and feeble to travel with safety, and she replied that necessity had no law  or something to that effect. I talked to her only a minute or two, and chiefly about the omnibus, which she said had bruised her much, in its reckless jolting over the ruts and stones. That was all.

Should you know her again?

I might do so; I am not sure. I had no very distinct view of her face, for it was growing dark.

Did she say where she was going?

No, she did not.

That is all then, I think, Mr. Carlton.


CHAPTER XII.

MR. CARLTON RECALLED.

AFTER Mr. Carltons dismissal, the coroner and jury consulted for some time together, and the result was that Nurse Pepperfly was called for again.

Now, Mrs. Pepperfly, the coroner began, do you mean to repeat to me that the deceased lady made no objection to taking that draught?

She didnt make none at all, my lord mayor. If she had, why should she have taken it? she was missis. Quite the contrairy of her objecting, it were; for she asked for it as soon as shed swallowed her gruel; but I told her she must not take one right upon the other.

Mr. Carlton says he charged her not to touch the draught. And you tell me upon your oath that she took it without making any demur?

I tell you so, Mr. Mayor, upon my Bible oath, and Id take twenty oaths to it, if you liked. But if you and the honourable corporation (turning to the jury) cant believe me, why dont you please ask the Widow Gould?  From nine oclock, or a little before it, the time Mrs. Crane had her gruel, the widow never was out of the room at all, and she can speak to all that passed as correctly as me. Not that youll get much out of her, added Mrs. Pepperfly, in a parenthesis, for shes a-shaking and sobbing with fright in the next room, afeared of being called in here. She thinks its like being tried, you see, gentlefolks, and she says she never was had up before a lord judge and jury in her life, and never stood at a transportation bar.

After this luminous piece of information, Betsy Pepperfly finally retired, and the shaky Mrs. Gould was supported in, attired in the poke bonnet and the plaid shawl she had lent to Judith. To try to convince the widow that she was not about to be criminally arraigned was a hopeless task; her mind upon the subject of bars in general and courts in particular, presenting a mass of inextricable confusion. She carried some pungent smelling-salts, and some one had thrust into her hand a small bottle of vinegar, wherewith to bedew her handkerchief and face; but her shaking hand poured so much aside, that the whole room was impregnated with the odour.

Whats your name, maam? asked the coroner, when the business of swearing her had been got over with difficulty.

Oh, dear gentlemen, do be merciful to me! Im nothing but a poor widow! was the sobbing answer.

Well, whats your name, if you are a widow? returned the coroner.

Its Eliza Gould. Oh, goodness, be good to me!

Now, if you dont just calm yourself and show a little common sense, perhaps youll be made to do it, cried the coroner, who was a hot-tempered man. What are you afraid of?  that you are going to be eaten?

I never did no wrong to nobody, as I can call to mind  and its a dreadful disgrace to be brought here, and me a lone widow! hysterically answered Mrs. Gould, bedewing her eyebrows and nose with vinegar.

How old are you, maam? snappishly asked the coroner.

Old? shrieked Mrs. Gould. Is this a court of that sort of inquiry?

Its a court where you must answer what questions are required of you. How old are you, maam?

Mrs. Gould moaned, and brought out in a tone scarcely audible, that she believed she might be as much as forty-two.

The coroner looked at her grey hairs and her wrinkles, and perhaps he was not disinclined for a minutes sport.

Forty-two, said he in a loud voice to his clerk; take it down. You have spoken correctly, maam, I hope, he added, turning again to the witness. This is a court of justice, remember, and you are upon your oath; you would not like to be tried for perjury.

Mrs. Gould sobbed, and shrieked, and finally went off into real hysterics. When the bustle was over, the coroner began again.

We have not quite got over the question of age. How old did you say you were?

Must I tell it? sobbed Mrs. Gould.

Of course you must. And now, maam, take notice that I ask you for the last time; I cannot have the moments of the court wasted in this manner. How old are you?

Im only fifty-six, howled Mrs. Gould, amidst a torrent of tears and vinegar and a roar of laughter from the room.

Draw your pen through forty-two, Mr. Clerk; and now perhaps we can go on to business. What do you know regarding the young lady who took your rooms, Mrs. Gould?

I dont know anything of her, except that she had a ring on her finger, and therefore must have been married, replied the witness, whose answers in general life had a frequent tendency to veer from the point in question.

Do you know where she came from, or why she came, or who her relations might be, or whether she had any?

She said Mrs. Fitch sent her to me, and she said her husband was travelling, and she said no more, continued the witness between her sighs.

Did she say where he was travelling, or what he was?

No, sir. Oh me, I think I shall faint!

Perhaps youll be so complaisant as to wait till your evidence is over, and then faint, suggested the coroner blandly. Did she tell you that she purposed making a long stay?

She told me she meant to be ill at my house, and that she did not expect the illness until May. She made me tell her the names of the doctors at South Wennock, which I did, and I spoke up for the Mr. Greys, as was only neighbourly, but she said she would have Mr. Carlton.

Did she give any particular reason for choosing Mr. Carlton?

She said she had a prejudice against the Greys, through something shed heard; and she said some friends of hers had recommended Mr. Carlton. But Ive had it upon my mind, all along, that it was the cabrioily did it.

That it was what did it? exclaimed the coroner, while the jury raised their faces.

The cabrioily. She got me to describe about the Mr. Greys to her, what they were like; and she got me to describe about Mr.

Carlton, what he was like; and I did, sir, meaning no harm. I said that the Mr. Greys were pleasant gentlemen who contented themselves with a gig; and that Mr. Carlton was pleasant too, but grand, and had set up his cabrioily. I think that did it, sir, the cabrioily; I think she couldnt resist choosing Mr. Carlton, after that.

There was coughing and choking in the room, and the coroners clerk shook as he took down the evidence. The witness pronounced words after her own fashion, and the stress she laid upon the oil in cabrioily was something new; indeed, the word, altogether, was new, in her lips.

She wrote a note to Mr. Carlton, proceeded the witness, and I got it taken to his house. And when the messenger came back with the news that he was away, she cried.

Cried! echoed the coroner.

Yes, sir. She said the note she had sent to Mr. Carlton engaged him, and she could not afford to pay two doctors. But we told her that if Mr. Grey attended for Mr. Carlton, she would only have to pay one. And that, or something else, seemed to reconcile her, for she let Mr. Stephen Grey be fetched, after all; and when it was over, she said how glad she was to have had him, and what a pleasant man he was. The oddest part of it all is, that she had no money.

How do you know she had none?

Because, sir, none has been found, and the police is keen at searching; nothing escapes em. She had the best part of a sovereign in her purse  nineteen and sixpence, they say, but no more. So, how she looked to pay her expenses, her doctor and her nurse, and me  and Mother Pepperfly boarding with me at the ladys request, and she dont eat a trifle  she best knew; and I say that it does look odd.

You regaled Mrs. Pepperfly with gin, spoke up one of the jury, relaxing from the majesty of his office. Was that to be charged for, or was it a personal treat?

Oh, dear, good gentlemen, dont pray throw it in my teeth, sobbed the widow. I did happen to have a drop of the vulgar stuff in the house. It must have been some I got for the workmen when I moved into it three years ago, and have been ever since on the top shelf of my kitchen cupboard, in a cracked bottle. I couldnt touch a drop of gin myself without being ill, gentlemen; my inside would turn against it.

Perhaps Mrs. Goulds eyes likewise turned against it, for they were cast up with the fervour of her assertion until nothing but the whites were visible.  

Ahem! interrupted the coroner, you are on your oath. And Mrs. Goulds eyes came down with a start at the words, and her mouth with them.

Leastways unless I feel very bad, she interjected.

This is wasting time, maam, said the coroner; we must hasten on. Can you account for the poison getting into the composing draught sent in by Mr. Grey? Did it get into it after it came into your house?

The witness was considerably astonished at the question; considerably flustered.

Why, you dont think Id go and put it in? she uttered, subsiding into sobs again.

I ask you, said the coroner, as a matter of form, whether there was any one likely to do such a thing; any one of whom you can entertain a suspicion?

Of course, gentlemen, if you mean to accuse me and Mrs. Pepperfly of poisoning her by prussic acid, the sooner you do it the better, howled the widow. We never touched the bottle. As the Greys boy brought it, so it was given to her. And there was nobody else to touch it  although Mr. Carlton as good as accused us of having a whiskered man in the house on the sly!

The coroner pricked up his ears. When was that?

The night of the death, sir. He was there when the draught came, was Mr. Carlton, and when I heard him coming down the stairs to leave, I ran out of the kitchen to open the door for him. Is there a man upstairs? asked he. A man, sir, I answered. No, sir; what sort of a man?. I thought I saw one hiding on the landing, said he, a man with whiskers. No, sir, says I, indignant.  We dont want no man in this house. It was my fancy, no doubt, answered he;  I thought Id just mention it, lest any scamp should have got in. But now, gentlemen, continued the widow wrathfully, I just ask you, was there ever such an insinuation put to two respectable females? I can bear out Mother Pepperfly, and Mother Pepperfly can bear out me, that we had no man in the house, and didnt want one; wed rather be without em. And one with whiskers too! Thank you for nothing, Mr. Carlton!

The words seemed to strike the coroner, and he entered a note in the book before him. When Mrs. Goulds indignation had subsided, she was again questioned. Her further evidence need not be given; it was only connected with points already discussed; and at its conclusion she was permitted to retire to the next room, where she had a prolonged fit of hysterics.

The coroner requested the presence again of Mr. Carlton. But it was found that Mr. Carlton had gone. This caused a delay in the proceedings. An officer was despatched for him in haste, and found him at his own home, engaged with a patient. He hurried him up to the court.

What am I required for? asked Mr. Carlton.

I cant say, sir. The coroner said you were to be produced.

I thought you had understood, Mr. Carlton, that it is expedient the witnesses should not depart until the inquiry be over, began the coroner, when he appeared. Questions sometimes arise which may render it necessary for them to be examined again.

I beg your pardon, replied Mr. Carlton; I had no idea I was not at liberty to return home; or that I should be wanted again. The coroner placed his arms on the table beside him, and leaned towards Mr. Carlton.

What is this tale? asked he, about your having seen a man secreted on the stairs, or landing, on the night of the mur  , the coroner coughed, to drown the word which had all but escaped his lips on the night of the death?

A scarlet tinge, born of emotion, flushed the face of Mr. Carlton. Were his superstitious feelings going to be probed for the benefit of the crowded court?

Who says I saw one? inquired he.

That is not the question, sharply returned the coroner. Did you see one?

No, I did not.

The last witness, Eliza Gould, testifies that you did  or thought you did.

The facts are these, said Mr. Carlton. As I was leaving the patient, the moonbeams shone on the landing through the staircase window, and for the moment I certainly did think I saw a face  the face of a person leaning against the wall.

What sort of a face? interrupted the coroner. A mans or a womans?

Oh, a mans, decidedly. A pale face, as it appeared to me, with thick black whiskers. I believe now it was my fancy. It was just a momentary glimpse, or rather idea, and was over directly. Moonbeams, it is well known, play curious tricks and turns with the eyesight. I fetched the candle and examined the landing, but no person was to be seen. Before I had well got down the stairs, a conviction was stealing over me that I had deceived myself; that there had been really nothing there; but I certainly did ask the woman Gould, when she came to open the door for me, whether or not any strange man was in the house.

She said, No?

Yes: and was intensely offended at my putting the question. The coroner mused. Turning to the jury, he spoke confidentially. You see, gentlemen, had there been really any one concealed upon the stairs, it would be a most suspicious point; one demanding full investigation. That medicine was in the adjoining room, open to the landing, and within any ones power who chose to enter; for the lady in bed could not be supposed to see what took place in the next apartment, and the two women were downstairs. Nothing more easy than for the cork to be abstracted from the medicine sent by the Messrs. Grey, and a few deadly drops poured into it. Provided, I say, the person so concealed there had a wish to do so. The jury looked grave, and one of them addressed Mr. Carlton:

Cant you carry your mind back, sir, with any degree of certainty?

There is quite a sufficient degree of certainty in my mind, replied Mr. Carlton. I feel convinced, I feel sure, that the face existed only in my fancy. I had gone out from the light room to the dark landing,  dark except for the moonbeams  and

I beg your pardon, Mr. Carlton, interrupted another juryman, but the witnesses, Pepperfly and Gould, have deposed that the ladys chamber was in darkness  that the candle was in the adjoining sitting-room, where she preferred to have it left.

Have they? I almost forget. Then in passing through the sitting-room my eyes must have been dazzled by the light, for I know that the landing appeared dark. You are right, added Mr. Carlton. I remember now that the candle was in the sitting-room, for it was from there I fetched it to search the landing.

Why did you not mention this, witness, when you were first examined? asked the coroner.

Mention what, sir? That I fancied I saw a face in the dark, which turned out to be all moonshine? retorted the witness. Verily I should be only too glad to mention anything that would bear upon the case, but I might have got laughed at for my pains.

You attach no importance to it, then?

None whatever. I feel certain that it was only a freak of my own fancy.

Very well, sir. That will do for the present. Are there any more witnesses to examine? continued the coroner, addressing the summoning-officer.

There were one or two who gave testimony of no importance, and they appeared to be all. Frederick Grey, who had been an eager listener to the witnesses, then stepped forward and addressed himself to the coroner.

Will you allow me to make a statement, sir?

If it bears upon the case, replied the coroner. Does it do so?

Yes, it does, warmly replied Frederick, his earnest, honest grey eyes flashing. There has been a cruel suspicion of carelessness cast upon my father: I wish to state that it was I who destroyed the proofs by which it could have been refuted.

And forthwith he told the story of his heedless wiping of the cob-webbed jar.

Was any one present when you did this, besides you and your father? asked the coroner.

Sir, did you not hear me say so? My uncle John.

Let Mr. John Grey be called, said the coroner. Gentlemen, he added to the jury, I am going somewhat out of my legal way in admitting these statements; but I must confess that it does appear to me most improbable that Mr. Stephen Grey whose high character we all well know, should have been guilty of this fatal carelessness. It has appeared to me entirely improbable from the first; and I deem it right to hear any evidence that can be brought forward to refute the accusation  especially, he impressively concluded, after the statement made by Mr. Carlton, as to the face he saw, or thought he saw, lurking near the chamber where the draught was placed. I acknowledge, in spite of Mr. Carltons stated conviction, that I am by no means convinced that that face was not real. It may have been the face of some deadly enemy of the ill-fated young lady; one who may have followed her to South Wennock for the purpose of destroying her, and stolen nefariously into the house; and then, his work accomplished, have stolen out again.

With all due deference, Mr. Coroner, to your superior judgment, interposed a juryman, the suspicion that the poison may have been introduced into the draught after it was in the Widow Goulds house, appears to be disposed of by the fact that it smelt strongly of it when it was first brought in  as sworn to by Mr. Carlton.

True, true, said the coroner musingly. It is involved in much mystery. Stand forward, Mr. Grey. Were you present when your nephew wiped the cobwebs and dust from the jar of hydrocyanic acid? continued the coroner, after the new witness had been sworn.

I was, replied Mr. John Grey. My brother Stephen reached down the jar, which he had to do by means of steps, from its usual place, and the dust and cobwebs were much collected on it, the cobwebs being woven over the stopper  a certain proof that it had not recently been opened.

This was after the death had taken place?

It was just after it; when we returned home from seeing the body. My brother remarked that it was a proof, or would be a proof  I forget his exact words  that he had not used the hydrocyanic acid; and whilst he and I were closely talking, Frederick, unconscious of course of the mischief he was doing, took a duster and wiped the jar. I was not in time to stop him. I pointed out what he had done, and how it might tell against his father, and he was overwhelmed with contrition; but the mischief was over and could not be remedied.

You had no other hydrocyanic acid in your house, except this?

None at all; none whatever..

The coroner turned to the jury.

If this statement of Mr. John Greys be correct  and it bears out his nephews  we must acknowledge that Mr. Stephen could not have put prussic acid into the draught when making it up. He could not have done so, in my opinion.

The jury assented. Certainly he could not, they said, if the testimony were correct.

Well, gentlemen, we know John Grey to be an upright man and a good man; and he is on his oath before his Maker?

Scarcely had the coroner spoken when a commotion was heard outside  a noise as of a crowd in the street, swarming up to the Red Lion. What was it? What could it be? The coroner and jury suspended proceedings for a moment, until the disturbance should subside.

But, instead of subsiding, it only came nearer and nearer; and at length burst into the room  eager people with eager faces  all in a state of excitement, all trying to pour forth the news at once.

Some additional evidence had been found.

The whole room rose, even the coroner and jury, so apt are the most official of us to be led away by excitement. What had come to light? Imaginations are quick, and the jury were allowing theirs a wide range. Some few of them jumped to the conclusion that, at least, Dick, the boy, had confessed to having been waylaid and bribed, to allow of poison being put into the draught; but by far the greater number anticipated that the body and legs belonging to the mysterious face had turned up, and were being marched before the coroner.


CHAPTER XIII.

THE TORN NOTE.

THE whole inquest-room, metaphorically speaking, was on its legs  coroner, jury, spectators  as the rushing tide of eager faces surged into it. What were the tidings they had brought?  what new evidence had come to light? Nothing very great, after all.

It was only a part of a letter. In the pocket of the dress which the unhappy lady had worn on the Friday, the day of her arrival at South Wennock, had just been found a half-sheet of note-paper, with some lines of writing on it and a great blot of ink. It was a somewhat remarkable fact that this dress, hanging up the whole time behind the bedroom door, had been overlooked both by the police and by Mr. Carlton, and was not searched by either. The coroner smoothed the crumpled sheet of writing, read it aloud for the information of the jury, and then passed it round for their inspection. It ran as follows 



13, Palace Street, 

South Wennock, 



Friday Evening,

March 10, 1848.



MY DEAREST HUSBAND,  You will be surprised to hear of my journey, and that I am safe at South Wennock. I know you will be angry, but I cannot help it, and we will talk over things when we meet. I have asked the people here about a medical man, and they strongly recommend one of the Messrs. Grey, but I tell them I would prefer Mr. Carlton. What do you say? I must ask him to come and see me this evening, for the railway omnibus shook me dreadfully, and I feel anything but



In that abrupt manner ended the writing. There was nothing more except the great blot of ink referred to. Whether she had been suddenly interrupted, or whether the accident of the blot caused her to begin a fresh letter, could not be told; and perhaps would now never be known.

But with all the excitement, the noise, and the expectation, it positively threw no light whatever upon the mystery  of the mystery of who she was, of her arrival, or the greater mystery of her death. The coroner sat, after the letter had been passed back to him, mechanically smoothing the creased sheet with his fingers, while he thought.

Call Mr. Carlton, he suddenly said.

Mr. Carlton was found in the yard of the inn, talking to some of the many outside idlers whom the proceedings had gathered together. After the rebuff administered to him by the coroner, as to his having gone away before, he was determined not so to offend a second time, but waited within call.

Wanted again! he exclaimed, when the officer came to him. I hope the jury will have enough of me.

Theres something fresh turned up, sir. You might have heard here the noise they made, bringing it up the street.

Something fresh! the surgeon eagerly repeated. What is it? Not about the face? he added, a strange dread mingling with his whispered tones.

I dont rightly know what it is, sir. The crowd jammed into the room so that I couldnt hear.

Mr. Carlton, look at this, will you, said the coroner, handing him the torn note, when he appeared. Can you tell me if it is in the handwriting of the deceased?

Mr. Carlton took the sheet, glanced at it, clutched it in his hand, and strode to a distant window. There he stood reading it, with his back to the room. He read it twice; he turned it over and looked at the other side; he turned it back and read it again. Then he returned to the table where sat the coroner and jury, who had followed his movements in eager expectation.

How can I tell, Mr. Coroner, whether it is in her handwriting or not?

You received a note from her. Can you not remember what the writing was like?

Mr. Carlton paused a moment, and then slowly shook his head. I did not take particular notice of the handwriting. If we had the two together we might compare them. By the way, he added, I may perhaps mention that I searched thoroughly for the note in question when I went home just now, and could not find it. Theres no doubt I threw it into the fire at the time.

Perfectly true. As soon as Mr. Carlton had returned home from his first examination, he had made a thorough search for the note. His conviction at the time was that he must have burnt it with the letters and envelopes lying on the table, those which he had thrown on the fire; it had been his conviction ever since; nevertheless he did again institute a search on going home from the inquest. He emptied some card-racks which stood on the mantel-piece; he opened the drawers of the sideboard: he went upstairs to his bedroom, and searched the pockets of the clothes he had worn that night; he looked in every likely place he could think of. It seemed rather a superfluous task, and it brought forth no results; but Mr. Carlton wished to feel quite sure upon the point.

Then you cannot speak as to this handwriting? asked the coroner.

Not with any certainty, was the reply of the witness. This writing, I fancy, looks not dissimilar to the other, as far as my remembrance carries me; but that is very slight. All ladies write alike nowadays.

Few ladies write so good a hand as this, remarked the coroner, holding the torn sheet of paper. Are you near-sighted, Mr. Carlton, that you took it to the window?

Mr. Carlton threw his eyes full in the face of the coroner, incipient defiance in their expression.

I am not near-sighted. But the rain makes the room dark, and evening is coming on. I thought, too, it must be a document of importance, throwing some great light upon the case, by the commotion that was made over it.

Ay, responded one of the jury, we were all taken in.

There was nothing more to be done; no further evidence to be taken. The coroner charged the jury, and he ordered the room to be cleared while they deliberated. Among the crowds filing out of it in obedience to the mandate, went Judith Ford. Judith had gone to the inquest partly to gratify her own pardonable curiosity  though her intense feeling of interest in the proceedings might be characterized by a better name than that; partly to be in readiness in case she should be called to bear testimony, as one of the attendants who had helped to nurse the lady through her illness.

She was not called, however. Her absence from the house at the time the medicine was taken, and at the time of the death, rendered her of no avail from a judicial point of view, and her name was not so much as mentioned during the day. She had found a seat in a quiet but convenient corner, and remained there undisturbed, watching the proceedings with the most absorbed interest. Never once from the witnesses, and their demeanour, as their separate evidence was given, were her eyes taken. Judith could not get over the dreadful death; she could not fathom the circumstances attending it.

In groups of fives, of tens, of twenties, the mob, gentle and simple, stood about, after their compulsory exit from the inquest-room, conversing eagerly, waiting impatiently. Stephen Grey and his brother, Mr. Brooklyn, Mr. Carlton, and a few more gentlemen collected together, deeply anxious for the verdict, as may be readily imagined; whether or not it would be manslaughter against Stephen Grey.

Judith meanwhile found her way to Mrs. Fitch. She was sitting in her bar-parlour  at least, when any odd moment gave her an opportunity of doing so; but Mrs. Fitch could not remember many days of her busy life so full of bustle as this had been. She was, however, knitting when Judith in her deep mourning appeared at the door, and she started from her seat.

Is it you, Judith? Is it over? Whats the verdict?

It is not over, said Judith. We have been sent out while they deliberate. I dont think, she added, some pain in her tone, they can bring it in against Mr. Stephen Grey.

I dont think they ought, after that evidence about the cobwebs, returned the landlady. Anyway, though, its odd how the poison could have got there. And I say, Judith, what tales this about a face on the stairs?

Well, I  dont know, maam. Mr. Carlton now says he thinks it was all his fancy.

It has a curious sound about it, to my mind. I know this  if the poor young lady was anything to me, I should have it followed up. You dont look well, Judith.

I cant say but it has altogether been a great shock and puzzle to me, acknowledged Judith, and thinking and worrying over a thing does not help ones looks. What with my face having been bad  but its better now  and what with this trouble, I have eaten next to nothing for days.

Ill give you a drop of cherry brandy

No, maam, thank you, I couldnt take it, interposed Judith, more vehemently than the kindhearted offer seemed to warrant. I can neither eat nor drink to-day.  

Nonsense, Judith! you are just going the way to lay yourself up. It is a very dreadful thing, theres no doubt of that; but still she was a stranger to us, and theres no cause for its throwing us off our meals.

Judith silently passed from the topic. I am anxious to get a place now, she said. I shouldnt think of all this so much if I had something to do. Besides, I dont like to impose too long on Mrs. Jenkinsons kindness. I suppose you dont happen to have heard of a place, Mrs. Fitch?

I heard to-day that there was a servant wanted at that house on the Rise  where the new folks live. Their housemaids going to leave.

What new folks? asked Judith.

Those fresh people who came from a distance. Whats the name?  Chesney, isnt it? The Chesneys. I mean Cedar Lodge. It might suit you. Coming! coming! shrieked out Mrs. Fitch, in answer to a succession of calls.

Yes, it might suit me, murmured Judith to herself. They look nice people. Ill go and see after it.

The words were interrupted by a movement, a hubbub, and Judith hastened to ascertain its cause. Could the deliberation of the jury be already over? Yes, it was even so. The door of the inquest-room had been thrown open, and the eager crowd were pressing on to it. A few minutes more, and the decree was spoken; was running like wildfire to every part of the expectant town.

We find that the deceased, whose married name appears to have been Crane, but to whose Christian name we have no clue, came by her death through swallowing prussic acid mixed in a composing draught; but by whom it was thus mixed, or whether by mistake or intentionally, we consider that there is not sufficient evidence to show.

So Stephen Grey was yet a free man. His friends pressed up to him, and shook him warmly by the hand. While young Frederick, with a cheek of emotion, now white, now crimson, galloped home through the mud and shut himself into his bedroom, there to hide his thankfulness and his agitation.


CHAPTER XIV.

CAPTAIN CHESNEYS HOME.

WRETCHED as the weather had been with the wind and the rain, the sun showed itself just before its setting, and broke forth with a red gleam, as if it would, in compassion, accord a glimpse of warmth and brightness to the passing day which had been longing for it.

Its beams fell on that pleasant white house on the Rise, the residence of Captain Chesney; they came glimmering through the trees and dancing on the carpet in the drawing-room. The large French window opening to the ground looked bright and clear with these welcome rays, and one of the inmates of the room turned to them with a glad expression; an expression that told of some expectant hope.

Seated at the table was the eldest daughter, Jane Chesney; a peculiarly quiet-looking, lady-like young woman of thirty years, with drooping eyelids, blue eyes, and fair hair. She had some loose sheets of paper before her that looked wonderfully like bills, and an open account-book lay beside them. There was a patient, wearied expression in her face, that seemed to say her life was not free from care.

Touching the keys of the piano with a masterly hand, but softly, as if she would subdue its sound, her brilliant brown eyes flashing with a radiant light, and her exquisite features unusually beautiful, sat Laura Chesney. Three and twenty years of age, she yet looked younger than she was; of middle height, slight and graceful, with the charm of an unusually youthful manner, Laura never was taken for her real age. She was one of the vainest girls living; though none detected it. Girls are naturally vain; beautiful girls very vain; but it has rarely entered into the heart of woman to conceive vanity so intense as that which tarnished the heart of Laura Chesney. It had been the one passion of her life  the great passion which overpowered other implanted seeds, whether for good or for evil, rendering them partially dormant. Not that vanity was her only failing; far from it; she had other less negative failings: self-will, obstinacy, and a rebellious spirit.

Latterly, another passion had taken possession of her; one which seemed to change her very nature, and to which even her vanity became subservient  love for Mr. Carlton. It is her eyes which are turning to this bright sunshine; it is her heart which is whispering he will be sure to come! She was dressed in a handsome robe of glittering silk, falling sleeves of costly lace shading her small white arms, on which were gold bracelets. Jane wore a violet merino, somewhat faded, a white collar, and small white cuffs on the closed sleeves its only ornament. The one looked fit to be the denizen of a palace; the other, with her plain attire and gentle manner, fit only for a quiet home life.

And, standing near the window, softly dancing to the time of Lauras music, and humming, in concert, was the little girl, Lucy. Her frock was of similar material to Janes, violet merino, but far more faded, the frills of her white drawers just peeping below its short skirt. She was a graceful child of eleven, very pretty, her eyes dark and luminous as Lauras, but shining with a far sweeter and softer light, and there was a repose in her whole bearing and manner, the counterpart of that which distinguished her eldest sister.

In the room above was the naval half-pay captain, unusually fierce and choleric to-night, as was sure to be the case when recovering from his gouty attacks. Far more noisy and impatient was he at these times than even when the gout was full upon him. The means of the family were grievously straitened, the captain having nothing but his half-pay  and what is that to live upon? They were encumbered with debt. Life had long been rendered miserable by it. And in truth, how can these straitened men, gentlemen, and well connected, as they often are, keep debt from their door? Captain Chesney was, to use a familiar expression, over head and ears in it. He had quitted the neighbourhood of Plymouth, where they had lived for so many years, simply because the place grew too hot to hold him, his creditors too pressing to be borne with. South Wennock was becoming the same, and people were growing troublesome.

It was Jane who bore the burden of it all. Perhaps no father had ever been loved with a more yearning, ardent, dutiful love than was Captain Chesney by his daughter Jane. To save him one care she would have forfeited her existence. If by walking through fire  and this is not speaking metaphorically  she could have eased him of a minutes pain, Jane Chesney would have gone lovingly to the sacrifice. Not upon him, not upon the others, had fallen the daily pains and penalties inseparable from a state of debt, but upon Jane. The petty hourly cares and crosses, the putting-off of creditors, the scheming how to make ten shillings go as far as other people made twenty, the anxiety for the present, the sickening dread of the future, and what might be the climax  Jane bore it all meekly, patiently. But it was wearing her out.

She sat now over last weeks bills, leaning her aching head  aching with care more than pain  upon her hand, and adding them up. Jane was not a good accountant; few women are; they are not trained to be so; and she had to go over the columns more than once. It was not the work which wearied and depressed her; it was the dread glance at the sums total, and the knowledge that these bills could only be put away with those of many many weeks back, unpaid. She put them from her, but with a gentle action  there was gentleness in every movement of Jane Chesney  and leaned back in her chair with a long-drawn sigh.

Lucy, child, I wish you would not dance so. It puts me out.

The little girl looked half surprised. I am not making a noise, Jane.

But the movement, as you wave about, makes my head worse.

Have you a headache, Jane?

Yes. At least  my head is so perplexed that it seems to ache.

Laura turned round, her eyes flashing. You are worrying your brains over those wretched bills, Jane! I wonder you get them about! I should just let things go on as they can, and not torment myself.

Let things go as they can! echoed Jane, in a tone of pain. Oh, Laura!

What good can you do by worrying and fretting over them? What good do you do?

Some one must worry and fret over them, Laura. If I were not to do it, papa must.

Well, he is more fit to battle with such troubles than you are. And it is his own imprudence which has brought it all on. But for the extravagance of bygone years, papa would not have reduced himself to his half-pay

Be silent, Laura! interrupted Jane in tones of stern authority. How dare you presume to cast a reflection on my dear father?

Lauras face fell, partly in submission to the reproof, partly in angry rebellion. Laura, of them all, most bitterly resented the petty annoyances brought by their straitened life.

Papa is as dear to me as he is to you, Jane, she presently said, in apology for her words. But I am not a stick or a stone, and I cant help feeling the difference there is between ourselves and other young ladies in our rank of life. Our days are nothing but pinching and perplexity; theirs are all flowers and sunshine.

There is a skeleton in every closet, Laura; and no one can judge of anothers sorrows, was the quiet answer of Jane. The lives that look to us all flowers and sunshine  as you term it  may have their own darkness just as ours have. Recollect the Italian proverb, Non v e rosa senza spina?

You are going altogether from the point, returned Laura. What other young lady  in saying a young lady, I mean an unmarried one  still sheltered from the worlds cares in her fathers home has to encounter the trouble and anxiety that you have?

Many a one, I dare say, was the reply of Jane. For myself, if I only save trouble and anxiety to my dear father, I think myself amply repaid.

Too true; it was all that was thought of by Jane; the one great care of her life  saving annoyance to her father. In the long night watches, when a dread of what these debts might result in for Captain Chesney would press upon her brain, Jane Chesney would lay her hand on her burning brow and wish that Englands laws could be altered, and permit a daughter to be arrested in place of her father. Laura resumed.

And who, except us, has to live as we live? barred up  its no better  in a house, like so many hermits; not daring to visit or be visited, lest such visiting might increase by a few shillings the weekly liabilities? Its a shame.

Hush, Laura! If we take to repining, that will be the worst of all. It is our lot, and we must bear it patiently.

Laura Chesney did not appear inclined to bear it very patiently just then. She struck the keys of the instrument loudly and passionately, playing so for a few moments, as if finding a vent for her anger. The little girl had leaned against the window in silence, listening to her sisters, and turning her sweet brown eyes from one to the other. Suddenly there came a sound on the floor above as if a heavy walking-stick was being thumped upon it.

There, Laura! thats because you played so loudly! cried the child. To-day, when I was practising, I forgot myself and took my foot off the soft pedal, and down came papas stick as if he would knock the floor through.

Laura Chesney rose, closed the piano, not quite so gently as she might have done, and went to the window. As she stood there looking out, her soft dark hair acquired quite a golden tinge in the light of the setting sun.

Thump! thump! thump! came the stick again. Jane sprang from her seat. It is not the piano: papa must want something.

A voice loud and imperative interrupted her as she was hastening from the room. Laura! Laura!

Jane drew back. It is for you, Laura. Make haste up.

And Laura Chesney, as she hastened to obey, caught up a small black mantle which lay on a chair, and threw it over her white shoulders. It served to conceal her rich silk dress and the bracelets that glittered on her wrists.

Lucy Chesney remained a few minutes in thought as her sister left the room. Things were puzzling her.

Jane, why does Laura put that black mantle on to go up to papa? It must be to hide her dress. But if she thinks that papa would be angry with her for wearing that best dress and mammas gold bracelets every evening, why does she wear them?

A somewhat difficult question for Jane Chesney to answer  to answer to a young mind which was being moulded for good or for ill.

Laura is fond of dress, Lucy. Perhaps she fancies papa is less fond of it.

Papa is less fond of it, returned the child. I dont think he would care if we wore these old merinos  oh, until next winter.

Jane sighed. Dress is expensive, Lucy, and you know

Yes, I know, Jane, said the little girl, filling up the pause, for Jane had stopped. But, Jane, why should Laura put that best dress on at all? She used not to put it on.

Now, in truth, this was a question which had likewise occurred to Miss Chesney. More than once, of late, when Laura had appeared dressed for the evening, Jane wondered why she had so dressed. Not a suspicion of the cause  the unhappy cause which was to bring ere long a great trouble upon them  had yet dawned on the mind of Jane Chesney.

And I want to ask you something else, Jane. What did you mean by saying there was a skeleton in every closet?

Come hither, Lucy. She held out her hand, and the child came forward and placed herself on a stool at Janes feet. Jane held the hand in hers, and Lucy sat looking upwards into her sisters calm, placid face.

If mamma had lived, Lucy, perhaps you might not have needed to ask me this, for she would have taught you and trained you more efficiently than I have done

Im sure, Jane, interrupted the child, her large eyes filling with tears, you are as good to me as mamma could have been, and you teach me well.

As we pass through life, Lucy, darling, troubles come upon us: cares, more or less heavy

Do they come to us all, Jane? To every one in the world?

They come to us all, my dear; it is the will of God. I do not suppose that any one is without them. We know what our own cares are; but sometimes we cannot see what others can have  we cannot see that they have any, and can scarcely believe it. We see them prosperous, with pleasant and plentiful homes; nay, with wealth and luxury; they possess, so far as we can tell, health and strength; they are, so far as we can see, a happy and united family. Yet it often happens that these very people, who seem to us to be so fortunate as to be objects of envy, do possess some secret care, so great that it may be hastening them to the grave before their time, and all the greater because it has to be concealed from the world. Then we call that care a skeleton in the closet, because it is unsuspected by others, hidden from others eyes. Do you understand now, Lucy?

Oh yes. But, Jane, why should care come to everybody?

My child, I have just told you it is the will of God. Sometimes we bring it upon ourselves, through our own conduct; but Ill not, talk to you of that now. You are young and light-hearted, Lucy, and you cannot yet understand the need of care. It comes to wean us from a world that we can stay but a little time in

Oh, Jane! we live to be old men and women!

Jane Chesney smiled; care and its bitter fruits  bitter to bear, however sweet they may be in the ending  had come to her early, and made her wise.

The very best of us live but a short time, Lucy  for, you know, we must speak of time by comparison. Threescore years and ten here, and ages upon ages, life without ending, hereafter. Well, dear, care and sorrow and disappointment come to draw our love from this world and to teach us to long for the next  to long for it, and to prepare for it. Care is permitted to come to us by God, and nothing comes from Him but what is good for us.

Why do people hide their care?

It is our nature to conceal excessive care or joy; they are both too sacred to be exposed to our fellow-mortals; they are hidden away with God. Lucy, dear, you are too young to understand this.

I shall look out for the skeleton now, Jane. When I see people who seem a little sad, I shall think, Ah, you have a skeleton in your closet!

It exists where no sadness is apparent, said Miss Chesney. I remember meeting with a lady  it was before we came to South Wennock  who appeared to possess every requisite to make life happy, and she was light-hearted and cheerful in manner. One day, when I had grown intimate with her, I remarked to her, that if any one ever appeared free from care, it was herself. I shall never forget her answer, or the deep sadness that rose to her face as she spoke it. Few, living, have been so afflicted with anxiety and care as I have been; it has come to me in all ways; and, but for Gods support, I could not have borne it. You must not judge by appearances, Miss Chesney. The answer took away my illusion, Lucy; and the tears rose involuntarily to my own eyes, in echo to those which earnestness and remembrance had called up to hers.

What had her sorrow been, Jane?

She did not say; but that her words and affliction were only too true, I was certain. She appeared to be rich in the worlds ties, having a husband and children, brothers and sisters  having all, in short, apparently, to make life happy. The skeleton exists where we least expect it, Lucy.

Suppose it ever comes to me, Jane. Should I die?

No, dear, laughed Jane Chesney, the little girls quaint earnestness was so droll. It does not come to run away with people in that manner; it rather comes to teach them how to live. I will repeat to you a sentence, Lucy, which you must treasure up and remember always. Adversity  adversity is only another name for care and sorrow, no matter what their nature, Jane Chesney broke off to say: Adversity hardens the heart, or opens it to Paradise. When it shall come to you, the terrible skeleton of adversity, Lucy, you must let it do the latter.

That is a nice saying, Jane; I like it, repeated Lucy. Adversity hardens the heart, or opens it to Paradise.


CHAPTER XV.

CAPTAIN CHESNEY.

LAURA had hastened upstairs at her fathers summons. Captain Chesney was reclining in an easy-chair, his feet extended before him on what is called a rest. Those feet were swathed in bandages, as gouty feet sometimes must be. He was quite helpless, as far as the legs were concerned; but his tongue and hands were the reverse of helpless,  the hands perpetually kept up the noise of the stick, and the tongue its own sound, to the extreme discomfort of the household. He bent his eyes with displeasure upon Laura from beneath their overhanging brows.

Was that you, playing?

Yes, papa.

Oh, it was not Lucy?

Papa, you know that Lucy could not play like that.

A good thing for her, roared Captain Chesney, as a twinge took him, for I should have ordered her to be whipped first, and sent to bed afterwards. How dare you annoy me with that noisy tinkling piano? Ill sell it.

As a day never passed that Captain Chesney did not give utterance to the same threat, it made little impression upon Laura.

Wheres Jane? he went on.

Shes at those everlasting bills, papa, was Lauras reply, who, truth to say, did not regard her father with the excessive reverence and affection that Jane did, and was not always in manner so submissively dutiful.

Ugh! retorted the captain. Let her throw them behind the fire.

I should, put in Laura; but the assenting remark greatly offended him, and for five minutes he kept up an incessant scolding of Laura.

Is that inquest over? he resumed.

I dont know anything about it, papa.

Has Carlton not been up?

No, replied Laura, bending to smooth the pillow under her fathers feet, lest the sudden accession of colour, which she felt rush to her cheeks, should be noticed. In doing this, she unwittingly touched the worst foot in the worst part; and the unhappy captain, one of the most impatient to bear pain that gout ever came to, shrieked, shook his stick, and finally let off some of what Miss Laura was in the habit of calling his quarter-deck language.

Papa, I am very sorry; my hand slipped, she deprecatingly said.

Did you ever have gout, Miss Laura Chesney?

No, papa.

Then perhaps youll exercise a little care when you are about those who do have it, and not let your hand slip. Slip, indeed! its all you are good for, to agonize suffering people. What do you do here? Why dont you let Jane come up?

Why, papa, you called me up.

That cantankering piano! Ill send for a man to-morrow, and he shall value it, and take it away. Whats the reason that Carlton doesnt come? Hes getting above his business, is that fellow. He has not been here all day long. I have a great mind to turn him off and call in one of the Greys. I wish I had done so when we first came here; they are attentive. You shall write him a note, and tell him not to put his foot inside my gate any more.

Lauras heart turned sick. Sick lest her father should execute his threat.

He could not be dismissed without being paid, she said in low tones, hoping the suggestion might have weight; and the captain growled.

Has Pompey come back? he began again, while Laura stood submissively before him, not daring to leave unless dismissed.

Not yet, papa. He has scarcely had time to come back yet.

But I say he has had time, persistently interrupted the captain. He is loitering over that precious inquest, listening to whats going on there. One fool makes many. Ill loiter him with my stick when he returns. Give me that.

The captain rapped his stick violently on a table in his vicinity, pretty nearly causing the saucer of jelly which stood there to fly off it. Laura handed him the saucer and teaspoon.

Who made this jelly? he asked, when he had tasted it.

I  I dare say it was Jane, she replied, with some hesitation, for Laura kept herself entirely aloof from domestic duties. She knew no more than the man in the moon how they went on, or who accomplished them, except that it must lie between Jane and the maid-servant.

Is it made of calves feet, or cow-heels, I wonder? continued the captain, growling and tasting. If thats not made of cow-heels, Im a story-teller, he decided, in another minute. What does Jane mean by it? I told her I would not touch jelly that was made of cow-heel. Wretched stuff!

Then, papa, I believe you are wrong, for I think Jane ordered some calves feet a day or two ago, protested Laura. But she only so spoke to appease him; and the irascible old sailor, somewhat mollified, resumed his pursuit of the jelly.

What did Clarice say? he asked.

Clarice? repeated Laura, opening her eyes in wonder. Not wonder only at the question, but at hearing so much as that name mentioned by her father.

The ex-sailor opened his, and fixed them on his daughter. I ask you what Clarice said?

Said when, papa?

When? Why, when Jane heard from her the other morning. Tuesday, wasnt it?

Jane did not hear from Clarice, papa.

Jane did, young lady. Why should she tell me she did, if she didnt? So you want to keep it from me, do you?

Indeed, papa, persisted Laura, she did not hear from her. I am quite sure that she did not. Had she heard from her, she would have told me.

A cruel twinge took the captains right foot. You be shot! he shrieked. And serve you right for seeking to deceive your father. A pretty puppet I should be in your hands but for Jane! Here, put this down. And now you may go.

Laura replaced the saucer on the table, and went back to her sisters, thankful to be released.

Papa is so cross to-night, she exclaimed. He is finding fault with everything.

Illness does make a person irritable, especially a man, spoke Jane, soothingly, ever ready to extenuate her fathers faults. And papa, you know, has been accustomed to implicit obedience in his own ship, just as if he were captain of a little kingdom.

I think the sailors must have had a fine time of it, said Laura; and Jane forbore to inquire in what light she spoke; she could not always be contending. What was the jelly made of, Jane,  calves feet, or cow-heel?

Cow-heel.

There! papa found it out, or thought he did: though I am sure the nicest palate in the world cannot tell the difference, when its flavoured with wine and lemon. He said he wondered at you, Jane, putting him off with cow-heel. I was obliged to tell him it was calves foot, just to pacify him.

Jane Chesney sighed deeply. Calves feet are so very dear! she said. I did it for the best. If papa only knew the difficulty I have to go on at all.

And any one but you would let him know of the difficulty, boldly returned Laura. But Jane only shook her head.

Jane, have you heard from Clarice lately? resumed Laura.

Miss Chesney lifted her eyes somewhat in surprise. Had I heard, Laura, I should not be likely to keep the fact from you. Why do you ask that question?

Papa says that you heard from her on Tuesday; that you told him so. I said you had not heard, and he immediately accused me of wanting to keep the news from him.

Papa says I told him I had heard from Clarice! repeated Jane Chesney in astonishment.

He says that you told him you heard from her on Tuesday.

Why, what can have caused papa to fancy such a thing? Stay, she added, as a recollection seemed to come to her: I know how the mistake must have arisen. I mentioned Clarices name to papa, hoping that he might be induced to break the barrier of silence and speak of her. I said I thought we should soon be hearing from her. That was on Tuesday.

Why do you think we shall soon be hearing from her?

Because  because  Miss Chesney spoke with marked hesitation I had on Monday night so extraordinary a dream. I feel sure we shall hear from her before long.

Laura Chesney burst into a laugh. Oh, Jane, youll make me die of laughter, some day, with those dreams of yours. Let us hear what it was.

No, Laura; you would only ridicule it.

Lucy Chesney stole up to her eldest sister. Jane, tell me, do tell me; I shall not ridicule it, and I like to hear dreams.

Jane shook her head in that decisive manner from which Lucy knew there was no appeal. It was not a pleasant dream, Lucy, and I shall not tell it. I was thinking very much of Clarice on Tuesday, in consequence of the dream, and I ventured to mention her name before papa. That is how the misapprehension must have occurred.

Was the dream about her? asked Laura; and Jane Chesney did not detect the covert irony of the tone.

Yes. But I should be sorry to tell it to any one: in fact, I could not. It was a dreadful dream; an awful dream.

They were interrupted. A maid-servant opened the drawingroom door and put her head in. Rather a surly-looking sort of head.

Miss Chesney, heres that coachman come again. He is asking to see the captain.

Captain Chesney is ill, and cannot see any one, imperiously answered Laura, before Jane could speak. Tell him so, Rhode.

Its of little good my telling him, Miss Laura. He declares that hell stop there all night, but what hell see the captain, or some of the family. He bade me go in, and not waste my breath over him, for he shouldnt take an answer from me.

I will go to him, Rhode, said Jane faintly. Oh, Laura, she added, sinking into her chair again as the maid retired, how sick these things make me! I could almost rather die, than see these creditors whom I cannot pay.

At that moment Captain Chesneys stick was heard in full play, and his voice with it, shouting for Jane. He brooked no delay when he called, and Jane knew that she must go to him. He may keep me a long while, Laura; I do not know what it may be for  I do wish he would let me sit with him, to be at hand. Laura, could you, for once, go out to this man?

If I must, I must, replied Laura Chesney; but Id rather go a mile the other way. Though, indeed, Jane, I have no more right to be exempt from these unpleasantnesses than you.

You could not manage with them as I do; you would grow angry and haughty with them, returned Jane, as she ran upstairs. Coming, coming, coming, dear papa, she called out, for the stick was rapping furiously.

Miss Laura Chesney proceeded down the gravel-walk which swept round the lawn, and looked over the gate. There stood a respectable-looking man in a velveteen dress. He was the proprietor of a fly in the neighbourhood, which Captain Chesney had extensively patronized, being rather given to driving about the country; but the captain had not been found so ready to pay. Apart from his straitened means, Captain Chesney possessed a sailors proverbial carelessness with regard to money: it was not so much that he ran wilfully into expense, as that he ran heedlessly into it. It never occurred to the captain, when he ordered the fly for an hour or twos recreation, and would seat himself in state in it, his legs up on the seat before him, his stick in his hand, and one of his daughters by his side, that the time for settling must come. Very pleasant and sociable would he be with the driver, for there lived not a pleasanter man, when he pleased, than Captain Chesney; and the driver would lean down from his box and touch his hat, and tell about this place they were passing, and the other place.

But settling time had come, was long past; a good deal of money was owing to the man, and he could not get it.

Captain Chesney is ill; he cannot be seen, began Laura, in a haughty, impatient tone. Can you not take your answer?

Ive took too many such answers, miss, replied the applicant. Here I come, day after day, week after week, and theres always an excuse ready. The captains out, or the captains ill. It is time there was a end to it.

What do you want? asked Laura.

Want! why, my money. Look here, miss. Im a poor man, with a wife and family to keep, and my wife sick in bed. If I cant get that money that the captain owes me, itll be the ruin of me; and have it I must and will.

He spoke in a civil but yet in a determined tone. Laura wished from her very heart that she could pay him.

Here you have been, miss, the captain, and some of you ladies, always driving about in my fly, hindering me from letting it to other customers that would have paid me; and when I come to ask for my just due, nobodys never at home to me.

Is it much? asked Laura.

Its seven pound twelve shillings. Will you pay me, miss?

She was startled to hear it was so much. I wish I could pay you, she involuntarily exclaimed. I have nothing to pay with.

Will you let me in then, to see Captain Chesney?

When I tell you he is ill, and cannot see you, I tell you truth, replied Laura. You must come when he is better.

Look here, miss, said the man. You wont pay me; perhaps its true that you cant; and you wont let me in to see the captain, who could. So Ill be obliged to you to give him a message from me. Im very sorry to annoy any gentleman, tell him; but I must do it in self-defence, and now this is Thursday, and as true as that we two, miss, stand here, if the money is not paid me between this and twelve oclock on Saturday, Ill take out a summons against him for the debt.

The man turned away as he spoke, and walked rapidly down the hill. Laura leaned on the gate, giving way to her vexation. She was not so often brought into contact with this sort of unpleasantness as Jane, and perhaps it was well she was not, for Laura would not have borne it placidly. She felt at that moment as if any asylum, any remote desert, would be a haven of rest, in comparison with her fathers home.

Suddenly she lifted her head, for one was approaching who had become to her dangerously dear, and she recognized the step. A rich damask flushed her cheek, her eyelids fell over her eyes that they might hide their loving light, and her hand trembled as it was taken by Mr. Carlton.

My darling! were you watching for me?

She neither said yes nor no; the bliss of meeting him, of being in his presence, of feeling her hand in contact with his, was all sufficient; rendering her far too confused to answer rationally.

And did Mr. Carlton love her? Yes, it has been said so  loved her with a powerful and impassioned love. He had been a man of wayward passions, stopping at little which could promote their gratification, and perhaps there were some passages in his bygone life which he did not care to glance back at; but his heart had never been awakened to love  to pure, spiritualized love  until he knew Laura Chesney. For some little time now it had been his ardent desire, his purpose, to make her his wife; and for Mr. Carlton to will a thing was to do it. Laura anticipated strong objection from her father and her family. Mr. Carlton cared no more for such objection than for the idle wind.

Papa has been so impatient for you, Lewis, she murmured.

Is he worse to-night?

Oh no. But he is very irritable.

I did not intend to come in now, remarked Mr. Carlton. I have a call to make a little higher up, at Mrs. Newberrys, and I thought I would take Captain Chesney on my return. I could remain longer by coming afterwards.

I think you had better just come in to papa first, if only for a few moments, said Laura. Perhaps, she timidly added, you can come in again when you have been to Mrs. Newberrys?

She touched the spring by which the gate was opened, a spring unknown to troublesome customers, and Mr. Carlton entered. He held out his arm to escort her to the house.

No, no, she whispered, with a deep blush. Jane is at the window.

So much the better, my dearest. Yes, Laura, I will have you take it, he said with firmness, placing her hand within his arm.

You tell me you prefer that they should become acquainted with this by degrees, rather than that I should speak at once to Captain Chesney. But, Laura, I promise you one thing,  that I shall speak to him ere much more time has passed over our heads.

Jane, who had merely been wanted for a minute by her father, was in the drawing-room again, and standing at the window with Lucy, when Laura advanced, leaning on the arm of Mr. Carlton. Janes face expressed its astonished disapprobation, and even the little girl was conscious that  according to the notions of the family  it ought not to have been.

Jane, do you see Laura?

Laura is thoughtless, my dear. She forgets herself.

Mr. Carlton went upstairs at once to Captain Chesney. He did not stay; and in coming down stepped in at the open door of the drawing-room. Lucy ran from it as he entered, and Laura had evidently only that moment gone in. Miss Chesney returned his salutation coldly.

You have made a short visit to papa, Mr. Carlton, she remarked. I am coming in again after I have seen a patient higher up, he replied. What an unfavourable day it has been!

Yes. Do you know whether the inquest is over? continued Jane, her reserve merging into curiosity.

It is only just over. And that is why my visit to Captain Chesney is so late this evening. They had me before them three or four times.

What is the verdict, Mr. Carlton? asked Laura; and the reader may remark that while she had called him by his Christian name, had spoken familiarly, when they were alone, she was formal enough with him now, in the presence of her sister. Deceit! deceit! it never yet brought forth good fruit.

Nothing satisfactory, was the surgeons answer. They found that the cause of death was the prussic acid in the draught; but how it got into it they considered that there was no evidence to show.

What should you have called satisfactory? asked Miss Chesney. Mr. Carlton smiled. When I say not satisfactory, I mean that the whole affair still lies in uncertainty.

Do you suspect any one yourself, Mr. Carlton?

Not of wilfully causing the death. But, he added, in a more hesitating tone, I have, of course, my own opinion.

That it occurred through a mistake on the part of Mr. Stephen Grey?

The surgeon nodded his head. Through some mistake, undoubtedly; and it is impossible to look to any other quarter for it. But I should not care to express so much in public. It is not agreeable for a medical man to find himself obliged to cast reflection on a brother practitioner.

I do not see that there can be the slightest shadow of doubt upon the point, remarked Miss Chesney. The medicine was taken straight from Mr. Stephen Greys hands to the sick-room, therefore how else could it have got into it? And your having smelt the prussic acid when the draught was brought up, is a certain proof that it must have been done in the mixing. Has anything come out about the poor young ladys connections? who she was, or where she came from?

Not anything, replied Mr. Carlton. They cannot even discover her Christian name.

And have you not found out who it was who recommended her to you, Mr. Carlton? inquired Laura.

I cannot find out at all. I wrote on Tuesday to the various friends in London whom I thought at all likely to have mentioned me, and have had answers from some of them to-day; but they deny all knowledge of Mrs. Crane. You see, there is a great uncertainty in every way; for we are not even sure that she did come from London.

Laura resumed. It is said she was very beautiful. Was she so, Mr. Carlton?

Mr. Carlton paused ere he gave his answer. In health, and up and dressed, she may have been so; but I did not see her dressed, you know. I saw her only in bed, and by candle-light.

He spoke the last words as he crossed the hall to depart, for he was in haste to pay his visit to the house higher up the Rise.


CHAPTER XVI.

MISS CHESNEYS FEAR.

LAURA CHESNEY stood at the window, watching the retreating form of the surgeon as he passed hastily down the garden path in the growing twilight. A short time, and he would be back again as he had promised; and Lauras heart beat at the thought, at the anticipated rapture of seeing him again, and she remained silent, losing herself in dreams of the sweetest delusion.

Only to be rudely awakened. Miss Chesney stepped to Lauras side and spoke, her gentle voice sounding strange in its sternness.

Laura, could it be that I saw you walking through the garden when Mr. Carlton came, arm-in-arm with him?

Laura turned away her face from her sisters view, or even in that fading hour Miss Chesney would have seen the red flush that overspread it at the words. She made no answer.

It was not seemly, Laura. Mr. Carlton is only a surgeon: a man, so far as we know, without connections. And you are a Chesney.

With connections retorted Laura, who was growing vexed and angry. And much good they do me!

Laura dear, we are, as may be said, of the noblesse: we may not lose caste.

I think we have lost caste already, with these wretched, paltry debts hanging over and following us about from place to place like a shadow, was the petulant answer. They degrade us pretty well.

You mistake, Laura. If you intend that as a refutation to my argument, you look at things in a wrong light. In one sense of the word the debts degrade us, because there always is degradation attaching itself to these petty debts; but they cannot in the slightest degree sully our caste; they cannot detract from our birth or tarnish it. Do not again allow Mr. Carlton to place himself familiarly on a level with you.

Loving him, as she did, with an impassioned, blind, all-absorbing love, Laura Chesney in her heart bitterly resented this reflection on Mr. Carlton. She was fast falling into that sadly mistaken, unhealthy frame of mind in which every consideration is lost in the one swaying passion  love. Openly she did not dare to dissent from her sister; it might have brought on an explanation for which Laura was not prepared; and Jane, deeming she had said enough, passed to a different topic.

What did the flyman say?

He insisted on the money being paid to him between now and twelve oclock on Saturday; failing it then, he will proceed against papa publicly. Jane, I am sure the man will carry out his threat. He was not loud and angry, not even uncivil; but he was resolute.

And how is it to be procured? moaned Jane, leaning her head upon her hand. I would almost sell myself, she added, with a rush of feeling, rather than bring these annoyances before papa! Oh, if I could only take these troubles more effectually off him!

Papa can battle with them a great deal better than you can, Jane, said Laura, who was far from sharing Janes ultra-filial feeling on the point. And it is more fitting that he should do so.

It is not more fitting, retorted Jane Chesney, whose usually gentle spirit could be roused by any reproach cast on him. He is my dear, dear father, and I ask no better than to devote my life to warding off care from his.

Would you wish no better? asked Laura in low, wondering tones, as she glanced at the bliss presenting itself for her future life  the spending it with Lewis Carlton.

Nor wish better, replied Jane. And the younger sister gazed at her in compassion and half in disbelief.

There are other petty cares coming upon us, Laura, resumed Jane in a different tone. Rhode has given me warning.

Rhode has! quickly echoed Laura in surprise. What for?

To better herself, she said. I suspect the true motive is, that she is tired of the place. There is a great deal to do; and she hinted, somewhat insolently, that she did not like a service where applicants were continually coming for money only to be put off; it tried her temper. I told her she might go the instant I could procure a fresh servant. I do not choose to keep dissatisfied people in the house longer than can be helped. She  What is it, Lucy?

The little girl had come running in, eagerly. Jane, a young woman wants to see you.

Another creditor, thought Jane with a sinking heart. Is it the woman from the fruit-shop, Lucy?

Oh no. Rhode says it is a young woman come after the place. She has taken her into the kitchen, and wished me to ask if you would please to see her.

Miss Chesney looked as though she scarcely understood. A young woman come after the place! she repeated. Why, it is not an hour since Rhode told me she must leave! Ring the bell, Lucy. Rhode came in, in answer. Miss Chesney requested an explanation with quiet dignity, and Rhode turned red, and put on a defiant look, as if she could be again insolent if she pleased.

I have made up my mind to it some days, Miss Chesney, and I dare say I may have spoken of it abroad. The young woman says Mrs. Fitch at the Lion told her of the place.

Show the young woman into the dining-room, said Miss Chesney. And she proceeded thither, encountering Pompey on her way, who informed her of the termination of the inquest, and its result.

In the dining-room stood Judith Ford. She had come straight up as soon as the inquest was over. Neatly dressed in good mourning, steady in demeanour, her face full of sense and thought, Jane Chesney took a fancy to her at the first glance. Judith gave a few particulars as to herself, and concluded with observing that she had been informed by Mrs. Fitch it was a housemaid who was required, but the servant Rhode had now told her it was a cook.

In point of fact, it maybe said to be both, replied Miss Chesney. We require a servant who can undertake both duties  a maid-of-all-work, as it is called. We are gentle-people and highly connected, she hastened to add, not in a spirit of proud, mistaken boasting, but as if it were due to their own dignity to explain so far: but my father, Captain Chesney, has a very limited income, which obliges us to keep as few servants as possible. Could you take such a place? Judith reflected a moment before giving her reply. In her time she had lived in the capacity of cook and was equal to its duties, but it was not the place she would have preferred.

Should I be the only servant kept, maam? she inquired, feeling, in the midst of her demur, that she should like much the gentle lady before her for a mistress.

The only maid-servant. We keep a man who attends on papa and waits at table; he helps a good deal also in the kitchen, gets in coal, cleans the knives, and does similar work; and he generally answers the door. I do not think you would find the work too much.

I think I might venture upon it, observed Judith, half in soliloquy. I once lived alone in a place. It was a gentlemans family, maam, too. I have never served in any other.

We could not take a servant from a trades-persons family, returned Miss Chesney, who was deeply intrenched in her aristocratic prejudices. Where is it that you say you are staying?

Number fourteen, Palace Street.

The sound struck on Miss Chesneys ear. Number fourteen, Palace Street! Why! that must be close to the house where that sad tragedy has just taken place!

It is next door to it, maam, was Judiths answer.

All Jane Chesneys curiosity, all her marvel  and the best of us possess a good share of it  was aroused. Did you see the young lady? she inquired, quite eagerly, in her interest.

I saw her several times; I was with her, was Judiths answer. Mr. Stephen Grey could not get the nurse for her that he wished, and he was glad for me to be with her. He saw a great deal of me, maam, in my last place.

It was a terrible thing, remarked Miss Chesney.

It was an awful thing, said Judith, wherever the blame may lie.

That of course lies with Mr. Stephen Grey. There cannot be two opinions upon it.

There can, maam, dissented Judith, in an impressive but respectful manner. The jury  to go no further  were of a different opinion.

I can understand their verdict; that is, understand the feeling which prompted them to return it. They did not like to bring in one against their fellow-townsman. Mr. Stephen has been so much respected in the town  as I hear; but we are little more than strangers in South Wennock.

The case is altogether shrouded in mystery, said Judith, her own voice assuming unconsciously a tone of awe as she spoke. It may come to light some time; I trust it will; whenever it does, I am sure it will be found that Mr. Stephen Grey was innocent.

Do you think there was no mistake made in the medicine?

I feel persuaded there was none; that it was sent cut from Mr. Stephen Greys pure and proper. That the young lady was murdered,  as deliberately and wickedly murdered as any one ever was in this world  is my firm belief.

By whom?

Ah, maam, there it all lies. That is the mystery that no one can fathom.

Pompey has been saying that the people were talking when they came out of the inquest-room about a strange face on the stairs. They said that, but for that, the verdict might have gone against Mr. Stephen Grey.

This interposition came from Lucy Chesney; she had come silently into the room to look at the young woman who was seeking to live with them. The unfortunate affair in Palace Street, with its singular attendant circumstances, had excited all her interest  as such affairs will and do excite the interest of children  and every little additional detail was eagerly picked up by Lucy.

What strange face was seen on the stairs? exclaimed Jane Chesney, forgetting reproof in her surprise.

Pompey says that Mr. Carlton saw a man with a strange face by the ladys bedroom door, just before her death, Jane.

Jane Chesney recalled her scattered senses. Lucy, go up to papa, she said. You should not have come in here without asking my permission, and you must not listen to all the idle tales brought home by Pompey.

The little girl went away in obedience, but half reluctantly, and Miss Chesney asked an explanation of Judith.

When Mr. Carlton paid a visit to Mrs. Crane the night of the death, he thought, in leaving, that he saw a strange face on the stairs. Mr. Carlton now says he thinks it was only his fancy; but, maam, the coroner seemed to attach a great deal of importance to it. It is a pity, added Judith, again falling into soliloquy, but all the circumstances could be brought into the full, clear light of day.

Seemed to attach  you do not mean to say you were at the inquest! exclaimed Miss Chesney.

Yes, I was, maam. I have now come from it.

I never heard of such a thing, cried Miss Chesney, recovering from her astonishment. It did sound very strange to her that a servant should attend a coroners inquest for  as she supposed-pleasure.

I was anxious to be there, explained Judith, and I did not know but I might be called upon also as a witness. Though I had known the young lady only three or four days, maam, I had learnt to love her, and since she died I have hardly touched food. I could not have rested without hearing the evidence. And I am very glad I did hear it, she added, pointedly and emphatically. My having been at the inquest will not make me the less good servant, maam. Miss Chesney could not avoid a smile. Of course it would not, she answered; but the admission had sounded singular. However, she was not one to carry on gossip with a servant, and she quitted the subject for the other, which had brought Judith to the house.

The result of the interview was, that Judiths character was to be inquired into of her late mistress, and she was told to come again in a day or two for a final answer.

Miss Chesney, deep in thought, entered the drawing-room with a quiet step; and a choking sensation of pain, of dread, rushed over her, for she fancied she saw her sister Lauras face lifted hurriedly from the shoulder of Mr. Carlton. She must have been deceived, she repeated to herself the next moment; yes, she must have been deceived.

But he was certainly standing there; they were standing together in the remaining rays of light that came in at the window. Jane Chesneys eyes suddenly opened to much that had hitherto been obscure  to Lauras fastidiousness latterly on the subject of her own dress, to the look of radiant happiness sometimes to be seen on her face, to her unaccountable restlessness when they were expecting the daily professional visit of the surgeon. Could it be possible that she was learning to love him?

Crossing the room, she stirred the fire into a blaze, rang for the lamp, and turned to Laura; speaking sharply.

Why are you in the dark, Laura?

Because Pompey did not bring in the lamp, I suppose, returned Laura, in tones breathing somewhat of incipient defiance.

Jane pressed down her anger, her fear, and composed her manner to calmness. I did not know you had returned, Mr. Carlton, she said. Have you been here long?

Long enough to talk secrets to Laura, he laughingly replied, in a bold spirit. And now I will go up to Captain Chesney.

He met the black servant carrying the lamp in as he quitted the room. Pompey was getting to be quite an old man now; he had been in Captain Chesneys service for many years.

Leave the shutters for the present, Pompey, said his mistress; come in again by-and-by. What is all this, Laura? she added impatiently, as the man left the room.

Laura Chesney remained at the window, looking out into the darkness, her heart full of rebellion. What is what? she asked.

What did Mr. Carlton mean  that he had been talking secrets to you?

It was a foolish remark to make.

And he presumed to speak of you by your Christian name!

Did he?

Did he! Did you not notice it? Laura, I  I thought  I thought I saw your head leaning upon him, returned Jane, speaking as if the very utterance of the words choked her.

You are fanciful, answered the younger sister. You always were so.

Were the words spoken in subterfuge? Jane feared so. Oh, Laura! she exclaimed in agitation, I have heard of young ladies allowing themselves to be on these familiar terms with men, receiving homage from them in their vanity, caresses even in their love! Surely nothing of the sort is arising between you and Mr. Carlton?

Laura made no reply.

Laura, continued Jane in a sharp, ringing tone of pain, do you like him? Oh, take care what you are about! You know you could never marry Mr. Carlton.

I do not tell you that I like him, faltered Laura, some of her courage beginning to forsake her, But why could I not marry him?

Marry him! You! The daughter of Captain Chesney marry a common country apothecary! The niece

There! dont go on, Jane; thats enough,  and the young lady stamped her foot passionately.

But I must speak. You are Miss Laura Chesney

I tell you, Jane, I wont listen to it. I am tired of hearing who we are and what we are. What though we have great and grand connections,  do they do us any good? Does it bring plenty to our home?  does it bring us the amusement and society we have a right to expect? Jane! I am tired of it all. There are moments when I feel tempted to go and do as Clarice has done.

There was a long pause  a pause of pain; for Laura had alluded to the one painful subject of the Chesneys later life. Jane at length broke the silence.

It would be better for you, even that, than marrying Mr. Carlton, she said in a hushed voice. Laura, were Mr. Carlton our equal, I could not see you marry him.

Laura turned from the window now, turned in her surprise. Why?

I do not know how it is that I have taken so great a dislike to Mr. Carlton, continued Miss Chesney in a dreamy tone, not so much answering Laura as communing with herself. Laura, I cannot bear Mr. Carlton. It seems to me that I would rather see you in your grave than united to him, were he the first match in England.

But I ask you why.

I cannot explain it. For one thing  but I dont care to speak of that. You have accused me before now, Laura, of taking prejudices without apparent reason; I have taken one against Mr, Carlton.

Laura tossed her head.

But  in speaking with reference to yourself  we have been supposing for arguments sake that he was your equal, resumed Jane. He is not so; he never can be; therefore we may let the subject drop.

What were you going to urge against him, the one thing that you would not speak of? returned Laura.

It may be as well not to mention it.

But I shall be very much obliged to you to mention it, Jane. I think you ought to do so.

Well then  but you will think me foolish  Mr. Carlton was so mixed up, and unfavourably, with that dreadful dream I had of Clarice on Monday night. I never liked Mr. Carlton, but since that night I seem to have had a horror of him. I cannot help this, Laura; I dare say it is very foolish; but  we cannot account for these things.

How foolish Laura Chesney thought it, the haughty contempt of her countenance fully told. She would not condescend to answer it; it was altogether beneath her notice; or she deemed it so.

Jane Chesney took her work-basket and sat down near the lamp. She was looking at some work, when a violent rapping overhead of Captain Chesneys stick was heard, and Lucy came flying downstairs and burst into the room.

Oh, Jane! she exclaimed, Lady Oakburns dead.

Jane dropped her work; Laura moved to the table, aroused to excitement.

Dead! repeated Jane. And when she wrote to me last week she was so well!

Jane, Jane, you dont understand, said the child. It is young Lady Oakburn; not our old aunt the dowager. And a little baby has died with her.

The rapping stick overhead had never ceased. Jane, recovering her scattered senses, ran upstairs, the others following her. Captain Chesney was on his couch, all turmoil and impatience, rapping incessantly; and Mr. Carlton sat near him, evidently at a loss to comprehend what caused the tumult. A shaded candle was on the table, but the blaze of the fire fell full on the surgeons impassive face, curious and inquiring now. It appeared that he had been conversing with his patient when Lucy saw something in the Times newspaper, which was lying partly folded on the table, having only recently been brought in, and she read it out aloud to her father.

Captain Chesney lifted his stick and brought it down on the table after his own fashion, as they entered. Take up that newspaper, Jane, he exclaimed, and see what it is that Lucy has stumbled upon in the deaths.

Jane Chesney ran her eyes downwards from the top of the column and caught sight of something in the notice of births, which she read aloud.

On the 12th instant, in South Audley Street, the Countess of Oakburn of a daughter.

Then in the deaths:  

On the 14th instant, in South Audley Street, aged twenty-one, Maria, the beloved wife of the Earl of Oakburn.

On the 14th instant, in South Audley Street, Clarice, the infant child of the Earl of Oakburn.

Janes voice ceased, and the captain brought his stick on the floor with one melancholy thump, as did Uncle Toby his staff, in the colloquy with Corporal Trim.

Gone!  uttered he. The young wife gone before the old grandmother!

Did you know the parties, sir? asked Mr. Carlton.

Know them, sir! returned the choleric captain, angry at having, as he deemed, so foolish a question put to him. I ought to know them, for they are my blood relations.

I was not aware of it, said Mr. Carlton.

No, sir, perhaps you were not aware of it, but its true, for all that. My father, sir, was the Honourable Frank Chesney, the second son of the ninth Earl of Oakburn and brother to the tenth earl; and the late earl, eleventh in succession, and father of the present earl, was my own cousin. Its a shame that it should be true, continued the captain, his stick noisily enforcing every other word: a shame that I should be so near to the peerage of England, and yet be a poor half-pay navy captain! Merit goes for nothing in this world, and relationship goes for less. If the late earl had chosen to exert himself, I should have been an admiral long ago. There have been Admiral Chesneys who distinguished themselves in their day, and perhaps I should have made no exception, he concluded, with a violent accession of the stick accompaniment.

They named the little child Clarice, you see, papa, observed Jane, after a pause.

As if the old dowager would let them name her anything else! cried the captain. You dont know the Dowager Countess of Oakburn, probably, Mr. Carlton; the present earls grandmother?

No, sir, I do not.

You have lost nothing. She is his grandmother, and my aunt; and of all the pig-headed, selfish, opinionated old women, shes the worst. When Jane was born  nodding towards his daughter she says to me, Youll name her Clarice, Frank. No, I wont, I said, I shall call her by her mothers name,  which was Jane. The same thing over again when Laura was born. Youll name her Clarice, Frank, and Ill stand godmother, cries the countess. No, I wont, I said, I shall name her after my sister Laura  who had died. And then my lady and I had a lasting quarrel. Her own names Clarice, you see. Yes! I am as near as that to the great Oakburns (who are as poor as church mice for their rank, all the whole lot), and Im a half-pay captain, hard up for a shilling.

Are there many standing between you and the title, sir? asked Mr. Carlton.

Theres not one between me and the title, was the answer. If the earl should die without children, I become Earl of Oakburn. What of that? He is a young man and I am an old one. Hell soon be marrying again, and getting direct heirs about him.

I think if I were as near the British peerage as that, I should be speculating upon reaching it, said Mr. Carlton, with a genial laugh.

And prove yourself a fool for your pains, retorted the blunt old sailor. No; its bad enough looking after old mens dead shoes; but its worse looking after young ones. I thank goodness I have not been idiot enough for that. I never, sir, allowed myself to glance at the possibility of becoming Earl of Oakburn; never. There was also another heir before me, the young earls brother, Arthur Chesney, but he died. He got into a boating row at Cambridge a year or two back, and was drowned. Jane, you must see to the mourning.

Janes heart sank with dismay at the prospect of the unexpected outlay. Need we go to the expense, papa? she faltered.

Need we go to the expense! roared the captain, his tongue and his stick going together, what do you mean? Youd let the young countess go into her grave, and not put on mourning for her? You are out of your senses, Miss Chesney.

Mr. Carlton rose. He buttoned his coat over his slender and very gentlemanly figure, and contrived to whisper a word to Laura as he was departing.

Be at ease, my darling. You shall be mine. Should they deny you to me, I will steal you from them.

Her hand was momentarily in his; his breath mingled with hers, so low had he bent to her; and Laura, with a crimson face and an apprehensive heart, glanced round to see if Jane was watching. But Jane had stooped over the gouty foot, in compliance with some sudden demand of Captain Chesneys.


CHAPTER XVII.

MR. CARLTONS DEMAND.

A SHORT time went by, just a week or two, and the excitement caused by Mrs. Cranes death was beginning in some degree to subside. No discoveries had been made, no tidings obtained as to who she was or what she was; no light whatever had arisen to clear up the mystery of her death. It is just possible the police did not bestir themselves in the search so actively and perseveringly as they might have done; there were no distressed surviving relatives to urge them on; there was no reward offered as a spur to exertion: and the poor young lady, who had arrived so strangely at South Wennock, apparently friendless and unknown, seemed likely to remain unknown for ever.

Things were progressing at the house of Captain Chesney. Progressing to an issue that not one of its inmates as yet dreamed of. The captain himself was not progressing. Through some imprudence of his own he had been thrown back in his recovery, and was still a prisoner to his room. The crape band placed on his hat for the young Countess of Oakburn had not yet been worn, and Jane Chesney was already beginning to be in trouble over the bills sent in for the mourning of herself and her sisters. The disagreeable servant Rhode had departed, and Judith Ford had entered in her place.

So far, so good. But that was not all.

Captain Chesneys relapse afforded an excuse for the more frequent visits of Mr. Carlton. The fractious invalid complacently set them down to anxiety for himself, and thought what an attentive doctor he possessed. Jane was half in doubt whether the two visits daily  the short one in the morning, snatched while Mr. Carlton was on his round to his other patients; the long, gossiping one in the evening  had their rise in any motive so praiseworthy: but as she saw no further reprehensible signs of intimacy between the surgeon and her sister, she hoped for the best.

Unknown to Jane Chesney, however, Mr. Carlton and Laura did contrive to snatch occasionally sundry stolen moments of interview. In one of these, Mr. Carlton told her that the time had come for his speaking out to Captain Chesney. His father, who had been  he emphatically said it  a bad father to him for years, who had turned a resolutely deaf ear to any mention of his sons possible marriage, who would never suffer a hint of such a future contingency to be mentioned in his presence, nay, who threatened to invoke all kinds of ill upon his head if he contracted one, had suddenly veered round to the opposite extreme. Nothing brings a bad or careless man to his senses sooner than to find himself struck down by unexpected or desperate sickness, where the grave is seen with its portals already opening. Such an illness had overtaken Mr. Carlton the elder, and perhaps had been the means of changing his policy. One thing it certainly effected: a reconciliation with his son. From his residence in the east of London, a handsome house in a bad district, where he lay, as he thought, dying, he sent forth a telegraphic summons to his son at South Wennock, as you have already heard; and though the immediate danger was soon over for the time, some of its penitential effects remained. Mr. Carlton urged marriage upon his son now, telling him it would keep him steady, and he made him a present of a good sum towards setting up his house for the reception of a wife.

The money was only too welcome to Lewis Carlton. No one but himself knew how he had been pushed, how pinched and straitened. He paid certain debts with some of it, and the rest he appropriated to its legitimate purpose  decorating and embellishing his house inside. Many articles of new and costly furniture were ordered in; and Mr. Carlton spared no pains, no money, to make it comfortable for her whom he loved so passionately  Laura Chesney.

It never occurred to him that he could be eventually refused. A demur at first he thought there might be, for Laura had confessed to him how exacting her family was on the score of birth, and Mr. Carlton had no birth to boast of, hardly knew what the word meant. But if Laura had birth, he had a good home, a rising practice, and the expectation of money at his fathers death; and he may be excused for believing that these advantages would finally weigh with Captain Chesney.

With Mr. Carlton, to determine upon a thing was to do it. He had no patience; he could not wait and watch his time; what he resolved to have, he must have at once. This acting upon impulse had cost him something in his life, and perhaps would do so again.

He did as he resolved. He spoke out boldly, and asked Captain Chesney for his daughter Laura. The captain received the offer  well, you had better hear how he received it.

It was proffered at an hour when Jane and Laura were out. Mr. Carlton had an instinctive conviction that Jane Chesney would be against him, and Laura had confirmed him in it; therefore he judged it well to speak when she was out of the way. The captains consent gained, he could metaphorically snap his fingers at Miss Chesney. He had paid his morning visit to the captain, and then gone further up the hill to see other patients, but he was not long in doing so, and as he was returning he saw the two Miss Chesneys go out of the gate, in their black silk dresses, and turn toward the town. They did not see him. A moments hesitation in his own mind, and Mr. Carlton entered. Lucy came looking from the drawing-room as he invaded the hall, and he went into the drawing-room with her, while Pompey went up to inquire if his master would allow Mr. Carlton five minutes private conversation.

Are you drawing? Mr. Carlton asked, as he saw signs of employment on the table.

Yes, replied Lucy. I am very fond of drawing, especially landscapes. Jane draws beautifully, and she teaches me. Laura likes music better. See, I have to fill in these trees before Jane comes home; she set me the task.

You wont half do it, said Mr. Carlton, looking down at the cardboard at which Lucy was now working steadily. You will want to run away to play, long before thats done.

I may want, perhaps; but I shall not do it. I would not disobey Jane. Besides, it is my duty to attend to my studies.

Do you always do your duty? inquired the surgeon, with a smile.

Not always, Im afraid. But I try to do it. Mr. Carlton, I want to ask you something.

Ask away, young lady, said he.

Lucy Chesney laid down her pencil, and turned her sweet, earnest eyes on Mr. Carlton; they were beaming just now with saddened light.

Was it really true that that poor sick lady was poisoned wilfully?  that some wicked man put the prussic acid in the draught?

How his mood changed! The question appeared to excite his ire, and an impatient word escaped him.

What have I done now? exclaimed Lucy in excessive wonder. Ought I not to have asked it?

I beg your pardon, Miss Lucy, he said, recovering his equanimity. The fact is, I have not had a moments peace since the inquest. South Wennock has done nothing but din these questions into my ears. I think sometimes I shall be turned into prussic acid myself.

But was it wilfully done? persisted Lucy, forgetting the rebuff in her anxious curiosity.

That question had better be asked of Mr. Stephen Grey: perhaps he can answer it. No; of course it was not wilfully done.

And, Mr. Carlton, please tell me, have they found out whose face that was upon the stairs?

A sudden shade arose to the face of Mr. Carlton, discernible even by Lucy. The child thought it looked like dread.

That was all nonsense, said he. There was no face there.

The captain says Misser Doctor go up, interrupted the black servant, coming in with his broken English. And Mr. Carlton departed.

Captain Chesney was a prisoner still, as to his legs; they were raised on the rest. A table was on one side of him, bearing various, articles that he might want, and his stick was at hand on the other.

What are you back again for? he asked with some abruptness.

I have a petition to make to you, Captain Chesney, began the surgeon, as he took, uninvited, a chair opposite the invalid; and perhaps for the first time in his life Mr. Carlton may have been conscious of a nervousness of manner quite foreign to him. I have been hoping to speak to you for many weeks, and the time has at length come when I trust I may do so without great presumption. Before I enter upon my immediate subject, you will allow me a word of explanation as to who I am. My father is a medical man in London, in extensive practice; I am his only child, and expect at his death to inherit a considerable fortune. I think  I fear  that death will not be long delayed, and then I shall be what may be called a rich man.

Sir, interrupted the plain-spoken sailor, wherefore tell me this? Were your father Chancellor of the Exchequer, and could endow you with the countrys revenues, it would be no business of mine.

A flush rose to the brow of Mr. Carlton.

Permit me a moment yet, Captain Chesney, while I speak of myself. I am well established here; am getting into extensive practice  for the Greys are going down; and down they will go, after that fatal mistake of Mr. Stephens. In a little time, sir, I expect to be netting a thousand a year.

But what is it all to me? wondered the captain. Im sure youre welcome to it.

Even had I only that in prospect, it would not be so bad an income; but when my fathers money is added to it, I shall hold my own with any one in Wennock. Captain Chesney, I want one to share this with me. I want you to give her to me. Your daughter.

Mr. Carlton spoke in a low tone of emotion, and it maybe doubted whether the captain heard him aright. Certain it is that he made no reply, but stared at Mr. Carlton as if he had become moon-struck.

I speak of Miss Laura Chesney, continued the surgeon. Oh, sir, give her to me! I will be a loving husband to her. She shall want for nothing to make her happy that the most anxious care and tenderness can bestow.

Captain Chesney wondered whether he himself had gone mad, or whether Mr. Carlton had done so. He had a firm conviction that it must be one or the other. He no more believed it within the range of possibility that any common country practitioner should presume to aspire to an alliance with the aristocratic family of Chesney, than that he, the captain, should dare to aspire to one of the royal princesses. His stick trembled ominously, but did not as yet come down.

WHAT did you say, sir? he demanded, with set teeth.

Sir, I love your daughter; I love Laura Chesney as I have never yet loved, and never shall love another. Will you suffer me to make her my wife?

Down came the stick in all its thunder, and out roared the captains voice as an accompaniment, shouting for Pompey. The black servant flew up, as if impelled by something behind him.

Was massa ill?

Ill! chafed the captain, He is! he added, pointing the stick at Mr. Carlton. Hes mad, Pompey; gone stark staring mad: youve shut me up here with a mad fellow. Get him out of the house, somehow.

The bewildered Pompey stood in confusion. He knew his choleric master said anything that came uppermost, and he glanced at the calm face, the still, self-possessed bearing of Mr. Carlton; certainly he looked like anything but a madman.

Mr. Carlton rose, his manner haughty, his voice cold. Captain Chesney, I am a gentleman; and my proposal to you at least required courtesy. Have the kindness to favour me with an intelligible answer.

Ill be shot if you get any other answer from me. You are mad, sir; nobody but a fool or a madman would dream of such a thing as you have now been proposing, Do you know, sir, that my daughter is a CHESNEY?

And I am a Carlton. If the names were to be picked out in the Heralds College, the one might prove equal, if not superior to the other.

Why  goodness bless my soul! retorted the amazed captain. You  you are a common apothecary, sir  a dispenser of medicine! and you would aspire to a union with the Chesneys?

I am a member of the Royal College of Surgeons, angrily repeated Mr. Carlton, who was beginning to lose his temper.

If you were the whole College of Surgeons rolled into one,  their head, their tail, and their middle,  you wouldnt dare to glance at my daughter, had you any sense of propriety within you. Do you mean to show this gentleman out, you rascal! added the inflamed captain, menacing with his stick the head of the unhappy Pompey.

Door open, Misser Doctor, cried Pompey. But Mr. Carlton motioned him away with a gesture of the hand.

Captain Chesney, I have told you that I love your daughter; I have told you that my prospects are sufficiently assured to justify me in marrying. Once more I ask you  will you give her to me?

No, by Jove! raved the captain, Id see your coffin walk first. Here  stop  listen to me; Id rather see her in her coffin, than disgraced by contact with you. You wed Laura Chesney? Never, never.

What if I tell you that her hopes  her life, I may almost say  are bound up in me? cried Mr. Carlton in a low tone.

What if I tell you that you are a bad and a wicked man? shrieked the captain. How dare you take advantage of your being called into my house professionally, to cast your covetous eye on any of my family? Was that gentlemanly, sir? was it the act of a man of honour? You confounded old idiot, standing there with your great goggle eyes, what possesses you to disobey me? Havent I ordered you to show this  this person  to the door!

The last two sentences, as the reader may divine, were addressed to the bewildered Pompey. Mr. Carltons face wore a resolute expression just then. He took it with him, and stood before Captain Chesney, folding his arms.

It is said in Scripture, that a woman shall leave father and mother, and cleave unto her husband. I would ask you a question, Captain Chesney. By what right, her affections being engaged, and my means suitable, do you deny me your daughter?

The right of power, sir, was the sarcastic retort. And, now that I have answered your question, allow me to ask you one. By what right did you seek her affections? You came into my house with one ostensible object, and clandestinely availed yourself of your footing in it to pursue another! Sir, you had no right to do this, and I tell you that you are a sneak and a coward. Begone, Mr. Surgeon. Send me up your bill, when you get home, and never attempt to put your foot inside my door again, or to cast a thought to Miss Laura Chesney.

That is easier said than done, Captain Chesney, concluded Mr. Carlton, but he did not turn to leave.

Now, you black villain! the door, I say; and both of you may thank your stars that I am this day powerless, or your skins might learn what it is to beard a quarter-deck captain.

But Mr. Carlton was already out, and Pompey also. A good thing that they were, for the stick of the roused captain came flying through the air after them; whether meant for one or the other, or both, the sender best knew. It struck the door-post and fell clattering to the floor, adding another dent to the gold top, which already had so many dents in it  as the meek Pompey could testify.

Leaning against the door, shivering and sick, was Lucy Chesney. The noise in the chamber had attracted her notice, and she ran up, but stopped at the entrance, too terrified to enter. She touched the arm of Mr. Carlton.

Oh, tell me what has happened? I heard Lauras name. What has she done?

Mr. Carlton shook off her hand, and moved forward, buried in thought. Before he had descended more than a stair or two, his recollection apparently came to him, and he went back to the child.

Dont be alarmed, my dear; it is nothing to tremble at. I made a proposition to Captain Chesney, and he forgot his good manners in answering it. It will be all right. Mind, I tell you that it will, and you may tell Laura so, from me. Forgive my having passed you rudely, Lucy; at that moment I was not myself.

He quitted the house, turned out at the gate, and there came face to face with the Miss Chesneys. Something that they intended to take to the town with them had been forgotten, and they were returning for it. Mr. Carlton stood before them and raised his hat. Jane wondered at his presumption in stopping them.

Can I speak a word with you apart? he suddenly demanded of Laura.

She blushed violently, but after a moments indecision would have stepped aside with him, had not Jane interposed.

You can have nothing to say in private to Miss Laura Chesney that may not be said in public, Mr. Carlton. I must beg her to decline your request.

In direct defiance to her sister, Laura could not grant it. Mr. Carlton saw she could not, and his resolution was taken. He addressed Laura, allowing Miss Chesney to hear, but taking no more notice of her than if she was not by.

I have been speaking to Captain Chesney. I have been asking him to allow me to address you, and he received my proposals as if they were an insult. He would not hear me make them, or listen to any explanation; he treated me as I should think no gentleman was ever treated before. Laura, I can now only depend upon you.

She stood before him, her whole face glowing; frightened, but happy.

But Rome was not built in a day, added Mr. Carlton. Ill as Captain Chesney has this day received me, I forgive him for your sake, and hope the time may come when he will be induced to listen to us. We must both strive to subdue his prejudices.

Jane moved a step forward. She knew what her own course would be, had the proposition been made to her, and she had little doubt it must have been her fathers.

Has my father forbidden you the house, sir?

He has. But, as I say, I and your sister must hope to subdue his prejudices. Miss Chesney, he added, seizing her unwilling hand,  do not you be against us. I cannot give up Laura.

You say I against us, returned Jane. In making use of those words it would almost lead to a belief that my sister has an understanding with you in this matter. Is it so?

It is, replied Mr. Carlton in a deep tone; the understanding of love. Miss Chesney, it is no childs affection that she and I entertain for each other; it is not one that can be readily put aside, even at the will of Captain Chesney. Will you aid us to overcome his opposition?

No, said Jane in a low but firm tone. I am deeply grieved, deeply shocked, to hear you say this. What you are thinking of can never be.

I see, said Mr. Carlton in cold accents: you share Captain Chesneys prejudices against me. Miss Chesney  allow me to say it  they may yet be conquered. I tell you, I tell Laura in your presence, that I will do all I can to subdue them; I will do all I can to win her, for mine she shall be. My darling  and his voice changed to tenderness only be true to me! It is all I ask. I am not to be admitted again to your house; but I shall see you elsewhere, though it be but a chance meeting, such as this. Good morning, Miss Chesney.

He passed on towards the town, and a conviction of future trouble arose in Jane Chesneys heart as she gazed after him. But she never guessed how bitter that trouble was to be.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE FACE AGAIN.

A CONFLICT was going on in the mind of Laura Chesney. Two passions, bad and good, were at work there, each striving for the mastery.

Should it be obedience or disobedience? Should she bear on in the straight line of duty, and be obedient to her father, to all the notions of right in which she had been reared; or should she quit her home in defiance, quit it clandestinely, to become the wife of Mr. Carlton? Reader! It has indeed come to this,  grievous as it is to have to write it of a well-trained gentlewoman.

On the day that Mr. Carlton had asked for Laura, Captain Chesney commanded her before him. He did not spare her. Every reproach that the case seemed to demand was lavished upon her by the indignant captain; and he finally forbade her ever to give another thought to Mr. Carlton. The abuse he heaped upon the unconscious surgeon would have been something grand if spoken upon the boards of a theatre; it simply made Laura rebellious. He told her that, except in his professional capacity, he disliked Mr. Carlton, and that nothing in the world would ever induce him to admit the man to his family. And this he confirmed with sundry unnecessary words.

Laura retired, apparently acquiescent. Not to him did she dare show disobedience, and the captain concluded that the affair was settled and over. Whether Lauras rebellious feelings would have subsided afterwards into duty had she been left alone, it is impossible to say; but Mr. Carlton took every possible occasion of fostering them.

He did not want opportunity. Laura  careless, wilful, reprehensible Laura  had yielded to his persuasions of meeting him in secret. Evening after evening, at the twilight hour, unless unavoidably kept away by the exigencies of patients, was Mr. Carlton in the dark grove of trees that skirted Captain Chesneys house; and Laura found no difficulty in joining him. The captain and Miss Chesney would as soon have suspected her of stealing out to meet a charged cannon as a gentleman, and Lauras movements were free and unwatched.

But it was not possible that this state of things could continue. Laura had not been reared to deceit, and she did feel ashamed of herself. She felt also something else  a fear of detection. Each evening, as she glided tremblingly into that grove, she protested with tears to Mr. Carlton that it must be the last: that she dared not come again. And suppose she made it the last, he answered, what then? were they to bid each other adieu for ever?

Ah, poor Laura Chesneys heart was only too much inclined to open to the specious argument he breathed into it  that there was only one way of ending satisfactorily the present unhappy state of things; that of flying with him. It took but a few days to accomplish  to convince her that it would be best for them in every way, and induce her to promise to consent. So long as she was Miss Laura Chesney, Captain Chesneys obstinacy would continue, he argued; but when once they were married, he would be easily brought to forgiveness. Mr. Carlton believed this when he said it. He believed that these loud, hot-tempered men, who were so fond of raging out, never bore malice long. Perhaps as a rule he was right, but to all rules there are exceptional cases. With many tears, with many sighs, with many qualms of self-reproach, Laura yielded her consent, and Mr. Carlton laid his plans, and communicated them to her. But for his having been forbidden the house, Laura might never have ventured upon the step; but to continue to steal out in fear and trembling to see him, she dared not; and to live without seeing him would have been the bitterest fate of all.

In the few days that had elapsed since the rupture between her father and lover, Laura Chesney seemed to have lived years. In her after-life, when she glanced back at this time, she asked herself whether it was indeed possible that only those few days, a fortnight at most, had passed over her head, during which she was making up her mind to leave her home with Mr. Carlton. Only a few days! to deliberate upon a step that must decide the destiny of her whole life!

But we must hasten on.

It was about a month subsequent to the death of Mrs. Crane, and the moons rays were again gladdening the earth. The rays were weak and watery. Dark clouds passed frequently over the face of the sky, and sprinkling showers, threatening heavier rain, fell at intervals.

Gliding out of her fathers door, by the servants entrance, came Laura Chesney. She wore a black silk dress, the mourning for Lady Oakburn, and a black shawl was thrown over her head and shoulders. She stepped swiftly down the narrow path which led from this entrance to the foot of the garden, and plunged in among the trees there. It was between eight and nine oclock, and, but for this watery moon, it would have been quite dark. Laura was later than she had wished to be. Captain Chesney was about again now, and it had pleased him to keep tea waiting on the table, before he allowed Jane to make it. Laura sat in a fever of impatience. Was Mr. Carlton waiting for her?  and would he go away? Taking one cup of tea hastily, Laura declined more, and, saying she had a headache, quitted the room.

Unheeding of rain which began to fall, Laura plunged into the trees. Leaning against the trunk of one thicker than the rest, stood Mr. Carlton. Laura, who was in a state of continuous terror during these interviews, flew to him for shelter.

Oh, Lewis, I feared you would be gone! I thought I should never get away to-night. Papa was reading the newspaper, and Jane would not make tea unless he told her. I dared not come away until it was made, because they would have been calling me to it.

Only one night more, Laura, and then it will be over, was his soothing answer.

At least, he had meant it to soothe her. But the step she was about to take seemed to come before Laura then in all its naked and appalling sternness.

I dont know that I can do it, she murmured, with a shiver. It is an awful thing. Do you mind me, Lewis?  an awful thing.

What is? asked Mr. Carlton.

To run away from my fathers home. I have read of it in books, but I never knew any one who did it in real life. And now that the time is coming near, I cannot tell you how I seem to shrink from it. We have been brought up to be so obedient.

Hush, Laura! You are falling into an unnecessarily grave view of this.

She did not answer aloud, but she began asking herself whether too grave a view could be taken of a daughters leaving clandestinely her fathers home. Lauras conscience was unusually alive to-night. A glimmer of the watery moon fell on her face through the trees, and Mr. Carlton saw how grave was its expression. He divined her thoughts, as by instinct, and answered them.

Laura, believe me, you can take too grave a view of it. When a father is unreasonably despotic, a daughter is justified in breaking through her trammels. Surely you are not wavering! Laura, Laura! you will not be the one to frustrate our plans! you will not draw back from me at the last hour!

She burst into tears. No, I would not draw back from you, she sobbed. But  I dont know how it is, I feel to-night frightened at everything; frightened above all at the unknown future.

Mr. Carlton did his best to reassure her. Loving arguments, all too specious; sophistries, whose falseness was lost in their sweetness, were poured into her ear. It was only the old story; one that has been enacted many a time before, that will be enacted many a time again: where inclination and conscience are at war, and the latter yields.

I could not live without you, he passionately reiterated. You must not draw back from me now.

It may be that she felt she could not live without him. She suffered herself to be soothed, to be satisfied. Gradually, one by one, her scruples melted away; and she discussed with him finally their plans for getting away undetected, unpursued. The time for their purposed flitting was drawing very near: four-and-twenty hours more would bring it.

But it grew late; time for Mr. Carlton to be away, and for Laura to be indoors again, lest she should be missed. Mr. Carlton, with many a last word and many another, at length quitted her. Laura remained for a few minutes where she was, to still the beating of her agitated heart, to live over again the sweet, stolen interview. Only a few hours, and, if all went well, she should belong to him for ever!

The shrubs and trees around afforded a safe shelter. It was pretty dry there, and she had suffered the shawl to fall from her shoulders, never heeding where. But now she turned to look for it, and just at that moment the moon burst from behind a cloud, and Laura looked up at its glitter through the leaves of the trees. It was brighter then than it had yet been that night.

Taking up the shawl, she had thrown it round her, when a cry escaped her lips, and every pulse in her beating heart stood still. There, amidst the trees, stood some one watching her; some one that certainly bore the form of a human being, but a strange one. It wriggled itself forward and came nearer: near enough to speak in a whisper, and be heard:

Laura Chesney, what have you to do with Lewis Carlton?

She stood paralyzed with fright, with awe, leaning against the trunk of a tree, and saying nothing: her hands clutching the shawl, her eyes dilated.

Have nothing to do with Lewis Carlton, went on the voice. If you care for your own happiness, perhaps your life, have nothing to-do with him. Ask him what he did to Clarice. Ask him if he deals in poison.

With the faintest possible rustling, the figure and the voice died away to her sight and hearing. Laura Chesney felt as if her own heart, almost her life, were dying with it.

Now it happened that Mr. Carlton, after letting himself out at the gate, remembered a word he had forgotten to say to Laura, touching those plans of theirs for the following evening. He had gone a few paces down the road when he thought of it; but he retraced his steps, put his hand over the gate, pressed the spring, and turned in again. Only a few yards from him, right in front of the path, enveloped in what looked like a travelling cloak and cap, stood a man, a stout, very short man  as it seemed to Mr. Carlton. He supposed it to be some traveller coming perhaps from a journey, who might have business at the house; he supposed he had passed in at the gate in the minute that had elapsed since he himself had passed out of it. Conscious that he was not upon Captain Chesneys premises on pursuits of the most honourable nature, the surgeon felt somewhat embarrassed. At that moment the stranger turned and raised his cap, and to Mr. Carltons horror he saw beneath it the face he had seen once before.

It was the same face he had seen on the staircase in Palace Street, the night of his patients death; the same severe face, with its intensely black whiskers, and its ghastly white skin. A creeping horror, as if the dead were about him, overspread Mr. Carlton: he knew not whether the figure before him was ghostly or human. He leaned his brow on his hand for one single instant to recover self-possession; and when he looked up, the figure was gone.

Gone where? Mr. Carlton could not say, could not think. That it had not come down the path was certain, because it must have brushed past him; and it was equally certain it had not gone on to the house, or it would not yet have been out of sight; neither was he disposed to think it had disappeared amidst the trees, for he had heard no sound of their being moved. He had hitherto considered himself a brave man, a man bolder than the common run, but he was strangely shaken now. The same undefined terror which had unnerved him that other night, unmanned him this. It was not a fear that he could grapple with. It was a vague, shadowy dread, perfectly undefined to his mind, partly indistinct; one moment presenting the semblance of a tangible fear, that might be run from or guarded against; the next, wearing to his conviction only the hues of a fanciful superstition. Never, in all his life, had Mr. Carlton believed in ghostly appearances; he would have been the first to laugh at and ridicule those who did believe in them; most singular, then, was it that the face he had seen that ill-fated night should have conjured up any superstitious fear in his mind of its being a visitant from the other world. It was singular that the same idea should arise, uncalled for, now.

With a face quite as ghastly as the one he had seen,  with shaken nerves that he strove in vain to steady,  with a sickening fear that ran through every fibre of his frame, Mr. Carlton stood still as death, taking a few moments respite; and then he penetrated to the spot where he had left Laura Chesney. Not to her did he purpose breathing a syllable of what had passed. What then was his astonishment to find her dart up to him, clasp him tightly for protection, and burst into deep sobs of terror, a terror as great as his own!

Laura, my love, what means this?

Oh, Lewis, did you see it? did you see it? she sobbed. That figure which has been here?

Mr. Carltons heart beat more violently than before; but still he would not betray that he knew anything.

What figure, Laura?

I dont know; I dont know who or what it was. It was behind me, amidst the trees, and I saw it when I turned to look after my shawl. At the first moment I thought it was a woman; its voice sounded like a womans; but afterwards I thought it was a man. I dont know which it was.

Its voice! repeated Mr. Carlton. Did it speak?

It spoke, and that was the worst; it warned me against you. Otherwise I might have thought it some curious passer-by, who had heard us speaking, and came intruding in at the gate to look. Oh, Lewis! she added, with a burst of agitation that almost shook Mr. Carlton as well as herself, it is not true, is it? Lewis! Lewis!

Her emotion was so excessive that she lost all self-control, all recollection of the necessity for secrecy. Another fear attacked Mr. Carlton  that they might be betrayed.

Hush, hush! he whispered. Be calm, and tell me what you mean. Is what true?

It  I say it, because I dont know whether it was a man or a woman  it warned me against you, panted Laura. It told me that I must have nothing to do with Lewis Carlton; that if I valued my own happiness, perhaps my life, I should not.

Some envious fool who has penetrated our secret, and who would step between us, interrupted Mr. Carlton in a tone of bitter scorn.

Hear me out, she continued. It told me to ask you what you had done with Clarice: to ask if you dealt in poison.

Mr. Carlton stood as one transfixed  as one confounded. What Clarice? he presently asked. Who is Clarice?

I dont know, said Laura Chesney, her sobs subsiding into a wail. Do you know any one of the name?

I do not know any Clarice in the world, he answered.

But about the poison? shivered Laura: what could the words mean? Ask him if he deals in poison!

I suppose they meant deals in drugs, was the answer. A medical man, in general practice, must have to do with them. There was something in Mr. Carltons tone that frightened Laura worse than anything that had gone before. She started away to gaze at him. He was looking forward with a vacant stare, as if he had lost all consciousness of the present.

Was it a pale face, Laura, with black whiskers? he presently asked.

I could see nothing distinctly, except that the face was ashy pale  or perhaps it only looked so in the moonlight. Why? Have you seen it?

I believe I have seen it twice, returned Mr. Carlton. He spoke in a dreamy tone of self-communing, quite as if he had forgotten that any one was present; and indeed it seemed that he had lost self-control just as much as Laura had lost it. I saw it outside that room the night of the death, he continued, and I saw it again this minute as I was coming back to you.

The particular information, and the associations it conjured up, did not tend to reassure Miss Laura Chesney.

The face you saw outside the ladys room in Palace Street? she said, with a faint shriek. It never could be that face, she added, relapsing into another fit of trembling. What should bring that face here!

I know not, cried Mr. Carlton; and it seemed that he was trembling also. I am not sure, Laura, that it is either man or woman; I am not sure but it is a ghostly apparition.

Where did you see it? Where did it go to?

I saw it in the path, but I did not see where it went. It seemed to vanish. It is either that, or  or  some base villain, some sneaking spy, who steals into houses for his own wicked purposes, and deserves the halter. What should bring him here? here on your fathers premises. Was he dodging my steps? or yours?

Lewis, whose was the face, that night?

I would give half my allotted life to know.

There was a suspicion that he poisoned the draught. I am sure I heard so.

Just as he would poison the happiness of our lives, exclaimed Mr. Carlton in agitation: as he would have poisoned your mind against me. Laura, you must choose between me and him; between his insidious falsehoods and my love.

Do not speak in that way, she passionately uttered; the whole world could not turn me against you. Oh, Lewis, my best beloved, soon to be my husband, do not be angry with me that I repeated his words; had I kept them to brood over alone, they would only have rankled in my heart.

Angry with you, he murmured, no, no. I am not angry with you. I am angry with  with that wicked one, who would have tried to separate us. One more night and day, my love, and then we may defy him and all the world.

Laura stole back to the house by the path she had come, the side-path leading to the kitchen. Mr. Carlton stood and watched her safely indoors, and then departed on his way home. The garden, for all that could be seen of it, was perfectly free from intruders then, and Mr. Carlton could only believe it to be so.

But as he went down the road, lying so fanciful and still  still in the calm night, in its freedom at that hour from people, fanciful with its quaint patches of light and shade  Mr. Carlton walked as though he feared an enemy at every turn. Now he peered before him, now he glanced over his shoulder behind him, now he half turned to see what might be by his side; and once, as an old hare, lurking in the hedge, sprang out before him and scudded to the opposite field, he positively started from it with a sudden cry. Strangely unnerved that night was Mr. Carlton.

And Laura, after all, did not escape detection. It happened, when tea had been removed from the drawing-room, that Miss Chesney wanted an embroidery pattern, and went to Lauras bedroom to ask her for it. Laura was not there: and Jane, fancying she heard a movement overhead, turned to the foot of the upper stairs, and called.

It was not Laura who was up there, but the maid, Judith. She came out of her chamber, looked down, and saw her mistress standing below.

Did you speak, maam?

I called to Miss Laura, Judith. Is she upstairs?

The only room in which Laura was likely to be, if she was upstairs, was the one occupied by Jane. Jane Chesney, ever self-denying, had given up the best lower rooms to her father and Laura, herself and Lucy sleeping above. Judith went and looked inside the chamber.

No, maam, Miss Laura is not here. Im sure she has not come upstairs, or I should have heard her.

Jane called again, but there was no answer. She looked everywhere she could think of, and at last went into the kitchen. Pompey was there alone.

Pompey, do you know where Miss Laura is?

Pompey was, as the saying runs, taken to. He had had his eyes and ears open this last week or two, and had not been unconscious of Miss Lauras stolen interviews outside the house in the dusk of evening. Pompey had no idea of making mischief; old Pompey was fond of pretty Miss Laura, and had kept the secret as closely as she could have kept it: but, on the other hand, Pompey had no idea, could have no idea, of denying any information demanded of him by his mistress, Miss Chesney. So Pompey stood and stared in bewildered indecision, but never spoke.

I ask you, Pompey, if you know where Miss Laura is, repeated Jane, certain anxieties touching Laura taking sudden possession of her and rendering her voice sharp. Why do you not answer me?

She there, missee, replied Pompey, at length, pointing to the garden. She not catch cold; she got great big black shawl over her.

Who is with her? Pompey, I ask you who is with her?

She spoke with quiet authority, though she had laid her hand on her heart to still its tumultuous beating; authority that might not be disputed by poor Pompey.

I think it Misser Doctor. But she no stay very long with him, missee; she never does.

Jane Chesney leaned against the dresser, feeling as if an avalanche had fallen and crushed her; feeling that if an avalanche fell and crushed the house for ever, it would be more tolerable than this disgrace which had fallen upon it. In that moment there was a slight rustle of silk in the passage; it whirled by the kitchen door, and was lost on the floor above; and Jane knew that Laura had come in and taken shelter in her room.

Come in from the clandestine meeting with Mr. Carlton, the surgeon; and the words of Pompey seemed to imply that these meetings were not infrequent! Jane Chesney turned sick at heart. The disgrace was keen.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE LETTERS.

AN incident occurred the following morning to cause some surprise at the house of Captain Chesney. When Pompey brought in the letters he presented them to Jane, as was customary. There were three. The first was addressed to Captain Chesney, and Jane immediately handed it to him across the breakfast-table; the second was addressed to herself; and the third bore the superscription, The Right Honourable the Earl of Oakburn.

It was not a pleasant morning, for the rain was pattering against the window panes. The breakfast-table was laid near the window in the drawing-room, where the captain, in his despotic will, chose that they should breakfast. He had taken a liking to the room; to its pretty glass windows that opened to the lawn.

Captain Chesney unsealed his letter the moment it was handed to him, and became absorbed in its contents. Jane kept glancing at the one addressed to Lord Oakburn, but she would not interrupt her father to speak of it. When he had finished his letter, he looked up.

Are both those for you, Jane?

Not both, papa. One is directed to Lord Oakburn. See. I cannot make out why it should have been sent here.

Captain Chesney stretched out his hand for the letter, and turned it about to regard it, after the usual manner of people when a letter puzzles them.

Yes, it is for him, sure enough. The Right Honourable the Earl of Oakburn, Cedar Lodge, the Rise, South Wennock, continued he, reading the full superscription aloud. He must be coming here, Jane.

I suppose he must, papa. It is the only conclusion I can come to.

Very condescending of him, Im sure, growled the captain. Its an honour he has not accorded me since he was at Eton. What is bringing him here, I wonder? Wants change of scene perhaps.

Jane took alarm. You dont think he can be coming to stay, papa? We have nothing fitting to receive him; no establishment, no accommodation. He cannot surely be coming to stay with us!

If he comes he must take things as he finds them. I shall not put myself out of the way, neither need you. Not able to do it, my lord, I shall say to him; Frank Chesneys too poor; had his family bestirred themselves, old Frank might have carried his head a notch higher. All you need do, Jane, is to see that he has a shakedown, a hammock slung for him somewhere. I suppose that can be managed; theres the spare room off mine; and for the rest, let him take what he finds.

Still I can hardly understand why he should be coming, resumed Jane, after a pause. He

Is he in London, or at Chesney Oaks? interrupted Lucy, looking up from her bread and milk.

At Chesney Oaks, my dear, said Jane. He went down a month ago, when his poor young wife was buried, and I think he has remained there.

Whew! interposed the captain, I can understand it. He is cutting across the country from Chesney Oaks to Great Wennock for a day or two on some political business, and so intends to make a convenience of my house to stay in and to have his letters sent to. Very condescending of him indeed!

Papa, said Lucy somewhat anxiously, dont you like Lord Oakburn?

Well  yes, I like him well enough, what I know of him; but I hold that I had great grievances against his father. Whats the post-mark, Jane?

Jane Chesney turned the letter over, and made out the mark to be Pembury. It was the post-town in the vicinity of Lord Oakburns seat, Chesney Oaks.

He must have started then, I should think, remarked Jane. And this has been sent after him.

How did he know our address here, papa? asked Lucy.

How did he know our address here! repeated the captain in choler. What should hinder his knowing it? Do I live with my head under a bushel, pray? When I changed from Plymouth to this neighbourhood, the family received intimation of it; and didnt I write to the earl the other day when his wife died? Was I not asked to the funeral, little stupid; and couldnt go because of that confounded gout?

Lucys only a child, papa, soothingly interposed Jane. She does not reflect before speaking.

Then she ought to do so, said the captain, and not show herself a simpleton. Hell be wanting another wife soon, I suppose, so you had better look out, Miss Laura, and set your cap at him when he comes. You wouldnt make a bad countess.

The grim sailor spoke in jest. To give him his due, he was not capable of scheming for his daughters in any way. Laura, however, seemed to take the words in earnest. She had sat silent over her nearly untasted breakfast, her face bent; but it was lifted now, flushing with a vivid crimson. Captain Chesney laughed; he thought his random shaft must have struck home to her vanity, exciting visions of a peeresss coronet, pleasing as they were foolish. But Jane, who had also noticed the blush, attributed it to a different cause, and one that pleased her not.

Papa, resumed Lucy, venturing on another question, how far is it from this to Chesney Oaks?

About thirty miles, little mouse.

I think I ought to have holiday from my lessons to-day, as Lord Oakburn is coming, continued the child, glancing at Jane.

Wait for that until he does come, said the captain. Hes as uncertain as the wind; all young men are; and it may be days before he gets here. He may  the captain drew up his head at the thought he may be coming to consult me on business matters connected with the estate, for I am  yes, I am  the next heir, now hes a single man again. Not that I shall ever inherit; he is twenty-five and I am fifty-nine. Have you a headache this morning, Laura?

Again came the rush of red to her face. What self-conscious feeling induced it? No, not this morning, papa. Why?

You are as silent and look as down as if you had fifty headaches. Jane, concluded the captain, as he rose, we must have soup to-day, in case he arrives.

Jane acquiesced, with a sigh. Lord Oakburns anticipated visit was only an additional care to the many household troubles that oppressed her.

Breakfast over, the captain strolled out. There was a lull in the storm, and the rain had momentarily ceased. He looked up at the skies with his experienced sailors eye, and saw that it had not ceased for long. So he did not go beyond the garden, but went strolling about that.

Laura had departed immediately to her room. Jane placed the letter for Lord Oakburn on the mantel-piece and opened the one addressed to herself, which she had not done at breakfast. As she was reading it Captain Chesney came in to ask her for a piece of string to tie up some bush in the garden.

Is your letter from

The captain stopped without concluding the sentence, stopped abruptly, and Janes heart fluttered, She believed he had been going to say from Clarice, and she felt thankful that the long barrier of silence observed by her father in regard to that name should at length be broken. Nothing of the sort, however, the captains obstinacy was unconquerable.

It is only from Plymouth, papa.

Oh, said the captain indifferently; and, taking the string which she had found for him, he moved away, all unconscious that even in that slight incident she was sparing him pain in her love and duty. The letter was from a creditor at Plymouth, pressing for money on account of some long-standing debt.

Jane settled Lucy to her lessons, and then went up to her sisters room. Laura had flung herself upon the bed, and lay there with her hands pressed to her temples. It may be questioned which of the two sisters had passed the most unhappy night. The discovery of the previous evening had been one of dire dismay to Jane Chesney, and she had lain awake in her distress, wondering how it was to end, wondering whether Laura could be recalled to a sense of what was right. In her own simple rectitude of feeling, Jane looked on the affair, on Lauras having allowed herself to meet in secret Mr. Carlton, almost as a crime, certainly as a heavy disgrace. And Laura? Laura could only regard with shrinking fear the step she was about to take. She had tossed on her uneasy bed, asking herself whether she should not yet draw back from it. Even now the conflict was not over, and she lay there in dire perplexity and distress.

Laura, began Jane in low tones, as she entered, this must end.

Laura sprang off the bed, startled and vexed at having been found there. I feel tired this morning, she stammered, with a lame attempt at apology; I did not sleep well last night.

I say, Laura, that this must end, continued Jane, too agitated with grief to set about her task in any artistic manner. You have permitted yourself to meet in secret that man  the surgeon, Carlton. Oh, Laura! what strange infatuation can have come over you? Laura laid her hand upon her chest to still its heavy beating. Found out! In her dismay and perplexity it seemed to her that there was nothing for it but denial. And she stooped to it.

Who says I have? What will you accuse me of next, Jane?

Hush, Laura! falsehood will not mend wrong-doing. Evening after evening you steal out to meet him. Last night I wanted you, and I heard you were outside. I saw you come in, Laura, with the shawl over your head. Laura, my dearest sister, I do not wish to speak harshly, but surely you cannot have reflected on how great is the degradation!

Strange to say, the effect of the discovery was to harden her. With every moment, now that the first startling shock had passed, Lauras spirit grew more defiant. She made no reply to her sister.

I speak only for your own sake, pleaded Jane; It is for your sake I beg you to break off all intimacy with Mr. Carlton. Laura, I feel certain that he is not the man to make you happy, even were attendant circumstances favourable to it.

It is a strange prejudice that you have taken against Mr. Carlton! resentfully spoke Laura.

I am not singular in it; papa dislikes him also. But, Laura, answer me a question: what end do you, can you, propose to yourself in this intimacy with him?

Laura coloured, hesitated, and then took courage to speak out. But the answer was partly evasive.

Mr. Carlton speaks of marriage. In time, when all your prejudices shall be overcome.

Do not cherish it, do not glance at it, said Jane with emotion. Our objections to Mr. Carlton never can be overcome. And I tell you that he would not make you happy.

We must see  wait and see. If the worst comes to the worst, and every one remains obdurate, we must then  we must then  join common cause against you for ourselves.

Laura spoke with agitation, but her agitation was as nothing compared to that which seized upon Jane at the words. It was impossible for her to mistake their hidden meaning. Her lips were white, her throat was working, and she held her sisters hands in hers.

You do not know what you say. Never so speak again; you would not, were you to weigh your words. I pray you  Laura, by the remembrance of our dead mother I pray you  never suffer so mistaken a thought to enter your mind, as that of quitting clandestinely your fathers house to become a wife. A marriage entered upon in disobedience and defiance could not prosper. Laura, I dont think you are happy.

Laura burst into a flood of hysterical tears and laid her face down upon the dressing-table almost in abandonment. Never had the conflict between right and wrong been so great as at that moment. Which should she give up? her father, her friends, her duty?  or him whom she loved with that all-impassioned love?

Jane stooped to kiss her. Let it end from this day, she whispered. Do not again forget what is due to yourself and to us by stealing out of the house for any secret interview. It is not seemly; it is not right.

Jane quitted the room; it was best to leave Lauras sobs to subside alone. As she descended the stairs and passed the staircase window, she saw her father coming up one of the garden paths. Almost at the same moment, a blow, a crash of glass, and a shriek of terror, sounded from below. Jane flew down the stairs; Judith rushed forth from the kitchen; and Pompey, his great eyes glaring, emerged from some peculiar sanctum of his own, sacred to knives and boots. They stared at each other in the hall.

Who is it? exclaimed Jane. What has happened? I thought it must be you, Pompey, come to harm amidst the bottles.

Dont stand there asking who it is, burst from the choleric captain, as he came flinging into the hall. Its Lucy. She has fallen against the drawing-room window, and perhaps killed herself. They ran to the drawing-room. Lucy lay on the carpet close to the window, which opened, you know, on the ground. In running carelessly towards it to say something to her father, her foot had slipped and she fell with her arms against the window, breaking two of its panes. The palm of one hand was cut, and the inside of the other wrist. They raised her and placed her in a chair, but the wrist bled dreadfully. Judith grew pale.

There may be an artery divided, sir, she whispered to her master. If so, she may bleed to death.

You rascal, to stand there gaping when the childs dying! cried the hot captain. Go along and get help.

Is it Misser Carlton I am to get? asked the unlucky Pompey. Down came the captains stick within an inch of Pompeys head, and Laura, dismayed at the disturbance, came in just in time to hear the captains answer.

That villain Carlton! No, sir, not if the whole house were dying together. Get Mr. Grey here, you useless animal. Not the one who poisoned the ladys draught, sir, do you hear? He shouldnt come within a mile of me. Find the other one, and be quick over it.

Poor, affectionate, well-meaning Pompey would certainly have been as quick as his best legs allowed him, but he was saved the trouble of using them. At the very instant they were speaking, Mr. John Grey was seen driving past in his gig. Judith ran out.

The groom heard her call, and pulled up, and Mr. Grey hastened in with Judith when he found what was the matter. In ten minutes the wounds were washed and strapped together with plaster. Lucy had cried very much with terror.

Shall I die? Shall I die? she asked of Mr. Grey, her little heart beating, her hands trembling.

No, of course not, he replied. What made you think of that?

I heard them talk about my dying; I am sure I did, sobbed Lucy, who was of an excitable and also of a timid temperament. I heard them say that perhaps the artery was divided; does that kill people?

Not always, said Mr. Grey. Keep your hands still, like a brave little girl.

Are you sure I shall not die?

Quite sure; you are not in any danger. Look here, he added, turning up his coat-sleeve and wristband, and exhibiting his wrist to Lucy, while the others stood around, the captain in rather a subdued mood. Do you see that scar?

Yes, was Lucys answer.

Well, once, when I was younger than you, I fell against a window just as you have done, and cut my wrist. There was danger in my case, and shall I tell you why?  the cut divided the artery. Though who made you so wise about arteries, added Mr. Grey, smiling, I dont know. But you see, Miss Lucy  I think I heard them call you Lucy, and I like the name, it was my mothers  you see, where there is great danger there is generally great help. My father, a surgeon, was in the room when I did it: he took up the artery immediately, and the danger was past. Now, with this foolish little hurt of yours, although the strappings of diachylon look formidable, there has not been any danger, for the artery is not touched. Do you understand me?

Yes, replied Lucy, and I believe you. I shall not be afraid now. Shall you come and see me again?

I will come in this afternoon just to see that the strappings remain in their places. And now, good-bye, and be sure you keep your hands still.

I think there must be holiday after this, said Jane, with a smile.

Oh, decidedly holiday, returned Mr. Grey, nodding pleasantly to Lucy. Nursing to-day, lessons to-morrow.

Captain Chesney went out with him, and linked his arm within his. A rare condescension for the captain, and one that proved he had taken a fancy to Mr. Grey.

She will do well, Captain Chesney, and I am glad I happened to be passing. It might have been an awkward accident.

Sir, I thank you, said the captain; and, sir, I see that you are a gentleman, and a man to be esteemed. And I can only regret one thing.

What is that? inquired Mr. Grey.

That I ever took up with that fool of a Carlton. I dislike him, sir, and he shall never darken my doors again: he has proved himself anything but a gentleman. Hes not fit to tie your shoes, socially, Mr. Grey, I can tell you that; and I dont suppose he is, professionally. John Grey laughed, said a word to the captain to set him right as to Mr. Carltons professional skill, which was really superior, ascended his gig in the pelting rain, and drove away.

The day went on. The evening post brought another letter for the Earl of Oakburn, though the day had failed to bring the earl himself. They dined at five, as usual, and afterwards Captain Chesney went into the town to meet the omnibus from Great Wennock, thinking it might possibly bring the earl, or news of him. It was after his departure that this second letter arrived, and Jane saw that it bore the London post-mark. Mr. John Grey, who had not been able to get up before, called in towards dusk.

As he stood at the table, talking to Jane, Lucy sitting in an easy-chair at the fire, his eye happened to fall on the letter that lay there, directed to the Earl of Oakburn.

Do you know the earl? he exclaimed, the remark appearing to escape him involuntarily.

Yes, replied Jane; we are related to him.

Then perhaps you can tell me how he is?

I suppose he is well. We have been expecting him here all day.

Expecting him here all day! repeated Mr. Grey in an accent of astonishment. I beg your pardon, Miss Chesney; I believe I cannot have caught your meaning.

We have been expecting Lord Oakburn here since this morning, resumed Jane, and we still expect him here to sleep. This letter and another have come to await him.

You must, I fancy, be labouring under an error, returned Mr. Grey, in tones that seemed to say he did not fully comprehend Miss Chesney. Lord Oakburn is dangerously ill; ill almost to death. Two days ago, very slight hopes indeed were entertained of him.

What is the matter with him? exclaimed Jane, thinking that the letters must contradict Mr. Greys assertion. Is he at Chesney Oaks?

He is lying at Chesney Oaks, ill of typhus fever. I know it in this way. The day-before yesterday I had to go fifteen miles from this, to meet a physician from Pembury: we were to meet half-way. He did not come, but sent a friend, another medical man, who explained to me that the first was detained by the alarming illness of Lord Oakburn. He has been staying at Chesney Oaks since the funeral of the countess, went into a house where the fever was raging, and caught it. On the day I met this gentleman, he told me that a few hours would probably terminate his life.

Jane was silent, silent from positive bewilderment. Lucy spoke up from her chair.

But, Mr. Grey, if Lord Oakburn should not be coming, why should he have his letters sent here? Lucy felt disappointed: she had been anticipating great pleasure from the visit of Lord Oakburn.

That is what I am thinking about, said Jane. It is not only one letter, it is two; the one is from Pembury, the other from London. Unless Lord Oakburn should be intending to come here, why, as Lucy says, should letters be sent to meet him?

You may rely upon it that the Lord Oakburn who was lying ill at Chesney Oaks is not intending to come here at present, Miss Chesney. Probably you may know the next heir?

Papa is the next heir, said Jane.

Captain Chesney is the next heir to the earldom of Oakburn? quickly repeated Mr. Grey.

Yes, he is.

Then, my dear young lady, it is explained, I fear, returned Mr. Grey, after a grave pause. Rely upon it, the young earl is dead: and that these letters are addressed to your father as Earl of Oakburn.


CHAPTER XX.

DISAPPEARANCE.

JANE CHESNEY sat in the darkening twilight gazing at the two letters which had caused them so much speculation. The conviction was gradually forcing itself upon her, that the view taken of the case by Mr. John Grey was the only one that offered any reasonable solution to the mystery; for if the young Earl of Oakburn was lying ill of fever at Chesney Oaks, it was out of the range of probability to suppose that letters would be sent to him to Captain Chesneys house at South Wennock.

Lucys voice broke the stillness of the long pause that had followed on Mr. Greys departure. The little girl, gifted with much sensitive feeling, had not liked to speak before, and even now her tones were low and timid.

Do you think it can be true, Jane  that papa is Earl of Oakburn?

I  I think it must be so, Lucy. I cannot see that the coming of these letters here can mean anything else.

Lucy rose from her low seat by the fire, and was going to the door. Ill go and tell Laura, she said; but Jane drew her back again.

Not yet, Lucy. Let us be sure that it is true first. Somehow I do not like to speculate upon it. It is so sad, it is so grievously sad for the young earl to have died like this  if he has died.

Lucy sat down again, disappointed. She had all a childs love of imparting marvellous news. But Laura would be coming down directly, she supposed, and then Jane would no doubt tell her.

Jane sat on in silence. She was possessed of extreme right feeling; she had no selfishness, was just in her regard for others, and she did not like to dwell upon the probability of this being true  or, as she had phrased it, to speculate upon it. If Lord Oakburn was dead, had been cut off thus early, none would feel more genuine regret for him than Jane. And yet, in spite of this, in spite of herself, certain thoughts intruded themselves and would not be driven back. No more privations, no more pinching, no more care; no more dread of that horrible prison for one whom she so loved, which had been ever present to her mind, a shadow and a dread. Strive as she would, she could not wholly drive these thoughts from her brain; she could not do it; and yet she almost hated and despised herself for their being there.

By-and-by, just as Pompey brought in the lamp, Captain Chesneys step was heard on the wet gravel. The rain ever since the morning had been incessant, drenching; but it had ceased now.

I cant get any news of Oakburn, said the captain, when he came in. The omnibus brought no passengers at all to-night. Whats that, Jane? Another letter for him? Well, its strange that he should not be here to meet them.

Papa, said Jane, her pulses beating at what she had to say, I fear we may have been under a mistake in expecting him at all. Mr. Grey has been here since you went out, and he says Lord Oakburn was lying at Chesney Oaks two days ago, dangerously ill of typhus fever; it was feared then that he had not many hours to live. Mr. Grey thinks it certain that these two letters are for you.

For me! repeated the puzzled captain, not having discerned the drift of the argument.

Yes, papa, replied Jane, bending her head and speaking in very low tones. For you, as Earl of Oakburn.

Captain Chesney stared at Jane, and then made her repeat exactly what Mr. Grey had said. It subdued him greatly. He was as unselfish as Jane, and he thought of the young earls fate, not of his own advancement.

Ill risk it, Jane, and open one of the letters, he said. If  if it should be all right, why, the poor fellow will forgive me; he was always good-natured. Ill just tell him how it happened, and why I did it. Give me the one that came this morning.

Jane selected the mornings letter, and Captain Chesney opened it. He ran his eyes over its contents, standing by the lamp to do so, and then he sat down in a very humble fashion and in deep silence.

Its true, Jane, he presently said, with something very like a sob. The poor lad is gone, and I am Earl of Oakburn.

The letter was from the steward at Chesney Oaks. He wrote to acquaint the new earl of his young masters death, and to request his immediate presence at Chesney Oaks. The earl (as we must henceforth call Captain Chesney) flung it on the table in a momentary access of his customary choler.

Why didnt the simpleton write to me in my own name? he exclaimed. But that steward always was wanting in common sense. Give me the other letter, Jane.

The other letter proved to be from the lawyers in London, solicitors for many years to the Oakburn family. They were offering their services to the new peer.

The new peer seemed to have his work cut out for him. Of course the first obvious step was to depart for Chesney Oaks. With his characteristic impulse, he started up to go; then and there; without the loss of a minute.

I cant wait, Jane. What do you say?  stop for tea? Tea! What other rubbish would you like me to stop for? If I can get a gig at the Lion, I may catch the cross-train at Great Wennock. Dead! The poor fellow dead, and none of his kith and kin near him!

But, papa, you must take a carpet-bag with you? You will want

I shall take nothing with me, interrupted the earl, catching up his glasses, and buttoning up his coat in a desperate hurry. You send Pompey after me in the morning to Chesney Oaks with a shirt and my shaving-tackle. There! there! I have not a moment to lose, Jane. One kiss apiece, girls, and then  wheres Laura?

Lucy rushed out of the room, calling Laura, Laura! The captain hastened after her, as well as stiffness left by the gout permitted him. He caught up his hat and cloak as he passed through the hall.

Never mind her, Lucy, I cant wait; shes gone to sleep, I should think. Give her a kiss for me, and ask her how she likes being my Lady Laura.

It all seemed to pass in a minute, before Jane had time to collect her bewildered senses. She said something to him about the danger there might be of his catching the fever, but he was deaf to it all, and walked down the garden path, fastening his cloak. Jane knew how useless it would be to repeat her words, and she stood at the open door with Lucy, and watched him out at the gate by the light of the moon, which had struggled out from behind the grey clouds.

Lucy ran back to the foot of the stairs and again called to Laura. But there came no response.

I think she must have gone to sleep, as papa said, Jane. How strange!

I will see, my dear. You go back to the drawing-room, Lucy, and ring the bell for tea.

A disagreeable fear had come over Jane Chesneys heart that Laura was not upstairs; that she had stolen out again to the garden to meet Mr. Carlton. She looked into Lauras room and spoke. It was empty.

Yes! with him again! she murmured. I will go after her, for it shall not be.

She went softly out at the front door, and walked down the wet gravel in her thin home shoes. But nothing came of it. It was evident that her sister was not there; and an idea arose to Jane that Laura must have gone out with Mr. Carlton.

Could it be possible that she had so far forgotten herself as to go out walking with him at night, in the face and eyes of South Wennock? In the bitterness of the conviction that it was so, Jane almost hoped that they might be met by her father, for she was beginning to find that she was not herself strong enough to cope with this.

She asked for a light, went into Lauras room, and looked for the black cloth mantle and bonnet that she ordinarily wore. They were not in their places: a proof that her suspicions were correct.

Jane stood for a moment, her elbow resting on a chest of drawers, her head pressed upon her hand. She could do nothing, except wait until Laura came in, and then remonstrate with her. This is the result of my having discovered the meetings in the garden, thought Jane. She feared to trust herself there again.

Jane returned to the drawing-room. The tea-things waited on the table, and Lucy looked up with an air of expectancy.

Wheres Laura, Jane? Is she coming?

What was Jane to say to the child? It was very desirable that the fact of Lauras absence from the house should be concealed from her; indeed, Jane trusted it would not be known beyond herself. She put Lucy off with an evasive answer, and told her she might get out the book of fairy tales again that she had been reading in the afternoon.

But are you not going to make tea now, Jane?

Not just yet dear. Papas away, and theres no hurry. I have a little work that I will do first.

Of course she spoke hoping Laura would come in. She reached out her work and finished it; very prosy work it was; mending some wristbands of Captain Chesneys. The rain was pouring down again, and the time went on until the clock struck nine: Lucys bedtime, and the child had not had her tea!

Where could Laura be?

Jane began to feel angry at the suspense, the perplexity altogether. She could not longer delay tea, and then the household and Lucy would inevitably know of Lauras absence. Just then Judith came in.

Why, wheres Miss Laura? she exclaimed, in surprise. I was in her room a minute ago, and found this on the floor, maam. I came in to bring it to her.

It was Lauras purse; the one she ordinarily used. Jane supposed Laura had dropped it from her pocket. It was quite empty. Jane had seen her recently making a new one with green silk and steel beads; perhaps she had taken that into use.

Is Miss Laura out? asked Judith.

There was no denying it; there could be no smoothing the fact down, no plausible excuse offered for it; and Jane Chesneys heart ached with its own pain.

She  she may have stepped out to purchase something in the town that she was in a hurry for, some trifles for her worsted work, breathed Jane. She is sure not to be long. I will make the tea, Judith.

The tea was made and partaken of, and still Laura did not appear. But when the time went on to ten, Jane grew terribly uneasy; not that a suspicion of the dreadful truth  all too dreadful as it would in every sense be to Jane  had yet penetrated to her brain.

She threw a shawl over her head, took an umbrella, and went to the garden gate. There she stood looking up and down the road, as well as the darkness would permit  for the night had become very dark now. Nothing could be seen; nothing heard save the rain as it pattered down.

Judith met her as she returned indoors, divining her uneasiness. Can I go after her anywhere, Miss Chesney? She was Lady Jane Chesney now  but let that pass. Jane herself never so much as thought of it.

You should, if I knew where to send, replied Jane. I can only think that she has taken shelter somewhere, perhaps in a shop waiting for the storm to abate. We do not know any one in South Wennock.

There was nothing for it but to wait; nothing, nothing. And Jane Chesney did wait until it was hard upon eleven. An idea kept intruding itself into Janes mind  at first she rejected it as altogether improbable, but it gained ground, redoubling its force with every passing minute  that Laura had been so thoughtless and foolish as to take temporary shelter in Mr. Carltons house.

Lucy began to cry; she grew frightened: Was Laura lost? she asked. Judith came in with a grave face, and Pompey stood outside the kitchen door and stared in discomfort, the hall lamp lighting up the alarm in his eyes. Such a thing had never happened in all his service, and he was longing to ask whether his favourite Miss Laura could be lost  as Lucy had asked.

Miss Chesney, said Judith, apart to her mistress, I had better go somewhere. Perhaps  perhaps she may have been overtaken by the heaviest of the storm on her way home, and may have stepped into Mr. Carltons?

Jane felt almost thankful for the words; they saved her the embarrassing pain of confessing to Judith that her own thoughts had tended in that direction.

I cannot think she would do so, Judith; but she is very thoughtless; and  Mr. Carltons house may have seemed a welcome shelter from the rain. Perhaps  if you dont mind going

Judith gave no time for the sentence to be finished. Another instant, and she reappeared in her bonnet and cloak, a large umbrella in her hand.

She went splashing down the Rise. To a quick walker, Mr. Carltons residence was not more than five minutes distance from Captain Chesneys, for it was all downhill; but in the present sloppy and muddy state of the road, Judith could not get on so fast, and the church clocks were striking a quarter past eleven when she turned in at the gate.

She turned in and felt somewhat embarrassed, for the house appeared dark and silent, as if its inmates had retired for the night. Even the coloured lamp was not burning. It certainly did not look as if the young lady were sheltering within the house; and Judith felt all the awkwardness of ringing them up, with the question  Was Miss Laura Chesney there?

She could only do that, however, or return home as she came; and she knocked at the house door. There was no answer; and presently she rang the night-bell.

Neither was there any answer to that, and Judith rang again and again. At the third ring, a window was heard to open at the top of the house, and Judith stepped from her shelter beneath the portico and looked up.

Whats the good of your keeping on ringing like that? cried a womans voice in remonstrance  it was, in fact, Hannahs. You might have told by seeing the professional lamp unlighted that Mr. Carlton was away from the town.

Is he away? asked Judith.

He went away suddenly this evening. Leastways, it was sudden to us, for he didnt tell us of it till he came down from his room with his hat on, and his portmanteau in his hand, and his carriage at the door to take him, continued the voice, in rather an aggravated tone, as if the sudden departure had not altogether given the speaker pleasure. He said then he was going out and should not be home for some days.

Well, said Judith, its not Mr. Carlton I want. I came to ask whether one of our young ladies had stepped in here to shelter from the rain.

Who is your young ladies? came the next question.

The Miss Chesneys. One of them went into the town this evening, and, as shes not come home again, she must have taken shelter somewhere. We thought perhaps it might be here.

No young lady has taken shelter here. Theres been nobody here at all but Mrs. Newberrys servant, saying her mistress was worse, so I had to send her on to Mr. Greys. She was as impudent as could be when she found Mr. Carlton had gone away for some days, wanting to know why he could not have told them of it.

My young lady is not here, then?

Shes not here, and she has not been here. Ill make Evan paste a notice on the lamp to-morrow night, Mr. Carlton out of town, pursued the voice wrathfully. Theres no fun in being rung up for nothing, just as you get into your first sleep.

Well, Im sorry to have done it, said Judith, but I couldnt help myself. Good night.

Good night.

Judith halted at the gate, wondering what should be her next step. As she stood there, a sudden thought, like a ray of light  only not a pleasant ray  flashed upon her, and her mind was suddenly opened to a conviction of the truth. A conviction as sure and certain as though she had seen the nights drama enacted. Mr. Carltons sudden journey and Lauras disappearance only too fully proved what that drama had been.

She went home with lingering steps: why hasten to impart the news she carried? Her mistress, whose anxious ear had caught the sound of the advancing footsteps, met her at the gate, and saw that she was alone.

Oh, Judith! have you not found her?

No, maam. I  I

What? said Jane.

Judith entered upon her task in the best manner that she could, hinting at first very remotely at her fears. Not immediately did the appalling meaning, the truth, become clear to the unhappy listener  that Laura Chesney had abandoned her fathers home.


CHAPTER XXI.

A DELIGHTFUL JAUNT.

SOUTH WENNOCK, as you may readily imagine, was up in arms the following morning. Such a dish of news had not been served up to it since the death of the ill-fated lady in Palace Street. There were two dishes now: the accession of Captain Chesney to the earldom of Oakburn, and the elopement of one of his daughters with Mr. Carlton.

Very cleverly had the getting-away been accomplished; and if some mishaps overtook the bride and bridegroom elect before the close of the nights journey, why, they did not materially retard the flight.

Mr. Carlton had laid his plans well. He was a clever plotter. The scheme arranged with Laura was that he should be in his open carriage at dusk, in a lane leading from the Rise, and that Laura should join him there. This lane, called Blister Lane, and other lanes and by-roads, little frequented, led to a small place named Lichford, where some of the trains stopped for passengers. It was seven miles from South Wennock, and Mr. Carlton knew that his open carriage would skim over the ground as quickly as any other conveyance; and it would have this advantage, that no one but himself would then be cognizant of the departure. He did not dare to appear with Laura at the more frequented station of Great Wennock; a hundred eyes would have recognized them.

Cleverly did he keep the secret. He went about his business that day as usual, seeing his patients; he visited them on foot, that his horse might be fresh for the night journey. He said not a word to any one of his invalids of his proposed absence; it might not have been expedient to do so; he said not a word at home. He dined as usual; afterwards he went up to his room; and when it grew so dark that candles had to be lighted, he rang the bell and ordered the carriage round. Not a minute did he keep it waiting at the door, but came down with a portmanteau in his hand. The woman-servant was in the hall as he crossed it, and looked at the portmanteau.

I am going out for a few days, he said.

She was too much surprised to make any reply or ask any question; it seemed so strange that he should be departing in that sudden manner. Mr. Carlton passed out to the gate, where his carriage waited. Evan was at the horses head, dressed as usual to accompany his master. It was the same horse which had come to grief that Sunday night; Mr. Carlton had had him in use again about a week; Evan had been well much longer.

I shall not want you with me to-night, Evan, said his master, when he had taken the reins to ascend.

Evan, as Hannah had done, wondered where his master was going to; but it was no concern of his, and he was rather pleased to hear that he was spared a drive on that rainy night. He placed the portmanteau under the seat, and Mr. Carlton settled himself comfortably in, under the head of the carriage.

You need not wait up for me, said the surgeon.

And the horse, sir? returned Evan, opening his eyes.

The horse will not be back to-night.

He drove away, leaving Evan standing there and looking after him. Mr. Carlton was not a communicative master at any time, but Evan did marvel that he had given no further explanation now. Was he to be up earlier than usual in the morning to receive the horse and Mr. Carlton? All that Evan supposed was, that he was going to some patient where he was likely to be detained for hours. But, then, what of the portmanteau?

Wheres the master gone to? was Hannahs rather sharp question as he turned into the house.

Whos to know? retorted Evan. He told me I was not to sit up for the horse. I suppose theyll neither of em be home to-night.

To-night! somewhat sarcastically repeated Hannah. Hes not coming home for some days; so he told me. Its always the way! I wanted to ask him for three parts of a days holiday tomorrow, and now I cant take it.

Mr. Carlton drove quickly up the gentle ascent that led to the Rise, and was about to turn into the lane, agreed upon as the place of rendezvous, when advancing footsteps met his ear.

Good evening, said Mr. Grey. A nasty night.

Very, emphatically pronounced Mr. Carlton. Have you been far?

Only to Captain Chesneys.

To Captain Chesneys! Why! who is ill there? Not the captain, for I saw him go by my house not half-an-hour ago.

I have been to the little girl. She met with an accident this morning; fell against the window and cut her hands badly. You dont happen to have heard in the town whether the Earl of Oakburn is dead, do you? continued Mr. Grey.

Mr. Carlton had heard nothing at all about the Earl of Oakburn: but the name occurred to him as being the one mentioned by Captain Chesney the night of the coroners inquest. Why do you ask? he said.

Well, I have not heard of his death; but it strikes me that he is dead, replied Mr. Grey. Two days ago I know that he was lying almost without hope, ill of typhus fever; and as letters have come to Captain Chesneys addressed to the Earl of Oakburn, I think theres no doubt that the worst has occurred. In fact, I feel sure of it. I thought perhaps you might have heard it mentioned in the town.

Mr. Carlton was a little at sea. He did not understand the allusion to the letters addressed to the Earl of Oakburn which had come to Captain Chesneys.

Why, if he is dead, Captain Chesney is Earl of Oakburn, and the letters must be meant for him. I have just suggested that view of the matter to Miss Chesney.

Mr. Carlton was of too impassive a temperament to betray surprise. Other men might have dropped the reins in their astonishment, might have given vent to it in fifty ways. Mr. Carlton it only rendered silent. Captain Chesney, Earl of Oakburn? Why, then his daughters were the Ladies Chesney!

You think it so? he asked.

I dont think? said Mr. Grey; I feel certain of it. Good evening.

Good evening, repeated the younger surgeon, and touching his horse with the whip, he turned into the lane and waited.

It was a somewhat singular thing, noted afterwards, that John Grey should have encountered both of them on that eventful night, in the very act of escaping. Laura Chesney, watching her time to steal away unobserved, took the opportunity of doing so when she knew Mr. Grey was in the drawing-room with Jane and Lucy. But she was not to get away without a fright or two.

She stole downstairs, along the kitchen passage, and out by the back door. There she saw Judith coming from the brewhouse with a lighted candle in her hand, and Miss Laura had to whisk round an angle of the house and wait. When the coast was, as she hoped, clear, she hastened down the side path, all the more hastily perhaps that she heard the drawing-room bell give a loud peal, and was turning into the broader walk near the gate, when she came into contact with Mr. Grey. The drawing-room bell had rung for him to be shown out, but he had forestalled it in his quickness. Laura Chesneys heart gave a great bound, and she felt frightened enough to faint.

Good evening, Miss Laura Chesney. Are you going out on such a night as this?

Oh no. I  I  I was going to look at the weather, stammered Laura, feeling that the Fates were certainly opposed to her expedition.

The weather is nearly as bad as it can be, observed Mr. Grey. It may clear up in a few minutes, but only to come on again. We shall have a rough night. Dont come farther, my dear young lady; its enough to drown you.

She turned back, apparently all obedience. But she only slipped in amidst the wet trees until Mr. Grey should be at a safe distance. Her heart was beating wildly: her conscience, even then, suggested to her to abandon the project. Of course, people who are bent upon these romantic expeditions cannot be supposed to remember common sense in the flitting; and Miss Laura Chesney had come out in thin kid shoes and without an umbrella. Neither was she wrapped up for travelling: she had not dared to put on anything but her ordinary attire, lest it should attract attention, were she met. Mr. Grey gone, she came forth from her hiding-place, and sped on in the mud and rain to the spot in Blister Lane  it was not five minutes distance  where Mr. Carlton was awaiting her.

He had not waited long. Laura went up, panting with agitation and fright. The rain was then coming down in torrents. Mr. Carlton left his restive horse  for the horse did seem unusually restive that night  and sprang forward to meet and welcome her. She burst into a flood of tears as he hurried her into the carriage, under cover of its shelter.

Oh, Lewis! I could not go through it again, she sobbed. I was all but stopped by Mr. Grey.

They started. Mr. Carlton drove along at the utmost speed that the lane and circumstances allowed; and Laura gradually regained tolerable composure. But she felt sick with apprehension; her heart was fluttering, her ears were strained to catch any sound behind her, so apprehensive was she of enemies in pursuit. Mr. Carlton asked her what it was that had arisen in connection with letters and the Earl of Oakburn, and Laura mechanically answered. In a moment of less agitation, she would have inquired how he came to know anything about it; but the question never occurred to her in this.

We have been expecting Lord Oakburn all day, she said. He is related to us; his father and papa were first cousins.

You have been expecting him?

Yes, but he had not arrived when I came away. Two letters have come addressed to him; and therefore we know he must be coming. When Jane was worrying about a room for him this morning, I could have told her, had I dared, that mine would be at liberty,  

It was evident that Laura knew nothing of the earls illness, or the view of affairs suggested by Mr. Grey. Mr. Carlton suffered her to remain in ignorance. Did the idea occur to him that the Lady Laura Chesney, daughter of the Earl of Oakburn, might not be so ready to take flight with a country surgeon struggling into practice, as Miss Laura Chesney, daughter of the poor and embarrassed halfpay post-captain, was proving herself to be? It cannot be told. South Wennock had its opinion upon the point afterwards, and gave vent to it freely.

They were within a mile and a half of Lichford, and Mr. Carlton was urging his horse madly along, like a second Phaeton, afraid of missing the train, when a check occurred. The horse fell down. Suddenly, with as little warning or cause as there had been on that memorable Sunday night, the animal came down suddenly, and the carriage turned over on its side, one of the wheels flying off.

Mr. Carlton and Laura were not thrown out. The hood over their heads, the apron over their knees, they were too well wedged in to be spilled. Mr. Carlton extricated himself, he hardly knew how, and released Laura.

The horse was plunging violently. Placing the terrified girl on the bank as much out of harms way as was possible, Mr. Carlton had to give his best attention to the horse. There was nothing for it but to cut the traces. Fortunately he had a sharp knife in his pocket, and succeeded in severing them; and the horse started off into space, it was impossible to tell where.

Here was a pretty situation! Did Mr. Carlton remember the ridiculous words of the woman who had come to his aid on that Sunday night? Had he been of the same belief that she was, he might surely have taken this upset as a warning against persisting in the present journey. Mr. Carlton was not half so metaphysical or superstitious. He simply threw an ugly word after the offending horse, and blamed his own folly for trusting to the surefootedness of an animal that had once fallen.

Mr. Carlton looked around him in the dark night. The rain, which had ceased for half-an-hour or so, was coming down again violently. Laura shivered against the bank where he had placed her, too sick and terrified for tears. It was of the utmost importance that they should reach the station in time for the next train that passed, and be away, if they would escape the pursuit that might follow on detection at South Wennock. But Mr. Carlton did not see how they were to get to it.

He could not leave the disabled carriage in the narrow road; he could not  at least Laura could not  reach the station without procuring another. He did not know this locality at all personally; he had never traversed it; it was a by-road leading to Lichford, and that was all he knew about it. Whether any assistance was to be obtained or not, he was in complete ignorance.

As he peered about, wondering if anything more human than trees and hedges was between the spot and Lichford, a faint glimmer of light on one side the lane gradually disclosed itself to view through the misty darkness of the night. At the same moment the voice of his companion was heard, its accents full of lamentation and affright.

What is to become of us? What shall we do? Oh, Lewis! I wish we had never come!

He felt for her situation more keenly than she could. He implored her to be tranquil, not to give way to fear or despondency; he promised to extricate her from the embarrassment with the best exertion of his best efforts, and moved forward in the direction of the light.

He found that it proceeded from a candle placed in a cottage window. Mr. Carlton shouted, but it elicited no response, so he went close up, through what seemed a complete slough of despond, if mud can constitute that agreeable situation, and opened the door.

The room was empty. A poor room, bare of fire, with a clock in one corner and the candle in the window. Mr. Carlton shouted again, and it brought forth an old man from some back premises, in a blue frock and a cotton nightcap.

A thoroughly stupid old man, who was deaf, and looked aghast at the sight of the gentleman. He began saying something about th old ooman, who had gone to some neighbouring village and ought to have been home two hour afore and hadnt come yet, so he had stuck a candle in the winder to light her across the opposite field. Mr. Carlton explained his accident, and asked whether he could by any means obtain a conveyance that would take him on.

Not nearer nor Lichford, answered the old man, when he had mastered the question by dint of putting his hand to his ear and bending it forward until it nearly touched Mr, Carltons lips.

Not nearer than Lichford! repeated Mr. Carlton. Are there no houses, no farms about?

No, theres nothing o the sort, the old man rejoined. Theres a sprinkling o cottages, a dozen maybe in all, atween this and Lichford, but they be all poor folk, without as much as a cart among em.

Halloa! whats to do here? came forth on Mr. Carltons ear in hearty tones from the outside. Glad enough to hear them, he hastened out. A couple of labouring men, young and strong, had come upon the overturned carriage in going along the lane to their homes after their days work. They almost seemed like two angels to Mr. Carlton, in his helpless position.

By their exertions  and Mr: Carlton also gave his aid  the carriage and wheel were dragged under a shed belonging to the old mans cottage. They confirmed the information that no horse or vehicle was to be had nearer than Lichford, and Mr. Carlton was asking one of the men to go there and procure one, when he was interrupted by Laura.

Oh, let her walk! let her walk! she said. She should not dare to trust herself again behind a strange horse that night; and besides, if they waited they should inevitably lose the train.

You cannot walk, Laura. Think of the rain  the roads. You can shelter within this old mans cottage until the conveyance comes for you.

But Laura, when she chose, could be as persistent as any one, and she was determined to bear on at once to Lichford, braving all inconveniences and discomforts. Poor thing! the chance of pursuit, of discovery, appeared to her as a vista of terror and disgrace. She had embarked on this mad scheme, and there remained nothing but to go on with it now.

So they started: one of the men carrying Mr. Carltons portmanteau, a small parcel brought by Laura, and a lantern; the other, well bribed, entering on a search with another lantern after Mr. Carltons fugitive horse. But it was a comfortless journey, that mile and a half of lane; a wretched journey. Umbrellas appeared to be as scarce an article in the locality as carriages; the old man confessed to possessing one a old green un, wi neer a whalebone i th half o him,  but his missing wife had got it with her. How they gained the station, Laura never knew, Mr. Carlton almost as little. He had taken off his overcoat and wrapped it about her; but the rain was drenching them, and both were wet through when they reached Lichford station.

When within a few yards of it, the whistle and the noise of an advancing train sounded in their ears. Laura screamed and flew onward.

Lewis, we shall be too late!

Instinct, more than the lights, guided her through a waiting-room to the platform. Mr. Carlton, in little less commotion than herself, looked about for the place where tickets were issued, and found it closed. The rattle he gave at the board was enough to frighten the ticket-clerk inside, had one been there. But that did not appear to be the case: the place maintained an obstinate silence, and the board continued down. Mr. Carlton, in a frenzy, knocked and called, for the train was dashing into the station. Not a soul was about that he could see; not a creature. The labourer with the portmanteau and parcel stood behind him staring helplessly, and Laura had gone through to the platform.

Yes, Laura Chesney had gone through, and stood on the platform, hardly knowing what she did, her upraised hands by their gesture imploring the train to stop. But the train did not stop; it did not even slacken speed. The train went whirling recklessly on with the velocity of an express, and by the light of a lamp that hung in a first-class carriage, Laura saw, quietly seated in it, the form of Captain Chesney.

With a faint cry, with a shiver of dismay, she fell back against the wall. We know how different was the object of Captain Chesneys sudden journey, but Laura naturally concluded that he had gone in pursuit of her. He did not see her; there was some comfort in that; he had his face bent rather from her, as he conversed with a passenger on the opposite side of the compartment, and never looked towards her at all. Laura stood there in helpless fear, gazing after the train, expecting that it would stop and back in.

Mr. Carlton came forth from the room in an access of rage not easily described, at the neglect (as he supposed it) of the officials of the station. He looked after the train also, now whirling out of view, and could not understand why it had not stopped. A man with a band round his hat, who appeared to belong to the station, was advancing leisurely from some remote part of the platform, a huge lantern in his hand. Mr. Carlton attacked him vigorously.

What was the meaning of this? Passengers waiting to go by the train, and no one in attendance to issue tickets! Hed complain to the Company; hed write to the Times; hed  hed  in Mr. Carltons explosive anger it was impossible to say what he would not do.

The man received it all with stolid equanimity, simply saying in reply that the gentleman was mistaking the trains, if he had thought to get tickets for the one just gone by. It didnt stop there.

Not stop here? repeated Mr. Carlton, a little taken aback. But there is a train stops here about this time?

The man shook his head. One stopped here twenty minutes ago, he said. The one just gone on never stopped at Lichford yet, since I have been on the service.

And Mr. Carlton, hastily taking out his watch, which he might have consulted before, found that they had lost their intended train by more than twenty minutes, thanks to the accident.

When does the next train pass that stops here? he inquired.

At midnight. Take tickets ten minutes afore it.

Mr. Carlton drew Lauras hand within his, and asked for the waiting-room. There was no waiting-room, he had the pleasure of hearing, except the small, cold, bare place where he had stood thumping for the ticket-clerk. The fire was nearly out; Mr. Carlton stirred it into a blaze and demanded more coal.

Placing her in a chair before it, he paid the man who had brought the portmanteau and dismissed him. Then he asked the porter, who had gone into the place where the tickets were kept, whether refreshments could be obtained anywhere for the lady, and was answered by the same stolid stare. Such a question had never been put in that station before, and refreshments were not more procurable than tickets. It appeared that Mr. Carlton could only resign himself to the situation.

Laura was shivering inwardly and outwardly. Mr. Carlton took off some of her things, shook them, and hung them on a chair. Indeed it was not a pleasant plight to be placed in: arrested midway in this most provoking manner, in all this discomfort.

I am so sorry! he murmured. If you dont mind waiting here alone, Ill go on to the village and bring you back something in the shape of refreshment. Theres sure to be an inn in it. You are trembling with the cold and rain.

It is not that  it is not that; and as for refreshment, I could not touch it. Did you see him? she continued in a shivering whisper.

See whom? asked Mr. Carlton.

Papa.

He looked at her in surprise. See him? Where?

In that train just gone by. He was in one of the carriages.

Mr. Carlton truly thought she must be wandering; that the disasters of their unpropitious journey had momentarily obscured her intellects.

Lewis, I tell you he was there  papa. He was in one of the carriages, sitting forward on the seat and talking to some one opposite. The light from the lamp fell full upon his face. It was papa, if I ever saw him.

That she was clear and rational, that she evidently believed what she asserted, Mr. Carlton saw. And though he could not give credence to so improbable a thing, nevertheless a feeling of uneasiness, lest Captain Chesney should be in pursuit, stole over him. He went to look for the stolid porter, who had disappeared, and found him at length in an outer shed, doing something to an array of tin lanterns. There he inquired about the fast train just gone by, and learnt to his satisfaction that it went whirling on, without stopping, on quite a different line of rail from that on which he and Laura were bound. He went back and told her this, observing that she must have been mistaken.

Lewis, it is of no use your trying to persuade me out of my own eyesight. I wish I was as sure of forgiveness as I am that it was my father.

He busied himself in many little cares for her, quite neglecting his own drenched condition. Happening to look down, he perceived that of the two muddy feet she was holding to the fire, one was shoeless.

Wheres your shoe, Laura?

Its gone.

Gone!

It came off somewhere in the road as we walked along. Oh, it is all unfortunate together!

Came off in the road! repeated Mr. Carlton. But, my dear, why did you not speak? We could have found it; the man had the lantern.

I was afraid to stop; afraid that we should miss the train. And I dont think I knew when I first lost it; the mud was up to my ankles.

Not a very comfortable state of affairs, in truth; and poor Laura shivered and sighed, shivered and sighed, as they waited on for the midnight train. Dont you ever attempt a similar escapade, my young lady reader, or the same perplexing griefs may fall to you.


CHAPTER XXII.

NEW HONOURS.

JANE CHESNEYS position was a trying one. In the midst of the grief, it may be said the horror, she felt at the step taken by her sister Laura that eventful night, there was also the perplexity as to what her own course ought to be. She was powerless to prevent it now; in fact every one else was powerless. Mr. Carlton and Laura had gained some hours start, and could not be brought back again. Had Jane known of the detention at the station at Lichford, still she could have done nothing. The fleetest horse, ready saddled and bridled at her door, would scarcely have conveyed her, galloping like a second Lady Godiva, along that dark and muddy crosscountry road, in time to catch them before the arrival of the midnight train for which they waited, for it was some time past eleven ere Jane heard of it from Judith.

No; stop the flight she could not. That thought was abandoned as hopeless; and it must be remembered that Jane did not know they were gone to Lichford; she had no clue whatever to the line of route taken. Her chief perplexity lay in the doubt how best to convey the tidings to her father, so as to pain him least. To save him pain in any shape or form, whether mentally or bodily, Jane would have sacrificed her own life. Now and then faint hopes would come over her that their fears were groundless, that they were wholly mistaken, that they were judging Laura wrongfully; and a hundred suppositions as to where Laura could be, arose to her heated fancy. Certainly the fact that Mr. Carlton had left the town for a few days, as reported to Judith by his servants, was not sufficient proof of Lauras having left it. But, even while these delusive arguments arose, the conviction of the worst lay all the deeper upon her mind.

Perhaps Jane Chesney was nearly the last in the town to hear the positive truth by word of mouth. With morning light there arrived at Mr. Carltons house the man whom he had charged to look after the missing horse. It had been found with little trouble, standing still with its nose over a field gateway. Securing him for the night, the man started before dawn to convey him to the address at South Wennock, given him by Mr. Carlton; he had to be back to his own work betimes, at the farmers where he was a day labourer. When rung up, just as Judith had rung them up the night before, the servants could scarcely believe their own eyes to see the horse arrive home in that fashion, led by a halter and covered with mud. The man explained, so far as he was cognizant of it, what had happened on the previous night; told his orders as to bringing home the horse, provided he could find him, spoke of where the carriage was lying, and said it had better be looked after.

Whether it was from this circumstance, or whether the report arose in that mysterious manner in which reports do arise, no one knows how or where, certain it was, that when South Wennock sat down to its breakfast-tables on that same morning, half its inhabitants were talking of the elopement of the surgeon with Miss Laura Chesney. Mr. John Grey was the one to convey its certain tidings to Jane.

He was at the house very early  soon after eight oclock. Called to a distance that day, his only chance of seeing Lucy Chesneys hands was to pay them a visit before his departure; in fact, he had promised to do so on the previous night.

Jane was ready for him; Jane alone: glad of an excuse to keep the little girl in bed in that house of trouble and perplexity, Jane had told her not to rise to breakfast. Mr. Grey was pained at the look of care on Miss Chesneys face  let us call her so for a little while longer!  at the too evident marks of the sleepless and miserable night she had passed.

Do not suffer this untoward event to affect your health! he involuntarily exclaimed; and his low tone was full of tender concern, of considerate sympathy. How ill you look!

Jane was startled. Was it known already? But there was that in Mr. Greys earnest face that caused her heart to go out to him there and then, as it might have done to a friend of long-tried years.

Is it known? she asked, her life-pulses seeming to stand still.

It is, he answered, with a grave face. The town is ringing with it.

Jane, standing before him with her quiet bearing, gave no mark of pain, except that she raised her hand and laid it for a few moments on her temples.

I have been hoping  against hope, it is true, but still hoping  that it might not be; that my sister might have taken refuge somewhere from the storm, and would return home this morning. Oh, Mr. Grey, this has come upon me as a thunderbolt. If you knew how different from anything like this she has been brought up to!

Yes, I feel sure of that, he said. It is, I fear, a most mistaken step that she has taken. Certainly an unwise one.

How has it become known? asked Jane, shading her eyes.

I cannot tell, he replied. For one thing, I heard that Mr. Carltons horse had been sent back this morning.

His horse?

He drove your sister to Lichford, I understand, to take the train there. I met him last night as I left here. He was close to Blister Lane  about to turn into it, and I wondered what patient he could have in that locality to call him out in his carriage at night. I little thought of the expedition on which he was bent; or that he was waiting to be joined by Miss Laura Chesney. I saw her also; she must have been on her way to him.

Jane lifted her eyes. Mr. Grey! you saw her, and you did not stop her!

John Grey slightly shook his head. It was not possible for me to divine the errand on which she was bent. She was in the garden as I left here, and I said something to her about the inclemency of the night. I understood her to answer me  at least I inferred it  that she was only going to the gate to look at the weather. I know the thought that crossed me was, that she was anxious because her father was out in it. Theres a report that some accident occurred to the horse and carriage when they were nearing Lichford, continued the surgeon, and that Mr. Carlton and the lady with him had to go the rest of the way on foot. It is what people are saying; I dont know any of the particulars.

Nothing can be done to recall her now? said Jane, speaking the words in accordance with her own thoughts, more than as a question.

Nothing. The start has been too great  a whole night. They are probably married by this time, or will be before the day is over.

Mr. Grey  I seem to speak to you as to an old friend, Jane broke off to say; a few minutes ago and I had not believed that I could have so spoken of this to any one. How shall I tell my father?

Ah, said Mr. Grey, it will be sad news for him. My eldest little daughter is only eight years old, but I can fancy what must be the feelings of a father at hearing these tidings. I think  I think

What? asked Jane.

Well, it is scarcely the thing to say to you just now, but I think I would rather lose a daughter by death than see her abandon her home in this way, continued Mr. Grey in his frankness. My heart would be less wrung by it. Will you allow me to ask whether Mr. Carlton was paying his addresses to her?

He had wished to do so, but was peremptorily forbidden by my father. That was the cause of the rupture which led to his dismissal from the house. None of us liked Mr. Carlton, except  I must of course except  my sister Laura.

That she spoke in pain  that she was in a state of extreme distress, was all too evident; and Mr. Grey felt how useless would be any attempt at consolation. It was a case that did not admit of it. He asked to see Lucy, and Jane went with him to her room. The hands were going on as well as possible, and Mr. Grey said there was not the least necessity for keeping her in bed. Poor Jane felt almost like a deceitful woman, when she reflected how far apart from the cuts had been her motive for keeping Lucy there.

Can I be of use to you in any way? he asked of Jane at parting. Jane frankly put her hand into his, and thanked him for his kindness. Ah, she found now, it was not Mr. Carltons profession she had so disliked, but Mr. Carlton himself. John Grey was only a surgeon also, a general practitioner: and of him Jane could have made a friend and an equal.

You are very good, she said. Can you tell me the best way by which I can proceed to Pembury?

Are you going there?

I must go; I think I ought to go. Papa started for Chesney Oaks last night  and  you are aware perhaps that it is as you feared; Lord Oakburn is dead?

Yes, I know; his death has been confirmed.

Papa left at once for Chesney Oaks; and his absence renders my position in this crisis all the more difficult. But I shall go after him, Mr. Grey; better that he should hear of this from my lips than from a strangers. None could soothe it to him as I can.

Fond Jane! She truly deemed that none in the world could ever be to her father what she, his loving and dutiful daughter, was. How rudely the future would undeceive her, she dreamt not yet. Just to soothe this terrible news to him, she had rapidly determined to make the best of her way to Pembury.

Pompey was already preparing to go thither by the earliest train, and Jane started with him, leaving Lucy to the care of Judith. It was a long journey, and she meant to return the same day, but the trouble and fatigue to herself were nothing, if she could only spare ever so little trouble to her father. There was the jolting omnibus to Great Wennock, and there was the railway afterwards  thirty miles of it. It may be questioned whether Jane, in her distress of mind, so much as knew that the omnibus jolted at all.

Arrived at Pembury, Jane felt undecided what to do. She did not much like to go on to Chesney Oaks. It would seem almost as though they wished to seize upon their new possession by storm ere the poor young earl was cold on his bed. Neither did she know whether the imperious old dowager Countess of Oakburn might not be there; and Jane felt that to tell her this disgrace of Lauras would be a worse task than telling it to her father.

She inquired for an hotel, and was directed to the Oakburn Arms. Then she despatched Pompey to Chesney Oaks.

You will tell papa, Pompey, that I have come here, and am waiting to see him, she said. You must say that I have come all this way on purpose to impart to him something of the utmost moment; something that he must hear without delay  that I could not trust any one else to bring to him, for it is unpleasant news. And Pompey, you must not tell him: take care of that.

Pompey looked aghast at the bare suggestion. He tell such news to his choleric master! I no dare, missee, was the characteristic answer.

Chesney Oaks, a fine old place, whose park stretched down to the very gates of Pembury, was less than a mile distant. Jane, ever thoughtful, despatched Pompey in a fly, that it might be at hand to bring back her father. She then sat down in the room to which she had been shown, and waited.

The room was on the ground-floor, and she watched eagerly the way leading from Chesney Oaks. There appeared to have been as much rain at Pembury as at South Wennock, to judge by the state of the roads, but it was a balmy spring day, this, and the sun shone out occasionally. It was lighting up Janes face as she sat at the open window.

At length she saw the fly coming back again, and the sick feeling at her heart increased, now the moment was at hand when she must meet her father with the dreadful news. But the fly, instead of drawing up to the door of the inn, continued its way past it, and Jane saw that it was empty. It seemed like a welcome respite. She supposed her father had preferred to walk, and she stood looking out for him.

But she looked in vain. There appeared no sign of him, and Jane was beginning seriously to wonder what she should do in the emergency, when a handsome chariot, bearing about it, although in mourning, all the badges of rank and state  the flowing hammer cloth, the earls coronet on its panels, the powdered servants, the sparkling silver ornaments on the fine horses  came bowling up to the door. Another moment, and the waiter appeared, showing in the powdered footman, who handed a small bit of twisted paper to Jane.

For me? she involuntarily exclaimed.

Yes, my lady.

Jane quite started. My lady! Why, yes, she was my lady. But the salutation sounded strange to her ears, and a deep blush arose to her fair face. Opening the paper, she read the following characteristic lines written in pencil.

I cannot imagine what you have come for, Jane; but you can come on to Chesney Oaks and explain. Pompeys a fool.

By which last sentence Jane gathered that poor Pompey must have managed to plunge into hot water with his master, in his efforts not to tell the secret. She also divined that the carriage had been sent for her use.

You have brought the carriage for me? she asked.

Yes, my lady. My lord requested you would go on without delay.

But Jane hesitated. She thought of the fever. Not for herself did she fear it  at least it was not her own danger that struck her, but she was about to return home to Lucy, and might carry it to her.

There may be danger in my entering Chesney Oaks, she said. I am going home to a young sister, a little girl, and children take disorders so easily.

I dont think there will be much danger, my lady, returned the man. My lord is in the left wing of the house, and the  the body of the late earl is lying in the wing at the other extremity, where he died. No one else has taken the fever.

How strange it was, too, to hear her father called my lord; how strange to spring suddenly into all this pomp and state. Jane did not see that she could hesitate any longer, and passed out of the room.

Gathered in the passage were the landlord of the inn, his wife, the waiter, and a chambermaid, ready to make obeisance to her as she passed. Jane felt rather little as she received the honours; she had on an old black silk dress, a shabby warm grey shawl, and a straw bonnet trimmed with black, the worse for wear. But Jane need not have feared: she was a lady always, and looked one, dress as she would.

Who is she? asked the landlady in a low tone of the footman, arresting him as he was marching past her; for she did not know as yet who the stranger was, except that she was one of the family from which their inn took its sign.

The Lady Jane Chesney; the new earls daughter.

And the footman stood with his imposing cane, and bowed Jane into the carriage, and the people of the Oakburn Arms bowed again from its entrance; and thus Jane was bowled off in state to Chesney Oaks, the fine old place now her fathers.

Winding through a noble avenue of trees, the park stretching out on either hand, the house was gained. A red-brick mansion, with a wing extending out at either end. The wings were modern, and contained the handsomest rooms; the centre of the house was cramped and old-fashioned. In the wing to the right, as they approached, the poor young earl had lain ill and died; what remained of him was lying there now. Jane found that the carriage did not make for the principal entrance, but turned suddenly off as it approached it, continued its way to the other wing, and stopped there at a small door.

A gentleman in black  he looked really like one  was at the door to receive Jane, evidently expecting her. It was the groom of the chambers. He said nothing, only bowed, and threw open the door of a small sitting-room, where the new earl was standing.

Lady Jane, my lord.

It would take Jane some little time to get accustomed to this. Lord Oakburn was in conversation with a grey-haired man who wore spectacles,  the steward, as Jane afterwards found, and books and papers were lying on the table, as though they were being examined.

So its you, Jane, is it? said the earl, turning round. And now what on earth has brought you here, and whats the matter? That idiot says that its not Lucys hands, and hell say no more, but stares and sobs. Ill discharge him to-night. 

Jane knew how idle was the threat; how often it was hurled at the unhappy Pompey. Before she could say a word, her father had begun again.

The idea of your sending for me to Pembury! Just like you! As if, when you had come so far, you could not come on to Chesney Oaks. Its my house now  and yours. You never do things like any one else.

I did not care to come on, papa, she answered in a low tone. I thought  I thought Lady Oakburn might be here, and I did not wish to meet her just now. I have brought very bad news. I thought, too, of the fever.

Theres no danger from that; the poor fellows lying in the other wing. And Lady Oakburns not here; but what difference it would make to you if she had been, I should be glad to know. And now, what have you got to tell me? Is the house burnt down?

Jane looked at the steward, who was standing aside respectfully. He understood the look  that she wished to be with her father alone  and turned to his new master.

Shall I come in again by-and-by, my lord?

Lord Oakburn nodded acquiescence. He had slipped as easily and naturally into his new position as though he had been bred to it. As the son of the Honourable Frank Chesney, he had seen somewhat of all this in his youth. Jane had not. Although reared a gentlewoman, she had always been only the daughter of a poor naval officer.

The room they were in, plain though it was as compared with some, bore signs of luxury. The delicate paper on the walls, the gilded cornices, the rich carpet into which the feet sank, the brilliant and beautiful cloth covering the centre table. Lord Oakburn had been shown to it that morning for breakfast, and he intended to make it his sitting-room during this his temporary sojourn in the house. How things had changed with him! And, but for the terrible escapade of the previous night, what a load of care would have been removed from Janes heart. No more pinching, no more miserable debts, no more dread of privation for her dear father.

She untied her bonnet-strings, wondering how she should break it to him, how begin. Lord Oakburn pushed the stewards papers into a heap as they lay on the costly cloth, and turned to her, waiting. Now, Jane, why dont you speak? What is it?

It is because I do not know how to speak, papa, she said at length. I came myself to see you because I thought none could break the news to you so well as I: and now that I am here I seem as powerless to do it as a child could be. Papa, a great calamity has overtaken us.

The old sailor, whatever his roughness of manner, his petty tyranny at home, loved his children truly. He leaped to the conclusion, in spite of Pompeys denial, that something bad had arisen from Lucys hands. He believed, now he saw Jane and her emotion, that no slight misfortune had brought her.

The obstinate villain! Not to tell me! And you, Jane, why do you beat about the bush? Is the child dead?

No, no; it is not Lucy, papa; her hands are going on quite well. It  it is about Laura.

Lord Oakburn stared. Has she fallen through a window?

It is worse than that, said Jane in low tones.

Worse than that! Hang it, Jane, tell it out, and have done with it, he cried in a burst of passion, as he stamped his foot. Suspense to a man of his temper is not easy to bear.

Laura has run away, she said.

Run away! he repeated, staring at Jane.

She quitted the house last night. She must have been gone when you left it. Dont you remember, papa, you called to her and she did not answer? Not at first  not until it was too late to do anything  did I know she had run away.

No suspicion of the truth dawned on Lord Oakburn, and Jane seemed to shrink from speaking more plainly. Compared with what he had dreaded  the death of Lucy  this appeared a very light calamity indeed.

Ill run her, said he. Where has she run to? What has she run for?

Papa, she has not gone alone, said Jane, looking down. Mr. Carlton is with her.

What? shouted the peer.

They have gone off to be married, I fear. There can be no doubt about it.

A pause of consternation on the part of the earl, and then the storm broke out. Jane had never witnessed anything like it. He did not spare Laura, he did not spare Mr. Carlton; a good thing for both offenders that they were not within his reach in that moment of passion.

Jane burst into tears. Oh, papa, forgive me, she said. I ought to have told you less abruptly; I meant to tell you so; but somehow my powers failed me. I am so grieved to be obliged to bring you this pain.

Pain! yes, it was pain to the honest old sailor, pain of the keenest description. His beautiful daughter, of whom he had been so proud! His passion somewhat subsided, he sat down in a chair and buried his face in his hands. Presently he looked up, pale and resolute.

Jane, this makes the second. Let her go as the other did. Never mention her name to me again, any more than you mention that other.

And Jane felt all the more sad when she heard the injunction that other; an injunction which she should not dare to break. She felt it all the more keenly because she had been confidently hoping that her fathers new rank as a peer of England would cause the barrier of silence as to that other to be raised.

A dinner hastily served was brought in, and when she had partaken of it, with what appetite she had, she proceeded to the station at Pembury to return home, conducted to it in all the pomp and state that befitted her new position as the Lady Jane Chesney.



But on poor Janes heart as she was whirled back to Great Wennock, there rested a sense of failure as to the expedition of the day. If she had only contrived to break it better! she thought in her meek self-reproach. It never occurred to this loving daughter that Lord Oakburn was just the man to whom such things cannot be broken.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE RETURN.

THE weather seemed to have taken an ill-natured fit and to be favouring the world with nothing but storms of hail and rain. The flight of Mr. Carlton and Laura Chesney had taken place on a Wednesday evening, and on that day week, Mr and Lady Laura Carlton returned to South Wennock in some such a storm as the one in which they had departed from it. They had been married in Scotland, and had since solaced themselves with a few days tour, by way of recompense for the mishaps attending their flight, but the weather had been most unpropitious.

Mr. Carltons servants had enjoyed a week of jubilee. Orders had been received from that gentleman, written the day after his marriage, to have everything in readiness for the reception of their mistress; but the house had been so recently put in order on the occasion of the arrival of the new furniture, that there was really nothing to do; a little impromptu work, chiefly in the kitchens, they had in a charwoman to perform, taking holiday themselves.

But on this, the Wednesday night, they had resumed duty again, and were alike on their best behaviour and in their best attire to receive their master and new mistress. A post-carriage was ordered to be at the Great Wennock station to await the seven oclock train, and the servants looked out impatiently.

When a carriage is bringing home people from a wedding, it generally considers itself under an obligation to put forth its most dashing speed. So argued Mr. Carltons servants; therefore, long before half-past seven, they were on the tiptoe of expectation, looking and listening for the arrival as the moments flew by.

The moments flew, however, to no purpose. No one arrived. Eight oclock struck, and half-past eight struck, and the servants gazed at each other in wonderment as to what could be the cause of the delay.

Ben, the surgery boy, went out to the front gate, inserted the tips of his boots between the upright iron wires, and stood there taking a little riding recreation, which he accomplished by swinging the gate backwards and forwards. There was no troublesome household authority at hand, either Hannah or Evan, to box his ears and send him off, so he enjoyed his ride as long as he pleased, whistling a popular tune, and keeping his eyes fixed in the direction of the town.

I say, cried he, to a butcher-boy of his acquaintance, who passed on his way home from his days work, do you know what makes the train so late to-night?

What train? asked the young butcher, stopping and gazing at Ben.

The seven train to Great Wennock. It ought to have been in a good hour ago.

It is in, said the boy.

It isnt, responded Ben. Who says it is?

I says it. I see the omnibus come in with my own eyes. Why, its on its road back again to take the folks to the nine train.

Indisputable evidence to Bens mind. He jumped off the gate and dashed indoors, without the ceremony of saying good night to his friend.

I say, the trains in; it has been in ever so long, he cried to Hannah and the others.

No! exclaimed Hannah.

It has, then. Bill Jupp has just told me. He see the omnibus coming back at its time with his own eyes.

Then something has detained them, decided Hannah, and they wont be here to-night.

Quite comforting assurance. A whole nights further holiday! Lets have supper, said Sarah, the additional maid who had been this week engaged by Hannah according to her masters written directions.

I say, though, cried Ben, theres another train. Bill Jupp saw the omnibus going back again for it.

That dont come from their way, stupid! corrected Hannah. The trouble Ive had, laying out their tea and things in the diningroom, and all to no purpose! she added crossly.

Of course, their master and mistress not being, home to tea or supper, there was all the more reason why the servants should enjoy theirs. And they were doing so to their hearts content, sitting over a well-spread table, at which much laughter prevailed, and rather more noise than is absolutely necessary for digestion, when a loud ring startled them from their security.

My goodness! exclaimed Hannah. If it should be them, after all! What on earth  get along, Evan, and open the door! Dont sit staring there like a stuck pig.

Thus politely urged, Evan sprang out of the kitchen and into the hall. He opened the front door with a swing grand enough to admit a duke, and found himself confronted with nothing but a woman and a bundle.

A large awkward bundle, which appeared to have been put hastily together, and was encased by a thick old shawl to protect it from the rain. The bearer was Judith. She passed Evan without ceremony or preface, and dropped the bundle on a chair in the hall.

Why, whats that? exclaimed Evan in surprise, who did not recognize Judith. In fact, he did not know her.

Can I speak a word to Lady Laura Carlton? was the answer. Evan looked at the woman. Hannah, who had come into the hall, looked also; the boy Ben pushed himself forward and took his share of looking.

I come from Cedar Lodge, from Lady Jane Chesney, explained Judith, perceiving she was unknown. These are some of Lady Lauras things; but her trunks will be sent to-morrow.

Hannah cast a contemptuous glance at the bundle. She thought it rather an unceremonious way of forwarding an instalment of a brides wardrobe. In truth, Judith felt the same herself, but there was no help for it.

On the day of Lauras marriage, subsequent to the ceremony, she had written a half-penitent note to Jane for the escapade of which she had been guilty, and stated that the ceremony had taken place. In this was enclosed a wholly penitential letter to her father. The superscriptions, Captain Chesney, R.N., and Miss Chesney, proved that Laura was in ignorance of their accession to higher rank. Jane had forwarded the note to her father at Chesney Oaks, and he had flung it into the fire unread. Her own letter she did not dare to answer, for she had been strictly forbidden to hold further communication of any sort with her offending Sister. The late earls funeral took place on the Monday; Lord Oakburn returned to Cedar Lodge on the Tuesday; and on the Wednesday morning there arrived another letter from Laura to Jane, stating that she and Mr. Carlton purposed to be at South Wennock on Wednesday evening, and begging Jane to send her things to her new home, to await her arrival at it, especially a certain light silk dress.

Not a thread of them, cried the earl, bringing down his stick decisively when Jane spoke to him. She shall have no clothes sent from here.

But, papa, she has nothing to wear, pleaded Jane. She did not take with her as much as a pair of stockings to change.

So much the better, fumed the earl. Let her go barefooted. But Jane, considerate even for the offending Laura, and for the straits she would be put to without clothes, ventured to appeal to her father again in the course of the day. Not until evening would the earl unbend. And then, quite late, he suddenly announced that the things might go, and that the sooner the house was rid of them, the better.

It was then eight oclock. Jane hastily put some things together, the light silk dress particularly mentioned, and a few other articles that she deemed Laura might most need, and despatched Judith with them, charging her to see Lady Laura privately, and to explain how it was that the things had not been properly sent, and could not be sent, now, before the morrow. Hence it was that Judith stood in Mr. Carltons hall demanding to see its new mistress.

They have not come yet, was the reply of Hannah, given crustily.

Not come! repeated Judith. My lady told me they were to return by the seven oclock train.

And so they sent us word, and theres the tea laid ready in the dining-room, but they havent come. The trains in long ago, and it havent brought them.

Well, said Judith slowly, considering how much to say and how much to withhold, will you tell your lady that we were not able to send her things to-day  except just these few that I have brought  but that the rest will all be here to-morrow. I am sorry not to see her ladyship, because I had a private message for her from her sister.

Ill tell her, answered Hannah in an ungracious, grumbling tone; for the advent of a new mistress in the house did not meet her approbation. I think master might have said a word to us before he went away, and not have  whats that?

The sound of a carriage thundering up to the gate and stopping, scared their senses away. Evan opened the door at length, but not immediately; not until the bell had sent its echoes through the house.

They entered the hall; Mr. Carlton, and his young wife upon his arm. She wore two shoes now, and a beautiful cashmere shawl, the latter the present of Mr. Carlton. He was a fond husband in this his first dream of passion. Mr. Bill Jupps information as to the trains arrival was incorrect. It was true that the omnibus had come back, but it brought no passengers with it; it had waited as long as it could, and then had to return to convey back its customers to the nine oclock train. An accident, productive of no ill consequences save detention, had occurred to the seven oclock train containing Mr. Carlton and his wife, and this caused the delay.

She came in with her beaming face, laughing at something said by Mr. Carlton, and nodding affably to the servants by way of her first greeting to them. Very much surprised indeed did she look at seeing Judith standing in the background.

Judith! she exclaimed, is it you?

Judith came forward in her quiet, respectful manner. Can I speak a word to you, my lady, if you please? Lady Jane charged me with it.

Laura dropped Mr. Carltons arm and stared at her. The salutation was strange to her ears. My lady!

Lady Jane! Had the world turned upside down, Laura Carlton had not been more surprised, more perplexed.

It must be remembered that she had known nothing of the late earls illness; when she quitted her home to fly with Mr. Carlton, he, Lord Oakburn, was being expected at Cedar Lodge. Mr. Carlton had said nothing to her of his surmised death; and during this wedding tour in the remoter parts of Scotland, not a newspaper had fallen under her notice. Laura was therefore still in ignorance of all that had taken place.

What did you say, Judith? she asked, after a pause. Lady  Lady Jane sent you to me? Do you mean my sister?

Yes, my lady. She wished me to say a word to yourself.

No woman living had greater tact than Laura Carlton. Not before her new servants would she betray her perplexity at the strange title, or give the slightest indication that she did not know how it could belong to her. From the open door of the dining-room on the side of the hall streamed the light of fire and lamp, and she stepped into it, followed by Judith. Mr. Carlton had turned back, after bringing her in, to see what had been left in the post-chaise.

Judith! you called my sister Lady Jane. Has anything happened to Lord Oakburn?

It would have been Judiths turn to stare now, but that she was too well-bred a servant to do anything of the sort. A whole week since the change! it seemed next to impossible that Lady Laura should still be in ignorance of it. She answered quietly.

Lord Oakburn is dead, my lady  that is, the late Lord Oakburn  and my master is Lord Oakburn now.

I never heard of such a thing! exclaimed Laura, sinking into a chair in her astonishment. When did he die? How long have you known it?

He died on the Tuesday, yesterday week, my lady. He died of fever at Chesney Oaks, and the letter that came on the Wednesday morning to our house was not for him, after all, but for my master.

And when did you find out that it was for papa?  when was it first known at home?

My lady, it was known just about the time that you left it. Mr. Grey was there that evening, if you remember, and he told the news of Lord Oakburns illness; that he was lying without hope a day or two before at Chesney Oaks. There could be no doubt then, he said, that the letters had come for my master as Earl of Oakburn.

I wonder whether Lewis knew it? was the question that crossed Lauras heart. Mr. Grey spoke to him that night as he left our house. But no, he could not know it, came the next thought, in her unbounded love and confidence, or he would have told me. Question after question she poured upon Judith, and the woman told all she knew. Lord Oakburn was at home again now, she said, but she believed he and the young ladies were very soon to depart for Chesney Oaks.

Judith, resumed Laura at length, her other questions being exhausted, and she lowered her voice to timidity as she spoke, was papa very  very furious with me that night?

My lady, you forget that I have said he had gone before it was known that you were missing. It was to tell him of it that Lady Jane went the next day all the way to Chesney Oaks.

True, murmured Laura. Does he seem in a terrible way about it, now that he is back again?

Yes, I fear he is, Judith was obliged to answer.

And what did you come here for to-night, Judith? You said you had a message from my sister.

Judith explained about the clothes: why it was that so few had been brought, and those at the last moment. The message from Jane, though put into the least offensive words possible, was to the effect that Laura must not venture at present to attempt to hold intercourse in any shape whatever with her family.

Laura threw back her head with a disdainful gesture. Does that interdict emanate from my sister herself? she asked.

I think not, Miss Lau  my lady. She cannot go against the wishes of the earl.

I know that she will not, was Lauras scornful comment. Well, Judith, tell Lady Jane from me that its no more than I expected, and that I hope theyll come to their senses some time.

And the little girl whispered to me as I was coming away to give her love, if you please, concluded Judith.

Darling child! echoed Laura. Shes worth ten of that cold Jane.

Mr. Carlton entered as Judith departed. Laura stood talking with him on the new aspect of affairs, but she was no wiser at the conclusion of the conversation than she had been at the beginning, as to his having known of Lord Oakburns death before their flight. He drew her attention to the tea-table, which looked inviting enough with its savoury adjuncts, that Hannah had prepared and laid out.

Yes, presently, she said, but I will take off my things first. You must please to show me my way about the house, Lewis, she added, laughing, as she turned at the door and waited. I dont know it yet.

Mr. Carlton laughed in answer and went with her into the hall. It was a handsomer and more spacious residence than the one she had relinquished, Cedar Lodge, but it was very humble, when placed in comparison with Chesney Oaks. On the opposite side of the hall was a sitting-room, where Mr. Carlton generally received any patients who came to him, and behind that room and at the back were the kitchens. On the opposite side to the kitchens and behind the dining-room a few steps led down to the surgery, which was close to the side entrance of the house, and to a back staircase.

The principal staircase wound round from the back of the hall. Laura ascended it with Mr. Carlton. There was plenty of space here. A handsome drawing-room and three bedrooms In the front chamber, Lauras from henceforth, stood Sarah, unpacking the bundle brought by Judith, and ready to attend on her new mistress.

Any alteration can be made in these rooms that you wish, Laura, observed Mr. Carlton. If you would like one of them converted into a boudoir for yourself

Mr. Carltons words were disturbed by a ring at the front door; a ring so loud and violent as to shake the house. He had broken off in vexation.

I protest it is too bad! he exclaimed angrily. Not a minute in the house yet, and I must be hunted up and fetched out of it. I wont attend. Go down, he added to the new maid. Say I am not at liberty to attend to patients to-night.

She obeyed, but came up again instantly.

It is not patients, sir. Its a policeman. I told him you could see no one to-night, but he says he must see you.

Mr. Carlton seemed taken aback at the words. A policeman! he repeated in a strangely timid, hesitating tone.

He was here yesterday and again this morning, asking after you, sir, returned the girl. Hannah was very curious to know what he could want, but he wouldnt say, except that it was something connected with that lady who died in Palace Street.

Lady Laura, who had been taking off her bonnet at the toilette glass, turned round and looked at her husband.

What can it be, Lewis?

Never had Mr. Carlton appeared so vacillating. He took up the candle to descend, went as far as the door, came back and laid it on the drawers again. Again he moved forward without the candle, and again came back.

Where is the policeman? he questioned.

Hes standing in the hall, sir.

It is a strange thing people cannot come at proper hours, he exclaimed, finally taking up the wax-light to descend. I have a great mind to say I would not see him, and make him come again in the morning.

Mr. Carlton recognized the policeman as one who had been busy in the case in Palace Street. He saluted Mr. Carlton respectfully, and the latter took him into the parlour opposite the dining-room.

Im sorry to disturb you at this late hour, sir, he said, but there is such a row at our station about this business as never was.

What about? What row? asked the surgeon.

Well, sir, we have a new inspector come on, through the other one being moved elsewhere, and he makes out, or tries to make out, that the affair has been mismanaged, else he says more would have come to light about it. His names Medler, and, goodness knows! it seems as if he was going to be a meddler. First of all, sir, he wants to ask you a few particulars, especially as to the man you saw on the stairs.

Does he want to ask me to-night? sarcastically inquired Mr. Carlton.

No, sir, but as soon as ever it is convenient to you in the morning; so I thought Id just step down and tell you to-night, hearing you had come home.

So he wants to rake it all up again, does he, this new inspector? remarked Mr. Carlton.

It seems so, replied the policeman.

Well, hes welcome to all I can tell him of the matter. Ill call in to-morrow.

Thank you, sir. It would be satisfactory, of course, if anything more should be found out; but if its not, Mr. Medler will just see what reason he has to reproach us with negligence. Good night, sir.

Good night, replied Mr. Carlton. And he shut the door on his troublesome and unseasonable visitor.


CHAPTER XXIV.

THE WEDDING AT ST. MARKS.

IN the very heart of South Wennock, standing a little back from the street, nearly opposite the Red Lion Inn, was the old church of St. Mark; and on the morning after the return home of Mr. Carlton and his bride, this church was invaded by more people than could conveniently get into it, for a rumour had gone forth to the town that Mr. Carlton and Lady Laura were to be re-married.

It was even so. Possibly in deference to Lauras scruples; possibly that he himself was not willing to trust to the impromptu ceremony in Scotland, which had been of the slightest, and that he would constitute her his own beyond the power of any future quibbles of the law, Mr. Carlton had returned home provided with a licence in all due form. The clergyman was apprised, and nine oclock saw Mr. Carlton and Laura at the church.

If, by fixing that early hour, their motive was to avoid spectators, the precaution had utterly failed. How the news got about was a puzzle to Mr. Carlton as long as he lived. He accused the incumbent of St. Marks, the Reverend Mr. Jones, of spreading it; he accused the curate, Mr. Lycett, to whom was deputed the duty of marrying them; he accused the clerk, who was charged to have the church open. But these functionaries, one and all, protested that they had not spoken of it. However it might have been, when Mr. Carlton and Laura arrived at the door in a close carriage, precisely one minute before nine, they were horror-struck at finding themselves in the midst of a dense crowd, extending from the street up to the very altar-rails, and through which they had to make their way.

Rather a strong expression that, sneers some genial critic. Horror-struck! But it really did appear to apply to Mr. Carlton. Laura wore the handsome cashmere shawl which he had given her, the light silk dress sent by Jane, and a white bonnet and veil bought somewhere on her travels. She stood at the altar with downcast eyes and blushing cheeks, just as a young bride under the circumstances might be supposed to stand, never once looking at the throng, and apparently not heeding them. Not so Mr. Carlton. He stood with a ghastly face, into which the colour would not come by any effort of will, constantly glancing over his shoulder, not at the offending crowd, whom Mr. Carlton regarded simply with anger, and would have liked to duck wholesale in the nearest pond, but as if impelled by some imaginary fear. Did he dread the intrusion of his wifes father, Lord Oakburn? that he would, even at that useless and tardy hour, appear and forbid the ceremony? South Wennock, who prided itself upon its discernment, said so.

The accessories of a groomsman and a bridesmaid had not been provided by Mr. Carlton. The clerk performed the office of the one, and Laura dispensed with the other. The wedding ring was firmly placed upon her finger, and they turned from the altar as securely married as though there had been no previous runaway escapade. The licence had described her as Laura Chesney, otherwise Carlton, and it was so that she signed the book.

But there occurred an unlucky contretemps. The carriage waited at the church door, and Laura and Mr. Carlton had taken their seats in it on the conclusion of the ceremony, when, just as it was moving off amidst the dense mob of spectators, an open fly came from the opposite direction. It contained Lord Oakburn and his Stick. The earl, on his way back to Chesney Oaks, was now being conveyed to Great Wennock to catch one of the morning trains, Pompey on the box beside the driver, and a great portmanteau between Pompeys knees.

Perhaps nearly the only household in South Wennock to which the report of the mornings intended ceremony had not penetrated was that of Cedar Lodge. Even such newsmongers as milk-women and bakers boys were chary of telling aught there that concerned its runaway daughter. When, therefore, Lord Oakburn saw the crowd round the church, he looked at it in surprise, wondering what was taking place, and then he caught sight of the inmates of the close carriage about to be driven away from its doors. His daughters terrified gaze met his.

Lord Oakburns brow flushed red with passion. In his hot temper, he raised his stick with a menacing gesture, as if he would have struck one of them, bride or bridegroom, perhaps both, had he been near enough; or as if he meant to throw it at the carriage, as he sometimes threw it at Pompey. It did not go, however. He let it drop on the seat again, with a word that was certainly not a blessing; and the fly went on, and the meeting was over.

There was no fear on Mr. Carltons countenance. Triumph now. The unnaturally pale hue which had overspread it during the ceremony had given place to its usual aspect, and he felt more inclined to laugh in Lord Oakburns face than to fear him. Even the earl could not part them now.

Mr. Carlton entered his home with his wife. He snatched a hasty breakfast, and then started on his visits to his patients, who were in a state of rebellion, deeming themselves greatly aggrieved by the past weeks absence. In the course of the morning his way took him past the police-station. Standing at its door was a middle-aged man, with an intelligent face and small snub nose, who looked at Mr. Carlton as he passed with that quiet regard that keen men, curious as to their neighbours movements, sometimes display. It was Medler, the new inspector. The surgeon had gone some yards beyond the building, when he, perhaps, recollecting the previous nights interview, wheeled round and spoke.

Can I see the inspector?

You see him now, was the answer. I am he.

I am told you want me, returned the surgeon. Mr. Carlton, he added in explanation, finding he was not known.

Oh, ah, yes, sir; I beg your pardon, said the inspector, intelligence replacing the questioning expression of his face. Be so kind as to step inside.

He shut himself into a little bit of a room with Mr. Carlton. The surgeon had been in it once before. It was when he had gone to give what information he could to the previous inspector, relative to the business for which he was now brought there again.

I dont know any more than I did before, he observed, after alluding to the policemans visit to him the previous night. I gave the police at the time of the death all the information I possessed upon the matter  which was not much.

Yes, sir, its not that. I did not suppose you had come into possession of more facts. What I want with you is this  to relate to me quietly all that you know about it, as you did to my predecessor. I fear the affair has been mismanaged.

Do you think so?

I am sure it has, continued Mr. Medler, improving upon his former assertion. If the thing had been followed up properly, it might have been brought to light at the time. Thats my opinion.

It is not mine, dissented Mr. Carlton. I do not see that anything more could be done than was done.

Why, they never unearthed that Mrs. Smith, the woman who came down and took away the child! Never found out anything about her at all!

True, said Mr. Carlton. They went to a hundred Mrs. Smiths, or so, in London, without finding the right one. And the conclusion they arrived at was, that Smith was not her name at all, but one she had assumed for the purpose of her visit here.

It was the name by which the sick lady wrote to her on the night of her arrival, at all events, remarked the officer, with a nod that seemed to say he had made himself master of the whole business.

But that may have been only part of a concerted plan. One thing appears to be indisputable  that the lady came down with the determination of remaining unknown. For my part, I am inclined to think that she did not come from London at all; that the woman Smith  if Smith was her name  did not come from London either. I believe that all that was said and done here was done with one motive  to blind us.

Mr. Carlton was leaning with his elbow on the narrow table, or counter, that ran along the wall, as he said this, slightly stooping, and making marks with the point of his umbrella on the floor. The inspector, watchful by nature and by habit, became struck with a sudden change in his face. A shiver seemed to pass over it.

It is the most miserable business I ever had to do with, he said, lifting his eyes to the officers. I heartily hope I shall never become personally cognizant of such another. People persisted in mixing me up with it, just because Mrs. Crane was thought to have said that some friends recommended her to me as her medical attendant.

And you cannot find that any one did so recommend you?

I cannot. I wrote to all the friends and acquaintances I possess in town, inquiring if they had recommended any lady to me; but could find out nothing. None of them so much as knew a Mrs. Crane.

I think it is by no means sure that her name was Crane, remarked Mr. Medler.

Just so. Any more than that the other ones name was Smith. Theres nothing sure about any part of the business, except the death. That, poor thing, is sure enough.

What is your own opinion, Mr. Carlton? inquired the inspector, his tone becoming confidential. Your private opinion, you know.

As to what?

The cause of death. Of course we all know it was caused by the sleeping draught, he rapidly continued. But I mean as to the fatal drug introduced into that draught  who put it in?

My opinion is  but it is not a pleasant task to have to avow it, even to you  that it was so mixed, inadvertently, by Stephen Grey. It is impossible for me to come to any other conclusion. I cannot imagine how two opinions upon the point can have arisen. The inspector shook his head, as if he could not agree with Mr. Carlton; but he made no dissent in words. He did not believe the fault to lie with Stephen Grey.

What I wished more particularly to ask you, sir, was about the man you saw on the stairs, he presently resumed. Theres the point that ought to have been followed up.

I saw no man on the stairs, said Mr. Carlton. I did fancy I saw a face there, its true; but I have come to the conclusion that it was only fancy, and that my sight was deceived by the moonbeams.

Will you swear there was no man there?

Well, no; I should not like to do that. Nevertheless, my firm belief is that there was no man there, no face at all; I think my sight misled me.

The inspector lifted his finger and shook it, by way of adding impressiveness to his words. Rely upon it, sir, there was a man there, and that man is the one who did the mischief. I know  I know what you would say  that the draught smelt of the stuff when it arrived, as you testified; but I dont care for that. It seems a difficult point enough to get over at first, but I have picked the case to pieces in all its bearings, and I have got over it. I dont attach an atom of importance to it.

Do you think I should testify to what was not true? asked Mr. Carlton.

Not a bit of it, returned the inspector, with calm equanimity.

Youd be as anxious, naturally, to state the facts correctly, and throw as much light upon them, as we should. But I know how deceiving noses are. You fancied you smelt the poison in the draught, but you didnt really smell it, for it wasnt there. The nurse  whats her name? a fat woman  declares she could not smell anything of the sort; for I have had her before me here. She had been drinking a modicum of strong waters, I know; but they dont take all smell away in that fashion. Depend upon it her nose was truer than yours.

Nonsense, said Mr. Carlton. I am a medical man, remember, accustomed to the smell of drugs, and not likely to be deceived.

Thats just it, said the inspector obstinately. Those accustomed to the smell of drugs, living amongst them, as may be said, in their surgeries, are more liable to fancy they smell them when they dont, than other folks are. There was no smell of poison in the draught when it was taken to the house, he doggedly continued. 

But I tell you there was, persisted Mr. Carlton.

And I tell you, sir, there wasnt. There. I feel as sure of it as that we are now talking together. That man you saw on the stairs was the one to drop the poison into the draught after you had gone. Mr. Carlton said no more. The inspector was evidently confirmed in his opinion, and it was of no use to try to shake it. There may have come over Mr. Carltons memory also a recollection of the second view he had obtained of the face, on the night before his flight with Laura Chesney. That, surely, could not have been fancy; for Laura testified to seeing it  and hearing it  as well as he. How then reconcile that with his persistent denial that no one had been on the stairs? Mr. Carlton could not tell; but he was quite sincere in hoping, nay, in half believing, that that ill-looking face had existed wholly in his imagination.

Is that all you have to ask me? he inquired of the inspector. My time is not my own this morning.

No, sir, not all. I want you to be so kind as just to relate the facts as they occurred under your notice. I have heard them from Mr. Stephen Grey, and from others; but I must hear them from you. Its surprising how a word from one witness and a word from another helps us on to a correct view of a case. You saw her for the first time, I believe, on the Sunday night. Its a pity but you had kept the note she wrote you!

Who was to think the note would ever be wanted? rejoined Mr. Carlton. But if I had kept it, it would have told nothing.

Every word, every scrap of paper is evidence to those who have learnt to use it, was the answer. Go on, sir.

Mr. Carlton complied. He related the facts, so far as they had come under his cognizance; not with the minuteness he had found himself obliged to use before the coroner, but with a clearness of detail that was quite satisfactory. The inspector listened attentively, and once or twice took something down in writing.

Thats all you know? came the question when he had finished.

That is all I know.

The inspector gently rubbed his nose with the feather of his pen. He was in deep thought.

The case would resolve itself into a very small compass but for two opposing points in it, he presently said. The one, the exceeding improbability that it was Mr. Stephen Grey who made any mistake in the mixing-up; the other, that mans face you saw on the stairs. I cant get over those.

But I have assured you there was no mans face on the stairs, reiterated Mr. Carlton.

I dont doubt that you believe so now. But you didnt believe so at the time, or youd not have spoken about it to the widow Gould. Present impressions are worth everything, believe me, Mr. Carlton; and it is to that suspicious point I shall direct all my energies. Id stake my place that somebody was there.

As you please, said Mr. Carlton. I suppose that is all you want with me.

Thats all, sir, and thank you. If we ferret out anything, you shall be one of the first to know it. Good morning.

Mr. Carlton, who was indeed pressed for time, and had inwardly rebelled at having to give so much of it to the police-station on that busy morning, hastened away the moment he was released. Crossing the street at railroad speed in a slanting direction past the church  for the police-station and St. Marks Church were pretty close to each other  he sped round the corner near the Red Lion, in the direction that led to Great Wennock, and dexterously escaped being run over by a carriage that was turning into the principal street.

Mr. Carlton, who was an observant man, looked at the inmate of the carriage  a stout lady, dressed in deep mourning. She bent her resolute face forward  for it was a resolute face, with its steady dark eyes, and its pointed chin  to look at him. She had seen the narrowly escaped accident, and her haughty eyebrows plainly asked why one, looking so much of a gentleman, should have subjected himself to it through such ungentlemanly speed. How little did she suspect he was one whose name to her was a bitter pill  the surgeon, Lewis Carlton!

Mr. Carlton sped on, thinking no more of the carriage and its occupant. He was on his way to a sick patient who lived in one of the few houses situated at this, the near end of the Great Wennock road,  houses which had the gratification of witnessing day by day the frequent passing and repassing of the noted railway omnibus.

The carriage meanwhile slackened its speed as soon as it was round the corner, and the post-boy, after looking up and down the street in indecision, turned on his horse and spoke to the servant on the box, a staid, respectable-looking man, wearing as deep mourning as his mistress.

Which way must I turn?

The servant did not know. He looked up and down the street  very uselessly, for that could tell him nothing  and caught sight of the swinging-board of the Red Lion.

Theres an inn. You had better inquire there.

The post-boy drew his horses up to the inn door. Mrs. Fitch, who happened to be standing at it, moved forward; but the old lady had let down the front window, and was speaking sharply to the servant.

Whats the matter, Thoms? What are you stopping here for?

Thoms turned his head back and touched his hat. The postboy does not know the way, my lady. I thought we had better inquire at this inn.

But the old lady was evidently one of an active, restless temperament, who liked to do things herself better than to have them done for her. Before Thoms  deliberate and stately as his mistress was quick  could speak to Mrs. Fitch, she had put up the front window, sent down the other, had her own head out, and was addressing the landlady.  

Where is Cedar Lodge?

Mrs. Fitch dropped her habitual curtsey. It lies a little out of the town, on the Rise

Be so good as to direct the post-boy to it, interrupted the lady, with the air of one accustomed to command and be obeyed.

You must turn your horses, post-boy, said Mrs. Fitch, moving nearer to him on the pavement. Keep straight on through the town, and you will come to a long and gentle hill, where theres a good deal of new building. Thats the Rise, and Cedar Lodge is about half-way up on the righthand side.

Thank you, maam, said Thoms civilly; and the post-boy turned his horses as directed, and bore on through the town.

He had passed quite through it, when he saw the long ascent before him. That Rise was three-quarters of a mile in length; but all of it could not be seen from its base. On the left, standing alone, after the street was passed and before the gentle hill had begun, was a nice-looking white house. The lady within the carriage bent forward and glanced at it. She had not heard Mrs. Fitchs directions, and she thought it might be the one of which she was in quest, Cedar Lodge.

At that moment a lady threw up one of the windows on the first floor, and looked out. It was Laura Carlton: and her eyes met those other eyes gazing from the carriage. Laura gave a suppressed scream of recognition; and the old lady, startled also, lifted her angry hand with a menacing gesture; just as the Earl of Oakburn had lifted his, in the earlier encounter in the morning at St. Marks Church.


CHAPTER XXV.

A VISIT TO CEDAR LODGE.

THE Earl of Oakburns sojourn at Cedar Lodge had been a short one. He had only gone home for a day or two to discuss future plans with Jane; or, rather, to inform Jane of his future plans, for he was one who discussed them only with his own will.

It would be necessary for him to let Chesney Oaks. He had succeeded to the peerage, it is true; but he had not succeeded to the broad lands, the proud rent-roll of an ordinary peer. A certain income he came into with the title as a matter of course; an income that, in comparison with the straitened means of later days, appeared a mine of wealth, and would no doubt prove so to him and Jane, with their simple and inexpensive habits. The late earl had had a large private fortune, which did not go with the title; and even with that, he had been reckoned a poor man for his rank. Yes, there would be nothing for it but to let Chesney Oaks, he observed to Jane. To keep up such a place as it ought to be kept up would absorb the whole of his income, for it could not be done under three or four thousand a year. He should therefore let Chesney Oaks, and reside in London.

Janes heart acquiesced in everything. But for the blow just dealt out to them by Laura, she would have felt supremely happy. There had existed a dark spot in their domestic history for some little time past, but she had every hope that this change in their fortunes would remove it, and bring things straight again. It could not  she argued with herself  it could not be otherwise.

One word from Lord Oakburn would remove the cloud; would bring the wanderer home from an exile, voluntary at first, enforced now. And yet, Jane hesitated to beg that that word should be spoken. The subject had been a very bitter one. It had thrown a shadow of constraint between Jane and her father, where until then all had been so open; and he had long ago interdicted all mention of the subject on Janes part. But this change in their fortunes rendered it necessary, as her good sense told her, that the interdict should no longer exist  that the matter should be opened up again.

Not in that hours visit to Chesney Oaks would Jane allude to it. When she went to impart to him the ill-doings of one daughter, it was scarcely the time to beg grace for another. But when Lord Oakburn came home on the Tuesday, the day following the funeral of the late peer, then Jane resolved to speak to him. How she shrank from it, none but herself could tell. His bitterness against Laura was so demonstrative, that Jane was willing to let a day or two pass ere she entered upon the other bitter subject. I will leave it until to-morrow, she thought; but when the morrow came (Wednesday), it brought Lauras letter about her apparel, and the earl went into so great an access of wrath, that Jane did not dare to speak. Still she could not let him go away again without doing so; and on the Thursday morning she took courage, as they were alone after breakfast, and the earl was giving her hurried orders about this and that  for the fly was already at the door to carry him away  she took courage and spoke quietly and pleadingly, though her heart was beating.

Papa, forgive my speaking upon a forbidden subject. You will let me see after Clarice now?

What? thundered the earl.

The tone was so stern, the countenance bent on Jane so dark in its anger, that all Janes forced courage left her. Her manner grew hesitating; timid; imparting a notion of which she was painfully conscious  that she was asking something it was not right to ask.

Clarice, she faltered. May we not send to her?

No, emphatically spoke the earl. Hold your tongue, Jane. Send to her! Let Clarice come to her senses.

And that was all it brought forth. Lord Oakburn stepped into the fly, attended by Pompey, to be driven to Great Wennock station; and on his way to it enjoyed the pleasure of that encounter with his rebellious daughter and her husband as they quitted St. Marks Church after their second marriage.

To make things clear to you, my reader, it may be necessary to revert for an instant to the past.

Captain Chesney  we will speak of him by his old name, as it relates to the time he bore it  had four daughters, although you have only heard of three. He never had a son. Jane, Laura, Clarice, and Lucy were their names, Clarice being next to Laura. They were the two who seemed to stand together. Jane was considerably older, Lucy considerably younger, but Laura and Clarice were nearly of an age, for there was only a year between them. When they were growing up, promising both of them to be of unusual beauty, though they were not much alike, the dowager Countess of Oakburn, who, in her patronizing, domineering way, took a good deal of interest in her nephew Captain Chesneys family, came forward with an offer to place them in France at her own cost for the completion of their education. Captain Chesney and Jane were too sensible of the advantages of such an offer to decline it, and Laura and Clarice were sent to France. When Lady Oakburn chose to do a thing, she did it well and liberally, and the small select Protestant school chosen, in the vicinity of Neuilly, was one in all respects eligible. The young ladies were well treated, well instructed, well cared for; and Laura and Clarice remained there for three years  Laura being nineteen, Clarice eighteen when they came back to England.

They returned to a less comfortable home than the one they had quitted in France; for the embarrassments of Captain Chesneys house  then situated, as you may remember, in the neighbourhood of Plymouth  were at that time reaching their climax. The petty debts perpetually being pressed for, the straitened comforts of the menage, the almost entire deprivation, through poverty, of the society and amusement so longed for at their age, tried their patience and tried their tempers to the utmost. Jane bore all meekly for the sake of her father; Lucy was too young to feel it; but on Laura and Clarice it fell heavily.

Clarice was the first to break through the yoke. For two years she made the best of it; was in fact obliged to make the best of it, for what else could she do?  but shortly after her twentieth birthday had passed, she suddenly announced her intention of going out as a governess. Had she announced her intention of going round the country in a caravan to dance at fairs, it could not have been received with more indignant displeasure by her family.

Not by one of them only, but by all. Captain Chesney did not condescend to reason with her; he raved at her and forbade her. Jane reasoned; Laura ridiculed; but Clarice held to her purpose. That she had a strong will of her own, the contention proved; a will as strong and obstinate as Captain Chesneys. It was in complete opposition to the high notions, the long-cherished pride of the wellborn family, that one of its daughters should lower herself to the position of a dependent  a governess  a servant, it might be said, to the caprices of strangers less well-born than was she. Clarice declared that she would be doing, as she believed, a right thing; her only motive was to help her family; first, by relieving them of her cost and maintenance; secondly, by applying part of her salary, if she should prove fortunate in getting a good one, to assist in the financial department at home.

That Clarice was sufficiently sincere in avowing this to be her motive, there was no reason to doubt, for she believed it to be the chief one. But had she been capable of strictly analyzing her own mind and feelings, it would perhaps have been found that she was also swayed at least in an equal degree by the desire of getting into a home where there would be less of discomfort. Be this as it might, Clarice quitted her home in quite as much disobedience and defiance as Laura was destined subsequently to quit it. There had been a few weeks spent in disputes and useless opposition; Clarice on one side, the whole family on the other; it ended in one violent and bitter quarrel, and then Clarice left.

It might have been better had Lady Oakburn not interfered in it. She only added fuel to the flame. Kindness might have availed with Clarice; anger did not. And Lady Oakburn did not spare her anger, or her reproaches. It is true, that when she found these reproaches useless  that they only rendered Clarice more bent upon her plan  she changed her tactics and offered the young lady a home with her, rather than she should persist in what, according to their notions, reflected so much disgrace on the family. But it was then too late. Perhaps at no time would any one of the girls have been willing to accept a home with their domineering old aunt; and Clarice, in her high spirit, resented her present anger and interference too greatly to do aught except send back the offer, with something that, to the indignant countess, looked like scorn. In the last angry scene, the one that occurred just before Clarice left, she affirmed, that no disgrace, through her, should ever be cast upon the Chesneys; for she would change her name at once, and never betray her family to strangers. In her mad imprudence she took a vow so to act. In this mood she quitted her home; and Lady Oakburn immediately turned her anger upon Captain Chesney. He ought to have kept her in by force, had it been necessary, she said, and not have suffered her to leave home. It was next to impossible for Lady Oakburn not to vent her anger upon some one; but in this case the captain did not deserve it, for Clarice left the house in secret, and none knew of her departure until she had gone away.

Opposition was over then. Lady Oakburn, retreating into her pride, took no further heed of the matter or of Clarice; Captain Chesney virtually did the same, and forbade the name of his offending daughter ever to be mentioned. In vain Jane pleaded that Clarice might be sought out; might at least be seen after, and one more effort made to induce her to hear reason, and return home. Captain Chesney would not listen, and quarrelled with Jane for her persistency. It was the first coolness, the first unpleasantness, that had ever occurred between Jane and her father.

But, if they could only have put away the useless old family pride, there appeared to be no great cause for uneasiness on the score of Clarice and the step she had taken. A very short time after Clarice left home, Jane received a letter from her, telling her of her movements. She had obtained, she wrote, through an agency, a situation as governess, and had entered upon it. It was in a good family residing at the west end of London, where she should certainly be safe, and, she hoped, comfortable. She had changed her name, she added, though she should decline to say for what other; and if Jane wanted to write to her, she might send a letter directed to Miss Chesney, care of a certain library in the neighbourhood of Hyde Park. Tell papa, with my love, ran the conclusion of the letter, that he may thoroughly trust me in all ways; I will not disgrace myself or his name. What I have done, I have done from good and loving motives, and I hope that the time may come when he will think of me less harshly than he does now.

Jane showed the letter to her father. He flew into a paroxysm of anger, and sent a harsh message to Clarice, to the effect that she should never return home, and he would never forgive her; a message he compelled Jane to write. It would have the effect of hardening Clarice, as Jane knew; but she could only obey. And from that hour Captain Chesney had forbidden all mention of Clarice by Jane.

But surely Jane had now a right to expect that the change in their position would cause her father to recall Clarice. She was Lady Clarice Chesney now, and the incongruity of a young lady of title being out as a governess must surely strike Lord Oakburn. To hear him thunder out No! in answer to her appeal, with the words, Let Clarice come to her senses, fell as a leaden weight on Janes heart. Her private conviction was, that Clarice, obstinate in spirit and in temper, would never come to her senses of her own accord, unless they made the first move to bring her to them.

But Jane had not time just now to indulge her thoughts or her disappointment. In one week from that day, she and Lucy were to depart from their present home for Chesney Oaks, and there were innumerable things to see to, arrangements to be made. Lord Oakburn had brought with him more than sufficient money to satisfy all outstanding claims, and this he left in Janes hands, desiring her to pay them. With what satisfaction Jane gazed at this money, let those who have been unwilling debtors picture to themselves. Ah, the change of position was little  the rank they had stepped into, the titles that must be theirs now for life  these were but little to Jane Chesney, as compared with this happy power to pay the creditors  and to be free from care!

With that delicacy of feeling which I think does in a large measure characterize the greater portion of people, not one creditor had presented himself at the door of Cedar Lodge since the change in Captain Chesneys fortunes. Of course there was a great deal in knowing that they were now secure. Jane was busy after breakfast giving directions in the house to Judith and the new woman-servant who had been temporarily engaged. Later on, she called Judith into the room that had been Lauras, to help to collect that young ladys things together.

It is surely not worth while putting in these old shoes and boots, remarked Jane, in the midst of the packing. She will never wear them again.

The words were spoken to Judith. Judith, however, did not reply. She was standing at the window, looking out on the road.

Judith.

Judith turned. I beg your pardon, my lady. I was looking at a carriage that has stopped at the gate. There appears to be an old lady in it.

Lady Jane went to the window. It was the same carriage that had so nearly run over Mr. Carlton; the same that had pulled up at the Red Lion to inquire its way to Cedar Lodge. One glimpse was enough for Jane, and something like dismay mixed with surprise fell over her features.

Oh, Judith, run! Run to receive her. It is my aunt, the dowager Lady Oakburn.

Judith did as she was bid. Jane hastily washed her hands, shook out the flounces of the new mourning worn for the late earl, glanced at the glass and smoothed down the braids of her fair hair  which never looked anything but smooth  and was below ere Lady Oakburn had entered the hall door.

She came in with short, quick steps, her high heels clattering on the flags of the hall. Although very stout, she gave one the idea of being a remarkably active woman  and in truth she was so: active in body, active in mind, active in tongue. And those active women wear well. Lady Oakburn with her seventy years, did not look more than sixty.

And now, wheres your father? she began, before she had time to receive Janes salute; and the sharp tone of her voice caused Jane to know that something had displeased her.

Papas gone to Chesney Oaks, Aunt Oakburn, answered Jane, meekly waiting to receive the kiss of greeting. He left us this morning.

Yes. Your servant has just told me so, was Lady Oakburns answer. And I should like to know what business he has to be darting about the country in this uncertain fashion? What took him off again so soon, pray?

Papa only came home to tell me of his plans and direct me what I was to do, replied Jane, in the deprecatory manner that habit, from early childhood, had rendered a matter of course to her. He stayed here two nights.

The countess walked straight to an arm-chair in the drawing-room, drew it in front of the fire, sat down, kissed Lucy, who came running up, took off her bonnet, and handed it to Jane to put down. She looked very cross.

I reached Great Wennock last night on my way to Chesney Oaks, halted there, and slept. This morning, the first thing, I telegraphed to Chesney Oaks, asking whether the earl was there  your father. An hour ago the answer came back:, The earl is at Cedar Lodge, South Wennock; and I ordered a post-carriage at once. And now that I am here, I find him gone!

I am very sorry, said Jane. Had it been yesterday, aunt, you would have found him.

It is necessary that I should see him, Jane. Changes will have to be made at Chesney Oaks, and I intend to have a voice in them. Thoms! Wheres Thoms?

She suddenly jumped up from her seat, flung open the room door, and her servant came forward. What have you done with the carriage! she asked.

It is at the gate, my lady.

Good. Let it wait. And now, Jane, if you have a biscuit and a glass of wine to give me, Ill take it, for I shall go on to Chesney Oaks as quickly as I can. A little bread and butter will do, if you have no biscuits.

Jane hastily got her the refreshment. We were so grieved, Aunt Oakburn, to hear of the earls death, she said; as we had been to hear of the young countesss. We did not know her; but Lord Oakburn

Stay, Jane  and the interruption was made in a tone strangely subdued, as contrasted with what had gone before it. He was my grandson; I loved him for his dead fathers sake; but he is gone, and I dont yet care to talk of him. Hes gone, hes gone.

Jane did not break the silence. But Lady Oakburn was not one to give any time to superfluous emotion. She rapidly ate her biscuit, drank the wine, and called to Lucy to put down the glass.

What are your fathers plans, Jane? What does he mean to do with Chesney Oaks? He will not be rich enough to live at it.

I believe he intends to let it, aunt.

Let it! Let Chesney Oaks? That he never shall.

What else can he do with it? As you say, aunt, he is not rich enough to live at it, and it would not do to let it lie empty, falling into decay through not being occupied.

Lady Oakburn lifted her hand. To think that he should have succeeded after all! Sailor Frank! I never  Jane, I declare to you that I never so much as gave a thought to it, all through my long life.

And I can most truthfully say that we did not, was Janes answer. 

What are you going to do? You will not remain here long, I suppose?

We quit this for good in a week, and join papa at Chesney Oaks. After that I believe we shall go to London and settle there.

Best plan, said Lady Oakburn, nodding her head. Londons best, if you cant live at Chesney Oaks. But Frank shall never let it. What shall you do with this furniture? she added, looking round at the very plain chairs and tables. It wont do for you now.

We have the house on our hands for some time longer: it was taken on lease for three years. Papa says he shall let it furnished.

And what of Laura?

Janes heart palpitated and her eyelids drooped, as the abrupt question was put to her. It was worse to talk of Laura to Lady Oakburn than to her father.

It has been a terrible blow to us all, she breathed.

Was she mad?

She was very foolish, answered Jane.

Foolish! returned the countess in exasperation. You call an act such as that only foolish! Where did you learn morals and manners, Lady Jane?

Jane did not answer.

What sort of a man is he, that Carlton? A monster?

He is not one in appearance, certainly, replied Jane, and had the subject been less sad she would have smiled. I did not like him; apart from this unhappy business, I did not like him. They returned last night, and were re-married here this morning, I understand, she added, dropping her voice. I fear  I do fear, that Laura will live to regret it.

Its to be hoped she will, said the countess, in just the same tone that Lord Oakburn might have wished it. I saw my young lady just now.

You saw her, aunt?

I did, said Lady Oakburn, nodding her head; and she saw me. She was at the window of a house as I passed it; Mr. Carltons, I suppose. Mark me, Jane! she will live to repent it; these runaway matches never bring luck with them. Wheres Clarice?

The concluding question was asked quite as abruptly as the one had been regarding Laura. Jane lifted her eyes, and the flush of excitement stole into her cheek.

She is where she was, I conclude, Aunt Oakburn.

And wheres that? You may tell me all you know of her proceedings since she left home.

It was certainly condescending of the dowager to allow this, considering that, since the departure of Clarice from her home, she had never permitted Jane to mention her in any one of her letters.

The all is not much, said Jane. You know that she sent us word she had entered on a situation in the neighbourhood of Hyde Park

And that she had assumed a false name, interrupted the countess with acidity. Yes, I know so much. Go on.

That she had changed her name, said Jane, wincing at the plain statement of the case. But she desired her letters to be addressed Miss Chesney; therefore I cannot see how she can have wholly dropped it.

Who would write to her, pray?

I did, said Jane. I thought it well that we should not all abandon her

Abandon her! again interposed the countess. I think it was she who abandoned us.

Well  yes, of course it was  but you know what I mean, aunt. I wrote to her occasionally, and I had a few letters from her. Papa never forbade that.

And what did she say in her letters?

Not much; they were generally short. I expect they were written just to tell me that she was well and safe. She gave scarcely any particulars of the family she was with, but she said she was as comfortable there, on the whole, she supposed, as she could expect to be. But I have not heard from her since the beginning of the year, and I am getting uneasy about it. My two last letters have brought forth no reply: and they were letters that required one.

Shes coming home, said the countess. Youll see.

I wish I could think so, returned Jane. But when I remember her proud spirit, a conviction comes over me that she will never make the first move. She will expect papa to do it.

Then she should expect, for me, were I her father, tartly returned the dowager, as she rose and put on her bonnet. If she has no more sense of what is due to the Earl of Oakburn, and to herself as Lady Clarice Chesney, than to be out in the world teaching children, Id let her remain out until her senses came to her.

Almost the same words as those used by the earl not many hours before. And the old Countess of Oakburn reiterated them again, as she said adieu to her grandnieces, and departed as abruptly as she had arrived.


CHAPTER XXVI.

MISS LETHWAIT.

IN a magnificent reception-room in Portland Place sat the Earl of Oakburn and Lady Jane Chesney. It was the middle of June, and the London season was at its height. The whole of May, Lord Oakburn and his daughters had stayed at Chesney Oaks; he had now taken this house, furnished, for three months. Chesney Oaks was in the market to be let: to be let to any one who would take it and pay rent for it; and the countess dowager had worked herself into a fume and a fret when she first saw the advertisement, and had come down upon the earl with a burst of indignation, demanding to know what he meant by disgracing the family. The earl answered her: he was quite capable of doing it; and a hot, wordy war waged for some minutes between them, and neither would give way. The earl had reason on his side, though; if his means were not sufficient to keep up Chesney Oaks, better that he should let it than allow it to go to ruin.

So Chesney Oaks was in the market, and old Lady Oakburn told her sailor nephew that he deserved to have his ears boxed, that she should never forgive him, and then she withdrew in dudgeon to her house in Kensington Gardens. And the earl devoutly wished she might never come out of it to torment him again.

Indeed there was scarcely a poorer peer in England than the new Earl of Oakburn; but to him and to Jane this poverty was as riches. His net revenue would be little, if any, more than three thousand per annum; as to the rent he expected to get from the letting of Chesney Oaks, it would nearly all go in keeping the place in repair. Chesney Oaks had no broad lands attaching to it; the house was good, and the gardens were good; but these things do not yield large revenues. The furniture of Chesney Oaks was the private property of the late earl; it reverted to his grandmother, the old countess. Had the present earl pleased her  that is, had he not offended her by advertising the place  she would very probably have made him a present of it, for she was capable of generosity when it suited her; but when she found the house was irrevocably to be let, she, in a fit of temper, gave orders for it to be taken out, and it was now in course of removal. Ill not leave stick or stone in the place, she had said to Lord Oakburn in the stormy interview alluded to above. I wouldnt use them if you did, retorted the exasperated earl, and the sooner the things are out, the better. For one thing, the house was in admirable repair; the young earl had had it put into complete order twelve months before, on the occasion of his, marriage. So the furniture passed out of Lord Oakburns hands, when perhaps with a little diplomacy, which he was utterly incapable of exercising, it might have remained his; and the dowager was distributing it amidst her married daughters  who were too well off to care for it.

For a fortnight or more after Chesney Oaks was advertised, no one had applied for it. Then an applicant came forward. It was Sir James Marden, a gentleman who was returning to Europe after a long sojourn in the East, and who had commissioned his brother, Colonel Marden, to engage for him a suitable residence. It was natural that the colonel should wish to secure one in the vicinity of his own house; he lived at Pembury, and Chesney Oaks appeared to be the very thing, of all others. And the negotiations were proceeding satisfactorily.

The earl was talking to Jane about it now. He was no hard-bargainer. Generous by nature, he could not haggle, and stand out for pence, shillings, and pounds, as so many do. All he did, any transaction he might engage in, was set about in the most simple manner imaginable. It would have occurred to most people to employ an agent to conduct this business; it did not occur to the earl. He wrote the advertisements out with his own hand, and added to them his own name and address in full, as to where applications might be made. One or two interviews had taken place between him and Colonel Marden, who was staying with his family in town; and on the previous day to this morning on which the earl and his daughter were sitting together, Mrs. Marden had made her first call on Lady Jane, and they had grown in that short call quite intimate. Jane was now telling her father that she had promised to accompany Mrs. Marden to a morning concert that very day.

Jane was attired in mourning; a handsome black dress of a thin gauzy texture, ample and flowing. She was quiet and unpretending as ever, but there was a look of rest in her face now, that told of a heart at peace. The present life was a very haven to the careworn Jane, nearly tired out, as she had been, with household contrivings, with the economies and embarrassments of former days. All Jane Chesneys longing visions seemed more than realized; visions which had been indulged for her father, not for herself; and they had been realized in a manner and to a degree that Jane had never dreamt of. He was at ease for the rest of his days, and she had nothing left to wish for. Into society Jane determined to go very little. To be her fathers constant companion, except when he was at his club or at the House, was her aim. Formerly, household duties and Lucys education called her perpetually from his side: it should not be so now. No attractions of society, of pleasure, of the gay world without, should lure away Jane Chesney. She would remain her dear fathers companion from henceforth, rendering his hours pleasant to him, taking care that things were well ordered in his home. Never perhaps has father been loved and revered as was this one by Jane Chesney; and as mistress of his plentiful home, as mistress of her own time, which she would dedicate to him, she seemed to have realized her Utopia.

Though talking with her father on the subject of Chesney Oaks and Sir James Mardens probable tenancy, an undercurrent of ideas was floating in Janes mind. She was about to engage a governess for Lucy; that is, she was looking out for one; and on the previous day Mrs. Marden had mentioned a lady to her who was in search of a situation  one whom Jane thought would be likely to suit.

You are quite sure, papa, that you have overcome your objection to our taking a resident governess? Jane said to him, passing from the other subject. For it should be made known that the earl had declared, when Jane had first broached the matter, that he would have no strange women in his house, putting him out of his way: and he had very grumblingly conceded the point, upon Janes assuring him that no governess should be allowed to do that in the remotest degree.

Didnt I say so? testily returned the earl, who had lost none of his abrupt manner. Why do you ask me?

Because Mrs. Marden mentioned one to me, who is about to leave her present situation. By the description, I thought she appeared to be just the person we want for Lucy. If you have no objection, papa, I will inquire further about her.

Lucy would have been just as well at school, said the earl.

Oh, papa, no! and Janes tone was one of pain. I should not like her to be moved from under my supervision. You know I have been as her mother ever since mamma died. Neither do I think you would like to part with her.

Have it as you will, said the earl, his voice somewhat more conciliatory. If you think the woman will do, let her sign articles.

Jane smiled. But before she could answer, a servant entered the room and said a lady was waiting to see her.

Who is it? asked Jane.

I thought she said Miss Lethwait, my lady, but I am not sure that I caught the name rightly, though I asked twice, was the mans answer.

Jane left the room to receive her visitor. Lethwait? she repeated to herself. Lethwait?  surely that was the name of the governess mentioned by Mrs. Marden! I suppose she must have sent her here.

A tall and very elegant woman of seven or eight and twenty rose from her chair as Jane entered. In features she was plain, but there was something really magnificent about her dark eyes and hair, about her manner altogether. Jane bowed; and concluded she had been mistaken in supposing it to be the governess.

But the governess it was, Miss Lethwait. Mrs. Marden had informed her that she had spoken to Lady Jane Chesney on her behalf, and Miss Lethwait had deemed it best to call at once, lest some other applicant should supersede her. She was a clergymans daughter she informed Jane, and had been trained for a governess. Her father had judged it better to give his children an education by which they might make their way in the world, she said, than to put by the money it would cost, to be divided amongst them at his death. It would be only a few hundreds at best, not sufficient to be of real use to them. Jane inquired why she was leaving her present situation, and was told that the amount of work was driving her away. She had five pupils, and taught them everything.

You will require a large salary, probably? Jane said, after a few minutes pause, during which she had been thinking how much she should like to engage Miss Lethwait.

Miss Lethwait hesitated in her reply. She had been told by Mrs. Marden that Lady Jane had intimated she should not be able to pay a very high one.

I receive eighty guineas where I am, madam, she at length answered. But in consideration of there being only one pupil, I would willingly accept less. Were I to continue to work as I am doing now, I am sure that my health would seriously suffer. I am frequently up until past twelve, correcting exercises which I have not time to do during the day, and I am obliged to rise at six to superintend the practising.

Jane could with truth assure her that there would be no overworking in her home  if she came into it; and when Miss Lethwait quitted the house, she was engaged, subject to references.

She had barely gone when Mrs. Marden called, a pretty little woman with a profusion of auburn hair. Jane saw her with surprise. An appointment had been made for them to meet at half-past one, but it was yet only half-past twelve. Mrs. Marden had come to tell Jane she would probably receive a visit from Miss Lethwait. Jane replied that she had already been; and grew eloquent in her praise.

I like her very much indeed, she said. She appears to me to be well qualified in every way; an unusually desirable person to fill such a post. Mrs. Marden, I wonder you were not anxious to secure her for your own children! she added, the idea striking her.

Mrs. Marden laughed. The governess I have suits me very well, she answered. She is not perfection; I dont know who is; you may not find Miss Lethwait to be so.

No, indeed, said Jane.

Miss Jones is patient and efficient, continued Mrs. Marden. At least she is efficient while my children are at their present ages  scarcely out of the nursery; but she is not a finished linguist and musician, as is Miss Lethwait.

I wonder, cried Jane, the thought striking her, whether she is a daughter of the Reverend Mr. Jones, of South Wennock?

No, I am sure she is not. She observes a complete silence as to her relatives: never will speak of them. I once told her I did not believe Jones was her real name, continued Mrs. Marden, laughing. She said it was; but I declare I would not answer for it. She acknowledged that there were circumstances connected with her family which rendered her unwilling to speak of them: and she has never done so. However, the lady who recommended her to me, a schoolmistress of position, answered for her thorough respectability, and so I am content to let Miss Jones keep her mystery.

The words had struck a chord in Jane Chesneys heart never wholly dormant. Was it possible that this governess could be her sister Clarice? She, as Jane had every reason to suppose, had changed her name when she left home, and she had repeated to Jane in her letters the assurance  reiterating it, half in anger, half in excuse, but wholly in earnest  that never through her should the name of that family be known.

What sort of a lady is Miss Jones? asked Jane, all too eagerly. Is she young?

She is young, and very pretty. So pretty that were my sons grown up I might think her a dangerous inmate. Why?

And how long has she been with you?

How long?  nearly two years, I think, said Mrs. Marden, struck with Lady Janes sudden interest, and wondering what could be its cause. Why do you ask?

Every word seemed to add to the probability. In a months time it would be two years since Clarice quitted her home.

Can you tell me her Christian name? Jane asked, paying no attention to Mrs. Mardens question.

Her Christian name? repeated Mrs. Marden. Well, now, it never struck me until this minute that I do not remember ever to have heard it. Stay! she signs her receipts for salary! C. Jones I remember that. Possibly it may be Caroline.

Do you suppose it is Clarice? asked Jane, her lips parted with emotion.

Clarice? It may be. But that is an uncommon name. May I again inquire, Lady Jane, why you ask? You appear to have some interest in the subject.

Yes, said Jane, recalled to a sense of the present. I  I knew a young lady who went out as governess nearly two years ago, and I am wishing much to find her. I think  I think it may be the same.

Was her name Jones?

No, it was not. But I believe that the young lady I mention assumed another name in deference to the prejudices of her family, who did not care that she, bearing theirs, should be known as a governess. Excuse my giving further particulars, Mrs. Marden; should Miss Jones prove to be the same, you shall hear them without reserve. Can you let me see her?

Whenever you please, was Mrs. Mardens answer. Now, if you like. My carriage is at the door, and if you will come home with me and take luncheon, she will be at the table with the two eldest girls, for they make it their dinner. After that, we will go straight to the concert.

Jane needed no second invitation, but attired herself without delay. A thought crossed her as to whether this would not be incurring the displeasure of her father, who had so positively forbidden her to see after Clarice; but for once in her life Jane risked it. Though she would not disobey him so far as to commence a search in defiance of his expressed command that Clarice should be left alone until she came to her senses, Jane was beginning to grow seriously uneasy respecting her wandering sister. It seemed very improbable that Clarice should have remained in ignorance of their change of position; why, then, did she not communicate with them?

Colonel Mardens residence in London, a house he had taken for the season, was in one of the terraces near Hyde Park; and Mrs. Marden and Jane were soon driven to it. A few minutes of suspense for Jane, and Mrs. Marden, accompanied by a young lady, came into the drawing-room.

This is Miss Jones, Lady Jane.

With a beating heart  with lips that were turning to whiteness in the agitation of expectancy, Jane turned. Turned to behold  disappointment.

It was a very pretty, lady-like young woman, but it was not Clarice Chesney. A few moments elapsed before Jane recovered her calmness.

I beg your pardon for troubling you, Mrs. Marden, she then said; but this is not my friend. I have lost sight of a young lady who went out as governess, she added, by way of explanation to Miss Jones, in the innate good-breeding that never left her, and I was wondering whether I might find her in you. I wish it had been so.

The subject was at an end. Poor Jane could not recover herself. She remained as one whose senses are lost.

You are disappointed, Lady Jane! exclaimed Mrs. Marden as they took their places in the carriage to be driven to the concert.

I acknowledge that I am so, was the low-breathed answer.

You will forget it in the treat that is in store for you, said Mrs. Marden.

And in truth, if musical strains in their greatest perfection, their sweetest harmony, can lure a heart from its care, it was the music they were about to hear that day.

And Jane was beguiled out of her trouble. Amongst the performers was that master of the harp, Frederick Chatterton, and as Jane listened to the brilliant playing, the finished touch, the sweet tones elicited from the instrument, she forgot even Clarice.

Lucy must learn the harp! were the first words she ejaculated when the concert was over.

What did you say? asked Mrs. Marden.

I  I believe that I unconsciously spoke aloud. I should like my little sister to learn to play the harp.

The most graceful instrument there is, and I think the sweetest, said Mrs. Marden warmly. I told you you would have a treat.

As they were going out, moving with the throng, they encountered Miss Lethwait, who was there with her pupils. Jane addressed her, speaking more impulsively than was her wont.

Do you teach the harp, Miss Lethwait?

I could teach it, madam, replied Miss Lethwait, after a momentary pause. I learnt it, but have been out of practice for some years.

Take my advice, Lady Jane, whispered Mrs. Marden, when Miss Lethwait was beyond hearing. If you are thinking of your sister, as I conclude you are, have her taught by the master you have just heard. It will be money well laid out.

I believe you are right, answered Jane.

She shook hands with Mrs. Marden outside, and proceeded home, alone and on foot. It was not far, when the crossing at the Oxford Circus was once accomplished. Those crossings were the worst interludes as yet in Janes London life. As she went on, her brain was busy with many thoughts and themes. Miss Lethwait, the coveted governess for Lucy; the disappointment she had met with in Miss Jones; the doubt whether she should not venture to urge on her father the necessity there seemed for seeking out Clarice; all were floating together in her mind, presenting a thousand phases, as thoughts will do when the brain is troubled. And mixed up with them in the most incongruous manner were the enchanting music she had just heard, the strains of which lingered on Jane Chesneys ears.


CHAPTER XXVII.

THE MISSING SLEEVES.

MR. CARLTON stood before the mantel-piece of his handsome drawingroom. He had come in from his round of afternoon visits, and ran upstairs in the expectation of finding his wife. She was not there, and he rang the bell. It was answered by Sarah, a damsel with rather an insolent face and a very fine cap worn behind instead of before.

Is your lady not in?

Not yet, sir. She went out at three oclock to pay visits.

On foot?

Oh no, sir. The carriage was ordered round from Greens.

The girl, finding she was not further questioned, retired, and Mr. Carlton walked to the window, and stood looking from it, probably for his wife. His hands were in his pockets, and he was softly whistling. A certain sign with Mr. Carlton  this whistling  that he was deep in thought. Possibly the unpleasant idea that had crossed his mind once or twice lately, was crossing it again now  namely, that if he and his wife did not take care they should be outrunning their income. In good truth, Laura possessed innately little more notion of the value of money than did her father, and she was extravagant in many ways in her new home from sheer thoughtlessness, where there was not the slightest necessity that she should be so at all. This very fact of ordering round one of Greens carriages two or three times a week when she went out to pay visits, was a superfluous expense, for Laura could just as well have gone on foot, her visits being generally to friends in the vicinity of home. When she paid them in the country it was with Mr. Carlton. Two, three, four hours, as the case might be, would Laura be out in that carriage, keeping it waiting at different doors for her whilst she gossiped.

Circumstances alter cases. The trite old saying could not have received a more apt exemplification than in the instance of Mr. Carlton and his wife. They had not done the most reputable thing in running away to be married without leave or licence. More especially so on the part of the young lady; and South Wennock would no doubt have turned the cold shoulder on her for a time, to show its sense of the irregularity, and vouchsafed her no visits, had she remained the obscure daughter of the poor post-captain. But Miss Laura Chesney was one person; the Lady Laura was another. That poor post-captain had become one on the proud list of British peers, and his daughter, in right of her rank, was the highest dame in all South Wennock. In fact there was no other lady whose social position in any degree approached to it. And South Wennock went only the common way of the world, when it obligingly shut its eyes to the past escapade, and hastened to pay court to the earls daughter. The Widow Gould had given it as her opinion at the inquest, you may remember, that Mr. Carltons cabrioily was an element in his success; but the probabilities were that Mr. Carltons bride would prove a greater one.

All the town  at least as much of it as possessed the right, or fancied they possessed it  flocked to pay court to the Lady Laura Carlton. Many of the county families, really of standing, drove in to call upon her and Mr. Carlton; people who would never have dreamt of according him the honour, had not his new wife been a peers daughter. Had she been marshalled to church by her father and duly married, converted into a wife with the most orthodox adjuncts  three clergymen and twelve bridesmaids  her new friends could not have treated her with more deferential respect. Such is the world, you know. The Lady Laura Carlton was just now the fashion, and the Lady Laura was nothing loth to be so.

But, to be the fashion usually entails certain consequences in the shape of expense. Dress and carriages cost something. Laura, with her innate carelessness, ordered both whenever inclination prompted her, and Mr. Carlton was beginning to remember that they must be paid for. Passionately attached to his wife, he could not yet bear to give her a word of warning to be more careful, but he wrote to his father, and solicited money from him. Not a sum of money down: he asked for something to be allowed him annually  a certain fixed sum that he named: hinting that the wife he had married, being an earls daughter, would cost him more to maintain suitably than a wife taken from an ordinary rank of life.

To this letter Mr. Carlton was daily expecting an answer. He had duly forwarded an account of his marriage to Mr. Carlton the elder; had written to him once since; but the senior gentleman had been remiss in the laws of good breeding, and had sent not so much as a single congratulation in return. In point of fact, he had not written at all. But Mr. Carlton was confidently expecting a reply to his third letter.

He had not long to wait. As he stood there at the drawing-room window, he saw the postman come up and turn in at the gate, selecting a letter from his bundle. There were two deliveries a-day from London  morning and evening; South Wennock, after a fight with the post-office powers, had succeeded in obtaining the concession at the beginning of the year. Mr. Carlton went down with a step so fleet that he opened the front door as the postman was about to ring at it.

The letter was from his father; he saw that by the handwriting; and the postman had turned back and was going out at the gate again when Mr. Carlton remembered something he wished to ask him, called, and followed him to the gate.

Rodney, have you made any inquiry about that overcharge in the books sent to me the other morning?

We have had to write up about it, sir; it wasnt the fault of the office here, was the mans answer. The reply will be down most likely to-morrow.

I shant pay it, you know.

Very good, sir. If its a wrong charge theyll take it off.

The surgeon had turned his attention to the letter, when a sound of carriage-wheels was heard, and he stepped outside the gate, thinking it might be his wife, driving up. It was not. The carriage, however, contained two ladies whom Mr. Carlton knew, and he saluted them as they passed. The next moment there came in view the inspector, Medler, walking with rapid strides. Had he been in pursuit of some runaway forger, he could scarcely have been advancing more eagerly. Catching Mr. Carltons eye, he made a sign to him, and increased his pace.

What now, I wonder? muttered the surgeon to himself aloud: and his voice betrayed unconscious irritation. Havent they had enough of the matter yet?

Mr. Carlton alluded to the very unsatisfactory matter of the death in Palace Street. Mr. Medler had not proved more clever in pursuing it than the inspector he had superseded, and he had been fain to give it up for the present as unfathomable. It was a warm day, for summer was in, and the inspector, a stout man, took off his hat to wipe his brows as he reached Mr. Carlton.

We want you to be so good as to make the examination, sir, of a poor woman whos gone off her head, so as to give the necessary certificate, and Mr. John Grey will sign it with you, began the inspector, rather incoherent in his haste and heat. We cant move her until we have it. Its the blacksmiths wife down Great Wennock Road.

Very well, said the surgeon. What has sent her off her head?

Its an old thing with her, I hear. Mr. Grey tells me she was obliged to be placed in confinement some years ago. Anyway, shes very violent now. Youll see her then, sir, some time this evening, and well have her moved the first thing in the morning? I ordered one of my men to come down to you before I left the station, but as Ive seen you myself its all the same. What glorious weather this is!

Very. We shall have a fine haymaking.

By the way, Mr. Carlton, that affair seems completely to baffle us, resumed the inspector, halting again as he was about to continue his way.

What affair? asked Mr. Carlton.

About that Mrs. Crane. Im afraid its going to turn out one of those crimes that are never unearthed  there have been a few such. The fact is, if a thing is not properly followed up at the time, its not of much use to re-open it afterwards. I have often found it so.

I suppose you have given this up, then?

Yes, I have. There seemed no use in keeping it open. Not but that in one sense it is always open, for if anything fresh concerning it should come to our ears, we are ready for it. It may come yet, you know, sir.

Mr. Carlton nodded assent, and the inspector, with all the speed of which he was capable, set off again in pursuit of his errand, whatever that might be. Mr. Carlton went indoors, turned into the dining-room, and broke open his letter. A dark frown gathered on his brow as he read it. Let us peep over his shoulder.



DEAR LEWIS,  I will thank you not to trouble me with any more begging letters: you know that I never tolerated them. I advised you to marry, you say. True; but I did not advise you to marry a noblemans daughter, and I should never have thought you foolish enough to do so. These unequal matches bring dissatisfaction in a hundred ways, as you will find  but that of course is your own and the ladys look-out. It is not my intention to give you any more money at all; and whether I shall leave you any at my death depends upon yourself. I am quite well again, and am stronger than I have been for years.

Sincerely yours, 

London, June, 1848.  

J. CARLTON.



Mr. Carlton crushed the letter in his hand with an iron pressure. He knew what that hint of inheritance meant  that if he asked for any again he would never touch a farthing of it.

He has ever been a bad father to me! he passionately cried: a bad, cruel father.

The sight of his wifes hired carriage at the door interrupted him. He thrust the letter into one of his pockets and hastened out.

I must manage to get along as well as I can, he thought, but she shall not suffer. Laura, my dearest, I thought you had run away, he exclaimed, as she jumped lightly from the carriage with her beaming face, and caught his smile of welcome.

Where do you think I have been, Lewis?

To a hundred places.  

Well, so I have, she laughed. But I meant only one of those places. Ah, youll never guess. I have been to our old home, Cedar Lodge. I had been paying visits on the Rise, and as I drove back the thought came over me that I would go into the old house and look at it. The woman in charge did not know me, and took me for a lady wanting the house. Its the servant they engaged after I left home, I found; she is to stop there until the house is let. It is in apple-pie order; all the old tables and chairs in their places, and a few new ones put in to freshen the rooms up. Only fancy, Lewis! the woman gave me a card with the Earl of Oakburns town address upon it, and said I could write there, or apply here to Mr, Fisher, the agent, whichever was most agreeable to me.

Laura laughed merrily as she spoke. She had turned into the dining-room with Mr. Carlton, and was undoing her white bonnet-strings. He was smiling also, and there was nothing in his countenance to betray aught of the checkmate, the real vexation recently brought to him. Few faces betrayed emotion, whether of joy or pain, less than the impassive one of Mr. Carlton.

I wonder the earl should attempt to let the house furnished, he remarked. I have wondered so ever since I saw the board up, advertising it.

Papa took it on a long lease, said Laura. I suppose he could not give it up if he would. Lewis, what else do you think I have done?  accepted an impromptu invitation to go out to-night.

Where to?

To that cross old Mrs. Newberrys. But she has her nieces staying with her, the most charming girls, and I promised to go up after dinner. Half-a-dozen people are to be there, all invited in the same unceremonious manner, and we are going to act charades. Will you come?

I will take you, and come for you later in the evening. But I have patients to see to-night.

Laura scarcely heard the answer. She had lost none of her vanity, and she eagerly made her way to her dressing-room, her head full of what her attire for the evening should be.

Throwing her bonnet, which she had carried upon her arm by its strings, on the sofa, slipping her shawl from her shoulders, Laura opened her drawers and wardrobe, and turned over dresses and gay attire. She was very excited. Loving gaiety much, any slight unexpected accession to it threw her almost into a fever.

Ill wear this pearl-grey silk, she decided at length. It will be quite sufficient mourning with a little black ribbon on the point-lace sleeves. Sarah must contrive it somehow. Where are they?

The where are they applied to the sleeves just mentioned. A pair of really beautiful sleeves that had belonged to Mrs. Chesney. Laura pulled open a drawer where her laces and fine muslins were kept, and turned its contents over with her white and nimble fingers.

Now what has Sarah done with them? she exclaimed as the sleeves did not make their appearance. She is as careless as she can be. If they are lost

Laura flew to the bell, and rang it so sharply that it echoed through the house. Laura had inherited her fathers impatient temper, and the girl hastened up; she knew that her mistress brooked no delay in having her demands attended to. This girl had been engaged as housemaid, but her mistress kept her pretty well employed about her own person. She entered the room to see drawers open, dresses and laces scattered about in confusion, and their owner watching for her in some excitement.

Where are my point-lace sleeves?

Point-lace sleeves, my lady? repeated Sarah, some doubt in her accent, as if she scarcely understood which were the point-lace sleeves. At least that was how Lady Laura interpreted the tone.

Those beautiful sleeves of real point, that were mammas, explained Laura angrily and impatiently. I told you how valuable they were; I ordered you to be always particularly careful in tacking them into my dresses. Now you know.

Yes, I remember, my lady, replied Sarah. They are in the drawer.

They are not in the drawer.

But they must be, my lady, persisted the girl somewhat pertly, for she had as sharp a temper as her mistress. I never put the laces by in any other place than that.

Find them, then, retorted Laura.

The maid advanced to the drawer, and began taking up one thing after another in it, slowly and carefully; too slowly for the impatient Lady Laura.

Stand aside, Sarah, you wont have finished by dinner-time, at that rate, she cried. And, taking the drawer with her own hands, she pulled it completely out, and turned it upside down on to the carpet. The sheet of newspaper at the bottom was shaken out with the rest of the contents.

Now, put them back, said Laura. Youll soon see whether or not the sleeves are there.

Sarah suppressed her anger; she might not give way to it if she cared to keep her place. She took up the sheet of paper, gave it a violent shake, which might be set down either to zeal in the cause or to anger, as her mistress pleased, and then stooped for the lace articles. Lady Laura stood by, watching the process, anticipating her own triumph and Sarahs discomfiture.

Now, pray, are the sleeves there? she demanded, when so few things remained on the floor that there could be no doubt upon the point.

My lady, all I can say is, that I have neither touched nor seen the sleeves. I remember the sleeves, its true; but I cant remember when they were worn last, or what dress they were worn in. If I took them out of the dress after they were used, I should put them nowhere but here.

Do you suppose I lost them myself? retorted Lady Laura.

Sarah did not say what she supposed, but she looked as though she would like to say a great deal, and that not of the civillest. As she gathered up the last article from the floor, which happened to be a black lace scarf, Lady Laura saw what appeared to be part of a note, that had been lying underneath the things. She caught it up as impatiently as her maid had caught up the scarf, and far more eagerly; the writing on it, seen distinctly, was arousing all the curiosity and amazement that her mind possessed.

She forgot the lost sleeves, she forgot her anger with Sarah, she forgot her excitement; or, rather, one source of excitement was merged into another, and she sat down with the piece of paper in her hand.

It was the commencement of a letter, written, as Laura believed, to her sister Jane, and was dated from London the 28th of the past February. The lower part of the note had been torn off, only the commencement of the letter and its conclusion on the reverse side being left. Laura knew the handwriting as well as she knew her own: it was that of her sister Clarice.

I did not think Jane could have been so sly! she exclaimed at length. Protesting to me, as she did, that Clarice had not written to her since New Years Day. What could be her motive for the denial?

Laura sat on, the paper in her hand, and lost herself in thought. The affair, trifling as it was, puzzled her excessively; the few words on the note puzzled her; Janes conduct in denying that she had heard, puzzled her. She had always deemed her sister the very essence of truth.

People are sure to be found out, she exclaimed, with a laugh at her own words. Jane little thought when she was packing my things to send to me that she dropped this memento amongst them. Ill keep it to convict her.

In turning to reach her desk she was confronted by Sarah, with the missing sleeves in her hand.

I found them folded in your watered-silk gown, my lady, in the deep drawer, said the girl as pertly as she might venture to speak. I did not put them there.

A sudden conviction came over Laura that she had put them there herself one day when she was in a hurry, and she was generous enough to acknowledge it. She showed the maid where to place certain black ribbons that she wished to have attached to them, and again turned to her desk. As the girl retired, Mr. Carltons step was heard upon the stairs. Laura thrust the paper into her desk, and locked it again before he should come in, but he only went to the drawing-room.

A feeling, which Laura had never given herself the trouble to analyze, but which had no doubt its rise in pride, had prevented her ever speaking to her husband of her sister Clarice. Naturally proud and haughty, the characteristics of the Chesneys, she had not cared to confess to him, I have a sister who is out in the world as a governess. When they  she and Mr. Carlton  should again be brought into contact with her family, as she supposed they should be sometime, and Mr. Carlton should find that there was another sister, whom he had not seen or heard of, it would be easy to say, Oh, Clarice was away from home during papas residence at South Wennock. It would not be correct to assert that Lady Laura Carlton deliberately planned this little matter, touching upon the future; she did not do so, but it floated through her mind in outline. Thus she never spoke of her sister Clarice, and Mr. Carlton had not the faintest suspicion that she had ever possessed a sister of that name. Laura supposed that Clarice was at home again with them long before this, and when she looked in the Morning Post, or other journal giving space to fashionable movements, a momentary surprise would steal over her at never seeing Clarices name. Only that very day, she had seen them mentioned as attending some great flower-show: The Earl of Oakburn and the Ladies Jane and Lucy Chesney, but there was no Lady Clarice. Papa and Jane are punishing her for her governess escapade, and wont take her out this season, thought Laura. Serve her right! It was a senseless trick of Clarices ever to attempt such a thing.

Sarah, who, whatever her other shortcomings, was apt at the ladys-maids duties imposed upon her by her mistress, soon brought back the dress with the sleeves and black ribbons arranged in it, and Laura hastened to attire herself. Very, very handsome did she look. Her beautiful brown hair rested in soft waves on her head, her cheeks were flushed, her fair neck contrasted with the jet chain lying lightly upon it. Laura, vain Laura, all too conscious of her own charms, lingered yet at the glass, and yet again; although perfectly aware that she was keeping dinner waiting.

She tore herself away at last, a brighter flush of triumph on her cheeks, and went down to the dining-room. Mr. Carlton was standing on the lower stairs near the surgery door, talking to some applicant, and Laura looked at them as she crossed the hall, and heard a few words that were then being spoken by the man, who was no other than little Wilkes the barber. And so, sir, as Mr. John was unable to come, my wife would not have the other; she felt afraid, and said shed make bold to send for Mr. Carlton. If youd excuse the being called in at a pinch, like, and attend, sir, we should be very grateful.

Ill be round in half-an-hour, was Mr. Carltons answer. She is quite right; it is not pleasant to be attended by one who has made so fatal a mistake; one is apt to feel that it might possibly be made again.

And Laura knew that they were alluding to Stephen Grey.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

A FINE LADY.

IN the same reception-room in Portland Place, in which you saw them a fortnight ago, again sat the Earl of Oakburn and his daughter Jane. Jane was knitting some wrist-cuffs for her father, her mind busy with many themes: as Janes thoughtful mind was sure to be. She was beginning to doubt whether she should like the governess, who had entered on her new situation some ten days now: and she was deliberating how she should best introduce the subject she was determined to speak of that morning  Clarice. A whole fortnight had Jane hesitated, but the hesitation must have an end.

The earl was reading the Times.  He was glancing over a short speech of his own, therein reported; for he had been on his legs the previous night, and given the Lords a little of his mind in his own peculiar fashion. A question had arisen in regard to the liberties of seamen in Government vessels, and the earl told the assemblage, and especially the Lord Chancellor, that they were all wrong together, and knew no more about the matter than a set of ignorant landlubbers could be expected to know.

Papa, said Jane, knitting rapidly at the cuffs  the old sailor called them muffatees does it appear to you that Miss Lethwait will suit?

Shell suit for all I know, the earl replied. Why shouldnt she suit?

Jane was silent for a moment before making any answer. I fear she is above her situation, papa: that we shall find her  if I may use the word  too pretentious.

Above her situation? repeated the earl. How can she be above that?

Papa, I allude to her manner. I do not like it. Wishing to treat her with all courtesy as a gentlewoman, I made no arrangements for her sitting apart from us in the evening; but I must say I did not expect her to identify herself so completely with us as she is doing; at least in so short a time. When visitors are here, Miss Lethwait never seems to remember that she is not in all respects their equal; she comports herself entirely as if she were a daughter of the house, taking more, upon herself a great deal than I think is seemly. She quite pushes herself before me; she does indeed.

Push her back again, said Lord Oakburn.

That is easier said than done, with regard to Miss Lethwait, replied Jane. I grant that she is in manner naturally imperious, inclined to treat every one de haut en bas

Treat every one how? was the angry interruption. Wheres the sense of jabbering that foreign stuff, Jane; I thought you were above it.

I beg your pardon, papa, Jane meekly answered, full of contrition for her fault, which had been committed without thought, for Lord Oakburn understood no language but that of his native land, and had little toleration for those who interlarded it with another. It is evident that Miss Lethwait is by nature haughty, I was observing; haughty in manner; but I do consider that she forgets her position in this house in a way that is anything but agreeable. But that you are unobservant, papa, you would see that she does.

Tell her of it, said Lord Oakburn, seizing his stick and giving a forcible rap with it.

I should not much like to do that, returned Jane. What annoys me is, that she does not feel herself what is becoming conduct, and what is not

I dont see that theres anything unbecoming in her conduct, was the interruption. She should not stop long with Lucy, I can tell you, if I saw anything of that sort in her.

No, no, papa; there is nothing unbecoming in one sense of the word; I never meant to imply it. Miss Lethwait is always a lady. She is too much of a lady, if you can understand it; she assumes too much; she never seems to recollect, when in the drawing-room of an evening, that she is not one of ourselves, and a very prominent one. A stranger, coming in, might take her for the mistress of the house, certainly for an elder daughter. And when we are alone, papa, dont you note how familiar she is with you, conversing with you freely on all kinds of subjects, listening to you, and laughing at your stories of sea life?

She has a splendid figure, remarked the earl, not altogether, as Jane thought, a propos to the point. And she talks sensibly  for a woman.

Well, papa, I dont like her.

Then dont keep her. You are the best judge of whether shes fit for her berth, or whether she is not.

As governess to Lucy she is entirely fitted. I could not wish to find a more efficient instructress. Her mode of teaching, her training, her companionship, all appear to me to be admirable for a young girl.

Let her stop on, then. Lucys instruction is the chief point. As to a little pride or pretension, or whatever you may term it, it will do no harm. A wind in the topsails wont capsize the ship.

Jane said no more. Of course Lucys instruction was of paramount importance, and Jane was not one to merge weighty matters in trifles. Lord Oakburn returned to his newspaper, and a pause ensued. Presently he spoke abruptly.

When do you intend to see after Clarice?

Janes heart gave a great bound, and she dropped a needle in her consternation. So entirely taken by surprise was she, that she could only look up in silence. At that very moment she was trying to frame an inoffensive way of putting the self-same question  and now he had spoken it! The flush of emotion illumined her face, tingeing even her drooping eyelids.

Papa! may I see after her? Will you allow it?

If you dont, I shall, said the earl.

It is what I have been longing to do, returned Jane. Every morning, for this long while past, I have been resolving to speak to you, papa; and every night, when night came, I have reproached myself for not having had the courage to do so. May Clarice come home again?

Well, I dont know what you may deem ship-shape, but in my opinion it is scarcely the thing for Lady Clarice Chesney to be flourishing abroad as a governess.

It has been wrong all along; doubly wrong since the change in our position occurred. But, papa, I did mention her name to you at the time of Lord Oakburns death, Jane deprecatingly added, as a reminder, and you bade me be silent and let Clarice come to her senses.

But she doesnt come to them, my Lady Jane, retorted the earl, giving a few exasperated raps with his stick to enforce his words,  a plaything he had by no means forgotten the use of. Here are the weeks and months creeping on, and she never gives token that she has come to them, or that she is coming to them. Obstinate little minx!

Papa, it is possible that she may not have heard of the change in our position. It is very unlikely, certainly, that she should not have done so; but still it is just possible.

Rubbish! its not possible, cried the earl in his own domineering manner. It is her pride that stands in the way, Jane; she has been holding a tacit battle with us, you see, waiting for us to give way first.

Yes, I have thought that must be it. Clarice was always self-willed, the same as  as  

The same as who? thundered the earl, believing that Jane was impertinently alluding to himself.

As Laura, I was going to say, papa. Forgetting that you had forbidden her name to be mentioned before you.

Jane had indeed forgotten it. The earls brow grew hot with anger, and he rose to pace the room, giving Jane a little of his mind, and the floor of his stick, some of his words being more suited to the quarter-deck of his old vessel in Portsmouth Harbour than to his London drawing-room.

Dont you talk of Laura before me again, Jane. She has chosen her own home and abandoned mine; let her abide by it. But Clarices sin was lighter, look you, and she shall be forgiven. I suppose you know where she is?

No, I do not, papa.

Lord Oakburn stopped in his walk: the denial had evidently surprised him.

Not know! he repeated, gazing sternly at Jane. I was given to understand that you did know. Clarice writes to you.

I do not know exactly where she is, explained Jane. It is somewhere in the neighbourhood of Hyde Park, I believe, and I have no doubt she will be easily found. When I write to her, I send my letters to a library there, by Clarices directions, and I should think they can give me her address. Oh, papa, I have so longed to go there and ask for it!

You can go now, bluntly rejoined the earl. Shall you be an hour getting ready?

I shall not be five minutes, replied Jane, glad tears standing in her eyes, as she laid aside her work. Lord Oakburn rang the bell, and a man came in.

The carriage for Lady Jane.

But before the servant could retire, Jane interposed. Stay an instant, Wilson. Papa, I think I had better not take the carriage. I would rather go on foot quietly.

Then you wont go quietly, returned the earl. Do you hear, sir? What do you stand gaping there for? The carriage instantly for Lady Jane.

Wilson flew off as if he had been shot. The new servants had become accustomed to these explosions of the earls; but, with all his hot temper, he was a generous master.

Jane, for once, did not give up her point without a battle. Do consider it for an instant, papa; will it not be best that, under the circumstances, I should go quietly without the parade of servants and a carriage?

What do you mean by under the circumstances?

Jane unconsciously dropped her voice. As Clarice has stooped to take upon herself the office of a governess, I think she should come away from her place in the same manner.

No, said the earl decisively. She shall come away as Lady Clarice Chesney.

There is one thing to be remembered, observed Jane, feeling that further opposition would be useless. She may not be able to come away with me. She may have to give warning first  a week or a months warning.

The suggestion angered the earl, and he lifted his stick menacingly.

Not leave without warning! Let them dare to keep her. Tell the people who she is. Tell them who I am, and that I demand her.

Dearest papa, Jane ventured to remonstrate, courtesy is due and must be observed towards Clarices employers. She has undertaken to perform certain duties in their house; and to abandon them at a moments notice may be scarcely practicable. They may concede the point to me as a favour, but it will not do to demand it as a right.

But I want her here, said the earl, who, now that he had broken the ice, was longing for Clarices return with all the impatience of a child.

And so do I want her, returned Jane; and I will bring her away with me if I can do so. If not, the period of her return shall be arranged.

Jane quitted the room. She put on her things, a white bonnet and black mantle trimmed with crape, and then went to the study where sat Lucy and Miss Lethwait: the former wishing that German had never been invented for her especial torment; the latter showing up the faults in a certain exercise in the most uncompromising manner.

Oh, Jane! are you going out? came the weary plaint. You said I was to go with you to-day to the Botanical Gardens.

Yes, later; I will not forget you.

Lucy says you wish the hour for her walking changed, Lady Jane, spoke up the governess.

I think it would be more agreeable to you and to her, said Jane, now that the weather has become so hot. Lady Lucy is one who feels the heat much.

Jane was conscious that her tone was cold, that her words were haughty. Lady Lucy! She could not account for the feeling of reserve that was stealing over her in regard to Miss Lethwait, or why it should be so strong.  

She went down to the carriage, which waited at the door, and was driven away. A grand carriage, resplendent in its coroneted panels, its hammer-cloth, and its servants with their wigs, their powder, their gold-headed canes. Jane quite shrank from the display, considering the errand upon which she was bent.

She had no difficulty whatever in finding the library she was in search of, and was driven to it. But she had a difficulty in her way of another sort: she knew not by what name to inquire for her sister. Clarice had desired her to address her letters Miss Chesney, but told her at the same time that it was not the name by which she was known. Jane went into the shop and the proprietor came forward.

Can you tell me where a young lady resides of the name of Chesney? she inquired. She is governess in a family.

Chesney?  Chesney? was the answer, spoken in consideration. No, maam; I do not know any one of the name.

Jane paused. Some letters have been occasionally addressed here for her; for Miss Chesney; and I believe she used to fetch them away herself.

Oh yes, that was Miss Beauchamp, was the answer, the speakers face lighting up with remembrance. I beg your pardon, maam; I thought you said Miss Chesney. The letters were addressed to a Miss Chesney, and Miss Beauchamp used to come for them.

Beauchamp! The problem was solved at once, and Jane wondered at her own stupidity in not solving it before. What more natural than that Clarice should take her second name  Beauchamp? She was named Clarice Beauchamp Chesney. And Jane had strayed amid a whole directory of names over and over again, without the most probable one ever occurring to her mind.

Thank you, yes, she said; Miss Beauchamp. Can you direct me to her residence?

No, maam, I really cannot, was the reply. Miss Beauchamp was governess in two families in succession, both of them residing in Gloucester Terrace, but I do not think she stayed long with either. She was at Mrs. Lortons first, and at Mrs. Wests afterwards.

Jane had not known that; Clarice had never told her of having changed her situation.

I suppose we must both be speaking of the same person, she suddenly cried. Perhaps you will describe her to me?

Willingly, answered the librarian. And the description was so accurate that Jane instantly recognized it for her sisters.

Miss Beauchamp disappeared from the neighbourhood suddenly as it seemed to me, he continued. At any rate, she ceased coming here. We have two or three letters with the same address waiting still.

Jane wondered whether they could be those she had sent. She asked to see them, and he brought them forward: three. They were the same.

I will take them away with me, said Jane.

The librarian hesitated at this  not unnaturally. You will pardon me, I am sure, maam, if I inquire by what authority you would take them? Miss Beauchamp may call for them yet.

Jane smiled. They were written by me, she said, tearing open one of the letters and showing him the signature. And, she added, taking out her card-case and handing him a card, that will prove that I am Jane Chesney.

The librarian bowed; and intimated that her ladyship was of course at liberty to do what she pleased with her own letters.

Upon second thoughts, I will leave this one, the last written, and write upon it our present address, said Jane. As you observe, Miss Beauchamp may yet call here.

Obtaining the address of the two families in which she was told Miss Beauchamp had served, Lady Jane quitted the shop, and walked on to Gloucester Terrace, ordering the carriage to follow her by-and-by. She reached the house occupied by the Lortons first, and inquired of a showy footman whether Mrs. Lorton was at home. The answer was given in the affirmative, but with some hesitation: it was earlier than the orthodox hour for receiving visitors, and the man probably doubted whether his mistress was presentable. Jane was shown into an excessively smart room, and after some delay an excessively smart lady came to her; but neither room nor lady possessed anything of refinement.

Jane had not given her name. It is of no consequence: I am a stranger, she said to the servant when he inquired. Mrs. Lorton dropped Jane a swimming curtsey, and sailing to a large velvet ottoman in the middle of the room, took her seat upon it. Jane looked, as she ever did, a lady, and Mrs. Lorton was all smiles and suavity.

I have called to inquire if you can kindly give me any information as to the present address of a young lady who lived with you as governess, began Jane. A Miss Beauchamp.

Mrs. Lortons smiles froze at the question. I know nothing about Miss Beauchamp, she answered, somewhat rudely. She did not behave well in my house, and it was a good riddance when she left it.

Not behave well! echoed Jane.

No, she did not. She encouraged my son to pay her attention, and when it was all found out she left me at a pinch without a governess. Perhaps you know her?

I do, answered Jane with cold dignity. She knew that Clarice was being traduced. Miss Beauchamp is my sister.

Oh! said Mrs. Lorton; and there was a whole volume of contempt in the tone. The lady before her, who had caused her to dress herself in that inconvenient haste, was after all nothing but a governesss sister! Mrs. Lorton felt angry and vexed; and the expression her face assumed did not add to its beauty.

I would not have troubled you, resumed Lady Jane, but I do not exactly know where my sister is now, and I am in search of her. I inquired at a library where I know Miss Beauchamp used to deal, and they gave me your address, as one of the situations in which Miss Beauchamp had lived. If you can direct me to her present place of abode, I shall return you sincere thanks.

I tell you I know nothing of her, repeated Mrs. Lorton. Here, Harriet, she added, as a young lady as much over-dressed as herself entered the room, heres that Miss Beauchamps sister come to inquire after her. The idea of our knowing anything about her!

The idea! repeated the young lady pertly to Jane. When she left us, she took a fresh place a few doors further on. But she didnt stop there long.

She was not suitable for a governess, said Mrs. Lorton. She carried her head too high.

I scarcely think she was, remarked Jane. She was of good birth, and the consciousness of that may have caused her to  as you express it  carry her head high. Though unduly high I do not think she was capable of carrying it. When she quitted her home to become a governess, she made a firm determination to do her duty in her new life and adapt herself to its penalties. Our family was in straitened circumstances at the time; and Clarice  and my sister generously resolved to earn her own living, so that she might no longer be a burden upon it. Others, well born and connected, have done as much before her.

Mrs. Lorton threw back her head. That is sure to be the case, she said in sneering tones of disbelief. Half the young women on the governess list will assure you that they are of good birth, and only go out through family misfortunes  if they can get anybody to listen to them. What does the one say, that we have now, Harriet?

Harriet, who was standing at the window, laughed  and there was the same sneering tone in its sound that was so disagreeable in the laugh of her vulgar mother.

She says that her aunt  Oh, mamma! here are visitors, broke off the young lady. The most beautiful carriage has driven up to the door!

Mrs. Lorton  forgetting her dignity  hastened to the window. Jane rose: it was not a pleasant atmosphere to remain in.

You can then really not tell me anything as to Miss Beauchamps movements? she asked again of Mrs. Lorton; for somehow, a doubt was upon her whether the lady could not have said more had she chosen to do so.

Now you have had my answer, said Mrs. Lorton. And I think it the height of impertinence in Miss Beauchamp to send people here to my house about any concerns of hers.

Jane dropped a stately curtsey; her only leave-taking; and was turning to the door when it was thrown open by the footman.

The Lady Jane Chesneys carriage!

Mrs. Lorton was in a flutter of expectation. Could any Lady Jane Chesney be vouchsafing a call on her? Where was the Lady Jane? Was she coming up? The man was showing her unwelcome visitor downstairs; but his mistress called to him so sharply that Jane had to make her way out of the house alone.

Has any visitor come in?

No, maam.

No! repeated Mrs. Lorton. What did you mean then? Whose carriage is that? You came and announced Lady somebody.

I announced the carriage, maam, for the lady who was here, returned the man, wondering at the misapprehension. The footman said he had called for his lady, the Lady Jane Chesney.

Mrs. Lorton gave a great gasp. She Lady Jane Chesney! She flew to the window just in time to catch a glimpse of Janes black skirts as she took her seat in the carriage. She saw the earls coronet on it; she saw the servant step nimbly up behind and lay his gold cane slantwise. Mrs. Lorton had made a horrible mistake.

Oh, Harriet! what can we do? she exclaimed in a faint voice.

Mamma, I thought, I did indeed, that she looked like a lady! Lady Jane Chesney! What will she think of us?

Mrs. Lorton was unable to say what, and sat down in an agony. Her life, of late years, had been spent in striving to get into society. And she had for once had a real live earls daughter in her drawingroom, and had insulted her!

How could poor Clarice have stayed in that family for a day! thought Jane.


CHAPTER XXIX.

AN OMINOUS SHADOW.

LADY JANE was next driven to the other address, Mrs. Wests. The lady was at home, and Jane found her a very different person from Mrs. Lorton: a kind, cordial, chatty little woman, without pretence or form; a lady too. Mr. West was engaged in some City business, and neither he nor his wife aspired to be greater and grander than they were entitled to be.

Miss Beauchamp came to us from the Lortons, she said, when Jane had explained her business. We liked her very much, and were sorry to lose her, but

I beg your pardon, interrupted Jane. Can you tell me why Miss Beauchamp left her situation at the Lortons?

Yes, answered Mrs. West, with a merry laugh. She had scarcely entered their house when that vulgar son of theirs  and indeed I am not in the habit of backbiting, but he is vulgar  began to push his admiration upon her. She bore with it for some time, repelling him as she best could; but it grew unbearable, and Miss Beauchamp felt compelled to appeal to Mrs. Lorton. Mrs. Lorton did not behave well in it. She took her sons part, and wished to lay the blame on Miss Beauchamp; Miss Beauchamp was naturally indignant at this, and insisted on quitting the house on the self-same day. Mrs. Lorton then came round, tried to soothe Miss Beauchamp, and offered her an increased salary if she would remain.

But she did not do so?

Certainly not. Miss Beauchamp came to me, telling me what had occurred, and I was only too glad to engage her at once as governess to my children. We had a little acquaintance with the Lortons, and I had seen Miss Beauchamp several times, and liked her. She came into this house straight from the Lortons when she quitted them, and very pleased we were to secure her.

A different account, this, from the one given by Mrs. Lorton; but Jane had felt certain the other was not strictly in accordance with truth.

How long did Miss Beauchamp remain with you? she inquired.

Only a short time. She had been with us about six months, when she told me she must give warning to leave. I was so surprised; so sorry.

Why did she give warning? From what cause?

She did not say what, and I could not draw it from her, Miss Beauchamp was invariably reserved as to her private affairs, her family and all that; though open as the day in regard to general matters. All she said was, that she wished to leave; and when I pressed her to state frankly whether there was anything in my house that she disliked or wished altered, she answered that she was perfectly happy in it: and, but for compelling circumstances (I remember the expression still), should not have thought of leaving it.

And did she quit it instantly; that day; as she had Mrs. Lortons?

No, no, said Mrs. West. It was a months warning that she gave me, and she remained until its close. Then she left us.

Where did she go to then?

We never knew. There appeared, as it seemed to us some little mystery connected with it:  though in truth that may have been only fancy on our part. Many a governess when quitting her situation does not deem it necessary to proclaim her future movements to those she leaves behind her.

In what way did there seem to be a mystery connected with it? asked Jane.

Well, I can hardly describe it to you, was the frank reply. We fancied it chiefly, I believe, from Miss Beauchamps entire silence as to her future proceedings. I told her I should be happy to be referred to; but she replied that she had no intention of taking another situation, and therefore should not require a reference.

What was she going to do, then? asked Jane in amazement.

I am unable to say. I remember we wondered much at the time. She had never spoken of her family, and we picked up the notion, - though it may not have been a correct one, that she was without relatives. An impression arose amongst us that she was going to be married.

To be married? echoed Jane, her pulses quickening.

We had no real reason for thinking it, continued Mrs. West. I put the question to her, I remember, whether she was about to take up her abode with relatives, and she laughed and said, No, she was going to embark in a new way of life altogether.

It is very strange! exclaimed Lady Jane. Do you not know where she went to when she quitted your house?  where she drove to, for instance? Whether she went into the next street?  whether she went into the country?  in short, what her immediate movements were?

I would tell you in a moment, if I knew; but I never have known, replied Mrs. West. She went away in a cab with her luggage, not stating where. We thought it strange that she should preserve to us this reticence: we had been so very intimate together. We all liked Miss Beauchamp very much indeed, and had treated her entirely as a friend.

Did she seem to be in good spirits when she left you?

Quite so; she was as gay as possible, and said she should come back and see us some time. You seem very anxious, added Mrs. West, noting her visitors perplexed brow.

I am indeed anxious, was the answer. How long do you say this was ago?

It was last June. Twelve months ago exactly.

And you have never since seen her, or heard from her?

Never at all. We have often wondered what has become of her.

I must find her, exclaimed Jane in some excitement. As to her having married, that is most improbable; she would not be likely to enter on so grave a step without the knowledge of her family. At least, I  I  should think she would not, added Jane, as a remembrance of Lauras disobedient marriage arose to her mind, rendering her less confident. I may as well tell you who Miss Beauchamp is, she resumed; there is no reason why I should not do so. My father, a gentleman born and highly connected, was very poor. There were four daughters of us at home, and Clarice, the third

Then  I beg your pardon  you are Miss Beauchamps sister? interrupted Mrs. West quickly.

Yes. Clarice took a sudden determination to go out as governess. She had been highly educated, and so far was well qualified for the work; but her family were entirely against it. Clarice persisted; she had but one motive in this, to lessen expenses at home: a good one, of course, but my father could not be brought to see it. He said she would disgrace her family name; that he would not have a daughter of his out in the world  a Chesney working for her bread. Clarice replied that no disgrace should accrue to the name through her, and she, in spite of all our opposition, quitted home. She went, I find, to the Lortons first, calling herself Miss Beauchamp; she had been christened Clarice Beauchamp; Clarice, after her great-aunt, the Countess of Oakburn; Beauchamp, after her godfather.

Then she is not Miss Beauchamp?

She is Lady Clarice Chesney.

Mrs. West felt excessively surprised. Like her neighbour Mrs. Lorton, she had not been brought into familiar personal contact with an earls daughter  except in waxwork.

I have the honour then of speaking to  to

Lady Jane Chesney, quietly replied Jane. But when Clarice was with you she was only Miss Chesney; it is only recently that my father has come into the title. You will readily imagine that we are most anxious now to have her at home, and regret more than before that she ever left it.

But  am I to understand that you do not know where she is?  that she has not been home since she left us last June? exclaimed Mrs. West in bewilderment.

We do not know where she is. We do not know now where to look for her.

I never heard of such a thing.

Until to-day I took it for granted that she was still in a situation in this neighbourhood, explained Jane. My fathers displeasure prevented my seeing personally after Clarice; in fact, he forbade my doing so. When I came out from home to-day I fully expected to take her back with me: or, if that could not be, to fix the time for her return. I never supposed but that I should at once find her; and I cannot express to you what I felt when the proprietor of the library, where I used to address my letters to Clarice, told me Miss Beauchamp had left the neighbourhood;  what I feel still. It is not disappointment; it is a great deal worse. I begin to fear I know not what.

Im sure I wish I could help you to find her! heartily exclaimed Mrs. West. Where can she be? She surely cannot know the change in her position!

I should imagine not, replied Jane. Unless  but no, I will not think that, she broke off, wiping from her forehead the dew which the sudden and unwelcome thought had sent there. Unless Clarice should have married very much beneath her, and fears to let it be known to us, was what she had been about to say It has occurred to us sometimes that Miss Beauchamp might have taken a situation abroad; or with a family who afterwards took her abroad, said Mrs. West. What you say now, Lady Jane, renders it more than ever probable.

Jane considered. It was certainly the most probable solution of the puzzle. Yes, she said aloud, I think you must be right. It is more than likely that she is abroad in some remote continental city. Thank you for your courtesy in giving me this information, she added, as she rose and laid a card on the table with her address upon it. Should you at any time obtain further news, however slight, you will, I am sure, be kind enough to forward it to me.

Mrs. West gave a promise, and Jane went out to her carriage with a heavy heart. It was a most unsatisfactory story to carry back to Lord Oakburn.

Another carriage, with its hammer-cloth and its coronets and its attendant servants, and above all, its coat of arms, that of the Oakburn family, was at the door in Portland Place when Janes drew up. It was Lady Oakburns. Jane went into the hall; and sounds, as of voices in dispute, came from the room where she had left her father in the morning. The earl and his old dowager aunt were enjoying one of their frequent differences of opinion.

Lucy came running downstairs. Have you come back to take me out, Jane?

Jane stooped to kiss her. My dear, you know that I never willingly break a promise, she said, but I almost fear that I must break mine to you to-day. I am not sure that I can go to the botanical fete. I have heard bad news, Lucy; and I shall have to tell it to papa in the best way that I can. But, if I dont take you to-day, I will take you some other day.

What is the bad news? asked the child with all a childs curiosity.

I cannot tell it you now, Lucy. Go back to Miss Lethwait. How long has Aunt Oakburn been here?

Ever so long, was Lucys lucid answer. She is quarrelling with papa about Clarice.

About Clarice! involuntarily repeated Jane. What about Clarice?

I was in the room with papa and Miss Lethwait when Aunt Oakburn came

What took you and Miss Lethwait to it? interrupted Jane.

We went in to get those drawings; we did not know papa was there; and he kept us talking, and then Lady Oakburn came in. Jane, she looked so angry with papa, and she never said Good morning to him, or How do you do, or anything, but she asked him whether he was not ashamed of himself to let Clarice be abroad still as a governess; and then they began to quarrel, and Miss Lethwait brought me away.

How strange that they should all be suddenly wanting to bring home Clarice when we cannot find her! thought Jane.

She motioned Lucy upstairs to the study, and entered the drawingroom. Lord Oakburn stood in the middle of the floor, his tongue and his stick keeping up a duet; and the dowager  her black bonnet awry, her shawl thrown on a neighbouring chair, and her cheeks flushed  was talking quite as angrily and more loudly than the earl. They had strayed, however, from the first matter in dispute  Clarice; had entered, in fact, upon at least a dozen others; just now the point of debate was the letting of Chesney Oaks, which had finally been taken by Sir James Marden.

Janes entrance put an end to the fray. The earl dropped his voice, and Lady Oakburn pulled her bonnet straight upon her head. These personal encounters were in truth so frequent between the two, that neither retained much animosity afterwards, or indeed much recollection of what the particular grievance had been or the compliments they had mutually paid each other.

Well, and where is she? began the earl to Jane.

Jane knew only too well to whom he alluded. The presence of the dowager made her task all the more difficult; but she might not dare to temporize with her father, or hide the fact that Clarice could not be found. She did not, however, reply instantly, and the earl spoke again.

Have you brought her back with you?

No, papa. I

Then Ill have the law of the people! thundered the earl, working his stick ominously. Heres your aunt come down now with her orders about Clarice,  with a fierce flourish towards the angry old lady. As if I did not know how to conduct my own affairs as well as any interference can tell me!

No, you dont, Oakburn. You dont!

And as if I should not conduct them as I please without reference to interference, continued the earl aggravatingly. Shes my daughter, madam; shes not yours.

Then why didnt you prevent her going out at all? Why didnt you drag her back with cords? retorted the dowager, nodding her bonnet at her adversary. I would; and I have told you so ten times over. What does Clarice say for herself? she added, turning sharply upon Jane. Why didnt she come home of her own accord, without waiting to be sent for? She has the Chesney temper, and thats an obstinate one. Thats what it is.

Aunt, said Jane faintly,  Papa, she said, scarcely knowing which of them to address, or how to frame her news, I am sorry to say that I cannot find Clarice. She  I

They both interrupted her in a breath, turning their anger upon Jane. What did she mean by not finding Clarice, when she had said all along that she knew where she was?

Poor Jane had to explain. That she had thought she knew were Clarice was; but that Clarice was gone: she had been gone ever since last June. Bit by bit the whole tale was extracted from Jane; the mystery of Clarices leaving Mrs. Wests so suddenly (and it really did look something of a mystery), and her never having been heard of since.

To describe the earls dismay would be a difficult task. When he fully comprehended that Clarice was lost  lost, for all that could be seen at present  his temper quite gave way. He stormed, he thumped, he talked, he abused the scapegoat Pompey, who had had nothing in the world to do with it, but who happened unluckily to come into the room with an announcement that luncheon was ready; he abused Lady Oakburn, he abused Jane. For once in her life the dowager let him go onto his hearts content without retorting in kind. She had in truth her grand-nieces welfare at heart, and the news Jane had brought terrified her. Lunch! No; they were in too much perplexity, too much real care, to sit down to a luncheon-table.

I have contained myself as long as I could, cried the dowager, flinging back the strings of her bonnet, and darting reproachful looks at Lord Oakburn. Every week since you came to London have I said to myself on the Monday morning, hell have her back this week; but that week has gone on like the others, and he has not had her back  you, Oakburn!  and I said to myself, as I sat down to my breakfast this day, Ill go and ask him what he thinks of himself. And Ive come. Now, then, Oakburn!

Poor Jane, utterly powerless to stem the raging spirits of the two, remembered that Lady Oakburn had been as ready as the earl to leave Clarice to herself: to say that she ought to be left to herself, unsought, until she should come to her senses.

I want Clarice, continued the dowager, while the earl marched to and fro in the room, brandishing his stick. Im going away next month to Switzerland, and Ill take her with me, if she behaves herself and shows proper contrition for what she has done. As to your not finding her, Jane, that must be nonsense: you always were good for nothing, you know.

Dear aunt, the case is this, said Jane in sadly subdued tones. Perhaps you do not quite understand it all. I should not think so much of Clarices not having been, or sent, to Mrs. Wests since she left them; but what I do think strange is, that she should not have called or sent as usual for my letters. All the letters I have written to her since Christmas, three, were lying at the library still. I have brought two of them away with me, leaving the other, in case she should still call.

What has made her leave the letters there? cried the dowager. It is that which I cannot understand. It is that which  I dont know why  seems to have struck my heart with fear.

Lady Oakburn interrupted impatiently. I dont understand it at all, Jane. Perhaps youll begin at the beginning and enlighten me.

What beginning? asked Jane, uncertain how to take the words.

What beginning! echoed the exasperated old lady. Why, the beginning of it all, when Clarice first went out. I know nothing about the particulars; never did know. What letters did you send to her, and what answers did you get?  and where did she hide herself, and what did she tell you about it? Begin at the beginning, I say.

It will be two years next month, July, since Clarice left us, began Jane, with her customary obedience. Some time in the following month, August, I received the first letter from her, telling me she had found a situation in the neighbourhood of Hyde Park, and that she would  Jane hesitated a moment, but went on keep her vow.

Her vow! What vow?

She took a vow before leaving home, that she would never betray our name as connected with herself.

Oh! said the countess. She took it in a passion, I suppose.

Yes. She said she hoped the situation would prove a comfortable one, and that if I liked to write to her, I might address my letters Miss Chesney, to be kept at a certain library in the neighbourhood, where she would call for them; but she again repeated that she was not known by her own name. I did write to her; three or four letters in the course of the next twelvemonth; and she answered them. She never told me she was not in the same situation, and I concluded she was there. Summer weather had come round then

Get on with your story, Jane. What has summer weather got to do with it? was the old ladys angry reprimand. And Lord Oakburn had stopped his restless walk to listen.

In that summer  I think it was in June  I had another letter from Clarice, telling me not to write until I heard from her again, as she might be going to the seaside. Of course I supposed that the family were going to take her. This, you observe, was the month when, as Mrs. West says, she left them. I heard nothing more until the next January, when she wrote to wish us the bonne année, a custom she had learnt in France; and that letter was forwarded to South Wennock from our old home at Plymouth. I

Stop a bit, said the dowager. What did she say of herself and her movements in that letter?

Really nothing. She did not say a word about the seaside journey, or that she was back in London, or anything about it. She tacitly suffered me to infer  as I did infer  that she was still with the same family. The letter bore the London postmark. She said she was well and happy, and asked after us all; and there was a short postscript to the letter, the words of which I well remember, I have kept my vow. I showed this letter to papa, and he

Forbade you to answer it, interrupted the earl, for Jane had stopped in hesitation. And the old countess nodded her approval  as if she should have forbidden it also.

So that letter was not answered, resumed Jane. But in the next March, I  I  a circumstance occurred to cause me to feel anxious about Clarice, and I wrote to her. In fact, I had a dream, which very much

Had a what? shrieked the countess.

I know how foolish you must think me, aunt. But it was a dreadful dream; a significant, strange, fearful dream. It seemed to forebode ill to Clarice, to shadow forth her death. I am superstitious with regard to dreams; I cannot help being so; and it made a great impression upon me. I wrote then to Clarice, asking for news of her. I told her we had left Plymouth, and gave her the address at South Wennock. No reply came, and I wrote again. I wrote a third time, and still there was no answer. But I did not think much of that. I only thought that Clarice was angry at my not having answered her New Years letter, and would not write, to punish me. To-day, upon going to the library, I found those three letters waiting there still: not one of them had been called for by Clarice.

And the people she was with say Clarice left them last June!  and they dont know what place she went to, or where she is? reiterated the earl, while the old dowager only stared in discomposure.

They know nothing of her whatever, papa, or of her movements since then.

Why, thats a twelvemonth ago!

Yes, it was a twelvemonth ago. They, the three, stood looking at each other in silence; and a nameless fear, like a shadow of evil, crept over them, as the echo of the words died away on the air.


CHAPTER XXX.

A TEMPTING BAIT.

THERE was a crash of carriages at one of the houses in Portland Place; and as the doors were flung open ever and again to the visitors, the glare of many lights, the strains of music, the sweet perfume from the array of hot-house flowers on the staircase, struck dazzlingly to the charmed senses of the beautiful forms, gay as butterflies, fluttering in. The Earl of Oakburn and Lady Jane Chesney were holding an evening reception.

Their first that season, and their last. And yet, scarcely to be called that season; for the season was almost over. In an ordinary year it would have been quite over, for August had come in, and numbers were already on the wing to cooler places, panting from the heat and dust of the close metropolis; but Parliament had sat late, and many lingered still.

Jane had urged on the earl the necessity (she had put it so) of their giving one of these receptions. She had accepted invitations to a few; the earl to a very few; and she thought they should make a return. But such a thing was very much out of Lord Oakburns line  for the matter of that, it was not in Janes  and he had held out against it. Quite at the last moment, when three parts of the world had quitted London, the earl surprised Jane one morning by telling her she might send out and invite the folks, and then it would be done with.

They were somewhat more at ease with regard to Clarice. Somewhat. Every possible inquiry that the earl could think of had been set on foot to find her, and the aid of the police had been called in. Day after day, hour after hour, had the old Countess of Oakburn come down to Portland Place, asking if she was found, and worrying the earl well-nigh out of his senses. She threw all the blame upon him; she told him any father but he would have confined her as a lunatic, rather than have suffered her to be out without knowing where; and Jane was grievously reproached for her share, in assuming that Clarice was in the situation in the vicinity of Hyde Park, when it turned out that she had been some twelve months gone from it.

But still they were more at ease  or tried to feel so. In the course of their researches, which had extended to every likely quarter, they learnt the fact that one of the governess-agencies had procured a situation some ten months previously for a Miss Beauchamp. She had gone out to be governess in an English family of the name of Vaughan, who had settled in Lower Canada. The lady was described as young, nice-looking, and of pleasing manners; and she had told the agent that she had no relatives in England to consult as to her movements; altogether there did seem a probability of its being really Clarice. The Earl of Oakburn, in his impetuous fashion, assumed it to be so without further doubt, and Jane hoped it.

Then there was a lull in the storm of suspense. Miss Beauchamp  the supposed Clarice  was written to; not only by Jane, but by those who were making official inquiries on Lord Oakburns part; they were tolerably at their ease until answers should arrive, and were at liberty to think of other things. It was during this lull that Lord Oakburn told Jane she might hold her reception.

And this was the night: and the rooms, considering how late was the month, August, were well filled, and Jane was doing her best, in her ever-quiet way, to entertain her guests, wishing heartily, at the same time, that the thing was over.

In a pretty dress of white crape, a wreath of white flowers confining her flowing curls, sufficient mourning for a child, stood Lucy Chesney, her eyes beaming, her damask cheeks glowing with excitement. Perhaps Jane was not wise in suffering Lucy to appear: some of the people around would have reproached her that it was not the thing, had they dared to do so; but Jane, who knew little of fashionable customs, had never once thought of excluding her. One of the rooms had been appropriated to dancing, and Lucy, a remarkably graceful and pretty girl, had found partners hitherto, in spite of her youth. Not a single dance had she missed; and now, after a waltz that had whirled her giddy, she leaned against the wall to regain breath.

Just look at that child! How can they let her dance like that? The words reached Janes ears, and she turned to see what child could be meant. Lucy! But she might have divined it, for there was no other child present. Jane went up to her.

You are dancing too much, Lucy. I wonder Miss Lethwait is not looking after you. Where is she?

Oh, thank you, Jane, but I dont want looking after, was the reply, the childs whole face sparkling with pleasure. I never was so happy in my life.

But you may dance too much. Where is Miss Lethwait?

Oh, I have not seen her for ever so long. I think she is with papa in his smoking-room.

With papa in his smoking-room! echoed Jane.

Well, I saw her there once: we have had three dances since that. She was filling papas pipe for him!

Lucy!

It is true, Jane. Papa was cross; saying that it was a shame that he could not smoke his pipe because the house was full, and Miss Lethwait said, You shall smoke it, dear Lord Oakburn, and Ill keep the door; and she took off her gloves and began to fill it. I came away then.

Janes brow darkened. Had you gone into the room with Miss Lethwait?

No; I was running about from one room to another, and I ran in there and saw them talking. Jane! please dont keep me! They are beginning another dance, and I am engaged for it.

Lord Oakburns smoking-room was a small den at the end of a passage. But though small, Jane had deemed it might be found useful to-night, and it had been converted into a reception-room. In it stood the governess, Miss Lethwait. She looked magnificent. Of that remarkably pale complexion which lights up so well, her eyes sparkling, her beautiful hair shining with the purple of a ravens wing, the plainness of her features  and they were plain  was this night eclipsed. She wore a low white evening dress trimmed with scarlet, showing to the best advantage her white neck, her drooping shoulders, her rounded arms. Never had she appeared to so great advantage. Taking her altogether, no form in the room could vie with hers. She looked made to adorn a coronet  and perhaps she was herself thinking so.

Perhaps some one else was thinking so. One, who could think, so far as that opinion went, to more purpose than Miss Lethwait herself  the Earl of Oakburn. The rough old tar stood near her, and his eyes ranged over her with much admiration. He had not lost his liking for a fine woman, although he was verging on his sixtieth year. The smoking interlude was over. Lord Oakburn had enjoyed his pipe, and Miss Lethwait had obligingly kept the door against intruders.

Was Miss Lethwait laying herself out to entrap the unwary? Had she been doing it all along, ever since her entrance into that house? It was a question upon which she never afterwards could come to any satisfactory conclusion. Certainly the tempting bait had been ever before her minds eye, constantly floating in her brain; but she was of sufficiently honourable nature, and to lay herself out deliberately to allure Lord Oakburn was what she had believed herself hitherto to be wholly incapable of doing. Had she seen another guilty of such conduct, her worst scorn would have been cast to the offender. And yet  was she not, on this night, working for it? It is true she did not lure him on by word or look; but she did stand there knowing that the peers admiring eyes were bent upon her. She remained in that room with him, conscious that she had no business there; feeling that to be there was not honourable towards Lady Jane, who naturally supposed her to be mixing with the company and keeping an eye upon Lucy. She had taken upon herself to indulge him in his longing for his pipe; had filled it for him; had stayed in the fumes of the smoke while he finished it. In after-life Miss Lethwait never quite reconciled that night with her conscience.

Do you admire all this whirl and hubbub? suddenly asked the earl.

No, Lord Oakburn. It dazzles my sight and takes my breath away. But then I am unused to it.

By Jove! Id sooner be in a hurricane, rounding Cape Horn. I told Jane it would take us out of our soundings to have this crowd here, but she kept bothering about the claims of society. Im sure society may be smothered for all the claim it has upon me!

The pleasantest society is that of our own fireside  those of us who have firesides to enjoy, returned Miss Lethwait.

We have all as much as that, I suppose, said the earl.

Ah, no, Lord Oakburn! Not all. It is not my fortune to have one; and perhaps never will be. But I must not be envious of those who have.  

She stood under the gas chandelier, beneath its glittering drops; her head was raised to its own lofty height, but the eyelids drooped until the dark lashes rested on the cheeks  lashes that were moist with tears. She held a sprig of geranium in her white gloves, and her fingers were busy, slowly pulling it to pieces, leaf by leaf, petal from petal.  

And why should you not have a fireside? bluntly asked Lord Oakburn, his sight not losing a single tear, a single movement of the fingers. Keen sight it was, peering from beneath its bushy brows.

She quite laughed in answer; a scornful laugh, telling of inward pain.

You may as well ask, my lord, why one woman is Queen of England, and another the unhappy wretch who sits stitching her fifteen hours daily in a garret, wearing out her heart and her life. Our destinies are unequally marked out in this world, and we must take them as they are sent to us. Sometimes a feeling comes over me  I dont know whether it be a wrong one  that the harder the lot in this world, the brighter it will be in that which has to come.

Favours and fortune are dealt out unequally, thats true enough, said the earl, thinking of his past life of poverty and struggle.

They are, they are, she answered bitterly. And the worst is, you are so chained down to your lot that you cannot escape from it. As a poor bird entrapped into a cage, beats its wings against the wires, and beats in vain, so we wear out our minds with our never-ending struggle to free ourselves from the thraldom that destiny has forced upon us. I was not made to live out my life in servitude: every hour of the day I feel this. I feel that my mind, my heart, my intellect, were formed for a higher destiny: nevertheless it is the lot that is appointed me, and I must abide by it.

Will you share my lot? suddenly asked the earl.

The governess raised her eyes to his, a keen, searching glance darting from them, as if she suspected the words were only a mockery. The peer moved nearer, and laid his hand upon her shoulder.

I am a blue jacket of nine and fifty years, Miss Lethwait, but I have some wear in me yet. I never had an earthly thing the matter with me except gout; and if youll be Countess of Oakburn and make my fireside yours, Ill take care of you.

It was rather an odd way of making an offer, certainly; gout and marriage, jumbled incongruously together. The earl, however, was not a courtier: he could only speak the genuine thoughts of his heart.

What do you say? he continued, having given her scarcely time to speak.

She gently removed his hand from her shoulder, and lifted her wet eyes to his. The tears were genuine as the earls words: emotion  perhaps gratitude  had called them up.

Thank you greatly, Lord Oakburn, but it could not be.

Why not? asked the earl.

It  I  it would never be agreeable to your daughters, my lord. They would never tolerate me as your wife.

What are you talking about now? cried the offended earl, who never brooked opposition, no matter from whom. My daughters! What have they to do with it? I am not their husband theyll be getting husbands of their own.

I am young; younger than Lady Jane, she said, her lips growing pale with the conflict that was before her. Lord Oakburn, if you made me your wife it might sow dissension between you and all your daughters, especially between you and Lady Jane. I feel, I feel that it would do so.

By Jupiter! but my girls shall not thwart me! cried the peer in a heat. I should like to see them trying it. Laura has chosen for herself, Clarice has gone roaming nobody knows where, Lucy is a child; and as for Jane, do you think she possesses no common sense?

The governess made no reply. She seemed to be endeavouring to steady her trembling lips.

Look you, Miss Lethwait. The very day I came into the title, I made up my mind to marry: it is incumbent on me to do so. The next heir is a remote fellow, hardly a cousin at all, and he has lived in Nova Scotia or some such outlandish place since he was a boy. A pretty thing it would be to have that figure-head to succeed me! Any one with a grain of gumption in his topsails would have known that I should marry; and, my dear, youve a splendid figure, and I neednt look further, and I like you, and thats enough. Will you be Lady Oakburn?

Miss Lethwait shook excessively, all of emotion that she possessed within her was called up. She had really good and amiable qualities, and she did not like to be the means of sowing ill-feeling between the earl and his children. In that same moment the past grew clear to her, and she was conscious that the possibility of becoming Countess of Oakburn had been suspended before her dazzled vision as the one tempting bait of life. How few, how few have the strength to resist such baits! Do you remember where the Abbot of Glastonbury, walking out in the summers noon, overtakes the Red Fisherman plying his trade, and halts to watch him?



There was turning of keys and creaking of locks 

As he drew forth a bait from his iron box.

It was a bundle of beautiful things; 

A peacocks tail and a butterflys wings, 

A scarlet slipper, an auburn curl, 

An armlet of silk, and a bracelet of pearl; 

And a packet of letters from whose sweet fold 

Such a stream of delicate odours rolled, 

That the abbot fell on his face, and fainted, 

And deemed his spirit was half-way sainted.



For beautiful trifles such as these, woman has before now given up her soul: how much more, then, her hand and heart! Not one but bore charms for the eyes of Miss Lethwait; symbols all of them  the scarlet slipper, the curl, the silk armlet, the bracelet  of that path and pleasure that must beset the future partner of Lord Oakburns coronet. These things in prospective wear so plausible a magic! The packet of letters, sickly with their perfume, would hold out to Miss Lethwait the least attraction; love-letters penned by the old peer could savour of little except the ridiculous.

Would the tempting bait win her? Hear what success followed that, thrown by the Red Fisherman.



One jerk, and there a lady lay, 

A lady wondrous fair:

But the rose of her lip had all faded away, 

And her cheek it was white and cold as clay, 

And torn was her raven hair.  

Ha! ha! said the fisher in merry guise, 

Her gallant was hookd before!

And the abbot heaved some piteous sighs, 

For oft had he blessd those deep-blue eyes; 

The eyes of Mistress Shore.



The loving and the lovely, the pure and the sullied, the guilty and the innocent, all have succumbed to the golden visions held out to them. Had Miss Lethwait withstood, she had been more than woman. Lord Oakburn waited for her answer patiently  patiently for him.

If you wish to make me yours, my lord, so be it, she said, and her very lips quivered as she yielded to the temptation. I will strive to be to you a good and faithful wife.

Then thats settled, said the matter-of-fact earl, with more straightforwardness than gallantry. But he laid his hand upon her shoulder again, and bent to take a kiss from her lips.

At that moment one stood in the doorway, her haughty eyelids raised in astonishment, her blood bubbling up in fiery indignation. It was Lady Jane Chesney. She had come in search of the governess in consequence of the communication made by Lucy. That any serious intention accompanied that kiss, Jane suspected not. Never for a moment had it glanced across Janes mind that her father would marry again. In her devotion, her all-absorbing love, there had existed not a crevice for any such idea to intrude itself. She gazed; but she only believed him to have been betrayed into a ridiculous bit of folly, not excusable even in a young man, considering Miss Lethwaits position in the family; worse than inexcusable in Lord Oakburn. And the governess, lingering in the room with him, standing passively to receive the kiss! No pen could express the amount of scornful condemnation cast on her from that moment by Jane Chesney.

Too pure-minded, too lofty-natured, too much the gentlewoman to surprise them, Jane drew back noiselessly, but some movement in the velvet curtain had attracted the notice of the earl. The door to this room was a sliding panel  which Miss Lethwait had opened when the pipe was finished  with looped-up inner portieres of crimson.

The curtain stirred, and Lord Oakburn, probably thinking he had been hidden long enough away from his guests, and that it might be as well to show himself again, if he wished to observe a decent hospitality, went forth. Jane waited an instant, and entered. The governess was sitting then, her hands clasped before her, as one who is in deep thought or pain, her eyes strained on vacancy, a burning spot on her cheeks, scarlet as the geranium wreath in her black hair.

Are you here, Miss Lethwait? I have been searching for you everywhere. Allow me to request that you pay proper attention to Lady Lucy.

She spoke in a ringing tone of command, one never yet heard by the governess from the quiet Jane Chesney. Miss Lethwait bowed her head as she quitted the room in obedience to see after Lucy, and the scarlet of emotion on her face was turning to pallor.

Jane watched her out. She was not one to make a scene, but she had to compress her lips together, lest they should open in defiance of her will. Her mind was outraged by what she had witnessed; the very house was outraged; and she determined that on the morrow Miss Lethwait should leave. In her fond prejudice she cast little blame on her father; it all went to the share of the unlucky governess. Jane believed  and it cannot be denied that circumstances appeared to justify the belief  that Miss Lethwait had sought Lord Oakburn in that room, and hidden herself there with him on purpose to play off upon him her wiles and fascinations.

Never more shall she have the opportunity, murmured Jane, never more, never more. Ere midday to-morrow the house shall be rid of her.

Jane mixed again with the crowd, but so completely vexed was she by what had occurred that she remained silent and passive, not paying the smallest fraction of attention to her guests. As she stood near one of the windows of the drawing-room, certain words, spoken in her vicinity, at length forced themselves on her notice: words that awoke her with a start to the reality of the present.

Her names Beauchamp. My mother wrote to one of the governess-agencies over here, I believe, and they sent her out to us in Canada.

Jane turned to look at the speaker. He was a stranger, a very young man, brought that evening to the house by some friends, and introduced by them. His name, Vaughan, had not struck upon any chord of Janes memory at the time; but it did so now in Connection with the name of Beauchamp. Could he indeed be a member of that family in Canada to whom the Miss Beauchamp had gone out?

And she is an efficient governess? continued one of the voices. It was a lady speaking now.

Very much so, indeed, replied Mr. Vaughan. I have heard my mother say she does not know what she should do without Miss Beauchamp.

All her pulses throbbing with expectant hope, Jane moved up, and laid her finger on Mr. Vaughans arm.

Are you from Canada?

From Lower Canada, he replied, struck with the suppressed eagerness of her tone. My father, Colonel Vaughan, was ordered there some years ago with his regiment, and he took his family with him. Liking the place, we have remained there, and

You live near to Montreal? interrupted Jane, too anxious to allow him to continue.

We live at Montreal.

I heard you speak of a Miss Beauchamp: a governess, if I understood you rightly?

Yes, I was speaking of Miss Beauchamp. She is my sisters governess. She came out to us from England.

How long ago?

How long ago?  let me see, he deliberated. I dont think she has been with us much more than a twelvemonth yet.

It was surely the same. Jane without ceremony placed her arm within the young mans, and led him to a less-crowded room.

I am interested in a Miss Beauchamp, Mr. Vaughan, she said, as they paced it together. A lady of that name, whom I know, went abroad as governess about a year ago. At least, we suppose she went abroad, though we dont know with certainty where. I am very anxious to find her. I think the Miss Beauchamp you speak of may be the same.

I shouldnt wonder, returned the young gentleman. This ones uncommonly nice-looking, Lady Jane.

So was she. I should tell you that we have been making inquiries, and had learnt that a Miss Beauchamp went to Montreal about twelve months ago. That lady no doubt is the one in your house; it may be the one we are wishing to find. We have already sent out letters to ascertain, and are expecting their answers every day. How long have you been in England?

Not a fortnight yet. I asked Miss Beauchamp if I could call on any of her friends in England with news of her; but she said she had none that she cared to send to.

It can be no other than Clarice! murmured Jane in her inmost heart. I am sure it must be the same, she said aloud. Can you describe her to me, Mr. Vaughan?

I can almost show her to you if I can catch sight of a young lady I was dancing with just now, he replied. I kept thinking how much she resembled Miss Beauchamp.

A pretty little girl in a white crape frock and with a white wreath in her hair, said Jane, eagerly, remembering how great a resemblance Lucy bore to Clarice.

I  no, I dont think she wore a wreath, returned Mr. Vaughan. And she was not little.  She  there she is! there she is! he broke off in quick excitement. Thats the one; the lady in the blue dress, with some gold stuff in her hair. You cant think how much she is like Miss Beauchamp.

Janes spirit turned faint. It was another disappointment. The young lady he pointed to was a Miss Munro, a very tall girl, with a remarkably fair complexion and light-blue eyes. No imagination, however suggestive, could have traced the slightest resemblance between that young lady and Clarice Chesney.

She! exclaimed Jane. Has Miss Beauchamp  your Miss Beauchamp  a complexion as light as that? Has she blue eyes?

Yes. Miss Beauchamp is one of the fairest girls I ever saw. Her hair is flaxen, very silky-looking, and she wears it in curls. Its just like the hair you see upon fair-complexioned dolls.

It is not the same, said Jane, battling with her disappointment as she best might. The Miss Beauchamp I speak of has large soft brown eyes and brown hair. She is about as tall as I am.

Then that sets the question at rest, Lady Jane, returned the young man, alluding to the eyes and hair. And our Miss Beauchamp is very tall. As tall as that lady standing there.

He pointed to Miss Lethwait. Jane withdrew her eyes in aversion, and they fell on Lucy. She made a sign to the child, and Lucy ran up, her brown eyes sparkling, her dark hair flowing, the bright rose shining in her damask cheeks.

There is a resemblance in this young ladys face to the one I have been speaking of, Mr. Vaughan. The eyes and hair and complexion are just alike.

Is there? Why thats  somebody told me that was little Lady Lucy Chesney  your sister, of course, Lady Jane. Shes very pretty, but shes not a bit like Miss Beauchamp.

Was it to be ever so? Should they appear to come on the very track of Clarice, only to find their hopes a delusion? Things seemed to be going all the wrong way to-night with Jane Chesney.


CHAPTER XXXI.

TURNED AWAY.

LADY JANE CHESNEY sat in the small drawing-room. It was almost the only room that the servants had put into habitable order since the revelry of the previous night. Possibly Miss Lethwait may have deemed that to be the reason why her breakfast was that morning served apart. In the simple household, the governess had hitherto taken her meals with the family; but Jane would not again sit down to the same board with one who had so forgotten herself. Lucy, by Janes orders, was allowed to remain later than usual in bed.

Lord Oakburn had taken his breakfast with Jane in this same small drawing-room. Everything in the house seemed at sixes and sevens, and he made no remark upon the absence of the governess and Lucy. His lordship was expending all his superfluous breath in a tirade against party-giving.

Wheres the use of it, after all? he asked of Jane. What end does it answer? Here we have the house turned topsy-turvy just for the sake of two or three hours crush! Theres no sense in it, Jane. What good does it do? The folks have the trouble of dressing themselves, and they come out for an hour, and then go back and undress?  wishing themselves quietly at home all the while. We shall be two days getting straight again. The things just this, Jane: it may be all very well for people who keep a full set of servants in each department to enter on the folly, but its an awful bother for those who dont. Catch me giving one next year! If you must give it on your own score, my Lady Jane, I shall go out the while.

Did the thought cross the earls mind as he spoke, that ere the next year should dawn, Lady Jane would no longer be his houses mistress? Most probably: for he suddenly ceased his grumbling, drank his tea, and quitted the room, Jane vainly reminding him that he had made less breakfast than usual.

She had the things taken away, and she took out her housekeeping book  for Jane was an exact account-keeper still  and made out what was due to Miss Lethwait. She had not yet been with them three months, but Jane would pay her as though she had been. Ringing the bell, Pompey came in to answer it.

Desire Miss Lethwait to step here, said Jane.

Miss Lethwait came in at once. It was an idle hour with her, Lucy being yet in her room. She was dressed rather more than usual, in a handsome gown that she generally wore to church on a Sunday: a sort of fancy material with rich colours in it. Had she put it on in consequence of her new position in relation to Lord Oakburn?  to look well in his eyes? There was little doubt of it. All night long she had lain awake: her brain, her mind, her thoughts in a tumult; the hot blood coursing fiercely through her veins at the glories that awaited her. One moment these glories seemed very near; real, tangible, certain; the next, they faded into darkness, and she said to herself that probably Lord Oakburn had only spoken in the passing moments delusion: a delusion which would fade away with the return of morning.

The torment, the uncertainty did not cease with the day, and it brought a rich colour to her pale face, rarely seen there; never except in moments of deep emotion. As she entered Lady Janes presence with this bloom on her cheeks and the pure light shining upon her magnificent hair, her handsome gown rustling behind her and her fine figure drawn up to its full height, even Jane, with all her prejudice, was struck with her real grandeur.

It did not soften Jane in the least; nay, it had the opposite effect. How haughty Jane could be when she chose, this moment proved. She was sitting herself, but she did not invite the governess to sit: she pointed imperiously with her hand for her to stand, there, on the other side the table, as she might have pointed to a servant. In her condemnation of wrong-doing, Jane Chesney did not deem the governess worthy of sitting in her presence.

Miss Lethwait, I find it inexpedient to retain you in my household, began Jane in a coldly civil tone. It will not inconvenience you, I hope, to leave to-day.

To say that Miss Lethwait gazed at Lady Jane in consternation, would be saying little. Never for a moment had she feared her to have been in any way cognizant of the previous nights little episode in the smoking-room; she had only supposed this present summons had reference to some matter or other connected with Lucy. The words fell upon her as a shock, and she could only stand in astonishment.

I beg your pardon, Lady Jane, she said, when she found her tongue. Leave, did you say? Leave to-day!

You will oblige me by doing so, calmly replied Jane.

Miss Lethwait stood before Lady Jane in silence. That calmness is so difficult to stand against! She might have met it better had her ladyship only been in a passion.

May I ask the reason for this sudden dismissal? she at length murmured, with a rush of fear that Lady Jane must have been in some obscure corner of the smoking-room and witnessed the kiss.

I would prefer that you did not ask me the reason, replied Jane. Possibly you might find it in your own conscience if you searched for it. There are things which to the refined mind are derogatory even to think of, utterly obnoxious to speak about. I had deemed you a gentlewoman, Miss Lethwait. I am grieved that I was mistaken: and I bitterly regret having placed you in charge of Lady Lucy Chesney.

All that Miss Lethwait possessed of anger rose up to boiling heat. Lady Janes tone was so stinging, so quietly contemptuous: as if she, the governess, were no longer worthy of any other. The taunt as to the gentlewoman told home.

Retorting words rose to her tongue; but ere the lips gave utterance to them, prudence came to her, and they were choked down. A scene now with Lady Jane, and she might never be Countess of Oakburn. The scarlet hue of emotion tinged her cheek, deep and glowing, as it had on the previous night; but she compelled herself to endure, and stood in silence.

There is due to you a balance of six pounds, resumed Jane; and five pounds in lieu of the customary months warning will make it eleven. In justice I believe I ought also to advance to you money for a months board expenses: if you will name any sum you may deem suitable, I

I beg your pardon, that is not customary, passionately interrupted Miss Lethwait. I could not accept anything of the kind.

Then I believe you will find this correct, said Jane, placing a ten-pound note and a sovereign on the table. And Miss Lethwait after a moments hesitation took them up.

I am sorry to have incurred your displeasure, Lady Jane, she said, her anger subsiding. Perhaps you will think better of me sometime.

The tone, in spite of herself, was one of deprecation. It grated on Jane Chesneys ear. She raised her haughty eyelids, and bent on the governess one long look of condemnation.

Never, she answered, with more temper than she had hitherto shown. Your duties in this house are ended, Miss Lethwait. Any assistance that you may require in packing, I beg you will ring for. And I would prefer  I would very much prefer, that you should not see Lady Lucy before your departure.

Sent out of the house like a dog! murmured the unlucky governess to her own rebellious spirit. But the tables may be turned; yes, they may be turned ere many months have gone by!

Jane moved her hand and bowed her from her presence, coldly civil, grandly courteous. She vouchsafed no other leave-taking, and the governess went forth from her presence, her cheeks hot and scarlet. Not many times in her life had that scarlet dyed the face of Eliza Lethwait.

Outside the door she paused in indecision. In spite of all that had passed, she was not deficient in maidenly reticence, and to search out Lord Oakburn went against her. But it was necessary he should know of this dismissal, if the past nights offer were to be regarded as an earnest one.

She went swiftly down the stairs and found the earl in the small apartment that Lucy had called his smoking-room. He would go there sometimes in a morning if he had letters to write. The earl was seated, leaning over an open letter, his stick lying on the table beside it. He looked up when she entered.

Lady Jane has dismissed me, Lord Oakburn.

She spoke in no complaining tone, in no voice of anger. Rather in sadness, as if she had merited the dismissal. The earl did not take in the sense of the words; he had been buried in a reverie, and it seemed that he could not at once awake from it.

What? cried he.

I am sorry to say that Lady Jane has dismissed me, she repeated.

Whats that for? he demanded, awaking fully to the words now, and his voice and his stick were alike raised.

Lady Jane did not explain. She called me in, told me I could not remain, and that she wished me to depart at once. I could not leave the house without telling you, Lord Oakburn, and  and  if you please  giving you my address. I shall go to my fathers.

Shiver my timbers if you shall go out of my house in this way! stormed the earl, striking his stick on the table. My Lady Janes a cool hand when she chooses, I know; but you have a right to proper warning.

Miss Lethwait extended her hand, and exhibited the money in its palm.

Lady Jane has not forgotten to give me the warnings substitute, she said, with a proud, bitter smile.

Then, hark you, my dear! I am the houses master, and Ill let my lady know that I am. You shall not

Stay, Lord Oakburn  I beg your pardon, she interrupted. I could not remain in the house in defiance of Lady Jane. You have not thought, perhaps, how impossible it would be for one in my subordinate capacity to enter the lists of opposition against her. Indeed it could not be.

Lord Oakburn growled. But he made no answer. Possibly the sense of the argument was forcing itself upon him.

You belong to me, now, he presently said. I wont have you turned out like this.

I shall be happier at home, she resumed. In any case, I must have left shortly, if  if  I mean, she broke off, stammering and hesitating, for she did not like openly to allude to her new prospects until they were more assured I must have left your roof before

Before you re-enter it as my wife, interposed the earl, calming down. Be it so. I dont know but you are right. And when you do enter it, it will be your turn, you know, to lord it over my Lady Jane.  

Miss Lethwait felt that Lady Jane was not one to allow her or anybody else to lord it over her; and a dark shade seemed to rise up in her mind and shadow forth a troubled future. A question from Lord Oakburn interrupted the vision.

When shall you be ready?

In an hours time, she answered. I have not much luggage to put up.

Not for leaving here, cried the earl, correcting her mistake somewhat hotly. When shall you be ready for the splicing?

The splicing? she faltered.

For the marriage. Dont you understand? In a week?

Oh, Lord Oakburn! Putting other and weightier considerations aside, I could not be ready in a week.

What are the weighty considerations?

The  the seemliness  the fitness of things, she answered, growing rather nervous. My preparations would take me some weeks, Lord Oakburn.

Preparations take some weeks! echoed the earl, opening his eyes in astonishment. What, for a wedding? I never heard of such a thing. Why, I could fit out my sea-chest in a day for a three-years cruise! What dye mean, Miss Lethwait?

Miss Lethwait did not feel equal to disputing the outfitting point with him. All that could be settled later. She gave him her fathers address at his country vicarage, Twifford; and Lord Oakburn told her he should be at it almost as soon as she was.

Then, now that I have told you, I will hasten my departure, she said, drawing aside the velvet curtain for her exit. Lady Jane will not be pleased if I linger. Fare you well, Lord Oakburn.

Yes, I suppose its better that you should go, acquiesced the earl. I dont mean to tell her, you see, until its all over. Just come here, my dear.

She went up to him. She supposed he had something particular to say to her; some direction to tender.

Just give me a kiss.

The gallant peer had not risen, and she would have to stoop to his up-turned face. It was certainly reversing the general order of such things. For a single moment her whole spirit rose up in rebellion; the next, she had bent her face passively to his.

With his single kiss upon her lips, with the red blood dyeing her brow, with a choking sob of emotion, she went from his presence and ascended to her chamber. Lucy ran out from the adjoining one ere she could enter it. The child, who had grown fond of her governess in spite of the dreadful German exercises, threw her arms round her.

Oh, was it not a charming party! I wish we could have one every night! And how good you are, Miss Lethwait, to give me holiday to-day. What are you going to do?

Lucy, dear, the holiday is not of my giving. I am going from you. I am not to teach you any longer. I shall have departed in an hours time.

Whats that for? exclaimed Lucy in very astonishment.

And then, and not until then, did it recur to Miss Lethwaits remembrance that Lady Jane had desired her not to see Lucy before she left. The request had brought its sting to Miss Lethwait: had her ladyship feared she would contaminate the child?  but she had never meant to disobey it. There was no help for it now.

Are you not going to be my governess any longer? questioned Lucy.

I am sorry to have mentioned this, Lucy, she murmured in contrition. I ought not to have spoken to you. Will you kindly tell Lady Jane that I spoke in inadvertence, not intentionally; and that I am sorry to have done so?

But, Miss Lethwait

But I cannot tell you anything, was the interruption of the governess. It may chance, my dear, that we shall meet again at some future time. I am not sure. What seems certain one day vanishes the next. But you may believe one thing, Lucy  that I shall always love you.

She put the pretty arms away from her, and bolted herself into her chamber. Lucy flew to the breakfast-room. It was in the hands of the servants: it had been the supper-room of the previous night.

Wheres Lady Jane? asked the child, surveying the dibris before her with interest.

The servants did not know, unless her ladyship was in the small drawing-room, and Lucy went to the small drawing-room in search of her.

Jane was there. She had been shut in there quietly with her housekeeping book since the dismissal of the governess; but she had risen now to go to Lord Oakburn.

Oh, Jane! Is Miss Lethwait really going?

Yes, calmly replied Jane.

Why? I am so sorry.

Hush, Lucy.

But youll tell me why, Jane? What has she done?

You must not ask, my dear. These things do not concern you. I will take your lessons myself until I can find some one to fill Miss Lethwaits place, more suitable than she is.

But Jane

I cannot tell you anything more, Lucy, was the peremptory answer. It is enough for you to know that Miss Lethwait is discharged, and that she quits the house to-day. I am very sorry that she ever entered it.

Leaving the little girl standing there, Jane went down to Lord Oakburn. He was seated in just the same position as when interrupted by Miss Lethwait: himself in a reverie, and the open letter before him.

Jane drew the velvet curtain close, and told him she had been discharging the governess. She found that she was unsuitable for her charge, was all the explanation she gave. Jane had taken her knitting in her hand, and she sat with her eyes bent upon it while she spoke; never raising them; saying as little as she possibly could say. It was terribly unpleasant to Jane to mention that name to her father, after what she had seen in that very room on the previous night.

The earl made no interruption. It may be, that Jane had feared she knew not what of question and objection; but he heard her in silence. He never said a word until she had finished, and then not much.

It was rather cool of you to dismiss her without warning, my lady. Harsh measures.

A rosy flush tinged Janes delicate features. I think not, papa.

As you please, returned the earl. And now whats to be done about Clarice?

The question took her by surprise. Lord Oakburn pointed to the open letter.

I got this letter this morning, Jane. We have been mistaken in supposing that it was Clarice who went to Canada. It was another Miss Beauchamp.

Oh yes, papa, I know it, returned Jane in much distress, as she reverted to the disappointment imparted by Mr. Vaughan. I begin  I begin to despair of finding her.

Then you are a simpleton for your pains, retorted the earl. Despair of finding her! What next? She has gone on the Continent with some family, and is put down in their passport as the governess; thats what it is. Despair of finding her, indeed! I shall go off to that governess-agency, and ask what they meant by leading us to believe that it was the same Miss Beauchamp.

In his hot haste, his impulsive temper, the earl rose and departed there and then, hurling no end of anathemas at the unlucky Pompey, who could not at the first moment, in the general disarrangement, lay his hands on his masters hat. And ere the sun was high at noon, the governess had quitted the house, as governess, for ever.


CHAPTER XXXII.

AS IRON ENTERING INTO THE SOUL.

THE Earl of Oakburn was in a bustle. The earl was one of those people who always are in a bustle when starting upon a journey, be it ever so short a one. He was going on a visit to Sir James Marden at Chesney Oaks, and he was putting himself into commotion over it.

To Janes surprise he had announced an intention not to take Pompey. Jane wondered how he would get on without that faithful and brow beaten follower, if only in the light of an object to roar at; and when she asked the earl his reason for not taking him, he had civilly replied that it was no business of hers. Jane felt sorry for the decision, for she believed Pompey to be essential to her fathers comforts; and she knew the earl, with all his temper, liked the old servant, and was glad to have him about him; but otherwise Jane attached no importance to the matter. So the earl was driven to Paddington, and Pompey, after seeing his master and his carpet-bag safely in an express train, returned with the carriage to Portland Place.

Jane Chesney was a little busy on her own score just now, for she was seeking a governess to replace Miss Lethwait; one who should prove to be a more desirable inmate than that lady had been. Jane blamed herself greatly for not having inquired more minutely into Miss Lethwaits antecedents. She had been, as she thought now, too much prepossessed in her favour at first sight, had taken her too entirely upon trust. That Jane would not err again on that score, her present occupation was proving  that of searching out the smallest details in connection with the lady now recommended to her, a Miss Snow. Not many days yet had Miss Lethwait quitted the house, but Jane had forcibly put her out of remembrance. Never, willingly, would she think again upon one, whose conduct in that one particular, the episode to which Jane had been a witness the night of the party, had been so entirely unseemly.

Lord Oakburn was whirled along that desirable line for travellers, the Great Western. In the opposite corner of the comfortable carriage there happened to be another old naval commander sitting, and the terms that the two got upon were so good, that his lordship could not believe his eyes when he saw the well-known station at Pembury, or believe that they had already reached it.

He had, however, to part with his new acquaintance, for Pembury station was his alighting point. He found Sir James Mardens carriage waiting for him, a sort of mail phaeton, Sir James himself, a little man with a yellow face, seated on the box-seat. The earl and his carpet-bag were duly installed in it, and Sir James drove out of the station.

As they were proceeding up the street to take the avenue for Chesney Oaks,  the pleasant avenue, less green now than it had been in spring, which wound through the park to the house,  a small carriage, drawn by a pair of beautiful ponies, came rapidly down upon them. Not more beautiful in their way, those ponies, than were the ladies seated in the carriage. Two gay, lovely ladies, laughing and talking with each other, their veils and their streamers and their other furbelows, flying behind them in the wind. The one, driving, was Colonel Mardens wife, and she was about to rein in and greet Sir James, when her companion, with a half-smothered cry and a sudden paleness displacing the rich bloom on her cheeks, seized the reins and sent the ponies onward at a gallop. It was Lady Laura Carlton.

Holloa! exclaimed Sir James, what was that for?

Lord Oakburn, in his surprise, had started up in the phaeton. About the last person he had been thinking of was Laura, and Pembury was about the last place he would have expected to see her in. The fact was, Laura had recently met Mrs. Marden at a friends house near Great Wennock; the two ladies had struck up a sudden friendship, and Laura had come back with her for a few days visit.

She was evidently scared at the sight of one of us, and Im sure I never met her before to my knowledge, cried Sir James, alluding to the lady seated with Mrs. Marden. Do you know her, Lord Oakburn?

Know her! repeated the earl rather explosively. Im sorry to say I do know her, sir. She is an ungrateful daughter of mine, who ran away from home to be married to a fellow, and never asked my leave.

It must be Lady Laura Carlton! quickly exclaimed Sir James Marden.

It is, said the earl. And I assure you Id give a great deal out of my pocket if she were Lady Laura Anybody-else.

Youll have to forgive her, I suppose. What a handsome girl she is!

No, I shant have to forgive her, returned the earl, much offended at the suggestion. I dont intend to forgive her.

Brave words, no doubt. But who knows what would have come of the interview had that pony-carriage been allowed to stop? It might have been a turning-point in Lauras life, might have led to a reconciliation  for Lord Oakburns bark was worse than his bite, and he loved his children. But Laura Carlton, in her startled fear at seeing him so close to her, had herself given the check and the impetus, and the opportunity was gone for ever.

What brings her at Pembury? growled the earl, as they drove through the park.

I cant tell, replied Sir James. I conclude she must be visiting at my brothers.

I didnt know she was acquainted with them, was the earls comment. Forgive a clandestine marriage! No, never!

Brave words again of Lord Oakburns! Clandestine marriages are not good in themselves, and they often work incalculable evil, entailing embarrassing consequences on more than one generation. But the condemnation would have come with better grace from another than Lord Oakburn, seeing that he was contemplating something of the sort on his own account.

He slept one night at Chesney Oaks, and then concluded his visit. Sir James Marden was surprised and vexed at the abrupt termination. He set it down to the unwelcome presence of the earls rebellious daughter at Pembury, and pressed Lord Oakburns hand at parting, and begged him to come again shortly, at a more convenient season.

But most likely Lord Oakburn had never intended a longer stay. The probabilities were  its hard, you know, to have to write it of a middle-aged earl, a member of the sedate and honourable Upper House  that he had only taken Chesney Oaks as a blind to his daughters on his way to Miss Lethwait. For his real visit was to her.

Chesney Oaks was situated in quite an opposite part of the kingdom to Twifford Vicarage, but by taking advantage of cross lines, Lord Oakburn contrived to reach Twifford late that same night. He did not intrude on them until the following morning. The house, a low one, covered with ivy, was small and unpretending, but exceedingly picturesque; its garden was beautiful, and the birds made their nests and sang in the clustering trees that surrounded the lawn and flowers.

In features they were very much alike, but in figure no two could be much more dissimilar than the father and daughter. The Vicar was a little shrunken man, particularly timid in manner; his daughter magnificent as a queen. If she had looked queenly in the handsomely proportioned rooms of the earls town house, how much more did she appear so in the miniature little parlour of the Vicarage.

Lord Oakburn entered upon his business in his usual blunt fashion. He had come down, he said, to make acquaintance with Mr. Lethwait, and to know when the wedding was to be.

The Vicar replied by stating that Eliza had told him all. And he, the father, was deeply sensible of the honour done her by the Earl of Oakburn, and that he himself should be proud and pleased to see her his wife; but that he felt scruples upon the point, as did Eliza. He felt that her entrance into the family might be very objectionable to the earls daughters.

And, knowing what you do know of the earl, you may be sure that that speech was the signal for an outburst. He poured forth a torrent of angry eloquence in his peculiar manner, so completely annihilating every argument but his own, that the timid clergyman never dared to utter another word of objection. The earl must have it his own way: as it had been pretty sure from the first he would have it.

Eliza has been a good and dutiful daughter, my lord, said the Vicar, who in his retired life, his humble home, had hardly ever been brought into contact with one of the earls social degree. My living has been very small, and my expenses have been inevitably large  that is, large for one in my position. The last years of my wifes life were years of illness; she suffered from a complaint that required constant medical attendance and expensive nourishment, and Eliza was to us throughout almost as a guardian angel. Every penny she could spare from her own absolute expenses, she sent to us. She has put up with undesirable places, where discomforts were great, the insults hard to be borne, and would not throw herself out, lest we might suffer. She has been a good daughter, he emphatically added; she will, I hesitate not to say it, make a good wife. And if only your lordships daughters will

Another interrupting burst from his lordship: his daughters had nothing to do with it, and he did not intend that they should have. And the Vicar was finally silenced.

The earl did things like nobody else. He had spent the best part of his life at sea, and shore ideas and proprieties were still almost to him as a closed book. In discussing the arrangements of the marriage with Miss Lethwait  for he compelled her to discuss them, and he did it in a perfectly matter-of-fact manner, just as he might have discussed a debate in the Lords  she found herself obliged to hint, as he did not, that a tour, long or short, inland or foreign, as might be agreeable, was usually deemed necessary on that auspicious occasion. The earl could not be brought to see it; did not understand it. What on earth was the matter with his house at home that they could not proceed direct to it on their wedding-day? he demanded. Were there a brig at hand they might enjoy a months cruise in her, and hed say something to it, or even a well-built yacht; but he hated land travelling, and was not going to encounter it.

Miss Lethwait thought of the horrors of sea-sickness, and left the brig and the yacht to drop into abeyance. Neither dared she, in the timidity of her new position, urge the tour further upon him; but she did shrink from being taken home to the midst of his daughters on the marriage day.

On the following day the earl went back to town, Miss Lethwait having succeeded in postponing the period of their marriage until October.

September was a busy month with Jane Chesney. The term for which they had engaged their present furnished residence was expiring, and Lord Oakburn took on lease one of the neighbouring houses in Portland Place.

Jane was in her element. Choosing furniture and planning out arrangements for their new home was welcome work, all being done with one primary object  the comfort of her father. The best rooms were appropriated to him, the best things were placed in them. Jane thought how happy they should be together, she and her father, in this settled homestead. They did not intend to go out of town that year: why should they? they had only a few months ago entered it. Custom? Fashion? The earl did not understand custom, and fashion was a foreign vessel to him. Jane only cared for what he cared.

They moved into the house the last week in September, Jane anxious with loving thoughts still. But for the mysterious and prolonged absence of Clarice, she would have been thoroughly and completely happy. Miss Snow was proving an efficient governess for Lucy, and Jane had leisure on her hands. The unpleasant episode in the reign of the last governess, Eliza Lethwait, had nearly faded from Jane Chesneys memory. She no more dreamt of connecting that condemned lady with certain occasional short absences of the earl in the country, than she dreamt of attributing them to visits paid to the Great Mogul.

The first week in October came in, and the evenings were growing wintry. Lord Oakburn had been away from home three days, and Jane, who had just got the house into nice condition, and was resting from her labours, had leisure to feel ill. Not actually ill, perhaps; but anything but well. She had felt so all day; a sick shivery feeling that she could not account for; a depressed sensation, as of some approaching evil. Do coming events thus cast their shadows before? There are those who tell us that they do so. Not in that way, however, was Jane Chesney superstitious, nor did she think of attributing her sensations to any such mystical cause.

She felt out of sorts, she said to Lucys governess, and supposed she had caught cold.

Causing a fire to be lighted in her dressing-room, a little snuggery on the second floor adjoining her bedroom, she resolved to make herself comfortable there for the evening. She ordered the tea-tray to be brought up, and sent a message for Miss Snow and Lucy.

Miss Snow, a little, lively, warm-mannered woman, the very reverse of the dignified Miss Lethwait, was full of trifling cares for Lady Jane. She threw a warm shawl on her shoulders, she insisted on wrapping her feet in flannel as they rested on the footstool before the fire, and she asked permission to make and pour out the tea.

Judith was at that moment bringing in the tea-tray. Judith  Im sure I forget whether this has been mentioned before  had taken the place of own maid to Jane and Lucy when the change occurred in their fortunes. Jane valued her greatly, and the girl deserved it.

A gentleman has called to inquire when the earl will be at home, my lady, she said, as she put down the tray. He wishes very particularly to see him.

Im sure I dont know, said Jane rather listlessly. Who is it?

It is that same gentleman who has been here occasionally on Sir James Mardens business, replied Judith. I heard him say to Wilson as I came through the hall that he had a communication from Chesney Oaks which he wished the earl to see as soon as possible. Wilson asked me if I would bring the message to your ladyship.

Jane turned her head in some slight surprise. A communication from Chesney Oaks? she repeated. But papa is at Chesney Oaks. You can tell the gentleman so, Judith.

No, Jane, papas not at Chesney Oaks, interposed Lucy, who was dancing about the room with her usual restlessness. If he had been going to Chesney Oaks he would have gone from Paddington, wouldnt he?

Well? said Jane.

Well, he went to Kings Cross.

How do you know? asked Jane.

Lucy gave a deprecatory glance at Miss Snow ere she entered on her confession. She had run out to her papa after he was in the carriage for a last kiss, and heard Pompey give the order to the coachman, Kings Cross Station.

Jane shook her head. You must have been mistaken, Lucy, she said. I asked papa whether he was going to Chesney Oaks, and he  he    Jane stopped a moment in recollection he nodded his head in the affirmative. It must have meant the affirmative, she added slowly, as if debating the point with herself. I am sure he is at Chesney Oaks.

Shall I inquire of the coachman, my lady? asked Judith. He is downstairs.

Yes, do, replied Jane. And you can tell the gentleman, Sir James Mardens agent, that I expect Lord Oakburn home daily until I see him. He seldom remains away above three days.

Judith went down on her errand, and came up again. Lucy was right. The coachman had driven his master to Kings Cross Station: the coachman further said that it was to Kings Cross Station he had driven his master on his recent absences. Jane wondered. She was not aware that Lord Oakburn knew any one on that line. This time he had taken Pompey with him.

Miss Snow busied herself with the tea; Lucy talked; Jane sat in listless idleness. And thus the time went on until a loud knock and ring resounded through the house. Jane lifted her eyes to the clock on the mantel-piece, and saw that it wanted ten minutes to nine.

Visitors to-night! she exclaimed, in vexation.

Dont admit them, Lady Jane, spoke up Miss Snow impulsively, in her sympathy for Lady Jane. You are not well enough to see them.

Lucy had escaped from the room, and Miss Snow caught her at the dignified pastime of listening. Stretched over the balustrades as far as she could stretch, her ears and eyes were riveted to what was going on in the hall below. The governess administered a sharp reprimand, and ordered her to come away. But Lucy was absorbed, and altogether ignored both Miss Snow and the mandate.

Do you hear me speak to you, Lady Lucy? Must I come for you?

Lucy drew away now, but not, as it appeared, in obedience to the governess. Her face wore a puzzled look of surprise, and she went back to the room on tiptoe.

Jane, said she, scarcely above her breath, Jane, what do you think? It is papa and Miss Lethwait.

Jane turned round on her chair. What nonsense, Lucy! Miss Lethwait!

It is indeed, Jane. It looks just as though papa had brought her on a visit, and theres some luggage coming into the hall. Miss Lethwait

It cannot be Miss Lethwait, sharply interrupted Lady Jane, her tone betraying annoyance at the very mistake.

Yes, it is Miss Lethwait, persisted Lucy. She is dressed so well!  in a rich damask dress and a white bonnet, and an Indian shawl with a gold border. It is just like that Indian shawl of mammas that you never remove from the drawer and never wear, because you say; it puts you too much in mind of her.

Lucy, you must certainly be dreaming! reiterated Jane. Miss Lethwait would never dare to step inside our house again. If

Jane stopped. Wilson the footman had come up the stairs and his face wore a blank look.

I beg your pardon, my lady: the earl has arrived.

Well? said Jane.

He ordered me to come up to you, my lady, and ask whether there was nobody to receive him and  and  Lady Oakburn.

Bade you ask WHAT? demanded Jane, bending her haughty eyelids on the servant.

My lady, returned the man, thinking he would repeat the words as they were given to him, and then perhaps he should escape anger, what his lordship said was this: Go up and see where they are, and ask whats the reason that nobody is about, to receive Lady Oakburn. Those were the exact words, my lady.

Is it my aunt, the Dowager Lady Oakburn? asked Jane in wonder.

It is Miss Lethwait, my lady. That is to say, she was Miss Lethwait when she lived here.

Lucy was right, then! A ghastly hue overspread the face of Jane Chesney. Not at the unhappy fact  which as yet, strange to say, had not dawned on her mind  but at the insult offered to her by this re-entrance of the governess into their house. Who was she, this Eliza Lethwait, that she should come again, and beard her in her home? Had he, her father, brought her  brought her on a visit, as surmised by Lucy?

The footman had already gone down again. Jane flung aside Miss Snows wrapperings and prepared to descend. The governess had stood in a state of puzzled amazement, wondering what it all meant. On the stairs Jane encountered Judith. The girl was paler than usual, and very grave.

My lady, she whispered, arresting Janes progress, do you know what has occurred?

I know that that person whom I turned from my house has dared to intrude into it again, answered Lady Jane in her wrath, speaking far more openly than it was her custom to speak before a servant. But she shall not remain in it; no, not for an hour. Let me pass, Judith.

Oh, my lady, hear the worst before you go in; before you enter upon a contest with her that perhaps she would gain, implored Judith, in her eager sympathy for her mistress. My lord has married her, and has brought her home.

Jane fell against the wall and looked at Judith, a pitiable expression of helplessness on her face. The girl resumed:

Pompey says they were married yesterday morning; were married by Miss Lethwaits father in his own church. He says, my lady, he finds it is to Miss Lethwaits the earl has gone lately when he has been absent from town; not to Chesney Oaks.

Support me, Judith, was the feeble prayer of the unhappy daughter.

Utterly sick and faint was she, and but for Judiths help she would have fallen. She sunk down on the friendly stairs, and let her head rest on them until the faintness had passed. Then she rose, staggering, and went on with what feeble strength was left her.

I must know the worst, she moaned. I must know the worst.

Lucy, wondering and timid, stole into the drawing-room after her. Standing by its fire, her face turned to the door in expectation, was she who had quitted the house as Miss Lethwait, only six or seven weeks before. Janes eyes fell on her dress, as mentioned by Lucy, the rich sweeping silk, the pretty white bonnet, and the costly shawl  their own mothers shawl! taken by the earl from its resting-place to bestow on his new bride. Womans mind is a strange compound of strength and littleness; and to see that shawl on her shoulders brought to Janes heart perhaps the keenest pang of all. The earl was striding the room; his stick, suspiciously restless, coming down loudly with each step. He confronted his two daughters.

So! here you are at last! And nothing ready, that I see, in the shape of welcome. Not so much as tea laid! Whats the reason, Lady Jane?

We did not expect you, replied Jane in low tones, her back turned on the ex-governess.

You had my letter. Wasnt it plain enough?

I have not received any letter.

Not received any letter! By Jove! Ill prosecute the post office! Girls, with a flourish of his hand towards his wife heres your new mother, Lady Oakburn. You dont want a letter to welcome her.

It seemed that Jane, at any rate, wanted something, if not a letter. She persistently ignored the presence of the lady, keeping her face turned to her father. But when she tried to address him, no sound issued from her white and quivering lips. The new countess came forward, and humbly, deprecatingly, held out her hand to Jane.

Lady Jane, I implore you, let there be peace between us. Suffer me to sue for it. It has pleased Lord Oakburn to make me his wife; but indeed I have not come here to interfere with his daughters privileges or to sow dissension in their home. Try to like me, Lady Jane! It will not be difficult to me to love you.

Jane wheeled round, her white lips trembling, her face blazing with scorn.

Like you! she repeated, her voice, in her terrible emotion, rising to a hiss. Like you! Can we like the serpent that entwines its deadly coils around its victim? You have brought your arts to bear on my unsuspicious father, and torn him from his children. As you have dealt with us, Eliza Lethwait, may you so be dealt with when your turn shall come!

The countess drew back in agitation. She laid her hand on Lucy.

You at least will let me love you, Lucy! I loved you when I was with you, and I will endeavour to be to you a second mother. This entrance into your home is as embarrassing and painful to me as to you.

Lucy burst into tears as she received the kiss pressed upon her lips. She had liked Miss Lethwait very much, but she did not like her to bring upon them this discomfort.

The earl and his stick, neither of them quite so brave as usual, went off to take refuge in the small room that they had made the library; glad, perhaps, if the truth could be known, that he had a refuge just then in which to hide himself.

Its new lines to them yet, Eliza, he called out as he went, for the benefit of his rebellious daughters. To Jane especially. They havent their sea-legs on at present; but it will be all right in a day or two. Or you shall ask them the reason why.

An exceedingly smart ladys-maid brushed past the earl, brushed past Jane, and addressed her mistress, with whom she had arrived.

Your chamber is in order now, my lady, and what you will want to-night unpacked. I thought your ladyship might like a fire, and have had one lighted.

The countess passed from the room, glad as the earl, perhaps, to make her escape. Jane grasped a chair in her heart-sickness.

Oh, reader! surely you can feel for her! She was hurled without warning from the post of authority in her fathers home, in which she had been mistress for years; she was hurled from the chief place in her fathers heart. One whom she regarded as in every way beneath her, whom she disliked and despised, over whom she had held control, was exalted into her place; raised over her. She might have borne that bitterness; not patiently, but still she might have borne it: but what she could not bear was that another should become more to her father than she was. He whom she had so revered and loved, he in whom her very life had been bound up, had now taken to himself an idol  and Jane henceforth was nothing.

She dragged her aching limbs back to her dressing-room and cowered down before the fire with a low moan. Judith found her there. The girl had a letter in her hand.

My lady, Pompeys nearly out of his mind with alarm. He says hed rather run away back to Africa than that his fault should become known to his master. My lord gave him a letter to post for you yesterday, and he forgot it, and has just found it in his pocket.

Jane mechanically stretched out her hand for the letter; mechanically opened it. It was short and pithy.

DEAR JANE,  I married Miss Lethwait this morning, and we shall be home to tea to-morrow; have things ship-shape. You behaved ill to her when she was with us, and she felt it keenly, but youll take care to steer clear of that quicksand for the future; for remember shes my wife now, and will be the mistress of my home.



Your affectionate father, 

OAKBURN.



Jane crushed the letter in her hand and let her head fall, a convulsive sob that rose in her throat from time to time alone betraying her anguish. If ever iron entered into the soul of woman, it had surely entered into that of Jane Chesney.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

BACK AT THE OLD HOME.

THEY stood together in the library  the earl and his daughter Jane. The morning sun streamed in at the window, playing on the fair smooth hair of Jane, showing all too conspicuously the paleness of her cheek, the utter misery of her countenance. The earl, looking bluff and uncomfortable, paced the carpet restlessly, his stick, for a wonder, lying unheeded in a corner.

It was their first meeting since the moment of his return the previous night. Ah, what a night it had been for Jane! Never for an instant had she closed her eyes. As she went to bed, so she rose; not having once lost consciousness of the blow that had been dealt out to her.

She had heard the earl go into the library, after his breakfast. He had taken it with the countess and Lucy. And Jane, hastily drinking the cup of tea brought to her, which had stood neglected until it was cold, went down and followed him in.

Not to reproach him; not to cast a word of indignation on the usurping countess; simply to speak of herself, and what her future course must be.

This is no longer a home for me, papa, she quietly began, striving to subdue all outward token of emotion, of the bitter pain that was struggling within her. I think you must see that it is not. Will you help me to another?

Dont talk nonsense, Jane, said the earl testily, wishing he was breasting the waves in a hurricane off the Cape, rather than in this dilemma. It will all smooth down in a few days, if youll only let it do so.

Jane lifted her eyes to him, a whole world of anguish in their depths. I could not stop here, she said in low tones, quite painful from their earnestness. Papa, it would kill me.

And it seemed as if it really would kill her. Lord Oakburn grunted something unintelligible, and looked uncommonly ill-at-ease.

You must let me go away, papa. Perhaps you will help me to another home?

What home? Where dye want to go? he crossly asked.

I have been thinking that I could go to South Wennock, she said. I cannot remain in London. The house at South Wennock has not let since we left it; it is lying useless, with its furniture; and, now that winter is approaching, it will not be likely to let. Suffer me to go back to it.

Lord Oakburn took a few strides up and down without reply. Jane stood, as before, near the table, one hand leaning on it, as if for support.

Its the most rubbishing folly in the world, Jane! Youd be as comfortable at home as ever you were, if youd only bring your mind to it. Do you suppose she has come into the house to make things unpleasant for us? You dont know her, if you think that. But there!  have it your own way! If youd like to go back to South Wennock for the winter, you can do so.

Thank you, answered Jane, with a suppressed sob. You will allow me sufficient to live upon, papa?

Ill see about that, said the earl testily. Let me know what you want, and Ill do what I can.

I should like to remain in it, papa: to make it my home for life.

Stuff, Jane! Before you have been there six months youll be glad to come back to us.

You will let me take Lucy, papa?

No; Ill be shot if I do! returned the earl, raising his voice in choler. I dont approve of your decamping off at all, though I give in to it; but I will never permit Lucy to share in such rebellion. You neednt say more, Jane. If my other daughters leave me, I will keep her.

Jane sighed as she gave up the thought of Lucy. She moved from the table, and held out her hand.

Good-bye, papa. I shall go to-day.

Short work, my young lady, was the answer. Youll come to see the folly of your whim speedily, I hope.

He shook hands with her. But, in his vexation and annoyance, he did not offer to kiss her, and he did not say Good-bye. Perhaps he felt vexed at himself as much as at Jane.

She went up to her room. Judith was busy at the dressing-table, and a maid was making the bed. Jane motioned to the latter to quit the chamber.

I am going back to South Wennock, Judith, to live at the old house on the Rise. I leave for it to-day. Would you like to go, and remain with me?

Judith looked too surprised to speak. She was dusting a glass toilette-bottle at the moment, and she laid it down in wonder. Jane continued.

If you do not wish to go with me, I suppose you can remain here with Lady Lucy. They will want a maid for her, unless Lady Oakburns is to attend upon her. That can be ascertained.

I will go with you, my lady, said Judith.

I shall be glad if you will. But mine will be a very quiet household. Only you and another, at the most.

I would prefer to go with you, my lady.

Then, Judith, let us hasten with the preparations. We must be away from this house to-day.

Scarcely had she spoken when Lucy came dancing in, her cheeks and her eyes glowing.

Oh, Jane! I hope we shall all be happy together! she exclaimed. I think we can be. Lady Oakburn is so kind. She means to get Miss Snow a nice situation, and to teach me herself. She says she will not entrust my education to any one else.

I am going away, Lucy, said Jane, drawing the little girl to her. I wish  I wish I could have had you with me! But papa will not

Going away? repeated Lucy. Where?

I am going back to South Wennock to live there.

Oh, Jane! And to leave papa! What will he do without you? A spasm crossed over Jane Chesneys face. He has some one else now, Lucy.

Lucy burst into tears. And I, Jane! What shall I do? You have never been away from me in all my life!

A struggle with herself, and then Janes tears burst forth. For the first time since the blow had descended. She laid her face on Lucys neck, and sobbed aloud.

Only for a few moments did she suffer herself to indulge in grief. I cannot afford this, child, she said; I have neither time nor emotion to spare to-day. You must leave me, or I shall not be ready. Lucy went down, her face wet with tears. Lady Oakburn, who seemed to be taking to her new home with its duties quite naturally, was sorting some of Lucys music in the drawing-room. She looked just as she had looked as Miss Lethwait; but she wore this morning a beautiful dress of lama, shot with blue and gold, and a lace cap of guipure. Lucys noisy entrance and noisy grief caused her to turn abruptly.

My dear child, what is the matter?  

Jane is going away, was the sobbing answer.

Going away! echoed the countess, not understanding.

Yes, she is going back to live at South Wennock, she says. She and Judith are packing up to go to-day.

Lady Oakburn was as one struck dumb. For a minute she could neither stir nor speak. Self-reproach was taking possession of her.

Does your papa know of this, Lucy?

Oh yes, I think so, sobbed Lucy. Jane said she had asked papa to let me go with her, and he would not.

Lady Oakburn quitted the room and went in search of the earl. He was in the library still, pacing it with his stick now  the stick having just menaced poor Pompeys head, who had come in with a message.

Lucy tells me that Lady Jane is about to leave, began the countess. Oh, Lord Oakburn, it is as I feared! I would almost rather have died than come here to sow dissension in your house. Can nothing be done?

No, it cant, said the earl. When Janes determined upon a thing, she is determined. Its the fault of the family, my lady; as youll find when you have been longer in it.

But, Lord Oakburn  

My dear, look here. All the talking in the world wont alter it, and Id rather hear no more upon the subject. Jane will go to South Wennock; but I dare say shell come to her senses before she has lived there many months.

Did a recollection cross the earls mind of another of his daughters, of whom he had used the self-same words? Clarice! She would come to her senses, he said, if left alone. But it seemed she had not come to them yet.

Lady Oakburn, more grieved, more desolate than can well be imagined, for she was feeling herself a wretched interloper, in her lively consciousness, went up to Janes room and knocked at the door. Jane was alone then. She was standing before a chest of drawers, taking out its contents. The countess was agitated, even to tears.

Oh, Lady Jane, do not inflict this unhappiness upon me! I wish I had never entered the house, if the consequences are to involve your leaving it.

Jane turned, and stood, calm, impassive, scarcely deigning to raise her haughty eyelids.

You should have thought of consequences before, madam.

If you could know how very far from my thoughts it would be to presume in any way upon my position! continued the countess imploringly. If you would consent to be still the mistress of the house, Lady Jane

I beg your pardon, interrupted Jane in haughty tones of reproof, as if she would recall her to common sense. My time is very short, she continued: may I request to be left alone?

Lady Oakburn saw there was no help for it  no remedy; and she turned to leave the room with a gesture of grief and pain. I can only pray that the time may come when you will know me better, Lady Jane. Believe me, I would rather have died than have been the means of turning you from your home.

Taking leave of none but Lucy and Miss Snow, Lady Jane left the house with Judith in the course of the afternoon. Lord Oakburn had gone out: his wife, Jane would not see. And in that impromptu manner Lady Jane returned to South Wennock, and took up her abode again in the old house, startling the woman who had charge of it.

The next day Jane wrote to her father. Her intention was to live as quietly as possible, she told him, keeping only two maids  Judith, to attend upon her personally, and a general servant  and a very modest sum indeed Jane named as an estimate of what it would cost her to live upon. But Lord Oakburn was more liberal, and exactly doubled it. In his answer he told her, her allowance would be at the rate of five hundred a year.

But the past trouble reacted upon Jane, and she became really ill. Mr. John Grey was called in to her. He found her sickness more of the mind than the body, and knew that time alone could work its cure.

My dear lady, if I were to undertake you as a patient I should only be robbing you, he said to her, at his second interview. Tonics? Well, you shall have some if you like; but your best tonic will be time.

She saw that he divined how cruel had been the blow of the earls marriage, the news of which had caused quite a commotion in South Wennock. Even this remote allusion to it Jane would have resented in some; but there was that about Mr. Grey that seemed to draw her to him as a friend. She sat at the table in the small square drawing-room  small, as compared with some of the rooms to which she had lately been accustomed  and leaned her cheek upon her hand. Mr. Grey was seated on the other side the hearth, opposite to her. It was growing towards evening, and the red blaze of the fire played on Janes pale face.

Yes, she acknowledged, it is time alone that can do much for me, I believe. I feel  I feel that I shall never be happy again. But I should like some tonic medicine, Mr. Grey.

You shall have it, Lady Jane. I fancy you are naturally not very strong.

Not very strong, perhaps. But I have hitherto enjoyed good health. Are there any changes in South Wennock? she continued, not sorry to quit the subject of self.

No, I think not, he answered; nothing in particular, that would interest you. A few people have died; a few have married: as is the case in all places.

Does Mr. Carlton get much practice? she asked, overcoming her repugnance to speak of that gentleman in her wish for some information as to how he and Laura were progressing.

He gets a great deal, said Mr. Grey. The fact is, quite a tide has set in against my brother, of which Mr. Carlton reaps the benefit.

I do not understand, said Jane.

People seem to have taken a dislike to my brother, on account of that unhappy affair in Palace Street, he explained. Or rather, I should say, to distrust him. In short, people wont have Mr. Stephen Grey to attend them any longer. If I cant go, they run for Mr. Carlton, and thus he has now a great many of our former patients. South Wennock is a terrible place for gossip; every one must interfere with his neighbours affairs. Just now, added Mr. John Grey, with a genial smile, the town is commenting on Lady Jane Chesneys having called me in, instead of Mr. Carlton, her sisters husband.

Jane shook her head. I dislike Mr. Carlton personally very much, she said. Had he never entered our family to sow dissension in it, I should still have disliked him. But this must be a great trouble to Mr. Stephen Grey.

It is a great annoyance. I wonder sometimes that Stephen puts up with it so patiently. It will come round in time, is all he says.

Has any clue been obtained to the unfortunate lady who died? asked Jane.

Not the slightest. She lies, poor thing, in the corner of St. Marks Churchyard, unclaimed and unknown.

But, has her husband never come forward to inquire after her? exclaimed Lady Jane, in wonder. It was said at the time, I remember, that he was travelling abroad. Surely he must have returned?

No one whatever has come forward, was Mr. Greys reply. Neither he nor any one else. In short, Lady Jane, but for that humble grave and the obloquy that has become the property of my brother Stephen, the whole affair might well seem a myth; a something that had only happened in a dream.

Does it not strike you as being altogether very singular? said Lady Jane, after a pause. The affair itself, I mean.

Very much so indeed. It so impressed me at the time of the occurrence; far more than it did my brother.

It would almost seem as though  as though the poor young lady had had no husband, concluded Lady Jane. If it be not uncharitable to the dead to say so.

That is the opinion I incline to, avowed Mr. John Grey. My brother, on the contrary, will not entertain it; he feels certain, he says, that in that respect things were as straight as they ought to be. But for one thing, I should adopt my opinion indubitably, and go on, as a natural sequence, to the belief that she herself introduced the fatal drops into the draught.

And that one thing  what is it? asked Jane, interested in spite of her own cares. But indeed the tragedy from the first had borne much interest for her  as it had for every one else in South Wennock.

The face that was seen on the stairs by Mr. Carlton.

But I thought Mr. Carlton maintained afterwards that he had not seen any face there  that it was a misapprehension of his own?

Rely upon it, Mr. Carlton did see a face there, Lady Jane. The impression conveyed to his mind at the moment was, that a face  let us say a mans  was there; and I believe it to have been a right one. The doubt arose to him afterwards with the improbability: and, for one thing, he may wish to believe that there was no one there, and to impress that belief upon others.

But why should he wish to do that? asked Jane.

Because he must be aware that it was very careless of him not to have put the matter beyond doubt at the time. To see a man hovering in that stealthy manner near a sick ladys room would be the signal for unearthing him to most medical attendants. It ought to have been so to Mr. Carlton; and he is no doubt secretly blaming himself for not having done it.

I thought he did search.

Yes, superficially. He carried out a candle and looked around. But he should have remained on the landing, and called to those below to bring lights, so as not to allow a chance of escape. Of course, he had no thought of evil at the time.

And you connect that man with the evil?

I do, said Mr. Grey, as he rose to leave. Theres not a shadow of doubt in my mind that that man was the author of Mrs. Cranes death,


CHAPTER XXXIV.

FREDERICK GREYS CROTCHET.

THAT a strong tide, flowing from one end of South Wennock to the other, had set in against Mr. Stephen Grey, was an indisputable fact. Immediately after the inquest on Mrs. Crane, public opinion had gone in his favour; people seemed ashamed of having suspected him of so fatal an error, and they made much of Mr. Stephen Grey. This continued for a week or two, and then the current changed. One insinuated a doubt, another insinuated a doubt; some said Mr. Stephen had been culpably negligent; others said he had taken too much champagne. And the current against the surgeon went flowing on until it threatened to engulf him in its angry torrent.

Another undoubted fact was, that a great inciter to this feeling was Mr. Carlton. It was he who did most towards fanning the flame. This was not generally known, for Mr. Carltons work was partially done in secret; but still it did in a measure ooze out, especially to the Greys. That Mr. Carltons motive must be that of increasing his own practice, was universally assumed; but it was a dishonest, underhand way of doing it, and it caused young Frederick Grey to boil over with indignation.

On a sofa in the house of Mr. Stephen Grey, lay a lady with a pale face and delicate features. It was Stephen Greys wife. She had just returned home after seven or eight months absence at the continental spas, whither she had gone with her sister, a wealthy widow, hoping to pick up renewed health; for she, Mrs. Grey suffered always from an affection of the spine.

Frederick was bending over her. The boy loved nothing so much on earth as his mother. He was narrating to her all the wonders, pleasant and unpleasant, that had occurred during her absence: the tragedy which had taken place in Palace Street, and its present consequences to Mr. Stephen Grey, naturally forming a principal topic. This had not been written of to Mrs. Grey. As well not disturb her with disagreeeble matters, Mr. Stephen had remarked at the time. She was growing excited over the recital, and she suddenly sat up, looking her son full in the face.

I cannot understand, Frederick. Either your papa did put the opium into the mixture

Prussic acid, mamma.

Prussic acid! What made my thoughts run upon opium?  talking of a sleeping draught, I suppose. Either your papa did put the prussic acid into the mixture, or he did not

Dearest mamma, do I not tell you that he did not? I watched him make it up; I watched every drop of everything he put into it. There was no more poison in that draught than there is in this glass of water at your elbow.

My dear, I do not dispute it: I should be excessively astonished to hear that your papa had been careless enough to do such a thing. What I want to know is this  with your testimony and your Uncle Johns combined, with the experience of years that they have had of your father, and with the favourable verdict of the coroners jury, why have people taken up this prejudice against him?

Because they are fools, logically answered Frederick. I dont suppose there are ten people in the place who would call in papa now. It makes Uncle John so mad!

It must give him a great deal of extra work, observed Mrs. Stephen Grey.

He is nearly worked off his legs. Some of our patients have gone over altogether to the enemy, Carlton. It is he who is the chief mover against papa. And he does it in such a sneaking, mean way. I am grieved to be called in to take the place of Mr. Stephen Grey, he says No man can more highly respect him than I do, or deplore more deeply the lamentable mistake. I cannot but think he will be cautious for the future: still, when the lives of those dear to us, our wives and children, are at stake

Mrs. Grey could not avoid an interrupting laugh, Frederick was imitating Mr. Carlton so quaintly.

How do you know he says this to people? she asked.

Plenty of them could bear testimony to the fact, mamma. And it does its work all too well.

And what is Mr. Carltons motive?

To get our patients away from us, of course. Now that he has married an earls daughter, he cant do with a small income. I wrote you word, you know, about his running away with Miss Laura Chesney. They met with a series of disasters in their flight; were pitched out of Mr. Carltons carriage into the mud, and Miss Laura lost one of her shoes. Shes Lady Laura now  and was then, for that matter, if they had only known it: its said that Mr. Carlton did know it. They were married at Gretna Green, or one of those convenient places; and when they came back to South Wennock were married again. You should have seen St. Marks Church. Crowds upon crowds pushed into it.

And you amidst the rest, I suppose, remarked Mrs. Grey. Frederick laughed. Carlton was as white as a sheet, and kept looking round as if he feared some interruption. Bad men are always cowards. By the way, Lady Jane has come back to the house on the Rise.

My boy, do you know I think you are too bitter against Mr. Carlton. It was certainly not a right thing to run away with a young lady, but that is not our affair; and it is very wrong to incite people against your papa  if he does do it; but, with all that, you are scarcely justified in calling him a bad man.

Ah, but thats not all, said Frederick. Mother, I hate Mr. Carlton! As to being bitter against him, I only wish I could be bitter; bitter to some purpose.

Frederick!

The boy half sank upon his knees bringing his face on a level with Mrs. Greys, and lowered his voice to a whisper.

I believe it was Mr. Carlton who put the prussic acid into the draught.

Mrs. Grey, startled to tremor, almost to anger, frightened at the temerity of Frederick, could only stare at him.

Look here, he continued, in some excitement. The draught went out of our house right, I know, and the boy delivered it as it was sent. Why then did Mr. Carlton take it when it arrived, and exclaim that it smelt of prussic acid? It could not have smelt of prussic acid then; or, if it did, some magic had been at work.

Mrs. Grey knew how fond her son was of fancies, but she had never seen him so terribly earnest as this. She put up her hand to arrest his words.

It is of no use, mother; I must speak. This suspicion of Mr. Carlton fell upon me that night. When we heard of the death, I and Uncle John went down to Palace Street. Carlton was in the room, and he began talking of what had taken place, and of his own share in the previous events of the evening: how he had smelt the draught on its being brought in, and his coming off to ask Mr. Stephen Grey whether it was all right, and then going home and making up a draught on his own account and not getting back with it in time. He told all this readily and glibly, and Uncle John and Mr. Lycett took it in for gospel; but I did not. A feeling suddenly came over me that he was acting a part. He was too frank, too voluble; it was exactly as though he were rehearsing a tale learnt by heart; and I declare that a conviction flashed into my mind that it was he who had done it all.

You frighten me to faintness, gasped Mrs. Grey. Have you reflected on what might be the awful consequences to Mr. Carlton were such an accusation to get abroad?

I am not going to speak of it abroad; but, mother, I must tell you: it has been burning my heart away since that night. I dare not breathe it to papa or to Uncle John: they would call it one of my fancies, and say I was only fit for Bedlam. But you know how often you have been surprised at the quickness with which I read people and their motives, and you have called it a gift from God. That Carlton was acting a part that night, I am certain; there was truth neither in his eye nor on his lip. He saw that I doubted him, too, and wanted to get me from the chamber. Well, that was the first phase in my suspicion; and the next was his manner at the inquest. The same glib, ready tale was on his tongue; he seemed to have the whole story at his fingers ends. The coroner complimented him on the straightforward way in which he gave his evidence; but I know that I read LIE in it from beginning to end.

Answer me a question, Frederick. What has so prejudiced you against Mr. Carlton?

I was not previously prejudiced against him. I declare to you, mamma, that when I entered the room where the poor lady lay dead, I had not, and never had had, any prejudice against Mr. Carlton. I had felt rather glad that he set up in the place, because papa and Uncle John and Whittaker were so worried with the extent of the practice. It was when he spoke of the draught that an inward conviction stole over me that he was speaking falsely, deceitfully, and that he knew more about it than he cared to say.

I should call it an inward fiddlestick, were the subject less awfully serious, reproved Mrs. Grey. It would be better for you to bring reason and common sense to bear upon this, Frederick, than an inward conviction vague and visionary. Was this young lady not a stranger to Mr. Carlton?

I expect she was. To him as well as to us.

Very well. What motive, then, could Mr. Carlton have had to harm her? The very worst man permitted to live on earth would not poison a fellow-creature, and a stranger, for the sake of pastime; and Mr. Carlton is an educated man, a man of a certain refinement; and, so far as I have seen  for I met him two or three times before I left home  he is pleasant and agreeable. Assuming, for the moments argument, that your views were correct, what motive could have actuated Mr. Carlton?

Frederick Grey leaned his head on his hand. The question was a poser; in fact, it was the precise point that had puzzled him throughout. Judith Ford, the widow Gould, Mr. Stephen himself, had all testified that the lady had come to South Wennock a stranger to Mr. Carlton as to the Greys.

I dont deny that thats a point difficult to get over, or that the case is completely shrouded in mystery, he confessed at length. It puzzles me so that sometimes I cant sleep, and I get thinking that I must be wronging Carlton. I ask myself what he meant to gain by it. Nothing, that I can see. Of course he now keeps up the prejudice against papa to get his patients; but he could not have entered upon it from that motive

For shame, Frederick!

Dear mamma, I am sorry you are so vexed, and I wish I had not mentioned it at all. I tell you I have lain awake night after night, thinking it over in all its aspects, and I see that any probable increase of practice could not have been his motive, for the draught might have been made up by me or by Mr. Whittaker, for all Mr. Carlton knew; and in that case the odium could not have fallen upon papa. I see that you are angry with me, and I only wish I could dismiss this suspicion of Carlton from my mind. There is one loophole for him; that the man he saw concealed on the stairs may have been the villain, after all.

What man? What stairs? exclaimed Mrs. Grey in astonishment.

As Mr. Carlton was leaving the sick ladys room that same night, he saw  Hush! Heres papa! cried the boy, breaking off abruptly. Dont breathe a word of what I have been saying, theres a dear mother.

Mr. Stephen Grey came in, a gloomy cloud on his usually cheerful face. He threw himself into an arm-chair opposite his wifes sofa, his mood one of great weariness.

Are you tired, Stephen? she asked.

Tired to death, he answered; tired of it all. We shall have to make a move.

A move! she repeated, while Frederick turned from the window, where he was now standing, and looked at his father.

We must remove from this place, Mary, to one where the gossip of Stephen Grey having supplied poison in mistake for good medicine will not have penetrated. It grows worse every day, and Johns temper is tried. No wonder: he is worked like a horse. Just now he came in, jaded and tired, and found three messengers waiting to see him, ready to squabble among themselves who should get him first. I am really unable to go, he said. I have been with a patient for the last seven hours, and am good for nothing. Mr. Stephen will attend. No, there was not one would have Mr. Stephen: their orders were, Mr. Grey or nobody. John has gone, unfit as he is to do so: but this sort of thing cannot last.

Of course it cannot, said Mrs. Stephen Grey. How extraordinary it is! Why should people be so prejudiced in the face of evident facts?

I had a talk with John yesterday, and broached to him what has been in my own mind for weeks. He and I must part. John must take a partner who will be more palatable to South Wennock than I now am, and I must try my fortune elsewhere. If I am to be ruined, it is no use dragging John down with me: and, were I to remain with him, I believe the whole practice would be taken from us.

Mrs. Greys heart sank within her. Can any one wonder?  hearing that her home of years must be broken up. Where could we go to? she cried in agitation.

I dont know. Perhaps London would be best. There, a person does not know his next-door neighbour, and no one will know me as the unfortunate practitioner from South Wennock.

It is a great misfortune to have fallen upon us! she murmured.

It is unmerited, returned Stephen Grey; thats my great consolation. God knows how innocent I was in that unhappy business, and I trust He will help me to earn a living elsewhere. Its possible that it may turn out for the best in the end.

What man was it that Mr. Carlton saw on the stairs that night? inquired Mrs. Grey, after a pause, her thoughts reverting, in spite of herself, from their own troubles. And Frederick, as he heard the question, glanced uneasily at his mother, lest she should be about to betray his confidence.

No one can tell. And Carlton fancied afterwards that he might have been mistaken  that the moonlight deceived him. But theres not the least doubt that some one was there, concealing himself, and I and John have privately urged it upon the police never to cease their search for him. That man was the culprit.

You think so? cried Mrs. Stephen, after a pause.

I feel sure of it. No reasonable being can entertain a doubt of it. But for this mistaken idea that people have picked up  that the mistake was mine in mixing the sleeping draught  there would not be two opinions upon it in the town. The only point I cannot understand, is  Carltons having smelt the poison in the draught when it was delivered; but I can only come to the conclusion that Carlton was mistaken, unaccountable as it seems for him to have fancied a smell where no smell was.

How full of mystery it all sounds!

The affair is a mystery altogether; its nothing but mystery from beginning to end. Of course the conclusion drawn is  and the coroner was the first to draw it  that that man was the ill-fated young ladys husband, stolen into the house for the purpose of deliberately destroying her. If so, we may rest satisfied that it will be cleared up sometime, for murder is safe to come out, sooner or later.

As Stephen Grey concluded the last words he quitted the room. Mrs. Grey rose and approached her son.

My dear, you hear what your papa says. How is it possible that you can suffer your suspicions to stray to any other than that man upon the stairs?

The boy turned, and wound his mothers arm about him as he answered, his frank, earnest eyes lifted trustingly to hers.

I am just puzzled to death over it, mother mine. I dont feel a doubt but that some wicked fellow was there; I cant doubt it; and of course he was not there for any good. Still, I cannot get over that impression of falseness made upon me by Mr. Carlton. There is such a thing as bribery, you know.

Bribery! repeated Mrs. Grey, not following his drift.

If Carlton did not commit the evil himself, he may be keeping the counsel of the man who did. Mother dear, dont take your arm from me in anger. I cant drive the feeling away from me. Mr. Carlton may not have been the actual culprit; but, that he knows more of the matter than he suffers to appear, I am as certain of as that I am living.

And Mrs. Stephen Grey shivered within her as she listened to the words, terrified for the consequences should they be overheard.

Frederick, this is nothing but one of your crotchets. Be still; be still!


CHAPTER XXXV.

AN UNLUCKY ENCOUNTER.

RECLINING languidly in an easy-chair one bright afternoon, was Lady Jane Chesney. The reaction of the passionate excitement, arising from the blow dealt out to her so suddenly, had set in, and she felt utterly weary both in mind and body. Some little bustle and talking was heard outside, as if a visitor had entered, and then the room door opened. There stood Laura Carlton.

Well, Jane! I suppose I may venture to come in?

She spoke in a half laughing, half deprecating tone, and looked out daringly at Jane from her dazzling beauty. A soft damask glowed in her cheek, a brilliant light in her eye. She wore a rich silk dress with brocaded flounces, and a white lace bonnet all gossamer and prettiness. Jane retained her hand as she gazed at her.

You are happy, Laura?

Oh, so happy! was the answer. But I want to be reconciled to you all. Papa is dreadfully obstinate when he is crossed, I know that; but he need not hold out so long. And you, Jane, to have been here going on for a fortnight, and not to have taken any notice of me!

I have been ill, said Jane.

Oh, I dare say! I suppose the fact is, papa forbade you to call at my house, or to receive me here.

No, he did not. But let us come to a thorough understanding at once, Laura, as you are here; it may spare trouble to both of us; perhaps some heart-burning. I must decline, myself, to visit at your house. I will receive you here with pleasure, and be happy to see you whenever you like to come; but I cannot receive Mr. Carlton.

Why will you not visit at my house?

Because it is Mr. Carltons. I would prefer not to meet him  anywhere.

Lauras resentment bubbled up. Is your prejudice against Mr. Carlton to last for ever?

I cannot say. I confess that it is strong against him at present. I never liked him, Laura; and his underhand conduct with regard to you has not tended to lessen that dislike. I cannot extend my hand in greeting to Mr. Carlton. It is altogether better that we should not meet. Like him, I never can.

And never will, so long as you persist in shutting yourself out from all intercourse with him, retorted Laura. What! would it hurt you, Jane, to meet my husband?

We will drop the subject, said Jane. To pursue it would produce no good result. When I tell you that my own feelings (call them prejudices if you will) forbid me to see Mr. Carlton, I tell you truth. And some deference is due to the feelings of my father. I will not reproach you, Laura, for the step you took: the time has gone by for that; but you must not ask me to countenance Mr. Carlton.

You speak of deference to papas feelings, Jane! I dont think he showed much to yours. What a simpleton he has made of himself!

Jane Chesneys face burnt with a sudden glow, and her drooping eyelids were not raised. The old spirit, always ready to uphold her father, whether he was right or whether he was wrong, had gone out of her crushed heart for ever.

What sort of a woman is she? resumed Laura.

Oh, Laura, what matters it? Jane answered in a tone that betrayed how full of pain was the subject. He has married her, and that is enough. I cannot talk of it?

Why did you not bring away Lucy?

I was not permitted to bring her.  

And do you mean to say that you shall live here, all by yourself?

With whom have I to live? I may as well occupy this house as any other. My income will afford nothing better. That I do not repine at; it is enough for me; and to be able to live at peace in it is a great improvement upon the embarrassment we used to undergo in the days gone by.

But it is so lonely an existence for you! It seems like isolation.

Jane was silent. The sense of her lonely lot was all too present with her as her sister spoke: but she knew that she must bear it.

How much are you to be allowed, Jane.

Five hundred a year.

Five hundred a year for the Lady Jane Chesney! returned Laura, with flashing eyes. It is not half enough, Jane.

It is enough for comfort. And grandeur I have done with. May I express a hope, Laura, that you find your income equal to your expectations, she added in a spirit of kindness.

Lauras colour deepened. Laura was learning to estimate herself by her new standard, as the Earl of Oakburns daughter; she was longing for the display and luxury that rank generally gives. But Mr. Carltons father had not come forward with assistance; and they had to content themselves with what Mr. Carlton made by his profession. He had been compelled to tell his wife she must practise economy; and every hour of the day Laura caught herself wishing for a thousand and one articles that only wealth can purchase. Her vanity had certainly not lessened with her accession to a title.

I think it shameful of papa not to allow me an income, now that he enjoys the Chesney estates, or else present my husband with a sufficient sum of money, exclaimed Laura in resentful tones. Mr. Carlton, I am sure, feels his injustice, though he does not speak of it.

Injustice! interrupted Jane with marked emphasis.

Yes, it is unjust; shamefully unjust. What was my offence?  that I chose the husband he would have denied me. And now look at what he has done?  married a woman obnoxious to us all. If it was derogatory in Miss Laura Chesney to choose a surgeon when she had not a cross or a coin to bless herself with, I wonder what it is for the Earl of Oakburn to lower himself to his daughters governess?

Jane made no reply. There was some logic in Lauras reasoning; although she appeared to ignore the fact that she owed obedience to her father, and had forfeited it.

You were devoted to him, Jane, and how has he repaid you? Just done that which has driven you from home. He has driven you away with as little compunction, I dare say, as he would drive away a dog.  Jane, be quiet; I will say what I have to say. He has his new lady, and much value you and I are to him henceforth!

You are wrong, Laura, Jane answered with emotion. I came away of my own free will when he would have kept me. He  but I  I  cannot bear to speak of it. I do not defend his marriage; but he is not the first man who has been led away by a designing woman.

He is a hard man, persisted Laura, working herself into a state of agitation; he is heartless as the grave. Why else has he not forgiven Clarice?

Clarice! He has forgiven her.

Has he! returned Laura, upon whom the words acted as a check. She is not at home. I am sure shes not!

Jane dropped her voice, We cannot find Clarice, Laura.

Not find Clarice! What do you mean?

Simply what I say: we cannot find her. I sought out the situation she was at in Gloucester Terrace,  in fact, she was at two situations there, one after the other, but she did not remain long in either. She left the last a twelvemonth ago last June, and no trace of her since then can be discovered. Our only conjecture is, that she must have gone to the Continent with some family, or abroad elsewhere. Papa has caused the lists of passports at the most frequented ports to be searched, but without success; but that we think little of, as she may have been entered merely as the governess. In short, we have searched for her in all ways, and the police have searched; and we can hear nothing of her. The uneasiness this gives me, Laura, I cannot express to you; and papa  in spite of your opinion of his heartlessness  is as much troubled as I am.

I never heard of such a thing, exclaimed Laura, when her astonishment allowed her to speak. Not find Clarice!

In her eagerness she reiterated question upon question, and Jane told her all the particulars she had been able to glean. They were with difficulty received.

Nothing at all has been heard of her since last June  that is June twelvemonth? repeated Laura. But, Jane, you had letters from her after that?

I know I had; one; but it gave me no clue to where she was. It was the letter that came to us last New Years day, to wish us the bonne année.

That was not the last letter you had from her?

Yes, it was. I wrote three letters to her afterwards, and found them lying at the library, unclaimed. Do you recollect my telling you of a singular dream I had, relating to Clarice  a disagreeable dream?

I recollect your not telling it me, replied Laura. You said you had a dream that troubled you, but you would not narrate it, fearing my ridicule.

Yes, said Jane: it was in March. The dream made me very uneasy, and I wrote, as I tell you, more than once to Clarice, begging tidings of her. They were the letters I speak of. Every phase of that dream is as vivid to my mind now as it was then. There are moments when the superstition is all too strong upon me that it only shadowed forth the reality of Clarices fate. I seem to know that we shall never find her  in life.

Laura would have liked to use ridicule then. Cant you tell me the dream, Jane?

No, shuddered Jane, I cannot tell it. Least of all to you. Laura became curious. Why least of all to me?

Because  because  in the same dream, mixed up with Clarice, mixed up with the horror  but, I am foolish, I think, broke off Jane. I shall say no more about it, Laura.

Laura did not care. She had been in the habit of laughing at Janes dreams, and she would laugh still. Jane Chesney had certainly had two or three most singular dreams, which had borne reference in a remarkable degree to subsequent realities of life. One of them had foreshadowed her mothers death, and Jane had related it before the death took place. That the events following upon and bearing out the dreams were singular coincidences, can at least be said. And yet Jane Chesney was not by nature inclined to superstition; the dreams had, in a degree, forced it upon her. She buried the feeling within herself, as we all like to bury those feelings which touch wholly on the imagination  that inner life within the life. But of all her dreams, never had she been visited by one bearing half the vivid horror, the horror of reality, as did this last one relating to her sister Clarice.

It is very deceitful of you, Jane, to persist to my face that you have not heard from Clarice since the new year, resumed Laura. Jane raised her eyelids. I have not heard from her since.

Wheres the use of saying so, Jane? and Lauras voice became peevish, for she had as much dislike to be kept in the dark as had her father the earl. You know quite well that you had at least one letter after that, and a most affectionate and loving one.

Jane was surprised. I do not know what your head is running upon, Laura, but I do know that I never had a line or syllable from Clarice after that January letter.

Laura took out her purse, a handsome portemonnaie, the gift of Mr. Carlton, and extracted from it a small piece of paper that had once formed part of a letter.

Look there, Jane. You know Clarices writing: is that hers or is it not? I put it into my purse to-day to bring it to you.

Oh yes, it is Clarices writing, said Jane, the instant it was in her hands. It was the upper part of the first page of the letter, and was dated from London on the 28th of the previous February. It began as follows:

My dearest, I am about to make a proposal to you, and

Then the paper was torn. On the reverse side was the conclusion of the note, which had apparently been a short one.

  without delay. Ever your own Clarice.

Jane Chesney pondered over the words, especially over the date. But she had never seen the note in her life before, and said so.

Nonsense, said Laura. If it was not addressed to you, Jane, to whom was it addressed? Clarice never wrote home to any one except you after her departure.

How did you become possessed of this? inquired Jane.

It came from home with my clothes.

Impossible, said Jane. I collected your things myself and packed them. There was no such scrap of paper, as this, amongst them.

I tell you, Jane, it came to me in my box. Some little time ago a pair of my lace sleeves were mislaid. I was angry with my maid, and turned the drawer, where my lace things are kept, out upon the floor. In picking them up to replace them, I found this paper. That it had come from home with my laces is certain, for they were emptied straight from the trunk into that drawer. And there it must have remained since unnoticed, probably slipped under the paper laid at the bottom of the drawer.

It appears to me inexplicable, returned Jane. I know that I never received the note; and, as you say, Clarice wrote home only to me. But she never worded her letters in that strain: it is more as a wife would write to her husband.

The display of affection struck me, said Laura. I thought she had suddenly grown very affectionate.

Clarice has too much good sense to indulge in foolishly fond expressions, said Jane. I cannot understand this, she resumed. It seems all on a par with the rest, full of nothing but mystery. Will you give me this scrap of paper, Laura?

You may keep it, and welcome. I hope we shall soon hear of her. It is so dreadfully inconsistent for Lady Clarice Chesney, or Lady any one else, to be earning her living as a governess. But I suppose she is abroad and cannot have heard of the change. Jane  to leave the subject  do you know that I saw papa at Pembury?

No.

I did. I was visiting Colonel and Mrs. Marden, they are such nice people  but you know them yourself. I was driving through the street in the pony-carriage with Mrs. Marden, and we met Sir Jamess mail-cart, he and papa in it. Between astonishment and fear I was nearly frightened out of my wits. I pulled the reins and started the ponies off, and the next day we heard that papa had left again.

Are you going? asked Jane, for Laura had risen.

I must go now. I shall come in again soon, for I have not said half I wanted to say, or remembered half the questions I wished to ask. Good-bye, Jane; come with me as far as the gate.

I dont feel well enough to go out, was Janes answer. Nonsense, thats all fancy. A minutes walk in this bright sunshine will do you good.

Jane yielded. She muffled herself up and accompanied Laura to the gate. It was a warm autumn day, the changing leaves glinting in the brilliant sunshine. Jane really did feel that the air revived her, and did not immediately hasten indoors.

Laura shook hands and proceeded down the road. Just after she had passed its bend, she encountered her husband. He was advancing with a quick step, swinging a cane in his hand.

Oh, Lewis, were you coming in search of me?  

Not I, said Mr. Carlton, laughing. It would take I dont know what amount of moral courage to venture into the precincts of my enemy, Lady Jane. Has it been a stormy interview, Laura?

It has been a very pleasant one. Not that Jane is a model of suavity in all things. She tells me I may go and see her whenever I please, but you are not to go, and she wont come to my house.

Then Id retaliate, Laura, by not going to hers.

Oh, I dont know, was Lauras careless answer. I should like to see her sometimes, and I dare say shell come round after a time. Wont you walk home with me, Lewis?

I cannot, my dearest. A patient is waiting for me.

Who is it?

A farmers wife: no one you know. She is very ill.

They parted. Laura went towards home and Mr. Carlton continued his way up the Rise. As he passed the bend, he became aware that some one was advancing from an opposite direction, and recognized young Frederick Grey. And Master Frederick was in a fiery temper.

A word of explanation as to its cause is necessary. At the Michaelmas just past, a Mr. Thrupp and his wife, people from a distance, had come to live at a small farm a little beyond the Rise. A short time after taking possession, the wife was seized with illness, and Mr. Carlton was called in. The farmer knew nothing and had heard nothing of the merits of the different practitioners of the place, but Mr. Carlton lived nearest to him, and therefore he was summoned.

Mr. Carlton obeyed the call. But the case assumed an alarming aspect, and after a few days he suggested that another doctor should meet him in consultation, and mentioned Mr. John Grey. The farmer, Mr. Thrupp, went to the Greys residence, to request Mr. Johns attendance early the following morning. Mr. John was out, but Mr. Stephen was in; and the farmer knowing nothing of the prejudice against the latter, arranged that he should go instead of his brother. Mr. Carlton was very much surprised to meet him. He said nothing in his presence, but he remained to say it after Mr. Stephen had departed. This was on the morning of the day when Lady Laura had called upon her sister. Mr. Carlton was now on his way to the farm, unconscious that Frederick Grey, bearing down upon him, had just left it.

In point of fact, Frederick had been sent up by his father to inquire the result of certain remedies ordered at the consultation. On the boys arrival there the farmer came out to speak with him.

You are perhaps a relation of the Mr. Greys, sir? said he, after replying to the inquiries of Frederick.

I am Mr. Stephen Greys son. Why?

Mr. Thrupp, a simple-looking man, scratched his head.

Then perhaps youll be good enough to say, sir, that wed rather the gentleman didnt come again, he resumed, bringing the words out with hesitation, for he did not much like to speak them. It has so flustered my wife to hear that he sometimes sends poison by mistake in his physic bottles, that his visit has done her more harm than good. She is a trifle better, and she thinks Dr. Carlton can get her round now by himself. If youll be just good enough to say so, sir, to Mr. Stephen Grey, with our thanks for his visit of this morning.

The indignant red dyed Frederick Greys features. Who in the world told you that calumny of my father? he asked.

No offence, sir, returned the farmer civilly. Im sure I dont intend any, personally, for we know nothing but what we hear. After the gentleman had left, the other one, Dr. Carlton, asked how we could think of calling him into the house. He said it might cost us our lives some time, for he was not particular in making up his medicines, and one lady had died through it. The other brother, Mr. John, was quite reliable, he said, and it was him he had told me to call in. I asked my next-door neighbour whether it was true, and he said it was true that a lady did die after taking some physic sent by him. It gave my wife such a turn, sir, that we feared she was going  and perhaps youll please tell him, not meaning any offence, that wed rather he didnt come again.

Frederick Grey quitted the farmer, his blood rising up against the injustice done his father, against the malice (as he regarded it) of Mr. Carlton. It was in returning from this very unsatisfactory interview, and when Master Frederick was in this very unsatisfactory temper, that the two unhappily came into contact, meeting exactly opposite the gate of Lady Jane Chesney.

Lady Jane might be called a third party at the interview. She had taken a turn on the path after the departure of Laura, and on nearing the gate again heard footsteps in the road, and looked out incidentally. There was Mr. Carlton close to her on the one side and Stephen Greys son on the other. Not caring to be so much as seen by the surgeon, she stepped behind the hedge until he should have passed.

But they were not to pass so soon. Mr. Carlton was striding on with a half indifferent, half supercilious nod to the boy, when the latter, bold, fearless, and angry, placed himself in his path.

Dont brush by me so quickly, if you please, Mr. Carlton. Ill thank you to explain first what it is you have been saying at Thrupps farm about my father.

Mr. Carlton stared at him, stared more especially at the address; and the supercilious expression deepened on his countenance.

You are in a temper, I should think, young sir, was the answer, delivered with stinging blandness. I and Mr. Stephen Grey can settle our own affairs without your aid.

The tone turned Frederick half mad, and he forgot his prudence. You are a wicked, designing man, he burst forth. You have been working in an underhand manner to drive my father from the place; not a day passes but you are secretly traducing him. Why dont you do it openly to his face, Mr. Carlton? Why do you do it behind his back, when he cant defend himself?

I dont know what you mean, said Mr. Carlton. Stand aside, and let me pass.

You do know what I mean, retorted the boy, keeping his place before Mr. Carlton, so that the surgeon could not pass. He met you in consultation at Thrupps this morning, and the moment his back was turned you began to prejudice their minds against him; saying he was in the habit of sending out poisoned medicines, and it frightened the woman so, that they will not have him again. And this has been your game for months. How dare you continue to assert that my father poisoned the draught that night when you know he did not? When you know it, I say!

Mr. Carlton lifted his cane menacingly. But for the respect I bear your uncle, as my brother-practitioner, and your father also, in spite of the error he committed, I would lay this about your shoulders, young gentleman, and teach you better manners.

Master Fredericks passion was not calmed by the threat, and it may be questioned if he even knew in that wild moment the danger of the words he was about to utter.

You know, I say, that Mr. Stephen Grey did not commit the error. You know that it was you who dropped the poison into the draught when you were alone with it after it was delivered. Keep your cane off me, Mr. Carlton; blows will not mend murder. If it was not you, it was that villain you saw on the stairs, and you, perhaps by bribery, undertook to keep his counsel and turn suspicion from him. You saw that I suspected you the very night it was done; you saw that I suspected you when you were giving your plausible evidence at the inquest. What the poor young lady had done to you, you best know, but I believe in my true heart, and I tell it you with God hearing me, that you were guilty either of killing her, or of screening the man who did do it. Now, go and talk about my father, Mr. Carlton.

It was only by dint of the most ingenious dodging that Frederick Grey had been able to accomplish his say, but Mr. Carlton caught him now. The cane came down on his shoulders; and Frederick, passion giving him the strength of a young lion, seized it and broke it in two. Mr. Carlton walked away, leaving a careless and scornful epithet behind him; and the boy leaned against the gate to recover breath and equanimity.

A tap on the shoulder, and Frederick turned. There stood Lady Jane Chesney. He raised his hat, and she could not help being struck with the nobility of the glowing countenance, the fearless truth of the large grey eyes.

Frederick Grey, do you know that I have heard every syllable you said to Mr. Carlton? Surely you do not believe in your own accusation? It must have had its rise only in the heat of passion?

Lady Jane  I beg your pardon  I am sorry you heard this  I hope you do not think me capable of making such an accusation not believing it. I do believe it; I have believed it ever since that night. Not that I have what might be called reason for believing it, he hastily added. It is only an instinct within me. I am sure Mr. Carlton knows in some way more about it than he will say. I think he must have been bribed by the man who did it.

Do you remember that  although we are at variance and I do not like him  he is my brother-in-law?

Yes. I am very sorry that you heard what passed, he repeated. Perhaps, Lady Jane, you will be kind enough to let it be as though you had not heard it?

I will, said Lady Jane. And in return allow me to recommend you not to give utterance to sentiments so dangerous. My opinion is that you are totally wrong in your fancy, and that prejudice against Mr. Carlton has led you into the error. It is impossible to believe otherwise. Some men  I do not know that Mr. Carlton is one  would bring you before the law for this, and make you prove your words, or punish you if you could not do so. Be more discreet in future.

Thank you, he answered, his sunny smile returning to him; it is a bargain, Lady Jane. I was in a dreadful passion, theres no denying it, and I did say more than I ought to have said. Thank you very much.

And replacing his hat, for he had stood bareheaded during the interview, Frederick Grey vaulted away, flinging the pieces of cane from him as he ran. Lady Jane stood looking after him.

A noble spirit, Im sure, she murmured, in spite of his half-brained words. I wonder if Mr. Carlton will bring him to punishment for them. I should, were so unjustifiable an accusation made against me. Boys will be boys.


CHAPTER XXXVI.

AN OLD ENEMY.

SO Stephen Grey could not struggle with the fate which seemed to be working against him, and he quitted his home of years, and betook himself to London. John Grey found a suitable partner in Mr. Charles Lycett, the brother of the curate of St. Marks, who was seeking a practice for himself, and Frederick Grey remained with his uncle in South Wennock to pursue his medical studies.

Mr. John Greys advice to his brother was this:  Establish yourself well wherever you settle down, whether in London or elsewhere. Spend money in doing so, and the probability is that you will have it returned to you with interest; but if you begin in a small way, its ten chances to one if you ever get on. Stephen took the advice; and circumstances favoured him. At the very time of his removal to London, a physician died suddenly in Savile Row. Stephen Grey stepped in, secured the lease of the house at the cost of a trifling outlay, and the practice came flowing in almost without exertion or solicitation on his part. Then he took his doctors degree; and in a few months after he had left South Wennock, he found he was gaining a much larger income than he and his brother had made together.

Nearly a twelvemonth had elapsed subsequent to the return of Lady Jane Chesney to South Wennock, and September was come round again. The past year had brought little that was eventful in its wake. An infant, born to Lady Laura Carlton, had died at its birth, and she was one of the gay South Wennock world again. Mr. Carltons practice was a very good one now, for fresh people were ever coming to the new buildings springing up around South Wennock, and he was obliged to take an assistant. No further tilt at arms had occurred between him and Frederick Grey. He had, perhaps wisely, overlooked the boys dangerous insolence; and since then they had passed each other in the street without speaking. Frederick Greys dislike to Mr. Carlton was made a sort of joke of in the Grey family; none of them (save his mother, and she was away now) knew its origin: and South Wennock set the dislike down to Mr. Carltons somewhat underhand conduct towards Stephen Grey.

Thus nearly a twelvemonth rolled on with but little to mark it.

On the state bed which Jane Chesney had lovingly chosen for her father when the newly-taken house was being furnished in Portland Place, lay Eliza, Countess of Oakburn, an infant cradled by her side. The old saying runs that After a wedding comes a burying; but it more frequently happens that after a wedding comes a christening. Buryings, however, do follow all too surely when their turn comes, and one was not far off that house now.

There had been as little that was eventful to mark during the past twelvemonth in the Earl of Oakburns house, as there had been in South Wennock. Lady Oakburn had made him a good wife; she had been as solicitous for his comfort as Jane could have been. She made an excellent mistress of his household, a judicious and kind step-mother to Lucy, and the little girl had learnt to love her.

But all her anxious care had not been able to keep the earls old enemy, gout, from him. He lay in the room above, suffering under an aggravated attack; an attack which threatened danger.

Two days only had the little fellow in the cradle by the countesss bed seen the light; he was the young heir. Lucy Chesney sat near, touching now and again the wonderful little red face as she talked to her step-mother.

It is very good of you to let me come in, mamma. What shall his name be? They were thinking of the christening, you see.

Francis, of course, Lucy.

But I have heard papa say that the heir should be John. It has been  oh, for ages, John, Earl of Oakburn.

Papa shall decide, dear,

We cant ask him to-day, he is so much worse. He

Worse? echoed the countess in startled tones, whilst an attendant, sitting in the room, raised her finger with a warning gesture.

Lucy coloured in contrition; she saw that she had said more than she ought.

Nurse, you told me the earl was better this morning!

The woman rose. My lady, there was not much difference; he was better, if anything, she responded, endeavouring to put all sound of evasion from her voice. My lord is in pain, and thats why Lady Lucy may call him worse; but it is in the nature of gout to be painful.

Lucy, tell me the truth. I ask you in your fathers name. I see that he is worse, and they are keeping it from me. How much worse?

Lucy stood in distress, not knowing what to do; blaming herself for her incaution. The eyes of fear are quick, and Lady Oakburn saw her dilemma.

Child, she continued, her emotion rising, you remember the day, three months ago, when your papa was thrown from his horse in the park, and they sent on here a vague account of the accident, so that we could not tell whether he was much or little hurt, whether he was alive or dead? Do you recollect that hour?  the dreadful suspense?  how we prayed to know the worst, rather than to be kept from it?

Oh, mamma, interrupted Lucy, placing her hand on her eyes, as if she would shut out some unwelcome sight, do not talk of it.

I never could bear to think of it, but that papa came home, after all, only a little bruised. That was suspense!

Lucy, dear child, you are keeping me in the same suspense now, spoke the countess. I cannot bear it; I can bear certain evil, but not suspense. Now tell me the truth.

Lucy thought she saw her way plain before her; anything was better than suspense, now that fear had been alarmed.

I will tell you all I know, mamma. Papa is worse, but I do not think he is so much worse as to cause uneasiness. I have often known him in as much pain as this, before  before  Lucy in her delicacy of feeling scarcely knew how to word the phrase before you came here.

Lucy, should your papa become worse, and danger arise, you will let me know. Mind! I rely upon you. No  for Lucy was drawing away her hand you cannot go until you have promised.

I do promise, mamma, was Lucys honest answer. And Lady Oakburn gave a relieved sigh.

Of course the nurse had now to plot and plan to counteract this promise, and she sought out Miss Snow. For Miss Snow was in the house still, Lucys governess. Lord Oakburn had not allowed his wife to take full charge of Lucys education, so Miss Snow was retained; but the countess superintended all.

My Lady Lucy must not be allowed to know that his lordship is in danger, maam, grumbled the nurse. She comes tattling everything to my lady, and it wont do. A pretty thing to have her worried! she concluded, indignantly.

Is the earl in danger? quickly asked Miss Snow.

Hes in awful pain, if thats danger, was the answer. Im not a sick nurse, maam; only a monthly: but if ever I saw gout in the stomach, he has it.

Why, that is certain death, uttered Miss Snow in an accent of alarm.

Oh no, its not; not always. The worst sign, they say, is that all my lords snappishness has gone out of him!

Who says so? Who says it has?

The attendants. That black fellow does nothing but stand behind the bed and cry and sob. Hed like his master to rave at him as usual. But youll keep things from Lady Lucy, please. Ill speak to the servants.

Miss Snow nodded, and the nurse, having warned the rest of the household, took her way back to Lady Oakburns chamber.

The day closed; night drew on, and the earls state was ominous. Agonies of pain, awful pain, lasted him throughout it: and but for the well-built walls and good floors, Lady Oakburn must have heard his groans.

With the morning he was calmer, easier; nevertheless, three physicians went in to him. The two in regular attendance had sent for another.

The ships sinking, said the earl to them. No more splicing the timbers; they are rotten, and wont bear it.

The earl was right, and the doctors knew it; but they would not admit, in so many words, that he was dying. The earl, in his blunt way, blunt still, told them of their crafthood.

Its all in your days work to go about deceiving people, cried he; telling them they are getting their sea-legs again, while all the time you know that before the next eight-bells strike theyll have gone down to Davy Joness locker. It may be the right sort of steering for some patients, delicate women and children, perhaps, but its not for me, and you are a long way out of your reckoning.

The earls voice grew faint. They administered some drops in a glass, and wiped his brow.

I am an old sailor, sirs, he continued, and I have turned into my hammock night after night for the best part of my life, knowing there was only a plank between me and eternity. Dye think, then, I have not learnt to face death  that you should be afraid to acknowledge it to me, now its come? If I had not made up my accounts with my Maker before, there wouldnt be much time for it now. I have been headstrong and irritable, giving my tongue the reins, but the Great Commander knows that poor Jack Tar acquires that in his hard life at sea. He looks to the heart, and He is merciful to a slipped word or two. Pompey!

The man came forward and threw himself by the bedside; his whole attitude expressing the keenest grief and affection.

Pompey, tell them, though I have made you fly at my voice, whether I have been a bad master. What sort of master have I been?

Poor Pompey! his sobs nearly choked him as he knelt and covered the earls hand with his tears and kisses.

Never a better massa! never a better massa! Pompey like to go with him.

Youd keep it from me that my voyage is run, sirs! We seamen have a Saviour as well as you. He chose fishermen for His friends; dye think, then, Hed reject a poor knocked-about sailor, who goes to Him hat in hand and lays his sins at His feet? No! Hell steer our boat through the last quicksands, and be on shore to receive us, as He once received His own fishermen, and had a fire of coals ready for them, and fish laid thereon, and bread. And that was after He had suffered! Never be backward again in telling a tired sailor that hes nearing port. Shall I last the day out?

More than that, they thought.

One of you will send a despatch for my daughter, and  I suppose my wife cannot come to me.

Lady Oakburns medical attendant was in the room, one of those round the earl, and he pronounced it Impossible. Neither must her ladyship be suffered to know of the danger, he added. For a day or two at all events it must be kept from her, or he would not answer for the consequences. The young Lady Lucy must not be allowed to learn it, or she would carry the tidings to her.

The earl listened, and nodded his head. Very good, he said. And he dictated a message to his daughter Jane.

As the medical men went out they encountered Lucy. She was sitting on the stairs waiting for them, deeply anxious. Summoning the third doctor had caused commotion in the house, and Lucy did not know what to think. Gliding up to the one who attended Lady Oakburn, whom she knew best, she eagerly questioned him. But Dr. James, upon his guard, told Lucy the pain had left her papa, and she might go in for a minute to see him.

The delighted child went in. The earl stroked her head and kissed her; told her to take a kiss to mamma and to the young blue-jacket, and to say that his voyage was going on to a prosperous ending. Then, mindful of what the medical men had said about its being kept from his wife, or it might cost her her life, and afraid of a chance word on his own part, he dismissed the child, telling her he was to remain very quiet all day. Lucy flew to the countesss chamber, encountering the angry nurse at the door, who looked ready for a pitched battle.

Its quite impossible that you can enter, my lady.

Lucy pleaded. And the nurse found that the child had only come to bring glad news, and to talk of the little blue-jacket so she allowed her to go in.

And when Dr. James came to pay his morning visit to the countess, his answers to her inquiries were full of reassurance, calculated to give ease to her mind. No idea did they impart that the earl was dying; indeed, Lady Oakburn rather gathered from them that he might be taking a renewed lease of life.


CHAPTER XXXVII.

GOING OUT WITH THE TIDE.

LADY JANE CHESNEY was seated at breakfast in her house, at South Wennock, when a man on horseback, wearing the uniform of the telegraph office at Great Wennock, came galloping up to the gate. Jane saw him hand in a despatch, and her heart fluttered strangely. Imagination took a wide range and settled upon Clarice. When Judith entered she saw that her mistresss very lips were white.

Im afraid to open it, Judith, spoke poor Jane, as the girl held it out to her. It may bring bad news.

Nay, my lady, I should hope the contrary, was Judiths answer. Its known there was a young heir expected: perhaps this is to tell that he is born.

The colour came into Janes face again. Of course it was nothing else! How could she have been so forgetful? No; no chance of its being from the unhappy Clarice: she seemed lost for good. With fingers that burned  burned at the thought of who the young heirs mother was, and who she had been  Jane Chesney tore open the despatch.



London. Eight thirty, am.



RICHARD JAMES, M.D., TO THE LADY JANE CHESNEY.

The Earl of Oakburn is dangerously ill: come at once, if you would see him alive. He says bring Lady Laura.



The despatch fell from her hand, and she burst into tears. All her old affection for her father had returned in that one moment.

What was to be thought of first? Lady Jane took a minute for reflection, and then her plans were formed. She wrote a line in pencil to Laura, explaining the matter, and telling her she would call for her in a fly. The servant was to leave the note at Mr. Carltons, and then go on to the Red Lion, order the fly, and come back in it. Meanwhile, Lady Jane and Judith prepared themselves, and were ready when the fly arrived. Jane got into it, and drove to her sisters. Mr. Carlton came forth. Jane bowed coldly, but vouchsafed to him no other greeting.

Is Lady Laura not ready? she asked.

Laura is absent, he replied. The twisted note you sent was not sealed, and I opened it. She has gone to spend a few days at Pembury with Colonel and Mrs. Marden,

Jane was rather nonplused for a moment. This opportunity for a reconciliation with the earl should not be lost, she resumed at length. Lady Laura must be telegraphed to. Lady Laura! Not to him, though he was the husband, would she speak the simple name. I will telegraph to her myself as I pass Great Wennock Station, continued Jane, as she signalled to drive on. Good morning.

Thank you, returned Mr. Carlton; if you will take the trouble. Good morning, Lady Jane. I sincerely hope you will find the earl better on your arrival.

A hasty journey to the station; a hasty telegraphic message, despatched to Lady Laura Carlton at Colonel Mardens; and Lady Jane and Judith were seated in an express train, whirling away towards London.

They reached Portland Place early in the afternoon. A change for the worse had taken place in the earl; he was rapidly sinking. Lady Jane was shown immediately to his chamber. She remembered the large handsome bedroom which had been his, and was turning to it of her own accord.

Not there, my lady, whispered the servant; higher up.

Higher up? repeated Jane, with displeased emphasis.

The countess is lying in that room. My lord is upstairs.

Jane resented the news in her heart. He to be put out of his room for a Miss Lethwait! The words seemed to imply that she was ill, but Jane would not inquire. In the corridor, Lucy (who in spite of Miss Snows watchfulness had not been quite cured of her propensity for looking over balustrades) flew down to her, in delight and surprise.

Oh, Jane! she uttered, clinging round her neck, is it really you? How came you to come?

Miss Snow would have found fault with the wording of the sentence. Jane only clasped her sister.

I have come to see papa, Lucy. Is there no hope?

No hope! echoed the child, staring at her sister. Why, Jane, what made you think that? He is as much better as he can be. He is nearly well. The pain is almost gone: and you know he always got well as soon as the pain left him.

Jane was staggered. The message had been ominous; the servant, now showing her up, had just told her there was no hope; what, then, did Lucy mean? But Dr. James was standing beside them, having emerged from the earls room. He heard Lucys words and saw Janes perplexed countenance. He hastened to interfere, willing to prevent any imprudent explanation.

Lady Jane Chesney, I presume. But  allow me a moment, Lady Lucy: this is against orders. You were not to come to this corridor at all to-day: the earl must not be disturbed.

Oh, Dr. James! I was obliged just to come when I saw my sister. But Ill go back to Miss Snow now. Jane, you will come into the study when you have seen papa?

Jane promised.

Oh, and Jane, theres a new baby. Do you know it? He is such a darling little fellow, and papa calls him young blue-jacket. He is three days old.

Is there? responded Jane, and Lucy went back again. Jane turned inquiringly to the physician.

The earl, I grieve to say, is sinking, he whispered. We keep the fact from the child that it may not reach the ears of the countess; she would immediately go and tell her.

Is it right to keep it from the countess? asked Jane, her tone as she put the question, betraying that she thought it was wrong.

Dr. James raised his physicianly hands and eyes.

Right to keep it from her, Lady Jane! I would not for the world allow it to reach her ladyship in her present state of health; we dont know what the consequences might be. My reputation is at stake, madam.

Jane bowed her head, and entered her fathers room. The earl lay with his eyes closed, breathing heavily. Death was on his face: Jane saw that at a glance. The slight movement she made caused him to open them: a joyful ray of gladness flashed into his countenance, and he feebly put out his hand. Jane sank on her knees, and burst into a flood of tears as she clasped it.

Oh, father, father!

Who can tell how bitter was that moment to Jane Chesney? In spite of the marriage and the new wife, in spite of the estrangement and the separation, she had unconsciously cherished a secret hope, unacknowledged openly to herself, but not the less dear to her heart, that she and her father should come together again; that she should still be his dear daughter, living in the sunshine of his presence, ministering to his comfort as of old. How it was to be brought about, she never glanced at; but the hope, the prospect, had not been less indulged. And now  there he lay, only a few hours of life left to him! Had Janes heart not broken before, it would have broken then.



The day drags through, though storms keep out the sun, 

And thus the heart will break, but brokenly live on.



Her head was bowed over him, and she allowed a few moments for the indulgence of her anguish. Her bonnet was off, and Lord Oakburn stretched over his other hand, and laid it fondly on her hair.

Dont fret, Jane. We must all make the port at last.

Oh, father, father! she repeated in agony. Is there no hope?

Not in this ship, Jane. But Im going into a better. One not made with human hands, child; one where the pumps dont get choked or the timbers rotten. My voyage is nearly over, Jane.

She sobbed piteously; she scarcely knew how to bear the hours trial.

Father, are we to part thus, having been estranged all this while? Oh, father, forgive me for my rebellion; forgive me for all the grief I may have caused you; but I could not endure to be nothing to you, a cipher in your home.

Child, what do you mean? You have not been rebellious to me; you must go to Laura for that. It did hurt you, Jane, I know, and I was vexed when I had done it; but you see, child, I wanted to have a direct heir, and now he is born. Forgive me, Jane, for the pain I caused you, but dont you ask forgiveness of me; you, my dutiful child, who have ever been ready to place your hands under my feet. I might have set about it in a more ship-shape manner, have taken you into my counsels, and made it pleasant for all sides; and I wish I had. You see, I thought you wouldnt like it, and I was a coward for once, and did not speak. She has been a good wife to me, Jane; and she respects you, and would love you, if youd let her.

Jane did not answer. An attendant opened the door to see if anything might be wanted, but was waved away again.

So Laura would not come, Jane?

She could not come, sobbed Jane. She was at Pembury. She has been telegraphed for, and may be here by the next train.

Does he make her a good husband?

I think so; I hear nothing to the contrary. I do not go there, added Jane, trying to subdue her aching heart, so as to speak calmly.

And now, Jane, wheres Clarice? In this, my death-hour, she is more anxiously present to me than any of you. Has harm come to her?

Father, I dont know where she is: I cannot think or imagine where. I begin to fear that harm has come to her. Sometimes I feel sure of it.

In what shape? asked the earl.

Nay, how can I tell? Then, again, I reason that she maybe abroad: but the thought of her has become to me a ceaseless care.

However it may be, I can do nothing, panted the peer. But, Jane, I leave her to you. Mind! I leave her to you! Spare no exertions to discover her; make it your object in life, until it is accomplished; keep that port always in view in your steering. And when you have found her give her my blessing, and tell her I have not been able to leave her well-off, but that I have done what I could. You will give her a home, Jane, if she will not come to her step-mother?

As long as I have one, father.

Yours is secured, such as it is. Lucy  

The earls voice had been growing weaker, and now ceased altogether. Jane opened the door, and beckoned in the attendants, whom she found waiting outside.

Oh, missee! oh, missee! wept poor Pompey, pressing forward. Massa never get up no more!

The earl appeared to have sunk into a stupor; but they could scarcely tell whether it was stupor or sleep. When the medical men paid their next visit, they said he might go off in it, or might rally for a time. Jane sat in the room; she could not leave him. And thus the day passed on.

Passed on without bringing Laura. Jane wondered much. Would she not come  as the earl had fancied? She listened intently, her ear alive to every sound.

The medical men came in and out, but the dying man still lay as he was, and gave no token. Once more Jane urged upon them the claims of the countess  that she ought to be apprized of the danger; but they positively refused to listen to her. It grew dark, and the nurse brought in the night-lamp. Jane was watching her arrange it, watching her mechanically, when a voice was heard from the bed.

Jane.

It was her fathers; he had roused up to consciousness; it almost seemed to strength, for the voice was firm, and the sight and sense seemed clear. Jane put a spoonful of jelly within his lips.

Jane, I think I have seen the country on the other side. Its better than Canaan was, and the rivers are like crystal, and the flowers on the banks are bright. I am nearly there, Jane; just one narrow strait to work through first, which looks dark; but the darkness is nothing, for I can see the light beyond.

Janes tears fell. She could not trust her voice to answer: and the earl was silent for a time.

Such a great big ship, Jane, he began again; big enough to hold all the people in the world; and those who get into her are at rest for ever. No more cold watches to keep on dark nights: no more shifting sails; no more tacking and wearing; no more struggles with storm and hurricane; the Great Commander does it all for us. Youll come to me there, Jane? I am only going on a little while first.

Yes, Jane softly whispered through her sobs, to be together for ever and ever.

Wheres Clarice? he suddenly exclaimed. Has she not come!

Jane had little doubt that he meant Laura. We did not expect Clarice, she said. And Laura is not here yet.

Jane, perhaps Clarice has gone into the beautiful ship before me. I may find her there.

I dont know, Jane faintly answered, feeling how worse than unsatisfactory was the uncertainty respecting Clarice in that dying hour. Father, if  if Laura cannot be here in time, you will leave her your forgiveness?

It is left to her. You may give it to her again; my love and my full forgiveness. But she might have come for it. Perhaps he would not let her come, Jane.

You forget, she murmured; Laura was not at home, and Mr. Carlton could not prevent her. Why should he wish to do so? I do not think he would.

Tell Laura I forgive him, too; and I hope he may get into the ship with the rest of us. But, Jane, I cannot like him; I never did like him. When Laura finds herself upon the quicksands, do you shelter her; shell have no one else to do it.

Was that sentence spoken with the strange prevision that sometimes attends the dying? Perhaps so!

A slight sound upon the muffled knocker. Janes quick ear caught it. She hoped it was Laura, but it was only Dr. James. He came into the earls room, and then went down to pay a visit to the countess.

After his departure Lord Oakburn again sank into what seemed a stupor, and lay so for an hour or two. As ten oclock struck he started from it.

Eliza, whats the time?

Jane glanced at his watch, which was hanging up, for she had not noticed the striking of the house clock.

Five minutes past ten.

Oh, its you, Jane, he said, with a sort of gladness that it was her, which found its echo in Janes heart; and he feebly put out his hand in search of hers. My own Jane! with me at the last! She doesnt know how I have missed her.

The last sentence appeared to be spoken as if he were oblivious of her presence, in that absence of memory which frequently accompanies the dying: and there was a second glad echo within her heart.

I am not in there yet, Jane, and the passage seems long. But there the ship is  what a sight! with her spars and her white sails. They are silvered over; and the spars are as glass, and the ship herself is gold. But it seems long to wait! Hows the tide?

His voice had grown so indistinct that Jane had to bend down to listen, but the last question was spoken in a clear, anxious tone. She gave some soothing answer, not supposing that he meant the actual tide  the matter-of-fact high water at London Bridge of the living, moving earth.

The tide, Jane, the tide? he continued, pointing with his finger to his own nautical almanac, which lay on his dressing-table. Jane rose and reached the book, The tide is coming in, father, she said, after finding the place. It will be high-water at eleven oclock.

Ay, ay. Thats what Im waiting for. I couldnt go against the tide, Jane; it must turn. I shall go out with the tide.

Jane put back the book, and resumed her post beside him.

Give my love to my wife, Jane, and tell her I wish I could have seen her; but the doctors wouldnt let it be so. And, Jane, youll love my little son?

Oh yes, she answered, with a sobbing sigh.

And youll come here sometimes when Im gone? Youll come to see Lucy.  

Oh, father! uttered Jane, in a tone of startled pain, you surely have not left her away from me?

The earl half opened his eyes. What?

You have not left the guardianship of Lucy to any one but me? breathlessly continued Jane. Father, I have brought her up from her cradle; I have been to her as a second mother; you could not leave her away from me?

He was evidently troubled, insensible as he had nearly become to earthly things.

I did not think of it, Jane; when I made my will, I did not think   his voice sank and Jane could not catch it. Silence fell upon the room, broken only by a convulsive sound that arose now and then: the sobs of Jane.

Its getting dark, he resumed, later; come closer to me, Jane. Dont you see the ship? Shes lying at anchor while she waits. Look at her, Jane; how bright she is; never mind its being dark here. The banks are green, and the flowers brilliant, and the clouds are rose colour. And theres the Captain! He is there! Oh, Jane, shut your eyes, you cannot look upon His brightness. He is beckoning  beckoning to me! reiterated the earl, his earnest voice so full of strange, loving triumph, that to Janes mind it was impossible to connect what he said with a mere worldly vision. I told you He would not reject a poor weather-beaten sailor. He will guide the ship to God  right into the blessed port of heaven. Yes, yes, I am coming; never mind the darkness; we shall soon be in the light.

He said no more, but lay quietly. The tide turned at eleven oclock, and the spirit of Francis, thirteenth Earl of Oakburn, went out with it.

One of the servants left the room to make known the event to the household, and in the same moment Lady Laura Carlton, so anxiously looked for, arrived. It turned out that when the despatch reached Colonel Mardens, she and the family had just departed on a days excursion to some distant ruins. It was given to her when she returned home, but that was not until five in the evening. She had lost no time in coming then.

Laura was of an impetuous nature, and the instant the door was opened to her she ran upstairs, trusting to instinct to find her fathers bedroom. In the corridor of the first floor, close to the countesss chamber, she encountered the servant who had just left the room above. How is the earl? she then inquired.

The servant stared at her. Perhaps the woman did not know that another daughter was expected. She made no answer for a moment, and Laura stamped her foot impatiently.

I ask you how Lord Oakburn is! Dont you know me? I am Lady Laura Carlton.

The earl is dead, my lady, replied the woman in a low voice. The breath has just left his body.

Dead! shrieked Laura, in tones that might be heard in every part of the house. My father dead! Oh, Jane, is it true? she wailed, catching sight of Jane Chesney on the landing above. Jane, Jane, is papa dead?

Out came the nurse from Lady Oakburns room, her face white as a sheet and as sour as vinegar, praying for caution and silence. Laura went on, and Jane took her into the death-chamber.

She flung herself down by the side of the bed, crying frantically, almost raving. Why had she not been sent for earlier? why had they allowed him to die without her seeing him? Jane, in her quiet, but far deeper grief, strove to soothe her; she whispered of his peaceful frame of mind, of his loving message of forgiveness; but Laura sobbed on hysterically, and would not be comforted.

A sight startled them both. A tall figure, robed in a flannel dressing-gown, with an ashen face, came gliding in and stood gazing at the corpse. Laura had never seen her before, and the sight hushed her to silence; Jane knew her for Lady Oakburn. The nurse followed behind, wringing her hands, and audibly lamenting what it appeared she had no power to prevent. Lauras cry in the corridor had penetrated to the chamber, and Lady Oakburn rose from her bed.

Anguish and reproach struggled in her countenance; anguish at her husbands death, reproach at those who had kept his state from her; but she had powerful command over her feelings, and retained almost unnatural calmness. Seeing Jane, she turned and confronted her.

Was this well done, Lady Jane?

I do not know precisely to what you allude, was Janes answer.

I am a stranger in the house, holding no authority in it, and whether things are ill or well done, it is not I who am responsible. I would have saved my fathers life with my own, had it been possible so to save it.

You have been here with him?

Since this afternoon.  

And yet you have excluded me! returned Lady Oakburn, her voice trembling with suppressed emotion. You think it right to exclude a wife from her husbands death-bed?

I think it very wrong, said Lady Jane. I think nothing can justify it, except peril to her own life. The first caution I had breathed into my ear upon entering this house was, that the truth of my fathers state, his danger, must be kept from you. I ventured to remonstrate; yes, I did: once to Dr. James alone, again to the medical men in concert. I was told that it was essential you should be kept in ignorance; that the tidings, if imparted, might have the worst effect upon you. I should have been the first to tell you, had I dared.

Lady Oakburn turned her condemning eyes to the nurse. It was Dr. James, spoke up the woman. He gave his orders throughout the household, and we could but obey him. He was afraid of such a thing as this, that has now happened: and whos to know, my lady, that you may not die for it?

I beg your pardon, murmured the countess to Jane. Oh, Lady Jane, let us be friends in this awful moment! she implored, an irresistible impulse prompting her to speak. He was your father; my husband; and he is lying dead before us; he has entered into a world where strife must cease; forgive me for the injury you think I did you, for the estrangement that I unhappily caused you. Let us at least be friends in the present hour, though the future should bring coolness again!

Jane Chesney put her hand into her step-mothers. It was not my fault that you were not with him; had it rested with me, you should have been here. He charged me to give you his love, and to say how he wished he could have seen you, but that the doctors forbade it. His death has been very peaceful; full of hope of a better world; a little while, he said, and we should all join him there.

Lady Oakburn, Janes hand still in hers, had laid her face upon the pillow by the dead, when a storm of suffocating sobs was heard behind them. Lucy, likewise aroused by Lauras cry on the stairs, had stolen in, in her night-dress.

You kept it from me too, Lucy! exclaimed Lady Oakburn in a tone of sad reproach. And I trusted to you!

It was kept from her, spoke up the nurse. We were afraid of the childs knowing it, my lady, because she would have carried the news to you.

Oh, Jane, sobbed the little girl, why has your love gone from us? You knew he was dying, and you never told me! you need not have begrudged a kiss to me from him for the last time.

I have no longer authority in the house, Lucy, repeated Jane, and can only do as I am told. I am a stranger in it.

Her tone, broken by suffering, by sorrow, by a sound of injury, struck upon all, even amidst their own grief.

Laura had been kneeling in shadow since Lady Oakburns entrance; had neither spoken to her, nor been seen by Lucy. Jane turned to her now.

And he left you his forgiveness, Laura; his full and free forgiveness, and his blessing, she said, as her silent tears fell. He died leaving his forgiveness to Mr. Carlton; his good wishes for him. Oh, but that I know my father has gone to peace, to heavenly happiness, this trial would be greater than I could bear!

The last words appeared to escape her in her excess of anguish. It was indeed a night of bitter trial for all; but for none perhaps as it was for Jane.

Still, in spite of her grief, she was obliged to forego a great part of her prejudice against Lady Oakburn. It was certainly not a time to retain ill-feeling; and Jane could not close her eyes to the fact that Lady Oakburn had been a good woman in her new home. If Jane could only forgive the marriage, the countesss conduct in all her new duties had been admirable. And as she sobbed that night by Janes side, and reiterated over and over again her grief, her remorse for the estrangement between the earl and his daughter, her humble prayer that Lady Jane would at least try to learn to look upon her as not an enemy, Janes heart insensibly warmed, and she unconsciously began to like the countess better than ever she had liked her as Miss Lethwait.

If I have been wrong in my prejudice, more obstinate than I ought to have been, if it brought pain to my dear father, may God forgive me! she murmured. Yes, Lady Oakburn, we will be friends henceforth; good friends, I trust; never more enemies.

And Lady Oakburn took Janes hand and sobbed over it. The trouble she had brought upon Lady Jane, the estrangement caused by her between Jane and her father, had been the one thorn in the countesss wedded life.


CHAPTER XXXVIII.

THE NEXT DAY.

ON the morning following the death, Judith went abroad to make certain purchases for her mistress, and in passing along Piccadilly she encountered Stephen Grey  now Dr. Grey, as you have heard. The two stopped, mutually surprised and delighted. It is pleasant to meet an old face from ones native place, no matter what the social degree.

Why, Judith, he exclaimed, is it you or your ghost? What wind blew you to town?

He put out his hand to shake hands with her: he was the same Stephen Grey as ever, free and cordial. Judiths face glowed with pleasure. If there was one person in all South Wennock who believed in Mr. Stephen Greys innocence, and that he was an ill-used man, it was Judith Ford.

Lady Jane was telegraphed for yesterday, sir, she explained. The earl was dying. We reached London in the afternoon, and he died a few minutes past eleven at night.

I heard of his death this morning. Gout, I suppose?

Gout in the stomach, I believe, sir, replied Judith. But he suffered as good as nothing yesterday, and died peacefully as a child.

He would not suffer much towards the last, remarked the doctor. And the young earl is a strapping shaver of four days old! Death and birth, Judith; the one comes to replace the other.

Its in the course of nature that it should be so, sir, was Judiths answer. But as to the baby being strapping, I dont know about that, for I have not seen him. Its born healthy and straight, the servants say, and thats the chief thing. Lady Laura is up in Portland Place also, she added, but she did not get there in time to see her father alive.

How was that  if Lady Jane could do so?

Lady Laura was visiting at Pembury. My lady sent a note to her, thinking she was at home, and we called for her in the fly as we were going to the station. Mr. Carlton came out to Lady Jane. I dont fancy she much liked meeting him; she has never once met him face to face, sir, until yesterday, since the marriage.

How is Carlton getting on? asked the doctor. Well, I hear.

Very well, I believe, answered Judith. But Mr. Grey and his partner, Mr. Lycett, have as much as ever they can do. Theres plenty of practice for all, sir.

I always said so, replied the doctor. Do Carlton and Frederick fall out still? And he laughed as he asked the question, Not that I hear of, sir. I fancy they keep apart, for theres no love lost between them. He gets very good-looking, does Master Frederick. The last time I saw him he said he should soon be leaving for London.

Very soon now. But we thought it better he should remain for a time at South Wennock, where he sees more of the drudgery of the profession than he would with me.

And, sir, if I may make bold to ask it, how are you prospering?

Famously, Judith. Short as the time is that I have been here, I am making a great deal more than I did at South Wennock. So if your friend, Carlton, thought to ruin me by driving me away, he has not succeeded in his wish.

The doctor spoke in light, pleasant tones. He cherished enmity to none, not even to Mr. Carlton; to do so was not in his nature. But Judith resented the words.

Mr. Carlton is no friend of mine, sir; I dont like him well enough for that. When shall you be paying a visit to South Wennock, Mr. Stephen?

My goodness, Judith! The idea of your calling me Mr. Stephen! returned the jesting doctor. Im a great man now, and shall enter an action against you for loss of title. Dont you know that I am the famous Dr. Grey?

Judith smiled. His merriment was contagious. But when shall you be coming, sir?

Perhaps never, he replied, a shade of seriousness rising to his face. South Wennock did not treat me so well that I should wish to see it again speedily. Should the mystery ever be cleared up about that draught  and, mark you, Judith, when it is cleared up, it will be found that I was innocent  then I may visit it again.

Judith fell into momentary thought, wondering whether the mystery ever would be cleared up. She hoped it would be sometime; and yet  she dreaded that that time should come.

You will look in upon us, wont you, Judith, now you are in town? Mrs. Stephen Grey will be glad to see an old face.

Thank you, sir, replied Judith, much gratified by the invitation. I shall be glad to pay my duty to Mrs. Grey. Does London agree with her, sir?

Im afraid it does not, Judith, very well. But neither did South Wennock. She is always delicate, you know, let her be where she will. Ah, Judith, if we could only find some spot in this lower world, warranted to give health to all invalids, what a thing it would be! As great a boon as the mill we are always looking for that grinds folk young again.

He was turning away laughing. Judith stopped him.

I beg your pardon, sir, but I do not know your address.

Bless me, dont you! I thought all the world knew where the great Dr. Grey lived, he returned jestingly. There it is  giving her his card Savile Row; and mind you find your way to it. Curious to say, that accidental interview, that simple card given to Judith, led to an event quite unlooked for.

When Judith reached home  that is, her home for the time being, Portland Place  she found the house in commotion, although it was the house of the dead. Lady Oakburn had dismissed her medical attendant, Dr. James.

She had done it, as she did most things, in a quiet, lady-like manner, but one absolutely firm and uncompromising. Dr. James had by stratagem, by untruth, prevented a last interview between herself and her husband, and she felt that she could not regard him again with feelings unallied to vexation and anger. It was better therefore that they should part. Dr. James urged that what he had done, he had done for the best, out of concern for her ladyships welfare. That, her ladyship did not doubt, she answered; but she could not forget or forgive the way in which it had been accomplished. In her judgment, Dr. James should have imparted to her the truth of her husbands state, and then urged prudence upon her. It was the deceit she could not forgive, or  in short  countenance.

The result was the dismissal of Dr. James, and the dismay of the nurse in attendance upon the countess. The dismay extended itself to Lady Jane. Although the imprudence of Lady Oakburn on the previous night appeared not to have materially affected her, still she was not yet in a sufficiently convalescent state to be left without a medical attendant. Lady Oakburn appeared to think she was so. She was not personally acquainted with any other doctor in London, she said to Jane, and seemed to dislike the idea of a strangers being called in to her of whose ways and skill she could know nothing. It was in this dilemma that Judith found the house on her return.

Oh, my lady, she exclaimed to her mistress on the spur of the moment, if the countess would only call in Mr. Stephen Grey! He is so safe! so skilful! and she could not fail to like him.

She extended the card as she spoke, and mentioned the recent interview. Jane listened, and carried the card to the countess.

Let me send for him, Lady Oakburn, she urged. I do think it is necessary that you should have some one; and, as Judith says, you could not fail to like Dr. Grey.

Lady Oakburn consented. Known well to Judith, partially known to Lady Jane, he would not seem quite a stranger: and Stephen Grey was sent for. It was the first step in the friendship that ensued between the Greys and Lady Oakburn: a friendship that was destined to bring great events in its train.

It was a somewhat singular coincidence that the Dowager Countess of Oakburn should die the day after the earl. Such was the fact, however. She had been ill for several weeks. No immediate danger was apprehended, but in the very hour that she heard news of the earls death  the tidings of which were conveyed to her in the morning  she was taken suddenly worse, and expired at three oclock in the afternoon. Lady Jane went to her house at Kensington and was in time to see her alive, but she had then lost consciousness, and was speechless. One of the old countesss granddaughters said  it was a dreadfully irreverent thing to say  that they must have gone together to plague each other on the journey, just as they had plagued each other in life.

It was decided that the two funerals should take place at the same time and place in one of the great London cemeteries. The burial-place of the Earls of Oakburn was Chesney Oaks; but he, the old sailor just gone, had expressly desired that no parade and no expense, beyond what was absolutely necessary, should be wasted upon him. To convey him to Chesney Oaks would involve considerable outlay; his poor worthless body would not rest any the better for it, he quaintly said; let it be put into the ground in the simplest manner possible, and in the nearest cemetery. The executors of the dowager countess thought it well to observe the same simplicity with regard to her, and it was arranged that they should be interred together.

Jane and Laura remained in town until the funeral should be over. They would not quit the house while their father lay dead in it; and in the reconciliation with his widow, there was no necessity for hurrying away. Laura, impetuous in all her doings, took a violent fancy to the countess, protesting secretly to Jane that she was a far superior woman to what she had imagined; and it would be a convenient house to put up at, she candidly added, when she chose to visit London. Jane was not swayed by any motives so interested; but she could not help acknowledging to herself that the countess won upon her regard day by day.

She has done her duty by Lucy, Miss Snow remarked to Lady Jane confidentially. Never a mother was more anxious for a childs welfare than Lady Oakburn is for Lucys. I made my mind up at first not to remain; but when I found how good she was, how she tried to do her utmost for us all in loving-kindness, I thought I should be foolish to leave. She would not have kept me, though, but for the earl; she told me she should wish to take the childs education entirely into her own hands, but he would not suffer it. I dare say she will take it now.

They were busy over their mourning. Jane ordered hers quiet and good, befitting a lady, but plain; Laura chose hers for its magnificence. Jane ventured to caution her about expense, and Laura tossed her head in answer.

Papa is sure to have remembered me, she said, and surely I may spend what is my own. And she actually appealed to the countess  was it not certain that the earl had remembered her in his will?

It was a curious question, and perhaps the very fact of its being asked proved that Laura was not quite so sure upon the point as she wished to be. Lady Oakburn, however, could tell her nothing. She did not know how the earl had left his affairs. That he had made a recent will, she believed; for in the prospect of a little child being born, he had remarked to her that he must settle his affairs in accordance with that prospect, and she thought he had done so; but she did not know any details, for the earl had not mentioned them to her.

Oh, it was sure to be all right, Laura remarked with her usual unconcern; and she bought every pretty black dress that attracted her eye.

You will be godmother to the little baby, Lady Jane, when the time comes for christening him? supplicated the countess with sensible hesitation. He shall belong as much to you as to me.

Yes, willingly, replied Jane. She did not hesitate. That little frail being in its sheltering cradle seemed to be the one link to life left by her father.

And  if I may express a wish  will you not call him Francis?

Francis, certainly; Francis always. The Earls of Oakburn have mostly been John  but I dont know that it need be a rule for us. We can name him Francis John: but he must be called Francis.

On one of the days that intervened between the death and the burial, Jane borrowed the countesss carriage  her own but one short year before  and went to Gloucester Terrace. Though feeling a conviction that Mrs. West would have sent to her had she heard news of Clarice, it did not seem right to Janes anxious mind that she should leave London again without personally inquiring about her. But when she reached the house she received a disappointment. Mrs. West and her children, she was told, were at the seaside.

As Jane stood in the doorway in hesitation  as is the manner of many when they meet with an unexpected check  a gentleman put his head out at one of the sitting-rooms, wondering perhaps who the visitor might be, and what the colloquy was about. He was a pleasant-looking man, short and stout, with a red face and bristling hair.

Its a good six weeks before my mistress will be at home, maam, the servant was saying. She only went ten days ago, and  But heres my master, she broke off as the gentleman came forward. Perhaps he can tell more for certain than I can.

Mr. West advanced to Lady Jane. His wife, Mrs. West, was out of town, he observed. Could he answer any questions for her, or convey to her any message?  he should be joining her at Ramsgate on the morrow.

Jane stepped into the sitting-room. He would probably know as much as his wife, was the reflection that crossed her mind. She mentioned the errand that she had come upon, and that she had been there some fifteen months before on the same.

Oh yes, yes, said Mr. West. I remember my wife spoke of the circumstance to me  Lady Jane Chesney, I presume, he added with a bow. I am sorry to say that we have never heard anything of Miss Beauchamp. Only a short time before my wife left home for Ramsgate, she was talking of Miss Beauchamp, and wondering whether her friends had found her.

Jane sighed heavily, although she had expected nothing else than disappointment. No, she said in a low tone, we have not found her; we have not heard of her.

It is very extraordinary, exclaimed Mr. West.

It is more than that, said Jane, it is alarming. Until lately we cherished the hope that she had gone abroad with some family, but every month that glides on seems to set the hope more and more at nought. Thank you, she added, moving to the door, and handing him a card. That is my address in the country, where I reside. Should Mrs. West ever hear of her  though indeed the suggestion sounds a forlorn one  perhaps she will kindly forward me word of it there.

I am sure you may rely upon her doing so, returned Mr. West. And I only wish I had been able to give your ladyship better news now, he heartily concluded.

Attending her, he stood on the pavement while she stepped into the carriage, and was driven away Jane sat in it strangely disheartened, considering that she had expected no better. A conviction had latterly been gaining upon her that Clarice was dead, and she seemed only to be able to think of her as being so.

But now there was one little item of news regarding Miss Beauchamp that Mrs. West had learnt since she last saw Lady Jane, and which she would certainly have imparted to her had she been at home, though she had not deemed it of sufficient importance to write to her; and perhaps had also abstained from doing so lest she might make mischief. Mr. West knew it, but he never supposed that it was not known to Lady Jane. After all, it was not much; and would have left the affair in mystery at least equal to that which at present enshrouded it.


CHAPTER XXXIX.

AN IMPROMPTU VISIT.

LADY OAKBURN sat in her chamber, in an easy-chair by the fire. She sat up for several hours a day now, although the nurse with her old-fashioned ideas protested it was too soon. Only Laura was with her, and she, Laura, held the little baby on her lap. Quite a mark of condescension for Laura, who was not fond of bringing herself into contact with things so troublesome as babies.

I wish my own had lived, she was saying to Lady Oakburn.  It was the sweetest little girl ever seen. But I should not have nursed it, you know; I could not have subjected myself to the tie. I cannot think how you can have undertaken such a task!  youll never be able to go out.  

Lady Oakburn smiled. She and Laura were very different women. How long did your child live? she inquired.

Only a day and a half. Mr. Carlton saw from the first that it would not live; but he did not tell me, and I wondered why he had it baptized so quickly. When he asked me what the name should be, and said Mr. Lycett was downstairs and would baptize it, I inquired why he wanted it done, and he said carelessly it was as well, when infants were delicate. I thought nothing of the answer then, but he has told me since!

What did you name it?

Laura. Mr. Carlton wished it, and I like the name very well. What is Jane sitting in that strange way for? Like a statue!

For Jane Chesney had now returned from her visit to Mrs. West, had made her way wearily up the stairs to the countesss bedroom, and sunk down on a chair near the door. Disappointment was pressing heavily on her heart. As Laura turned to her in her wonder, Jane rose and came forward.

I have had so fruitless a journey, she said. Mrs. West, the lady I went to call upon, was at Ramsgate, but I saw her husband. They have heard nothing whatever of Clarice. I am sure she will never he found now.  

I should turn the world topsy-turvy but Id find her, cried impetuous Laura. She cant be lost, you know! Such a thing could not happen in these days.

Jane shook her head in silence. All the places she and her father could think of had been turned topsy-turvy in one sense, in the past days: but they had not found Clarice.

I am sure it was quite a weight upon papas mind at the last, murmured Jane. Did he talk much of her? she continued, lifting her eyes to Lady Oakburn.

The countess replied almost eagerly. That some mystery was attached to one of the earls daughters she knew; for in the time of her residence in the house as governess, chance words relating to the Lady Clarice had been dropped in her hearing. But she had heard nothing further. After her marriage she inquired about her of the earl, but he had passed the question over lightly, as if not caring to speak of the subject. This she now told Jane.

But  do you mean to say, Lady Oakburn, that papa did not acquaint you with the particulars? asked Jane in some surprise.

He never did. I am sure he did not like to speak upon the subject.

I wonder that he did not tell you, said Jane.

I dont wonder at it at all, dissented Laura. I dont like to speak about it. Would you believe, Lady Oakburn, that I have never once mentioned it to my husband? He has not the least idea that we ever had another sister.

But why do you not tell him? returned Lady Oakburn.

I dont know, mused Laura. I cannot bear to speak of Clarice to any one. It does not sound nice to confess to a sister who went out as a governess in disobedience, and does not come home again. I say I cant explain the feeling, but it is within me, very strongly. I dare say papa felt the same; we were much alike, he and I. It will be time enough to tell my husband about Clarice when she is found.

Did she go out in disobedience? asked Lady Oakburn.

Yes, said Laura. It was very wilful of her. I dont mind talking of it to you, Lady Oakburn, as you know something about it, and we are upon the subject. For a long, long time, papa would not so much as allow her name to be mentioned in the house. By the way, Jane, she continued: do you know a thought has struck me more than once. You remember that scrap of a letter that I brought to you when you first came back to South Wennock?

Do I remember it? repeated Jane. I look at it often. It puzzles me more than I care to say.

Well, what has struck me is, that perhaps  it is just possible  papa in his anger opened that letter, although it was addressed to you, and tore it up as soon as opened.

No, said Jane. So unable was I to find any solution to the matter, that I, like you, fancied it possible papa had opened it, and I wrote to him from South Wennock and asked him the question.

And he said he had not done so?

He wrote to me by return of post. He had never seen or heard of any such letter.

Then I think I remember the circumstance  that is, your letter coming to him, interposed the countess, looking at Jane. He was reading a letter from you one morning at breakfast, when he grew a little excited, a little angry, and exclaimed that he should like to know what Jane could mean. Lucy asked what it was, and he answered that Jane had been writing to know if he had opened one of Clarices letters: as if he would have opened anything from her at that time, he added: he would not have touched one with the end of his stick. I recollect the words quite well, continued Lady Oakburn. And I know I longed to inquire what the trouble was, regarding Lady Clarice, but I did not like to do so.

Jane sighed. I feel  I begin to feel that we shall never find Clarice.

Thats nonsense, returned Laura. She is sure to be found some day, living or dead.

Living or dead, repeated Jane in low tones. Yes, perhaps so. But it will not be living.

Laura preferred the sunny points of life to the shadows, and rarely took a dark view of anything. These unpleasant forebodings sounded as nonsense in her ears. Jane turned to Lady Oakburn and related to her the whole history of Clarice from beginning to end. It impressed Lady Oakburn greatly; she thought she had never heard of anything so singular as this prolonged disappearance.

In narrating the story, Jane made a passing allusion to the dream relating to Clarice, which had so disturbed her. Laura, who was putting the sleeping baby then into his little cot, interrupted her with a ridiculing word.

Dreams, indeed! One would suppose you were some old nurse, Jane! How you can dwell upon that absurdity still, and repeat it, I cannot understand. Lady Oakburn is staring at you  and well she may!

At any rate we have never heard of Clarice since that dream, was Janes answer; and her low, earnest voice told how much the subject affected her. When Clarice shall be restored to us, safe and well, then I will forget my dream.

Laura threw up her supercilious head, and turned her back upon Jane. I must put on my things, she remarked to the countess. Your servants and horses will think I am never coming. I sent orders down that they should wait when Jane returned.

Jane had seen the look of surprise on Lady Oakburns face, and spoke as Laura left the room. I ought to tell you, Lady Oakburn, as a sort of answer to Lauras ridicule, that in the course of my past life three or four most singular dreams have visited me. They have borne a strange coincidence  to say the least of it  with events that have speedily followed. I am not by nature superstitious; I believe that I was born the reverse of it; but it is impossible these dreams should not have fixed themselves on my mind, as something neither to be accounted for nor understood.

And you had one of these singular dreams relating to Lady Clarice?

I had. She was not Lady Clarice then. It was a very dreadful dream, and it appeared to shadow forth her death. Hour by hour, day by day, the dream, taken in conjunction with Clarices prolonged disappearance, becomes more vivid to my memory. I cannot forget it.

What was it? asked Lady Oakburn.

I would prefer not to tell it you, replied Jane. Sometimes I think that if I related it to Laura she would ridicule it less than she does.

You have not related it to her?

No. To her, of all others, I must be silent.

But why to her in particular, Lady Jane?

Well, the cause is  but it sounds foolish even in my own ears when mentioned, so what must it do to a listener? The fact is  and a very curious fact it is, one which I cannot understand  that in this dream Mr. Carlton, Lauras husband, was most unpleasantly prominent. The details I say I cannot give you, but I dreamt that Clarice was dead  I dreamt that she appeared to me dead, and that she indicated Mr. Carlton as being the cause of her death, or in some manner aiding in it.

The countesss mind was utterly free from superstition, and in a silent, polite manner she had been wondering at Lady Jane. But the awe on the latters countenance, the hushed voice, the solemnity in Janes words, imparted their own impression to her, and she felt inclined to shiver.

He was not Lauras husband then, but I was in the habit of seeing him daily, for he was my fathers medical attendant; and I argue with myself that that fact, seeing him so frequently, caused him to be mixed up with my dream. I argue that it must have been a purely accidental coincidence. But in spite of this, in spite of myself, my reason, my judgment, I cannot get that sight of Mr. Carlton, as I saw him in the dream, from my mind; and ever since that moment I have felt a sort of horror of Mr. Carlton. I cannot expect you, Lady Oakburn, to excuse this, or to understand it. I feel myself that it is wrong.

But did Mr. Carlton know your sister Clarice? demanded the countess, growing strangely interested.

Certainly not. And therefore my reason and good sense rise up in condemnation against me, while the feeling, the horror, remains. I did once mention this to Laura  that Mr. Carlton was mixed up most unpleasantly in the dream, and that I could not help regarding him with a sort of dread; but I fancy she has forgotten it. It was before her marriage. At any rate, what with this, and what with Lauras general ridicule of such things, I never care to allude to the dream in her presence. I never should allude to it but as an explanation of the cause why I grew uneasy and wrote to Clarice those letters which have never been answered.

Wont you relate the dream to me? asked the countess, in her interest. I confess I am no believer in the theory some entertain, that dreams are sent as warnings; I fear I ridicule them as heartily as Lady Laura; but I should like to hear this one.

Jane shook her head. I have never told it to any one. Pardon me, Lady Oakburn, if I still decline to repeat it to you. Independent of my own unconquerable repugnance, I do not think it would be fair towards Mr. Carlton.

Lady Oakburn could not forbear a smile, and Jane saw it.

Yes, she said in answer: I know how foolish all this must seem to you. It is foolish: and I should be thankful if I could overcome the prejudice it has given me against Mr. Carlton. That prejudice is the most foolish of all. I feel how unjustifiable it is; and yet

Another dreamer interrupted them: the infant peer in his cradle. He raised his voice with all the power of his little lungs, and Jane hastened to take him up and carry him to the countess.

Laura meanwhile, in Lady Oakburns carriage, was being rattled over the stones of London. The carriage took its way to the East-end, to a populous but certainly not fashionable locality. She was about to pay an impromptu visit to her husbands father, Mr. Carlton.

In a crowded and remote thoroughfare, where riches and poverty, bustle and idleness, industry and guilt, seemed to mingle incongruously together, was situated the residence of Mr. Carlton. The carriage drew up before a square, red-brick house; not large, but sufficiently commodious. It stood a little back from the street, and a paved court led to the entrance. On the door was a brass plate: Mr. Carlton, Surgeon; and over the door a large lamp of yellow and red glass.

Laura stepped from the carriage, and a man-servant opened the door almost the instant that she had rung.  

Can I see Mr. Carlton?

Not now, maam. It is not my masters hour for receiving patients. In a moment he will have left on his round of visits.

The servant by a slight gesture indicated a plain-looking brougham in waiting. Laura had not noticed it. The refusal did not please her, and she put on her most imperious manner.

Your master is at home?

He is at home, maam, but I cannot admit you. It is the hour for his carriage, and  and there he is going to it, added the servant, evidently relieved, for he did not like controversy.

Laura turned quickly; a thin man of sixty had come out of a side door, and was crossing the paved court. She stepped up and confronted him.

Mr. Carlton, I presume?

She need not have asked. In the slender, spare, gentlemanlike form, in the well-shaped features, the impassive expression of face, she saw her husband over again: her husband as he would be when thirty more years should have passed over his head  if they were so destined to pass. In the elder mans sharp tone, his decisive gesture as he turned and answered to the call, she recognized the very manner of him so familiar to her. The tone and manner were not discourteous, certainly, but short and very uncompromising.

I am Mr. Carlton. What is your business?

I have come to see you, sir. I have come all the way from the West-end to see you.

Mr. Carlton glanced at the carriage. He saw the earls coronet on it; he saw the servants in their handsome livery  for mourning was not assumed yet for the earl. But Mr. Carlton did not entertain a very great reverence for earls on the whole, and carriages and servants he only regarded as necessary appendages to comfort to those who could afford them.

Then Im very sorry you should have come at this hour, madam, he said. I cannot see patients at home after the clock strikes three: and it struck two minutes ago; you might have heard it from yonder church. Were I to break the rule once, I might break it always. If you will call to-morrow at

I am not a patient, interrupted Laura.

Not a patient? What are you, then?

I am your sons wife, sir: Lady Laura Carlton.

Mr. Carlton betrayed no surprise. He looked at her for a minute or two, his impassive face never changing. Then he held out his arm with civility, and led her to the house. The entrance at the forbidden hour which he would have denied to a patient, however valuable, he accorded to his daughter-in-law.

He handed her into a room on the ground floor, a dining-room evidently; a dark, sombre apartment, with heavy crimson velvet curtains, and handsome furniture as sombre as the room. The manservant was removing the remains of luncheon from the table; but his master stopped him with a motion of the hand.

Lay it again, Gervase.

Not for me, interposed Laura, as she sat down in an arm-chair. I would prefer not to take anything, she added to Mr. Carlton.

The servant went away with his tray. And Mr. Carlton turned to her. And so you are the young lady my son has married. I wish you health and happiness!

You are very kind, said Laura, beginning to take a dislike to Mr. Carlton. She knew how useful some of his hoarded gains would be to them; she hated him for his stinginess in not having helped his son: and she had come down in an impulse that morning to pay him court and make friends with him. But there was something in his calm eye and calm bearing that told her her object would be lost, if that object was to get him to aid them. And Laura entrenched herself within her own pride, and set herself to dislike him  as she always did dislike any one who thwarted her.

I am in London for a few days, Mr. Carlton, and I thought I would come and make your acquaintance before I left it. I did not know it would be disagreeable to you.

It is not disagreeable to me. I am pleased to see you here. Is Lewis in town with you?

As if he would not have come to you if he had been! retorted Laura. I was summoned to town on grievous business, she continued, her eye and voice alike softening. My father was dying. I did not arrive in time to see him alive.

Your father? I beg your pardon, I forget who

The Earl of Oakburn, imperiously answered Laura, feeling excessively offended, and scarcely crediting the lapse of memory.

The Earl of Oakburn: true. When I read of his death I felt sure that I ought to remember that name for some particular reason, but I forgot that he was the father of my sons wife. You look angry, my dear; but if you had the work on your hands that I have, you would not wonder at my forgetfulness. I and Lewis had very scant correspondence on the subject of his marriage, and I am not sure that your fathers name was mentioned in it more than once. Your own name is Laura.

I am Lady Laura, was the answer, given with a flash of impetuosity.

And a very pretty name it is! Laura! I had a little sister of that name once, who died. Dear me, it seems ages and ages ago to look back upon! And how is Lewis getting on in South Wennock? He ought to be a skilful practitioner by this time. He has mettle in him if he chooses to put it out.

He gets on as well as a doctor can do who has his way to make unassisted, returned Laura. No one helps him. He ought to keep a close carriage, but he cant afford it.

If he had afforded it, his wife would have appropriated it for her own use. Driving down in that coroneted carriage with all the signs of rank and wealth about it, was a pastime most acceptable to Laura in her vanity.

Ah, Lewis must be content to wait for that, remarked Mr. Carlton. I did not keep a close carriage until I had been more years in practice than Lewis has. Tell him from me, my dear, that those who know how to win, generally know how to wait.

I will not tell him, said Laura boldly. I think, sir, you ought to help him.

Do you, young lady? What does he get by his practice? Six or seven hundred a year?

Well, yes; I think he gets as much as that.

Its more than I did at his age. And I would recommend him to make it suffice.

The peculiar emphasis which accompanied the words, told a tale to Laura: no help must be expected from Mr. Carlton. Laura threw back her head disdainfully. Only asking it for the sake of him whom she so loved, really careless of money herself, she felt anger rather than disappointment. She rose to leave.

Your husband knows my disposition, Lady Laura: that I never can be badgered into anything  and you must pardon the word. Tell him I have not altered my will; I shall not alter it if he keeps in my good books; but he must look to his own exertions while I live, not to me.

I think you are a very unkind father, Mr. Carlton.

My dear, you can think so if you please, was the equable answer, given in all courtesy. You dont know your husbands disposition yet. Shall I tell you what he is? He makes, you say, six or seven hundred a year. If I allowed him, from to-day, six or seven hundred in addition, making twelve or fourteen, by the years end he would find that too little, and ask for fourteen hundred more. Lewis is safe to spend all his income, no matter from what sources it may be derived; and I dont care to have my hard-earned money wasted during my lifetime.

Laura drew her black lace shawl round her with supercilious meaning, and swept from the room, deaf to offers of wine and other good things. Mr. Carlton followed, and held out his arm. Had it been any one but her husbands father she would have refused it.



Where are you staying? he asked.

In the house with my dead father, passionately answered Laura. I should not have quitted it on any errand but this.

I have been glad to see you, my dear. I shall always be glad to see you and Lewis. Come and stay with me, both of you, at any time. Should business or pleasure bring you to London, Lady Laura, and you can reconcile yourself to this end of the town, make my house your home. You shall be heartily welcomed.

He led her out with quite an excess of stately courtesy, bowed her into the waiting carriage, lifted his hat, and stood bareheaded until she had driven away.

He is a gentleman, with all his meanness, quoth Laura to herself. Somehow I had feared he might not be so. And I can understand now why he and Lewis have been so antagonistic  they are too much like each other.


CHAPTER XL.

THE FACE AGAIN!

IT was the day of the funeral of the Earl of Oakburn. In her dressing-room sat his widow, wearing her deep mourning robes and her white cap, the insignia of her bereft condition. Near to her, in robes of mourning as deep, sat the earls daughters, Jane, Laura, and Lucy. Lucy the child cried incessantly; Laura ever and anon gave vent to a frantic burst; Jane was tranquil. Tranquil outwardly; and none, save perhaps the countess, suspected the real inward suffering. What with the loss of him, gone from their sight in this world for ever, and the loss of one they knew not how gone, Jane Chesneys grief was too bitterly acute for outward sign; it lay deeper than the surface.

The Earl of Oakburn and the dowager countess were left in graves side by side each other in the large cemetery; And the solicitor to the Oakburn family was coming in with the wills. A copy of that made by the countess was to be read, because it was known that legacies were left to some of those ladies sitting there. The lawyer, Mr. Mole, was a thin man, with a white shirt-frill, who surreptitiously took snuff every three minutes from under his handkerchief.

He solaced himself with a good pinch outside the dressing-room door, and went in bowing, two parchments in his hand. Lady Oakburn was not strong enough to go to the apartments below, and the lawyer was received here, as had been arranged. The will of the earl was the one he retained in his hand to read first. He took his seat and opened it.

Lord Oakburn had it not in his power to bequeath much. The estate was charged with the payment of five hundred a year to his eldest daughter, Jane Chesney, for her life; to his second daughter, Laura Carlton, he left his forgiveness; and to his third and fourth daughters, Clarice Beauchamp, and Lucy Eleanor, the sum of three thousand pounds each. Lucy was left under the personal guardianship of his wife, Eliza, Countess of Oakburn, who was charged with the expense of her education and maintenance; Clarice, when she was found, was to have her home with the countess, if she pleased; and if she did not so please, he prayed his daughter Jane to afford her one. Should it be ascertained that any untoward fate had overtaken Clarice (so ran the words of the will), that she should no longer be living, then the three thousand pounds were to revert to Jane absolutely. Lucys three thousand were to accumulate until she was twenty-one. A sum of three hundred pounds was to be equally divided at once among his four daughters, to provide them with decent mourning, Clarices share to be handed over to Jane, that it might be set aside for her.

Such were the terms of the will, as related to the earls daughters. The part of it regarding his wife and son (the latter of whom was not born when it was made, though it provided for the contingency) need not be touched upon, for it does not concern us.



When the will was read, Mr. Mole laid it down, took up the copy of that of the dowager countess, and began to read it with scarcely a moments interval. The old lady, who had plenty of money in her own right, had bequeathed five thousand pounds each to her grandnieces Jane and Lucy Eleanor Chesney. Janes five thousand was to be paid over to her within twelve months, Lucys was to be left to accumulate until she should be of age, both principal and interest. Neither Laura nor Clarice was mentioned in her will. Even to the last the old countess could not forgive Clarice for attempting to earn her own living; neither had she forgiven Lauras marriage.

To describe the sore feeling, the anger, the resentment of Lady Laura at finding herself passed over both by her father and her aunt, would be a difficult task. She was of hasty and passionate temper, something like her father, too apt to give way to it upon trifling occasions, but she did not do so now. There are some injuries, or what we deem such, which tell so keenly upon the feelings, that they bury themselves in silence, and rankle there. This was one of them. Laura Carlton made no remark, no observation; she expressed not a word of disappointment, or said that it was so. One lightning flash of anger, which no one saw but the solicitor, and outward demonstration was over.

The lawyer took four parcels of bank-notes from his pocket-book, each to the amount of seventy-five pounds. Two of these parcels he handed to Lady Jane; her own and Clarices; one to the countess as Lucys share; the other parcel to Lady Laura.

And Laura took the notes without a word. Her indignant fingers trembled to fling them back in Mr. Moles face; but she contrived to restrain herself. He might have left me better off, she breathed to Jane in the course of the evening; and then she bit her lips for having said so much.

Jane also had her disappointment; but she had been prepared for it. Not a disappointment as regarded money matters: she was left as well off as she expected to be, and felt grateful to her father for doing so much, and to her aunt for her handsome legacy. Her disappointment related to Lucy. That the child whom she had loved and tended, whom in her heart she believed herself capable of training into the good Christian, the refined gentlewoman at least as efficiently as the countess, should be left away from her care, entrusted to another, was indeed a bitter trial. Jane, like Laura, spoke not of her mortification; but, unlike Laura, she strove to subdue it. It is only another cross in my tried life, she murmured to herself. I must take it up meekly, and pray for help to bear it.

You should have her entirely indeed, if the will allowed it, said the countess to Jane, for she divined the disappointment, and the tears in her eyes proved the fervour with which she spoke. I love her greatly; but I would not have been so selfish as to keep her from you. She shall visit you as often as you like, Lady Jane; she is more yours than mine.

Jane caught at the words. Let me take her home with me for a little change then. She feels the loss greatly, and change of scene will be good for her. She can remain a week or two with me until you are strong again.

Willingly, willingly, was the answer. Ask for her when you will, at anytime, and she shall go to you. Unless  unless

Lady Oakburn suddenly stopped.

Unless what? asked Jane.

Oh, I feel that I scarcely dare to mention it, returned the countess. I spoke in impulse. Pray pardon me, Lady Jane! My thought was  unless you would return and make this your home.

Jane shook her head. No, she said; I think I must have a home of my own. I have become used to it, you see. But I will come to you sometimes, and be your guest.

So Lucy went with Jane to South Wennock. They journeyed down the second day after the funeral. Laura was silent on the way, somewhat resentful, as she brooded bitterly over the news she had to carry to her husband. Once she turned in the carriage and spoke to Jane quite sharply.

Why did you never tell me you had asked papa about that torn note of Clarices? No one seems to care for me, I think.

Jane Chesney sighed wearily. I dont know why I did not. Somehow I do not like to talk of Clarice; and it only left the mystery where it was,

They reached Great Wennock in safety. Laura had not apprized her husband of her coming, and there was no carriage in waiting; the disappointment to be inflicted on him had deterred her. The omnibus and one fly stood at the station. Judith was hastening to secure the latter, but was too late. A handsome stripling leaped into it before her. It was Frederick Grey.

Oh, Master Grey? she said in dismayed accents. He looked tall enough now to be Mr. Grey; but Judith adhered to the familiar salutation. Youll give up the fly, wont you, sir!

I dare say, Judith! returned the young gentleman, with a laugh. Theres the omnibus for you.

Its not for me, Master Frederick. The ladies are here.

He glanced across, caught sight of them, and was out of the fly in an instant, lugging with him a box, which he took to the omnibus, and offered the fly to Lady Jane. He stood with his hat in his hand, a frank smile on his pleasant countenance as he pressed them to take it.

But it is not right to deprive you of it, said Jane. You had it first.

What, and leave you the omnibus, Lady Jane! What would you think of me? A jolting wont hurt me; its rather fun than otherwise. I should walk, if it were not for the rain.

Have you come from London?

Oh no. Only from Lichford.

He helped to place them in the fly, and they were obliged to make room for Judith, for it was raining fast, and Jane would not let her go outside. Lucy gazed at him as he stood there raising his hat when they drove away.

What a nice face! she exclaimed. I like him so much, Jane!

I declare I forgot to tell him that we saw his father, said Jane. I must send for him to call.

Mr. Carltons was first reached. Lady Laura alighted, and the fly drove on with the rest towards Cedar Lodge. Mr. Carlton was at home, and he welcomed Laura with many kisses. It was late, and tea was on the table; the room, bright with fire, looked cheering after her journey. Mr. Carlton loved her still, and her absence had been felt by him.

Between Pembury and London you have been away thirteen days, Laura! And I, longing for you all the time, thinking they would never pass!

There is no place like home, after all, said Laura. And oh, Lewis, theres no one like you! We stayed over the funeral, you know, and  to  to hear the will read.

And how are things left? asked Mr. Carlton. I suppose you are so rich now, that we poor commoners must scarcely dare to approach you.

Laura had been sitting before the fire, her feet on the fender, Mr. Carlton leaning caressingly over her. She suddenly sprang up and turned her back upon him, apparently busying herself with some trifles that lay on a side table. She had an inward conviction that her news would not be palatable to her husband.

Laura, I say, I suppose you inherit ten or twenty thousand pounds at the least? The countess dowager was good to you for ten, I should think.

I was deliberating how I should soften things to you, and I cant do it. Ill tell you the worst at once, she cried, flashing round and meeting him face to face. I am disinherited, Lewis.

He made no reply: he only looked at her with eager, questioning eyes.

Papa has not left me a shilling  except a trifle for mourning. It stated in the will that he bequeathed me his forgiveness. My aunt has given ten thousand pounds between Jane and Lucy; nothing to me.

A bitter word all but escaped the lips of Mr. Carlton; he managed to suppress it before it was spoken.

Left you nothing? he repeated. Neither of them.

Seventy-five pounds for mourning  and the forgiveness! Oh, Lewis, it is shameful: it is an awful disappointment; a disgraceful injustice; and I feel it more for you than for myself.

And Jane? he asked, after a pause.

Jane has five hundred a year for life, and five thousand pounds absolutely. And other moneys contingent upon deaths. What shall we do, Lewis?

Make the best of it, replied Mr. Carlton. There is an old saying, Laura: What cant be cured must be endured; you and I must exemplify it.

She snatched up her bonnet and left the room hastily, as if to avoid saying more, leaving Mr. Carlton alone. A change came over his features then, and a livid look, whether called up by anger, or memory, or physical pain, appeared on them. The fire played on his face, rendering its features quite clear, although there was no other light in the room. This apartment, if you remember, had two large windows; one looking to the front, one to the side, near the surgery entrance. The front window had been closed for the night; the other had not; possibly Mr. Carlton had a mind to see what patients came at that dark hour. He stood in one position opposite this window, buried in thoughts called up by the communication of his wife. His eyes were bent to the ground, his hands fell listlessly on either side of him; he had trusted to this inheritance of Lauras to clear them from their imprudently contracted debts. Mr. Carlton so stood for some minutes, and then lifted his eyes.

Lifted his eyes to rest upon  what? Peering into the fire-lit room, pressed flat against a window-pane, was that never-forgotten face. The awful face, whether human or hobgoblin, which had so scared him the night of Mrs. Cranes death, and again the second night in Captain Chesneys garden.

It scared him still. And Mr. Carlton staggered against the wall, as if he would be out of its sight, his suppressed cry of terror echoing through the room.


PART THE SECOND.


CHAPTER I.

SEAFORD.

SEVEN years to look forward to is a great period of time; to the young it seems almost interminable. It is long in passing: for we count it by hours, days, weeks, months, and years. But what is it in the retrospect?  a bubble, as it were, on the ocean; a speck in the span of life. Since the last chapter, seven years have gone over the heads of the actors in this history, and now the reader is invited to meet some of them again.

Seated on the sands of a fashionable and somewhat exclusive English watering-place was a group of ladies. Some were working as they talked, some were reading, some were enjoying in idleness and silence the fresh breeze that came wafted over the sea, and some were watching the sports of the children in the distance, running hither and thither and building castles upon the sand. A bevy of girls had congregated together, rather apart, but still within reach of voice and hearing. They were intent on their own pursuits, their peculiar interests: dress, flirtation, the libraries, the fashionable promenades of the day, the assemblies in the rooms at night. Just now they seemed inclined to be quarrelsome rather than sociable. Jealousy was creeping in amongst them.

a Say what you will, Miss Lake, exclaimed one, but I maintain that he is the most distinguished-looking man staying at Seaford. Am I not right? she added, appealing to her companions.

The speaker was a tall, stately girl, with aquiline features, pale and classic. She was the daughter of General and Mrs. Vaughan, and was staying with them at Seaford. The Miss Lake she had replied to was plain and cynical. And Miss Lake, in place of answering, again drew down the corners of her lips.

I dont care whether hes distinguished-looking or not, spoke up a pretty girl, Fanny Darlington. I know he is the pleasantest man I ever spoke to. And if he is distinguished it does not make him disagreeable. I hate your distinguished-looking men; they are generally vain and unapproachable; two faults that he steers clear of. He danced with me twice last night.

And not once with Augusta Lake, and thats why she is accusing him this morning.

A slight smile, suppressed out of good manners, appeared on the lips of several. Miss Vaughan was the only one who spoke.

Dancing goes for nothing. A man may whirl himself giddy, dancing with a woman, and yet not care for her; while he may be secretly attached to one, whom he never asks to walk through a quadrille.

You say that, because he sits at your side in the rooms, and talks to you by the hour together, Helen Vaughan, interposed Fanny Darlington, who sometimes spoke more freely than was quite requisite. But you will be none the nearer to him, for all that. I dont believe he cares two pins for any girl at Seaford.

A tale-telling flush rose to the face of Helen Vaughan. She shook back her head haughtily, as if to intimate that retort would be beneath her.

Talking about the rooms, though, who was it he was with there last night? asked Miss Lake. I have not seen her before. A lovely girl.

Im sure I saw him with no lovely girl at the rooms last night, struck in Helen Vaughan.

I know who Miss Lake means, cried Fanny Darlington. She is lovely. She sat with a tall, majestic-looking lady, quite a Juno, and he kept coming up to them. I was near when he asked her to dance. She refused, and said her mamma wished her not to do so; and he turned to the Juno, and inquired whether it was true

A very ugly Juno in face, whatever she may be in figure, interrupted Augusta. Lake.

How you do stop me! The Juno said Yes; she thought it better that (I could not catch the name) should not dance with him, because she would then have less plea for refusing others.

Some second-rate City people, who would stick themselves up for quality, and say the frequenters of the rooms are not good enough for them, remarked the generals daughter, with a lofty sneer.

No, they dont look like that; quite another sort of thing, said a young lady quietly, who had not yet spoken. I think they are quality, not would-be.

Rubbish! cried Miss Lake. How do you know anything of them, Mary Miller?

I have the use of my eyes, and can observe them as well as you, thats all. You saw that child who came on the sands yesterday morning, with a maid and an old black servant?

Well, what of him?

In the afternoon I saw her  the young lady  driving about with the same child, returned Miss Miller. I infer that they are people of consequence.

How can you infer it? flashed Helen Vaughan, as if the remark disturbed her temper. Every one sojourning at Seaford drives out daily. You are turning silly, Mary.

Miss Miller laughed as she answered. In her quiet way she liked to excite the ire of Miss Vaughan. The carriage was well-appointed, was all she said.

You may get well-appointed carriages by paying six shillings an hour for them, was Miss Vaughans scornful answer.

So you may, said Mary Miller. But the carriage they were in was not hired. The footman had powdered hair and a goldheaded cane; and the silver plates of the harness and the panels of the carriage displayed a coronet.

Had the speaker announced that the harness and panels displayed a live griffin, it could not have aroused more excitement. A coronet! broke from the lips of those around.

An earls coronet. So if she is an earls daughter, as we may assume, it would be somewhat infra dig for her to be found dancing in these rooms, liable to be waltzed about by any clerk from London who may pay his subscription to go in  whatever you may say to the contrary, Miss Vaughan.

It is singular I should not have observed them last night, was Miss Vaughans remark.

They did not stay long, said Fanny Darlington; and seemed to come in more to see what the rooms were like, than to remain. He went out with them, but came back again. He appeared to know them intimately.

Some of his patients, no doubt, cried Miss Lake. Medical men are always

Hush, Augusta! Here he is. Dont ask who the people were.

A tall, slender man was slowly approaching the group. Certainly he was what Miss Vaughan had just described him  distinguished-looking. The thoughtful expression of his intelligent countenance, full of the beauty of intellect, gave him the appearance of being somewhat older than his age, which may have been about five-and-twenty. But it was neither for his fine form nor his handsome face that he was popular; popular with all classes; it was for his charm of manner. Quiet and refined, gentlemanly in bearing and in thought, he yet bore about him that frankness of speech, that winning courtesy to others, which is the great passport to favour, and which can never be assumed by those who possess it not.

Do you guess who it was? You have seen him before. It was that impetuous boy of years gone by, Frederick Grey. But Frederick Grey grown into manhood.

The change in the fortunes of Stephen Grey had been wonderful. At least it would have appeared wonderful, but that the rise had been so progressive, one step leading easily and naturally, as it were, to another. Eight years ago, barely as much yet, he had been a general practitioner in South Wennock, the modest dispenser of his own medicines; and now he was Sir Stephen Grey, a baronet, and one of the royal physicians.

A wonderful rise, you will say. In truth it was so. But the transition had been, I repeat, easy and gradual. His settling in London was the turning-point in his fortunes, and they had continued to rise step by step throughout the succeeding years. Practice first flew in to him, and he obtained a name. How valuable that is to a physician, more especially a London physician, let them tell you. Next he had been appointed to attend on royalty, and was knighted by the Queen. And now, about twelve months ago, his patent of baronetcy had been made out for Stephen Grey and his heirs for ever. There was scarcely a medical man in the metropolis who was so popular as Sir Stephen Grey; certainly none who had risen so rapidly.

Frederick, as you know, had been trained to his fathers profession. He would soon take his degree as M.D. A break had occurred in his medical studies, for when Sir Stephen found his fortunes rising, he judged it right to afford his son the advantages of a more liberal education, and Frederick was despatched to keep his terms at Oxford. No wonder he was sought after by those young ladies on the Seaford sands!  the heir to a baronetcy and the inheritor of wealth  for Sir Stephen was putting by largely! Added to these advantages were his own personal attractions, his high character, his fascinating manners. The whole combined in one man might well be deemed a prize.

Lady Grey, no stronger in health than she had ever been, had come to Seaford for the sea air, accompanied by her son. They had been there a fortnight now, and Mr. Frederick, as you perceive, had not failed to make himself a mark of interest; though probably using no effort of his own in the process.

He walked slowly towards those susceptible young ladies, and a change came over them all: that change from apathy to interest which the presence of such a man is sure to bring with it. Perhaps there was not a girl sitting there who would not have been glad to be his chosen, what with his attractions and his fair prospects in life.

He shook hands with some, he chatted with others, he had a pleasant look and word for all; but Helen Vaughan contrived to monopolize him  as she generally did. He thought nothing yet of her doing so, for he was accustomed to the homage of women. He never suspected that she had any particular motive for it; most certainly he did not suspect that she was permitting herself to become seriously attached to him.

How is Lady Grey? called out Fanny Darlington.

Thank you, he replied; she is not well this morning. I begged her not to think of coming up on the sands to-day.

How vexing! exclaimed Miss Vaughan. Vexing that she should be ill, and vexing on my own account, she added, with a fascinating smile. You see this work that I am doing, Mr. Grey?

Very complicated work it seems to be, was his laughing reply, as he glanced at the fragile fabric of threads she held out to him.

I cannot get on with it, do you know. I am doing it under Lady Greys instructions, and cannot tell which part to take up next. If I thought mamma would not mind my walking alone through the streets, I would go to your house, and take further instructions from her. Is she well enough to see friends? continued the young lady quickly.

Quite well enough.

I think I must go to her, then. It is so tiresome to be at a standstill. Besides, I am working against time; this is for a wedding present.

I can tell you how to go on with it, if you like, interrupted Augusta Lake. Theres not the least necessity for troubling Lady Grey.

Helen Vaughan shook her head dubiously. But if you should tell me wrongly?  and I had to pick the work out again! No, I would rather trust to Lady Grey, as she has shown me throughout. Would it be troubling her too much, Mr. Grey? appealing to him with her handsome eyes.

On the contrary, I think my mother would be glad to receive you, he replied. On these monotonous mornings, when she is confined to the sofa, she is often pleased to see a visitor.

Helen Vaughan rose, but she did not move away; she stood where she was, and seemed lost in deliberation.

I scarcely know what to do; mamma has so great a dislike to our walking through the streets alone.

Augusta Lakes lip curled scornfully, and she did not take any pains to conceal it.

Will you accept of my escort? asked the gentleman of Miss Vaughan. Could he say anything less?

Oh, thank you! exclaimed Helen, with a rosy flush. Though I am extremely sorry to give you the trouble, Mr. Grey.

He had taken a step or two by her side when he found himself arrested. A little pale lad had come up, and was pulling him backwards. He wore a plain brown-holland tunic, and his straw hat had a bit of straw-coloured ribbon tied round it. There was nothing about the child to indicate his quality or condition; his attire might have been equally worn by one of no degree, or by a son of her Majesty the Queen.

Hey, Frank! Where did you spring from?

Mammas there. She said I might run to you.

Who is that child, Mr. Grey? came the eager inquiry, for the gossiping young ladies had recognized him as the one to whom they had alluded.

Mr. Grey caught the boy in his arms and perched him on his shoulder.

Tell who you are, Frank.

Master Frank did not choose to speak; he was shy. One hand stole round Frederick Greys neck; the fingers of the other he inserted into his own mouth.

The child was here yesterday with a black servant, began Miss Lake; but

It was Pompey, interrupted the boy, finding his tongue. Put me down, please, Mr. Grey; I want to go for my spade.

There you are, then, he returned, depositing him on his legs. But, Frank, I am ashamed of you. Not to tell your name when you are asked it!

Its Frank, said the boy, running away over the sand.

Who is he really, Mr. Grey?

Lord Oakburn.

Lord Oakburn! The young Earl of Oakburn, who was born when his father died?

The same, said Mr. Grey. He is a somewhat delicate boy, and Lady Oakburn has brought him here for a months sea-bathing.

It was his mother we saw you so amiable with at the rooms last night, then? cried Miss Lake. And the young lady  who was she?

A very lovely girl: quite charming to look upon, interposed Fanny Darlington rather maliciously, as she stole a glance at Miss Vaughan. Who was she, Mr. Grey?

His sister, Lady Lucy Chesney.

Are they patients of yours, Mr. Grey? asked Helen Vaughan coldly.

Of Sir Stephens; not of mine, he answered, laughing.

By the way, Mr. Grey, I thought you expected Sir Stephen down last Sunday.

We expected him on Saturday, but he was unable to come. He will be here next Saturday, if not again prevented.

The little lord ran up again, spade in hand.

Mr. Grey, Lucy says I am to tell you we have heard from town.

Is Lucy there? suddenly responded Mr. Grey, turning his head. She told me she

The words died away with the steps of the speaker; for he strode off, quite oblivious of any recollection of Miss Vaughan. At some distance, tracing characters on the sands with her parasol, in a cool and pretty muslin dress, stood an elegant girl of middle height and graceful bearing, her features inexpressibly refined and beautiful, her complexion bright and delicate. It was Lucy Chesney. The little girl of the short frocks had grown into this lovely young woman of nineteen. Blushes rose to her face so obviously as Frederick Grey approached her, that they might have told a tale, had any one been there to read it. Miss Vaughan looked on from the distance, her heart sinking, her lips paling. If ever she saw the signs of mutual love, she believed she saw them then.

Miss Vaughan was not deceived. Love, and love in no measured degree, had long ago sprung up between Frederick Grey and Lucy Chesney. That introduction of Stephen Grey to the Countess of Oakburn by Lady Jane  though indeed we ought to give Judith the credit of it  had led to a personal intimacy between the families, which had ripened into close and lasting friendship. Lady Oakburn, poor for her rank, living a retired life in the house in Portland Place, educating Lucy, training her little boy, had been more inclined to form quiet friendships than to frequent the society of the gay world. A little gaiety now Lucy was out  and she had been presented in the past spring  but the long friendship with the Greys could not be superseded by all the gaiety in the world. It had brought forth its fruits, that friendship; for Lucy Chesneys heart had gone out for all time to that attractive young man, now bending to whisper his honeyed words.

Medical men have their prejudices in favour of certain watering-places, some patronizing one place, some another. Sir Stephen Greys pet place was Seaford. His wife generally visited it once a year. In short, Sir Stephen recommended it to all his patients, especially to those whose maladies were more imaginary than real. It was he who had said to Lady Oakburn, not ten days ago: Take the boy to Seaford. The boy, young Frank, was sickly, and his mother, as a matter of course, was very anxious. The boy had the sturdy independence of his father, and the magnificent dark eyes, the sterling good sense of his mother. Theres no reason to be fidgety over him, Sir Stephen would say; hell grow into a strong man in time. But Lady Oakburn was fidgety in that one particular, and Sir Stephen had this year ordered the boy to Seaford. Sir Stephen had no conception that the mandate would be a particularly welcome one to his son and Lucy Chesney; Lady Oakburn had as little; for they had been utterly blind to the attachment that was taking root under, as may be said, their very noses.

He went up to her, holding out his hand, and her cheeks wore their loveliest carmine as he bent to her with his whispered words. Very commonplace words though, and there was no apparent necessity for the blushes, or for his sweet, low tones. Their lovemaking had not yet gone on to open avowal.

You told me you were not coming here to-day, Lucy.

I thought we were not. Mamma said it would be too hot, but she changed her mind. We had a note from Sir Stephen this morning.

Ah! What about?

He has obtained the information for us regarding those German baths. It is very favourable, and mamma says now she wishes she had gone to them instead of coming to Seaford.

An interchanged glance from between their eyelashes, shy on Lucys part, speaking worlds on his, and Lucys eyes at least were dropped again. Lady Oakburns going to the German baths instead of to Seaford would not have been agreeable to either.

But, as Lady Oakburn is here, I suppose she will remain? he said.

I think so, now. It is only July, you know, and there may be time for Germany later. Mamma says we must remain a month, for she has written to ask Jane to come to us. At least, we must remain if Jane accepts the invitation.

I hope she will do so! involuntarily exclaimed Frederick. Did Sir Stephen say whether he should come down on Saturday, do you know, Lucy?

I cannot tell. I did not read his letter. Mamma read it aloud to me, but I dont know whether she read all. Sir Stephen

Mr. Frederick Grey, Helen bade me ask whether you had forgotten that she is waiting? She says perhaps it is inconvenient to you to keep your promise.

Frederick Grey turned to behold a young girl of ten, Helen Vaughans sister. Helen Vaughan had watched the speakers with a resentful spirit and a jealous eye. It was more than her chafed temper could bear, and she called her sister from the attractions of the sand castles, and gave her the message, following herself slowly on the heels of the little girl. As Frederick looked round, she had almost come up to them. The child flew off to the castles again, and Helen spoke.

It may be inconvenient to you now, Mr. Grey?

By no means. I shall be happy to accompany you.

The two young ladies stood, scanning each others faces, waiting as it seemed to him  for an introduction. He knew that Miss Vaughans position, as the daughter of a general officer, would justify his making it to Lucy.

Miss Vaughan: Lady Lucy Chesney.

Two cold distant curtsies, and the ceremony was over. The generals daughter was the first to speak.

Not Miss Vaughan; Miss Helen Vaughan. I have an elder sister. Her health was indifferent, and she stayed behind us at Montreal to come home later.

Montreal? Vaughan? The names struck some almost forgotten chord in the memory of Lucy, in connection with a Miss Beauchamp who had gone out to Montreal as governess, and who turned out not to be Clarice. She made no comment, however, no inquiry; the young ladys haughty face did not take her fancy. Neither perhaps did her intimacy with Frederick Grey.

A few interchanged words, cold and civil, two more distant curtsies, and the young ladies had parted: and Miss Vaughan was walking in the direction of the town, side by side with Frederick Grey.

I dont like her a bit, thought Lucy, as she turned away. I wonder how long Frederick has known her?

In a quiet spot, apart from others, sat Lady Oakburn. The seven years had passed over her face lightly; and she looked almost as young,  more magnificent than when, as Miss Lethwait, the captivated earl had asked her to become his wife. A hazardous venture, perhaps, but one that had turned out well. Lady Oakburn was a step-mother in a thousand. Seated by her side, having rushed up to claim acquaintance with her on hearing Frederick Greys announcement, was a Mrs. Delcie. The acquaintance between them was very slight. They had met once or twice in some of the crowded rooms in London; but you know it is not all who have the chance of showing to their sea-bathing friends that they are on speaking terms with a countess. Mrs. Delcie appeared inclined to make herself at home, and was already initiating Lady Oakburn into the politics of the place.

You look tired, my dear child, exclaimed Lady Oakburn, when Lucy came up. It is hot here. Would you rather go home?

I am not at all tired, mamma. But I think Frank will be tired, by the way he is running about.

It will do him good, returned Lady Oakburn. You know what Sir Stephen says  that we wrap him up in lavender.

Is that Sir Stephen Grey? interposed Mrs. Delcie. You know the Greys personally, perhaps?

Very well, indeed, replied Lady Oakburn.

I dont. But I should like to do so. I must get an introduction to Lady Grey. What a handsome young fellow is that son of theirs I He will not get away from Seaford heart-whole,

The words were spoken emphatically, and Lady Oakburn looked up with some curiosity. Lucy, who had sat down by her stepmother, bent her face and her parasol, and began her favourite pastime of tracing characters on the sands as she listened.

That handsome girl, Helen Vaughan, has been making a dead set at him ever since he came here, and he does not respond to it unwillingly, continued Mrs. Delcie. Some think that they are already engaged: but I dont know.

I do not think that likely, observed Lady Oakburn.

Why?

From what I know of Frederick Grey, he is not the man to choose a young lady for a wife, after knowing her for a fortnight only.

You would think it likely if you saw them together. He is ever with her, evidently smitten; on the sands, on the promenade, in the rooms, there he is by the side of Helen Vaughan. Some fancy his profession might be a bar in the generals eyes; not it, say I: theres the baronetcy to set off against it. It is to be hoped he will have her, for shes dying for him.

Lucys face turned white, and the parasol went scoring its marks according to its own will. Was it true, this? For the last few months she had been living as in a dream of Eden: one that she had not cared to analyze. All she knew was, that the step of Frederick Grey sent her whole life-blood coursing through her veins, that his presence brought rapture to her; his voice was sweeter than the sweetest music, the touch of his hand thrilled her every fibre. The sunny spring-tide of love had come for Lucy Chesney, and she had been glad that it should never pass.



Love took up the glass of Time and turned it in his glowing hands 

Every moment, lightly shaken, ran itself in golden sands.

Love took up the harp of Life, and smote on all its cords with might; 

Smote the chord of Self, that, trembling, passed in music out of sight.


CHAPTER II.

CHANGES.

LADY JANE CHESNEY sat in her quiet drawing-room in the old house on the Rise. The Rise was an important suburb now; mansions, and villas with two entrance-gates, and dwellings with miniature lodges, and other grandeur, had sprung up. Seven years make changes in a place.

They had not made much in Jane Chesney. The former care, the disappointment, the trouble had passed; and these later peaceful years of quiet had smoothed her fair countenance instead of ageing it. One source of care alone was hers; and that had grown into a care of the past  the anxiety touching her sister Clarice. Strange as it may seem to have to write it, strange as it was in fact, nothing whatever had been heard of Lady Clarice Chesney. Not so much as a word, a hint, a sign of her had come to Jane in any way during the past seven years. Even Mrs. West  the only link as it had seemed to Lady Jane between Clarice in being and Clarice lost  had disappeared. Not disappeared in the sense that Clarice had disappeared. Mrs. West had given up her house in Gloucester Terrace and gone to reside on the Continent for the benefit of her childrens education. Her husband went with her. A successful man in business, he had realized a competency earlier than most men realize it, and had (perhaps wisely) retired from it altogether. So that Jane had seen nothing of the Wests since that short interview with Mr. West at the period of Lord Oakburns death.

No; Clarice Chesney remained lost; her fate a mystery amidst the many mysteries of life; and time had spread its healing wings over the heart of Jane, and anxiety and sorrow were now all of the past. It is true that moments of dismay would come over Jane, like unto that first waking of ours in the early morning, when all the old horror would return to her; the strange disappearance, the vivid features of the dreaded dream, the wearing suspense when she and the earl were afterwards searching for Clarice: and she would remember how faithfully she had promised her father to make Clarice the one chief object of her life. In these moments she would ask herself  was she doing so? But in truth she saw not anything that could be done, for all sources of inquiry had been exhausted at the time. Should any clue ever turn up, though it were but of the faintest, then Jane would act; act with all her best energy, and strive to unravel it. A voice within her sometimes made itself heard, whispering that that time would come.

But the seven years had gone on, bringing none; and seven years at Lady Jane Chesneys age seems a long span in the lease of life. The signs of care had left her face; it was placid and gentle; and existence in a calm, quiet way had yet charms for Jane Chesney.

Not that little temporary worries never intruded themselves. I do not know any one to whom they do not come. Even this very morning something of the sort is troubling Jane as she sits in her cool and shaded drawing-room, where the sun does not penetrate until high noon. A letter has been delivered to her from Seaford from the Countess of Oakburn, and its contents are perplexing her, as her fair brow bends over it for about the twentieth time.

Lady Oakburn had written to her some days previously, inviting her to come and stay with them at Seaford. Jane declined it. She did not feel inclined to go from home just then, she wrote; but perhaps, if all went well, she would spend Christmas with them in London. Janes former antipathy to the countess had worn away: she truly esteemed her, and they were the best of friends. Her refusal was duly despatched, and a few days passed on. But this morning had brought another letter from the countess, containing a few urgent lines of entreaty. Do come to me at once, dear Lady Jane. I ask you for Lucys sake. She is quite well; but I must have some advice from you respecting her.

The words puzzled Jane. Lady Oakburn had written in evident anxiety; in  Jane thought  pain; certainly in haste. Her letters were always so sensible and self-possessed that there could be no doubt something unusual had seriously disturbed her, and that it concerned Lucy.

I must go, decided Jane, as she folded the letter for the last time, and placed it in her pocket. I do not like suspense, and I shall go to-day. We can get away by the three-oclock train.

She rang for Judith, to give her necessary orders, and in the same moment saw the carriage of her sister Laura stopping at the gate. A grand carriage was Lady Lauras now, with its bedecked servants and all sorts of show and frippery attached to it, quite after Lauras own vain heart. Mr. Carlton the elder had quitted the world, and bequeathed his gains to his son; and none in all South Wennock were so grand as Mr and Lady Laura Carlton.

She came in: the imperious look, which had now grown habitual, very conspicuous on her face; her robe of pale green morning silk rustling and glistening, her white Chantilly veil flung back. Jane could see in a moment that something had crossed her. Something often did cross her now. The sisters were not very intimate. Jane maintained her original resolution, never to enter Mr. Carltons house; and her intercourse with her sister was confined to these visits of Lauras. Laura sat down upon the nearest chair, flinging her dainty lace parasol upon the table.

Jane, I wish to goodness youd let me have Judith!

The words were spoken without any superfluous ceremony of greeting. When Laura was put out, she was as sparing of courtesy as ever had been the sailor-earl, her father. Jane looked at her in surprise.

Let you have Judith, Laura! I dont know what you mean.

Stifling has nearly driven me wild this morning with her stupidity, returned Lady Laura, alluding to her maid; and if I could only get some one in her place to suit me, she should go this very day. Would you believe, Jane, would you believe, that she has gone and sent that lovely gold-coloured scarf of mine to the dyers?

She must have done it in mistake, observed Jane.

But, good gracious who but an idiot would make such a mistake? retorted Laura. I told her to send my brown scarf to be dyed, and she says she thought I meant my gold one, and it has come home this morning converted into a wretched black thing! I could have beaten her in my vexation. I wish youd spare me Judith, Jane. She would suit me, I know, better than any one else.

Jane shook her head. Perhaps she admired the coolness of the request. She said very little; but that little was to the effect that she could not spare Judith, and Laura saw she meant it.

Dont part with a maid who suits you in other ways for one single error, Laura, was her advice. At any rate, I cannot give you Judith. I am going to take her away with me this very day. I am going to Seaford.

To Seaford! returned Laura, speaking as crossly as she felt. Why, it was only last week when I met you in High Street you told me Lady Oakburn had invited you to Seaford, and you had declined to go.

I know I did. But I have had another letter from her this morning, and have altered my mind. I shall go to-day.

Laura gave her head a toss in her old fashion. I wouldnt be as changeable as you, Jane, for anything. Then you wont give me Judith?

I am very sorry to refuse you, Laura, was Janes answer, but I could not do without her.

Laura sat tapping the carpet with her foot. I have a great mind to go with you, said she at length. I am sure Lady Oakburn would be glad to see me.

But I shall stay there a month.

What of that?

Mr. Carlton might not like to spare you so long.

Do you suppose I study what he likes? asked Laura, a bitterly supercilious scowl crossing her face. But I wont go: I should miss the races here.

For South Wennock was a gay place now, and held its own yearly races, at which few people enjoyed themselves more than Lady Laura Carlton. These races brought to them some of the good county families, and Laura was in her element, keeping open house. She rose, saying a cold adieu to Jane. She was capricious as the wind, and swept out to her carriage with pouting lips.

From that one little remark above of my Lady Lauras, the reader will infer that the sunshine formerly brightening the domestic life of Mr. Carlton and his wife, had not continued to illumine it. Things might have been happier with Laura perhaps had she had children; but since that first infant, which had died at its birth, there had been no signs of any. Happier, in so far as that she would have had occupation; a legitimate interest to fill her thoughts; but it might not have made any difference to the terms on which she now lived with her husband. And the terms were not, on the whole, those of harmony.

The original fault was his. However haughty, sullen, passionate Laura might have become; however aggravating in her manner to him as she often now was, let it emphatically be repeated that the fault lay originally with him. It was only a repetition of the story too often enacted in real life, though not so often disclosed to the world. Laura had loved Mr. Carlton with impassioned fervour; she had so continued to love him for three or four years; and then she was rudely awakened. Not awakened by the gradual process of disenchantment, but suddenly, violently, at one fell stroke.

It is the speciality of man to be fickle; it is the speciality of some men to stoop to sin. Perhaps few men living were more inclined by nature to transgress social laws than was Mr. Carlton. He had been lax in his notions of morality all his life; he was lax still. His love for his wife had been wild and passionate as a whirlwind; but these whirlwinds, you know, never last. Certain rumours reflecting on Mr. Carlton were whispered about; escapades now and again, in which there was, it must be confessed, as much truth as scandal, and they unfortunately reached the ears of his wife. The town ignored them of course: was obligingly willing to ignore them; Lady Laura did not do so. She contrived to acquire pretty good proof of their foundation, and they turned her love for her husband into something very like hatred. It has had the same effect, you may be aware, in other lives. Since then she had been unequal in her temper. The first burst of the storm over, the cruel shock in some degree lived down, she had subsided into an indifferent sort of civility: but this calm was occasionally varied by bursts of passionate anger, not in the least agreeable to Mr. Carlton. Personally he was loving and indulgent to Laura still. No open rupture had taken place to cause a nine days marvel. Before the world they were as cordial with each other as are most husbands and wives; but Laura Carlton was an unhappy woman, looking upon herself as one miserably outraged, miserably deceived. Little wonder was there at the remark to her sister: Do you suppose I should study what he likes?

Lady Jane, attended by her faithful maid, drove to Great Wennock to take one of the afternoon trains. The road was another thing that had been changed by the hand of Time. The old ruts and hillocks and stones had disappeared, and now all was smooth as a bowling-green. As they entered the waiting-room, the omnibus renowned in this history, which still plied between the two towns, and now boasted of a rather more civil driver, and of new springs and of sundry other embellishments, was drawn up in its place outside, waiting for passengers from the coming train. Had Lady Jane and Judith turned their eyes to it in passing  which they did not do  they might have seen seated in it a remarkably stout lady. It was an old acquaintance of ours, Mrs. Pepperfly. She had been on an errand to Great Wennock, and was taking advantage of the omnibus to return.

The train came up. It set down those of its passengers who wished to alight, and took up those who wished to go on by it. Amidst the latter were Lady Jane and Judith.

Mrs. Pepperfly had been enjoying a good dinner, including a liberal supply of beer. The result was, that she felt drowsy. She was alone in the omnibus, and she sat nodding and blinking, when a slight stir at the door aroused her.

A passenger from the train had come up to take her place in the omnibus. She was a hard-featured, respectable-looking woman, dressed in widows mourning, and she had with her a little boy and some luggage. She took her seat opposite Mrs. Pepperfly, and placed the child by her side: a delicate looking lad of perhaps six years, with a fair skin and light flaxen hair. Mrs. Pepperfly, skilled in looks, detected at once that he was not in good health. But he was more restless than are most sickly children, turning his head about from the door to the window incessantly as different objects attracted his attention.

Oh, mother, mother, look there!

The words were spoken in the most excited manner. Two soldiers in their red coats had come from the station; and these had caused the exclamation. The mother administered a reprimand.

There you go again! I never saw such a child! One would think soldiers were a worlds wonder, by the fever you put yourself into at sight of them!

I have knowed some children go amost wild at sight of a redcoat! interposed Mrs. Pepperfly without ceremony.

Then hes one of them, replied the widow. Hed rather look at a soldier any day than at a penny peep-show.

The omnibus started, having waited in vain for other passengers. The little boy, probably seeing nothing in the road, or the fields on either side of it, to attract his admiration, nestled against his mother and was soon asleep. Mrs. Pepperfly had also begun to nod again, when the stranger bent over to her with a question.

Do you happen to know a lady living about here of the name of Crane?

Mrs. Pepperfly started and opened her eyes, hardly awake yet.

Crane? said she.

I want to find the address of a lady of that name. Do you know a Mrs. Crane in South Wennock?

No, mum, answered Mrs. Pepperfly, her reminiscences of a certain episode of the past aroused, and not pleasantly, at the question. I never knowed but one lady o that name; and that was but for two or three days, eight year and more ago, for she went out of the world promiscous.

The widow paused a minute as if she had lost her breath. How do you mean? she asked.

She was ill, mum, and I was the very nurse that was nursing of her, and she was getting on beautiful when a nasty accident, which havent been brought to light yet, put her into her grave in St. Marks Churchyard.

Was she hurt? exclaimed the widow, hastily.

No, nothing of that, answered Mrs. Pepperfly, shaking her head. The wrong medicine was given to her. It was me myself what poured it out and put it to her dear lips, little thinking I was giving her her death. And I wish my fingers had been cut off first!

The stranger stared hard at Mrs. Pepperfly, as if she could not understand the words, or as if she doubted the tale. Where did this happen? she said at length. Was she in lodgings in South Wennock?

She were in lodgings in Palace Street, was the reply. She come all sudden to the place, knowing nobody and nobody knowing her, just as one would suppose a strange bird might drop from the skies. And she took the Widow Goulds rooms in Palace Street, and that very night her illness come on, and it was me that was called in to nurse her.

And is she dead? repeated the stranger, apparently unable to take in the tidings.

She have been lying ever since in a corner of St. Marks Churchyard. She died the following Monday night. Leastways she was killed, added Mrs. Pepperfly.

The stranger altered the position of the sleeping child, and bent nearer to the nurse. Tell me about it, she said.

Its soon told, was the answer. The doctor had sent in a composing draught. He had sent one in on the Saturday night and on the Sunday night; she were restless, poor thing, though doing as well as its possible for a body to do; but she were young, and she would get laughing and talking, and the doctors they dont like that  and Ill not say but theres cases where its dangerous. Well, on the Monday night there was sent in another of these sleeping draughts, as the doctor thought, and as we thought, and I gave it to her. It turned out to be poison, and her poor innocent soul went out after swallowing it; and mine amost went out too with the fright.

Poison!

The draught was poisoned, and it killed hen.

But how came the doctor to send a poisoned draught? asked the stranger in passionate tones.

Ah, there it is, returned Mrs. Pepperfly. He says he didnt send it so  that it went out from him good wholesome physic. But, as me and the Widow Gould remarked to each other at the time, if he sent it out pure, what should bring the poison in it afterwards?

What was done to the doctor?

Nothing. There was an inquest sat upon her body, as Ive cause to remember, for they had me up at it: but the jury and the crowner thought the doctor had not made the mistake nor put the poison into the draught  which he had stood to it from the first he hadnt.

Then who did put it in?

Its more than I can tell, replied Mrs. Pepperfly. I know I didnt.

And was no stir made about it? continued the stranger, wiping her face, which was growing heated.

Plenty of stir, for that matter, but nothing come of it. The police couldnt follow it up proper, for they didnt know where she came from, or even what her crissen name was: and nobody has never come to inquire after her from that day to this.

Who was the doctor that attended her? was the next question; and it was put abruptly.

Mr. Stephen Grey. One might say indeed that two was attending her; him and Mr. Carlton: but Mr. Carlton only saw her once or twice; he was away from the town. She had Mr. Stephen Grey throughout, and it was him that sent the draught.

Does he bear a good character? asked the stranger harshly. Mrs. Pepperfly opened her eyes. What, Mr. Stephen Grey? Why, mum, nobody never bore a better character in this world, whether as doctor or man. Except that mistake  if it was him that made it  he never had a thing whispered against him before or since. He left the place after that to settle in London, and he has got on, they say, like a house a-fire. I know this: hed give his right hand to find out the rights about it.

Is he a young man  an unmarried man?

Be you and me young and unmarried? retorted Mrs. Pepperfly; for the want of sense in the question (as it sounded to her in her superior knowledge) excited her ire. Him? He have been married this five-and-twenty year, and hes amost as old as we be. There! Theres the very churchyard where shes lying.

Mrs. Pepperfly pointed to the opposite side of the street which they were now approaching. And the stranger, in her eagerness to look at the churchyard, found her face brought violently into contact with the omnibus, as it was whirled round the corner by the driver, to draw up at the door of the Red Lion.


CHAPTER III.

RIVALRY.

WAS it a scene of enchantment?  such as those we read of in the Arabian Nights? The assembly-rooms, garlanded with flowers, brilliant with light, decorated with mirrors and beautiful statues, were thrown open to the terraces, that, redolent with perfume, reposed so calmly in the moonlight. If only from the force of contrast, the scene would have told upon the heart and senses. The garish rooms, hot, noisy, turbulent in their gaiety; the calm cool night, lying clear and still under the dark blue heavens. Fairy forms were flitting in the rooms, measured strains of music charmed the ear; hearts were beating, pulses quickening. Care, in that one dizzy spot, seemed to have left the world.

These Seaford assembly-rooms were gay for that one night. A fete in aid of some local charity had been projected, and the chief names amidst the visitors at Seaford appeared as patrons of it. The Right Honourable the Countess of Oakburn headed the list, and amidst the rest might be read those of Lieutenant-General and Mrs. Vaughan. The Vaughans and the Oakburns had become acquainted. General Vaughans eldest son had joined the family at Seaford, and he remembered his one nights introduction years before to Lord Oakburns house. Lady Grey and Mrs. Vaughan were also intimate  the intimacy, formed at watering-places, warm while it lasts, but ceasing when the sojourn is over. So Lucy Chesney and Miss Helen Vaughan had been brought into repeated contact, and  if the truth must be told  were desperately jealous of each other. Lucy heard the rumours obtaining in Seaford  that Mr. Frederick Grey was in love with Helen Vaughan. She looked around her and saw, or thought she saw, many things to confirm it. That Frederick Grey was the one object of attraction to half the young ladies staying at Seaford could not be disputed; the greater part of his time was spent with them without any seeking of his own. They sought him. They laid their pretty little plans to meet him, to form engagements with him, to keep him at their side. In the morning lounge, on the sands, in the walk, in the afternoons ride or drive, in some of the reunions of the night, there would he be with one or other of them. More especially would he be with Helen Vaughan. Do not fancy that he disliked it, although it was more the fault of the young ladies than his own; Frederick Grey was no more insensible to the charms of pretty girls than are other men.

And Lucy saw all this; saw it with the bitterest pain, with keen resentment. It might be, that things looked a great deal worse to her than they would have appeared to unprejudiced eyes, for jealousy, you remember, makes the food it feeds upon. He had not spoken to her; he had not told her that he loved; and Lucy may be excused if she took up the idea that he never had loved her; that the sweet consciousness recently filling her heart, had been altogether a mistake; and at the thought her cheeks tingled with shame.

Frederick Grey himself assisted the delusion. Lucys manner had so altered towards him, had become so unaccountably cold and haughty, that he avoided her in very resentment.

Ah, who knew?  the subtle intricacies of this heart of ours are so cunningly, profound!  it might be that this attention to other demoiselles, this apparent flirting and love-making  was done only to tease Lucy Chesney, and bring back her allegiance to him. In the midst of it all, Lady Oakburn had become acquainted with the state of affairs. By the merest accident, her eyes, so long closed, were suddenly opened, and she saw that Lucy loved Frederick Grey. She had little doubt but that he returned the love; she as little doubted that the passion was of some standing. There occurred to her dismayed memory the intimacy that had subsisted between them all in town; the interviews without number, in which he could have made love to Lucy had he chosen so to do.

The countess sat down in consternation. She liked Frederick Grey herself more than any one she knew; but what of Lady Jane? Would she deem him a suitable parti for Lucy? Would she not rather condemn him as altogether ineligible?  and how should she herself answer to Lady Jane for her care of Lucy? Care?  as applied to love? Lady Oakburn in her self-condemnation forgot that the one is rarely a preventive to the other. She did the best that she could do. In her straightforward way she wrote that hasty letter summoning Lady Jane; Lucy meanwhile remaining ignorant of the discovery and its results. Lucy had enough on her heart just then, if not on her hands, in seeking fresh cause for her new jealousy.

It was not an ordinary evening at ordinary seaside gala-rooms, but a fete for which the rooms had for once been lent, and to which every one of note had flocked, not only of the seaside visitors, but of the local society. Much had been made of it; and the arrangements were of that complete nature not often seen. You may be very sure the ladies toilettes equalled the rest in attraction.

Lady Oakburn and Lucy arrived late. So late indeed that Miss Helen Vaughan was saying to herself they certainly would not come at all. The little Earl of Oakburn was with them. The little earl was indulged a great deal more than was good for him, especially by Lucy, and his mamma had yielded to the young gentlemans demand to go to the ball, upon condition that when he had taken a twenty-minutes peep at it, he should retire quietly and be conveyed home by Pompey. Their delay in coming to the ball was caused by the anticipated arrival of Lady Jane. Jane had telegraphed to the countess that she was on her road to them, and they had waited to receive her. But it grew late, and she had not come.

As Lucy entered the rooms, her eyes were dazzled for a moment by the blaze of light, and then they were cast around in search of  what? Exactly in search of what she saw, and nothing less; of what her jealous heart had pictured. Whirling in the mazy waltz, to the measured strains of a military band, his arm encircling her waist, his hand clasping hers, his eyes bent upon her with admiration, or what looked like it, his voice lowered to whispered tones, were Frederick Grey and Helen Vaughan. A pang, almost as of death, shot through Lucys heart, and she shivered in her excess of pain.

Helen Vaughan looked well. She always did look so. Tall, regal, stately, fair; a fitting companion for the distinguished Frederick Grey  and many were thinking so. But what was her beauty, compared with that of Lucy Chesney?  with her retiring grace, her exquisite features, her pure, damask complexion, her sweet brown eyes? Both were dressed in white; robes soft, flowing, fleecy as a cloud. Miss Vaughan displayed an elaborate set of ornaments, emeralds set in much gold; Lucy, in better taste, wore only pearls. Both looked very, very beautiful, and the room thought so. Helen Vaughan was praised in words, but a murmur of hushed admiration followed in Lucy Chesneys wake.

The waltz was over, and Frederick Grey made his way to Lucy. She affected not to see him. Her head was turned from him, and she was talking volubly to Fanny Darlington. He had to touch her at length to obtain attention.

Oh, I beg your pardon, she coldly said. Good evening.

How late you are, Lucy! The dance for which you were engaged to me is over.

I supposed it would be, she said in her bitter resentment. I told you at the time I promised that it was more than I should probably be able to perform.

You will dance the next with me. I think it is the Lancers.

Was she deaf? She made no reply, and her head was again turned from him. At that moment, a gentleman was brought up and introduced to her; a little man who looked as if he had not two ideas in his head, with an eye-glass stuck artistically in his eye, and his sandy hair parted down the middle. She did not catch his name; it was Viscount Somebody, one of the county notabilities; but she put her hand within his arm when he solicited the honour of it for the forthcoming quadrille, and was moving away with him.

Mr. Frederick Greys blood boiled up, dyeing his brow crimson. He laid his hand on Lucys arm to detain her.

I asked you first, Lucy.

She recoiled from the touch. I beg your pardon, did you speak to me?

I asked you for this quadrille. I consider you engaged to me for it.

If you are anxious to dance, there are plenty of partners  and her tone stung him with its cold indifference. Miss Lake, Miss Vaughan, Miss Darlington  they are all waiting for you. Pray choose one of them.

She moved away in her haughty pride. But every pulse in her body was throbbing with pain, every fibre of her heart was sick with love  love for Frederick Grey.

His face flushed with anger, and he stood still for a moment, possibly undecided whether to make a scene and pull the little viscounts nose, or to let it alone. Then he went straight up to Helen Vaughan and asked her for the quadrille. They took their places, vis-a-vis, as it happened, to Lucy and the viscount.

Lady Grey was seated between the Countess of Oakburn and Mrs. Delcie. The latter, an inveterate busybody, one of those wretched people who can never let any one else be at peace, her eyes sharp as a needle, her brain active as only a mischief-makers can be, watched Frederick Grey and Helen Vaughan for some minutes, and then turned to Lady Grey with a whisper.

Is it a settled thing? she asked.

Is what a settled thing?

That your son marries Helen Vaughan?

It was the first time the idea had been presented to Lady Grey. Living much in seclusion, she had seen and known nothing of the doings of the outer world at Seaford. Her heart leaped with a bound of dismay, for she did not like Helen Vaughan.

Pray do not mention anything so improbable, she faintly said. My son marry Helen Vaughan! Indeed I hope-not!

Improbable you call it? was Mrs. Delcies answer. Look at them.

Lady Grey did look. The Lancers were over, and he was taking Helen Vaughan back to her place. He was bending to talk to her, and there was an empressement in his manner that she, the mother, did not like. The evenings pleasure had gone out for her.

Back came Lucy, escorted by the viscount, and sat down by Lady Oakburn. The seat next to her was vacant now, and Frederick Grey dropped into it. My Lady Lucys cheeks grew pale with inward agitation.

Lucy, what have I done to you?

Done! repeated Lucy in tones of supreme indifference mingled with a dash of surprise. Nothing.

He bit his lip. Will you tell me how I have offended you?

You have not offended me.

Then what is the matter with you?

What should be the matter with me? Really I do not understand you.

Neither in truth did he understand Lucy. Frederick Grey was not a vain man, and it never occurred to him to think that she could be jealous. He thought nothing of that foolish dalliance  flirtation  call it what you will  in which his hours were often spent. The society of those pretty girls was pleasant pastime, but nothing more to him. If Miss Vaughan threw herself rather more in his way than the rest did, he never gave it a second thought; and most certainly he never suspected that it was changing the manners of Lucy Chesney towards him. In the days that had elapsed since her arrival at Seaford, he had been at times greatly pained by her behaviour. He had set it down hitherto to some unaccountable caprice: but he now began to think that her feelings to him were changing. And he had felt so sure of her love!

Lucy, you must know that you are behaving very strangely to me. You heard me ask you for the Lancers, and you deliberately turned and engaged yourself to that little puppy, who is not worth a thought. Will you dance the next with me?

Thank you: I do not intend to dance the next. I feel a little tired.

He paused a minute, rose from his seat, and stood before her. There must be some reason for all this.

Reason for all what?

For your indifference towards me.

You may think so if you please.  

It looks very like caprice, Lucy.

Caprice? Oh yes, that is it, no doubt. It is caprice.

Once for all, he rejoined quite savagely, will you dance with me or not, Lady Lucy?

No, I will not. Thank you all the same.

He turned on his heel. Lucy caught her little, brother, who was running up to them.

I am going home, Lucy, said the child. Pompeys come, and I am going without being naughty, because I promised I would.

Theres my darling Frank, said Lucy, bending over him. Wish mamma good night.

He was a brave, honourable little fellow, and he intended to go off blithely with Pompey, whose black face was seen at the door.

The Oakburns were noted for holding a promise sacred; and it  seemed that the future chief would be no degenerate descendant. Kissing his mamma, he put up his face to Lady Grey; but that lady was too much engaged to pay attention to him, and the boy ran away without it.

Lady Greys face was turned to her son. She had beckoned him to her when he was quitting Lucy. Mrs. Delcie had left her seat then, and Frederick halted before it, listening to his mothers whisper.

Frederick! only one word  to ease my troubled heart. Surely you are not  you are not falling in love with Helen Vaughan!

I dont think I am, mother.

The answer was given gaily, lightly. Conscious of that other love so deeply seated in his heart, he could afford to joke at this. But he caught the anxious look in his mothers eyes.

You would not like her for a daughter-in-law? he breathed, laughing still.

I confess that I should not.

Very well. Be at ease, mother mine. What put such a thing into your head?

They say she is in love with you  and that you love her. They are saying she is your chosen wife.

I am much obliged to them, Im sure. Who are  they?

Oh  the room, of course, replied Lady Grey. The people stopping at Seaford. Frederick

Mr. Grey, do waltz with me, if you are not engaged.

The interruption came from Miss Fanny Darlington. She was quite young, and therefore deemed herself justified in acting as a child or a romp. He was not engaged, he said, and laughed as he took her on his arm.

When is the wedding to be? she asked, as they whirled round to the strains of Strausss music.

What wedding?

As if you did not know! It can mean nothing else, when your attentions are so marked. Mrs. Delcie says she knows for a fact that the general has consented.

When did she say that?

This evening. She was talking to me and Lady Lucy Chesney. A change came over his features. Was this the secret of Lucys inexplicable conduct  some wretched gossip linking his name with General Vaughans daughter? All his gaiety seemed to have gone from him, and his tone, as he spoke to Fanny Darlington, changed to earnestness.

Miss Darlington, will you allow me to remind you  as I most certainly shall Mrs. Delcie  that to speak of Miss Vaughan, or of any other young lady, in this way, is very unjustifiable. I am certain it would seriously displease her  and it has displeased me.

He went through the rest of the waltz in silence. Miss Darlington grew cross, and asked what had come to him. At its conclusion he looked round for Lucy and could not see her.

Lucy Chesney had left the garish rooms, which accorded ill with her aching heart. In a corner of the terrace, shaded from observation by clustering trees, she stood, leaning over the rails and gazing upon the sloping gardens beneath, lying so cold and still in the summers night. Cold and still was her own face; cold and still her unhappy heart: its pulses felt as if frozen to stone; its life-blood to have left it. The waltz was over; she could hear that; and she pictured him with her happy rival, whispering sweet vows in her ear. She stood there in her bitter misery, believing that he, whom she so passionately loved, had deserted her for another! The sound of laughter and merriment came from the rooms; the strains of music again floated on the air; fragrant flowers, giving forth their perfume, surrounded her: things all pleasant in themselves, but grating just now on Lucys heart.

What had become of the old bliss that had made her days seem as a dream of Eden? It had gone. All had changed since their sojourn at Seaford; the joy had left her, the sweet half-consciousness of being beloved had departed, to give place to the bitterest jealousy.

Why did Helen Vaughan so seek him? Why do girls thus seek attractive men?  ay, and men who are not attractive? Perhaps she hoped to win him; perhaps she only thought to while away her idle hours. However it might have been, it brought to Lucy Chesney fruits that seemed bitter as the Dead-Sea fruit. But she had to digest them; and never, never had they been harsher or more cruel than at that moment, as she hung over the terrace in the moonlight.

Her hands were clasped in pain, her forehead was pressed upon the cold iron of the rails, as if its chill could soothe the throbbing pulse within. A cloud of images was in her brain, all bearing the beautiful but dreaded form of Helen Vaughan, and  some one touched her shoulder, and Lucy shivered and looked up.

It was Frederick Grey. What had he come out there for? He to see her in the abandonment of her grief!

Lucy! he whispered, and the tone of his voice spoke of love if ever tone spoke it. Lucy, are you ill?

She would have been glad to fling his hand away, to fly from him, to meet his words with scorn; but she could not: for the heart will be true to itself, and the startled agitation unnerved her. She shook like a leaf.

He gently wound his arms round her, he bent over her and poured forth his tale of love  to be suppressed no longer. He told her how passionately he had hoped to make her his: that if he had been silent, it was because he feared the time to speak had not come. Lucy, in the revulsion of feeling, burst into tears, and yielded herself up to the moments fascination.

Oh, Lucy, how could you suffer this cloud to come between us? he whispered. How could you suspect me of faithlessness? My darling, let me speak plainly. We have loved each other, and we both knew it, though it may be that you scarcely acknowledged the fact to yourself; but here, without witness,  save One, who knows how ardently and loyally I will cherish you, under Him  surely we may lift the veil from our dearest feelings! Lucy, I say, we have loved each other.

She did not answer, but she did not lift her face from its shelter on his breast. The moment of rapture, so often shadowed forth in her dreams, had come!

I was not conscious until ten minutes ago, that my name had been coupled, as it appears it has been, with Helen Vaughans. Lucy, he resumed, I swear to you that I have not willingly given cause for it. I swear to you that I have had no love for her, or thought of love. I certainly have been brought much into contact with her, for you have estranged yourself from me since you came here, and the idle hours of this place have hung upon my hands; but I throw my thoughts back and ask how far it has been my fault, and I believe I can truly say  he paused with a quaint smile that I have been more sinned against than sinning. Lucy, when I have been walking by her side, my heart has wished that it was with you: in conversing with her, I have longed for your voice to answer me. Will you forgive me?

Forgive him? ay. Her heart answered, if words failed her. He bent his face to hers in the hushed night.

Believe me, Lucy, I love you as few men can love. I picture to myself the future, when you shall be mine; my cherished wife, the guiding-star of my home; my whole hopes, my love, my wishes are centred in you. You will not reject me? My darling, you will not reject me!

How little likely she was to reject him, he contrived to gather. And the stars shone down upon vows, than which none sweeter or purer had ever been registered.

Lucy, you will waltz with me now?

She dried her happy tears; and, as she returned to the room to take her place with him in the dance, she almost laughed. The contrast between that time and this was so great! Miss Helen Vaughan and the little viscount whirled past them, and Frederick darted a saucy glance into Lucys eyes, It made hers fall on her flushing cheeks, Lady Jane Chesney had arrived when they reached home. After Lucy had retired for the night, Lady Oakburn opened her mind to Jane; she could not rest until she had told her all  how Frederick and Lucy were in love with each other. Jane at first looked very grave: the Chesney pride was rising in rebellion.

I could not help it, bewailed the countess in contrition. I declare to you, Lady Jane, often as Frederick Grey came to us in Portland Place, that I never for a moment thought or suspected that love was arising between him and Lucy. Our intimacy with the Greys, and Sir Stephens attendance as a medical man, must have blinded me to the truth. I would give the world  should this be displeasing to you  to recall the past.

Nay, do not blame yourself, said Jane kindly. It is very probable that I should have seen no further than you. Frederick Grey! It is not the match that Lucy should make.

In many respects, of course, it is not so.

Jane remained silent, communing with herself, her custom when troubled or perplexed. Presently she looked at Lady Oakburn. Tell me what your opinion is. What do you think of it all?

May I give it freely?

Indeed I wish you would, was Janes answer. You have Lucys welfare at heart as much as I have.

Her welfare and her happiness, emphatically pronounced Lady Oakburn. And the latter I do fear is now bound up in this young man. With regard to himself, as a suitor for her, there are advantages and disadvantages. Personally he is all that can be desired, and his prospects are good. Sir Stephen must be a rich man, and Frederick will some day be a baronet. On the other hand, theres his profession; and his birth is altogether inferior to Lucys. And  forgive me for saying it, Lady Jane  the Chesneys are a proud race.

Tell me what your own decision would be, were it left to you, repeated Jane.

I should let her marry him.

Jane paused. I will sleep upon this, Lady Oakburn, and talk with you further in the morning.

And when the morning came, Jane, like a sensible woman, had arrived at a similar decision. The first to run up and greet her as she left her chamber was the little lord. Jane took him upon her knee in the breakfast-room, and turned his face upwards.

He does not look ill, Lady Oakburn.

I have no real fears for him, replied the countess. In a few years I hope he will have become strong. Frank, tell sister Jane what Sir Stephen says.

Sir Stephen says that mamma and Lucy are too fidgety over me; that if I were a poor little country boy, sent out in the corn-fields all day long, with only brown bread, and milk to eat, I should be all right, cried Frank, looking up to his sister.

Jane smiled, and thought it very probable that Sir Stephen was right.

Do you know, Jane, what I mean to be when I grow up a big man? he continued. I mean to be a sailor.

Jane faintly smiled and shook her head.

Yes, I do. Mamma says that, if I were the poor little country boy, I might be one; but, as I am Earl of Oakburn, I shall have other duties to perform. But I want to be a sailor. Oh, Jane, I do wish I could be a sailor! When I see the ships here, I long to run through the waves and get to them.

It is surprising what a taste he has for the sea, murmured the countess to Jane. He must have inherited it. And poor Jane sighed with sad reminiscences.

Lucy came in. Jane took her hand, and smiled as she gazed at the bright and blushing face.

And so, Lucy, you have contrived to fall in love without our leave or licence!

Lucy coloured to the roots of her hair; her eyelids were cast down, and her fingers trembled in the hand of Lady Jane. All signs of true love, and Jane knew them to be so. The Countess of Oakburn approached Jane.

I know you have felt the separation from Lucy, she said, with emotion. Had the terms of the will permitted me to have departed from them, Lucy should have been yours. I could not help myself, Lady Jane; but I have tried to make her all you could wish.

All any one could wish, generously returned Jane, as she took Lady Oakburns hand. You have nobly done your part by her. Do it by the boy, Lady Oakburn, and make him worthy of his father. I know you will.

Helped to do so by a greater Power than mine, murmured the countess, as her eyes filled with tears.

And when Mr. Frederick Grey arrived that day and spoke out  as he did do  he was told that Lucy should be his.


CHAPTER IV.

A TALE FROM MRS. PEPPERFLY.

THE afternoons sun was shining on South Wennock: shining especially hard and full upon a small cottage standing alone in Blister Lane. More especially did it appear to illumine a stout lady who was seated on a chair, placed halfway down the narrow path leading from the little entrance gate to the cottage door. Her dress was light, as far as it could be seen for snuff,  and so broad was she, taking up the width of the path and a great deal more, that she looked like a great martello tower, planted there to guard the approach of the cottage against assaulters.

Judith came down the lane. Three or four weeks had passed since the events recorded in the last chapter, and Lady Jane was at South Wennock again. Jane had some poor pensioners in some of the smaller cottages lower down the lane, and the servants errand this afternoon was connected with them. Judiths eyes fell upon the lady, airing herself in the sun.

Is it you, Mother Pepperfly! Why, I have not seen you for an age. Well, you dont get thinner.

I gets dreadful, said Mrs. Pepperfly. They might take me about in a carivan, and show me off as the fat woman from South Wennock. Particularly if they could invent a decent way of exhibiting the legs. Mines a sight to be seen, Judith.

Mrs. Pepperfly gingerly lifted her petticoats a little, and Judith saw that the ankles were indeed worthy of an exhibition. I wonder you dont take exercise, she said.

Me take exercise! uttered Mrs. Pepperfly resentfully. Whats the good of talking to a woman of my size about exercise? It amost kills me to get about when I changes my places. Its my perfession has brought me to it, Judith; always sitting by a bedside, or dandling a babby upon my knees. I havent been able to take exercise, and, of course, now Im too fat to do it. But I must be thankful its no worse, for I retains my appetite, and can eat a famous meal every time its set afore me.

I should eat less and leave off beer, said Judith. Beers very fattening.

The tears rushed into Mrs. Pepperflys eyes at the cruel suggestion. Beers the very prop and stay of my life, cried she. Nobody but a barbarian would tell a poor woman that has to sit up o nights, tending others, to leave off her beer. I never shall leave off my beer, Judith, till it leaves off me.

Judith thought that likely, and did not contest the point.

I suppose you are nursing somebody up here, she remarked. Who lives in the cottage? The last time I came by, it wasnt let.

I aint nursing nobody, returned Mrs. Pepperfly. Im here on a visit. I left my place yesterday, and I expects to be fetched to another in a day or two, and I was invited here to spend the time between.

Whos the cottage let to? continued Judith, lowering her voice. Its a widder. She aint at home. She took the opportunity of my being here to get in a store of things she wanted, and shes gone about it. We havent nobody to overhear us that you should set on to whisper. I say, wasnt it a curious thing, added Mrs. Pepperfiy, dropping her own voice to a whisper in contradiction to what she had just said to Judith. She came here, its my firm belief, just to find out the rights and the wrongs about the death of that poor young lady.

What young lady?

Why, that poor creature that the poisoned draught was gave to. She

Who is she? Where does she come from? interrupted Judith, aroused to interest.

Ill just tell ye about it, said Mrs. Pepperfly. But if you go td ask me who she is, and what she is, and where she comes from, I cant tell; for I dont know any more nor the babby that has not yet got its life breath into it. My missis that I nursed last didnt get strong as soon as she ought, so it was settled she should go over to Great Wennock and stop with her relatives, and I went to take her there. It were Mrs. Tupper, the butchers wife, and the babby died a week old, which I dare say you heered about. We went over on a Tuesday in the omnibus, nigh upon a month now, and its the first time Id been in the new omnibus or along the new road, for Im no traveller, as is well known, which its beautiful and smooth they both is, and jolts no longer. I took my missis on to her mothers, carrying her parcel of clothes for her, and I had a good dinner with em  a lovely shoulder o mutton and onion sauce, and was helped three times to beer. After that, I goes back to the station, which its not three minutes walk, and sits myself in the omnibus agen it started to come home. It were waiting, you see, for the London train. Well, it came in, and there got into the omnibus a widder and a little boy and some luggage, and that was all. She begun talking to me, asking if I knowed any lady living about here of the name of Crane. No, mum, says I, I never knowed but one lady o that name, and I didnt know much of her, for its eight year ago, and she died promiscous. How do you mean? says she, snapping me up short, as if shed lost her breath. Well, Judith, one word led to another, and I told her about the ladys death in Palace Street, she listening to me all the time as if her eyes were coming out of her head with wonder. I never see a body so eager.

Who is she? asked Judith.

I tell ye I dont know. Im sure o one thing, though  that she knowd that poor lady, and is come to the place to ferret out what she can about the death.

How is it that she is living in this cottage? returned Judith, quite absorbed in the tale.

Im coming to it, if youll let me, answered Mrs. Pepperfly. I never see a body interrupt as you do, Judith. We talked on, the widder and me, till we come to South Wennock, and got out at the Red Lion. With that she looks about her, like a person in a quandary, up the street and down the street, and then she stretches out her hand and points. Thats the way to the house where the lady was lying, says she. And youre right, mum, says I, I for it just is.

I wonder whether them same lodgings is to let? says she; if so, theyd suit me. Upon that I telled her, Judith, what everybody knows, that the lodgings was not to let, through the Widder Gould keeping the parlours for herself now, having had a income left her, and the new curate occupying of her drawing-room. Well, then, she asked me did I know of a cottage to let, where there was plenty of fresh air about it, her child being poorly. I cast it over in my mind and thought of this  which belongs, you know, to Tupper his-self, and those be his fields at the back where he keeps his beastesses.

And she took it?

She looked at it that same afternoon, and went straight off to Tupper and took it, paying three-pound-ten down for the first quarters rent, for she said shed not bother him with no references. Then she asked me where she could buy or hire a bit of secondhand furniture, and I took her off to Knagg the brokers, and she got what she wanted. She invited me to stop with her, but I couldnt, for I had agreed to be at Tuppers to look after the children while his wife was away, and the widder said, then come up to her as soon as I was at liberty. Which I was a day ago, through Tuppers wife returning home hearty. So I come up here, and she has asked me to stop till Im called out again, which will be in a day or two I expect, and happens to be Knaggs wife  and I thought it uncommon genteel and perlite of her, Judy. And so here I am, enjoying myself in the country air.

And in the sun also, said Judith. Youll get your face browner than ever.

Taint often I has the chance of sitting in it out o doors, so I thought Id take advantage of it when I could; and I dont care whether Im brown or white.

But why do you think the person has come to find out about the young lady?

Look here, cried Mother Pepperfly. I can see as far through a millstone as most folks, and I argue why should she invite me here, a stranger, unless she wanted to get something out of me? Not a blessed minute, Judy, have I been in the cottage, and I got here at two oclock yesterday, but she has been a questioning me about it. Now its the draught, and now its the doctors, and now its the nurse, and now its the inquest, till I declare Im amost moithered. She wants to know where she can get a old newspaper with the history of it in, but I cant tell who keeps em unless Mrs. Fitch at the Lion do. You wont say nothing to nobody, as Ive asked you these questions about Mrs. Crane; Ive a reason not, says she to me last night. Mum, you may put your faith in me as I wont, says I.

And you have gone and told me to-day! retorted Judith.

But you are safe, you are, Judy, and wont repeat it, I know. You were one of us with her, too. I thought to myself this morning, Now, if I could see Judy Ford, Id tell her this; but I wouldnt open my lips to nobody else: and shant, as the widder has asked me not. To that other widder, Gould, I wouldnt give a hint of it, if it was to save my life. Shes such a magpie, it would be over the town the next hour if she got hold of it.

Does she mean to live here all alone? returned Judith.

I suppose so. She has a woman in to clean, and puts out her washing. The childs a sickly little fellow; I dont think hell make old bones. Come and see him.

Mrs. Pepperfly rose and sailed indoors; Judith followed. Upon a rude sort of bed on the parlour floor: which opened from the kitchen, and that opened from the garden, after the manner of cottages: lay a boy asleep; a fair, quiet-looking child, with light flaxen hair falling about his features. Judith looked at him, and looked again; she was struck with his likeness to some one, but could not for the life of her recollect whom.

He has a white swelling in his knee, said Mrs. Pepperfly. Leastways, Im sure its coming to one.

A white swelling? Poor little fellow! thats dangerous.

Kills youngsters nineteen times out of twenty, returned the nurse with professional equanimity.

How thin and white he is, exclaimed Judith. How drawn is his forehead! Whenever you see that lined forehead in a child, you may be sure it comes from long-endured pain.

His mother says he has never been strong. Take a wee drop short, Judy, continued Mrs. Pepperfly insinuatingly, as she produced a small bottle from some unseen receptacle beneath her capacious petticoats.

Not I, answered Judith. Id rather pour it into the garden than down my throat. And I must be off, or I dont know what time I shall get back, and my lady will say I have been gossiping. Judith proceeded on her way, and executed her commission with Lady Janes pensioners. As she returned, she saw a stranger seated in the chair Mrs. Pepperfly had occupied, but which was now drawn closer to the cottage in the shade: a respectable-looking widow woman of fifty years. The child lay in her arms still asleep, and Mrs. Pepperfly had disappeared. Could Judiths eyes have penetrated within the cottage, she would have seen her comfortably stretched in an arm-chair, overcome either by the sun or by strong Waters, and fast asleep.

Judith scanned the hard features of the stranger, and remembered them, having probably been assisted thereto by the conversation with the nurse. An impulse prompted her to enter the gate and speak. Good afternoon. I think I have seen you before.

The stranger scanned her in turn, but did not recognize her.

Possibly, she quietly replied. I dont remember you.

I was the young woman who was so much with that poor lady, Mrs. Crane, during the few days she lay ill.

Intelligence, happy intelligence, flashed into the strangers face. I am glad to see you, she exclaimed. I wonder you remembered me.

You are Mrs. Smith, who came down and took away the baby.

Yes, I am. But now Id rather it wasnt spoken of, if youd oblige me. If it got about, I should have the whole parish up here, wanting to know what I cant tell them. And I have another reason besides. Mrs. Whats-her-name, the fat nurse, says nothing has been heard as to who the young lady was, and people would be asking me about her. I could not answer them. I have nothing to say; so Id rather not be questioned.

Wheres the baby? inquired Judith, believing as little of this as she chose.

Dead.

Is it indeed! Well, it was only a little mite. I thought perhaps this was it.

This is mine, said Mrs. Smith. And a great sufferer he is, poor thing. He has always been weakly.

He seems to sleep well, observed Judith.

Thats because he has no sleep at night. Every afternoon hes dead asleep, so I put him down a mattress in the kitchen or parlour or wherever I may happen to be, for he doesnt like to go away from me. Why, if that child had lived, he would have been getting on for nine years old. This, you may see, isnt seven.

I cant think who hes like, remarked Judith, again looking attentively at the child. He is the very image of somebody; some face thats familiar to me; but I cant call to mind whose.

I know nobody hes like when hes asleep, said Mrs. Smith, also regarding the boy. Asleep and awake, it is not the same face  not a bit; I have often noticed that. It must be the eyes and the expression that make the difference.

Has he light eyes! inquired Judith.

No; dark. But now, do just tell me what you can about that horrible death. Was it a mistake, or was it wilful?

Thats what people are unable to decide, said Judith.

That old nurse is not very explicit. She speaks of one doctor and speaks of another, and mixes the two up together. I want to know who really attended her.

Mr. Stephen Grey had been attending her  he is Sir Stephen Grey now; and Mr. Carlton had seen her once or twice; the night of her death, and the night before it.

Was she ill enough to have two doctors?

Not at all. Mr. Carlton was to have attended her, but when she was taken ill he was away from South Wennock, so the other came for him. Mr. Carlton was to have taken her the next day.

Were they both married men?

Mr. Grey was; had been a long while; and Mr. Carlton married directly after. He married a peers daughter. But I cant stay to talk now.

Oh, do stay! I want you to tell me all that passed: youll make it clearer than that woman. Step in and take a cup of tea with us.

You might as well ask me to stay for good, returned Judith. My lady will wonder, as it is, what is keeping me. Ill ask for an hours leave, and come up another time.

Just one word before you go, then. I hear of Messrs. Grey and Lycett, and I hear of Mr. Carlton: which would be the most skilful to call in, in case my child gets worse? I am a stranger here, and dont know their reputations.

I believe they are all clever; all skilful men. I like Mr. Grey best; I am most used to him.

It doesnt matter much, then, as far as skill goes, which I call in?

As far as skill goes, no, replied Judith. And she said good afternoon, and left.

She went home, pondering on the likeness she had traced in the boys face; she could not recollect who it was he resembled. Her suspicions had been aroused that it might be the same child, in spite of the apparent difference in the age. But, even allowing that Mrs. Smith had deceived her in saying it was not  and Judith did not see why she should deceive her  the fact would not have helped her, since it was certainly not the deceased ladys face that the childs was so like.

But all in a moment, as Judith was entering the gate of Cedar Lodge, a face flashed on her remembrance, and she saw whose it was that the boys resembled. The fact seemed to frighten her; for she started aside amongst the trees as one who has received a blow. And when she at length went indoors, it was with a perplexed gaze and knitted brow.


CHAPTER V.

MR. CARLTONS DREAMS.

THERE was a sound of revelry at the Red Lion Inn. A dinner given by the townspeople was taking place there in honour of some national rejoicing. Filling the chair  as the newspapers had it the next day  was Lewis Carlton, Esquire; a great man now amidst his fellow-townsmen. People are taken with show and grandeur; and Mr. Carlton displayed both. He was successful as a medical man, he was rather liked socially; and his wifes rank brought him always a certain consideration. The money he had inherited from his father, together with the proceeds of his own practice, enabled him to live in a style attempted by few in South Wennock. The town talked indeed of undue extravagance; whispers of debt went round: but that was the affair of Mr. Carlton and Lady Laura alone, and was nothing to any one. Certainly there was a wide contrast between the quiet style of living of John Grey and his partner Mr. Lycett, and the costlier style of Mr. Carlton. The partners were prudent men, putting by for their children: Mr. Carlton was not a prudent man as regarded pecuniary matters, and he had no children to put by for. Carriages and horses and servants and entertainments made his house somewhat unlike a medical mans. But the public, I say, are carried away by all this, and Mr. Carlton was just now the most popular resident in all South Wennock.  

He had been unanimously selected to take the chair at this very meeting, and had consented to do so. Consented contrary to his usual line of conduct; for Mr. Carlton personally was of a retiring disposition, and declined to be made much of, or to be brought prominently forward. It was the first time he had given a consent to fill any public office whatever. He never would serve as poor-law guardian, or churchwarden, or parish overseer; coroners mandates could not draw him on a jury; the stewardship at races, at public balls, had alike been thrust upon him, or was sought to be, all in vain. Mr. Carlton, in spite of the pomp and show of his home (and that perhaps was due to his wife, more than to himself), was a retiring man, and would not be drawn out of his shell.

He could hardly have said why he had yielded now, and consented to take the chair at this dinner. Having done so, however, he did not shrink from its duties, and he was proving that incapacity was certainly not the cause of his repeated refusals, for never a better chairman graced a table.

He sat at the head of the board, making his after-dinner speeches, giving out his toasts. His manner was genial, his whole heart seemed in his task, his usually impassive face was lighted up to gaiety. A good-looking man thus, with his well-formed features and gentlemanly figure. Some of the county people were at the table, and nearly all the chief townsmen; one and all applauded him to the skies; and when the chairmans health was proposed, and applause rent the air, it was taken up by the mob outside the curtained windows: The health of Mr. Carlton! Health and happiness to Mr. Carlton!

The clock was striking eleven, when the chairman, flushed and heated, came forth. Perhaps none of those gentlemen had ever seen him flushed in their lives before. He was always to them a coldly impassive man, whom nothing could excite. It was not the wine that had done so now; Mr. Carlton, invariably abstemious in that respect, had taken as little as it was possible to take; but the unusual ovation paid to him had warmed his heart and flushed his brow. Several of the guests came out with him, but the greater portion were remaining longer; some of these had to ride home miles, the rest were hastening to their nearer homes. For the most part they were slightly elated, for it had been a very convivial meeting; and they took a demonstrative leave of Mr. Carlton, nearly shaking his hands off, and vowing he was a rare good fellow and must be their chairman always. The crowd of eavesdroppers  ever swayed by the popular feeling of the hour  wound up with a cheer for Mr. Carlton by way of chorus.

He walked along the street towards his home, the cheer echoing in his ears. Such moments had not been frequent in Mr. Carltons life, and he was a little lifted out of his ordinary self. It was a warm night in that genial season hovering between summer and autumn, and Mr. Carlton raised his hat and bared his brow to the cool night air, as he glanced up at the starry heavens. Whatever cares he might have had, whatever sources of trouble or anxiety  and whether he had any or not was best known to himself; but few of us are without some secret skeleton that we have to keep sacred from the world, however innocent in itself it may be  were all cast to the winds. Mr. Carlton forgot the past and the present in the future; and certain vague aspirings lying at the bottom of his heart were allowed to take a more tangible form than they had ever taken before. When the spirit is excited it imbues things with its own hues: and they are apt to be very brilliant.

I seem like a god to them, he laughed, alluding to the extravagant homage recently paid him by the townsfolk. Jove on Olympus never had a warmer ovation. I have become what I never intended to be  a man of note in the place. Any foolish charge against me  psha! theyd buffet the fellow bringing it. Nevertheless, I shall leave you to your sorrow, my good natives of South Wennock; and I know not why I have remained with you so long. For how many years have I said to myself at waking, morning after morning, that another month should see me take my farewell of the place! And here I am still. Is it that some invisible chain binds me to it  a chain that I cannot break? Why else do I stop? Or is it that some latent voice of caution  tush! I dont care for those thoughts to-night.

He broke off, rubbed his brow with his cambric handkerchief, nodded a salutation in response to one given him by a passer-by, and resumed his musings.

My talents were not made to be hidden under a bushel  and what else is it? a general practitioner in a paltry country town! I came here only as a stepping-stone, never intending to remain; and but for circumstances, to which we are all obliged to be slaves, I should not have remained. I think I have been a fool to stay so long, but Ill leave now. London is the field for me, and I shall go there and take my degree. My reputation will follow me; I shall make use of these county aristocrats to recommend me; I shall aspire to her Majestys knightly sword upon my shoulder. I may be enrolled, in time, as a baronet of the United Kingdom, and then my lady cannot carp so much at inequality of rank. A proud set, the Chesneys, and my wife the proudest. Yes, I will go to London, and I may rise to the very highest rank permitted to men of physic. May rise! I will rise; for Lewis Carlton to will a thing is to do it. Look at Stephen Grey! was there ever such luck in this world? And if he could triumph, as he has done, without influential friends to back him, what may I not look to do? I am not sorry that luck has attended Stephen: nay, I am glad that it should be so. I have no enmity towards him; Id speed him on, myself, if I could. I wish him right well anywhere but in South Wennock  and that hell never come back to. But I hate his son. I should like to wring his neck for him. So long, however, as the insolent jackanapes behaves himself and does not cross my path  Why, who are you?

The question was addressed to a female, and an exceedingly broad female, who stood in the shadow of Mr. Carltons gate, dropping curtsies, just as he was about to turn into it.

If it wasnt for the night, sir, youd know me well enough, was the response. Pepperfly, at your service, sir.

Oh, Nurse Pepperfly, returned the surgeon blandly; for somehow he was always bland to Mrs. Pepperfly. You should stand forward, and let your good-looking face be seen.

Well, now, you will have your joke, sir, remarked the nurse.

Says I to the folks wherever I goes, If you want a pleasant, safe, good-hearted gentleman, as can bring you through this vale of sicknesses, just send for Dr. Carlton. And I am only proud, sir, when I happens to be in conjunction with you, thats all; which is not the happy case to-night, though I am here, sir, to ask you to pay a visit perfessionally.

Where to? asked Mr. Carlton. What case is it?

Its not a case of life and death, where you need run your legs off in a race again time, luminously proceeded Mrs. Pepperfly.

Whether you goes to-morrow morning, or whether you goes tomorrow afternoon, itll come to the same, sir, as may be agreeable.

But wheres it to? repeated Mr. Carlton, for the lady had stopped.

Its where Ive been a-staying, sir, for the last few days: a private visit Ive been on, and not perfessional, and shes Mrs. Smith. Im fetched out to-night, sir, to Mrs. Knagg, Knaggs wife the brokers, and Mrs. Smith says to me, Call in at Dr. Carltons as you passes, and make my dooty to him, and say Ive heered of his skill, and ask him to step in at his leisure to-morrow to prescribe for my child. A white swelling it is in its knee, sir, and tother knee in the grave, as may be said, for twont be long out of it; and me the last few days as Ive been there, a worrying of her to let me come for Dr. Carlton. There were sundry additions in the above speech, which, in strict regard to truth, might have been omitted. Mr. Carlton, a shrewd man, took them for as much as they were worth. The name Smith had suggested to him but one woman of that name as likely to have had the lady before him on a visit.

Mrs. Smiths child with a white swelling! he exclaimed in surprise. It must have come on pretty quickly. Which of the children is it?

Which of the children, sir? echoed Nurse Pepperfly. Shes got but one. Oh, I see; you be thinking of Mrs. Smith, the cow-. keepers wife. Its not her, sir; its Mrs. Smith up at Tuppers cottage in Blister Lane.

I did not know there was a Mrs. Smith at Tuppers cottage, he replied.

She have not been long in it, sir. Shes come fresh to the place, and she have took a fancy to me, which is very sensible of her. Shed be glad if youd go up some time to-morrow, sir.

Very well, said Mr. Carlton. I wont forget.

Then its good night to you, sir, and wishing you was a-coming to Mrs. Knaggss along with me; but its Mr. Lycett. Which is a safe gentleman too, and nothing to be said against.

She sailed off towards the town, and Mr. Carlton closed his gate, and glanced up at his windows; in some of which lights were visible.

I wonder whether I shall find Laura in tantrums to-night, he said half audibly.

By which expression the reader must not think that Mr. Carlton was in the habit of visiting those tantrums unpleasantly on his wife. If not a strictly faithful husband, he was always  when Laura allowed him to be so  an affectionate one. He loved her still as much as it was in the nature of such a man as Mr. Carlton, disenchanted by time and change of the first fond passion, to love. Had Laura but permitted him, he would have been ever tender to her; and that singular charm which distinguished his manner to all women, where he chose to put it forth, still exercised its spell upon her.

He opened the door with his latch-key, and a footman came forward into the hall and took his masters hat. A civil, simple-mannered rustic, in spite of his fine livery.

Is Lady Laura in, Jonathan?

My lady has been in this half-hour, sir.

Laura was lounging on a sofa in the drawing-room, half asleep. She had very few resources within herself: reading, working, albums, engravings, she was sure to yawn over all; music she had not much cared for of late. To spend half-an-hour alone at night, as she was doing now, was a very penance to Laura Carlton.

She rose up when her husband entered, and the lace mantle she had worn in the carriage returning home, was still upon her shoulders. It fell from them now; and the rich silk dress she wore was displayed, and the gleaming jewels on her neck and arms flashed in the gaslight. She had been to a dinner-party; made up by a lady, whose husband had some motive for not wishing to attend the public dinner at the Lion.

Well, Laura! he said pleasantly. Home, I see.

Oh, Lewis, it was so stupid! she exclaimed. Only fancy it!  two gentlemen and ten ladies. I went to sleep in the carriage coming home, and I have been asleep here, I think. I am glad you have come in.

He sat down on the sofa by her side. She held out her wrist, asking him to unclasp a certain bracelet. Mr. Carlton put the bracelet on the table and kept the hand.

I scarcely hoped, he said, to find you back so soon.

There was nothing to stay for. What could ten women do for themselves? I was so thankful when the carriage came. They made a fuss at my leaving, but I said my head ached. And so it did, with the stupidity. Its dreadfully dull in the country at this season of the year. Everybodys away at the watering-places.

A town like this is dull at most seasons, remarked Mr. Carlton.  At times I regret that I am tied to it.

Laura passed over the remark without notice, almost without hearing it. The fact of his being tied to it was so indisputable, that comment was unnecessary. The Goughs are going to Scarborough next week, she said. Heigho!

The sigh was a weary one. Mr. Carlton turned to her.

Laura, you know, if you would like to go to any of those places, you have only to say so. If it would do you good, or give you pleasure

I dont think I care about it, she interrupted. You would not go with me.

How could I? I am tied here, I say. I wish my practice was a different one!

In what way?

A physicians  where patients, for the most part, had to come to me. The most wearing life of all is a general practitioners; and it is the least profitable. Compare my gains herewith those of a London physician.

Leave it, and set up in London, said she.

I am seriously thinking of doing so.

Laura had spoken carelessly, without meaning, and the answer astonished her excessively. Mr. Carlton explained. His talents were buried in South Wennock, he said, and he was really purposing a change. You would like London, I think, Laura?

Yes, very much, she answered; her vain head filling itself forthwith with sundry gay visions, popularly supposed to be capable of realization in the metropolis only. But you would never leave South Wennock, she resumed, after a pause.

Why not?

You have found attractions in the place, if I have not done so.

A momentary contraction of the brow, smoothed away as instantly, and Mr. Carlton was himself again. Not perfectly conscience clear, he hated above all things these allusions of his wifes; he had thought the old trouble was dying away.

Laura, he gravely said, South Wennock has no attractions for me; but the contrary. Should I leave it, I take its only attraction with me  yourself.

She laughed. Its all very well for you to tell me so.

I swear it, he said in an earnest, almost a solemn tone, as he bent and laid his hand impressively on her shoulder. I have no attraction but yourself; whether in South Wennock or in the wide world.

She believed him; she liked him still well enough to wish it. But, Lewis, it has not always been so, you know.

I thought my wife promised me, when we were last upon this topic, to let bygones be bygones?

Did I? Well, I believe I did; and I will. Tell me about your dinner, Lewis. Was it very successful? How did you get on with your speeches?

He gave her a laughing account of it all, and of the homage paid him. For nearly an hour they remained up, in gay, amicable converse; and when Laura went to rest that night, a vision dawned upon her of a future time when full confidence might be restored between them.

The following day, Mr. Carlton proceeded to keep the appointment at Mrs. Smiths. He called in about eleven oclock, after visiting his patients on the Rise. He went straight into the cottage without knocking, and there happened to be no one in the room but the child, who was seated in a little chair with some toy-soldiers on his lap, which he was placing in martial array.

Are you the little fellow

So far spoke Mr. Carlton, and there he stopped dead. He had cast his eyes, wondering eyes just then, on the boys face, and apparently was confounded, or staggered, or something, by what he saw. Did he trace any likeness, as Judith had done? Certain it was, that he stared at the child in undisguised astonishment, and only seemed to recover self-possession when he saw they were not alone, for Mrs. Smith was peeping in from the staircase door.

I thought I heard a strange voice, quoth she. Perhaps you are the doctor, who was to call?

I am, replied Mr. Carlton.

He eyed her as he spoke almost as keenly as he had done the child. The woman had remarked his earnest gaze at the boy, and feared it was caused by the little ones sickly look.

He does look ill, Im afraid, she said. Is that what you were struck with, sir?

No  no, returned Mr. Carlton half abstractedly; he put me in mind of some one, that was all. What is his name?

Smith.

Where does he come from?

Well, returned the woman, who had a blunt, abrupt way of speaking, the result of natural manner, not of intended incivility: I dont see what that has to do with it, or what it is to anybody in this place, which is strange to me and me to it. But if its necessary for you to know it, sir, he comes from Scotland, where he has lived all his life. He is my youngest child: the only one I have reared.

Was he born in Scotland? asked Mr. Carlton, his eyes still riveted on the child.

Whether he was born there, or whether he was born in New Zealand doesnt affect the present question, returned the woman, with a touch of irascibility, for she thought the surgeon had no right to pry into her affairs. If you dont like to attend my boy, sir, unless you first know the top and bottom of everything, theres no harm done, and Ill send for Mr. Grey.

Mr. Carlton laughed pleasantly at her irritability. He rejoined in courteous tones.

It guides us very much sometimes to know what sort of a climate our patients have been living in, and whether they were born in it; and our inquiries are not usually attributed to idle curiosity, Mrs. Smith. But, come, let me see his knee.

She undid the wrappings, and Mr. Carlton stooped down for the examination; but still he could not keep his eyes from the boys face. And yet there was nothing out of common in the face; unless it was in the eyes. Thin, pale, quiet features, with flaxen hair waving over them, were illumined by a pair of large, rich, soft brown eyes, beautiful to look at.

Do I pain you, my little man? said Mr. Carlton, as he touched the knee.

No, sir. This soldier wont stand, he added, holding one out to Mr. Carlton, with the freedom of childhood.

Wont it? Let me see whats the matter. The foot wants cutting level. There, he continued, after shaving it with his penknife, it will stand now.

The boy was enraptured. It had been a defaulter, given to tumbling over from the commencement; and the extraordinary delight that suddenly beamed from his eyes sent a thrill through the senses of the surgeon. But for the woman overlooking him, he could have bent his searching gaze into those eyes for the next halfhour, and never removed it.

He seems a quiet little fellow.

Indeed, then, he was a regular little tartar till this illness came on, was Mrs. Smiths reply. A great deal too fond of showing that he had a will of his own. This has tamed his spirit. Could you form any idea, sir, what can have brought it on? Im certain that he never had a fall, or any other hurt. But he has never been strong.

It is a disease that arises from weakness of constitution as well as from injury, replied Mr. Carlton. Do you purpose residing permanently at South Wennock?

That depends upon how far I may feel inclined, sir, and how it may agree with the child, she answered civilly. I am not tied to any spot.

Mr. Carlton, after a few professional directions, took his departure. As he turned from the lane into the high-road, so absorbed was he in thought, that he did not notice the swift passing of Mr. John Grey in his gig, until the latter called out to him. The groom pulled up, and Mr. Carlton advanced to the gig. There was not much intimacy between the surgeons, but they often met professionally.

Lycett is with Knaggs wife, began Mr. Grey, stooping from his gig to say what he had to say. By what I hear, it appears not unlikely to be a difficult case; if so, he may want your assistance. Shall you be in the way?

Yes. Or if I go out, Ill leave word where I may be found.

Thats all right, then, returned Mr. Grey, signing to his groom to go on. I am called in haste to a shocking accident, five miles away; some men injured by an explosion of gunpowder. Good morning.

The gig sped on; and Mr. Carlton went towards South Wennock, oblivious to all things save one; and that was the face of the child he had just seen.


CHAPTER VI.

A PERPLEXING LIKENESS.

THAT must have been a remarkable child, for the hold its face seemed to take upon people and the consternation it caused was something amazing.

On the afternoon of the above day, it chanced that Lady Jane Chesney and her sister Laura were taking a quiet walk together, an unusual circumstance. Their way led down Blister Lane, for Jane wished to leave a book at the door of one of her pensioners; and in passing the gate of Tuppers cottage, they saw a little boy seated in the garden in a childs chair, some toys lying in his pinafore. His head had fallen back and his hands had dropped; he had sunk into a doze.

His face was full in their view; Lady Lauras glance fell upon it, and she halted.

Good Heavens! she uttered. What an extraordinary likeness!

Likeness? repeated Jane. Likeness to whom? He looks very pale and sickly. I wonder who they are? Judith said the cottage was let.

I never saw such a likeness in my life, resumed Lady Laura, quite devouring the face with her eyes. Dont you see it, Jane?

I do not perceive a likeness to any one. To whom do you allude?

Then if you dont see it, I will not tell you, was the answer: but it is certainly plain enough.

They were about to walk on, when a voice was heard within the cottage. Lewis!

Listen, whispered Laura, drawing her sister back.

Lewis! why, youve never gone and dropped off again. Now I wont have you do it, for you know that if you sleep so much in the day, you cant sleep at night. Come! wake up.

The speaker came forth: a hard-featured woman in a widows cap. She noticed the ladies standing there.

The little boy seems ill, remarked Lady Jane.

He is very poorly, maam, was the answer. He will go to sleep in the afternoon, and then theres good-bye to sleep for the night; and I want to break him of it.

Invalids are generally drowsy in an afternoon, especially if their nights rest is broken. You are strangers here, I think, added Lady Jane.

Yes. Ive brought him, hoping the country air will do him good. Come, Lewis, wake up, she said, tapping the boy on the arm. Why, theres all your soldiers running away!

What with the talking, the tapping, and the soldiers, the boy was fully aroused. He sat up, and fixed his magnificent dark eyes upon the ladies.

Oh, I see it now, murmured Lady Jane to her sister. It is an extraordinary likeness; the very self-same eyes.

Nay, returned Laura in the same low tone, the eyes are the only feature not like. His eyes were shut when the resemblance struck me.

Look, look! the very expression she used to wear! whispered Jane, so intent upon the boy as to have paid no attention to her sisters words.

She! uttered Laura in accents of wonder. Why, who are you thinking about, Jane?

About Clarice. The boys likeness to her is remarkable. Whose little boy is this? quickly added Lady Jane, turning to the woman. He is so very like a  a  a  friend of mine, a lady.

Hes mine, was the short retort.

Lady Jane gave a sigh of regret, as she always did when she spoke or thought of Clarice; but with the present sigh relief was mingled. She did not ask herself why, though innately conscious of it. There is no accounting for resemblances, she remarked to the mother, as she bade her good afternoon, and bent her steps onward. Laura followed her: and she cast a haughty, condemning glance upon the woman at parting.

Jane, began Laura, I think you are out of your mind. What do you mean by saying the child is like Clarice?

Why, you first spoke of the likeness yourself!

Not to Clarice. He is not in the least like her.

Of whom then did you speak? was the wondering question.

I shant say, unceremoniously answered Lady Laura. Certainly not of Clarice. He is no more like her than hes like me.

Laura, excepting that boys and Clarices, and perhaps Lucys; but Lucys are softer; I do not believe there are such eyes in the world, so large and brilliant and sweetly tender. Yours are the same in shape and colour, but not in expression. His likeness to what poor Clarice was is wonderful.

Laura paused, rather staggered at Janes words.

Ill go back and look again, said she. She wheeled round, retraced her steps, and stood at the gate a minute talking to the boy, but not deigning to notice the woman. Jane stood by her side in silence, looking at him.

Well? said Jane, when they finally turned away.

I repeat that I cannot trace any resemblance to Clarice. I do trace a great resemblance to some one else, but not in the eyes; and it is not so striking now he is awake, as it was when he was asleep.

It is very strange! cried Lady Jane.

What is strange?

It is all strange. The likeness to Clarice is strange; your not seeing the likeness is strange; your detecting a likeness to some one else is strange, as you say you do: and your declining to mention to whom, is strange. Is it to any of our own family, Laura?

The Chesneys? Oh no. Jane, you spoke just now of Clarice in the past tense. His likeness to what poor Clarice was; it is as though you thought she was no longer living.

What else am I to think? returned Jane. All these years, and no trace of her. My father on his death-bed left me to seek her out, but I have no clue to go upon, and can do nothing, and hear nothing.

If you feel so sure of her death, you had better take to yourself the three thousand pounds, spoke Laura with a touch of acidity. Having been disinherited was a sore point with her still.

No, quietly returned Jane, I shall never take that money. Until we shall be assured beyond doubt of Clarices death  if she be dead  the money will remain out at interest; and then  

What then? asked Laura, for her sister had stopped.

We shall see when that time comes, was Janes somewhat evasive answer. But for myself I shall touch none of it; I have enough, as it is.

You need not be astonished, my reader, at this difference in the vision of the sisters. It is well known that where one person will see a likeness, another cannot do so. How greatly that child resembles her father! will be heard from one; Nay, speaks another, how much she resembles her mother! And both are right. Some people see likenesses in form, others in expression. Some will be struck with the wonderful resemblance existing between the members of a family, even before knowing that they are related; others cannot see it or trace it in the least  to them there is no resemblance whatever. You must surely have remarked this in your own experience.

And thus was it with the Ladies Chesney; the one could not see with the eyes of the other. But it was remarkable that both should have detected a resemblance in this strange child, and not to the same person.

Things, in regard to the sick woman, turned out as Mr. Grey had anticipated. In the afternoon a message came to Mr. Carlton from his brother-practitioner, Mr. Lycett, and he hastened to the brokers house. There he found Mrs. Pepperfly in all her glory. To give that lady her due, apart from her graces of person and her proneness to a certain failing, she was a skilful woman, equal to an emergency; and nothing brought out her talent like an emergency, and there was nothing she was so fond of. A spice of danger puts me on my mettle, and shows folks the stuff Im made of, was a favourite remark of hers; and Mrs. Pepperfly might thank her stars that it was so, or she would have been allowed to sink into private life long ago.

It was not so much that a second doctors services were then actually required, as that it was expedient one should be at hand, in case of necessity; consequently, while Mr. Lycett chiefly remained with the sick woman, Mr. Carlton had opportunity for a little chat with Mrs. Pepperfly in an adjoining room. This, however, was enjoyed in snatches, for Mrs. Pepperfly was in and out, from one chamber to another, like a dog in a fair.

Have you been up there, to Tuppers cottage, sir? she asked, between whiles.

I went there this morning. Where do they come from?

And aint it a bad case, sir? returned Mrs. Pepperfly, ignoring the question.

I dont think it has been well treated, remarked Mr. Carlton. Do you know where they come from, or what brings them to South Wennock?

She comes from  where was it?  Scotland or Ireland, or some of them outlandish places, I think she said. What she wants in South Wennock is another matter, added Mrs. Pepperfly with a sniff.

The sniff was peculiar, and Mr. Carlton looked at her.

Have you any idea what does bring her here? he repeated, his tone slightly authoritative.

Well, yes, I have my idea, sir, and I may be wrong and I may be right! Though it dont make no difference to me whether I be or whether I baint. And I dont suppose youd care, sir, to hear it, neither.

Speak on, said Mr. Carlton, half eagerly, half carelessly. What do you suppose her business is at South Wennock?

Mrs. Pepperfly dropped her voice to a whisper. You remember that young lady who came to her death so awful at the Widder Goulds through Mr. Stephen Greys draught  though indeed, sir, what with the heaps of patients you have had since, and the affair fading out of memory, as it were, you might have forgotten her long ago!

What of her? asked Mr. Carlton, and there was a sound in his voice as though he had lost his breath.

Well, sir, my belief is just this  that that there widder up at Tuppers has appeared at South Wennock to ferret out what she can about the death, and nothing less.

Mr. Carlton did not reply, but he gazed at Mrs. Pepperfly as eagerly as he had gazed at the suffering boy, and with far more mental perplexity, though it did not show itself on his impassive face.

How very absurd! he uttered, after a while.

Just what I says to myself, responded the woman. And what goodll it do her? If we could come at anything certain as to who the poor young lady was, and how the draught were converted into poison, twould be some satisfaction; but there aint none to be gained, as it is. I told the Widder Smith so, with my own lips.

You have talked to her, then, about it?

Talked to her! ejaculated Nurse Pepperfly. She havent let my tongue have a holiday from talking of it, since we two met in the new omnibus.

The new omnibus! he repeated. What do you mean?

Mrs. Pepperfly liked few things better than gossiping, and she forthwith recounted to Mr. Carlton the history of her meeting with the widow, and the subsequent progress of their acquaintance. Ere it was well concluded, her duties called her into the adjoining chamber.

Mr. Carlton had listened in silence, and now stood, apparently revolving the news. He walked to the window, opened it, thrust his head out into a stifling back-yard, where certainly little air could be found, if that were his motive, and after a while drew it in again.

Have you mentioned this to any one? he asked, as the woman reappeared, and something sharp in his tone grated on her ear.

Never to a blessed soul, protested Mother Pepperfly, conveniently oblivious to all recollection of Judith. The widder charged me not, sir.

And I would recommend you not to do so, returned Mr, Carlton. I have not forgotten the worry and annoyance the affair caused, if you have. I was besieged with curiosity-mongers by night and by day until it had blown over. They left me no leisure to attend to my own business; and I should be exceedingly sorry to be subjected to a similar annoyance  as I should be, were the affair raked up again. So be silent, as Mrs. Smith tells you. Whats her motive for wanting silence? he abruptly added.

She hasnt give none to me, sir. She hasnt said as shes got a motive, or that she does want to find out anything. But when a person harps everlastingly upon one string, hammering away like a bell and a clapper, one cant help suspecting, sir, that theres a motive at the bottom of it.

I wonder  who she can be! he said, musingly pausing in the sentence.  

Shes uncommon close about herself, was Mrs. Pepperflys observation.  

Mr. Carlton said no more. Indeed there was not time for it, for he was called to by Mr. Lycett. An hour later he left Mrs. Knaggs, his business there being over.

He reached home, buried in a reverie. The name, Smith, the information now furnished by Nurse Pepperfly, drew him to the not unnatural conclusion that she might be the Mrs. Smith spoken of as having taken away Mrs. Cranes infant; the woman he had himself seen at Great Wennock railway-station. If so, could this be the same child? He had asked the boys age that morning, and Mrs. Smith replied six; and the boy did not in appearance look more than six. That other child, if alive, would be much older; but Mr. Carlton knew that the appearance of children in regard to age is often deceptive.

He entered his surgery, spoke a word or two to his assistant, Mr. Jefferson, mixed up a small phial of medicine with his own hands, and went out again, glancing at his watch. It was then past six, but their dinner-hour was seven.

Near to his own house was a toy-shop, and as Mr. Carlton passed it he saw displayed in the window a certain toy  a soldier beating a drum. By pulling a wire, the arms moved and the drum sounded. He went in, bought it, and carried it away with him.

Walking quickly up the Rise, he soon came to Tuppers cottage. Mrs. Smith was seated in the parlour, darning socks; the little boy sat at the table, chattering and eating his supper, which consisted of cold lamb and bread.

Well, and how is the little man now? was Mr. Carltons salutation as he went in, with a pleasant tone and smile.

Mrs. Smith looked surprised. She had not expected the surgeon to call again that day.

I have been thinking it might be as well if he took a little tonic medicine, which I did not order him this morning, said that gentleman, producing the bottle from his pocket. So I brought it myself, as I was coming up here. You will find the directions on the label. Have the other things come?

Oh yes, sir; they were here by one oclock.

Ah, yes. And so you are eating your supper, my little man! Its rather early for that, isnt it?

He gets so hungry about this time, said the mother in tones of apology. And he is so fond of loin of lamb, that he wont rest if he knows it is in the house. Theres his cup of milk on the table.

As I am here, I may as well look at his knee again, Mrs. Smith, said the surgeon.

She rose from her seat to remove the bandage; but Mr. Carlton preferred to undo it himself.

It doesnt hurt to-night, cried he.

Thats all right then, said Mr. Carlton. And now will you tell me your name, my little gentleman, for I have not heard it?

Its George, sir, interposed the mother before the child could speak. It was his fathers name.

George, is it? repeated Mr. Carlton, as he replaced the bandage. And where are the soldiers, George?

Gone home from drill, was the laughing answer. That one stands now.

To be sure it does, said Mr. Carlton. Have you got one to play the drum to the rest while they are at drill?

He took the toy from his pocket and displayed it. Nothing could exceed the childs delight at the vision. His eyes sparkled; his pale cheeks flushed a vivid crimson; his little thin hands trembled with eagerness. Mr. Carlton saw what a sensitive nature it was, and felt a pleasure as he resigned the toy.

You are very kind, sir, exclaimed the widow, her own face lighting up with pleasure. His fondness for soldiers is something marvellous. Im sure I dont know any other doctor who would have done so much.

I saw it as I came by a shop a few minutes ago; and thought it would please him, was the reply of Mr. Carlton. These poor sick children should have their innocent pleasures gratified when it is possible. Good evening to you, Master George.

The widow followed him into the garden. Perhaps the tender tone of some words in the last sentence had aroused her fears. Have you a bad opinion of him, sir? she whispered. Wont he get well?

Ill do my best to get him well, replied Mr. Carlton. I cannot give you an opinion yet, one way or the other.

He shook hands with her and turned away. Mr. Carlton was affable with all classes of patients, cold and impassive though his usual manners were. But had Mr. Carlton been standing with his face to the road, while he spoke to the woman, he would have seen a lady pass, no doubt to his astonishment, for it was his own wife.

Not more astonished, perhaps, than she was to see him. She was passing the cottage  she best knew for what purpose  and turned her eyes stealthily towards its path. What she had hoped to see was the little boy; what she really did see was her husband, shaking hands with the boys mother. Laura Carlton, feeling as one guilty, just as some of us may have felt when unexpectedly detected in a mean action, made one bound forward, and crouched close to the hedge, which there took an inward curve.  

Had Mr. Carlton been on his way to any other patient up the lane  and many cottages were scattered at this end of it  he must have seen her; but he turned towards South Wennock, and marched away quickly.

Lady Laura came out of hiding. Her cheeks were glowing, her pulses were beating. Not altogether with the thought of the detection she had escaped: there was another feeling also. Conscience makes cowards of us all, you know,  often very foolish cowards. It would have been so very easy for Laura, had her husband seen her, to be doing just what she was doing, and nothing else  taking a walk down Blister Lane. She had a right to do so as well as other people had. It was a cool, shady, very pleasant lane, and Laura Carlton, of all people, might be supposed to cling to it from past associations  for was it not the trysting-place that long-ago evening, when she had stolen out to meet and run away with him, now her husband?

Mr. Carlton went safely beyond sight, and Laura began to retrace her steps. Standing on one leg on the low wooden gate was the little child, his new toy in his left hand. He had come limping out to look after his benefactor, Mr. Carlton. The mother had gone indoors again. Laura halted. She gazed at him for quite two minutes, saying nothing; and the boy, who had little of that timid shyness which usually attends sensitive children, looked up at her in return.

Whats your name? began Laura.

Lewis.  

Whats your mothers name?

Smith.

Is that your mother?  the  the  person who was out here a minute ago?

Yes, replied the boy.

Lauras face darkened. How many brothers and sisters have you?

None. Theres only me. I had a little baby brother; but mother says he died before I was born.

There was a long pause. Laura devoured the child with her eyes. Wheres your father? she began again.

Hes dead.

Oh! retorted Laura scornfully. Dead, is he! I suppose thats why your mother wears a widows cap!

The boy made no reply. Possibly he did not understand. Laura put her hand down over the gate and touched his light hair, pushing it back from his forehead. He held up the toy to show her.

Yes, very pretty, said she carelessly. But suddenly it struck her that she had seen this toy, or one resembling it, in the toy-shop near their house. Who gave you that? she resumed.

Mr. Carlton. He brought it to me just now.

Lady Lauras eyes flashed. The boy began making the soldier play the drum.

Hes to play to the others at drill, said he, looking up. Mr. Carlton says so.

What others?

My soldiers. They are shut up in the box now in mothers drawer.

And so Mr. Carlton gave you this, did he? repeated Laura in strangely resentful tones. He has just brought it you, has he?

Wasnt it good of him! returned the child, paying more attention to the plaything than to the question. See how he drums! Mother says

Lewis! Are you going to stop there all night? Come in directly and finish your supper!

It was the voice of Mrs. Smith, calling from the cottage. Laura Carlton started as if she had been shot, and departed in the direction of South Wennock.


CHAPTER VII.

MR. AND LADY LAURA CARLTON AT HOME.

LADY LAURA CARLTON stood in her drawing-room, dressed for dinner. Hastening home from that expedition of hers to Tuppers cottage, of which you read in the last chapter, where she saw Mr. Carlton and spoke afterwards to the little child, she made some slight alteration in her attire and descended. In the few minutes her dressing occupied, her maid thought her petulant: but that was nothing new. As she entered the drawing-room she rang the bell violently.
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Wheres Mr. Carlton?

Not in, my lady.

Let dinner be served.

Lady Laura Carlton was boiling over with indignation. In this little child at Tuppers cottage, she had seen what she thought a likeness to her husband; a most extraordinary likeness; and she was suffering herself to draw inferences therefrom, more natural perhaps than agreeable. She recalled with unnecessary bitterness past suspicions of disloyalty on Mr. Carltons part, which, whether well-founded or not, she had believed in. She remembered what might be called their renewed interchange of good-feeling only on the previous night. Lady Laura now believed that he was even then deceiving her, and a miserable feeling of humiliation took possession of her spirit, and she stamped her foot in passion.

She lost sight of probabilities in her jealous indignation. Resentment against the woman at Tuppers cottage seated itself in her heart, filling its every crevice. What though the woman was getting in years? though she was hard-featured, singularly unattractive, not a lady? In Lady Lauras jealous mood, had she been hideous as a kangaroo it would have made no difference.

Earlier in the day, when she had first passed the cottage with Lady Jane, the likeness she detected to her husband, or fancied she detected, excited only a half doubt in her mind, a sort of disagreeable perplexity. But the doubt rankled there; and as the day went on, Lady Laura, than whom a worse or more irritable subject for this sort of suspicion could not exist, felt impelled to wend her steps thither again. She could not have gone at a worse moment; for what she saw had had the effect of changing all her doubts into certainties.

She sat down to dinner, scarcely able to suppress her emotion, or keep in bare subjection the indignation that was rending her heart and her temper. It was no very unusual thing for her to sit down alone, for Mr. Carltons professional engagements rendered him somewhat irregular. The servants in waiting saw that their lady was put out, but of course it was no business of theirs. Perhaps they thought it was occasioned by the absence of their master.

In point of fact, that gentleman was even then making his way home, speeding in haste from a second visit to Mrs. Knaggs, which he had hurried to pay on his return from Tuppers cottage, after leaving the toy with the child. Not that a second visit there was in the least required or expected of him, and Nurse Pepperfly opened her eyes in surprise when she saw him enter. He had just called in in passing to see that all was going on well, he observed to the nurse; and particularly kind and attentive that functionary thought it of him. Lingering a moment, he beckoned her from the room, put a professional question or two as to the case in hand, and then led the way easily and naturally to the case at Tuppers cottage, the knee of the boy.

I suppose there is no want of means? he casually remarked. The little fellow ought to have the best of nourishment.

And so he do, was the response of Mrs. Pepperfly. I never see a mother so fond of a child, though shes a bit rough in her ways. If he could eat gold shed give it him. As to money, sir, there aint no want of that; she seems to have plenty of it.

Have you not any idea who she can be?

Well, sir, in course ideas come to one promiscuous, without fetching em up ourselves, answered Mrs. Pepperfly. I should think shes the person that took away the babby  though I cant say that my memory serves to recognize her.

May be, carelessly remarked Mr Carlton. Remember that you keep a quiet tongue about this, Mrs. Pepperfly, he concluded, as he went out.

Trust me for that, sir, readily affirmed Mrs. Pepperfly, And Mr. Carlton, conscious that his dinner-hour had struck, hastened home, and found his wife at table.

Have you begun, Laura? Oh, thats all right. I have been detained.

Lady Laura made no reply, and Mr. Carlton sat down. She motioned to one of the servants to move the fish towards his master, who usually carved. For some minutes Mr. Carlton played with his dinner  played with it; did not eat it  and then he sent away his plate nearly untouched. This he appeared to do throughout the meal. Lady Laura observed it, but said nothing; she certainly was, as the servants expressed it amongst themselves, put out, and when she did speak it was only in monosyllables or abrupt sentences. Are you going out this evening, Laura? asked Mr. Carlton.

No.

I thought you were engaged to the Newberrys.

I am not going.

He ceased; he saw, as well as the servants, that the lady was out of sorts. She never spoke another word until the cloth had been drawn, the dessert on the table, and the servants had gone. Mr. Carlton poured out two glasses of wine and handed one to Lady Laura. She did not thank him; she did not take the glass.

Shall I give you some grapes, my love?

Your love! she burst forth, with scornful, mocking emphasis. How dare you insult me by calling me your love? Go to your other loves, Mr. Carlton, and leave me. It is time you did so.

He looked up, astounded at the outbreak; innocent in himself, so far as he knew, of any offence that could have caused it.

Laura! What is the matter?

You know, she replied; your conscience tells you. How dare you so insult me, Mr. Carlton?

I have not insulted you. I am not conscious of any offence against you. What has put you out?

Oh, fool that I was, she passionately wailed, to desert, for you, my fathers home! What has been my recompense? Disinheritance by my father, desertion by my family, that I might have expected; but what has my recompense been from you?

Laura, I protest I do not know what can have caused this! If you have anything to say against me, say it out.

You do know, she retorted. Oh, it is shameful! shameful so to treat me!  to bring this contumely upon me! I, an earls daughter!

You must be out of your mind, exclaimed Mr. Carlton, half doubting perhaps whether such was not the fact. What  contumely have I brought upon you?

Dont insult me further! dont attempt to defend yourself! retorted Laura, well-nigh mad indeed with passion.  Think rather of yourself, of your own conduct. Such transgressions on the part of a married man reflect bitter disgrace and humiliation upon the wife; they expose her to the contemptuous pity of the world. And they have so exposed me.

Pshaw! exclaimed Mr. Carlton, growing cross, for this was but a repetition of scenes enacted before.  I thought these heroics, these bickerings, were done with. Remember what you said last night. What has raked them up?

You ask me what has raked them up! Ask yourself, Mr. Carlton. You know too well.

By Heaven, I do not! I have no more notion what you mean than that! He raised a wine-glass as he spoke, and bringing it down again too fiercely, the fragments were scattered over the mahogany table.

The outburst half frightened Laura. Mr. Carltons temper was impassive as his face, and she had never witnessed such from him before. Perhaps he was surprised at himself. But he had gone home full of inward trouble, and the attack, so uncalled for, was more than he could patiently bear.

If you wish me to understand you, Laura, so as to be able to give you any answer, you must be more explanatory, he said, resuming his ordinary tones of calmness.

Lady Lauras lips quivered, and she leaned over the table, speaking in a whisper, low as the unsatisfactory topic deserved.

In that cottage of Tuppers on the Rise, a woman and a child are living. The child is yours!

An extraordinary change, possibly caused by surprise at the accusation, possibly by indignation, passed over the aspect of Mr. Carlton. His face grew livid, his white lips parted. Laura noted all.

It tells home, does it! she exclaimed in a tone of bitter scorn. I knew your conscience would accuse you. What have I done, I ask, that this shameless woman should be brought hither to insult me? Could you not have kept her where she came from? Must you bring her here, and parade her in my very presence?

Mr. Carlton wiped the moisture from his face and recalled his senses, which seemed to have been scattered. He looked at his wife in very amazement.

Suspect that woman of  You are a fool, Laura, if you are not mad. I beg your pardon, but it must be one of the two. Until this day, when I was called in to attend the child, the woman was an utter stranger to me. Why, she looks old enough to be my mother! What are you thinking of?

Lady Laura was thinking of a great many things, and they were not pleasant ones. Nevertheless her husband spoke so earnestly, so truthfully, that she was somewhat staggered in spite of her exasperation.

It will come, next, that I must not visit a patient when called out to one, he proceeded severely. You speak of shame, Laura, but I do not think it is I who ought to feel it. These absurd delusions bring yourself shame, but not me. I know nothing of the woman and her child. I solemnly declare to you that until last night I did not know Tuppers cottage was occupied, or that such people existed.

Who summoned you to them? inquired Laura, no relenting whatever in her words and aspect.

Pepperfly, the nurse. I met the old woman at the gate here last night, as I was coming home from that dinner. She said a stranger with a sick child had come to Tuppers cottage, and would I go up at my leisure, and see it. If you will take the trouble to walk there, and inquire, you will find my statement correct: the boy has a white swelling in the knee.

I have been, she replied with sullen composure.

Mr. Carlton gave a start of anger. Very well, my lady; if you think it well to dodge my footsteps amongst my patients, you must do so. I dont know how I can prevent it. But if you hear nothing worse than that woman has to tell you, you wont hurt.

Mr. Carlton! keep within the bounds of truth, if you please. When did I ever dodge your footsteps?

It seems like it, at any rate.

No; my passing that cottage was an accident. I was out with Jane to-day, and she had to go down Blister Lane.

What has given rise to this suspicion? demanded Mr. Carlton, feeling completely in the dark. The very appearance of the woman might have shown you its absurdity. You must have gone to sleep and dreamt it.

Laura was in cruel perplexity of mind. Were her suspicions right, or were they wrong? She looked ready to break a glass on her own score, and she dropped her voice again and leaned towards Mr. Carlton.

If it be as you say, why should there be so extraordinary a likeness between you and the child?

A likeness between me and the child! he echoed in genuine surprise. Theres none in the world, none whatever. How can you so draw upon your flighty imagination?

There never was, I believe, so great a one in the world, was Lauras answer. Every feature is similar, except the eyes. That is not all. Your ears are a peculiar shape, unlike any ones I ever saw; so are that childs. The very feather here, touching the parting of her own hair in front, the wave of the flaxen hair: it is all you in miniature.

Now Mr. Carlton had failed to observe any likeness to himself; the thought had not crossed his mind. It was only natural, therefore, that he should disbelieve in the existence of any, and he believed his wife was asserting it, in her jealousy, without foundation.

This is very absurd, Laura! I had hoped these fancies were done with.

Why should he bear your name  Lewis? proceeded Lady Laura.

He does not bear it, replied Mr. Carlton, looking at her in further surprise.

He does! Where is the use of your denying facts? she angrily demanded.

I asked the boys name this afternoon, and his mother told me it was George. If he bears any other, all I can say, is, I do not know it. They did not mention another to me.

I heard the woman speak to him as Lewis. The boy told me himself at the gate that his name was Lewis, reiterated Laura. You gave him that toy!

I know I did. I have no children of my own; but I love children, and I often give a plaything to my little patients. Is there any harm in it?

Lewis is an uncommon name, she persistently resumed, fearing she was getting the worst of the argument. And the likeness is there!

Upon my word, Laura, this is very absurd! If people call their children Lewis, I cannot help it. As to the likeness  pray did Lady Jane see this astounding likeness? he broke off to ask.

She did not say so.

No, no. I believe you have drawn solely on your own imagination for this fancy, and that nothing of the sort exists. I can only assure you, and with truth, that I failed to observe it, as I hardly should have failed had it been there. The boy was a stranger to me until this day.

Laura replied not. She had nearly arrived at the conclusion that she had made a very ridiculous mistake. Mr. Carlton rose and went over to her.

Understand me, Laura, he said in a serious and impressive tone, but one of friendly conciliation. Whether the resemblance exists or not, it is equally unimportant to you and to me. I tell you that I was unconscious of the existence of these people until now. I tell you that, so far as I believe and know, the woman is a stranger to me. I have never known her in any way whatever; and I swear that I speak the truth, by the ties that exist between you and me!

He held out his hand, and after a moments struggle with herself  not caused so much by the point at issue, for she was now pretty well convinced that likeness and name must be accidental, as by the remembrance of certain former grievances which Mr. Carlton had not been able so triumphantly to clear up  she gave him hers. Mr. Carlton stooped and kissed her, and she turned her face to him and burst into tears.

If I am suspicious, you hare made me so, Lewis. You should never have tried me.

The trials have been chiefly of your own making, he whispered, but we will not revert to the past. But now  am I to go on attending this child, or am I not, Laura? It shall be as you please; it is nothing to me one way or the other. If you wish me not to do so, Ill hand the case over to Grey.

Nonsense, responded Lady Laura.


CHAPTER VIII.

RUNNING FOR THE OINTMENT.

THE reply, nonsense, of Lady Laura to Mr. Carltons question was taken by that gentleman as an intimation that he was to go on with the case. And accordingly on the afternoon of the following day, he again went up to Tuppers cottage. Mrs. Smith had the boy on her lap at the table, the soldiers before him in battle array.

I have forgotten half my errand, the surgeon exclaimed, as he threw himself in a chair, after speaking with her and the boy. I intended to bring up a box of ointment and I have left it behind me.

Is it of consequence, sir?

Yes, it is. I wanted to apply some to his knee myself. Im dead tired, for I have been on foot all day, running about. Would it be too much to ask you to step down to my house for it? It is not far. Ill look at his leg in the meantime.

Mrs. Smith, paused, hesitated, and then said she would go. Mr. Carlton told her what to ask for: a small box done up in white paper, standing near the scales in the surgery. As she departed, he untied the linen round the childs knee, gave a cursory glance at it, and tied it up again.

Whats your name, my boy?

Lewis, said the child.

I thought your mother told me yesterday it was George?

So it is George. Its Lewis George. Mother used to call me Lewis always, but she calls me George sometimes since we came here. Will you let me go to my soldiers?

Presently. Is your father dead?

He died before we came here; he died in Scotland. My black things are worn for him. Mr. Carlton, will that soldier drum always?

I think so, said Mr. Carlton. George, my little man, you want some fresh air, and I shall put you outside in your chair until your mother returns.

Mr. Carlton did so. He not only put the boy in his chair, but he tied him in with a towel he espied; and, carrying boy, chair, and soldiers, he placed them against the cottage wall outside.

Why do you tie me in, sir?  

That you may not get down and run about.

I wont do that. Since my leg was bad, I dont like running.

Mr. Carlton made no reply. He went in, beyond view of the boy, and there he began a series of extraordinary manoeuvres. Upstairs and down, upstairs first, he went peeping about, now into this box, now into that; now into this drawer, now into that cupboard. One small box baffled him, for it was locked and double locked, and he thrust it back into its receptacle, for he had nothing to force it with, though he had tried his penknife. What was he hunting for?

Leaving every thing in its place, so that no trace of the search might be found, he went down to the kitchen again, threw open a drawer, and turned over its contents. An old envelope he clutched eagerly; it contained a prescription, and nothing else, but that he did not know. He was about to dive into its folds, when he became conscious that he was not alone. Mrs. Smith stood in the doorway, watching him with all her eyes. What on earth had brought her back so quickly, was Mr. Carltons thought.

He dropped the envelope with a quick motion, recollected himself, and continued to look in the drawer, his manner cool and collected. I am searching for some rag, said he, turning to her.

Rag! repeated Mrs. Smith, who did not appear particularly pleased at his off-hand proceedings. I dont keep rag in those drawers. You might have waited, sir, I think, till I came home.

You were so long, replied Mr. Carlton. I have not time to stop.

Then, sir, I dont know what youd call short, returned Mrs. Smith. I ran all the way there and back.

Mr. Carlton took the ointment from her, repeated his request for some rag, brought the boy in, and proceeded to attend to his knee. He scanned the childs features from time to time, but could detect nothing of the resemblance spoken of by his wife. He completely made his peace with Mrs. Smith before he departed, told her laughingly always to have linen at hand ready for him, and then he should not want to dive into her hiding-places.

It was not, however, quite the truth that Mrs. Smith had run all the way back. In point of fact she had not come straight back, but had taken a short detour out of her way. She ran there, received the ointment without delay, and set off to run back again. But middle-aged ladies cannot run very far up a hill, be it ever so gentle a one, and Mrs. Smith slackened her pace. Just before she got to Blister Lane she overtook Judith, Lady Janes maid, and joined her, walking with her past the lane, for Judith was in a hurry and could not stop to talk. Mrs. Smith reminded her of her promise to come and partake of tea; but Judith said she could not do so for a day or two; she was busy, getting her ladys autumn dresses in order.

Its not autumn weather yet, remarked Mrs. Smith. Its as hot as summer.

But nobody knows how soon it may change, and my lady likes to have her things ready, was Judiths answer. Ill be sure to come as soon as I can. I shall like to come. Hows the little boy?

Hes middling. I have had Mr. Carlton to him. He is at the cottage now. I have been to his house for this salve which he left behind him. I say, hes a curious man, isnt he?

Curious? repeated Judith, not understanding how to take the remark.

Curious in regard to ones business. He asked so many questions of me; wanting to know where we came from, and where we had lived, and where the boy was born; I dont know what he didnt ask. But I think he is clever. He seems thoroughly to understand the case. And hes very kind.

He is considered very clever, said Judith. His patients like him.

Lady Janes gate was reached. It was only a little higher up than Blister Lane, on the opposite side of the way, and Mrs. Smith said good afternoon, and ran back again. Lady Jane had seen the woman at the gate, and spoke of her to Judith when the girl entered. To tell the truth, the likeness Jane had detected in the little child to her sister Clarice, had been haunting her mind since the previous day, more than she would have cared to tell.

So you know that person, Judith?

I dont know much of her, my lady. I have spoken to her once or twice in passing the cottage. She was talking of her little boy. She has had Mr. Carlton to him.

Is that her own child? abruptly asked Lady Jane, after a pause. She told me it was, but I almost doubt it. For one thing, she seems too old to have so young a child.

Well, my lady, and so do I doubt it, cried Judith. But I dont know anything certain.

The boy bears so remarkable a likeness to  to  some one I know

My lady, there never was such a likeness seen, eagerly interposed Judith. It struck me the first moment I saw him.

You! rejoined Lady Jane; struck you! Why, how did you know her? When did you see her? I spoke of my sister.

Judith stood, dumb.

Im sure I beg your pardon, my lady; I misunderstood you.

I had another sister of whom you have not heard, Judith. That little boys eyes are so exactly like hers that they seem to be ever before me. What likeness did you speak of?

Oh, my lady, its not worth troubling you with. It was just a fancy of mine that the boys face was like somebodys I know: not a ladys.

Not a ladys?

A mans face; not a ladys.

Ah, yes. Of course you could not have known my sister. She never was at South Wennock.

Judith lingered as if she had something she would like to say, and looked hard at Lady Jane; but she turned away without speaking. She wondered never to have heard that there was another sister: but the Chesneys, one and all, had kept the name from their households. In fact, considering the half-publicity that had been given to the affair when the services of the police were called in by Lord Oakburn in the search after his lost daughter, it had been kept wonderfully secret. But the likeness the child bore to Clarice continued to trouble the mind of Lady Jane.

And the likeness  that other likeness  festered in the heart of Mr. Carltons wife. In spite of her apparent satisfaction at the time of their explanation, the bitter suspicion sprang up again within her with a force that threatened mischief. There is no passion in this wide world so difficult to eradicate as jealousy.


CHAPTER IX.

AN ITEM OF NEWS.

LITTLE heirs are precious things, especially if they happen to be on the peerage roll of this aristocratic realm. Perhaps there was not an individual in the land more valued by those about him than was the young Lord Oakburn; and when, after his sojourn at Seaford, he seemed to languish rather than revive, his mothers fears were up in arms.

The young gentleman had caught cold soon after they returned to London, just as other boys will catch it. Complete master of Pompey, he had walked deliberately into a pond with his clothes on, in spite of that faithful retainers efforts to prevent him, and the result was a slight attack of sore throat. It was magnified into a visitation of bronchitis, and Sir Stephen Grey was sent for. He soon recovered, but the disorder left him a little languid, and the countess said she must take him out again. She would take him to some of the spas of Germany, perhaps from thence to the South of France; possibly keep him abroad for the winter or part of it.

Its not in the least necessary, said Sir Stephen.

Lady Oakburn thought it was, and decided to go. But while she was hesitating what place to choose, a letter arrived from her brother, the Reverend Mr. Lethwait, who held a continental chaplaincy, and in his letter he happened to speak of the lovely climate of the place, its healing virtues.

It was the turning point of the balance. If there had been a remnant of indecision in Lady Oakburns mind, whether she should go or not, whether the expedition was really necessary, this ended it; and orders for her departure were issued to her household forthwith.

Lucy rebelled. Lucy Chesney actually rebelled. Not against the young earls exile from England, but against her own. She was to be married the following spring: and, as every one knew, it would take from this time to that to prepare the trousseau and paraphernalia in general. Frederick Grey stepped in to the rescue; he knew nothing about the clothes and the paraphernalia; that was not in his department; but he did protest that Lady Oakburn must not be so cruel as to take Lucy away from England and from him.

The countess laughed, and said then Lucy must go for the time to Lady Janes.

Compared with the other arrangement, this seemed pleasant and feasible. Jane was communicated with, and she  only too glad to have Lucy  hastened to London to take charge of her down. When she arrived in Portland Place, and the little lord ran up to her, she gazed at him with some anxiety.

Have you come to take away Lucy, sister Jane?

Yes, darling. But, Frank, who says you are ill? I think you look famous.

Lady Oakburn interposed with a half apology for her previous anxiety. The young gentleman had picked up his crumbs (to use Sir Stephens expression) in so astonishing a manner the last day or two, his face had grown so blooming and himself so noisy, that her ladyship felt half ashamed of herself. But she should rejoice in the opportunity of once more meeting her brother, she avowed to Jane, and the trip would do Frank good, even if he did not need it.

Jane purposed to stay in London one clear day. She reached it on the Thursday, and would return with Lucy on the Saturday. On that day Lady Oakburn would also take her departure.

On the Friday, Jane went out on foot. She had several little errands to do, purchases to make, and would not be troubled with the carriage. In fact, Jane Chesney had never cared to use a carriage so much as many do; she was a good walker and liked exercise.

It happened that her way led her through Gloucester Terrace. The reminiscences that locality called up were very bitter to Jane. How little she had thought, that long-past day when she first went in search of Clarice, that years and years would pass and bring no trace of her!

She walked along slowly. She was just at the spot where the house of the Lortons was situated; and she was looking up to see whether she could remember which it was, when a lady passed her on the pavement: a little fat lady with a very pleasing expression. That expression struck upon Janes memory. Where had she seen it?

Fearing that she had passed, without speaking, some one whom she ought to know: an acquaintance possibly of her brief London life: Jane turned in the moments impulse, and found that the lady had also turned and was looking at her. The latter stepped back with a smile.

Lady Jane Chesney! I beg your pardon for passing you. My thoughts were elsewhere at the moment.

It was Mrs. West! But Mrs. West had grown so excessively stout that it was no wonder Jane had not recognized her. She was almost a second Mrs. Pepperfly. Janes heart gave a glad leap, and she held out her hand. This lady seemed to be the one only link between Clarice living and Clarice lost.

And now what a singular coincidence that Jane should have chanced to meet her there! Chanced? Something more than chance was at work in this commencement  for it was the commencement  of the unravelling of the fate of Clarice Chesney.

A few moments, and Lady Jane was seated in Mrs. Wests house close by, listening to that ladys explanation. They had been abroad between six and seven years, she said; had educated their four daughters well  of whom she seemed not a little fond and proud, and regretted their absence from home that day, or she would have shown them to Lady Jane  and had now come back for good to England and Gloucester Terrace. Not to the same house: that was occupied: but to one within five or six doors of it.

Jane spoke of Clarice. And Mrs. West seemed thunderstruck, really thunderstruck, to hear that no tidings had been gained of her.

It is like a romance, she cried. But for your telling me yourself, Lady Jane, I should scarcely believe it. It seems so impossible in these days that any one should be lost. We read advertisements in the Times of gentlemen missing; now and then of a lady; but I think  at least I have always supposed  that the ladies at least come to light again. I and Mr. West have often talked of this affair. He saw you, Lady Jane, as perhaps you may remember, the day you called at our house when I was at Ramsgate. We thought  we concluded  but perhaps you would not like me to repeat it to you? broke off Mrs. West.

Indeed I should, replied Jane eagerly, not that she had any idea what it was Mrs. West hesitated to repeat. The least word, the least surmise or conjecture, bearing upon my sister is of interest for me.

Well, then, the conclusion we came to was, that Miss Beauchamps marriage must have been an inferior one. That she had married in accordance with her temporary position, and did not like to avow it to her family, especially after they were ennobled. I am sure you will forgive my speaking thus freely, Lady Jane.

Jane did not altogether understand. The tone of the words surprised her.

But still, we never supposed that she would not avow it in time, proceeded Mrs. West. However inferior or unsuitable her marriage might have been, she would surely not keep it secret so long as this  

What marriage? interrupted Jane. Clarice was not married.

Oh yes, she was.

Do you know that she was? gasped Jane. How do you know it?

Mrs. West paused in surprise. She was asking herself how it was that Lady Jane did not know it. It was so long ago that she forgot partially, but at length came to the unwelcome conclusion that she had neglected to make her acquainted with it. Not with the marriage itself; of that Mrs. West knew positively nothing: but of the grounds they had for assuming it to have taken place.

Tell me about it now, implored Jane.

We learnt it through an old servant, said Mrs. West. A young woman named Mary Grove, who had lived with me as parlour-maid, and left just about the time that Miss Beauchamp left. Mary had fallen into bad health  indeed she was never strong, and I used to think the work too much for her  and she went home to be nursed. They were Suffolk people. She took another place in London when she grew better; and upon calling here one day to see us some considerable time afterwards, she told me that she had met Miss Beauchamp, and saw from her appearance that she was married.

When did she meet her?  and where? eagerly inquired Lady Jane. l( She had met her sometime in the course of the winter after Miss Beauchamp left us; at its turn, I think: I know the girl said it was a frosty day. And it was somewhere in this  Mrs. West hesitated and spoke very slowly in this neighbourhood, I think, though I cannot remember precisely where. Mary accosted Miss Beauchamp, saying something to the effect that she was married, and Miss Beauchamp replied that she was so. She had married upon leaving Mrs. Wests. The girl said she seemed in great spirits and looked remarkably well.

When was it that you heard this? asked Jane.

I am not sure of the precise time, Lady Jane. It was after the interview I had with you.

I wish you had told me of it.

Indeed I am very sorry that I did not. I suppose I thought it not worth troubling you about. It was so very little news, you see; and there was nothing about it certain; no details. And in truth, Lady Jane, if I must confess it, I supposed that perhaps Miss Beauchamp did not care that you should know of her marriage just at first, but would take her own time for declaring it. One thing I may mention: that this information of the girls had the effect of removing from my mind any fear on the subject of Miss Beauchamp  I ought to say of Lady Clarice.

I wonder whether I could see that girl?

Mrs. West shook her head. She is dead, poor thing. She grew ill again, and died just before we went on the Continent.

Lady Jane was revolving matters in her mind. That Clarice had married, there was now no room for doubt. The question remained, to whom?

If she quitted your house to be married, she said aloud to Mrs. West, we may safely argue that she must already have made the acquaintance of the gentleman. And how could she have done so, and where could she have met him?

I thought that over with myself at the time the girl told me this, and it struck me that she might have met him here, was the reply. My husbands brother was then living with us, Tom West, and a very open-hearted, pleasant young fellow he was. He had just passed for a surgeon, and he used to fill the house with his companions; more so than I liked; but we knew he would soon be leaving, so I said nothing. Two of my cousins were on a visit to me that spring, merry girls, and they and Miss Beauchamp and Tom were much together.

Could he have married her? breathlessly interrupted Lady Jane.

Oh no.

Are you sure? pursued Jane.

Mrs. West paused. It was the first time the idea had been presented to her.

I do not think it likely, she said at length. Tom West was of an open disposition, above concealment, and they must both have been very sly, if it did take place  excuse my plainness of thought, Lady Jane; I am speaking of things as they occur to me. No, no. If they had wished to marry, why have concealed it? Tom West was his own master, and I am sure we should have made no objection to Miss Beauchamp; we liked her very much. If she married any one of them, it was not Tom.

Where is Mr. Tom West?

Oh, poor fellow, he went abroad directly; about  let me see?  about the following February, I think. He was appointed assistant-surgeon to the staff in India, and there he died.

What more probable than that she should have accompanied him? exclaimed Lady Jane.

Mrs. West threw her reflections into the past.

I do not think so, she said. It seems to me next to impossible. With him I am quite certain she did not go, for we saw him off, and arranged his baggage, and all that. He was at our house until he sailed. No; if he had been married, especially to Miss Beauchamp, rely upon it, Lady Jane, he would not have kept it from us.

Other gentlemen visited at your house, you say? continued Jane.

Plenty of them; Tom was rich in friends. Most of them were in the medical line, students or young practitioners. I dare say you may have observed how fond they are of congregating together.

All were not introduced to our society: Tom used to have them in his own room. Three or four were intimate with us, and had, as may be said, the run of the house, as Tom himself had.

Who were they? asked Jane. It may have been one of them. What were their names?

Let me try to recollect, said Mrs. West. We have mostly lost sight of them since that period. There was a Mr. Boys, who is now a doctor in good practice in Belgravia; and there was young Manning, a harum-scarum fellow who came to no good; and there was Mr. Carlton. I think that was all.

Mr. Carlton! repeated Jane, struck with the name. What Mr. Carlton was that?

His father was a surgeon in practice at the East-end of London, replied Mrs. West. He used to be very much here with Tom.

Was his name Lewis?

Lewis? Well, I think it was. Did you know him, Lady Jane?

A gentleman of that name married my sister, Lady Laura. I know him.

He was a good-looking, clever man, this Mr. Carlton  older than Tom, and by far the most gentlemanly of them all. We have quite lost sight of him. Stay. There was another used to come, a Mr. Crane; and I dont know what became of him. We did not like him.

If it be the same Mr. Carlton, he is in practice at South Wennock, observed Jane, very much struck, she could scarcely tell why, with this portion of the intelligence. Our family highly disapproved of Lady Lauras choice, and declined to countenance him.

We fancied at the time that Mr. Carlton was paying attention to one of my two cousins; at least, she thought so. But his visits here ceased before Tom went out. I have an idea that he went to settle somewhere in the country.

Did it ever occur to you to fancy that any one of these gentlemen paid attention to my sister? inquired Jane.

Never, said Mrs. West: never at all. I remember that Tom and my cousins used to joke Miss Beauchamp about young Crane, but I believe they did so simply to tease her. She appeared to dislike him very much, and she could not bear being joked about him. None of us, except Tom, much liked Mr. Crane.

And the remaining two gentlemen you have mentioned?  Mr.

Manning and Mr.  I forget the other name.

Mr. Boys: Dr. Boys now. Oh no, it was neither of them, I am sure. They were not quite so intimate with us as the rest were. If she married any one of the young men, it must lie between Tom, Mr. Carlton, and Mr. Crane. But, to hear that she had done so, would astonish me more than anything ever astonished me yet. Tom, I am fully persuaded, she did not marry; or Mr. Carlton either. If he had a preference any way, it was, I say, for my cousin, though the preference never came to anything. As to young Crane  if Miss Beauchamps dislike to him was not genuine, she must have been a good actor. I cannot  looking back  I cannot think that she married any one of them, concluded Mrs. West.

This was all. It was only a small item of news. Lady Jane sat some time longer, but she had gained the extent of Mrs. Wests information, and she went away revolving it.

She went down to South Wennock revolving it; she did nothing but revolve it after she was settled at home. And the conclusion she arrived at was, that Clarice had married one of those young men  and she thought the most likely one was Mr. Tom West.



And what of the Mr. Carlton? Could it be the one who was now Lauras husband? Lady Jane felt little, if any, doubt about it. The description, personal and circumstantial, tallied with him in all points; and the name, Lewis Carlton, was not a common one. Ever and anon there would come over Jane, with a shiver, a remembrance of that portentous dream, in which it had seemed to be shown her that her sister Clarice was dead, and that Mr. Carlton had had some hand in causing the death. Had one of these young men married Clarice, and worked her ill? and was Mr. Carlton privy to it? But Jane, a just woman, shrank from asking that question, even of her own mind. She had no grounds whatever for suspecting Mr. Carlton of such a thing; and surely it was wrong to dwell upon a dream for them. There was one question, however, that she could ask him in all reason  and that was, whether he was the Mr. Carlton mentioned by Mrs. West; if so, it was possible that he could impart some information of her sister. Jane did not think it very likely that he could, but it was certainly possible.

And in the meantime, while Jane was seeking for an opportunity for doing this, or perhaps deliberating upon the best way of asking it, and how much she should say about Clarice, and how much she should not, a fever broke out at South Wennock.


CHAPTER X.

TAKING THE AIR.

A GLOOMY time had come on at South Wennock. Usually a remarkably healthy place  indeed, had it not been so, the few medical men established there could not have sufficed for it  it was something new to be visited by an epidemic, and people took alarm. The fever was a severe one, and a few patients had died; but still it was not so bad as it might have been; as it is occasionally in other places. The town was hurriedly adopting all sorts of sanitary precautions, and the doctors were worked off their legs.

Lady Jane Chesney regretted on Lucys account that it should have happened at the present moment. Not that she was uneasy about her; Jane was one of those happy few who can put their full and entire trust in Gods good care, and so be calm in the midst of danger: Whoso dwelleth under the defence of the Most High, shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty. But she was sorry this, sickness should prevail now, because it made the visit for Lucy a sad one.

Jane lived in the same quiet style as ever. Since the addition to her income through the money left her by old Lady Oakburn, she had added only one man-servant to her modest household. The two maids, of whom Judith was one, and this man, comprised it. Not that Jane economized. She dressed well, and her housekeeping was liberal; and she gave away a great deal in a quiet way. But the young, full of life, loving gaiety, might have called her house a dull one. She feared Lucy was finding it so; and it certainly did not need the sickness and alarm to add to it.

Jane was saying this as she sat one night alone with Lucy. They had promised to spend the evening with some friends, but just as they were about to leave home, a note was brought in from the lady to whom they were engaged. One of her servants was taken ill, and she feared it might be the fever: perhaps therefore Lady Jane would prefer to put off her visit.

I should not have minded for myself, remarked Jane, as they sat down to a quiet evening at home, but I will not risk it for you, Lucy. I am so sorry, my dear, that South Wennock should be in this uncertain state just now. You will have reason to remember your dull visit to me.

Lucy laughed. She did not look very dull as she sat there in her evening dress of gay silk, some sort of enamelled ornaments, a necklace and bracelets glistening with steel mountings, on her fair neck and arms. She had taken up some embroidery, was already busy with its intricacies, and she looked up with a laughing eye at Jane.

Indeed I am not sorry to be kept at home, Jane. Dull as you call my visit, all my work seems to get on very slowly; and you know I promised myself to do so much. But, Jane  if I may say one thing, Lucy added, her gay tones changing to seriousness, you seem dull and dispirited. You have seemed so ever since we came from London.

Jane paused a moment. Not dispirited, Lucy, dear. I have been preoccupied: I acknowledge that.

What about? asked Lucy.

I would rather not tell you, Lucy. It is only a little matter on my mind: a little doubt: something I am trying to find out. I cannot help thinking about it constantly, and I suppose it has made me silent.

You need not ask the source of Janes preoccupation. That it was connected with her sister Clarice you will have already divined. Since the information received from Mrs. West, that Clarice had married, Lady Jane had been unable to divest herself of an impression that that little child at Tuppers cottage was Clarices child. The only possible ground for her fancy was the extraordinary likeness (at least, as Jane saw it) in that childs eyes and general expression to Clarice. The features were not like hers; quite unlike, indeed; but the eyes and their expression were Clarices over again. Added to this  and perhaps the fact somewhat strengthened Janes doubts  was the manner of his ostensible mother, Mrs. Smith. From the very first, Jane had thought she looked old to be the mother of so young a child; but she had hard features, and such women, as Jane knew, often look much older than they really are. Several times since her return from London Jane had passed the cottage and talked to the little boy over the gate. Once she had gone in  having been civilly invited by Mrs. Smith to rest herself  and she had indirectly tried to ascertain some particulars of the childs past life: where he was born, and where he had lived. But Mrs. Smith suddenly grew uncommunicative and would not answer. The boy was her own, she said; she had had another son, older than this, but he had died; she had married very late in life. Her husband had occupied a good post in a manufactory at Paisley in Scotland, and there her little boy had been reared. Upon her husbands death that summer, she had left the place and come back to her native country, England. So far, Mrs. Smith was communicative enough; but beyond these points she would not go; and upon Lady Janes rather pressing one or two questions, the widow became quite rude. Her business was her own, she said, and she did not recognize the right of strangers to pry into it. Lady Jane was baffled. Of course it might all be as the woman said; but there was a certain secrecy in her manner that made Jane suspicious. She had, however, no plea for pressing the matter further; and she preferred to wait and, as it were, feel her way. But she thought of it incessantly, and it had rendered her usually equable manner occupied and absent; so much so as to have been observed by Lucy.

Is it anything about Laura? asked Lucy in answer to Janes last observation.

Oh no. Nothing at all.

Do you think, Jane, that Laura is happy? She seems at times so strangely restless, so petulant.

Lucy, I hope she is happy: I cannot tell. I have observed what you say, but I know nothing.

Mr. Carlton seems very indulgent to her, returned Lucy.

And in point of fact, Lucy had been quite struck with this indulgence. Janes own decision, not to visit at Mr. Carltons house, whether springing from repugnance, or pride, or what not, she had strictly adhered to; but she had not extended the prohibition to Lucy; and Lucy was often at Lauras, and thus had an opportunity of seeing Mr. Carltons behaviour to his wife. She told Jane that she liked Mr. Carlton better than she had liked him as a little girl. She remembered, she said with a laugh, that she then entertained a great prejudice against him; but she liked him now very well, and he was certainly fond of Laura. Jane agreed that Mr. Carltons manners were gentlemanlike and agreeable; she had now and then met him in society, and nothing could be more courteous than was Mr. Carltons manner to herself; but, into his house Jane still declined to enter.

I think he has always been most indulgent to her, observed Jane. Laura, I fear, is of difficult temper; but  Are we going to have visitors to-night?

The question was caused by a visitors knock. Impromptu evening visitors to Lady Jane Chesney were rare. The servant opened the drawing-room door.

Mr. Frederick Grey, my lady.

Lucy threw down her embroidery. Jane smiled; the dull evening had changed for Lucy.

He came in with a radiant face. They questioned him upon his appearance in South Wennock, when they had believed him in London, reading hard for his degree. Frederick protested that his Uncle John had invited him down.

I suppose the truth is, you proffered him a visit, said Jane. Or perhaps came without any notice at all.

Frederick Grey laughed. The latter was in truth the fact. But Frederick never stood on ceremony at his Uncle Johns: he was as much at home there as at his fathers.

And as the days went on and sickness in South Wennock increased, Mr. John Grey declared that his nephews visit was the most fortunate circumstance that could have happened. For the medical men were scarcely equal to the additional calls upon them, and Frederick took his full share of duty. So, after all, the visit, which he had intended to be nothing but a short and delightful holiday with Lucy Chesney, was changed into one of work, and  in one sense  disappointment. For he could only venture to see her occasionally, every other day or so; neither had he time for more; and then with the precaution of changing his clothes.

Lady Laura Carltons feet seemed instinctively to take her to Blister Lane, past the front of Tuppers cottage. Jealousy has carried women to less agreeable places. The unhappy suspicion  how miserably unhappy it was to be in its ultimate effects, neither Laura nor any one else could dream of  connecting her husband with that little child, had grown to a height that was scarcely repressible; and Laura was in the dangerous frame of mind that has been metaphorically likened to touchwood  wanting only a spark to kindle it into a flame.

Not a day passed but she walked down Blister Lane. She would take her way up the Rise, turn down the lane, pass the cottage, which was situated at this end of it, walk on a little way, and then come back again. All as if she were merely walking to take the air. If she saw the little boy in the garden, she would stop and speak to him; her jaundiced eyes devouring the likeness which she thought she detected to Mr. Carlton. It seemed that she could never tire of the comparison.

It was not altogether jealousy itself that took Lady Laura there, but a determination that had sprung from it. A resolve had seated itself firmly in her mind to sift the matter to its foundation; to bring to light the past. She cared not what means she used: the truth she would know, come what would. Of a sufficiently honourable nature on the whole, Lady Laura forgot honour now. Mr. Carlton had reproached her with dodging his steps; she was prepared to do that, and worse, on her way to discovery.

It might have been described as a disease, this mania that was distracting her. What did she promise herself would be gained by thus haunting Blister Lane? She did not know. All she could have told was, that she was unable to rest away from the place. For one thing, she wanted to ascertain how frequently Mr. Carlton went to the cottage.

But fortune had not favoured her. Not once had she chanced to light upon the time that Mr. Carlton paid his professional visit. Had she met him  of which there was of course a risk  an excuse was ready. As if fate wished to facilitate her project, Lady Laura had become acquainted with the fact that a young woman, expert in fine needlework, lived in Blister Lane; she immediately supplied her with some, and could have been going there to see about it had she been inconveniently met.

One gloomy day in November, Laura bent her steps in the usual direction. It did not rain, but the skies were lowering, and anyone might have supposed that Lady Laura was better at home than out of doors. She, however, did not think so. In her minds fever, outward discomfort was as nothing.

As she passed the gate of Tuppers cottage, Mrs. Smith, in her widows cap, was leaning over it, gazing in the direction of South Wennock, as if expecting some one. She looked at Laura as she came up; but she did not know her for the wife of Mr. Carlton. And Lady Laura, with averted eyes and a crimson flush on her haughty cheeks, went right into the road through the mud, rather than pass near the gate. It was the only time she had seen Mrs. Smith since that first day, for the widow kept much within the house.

On went Laura in her fury; and she never turned until she came to the cottage of the seamstress. It seemed that she required an excuse to her own mind for being in the lane that day. The conclusion she had arrived at in her insensate folly was, that the woman was looking out impatiently for the advent of Mr. Carlton. What passion that this earth contains can ever befool us like that of jealousy!

She went in, gave some directions about the work, so confused and contradictory as nearly to drive the young woman wild, and then retraced her angry steps. Excessively astonished was she, to see, just on this side Tuppers cottage, a sort of hand-carriage standing in the middle of the path, and the little boy seated in it. He looked weak and wan and pale, but his beautiful eyes smiled a recognition of Lady Laura.

Why are you here? she asked.

She took off her pattens and forgot them, and she has a hole in her boot, lucidly replied the child.

Whos  she? resumed Laura.

The girl that Mr. Carlton sent. He says I must go out as long as I can, and she comes to draw me. The drums broke, continued the boy, his countenance changing to intense trouble: Mr. Carlton broke it. He kissed me because I didnt cry, and he says hell bring me another.

Is Mr. Carlton there now? hastily asked Laura, indicating the cottage.

Yes. It was the drum broke, not the soldier. He hit it too hard.

A clanking of pattens was heard in the garden path, and a stout country girl came forth. She knew Lady Laura by sight, and curtsied to her. Laura recognized her as a respectable peasants daughter who was glad to go out by day, but who could not take a permanent situation on account of a bedridden mother.

The little boy looks ill, remarked Lady Laura, rather taken to, and saying any words that came uppermost.

Yes, my lady; and they say he is weaker to-day than he has been at all.

Mr. Carlton says so?

His mother says so. Mr. Carlton hasnt seen him yet. He has not been to-day.

Laura strode away, vouchsafing no further notice of the speaker, or so much as a word of adieu to the little child. In her heart of hearts she believed the girl was telling her a lie; was purposely deceiving her; and that Mr. Carlton was even then within the cottage. The childs words, the girl that Mr. Carlton sent, were beating their refrain on her brain. Why should Mr. Carlton send a girl to take out any child, unless he held some peculiar interest in him? she was asking herself. Ah, if she could only have seen the thing as it actually had been!  how innocent it was! When the boy grew past running about, Mr. Carlton said he must still go into the open air. The mother hired this little carriage, and was regretting to Mr. Carlton that she could not hear of a person to draw it, He thought at once of this young woman, whose mother he was attending at the time; and said he would send her. That was the whole history. Laura Carlton, in her blind jealousy, knew not the bed that she was preparing for herself.

She went straight home, walking rapidly, and entered the house by the surgery, as she would do now and then in her impatient moods, when she could not bear to wait while the front door was opened. Mr. Carltons assistant, Mr. Jefferson, was standing there, and raised his hat to her.

When do you expect Mr. Carlton in? she asked, as she swept past.

Mr. Carlton is not out, Lady Laura.

Mr. Carlton is out, she rejoined, turning her angry face upon the surgeon.

He looked surprised. Indeed no, Lady Laura. Mr. Carlton came in about half-an-hour ago. He is down in the drug-room.

Lady Laura did not believe a word of it. Were they all in league to deceive her? She turned to the lower stairs, determined to see with her own eyes and confute the falsehood. This drug-room was a small boarded apartment, to which access could be had only through the cellar. Mr. Carlton kept drugs and other articles there pertaining to his profession. The servants had strict orders never to enter it, lest, as Mr. Carlton once told them, they might set their feet on combustible materials and get blown up. They took care to keep clear of it after that warning.

Lady Laura passed through the cellar and peered in. Standing before an iron safe, its doors thrown wide open, was Mr. Carlton. Laura saw what looked like bundles of papers and letters within it; but so astonished was she to see her husband, that a sudden exclamation escaped her.

You have heard of this room and this safe before. Mr. Carlton once locked up in it a letter which he had received from his father, that long-past evening when he first heard of the illness of Mrs.

Crane. Laura knew of the safes existence, but had not felt any curiosity with regard to it. She had penetrated to this room once in her early married days, when Mr. Carlton was showing her over the house, but never since.

A sudden exclamation escaped her. It appeared to startle Mr. Carlton. He shut the safe door in evident haste, and turned round.

Laura! Is it you? Whatever do you want down here?

Laura was unable to say at the moment what she wanted, and in her perplexity spoke something very near the truth. Mr. Jefferson had said he was there, but she thought he was out, and came to see.

She turned away while she spoke, and Mr. Carlton looked after her in surprise, as she made her way quickly up the stairs.

So in this instance, at least, there had been no treachery, and Lady Laura, so far, might have sat down with a mind at rest. The little child had evidently misunderstood her question, when she asked whether Mr. Carlton was within the cottage.


CHAPTER XI.

LADY JANE CHECKMATED.

ON the morning subsequent to these events, Lady Jane and Lucy were sitting together after breakfast. Lucy had complained of headache, and was leaning her head upon her hand, when Judith came in with a note. It proved to be from Lady Laura. She had twisted her ankle, she said; was consequently a prisoner, and wished Lucy to go and help her to pass a dull day.

I should like to go, Jane, said Lucy. A walk in the air may take away my headache.

You are sure you have no sore throat? asked Jane, somewhat anxiously. She had put the question once before.

Lucy smiled. Of course people were suspicious of headaches at this time. I dont think I have any sore throat, Jane. I ate my breakfast very well. I did not sleep well last night, and that has made my head feel heavy.

On her arrival at Mr. Carltons, Lucy found Laura on a sofa in her dressing-room; a pretty apartment on the first-floor.

Are you quite an invalid? asked Lucy.

Not quite; I can manage to limp across the room. But the ankle is swollen and rather painful. Did Jane object to your coming?

Not at all. How did you contrive to hurt it, Laura?

I was in mischief, returned Lady Laura, with a half laugh. And you know, when people do get to mischief on the sly, punishment is sure to follow. Dont our first lessons in the spelling-book tell us so?

What was the mischief? returned Lucy.

I and Mr. Carlton are not upon the best of terms; there is a grievance between us, was Lauras answer. You need not look so serious, Lucy; I do not mean to imply that we are enemies, but we are not precisely as turtle-doves. He has secrets which he keeps from me; I know he has; and get at them I will. Theres deceit abroad just now, and I vow and declare that Ill come to the bottom of it.

Lucy listened in wonder. Laura would say no more. No, she observed, it is nothing particularly suited to your ears: let it pass, so far. He has a strong iron safe in the cellar, and in this safe he keeps papers and letters and things. I know, because I went down yesterday, when he had the door open, and he started like a coward, when he saw me, and shut it up. Well, I thought I should like to see what there is in that safe, and I stole down to the cellar last night with my bunch of keys, to try whether any one of them would unlock it.

Oh, Laura! broke forth Lucy, shocked and pained beyond expression. How could you think of such a thing?  how could you do it?

Wait until you have a husband like Mr. Carlton, who puts you out of temper with his underhand ways, and then see what you would think and do, retorted Lady Laura.

And Lucy ventured no further remonstrance, for she had once been a child under Lauras control, and was somewhat in awe of her still.

I went in the dark, lest the servants should see me, proceeded Lady Laura, taking some wax matches with me, to light when I got down. All went well. I tried the keys (none of which fitted, so I was baffled there), and blew out my lights to come back again. We have to go down three steps in coming out of the drug-room, where the safe is, and mount two to get into the cellar  wretched incapables the builders must have been, to make you go down steps only to come up again! Well, Lucy, I slipped on something at the top of these three steps, and down I went to the bottom. I could hardly get up at first, for the pain in my foot, and a regular fright I was in, fearing I must call the servants. However, I did succeed in crawling back. Theres the history of the whole matter.

And a very creditable one too! Lucy sat in wonder.

I have told it you out of bravado, continued Laura, who seemed to be in a reckless mood; and you may repeat it to Jane, if you like. When he came home he wanted to know how I had done it.  Slipped, I answered; and he got no more out of me.

A silence ensued, which Lucy broke, passing to another theme.

We heard a rumour, Laura, that Mr. Carlton was likely to give up his practice here. Frederick Grey mentioned it.

He says he shall. I dont know. Of course Londons the best field for a medical man. Talking of Frederick Grey, whats the reason that Mr. Carlton dislikes him so much?

I know nothing about it, replied Lucy.

I heard him going on to Mr. Jefferson about Frederick Greys being down here interfering with the practice. There never was any love between them. Young Grey used to be very outspoken, saying Mr. Carlton drove his father from the town.

As he did, returned Lucy quietly. At least it was so reported in the old days, I remember. But that is all past and done with, and Frederick was but a boy then. He is not interfering with Mr. Carltons practice.

No; Mr. Carlton would see him far enough away, rather than allow that. Lucy! are you ill? Your eyes look heavy, and your cheeks are flushed.

Lucy had been bending her head upon her hand for the last few moments, as she had done earlier in the morning at her sister Janes. I got up with a headache, she replied, lifting her eyes wearily. I thought the air, as I came along, might have done me good, but it has not, and my throat is getting sore.

Throat getting sore! echoed Laura. An instants pause, and she started from the sofa in consternation, forgetting her lameness, seized her sister, and drew her to the light of the window.

Lucy! it cannot be! you are never going to have the fever!

Oh no, of course I am not, was the answer.

But Lucy was going to have the fever. In fact, Lucy had the fever upon her then. And Lady Jane did not know of it until night, when she was expecting Lucy home; for Laura, from carelessness or from some other motive, never sent to tell her. At nine oclock the footman was despatched with the news, but it was Mr. Carlton who sent him.

Lady Jane could not believe it. It was simple Jonathan, and she thought the man must have made some mistake. Lady Lucy was in bed, he said. She had been taken ill soon after reaching their house. Mr. Carlton was out at the time, but on his return he pronounced it to be fever. He had charged Jonathan to give his respects to Lady Jane, and to assure her that every care and attention should be paid to the invalid.

Now nothing in the world could have been much less welcome than this news to Lady Jane Chesney. To her mind there was something of duplicity in their thus taking possession of Lucy, and she remarked so privately to Judith. Apart from Lady Janes anxiety for Lucy, she had an unconquerable aversion to her lying ill at Mr. Carltons, to her being attended by that gentleman, or to herself becoming an inmate, however temporarily, in his house, which she must do, were Lucy to remain there. She took a moments counsel with herself, for Lady Jane was one who rarely did things upon impulse, then attired herself for walking, and proceeded to Mr. Carltons, taking Judith with her, and ordering her own footman to go as quickly as he could to Mr, Greys and bring back that gentleman to Mr. Carltons.

The best room, a large and handsome spare chamber adjoining Lady Lauras dressing-room, had been hastily prepared for Lucy. She was lying in it, looking flushed and anxious, and complaining of her head and throat.

Jane, she whispered, as her sister bent over her, Mr. Carlton says it is the fever. I wish I could have been at home with you I

You should have returned the instant you found yourself getting worse, Lucy, was Janes answer. I thought you were possessed of common sense, child. Laura, you ought to have sent her home. Where was your carriage, that she could not have the use of it?

It was not her fault  or mine, replied Laura. Mr. Carlton administered some remedies this morning soon after we found she was ill, and he wished to watch their effect; to-night he says she is too ill to be moved. But, if you will allow me to express my private opinion, Jane, I should say that all has happened for the best; for where can she be so well attended to as in the house of a medical man? And you may be sure she will have good nursing.

Laura, I would rather have her with me; she is under my charge, you know. I wonder if she can be moved now?

You must be stupid to think it, returned Laura.

I told Mr. Carlton I felt well enough to be taken home, spoke Lucy, but he said I did not understand the risk. I think I might be taken, Jane.

Jane inquired for Mr. Carlton. He was in the dining-room, taking some refreshment after a hard days work, and she went to him. He rose in astonishment. Lady Jane Chesney in his house.

Mr. Carlton, she said, speaking quietly in spite of her anger, and she did feel very angry: I have come to convey Lady Lucy home. I fancy it may be done without risk.

Impossible, Lady Jane. It might cost her her life.

I cannot but think, sir, before you had assumed to yourself the responsibility of keeping her, that you might have sent to inquire my pleasure upon the subject, returned Lady Jane with dignity. The fever must be quite in its earliest stage, and there was no reason why she could not have been sent home. She was well enough to walk here this morning, and she was, I make no doubt, pot sufficiently ill to debar her returning this evening.

It has come on very rapidly indeed, replied Mr. Carlton; and I think she will have it badly.

I still wish to take heir home, if possible, persisted Jane, somewhat agitated by the last words; and I have despatched a messenger for Mr. Grey, that he may come here and give me his opinion upon the point. In doing this, I wish to cast ho slight upon your judgment and skill, Mr. Carlton, but Mr. Grey is my own attendant, and I have unusual confidence in him; moreover, he will not be prejudiced, for her removal or against it. You and I, sir, perhaps are so; though from opposite sides.

I do not understand you, spoke the surgeon.

I am prejudiced in favour of taking her; you, in favour of keeping her; Mr. Grey, on the contrary, will give his honest opinion, for he can have no motive to be biased either way.

Yes, he can, rejoined Mr. Carlton. A good patient will fall Into his hands, if he takes her away.

True, so far; but the words vexed Jane. She will be his patient in either case, Mr. Carlton. I mean, I say, no reflection on your skill; but my own doctor must attend on Lady Lucy, where-ever she may be.

The cold, haughty tone of the words and manner, the Lady Lucy, stung Mr. Carlton. Janes treatment of him, her utter rejection of any intimacy, had been boiling up within him for years. He so far forgot his usual equanimity, he so far forgot himself as to demand, with a flash of passion and a word that had been better left unsaid, whether he was not as efficient as John Grey. Jane put him down with calm self-possession.

Sir, it is true that my sister is your wife; but I beg you not to forget that I am Lady Jane Chesney, and that a certain amount of respect is due to me, even in your house. I do believe you to be as efficient as Mr. Grey; that your skill is equal to his; but that is not the question. He is my medical attendant, and I would prefer that he took the case into his own hands.

Its well known, sir, that when people are ill, no place seems to them like home, interposed Judith, who had quite adopted her ladys prejudices in the affair, and followed her to Mr. Carltons presence. Wed a great deal better have her at home.

Before any rejoinder could be made, a sound was heard in the hall, and Mr. Carlton turned to it, Jane following him. Frederick Grey had entered: and Mr. Frederick was in a state of agitation scarcely to be suppressed. He caught hold of Lady Jane.

My uncle was out, and I came in his stead, he cried, his words rendered half unintelligible by emotion. Where is she? Is she very ill?

An altercation ensued. Mr. Carlton, whose temper was up (a most unusual thing with him), stepped before his visitor to impede his way to the stairs.

Mr. Frederick Grey, I cannot permit you to be in my house. Had your uncle come, I would have received him with all courtesy; but I wish to know by what right you intrude here.

I dont intrude willingly, was the answer. I have come to see Lady Lucy Chesney.

You cannot see her. You shall not pass up my stairs.

Not see her! echoed Frederick, staring at Mr. Carlton as though he thought he must be out of his mind. Not see her! You dont know what you are saying, Mr. Carlton. She is my promised wife.

He would have borne on to the stairs; Mr. Carlton strove to prevent him, and by some means the gas became extinguished; possibly the screw was touched. The servants were in the hall; hearing the altercation, they had stolen into it; Lady Laura, with her damaged foot, was limping downstairs. The women-servants shrieked at finding themselves in sudden darkness; they were perhaps predisposed to agitation by the dispute; and Lady Laura shrieked in concert, not having the faintest notion what there could possibly be to shriek at.

Altogether it was a scene of confusion, in the midst of which Frederick Grey, pushing every one aside with scant courtesy, made his way to the staircase. Mr. Carlton would have prevented him, but was impeded by the servants, and at the same moment some words were whispered in a strange voice in his ear.

Would you keep her here to poison her, as you poisoned another?

Simultaneously with this, there was some movement at the hall door: a slight sound as if some one had either come in or gone out. It had been ajar the whole time, not having been closed after Frederick Greys entrance, for Lady Janes footman stood outside, waiting for orders.

Mr. Carlton  all energy, all opposition gone out of him  stood against the wall, wiping his face, which had turned cold and moist. But that he had heard Frederick Greys footsteps echoing up the stairs beforehand, he would have concluded that the words came from him. Some one struck a match, and Mr. Carlton became conscious, in the dim flash of light, that a stranger was present,  a shabby-looking man who stood just within the hall. What impulse impelled the surgeon, he best knew, but he darted forward, seized, and shook him.

Who are you, you villain?

But Mr. Carltons voice was changed, and he would not have recognized it for his own. The interloper contrived to release himself, remonstrating dolefully.

Im blest if this is not an odd sort of reception when a man comes for his doctor! What offence have I been guilty of sir, to be shook like this?

It was inoffensive little Wilkes, the barber from the neighbouring shop. Mr. Carlton gazed at him in very astonishment in the full blaze of the re-lighted gas.

Im sure I beg your pardon, Wilkes! I thought it was  

Who came in or went out? demanded Mr. Carlton, looking about him in all directions.

The servants had seen no one. It was dark.

I came to fetch you, sir, explained the barber, who sometimes had the honour of operating on Mr. Carltons chin. My second boys a bit ill, and we think it may be the fever. I wasnt for coming for you till morning, sir, but the wife made a fuss and said there were nothing like taking things in time; so when I shut up my shop, I came. I suppose you took me for a wild bear, marching in without leave.

Did you meet any one, or see any one go out? asked Mr. Carlton, passing over the wild-bear suggestion.

I didnt, sir. I was going round to the surgery, when I saw the hall light disappear, and heard women screaming. Naterally I come straight in at the big door, wondering whether anybody was being murdered.

At the foot of the stairs, standing side by side, contemplating all these proceedings with astonishment, and not understanding them, were the ladies, Jane and Laura. They now asked an explanation of Mr. Carlton.

I  I  thought I heard a stranger; I thought some one had come in. I feel sure some one did come in, he continued, peering about him still in a curious sort of way.

Will you step down, please, sir, to the boy?

Yes, yes, Wilkes, Ill be with him before bedtime, replied Mr. Carlton. And the forgiving little barber turned away meekly, and met Mr. John Grey coming in.

Frederick Grey had made his way upstairs. An open door, and a light within, guided him to Lucys chamber. Ill as she was, she uttered an exclamation of remonstrance when she saw him, and covered her face with her hot hands.

Oh, Lucy, my darling! To think that it should have attacked you!

Frederick! what do you do here? Where is Jane? It is not right.

He drew away her hands to regard her face, he passed his own cool hand across her brow; he took out his watch to count the beatings of the pulse.

I am here professionally, Lucy; dont you understand? Could I entrust my future wife to any one else? he asked in a voice that literally trembled with tenderness. I have been at the bedside of patients to-day, love, young and delicate as you.

I do feel very ill, she murmured.

The fear that was upon him increased as he gazed at her, arresting the life-blood at his heart. What if he should lose her?  if this scourge should take her away from him and from life? And of course there was only too much reason to fear that it might have been communicated to her through his visits. A scalding tear dropped on to her face, and Lucy, looking up, saw that his eyes were wet.

Am I then so very ill? she murmured.

No, no, Lucy; it is not that. But this has come of my imprudence. I ought to have kept away from you: and I cannot bear that you should suffer pain! Oh, my darling

They were coming in, Mr. Grey and Lady Jane. The experienced surgeon moved his nephew from the bed, as if the latter were only a tyro. And indeed he was so, in comparison with the man of longer practice.

Mr. Grey could not recommend Lucys removal; quite the contrary. He saw no reason why she should not have been taken home at first, he said; but it had better not be attempted now. Jane was deeply annoyed, but she could only acquiesce.

It cannot be helped, she said, with a sigh. But I am grievously vexed that she should be ill, away from my house. Remember she is in your charge, Mr. Grey.

In mine? What will Mr. Carlton say to that?

It is of no consequence to me what he says, was the reply. I cast no slight upon Mr. Carltons skill: I have told him so; and if he chooses to attend her, conjointly with you, I have no objection whatever to his doing so. But Lucys life is precious to me, and I have confidence in you, Mr. Grey, from old associations.

Frederick Grey found that he was to be excluded from the sickroom. His attendance as a medical man was not necessary. And both Mr. Grey and Lady Jane thought his visits might tend to excite Lucy. In vain he remonstrated: it was of no use.

She is to be my wife, he urged.

But she is not your wife yet, said Mr. Grey, and you may trust her safely to me. Be assured that if dangerous symptoms arise, you shall be the first to hear of them.

And to see her, added Lady Jane.

With this he was obliged to be content. But he was terribly vexed about it. He stooped to kiss her hot lips in the impulse of the moments tenderness.

 Dont  dont, she murmured. You may take the fever.

Not I, child. We medical men are feverproof. Oh, Lucy, my best and dearest, may God bring you through this!

Mr. Carlton was pleased to accept the alternative, and agreed, with some appearance of suavity, to attend Lucy in conjunction with Mr. Grey. Putting aside the implied reflection on his skill  and this, Jane reiterated to him, was not intended  he had no objection to the visits of Mr. Grey. The fact was, Mr. Carlton would have liked to bring Lucy triumphantly through the illness himself, as he felt confident he could do; she would have had his best care, looking for no reward, as his wifes sister; and he felt mortified that the case should have been partly taken out of his hands. It was a slight, let Lady Jane say what she would; he felt it, and no doubt the town would freely enough make its comments.

And now, Laura, said Jane, seeking her sister, as you and Mr. Carlton have saddled yourselves with Lucy, you must also be troubled with me and Judith, who is invaluable in a sick-room. I shall not move out of this house until I can take Lucy with me. Lady Laura clapped her hands in triumph. Well done, Jane! You, who would not condescend to put your foot over our doorstep, to be brought to your senses at last! Checkmated! It serves you right, Jane, for your abominable pride.

It has not been pride, returned Jane. Pride has not kept me away.

What then? Prejudice?

No matter now, Laura; we have an anxious time before us. Mr. Grey thinks that Lucy will be very ill.

Just what Mr. Carlton said; and he kept her here to take care of her. I am sure he will be glad to extend a welcome to you, Jane, as long as you choose to stay with us. He has always been willing to be friendly with you, but you would not respond. He takes prejudices; I acknowledge that; but he never took one against you. He has taken one against Judith.

Against Judith! What has she done to Mr. Carlton? asked Jane in surprise.

Nothing. But he does not like her face. He says it always strikes him as being disagreeable. I like Judith, and Im sure shes a faithful servant.

Mr. Carlton, inquire as he would, was unable to discover how that whisper could have reached him. That some one had entered the hall and gone out again, he entertained not a doubt of. He made inquiries of Lady Janes footman, whether he had seen any one enter; but the man acknowledged that he had been out of the way. After the entrance of Mr. Frederick Grey, he had waited a minute or two, and then had gone round to the servants entrance by the surgery.

So Mr. Carlton was as wise as before. And meanwhile no one could imagine why he should think that any stranger had been in the hall, in addition to little Wilkes the barber.


CHAPTER XII.

DANGER.

LADY LUCY CHESNEY lay in imminent danger. Only a few days ill, and her life was despaired of. The anticipations of the surgeons  that she would have the fever badly  had been all too fully borne out. They had done what they could for her, and it was as nothing.

None could say that Mr. Carlton was not a kind and anxious attendant. Lady Jane thanked him from her heart. She half began to like him. That he was most solicitous for Lucys recovery was indisputable; and it may be said that she was in his hands, not in Mr. Greys, his opportunities of seeing her being of necessity so much more frequent. Jane sat by the bedside, full of grief, but not despairing as those who have no hope. She possessed sure confidence in God; full and perfect trust; she had learnt to commit all her care to Him; and to those who can, and do, so commit it, utter despair never comes. Jane believed that every earthly means which skill could devise was being tried for the recovery of Lucy; and if those means should fail, it must be Gods will; she tried to think, because she knew, that it would still be for the best, although they in their human grief might repine and see it not.

Lady Laura had also taken the fever. But she had it so very slightly that she need not have remained in bed at all; and before the worst had come for Lucy, she was, comparatively speaking, well again. Laura was exacting; it was in her nature to be so; and Lady Jane had often to leave Lucys room for hers, when there was not the least necessity for it. Mr. Carlton was anxious and attentive, but he knew from the first there would be no danger, and he told Laura so. The result was that she called him unfeeling. An unmerited reproach. If ever man was anxious for the well-doing of his wife, that man was Mr. Carlton.

Frederick Grey went in once with his uncle to Lucys chamber, after the danger had set in. She did not know him; and he had only the pain of seeing her turn her head from side to side in delirium. If Lady Jane did not despair, he did; the sight almost unmanned him.

Oh, merciful Heaven, save her! he inwardly murmured. Save her, if only in compassion to me!

It was not alone the dreadful grief for Lucy; it was the self reproach that was haunting him. He assumed that the disorder must have been communicated to Lucy through him, and remorse took hold of him. What could he do?  what could he do? He would have given his own life willingly then, to save that of Lucy Chesney.

He went straight from the sick chamber to the telegraph office at Great Wennock. South Wennock had been in a state of resentment some time at having to go so far if it wanted to telegraph, and most certainly Frederick Grey now endorsed the popular feeling. Then he went back to South Wennock to Mr. Carltons. Jonathan advanced from his post in the hall to the open door: open that day that there might be neither knock nor ring.

Do you know how she is now? he asked, too anxiously excited to speak with any sort of ceremony.

Theres no change, sir. Worse, if anything.

He suppressed a groan as he leaned against the pillar. Chary of intruding into Mr. Carltons house, after that gentlemans reception of him the first night of Lucys illness, he would not enter now. He tore a leaf from his pocket-book, wrote some words on it in pencil, folded, and gave it to Jonathan.

Let Lady Jane have this when an opportunity arises. But dont disturb the sick-room to give it her.

The paper, however, soon found its way to Jane. She opened it in some curiosity.

I have telegraphed for my father. He may not be able to do more than is being done, but it will at least be a satisfaction to me. He knows Lucys constitution, and theres something in that. If I lose her, I lose all I care for in life.

Words quiet and composed enough; scant indication did they give of the urgent, impassioned nature of the message gone up to Sir Stephen.

Jane approved of what he had done. Though she had little faith in further advice being availing, it would, as he said, be a satisfaction. She wished Lady Oakburn was as much within their reach as Sir Stephen Grey. If the worst happened to Lucy, the blow to her almost more than mother would be bitter.

Dangerous illness connected with our history was in another habitation of South Wennock that day. The little boy at Tuppers cottage, of whom mention has been so frequently made, and who had created doubt and speculation in more minds than one, had become rapidly worse in the past week; and Mr. Carlton saw that he could not save him. Greatly worked as Mr. Carlton just then was out of doors,  having Lucy on his hands at home, not to speak of his exacting wife  he had not on this day been able to go to the cottage. Mr. Jefferson went up and brought back the report. The boy was no better, and the mother was excessively anxious.

She did not like my calling, observed the assistant-surgeon to Mr. Carlton. She said she hoped you would be able to get up today, if only for a minute.

Mr. Carlton gave no particular answer. He would go if he could, but did not think time would permit him; and he knew his going could do the child no good.

Mrs. Smith, to her own surprise, found she was to be favoured with a levee that afternoon. The little fellow, for whom a temporary bed by day had been made up in the parlour, was lying upon it asleep, and Mrs. Smith sat by him. The leg gave him a great deal of pain now, but it seemed easier than it had been in the morning; and in these easy intervals he was sure to sleep. The young woman, whom you saw drawing the childs carriage not long ago, had taken up her abode in the house, by Mrs. Smiths desire, to do the work, go on errands, anything that might be required; and there is always enough to do in illness. She was out now: having had leave to go and see her mother; and Mrs. Smith had fallen into a doze herself, when she was aroused by a sharp knock at the cottage door.

She went into the kitchen and opened it. There stood a little shrivelled woman in a black bonnet, with a thin, battered-looking sort of face. Mrs. Smith had seen her before, though she retained not the slightest recollection of her; and the reader has seen her also.

It was Widow Gould from Palace Street. She had been honoured by a call from Mrs. Pepperfly that morning, which led, as a matter of course, to a dish of gossip; and the result was, that the widow became acquainted for the first time with Mrs. Smiths presence at South Wennock, and Mrs. Pepperflys various speculations arising therefrom. Consequently the widow  and there were few more curious widows living  thought she could not do better than go up to the cottage and claim acquaintance.

Mrs. Smith received her with some graciousness. The truth was, Mrs. Smith was growing rather out of conceit of the plan of secrecy she had adopted since her sojourn at South Wennock. Her only motive for it (if we except a natural reserve, which was habitual) had been that she thought she might find out more particulars of Mrs. Cranes death as a stranger, if there was anything attending that death which needed concealment. Until she heard of the death, she had not the remotest idea of secrecy. But the plan had not appeared to answer, for Mrs. Smith could learn no more than she had learnt at the commencement of her sojourn, and she talked readily enough to the widow.

Upon hospitable thoughts intent, Mrs. Smith set out her tea-table, laying the tray in the kitchen, not to disturb the little sleeper in the parlour. True, it was barely three oclock, rather an early hour for the meal; but it has become fashionable, you know, to take an early cup of tea. Before they had sat down to it, another visitor arrived. It was Judith Ford.

It appeared that Judith had been obliged to come to Cedar Lodge that afternoon upon some matter of business: and Lady Jane had told her to call in and ask after the little boy at the cottage. Jane had heard of his increasing illness; and she thought much of him even in the midst of her anxiety for Lucy.

Its like magic, your meeting here together! exclaimed Mrs. Smith.

For there was always a feeling resting in the womans mind that all the circumstances connected with Mrs. Cranes death had not been detailed to her; a constant hope that a chance word might reveal to her something or other hitherto unknown. Judith said she could stop for a quarter-of-an-hour, and Mrs. Smith handed her some tea in triumph, for the promised tea-drinking, when Judith was to spend an evening at the cottage, had not yet taken place. What with Lady Janes visit to London, and Lucys sojourn with them here, and one thing or another, Judith had not been able to find time for it.

It would have been strange had the conversation not turned upon that long-past tragedy. The Widow Gould, who loved talking better than anything else in the world, related her version of it, and the other widow listened with all her ears. Mrs. Gould, it must be remembered, in conjunction with the nurse, had never admitted that there could be truth in that vision of Mr. Carltons, touching the man on the stairs; it a little exasperated both of them to hear it spoken of, and she began declaiming against it now. An unnecessary precaution, since Mrs. Smith had never before heard of it. It appeared, however, to make a great impression upon her, now that she did hear it.

Good Heavens! And do you mean to say that that man was not followed up?

There was no man to follow, testily returned the Widow Gould, upon whom the past seven or eight years had not sat lightly, and she looked at least sixty-six. Ive never liked Mr. Carlton since, I know that. It might have took away our characters, you know, maam.

Mrs. Smith did not appear to know anything of the sort, or even to hear the delicate insinuation. She had risen from her seat to fill the teapot from the kettle on the fire; but she put it down again in haste.

It was just the clue I wanted! she exclaimed. Just the clue. I thought it so strange that he had not been here; so strange, so strange! It was more unaccountable to me than all the rest.

What do you mean? exclaimed the little shrivelled woman, staring at the evident excitement.

I mean her husband. The man concealed on the stairs must have been her husband.

What, Mr. Crane?

Of course it was. He killed her. I feel as certain of it as if I had seen it done. How came that fat nurse, Pepperfly, not to tell me this?

Mother Pepperfly dont believe in it, said Mrs. Gould. Shes as certain as I am, that no man was there.

You might have told me this, resumed Mrs. Smith, turning to Judith. Why, it throws more light upon the subject than all the rest put together.

I have not had much opportunity of telling you anything, answered Judith, who had sat in her usual silent fashion, sipping her tea and listening to the other two. But I dont believe it, either, for the matter of that.

Believe what?

That any man was concealed on the stairs.

But  I cant understand, cried Mrs. Smith. Did Mr. Carlton not see one there?

He fancied he did at the moment. But he came to the conclusion afterwards that the moonlight had deceived him.

And it was never followed up?  

Oh dear, yes, said Judith. The police sought for the man for a long while, and could never find him.

And they came to think at last, maam  as everybody else of sense had thought at the time  that there wasnt any man there, put in the little widow.

Then I can tell them to the contrary, was Mrs. Smiths emphatic rejoinder. That man was poor Mrs. Cranes husband. I happen to know as much.

Little Mrs. Gould was startled at the words. Judith put down the bread and butter she was about to convey to her mouth, and gazed in astonishment.

Yes, continued Mrs. Smith, it must have been him. I know  I feel that it was him. He was at South Wennock I know so much as that.

You know this? continued the other two breathlessly.

I do. I know that Mrs. Cranes husband was at South Wennock.

And where is he now, maam? asked the widow.

Ah, where indeed! was the answer, given angrily. I have never since heard of him in all these years. I came down here now to find out what I could about him  and about her.

Its what old Pepperfly told me this morning, maam; she said she was sure you hadnt come for anything else. I know what I should have done in your place, added the widow. I should have declared myself to the police the minute I came, and got them to rake up the affair again. You see there was nobody here belonging to the poor lady at the time, and it made the police careless over it  leastways, many folks have held that opinion. All I can say is, that if there was any Mr. Crane on the stairs that night, he must have stole in down the drawing-room chimbly, for he never come in straightforwardly at the door.

- Theres time enough yet to declare my business to the police, was Mrs. Smiths answer. I have preferred to remain quiet, and feel my way. Not but that one or two have suspected who I was. Judith, here, for one; she remembered me at once.

And Mother Pepperfly for another, remarked the widow, handing up her cup for some more tea.

No, she did not; at first she did not recollect me at all, said Mrs. Smith, as she filled it. I think Mr. Carlton suspects who I am.

Judith lifted her eyes. Why do you think so?

Because he asked so many questions when I first came here  who I was, and what I was, and all the rest of it; I believe hed have gone on asking till now if I had not put him down. And one day I caught him looking curiously into my drawers; he said he was searching for rag for my childs knee, but I have always thought he was looking to see what he could find.

Why! Mr. Carlton met you that time at the station at Great Wennock! exclaimed Mrs. Gould, the event recurring to her memory. I remember it came out at the inquest.

Was it Mr. Carlton I met there? resumed Mrs. Smith, after a pause, during which she had cast her thoughts back to the long-past incident. I did not recognize him again. It was almost dark at the time, I remember. But perhaps his eyes were keener than mine. At any rate, I feel sure he knows who I am. Why else should he put all those questions to me?

Its only natural to him to ask them, observed the Widow Gould. Hed like it to be brought to light as well as the rest of us.

Of course he would, was Mrs. Smiths acquiescent answer. Once or twice I have been upon the point of talking to him about it, but I thought Id wait; I thought Id wait.

She spoke this in a dreamy sort of way. Judith rose and put back her chair. She could not stay long on that day of anxiety, and she did not care to ask Mrs. Smith questions in the presence of the other.

I say, broke in that other, how long did that little mite of an infant live? Pepperfly says its dead.

Not very long, replied Mrs. Smith. It wasnt to be expected that it would. I wish you could stay, Judith.

I wish I could, was Judiths answer. Its impossible to-day. Theres nothing can be done for Lady Lucy, poor thing, but one must be in the house.

Report says, Judy, that Lady Laura  My goodness! whos coming now?

The Widow Goulds abrupt remark was caused by the dashing up to the gate of some sort of vehicle. They crowded to the window to ascertain what it could be.

It was only a bakers cart. And seated in state beside the driver was Mrs. Pepperfly.

It appeared that her duties at Mrs. Knaggs were over, through that ladys being, as Mrs. Pepperfly expressed it, on her legs again, and she had left her the previous day. Consequently she was at leisure to make calls upon her circle of friends. It struck her that she could not do better than devote the afternoon and evening to her new acquaintance in Blister Lane, where she should be sure of enjoying a good tea, and might happen to drop upon something nice for supper  pickled pork, or some other dainty; not to reckon the chance of being invited to take a bed. The friendly baker had accommodated her with a lift in his cart. How he had contrived to get her up, he hardly knew; still less how he should get her down again. While this was being accomplished, the Widow Gould running out to assist in the process, the little boy awoke and cried aloud. Altogether, what with one distraction and another, Judith found it a good opportunity for slipping away.

She was half-way down the Rise, when she met Mr. Carlton driving up in his open carriage. He was on his way to pay a visit at Tuppers cottage.


CHAPTER XIII.

SIR STEPHENS VISIT.

DOWN thundered Sir Stephen Grey as fast as the express train could take him. The message had disturbed him in no measured degree. Lucy Chesney given over! At Great Wennock he found his son waiting with a fleet horse and gig. A minutes explanation, and they were skimming along the smooth road.

Any change since you telegraphed, Frederick?

None for the better, sir.

There was an interval of silence.

My son, what a pace you are driving at? Take care what you are about.

The horse is a sure one, father. And she is lying between life and death.

Sir Stephen said no more. As the gig reached South Wennock, and dashed through it on its way to Mr. Carltons, the inhabitants flocked to their doors and windows. What could possess young Frederick Grey, that he was driving in that mad fashion? But, as their eyes fell on his companion, they recognized him, and comprehended. Sir Stephen Grey, the great physician, brought down from London in that haste? Then Lady Lucy Chesney must indeed be dying.

Mr. Carlton happened to be at home when the gig drew up. He had just returned from that visit to Tuppers cottage. At the first moment he did not recognize his visitor. But he did so when he met him in the hall.

Sir Stephen Grey? he exclaimed, his manner cold, his tones bearing marked surprise. In that first moment he scarcely understood how or why Sir Stephen had arrived.

How dye do, how dye do, Carlton? unceremoniously spoke Sir Stephen in his haste, as he brushed past him. Which room is she lying in?

Whether opposition was or was not in the surgeons mind, he did not offer it. Indeed there was no time for it, for Sir Stephen had gone quickly up the stairs. For one thing, Mr. Carlton was preoccupied, sundry little trifles at Tuppers cottage having considerably put him out. He understood the case now: Frederick Grey  or perhaps Mr. John Grey  had telegraphed to Sir Stephen on Lucys account. Mr. Carlton had no objection to Sir Stephens seeing her; but he asked himself in what way Sir Stephens skill was better than theirs, that he need have been summoned; and he resented its having been done without consulting him.

He looked out at the front door, and saw Frederick Grey driving away in the gig, quietly now. Mr. Carlton sent after him a scornful word: he disliked him as much as he had done in the days gone by.

Sir Stephen was already at his post in Lucys chamber, Lady Jane alone its other inmate. Mr. Carlton went in once, but Sir Stephen put his finger on his lip to enjoin silence. A few words passed between them in the lowest whisper, having reference to the case; its past symptoms and treatment; and the surgeon stole away again.

For three long hours Stephen Grey remained in the chamber, never quitting it; three long hours, and every moment of those hours might be that of death. Lady Jane caused a sandwich to be brought to the door and a glass of wine, and he took the refreshment standing. And the time wore on.

When Sir Stephen left the house it was night. A little beyond Mr. Carltons, nearer the town, was a space unoccupied by houses; it was dark there, for no friendly gas-lamp threw out its light. Pacing this dark spot, was one with folded arms; he had so paced it since night set in. The baronet recognized his son.

The crisis has come, said Sir Stephen. Come: and passed.

Frederick Grey struggled with his agitation. He strove to be a man. But he essayed twice to speak before any words would issue from his bloodless lips.

And she is dead?

No. She will recover.

He placed his arm within his sons as he spoke, and walked on, perceiving little of the emotion. Sir Stephen was of equable mind himself; he liked to take things easily, and could not understand that Frederick must be different. Frederick, however, was different: he had inherited his mothers sensitive temperament. Sir Stephen caught a glimpse of his face as they passed the window of Wilkes the barber, who had a flaring gas-jet therein to display the beauties of a stuffed gentleman, which turned upon a pivot.

Whats the matter, Frederick? Dont you feel well?

Oh yes. A little  anxious. Are you sure the crisis is favourable?

Certain. If she dies now, it will be from weakness. I wonder Lady Jane allowed her to be ill at Carltons.

Even yet Frederick was not sufficiently himself to enter into any explanation. It was not Lady Janes fault, was all he said.

You wont go back to-night, father?

No. I shall stay until morning, but I am sure she is all right now. Youth and beauty cant escape, you see. To think that it should have attacked Lucy Chesney! Fortunately she has a good constitution.

They walked on to Mr. John Greys, where Sir Stephen would remain for the night. Most cordially was he welcomed; Mrs. Grey said it seemed like old times to see him back again.

There were many cases, even at that present time, where the fever had taken as great a hold as it had upon Lucy, and when the fact of Sir Stephens arrival became known  and the news spread like wildfire  Mr. Greys house was besieged with applicants, praying that Sir Stephen would afford the sick the benefit of his advice, before he went back to London. So much for popular opinion! A few years ago, Mr. Stephen Grey had been hunted from the town; scarcely a soul in it would have taken his advice gratis; but Sir Stephen Grey, the London physician, who attended upon royalty, had risen to a wonderful premium. Had all the faculty of the College of Physicians combined been at South Wennock, none would have been thought much of, in comparison with Sir Stephen Grey.

Did he refuse to go? Not he. At the beck and call of any in South Wennock  for he was not one to pay back evil in its own coin, Sir Stephen went abroad. In at one house, out of another, until the little hours of the morning, went he. And not a fee would he take, either from rich or poor. No, no, it was for old friendships sake, he said, as he shook them by the hand; for old friendships sake.

Twice in the evening he visited Lucy, and found that the favourable symptoms continued; nay, were growing more and more apparent. Jane would scarcely release his hand; she could not divest herself of the idea that he had saved Lucy. No, Sir Stephen said: Lucys constitution would have triumphed without him, under God.

Mr. Carlton, who had recovered his equanimity, invited Sir Stephen into his drawing-room, and seemed disposed to be cordial; but Sir Stephen told him, and with truth, that he had no time that night even for a minutes conversation; South Wennock would give him no rest.

When Sir Stephen reached his brothers house it was one oclock, and, to his surprise, he saw another applicant waiting for him; a stout female of extraordinary size, who was dozing in a chair, under the hall lamp. His coming in aroused her, and she stood up, curtseying after her peculiar fashion.

You dont remember me, sir.

Why, bless my heart!  if I dont think its Mother Pepperfly! he exclaimed, after a minutes doubtful stare. What have you been doing with yourself? You have grown into two Mrs. Pepperflys.

Growed into six, Mr. Stephen, if Im to be reckoned by breadth. Hope you are well, sir, and your good lady!

All well. And now, what do you want with me? To recommend you to a mill that grinds people slender again?

Mrs. Pepperfly shook her head dolefully, intimating that no such mill could have any effect upon her, and proceeded to explain her business. Which she persisted in doing at full length, in spite of the hour and Sir Stephens fatigue.

It appeared  rather to Mrs. Pepperflys own discomfiture  that Mrs. Smith was not able to invite her to a bed, owing to the only spare one being occupied by the maid-servant; but she was treated to a refreshing tea and liberal supper, and enjoyed her evening very much; the Widow Goulds presence adding to the general sociability. The widow left early; she kept good hours; but Mrs. Pepperfly was in no hurry to depart. She really did make herself useful in attending to the child, and sat by him for some time after he was carried up to his room. She offered to remain with him for the night, but this Mrs. Smith entirely declined. It had not yet come to sitting up nights with him.

In the course of the evening, the news which had been spreading through South Wennock reached Tuppers cottage: Mr. Carltons boy, who had carried up some medicine, imparting it. The great London doctor, Sir Stephen Grey, had been telegraphed for, and come down to Lady Lucy, and was now paying visits to the sick throughout the town, going to cure them all. Mrs. Smith devoured the news, as a parched traveller alights upon water. She loved the child passionately, hard and cold as were her outward manners; and it seemed that this whispered a faint hope for his life. Not that she had reason to be dissatisfied with Mr. Carlton; she acknowledged that gentlemans skill, and was sure he did his best; but the very name of a great physician brings magic with it. She asked Mrs. Pepperfly to find out where Sir Stephen was staying, as she went home, and to call and beg him to step up in the morning; and to be sure and say he would receive his fee, whatever amount it might be, lest he might think it was only a poor cottage, and decline the visit. Upon this last clause in the message the nurse laid great stress, when delivering it to Sir Stephen.

But not one word did she say, or hint impart, that this Mrs. Smith was the same person who had played a part in the drama which had driven Stephen Grey from his former home. Mrs. Pepperfly was a shrewd woman; she did not want common sense: and she judged that that past reminiscence could not be pleasant to Sir Stephen. At any rate she would not be the one to recall it to him. She simply spoke of Mrs. Smith as a party who had settled lately at South Wennock, and she reiterated the prayer for Sir Stephen to go up.

But I have no time to do so, cried Sir Stephen. Whats the matter with the boy? The fever?

Bless you, no, sir, replied Mrs. Pepperfly. He havent enough of fever in him, poor little object! Hes going off as fast as he can go in a decline and a white swelling in his knee.

Then I can do no good.

Dont say that, Mr. Stephen, sir. If you only knowed the good a doctor does, just looking at em, you wouldnt say it. But in course you do know it, sir, just as well as me. He maynt save their lives by an hour, and mostly dont in them hopeless cases; but think of the comfort it brings to the mind! If you could step up for a minute in the morning, sir, shed be everlastingly grateful.

Telling her he must leave it to the morning to decide, though he gave a half promise to find time if possible, Sir Stephen dismissed Mrs. Pepperfly. He had a good laugh afterwards with his brother John at her size. What about the old failing? he asked.

Well, its not quite cured, was the reply, but it is certainly no worse. She keeps within bounds.

With the morning, Sir Stephen was up and out early. Many were still sending for him. Indeed every one in the town would fain have had a visit from him, could they have invented the least shadow of an excuse, illness or no illness. His first care was Lucy Chesney, who was decidedly better: temperature normal, intellects collected: in short, Lucy was out of danger.

And now for this cottage of Tuppers, if I must go up, he exclaimed to his son, who had walked with him to Mr. Carltons but had not entered. I declare it is unreasonable of people! What good can I do to a dying boy?

One thing must be mentioned. Frederick Grey had not the remotest idea that there was any suspicion, anything singular, attaching to this woman and child. That suspicion was confined as yet to very few in South Wennock. He had incidentally heard that such people were living in Tuppers cottage, but he supposed them to be entire strangers.

The boy was in bed upstairs, and Mrs. Smith was putting her house in order, for she had sent the girl for some milk. She had not expected the doctor so early. He passed quickly up the stairs, leaving her to follow, for he had not a minute to lose. The little fellow, in his restlessness, had one arm out of his nightgown sleeve, leaving it exposed. Sir Stephens attention was caught by a mark on the arm, underneath the shoulder. He looked at it attentively; it was a very peculiar mark, almost black, and as large as a bean. He was talking to the child when Mrs. Smith came up.

Is there any hope, sir? she whispered, after Sir Stephen had examined the child and was preparing to do down.

Not the least. He wont be here long.

Mrs. Smith paused. At any rate, you tell it me plain enough, sir, she said presently, somewhat resentfully. Theres nothing in that very soothing to a mothers feelings.

Why should I not tell you? rejoined Sir Stephen. You said you wished for my candid opinion, and I gave it. You are not his mother.

Not his mother! she echoed.

That you are not. That childs one of mine.

Whatever do you mean? she exclaimed in astonishment.

I mean that I brought that child into the world. Look here, he added, retracing his steps to the bed, and pulling aside the nightgown to exhibit the mark. I know the child by that, and could swear to him among a thousand.  

She made no reply. They descended to the kitchen, where Frederick was waiting. Sir Stephen talked as he went down.

The mother of that child was the unfortunate lady who died at the Widow Goulds in Palace Street some years ago: Mrs. Crane. I have reason to remember it, if no one else has.

The widow fixed her eyes on Sir Stephen. I asked Mrs. Pepperfly  who was the attendant nurse upon that lady  whether the infant was born with any mark upon it, and she told me it had none., I dont care what Mrs. Pepperfly told you, returned Sir Stephen. She may have forgotten the mark; or may possibly not have seen it at the time, for her perceptive faculties are sometimes obscured by gin. I tell you that it is the same child.

Frederick Grey was listening with all his ears, in doubt whether he might believe them. He scarcely understood. Mrs. Smith gave in the point: at least so far as that she did not further dispute it.

You are the gentleman, sir, who attended that lady. Mr.  Mr.

Mr. Stephen Grey, then: Sir Stephen, now. I am; and I am he against whom was brought the accusation of having carelessly mixed poison with her draught.

And you did not do it? she whispered.

I! My good woman, what you may be to that dead lady, I know not; but you may put perfect faith in this that I tell you. Over her poor dead body, and in the presence of her Maker and mine, I took an oath that the draught went out of my hands a good and wholesome mixture, that no poison was put into it: and I again swear it to you now, within shadow of her dying child.

Who did do it? continued the woman, breathing hardly.

Nay, I know not, replied Sir Stephen, as he sat down to write a prescription with his pencil, ink not being at hand. Smith! Smith! he repeated to himself, the name, in connection with the past, striking upon his memory. Why, you must be the Mrs. Smith who came to take away the child!

Possibly Mrs. Smith saw no further use in denying it; possibly she no longer cared to do so. And what if I am, sir?

What if you are! echoed Sir Stephen, starting from the chair, and regarding her in astonishment. Why, my good woman, do you know that pretty nearly the whole world was searched to find you? No one connected with the affair was wanted so much as you were.

What for?

To give what testimony you could; to throw some light upon the mystery; to declare who and what the young lady was, reiterated Sir Stephen, speaking very fast.

But if I couldnt? rejoined Mrs. Smith.

But I dont suppose you couldnt. I expect you could.

Then, sir, you expect wrong. I declare to Goodness that I know no more who the lady was  that is, what her family was, or what her connections were  than that child upstairs knows. I have come down to South Wennock now to find out; and I never knew that Mrs. Crane was dead until after I arrived here.

Sir Stephen Grey was surprised. Frederick, who was leaning his elbow on the back of a chair, carelessly played with his watch-chain. Wheres her husband? asked Sir Stephen, sitting down again. Sir, its just what I should like to know. I have never heard of him since I took the baby from South Wennock.

But you must in a measure know who she was! You could not have come here, as you did, to take the child from an utter stranger. Mrs. Smith was silent. I knew her because she lodged at my house, she said at length. I dont know why I should not say it.

And her husband? Was he lodging with you also?

No. Only herself. Sir, I declare upon my sacred word that I dont know who she really was, or who her husband, Mr. Crane, was. Its partly because I didnt want to be bothered with people asking me things I was unable to answer, that I have kept myself quiet here, saying nothing about its being the same child.

And you did not know she was dead?

I did not know she was dead. I have been living with the child in Scotland, where my husband was in a manufactory; and times upon times have we wondered what had become of Mrs. Crane, that she did not come or send for her child. We thought she must have gone to America with her husband. There was some talk of it.

And you know nothing about the death?  or the circumstances attending it? reiterated Sir Stephen.

I know nothing whatever about it, was the reply, spoken emphatically. Except what has been told me since I came here this time. Mrs. Crane lodged with me in London, and left me suddenly to come to South Wennock. I received a note a day or two afterwards, saying her baby was on the point of being born, and asking me to come and fetch it. It had been arranged that I should have the nursing of it. Thats all I know.

Do you know why she came to South Wennock?

I believe to meet her husband. But there seemed to be some mystery connected with him, and she was not very communicative to me.

It seemed that this was nearly all Mrs. Smith knew. At least it was all she would say, and it threw little if any more light upon the past than Sir Stephen had known before. He left her with a recommendation to tell what she knew to the police.

I dare say I shall, she said. But I must take my own time over it. I have my reasons. It wont be my fault, sir, if the thing is not brought to light.

Sir Stephen was half-way down the garden with his son, when Mrs. Smith came running after him.

Sir, you have forgotten: you have not taken your fee.

I dont take fees in South Wennock, he said, with a smile. Follow my direction, and you may give the child a little ease; but nothing can save him.

In going out at the gate they met Mr. Carlton, who was abroad early with his patients. What on earth had brought them there? was the question in his eyes, if not on his lips.

You have been to see my patient! he exclaimed aloud, in no conciliatory tone.

Is it your patient? cried Sir Stephen. I declare I thought it was Lycetts, and I had no time to ask extraneous particulars. I have recommended a little change in the treatment and left a prescription; just to give ease: nothing else can be done.

He spoke in the carelessly authoritative manner of a physician accustomed to be obeyed; he meant no offence, nor dreamt of any; but it grated on the ear of Mr. Carlton.

What brought you here at all? he asked, really wondering what could have brought Sir Stephen to that particular place.

Mrs. Smith sent for me, said Sir Stephen. I suppose you know what child it is?

What child it is? repeated the surgeon, after an almost imperceptible pause. It wont be long here; I know that much, in spite of any physicians prescriptions.

It is the child of that lady who died in Palace Street, where I attended for you. She who was killed by prussic acid,

Nonsense, said Mr. Carlton, Theres no nonsense about it, rejoined Sir Stephen. Mrs. Smith tried to persuade me that I was wrong, but I convinced her to the contrary.

A change crossed the face of Mr. Carlton; a peculiar expression, not unlike that of a stag at bay. Lifting his eyes he caught those of Frederick Grey riveted upon his.

Is it possible to recognize an infant after the lapse of years, do you think, Sir Stephen?

Not unless it is born with a distinguishing mark, as this was. I should know that boy if I met him in old age in the wilds of Africa.

What is the mark? asked Mr. Carlton, looking as if he doubted whether there was any at all.

Its under the right arm, near the armpit; one you cant forget, once seen. Go and look at it.

They parted, shaking hands. Sir Stephen turned out at the gate, Mr. Carlton towards the door of the cottage. He had all but entered it, when he heard himself called by Sir Stephen.

You had better make it known abroad that this is the same child, Mr. Carlton; it may eventually lead to a discovery. Perhaps Mrs. Smith will tell you more than she has told me. She says Mrs. Crane came to South Wennock to meet her husband; and I should think that very likely. Remember the fellow you saw hidden on the stairs!

Sir Stephen had no need to say Remember the fellow. That fellow was in Mr. Carltons mind all too often for its own peace.


CHAPTER XIV.

STOLEN MOMENTS.

Lucy CHESNEY was going on to convalescence  as indeed was South Wennock generally. In less than a week after Sir Stephens visit Lucy was able to leave her bed for a sofa.

Mr. Frederick Grey considered himself a very ill-used man. Never, except that one solitary time when she lay in imminent danger and did not know him, had he been admitted to see Lucy. But upon hearing from his Uncle John that she was sitting up, he went down forthwith to Mr. Carltons.

Admitted by Jonathan, asking leave or licence of no one, he walked straight upstairs and knocked at Lucys chamber. Come in, answered Lucys voice, and he went in and found her alone, lying, on the sofa near the fire, dressed, and wrapped round with a silken coverlet.

The red flush flew into her white cheeks; but when the first moment of surprise was over, she held out her hand in token of welcome. Not a word was spoken by either. He passed his arm underneath the pillow on which she was lying and raised it up, bringing her fair young face closer to his own.

Lucy, my whole life will be one of thankfulness!

Did you think I should die?

Yes, my darling, I did. I may tell you so now that all danger is over. Lucy, it must not be long before you are mine; I cannot risk another trial, such as this has been.

Had I been yours ever so you could not have guarded me from it, was her answer.

Not from the illness; I am aware of that. But to know that you were ill  ill unto death, and not to be allowed to be with you  there was my trial. I do not care to tell you how badly I bore it; how I paced before the house, hour after hour, and night after night, watching its walls. Illness may come to you as my wife, Lucy, but it will be my right to tend you then; my right above any ones in the world. Sisters, nurses, friends  what are they compared with me?

How delightful it was to lie there! In the sweet languor of convalescence, pressed to that manly heart, in those protecting arms! It was almost worth having been ill for. She looked up into his face with a tender smile.

I shall always say you saved me, Frederick.

I saved you! How?

By sending for Sir Stephen. Jane declares that soon after he entered, I seemed to grow calmer. He gave me something, a powder, she says, and changed the lotion for my head.

Lucy, dear, he did nothing for you that my Uncle John and Mr. Carlton were not doing. The disorder was upon the turn when he arrived.

I cannot part with my opinion; neither will Jane. It is pleasant to me to think that I owe my life to your father; or rather to you for having sent for him here.

Keep the opinion, then, he whispered. And take one truth to your heart, love  that you shall owe a very great portion of your future lifes happiness to me. I will strive to make it, by Gods blessing.

Dont you think you have held me up long enough? she presently said.

Does it tire you? or hurt you?

Oh no. But you will be tired.

He raised his own face for a moment, that he might look into her eyes.

Tired, did you say? I wish I might hold you here long enough to become tired.

Her gaze fell beneath the saucy glance that danced in his, and he bent his face to kiss away the blushes on her cheek. When people get into mischief, you know, they are nearly sure to be caught. There was a brisk knock at the door, and Mr. Carlton stood before them. A far brighter blush rose then, and she would have shrunk in maidenly timidity from the arms that encircled her.

But Frederick Grey altogether declined to let her do so. He kept her where she was, held to him, and raised his head with calm self-possession.

What do you do here, Mr. Carlton?

Do! returned Mr. Carlton. It is my own house.

Your own house, of course. But this is Lady Lucys room.

It seemed quite impossible for those two to meet without something unpleasant taking place between them, some little interchange of compliments indicative of incipient warfare. Frederick Grey gently laid Lucy down, and stood upright by her side, his tall form drawn to its full height.

As my sister-in-laws medical attendant, and as her guardian so long as she is under my roof, perhaps you will allow me to inquire what you do here, retorted Mr. Carlton, turning the tables. I speak in her behalf when I say that in my opinion it is scarcely seemly behaviour on your part.

You will allow me to be the judge of that, coolly returned the young man. As my future wife, none can have a greater interest than I, in guarding her from all danger.

He drew a chair nearer to the sofa as he spoke, and sat down; an intimation that he entertained no intention of quitting the room. Lucy, her face still crimson, spoke.

Did you want anything, Mr. Carlton?

I came to bring these powders, Lucy, was his reply, as he laid two small white papers on the table by her side. You complained of heartburn this morning: take one in a wine-glass of water now, and the second later in the day; they will relieve you.

Thank you, she replied. I will take it presently.

Judith was in the room then, having entered it in time to hear what passed. Mr. Carlton left, not choosing probably to make further demur to the presence of the intrusive guest, lest it might disturb Lucy; and Frederick Grey took up the powders and examined them.

Have you suffered from heartburn, Lucy?

I think so. I had a hot, disagreeable sensation in my throat this morning, and Mr. Carlton said it was heartburn. I never had it before.

He wetted his finger, and tasted the powder. Then he folded tip the papers and handed them to Judith.

Put these away, Judith. They will do Lady Lucy no good.

Am I not to take them? inquired Lucy.

No. I will send you a better remedy than that.

Judith received the powders from him very carefully, as if she feared they might bite her, and left the room with them, meeting Lady Jane at the door, who was coming into it. Frederick laughed, and made the best excuse he could for being there without permission.

When he was leaving the house, half-an-hour later, Mr. Carlton came forth, and met him face to face on the stairs.

A moment, Mr. Frederick Grey, if you please. It may be well that you and I should come to an understanding. You appear to assume that you may do just as you please with me: you enter my house, you interfere in my affairs: this shall not be.

The Ladies Chesney are temporary inmates of your house, and my visits are to them, was the answer. I have not troubled it much.

I must request you to trouble it less for the future. I am not accustomed to these underhand proceedings, and I dont like them.

Underhand! exclaimed Frederick Grey in surprise.

I dont choose that my patients should be tampered with. When I become incapable of taking care of them, it will be time enough for others to interfere. It was a very unwarrantable liberty, that visit of Sir Stephen Greys to the sick boy at Tuppers cottage. Frederick quite laughed. You must ask Mrs. Smith to settle that with you. She sent for Sir Stephen, and I walked up with him. I did no more. I did not see the boy. As to interfering with you, Mr. Carlton, I am not conscious of having done so. I have desired Lady Lucy not to take those powders you brought her just now; so far I certainly have interfered. But you should remember in what relation she stands to me.

And, pray, why have you desired her not to take the powders?

Because I dont think they are the best remedy for heartburn. I told her I would send her something else.

You are cool, sir, returned Mr. Carlton, all his old hatred of Frederick Grey rising to fever heat. And in point of fact there was a particularly cool, indifferent tone pervading Frederick Greys behaviour towards the surgeon, which might easily be discerned and was anything but pleasant. You and I will have a long account to settle some day.

It may be as well, perhaps, that we never come to the settlement, was the answer. I do not force it on: always remember that, Mr. Carlton; I do not force it on. There has been no good feeling between you and me for years, as you are aware; but that is no reason why we should quarrel every time we meet. I have had no intention of offending you in thus intruding into your house  and I acknowledge that it is an intrusion, antagonistic to each other as you and I are, and if you will so far allow me I would beg you in courtesy to pardon me under the circumstances. I will try and not enter it again. In a day or two I expect the ladies will have left it for their own home.

He made a movement to pass as he concluded; Mr. Carlton did not oppose it, and the fray ended. But no sooner had both disappeared than Judith emerged from a store-closet hard by, in which she had been an unwilling prisoner. She came out with a pot of jam in her hand, and a frightened face: anything like quarrelling was sure to startle Judith.

Lady Laura Carlton was still in her room, making believe to be yet an invalid. She liked the indulgence of recovery; the being petted with attentions and fed with good things, jellies and wines and dainty messes. She would rise towards midday, cause herself to be becomingly attired, enter her dressing-room, and remain there for the rest of the day. Lady Jane had to divide her time pretty equally between Laura and Lucy, now that Lucy was getting well, for Laura was jealous and exacting.

Lauras frame of mind did not altogether tend to advance perfect recovery; at least, not if repose were essential to it. That suspicion of hers, connecting her husband with the inmates of Tuppers cottage, had only grown the stronger in the condemned seclusion of the last week or two. On Laura Carltons heart there was an everburning sense of deep humiliation. Broken allegiance to a mans marriage vows does reflect its humiliation on the wife; and Laura deeply felt its sting. Unduly conscious of her birth and title, of the place she held amidst the nobodies of the provincial town, remembering how impassioned had been her love for Mr. Carlton, how entirely in the early days of her wedded life she had given this love up to him, it cannot be wondered that she felt the defalcation to her hearts core. Jealousy, rage, a thirst for redress, were ever at battle within her. She longed to fling back the shame on Mr. Carlton: that is, to bring him to self-humiliation. She wished to find something tangible of which to accuse him; proofs that he could neither ignore nor dispute. She cherished a vision of seeing him at her feet, suing for pardon, for reconciliation, abjectly, his head in the dust: or else that she would take a high ground, and say, I leave you, I am your wife no longer.

Not yet had Lady Jane spoken to Mr. Carlton on the subject of Clarice, or asked him whether he could or could not give her any information about the past. The surgeons time had been so fully occupied, and her own anxiety for Lucy so great, that not a moments opportunity had presented itself since Janes sojourn in the house. But Jane was seeking one now. Perfect courtesy  it may indeed be said cordiality  had existed between them during Janes stay, though from the causes mentioned they had met but little. And when they did meet, it had been chiefly in Lucys sick-room. But the time was coming on, and events were thickening.


CHAPTER. XV.

ANOTHER SHOCK FOR MR. CARLTON.

LADY LAURA sat before her dressing-room fire, leaning back in an easy-chair, her feet on a low velvet ottoman to catch the warmth of the blaze. Her elbows rested on the arms of the chair, the tips of her fingers were pressed together, and her eyes were bent in thought. In point of fact the Lady Laura was buried deeply in her wrongs, real and imaginary: as was the case now three parts of her time. It was the day mentioned in the last chapter, when Mr. Frederick Grey intruded into Lucys room; a short time after that agreeable moment in Judiths life when she had emerged from the closet, jampot in hand.

Seated at the window, bearing Laura company, was Lady Jane. She was knitting a pair of the sort of woollen mittens that she used to knit for her father. These were for Mr. Carlton. Winter weather had come on, and he had complained one day in Janes hearing of cold at his wrists when he had to go out at night. Jane immediately offered to knit him a pair of these soft woollen things, and had set to work upon them.

Not to Laura, any more than to Mr. Carlton, had Jane spoken of Clarice. Lauras impatience during her sickness had prevented this. She never seemed in a frame of mind to hear anything serious. To-day, however, Laura was at least outwardly calm; and Jane seized upon the opportunity as she sat there. She began by telling her of the last interview with Mrs. West, and Laura listened with apathy enough, as if it were no concern of hers, until aroused by the particulars that led Mrs. West to infer that Clarice must have married.

Married! exclaimed Laura, turning her head quickly to her sister.

By what Mrs. West said  as I have now repeated to you  I think there can be no doubt of it. Indeed, Clarice admitted it was so when the servant met her.

Oh, well, I think all that is proof enough, remarked Laura, So it seems I was not the only one of the family to consult my own inclination  dreadful conduct as you and papa thought it in me! And pray, Jane, who was the gentleman?

About that there is less certainty, said Jane. Circumstances point strongly  at least in my opinion  to its having been a brother of Mr. Wests, a young medical man. He was staying there, was very intimate with Clarice, and in the following winter embarked for India. Mrs. West does not think this. She argues that Mr. Tom West was open-hearted, was his own master, and would have married Clarice openly had he married her at all. She feels certain that they did not sail together, however it may have been. But it appears to me that Clarice could not have been in a condition of health to embark, and would probably follow him later.

Nothing more likely. But why  being safely married  should she not have told us? Had she feared interference to prevent it, she could not have feared interference to separate them when it was done.

True, said Lady Jane. I have pondered it all over until I am ill and weary. At all events, this is a little clue to work upon. And now I must tell you who may possibly help us in it  Mr. Carlton.

How should he help? asked Laura in surprise. I have never spoken to him of Clarice. To confess that a sister went out as a governess and was lost, was not pleasant  and you have heard me say this before. I have never opened my lips about Clarice to Mr. Carlton. My first silence has induced my continued silence, if you can understand that.

Jane explained. In the old days Mr. Carlton was intimate at Mrs. Wests: was a friend of Tom Wests, of a Mr. Crane, and of other young medical men who visited there. It is just possible Mr. Carlton might have known something of the marriage, and of their subsequent movements, she concluded. Laura did not acquiesce.

Really, Jane, there seems very little use in bringing up this uncertainty about Clarice, she fretfully exclaimed. As I say, it does not add to the dignity of the Chesneys.

I will not rest, now, until I have found out Clarice  if she is to be found, replied Jane in some agitation. This information of Mrs. Wests has given me a fresh impetus; and my father left her to me. She may yet be living; may be in poverty, for all we know, and unwilling to apply to us. Or, she added, lowering her voice, or if dead herself, she may have left a child or children. I must inquire of Mr. Carlton, Laura, in spite of your prejudices and your pride.

Inquire if you like, returned Laura ungraciously. You always seem to speak as if there were some dark mystery attaching to this business, apart from the bare loss of Clarice, she continued, in a condemning sort of way.

It invariably presents itself as a mystery to my own mind, said Jane, and her tone certainly did sound gloomy enough as she spoke. A mystery which I seem to shrink from. You know that little lame boy at Tuppers cottage?

Well? returned Laura, after a pause and a stare.

I cannot divest myself of the idea that that child is Clarices. Up started Lady Laura. Flinging from her knees a warm covering which had been placed there, she stamped up and down the room in excitement, forgetting her role of invalid.

That child Clarices! For shame, Jane! That child is  is  yes, I will speak out! That child is Mr. Carltons.

Jane sat, unable to speak, aghast at her vehemence; her words. Mr. Carltons! Nay, Laura, I think it is you who should cry shame. What wild notion can have taken possession of you? Laura, ten times more vehement, more excited than before, reiterated her assertion. She was in the midst of her tirade  directed against Mr. Carlton and mankind in general  when Judith came in. Laura, uncontrollable as was ever her father when overmastered by passion, seized the girl by the arm.

You know that child at Tuppers cottage, Judith? I have heard of Lady Jane sending you there. Who is he like?

Judith stood in dismay. She tried to parry the question. Lady Laura shook her arm.

My lady, its well known theres no accounting for likenesses. Two people that never were within miles of each other in their lives may be alike.

Of course they may be, sarcastically retorted Lady Laura. Will you answer me, Judith?

And sometimes are, interposed Jane with composure. A likeness alone proves nothing. But you had better speak at once, Judith.

My ladies, the likeness I saw could only be accidental, said Judith, still avoiding a direct answer. It may exist in my fancy only.

Laura stamped her foot. You must speak, Judith, said Lady Jane. Like whom do you think the child?

Like Mr. Carlton, was the low reply.

Lady Jane stood dumb. It was anything but the answer she had expected, for she had believed Lauras notion to be pure fancy. A triumphant glance shot from Lauras eyes, and certain ill-advised words dropped from her lips. The avowal seemed so complete a confirmation of her suspicions, that she looked upon the case as proved against Mr. Carlton, She sat down in her chair again, battling with the jealous anger that was causing her bosom to heave and throb tumultuously. Jane repudiated the idea, repudiated it utterly, whatever accidental resemblance might exist to Mr. Carlton. She turned to Judith. As so much had been spoken before the girl, it was well that more should be said.

We had a sister who was lost, Judith  you once before heard me allude to her. She has never been heard of; but latterly I have learned facts which induce me to conclude that she married. In that little child at Tuppers cottage I trace a very great likeness to her, and I cannot divest myself of the idea that it must be her child. Laura, dont you see how feasible it is? Clarice may have gone abroad with her husband, leaving her child in England at nurse.

For once a tinge of colour came into Judiths white face. What name did you say, my lady? Clarice?

Clarice, repeated Jane in surprise, for the emphasis was involuntary. Lady Clarice. Why?

Judith turned away. Oh, nothing, my lady; nothing. I thought the name uncommon.

It is rather uncommon. We have some reason to think she married a Mr. West: a gentleman who afterwards went abroad and died. What are you looking at, Judith?

The girl had turned again, in open genuine surprise this time. I once knew a Mr. West, my lady; a gentleman who was visiting old Mrs. Jenkinson in Palace Street, where my sister lives. He was Mrs. Jenkinsons nephew.

Was his name Thomas? asked Jane eagerly.

I dont know, my lady. I cant remember. Margaret could tell me.

And what was he? Had he any profession?

Judith shook her head. Margaret knew, no doubt, she said: she would inquire of her, if her lady pleased.

Her lady did please, and told her to do so. But Lady Jane did not think much of this: West was rather a common name.

This same afternoon at dusk, Mr. Carlton was in his surgery alone, preparing some mixture for Lucy  for her medicines had been supplied by him, not by Mr. Grey. It grew too dark to measure the proportions with exactness, and he lighted one of the gas-burners. The flame went flaring up, and Mr. Carlton turned to the counter again, which was under the window, and took a bottle into his hand.

Reader, when your room has been lighted up, and the window left exposed, have you ever felt a dread, a horror of what you might witness there?  Of seeing something unearthly, or what you may fear as such, standing outside the glass, and peering in? I believe that it is a sensation which has been experienced by many, causing them to drag down the blind, or to order the shutters to be closed with all speed. Was it this feeling which induced Mr. Carlton to look up from his employment, at the window before him? Or was his mind guided by some subtle instinct, whispering that some one was there?

The face, imperfectly seen, was pressed against the glass, immediately facing him: that dread face, with its white complexion and its black whiskers, and the dark handkerchief round its chin, terrible to Mr. Carltons reminiscence. It appeared to be eagerly watching, not himself, but his movements, as he made up the medicine.

Mr. Carlton, impassive Mr. Carlton, found that he had nerves for once in his life. He cried out in the moments impulse; a wild cry, not unlike that of a sea-gull, and the glass jar dropped from his hand to the floor and was shivered into fragments. Mr. Jefferson rushed in to see his principal staring at the surgery window, and all the good syrup of taraxacum spilled and wasted.


CHAPTER XVI.

MISS STIFFINGS EXPEDITION.

DECEMBER came in. On a cold, bitter evening, a night or two after the above, a young woman might have been seen hurrying through the streets of South Wennock. She wore a warm cloak, and kept her black Shetland veil tightly over her face, for the wind was howling and the sleet was beating. It was Miss Stiffing, Lady Laura Carltons maid.

Such a freak of my ladys! she grumbled discontentedly, as she went along. Sending one out in this pelting weather! But thats just like her! She takes a thing into her head, and then it must be done off-hand, convenient or unconvenient. Bother take that cupboard. What did she go and lose the key for, if she wants it opened?

She reached a locksmiths shop and turned into it. It was lighted only by a solitary candle, and that placed so as to give little light beyond the counter. Consequently the maid stumbled over some fire-irons that stood out from the wall. They came down with a run, and she nearly came down with them.

Now then! Why the plague, White, cant you keep your shop free for folks to enter? she testily exclaimed, whilst the unoffending locksmith hastened round, and meekly picked up his property.

Is it you, Miss Stiffing? And how are you, maam?

Why, Im as cranky as those bell-rests of yours, thats what I am, returned Miss Stiffing. She has no more consideration than an owl, hasnt my lady. Fancy her sending me slopping in my thin shoes through the streets to-night!

Couldnt you put on boots? asked the locksmith, sensibly. No, I couldnt. When ones dressed for the evening one doesnt want to be bothered changing shoes and boots. And you, White! why dont you have gas in your shop, like other Christians?

I cant afford it, Miss Stiffing. And I mostly work in the back room by candle-light; the shops so precious cold in winter. What can I do for you, miss?

I want a skeleton key.

A skeleton key! repeated the tradesman.

Yes, a skeleton key. Is there anything so odd in that? If I had said a skeleton, you might stare, perhaps.

What is it for? he asked, scratching his head, and trying to remember whether the law allowed skeleton keys to be handed over indiscriminately to servants.

Well, its for my lady, if you must get to the bottom of everything. She goes and loses the key of the big cupboard, that stands in the recess by her bedroom door.  Wheres the key of that cupboard? says she to me, this afternoon. My lady, its in the keyhole, says I.  Its not, says she;  you just go and find it. Upon that I called to mind that I had put the key into her key-drawer only yesterday morning, and I told her so, but it cant be found. Of course she has gone and lost it herself.

I dare say its only mislaid, remarked the man.

Nothing else in the world; dropped down, perhaps, behind the furniture, or something of that sort, and will be found in the morning. I said so to my lady. But no, not a minutes waiting will do for her. She must have the door opened to-night, and off she sends me here for a skeleton key. I wont have the lock picked or damaged, in case the key does turn up, says she. Tell White to send me a skeleton key, one that will pick any lock of about that size, and he shall have it back in a day or two. And so off I came. And now, just look sharp, for Id like to get home again to the fire.

Id have sent one of the men-servants.

I dare say you would; but you dont live under Lady Laura Carlton. If I told another servant to go when she had sent me, I might pack my boxes. Is this the article? It looks simple enough.

Its simple enough, miss, said the man, as he proceeded to explain its use. And its good night to you, and wishing you a pleasanter walk back again, Miss Stiffing.

Which you must be an idiot to wish, irascibly returned Miss Stiffing. Is the sleet and rain falling incessant, likely to make it pleasanter?

The young woman made her way home as speedily as circumstances and her shoes permitted. Lady Laura Carlton was waiting for her in her dressing-room; waiting impatiently, as might be seen. What project was in her mind that night, flushing her cheeks to emotion, rendering her eyes restless? Could it be that these external signs of agitation were caused by the simple mislaying of a key?  and the key of a place that was not in particular request?

What a time you have been, Stiffing! she exclaimed, as the maid entered.

Time, my lady! returned Stiffing, whose manner and voice, be it remarked, were subdued to meekness in Lady Lauras presence, whatever they might be out of it. I went as quickly as the sleet and slush allowed me; and this is what White has sent. Shall I open the cupboard now, my lady?

No, sharply answered Lady Laura. It is time for my port-wine jelly.

Stiffing went down, muttering something about caprice, and brought up a small mould of dark jelly on a handsome glass dish, a glass plate, and a teaspoon. As she was putting the things on the sofa table before her mistress, Lady Laura looked at her.

I cannot think how you could have been so carelessly stupid as to lose the key!

All I can say, my lady, is that I put it into the key-drawer yesterday morning. I am as positive of it

That will do, Stiffing, interrupted Lady Laura. It is of no use to go over the old assertion again. You can go down, and get warm after your walk. I shall not want you for at least an hour. When I do, Ill ring. And, Stiffing, you will not forget the injunction I gave you  to hold your tongue. I wont allow the servants to know that I admit skeleton keys into my house: it might teach some of them tricks.

Stiffing departed, saying she would remember: and she meant to keep her word. With all Lady Lauras exactions and caprice, she was a generous mistress, and the servants liked her. Stiffing made herself comfortable in the servants sitting-room before a blazing fire. They seemed curious to know what had taken her out. Only a little errand for my lady, was the indifferent answer. They were all shut up snugly enough there, and Judith was with them. Lady Jane was with Lucy, and Mr. Carlton had gone out.

The stairs were creaking  as stairs will creak when a stealthy footstep is upon them, and the house is in silence. They were the back-stairs; and, cautiously descending them, a thick black silk scarf tied over her head, and a shawl muffled round her, to guard against cold, was Lady Laura Carlton, bearing the skeleton key. The stairs were dark, for those back-stairs were never lighted, and she felt her way by the balustrades. They brought her in time to the cellar. She groped her way through it, entered the room beyond, and struck a light. She struck the match and lighted the taper she had brought down from her writing-table. Laura! Laura Carlton! what are you about to do? To pry into your husbands private affairs, into things which he deems it right and fitting to keep from you? Take care. Secrets, dishonourably sought out, rarely benefit the seeker.

She was not in a mood to take care. Had a very angel from heaven appeared to warn her against what she was doing, she had scarcely heeded it. In her present state of exasperation she cared not what the result might be. What precise secrets or mementos Mr. Carlton kept in that iron safe before her, she knew not; her suspicions were absolutely vague; but the idea had taken possession of her that something or other might be ferreted out of it, and it was only her illness which had caused her to delay the search. The doubt arose simply from that trifling act of Mr. Carltons  that closing hastily of the safe-door the day Laura penetrated to the cellar. From that hour she had determined to open it. Not that she supposed the contents of the iron safe would help her in the particular suspicion she had lately taken up: not at all. Though there was little doubt that the unwilling avowal regarding the likeness, drawn recently from Judith, had helped to work her mind up to its present state of rebellion.

Is it not remarkable to trace the chain of events, so trivial in themselves, by which the detection of crime is sometimes worked out? Twelve months before, an accidental circumstance had made Laura Carlton familiar with the use of a skeleton key. She attached no importance to the knowledge  how should she? and yet, but for that circumstance, she might never have succeeded in opening that safe in her husbands cellar.

She did open it now: readily; and she stood the taper, in its elegant glass holder, inside, while her eyes ranged over its contents. There were two shelves: the upper one appeared to be filled with chemical matters, and the lower one partially.

Near to her hand was a cash-box, locked; and there was a small note-case, not locked, for the very good reason that there was no lock to it.

Lady Laura took up the cash-box, rather a large one, and shook it. If it contained money, it must have been bank-notes, for neither gold nor silver rattled. She put it down again, and opened the note-case. To describe her disappointment when she found it contained what she emphatically termed rubbish, would be a difficult task. Scraps of writing, Latin and Greek: some receipted bills of a bygone date; various private memoranda, not of a nature to bear upon her jealous fears; two or three prescriptions bearing the names of celebrated physicians; a receipt for compounding sherbet, and another for walnut catsup. In short, by the cursory glance afforded to Lady Laura in her haste, it appeared to contain neither more nor less than worthless scraps of paper.

She was closing it with a petulant gesture, when her eye fell upon an opening in the leather, and she found there a pocket which had escaped her notice. Pulling it apart, a note lay disclosed; nothing else; and she took it out.

Lewis Carlton, Esq., was the address, and Lady Laura thrust it into her pocket for perusal at her leisure. But a sudden recollection flashed upon her, and she took it out again, to devour the address with her eyes. If ever she had seen the handwriting of her sister Clarice, she thought she saw it then. But there was not time to satisfy herself now, for she stood upon thorns, metaphorically speaking, and she returned it to her pocket.

She placed the note-case in its former position. She took the taper in her hand and held it so that its rays fell on the upper shelf; but nothing was really there, except what concerned his profession. Nothing else was on the lower shelf, except the cash-box, and some bundles of receipted bills. Lady Laura was thinking how much she should like to see inside the cash-box, when Mr. Carltons voice on the stairs startled her.

Startled her nearly out of her senses. What she did, in her terror, she scarcely knew. He was evidently coming down, but had halted momentarily to call out some order to one of the servants in the distance, or to the surgery boy. Instinct caused Lady Laura to gaze round for a hiding-place, and she espied a barrel in a corner. She blew out the light, grasped the crystal candlestick and the skeleton key, pushed-to the safe-door firmly, and crouched down between the barrel and the wall, her heart beating as it had never yet beat in all her life.

She would almost rather die than that he should discover her; for although she had not shrunk from committing the act, to be detected during its actual perpetration would be more than her pride could well endure. Laura was honourable by nature. Yes, she was so, however you may feel inclined to demur to the assertion, seeing what you do see. She hated meanness as much as ever did the late earl; and to be detected in this, to be caught in its actual perpetration, would be a blow to her self-esteem for ever. In that moment there flashed a faint view on her mind of the wrong she was committing, of how utterly unjustifiable it was, how despicable its nature.

Mr. Carlton came in, a candle in his hand. Drawing from his pocket a bunch of keys, he inserted one into the lock. But he found the lock was not fastened.

Why  what the deuce! he uttered; half aloud and in careless tones. Did I leave it so?

And then, as if a suspicion occurred to him, he turned and peered round the room. His wife saw it, and she felt sick nearly unto death, lest he should discern her.

But she cowered in the shadow of the dark corner. Moreover, her dress was dark, and his eye passed her over. He next turned his attention to the lock, but could find nothing the matter with it. He then applied himself to the object he had come for, which appeared to be some chemical apparatus, for he began moving the different things about on the upper shelf, in order to get at a glass cylinder.

He held it in his hand, when the voice of his assistant was heard, speaking down the stairs.

Are you there, Mr. Carlton?

Yes, responded the surgeon. Anything wanted?

That child at Tuppers cottage is taken worse; dying, they think.

And the sooner it dies the better, was Mr. Carltons rejoinder to himself, in a voice of-pity. I cant do it any good, poor little fellow, or ease its pain.  Who has come? he called aloud.

Only a neighbour, replied Mr. Jefferson. Perhaps you would like to hear what she says.

Coming, said Mr. Carlton.

He put down the cylinder, left the safe-door open, and went up; intending, no doubt, to return in a twinkling. As his footsteps died away, Lady Laura sprang from her hiding-place, and winged her flight up the stairs. She succeeded in gaining the top of the cellar stairs, and noiselessly stole round a corner which would take her to the others. A few paces from her was the surgery door, and she heard voices within. At a time of less terror, she might have stopped to listen, hearing where the messenger came from; but her own safety was above every consideration now; even above her jealous surmises. Arrived in her room, she sat there panting, not knowing whether she should faint or not.

She took some of the jelly, which still remained on the table, and leaned back in her easy-chair to rest. After a while, it must have been nearly half-an-hour, when her heart had ceased to beat so violently, she rose from her chair, felt in her pocket, and drew something out of it.

It was the missing key, the key of the cupboard. Had it been snugly reposing there all the time? What would Miss Stiffing have said? Lady Laura calmly unlocked the cupboard, leaving the door open, and then carried the key into her bedroom, and dropped it in a quiet nook on the floor, close to the key-drawer, where Miss Stiffings eyes would be charmed with its sight the first thing in the morning.

She sat down by the fire again, and opened the note; the note whose superscription was in the handwriting of her sister Clarice. But ere she had well glanced at its contents she was interrupted by the sudden entrance of Lady Jane.

Lucy is asleep, said Jane, and I think I shall go to bed. You do not want me this evening, Laura?

I dont want you, returned Laura impatiently, wishing Jane had not disturbed her before her curiosity was satisfied. What do you want to go to bed at ten oclock for? Its not even that yet.

I feel so very tired. My head aches, too. Now that I am at ease as to Lucy, I begin to feel the fatigue and anxiety of the past week or two. Good night, Laura.

Good night, carelessly returned Laura, feverishly impatient to get to her letter. I shall be going to bed myself soon.

But Jane had scarcely gone out when Mr. Carlton came in, and Laura had to crush the stolen letter into her pocket again.

He sat down wearily, opposite Laura. He had been very busy all day, and had now come from a hasty visit to Tuppers cottage.

How do you feel to-night, Laura?

Oh, pretty well, was Lauras answer; and the consciousness of the fraud she committed on him made her rather more civil than she had been of late. You seem tired, Lewis.

Tired to weariness, responded Mr. Carlton. People are all getting better; but Im sure it hardly looks like it, for they have been more exacting to-day than when they were in danger.

You were not home to dinner, were you?

No; I am going to take some now. Ought you not to be in bed, Laura?

I dont know; I think I am tired of bed, she answered fretfully. I shall go soon.

He laughed pleasantly. You are tired with having too little to do, I with having too much. Laura, I think we both want a change. It shall not be long now before we leave South Wennock.

He sat a few minutes longer, and then went down. Laura once more brought forth her letter, and took the precaution to bolt the door. Perhaps I shall be at peace now! she cried in resentful tones. In peace to read it, so far; but certainly not in peace afterwards; for the contents puzzled her to torment. She turned it about, she read it twice, she studied the superscription, she compared it with the lines themselves: at first to no purpose.

And finally she came to the conclusion that the letter had not been written to Mr. Carlton, although addressed to him, but to Mr. Tom West. And that Mr. Tom West had married Clarice.


CHAPTER XVII.

A LITTLE LIGHT.

LADY JANE CHESNEY sat before her dressing-glass, having her hair brushed by Judith, preparatory to retiring to rest, when they were interrupted by the entrance of Lady Laura.

Jane, I want a little talk with you, she said, sitting down by the bright fire. Bring your chair round to the warmth.

I thought you said you were going to bed, observed Jane.

I dont feel tired. Excitement is as good to me as rest, and I have had an exciting evening, taking one thing with another. Jane, you were right about Clarice.

Right in what way? returned Jane eagerly. Have you questioned Mr. Carlton?

Shall I leave the room, my lady, and come back presently? inquired Judith of her mistress, pausing with the hair-brush in her hand.

No, interposed Lady Laura. Theres something to puzzle out, and I think you may perhaps help us, Judith. I have not questioned Mr. Carlton, Jane, but in  in Laura coughed slightly, as though her throat troubled her in rummaging over some of his waste places to-night, I came upon a note. A note written by Clarice.

Involuntarily Jane thought of the scrap of paper, the part of a note written by Clarice, which Laura had come upon once before.

It is written to her husband, continued Laura. That Tom West, I suppose. And it proves that she came to South Wennock, and that Mr. Carlton must have attended her. Only think, Jane, to South Wennock! She must have been visiting at Mrs. Jenkinsons, I fancy, where Judiths sister lives, for the note is dated from Palace Street. I will read it to you, Jane.



13, Palace Street, South Wennock, 

Friday Evening, March 10, 1848.



MY DEAREST HUSBAND,  You will be surprised to hear of my journey, and that I am safe at South Wennock. I know you will be angry, but I cannot help it, and we will talk over things when we meet. I have asked the people here about a medical man, and they strongly recommend one of the Messrs. Grey, but I tell them I would prefer Mr. Carlton. What do you say? I must ask him to come and see me this evening, for the railway omnibus shook me dreadfully, and I feel anything but well. I know he will come, and without delay.

It was unreasonable of you, my darling husband, to wish me to be ill so far away. I felt that I could not do so; I should have died; and thats why I have disobeyed you. I can go back again when alls well over, if things still turn out unfortunately for the avowal of our marriage. No harm can come of it, for I have not given our name, and you must ask for me by the one you and Mr. West were so fond of calling me in sport.

Lose no time; be here in half-an-hour if you can, for I feel really ill; and believe me, 

Ever your loving wife, 

CLARICE.



I have heard part of that note before! was on the tip of Judiths tongue. But some feeling prompted her to arrest the words ere they were spoken. Lady Jane took the note and read it to herself in silence, pondering over each word.

It is incomprehensible to me, she at length said, drawing the envelope from Laura, and looking at it. Why, this is addressed to Mr. Carlton! she burst forth.

It must have come into his possession in some way. Perhaps he and Tom West had their envelopes and letters mixed together, returned Laura with composure. I suppose theres no doubt now that it was Tom West she married. Judith says he used to visit his aunt in Palace Street  old Mrs. Jenkinson,  and the letters dated from thence.  If  Judith, what on earths the matter with you?

Thank you, my lady, replied Judith, who looked white and faint. I feel a little ill. It will pass off directly.

It is evident that Clarice must have come to South Wennock without her husbands consent, resumed Laura, tossing a bottle of smelling-salts to Judith. I suppose he was stopping at Mrs. Jenkinsons. Her number is thirteen, is it not, Judith?

No, my lady, Mrs. Jenkinsons number is fourteen, replied Judith in a low tone.

Oh, well, a mistakes readily made in a number. Clarice must have

Laura, I am all at sea, interrupted Lady Jane. Why should Clarice have come to South Wennock at all, unless she came with him? This note would seem to imply that he lived at South Wennock, but  he never lived here, did he, Judith?

Who, my lady? Mr. West? No, he never lived here, was Judiths reply; but the girl looked remarkably uneasy. Did she fear being asked questions which she could not answer?

It could not have been Tom West that Clarice married, said Jane. This note is dated March, and he sailed for India in February.

My ladies, spoke up Judith, I have inquired of my sister Margaret whether young Mr. Wests name was Thomas. She says it was not Thomas, but Robert. And she also says he was married several years ago to a Miss Pope, and they live somewhere in Gloucestershire.

Then that disposes of the affair, so far as he is concerned, cried Laura, with wondering eyes. How much difficulty it appears to be encompassed with!

Not quite, said Jane. Robert West may have been a brother. Do you know, Judith? And do you know whether Robert was a surgeon?

Robert West was not in any profession, my lady. He was an independent gentleman. I dont think he had a brother. Margaret says he had not.

Laura, I cannot rest, said Jane, starting from a pause given to thought. I shall go now and speak to Mr. Carlton. I ought to have applied to him before.

Causing her hair to be smoothed under one of her plain white net morning caps, Jane proceeded to the dining-room. Mr. Carlton was in an easy-chair before the fire, solacing himself with a cigar, which, as a visiting medical man, he only ventured upon at night  and that not very often. He threw it into the fire, with a word of apology, when he saw Lady Jane.

Pardon me for disturbing you at this hour, she said, taking the chair he handed to her; but I am in great want of some information which I think you can afford me  very anxious about it, in short. Some years ago you were, I believe, intimate with a family living in Gloucester Terrace, Hyde Park, of the name of West. Can you tell me whether Tom West married my sister?

No pen could adequately describe Mr. Carltons countenance. It was one of blank consternation; first  as it appeared  at being charged with having known the Wests, next at being questioned about Lady Janes sister.

I cant tell anything about it, he said at length, with the air of a man bewildered.

I hope you can, Mr. Carlton. Perhaps I have not been sufficiently explicit. You were a friend of Tom Wests, were you not?

I certainly knew him, he replied, after a pause. Not much; that is, it was only a passing acquaintance. He went out to India, and I believe died there.

Not much! repeated Jane; Mrs. West told me you were there frequently. You used to see her cousins there, and my sister. We have a suspicion that my sister married Thomas West. Were you cognizant of it?

The same blank look reigned in Mr. Carltons face.

I really do not understand you, Lady Jane. I never saw a sister of yours at Mrs. Wests. What sister?

You saw Miss Beauchamp?

He suddenly rose, and seizing the poker, began knocking the fire about.

Well? said he.

I speak of Miss Beauchamp. She was my sister.

He turned sharply, poker in hand.

Miss Beauchamp! What farce is it that you wish to play upon me, Lady Jane?

No farce at all, replied Jane sadly. She dropped our name when she went out as governess  not to disgrace it, she said  retaining only that of Beauchamp. She was our sister, Clarice Beauchamp Chesney.

A strange expression was on Mr. Carltons face, but he kept it turned from Lady Jane.

We know that Clarice married, proceeded Jane, and we can only think she must have married Tom West. Had he a brother Robert, do you know?

Had who a brother Robert? asked Mr. Carlton.

Tom West.

Tom West had no brother Robert, that I am aware of. I never knew any one of the name of Robert West.

What name did my sister go by when she was here, at South Wennock? continued Jane. You can tell me that.

She never was at South Wennock.

Mr. Carlton! She was, and you must know it. She sent for you, did she not, to attend her the night she arrived: sent for you to Palace Street?

Down clattered the poker. Was it an accident, or were Mr. Carltons hands shaking? As he stooped to pick it up, Jane caught a glimpse of his face: either it was unusually pale or the firelight deceived her. Another moment, and he had put the poker in its place, and was turning to Lady Jane and speaking quietly.

I know nothing of your sister; nothing whatever. Why should you think I do!  Why do you apply to me?

The precise why and wherefore Jane could not answer, for she had given a hasty promise to Laura not to speak of the note the latter had produced.

When my sister came to South Wennock to stay with old Mrs. Jenkinson, we have reason to believe that you attended her, Mr. Carlton. I want to know by what name she then went.

Again astonishment appeared to be Mr. Carltons prevailing emotion. It seemed that he could not understand.

I protest, Lady Jane, you are asking me things that I know nothing of. I never was inside Mrs. Jenkinsons house in my life. John Grey attends there.

Clarice would not have the Greys; Clarice preferred you: and Clarice was there. Was she not confined in Palace Street?

Mr. Carlton raised his hand to his brow. What mistake you are labouring under, I cannot tell, he presently said. I know nothing of what you are asking me. I know nothing of your sister, or her health, or her movements, and I know as little of Mrs. Jenkinson.

You knew Miss Beauchamp at Mrs. Wests? rejoined Jane.

I used to see a lady there of that name, I remember,  the Wests governess, he replied. Surely, Lady Jane, you must make some strange mistake in calling her your sister?

She was indeed our sister, Mr. Carlton. Laura, it seems, has never liked to mention the subject of Clarice to you, but we have been searching for her all these years.

Why has she not liked to mention it? interrupted Mr. Carlton.

From a feeling of pride, in the first instance, I believe: since then, her original reticence has kept her silent. But  can you not tell me something, Mr. Carlton? Did Clarice marry Tom West?

Lady Jane, I cannot tell you anything, he repeated, some annoyance in his tone. Miss Beauchamp was the Wests governess, she was not mine. All I can say is, that if she married Tom West, I never knew it. So far as I believe, Tom West went out to India a single man. When I came down here to settle, I lost sight of them all.

But  surely you can tell me something? Jane persisted, collecting her senses, which seemed bewildered. Did you not attend my sister here, at Mrs. Jenkinsons? You were certainly summoned to do so.

What grounds have you for thinking so? By whom was I summoned?

Janes tongue was again tied. She could not tell of the note she had just read.

The best answer I can give you, Lady Jane, is but a repetition of what I have already said, he resumed, finding she did not speak. I never attended any one at Mrs. Jenkinsons in my life: I never was summoned to do so.

And you can tell me nothing?

I cannot indeed.

Jane rose from her chair, dissatisfied. Will you pardon me for saying, Mr. Carlton, that I think you could say more if you would I must find my sister, living or dead. A curious suspicion has been latterly upon me that that little boy at Tuppers cottage is he child, she continued in agitation. I wish you could help me.

He shook his head, intimating that he could not, opened the door for Lady Jane, and bowed her out. Laura, waiting in Janes room still, questioned her when she returned.

Well? said she.

Mr. Carlton either does not know anything, or will not disclose it, said Jane. I think it is the latter.

Did he ever know Clarice?

As Miss Beauchamp; not as Clarice Chesney. I believe he spoke truth there. He seems to have a difficulty in believing still that she was our sister. He says he was never inside Mrs. Jenkinsons house in his life. Laura, I should have shown him the note: I could have questioned him to so much more purpose.

Ah, but that would not do at any price, laughed Laura. I found it out in one of his hiding-places.

How can you laugh at this moment? rebuked Jane. I feel as if some terrible secret were on the point of discovery. You need not go away, Judith.

Laura opened her eyes. What secret?

How can I tell? I wish I could tell. If it were all straight and fair, why should Mr. Carlton betray agitation, and refuse to answer? There is no doubt my questions did agitate him. A horrible doubt is growing upon me, Laura: whether those young Wests can have deceived Clarice into a marriage which would not, or did not, hold good  and Mr. Carlton was the confidant of their plans!

Do you suppose Mr. Carlton would sully himself by anything so cruel and disgraceful? flashed Laura. He has his faults; but he would not lend himself to anything of that sort.

Men think a poor friendless governess legitimate game sometimes, spoke Jane in low tones. And she was only known as Clarice Beauchamp. Rely upon it, Tom West worked ill to Clarice in some shape or other. I fear Mr. Carlton knew of it, and is trying to screen him. It was so shadowed forth in that dreadful dream: Mr. Carlton was mixed up with it throughout.

What was that dream, Jane?  Tell me now, whispered Laura eagerly. For, however it might have pleased Laura in general to ridicule not only dreams themselves, but those who dreamt them, the night hour, the vague dread overshadowing Janes spirit, were all too plainly exercising their influence over her now. Jane began at once; it was a significant fact that she showed no thought of objecting. Judith, not caring to be solitary at a dream-telling, drew near and stood behind the chair of Lady Jane.

It was on Monday night, the thirteenth of March, began Lady Jane, with a shiver, and quite the beginning of Lent, for Easter was late that year

What has Easter to do with it? interrupted Laura, Nothing. I had gone to bed that evening as soon as tea was over, not feeling well, and by half-past nine I was asleep. I thought that Clarice came to my bedside, dressed in her shroud, and stood looking at me. Understand me, Laura  I remembered in my dream that I had gone to bed ill; I seemed to know that I was lying in bed, and that I was sleeping. I dreamt that Clarice came, I say, and I dreamt that I awoke. Her attire did not appear to frighten me, but she did not speak. Why are you here? I asked. To tell you that I am gone, she answered, and she pointed to her face, which was that of the dead, and to the shroud. But I did not appear to associate her words with death (at least, I could not remember to have done so when I awoke), but that she had gone on a journey. Why did you go without telling us? I asked her. He stopped it, she answered, he was too quick for me.

Who? I asked: and she turned her deathly face round and pointed to the door of the room. I cannot describe to you, Laura, the horror, the fear, that at that moment seemed to take possession of me. Come and see, Clarice said, and glided towards the door. I seemed to rise from my bed, and follow her, without the power of resistance. She kept looking over her shoulder, with her dead face and her dead fixed eyes, and beckoned to me. But oh! the dread, the fear I seemed to experience at having to look beyond that door! It was a dread such as we can never feel in life. I thought Clarice went out before me,  went out in obedience to one who was compelling her to go, as she was compelling me. It seemed that I would have given my own life not to look, but I had no thought of resistance. There, standing outside, and waiting for her, was

A  h! shrieked Laura, her nerves strung beyond their tension by superstitious terror. Look at Judith!

Jane started at the interruption, and turned round. Judiths face was almost as deathly as the face in Janes dream. She stammered forth an excuse.

I am not ill, my ladies; but it frightens me to hear these strange dreams.

Lady Jane resumed.

Standing outside, waiting for Clarice, was the person she seemed to have spoken of as preventing her from telling us, as being too quick for her. It was Mr. Carlton. He was looking at her sternly, and pointing with his outstretched hand to some dark place in the distance. I remember no more. I awoke with the terror, the horror  such horror, I tell you, Laura, as we can never experience in life, except in a dream. And yet I was collected enough not to scream. Papa was just getting better from his attack of gout, and I dared not raise the house, and alarm him. I drew my head under the bedclothes, and I believe a full hour passed before I had courage to take it out again. There I lay, shivering and shaking, bathed in perspiration.  

It was a singular dream, said Laura musingly. But, Jane, it could have had no meaning.

I argued so to myself. Clarice was at a distance, in London, as we supposed, and Mr. Carlton was at South Wennock; that very evening, as late as half-past seven, he had been at our house with papa. This dream of mine took place before ten, for I heard the clock strike after I awoke. I had not liked Mr. Carlton before; we do take likes and dislikes; but it is impossible to tell you how very much that dream set me against him. Unjustly, you will say; but we cannot help these things. He was ever after associated in my mind with terror, with dread; and I would rather have seen you marry any one else in the world. This night, for the first time, I begin to see that the dream had a meaning, for Clarice must have been at South Wennock. Her note was dated the tenth, the previous Friday.

How absurd, Jane! What meaning?

I cannot conjecture; unless, as I say, those young Wests brought any ill to Clarice, and Mr. Carlton was privy to it.

Laura would not accept the suggestion; she ridiculed it in the highest degree. And when she at length went away to her room she left a mocking, laughing word of censure behind her at Jane for what she called her folly.

I shall go to Mrs. Jenkinsons in the morning, murmured Jane.

She spoke aloud, though the words were only uttered in commune with herself. Judith came forward, a little wash-leather bag in her hand.

It will be of no use your going to Mrs. Jenkinsons  as I believe, my lady. Did your ladyship ever see this?

She took a trinket from the bag and laid it in Lady Janes hand. An elegant little locket, the back of blue enamel, the rim set round with pearls, with a short fine gold chain some six inches in length attached to it on either side. Lady Jane needed to cast but one glance at it.

Oh, Judith! she cried, where did you get this? It belongs to Lady Clarice.

It did belong to her, returned Judith in a low tone. My lady, I can tell you what became of her, I think. But the tale is full of horror and distress; one that you will not like to hear.

Tell it, murmured Lady Jane, tell it, whatever it may be.

That poor lady about whom so much has been said in South Wennock  who died the very night of your dream, my lady, not at Mrs. Jenkinsons, but at the Widow Goulds, next door to it  she gave me the locket.

Lady Jane stood with dilating eyes. She could not sufficiently collect her ideas to understand.

I speak of Mrs. Crane, my lady, who died after taking the composing draught sent in by Mr. Stephen Grey.

She could not have been my sister! panted Lady Jane scarcely above her breath. Judith, she could not have been my sister!

I truly believe she must have been so, my lady, whispered Judith. She told me it was her own hair inside. And that letter, which Lady Laura brought in to-night, was the one read by the coroner at the inquest; that is, it was only partly read, for half of it was missing.

Jane sank upon her knees, unable to support herself in the shock of discovery. Just as she had sunk in another shock of discovery once before, that long-ago evening when her father had brought home his unwelcome bride.


CHAPTER XVIII.

CROSS-PURPOSES.

THE revelation disturbed Lady Janes previous theory. Mrs. Crane? Then it appeared evident that Clarice had married the Mr. Crane spoken of by Mrs. West. But there were discrepancies still. How account for the assertion in that letter to her husband, that she had not taken her proper name, when she called herself Mrs. Crane?

What feeling induced Jane to withhold the news of this discovery from Laura? An instinct? What feeling caused her to give orders for quitting Mr. Carltons house on the following morning?  hurrying away Lucy, almost at the risk of her health? Of the true facts of the case she was in complete uncertainty; but a dark suspicion kept floating within her that the man seen on the stairs by Mr. Carlton the night of the death was the husband, Mr. Crane. The poor lady had asserted that her husband was travelling; but, by the letter above alluded to, it was apparent that her husband was then in South Wennock. It was altogether incomprehensible. Judith wore a timid, downcast look when questioned by her mistress, as if fearing she should be asked too much.

This is a sudden departure, Lady Jane, cried Mr. Carlton, as she went into his presence in the morning. I thought you would have been here at least a few days longer. Mind! I do not guarantee that Lucy is fit to be moved.

I take the risk upon myself, Mr. Carlton. I  I thank you sincerely for your hospitality, for your kindness and attention to Lucy? but I am anxious to be at home, I feel that I must be at liberty; free to pursue this investigation of which I spoke to you last night, regarding the fate of my sister Clarice. Had you been more open with me, Mr. Carlton, I might not have gone so soon.

A shade of annoyance crossed his countenance. It is a singular thing that you should persist in attributing to me a knowledge of these things, Lady Jane.

My firm conviction is, that you do possess the knowledge, was Janes answer. But in speaking of Clarice last night, I may have somewhat misled you; I was misled myself. It was not at Mrs. Jenkinsons that she stayed when at South Wennock, but next door. That ill-fated lady who died at the Widow Goulds was my sister Clarice.

Mr. Carlton made no reply. He looked hard at Jane.

She called herself Mrs. Crane. Of course I can only conclude that she married, not Tom West, but the Mr. Crane who used to visit at the Wests. You must have known him well, Mr. Carlton. What sort of a man was he?

Sort of man? repeated Mr. Carlton, who seemed half buried in his own thoughts. He was a short man, stout, had black hair. At least, if my memory serves me well. I protest that I have never seen or heard of him, since the time he used to go to the Wests. What have you learnt, Lady Jane, that can induce you to think that dead lady was your sister?

Short and stout, with black hair, repeated Jane, unmindful of the rest. It must have been he: the same you saw on the stairs.

That it was not, burst forth Mr. Carlton, unusually heated. The face I saw on the stairs  if I did see one  bore no earthly resemblance to any one I had ever seen in my whole life.

Did you know that Clarice  that Miss Beauchamp, married Mr. Crane?

I did not.

I cannot divest myself of the idea that you know more of this past business than you disclose, she rejoined. I want the clue to it. If you can furnish it, why will you not do so? You certainly were called in to Mrs. Crane: you gave evidence to that effect at the inquest.

We are at cross-purposes, Lady Jane, was the surgeons answer. I can tell you nothing whatever. The lady I was called to attend in Palace Street was a stranger to me. As to the supposition you have taken up, that she was your sister, I think you must be wholly mistaken. But whether or not, my advice to you would be to let it drop. No good can result from it, investigate it as you will. The poor lady cannot be recalled to life, and it would not be pleasant for you or for my wife to have the matter raked up again and placed before the public. Let it drop, Lady Jane,

I shall never let it drop, answered Jane. And as to the unpleasantness  we must put up with that.

As you please, of course, said Mr. Carlton with indifference. I can say no more.

At cross-purposes they seemed indeed to be, and at cross-purposes they parted. Jane began to doubt whether she who died really was Miss Beauchamp, but she was resolute in her work of discovery, and as soon as Lucy was safely at home she went at once to Tuppers cottage. Judith told her that Mrs. Smith had confessed to her that the child was Mrs. Cranes.

Generally speaking, the door stood open: the sun, streaming in on a bright winters day, was cheering: but it was shut now. Mrs. Smith opened it, and Jane said she wished for half-an-hours interview with her, if she was at leisure.

At too much leisure, was the womans sad reply. I am but watching the dead.

The dead! He is not dead  that little child?

He is. He died between nine and ten this morning.

Jane sank into a chair in the kitchen. And I never gave him a kiss for his mothers sake! I never knew that he belonged to her. Dead! He was  as I believe  my little nephew.

The woman stared at her. Your nephew, madam! You are one of the Ladies Chesney.

Yes  stay. This little childs mother died in Palace Street. Who was she? What was her married name?

I dont know. I would give a great deal to know.

Lady Jane felt sick at heart. Was it to be always thus? Was obstacle after obstacle ever to be thrust in her way?

I pray you let us have no more concealment! she said in a voice of anguish. If I cannot come to the bottom of this business by fair entreaty, I must call in the help of the law. Did you never know that young ladys name before her marriage or after it?

I knew it before  at least the one she went by. I knew her first when she was governess at the Lortons She was Miss Beauchamp.

And my dear sister! exclaimed Jane, her doubts at rest. Whom did she marry?

Mrs. Smith held out her right hand. I would give this to know.

Let me see the child, said Jane.  

He was lying on the bed upstairs in his white nightgown, a little cambric cap shading his wan white face. His hands were laid by his side, and a few geraniums were strewn on the sheet.

He was so fond of flowers in life, said Mrs. Smith. Geraniums especially. So was his mother.

Janes tears fell upon the placid little countenance, and she stooped and kissed it. I did not do it while he lived, she said. Why did you not tell me whose child he was then?

Nay, my lady, why did you not tell me who his mother was?  How was I to suspect she could be anything to the Ladies Chesney? I only knew her as a governess. Passers-by were always asking me about him in idle curiosity, just because they saw he was ill, and that we were strangers in the place. I thought you only asked from the same motive.

You were attached to his mother, said Jane, as she gave a short history of her sister Clarice.

I dont think I was ever so much attached to any one, was Mrs. Smiths answer; though it was not for long I knew her.

Then I ask you by that attachment to give me every particular you can respecting her.

You might have heard all I know long ago, my lady, had I but been aware what you were to her. I knew her first at the Lortons in Gloucester Terrace. I and Mrs. Lorton are cousins; yes, we are. Shes a great lady, and lives in style, and tries to make herself out a greater; but shell never be one, let her try ever so. We lived in a country town. Her father was a pastry-cook, and mine (they were brothers) kept a public-house. She thought the pastry line was more genteel than the public line, and held her head rather high. She married; married well  some London gentleman  and I stopped at home for many years, marrying nobody. In course of time my father and mother died, and all they had became mine. What with their savings and the sale of the business, I found I had about a hundred and fifty pounds a year. Then came my turn. George Smith, who had used our house for years, was sweet upon me, as the saying runs, and said why should we not join our means together: his salary, a hundred and fifty, and my hundred and fifty, would make three hundred, and we should be comfortable for life? I said nothing against it, but that I was getting on to be forty years of age and liked my own way. He, poor fellow, was turned forty by some years, and as mild as milk. So we married, and settled in London, where his masters house of business was, he being their country traveller. I couldnt set up for a lady, and I didnt; I was as plain and rough as ever. That didnt please Mrs. Lorton, and she shunned me. But when, soon after, Mrs. Lorton was taken with a dangerous illness, she was glad enough to send for me to nurse her through it. It was then I saw Miss Beauchamp. I thought her the sweetest girl I had ever met, and the more I saw of her the more I liked her. A real lady she was, there was no mistaking that. She had none of Mrs. Lortons stuck-up airs, but spoke gently and kindly to folks, as if they were human beings. I was there for a month, for my husband was away on his journey, and when I left, Miss Beauchamp promised faithfully to come and see me at Islington, where we lived. She did come, and she told me she had left Mrs. Lortons, through that great big booby of a son making up to her, and had gone to Mrs. Wests. After that, I saw no more of her for some months, until  I think it must have been September in the following year; and then she came, and asked if I could recommend her to a lodging. Of course I was surprised, and she told me she would confide a secret to me  that she was married. I asked why it was a secret. She laughed, and said for two reasons; one was, that her husband could not and would not tell his father, on account of some money matters between them that were not settled amicably; and the other reason was, that she, on her part, could not tell her family, for they were very high and proud, and would say she had disgraced them by her choice. Her husband, she said, was a professional man, and as soon as he got on well, so as to keep her in comfort and tolerable style, then they should declare it, and care for nobody.

What did she say her name was? interrupted Lady Jane.

She did not say, madam. When I pressed her, she said it was better that it should not be known, especially as I was connected with the Gloucester Terrace Lortons; it might get to them, and it might get to the Wests, and that would not do. I said, then what was I to call her, and she laughed again, and said I might call her Miss Beauchamp; she was not afraid of my misconstruing her position. My lady, she never left my house again until she came down to South Wennock.

Never left it!

I mean, not to live. Ours was a good house, and I said the drawing-room and bedroom level with it were at her service. But she would pay for them, and my servant waited on her. In December, my little child was born, the only one I ever had; and she, dear lady, used to sit with me, and be

But did her husband never come to see her all that time? interrupted Lady Jane with wonder.

Never once to my house. From what I could gather  for she would let a word now and then drop in forgetfulness  he seemed to have left London for the country. He would occasionally come to London, and of that she made no secret, and at those times she would go out and be away for a day or two. But I never knew where she stayed.

How were her letters addressed? asked Jane. She must have received letters.

No letters came to the house; she used to go to Islington postoffice for them. Once, when she was expecting one, she was too ill to go out, and sent the maid. I saw the letter in, the girls hand as she came in; it was directed C. C.

For Clarice Crane, thought Jane. Though it might have served equally for Clarice Chesney.

Towards the next March she grew restless. She would be expecting her own illness in May, and she did not like to be ill so far from her husband. She said she would go down to where he lived, whether he was pleased or not. He said she was not to go  so she told me; and I spoke against it; I did not think she was strong enough to travel. I was in great grief at that time, for my child had died; and, as to my husband, I thought hed never be pacified. When old folks like us get blessed with a child for the first time, they are as fond of it and proud of it as a dog with two tails. Ah, well! added Mrs. Smith, in an indifferent tone, as she rubbed her nose, its all over, and Im almost glad it didnt live, for the worlds full of trouble and wickedness. Miss Beauchamp promised that I should nurse hers, and, my lady, I looked to that promise as a famished man looks to food, for I am naturally fond of children: and I didnt want her to go away, lest I should not get the baby, after all.

But she went?

She went; there was no stopping her. She packed her things in one large trunk, burned all her letters and papers, and left on the morning of the tenth of March. I well remember the day; it was a Friday. The next day, the Saturday, I was out with some friends, country people who had come to London for a few days pleasuring. They were at an inn near the Strand, and nothing would do but I must go and breakfast with them, which they had made me promise to do, and I went out early, before the post was in. When I got home at night there was a letter from Miss Beauchamp, asking me to go to her, for she was ill at South Wennock. I took the night train, and when I arrived I found the baby was born  the tiniest child I almost ever saw. I was very angry with her, my lady; I could not help it. And she had endangered her life for nothing, as may be said, for when she got to South Wennock, her husband was away.

Away? interrupted Lady Jane.

So she said. And by a word she let drop, I thought he was a surgeon, but I was not sure. I took the baby away with me that same evening. I could not stop, for, as bad luck would have it, my husband was coming home on the Monday, ill. She told me to have the baby baptized, and to name him Lewis  and it occurred to me that it might be the name of its father. I took the liberty of adding George to it, after my husband.

There was a long pause. Did you know she went by the name of Crane? asked Lady Jane.

She told me in her letter to ask for her by that name. I inquired of her, after I reached South Wennock, whether it was her real name, and she laughed and said, no more real than Beauchamp, nor half so much so. It was a name that her husband and young Mr. West were very fond of calling her, partly because she had a peculiar way of arching her neck, partly to tease her. Some gentleman, named Crane, to whom she had an aversion, used to visit at the Wests; and, to make her angry, they would call her by his name  Mrs. Crane. She said it had never struck her that she should want a name for South Wennock until she was close to the place, and then she thought of that one  Crane. It would do for her as well as any other, until she assumed her legal one, which she supposed she should now soon do. I found great fault: I said she ought to have assumed it and been with her husband before the child was born; and we had quite words about it. She defended him, and said it would have been so, but for the childs coming before its time. She charged me not to write to her, not to communicate at all with her, until she wrote to me. We had nearly a fight upon another point. She wanted me to say I would be paid for the child; I steadily refused it. It was a boon to me to have the child, and I was at ease as to my circumstances. My lady, I took away the child, and I never heard one word from her, good or bad, afterwards.

Never at all?

Never at all. My husband was at home with a long illness, and afterwards removed to Paisley, where he had a good situation offered him. Some friends took our house at Islington, and there I left a letter, saying where we had gone, directing it  Mrs. Crane, late Miss Beauchamp. It was never applied for.

And you never wrote to South Wennock? cried Lady Jane.

I never did. I own I was selfish. I was afraid of losing the child, and my husband had grown to love it as much as I did. I argued, if she wanted the child she would be sure to apply for it. Besides, I thought I might do some mischief by writing, and I did not know her real name or address.

But what could you think of her silence?  of her leaving the child?

We thought it might arise from one of two reasons. Either that she had gone with her husband to America, or some distant colony (she had said something about it in the early days when she was first at my house), and that her letters to me from thence must have miscarried; or else that  you must pardon me for speaking it, my lady  that she was not married, and shrank from claiming the child. I did not believe it was so, but my husband used to think it might be.

Jane made no reply.

Anyway, we were thankful to keep him. And when my husband died last spring, his thought in his last illness was more for the child than for me. I sold off then, and determined to come to South Wennock: partly to hear what I could of Mrs. Crane: partly to see if the childs native air would do him good; he had never been strong. I never shall forget the shock when I got here and heard how Mrs. Crane had died.

Poor Jane thought she should never forget the shock of the previous night, when told that Mrs. Crane was Clarice Chesney.

What I cant make out is, that her husband has never been heard of, returned Mrs. Smith, breaking the silence which ensued. I  I am trying to put two and two together, as the saying goes, but somehow I cant do it; I get baffled. Theres a talk of a dark man having been seen on the stairs near her room that night; one would think he must have been the husband, stolen in there to work the ill.

I dont know, shivered Lady Jane. Since you have been speaking, other dark fears have come upon me. Fears which I dare not look at.

Yes: various fears, and thoughts, and remembrances were stirring within her. A recollection of that scrap of letter, found by Lady Laura in her drawer of fine laces soon after becoming Mr. Carltons wife. Laura had always persisted that the paper must have come from Cedar Lodge with her clothes: how else, she argued, could it have got there? Now Jane began to think (what she would have thought before but for its apparent impossibility) that the paper must have been in the drawer before Laura ever went into the house; that it must have slipped under the paper covering of the drawer, and lain there, it was impossible to say how long. It had never occurred to her or to Laura to connect Mr. Carlton with it at all; and the little matter had puzzled Jane more than she cared to think of. Could the letter have been written to Mr. Crane? Surely it had not been written to Mr. Carlton! But how came it in the drawer? Had Mr. Crane ever visited Mr. Carlton at South Wennock? And, again, there was Clarices denial that her name was Crane. What had been Mr. Carltons part in it all? was the chief question that now agitated Janes mind.

She stayed with Mrs. Smith, talking and talking, and it was growing dusk when she left the cottage to walk home. But as Lady Jane went down Blister Lane and turned into the Rise, she started nervously at every shadow in the hedge, just as Mr. Carlton had started at them some years before.


CHAPTER XIX.

JUDITHS STORY.

IN the twilight of the winters evening, in the drawing-room of Lady Janes house, Frederick Grey was sitting with Lucy Chesney. The removal from Mr. Carltons that day did not appear to have harmed her; she seemed even stronger for it; and though Judith kept assuring her that she ought to go to her chamber and lie down, Lucy stayed where she was.

The interview was a sad one. It was Frederick Greys farewell visit, for he was returning to London the following day. But the sadness did not arise from that cause, but from another. Lucy had been telling him something, and he grew hot and angry.

The fact was, Lady Jane, in her perplexity and tribulation at finding the deceased lady, Mrs. Crane, to have been Clarice Chesney, had that morning dropped a word in Lucys hearing to the effect that the discovery might be the means of breaking off the contemplated marriage. Of course, Lucy was making herself very miserable, and her lover was very indignant.

On what grounds? he chafed, for he had rather a hot temper of his own. On what grounds?

Jane thinks it will hardly be right that we should marry, if the mistake that brought Clarice her death was made by Sir Stephen. The mistake in the medicine, you know.

Jane must be getting into her dotage, he angrily exclaimed. Sir Stephen never did make the mistake. Lucy, my darling, be at rest: we cannot be parted now.

Lucys tears were falling fast: she was weak from recent illness. To marry in opposition to Jane could never be thought of, and Jane was firm when she once took an idea into her head. In the midst of this, Jane came in from her visit to the little dead boy at Tuppers cottage, and Frederick Grey spoke out his mind, somewhat warmly. Judith, who entered the room to take her ladys bonnet, stood in surprise and concern: her sympathies were wholly with Frederick Grey and Lucy. He had not observed Judith enter.

Oh, my lady, she exclaimed impulsively, it would not be right to separate them. Ought the innocent to suffer for the guilty?

The guilty? the guilty? mused Lady Jane. How are we to know who is guilty?

Judith stood, a strange expression of eagerness, blended with indecision, on her white face. She looked at Lady Jane, she looked at Frederick Grey; and she suddenly put down the bonnet she held, and turned to them.

I will speak, she exclaimed. I will declare what I know. Ever since last night I have been telling myself that I ought to do it. And I wish I had done it years ago!

They looked at her in astonishment. What had come to quiet, sober Judith?

My lady, you ask who was guilty  how it is to be known? I think I know who it was; I believe it was Mr. Carlton. I could almost have proved it at the time.

Oh, Judith! exclaimed Frederick Grey reproachfully, while Jane dropped her head upon her hand, and Lucy gazed around, wondering if they had all gone crazy. And you have suffered my father to lie under suspicion all these years!

I did not dare to speak, was Judiths answer. Who was I, a poor humble servant, that I should accuse a gentleman  a gentleman like Mr. Carlton, thought well of in the place? No one would have listened to me, sir. Besides, in spite of my doubts, I could not believe he was guilty. I thought I must have made some strange mistake. And I feared that the tables might be turned upon me, and I should be accused.

Whatever she knew, and however long she might have suppressed it, there was no resource but to speak out fully now. She took up her position against the wall, partly hidden from what little light the fire gave by the folds of the crimson curtains. Lucy sat forward on the sofa as one bewildered, Lady Janes face was still shaded by her hand, Frederick Grey stood with his elbow on the mantel-piece.

I will not be Mr. Carltons accuser, she began. No, my lady, I will simply tell what I saw, and let others judge. The impression of his guilt on my mind may have been altogether some great mistake. I  I suppose I must begin at the beginning?

You must begin at the beginning and go on to the end, interposed Frederick Grey authoritatively.

And Ill do it, said Judith. On the Sunday evening when that poor lady, Mrs. Crane, lay ill at the Widow Goulds, I stepped in between eight and nine to wish her good night. I had a bad faceache, and was in great pain, and I wanted to get to bed. The widow and Nurse Pepperfly were at supper in the kitchen; I saw them as I passed the kitchen window, and I ran upstairs quietly, without disturbing them. I had no light, and I found the bedroom in darkness, but it was a fine moonlight night. I spoke to Mrs. Crane, but she was asleep, and did not answer, and I sat down by the bed, behind the curtain, and nursed my face for a minute or two. There came a ring at the door-bell, and I heard Mrs. Gould answer it, and attend the visitor upstairs. I thought it might be Mr. Stephen Grey, but as they came into the adjoining sitting-room I heard Mrs. Gould address him as Mr. Carlton. She went down again, and he came into the chamber, without the light. His coming in awoke Mrs. Crane, for I heard her start and stir, and he approached the bed. Clarice, said he, Clarice, how could you be so imprudent, so foolish, as to come to South Wennock? Oh, Lewis, I am so thankful you have returned! she answered in a joyful, loving tone, which struck me with amazement.  Dont be angry with me; we can keep our secret; but I could not bear the thought of being ill so far away. It is such a sweet little boy! It was exceedingly wrong, Clarice, he went on in a vexed tone; but I heard no more, for I stole out of the room. I heard Mr. Carlton say  Whos there? but I sped downstairs quietly in my list shoes, for I did not like them to think they had been overheard. As I went by the kitchen, Mrs. Gould spoke to me, telling me, I remember, of an accident that had happened to Mr. Carlton that evening in coming from Great Wennock. I ran in home, and went to bed; but what with the pain in my face, and the words I had overheard next door, I could get no rest. It seemed a mystery to me, and nothing less, that the young lady should be so intimate with Mr. Carlton, when she had asked about him and spoken of him as a stranger. It came into my mind to wonder whether he could be her husband, but I thought I must be downright foolish to suppose such a thing. However, it was no business of mine, and I knew I could keep my own counsel.

Go on, Judith, said Lady Jane, for Judith had paused in thought.

The next day I was anything but well, for I had had no sleep, and the pain in my face worried me. In the afternoon it began to swell, and in the evening, when Mr. Stephen Grey came to see Mrs. Crane, he told me the swelling would make it easier, but that I ought to tie it up. It was just seven when Mr. Stephen came in, and he expected Mr. Carlton. He waited till a quarter past, but Mr. Carlton did not come. He observed that Mrs. Crane was flushed and looked feverish, and he spoke quite sharply to me and Mrs. Pepperfly, and said there had been too much gossiping going on. We replied that the lady would talk, feeling well, and we could not prevent her. He said he should send in a composing draught: and he left. I returned home to tie my face up, but at first I was puzzled what to tie it with, as my boxes were not at Mrs. Jenkinsons, and a pocket-handkerchief was hardly warm or large enough. I found an old piece of black plush, which had covered a bonnet I had worn all the winter, and had unpicked that day. It was not worth much, and I cut it in two, and doubled the pieces together, so that they formed two ears or lappets, fastened them to some black tape, and tied them up round my chin and the sides of my face. I had on a black cap, being in mourning for my late mistress, and when I saw myself in the glass, I thought I did look a guy. What with my swollen face, which was glazed and white, and my black eyes, which seemed blacker than usual, and this flossy plush round my face, I was a sight to be seen! Goodness me! exclaimed Margaret when I got downstairs,  what have you been doing with yourself? One would think you had a pair of whiskers on? And she wasnt far wrong, as appearance went, for the edge of the black quilled net-border close to my face, and the rough plush behind it, made a very good imitation of whiskers, I was dead tired; I felt as if I could sleep; and after sitting awhile with Margaret, I said I would go in and see if Mrs. Crane wanted anything more that I could do, and then come back and go to bed. As on the previous night, I saw that the nurse and Mrs. Gould were at supper in the kitchen  or, rather, sitting at the supper-table, for their supper seemed to be over. I went quietly upstairs; and, knowing those two were downstairs, I was surprised to hear a movement in the sitting-room. The first thought that struck me was, could Mrs. Crane have been so imprudent as to get out of bed for anything she might want, and I peeped in through the door, which was ajar. It was not Mrs. Crane; she was safe in bed, and the door between the two rooms was shut. It was Mr. Carlton. The light was on the mantel-piece, and he stood at the cheffonier. He had a very, very small bottle in his hand, putting a cork into it, and then he put it into his waistcoat pocket. Next he took up a larger bottle, the size of those which had contained night-draughts for Mrs. Crane; it had been standing close to his hand on the cheffonier, and the cork by it; he hastily put the cork into it, and put it on the little shelf of the cheffonier. He turned so quickly to leave the room, that I had not time to get out of the way. I did not know what he had been doing; I did not know it was anything wrong; but an instinct flashed across me that he would not like to find he had been watched; not that when I peeped in I had thought of doing anything mean or underhanded. I just drew up against the wall on the landing  the worst place I could have got to, for the moonlight came in upon my face  and he saw me. He could see nothing of me but my face; but he looked at me with a sort of frightened glare. My eyes, accustomed to the dark, could just discern his face: he had come from the lighted room. Who and what are you? he whispered, but I thought my best plan was not to answer. I did not like to go forward and speak, so I kept still. He wheeled round, and went back to the sitting-room to bring out the light, which gave me the opportunity of slipping inside the closet. He

Oh, Judith! interrupted Lady Jane,  then the mans face on the stairs, about which so much has been said, was yours!

- My own and no others, my lady. I was afraid to explain so, lest I should be further questioned, and I let it pass. Mr. Carlton brought out the light, but of course he could not see me, and, after he had looked all about, he went downstairs. I heard him say something to Mrs. Gould about a man upstairs with black whiskers, and I laughed to myself at the joke. But I did not care that anyone should know I had played it, though it had been unintentionally done, and when Mr. Carlton was gone and the women were shut up in the kitchen again, I stole down and took off the black plush ears in the yard, and put them into my pocket. I then knocked at the window, as if I had just come in, which startled them both, and Mrs. Gould called me a fool, and asked why I could not come into the house quietly and decently. I said I had come in to wish Mrs. Crane good night, and I went on upstairs. Mrs. Crane laughed at my swollen face, saying it looked like a full moon; but I thought how much more she would have laughed had she seen it with the whiskers on.

Frederick Grey, who had stood with his eyes fixed on Judith, listening to every word, interrupted with a question.

Did you not suspect, did it not occur to you to suspect, that the draught might have been tampered with?

Never, sir, for a moment. How was I likely to suspect such a thing? Was not Mr. Carlton a doctor, and in practice? I did not know that he had added anything to the draught; but if I had known it, I should only have supposed it to be some alteration that, as her attendant, he considered necessary to make.

Well, go on.

I left them, and went indoors to bed, and the next morning Margaret told me that Mrs. Crane had died: died the previous night before ten oclock, through taking the sleeping draught sent her by Mr. Stephen Grey. I dont know how I felt. I could not tell you if I tried, or the dreadful doubt that came over me, whether or not Mr. Carlton had touched it. I heard of his having smelt poison in the draught when it first came, and I thought then of course the poison must have been in it; that when I saw him alone with the bottle open, he might only be smelling it again. Of one thing I felt certain  that Mr. Stephen Grey had not committed the error  and the state of mind, the uncertainty I was in until the inquest, no tongue could tell. I went to the inquest; I wanted to be at rest one way or the other, to gain some relief from my perplexity. Young Frederick Grey  I beg your pardon, Mr. Frederick; I had my thoughts cast back in the past  had whispered to me, that if any one mixed poison with the draught it was Mr. Carlton, not his father; and though I would not listen to him, his words made a deep impression on me. At the inquest I heard Mr. Carlton give his evidence, and from that moment I believed him to have been guilty. He swore before the coroner that he neither touched nor saw the draught after he gave it back to Mrs. Pepperfly; that he did not observe or know where she placed it. That I knew to be a falsehood. He did see it and touch it, and took care to replace it in the position that the old woman had done. He testified that he had told Mrs. Crane not to take the draught, but I felt sure he had told her nothing of the sort. He swore also that he knew nothing of Mrs. Crane, who she was, or where she came from, and that I knew was false. An impulse came over me to step out before the coroner and declare all I had seen and heard, but somehow I did not dare do so. I feared he might turn round and set me at defiance by denying it, or even accuse me in his stead  and which of us would have been listened to?  an established medical man, such as he; or an obscure servant, such as myself? Part of a letter was found before the inquest was over  and, my lady, it was a faithful copy, for I remember every word, of the first part of that letter found last night by Lady Laura. The coroner showed it to Mr. Carlton, and he fenced in his answers. He took the letter to the window, and stood there with his back to the room; the jury thought nothing, but I was sure it was only to collect himself, and gain time to cover his agitation. That letter, which Lady Laura found, was the one written by Mrs. Crane the night of her arrival, for I recognized the envelope again last night: the very letter which Mrs. Gould got me to carry to Mr. Carltons. As I came out of the inquest-room, I felt quite sure that he had murdered the lady.

You ought to have declared all this, Judith.

My lady, I say that people would not have believed me. There was not a jot of evidence to corroborate my tale, there was no proof at all that he knew her. If declared to them now, they will not, perhaps, believe it.

It might have saved my sister Laura, murmured Lady Jane.

I did what little I could to keep her from Mr. Carlton. After I went to live with you, my lady, Pompey let slip a word that Miss Laura  as she was then  used to go into the garden in secret, at the dusk hour, to meet Mr. Carlton. I could not say anything to Mr. Carlton openly: but I thought I might frighten him, and warn Miss Laura. One night when they were there (it was the very night before they went away) I took off my white cap and put on a black one, tied on those plush whiskers, which I have kept by me to this day, put a cap of Pompeys on my head, and threw on my masters old cloak. When I got to their meeting-place in the garden Miss Laura was alone; he had gone. It was nearly dark amidst the trees, where I stood. She could get but an imperfect view of me, and I disguised my voice, and warned her, in the best way I knew how, against Mr. Carlton. Mr. Carlton saw me as I was stealing back again, and I raised the cap and he saw my face in the moonlight. He looked frightened to death. I suppose he recognized it again for the same face he had seen on the landing that night, and I glided amidst the trees until he had gone. I have appeared to him in the same way once or twice since then. You may remember, my lady, the night we returned home after my lords death. When we had left Lady Laura and gone on, you discovered that her dressing-case had been forgotten in the fly. I got out to take it to her, saying I would walk home afterwards. I left it at the servants entrance, and in passing the dining-room window, coming away, I saw Mr. Carlton by the light of the fire. I pushed back my bonnet, snatched my black scarf off my neck, tied it down the sides of my face under the chin, and pressed my face flat against the panes, which naturally made it look wide. He saw it was the same figure which had so terrified him before, and I heard his cry of amazement, as I rushed away, putting my bonnet on as I went.

How do you account for it, Judith  that your appearance should inspire him with this terror? interrupted Frederick Grey.

Sir, in this way. I think that when he first saw me, that night on the staircase, he must have feared it was somebody who had watched him insert the poison, but when no one could be traced  or heard of, as having been in the house, then he doubted whether the appearance might not have been supernatural. I fancy there has been a conflict in his mind all along, sometimes giving way to the fancy that the figure was real, sometimes that it was not; and equally fearing both.

Frederick Grey nodded, and Judith continued.

The years wore on, but somehow I always felt a fear of Mr. Carlton. The feeling that was upon me was  that no one was safe with him. I dare say it was a foolish feeling, but I could not help it. When Lady Lucy was taken ill with the fever, and Mr. Carlton kept her at his house in what might be called an underhanded manner, I grew quite alarmed, wondering whether he intended any ill to her, and the night the lamp went out in the hall I whispered words to him that he did not like. I did it in my fear. And only a night or two ago I put on those plush whiskers again  for I determined to do it, and fetched them from Cedar Lodge  and made myself look altogether as much what I looked like that first night as I could, and stood in the dusk at the surgery window.

But it is strange that he never recognized you! interrupted Frederick Grey.

Not strange, sir, You cannot think how those plush sides and the black border disguise my face. It looks exactly like a mans. Besides, Mr. Carlton has never seen it except in the most imperfect and uncertain light. I think he must have been struck with some faint resemblance, for Lady Laura told me laughingly the other day that there was a look in my face Mr. Carlton could not bear. And all this time, my ladies, I never had the remotest suspicion that the lady who died in Palace Street was connected with the family I serve.

Judith ceased. The tale was told. And she stood motionless within the shadow of the crimson curtain in the silence that fell upon the room.


CHAPTER XX.

THE LAWYERS TELEGRAM.

COULD there be any doubt of the guilt of Mr. Carlton? It was scarcely to be hoped for. Jane Chesney and Frederick Grey remained alone after Judiths revelation, pondering the question in their own minds, scarcely liking to look in each others faces. Judith had left the room; Lucy was upstairs, going to rest  if rest she might hope for. Poor Lucy thought she should never leave off shivering. She was younger than they were, more inexperienced in the ways of the world, and utterly unprepared for the disclosure. Never a doubt had crossed her of Mr. Carlton; she could scarcely believe that she must doubt him now; but she felt sick and faint.

Frederick Grey was the first to break the silence. Do you remember, Lady Jane, a meeting between me and Mr. Carlton on the Rise, to which you were an accidental listener? he inquired in low tones. Do you remember the purport of the words I said to him?

She made an affirmative gesture. I have often recalled it, and the accusation you made against him.

It agrees with this.

There was another long pause.

He must have been her husband, resumed Jane, scarcely above a whisper.

Theres no doubt of it. Had she not been his wife, the necessity for putting her out of his way could not have arisen. We must suppose that it was done to enable him to  to  marry another.

The words were spoken hesitatingly in his delicacy of feeling, remembering who that other wife was. Jane moaned aloud; she could not help herself.

How can Judith have kept that dreadful secret within her all these years? was her next exclamation.

He took his elbow from the mantelpiece where he bad been standing so long, came forward, and sat down opposite to Jane. I have been thinking it over, Lady Jane, and I really do not see  looking back  that Judith could have done otherwise. I confess that my first impression was a selfish one; a certain resentful feeling that she should not have declared what she knew, and so have cleared my father. Now that I reflect upon it dispassionately, I do not think she could have done it. As she observes, none might have believed her. Think what a strange charge it would have been to bring against a medical man!

But if she had disclosed the few words of conversation she heard pass between Mr. Carlton and Clarice at their first greeting? That surely would have established previous relations between them, and have been a clue to the rest.

He shook his head. Yes, had Judith been believed. It would all have lain in that. I think the chances are she would not have been; and Mr. Carlton would have crushed her and triumphed.

What is to be done now? wailed Jane.

Nothing. You would not like to proceed against Mr. Carlton, or bring any public accusation against him. Circumstances forbid it.

Bring a public accusation against Mr. Carlton! repeated Jane, recoiling in horror from the thought. And Laura his wife! No, no; I did not allude to that, I did not think of it. Clarice and Laura were both alike my sisters; and the one, dead, must remain unavenged for the sake of the one, living. I spoke of Laura herself. What is to be done about her? She cannot be suffered to remain with Mr. Carlton.

Frederick Grey drew in his lips. It was too delicate a point for him, and he preferred not to discuss it. I cannot meddle with that, Lady Jane. She has been with him ever since, all these years. True. Jane saw not her way clearly. How could Mr. Carlton be so bold and imprudent as to keep that letter? she said aloud, alluding to the letter found by her sister, and which she had been describing to Frederick Grey.

Ah, thats inexplicable, was his quick reply. At least it would be, but that we every day see guilty men commit the most unaccountable mistakes: mistakes that the world can only marvel at. It may be, that some fatal blindness overtakes their minds and judgments, causing them to bring upon themselves their own doom. There is a Latin proverb, Lady Jane: Quod Deus vult fierdere, priiis dement at?

But the reader  if he possesses any memory  can explain the fact, in this instance, better than Frederick Grey. Whatever mistakes Mr. Carlton committed in that unhappy business as against his own safety, this was not one of them, for the retention of the letter was an accident. Do you remember that he searched for the letter and could not find it, and came to the conclusion that he had burnt it with some others, notes and trifles that were of no consequence? He put one letter away in his iron safe, supposing it to be a note from his father that he wished to preserve; the real fact being that this was the letter he put up, the one from his father he burnt. All in mistake. A chance error, people might have said; but how many of these trifling chances may be traced in the chain, leading to the discovery of some great crime. It happened that Mr. Carlton never had occasion to look at his fathers (supposed) letter again, and there it lay forgotten, waiting to fulfil its mission, until it was at length unearthed by the jealous hands of Mr. Carltons wife. Had he not tried that wife, had he been always loyal to her, the past crime might never have been brought home to him during life.

For it was that letter that finally led to the discovery. It was the turning-point that drove home the guilt where it was due. And yet it may be said that the chain leading to it was linked by accident, more than by design.

Lady Jane, painfully perplexed, had brought away the letter when she quitted Mr. Carltons house that morning. She had it in her pocket at Mrs. Smiths, and after the explanation had taken place, Jane showed her the letter, in the hope that it might in some way help to identify the husband, to whom it was evidently written. Even then Jane had no suspicion of Mr. Carlton, or if she had, it was only in a very vague degree. She believed that Clarice had married Mr. Crane, and that however Mr. Carlton might have been mixed up in the affair, it had been only as Mr. Cranes friend and associate. Jane would have shown the letter to Frederick Grey, but it was not just now in her possession. She described it, and he took up the clue at once.

Ah, yes, it was to her husband she wrote it; Mr. Carlton. But the playful style in which, as you describe, it is written, would mislead any one who has not the key. They would never suppose that the husband spoken of, and the medical man she says she must ask to come to her, were one and the same. I should like my father to see that letter, Lady Jane.

Oh yes, he shall see it. You  you are sure Sir Stephen would not use it against him? she added quickly.

Against Mr. Carlton? Oh no. I dont think he would do it in any case, certainly not in this. My father is the kindest man breathing. Lucy will be his daughter-in-law; and Mr. Carlton is her sisters husband. Sir Stephen must lie under suspicion still, for Lucys sake  perhaps I ought rather to say for Lady Lauras sake. It has not injured him, Lady Jane; he lived down the odium long ago: witness how he was received the other day at South Wennock.

But if Frederick Grey and Lady Jane agreed that the affair altogether, including the letter, must be suppressed, there was another individual who, unfortunately, took just the opposite view of it. This was Mrs. Smith. And at this very moment, while they were so speaking, she was making the first move to publish it abroad.

Chance links, fitting one into the other! chance events, words, trifles in the chain of discovery! From the hour in which Mrs. Smith had found Mr. Carlton searching her drawers, she had had a suspicion of him; not that he was the husband of Mrs. Crane, but that he held some secret connected with that past time. The little boy, Lewis, had told her he heard Mr. Carlton looking into drawers upstairs as well as down, and the woman wondered excessively. Like most secretive persons, she dwelt much upon it in her own mind; and when the time came  as it did come  that a little fresh evidence bearing on the past met her ears, a half-doubt crept into her mind of the worst, as connected with Mr. Carlton.

You may remember Mrs. Smiths afternoon levee. You may remember that Judith as she left the cottage met Mr. Carlton driving up to it; and you may also remember a casual remark to the effect that Mr. Carlton returned home from that visit a little put out with some trifle that had occurred there. Very greatly to his annoyance, the Widow Gould  whom he had not the honour of meeting frequently in private society  brought up the subject of Mrs. Crane. Her tongue was never at rest, and she had not the least tact. She alluded openly to the fact of Mrs. Smith being the person who took away the child, and persisted in speaking of the past in a manner not at all agreeable to the surgeon. Mrs. Pepperfly (also a visitor) thought there was no harm in chiming in, now that it was openly commented upon, and the two kept up a duet as long as they had the chance, which was as long as Mr. Carlton was attending to the child, then on Mrs. Smiths lap in the kitchen. Mrs. Goulds concluding remark put the finishing touch to the gossip.

I could have declared that you was known to her, Mr. Carlton, sir, the very day she first come to South Wennock. It was in this way: Mrs. Crane  

The surgeon turned round, a sort of glare in his eyes. If looks could enforce silence, the Widow Gould had been silenced then. But in her want of tact she did not understand.

Mrs. Crane asks who were the doctors here, and I told her the Mr. Greys and Mr. Carlton. Then she writes a note to Mr. Carlton, telling me to send it  as have been known to South Wennock many a day, for I told it out at the inquest. But when I had took the note downstairs, I saw it had your Chrissen name outside it, sir, Lewis. Many a time have I wondered how she got at the name.

Judy said Mrs. Fitch might have told it, but Mrs. Fitch said she didnt, and  

Is it well to have this gossip in the room when your childs so ill? sternly asked the surgeon of Mrs. Smith. It is bad for him; and it must not be allowed. You might choose a better time, I think, for receiving visitors.

The words, the tone, took Mrs. Gould by surprise. She sat a moment with her mouth open, and then seemed to shrink into nothing, too completely checked to offer even a whisper of apology. Mr. Carlton gave a short direction in regard to the child, strode out to his carriage, and was driven away.

How did I offend him? breathed the Widow Gould then, questioning the other two with her eyes.

I wish youd go on with what you were saying about the Christian name, returned Mrs. Smith. I never heard this before.

Its not much to go on with. When I saw the name, Lewis Carlton, Esq., on the letter, I wondered how she knew it was Lewis, and Ive wondered since. Judy said his name must have been in the newspaper I had took up to her to read while she had her tea, but I looked in it after she was dead, and I couldnt see it. I saw his name, I Mr. Carlton, but I couldnt see Lewis.

Is Mr. Carltons name Lewis? asked Mrs. Smith.

The Widow Gould opened her eyes at the question. I thought all South Wennock knew that.

Perhaps all South Wennock did know it; nevertheless Mrs. Smith did not. It was a singular fact that Mrs. Smith until that hour had remained ignorant of Mr. Carltons Christian name. She might possibly have heard it before, but if so it had escaped her notice. The plate on his door was no longer Mr. Lewis Carlton it had been changed to Mr Carlton upon his fathers death.

This little incident, the revelation of the name, and Mr. Carltons uncalled-for anger, had made a great impression on Mrs. Smith. She had always surmised that Lewis must have been the Christian name of Mrs. Cranes husband, and her doubts of Mr. Carlton were certainly aroused. She had said to Lady Jane this very morning that she was trying to put two and two together, and could not do it. In plain English, had she only spoken out, she would have said she suspected Mr. Carlton, but wanted some clue to turn doubts into facts. After she had made this remark, Lady Jane showed her the letter, and she thought Mrs. Smith would never have done looking at it. When she returned it, it was in silence, without comment.

Would you mind leaving this note with me for an hour or two, my lady? she then asked. I should like to think it over when I am alone.

Lady Jane saw no reason why she should not leave the note. She still thought it had been written to Mr. Crane. And after her departure from the cottage, Mrs. Smith sat down, note in hand, and deliberated. Not upon whether Mr. Carlton was guilty or not  the letter, which she read correctly, had completely settled that doubt in her own mind  but upon the manner in which she could best bring it home to him. Never for a moment had Mrs. Smith wavered in her intention of bringing Clarice Beauchamps destroyer to justice if she succeeded in discovering him, and that she knew she had done now. Lady Jane Chesney in her own home felt not more sure of Mr. Carltons guilt, now she had heard Judiths story, than did Mrs. Smith in her home at Tuppers cottage, not having heard it.

What had I better do? she communed with herself. See a magistrate at once, and tell my story; or see a lawyer, and get him to act? I have not been much in the way of these things, thank Heaven, and I hardly know the right manner to set about it. But Ill do one of the two this blessed night.

When the mind is in this excited, determined state, action is almost imperative, and Mrs. Smith put on her bonnet to go out. But she found her plans frustrated. The young woman-servant, who had been away all the afternoon, and only returned to the cottage when Lady Jane was leaving it, positively declined to be left alone in the house with the little dead boy.

You great simpleton! exclaimed Mrs. Smith in her indignation. You are old enough to know better. What do you suppose that dead baby would do to you?

The girl could not say what; she had no very defined idea upon the subject; but she wholly refused to remain alone. If Mrs. Smith went out, shed go out too; she wouldnt dare to stop.

The difficulty was solved by an arrival; that of Mrs. Pepperfly. Never had the old woman been so welcome to Mrs. Smith, and she consented to stay the evening. In point of fact, it was just the intention she had come with.

Who are the magistrates here? asked Mrs. Smith.

Magistrates? repeated Mrs. Pepperfly, looking astonished.

Are there any living about here? I wanted to see one.

Mrs. Pepperfly could not get over her surprise. Magistrates and their places of domicile were not much in her line, and she really could give no information. If its to register the boys death, it aint a magistrate you must go to, she said. And youll want a certificate from Mr. Carlton. Them register men wont do nothing without one.

Its not to register the death; thats done; its for something else  a little private matter of my own. Perhaps you can recommend me to a clever lawyer?  He might do for me better than a magistrate.

The cleverest lawyer I know is Mr. Drone, two doors from the Red Lion, returned Mrs. Pepperfly. He havent his equal in the place. Let anybody in a bit o trouble go to him, and hes safe to pull em through it. Hes what they call the justices clerk.

Accepting the recommendation, Mrs. Smith set forth on her night walk. She passed down the Rise, and through the town as far as the Red Lion. Just beyond, on the door of a private house, she read, Mr. Drone, Solicitor; rang the bell, and asked to see him.

Mr. Drone anything but exemplified his name. He was a little man, particularly brisk and active, and came to Mrs. Smith with a red face. He had finished his dinner, and had since been toasting himself over the fire, for it was a very cold night.

The fire in the inner office, a small square room, where Mrs. Smith had been shown, was nearly out, but the lawyer cracked it up, and put on some more coal. They sat down, the table, covered with the lawyers papers, between them, and Mrs. Smith told her tale from beginning to end, the little lawyer, in his eagerness, perpetually interrupting her with questions.

The story astonished him beyond expression. Again and again he asked whether there could be any mistake. Mr. Carlton, who stood so well in the good graces of his fellow-townsmen, the destroyer of that poor Mrs. Crane! And Mrs. Crane his wife, and the sister of the Ladies Chesney? Mr. Drone thought he had never heard so improbable a tale in his whole life.

Mrs. Smith, calm, patient, persistent, went over it again. She spoke of Lady Janes visit to her that afternoon, she handed him the letter her ladyship had left with her. Mr. Drone began to think there must be something in the story, and he set himself to recall as many particulars as he could of Mrs. Cranes death. He had been fully cognizant of them at the time.

Does Lady Jane Chesney suspect Mr. Carlton? he asked.

Not she, replied Mrs. Smith. She has no idea it was Mr. Carlton who was Mrs. Cranes husband. She suspects it was a Mr. Crane who married her, but she thinks Mr. Carlton knew of the marriage, for he was a friend of Mr. Cranes. Im not sure, but she fears Mr. Carlton knew more about the death than he would like to say; only, however, as Mr. Cranes friend.

But I cant see why Mr. Carlton should have destroyed this poor young lady  allowing that he did so, as you suspect, urged Mr. Drone.

Nor I, said Mrs. Smith. Unless any of his plans were put out by her coming down, and he was afraid it would be found out that she was his wife.

The lawyer pulled at his whiskers, his habit when in thought. You see theres no certainty that she was his wife  that she was married at all, in fact.

Then there is, for Id stake my life upon it, angrily returned Mrs. Smith. Im as certain she was married as that I was married myself. You are as bad as my husband, sir; he used to say as much.

The chief thing would be to get proof of it, composedly returned the lawyer. It would supply a motive, you see. I suppose you never obtained the slightest clue as to where the ceremony took place?

N  o, returned Mrs. Smith hesitatingly. I remember once, the winter that she was at my house at Islington, we were talking about churches and marriages and such things, and she said, in a laughing sort of way, that Old St. Pancras Church was as good a one to be married in as any. It did not strike me at the time that she meant anything by the remark; but its just possible, sir, she was married there.

Mr. Drones brisk eyes twinkled, and he made a memorandum in his pocket-book. He made other memorandums; he asked about five hundred questions more than he had already asked. And when Mrs. Smith departed, he stood at the door to watch her away, and then jumped into the omnibus just starting for Great Wennock station, and sent the following telegram to London:  

Henry Drone, South Wennock, to John Friar, Bedford Row.

Search Old St. Pancras register for 1847. Certificate of marriage wanted; Lewis Carlton to Clarice Beauchamp, or perhaps Clarice Chesney. Lose no time. Bribe clerk if necessary, and send special messenger down at once with it, if obtained.


CHAPTER XXI.

AN INTERRUPTED LUNCHEON.

MRS. SMITH of Tuppers cottage, and Mr. Henry Drone, solicitor and clerk to the magistrates at South Wennock, were holding a hot argument, almost a fight. With the dawn of the winters morning, Mrs. Smith had presented herself at that gentlemans office, demanding, and obstinately persisting in the demand, that the case should be laid before the magistrates as soon as they met, and a warrant asked for to apprehend Mr. Carlton. Mr. Drone dissented: he saw no reason for being so precipitate.

Look here, said he, if you let this affair get wind before its ripe, you may defeat your own ends. I am not sure that the magistrates would grant a warrant as the case stands. Its a ticklish thing, mind you, to arrest a gentleman of hitherto good repute. Once the case is taken before the court, it will be blazoned from one end of South Wennock to the other, and Mr. Carlton  if he felt so inclined  might find escape easy.

Thats just what I want to prevent, retorted Mrs. Smith. If the warrant is granted at once, he cant escape.

But we cannot make sure that they will grant a warrant. I dont know that I would myself, were I one of the bench. I declare I couldnt sleep last night for thinking of the story, it is so strange a one. Doubt after doubt arose in my mind; and I came to the conclusion, times and again, that there must be some great mistake, and it could not be true.

And you dont mean to go on with it! resentfully spoke Mrs. Smith. I would not have told you all I have, if I had thought that.

Softly, maam, returned the lawyer; I have said nothing of the sort. I do mean to go on with it. That is, Ill lay the case before their worships, and they can do as they please in the matter. What I urge is, dont strike before the irons hot. When the subject of accusation is a man like Mr. Carlton, enjoying the confidence of the town, the husband of a peers daughter, the bench wont grant a warrant lightly; they must have something beyond mere suspicion to go upon.

And is there nothing here beyond mere suspicion? asked Mrs. Smith.

As you put it  yes. And perhaps the magistrates may consider so. But I say we should be at a great deal more certainty if we could get the copy of the marriage certificate. I tell you I have telegraphed for it: that is, I have telegraphed that the register at Old St. Pancras Church shall be searched. If its found, that copy will be down here in the course of the morning.

And if its not found, sir? rejoined Mrs. Smith in a blaze of anger. Its quite a wild-goose sort of chase to search for it at all, in my opinion. She might just as well have been married at any other church in London as at that. The remark she made might have meant nothing. If it meant anything, I should have seen and suspected it at the time.

I think it likely that it did mean something. We lawyers, maam, are apt to suspect these remarks. At any rate, we sometimes think it worth while to find out if they have a meaning or not.

Then Im thankful that I am not a lawyer, was the retort.

Mr. Drone shrugged his shoulders. Its as pleasant a life as any, for what I see. All callings have their drawbacks. But what I wished to point out to you was this: that if that certificate comes down and we can produce it to the magistrates, they will have no loophole of excuse; they must grant the warrant of apprehension. And as I expect the certificate (if it is in existence) down this morning, the application had better wait an hour or two.

Then, sir, I tell you that Ill not wait the hour or two. No, nor a minute. As soon as the court doors are open and the magistrates are on the bench, the application shall be made. And if you dont like to appear and make it, Ill do it myself in person.

It was somewhat strange that Mrs. Smith, with her phlegmatic temperament, should put herself into this fever of determined haste. Did she fear that Mr. Carlton would suspect anything, and slip away? It may be, that she was vexed with herself for not having suspected him before, all the months that he had been visiting almost daily, at her house. One thing was certain: so convinced was she that the past guilt was Mr. Carltons alone, and so incensed was her feeling against him in consequence, that if she could have conveniently appended the surgeon with one of her silk pocket-handkerchiefs to a beam in her cottage roof, she had hastened to do it, and not waited for the delay and intricacies of the law.

Mr. Drone could make nothing of her. Once set upon a thing, perhaps no woman living was more persistently obstinate in having her own way than Mrs. Smith  and thats saying a great deal, you know. The lawyer was not the first man who has had to yield, against his better judgment, to a womans will; and at eleven oclock, for the magistrates met late that day, he accompanied her to the court, and requested a private hearing. Their worships granted it, and proceeded to business with closed doors.

Meanwhile Mr. Carlton was going his morning rounds, and chatting amicably with his patients, in complete ignorance of the web that others were tightening round him, utterly unconscious that even then a plot built up by his enemies had begun to work. Oh, if some pitying spirit would but warn us of our peril, in these hours of danger!

No friendly spirit warned Mr. Carlton. He paid his visits, driving from one house to another, and returned home rather earlier than usual. The sickness was abating in South Wennock as quickly as it had come on, and the medical men were, comparatively speaking, at leisure again. Mr. Carlton went into the surgery, looked in the visiting book, dotted down a few orders for medicines for Mr. Jefferson to make up when he came in, and at one oclock went into the dining-room.

Lady Laura was there. It was the first day she had come downstairs; that is, come regularly to meals. She was just about to sit down to luncheon, and so very unusual a thing was it for her husband to come in and join in that meal, that she looked at him in surprise.

Ah, Laura! Down to luncheon again! I am glad of it, my dear,

He spoke in a cheery, hearty, loving tone; very, very rarely did he speak in any other to his wife. The time was to come when Laura would remember those tones with remorse, and think how she had requited them.

You are home early to-day, observed Laura, quitting the chair she had been about to take, and drawing nearer the fire while she talked.

Earlier than I have been lately. Laura, I shall advertise the practice at once now.

Advertise the practice!

I am beginning to dislike this incessant work. And if I dont make an effort some time we shall never get away. How early you went to bed last night! continued Mr. Carlton, passing to a different topic.

I was tired, said Laura evasively. In point of fact, she had not been tired the previous evening, but angry at Janes unexplained departure, and had gone to rest early.

You are letting luncheon get cold.

Laura gave a side glance at the table and slightly tossed her head. She threw her eyes full at her husband, as he stood opposite to her in the light of the front and side windows.

So that childs dead, I hear?

What child? repeated Mr. Carlton, really not for the moment comprehending, for he was thinking of other things.

As if you did not know! The child at Tuppers cottage.

Oh yes; he died yesterday morning, poor little sufferer! The mother takes it dreadfully, he added, after a pause.

Will you affirm to me, now that he is lying dead, that the child was nothing to you? You know what I mean.

No, returned Mr. Carlton, with provoking coolness. I answered you once on the point, and I thought you were satisfied. If you have been bringing up the old fancies again, Laura, you must abide by it; I shall not allow them to trouble me.

Thought she was satisfied! Little did Mr. Carlton suspect how far from satisfied she had been!  what a sea of jealousy her mind had become since! Laura resumed.

The mother bears it badly, does she?

She did yesterday morning. I was up there half-an-hour after the childs death, and I think I never saw grief so passionate as hers was for the moment. I was astonished. But when these cold, stern natures yield to emotion, it is often strong. I dare say it spent itself long before the day was over.

I suppose you soothed it for her?

Mr. Carlton looked quickly at his wife: was she bringing up this absurdity again? Laura!

Well?

What do you mean?

Lady Lauras pouting lips and flushed cheeks answered for her, and Mr. Carlton had no need to ask a second time. But the absurdity of the thing, as connected with Mrs. Smith, struck so ludicrously upon Mr. Carlton, that his whole face relaxed into an amused smile.

Oh, Laura? That hard old woman!

Had he protested for an hour, it could not have opened her eyes to the real absurdity of her doubts more than did those simple words. She looked shyly up at him, her lip quivering. Mr. Carlton laid his hand fondly on her shoulder.

Need I affirm it to you again, Laura?  that I never had any acquaintance with the woman, on my sacred word of honour? You cannot surely think it necessary that I should repeat it. What delusion can you have been giving way to?

In truth, Laura hardly knew; except that it was one that had blinded her judgment and made her miserable. A conviction flashed into her mind that she had been altogether mistaken. And the chief sensation struggling through all the rest was one of shame, mingled with repentance, for having in this instance unjustly wronged him; for having betrayed her jealousy to the world, comprising Lady Jane and Judith; for having secretly visited Mr. Carltons hiding-places.

She raised her hand, took his from her shoulder, and left her own within it, the tears trembling on her eyelashes. Mr. Carlton bent his face to hers.

We will soon begin a new life elsewhere, Laura, he whispered.

It shall not be my fault if clouds come between us then.

Laura dried her eyes and turned to the luncheon-table. Two or three tempting little dishes were laid there. Lady Laura liked good living just as much as the earl had liked it. It was her pleasure not to be waited upon at luncheon, and she took up two of the plates, now nearly cold, and held them to the fire. Mr. Carlton took them from her to hold them there himself.

Youll take luncheon with me to-day, Lewis?

It must be very little, said he, sitting down. I always make a good breakfast. Whats this? Stewed oysters. Ill try one or two of these. Shall I give you some?

Laura chose to take some. He had just helped her, and was about to put some on to his own plate, when the door opened and Jonathans head came in. It was rather an unusual way for a footman to enter a room, and they both gazed at him, The man looked pale; as one scared.

What is it, Jonathan? asked his master, You are wanted, if you please, sir.

In the surgery? Ill come in a minute.

No, sir; now, please, stammered Jonathan, looking more frightened with every passing moment.

Mr. Carlton, struck by the servants manner, rose hastily. The thought that crossed him was, that some accident had been brought to the house. In the hall stood two policemen. Jonathan closed the dining-room door after his master.

Another minute and it was opened again. Lady Laura, curious to know what the wonder was, had come to see. The matter-of-fact officers with their impassive faces had closed round Mr. Carlton, one of them showing what looked like a piece of paper, as he spoke in an undertone; and the servant Jonathan stood apart, with open mouth and staring eyes. The moment Mr. Carlton perceived Lady Laura, he drew the policemen into the opposite room, and closed the door.

Jonathan, whats all that?

Goodness knows, my lady, replied Jonathan, who still looked white and frightened.

What do those policemen want? You are looking frightened. What did they say? What did you hear?

I wish you wouldnt ask me, please, hesitated the man, in his simple good-nature. It would not do you good to hear it, my lady.

How dare you refuse, Jonathan? she imperiously returned. Tell me instantly.

Oh, my lady  I heard something about murder, and taking my master before the magistrates for examination.

She did not believe it; she quite laughed at Jonathan. But at that moment they came out again, and Mr. Carlton advanced to her. There was that in his aspect which caused his wife to cower against the door-post. Or was it that her own vague fears were frightening her?

Laura, I am going out on business to the town-hall. I shant be longer than I can help.

Her faint cry resounded through the hall. It seemed such a confirmation of the words spoken by the servant.

Oh, Lewis, what is it? Jonathan says it is something about murder!

Nonsense, nonsense! he peevishly exclaimed, It is some absurd mistake, which I shall soon set right. Dont be foolish; I shall be home to dinner.

There was no time for more. It seemed but the work of a moment. Mr. Carlton went out and walked up the street, one of the policemen by his side, the other marching behind.

Utterly bewildered, as much with the suddenness of the affair as anything, Lady Laura gazed around her for some explanation. But all she met was the startled face of Jonathan, not a whit less astounded than that of his mistress. Passionate and impetuous, she dashed out to the front gate, looking after them, as if that would afford her some clue to the mystery. It was just what the sailor-earl would have done.

And there Lady Laura became aware of the fact that a small mob were attending on the steps of Mr. Carlton and his escorters. The fact was, some version of the affair had got wind in the town, and people were up in arms. More and more astonished, Lady Laura perhaps would have gone after them, but she caught sight of Mrs. Pepperfly, who had come into contact with the mob at the gate, and was not improved in temper thereby. Lady Laura knew the nurse by sight, had occasionally spoken to her, and she stopped her.

Tell me what the matter is! she panted. You know.

Mrs. Pepperflys first movement was to go as quickly as she could into the house and pull Lady Laura with her. The old woman shut the dining-room door upon them, leaving poor Jonathan alone in the hall.

If you dont tell me at once, I shall die, came the passionate appeal. What is it?

Its one of them there ways of Providence we hears on when we has time to go to church, was Mrs. Pepperflys lucid answer. To think that we should have lived all these years and never suspected Mr. Carlton!  and him attending of the child every day at Tuppers cottage! But murder will out. Yours is hard lines, my poor lady?

Lady Laura, in her terrible suspense, her vehement impatience, almost shook her. Thought is very quick  and it was only that morning she had heard of the childs death.

Has he been murdered?  that child at Tuppers cottage?

He! responded Mrs. Pepperfly. Bless your ladyships dear heart, he went off natural, like a lamb, with his bad knee. Its his unfortunate mother.

Is she dead? gasped Lady Laura, still more apprehensive ideas arising to her. She, the woman?

Not her, cried Mrs. Pepperfly, jerking her head in indication of Tuppers cottage. She wasnt his mother at all, as it turns out. It were that

Not his mother! interrupted Lady Laura; and all the absurdity of her past jealousy seemed to rise up before her in a moment, as it had done just before.

No more nor me, said Mrs. Pepperfly. It were that other unfortunate, what I nursed my own self, my lady; she as was cut off by the prussic acid in Palace Street, and they do say if were Mr. Carlton that dropped it in. And her name was  Oh, dear, but its hard lines for all your ladyships!

Her name was what? asked Laura, with blanched lips.

Not Mrs. Crane at all, my lady, but Clarice Chesney. That is, Mrs. Carlton; for they say she was his wife.

Lady Laura sank into a chair, terror-stricken, powerless. Mrs. Pepperfly, who was troubled with no superfluous sensitiveness on her own score, and did not suspect that other people were so, continued:

Folks tells of the finger of Fate, and such like incomprehension, but if Fates finger havent been in this here pie, it never were in one yet. It have all come to light through a letter, my lady. A letter of Mr. Carltons, which they say your ladyship found and got out of a place where it had laid for years, and gave it to my Lady Jane Chesney. And that letter have brought it home to him, and the justices had it right afore their noses when they give the warrant to take him up.

She sat back in her chair, her eyes dilating, her countenance one living horror. She! That letter! Had her underhand work, her dishonourable treachery towards her husband, brought this to pass? Oh, miserable Laura Carlton! Surely the remembrance would henceforth haunt her for ever!

Now, poor dear lady, dont take on so! We all have to bear; some in our minds, and some in our bodies; and some in our husbands, and some in having none. There aint nothing more soothing than a glass of gin-and-water, added the sympathizing Mrs. Pepperfly, which can be had in a moment, where the kitchen bilers always on the bile.

She turned about her rotund person to see if she could discover any signs of the chief ingredient for compounding the cordial. The interrupted luncheon on the table, cold though it was now, looked tempting, as did the long green bottle, which Mrs. Pepperfly supposed contained some foreign sort of wine, and there was a sideboard with suggestive-looking cupboards in it. The old woman talked on, but Laura seemed dead to hearing, lying back with the same glassy stare, and the look of horror on her white face.

If your ladyship wouldnt object to my ringing of the bell, and asking for a spoonful of biling water from the servants, Id soon bring the colour back to your cheeks. What a world this might be, my dear lady, if our minds never met with no upsets. I have been upset too with the news this morning, and aint recovered yet. And there was that pest of a crowd I got into outside, a-poking in of my ribs and a-breaking of my shins! A quarter of a tumbler

Come home with me, Laura, interrupted a soft voice, subdued in its grief, come home with me. Oh, child, this is hard for us all; cruelly hard for you. Let me take you, Laura; my home shall henceforth be yours. Our father seemed to foresee storms for you when he was dying, and left you to me, he said, should they ever come.

Laura rose up, her eyes flashing, her face hot with anger, and stood defiantly before Lady Jane.

Did you denounce him? Did you treacherously show the letter you took away with you? It was well done, Lady Jane!

Jane bent her sorrowful face, so calm and good in its pity, upon the passionate one. It is not I who have done it, Laura. Denounce your husband? No, I would have carried the secret with me to the grave, for your sake.

Laura sank down again in a revulsion of feeling, and burst into a flood of tears most distressing to witness. She laid her head on her sisters bosom, and openly avowed the part she had enacted, regarding the safe and the skeleton key. Remorse was taking possession of her. And Mrs. Pepperfly, subdued to meekness in her astonishment, dropped a silent curtsey and retired, grieving over the hot gin-and-water which might have been so near.


CHAPTER XXII.

THE EXAMINATION.

SOMEWHERE about the hour that Mr. Carltons arrest took place, or possibly a little later, Lady Grey was sitting at work in her house in Savile Row, when a telegraphic despatch was brought in from Great Wennock. She did not open it; it was addressed to Sir Stephen; but she believed she knew what the contents must be, and smiled to herself over her sewing.

Another excuse for a day or two more with Lucy, she said to her husband when he came in, as she handed him the message.

Then I shall send Mr. Fred a peremptory mandate, returned Sir Stephen, not feeling pleased. He ought to have been up a week ago. Halloa! whats this?

Great Wennock Station, one oclock, P.M. Frederick Grey to Sir Stephen Grey, M.D.

The mystery of the prussic acid is on the point of discovery. Come off at once, if possible. I have heard you say you should like to be present at the clearing-up. Tell my mother I was right.

Sir Stephen read it twice over to himself and then aloud to his wife. What a strange thing! he exclaimed, in the surprise of the moment. And tell my mother I was right! What on earth does he mean, Mary?

Lady Grey gave no very clear answer. She had never spoken of her sons rash, and, as she deemed, unjustifiable suspicion of Mr. Carlton, and she would not speak of it now.

Shall you go down, Stephen?

This very moment. There happens to be nothing to prevent me to-day, and I would go to the end of the world to be proved blameless in the eyes of South Wennock. I hope I shall just catch a train!

In point of fact, Frederick Grey had been made aware a little earlier than the general public, of what was going on before the magistrates, and he had mounted a fleet horse and sent off the telegram to his father. He would not have helped to bring the guilt home to Mr. Carlton; nay, he would have suppressed it had it lain in his power; but if it was to be done, it was well that his father should be present at his own vindication.

He rode more leisurely back again; but not very leisurely either, for South Wennock was in excitement to-day. He found the examination of Mr. Carlton already begun, and every one connected with it deep in the proceedings.

He might have walked on the peoples heads in the vicinity of the court. Not a tenth part could get into the small place designated by the grand name of town-hall. Never had South Wennock been in similar commotion. All that had occurred at those past proceedings, connected with the death of Mrs. Crane, was as nothing to this.

But the crowd recognized his right to a place, as the son of the once-accused Stephen Grey; the justices did the same; and Frederick was politely offered about an inch and a half of room on the bench. His uncle John occupied a seat on it. People made much of the Greys that day.

Frederick found the examination tolerably advanced. Mrs. Smith had given her evidence in public, declaring all she knew and all she suspected. For, allow me to tell you, you who are not aware of the fact, that a bench of country justices consults its own curiosity as to what it shall and shall not hear, and sometimes has a very indefinite notion indeed as to whether such and such evidence can be legally tendered. The justices own opinion stands for law in many places. Judith Ford was under examination when Frederick entered, and the prisoner, as we are compelled to call Mr. Carlton, constantly interrupted it, and fell into hot squabbles with his counsel in consequence. This gentleman was a Mr. Billiter, universally called Lawyer Billiter by South Wennock. He had been sent for in great haste to watch the case for Mr. Carlton, and was exerting himself to the utmost: they had been intimate acquaintances. Mr. Carlton stood his ground with calm equanimity. He was very pale, but no one in South Wennock had ever seen him otherwise; and at moments he stirred as if restless. Calm, good-looking, gentlemanly, he appeared little suited to his position in that court.

I protest against this going on, he was saying for about the fiftieth time, as Frederick Grey edged himself on to the bench. I protest against this womans evidence. I say  as I said at the time  that the person who lay ill was a stranger to me; what interest, then, could I

Now, Carlton, I wont have it, interrupted Lawyer Billiter, wiping his hot face. I declare, if you ruin your cause in this manner, Ill leave you to it. Be quiet, and trust to me.

But I did not know her, and I shall say it, persisted the prisoner. I ask what motive

We cannot hear this, Mr. Carlton, at length interposed the bench, tolerant hitherto, for Mr. Carlton was not an ordinary prisoner. You can make your defence at the proper moment; this is only wasting the time of the bench, and can do you no possible good. You must let the witness give her evidence.

The witness looked rather uncertain what to do, what with the gaze of the crowded court, and Mr. Carltons interruptions. It was evident that Judith Ford was not a very willing witness.

Go on, witness, said the magistrate. You looked into the room, you say, and saw Mr. Carlton. What was he doing?

He had a small bottle in his hand, sir, replied Judith; a very tiny bottle. But that he held it up, right in the light, I should not have been able to distinguish what it was. He was putting the cork into it, and then he dropped it into his waistcoat pocket.

After that he took up the other bottle

What bottle? interrupted Lawyer Billiter, snapping up Judith. The other bottle that stood on the cheffonier, close to his hand. It was a bottle the size of those sent in by Mr. Stephen Grey with the night draughts. The cork lay by it, and he took up the cork very quickly and put it into the bottle

You cant swear that it was the bottle and draught just sent in by Mr. Stephen Grey.  

No, said Judith, but I think it was. I could see that it had a label on it, and it was full of medicine. No other bottle in the house, except that, was full that night, as was testified to by the nurse at the inquest.

But

Go on, witness, interposed the bench, drowning Mr. Carltons but.  

When Mr. Carlton had corked it up, resumed the witness, he placed it in a corner of the shelf of the cheffonier, and came out of the room very quickly; so quickly, that I had no time to get away. I went to the side of the landing, and stood against the wall, but  

Where he would pass you as he went downstairs?

Oh no, sir, he would not pass me; I was further up, nearer to the bedroom door. He saw me standing there; at least, he saw my face, and spoke, asking what I was; but I did not answer, and he looked alarmed. While he went back for the light, I slipped into the broom-closet near the bedroom.

But you were not the dark man with whiskers, to whom allusion has been so often made? exclaimed one of the astonished magistrates.

Yes, I was, sir; at least I was what Mr. Carlton took to be a man. I had my cheeks tied up with black plush, on account of faceache, and the plush and the frilled black border of my cap looked just like whiskers in the uncertain light.

But why did you disguise yourself like that? was the inquiry of the magistrate, when the surprise had in some degree subsided. What was your motive?

I beg your pardon, sir, but I had not meant it for any disguise, replied Judith. I had no thought of such a thing. My face was in great pain and much swollen, and Mr. Stephen Grey had told me I ought to tie it up. I had no other motive in doing it. Had I waited for Mr. Carlton to see me when he brought out the light, he would have known who it was.  

This is a most extraordinary avowal, witness! struck in Lawyer Billiter, who indeed spoke only in accordance with his own opinion and the general feeling. Pray, had you any knowledge of Mr. Carlton previous to this?  

Not any, was the reply. I had seen him passing in the street in his carriage, and knew him by sight from that circumstance; but he had never seen me in his life.

And now, witness, what was your motive for watching Mr. Carlton from the landing on this night, as you tell us you did?

I had no motive, was the earnest reply of the witness; I did not purposely watch him. When I heard a movement in the room as I got to the top of the stairs, I feared it was Mrs. Crane  as I have stated to you  and I looked in quietly, thinking how very imprudent it was of her. I did not know that any one except Mrs. Crane was upstairs. I had no idea Mr. Carlton was there. But when I looked in I saw it was Mr. Carlton, and I saw him doing what I have told you. It all happened in an instant, as it were, and he came out before I could well get away from the door.

And why did you not avow who you were when he asked, instead of getting away?

Again I must say that I had no ill motive in doing it, replied the witness. I felt like an eavesdropper, as if I had looked in upon what did not concern me, and I did not like Mr. Carlton to know I had been there. I declare that I had no other motive. I have wished many a time since, when people have been talking and suspecting the man on the stairs, that I had allowed myself to be seen.

And you mean to tell us that you could go up these stairs and into this closet without Mr. Carltons hearing you?

Oh yes. I had on my sick-room shoes. They were made of list; soles and all.

Did you suspect, witness, that Mr. Carlton was doing anything wrong with the medicine? asked one of the magistrates.

No, sir; I never thought of such a thing. It never occurred to me to think anything wrong until the next morning, when I was told Mrs. Crane had died through taking the draught, and that it was found to have been poisoned. I doubted then. I remembered the words of greeting I had heard pass between Mr. Carlton and his patient, proving that they were well acquainted with each other; but still I thought it could not be possible that Mr. Carlton would do anything so wicked. It was only at the inquest when I heard him swear to what I knew was false that I really suspected him.

Its as good as a play, ironically spoke Lawyer Billiter. I hope your worships will have the goodness to take notes of the testimony of this witness. What she says is most extraordinary, most incredible, he continued, looking from one part of the packed audience to the other. In my opinion it is tainted with the gravest suspicion. First of all she deposes to a cock-and-bull story of hearing terms of endearment pass between Mr. Carlton and his patient, to whom he had only then been called in as a medical attendant; and next she tells this incredible tale of the bottles! Why should she, above all others, have been seated in the dark in Mrs. Cranes bedroom that first night?  Why should she, above all others, have come stealing up the stairs the second night, still in the dark, just at the particular time that Mr. Carlton was there? This by-play amidst the bottles, that she professes to have witnessed, can only be compared to so many conjuring tricks! How was it, if she did so come up, that the landlady of the house, Mrs. Gould, and the nurse Pepperfly, did not see her? They    

I beg your pardon, sir, for interrupting, said Judith. They were, both times, at supper in the kitchen. I saw them as I went by. I have already said so.

Allow me to finish, young woman, reproved Lawyer Billiter.

I say, he added, addressing the court collectively: that this witnesss evidence is incomprehensible; it is fraught with the gravest doubt. To a clear judgment it may appear very like a pure invention, a tale got up to divert suspicion from herself. It remains yet to be seen whether she was not the one who tampered with the draught  if it was tampered with  and now seeks to throw the guilt upon another. Have the goodness to answer this question, witness: if you perceived all this committed by Mr. Carlton, how came it that you did not declare it at the time?

I have said, replied Judith, in some agitation because I feared that I should not be believed. I feared it might be met in the manner that you, sir, are now meeting it. I feared the very suspicion might be turned upon me; as you are now trying to turn it.

You feared that your unsupported testimony would not weigh against Mr. Carlton? interposed one of the magistrates.

Yes, sir, replied Judith. I did not really suspect Mr. Carlton until after the inquest, and there was a feeling upon me then of not liking to speak as I had not spoken before. People would have asked me why I kept it in. Besides, I never felt quite sure that Mr. Carlton had done it: it seemed so impossible to believe it.

And, confessing this, you now take upon yourself to assert that Mr. Carlton was dropping the prussic acid into the draught while you were looking at him through the door? sharply asked Lawyer Billiter.

I dont assert anything of the kind, returned Judith. I have only said what I saw him do with the bottles; I have said nothing more.

Oh, said Lawyer Billiter, you have said nothing more, havent you, young woman! I think it must strike everybody that you have insinuated more, if you have not said it. Your worships, he added, turning to the bench, there is not, as it appears to me, a tittle of evidence that ought to weigh against Mr. Carlton. He tells you that the young lady, Mrs. Crane, came here a stranger to him as she did to all others, and there is not a shade of proof that this is untrue; that he ever knew her before. You cannot condemn a man like Mr. Carlton upon the sole testimony of an obscure witness; a servant girl who comes forward with a confession of things that, if true, should have been declared years ago. With the exception of certain words she says she heard pass between Mr. Carlton and the sick lady, theres no evidence whatever that they were not strangers to each other

You forget the letter written by the lady to Mr. Carlton the night of her arrival, interrupted one of the magistrates, alluding to the unfortunate letter found by Lady Laura, and which had brought on the trouble.

Not at all, your worship, undauntedly returned the lawyer. Theres no proof that that letter was addressed to Mr. Carlton  was ever in his possession. The woman Smiths story of its having been handed to her by the Lady Jane Chesney, and that Lady Jane received it from Mr. Carltons wife, goes for nothing. I might take a letter from my pocket, hand it to your worship, and say that the party from whom I received it told me he had had it from the Khan of Tartary; but it mightnt be any nearer the truth for his saying it.

There was a smile in the hall. Mr. Carlton touched his lawyer on the sleeve, and the latter bent to him.

What letter is it that is in question?

For it was a positive fact that Mr. Carlton, up to this moment, had heard nothing of the letter. The policeman who arrested him had not mentioned it: and, on his arrival at the town-hall, the proceedings were commenced in so much haste and confusion that he had only a vague idea of the details of the charge. Lawyer Billiter was sent for afterwards; and he gathered his necessary information from others, more than from the prisoner.

Dont you know about it? returned the lawyer, in a whisper. Havent you seen the letter? Why, its that letter that has done three parts of the mischief?

I have not seen or heard of any letter. Where did it come from?

Out of some safe in your cellar,  as I am given to understand. Its an awkward letter, mind you, Carlton, added the lawyer, confidentially, unless you can explain it away.

Have they been searching my house? asked Mr. Carlton, haughtily, answering the only portion of the explanation which had struck him.

Not at all. Im not sure that the bench know how it was obtained yet, except that Lady Jane Chesney lent it to that Mrs. Smith for an hour or two; and her ladyship said she had it from Lady Laura. I met Pepperfly

But there was no letter in the safe, interrupted Mr. Carlton, puzzled by the words. I dont know what you mean. Can I see the letter?

Lawyer Billiter asked permission of the bench, and the letter was handed to Mr. Carlton. To describe his mental astonishment when he saw the letter that he thought he had burnt years and years before, would be impossible. He turned it about in his hands, just as he had once turned about the torn portion of its copy before the coroner; he read it word by word; he gazed at its faded characters, faded by the hand of Time; and he could not make it out at all. The court gathered nothing from his aspect, save surprise  surprise that looked genuine.

I protest  I know nothing of this letter! he exclaimed. It is none of mine.

It was found in your possession, in a safe that you keep locked in your cellar, said the bench, who were wiser than Mr. Billiter thought.

It never was found there, returned Mr. Carlton impressively. I deny it entirely. I declare that I never had such a letter there as this. I knew some vile conspiracy must be at work!

Dont you recognize the letter, Mr. Carlton? inquired the bench, who were still deferent to Mr. Carlton, and could not address him or treat him as they did prisoners in ordinary.

How can I recognize a letter that I never saw before?

You have seen part of it before, at any rate. You must remember the portion of a letter produced at the inquest on Mrs. Crane. The inference to be drawn now is, that she abandoned that letter in writing it on account of the blot she made, and began this fresh one. The words in both are the same.

Are they the same? rejoined Mr. Carlton. I had forgotten; it is a long while ago. But to whom was this letter written?

You perceive that it is addressed to you?

I perceive that my name is on the cover, the envelope. How it got there, or what it all means, I am at a loss to imagine. This letter appears to be written to the ladys husband, not to me, her medical attendant.

The deduction sought to be drawn from the letter is, that it was written to you as her husband. Of course, that is not yet proved.

I beg to thank your worship for that admission, volubly spoke Lawyer Billiter. It is not proved. On the contrary, it will not be my clients fault, or mine either, if we do not prove that the whole charge is false, arising, it may be, out of some strange mistake. A more improbable charge was certainly never brought against a medical man. Why should Mr. Carlton deliberately kill a patient  a young lady whom he was called in to attend, a perfect stranger to him? He

If the greeting, testified to by the witness, Judith Ford, may be believed, she was not a stranger to him, Mr. Billiter.

True, your worship; but you will scarcely feel inclined, I fancy, to accept that young womans word before Mr. Carltons. I repeat, theres not a shadow of proof, if you put that witnesss word aside, that Mr. Carlton had any previous acquaintance with Mrs. Crane. All the probabilities tend the other way; and, without that proof, it is impossible to pursue this charge against him. Mrs. Crane herself spoke of Mr. Carlton as a stranger to her, as she did of the Messrs. Grey. The Widow Gould  

It seemed that Lawyer Billiters eloquence was fated to be continually interrupted. A noise at the back of the hall caused him to turn angrily. What was the cause of the noise? the magistrates as angrily demanded, and they were answered by their clerk, Mr. Drone.

Some important evidence has arrived from town, your worships.

Important evidence from town! Their worships gazed in the direction of the commotion; everybody else gazed; the prisoner gazed. But all that could be seen was the blooming person of Mrs. Pepperfly, who was late in making her appearance, and was not altogether steady on the legs. Some policemen were endeavouring to force a way for her through the dense crowd, for they supposed her testimony would be wanted; but their efforts were useless. A slender figure might have been passed through, but Mrs. Pepperfly, never. Groaning, exhausted, a martyr to heat, and dreadfully cross, she commenced a fight with those around her as effectually as her crushed state permitted.

But the stir, while it baffled Mrs. Pepperfly, enabled another to get through the mass: a tall, slim young man, who twisted in and out like an eel, and got to the front at last.

He was the important evidence from town; that is, he had brought it with him. After conferring a few moments with Mr. Drone, he took from his pocket-book a folded paper. Mr. Drone inspected it with curious eyes, and then handed it to the waiting magistrates.

It was a copy of the certificate of a marriage solemnized in London, at St. Pancras Old Church, early in the month of July, 1847, between Lewis Carlton and Clarice Beauchamp.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE REMAND.

THE copy of the certificate of a marriage solemnized at St. Pancras Old Church early in the month of July, 1847, between Lewis Carlton and Clarice Beauchamp.

The magistrates gazed at the document as they sat on the bench, and handed it about from one to another, and glanced at Mr. Carlton. Even so. It was that gentlemans marriage certificate with the unhappy lady of whom he had denied all knowledge, whom  there could be no doubt now  he had destroyed.

The magistrates glanced at Mr. Carlton. A change had come over his face; as much change as could come over one so impassive; and a fanciful observer might have said that he cowered. He knew that all was over; that any attempt to struggle against his fate and the condemning facts heaping themselves one after another upon his head, would be utterly futile. Nevertheless, he rallied after the first moments shock, and raised himself to his full height  cold, uncompromising, ready to hold out to the last. Of the sea of eyes bent upon him from every part of the crowded hall, he disliked most to meet those of Frederick Grey; he remembered the boys open, honest accusation of him in the years gone by.

The gentleman who had brought the paper into the hall was called forward and sworn. His name was James Chesterton, he said. He had been articled clerk to Mr. Friar, the solicitor, of Bedford Row, and was with him still, though the term of his articles had expired. In consequence of a telegram received the previous night from Mr. Drone, he had gone the first thing that morning to search the register of St. Pancras Old Church, and found in it the record of the marriage of which that certificate was a copy.

You certify that this is a true copy? asked the chief magistrate.

A true copy, replied the witness, exact in every particular. The clerk who was with me when I copied it said he was present when the marriage took place, and remembered the parties quite well. He had a suspicion that it was a secret marriage, and that caused him to observe them particularly. The lady

And pray what cause had he to suspect that it was a secret marriage? sharply interrupted Lawyer Billiter.

I asked him the same question, quietly answered the witness. He said that the parties came to the church quite alone, and the young lady was dressed in every-day clothes. He could not help looking at her, he said, she was so beautiful,

And that was the clerk, you say?

I supposed him to be the clerk; if not the actual clerk, some deputy acting for him.

Lawyer Billiter fired up. He was about to deny that the Lewis Carlton then present was obliged to have been that bridegroom, when he was silenced by the bench. The chief magistrate read the certificate aloud for Mr. Carltons benefit, and then turned to him.

Prisoner, said he,  and it was the first time they had called him prisoner what have you to say to this?

I shall not say anything, returned the prisoner. If evidence is to be brought against me about which I know nothing, how can I be prepared to refute it?

You cannot say that you know nothing of the marriage of which this certificate is a copy of the record. Can you still deny that the unfortunate young lady was your wife?

There was a pause. It is possible that a doubt was passing through Mr. Carltons mind as to whether he could still deny that fact. If so, it might be abandoned as useless. There were certain officials connected with St. Pancras Church still  and he knew it  who could swear to his person.

If she was my wife, that does not prove that I  poisoned her, he returned.

It goes some way towards it, though, said the magistrate, forgetting official reticence in the moments excitement.

The words were drowned by a loud murmur that burst simultaneously from many parts of the hall, and bore an unpleasant sound. It was not unlike an expression of popular opinion, boding no good feeling to the prisoner. John Bull is apt to be on occasion inconveniently impulsive, and Mr. Carlton was losing ground.

Silence! shouted the chairman, in anger. Prisoner, he added, turning to Mr. Carlton as the sounds died away, if my memory serves me right, you swore before the coroner at the inquest that you knew nothing of this letter or of its handwriting. What do you say now?

What could he say, with that certificate lying there? In spite of the high tone he assumed, he stood there a sorry picture of convicted guilt Just at that moment, however, the fact of the production of the letter was occupying his mind more than anything else, for he believed its resuscitation to be nothing short of a miracle.

I do know nothing of the letter, replied the prisoner, in answer to the chairmans question. Some conspiracy must have been got up against me, and I am its victim. It may yet be cleared up.

That was the utmost acknowledgment they could get from him. But, of course, plain as the proofs were, he was not bound to incriminate himself. Lawyer Billiter, whose zeal rose with the danger and the necessity for exertion in his clients cause, talked himself hoarse, and twisted the evidence of the witnesses into various plausible contortions. All in vain. The case, with the production of that marriage certificate, had assumed altogether a different complexion, and the deference with which the justices of South Wennock had been at first inclined to treat Mr. Carlton, was exchanged for uncompromising official firmness.

The examination lasted until dark, when candles were brought in: the twilight of a winters evening steals upon us all too quickly. The town-hall had not yet been improved by gas or lamps  South Wennock was only a slow country place  and there were no means of lighting it, if lights were required, except by candles. Four were brought, to be placed in any convenient spot. Mr. Drones clerk got one on his desk, the acting beadle held another in his hand, and the other two were disposed of where they could be. The hall  or court, as South Wennock was wont to call it  presented a strange view in that glimmering and uncertain light: the dense crowd and their lifted faces, the excited aspect of those taking part in the proceedings, the hot defiance of Lawyer Billiters countenance, and the calmly impassive one of the prisoner.

But it was shortly found not practicable to conclude the examination that day, and the magistrates remanded it until the morrow, That would close it, and there was not a shadow of doubt on any mind present, including the zealous one of Lawyer Billiter, that Lewis Carlton would then be committed to the county jail to take his trial for the wilful murder of Clarice Beauchamp, otherwise Clarice Beauchamp Chesney, otherwise Clarice Beauchamp Carlton. The various names were being bandied about the court in an undertone; carping spirits had already mooted the question  could the young lady have been his real wife in point of law, as she had not been married in the name of Chesney?

The prisoner is remanded, and the magistrates will meet at ten oclock to-morrow, came forth the announcement, after the Bench had conferred together for a few moments.

Of course your worships will take bail, said Lawyer Billiter, boldly.

Bail! repeated the magistrates, wondering whether the demand in a parallel case had ever been made before to a Bench in its senses. Not if the whole town offered it.

The whole town apparently had no intention of doing anything of the sort. Rather the contrary. A certain portion of it  not the most respectable, you may be sure  were anticipating the pleasure of escorting Mr. Carlton to his abode for the night, and in a manner more emphatic than agreeable.

Let the unwashed ruffians get off first, whispered Lawyer Billiter to Mr. Carlton. You shall stop here until the coasts clear.

The hall was emptying itself. Gentlemen, whether magistrates, audience, or lawyers, stood in groups to say a word on the marvels of that day. They were indeed scarcely credible, and half South Wennock held a latent impression that they should wake up in the morning and find the charge against Mr. Carlton to have been nothing more than a dream. One of that audience, however, gave himself no time to say a word to anybody. He escaped with all the speed he could, dashed into the Red Lion, and nearly into the arms of its landlady, who was as excited as any one.

Has the omnibus started, Mrs. Fitch?

This ten minutes ago, sir.

There! I feared it would be so. Well, you must let me have a conveyance of some sort, a gig or carriage, anything that will go quickly.

Surely you are not going to London to-night, Mr. Frederick?

Not I. I shall stay now to see this unhappy play out. No; Ill tell you a secret, but dont go and let it out to the town. I have telegraphed for my father, and expect him down by the seven-oclock train. It will be something, wont it, to be cleared in the eyes of South Wennock?

You expect Sir Stephen down! she exclaimed, in excitement. I should think you do want a carriage for him. He shant come into the town obscurely on a joyful occasion like this  joyful to him. You shall have that new barouche and pair, Mr. Frederick, and if I had four horses  

Just do be sensible, interrupted Frederick with a laugh. A barouche and four! youd not get Sir Stephen into it. Look here, Mrs. Fitch, he added gravely, if Sir Stephen has cause to rejoice at his own clearing, think how sad the news will be to him for the sake of others!  how intimate he is with some of the Chesneys.

True, true; soon to be connected with them, murmured Mrs. Fitch. Well, you shall have the barouche out soberly, Mr. Frederick. And indeed it comes to that, or nothing, this evening, for every other vehicle is in use.

Whether this was quite true, might be a question. Mrs. Fitch hurried off, and the barouche, with a pair of post-horses, came out. Too impatient to care much how he reached Great Wennock, provided he did reach it, Frederick Grey jumped in, and was driven off. He would not for the world have missed being the first to impart the tidings to his father.

The train came in, and Sir Stephen with it. You are grand! he exclaimed, surveying the barouche as his son hurried him into it.

Mrs. Fitch had no other conveyance at liberty. At least she said so. Get in, sir.

And what have you to say for yourself, young gentleman  losing so much time down here? inquired Sir Stephen as they drove off.

I was coming up to-day, but for something that has happened, returned Frederick. Ill go back when you go, if you like, sir.

And what business have you brought me down upon? What has turned up?

Your exoneration, sir, for one thing, has turned up. I hope the town wont eat you, but it is on wild stilts to-night. And next, the real delinquent has turned up, and has been close at hand all the while. He who dropped the prussic acid into your wholesome mixture.

Dropped it purposely?

Purposely, without doubt; intending, I fear, to kill Mrs. Crane.

And where was it done? again interrupted Sir Stephen, too eager to listen patiently. Dick was not waylaid, surely, after all his protestations to the contrary?

Dick delivered the medicine safely, and what was added to it was added to it after it was in the house; whilst the bottle waited in the room adjoining the sick chamber.

That face on the stairs! exclaimed Sir Stephen in excitement. I knew it was no illusion. A matter-of-fact, commonsense man, like Carlton, could not have fancied such a thing. It was her husband, I suppose?

It was her husband, sure enough, who tampered with the medicine; but that person on the stairs, a living breathing person, was not her husband. Father, I know I shall shock you. He who was, its to be feared, guilty  the husband  was Lewis Carlton himself.

Sir Stephen roused up from his corner of the barouche, and stared at his sons face, as well as he could in the starry night What nonsense are you talking now, Frederick?

I wish it was nonsense, sir, for the sake of our common humanity. If this tale is true, one cant help feeling that Carlton is a disgrace to it.

Let me hear the grounds of suspicion, said Sir Stephen, when he had recovered from his astonishment. It will take strong proof, I can tell you, Fred, before I shall believe this of Carlton. Frederick Grey told the story as circumstantially as he could. It was scarcely ended when they reached South Wennock. Sir Stephen, whether he believed it or not, was most profoundly struck with it; it excited him in no common degree. It was only fit for a romance, he remarked, not for an episode in real life.

One of the most remarkable features in it, Frederick, assuming the guilt of Mr. Carlton, is that he should never once have been suspected by any one!

I suspected him, was the answer.

You? Nonsense!

I did, indeed, said Frederick in a low tone. A suspicion arose in my mind at the moment when we stood round Mrs. Crane as she lay dead. And he saw that I doubted him too! Do you remember that he wanted to get me out of the room that night, but Uncle John spoke up and said I might be trusted?

Good gracious! cried Sir Stephen in his simple way: I cant understand all this. What did you suspect him of?

I dont know. I did not know at the time. What I felt sure of was, that he was not true in the matter: that he knew more about it than he would say. I saw it in his manner; I heard it in his voice; I was sure of it when he gave his evidence afterwards at the inquest. I told my mother this; but she wouldnt listen to me.

You must have been a strange sort of young gentleman, Frederick!

So Mr. Carlton thought, when I told him. You know when he laid that cane about my shoulders, and you assured me, by way of consolation, that I must have brought it upon myself by some insolence? In one sense I had done so; for I had been telling him that I suspected him of having something to do with Mrs. Cranes death. Lady Jane Chesney heard me say it, for the encounter took place at her garden gate, and she happened to be standing near. No wonder he raised his cane. The only marvel to me now, looking back, is that he did not three parts kill me. I know I was insolent. But theres something worse than all behind, that I have not yet spoken of.

Whats that? asked Sir Stephen.

Well, its very dreadful: not altogether pleasant to talk about. That first wife, that poor Mrs. Crane, turns out to have been the lost daughter of the Earl of Oakburn,

Sir Stephen felt confounded. My boy! what is it that you are telling me?

Nothing but the miserable truth. She was Clarice Chesney. You may guess what this discovery is, altogether, for Lady Jane. So far, however, Mr. Carlton must be exonerated. From what can be gleaned, it would appear that he never knew she was connected with them,  never knew her for a Chesney,  only as Miss Beauchamp, and she married him under that name alone.

I never heard anything so painful in my life, exclaimed Sir Stephen. But why should  Frederick, what in the worlds all this?

He might well exclaim! They had turned into the street at South Wennock, and found themselves in the midst of a dense and excited crowd. The fact was, Mrs. Fitch, who was no more capable of keeping a secret than are ladies in general, had spread the news abroad that Sir Stephen Grey was arriving in a barouche and pair; and she hoped theyd cheer him.

The recommendation was needless. Gathered there waiting for the carriage, the mob broke out with one loud shout of acclamation when it came in sight. Long live Sir Stephen Grey! Would he ever forgive them for having suspected him?  theyd never forgive themselves. Health, and joy, and long life to Sir Stephen Grey!

They pressed round the barouche. Sir Stephen was not eaten up, but his hands were nearly shaken off. And before he was at all aware of what the mob were about, they had unharnessed the horses, sent them away with the post-boy, and were harnessing themselves to the carriage, squabbling and fighting which and how many should enjoy the honour. In this manner, shouting, hurrahing, and gesticulating, they commenced to draw Sir Stephen towards brothers, Frederick did not admire being made much of. He opened the door to leap out, but, with the mob extending some yards round about, it could not be done without danger. He remonstrated, and Sir Stephen remonstrated, but only to draw forth fresh cheers and an increased rate of speed. So they were obliged, perforce, to resign themselves to their fate, the good-humoured Sir Stephen laughing and nodding incessantly.

Suddenly there was a halt, a stoppage, a check to the triumphal car. The mob had come into contact with another mob, who had been waiting round the town-hall for Mr. Carlton to emerge from it. That gentleman, escorted by the whole police force of South Wennock, consisting of about six, was in front, with the attendant mob dancing around. The two mobs joined voice, and the shouts for Sir Stephen Grey changed into yells of anger.

They were abreast, the barouche and the prisoner, and neither could stir one way or the other, for the mob had it all their own way. The few policemen were quite powerless.

Down with him! Lets have lynch law for once! What right had he, knowing what hed done, to come into our houses, doctoring our wives and children? Lets serve him out, as he served her out! Here goes!

Another moment, and Mr. Carlton would have been in their hands, at their cruel mercy, but Sir Stephen Grey rose up to the rescue. He stood in the carriage and bared his head while he addressed the excited mob; the flaring light from a butchers shop shining full on his face.

If you touch Mr. Carlton by so much as a finger, you are not my fellow-townsmen, my good old neighbours of South Wennock, and I will never again meet you as such. I thought you were Englishmen! If Mr. Carlton is accused of crime, is there not the law of his country to judge him? You are not the law; you are not his accusers; he has not injured you. My friends, in this moment, when you have made me happy by your welcome, dont do anything to mar it; dont make me ashamed of you!

It was he drove you from the town, Sir Stephen. It was he, with his lies against you, made us think ill of you, and turn our backs upon the truest friend we ever had.

Thats not your affair; thats mine: he did not drive you from the town. If I forgive and forget the past, surely you can do it. Carlton, he impulsively said, I do forgive you heartily for any wrong they think you may have done me, and I wish you well, and I hope youll get off  that is, if you can feel that you ought to do so, Sir Stephen added, unpleasant reminiscences of what his son had said intruding into his frank good nature. I wish you no ill, Im sure; I wish you hearty good luck. And, my men, as you have undertaken to escort me to my brothers, I desire that youll go on with me, that I may wish you no ill. Come! dont keep me here, perched in the cold.

His half-careless, half-authoritative, and wholly kind tone had the desired effect. The barouche was dragged on again, and the mob, to a man, followed after it, setting up their cheers again.

Thank you, Sir Stephen, said Mr. Carlton, throwing back the words as he resumed his walk between the policemen.

A minute more, and there was another interruption; in the matter of sound, at any rate. A band, whence hunted up on the spur of the moment, the excited South Wennock natives, or perhaps Mrs. Fitch alone could tell, came into sight and hearing, to welcome Sir Stephen to his own town.

A band! he groaned, sinking into the corner of the carriage. For me! What on earth do they take me for? People must have gone mad to-night.

Frederick could not stand that. He had had enough, as it was. Jumping out at the risk of all consequences, he got away with a laugh, leaving Sir Stephen to make the best of it.

But the band had not come to a proper understanding with itself. In point of fact, it had been enjoying a sharp quarrel. The one half were of opinion that the welcoming strains to Sir Stephen should be of a personal character and significance, such as See the Conquering Hero comes; the other half held that the music should partake more of a national nature, and suggested Rule Britannia. As neither side would give way, each played its own air, an excellent way of showing independence. The result, as Sir Stephens ears testified, was unique: the more especially as each division played its loudest, hoping to drown the noise of the adversary.

And thus, amidst cheering, shouting, running, laughing, and remonstrating, Sir Stephen Grey was chaired in state to his brothers house  Sir Stephen, who had been hunted from the town only a few short years before.

And Mr. Carlton, who had been the original cause of it all, and had certainly done his part in the hunting, was conducted by his attendants to his sojourn for the night  a place, popularly called in South Wennock the Lock-up.


CHAPTER XXIV.

MR. POLICEMAN BOWLERS SELF-DOUBT.

THE lock-up in South Wennock was one of the institutions of the days gone by. The new police-station  new, speaking by comparison  was a small, confined place, and prisoners on remand were still conveyed to the lock-up until they should be consigned to the county prison. The lock-up, on the contrary, was a goodly-sized habitation, containing five or six rooms  one of them an ugly cell enough  and all on the ground-floor; for it was built somewhat after the manner of a huge barn, which had been divided into compartments afterwards. The building had never had any other name than the lock-up in the memory of South Wennock, and it was situated at the end of the town, near Mr. Carltons residence.

He, Mr. Carlton, was conducted to this place. In the days gone by he had occasionally been called into it to visit sick prisoners; from his nearness to the spot he was almost always sent for when a doctor was required, in preference to Mr. Grey, who lived further off. What a contrast between then and now! The police, still deferential to Mr. Carlton, but feeling their responsibility, marshalled him into the identical cell spoken of, and bowed to him as he went in. Mr. Carlton knew the room, and drew in his lips, but he said nothing. Only criminals accused of very heinous crimes were ever put into it. It was called the strong room, and was supposed to be secure against any chance of escape, from the fact of its possessing no windows. In fact, once locked into this compartment, there was no chance of it.

The first thing the police did was to search Mr. Carlton, apologizing as they did so for its being the custom. He offered no resistance; seemed rather inclined to joke than otherwise. Barely was this done, when Lawyer Billiter arrived, and was allowed to be closeted with the prisoner.

And now, said Mr. Carlton, beginning upon the subject that, to his mind, was the greatest puzzle of all, as he sat down on the only chair the room contained, and the lawyer contented himself with the edge of the iron bedstead, be so good as tell me, in the first place, where that letter came from.

I did tell you when we were in the hall. It was found in your iron safe.

Thats impossible, returned Mr. Carlton. It never was in the safe.

Look here, Carlton, returned the lawyer; its of no good mincing matters to me. I can never pull a client out of any mess whatever if I am kept in the dark.

It is I who am kept in the dark, said Mr. Carlton. I am telling you the truth when I say that the letter never was in my safe at all, and that its production is to me utterly incomprehensible.

But it was in your safe, persisted Lawyer Billiter. If you did not know of it, thats another matter: it was certainly there; your wife, Lady Laura, found it there.

Lady Laura!

The tale is this, said the lawyer, speaking without any reserve, for he could not divest himself of the idea that Mr. Carlton did know the facts. Her ladyship has had some jealous feeling upon her lately with regard to  but I neednt go into that. She suspected you of some escapade or other, it seems, and thought she should like to see what you kept in that safe. She went down one night  only a night or so ago  and got it open, and fished out this letter, and recognized it for the handwriting of her lost sister Clarice. She had no conception of its meaning; supposed it had got into one of your envelopes by some unaccountable mistake; but she showed it to Lady Jane Chesney, and Lady Jane showed it to the woman Smith. And it is she, Smith, who has done all the mischief.

Mr. Carlton gazed with open eyes, in which there was now more of speculative reminiscence than of wonder. For the first time it occurred to him that there was a possibility of his having put up the wrong letter that long-past night; that he might have burnt the letter from his father, and have kept the dangerous one. A strange pang shot through his heart. Was it his wife, then, who had been the traitor?  his wife whom he had, in his fashion, certainly loved.

And Lady Laura made the letter public? he exclaimed, breaking a long pause. And Mr. Billiter could not help remarking the tone of bitter pain in which the words were spoken.

Not intending to injure you. She had no idea what the letter could mean; and, as I say, thought it had got into your possession by some mistake. She showed it to Lady Jane only because it was the handwriting of her sister Clarice.

I never knew it, he said, in a dreamy tone. I never knew it. But whether he meant that he never knew Clarice was her sister, or that he never knew the letter was amongst his papers, must be left to conjecture. Mr. Billiter resumed.

Nothing would have been known of the precise manner in which the letter came to light, but for Lady Lauras self-reproach when she found the letter had led to your arrest. Just after you were taken to-day, Mother Pepperfly was at your house  by what; accident Im sure I dont know  and Lady Jane Chesney entered while she was there. Lady Laura broke into a storm of self-reproach in her sisters arms, confessing how she had procured a skeleton key, picked the lock of your safe, and so found the letter. The fat old woman heard it all, and came forth with it. I met her, and she told me; and it seems the next she met was one of the police, and she told him, and he went straight up to Drone, and imparted it to him: and thats how it reached the ears of the magistrates. It seems as if the hand of Fate had been at work with the letter, irascibly concluded Lawyer Billiter.

Perhaps the hand of Fate had been at work with the letter, though in a different way from that meant by Mr. Billiter. He had only spoken in the moments vexation. What would he have said, had he known how strangely the letter had been preserved, when Mr. Carlton had all along thought it was destroyed?

Nothing more could be done until the morning, and Mr. Billiter wished his client good night. Some gentlemen  former acquaintances  called to see Mr. Carlton: he was not yet abandoned: but the officials declined to admit any one to his presence, except his lawyer, civilly saying it was not the custom at the lock-up. Mr. Carlton was asked what he would like for supper; but he said he preferred not to take any supper, and requested the use of writing materials. They were supplied him, together with a small table to write upon, and the further use of the lamp: the latter a favour which most likely would not have been accorded to a prisoner of less degree. In fact, the police could not all at once learn to treat Mr. Carlton as a prisoner; and perhaps it might be excused to them, considering the position he had, up to the last twelve hours, held at South Wennock, and that he was as yet only under remand.

There was a youngish man who had rather lately joined the force. His name was Bowler. Mr. Carlton had since attended him in an illness, and been very kind to him, and Bowler was now especially inclined to be deferential and attentive to the prisoner. He entered the room the last thing quite late at night, to inquire whether the prisoner wanted anything, and saw on the table a letter addressed to the Lady Laura Carlton.

Did you want it delivered to her ladyship to-night, sir? asked the man.

Oh no, said Mr. Carlton; to-morrow morning will do. Let it be sent as soon as possible, Bowler.

So the man left him for the night, locking and barring the door, after civilly wishing him a good rest: which, under the circumstances, might perhaps be regarded as a superfluous compliment.

It was this same attentive official  and the man really did wish to be attentive to Mr. Carlton, and to soften his incarceration by any means not strictly illegitimate  who was the first to enter the cell in the morning. He was coming in with an offer of early coffee; but the prisoner seemed to be fast asleep.

No need to wake him up just yet, thought Bowler; he can have another hour of it. Perhaps he hasnt long got to sleep.

He was silently stealing out of the cell again when he remembered the letter for Lady Laura which Mr. Carlton had wished delivered early. The man turned, took it from the table where it still lay, and carried it to an officer, older and more responsible than himself.

I suppose I may go with it? said he, showing the letter. Mr. Carlton said he wanted it taken the first thing in the morning. Hes not awake yet.

The older man took the letter, and turned it over and over. Every little matter connected with such a prisoner as Mr. Carlton bore an interest even for these policemen. The envelope was securely fastened down with its gum. If a thought crossed the officer that he should like to unfasten it, and see what was written there,  if an idea arose that it might be in his duty to examine any letter of the prisoners before sending it out, he did not act upon it.

You may take it at once, he said.

But policemen, however favourably disposed towards prisoners under their charge, are very rarely inclined to forego their own meals; and Bowler thought he might just as well take his roll and coffee before he started. This accomplished over the stove of the lock-up, he left that unpopular building, asking a question as he went out.

Am I to wait and bring back any answer?

Yes, if there is one. You can inquire.

Mr. Bowler went down the street, stoically self-possessed to all appearance, but inwardly full of importance at being the bearer of the letter which was hidden in a safe pocket from the gaze of the curious public. It was a regular winters morning, a little frosty, the sky dull and cloudy, with a patch of blue here and there. South Wennock street was already alive with bustle. Every soul in the place had resolved to obtain a footing within the town-hall that day, however unsuccessful they might have been the previous one; and they probably thought that the earlier they got up, the more chance there would be of accomplishing it.

Mr. Bowler went through Mr. Carltons gate and gave two knocks and a ring at the front door, after the manner of the London postmen. The servant who answered it was Jonathan.

Can I see Lady Laura Carlton?

No, said Jonathan, shaking his head.

With so uncompromising a denial, Mr. Bowler did not see his way quite clear to get to her ladyship and to gratify his own self-importance by answering any questions she might put to him. Could this be given to her at once, then? said he. And say if theres any answer I shall be happy to take it back to Mr. Carlton.

My ladys not here, said the man. Shes at Cedar Lodge. She went there yesterday evening with Lady Jane.

Mr. Bowler stood a moment while he digested the news. He then returned the letter to his pocket preparatory to proceeding to Cedar Lodge. Jonathan arrested him as he was turning away.

I say, Mr. Bowler, will it turn bad against master, do you think? he asked, with an anxious face. If you dont mind saying.

Mr. Bowler condescendingly replied that it might or it mightnt: these charges were always ticklish things, though folks did sometimes come out of them triumphant.

With that, he resumed his march to Cedar Lodge, where Lady Laura was. He told his business to Judith, and was admitted to the presence of her mistress. Jane was in the breakfast-room, doing what Mr. Bowler had recently done  taking a cup of coffee. She had not been in bed, for Laura had remained in a state of extreme excitement all night; now bewailing her husband and reproaching herself as the cause of all this misery; now throwing hard words to him for his treachery in the days gone by. There was one advantage in this excitement: that it would spend itself the sooner. Passion with Laura, of whatever nature, was hot and uncontrollable while it lasted, but it never lasted very long.

Calm, gentle, pale, her manner subdued even more than usual with the terrible distress that was upon them, what a contrast Jane presented to her impulsive sister! As Mr. Bowler spoke to her, he seemed to have entered into a calmer world. Half that night had been passed, by Jane, with One who can give tranquillity in lifes darkest moments.

Mr. Carlton desired that it should be sent to Lady Laura the first thing this morning, my lady, said the man, standing with his glazed hat in his hand. So I came off with it at once.

Jane received the letter from him and looked at its address. Is  is Mr. Carlton pretty well this morning? she asked, in low tones.

Mr. Carltons not awake yet, my lady. He seemed very well List night.

Not awake! involuntarily exclaimed Jane, scarcely believing is within the range of possibility that Mr. Carlton could sleep at all with that dreadful charge upon him.

Leastways, he wasnt awake when I come out of the lock-up, returned Bowler. We often do find our prisoners sleep late in the morning, my lady. Some of them only fall asleep when they ought to be waking up.

Jane could not resist another question. In spite of her long-rooted and unaccountable dislike to Mr. Carlton, in spite of this terrible discovery, she pitied him from her heart, as a humane Christian woman must pity such criminals.

Does he  appear to feel it very much, Bowler? she asked. Does he seem overwhelmed by the thought of his position?

We didnt notice anything of that, my lady, was the mans answer  and it may as well be remarked that he had been engaged in a little matter of business with Lady Jane Chesney some three or four months before; the son of a poor woman in whom she was interested having got into trouble concerning certain tempting apples in a garden on the Rise. He was quite brisk yesterday evening when he came in, my lady: there didnt seem any difference in him at all from ordinary. Of course it has got to be proved yet whether he did it or not.

Jane sighed, and left him to carry the letter to Laura, telling him she would bring back the answer if there was any. She had hesitated for a moment whether to give it to her at all, lest it might add to her state of excitement. But she felt that she had no right to keep it back from her. Who, in a case like this, the law excepted, could intercept a communication between husband and wife?

Laura  it might be that she had heard the policeman in the house  was sitting up in bed in a dressing-gown, with wild dark eyes and a flushed face. Jane would have broken the news to her gently  that there was a letter from Mr. Carlton  and so have prepared her to receive it; but Laura was not one of those who submit to be prepared, and she snatched the letter from Janes hand and tore it open.

Forgive me, Laura, for the disgrace and wretchedness this trouble will entail upon you. Full of perplexity and doubt as this moment is, it is of you I think, more than of myself. Whatever I may have done wrong in the past, as connected with this matter, I did it for your sake. After the production of the certificate brought forward to-day, it would seem useless to deny that I married Clarice Beauchamp. But mind! whatever confession I may make to you, I make none to the world; let them fight out the truth for themselves if they can. I never knew her but as Clarice Beauchamp; I never knew that she had claim to a higher position in life than that of a governess. She was always utterly silent to me on the subject of her family and connections; and I assumed that she was an orphan. I admired Miss Beauchamp; I was foolish enough to marry her secretly; and not until I was afterwards introduced to you, did I find out my mistake  that I had mistaken admiration for love.

How passionately I grew to love you, I leave you to remember: you have not forgotten it. I was already scheming in my heart the ways and means by which my hasty marriage might be dissolved, when she forced herself down to South Wennock. The news came upon me as a thunderbolt. The same spot contained herself and you, and in the dread of discovery, the fear that you might come to know that I had already a wife, I went mad. Laura, hear me! It is the honest truth, as far as I have ever since, looking back, believed  that I went mad in my desperation, and was no more accountable for my actions than a madman is.

And theres the whole truth in few words. When my senses came to me  and they came to me that same night  I awoke from what seemed an impossible dream. All that could be done then was to guard, if I might, the secret, and to put on armour against the whole human race; armour that should stand between myself and the outer world.

It is you, Laura, who have at length brought discovery upon me. Oh, why could you not have trusted me wholly? Whatever clouds there might have been in our married life, I declare upon my honour that they had passed, and any later suspicions you may have entertained were utterly groundless. Had you come honestly to me and said I want to see what you keep in that safe in the drug-room, I would willingly have given you the key. There was nothing in the safe, as far as I knew, that you and all the world might not have seen; nothing that could work me harm; for this letter, that it seems you found, I thought I had burnt long ago. But, having found the letter, why did you not bring it to me and ask for an explanation, rather than give it to Lady Jane? Surely a husband should be closer than a sister! I might not have told you the truth; it is not likely that I should; but I should have explained sufficient to satisfy you, and on my part I should have learnt the inconceivable fact, that Clarice Beauchamp was Clarice Chesney. Now and then there has been something in Lucys face  ay, and in yours  that has reminded me of her.

But, my darling, if I allude to this  to your finding the letter  I do it not to reproach you. On the contrary, I write only to give you my full and free forgiveness. The betrayal, I am certain, was not intentional, and I know that you are feeling it keenly. I forgive you, Laura, with all my loving heart.

I could not go to rest without this word of explanation. Think of me with as little harshness as you can, Laura.



Your unhappy husband, 

L. C.



Lady Jane returned to the policeman. There was no answer then, she said: but she bade him tell Mr. Carlton that Lady Laura would write to him in the course of the day.

Mr. Policeman Bowler recommenced his promenade back again. Nodding his head with gracious condescension from side to side, when the public greeted him, as it was incumbent on an officer, confidentially engaged in so important a cause, to do. Half a hundred would have assailed him with questions and remarks, but Mr. Bowler knew his dignity better than to respond to them, and bore on his way erect and inscrutable.

Little Wilkes the barber was standing at his shop door and ran up to him. The two were on private terms of friendship, and Mr. Bowler was sometimes regaling himself surreptitiously with supper in the barbers back-parlour when he was supposed to be engaged in the zealous performance of duty. I say, Bowler, do tell! Is the hour ten or eleven that the case is coming on?

Ten, sharp, replied Bowler. Ill find you a place if you are there an hour beforehand. As he spoke the last words, and went on, a slight turning in the street brought him in sight of the lockup. And there appeared to be some sort of stir going on within that official building. A hum of voices could be heard even at this distance, and three or four persons were dashing out of it in a state of commotion.

Whats up? cried Mr. Bowler to himself, as he increased his speed. Whats up? he repeated aloud, seizing upon the first runner he met.

Its something about Mr. Carlton, was the answer. They are saying he has escaped. There seems a fine hubbub in the lock-up.

Escaped! Mr. Carlton escaped! Mr. Policeman Bowler did the least sensible thing he could have done while a prisoner was escaping; he stood still and stared. A question was rushing wildly through his mind: could he, himself, by misadventure, have left the strong room unbarred?


CHAPTER XXV.

ESCAPED.

WHEN South Wennock awoke on that eventful morning, its chief thought was, how it could best secure a place in the town-hall, by fighting, bribery, or stratagem, to hear the conclusion of Mr. Carltons examination. Vague reports had floated about the town on the previous evening, of the witnesses likely to be examined; and the name of Mr. Carltons wife was mentioned for one, as touching the finding of the letter. Half the town scouted the idea; but at least it added to the general ferment; and as a matter of course every one rose with the lark, and breakfasted by candle-light. It was, you are aware, in the dead of winter, when the days are at the shortest.

Perhaps of all South Wennock, the one to think most of the prisoner with intense, sorrowful pity, was Sir Stephen Grey. Few men possessed the milk of human kindness as did he. He dwelt not on the past dark Story, its guilt and its strategy; he thought of the unhappy prisoner, alone in his solitary cell: and he longed to soothe, if possible, his disgrace and suffering by any means in his power. So the first thing Sir Stephen did, after taking a hasty breakfast at his brothers table, was to put on his hat and go down to the lock-up. This was just at the precise time that Mr. Policeman Bowler was marching home in all self-importance from his errand to Cedar Lodge.

As Stephen Grey gained the lock-up from one quarter, Lawyer Billiter was observed approaching it from another; and the policeman in charge, seeing these visitors, began to think he ought to have aroused his prisoner earlier. He sent one of his staff to do it now.

Ask him to get up at once; and then come back and take in his breakfast, were the orders. And tell him that Lawyer Billiters coming down the street. Good morning, Sir Stephen.

Well, Jones! cried Sir Stephen, in his open, affable manner  for the man had been one of the police staff in the old days, and Stephen Grey had known him well: how are you? A cold morning! And hows Mr. Carlton?

Hes all right, sir, thank you. Ive just sent in to awaken him.

What, is he not awake yet? cried Sir Stephen, rather wondering. Not yet, sir. Unless he has awakened since Bowler went in, and thats about three quarters of an hour ago. Good morning, Mr. Billiter! added the policeman in a parenthesis, as the lawyer entered. Mr. Carlton wrote a letter to his wife last night, and Bowler has stepped down with it. But what hes stopping for I cant make out, unless shes writing a long answer

Then you had no business to let Bowler step down with it, interrupted the lawyer sharply. You should have kept it until I came. Didnt I tell you I should be here the first thing, Jones? You are no more to be trusted than a child!

Where was the harm of sending it? asked Jones, rather taken aback by this reprimand. It maynt be quite strict practice to let letters go out unopened, but one stretches a point for Mr. Carlton.

The harm may be more than you think for, returned the lawyer as hotly as he had spoken the previous day in the hall. He will do things out of his own head, and try to conduct his case with his own hands. Look at the fight I had to keep him quiet yesterday!

He wrote the letter last night, and asked that it should be taken to heir ladyship the first thing this morning, returned the man in injured tones.

And if he did write it, and ask it, you neednt have sent it. You might have brought the letter out here and kept it until I came round. Whos to know what dangerous admission he may have made in it? I can see what it is: between you all, I shant have a loophole of escape for him.

Do you think he will escape? asked Sir Stephen, interrupting the angry lawyer.

Well, no, I dont, to speak the truth, was the candid admission. But thats no reason why I shouldnt be allowed to do my best for him. If he does escape

Lawyer Billiter was interrupted. The man, sent into Mr. Carltons cell, made his appearance in a rather strange condition. He came bounding in, and stood with the door in his hand, mouth and eyes alike open, and struggling for words. Mr. Jones saw there was something wrong, and rushed to the strong room.

Two minutes and he was back again, his face very pale. Yes, even the hardened face (in one sense of the word) of Mr. Policeman Jones had turned pale.

Mr. Carlton has escaped, gentlemen. In spite of us all and of the law.

And Lawyer Billiter, in his impulse, ran to the cell to regale his eyes with its emptiness, and two or three underlings, having caught the word escaped, rushed forth from the lock-up, partly to give vent to their feelings, partly from a vague idea of pursuing the prisoner. Sir Stephen Grey followed Jones and the lawyer to the cell.

Yes, the prisoner had escaped. Not escaped in the ordinary acceptation of that word, as was just then agitating the crowd outside the lock-up, and raising the horrified hair of Mr. Policeman Bowler; but in a different manner. Mr. Carlton had escaped by death.

On the rude bed in the cell lay the inanimate remains of what was once Lewis Carlton, the active, moving, accountable human being. Accountable for the actions done in the body, whether they had been good or whether they had been evil.

The place was forthwith in commotion: far greater commotion than when the escape was assumed to have been of a different nature. The natural conclusion jumped to was poison; that he must have had poison of some subtle nature concealed upon his person, and had taken it. The runners changed their route: and instead of galloping up by-lanes and other obscure outlets from the town, in chase of the fugitive, they rushed to the house of Mr. John Grey, forgetting that Sir Stephen was already present.

No doctor, however, could avail with Mr. Carlton. He had been dead for several hours. He must have been long dead and cold when Mr. Policeman Bowler had stood in his cell and concluded that he was fast asleep; and Mr. Policeman Bowler never overcame the dreadful regret that attacked him for not having been the first to find it out, and so have secured notoriety to himself for ever.

The most cut-up of any one, to use a familiar term, was Mr. Jones. That functionary stood against the pallet looking down at what lay on it, his countenance more crest-fallen than any policemans that was ever yet seen. It is curious to say, that while Bowler took the blame to himself when it was thought Mr. Carlton had escaped by flight, Jones was taking it now.

To think I should have been so green as to let him deceive me in that way! he burst forth at length. You neednt be particular, Jones, he says to me with a sort of laugh when I was searching him. Ive nothing about me that you want. Well, I am a fool!

And didnt you search him? cried Lawyer Billiter.

Yes, I did search him. But perhaps I wasnt quite so particular over it as I might have been; his easy manner threw me off my guard. At any rate, Ill vow there was no poison in his pockets; I did effectually search them.

Sir Stephen Grey rose up from examining the prisoner, over whom he had been bent. I dont think you need torment yourself, Jones, he said. I see no trace of poison here. My belief is, that the death has been a natural one.

No? exclaimed Mr. Jones with reviving hope. You dont say so, sir, do you?

It is impossible to speak with any certainty as yet, replied Sir Stephen, but I can detect no appearance whatever of poison. One thing appears certain; that he must have died in his sleep. Look at his calm countenance.

A calmer countenance in death it was not well possible to see. The wonder was, that a man lying under the accusation of such a crime could wear a face so outwardly placid. The eyes were closed, the brow was smooth, there was a faint smile upon the lips. No sign of struggle, whether physical or mental, was there, no trace of any parting battle between the body and the spirit. Lewis Carlton looked altogether at rest.

I fancy it must have been the heart, remarked Sir Stephen. I remember years ago, just before I left South Wennock, I met Carlton at a post-mortem examination. It was over that poor fellow, that milkman who dropped down dead in the road; you must remember it, Jones. And in talking, Carlton casually remarked that he had some doubts about his own heart being sound. How strange that it should occur to me now; I had quite forgotten it; and how more than strange that I should be the one, of all others, first to examine him!

Poor fellow! exclaimed Lawyer Billiter, gazing on the still countenance. Theres something very awful in these sudden deaths, Sir Stephen, whether they proceed from  from one cause or another.

Sir Stephen bowed his head. They quitted the cell, locking the door. Mr. Jones proceeded to deal with the intruders that were filling the outer room, and Sir Stephen went forth to carry the news to Cedar Lodge. Bowler had said that Lady Laura was there.

The first to come to Sir Stephen was Lucy. Weak from her recent illness, the shock of this dreadful business had been unnaturally great. Since the night of Judiths narrative she had remained in a sad state of nervous excitement; and she fell sobbing into Sir Stephens arms.

Hush, child, hush! This is hard for you. Brighter days may be in store, Lucy.

But think what it is for Laura! And for Mr. Carlton himself. Laura has had a letter from him, and he says he was mad when he did it. He must have been mad, you know; and we cant help pitying him!

How like Laura Carlton! how like the impulsive sailor-earl! Who else would have made any of the contents of that letter public? Laura had relieved her feelings by a storm of passionate sobs after reading it, and had then lifted her head from her pillow to utter its information aloud.

Jane came in. I heard you were at South Wennock, she faltered, as she shook hands with Sir Stephen. What a dreadful blow this is to us! And  the consequences have to come, she added, lowering her voice. If the worst supervenes, Laura will surely never live through the disgrace.

He knew to what she alluded. Sir Stephen leaned towards her. There will be no further disgrace, Lady Jane, he whispered. I have come up to tell you so.

She paused a moment, supposing Sir Stephen did not understand. He will be committed  as we hear  to-day for trial, Sir Stephen. And the result of that trial  we, of course, know only too well what it may be. Nothing can save him from standing his trial.

One thing can, my dear lady. Nay  no, I was not meaning his escape by flight, as was first assumed down there  nodding his head in the supposed direction of the lock-up; in these days escape is next to impossible. There is another sort of escape over which human laws have no control.

Jane sat breathless; silent; half divining what he had to tell.

I am a bad one at preparing people for evil tidings, cried Sir Stephen. My brother John and Frederick are worth ten of me. But  always setting his poor, unhappy self aside  my news must be good for you and Lady Laura, cruel as it may seem to say so. Mr. Carlton is dead, Lady Jane.

Dead! she repeated, as the dread fear of what its cause might be arose to her, and every vestige of colour forsook her trembling lips.

No, I dont think theres any fear of that; I dont, indeed; I can find no trace whatever of any cause, and therefore I fancy it must have been heart disease. Violent mental emotion will bring that on, you know, Lady Jane, where theres a predisposition to it.

Yes, she answered, mechanically, hearing nothing, seeing nothing still, but the one great fear. Had Mr. Carlton been her husband, Jane would have passed her future life in praying for him.

Do you know whether he suspected, of late years, that he might be subject to it?

To what? she asked, striving to collect herself.

Any affection of the heart.

I never heard of it; never. If it was so, I should think Laura would know of it.

Poor Laura! How were they to break the tidings to her? She was the most uncertain woman in existence. One moment her mood was one of intense bitterness towards Mr. Carlton; the next it had changed, and she was weeping for him, bewailing him with loving words, reproaching herself as the cause of all the present misery. Jane went in, wishing any one else had to undertake the task. Lauras frantic attacks  and she was sure to have one now  were so painful to her. She found Laura in bed still; her head buried in her pillow, her sobs choking her, and Mr. Carltons dying letter  it might surely be called such  clutched in her hand. Jane sat down by her side in silence, until calmness should supervene; it would be better to break the news when Laura was physically exhausted; and Jane waited,  her own heart aching. Sir Stephen would not leave the house until the news was broken to her.

Jane Chesney had always been of a thoughtful nature, striving to do her duty in whatsoever line it lay before her; and, though she had not been without her trials  sore trials  she had learned that great boon, a peaceful conscience: she had learned that far greater boon, better than any other that can be found on earth  perfect trust in God.

Later in the day the official medical examination was made of the remains of Mr. Carlton; and, strange to say, the cause of death continued to be unknown. No sign of poison of any nature whatever could be traced; no symptom of anything amiss with the heart.

If he had really taken poison, it was of too subtle a nature to be discovered; if he had died from natural causes, nothing remained of them to show. It might be possible that mental excitement had suddenly snapped the chord of life. If so, it was a singular fact; but the problem was one that would never be set at rest.

When the first startling shock of the death had subsided, South Wennock awoke to the fact that it was particularly ill-used in being cut off from all further revelation as to the past affairs of Mrs. Crane  as we may as well call her to the end. The second days examination, and the subsequent trial, had been looked forward to by South Wennock as a very boon in lifes dull romance; and for Mr. Carlton to go off in the sudden manner he had done, cheated their curiosity almost beyond endurance. There were so many points in the past history that would never now be cleared up.

They could not be cleared up for others, who owned a nearer interest in them than South Wennock. There was one particular that would remain a puzzle to Jane Chesney for ever  why Clarice had not married in her full name. She could understand her keeping the marriage a secret from her family, knowing their prejudices on the score of birth, and that Mr. Carlton was then not even well established in practice, and was scarcely justified in marrying at all; but she could not understand why Clarice should have concealed her true name and family from her husband. It was impossible, of course, that the slightest doubt could have occurred to her of its affecting the legality of the marriage; but what reason was there for suppressing her name at all? Jane could only come to one conclusion, and that a very poor one: that Clarice had thought it best to suppress it in all ways until Mr. Carlton should be doing well. Then she would say to him: I was not Miss Beauchamp. I was Miss Chesney, grandniece to the Earl of Oakburn, and we will go and declare our marriage to them. It might have been so, for Clarice had a world of romance within her. Again, there was that oath she had taken in a wild moment, not to tell her name: was it possible that she deemed it binding upon her for ever? Mr. Carltons motive for concealing his marriage will have been gathered from certain passages at the commencement of this history: he stood in awe of his father. Mr. Carlton the elder had entirely set his face against his sons marrying, and Lewis was dependent upon him. Men do not in general  at least, educated men, like Mr. Carlton  plunge into crime all at once. When Mr. Carlton grew to think of a marriage with Miss Beauchamp, he sounded his father on the subject, stating at the same time that the lady, though every inch a lady, was only a governess. Had Mr. Carlton the elder lent a favourable ear to the petition, all the dark future might have been avoided; for the marriage would have taken place publicly. But he did not do so. Whether the word governess offended him, certain it was, that he was unnecessarily austere and bitter, quietly assuring his son that he should disinherit him; and Mr. Carlton knew only too well that his father was one to keep his word. Once married, of course there was every necessity for keeping the fact a secret; and in this Clarice Carlton seconded her husband. How little did either of them foresee what it would lead to! Forge the first link in a chain in deceit, and no living being can tell to what length it will go, or how it will end.

Some slight compensation to South Wennock was afforded by the funeral of the little boy. For the excitement attendant on that ceremony was so great as to operate as a sort of balm to the disappointed feelings of the people. Every one turned out to witness it. All who had had anything to do in the remotest degree with the past tragedy deemed themselves possessed of a right to follow the coffin at a short or long distance. Mrs. Pepperfly, Mrs. Gould, even Dick, Mr. Greys surgery boy of yore, now converted into a rising market-gardener nearly six feet high, were amidst the uninvited attendants. It was a fine morning, the air clear and cold. Mrs. Smith walked next the coffin; for she would resign that place to none. Lady Jane Chesney had intimated a wish to bury the child  that is, to defray its expenses; and had that lady intimated a wish to bury herself Mrs. Smith could not have shown herself more aggrieved. The child had been as her own all its life, she resentfully said, and, at least, she thought she had earned the right of buying him his grave. Jane acquiesced, with an apology, and felt sorry she had spoken. The funeral moved down the Rise from Blister Lane, passing Mr. Carltons residence, where all that remained of him now lay, having been removed there, until he should be interred. The Law had not cared to keep possession of his body when the spirit had flown. Yes; they carried the little coffin past the house where the dead lay: carried it to St. Marks churchyard, to the side of the ill-fated mother, who had lain there so long in its quiet corner: and they buried the child by his right name, Lewis George Carlton.

Sir Stephen Grey and his son returned to London together. Lady Grey knew nothing of the events recently enacted, and they imparted them to her. She could not get over her shock of astonishment.

What do you say to my boyish fancy, now, mother? asked Frederick. Did I wrong Carlton?

Hush! she said. It seems to me to savour of that faculty said to exist in Scotland  second-sight. Oh, Frederick, how could Mr. Carlton live, knowing what he had done?

Poor fellow! spoke Frederick, as impulsively as Sir Stephen himself could have said it. Rely upon it, he must have paid the penalty of the crime, over and over again. He could only have existed in the constant dread of discovery; he was not without a conscience. And what must that have been to him?


CHAPTER XXVI.

THE TURBULENT WAVES LAID TO REST.

THE time rolled on. Another year was in, and its months glided away to the autumn. It had been no eventful year, this; rather too many events had been crowded into the preceding one, and this had been calm  so calm, as to be almost monotonous. The storm had spent itself, the turbulent waves had laid themselves to rest.

Lady Oakburn had returned from the Continent as soon as she heard of the trouble connected with Mr. Carlton, travelling in the dead of winter; and Lucy Chesney quitted South Wennock for her own home. Her marriage with Frederick Grey had been postponed. It was to have taken place in the spring, but all united in agreeing that it would be more seemly to delay it until the autumn.

Laura had remained with Jane. Lady Oakburn had asked her to come to her, and make her house her home. Many friends had stepped forward, and pressed her to come and pay them along visit; but Laura had chosen to stay with Jane, very much, it must be confessed, to Janes own surprise. For a few short weeks Lauras grief had been excessive; grief intermixed, as before, with moments of anger against Mr. Carlton for the disgrace he had brought upon himself. But all that wore away, and Laura gradually grew very much her old self again, and worried Judith almost to death with her caprice, for the most part concerning the ornaments and trimmings of her black dresses.

They sat together, Jane and her sister, on a bright morning in September. Laura was in a petulant mood. Her pretty foot, peeping from beneath her crape dress, tapping the carpet impatiently; her widows cap, a marvel of tasty arrangement, just lodged on the back of her head. The recent bugbear of Lady Lauras life had been this very article of attire  the widows cap; it was the cause of the present moments rebellion. Laura had grown to hate the cap beyond anything: not from any association with the past it might be supposed to call up, but simply as a matter of personal adornment; and she believed Jane to be her greatest enemy, because she held to it that Laura could not, and must not, throw off the caps until a twelvemonth had elapsed from the death of Mr. Carlton.

And yet Laura need not have disliked the cap. A more lovely face than hers, as it looked now, with her rich hair braided, and the white crape lappets thrown back, it is impossible to conceive. The present trouble was this: Laura would not go up to Lucys wedding, now about to take place, unless she could leave the odious caps behind her. Jane assured her it would not be proper to appear without them.

Then I will not go at all, Laura was saying with pouting lips. If I can only appear before people as a guy, Ill stay where I am. How would you like to be made into an old woman, Jane, if you were as young as I am? Why dont you take to the caps yourself, if you are so fond of them?

I am not a widow, said Jane.

I wish you were! you would know what the caps are, then. They never could have been invented for any one under fifty. And they are enough to give one brain-fever.

Only three months longer, Laura, said Jane, soothingly, and the twelvemonth will have expired. I am sure you would not yourself like to leave them off sooner.

Of what use are they? sharply asked Laura. They dont make me regret my  my husband either more or less than I do. I can mourn him if I please without the cap as much as I can with it: and they ruin the hair! Every one says it is most unhealthy to keep the head covered.

But you dont cover yours, Jane ventured to remark, as she glanced at the gossamer article perched on Lauras hair.

No, but you would like me to. Why should you stand out for the wretched things, Jane? My belief is, you are jealous of me. Its not my fault if you are not particularly handsome.

Jane took it all meekly. When Laura fell into this temper, it was best to let her say what she would. And Jane thought she talked chiefly for the sake of opposition, for she believed that Laura herself was sufficiently sensitive to appearances not to give up the caps before the year had gone by.

But the result was, that Lady Laura did not go up to London to the wedding. Perhaps she had never intended to go. Judith thought so, and privately said so to her mistress. The following year Laura was to spend with Lady Oakburn  the heavy widows silks and the offending caps left behind her at South Wennock; and Judith felt almost sure that Lady Laura had not meant to show herself in town until divested of these unbecoming appendages.

So Jane went up alone, arriving only the day before the wedding. Judith as usual was with her; and this was another grievance for Laura  to be left without a maid. In a fit of caprice  it must be called so  Lady Laura had discharged her own maid. Stiffing, at the time of Mr. Carltons death, protesting that old faces about her only put her in mind of the past; and Judith had since waited upon her.

The rest of Mr. Carltons establishment had been broken up with the home. But Lady Jane would not go to town without Judith, and my Lady Laura had to do the best she could under the circumstances. It may as well here be mentioned that the money left to Clarice by the Earl of Oakburn, and which had since been accumulating, Jane had made over in equal portions to Laura and Lucy, herself taking none of it.

It was a cloudless day, that of the wedding  cloudless in all senses of the word. The September sky was blue and bright, the guests bidden to the ceremony were old and true friends. Portland Place was gay with spectators; carriages dashed about; and Lady Jane seemed to be in a maze of whirl and confusion until she was quietly seated at the breakfast-table.

Man and wife for ever! They had stood at the altar side by side, and sworn it faithfully, earnestly, with a full and steadfast purpose in their hearts and on their lips. Not until they were alone together in the chariot, returning home again, could Frederick Grey realize the fact that she was his, as she sat beside him in her young beauty, her true affection  every pulse of her heart beating for him.

There was nothing in the least grand about the wedding, unless it was Janes new pearl silk of amazing rustle and richness, and a gentleman in a flaxen wig and a very screwed-in-waist, who sat at Lady Oakburns right hand at the table. He was Lord Something  a tenth cousin or so of the late earls; and he had condescended to come out of his retirement and his gout, to which disorder he was a martyr  it ran in the Oakburn family  to give Lucy away. John Grey and his wife were in town for it, and the Reverend Mr. Lycett, now the incumbent of St. Marks Church at South Wennock, had come up to read the marriage ceremony  they were all visiting Sir Stephen and Lady Grey.

It was the first time Jane had seen Sir Stephen since the previous December. She thought he looked worn and ill, as if his health were failing. She feared, as she looked at him, that the young M.D. opposite to her by Lucys side might become Sir Frederick sooner than he ought to do in the natural course of events. But Sir Stephen made light of his ailments, and told Jane that he was only knocked up with too much work. He was merry as ever; and said now that Frederick had become a respectable member of society he should turn over the chief worry of the patients to him, and nurse himself into a young man again. Do you know, he cried in a whisper, in Janes ear, his merry tones changing, I am glad Lady Laura did not come. The sight of her face here to-day would have put me too much in mind of poor Carlton.

Of course the chief personage at the table was the young Earl of Oakburn. The young earl had planted himself in the seat next to Lucy, and wholly declined to quit it for any other. There, with Pompey behind his chair (who was a greater slave to the young gentleman than ever he had been to Captain Chesney), and his hand in Lucys, he made himself at home.

I am so glad to see how Frank improves! Jane remarked to Sir Stephen. He looks very much stronger.

Stronger! returned Sir Stephen: hes as strong as a little lion; and would have been so long ago but for his mother and Lucys having coddled him.

I am not coddled now, cried Frank. And mamma says I shall soon go to Eton.

The very best place for you, cried Sir Stephen. I hope its true.

Oh, its true, said Lady Oakburn. He is strong enough for it already, Sir Stephen: in spite of the coddling, she added, with a smile.

Thanks to me, my lady, for keeping you within bounds. Judith! thats never you in that white topknot!

Judith laughed, turned, and curtsied. Judith was waiting at the chocolate table, her hands encased, perhaps for the first time in Judiths life, in delicate white kid gloves.

Why cant Lucy come back to-night? suddenly demanded the young earl, appealing to the table generally.

Because Lucys mine now, and I cant spare her. whispered Frederick Grey, leaning behind Lucy to speak.

An indignant pause. Shes not yours.

Indeed she is.

You have not bought her!

Yes, I have. I bought her with the gold ring that is now upon her finger.

Lord Oakburn had seen the ring put on, and sundry disagreeable convictions arose within him. Is she quite bought? he asked.

Quite. She can never be sold back again.

But why need she go away? Cant you let her stop here?

Im afraid I cant, Frank. She shall come and see you soon. About ten days after this, Frederick Grey and his wife were at South Wennock. It had been arranged that they should pay Jane a short visit before returning to town to take possession of their new home.

There had not been many changes at South Wennock. The greatest perhaps was at the late house of Mr and Lady Laura Carlton. It had been converted into a Ladies College, and the old surgery side-door had now a large brass plate upon it, announcing Pupils Entrance. The Widow Gould flourished still, and had not yet ceased talking about the events of the previous December; and Mrs. Pepperfly was decidedly more robust than ever, and had been in very great request this year from her near connection with the events which had brought the tragedy to light. Mrs. Smith had gone back to Scotland. She had a tie there, she said  her husbands grave.

Just as they had been sitting nearly a fortnight before, so they were sitting now, the Ladies Jane and Laura. Laura, in spite of her cap and her widowhood, had contrived to make herself look very charming; almost as much so as the fair young bride, who ran in to them from the carriage, radiant with happiness.

But Lucys gaiety, and her husbands also, faded to a sort of timid reserve at the sight of Laura. It was the first time they had met since the cruel trouble, and it was impossible but that their minds should go back to it. Laura noted their change of manner, and resented it according to her hasty fashion, taking some idea into her head that they considered she ought to be treated with sobriety in her character of widow; whilst she did not think so at all.

They had arrived in time for a late dinner, and in the evening Frederick said he would just run down as far as his uncles. Somehow it had been a dull and silent dinner. Try as Frederick and Lucy would, they could not divest themselves of the impression left by the past, in this first interview with Mr. Carltons wife. Laura, in a pet, retired early.

Jane, how well Laura is looking! were Lucys first words. I had not expected to see her half so well, and all her old light manner has returned. Has she forgotten Mr. Carlton?

Quite sufficiently so to marry again, replied Jane, somewhat heedlessly. The words shocked Lucy.

Oh, Jane! Marry again  yet!

Jane looked up and smiled at the mistake. I did not mean that, Lucy; of course not. But I should think it an event not unlikely to happen in time. She said one day that she would give a great deal to be able to discard the tarnished name of Carlton. She is young enough still, very good-looking, of good birth, and upon her, personally, there rests no slur; altogether, it has struck me as being probable. Next year, which she is to pass with Lady Oakburn, she will be in her element  the world.

Jane, said Lucy, awaking from a reverie, I wonder you never married.

A sudden flush came into Jane Chesneys cheeks, and her drooping eyelids were not raised.

I think it must have been your own fault.

You are right Lucy, said Jane, rallying. I was so nearly being married once that the wedding-day was fixed. I afterwards broke it off.

What ever for? exclaimed Lucy, impulsively, as the thought occurred to her how very grievous a catastrophe it would have been had her wedding been broken off.

We were attached to each other too, resumed Jane, in tones which proved that her mind had gone back to the past and was absorbed in it. He was of good family, as good as ours, but he was not rich, and he was hoping for a Government appointment. We were to have married, however, on what he had, and the wedding-day was settled. Then came mammas illness and death, which, of course, caused the marriage to be postponed. Afterwards he received his appointment; it was in India; and then, Lucy, came the bitter trial of choosing between him and my father. My mother had said to me on her death-bed,  Stay always with your father, Jane; he will be lost without you when I am gone, and I promised to do so. She did not know that William would be going abroad.

And you gave him up to remain at home?

Yes; I thought it my duty; and I loved papa almost as well, in another way, as I loved him. There was a little creature in my care also, besides: you, Lucy.

Oh, I am so sorry, exclaimed Lucy, clasping her hands. You should not have minded me.

Jane smiled. I got over it in time. And, Lucy, do you know, I think it likely that I am best as I am.

Where is he now, Jane? Perhaps he may come home yet and marry you! And Jane laughed, Lucys tone was so eager.

He has had a wife a great many years, and I dont know how many children. Lucy, dear, my romance wore itself out long ago.

But it must be so dreadful a thing to have your marriage broken off, said Lucy, in a half whisper. I think it would have killed me, Jane.

Very dreadful indeed it must seem to you, no doubt, in these early days, said Jane. But, my dear, people dont die so easily as that.

Lucy crimsoned: was Jane laughing at her? She began to speak of something else.

Jane, she said, was it not a singular thing that you and papa  and myself a little  took that strange dislike to Mr. Carlton?

It must have been instinct, as I believe.

While Laura and  I suppose  Clarice were so greatly attracted by him. It strikes me as being very strange. Oh, what an unhappy thing it was that Clarice ever went away from home.

All the regret in the world will not mend it now; I strive not to think of it. I never  as a matter of course, Laura being here  talk of the past. Lucy, she added, drawing her young sister to her, I can see that you are happy.

A bright smile and a brighter blush answered the words.

My child, take a caution from me, proceeded Jane: have no concealments from your husband, and never disobey him.

There is no need to tell me that, Jane, said Lucy, with some surprise. How could I do either?

No, I believe there is none; but we cannot forget, my dear, that concealment or disobedience, following on their rebellious marriages, brought the ill upon Laura and Clarice. Had not Clarice come to South Wennock, in all probability her tragical end would never have occurred, and she came in direct disobedience to the will and command of her husband. Had Laura not dishonourably forced her husbands private locks, the awful disclosure might never have burst upon her. Be very cautious, Lucy; love, reverence, and obey your husband.

A conscious smile played around Lucys lips, and at that moment Judith came in. Lady Laura wanted her sister Jane.

It does not seem like the old room, Judith, Lucy said, as her sister left it. I should scarcely have known it again.

For it was a very smart drawing-room now, and somewhat inconveniently crowded with ornaments and furniture. Lauras handsome grand piano took up a good portion of it.

True, my lady, was Judiths answer. When the sale took place at Mr. Carltons after his death, Lady Laura reserved a great many of the things, and they had to be brought here.

Wheres Stiffing? asked Lucy.

She soon found a place after Lady Laura discharged her, but she did not remain in it, and she has left South Wennock. She got mobbed one evening, added Judith, lowering her voice.

Got mobbed! echoed Lucy, staring at Judith.

It was in this way, my lady: the news got abroad somehow that it was Stiffing who fetched the skeleton key for Lady Laura, that  that past night, and a number of rude boys set upon Stiffing one spring evening; they hooted her and pelted her and chased her, called her a skeleton, and altogether behaved very badly to her.

But if she did fetch the key, Lady Laura sent her for it.

Oh yes, but boys and men, when they set upon a body like that, my lady, only think of the victim before them. Stiffing wouldnt stop in South Wennock after that, but gave up her place.

How shamefully unjust! exclaimed Lucy.

Her indignation had scarcely spent itself when Frederick Grey entered, and Judith retired.

Did you think I was lost, Lucy?

No; but I began to think you were long; I suppose you could not get away?

Thats how it was. Johns children hid my hat; and Charles Lycett and his wife were spending the evening there. I dont know what good wishes, they dont send to Lady Lucy Grey, he added, drawing her to him, and keeping his hands on her waist.

Lucy laughed.

What brings you alone? he asked. Where are they?

Laura went up to her room, and she just now sent for Jane. Frederick, Jane has been giving me a lecture.

What about?

She bade me love and reverence you always, she whispered, lifting her eyes momentarily to his. I told her the injunction was not needed: do you think it is?

He drew her closer to him, and covered her face with his warm kisses.

Once, in this room  I have never told you, Frederick  I passed some miserable hours. It was the night following the examination of Mr. Carlton. Of course it was altogether miserable enough then, but I had a fear on my own score, from which the others were free: I thought the disgrace would cause you  not to have me.

You foolish child! you little goose! Lucy, my darling, he continued, in altered tones, you could not really have feared it. Had disgrace attached itself to every relative you possessed in the world, there would only have been the greater happiness to me in shielding you from it. My wife, you know it.

She looked at him with the prettiest smile and blush ever seen, and he released her suddenly, for Jane came in.


OSWALD CRAY
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This novel was first published in 1864, having been serialised in Good Words. The narrative concerns the love affairs of two half-brothers, Oswald and Mark Cray. Mark Cray works for Doctor Richard Devenal, whose niece he marries. Oswald, meanwhile, is in love with Devenals daughter Sara. Complications ensue, however, when a misunderstanding leads Oswald to suspect the doctor of murder…

Charles Wood, Ellen Woods son, noted in his biography of the author that Henry Wood (Ellens husband) passed away during serialisation of this novel  there is some confusion on this point, however, as Charles also states elsewhere that his father passed away in 1866 (the date accepted by most later critics). 
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PART THE FIRST.


CHAPTER I.

DR. DAVENAL.

IT was market-day at Hallingham. A moderate-sized and once beautiful town, cut up now by the ugly railroad which had chosen to take its way right through it, and to build a large station on the very spot where the Abbey Gardens used to flourish. Famous gardens once; and not so long ago the evening recreation of the townspeople, who would promenade there at sunset, whatever the time of year. Since the gardens had been seized upon for the railway purposes, a bitter feud of opinion had reigned in the place; the staid old inhabitants mourning and resenting their towns desecration; the younger welcoming the new rail, its station, and its bustle, with all their might and main, as a grateful inbreak on their monotonous life. The trains from London (distant some sixty or seventy miles) would go shrieking and whistling through the town at any hour of the day or night: and, so far, peace for Hallingham was over.

Possibly it was because the town was famous for little else, that these Abbey Gardens were so regretted. Hallingham Abbey had been renowned in the ages gone by; very little of its greatness was left to it now. The crumbling hand of time had partially destroyed the fine old building, an insignificant portion of it alone remaining: just sufficient to impart a notion of its style of architecture and the century of its erection: and this small portion had been patched and propped, and altogether altered and modernised, by way of keeping it together. It was little more than an ordinary dwelling-house now; and at the present moment was unoccupied, ready to be let to any suitable tenant who would take it. But, poor as it was in comparison with some of the modern dwellings in its vicinity, it was still in a degree bowed down to by Hallingham. There was something high-sounding in the address, The Abbey, Hallingham, and none but a gentleman born and bred must venture to treat for it.

It stood alone: the extensive gardens in front of it; the space once occupied by the chapel behind it. All traces of the chapel building were gone now, but its mossy gravestones were imbedded in the ground still, and the spot remained as sacred as a graveyard. The Latin inscriptions on some of these stones could be yet made out: and that on one attracted as much imaginative speculation as the famed gravestone in the cloisters of Worcester Cathedral. A few Latin words only were on it, signifying buried in misery: no name, no date. Thoughtful natures would glance at that stone as they passed it, with an inward breath of hope  perhaps of prayer  that the misery experienced by its unhappy tenant in this world had been exchanged for a life of immortality. This graveyard was not a thoroughfare, and few cared to walk there who were absorbed in the bustle and pleasures of life; but the aged, the invalid, the mourner might be seen there on fine days, seated on its one solitary bench, and buried in solemn reflections. A short space of time, more or less, as it might happen, and they would be lying under gravestones in their turn: a short space of time, my Mends, and you and I shall be equally lying there.

The broad space of the public road running along the Abbeys front divided it from the gardens, the gardens being the public property of the town. On the opposite side of these gardens, furthest from the Abbey, were the buildings of the new station and the lines upon lines of rails.

It is well to say lines upon lines of rails! Hallingham said it  said it with a groan. Not content with a simple line, or a double line of rails, sufficient for ordinary traffic, the railway authorities had made it into a junction Hallingham Junction!  and more lines branched off from it than you would care to count. This was at the east end of the town; beyond it was the open country. Some of the lines made a sort of semicircle, cut off a corner of the town, and branched off into space. Its true it was a very shabby little corner of the town that had thus been cut off, but Hallingham did not the less resent the invasion.

Walking down to Hallingham along the broad road leading from the Abbey, its busiest part was soon gained. Let us look at it today: Tuesday. It is market-day at Hallingham, and the hot July sun streams full on the peoples heads, for theres no room for the raised umbrellas, and they afford little continuous shade. It is the large, wide, open space in front of the town-hall where we have halted, and here from time immemorial the market people have sat to chaffer and change, barter and sell. Country women expose their poultry and eggs, their butter and cream cheese, and their other wares, all on this spot. No matter what the weather  in the dog-days of summer, in the sharp snow, the pitiless storm of winter  here they are every Tuesday under their sea of umbrellas, which must be put down to allow space to the jostling crowd when the market gets full. The town had been talking the last ten years of erecting a covered market-house; but it was not begun yet.

Still on, down the principal street, leaving this market-place to the left, and what was called the West-end of the town was gained. Proud Hallingham had named it West-end in imitation of London. It was nothing but a street; its name, New Street, proclaiming that it was of more recent date than some of the other parts. It was really a fine street, wide and open, with broad white pavements, and its houses were mostly private ones, their uniformity of line being broken by a detached house here and there. It was a long street, and five or six other by-streets and turnings branched off from it at right angles.

Lying back from the street at the corner of one of these turnings was a handsome white house, detached, with a fine pillared-portico entrance in its centre and a plate on the door. It was fully as conspicuous to the street as were the other houses which abutted on the pavement. A level lawn was before it, divided from the street by low light iron railings, its small light gate in the midst, opposite the entrance-door. Narrow flower-beds, tilled with gay and charming flowers, skirted the lawn before the rails; on the sides, but not in front, flourished evergreens close to the railings behind the flower-beds, making a sort of screen. An inclosed garden lay at the back of the house, and beyond the garden were the stables. On the brass plate  you could read it from the street  was inscribed Dr. Davenal.

He was the chief surgeon of Hallingham. Why he had taken his degree  a recent accession of dignity  people were puzzled to tell. Had he cared for high-sounding titles they could have understood it; but he did not care for them: had he been a slave to example, that might have accounted for it, for this degree-taking, as you must be aware, has come into fashion of late years: had he wished to court notoriety, he might have thought that a means to bring it to him. But Hallingham knew Dr. Davenal better. He was a simple-minded man; he liked to be out of the fashion instead of in it; and whether he wrote doctor or surgeon after his name, he could not be more deservedly renowned in his locality than he already was. He was a skilful surgeon, a careful and successful operator, and his advice in purely medical cases was sought in preference to that of any physician in Hallingham. A rumour arose, untraceable to any certain source, that his son Edward, a dashing young captain of infantry, had urged the step upon him, with a view to enhance his own standing with his brother officers. The son of Mr. Davenal, a country surgeon, might be thought slightingly of: the son of Dr. Davenal need not be. Be that as it might, the rumour gained some credence, but it died away again. One patient only ventured to question Dr. Davenal as to its truth, and the doctor laughed heartily in his patients face, and said he expected handsome Ned could hold his own without reference to whether his father might be a royal physician or a parish apothecary.

Before we go on, I may tell you that you will like Dr. Davenal. He was a good man. He had his faults, as we all have; but he was a good man.

On this same hot July afternoon, there came careering down the street, in its usual quick fashion, a handsome open carriage drawn by a pair of beautiful bays. Dr. Davenal did not see why, because he was a doctor, his carriage should be a sober one, his horses tame and rusty. Truth to say, he was given to spend rather than to save. I have told you he had faults, and perhaps you will call that one. He sat in his accustomed seat, low in the carriage, his servant Roger mounted far above him. He rarely drove, himself; never when paying professional visits: a surgeon needs to keep his hands steady. Roger was a favourite servant: fourteen years he had been in his present service, and was getting fat upon it. Dr. Davenal sometimes told him jokingly that he should have to pension him off, for his weight was getting too much for the bays. The same could not be said of Dr. Davenal; he was a spare man of middle height, with a broad white forehead, dark eyes, and a careworn expression.

The carriage was bowling quickly past the market-place  Dr. Davenals time was too precious to allow of his being driven slowly  when a woman suddenly descried it. Quitting her sitting-place in the market, she set off to run towards it, flinging up her hands in agitation, and overturning her small board of wares with the haste she made. Poor wares!  gooseberries and white and red currants displayed on cabbage leaves to attract the eager eyes and watering lips of juvenile passers-by; and common garden flowers tied up in nosegays  a halfpenny a nosegay, a halfpenny a leaf. Roger saw the movement.

Heres Dame Hundley flying on to us, sir.

Dr. Davenal, who was very much in the habit of falling into thought, seeing and hearing nothing as he went along, raised his head, and turning it in the direction of the market, met her anxious countenance.

Pull up, Roger, he said to his servant.

The countenance was a tearful one by the time it had reached the doctors side; and then the woman seemed to become aware that she had done an unwarrantable thing in thus summarily arresting Dr. Davenal  not that there was anything in his face or manner to remind her of it.
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Oh, sir, I beg ten thousand pardons for making thus bold! Seeing your carriage, I started off in the moments impulse. Ive been a-fearing all the morning as I sat there, that maybe you might be out when I called, after market was over. He is no better, sir: he is worser and weaker.

Ah! remarked the doctor. Couldnt he come in to-day?

I dont believe therell ever be any more coming in again for him, was the womans answer, as she strove to suppress her tears.

Mother, says he to me this morning, when I tried to get him up,  its o no use trying. I  I  She fairly broke down.

Does the parish doctor see him regularly?

He comes, sir, about every third day. He caught his eye on that bottle of physic that you wrote for and told me to get made up, and he laid hold of it and asked where I got that, and I told him I had made bold to take my poor boy in to Dr. Davenal. So then he was put up about it, and said if we was going to be grand patients of Dr. Davenals we didnt want him. And I thought perhaps he mightnt come again. But he did: he came in last night at dusk.

Has your son taken the physic?

Yes, sir. I gave him the last dose afore I come away this morning. But hes worse; hes a deal worse, sir: maybe its these hot days thats trying him.

Dr. Davenal could have told her that he never would be anything but worse in this world; a little better, a little worse, according to the phases of the disease, and then would come the ending.

I shall, I expect, be driving out of Hallingham your way this evening, Mrs. Hundley, and Ill call and see him. Should anything prevent it this evening, you may look for me to-morrow. Ill be sure to come.

The same good, considerate man that he had ever been, sparing no trouble, no kindness, when life or health was at stake. Ill be sure to come! and the woman knew that he would be sure to come. How few medical men in his position would have condescended to say to this poor woman, Ill be sure to come! to say it in the kind tone, with the promise in his eyes as they looked straight into hers, as well as on his lips! He had fellow-practitioners in that town, their time not half taken up as his was, who would have loftily waved off poor Dame Hundley, a profitless patient in every sense, and sent her sorrow to the winds.

Roger drove quickly on down the street between the rows of gay shops, and Dr. Davenal sat thinking of that poor womans sorrow.

She was a widow, and this was her only son. Did the anticipated loss of that son strike on the chords of his own heart, and send them vibrating? He had lost a son, and under unhappy auspices. Save that womans son he knew he could not: his death fiat had gone forth in the fell disease which had attacked him: but he might possibly, by the exertion of his skill, prolong the life by a trifle, and certainly lighten its Bufferings. Mrs. Hundley had toiled for this son, and brought him up well, in her poor way, and had looked brightly forward to his helping her on in her old age: as he would have done, for he was steady, loving, and dutiful. But it was not to be: God was taking him: and the mother in her alarm and grief scarcely saw why this should be. Not at the time that affliction falls, in its first brunt, can we see or believe in the love and wisdom that are always hidden within it.

Roger pulled up at the doctors house, set his master down, and turned his horses round into the side lane  for it could not be called a street  to drive them to the stables. Dr. Davenal went through the gate, and wound round the grass-plat to the house. As he was about to open the door with his latch-key, it was drawn open for him by his attentive in-door man-servant.

You never saw so respectable a servant in all your life: a very model of a servant in looks, voice, and manner. About forty years of age, his tall, slim, active figure gave him the appearance of being a younger man. His hair, brushed smooth and flat, was of a shiny black, and his white necktie and orthodox black clothes were without a spot. But  in spite of his excessive respectability as a man and a servant  there was something in the sharp features of his white face, in the furtive black eyes, that would lose their look of slyness when flung boldly into yours, which had never been cordially liked by Dr. Davenal.

You saw me, Neal?

I was in your room, sir, speaking to Mr. Cray, was the mans answer; and in his low, respectful tones, his superior accent, there was really a sound of refinement pleasant to the ear. That refinement of voice and manner that may be caught from associating with the educated; not the refinement springing from the mind where it is innate.

Has anybody been here?

Lady Oswald, sir. She apologised for coming when it was not your day for receiving town-patients, but she said she particularly wished to see you. I think she scarcely believed me, sir, when I said you were out.

Dr. Davenal took his gold repeater from his pocket, where it lay loose, unattached to any chain, and glanced at it A valuable watch; the grateful present of a rich man years ago, who believed that he owed his life, humanly speaking, to Richard Davenals care and skill.

Scarcely believed you! Why, she knows I am never home much before three oclock. It wants two minutes now. Mr. Cray, if he is here, might have seen her.

Mr. Cray has but just come, sir. I was showing him in when your carriage drove to the door. Lady Oswald said she would call again later, sir.

Two minutes more, when three oclock should strike, and Dr. Davenals door would be beset by patients. By country patients today; on Tuesdays he would be very busy with them, and the townspeople did not intrude unnecessarily upon him on that day; all the rest of the week-days were for them. They would come, these patients, and lay down their fee of a guinea to the surgeon, as they laid it down for a physician. Dr. Davenal would see them twice for that; sometimes more  several times more; he was not a covetous man, and he distinguished between those who could well afford to pay him, and those who could not When these last would timidly put down the sovereign and shilling, rarely in paper, he would push it back to them. No, you paid me last time or so; you dont owe me anything yet.

Of far and wide reputation, he had scarcely a minute in the day that he could call his own, or that was not in some way or other devoted to his profession. Chief visiting surgeon to the Hallingham Infirmary, always taking the operations there in difficult cases, part of every day had to be spent at it Early in the morning he saw patients at home, twice a week gratuitously; at a quarter to ten he went out, and between that time and three oclock paid his round of calls and visited the Infirmary. At three he was at home to receive patients again; at six he dined; and it very rarely happened that he had not second visits to pay afterwards. Of course this usual routine of duty was often varied; visits at a distance had to be paid, necessitating post-horses to his close carriage, if no rail conducted to the place; patients hovering between life and death must be seen oftener than once or twice in the day, perhaps in the night; and sometimes a terrible case of accident would be brought into the Infirmary, demanding the utmost skill that the most perfect operator could give. In those cases of accident it was Dr. Davenal who was sent for by the house-surgeon; none other of the visiting surgeons were so sure as he: and Dr. Davenal, though he had a whole diningroom full of patients waiting their turn to go in to him, guinea in hand, abandoned them all, and strode away to the Infirmary with his fleetest step.

The dining-room was on the left of the entrance-hall: it was of large proportions. Opposite to it, on the right, was a much smaller apartment, called by way of distinction Dr. Davenals room. It was in this last the doctor saw his patients, who would go into it from the dining-room, one by one, each in his turn. The two rooms looked to the front, on either side the door, and the window in each was very large. They were not bay windows, but were divided into three compartments, all of which might be opened separately. Dwarf Venetian blinds were carried up to the first pane in both windows, for the house was not sufficiently removed from the street to prevent curious passers-by from gazing in. Behind the doctors room was another room, opening from it, the windows of which looked on the evergreens skirting the very narrow path that ran between the side of the house and the railings bordering the lane: a path so narrow that nobody was supposed ever to go down it This second room was Dr. Davenals bedchamber, used by him as such ever since the death of his wife. At the back of this chamber was another apartment, partially partitioned into two, one portion being used as a butlers pantry, the other as Neals sleeping-closet, which looked to the garden at the rear of the house.

Neal had an uncommon partiality for that pantry, and would be in it all hours of the day or night, though it was never meant that he should sit in it. It was to all intents and purposes a pantry only, and a very scantily lighted one. It had a high window of four square panes, looking dead on the evergreens, very dense just there, and on nothing else. There was a door by its side, opening on the evergreens also; and one with a slim figure  as slim as Neals, for instance  could go out at that door if so disposed, and entwine himself along the narrow path, braving the shrubs, past the windows of Dr. Davenals bed-chamber, and emerge in front of the house. It was not at all, however, in Neals stipulated duties to do so. Quite the contrary. When Neal entered Dr. Davenals service, he was expressly ordered to keep that pantry door always fastened. It was impressed upon him by Miss Davenal that there was no necessity ever to unlock it: his plate was there, she observed, and light-fingered beggars frequented Hallingham, as they frequent most other places.

On the opposite side, behind the dining-room, was the prettiest apartment in the house. It was called the garden-parlour, and opened to the garden at the back by means of glass doors. The state drawing-room was above, over the hall and dining-room, and the kitchens were down-stairs.

Dr. Davenals room was scantily furnished. A shabby Kidderminster carpet, a square table, some horsehair chairs, and a writing-desk. Nothing else, except some books ranged round the walls, and a plaster bust or two. On the table, which was covered with a green-baize cloth bordered with yellow, lay some writing and blotting paper by the side of a large inkstand, and the desk was underneath the table on the carpet. It was the doctors habit to keep the desk there; he could not have told why. If he required to open it, which was very seldom  for he never used it for writing on  he would lift it to the table and put it back when he had done with it. Some of his patients sitting at the table waiting for the doctor to come in, or enlarging on their complaints as he sat before them, had surreptitiously used it as a footstool, and the result was a considerably scratched surface of the polished mahogany; but Dr. Davenal did not move it from its abiding-place.

Tilting himself on a chair, in a fashion that threatened an overthrow backwards, with his feet on the edge of this very desk, sat a young man, carelessly humming a popular song. You heard Neal tell his master he was there  Mr. Cray. His face was a sufficiently pleasing one, its complexion fair, its eyes a light blue. It was not a remarkable face in any way; might have been a somewhat insipid one, but for these same blue eyes that lighted it up, and a gay smile that was ever ready on it All that Mr. Cray appeared likely to be remarkable for as yet, was a habit of pushing his hair back  rather light hair, of a shade between brown and flaxen, and he pushed it off his forehead inveterately, at all times and seasons. But what with the blue eyes, the winning smile, and a very taking voice and manner, he was beginning to win his way in Hallingham. Dr. Davenal was glad that it should be so. He had taken this young man, Marcus Cray, by the hand, had made him his partner, and he desired nothing better than that he should win his way.

But to win a way in a town is one thing; to win hearts in it is another; and Dr. Davenal was certainly not prepared to hear, as he was about to do, that Mr. Cray had gained one particular heart, and had come then to ask his, Dr. Davenals, approbation to his having done it Neal threw open the door of this room for his master, bowed him in with the air of a groom of the chambers, and Mr. Cray started from his tilting position to find his feet As they stood together his height was somewhat under the doctors, and his only reached the middle height Is it you, Mark? said the doctor, quietly, rather surprised that he should be there at that hour of the day; for Mr. Crays routine of duties did not lie at the house of Dr. Davenal. Any bad report for me?

Mr. Cray had no bad report He entered upon a different sort of report, speaking rapidly, but not in the least agitatedly. He wanted the doctors consent to his marriage with Miss Caroline Davenal. Perhaps it was the knowledge that they must so soon be interrupted by three oclock and the doctors country patients, that prompted Mr. Cray to enter upon the subject at that not overseasonable hour. There would be less time for the doctors objections, he may have deemed  not that Mr. Cray was one to anticipate objections to any project he set his fancy on, or to pay much attention to them if they came.

Dr. Davenal stood against the wall near the window, looking very grave in his surprise and, it may be said, vexation. He had never dreamt of this. Mr. Cray had certainly been intimate with his family; many an evening when the doctor had been out professionally, Mr. Cray had spent with them; but he had never given a thought to anything of this sort arising from it His connection with Mr. Cray was a professional connection, and perhaps that fact had blinded his eyes and kept his thoughts from glancing to the possibility that anything different might supervene.

You look grave, Dr. Davenal, said Mr. Cray, breaking the silence, and retaining, in a remarkable degree, his self-possession.

Yes, replied the doctor, for Carolines sake. Mark, I believe I had cherished more ambitious dreams for her.

Ambitious dreams! repeated Mr. Cray. She will at least occupy a position as good as yours, sir.

As good as mine! echoed the doctor. But when, Mark?  when? he added after a pause.

In time.

Ay  in time. There it is. How long must you wait for it?

We shall rub on until then, doctor. As others do.

Mark, I do not think Caroline is one to rub on, as you call it, so smoothly as some might, unless fortune is smooth about her. Remember what your income is.

It is two hundred a-year, said Mark, pushing his hair from his brow, and speaking with as much equanimity as though he had said two thousand. But I thought perhaps you might be induced to increase it  for her sake.

Dr. Davenal pulled open the green Venetian blind and threw the window higher up, as if the air of the room were growing too hot for him. It was the window  or rather the compartment of it  nearest to the lane, and the doctor was fond of keeping it a little raised. Summer and winter would the passers-by see that window raised behind the green staves of the blind.

Were I to double your income, Mark, and make it four hundred a-year  a thing which you have no right to expect me to do at present, or to ask me to do  it would still be an inadequate income for Caroline Davenal, resumed the doctor, closing the blind again, and setting his back against it I dont believe  it is my opinion, Mark, and I only give it you as such  that she is one to make the best of a small income, or to be happy on it.

Mr. Cray had caught up one of the doctors pens, and stood opposite to him picking the feather-end of it off bit by bit His attitude was a careless one, and his eyes were bent upon the pen, as if to pick those pieces off and litter the carpet were of more consequence than looking at Dr. Davenal. Mr. Cray was inclined to be easy over most things, to take life coolly, and he was characteristically easy over this.

Four hundred a-year is not so small an income, he observed.

That depends, said Dr. Davenal. Incomes are large or small in comparison; in accordance with the requirements, the habits, the notions if you will, of those who have to live upon them. Caroline has enjoyed the advantages derivable from one amounting to three times four.

She may come into that fortune yet, said Mr. Cray.

The first gleam of real displeasure shone now in the eyes of the doctor as he threw them searchingly on his partner. Have you been counting upon that?  Is it the inducement which has called forth this proposal?

No, burst forth Mr. Cray, feeling vexed in his turn and speaking impulsively, as he flung the dilapidated pen back in the inkstand and drew nearer the doctor. I declare that I never thought of the money or the suit; it did not so much as cross my mind; and were Carine never to have a penny-piece to the end of her life, it would make no difference. It is her I want; not money.

Dr. Davenal drew in his lips. Carine! They must have become tolerably intimate for him familiarly to call her that. Pretty Carine was her fond name in the household.

It was Caroline herself who spoke of the money, resumed Mark Cray. We were consulting together as to how far my two hundred a-year would keep us, and she remembered the Chancery suit. Mark, she said, that fortune may come to me, and then we should have no care. It was not I who thought of it, Dr. Davenal. And I am sure I dont count upon it: Caroline herself would be wise not to do so. Chancery suits generally absorb the oyster and leave the shell for the claimants.

Ton have spoken to Caroline, then? questioned Dr. Davenal. Mark pushed off his hair again. O dear yes.

May I ask when?

Well  I dont know, answered Mr. Cray, after considering the point I have been  I have been  

What? cried Dr. Davenal, surprised at the unusual hesitation. Speak out, Mark.

I was going to say I have been making love to her ever so long, continued Mark, with a laugh.  In fact, sir, we have understood each other for some time past; but as to the precise period that I actually spoke out to her by words, I am not sure when it was.

The contrast between the two men was observable in the silence that ensued. Dr. Davenal grave, absorbed, full of thought and care; Mr. Cray self-satisfied, looking as if neither thought nor care had ever come to him, or could come. He lightly watched the passers-by in the street, over the Venetian blind of the middle window, nodding and smiling to any acquaintances that happened to appear. Mr. Cray had made up his mind to marry Miss Caroline Davenal, and it was entirely out of his creed to suppose that any insurmountable objection could supervene.

Mark, said Dr. Davenal, interrupting the gentleman as he was flourishing his hand to somebody, you must be aware that circumstances render it imperative upon me to be more than commonly watchful over the interests of Caroline.

Do you think so? But, Dr. Davenal, I would be sure to make her happy. I would spend my life in it: none would make her as happy as I.

How do you know that? asked Dr. Davenal.

A smile hovered on the young surgeons lips. Because she cares for me, sir; and for none other in the wide world.

I had thought  I had thought that another cared for her, returned Dr. Davenal, speaking impulsively. At least, a doubt of it has sometimes crossed me.

Mark Cray opened his eyes widely in his astonishment  Who? he asked.

But Dr. Davenal did not satisfy him: not that he had any particular motive for observing reticence on the point It is of no consequence. I must have been mistaken, was all he said.

You will not forbid her to me, sir? pleaded Mr. Cray.

A spasm of pain passed across the face of Dr. Davenal; the words had called up bitter recollections.

So long as I live I shall never forbid a marriage to any over whom I hold control, he said, in a tone of subdued anguish; and Mark Cray knew where the sting had pointed, and wished in his goodnature he had not put the question. I will urge all reflection, caution, prudence in my power to urge; but I will not forbid. Least of all have I a right to do so by Caroline.

The younger mans face lighted up. Then you will give her to me, Dr. Davenal?

I give you no promise, was the doctors answer. I most have leisure to reflect on this; it has taken me entirely by surprise. And I must speak to Caroline. Theres plenty of time. To marry yet would indeed be premature.

Premature? echoed Mr. Cray.

Premature in the extreme. A man who does not know how to wait for good things, Mark, does not deserve them.

A lady, with a slow walk and pale face, turned in at the front gate. It was patient the first Dr. Davenal made no observation; he scarcely saw her, so deeply had he plunged into thought. Mr. Cray, who stood closer to the window than a doctor expecting patients generally does stand, smiled and bowed.

It is Mrs, Scott, he observed, as the knocker sounded. She looks very ill to-day.

Attentive Neal was heard to come forth instantly from his pantry, open the door, and show the lady into the dining-room. Then he made his appearance in his masters room.

Mrs. Scott, sir!  

Instead of the Show her in, as Neal expected, Dr. Davenal merely nodded. Mr. Cray made a movement to depart, glancing as he did so, at the very grave face of his senior partner.

I have vexed you, sir?

I feel vexed in this first moment, Mark; I cant deny it, was the candid answer. It is not altogether that Caroline might have been expected to do better; it is not exclusively that I think her peculiarly unfitted for a making-shift life, or that with regard to her I feel my responsibility is weighty: but it is a mixture of all three.

You consider, perhaps, I have done wrong to ask for her?

I consider you have done wrong to ask for her so prematurely. In your place, I think I should have waited a little while, until circumstances had been more propitious.

And perhaps have lost Caroline!

Nay, said the doctor; a girl that cannot wait, and be true while she waits, is not worth a brass button.

He quitted the room as he spoke. At the risk of keeping his patients waiting, he must find and question Caroline. His mind was not at ease.

Mr. Cray went out at the hall-door. Before Neal, who was on the alert, had shut it, a carriage drove up to the gate, and stopped with a clatter. A well-appointed close carriage, its servants in claret-coloured livery, and its claret-coloured panels bearing the insignia of Englands baronetage  the bloody hand.

The footman leaped down for his orders. Mr. Cray, stepping across the lawn, in too much haste to wind round it by means of the gravel-path, held onto his hand with a smile to its only inmate  a little, grey, nervous-looking woman, in an old-fashioned purple silk dress.

How are you to-day, Lady Oswald?

And Neal, with his quiet, cat-like steps, had followed in the wake of Mr. Gray, unseen by that gentleman, and stood behind him in his respectful attention: there might be some message to carry in to his master  leaving three patients, who had entered the gate together, to show themselves in alone.


CHAPTER II.

LADY OSWALDS LETTER.

THE room at the back, looking into the garden, on the opposite side of the passage to Neals pantry, was the most charming apartment in all the house. Not for its grandeur; it was small and very simple indeed, compared to the grand drawing-room up stairs: not for its orderly neatness, for it was usually in a litter; a fascinating, pleasant-looking litter; and perhaps that made its charm. It was called the garden-parlour. The great drawing-room was kept sacred by its presiding mistress, to whom you will soon have the honour of an introduction: sacred, and uncomfortably tidy. Not so much as a pocket-handkerchief must be laid for an instant on one of its handsome tables, its luxurious satin sofas and ottomans; not a footstool must be drawn from its appointed place, let tired legs be hanging down with weariness; not a hand-screen must be removed from the handsomely-famished mantel-piece, were lovely cheeks being roasted to crimson. Methodically proper, everything in its appointed spot, must that room be kept: a book put down in the wrong place was treason; a speck of dust all but warning to Jessy, the unhappy housemaid. The dining-room was tidy, too; no extraneous things were allowed there, it must be kept free for the reception of the patients: the Times newspaper and the newest local journal lay daily on the large mahogany table, and there the litter ended. Perhaps, therefore, it was no wonder that that other room was not always in the order it might have been.

A charming room, nevertheless, on a sunny day. Water-coloured drawings and pencil sketches in plain frames lined the delicately-papered walls, loose music was strewed near the piano and harp, books lay anywhere, pretty little ornamental trifles met the eye, and fancy-work might be seen in more places than one. The glass doors at the window, large and high, stood open to the few wide steps that led to the green lawn  a lawn particularly grateful on a sultry summers day.

For that lawn lay in the shade; the sun in the afternoon shone full on the front of the house, and the lawn was sheltered. The scent of the roses, the syringa, the heliotrope, and other powerfully-perfumed flowers, filled the air, and butterflies and bees flitted from blossom to blossom. It was quite a contrast to the other side of the house, with its busy street, its hot pavement, its jostling traversers, and its garish sunshine. Here lay the cool shade on the mossy lawn  the quiet and the repose of the tinted flowers.

Seated on the lawn, on a garden-bench, was a young lady reading. A graceful girl of middle height, with large hazel eyes quite luminous in their brightness, a well-formed gentle face, rather pale, and brown hair that took almost a golden tinge when the sun shone through it There was no very great beauty to boast of in the face, but it was one of those that the eye likes to rest upon  and love. A far more beautiful face was that of another young girl, who was restlessly moving amidst the side clusters of shrubs and flowers, plucking the choicest. A face whose beauty could not be denied, with its dark violet eyes, its nearly black hair, and the damask complexion all too bright: these strangely brilliant complexions do not always go with the soundest of constitutions. She was little, fairy-like, somewhat pettish and wilful in her movements. A stranger would say they were sisters, and be puzzled to tell which of the two was the elder, which the younger. There was really no likeness between them, save in the dress  that was precisely similar: a thin gauzy silken material, cool but rich, and no doubt expensive, with a good deal of delicate coloured trimming upon it, and open sleeves over white lace. Sisters they were not  only cousins.

Suddenly there was a scream from the midst of the flowers, and the young lady on the garden-bench raised her eyes to speak.

What is it, Caroline?

She came forth in her beauty, flinging down the flowers she had gathered, and holding out the back of her hand. A deep scratch lay right across it.

Just look! I am always tearing myself with those wild-rose brambles!

Poor hand! Sit still, Carine; it is too hot for anything else to-day. What do you want with the flowers, that you need trouble yourself to get them?

I dont know what I want with them. Nothing. Picking them helped to pass away the time.

Why are you so restless this afternoon!

Am I restless? One cant be always as quiet as you  read, read, read for ever.

An amused smile parted the readers lips, bringing to view the pretty teeth, so white and regular. I will retort in nearly your own words, Carine  am I quiet? I think not.

Yes you are, except when the boys are at home. You are noisy enough then. I shall go and eat some fruit.

Lend me your pencil first, Caroline.

Miss Caroline Davenal put her hand into her pocket and could not find her pencil I must have left it somewhere in-doors, she said.  Youll see it if you look.

I must mark a passage here.

What will Mr. Oswald Cray say to your marking his book?

Mr. Oswald Cray asked me to mark anything that struck me. It is a delightful book.

Caroline Davenal went joyously down the garden, singing a snatch of a song, as she put her handkerchief over her head to guard it from the sun. The upper half of the long piece of ground was all pleasure and flowers; the lower half all usefulness, vegetables and fruit-trees. Her cousin, book in hand, went up the steps and in at the glass doors to find a pencil She was bending over the centre table, searching for one, when Dr. Davanel entered the room.

Is Caroline here?

She is in the garden, papa.

Dr. Davenal advanced to the window, and stood at it, ostensibly looking for Caroline. He could not see her; the fruit-trees in the distance had effectually hidden her, and the doctor appeared lost in thought Presently he spoke, without looking round.

Sara, did you know that  that  in short, have you ever observed that an attachment was arising between Mr. Cray and Caroline?

Sara looked up, but did not at once reply. The question was one, put from a father to a daughter, that brought up the blushes on her cheeks in her maiden modesty.

N  o, she replied, at length. But the no, in its hesitation, sounded almost as much like yes.

My dear, I did not ask you to deceive me, was the grave answer;  I ask for the truth.

O papa, you know  you know I would not deceive you, she replied, quite in distress. And Dr. Davenal, pained by the tone, drew her to him and kissed her cheek. He knew how good, how loving, how dutiful, was this daughter of his.

The real truth is this, papa. Very recently, only since a day or two, a faint suspicion has arisen in my mind that it might be so. Caroline has not spoken, and I have had nothing to guide me to it, except the fact that Mr. Cray is so much here. Indeed, I do not know whether it is so or not.

I believe I have been a little blind, observed Dr. Davenal speaking quite as much to himself as to his daughter. The fact is, Sara, I had a notion in my head that some one else had taken a fancy to Caroline; and I suppose I could see nothing beyond it. I speak of Mr. Oswald Cray.

It was well that Dr. Davenals eyes were fixed on the garden, or he might have wondered at the startled change in his daughters face. It had turned of one glowing crimson. She moved again to the table, and stood there with her back to the light.

I suppose I was mistaken; that there was nothing in it, Sara?

Nothing, papa, I think; nothing whatever, came the low-toned answer.

But Mr. Oswald Cray does come here a great deal when he is at Hallingham? pursued the doctor, as if willing to debate the question.

The crimson grew deeper. Dr. Davenal did not seem to observe that there was no answer.

How the idea came to arise, I do not understand. Heaven knows I should be the last man in the world to scheme and plan out marriages  for Caroline or for anybody else. Such matters are best left to come about of themselves. But, Sara, I wish one thing  that it had been Mr. Oswald Cray, instead of Mark.

Do you, papa? with the blushing face still turned from him. Ay, I do. I could have trusted her to Oswald. How could she choose the other in preference to him?

Sara lifted her face. Eager words were on her lips  to the effect that perhaps Mr. Oswald Cray might not have chosen Caroline. But they died away unspoken.

I wish you would go and tell her I want her here, Sara.

Sara slipped by the doctor, passed over the cool lawn to the distant sunny paths, and met her cousin.

Papa wants you, Carine.

Caroline recoiled in her self-conscious timidity. What about? she whispered. Did he say what about?

I think, said Sara slowly, scarcely knowing whether she was doing right to speak or not, that it is something about Mr. Cray. For a moment Caroline made no rejoinder, She walked on and had nearly gained the lawn when she turned her head again. Sara had lingered behind.

Sara! Sara! Did he seem angry? she whispered.

Not exactly angry. Vexed, I thought.

Dr. Davenal stood at the glass doors still. He put out his hand as she approached him.

Did you want me, Uncle Richard?

Mr. Cray has been making an application to me concerning you. Caroline, were you cognisant of it?

Now, Uncle Richard! If you are going to be cross, I  I shall be so unhappy.

When did you ever know me cross? he gravely rejoined, and Caroline Davenal burst into tears.

Caroline, my dear, we must put away this childishness. You are but affecting it, and this is a serious moment I must talk to you very earnestly. Come in, Sara. It is cooler in-doors than out Sara, who in her delicacy of feeling would have remained outside, went within the room and sat down to the table with her book. Caroline had dried her passing tears, and was stealing a glance at Dr. Davenal.

You are angry, Uncle Richard.

If I am, Caroline, it is for your sake; a loving anger. My chief emotion, I believe, is surprise. I never gave a thought to this; not a suspicion of it crossed me.

I fancied you must have guessed it, was the murmured answer. Guessed that! No, child. But the blindness was my own, I believe. When we ourselves place one view deliberately before us, it tends to shut out others. I had got it into my head, Carine, that it was to your score we were indebted for the frequent visits of Mr. Oswald Cray.

Caroline lifted her face, and Dr. Davenal observed how genuine was the surprise depicted on it Uncle Richard!

I see. I see now, child, that the idea was void of foundation. But, Caroline, he gravely added, I would rather it had been Oswald than Mark. All the world must respect Oswald Cray.

I should think it was void of foundation! indignantly returned Caroline, resenting the disparagement cast on Mark. Why, Uncle Richard, Oswald Cray likes Sara a thousand times better than he likes me! But not with that sort of liking, she hastened to add, lest a construction should be put upon the words which most certainly she never meant to put General liking, I mean. Oswald Crays heart is buried in his ambition, in his busy life; he gives little thought to aught else. Uncle Richard, I would not marry Oswald Cray if he were worth his weight in gold. He would find fault with me all day long.

Well, well; let us drop Oswald Cray, and return to the point, Caroline. If  

Lady Oswald, sir.

The interruption came from Neal. They had not heard him open the door, and the announcement was the first intimation of his presence. Of course all private conversation was at an end, and the doctor half groaned as he turned to Lady Oswald. She came in, her warm cashmere scarf drawn round her, and her purple gown held up gracefully on the right side, after the style of walking in the fashionable world in the days when Lady Oswald was young.

Lady Oswald was one of those imaginary invalids who give more trouble to their medical attendants than a whole score of patients with real maladies. Fussy and fidgety, she exacted constant attendance from Dr. Davenal. She paid him well; but she worried him nearly out of his life. On his leisure days, when he could really afford the visit to her, and the quarter-of-an-hours chat spent in condoling with her upon her array of ailments and in giving her the gossip of Hallingham, he spared the time with a good grace; but in a season of pressure he did chafe at having to pay this daily visit, when dying men were waiting for him. He had been with her that morning between ten and eleven: Neal had said she called while he was out; and now here she was again! Once or twice latterly he had sent Mr. Cray in his stead, and she had not seemed to object to it But she had come for a different object now.

Only two minutes conversation with you, doctor, she said, in a voice naturally feeble. You must spare it me, though it is Tuesday afternoon, and I see your dining-rooms getting full. Neal said you were here, so I came in straight, not to be confounded with the patients. Only look at this letter which was delivered to me this morning, and see what it must have been to my nerves. Parkins has been giving me red lavender ever since.

But you know, Lady Oswald, that I object to your taking red lavender.

What am I to do when a shock like that comes to me? Do read it, doctor.

Dr. Davenal, feeling that he had no time for letters or nerves just then, was yet compelled in good manners to accede. He opened the note, which was a very short one, and ran his eyes over the contents; once and then again; the first time he did not quite master them.

It was written to Lady Oswald by her landlord, a gentleman of the name of Low. It appeared that Mr. Low had some little time back received an intimation from the railway company that they should require to take a small portion of the grounds attached to the residence occupied by Lady Oswald, for the purpose of erecting certain sheds necessary at that bend of the line. This note was to inform her that he had given his consent, and it ended with a polite hope and belief that neither the sheds nor the process of their erection would prove any annoyance to her.

Dr. Davenal folded the letter when read. Lady Oswald looked at him. What would you advise me to do? she asked in a fretful tone.

Indeed, Lady Oswald, I do not see what you can do, he thoughtfully answered, except submit to it.

Submit to it! submit to their erecting railway sheds in my very garden! she ejaculated in astonishment From the very first hour that I knew they were carrying that new line of rail close to your grounds, I felt sure it would prove an annoyance to you in some shape or other, observed Dr. Davenal, speaking more to himself than to Lady Oswald. It is a great pity, but we all have to submit occasionally to these untoward things, Lady Oswald, as we go through life.

I shall not submit to this, she resolutely returned. They have no more right to erect sheds on my grounds, than they have to erect them upon me. I shall forbid it.

But the power to do so does not lie with you, objected Dr. Davenal. You are but a tenant on lease. In point of fact, I do not suppose such power lies with any one, not even with Low himself. The railway companies seem to do pretty much as they please in the kingdom. Mr. Low will be sure to get well paid, and his consent, according to the tenor of this note, is already given.

Lady Oswald pushed her grey hair nervously from her brow. Dr. Davenal, I dont believe that the law has power so to annoy innocent people and drive them from their homes. Do you know how long I have lived in that house?

A great many years now. Ever since the death of Sir John.

I have lived in it fourteen years, and I will not be driven forth at their pleasure. I expected to die in it, and I will die in it. If they attempt to touch my grounds, I shall have them warned off as trespassers, and I will keep a couple of policemen on the watch day and night.

Dr. Davenal did not then dispute the policy of the avowed plan with her, or point out its futility. In her present mood he knew it would be useless, even if he had the time, to attempt it Because I am a widow woman they think that they can put upon me with impunity, she resumed; but they will find their mistake. I have telegraphed for Mr. Oswald Cray, and expect him down by night-time.

You have telegraphed for him? cried Dr. Davenal. Of course I have. Who else is there to take my part, doctor, save him or you? That letter was delivered just after you left me this morning, and I sent to the telegraph at once. Oswald can fight them; and he has influence: they will be clever to overreach him?

Dr. Davenal opened his mouth to speak, but suppressed the impulsive words upon his tongue. To what end recall to Lady Oswalds attention the fact that Mr. Oswald Cray, as one of the engineers to the line, must necessarily be against her, if she had not the sense to remember it? He said a few words to the effect that he must go to his patients, gave Lady Oswald a half promise to see her that night, and left her to be entertained by his daughter.

My dear, why need Miss Carine have rim away from me the moment I came in?

Sara smiled. Not from you, Lady Oswald; I think she wanted to run from us all. And perhaps she thought your visit was only to papa.

How is Miss Davenal?

Quite well Will you see her? She is in the drawingroom.

Lady Oswald hesitated.

My dear, of course I should be glad to see her; I wish to pay her every respect; but  you know it is so great a trial to me  with my little weak voice. However, I will go up, as I am here. Is her deafness better?

Not at all, was Saras answer. I dont suppose it ever will be better. It gets worse, we think, as she grows old.

Grows what? cried Lady Oswald.

Sara had quick perceptions, and she felt that the word old, as applied to her aunt, had offended Lady Oswalds ear. How changed do our ideas of age become as our own years change! To Sara Davenal, with her twenty years, her aunt, verging on fifty, was old; to Lady Oswald, who would count seventy-one her next birthday, Miss Davenal seemed but as a youngish woman!

Lady Oswald stepped slowly up the wide staircase, one foot at a time. Sara followed her, and threw open the door of the handsome drawing-room. A large square room, beautiful as a show place; and to keep it beautiful was the hobby of Miss Bettina Davenal.


CHAPTER III.

MISS BETTINA DAVENAL.

Miss DAVENAL sat in her usual seat near the window, her straight figure bolt upright, her knitting needles plying fast their work, the small inlaid table at her right hand holding the open pearl basket of wool. How many stockings, socks, sleeves, and chest-protectors, were knitted by Miss Davenal in the course of the year, the poor alone could tell  for they were the recipients. Hallingham surmised that she must spend half her income upon wool. Theres no doubt she was a charitable well-meaning woman at heart, but she did not always show it in her manner.

A beautiful woman in her day must have been Bettina Davenal, with her pure complexion and her classical features. But the grey eyes had a cold hard look in them now; and the nose, across the high bridge of which the delicate skin was drawn so tightly, was almost painfully thin. The name Bettina had been bestowed on her at the request of a godmother, a lady of Italian origin; not an ugly name, but somewhat long for the everyday use of English tongues, and those familiar with her occasionally shortened it into Miss Bett, a liberty that was resented by Miss Davenal. She laboured under that troublesome defect, intense deafness, and also under the no less troublesome conviction (not unfrequently accompanying it) that she was not deaf at all. Her hair of a pale flaxen, soft and abundant still, was worn in smooth braids, and was surmounted by a rich lace head-dress, very high.

She need not have added to her height; she was tall enough without it; as was seen when she rose to receive Lady Oswald. A straight-down, thin, upright figure, without crinolines or cordings, her grey damask dress falling in wrapt folds around her as she held forth her mittened hand.

I hope I see you better, Lady Oswald.

The tone was unnaturally high: you may have noticed that it is so sometimes in deaf people. Lady Oswald, with her weak nerves, would have put her hands to her ears had she done as she liked.

I am not well to-day. I am worse than usual. I have had a most unpleasant shock, Miss Davenal; an upset.

A what? cried Miss Davenal, putting her hand to her ear.

An upset.

Bless my heart! cried Miss Davenal; did your carriage run away?

Tell her, Sara, groaned Lady Oswald. I shall be hoarse for two days if I call out like this.

Lady Oswald has had some unpleasant news, aunt. She has received notice that they are going to run the railway through her grounds.

Miss Davenal caught a word or so, and looked terrified. Received notice that they are going to run a railway through her! What do you mean?

Not through her, said Sara, putting her lips close to the deaf ears. Through her grounds.

But Id not let them, cried Miss Davenal, hearing now. Id not let them, Lady Oswald.

I wont, screamed Lady Oswald at the top of her voice. I have sent for Mr. Oswald Cray.

Miss Davenal was dubious. What good will that do? Is it to pelt upon them? I hate those wicked railways..

Is what to pelt upon them?

The clay. Didnt you say you had sent for some clay?

Oh dear! Sara, do make her understand.

Poor Sara had to do her best. Not clay, Aunt Bettina; Mr. Oswald Cray.

Aunt Bettina nodded her stately head. I like Mr. Oswald Cray. He is a favourite of mine, Lady Oswald.

As he is of everybodys, Miss Davenal, returned Lady Oswald. Id have remembered him in my will but for offending the Oswald family. They are dreadfully prejudiced.

Pinched! echoed Miss Davenal. Wheres he pinched?

Prejudiced, Aunt Bettina. Lady Oswald says the Oswald family are prejudiced.

You need not roar out in that way, Sara; I can hear, I hope. I am not so deaf as all that comes to. Whats he prejudiced at?  the railway? He ought not to be, he is one of its engineers.

Not Mr. Oswald Cray, aunt The Oswald family. They are prejudiced against him.

If you speak to me again in that manner, Sara, I shall complain to your papa. One would think you were calling out to somebody at the top of the chimney. As if I and Lady Oswald did not know that the Oswald family are prejudiced against Oswald Cray? We dont want you to tell it us from a speaking-trumpet; we knew it before you were born. I dont think he cares for their prejudices, Lady Oswald, Miss Davenal added, turning to her.

He would be very foolish if he did. I dont. They are prejudiced, you know, against me.

I think the world must be coming to an end, with all these rails and stations and sheds, fretfully spoke Miss Davenal.

The news has made me ill, said Lady Oswald, who liked nothing half so well as to speak of her own ailments. I was getting better, as Dr. Davenal can tell you, but this will throw me, back for weeks. My maid has been giving me red lavender ever since.

Miss Davenal looked at her with a puzzled stare.

That is poison, is it not?

What is poison?

Red lead.

I said red lavender, cried Lady Oswald. It is very good for the spirits: a few drops taken on a lump of sugar. Red lav-en-der.

Miss Davenal resolutely shook her head. Nasty stuff! she cried. Red lavender never did anybody good yet, Lady Oswald. Leave it off; leave it off.

I dont touch it once in a month in an ordinary way, screamed Lady Oswald. Only when anything beyond common arises to flurry me.

Miss Bettina stared at her. What common is flooded? It is dry weather.

Lady Oswald cast a helpless look at Sara. Flurried, Aunt Bettina, said the young lady. Lady Oswald said when she was flurried.

Miss Bettina was not in the least grateful for the assistance. She pushed away her niece with her elbow. It was in fact next to high treason for Sara to attempt to assist Miss Davenals deafness. I should not allow things to flurry me, Lady Oswald. I never was flurried in my life.

Temperaments are constituted differently, returned Lady Oswald.

Temper! cried Miss Davenal, as angrily as politeness would allow her, what has temper to do with it? Who accuses me of temper?

Tem-per-a-ment, corrected Lady Oswald, cracking her voice. Sara, I must go.

She rose quickly; she could not stand the interview any longer; but in spite of the misapprehensions they took leave of each other cordially. The same scene occurred every time they met: as it did whenever conversation was attempted with Miss Davenal. It cannot be denied that she heard better at times than at others, occasionally tolerably well; and hence perhaps the source, or partially so, of her own belief that her deafness was but of a slight nature. When alone with the familiar family voices, and in quiet times, she could hear; but in moments of surprise and excitement, in paying or receiving visits, the ears were nearly hopeless.

Neal attended Lady Oswald to her carriage, waiting there at the gate with its powdered coachman and footman, to the gratification of the juvenile street Arabs of Hallingham; the same ever-assiduous, superior servant, quite dignified in his respectability. Lady Oswald believed him perfection  that there was not another such servant in the world.

Your mistress grows more distressingly deaf than ever, Neal, she remarked, as he put her dress straight in the carriage, her own footman resigning the office to him with almost the same submission that he might have resigned it to Mr. Cray, had the young surgeon been at hand to assist her in, as he had been to assist her out She does, my lady. It is a great affliction. Home, loftily added Neal to the servants: and he bowed low as the carriage drove away.


CHAPTER IV.

OSWALD CRAY.

THE house of Lady Oswald was an old-fashioned red brick mansion of moderate size, two storeys in height only, and with gable-ends. It was exceedingly comfortable inside, and was surrounded by rather extensive grounds. At the opposite end of the town to the station, it might have been thought that that vulgar innovation, the railroad, so especially obnoxious to Lady Oswald, would at least have spared it offensive contact; but that was not to be. There was no accounting for the curves and tracks taken by those lines of the junction, and one of them had gone off at a tangent to skirt the very boundary of her land.

Seated in the front drawing-room, the one chiefly used by Lady Oswald, was a woman of some forty years, attired in a neat green-coloured gown, and cap with white ribbons. This was Parkins, Lady Oswalds maid, recently promoted to be somewhat of a companion, for Lady Oswald began to dislike being much alone. A well-meaning faithful woman, with weak eyes and weak will, and given to tears on very slight occasions. Parkins had also been lately made housekeeper as well as companion, and the weekly accounts connected with that department threatened to be the bane of Parkinss life. Add them up she could not; make them come right she could not: and she could get neither mercy nor assistance from Lady Oswald, who had always been her own account-keeper, and never found any trouble in it. Two tradesmens books were before Parkins now, and she was bending over them in despair, during her ladys absence.

I cant as much as read the figures, she groaned; how, then, am I to add em up? Last week there was an overcharge of ten shillings in this very butchers book, and my lady found it out, and hasnt done talking to me for it yet. It isnt my fault; all folks are not born with a head for figures. And why cant tradespeople make their figures plain?

Had she not been so absorbed by the book and its complications she might have seen the approach of a visitor. A tall and very gentlemanly man of some eight-and-twenty years, with a countenance that would have been remarkably frank and pleasing but for the expression of pride pervading it: nay, that was frank and pleasing in spite of the pride. He could not help the pride; it was innate, born with him; he did not make his own face, and the lines of pride were inherent in it The pale features were regular, the hair dark, the eyes dark blue, and lying rather deep in the head; good and honest eyes they were, searching and truthful: and when he smiled, as he was smiling now, it made full amends for deficiencies, obliterating every trace of pride, and imparting a singular charm to the face.

His approach had been discerned by one of the maid-servants, and she had come to the hall-door and was holding it open. It was at her he had smiled, for in manner he was exceedingly affable. Perhaps the very consciousness of the pride that clung to him, and was his besetting sin, rendered him resolute that in manner at least he should not offend.

How are you, Susan? Is Lady Oswald within?

No, sir, my ladys out, was the girls reply, as she dropped a curtsey. Parkins is in the drawing-room, sir, I think: I daresay she can tell whether my lady will be long.

He laid on the hall-table a small roll of paper or parchment that he carried, threw off a dusty light overcoat, and took up the roll again. Susan opened the drawing-room door.

Mr. Oswald Cray.

Parkins gave a scream. Parkins was somewhat addicted to giving screams when startled or surprised. Starting up from her chair and her perplexing books, she stood staring at him, as if unable to take in the fact of his presence. Parkins believed in marvels, and thought one had been enacted then.

Oh, sir! how did you come? You must have travelled surely on the telegraph wires?

Not I, answered Mr. Oswald Cray, smiling at her astonishment, but not understanding its cause. I left London by rail this morning, Parkins.

A telegraph message went up for you an hour or two ago, sir, continued Parkins. My lady has had bad news, sir, and she sent for you.

I had no message. I must have left London previously. What bad news has she had?

Its them railway people, sir, explained Parkins. They have been writing a letter to my lady  leastways the landlord has  saying that they are going to take these grounds and build upon them.

I havent seen her so upset for a long while, sir. When she got a bit better from the shock and had sent to the telegraph, she ordered the carriage, and set off to tell Dr. Davenal.

Do you expect her to be long? he asked, thinking that if so, he might go about some business he had to do, and come back again.

I expect her every minute, sir; she has been gone a great deal longer than I thought shed be away.

He walked to the window, unrolled the parchment, and began to look at it. It seemed a sort of map, drawn with ink. Parkins, who, whatever might be the companionship she was admitted to by her mistress, knew her place better than to remain in the presence of Mr. Oswald Cray, gathered up her account-book and her pen and ink, and prepared to quit the room.

Shall I order you any refreshment, sir? she stopped to ask.

Not any, thank you.

She closed the door, leaving him deep in his parchment. Another minute, and the carriage was seen bowling quickly up. He went out to meet it: and Lady Oswald gave a scream as Parkins had done, and wanted to know how he had got there.

I came down on my own account, Lady Oswald, he said, as he gave her his arm to lead her in. My visit is a purposed one to you.

Im sure you are very good, Oswald! It is not often that you honour me with a visit. When you are staying in the neighbourhood for days and days, a simple call of ceremony is about all I get.

His lips parted with that peculiar smile which made his face at these moments so attractive. When I am in the neighbourhood, Lady Oswald, business nearly overwhelms me. I have not much time to call my own.

Lady Oswald untied her bonnet, and threw herself into a chair: only the drive to Dr. Davenals and back had tired her. Parkins came into the room to take her things, but she waved her hand sharply, impatient at the interruption. Presently, presently,  and Parkins left them alone again.

Oswald, do you know what a cruel letter I have had this morning? They want to bring that wretched railway through my grounds.

Not the railway, he said, correcting her. They are proposing to build some sheds upon the boundaries of them.

You know about it, then?

Yes; I came down to acquaint you, and I am sorry you should, have heard of it from any one else first. I could have spared you one-half the alarm and annoyance it seems to have caused. Look here. This is the plan.

He spread the paper out before her. He pointed out the very small portion of the grounds, and in the remotest part of them, not in sight of the house, or the parts ever walked in by herself, that was proposed to be taken: he assured her that the projected sheds were but small sheds, for barrows, trucks, and such things to stand under; that they would, in point of fact, be no annoyance to her, that she never need see or hear them. All in vain. Lady Oswald had set her mind bitterly against the innovation; she could neither be persuaded nor soothed, and she felt vexed with Mr. Oswald Cray that he should attempt it.

It is very well for you to praise it, she resentfully said. Your interest lies in the line, not in me. Perhaps they have bribed you to say all this.

For a single moment his face grew dark, and its haughty pride shone out quite repellantly; the next he was smiling his sweet smile. None knew better than Oswald Cray how rebelliously false the tongue is apt to be in moments of irritation.

Dear Lady Oswald, you know that it is foreign to my nature to cause needless pain. When this news reached my ears a week ago, for the plan did not originate with me, I bestirred myself to see whether it might not be relinquished; whether, in short, the sheds could not be erected on any other portion of the line. But I find that there is no other portion available so close to the station.

Theres that piece of waste ground midway between this and the station, she answered. Why can they not take that?

Another station is to be made there. One for goods.

Another station! Do they think to bring all the world to Hallingham?

They are bringing a great many lines of rails to it.

But they need not disturb my possessions to make room for them! she quickly retorted. Surely your interest might get this spared to me!

In vain Mr. Oswald Cray strove to convince her that on this point he had no influence whatever. Nay, he confessed to her, in his candid truth, that as one of the engineers to the line, he could only acquiesce in the expediency of that part being used for the sheds, that there was no other spot so available.

I drew this plan out myself, he said, partly from our charts of the line, partly from my personal recollection of your grounds. I wished to demonstrate to you how very little a portion of them is, in fact, required. Will you put on your bonnet again, Lady Oswald, and walk with me to the spot? I will show you the exact measure they intend to take.

No, I wont, said Lady Oswald angrily. And you ought not to turn against me, Oswald. It is the principle of the thing I go upon; the resistance that, in my opinion, should be universally made to these intrusive railways, which are cutting up the country and ruining it If they wanted to take but one foot of my ground; if they only wanted that dry ditch that skirts it, they should never have it by my consent, and I will hold out against it to the last. Now you know.

She sat nervously unpinning her cashmere scarf, her hands trembling so that she could scarcely hold the gold pins as she took them out. Oswald Cray slowly rolled up the parchment. He had come down from town at a very busy moment, when he could ill spare the time, with the sole hope of soothing the news to her, of putting her in good humour with what must inevitably be. He had received many little kindnesses from her in his life, especially in his boyhood; and he was one to treasure up the remembrance of kindness shown, and repay it if he could.

It may seem a very trifling thing, this project of erecting a few low, trumpery sheds; as may Lady Oswalds inveterate objection to it. But it is on trifles that the great events of life turn; and, but for this project of the sheds, this not-to-be-conquered refusal, the greater portion of this story need never have been written.


CHAPTER V.

RETROSPECT.

OF some note in the county, though poor for their rank, were the Oswalds of Thorndyke. Thorndyke, their country seat, was situated about five miles from Hallingham, and had been generally made the constant residence of the reigning baronet. It was a fine old place; the dyke surrounding it, or dike, as you may like to spell it  from which the place no doubt had partially taken its name  was of remarkable width. It was filled up in the time of Lady Oswalds husband; the third baronet of his name; and fine pleasure-grounds might be seen now where unwholesome water had once stagnated. Possibly that water had been the remote and unsuspected cause of the dying off of so many of the houses children  as they had died in the old days.

The second baronet, Sir Oswald Oswald, lost five children in succession. Two daughters and a son alone lived to grow up: and perhaps it had been as well for the peace of Sir Oswald and his wife had those three likewise died in infancy; for pain they all brought home in one shape or other. They were self-willed and disobedient; preferring their own ways. The son wished to go into the army: his father had the greatest possible aversion to it; but he persisted, and went, in spite of remonstrance. The younger daughter, Frances, married an old man for his rank: Sir Oswald objected to it; the mans character was of startling notoriety; but Frances took her own will and married him. A few short months only, and she was back again at Thorndyke, driven to take refuge from her husband in her fathers home. The elder daughter, Mary, married Mr. Cray, a gentleman of no account in comparison with the Oswalds of Thorndyke. To this the most strenuous objection of all was made by Sir Oswald and his lady  in their haughty pride they looked down with utter contempt upon Mr. Cray. Miss Oswald disputed the grounds of their objection, urging that Mr. Cray, though of no particular note, was at least of gentle blood and breeding, and though his means might be small, she deemed them sufficient. It was of no use: she could make no impression on her father and mother, she could not shake their refusal of consent, and she married Mr. Cray without it. Public opinion on the matter was divided. Some took Miss Oswalds part. She was of an age to judge for herself, being, in fact, no longer very young; and there appeared no good reason, save that he was not wealthy, for objecting to Mr. Cray. But her family  father, mother, brother, sister  bitterly resented it, and said she had disgraced them.

Mr. Cray had about eight hundred a-year, derivable from money in the funds, and he lived in the Abbey at Hallingham. The Oswalds enjoyed some three or four thousand a-year, landed property, and they lived at Thorndyke, and were baronets, and very grand. Of course there was a great difference; but some thought the difference might have been got over by Sir Oswald. Some went so far as to say that Mr. Cray, with his fine manly person-and good conduct, was a better man than that shrivelled old lord who was breaking the heart of his poor wife, the younger daughter. Sir Oswald and Lady Oswald could not be brought to see it; none of the Oswalds could see it; and, take them altogether  brothers, cousins, uncles and nephews  there was a large family of them.

Mary Oswald married Mr. Cray, and he brought her home to Hallingham Abbey, and her friends never saw her after; that is, they never would recognise her. Many a Tuesday, on which day the family from Thorndyke would drive into Hallingham in their carriage and four  as was the habit with some of the county people   did they pass her without notice. They would be in the large dose carriage, the old baronet and my lady, and their daughter Frances  who had no home now but theirs  opposite to them, and they would see Mrs. Cray at the Abbey windows, alone or with her husband, as the case might be, for their road took them past it, and all the greeting they gave her was a stony stare. Time went on, and there appeared a baby at her side, a pretty little fellow in long petticoats, held in his nurses arms. That baby was named Oswald Oswald, and was the Mr. Oswald Cray whom you have seen: but the stare from the baronets carriage was not less stony than before.

A twelvemonth more, when Oswald could just begin to run about in his pretty white frocks, and get his sturdy legs into grief, his hands into mischief, another child was born, and died. Poor Mrs. Cray died herself a few weeks afterwards. People said she had grown weak, fretting after Thorndyke, after her father and mother, lamenting their hardness, regretting her own disobedience; but people are prone to talk, and often say things for which theres not a shadow of foundation. She died without having seen her friends  unreconciled; and when Mr. Cray wrote to Sir Oswald a very proper letter, not familiar, but giving the details of her death, no answer was accorded him. Mrs. Cray, as Mary Oswald, had possessed a small income independent of her father, and this on her death passed to her little son. It was just one hundred and six pounds per year, and she made it her dying request that he should use the surname of Oswald in addition to that of Cray  should be known henceforth as Master Oswald Cray.

And it was so; and when the boy first entered a noted public school for gentlemens sons, far away from Hallingham, and the boys saw him sign his exercises and copies O. Oswald Cray, they asked him what the O was for. For his Christian name, he answered. Was not Oswald his Christian name? they wanted to know. Yes, his Christian and his surname both, he said  Oswald Oswald. It was his grandpapas Christian and surname, Sir Oswald Oswald. Oh! was he his grandfather? asked the boys. Yes; but  Oswald added in his innate love of truth  he had never been the better for him, Sir Oswald had never spoken to him in his life; there was something unpleasant between him and his papa, he did not know what. No; at that stage of the boys age he was unconscious what the breach was, or that his dead mother had made it.

Poor Oswald Cray had not had a very happy childhoods life; he scarcely knew what was meant by the words, home-ties, home-love. He had never enjoyed them. There was a second Mrs. Cray, and a second family, and she did not like the boy Oswald, or care that he should be at home. He was but four years old when he was despatched to a far-off preparatory school, where he was to stay the holidays as well as the half-years. Now and then, about once in two years or so, he would be had home for a fortnight at Christmas, and Mr. Cray would make an occasional journey to see him.

It was at ten years old that he was removed to the public school, where the boys asked him the meaning of the O. Before that time came, grief had penetrated to the family of Sir Oswald Oswald. His only son and heir had died in battle in India; his daughter Frances, who had never gone back to the old lord, had died at Thorndyke; and Sir Oswald and his wife were childless. Neither survived the year, and when Oswald was eleven years old, and getting to hold his own in the school, the title had devolved on the next brother, Sir John. Sir John was sixty when he came into it, and had no children. He had offended the Oswald family in the same way that Mary Oswald had offended them, by marrying a lady whose family was not as good as his own.

That lady was the present widow, Lady Oswald, now lamenting over the threatened innovation of the railway sheds. Sir John Oswald enjoyed the title for four years only, and then it lapsed to a cousin, for Sir John had no children. The cousin, Sir Philip, enjoyed it still, and lived at Thorndyke, and his eldest son would succeed him. They were proud also, those present Oswalds of Thorndyke, and never had spoken to Oswald Cray in their lives. The prejudices of old Sir Oswald had descended upon them, and Sir Philip and Lady Oswald would pass Oswald Cray, if by chance they met him, with as stony a stare as had ever greeted his poor mother.

Perhaps the only one of the whole Oswald family upon whom the prejudices had not descended was the widow of Sir John. Upon the death of her husband, when she had to leave Thorndyke, she took on lease the house at Hallingham, and had never removed from it Her jointure was not a large one; but Sir John had bequeathed to her certain moneys absolutely, and these were at her own disposal. These moneys were also being added to yearly, for she did not spend all her income; so that it was supposed Lady Oswald would leave a pretty little sum behind her, by which somebody would benefit There was no lack of somebodies to look out for it, for Lady Oswald had two nephews with large families, both of whom wanted help badly. One of these nephews, the Reverend Mr. Stephenson, was a poor curate, straggling to bring up his seven children upon one hundred a year. Lady Oswald sent him a little help now and then; but she was not fond of giving away her money.

The pride and prejudices of the family had not fallen upon her, and she noticed and welcomed Oswald Cray. He was fifteen when she settled at Hallingham, and she had him to spend his first holidays with her afterwards. She had continued to notice him ever since, to invite him occasionally, and she was in her way fond of him; but it was not in the nature of Lady Oswald to feel much fondness for any one.

And yet, though not in her inmost heart cherishing the prejudices of the Oswalds, she did in a degree adopt them. She could not be independent and brave them off. Conscious that she was looked down upon herself by the Oswalds, she could not feel sufficiently free to take up her own standard of conduct, and fling those prejudices utterly to the winds. Upon tolerably good terms with Thorndyke, paying it occasional state visits, and receiving state visits from it in return, she did not openly defy all Thorndykes prejudices. Though she acknowledged Oswald Cray as a relative, received him as an equal, there it ended, and she never, by so much as a word or a nod, recognised his father, Mr. Cray. She never had known him, and she did not enter upon the acquaintance. But in this there was nothing offensive, nothing that need have hurt the feelings of the Grays; Lady Oswald and they were strangers, and she was not bound to make their acquaintance, any more than she was that of other gentlepeople about Hallingham, moving in a sphere somewhat inferior to herself.

Mr. Cray had continued to reside at Hallingham Abbey, and to live at it in a style that his income did not justify. However the Oswalds may have despised him, he did not despise himself; neither did Hallingham. Mr. Cray of the Abbey was of note in the town; Mr. Cray was courted and looked up to; Mr. Cray went to dinner-parties, and gave them; Mr. Crays wife was fashionable and extravagant, and so were Mr. Crays daughters; and altogether Mr. Cray was a great man, and spent thousands where he ought to have spent hundreds.

He had four children, not counting Oswald  Marcus and three daughters  and it cost something to bring them out in the world. Marcus, changeable and vacillating by nature, fixed upon half a dozen professions or occupations for himself, before he decided upon the one he finally embraced  that of a doctor. Chance, more than anything else, caused him to decide on this at last. Altogether, what with home extravagance and the cost of his children, Mr. Cray became an embarrassed man; and when he died, about two years previous to the opening of this story, a very slender support was left for his wife and daughters. His will did not even mention Oswald. Two or three hundred pounds were left to Marcus  the rest to Mrs. Cray for her life, and to go to her daughters afterwards.

Oswald had not expected any. Where a home gives no affection, it is not very likely to give money. When Oswald had come of age he found that his own income, of which his father was trustee, had not only been spent upon his education, but the principal had been very considerably drawn upon as well  in fact, it would take years to redeem it. I was obliged to do it, Oswald, his father said. I could not limit your educational expenses, and there was the heavy premium to pay in Parliament Street Id willingly have paid all cost myself; but it has not been in my power.

Oswald was not ungenerous. He grasped his fathers hand and warmly thanked him, saying it was only right his own money should pay his cost when there were so many at home to educate. Ah, it was not the money he regretted. Had every sixpence of it been spent  why, it was spent  he was young and strong, with a good profession before him, and brains and hands to work it, he could make his own way in the world, and he should make it. No, it was not the money; but what Oswald had been hurt at, was the manner in which they had estranged him from his home; had kept him from the fathers affection which he had yearned for. He knew that the fault had been Mrs. Crays; that his father held him aloof only under her influence. He did not allow himself to blame his father even in his own heart; but he could not help thinking that, were he ever placed in a similar situation, he should openly love and cherish his first-born son, in spite of all the second wives in the world. Oswald had yet to learn by experience how utterly futile is that boast which we are all apt to make  that we should act so differently in other peoples places. Never was there a truer aphorism than the homely saying: Nobody knows where the shoe pinches save those who wear it.

Oswald Cray had been born proud: it might be detected in every tone of his decisive voice, in every turn of his well-set head, in every lineament of his haughty features. He could not help it. It is well to repeat this assertion, because pride is sometimes looked upon as a failing demanding heavy reproach. There it was, and he could not shake it out of him any more than he could shake out his other qualities or feelings. It was discerned in him when a little child; it was seen conspicuously in his school-days; it reigned paramount in his early manhood. The boy has the proud spirit of his grandfather Sir Oswald, quoth the gossips; and no doubt it was from that quarter that it had come. Only in his later days, those years between twenty and thirty when thought and experience were coming to him, did it grow less observable, for he had the good sense to endeavour to keep it in due subjection.

But it was not a bad sort of pride, after all. It was not the foolish pride of the Oswalds generally, who deemed everybody beneath them; it was rather that pride of innate rectitude which keeps its owner from doing a mean, a wrong, or a disgraceful action. It was the pride of self-esteem, of self-reliance; that feeling which says: I must not do so and so, for I should disgrace myself  those careless-living men around me may do these things, but I am superior to it. Other young men might plunge into the worlds follies; pride, if no better motive, kept Oswald Cray from them. He could not for very shame have borne a tainted conscience; he could not have shown a clear outside to the world, open and fearless, knowing that his heart was foul within.

He was not proud of his family descent from the Oswalds. Quite the contrary. He found no cause to pride himself on either the Oswalds or the Crays. So far as the Oswalds went, many a hundred times had he wished they were no connections of his. All his life he had received from them nothing but slights; and slights to a man of Oswald Crays temperament bring the deepest mortification. He knew now how they had treated his mother; he felt to his very heart how they despised himself. If he could have changed his dead grandfather into somebody else, a little less foolish and a great deal less grand, he had been better pleased.

But this very isolation from his mothers family had tended to foster his own pride  the mortification which it induced had fostered it  just as the isolation from his own home, from his father and the second family, had contributed to render him self-reliant. It is not your home darling, bred up in fond dependence, sheltered from the worlds storms as a hothouse flower, who becomes the self-reliant man, but he who is sent out early to rough it, who has nobody to care for him, or to love him, in all the wide earth.

Not a more self-reliant man lived than Oswald Cray. He was sure, under God, of himself, of his good conduct; and I think it is about the best surety that a man or woman can carry with them through life. In moments of doubt, perplexity, difficulty, whatever might be its nature, he turned to his own heart and took its counsel  and it never failed him. It was with himself he deliberated; it was his own good judgment, his right feeling, that he called to his aid. He had an honest, upright nature, was strictly honourable; a proud man, if it is the proper sort of pride, nearly always is so. His ambition was great, but not extravagant; it did not soar him aloft in flights of fancy, vain, generally speaking, as they are absurd. He was determined to rise to the summit of his profession  that of a civil engineer  but he entertained no foolish dreams beyond it. To attain to that, he would use every diligence, every effort, consistent with uprightness and honour; and dishonourable efforts Oswald Cray would have scorned to use, would have shaken them from him as he shook a summer-days dust from his shoes.

He was connected with a firm of high repute in Parliament Street: Bracknell and Street Oswald Cray was a partner, but his name did not appear as yet: and, as you may readily imagine, the lions share of the profits did not fall to him. In fact, he had entered it very much as his half-brother had entered the house of Dr. Davenal  to obtain a footing. For more substantial recompense he was content to wait. Bracknell and Street were engineers to the Hallingham line, and to Oswald Cray had been entrusted its working and management.

He had said to Lady Oswald, in answer to her reproach of his not calling to see her more frequently, that his time when at Hallingham was much occupied. True, so far: but the chief and real motive which kept him from her house was a sort of sensitive feeling relating to her money. It was not that he dreaded peoples saying he was looking after it: he would have scorned that kind of reproach: but he did dread lest any degree of intimacy, any pushing of himself in her way, should cause her to leave it to him. I am not sure that you will quite understand this; understand him or his feeling. None but a man of the nicest honour, who was entrenched, as it were, in his own pride, the pride of rectitude, could have felt this delicacy. He did not want Lady Oswalds money; he knew that he had no claim upon any of it, no right to it, and he would not put himself in her way more than he could help, even as a passing visitor. Gossipping Hallingham had said: My lady would be leaving her nest-egg to Mr. Oswald Cray. The gossip had penetrated to Mr. Oswald Crays ears, and his only notice of it was a haughty gesture of contempt: but in all probability it tended to increase his dislike to go to Lady Oswalds. During these business visits at Hallingham, he sojourned at a respectable inn of the old school, a little beyond the town and the Abbey Gardens, called the Apple Tree, and had recently become more intimate with the family of Dr. Davenal.

Driven forth all his life from his fathers home, allowed to enter it but at rare intervals, and then as a formally-invited guest, it cannot be supposed that Oswald Cray entertained any strong affection for his half-brother and sisters. Such a state of things would have been unnatural, quite in opposition to ordinary probabilities. It would be wrong to say that they disliked each other; but there was certainly no love: civil indifference may best express the feeling. Marcus, the eldest child of the second Mrs. Cray, was from three to four years younger than Oswald. It had been better that Mrs. Cray had fostered an affection between these boys, but she did just the reverse. She resented the contempt cast on her husband by the Oswalds of Thorndyke; she resented, most unreasonably, the fact that the little money of the first Mrs. Cray should have descended at once to Oswald; she even resented the childs having taken the distinguishing name: he was Oswald Cray, her son, plain Cray. How worse than foolish this was of her, how wrong, perhaps the woman might yet learn: but altogether it did excite her against Oswald; and she had kept him aloof from her own children, and encouraged those children to he jealous of him. When the boys became men, they met often, and were cordial enough with each other; but there was no feeling of brotherhood, there never could be any.

For a twelvemonth after Mr. Crays death, Mrs. Cray remained at the Abbey, and then she left it .It was too expensive a residence for her now  its rent swallowing up half her income. She removed with her daughters to a watering-place in Wales, where, as she fractiously said, she hoped they should get along. Marcus, who had qualified for a surgeon, became assistant to Dr. Davenal, and that gentleman at length gave him a small share in the profits. It was not a regularly-constituted firm Davenal and Cray nothing of the sort. Hallingham knew that he was admitted a partner so far as receiving a share went; and they knew that that was all.

He was liked in Hallingham, this young doctor, and Dr. Davenal had done it in kindness, to give him a standing. As the time went on, he would have no doubt a larger and larger share  some time succeed to the whole. He was considered a suitable partner for the doctor; the Grays of the Abbey had always been looked up to in the town; and young Crays skill as a medical man was in the ascendant. Lady Oswald was getting to like him very much; she evinced a desire to patronise him, to push forward his interests; and Dr. Davenal was really in hope that she would adopt him as her attendant for every-day calls instead of himself. Mr. Cray could spare the time for these useless visits better than Dr. Davenal. He, Mr. Cray, resided in lodgings in the town, and was growing in its favour daily in a professional point of view: not that he had displayed any unusual skill, but simply that Hallingham gave him credit for possessing it, because they liked him.

There was a large family of the Davenals, as there was of the Oswalds  speaking, in both cases, of the days gone by, and comprising collateral branches. Years and years ago Surgeon Davenals had been a noted name in Hallingham; he had a large practice, and he had several children. It is not necessary to speak of all the children. Richard (the present Dr. Davenal) was the eldest son, and had succeeded to the practice. The two other sons, Walter and John, had chosen to enter the Church, and both, when ordained, had gone out to the West Indies; one of them became chaplain to the Bishop of Barbadoes, the other obtained a church in the island.

Both had married there, and Caroline Davenal was the only child of Walter, the elder of the two.

Sara was twelve years old when her cousin Caroline arrived in England, an orphan; father and mother were both dead. A poor clergyman in the West Indies, dying young, was not likely to have amassed money, and the little child, Caroline, had literally nothing. Her father wrote an appealing letter to his brother Richard, on his deathbed, and Richard Davenal was not one to reject it.

She shall be my child henceforth, and Saras sister, said he, in the warmth of his heart, when the letter and the child arrived at Hallingham. And so she had been.

But it was by no means so certain that Caroline Davenal would not some time be rich. A very large sum of money was pending in her mothers family, who were West Indiana. It had become the subject of dispute, of litigation, and was at length thrown into that formidable court in England  Chancery. Should it be decided in one way, Caroline would derive no benefit; if in another, she would come in for several thousand pounds. The probabilities were in her favour  but Chancery, as you all know, is a capricious court, and does not hurry itself to inconvenience.

Upon the death of Dr. Davenals wife, his sister Bettina came to reside with him, and to rule his children. He had but three  Richard, Edward, and Sara. There had been others between Edward and Sara, but they died young. Fine lads, those of Dr. Davenal, although they took to plaguing stem Miss Bettina, and aggravatingly called her Aunt Bett. Fine young men, too, they grew up  well reared, liberally educated. Richard embraced his fathers profession; for Edward a commission in the army was purchased, in accordance with his strong wish, and he was now Captain Davenal.

And Richard Davenal, the eldest son, where was he? Ah! it was a grievous story to look back upon. It had clouded the life of Dr. Davenal, and would cloud it to the end. Richard was dead, and Dr. Davenal blamed himself as the remote cause.

When Richard had completed his studies, and passed the College of Surgeons, he returned to Hallingham, and joined his father in practice, as it had been intended that he should. He grew greatly in favour: he promised to be as clever as his father: and Hallingham courted him. He was a man of attractive presence, of genial manners, and he mixed a great deal of pleasure with his life of work. Dr. Davenal spoke to him seriously and kindly. He said that too much pleasure did not agree long with work, could not agree with it, and he begged him to be more steady. Richard laughed, and said he would. A short while, and startling news reached the ears of Dr. Davenal  that Richard was thinking of marrying one who was undesirable. Richard, his fine boy, of whom he was so fond and proud, marry her l It was not against the young lady herself that so much could be urged, but against her connections. They were most objectionable. Dr. Davenal pointed out to Richard that to wed this girl would be as a blight upon his prospects, a blow to his reputation. Richard could not be brought to see it Though not equal to themselves in position, she was respectable, he said; and her connections had nothing to do with it  he did not many them, he married her. The feud continued: not an open feud, you understand, but an under-current of opposition, of coolness. Richard would not give up his project, and Dr. Davenal would not view it with anything but aversion. As to giving his consent, that Dr. Davenal never would; and Richard, hitherto dutiful, was not one to go the length of marrying in defiance.

It was at this time, or a little before it, that the dispute had arisen in Barbadoes touching the money already spoken of. Particulars of it were written to Dr. Davenal by his brother John, explaining also how Carolines interests were involved. He, the Reverend John Davenal, said in the same letter that he was anxious to send his two little boys to Europe for their education, and was waiting to find them a fit escort; he did not care to trust them alone in the ship. As Dr. Davenal read this letter, a sudden thought darted into his mind like a flash of lightning. What if he sent out Richard? Richard could sift the details about this fortune, could, if expedient, urge Carolines interests; he could bring back the two little boys, and  and  the chief thought of all lay behind  it might break off the engagement with the young girl here, Fanny Parrack! Quite a glow of satisfaction came over Dr. Davenals face at the thought.

He sought a conference with his son. He told him that he wished him to take a voyage to Barbadoes; that Carolines interests required somebody to go out; that the two little boys had no friend to bring them over. Richard hesitated. To most young men a visit to the West Indies would be a welcome distraction; but Richard Davenal seemed strangely to hold back from it  to shrink from its very mention. Did some mysterious warning of what it would bring forth for him dart unconsciously across his spirit! Or did he fear that it might in some way lead to his losing the young lady upon whom he had set his heart? It cannot be known. Certain it was, remembered, oh how remembered afterwards, that an unaccountable repugnance on Richards part did evince itself, and it was only to the persistent urgent persuasion of Dr. Davenal that he at length yielded. He yielded, as it were, under protest, and he said he did, sacrificing his own strong wishes against it to his fathers.

He set sail, and he wrote on his arrival at Barbadoes, after a fine passage; and the next letter they received, a fortnight afterwards, was not from him, but from his uncle, the clergyman. Richard had died of yellow fever.

It seemed to turn the current of Dr. Davenals life. He blamed himself as the cause: but for his scheming  and in that moment of exaggerated feeling, of intense grief, he called it scheming  Richard, his best beloved son, would be still by his side to bless him. He had never been a scheming man, but an open and straightforward one; and never, so long as he lived, would he scheme again. In his unhappiness, he began to reproach himself for having needlessly opposed Richards marriage  to believe that he might have done worse than in marrying Fanny Parrack. He sent for her, and he found her a pretty, modest, gentle girl, and his repentance heaped itself upon him fourfold. He informed her very kindly and considerately of the unhappy fact of Richards death, and he told her that should any memento be found left for her amidst Richards effects when they arrived  any letter, no matter what  it should be given to her.

But that death had changed Dr. Davenal into an old man; in the two years which had elapsed since, he had aged ten, both in looks and constitution. No wonder that a spasm of pain came over his face when Mr. Cray asked him whether he should forbid Caroline to him. You can understand his answer now: So long as I live I shall never forbid a marriage to any over whom I hold control and you can understand the anguish of the tone in which it was spoken.

And that ends the chapter of retrospect 


CHAPTER VI.

NEALS CURIOSITY.

THEY sat around the dinner-table; Dr. Davenal, Miss Bettina, Sara, and Caroline. It was an unusually silent table. Dr. Davenal could not digest the demand of Mr. Cray for Caroline; Caroline was conscious and timid; Sara scented something not altogether comfortable in the air, and did not raise her eyes from her plate; and it was one of the unusually deaf days of Miss Bettina.

Neal moved about noiselessly. Being a treasure of a servant, of course he always did move noiselessly. Quite an artistic performance was Neals waiting; in his own person he did the waiting of three; and so tranquilly assiduous was his mode of accomplishing it, so perfect indeed were Neals ways in the household, that Miss Bettina rarely let a day pass without sounding his praise.

Strange to say, the doctor did not like him. Why it was, or how it was, he could not tell, but he had never taken heartily to Neal. So strong was the feeling, that it may almost be said he hated Neal; and yet the man fulfilled all his duties so well that there was no fault to be found with him, no excuse invented for discharging him. The doctors last indoor man had not been anything like so efficient a servant as Neal, was not half so fine a gentleman, had ten faults where Neal did not appear to have one. But the doctor had liked him, good rough honest old Giles, had kept him for many years, and only parted with him when he got too old to work. Then Neal presented himself. Neal had once lived with Lady Oswald; he had been groom of the chambers at Thorndyke in Sir Johns time, and Lady Oswald kept him for a twelvemonth after Sir Johns death, and nearly cried when she parted with him; but Neal refused point-blank to go out with the carriage, and Lady Oswald did not wish to keep on three men-servants. Neal found a place in London, and they lost sight of him for some years; but he made his appearance at Lady Oswalds again one day  having come down by the new railroad to see what change it had made in the old place, and to pay his respects to my lady. My lady was gratified by the attention, and inquired what he was doing. He had left his situation, he answered, and he had some thoughts of trying for one in the country; my lady was aware, no doubt, how close and smoky London was, and he found that it had told upon his health; if he could hear of a quiet place in the country he believed he might be induced to take it, however disadvantageous it might be to him in a pecuniary point of view. Did my lady happen to know of one? My lady did happen to know of one: Dr. Davenals, who was then parting with old Giles. She thought it would be the very place for Neal; Neal the very man for the place; and in the propensity for managing other peoples business, winch was as strong upon Lady Oswald as it is upon many more of us, she ordered her carriage and drove to Dr. Davenals, and never left him until he had promised Neal the situation.

In good truth, Dr. Davenal deemed that Neal would suit him very well, provided he could bring his notions down to the place; and that, as Lady Oswald said, Neal intended to do. But to be groom of the chambers to a nobleman who kept his score or so of servants (for that was understood in the town to have been Neals situation), and to be sole indoor man-servant to a doctor, keeping three maids only besides, and the coachman in the stables, would be a wide gulf of difference. Neal, however, accepted the place, and Dr. Davenal took him on the recommendation of Lady Oswald, without referring to the nobleman in town.

But even in the very preliminary interview when the engagement was made, Dr. Davenal felt a dislike steal over him for the man. Instinct would have prompted him to say, You will not suit me reason overpowered it, and whispered, He will prove an excellent servant and Dr. Davenal engaged him. That was just before Richard went out to Barbadoes, and ever since then the doctor had been saying to himself how full of prejudice was his dislike, considering the excellent servant that Neal proved to be. But he could not overget the prejudice.

Neal cleared the table when the dinner was over, and placed the dessert upon it. Dr. Davenal did not care for dessert; deemed it waste of time to sit at it; waste of eating to partake of it: but Miss Bettina, who favoured most of the customs and fashions of her girlhood, would as soon have thought of dispensing with her dinner. Dr. Davenal generally withdrew with the cloth; sometimes, if not busy, he stayed a few minutes to chat with his daughter and Caroline; but calls on his time and services were made after dinner as well as before it On this day he did not leave his place. He sat at the foot of the large table, Miss Davenal opposite him at its head, the young ladies between them, one on each side. Interrupted by Lady Oswald in the afternoon, he had not yet spoken to Caroline; and that he was preparing to do now.

He drew his chair near to her, and began in a low tone. Sara rose soon, and quitted the room; Miss Davenal was deaf; they were, so to say, alone.

My dear, Mr. Cray is not the man I would have preferred to choose for you. Are you aware how very small is the income he derives from his partnership with me?

Caroline caught up the glistening damask dessert napkin, and began pulling out the threads of its fringe. His prospects are very fair, Uncle Richard.

Fair enough, insomuch as that he may enjoy the whole of this practice in time. But that time may be long in coming, Caroline; twenty years hence, for all we know. I shall be but seventy then, and my father at seventy was as good a man as I am now.

Her fingers pulled nervously at the fringe, and she did not raise her eyes. I hope you will live much longer than that, Uncle Richard.

So long as I live, Caroline, and retain my health and strength, so long shall I pursue my practice and take its largest share of profits. Mr. Cray understood that perfectly when I admitted him to a small share as a partner. I did it for his sake, to give him a standing. I had no intention of taking a partner: I wished only for an assistant; but out of regard to his prospects, to give him a footing, I say, I let him have a trifling share, suffered it to be known in Hallingham that he was made a partner of by Dr. Davenal. He has but two hundred a-year from me.

It does not cost much to live, said Caroline. We need not keep many servants.

Dr. Davenal paused, feeling that she was hopelessly inexperienced.

My dear, what do you suppose it costs us to live as we do?  here, in this house?

Ever so much, was Carolines lucid answer.

It costs me something like twelve hundred a-year, Caroline, and I have no house-rent to pay.

She did not answer. Miss Davenals sharp eyes caught sight of Carolines damaging fingers, and she called out to know what she was doing with the dessert napkin. Caroline laid it on the table beside her plate.

I cannot afford to increase Mr. Crays salary very much, continued Dr. Davenal. To reduce my own style of living I do not feel inclined, and Edward draws largely upon me. Extravagant chaps are those young officers! added the doctor, falling into abstraction. Theres not one of them, as I believe, makes his pay suffice.

He paused. Caroline took up a biscuit and began crumbling it on her plate.

The very utmost that I could afford to give him would be four hundred per annum, resumed Dr. Davenal: and I believe that I shall inconvenience myself to do this. But thats not it. There  

Oh, Uncle Richard, it is ample. Four hundred a-year! We could not spend it.

He shook his head at the impulsive interruption; at its unconscious ignorance. Caroline, I was going to say that the mere income is not all the question. If you marry Mr. Cray, he can make no settlement upon you; more than that, he has no home, no furniture. I think he has been precipitate; inconsiderately so: few men would ask a young lady to be their wife until they had a house to take her to; or money in hand to procure one.

Carolines eyes filled with tears. She had hard work to keep them from dropping.

Carine, he said caressingly, is it quite irrevocable, this attachment?

The tears went down on the crumbled biscuit She murmured some words which the doctor but imperfectly caught; only just sufficiently so to gather that it was irrevocable  or that at any rate the young lady thought so. He sighed.

Listen to me, child. I should never attempt to oppose your inclinations; I should not think of forbidding any marriage that you had set your heart upon. If you have fixed on Mr. Cray, or he on you  it comes to the same  I will not set my will against it. But one thing I must urge upon you both  to wait.

Do you dislike Mr. Cray, Uncle Richard?

Dislike him! no, child. Have I not made him my partner? I like him personally very much. I dont know whether he has much stability, continued the doctor, in a musing tone, as though he were debating the question with himself. But let that pass. My objection to him for you, Caroline, is chiefly on a pecuniary score.

I am sure we shall have enough, she answered, in a lower tone.

If I give my consent, Carry, I shall give it under protest; and make a bargain with you at the same time.

Caroline lifted her eyes. His voice had turned to a jesting one.

What protest?  what bargain? she asked.

That I give the consent in opposition to my better judgment. The bargain is, that when you find you have married imprudently and cannot make both ends meet, you dont turn round and blame me.

She bent her eyes with a smile and shook her head in answer, and began twisting the chain that lay upon her fair neck, the bracelets on her pretty arms. She wore the same rich dress that she had worn in the afternoon, as did Sara; but the high bodies had been exchanged for low ones, the custom for dinner at Dr. Davenals.  

I will not withhold my consent. But, he added, his tone changing to the utmost seriousness, I shall recommend you both to wait. To wait at least a year or two. You are very young, only twenty.

I am twenty-one, Uncle Richard, she cried out. It is Sara who is only twenty.

He smiled at the eagerness. One year seems so much to the young.

Twenty-one, then: since last week, I believe. And Mark is three or four years older. You can well afford to wait. A year or twos time may make a wonderful difference in the position of affairs. Your share of that disputed property may have come to you, rendering a settlement upon you feasible; and Mark, if he chooses to be saving, may have got chairs and tables together. Perhaps I may increase his share at once to help him do it.

Would you be so kind as enlighten me as to the topic of your conversation with Caroline, Dr. Davenal?

The interruption come from Miss Bettina. Deaf as she was, it was impossible for her not to perceive that some subject of unusual moment was being discussed, and nothing annoyed her more than to fancy she was purposely kept in the dark. For the last five minutes she had sat ominously upright in her chair. Very upright she always did sit, at all times and seasons; but in moments of displeasure this stiff uprightness was unpleasantly perceptible. Dr. Davenal rose from his seat and walked towards her, bending his face a little. He had a dislike to talk to her on her very deaf days: it made him hoarse for hours afterwards.

Caroline wants to be married, Bettina.

Miss Bettina did catch the right words this time, but she doubted it She had not yet learnt to look upon Caroline as aught but a child. Could the world have gone round in accordance with the ideas of Miss Bettina, nobody with any regard to propriety would have married in it until the age of thirty was past Her cold grey eyes and her mouth gradually opened as she looked from her brother to her niece, from her niece to her brother.

Wants to be what, did you say?

To be married, Aunt Bett, cried out the doctor. Its the fashion, it seems, with the young folks nowadays! You were not in so great a hurry when you were young.

The doctor spoke in no covert spirit of joking  as a stranger might have supposed, Miss Davenal being Miss Davenal still. Bettina Davenal had had her romance in life. In her young days, when she was not much older than Caroline, a poor curate had sought to make her his wife. She was greatly attached to him, but he was very, very poor, and prudence said, Wait until better times shall come for him. Miss Bettinas father and mother were alive then; the latter a great invalid, and that also weighed with her, for in her duty and affection she did not like to leave her home. Ay, cold and unsympathising as she appeared to be now, Bettina Davenal had once been a warm, loving girl, an affectionate daughter. And so, by her own fiat, she waited and waited, and in her thirtieth year that poor curate, never promoted to be a richer one, had died  had died of bad air, and hard work, and poor nourishment His duties were cast in the midst of one of our worst metropolitan localities; and they were heavy, and his stipend was small From that time Bettina Davenals disposition had changed; she grew cold, formal, bard: repentance, it was suspected, was ever upon her, that she had not risked the prudence and saved his life. Her own fortune, added to what he earned, would at least have kept him from the ills of poverty.

Who wants to marry her? questioned Miss Davenal, when she could take her condemning eyes away from Caroline.  Mark Cray.

The words seemed to mollify Miss Davenal in a slight degree, and her head relaxed a very little from its uprightness.  She might do worse, Richard. He is a good man, and I dare say he is making money. Those civil engineers get on well.

I said Mark Cray, Aunt Bett, repeated the doctor.

Mark! He wont do. He is only a boy. He has got neither house nor money.

Just what I say, said the doctor.  I tell her they must wait.

Mad! to be sure they must be mad, both of them, complaisantly acquiesced Miss Davenal.

Wait, I said, Bettina, roared the doctor.

You need not rave at me, Richard. I am not as deaf as a post. Who says anything about fate V Fate, indeed! dont talk of fate to me. Wheres your common-sense gone?

Wait, I said, Aunt Bett! Wa-a-a-it! I tell them they must wait.

No, said Aunt Bett. Better break it off.

I dont think they will, returned the doctor.

Miss Bettina turned her eyes on Caroline. That young lady, left to herself, had pretty nearly done for the damask napkin. She dreaded but one person in the world, and that was stem Aunt Bettina. Miss Bettina rose in her slow stately fashion, and turned Carolines drooping face towards her.

What in the world has put it into your head to think of Mark Cray?

I didnt think of him before he thought of me, was poor Carolines excuse, which, as a matter of course, Miss Davenal did not catch.

Has it ever occurred to you to reflect, Caroline, how very serious a step is that of settlement in life?

We shall get along, Aunt Bettina.

Ill not get along, exclaimed Miss Bettina, her face darkening.  I attempt to say a little word to you for your good, for your own interest, and you tell me to get along! How dare you, Caroline Davenal?

Oh, Aunt Bettina! I said we should get along.

I dont know that you would get along if you married Mark Cray. I dont like Mark Cray. I did not think  

Why dont you like him, aunt?

I dont know, replied Miss Bettina. He is too light and careless. I did not think it a wise step of your uncles to take him into partnership; but it was not my province to interfere. The Crays brought it to nothing, you know. Lived like princes for a few years, and when affairs came to be looked into on Mr. Crays death, the money was gone.

That was not Marks fault, returned Caroline, indignantly. It ought to be no reason for your disliking him. Aunt Bettina.

It gives one prejudices, you see. He may be bringing it to the same in his own case before his lifes over.

You might as well say the same of Oswald, resentfully spoke Caroline.

No; Oswalds different. He is worth a thousand of Mark. Dont think of Mark, Caroline. You might do so much better: better in all ways.

I dont care to do better, was the rebellious answer. And then, half-frightened at it, repenting of its insolence, poor Caroline burst into tears. She felt very indignant at the disparagement of Mark. Fortunately for her, Miss Davenal mistook the words.

We dont care that you should do better! Of course we care. What are you thinking of, child? Your uncle studies your interests as much as he would study Saras.

More! impulsively interrupted the doctor, who was pacing the room, his hands under his coat-tails. I might feel less scrupulous in opposing Saras inclination.

You hear, Caroline! The doctor opposes this inclination of yours!

Caroline cast a look to him, a sort of helpless appeal: not only that he would not oppose it, but that he would set right Miss Davenal.

I dont oppose it, Bettina: I dont go so far as that I recommend them to wait. In a year or two  

A loud knock at the hall-door startled Dr. Davenal. Knocks there were pretty frequent  loud ones too; but this was loud and long as a peal of thunder. And it startled somebody besides the doctor.


CHAPTER VII.

AN INTERRUPTION.

THAT somebody was Neal. Neals mind was by far too composed a one to be ruffled by any sort of shock, and Neals nerves were in first-rate order. It happened, however, that Neal was rather unpleasantly near to the front door at that moment, and the sudden sound, so sharp and long, did make him start When Neal removed the dinner things, he placed his plate and glasses in the pantry, and carried the tray with the other articles down to the kitchen. In going up-stairs again he was called to by Watton, the upper woman-servant of the family, who was as old as Neal himself, and had lived with them for some years. She was in the apartment opening from the kitchen, a boarded room with a piece of square carpet in the middle. It was called the housekeepers room, and was used as a sitting-room by the servants when their kitchen work was over for the day. The servants entrance to the house was on this lower floor; steps ascending from it to the outer door in the back garden.

Did you call me? asked Neal, looking in.

Watton had her hands busy papering some jars of jam. She turned round at the question, displaying a sallow face with quick dark eyes, and pointed with her elbow to a note lying on the table before her, A note for Miss Sara, Neal. It came five minutes ago.

Jessy might have brought it up, remarked Neal. Letters should never be delayed below.

Jessy has stepped out, explained Watton. And I want to get to an end with this jam; Miss Bettina expected it was done and put away this morning.

Neal carried the note up-stairs to his pantry, and there examined it. But beyond the fact that it was superscribed  Miss Sara Davenal, Neal could gather no information to gratify his curiosity. The handwriting was not familiar to him; the envelope displayed neither crest nor coat-of-arms. He held it up, but not the most scrutinising eye could detect anything through it; he gingerly tried the fastening of the envelope, but it would not come apart without violence. As he was thus engaged he heard the dining-room door open, and he peeped out of his pantry.

It was Miss Sara. She was going up-stairs to the drawing-room. Neal heard her enter it; and after the lapse of a minute or two, he followed her, bearing the note on a silver waiter. She had shut herself in. Somehow that conference in the dining-room was making her nervous.

Who brought it, Neal? she carelessly asked, taking the note from the waiter.

I am unable to say, miss. It came when I was waiting at dinner.

Neal retired, closed the drawing-room door, and descended to his pantry. There he began making preparations for washing his dinner glasses, rather noisy ones for Neal. He put some water into a wooden bowl, rinsed the glasses in it, and turned them down to dry. Having advanced thus far, it probably struck Neal that a trifling interlude of recreation might be acceptable.
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He stole cautiously along as far as the dining-room door, and there came to a halt, bending down his head and ear. Neal could calculate his chances as well as any living spy. He could not be disturbed unawares by Miss Sara from the drawing-room or the servants from the kitchen; and his sense of hearing was so acute, partly by nature, partly by exercise, that no one could approach to open the dining-room door from the inside without his getting ample warning. Neal had not played his favourite part for long years to be discovered at last.

There he had remained, listening to anything in the dining-room there might be to hear, until aroused by that strange knock  so loud, long, and near, that it startled even him. A noiseless glide back to his pantry, a slight clatter there with spoons and forks, and Neal came forth to answer the summons, with a far fleeter foot than Neal in general allowed his stately self to put forth, for the knocker had begun again and was knocking perpetually.

Is all the town dying? muttered Neal.

He pulled open the door, and there burst in two fine lads, sending their ringing shout of laughter through the house, and nearly upsetting the man in their wild haste, as they sprang past him into the dining-room, and on Dr. Davenal. Sara, alarmed at the unusual noise, came running down.

You rogues! exclaimed the doctor. What brings you here to-day?

They were too excited to explain very lucidly. One day extra in a schoolboys holidays, especially at the commencement, will turn young heads crazy. The usher who was to take charge of such of the boys whose homes lay this way, had received news that morning of the illness of a relative, and had to leave a day sooner: so they left also.

Nothing loth, Ill answer for it, cried Dr. Davenal; and the boys laughed.

He placed them both before him, and looked first at one, then at the other, regarding what alteration six months had made. There was a general likeness between them, as regarded eyes, hair, and complexion, but none in features. Richard, the eldest, generally called Dick, was a good-tempered, saucy-looking boy, with a turned-up nose; Leopold had more delicate features, and seemed less strong.

You have both grown, said the doctor;  but Leos thin. How do your studies get on, Dick?

Oh  middling, acknowledged Dick, a remarkably candid lad, Uncle Richard, Im the best cricketer in the whole school Theres not one of the fellows can come up to me.

The best what, Richard? said Miss Bettina, bending her ear to the lad.

Cricketer, Aunt Bett, repeated Richard.

Good boy! good boy! said Miss Bettina approvingly. Resolve to be the best scholar always, and you will be the best. You shall have a pot of fresh jam for tea, Dick.

Dick smothered his laughter. I am not a good scholar at all, Aunt Bett Leo is: but hes a muff at cricket.

Not a good scholar! repeated Miss Bettina, catching those words correctly. Did you not tell me you were the best scholar?

No. I said I was the best cricketer, responded Dick.

Oh, said Miss Bettina, her face resuming its severity. That will do you no good, Richard.

Arent you deafer than before, Aunt Bett?

Am I what? asked Miss Bettina.  Barker! I never was dark yet Not one of all the Davenal family had a skin as fair as mine. What put that fancy into your head, Master Richard?

I said deafer, Aunt Bett, repeated Richard. I am sure you are just as deaf again as you were at Christmas! Uncle Richard, we had a boat-race yesterday. I was second oar.

I dont like those boat-races, hastily interrupted Caroline.

Girls never do, said Mr. Richard, loftily. As if theyd like to blister their hands with the oars! Look at mine.

He extended his right hand, palm upwards, triumphant in blisters. Dr. Davenal spoke.

I dont like boat-racing for you boys, either, Dick.

Oh, it was prime, Uncle Richard! One of the boats tipped over, and the fellows got a ducking.

Thats just it, said Dr. Davenal. Boats tip over when you inexperienced young gentlemen least expect it .It has led to loss of life sometimes, Dick.

Any muff can scramble out of the water, Uncle Richard. Some of us fellows can swim like an otter.

And some cant swim at all, I suppose. What did Dr. Keen say when he heard of the boatful going over?

Richard Davenal raised his honest, wide-open eyes to his uncle, some surprise in their depths.  It didnt get to Keens ears, Uncle Richard! He knew nothing of the boat-race; we had it out of bounds. As if Keen wouldnt have stopped it for us, if he had known. He thought we were off to the cricket-field.

Well, you must be a nice lot of boys! cried Dr. Davenal, quaintly. Does he give a prize for honour? Youd get it, Dick, if he did.

Dick laughed. Its the same at all schools, Uncle Richard. If we let the masters into the secret of all our fun, mighty little of it should we get.

I think they ought to be let into the fun that consists in going on the water. Theres danger in that.

Not a bit of it, Uncle Richard, It was the jolliest splash! The chief trouble was getting the dry things to put on. They had been laid up in the boxes ready to come home with us, and we had to put out no end of stratagem to get at them.

A jolly splash, was it! Were you one of the immersed ones, Dick?

Not I, returned Dick, throwing back his head. As if we second-desk fellows couldnt manage a boat better than that! Leo was.

How many of you were drowned, Leo?

Leo opened his eyes as wide as Dick had previously done. Drowned, Uncle Richard! Not one. We scrambled out as easy as fan. Theres no fear of our getting drowned.

No fear at all, as it seems to me, returned the doctor. But theres danger of it, Leo.

Leo made no reply. Perhaps he scarcely defined the distinction of the words. Dr. Davenal remained silent for a minute, lost in thought; then he sat down, and held the two lads in front of him.

Did either of you ever observe a white house, lying back on a hill, just as you pass the next station to this  Hildon?

I know it, cried out Richard. It is old Lows.

Old Lows, if you choose to call him so, but he is not as old as I am, Master Dick. Some people in that neighbourhood called him Squire Low. He is Lady Oswalds landlord. A few years ago, boys, I was sent for to his house; that very house upon the hill. Mr. Lows mother was living with him then, and I found she was taken ill. I went for several days in succession: sometimes I saw Mr. Lows sons, three nice lads, but daring as you two are, and about your present age. One afternoon,  listen, both of you,  I had no sooner got home from Mr. Lows, than I was surprised to see one of his men riding up here at a fierce rate. The railway was not opened then. I feared old Mrs. Low might be worse, and I hastened out to the man myself. He had come galloping all the way, and he asked me to gallop back as quickly  

Old Mrs. Low was dead! cried quick Dick.

No, sir, she was not dead. She was no worse than when I left her. Mr. Lows three sons had done just what you tell me you did yesterday. They went upon the river at Hildon in a rowing-boat, and the boat upset  tipped over, as you call it; and the poor boys had not found it so easy to scramble out as you, Leo, and your comrades did. One of them was out, the man said; he thought the other two were not So I mounted my own horse and hastened over.

But what did they want with you, Uncle Richard? Were there no doctors near?

Yes. When I got there a doctor was over the lad: but Mr. Low had confidence in me, and in his distress he sent for me. It was the youngest who was saved  James.

What! James Low, who goes about in that hand-chair.

The very same, Dick. From that hour he has never had the proper use of his limbs. A species of rheumatic affection  we call it so for want of a better name  is upon him perpetually. When the illness and fever that supervened upon the accident were over, and which lasted some weeks, we found his strength did not return to him, and he has remained a confirmed invalid. And that was the result of one of those tips over which you deem so harmless.

Will he never get well? asked Lea  Never, I fear.

And the two other boys, Uncle Richard? Did they scramble out at last?

No, Leo. They were drowned.

Leo remained silent; Dick also. Dr. Davenal resumed.

Yes, they were drowned. I stood in the room where the coffins rested, side by side, the day before the funeral, Mr. Low with me. He told how generally obedient his poor boys were, save in that one particular, the going upon the water. He had had some contentions with them upon the point; he had a great dislike to the water for them  a dread of their venturing on it, for the river at Hildon is dangerous, and the boys were inexperienced. But they were daring-spirited boys who could see no danger in it, and  listen, Dick!  did not believe there was any. And they thought theyd just risk it for once, and they did so; and this was the result I shall never forget their fathers sobs as he told me this over the poor cold faces in the coffins.

The young Devenais had grown sober.

My lads, I have told you this little incident  but I think you must have heard somewhat of it before, for it is known to all Hallingham just as well as it is to me  to prove to you that there if danger connected with the water, more particularly for inexperienced boys. Where does the school get the boats?

We hire them, answered Dick. Theres a boat association in the place; poor men who keep boats, and hire them out to anybody wholl pay.

They should be forbidden to hire them to school-boys of your age. I think I shall drop a hint to Dr. Keen.

Dick Davenal grew frightened. For goodness sake dont do that, Uncle Richard! If the school knew it got to Keen through you, theyd send me and Leo to Coventry.

Ill take care you dont get sent to Coventry through me, Dick. But I cannot let you run the liability of this danger.

I dont think Ill go on the water again at school, Uncle Richard, said Leo, who had sat down, and was nursing his leg thoughtfully.

I dont much think you will, said the doctor.

Leo continued to nurse his leg. Dick, who had little thought about him, had thrown his arms around Saras waist, and was whispering to her. Both the lads loved Sara. When they had arrived little strangers from the West Indies, new to the doctors house and its inmates, new to everything else, they had taken wonderfully to Sara, and she to them. You do not need to be told that they were the lads whom poor Richard Davenal was to have escorted over; and when they came they brought his effects with them.


CHAPTER VIII.

A TACIT BARGAIN.

MEANWHILE Mr. Oswald Cray had dined at his rustic inn, the Apple Tree, and was on his way to pay an evening visit at Dr. Davenals. In passing along New Street he encountered his half-brother, turning hastily out of his lodgings.

Were you coming in, Oswald? asked Marcus, as they shook hands. I heard you were down.

Not now, replied Oswald. I am going on to Dr. Davenals, and I go up again by the night train. My visit here to-day was to Lady Oswald. We are going to take a strip of her grounds for sheds, and she does not like it.

Not like it! echoed Mark. Its worse than that. You should have seen the way she was in this afternoon. It wont hurt the grounds.

Not at all. But she cannot be brought to see that it will not. In point of fact, the sound of it is worse than the reality will be. It does sound ill, I confess,  railway-sheds upon ones grounds! I was in hopes of being the first to break the news to her: so much lies in the telling of a thing; in the impression first imparted.

She said this afternoon that it all lay with you. That you could spare her grounds if you would.

I wish it did lie with me: I would do my best to find another spot and spare them. The company have fixed upon the site, Low has given his concurrence, and theres no more to be said or done. I am very sorry, but it has been no doing of mine. Will you go with me to the doctors, Mark?

Marcus hesitated, and then said he had rather not call that evening.

Why? asked Oswald.

Well  the fact is,  I dont see why I may not tell you,  I have been asking the doctor this afternoon for Caroline. He did not give me a positive answer, one way or the other; and I dont think it will look well to press a visit upon them just now.

Oswald Crays was not a demonstrative countenance: a self-controlled mans rarely is: but certainly it exhibited marked surprise now, and he gazed at his brother inquiringly.

You are surely not thinking of marrying?

Yes, I am. Why should I not think of it?

But what have you to marry upon? What means?

Oh  I must get Dr. Davenal to increase my share. By a word he dropped this afternoon when we were talking of it, I fancy he would do it: would increase it to four hundred a-year. We might manage upon that.

Oswald Cray made no immediate reply. He, the self-reliant man, would have felt both pain and shame at the very thought of marrying upon the help of others.

You are thinking its not enough, Oswald?

It might be enough for prudent people. But I dont think it would be found enough by you and Caroline Davenal. Mark, I fancy  I shall not offend you?  I fancy you are not of a prudent turn.

I dont know that I am. But any man can be prudent when theres a necessity that he should be.

It has not always proved so.

I see you think me a spendthrift, said Mark good-humouredly. Not exactly that I think you could not live upon as small an income as some can. Dr. Davenal gives you, I believe, two hundred a-year, and you have been with him six months: my opinion is, Mark, that at the twelvemonths end you will find the two hundred has nothing like kept you. You will be looking about for another hundred to pay debts.

Are you so particularly saving yourself? retorted Mark.

That is not the question, Mark; I am not going to be married, answered Oswald, with a smile. But I do save.

If the doctor will give me four hundred a-year to begin with, theres no need to wait.

You have no furniture.

Thats easily ordered, said Mark.

Very easily indeed, laughed Oswald. But therell be the paying for it.

It wont take so much. We shall not set up in a grand way. We can pay by instalments.

A bad beginning, Mark.

Mark rather winced. Are you going to turn against me, Oswald? To throw cold water on it?

Oswald Cray looked very grave as he answered. Mark was not his own brother, and he could not urge him too much; but a conviction seated itself in his heart, perhaps not for the first time, that Mark had inherited their fathers imprudence.

These considerations are for you, Mark; not for me. If I speak of them to you, I do so only in your true interest We have never been brothers, therefore I do not presume to give a brothers counsel,  you would deem I had no right to do it Only be prudent, for your own sake and Carolines. Good evening, if you will go back.

Neal admitted Mr. Oswald Cray, and Neals face lighted up with the most apparent genuine pleasure at doing it Neal was the quintessence of courteous respect to his betters, but an additional respect would show itself in his manner to Mr. Oswald Cray, from the fact possibly that he had served in the Oswald family at Thorndyke, and Mr. Oswald Cray was so near a connection of it Dr. Davenal was then in the garden-parlour with Sara. The noisy boys were regaling themselves with good things in the diningroom, under the presidentship of Miss Bettina. A few moments, and the doctor and Mr. Oswald Cray were deep in the discussion of the proposition that had so moved them; the doctor being the first to speak of it Sara sat near the window, doing some light work. A fair picture she looked, in her evening dress; her cheeks somewhat flushed, her neck so fair and white, the gold chain lying on it; her pretty arms partially hidden by their white lace. Dr. Davenal stood in a musing attitude on the other side of the window, and Mr. Oswald Cray sat between them, a little back, his elbow on the centre table, his chin on his hand.

Mark has just told me of it, he observed, in reply to Dr. Davenal. I met him as I walked here. I was very much surprised.

Not more surprised than I, returned the doctor.

At least, surprised that he should have spoken to you so soon. What do you think of it Î asked the doctor, abruptly.

Nay, sir, it is for you to think, was the reply of Oswald Cray, after a momentary pause.

I know  in that sense. My opinion is, that it is exceedingly premature.

Well  yes, I confess it appears so to me. I told Mark so. Theres one thing, Dr. Davenal  some men get on all the better for marrying early.

True: and some all the better for waiting. I like those men who have the courage and patience to wait, bearing steadily on to the right moment and working for it I married very early in life myself, but my circumstances justified it Where circumstances do not justify it, a man should wait I dont mean waiting on to an unreasonable time, until the sear and yellow leafs advancing; nothing of that: but theres a medium in all things. I am sure you would not rush into an imprudent marriage: youd wait your time. A smile parted Oswald Crays lips. I am obliged to wait, sir.

That is, prudence obliges you?

Yes; thats it.

And I make no doubt your income is a good deal larger than the present one of Mark?

I believe it is.

Dr. Davenal stood in silence, twirling his watch chain. Give me your advice, he said, turning to Mr. Oswald Cray.

Dr. Davenal, may I tell you that I would prefer not to give it? By blood Mark is my half-brother; but you know the circumstances under which we were reared  that we are, in actual fact, little more than strangers; and I feel the greatest delicacy in interfering with him in any way. I will do him any good that I can: but I will not give advice regarding him in so momentous a step as this.

Dr. Davenal understood the feeling, it was a perfectly proper one. Do you think he has much stability?  enough to steer him safely through life, clear of shoals and quicksands?

Oswald Crays opinion was that Mark possessed none. But he was not sure: he had had so little to do with him. Indeed, I cannot speak with certainty, was his answer. Mark is far more of a stranger to me than he is to you. Stability sometimes comet with years only; with time and experience.

I cannot tell you how surprised I was, resumed the doctor, after a pause. Had Mark come and proposed to many Bettina, I could not have been more astonished. The fact is, I had somehow got upon the wrong scent.

The wrong scent? exclaimed Mr. Oswald Cray, looking up.

I dont mind telling you, considering how different, as it has turned out, was the actual state of things, said Dr. Davenal, with a laugh. I fancied you were inclined to like Caroline.

Mr. Oswald Crays deep-set blue eyes were opened wider than usual in his astonishment What caused you to fancy that?

Upon my word I dont know. Looking back, I think how foolish I must have been. But you see, that idea tended to obscure my view as to Mark.

Oswald Cray rose from his seat, and stood by Dr. Davenal, looking from the window.

Had it been so, would you have objected to me? he asked; and in his voice, jesting though it was, there rang a sound of deep meaning.

No, I would not, replied Dr. Davenal. I wish it had been so. Dont talk of it; it will put me out of conceit of Mark.

Mr. Oswald Cray laughed, and stole a glance at Sara. Her cheeks were crimson; her head was bent closer to her work than it need have been.

At that moment Dr. Davenals carriage was heard coming up the side lane, Rogers head and shoulders just visible over the garden wall. Dr. Davenal gave the man a nod as he passed, as much as to say he should be out immediately, and retreated into the room. It had broken the thread of the discourse.

You came down in answer to Lady Oswalds message? he observed. She said she had sent for you.

Not in answer to the message. I came away before it reached London: at any rate before it reached me.

Lady Oswalds in a fine way. I suppose nothing can be done?

Nothing at all. It is unfortunate that her grounds abut just on that part of the line.

She will never stop in the house.

You see, the worst is, that she has just entered upon the third term of her lease. She took it for seven, fourteen, or twenty-one years. I am not sure, however, that Mr. Low, under the circumstances, could oppose her depart  

Uncle Richard, the carriage is come round to the door. How are you, Mr. Oswald Cray?

The interruption came from the boys. Both had rushed in without any regard to noise; or rather to the avoidance of it Mr.

Oswald Cray shook hands with them, and the doctor turned to shake hands with him, I have to see a patient or two to-night A poor countrywomans son is ill, and I promised her to go over this evening if possible. Perhaps youll be here when I return. Bettina and the girls will give you some tea.

He hurried out; and the boys after him, clamorously enough. During their holidays, Dr. Davenal could rarely get into his carriage without those two dancing attendance round it, like a bodyguard of jumping savages. Mr. Oswald Cray turned to Sara, who had risen also, and stood before her.

Just one moment, Sara, for a single question. Did you fall into the misapprehension that I was growing attached to your cousin?

Her manner grew shrinkingly timid; her eyelashes were never raised from her hot cheeks. It seemed that she would have spoken, for her lips parted; but there came no sound from them.

Nay, but you must answer me, he rejoined, some agitation distinguishable in his tone. Did you do me the injustice to suppose I had any thought of Caroline?

No. O no.

He drew a deep breath, as if the words relieved him, took her hand in his, and laid his other hand upon it, very seriously.

It was well to ask: but I did not think you could so have mistaken me. Sara! I am not an imprudent man, as I fear Mark is; I could not, in justice to the woman whom I wish to make my wife, ask her to leave her home of comfort until I can surround her with one somewhat equivalent to it. I think  I hope  that another year may accomplish this. Meanwhile  you will not misunderstand me, or the motives of my silence?

She lifted her eyes to his face to speak: they were swimming in tears: lifted them in her earnestness.

I shall never misunderstand you, Oswald.

And Mr. Oswald Cray, for the first time in his life, bent his lips on hers to seal the tacit bargain.


CHAPTER IX.

EDWARD DAVENAL.

IT was a charming evening in the month of October. The heat of summer was over, the cool calm autumn reigned in all its loveliness. Never had the sun set more brilliantly than it was setting now; never did it give token of a finer day for the morrow; and that morrow was to be Caroline Davenals wedding-day.

Persuasion and promises had proved stronger than Dr. Davenal and prudence, and he had consented to the early marriage, it may be said reluctantly. He had urged upon them the verb to wait: but neither of them appeared inclined to conjugate it; Caroline especially, strange as it may seem to have to say it, had turned a deaf ear. So the doctor had yielded, and the plans and projects for the carrying the wedding out were set on foot.

Dr. Davenal had behaved generously. He increased Mark Crays share to four hundred a-year, and he gave them a cheque for three hundred pounds for furniture. You must be content to have things at the beginning in a plain way, if you must be in a hurry, he said to them; when you get on you can add costly furniture by degrees. Miss Bettina would not give anything. Not a penny-piece. No, she said to Caroline; you are flying in the face of wiser heads than yours, and I will not encourage it If you dont mind, youll come to grief.

Caroline laughed at the coming to grief. Perhaps not without cause. Were they but commonly prudent there would be little fear of it. Four hundred a-year to begin upon, and a great deal more in prospective, was what many and many a couple beginning life might have envied. Even Dr. Davenal began to think he had been over-cautious. It might have been better to wait a year or two, but they would do well as it was, if they chose. If they chose! it all lay in that. Perhaps what made people think of imprudence in their case was, that both had been reared to enjoy a much larger income.

Those prudential fears and scruples were over, however; they belonged to the past; nobody retained them in the actual face of preparation. When Mark Cray was looking out for a house, the Abbey, yet untenanted, occurred to him. It had been his fathers residence; it carried a certain weight of position with it; and he thought it would be well that it should be his. Dr. Davenal acquiesced: it was certainly rather farther from his own residence than was convenient; and it was at the opposite end of the town; but that fact might have its advantages as well as its disadvantages: and Mark took the Abbey at a yearly rental How busy they had been, furnishing it and getting the wedding clothes ready, they alone could tell! In this bustle, in the satisfaction of buying the new furniture, and settling it in its appointed places, the old prudent objections, I say, were lost sight of; completely forgotten. Miss Bettina thawed so far as to go down two whole days to the Abbey, and superintend; and she read Caroline lessons on domestic management and economy from morning until night Oswald Cray had delicately placed a fifty-pound note in his brothers hands. Present-giving at these times seems to be the order of the day, Mark, he carelessly said. If you and Caroline will choose something for yourselves, and save me the trouble, I shall be glad. You know more about dressing-cases and work-boxes than I do. Altogether, the Abbey,  what with the purchased furniture, and a few pretty things that went down out of Dr. Davenals house,  was quite sufficiently well set up.

And now it was the evening preceding the wedding, and the house was in a commotion of preparation. Servants were running hither and thither; Miss Bettina, with her sharp voice and her deaf ears, was everywhere, creating no end of mistakes; the breakfast-table was being laid out; Sara was quietly helping Jessy to pack her cousins travelling trunk; and Caroline, useless as usual, was going into ecstasies over a present which had just come in.

It was from Lady Oswald. A handsome tea and coffee-pot with their stands, sugar-basin and cream-jug, all of solid silver. Caroline ran round the house to get admirers to view it, and ran into the room of Dr. Davenal.

Neal was coming out as she entered, a waiter in his hand, therefore it was evident he had been bearing something to his master. Dr. Davenal stood before the window looking at an unopened note.

O uncle, do come and see! It is the best present I have had: a silver tea-service. I did not expect anything like it from Lady Oswald.

Presently, child. All in good time.

He laid down the note on the table, as he spoke, not having opened it Caroline thought his tone and countenance were alike sad.

Has anything vexed you, Uncle Richard?

A little, Carine. When one waits for the sight of a dear face, and the hours go by in expectation, hour after hour, from the opening of the day to its close, the disappointment brings a chill.

Caroline wondered. She did not understand that longing waiting yet Do you allude to Edward, Uncle Richard?

Whom else should he allude to? Since Richards death, Edward Davenal had grown dearer than ever son did to father. Dr. Davenal could willingly have laid down his life for him, and thought it no sacrifice. Ah! if these sons and daughters could but realise this precious love that is lavished on them in all its strange intensity!

Aunt Bettinas vexed that he is not here. She says it will be putting the dinner off.

We are too impatient, Caroline. I daresay he could not get here sooner. Heres Mark, added the doctor.

Dr. Davenals carriage was drawing up to the gate. The doctor had despatched Mark in it that afternoon to see a country patient: he waited at home for his son. Roger looked to the house as Mr. Cray got out, wondering whether the carriage was wanted again, or whether he might drive it round to the coach-house. Dr. Davenal raised his hand by way of signal, and was hastening out Wont you come and see my teapot and things, Uncle Richard? cried Caroline, piteously.

When I come back, Carine. The teapot can wait.

And theres that note on the table, she said, resenting the alight on the teapot  You have never opened it

That can wait too. I know what it is.

The doctor walked quickly on, and Caroline followed him to the front door. Mark was coming in.

Is the London train in, Mark?  did you notice as you came by? Theres one due.

I did not notice, replied Mark. I dont much think it is in: I saw no bustle.

Dr. Davenal stepped into the carriage.  Turn round, Roger. The railway station.

The whistle was sounding as they drew near, and Roger whipped up his steeds. The doctor stepped on to the platform as the train dashed in. He elbowed his way amidst the crowd, trying to peer into every first-class carriage.

Edward!

My dear father!

Captain Davenal leaped lightly out  an upright, slender man, with the unmistakable look of the soldier; a dark, handsome face, and a free and ready voice.

I have been looking for you all day, Ned.

Not up here, surely?

Dr. Davenal laughed. Not likely. I just happened to come up now; so its all right. You have some luggage, I suppose?

A portmanteau. My servants here.

Good evening, Dr. Davenal. Ah, captain! how are you?

The salutation came from a passenger who had likewise stepped out of a first-class compartment They turned to behold Oswald Cray.

Why! you dont mean to say that you have come by this train? cried Captain Davenal, in his quick manner.

Yes I have. And you?

I have come by it, too. Where were our eyes, I wonder?

In our own compartment, I expect, said Oswald Cray.  I was at the end of the train, and did not get out during the journey.

Neither did I. The same errand brings us, I suppose  Carolines wedding? Its fine to be Mark Cray! You and I must wait for our honours: we cant afford these grand doings yet.

Dr. Davenal looked at his son. If you cant afford them now, Ned, when are you to afford them?

Captain Davenals answer was to shrug his shoulders. There may come in a great rich ship some day, he said, with his ready laugh. Are you going that way, Mr. Oswald Cray? We shall see you by and by.

All the pride and affection of the father shone out in Dr. Davenals face as he passed through the town, sitting by the side of his brave son, who was in Rogers place, and drove. A hundred hats were taken off; a hundred pleased faces greeted them. The doctor remained passive, save for smiles; but Captain Davenals gay face was turned from side to side, in answer to the salutations, and he had something else to do besides attending to his horses.

 Take care, Ned.

All right, sir, was the young officers careless answer. But he escaped the wheel of a meeting carriage by only half an inch; and Roger, seated behind, said to himself that the captain had not yet grown out of his randomness.

He pulled the horses up with a jerk when they arrived, leaped out, and turned to give his hand to his father. Neal had the door open, and Edward Davenal passed him with a nod and a fleet foot, for he saw his sisters face behind, bright with joyous tears. He kissed them away.

Sara, you foolish child! Keep the tears until I go again.

When will that be, Edward?

To-morrow evening. Hush! he whispered, checking her startled exclamation. Let me take my own time for telling papa. I know he will be vexed.

We thought you would stay a week at least.

I wish I could! Leave is difficult to get at all just now, on account of  Ill tell you more later, Sara.

Miss Bettina Davenal was at hand, waiting for her greeting. In the old days of his boyhood, she and he were undisguised enemies. The boy was high-spirited and rude to her, ten times worse than poor Richard: he had been the first to call her Aunt Bett, and to persist in it, in spite of her angry displeasure. He called it her still.

Well, Aunt Bett! You are looking younger than ever.

Are you quite well, Nephew Edward?

In high feather, aunt. And mean to keep so until the weddings over. When is yours to be, Aunt Bett?

To-morrow at eleven, was Aunt Betas unconscious answer. And right glad I shall be when it has taken place.

The shout of laughter vexed Miss Davenal; she wondered what the mistake was. But the captain turned away, for Caroline was stealing towards them with conscious cheeks, and the new silver teapot in her hand.

It was unkind of you not to come before, Edward, she said. Some of my beautiful new dresses are packed up now, and you cant see them.

I shant die of the disappointment, Carry, was the ungallant rejoinder of the captain. Whats that you are carrying? A trophy?

Its a teapot It is part of Lady Oswalds present. Hers is the best of all, and I have had so many. Come and look at them: they are laid out in the garden-room.

So many teapots? inquired the captain.

Nonsense, Edward! You know I meant presents.

He drew something covertly from his pocket, and clasped it on her neck. It was a dazzling necklace. Caroline, loving ornaments excessively, was wild with delight O Edward! how kind you are! I never liked you as much as I do now.

Candid! cried the captain: and Dr. Davenal laughed outright as he walked away to his consulting-room.

His son followed him. The doctor had taken up the note which he had left on the table, and was about to open it when something strange in its appearance struck upon his eye. He carried it to the window and looked minutely at its fastening, at the claret-coloured crest stamped in the envelope, that of the Oswald family.

Edward, said he, does it look to you as if this envelope had been tampered with  opened, in fact?

Captain Davenal examined the fastening. It was quite daylight still, though less bright than before the sun went down. Theres not a doubt of it, in my opinion, he said, handing the note back to his father.

Its very strange, exclaimed the doctor. Do you know, it has occurred to me lately to think that two or three of my letters have been opened.

By their appearance?

By their appearance. But I could not be certain how or when it was done. For aught I know, they might have been reopened by their writers before forwarding them to me. I do feel, however, sure that this one has been tampered with since it lay here. It came by the same messenger that brought Carolines present, and Neal brought it in to me. I was deep in thought at the time, and I turned it about in my fingers, looking at it, but not opening it I knew what its contents were  that they concerned a little matter Lady Oswald had to write to me upon  and I did not open it, but went to the station, leaving it on the table. Now I am fully certain that that appearance of reopening was not on it then.

Who can have opened it, then? quickly cried Captain Davenal.

Neal.

Neal!

Neal  as I suspect.

But I thought Neal was so faithful a man  so good a servant altogether!

An excellent servant, though I have never liked him. And latterly I have suspected the mans truth and honesty. I dont mean his honesty in regard to goods and chattels, but in regard to his own nature. If my letters have been opened, rely upon it, it is he who has done it

Have you spoken to him?

No. I shall speak now, though.

Dr. Davenal rang the bell, and Neal appeared. So calm, so quietly unconcerned!  not in the least like a man who has just tampered with his masters letters.

Come forward, Neal. Shut the door for a minute. When I went out just now I left this note on the table  the one you brought in to me from Lady Oswalds servant I did not open it before I went out;  but it looks to me as if it had been opened since, and closed up again.

Dr. Davenal spoke in a quiet tone. Neal, entirely unruffled, save by a slight natural surprise, stepped close up to the table, and looked first at Dr. Davenal and then at the note, which, however, the doctor did not particularly show to him.

I should think not, sir. There has been no one here to open it

That it has been opened I feel certain. Who has been in the room?

Not any one, sir, replied Neal. It has not been entered, so far as I know, since you left it

There was nothing more to be said, and Dr. Davenal signed to him to go. I could not accuse him downright, he remarked to his son; but enough has been said to put him on his guard not to attempt such a thing again.

He does not look like a guilty man, cried Captain Davenal. It is next to impossible to suspect Neal of such a thing. He it too  too  I was going to say too much of a gentlemen broke off Captain Davenal, laughing at his own words. At any rate, too respectable. His manner betrayed nothing of guilt  nothing of cognisance of the affair. I watched him narrowly.

True; it did not He is an innocent man, Ned, or else a finished hypocrite. Of course I may be wrong in my suspicions: honestly to confess it, I have no cause to suspect Neal, beyond the powerful feeling in my mind that hes not to be trusted  a feeling for which I have never been able to account, although it has been upon me since the first day I engaged him.

We do take up prejudices without knowing why, remarked Captain Davenal. I suppose sometimes they are false ones.  Heres Neal coming in again.

I beg your pardon, sir, for having so positively assured you that no one had been in your room, he said, addressing his master. I remember now that Mr. Cray entered it. I did not think of it, sir, at the moment you questioned me.

If he did, hed not touch the letter, said Dr. Davenal.  Certainly not, sir. But I thought it right to come and mention to you that he had been in.

Neal withdrew, and Captain Davenal looked at his father. The man seems quite honest in the matter. I think this is an additional proof of it Had he opened the letter himself he would not have forgotten that another person had been in the room. Very soon Neal appeared again. This time it was to say that dinner was served. Dr. Davenal nodded to him to close the door; he and his son were deep in conversation.

Ten minutes elapsed before they came out Miss Bettina fidgeted and grumbled, but it did not bring them; and when they did come, the doctor had a strange cloud upon his brow. Edward also, or else Sara fancied it; but he grew merry as the dinner advanced, joking and laughing with every one.

She took the opportunity of speaking to him after dinner. He went out on the lawn at the back to smoke his cigar in the starlight, and Sara stole after him. He threw his arm round her, and they paced the gravel walk.

Were you telling papa before dinner that you should have to leave to-morrow? she asked.

I was telling him worse than that, my little sister.

Worse?

You loving ones at home will think it so. You will, Sara. And my father  its a blow to my father.

Sara Davenals heart was beating against her side; a thousand improbabilities rushed into her brain. Tell it me, Edward, she said, very calmly. Sometimes, in moments of agitation, she could be calm, almost unnaturally so, outwardly. It is frequently the case with those who feel the deepest.

The regiments ordered abroad.

O Edward!

For a few minutes neither spoke again. Saras greatest thought was for her father. She seemed to have divined how cruelly Dr. Davenal felt the separation from his sons; Richard dead, Edward in London with his regiment If he had to go abroad to remote countries, thousands of miles away  why, almost as good that he had died. They should feel it so.

And that explains why I could not get a long leave, he resumed. Theres so much of preparation to be made; and we officers have to look to everything, for the men as well as for ourselves. We sail in a week or two.

They paced on in silence. Captain Davenal suddenly looked down at her, and detected tears.

Dont grieve, child. I am but a worthless sort of brother, after all  never with you. Perhaps I shall come back a better one.

Edward, cant you sell out?

Sell out! he exclaimed, in astonishment Sell out because we are ordered on active service. You are a brave soldiers sister, Miss Sara Davenal!

Some time ago, when there was a question of the regiments going out, you were to have exchanged into another, and remained at home, Edward. It was just after Richards death, I remember. Can you not do that now?

No, I cannot. I can neither sell out nor exchange. It is impossible.

There was so much grave meaning in his tone that Sara looked up involuntarily. He laughed at her earnest face.

O Edward! must you go?

Theres no help for it. We go to Malta first. India  as we suppose  afterwards.

Papa may be dead before you return.

No, no! I trust not.

It will be as though he had no children! she exclaimed, almost passionately, in her love for her father, in her grief. Richard dead; you gone: he will have none left.

He will have you, Sara.

I! Who am I?

The best of us. You have given him no grief in all your life; I and poor Dick have: plenty. It is best as it is, Sara.

She could scarcely speak for the sobs that were rising. She strove bravely to beat them down, for Sara Davenals was an undemonstrative nature, and could not bear that its signs of emotion should be betrayed outwardly. She loved her brother greatly; even the more, as the doctor did, for the loss of Richard; and this going abroad for an indefinite period, perhaps for ever, rang in her ears as the very knell of hope. He might never return: he might go away, as Richard had, only to die.

How long they continued to pace that walk underneath the privet-hedge, which skirted and hid the narrow side path leading from the house to the stables, Sara scarcely knew. Captain Davenal spoke little; he seemed buried in thought: Sara could not speak at all; her heart was full. Rarely had the nights brilliant stars looked down on a sadness deeper felt than was that of Sara Davenal.

You will come down again to take leave of us? she asked, after a while.

Of course I shall.


CHAPTER X.

A TREAT FOR NEAL.

NEARLY four-and-twenty hours subsequent to that, Dr. Davenal was pacing the same walk side by side with Lady Oswald. The wedding was over, the guests were gone, and the house, after the state breakfast, had resumed its tranquillity. Of the guests, Lady Oswald had alone remained, with the exception of Mr. Oswald Cray. It was one of those elaborate breakfast-dinners which take hours to eat, and five oclock had struck ere the last carriage drove from the door.

Lady Oswald asked for some tea; Miss Davenal, as great a lover of tea as herself, partook of it with her. Captain Davenal preferred a cigar, and went into the garden to smoke it: Mr. Oswald Cray accompanied him, but he never smoked. Both of them were to return to town by the seven oclock train.

By and by, the tea over, the rest came out on the lawn to join them  Lady Oswald and Miss Davenal in their rich rustling silks, Sara in her white bridesmaids dress. The open air of the warm, lovely evening was inexpressibly grateful after the feasting and fuss of the day, and they lingered until twilight fell on the earth. Miss Davenal went in then: but Lady Oswald wrapped her Indian cashmere shawl, worth a hundred guineas Hallingham said, more closely round her, and continued to talk to Dr. Davenal as they paced together the side walk.

Her chief theme was the one on which you have already heard her descant  that unwelcome project of the railway sheds. It had dropped through for a time. There had been a lull in the storm ever since it was broached in the summer. Lady Oswald complacently believed her remonstrance had found weight with the authorities of the line, to whom she had addressed a long, if not a very temperate letter: but, in point of fact, the commencement of the work had been delayed for some convenience of their own. Only on this very morning a rumour had reached Lady Oswalds ears that it was now to be set about immediately.

I am not satisfied with Oswald, she was saying to the doctor. Did you observe how he avoided the subject at the breakfast-table? When I told him that he might exercise his influence with the company, and prevent it if he pleased, he turned it off quietly.

I think he did not care to defend himself publicly, or to enter upon the matter, observed the doctor. Rely upon it, he would prevent it if he could; but his power does not extend so far.

I know he says it does not, was the observation of Lady Oswald. Do you think he is true?

True! repeated Dr. Davenal, scarcely understanding in his surprise. Oswald Cray true! Yes, Lady Oswald. Never man lived yet more honestly true than Oswald Cray.

He looked towards Oswald Cray as he spoke, pacing the broad middle walk with his son and Sara; at the calm good face with its earnest expression, every line, every feature speaking truth and honour; and the doctors judgment re-echoed his words.

Yes, Lady Oswald, he is a true man, whatever else he may be.

I always deemed him so. But  to protest that he would help me if he could; and now to let this dreadful threat arise again!

But he cannot prevent its arising, returned the doctor, wishing Lady Oswald would exercise a little common-sense in the matter. He is but a servant of the company, and must carry out their wishes.

I dont believe it, peevishly replied Lady Oswald. He is the engineer to the company; and it is well known that an engineer does as he pleases, and lays his own plans.

He is one of the engineers; the junior one, it may be said. I suppose you will not forgive me, Lady Oswald, if I point out, that when your interests and the lines are at issue, as in this matter, Oswald Cray, of all others, is forced to obey the former.

Was there ever so monstrously wicked a project formed? asked Lady Oswald, with some agitation.  

It is very unfortunate, was the more temperate reply. I wish they had fixed upon any grounds but yours.

I wish they had! It will send me into my grave!

Careless words! spoken, as such words mostly are spoken, unmeaningly. If Lady Oswald could but have known bow miserably they were destined to be marked out! If Dr. Davenal had but foreseen bow that marking out would affect all his after-life  change, as it were, its current, and that of one who was dear to him!

And because that worry was not enough, I have had a second to annoy me to-day, resumed Lady Oswald. Jones gave warning to leave.  

Indeed! returned Mr. Davenal, and the tone of his voice betrayed his concern. He knew how minor vexations were made troubles of by Lady Oswald; and the parting with Jones, her steady coachman of many years, would be a trouble not much less great than this threatened building of the sheds.

Why is Jones leaving? he inquired.

Because he does not know when hes well off, was the retort, spoken querulously. The servants latterly have been all quarrelling together, I find, and Jones says he wont remain. I asked Parkins what she was good for not to stop their quarrelling, and she burst into tears in my face, and said it was not her fault. You are best off, doctor. Your servants are treasures. Look at Neal!

I dont know that Neal is much of a treasure, was the doctors answer. Id make him over to your ladyship with all the pleasure in life. Do you feel the chill of the evening air?

Lady Oswald looked up at the clear sky, at the evening star, just visible, and said she did not feel the chill yet Dr. Davenal resumed.

I have grown to dislike Neal, Lady Oswald. In strict correctness, however, grown to dislike is not the best term, for I have disliked him ever since he has been with me. He  

Disliked Neal! interrupted Lady Oswald, wondering whether she might trust her ears. You dislike Neal! Why?

I can scarcely tell you why. I dont think I know, myself. But I do very much dislike him; and the dislike grows upon me.

You never mentioned this. I thought you were so satisfied with Neal.

I have not mentioned it I have felt a sort of repugnance to mention what would appear so unfounded a prejudice. Neal is an efficient servant, and the dislike arose to me without cause, just as instincts do. Latterly, however, I begin to doubt whether Neal is so desirable a retainer as we have deemed him.

In what way do you doubt him!

Dr. Davenal smiled. A doubt has arisen to me whether he is true  as you have just said by Mr. Oswald Cray. I shall watch the man; and, now that my suspicions are awakened, detection will be more easy. Should he turn out to be what I fear  a deceitful fellow, worse than worthless  he will be sent out of my house head foremost, at a minutes warning, and get his true character. Lady Oswald, I think I could pardon anything rather than deceit.

How angrily you speak! breathlessly exclaimed Lady Oswald.

The words recalled him to courtesy.

I fear I did; and I ought to have remembered that he was a respected servant once of Sir Johns, that it was you who recommended him to me. You will pardon my warmth, Lady Oswald. To any less close friend than yourself I should not have mentioned this. The fact is, a most unjustifiable trick was played me yesterday, and it is impossible for me to suspect anybody but Neal. I shall watch him.

What trick was it? asked Lady Oswald.

Dr. Davenal hesitated before he spoke. Perhaps it would be scarcely fair to mention it, even to you, Lady Oswald. I am not certain: theres just a loophole of possibility. If I find I am wrong, I will honestly confess it to you; if the contrary, you and the world will know what a worthless scamp we have nourished in Neal.  

Very agreeable words indeed! especially to Neal himself, who had the satisfaction of hearing them. Mr. Neal, with his soft tread, was gingerly pacing the narrow path behind the privet-hedge, his steps keeping level with theirs; he having strolled out to take the evening air, and to hear all that he could hear.

They were interrupted by the approach of Captain Davenal and Mr. Oswald Cray. It was getting towards the hour of their departure. Sara came up with them. The doctor laid his hand on his daughters shoulder, and she walked by his side.

Going? Nonsense! said the doctor. Theres no hurry yet.

When shall you be down again, Oswald? asked my lady.

I believe very shortly. I must be down  about these alterations, he had been on the point of saying, but stopped himself in time. There was no cause for bringing up the sore story oftener to her than was necessary.

Will you promise that they shall not build those horrible sheds?

If it lay with me, I would willingly promise it, was his reply. I wish you would believe me, dear Lady Oswald.

Of course I have no claim upon you, she fretfully continued. I know that. It is not my fault if I am unable to leave my fortune to you  what little I may have to leave. There are others who, in my opinion, have a greater claim upon me.

He seemed not to understand her. He turned his glance full upon her. I beg your pardon. What did you say, Lady Oswald?

Oswald, I have never spoken distinctly to you about my money, she resumed. I like you very much, and should have been glad to leave some to you; it is natural you should be looking out for it, but  

Every line of his pale face was ablaze with pride as he interrupted her; his voice, calm, low, terribly stern, was ten times more impressive in its truth than one loud and angry could have been. Allow me to set you right, Lady Oswald. I have never in my life looked for one shilling of money from you: I do not recognise, or believe in, or see any claim I can by possibility have upon it: of the whole world, the Oswalds are those upon whom I could least recognise it  from whom I would the least accept it I pray your ladyship to understand me in the fullest sense of the words  from whom I would never accept it.

Never had he looked so like the Oswalds as he looked then. The red colour came into Saras cheeks, and a faint sense of dread (did it come as a prophetic warning?) stole into her heart  that that pride might prove her deadliest enemy; perhaps his. Lady Oswalds mood changed, and she laughed.

You are independent, Oswald.

I am self-dependent, was his answer. A fair field and no favour are all I ask. I believe I can make my way in the world far better than money could make it for me. It is what I mean to try at  and do, Heaven helping me.

But you need not have glared at me in that way, she said, relapsing into fretfulness. I declare I thought it was old Sir Oswald of Thorndyke come out of his grave. My nerves are not strong, and that you know.

A better feeling came over him, and he held out his hand to Lady Oswald, his atoning smile wonderfully frank and sweet Forgive me if anything in my speech or manner has offended you, dear Lady Oswald. But I believe you vexed me more than I have ever been vexed in my life.

Well, well; you shall be as independent as you please, said Lady Oswald. Let us change the subject When do you intend to follow Marks example and marry?

Not until I can afford it better than  than Mark could, I was going to say, he added, glancing at Dr. Davenal and laughing.

You do mean to marry some time, Oswald?

I hope so.

The answer was spoken so fervently, that they looked at him in surprise. Sara contrived to draw behind, and began plucking one of the flowers, already closing to the night He resumed carelessly, as if conscious that his tones had been too earnest for general ears.

Men do marry for the most part in this good old-fashioned land of ours, and my turn may come some time. I think our time is nearly up, Davenal.

The captain took out his watch. In a minute or two. We can walk it in ten minutes, if we put out our best speed.

As they went in, Oswald Cray looked round for Sara, and found she had not followed them. He turned back to her.

I must say good-bye to you. Sara! you are crying!

O no, she answered, brushing away the rebellious tears. Its nothing.

He took her hand and placed it within his arm, and they advanced slowly to the house. Will you tell me what the nothing is? he asked in a low tone, which of itself was sufficient to invite confidence.

I cannot bear to part with Edward, she answered. Nothing has been said about it; but he brought down bad news. They are ordered to Malta; and thence, he thinks, they shall go to Lidia. Edward said he should tell you as you went back to-night.

It was entire news to him, and he thought how greatly Dr. Davenal must feel it. Few admired that fine young officer, Edward Davenal, more than Oswald Cray. But he had no time to discuss it now, scarcely to say a word of sympathy.

Good-bye, he whispered, as they halted on the threshold and he turned to press her hand in both of his, bending his face a little down. Good-bye. And remember.

Remember what? she asked.

That you dont belong quite to yourself now.

He hastened in, leaving Sara standing there: standing there with the significant words and their meaning beating pleasant changes on her heart Captain Davenal came springing out Hush, darling, be brave! he said, as he took the kiss from his sisters lips. Leave all that until I come down for my real farewell. And Sara was brave, and dried her tears, and confided in the prospect of that real farewell; little dreaming that it was destined never to be spoken.


CHAPTER XI.

LADY OSWALDS JOURNEY.

MR. MARCUS CRAYS marriage had taken place on a Thursday, and the time went on to the following Saturday week with little to mark it. Enough, as events were unhappily to turn out, was to mark it then. They, Marcus Cray and his wife, were expected home that evening: but it is not with them that we have just at present to do.

On this Saturday morning, Oswald Cray had come down to Hallingham on business connected with the line. In the course of the day he called on Lady Oswald, and found her in a state not easy to describe. That very morning certain men had been seen on her grounds, marking off the small portion of its boundaries intended to be taken for the sheds. Convinced that all her hopes of immunity had been but vain dreams, she had become angry, hysterical, almost violent Oswald Cray had never seen her like this.

It was an illustration of the misery we may inflict upon ourselves, the evil spirit that will arise from self-grievance. In point of fact, these sheds, to be built on a remote and low portion of her land, could not prove any real annoyance to Lady Oswald; she would not see them from her window; she did not go, ever, near the spot. The grievance lay in her imagination; she had made it a bugbear, and there it was. In vain Oswald Cray pointed out to her that it had been the same thing with regard to the rail itself. When she first heard it was to skirt her grounds, she had been as alarmed as she was now; but when the work was complete, the trains were actually running, then Lady Oswald found (though she did not acknowledge it) how void of reason her alarm had been; had the trains been fifty miles off she could not have seen less of them. It would be so with regard to the sheds, Oswald Cray told her; he told her that even a less portion of the ground would be taken than was at first intended: he did not add that he, by his persistent efforts in her cause, had obtained this little concession, but he might have told her so with truth. He assured her that the thing could not prove an annoyance to her. All in vain. He might just as well have talked to the winds. She would not listen. Parkins sat in tears, administering specifics for the nerves, and entreating my lady to be tranquil. My lady replied by saying she should never be tranquil again, and she actually abused Mr. Oswald Cray.

Nay, said Oswald, good humouredly, it is your landlord you should blame, not me. He agreed to the thing instanter  the moment it was proposed to him.

Lady Oswalds cheeks were burning as she turned to Oswald. If he had refused, instead of consented, what then? Could they have done it in spite of him?

It would have been done eventually, I suppose. Not just yet: the company would have had to bargain with him, perhaps to dispute the matter with him legally: and all that takes time.

Had he persistently contended against it, the company might have grown weary; have ended by fixing upon some other spot for their sheds, she breathlessly cried, the excitement on her face deepening.

Mr. Oswald Cray hesitated. It is possible, certainly; but I will go to him, broke in Lady Oswald. I will go to Low this very hour.

She started from her seat, upsetting a bottle which Parkins held in her hand, almost upsetting Parkins herself in her vehemence. Mr. Oswald Cray gently restrained her.

My dear Lady Oswald, you will do no good by going to Low now. It is too late. The thing has gone too far.

It has not gone too far, Oswald Cray. So long as the sheds are not begun it cannot be too late. If Low did give his consent, he can retract it. The land is freehold, and freehold land cannot be seized upon lightly. Get my things, Parkins, and order the carriage. And Parkins submissively retired to obey.

Lady Oswald, believe me, said Oswald, impressively, Mr. Low cannot now retract his consent if he would The agreement is signed; nay, I believe the money is paid. Your going to him will do no possible good; it can only be productive of further unpleasantness to yourself.

Have you a motive in keeping me away from him? asked Lady Oswald, and his brow momentarily contracted at her blind pertinacity. Do you know that I have never once seen him upon this subject?  never once.

No! he said, really wondering at the omission.

I would not go to see him; I was too angry; I contented myself with writing to him, and telling him what I thought; and then, you know, until this blessed morning, when Jones came into the house with the news that the men were measuring the land, I never thought the thing would be really done. I will go to him now, Oswald Cray, and all you can say against it will not avail with me. If you had any courtesy you would accompany me, and add your voice to mine against this unjustifiable wrong.

Courtesy was an adjunct in which Oswald Cray was not naturally deficient; in time, that day, he was. The business which brought him down was pressing, must have his full attention, and be finished so as to enable him to return to town that night. He had snatched these few minutes, while the clerks at the companys offices were at dinner, just to see Lady Oswald.

It would give me great pleasure to escort you anywhere, Lady Oswald, but to-day I really cannot absent myself from Hallingham. I have my hands full. Besides, he added, a frank smile on his face, have you forgotten how impossible it would be for me to go against the agreement made by the company with Mr. Low, by soliciting that gentleman to attempt to retract it?

I see, said Lady Oswald, beating her foot pettishly on the carpet; better that I had called anybody to my aid than you. Are you cherishing resentment against me, Oswald Cray?

Oswald Cray opened his dark blue eyes in surprise.

Resentment?  against you, Lady Oswald Ï Indeed I do not understand you.

I thought you might be remembering what I said at Dr. Davenals the evening of your brothers wedding. I mean about the money; which I said I could not leave you, she continued in a low tone. You took me up so sharply.

I fear I did. I was Vexed that you could so misapprehend my nature. We need not recur to the subject, Lady Oswald. Let it pass.

I must say a word first, Oswald. I believe, with all your fiery pride, and your aptitude to take offence, that your nature is honest and true; that you would save me from annoyance if you could.

I would indeed, he interrupted earnestly. Even from this threatened annoyance I would doubly save you, if it were at all within my power.

Well, I want to say just this. I have always liked you very well; you have been, in fact, a favourite of mine; and many a time it has occurred to me to wish that I could put you down in my will  

Lady Oswald, I pray you   

Now do be quiet, and hear me. I consider it a duty to myself to tell you this, and I always intended to tell you before my death. I fully believe what you say; that you do not wish for my money, that you would prefer to make your own way; I say I fully believe that, Oswald. There are some men  honourable to fastidiousness, I call them  who are utterly incapable of casting a thought or a wish to the money of others: you are one, as I believe; and theres the additional bar in your case with regard to my money, that it comes from the Oswalds. I dont think you would accept money in whatever form it came to you, from the Oswald family.

I dont think I would, replied Oswald. And he spoke the truth of his heart.

Still, I judge it right to give you this little word of explanation, she proceeded. I daresay, whenever my will comes to be read, that you will feel surprised at its contents; may even deem that you had more legal claim upon me than he who will chiefly inherit I do not think so. I have left my money to please myself: he to whom it is left has the best claim upon me in my judgment. I am happy to know that he will be rewarded: and he knows it.

Oswald felt a little puzzled: the words and he knows it somewhat excited his curiosity. With her own family, who alone (in Oswald Crays opinion) could be said to have claims on Lady Oswald, she held but little communication: and a conviction stole over him that she did not allude to them. He was destined (as it proved) never to forget those words; and the construction he put upon them was, that the future inheritor of the money knew he was named as the inheritor. He said nothing. It was not a subject he cared to pursue; he had neither right nor inclination to inquire as to the disposal of what Lady Oswald might leave behind her. Had he dreamt of the ill those words would work, he might have asked further particulars.

I thought Id say this to you some time, Oswald. Had you been less fiercely proud, and I more at liberty to dispose of what I have to leave, I should regret not remembering you. As it is, perhaps alls for the best.

That again struck upon him as strange: I more at liberty to dispose of what I have to leave. Was she not at full and entire liberty?  if so, why was she not? The question set Oswald thinking.

But circumstances seemed inclined to prove themselves stronger than Lady Oswalds will, in regard to this visit to her landlord. Her coachman made his appearance with hindering news; one of the carriage horses had fallen lame.

Accept it as an omen that the visit would have brought forth no good luck, said Oswald Cray, with a smile, while Jones stood, deprecating his ladys anger.

A doubt flashed across her mind for a moment whether the excuse was real, and the amazed Jones had to repeat it, and to assure his mistress that he was going right off for the veterinary surgeon then.

It will not avail, said Lady Oswald. I shall go by train. Perhaps you can tell me, Oswald Cray, at what hours the trains leave for Hildon?

Oswald Cray said not another word of objection. To make use of the railroad, to which her dislike had been so insuperable, proved that she was indeed bent upon it He bade her good-day and left, and encountered Dr. Davenals carriage in the avenue. The doctor was arriving on his usual daily visit.

She was somewhat of a capricious woman, Lady Oswald. A few months before, in the summer-time, Dr. Davenal had been hoping, it may almost be said secretly plotting  but the plotting was very innocent  to get Lady Oswald to favour Mark Cray sufficiently to allow of his paying these daily visits. Since then Lady Oswald had, of her own accord, become excessively attached to Mark. That is, attached in one sense of the word. It was not the genuine esteem founded on long intimacy, the love, it may be almost said, that draws one friend to another; it was that artificial liking which suddenly arises, and has its result in praising and patronising; artificial because so shallow. In the new feeling, Lady Oswald had not only sanctioned Marks visits to her in the place of Dr. Davenal, but she had recommended him to everybody she knew as the cleverest young surgeon in Hallingham or out of it. It had been Marks luck speedily to cure some fancied or real ailment of Lady Oswalds in a notably short space of time, and Lady Oswald, who set it down to skill, really had taken up the notion that he had not his equal We all know how highly-coloured for the time are these sudden estimations of a popular doctors skill None rejoiced more than Dr. Davenal, and he resigned Lady Oswald to Mark with inward satisfaction, and the best grace in the world. But during Marks absence on his wedding-tour the doctor had taken again the daily visits.

Roger pulled up in the gravel drive when he saw Mr. Oswald Cray; but Oswald, who had out-stayed his time, could only shake hands with the doctor and hasten onwards. Parkins met Dr. Davenal surreptitiously as he entered: she had seen his approach, and she stole forwards on tiptoe to meet him, her tears dropping. When Lady Oswald was in her fretful moods, Parkins generally found refuge in tears.

Whats the matter now? asked the doctor.

The men have begun to measure the ground, and that stupid Jones came running open-mouthed to the house with the news, and my lady heard him, explained Parkins. Id not have told her: if people held their tongues, the sheds might be built, and up, and she never know it. I thought shed have gone out of her mind, sir; and then Mr. Oswald Cray came in, and he talked to her. I think shes calmer now; I heard her talking quietly to Mr. Oswald Cray before he left. But she says shell go off by rail to Mr. Lows.

Is she in the drawing-room?

Yes, sir. So well, to be sure, as she was this morning! continued Parkins, drying her tears. I dont know when she has been in such spirits, and all because Mr. Cray was coming home to-night with his wife. The fancy she has taken for him is extraordinary: she has been counting the days off since he was away, like a schoolgirl counts them off before her holidays.

Dr. Davenal entered. He did not attempt to reason Lady Oswald out of the visit to Mr. Low. Quite the contrary. He told her the short trip by rail would do her good: and he thought, which he did not tell her, that the interview with Mr. Low might set the affair at rest sooner than anything else would, by convincing her that there could be no appeal against the fiat, no delay in the carrying out of the work.

When Lady Oswald reached the station, it happened that Oswald Cray was there. He was emerging from one of the private rooms with some plans under his arm when he saw her. She looked scared at the bustle of the station, and was leaning helplessly on her maids arm, uncertain where to go, what to do. Oswald hastened to her and took her on his arm. Parkins slipped behind, quite thankful to see him: she was as little used to the ways and confusion of a station as her mistress.

Will you venture still, Lady Oswald, with all this turmoil?

Will you cease worrying me? she answered, and the tone was a sharp one, for she fancied he still wished to stop her, and resented the intermeddling with her will.

Did he wish to stop her? If any such feeling was upon him, it must surely have been instinct: a prevision of what the ill-fated journey would bring forth; of the influence it would indirectly bear on his own future life.

He said no more. He led Lady Oswald at once to a first-class carriage, placed her and Parkins in it, procured their return tickets, and then leaned over the carriage-door and talked to Lady Oswald, ill as he could spare the time. No man had kinder feelings at heart than Oswald Cray, and it seemed to him scarcely courteous to leave her  for she was in a tremor still  until the train, should start He talked to her in a gay laughing tone of indifferent subjects, and she grew more at ease. Only think! she suddenly exclaimed, I may return with Mr. Cray and his wife! Dr. Davenal told me to-day they were expected early in the evening; and this is the way: they must come. I shall be so glad when he is home!

Oswald shook his head at her with mock seriousness. Id not acknowledge my faithlessness so openly, were I you, Lady Oswald. To turn off Dr. Davenal for Mark, after so many years adhesion to him!

You know nothing about it, Oswald. I have not turned off Dr. Davenal. But you may depend upon one thing  that Mark is a rising man. He will make a greater name than you in the world.

Very likely. I hope he will make a name. For myself  

The whistle Bounded, and Oswald drew away from the door. Lady Oswald put out her hand, and he shook it warmly. Shall I see you on my return?

Possibly, just a glimpse, he answered. Ill look out for you when the train comes in. Good-bye.

But youll wish me luck, Oswald  although you may be bound in honour to the interests of the enemy and those wretched sheds.

I wish it you heartily and sincerely; in all ways, Lady Oswald.

His tone was hearty as his words, his clasp sincere. Lady Oswald withdrew her hand, and left him a pleasant, cordial smile as the train puffed on.

One cant help liking him, Parkins, with all his obstinate contrariness, she cried.  I wish he had been the surgeon! Only think what a name he would have made, had he possessed his brothers talent!

So he would, my lady, dutifully acquiesced Parkins.

What a good tiring we are alone! Most likely he contrived it. I declare I dont dislike this, continued Lady Oswald, ranging her eyes round the well-stuffed compartment. It is almost as private as my own carriage.

So it is, my lady, answered Parkins. And the train went smoothly on, and in twenty minutes time Lady Oswald was deposited safely at the Hildon station.


CHAPTER XII.

WAITING FOR NEWS.

MARK CRAY and his wife had not indicated the precise hour of their return: early in the evening, but not to dinner; have tea ready, bad been Mrs. Crays words to her servants in the letter received by them on Friday morning. Sara Davenal went to the Abbey about five oclock to wait for them.

Mark and Caroline were beginning as prudently as their best friends could desire; two maid-servants only, engaged under the careful eye of Miss Bettina, comprised their household. The large heavy door of the Abbey opened to a large stone hall; on the left of this was a large sitting-room, with cross-beams in its ceiling and deep-mullioned windows, looking on to the branching lines of rails and the station in the distance; not so pleasant a view as had been the gay Abbey gardens. Indeed, with the doing away of those gardens, the pleasantest part of the Abbey as a residence, had gone. It was a rambling sort of place inside, with very little comfort This room and the drawing-room above were the only good-sized rooms in the house; four modem rooms might have been put into that drawing-room, and what its carpeting had cost was something to be talked of. The bed-chambers were pigeon-holes, the domestic offices dark closets paved with stone; in short the Abbey was a grander place in sound than it was pleasant for use. The Crays, who had lived in it so long, were party-giving people, thinking more of show than comfort; the pigeon-holes were good enough for them; the dark stone kitchens might be made the best of by the servants; the great drawing-room, larger than anybody elses in Hallingham, gladdened their hearts. It was certainly an imposing room when filled with company and lights.

Sara Davenal waited and waited in the downstairs room. She had taken off her things, and made herself at home. Her dress was of dark-blue silk, the bands of her brown hair were smooth and silken, and excitement had brought a colour to her cheeks. She had never before been parted from Caroline since the latter arrived, years ago, from the West Indies. The tea was on the table in readiness, with a cold fowl and tongue, thoughtfully ordered to be provided by Miss Davenal.

Five oclock; half-past five; six oclock; half-past six; seven oclock; and still they had not come. Sara grew impatient  it is of no use to deny it  and blamed them for want of punctuality. They had not bargained for her feverish longing.

She stood at the window, looking still, as she had done since five oclock. It had grown into night since she stood there; would have grown to dark, but for the brilliant moon that lighted the heavens. A servant came in.

Shall I bring lights, miss?

Not yet I want to watch for the train.

The maid retired. Sara waited on  waited and waited, until she felt sure that it must be half-past seven; but then she was counting time by her own impatience, not by the clock. Her eyes began to grow weary with the intense and incessant gaze at the station, and she could see a good many people standing at its entrance in the moonlight  stragglers, no doubt, waiting for the train. wondering, like herself, that it was not in, and what had become of it.

As she thus stood, there was a loud ring at the door-bell. Sara flew into the hall in glee, thinking how stupid she must have been not to observe them crossing the bridge round by the lines; flew into the hall, and was met by her aunt Miss Davenal! when she had expected the bridegroom and bride! but Sara had to make the best of it, and she did so in her pleasing, graceful manner, drawing her aunt in by the hand to the dark room.

They have not come yet, Aunt Bettina.

Whatevers the meaning of this? was the surprised question of Miss Davenal. All in the dark? and where are they?

They have not come yet, repeated Sara. Bring the lights, she added in a low voice to the servant.

Not come! Where are they stopping?

The train is not in, Aunt Bettina.

The whats not in?

The train.

Why, what has come to it?

Miss Bettina, all amazed, and scarcely believing the information, went hastily to the window, and looked towards the station. At that moment the other servant, Dorcas, came into the room. She was not a stranger to the family, having once lived with Miss Davenal, before that lady took up her abode with her brother. Dorcas was getting on to be middle-aged,  a sensible-looking woman, with a turned-up nose and reddish hair.

Miss Sara, she whispered, they are saying theres been an accident to the train.

Sara Davenals heart seemed to stand still and then bound on again as if it would break its bounds.

Who says it? she gasped.

I saw the folks standing about, and talking one to the other; so I opened my kitchen winder, and asked what was amiss, and they said the seven oclock train was not in, that it had met with an accident. Miss Sara  

But Miss Sara had turned from her. Silently snatching her shawl and bonnet from the sofa where she had laid them, she quitted the room, the unconscious Miss Davenal standing yet at the window. Dorcas followed her, and, by the lights that were now being carried in, she saw how white she looked.

Miss Sara, I was about to say that it may not be true, continued Dorcas, as Sara hastily flung on her things.  I dont think it is: thered be more uproar at the station if any news of that sort had been brought in.

I am going over to see; I cannot remain in this suspense. Not go by myself? she repeated, in reply to the womans remonstrance; nonsense, Dorcas! Everybody knows me: I am Dr. Davenals daughter. You stay with my aunt Bettina, and be sure dont alarm her if you can help it.

Pulling the door open with her own hand, she passed under the red light of Mr. Crays professional lamp, and hastened by the side-path and the bridge round to the station. Her face was pale, her pulses were beating. Sara Davenal had a quick imagination, and all the horrors of accidents by rail that she had ever heard seemed to rise up before her.

There was no impediment offered to her entering the station. Several persons were standing about, but they did not appear to notice her, and she passed through the room where the tickets were given, on to the platform. There she found herself in the midst of a crowd. Not a moving crowd but a waiting crowd, whose faces were mostly turned one way  that by which the expected train ought to come. Sara saw a talkative porter, and got near him, a man she knew.

Has there been an accident? she asked.

Well, miss, theres nothing known for certain. Its odd where the train can be; and if anything has happened, its odder still that the telegraph havent brought word of it. I remember once she was half an hour late before.

Who was? asked Sara, bewildered.

This here seven oclock train. Twarnt nothing wrong with her then; some of them bothering excursion-trains had blocked up the line. Id lay, miss, its the same thing to-night. The doctor aint gone down the line, is he?

No, no. I am expecting my cousin and Mr. Cray.

Itll be all right, miss. She wont be long. We shall hear her steam directly.

Somewhat reassured, Sara turned, and was pushing her way through the throng, wishing to get clear of it, when she found herself a sort of prisoner. A gentleman had placed his arm before her, and looking up in the moonlight she discerned the features of Oswald Cray. Her heart gave a great bound of satisfaction, of love, and she almost caught at his protecting hand.

It was a curious and exciting scene. The station raising its imposing height to the night sky, so blue and beautiful; the crowd gathered there, unnaturally still in the intensity of awed expectation; the lights and bustle of the town not far away; the noiseless tread of the porters, as they moved restlessly in their suspense;  all made a painfully interesting picture in the bright moonlight.

Oswald Cray was waiting for the in-coming train. It was the one he intended to depart by. He drew Sara away from the throng, and gave her his arm. Her heart was beating at the consciousness of his presence; her whole frame had thrilled at the touch of his hand.

Is there danger, do you fear? she whispered.

No, I trust not I think not. Were anything wrong, the telegraph would have brought the news. It must be some obstruction on the line.

Saras fear faded away. She had confidence in him. If he, so experienced, the lines own engineer, saw no cause for dread, why should she? Perhaps she could not quite banish one little corner of doubt in her heart; perhaps Mr. Oswald Cray might have some slight corner of fear himself, which he did not deem it expedient to impart to her.

Did you get frightened, Sara? he asked, as they walked slowly to and fro in the moonlight.

I was at the Abbey waiting for them, and Dorcas, one of their new servants, came to me with the news that people in the street were saying there had been an accident. I was very much frightened and came away; ran away, I may say, she added, smiling, without saying anything to Aunt Bettina.

Is she at the Abbey?

She has just come. She expected they had returned.

I fear Lady Oswald is waiting for this train at Hildon, he remarked. She will not like the delay.

Indeed! Lady Oswald at Hildon!

He explained to her how it was: that Lady Oswald had gone to Mr. Lows, and was not yet back. Did you know that I called at your house this afternoon? he asked.

No, she said, lifting her head. Did you call?

It was about five oclock. I have been very busy all day, but I managed to get a minute. You were out, Neal said, and the doctor was out; only Miss Davenal at home, so I did not go in.

I had come down to the Abbey, said Sara. I thought they might arrive by an earlier train than this. Are you obliged to go back to London to-night?

Quite obliged, if the train shall arrive to take me. Whats that?  

Some stir was discernible in the throng. Oswald Cray held his breath, listening for any sound that might indicate the approach of the train; but in the distance he could hear nothing, and the stir, caused perhaps only by the restlessness of waiting, died away. They paced on again.

Since I saw you, Sara, I have had an offer made me of going abroad.

To stay long? she quickly asked. Where to?

To stay a long while, had I accepted it; perhaps for life. In a pecuniary point of view the change would have been an advantageous one: it would have given me a position at once. But the climate is shocking; so I declined.

Oh, I am glad? she involuntarily said. You should not run any of those risks.

I did not hesitate on my own score. At least, I am not sure that I should have hesitated, but I really did not think of myself at all in the matter. I did not get so far. I should not like to have gone out alone, Sara: and I felt that I had no right to expose another to these chances; one whom I should then be bound to protect and cherish, so far as mans protection goes, from all ill.

He spoke in what may be called general words, in a general tone, but it was impossible for Sara to misunderstand him. Every pulse within her beat in answer, quietly as she continued to walk, calmly as her eyes rested straight before her. She knew it was his intention not to speak openly, until he could speak to some purpose: and she thought he was right.

So I resolved to continue where I am, and plod on diligently, he continued. Advancement, though more slow, will be sure. Do you think I did right?

Quite right, quite right, she murmured. And, had they been speaking without reserve to each other, she might have added, Papa would not like me to go abroad.

A silence ensued.  They paced together in that quiet spot away from the busy crowd, the silvery moonlight above, the pure passion of loves first dream filling their hearts within. No need of words: the conscious presence of each was all in all.

Where can this train be? exclaimed Oswald at length, breaking the charm of the silence.

Almost as the words left his lips one of the porters came hurriedly up, touching his hat as he spoke.

There has been a mistake in the telegraph-room, sir. Leastways, some bungle. The train was telegraphed from Hildon.

A moments startled pause on the part of Oswald Cray.

It was told to me positively that the train had not left, Parker?

I know, sir; we all understood it so. But James Eales is come back now, and he says we misunderstood him; that the train was telegraphed at the proper time. Theres an accident, sir, for certain; and its between this and Hildon.

I think there must be a mistake, murmured Oswald Cray to Sara. Stay here quietly, away from the crowd.

Giving no further satisfaction to her fears  indeed he could not give it  he walked hastily to the small room used as the telegraph office. The news which the porter had brought to him was spreading elsewhere, and the entrance to it was blocked up with an eager throng. He began to work his way through.

By your leave, by your leave, good people. And they drew aside so as to give room for him to pass when they saw who it was. Mr. Oswald Crays right of authority, as being superior to that of any at the station, was known and recognised.

The telegraph clerk was a young man named James Eales. It was his duty to receive the messages, and in due course he ought to have received the one from Hildon, signifying that the expected train (called in familiar terms at Hallingham the seven oclock train, although it came in five minutes sooner) had duly quitted Hildon. This message was due somewhere about twenty-three minutes to seven, and it came this evening as usual quite punctually. No sooner had it been received than James Eales, who wanted to absent himself for a short while on an errand to the town, asked one of the men to take his place. Other messages might be expected relating to the trains, not to speak of private messages, always liable to come; and the man took the place accordingly. As Eales was going out, the man, whose name was Williams, called after him to know whether the train was signalled. Eales thought he meant the down-train, whose signal was nearly due, and replied, No, not yet. But in point of fact Williams had alluded to the up-train from Hildon, which had been signalled. That man was an accurate time-keeper; it wanted two or three minutes yet to the signalling of the down-train, and he would not have been likely, from this very accuracy, to inquire whether that message had come, it not being due. Eales, who did not possess the like innate accuracy, and was besides in a hurry to depart, confused the question, and took it to allude to the down-train. It is through these mistakes, which are caused half by carelessness, half by what may be almost called unavoidable misapprehension, that accidents occur. It did not lead to the accident in this case, but it has led to many a one. Williams ought to have said, Is the up-train signalled? Saying what he did say, Is the train signalled? Eales should have answered, The up-train is signalled; not the down. Williams sat down to the desk or bureau, the telegraph indicator being in front of him, above his head. Precisely to time the down telegraph came, a confirmation it may almost be said of the mistake. Williams noted it, and wondered what the up-train was about that its signal did not likewise come. After seven oclock came and passed, and the up-train did not arrive, the station-master, who had been enjoying a little recreative gossip on his own score, and not attending to his duties quite as closely as he might have been, made his appearance in the telegraph office.

Wheres James Eales? he demanded.

Williams explained. He had stepped out on an errand, and he, Williams, was taking his place. The station-master made no demur to this: Williams was as capable as Eales, and often worked the telegraph.

Has the up-train been signalled from Hildon?

No, sir.

Not been signalled! echoed the station-master, in an accent of disbelief.  

It has not been signalled for certain, was the reply of Williams! Eales told me the signal had not come when he left, and I am sure it has not come since.

Where can it be? exclaimed the station-master. I suppose some of those monster excursion-trains are blocking up the line somewhere.

A consolatory conclusion, quite doing away with uneasiness or fear. The station-master promulgated the news that the train had not been signalled from Hildon, together with his own suggestive idea of the offending excursion-trains. He told Mr. Oswald Cray it had not been signalled, and he told others: therefore the officials were perfectly at their ease upon the point, whatever the assembled crowed might be.

It was just five-and-twenty minutes past seven when Eales returned. He had stayed longer than he intended, and he clashed into his office head foremost, catching a glimpse of the crowd on the platform, now quickly increasing.

What do they want, that lot? he cried to Williams. Is anything wrong?

They are waiting for the up-train. Its preciously behind time to-night, and I suppose some of them are alarmed  have got friends in it, maybe.

What up-train? asked Eales.

The seven oclock up-train to London.

Eales stood confounded. Why, is that not come up? An accident must have happened.

Not obliged to, coolly returned Williams. Its kept back by the excursion-trains, most likely.

There are no excursion-trains to-day between this and Hildon, quickly observed Eales.

It has not got so far yet It has not passed Hildon.

It has passed Hildon, replied Eales. It passed at its proper time, and was signalled up.

Williams turned and stared at Eales with all his might Who says it has been signalled up?

Who says it! Why, I say it. I got the signal as usual.

Then how came you to tell me you hadnt had it? asked Williams.

I never told you so.

You did. Youll say blacks white next. It was the only question I asked you  whether the up-train had been signalled, and you replied it had not been.

You said the down-train: you never said the up.

I meant the up. Its not likely I should ask whether the down-train was signalled, when it wasnt near due! You have done a pretty thing!

How long they might have continued to dispute, one seeking to lay the blame upon the other, it is impossible to say. But at that moment the station-master came in again, and the mistake was made known to him and to others. The train had left Hildon at its proper time, and therefore the delay, whatever might be its cause, lay very near to them  in the six miles of rail intervening between Hallingham and Hildon; the train must be on some spot of it That an accident of some nature had taken place, the most sanguine could now only believe, and a whole shower of verbal missives was hurled upon the two men, Eales and Williams, who did nothing but retort on each other. Each firmly regarded the other as being alone in fault; an impartial judge would have said they were equally culpable. Extricating himself from the confusion, Mr. Oswald Cray returned to Sara. She looked at him with questioning eyes, her heart shrinking; that hubbub in the station had reawakened her fears. He quietly placed her hand within his arm, and began to pace as before.

I find things do not look quite so well as we fancied  

There has been an accident! she interrupted. Do not hide it from me, Oswald.  

He lightly laid his other hand on hers, an assurance of his truth. I will hide nothing from you, my dearest, and the never-yet-used term of endearment seemed to slip from him involuntarily, in the moments need that he should soothe her. We have not beard that there is any accident, for no tidings of any sort have come up; but the train, it seems, did leave Hildon at its usual time, and something must therefore have occurred to delay it.

A deep, sobbing sigh nearly broke from her, but she coughed it down.

Do not meet trouble half-way, he said in a lighter tone. It does not follow that an accident, in the popular sense of the term, must have occurred, because the train is not up. The engine may have broken down and be unable to come on, but the passengers may be as safe and well as we are. Theres no doubt the engine is disabled, or it would have come on for assistance.

Assistance for the wounded? she quickly rejoined.

Assistance that may be wanted in any way. The telegraph is at work to stop all trains, and some of us are going down  

It was the last collected word they were enabled to speak. The news had spread in the town, and the affrighted people were coming up in shoals. News, at the best, loses nothing in carrying, and the delay was magnified into a dreadful accident, with half the train killed. In the midst of it the guard of the missing train arrived, flying up the line as if for his life, and carrying a lantern.

The engine had run off the line on to the bank, and turned over. A few of the passengers were injured, but he thought not many; some of them were coming on, the field way. It had occurred about midway between the two stations, a little nearer to Hallingham than to the other. An engine was wanted to bring on the train, and it might be as well if a doctor or two went down.

This was the climax for the affrighted crowd, and those who had relatives in the train seemed to well-nigh lose their senses. A scene of inextricable confusion ensued. Some were restrained by force from jumping on the line and setting off to the scene of accident; some strove to get upon the carriage and engine about to start for it. Order was restored with great difficulty, and the carriage and engine rescued from the invaders, who then quitted the station, and set off to run to the scene, through the same fields that, as the guard said, passengers were advancing.

Two medical men, who had been hastily obtained, Mr. Oswald Cray, and sundry officials of the line, took their seats in the carriage to be conveyed to the spot. The engine had given its first puff, and was snorting off, when a loud shout arrested it Stop! stop! One single moment! Heres Dr. Davenal! His name, for those poor wounded ones, was a tower of strength  worth all the rest of the surgical skill in Hallingham  and he was pulled into the carriage, having caught a glimpse of the white face, of his daughter outside the throng. Sara, terrified and bewildered, wondering what she should do next, was suddenly pounced upon by Miss Davenal.

You naughty girl! What is it that you are doing here?

O Aunt Bettina, there has been an accident to the train! Caroline and Mr. Cray are sure to be in it.

Caroline and Mr. Cray are what? cried out Miss Bettina.

I fear they are in the train. There has been an accident between here and Hildon. An engine has just gone down with assistance.

I dont want to know about engines, returned Miss Davenal, who had not understood one word in ten. I ask what you do here alone? Caroline and Mr. Cray can come home, I suppose, without your waiting for them in this public manner. What would your papa say if he saw you?

Papa has seen me, replied Sara. Papa has just come up to the station and is gone down with the engine.

Gone down with what engine? What do you mean?

Sara put her lips close to Miss Davenals ear. Papas gone down the line with some more gentlemen, to see about the wounded.

Wounded! shrieked Miss Bettina. Has there been an accident? Whos wounded? Caroline and Mr. Cray?

We dont know yet, aunt And in the best way that she could, Sara strove to make the case comprehensible to her aunt Miss Davenal understood at last, and was somewhat mollified.

Sara, I am not very angry with you now. I might have stopped myself. An accident to the train, and the doctors gone down! O those dreadful railways!

A little longer of suspense, and then the passengers began to arrive. After the shock and fright, it had seemed safer to many of them to walk the three miles of distance than to trust to the rail again and another engine. The path fields were dry, and it was a pleasant walk by moonlight Miss Bettina, whose eyes were as quick as her hearing was dull, was the first to recognise Mrs. Cray amidst them.

Caroline burst into tears as they laid hold of her, and Saras heart began to sink. But the tears were only the effect of the fright and excitement she had gone through. She could give no clear account of the accident or what it had brought forth. All she knew was that there was great banging and bumping of the carriage she was in, but it was not overturned. Two other carriages were; and the engine was lying on its side with all its steam coming out of it. She scrambled up the bank in her terror, as did most of the passengers, and came on with them.

And Mark? asked Sara, scarcely daring to put the question.

Mark! He stayed to look after the wounded, was her reply. He said he thought there was nobody seriously hurt. At any rate, there are no lives lost.

Saras heart breathed a word of thankfulness. Did you see Lady Oswald? she asked. She went to Hildon this afternoon, and Mr. Oswald Cray thought she must be in this train, returning.

I did not see her, replied Mrs. Cray. Lady Oswald in the train! I thought she never travelled by rail.

She did this afternoon. One of her carriage-horses is ill. How thankful!  how thankful we must all be that it is no worse! concluded Sara Davenal.

Well, this is a fine ending to your wedding-jaunt! exclaimed Miss Bettina. What about your luggage, Caroline? Is it safe?

As if we gave a thought to our luggage, Aunt Bettina! When peoples lives are at stake they cant think of their luggage.

Nor care either, perhaps, sharply answered Miss Bettina, who, for a wonder, had caught the words. It may be lying soused in the engine-water, for all you know!

I daresay it is, equably returned Caroline. It was in the van next the engine.

But the full report had to come up yet; and the excited crowd stopped on.


CHAPTER XIII.

PAIN.

CLEAR and distinct lay the lines of rail in the cold moonlight. It was a straight bit of line there, without curve or bend, rise or incline; and why the engine should have gone off the rails remained to be proved. It was lying on its side, the steam escaping as from a fizzing, hissing furnace; the luggage-van was overturned, and its contents were scattered; and two carriages were overturned also: a second-class, which had been next the van, a first-class which had followed it.

But now, as good Providence willed it, in that second-class carriage there had only been three passengers. The train was not a crowded one, and people dont go close to the engine as a matter of taste. Of these three passengers, two had thrown themselves flat on the floor of the carriage between the seats, and escaped without injury; the other had a broken arm and a bruised head, not of much moment. The first-class carriage was more fully occupied, and several of the passengers, though not fatally or even extensively, were seriously hurt; and of the driver and stoker, the one had saved himself by leaping from his engine, the other was flung to a distance, and lay there as he fell.

Mark Cray, as you have heard, remained to tend the wounded. The first face he distinguished in the moonlight, lying amidst the débris of the overturned first-class carriage, was that of Lady Oswald: and so completely astonished was he to see it, that he thought either his eyes or the moon must be playing him false. He and Caroline had been in a carriage almost at the back of the train, consequently he had not seen her at the Hildon station: and he had believed that Lady Oswald, of all persons, would have been the last to attempt railway travelling, so much was she averse to rails and trains in general. Groaning and moaning by her side was Parkins; and Mr. Cray could doubt no longer.

With assistance, the passengers were extricated and laid upon the bank. Their injuries were unequal; some, after the first shock, could walk and talk, some could do neither; while the first grumbled and complained of their bruises and abrasions, the last lay still, except for groaning. The only perfectly quiet one was Lady Oswald: she lay with her pale face upturned to the moonlight, her eyes closed. It was natural perhaps that Mark Cray should turn his first attention to her. A gentleman, one of the passengers, asked if she was dead.

No, said Mark; she has only fainted. Parkins, suppose you get up and try if you can walk. Im sure you cant be hurt if you are able to make that noise. That engine appears not to be over steady. Take care it does not raise itself again and come puffing off this way.

Parkins, not detecting the ruse, started up with a shriek, and stood rubbing herself all over. I think Im killed, she cried; I dont believe I have got a whole bone in me.

Ill see by-and-by, said Mr. Cray. Meanwhile come and help your lady. I want her bonnet and cap untied.

Parkins limped to the spot stiffly with many groans, but wonderfully well considering the belief she had just expressed. At the same moment some one came up with water, procured from a pond in the field, and the driver, who had just come to his legs, brought a lamp. The lamp was held to Lady Oswalds face, and some of the water poured into her mouth. Between the two she opened her eyes.

Whats the matter? she asked. Where am I?

Shes all right, whispered Mr. Cray, his warm tone proving that he had not previously felt so assured of the fact Has anybody got a drop of brandy? he called out to the passengers, who yet stayed at the scene.

Goodness me! where am I? cried Lady Oswald, with a faint shriek. Parkins, is that you? What has happened? Didnt we get into the railway carriage?

But we are out of it now, my lady, cried Parkins, sobbing. There has been an awful upset, my lady, and I dont know anything more, except that its a mercy we are alive.

An upset! repeated Lady Oswald, who appeared to have no recollection whatever of the circumstances. Is anybody hurt? Are you hurt, Parkins?

Every bone in me is broke, my lady, if I may judge by the feel of em. This comes of them sheds.

Be quiet, Parkins, said Mr. Cray, who had succeeded in finding a wicker-cased bottle containing some brandy-and-water. Help me to raise your lady a little.

Parkins contrived to give her help in spite of the damaged bones, but the moment Lady Oswald was touched she shrieked out terribly.

Let me alone! let me alone! Is that Mark Cray? How kind you are to come to see after me, Mr. Cray? Did you come from Hallingham?

We were in the same train, Lady Oswald; I and Caroline. I am very glad that it happened to be so.

To be sure; I begin to remember: you were to return tonight. I  I feel very faint.

Mark succeeded in getting her to drink some brandy-and-water, but she positively refused to be touched, though she said she was in no pain. He thought she was exhausted, the effect of the shock, and left her to attend to other sufferers, who perhaps wanted his aid more than Lady Oswald.

Then, after awhile, the carriage came up, bringing the help from Hallingham. Mark Cray saw Dr. Davenal with the greatest pleasure, and he took him at once towards Lady Oswald.

Are many hurt? inquired the doctor.

Astonishingly few, was the reply; and the hurts are of a very minor character, I fancy. A broken arm is about the worst.

And what of Lady Oswald?

I dont think shes hurt at all: shes suffering from the shock. A little exhausted; but thats natural.

To a woman of her age such a shock is no light thing, Mark. However, we must do the best we can for everybody.

There has been enough groaning  if thats anything to judge by, said Mark; groaning and complaining too.

Glad to hear it, said the doctor. When people can complain, the damage is not very extensive.

Parkins, for one, keeps protesting that every bones broken.

But she ran out of the way pretty quickly when I told her the engine might start up again.

The doctor smiled, and they came up to Lady Oswald; Oswald Cray had found her out, and was sitting on the bank beside her.

She spoke just a word or two to him, but seemed, as Mr. Cray had said, exhausted. Oswald Cray rose to resign his place to Dr. Davenal, and he took his brother aside.

Is she much hurt, Mark?

O no, replied Mark. It has shaken her, of course; but she has been talking as fast as I can.

He spoke with singular confidence. In the first place, Mark Cray was naturally inclined to look on the bright side of things, to feel confident himself in the absence of any palpable grounds for doing so; in the second, he did not think it at all mattered what information on the point was given to Oswald.

Reassured upon the score of Lady Oswald, Oswald quitted Mark, and went amidst the wounded. Proud man though he was accused of being, though he was, never was there a tenderer heart, a softer hand, a gentler voice for the sick and suffering, than his. All the patients appeared to have been attended to in some degree; and they were in good hands now. Oswald halted by the side of the poor stoker, a swarthy honest-faced man, who was moaning out his pain.

What, is it you, Bigg? he said, recognising the man. I did not know you were back on this part of the line again.

I ony come on it yesterday, sir. Its just my luck.

Where are you hurt?

I be scalded awful, sir. I never knew what pain was afore tonight. All my lower limbs is  

Take care! shouted Oswald to a stupid fellow who was running along with a plank in his arms. Cant you see theres a man lying here? What are you about?

About my work, was the rough reply, spoken in an insolent tone. It was one of the men just brought down, a workman from Hallingham station, and Oswald knew him well.

What is that, Wells? he quietly asked.

Wells looked round now, surprised at being addressed by name. He pretty nearly dropped his load in consternation when he recognised Mr. Oswald Cray. Full as his hands were, he managed to jerk his hat from his head.

I beg your pardon, Im sure, sir. I thought it was nothing but some idler obstructing of me. One does get beset with idlers at these times, asking one all sorts of questions. I shouldnt have answered that way, sir, if Id knowed it was you.

Go on with your work; theres no time to talk. And dont blunder along again without looking where you are going.

One cant see well in the dark, sir.

Its not dark; it is as light as it need be. Quite light enough for you to see your way. Do you call that bright moon nothing?

Hed ha been right over my legs, but for you, sir, murmured poor Bigg, the great drops of pain standing out on his brow, black with his occupation. I dont know how I be to bear this agony.

That cursed engine  

Hush, Bigg, interrupted Mr. Oswald Cray.

Bigg groaned his contrition. Heaven forgive me! I know it aint a right word for me to-night.

Heaven will help you to bear the pain if you will only let it, said Oswald. There has been worse pain to bear than even yours, my poor fellow; though I know how hard it is for you now to think so.

It may be my death-blow, sir. And whats to become o my wife and little uns? Wholl work for em?

No, no, Bigg. I hope it is not so bad as that I do not think it is.

If one might count by pain, sir  

Bigg, I can give you a little comfort on that score, interrupted Oswald Cray. A friend of mine was very dreadfully burnt, through his bed-clothes catching fire. Awfully burnt: I dont like, even at this distance of time, to think of it The next day I heard of it, and went to see him. I am not a very good one to witness physical pain, and I remember how I dreaded to witness his, and the spectacle I did not doubt he presented. He was a spectacle, poor fellow  but let that pass. To my great astonishment he saluted me heartily as I went in. Holloa, old friend! were his words, not only cheerfully but merrily spoken. I found that he did not suffer pain: had not felt any from the moment he was burnt In my ignorance, I set that down as a most favourable symptom, and felt sure he would get well shortly. When I was leaving him, I met the doctor going in, and said how glad I was to find his patient so well. Well! he exclaimed, why, what do you judge by! And I said  by his feeling no pain. Thats just it, the doctor observed: if he only felt pain there might be a chance for him. I wish I could hear him roar out with it. Now, Bigg, Mr. Oswald Cray added, I am no surgeon, but I infer that the same theory must hold good in scalds as in burns: that your pain is as favourable a symptom as his want of it was unfavourable. Do not rebel at your pain again, my poor fellow; rather bear it like a man. Were I scalded or burnt, I think I should be thankful for the pain.

He was burnt worse, may be, nor me, that there gentleman, remarked Bigg, who had listened with interest Ten times worse, replied Oswald. Yes, I may say ten times worse, he emphatically repeated. Indeed, Bigg, I feel sure that yours is but a very slight hurt, in comparison with what it might have been: and I do not say this to you in the half-false light in which one speaks to a child to soothe it, but as one truthful man would speak to another.

God bless you, sir. My heart was a-failing of me sadly. Did he die, that there gentleman?

He died at a weeks end: but there had been no hope of him from the first; and there were also certain attendant circumstances in his case, apart from the injury, remarkably unfavourable. In a short while, Bigg, youll be on your legs again, as good man as ever. Ill ask Dr. Davenal to come and have a look at you.

The name of the far-famed surgeon carried assurance in itself, and Biggs face lighted up with eagerness. Is Dr. Davenal here, sir?

Yes. Ill go and look for him.

At the moment that Oswald spoke, Dr. Davenal had left Lady Oswald and encountered Mr. Cray. The latter, whose spirits were rather exalted that night, the effect probably of finding the injuries around him so slight, when he had looked out for all the terrible calamities that flesh is heir to, not to speak of death, stopped to speak to him of Lady Oswald. And he spoke lightly.

Well? You dont find her hurt, doctor?

Ill tell you more about it to-morrow, Mark.

Dr. Davenal8 tone was so very grave that Mark Cray stared. He thought  Mark Cray almost thought that there was a shade of reproof in it, meant for him.

I am sure she has no serious hurt, he exclaimed.

Well, Mark, I can say nothing positively yet. In the state she is, and in this place, it is not easy to ascertain: but I fear she has.

My goodness! cried Mark, conscious that he was but the veriest tyro beside that man of skill, of unerring practice, Richard Davenal, and feeling very little at the moment What is the hurt, air? he asked in a loud tone.

Hold your tongue about it, said the doctor. Time enough to proclaim it abroad when the fact has been ascertained that there is one.

Oswald Cray came up, having distinguished the doctor in the moonlight I wish youd come and look at a poor fellow, Dr. Davenal, who wants a word of cheering. A word of such from you, you know sends the spirits up. You should have seen the mans face lighten when I said you were here.

Who is it? asked the doctor, turning off with alacrity.

Poor Bigg the fireman. You know him, I daresay. He is badly scalded and bruised.

Oh, his hurts are nothing, slightingly spoke Mark Cray. He seems one of those groaners who cry out at a touch of pain.

Mark, said the doctor, stopping, allow me to tender you a word of advice  do not fall into that, by some, professed to be entertained idea, that nobody can, or ought, to feel pain; or, if they feel it, that they ought not to show it. It is unnatural, untruthful; and to my mind, particularly unbecoming in a medical man. Pain to some natures is all but an impossibility to bear; it is all that can be imagined of agony; it is as if every moment of its endurance were that of death. The nervous organisation is so sensitively delicate, that even a touch of pain, as you express it, which most people would scarcely feel, would certainly not cry out over, is to them the acutest suffering. As a surgeon and anatomist you ought to know this.

Hes only a fireman, returned Mark. Nobody expects those rough fellows to be sensitive to pain.

Let him be a fireman or a waterman, he will feel it as I describe, be his frame thus sensitively organised, was the reply of Dr. Davenal, spoken firmly, if not sternly. What has a mans condition in life to do with it? It wont change his physical nature. A duke, sleeping on a bed of down, nurtured in refinement and luxury, may be so constituted that pain will be a mere flea-bite to him; should he be destined to endure the worst thats known to earth, he will, so to say, hardly feel it: whereas this poor fireman, inured to hard usage, to labour and privation, may be literally almost unable to bear it. For my own part, when I have to witness this distressing sensibility to pain, perhaps have to inflict it as a surgical necessity, I suffer half as much as the patient does, for I know what it is for him. Dont affect to ridicule pain again, Mark. Mark Cray looked vexed, annoyed. But every syllable that had fallen from Dr. Davenals lips had found its echo in the heart of Oswald Cray. If there was one quality he admired beyond all else, it was sincere open truthfulness: and to Oswalds mind there was an affectation, a want of sincerity, in the mocking expressions, the shallow opinions, so much in fashion in the present day. There had been a hollow carelessness in Marks tone when he ridiculed the notion of the poor stokers possessing a sensitiveness to pain, just as if the man had no right to possess it.

Well, Bigg, and so you must get tossed in this upset! began the doctor cheerily. Oh! youll do well, by the look of your face; we shall soon have you on the engine again. Lets get a sight of this grand damage. Who has got a lantern?

It was a bad scald; a shocking scald; there was no question of it; and there was much injury by bruises; but Dr. Davenal spoke the simple truth when he assured the man that the hurts were not dangerous.

Keep up your heart, Bigg. In an hours time you will be in the Infirmary, properly attended to. Youll soon get over this.

I dun know as I can live through the pain, sir, was the wailing answer.

Ay, its bad. But when we have got the proper remedies on, you wont feel it as you do now. Bigg, I once scalded my leg badly  at least somebody did it for me  and I remember the pain to this day; so, my poor fellow, I can tell what yours is.

Mr. Cray said, sir, I oughtnt to feel no pain from a hurt like this, he did. It sounded hard like, for the pain is awful.

Mr. Cray knows you would be better if you tried not to feel the pain  not to feel it so acutely. He is a doctor, you know, Bigg, and sees worse hurts than yours every day of his life.

Id like to ask you, sir, when I shall be well  if you can tell me. I have got a wife and children, sir; and shes sick just now, and cant work for em.

Well get you up again in three weeks, said Dr. Davenal cheerily, as he hastened away to another sufferer, groaning at a distance.

The term seemed long to the man: almost to startle him: he was thinking of his helpless wife and children.

Three weeks! he repeated with a moan. Three weeks, and nobody to help em, and me laid down incapable!

Think how much worse it might be, Bigg! said Mr. Oswald Cray, wishing to get the man to look at his misfortune in a more cheerful spirit Suppose Dr. Davenal had said three months?

Then, as good hed said, sir, as I should never be up again.

Do you think so? I dont It is a long while to be confined by illness, three months, and to you it seems, no doubt, very long indeed; but it is not so much out of a mans life. I knew one who was ill for three years, and got up again. That would be worse, Bigg.

Ay, sir, it would be. I havent got just my right thoughts tonight, what with the pain thats racking me, and what with trouble about my wife and little uns.

Dont trouble about them, Bigg, was the considerate answer.

They shall be taken care of until you can work for them again. If the company dont do it, I will.

A short while longer of confusion, of hasty clearance of the line, of soothing medical aid,  such aid as could be given in that inconvenient spot, where there was only the open bare ground for the sufferers to lie on, the moonlit sky to cover them,  and the return to Hallingham was organised. The injured were lifted into the carriages and placed as well as circumstances permitted. Lady Oswald, who shrieked out much when they raised her, was laid at full length on a pile of rugs collected from the first-class compartments, and the engine started with its load, and steamed gently onwards.

It appeared afterwards that the accident had been caused by the snapping of some part of the machinery of the engine. It was a very unusual occurrence, and could neither have been foreseen nor prevented.

The expectant crowd had not dispersed when Hallingham was reached. Nay, it had considerably increased. Even Miss Bettina Davenal retained her post, and Sam and Caroline were with her.

The invalid train  it might surely be called one in a double sense  came slowly into the station. The platform had been cleared; none were allowed upon it to obstruct the removal of the sufferers from the train to the conveyances that waited, in which they would be transported to their homes, or to the infirmary, as the case might be. But, if the platform was denied them, the excited watchers made up for the discourtesy by blocking up the road and doors outside  a motley group, picturesque enough in the fine moonlight night Dr. Davenal, Mr. Cray, and the other medical men were occupied in superintending the removal of their patients, but Mr. Oswald Cray found his way to Miss Davenal, and gave them the good news that the injuries were comparatively slight. A train for London was on the point of starting, and he was going by it. He contrived to obtain a few words with Sara, and she went with him on to the platform.

I wish I could have remained over to-morrow, he observed to her. I should like to see and hear how all these poor people get on.

Are you sure you cannot remain?

I am sure that I ought not You have heard me speak of Frank Allister, Sara?

Often. The young Scotchman who was with you at Bracknell and Streets for so many years.

We were articled together. He has become very ill lately, and  and the firm has not behaved quite well to him. I have no voice in that part of its economy, or it should never have been.

What did they do? inquired Sara.

He has not got on as I have. Still he held a tolerably fair post in the house; but his health failed, and he had to absent himself. Mr. Street found out how ill he was, came to the conclusion that hed be of no use to us again, and wrote him his dismissal. I thought it very hard; and he  he  

Yes! said Sara, eagerly interested.

He found it harder than he could bear. It put the finishing stroke to his illness, and I dont think he will rally. He has no relatives near, few friends; so I see him all I can, and I gave him a faithful promise to spend to-morrow with him. Times up, and the guards impatient, I see.

Does the guard know you are going?

Yes. Dont you see him looking round for me? Fare you well, Sara. I may be down again in a day or two.

He had taken her hands for a moment in both his as he stood before her.

I trust you will get safe to town? she whispered.

Ay, indeed! This night has proved to us that safety lies not with ourselves. God bless you, my dearest!

He crossed the platform and stepped into the carriage, which the guard was holding open. The next moment the train was steaming out of the station, Sara Davenal looking after it with a lingering look, a heart at rest, as that sweet word of endearment rang its echoes on her ear.


CHAPTER XIV.

A WHIM OF LADY OSWALDS.

THE medical body, as a whole, is differently estimated by the world. Some look down upon it, others look up to it; and their own position in the scale of society has no bearing or bias on the views of the estimators. It may be that a nobleman will bow to the worth and value of the physician, will regard him as a benefactor of mankind, exercising that calling of all others most important to the welfare of humanity; while a man very far down in the worlds social ladder will despise the doctor wherever he sees him.

It is possible that each has in a degree cause for this, so far as he judges by his own experience. The one may have been brought in contact with that perfect surgeon  and there are many such  whose peculiar gifts for the calling were bestowed upon him by the Divine will; he with the lions heart and womans hand, whose success, born of patience, courage, judgment, experience, has become by Gods blessing an assured fact Men who have brought all the grand discoveries of earthly science to their aid and help in their study of the art; who have watched Nature day by day, and mastered her intricacies; who have, in fact, attained to that perfection in skill which induces the involuntary remark to break from us  We shall never see his fellow! Before such a man as this, as I look upon it, the world should bow. We have no benefactor like unto him. The highest honours of the land should be open to him; all that we can give of respect and admiration should be his.

But there is a reverse side to the picture. There is the man who has gone into the profession without aptitude for it, who has made it his, although positively incapable of properly learning it and exercising it. He may have acquired the right to use all the empty distinguishing letters attaching to it, and tack them after his name on all convenient occasions, inscribe them in staring characters on his very door-posts  MD., M.R.C.S,  as many more as there may be to get; but, for all that, he is not capable of exercising the art. His whole career is one terrible mistake. He kills more patients than he cures; slaying them, drenching them to death, with that most pitiful and fatal of all weapons  ignorance. It may not be his fault, in one sense: he does his best: but he has embraced a calling for which nature did not fit him. He goes on in his career, it is true, and his poor patients suffer. More ignorant, of necessity, than he is  for in all that relates to the healing art, we are, take us as a whole, lamentably deficient  they can only blindly resign themselves to his hands, and when they find that theres no restored health for them, that they get worse rather than better, they blame the obstinacy of the malady, not the treatment. Upon his own mind, meanwhile, there rests an ever-perpetual sense of failure, irritating his temper, rendering his treatment experimental and uncertain. Some cannot see where the fault lies  have no conception that it is in their own incapacity. And if a man does see it, what then! He must go on and do his best; he must be a doctor always; it is his only means of living, and he is too old to take to another trade. Rely upon it there are more of these practitioners than the world suspects.

Such a man as the first was Dr. Davenal; such a man as the last was Mark Cray. But that Mark was so Dr. Davenal suspected not Grave cases hitherto, during their short connection, had been treated by the doctor, and for ordinary ailments Mark did well enough. He could write a proper prescription when the liver was out of order, or bring a child through the measles; he could treat old ladies with fanciful ailments to the very acme of perfection. It is true Dr. Davenal had been once or twice rather surprised by downright wrong treatment on the part of Mark, but he had attributed it to inexperience.

When other doctors could not cure, people flew to Dr. Davenal; when there was a critical operation to be performed, involving life or death, Dr. Davenal was prayed to undertake it. His practice consequently was of wide extent; it was not confined to Hallingham and its vicinity, but extended occasionally to the confines of the county. It was not, therefore, surprising that on the morning following the accident Dr. Davenal found himself called out at an early hour to the country on a case of dangerous emergency. And the illness was at Thorndyke.

He responded at once to the call. Never a prompter man than Richard Davenal. Roger had learnt by example to be prompt also, and was ready with his carriage as soon as his master. The arrangements with regard to saving time were well organised at Dr. Davenals. The bell, communicating from the house down the side-wall of the garden to the mans rooms near the stables was made the means of conveying different orders.  If rung once, Roger was wanted in-doors to receive his orders by word of mouth; if rung twice  and on those occasions they were always sharp, imperative peals  Roger knew that the carriage was wanted at once, with all the speed that he could get it round.

The calm peaceful quiet of the Sabbath mom was lying on the streets of Hallingham as the doctor was driven through them. The shops were all shut; some of the private houses were not yet opened  servants are apt to lie late on Sunday morning. As they passed the town-hall and the market-place, so void of life then, the church clocks struck eight, and the customary bells, giving token of the future services of the day, broke forth in the clear air.

Stop at the Abbey, Roger, said the doctor, as they neared it.

The woman, Dorcas, was just opening the parlour shutters. She came to the door when she saw the carriage drawing up to it.

I want to see your master, Dorcas. I suppose hes up.

He is up and out, sir, was her reply. He has been gone about five minutes.

This answer caused the doctor to pause. It should be explained that when the train of sufferers arrived at the station the previous night, Lady Oswald had elected to be accompanied to her home by Mark Cray, not by Dr. Davenal. Whether she was actuated by pure caprice; whether by a better motive  the belief that she was not hurt so much as some other of the sufferers, and that Dr. Davenals skill would be more needed by them; or whether the recent sudden liking she had taken for Mr. Cray swayed her then, could not be told; never would be told. She seemed to be a little revived at the end of the journey, and she chose that Mark Cray should go home with her. Dr. Davenal had acquiesced, but he whispered a parting word to Mark. If there is an injury, I suspect it will be found in the ribs, Mark. Look well to it If you want me, Im going on to the Infirmary, and shall be at home afterwards.

But, as it appeared, the doctor had not been wanted. At any rate, Mark Cray had not sent for him. And he had stopped now to hear, if he could, Marks report An upper window opened, and Mrs. Cray, completely enveloped in a thick shawl, so that nothing could be seen of her but the tip of her nose, leaned out.

Good-morning, Uncle Richard.

Good-morning, my dear. I am glad to see you again. Can you come down for a minute?

No, I have not begun to dress. Did you want Mark? He has gone to Lady Oswalds.

Ah, thats what I wish to ask about Did you hear Mark say how she was?  whether there was any hurt?

He said there was not But, for one thing, she kept fainting, and refused to be touched. At least, I think he said so, something of that; I was very sleepy when he got home; it was one oclock. I am sure he said she was not hurt to speak of.

Thats all right then, said Dr. Davenal. You are out betimes, Uncle Richard, resumed Caroline.  Are you going far?

To Thorndyke. Tell your husband he must see my patients this morning; I shall not be back in time. Drive on, Roger.

Very well, said Caroline. Whos ill at Thorndyke?

But Dr. Davenals answer, if he gave one, was lost in the distance, and never reached Carolines ear.

It was a singular coincidence  as was said by gossips afterwards  that one should be taken ill that day at Thorndyke and be in danger of death. It was not, however, one of the Oswald family, but a visitor of Sir Philips, and it has nothing whatever to do with the story. It need not have been mentioned, save to explain what took Dr. Davenal from Hallingham on that critical day.

Dr. Davenal found the patient alarmingly ill, in great need of medical help, and he had to remain at Thorndyke some hours. It was between two and three oclock when he got back to Hallingham, and he ordered Roger to drive at once to the Infirmary.

The doctor went in and saw his patients. The poor man, Bigg, easier now than he had been the previous night, lay in a slumber: the rest were going on well One woman had gone. An inmate of the wards for some weeks past, her case, a very painful one, had baffled all skill, all remedy; and she had gone to that better place where sickness and pain cannot enter. Dr. Davenal stood for some little time conversing with the house-surgeon, and then departed on foot to his home: he had dismissed his carriage when he entered the Infirmary.

As he was walking, he met an eager little fellow scuffling along, one who always walked very fast, with his head pushed out, as if he were in a desperate hurry. It was one of the Infirmary pupils, as they were called; young men gathering skill and experience to become in time surgeons themselves, who attended the Infirmary with their masters. This one, Julius Wild, a youth of eighteen, was more particularly attached to the service of Mr. Cray, went round the wards with him as his dresser, and suchlike. No sooner did he see Dr. Davenal than his pace increased to a run, and he came up breathless.

Oh, if you please, sir, Mr. Cray has been looking for you everywhere  

I have been to Thorndyke, interrupted the doctor.

Yes, sir, but he thought you must have come back, and he sent me to about twenty places to inquire. Theres something wrong with Lady Oswald, sir, and he wants to see you about it.

What is it thats wrong?

Mr. Cray didnt explain to me, sir; but he said something about an operation. Shes hurt internally, sir, I think.

Where is Mr. Cray? Do you know?

He is gone to your house, sir. Somebody told him they saw your carriage going along, and Mr. Cray thought you might be at home. He  

Dr. Davenal waited to hear no more. He made the best of his way towards home, but before he reached it he met Mark Cray.

There, in the street, particulars were explained by Mr. Cray to Dr. Davenal, not altogether to the doctors satisfaction. It appeared that Mark  very carelessly, but he excused himself on the plea of Lady Oswalds fractious refusal to be touched  had omitted to make a proper examination of her state on the previous night The delay, though not fatal, was inexpedient, rendering the operation which must now be performed one of more difficulty than if it had been done at once; and Dr. Davenal spoke a few sharp words, the only sharp ones he had ever in his life spoken to Mark Cray.

I told you it was my opinion there was some internal injury. You ought to have ascertained.

He tamed his steps and proceeded at once and alone to the house of Lady Oswald. She was in a grievous state of suffering; and that she had not appeared so on the previous night could only be attributed to partial insensibility. Dr. Davenal examined into her hurts with his practised skill, his gentle fingers, and he imparted to her as soothingly as possible the fact that an operation was indispensable. Not a very grave one, he said with a smile, intended to reassure. Nothing formidable, like the taking off of an arm or a leg.

But Lady Oswald refused her consent; as fractiously and positively as she had the previous night refused to be touched. She would have no operation performed on her, she said, putting her to torture; they must cure her without it. Some time was lost in this unsatisfactory manner, and Mark Cray arrived while the contention was going on. Dr. Davenal was at length obliged to tell her a hard truth  that unless she submitted to it, her life must fall a sacrifice.

Then there came another phase of the obstinacy. When people are lying in the critical state that was Lady Oswald, hovering between life and death, it is surely unseemly to indulge in whims, in moods of childish caprice. If ever there is a time in the career of life that truth should reign preeminent, it is then: and these wilful, caprices are born of a phase of feeling that surely cannot be called truth. Lady Oswald consented to the operation, but only on the condition that Mark Cray should perform it What foolish caprice may have prompted this it is impossible to say. Mark had been talking to her, very much as he would talk to a child to induce it to have a tooth drawn or a cut finger dressed: protesting that it would not hurt her to speak of, that it would be over, so to say, in no time. Dr. Davenal, more honest, held his tongue upon those points: it would not be over in no time, and he knew that it would hurt her very much indeed. This it may have been that caused the wretched whim to arise, that Mark Cray should be the acting surgeon. And she held to it.

It was necessary that she should be allowed some repose after the state of excitement to which she had put herself, and half-past five was the hour named. Dr. Davenal and Mark appointed to be with her then.

Mark, asked the doctor, as they walked away together, are you sure of yourself?

Dr. Davenal had had no experience hitherto of Mark Crays skill as a surgeon, except in common cases. All critical operations, both at the Infirmary and in private practice, the doctor took himself. Mark looked at the doctor in surprise as he heard the question.

Sure! Why, of course I am. Its quite a simple thing, this.

Simple enough where the hand is experienced and sure, remarked the doctor. Not so simple where it is not.

Of course I have not had your experience, Dr. Davenal; but I have had quite sufficient to ensure my accomplishing this, perhaps as skilfully as you could.

Mark spoke in a resentful tone; he did not like the reflection that he thought was cast upon him by the question. Dr. Davenal said no more. He supposed Mark was sure of his hands skill. I shall give her chloroform, resumed Mark.

No! burst forth Dr. Davenal. He could not have interrupted more impetuously had he been interposing to dash it from her lips. He believed that Lady Oswald would be a very unfit subject for chloroform: one of those few to whom it is not safe to administer it; and he explained this to Mark Cray.

Mark turned restive. Strange to say, he, who had hitherto been content to follow in the medical steps of Dr. Davenal, watching his treatment, pursuing the same, more as a pupil takes lessons of a master than as a man in practice for himself, seemed inclined to turn restive now. Did Mark Cray, because he had married the doctors niece, had become connected with him by private ties, was now a more equal partner, fully recognised  did he deem it well to exercise that right of independence which we all love, for it is inherent in the hearts of the best of us, and to stand up for his own ways and his own will?

I like chloroform, he said. I consider it one of the most blessed inventions of the age.

Undoubtedly; where it can be safely used.

I have used it fifty times, rejoined Mark.

I have used it fifty and fifty to that, said the doctor, good-humouredly. But, Mark, I never used it in my life upon a doubtful subject, and I never will use it upon one.

What do you call a doubtful subject?

What do I call a doubtful subject? repeated the doctor. You know as well as I. How many patients has chloroform killed? Upon certain natures  

Very few, interrupted Mark.

Very few, as compared to the whole, acquiesced the doctor. You may administer chloroform with perfect safety to ninety-nine patients, and you cannot to the hundredth. Upon certain natures, as I was about to observe, its effects may be fatal. And where there is this doubt, Mark, it should be acted upon.

The cases are so rare.

True. And the important thing for a medical man, in these cases, is to discern where chloroform may be given with safety and where it may not.

It is impossible that he can do that with any certainty.

Not at all, said Dr. Davenal. I never knew my judgment fail. I believe it is a gift, this ability to distinguish the subtle difference in natures. Perhaps I may call it instinct, more than judgment, for I think it could not deceive or lead me to an erroneous decision.

I am not sure that I understand you, said Mr. Cray. My belief is, that I possess nothing of the sort. I think you must be talking of a species of second sight.

Then, Mark, was the half-joking answer,  allow yourself to be guided by my second sight. To speak seriously, the doctor continued, in a graver tone, I know that there are many practitioners, clever men, who do not possess this peculiar insight into nature. It is a great gift for those who do. It can never be acquired by practice; it must be inherent  

I suppose you think I dont possess it, interrupted Mark.

I dont think you do. But for one of us who possesses it, numbers dont; so it is no disparagement to you to say so. To return to the question: Lady Oswald, in my opinion, would prove an unsafe subject for chloroform.

She will make so much of the pain.

Better that she should make much of it  ay, and feel it  than that any risk should be run. I cannot allow chloroform to be given to Lady Oswald.

Mark Cray demurred: not outwardly, for he said not another word; but inwardly. He was of that class of men who disbelieve what they cannot see. Some of us will look into a mans face and read his character, read him for what he is, as surely and unerringly as we read the pages of a book; but others of us, who do not possess this gift, cannot believe that it exists, laugh at and ridicule the very idea of it. Just so was it with Mark Cray. That assertion of Dr. Davenals, that some faculty or instinct within him enabled him to discern where chloroform might and might not be administered, was utterly scouted by Mark Cray. That subtle instinct into nature, that unerring, rapidly-formed judgment of a sick mans state, the mental grasping instantaneously of the disease and its remedy, Mark Cray possessed not. To the very end of his life he would never learn it. Dr. Davenal said that out of numbers of medical men only one would possess it, and he was right. How many do not possess it, and go on to their careers end unconscious of their deficiency, they themselves will never know. Mark could see no reason why Lady Oswald should not be eased of her pain by the aid of chloroform; he did not for a moment believe the doctor could; he regarded it as a crotchet, and a very foolish one. But he suffered the question to rest, and supposed he must bow to the decision of his senior partner.

Shall I call for you, Mark? asked the doctor, as they separated. I shall go up in the carriage.

O no, thank you. Id as soon walk. You intend to be present?

Of course I shall be, replied the doctor. Lady Oswald is my patient, in point of fact  not yours, Mark.

Then I need not ask Berry. I thought of asking him to be present.

You can do just as you please about that. If you like him to look on at you, you can have him. Twenty-five minutes after five, remember, punctual. Youll want the full daylight.

As they parted, a feeling was in Marks heart that he would not have liked to confess to the other, and that perhaps he neither cared to encourage nor to dwell upon. He felt perfectly sure of his own skill; he was not nervous; nobody less so; and yet there was a half reluctance in his mind to perform that operation in the presence of Dr. Davenal, the skilled and accomplished operator. Surely the reluctance could only spring from a latent doubt of whether he ought to make so sure of himself! A latent doubt; one not suffered to appear: down far in the depths of his heart it lay  so deep that perhaps Mark thought it was not there at all, that it was only fancy.

He had a great deal rather have had Berry with him  that he acknowledged openly enough to himself. Surgeon Berry was a man of fair average skill, superior to Mark in experience, and he and Mark were great friends. Did Mark fear that the presence of the more finished and perfect surgeon, with his critical eye, his practised judgment, would render him nervous  as a candidate for the Civil Service examinations will break down, simply because those searching eyes are on him? No, Mark Cray feared nothing of the sort; and he could not have told, had he been pressed, why he would have preferred the absence of Dr. Davenal. He had looked on many a time at the doctor in such cases: but that was a different thing.

His thoughts were interrupted by Julius Wild. The young man accosted him to inquire if there were any orders  whether he should be wanted.

Yes, said Mr. Cray. Lady Oswalds case is fixed for this afternoon. You be up there with the dressings and things.

Very well, sir, replied the young man, feeling some surprise, for he was not in the habit of attending privately with Dr. Davenal. Am I to go to Dr. Davenals for them?

No. You can get them from the Infirmary.

The Infirmary! thought Julius Wild to himself. Can he be going to take the operation?  for Mr. Crays surgical apparatus was kept at the Infirmary. He did not ask: his professional master seemed unusually silent  not to say cross.  What time? he inquired of Mr. Cray.

Be at Lady Oswalds a little before half-past  

The blank above is put intentionally, for it cannot be told with certainty what hour was really said by Mr. Cray. In the discussions, upon it that ensued afterwards, Julius Wild declared in the most positive manner that it was six. A little before half-past six. Mr. Cray asserted, with equal pertinacity, that he had said five. A little before half-past five. Which of the two was right it was impossible to ascertain. Mark Cray said he should not be likely to make the mistake: the time, half-past five, had been just fixed upon with Dr. Davenal, had been repeated by word of mouth, and he had never thought of the hour six at all. There was plausible reason in that, certainly. On the other hand, Julius Wild was known for a clear-headed, steady, accurate young man, and he protested he could stake his life upon his correctness in this instance. He said the thought crossed his mind, when Mr. Cray named it, that half-past six would be the dusk hour; and he rather wondered within himself that it should have been chosen.

However it may have been, the misapprehension did occur between them.

When Dr. Davenal entered his own home, dinner had been over some time. It was their custom to dine early on Sunday: and the general rule was, by Dr. Davenals wish, never to keep meals waiting for him. Neal admitted him, and then came for orders. Should he bring up the dinner?

Not the inner, said Dr. Davenal; just a bit of something upon a plate. I am not hungry: I had a late breakfast at Thorndyke. Has anybody been here for me?

No, sir. I think Mr. Cray took your patients. He has been here  

I know all about that, interrupted the doctor.

He passed Neal, and went on to the garden-parlour, a favourite room of his daughters. She was there alone, seated before the open glass doors. How peaceful it all looked! The green lawn stretching out in front, the bright hues of the autumn flowers, the calm purity of the dark blue sky lying in the stillness of the Day of Rest. Sara Davenal had that good Book upon her lap: but she was not then reading it. She had closed it in deep thought. Her sweet face was turned upwards, her eyes were filled with tears from the intensity of her gaze; it seemed that she was looking for something in the autumn sky. The extreme calm, the aspect of peace, struck forcibly on the senses of Dr. Davenal, and he remembered it in the days to come. It was the last day of peace for him; it was the last day of peace for Sara; henceforth the world was to change for both of them. Ere the morrows sun should rise, a great care, a great trouble, would be tugging at their heartstrings; a skeleton would be there to keep; a secret, that must be hidden for very safetys sake, would have taken up its abode there.

Dr. Davenal was upon her so quickly that she could not conceal her glistening eyes. She started up to welcome him, and laid down the book. Owing to that most attentive habit of Neals, of being on the watch and opening the door before people could get to it, she had not heard him come home.

O papa, is it you? You have been away a long while.

Sit down, he said, pressing her into her chair again.  Whats the grief, Sara?

No grief, papa. I was only thinking.  

What about? The accident last night?

O no, not that. I hear that everybodys going on quite well. I was thinking  I was wondering  somehow I often get thinking on these things on a Sunday, when I am sitting alone, and the sky seems so calm and near, she broke off.

Well, what were you thinking?

I was wondering whether they who are gone can look down and see us  see me just as I sit here looking up  whether they can read my thoughts? We seem so divided, papa; you and I and Edward left; mamma and Richard, and the two little ones who were between me and Edward, gone.

Divided for a short while only, child.

Yes, I know. The only one I can remember well is Richard. I am beginning to lose almost all recollection of mamma But Richard  papa, at times I seem to see him before me now!

Dr. Davenal turned to the window and stood with his back to Sara, looking out. She repented having spoken of her brother; somehow the words had slipped out in the fulness of her thoughts. Rising, she stole her hand into Dr. Davenals.

I forgot, papa, she softly whispered.

Forgot what, my child? he asked. Nay, it might be just as well if we all spoke more of Richard, instead of shunning his name. Silence will not bring him back to us.

Ah no, it will not!

And when once griefs can be talked of, their sting becomes less poignant. Did the post bring any letters this morning? the doctor added, after a pause.

Not for you, papa. There was one  how could I forget to tell you?  there was one for me from Edward.

And what does he say?

He has not been able to get leave yet At least, from the tenor of his letter, I dont much think he has asked for it He says theres a great deal to do; that the preparations are going on very quickly; but no orders have been received yet as to the day for embarking. As soon as they are issued he will let us know.

But he means to come down?

O yes. He will be sure to come, he says, though it should be to arrive by one train and return by the next He writes in great spirits, and asks me  in a joke you know, papa  if I will pack up my boxes and go out with him.

He  What is it, Neal! My dinner?

Yes, sir. It is served.


CHAPTER XV.

MARK CRAYS MISTAKE.

EVENING came, and Lady Oswalds house was prepared for what was going to take place. Dr. Davenal arrived rather before the time appointed, Mr. Cray five minutes after it. Mr. Cray was in a heat, and had evidently come at much speed, conscious probably that the time had expired. Lady Oswald was in her bed-chamber when Mr. Cray came up, Dr. Davenal in the ante-chamber.

Wheres Wild? exclaimed Mr. Cray, throwing his eyes round the room.

I have not seen him, replied the doctor.

It is very inattentive of him not to be here. I told him the hour. Have you seen her? added Mr. Cray, in a whisper.

Yes. She is all right. Are you ready?

No, I am not ready, replied Mr. Cray. Wild is bringing up the dressings.

I have everything with me, said Dr. Davenal. I have brought all.

In the room with Lady Oswald was her maid Parkins. And the very moment that Dr. Davenal set his eyes on Parkinss ashy pale face, he knew that she would be better out of the room than in it He said something to the effect, but Lady Oswald evidently wished for her, and Parkins avowed her intention of being as brave as need be.

Time was being wasted. Marcus Cray, in a fidgety sort of manner, went down twice after his expected pupil. He opened the hall-door and stood there looking out for him; and he did this twice over, for no sooner did he get up stairs the first time than he went back again. Dr. Davenal could not exactly make him out Mr. Wild was not required in any way; and a half-doubt stole over Dr. Davenal whether Mark Cray could be wilfully prolonging the minutes, as people will put off things they do not care to enter upon, from nervousness, dislike, or other causes. And though he threw the doubt from him as an absurd improbability, he began to wish again to be the operator.
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Cray, I had better take this.

Mark fired up, and spoke out at the top of his voice. He would prefer to take it himself, Dr. Davenal permitting him.

Spoke out so loud that he was heard by Lady Oswald. She interrupted the discussion  if discussion it might be called  and settled it. It should be only done by Mr. Cray.

Very well, said Dr. Davenal in a low tone to his partner. Be it so. But why do you wait, Mark?

I want that fellow to be here.

He is not required. We shall have Lady Oswald get exhausted.

And Mark Cray, seeing the wisdom of the plea, made no further delay.

You will not wish to be present at this operation, or to have its details transcribed. Hallingham did not know them for many a long day. But one or two things must be mentioned.

At the very instant of its commencement, when Mark Cray was bending over Lady Oswald, there came something falling forward to the ground and brushed against him. It was brave Parkins, gone down in a fainting-fit Lady Oswald became agitated; she shrieked out, and would have risen had it been in her power. Dr. Davenal moved round, and bore the senseless Parkins from the room.

He could not throw her down outside like a log. He had to call some of the household and tell them what to do with her. Then she began to start and kick in incipient convulsions: altogether it was three or four minutes before Dr. Davenal got back to the room. It seemed to be delay after delay, as if the operation was fated not to be begun that day.

The operation, however, was begun, he found. When he got back, Mark had plunged into it. Dr. Davenal stepped up to him, and stood overlooking him with his unerring eye; that eye which Mark had dreaded.

Was it in consequence of that, that Mark Cray lost  what shall we call it?  his presence of mind?  his surgical skill? A suppressed sound, half indignation, half dismay, escaped the lips of Dr. Davenal, and he pushed Mark aside with an authoritative hand and took his place. What could have taken Mark?  what ailed him? Lady. Oswald was offering no opposition, for she lay perfectly still.

So still, so voiceless, that in the midst of his work it struck strangely on the senses of Dr. Davenal. He paused a moment to regard her attentively, and then glanced at Mark, one single word only escaping him.

Chloroform?

Yes, said Mark.  I judged it best.

It was all that passed. Whatever Dr. Davenal may have felt, he could express neither doubt nor remonstrance then. His whole attention had to be concentrated on the work he was performing. Mark stood by and watched, saying nothing.

At length it was over; admirably performed, as all operations were performed, undertaken by Dr. Davenal. But Lady Oswald still lay without sense or motion; and they could not arouse her.

You must have given her a great deal, observed Dr. Davenal, who was still occupied.

Which Mark Cray did not attempt to deny. She required it. The fall of that stupid woman excited her terribly. The first lot made no impression on her: she did not seem to inhale it.

But  good heavens? you could not have waited long enough to see. Mark Cray, this is a mistake, and an awful one.

Mark made no reply. Mark was doing all in his power to undo his work and arouse Lady Oswald. But he could not. Dr. Davenal touched his shoulder, and spoke upon a different subject.

You told me you were sure of yourself.

Mark scarcely knew what he answered. Something to the effect that he always had been sure, until now: but his words were very indistinct.

What incapacity came over you? What was its cause?

It was impossible for Mark Cray to deny that incapacity had attacked him; that Lady Oswald under his hands would have been in the greatest danger. Its cause he could not account for: but that common expression, losing all presence of mind, would best describe it as it really was, and as it had appeared to Dr. Davenal The drops of sweat stood out on his brow now as large as peas.

The womans fall startled me, he attempted to say. At such a moment it takes but little to unnerve a man.

Then, if so, he is not fit for a surgeon, returned Dr. Davenal. Mark Cray, he continued, gravely and firmly, but not unkindly, you must never in my presence attempt a critical operation again. Recollect that.

Meanwhile their whole attention was being given to Lady Oswald; their best efforts exerted to arouse her from the effects of the chloroform. All in vain, all useless; it had done its work too effectually.

By degrees the horror of the conviction that she could not be aroused  never more would be aroused  came pressing upon them deeper and deeper. Mark Cray wiped his hot face, and felt that he would give all he was worth to recall that one act of his  the surreptitiously conveying the chloroform to the house, which he had himself so successfully accomplished, and regarded as a cause of self-congratulation. Why had he not attended to the experienced opinion of Dr. Davenal  that Lady Oswald was one of those upon whom chloroform was not unlikely to be fatal? That it would be fatal in this case, Mark felt as certain note as if the breath had actually passed for ever from her body. A horrible fear came over him, and he once more lost all calmness, all selfpossession.

Dr. Davenal, for the love of God, do not betray me! Do not let it go forth to the world as my wilful act  one you warned me against. It was a dreadful mistake. I shall carry it about with me in my heart for ever; but do not betray me to the world!

He had seized the doctors hands, and was pressing them nervously in his. His troubled face gazed imploringly upwards; his wailing tone of repentance struck sadly on the ear. Dr. Davenal did not immediately speak, and Mark Cray resumed.

For Carolines sake, he entreated. If this mistake becomes known in all its unhappy details, my professional doom is sealed. Never again, so long as I live, as you and I are together, will I attempt to act on my opinion in opposition to yours. Be merciful to us, Dr. Davenal, and, for her and my sake, conceal it from the condemning world!

And Dr. Davenal yielded. Ever merciful, ever striving to act in accordance with those great precepts of love and mercy which One came down eighteen hundred years ago to teach, he yielded to the prayer of the unhappy and agitated man before him. His own partner  Carolines husband; no, he could not, would not, bring upon him the obloquy of the world.

I will keep the secret, Mark Cray. Be easy. You have my promise.

The unhappy tidings were made known to the household  that their mistress could not yet be aroused from the effect of the chloroform which had been administered with a view of saving her pain; and they came flocking in. She was not dead; but she was lying still and motionless: and the means for recalling life went on. Mark Cray continued his efforts when all hope was gone, trying every means, probable and improbable, in his madness. Had a battery been at hand he would have essayed galvanism.

Alas! they might as well have sought to arouse a stone statue. Never more would there be any arousing for poor Lady Oswald in this world. Death was claiming her: uncompromising, not-to-be denied death!

Parkins, considerably recovered from her own attack, but in a shaky and tearful state, had come into the room with the rest Parkins seemed inclined to rebel at the state of things; to question everybody, to cast blame somewhere.

Why should chloroform have been given to her? she asked of Mr. Cray.

It was given with a view to deaden the pain, was Marks short answer.

But, sir, the operation was all but begun, if not begun, when I  when I  fainted: and there had been no question then of giving her chloroform.

No, and it was your fainting that did three parts of the mischief, savagely returned Mr. Cray, who felt it the greatest relief to be able to lay the blame upon somebody. It put her into a most undesirable state of agitation. I should think you must have heard her shriek, in spite of your fainting-fit.

The words, the angry tone, completely did for Parkins, and she subsided into tears again. A few minutes, and Dr. Davenal turned from the ill-fated lady to her servants standing there.

It is all over. She is gone.

And the doctor looked at his watch, and found that only one poor hour had elapsed since he had entered the house to perform that operation which had altogether terminated so fatally.


CHAPTER XVI.

NEALS DISMAY.

DR. DAVENAL and Mr. Cray went forth together. Outside the hall-door stood Julius Wild. It now wanted twenty minutes to seven. The Infirmary pupil had arrived a quarter of an hour before, and had waited patiently ever since to be let in. He had rung the bell in vain. In the confusion and distress of the house, it had, perhaps, not been heard, certainly had not been attended to. His rings had been but gentle ones: Julius Wild knew better than to make a noise at a house when illness was inside it: and he waited patiently enough, wondering whether the servants were asleep, whether Lady Oswald was worse, and believing the doctors had not yet come.

When they came forth, he was excessively surprised, marvelling greatly at his non-admittance.

I have been ringing this quarter of an hour, he said, by way of explanation and apology. I cant think what the servants can have been about.

What have you been about? thundered Mark Cray, giving way to anger, although he had come straight from the presence of the dead.

Mr. Wild was astonished. I say, sir, I have been waiting here. I have been here this quarter of an hour, and could not get let in.

And, pray, what kept you? Why were you not here to time?

I was here to time, sir, was the deprecating answer; and the young man marvelled much what had so put out his good-tempered medical master. You told me to be here a little before half-past six, sir, and I got here five minutes before it.

Then began that dispute which was never satisfactorily settled; each, to this very day, believing himself to be in the right. Mr. Cray held to it that he had told him half-past five; Julius Wild earnestly protested that he had said half-past six. The wrangling continued for some minutes, or rather the difference of opinion, for of course the pupil did not presume to wrangle with his superior. A few sharp words from Mark, peremptorily ordering him to hold his tongue, concluded it. The young man walked close by the two doctors, just a little behind them  for they had been walking down from Lady Oswalds all along, had not stayed for one minute at the door. He had wondered at first whether the operation had taken place, and why they should leave the house just about the time fixed for it: now that he heard of this misapprehension with regard to the hour, he supposed it was over, and that Mr. Crays vexation arose from the fact of his not having arrived for it. But he was a young man of curiosity, fond of sociability in a general way, and of asking questions, so he thought he would ask one now, and make sure.

Is the operation over, sir?

Yes, curtly answered Mark.

Was it successful?

When did you ever know Dr. Davenal unsuccessful? retorted Mr. Cray. That was successful enough.

It never occurred to Julius Wild that the stress upon the word that implied, or could imply, that though the operation had been successful, something else was not Perhaps it was half a subterfuge in Mark Cray to have said it The young man asked no more questions. Finding himself so snubbed, he desisted, and walked behind in silence. Neither of them told the unhappy truth to him. Dr. Davenal may have been too pained, too shocked to speak; Mark Crays conscience too suggestive. Nay, Dr. Davenal may not have seen his way clear to speak at all. If he was to conceal the culpability of Mark Cray, the less he opened his mouth upon the point, even by a word, the better.

Suddenly Mark turned round. You are not wanted, Mr. Wild. Theres nothing more to-night.

The young man took the hint at once, wished them goodevening, and walked off to the Infirmary, there to leave certain articles that he had been carrying. He observed that Dr. Davenal, usually so courteous, never answered him, never gave him the goodevening in reply to his.

The two surgeons walked on in silence. The streets were nearly deserted; and the sound of praise and prayer came upon their ears from the lighted places of worship as they passed them. The evening was a warm one, and the doors of the churches and chapels stood open. They never spoke a word, one to the other. Mark Cray felt as he had probably never felt in his life  ashamed, repentant, grieved, humble. He was guilty of the blood of a fellow-creature. He called it a mistake. A mistake in one sense it undoubtedly was, but a wicked and a wilful one. Dr. Davenal felt it to be both: felt that the giving of the chloroform stealthily, in direct opposition to his expressed opinion, deserved a worse name; and, though he had promised not to betray Mark, he could not just yet subdue his own feelings, and speak to him in a friendly tone. Thus in silence they reached the doctors gate.

Good-night, said he, turning in at it.

Good night, replied Mark, continuing his way. But  and he felt it  there had been no invitation to him to enter, no pleasant look, no shake of the hand.

Neal was at the door, airing himself and watching the scanty passers-by in the dusky street, the rest of the household being at church. Dr. Davenal went into his study, and lifted his hat from his brow as if a heavy weight were there. He had no light, save what came in from the street gas-lamp.

He leaned against the window in thought. Two hours before, Lady Oswald had been, so to say, as full of life as he was, and now  dead. Killed. There was no mincing the matter to himself; she had been killed. Killed by Mark Cray.

Had he done right in undertaking to screen Mark Cray?  to keep his culpability a secret?  to suffer the world to assume his innocence? The reader may deem it a grave question: Dr. Davenal Was asking it of himself. Had Marks been purely an error in judgment; had he administered the chloroform, believing it to be the right and proper thing to do, leaving the issue with God, it had been different. But he had given it in direct opposition to an opinion of more value than his own; in, as was much to be feared, a spirit of obstinate defiance. It is true he had not intended to kill; he had probably been over-confident of the result How Dr. Davenal condemned him he alone could tell; but  was it his, the doctors place, to hold him forth to the condemnation of the world? No; he, the merciful man, thought it could not be. One strong point on the side of this mercy was  that the proclaiming the facts could be productive of no good result; they could not recall the mistaken act; they could not bring the unfortunate lady back to life. It might be said that it should be made known as a warning to others not to trust Mark Cray; but the very occurrence itself with its tragical end, would, if the doctor knew anything of human nature, be its own warning for Mark Crays whole lifetime. He did not think much of the surgical failure; at least he was not dwelling on it. Probably the worst calamity had in a measure eclipsed the other in his mind. Young surgeons had turned nervous before now, as Dr. Davenal knew; and the fall of the maid Parkins might certainly have startled him. It was not that that was troubling him; he had arrested Marks shaking hands, and replaced them with his own sure ones, and carried the matter through successfully; it was the other.

He thought it over and over, and could not bring himself to see that he had done wrong in promising to hide the facts. If he went that hour and stood in the market-place and shouted them forth to all hearers, it could not bring back the forfeited life; it could not remedy the past in the remotest degree. He thought of his dead brother, Carolines father; he remembered the words he had sent out to him to soothe his dying bed The child shall be to me as a daughter. He could not, on the very threshold of her wedded life, bring obloquy on the husband of her choice, and blight his good name, his fair prospects. And so he resolved to keep the secret  to guard the fatal mistake from the knowledge of the world. Only their own two selves were privy to it; therefore Mark was perfectly safe  save for him. The administering the chloroform must be looked upon as an error in judgment, of his own as well as of Marks: and yet scarcely an error, for perhaps nine surgeons out of ten would so have administered it to a patient under similar circumstances, and have made no exception in Lady Oswald. He, Dr. Davenal, must suffer this to be assumed, saying himself as little as was possible upon the matter to any one: in a case where the termination had been so unfortunate his reticence would be excused.

He leaned his head upon his hand in the dark twilight, and pondered over the circumstances: he could not keep his mind from dwelling upon them almost morbidly. A strange fatality seemed to have attended the affair altogether. There had been the obstinate persistence of Lady Oswald to see her landlord, in spite of common-sense and of Mr. Oswald Crays representation that it could not possibly serve her; there had been the sudden falling lame of the carriage horse, for which the coachman had been unable to account; and then there had been the accident to the train. Parkins had told him a confused tale  confused through her own grief, poor woman  of their having gone by mistake, she and her mistress, to the wrong side of the station at Hildon to take the return train, and had thereby lost a train. They went, naturally enough perhaps to inexperienced travellers, to the side of the platform on which they had descended on going; and it was not until a train came up to the other side, took in the passengers waiting on that side of the platform, and went on to Hallingham, that they discovered their mistake. But for that, they would have been at Hallingham safe and sound when the accident happened to the late train. Then there was the fact of Mark Crays having been in the train, of his having been the first to see Lady Oswald. When brought afterwards to the home terminus, she had said, Mr. Cray will go home with me and later she had insisted on his taking the operation. He himself had been called out to Thorndyke, had been kept there while the long hours of the best part of the day had flitted away: had he not been called out, why the operation would, beyond all question, have been performed in the morning, probably by himself, for he should have seen her early and detected its need. There was the absence of the pupil, Julius Wild, through what appeared an unaccountable mistake: had that pupil been present, to him would have fallen the task of getting Parkins from the room, and the chloroform could not have been administered. A curious chapter of accidents  or what are called such  and Dr. Davenal lost himself in the chain of thought. O merciful Father, forgive him! forgive him this nights work! he murmured. And mayst Thou have taken that poor woman to her rest!

A great light and Neals smooth voice broke upon Dr. Davenal.

Shall I get you anything, sir? Tea, or  

I dont want anything, I dont want the gas lighted, interrupted Dr. Davenal, starting from his chair. Wait until you are called.

Neal, after a moments stare, shot back again. It was not so much the sharp words, more imperative than any commonly used by his master, but the wailing tone of pain in which they were spoken, that struck Neal: nay, it almost seemed as if his entrance had brought a sort of terror to the doctor.

It was not terror. Neal was mistaken. But Dr. Davenal had been so completely buried in thoughts, not altogether of this world, that the abrupt interruption, with its common-place excuse, had seemed to him singularly inopportune, causing him to wave away abruptly the man and his words.

He sat on in the dark again, and Neal took his place at the front door, and stood there looking out Not a soul was in the house save himself and his master; and it may have seemed a more cheering way of passing the evening, to Neal, than to be shut up indoors.

It grew darker. Neal strolled along by the skirting shrubs of the garden, and took his stand at the front gate, ready to exchange courtesies with the people who would soon be going home from church or chapel. The moon did not give much light yet, but the night promised to be as clear and bright as the previous one had been.

Holloa! cried Neal, as a man he knew came up quickly. You are in a hurry to-night.

I have been out on business, Mr. Neal, replied the man, who was in fact an assistant to a carpenter and undertaker. Our work cant always wait for the Sabbath to go by before it is seen to.

Is anybody dead? asked Neal.

Lady Oswald. The message came down to us best part of an hour ago; so Ive been up there.

It has been observed that Neal was too well trained a gentleman both in manners and nerves to express much surprise, but this answer caused him the very greatest shock. He was so startled as to take refuge in disbelief.

Lady Oswald, did you say? But shes not dead!

But she is, replied the man. I ought to know. Ive just come from her.

Why, what has she died of? They said the railway accident had not materially hurt her.

She havent died of the accident. She have died of that  that  what-you-call-it  as is give to folks to take the pain out of em.

Neal did not understand. To take the pain out of them? he repeated, looking questioningly at the speaker.

That stuff that have come into fashion of late years. The doctors will give it you while you have a tooth took out, if youll let em.

Do you mean chloroform?

Thats it I never can remember the name. But Id rather call it poison, for my part  killing folks dead off without a warning.

Who gave it to Lady Oswald?

Your master, replied the man, lowering his voice to a whisper as he glanced at the windows of the house. The servants was in the room with me up there, and they told me about it There was something to be done to my lady  some bones to be set, I believe  and the doctors went this afternoon, and they give her this stuff, and it killed her. I wonder Parliament dont make a law again its use, for ray part.

I am sorry to hear this, exclaimed Neal. My lady was very friendly to me.

Ay. The servants be cut up like anything. And enough to make em! Its a shocking thing. The ladys maid says she cant think why they should have give her the stuff, for Mr. Cray himself told her, when he was there in the afternoon, that what they had to do wouldnt hurt my lady no more than a flea-bite. Any way, shes dead. But I cant stop here, I must get along back with the measure. Good-night, Mr. Neal.

Good-night, replied Neal.

He leaned on the gate, watching the man hurrying onwards with his fleet steps, and thinking over what he had heard. Perhaps it is not too much to say that Mr. Neal would have preferred to hear of the death of any other person in Hallingham than of Lady Oswalds. Lady Oswald had been a great friend to him, and it had been Neals intention to put her friendliness to the test in a very short period of time. Neal was a subtle schemer, and he had been perfecting a plan by which at one bold stroke Lady Oswalds mind should be disabused of that suspicion against himself imparted to her by Dr. Davenal the day of Miss Carolines marriage, to which he had been an unsuspected listener, and by which he should also be effectually served. Neal had begun to feel that his tenure in his present situation was no longer sure, and he intended by the help of Lady Oswald to secure to himself a situation of a different nature.

Now this grand scheme was destroyed. As the rising waves dash away the houses built by children on the sands at the sea-shore, so this château en Espagne of Neals was dashed down by the death of Lady Oswald. If Neals cold and selfish heart could like any one, it had liked her. She had kept up friendly relations with Neal, as a former retainer of Sir John and Thorndyke; had shown more consideration to Neal than to her own servants  had treated him in fact as superior to her servants. When Neal waited on her at her residence to pay his respects, as he did occasionally, she would ring the bell on his departure and say sharply, Show Mr. Neal out  as much as to remind her household that he had not been a common servant at Thorndyke: he was groom of the chambers. She had also been liberal in her presents to Neal. Altogether, Neal in his discomfiture felt very much as though her ladyships death was a grievance personally inflicted on himself.

Jessy the housemaid was the first of the servants to return. The moment she entered, Neal took his hat and went up to Lady Oswalds with a view of learning particulars. The news had been so sudden, so unexpected, that some faint feeling or hope almost seemed to be in the mans mind that he should find it untrue.

He found it too true. He was allowed to see Lady Oswald, and he listened to the details given by the servants, gathering them into his mind to be turned over and examined afterwards. Parkins spoke with him privately. She was very bitter against the chloroform: she said to him that she should always look upon the administering it as an underhand trick not to be understood. There was no question of chloroform when she was in the room, and that was up to the very last moment; there was no chloroform present that she saw, and the doctors must have got it concealed in their pockets and produced it when her back was turned. She didnt blame Mr. Cray; she was certain it was not Mr. Cray; for he had told her privately in the afternoon that the operation would be a mere nothing, a flea-bite  and she could only wonder at Dr. Davenals not having exercised more caution. One of the servants down stairs had had some experience in chloroform, she added, and her opinion was, that an over-quantity must have been given: that Dr. Davenal had mistook the dose, and given too much. At any rate, if ever there was a murdered woman, it was her mistress.

Parkinss eyes were alight when she said this, and Parkinss cheeks aflame. Her grief for the loss of her mistress was merging into anger at its cause. Like Neal, she was beginning to consider it as a personal grievance inflicted on herself, and to resent it as such. Self-interest sways the best of us more or less: and Parkins felt that through this she had lost a better place than she should ever find again. Neal asked her a few questions on his own score, and hurried away with the information he had garnered.

He hastened home with the utmost speed that his legs would carry him. He had a reason  at least he thought he might have one in future  for not wishing it known at home that he had paid that visit to Lady Oswalds. The late returners from church were but in the streets when he went back, slowly pacing along in the lovely autumn night. He whisked in just in time to admit the ladies.

Is papa in, Neal?

Yes, answered Neal, hap-hazard, for he was of course not positive upon the point.  I fancy he is in his room, Miss Sara.

Sara knocked at the consulting-room door and entered. As she went forward, Neal contrived to obtain a passing view of the interior. It was still in darkness, and Dr. Davenal was leaning his back against the window-frame, his arms folded, his head bowed, as one will stand when under the weight of care.

It looks just as though he had purposely killed her, was Neals comment to himself.

Not that Neal thought it then. No, no. But Neal was in a state of terrible vexation and disappointment; in that precise mood when it is a vast relief to vent ones trouble upon anybody.

How sad you look, papa! cried Sara, as she noted his depressed attitude. And you are all in the dark!

Dr. Davenal aroused himself, put his hand on his daughter, and turned round to face the street. At that moment the death-bell rang out.

Accustomed now to the darkness of the room  not that it was entirely dark, for the doctor had thrown open the Venetian blind, and the gas-lamp cast in its rays brightly  Sara could see how sad and clouded was his face. The death-bell was striking out its quick sharp strokes.

Do you know who the bell is tolling for, papa? I never heard it ring out so late as this.

I expect it is tolling for Lady Oswald.

Papa! For Lady Oswald? She quite shrieked as she said it in her startled surprise.

She is dead, child, he said, his subdued voice a contrast to hers.

O papa! Was it the operation? Did she die under it?

Yes  in one sense. The operation was successfully accomplished, but  chloroform was exhibited, and she never rallied from it.

Sara stood still, her heart beating. It seemed that a hundred regrets were crowding upon her, a hundred questions. O papa, why did you administer chloroform? she exclaimed, scarcely knowing what she said.

For a single moment the temptation came over Dr. Davenal to tell his daughter the truth, and he had unclosed his lips to speak; but he checked himself in time. Sara was trustworthy  he knew that; but it was impossible to answer for chance or inadvertent words, even from her; and for Marks sake it might be better to leave her in equal ignorance with the rest of the world.

My dear, he said  and the words to her ear sounded strangely solemn I have striven to do the best always for my patients, under God. Had I been able to save Lady Oswalds life, I would have saved it.

O yes, yes, papa, I know that We all know it. Did she die quite suddenly? Was she sensible of her state?

People who die under the influence of chloroform seldom know anything after inhaling it She did not Sara, it is a painful subject; I would rather not speak of it. I feel it greatly  greatly. She quitted him and went up stairs to take off her things. When she came down again Dr. Davenal was in the dining-room, and the tray, as was usual when they dined early, was on the table with some slight refreshment Not anything for me, said the doctor to his sister. I cannot eat to-night.

He did not sit down: he was pacing the carpet with thoughtful, measured tread. Neal stole a glance at him from under the corner of his eyes.

Shall I light the gas in your study, sir, to-night?

No. Yes, you may light one burner, the doctor added after a moments pause.

Whats the matter, Richard? asked Miss Davenal. You seem cut up. Have you had a hard days work to-day?

Pretty well, called out the doctor.

Do you know who it is thats dead? Very queer that the passing-bell should toll out at night!

You can tell your aunt, Sara, the doctor quietly said, as he stepped to the door of the room, and vanished.

Well, Im sure! angrily cried Miss Davenal. My brother is polite to-night. He might have answered me.

Sara pushed from her the piece of cake she had been trying to eat, and went close to her aunt, speaking in her slowest and most distinct tones.

Dont you see that papa has had a great shock  a blow, Aunt Bettina? Lady Oswald is dead.

Poor Miss Davenal, never very quick at comprehending, confused the information together in the most helpless manner. What do you say? Lady Oswald has had a blow? Whos dead?

Aunt, aunt, you will understand me if you wont be impatient. Lady Oswald is dead. And I say it is a great blow to papa. I can see that it is.

Miss Davenal heard now, and looked perfectly scared. Lady Oswald dead! It cannot be, Sara.

She had to undergo some operation in consequence of the accident, and papa gave her chloroform, hoping of course to lighten the pain, and she never rallied from it.

Miss Davenal seized Saras hands in her dismay. Her senses were sharpened and she had heard perfectly; her face had turned white. Neal, who had come in, looked at her as he stood near the door, and wondered whether she was going to faint.

Sara, I dont like that chloroform. I have told the doctor so, often and often. They should never try it upon me. Who gave it her?

Papa, replied Sara, never dreaming but she was correct in saying so. Aunt Bettina, he gave it her for the best.

Best! of course he gave it for the best  nobody disputes that. But I dont like it: I never did like it. Chloroform is come into fashion now  an improvement on the old state of things, they call it, as they call the railways  and I dont deny that it spares pain; but I do not like it.

By and by Sara went to the consulting-room. The doctor was pacing it uneasily.

I have come to say good-night, papa.

You are going to bed early, is it ten oclock?

Yes, I think it is past ten. Good-night, dear papa. I hope you will be better in the morning.

I have felt nothing like it since the death of Richard. Goodnight, my child.

It was not so much the death in itself that was affecting Dr. Davenal, as the appalling reflection that it had been, in a manner, wilfully caused. The knowledge weighed on his heart like a stone.


CHAPTER XVII.

THE NIGHT VISITOR TO DR. DAVENAL.

THE bed-chamber of Sara Davenal was over the doctors study, on the opposite side of the landing to the drawing-room. It was not a large room, but longer than it was wide, and the bed was placed at the far end of the room  the back. The chamber behind it was larger, and occupied by Miss Davenal. The room opposite Miss Davenals, and behind the drawing-room, had been the bed-chamber of Dr. Davenal in his wifes lifetime; since her death it had been kept as a spare room for chance visitors.

Sara did not begin to undress immediately upon entering the room. She put out the light, and sat down at the open window to indulge in a little quiet thought: it was rather a habit of hers to do so when the night was fine and she came up early. She liked to sit there and think of many things, to glance up at the clear sky in the bright moonlight. With all her practical good sense  and she had her full portion of it  she was of a somewhat dreamy, imaginative temperament; and since Richards death she had grown to think more of that other home to which he was gone, the same to which we are all hastening, than it is perhaps usual for girls of Saras age to think of it As she had said to Dr. Davenal in the afternoon, she would wonder whether Richard and her lost mother  whom she but imperfectly remembered  could look down upon her: she was fond of fancying that they were looking down upon her: and she would lose herself in a maze of visionary imaginings.

Not on this night, however, did her thoughts turn to Richard. They were full of Lady Oswald and her unhappy death. That this fatal chloroform had been administered for the best, in accordance with Dr. Davenals experienced judgment, Sara assumed as a matter of course; she never so much as thought of casting a doubt to it: but she knew enough of him to be sure that the fatal termination would cause him to repent of having given it  to blame himself bitterly, and she felt for him to the very depth of her heart An uncomfortable sensation, as if her father had been guilty of some deliberate wrong, was pervading her, and she could not shake it off.

It should be observed that although Sara sat close to the open window, she was not liable to be seen by the passers-by in the street, did any cast their eyes that way. A small stand or ledge had been constructed round the window (a bay window, as was the one answering to it on the other side, the drawing-room), and this was filled with pots in flower. Geraniums of many species, fuchsias, heliotropes, heaths, wild thyme, the fine flowering cactus, and many others, raised their heads proudly, and formed a screen behind which Sara was securely sheltered from observation, and also from the rays of the gas-lamp at the gate, which otherwise would have lighted her up. So that, although she could see out perfectly well, sitting as she now was, she could not be seen. If she chose to stand at the window and lean out, her head was above the flowers; but at the same time they entirely prevented her from seeing anything immediately below her window. The ground for a yard or two beyond Dr. Davenals study window was as completely hidden from her as though it had been a hundred miles off; and it is necessary to mention this. The bed-room above Saras, occupied by Watton the upper maid, had a flat window, and its view underneath was in like manner obstructed by the extending bow and the plants in it of Saras. These flowers at Miss Sara Davenals window were quite the admiration of the pedestrian portion of Hallingham, and many a one would halt at the front railings to take a passing gaze at them. They were really beautiful, and Sara took a pride in them and liked to tend them.

She liked to inhale their sweet perfume, as she was doing now, sweeter and stronger in the night air than in the garish day. Perhaps the heliotrope was of all the most powerful scent: and somehow that heliotrope had become associated in her mind with Mr. Oswald Cray. She could not have told why or wherefore; she had never attempted to analyse the cause: she only knew that when she approached that window, and the perfume of the heliotrope was wafted to her senses, the image of Oswald Cray was, in like manner, by some mysterious instinct, wafted to her mind.

Perhaps it did not require any extraneous aid to bring him to her memory. He was already too securely seated there. For the last twelvemonth, since Oswald Cray had become intimate at their house, her love for him had been gradually growing into being: that subtle understanding, never to be explained or accounted for, which draws together two human hearts, and only those two, the one for the other, of all the whole world, life finding life, had arisen between them. Oswald Cray had never spoken or hinted at his feelings until the time when Dr. Davenal honestly avowed to him that he had fancied he cared for Caroline: that had brought forth the one word  and it was little more  to Sara. But she had known it just as surely as though he had spoken out all along.

Save for that shrinking reticence which would fain hide the secret, as the modest snowdrop hides its head, and which must always accompany the feeling if it be genuine, there was nothing to be ashamed of in this love. It is true that it had become entwined with every fibre of her heart, was a part and parcel of her very being. It would perhaps have been impossible  at least, it would have been very improbable  for Sara Davenal, with her right feeling, her powers of discernment, which she possessed in a high degree, and her sound good sense, to fall in love with an unworthy man. She could not have met with a more worthy one than Oswald Cray. He had his faults  ay, who has not?  but they were faults of what may be called a high order; not mean, drivelling, scandalising faults, that abound in the world. Each was suited and suitable to the other, in taste, in position, in moral goodness: and their love had been given for aye; beyond the power of circumstances or time to change. They might never be more to each than they were now. Untoward fate might separate them; the worlds bitter tongues, expediency, the poison of misunderstanding; any one of these separating causes might part them; Saras unbending principle, Oswalds wrong-headed pride  it was impossible to foretell: but of one thing both might rest assured, that unto their dying day that love could never be wholly extinguished in either heart, so as to give place to another.

Somehow the thoughts of Sara Davenal had wandered from the painful subject of Lady Oswald to this brighter one: wandered unwittingly, against her will. She would not have chosen to dwell upon her love that sad night, or on the one sweet word of Oswald when he last parted from her: but there it was, sounding in her ears and her heart: and she lost herself in one of the sweetest reveries that ever maiden pictured of the future.

Suddenly she was aroused from it Not by any thought of poor Lady Oswald, or of her fathers sorrow, or of the minutes that were hurrying on, or that it was time she prepared for bed; but by the sight of some one coming in at the front gate. It was nothing unusual for that gate to be invaded at night, by messengers summoning Dr. Davenal to some urgent bed of sickness. But this intruder had something peculiar about him, or about his movements, which attracted her eye.

He was a tall man, wearing a cap and a grey Scotch plaid scarf. The cap, which had a peak to it, appeared to be tied down over his ears, and the scarf was worn in a droll fashion, one at least that Sara had never seen in Hallingham. It was put lengthways over the shoulders, as a lady puts on a scarf; it came down to the waist behind, and was held very much up to the neck in front. Sara naturally looked at the man, looked keenly with a view of distinguishing his features. In her sympathy with the sick, she thought to learn, by him, who was ill that night and wanted her father. But she was unable to do this, and the first thought that struck upon her as curious was, that a man should be so completely wrapped up on that genial night. The next curious thing that struck her was  the mans movements.

He had come up to the gate with very quick steps  as messengers from the sick often did come  opened it, and gave a sort of dart or spring to his right, which brought him under the shade of the laurels and hid him from the moonlight. There he stopped, reconnoitring the house, so far as could be seen, but really it required a quick eye to distinguish him at all from the dark shrubs. That was not precisely the way in which night applicants came to Dr. Davenals house; and Sara, very much astonished, rose quietly from her seat, to see the better.

He came on at last, creeping close to the shrubs, stooping under their shade, until he gained Dr. Davenals window. With all Saras endeavours to look, she there lost sight of him, because he was beneath, but she heard a gentle tapping at the window. Not the quick imperative noise of one in haste, demanding instant attention, but a covert, stealthy tapping, which seemed afraid of being heard. More and more astonished, Sara leaned out further; but she could not lean far enough to see.

The window was opened instantly; therefore it was to be supposed that Dr. Davenal had not retired from the room; that his light had probably guided the stranger to apply at the window, instead of at the door. The first sound, after the opening of the window, was a warning hush-sh-sh-sh! but whether it came from the applicant or from her father she could not tell. A short colloquy followed, only a word or two in the most covert tones, and then Dr. Davenal went to the front door and admitted the visitor. Sara sat down overwhelmed with amazement.

Somebody else was overwhelmed with amazement unfortunately  or perhaps the better word for him would be curiosity  and that was Mr. Neal. Neal had been a witness to it all. When it struck half-past ten  and this mysterious visit occurred some five minutes subsequent to that time  Dr. Davenal had opened his study door, called to Neal, and told him to put the gas out. Which was equivalent to telling him to go to bed: the putting out of the gas being the last service usually required of Neal. Neal came forward and did as he was bid  he put out the hall-lamp and any other burners that might be alight, with the exception of the one in the doctors study. Dr. Davenal always took that upon himself, and he put out the burner as he spoke to Neal, and lighted his candle for bed, no gas being laid on in the bed-rooms. Neal then went down stairs and turned the gas off at the main; so the house was safe.

But Neal, as a matter of taste, was not fond of retiring early. And when he came up again, and had shut himself into his pantry, instead of passing into his sleeping-room he blew out his candle, opened the door on the side, and, dexterously avoiding contact with the shrubs, he stole to the front. There he stood, amidst the shrubs, near the doctors window, with a view possibly of giving himself a little fresh air.

He glanced at the window; the half-shutters were not drawn up, a thing the doctor did himself the very last thing, and he could see the wax candle on the table through the Venetian blinds. The upper shutters of the window were closed; Neal always closed those when he lighted the gas; but his orders were to leave the lower ones open. It was a fancy of the doctors the being able to take a look out at the street until the last, if he chose to do so. The upper shutters being closed did not prevent the window being opened at will. It is as well to give these details, for this was an eventful night in the existence of Dr. Davenal: and of others besides.

Neal could see the candle, and he could see his master. Dr. Davenal was seated at the table, his head leaning on his hand. Whether he was reading, or whether he had merely bent his head in thought, Neal could not discern, but he thought he had never in his life seen a countenance so troubled.

There was nothing in all that, however, to afford particular gratification to Neals curiosity, and he drew cautiously away from the window, and turned his attention on the street. It was necessary to be cautious, for the least stir of the shrubs would have been heard by Dr. Davenal on that still night; sitting as he did with the window a little open, his custom until he retired. Neal stood watching the passers-by. Stay; watching for any passers-by; but he had not seen one yet. Sunday evening hours were early at Hallingham, and people were mostly indoors and abed. Now, in point of fact, Neal had no particular motive in stealing out and standing there; he was not expecting any one or anything; but he had a habit of peering about him a great deal more than most people have, and Neal rarely went finally to rest without coming out to take a general glance round, and see anything there might be to see.

Little did Neal anticipate the reward his curiosity was to receive this night He was taking a last look previous to retreating, thinking it rather slow work standing there with nothing to see, not even a passing passenger on that quiet Sunday night, when the man who had so surprised Sara Davenal darted in at the gate. Neal strained his eyes in a vain attempt to discover who it was, and backed into safe quarters.

He heard the covert tapping at the window; he heard the warning hush when the doctor opened it, and he could not say for certain, any more than Sara could, which of the two it was who had given that warning hush; and then after a short whispering, the purport of which he was entirely unable to make out, the doctors tones were a little raised:

I will open the door for you.

The stranger made his way to the front door. Neal, in the swift, unerring, covert manner which practice had rendered facile, stole back to his pantry with incredible speed, and was in time to peep out of it, and to see the visitor admitted.

But he gained nothing by his movement. The hall was in the dark: Dr. Davenal had not brought his candle out, and Neal could not see more than the very faintest outline of their forms. They passed into the room in silence, and Neal heard the door closed quietly and cautiously; another minute and the bolt was slipped. He took off his shoes and stole on tiptoe in his stockings to the door, and put his ear to it.

No, not a word could he hear. That door was a sound door, a close-fitting one: Neal had tried it before in his life, and obtained no more result than he was obtaining now. He made his way back through the pantry to the window again, and there Neal could have groaned in impotent rage had he dared, for Dr. Davenal had shut it But he had not closed the shutters. Neal, if it was any good to him, could still get a glimpse in through the upright staves of the green dwarf blinds. It was but a glimpse, for they were turned all but close together, the one stave nearly lying on the other, and it did not afford him satisfaction, for he could see neither Dr. Davenal nor his visitor, who were seated at the side of the room close together where the angle of view obtainable by Neal would not reach them. A very faint hum of voices penetrated his ear, and he was not sure whether that was not fancy. Their conversation was being carried on in the lowest tones.

Unsatisfactory as was this result as a whole, Neal waited with patience. Such men as Neal are always patient The clock struck eleven, and the clock struck half-past eleven, and Neal was still there.

Then there occurred a change. Dr. Davenal rose from his seat and began pacing the room. His whole face was working with agitation. Neal caught a sight of it occasionally as he paced, and was struck by the troubled expression, nay, by the dread that pervaded it Neal had long ago made up his mind as to the purport of the visit  that it was in some way connected with the catastrophe of the evening, the death of Lady Oswald.

Suddenly Neal was startled. His nose was uncommonly close to the window, and the window was abruptly raised; raised without the slightest warning some half-dozen inches. Neal believed his nose was off.

When he came to himself, which he really did not for a few minutes, some words in a wailing tone were issuing from the lips of Dr. Davenal. Silence must be purchased at any price; at any price. If it takes the whole of my fortune, I must purchase silence. Neal pricked up his ears.

Dr. Davenal was walking still; the visitor, whoever he might be, never moved from his seat. It was only when the doctor came near the window that Neal caught an occasional word. Yes, Lady Oswald herself. She washed it, were the next words he heard, and then there was another temporary lull.

I am aware of that. Murder? yes, the world would look upon it as such. I felt certain that Lady Oswald was one to whom chloroform, if administered, would prove fatal. Heaven help me! What have I done that the trials of this day should fall upon my head?

Dr. Davenal was standing at the window as he said this, had halted there with his voice close to Neals face, and Neals hair stood on end as he heard it. From that moment the man believed  fully believed in his inmost heart  that his master had purposely destroyed Lady Oswald. Perhaps the belief, judging from these disconnected and certainly ominous words, was excusable.

For a short while Neal heard no more. His master had halted opposite the stranger and was talking fast, but nothing came to Neal but a confused sound. Then he advanced again.

I tell you it shall be done. If it costs every penny piece that I have saved, this horrible secret must be bought up  if money will buy it. I shall never know another happy moment: I shall live as with a sword of disgrace hanging over me, ever expecting it to fall.

Some murmured words came from the stranger, and Neal stretched his ear to its utmost tension. Whether in doing so he made the least noise, touched the window, rustled the shrubs, he could not tell, but Dr. Davenal turned and shut the window down as swiftly and suddenly as he had put it up.

So, hearing was cut off. But Neal could see still  just a glimpse. He saw Dr. Davenal go out of the room with the candle and bring back a plate of biscuits and a decanter of wine. He knew he must have gone to the dining-room sideboard for them. A wish crossed Neals mind to go indoors, make the excuse that he had heard his master stirring, and dash into the study on the pretence of inquiring if he could do anything. But he did not dare. Neal would have given a whole years wages to get one good look at the visitor. Presently all sight was cut off Barely had Dr. Davenal put down the decanter and biscuits than he turned to the window and pulled up the shutters.

It was a checkmate for Neal. He went in and stood just outside his pantry, hesitating whether to go close to the room door or not. A good thing he did not, for Dr. Davenal came out almost immediately, and went up stairs to his daughters room.

Neal heard him knock at it very softly; he heard him ask in a whisper whether she was in bed yet. That she was not in bed the immediate opening of the door proved.

Dr. Davenal went in and closed the door. Neal could hear the murmur of his voice, as if he were explaining something to his daughter, and then they came down together, treading softly, not to arouse the house. Neal could see that she was fully dressed, in the same silk she had worn in the day. They went in, and the door was closed, and the bolt slipped as before.

Ten minutes, and Sara came out again alone. Neal could tell who it was by the rustling of the silk, but there, was no light. She returned upstairs, to her room, but not before Neal thought he had caught the sound of a sob.

The next to come forth was the visitor, without a candle still. Dr. Davenal opened the hall door and let him out. Neal, with his quick movements, glided round to his post of observation in the front garden, and was just in time to see him go through the gate, the cap drawn over his face, and the grey woollen scarf muffled around him.


CHAPTER XVIII.

AFTER THE VISITORS DEPARTURE.

IF ever the signs of misery, of despair, of terror, were depicted on a human face, they were on Dr. Davenals as he sat that night in his study. He was as a man who has received some great shock; a shock that strikes a species of paralysis alike to the heart and to the frame. His arms hung down listlessly, his head was bent, his fixed eyes had a wild anxious look, most foreign to the usually calm orbs of the composed surgeon. An hour and a quarter had he thus sat since the departure of that midnight visitor who had brought with him so much apparent mystery, so much woe, and the house clock was striking one. The sound did not arouse Dr. Davenal; he sat on with his face of terrified despair.

The wax taper, unheeded, unlooked at, stood on a side-table where it had been accidentally put. It had burnt nearly to the socket, and it now began to spurt and gutter with a great light; the signs of its end. That awoke Dr. Davenal from his reverie. The prospect of being left in the dark was not a convenient one; and he tore a bit of paper from a journal lying near and essayed to light the gas, completely forgetting that it had been turned off at the main.

Finding his mistake, he stood a moment with his hand to his temples, as if endeavouring to collect thought, and then opened the door of his bedroom. Candles always stood there on the mantelpiece ready for lighting, and he brought one forward and succeeded in catching a light for it from the dying taper.

This had the effect of effectually arousing him. He looked at his watch, and then held the candle to a book-shelf, whence he selected a local railway guide, and sat down to the table to consult it.

Nothing until the morning! he exclaimed in a tone that might have been one of vexation but for its deeper pain. Stay, though! Yes, there is. Theres the train that passes here at 3.20 for Merton: and I should find a train on from thence. Then I must go by it: theres no time to be lost, once the morrow has dawned, if this unhappy business is to be suppressed. Twenty minutes past three; and now it is one; I can lie down for an hour and a half.

He went at once into his bedroom, took off his coat, and lay down on the outside of the bed. There was no fear of his oversleeping himself; sleep for a troubled mind in its first shock, troubled as was Dr. Davenals, is out of the question.

Rest also seemed to be. He could not lie. He tossed and turned on the uneasy counterpane, and finally sprang off it with a wail of agony, and took to pacing the room. Neal, who was regaling his ear at the chamber door, could hear every footfall of the slippers, every groan of the distressed heart Never more, never more in this world, would the heart of Richard Davenal lose its care.

Neal was not in the habit, with all his ferreting propensities, of sitting up at night to pursue them; but this night was an exceptional one. To say that Neal had been astonished, confounded at what had taken place, at the knowledge he believed he had acquired, would be saying little, in comparison with its effect upon his mind. He did not love his master; he did not like him; it may not be going too far to say that he hated him; for Neals instinct had taught him that his master partially saw through him, partially suspected him to be the villain that he was; but to believe him capable of deliberately destroying one of his patients, was in truth almost too great a stretch for even Neal. Until that night, Neal could not have believed him capable of any wrong act: he gave him credit, for he could not help doing so, for his honour and his virtues, while he disliked him: but he did in truth now believe that Dr. Davenal had wilfully killed Lady Oswald. That is, that he had given her the chloroform deliberately, knowing it would probably take her life.

The faintest possible doubt of this had been first caught from the words of Parkins. Not real doubt, but a sort of angry feeling of the extreme imprudence of the doctor in having given it: Neal no more believed then that Dr. Davenal had done it, or was capable of doing it, than he could have believed the most monstrous improbability in the world. Still the idea had been admitted: and when that strange visitor was with his master afterwards, and Neal heard, with his own ears, the suspicious words that fell, he could put upon them but one interpretation  that, incredible as it seemed, his master was guilty, and not unintentionally, of the death of Lady Oswald. Neal hoped to arrive at the why and the wherefore, and he thought nothing of sitting up the night to do it: if by that means he might gain any satisfactory solution. Neal, it must be confessed, was utterly stunned with the affair, with the belief; and could not see or understand yet with any clearness: like a man who is struck violently on the head, and looks around him in stupid helpless maze, as if he had a dead wall before him. A shock to the head and a shock to the mind will bear for the passing moment the same apparent result.

Dr. Davenal paced his room, his two rooms in fact, for the door was open between them, and he passed from one to the other in his restless wanderings, his mental agony. Soon after two he began to wash and dress himself; that is, he changed some of his clothes, and poured out a wash-hand basin of cold water and splashed his face with it. He put on a pair of boots; he searched for his gloves; he looked out an overcoat; and then he stood for a few minutes and thought.

Lifting the writing-desk from underneath the table, where you may remember it was kept, he unlocked it, and was for some little time examining certain papers it contained. Some of these he put in his pocket, and then he locked the desk and replaced it Next he sat down to write a note; just a line or two.

It was getting on past the half-hour then. He opened the door and went forth from his room. Neal, who had heard him coming, peeped from his pantry and saw him turn to the stairs, the candle in one hand, a note held in the other. Neal cautiously stole forward a step or two, and looked and listened.

He was down-stairs again instantly; he had only gone to the first floor, and had not opened any door, or Neal must have heard it: had not, in fact, been long enough to open one. The note was gone from his hand, and Neal wondered where he had left it.

He went into the study, and came out without the light, an overcoat on, and his hat in his hand. The moonlight shone in now through the fan-light over the front door, and Neal could see so much. He appeared to be coming towards the pantry; Neal silently closed the door and slipped the noiseless bolt Neal took very good care to keep his own locks and bolts well oiled.

Dr. Davenal essayed to open the pantry-door and found it fastened. He shook it, knocked at it, not over gently. Neal, too great a diplomatist to be taken at a loss, flung off his coat, waistcoat, and slippers, threw back his braces, rumpled his hair, and opened the door to his master with the air of a man just aroused from his bed.

Why do you sleep with the door locked, Neal?  and the question was put in an imperative tone.

I  it is but very rare that I do, sir. I must have shot the bolt last night without thinking of it.

I wont have it done. Nobody shall sleep in my house with a locked door. It is a dangerous habit Were a fire to take place, and the sleeper a heavy one, he might not be aroused in time. Dont do it again. Neal, he continued, changing his tone, I am summoned out farther away than usual. I dont care to disturb Miss Davenal  you can tell them to-morrow morning. I shall not be home all day.

Have you to go far, sir? inquired Neal.

Yes. I dont expect to be home all day, I tell you, and thats why I bid you inform them. Nobody is to sit up for me to-morrow night; I may be detained longer. Tell Miss Davenal so.

Very well, sir, replied Neal. Is the carriage ready for you? Neal put this cunningly. He felt sure his master was not going in the carriage.

I dont require the carriage, Thats all, Neal; you can go to bed again. I was obliged to disturb you.

Dr. Davenal turned, walked straight to the front door, and let himself out at it, closing it securely after him. Neal waited a moment, rearranged his attire a little, and then stepped also to the front door and drew the heavy bolt across it No danger now of his masters coming in with his latch-key to pounce upon him.

Neal got a light, went into the study, and took a leisurely survey. He was scarcely rewarded. There was nothing whatever about, more than on other mornings: no signs remained of the strangers visit, not a trace that could betray any disturbance on the part of Dr. Davenal. The sherry and biscuits were put up: Neal walked across to the dining-room and found them in the sideboard, just as he had left them on the previous night. The glass, used, stood on it. Neal solaced himself with some of the sherry, and went back to the study.

The old cloth was undisturbed on the table, the blotting-book and inkstand lying on it. Neal looked through the book, but received no satisfaction. He examined the pens, and saw that in one the ink was not yet dry. In the bedroom the clothes which his master had taken off lay about; Mr. Neal en passant visited the pockets and found them empty; and the bed was pressed on the outside, but had not been slept in. That curious visit in the night might have been a dream, for all there was left to tell of it.

But theres that note yet, thought Neal. What did he take it up-stairs for, and where did he leave it?

Stealing up the stairs in his stockinged feet, shading the light in his hand, Neal came to the vestibule, and looked on the table He looked on the stand which held a beautiful statue in marble, he looked up even at the frames of the pictures; he looked everywhere. But there was no letter.

Im positive he did not stop long enough to open a door! ejaculated Neal, rather at a nonplus.

A bright thought struck him. He bent down, shading still the light with his hand, and peered under Miss Sara Davenals door. And then came Neals reward. He saw the corner of something white quite close to him, not pushed entirely beyond the door. Dr. Davenal, not to disturb his daughter, had pushed his letter to her in that way.

Neal took out his pen-knife, and, with its help, by dint of perseverance and ingenuity, succeeded in drawing back the note, which he stole down-stairs with, and into his own chamber. A little more ingenuity with the pen-knife, and the envelope, not yet fully dry, came open. Neal had obtained an insight into some secrets in his life, but never one so weighty as this, never one had touched on that ugly word murder which was running through Neals mind: and his usually impassive face grew streaked with scarlet in excitement.



MY DEAR CHILD, 



Business connected with this most unhappy secret obliges me to go out for a day, perhaps two. I shall leave a message with Neal. Do not appear to know anything when he delivers it: hear it as though you were a stranger to everything. Dont talk of my absence to any one if you can help it. People will conclude I have gone to see some patient at a distance, as will your aunt: it is not necessary to undeceive them. R. D.





There was not so very much to be made out of that, and the scarlet streaks faded again from Neals disappointed face. This most unhappy secret, he repeated over twice, as if the words bore some euphonious sound. Whatever it might be, the secret, it was evident that Miss Sara Davenal had been made cognisant of it; and Neal rather rejoiced in the pill it must be for her, for he liked his young mistress not one whit better than he liked his master. He read the note again, refastened it in the envelope, stole up-stairs to push it under the door, and then retired to his late bed.


CHAPTER XIX.

COMMOTION.

MEANWHILE Dr. Davenal was walking along the streets of the town, lying so calm, so still in the moonlight Not with any hurried tread; rather with a slow one. In his restlessness of mind, he had come out sooner than he need have come; but bodily action is a relief to mental anguish.

Good-night, doctor! or rather morning  for thats what it is.

The salutation came from one of the general practitioners of the town, a hard-worked apothecary, whose business took him abroad a good deal at night. He was hastening up a side street, near the town-hall, and Dr. Davenal had not observed him.

Ah, is it you, Smithson? A fine night, is it not?

All nights are pretty near the same to me, returned Mr. Smithson. I see too much of them. I wish folks would be so accommodating as to choose the day to be ill in. I dont know whod be one of us. Its not often that we see you abroad at night, though, doctor?

Not often. We cant help it sometimes, you know. Goodnight.

They were bound different ways. The doctor had walked on his, when Mr. Smithson came running back.

Dr. Davenal, what is the truth about Lady Oswald? I hear shes dead.

She is  unhappily.

And the report going about is, that she died from the effects of chloroform! Could not rally after inhaling it.

Ah, its a sad thing, replied the doctor; a grievous thing Theres the dark side in these new discoveries of our practice: sacrificing the few while blessing the many. Good-night, I say. I cant stop.

Its true, then, that it was the chloroform?

Yes, its true.

Dr. Davenal increased his pace: he was in no mood for questioning, and this in particular was painful to him. A short while, and he stood before the Abbey, looking up at its windows. He was sorry to disturb Mark, but he deemed it was necessary, and he rang the night bell.

A new bell which Mark Cray had caused to be placed in the house since he took it, and which rang himself up, not his house-hold. Dr. Davenal waited, but the ring was unanswered, and he rang again, with the like result A third summons brought Mark to the window, which he threw up, half-asleep still. If thats the way you are going to let your night applicants ring, Mark Cray, almost as good not put up the bell.

Mark Cray could scarcely believe his eyes when he saw who was the speaker. I was in a heavy sleep, he answered. Did you ring more than once?

A heavy sleep! Truly Dr. Davenal marvelled at the words. He marvelled that sleep could have visited Mark Cray that night, after his share in its fatal work.

What is the matter? asked Mark. Am I wanted?

It is I who want you, said the doctor. I must say a word to you if youll come down. I am called out of town.

Mark attired himself sufficiently to descend, which he did in a state of wonder. He had never received a night visit from Dr. Davenal; it was quite out of the usual order of things, and he would about as soon have expected to see a live kangaroo wait upon him. He opened the front door, and they stepped into the large parlour.

Who is ill? inquired Mark. Are you called out far?

I am going out on a little private business of my own. The train for Merton will be through presently, and I shall take it. If  

Why did you not tell me last night? interrupted Mark.

Because I did not then know I should have to go. You must take my patients for me. What I wished particularly to say to you was about the inquest. They cant call it for to-morrow  that is, to-day  Monday; but I think they are sure to hold it on Tuesday. If I am not back  

What inquest? interrupted Mark, wonderingly.

The inquest on Lady Oswald.

My goodness! Do you think theyll get up an inquest over her?

Of course they will. What are you dreaming of? The remote cause of her death was the accident to the train. I am not quite sure of being back. I expect to be home on Tuesday morning early; but it is possible I may be detained a little longer. If I am not back, Mark, you will be the only witness  at least the only one who can speak to the facts of the death. Let me advise you to say as little as possible. Volunteer no information; answer their questions briefly; and dont get into a long-winded narration, as you are apt to do, otherwise you may betray yourself. You will not mistake me, Dr. Davenal added. I have always been open, truthful, candid as the day; and if I so speak now it is in your interest I was thinking this over a great deal last evening after I left you, and I see that it is essential for your good name in your profession that the facts of the case should not be made known. Do not suppose I advise you to a direct deviation from the truth; nothing of the sort Chloroform was exhibited with a view to lessen her sufferings, and she never rallied from it, is all you need say. Similar cases are unhappily not unknown; I fear not very uncommon; and the coroner will not be likely to exact minute particulars, or inquire whether you gave it her, or whether I did. He will assume that we acted in concert.

Mark Cray nodded. He was nervously and incessantly pushing back his hair.

I know how fond you are of talking, resumed Dr. Davenal, therefore I deemed it well to give you this caution. To tell you the truth, I had rather not be at the inquest, and shall not be sorry if I cant get back.

Are you going away on purpose? suddenly asked Mark, who was much given to leap to conclusions.

Certainly not I am going on an important matter of my own. Look here, Mark Cray: one good turn deserves another. It will be concluded in the town that I am called to a patient at a long distance: as I have been before, you know, and detained out two or three days. People will be sure to think it now, and theres no necessity to undeceive them. You will oblige me in this. I dont want the town to concern itself with my private affairs: let people think I am with a patient. They dont know to the contrary at home.

I shant say anything to the contrary, said Mark. Let people think what they will; they are a set of busy-bodies at the best.

Dr. Davenal departed. And Mr. Cray went back to his room, sleepy still, but wondering in the midst of it what could have called away the doctor suddenly to a distance. No letter could have arrived in the middle of the night, Mark argued: and a suspicion crossed his mind that he was, in spite of his denial, going away to avoid the inquest The doctor walked over to the station, there to await the train. He had given this caution, as to Marks testimony at the inquest, entirely in his good feeling towards him, his solicitude for his welfare. For himself, he did hope he should not be back for it Inconvenient questions might be asked, and he did not relish the idea of standing up and avowing that he had so far helped on Lady Oswalds death as to have joined in giving her the chloroform. he could not avow it without testifying to a deliberate falsehood: yet he must do it, or betray Mark Cray. But he had a matter of greater importance to think of than the inquest: a matter that was weighing down his heart with its dread. Of all the passengers that train contained, soon to be whirling on its way to Merton, not one had the sickening care to battle with that was distracting the flourishing and envied physician.

The first to enter the breakfast-room that morning at his residence was his sister. The meal was always laid in the dining-room. Miss Davenal wore her usual morning costume, a gown of that once fashionable but nearly obsolete material called nankin  or nankeen, as some spell it. It was not made up fashionably, but in the old scant style, and it made Miss Davenals tall spare form look taller and sparer. She wore it for breakfast only, generally dressing for the day as soon as the meal was over. Sara followed, in a flowing dress of delicate sprigged muslin, and she took her seat at once at the breakfast-table.

Is your papa out of his room yet, do you know?

I have not seen him, replied Sara, a faint red tinging her pale face at the half-evasive answer. Very pale she looked: ominously pale. Had Miss Bettina been gifted with preternatural penetration, she might have detected that some great dread was upon her.

But Miss Bettina was on that morning especially self-occupied. On the previous Saturday Dr. Davenal had told her that certain country friends were coming into Hallingham on that day, Monday, and he should invite them to dinner; or else that he had invited them: in her deafness she did not catch which. She had replied by asking him what he would have for dinner, and he said they would settle all that on Monday morning. Monday morning was now come; and Miss Bettina, a punctilious housekeeper, choosing to have everything in order and to treat visitors liberally, was on the fidget to make the arrangements, and waited impatiently for Dr. Davenal. Watton, a fidget also in the domestic department, liking at any rate to get her orders in time, had come in with Miss Davenal. Miss Davenal rang the bell: an intimation to Neal that they were ready for the coffee. She turned to the table, and the first thing that struck her sharp eyes in its arrangements was, that only two breakfast cups were on it What is Neal thinking of this morning? she exclaimed.

I dont fancy my master is stirring yet, observed Watton. I have not heard him.

Nonsense! returned her mistress. When did you ever know your master not stirring at eight oclock?

Not often, maam, its true, was Wattons answer. But it might happen. I know he was disturbed in the night.

Sara glanced up with a half-frightened glance. She dropped her head again, and began making scores on the cloth with her silver fork.

It was the oddest thing, began Watton  and she was speaking in the low dear tones which made every word distinct to Miss Davenal. Last night I was undressing with the blind up, without a candle, for the moon was light as day, when I saw a man turn in at the gate, and I said to myself, Here comes somebody bothering for master! He made a spring to the side, and crouched himself amid the laurels that skirt the rails by the lane, and stopped there looking at the house. Very strange! I said to myself again; thats not the way sick folks messengers come in. After a minute he walked on, brushing close to the shrubs, afraid I suppose of being seen, and I heard him tap at the window of the doctors consulting-room. Maam, if ever I thought of a robber in my life, I thought of one then, and if it hadnt been for my presence of mind, I should have rose the house with my screams  

Be silent, Watton! sharply interrupted Miss Davenal. Look there! You are frightening her to death.

She had extended her finger, pointing at Sara. Sara, her face more like death than life, in its ghastly whiteness, was gazing at Watton, her eyes strained, her lips apart, as one under the influence of some great terror. Was she afraid of what might be coming? It looked so.

Theres nothing to be alarmed at, Miss Sara  

Dont tell it; dont tell it, gasped Sara, putting up her hands. It does frighten me.

But indeed there is nothing to be frightened at, as youll hear, Miss Sara, persisted the woman. Its a fact that I was a little frightened myself; one does hear of housebreakers getting into houses in so strange a manner; and I went out of my room and leaned over the banisters and listened. It was all right, for I heard the doctor open the hall door and take the man into his consulting-room, and shut himself in with him. How long the man stopped, and who he was, I cant tell; he did not go away while I was awake  but, maam, thats how I know my master was disturbed in the night.

Watton!  and as Sara spoke her cheeks became crimson, her voice imperative, do you deem it lies in your service here to watch the movements of your master, and to comment upon them afterwards?

The moment the words had left her lips she felt how unwise they were; but she had so spoken in her perplexity, her soreness of heart. Watton turned her eyes on her young mistress in sheer amazement Watch my masters movements! Why, Miss Sara, you cant think Id do such a thing. I watched to  if I may so express it  protect my master; to protect the house, lest harm should be meant it Decent folk dont come in at night as that man came in.

Neal had entered, and was disposing his eatables on the table. Miss Davenal drew his attention to the shortness of the cups.

It is quite right, maam. The doctor went out in the middle of the night; at least about two in the morning; and he charged me to tell you he should not be at home all day; perhaps not all night. Nobody is to sit up for him.

Wheres he gone? asked Miss Bettina.

Neal could not tell. His master had said he was going to a distance. But Miss Bettina could not make it out at all, and she asked question upon question. How had he gone?  the carriage was not out. Walked away on foot, and said he was going to a distance, and might not be home for a day and a night? It was the most mysterious, extraordinary proceeding she ever heard of. Did you see or hear anything of a strange man coming in in the night? she asked of Neal No, maam, replied Neal, with his usual impassability. I see my masters bed has not been slept in; and he has taken an overcoat with him.

Sara lifted her burning face. It was as one stricken with fever.

Let it rest; let it rest, Aunt Bettina! Wait until papa is home, and ask particulars of him. If patients require him at a distance, it is his duty to go to them.

The last words were spoken defiantly; not at her aunt, but at the servants. She felt on the very verge of desperation. What disastrous consequences might not this proclamation of the nights work bring forth!

Let it rest! retorted Miss Bettina. Yes, that is what you young and careless ones would like to do. Look at my position! The responsible mistress of this house, and left at an uncertainty whether people are coming to dinner or whether they are not. Your papa must have gone clean out of his wits to go off and not leave word.

You can fix upon a dinner as well as papa can, Aunt Bettina.

Fix upon a dinner! Its not that. It is the not knowing whether theres to be a dinner fixed upon; whether people are invited or not, to eat it.

When Miss Davenal was put out about domestic arrangements it took a great deal to put her in again. Neal and Watton were questioned and cross-questioned as to the events of the night, and breakfast was got over in a commotion. Sara shivered with a nameless fear, and wondered whether that dreadful secret might not become known.

A secret which bore for Sara Davenal all the more terror from the fact that she was but imperfectly acquainted with its nature. Dr. Davenal had seen fit for certain reasons to call her down to his room, and she had there seen the ominous visitor: but the particulars had been kept from her. That there existed a secret, and a terrible one, which might burst at any hour over their heads, bringing with it disgrace as well as misery, she had been obliged to learn; but its precise nature she was not told; was not allowed, it may be said, to guess at. Dr. Davenal so far spared her. He spared her from the best of motives, forgetting that suspense is, of all human pain, the worst to bear.

With the exception of what that little note told her, which she saw lying inside her door when she rose in the morning, she knew nothing of the motives of her fathers journey; where he had gone, or why he had gone. She only knew it was imperative that that nights visit to the house should remain a secret, uncommented upon, unglanced at And now the servants knew of it  had seen the stranger come in  might talk about it in doors and out! No wonder that Sara Davenal shivered.  that she grew sick at heart!


CHAPTER XX.

GOING DOWN TO THE FUNERAL.

THE commotion in the town rose that morning to its height: it equalled the commotion at Miss Davenals breakfast-table. But not from the same exciting cause. The one was led to by the curious absence of Dr. Davenal; the other had its source in the death of Lady Oswald.

She had lived so long amongst them  had been, so to say, the head of the social and visiting community of Hallingham! A great lady once, the Lady Oswald of Thorndyke. Had she died in the common course of nature, after weeks or months of illness, it would still have created a stir; but to have died from the inhaling of chloroform consequent upon the railway accident, did cause very great and unwonted excitement. People were shocked at her death: they mourned for the somewhat eccentric old lady who had been seen driven through their streets in her close carriage for years; but they never cast so much as a shadow of reproach towards the doctors who might be said to be, however unwittingly, the authors of it. They railed at the chloroform, calling it uncertain, dangerous stuff; but not the slightest reflection was thrown on the judgment which had caused her to inhale it.

Mark Cray was beset with questions and remarks, especially from his medical brethren in the town. In Dr. Davenals absence, people flew to him for particulars. He remembered the doctors caution, and said as little as possible. It was an unpleasant subject to speak of, he observed to them  they could understand that. But the curious questioners only understood it partially, and rather wondered why Mr. Cray should be so chary of his information.

The inquest took place on the Tuesday, as Dr. Davenal had surmised it would. It was held quite as a matter of course  not with a view to elicit the cause of death; that was already known  simply because the law rendered an inquest obligatory.

The doctor was not back for it, and Mr. Cray was the principal witness. The operation had been most satisfactorily performed by Dr. Davenal, he testified, but Lady Oswald did not rally from the effects of the chloroform. They had tried every means to arouse her without result. The coroner presumed the chloroform had been administered with all due caution: he felt persuaded it would be by so experienced a surgeon as Dr. Davenal. Certainly, was the answer of Mark Cray. It was given her with the best of motives: to spare her acute suffering: and no one could more bitterly regret the result than they did. It was impossible to foresee, he continued, that this great blessing  yes, he must still call it so  to suffering humanity, which had spared anguish to thousands, perhaps he might say had spared lives, would have an opposite effect upon Lady Oswald, and bring death to her instead of relief. He had never for one moment in his own judgment doubted the expediency of giving it to her: were the thing to come over again (the result being hidden from him) he should do the same.

Not a word that Mark Cray said but had its weight, and was appreciated. The death was regarded as a pure misfortune, a sort of accident that could not be prevented by poor human foresight, and for which blame was attachable to no one. And the verdict was in accordance with this.

The only one on whom the facts were yet destined to make an unpleasant and not satisfactory impression was Mr. Oswald Cray. The first intimation of Lady Oswalds death reached him through the Times newspaper. As junior in the firm, he lived in the house in Parliament Street, the senior partners preferring residences out of town. The chief part of the house was devoted to their business purposes, and Mr. Oswald Cray had but two or three rooms for his private use. On the Thursday morning, the Times was brought to him as usual while he was at breakfast. It was folded with the supplement outside, the deaths uppermost; and on putting it aside to open the more important part, his eye caught the word Oswald.
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He looked further: and nothing could exceed his surprise. He gazed at the announcement with a feeling of disbelief, almost as though he was in a dream: At her residence in Hallingham, Susan Hannah Lady Oswald, aged seventy-one, widow of Sir John Oswald of Thorndyke.

The date of her death, probably by an oversight, had not been put in, and Oswald Cray was left to conjecture it. Certainly he did not suppose it had occurred so far back as on the previous Sunday, the day after he left Hallingham.

What had killed her? The accident? He had been given to understand that night that she was not materially injured: he now supposed she must have been. Why had nobody written to acquaint him? He would have been glad to see her for a final farewell; would have thought nothing of his time and trouble in going down for it. Mark might have written: he could not remember having corresponded with Mark in all his life, half-brothers though they were; but still Mark might have gone out of his way to drop him a line now. Parkins might have written; in fact he considered it was Parkins duty to have written, and he should tell her so: and Dr. Davenal might have written. Of the three mentioned, Oswald Cray would soonest have expected the doctor to write, and the omission struck him as being somewhat singular.

The post brought news. Amidst the mass of letters that came for the firm was one to himself. He saw the Hallingham post-mark, and opened it at once.

A look of blank disappointment, mingled with surprise, settled on his face as he read. It was not from Dr. Davenal, from Mark Cray, or from Parkins; it gave him no details, any more than if he had been the greatest stranger to Lady Oswald. It was a formal intimation from the undertaker that her late ladyships funeral would take place on Friday at eleven oclock, and requesting his attendance at it, if convenient.

Her funeral to-morrow! ejaculated Oswald. Then she must have died almost immediately. Perhaps the very night I came up. Why couldnt somebody write?

He arranged business matters so as to go down that afternoon, and arrived at Hallingham between six and seven oclock. Giving his portmanteau to a porter, he went on to his usual place of sojourn, the Apple Tree. It was near to the terminus, a little beyond the town, one of the quiet country inns now nearly obsolete. An old-fashioned, plain, roomy house, whose swinging sign-board stood out before its door, and whose productive garden of vegetables and fruit stretched out behind it No fashionable person would look at it twice. Oswald Cray had been recommended to it long ago as his place of sojourn in Hallingham, where his stay seldom lasted more than two days: and he had found himself so comfortable, so quiet, so entirely at home, that he would not have exchanged it for the grandest hotel in Hallingham, had the said hotel graciously intimated that it would receive him for nothing.

The host, whose name was John Hamos, came forward to receive him; a respectable, worthy man, with a portly person and red face, who might be seen occasionally in a white apron washing up glasses, and who waited on his guests himself. He and Oswald were the best of friends.

Good-evening, sir. My wife said youd be down to-night or in the morning. We were sure youd attend the burying. A sad thing, sir, is it not?

It is a very sad thing, John, returned Oswald; I seem as if I could not believe it. It was only this morning that I received the tidings. What did she die of? The accident to the train?

No, sir, she didnt die of that. Leastways, that was not the immediate cause of death, though of course it must be said to have led to it. She died from the effects of chloroform.

Died from  what did you say? asked Oswald, staring at the man.

From chloroform, sir.

From chloroform! he repeated,  I dont understand.

And he looked as if he did not. As if it were impossible to take in the words or their sense. John Hamos continued.

It seems, sir, that on the Sunday it was discovered that her ladyship had sustained some internal injury  to the ribs, I believe, or near-abouts  and she had to submit to an operation. Chloroform was given her while it was performed, and she never rallied from it.

Who gave her the chloroform?

Dr. Davenal.

Dr. Davenal! echoed Mr. Oswald Cray, and his accent of astonishment was so great, so unmistakable, that the landlord looked at him in surprise. Why, he  he

What, sir?

Oswald had brought his words to a sudden stand-still. His face was one picture of doubt, of bewilderment.

It could not have been Dr. Davenal.

Yes it was, sir, repeated John Hamos. Who else would he likely to undertake the operation but him? He and Mr. Cray were together, but it was the doctor who performed it As of course it would be.

But he did not give the chloroform?

Why, yes he did, sir. He gave it for the best. As was said afterwards at the inquest, they could not possibly foresee that what saved pain and was a blessing to thousands, would prove fatal to her ladyship.  

Who said that at the inquest? Dr. Davenal?

Mr. Cray, sir. The doctor wasnt present at the inquest; he was away from the town. He went away in the night, somebody said, just after the death: was fetched out to some patient at a distance, and didnt get back here till  Wednesday morning, I think it was.

And she never rallied from the chloroform?

Never at all, sir. She died under it.

Oswald Cray said no more. He went up to the bedroom that he always used, there to wash off some of the travelling dust. But instead of proceeding at once to do so, he stood in thought with folded arms and bent brow, John Hamoss information respecting the chloroform troubling his brain.

Why should it trouble him? Could not he believe, as others did, that it was given in all due hope and confidence, according to the best judgment of the surgeons? No, he could not believe it, so far as regarded the chief surgeon, Dr. Davenal: and the reason was this.

On the night of the accident, when Dr. Davenal jumped into the carriage that was about to proceed to the scene, he jumped into a seat by the side of Oswald Cray. They entered into conversation, and the topic of it was, not unnaturally, accidents in general It led to the subject of chloroform, and Dr. Davenal expressed his opinion upon that new-fashioned aid to science just as freely as he afterwards expressed it to Mark Cray.

How strange are the incidents, the small events that shape the course of human destiny! But for that accidental conversation  and may it not be called accidental?  half the trouble that is about to be related never would have taken place. And the cruel shadow, that was waiting to spread its wings over the days of more than one wayfarer on the path of life, would have found no spot to darken with its evil Dr. Davenal spoke his opinion freely to Oswald Cray with regard to chloroform. He did not deny its great boon, sparing pain to many whose sufferings would otherwise be almost intolerable; but he said that there were some few to whom he would as soon give poison as chloroform, for the one would be just as fatal as the other. And he instanced Lady Oswald.

The unfortunate fact of Lady Oswald being in the disabled train to which they were hastening, possibly one of its wounded, no doubt suggested her name to Dr. Davenal as his example. There were other people whom he attended  a slight few  to whom he deemed chloroform would be as pernicious as to Lady Oswald: but she was in question, as it were, that night, and he cited her. There must have been some fatality in it.

She is one, if I am any judge, who could not bear it; who would be almost certain not to survive its effects, were the words he used to Oswald. I would as soon give Lady Oswald a dose of poison as suffer her to come near chloroform.

The words, spoken to Oswald only, not to the other inmates of the carriage who were busy talking on their own score, had not made any particular impression upon him at the time, but they returned to his memory now with awakened force. He asked himself what it could mean. Dr. Davenal had distinctly told him, or equivalent to it, that the inhaling of chloroform would be as poison to Lady Oswald; he was now assured by John Hamos that, not four-and-twenty hours subsequent to that conversation, he, Dr. Davenal, had himself administered chloroform to her. And the result was death. Death  as Dr. Davenal had expressed his firm, conviction it would be.

Mr. Oswald Cray could only come to the conclusion that there must be some mistake in the statement of the facts to him. It was impossible to arrive at any other conclusion. That there was no mistake on his own part, as to the opinion expressed to him by the doctor, he knew; he recalled the very words in which it was spoken; spoken deliberately and elaborately; not a mere allusion or sentence. About that there was no doubt; but he felt that a mistake must lie somewhere. The chloroform could not have been given by Dr. Davenal; perhaps he had not even been present at the operation.

He quitted the Apple Tree and bent his steps to Lady Oswalds. Parkins came to him in a burst of grief. Parkins was  it has been said so before  genuinely grieved at her ladys death, and it showed itself chiefly by breaking into a shower of tears with every fresh person she saw. One of the first questions put to her by Mr. Oswald Cray was as to her not having written to inform him of the death. He wished to know why she had not. I dont know why, sir, she sobbed, except that I have been bewildered ever since it happened. I have been as one out of my mind, sir, with the shock and the grief. Im sure I beg your pardon for the neglect, but it never so much as struck me till yesterday, when the undertaker was here about the funeral. He asked who was to be invited to it, and then it came into my mind that you ought to have been wrote to, but I said perhaps Mr. Cray had done it.

Well, sit down while you talk, Parkins, he said in a kind tone. I can understand that you have been very much shocked by it Are any of Lady Oswalds relatives here?

Theres that nephew of hers, sir, the parson; the poor gentleman that shed send a little money to sometimes. He heard of it accidental, he says, and came off at once with his brother. They got here this morning. Very nice people, both of them, sir, but they seem poor. They think no doubt that my ladys money is left to them, as I daresay it is. She

I wish to ask you a question or two about the death, Parkins, he interrupted in a pointed manner. None could check undue topics with more dignity than he. When was it discovered that Lady Oswald was seriously injured?

Not until the Sunday, sir. When Mr. Cray came home with her here on the return from Hildon, he wanted to examine into her state, but she was very obstinate, and persisted in saying shed not be touched that night; that she wasnt hurt I fancy Dr. Davenal thought it was wrong of Mr. Cray not to have insisted upon it  but Mr. Cray himself did not think there was any grave injury: he told me so then. The next morning I thought theyd both be here, Dr. Davenal and Mr. Cray; but Mr. Cray came alone, the doctor it appeared had been sent for to Thorndyke

To Thorndyke? involuntarily interrupted Oswald.

Yes, sir, somebody was ill there. However, he, the doctor, was back and up here in the afternoon. He had seen Mr. Cray, and he came to examine into her state for himself: for it had been discovered then that she was worse injured than they thought At first my lady said shed not submit to the operation, which Mr. Cray had already told her must take place; but Dr. Davenal talked to her, and she consented, and they fixed half-past five in the afternoon. Have you heard how she died, sir? broke off Parkins abruptly.

I have heard since I got here this evening that she died from the effects of chloroform.

And so she did, sir. And its a thing that I shall never understand to my dying day.

Parkins spoke the last words with a vehemence that superseded the sobs. Mr. Oswald Cray thought he did not understand it either; but he did not say so.

In what way dont you understand it? he asked quietly.

How it was they came to give her the chloroform. I am quite certain, sir, that up to the very moment that the operation was ready to be begun, there was no thought of chloroform. It was not as much as mentioned, and if any chloroform had been in the room amidst the preparations, I must have seen it.

Were you present during the operation?

I was to have been present, sir; but at the last moment I fainted dead off, and had to be taken from the room. We knew no more, any of us, till it was all over. Then we were called to by the gentlemen, and told what was the matter: that my lady was sinking under the influence of the chloroform they had administered, and could not be rallied from it And, a few minutes after, she died. Oswald Cray remained for some moments silent Was it Dr. Davenal who administered it? he resumed.

No doubt it was, sir; they were together. It was Dr. Davenal who performed the operation. My lady said nobody should do it but Mr. Cray, and it was settled that it should be done by him; but I suppose they thought at last it would be better to entrust it to the doctor. Any way, it was he who performed it.

What did Dr. Davenal  did Dr. Davenal say anything about the chloroform afterwards, or why they had used it?

He didnt say much, sir. He said what had been done was done for the best: but he seemed dreadfully cut up. And so did Mr. Cray. The strangest thing to me is, why they used chloroform, when I saw no signs of their attempting to use it.

But they must have had it with them?

Well, of course they must, sir. It was not produced, though, while I was there. They said my lady grew agitated  it was Mr. Cray said that  that my falling down helped to agitate her; but it will take a great deal to make me believe there was any need for them to use chloroform. It has cost a good lady her life; I know that. She had her little tempers and her fidgety ways, poor dear lady, but she was one of the best of mistresses. Its just as if they had done it to kill her.

Did the words grate on the ear of Oswald Cray?  as though they bore all too significant a meaning. Not yet; not quite yet This testimony of the maids had confirmed beyond doubt that Dr. Davenal had been the chief and acting surgeon: how then reconcile that fact with the opinion expressed to him not many hours before the death? He could not tell; he could not think; he could not account for it by any reasoning of any sort, subtle or simple. He was as one in a mazy dream, seeing nothing distinctly.

When he quitted the house, he turned again and bent his steps to the Abbey. Possibly he deemed Mark could solve his difficulties. Mark was not in, however, when he got there, only Caroline.

Mrs. Cray was in the large drawing-room. She and the tea-table, at which she sat waiting for Mark, looked quite lost in its space. The thought struck Oswald as he entered. It had been the home of his early childhood, the scene of occasional visits since that period, but Oswald always thought that room larger and larger every time he entered it. It was at its window that he, a baby in arms, had been held by the side of his mother, when the grand people from Thorndyke in their carriage and four, her father and mother, would drive past and cast up their faces of stone. He had been too young to know anything then, but afterwards, when he could begin to understand, these stories of the passing by of Sir Oswald Oswald were impressed upon him by his nurse. They remained amidst his most vivid recollections. But that he knew it was impossible to have been so  for his mother had died when he was too young, and there was no more standing there after her death to watch for Sir Oswald  be could have affirmed now that he remembered those times in all their full detail: the steady pace of the fine horses, the bedizened carriage  in those days it was the fashion to have carriages bedizened  the servants in their claret liveries, the impassive faces of Sir Oswald and his lady. The fact was, it had all been described so often and minutely to the young child Oswald, that it remained on his memory as a thing seen, not heard.

Mrs. Cray, gay in attire, wearied in countenance, was quite alone. She wore a low evening dress of blue silk, with lace and fringes and trimmings; and blue ribbons in her hair. Rather more dress than is necessary for a quiet evening at home; but she was young and pretty and a bride, and  very fond of finery in any shape. Her weary face lighted up with smiles as she saw Oswald and rose to greet him: very, very pretty did she look then.

I am so glad to see you! I had grown tired, waiting for Mark. He went out the moment he had swallowed his dinner  before he had swallowed it, I think  and he is not in yet. Shall I tell you a secret, Oswald?

Yes, if you please.

I am quite disappointed. I shant at all like being a doctors wife.

Her dark blue eyes were dancing with smiles as she spoke. Oswald smiled too  at the joke.

It is true, Mr. Oswald Cray. I dont speak against my own dear Mark: Id not part with him: but I do wish he was not a doctor. You dont know how little I see of him. He is in just at meals, and not always to them.

Oswald smiled still. You had lived in a doctors house, Mrs. Cray, and knew the routine of it.

My uncles house was not like this. Who can compare the great Dr. Davenal at the top of the tree, waiting at home for his patients to come to him, to poor Mark Cray at the bottom, just beginning to climb it? Its not the same thing, Mr. Oswald Cray. Mark has to be out, here and there and everywhere. At the Infirmary, dancing attendance on interminable rows of beds one hour; in some obscure corner of the town another, setting somebodys leg, or watching a case of fever. Mark says it wont go on quite as bad as it has begun. This has been an unusually busy week with him, owing to the doctors absence. He left home on Sunday night, and was not back until Wednesday. A great portion of Sunday also the doctor passed at Thorndyke.

His patient must have been very ill to keep him away from Sunday until Wednesday, remarked Oswald.

To tell you the truth, said Caroline, dropping her voice in a manner that sounded rather mysterious,  we dont think he was with a patient. We cant quite make out why he went or where he went. He came here in the middle of the night and rang up Mark. It was the night subsequent to Lady Oswalds death  oh, Oswald! was not her death a shocking thing?

Very, was the answer, gravely spoken.  When Mark came home that Sunday evening and told me Lady Oswald was dead, I cannot describe to you how I felt. At first I could not believe it; and then I went  I went into hysterics. It was very foolish of course, for hysterics do no good, but I could not help it. You have come down to attend the funeral tomorrow, I suppose?

Yes.

Well  I was telling you about my uncle. He came here in the middle of the night and rang up Mark, who went down to him. When Mark came up-stairs again, he said Dr. Davenal was going away on some private errand which he had made a sort of secret of to Mark. I fancy Mark was only half-awake and did not hear him clearly; all he understood was, that the doctor was going somewhere by train unexpectedly; and Mark was to let it be assumed in the town that he was visiting a patient at a distance. Mark declared that he believed the doctor was only absenting himself to avoid attending the coroners inquest.

Why should Mark think that?  Why should Dr. Davenal wish to avoid attending it? reiterated Oswald, strangely interested, he scarcely knew why.

I cannot tell you. I fancy the admission slipped from Mark inadvertently, for he would not say a syllable more. The next day, Monday, I saw Sara. I asked her point-blank where my uncle had gone, remarking that there seemed to be some little mystery connected with it, and she turned as white as the grave and whispered to me not to talk so, to hold my tongue for the love of Heaven. Youll take some tea, wont you, Oswald? I shall be so glad of an excuse for making it.

Oswald, almost mechanically, said he would take some, and she rang the bell for the urn. He began to think all this strange and more strange; to ask himself what it tended to. Dr. Davenal had gone away to avoid the inquest?  and his daughter when spoken to upon the subject had turned as white as the grave? What did it mean?

Do you know the particulars of Lady Oswalds death? he inquired as he stirred his tea.

Yes. Dont you! She died from chloroform. They deemed it necessary to give it her, and she never rallied from it.

Who gave it to her? Which of them?

Which of them? repeated Caroline, lifting her eyes, thinking no doubt the question a superfluous one. They were both present; they would act in concert one with the other. If you mean to cast blame on them, Oswald, I should say you must cast it conjointly. But they acted for the best.

I do not cast blame on them, he answered. I dont understand the affair sufficiently yet to cast blame anywhere. It is a riddle to me.

What is a riddle?

How Dr.  how they came to use chloroform at all.

Why, it is in almost universal use now! exclaimed Mrs. Cray, surprised at the remark. There is no riddle in that.

Oswald did not press it. In his opinion there was a riddle; one he began to think would not be easy of solution. He finished his tea in silence. By and by Mrs. Cray resumed.

Mark seems not to like to talk of it. I asked him a great many questions, as was natural, but he put me off, saying I should be falling into hysterics again. I told him that was nonsense, now the shock was over; but he would not talk of it, seemed quite to wince when I pressed it. It was not a pleasant subject for him, he said. And of course it is not: and still less so for my uncle, whose authority sways Mark. However good their intentions were, it did kill her.

Will Mark be long, do you suppose? inquired Oswald, breaking another long pause.

As if I could tell, Oswald! I have been expecting him every minute this hour past. When I grumble at Mark for staying out so, he tells me I must blame his patients. Nay, but you are not going yet? she added, as he rose. Mark is sure to be in soon.

I cannot well stay longer now, he answered. I shall see Mark in the morning. I suppose he attends the funeral?

Of course he will. They will both attend it I wish you would not hurry away!

He repeated his apology, and Caroline rang the bell. In point of fact he wanted to call on Dr. Davenal.

Scarcely had the servant closed the door on Mr. Oswald Cray than he met his brother. Mark was coming along at a quick pace.

Oswald, is it you? Have you been to the Abbey?

I have been taking tea with your wife, and waiting for you. She is nearly out of patience. Mark! he continued, passing his arm within his brothers and leading him a few steps away while he talked, what a shocking thing this is about Lady Oswald!

Ay, it is that So unexpected. Wont you come in?

Not again to-night. I want to know, Mark, how it was that chloroform was given to her?

If we had not deemed it for the best, we should not have given it, was Marks answer.

But  surely Dr. Davenal did not deem it would be for the best?

Mark turned and looked at him: a quick, sharp glance. What do you know about it? he asked.

I? I know nothing about it: I want to know, replied Oswald, thinking the remark strange. I wish you would give me the full particulars, Mark. I cannot understand  I have a reason for not being able to understand  why chloroform should have been given to Lady Oswald

We use chloroform very much now, interrupted Mark.

Why it should have been given to Lady Oswald, went on Oswald, with pointed emphasis.

It was given to her as it is given to others  to deaden pain.

Who performed the operation?

The doctor.

There was a pause. When Oswald Cray broke it his voice was low, his manner hesitating. Mark, will you pardon me if I ask you a peculiar question?  Do you believe from your very heart that when Dr. Davenal administered that chloroform to Lady Oswald he did think it would be for the best?

Hesitating as Oswalds manner had been, Marks was worse. He grew on a sudden flashed and embarrassed.

Wont you answer me, Mark?

I  yes  of course we thought it would be for the best.

I asked, did he think it?

Mark plunged into an untruth. Somewhat afraid of Oswald at the best of times, conscious that he was of a far higher standard in moral and intellectual excellence than himself, he desired to stand well with him, to enjoy his good opinion; and perhaps there was not a single man in Hallingham to whom Mark would not have preferred his unhappy mistake in all its wilfulness to become known than to his brother. They were also playing at cross-purposes: Oswald was seeking to learn how far Dr. Davenal had been to blame. Mark believed it was his own share of blame that was sought to be arrived at Yes, he thought it Dr. Davenal would not use chloroform, or anything else, unless he believed it would be beneficial, rapidly went on Mark. I never knew a man more successful in his treatment in a general way than he. But for all the apparent readiness of the words, they bore a certain evasion to Oswalds ears.

Tell me the truth, Mark; tell it me frankly, he rejoined. Is there not some  some secret  I dont know what else to call it  connected with this business? Something wrong about it?

For a moment Mark Cray had to deliberate. He was driven at bay by the straightforward questions of his brother. And his brother saw the hesitation.

Oswald, it is of no use to press me upon this matter. You will readily conceive how sore a one it is to myself and to Dr. Davenal. Had it been some poor rubbishing patient who had died through it, that poor stoker at the Infirmary for instance, it would not have been of so much account: but  

Be silent, Mark! burst from Oswald with a flash of anger. I will not listen to such doctrine. The lives of the poor are every whit as valuable as are the lives of the rich. You did not learn that from Dr. Davenal.

What I meant was, that thered not be half the public fuss, said Mark, looking little, and doing his best to explain away the impression given by his words. Im sure there has been enough fuss in the town since her death was known, but I have not heard of one single person in it casting blame on us. Why should you seek to cast it? Errors in judgment are committed now and then in medical practice, just as they are in everything else, and theres no help for it; they happen to the very best of us. If we could see the end of a thing at the beginning it would be different: but we cant. Could its effects on Lady Oswald have been anticipated, wed have seen chloroform in the sea before it should have been given her. It was done for the best.

You think, then, that Dr. Davenal believed the giving it her would be for the best? persisted Oswald, after listening patiently to the excited answer.

Again came the perceptible hesitation in the manner of Mark; again the flush of embarrassment rose to his cheek. Oswald noted it.

I am quite sure that all the doctor ever did for Lady Oswald he did for the best, and Mark Cray plucked up courage and spirit as he said it: that night as well as other nights which had gone before it. I cannot think what you are driving at, Oswald.

Oswald Cray determined to drive no more. He believed it would be useless, so far as Mark was concerned. He could not quite make him out: but he believed it would be useless. That there was something concealed, something not quite open, he saw; Marks manner alone would have told him that: and he came rapidly to the conclusion that Mark had been cognisant also of his partners opinion of chloroform as connected with Lady Oswald, and could not tell why he had tried it upon her, but did suppose, in spite of the face of affairs, that he had done it for the best All Marks embarrassment, his evasion, his crusty unwillingness to speak frankly, Oswald set down to an anxiety to screen Dr. Davenal from the reproach of imprudence. One more remark he did make. It arose to his mind as he was about to depart, and he spoke it on the spur of the thought I understand you fancy that Dr. Davenal absented himself from Hallingham to avoid attending the coroners inquest.

Where on earth did you hear that? shouted Mark, with a stare of surprise.

Your wife mentioned it to me just now.

Mark Cray waxed wroth. What idiots women are! The very best of them! I shant be able to think my own thoughts next. Caroline knows I did not wish that repeated: it slipped from me without reflection.

It is quite safe with me, Mark. She looks upon me, I suppose, as one of yourselves. But why should Dr. Davenal have wished not to attend the inquest?

Oh, for nothing, only he thought theyd be putting all sorts of questions, carelessly replied Mark. It was a disagreeable thing altogether, and one of us was quite enough to attend. But, mind you, Oswald, I dont really suppose he went for that: I make no doubt he had business out.

Well, good-night, Mark.

Good-night I wish you had come in.

Mark Cray stepped on to his house, and let himself in with his latch-key, thinking how much better the world would go on if women had not been endowed with tongues, and wondering excessively what possessed Oswald to be taking up the death of Lady Oswald and putting these mysterious questions upon it 


CHAPTER XXI.

THE INTERVIEW WITH THE DOCTOR.

DR. DAVENAL was alone in his study, pacing the carpet with heavy steps and a face that seemed to have all the care of the world marked on it, when Mr. Oswald Cray was shown in. Oswald could not avoid being struck with that expression of care; he had never seen the like upon the countenance of Dr. Davenal.

Turning his head, he looked at Oswald for the space of a minute as if not recognising him. He was too deeply buried in his own thoughts immediately to awake from them to everyday life.

Good-evening, Dr. Davenal.

He took Oswalds outstretched hand, and was himself again. Oswald sat down and the doctor too. But after a few words, he rose, apparently in restlessness, and began to pace the room as before.

Are you in any grief, doctor?

Well  yes I am, was the reply. Or perhaps I should rather say in vexation, for that is chiefly it We have had a line from Edward by the day post, and he expresses a doubt whether he shall be able to get down to say farewell. These young soldiers grow careless of home ties, Mr. Oswald Cray.

Not soldiers in particular, do they, sir? It is a reproach that can be cast upon many others who live in the world.

And get enslaved by it. True.

I did not mean altogether that, Dr. Davenal. When does your son sail?

On Sunday morning, he says. He does not positively say he is not coming down, only gives a hint that he fears he cannot. What did I do with the letter? continued the doctor, looking round. I brought it in with me after dinner. Oh, there it is, he added, seeing it on a side table, and giving it to Oswald. You can read what he says. Sara wont mind. It is written for us all as well as for her, I expect. Edward was never a voluminous correspondent; his letters are generally pro bono publico.

Oswald saw it was addressed to Miss Sara Davenal, and began to read it. It was dated the previous evening.



MY DARLING SISTER,  



We are in all the bustle and hurry of the start Orders have come at last, and we embark from Southampton on Sunday morning. I hope I shall get down to you to say good-bye. I am not unmindful of my promise to do so, and will do all I can to keep it; poor Dick used to tell me that I knew how to break promises better than I knew how to make them, but it shall not be my fault if you have to cast that on me as a last reproach. To absent ones-self, even for an hour, is a difficult task now, but I will manage it, if possible. We have been worked off our heads and legs for the last few days.

Love to all. I suppose Carry is fairly installed at the Abbey; wish her all good luck for me.  Ever yours, in much haste, E. F. DAVENAL.



You see, said the doctor, halting and pointing to the letter, he emphasises the word hope. I hope I shall get down. That very fact is sufficient to tell me that he knows he shall not get down, and these lines have been sent as a sort of preparation for the final disappointment And he is going out for years! But I wont blame him; perhaps it is an impossibility to him to get away. He should have remained longer when he came down for the wedding  have made it his farewell visit I said so then.

Dr. Davenal began his walk to and fro again,  a very slow, thoughtful walk. Oswald folded the letter and laid it on the table.

I have ever loved my children  I was going to say passionately, Mr. Oswald Cray. I believe few parents can love as I have loved. I have made  I have made sacrifices for them which the world little recks of, and anything like ingratitude touches me to the hearts core. But in the midst of it I am the first to find excuses for them, and I say that Edward may not be at all to blame in this.

I think it very likely that he is quite unable to get away, however much he may wish it, observed Oswald.

I think so too. I say I dont blame him. Only one feels these things.

There ensued a silence. A feeling of dislike had come over Oswald (and he could not trace it to any particular cause) to enter upon the subject of Lady Oswald. But he was not one to give way to these fanciful phases of feeling which appear to arise without rhyme or reason, and he was about to speak when the doctor forestalled him.

Lady Oswalds death has brought you down, I presume?

Yes. I was in ignorance of it until this morning, when a formal invitation to attend the funeral reached me from the undertaker.

I had just read the announcement of the death in the Times. How shocked I was, I cannot well express to you.

It has shocked us all.

Of course its reaching me in that abrupt manner, in the public column of deaths, did not tend to lessen the shock. I rather wonder you did not drop me a line yourself, Dr. Davenal.

I was away afterwards. Called out to a distance, I did not get back for a day or two. Did Mark not write?

Nobody wrote. Neither Mark nor Parkins; nor anybody else. As to Mark, he is careless as the wind; and Parkins excuses herself on the plea of having been so bewildered. I can readily believe her. Dr. Davenal, she died, as I am given to understand, from the effects of chloroform!

We thought, on the night of the accident, you know, that she was not seriously injured, said Dr. Davenal. At least, Mark thought it: I had my doubts: but I left him to see to her at her own desire. Unfortunately I was called out early on Sunday morning.

I was wanted at Thorndyke: and when I got back the injury had been ascertained, and an operation found necessary. It was under that operation she died.

But the operation was performed successfully?

Quite so.

And what she died of was the inhaling of the chloroform?

It was.

But  I cannot understand why chloroform should have been given to her? deliberately proceeded Oswald.

It was given to her, was all the reply he obtained.

But  pardon me for recalling it to you, Dr. Davenal  do you remember the very decided opinion you expressed to me, when we were going down to the scene of accident, against giving chloroform to Lady Oswald? We were speaking of its opposite effects upon different natures, and you cited Lady Oswald as one to whom, in your opinion, it might prove dangerous. You stated-that, so far as you believed, it would be neither better nor worse to her than poison. Oswald waited for a reply, but the doctor made none. He was pacing the small room with his measured tread, his hands in his pockets, his eyes bent on the carpet.

Have you any objection to explain to me this apparent contradiction? It is impossible to believe that one, whose opinion of chloroform in relation to her was so fatal, would in a few hours cause her to inhale it.

Dr. Davenal stopped in his walk and confronted Oswald.

Have you seen Mark since you came down?

Yes.

And what does he say?

Well, I dont fancy he understands it much better than I do. He reiterates that it was given her for the best. In his opinion it may have been. But it surely could not have been in yours, Dr. Davenal.

Dr. Davenal turned from Oswald to his pacing again. A strong temptation was upon him to tell Oswald the truth. O that he had! that he had!

There were few people in the world whom he esteemed as he esteemed Oswald Cray. There was no one else in the world to whom he had expressed this opinion of the unfitness of Lady Oswald as a subject for chloroform, and the wish to explain, to exonerate himself, arose forcibly within him. The next moment he asked himself why Mark Cray himself had not spoken. As he had not, it seemed to Dr. Davenal that it would be a breach of friendship, of partnership, for him to speak. Oswald was connected, too, with Lady Oswald, and might take up the matter warmly. No, he felt in his ever-considerate heart that he could not betray Mark, could not set one brother against the other. And he put the temptation from him.

Oswald watched him as he walked, wondering at the silence. A silence which the doctor evidently did not feel inclined to break.

Do you remember expressing this opinion to me, Dr. Davenal?

Yes, I believe I did so express it.

And yet you acted in diametrical opposition to it immediately afterwards, and caused Lady Oswald to inhale chloroform? Will you forgive me for again asking how it could have been?

The very best of us are led into error sometimes, replied Dr. Davenal.

Why, that is one of the remarks Mark has just made to me in connection with this case! I cannot recognise it as applying to it You spoke so firmly, so positively, that I should have believed there was no room for error to creep in. I feel that there is something to be explained, Dr. Davenal.

Dr. Davenal wheeled round in his walk and confronted Oswald.

There are circumstances connected with this case, Mr. Oswald Cray, which I cannot explain to the world; which I cannot explain even to you; although I would rather tell them to you than to any one. Let it suffice to know that I could not save Lady Oswald. It was not in my power.

But you could have saved  you could have helped giving her the chloroform? returned Oswald, wonderingly.

A slight pause. Will you oblige me by asking no further questions on the subject  by allowing it to drop, to me and to others? Believe me, I have no selfish motive in pressing this. No one living can regret more than I the fatal result to Lady Oswald; perhaps nobody regrets it so keenly. Could I have saved her, no care, no skill, no labour, should have been spared. But I could not I can only ask you to be satisfied with this meagre assurance, Mr. Oswald Cray; and to believe me when I state that I have private reasons for declining to pursue the topic.

And  pardon me  one more question: To what am I to attribute her death in my own mind? Or rather this giving of the chloroform?

You must look upon it as an error in judgment. It was such.

It was impossible for Oswald Cray, as a gentleman, to press further the matter. Dr. Davenal was an old man compared with him; one of high reputation, skill, position. He could not understand it, but he could only bow to the request  nay, to the demand  and let the subject sink into silence. An awkward pause ensued. The doctor had not resumed his promenade, but stood under the gas-lamp, twirling a quill pen in his fingers which he had taken up.

How are the other sufferers from the accident getting on? inquired Oswald, when the silence was beginning to be heard.

Oh, quite well. Poor Bigg the fireman is nearly the only one of them left in the Infirmary, and he will soon be out of it. The rest came off mostly with a few cuts and bruises. Theres a summons for me, I suppose.

The doctor alluded to a knock at the hall-door. Neal came in.

Mr. Wheatley, sir. He wishes to know if you can spare him ten minutes.

Yes, replied the doctor, and Oswald rose.

Will you walk upstairs and see them?

Not to-night, thank you.

I wont press you, said the doctor. Sara is cut up about this news from Edward, terribly disappointed; and Aunt Bett is as cross as two sticks. She is fond of Edward, with all her ungraciousness to him, and she looks upon this hint of not coming down as a slight to herself. In manner she was always ungracious to the boys, from some idea I believe that it tended to keep them in order. But she loved them at heart. Good-night.

Dr. Davenal clasped his hand with a warm pressure, warmer than usual; Oswald could not but feel it, and he went out perfectly mystified.

Neal stepped on to open the front gate. Neal was always remarkably courteous and deferent to Mr. Oswald Cray. Oswald, who had only seen the best side of Neal, and never suspected there was a reverse one, looked upon him as a man to be respected, a faithful old retainer of the Oswald family. Lady Oswald had sung his praises times out of number in Oswalds ear, and she once told Oswald to try for Neal should he ever require a servant about his person, for he would find Neal a man of fidelity, worth his weight in gold. Oswald believed her. He believed Neal to be faithful and true; one whom doubt could not touch.

This death of your late mistress is a very sad thing, Neal.

O sir! I cant express to you how I have felt it. Im sure I can say that my lady was a true friend to me, the only one I had left.

No, no, Neal. Not the only one. You may count a friend in me  if only in respect to the regard you were, I know, held in by Lady Oswald.

Thank you, sir, greatly and honest Neals eyes swam in tears as he turned them to Mr. Oswald Cray under the light of his masters professional gas-lamp. Sir, he added, swaying forward the gate and dropping his voice as he approached nearer to Oswald, how came that poison, that chloroform, to be given to her?  

I cannot tell; I cannot understand, replied Oswald, speaking upon impulse, not upon reflection.

Sir, if I might dare to say a word  and Neal glanced round with caution on all sides as he spoke Id ask whether it was given in fairness?

What do you mean, Neal?

Theres not a person in the world Id venture to whisper such a thing to, sir, except yourself; but I doubt whether it was given in fairness. I have a reason for doubting it, sir; a particular reason. It makes me sick, sir, to think that there was some unfair play brought to work, and that it took her life.

Unfair play on the part of whom? asked Oswald.

I am not sure that I dare say, sir, even to you. And it might be looked upon as  as  fancy on my part One thing is certain, sir, that but for that chloroform being given to her, shed be alive now.

Dr. Davenal and Mr. Cray gave the chloroform, Neal, observed Mr. Oswald Cray, in a somewhat distant tone  for it was not to Neal he would admit any doubt, scarcely condescend to hear any, of the judgment of the surgeons. They know better about such things than we do.

Yes, sir, answered Neal, as drily as he dared. Mr. Cray, I am sure, did his best, but he has not had the judgment and experience of my master. Anyway, it seems it was the chloroform that killed her.

As it has killed others before her  when administered in all deliberate judgment by surgeons of as high repute and practice as Dr. Davenal. The issues of life and death are not even in a doctors hands, Neal. Good-night.

Good-night to you, sir.

Oswald Gray walked slowly towards his temporary home, the Apple Tree, half bewildered with the conjectural views opened out to him, and not the least with that last hint of Neals. He could not get over that giving of the chloroform by Dr. Davenal in the very teeth of his expressed opinion against it He had supposed, when he first heard of the cause of death, that this contradiction would be explained away: but, instead of that, it was more unexplainable than before. There was Marks confused manner, his covert attempts to avoid inquiry; there was Dr. Davenals positive denial to satisfy it; there was the man Neals curious hint Oswald Cray felt as one in a maze, trying to get at something which eluded his grasp.

How the imagination runs riot, how utterly unamenable it is to the rules and regulations of sober control, we most of us know.

Oswald found his mind balancing the question, Did Richard Davenal give that chloroform in his calm deliberate senses, believing that it might take her life? If so, where was the motive? Men dont do such things in these days without a motive; the greatest criminal must have that. Oswald Cray could see none. There was no motive, or shadow of motive, for Dr. Davenals wishing for the death of Lady Oswald. Quite the contrary; it was his interest  if so worldly a plea may be brought into proximity with these solemn thoughts  to keep her in life. Of all his patients, she perhaps was the most profitable, paying him a good sum yearly. Then  with the want of motive, those dark doubts, born of his imagination, fell to the ground, and he had the good sense to see that they did.

They fell to the ground. And Oswald Cray, as he awoke with a start, and shook himself clear of them, pinched his arms to see whether he was awake. Surely only in his sleep could doubts such as those have arisen of Dr. Davenal!


CHAPTER XXII.

THE WILL.

SARA DAVENAL in her sick restlessness was early in the breakfast-room. The disappointment touching her brother was weighing down her heart. Since the arrival of the unsatisfactory note the previous evening, she had felt a conviction similar to Dr. Davenals, that Edward would not come. Neither had spoken of it to the other; great griefs cannot be talked of; and to Sara this was a grief inexpressible. It seemed that she would give half her remaining years of life for only one five minutes interview with him.

If he came at all he would come to-day, Friday; and she got up, hoping against hope; saying to herself aloud, in contradiction to the fear lying upon her heart, and which she would not glance at, He will be sure to come; he will never embark on that long voyage without first coming. He will remember Richards fate. For the time being, the eager anxiety to see him almost seemed to deaden that other trouble which lay within her  the trouble that had taken possession of her on the Sunday night, never again to quit its tenement Is the post in? asked Dr. Davenal, as he entered the breakfast-room.

No, it is not made, sharply replied Miss Davenal from her presiding place at the table. Neal has but this minute brought in the urn. I am making it quickly as I can.

I asked whether the post was in, Bettina. Because, if Edward is not coming, I should think thered be a letter from him.

Sara looked up eagerly. Dont you hope he will come, papa? Dont you think he will?

Well, Sara, after his letter of last night, my hopes upon the point are not very strong.

O papa! I want to see him! I must see him before he sails.

Hush, child! She had spoken in a distressed tone, and her small white hands were trembling. Agitating yourself will not bring him.

By and by the letters came in: two. Neal handed one to his master, the other to Sara. Both bore the same handwriting  Captain Davenals. Sara, in her bitter disappointment, let hers lie by her plate untouched, but the doctor opened his.

Miss Bettina looked up. Is he coming, Richard?

No. He says he cant come. That it is an impossibility.

What else does he say?

Dr. Davenal folded his letter and put it in his pocket, to read at his leisure. Ask Sara what he says, was his answer. All the gossip is in hers.

And this is what he calls affection! exclaimed Miss Bettina. To leave his native land, his home, without a farewell! Thats gratitude! Richard Davenal, were I you, he should carry out my displeasure with him.

I dont know, said the doctor, his voice sadly subdued.

Send out displeasure with one whom we may never see again! No, Bettina. And it may be as he says  that he is unable to come.

He was looking straight before him as he spoke it, in a far-off, dreamy gaze. His thoughts had flown to one who had gone out under a sort of displeasure, gone out but for a short time  and had never come home again.

The hour for the funeral approached, and the doctor in his black attire stepped into his close carriage to be conveyed to the residence of Lady Oswald. He found all the mourners assembled, for he was late, with the exception of Mark Cray. Sir Philip Oswald and his eldest son; Oswald Cray; the Reverend Mr. Stephenson and his brother Mr. Joseph Stephenson. All were there, now the doctor had come, except Mark. The funeral was to be at the church at eleven.

The time went on. The hearse and mourning coaches stood before the door, the horses restless. It was close upon eleven.

For whom do we wait? inquired Sir Philip Oswald.

For Mr. Cray, Sir Philip, answered the undertaker, who was gliding about, handing gloves and fixing hatbands.

Mr. Cray? repeated Sir Philip, as though he did not understand who Mr. Cray was.

Lady Oswalds late medical attendant, Sir Philip, in conjunction with Dr. Davenal.

Oh  ah  yes, said Sir Philip. He was very friendly with Dr. Davenal, exceedingly so; and condescended not to ignore Mr. Cray as the doctors partner. It was the first time that Oswald had ever been in a room with Sir Philip. Sir Philip had bowed to him coldly enough upon his entrance, but the son, Henry Oswald, went up to him and held out his hand in a cordial manner. Oswald, haughtily self-possessed, stood before Sir Philip with his impassive face, looking more of a gentleman than the baronet did.

The dock struck eleven. I suppose Mr. Cray is coming? remarked Sir Philip.

He looked at Dr. Davenal. The doctor supposed he was coming as a matter of course: he believed he was coming. He had not seen Mr. Cray that morning.

It was suggested by the undertaker that they should proceed. Mr. Cray, he observed, would possibly join them at the church; he might have been kept back unexpectedly.

So the funeral started. All that remained of poor Lady Oswald was carried out of her house, never more to return to it. Not a week ago yet, on that past Saturday morning, she had gone forth in health and strength, and now  there! What a lesson it told of the uncertainly of life!

The funeral made its way through lines of curious gazers to the church. Mark Cray was not there, and the service was performed without him. At its conclusion the gentlemen returned to the house.

A lawyer from a neighbouring town, Lady Oswalds legal adviser, was there with the will, and they were invited to enter and hear the will read.

It cannot concern me, remarked Sir Philip. Nevertheless he went in.

And I am sure it cannot concern me, added Oswald.

The clergyman, Mr. Stephenson, looked up with a crimson hectic on his cheek. It was next to impossible to mistake his eager glance  betraying the hope within him, sure and steadfast, that it did concern him. In point of fact he and that gentleman by his side, his brother, had the chief right to any money she might have left. It may be said the sole right. How they needed it their threadbare clothes and sunken cheeks betrayed. Gentlemen born, they had to keep up an appearance before the world; at least, they strove to keep it But they were weary with the struggle. The brother was of no particular profession. He had been reared for the church and could never get to college, and he contrived to make a living  that is, he contrived not to starve  by writing articles for any paper or periodical that could be persuaded into taking them. Each was of good repute in the world, bearing up manfully and doing the best he could do with his lot, sanguinely hoping, humbly trusting, that time would better it. They each had a large family, and indulged the vain and wild hope of bringing up their sons as gentlemen, as they themselves had been brought up. Not as gentlemen in the matter of abstaining from labour; that would have been foolish; but they hoped to bring them up educated men, capable of doing their duty in any walk of life they might be called to. How they had looked forward to the prospect of some time possessing this money of Lady Oswalds, their hearts alone knew. If ever the excuse for cherishing such a wish could be pleaded, it surely might be by them.

I suppose these people, the Stephensons, will chiefly inherit what she has left, whispered the baronets son confidentially to Oswald Cray.  Perhaps you know? You have seen a good deal of Lady Oswald, I believe.

I dont at all know how her affairs are left, was the reply of Oswald Cray.

I should think they will inherit, continued Mr. Oswald. Shouldnt you?

I should think  yes  I  should think they will. Being her only relatives, they have undoubtedly the greatest right to do so.

Why did Oswald Cray hesitate in his answer?  he so generally decisive of speech. Because in the very moment that the acquiescence was leaving his lips there flashed over his mind the words spoken to him by Lady Oswald the previous Saturday. He had not understood those words at the time, did not understand them now: but if he could interpret them at all, they certainly did not point to her nephews, the brothers Stephenson. He remembered them well: at least, their substance. When my will comes to be read, you may feel surprised at its contents. You may deem that you bad more legal claim upon me than he who will inherit: I do not think so. He to whom my money is left has most claim in my judgment: I am happy to know that he will be rewarded, and he knows it.

Not a week ago! not a week ago that she had said it. How little did Oswald foresee that he should so soon be called upon to hear that will read!

But still the words did not seem to point to either of her nephews, with whom she had not lived on any terms of friendship, and Oswald began to feel a little curious as to the inheritor.

They were waiting for the lawyer, who had not yet come into the room. He might be getting the will. His name was Wedderburn, a stout man with a pimpled face. Sir Philip Oswald had a pimpled face too; but he was not stout; he was as thin and as tall as a lath.

Dr. Davenal took out his watch. He found it later than he thought, and turned to Sir Philip.

I cannot remain longer, he said. I have a consultation at half-past twelve, and must not miss it. I am not wanted here: theres nothing for me to stay for: so Ill wish you good-morning.

For that matter, I dont see that any of us are wanted, responded Sir Philip. Im sure I am not. Good-morning, doctor.

Nodding his salutation to the room generally, the doctor went out Soon afterwards Mr. Wedderburn made his appearance, the will in his hand, which he prepared to read. Clearing his voice, he threw his eyes round the room, as if to see that his audience were ready. The absence of one appeared then to strike him, and he pushed his spectacles to the top of his brow and gazed again.

Wheres Dr. Davenal?

He is gone, replied Sir Philip Oswald.

Gone! repeated the lawyer, in consternation. Why  he  Dr. Davenal should have stopped, of all people.

He said he had a consultation. What does it signify?

Well, Sir Philip, he  at any rate, I suppose theres no help for it now. It must be read without him.

Not one present but looked at the lawyer with surprise, not one but thought him a strangely punctilious man to suppose Dr. Davenals presence, as Lady Oswalds medical man and attendant at her funeral, was in any degree essential to the reading of Lady Oswalds will They soon learned the cause.

First of all, the will bequeathed a few legacies. Very small ones. Twenty pounds to each of her servants; forty pounds and all her clothes to Parkins; fifty pounds each to her nephews John and Joseph Stephenson, with the furniture of her house to be divided between them amicably; a beautiful diamond ring and a little plate to Oswald Oswald Cray; the rest of the plate, by far the most valuable portion, to Sir Philip Oswald of Thorndyke; and another diamond ring to Dr. Richard Davenal. So far, so good: but now came the disposal of the bulk of her money. It was bequeathed, the whole of it, to Dr. Davenal, my faithful Mend and medical attendant for so many years.

The will was remarkably short, taking but a few minutes in the reading; and at its conclusion Mr. Wedderburn laid it open on the table that anybody might look at it who chose.

It would be difficult to say which of the countenances around him exhibited the greatest surprise. The lawyers voice died away in a deep silence. It was broken by the clergyman, the Reverend John Stephenson.

It is not just! It is not just!

The wailing tone, not of passion or anger but of meek despair, struck upon them all, and told how bitter was the disappointment. Every heart in the room echoed the cry, the lawyers probably excepted. Lawyers, as a whole, dont think much of justice. This one took out his snuff-box and inhaled a pinch With equanimity.

I am ready to answer questions, should any gentleman wish to put them. It was Lady Oswalds desire that I should. When this will was made she said to me, Some of them will be for making a fuss, Wedderburn; you can explain my motives if they care to hear them. Those motives lay in this; her ladyship knew her health and comfort to have been so materially benefited of late years by the skill and kindness of Dr. Davenal, that she considered it her duty in gratitude to reward him.

Nevertheless it is not just, murmured the poor clergyman again.  Dr. Davenal does not want the money as we want it.

Oswald Cray awoke as from a dream. He took a step forward and addressed the lawyer. Did Dr. Davenal know that the money was left to him?

I am unable to say, sir. Lady Oswald may hare told him, or she may not He did not know it from me.

Oswald Cray said no more. He leaned against the window, halfhidden by the curtain, and plunged into thought.

Well, I must say I am surprised, remarked Sir Philip. Not but that Lady Oswald had a perfect right to do as she pleased with her money, and she might have signalled out a less worthy man as inheritor. How much is the amount, Mr. Wedderburn? Do you know?

Somewhere between six and seven thousand pounds, I believe, Sir Philip. It would have been considerably more, but that her ladyship, a few years ago, was persuaded by an evil counsellor to sell out a large sum from the funds and invest elsewhere, for the sake of better interest.

And she lost it?

Every shilling, replied the lawyer, with satisfaction: for it was done without his concurrence. She would have had double the money to leave behind her but for that.

Ah! Sir Philip spoke the monosyllable shortly, and dropped the point Not so very long ago he had been seduced to invest money in some grand and very plausible scheme  one of those to be heard of daily, promising a fortune in twelve months at the most  and he had burnt his fingers. The topic, consequently, was not palatable to his ears.

Ask him how long this will has been made, John, whispered the literary man to his brother. Of a retiring timid nature himself, he rarely spoke but when he was obliged, and he shrank from putting the question. The clergyman obeyed, and the lawyer pointed to the date of the will Only in April last. Lady Oswald was fond of making wills. Some people are so. I have made her, I should think, half-a-dozen, if I have made one.

And the bulk of the money was always left to Dr. Davenal?

O dear no. It never was left to him until this last was made.

Was I  were we  was it ever left to us! asked the poor clergyman, tremblingly.

Yes it was, replied Mr. Wedderburn. I dont see why I should not avow it. It cant make any difference, one way or the other. In the first will she ever made after Sir Johns death it was left to you. And in the last will preceding this, it was again left to you. Once it was left  the lawyer looked towards the window to Mr. Oswald Cray.

Oswald gave his shoulders a haughty shrug. I should never have accepted the legacy, he said in a distinct, deliberate tone. I had no claim whatever to Lady Oswalds money, and should not have taken it.

Henry Oswald laughed; a pleasant, cordial laugh, as he turned to Oswald. You dont know, Mr. Oswald Cray. We are all so ready to be chivalrous in theory: but when it comes to practice  the best of us are apt to fall off.

True, quietly remarked Oswald: but he did not pursue the theme.

There was nothing more to be said or done then. Of what profit to remain talking of the wills that had been, while the present one was before them and must be put in force? Sir Philip made the first move; he went out, taking a formal leave; Henry Oswald with a more cordial one. Oswald Cray was the next to leave. He shook hands with the brothers, and spoke a few kind words of sympathy for their disappointment It is the disappointment of a life, replied the clergyman in a low tone. Our struggle has been continued long; and we had  theres no denying it  looked forward to this. It is a hard trial when relatives find themselves passed over for strangers.

It is, it is, said Oswald Cray. I could wish Lady Oswald had been more mindful of legitimate claims.

As he was going out, Parkins waylaid him in her new mourning. There will be a dinner ready at five oclock, sir. Would you be pleased to stay for it?

Not to-day, replied Oswald.


CHAPTER XXIII.

NEALS VISIT.

CAUSING the sweeping crape to be taken from his hat, for he preferred to depart on foot, Oswald Cray proceeded through the town to the house of his brother. Just as he reached the door Mark rode up on horseback and leaped off with a hasty spring, throwing his bridle to the man who waited.

Of course I am too late! he exclaimed.

Of course you are, by pretty near two hours. How did it happen, Mark?  

Well  I can hardly tell how it happened, was the answer of Mark. I had a patient to see in the country  more than one, in fact  and I thought I could do it all first and be back in time. But I suppose I must have stayed later than I purposed, for before I was ready to return I found it was half-past eleven, and the funeral no doubt over. And then I did not hurry myself.

They were walking across the hall to the dining-room as he said this. Caroline was seated at the table, her work-box before her, doing some embroidery. She flung the work down, rose, and confronted her husband.

Mark, why did you do this? You went into the country to avoid the funeral!

I  I did what? exclaimed Mark. Nonsense, Carrie! Why should I wish to avoid the funeral? I have attended plenty of funerals in my time.

Oswald turned quickly and looked at Mark. It was not the accusation of Mrs. Cray that had aroused his attention  that went for nothing; but something peculiar in Marks tone as he answered it. To Oswalds ears it spoke of evasion. He could not see his face. It was bent, and he was slapping his dusty boots with his riding-whip.

But why DID you go into the country? pursued Caroline. It was half-past ten when you were here, and I warned you then it was getting time to dress. When I saw your horse brought to the door and you gallop off on him, I could not believe my eyes.

Well, I mistook the time, thats the fact I am very sorry for it, but it cant be helped now. Of course I should like to have attended and paid her my last respects, poor lady. Not but that I daresay there were enough without me. I was not missed.

But you were missed, said Oswald, and waited for too. It threw us pretty nearly half-an-hour behindhand. I should not like to keep a funeral waiting myself, Mark.

Who was there? asked Mark.

The two relatives of Lady Oswald, Sir Philip and his son, Dr. Davenal and myself.

Davenal was there, then. But of course he would be. Then he served to do duty for me and himself. And so Sir Philip came?

I should be surprised had he not come.

Should you? He is a cranky sort of gentleman: an Oswald all over. You are another of them, Oswald. I wonder if youll get cranky in your old age.

Dont listen to him, Oswald, interposed Mrs. Cray. He seems cranky himself this morning.

Mark laughed good-humouredly, and tossed a late China rose to Caroline which he had brought home in his button-hole. Did you hear the will read, Oswald? he asked.

Yes.

Short and sweet! cried Mark, alluding to the monosyllable, which it must be confessed was given in a curt, displeased tone, as if its speaker were himself displeased. I think it is you who are cranky, Oswald.

Oswald smiled. A thought was causing me vexation, Mark.

Vexation at me?

Oh, no.

Well, and who comes in for the money? The Stephensons?

No. The Stephensons come in for a very poor portion. It is left to Dr. Davenal.

To Dr. Davenal! echoed Mark in his astonishment. No!

The bulk of the money is bequeathed to him. All of it, in fact, with the exception of a few trifling legacies. The Stephensons have fifty pounds each and the furniture.

Caroline had dropped her embroidery again and was gazing at Oswald, apparently unable to take in the news. Are you telling us this for a joke? she asked.

The money is left to Dr. Davenal, Mrs. Cray, repeated Oswald, and certainly there was no sound of joking in his tone. It surprised us all.

What a lucky man! exclaimed Mark. I wonder if he had any prevision of this yesterday? We were speaking of money, he and L It was about that field behind the doctors stables, the one he has so long wanted to buy. The owners dead, and it is for sale at last I observed to the doctor that I supposed hed secure it at once, but he said he should not buy it at all; he had had a heavy loss, and could not afford it

It is not true, Mark! interrupted his wife.

It is true, Caroline. But dont you go and repeat it again. He said, moreover, he had great need himself of a thousand or two, and did not know where to turn to for it Mind you, I believe he was betrayed, as it were, out of the avowal, I had been saying so much about the field: for he brought himself suddenly up as though recollection had come to him, and said, Dont talk of this, Mark!

And Marks long tongue had talked of it! Oswald Cray listened to its every word.

If he could but have foreseen then that this money had dropped to him! And yet  I should think he must have known it from Lady Oswald; or partially known it. How much is it, Oswald?

Six or seven thousand pounds. It would have been a great deal more but for certain losses. Wedderburn said she was persuaded to embark money in some speculation; and it failed.

How stupid of her! exclaimed free Mark. I wonder, now, whether the doctor did know of this! If he did hed keep his own counsel. Did he appear surprised, Oswald?

He was not there. He left before the will was read, saying he had to attend a consultation.

Well, so he had, said Mark; I happen to know that much. It was for half-past twelve.

So far, then, Dr. Davenal had spoken truth. A doubt had been crossing Oswalds mind, amidst many other curious doubts, whether Dr. Davenal had made the excuse to get away, and so avoid hearing the will read, and himself named chief legatee.

He remained some time with Mark and his wife. They asked him to stay for dinner, but he declined. He had ordered a chop to be ready at the Apple Tree, and was going back to London early in the evening  by that seven oclock train you have before heard of.

Had you any particular motive for absenting yourself from Lady Oswalds funeral? he asked of Mark, as the latter accompanied him to the street-door on his departure.

Not I, answered Mark, with the most apparent readiness. It was very bungling of me to mistake the time. Not that I like attending funerals as a matter of taste: I dont know who does. Good-afternoon, Oswald. You must give us a longer visit when you are down next.

He stood at the Abbey door, watching his brother wind round the branching rails, for Oswald was taking the station on his way to his inn. Very cleverly, in Marks own opinion, had he parried the questions of his purposed absence. His absence was purposed. With that chloroform on his conscience he did not care to attend the funeral of Lady Oswald.

And the afternoon went on.

It was growing dusk, was turned half-past six, and Oswald Gray was beginning to think it time to make ready for his departure. He had not stirred from the chair where he ate his dinner, though the meal was over long ago; had not called for lights; had, in fact, waved John Hamos away when he would have appeared with them. His whole range of thought was absorbed by one topic  his doubts of Dr. Davenal.

Yes, it is of no use to deny it; it had come to that with Oswald Cray  doubts. Doubts he scarcely knew of what, or to what extent; he scarcely knew where these doubts or his own thoughts were carrying him. On the previous night he had for a few moments given the reins to imagination; had allowed himself to suppose, for arguments sake only, that Dr. Davenal had given that chloroform knowing or fancying it might prove fatal, and he had gone so far as to ask what, then, could be his motive. There was no motive; Oswald glanced on each side of him to every point, and could discover no motive whatever, or appearance of motive. Therefore he had thrust the doubts from him, as wanting foundation.

But had the revelations of this day supplied the link that was wanting? Had they not supplied it? The death of Lady Oswald brought a fortune to Dr. Davenal.

Almost hating himself for pursuing these thoughts, or rather for the obligation to pursue them, for they would haunt him, and he could not help himself, Oswald Cray sat on in the fading light. He said to himself, how absurd, nay how wicked it was of him, and yet he could not shake them off. The more he strove to do so, the more he brought reason to his aid, telling him that Dr. Davenal was a good and honourable and upright man, as he had always believed, the less would reason hold the mastery. Imagination was all too present in its most vivid colouring, and it was chaining him to its will.

What were the simple facts? asked reason. Dr. Davenal had caused Lady Oswald to inhale chloroform, having only some hours previously avowed to Oswald his belief that she was a most unfit subject for it, was one of those few to whom the drug proves fatal. It did prove fatal. There had next been some equivocation on the part of Mark, when questioned about it, and there had been the positive refusal of Dr. Davenal to afford any explanation. Next, there had been the discovery of the day  that Dr. Davenal was the inheritor. Well, it might all be explained away, reason said; it was certainly not enough to attribute to Dr. Davenal the worst social crime contained in the decalogue. But the more Oswald Cray dwelt on this view, or tried to dwell upon it, the more persistently rose up imagination, torturing and twisting facts, and bending them as it pleased.

There had been that hint of Neals too! Oswald Cray honestly believed that Neal was one of those servants incapable of speaking ill for ills sake; and he could not help wondering what he meant. Neal was not an ignorant man, likely to be deceived, to take up fancies: he was of superior intelligence, quite an educated man for his class of life. If  

Oswalds thoughts were interrupted by the entrance of his landlord. I dont want lights, John; I told you I did not I shall be going directly.

It is not lights, sir. Mr. Neal, Dr. Davenals servant, is asking to see you.

Neal! Let him come in.

Neal came forward into the dusky room. He was the bearer of a note from his master. Oswald had a light brought in then, and opened it. It was written in pencil.



MY DEAR MR. OSWALD CRAY,  



I very much wish to see you if you can spare me an hour. I thought perhaps you would have dropped in this lonely day and taken a knife and fork with us. Will you come down this evening?  Ever sincerely yours,  RICHARD DAVENAL.



Neal, will you tell Dr. Davenal  he is expecting me, I find?

I think so, sir. He said to me before dinner that he thought you might be coming in. When he found you did not, and they were sitting down to table, he wrote this in pencil, and bade me call one of the maids to wait, while I brought it up to you.

Tell the doctor that I am quite unable to come down. I have to return to London by the seven oclock train.

Very well, sir.

Neal was leaving the room, but Mr. Oswald Cray stopped him. He had taken a sudden resolution, and he spoke on the spur of the moment, without reflection. The perplexity of his mind may be his excuse.

Neal, have you any objection to tell me what you meant last night by hinting that Lady Oswald had not come fairly by her death?

Neal paused. He was a man of caution; he liked to calculate his words and his ways before entering on them. Neal would certainly speak if he dared. He was in a very bitter mood, for the days doings had not pleased him. The news had reached him that her ladyships money had been all left to Dr. Davenal; that he, Neal, was not so much as named in the will. And Neal had looked forward as confidently as had the Reverend Mr. Stephenson to the hope of some little remembrance being left to him. In his terrible anger, it seemed to him that the one enemy to prevent it had been the great inheritor, Dr. Davenal.

Sir, if I speak, would you give me your promise first, to hold what I say sacred to yourself; to let it go no further? I know, sir, it is not the place of a servant to ask this confidence of a gentleman, but I should be afraid to speak without it.

I will give it you, said Mr. Oswald Cray.  You may rely upon me.

And Neal knew that if there was one man more than another on the face of the earth who would never forfeit his word, upon whom implicit trust might be placed, it was Oswald Cray. Neal set him self to his task. First of all opening the door to make sure they were entirely alone, he dropped his voice to a safe whisper, and described what he had seen and heard on the Sunday night. It was certainly a startling narration, and as Oswald Cray listened to it in that darkened room,  for the one candle, now placed on a side-table behind, only served to throw out the shadows,  listened to the hushed tones, the unexplainable words, a curious feeling of dread began to creep over him. Neal, you may be very sure, did not disclose anything that could bear against himself; he contrived to come out well in it He was standing outside for a moment before going to bed, hoping the air would remove the sad headache which had suddenly seized him upon hearing of the death of his late lady, when he saw the man come in in the extraordinary manner he had just described. Believing him to be nothing less than a housebreaker (and Watton, who had seen the man from her room up-stairs, had come to the same conclusion), or an evil character of some sort, getting in plausibly on false pretences to work harm to Dr. Davenal, he had gone to the window to look in out of anxiety for his masters safety, and there had heard what he had stated, for the window was thrown open. He could not see the visitor, who was seated in the shade: he only heard sufficient to tell him that the business he had come on was Lady Oswalds death; and he heard Dr. Davenal acknowledge that it was murder, and that it must be hushed up at any price, even if it cost him his fortune. He, Neal, described the utterly prostrate condition of his master that night; both before and after the interview with the visitor, he was like one who has some dreadful secret upon the mind, some heavy guilt; Neal had thought so before ever the man, whoever he might have been, entered the house.

Will it be forgiven to Oswald Cray if in that brief confused moment he believed the worst  believed all that Neal said to him? His mind was in a chaos of perplexity, almost, it may be said, of terror. Nothing was-clear. He could not analyse, he could not reason: Neals words, and the doings of the night which the man was describing, seemed to dance before his mind in confused forms, ever changing, as do the bits of coloured glass in a kaleidoscope. Neal continued to speak, but he did not hear him distinctly now; the words reached his senses certainly, but more as if he were in a mazy dream. He heard the man reiterate that, wherever it was his master had gone to that night, remaining away until the Wednesday, it was connected with the death of Lady Oswald; he heard him say that, whatever the mystery and the guilt, Miss Sara Davenal had been made the confidant of it by her father, he, Neal, supposed from some imperative motive which he did not pretend to understand.

Oswald heard like one in a dream, the words partially glancing off his mind even as they were spoken, only to be recalled afterwards with redoubled force.

In the midst of it he suddenly looked at his watch, suspecting  as he found  that he had barely time to catch the train.

And he went out in a sort of blind confusion, his brain echoing the words of Dr. Davenal, only too accurately remembered and repeated by Neal. Murder? Yes, the world would look upon it as such. I felt certain that Lady Oswald was one to whom chloroform, if administered, would prove fatal.


CHAPTER XXIV.

DR. DAVENALS FOLLY.

IT was startling news to go forth to Hallingham  one of the nine days wonders read of in social history. Lady Oswald had bequeathed her fortune to her physician, Dr. Davenal! Such things had been known before in the worlds experiences, but Hallingham made as much of the fact as if that were the first time it had ever been enacted.

Upon none did the news fall with more complete astonishment than upon the doctor himself. Lady Oswald had more than once in the past few months mysteriously hinted to him that he would be rewarded some time for his care and attention to her; and it must be supposed that she had these hints in her mind when she said to Mr. Oswald Cray that he (the named inheritor of her money) knew that he would be rewarded. Upon Dr. Davenal the hints had never made any impression. Of a nature the very reverse of covetous, simple-minded, single-hearted, it never so much as crossed his imagination that she would be leaving her money to him. He would have been the first to repudiate it; to point out to her the injustice of the act It is surely not necessary to premise that you, my intelligent and enlightened readers, cannot have fallen into the mistake made by Neal, or drawn that respected domestics very absurd, though perhaps to a fanciful and prejudiced mind not unnatural deduction, that the night-visit to Dr. Davenal had reference to Lady Oswalds death. Being in the secret of who really did administer that fatal dose of chloroform to Lady Oswald, you will not connect it with Dr. Davenals trouble. A heavy secret, involving disgrace, much misery, perhaps ruin, had indeed fallen that night on Dr. Davenal, but it was entirely unconnected with the death of Lady Oswald. The words which Neal had heard  and he heard them correctly  would have borne to his mind a very different interpretation had he been enabled to hear the whole  what had preceded them and what followed them. But he did not.

Yes, this unhappy secret, this great misfortune, had nothing to do with Lady Oswald. Far from Dr. Davenals having caused her to inhale an extra dose of chloroform as an experiment, on the strength that it might prove fatal, and so enable him to drop at once into that very desirable legacy named in her will, and which supposition, I am sure you will agree with me in thinking, belongs rather to the world of idealic wonders than of real life, the doctor had not the faintest suspicion that he should inherit a shilling. When the news was conveyed to him he could not believe it to be true,  did not believe it for some little time.

It was Mr. Wedderburn who carried it to him. When the lawyers business was over at Lady Oswalds, he proceeded to Dr. Davenals, and found him just come home from the consultation, to attend which he had hurried away before the reading of the will. Mr. Wedderburn told him the news.

Left to me! exclaimed the doctor. Her money left to me! Nonsense!

It is indeed, affirmed Mr. Wedderburn. After the legacies are paid you take everything  you are residuary legatee.

You are joking, said the doctor. What have I to do with the money? I have no right to it.

With some difficulty Dr. Davenal was convinced that he, and he alone, was named the inheritor. It did not give him pleasure. Quite the contrary; he saw in it only a good deal of trouble and law business, which he much disliked at all times to engage in.

Richard Davenal was one of those thoroughly conscientious men  and there are a few such in the world  who could not be content to enjoy money to which another has more right. It was a creed of his  it is not altogether an obsolete one  that money so enjoyed could not bring pleasure in the spending, or good in the end. Lady Oswald had legitimate relations, who had looked for the money, who needed the money, needed it with a far deeper need than Dr. Davenal, and who possessed a claim to it, so far as relationship could give it them. Even as the conviction slowly arose to him that the news was true that he had been made the inheritor, so there arose another conviction, or rather a resolution, with it,  that he would never accept the money, that it should go over to its legitimate owners, no matter what trouble it involved. A resolution from which he never swerved.

Never. Not even in the moment when a tempters voice arose within him, whispering how well this legacy would serve to replace that great sum, the savings of years, which he had been obliged to part with only that very week. Partly to satisfy a debt of which until then he had known nothing, had he parted with it; partly as hush-money, to keep down that terrible secret whispered to him on the Sunday night. The thought certainly did arise  that it almost seemed as if this money had been sent to him to replace it; but he did not allow it to obtain weight It would have been simply impossible for Dr. Davenal to act against his conscience.

I shall refuse the legacy, he remarked to Mr. Wedderburn. I have no right to it.

What did you say? asked the lawyer, believing he did not properly catch the words.

I shall not accept this money. It is none of mine. It ought to be none of mine. It must go to Lady Oswalds relatives.

But it is yours, Dr. Davenal. It is bequeathed to you in the will.

I dont care for the will. I should not care for ten wills, if I had no right to the money they bequeathed me. I have no right to this, and I will not touch a farthing of it.

Mr. Wedderburns surprise could only expend itself in one long stare. In all his lawyerly experience he had never come across an announcement so savouring of chivalry. The legatees he had had the pleasure of doing business with were only too eager to grasp their good fortune, and if any little inconvenient pricks of conscience were so ill-mannered as to arise, they were speedily despatched back again by the very legal thought  If I do take it I but obey the will.

There never was such a thing heard of as the refusing of a fortune legally bequeathed, cried the lawyer.

I daresay there has been, many a time. If not, this will be a precedent.

Youll be so laughed at, persisted Mr. Wedderburn. Youll be set down  Im afraid people will be for setting you down as a lunatic.

Let them, said the doctor. They shant confine me as one without my own certificate. Mr. Wedderburn, he continued in a graver tone, I am serious in this refusal. I feel that I have no right whatever to this money of Lady Oswalds. She has paid me liberally for my services

If you only knew how many thousands inherit money daily who have no right to it, interrupted Mr. Wedderburn.

Doubtless they do. I was going to observe that it is not so much my having no right to it, that would cause me to decline, as the fact that others exist who have a right!

But the will gives you a right, interposed the lawyer, unable to get over his surprise.

A legal right, I am aware it does. But not a just one. No, I will not accept this legacy.

What will you do about it, then?

The doctor was silent for a minute. I should wish the money to be appropriated just as though there had been no Dr. Davenal in existence. You say this will was made but about six months ago. It must have superseded another will, I presume?

It may be said that it superseded several, was the reply. Lady Oswald was constantly making wills. She had made some half-dozen before this last one.

And each one disposing of her property differently? quickly asked the doctor.

Yes, or nearly so. Twice she bequeathed it to her nephews, the Stephensons. Once it was left to Mr. Oswald Cray; once to charities; once to Sir Philip Oswald. She has been exceedingly capricious.

All the more reason why I should not take it now, warmly cried Dr. Davenal. She must have left it to me in a moment of caprice; and had she lived a few months longer this will would have been revoked as the rest have been. Mr. Wedderburn, were I capable of acting upon it, of taking the money, I should lose all self-respect for ever. I could not, as a responsible being, responsible to One who sees and judges all I do, be guilty of so crying an injustice.

Mr. Wedderburn suppressed a shrug of the shoulders. He could only look at these affairs with a lawyers eye and a lawyers reasoning. Dr. Davenal resumed  

What was the tenor of the will which this last one superseded? Do you recollect?

Perfectly. We hold the draft of it still. It was as nearly as possible a counterpart of the present one, excepting as relates to your share in this and that of the brothers Stephenson. In that last will they took your place. The furniture was bequeathed to them, as in this, and also the bulk of the property.

My name not being mentioned in it?

Yes, it was. The diamond ring bequeathed to you now was bequeathed then. Nothing more to you.

Then thats all right. Now, Mr. Wedderburn, listen to me. That diamond ring I will accept with pleasure, as a reminiscence of my poor friend and patient; but I will accept nothing else. Will you be so kind as to destroy this last will, and let the other be acted upon? I am scaring you, I see. If that cannot legally be done, I must let the money come to me, but only in transit for the rightful owners, the Reverend Mr. Stephenson and his brother, and Ill make them a present of it. You will manage this for me. Being at home in law details, you know of course what may and what may not be done. All I beg of you is to effect this, carrying it out in the simplest manner, and in the quickest possible time.

Mr. Wedderburn drew a long face. He had no more cause to wish the money to go to Dr. Davenal than to the clergyman and his brother, but it was altogether so unusual a mode of proceeding, would be so very unprofessional a transaction, that he regarded it as an innovation hardly to be tolerated, a sort of scandal on all recognised notions in the legal world, of which Mr. Wedderburn himself was little better than a machine.

I cannot undertake it without your giving me instructions in writing, Dr. Davenal, he said grumpily. Id not stir a peg in it without.

You shall have them in full.

Well, sir, you know best, but the time may come when your children will not thank you for this. It is folly, Dr. Davenal, and nothing less.

I hope my children will never question any act of mine. I am doing this for the best.

Nevertheless, as Dr. Davenal spoke, there was some pain in his tone. The lawyer detected it, and thought he was coming round. He would not speak immediately, but let the feeling work its way.

It is a large sum to relinquish, the lawyer presently said; to throw out of ones hand as if it were so much worthless sand.

What is the sum?  what has she left? asked Dr. Davenal, the remark reminding him that he was as yet in ignorance.

I expect, when all the legacies and other expenses are paid, there will be little over six thousand pounds. There ought to have been double. Lady Oswald lost a large sum a few years ago, quite as much as that. She put it into some prosperous-looking bubble, and it burst. Women should never dabble in business. They are safe to get their fingers burnt.

Men have burnt theirs sometimes, was the answer of Dr. Davenal, spoken significantly. Six thousand pounds! I should have thought her worth much more. Well, Mr. Wedderburn, you will carry out my instructions.

Of course, if you order me. Will you be so kind as to write those instructions to me at your convenience, posting them from this town to my house. I am going back home at once.

Wont you see Mr. Stephenson and his brother first, and impart to them the fact that I shall not take the money?

No, said the lawyer, I want to go home by the next train. I wish, Dr. Davenal, you would allow me to give you just one word of advice.

You can give it me, said Dr. Davenal.  I dont promise to take it.

It might be the better for you if you would, was the reply. My advice is, say nothing to the Stephensons, or to any one else, to-day. This is a very strange resolution that you have expressed, and I beg you to sleep upon it. A nights rest may serve to change your mind.

The lawyer deported. It was close upon the hour for Dr. Davenal to receive his indoor patients, and he could not go out then. He went to look for his daughter, and found her in the garden parlour with her aunt It was not often that Miss Bettina troubled that room  she had been wont to tell Sara and Caroline that its litter set her teeth on edge.

They began to talk to him of the funeral It was natural they should do so. In a country place these somewhat unusual occurrences of every-day life are made much of. Miss Bettina was curious.

Were the people from Thorndyke there? she asked.

Sir Philip and his eldest son.

And Oswald Cray?

Of course. He came down on purpose.

My goodness! And so they met! How did they behave, Richard?

Just as the rest of us behaved. Did you suppose theyd start a quarrel?

I was sure of it I knew they would never meet without starting one. Nothing less could come of Oswald Crays proud spirit and the manner they have treated him.

At sea as usual, Bettina. Do you think theyd quarrel there?  on that solemn occasion? Oswald Cray and Sir Philip are proud enough, both of them; but they are gentlemen  you forget that, Bettina. I think Oswald Cray is about the least likely man to quarrel that I know, whether with Sir Philip or with anybody else. Your proud man washes his hands of people whom he despises; but he does not quarrel with them.

How singularly true were the words in regard to Oswald Cray! It was as though Dr. Davenal had worn in that moment the gift of prevision; Your proud man washes his hands of people whom he despises.

And how is her money left? continued Miss Bettina.  To the Stephensons?

No, she has not made a just will. It is left to  to a stranger.

A stranger in blood.

Indeed! To whom? I hope you have been remembered with some little token, Richard?

To be sure I have been. You know those two splendid diamond rings of hers: I have one, Oswald Cray the other. And thats all he has got, by the way, except a silver coffee-pot, or so. Sara, come with me into the garden, I wish to have a little chat with you.

You have not told me who the stranger is, shrieked out Miss Bettina.

Ill tell you by-and-by, called back the doctor.

I did not think it likely she would leave anything to Oswald Cray, papa, Sara remarked, as they paced the garden path.

I think I should, had I been in her place. A matter of five hundred pounds, or so, would have helped him on wonderfully. However, there was no obligation, and it is a question whether Oswald would have accepted it.

You said it was not a just will, papa?

I could have gone further than that, Sara, and stigmatised it as a very unjust one. Those poor Stephensons, who have been expecting this money  who had a right to expect it  are cut off with a paltry fifty pounds each and the furniture.

O papa! And are they not very poor?

So poor, that I believe honestly they have not always bread to eat; that is, what people, born as they were, designate as bread; proper food. They carry the signs of it in their countenances.

And for Lady Oswald to have left her money away from them! To whom has she left it?

To one who has no right to it, who never expected it.

I suppose you mean Sir Philip?

No, it is not left to him. But now, give me your opinion, Sara. Let us for arguments sake put ourselves in the position of this fortunate legatee. Suppose  suppose, my dear it were left to you: this money to which you have no claim, no right  to which others have a claim, how should you feel?

I should feel uncomfortable, replied Sara. I should feel that I was enriched at the expense of the Stephensons; I am sure that I should feel almost as though I had committed a fraud. Papa, she added more eagerly, the idea occurring to her, I should like to give the money back to them.

That is the very argument I have been using myself. Wedderburn, Lady Oswalds lawyer, has been here, talking of the matter, and I told him that were I the man to whom it was left, I should give it back, every shilling of it, to the channel where it ought at once to have gone  the brothers Stephenson. Wedderburn did not agree with me: he brought forward the argument that the mans children might reproach him afterwards. What do you think?

I think, papa, that were I the man you speak of, I should act upon my own judgment, and give it back without reference to the opinion of my children.

That is precisely what he has resolved to do. Sara, the money is left to me.

Sara Davenal, taken completely by surprise, halted in her walk and looked at the Doctor, not knowing how to believe him.

It is true, Sara. I find I am the favoured legatee of Lady Oswald: knowing at the same time that I have no more right to be so than have those espalier rose-trees at your side. I have resolved to refuse the money; to repudiate the will altogether, so far as my share in it goes; and to suffer a previous will to be acted upon, which gives the money to the Stephensons. I trust my children will not hereafter turn round and reproach me.

O papa!

She spoke the words now almost reproachfully, in reproach that he could ever think it.

Yes, I shall do it, Sara. And yet, he added, his voice insensibly sinking to a whisper,  I have heavy need for money just now; and the help these thousands would be to me no one but myself knows.

Sara was silent A shiver passed over her face at the allusion. She did not dare reply to it The subject was too painful; and, besides, she was kept partially in the dark.

But I cannot tamper with my conscience, resumed Dr. Davenal. Were I to take this money, it would only lie like a weight upon it for my whole future life. I believe  and, Sara, I wish you to believe it and treasure it as an assured truth  that money appropriated by ourselves, which in point of right, of justice, belongs to others, never comes home to us with a blessing. However safely the law may give it us and the world deem our claim to it legitimate, if we deprive others of it, whose it is by every moral and  may I say it?  divine right, that money will not bless us or our children. Sara, I speak this from the experience of an observant life.

I am sure you are right, papa, she murmured. Do not keep this money.

I shall not. But, Sara,  and Dr. Davenal stopped in his walk, and his voice grew solemn in its tone as he laid his hand upon her things have changed with me. I cannot now foresee the future. I thought I was laying up a competency for my children; not a great one, it is true, but one that would have kept them above the extreme frowns of the world. This I have had to fling away  my hard-earned savings. It may be that I shall now have to leave you, my cherished daughter, to the worlds mercy; perhaps  I know not  compelled to work for your living in it Should this come to pass, you will not cast back a reflection on your dead father, and reproach him for a rejection of these thousands.

The tears were streaming down her cheeks. Her pleading hand, her loving look, was his first answer. You could not keep the money, papa. It would not be right in Gods sight Do not hesitate.

I have not hesitated, Sara. My mind has been made up from the first But I preferred to speak to you.

Neal came forward to summon Dr. Davenal. His patients were waiting for him. Sara turned to rejoin her aunt You can tell her about this legacy to me, Sara; it will be the talk of the town before the days out And explain to her why I decline it.

The afternoon drew to its close. Dr. Davenal, engaged with a succession of patients, scarcely noticed its elapse. A wish was running through his mind to see Mr. Oswald Cray, and he hoped he would be calling. When dinner-time came and he had not come, that note, previously mentioned, was pencilled, and Neal despatched with it The man brought the message back in due course: Mr. Oswald Cray was unable to call upon the doctor, as he was departing for London. Dr. Davenal was disappointed; he had wished to explain to Oswald Cray his intentions respecting the money; he considered it due to him, Oswald, to do so.

How is it that there are times when an idea, without any apparent cause to lead to it, any reason to justify it, takes sudden possession of the mind? Even as Neal spoke, such an idea seated itself in Dr. Davenals. He fancied that Oswald Cray was in some way not pleased at the disposition of Lady Oswalds property, as regarded Dr. Davenal; was in a degree, more or less, resenting it. It only made the doctor doubly desirous of seeing him.

But there was no chance of it at present, Oswald Cray having left Hallingham. Dr. Davenal put on his hat and went out to take a walk as for as Lady Oswalds.

He found the Rev. Mr. Stephenson alone. His brother had departed. The clergyman received him somewhat awkwardly. He had been brooding over his disappointment all by himself; had been thinking what a crying wrong it was that the money should be left to the flourishing and wealthy physician, Dr. Davenal, who put as many guineas into his pocket daily as would keep him and his family in their humble way for months. He was casting his anxious thoughts to the future, wondering how his children were to be educated, foreseeing nothing but embarrassment and struggle to the very end of his life; and I am not sure that his heart at that moment towards that one man was not full of envy, hatred, malice, and all uncharitableness. Ministers of the gospel are but human, swayed at times by evil passions, just as we are.

But, being in this frame of mind, it a little confused the reverend gentleman to see the object of his envy standing before him. Dr. Davenal drew forward a seat.

I daresay, Mr. Stephenson, if the truth were known, you were at this very moment bestowing upon me plenty of hard names.

It was so exceedingly like what Mr. Stephenson had been doing, that all the reply he could make was a confused stammer. Dr. Davenal, who, for the interview, appeared to have put away from the surface his hidden care, resumed in a frank, free tone  

I have no right to the money, have I? It ought to have gone to you and your brother?

Well, sir  perhaps you had been led to expect it by Lady Oswald, was the clergymans answer. Of a timid and refined nature, he could not, to Dr. Davenals face, express his sense of the wrong. With Dr. Davenal before him, cordial and open, he began to think the wrong less. That is, that it was not so much the doctors fault as he had been angrily deeming.

No, she never led me to expect anything of the sort; and you cannot be more surprised than I am at its being left to me, said the doctor. When Mr. Wedderburn came to me with the news, I could not believe him. However, it appears to be the fact.

Yes, meekly rejoined the clergyman; it is.

And I have now come to inform you, that I shall not take the money, Mr. Stephenson. Not a stiver of it. The will, so far as it concerns me, may be regarded as a dead letter, for all practical use. I have desired Mr. Wedderburn to transfer the money to you and your brother; and if this may not legally be, if I must, despite myself, accept the money, I only take it to restore it to you. You will not be too proud to accept it from me?

Was he listening to fact?  or was he in a dream? The words, to the ministers ear, did not savour of reality. His pale face grew moist with emotion, his trembling hands entwined their thin fingers together. He did not dare to ask, Was it real? lest the answer should dissolve the spell, and prove it but illusion.

I could not accept of this great sum to the prejudice of others who have a right to it, resumed Dr. Davenal. I should fear its proving something like ill-gotten gains, that bring evil with them, instead of good. The money shall be yours and your brothers, Mr. Stephenson, just as surely as though it had been left to you by Lady Oswald. The diamond ring I shall keep and value, but not a shilling of the money. I thought I would come up and tell you this.

The tears were welling into that poor gentlemans eyes, as he rose and clasped the hand of Dr. Davenal. If you could see what I have suffered; if you could only imagine the struggle life has been to me, you would know what I feel at this moment Heaven send its blessings on your generosity!

The doctor quitted him. He had found a heavy heart, he left a glad one. He quitted him and went forth into the stillness of the autumn night He glanced towards the bright stars as he walked along, thinking of the future. And a prayer went up from his heart to the throne of heaven  that, if it was Gods will, his children might not feel hereafter the sacrifice he had made  that God would bless them and be merciful to them when he should be gone. The last few days had been sufficient to teach Dr. Davenal, had he never known it before, in how great need the apparently safest amongst us stand of this ever-loving mercy.


CHAPTER XXV.

COMPANY FOR MR. OSWALD CRAY.

FOR some days subsequent to the interview with Neal, and that valuable servants startling communication, Mr. Oswald Cray remained in what may be called a sea of confusion. The unhappy circumstances attendant on Lady Oswalds death never left his mind, the strange suspicions first arising naturally, as they did arise, and then augmented by Neals disclosure, seemed to be ever waging hot war within him, for they were entirely antagonistic to sober reason, to his life-long experience of Dr. Davenal.

It cannot be denied that Oswald Cray, calm of temperament though he was, sound of judgment, did fall into the snare that the web of events had woven around him; and, in the midnight watches, when things wear to our senses a weird, ghost-like hue, the disagreeable word murder suggested itself to him oftener than he would have cared to confess in broad matter-of-fact daylight But as the days went on his senses came to him. Reason re-asserted her empire, and he flung the dark doubt from him, as unworthy of himself and the present enlightened age. It was impossible to connect such a crime with Dr. Davenal.

But still, though he shook off the worst view, he could not shake off the circumstances and their suspicion. Perhaps it was next to impossible, knowing what he did know of the doctors sentiments as to chloroform, hearing, as he had heard, Neals account of the words spoken at the midnight interview, that he should shake them off. They turned and twisted themselves about in his mind in spite of his will; he would have given much to get rid of them, but he could not. Now taking one phase, now another, now looking dark, now light, there they were, like so many phantoms, ever springing up from different comers of his mind, and putting legitimate thoughts out of it. Up and in bed, at work or at rest, were those conflicting arguments ever dancing attendance on him, until, from sheer perplexity, his brain would seem to lose its subtle powers, and grow dull from very weariness. But the worst aspect of the affair gradually lost its impression, and reason drove away the high colours of imagination.

The conclusion to which he at length came, and in which he finally settled down, was that Dr. Davenal had been in a partial degree guilty. He could not think that he had given that chloroform to Lady Oswald with the deliberate view of taking her life, as some of our worst criminals have taken lives: but he did believe there was some hidden culpability attached to it. Could it have been given in forgetfulness?  or by way of experiment?  or carelessly? Oswald Cray asked himself those questions ten times in a day. No, no, reason answered; Dr. Davenal was not a man to forget, or to experimentalise, or to do things carelessly. And then, with the answer, rose the one dark, awful doubt again, tormenting him not less with its shadows than with its preposterous absurdity.

What dung to his mind more than all the rest was, that he could see no solution, or chance of solution, to the question of why chloroform was administered, why even it was taken to the house. Had Dr. Davenal frankly answered him when questioned, I thought, in spite of my conversation with you, that chloroform might be ventured upon with safety, that it would ease her sufferings, and was absolutely necessary to calm her state of excitement, why he could have had no more to say, however lamenting the fatal effects. But Dr. Davenal had answered nothing of the kind. On the contrary, he had been mysterious over it, and at length flatly refused to satisfy him at all So far as Oswald Cray could see, there was no other solution, then or ever, that could be arrived at, save that the chloroform had been administered wilfully and deliberately. If so, then with what view had Dr. Davenal  

At this point Oswald Cray always pulled his thoughts up, or strove to do so, and plunged desperately into another phase of the affair, as if he would run away from dangerous ground. Once he caught himself wondering whether, if the doctor had been deliberately guilty, it lay in his duty  his, Oswald Crays  to bring him to account for it. No living being save himself, so far as he trusted, had been cognisant of Dr. Davenals strong opinion of chloroform as applied to Lady Oswald. Ought he, then, not only in the obligation which lies upon all honest men to bring crime to light, but as a connection of Lady Oswalds, ought he to be the Nemesis, and denounce  

With a quicker beating of the heart, with a burning flush upon his brow, Oswald Cray started from the train of thought. Into what strange gulf was it carrying him? Ah, not though it had been his fate to see the crime committed, and to know that it was a crime, would he be the one to bring it home to Richard Davenal! The man whom he had so respected; the father of her who possessed his best love, and who would possess it, in spite of his efforts to withdraw it, for all time? No; not against him could his hand be raised in judgment In spite of his efforts to withdraw his love? Had it come to that with Oswald Cray? Indeed it had. He could not fathom the affair, it remained to him utterly incomprehensible, but that Dr. Davenal was in some way or other compromised by it, terribly compromised, seemed as plain as the sun at noonday. And Mr. Oswald Cray, in his haughty spirit, his besetting pride, decided that he could no longer be on terms of friendship with him, and that Sara Davenal must be no wife of his.

What it cost him to come to this resolution of casting her adrift, none save Heaven knew. The struggle remained on his memory for years afterwards as the sorest pain life had ever brought him. It was the bitter turning-point which too many of us have to arrive at, and pass; the dividing link which dashes away the sunny meads, the flowery paths of lifes young romance, and sends us stumbling and shivering down the stony road of reality. None knew, none ever would know, what that struggle was to Oswald Cray.

Not a struggle as to the course he should pursue  the breaking off intimacy with her: never for a single moment did he hesitate in that The struggle lay with his feelings, with his own heart, where she was entwined with its every fibre, part and parcel of its very sell He strove to put her out thence, and she would not be put out. There she remained, and he was conscious that there she would remain for many a dreary year to come.

But for his overweening pride, how different things might have been! He was too just a man to include Sara in the doctors  dare he say it?  crime. Although Neal had said that Miss Sara Davenal had been made cognisant of it, Oswald did not visit upon her one iota of blame. She was no more responsible for the doctors acts than he was, neither could she help them. N6, he did not cast a shadow of reproach upon her; she had done nothing to forfeit his love; but she was her fathers daughter, and therefore no fit wife for him. One whose pride was less in the ascendant than Mr. Oswald Crays, whose self-esteem was less sensitively fastidious, might have acted upon this consciousness of her immunity from blame, and set himself to see whether there was not a way out of the dilemma rather than have given her up, off-hand, at the very first onset. He might have gone in his candour to Dr. Davenal and said, I love your daughter; I had wished to make her my wife; tell me confidentially, is there a reason why I, an honourable man, should not? Not so Mr. Oswald Cray and his haughty pride. Without a single moment of hesitation he shook himself free from all future contact with the daughter of Dr. Davenal, just as he was trying to shake her from his heart Never more, never more, might he look forward to the life of happiness he had been wont to picture.

It was a cruel struggle, cruel to him; and the red flush of shame mantled on his brow as he thought of the binding words he had spoken to her, and the dishonour that must accrue to him in breaking them. There was not a man on the face of the earth whose sense of honour was more keen than Oswald Crays, who was less capable of wilfully doing aught to tarnish it; and yet that tarnishing was thrust upon him. Any way, it seemed that a great stain must fall upon it. To take one to be his wife whose father was a suspected man would be a blot indeed; and to slip through the words he had spoken, never more to take notice of her or them, was scarcely less so. He felt it keenly; he, the man of unblemished conduct, and, it may be said, of unblemished heart.

But still he did not for a moment hesitate. Great as the pain was to himself, little as she, in her innocence, deserved that the Blight should be inflicted on her, he never wavered in that which he knew must be. The only question that arose to him was, how it should be best done. Should he speak to her?  or should he gradually drop all intimacy and let the fact become known to her in that way! Which would be the kinder course? That the separation would be productive of the utmost pain to her as to him, that she loved him with all the fervour of a first and pure attachment, he knew; and he felt for her to his very hearts core. He hated himself for having to inflict this pain, and he heartily wished, as things had turned out, that he had never yielded to the pleasure of becoming intimate at Dr. Davenals. Well, which should be his course? Oswald Cray sat over his fire one cold evening after business was over, and deliberated upon it. Some weeks had gone on then. He leaned his elbow on the arm of his chair, and bent his cheek on his hand, and gazed abstractedly on the blaze. He shrank from the very idea of speaking to her. No formal engagement existed between them: it had been implied more than spoken; and he would be scarcely justified in say to her, I cannot marry you now, considering that he had never in so many words asked her to marry him at all. She might regard it as a gratuitous insult But, putting that aside, he did not see his way clear to speak to her. What reason could he give for his withdrawal? He could not set it down to his own caprice; and he could not  no, he could not  put forth to her the plea of her fathers misdoing. He began to think it might be better to maintain silence, and so let the past and its words die away. If  

He was aroused from his train of thought by the entrance of a woman  a woman in a black bonnet, and sleeves turned up to the elbow, with a rather crusty expression of face. This was Mrs. Benn, the housekeeper, cleaner, cook of the house. It did not lie in Mrs. Benns province to wait on Mr. Oswald Cray, or she would probably have attired herself more in accordance with her duty. It lay in her husbands, and he had been sent out this evening by Mr. Oswald Cray on business connected with the firm. On cleaning days  and they occurred twice in the week  Mrs. Benn was wont to descend in the morning in the black bonnet, and keep it on until she went to bed. It was not worn as bonnets are worn usually; the crown behind and the brim before; but was perched right on the top of her head, brim downwards: and Mrs. Benn was under a firm persuasion that this kept her hair and her cap free from the dust she was wont to raise in sweeping. She was about forty, but looked fifty, and her face had got a patch of black-lead upon it, and a nail had torn a rent in her check apron.

Wouldnt you like the things taken away, sir? she asked in a tone as crusty as her look. Im waiting to wash em up.

This recalled Oswald Crays notice to the fact that the remains of his dinner were yet upon the table. He believed he had rung for them to be taken away when he turned to the fire; and there he had sat with his back to them since, never noticing that nobody had come to do it. It was now a little past seven, and Mrs. Benn had grown angry and indignant at the waiting.

I declare I thought they had gone away, he said. I suppose the bell did not ring. I am sure I touched it.

No bell have rung at all, returned Mrs. Benn resentfully. I stood down there with my hands afore me till the clock had gone seven, and then I thought Id come up and see what was keeping em. You havent ate much this evening, sir, she added, looking at the dish of steak and the potatoes. I dont think you have eat much lately. Dont you feel well?

Well! I am very well, he replied carelessly, rising from his chair and stretching himself. Is Benn not back yet?

No, he is not back, she returned, her tone becoming rather an explosive one, boding no good for the absent Mr. Benn. He dont seem to hurry himself, he dont, though he knows if he didnt get back I should have to come up here: and very fit I be on my cleaning days to appear before a gentleman.

Is it necessary to clean in a bonnet? asked Oswald quietly.

Its necessary to clean in something, sir, to protect ones head from the fluff and stuff that collects. One would wonder where it comes from, all in a week. I used to tie a apron over my cap, but it was always coming off, or else blowing its comers into the way of ones eyes.

Oswald laughed. He remembered the apron era, and the guy Mrs. Benn looked. For twelve years had she and her husband been the servants of that house. Formerly Mr. Bracknell, an old bachelor, had lived in it, and Benn and his wife waited on him, as they now did on Mr. Oswald Cray.

Would you like tea this evening, sir? she inquired. For sometimes Oswald took tea and sometimes he did not.

Yes; if you bring it up directly. I am going out.

She went away with her tray of things. Down the first flight of stairs, past the offices, and down again to the kitchen. The ground floor of this house in Parliament Street was occupied by the offices of the firm, and partially so the floors above. Oswald Cray had two or three rooms for his own use; his sitting-room, not a very large one, being on the first floor.

His train of thought had been broken by the woman, and he did not recall it. He stepped into an adjoining apartment, lighted a shaded lamp, sat down, and began examining a drawing of some complicated plans. Pencil in hand, he was deep in the various mysteries pertaining to engineering, when he heard Mrs. Benn and the tea-tray. He finished marking off certain lines and strokes on a blank sheet of paper  which he did after a queer fashion, his eyes fixed on the drawing, and his fingers only appearing to guide the pencil  before he went in.

He had not hurried himself, and the tea must be getting cold. Mrs. Benn was in the habit of making it down-stairs, so that he had no trouble. It was by no means a handsome tea equipage  partly belonging, in fact, to Mrs. Benn herself. The black teapot had a chipped spout, and the black milk-jug had a fray on its handle, and the china tea-cup was cracked across. Oswalds china tea-service had been handsome once  or rather Mr. Bracknells, for it was to that gentleman the things in the house belonged; but Mrs. Benn had what she herself called a heavy hand at breakage, and two or three cups and saucers were all that remained. Oswald determined to buy himself a decent tea-set, but somehow he never thought of it, and the elegant equipage came up still.

He poured himself out a cup, stirred it, and then went for the sheet of paper on which he had been making the strokes and scrawls. Mrs. Benn knew her master well. He had said he was going out, but he was just as likely to remain over these strokes all the evening as to go out; perhaps, even, in forgetfulness keep her tea-things up until ten oclock, or until she went for them. Oswald Cray was one whose heart was in his profession, and work was more pleasant to him than idleness.

He was busy still over this paper, neglecting his tea, when Mrs. Benn came in again. He thought she had come very soon for her tea-tray to-night But she had not come for that Heres company now, sir! A young lady wants to see you.

A young lady! repeated Oswald. To see me?

Well, I suppose shes a young lady  from what one can see of her through her black veil; but she come to my kitchen bell only, when the knocker was a-staring her right in the face, returned Mrs. Benn. She asked for you, sir. I said, was it any message I could take up, but she says she wants to speak to you herself.

You can show her up.

Mrs. Benn accomplished this process in a summary manner. Going down the stairs to the hall, where she had left the applicant, she briefly said to her, You can go up. First door you come to thats open  and then left the lady to find her way. Had her husband, Benn, been at home, he would have asked her what she meant by introducing a visitor in that fashion to Mr. Oswald Cray; and he would probably have got for answer a sharp order to mind his own business. In point of fact, Mrs. Benn, on those two dark interludes of her weekly existence, cleaning days, had neither time nor temper to waste on superfluous ceremony.

Oswald Cray had bent over his paper again, attaching little importance to the advent of the visitor; he supposed it might be some messenger from one or other of the clerks. The footfall on the stairs was soft and light; Oswalds back was to the door, and his lines and marks were absorbing his attention.

Mr. Oswald Cray?

It was a sweet and pleasant and sensible voice, with a Scotch accent very perceptible to English ears. It was the voice of a lady, and Oswald Cray started up hastily, pencil in hand.

A short, slight, very young-looking woman, with a fair face and blue eyes, stood before him. Strictly speaking, there was no beauty whatever in the face, but it was so fair, so frank, so honest, with its steady good sense and its calm blue eyes, that Oswald Cray warmed to it at once. She was dressed plainly in black, and she threw back her crape veil to speak  as most sensible women like to do. To Oswalds eyes, seeing her by that light, she looked about one or two and twenty, as she had to Mrs. Benn: her light complexion, her small features, and her slight figure were all of that type that remain young a long while. In his surprise he did not for the moment speak, and she repeated the words, not as a question this time  

You are Mr. Oswald Cray.

That is my name, he answered, recovering his equanimity. May I

I come to you from my brother, Frank Allister, she interrupted. I am Jane Allister.

She pronounced the name Jean, as she had in fact been christened, but it generally gets corrupted into Jane by English ears and English tongues. Oswald so interpreted it. His whole face lighted up with a smile of welcome; it may be said of recognition. He had heard so much of this good sister from his friend Frank Allister.

I am so glad you have come to him! he warmly exclaimed, taking her hand. Frank has almost pined for you: but he did not expect you yet. I seem to know you quite well: he has talked to me of you so much.

Thank you; Ill take it, she said, in answer to the chair he offered. And I will take off my fur, she added, unwinding a boa from her neck, and untying her bonnet-strings. Your room feels very warm to one coming in from the keen air outside.

There was something in her frank manners that struck most pleasingly on the mind of Oswald. She sat there as confidingly in his room as though he had been her brother: a good, modest, single minded woman, whom even a bad man could not do otherwise than respect.

Yes, I came before Frank expected me, she said. I did not think I could have come so soon; but my friends kindly released me. You know my situation  why I could not come to him before.

I know that you are  Oswald hesitated for a moment, and then went bravely on. Before that clear eye of plain good sense there was no need to mince the matter, and pretend ignorance.

I know that you are companion-attendant to a lady. And that you could not leave her.

I have been companion and maid to her all in one, said Miss Allister. When I and Frank had to go out into the world and do the best we could for ourselves, I was obliged to look out for what I was most fitted for. Our dead mothers brother offered to help Frank, and he paid the premium with him to this house, and assisted him otherwise, and I was very glad it should he so

You mean Mr. Brown? interrupted Oswald.

Yes. He lived in London. My mother was English born and reared. He was a good friend to us so long as he lived. It was necessary that I should go out; and a situation offered in a ladys family, Mrs. Graham. She wanted some one who would be her companion, sit with her, read to her, some one well reared, of whom she might make an equal, but who would at the same time act as maid; and I took it But perhaps you have heard all this from Frank?

No, not these past details. Though he has talked of you very much. He has told me  Oswald broke into a frank smile as he said it that his sister Jane was worth her weight in gold.

I should he sorry to think that most sisters are not worth as much as I am, she gravely answered. I have but done my duty, so far as I could do it, and the worst of us ought to do no less. When Frank found I acted as maid to Mrs. Graham he was very much put out, and wanted me to give up the situation and seek a different one. But I laughed at him for a proud boy, and I have stayed on until now. What am I the worse for it? I dressed her, and served her, and when of late years she got ill and helpless, I nursed and fed her. I had become so useful to her  I must say, so indispensable  that when news reached me of Franks illness, I could not quit her to come to him. I tried to see which way my duty lay; to leave her for my sick brother, or to leave my brother to strangers, and stay with my dying and helpless friend and mistress. Every week we expected would be her last; she has been slowly dying for these three months; and I felt that it would be wrong to abandon her. That, you see, is why I could not come to Frank.

Is she dead? asked Oswald.

O yes. This mourning that I am wearing is for her. And as soon as it was possible after the funeral I came away. We had a long and bad passage, two days, and I did not reach Frank until three oclock this afternoon.

You should have come by land, observed Oswald.

Nay, but that would have cost more, she simply answered. And I knew that Frank was better, so as to be in no vital hurry for my presence. I have come to you, sir, this evening, to ask your opinion of his state. Will you be so kind as to give it me?

First of all will you permit me to invite you to take a cup of tea? replied Oswald, turning round to look at the tray, which was on the opposite side of the table, next the door.

No, I thank you, she replied, I gave Frank his tea before I came out, and took some with him. But will you let me pour out a cup for you? I saw that I interrupted you.

Before Oswald could decline, she had taken her gloves off, and was round at the tray, putting it in order. That a bachelor had been doing the honours of the ceremony was only too apparent. The teapot was stuck on the side of the tray, spout forwards; the milk-jug was not on the tray at all, but ever so far away on the table. Jane Allister had put all this to rights in a twinkling, and was pouring the slop of cold tea out of his tea-cup into the basin.

Not for me, said Oswald, feeling as if he had known her for years. You are very kind, but I have taken all I wish.

Nay, not kind at all, she said, looking at him with some surprise. Id have been glad to do it for you.

Oswald had risen, and she came back from the tea-tray, and stood by him on the hearth-rug. Her bonnet still untied, her gloves off, her face and attitude full of repose, she looked like one in her own home.

Youll tell me freely what you think of Frank?

There was not the slightest shade of doubt in her voice; she evidently expected that he would tell it her; tell it her freely, as she asked for it She stood with her fair face raised, her candid blue eyes thrown full up to his.

Oswald drew her chair forward for her, and took his own, pausing before he spoke. In good truth, he scarcely now knew what was his opinion of Frank Allister. It was one of those cases where the patient seems at deaths door, and then, to the surprise of all, the disease takes a sudden turn, and appears to be almost gone. In the previous month, October, Oswald Cray had believed that a few days must see the end of Frank Allister; this, the close of November, he was apparently getting well all one way.

I do not quite know how to answer you, Oswald began. Five or six weeks ago Frank was so ill that I did not think there remained the least chance for him, but he has changed in a wonderful manner. But for the deceit fulness that is so characteristic of the disease, I should believe him to be getting well. Remembering that, I can only look upon it as a false improvement.

Jane Allister paused. I suppose there is no doubt that his symptoms are those of consumption?

None.

And consumption, if it does come on, is rarely if ever cured. Do you think it is?

Very rarely, I fear.

But again, I have known patients who have displayed every symptom of consumption, have suffered much, and who have eventually got strong and hearty, and continued so.

That is true, he assented. There have been such instances. I wish I could satisfy you better, but indeed I do not know what to think. Mr. Bracknell asked me a day or two ago how Allister was getting on, and I answered as I answer you  that I really could not ten him.

When I reached my brothers to-day and saw how well he appeared to be, so different from what I had expected to find him, I could not help expressing my surprise, said Miss Allister. Frank gaily told me that his illness and its supposed danger had been all a mistake, and he had taken a new lease of life. I did not know what to think, what to believe; and I determined to come here and ask your opinion. I could not, you know, ask you before him.

And I cannot give you a decisive one, repeated Oswald. I can only hope that this improvement may go on to a complete restoration: and I should think it, but fur the treacherous nature of the disease. Frank does certainly appear wonderfully strong and well Even the doctor cannot say that it will not end in recovery.

Frank wrote me word that you had caused him to see one of the great London physicians, and that the opinion was unfavourable. But that was when he was at the worst. You have been truly kind to him, Mr. Oswald Cray, and when I came here to-night I felt that I was coming to a friend.

I should like to be your friend always, returned Oswald, in an unusual impulse. I seem to have been so a long while, Frank has talked to me so much of you.

Do you come to see him daily?

Not daily; but as often as I can. It is some distance from here.

It is a long way. But I got misdirected.

You surely did not walk? exclaimed Oswald.

To be sure I walked. How else should I come?

There are conveyances  cabs and omnibuses.

But they cost money, she answered, with that frank, open plainness, which, in her, seemed so great a charm. I am not come away to England devoid of means, but they will find plenty of outlets in necessary things, without being spent in superfluities. Anyway, they must be made to last both for me and Frank, until I can leave him and go out again. Id not speak of these things to you, Mr. Oswald Cray, but that you must know all the particulars of our position.

She had risen as she spoke, and was now tying her bonnet-strings. Oswald picked up a glove which she dropped.

And now Ill wish you good-night, she continued) putting her hand frankly into his. And Id like to thank you with all my heart for what you have done for Frank; for the good friend you have been to him. You have brought to him help and comfort when there was nobody else in the world to bring it. I shall always thank you in my heart, Mr. Oswald Cray.

Oswald laughed the words off, and attended her down-stairs, catching up his hat as he went through the hall. Mrs. Benn and her black bonnet came up the kitchen stairs.

Good-night, repeated Jane Allister.

I am going with you, said Oswald.

She resisted the suggestion at first, saying she could find her way back quite well; but Oswald quietly carried his point.

He closed the door behind him, and offered his arm. She took it at once, thanking him in a staid old-fashioned manner. Mrs. Benn drew the door open and looked after them.

Arm-in-arm! ejaculated that lady. And he bending of his head down to her to talk! Who on earth can she be?  coming after him to his house  and stopping up there in the parlour  and keeping up of the tea-things! It looks uncommon like as if he had took on a sweetheart. Only  So its you at last, is it, Joe Benn!

And what do you mean by stopping out like this?

The concluding sentences were addressed to a respectable-looking man who approached the door. It was Joseph Benn, her husband, and the faithful servant of the firm.

I couldnt make more haste, he quietly answered.

Not make more haste! Dont tell me. Mr. Oswald Cray expected you were home an hour ago.

Mr. Oswald Cray will be quite satisfied that I have not wasted my time when I tell him where Ive been. Is he up-stairs?

No, he is not, she sharply answered. Satisfied, indeed! Yes, he looked satisfied when he saw me going up to wait upon him in this guise, and to show in his company? And me waiting a good mortal hour for his dinner-things, which he forgot was up which couldnt have happened if youd been at your post to wait at table. You go and stop out again at his dinner-time, Joe Benn! Joe Benn made no rejoinder; experience had taught him that it was best not. He passed her, and she shut the door with a bang 
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CHAPTER XXVI.

MORE INSTILLED DOUBT.

THE air was keen and frosty, and the flags of the streets were white and clean  not a common feature in November  as they walked forth. Oswald could but admire this straightforward Scotch girl, with her open speech and her plain good sense. She was so young in appearance that he could only think of her as a girl, though she had herself reminded him that she was older than Frank. This, as he knew, must bring her to a year or two past thirty: and in steadiness of manner and solid independence she was two-and-forty.

Reared in her Highland home, in every comfort for the earlier years of her life, she had since had to buffet with the world. Her mother, a widow since Frank was two years old, had enjoyed a good income, but it died with her. The Uncle in London took Frank, who was then a youth; and Jane had to seek a situation. It was not easy to find. For a governess she was not qualified, so many of what are called accomplishments are essential nowadays, and Jane Allister had not learnt them. She had received a good education, but a strictly plain one.

Waiting, and waiting! No situation offered itself; and when she heard of Mrs. Grahams she was well-nigh wearied out with the worst of all weariness  that of long-continued disappointment, of hope deferred. But for that weariness she might not have accepted a place where she was to be personal attendant as well as companion. She took it, determined to do her duty in it, to make the very best of it; and when her brother Frank wrote to her in a commotion from his distant home in London, where he was then with Bracknell and Street, she began by making the very best of it to him, gaily and lightly. Frank had the letter yet, in which she had jokingly called him  as she had just related to Mr. Oswald Cray  a proud boy, and recommended him to bring down his notions. Frank Allister had never been reconciled to it yet. Jane had grown to like it; and she had remained there all these years, conscientiously doing her duty.

Have you lost a friend lately? she inquired, in allusion to the crape band on Oswalds hat.

Yes, he briefly answered, wincing at the question, could Jane Allister have seen it All that past time of Lady Oswalds death; and the events attending it, caused an inward shiver whenever they were brought to his mind.

It is a grievous thing to lose relatives when they are dear to us, remarked Jane. There is an expression in your countenance at times that tells me you have some source of sorrow.

Whatever the expression she had noticed on his countenance, she would have seen a very marked one now, had they been, as before, face to face near a table-lamp. The old haughty pride came into it, and his brow flushed blood-red. Oswald Cray was one of the very last to tolerate that his secret feelings should be observed or commented upon. As she spoke it seemed to him as if the pain at his heart was read, his hopeless love for Sara Davenal laid bare.

You are drawing a wrong inference, Miss Allister, he coldly said. The friend I lost was neither near nor very dear to me. She was an old lady; a connection of my mothers family  Lady Oswald.

Jane marked the changed tone. She concluded the loss was one of pain to him, though he did not choose to say so; and she gathered her deductions that he was a man of great reticence of feeling. That he was a brave man and a good man, one in every way worthy of trust, of esteem, she knew from Frank long ago.

Why, Neal! Is it you?

Mr. Oswald Cray came to an abrupt halt in his surprise. Turning out of the door of a house that they were passing, so quickly as nearly to brush against him, was Dr. Davenals man-servant. Neal did not appear in the least taken to. He touched his hat and stood still with just the same equanimity that he would have done had he been waiting there for the passing of Mr. Oswald Cray.

What has brought you to London, Neal? You have surely not left Dr. Davenal?

O no, sir, I have not left A brother of mine, sir, has returned to England after an absence from it of many years, and a little property of ours, that couldnt be touched while he was away, is now being divided. I spoke to Dr. Davenal, and he gave me leave to come.

Have you been up long?

Only three days, sir.

Are they all well at Hallingham?

Quite well, sir. Mr. Cray hurt his arm as he was getting out of the doctors carriage, and it was bound up for a week. But it is better.

How did he manage that?

I dont think he knew, sir. His foot slipped as he was stepping out, and he swung round in some way, keeping hold of the carriage with his hand bent behind. It was rather a bad sprain.

Miss Davenal is quite well?

Yes, sir. Miss Sara has had a cold lately, and is looking ill. The captain went abroad, sir, without coming to Hallingham, and they all felt it much.

Oswald bade the man good-night, and walked on. He did not care, in his fastidious sensitiveness, to hear the looks of Sara Davenal commented on. If she did look ill, was it for his, Oswalds, sake?  or was she haunted with that unhappy secret which Neal had once so darkly hinted at?

Neal stood within the shade of the house looking after Mr. Oswald Cray, or rather after the young lady leaning on his arm. Neal was very curious as to this young lady, for young she looked in Neals eyes. While apparently his whole attention was absorbed by his conversation with Mr. Oswald Cray, he had been studying the face turned to him; a fair and sensible face, as Mr. Neal could read, though less good-looking than Miss Sara Davenals. What with Neals legitimate observation and his illegitimate ferreting habits, he had contrived to arrive at a very ingenious conjecture of the tacit relations which had existed between Mr. Oswald Cray and Dr. Davenals daughter; and Neal had of late been entertaining a rather shrewd guess that Mr. Oswald Cray intended those relations to cease. He judged by the fact that the gentleman had never once, since Lady Oswalds funeral, been inside the doctors doors. A formal call and a left card during one of his visits to Hallingham, had comprised all the notice taken. Tolerably safe appearances these, from which Neal drew his conclusions; and it perhaps may be pardoned one of Neals conclusion-drawing mind, that he asked himself whether this young lady had superseded Miss Sara.

It looks uncommonly like it, he repeated to himself, as his gaze followed them in the distance. I should like to be certain, and to know who she is. She looks like a lady  and hed not take up with anybody that was not one. Suppose I just see where they go? I have nothing particular on my hands this evening.

Gingerly treading the streets, as one who knows he is bent upon some surreptitious expedition is apt to tread them, Neal stepped along, keeping Mr. Oswald Cray and his companion sufficiently in view not to lose them. After a sufficiently long walk, they entered a house on the confines of Chelsea, bordering upon Brompton; the middle one of a row of moderate-sized houses, with small gardens before the doors. Neal saw Mr. Oswald Cray knock; and a young servant-maid admitted them.

But this left Neal as wise as before. He could see the house, could read the name of the Terrace, Bangalore Terrace, in large black letters at either end; but this did not tell the name of the lady, or who she was; and Bangalore Terrace, though sufficiently respectable-looking, was certainly not the class of terrace to which it might be expected Mr. Oswald Cray would go for a wife.

Neal might have remained in his ignorance until now but for a fortunate accident He was taking a last look at the house ere he turned away, at the light which shone behind the blinds of the first-floor windows, when the same servant who had opened the door came running out, her bonnet just perched on her head, its strings flying, and a jug and latch-key in her hand. As she passed Neal, the unsecured bonnet flew off, and Neal gallantly picked it up.

Im sure Im much obliged to you, sir, she said, civilly. Nasty tilting things these new-fangled bonnets be! One doesnt know whether to fix em a-top of the back hair or under it.

Can you tell me where a Miss  Miss  It is very unfortunate, broke off Neal in a tone of vexation. I am in search of a young lady on a little matter of business, and I have forgotten her number. I think 6he lives at number five, but I am not sure.

Number fives our house, said the girl, falling readily into the trap. There aint no young lady living there. Theres three young ladies at number six, sir; perhaps its one o them.

No young lady living at number five? repeated Neal. No, there isnt Theres only my missis, and me, and two sons, and the gentleman whats ill on the first-floor. But perhaps you mean the sick gentlemans sister? she added, the thought striking her. She came to our house to-day, after a long journey all the way from Scotland, and shes going to stop with him.

Neal hardly thought this could apply. The young lady did not look as though she had just come off a long journey. I dont know, said he. What is her name?

Her names the same as her brothers  Allister. If youd been here two minutes sooner, sir, you might have seen her, for shes just come in with Mr. Oswald Cray. Hes a gentleman who comes to see Mr. Allister.

Allister! The name was conclusive without the other testimony. Neal had once heard Mr. Oswald Cray describe his friend Allisters symptoms to Dr. Davenal. This fair girl with the pleasant face was Miss Allister, then!

Ah, its not the same, said he cautiously. I must come down by daylight and look out Good-night, young woman; I am sorry to have detained you, he said as he walked away.

Miss Allister! repeated Neal to himself And so the brothers not dead yet! I remember Mr. Oswald Cray saying he could not live a week, and thats three months ago.

Frank Allister was sitting between the fire and the table, reading by the light of the lamp, when they entered. He was slight and short, with a fair skin like his sisters, and a long thin neck. The room was very small, as the drawing-rooms (as they are called) in these unpretending suburban houses mostly are. What with the smallness of the room and the heavy closeness of the Brompton air, Jane Allister had felt stifled ever since she arrived that day. Frank, without rising from his seat, turned round and held his thin white fingers towards Oswald Cray, who grasped them.

Jane, where have you been? I fancied you went out for but a few minutes walk.

I thought I would go as far as Mr. Oswald Crays, Frank, and thank him for his attention to you, was her answer. He has been so kind as to walk back with me.

But how did you find your way? cried Frank, wonderingly.

I inquired. But I suppose I was stupid at understanding, for I went out of my way. What a busy place London is! I should get bewildered if I lived in it long.

Oswald Cray laughed. It would be just the contrary, Miss Allister. The longer you lived in it the less bewildered you would be.

Ah, yes, she answered; use reconciles us to most things.

She had laid her bonnet and black shawl on a chair, and was going noiselessly from one part of the room to another, putting in order things that Frank had disturbed since her departure. He had wanted a particular book, and to get it had displaced two whole shelves of the cheffonier. The coal-box stood in the middle of the room, and a fancy china inkstand, the centre ornament of the cheffonier, lay on a chair. But the room, in its present general neatness and order, looked different from anything Oswald had ever seen it Sometimes there had not been, as the saying runs, a place to sit upon. Frank ill, perhaps careless, had paid little heed to how his room went, and his landlady and his landladys young maid had not much bestirred themselves in the matter. When Jane arrived she had taken in all the discomfort at the first glance, and did not sit down until it was remedied. Franks bedchamber was at the back, opening from it, and there was a small room  a closet, in fact  at the bend of the stairs, which was to be Janes.

Oswald followed her with his eyes, as she moved about in her simple usefulness. Perhaps he wished that he had such a sister to make his home a prettier place than it was made by Mrs. Benn. She was very small in figure, and the folds of her soft black dress scarcely added to its fulness. Her light hair was carried rather low on the cheeks, and twisted into a coil on her neck behind. Without her outdoor things she looked, if anything, younger than she did in them.

And so you went to Mr. Oswald Crays, inquiring your way? cried Frank. I say, young lady, thats not the fashion of doing things in London.

May be not, answered Jane. I daresay I and London shall not agree in our notions of fashion. Have you taken your milk, Frank?

I should think so. It was smoked again.

Smoked! cried Jane, turning round and looking at him.

It generally is smoked, continued Frank. I think their saucepans down-stairs must be constructed on the plan of letting the smoke in.

Jane said no more. She inwardly resolved that neither Franks milk nor anything else that he took should be smoked in future.

Why dont you sit down, Oswald. Are you afraid of Jane?

Not very much, Oswald answered, looking round at her with a smile. The fact is, Frank, I have some work to do at home tonight, and must get back.

Plans to go over?

That and other things.

I shall soon be well enough to come out again and go to work, resumed Frank Allister; and his confident tone proved how firm was his belief in his own words. Will Bracknell and Street take me on again?

I think you will soon be out if you go on improving at this rate, answered Oswald, ignoring the last portion of Franks words. You look better this evening than you have looked yet.

Oh, I am all right. But of course I look better, now Janes here. Nearly the first thing she did was to part and brush my hair, and make me put on a clean collar. Only fancy her coming upon me to-day without warning! When the girl came up to say there was a lady at the door in a cab for Mr. Allister, I thought of anybody rather than Jane.

Oswald Cray wished them good-night, and walked leisurely home. He really had some work to do: but he could have remained longer with them, only that he thought they might prefer to be alone on this the first evening of the sisters arrival. They had been apart for so many years.

Oswald let himself in with his latch-key. It must be supposed that Mrs. Benn heard him; for she came running up the kitchen stairs, and held out something to him under the light of the hall lamp. It appeared to be a piece of narrow black ribbon, about a third of a yard in length.

When I had got the tea-tray down in the kitchen, sir, I found this a-hanging to it. I suppose the young lady that was with you up-stairs left it here.

There was little doubt that Jane had left it A wrist-ribbon probably, inadvertently untied in pulling off her glove. Oswald looked at the woman  at her crusty face, where the pert curiosity induced by the visit was not yet subdued. A curiosity he judged it well to satisfy.

Did you know who that lady was, Mrs. Benn?

No, sir.

It was poor Mr. Allisters sister. She has come all the way from Scotland to nurse him.

The crustiness disappeared; the face lighted up with a better feeling. Mr. Allister had been a favourite of Mrs. Benns, and if she could be sorry for anybodys illness, she was sorry for his.

Mr. Allisters sister! If I had but known it, sir! What a pleasant-speaking young lady she is.

Following his wife up the kitchen stairs, had come Benn. He waited until this colloquy was over, and then began to speak on his own account.

A gentleman is waiting for you in your sitting-room, sir.

Who is it? asked Oswald.

I think hes a stranger, sir. I dont remember to have seen him before.

Oswald proceeded up-stairs. Standing at the side of the room, facing the door as he opened it, his gloves on and his hat in his hand, was Neal. And so much like a gentleman did he really look that Mr. Joseph Benns mistake was a perfectly natural one.

I have taken the liberty of intruding upon you, sir, and of asking to wait until you returned, to inquire whether I can convey anything for you to Hallingham. You had hardly left me, sir, in the street, when I remembered how very remiss it was in me not to ask you. Unless I have a letter from the doctor to-morrow morning, according me a day or twos more grace, which I have written for, I shall leave to-morrow evening. If I can do anything there for you, sir, or be of use to you in any way, you may command me.

Thank you, Neal; theres nothing I want done. I expect to go down myself next week. Come to the fire and warm yourself this cold night. Sit down.

Neal came forward nearer the fire; but he did not avail himself of the invitation to sit Oswald inquired if he would like some refreshment, but he declined.

Have they heard from Captain Davenal yet, do you know? Oswald asked.

I think not, sir. I believe they were expecting letters from Malta when I left.

I wish he could have gone down for a short while. I am sure the doctor felt it.

Theres no doubt he did, sir, very much, returned Neal, with warm sympathy in his low, respectful tone. I grieve to say, sir, that the doctor appears to be very much changed. He is more like one suffering from some inward painful illness than anything else.

Of body or of mind? involuntarily asked Oswald, speaking on the moments impulse. And however he may have regretted the question, he could not recall it.

I should say of mind, sir. Since the night of  of Lady Oswalds death, he has been a changed man.

Mr. Oswald Cray made no answer whatever to the allusion; he evidently declined to enter upon that unsatisfactory topic. Neal resumed.

There are going to be changes in our house, sir; it is to be conducted with more regard to economy. Watton is to leave, and I am not sure but I am also. Miss Davenal does not wish any changes to be made, but the doctor says it is necessary.

On the score of economy?

Yes, sir, on the score of economy. I heard him talking of it to Miss Sara; he said if the present rate of expense was to go on, together with the heavy sum that must now go from him yearly as hush-money, he should not keep his head above water. Miss Davenal, who does not understand why any retrenchment should be made, opposes it entirely.

Every fibre in Oswald Crays heart resented the words  he could not bear that such should be spoken out boldly to him, no matter what their truth might be. Neals innocent eyes noticed the sudden flush upon his face.

I think you must be mistaken, Neal. Hush-money! Dr. Davenal would scarcely use the term to his daughter.

Not that precise term, perhaps, sir, but certainly something equivalent to it. There is a rumour in the town, sir, that he intends to resign to the relatives the legacy left to him by my lady, or part of it.

Indeed!

People have talked a great deal, I fancy, sir, and it has reached the doctors ears. Perhaps, sir, if I may venture to say it to you, he may be afraid to keep it. The injustice of the bequest might lead to some investigation which  which would be inconvenient to Dr. Davenal.

Neal, Id rather not enter upon these topics, said Oswald, in a clear, resolute tone. Things which appear dubious to us may be explainable by Dr. Davenal. At any rate, it is neither your business nor mine.

And by those firm words Neal knew that Mr. Oswald Cray had, so to say, washed his hands of the affair, and did not mean to take it up in any way. Neals hopes had tended to the contrary, and it was a little checkmate.

I thought I would presume to ask you, sir, whether you might not be soon requiring a personal attendant, he resumed, sliding easily out of his disappointment, and giving no token of it. Should I be leaving the doctor, it would afford me greater pleasure to serve you, sir, than any one else, now my late ladys gone.

Oswald laughed  he could not help it. A valet for me, Neal? No, that would never do under present circumstances. You will be at no fault for a good place, rely upon it, should you leave Dr. Davenal. The good places will be only too glad to contend for you.

Neal did not dispute the assertion What his precise motive might have been for wishing to serve Mr. Oswald Cray, when he could no doubt dispose of himself so much more advantageously, was best known to himself. He made his adieu in his usual quiet and respectful fashion, and took his departure, leaving Oswald Cray to the reminiscences of the interview. Oswald sat over the fire as oblivious of the work he had to do as he had been of the dinner-things earlier in the evening. Will it be believed that the hint dropped by Neal  that Dr. Davenal might be giving up the money because he dared not risk the danger of any investigation  was grating unpleasantly on the brain of Oswald? To do Neal justice so far, he himself fully believed that such was the motive of Dr. Davenal, and he had spoken for once with an earnest truthfulness that is never without its weight.

It was unfortunate that this aspect of the affair should have been the first given to Oswald Cray. Had he simply heard that Dr. Davenal was declining the bequest in his generous consideration for the Stephensons, it might perhaps have shaken his doubts of that other dark story, since the only motive the doctor could possibly have had throughout (as Oswalds mind had argued), was the acquirement of the money. But if he was declining the money through fear, it only served to make these doubts the greater. It was most unfortunate, I say, that this aspect of the affair should have been imparted to him; for we all know how little, how very little, will serve to strengthen suspicions once aroused.

He sat on with his unhappy thoughts far into the night, the image of Sara Davenal ever before him. Never had his love for her been more ardently tender, never had the cruelty of their obligatory separation been so keenly present to his soul.


CHAPTER XXVII.

AN INCLEMENT AFTERNOON.

DECEMBER came in with a drizzling rain, which lasted a day or two. A cold, bleak, windy rain, rendering out-door life miserable. As Sara Davenal sat at her chamber window, looking into the street, the shivering and uncomfortable appearance presented by the few passers-by might have excited her compassion.

But it did not. Truth to say, Sara Davenal had too much need of compassion herself just now to waste it upon street passengers. The greatest blight that can possibly fall upon the inward life of a woman had fallen upon hers. Oswald Cray was faithless. She knew not how, she knew not why; she only judged by his conduct that it must be so. He had been two or three times to Hallingham, and had shunned her; had shunned them altogether. There could be no better proof. One of the visits he had remained three days; therefore he had not want of time to plead as his excuse. He had called at the door, inquired for Miss Davenal, and upon Neals answering that Miss Davenal was out, he had handed in cards. For Sara he had not asked at all, and he had not been near the house since.

Sara could do nothing. She could only accept this change in him and bear it in silence. Had she been asked to pin her faith on the truth and honour of any living man, she would have pinned it on Oswald Crays. Not because she loved him, not because it was to her his allegiance was certainly due, but because she believed him to be, of all others, the very soul of chivalrous integrity. But that he had changed to her there could not be a shadow of doubt: his conduct proved it. He had silently broken off all relations with her, and given no token of what his motive could be.

That some cause, just or unjust, had led to it, she yet did him the justice to believe; he was the last man so to act from caprice, or from a totally unworthy motive. And she knew he had loved her. In vain she asked herself what this cause could be; but there were moments when a doubt of whether the terrible secret, which had been imparted that past night to Dr. Davenal, could have become known to Oswald Cray. If so  why, then, in his high honour, his sensitive pride, he had perhaps decided that she was no fit wife for him. And Sara could not say that he had so decided unjustifiably. Whatever the cause, they were separated.

They were separated. And the sunshine of her life was over. Oh, the bitter anguish that it cost! There is no pain, no anguish, that this world and its many troubles can bring, like unto it  the finding one false, upon whom love, in all the freshness of its first feeling, has been lavished. The bright green of lifes verdure is gone; the rich blue has faded from the wintry sky.

Sara said nothing, but the doctor spoke openly of the strange conduct of Mr. Oswald Cray.

I know nothing that can have offended him, he observed; unless he has chosen to take umbrage at the moneys having been left to me.

Nonsense, said Miss Davenal; its not that Mr. Oswald Cray did not want the money for himself; would not, it is said, have accepted it. It is not that.

And It is not that, echoed Sarah Davenals heart.

What else is it, then? said the doctor. Nobody in this house has done anything to offend him. You have not, I suppose, Sara,  suddenly turning upon her, as a faint doubt flashed into his mind, never before admitted to it The question brought to her she knew not what of emotion. She answered it with an outward appearance of calmness, save for the burning red that dyed her face.

Nothing, papa. The last time I spoke to Mr. Oswald Cray was the night of the accident. We parted quite good Mends  as we always had parted.

And the sweet words whispered by Oswald rose up before her as she spoke. What a contrast! that time and this!

Just so, replied the doctor. There has been nothing whatever to cause this coolness on his part, except the business of the money. Well, as I give it back to the family, perhaps my gentleman will come round. Rely upon it, that pride of his has been touched in some manner or other.

But the weeks had gone on, and December was in, and the gentleman had not come round yet. Sara Davenal sat at her bedroom window, all her shivering misery only too palpably present to her, as she watched the cold rain falling on the wet streets, in the gloomy twilight of the afternoon.

She saw Roger bring the carriage round. She saw her father go out from the house and step into it. It was the open carriage, but the bead was up, and Roger and his master were sheltered from the rain. It was not the usual hour of Dr. Davenals going out, but the bad day bad kept patients from calling on him, and a message bad just been delivered saying that a lady whom be attended, Mrs. Scott, was worse.

Sara heard the house clock strike four, and the lamps were already lighted in the streets. Night was coming on earlier than usual. The gleaming of the pools of water in the rays of the gas lamps did not tend to add to the cheerfulness of the scene; and Sara, with a shiver that she could not suppress, quitted her room and went down stairs.

The blaze and warmth of the dining-room, as seen through the open door, was a welcome sight. She went in, and knelt down before the fire on the hearth-rug, and laid her aching head for shelter against the side of the marble mantle-piece, and stayed there until disturbed by the entrance of Miss Davenal.

Neals come home, announced Miss Davenal.

Is he? apathetically answered Sara.

I saw him go by with his portmanteau. What are you down there for, Sara, roasting your face? Have you no regard for your complexion?

I am not roasting it, aunt. My face is quite in the shade.

But you are roasting it. Whats the use of telling me that? Had I allowed the fire to burn my face at your age, do you suppose I should have retained any delicacy of skin? Get up from the fire.

Sara rose wearily. She sat down in a chair opposite to the one her aunt had taken, and let her hands fall listlessly in her lap.

Have any patients been here this afternoon?

I think not, Aunt Bettina. I suppose it was too wet for them to come out.

Have you been drawing?

Not this gloomy day. I like a good light for it.

It strikes me you have become very idle lately, Miss Sara Davenal! Do you think that time was bestowed upon us to be wasted?

A faint blush rose to Saras cheek. In these, the early days of her bitter sorrow, she feared she had been idle. What with the shock brought upon her by that ominous secret, and the cruel pain caused by the falsity of Oswald Cray, her tribulation had been wellnigh greater than she could bear.

Ring the bell, said Miss Davenal.

Sara rose from her chair and rang it. It was answered by Jessy.

Tell Neal I shall be glad to see him.

Neal appeared in answer to the summons. His London journey had been prolonged by the permission of the doctor, and he had but now returned. In he came, just the same as usual, his white necktie spotless, his black clothes without a crease.

So you are back, Neal, said Miss Davenal. I am very glad to see you. And pray have you arranged all your business satisfactorily?  secured your share of the money?

Entirely so, thank you, maam, replied Neal, advancing nearer to his mistress that he might be heard. I am pleased to find all well at home, maam.

You have been away longer than you intended to be, Neal.

Yes, maam. I wrote to my master stating why it was necessary that I should, if possible, prolong my stay, and he kindly permitted it I saw Mr. Oswald Cray, maam, while I was in London, Neal added as a gratuitous piece of information.

You did what? asked Miss Davenal, while Sara turned and stood with her back to them, looking at the fire.

I saw Mr. Oswald Cray, maam.

Oh, indeed. And where did you see him?

I met him one night in London, maam. He was walking with a young lady.

Saw him walking at night with a young lady? repeated Miss Bettina, in rather a snappish tone; for as a general rule she did not approve of young ladies and gentlemen walking together, especially at night She seemed a very nice young lady, maam, young and pretty, continued Neal, who was getting a little exasperated at the face of Miss Sara Davenal being hidden from his view. I believe it was Miss Allister, the sister of a gentleman with whom Mr. Oswald Cray is very intimate.

Well, I am glad you are back, Neal, concluded Miss Davenal.

Things have gone all at sixes and sevens without you.

Neal retired. And Sara, in her still attitude before the fire, repeated the words over and over again to her beating heart. A lady young and pretty! walking with him in the evening hours  the sister of the friend with whom he was so intimate! She laid her hand upon her bosom, if that might still the tumult within, in all the sickness of incipient jealousy. Until that moment Sara Davenal had never known how she had clung to hope in her heart of hearts. While saying to herself, He is lost to me for ever, this under-current of hope had been ever ready to breathe a whisper that the cloud might some time be cleared up, that he might return. Now the scales were rudely torn from her eyes, and reason suggested that his slighting treatment of her might proceed from a different cause than any she had ever glanced at.

What was it Neal said, Sara? That the pretty lady walking with Oswald Cray was somebodys sister?

Sara turned in her pain to answer her aunt Mr. Allisters sister, he said.

Whos Mr. Allister?

A sick gentleman who used to be at Bracknell and Streets. I remember that night of the railway accident Mr. Oswald Cray was obliged to return to town because he had promised to spend  to spend the Sunday with him.

An idea darting into her brain had caused her to hesitate. Had Oswald Crays anxiety to return to town been prompted by the wish to be with the sister as well as the brother? Sara felt her brow turn moist and cold.

Young and pretty! repeated Miss Davenal. Who knows but they may be engaged? Ah! its Caroline who should have had Oswald Cray.

Meanwhile Dr. Davenal had been driven to the house of Mrs. Scott. It was not very far from his own home, about two streets only. Time had been, and not so far back, when Dr. Davenal would not have thought of ordering his carriage for so short a distance, would have braved the inclemencies of the weather, the drifting rain, the cutting wind, and walked it. But the doctor had been growing ill both in body and mind; since the night of that fatal revelation, whatever it may have been, he seemed to have become in feelings like an old man, needing all the care and help of one. As he had looked from his window that afternoon, a sort of shudder at the out-door weather came over him; a feeling as if he could not and ought not to venture out in it And he told Roger to bring round the carriage.

He stepped out of the carriage and entered Mrs. Scotts, leaving Roger snugly ensconced under the shelter of the head and the horses steaming in the rain. But when the doctor reached his patients bed, he found her so considerably and alarmingly worse that he could not yet think of leaving her. She was a great and real sufferer; not as poor Lady Oswald had been, an imaginary one; and in the last week or two her symptoms had assumed a dangerous character. The doctor thought of Roger and his horses, and went down.

I shall not be ready to come home this hour, Roger. Better go back and put the horses up. You can come for me at five.

So Roger, nothing loth, turned his horses round and went home. And Dr. Davenal, with another shudder, and a very perceptible one, hastened in-doors from the beating rain.

Whats the matter with me this afternoon? he asked, half angry that any such sort of sensation should come over him.

Is the body at times more sensitive to outward influences than it is at others, rendering it susceptible to take any ill that may be abroad? Is it more liable to cold, to fever, to other ailments? Or can it be that the mind has so great an influence over the body that the very fact of dreading these ills predisposes us to take them? If ever Dr. Davenal sensibly shrank from an encounter with the outdoor weather, it was on that afternoon. He could not remember so to have shrunk from it in all his life.

Mrs. Scotts room was hot The fire was large, every breath of air excluded, and two large gas-burners flamed away, adding to the heat As Dr. Davenal sat there he became first at ease in the genial warmth, then hot, and subsequently as moist as though he were breathing the atmosphere of a bakers oven. He had had many a battle with this same Mrs. Scott over the heated rooms she loved to indulge in, but he had not conquered yet.

It was not much above half-past four when the doctor was beckoned out of the room. He was wanted down-stairs. There stood Julius Wild, and Mr. Julius Wild was in as white a heat with running as Dr. Davenal was with that pernicious atmosphere above.

I have been about everywhere, sir, trying to find you, he began, out of breath. At last I bethought myself of asking your coachman at the stables if he knew, and he said you were at Mrs. Scotts. You are wanted in the accident-ward, sir, as quick as you can get there.

What has come in? inquired Dr. Davenal.

A young man fell on his head from the very top of that scaffolding in High Street, sir. It is a dreadful case, and the house-surgeon does not think he can be saved, even with the operation. The top of the head is crushed in. Mr. Berry and Dr. Ford and some more are there, but they wish for you.

Dr. Davenal did not delay a moment. In a case of real necessity he threw aside all thought of precaution for himself. If human skill could save the life of this poor young man, he knew that his could, and he knew that perhaps his was the only hand in Hallingham, which could successfully carry through the critical and delicate operation he suspected must be performed.

He had no greatcoat with him, and he started off at once with Julius Wild, heated as he was. The rain beat against him in a torrent, for it poured now; the wind whirled itself in eddies about his person. No umbrella could live in it; one which the doctor had borrowed from the hall of Mrs. Scott was turned inside out ere he had taken many steps.

A rough night, sir, remarked the young embryo surgeon, as he kept by his side.

It is that, said Dr. Davenal.

Away they splashed through the muddy pools in the streets. It was quite dark now, with the unusually gloomy evening, and the gas lamps only served to mislead their eyesight in the haste they had to make. There could be no waiting to pick the way. The Infirmary was at a considerable distance from Mrs. Scotts, and ere they reached it the cold had struck to one of them. The one was not Julius Wild.

When they came in view of the Infirmary, Julius Wild ran forward to give notice that the doctor was approaching. Two or three of the medical men were in the great hall looking out for him; Mark Cray was one of them. The news of the accident had travelled in the town, and the surgeons attached to the Infirmary were collecting there.

We began to despair of you, cried Dr. Ford, and theres no time to be lost. I was just recommending Mr. Cray to be the one to officiate.

Dr. Davenal turned his eye with an eagle glance on Mark Cray ere the words had well left Dr. Fords lips. The look, the warning conveyed in it, was involuntary. Had Mark actually acceded to the recommendation, the look could scarcely have been sterner. Mark coloured under it, and his thoughts went back to Lady Oswald. Never, in Dr. Davenals presence, must he attempt to try his skill again.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

THE LAST MEETING.

THE nights work told on Dr. Davenal. The soaking rain, the chilling wind, had struck inward the perspiration which Mrs. Scotts heated room had induced. On the next day he was visibly ill. Sara noticed it, and begged him not to go out.

Not go out, child? I must go out.

But you are not in a state for it. I am sure you are very ill.

I caught cold last night; thats what it is. It will go off in a day or two.

Yes if you will lie by and nurse yourself. Not if you go out to make it worse.

I have never lain by in all my life, Sara. A doctor has no time for it What would become of my patients?

He went out to his carriage, then waiting for him. The close carriage. Bright as the day was  for the weather had changed  it was the close carriage that had been ordered round by the doctor.

Is master ill, I wonder? thought Roger, when he found it was only to pay the daily round of near visits.

As the doctor went out at the gate it happened that Oswald Cray was passing. And Mr. Oswald Cray quite started when he saw Dr. Davenal, the change in him was so great It was impossible for either of them to pass the other, had they so wished it, without being guilty of absolute rudeness, and they stopped simultaneously.

You are ill, Dr. Davenal? exclaimed Oswald, speaking impulsively.

Middling. I have got a cold hanging about me. We have had some bad weather here.

It cannot be denied that Dr. Davenals tone and manner betrayed a coldness never yet offered to Oswald Cray. Generous man though he was by nature, as little prone to take offence as most people, he did think that Oswald Crays slighting conduct had been unjustifiable, and he could not help showing his sense of it They stood a moment in silence, Oswald marking the ravages illness or something else had made on the doctors face and form. His figure was drooping now, his face was careworn; but the sickness looked to be of mind more than of body. Unfortunately those miserable suspicions instilled into Oswald Crays brain arose now with redoubled force, and a question suggested itself  could anything save remorse change a man as he had changed, in the short space of time?

You are a stranger now, Mr. Oswald Cray. What has kept you from us?

The last time I called you were all out, he answered, somewhat evasively.

And you could not call again! As you please, of course, continued the doctor, as Oswalds face took a somewhat repellant turn, and the Oswald pride became rather too conspicuous. I had wished to say a word or two to you with regard to the will made by Lady Oswald; but perhaps you do not care to hear it.

Anything that you, or I, or any one else can say, will not alter the will, Dr. Davenal. And it does not in the least concern me.

But I think you are resenting it in your heart, for all that.

Ah, what cross-purposes they were at! Oswald had not resented that; and all his fiery pride rose up to boiling heat at being accused of it He had deemed that to make Dr. Davenal the inheritor was unjust to the nephews of Lady Oswald, and he had felt for them; but he had not resented it, even at heart He spoke the literal truth when he said it was a matter that did not concern him. If the heavy cloud of misapprehension between them could but have cleared itself away!

Will you be kind enough to understand me once for all, Dr. Davenal? he haughtily said. Lady Oswalds money, either before her death or after it, never was, nor could be, any concern of mine. I do not claim a right to give so much as an opinion upon her acts in regard to it; in fact I have no such right Had she chosen to fling the money into the sea, to benefit nobody, she might have done so, for any wish of mine upon the point I felt a passing sorrow for the Stephensons when I saw their disappointment, but I did not permit myself to judge so far as to say that Lady Oswald had done wrong. It was no affair of mine, he emphatically added, and I did not make it one.

In spite of his impressive denial, Dr. Davenal did not believe him. Whence, else, the haughty resentment that shone forth from every line of his features? Whence, else, his studied absence from the house, his altogether slighting conduct? Dr. Davenal made one more effort at concession, at subduing his unfounded prejudices.

I can assure you I resented the will  if I may so say it I resented it for the Stephensons sake, and felt myself a pitiful usurper. Nothing would have induced me to accept that money, Mr. Oswald Cray; and steps are being taken to refund it, every shilling, to the Stephensons.

Ah, remarked Oswald, I heard something of that Had it been willed to me I should have done the same.

He held himself rigidly erect as he said it There was no unbending of the hard brow, there was no faint smile to break the haughty curve of the lip. That poisonous hint dropped by Neal  that the money was about to be restored through fear  was uncomfortably present to Oswald then. Dr. Davenal saw that the resentment, whatever its cause, was immovable, and he stepped into his carriage without shaking hands.

Good-morning to you, Mr. Oswald Cray.

And then the reaction set in in Oswald Crays mind, and he began to blush for his discourtesy. The careworn face, the feeble form, haunted him throughout the day, and he began to ask himself, what if all his premises were wrong  if appearances and Neals tale had been deceitful  if be bad done the doctor grievous ill in his heart? It was but the reaction, I say, the repentance arising from his own haughty discourtesy, which he felt had been more offensively palpable than it need have been; but it dung to him for hours, haunting him in all the business that he had to transact It was somewhat strange that just when this new feeling was upon him he should encounter Sara Davenal. They met in a lonely place  the once-famed graveyard at the back of the Abbey.

His business for the day over, Oswald Cray was going to pay a visit to Mark and his wife. He was nearer the back of the Abbey than the front, and, ignoring ceremony, intended to enter by the small grated door, a relic of the old Abbey, which divided the graveyard from one of the long Abbey passages. In passing the tombstone already mentioned, Oswald turned his eyes down upon it: in the bright moonlight  for never had the moon been brighter  he could almost trace the letters: the next moment a noise in front attracted his attention  the closing of the grated door. There stood Sara Davenal. She had stayed with Mrs. Cray later than she intended, and was hastening home to dinner: in leaving the Abbey by this back entrance a few minutes of the road were saved.

They met face to face. Saras heart stood still, and her countenance changed from white to red with emotion. And Oswald?  all the love that he had been endeavouring to suppress returned in its deepest force.

Ah, it is of no use! Try as we may, we cannot evade the laws of nature; we cannot bend them to our own will. In spite of the previous resolutions of weeks to forget her, Oswald Cray stood there knowing that he loved her above everything on earth.

How are you, Sara?

He put out his hand to her in all calm self-possession; he spoke the salutation with quiet equanimity; but as Sara looked in his face she knew that his agitation was not in reality less than hers. She said a few confused words in explanation of her being there at that hour, and alone. On calling that afternoon she had found Caroline not well, and had stayed with her to the last moment, as Mark was in the country.

Then for a whole minute there was a silence. Perhaps neither could speak. Sara put an end to it by turning towards the gate.

You will let me see you home, as you are alone?

No, thank you, she answered. There is nothing to hurt me. It is as light as day.

He did not press it He seemed half-paralysed with indecision. Sara wished him good night, and he responded to it, and once more shook hands, all mechanically.

But as she was going through the gate, she turned to speak, a question having occurred to her. One moment longer, and he had arrested her progress.

There are two or three books at our house belonging to you, she said. What is to be done with them? Shall they be sent to the Apple Tree?

He caught her hands; he drew her from the gate into the bright moonlight He could not let her go without a word of explanation; the cruelty of visiting upon her her fathers sin was very present to him then.

Are we to part thus for ever, Sara?

Surely that question was cruel! It was not she who had instituted the parting; it was himself She did not so much as know its cause.

May we not meet once in a way, as friends? he continued. I dare not ask for more now.

That he loved her still was all too evident And Sara took courage to gasp forth a question. In these moments of agitation the cold conventionalities of the world are sometimes set aside.

What has been the matter? How have we offended you?

You have not offended me, he answered, his agitation almost irrepressible. I love you more than I ever did; this one moment of meeting has proved it to me. I could lay down my life for you, Sara; I could sacrifice all, save honour, for you. And you? You have not changed?  you love me still?

Yes, she gasped, unable to deny the truth, too miserable to care to suppress it.

And yet we must part! we must go forth on our separate paths, striving to forget But when our lives shall end, Sara, we shall neither of us have loved another as we love now.

Her very heart seemed to shiver; the fiat was all too plainly expressed. But she stood there quietly, waiting for more, her hand in his.

I would have forfeited half my future life, I would have given all its benefits to be able to call you mine. The blow upon me has been very bitter.

What blow? she murmured.

I cannot tell it you, he cried, after a struggle. Not to you can I speak of it.

But you must, she rejoined, the words breaking from her in her agony. You have said too much, or too little.

I have  Heaven help me! Can you not guess what it is that has caused this?

N  o, she faltered. But even as the word left her lips there rose up before Her the secret of that dreadful night  with the suspicion that Oswald had in some unaccountable manner become cognisant of it.

I loved you as I believe man never yet loved, Sara; I looked forward to years of happiness with you; I expected you to be my wife. And  and  I cannot go on! he broke off, I cannot speak of this to you.

The tears were rolling down her pale face. You must not leave me in suspense, Oswald. It may be better for us both that you should speak out freely.

Yes, it might be better for them both; at any rate he felt that no choice was left to him now. He drew nearer to her and lowered his voice to a whisper.

Is there no  Heaven pardon me for speaking the word to you, Sara!  disgraceful secret attaching now to  to your family? One which Would render it impossible for a man of honour to

He would not say more; he had said enough; and he felt the words to his hearts core. Whatever pain they may have brought to her, they inflicted tenfold more upon him. With a low cry, she flung her hands before her face.

Is it so, Sara?

It is. How did you hear of it?

The whisper came to me. Some people might  might  call it murder.

No, no! she broke forth in her pain. It surely was not so bad as that They kept the details from me, Oswald; but it could not have been so bad as that.

The words fell on his heart like an ice-bolt. Unconsciously to himself he had been hoping that she might disprove the tale. For that purpose he had whispered to her of the worst: but it seemed that she could not deny it. It was quite enough, and he quitted the subject abruptly.

God bless you, my darling, for ever and for ever, he said, taking her hands in his. I do not respect or love you less; but I cannot  I cannot  you know what I would say. It is a cruel fate upon me, as upon you; and for the present, for both our sakes, it may be better that our paths in life should lie apart. After awhile we may meet again, as friends, and continue to be such throughout life.

The tears had dried on her face, as it was lifted in the moonlight, its expression one living agony. But there was no resentment in it; on the contrary, she fully justified him. Her hands lingered in his with a farewell pressure, and she strove to re-echo the blessing he had given.

They parted, each going a different way. Oswald Cray, in no mood for the Abbey now, struck off towards the Apple Tree; Sara, drawing her veil over her face, went on to her home.

And so the dream was over. The dream which she had long been unconsciously cherishing of what a meeting between them might bring about, was over; and Sara Davenal had been rudely awakened to stem reality.


CHAPTER XXIX.

A SPECIAL FAVOUR FOR NEAL.

THE whole night subsequent to the meeting in the Abbey graveyard with Oswald Cray, did Sara lie awake, striving to battle with her pain. It was very sore to bear. She knew now the cause of his absenting himself; and she knew that they were lost to each other for ever. It is the worst pain that a woman can be called upon to endure; no subsequent tribulation in life can equal its keen anguish.

Ten times in the night she prayed for help  for strength to support, and live, through her minds trouble. She did not pray that it might be taken from her; that was hopeless; she knew that weeks and months must elapse before even the first brunt would lose its force; that years must roll on before tranquillity could come.

She did not blame Oswald Cray. She believed that that unhappy secret, of the precise nature of which she was yet in ignorance, had become known to him: how, she could not conjecture. Perhaps he knew it in all its terrible details  and that these were terrible, she doubted less now than ever. Were they not  ay, she fully believed it?  shortening her fathers life? What had been that awful word spoken by Oswald Cray?  though she could not believe it to be so bad as that. But she knew that it was something to bring disgrace and danger in its train; and she fully justified Oswald Cray in the step he had taken. Still she thought that he should have come to her in the first onset and plainly said, Such and such a thing has come to my knowledge, and therefore we must part. He had not done this; he had left her for weeks to the slow torture of suspense  and yet that very suspense was more tolerable than the certainty now arrived at. Oh, the dull dead pain that lay on her heart!  never for a long, long while to be lifted from it She strove to reason calmly with herself; she essayed to mark out what her future course should be. She knew that there was nothing at present but to bear her burden and hide it from the worlds eye; but she would do her duty all the same, Heaven helping her, in all the relations of life; she would strive nobly to take her full part in lifes battle, whatever the inward struggle.

There is no doubt that in that night of tribulation she looked at the future in its very darkest aspect It was well, perhaps, that it should be so, for the horizon might dear a little as she went on. That Mr. Oswald Cray would in time marry, she had no right to doubt  a word or two of his had almost seemed to hint at it: man forgets more easily than woman.

Towards morning she dropped into a heavy sleep, and had slept longer than usual. This caused her to be late in dressing, and brought upon her the reproof of punctual Miss Bettina. She looked at herself in the glass ere she went down; at her pale face, her heavy eyelids; hoping, trusting they would escape observation. What a happy thing it is that others cannot read our faces as we read them!

Miss Bettina was at the head of the breakfast-table. She was suffering from a cold; but, ill or well, she was sure to be at her poet; and Dr. Davenal stood at the fire, his elbow on the mantelpiece, his forehead leaning on his hand.

Sara went up to him, and he seemed to rouse himself from a reverie as he kissed her. She noticed how ill he looked.

Papa, I am sure you are worse!

I dont feel very well, child.

If you would but stay at home for a day or two and nurse yourself!

Ah! I have not time. Theres a great deal of sickness about, and my patients must not be neglected.

Mark Cray can attend to them.

To the light cases he could. Not the serious ones; I wouldnt trust them to him.

Not trust them to him? echoed Sara.

The surprised tone of the question aroused Dr. Davenal; he had spoken out too heedlessly his real thoughts. People dangerously ill have naturally more confidence in me than in a young man, he said, by way of doing away with the impression his avowal might make.

They took their places at the breakfast-table, neither of them able to eat; the doctor from sickness of body, for he was really ill; Sara from sickness of mind.

Aunt Bettina, I tell papa he ought not to go out to-day.

Not going out to-day? repeated Miss Bettina. Why not? Whats he going to do, then?

I say he ought not to go out He is not well enough.

Miss Bettina heard this time. She raised her eyes and gazed at the doctor. It was impossible not to see that he did look ill. Whats the matter with you, Richard?

It is only my cold, said the doctor. It has settled here, touching his chest Thats just where mine is settling, grimly returned Aunt Bettina.

Papas eating nothing, said Sara.

As if I could eat, with the skin off my throat and chest! retorted Miss Bettina, mistaking the words, as usual. It seems that nobodys eating this morning; you are not: we might as well not have had the breakfast laid. Toast was made to be eaten, Miss Sara Davenal, not to be wastefully crumbled into bits on the plate. I suppose you have not got a cold?

Sara began to pick up the crumbs and the pieces, and to swallow them as she best could. Anything to escape particular observation.

I wonder how Mrs. Cray is this morning? she presently observed, having ransacked her brains for a subject to speak upon. Miss Bettina heard all awry.

Oswald Cray! Why should you wonder how he is? Is he ill?

I said Mrs. Cray, aunt and she would have given much to hide the sharp bright blush that the other name brought to her face. I told you last evening Caroline was not well. I think you always mistake what I say.

No, I dont mistake. But you have got into a habit of speaking most indistinctly. My belief is, you did say Oswald Cray. He is in town, fiercely added Miss Bettina, as if the fact strengthened her proposition.

Yes, he is in town, assented Sara, for her aunt was staring so very fixedly at her that she felt herself obliged to say something. At least he was in town yesterday.

Where did you see him, Sara? asked the doctor.

I met him as I was leaving the Abbey last evening, papa, she replied, not daring to look up as she said it.

I met him yesterday also, observed Dr. Davenal. He was passing the gate here just as I was about to step into the carriage. He is a puzzle to me.

Miss Bettina bent her ear. Whats a puzzle to you, doctor?

Oswald Cray is. I had the very highest opinion of that man. I could have answered for his being the soul of honour, one entirely above the petty prejudices of the world in ordinary. But he has lost caste in my eyes: has gone down nearly cent per cent.

Its his pride thats in fault, cried Miss Bettina. Hes the proudest man living, old Sir Philip of Thorndyke excepted.

What has his pride to do with it? returned the doctor. I should say rather his selfishness. He has chosen to take umbrage at Lady Oswalds having left her money to me; and very foolish it was of her, poor thing, to do it! But why he should visit his displeasure

He has not taken umbrage at that, papa, interrupted Sara.

Yes, he has, said Dr. Davenal. I spoke to him yesterday of the will, and he declined in the most abrupt manner to hear anything of the matter. His tone in its haughty coldness was half insulting. Why he should have taken it up so cavalierly, I cannot conceive.

Sara remained silent. She did not again dare to dissent, lest Dr. Davenal should question her more closely. Better let it rest at that; far better let it be thought that Mr. Oswald Cray had taken umbrage at the disposal of the property, than that the real truth should be known.

I suppose Oswald Cray felt hurt at not being left executor to the will, sagely remarked Miss Bettina. As to the money, I never will believe that he, with his independent spirit, wanted that.

He wants his independent spirit shaken out of him, if it is to show itself in this offensive manner, was the doctors severe remark. What did he say to you, Sara?

Say  ? she stammered, the remembrance of what had really been said between them occurring startlingly to her.

Dr. Davenal noted the hesitating words, he noted the crimsoned cheeks; and a doubt which had once before risen up within him, rose again now. But he let it pass in silence.

Does he intend to come here again, Sara? asked Miss Bettina.

I dont know, aunt, was poor Saras answer. I suppose he will come again some time.

And in good truth she did suppose he would come again some time, when the pain of their separation should have worn away.

Sara quitted her seat as she spoke, throwing down a fork with the movement, and hastened to the window.

Whats the matter? exclaimed Miss Bettina.

It is the postman, aunt.

The postman! echoed Miss Bettina, sharply, wondering what possessed her niece that morning.  If it is the postman, you need not fly from the breakfast-table in that way, upsetting the things. Do you call that manners?

O papa, cried Sara, turning round, unmindful of the reproof in her flush of excitement, I do think here are letters from Edward! Some foreign mail must be in, for the man has an unusual number of letters in his hand, and some of them look like foreign ones.

She turned from the window, and stood gazing at the room door. But no letters appeared. The postman went out again with his quick step, and Sara, feeling grievously disappointed, returned slowly to her seat.

Is he gone? presently asked the doctor.

O yes, papa. He is half-way down the street by this time. He came, I suppose, for one of the servants.

He didnt ring.

No. He seemed to go straight to your consulting-room window. Perhaps Neal is there, putting the room to rights.

But Dr. Davenal did not rest so easily satisfied. He opened the door and called down the passage in an imperative voice.

Neal! Are there no letters?

Neal came gliding into the room from his pantry, two letters in his hand.

Why did you not bring them in at once? somewhat sternly asked the doctor as he took them, certain past suspicions regarding Neal and such missives arising forcibly to his mind.

I was looking for my waiter, sir: I have mislaid it somewhere. Oh, I left it here, I see.

The silver waiter was on a side-table; not at all where it ought to be; as if it had been put down heedlessly and forgotten. Neal caught it up and retired. It might have been as he said  that the delay was caused by looking for it, and by that only; and Dr. Davenal, more inclined to be charitable than suspicious, thought no more of the matter.

In the keen disappointment which had come over him, he nearly lost sight of other things. Neither of the two letters was from his son; and he had so fully expected to hear from him by the present mail.

Saras heart was beating. Are they not from Edward, papa?

The doctor shook his head as he laid the letters down. They are both from Dick, I expect. His holiday letters.

The two letters were respectively addressed to Miss Davenal, and Miss Sara Davenal. The address to Miss Davenal bore evident marks of care in the writing; it was a clear, regular hand, though easily recognisable as a schoolboys. The address to Sara was a scrawl scarcely legible. Upon opening the letter, hers, Sara found it beautifully written. Until she came to its close she had no suspicion but that it was really written to herself; she supposed it to be a sort of general holiday letter.



MY DEAR AND RESPECTED AUNT AND RELATIVES  



As the joyful epoch of Christmas approaches, marking the close of another half-year, we feel how valuable is that time which the best of us are only inclined to regard too lightly. Yet I hope it will be found that I have not wholly wasted the share of it bestowed on me, but have used it to the best of my power and abilities. When you witness the progress made in each branch of my various studies, to which I have earnestly and assiduously devoted my days and hours, I trust that you will find cause to deem I have been no thoughtless pupil, but have done my best to merit your favour and the approbation of my masters. In Greek especially  which Dr. Keen saw fit to promote me to at Midsummer  I flatter myself you will be satisfied with my advancement: it is a delightful study.

Deeply sensible of the inestimable value of the talents entrusted to me, anxious that not one of them should lie fallow through fault of mine, it has been my constant and earnest endeavour to improve them, so that they may be turned to profitable use in the after-business of life. By industry, by perseverance, and by unflagging attention I have striven to progress, and I may say that it is with regret I part with my beloved studies, even for a temporary period.

I am desired to present Dr. Keens compliments to you and my uncle, and to convey to you the intelligence that our winter recess will commence on the 16th of this month, on which day I and Leopold shall hope to return to Hallingham, and to meet you in good health. Leopold regrets sensibly that he will not be able this year to write you his vacation letter: it is a great disappointment to him. He has had a fester on the thumb of his right hand; it is getting better, but still painful. He begs to offer his affectionate duty to yourself, my uncle, Sara, and Mrs. Cray. And trusting you will accept the same from me, 



I am, my dear Aunt, 



Your most sincere and respectful Nephew, 



RICHARD JOHN DAVENAL.



Miss Davenal.



A smile stole across Saras features at the wording of the letter, so unlike Dick, and she turned over the envelope.

Yes, Miss Sara Davenal! Dick has made a mistake in the address. It is written to you, Aunt Bettina.

But Miss Bettinas eyes were glued to her own letter, which she held open before her. Her lips had drawn themselves in ominously.

Is it the holiday letter, Sara? asked the doctor.

Yes, papa: Richards. But it is not written to me.

Dr. Davenal took up the letter. Its writing, almost as beautiful as copper-plate, was as easily read as a book: Master Richard must have taken the greatest pains with it Miss Davenals was not so easily read, for it seemed to have been dashed off with a skewer. She threw it on the table in considerable temper when she came to its end, and laid her hand solemnly upon it Dr. Davenal, if you do not return this letter instantly to Dr. Keen, I shall. It is a disgrace to have come out of any respectable school.

Who is it from? questioned the doctor in surprise.

Who is it from?  from that wicked nephew of yours  Dick. And you to encourage him! she added, directing her severe glance at Sara. It is meant, I suppose, for you.

In point of fact, Master Dick Davenal had misdirected his letters, sending his holiday letter to Sara, and one intended exclusively for Saras eyes to his aunt. Dr. Davenal, in some curiosity, drew towards him the offending letter.



DEAR OLD GIRL, 



We come home the end of next week hurray! old Keen was for keeping us till the week after and shouldnt we have turned rusty but its all fixed now, the 16th is the joyful day and on the 15th we mean to have a bonfire out of bounds and shouldnt we like to burn up all our books in it you cant think how sick we are of them. Jopper says hed give all his tin for next half if books and studies had never been invented and Im sure I would, I hate learning and thats the truth and I havent tried to get on a bit for I know its of no use trying, Greaks horrid, and our greak master is an awful stick and keeps us to it till we feel fit to bufett him its the most hateful bothering languidge you can imagine and I shall never master a line of it and if it werent for cribs I should get a caneing every day, latin was bad enougff, but greak caps it We all got into a row which Ill tell you about when I come home and we had our Wensday and Saturday holidays stoped for three weeks, it was all threw the writing master a shokking sneek who comes four days a week and found out something and took and told Keen but we have served him out, we have had some good games this half taking things together and if we could berry our books and never do another lesson Keens house wouldnt be so bad, Leo and some more of us were trying to wrench open farmer Clupps stable to get at his poney when he ran a rusty nale into his thumb, old clupp was off to a cattle fair by rail and we knew hed be none the wiser if we exercized the poney up and down the common, and a jolly time of it I can tell you we had only we couldnt find the sadle, well leos thum got bad and he hasnt been abel to write for ever so long and hes uncomon glad of it now for it saves him his holiday letter, I had to write mine five times over before it did and I nearly flung it in the fire before Keens face, I never was so sick of anything in my life, its going to aunt Bett this time Keen said it went to uncle Richard at mid-summer, good buy till next week darling Sara love to Carry and mind you get a jolly lot of mince pies ready for us.



DICK DAVENAL.



p s. bows old Betts deafness, its so cold we hope all the ponds will be froze to ice tomorrow.



Dr. Davenal burst into a fit of laughter. The contrast between the genuine letter of the boy and the formal one dictated by the master was so rich. Miss Davenals brow wore its heaviest frown: the letter was bad enough altogether, but the insult to herself, the old Bett, could not be forgiven.

Ill have this letter sent back, Dr. Davenal.

Tush, Bettina! Send it back, indeed! We were schoolboys and schoolgirls ourselves once. Why, whats this?  heres the postman coming in again! He must have omitted to leave all the letters.

It was even so. The postman by inadvertence had carried away a letter addressed to the house, and had now come back with it But that mistake was a great piece of good luck for Neal; and in truth its occurring on this morning was a singular coincidence. You will agree with me in saying that it was quite a different sort of luck from any deserved by Neal. Poor Dick Davenals sneek of a writing-master could not stand for honours beside the real sneak, Neal.

Neal had not been at Dr. Davenals window when the postman came in the first time, as Sara had surmised; Neal was standing in his favourite corner outside, amid the shrubs, having a mind to give himself an airing. It was to this corner the postman had gone, and he delivered three letters into his hands. Neal carried them to his pantry and proceeded to examine the outside with his usual curiosity. Two of them were those he subsequently carried into the breakfast-room; on the third he saw the foreign post-mark, and recognised the handwriting of Captain Davenal. And, as Neal turned this about in his hand, he became aware of a curious fact  that it was open. The envelope was not fastened down. The captains seal was upon it in wax, but it did not serve to fasten it Whether that young officer, who was given to carelessness, had sealed it in this insecure manner, or whether it had come open in the transit, was of no consequence: it was certainly not closed now.

The temptation proved too strong for Mr. Neal. It happened that he had a motive, a particular motive, apart from his ordinary curiosity, for wishing to see the contents of this letter. He had chanced to overhear a few words spoken between the doctor and his daughter some days previously  words which Neal could, as he expressed himself, make neither top nor tail of; but they referred to Captain Davenal, and created the strongest possible wish in Neals mind to take a peep at the first letter that should arrive from the gallant officer. Neal had not seen his way to do this at all dear; but it appeared now that fortune had graciously dropped the means into his hands. And the temptation was too strong to be resisted.

Hastily reasoning within himself (the best of us are too prone to reason on our own side of the question, ignoring the other) that in all probability the breakfast-room had not seen or heard the postman, as the man had kept on his side the garden, and had not rung the door-bell, Neal risked it, and carefully drew the letter from the envelope.

A small thin note, addressed to Miss Sara Davenal, dropped out of it. Neal was too busy to pick it up; his eyes were feasting on the opening words of Captain Davenals letter to his father.

Neal, are there no letters?

The interrupting voice was the doctors: and Neal, in an awful fluster, popped the open letter and the thin one tinder a dish-cover. There was no help for it; he might not delay; he dared not take the letter in open. So he carried in the other two in his hand, having looked in vain for his customary waiter.

It passed off well enough. Neal returned to the pantry, and finished the perusal of the captains letter. Then he refolded it, placed the note, which he had not opened, inside as before, and amended the fastening with a modicum of sealing-wax, dropped artistically underneath the old seal.

He was at his wits end how to convey the letter to the doctor, so that no suspicion might rest upon himself Suppress it he dare not, for the postman could have testified to its delivery when inquiries were made. He was coming to the conclusion that the best way would be to put it amidst the shrubs, as if he or the postman had dropped it, and let somebody find it and convey it to Dr. Davenal, when the postmans knock at the hall door aroused him.

I dont know how I came to overlook this, said the man, handing in a letter. It had got slipped among the others somehow, and I didnt find it till I was ever so far down the street.

If ever Neal believed in the descent of special favours from the clouds, he believed in it then. The letter brought back by the postman was directed to Watton. Neal carried it to his pantry, deposited the other upon his silver waiter, and took it to the breakfast-room.

Hows this? cried the doctor.

The letter-man carried it away with him, sir, by some mistake, he says, answered Neal with a steady tongue and unflinching eye.

Stupid fellow! cried the doctor. But he spoke in a good-natured tone. None, save he, knew how welcome a sight was the handwriting of his son.

And when Neal carried down the breakfast-things he coolly told Watton there was a letter for her lying in his pantry, which had come by the morning post.

You might have brought it down, was Wattons answer.

So I might, civilly remarked Need. I laid it there and forgot it.


CHAPTER XXX.

THE DOCTORS BIRTHDAY.

THE dead of the winter passed. That is, Christmas was turned, and January had come in, and was drawing to a close.

Dr. Davenals state of health was beginning to attract attention. It cannot be said that absolute fears were excited, but people said to each other and to him that he ought to take more care. Especial care of himself he certainly did not take, and he seemed to take cold upon cold. It must not be thought that Dr. Davenal was recklessly neglectful, supinely careless. It was not that at all. But he was one of the many who seemed to have an assured trust in their own constitution; almost believing their state of good health immutable. Other folks are liable to ailments, but they have no fear of themselves. This is sometimes notably the case with those who have never experienced illness, who have passed an active life with neither an ache nor a pain.

As had Dr. Davenal. Of a naturally good constitution, temperate in his habits, taking a good deal of exercise one way or another, his mind always occupied, he did not know what it was to have a days illness. The great blow which had fallen upon him in the death of his son told upon his mind more than upon his body. If it had bent his shoulders and left lines of care upon his face, it had not made him ill. It was reserved for the later calamity to do that  that terrible secret whose particulars none save the doctor knew. That had nearly prostrated him  it had re-acted on the body; and when the cold fastened on him the day he had to hasten from Mrs. Scotts hot room to the Infirmary, it laid hold of him for ever.

He could not shake it of! Miss Davenal told him somewhat crossly that he kept catching cold upon cold; but the doctor himself knew that it was that first cold hanging about him. He apprehended no real danger: he did not pay much attention to it Had he possessed a mind at rest, he might have thought more of the bodys ailments, but with that great burden of despair  and, in truth, it was little else  weighing him down, what in comparison was any sickness of body? As to lying by, he never so much as gave it a thought So long as he could go about, he would go about He thought of others before himself; he was one who strove hard to do his duty in the sight of God; and he would have deemed it little else than a sin selfishly to stop indoors to nurse himself, when there might be fellow-creatures dying for the want of his aid. It was very easy to say other doctors might attend for him; we all know how valuable in illness is the presence of the physician we trust; and none in Hallingham was trusted as was Dr. Davenal.

And so, with his aching mind and his aching body, he went about his work. It is just possible that a fortnight or sos rest might have saved him, but he did not take it. He went about his work as usual  nay, with more than his wonted activity, for it was a season of much sickness at Hallingham, as it was that winter in many other places. He bore on, never flagging; but he grew weaker day by day, and everybody remarked how poorly the doctor was looking. No fears for his state were aroused indoors. Sara attributed all she saw amiss in him to the burden of that great secret, of which she had had only partial cognisance; and Miss Davenal felt cross with him.

For Bettina Davenal suspected neither illness of body nor illness of mind. How should she connect the latter with the prosperous physician? She knew that he had been grieved at the going abroad of his son Edward, a grief in which she by no means joined, deeming that a little roughing it out in the world would be found of wholesome benefit to the indulged son and brave captain; and she rather despised the doctor for regretting him. He was silent, and thin, and worn; he had no appetite; his spirits seemed gone; she saw all this, but never supposed it was caused by anything but the departure of his son.

His not eating was made the worst grievance of by Miss Bettina. Once before, in an unusual season of sickness, the doctor had  not, perhaps, lost his appetite, but allowed himself no time for his meals. Miss Bettina believed that this was a similar case; that his patients were absorbing his appetite and his energies; and she gave him a good sound lecturing! as she might have given to Dick. Get what she would for the table, plain food or dainties, it seemed all one to the doctor: he would taste, perhaps, to please her, but he could not eat.

I cant help it, he said to her one day. I suppose I am worse than you think.

For the truth, or rather a suspicion of it, had at length dawned on Dr. Davenal  that he was more seriously ill than he had allowed himself to imagine. Unfavourable symptoms connected with his chest and lungs had forced themselves upon his notice on that very morning, and he asked himself what they meant, and what they boded. Had he neglected himself too long?

It was the 24th of January, a notable day in the doctors household, for it was his birthday, and was always kept amongst themselves. Dick and Leo made the day a plea for the extension of their holidays. The school generally re-opened about a week earlier, but of course, as they told their uncle, they could not go back with his birthday so near: they must stay to wish him many happy returns of it. Miss Davenal saw no reason in the plea, and was severe when the doctor allowed it  as he always did; she would never keep boys at home a single hour after the school opened. But with Uncle Richard to back them, Dick and Leo did not care for Aunt Bettina.

Yes, it was on this morning that Dr. Davenal awoke to the serious state of his own health. If what he suspected was true, he feared he should not be long in this world.

He said nothing. He went out as usual in his dose carriage, which he had latterly used, and forgot not a single call. But he said to himself that perhaps in a few days, when he should have brought through, if Heaven willed, one or two patients who were lying in extreme danger, he might make arrangements for stopping at home and nursing himself.

On this same day the doctor again saw Oswald Cray. He had occasion to give some directions to Mark, missed seeing him at the Infirmary, and told Roger to drive to the Abbey. Upon entering, he found not Mark but Oswald. Oswald, it appeared, had just called, and was waiting for Mrs. Cray to come down. Mark was out Dr. Davenal cherished no resentment He deemed that Oswald Cray had behaved to him badly, but he had never been of a retaliating spirit, and least of all was he inclined to it now.

The doctor pressed Oswald Crays hand cordially as he shook it The thought flashed over him that he would make one more effort towards a reconciliation. A few moments given to commonplace salutations, and then he spoke.

This is my birthday, Mr. Oswald Cray. Mark and Caroline are coming to dine with us: will you join them?

You are very kind. But I must go up to London by the seven train.

Not a word of wishing he could come, or regret that he could not. The doctor noticed that; he noticed also that his tone was more polite than warm. But he did not yet give him up.

It may be the last birthday I shall see. We shall be glad to welcome you.

I hope you will see many yet; but I am obliged to return to town. Thank you all the same.

Coldly courteous still! Dr. Davenal, who would not wait, as Mark was out, again offered his hand in parting.

Some estrangement has come between us which I do not understand, Mr. Oswald Cray. Remember what I say, should this be the last time we speak together, that it is you who have to answer for it, not I.

One word, Dr. Davenal, for the doctor was turning away to regain his carriage. Believe at least this much, that none can regret the estrangement more than I regret it.

Is it explainable?

Not by me, replied Oswald, somewhat of his old hauteur coming upon him. He honestly believed in his heart that Dr. Davenal, in saying these few words, was but acting a part Fare you well, said the doctor as he went out.

Farewell, repeated Oswald. And they were the last words ever spoken between them.

It was a social family dinner that evening at Dr. Davenals, and for some of its partakers a right merry one. Mark Cray and his wife were merry as heart could wish, the two boys boisterously so, Miss Davenal gracious. Sara was quiet, the doctor was ill, and a gentleman whom the doctor had invited after Oswald Cray declined, was grieving over the alteration so conspicuously visible in Dr. Davenal.

This was the Rev. John Stephenson. He was at Hallingham on business, had called that afternoon on Dr. Davenal, and the doctor had pressed him to stay dinner.

When the cloth was removed, and Mr. Stephenson had said grace, and Dick and Leo were up to their eyes in nuts and oranges, Mark Cray stood in his place and made a natty little speech. Mark was fond of making speeches: they were a great deal more to his taste than surgical operations. His present effort lasted five minutes, and wound up with wishing the doctor many happy returns of the day.

Hurrah! shouted Dick. Uncle Richard, I hope youll have a hundred birthdays yet!

And plenty of good things for you to eat as they come round, eh, Dick? rejoined the doctor with a smile.

Oh, of course, cried Dick, his eyes sparkling.  It always does come in the Christmas holidays, you know.

The doctor slightly rose from his chair, leaning with both hands on the table. His manner was subdued, his voice inexpressibly gentle and loving.

My dear friends, I thank you for your kindness; I thank you from my very heart I am not well, and you must accept these few words in answer to Marks more elaborate speech. It may be the last time I shall be here to receive your good wishes or to thank you for them. May God bless you!  and he raised his hands slowly and solemnly May God bless and love you all when I shall be gone!

The words took them utterly by surprise. Sara bent her head, and pressed her hands upon her bosom as if to press down the sudden sobs that seemed as if they would choke her; Dick and Leo stared; Miss Bettina complacently nodded her acknowledgments, she knew not why, for she had failed to hear; and Caroline looked up in wonder. Mark Cray was the first to speak Do you feel ill, sir?

Not particularly; not much more so than I have felt lately. I dont think I am very well, Mark.

You are overworked, sir. You must take some rest.

Rest may be nearer for me than we think, Mark.

O papa, dont! wailed Sara. Dont speak so unless you would break my heart!

Her emotion had become uncontrollable, and the anguish had spoken out Never until that moment had the prospect of losing her father been brought palpably before Sara, and it was more than she well knew how to bear. In spite of her natural reticence of feeling, of the presence of a stranger, she quite shook with her hysterical sobs.

Miss Davenal was frightened, and somewhat indignant: she bent her head forward.  What on earths the matter with Sara?

Hush, Aunt Bettina, called out Mrs. Cray. Dont scold her. Uncle Richard has been talking gloomily. He says he is ill.

Ill! of course he is ill, retorted Miss Bettina, who had contrived to hear. He wont eat He is out and about with his patients from morning till night, and then comes in too tired to eat anything. He has not swallowed a couple of ounces of meat all the last week. What can he expect but to be ill? But theres no cause for Sara to burst into a violent fit of crying over it Will you be so kind as to excuse it, sir? she added, in her stately courtesy, to the clergyman who was sitting at her right hand.

He bowed. A man who has known long-continued adversity can feel for sorrow, and his heart was aching for the grief of the child, and for the serious change he saw in the father, his benefactor. Mark turned to Miss Davenal.

It is just what I say, Miss Bettina, that the doctor is overworked. He wants a week or twos rest.

And what are you good for if you cant contrive that he should have it? was her answer. I think you might see his patients for him.  

So I could, answered Mark. Only he wont let me.

Saras emotion was subsiding: she sat very still now, her head a little bent, as if ashamed of having betrayed it; the tears dried upon her cheeks, but an uncontrollable sob broke from her now and then. Dr. Davenal had taken her hand under the table, for she sat next to him, and was holding it in his.

You foolish child! he fondly whispered.

Papa, if  if anything were to happen to you  if you were to go and leave me here alone, I should die, was the answer, uttered passionately.

Hush, hush! My darling, you and I are alike in the hands of a loving God.

She laid her fingers again upon her bosom. How violently it was beating, how difficult it was to still its throbs of pain, she alone knew.

I met that gentleman this afternoon, the connection of Lady Oswalds whom I saw for the first time the day of the funeral, spoke up the clergyman, breaking the silence which had fallen upon the room. Mr. Oswald Cray.

I met him, too, said the doctor. It was at your house, Mark. I asked him to come here to-day, but he declined.

He is gone back to town, I think, said Mark.

He said he was going.

Did you ask him to dine here, Uncle Richard? cried Leo.

I did, my boy.

And wouldnt he? rejoined Mark.

No, he wouldnt. And, mind, I think he wouldnt; although he declined upon the plea of having to get back to town.

My! what a stupid duff he was! exclaimed Richard. Did he know there was going to be a turkey and plum-pudding?

I didnt tell him that, Dick. My impression is, that he never means to enter our house again, the doctor added in a low tone to his daughter.

But why? exclaimed Caroline, who sat on the other side the doctor, and caught the words. There must be something extraordinary at the bottom of all this.

Never mind going into it now, Carine, whispered the doctor. His grievance is connected with Lady Oswalds will, but we need not say so before Mr. Stephenson.

Sara looked up hastily, impulsive words rising to her lips; but she recollected herself, and bent her head again in silence. Not even to her father dared she to say that his conclusion was a mistaken one.

Uncle Richard, now that I look at you, it does appear to me that you are changed for the worse, remarked Mrs. Cray. You must nurse yourself, as Mark says. Hallingham would not understand your being ill, you know.

True, laughed the doctor.

Caroline Cray, seeing her Uncle daily, or nearly so, had not perceived the great change which had been gradually going on in him. But to Mr. Stephenson, who had not met him since the time of Lady Oswalds death, it was all too palpable; as it had been that day to Oswald Cray.

We must not forget the captain to-day, doctor, spoke up Mark. Have you heard from him again?

O yes.

How does he like his Maltese quarters?

I am not sure that he has said. It is not of much consequence whether he liked them or not The regiment was ordered on to India.

To India!

Yes.

It was impossible not to note the sad tone in which the monosyllable was spoken. Dr. Davenal had begun to know that he and his son should never again meet on earth: the son whom he so loved!

Somehow, what with one thing and another, that birthday evening was a sadder one than they had been accustomed to spend. Mark Cray, as he walked home with his wife afterwards, remarked that it was slow. But nobody dreamt of anything like fear for the doctor, save his daughter and the Reverend Mr. Stephenson.

I can never be sufficiently grateful to you, sir, murmured the clergyman, as he was leaving. Neither can my brother. You have done for us what I believe no other man living would have done. May Heaven reward you, and restore you to health and strength!

I did but my duty, answered the doctor. The money belonged to you, not to me. I am only glad there were no vexatious legal obstacles brought up to obstruct the transfer. I shall always be glad to see you, remember, when you come to Hallingham.

Mr. Stephenson thanked him. But as he went out, the impression was strong upon his mind that the doctor himself would not long be in Hallingham.

And Sara? What must it have been for her! Her mind was one chaos of tumultuous emotion. She seemed to have accepted the fear as a certainty, to have been obliged to accept it Oh, what would save him?  could not the whole faculty restore his precious life? She passed another night of anguish, like unto the one she had passed nearly two months before, after parting with Oswald Cray in the Abbey graveyard  like it, but more apprehensively painful; and she wondered how she got through it.

With the morning, things did not wear so intensely gloomy an aspect The broad daylight, the avocations and bustle of daily life, are an antidote to gloom, and the worst prospect loses some of its darkness then. Sara tried to reason with herself that he could not have become so ill on a sudden as to be past recovery, she tried to say that it was foolish even to think it.

But her mind could not be at rest, her state of suspense was intolerable, and before entering the breakfast-room she knocked at her fathers study-door, and entered. Dr. Davenal was closing the Bible.

What is it, my dear?

O papa  and the words came forth with a burst of pent-up anguish I cannot live in this suspense. What did you mean last night? What is it that is the matter with you?

I scarcely know, Sara. Only that I feel ill.

But  you  cannot  be going to die?

Hush, my child! You must not agitate yourself in this way. Die? Well, no, I hope not, he added, quite in a joking manner. I feel ten per cent better this morning than I did yesterday.

Do you? she eagerly cried. But  what you said last night?

Last night I felt gloomy  oppressed. Serious thoughts do intrude themselves sometimes on ones birthday. And I was really ill yesterday. I feel quite a different man to-day.

Her fears were growing wonderfully calmer. You are sure, papa?

Sure of what? That I am better?  I am sure I feel so. I shall be all right, child, I hope.

Wont you have advice, papa? she imploringly said.

Advice? Thats a compliment to myself, young lady. Hallingham would tell you that theres no advice better than Dr. Davenals own.

But, papa  I mean different advice. I thought of the clever London doctors. You must have them down to see you.

Some of the clever London doctors would be glad of the countryman Richard Davenals advice. Seriously speaking, my dear, though I say it in all modesty, I dont believe theres a man in Europe more skilful than myself.

But they might suggest remedies that you would not think of. O papa! if theres a necessity, do summon them.

Be assured of one thing, Sara, and set your mind at rest. Should the necessity arise, I will not fail to seek any one or anything that I think may help me. My life has not of late been a happy one, but I am not quite tired of it; I wish I may live long, not only for your sake, but for  for other interests. Theres a double necessity for it now.

And you will not go out to-day, papa?

To-day I must I have not made arrangements to the contrary. But I do mean to give myself a rest, perhaps beginning with tomorrow. I feel a great deal better to-day  quite another man.

How the words lightened her heart! Dr. Davenal really did feel much better, and the saddened spirit, the almost ominous feeling, which had clung to him the night before, had vanished. But he spoke more lightly of his illness than he would have done had he not seen how it was affecting her.

Dick came drumming at the door, and then pushed it open with a bang.

Breakfasts waiting, Uncle Richard. And Aunt Bett  

Why! are you there? broke off the young gentleman as his eyes fell upon Sara. Im afraid youll catch it Aunt Bett thinks you are not down, and its ten minutes past eight.

Are you ready for school, Dick? asked his uncle. Elated at the prospect of returning?

Dick pulled a long face. The two boys were going back that day. A sore trial to Dick, who, it must be confessed, had been born with an innate antipathy to books.

Youll have us home at Easter, Uncle Richard? he pleaded in a piteous tone.

Not if I know it, Dick. Holidays twice a-year were thought quite enough in my school-days, and I see no reason for their nut being thought enough now.

Half the boys go home at Easter  and stop a fortnight, bemoaned Dick.

Very likely. If half the boys have friends who prefer play to work for them, Im only glad the other half set a better example. Dicky, boy, youll enjoy your Midsummer holidays all the more keenly for having none at Easter.

The doctor caught hold of the boy and wound his arm affectionately round him as they proceeded across the hall to the breakfast-room. Miss Davenal greeted Sara with one of her severest aspects, but before she could begin her lecture, Mark Gray had burst in upon them.

Have you heard the news? he exclaimed, in a state of excitement never yet witnessed in easy Mark Cray. Doctor, have you had letters yet?

What news? What letters? asked the doctor.

Caroline has got her money.

Caroline got her money? repeated Dr. Davenal, understanding no better than the rest did.

The Chancery case is decided, explained Mark. Judgment was given yesterday, and it is in their favour. Shell get the money directly now.

How do you know this, Mark?

It is in the evening papers  reported in full. I call for my letters sometimes if I am passing the post-office, and I did so this morning and got this paper. White, the lawyer, sent it, I expect, and we shall no doubt hear by this evenings post.

Well, Mark, I am very glad. Justice lay on Carolines side; therefore it is right that she should have it You must settle it upon her as soon as you touch the money.

Oh, of course, said Mark.


CHAPTER XXXI.

BAD NEWS FOR HALLINGHAM.

I SAY, Neal, what sort of a place is St. Pauls Churchyard?

The questioner was Watton. She sat in the servants room near the window, against which the rain was pattering, some household sewing in her hand. Neal, who had entered to get a glass he wanted was rather taken with surprise, but he was not one to show it in his manner.

Did you never see it? he asked.

I saw it in a picture once. I couldnt see it elseways; Ive never been to London.

It is a large space of land with houses round it and the cathedral in the middle, explained Neal, who seemed always ready to oblige his fellow-servants, especially Watton. Its a thoroughfare, you know; the road from Ludgate Hill to Cheapside winds round on each side the cathedral, between it and the houses.

Is it very noisy?

Pretty well for that. But the London people dont seem to care for noise. I expect they are so used to it that they dont hear it.

The houses round St. Pauls are warehouses, arent they?

Warehouses and shops. The shops are mostly on one side and the warehouses on the other.

Do you know a place called Cannon Street?

I should think I do! It leads down from St. Pauls to King William Street. Why do you ask?

Well, said Watton slowly, as if she were deliberating something in her mind, I am not sure but I am going to live there.

To live in St. Pauls Churchyard? repeated Neal. I have had a place offered me there, and it seems to me to be a very eligible one, said Watton. Its to go as housekeeper in a house of business; some large wholesale place, by what I can understand. I should have two or three servants under me, and twenty-five pounds a-year. It seems good, doesnt it?

Capital, assented Neal.  Is it in St. Pauls Churchyard?

Its either in St Pauls Churchyard or Cannon Street. She isnt quite sure which, she says. Anyway, its close to St Pauls.

Whos she ? questioned Neal.

My sister. Her husband is in this establishment, a traveller, or something of that He has got on well: he was only day assistant in a shop when she married him, fifteen years ago, and now he gets two or three hundred a year. When Miss Bettina told me I should have to leave, I wrote to my sister and asked her to look out for me, and she has sent me word of this.

But can she get the place for you? inquired Neal, who was prompt at weighing probabilities and improbabilities in his mind.

It is in this way. The present housekeeper has been there a good while, and is much respected by the masters, and they have asked her to look out for somebody to take her place. My sisters intimate with her, and has spoken to her about me.

Why is she going to leave, herself? questioned Neal, liking to come to the bottom of everything.

Watton laughed.  She is going to begin life on her own score: shes about to be married. I think its rather venturesome, those middle-aged persons marrying: I wouldnt, I know.

Wait until you are asked, returned Neal, not over gallantly.

I have been asked more than once in my life, said Watton  But I didnt see my way clear. Its all a venture. A good many risk it, and a few dont Id rather be one of the few. My goodness! how it rains!

When do you leave here?

When I get a comfortable place. Miss Bettina said I was not to hurry. It isnt as if I were leaving for any fault, or to make room for another. She doesnt like my leaving at all, you know.

Neal nodded. I heard her grumbling to the doctor, like anything, about it. She talks loud, and one cant shut ones ears at will.

She need not grumble to the doctor. It is not his fault. He spoke to me himself, saying how sorry he was to part with me, but he could not help it. He had had a severe loss of money, he said, which rendered it necessary that he should alter the rate of his expenditure. I wonder, added Watton, musingly, how he came to lose it?

Neal coughed. Perhaps some bank broke.

Perhaps it did, answered Watton. They are ticklish things, those banks. I say, Neal, theres the doctors bell.

Neal heard the bell for himself, and quitted the room to answer it. Watton got up, put down her work, shook a few threads from her gown, opened a drawer and took out a letter.

She was going up-stairs to Miss Bettina to show her the letter she had received, and to ask her advice upon the situation mentioned in it She felt very much inclined to try for it; only she felt a shrinking doubt of London. Many persons do who have lived to middle age in the country.

Neal entered the room in answer to the ring. The doctor had been out that morning, but returned earlier than usual, for it was not much past twelve. It was the day subsequent to the departure for school of Dick and Leo.

What a poor fire you have got here, Neal! said the doctor. Bring a few sticks and pile the coal on. I feel chilly.

I hope you have not taken a fresh cold, sir, respectfully observed Neal, as he stirred up the fire preparatory to getting the sticks.

Whether Neal was right or not as to the fresh cold, certain it was, that before night unfavourable symptoms began to manifest themselves in Dr. Davenal. And they increased rapidly.

A few hours and the news went forth to the town  Dr. Davenal was in danger. The consternation it excited cannot well be described  and if described would scarcely be believed. Numbers upon numbers in that town looked upon Dr. Davenal in the light of a public benefactor: they honestly believed that his death would be one of the greatest calamities that could befall them; they believed that, if he went, nobody else could bring them through danger, should it come upon them.

They hastened to the door with their anxious inquiries; they saw the medical men of Hallingham pouring in. What was the matter with him? they eagerly asked. How was he seized?

It was inflammation of the chest, or lungs, or both, they were told. It was in fact an increase of the cold which had been so long hanging upon him, and which he had neglected. Oh, only a cold! they repeated carelessly as they listened  what a mercy that it was nothing worse! And they went away re-assured.

A day or two, and there came down a physician from London in answer to a telegraphic dispatch. A day or two more and an ominous whisper went forth to the town  that hope was over. The saddened inhabitants paced to and fro, collected in groups about the door, and glanced up at the doctors windows, fearing if perchance the blind should have been drawn since they last looked. They watched the medical men glide in and out; they saw a lawyer go in with a bustling step, and came to the conclusion that he went to make the will. Altogether Hallingham was in a fever of excitement.

But there occurred a change; contrary to even the most sanguine expectation, a change seemed to take place for the better. Dr. Davenal rallied. The most painful symptoms left him, and some of those around him said he was getting well.

One evening at dusk Neal was observed to come out of the house with a quick movement and hasten up the street. As usual he was instantly surrounded, waylaid by anxious inquirers.

Yes, it was perfectly true, Neal answered, his master was so much better as to surprise all who saw him. The change took place early that morning, and he had been mending ever since. He was well enough to sit up: was sitting up then.

Then there was a hope that hed recover? the questioners rejoined, scarcely daring to speak the joyful words.

O yes, there seemed every hope of it now. Mr. Cray, who had just gone out, remarked to him, Neal, that he looked upon his master as cured. But Neal couldnt stop to talk more with them then, he said; he was hastening to the chemists for a draught which the doctor himself had sent him for.

Neal got the draught, imparted the news of the doctors wonderful improvement to the crowd collecting at the chemists, for no end of gossippers pressed into the shop when they saw Neal there  retraced the streets with his soft tread, and arrived at home. Entering the consulting-room, where the fire in the grate was getting low, he passed on to his masters bedchamber. Quite a bright chamber for an invalids. The fire was blazing in the grate, and a handsome lamp, shining through the ornamental pink shade that covered its globe, stood on the small round table. The bed was at the far end of the room in a comer, and Dr. Davenal sat in an easy chair near the fire. He was dressed, all but his coat; in place of that he wore a warm quilted dressing-gown of soft rich silk: one of those rarely handsome dressing-gowns that seem made to be looked at, not to be worn.

He did not appear very ill. Wan and worn certainly, but not so ill as might have been expected. His breath and voice were the worst: both were painfully weak. The table had been drawn close to him, and he was writing at it. A tolerably long letter it looked like, covering three sides of large note-paper. Perhaps if the truth had been declared, he had got up purposely to write this letter.

Sara sat on the other side the fireplace, ready to wait upon him. How she had borne the agony of the last few days and been calm, she did not know, she never would know: it was one of the sharp lessons learnt from lifes necessities. You may be with him, the physician in London had said to her, provided you can maintain composure in his presence. The witnessing of a childs grief is sometimes the worst agony that the dying have to bear. I cannot sanction your being in the room unless you can promise to be calm.

I will promise it, replied Sara in a low tone; but that one expression the dying had turned her whole heart to sickness.

Yes, it was one of the lessons that must be learnt in the stem school of life  the maintaining a composed exterior when the heart is breaking. That she was given to reticence of feeling by nature, was of service to Sara Davenal then. But surely the trials that had latterly fallen upon her were very bitter; the battle just now was sharp and keen.

She sat there in her soft dress of violet merino, so quiet and unobtrusive in the sick-room, with its little white lace collar and the narrow lace cuffs turned up on the bands of the sleeves at the wrist. The first day of his illness she had on a silk dress rustling against the chairs and tables, and she had the good sense to go and change it. The chair she sat in was an elbow one, and her hot cheek rested on her fingers as she strove to drive back the inward question that would intrude itself, whether this improvement was for good, or only a fallacious one. She sat perfectly still, her eyes following the motion of his feeble fingers, and it was thus that Neal interrupted them.

The draught, sir, he said, laying it on the table.

Set a wine-glass by it, said the doctor. That will do.

So slowly and feebly! The voice seemed to come from deep down in his chest, and not to be the doctors voice at all. Neal put the wine-glass as desired, and quitted the room; and the doctor wrote on.

Only for a minute or two: the letter was drawing to a close. Dr. Davenal pressed it with the blotting-paper, read it to himself slowly, and then folded it and put it in an envelope. In all this, his fingers seemed scarcely able to perform their office. He fastened it down, and wrote on the outside his sons name. Then he looked at Sara, touching the letter with his finger.

My dear, when the next mail goes out, should you have occasion to write of me, let this be enclosed.

To write of you, papa? she repeated in a faltering tone. But she need not have asked the question  its meaning had only too surely penetrated to her.

Should the worst have happened.

Oh, but  papa  you are getting better!

She checked the wailing tone; she remembered how necessary, as she had been warned, was calmness in that room; she remembered her promise to maintain it She pressed her hands upon her bosom and remained still.

I will take that draught now, Sara, if you will pour it out. She rose from her seat, undid the paper, poured the contents of the small bottle into the glass, and handed it to him. The doctor drank it, and gave her back the glass with a smile.

Not one of those clever fellows thought of ordering me this; yet its the best thing for anybody suffering as I am. Ah! they have got something to learn yet I dont know how theyll get on without me.

Papa, you may get well yet! she interrupted; and she could not prevent the anguished sound with which the words were spoken.

He turned and looked at her; he seemed to have fallen into a momentary reverie. But he made no direct answer.

Can you draw the table away, Sara? I dont want it so dose now. Gently; take care of the lamp.

Where shall I put this, papa? she asked, referring to the letter.

In my desk in the next room. Youll know where to find it in case of need. My keys are here, on the mantelpiece.

She stopped to ask one question which seemed to be wrung from her in her pain. Is it to go all the same if you get better, papa?

No. Not if I get better.

Passing into the other room, which was lighted only by the fire, she drew the desk from underneath the table, knelt down, unlocked it, and put in the letter. It was addressed: For my son, Edward Davenal. Sara was locking the desk again, when some one entered the room and came round the table to where she knelt. My goodness! are you saying your prayers?

Wrapped in silks and ermine, her lovely face peeping out from a charming pink bonnet, was Mrs. Cray. The doctor had expressed a wish to Mark Cray that afternoon that Caroline would come to him, and Mark had delivered the message when he got home.

Mark says Uncle Richard wants to see me, she explained, so I thought Id run down at once. I cant stop; Berry and another friend or two are going to dine with us. I am so delighted to hear of the improvement in Uncle Richard! Mark says the danger is quite over.

If I could but be sure it was! was Saras answer.

There you are, with your doubts and fears! Never was anybody like you, Sara. Dont I tell you Mark says it is? Yes, Ill take my cloak off for the few minutes that I stop.

She threw off her bonnet, and let the cloak slip from her shoulders, displaying her evening attire, for she had dressed before she came out; a silk, so light as to look almost white, that stood on end with richness and rustled as she walked; the dazzling necklace, given by Captain Davenal, on her white neck; a dew-dropped pink rose in her gleaming hair.

Utterly unaccordant looked she with the chamber of the dying, as she stepped into the other room. Dr. Davenals eyes were fixed on her for a moment in simple wonder, as if he saw a vision. Then he recognised her, and held out his hand, a glad look pervading his countenance.

Well, Uncle Richard! I am so rejoiced that you are getting better. Youll come and dance at our housewarming yet.

Are you going to hold one? asked the doctor, as he held her hand in his, and gazed up at her beauty.

Mark and I are thinking of it We can do everything, you know, now that that moneys coming to me.

Ah, said the doctor, its about that money I want to talk to you. Sit down, Caroline. How smart you are, my dear!

Nay, I think its you who are smart, uncle, she returned with a gay laugh.  So it has come into use at last!

Caroline touched the dressing-gown as she spoke. There had always been a joke about this dressing-gown. A patient of the doctors, as fanciful as Lady Oswald and nearly as old, had made it with her own hands and sent it to him. It had remained unused. For one thing, the doctor was too plain in his habits and too busy a main to require a dressing-gown at all; for another he had looked upon the garment as extravagantly fine.

Yes, said he, in answer to Carolines remark, I have found it useful to-day. It is very warm and comfortable. Caroline, I have been talking again to Mark about the money.
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Well, uncle?

I dont know that it is well. Mark does not appear inclined to make me any promise that it shall be settled upon you when it comes. I urged it upon him very strongly this afternoon, and he answered me in his light careless manner,  Of course. O yes, doctor, Ill remember; but he did not give a specific promise; whether by accident or design, I cannot say. So I told him to send you down to me.

Yes, uncle, she said, thinking more of the weakness of the voice to which she was listening, than of the import of the words.

This money must be settled upon you, Caroline, the instant that you touch it. It is essential that a married woman should, if possible, have some settlement If I recover, I shall take care that this is so settled, but

If you recover! she interrupted. Why, Uncle Richard, you are getting well as fast as you can. Mark says so. You are sitting up!

True; I am sitting up; and I could not have sat up two or three days ago. Still, I am not sure about the getting well.

But Mark says so; he says you are, reiterated Caroline.

And Marks opinion, as a medical man, must be infallible, you think? rejoined the doctor, with a momentary look in his face that Caroline did not understand. At any rate, my dear, it is well to remember all contingencies. Hope for the best, and prepare for the worst, was one of your grandpapa Davenals favourite maxims. You must have the money settled upon you

But, Uncle Richard, are you quite sure that it would be for the best? she interposed. If the money is settled in that way, it would be all tied up, and do us no good after all.

You would enjoy the interest.

Thats not over much, said Caroline slightingly. I and Mark have been planning a hundred things that we might do with the money. Refurnish the Abbey splendidly for one.

You and Mark are a couple of simpletons, retorted the doctor, regaining momentarily his energy of voice. But the effort was too much, and he lay panting for several minutes afterwards. Caroline sat gazing at him, her finger unconsciously raised to her neck, playing with the gleaming toy there. Which should she trust to, these signs of illness, or Marks opinion?

Caroline, I insist that the money be settled upon you. Were you and Mark to waste it in nonsense, it would be nothing less than a fraud upon your West Indian relatives from whom it is derived. You may tell Mark so from me. That money, Carine, secured to you, would at least keep the wolf from coming quite in, should he ever approach your door.

Caroline sat aghast, wondering whether the doctor had lost his senses. The wolf at the door for us, Uncle Richard. As if that could ever be.

Ah, Carine, I have lived to know that there is no permanent certainty in the brightest lot, he answered with a sigh. My dear, more experience has been forced upon me in the past year or two than I had learned in the whole course of my previous life. Understand me once for all, this money must be secured to you.

Very well, Uncle Richard, she answered with ready acquiescence. It shall be so, as you seem so much to wish it. Ill tell Mark all you say.

A few minutes longer, and Caroline rose. Dr. Davenal was surprised that she should be going again so very soon, and looked inquiringly at her. Cant you stay a little longer, Caroline?

I wish I could; but I shall hardly get back to dinner, and we expect some friends to-day. Good-night, Uncle Richard.

He drew her face down to his, murmuring his farewell. Little did Caroline Cray think it would be his last.

Sara went out with her cousin, and saw her depart with the servant who had waited for her. When she returned to the chamber, the doctor was in deep thought I think you must bring the table near to me again, Sara, he said. Theres another word or two I should like to write.

Yes, papa. Do you want Edwards letter?

No, no; its not to him. There. Dip the pen in the ink for me.

It was a tacit confession of weakness that she did not like to hear; and she saw that even in the short space of time that had elapsed since he wrote before his strength had visibly declined. He was scarcely able to guide the pen.

That will do, when he had traced a few lines. Sara, should you have occasion to send this, enclose it in a note from yourself, explaining my state when I penned it; that I was almost past writing. Will you remember?

Yes, papa, she answered, her heart beating painfully at the words.

Fold it for me.

Honourable in all her thoughts and actions, Sara folded the note with the writing turned from her. It is just possible some children might have been sufficiently actuated by curiosity to glance at least at the name at the commencement of the note. Not so Sara Davenal. She placed it in an envelope and fastened it down.

I think I can direct it, Sara. Just the name.

She gave him the pen, and he traced the name in uneven, doubtful letters. Sara noted it with surprise, and perhaps her pulses quickened.  O. Oswald Cray, Esquire.

Put it in my desk with Edwards, my dear. If you have occasion to send the one, you will the other.

As she unlocked the desk again her tears were raining down fast In all that her father was saying and doing there seemed to be a foreshadowing in his own mind of his approaching death. She quitted the room for a few minutes that her emotion might spend itself, and in the interval Miss Davenal entered. The soft rustling of Miss Bettinas sweeping silks aroused the doctor, who had fallen into a dose. She went up and took his hand.

Richard, how are you to-night?

I hardly know. Middling.

Sara is fancying you are not so well.

Is she?

But she always was given to fancies, you know. Is it right that you should sit up so long the first time of leaving your bed?

Yes, I like the change. I was tired of bed. Sit down, Bettina. There are one or two things I want to say to you.

Are you finding yourself worse?

Bettina, I have not been better.

The doctors have thought you so, she said, after a pause.

Ay, but I know more of my own state than they can tell me. When the suffering and its signs passed, they leaped to the conclusion that the disease had left me. In a measure, so it has, but they should have remembered in how many of such cases the apparent improvement is all deceit, the forerunner of the end.

Bettina Davenal fully understood the words and what they implied. But she was not a demonstrative woman, and the rubbing together of her white and somewhat bony hands was the sole sign of the inward aching heart And I am thankful for the improvement, added the doctor. It is not all who are permitted this freedom from pain in their dying hours.

O Richard! is there no hope?

I fear not, he gravely answered. I am accustomed to impress upon my patients the great truth that while there is life there is hope, and I should be worse than a heathen to ignore it in my own case. But, all I can say is, I cannot trust to it.

She had laid one of her hands upon the folds of the dressing-gown, and the doctor could feel the twitching of the fingers. He had asked her to sit down, but she preferred to stand. Close to him, with her head bent, she could hear his low words without much misapprehension, so deliberately were they spoken between the panting breath.  

Bettina, I dont go to my grave as I thought I should have gone, providing for my children. I have been obliged to sacrifice all I had put by. It was not a great deal, its true, for I am but whats called a middle-aged man, and my expenses have been high. Could I have foreseen my early death, I should have lived at half the rate. And this sacrifice will not die with me. The house  I daresay I shall shock you, Bettina  is mortgaged; not, however, to its full value. I have directed in my will that it shall be sold; and the residue, after the mortgage is paid  can you hear me? he broke off to ask.

Every word..

The residue and the proceeds of the furniture, and those two small cottages of mine, and other effects which will be likewise sold, will make a fair sure. Theres money owing to me in the town, too. Altogether I expect there will not be much less than three thousand pounds

Richard! shrieked out Miss Bettina, in her emotion. Three thousand! I thought you were worth ten at least.

No, it was not so much as that altogether. I had four or five thousand put by. Never mind: I say I have had to sacrifice it. I feel how imprudent I have been, now that it is too late.

To what have you had to sacrifice it?

The doctor paused before he replied. A sudden claim came upon me of which I knew nothing: a claim for thousands. No, Bettina, I know what you wish to say  believe me, I could not resist it: to pay it was obligatory. The worst is, I could not pay it all: and the sum which the property will realise will have to be applied to liquidate it.

But you can tell me what the claim was for?

No, I cannot. It is not altogether my secret, Bettina, and you must not inquire into it. I need not have mentioned it at all to you, but for speaking of Sara. My poor children must suffer. Edward has his pay, and he will have to make it suffice: Sara has nothing. Bettina, you will give her a home?

Theres no necessity for you to ask it, was Bettina Davenals answer. But she spoke crossly; for the want of confidence in not intrusting to her the nature of this secret was hurting her feelings bitterly. Should anything happen to you, Sara will naturally find a home with me  if she can put up with its plainness. I shall make her as welcome, and consider it as obligatory on me to do so, as though she were my own child.

The doctor lay back for a moment in his chair, panting. His fingers clasped themselves over hers in token of thanks.

Richard, surely you might place more confidence in me! If you have been called upon to pay this money in consequence of  of any bygone trouble or debt contracted in your youth  and I conclude it must be something of that sort  do you suppose I cannot be true and keep your counsel? I know what follies the young plunge into!

Follies? Crimes, rather! And the words broke from Dr. Davenal with a groan which told of the deepest mental anguish. It pained even the dull ear that was bent to it.

Bettina, I say that you must not ask me. If it concerned myself alone you should know as much as I do, but I could not tell you without betraying another; and  and there might be danger. Let it rest. Better for you that it should do so, for it would disturb your peace as it has disturbed mine.

Its a dreadful sum, said Miss Bettina.

It is that. And my poor children must be left beggars. I have enjoined Mark Cray to pay three hundred pounds yearly to Sara for five years, out of the proceeds of the practice. He can well afford to do it: and if you will give her a home, this had better be invested for her, Bettina.

Of course. But whats three hundred for five years? You might make better terms with Mark Cray than that.

Mark has promised faithfully to do it I have been talking with him this afternoon about that and other things. I asked him what sum he would feel inclined to pay to Sara out of the business, and for what term. He said he thought he could give three hundred a-year, and would continue it for five years.

Considering all things, it is not a very generous offer, persisted Miss Bettina. Had your life been spared, Mark could not have expected to step into the whole of the practice these twenty years.

It is very fair, I think, Bettina. Mark must acquire experience, remember, must work his way up to the public confidence, before people trust him as they have trusted me. He will not have his rooms filled daily with patients at a guinea a head. This has come upon me suddenly, or all things might have been managed differently. I think it would be a good plan for Mark to leave the Abbey for this house; I have told him so; but he will be the best judge of that.

Miss Bettina quitted her stooping posture by the doctor and sat down, revolving all that had been said. She sat slowly rubbing her hands the one over the other, as was her habit when anything troubled her.

I cannot realise it, she said, in a half whisper, Richard, I cannot realise it Surely you are not going from us!

I am but going to those who have preceded me, Bettina, he answered. My wife, and Richard, and others, who have gone on before, are waiting for me, and I in my turn shall wait for you. This fretting life is over. How poor!  how poor!  he added more emphatically, as he clasped his hands do even its best interests now seem beside eternity!


CHAPTER XXXII.

LAST HOURS.

THE lamp was placed on a chest of drawers behind the chair of Dr. Davenal. It was getting on for ten oclock. Quite time, as had been suggested to him, that he should be in bed; but he appeared unwilling to move. He felt easy, he said: and therefore he stayed on.

The flickering light of the fire, now burning with a dull red heat, now bursting up into a blaze, threw its rays upon the chamber  destined, ere that night should close, to be a chamber of death, although they, the watchers, as yet suspected it not The light fell upon the simple bed at the far comer, destitute of hangings  for the doctor was a foe to curtains  upon the dwarf cabinet beside it, whose lower shelves enclosed a few choice books, upon the drawers, upon the dressing-table at the farther window, and upon the open space at this end where the fire was. The light fell on the doctor as he lay back in the gaudy dressing-gown, on the chair-pillow, one hand hanging down listlessly, the other fondly resting on the soft brown hair of his daughter.

She sat on a footstool by his side, nestled close to him. Her head bowed down, for she had much ado to conceal and subdue her emotion, her hands clasped and laid upon his knee. The dread fear that he was dying rested on her heart; had come to it, as it seemed, by intuition. Not a word yet of this ominous dread had been spoken between them; each seemed to shrink from the task. But Sara strove to gather courage and strength, so that in his presence she might at least not give way.

The doctor stretched out his disengaged hand and pointed to a china cup that stood on the table. Sara rose and brought it to him, and he took a few spoonfuls of the refreshment it contained.

Is not the fire getting low, my dear? he asked, with a slight shiver.

She rose and stirred it, brought forward the coal-box and put on fresh coal, and then took the hearth-brush and swept the bars and the hearth, making things comfortable.

Do you feel cold, papa?

I think so, he answered, with another shiver.

I am sure you would be better in bed. Shall I call Neal?

Not yet Come and sit down again.

She took her place, nestling to him as before, and he fondly stroked her head with his feeble hand. It seemed to her that the hand grew feebler with every change, every fresh movement I have a few things to say to you, my dear, and I had better say them now. I should not like to go to sleep with them unspoken.

Did he mean the sleep of death? Sara trembled inwardly: she hoped that she should retain sufficient strength, no matter at what cost to her feelings, not to tremble outwardly.

It was necessary that I should make a fresh will, he began after a pause. In the old will

O papa! surely you are not going from me!

Utterly unnerved, the words had broken from her in her misery. Dr. Davenal resumed in a tender, reasoning accent I must have you brave, darling; just for a short while. Wont you try and be so? You see I have only you to speak to, Edward being away. My strength may not last very long.

She understood him: that his strength might not hold out if she hindered him by giving way to emotion. The precious time! not much of it might be left to them. With a mighty effort of will, with an anguished sigh to Heaven for help, Sara Davenal outwardly grew still and calm.

Tell me all you have to tell, papa. I will try and be to you what Edward would have been.

In the old will, made subsequent to the death of Richard, the chief part of what I had to leave was divided equally between you and Edward. Caroline  but it matters not to speak of her. In this new will, made now since this illness, all I die possessed of is bequeathed to you.

To me! she echoed, the injustice of the thing striking on her mind in the first blush of the words.

Do you think, after what has happened, that Edward could have any right to it?

She was silent. The doctor lay still for a few moments to gather breath. His voice was so weak that she could barely catch some of the words.

When Edward brought that ill upon us, which has gone wellnigh to kill me  which I believe in a measure has killed me, in so far as that it rendered my state of mind and body such that I have been unable to fight against what might otherwise have proved but a slight disorder  when he brought it upon us, I say, I had only one way open to me  to sacrifice my property and save him. All fathers might not have done it, though most would: but I believe few fathers love their children as I have loved mine. But to save him, I had not only to sacrifice my property, but also in a measure to sacrifice you.

Papa, she said, lifting her head, I wish I might ask you something.

Well  do so.

If you would but trust me more entirely. When Edward came that night and you called me down, I learnt he was in some dangerous trouble; but I learnt no further. Since then nothing but fears have haunted me.

And have they not haunted me? echoed the doctor in a strange tone of pain. The night stands out in my memory like a frightful dream. Think what it was. When I was lingering in that front room there, full of the trouble brought to me by the death of Lady Oswald, not yet cold, there came a tapping at the window, and I looked out and saw Edward. Edward, my son!  disguised, as may almost be said, for he did not care to be recognised in Hallingham; and in truth recognition might have been dangerous.  Let me in quietly, father, he said, I am in danger. Sara, were I to live to be an old man, I could not forget the effect those words had upon me. I was unnerved that evening: the recent death of Lady Oswald and  and  its unhappy circumstances were as vividly before me as though it was being enacted then, and I was unnerved to a degree not usual. He wore a cap on his head,  and a plaid scarf very much up about his neck, in fact just as any gentleman might travel, but I had not been accustomed to see Edward so dressed. His voice, too, was hushed to a warning tone. Let me in quietly, father. I am in danger. In the first confused moment I declare I thought of some threatened danger in the street  that some wild animal was running loose: strange ideas do occur to one in these sudden moments. I let him in, and he began hurriedly to tell me that he did not want his visit to be known, for he was absent from quarters without leave; nay, in defiance of leave, which had been denied to him as inconvenient to be granted in the hurried period of the regiments departure. But he was compelled to see me, he continued, and  then  he told me all.

Told you what, papa? she whispered, when the doctors moan of reminiscence had died away.

Of the awful position into which his folly had plunged him. Of the crime that he had committed, and which, if not hushed up, bought up, one may say, would in a few days find him out Sara, Sara! men have been hung for that same crime in days not so long gone by.

He, the unhappy father, stopped to wipe from his face the dews that had gathered there. It was an awful tale for a father to tell; it was more awful for him to have heard it Sara shivered: she did not dare to interrupt by a single word.

My gallant son, of whom I had been so proud! Youths follies had been his in plenty; vanity, extravagance, expenditure, bringing debt in their train, which I had satisfied, more than once, over and above the handsome allowance I made him. But crime, never. Sara, when that night was over, I felt that I would rather die than live it over again, with its sudden lifting of the curtain to pain and shame.

Papa, if

Hush, child! Let me finish this part while I can speak. He confessed all in its fullest extent The ice once broken he told the whole. Indeed, he had no choice but to tell it, for it was only by knowing it entirely that I could help him. Had he concealed the half of it he might as well have concealed all: and he might have stood at his countrys bar to answer for his crime.

Sara gave a great cry. Terrible as her vague doubts had been, pointing sometimes to the very darkest sin that is comprised in the decalogue, the one which Oswald Cray had even dared to whisper in her ear, it was so much worse to hear those doubts confirmed.

At his countrys bar?

Child, yes. Dont I tell you what the punishment would have been for it not many years ago? What could I do but save him? Had it been necessary to part with every stick and stone I possessed in the world, I must have parted with them  anything, everything, so as to save him. I told him what I would do; that I would start before morning light  for speed was necessary  and get to London and stop the danger. On his part he had to go back by the train that passes through here at midnight, and so be at quarters by the morrow, that his absence might not be known. Before he went he begged to see you. I think that he then  Sara, I think it now, and have for some little time  that he then had made up his mind not to come down again: or else he fancied that he should not be able to come. However that may have been, he begged to see you; and I, seeing I must confess no reason for it, called you down. And the rest you know.

I dont know one thing, she whispered. Papa, I dont know what it was  the crime.

And better that you should not, he answered with a vehemence surprising in his weak state. I would not have adverted to it at all, but for what I have to explain to you. Listen, Sara, for there are directions that I must give you now.

Pausing, he held his hand up for an instant as if to bespeak her attention, and then resumed.

I shall startle you if I say that the money I was called upon to find was no less than eight thousand pounds. Ah! you may well lift your head, child! And this imprudent, sinful man was your brother and my son, and Heaven only knows how dearly I love him still! Five thousand of it I paid at once, and the rest I arranged to pay later, at different periods. This very Christmas, I have paid another five hundred, leaving two thousand five hundred yet to pay. I have directed that whatever I die possessed of shall be sold, and the money paid over to you, my daughter, Sara Davenal. The terms of the will may excite curiosity; people will marvel why I did not appoint trustees; and you, my darling, must be content to let them marvel. The residue, after my debts are paid, will be, as I judge, about three thousand pounds. And of this, Sara, two thousand five hundred must be given to these people, who hold Edwards safety in their hands.

Again she was startled. Do they hold it still?

They do. They hold his  I may almost say life  in their hands. Once they are paid, the danger will have passed. You will make no unnecessary delay?

No, she said with a shudder. The very hour the money is in my hands it shall be paid to them.

In my desk, in the private compartment, you will find a sealed paper addressed to yourself. It contains full directions how you must accomplish this, and who the parties are. I thought it well to write this down for you, that there might be no mistake or forgetfulness. Inside this paper you will find a letter addressed to these people, and that I wish you to post with your own hands  with your own hands!  within four-and-twenty hours after my death. Do you clearly understand?

Yes, she clearly understood, she answered; answered from the depths of her quivering heart And I think that is all, so far as that unhappy business is concerned. Oh, my child, my child! if I could but have left you better off!

Papa, dont grieve for that! she said in the midst of her choking sobs. I shall do very well.

You will have your home with your aunt And Mark Cray is to pay you a certain sum for five years, which must be invested for you. Bettina will take care of you: but she is not of a cheering temper. If I could but have left you in a happier home!

Looking forward, she felt that all homes would be pretty much alike to her with her load of grief and care. Surely the sorrows of life had fallen upon her early!

I began to think, just about the time of Carolines marriage, or a little before it, that Oswald Cray was growing to like you very much, resumed Dr. Davenal. But it may have been only my own fancy. I was mistaken with regard to him once before; perhaps I also was again?

She sat silent, her head down, the fingers of her hands nervously entwining themselves one within the other.

You dont answer me, Sara. It may be the last time I shall ask you anything.

It is all over, papa, she said, lifting her streaming eyes.

Then there was! What has ended it?

Ought she to tell him? Could she tell him? Would it be right or wise to do so  to increase the sense of ill, wrought by her unhappy brother, already lying with so bitter a weight, in spite of his love, on Dr. Davenals spirit! No, she thought she ought not Her sense of right as well as her reticence of feeling shrunk from the task.

Child, have you no answer for me?

Something  unpleasant  arose between us, she said, in a faltering whisper. And so we parted. It was neither his fault nor mine; it  it was the fault of circumstances.

Ah! said the doctor, a foolish quarrel But I had thought both of you superior to it Should the cloud ever pass away, and he wish to make you his wife, remember that you have my full and free approbation  that my blessing would go with it In spite of his pride and his caprice, I like Oswald Cray.

It never will pass away, she interrupted, almost with vehemence. It is a thing impossible. We have bidden adieu to all that for ever.

Well, you know best. I only say, if it should be. Is it this that has kept him from the house?

Yes. O papa, when you were blaming him for fairing foolish and unjust offence against Lady Oswalds will, I wish you could have known what a mistake it was.

And, Sara, I have urged on Caroline, as you heard me, that that money should be secured to herself, he continued, passing to a different subject. I have spoken to your aunt; I have written of it to Oswald Cray  for that is the purport of my note to him. My dear, do you reiterate the same to them by word of mouth; and say that I urged it again with my dying breath. I dont know why the necessity for this should cling to my mind so strongly, he continued in a dreamy tone. Unless it is because I dreamt a night or two ago that Mark had run through all his means, and Caroline was lying in some strange place, ill, and in grievous poverty. It was a vivid dream; and is as present to me now as it was when I dreamt it.

Sara pressed her hands upon her face. The effort to sustain her calmness was getting beyond her strength.

Say that I urged it again with my dying breath! And give my love to the two little boys, Sara. Tell them that Uncle Richard would have sent for them to take a last farewell, had death not come upon him so suddenly. But theres no time; and tell them we shall meet again in that far-off land, when their toils and mine shall be alike over. Charge them to be ever working on for it.

She could not contain herself longer. Her very heart was breaking. And she turned with choking sobs, and hid her face upon his breast Dont, my darling! Dont grieve hopelessly. It is Gods will to take me, and therefore we should not sorrow as those without hope. I have tried of late to live very near Him, to resign myself to Him in all things. My life had become one long weary trouble, Sara  perhaps he is taking me from it in love.

O papa! But I shall be left!

Ah, child, but you are young; life for you is only in its morning, and though clouds have gathered overhead, they may clear away again, leaving only brightness behind them. Think what it has been for me! To wake from troubled sleep in a night of pain to the dread that ere the day closed the name of my only remaining son might be in the mouths of men  a felon! Child, no wonder that I am dying.

Sara could not speak. She lifted her arm and let it fall across him. Dr. Davenal laid his hand lovingly on the bowed head.

Yes, I am resigned to die. I would have lived on longer if I could; but that is denied me, and God has reconciled me to the decree. When you shall come to be as old as I am, Sara, you will have learnt how full of mercy are the darkest troubles, if we will but open our eyes to look for it.

Sara Davenal, in her keen distress, could not see where the mercy lay for her. To lose her father seemed to be the very consummation of all earthly misery. How many more of us have so felt when stem death was taking one we loved better than life!  

I am so glad I gave that money of Lady Oswalds back to the rightful owners! he resumed, after a pause. It has brought its comfort to me now. I am glad, too, that I have lived to see them in possession of it; that no vexatious delays were made to intervene. Had it not been settled before I died, theres no knowing what might have arisen. Sara, remember that our past acts find us out on our dying bed. Whether they have been good or evil, they come home to us then.

His voice had grown so faint that it was more by guessing than by hearing that she understood the words. Presently she looked up and saw that his eyes were closed; but his lips were in motion, and she though he was praying. She began to wish he would get into bed, but when she attempted to move, his hand tightened around her.

No: stay where you are. God bless you! God bless you always, my child!

She remained on as before, her cheek resting on the dressing-gown. Presently Miss Bettina came in.

It is the most wrong thing for you to sit up like this, Richard! she was beginning, when she caught sight of his closed eyes. Is he asleep, Sara? How could you let him go to sleep in his chair at this hour? He ought  Whats the matter?

Miss Bettina  calm, cold, impassive Miss Bettina  broke off with a shriek as she spoke the last words. She went closer to him and touched his forehead.

Sara rose; and a bewildering look of hopeless terror took possession of her own face as she saw that white one lying there. Richard Davenal had passed to his rest.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

SORROW.

To describe the sorrow, the consternation that fell on all Hallingham in the loss of Dr. Davenal, would be a fruitless task. People could not believe that he was really dead. It had been asserted that the danger was past, and he was getting better rapidly. They looked at each other in a bewildered sort of way, and asked what he had died of? Of a neglected cold, was the answer of those who knew best, or supposed they knew  the medical body of Hallingham. And indeed there was little doubt that they were correct: the immediate malady which had deprived the town of that valuable life was a very simple thing  a cold, neglected at the onset Sara Davenal was stunned: stunned with the weight of the calamity, with the grief it brought And yet it probably fell upon her with less startling intensity than it would have done had she been in the full suntide of prosperity. She had been recently living in nothing but sorrow. The grief and terror brought to her by that nights unhappy secret (which you now know was connected with her brother), had been succeeded by the withdrawal of the friendship  to call it by a light name  of Oswald Cray. She had believed that the world could bring no other calamity that could add to her misery: she had not thought of that most grievous one  a fathers death.

In all pain there must be a reaction: the very violence of the first grief induces it; and it came sooner to Sara Davenal than it does to most sufferers. Or, it may be, that the grave, the real nature of the grief brought its own effects. Had it been simple mourning alone, the natural sorrow for the loss of a good and loving father, she might have gone on weeping for months: but there was behind it that heritage of terror on her brothers account, there was the consciousness that with her the heavy secret was left, and the completion of its purchase. The blinding tears ceased, the lively grief settled down into one long, inward, dull agony; and ere many days went over, she had become, in manner, almost unnaturally cold and calm. How well his daughter bears it, the town said, when it had an opportunity of seeing her. In her subdued manner, her still face, her low measured tones which never trembled, they read only serene resignation. Ah! how few of us think to remember in every-day life that it is the silent grief that does its work within.

She was obliged so soon to set about her responsibilities. Dr. Davenals request to her had been to post a certain letter that she would find in his desk within four-and-twenty hours of his decease: to post it herself. On the afternoon of the day following the death, she carried the desk to her own room and examined it. There was the letter to Edward, there was the letter to Oswald Cray; both were lying where she had placed them; and there was the packet addressed to herself. The letter it enclosed was directed Mr. Alfred King, care of Messrs. Jones and Green, Essex Street, Strand, London.

The directions to herself were very dear. As soon as the money was realised she was to write and appoint an interview with Mr. Alfred King, and pay over to him the two thousand five hundred pounds upon his delivering up to her certain papers, copies of which were enclosed. This interview might take place at Hallingham if Mr. Alfred King would journey to it: if he declined, she would be under the necessity of going to London and meeting him at Messrs. Jones and Greens. But on no account was she to pay the money by deputy or by letter, because it was essential that she should examine the papers that would be delivered to her, and see that they tallied with the copies written down. Mr. Alfred King would then have to sign a receipt, which the doctor had written and sealed up, and which, he added, she had better not unseal until the moment came for signing it. The receipt and one or two of the papers she was afterwards to re-seal and keep until the return of Edward Davenal. If Edward died abroad, then they were to be burnt.

Sara re-locked the desk; and still she could not form any very definite idea of what Edwards crime had been. The letter to Mr. Alfred King and the letter to Oswald Gray she kept out, for they must be posted ere the day should close. She went out herself at dusk and posted them; whatever duty lay before her, she felt that she must go about it, shrinking from none. Girl though she was in years, she was beginning to feel old in sorrow: no teacher is like unto it There are woes that bring more experience to the heart in the first night of their falling than will half a lifetime of smooth years.

It was through the letter sent to him that Oswald Cray first learnt the death of Dr. Davenal. He was seated at his breakfast-table in Parliament Street, eyes and thoughts buried in the Times, when Benn came in with the letters, a whole stack of them, and laid them down by his side. There Oswald let them lie: and it was only in gathering them up later to take down and open in his business-room, that his eye fell on one in particular, rather a large envelope, with a black border and a black seal. He knew the writing well, and a flush of emotion rose to his face as he opened it. Two notes were enclosed.



MY DEAR MR. OSWALD CRAY,



I do not know whether I shall be the first to tell you of the death of my dear father. He died last night, about ten oclock. An hour or two previously he penned the enclosed note to you; and he bade me add a few lines when I forwarded it, to explain that when he attempted it he was almost past writing. But that he made this an especial request, I would not have troubled you with anything from myself: indeed I am scarcely capable of writing coherently to-day, for my grief is very great 



Believe me very sincerely yours, 



  SARA DAVENAL.



The first rapid gathering-in of the general sense over, he leaned his elbow on the table and read the words deliberately. It was just the note that her good sense would prompt her to write, under the altered relations between them. He felt that it was  but he had not witnessed her hesitation and the doubt whether she should not rather address him formally than as a friend. If those dandy clerks in the rooms below, if those grave gentlemen with whom he would be brought in contact during the day, had but seen him press those two words, Sara Davenal, to his lips! He, the reserved, self-possessed man of business, he of the cold, proud spirit! he kissed the name as fervently as any schoolboy kisses that in his first love-letter.

And then he recollected himself; and as his wits, which had certainly gone wool-gathering, came back to him, another flush dyed his face far deeper than the last had dyed it; a flush of shame that he should have been betrayed into the folly. Besides, that was not the way to help him to forget her; as it was imperative on him that he should forget.

He took up the note of the doctor. And he could scarcely believe that that weak, scrawling writing was traced by the once bold, clear hand of Dr. Davenal. It ran as follows:  



MY DEAR FRIEND,  I call you so in spite of the coolness that has come between us. I would that all should be friends with me in my dying hour.  

The expected money, as you probably know, is at last to come to Caroline. I shall  not be  spared  to urge its  settlement upon herself, but do you  urge it. As soon as it shall  be paid over, let Mark secure it to Caroline absolutely, so that she and her children may have something to fall back upon in case of need. They are both young, both thoughtless, and, if left to themselves in the matter, will be almost sure to waste the money, so that it would do no real good to either. If Mark  I cannot write more: sight is failing.



Fare you well, My Friend, R. D.



And he  was  dead!  For a  few moments, Oswald forgot all his doubts and  fears of the man, and leaped  back in memory to the time when he had respected him more than anybody in the world.

Had he died with that weight of guilt upon him? How weighty was it I how far did it extend? It seemed strange that he should so soon have followed Lady Oswald. Had remorse hastened his death? But, in spite of these thoughts, which Oswald called not up willingly, he did feel a deep sense of regret, of sorrow for Dr. Davenal, and wished that his life might have been spared to him.

It was incumbent on him to answer the other note, and he sat down to his writing-table and drew a sheet of paper towards him, and began:



MY DEAR



There he stopped. How should he address her? My dear Miss Davenal?  or My dear Sara! The one seemed too formal, considering how long he had called her Sara, considering that the present moment of deep sorrow should make all her friends especially tender to her. But yet  My dear Sara  better perhaps that he should not So he finally began:



MY DEAR MISS DAVENAL, I do indeed heartily sympathise with you in your great affliction. I wish for your sake and his that the doctors life had been spared. You do not give me any particulars  and I could not at such a moment expect them  but I fear his death must have been sudden. Will you allow me to exercise the privilege of a friend, in begging you to endeavour to bear up as bravely as it is possible for you to do, in these the first keen moments of grief. When next at Hallingham I will, with your permission, call on you and Miss Davenal, and express to you in person my heartfelt sympathy. Meanwhile believe me now and always your truly sincere friend, O. OSWALD CRAY.

Miss Sara Davenal.

Of course Mark must settle it upon her! he said to himself as he glanced again at the contents of the doctors note to him. It is not to be supposed he would do otherwise. However, Ill mention it when I go next to Hallingham.

And, gathering the papers together, he locked them in his private desk, and went down to enter on his days work, carrying the rest of the letters in his hand.

On the day subsequent to the interment of Dr. Davenal, Sara told her aunt she should go and see the two little boys. It had been her wish that they should be sent for to attend the funeral, but Miss Davenal objected: they were over young, she considered. Sara was too really miserable to care about it: of what little moment do trifles seem when the mind is ill at ease!

Miss Davenal again objected to her visit In fact, had lookers-on been gifted with prevision, they might have seen that the opinions and course of herself and niece would be henceforth somewhat antagonistic to each other. She objected to Saras proposed visit, recommending her to defer it for a week or two.

But, aunt, I want to see them, urged Sara. I know how grieved they have been: though Dick is random and light-headed, he has a most tender heart And papa gave me a dying message to deliver to them.

I say that it is too soon to go, repeated Miss Davenal. A pretty thing for you to be seen gadding about out of doors the very day after your poor papa is taken from the house.

O aunt! Gadding! I for a moment she struggled with her tears: the thought of the terrible weight of sorrow she must carry out with her wherever she went presented such a contrast to the word. At home or out, she was ever living in her breaking heart: and it appeared of little consequence what the world might say. She believed it was her duty to see the boys as soon as possible, and she had fully resolved that her duty, in all ways, should be performed to the uttermost, Heaven helping her.

I must go, aunt, she said; I think I am doing right.

She walked in her deep mourning, with her crape veil over her face, to the station. One of the porters got her ticket for her and saw her into the carriage. Whether by the good-feeling of the man, or not, she did not know, but no one else was put into the same compartment She felt quite grateful to the man, as the train steamed on, and she lay back on the well-padded seat The train was express, and she reached the station where she was to descend in less than an hour and a half. Dr. Keens house was very near. To gain its front entrance she had to pass the large playground. The boys were out for their mid-day play, and Dick Davenals roving eye caught sight of her. He climbed over the railings, in spite of rules, and burst into tears as he laid hold of her. Sara had pictured the two boys in apple-pie order in their new mourning, quiet and subdued; but here they were in their ordinary clothes, dirty and dusty, and Dick had a woeful rent in one knee.

O Sara! is it all true? Is he really dead and buried? Couldnt he cure himself?

She subdued her own emotion  it was only in accordance with the line she had laid down for herself. She kissed the boy in the face of the sea of eyes peering through the rails, and held him near as they advanced to the house. Leo, less daring than Dick, had gone round by the gate, and Sara drew him on her other side as he came running up.

She sat down in the room to which she was shown, holding the sobbing boys to her. As she had said to her aunt, Dick had a tender heart, and his sobs were loud and passionate. Leo cried with him. She waited to let their emotion have vent, holding their hands, bending now and again her face against theirs.
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Couldnt he be cured, Sara?

No, dears, he could not be cured. It was Gods will to take him.

Why didnt you have us home? Why didnt you let us say good-bye to him?

There was no time. We thought he was getting better, and it was only quite at the very last we knew he was dying. He did not forget you and Leo, Dick. He bade me tell you  they were his own words  that Uncle Richard would have sent for you to take a last farewell, but that death came upon him too suddenly. He bade me tell you that you will meet him in that far-off land where your toils and his will be alike over; and  listen, children!  he charged you to be ever working on for it.

Their sobs came forth again. Leo was the first to speak. Have you written to Barbadoes to tell papa?

Aunt Bettina has. See, dears, here are two silver pencil-cases; they were both your Uncle Richards. The one has his crest on it; the other his initials, R. D. I thought you would like to have some little remembrance of him, and I brought them. Which will you choose, Dick? You are the eldest.

Dick took the pencils in his hand and decided on the largest, the one that bore the initials. The stone was a beautiful one, a sapphire.

Is it real, Sara?

O yes. This is the best for you, as the initials would not stand for Leo. The other stone is real, too, Leo; opal. Try and not lose them.

Ill never lose mine, avowed Dick. Leo only shook his head in answer, as he put the momento in his pocket.

The gifts had created a diversion, and the tears began to dry upon their faces; schoolboys tears are not very deep. Sara spoke of their mourning, inquiring why it was not on.

We wore it yesterday, said Dick.  And we had holiday, we two, and stopped in Mrs. Keens parlour instead of going into school. But the housekeeper told us to put our other clothes on this morning; she said if we wore our black suit every day, it would be done for in a week.

Not unlikely  by the specimen of the present suit Mr. Dick wore. Sara pointed to the rent in the knee.

I know, said Dick, looking carelessly down at it. I did it only just before I saw you, wrestling with a fellow. He says hes stronger than I am, but he isnt, so we were trying which was best man. All in good part, you know. I say, Sara, shall we come home for the holidays now, as we used to?

My dears, I dont know yet much about the future. It will be Aunt Bettinas home now. I think she will be sure to have you as usual.

Why wont it be your home? cried Dick, quickly.  I shall live with Aunt Bettina. It will not be the same home for either of us  not the same house, I mean. I think  I dont know yet, but I think it likely Mr. Cray and Caroline will come to it. Perhaps Aunt Bettina will go to one of her own houses.

Why cant you and Aunt Bettina stop in that?

It is too large for us. And the things are going to be sold.

The things going to be sold! repeated Dick, lifting his eyes and voice in amazement Papa has so directed in his will. You know  at least I daresay you have heard  that Aunt Bettina has a great deal of very nice furniture which has been lying by in a warehouse ever since she came to live with us. I cant tell you yet how things will be settled.

I say, Sara, how slow and quiet you speak! And how pale you are!

Sara swallowed down a lump in her throat. Papa was all I had left to me, Dick. Leo, my dear, you are quiet and pale, too!

I say, Sara  never mind Leo, hes all right  have you got a great fortune left you? The boys here were saying youd have such a lot: you and the captain between you.

The boys were mistaken, Dick. Papa has not died rich. He died something else, Dick  a good man. That is better than dying rich.

If he wasnt rich, why did he give back that money that Lady Oswald left him?

O Dick! Do you know that the remembrance of having given back that money was one of his consolations in dying. Dick, dear, he hoped you would work on always for that better world. But the acquiring money wrongfully, or the keeping it unjustly, would not, I think, help you on your road to it.

They were interrupted by the entrance of Mrs. Keen, a kind, motherly woman. She insisted on Saras taking off her bonnet and partaking of some refreshment. Sara yielded: choosing bread-and-butter and a cup of coffee. And Mrs. Keen and Dick and Leo afterwards walked with her back to the station.


CHAPTER XXXIV.

WORK FOR THE FUTURE.

THE clocks were striking four when Sara Davenal was walking through the streets of Hallingham on her return. She stepped along rapidly, her crape veil over her face, and was molested by none with greetings or condolences: but she stopped of her own accord on meeting the poor market-woman, Mrs. Hundley. The woman, her face broken by sorrow, flung up her hands before Sara could speak.

To think that he should have been the first to go!  before my poor boy, whose life, as may be said, he had been keeping in him! The one a-dying for months past, the other a hale gentleman as seemed to have health in him for a lifetime. Oh, miss! what will the sick do without him?

How is your son? was all Saras answer.

He has come nearly to his last, miss. Another weekll see the end. When the news come out to us that the good Dr. Davenal was gone, we couldnt believe it: and my boy, he says, Mother, it cant be; it cant never be. And he set on and sobbed like a child.

In spite of her efforts the tears overflowed Saras eyes. To have it thus brought palpably before her was more than she could bear with equanimity. Papa is better off, was all she murmured.

Ay, hes better off: if ever a man had done his best in this world, miss, it was him. But wholl be found to take his place?

With the full sense of the last question echoing on her ear, Sara continued her way. At the top of the lane contiguous to their residence was Roger, standing in disconsolate idleness. With the death of his master Rogers occupation was gone.

Sara spoke a kind word to him in passing, and met Mr. Wheatley coming out at the gate, her fathers close friend of many years. A surgeon once, but retired from the profession now. He it was who was named the sole executor to the doctors will.

The will, which was causing surprise to the curious in Hallingham, had been made in the doctors recent illness. It directed that all property he died possessed of should be sold, and the money realised be paid at once to his daughter. Everything was left to her. In the previous will, destroyed to make room for this, Edward Davenals name had been associated with Mr. Wheatleys: in this Mr. Wheatley was left sole executor; in fact, Edwards name was not so much as mentioned in it Have you been calling on my aunt, Mr. Wheatley?

No, my visit was to you, he answered, as he turned indoors with her.

I have been to see Dick and Leo, she explained. My aunt thought I ought not to go out so soon; that people might remark upon it But I am glad I went, poor boys!

People remark upon it! echoed Mr. Wheatley. I should like to hear them. What is there to remark upon in that? Miss Sara, I have gone through life just doing the thing I pleased according to my own notions of right, without reference to what other folks might think, and I have found it answer. You do the same, and never fear.

She led the way into the dining-room and closed the door. She understood he wished to speak with her. The fire was burning itself out to an empty room, Miss Davenal being up-stairs. Ah, how changed the house was only in the short week or two! It would never more be alive with the tread of patients coming to consult Dr. Davenal; never more be cheered with his voice echoing through the corridors. The dwellings occupation, like Rogers, had gone.

Mr. Wheatley sat down in the chair that had once been the doctors, and Sara untied her bonnet-strings, and took a seat near him. The fresh newspapers, not unfolded, lay on the table as of yore: the whilom readers of them, the waiting sick, had ceased their visits forever.

Now, Miss Sara, Im left sole executor to this will, as you heard read out yesterday, he began. It states  I daresay you noted it  that things were to be disposed of with all convenient dispatch. Did you observe that clause?

Yes.

Very good. Besides that, in the last interview I held with my poor friend  it was the afternoon of the day he died, as you may remember  he enjoined the same thing upon me; no delay. There was a necessity, he said, for your being put in possession of the money as soon as possible.

Sara had no ready answer at hand. She believed there might be that necessity, but did not like to acknowledge it She took off her bonnet, and laid it beside her on the table, as if at a loss for something to do.

Now I dont want to inquire into reasons and motives, went on Mr. Wheatley. Id rather not inquire into them or hear them; what your father did not see fit to tell me, Id prefer that nobody else should tell me. I am sure of one thing: that he kept it from me either out of necessity or to spare me pain. That things had not gone very straight with him, he told me; and that, coupled with the curious will, leaving everything to you without the protection of trustees or else, does of course force me to see that theres something behind the scenes. But while I admit so much, I repeat that I do not speculate upon what it may be, even in my own mind; nor do I wish to do so. One question I must ask you  were you in your fathers confidence?

Yes. At least, if not quite entirely, sufficiently so to carry out all his directions and wishes. But, indeed, I may say I was in his confidence, she added with less hesitation. He talked to me a great deal the night of his death.

And you will be at no loss what to do with the money that shall be realised.

None.  

Thats all straight, then, and I know how to set to work. My dear, it was necessary that I should just say so far, for it would not have been well for us to work at cross-purposes, and I am sure you do not misunderstand me. Theres something behind which is no more your secret than it is mine; it was the doctors; and we need not further allude to it Ill carry out his will, and youll carry out his wishes afterwards: he hinted to me that the money would have an ulterior destination. Any suggestion you may have to make to me, you will now do with more ease than if you had supposed I was under the impression that the money was only going to you. Dont you think it was better that I should speak?

Indeed it was, and I thank you.

Well, now to business. As I understand it, theres a necessity, perhaps an imperative one  in fact, the doctor told me so, for immediate action. The first consideration then is, when shall you be prepared to leave the house? Measures will be taken to put it up for sale, and theres not the least doubt of its finding a ready purchaser, for its one of the best houses in Hallingham, and in its best part. That will be easy. The next thing will be the sale of the effects. Of course the sooner you leave the house, the sooner they can be sold.

It quite wrung her heart to hear him speak of all this in the dry tone of a man of business. She did what she could to bring her mind to bear it equably, heedless of the pain.

It depends upon my aunt, Mr. Wheatley. So far as I am concerned I could be out in a few days; but she will have her home to fix upon. I had better speak to her. Papa said, when he was dying, that he thought Mark Cray ought to leave the Abbey and come here.

Mark Cray? Well, he has the most right to do so; he was your fathers partner. I never thought of him. Of course he will; hell not let it slip through his fingers. The mere taking this house would be a certain practice for any one. Mark Cray has his practice ready cut and dried to his hand, but hell not let the house go by him.

Mr. Cray has just furnished the Abbey.

But perhaps he  however, it will be well that somebody should see him, and ascertain what his wishes may be. It is a pity but he had money: he might purchase the house. By the way, theres that Chancery money come or coming to his wife.

Sara shook her head. That money is to be settled upon her. It was one of papas last injunctions.

Well; and how can that be better done than by buying freehold property, such as this? It will be the very thing for them, I should say. Let them buy this house and settle it upon her; it will be a capital investment As to the furniture, if they dont care to buy that, it must be sold. Suppose you ask Miss Davenal when she shall be ready to vacate it: and meanwhile Ill see Mr. Cray.

He was a man of prompt action, this old friend of Dr. Davenals, and he rose as he spoke, shook hands with Sara, and bustled out so hastily that even attentive Neal did not catch him up in time to close the hall-door behind him. Sara supposed he was going then and there to Mark Crays.

She took her bonnet in her hand and went slowly up the stairs. It was not a pleasant task, this question that she had to put to her aunt, and she was glad of the little delay of even turning first into her own room to take her things off after her journey. Since the reading of the will yesterday Miss Davenal had been in one of her most chilling moods. She had asked an explanation of Sara what was the meaning of all this, what Dr. Davenals secret was, and where the money had gone to. Sara could only evasively put her off; one of the charges enjoined on his daughter by the doctor had been  not to place Edward in the power of his aunt.

It was not that Dr. Davenal feared the loyalty and good faith of his sister; but he knew how bitterly she would judge Edward, and he was willing to spare blame even to his guilty son. It is possible, also, that he deemed the secret safest left to Sara alone. Whatever his motive, he had said to her: I charge you, keep it from your aunt Bettina and Sara had accepted the charge, and meant to act upon it. But Dr. Davenal might never have left it, had he foreseen the unpleasantness it entailed on Sara.

Very curious, very cross, very deaf was Bettina Davenal, as she sat in the drawing-room at her usual occupation, knitting. Her clinging mourning robes made her figure appear thinner and taller; and that, as you are aware, need not have been. She had seen from the window Sara come in, and she now thought she heard her footfall on the stairs; and her neck was thrown more upright than ever, and her lips were ominously compressed. It was this general displeasure which had chiefly caused the objection she made to Saras visiting the boys. Sara had gone, defying her; at least, she looked upon it in that light. Was she about to defy her in all things?

She just looked up when Sara entered the room, and then dropped her eyelids again, never speaking. Sara stood near the window, her head shaded by the half-drawn blind.

Well, I have been, aunt.

Been? grunted Miss Bettina. Not anywhere. Where do you suppose I have been? I know propriety better than to be seen streaming abroad to-day.

Sara drew a chair to the little table on which lay her aunts pearl basket of wool, and sat down close to her. Her pale refined face was ominously severe, and Saras heart seemed to faint at her task. Not at this one particular task before her, but at the heavy task altogether that her life had become. It was not by fainting, however, that she would get through it, neither was it the line of action she had carved out for herself.

I observed that I had been to see the boys, Aunt Bettina. They both send their love to you.

I daresay they do. Especially that impudent Dick.

Mrs. Keen also desired to be remembered, continued Sara.

You can send back my thanks for the honour, ironically spoke Miss Davenal. The last time she was at Hallingham she passed our house without calling.

She spoke of it to-day, Aunt Bettina. She nodded to you at the window, she said, and pointed towards the station: she wished you to understand that she was pressed for time.

Aunt Bettina made no answer. She was knitting vehemently. Apparently Sara was not getting on very well.

Mr. Wheatley has been here, aunt.

You need not tell it me. He has been dodging in and out like a dog in a fair. Anybody but he might have respected the quiet of the house on the very day after its poor master had been taken from it. He came in and went out again, and then came in again  with you. As he had come, he might have been polite enough to ask for me. Neal said he wanted you. Early times, I think, to begin showing people you are the houses mistress!

It was not a promising commencement. Sara could only apply herself to her task in all deprecating meekness.

Aunt Bettina, he came to speak about the future. I daresay he thought you would not like to be intruded upon to-day, for he wished me to talk things over with you. He was asking when we  you  when we should be ready to vacate the house.

To do what? she repeated shrilly. But she heard very well. Sara was close to her and speaking in low clear tones.

When we shall be ready to leave the house?

Had he not better turn us out of it to-day? was the retort of the angry lady. How dare he show this indecent haste?

Oh, aunt! You know it is only in accordance with papas will that he has to do it. You heard it read. You read it to yourself afterwards.

Yes, I did read it to myself afterwards: I could not believe that my brother Richard would have made such a will, and I chose to satisfy myself by reading it. Everything to be sold, indeed; as if we were so many bankrupts? Hold your tongue, Sara! Do you think I dont grieve for the loss of the best brother that ever stepped! But there are matters a-gate that I dont understand.

Theres a necessity for the things being sold, Aunt Bettina.

He told me so before he died: you need not repeat it to me. Wheres the money to be paid to?

And therefore Mr. Wheatley is desirous that there should be no unnecessary delay, Sara continued, a faint colour tinging her cheek at the consciousness of evading her aunts question. He does not ask us to go out at once, Aunt Bettina: he only wishes to know when we shall be ready to go out.

Then tell him from me that I will be no hindrance, retorted Miss Bettina, her temper rising. To-morrow  the next day  the day after  any day he pleases, now, or in a month to come. I can get a lodging at an hours notice.

Aunt, why are you so angry with me?

The burst came from her in her pain and vexation. She could not help feeling how unjust it was to cast this anger upon her; how little she had done to deserve it. Miss Bettina knitted on more fiercely, declining an answer.

It is not my fault, aunt. If you knew  if you knew what I have to bear!  

It is your fault, Sara Davenal. What I complain of is your fault. You are keeping this secret from me. I dont complain that they are going to sell the chairs and tables: Richard has willed it so, and theres no help for it: but I dont like to be kept in the dark as to the reason, or where the money is to go. Why dont you tell it me?

It was a painful position for Sara. She had always been dutiful and submissive to her aunt: far more so than her brothers or Caroline had been.

Aunt Bettina, I cannot tell you. I wish I could.

Do you mean to imply that you do not know it.

No, I dont mean that I do know it At least, I know it partially. Papa did not tell me quite all.

Miss Bettinas usually placid chest was heaving with indignation. And why could he not tell me, instead of you! I think I am more fit to be the depositary of a disgraceful secret than you are, a child! And I expect it is a disgraceful one.

Ah, how disgraceful Sara knew only too well. She sat in silence, not daring to acknowledge it, not knowing what to answer.

Once for all  will you confide it to me?

Sara believed, as it had come to this, that it would be better if she could confide it to her; but the injunction of Dr. Davenal was a bar; and that she felt it her duty religiously to obey. In her deep love for her father she would not cast the onus of refusal upon him, preferring to let it rest on herself.

Believe me, aunt, I cannot tell you. I am very sorry; I wish I did not know it myself. It  it was papas secret, and I must not tell it.

In the twitching of her hands Miss Bettina contrived to throw down the ball of wool. Sara picked it up, glad of the little interlude. Aunt Bettina, we could not have stayed on in this large house.

Did I say we could? asked Miss Bettina. Not now, when all your moneys gone in ducks and drakes.

Papa  papa could not help the money going, she returned, her heart swelling in the eager wish to defend him. He could not help it, Aunt Bettina.

I am not saying that he could. I am not casting reproach on him. It is not to be supposed, had he been able to help it, that he would have let it go. How touchy you are!

A silence, and then Sara began. She mentioned what Mr. Wheatley had said, that the house might be a good investment for the money of Caroline; and Miss Bettina, not at all a bad woman of business, was struck with the suggestion. She sat revolving it in silence, apparently only intent on her knitting. She supposed it could be so settled on Marks wife, but she did not understand much of what the law might be. The thought struck her that this ought to be seen about at once.

Mr. Wheatley thinks it would be so much better if these things could be taken too by whoever succeeds to the house, proceeded Sara.  So as to avoid a public auction.

Now that was one of the sore points troubling Miss Davenal  the prospect of selling the things by public auction. She had a most inveterate hatred to any such step, looking upon all sales of furniture, no matter what the cause of sale, as a humiliation. Hence the motive which had induced her to warehouse her handsome furniture instead of selling it, when, years ago, she gave up housekeeping to take up her abode at Dr. Davenals.

Others knew that, before Mr. Wheatley, she said ungraciously. A public auction in this house! I would not stop in the town to see it. Has old Wheatley spoken to Mark?

It struck me he was going to Marks when he left here, replied Sara. I am not sure.

Miss Davenal grunted as she went on with her knitting. She herself always liked to be sure: so far as her deafness allowed her. Turning to glance at the timepiece, she crossed the room and opened the door. There stood Neal.

Neal at his eaves-dropping, of course. And the black robes of his mistress were so soft, her footfall so noiseless on the rich carpet, that Neals ear for once failed him. But he was not one to allow himself to be caught. He had the coal-box in his hand, and was apparently stooping to pick up a bit of coal that had fallen on the ground. Miss Davenal would as soon have suspected herself capable of listening at doors, as that estimable servant Neal.

Let the dinner be on the table to the moment, Neal, were her orders. And I shall want you to attend me abroad afterwards. Are you going out, Aunt Bettina? Sara ventured to inquire.

Yes, I am, was the sharp answer. But not until the shades of night shall be upon the streets.

Sara understood the covert reproach. Her aunts manners towards her had settled into a cold, chilling reserve. Sara wondered if they would ever thaw again.

Miss Davenal made her dinner deliberately: she never hurried over anything: and went out afterwards on foot, attended by Neal. Sara judged that she was going to the Abbey, but she did not dare to ask. She, Sara, went to the drawing-room, from old custom; shivering as she stepped up the wide staircase: not from cold, but from the loneliness that seemed to pervade the house. She had not got over that sense of strange nameless dread which the presence of the dead imparts and leaves behind it. The drawing-room was lighted as usual: no alteration had been made in the habits of the house; but as Sara glanced round its space, a nervous superstition began to creep over her. Perhaps the bravest of us have at times experienced such. A moment after, Watton appeared showing in a visitor: Mr. Oswald Cray.

Every pulse of her body stood still, and then bounded onwards; every thrill of her heart went out to him in a joyous greeting. In this dreadful sorrow and sadness he had but been growing all the dearer.

He was still in deep mourning for Lady Oswald. He looked taller, finer, more noble than of yore, or she fancied it, as he bent a little to her and took her hand, and kept it. He saw the quiver of the slight frame; he saw the red rose that dyed the pale cheeks with blushes, and Mr. Oswald Cray knew that he was not forgotten by her, any more than she was by him. But he knew also that both of them had only one thing to do  to bury these feelings now, to condemn them to oblivion for the future. The daughter of Dr. Davenal dead could be no more a wife for him, Oswald Cray, than the daughter of Dr. Davenal «living, and most certainly he was the last man to be betrayed into forgetting that uncompromising fact.

The rose-blush faded away, and he saw how weak and worn was her cheek; young, fragile, almost childish she looked in her evening dress of black, the jet chain on her white shoulders. Insensibly his voice assumed a tenderness rarely used to her, as he apologised for calling at that hour: but he was only passing through the town and would leave it again that night I see how it is he cried, you are suffering more than is good for you.

But for the very greatest effort, the tears she had believed to have put under permanent control would have dropped then. A moments pause for calmness, and she remembered that her hand was lying in his, withdrew it, and sat down quietly in a chair, pointing to one for him. But the forced calmness brought a sickness to her heart, a pallor to her aching brow.

How shall I tell you of my sympathy in your deep sorrow? I cannot express it; but you will believe me when I say that I feel it almost as you can do. It is indeed a trying time for you; a grief which has come to you all too early.

Yes, she gently answered, swallowing the lump that kept rising in her throat I have a good deal to bear.

There is only one comfort to be felt at these times  and that the mourner can but rarely feel, he said, drawing his chair near to her. It lies in the knowledge, the recollection, that Time, the great healer, will bind up the sorest wounds.

It can never bind up mine, she said, speaking in the moments impulse. But you are very kind; you are very kind to try to cheer me.

I wish I could cheer you, I wish I could remove every sorrow under which you suffer! No one living would be a truer friend to you than I should like to be. How is Miss Davenal? he continued, possibly fancying he might be saying too much, or at least that a construction he never intended might appear to belong to his words. Watton said she was out I suppose, in point of fact, she will not see me to-night. I know what war I wage with etiquette in being here so soon, and at this hour, and Miss Davenal is a close observer of it Will you forgive me?

Indeed I am glad to see you, said Sara, simply. I am doubly glad, for I feel almost ashamed to confess I was getting too nervous to be alone. My aunt is out; she went to the Abbey as soon as dinner was over. I am glad to see you thus early, she added, because I have a word to say to you from  from papa.

Yes, said Oswald, lifting his head with slight eagerness, an unusual thing for him to do.

In the letter he wrote to you, and which I sent  the letter you received, she continued, looking at him and pausing.

Yes?

He spoke of Mrs. Crays money in it, as he told me. He wished you to interest yourself and see that it was settled upon her. When he wrote that letter he was almost past exertion, and had to conclude it abruptly, not having said so much as he wished to say. Therefore he enjoined me to urge it upon you from him. He thought  I believe he thought that Mark Cray was inclined to be careless, and that the money might be wasted unless some one interfered. That was all.

I shall speak to Mark. Most certainly I will urge the settlement of the money on his wife, should there be occasion for it; but I imagine Mark will naturally so settle it without any urging. It is quite incumbent on him to do so, both as a matter of prudence and that it is his wifes money, not his.

I dont think Mark has much notion of prudence, she rejoined. I dont think he has, in a general way. But the most careless would surely act in accordance with its dictates in a case like this. I am going to the Abbey presently.

I fancy that papa thought  or wished  that you would be one of the trustees, should trustees be required.

I should have no objection, said Oswald, after a pause. But  to go to another subject, if you can bear me to touch upon it  was not Dr. Davenals death sudden at the last?

Quite at the last it was. He had some days of dangerous illness, and he rallied from it, as we all supposed. It was thought he was out of danger, and he sat up: he sat up for several hours  and died.

She spoke the words quietly, almost as she might have told of the death of one not related to her, her hands clasped on her lap, her face a little bent, her eyelids drooping. But Oswald Cray saw that it was the calmness that proceeds from that stem schooling of the heart which can only be enforced by those heavy-laden with hopeless pain.

He died sitting up?

Yes. It was getting late, but he would not return to bed. He had been talking to me about many things; I was on a low seat, my head leaning against him. He died with his arm round me.

What a trial! What a shock it must have been!

I had no idea he was dead. He ceased talking, and I remained quiet, not to disturb him. My aunt Bettina came in, and saw what had happened.

He scarcely knew what to say in answer. All comments at such a time are so grievously inadequate. He murmured some words of pity for the fate of Dr. Davenal, of compassion for her.

It is Hallingham that deserves, perhaps, most of real pity, she resumed, speaking in this matter-of-fact way that she might succeed in retaining her composure. I do not know who will replace my father: no one, I fear, for a long while. If you knew how he is mourned

She stopped, perhaps at a loss for words.

Did he suffer much? asked Mr. Oswald Cray.

He suffered here  touching her chest but the pain ceased the last day or two, and the breathing got better. He had a great deal of pain of mind  as  perhaps  you  know. He was quite resigned to die: he said God was taking him to a better home.

Still at cross-purposes. Saras hesitating avowal pointed to a different cause of mental pain from that assumed by Oswald Cray.

Yes, he at length said, abstractedly, for neither spoke for a few minutes, it is a loss to Hallingham. This will be sad news to write to your brother.

It is already written. The mail has been gone a day or two.

O yes! it will be grievous news for Edward.

The last two words were spoken in a tone of intense pain. She checked it, and began talking of her aunt, of Caroline, of anything; almost as if she doubted herself. She told him she had been out that day to see the two little boys. At length he rose to leave.

Will you not stay and take some tea? I do not suppose my aunt will be long.

He declined. He seemed to have grown more cold and formal. Until he took her hand in leaving, and then the tender tone of voice, the pleasant look of the eye shone out again.

May Heaven be with you, Miss Davenal!  and render your future days happier than they can be just now. Fare you well! I hope to hear good news of you from time to time.

Which was of course equivalent to saying that he should not be a visitor. She had not expected that he would be. He turned back ere he gained the door.

If I can be of service to you at any time or in any way, I hope you will not hesitate to command me. Nothing would give me so much gratification as the being of use to you, should need arise.

It was very polite, it was very kind, and at the same time very formal. Perhaps the strangest part throughout the interview to Saras ears was that when he had called her Miss Davenal for it presented so great a contrast to the past: the past which was at an end for ever.

He went out, shown through the hall by Jessy, and leaving his card on the standing waiter for Miss Davenal. All en règle. And Sara in the large drawing-room, so dreary now, remained on in her pain, alone.


CHAPTER XXXV.

MARKS NEW PLANS.

IN the dining-room at the Abbey, in her black robes, sat Mrs. Cray at the head of her table, her elbow resting on it, and a pouting expression on her pretty face. Mark was at the foot, gobbling down his dinner with what haste he could. He had been detained so long beyond the dinner hour that Mrs. Cray in despair had eaten hers; and when Mark at length entered he found a cold face and a cold cutlet. Mrs. Cray was beginning to tire of the irregularity.

I cant help it, Carine, he said, looking at her in a pause of his eating. My work has been nearly doubled, you know, since the doctor died.

But its very tiresome, Mark!

It is. I am nearly sick of it.

It is not doubled, your work.

Well, no; one speaks at random. Some of the doctors older patients have left me: they think, I suppose, I am not sufficiently experienced. But I have a great deal to do just now; more, in fact, than I can attend to properly.

Mark resumed his gobbling, and his wife watched him, her lips a little relaxing. Caroline Cray was one of those who must have all things go smoothly; she could not bear to be put out, even in trifles.

Mr. Wheatley has been here, Mark, she presently said.

What did he want?

Well, he wanted to see you. Something about the selling of my uncles house.

He is losing no time, observed Mark, acrimony in his tone. I wonder he didnt begin about it yesterday when we were there, hearing the will read. But what have I do with it?

He wants us to take the house  to buy it, I think.

I daresay he does, retorted Mark, after a pause of surprise. Wheres the money to come from?

Theres that money of mine. He said it would be a good investment.

Did he! I wonder what business it is of his! Carine, my dear, you and I are quite capable of managing our own affairs, without being dictated to.

Of course we are! answered Carine, rather firing at the absent Mr. Wheatley, as this new view was presented to her.

Mark said no more just then. He finished his dinner, and had the things taken away. Then, instead of sitting down to his wine, his usual custom, he stood up on the hearth-rug, as though he were cold  or restless. Mark Cray had been reared to extravagance in a petted home, and looked for his wine daily, as surely as any old alderman looks for it. Oswald Cray, reared without a home, and to schoolboy fare, adhered still, in a general way, to the water to which he had been trained. Oswalds plan was the most profitable, so far as the pocket was concerned, and the health too.

I say, Carine, I want to go to London for a day.

To London? echoed Carine, turning her chair to the fire, and facing Mark.

Theres the grandest opening: theres the grandest opening for a fortune to be made there. And  Carine  I think I shall quit Hallingham.

Mrs. Crays violet eyes extended themselves in the extreme of wonder. She sat staring at him.

Caroline, I hate the profession, and how I came ever to be such a fool as to go into it I cannot understand, said Mark, throwing himself on a chair as he plunged into confidence. So long as the doctor lived I could not well say anything about it; I did not see my way clear to do so. But things have altered now, and I think I shall give up the medical life.

But  good gracious, Mark!  I cant understand, exclaimed Caroline, in her bewilderment.  If you give up your profession, you give up our means of living. We cant starve.

Starve! laughed Mark. Cant you trust me better than that? Look here, Caroline; let us come to figures. I dont suppose I should clear at first above eight hundred a-year, or so, by the practice

O, Mark!

Well, say a thousand for arguments sake. Let us assume that I net it clear. Its a nice income, no doubt, but I shall make three times that, if I go into the thing in London.

Caroline, half doubting, half eager, all bewildered, sat waiting to hear more.

Theres a splendid opportunity offered me if I give up the medical profession and embark altogether in a new line of life. I  you have heard me speak of my old chum Barker, have you not? he broke off to ask.

Barker? she repeated.  Yes, I think I remember the name. He got into some dreadful trouble, did he not, and was sent to prison?

Sent to prison! how you speak of things! All thats over and done with. His friends were wretched screws, doing him out of money that ought to have come to him, and the consequence was that Barker got into the Queens Bench. Half the gentlemen of England have been there some time in their lives, added Mark, loftily, as if he were just then deeming the thing an honour.  Well, Caroline, that was over long ago, and Barker has now the most magnificent prospect before him that one can well imagine; he will be making his thousands and thousands a-year.

How is he going to make it? asked Caroline.

And he has offered me a share in it, continued Mark, too eager to attend to irreverent questions. He is one who knows how to stand by an old friend. Thousands a-year, it will be.

But, Mark, I ask you how he is going to make it?

It is connected with mines and pumping, and all that sort of thing, lucidly explained Mark.

Mines and pumping!

Caroline, dear, you cannot be expected to understand these things. Enormous fortunes are being made at them, continued Mark, in a rapture. Some of the mines yield fifty thousand pounds profit the first year of working. I declare when I first heard of Barkers prospects I was fit to eat my fingers off, feeling that I was tied down to be a paltry pitiful country surgeon. Folks go ahead nowadays, Caroline. And, as Barker has generously come forward with the offer that I should join him, I think I ought to accept it in justice to you. My share the first year would be about three thousand, he computes.

But, Mark, do you mean to say that Mr. Barker has offered you three thousand a-year for nothing? I dont comprehend it at all.

Not for nothing. I should give my services, and I should have to advance a certain sum at the onset. Talk about an investment for your money, Caroline, what investment would be equal to this?

The words startled her for the moment I promised poor Uncle Richard that the money should be settled upon me, Mark. He said he urged it as much for your sake as mine.

Of course, said Mark, with acquiescent suavity. Where theres nothing better to do with money it always ought to be so settled. But only look at this opening! Were your uncle Richard in life, he would be the first to advise the investment of the money in it. Such chances dont happen every day. Caroline, I cant and I wont humdrum on here, buried alive and worked to death, when I may take my place in the London world, a wealthy man, looked up to by society. In your interest, I will not.

Are the mines in London? asked Caroline.

Good gracious, no! But the office is, where all the money transactions are carried on.

And it is quite a sure thing, Mark?

Its as sure as the Bank of England. It wants a little capital to set it going, thats all. And that capital can be supplied by your money, Caroline, if you will agree to it Hundreds of people would jump at the chance.

An utter tyro in business matters, in the ways of a needy world, imbued with unbounded faith in her husband, Caroline Cray took all in with eager and credulous ears. Little more than a child, she could be as easily persuaded as one, and she became as anxious to realise the good luck as Mark.

Yes, I should think it is what my uncle would advise were he alive, she said. And where should we live, Mark?

Wed live at the West End, Carine; somewhere about Hyde Park. You should have your open and close carriages, and your saddle-horses and servants  everything as it ought to be No end of good things may be enjoyed with three thousand a-year.

Would it stop at three thousand, Mark? she questioned, with sparkling eyes.

I dont expect it would stop at twenty, coolly asserted Mark. How far it would really go on to, Im afraid to guess. In saying three thousand, I have taken quite the minimum of the first years profits.

O Mark! dont let it escape you. Write to-night and secure it How do you know but Barker may be giving it to somebody else?

She was growing more eager than he. In her inexperience, she knew nothing of those miserable calamities  failure, deceit, fruition deferred. Not that her husband was purposely deceiving her; he fully believed in the good luck he spoke of. Mark Crays was one of those sanguine roving natures which see an immediate fortune in every new scheme brought to them  if it be only wild enough.

How long have you known of this, Mark?

Oh, a month or two. But, as you see, I would not stir in it I should like to run up to town for a day to meet Barker; and, on my return, wed set about the arrangements for leaving. There will be no more lonely dinners for you, Carine, once we are away from here. I shall not have to be beating about, all hours and weathers, from one patients door to another, or dancing attendance on that precious Infirmary, knowing that you are sitting at home waiting for me, and the meal getting cold.

O Mark, how delightful it will be! And perhaps you would never have risen into note, as my uncle did.

No, I never should. Dr. Davenals heart was in his profession, mine

Mark Cray stopped abruptly. The avowal upon his lips had been, mine recoils from it.

It was even so. He did literally recoil from his chosen profession. Unstable in all his ways, Mark had become heartily sick of the routine of a surgeons life. And since the affair of Lady Oswald a conviction had been gradually taking possession of him that he was entirely unfitted for it; nay, that he was incompetent To betray his incompetency, would be to lose caste for ever in the medical world of Hallingham.

Mark Cray rose from his chair again, and stood on the rug as before, pushing back his hair from his brow incessantly in the restlessness that was upon him. He was always restless when he thought of that past night; or of the certainty that he might at any time be called upon to perform again what he had failed in then. It was not altogether his skill he doubted, for Mark Cray was a vain and self-sufficient man; but he felt that the very-present consciousness of having broken down before would induce a nervousness that might cause him to break down again. Had it been practicable, Mark Cray would have taken flight from Hallingham and the medical world that very hour, and hid himself away from it for ever.

It has become hateful to me, Carine!

The words burst from him in the fulness of his thoughts. Both had been silent for some minutes, and they sounded quite startling in their vehemence. Mrs. Cray looked up at him.

What do you mean, Mark? What has? The getting your meals so irregularly?

Yes, said Mark, evasively. He did not choose to say that it was his profession which had become hateful to him, lest Mrs. Cray might inquire too closely why.

And, besides all this, had Mark been ever so successful in his practice, the vista opened to him of unlimited wealth (and he really so regarded it) might have turned a steadier head than his. His friend Barker had been Marks chum (you are indebted to Mark for the epithet) at Guys Hospital, and the intimacy had lasted longer than such formed intimacies generally do last. Mr. Barker was of the same stamp as Mark  hence, perhaps, the duration of the friendship; he had practised as a surgeon for a year or two, and then found it too slow, and had tried his hand at something else. He had been trying his hand at something else and something else ever since, and somehow the things had dropped through one after the other with various degrees of failure, one degree of which had been to land Mr. Barker within the friendly walls of a debtors prison. But he had come on his legs again; such men generally do; and he was now in high feather as the promoter of a grand mining company. It was this he had invited Mark to embark in; he wrote him the most glowing accounts of the fabulous sums of money to be realised at it; he believed in them himself; he was, I have said, exactly the same sort of man as Mark.

One little drawback had recently presented itself to Barker: a want of ready money. Mark, in his eagerness, offered the sum coming to his wife from the Chancery suit; they were expecting it to be paid over daily; and Mr. Barker was in raptures, and painted his pictures of the future in colours gorgeous as those of a Claude Lorraine. Caroline might have felt a little startled had she known Mark had already promised the money without so much as consulting her. But Mark had chosen to take his own time to consult her, and Mark was doing it now. Perhaps he had felt it might be more decent to let poor Dr. Davenal be put under the ground before he spoke of applying the money in a way so diametrically opposed to his last wishes.

He drew a letter from his pocket, one received that morning, and read out its glowing promises. Mr. Barker was evidently fervent in his belief of the future. Caroline listened as in a joyous dream: the imaginary scene then dancing before her eyes of their future greatness rivalled any of the scenes of fairyland.

You see, said Mark, Barker  whos that?

The entrance of a visitor into the hall had caused the interruption. Caroline bent her ear to listen.

It is Aunt Bettina! she exclaimed. I am sure it is her voice, Mark. Whatever brings her here to-night?

Mark crunched the letter into his pocket again. Mind, Caroline, not a word of this to her! he exclaimed, laying his hand on his wife as she was rising. It is not quite ready to be talked of yet.

Miss Davenal entered at once upon the subject which had brought her  their quitting the Abbey for the other house. Mark understood she had come, as it were, officially; to fix time and place and means; and he had no resource but to tell her that he did not intend to enter upon it; did not intend to embark Carolines money in any such purpose; did not, in fact, intend to remain in Hallingham.

There ensued a battle: it was nothing else. What with Miss Davenals indignation and what with Miss Davenals deafness, the wordy war that supervened could be called little else. Caroline sat pretty quiet at first, taking her husbands side now and then.

You tell me you are going to leave Hallingham, and you wont tell me where you are going, or what you are going to do, Mark Cray! reiterated Miss Davenal.

Ill tell you more about it when I know more myself.

But you can tell me what it is; you can tell me where it is. Is it at one of the London hospitals?

It is in London, was Marks answer, allowing the hospital to be assumed.

Then Mark Cray you are very wicked. And you  turning to Caroline are foolish to uphold him in it. How can you think of giving up such a practice as this?

I am tired of Hallingham, avowed Mark with blunt truth, for he was getting vexed.

You are  what? cried Miss Davenal, not catching the words.

Sick and tired of Hallingham. And I dont care who knows it.

Miss Davenal looked at him with some curiosity. Is he gone out of his senses, Caroline?

I am tired of Hallingham, too, aunt, said Caroline, audaciously. I want to live in London.

And the long and the short of it is, that we mean to live in London, Miss Bettina, avowed Mark. There. I dont care that my talents should be buried in a poking country place any longer.

She looked from one to the other of them; she could not take it in. Sharp anger was rendering her ears somewhat more open than usual.

Buried!  a poking country place! And what of the twelve or fifteen hundred a-year practice that you would lightly throw away, Mark Cray?

Oh, I shall do better than that in London. I have got a post offered me worth double that.

She paused a few momenta. And what are you to give for it Never mind that, said Mark.

Yes, never mind that, rejoined Miss Bettina in a tone of bitter sarcasm. When it comes to details, you can take refuge in never mind. Do you suppose such posts are given away for nothing, Mark Cray? Who has been befooling you?

But it will not be given for nothing, cried Caroline, betrayed to the injudicious avowal by the partizanship of her husband. The money that is coming to me will be devoted to it.

This was the climax. Miss Bettina Davenal was very wroth; wroth however, more in sorrow than in anger. In vain she strove to sift the affair to the bottom; Mark baffled her questions, baffled her indignant curiosity, and  it must be confessed  his wife helped him.

She  Miss Bettina  turned away in the midst of the storm. She took up her black gloves, the only article of attire that she had removed, and drew them on her trembling hands. In the shaking of the hands alone did Bettina Davenal ever betray emotion: those firm, white, rather bony hands, usually so still and self possessed.

Marcus Cray, as surely as that you are standing now before me, you will rue this work if you carry it out When that day shall come, I beg you  I beg you, Caroline  to remember that I warned you of it.

She passed out without another word, and stalked down the lighted street, uncomfortably upright, Neal behind her with his ginger tread.


CHAPTER XXXVI.

IS MARK IN HIS SENSES?

MIDWAY between the Abbey and her own home  it was in the corner just before coming to the market-place  Miss Davenal encountered Mr. Oswald Cray.

Is Mark in his senses? was her abrupt greeting to him, as he lifted his hat.

What is the matter with him?  What is he doing? asked, Oswald, all in wonder.

Miss Davenal paused. Either she did not hear the questioner she took time to recover herself to reply to it Her face was very pale, her cold grey eyes glittered like steel in the lamplight.

My poor brother has died young, and left this valuable practice in Marks hands. There are not many like unto it The house is ready to be offered to him: altogether, the career spreading out before him is a fine one. And he is talking of throwing it up. He is going to fling it from him as a child flings a pebble away into the sea. He says he shall quit Hallingham.

Quit Hallingham! repeated Oswald Cray, the last words of what she said alone making their full impression on him in his bewildered surprise. Mark says he shall quit Hallingham?

He has some wild-goose scheme in his head of setting up in practice in London, said Miss Davenal, speaking in accordance with the notion she had erroneously assumed. It is something he is about to purchase. He is going to purchase it with that money of Carolines. But he has as surely lost his senses as that we are here.

I cannot understand it, said Oswald. No man in his senses would abandon such a practice as this.

Just so. But I tell you he is not in his senses: he cannot be. I do not understand it any more than you. Perhaps you will see him?

I will. I am going there now. I have been calling at your house, Miss Davenal. Now that I have met you, will you let me express my deep sympathy in your sorrow for the loss you have sustained.

Thank you, sir. It has been the greatest blow I could have experienced, and if I have not shown it much outwardly  for it is not in my nature to show such  it has done its work on my heart There are few men who could not have been spared in Hallingham, whether to the town or to his family, better than Dr. Davenal.

It is frequently the case, said Oswald, half abstractedly,  that those whom we think we could the least spare, are taken. Fare you well, Miss Davenal.

Oswald Cray strode on to the Abbey, the strange news puzzling him much. He did not take Mark at a disadvantage, as Miss Davenal had done. When he entered, Mark was all cool and easy, having had time to collect his wits and resolve on his course of action. That course was, not to open his lips about the scheme on hand to any other living mortal until it was ripe and ready to be acted upon. Miss Davenals communication to Oswald rendered this somewhat difficult, but Mark did not stand on an evasion or two.

He was exceedingly surprised to see Oswald, not knowing that he was at Hallingham, and Caroline gave a little scream when he came in, in her pretty and somewhat affected manner. Oswald explained that he had not come from London, but from another part of the country, and had alighted at Hallingham for two or three hours only as he passed through it. He then entered upon the strange news just communicated to him.

But Mark had his answer to it ready at hand. He talked in a mocking tone about busybodies, he ridiculed Miss Davenals deafness, saying that she generally heard things double altogether, he contrived to blind Oswald, to convince him that the whole thing was a fable; or, rather, a mistake, partly arising from Miss Davenals infirmity, partly from a desire on his own part to chaff her for her interference. How Mark Cray reconciled this to his sense of honour, let him answer.

And Oswald, perfectly truthful himself, never doubted his half brother. But he did not wholly quit the topic. He spoke of the few words written to him by Dr. Davenal when he was dying, and their purport  that he, Oswald, should urge the settlement of Mrs. Crays own money upon her. Though of course, Oswald added, there was no necessity for him to do so: Mark would naturally see for himself that it was the only thing to be done with it Of course he saw it, testily answered Mark, who was growing cross.

I cannot think how Miss Davenal could have misunderstood you as she did, proceeded Oswald.  She actually said that this money of Mrs. Crays was to be applied to the purchase of the new thing in London in which you were proposing to embark.

Did she! returned Mark, in a tone that one impudent schoolboy retorts upon another. I do wonder, Oswald, that you should listen to the rubbish picked up by a deaf woman!

The wonder is, how she could pick it up, returned Oswald. But I am heartily glad it is not so. Miss Davenal assumed that you must be out of your senses, Mark, he added, a smile crossing his lips: I fear I must have arrived at the same conclusion had you really been entertaining the notion of quitting Hallingham and throwing up such a practice as this.

I wish to goodness people would mind their own business! exclaimed Mark, who was losing his good manners in his vexation. The communication to his wife of his new scheme had been so smoothly accomplished, that the sudden interruption of Miss Davenal and now of Oswald Cray seemed all too like a checkmate; and Mark felt as a stag driven to bay. I am old enough to regulate my own affairs without Miss Davenal, he continued, and I want none of her interference.

Oswald did not speak.

And, whats more, I wont stand it, resumed Mark; either from her or from any one. There! And, Oswald, I hope you will excuse my saying it: although you are my elder brother and may deem you have a right to dictate to me.

The right to advise as a friend only, Mark, was the reply, somewhat pointedly spoken. Never to dictate.

Mark growled.

With Dr. Davenals valuable practice before you, Mark, it may appear to you quite a superfluous precaution to secure the money to your wife and children, persisted Oswald. But the chances and changes of life are so great, overwhelming families when least expected, that it behoves us all to guard those we love against them, as far as we have the power.

Do you suppose I should not do the best for my wife that I can do? asked Mark. She knows I would. Be at ease, Oswald, he added in an easy tone, of which Oswald detected not the banter, when Carolines money shall be paid over, Ill send you notice of it Talking of money, dont you think the doctor made a strange will?

I have not heard anything about his will, replied Oswald. He has died very well off, I suppose?

We dont think that he has died well off, interposed Caroline. I and Mark cant quite make it out and they do not treat us with much confidence in the matter. Whatever there is, is left to Sara.

To Sara?

Every stick and stone, returned Caroline, her cheeks assuming that lovely colour that excitement was apt to bring to them, mid which, to a practised eye, might have suggested a suspicion of something not sound in the constitution. All the property he died possessed of is to be sold, even to the household furniture; and the money realised from it goes to Sara.

And the son  Captain Davenal?

Theres nothing left to him; not a penny-piece. His name is not so much as mentioned in the will.

Oswald looked as though he could not believe it He had thought that, of all men, Dr. Davenal would have been incapable of making an unjust will.

Look here, Oswald, interrupted Mark, speaking in that half-whispered tone that is so suggestive of mystery, theres something under all this that we cant fathom. Caroline overheard some words dropped by Miss Davenal to the effect that Sara was left dependent upon her, quite entirely dependent

But how can that be? interrupted Oswald. Have you not just said that the whole property is willed to her?

True: but Miss Davenal did say it. It is all queer together, concluded Mark. Why should he have willed it all to Sara, excluding Edward?  And why should Miss Davenal assert, as she did, that Sara would be penniless, and must have a home with herself? am sure I and Caroline dont want their confidence, continued Mark, in a tone of resentment that was sufficient to betray he did want it. But I say its a queer will altogether. Nothing left to Edward, when its well known the doctor loved him as the apple of his eye! Every sixpence that can be realised by the sales is to go to Sara; to be paid into her hands absolutely, without the security of trustees, or guardian, or anything. But as to his having died the wealthy man that he was thought to be, it is quite a mistake. So far as we can make out, there was no money laid by at all.

Oswald did not care to pursue the theme. The disposal of Dr. Davenals property was nothing to him; and if he could not help a suspicion crossing his mind as to how the laid-by gains of years had been spent, it was certainly not his intention to enlighten his brother Marcus. Neal had hinted at hush-money months ago, and the hint was haunting Oswald now.

Was it not a sudden death at the last? exclaimed Caroline.

Very, said Oswald. It must have been a sad shock for you all. I am sure your cousin feels it much.

Sara? Well, I dont know. I dont think she feels it more than I do. She seems as still and calm as a statue. She never shed a tear yesterday when the will was being read: and I am sure she listened to it. I never heard a word for my sobs.

But for the melancholy subject, Oswald would have smiled at Carolines faith in her own depth of grief. She had yet to learn the signs of real sorrow.

She is not demonstrative, I think, he observed, alluding to Sara.

She never was, returned Caroline: and therefore I argue that there can be no real feeling. I have gone into hysterics ten times since the death, only thinking of it, as Mark knows; and I question if anybody has so much as seen Sara cry. I said to her yesterday, How collected you are! how you seem to think of everything for the future! Yes, she answered in a dreamy sort of way, I have got work to do; I have got work to do. I dont know why it should be, continued Mrs. Cray, after a pause, but in the last few months Sara seems to have altered so much; to have turned grave before her time. It is as though all her youth had gone out of her.

Oswald rose: he believed his mission had been accomplished  that there was no doubt of Marks investing his wifes money for her benefit, in accordance with the doctors wishes. They pressed him to remain and take some tea, but he declined: he was returning to town that night His last words to his half-brother proved how completely he was astray.

Mark, it would be only kind of you to set Miss Davenal right I am sure the misapprehension was causing her serious pain.

Ill attend to her, rejoined Mark, with a careless laugh, as he went with him to the hall-door. Good-night, Oswald. A safe journey to you!

Mark returned to his wife. He had not quite liked to use that deliberate deceit to Oswald Cray in her presence. But Mark was ingenious in sophistries, in that kind of logic which tends to make the worse appear the better reason, and Caroline put full faith in him as she listened to his half-apology, half-explanation.

It would never have done to enlighten him, observed Mark. What I have said, I said for your sake, Carine. Oswald is one who would rather let a man plod on for years on bread and cheese, than see him make a dash and raise himself at once to independence. Hes a slow-going coach himself, and thinks everybody else ought to be!

And, propping his back against the side of the mantelpiece, Mark Cray enlarged upon all the grandeur and glory of the prospect opening to him, painting its future scenes in colours so brilliant that his wife lost herself in a trance of admiration, and wished it could all be realised with the morning light.


PART THE SECOND.


CHAPTER XXXVII.

ENTERING ON NEW HOME.

FOR once London was bright. A glorious spring day late in March had gladdened the spirits of the metropolitan world, dreary with the fogs and rains of the passing winter, and as the street passengers looked up at the clear blue sky, the shining sun, they said to each other that the day was a foretaste of summer.

The sun drew to its setting, and its red rays fell on the terminus of the Great Western Railway at Paddington; on all the bustle and confusion of a train just in. Amidst the various vehicles driving out of the station with their freight, was a cab, containing two ladies dressed in deep mourning, one of whom, the elder, had not recovered from the pushing about to which she had been subjected in the confusion of arrival, and was protesting that she should not recover it, and that there ought to be arrangements made to protect lady travellers from such. On the box beside the driver was a  was he a gentleman, or was he a servant? If the latter, he was certainly a most superior one in looks, but the idle people standing about and casting their eyes up to the passing cabs were taking him no doubt for the former. The luggage piled up on the top of the cab and on the front seat of the inside, seemed to say that these travellers had come from a distance.

In point of fact they had come from Hallingham, for they were no other than Miss Davenal and her niece, and the gentleman on the box was Neal. Miss Davenal kept up her chorus of complaint. It had begun with the discomforts attendant on the arrival of a large train at the terminus, and it would be continued, there was little doubt, for ever and a day; for though Miss Bettina had come to London by her own free decision, she had come sorely against her will.

Jostling! pushing! hustling! roaring! It is a shame that ladies should be subjected to such. Why dont they manage things better?

But, Aunt Bettina, you need not have been in the bustle. If you had but seated yourself in the cab, as Neal suggested, and allowed him to see after the luggage

Hold your tongue, Sara. What was one pair of eyes to look after all the luggage we have got? I chose to see to it as well as Neal; and I say that the way you get pushed about is shameful. My firm belief is, we have lost at least ten of the smaller packages.

No, no, aunt, they are all here; I counted them as they were brought to the cab.

Yes, thats about all you are good for!  counting the cabs! Id spend my moments to a little more purpose. Good heavens! we shall be run down! If this is London I wish I had never heard of it.

The cab threaded its way amidst the crowded streets and its inmates terrors  for Sara was little less timid than her aunt  until it drew up before a small house in Pimlico; small as compared with their house at home. Miss Davenal looked up at it and gave a groan; and Neal opened the cab door.

Is this the place, Neal? It is dreadfully small.

I think you will find it convenient, maam. It is better inside than out.

Better inside than out! It was new and fresh and pleasant-looking; but to poor Miss Davenal it appeared, as she had said, dreadfully small. Sara seemed less disagreeably impressed. She had not anticipated great things; and it was of very little consequence to her where she lived now. In reality, it was rather a nice house, of moderate size; but Miss Davenal was estimating it by comparison  as we all estimate things.

She turned herself about in the small passage in dismay. A door on the left led into the parlour, the room they would use for dining; about four such could have been put into the dining-room at Hallingham. The staircase would scarcely admit of two abreast; and in front of it, at the top, was the drawing-room, a light, cheerful apartment, with one large window. The furniture in these rooms was Miss Davenals, and it crowded them inconveniently.

Dorcas, she who had lived at the Abbey with Mrs. Cray, stood there with a smiling face to receive them; and the landlady, a humble sort of person, in a green stuff gown, who had the pleasure of residing in the back kitchen and sleeping in some obscure attic, came forward also. The greater portion of the house had been taken unfurnished for Miss Davenal.

About the bedrooms, Dorcas? inquired Miss Davenal, in a half-frightened tone. Which is mine?

Which you please to choose, maam, was Dorcass answer. The two best chambers are the one behind the drawing-room, and the one over the drawing-room.

The room over the drawing-room was the largest and best, but Miss Davenal did not like so many stairs, and resigned it to Sara. She, Miss Davenal, turned herself about in the small back room as she had done in the passage; her own spacious chamber at home was all too present to her, and she wondered whether she should ever become reconciled to this.

Had any one told her a few short months before  nay, a few short weeks  that she should ever take up her abode in London, she had rejected the very idea as absurd, almost an impossibility. Yet here she was! come to it of her own decision, of her own accord, but in one sense terribly against her will.

Marcus Cray had carried out his plans. To the intense astonishment of Hallingham he had rejected the valuable practice which had become his by the death of Dr. Davenal, and his mode of relinquishing it had been a most foolish one. Whether he feared the remonstrances of his brother, the reproaches of Miss Davenal, or the interference of other friends of his wife, certain it is that Mark, in disposing of the practice, had gone unwisely to work. A practice such as Dr Davenals, if placed properly in the market, would have brought forth a host of men eager to be the purchasers and to offer a fair and just sum for it. But of this Mark Cray allowed, no chance. He privately negotiated with a friend of his, a Mr. Berry, and sold him the goodwill for little more than an old song.

In vain Miss Davenal said cutting things to Mark; in vain Oswald Cray, when the real truth reached him, came hastening down from London, in doubt whether Mark had not really gone mad. They could not undo the contract. It was signed and sealed, and Mr. Berry had paid over the purchase-money.

Then Mark spoke out upon the subject of his London prospects; he enlarged upon their brilliancy until Miss Davenal herself was for the moment dazzled. She urged on Mark the justice of his resigning to Dr. Davenals daughter part of this purchase-money; Mark evaded it. His agreement with Dr. Davenal, he said, was to pay to his daughter three hundred pounds per annum for five years; and provided he did pay it, it could be of no consequence whether he made it by doctoring or by other means: he should fulfil his bargain, and that was enough.

Mark had had it all his own way. The money expected by his wife had been paid over to him, and he kept it. It was a great deal less than was expected, for Chancery had secured its own slice out of the pie; but it was rather more than four thousand pounds. Mark was deaf to all suggestions, all entreaties; he completely ignored the last wishes of Dr. Davenal; turned round on Oswald; and flatly told him it was no business of his; and carried the money to London in his pocket, when he and Caroline quitted Hallingham.

They quitted it in haste and hurry, long before things were ripe and ready for them in London, Mark remarking to his wife that the sooner they were out of that hornets nest the better  by which term he probably distinguished Miss Davenal and a few others who had considered themselves privileged to interfere, so far as remonstrance went. Caroline more than seconded all his wishes, all he did; Mark had imbued her with his own rose-coloured views of the future, and she was eager to enter on its brightness.

The next to look out for a home was Miss Bettina Davenal. Affairs of the sales and else had not been carried out so quickly and readily as Mr. Wheatley in his inexperience had anticipated, and there had been no immediate hurry for the house to be vacated. A surgeon in the town was in treaty for it, and the furniture would have to be sold by auction. Sara wondered that her aunt did not fix upon a residence, and she feared all would be scuffle and bustle when they came to leave.

But Miss Davenal had been fixing upon one in her own mind; pt least, upon the locality for one  and that was London. Never, willingly, did Bettina Davenal forego a duty, however unpalatable it might be, and she did believe it to be her duty to follow the fortunes of Caroline, and not abandon her entirely to the mercy of her imprudent, thoughtless husband. To quit Hallingham, the home of her whole life, would be a cruel trial; but she thought she ought to do so. And she bestowed a few bitter words upon the absent Mark for inducing the necessity.

Miss Bettina set about her plans. If there was one quality she was distinguishable for, above all others, it was obstinacy. Obstinate she was at all times, but in the cause of right or duty she could be unflinchingly so. Watton, their former upper-maid, was established in her new situation as housekeeper in the house of business in St. Pauls Churchyard, and Miss Davenal wrote to her and requested her to look out for a house or for a portion of one, and let her know about it. Mr and Mrs. Cray had taken a house in Grosvenor Place, facing the Green Park, and Miss Davenal wished to be as near to them as her pocket would allow.

Watton attended to her commission. She thought that part of a handsome house would be more suitable to Miss Davenals former position than the whole of an inferior one, and she did her best Miss Davenal found it, as you have just seen, anything but handsome; but she had little notion of the prices asked in London, and she had limited Watton as to the house-rent she was to offer. Neal was sent up to London with the furniture, which had been warehoused for so many years; and when he returned to Hallingham Dorcas took his place in London. Discharged by Mrs. Cray, who had not chosen to take country servants with her, she had been re-engaged by Miss Davenal, whose modest household was henceforth to comprise only Dorcas and Neal. Miss Davenal would not part with Neal if she could help it; but she had been surprised at the mans ready agreement to stay in so reduced an establishment.

And so, before things were quite in readiness for them, Miss Davenal and Sara had come up. The furniture in the house at Hallingham was being prepared for public sale, and they hastened away, not to witness the desecration. How coldly and chilly this new home struck upon both, now that they had really entered upon it, they alone could tell. Neither slept through that first night, and they arose in the morning alike unrefreshed.

Breakfast over, Sara stood at the window. In their immediate situation all the houses were private ones, but from a proximate corner she could see the bustle of the highroad and the omnibuses passing up and down. The day was bright, as the previous one had been, giving to London its best aspect, and all the world was astir.

And now for Mark Cray and Caroline, said Miss Bettina.

It had been Miss Davenals pleasure that Mark Cray and his wife should be kept in ignorance of this emigration of hers to London. Neal, during his brief sojourn there, and Dorcas afterwards, had been enjoined to keep strictly clear of the vicinity of their house. Having no motive to disobey, they had complied with the orders; and Mr and Mrs. Cray were yet in total ignorance that their relatives were so near.

She put on her things and went out, Neal, as usual in attendance. Neal was well acquainted with the geography of the place, and piloted his mistress to the house in a few minutes time: a handsome house, with stone steps and pillars before the door. Miss Davenal gazed at it with drawn-in lips.

It cannot be this, Neal.

Yes, maam, it is. Shall I ring?

Miss Davenal pushed forward and rang herself, an imperative peal. What right had they, she was mentally asking, to venture on so expensive a house as this must be? A footman flung open the door.

Does Mr. Cray live here?

Yes, said the footman with a lofty air: as of course it was incumbent on him to put on to anybody so dead to good manners as to call at that early hour. What might your business be? None could put down insolence more effectually than Bettina Davenal. She gave the man a look, and swept past him.

Show me to your mistress, man.  

And somehow the man was subdued to do as he was bid, and to ask quite humbly, What name, maam?

Miss Davenal.

He opened the door of a room on the right, and Miss Davenal, never more haughty, never more stately, stepped into it. She saw it was of good proportions, she saw it was elegantly furnished; and Caroline, in a flutter of black ribbons on her pretty morning toilette, was sitting toying with a late breakfast She started up with a scream. Believing that the lady before her was safe at Hallingham, perhaps the scream was excusable.

Aunt! Is it really you? Whatever brings you in London? Miss Bettina neglected the question to survey the room again. She had surveyed the hall as she came in; she caught a glimpse of another room at the back: all fitted up fit for a duke and duchess.

Wheres Mark Cray? she cried.

Mark has been gone out ages ago, aunt. He is deep in business now. The operations have begun.

Who took this house? grimly asked Miss Bettina.

I and Mark.

And what did the furniture cost?

Oh, I dont know. I dont think Mark has had the bills in yet. Why, aunt?

Why! returned the indignant lady, in a blaze of anger. You and your husband are one of two things, Caroline; swindlers or idiots. If you think that strong language, I cannot help it.

Aunt Bettina! echoed the startled girl, what are you saying?

The truth, solemnly replied Miss Bettina.


CHAPTER XXXVIII.

HOPE DEFERRED.

SOME weeks went on. The beautiful summer weather had come, and the June sun was upon the streets.

Sara Davenal stood at her chamber window looking out on the dusty road. Not in reality seeing it; for the trouble and perplexity at her heart had not lessened, and she had fallen into that habit of gazing outwards in deep thought, noticing nothing. The same habit had characterised Dr. Davenal; but at his daughters age he had never known any weight of care: for years and years his path had been smooth one  little else than sunshine. She gazed outwards on the dusty road, on the white payment, glistening again with its heat, but saw nothing. A looker-on would have said she was an idle girl, standing there to take note of her neighbours and the streets doings: of the trades-people calling at the opposite houses, of the servant girls flirting with them as they gave their orders: of the water-cart splashing past the corner along the public highway, but neglecting this quiet nook: of everything, in short, there was to see and be seen. How mistaken that looker-on was he could never know. Poor Sara Davenal might have been the sole living object on a broad desert plain, for all she saw of the moving panorama around her.

Hope deferred maketh the heart sick! When that proverb of the wise king of Israel comes practically home to our hearts in all its stem reality, we have learnt one of the many bitter lessons of life. Perhaps few have realised it more intensely than Sara Davenal had latterly been obliged to realise it. From March to April, from April to May, from May to June, week by week, and morning by morning, she had been waiting for something that never came.

A very short while to wait for anything some of you may be thinking; not much more than two months at the most, for it is only the beginning of the blooming summer month, and they had come to London late in March. But  I believe I said the same a chapter or two ago  a space of time is long or short according as we estimate it. Two months space may pass lightly aver us as a fleeting summers day; or it may drag its slow length along, every minute of it marking its flight upon our sick and weary hearts, with Enough of agony crowded into it to make it seem a lifetime.

Sara and Miss Bettina had come up in March, and the things at Hallingham were to be sold within a few days of their departure; and in a few days after that Sara had expected the money would be paid over to her. In her inexperience, she did not sufficiently allow for delays: yet had she been ever so experienced she would not have supposed the delay would extend itself to this. It is not of much moment to inquire into the precise cause of this delay: it is sufficient to know that it did occur; and it gave as yet no signs that it would be speedily ended.

Sara had expected the money early in April. It did not come. It will be up next week, she said to herself. But the next week came and did not bring it, and she wrote to Mr. Wheatley. He hoped to realise in a day or two was his somewhat incautious answer; but in truth he himself, not being a man of business, anticipated no vexatious delay. It was an unfortunate answer for Sara, for from that date she began to look for the money daily; and you have not yet to learn what impatience this daily waiting and expecting works in the human heart When one mornings post passed over and did not bring it or news of it, Sara counted on it for the morrow. And the morrows came and went, on and on; and Sara wrote and wrote, until she grew sick with the procrastination and the disappointment She had waited for this money so anxiously that it had become with her a feverish longing; something like that strange disease, mal du pays, as it is called, which attacks the poor Swiss, exiled from their native land. Not for the sake of the money itself was she so troubled  you know that; but from the fear of what the evil delay might bring. In reply to the letter she had forwarded to Mr. Alfred King, on the death of Dr. Davenal, that unknown gentleman, whoever he might be, had replied in a short note and a very illegible handwriting (abounding in flourishes), that he was sorry to hear of the doctors death, but counted on the fulfilment of the obligations without vexatious delay. This was addressed to Miss Sara Davenal, and reached her safely at Hallingham.

Poor Sara, in her inexperience, in her dread of what this man might have in his power touching her brother, feared he might deem two or three weeks only a vexatious delay and when the two or three weeks went on, and two or three weeks to those, and two or three weeks again, then it was that the dread within her grew into a living agony. Who Mr. Alfred King might be she knew not. On that night when she had been called down to Dr. Davenals study and found her brother there, she had gathered from some words dropped by the doctor, in his very imperfect explanation to her, that some one else had been almost equally culpable with her brother: but who this other was, whether gentleman or swindler, whether male or female, she had no means of knowing. She did not suppose it to be Mr. Alfred King: she rather surmised that whoever it was must have gone away, as Edward had. Now and then she would wonder whether this Mr. Alfred King could be connected with the police: but that was hardly likely. Altogether, her ideas of Mr. Alfred King were extremely vague; still she could not help dreading the man, and never thought of him without a shiver.

She did not know what to do: whether to remain passive, or to write and explain that the money was coming, and apologise for the temporary delay. She felt an aversion to write, and she could not tell whether it might do harm or good. And so she did nothing; and the time had gone on, as you have heard, to June.

Sara stood at the window gazing into space, when her attention was awakened to outward things by seeing the postman turn into the street with a fleet step. Could it be the morning postman I Yes, it must be, for the second delivery did not take place until eleven, and it was now half-past nine. Something had rendered him later than usual.

She threw up the window listlessly. So many, many mornings had she watched for the post to bring this news from Hallingham, and been disappointed, that a reaction had come, and she now Looked only for disappointment. You will understand this. The postman was dodging from one side of the road to the other with that unnecessary waste of time and walking (as it seems to the uninitiated) which must help to make postmens legs so weary. He was at the opposite house now, superseding the butcher boy in the good graces of the maid-servant, with whom he stayed a rather unnecessary while to talk; and now he came striding over. Sara leaned her head further out and saw him make for their gate.

And her pulses suddenly quickened. Even from that height she could discern  or fancied she could discern  that the letter was from Mr. Wheatley. That gentleman always used large blue envelopes, and it was certainly one such that the man had singled out from his bundle of letters. Had it come at last? Had the joyful news of the money come?

She closed the window and ran swiftly down the stairs and met Neal turning from the door with the letter. That official was probably not at all obliged to her for demanding the letter from him so summarily. But he had no resource but to give it up.

It was from Mr. Wheatley, and Sara carried it to her room, a bright flush of hope on her cheeks, an eager trembling on her happy fingers. Mr. Wheatley did not like letter-writing, and she knew quite well that he would not have written uselessly. Opening the envelope she found it a blank; a blank entirely: nothing even written inside it: it had but enclosed a letter for herself which had apparently been sent to Hallingham. O the bitter, bitter disappointment! there was not a line, there was not a word from Mr. Wheatley!

A conviction arose that she had seen the other handwriting before. Whose was it?  it seemed to be made up of flourishes. Mr. Alfred Kings! Her heart stood still in its fear, and seemed as if it would never go on again:  



MADAM,   Essex Street, June 1st 

I am sorry to have to give you notice that unless the money owing to me, and which I have been vainly expecting these several weeks, is immediately paid, I shall be under the necessity of taking public steps in the matter: and they might not prove agreeable to Captain Davenal.



I am, Madam, Your obedient servant,    ALFRED KING.



Miss Sara Davenal.

So the first faint realisation of the haunting shadow of the past weeks had come! Sara sat with the letter in her hand. She asked herself what was to be done?  and she wished now, in a fit of vain repentance, that she had written long ago to Mr. Alfred King, as it had been in her mind to do.

She must write now. She must write a note of regret and apology, telling him the exact truth  that the sale of the different effects at Hallingham and the realisation of the proceeds had taken more time than was anticipated, but that she expected the money daily  and beg of him to wait. In her feverish impatience it seemed as if every moment that elapsed until this explanation should be delivered to Mr. Alfred King was fraught with danger, and she hastened to the room below, the drawing-room.

Her desk was there. It was generally kept in her own chamber, but she had had it down the previous evening. Neal was quitting the room as she entered: he had been putting it in order for the day. Miss Davenal was in the parlour below, where she generally remained an hour or two after breakfast.

The letter  Mr. Alfred Kings letter  was spread open before Sara, and she sat pen in hand deliberating how she should answer it, when her aunts voice startled her. It sounded on the stairs. Was she coming up? Sara hastily placed the open letter in the desk, closed and locked it, and opened the drawing-room door. But in her flurry she left the key in the desk.

Miss Davenal was standing on the mat at the foot of the stairs Cant you hear me call? she asked.

I did hear, aunt. What is it?

Then you ought to have heard! was the retort of Miss Davenal, at cross-purposes as usual. You are not turning deaf, I suppose?

What is it, aunt? repeated Sara, going half-way down the stairs.

Instead of answering, Miss Davenal turned and went into the breakfast-room again. Sara could only follow her. Her aunts manners had never relaxed to her from the sternness assumed at the time of Dr. Davenals death: cold and severe she had remained ever since; but she looked unusually cold and severe now.

Shut the door, said Miss Davenal.

Sara hesitated for a moment, more in mind than action, and then she obeyed. She had left her desk, and wanted to get back to it.

Hold this, said Miss Davenal.

She had taken her seat in her own chair, and was cutting out some articles of linen clothing that looked as long as the room. Her income was a very moderate one now, and she did a good deal of sewing instead of putting it out. Sara took the stuff in her hand, and held it while her aunt cut: an interminable proceeding to an impatient helpmate, for Miss Davenal cut only about an inch at a time, and then drew a short thread and cut again.

Wont it tear? asked Sara.

It will wear. Did you ever know me buy linen that wouldnt wear? I have too good an eye for linen to buy what wont wear.

I asked, aunt, if it would not tear.

Tear! repeated Miss Davenal, offended at the word  at the ignorance it betrayed. No, it will not tear; and I should think theres hardly a parish school child in the kingdom but would know that, without asking.

Sara, rebuked, held her part in silence. Presently Miss Davenal lifted her eyes and looked her full in the face.

Who was that letter from this morning?

It was a private letter, aunt.

A what? snapped Miss Davenal.

Sara let fall the work, and stood fearlessly before Miss Davenal. The most gentle spirit can be aroused at times. The letter was from a gentleman, aunt. It was a private letter to myself. Surely I am not so much of a child that I may not be trusted to receive one?

A pri-vate let-ter!  A gentleman! was the amazed reiteration of Miss Bettina. What do you say?

Sara stood quite still for a moment, while the faint flush that was called up died away on her cheeks, and then she bent close to her aunts ear, her low voice unmistakably clear and distinct.

Aunt Bettina, you knew there was some unhappy business that papa was obliged to meet  and bear  just before he died. The letter I have received this morning bears reference to it. It is from a Mr. King, but I dont know him. I should be thankful if you would not force me to these explanations: they are very painful.

Miss Bettina picked up the work and drew at a thread until it broke. Who is Mr. King? she asked.

I do not indeed know. I never saw him in my life. He had to write to me just a word about the business, and I must answer him. In telling you this much, Aunt Bettina, I have told all I can tell Pray, for papas sake, do not ask me further.

Well, this is a pretty state of things for the enlightened nineteenth century! grunted Miss Bettina. We have read of conspiracies and Rye-House plots, and all the rest of it: this seems a plot, I think! Have you nothing more to say?

No, aunt, was the low, firm answer.

Then you may go, said Miss Bettina, twitching the work out of Saras hand. I can do this myself.

And Sara knew that no amount of entreaty would induce her aunt to admit of help in her cutting after that She went up-stairs, and met Neal coming out of the drawing-room.

I thought you had finished the room, Neal, she said, a sudden fear stealing over her as she remembered that her desk was left with the key in it.

So I had, Miss. I came up now for this vase. My mistress said it was to be washed.

He went down-stairs carrying it: a valuable vase of Sèvres porcelain, never intrusted to the hands of anybody but Neal. It had belonged to poor Richard  was presented to him just before he went out on his unfortunate voyage. Sara walked to her desk; it stood on the centre table. What with vases and other ornaments, and superfluous articles of furniture, the room was somewhat inconveniently full. It was a good-sized room, too; nearly square, the window facing you as you entered it, and the fireplace on the right. Opposite the fireplace was a beautiful inlaid cabinet with a plate-glass back: it had never cost less than forty pounds: but Miss Bettina had not spared money when she bought her furniture years ago. Look at the girandoles on the walls!  at the costly carpet, soft as velvet! Opposite the window stood Saras piano, a fine instrument, the gift of her loving father on her eighteenth birthday. Altogether the room was an elegant one, but Miss Bettina could not have reconciled herself to any other. The parlour below was a nice room also, with its handsome sideboard and its glittering mirrors: but it was smaller than the drawing-room.

Sara stood for a moment before her desk: it looked exactly as she left it She turned the key and raised the lid, and saw that had anybody else done the same Mr. Alfred Kings letter was lying face upwards, and might have been read without the slightest trouble in an instant of time. Had Neal seen the letter? Would he be likely to do such a thing as raise her desk surreptitiously? Many a servant would be in a room with an unlocked desk times and again, and never attempt to peer inside it. Was it probable that Neal had any propensity for prying into affairs that did not concern him? It all lay in that:

Vexed with herself for having allowed the chance to any one, Sara carried her desk to her chamber, and sat down and wrote her note there. But she could not get the thought quite so readily out of her head: it was most inexpedient that Neal, or any one else, should see that letter of Mr. Alfred Kings. There occurred to her mind something her brother Edward had once told her  about a doubt of Dr. Davenals  as to whether Neal had not opened a note of Lady Oswalds. Suddenly she thought of the doctors desk. If that had been opened! In an impulse of fear she put the key into the lock.

It would not turn. Something was the matter with the lock. Had it been tampered with? Saras face grew hot.

Turning and twisting and pulling, but all gently, she worked the key about in the lock. No, it would not open it In the previous summers holidays a certain cupboard in Wattons room downstairs declined to be opened in just the same way, and when inquiries came to be made, Master Dick Davenal boldly avowed that, wanting some jam one day, he had opened it with another cupboard key, and so had spoiled the lock. Had this lock been put out of order in the same way? The proper key to it was always about herself.

A locksmith had to be brought in to the desk. He speedily opened it and put the lock to rights. It was only a ward bent, he said. Sara inquired whether he thought it had been done through a strange key being put into the lock, but she did not get much satisfaction. Like enough it might, he said, but sometimes them wards got out of order with their own key.

It seems quite a common lock, remarked Sara, as she paid him.

Laws, yes! Amost any key might open that.

What was the matter with the desk? questioned Miss Bettina, who met the man in the passage as he was going away.

I dont know, aunt. It would not open: such a thing has never happened to it before. Do you remember last midsummer holidays Dick spoiled Wattons cupboard through undoing it with a false key? The man says it may have been the same case here.

And Neal, who was standing immediately opposite his young mistress, and met her eye as she spoke, heard the words with unruffled composure; not so much as a shade of change disturbing the equanimity of his impassive countenance.  


CHAPTER XXXIX.

AN UNPLEASANT VISIT.

SET me down at Essex Street.

The request, proffered in a sweet and timid voice, was made by a young lady who had just taken her place in an omnibus. The conductors gracious response was to shut the door with a desperate bang, and call out hi to the driver, as a signal that he might go on.

The young lady was too pretty not to be stared at; but the crape veil, pertaining to her handsome mourning, was not raised from before her face, as she took her seat with that quiet self-possession which rarely forsakes the gentlewoman.

You will be at no loss to guess that it was Sara Davenal. The expedition she was bound upon was one that nothing save obligation could have forced upon her  a visit to Mr. Alfred King. Her note to that gentleman had brought forth another letter from him. It was to the effect that he could not wait longer for the money without the utmost inconvenience, but he would do himself the honour of calling upon her at eleven oclock the following morning, to discuss the matter in person.

A most unsatisfactory, dismaying communication to Sara. To receive him in her Aunt Bettinas house was out of all question; for that estimable lady would undoubtedly have insisted upon making a third at the interview. To have the secret brought home to her very hearth would be too fortunate an opportunity to miss acquainting herself with its nature and details, even though she had to draw the information from Mr. Alfred King. Sara saw what must be done, however she might dislike it; and she wrote a hasty note to the gentleman, saying that it would not be convenient to receive him in her own house, but she would instead wait upon him in Essex Street. Hence her unwonted omnibus journey.
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The omnibus dashed along on its road. It was full, and therefore there was no loitering. Leaving Pimlico behind it, it passed Charing Cross and gained the Strand. There it stopped for somebody to get out, and Sara looked up at an exclamation made by the passenger seated immediately opposite to her next the door, a lady apparently but little older than herself: a quiet, steady, self-possessed girl with a pleasing face and fair hair.

The passing of a gentleman on the payment, close up to which the omnibus was drawn, had apparently caused the exclamation to escape her. His eyes in the same moment caught the fair face bent towards him from the door, and he approached. A bright smile greeted him, and he took her hand and kept it as they spoke together.

You, Jane! he exclaimed, and the voice, subdued though it was, bore a laughing sound. It is about the last place I should have expected to see you in. I thought you and omnibuses were decided foes.

But I am going a long way this morning; too far to walk, she answered. We have had a letter from

She bent her face lower, and the words became indistinct The gentleman resumed.

And you are going to inquire about it? Well, Jane, dont be in a hurry. Ill tell you why another time. Inquire particulars if you like, but fix nothing. The fact is, I have something else in view.

Of course wed not fix anything without consulting you, she answered in her pleasant Scotch accent When will you be coming?

To-night most likely. Good-bye, Jane. Take care of yourself.

He released her hand which he had been holding all the while, the conductor gave the door a bang, and the omnibus dashed on. Sara had turned white as death. A variety of emotions that she would not have cared to analyse were at conflict within her  for the voice was the voice of Oswald Cray.

And he had gone away, not seeing her. For that she was on some accounts thankful. He might have been as much surprised to see her in an omnibus  perhaps more so  as he was the young lady opposite; and least of all to Oswald Cray could Sara have explained the errand on which she was bent. She stole a glance at the girls interesting face: a good and sensible face; one that might well win the regard even of Oswald Cray; and that baneful plant, jealousy, which perhaps had taken root in her heart before, suddenly shot forth its sharp tendrils into every corner. What right had she, Sara Davenal, to indulge any such passion?  had she not parted from Oswald Cray for ever?

Did you not ask to be put down at Essex Street?

The question aroused her from her pain. It came from the same young lady opposite, and Sara looked up with a stark Yes, she answered.

Then we must have passed it, for this that we are going through is Temple Bar, and I know Essex Street is before we come to that. This young lady told you to set her down at Essex Street, she added to the conductor. And the man stopped the omnibus without offering the slightest apology.

Thank you, said Sara to her courteously. And she walked away with the pleasant voice ringing in her ears, and the conviction within her that it must be Jane Allister.

She walked slowly down Essex Street, looking out for the offices of Messrs. Jones and Green, and soon found them. It was a large and dusty-looking house, on the right-hand side of the street, and was apparently let out to different occupants, as there were various names on the door. The top one was Mr. Carberry it was simply written in black letters on the door-post; the second was on a great brass plate, nearly as large as the post itself, Jones and Green: and there was another brass plate, which had on it Messrs. Knollys, Solicitors to the Great Chwddyn Mining Company.

Sara stood still as the last words caught her eye, arrested by surprise. It was not the unpronounceable name that drew her attention; but the fact that this Great Chwddyn scheme was the very one in which Mark Cray had embarked; the El Dorado of his friend Barker; the source of Marks present flourishing prosperity and of his future greatness.

She felt sure it was the same name, though nobody ever wrote it twice alike; and whether this, or any other, might be the correct way of spelling it, the Messrs. Knollys themselves could not have told. Mark Cray and Barker, finding the word rather difficult to the tongue, had got into the habit of calling it the Great Wheal Bang Company, as being readier than the other: Wheal Bang being some technical term connected with the mine; though whether applicable to any particular stratum of its ore, or to the works, or to the mine generally, or to anything else, Sara had never yet clearly understood. The Great Wheal Bang Mining Company was the familiar term in Marks mouth, and in that of others interested in the mine: so prone we are to catch up phrases: and The Great Wheal Bang was certainly better for English tongues than the Great Chwddyn, with its variety of spelling in uninitiated hands. For once that Sara had heard the difficult name she had heard the easier one a hundred times; nevertheless, now that her eyes fell upon it, she knew it to be that, and no other.

The fact in itself was not of moment to her, but thought is quick; and the thought that darted across Saras mind was, that if Messrs. Knollys were the solicitors to this rich and important company, there might possibly be a chance of Mark Crays or of his friend Barkers calling in at these offices at any moment, in which case they might see her. And that would not be at all convenient.

But there was no help for it. She could but go in; and the chance only added another drop to the cup of pain. Most painful was it to Sara, from more causes than one, to come thus publicly to these places of business: and to come, as may be almost said, in secret; not daring to speak of her real errand.

With her crape veil drawn more closely over her face she stepped into the passage. A door on the left bore the words Messrs. Knollys and Sara was looking around her when a young man with a paper in his hand came hastily out of it Did you want Knollyss office? he asked, in a civil tone, noting her look of indecision.

I want Messrs. Jones and Greens.

Up-stairs, first floor.

Sara thanked him, and passed through the inner entrance, which stood open, and ascended the stairs. In great white letters on the door facing her at the top, she read,  Office: Jones and Green. She knocked at the door, and a middle-aged man in a seedy suit of black opened it I wish to see Mr. Alfred King, she said.  Is he here?

Mr. Alfred King? repeated the man. He is not here now, and I dont know  Stay, Ill inquire.

Leaving her standing there, he retreated, and she heard a remote colloquy carried on in an undertone. Then he came back again.

Mr. King wont be here until twelve oclock.

I had an appointment with him at eleven, said Sara, wondering whether there could be any mistake.

Perhaps so, said the man. But he dropped us a line this morning to say he could not get here until twelve. I daresay if you come then you can see him.

He shut the door, and Sara went down-stairs again. What should she do with herself this long hour  for it was not quite eleven yet. Suddenly she bethought herself that she would go to see Watton. St Pauls Churchyard, as Watton had told them  for she had paid Miss Davenal and Sara two or three visits since their arrival in London  was in a line with Temple Bar.

Sara walked quickly through the crowded streets. Once she stopped to look in at an attractive shop, but somebody came jostling against her, she thought purposely, and she did not stop again. She easily found the house of business where Watton now was, and its private door. Watton came forward all in surprise, and took her into a plain comfortable sitting-room, which was her own, she said. Sara inquired if she liked the situation any better: for at first Watton had not liked it Well, yes, miss; I think I do, was the womans answer. Use and time soften most things. Theres a great deal of responsibility on me, and enough work also. What I cant get reconciled to is the dust and the noise. As to the dust and dirt, Id never have believed in it without seeing it. Being in mourning for my late master I have not worn white caps yet, and dont believe I ever can wear them: Im sure I might put on three a-week and not be clean. Sometimes I wash my hands four times in a morning.

Then think what it is for my aunt Bettina, with her delicate hands and her delicate lace, returned Sara. I suppose the dirt is not quite so bad with us as it is here; but it seems as if nothing could be worse, and my aunt makes it a perpetual grievance. Shall you remain here, Watton?

I have made up my mind to try it for a twelvemonth, Miss Sara, was the answer. Its too good a situation to be given up lightly; and it shall have a fair trial. I miss my country life; I miss the green fields and the gossipping neighbours at Hallingham: oftentimes I wake from a dream, thinking Im there, and then I am fit to cry with the disappointment. I fear the pleasant old times have gone away from me for ever.

They go away from us all, Watton, was the murmured answer, never to return again.

You will send the two young gentlemen to see me, Miss Sara, said Watton, as she was showing her out. Perhaps theyd honour me by drinking tea here in the course of their holidays. My evenings are my own. Master Dick should eat as much jam as hed like. Id get in half-a-dozen pots assorted.

Sara could not forbear a smile: Dick would have gone to the other end of the kingdom for half-a-dozen pots of assorted jam: but it changed to gravity as she turned to Watton.

Watton, do you know I have been so great a coward as not to ask my aunt decisively whether she intends to have them up for the holidays. I very much fear she does not; and therefore I shrink from asking, lest the fear should be made a certainty.

Poor boys! ejaculated Watton. Well, of course its all very different from what it was. Ah, Miss Sara! there are too many will find cause to miss the good Dr. Davenal!

With the rebellious sorrow, called up by the words, rising in her heart, Sara walked along the hot and bustling streets again. It was a little past twelve when she reached Essex Street, and in going up the stair she happened to turn her head, and saw, stepping quickly in at the outer door, Oswald Cray. She hoped he had not seen her; she thought he had not; and she hastened on, her pulses beating. What strange coincidence could have brought him there?

Mr. Alfred King had arrived. Sara was shown through a busy room into a smaller one, long and narrow, apparently partitioned off from a third room, which she did not see. The room contained a couple of chain, a table-desk, and a slender, dandy sort of gentleman; nothing more. He was leaning against the table, doing something to his nails with a pen-knife, an eye-glass in his eye, and a black moustache with rings at its ends curling on his lip.

Mr. Alfred King? she said interrogatively, for there had been no introduction.

Mr. Alfred King bowed. He removed his hat, which he had been wearing, shut up the pen-knife with a flourish of his thin white hands, courteously stepped forward, and was altogether the gentleman again.

Miss Sara Davenal, I presume?

How Sara entered on her task she never knew. Its nature made her feel sadly confused and diffident, as if all self-possession had gone out of her. Whatever her brothers crime might have been, she assumed that the gentleman before her had cognisance of it; and it rendered her miserably conscious in that first moment. Very much embarrassed, and aware that she was so, she apologised for the delay in the payment of the money, stated that she expected it daily, and begged of Mr. King to be kind enough to wait a little longer. Just what she had stated in her letter: in fact she had nothing else to urge.

I am exceedingly sorry to put you to the inconvenience of coming here, Miss Davenal he said, in a courteous but drawling tone. It is reversing the appropriate order of things. I should have been better pleased to wait upon you.

But I could not make it convenient to receive you, replied Sara. The truth is, she added in her candour, that my aunt, Miss Davenal, with whom I live, was not made cognisant of this business; and it was my fathers, Dr. Davenals, wish that she should not be.

Ah  I see, observed Mr. Alfred King, in the same drawling tone that spoke so unpleasantly of affectation, of something not true in his nature. Still I feel horribly annoyed at causing you the trouble of coming here, Miss Davenal.

Will you be so kind as to tell me the object of the interview? she said. For what purpose did you wish to see me?

Ah, yes, to be sure. The fact is, Miss Davenal, some positive understanding must be come to as to the precise time when the money will be paid. You cannot imagine the inconvenience to which the delay has put me: and, but for the respect I once bore Captain Davenal, I would not have remained so passive as I have done.

There was a pointed stress on the word once that recalled the blush into Saras cheeks, the dread to her heart She murmured a hope that the money would be realised and paid to him ere the lapse of many days.

You see, Miss Davenal, had the money no ulterior destination it would not be of so much consequence, he resumed.  Were it due to myself only I would wait with the greatest pleasure, no matter at what inconvenience; but that is not the case it is these other parties who will not be pacified. Do you comprehend me, Miss Davenal?

Yes, I think so, said Sara, faintly, beginning to fear the affair was more complicated than she had thought. Who are the parties?

Mr. Alfred King ran his white hand and its showy ring right through his black hair. Well  I would tell you if I could, Miss Davenal: in anything that concerns myself only, you may command me as you please: but the fact is, I am not at liberty to mention the names of those parties even to you.

There was a pause, and Saras manner for the moment grew haughtily distant She liked his words less and less. But she recollected herself: she subdued her proud spirit Was not Edward in his power?

These parties have been angry at the delay, he resumed, breaking the silence that had ensued. They have badgered the life nearly out of me over it: excuse the term, Miss Davenal, it but expresses the fact. I assure you I have had a most difficult task to keep them from proceeding to extremities. And, in short, they wont be put off longer.

From extremities? she repeated, the one ominous word alone catching her ear.

Mr. Alfred King looked at her, not speaking. His gaze seemed to ask her how much she knew. She did not respond to it.

Were this unfortunate matter made public, nothing could save Captain Davenal, he resumed, in a low tone. He is now in India, in apparent safety, but  in short, it would only be a question of time, two or three months or so. Men are brought from the ends of the world now to answer for  for crime.

Subdued as was his voice Sara looked around in terror. That partition, if nothing more than a partition, was probably a shallow one, allowing sound to pass beyond it Be at ease, he said, detecting her fear,  we are quite alone.

Do you know Captain Davenal? she asked.

Very well indeed. He and I were at one time sworn friends, constantly together. Until this unhappy affair arose to part us.

Perhaps she would have liked to ask the particulars that she did not know. But her whole heart revolted from it; it would have seemed like acknowledging Edwards crime.

You see his being in India is only a temporary safeguard, and these parties who hold his safety in their hands might bring him home if they chose. It is only in compliance with my urgent entreaties that they have kept passive so long. But the delay is extending itself beyond all reason, and they  in short, Miss Davenal, they will not wait longer.

But what can I do? she urged in her helplessness. I admit that the delay is vexatious  Heaven knows I have felt it so, she added, with a burst of feeling that would not be suppressed but the money is there; it will very shortly be forthcoming, and then it will be paid.

Yes, I have pointed out all this to them, he said, flicking a speck of dirt off his coat. I  I suppose there is no foreign delay or obstruction, beyond the delay caused by realising the different monies? His sudden penetrating glance at her, the hidden earnestness of his tone, told Sara that this was a question of importance to him. It was nearly the only point throughout the interview which had not borne to her ear and eye a vague and indefinite idea of something untruthful: untruthful in himself, his voice, and his words. Possibly he had sought the personal interview with the sole view of ascertaining this solitary fact. An impression that it was so passed rapidly through her mind.

Let me thoroughly understand you, she said, following her own thoughts rather than his words. Tell me without reserve exactly what it is you wish to know, and I will answer you to the best of my power. There is no other cause for the delay, except that the monies have not been realised so quickly as they ought to have been; no other cause whatever. Were you thinking that there was?

I? and again the false drawling tone grated harshly on her ear. Not I, I assure you, Miss Davenal. Those parties of whom I spoke hinted to me that with all this delay it looked as if there were no intention to pay the money. Of course, I knew that it was nothing of the sort; that the money must be paid.

The very day that the money reaches me it will be paid to you, according to the instructions of my father, Dr. Davenal, she said, impressively. I beg you to believe this; and to convey the assurance of it to them.

I will do so. How much longer do you suppose the delay will extend? Can you fix any definite date for the payment?

I wish I could. But you see it does not rest with me. A very, very short period now will, I believe, see it settled.

Mr. Alfred King mused. I will inform them of what you say, Miss Davenal, and I do trust the period may be a short one. If protracted, I cannot answer for it that they would remain passive.

They must be cruel men to wish to harm Captain Davenal!

No, he answered. Had they been cruel men they would not have consented not to harm him. It is not that, Miss Davenal; it is the money itself that is wanted; and the delay vexes them. She was feeling desperate, and she ventured on a bold step.  In their own interest, then, they must be cautious not to harm him. Were they to do so they would lose the money.

Why?

Because I would never pay it.

Mr. Alfred King glanced at her in surprise. All her timid hesitation of manner was gone, the expression of her face had changed to resolute bravery.  I do not pretend to entire acquaintance with the details of this unhappy business, but I understand so much, Mr. King  that this money purchases my brothers safety, she continued. If that be imperilled, the bargain would be forfeited, and the money retained. The payment or non-payment of this money rests solely with me; and I should not keep faith with the other parties if they did not keep theirs with my dead father.

There will be no question of their not keeping faith, provided they get their rights, Miss Davenal.

And their rights  if you mean the money  they shall have; I trust speedily. I shall be only too glad to get the matter over.

Im sure I shall be, returned Mr. King, in a tone that was certainly a hearty one.  It will be well for all parties; very well for Captain Davenal.

Sara turned to the door. Mr. Alfred King took up his hat for the purpose of attending her outside.

I am glad that you have allowed me this interview, Miss Davenal. It will be so much more satisfactory to these gentlemen now that I have Been you. Dr. Davenals death, occurring as it did, was most unfortunate. By the way, did he not leave some papers behind him?

There are papers in my possession relating to this affair, she answered.  I know what to do with them when the proper time shall come.

Ah, yes, of course; doubtless, came the untrue words in their untrue tone.  Then I may rely on the very speedy receipt of this money, Miss Davenal?

You may rely upon having it immediately that it is paid to me. That is all, I presume, sir?

Mr. Alfred King could not say that it was not all. He gallantly offered his arm to pilot her through the busy office of Messrs. Jones and Green; but Miss Sara Davenal, with a gesture far more expressive of haughty pride than of gratitude, declined the honour. The interview was leaving a disagreeable impression on her mind, apart from its natural unpleasantness; and perhaps it was unreasonable of her, but she had taken an unconquerable dislike to Mr. Alfred King.

The stairs seemed more busy than the lawyers room. Men, some of them rather rough-looking ones, were passing up and down. Mr. Alfred King drawled an anathema on the tenant of the second floor, Mr. Carberry. Mr. Carberry had only recently taken the rooms, and he appeared to have no ostensible occupation, save the receiving of a great many visitors and an occasional telegram. The visitors were supposed to be mostly in the sporting line; and during the holding of distant races the passages and door would be besieged by an eager and noisy crowd:  as was the case on this day.

Three times have we had them scattered by the police, exclaimed Mr. Alfred King, unmistakably in earnest now. And that pest Carberry  or whatever the fellows name may be  cant be got rid of for nearly a twelvemonth to come! Knollyss have threatened to indict the landlord for a nuisance; Jones and Green have given conditional warning to quit; and its all of no use. The landlord went to Carberry with team in his eyes, and told him hed be the ruin of his house, that hed forgive every farthing of rent, already owing, if hed go; but Carberry coolly said he had taken it for a twelvemonth, and he should stop his twelvemonth. Miss Davenal, you cannot! Allow me!

For Sara had come face to face with this crowd at the street-door, and commenced a struggle with them, they not being polite enough to give way in the least. Mr. Alfred King seized her arm forcibly with a view of helping her, when she was as forcibly separated from him by an authoritative hand, and found herself on the arm of Mr. Oswald Cray, his face ablaze with haughty anger, as he turned it on Mr. Alfred King.

Thank you, sir, he said, all the pride of the Oswalds concentrating itself in him then. This lady is under my charge.

And Mr. Alfred King, with a somewhat subdued manner, as if he had received a check that he did not care to resist, made as polite a bow to Sara as the crowd allowed him, and disappeared from view.

Clear of the assemblage, Sara would have withdrawn her arm, but Oswald Cray held it too tightly. A moment, and he turned his face upon her, ablaze still.

What do you do with that man? He is not a fit acquaintance for you.

At first she could not answer. Not so much from the suddenness of the whole thing and the emotion it had brought to her, as because she did not know what explanation to give.

In going into Knollyss office just now I thought I saw you making your way up the stairs, he resumed. I said to myself that it could not be; but I was unable to get the impression from my mind, and I waited. One of Knollyss clerks said that the young lady gone up had inquired for Alfred King. What can have taken you to him?

He was growing somewhat less vehement. It had been a moment to convince him that the love which he had safely deemed he was subduing remained with him still in all its force. To rescue her from the undesirable companionship of Mr. Alfred King, from contact with the unhallowed crowd of gambling men, he would have parted with his life.

I was compelled to go, she murmured: I could not help myself.

Compelled to go up those stairs? Compelled to pay that man a visit?

Yes, I was. It was as distasteful to me as it could be, but I had no resource. I went there on business which no one but myself could transact Thank you for your protection, Mr. Oswald Cray.

She withdrew her arm now, and there was no opposition to it. Reason was resuming her seat in Oswalds mind, and he felt angry with himself for his excess of demonstration. All things considered, it had been scarcely wise.

It is not at all a place for a young lady to go to, he resumed, as he walked by her side, and his manner became cold even to restraint The Knollys are sufficiently respectable, but as much cannot be said for the tenants of the upper part of the house. You must not go to it again.

Once again she knew she should have to go to it, but she fervently hoped that would close the matter. She wished she could tell him the nature of the business that took her there. Parted though they were, she did care to stand well in the estimation of Oswald Cray; she esteemed him still beyond any one on earth.

I never saw Mr. Alfred King until this morning; he is no acquaintance of mine, or ever likely to be. But he tells me he was once an intimate friend of my brother Edwards.

Oswald Crays haughty lip took an additional curl. He may have been looked upon as a respectable man once; but he lost himself. He is not a desirable acquaintance for you.

I could not help myself, she answered, her cheeks glowing. It was necessary that I should see him, and the interview could not be delegated to another.

He made no reply: only continued by her side. Not until her house was nearly reached did he leave her. Then he stopped and held out his hand; but he had scarcely spoken a word to her all the way.

Thank you for your kindness, said Sara. But I am very sorry you should have troubled yourself to come with me. It must have broken your day greatly.

Never mind; I shall catch it up, he answered, looking at his watch.  I do not like to see you in these London streets alone. I cannot forget that Dr. Davenal was once my dear friend, and that you are his daughter.


CHAPTER XL.

A FLOURISHING COMPANY.

THE Great Wheal Bang Mining Company had its offices in a commodious and irreproachable quarter of the city. If I give the familiar name Wheal Bang, instead of the difficult one Chwddyn, which can only be spelt from copy, letter by letter, and perhaps wrongly then, it is to save myself and my readers trouble. Not being Welsh, they might find a difficulty in arriving at the accurate pronunciation, just as I do at the spelling. The promoter of the Great Wheal Bang Mining Company, Mr. Barker, occupied sumptuous apartments in Piccadilly; and his co partner in the scheme, as Mark Cray was to all intents and purposes now, flourished in his mansion in Grosvenor Place.

The offices were undeniable in their appointments. Situation, width of staircase, size of rooms, decorations, furniture, attendants; all were of the first water. People who play with the money of others do not in general go to work sparingly; and speculative public schemes necessarily entail a large outlay. These schemes, springing up now and again in London, to the beguilement of the unwary  one in about every ten of which may succeed in the end  have been so well described by abler pens than mine, that I might hesitate even to touch upon them, were it not that the story cannot conveniently get on without my doing so, and that I have a true tale to tell. How many hearts have been made to ache from the misery entailed by these uncertain ventures, ushered in with so much pomp and flourish, so full a promise of prosperity; and how many heads, unable to bear the weight of the final ruin, have been laid low in the grave, God alone will ever know. They have ruined thousands in body; they have ruined some in soul; and the public is not yet tired of them, and perhaps will not be to the end of time.

If you never had the chance of going to bed at night a poor man, and waking up in the morning with a larger fortune than could be counted, you might have it now. You had only to enter largely into the Great Wheal Bang Company, become the successful possessor of a number of its shares, and the thing was accomplished. For the world was running after it, and some of the applicants were successful in their request for allotments, and some were unsuccessful; and these last went away with a face as long as the Wheal Bangs own prospectus, growling out a prophecy of all manner of ill-fortune for it Their grapes were sour. The shares were up in the market to a fabulous premium, and a man might take half a dozen into Capel Court, and come out of it with his pockets stuffed full of gold.

Mark Crays money had effected wonders, or rather his wifes; for hers it was. A great many of these magnificent projects are nipped ignobly in the bud through want of a little ready money to set them fairly going. But for Mrs. Crays thousands, Mr. Barkers mine of gold might never have been heard of by the world, and Mr. Barkers name had not attained to its enviable pre-eminence. These thousands did it all. They got up the company, they set the mine a-working, they paid for the costly offices, they dazzled the eyes of the public, they gave earnest of present wealth, they seemed to assure future success. Certainly, if any mine had ever a fair prospect of realising a golden fruition, it appeared to be the Great Wheal Bang. The working of it had begun most promisingly, and every success was fairly looked for. In calling it a gold mine just now, you of course understood that I was speaking metaphorically; for gold mines are not yet common among us, even in Wales. This very valuable mine (as it could but turn out to be) was not rich in gold, but in lead; and, as we all know, the one is speedily converted into the other. The previous autumn, in consequence of some trifling difficulty in London, Mr. Barker found it convenient to enter on a temporary sojourn at a distance; and he penetrated to a remote district of South Wales. While there, with the good luck which that gentleman believed he was born to and should some time realise, a vein of lead was discovered of a most promising nature. He contrived to secure a large interest in it, and undertook to get up a company for the working of it.

How he would have accomplished this, or whether he ever would have accomplished it, is doubtful, had he not found a coadjutor in Mark Cray, and an aid in Marks money. Mark resigned the control of the money to him, and Mr. Barker did not spare it.

No earthly adjunct was wanting to ensure the success of the scheme, provided the mine only realised its present promises.

Has anybody who may happen to read this ever assisted in getting a newly-discovered mine into working order? If so, he may remember the money it cost. How it ran out of the hands like water that is poured through a broad-necked funnel, disappearing nobody knew where, and leaving little trace behind! How the pounds went, and the hundreds went, and the thousands went  if he was fortunate enough to possess thousands to go  he may not recollect without wincing, to this hour. Mark Crays thousands went But ere they had come quite to an end, the Great Wheal Bang Company was in full operation in London, the shareholders had answered to their calls, and the money was flowing in.

No lack of money to be feared then. And the operations at the mine were conducted on a much grander scale than heretofore, and the returns were certain to be without parallel, and Mr. Barker was in a glow of triumph, and Mark Cray in a state of ecstatic delight, and the lucky shareholders leaped up sixteen scales in the ladder of society. How many set up carriages on the strength of their future riches it is beyond my power to tell. The money flowed down to the mine, and the works went on beautifully, and the specimens of ore that came up to town were said to be more valuable than any ore ever was before. As to Mr. Barker and Mark, their expenses were not deemed worthy of a thought: with all that money going out weekly for the mine, personal expenditure was but as a drop of water in the ocean, and of course it was unnecessary to think of limiting it. Mrs. Cray, with her vanity and her love of display, was in the seventh heaven; while Mark looked back to his prosy life at Hallingham and wondered how he had endured it. He wondered how any of the doctors left there endured it, and pitied them from his heart. The thousand a-year or so he once thought to enter upon as successor to Dr. Davenal was recollected with contempt now.

This much must be said for the Great Wheal Bang Company  that its projectors were at least honest in their belief of its genuineness. In that they differed from some other companies we have heard of, which have turned out to be nothing but a swindle  if you will excuse the word  from the earliest commencement, the very first dawning dream of their projectors. Mr. Barker was of that strangely sanguine nature which sees a fortune in the wildest scheme, and plunges head and heart and creed into the most improbable speculation: Mark, an utter tyro in mines and all that concerns them, including companies, saw only with Barkers eyes. When Mr. Barker assured the entranced shareholders that one hundred pounds put into the Great Wheal Bang would multiply tenfold and tenfold, he spoke only the sanguine belief of his heart. When Mark Cray declared to his brother Oswald that a thousand pounds embarked in it by him would make him a rich man for life, he asserted the honest truth according to his conviction. No wonder the two gentlemen-promoters were eloquent.  

Mark had made several visits to the scene of the mines, and he came back each time with (if possible) renewed assurance of the brilliant future; with increased ardour. Had the Chancellor of the Exchequer obligingly made Mark an impromptu present of a hundred thousand pounds, Mark would have flung it broadcast into the mine, did the mine thirst for it He did not understand these things in the least; and the perpetual bustle going on, the number of the miners, even the very money paid in wages and such-like expenses, were to Mark only an earnest of the rich returns that were to come hereafter. Mark would go back to London in a glowing state, and send his friends the shareholders into a fever, longing to realise the prosperity that seemed so dose at hand. The weekly reports overshadowed other weekly reports with envy, and created a furore in the speculating world. Some of the shareholders who understood mines, or thought they did, better than Mark, went down to the Principality, and examined into the state of things for themselves; they found them quite satisfactory, and came away as charmed as Mark. In point of fact, prospects did look well; the lead was of an unusually good quality, and there seemed no reason whatever to anticipate anything but success. Caroline had accompanied her husband once to the mines; but the stay there (putting prospects aside) did not please her: it was rough, she told Mark, and it was very dull at the little inn; and she was glad to come away from it all ere the second day was over.

Perhaps the only person within the circle of Mark Crays acquaintance not bitten by the Wheal Bang fever was Miss Davenal. Even Oswald Cray was to succumb at last. He would not become a shareholder; he was too cautious a man to enter upon possible future liabilities, the extent of which no human being could foretell: but he did feel inclined to put a thousand pounds into Marks hands, and tell him to do the best with it. It may almost be said that Oswald was worried into doing this. Mark would not let him rest. At the onset of the affair, when the glorious prospects of the Wheal Bang were first astonishing the world, Mark had urged Oswald to become one of them; a director or at least a shareholder; but Oswald had turned a deaf ear. He felt greatly vexed at Marks imprudence at abandoning Hallingham and his profession, leaving a certainty for an uncertainty; he felt more than vexed at the manner in which Mrs. Crays money was disposed of, so entirely opposed to the dying injunction of Dr. Davenal, so opposed (Oswald deemed) to all wisdom and prudence; and he set his face resolutely against the Wheal Bang. But Oswald was but mortal. As the weeks and months went on, and the mines became to all appearance valuable, the company flourishing, and Mark, in conjunction with others, dinned for ever into his ear the fortune he might make at it, Oswald began to waver. He had a thousand pounds laid by, and he felt half inclined to risk it; Mark over-persuaded him; and his visit to the Messrs. Knollyss office the day he encountered Sara Davenal was for the purpose of making certain inquiries of those gentlemen relating to the Wheal Bang.

Not so with Miss Bettina Davenal. She set her face resolutely against the Great Wheal Bang from the first, and nothing turned her. She had never forgiven Mark and his wife for quitting Hallingham, and her reproaches to them could not cease. The apparent prosperity of the Great Wheal Bang changed not her opinion in the least. Mark asked her once whether she would take shares in it, and produced a Wheal Bang prospectus to point to its merits. She angrily replied that she would as soon throw her money into the Thames, that it would not be a surer way of getting rid of it, and rang the bell for Mark and his prospectus to be shown out of her house.

Mark Cray sat in the board room at the city offices of the Great Wheal Bang. A noble room, the cloth on its long table of the freshest green and the finest texture. Mark leaned his elbow upon this cloth as he talked and laughed with some of the friends of the Great Wheal Bang, who were getting rich so easily. It was not a board day; but visitors were numerous at all times.

I had a line from him this morning, said Mark, continuing the conversation. Spirits? I should think he does write in spirits?  what are you talking of? They are getting up quantities of ore now. It will soon be ready for the market.

And its quality does not deteriorate? asked Marks immediate listener, a middle-aged gentleman with wise-looking spectacles on his nose.

Deteriorate! repeated Mark. But you shall see the letter. He began to turn over the papers on the table, and the diamond ring on his little finger, a hundred-guinea investment of his, began to show out the colours of a prism in its glittering brilliancy.

It is of no consequence, returned the gentleman, when Mark could not readily find it. I can take your word. When does Barker come up again?

To-day or to-morrow; I am not sure which. I should like you to have seen his letter, though it is but a line or two. The only motive for our fresh call upon the shareholders is to hasten the operations, and so speed the returns. With more capital afloat we can increase the workers at the mine, and bring the ore out more quickly.

It was to have been in the market by this.

One cannot calculate to a day. It wont be long now; and its richness, when it does come, will astonish the world. Do just as you like: take the shares or leave them. This gentleman would not have had them to dispose of but that he has urgent need of the money. He is over in Austria now, and has written to me: he is an old friend of mine.

Id not hesitate a moment to take them were it my own money; I wish I had more to embark in it But this is money belonging to my wards; and their relatives are so anxious that I should choose a safe investment, one in which there can be no risk.

Mark Cray rose from his seat The word risk offended his pride, and he could only wonder that any one could be idiot enough to use it in connection with the Great Wheal Bang Mine. But Mark had no need to solicit now the taking of shares: half London was ready to snap them up: and he was too great a man to permit his time to be wasted unnecessarily.

Consider over it, if you please, until to-morrow morning, Mr. Gilham, he said, as he moved away. You can see the secretary if you come in before ten. After that the shares will not be disposable.

Theres no safer way to make a buyer eager, than for a seller to be indifferent; and Mr. Gilham and his spectacles went hastening after Mark, ready to close the bargain. But Mark was already the centre of an eager group, not to be got at again lightly. The next time Mr. Gilham caught sight of him, he was descending the wide staircase, surrounded as before by a crowd of attendant worshippers, who were unwilling to part with the great man and his widely-extending influence.

But great men must dine as well as small, and Mr. Cray was hastening home to that necessary meal. He extricated himself from his friends, and stepped into his cab that waited at the door: a favourite vehicle of Marks, built under his own superintendence, in which he generally went to and fro morning and evening, driving his blood horse himself. Glancing at his watch as he dashed along Cheapside, he found it was considerably later than he had thought, and urged the horse to a quicker pace.

For Mr and Mrs. Cray were expecting friends to dinner that evening. Dr. Ford of Hallingham and his two daughters were making a short stay in town, and had been invited by Mark and his wife  neither of them loth to show off their new grandeur, and to send it to be talked about in Hallingham.

Suddenly Mark threw the horse nearly on his haunches by the violence with which he pulled him up. Oswald Cray was on the pavement. He advanced to Mark at the latters sign.

Have you decided about the thousand pounds, Oswald?

Partially. I went down to Knollyss this morning, and they recommend the thing strongly. But I have worked hard for my money, Mark, and dont care to lose it.

Lose it! scornfully returned Mark. The Great Wheal Bang wont be a losing concern. Look here, Oswald! I have but one motive in pressing the matter upon you: this mine of wealth has come flowing into my hands, and I do consider it a great pity that you, my only brother, should not reap some benefit from it. Others, strangers, are making their thousands and thousands  or will make them; and its nothing but wilful blindness for you to let it slip through your fingers. Its obstinate folly, Oswald. Give me the thousand pounds, and Ill soon make you ten thousand.

The fact is, Mark, I cannot feel so positively sure of its turning out well as you do.

Oswald, I tell you that it will. I and Barker have means of knowing facts connected with the mine that I dont speak of, even to you. As I assured you the other day, so I repeat it; your money cannot be lost. It is a perfectly sure and safe investment; I will answer for it with my life. Will you come home and dine with us?

I have dined.

Dined! echoed Mark, rather scornfully, for he was learning to despise any but the most fashionable hours  as many another newly-made great man has learnt before him. Come round in the evening, then, and see old Ford of Hallingham. Barker will be there, I expect, and we can talk this over further.

Mark Cray touched his horse, and the cab and its freight bounded off. Mark did not draw rein again until Grosvenor Place was reached.


CHAPTER XLI.

A SLIGHT CHECK.

THE house was blazing with light, every window bright with it Mrs. Cray loved pomp and vanity in all their forms, and she generally caused her rooms to be lighted with the first glimmer of twilight Mark Cray stepped into his handsome hall and was received by a couple of footmen. Flinging his hat to one, his gloves to another, he bounded up-stairs to his dressing-room, conscious that he was keeping the dinner and his guests waiting.

Did Mark Cray ever cast a sigh of regret to the simple life at Hallingham, when he and his wife used to sit down to mutton cutlets and a pudding, and think the fare good enough? Did she regret it at any odd moment? Not yet Dress and dinners, with expense of other sorts, bring a fascination with them all too enthralling to the senses. How they pall upon the wearied spirit in time, how they deaden the heart and debase the intellect, let those answer who have become their slaves; but Mark Cray and his wife had not reached that period of weariness yet. You may be very sure, knowing what you do know of the world and the generality of people who populate it, that Mr and Mrs. Cray wanted not for what is called society. The great projector of the great Wheal Bang Company, holding in his own hands the power to make others rich, was not likely to lack adulation in his private capacity any more than in his public one, and he and his wife drank their fill of it Marks mind was shadow, and his head tolerably empty, but he was sufficiently attractive in manners to win his way in society, even without the adjunct just mentioned. Mark was looked upon as of good connections also; for it had somehow got reported that he was a nephew of the proud Baronet of Thorndyke. Perhaps it may be forgiven to poor empty-headed Mark that he held his tongue from contradicting it, and suffered the world to think he was of the family of that great man. As to Caroline, people were in love with her beauty and her youth; and the costly extravagances of the house in Grosvenor Place bore their own charm. Altogether, more guests crowded the doors of Mr and Mrs. Cray than the doors could always hold. Many satellites of the great world, of a position far above the real one of Mark Cray and his wife, flocked to pay them court; and neither of them was wise enough to see how unsuitable are extremes, or to discern that the acquaintance would never have been condescended to but that Mark was the Great Wheal Bangs powerful chieftain.

Therefore it was nothing unusual for Mark Cray to receive dinner guests at his board; on the contrary, it would have been a marked circumstance now, had he and his wife dined alone.

Mark washed his hands and hurried on his coat, and in a few minutes was at his dinner-table, his guests on either side of him. One guest at it Mark could only regard with astonishment, and that was Miss Davenal. Not that Miss Davenal was not fitted to grace a dinner-table; no lady more so at her age in the three kingdoms; but she had so resolutely abstained from honouring Marks house with her presence that he had never expected to see her in it again. Caroline said she should invite her and Sara to meet their old friends the Fords, and Mark had laughed when he heard it. Shell never come, he said; you might as well invite the lioness from the Zoological Gardens. However, here she was: she had chosen to come. She sat on Marks left hand, her delicate features quite beautiful in their refinement; Miss Ford was on his right, a shrinking little woman of forty years; Miss Mary Ford and Sara Davenal were lower down; and the physician, a short, red-faced, shrivelled man, who talked incessantly and wore nankeen pantaloons, was next to Caroline. Put a knife and fork for Mr. Barker, Mark had said to his servants: but Mr. Barker had not made his appearance yet. Those were all the guests.

There is something false about Caroline to-day. Look at her dress! It is white watered silk, gleaming with richness, as the dew-drops are gleaming in the white crape flowers in her hair; and it, the white silk, is elaborately trimmed with black ruchings and ribbons. That black, put on by her maid, taking the girl a whole afternoon to do it, has been added with a motive. Caroline, in her evening dress, has long put off the mourning for her good uncle, her more than father, dead though he has been but four months yet; but she is to-day a little ashamed of her haste, and she has assumed these black ribbons before these Hallingham friends and her aunt Bettina, to make believe that she still wears it. Her violet eyes are intensely bright, and her cheeks glow with their sweetest and softest carmine. Sara wears a black crape robe, a little edging of white net only on its low body and sleeves, and she wears no ornament, except the jet beads on her neck and arms. The two Miss Fords are in copper-coloured silks made high: when they saw Mrs. Crays white silk, fit for the court of our gracious Queen, they felt uncomfortable, and attempted a sort of apology that they had brought no evening dress with them to town.

And the dinner is in accordance with Carolines attire. Soup, and fish, and entrées, and roasts, and jellies, and sweets, and fal-lals; and more sorts of wine than the Miss Fords, simple and plain, could remember afterwards to count; and flowers, and plate, and servants in abundance: and grandeur enough altogether for the dining-room of Englands Premier.

It was this state, this show, this expense, that so offended the good sense (very good always, though sometimes over severe) of Miss Bettina Davenal, and kept her aloof from Mr and Mrs. Crays house. If Mark really was making the vast amount of money (but it would have taken a wiser tongue than Marks to convince her that that usually assumed fact was not a fallacy), then they ought to be putting it by, she argued: if they were not making it, if all this was but specious wealth, soon to pass away and leave only ashes and ruin behind it, then Mark and Caroline were fit only for a lunatic asylum. In any point of view, the luxurious appointments of the dinner she saw before her were entirely out of place for middle-class life: and Miss Bettina felt an irrepressible prevision that their folly would come home to them.

But she knew better than to mar the meeting with any unpleasant reproaches or forebodings then, and she was as cordial and chatty as her deafness allowed. It was a real pleasure to meet Hallingham friends, and Miss Bettina enjoyed herself more than she had ever done since the doctors death.

The entertainment came to an end, and Caroline marshalled her guests to the glittering drawing-room: glittering with its mirrors, its chandeliers, and the many lights from its gilded girandoles. Dr. Ford and Mark followed shortly, and found them drinking coffee. Caroline and Sara were stealing a minutes private chat together: they had lived apart of late.

How did you get my aunt to come? Caroline was asking. We thought she never intended to honour us here.

She came of her own accord. I did not say a word to press it. I have been so vexed this afternoon, Caroline, resumed Sara, turning to a different subject My aunt has told me finally that she will not have Dick and Leo up for their holidays.

Caroline shrugged her pretty shoulders; very much as if Dick and Leo and their holidays were perfectly indifferent to her. I dont think I should, in Aunt Bettinas place. Boys are dreadfully troublesome animals; and now that  that poor Uncle Richard is not here to keep them in order another shrug finished the sentence.

Oh, but that is one reason why I so wish them to come, said Sara, her voice somewhat tremulous. I dont expect that they can be had always; that would be unreasonable; but to stay at school just this first time after poor papas death!  it will seem so hard to them. Caroline, could you not have them up?

I! returned Caroline, amazed at the proposition.

You have a large house and plenty of servants. It would be an act of real kindness.

Good gracious, Sara! Id not have them; Id not be worried with those two boys for six weeks if you paid me in gold and diamonds. They  whos this?

The door had opened, and one of the servants was waiting to make an announcement:  Mr. Oswald Cray.

Caroline ran to meet him. He looked rather surprised at her attire, and began apologising in a laughing sort of way for his own morning-coat He had expected to meet only Barker and Dr. Ford. A greeting to the Hallingham people, and he went up and held out his hand to Miss Davenal.

You are a great stranger, Mr. Oswald Cray. I did not suppose that the formal call you made upon me when I settled in town three months ago was to be your only one.

I am a sadly busy man, was his answer.  Offending I fear some of my best friends through not visiting them. But I can scarcely dare to call my time my own.

Out of town, do you say? Well, that is an excuse of course. Sara, heres Mr. Oswald Cray: you used to know him in Hallingham.

The blushes tingled on her cheek as Mr. Oswald Cray touched her hand. Tingled at the thought that it was not the first time they had met that day.

What have you been doing with yourself, Oswald, since I saw you before dinner? called out Mark, who was pointing out the beauty of the paintings on his walls to the Miss Fords.

I have been to Pimlico since then.

To Pimlico! Oh, I know: to that friend of yours; Allister. It strikes me you go there pretty often.

As often as I can spare time for, returned Oswald.

Mark laughed. Had he possessed that refined regard for the feelings of others, never wanting in the true gentleman, he had not so spoken. I know. But you need not be so close over it, Oswald. That Miss Allister is a nice girl, is she not?

Very, was the emphatic reply.

One to be esteemed. Eh?

As few can be esteemed by me.

Oswald spoke in his coldest, most uncompromising tone: his haughty face turned almost defiantly on Mark. He was the last man to brook this sort of speech, and in that moment he despised Mark. Sara had a book in her hand, and she never raised her drooping eyelids from it. What was it to her now whom he esteemed? But she heard: all too plainly.

There was a pause of silence; rather an unpleasant one. It was broken by Miss Mary Ford.

I must not forget to ask after your old servant Watton, Miss Davenal. Does she like her place? I suppose you see her occasionally.

Thank you, I dont like it at all, returned Miss Davenal, hearing wrongly, as usual. What was Mark asking you, Mr. Oswald Cray?

Watton is quite well; I saw her this morning, interposed Sara, who perhaps did not care that Marks choice of subject should again be brought forward. Mrs. Cray caught up the words.

Saw Watton this morning, Sara! Where did you see her?

And the very moment the unlucky admission had left Saras lips she knew how thoughtless it was to have made it, and what an undesirable discussion it might involve.

Where did you see Watton? repeated Mrs. Cray, I had a little business that way, and called upon her, replied Sara. She was obliged to speak: there was no help for it; and all the room seemed to be listening to her answer, which she had not time to weigh.

Business down that way! echoed Caroline. Why, it is in the City! What business could you have there?

Not much: nothing of moment to you, Caroline; and Sara, in her dismay and fear, turned and began talking rapidly to old Dr. Ford.

Aunt Bettina, called out Mrs. Cray, in a slow distinct voice, what business took Sara to the City this morning? I thought only gentlemen went there.

Aunt Bettina heard, and lifted her hand in momentary petulance, as if the subject angered her.

You must not ask me. Sara has her own secrets and goes her own ways since your uncles death. I am not allowed to know them.

Sara looked up to reply, perhaps to defend herself; but she remembered what was at stake, and forced herself to silence. Better that the blame should lie upon her! She had caught a momentary glimpse of Mr. Oswald Cray: he was leaning against a table in the distance, his eyes fixed upon her, reading every change in her countenance; his own face stem and impassive.

What more would have been said or asked was interrupted by the entrance of another guest. A middle-sized man of thirty, with reddish hair and whiskers, a free manner and voluble tongue. Mark started forward with a shout of welcome, and introduced him to the strangers. It was Mr. Barker.

I have brought up the grandest news, Cray, he exclaimed, in a state of excitement. Theres another lode found.

No! echoed Mark, his eyes sparkling. Another lode?

Dutton came upon it yesterday afternoon after I wrote those few lines to you. By Jove, gentlemen  throwing his looks round the room I am afraid to calculate what will be the riches of this mine! Mark, old fellow, I hope our success wont drive us into Bedlam  as the case has been with some millionaires.

Miss Bettina, who had contrived to hear, cleared her throat. Its a great deal more likely to drive you into the union, sir.

It was so unexpected a check to Mr. Barkers enthusiasm that he could only stare in amazement at Miss Bettina. He had not met her before. Never mind her, said Mark, in an undertone, its only old Bett And shes as deaf as a post.

But Mr. Barker did mind. Why, maam, said he, going close to her, what do you mean?

I cant forget a good old proverb that I learnt in my young days, sir, was her answer: one that I have seen exemplified times upon times in my course through life. I He that would be rich in twelve months is generally a beggar in six. I know what good newly-discovered mines are apt to bring, sir, however promising they may look.

Mr. Barker fairly turned his back upon her; he believed she must be little better than a lunatic; and gave his attention to Mark and the more sensible portion of the company.

The people are up in arms down about there, he said. Lots of them who wrote for shares in the new allotment have not succeeded in getting any, and I thought theyd have torn me to pieces. I cant help it. Its a clear impossibility that the whole world can go in for being rich. If luck falls on one, it doesnt fall on another.

Dr. Ford, to whom Mr. Barker had seemed to appeal, nodded his head. I hear great things of this mine, sir, said he.

Great things! repeated Mr. Barker, as if the words were not sufficiently expressive. It is the very grandest thing that England has seen for many a day. The golden wealth of the Spanish Main is poor compared to it.

Im sure I hope it will answer.

You  hope  it  will  answer! echoed Mr. Barker, his red face going rather purple. Why, sir, it has answered. It is answering. I could take my interest in it into the money market to-morrow, and sell it for half a million of money. Answer!

Oswald Cray came nearer. When shall you begin to realise? he inquired.

In about six weeks from this.

Six weeks! Really to realise?

We might get some loads off before, if we chose, but we dont care to begin until the sales can go on uninterruptedly. The lead is coming up beautifully; vast quantities of it. You never saw such lead. It bangs all other in the locality into fits.

Mr. Barker in his joyous excitement was scarcely choice in his mode of speech. He was not particularly so at any time. He rubbed his hands  which looked as red as if they had been digging for ore  one against another.

A fellow came up to the place  Lord Whats-his-names agent  and began handling the specimens. What sort of ore dye call this? he asked. The best that ever was dug, some of our men answered him. And so it is, said he:  we cant get such as this out of our pit. No more they can: not an owner of em in all Wales.

But you will not be Belling freely in six weeks? returned Oswald. It is impossible.  

Impossible, is it? retorted Mr. Barker. It would be in most cases, I grant you; its not in ours. You go and look at the thousands of men on the works. The Great Chwddyn mine doesnt deal in impossibilities.

Would you be so good as tell me what you call that word, sir? asked the physician, putting his hand to his ear. We cant get at the pronunciation of it at Hallingham.

And we cant here, returned easy Mr. Barker. One calls it one thing and one another. As to trying to speak it like the natives, nobody can. We call it the Great Wheal Bang up here. Not that its at all appropriate or correct to do so, but one cant be breaking ones teeth over the other. You see  Halloa! Whats this? For me?

One of Marks servants had entered with a telegraphic dispatch. It was addressed to Mr. Barker.

Your man has brought it round from Piccadilly, sir. He thought it might be of moment.

Lets see. Wheres it from?  Wales? Ay. Another lode discovered, Ill be bound!

Mr. Barker carried the paper across the room, and opened it under the lights of a girandole. He stared at it more than read it; stared at the words as if unable to understand them: and a curious expression of puzzled bewilderment, half wonder, half dismay, struggled to his face. Mark Cray had come to his side, all eagerness; and Oswald was watching them from the distance.

Is it another lode, Barker?

Hush! There has been a slight irruption of water, whispered Barker, thrusting the paper into his pocket Good heavens! that would floor us at once.

Mark Crays mouth dropped. He stared as helplessly at Mr. Barker as the latter had stared at the dispatch. The sight of his face awoke Mr. Barkers caution.

For goodness sake, Cray, dont look like that! Theyll see you, and suspect something. This must be kept dark, if possible. I daresay its nothing. Ill go back again to-night.

He turned away with a beaming face to the company, laughing merrily, talking gaily. They might have well deemed that two fresh lodes had been discovered instead of one. Mark, not quite so quick in recovering his equanimity, stayed where he was before the girandole, looking in it in an absent sort of manner, and pushing his hair back mechanically. Perhaps this was the first time that even the possibility of failure had come close to Mark, face to face, Barker was the first of the guests to retire, and Mark left the room with him. As the latter was returning to it he met his brother, who was also departing.

Not going yet, Oswald? What a one you are!  Afraid of being in the streets late, its my belief. I say! when am I to have the thousand pounds?

My mind is not quite made up yet, was the answer, a rather unexpected one to Marks ears.  Mark, did Barker get any bad news to-night?

Bad news! repeated Mark, as if quite at a loss to know what could be meant.

By that dispatch from Wales?

Not at all, returned Mr. Mark, volubly. He had forgotten to leave some instructions behind him, so they telegraphed. What put your head upon bad news?

Barkers countenance as he read the dispatch; and yours also when you joined him. You both looked as though some great calamity had occurred.

Mark laughed blithely.  Oswald, old fellow, you were always inclined to be fanciful. The mine is a glorious mine, and youll be a blind booby if you dont secure some benefit in it. Ill answer for the safety of the investment with  with  my life, concluded Mark, speaking rather strongly in his loss for a simile. Cant you rely upon me?

O Mark Cray! His protestations of the  safety were excusable before, when he believed what he said: but they were not now. Since that ominous message arrived his very heart had been quaking within him. In the few confidential words he had just exchanged with Barker on going out the latter had said: We must get all the money we can, for we shall want it. Water, no matter how slight the irruption, plays the very deuce with the costs of a mine. And Mark Cray, to avert, or help to avert, or to conceal the calamity, was quite ready to sacrifice his own good faith and the money of his brother.


CHAPTER XLII.

IN THE TEMPLE GARDENS.

You have heard and read of those false promises that keep faith to the eye and break it to the spirit, bringing a flood-tide of anguish in their train. As such may be described the realisation of the long-deferred hope  the money  so anxiously expected by Sara Davenal. It came in due course, after a little more waiting; that is, the order to receive it was sent to her: but it did not bring pleasure with it. For the sales had not realised so much as was anticipated. Do they ever realise as much? Dr. Davenal had expected there would be about three thousand pounds: five hundred over and above the sum owing. But the money fell short by two hundred pounds even of this sum: and there was not enough to pay Mr. Alfred King.

O it was a great burthen to be thrown upon this girl in her early years, in her solitary loneliness! When the news came, and the small sum of money stared her in the face in figures all black and white, she looked around her in despondency. She felt that she had no friend, save God.

Feeling half-hopeless, Sara sat down and considered what was to be done. Two thousand three hundred pounds certainly were not two thousand five hundred, and she had little expectation that Mr. Alfred King would be satisfied with it. An ordinary creditor, whose debt was a legitimate one, would of course not remit two hundred pounds: but this debt was different, for she had every reason to believe it was no legitimate debt, but money paid to purchase silence. Then a voice whispered her they would be all the less likely to remit it; they would hold out for it to to the last farthing. Whose silence she could not tell. But for the mysterious hint of Mr. Alfred King that others were interested in this business she might have thought it was his alone. The disagreeable impression left upon her mind by that interview had not in the least worn away: she greatly disliked Mr. Alfred King; she very greatly disliked the thought of visiting him again.

Mark must help me, she said. He is rolling in wealth, and two hundred pounds will not be much to him. It will be my own money. His covenant with my dear papa was to pay me three hundred pounds yearly for five years, and he has not begun the payment yet.

Quite true! Mr. Mark Cray had not yet handed over a shilling of the covenant money. Miss Davenal had pressed for some of it at the time of Marks quitting Hallingham, but Mark had declined. She had brought it under his notice since, and Mark had made excuses still. He was not bound to pay it until the expiry of the year subsequent to Dr. Davenals death, he said, and it would be most convenient to him to pay it then. Too proud to press the matter further for her niece, Miss Davenal contented herself with a dignified silence: but she did wonder whether it was that Mark would not or could not pay it. If he could not, why then how hollow, how false was all the show and luxury they had entered on in Grosvenor Place! The real truth of the matter was, Marks expenses of one kind or another were so great that he had no ready money to spare; on the contrary, he was often at positive fault for some. And Mark was not a willing paymaster at the best of times: these careless spendthrift men frequently are not Yet the Great Wheal Bang was flourishing: how flourishing its elated shareholders could tell you; and Oswald Cray, relying on the assurances of his brother, had embarked his thousand in it. That alarming dispatch, with its still more alarming news, had turned out to be more smoke than fire; and when Mr. Barker reached the mine, whither he had hurried with all speed, he found the danger over. There had been an irruption of water, but a very slight one; it did not transpire beyond the locality: and Barker and Mark kept the secret well from the shareholders.

Sara went to Mark. She told him, speaking very gravely, that she had urgent need of two hundred pounds to complete some arrangements of necessity left in her charge by her father. Marks answer was that he could not help her then; that it was not in his power. Perhaps he could not. They had not yet begun to realise, for that untoward accident, slight as it was, had served to retard the works, and there was no lead yet in the market. A short while, Mark said, and she might come to him for two thousand, and welcome, if it would be of any service to her. Large promises! But Mark had always dealt in such.

Sara had nowhere else to turn to for money in the wide world. Her aunt she knew could not help her; Miss Davenals income was of a certain extent only, and their living absorbed it. So she wrote to Mr. Alfred King, and he appointed a day to meet her in Essex Street, Once more, once more, she had to go forth to the unpleasant interview. All was unpleasant connected with it; the object, the journey, the very house, and Mr. Alfred King himself: but she was obeying the command of her dead father, she was seeking to save the reputation, perhaps the life, of her living brother; and Sara Davenal was not one to shrink on her own account from responsibilities such as these.

But surely the spirit of mischief was in it all? It seemed like an evil fate upon her  at least, so she thought in her vexation. For on this day, as on the other, she encountered Mr. Oswald Cray.

Not at the offices, but at the gate of the Temple garden. It occurred in this way. As before, she found she had to wait a considerable time before she could see Alfred King, and she wandered into the quiet courts of the Temple, and came to the larger garden.

The gate-keeper would not admit her to it at first; she had not the entrée, he said; but she told him her case: that she was a stranger, and had to wait an hour and a half to keep an appointment at a solicitors in Essex Street. Her sweet face and her plaintive tone  for the voice catches the minds sorrow  won him over, and, though he grumbled a little, he let her enter. It was peaceful there; shut in from the worlds turmoil: the grass was green, and the paths were smooth; and Sara sat on the bench alone, and watched the river steamers as they passed and repassed on the Thames.

It was in leaving the gardens that she encountered Mr. Oswald Cray. He had business that day with a barrister in chambers, and was passing the gate as she was leaving it. Sara shrank within the gate again, in the hope that he might not accost her.

It was a vain hope. Surprised to see her there, so far from home and alone, he inquired the reason in the moments impulse. The crimson blush, called into her face at the meeting, faded to paleness as she answered: An appointment. She could not say she was there for pleasure.

And, besides, that utter weariness of spirit, when we no longer struggle against fate, had grown to be hers. It seemed of little moment whether he knew her errand that day or not: a faintness of heart, not unlike despair, was weakening her energies.

An appointment? he repeated. Not at the place where I saw you before? Not with Mr. Alfred King?

Yes, that is where I am going, she replied, feeling she could not battle against the questions. I was to have seen Mr. Alfred King at twelve; but I was late, and so I have to wait for him.

But it is not expedient that you should go there, said Oswald.

I must go there, she answered, all too energetically in her desperation. Were the interview to lead to  to my death, and I knew that it would, I should go.

The words, so unlike her calm good sense; the tone so full of hopeless sorrow, told Oswald how full of grief must be the heart they came from. They had strolled, unconsciously perhaps, down the broad walk of the garden, and were now passing a bench. Will you sit down for a minute, he asked, while I say a few words to you?

Yes: if I have time. My appointment is for two oclock, and I wish to be there rather before than after it.

He took out his watch and showed it to her. There was plenty of time to spare.

Have you to keep these appointments often?

I never kept but the one you know of. I hope  I am not sure  but I hope that the one to-day will be all I shall have to keep. It is a singular chance  that you should meet me on both days!

I dont think anything in the world happens by chance, gravely observed Oswald. Do you recollect the, interview I had with you at your house, just after your fathers death? he resumed, after a pause.

Sara turned her face to him in her surprise. O yes.

And do you remember, he continued, his voice assuming its sincerest and tenderest tone, what I said at that interview?  That nothing would give me so much pleasure as to be your friend, should you require one.  Sara  forgive me if I go back for a moment to our old familiar forms of speech  let me prove myself one now!

In what manner? she asked, after some moments of hesitation.

If I am able to understand anything of this business you need one. You seem to stand alone in it; no one to counsel you, no one to help.

It is true, she said, I have to stand in it alone. I must stand in it alone.

Suffer me to be, so far, your friend.

She faintly shook her head. You could not be.

It is true that  that  the period has not arrived, perhaps for either of us, when we had contemplated such a friendship might begin. But we must waive that: necessity alters cases. Sara, let me serve you! I ask it in the name of Dr. Davenal. Surely you can have no objection?

Her eyes were swimming in tears as she looked straight before her on the gravel path. In anything but this I should only be too thankful. Sometimes I feel that I am left without a friend in the wide world.

Why not in this?

Because it is a matter that I may not confide to any one. It is  she lowered her voice a secret.

I will be true as steel. No matter what dishonour may be in it, it shall be held sacred within my breast; never betrayed, never spoken of. I judge that it is not a pleasant secret; therefore I use the word dishonour. It is more fitting that I should be engaged in this matter than you.

For a single moment the temptation came over her to tell him what it was: just as the temptation to tell him the secret connected with Lady Oswalds death had once momentarily assailed Dr. Davenal. But it passed away almost with the thought. She could not speak of her brothers fault; she could not Neither might she delegate to another the last directions left to her by her father. Safely grasped in her hand she held those sealed papers left by Dr. Davenal; how could she transfer them even to Oswald Cray?

I wish I could tell it you! she said in a tone of pain. But I cannot; it is not possible. You will have guessed that this is not my own secret It is a charge that was left to me by my dear father when he was dying: and I am obliged to fulfil it He had no one to leave it to but me.

Your brother being away. I can understand so much. Suffer me to stand to you, in this, in your brothers place. I am sure Captain Davenal would wish it.

The faint colour of dread came into her cheeks as she thought how far he would be from wishing this discussed with Mr. Oswald Cray. I cant tell it, she murmured.

Oswald turned his gaze upon her, his dark blue eyes never more earnest, more eager.

Will you let me urge this according to the dictates of common-sense? Is it fit that you, being what you are, a lady  young, refined, inexperienced  should be dancing attendance at Jones and Greens offices; men who do not bear too good a reputation in the legal world, to meet principally Mr. Alfred King, a man who bears a worse?

The crimson shone in her cheeks. Put in this way it was anything but pleasant to the refinement of which he spoke. I know, I know, she said impulsively. I felt terribly the going there the day you saw me; I feel it again now. But indeed I cannot help myself. It was a solemn charge left me by my father, and in going through with it I am but doing my duty. God is over me, she simply added. I have had a great deal to try me, a great deal to bear: but I am striving to do right under Him.

Her lip quivered as she spoke, and she paused from emotion. It was too much for the stoic philosophy of Oswald Cray. All the old feelings pent up so long, buried only, not subdued, resumed their sway with uncontrollable force, like a torrent let loose down a mountains side. He caught her hands in his; he bent his face near to hers, its whole expression one of the deepest love; his persuasive voice, trembling with agitation, was sunk to the softest whisper.

Sara, my dearest, I still love you better than anything on earth. Heaven knows how I have striven to forget you since that cloud fell upon us. It has been of no use. Bereft of you, life is but one long dreary path, growing more cruelly monotonous day by day.

Her heart beat wildly, and for one brief interval a hope, sweeter than any earthly dream, stole into it like a golden ray of sunshine. Only for an instant: she knew that it was but so much deceit, for him as for her.

Are there no means by which we may forget that cloud and return to the past? he resumed; his voice hoarse with its emotion, and so low in tone that she could scarcely hear it Better to sacrifice a little prejudice than to pass a whole life in dissatisfied pain. Let the dishonour  pardon me for thus alluding to it  rest with the dead: perhaps it has been wrong from the first to make it our sorrow.

She looked at him, not quite understanding. He saw the doubt.

Be my wife, Sara. I can then take these troubles upon me as my legal right. On my sacred word of honour, I will never cast a reproach to the past, so much as in thought. No! I will not let your hands go until you tell me by word of mouth what I know  that your heart is mine still; that we cannot be faithless one to the other.

She felt faint with the moments pain. The dewdrops of emotion were gathering on her face, and he would not loose her hands that she might wipe them away.

If we never were true to each other, let us be so now, he went on. It is too solemn a moment for equivocation: it is no time for us to pretend ignorance of our mutual love.

It was indeed no time for equivocation or for doubt. Sara rose superior to it A reticence that might have been observed at another time was forgotten now in her emotion and pain.

I have not been faithless: perhaps I never shall be. But we can never be more to each other than we are now. The dishonour clings to me, and always will cling.

Sara! dont I say that I will forget it?

No; I would never bring the possibility of  of  of  I think you do not understand, she broke off, lifting her white face to his. It was not only dishonour.

What else?

Crime.

A change passed over his countenance as he raised his head, which had been bent to catch the word. Soon it brightened again. Never perhaps had his besetting sin been so quiescent: but pride, even such pride as Oswald Crays, is a less strong passion than love. It was not your crime, Sara. And it has passed away.

It has not passed.

Not passed!

Not yet Theres danger still.

Oswald bit his lip. Danger of what?

Of  of  exposure, she faintly said. Do not force me to say more. Only believe one thing  that I can never be your wife. Do you think if there were no insuperable barrier that I should have made one? she added, her face flushing a hot crimson. Forgive me: I scarcely know what I say: but you wished that we should speak without reserve.

Sara, let me fully understand. Do you imply that there exists any good and substantial reason stilly call it insuperable barrier if you will, why you ought not to become my wife? Wait a moment. Before you give an answer remember that to my heart it is fraught with either life or death.

I do not imply it; I fully state it. Oh, dont visit it upon me! she exclaimed, as his face seemed to be assuming its old haughtiness. It is not my fault I did not work the disgrace.

No, he answered, soothingly, it is not your fault. Forgive me, he softly whispered. The blow to me is heavy.

It may pass for you. It will pass. You will form new friendships, new ties, and forget the old. Better that it should be so.

But never a new love! Never one who will be to me what the other has been.

She rose from her seat. Oswald drew her down on it again.

As I hinted just now, Sara, the time when we may mix freely as friends has not yet come; it would not do for either of us. But I must make a last appeal to you  suffer me to be your friend in this one strait. Is it not possible that I can act for you?

It is not possible. There are certain reasons why neither you nor anybody else can do this; and, putting these aside, there is the weighty one that it was the charge bequeathed to me, and to me alone, by my dying father. Thank you for all, she whispered, as she suddenly rose and held out her hand, her soft dark eyes speaking their thanks to his.

He rose also. He did not release her hand, but placed it within his arm to lead her up the solitary path. If those grave, middle-aged counsel, deep in their briefs behind the dusty windows opposite, had glanced out at the interview, it probably reminded them of their own sweet spring-time.

Sara withdrew her hand at the garden-gate, but he walked by her side through the courts to Essex Street She halted there to say adieu.

I suppose I must not ask to accompany you?

She shook her head. I must be alone.

Fare you well then, he said. May all good angels guard you!

Mr. Alfred King was waiting for her. He was evidently not pleased at two hundred pounds of the sum being missing; but he turned it off upon the other parties. They would not accept it, he said, unless paid in full; and he hinted at consequences to Captain Davenal. He would not sign the receipt; told Sara it was useless to unseal it; but he did write a receipt for the present cheque paid. Altogether, it was a less satisfactory interview than even the former one had been, and Sara quitted him with a sinking heart She had not the remotest idea where to get the money; and a despairing foreboding was upon her that Edward must yet pay the sacrifice of his crime.

How long will they wait? she asked herself, as she went shivering up Essex Street Suppose they send me word that they will not wait?  that Edward  oh, if I had but the means to

Well? Is the thing happily over? You said this might be the last interview.

It was Oswald Cray. He had waited for her. Her mind was preoccupied with its fears, almost bewildered, and she scarcely knew what she answered.

No I it is not happily over. It is all unhappy, and I am frightened. The money I took them was  was She broke off with a start. Recollection had come to her.

Was what? he asked.

I think I forgot myself, she murmured, as a burning flush dyed her face. My mind is full of trouble. Pray, pardon me, Mr. Oswald Cray.


CHAPTER XLIII.

AN IRRUPTION ON MARK CRAY.

IF anything could exceed the prosperity of the Great Wheal Bang Mine itself, it was the prosperity of those immediately connected with it. There was only one little drawback  ready money ran short It had been short a long while, and the inconvenience was great in consequence; but the prolonged inconvenience was now approaching to such a height that even that sanguine spirit, Barker, even Mark Cray in his confiding carelessness, felt that something must be done to remedy it.

Of course the cause of this will be readily divined  that the Great Wheal Bangs ore was not yet in the market. The heat of summer had passed, September was in with its soft air and its cool breezes, and still that valuable ore had not begun to realise. It was obstinate ore, and it persisted in giving the greatest possible trouble before it would come out of its mother earth, where it had been imbedded for ages and ages. Those who understood the matter best, and the process of working these mines, tedious at all times, did not consider that any time was being lost; and it is more than probable that the impatience of Barker and Mark Cray alone caused the delay to appear unduly long.

The money swallowed up by that mine was enormous, and Mark Cray got half-dismayed at odd moments. The shareholders were growing tired of the calls upon their pockets; yet they were on the whole confiding shareholders, believing implicitly in the mine and its final results. As a natural sequence, the mines wants being so great, its mouth so greedy a one, Mark Cray and his friend could have the less money to play with on their own score: still they managed to secure a little for absolute personal wants, and tradespeople of all denominations were eager to supply anything and everything to the great men of the Great Wheal Bang. How entire was the confidence placed in the mine by these two masters of it may be seen from the fact of their depriving themselves of money to pour it into the ever-open chasm. They might so easily have diverted a little channel into their own pockets! True, it might not have been quite the honest thing to do, but in these matters few men are scrupulous. Mark had surreptitiously sent a few shares into the market and realised the proceeds; but he had done it with reluctance: he did not care to part with his shares; neither was it well that the Great Wheal Bangs shares should be afloat.

Standing at the window of their drawing-room on this balmy September afternoon were Mark Cray and his wife. The fashionable world were of course not in London, but Mr and Mrs. Cray formed an exception  there is no rule without one, you know. Mark felt that he could not be absent from those attractive offices in the City, even for a day. It was well that one of them should be seen there, and Barker was everlastingly running down into Wales. Never mind, Carine, he said to his wife. Well take it out next year: well have a three-months autumn trip in Germany. The money will be Tolling in upon us then, and I need not stick here to keep the shareholders in good humour, as I have to do now. Carine obediently acquiesced; and she did it with cheerfulness: she had not been sufficiently long in her new and luxurious home to care about leaving it.

But she solaced herself with all the gaiety that was obtainable within reach. Drives out of town by day, and the theatre at night, or some other amusement accessible in September. On this day they had been to a wedding at the house of some new friends at Richmond; and they had but now returned. If you look out you may see the fine carriage with its four grey horses just turning from the door, for Caroline, capricious Caroline, wayward and whimsical as a child, had stepped out of it undecided whether to go out again and drive in the Park before dinner. So she kept the carriage waiting until she was pleased to decide not to go.

I am a little tired, Mark, and theyd be ever so long taking out those post-horses and putting in our own, she said to her husband. We could never go in the Park with four horses and postboys wearing white favours. Empty as the drive is, we should have a crowd round us.

Taking you for the bride; and a very pretty one! returned Mark, gallantly.

Caroline laughed; a little all-conscious laugh of vanity. She laid her beautiful bonnet of real lace and marabouts  and for which the milliner would assuredly charge £10  on a side-table, and threw off her costly white lace mantle. The folds of her silk dress, its colour the delicate bloom of the spring lilac, rustled as she went back to the window.

Only think, Mark, we have been married nearly a year! It will be a year next month.

Mark stood with his face close to the window. He was looking at the trees in the Green Park, their leaves playing in the golden light of the setting sun. Caroline flirted a few drops on her handkerchief from the miniature essence-bottle dangling from her wrist. and raised it to her carmine cheeks. The days excitement had Drought to them that rich bloom so suspiciously beautiful.

I declare theres Barker! exclaimed Mark. I thought hed be in.

Mr. Barker was dashing up the street in a cab, as fast as the horses legs would go. He had been at the offices all day, doing duty for Mark. He saw them at the window, and gave them a nod as he leaped out. Mark looked at his watch and found it wanted yet some time to dinner. They sat down now, all three together, leaving the window to take care of itself. There was always so much to say when Barker was there. He talked so fast and so untiringly; present doings and future prospects were so good; and Caroline was as much at home in it as they were. They had had a splendid day in the City, Barker said volubly, except for grumbling. A hundred, or so, groaning old disappointed fellows had been in, who wanted to embark in the Wheal Bang and make their fortunes, but there were no shares to be had for love or money, and they were fit to bite their fingers off. Altogether, nothing could be more smooth, more delightful than affairs, and Barker had received news from the mines that morning promising loads upon loads of ore in a month or sos time.

Mark rubbed his hands.  I say, Barker, what do you say to a quiet little dinner at Blackwall to-morrow? cried he. I and Carine are thinking of driving down. Will you come?

Dont mind if I do, returned Barker. What time?

Well, not very late. The evenings are not so light as they were. Suppose we say  

Before the hour had left Marks lips he was stopped by a commotion. A sound as of much talking and bumping of boxes in the hall below: of boxes that appeared to be coming into the house. Caroline went to the window and saw a cab drawn up to the door, a last trunk being taken off it, and three band-boxes in a row on the pavement Why, who can it be? she exclaimed.

The question was soon set at rest A lady in fashionable halfmourning entered the room and clasped Mark round the neck. Three young ladies entered after her and clasped Mark also, all three at once, two by the arms, one by the coat-tails. Mr. Barkers red whiskers stood out in wonder at the sight, and Carolines violet eyes opened to their utmost width.

We thought wed take you by surprise, darling, the elder lady was saying. The girls declared it would be delightful. I couldnt afford any change for them this year, Mark, out of my poor means, and we determined to pay you a visit for a few days. And so we have come, and I hope you can take us in.

Yes, but dont smother me, all of you at once, was poor Marks answer. I am glad to see you, mother; and I am sure my wife  Caroline, you remember my mother and my sisters.

It was certainly an imposing number to take a house by storm, and there was vexation in Marks eye as he looked deprecatingly at his wife. But Caroline rose superior to the emergency. She came forward prettily and gracefully, and welcomed them all with a cordial smile. Mrs. Cray the elder could not take her eyes from her face: she thought she had never seen one grown so lovely. She withdrew them at length and turned them on Mr. Barker.

But that gentleman scarcely needed an introduction. He was of that free and easy nature that makes itself at home without one; and in an incredibly short time, before indeed the strangers had taken their bonnets off, he was chattering to them as familiarly as though he had known them for years. They were rather pleasing girls, these sisters of Mark  Fanny, Margaret, and Nina: very accomplished, very useless, and bearing about them the tone of good society.

Leaving Mark to welcome them, we must turn for an instant to the house of Miss Davenal. Sara was at rest, for she had paid Mr. Alfred King. In her desperate need  it surely might be called such!  she wrote the facts of the case to Mr. Wheatley. Not telling him the details, not saying a word that might not have been disclosed to the whole body of police themselves, but simply stating to him that she had very urgent need of this two hundred pounds for her fathers sake. The result was, that Mr. Wheatley sent her the money. But he was not a rich man, and he candidly told her he could not have done it but for the certainty there existed of its speedy return to him. Sara lost not a moment in seeking another and a final interview with Mr. Alfred King. The papers were given up to her, the receipt signed, all was done as specified by Dr. Davenal, and the affair and the danger to Edward were alike at an end. The horrible nightmare on Sara Davenals days was lifted; the fear which had been making her old before her time was over. Her countenance lost its look of wearing pain, and she seemed like a child again in her freedom from care.

Yes, the dreadful nightmare was over, and Sara was at rest. In her immunity from pain, in her renewed happiness, it almost seemed as if the world might still have charms for her. You can look at her as she stands in the drawing-room by Miss Davenals side. It is the same evening as the one spoken of above, when Mrs. Cray and her daughters made that irruption upon Mark. Sara is in evening dress  a black gauze, with a little white net quilling on the low body and sleeves. Her white cloak lies on the sofa, and she is drawing on some new lavender gloves. But look at her face! at her cheeks rich colour! at the sweet smile on the lips, at the bright eye! Is it the anticipated evenings enjoyment that is calling these forth? No, no; the pleasant signs spring from a heart at rest: a heart that had long been aching, worn, terrified with a secret care.

It was very rare indeed that Miss Davenal went out, but she had accepted an invitation for dinner that evening. She had a few friends in London, not new ones (of new ones she had made none); but old acquaintances of her earlier days. The friend she was going to this evening, Lady Reid, had been her schoolfellow at Hallingham; they had grown up together, and Bettina Davenal was her bridesmaid when she married young Lieutenant Reid, who had then his fortune to make. He made it out in India, and he came home a colonel and a K.C.B.; came home only to die, as is the case with too many who have spent their best days in the Indian empire. His widow lived at Brompton, and Miss Davenal and she liked nothing better than to spend an hour together and talk of the days when they were so young and hopeful. How different, how different to them was the world now! Could it be the same world? Many of you, my readers, have asked the very question.

Neal had gone to the livery stables to order round a carriage, for Miss Bettina had a horror of cabs, and had not put her foot inside one since the evening of her arrival in London. She stood in her rich black silk and her cap of that fine white lace called point dAngleterre, glancing from the window and talking with Sara. They had had news from Bombay that afternoon from Edward. Great news! and perhaps Saras cheeks owed some of their unusual colour to this.

Captain Davenal was married. He had fallen in love with a pretty girl in India, or she had fallen in love with him, and they were married. She was an only child, he wrote them word, and an heiress; her name Rose Reid, now Rose Davenal. Miss Davenal felt nearly sure it must be a niece of her old friend to whom she was that evening engaged. Lady Reids late husband had a brother in the civil service at Bombay, reported to be a rich man, and it was probable this was his daughter.

It is just like Edward, she said tartly to Sara, as she watched for the carriage. To think that he should marry after a month or twos acquaintance! He cant have known her much longer.

But he says she is so pretty, aunt; so lovable! was Saras pleading answer. And  if she is an heiress, I am very glad for Edwards sake.

Ah, grimly returned Miss Bettina, having as usual heard all awry, thats it, no doubt, the moneys sake. I dont forget a good old proverb:  Marry in haste and repent at leisure! Here comes the carriage.

They went down to it Neal, all perfection as usual, assisted them in and took his place by the side of the driver. They were nearly at their journeys end when, in passing a row of houses, Sara, who happened to be looking out, saw Oswald Cray at one of the windows: and by his side a fair face half-hidden by the crimson curtain; the face of Jane Allister.

A mist gathered over her eyes and her heart She looked out still, mechanically; she saw the name written up as they left the houses behind them, Bangalore Terrace she answered her aunts remarks as before; but the change within her was as if sunshine had given place to night Why, could she still be cherishing those past hopes? No; never for an instant She knew that all was over between her and Oswald Cray; that he was entirely lost to her. But she could not put away from her the old feelings and the old love; she could not see him thus in familiar companionship with another without bitter pangs and wild emotion. Perhaps Jane Allister was to be his wife!

Neal left them at Lady Reids, his orders being to return with the carriage a quarter before eleven. When he reached home it was dusk; and Dorcas, attired in her bonnet and shawl, came to him in the passage, and said she was going out to do a little shopping.

Neal watched her fairly off and then went indoors. He closed the shutters of the dining parlour, went up to the drawing-room, where he set the candle on the table, and closed those shutters also. He took a leisurely survey of the room, apparently searching for something, and reading, en passant, a note or two left upon the mantelpiece, and then he took his seat before Saras desk.

That little episode, the spoiled lock of the doctors desk, had taught him caution; he would not make the same mistake with this. Neal was an adept at his work: and, by the ingenious use of a penknife and a piece of wire, the desk was opened. It may be a question how long Neal had waited for this opportunity. Such a one had not occurred for months: his ladies out, and Dorcas out; and the house wrapped in the silence of night, and not likely to be invaded.  

And now a word to my readers. Should there be any among you who may feel inclined to cavil at this description of Neals treachery, deeming it improbable, let me tell you that it is but the simple truth  a recital of an episode in real life. The reading of the letters, the opening of the desks, the ferreting propensities, the treachery altogether, were practised by a retainer in a certain family, and the mischief wrought was incalculable. It separated those in spirit who had never been separated before; it gave rise to all sorts of misconception and ill-feeling; it caused animosity to prevail between relatives for years: and the worst was  the worst, the worst!  that some of those relatives were never reconciled again in this world, for before the troth came to light death had been busy. As Coleridge says, 



Whispering tongues can poison truth.



What Neals motive was I cannot tell you. What the motive of that other one was, was as little to be traced. There was nothing to be gained by it, so far as could be seen. It may have been that the prying propensities were innate in both natures; the love of working mischief inherent in their hearts. Certainly it was the ruling passion of their lives. The most extraordinary inventions, the strangest stories, were related by the one: you will find, before you have done with the other, that they were not abjured by him.

The first letter Neal came to in the desk  at least, the first he opened  happened to be one from Mr. Wheatley. By that he learned that two hundred pounds had been lent to Sara in the summer for the completion of the payment she spoke of. Coupled with his previously-acquired knowledge, Neal came to the conclusion that the trouble as regarded Captain Davenal was over, and the money paid. The precise nature of the trouble Neal had never succeeded in arriving at, but he did know that money had to be paid in secret on his account The next letter he came upon was the one received from the Captain that day: and if Neal had hoped to find groans and trouble and difficulty in it, he was most completely disappointed. It was one of the sunniest letters ever read; it spoke of his girl-wife and his own happiness: not a breath was there in it of care in any shape. Neal was nonplussed: and the letters did not afford him pleasure.

The thing all settled!  the money paid! he repeated to himself, revolving the various items of news. No wonder she has looked sprightly lately. Why, for months after the doctors death she seemed fit to hang herself! I thought some change had come to her. And he is married, is he!  and has picked up an heiress! I dont like that Some folks do have the luck of it in this world. Its a great shame! And she has no right to be happy, for I know she hates me. I know she suspects me, thats more. Ill try  Ill try and deal out a little small coin in exchange. Theres always that other thing, thank goodness; the break with Mr. Oswald Cray. I wonder if she saw him this evening at that window? I did; and I saw the young lady too. I hope its going to be a match, if only to serve out this one!

With this charitable wish Mr. Neal resumed his research of the desk. But nothing more of particular moment turned up, and he soon made it fast again in his own artistic manner, which defied detection.

And when Dorcas came in she found Neal, his supper eaten, stretched comfortably before the kitchen fire, taking a dose.


CHAPTER XLIV.

WAS SHE NEVER TO BE AT PEACE?

NEWS of an unpleasant nature was on its way to Miss Davenal and Sara; but they sat at breakfast unconscious of its nearness, waited upon by Neal the immaculate, in all confiding security, and entirely unsuspicious of that gentlemans desk researches of the previous evening. A letter came in; it was directed to Miss Davenal in the handwriting of Dr. Keen.

Whats agate now? exclaimed Miss Davenal, as she opened it. For it was not very usual for the doctor to write in the middle of a quarter.



DEAR MADAM,  

I grieve much to have to inform you that an accident has happened to your nephew Leopold. It being a half-holiday yesterday afternoon (granted, according to annual custom, on the auspicious occasion of Mrs. Keens birthday), the young gentlemen had leave accorded them to go into the fields and gather blackberries. Engaged in this (hitherto deemed harmless) recreation, Leopold unfortunately met with a fall. In stretching up to reach a high branch, he lost his balance, and fell from the top of a bank. I fear he may have been pushed, but the boys appear not to be quite clear upon the point. At any rate, he fell in some way with his arm doubled under him, and on examination it proved to be broken.

Deeply sorry as I am to be obliged to impart to you this sad news, I can yet qualify it in some degree by stating that it is a simple fracture. It was at once set, and the surgeon assures me it will do as well as possible. Mrs. Keen bids me say that she does not think Master Leopold has appeared very strong of late; I have remarked myself that he looks delicate. Master Davenal, I am happy to say, is quite well, and gives us every satisfaction in his studies, in which he takes great pleasure.

With very kind remembrances from Mrs. Keen to yourself and Miss Sara Davenal, and best compliments from myself,  I remain, dear 



Madam, faithfully yours,  JOHN KEEN.



Miss Davenal.

Miss Bettina gave the letter to her niece in an excess of vexation. If that mischievous Dick was not at the bottom of it, I shall wonder! she exclaimed. He pushed him off in his roughness. He is rough.

Sara gathered in the words of the letter in silence, with strained eyes and a beating heart Id have every blackberry-tree in the land rooted up, if I had my will, proceeded Miss Bettina. Boys are as venturesome as monkeys when their mouths are in question. They dont care for their clothes or how they get torn; they dont care for their shirt-fronts or how they get stained; they fight, and quarrel, and climb, and scratch their hands and faces with the thorns, and all for greediness  that they may fill themselves with those rubbishing berries. And now they have caused this mischief! The boys arm may be weak for life. Yes, if I had the power, Id destroy every blackberry-tree that grows. I should think Dr. Keen will interdict  blackberrying  for the future.

I wonder how it happened? said Sara, musingly.

So do I, said Miss Bettina, in a tart tone. One would think the bank was as high as a house. Theyd climb up a house, boys would, if they thought they should find blackberries growing upon its roof. Ah, never shall I forget  it has this moment recurred to my mind  Leos father coming home in a sorry plight when he was a boy. He went blackberrying. He went without anybodys knowledge, too, and was absent for hours, and we grew alarmed at home, as was natural, for he was but a little fellow of eight I remember my dear mother feared he had fallen into some pond, but we children thought Johnny had gone after the wild-beast caravan, which had been in the town exhibiting two bears and an elephant He arrived at home at dusk; and Im sure he looked more fit to belong to a caravan than to a gentlemans house. His knees were out of his trousers, and his brown-holland blouse was in flounces, and his shirt-frill bad three hanging rents in it, and his hair and face and hands were crimson with the stains, causing my mother to cry out with fear at the first sight of him. To crown all, he had filled his new straw hat with the blackberries, and the juice was dropping through the crown! John does not forget that exploit, I know, to this day. Your grandpapa gave him a sound whipping and sent him to bed supperless; not so much for the plight he had put himself into as for roaming out alone and frightening my dear mother. Johnny was ill for three days afterwards with stomach-ache, from the quantity he had devoured. He remembers blackberrying, I know; and I should think Mr. Leo will, after this.

I hope his arm will soon be well!

Dr. Keen might have mentioned what surgeon was attending to it! If Mark Cray had remained at Hallingham, continued Miss Bettina, very sharply  for it was impossible for her to speak of that exit of Marks without sharpness he might have gone over by rail, and seen that it was being properly  What do you say, Neal?

Miss Bettinas interruption was caused by the entrance of Neal. Mrs. Crays maid had come round, and was waiting to speak to Miss Sara.

Let her come in, said Miss Bettina.

The tone was as sharp a one as that just given to the absent Mark. Carolines maid, a remarkably fashionable damsel, did not reign in the favour of Miss Bettina. She came in in obedience to orders; a pink gauze bonnet on the back of her head, and a pair of dirty and very tight straw-coloured gloves strained on her hands. Miss Bettinas countenance lost none of its severity as she surveyed her.

What do you want, Long?

If you please, mem, my message is to Miss Sara Davenal, returned Long, pertly, for she did not like Miss Bettina any more than Miss Bettina liked her.

Tell it, then. Miss Sara Davenals there, you see.

Long fairly turned her back on Miss Bettina as she delivered the message she was charged with. She explained that Mr. Crays mother and sisters had arrived unexpectedly the previous night, and the object of her coming round now was, to ask if Miss Sara Davenal would go out with Mrs. Cray senior that morning.

Arrived last night unexpectedly! exclaimed Miss Bettina, who had been bending her ear. How many of them?

Four, replied Long. Mrs. Cray and three Miss Grays.

Its well the house is large! I should not like to be taken by storm in that way.

I suppose I can go, aunt?

I suppose you cant refuse. Whats it for? Where is she going?  

Where is Mrs. Cray going, do you know, Long? asked Sara.

I believe shes only going shopping, miss, answered the girl, who was always civil to Sara.  I heard her say she must get a bonnet, and other things, before she could appear in London. My mistress has promised to take the young ladies out, and she said perhaps youd be so good as accompany Mrs. Cray senior, as she does not know London.

I dont think I know it much better than she does, observed Sara, smiling. But you can tell Mrs. Cray that I shall be happy to accompany her, and to render her any service that I can. Oh, and, Long, will you tell your mistress that we have received sad news from Dr. Keen, she resumed, as the maid was turning away. Poor little Leopold has broken his arm.

And that he did it scrambling after blackberries, indignantly added Miss Bettina.

The maid departed, saying that Mrs. Cray senior would be round in the course of the morning. Sara went up to the drawing-room, and opened her letter-case, which she used sometimes instead of her desk. Her first thought was to write a few words to poor Leo. But ere she began she leaned her aching brow upon her hand; the vision she had seen at the window of Bangalore Tenace, as they drove to Lady Reids the previous evening, had left its sting upon her brain.

A slight tap at the door, and Neal came in. He could not but note the weary expression of her face as she looked up at him. He advanced to the table, some papers in his hand, and spoke in a low voice as if what he said was for her ear alone.

The postman brought another letter, Miss Sara. It was enclosed in this envelope addressed to me by Master Richard. Perhaps you would like to see what he says.

Neal was really honest in this. Possibly he saw no opportunity to be otherwise. Sara, in some curiosity, took the papers from Neals hands. The whole lot was characteristic of Dick. The envelope was addressed  Mr. Neal, at Miss Davenals. Private, the proper address of their residence being added. On opening it when delivered to him by the postman, Neal had found it to contain a sealed letter for Miss Sara Davenal and a scrap of paper evidently torn from a copy-book for himself. On the latter he read the following lines, and these he now showed to his young mistress.

Dear Neal, give the note to my couzin Sara when nobodys buy and be sure dont let aunt bett see it or therell be a row, R. D.

Oh, thank you, Neal, she said heartily. But as the man left the room and she broke the seal, a half-dread came over her of what it would contain DEAR SARA,  

The most horrid catastrofy has hapened, leos gone and broke his arm, and I want to tell you how it was done I must tell somebody or I shall burst, leos a brave littel chap and kept his mouth shut when old Keen and the docter were asking questions and let him think it was through the blackberys, we had half holliday it was Mrs. Keens berthday and we went after the blackberys, this was yesterday afternoon, and about 6 of us, me and Jones and torn Keen and Halliday and leo and Thomson, if you want to know which of us it was, where separated from the rest and got into one of farmer clupps feilds and what should we see but his poney trying to nible at the short grass, we set up a shout, which Halliday stoppt for fear of being heard, and caught him, and then there was a shindy as to which 3 of us should have first ride, for we were affraid thered not be time for the other three if the school came up, and the under master dogskin (thats our name for him hes a sneek) was with them, so to end the dispute we all 6 got on the poney and a stunning gallopp we had only it was rather close to sit, well leo was the hindmost and as he hadnt much beside the tail to sit on he fell off, but he must be a great duff for he had held on all round the feild once, he says it was Jones moved and made him fall and torn Keen says hes sure it was, for Jones who has got the longest legs kept jogging them to make the poney go and he was next to leo and leo held on by him, I was first and guided the poney and in taking the sweep round at the turning leo shot off behind, his arm was doubled under him and a soft duffer of an arm it must be for it took and broke, we didnt know he was gone at first, Jones called out, young Davenals off, but we thought nothing and galloped all round the feild again, he was lying there when we got back, and his face was white and we called to him and he never answered so we stopt the poney and went to him, Jones tried to pull him up and leo sereamed, and halliday calls out Im blest if I dont think hes hurt, leo began saying he hoped he wasnt killd, you know what a regular little muff he is, we picked him up at last and when we saw his arm hang down we were frightened above a bit, well we didnt know what was to be done, we carried him into the next feild where the poney wasnt, for fear of anybody suspecting and just as we had laid him by the bank the rest of the fellows came down the lane and saw us and torn keen called out that davenal junior was hurt, with that they came up and Marsh (thats dogskin) looks up at the high bank above leo and sees the blackberys growing atop of it and sings out to leo, I know how this was done, you where on the top of that bank trying to get blackberys beyond your reach and you fell off it, well if youll believe me sara we never told the story to say yes, only Jones said says he Im sure I dont know sir how ever he managed to fall, and Marsh he thought he did fall off the bank and went off to take the news to Keen, and us 6 all thought what a jolly chance it was that we had happened to lay him down by the bank, and none of them ever saw the poney, leo was carried home and Mrs. Keen she came out with a face as white as his, torn how did it happen, says she laying hold of torn, and we got affraid again, for toms uncomon fond of his mother, but he didnt split, and then Keen came and the surjon came and Keen he says to leo how did you fall did any body push you off the bank, no sir says leo, and the surjon he asked how it was done, and leo shook like anything, and began to cry, affraid he should have to tell a story at last which he cant bare, he was shut up in a room then with the doctor and Keen and one or two more and we heard him cry out when they were setting his arm, but you know what a baby he is poor little chap and I wish with all my hart it had been me instead of him, the worst is I should have lost my share of the supper and a jolly good one they give us on her berth-day every year, cakes and tarts and pidjon pies and lots of things and we have to dress for it and a heap of duffing girls come to it in white frocks but we dont mind em much, and dear sara thats the whole facts of how it came about and I couldnt write it truer if I were telling it to poor Uncle Richard himself, leos all jolly this morning and he is in bed and has got no lessons to do and he says I am to tell you that hell never get on a poney with 6 again and Mrs. Keens very kind to him, and Miss Keen (shes the big one you know) is going to read him some storys, he says I am to tell you it doesnt hurt much and oh sara theres only one thing we are sorry for, that Uncle Richard isnt alive to cure him because hed have him home to Hallingham to do it and perhaps me as well and I should get a holliday from these horrid books, I shall send this to neal for fear of aunt bett, and mind you hide it, and dont let a sight of it reach her, we are aufully afraid of that about the poney getting to old keens ears for thered be the dickens to pay, yours affectionately DICK.

p s leo sends his love and he hopes you wont be angry with him for breaking his arm and I am writing this after school at twelve instead of playing, Good buy.

Sara smiled, in spite of herself, as she folded up the letter. But she thought it rather a wonder there had not been a few broken legs among the 6, instead of one broken arm.

She got ready for Mrs. Cray, and went down to the dining-room. Miss Bettina was gone out then. She took up a book, but had not been looking at it many minutes when she saw Neal coming up the street talking to a young person whose condition in life it was rather difficult to guess. In these days of dress it is difficult. She had a pretty face, Sara could see that, though a veil covered it; her gown was one of those called a washing silk  and very much washed out it seemed to be; and a smart shawl, just flung on the shoulders, trailed on the ground behind. But for this trailing shawl and a sort of general untidiness, there would have been something superior about the girl. In the face she looked like a lady, and Sara had seen many a lady worse dressed.

Sara, behind the blind, could see them, but they could not see her. Neal stood a moment at the door, and then looked down over the railings of the area.

Are the ladies out? he asked.

Yes, came back for answer in Dorcass voice. The woman evidently did not know that Miss Sara had not accompanied her mistress.

You can come in then, Sara distinctly heard Neal say to the lady  if lady she was. And he opened the door with his latch-key.

They stood talking in the passage for some little time in an undertone, and then Neal took her into the back room. It opened to the dining-room with folding-doors; but the doors were always kept closed: and indeed the back room was chiefly used as Neals pantry. Sara, who at first had been doubtful whether it might not be a visitor to herself, came to the conclusion that it was only a visitor to Neal, and she resumed her reading.

But the voices grew rather louder; and the words Captain Davenal caused her to look up with a start. No wonder she should start at that name, remembering the past. A sudden fear came over her that something or other connected with that past was again threatening her brother.

She could not hear more, for the voices dropped again to their covert tone. Another minute, and Neal was conducting the stranger to the front door.

We shall hear more by the next mail; but theres not the slightest doubt hes married, Sara heard him say as he passed the room. The lady is an heiress: a Miss Reid.

Well, cried the other voice, Ill have satisfaction. Ill have it somehow. I dont care what punishment it brings him to, Ill have it.

The visitor went away. Neal closed the street-door upon her and turned to behold his young mistress at that of the dining-room, a scared look in her eyes, a white shade upon her face.

Neal! what has that young  Sara hesitated between the words person and lady, but chose the former person to do with Captain Davenal?

She had spoken without reflection in her impulse; in her renewed fear, which she had deemed buried with the past. Neal for once in his life was confounded. He did not speak immediately: he was probably striving to recall what had been said, inconvenient for her to hear.

Tell me at once, Neal; I insist on your speaking, she reiterated, attributing his hesitation to unwillingness to speak. Indeed it is better that I should know it. What was she saying about my brother?

That alarm of some nature had been aroused within her, that she was painfully anxious, and that the alarm and anxiety were connected with Captain Davenal, Neal could not fail to read. But his speech was certainly less ready than usual, for he still kept silence.

I heard you tell her that Captain Davenal was married; that further news would be in by the next mail, pursued Sara, growing more inwardly perturbed with every moment  What was it to her? Who is she? For what purpose did she come here? Neal, cant you answer me? and her voice grew quite shrill with its alarm and pain.

Miss Sara  if I hesitated to answer, it is that I do not like to speak, he said at length. I tell the young woman she must be mistaken in what she says  that it cant be. But she wont hear me.

What is it that she says? Have you seen her before today?

She has been here once or twice before. But for understanding that you and my mistress were out I should not have allowed her to come in this time. I am very sorry that it should have happened, miss.

But what is it? returned Sara, nearly wild with suspense. What has she come for?

She has come to ask questions about Captain Davenal.

But what about him? What is he to her?

Neal coughed. He took out his handsome silk handkerchief  he always used very handsome ones  and wiped his mouth. Sara trembled. His manner was unpleasantly mysterious, and it seemed that she was on the verge of hearing something terrible.

Does she know my brother?

She says she does. Miss Sara, I would have given a great deal to prevent this happening to-day. It will only worry you, and I daresay I could still have put her off and kept her quiet.

Neal, tell me the worst, she cried, her voice and heart alike growing faint I must hear it now.

Well, Miss Sara, she says she is the wife of Captain Davenal.

She  says  she  is  the  wife  of  Captain Davenal!

The words were echoed slowly in very astonishment, a pause between each. Vague as her fears had been they had not touched on this.

It is what she says, Miss Sara. I told her it must be one of two things  either that she was deceiving me in saying it, or that she was herself deceived. But she insists upon it that she is his true and lawful wife; that she was married to him nearly twelve months before he went abroad. She says my late master, Dr. Davenal, knew of it.

Sara stared at Neal in a sort of helpless manner. Never for a moment did it occur to her to question the truth; her mind accepted it  a terrible calamity; worse, it seemed in this moment, than all that had gone before.

She came here this morning in consequence of hearing of the Captains marriage to Miss Reid. I acknowledged that news had come home to that effect. It would have been quite useless, you see, Miss Sara, to deny whats known publicly.

Neal! Neal! you will not mention this? came the feverish wish, the first uttered in her bewilderment You will guard it faithfully? We  I  some one must see what can be done.

You may entirely depend on me, Miss Sara, replied Neal, speaking more impressively than was his wont  Neal the impassive. Of course, miss, the chief thing will be to guard against exposure.

Sara turned into the dining-room, mind and body alike sinking. A sick, faint fear came over her that this must be the secret connected with her brother which had been disclosed that long past night to Dr. Davenal. Another moment, and she did not see how that could be. There would have been no crime in it: Captain Davenal was not married then. Her brain was in a chaos of perplexity, her mind agitated with doubt. If this young woman  lady  whatever she might be  was Edwards wife, how could he have married Rose Reid? Was it the money tempted him? Calm, self-controlled though she was usually, a groan of despair broke from her lips.

Neal in the back room thought she called him, and came round to the dining-room door. She looked up as he stood there and stared at him, just as though she had forgotten who he was.

Did you call, Miss Sara?

I  I  I did not call. Neal  do you know  what the name is?  I mean  what it was?  

Yes, miss, I know so much as that. Catherine Wentworth.

He retired, leaving Sara alone. Almost a rebellious thought was stealing over her  was she never to be at rest? Not at much rest just then certainly; for Mrs Cray had driven to the door and was asking for her.

Sara tied her bonnet mechanically and went out. Mrs Cray was seated in a fly. She would not alight then, she said: she had a great deal to do. Sara stepped in. Mrs. Cray was an imperious-looking woman, fair and pale, with a handsome face. Sara thought her over-dressed and very fidgety. They were not much acquainted when at Hallingham.

I have nothing to wear, she said to Sara. I want a host of things. A bonnet first Mrs. Mark Cray has given me the address of a superior dressmaker. She is a little selfish, is she not?

Who is? cried Sara, in answer to the sentence, which came out rather abruptly after the rest Mrs. Mark Cray. To confess to you my opinion, I think she might have lent me the carriage this morning, instead of sending me out in a hired fly, and keeping the carriage for herself and the girls. It seems to be the way of the world nowadays  the young before the old. She is Marks wife, and I am only his mother.

Whether Sara would have found a suitable answer is uncertain. Something outside completely took away all thoughts of it They were at that moment passing the War Office; and, coming from it with an angry and determined look upon her pretty face, was the person whom she had just heard called Catherine Wentworth. Sara shrunk back in the cabs comer, dismay on her countenance, dismay in her heart Had she already denounced Captain Davenal at head-quarters?

From milliners to linen-drapers, from linen-drapers to dressmakers, one place after another continually, until Sara was tired to death, the day wore away. The afternoon was getting on when the last commission was done, and Mrs. Cray, who had put on the new bonnet just bought, had leisure to think of the horse and driver.

Poor things, they must want some repose, she remarked, as she came out of the Pantheon. Well, theres only one place more. Will you tell the man, my dear? she added as she got in. Parliament Street. You know the number, I suppose.

What number? inquired Sara. Where to in Parliament Street?

To Mr. Oswald Crays. Bracknell and Street, I think, is the name of the firm.

There! returned Sara in her discomposure. I cant go there.

Not go there! My dear, I must go there. Mr. Oswald Cray is my step-son. I shall call in for a minute to let him know I am in London.

Opposition would be worse than acquiescence. Besides, what could be her plea? Sara, all her pulses fluttering, spoke the address to the driver, and took her place in silence opposite Mrs. Cray.


CHAPTER XLV.

MRS. BENNS WRONGS.

THEN, Benn, Ill not have it done! You cant go.

But I tell you I have got my orders. I am sent.

And who gave you the orders, pray, Joe Benn? Who sent you?

Mr. Oswald Cray. And the best thing for you to do is to hold your tongue and take off that there guy of a bonnet, and hide your bare arms, and put on a apron thats clean, and otherwise make yourself decent, for you have got to do it And when folks have got to do a thing, they may as well make up their minds to do it in the best way and readiest way they can.

Mr. Benn, in thus breathlessly telling his wife she had got to do it, did not allude to the little items of personal embellishment he mentioned, but to something else which Mrs. Benn abhorred above all things  that of waiting on gentlemen. It happened now and then that a luncheon or other meal would be ordered at the offices in Parliament Street for some stranger or friend stopping in London, which meal Mrs. Benn had to prepare, and her husband to wait at. On this day Mr. Street had ordered mutton-chops to be ready for two oclock, and the tray laid for three persons; and this it was that was discomposing Mrs. Benn. In the first place, it was one of those oft-recurring periodical battles of her life  a cleaning-day; in the next place, her husband had just given her the startling information that she would have to wait at the meal as well as to cook it And a fine object you be, to do it! he had wound up with in a mutter to himself.

Certainly Mrs. Benn did not appear to particular advantage today, looking at her in an artistic point of view. You have had the pleasure of seeing her once before in the high costume donned for the occasion of those days specially marked in her calendar. I dont think theres much change. Her bonnet, black once, rusty brown now, is on, brim downwards, crown up, strings tied in a knot at the back; her apron is a piece of wrappering off a bale of goods, embellished with sundry holes and fastened round her with an iron skewer; and her gown, turned up under it, is pinned into a heap behind. She stands over the Dutch oven, her arms bare and black, and a fork in her hand; and ever and anon as she stoops to turn or touch the chops in the Dutch oven, the gathered gown sways itself up at the back, not unlike a sail. Mr. Benn is in his shirt-sleeves, having taken off his coat to brush it, preparatory to going out Its sure to be the case! Ive marked it times and times again! burst forth Mrs. Benn, trying to fling off a live coal which had intruded itself into the Dutch oven. If ever theres lunch or any bothering extra of that sort wanted, its safe to be on my cleaning-day! Mr. Street have got no more consideration nor a stalking gander; and Mr. Oswald Cray have got as little. They might remember my cleaning-days, and spare a body on em.

And a fine speech that is, said Mr. Benn, in a reprimanding tone. Youd better not let it come anigh their ears. We are here, you and me, to do what works required of us, at any hour, whether its cooking or whether its waiting, and your ordnary work must give way when its wanted to give it Theyd soon get other servants in our places.

He comes to the top o the stairs just as the clock was going one, observed Mrs. Benn, paying no more attention to the words of her husband than if she had been deaf.  Are you there?  he calls out, and I looked up and see it was Mr. Street.  Yes, sir, says I,  I be; and I was in a cloud of dust at the moment fit to smother you, a doing out of that there wood and bottle cupboard.  Oh, says he, some mutton-chops for two oclock, and lay the tray for three. And do em well, says he,  and a dish of mashed potaters. A nice thing that was for me to hear!  and to have to go out the figure I be, after chops, and to be hindered in my cleaning a good two hours! Aint that enough, Joe Benn, without having to turn to and wait?

I cant help it, said Joe, civilly, as he put on his coat. If I am ordered work out of doors I must go about it, just as you must the work in. Mr. Oswald Cray has sent me down to Limehouse, and I must be back before the office closes. Dont I tell you I cant even stop for my dinner?

He went away without more words. He probably would have had a few sent after him, but for an unlucky catastrophe that occurred at the moment. The saucepan of potatoes fell on its side, and enveloped Mrs. Benn and the Dutch oven in a mass of steam. It took all that ladys best attention to remedy it; and when she looked up Mr. Benn was gone.

Very reluctantly indeed did she set about making herself presentable; but, as Benn had said, there was no help for it. She washed her face and hands, and turned down the gown, and drew down its sleeves, and put on a white apron, and replaced the choice bonnet with a dean cap, grumbling bitterly all the time. And at the appointed hour she took up the luncheon-tray.

Three gentlemen partook of the meal  Mr. Street, Oswald Cray and a well-known contractor, who had only that day arrived in London from Spain, and was going into the country to his works by a four oclock train. They were discussing business while they ate.

A certain projected line of rail in Spain was being organised. Bracknell and Street were the engineers, and it was proposed that Mr. Oswald Cray should go out as superintendent The details of the affair do not concern us; but it must be mentioned that the sojourn in Spain would be likely, from certain attendant circumstances, to prove of great advantage to Mr. Oswald Cray in a pecuniary point of view.

After the departure of the guest Mr. Street and Oswald remained together a few minutes talking. Youll not think of declining it, of course, Cray? remarked the latter.  I only wish I could go!

I dont see how you will manage without me here, remarked Oswald.

We must manage in the best way we can. Bracknell must be with us more than he has been lately. Of course we could send somebody else to do the Spain business were it impossible that you could leave; but it is not impossible, and I speak in your interest when I say it is a chance you ought not to miss.

True. I shall like to go, if home affairs can spare me. I suppose it will involve a stay there of two years?

Nearer three, remarked Mr. Street. Then we will consider your going as settled; and things must be at once prepared at home contingent upon it.

Yes, acquiesced Oswald. Wait a moment, he added, as Mr. Street was turning away to descend. I want to speak to you about Allister. I wish you would take him on again.

Mr. Street pursed his lips up. He had a round face and small light eyes, in which sat a hard look. Whether it was the hard look or not, I cant tell, or whether it was that the look was only the index of the nature  as it generally is  certain it was that Mr. Street was not liked in the house. Oswald knew the sign of the contracted lips.

What is your objection? he pursued. Allisters quite well apparently, and

Apparently! there it is, interrupted Mr. Street Its a great hindrance to business, these sickly clerks  well one day, ill the next; especially in such a house as ours. We have no time for it.

Allister seems well. At one time I thought his lungs were fatally diseased, but I begin to believe I was entirely mistaken. It is nearly twelve months since the worst symptoms left him, and he seems now as strong as I am.

Pooh! said Mr. Street. A warm climate, if he could get to it, might set him up; but in this place of change and fogs and damp, rely upon it hell not keep well long.

Oswald was silent. So far as the warm climate went, he agreed with Mr. Street. Had Frank Allister the opportunity of going to one it might set him up for a long life.

How has he lived? asked Mr. Street. He has no money.

He has done work at home lately. We have furnished him with some to do; plans and estimates, and such like. He has had tracings also from another house or two.

Is that sister of his with him still?

Yes. She is a faithful ally. She has taken a daily situation as companion to a blind lady. It all helps to bring grist to the mill. Allister is very anxious to come back, Mr. Street. I really see no reason why he should not. I am sure of one thing  that he is as capable of doing his work here now as any clerk we employ.

Now. Will you guarantee that he shall continue capable of doing it?

I wish I could guarantee it.

Of course. If wishes were horses  you know the old adage. Were I to take him on now, perhaps in winter he would get ill, and have to leave again. We cant afford those interruptions.

I trust indeed he would not. He passed well through last winter; improving in it every day.

Last winter was a mild one, except for a little extreme cold we had in November. Next winter may be a severe one. I tell you, Cray, theres only one safeguard for Allister; and thats a warmer climate. At any rate, a more settled one. Such is my opinion.

Oswald would not give in. Considering that Allister is now in health and strength

Strength for him, put in Mr. Street.

Well, strength for him if you like to put it so. But I am sure you would be surprised to see how strong he does appear to be. Considering this, and that he believes himself to be permanently and radically cured, it will sound very hard to him if I tell him that we cannot take him back again.

If your wish is to have him back  that is, if you make a personal matter of it  have him, said Mr. Street. I see you want it.

Yes, I do, said Oswald. I wish him back, both as a matter of personal liking and that his services are efficient. This departure of mine for Spain will involve the taking on of at least one more clerk. Let it be Allister.

Have it as you like, then, said Mr. Street. Let Allister come back at once. Tell him to come on Monday.

So it was settled. They went down talking together, and encountered Mrs. Benn on the lower passage with a hearth-broom in her hand.

May I take the tray away, gentlemen?

Oswald nodded, and the woman went up-stairs, her face and her temper as crusty as they could be.

I wonder the worlds let go on! she ejaculated, as she flung the broom on a chair and began to put the things together on the tray.  I wonder how theyd like to have a days cleaning to do, and to be called off for three mortal hours in the midst of it? Its four oclock if its a minute, and I was stopped in my work at one; and if thats not three hours, Id like to know what is. Ive set to nothing since; how can I, dressed up to please them? and Im sure  my! what cormorants!

The subjoined sentence, given utterance to by Mrs. Benn in her surprise, had reference to the mutton-chop dish, on which her eyes had just rested. She stood a moment gazing at it, her hands uplifted.

If they havent gone and ate em all! Nine thick chops, and only the tails of two of em left! Well, Id not own to such famine if I was gentlefolks. I sent em up for show  for I dont forget the trimming I got for skimping the number last time chops was ordered  never supposing theyd eat em. I meant two of them chops to come up again for Mr. Oswald Crays dinner; theyd have done for him, warmed up. And now theyre demolished!  and I must dance out again to that butchers  and Benn a-wanting something with his tea, as hes sure to do, going out without his dinner!  and me with all the lower part of the house to do yet!  and got my things to change again. Its a wonder the world do go on!

She carried the tray down; but what with glasses and other things, she could not carry all at once, and had to make two journeys of it. It did not add to her geniality of mood. Arrived in the kitchen the second time, she took the things off the tray, folded the cloth carefully  for in such matters she was very particular  and laid it in the dresser-drawer. Then putting the other things in a stack to be washed by and by, she began to make preparations for resuming the interrupted work. As a preliminary to this, she slowly turned her gown up over the white apron, and looked round for the broom. After casting her eyes in all directions, and casting them in vain, recollection returned to her.

Drat the broom! If I havent gone and left it up-stairs. I wish their luncheons and their bother was far enough!

She turned down her gown again, possibly lest she might encounter either of her masters on the way, and proceeded up the kitchen stairs. The broom lay on the chair where she had flung it, in Oswalds sitting-room. As she took it up she espied some crumbs under the table, and stooped down to brush them carefully into her hand, grumbling all the while.

Its just like em! dropping their crumbs down like so many children! The trouble Id used to have with that when old Bracknell was here! Hed shake his table-napkin on the carpet, he would; and Benn, hed come away and never

Is this the room? Is he here?

To be interrupted by those words in a female voice close to her elbow brought Mrs. Benn to her legs at once. A lady in a gay white bonnet and violet-tipped feathers, with other attire on the same grand corresponding scale, stood confronting her. Mrs. Benn could only stare in the first moment from consternation. And the lady stared too, first at the room, then at Mrs. Benn, waiting for her question to be answered.

Is who here? cried Mrs. Benn.

Mr. Oswald Cray. We were ushered up here by a young man whom we saw in the passage. He said this was Mr. Oswald Crays room, and he would send him to us. Is he well?

Mrs. Benn naturally looked round for some one to whom the we could apply, and saw a young lady at the door. A sweet-looking young lady whose manner was timid and hesitating, as if she did not like to advance further into the room. You need not be told that it was Sara Davenal. She had wished to remain in the fly while Mrs. Cray came up; but Mrs. Cray had insisted on being accompanied by her in-doors, and Sara was obliged to yield, for she was unable to give any good reason against it. How could she hint at the relations which had once existed between her and Mr. Oswald Cray?  at the love that lingered still?

Hes as well as a body can be; leastways if his luncheons anything to go by, which he have just eat, replied Mrs. Benn in answer to the question of the lady, whom she had not taken a fancy to, as she was permitting her tone to show. Did you want him?

I have come to see him, was the answer. He is my stepson, and we have not met for a good while.

Mrs. Benns manner turned to a sudden thaw. In her crusty way she was fond of her master, Mr. Oswald Cray; and she thought she might as well be civil to the lady before her as his step-mother.

Take a seat, ladies, she said, dusting two chairs with her white apron, and disposing herself to be cordial and confidential. Fate seemed to be against Mrs. Benns cleaning that day, and we most of us resign ourselves to what cant be helped. This appearance of Mr. Oswald Crays step-mother Mrs. Benn regarded as an era in that gentlemans life, for she could not remember that during his whole residence there any living relative had come to inquire after him, with the exception of his brother.

His step-mother, cried she approvingly, as she stood behind a chair and rested her arms on the back of it, one hand grasping the brush. And might your name be the same as his, maam  Mrs. Oswald Cray?

I am Mrs. Cray, replied the lady, with emphasis on the one word, and an impulse to resent the familiarity. But she felt inclined to encourage the woman in her sociability, feeling a curiosity as to the every-day movements and doings of Mr. Oswald Cray.

Sara sat a little apart, near the centre table. Her cheek rested on her fingers, and her eyes were mechanically fixed on a small chart or plan, which lay at the end of the table opposite to where the luncheon-tray had been. Quite mechanically her thoughts were buried in the unhappy occurrence of that morning: the advent of the stranger at her house and the startling communication of Neal.

The gossip of Mrs. Cray and the woman fell on her ear like the humming of gnats in summer; heard, but not heeded. Oswald did not appear; and Mrs. Cray, always restless, as Sara had that morning found out, started from her seat and said she should go to the rooms below in search of him.

Mrs. Benn had this peculiarity  and yet, I dont know that it can be called a peculiarity, since so far as my experience teaches me, it is characteristic of women in general  that however pressing might be her occupations, if once called off them and launched into the full tide of gossip, the urgent duties would give way, and the gossip be willingly pursued until night should fall and stop it. Mrs. Benn, deprived of her chief listener, the elder lady, turned her attention on the younger.

Would you believe it, miss, she said, dropping her voice to a confidential tone, his mothers coming here this afternoon bears out some words I said to my husband only a day or two ago, just as ones dreams gets bore out sometimes. I says to Benn, Mr. Oswald Crays relationsll be up, now theres going to be the change.

What change? asked Sara.

His marriage, miss.

Ah, she was all too awake to the present now. Her lips parted; her brow turned cold. His marriage?

It cant be nothing else but his marriage, repeated Mrs. Benn.

Benn was waiting on him at dinner, and he told him there was perhaps going to be a change, that he wouldnt have him to wait on long, for he might be leaving. Joe Benn he comes down and repeats to me, all wondering, like the gaby he is, what his master meant by it Why, his wedding of course, says I; it dont take a conjuror to tell that. Well, shes a nice young lady.

Sara had her hand raised to her face, apparently pushing back her braided hair. Who is she? came breathing from her lips; and she could hardly have helped asking it had it been to save her life.

Well, its Miss Allister, if its anybody, returned Mrs. Benn, in apparent contradiction of what she had just asserted. They are as thick as two peas, and I know he goes there amost every evening.

Sara had heard enough. In her confusion of mind she had scarcely noted a change taking place in the room. With the last words Mrs. Benn and her brush glided away, and Oswald Cray had come in. Some one had told him that a lady was waiting for him in his room, but he was busy at his desk at the moment and waited to finish what he was about. Nothing could well exceed his surprise when he saw seated there Miss Sara Davenal.

Sara rose. She saw by his manner that he was ignorant of his step-mothers visit, and she felt a little embarrassed as she explained. She had only come with Mrs. Cray; Mrs. Cray had just gone down in search of him.

Oswald supposed she alluded to his brothers wife, and made no answering comment. As he stood with Saras hand in his in greeting, he noted how pale she was; for the startling communication of Mrs. Benn had scared the blood from her face. It was somewhat singular that this was the first time they had been alone together since that memorable day of meeting in the Temple gardens: they had met once or twice casually at Marks in a full room, but not otherwise.

Have you been well? he asked. You are not looking very strong.

Oh, quite well, thank you.

Oswald hastened to ask a question that had long been on his mind. One that had troubled him perhaps more than he cared to acknowledge to himself: but he had not felt justified in seeking a special occasion to put it.

Now that I have the opportunity, will you forgive me if I ask whether that unpleasant matter is settled that caused your visits to Essex Street? I still think you would have done wisely to confide it to me.

It is quite settled, answered Sara, her tone full of satisfaction.

Settled and done with. Ah, poor thing, she forgot momentarily, as she spoke, the fresh grievance opened that morning, which was perhaps connected with it.

I am glad of it, he heartily said. I should not like to have gone away for an indefinite period knowing that you were in any dilemma, and no one perhaps to see you out of it. Friendship may still exist between us tacitly, if not yet actively, he continued in a low earnest tone. Nothing else is left to us.

She thought he alluded to his marriage. She stood something like a statue, feeling cruelly wronged, but loving him beyond everything in life. Not wronged by him: it was fate that wronged her: he would have loved her still, had he dared, and she felt that he honoured her in all tenderness. She felt  and the hot crimson came dyeing her face at the thought  that he loved her better than that other one.

The rebellious tears welled up to her eyes, and she turned her face away. Are you going to be absent long? she asked, trying to speak indifferently.

I think so. How long I cannot tell yet. I am going to Spain.

There was a pause of silence. Sara, with an air of unconcern, began putting straight the crape folds on her dress skirt. Oswald turned to the door.

Where can Caroline be? he exclaimed. Did you say she had gone down in search of me?

Not Caroline. It is not Caroline. It is Mrs. Cray, Marks mother. I came out with her to show her the way to different places, but I did not know she was going to bring me here.

Marks mother! But ere Oswald could say more, Mrs. Cray appeared. She had found her way into Mr. Streets room down-stairs, thinking it might be Oswalds, and had remained making acquaintance with that gentleman. Oswald Cray the rising engineer, and Oswald Cray the interloping little son in her husbands house, were essentially two people in the worldly mind of Mrs. Cray.


CHAPTER XLVI.

AN UNWELCOME VISITOR.

MARK CRAY and his wife were attiring themselves by gas-light for some scene of evening gaiety. The past fortnight  for that period had elapsed since the arrival of Mrs. Cray in London  had brought nothing else but gaiety. Shopping in the morning, drives in the afternoon, whitebait dinners at Blackwall or Greenwich, dinners at Richmond, theatres in the evening, receptions at home, parties out; noise, bustle, whirl, and cost, Caroline loved the life; were it taken from her, she said randomly to Mrs. Cray one day, she could not survive, she should die of ennui; and the Miss Crays had never been so happy in their lives, or their mother either.

Their visit had come to an end now, and they had left for home that morning. Unwillingly; it is true, but Mrs. Cray had deemed it wise not to wear out their welcome. They were a large party; and she privately contemplated a longer visit in the spring, during the glories of the London season. Mark had treated them right regally, and had contrived to screw out from some impossible pocket a twenty-pound note, which he put into his mothers hands for the journey.  I shall be able to allow you and the girls something worth having next year, when the ores in the market regularly, he said to her. Altogether, Mrs. Cray was well satisfied with her impromptu visit.

I say, Carine, cried Mark, coming forth from his dressing room, whats gone with my diamond studs?

Wheres the use of asking me? was Carines answer, who was turning herself slowly round before the large glass, to contemplate the effect of a new dress which her maid had just finished fixing upon her. You must make haste, Mark, or we shall be late. The dinners at seven, mind; and I know it does not want above a quarter.

We shall get there in five minutes, carelessly answered Mark. I cant find my diamond studs.

I think they are in your dressing-case, sir, spoke up the maid. I saw them there a day or two ago.

Mark went back, and found he had overlooked them. He finished dressing himself, all but the coat, and come into his wifes room again.

Carry, isnt it old whats-his-names affair to-night in Kensington Gardens? We promised to go, didnt we?

Of course we did, Mark. I intend to go, too. He says it will be a charming party in spite of the world being out of town. We shall get away from the dinner by ten oclock, I daresay. Shall I do! She was turning herself round before the glass, as before. Between two glasses, in fact, one in front, one behind. Her dress was some beautiful fabric, white and mauve; and her violet eyes and her glowing cheeks spoke all too plainly of her besetting vanity. Certainly, if vanity is ever pardonable, it was in Caroline Cray as she stood there, so radiant in her youth and beauty.

Oh, youll do, returned Mark, with scant gallantry; but his white necktie had been refractory, and he was resettling it again. At that moment he beard a knock at his dressing-room door.

Whos there? Come in, he called out, stepping into his own room.

One of the men-servants entered and presented a card to him. Mark, whose hands were busy with his necktie, bent his head to read it as it lay on the silver waiter. Mr. Brackenbury.

Mr. Brackenbury! repeated Mark to himself. Who on earths Mr. Brackenbury? I cant see anybody now, he said to the servant. Tell him so. I am just going out.

I told the gentleman you were on the point of going out with my mistress, sir, that the carriage was waiting at the door; but he insisted on coming in, and said you would be sure to see him.

Who is it? cried Caroline, stepping forward.

Some Mr. Brackenbury. Dont know him from Adam. Go down, George, and say that I can not see him, or any one else, this evening.

The idea of strangers intruding at this hour! exclaimed Caroline. Mark, I daresay its somebody come to worry you to get them shares in the mine.

Mark made no reply. He was in enough worry just then over his necktie. Bother the thing! he cried, and pulled it off entirely with a jerk.

The servant came back again. He bore another card, a few lines added to it in pencil.

I must and will see you. Denial is useless.

Mark Cray read the words twice over and decided to go down. They almost seemed to imply a threat, and he did not understand threats. Mr. Brackenbury had arrived in a Hansom cab, the horse reeking with the speed it had made; but Mark did not know that yet I wont be a minute, Caroline. The fellow insists on seeing me. Ill just see what he wants.

Tying on a black necktie temporarily  the one he had taken off earlier  and putting on his morning coat as he descended the stairs, Mark entered the room where the visitor was waiting. And then Mark recognised Mr. Brackenbury as a gentleman who had recently purchased a few shares in the mine. Amidst the many, many shareholders, it was not surprising that Mark had forgotten the name of one of them. In point of fact these few shares had been Marks own. Being excessively pressed for ready money he had ordered his broker to sell them out.

Oh, Mr. Brackenbury! said Mark, shaking hands with him in a cordial manner. Do you know, your name had completely escaped my memory. I have not a moment to spare for you tonight I am going out with my wife to dinner.

Mr. Cray, said the visitor, a middle-aged, solemn-looking man, you must return me my two hundred pounds. I have come for it.

Return you your two hundred pounds! echoed Mark. My good sir, I dont understand you. What two hundred pounds?

The two hundred pounds I paid for those shares. They were transferred from your name to mine; therefore I know they were your own.

They were my own, said Mark. What of that?

Well, I must have the money returned to me, and you can receive back the shares. I have brought them in my pocket I am of a determined spirit, sir, and I will have it returned.

Mark flew into a rage. He was a great man now, and great men do not take such words with impunity. You can have your money back to-morrow, he said, with haughty contempt Take the shares to my broker  if you dont possess one of your own  and he will repurchase them of you.

Ah, said Mr. Brackenbury. But I want the money from you to-night I want it now.

 Then you cant have it, returned Mark.

Mr. Brackenbury advanced  both of them were standing  and laid his finger on Marks arm. Mr. Cray, I have not come to you as an enemy; I dont wish to be one, and theres no occasion for unpleasantness between us. I want my money back, and I must have it  I must have it, understand, and to-night After that, I will hold my tongue as long as it will serve you.

Was the man talking Greek? was he out of his mind? What did it mean? Marks indignation began to lose itself in puzzled curiosity.

I have had a private telegram to-night from the mine, resumed Mr. Brackenbury, dropping his voice to a cautious whisper. Something is amiss with it I jumped into a Hansom

Something amiss with it! interrupted Mark, cutting short the explanation, and his tone insensibly changing to one of dread; for that past summers night which had brought the telegram to Mr. Barker recurred vividly to his mind. Is it water? he breathed.

Mr. Brackenbury nodded. An irruption of water. I fear  youll see, of course  but I fear the mine and its prosperity are at an end. Now, Mr. Cray, you repay me my money and Ill hold my tongue. If this does not get about  and it shall not through me  youll have time to negotiate some of your shares in the market tomorrow morning, and put something in your pocket before the disaster gets wind. I only want to secure myself. Trifling as the sum of two hundred pounds may seem to you, its loss to me would be utter ruin.

Mark felt bewildered. And if I do not give you the two hundred pounds to-night, what then?

Then I go out with the dawn of morning and publish the failure of the mine to the City. Ill publish it to-night But youll not drive me to that, Mr. Cray. I dont want to harm you; I have said it; but my money I must have. It would not be pleasant for me to proclaim that there has already been one irruption of water into the mine, which you and Barker kept secret. I happen to know so much; and that the shares were sold to me after it, as I daresay shares have been sold to others. Perhaps the public might look on that as a sort of fraud. I do; for I consider a mine never is safe, once the water has been in it.

Mark paused. It is strange that news of this should have come to you to-night and not to me.

Not at all, said Mr. Brackenbury. I am having the mine watched. It is only lately that I heard about that first irruption of water: I did not like it; and as I happen to have a friend down there I got him to be on the look-out.

Is it any one connected with the mine? asked Mark, sharply.

Yes, it is; no one else could do it But thats of no consequence. I had a telegram from him to-night

Will you let me see it? interrupted Mark.

I did not bring it with me. It told me that the water was flowing into the mine; flowing, mind; and it added these words, Not known here yet. I infer, therefore, that the men had left the mine for the night, that the mischief will not be generally known there until the morning, and consequently cannot be known here. You will have time to save something.

Mark felt as if water were flowing over him. He stood there under the gas-burner  the servant had only lighted one  a picture of perplexity, his face blank, his hand running restlessly through his hair, after his old restless manner, the diamond studs in his shirt sparkling and gleaming. All this sounded as though some treason, some treachery, were at work. If this man could get news up, he and Barker ought to have got it.

A knock at the door. It opened about an inch, and Carolines voice was heard.

Mark, we must go. We are keeping the dinner waiting. And Mark was turning towards her, when Mr. Brackenbury silently caught him by the arm, and spoke in a whisper.

No! Not until you have given me my money.

Allow me to say a word to my wife, said Mark, haughtily. I will return to you in an instant.

Caroline stood there with questioning eyes and a rebellious face. Mark shut the door while he spoke to her.

You must go on alone, my dear. I cant come yet. Ill join you later in the evening.

Mark! Whats that for?

Hush! This gentleman has come up on business from the City, and I must attend to him, whispered Mark. Ill get rid of him as soon as I can.

He was hurrying her out to the carriage as he spoke, and he placed her in it, she yielding to his strong will in her bewilderment Once seated in it then she spoke.

But, Mark, why should he come on business now f What is the business?

Oh, it has to do with the Great Wheal Bang, said Mark, carelessly. Its all right; only I cant get away just at the minute. I wont be long. They are not to wait dinner, mind.

The carriage drove away, and Mark returned indoors. His unwelcome visitor stood in the same place, apparently not having stirred hand or foot How am I to know whether this news you have brought is true? was Marks first question. And Mr. Brackenbury looked at him for a minute before replying to it.

I dont altogether take you, Mr. Cray. You cannot think I should knowingly bring you a false report; my character is too well respected in the City for you to fear that; and you may rely upon it, unhappily, that theres no mistake in the tidings forwarded to me.

Well  allowing that it shall prove to be true  why cant you take your shares into the market and realise to-morrow morning, as well as coming to me for the money to-night?

Because I am not sure that I could realise! was the frank response. I dont suppose the intelligence will be public by that time; I dont think it will; but I cannot answer for it that it wont You must give me the money, Mr. Cray.

Mark took an instants gloomy counsel with himself. Might he dare to defy this man, and refuse his demands? He feared not. Mark was no more scrupulous than are some other shareholders we have read of; and the chance of realising something in the morning, to pit against the utter ruin that seemed to be impending was not to be forfeited rashly. But how was he to pay the money? He had not two hundred shillings in the house, let alone two hundred pounds.

I cant give it you to-night, said Mark; I have not got it to give.

I must and will have it, was the resolute answer. I daresay you can go out and get it somewhere: fifty people would be glad to lend you money. I shall stay here until I have it And if you deem me scant of courtesy to-night, Mr. Cray, you may set it down to the sore feeling in my mind at the circumstances under which the shares were sold to me. Id never have touched them had I suspected water had been already in the mine.

Thats talking nonsense, said Mark, in his irritation. The mine was as sound and as safe after the water had been in it as it was before. It was nothing more than a threatening; nothing to hurt.

A threatening  just so. Well, it is of no use to waste time squabbling over terms now. That will do no good.

Mr. Brackenbury was right. It certainly would do no good. Mark went out, leaving him there, for he refused to stir; and, not seeing a cab, ran full speed to Mr. Barkers lodgings in Piccadilly. A Hansom could not have gone quicker. It was not that he hoped Mr. Barker would supply the two hundred pounds; that gentleman was as short of ready cash as himself; but Mark was burning with impatience to impart the disastrous news, and to hear whether Barker had had intelligence of it.

Disappointment. When Mark, panting, breathless, excited, seized the bell of Mr. Barkers house and rang a peal that frightened the street, he was told that Mr. Barker was not within. He had gone out in the afternoon: the servant did not know where.

Has any telegram come up from Wales to-night? gasped Mark.

Telegram, sir? No, sir; nothing at all has come to-night, neither letter nor anything.

Ill be back in a short while, said Mark. If Mr. Barker returns, tell him to wait in for me. It is of the very utmost importance that I should see him.

He turned away, jumped into a cab that was passing, and ordered it to drive to Parliament Street. The two hundred pounds he must get somehow, and he knew nobody he could apply to at the pinch, save Oswald.

Mark was not the only visitor to Oswald Cray that night He had been sitting alone, after his dinner, very deep in deliberation, when Benn came up showing in a gentleman. It proved to be Henry Oswald.

They had not met since the funeral of Lady Oswald twelve months before, and at the first moment Oswald scarcely knew him. Henry Oswald was a cordial-mannered man. He had not inherited the cold heart and the haughty bearing so characteristic of the Oswalds of Thorndyke, and he grasped Oswalds hand warmly.

I have been out of England nearly ever since we met, Oswald  I am sure you will let me call you so, we are near relatives  or I should have sought to improve the acquaintance begun at that short meeting. I want you to be friendly with me. I know how wrong has been the estrangement, and what cause you have to hate us; but surely you and I can afford to do away with the prejudice that has kept you from Thorndyke, and Thorndyke from you.

Oswald saw how genuine were the words, how earnest the wish imparted in them; and from that moment his prejudice went out of him, as far as Henry Oswald was concerned, and his eye lighted up with an earnest of the future friendship. He had liked Henry Oswald at that first meeting; he liked him still.

They sat together, talking of the days gone by, when they two were unconscious children. Of Oswalds mother; of the conduct of her family towards her; of the insensate folly  it was his son called it so  that still estranged Sir Philip from Oswald Cray. They talked freely and fully as though they had been intimate for years  far more confidentially than Oswald had ever talked to his halfbrother.

I shall be proud of your friendship, Oswald, cried the young man, warmly; if thats not an ominous word for one of us. But I fancy you inherit the family failing far more than I. You will be one of the worlds great men yet, making yourself a name that the best might envy.

Oswald laughed. If the world envies those who work hard, then it may envy me.

I can tell you what, Oswald, if works not envied in these days, it is honoured. In the old days of darkness  Im sure I can call them so, in comparison with these  it was such as I who were envied. The man born with a silver spoon in his mouth, who need do nothing his whole life long but sit down in idleness and enjoy his title and fortune, and be clothed in purple and fine linen, and fare sumptuously every day  he got the honour then. Now the man of industry and talent is bowed down to, he who labours onwards and upwards to use and improve the good gifts bestowed upon him by God. It may be wrong to say it, but I do say it in all sincerity, that I, Henry Oswald, born to my baronetcy, envy you, Oswald Cray, born to work.

Prom one subject they went to another. In talking of the Cray family, they spoke of Mark, and from Mark the transition to the Great Wheal Bang Company was easy. Henry Oswald had heard and read of its promise, and he now asked Oswalds opinion of its stability. He had a few hundreds to spare, for he had not been an extravagant man, and felt inclined to embark them in the Great Wheal Bang. Oswald advised his doing so. He himself had embarked all his saved cash in it, a thousand pounds, and he thought he had done well.

Then Ill see about it to-morrow, decided Henry Oswald; and get it completed before I go down to Thorndyke.

He departed soon, for he was engaged out that evening, and Oswald resumed the train of thought which his entrance had interrupted. The deliberation it may be said. He was pondering a grave question: Should he not despatch Frank Allister to Spain in place of himself? Allister was equally capable; and two or three years residence in that climate might renovate him for life. It would be a great sacrifice for him, Oswald; a sacrifice, in some degree, of name and fame, and of pecuniary benefit; but he was a conscientious man, very different from the generality of business men, who seek their own elevation, no matter who is left behind. Oswald as a child had learnt the good wholesome doctrine of doing to others as we would be done by: and he carried it out practically in life, content to leave the issue with God. How many of us can say as much?

A few minutes earnest thought and he raised his head with a clear countenance. The decision was made.

Allister shall go, he said, half-aloud. Should he get ill again in this wretched climate next winter, and die, I should have it on my conscience for ever. It will be a sacrifice for me: but how can I put my advancement against his life? I ought not, and I will not.

The words had scarcely left his lips when Mark came in. Not Mark as we saw him just now, troubled, eager, panting; but Mark all coolness and smiles. A little hurried, perhaps, but that was nothing.

He had come to ask Oswald a favour. Would he accommodate him with a cheque for two hundred pounds until the banks opened in the morning? A gentleman, to whom was owing that sum on account of the Great Wheal Bang had urgent need of it that very night, and had come bothering him, Mark, for it If Oswald would accommodate him, he, Mark, should feel very much obliged, and would return it in the morning with many thanks.

I have not got as much of my own, said Oswald.

But you can give me a cheque of the firms, cant you? returned Mark, playing carelessly with his diamond studs.

Oswald did not much like this suggestion, and hesitated. Mark spoke again.

It will be rendering me the greatest possible service, Oswald. The fellow has to leave town, or something, by one of the night trains. You shall have it back the first thing in the morning.

You are sure that I shall, Mark!

Sure! echoed Mark, opening his small grey eyes very wide in surprise. Of course I am sure. Do you think I should forget to bring it you? Let me have it At once, theres a good brother. Carine will think I am never coming; we have to go to two parties to-night.

Oswald wrote the cheque and gave it him. It was a cheque of the firm: Bracknell, Street, and Oswald Cray for Oswalds name appeared now.

And Mr. Mark carried it off with him. Theres a good brother, indeed! I wonder how he slept that night!


CHAPTER XLVII.

COMMOTION.

WITH the wing of the dawn  that is, with the wing of the dawn for business in London  Mark Cray was at the offices in the City. Barker was there before him, and started forward to meet him as he entered. Mark had not succeeded in seeing Barker the previous night Cray, its all up. Im afraid its all up.

Have you heard from Wales?

I got a telegram this morning. Theres an irruption of water, in earnest this time. Its flowing in like so many pumps. Look here.

Marks hands shook as he laid hold of the telegram. I wasnt in bed till three oclock, said he, as if he would give an excuse for the signs of agitation. But though he tried to account for his shaking hands, he could not for his scared face.

Yes, Mr. Barker was no doubt right: it was all up with the Great Wheal Bang. Mark and he stood alone over the table in the board-room: in consultation as to what they could do, and what they might do.

Might they dare  allowing that the public still reposed in happy security  to take some shares into the market, and secure themselves something out of the wreck? Barker was all for doing it; at any rate for trying it whether it would work, he said. Mark hung back in indecision: he thought there might be after-consequences.

He told Barker the episode of Mr. Brackenburys visit, and of his satisfying that gentleman with the cheque of Bracknell, Street, and Oswald Cray, which cheque was no doubt cashed by that time.

Mean old idiot! apostrophised Mr. Barker. Thats always the way with those petty people. Theyll make more fuss over their paltry hundred pounds or two than others do over thousands. Id not have paid him, Mark.

I couldnt help it, said Mark. You should have seen the work he made. Besides, if I had not, hed have proclaimed the thing from one end of London to another.

Well, about these shares, said Barker. We must make as much as ever we can. Will you go, or shall I?

Perhaps its known already, returned Mark, dubiously.

Perhaps it isnt Brackenbury gave you his word that hed keep quiet, and who else is likely to know it? Letters cant get here till the afternoon post, and nobody at the mine would make it their business to telegraph up.

Mark stood in restless indecision. When annoyed, he was fidgety to a degree; could not be still. Perhaps he had inherited his mothers temperament. He pushed back his hair incessantly; he fingered nervously the diamond studs in his shirt Mark was not in the habit of wearing those studs by day, or the curiously fine embroidery they were adorning. Whether, in his confusion of faculties, he had put in the studs that morning, or had absently retired to rest in his shirt the previous night, studs and all, must be left to conjecture.

Look here, Barker, said he. If news had not come to us of the disaster, to you and to me, Id willingly have taken every share we possess into the market, and got the money for them down, if I could. But the news has come: and I dont think it would do.

Whos to know it has come? asked Barker.

Well, things do often come out, you know; they nearly always do; especially if they are not wanted to. Perhaps the telegraph office could be brought up to prove it, or something of that.

Well? said Barker.

Well, repeated Mark. It mightnt do.

Oh, bother, Cray! We must do it. We must stand out through thick and thin afterwards that the message never reached us. I could; and you are safe, for you have not had one at all. Look at our position. We must realise. Of course we cant attempt to negotiate many shares; that would betray us; but a few we might, and must. We must, for our own sakes; we cant stand naked, without a penny to fall back upon.

Mark still hesitated. Id have done it with all the pleasure in life but for this telegram, he reiterated. For one thing, Oswald would never forgive me; my names the same as his, you know; and I shall have to face him over this two hundred pounds: that will be bad enough. And theres my mother. And my wife, Barker; you forget her.

I dont forget her. I am thinking of her, was Mr. Barkers answer. Its for her sake, as much as ours, that you ought to secure a little ready money. Youll want it I know that much, for I have been down in luck before.

Mark looked irresolute and pitiably gloomy. I dont see my way clear, he resumed, after a pause. Lets put the thing into plain black and white. I go out, and sell some shares, and get the money paid down for them, and pocket it An hour afterwards the news spreads that the mines destroyed, and the shares are consequently worthless. Well, Barker, my belief is that they could proceed against me criminally for disposing of those shares

Not if you did not know the mine was wrong when you took them into the market.

Nonsense, returned Mark, irritably, theyd be sure to know it. I tell you it would be safe to come out by hook or by crook. Theyd call it felony, or swindling, or some such ugly name. Do you suppose Im going to put my head into that noose?  I was born a gentleman.

And do you suppose I wish either of us to do it? retorted Barker. I shouldnt be such a fool. I never go into a thing unless I know I can fight my way out of it. I shall take a few shares into the market, and feel my way. I shall sell them for money, if I can; and you shall share it, Mark. I suppose you wont object to that.

No, certainly, Mark would have no objection to that I did not hear of the disaster until later, you know, said Barker, winking. News of it came up to us by the afternoon post. If they do find out about the telegram, why, I never opened it. Nobody saw me open it, added Barker, with satisfaction. I have had so many up from the mine at my lodgings that the servants sign and put them in my sitting-room as a matter of course. This one was put there this morning, and I found it when I came down, but nobody was in the room. Oh, it will be all right. And I say, Mark, if  

Mr. Barkers smooth projects were stopped. Absorbed in their conversation, he and Mark had alike failed to notice a gradually gathering hum in the street outside. A very gentle, almost imperceptible hum at first, but increasing to a commotion now. With one bound they reached the window.

A concourse of people, their numbers being augmented every moment, had assembled beneath. They were waiting for the opening of the offices of the Great Wheal Bang at ten oclock. And the hour was almost on the point of striking.

Its all up, shouted Barker in Marks ear. The news is abroad, and they have heard of it Look at their faces!

The faces were worth looking at, though not as a pleasant sight Anger, rage, disappointment, above all impatience, were depicted there. The impatience of a wolf waiting to spring upon its prey. One of the faces unluckily turned its gaze upwards and caught sight of Barkers. Barker saw it; he had not been quick enough in drawing away from the window.

Theyll not be kept out now, doors or no doors, said he quietly to Mark.

Mr. Barker was right Ere the words had died away upon his lips a sound as if the walls of the house were being beaten in ensued. The bells commenced a perpetual peal the knocker knocked incessantly, the doors were pushed and kicked and thumped. In the midst of it rose the sound of human voices in a roar: disjointed words distinguishable amidst the tumult Let us in! Come out to us!

Mr. Barker advanced to the stairs, and leaned over the balustrades. Williams, he called out to an attendant official below, you can open the doors. The gentlemen may come up.

It was curious to note the difference in the two men. Barker was as cool as a cucumber; self-possessed as ever he had been in his life; ready to make the best of everything, and quite equal to the emergency. Mark Cray, on the contrary, seemed to have parted alike with his wits and his nerves. Not more completely did he lose his presence of mind in that long past evening which had been so fatal to Lady Oswald. His hands shook as with terror; his face was white as death.

Will they pull us to pieces, Barker?

Pooh! said Barker, with a laugh at the evident tremor. What has taken you, Mark? Let them rave on a bit without answering, and theyll calm down. Put that in your pocket, he continued. It will be a trifle to fall back upon.

He had touched the diamond Ting that glittered on Mark Crays finger. Mark obeyed like a child. He took it from his hand and thrust it into his waistcoat pocket; next he buttoned his coat, some vague feeling perhaps prompting him to hide the studs; but he did it all mechanically, as one not conscious of his actions. Terror was holding its sway over him.

Why should they be excited against us? Heaven knows we have not intentionally wronged them.

Thats just the question I shall ask them myself when they are cool enough to listen to it, rejoined Barker with a gay air. Now then comes the tug of war.

In they came, thick and threefold, dashing up the stairs and pouring into the room like so many bees. And then it was found that Marks apprehensions had been somewhat premature. For these shareholders had come flowing to the offices not so much to abase the projectors of the company as to inquire the true particulars of the disaster. The news had gone forth in a whisper  and to this hour neither Mark nor Barker knows how, or through whom, it had oozed out  but that whisper was vague and uncertain. Naturally those interested flew to the offices for better information. Was the damage of great extent? and would the mine and the company stand it?

Barker was of course all suavity. He treated the matter more as a joke than anything else, making light of it altogether. An irruption of water? well, perhaps a little drop had got in, but they must wait for the afternoons post. It would be all right.

He looked round for Mark, hoping that gentlemans face would not arouse suspicion; but he could not see him. Mark, as Barker learnt afterwards, had contrived to escape from the room as the throng entered, and got into the street unnoticed, and leaped into a cab. Mark was beside himself that morning.

The unfortunate news spread from one end of London to the other. It was carried to Oswald Cray; but the day was advancing then. The Great Wheal Bang Company had exploded, and there was a run upon the office. Oswald was startled; and betook him-self at once to the premises, as the rest had done. On his way he called in upon Henry Oswald, and spoke a word of caution.

It may be a false rumour, said he; I hope it is. But dont do anything in the shares until you know.

A false rumour! When Oswald reached the offices he found it all too true a one. The secretary to the company, without meaning to do ill  indeed he had let it out in his lamentation  had unwittingly disclosed the fact of the previous irruption of water in the summer: and the excited crowd were going wild with anger. Many of them had bought their shares at a period subsequent to that.

Oswald heard this, and went to Mr. Barker in the board-room. That gentleman, rather heated certainly, but with unchanged suavity of demeanour, was still doing his best to reassure everybody Oswald drew him aside.

What a dreadful thing this is! What is the real truth of it?

Hush! interrupted Mr. Barker. No need to tell the worst to them. You are one of us. Im afraid it is all up with the mine; but we will keep it from them as long as we can. Any way, its no fault of ours.

What is it that they are saying about an irruption of water having occurred in the summer?

Well, so it did, answered Mr. Barker, whose past few hours temporising with the crowd caused him perhaps to throw off reserve to Mr. Oswald Cray as a welcome relief. But it wasnt much, that; and we succeeded in keeping it dark.

Did Mark know of it?

Mark know of it! rejoined Barker; of course he knew of it. What should hinder him? Why, the telegram bringing the news was given me at Marks house; and, by the way, you were present, I remember. It was the evening that old doctor in the yellow trousers was there, with his two frights of daughters.

The scene rose as in a mirror before Oswalds memory. Dr Ford and his daughters, Miss Davenal and Sara, Caroline Cray in her silks and her beauty He remembered the telegram, he remembered that it appeared to disturb both Barker and Mark; and he remembered Marks denial to him that anything was amiss with the mine.

I do recollect it, he said aloud. It struck me  perhaps it was rather singular it should do so  that something was wrong. Mark declared to me that it was not so.

The words seemed to tickle Barker uncommonly.

Ah, said he, laughing, Mark told me of it, and how he turned you off the scent. Youd not have put your thousand into it, perhaps, had you known of the water.

Perhaps not, quietly replied Oswald. And my thousand was wanted, I suppose.

Law! you dont know the money thats been wanted, was the response. And that irruption of water, slight as it was, made the demand for it worse. The mine has sucked it in like a sponge. Oswald made no answering remark. I suppose this irruption is worse than that? he presently observed.

Indeed I fear this is another thing altogether  ruin. But we dont know anything certain until the post comes in this afternoon. We have had no letter yet.

How did the news of it come to you?

By telegram. But the first news came to Mark; in an odd manner, too. A curmudgeon of a shareholder, old Brackenbury, went up yesterday evening to Mark just as he was going out to dinner with his wife, and insisted upon his paltry money, only two hundred pounds, being returned to him. He was inclined to be nasty; and if Mark had not satisfied him hed have gone over London proclaiming that the mine was overflowing with water. The odd thing is, who could have telegraphed the news to him. We must have a traitor in the camp. Mark told me  oh, ah, broke off Mr. Barker, interrupting himself as a recollection flashed upon him I think he got the two hundred from you.

And Mark knew the mine was then ruined! returned Oswald, drawing in his lips, but not losing his calm equanimity.

Brackenbury said it was. He didnt know it otherwise. Brackenbury  Halloa! whats that?

It was a shout in the street A shout composed of roars, and hisses, and groans. Drawing up to the door of the offices was the handsome carriage of Mark Cray; and the crowd had turned their indignation upon it One look, one glimpse of the white and terror-stricken faces of its inmates, and Oswald Cray bounded down the stairs. They were the faces of Mrs. Cray and Sara Davenal.

What could have brought them there?


CHAPTER XLVIII.

DAY-DREAMS RUDELY INTERRUPTED.

BEFORE a costly breakfast service of Sèvres porcelain, with its adjuncts of glittering silver, on the morning subsequent to the visit of Mr. Brackenbury, had sat Caroline Cray, in a charming morning robe of white muslin and blue ribbons, with what she would have called a coiffure, all blue ribbons and white lace, on her silky hair. A stranger, taking a birds-eye view of the scene, of the elegant room, the expensive accessories, the recherché attire of its mistress, would have concluded that there was no lack of means, that the income supporting all this must at least be to the extent of some thousands a-year.

In truth Mark Cray and his wife were a practical illustration of that homely but expressive saying which must be so familiar to you all; they had begun at the wrong end of the ladder. When fortune has come; when it is actually realised, in the hands, then the top of the ladder, comprising its Sèvres porcelain and other costs in accordance, may be safe and consistent; but if we begin there without first climbing to it, too many of us have an inconvenient fashion of slipping down again. The furniture surrounding Caroline Cray was of the most beautiful design, the most costly nature; the lace on that morning-robe, on that pretty coiffure, would make a hole in a £20 bank-note, the silver ornaments on the table were fit for the first palace in the land, and Mr and Mrs. Cray had got these things about them  and a great deal more besides which I have not time to tell you of  anticipatory of the fortune that was to be theirs; not that already was. And now their footing on that high ladder was beginning to tremble: just as that of the milkmaid did when she sent the milk out of her milk-pails, and so destroyed her dreams.

Caroline sat at her late breakfast, toying with a fashionable newspaper  that is, one giving notice of the doings of the fashionable world  sipping her coffee, flirting with some delicate bits of buttered roll, casting frequent glances at the mirror opposite to her, in whose polished plate was reflected that pretty face, which in her pardonable vanity she believed had not its compeer. All unconscious was she of that turbulent scene then being enacted in the City; of the fact that her husband was at that moment finding his way to her in a cab, into which he had jumped to hide himself in abject fear and dismay. Caroline had slept sound and late after her nights gaiety, and awoke in the morning to find her husband had gone out The French clock behind her struck eleven, and she finished her breakfast quickly, and began thinking over her plans for the day. Some excursion into the country had been spoken of for the afternoon, and now Mark was gone she was at an uncertainty. Mrs. Cray tapped her pretty foot in petulance on the carpet, and felt exceedingly angry with the tiresome stranger who had disturbed her husband when he was dressing on the previous evening, and kept him from going out with her to dinner.

How long did that gentleman stop here last night, George? she suddenly asked of the servant who was removing the breakfast things.  Mr.  what was the name? Brackenbury, I think.

He stopped a good while, maam. I think it was between nine and ten when he left.

What a shame! Keeping Mr. Cray all that while. I wonder he stayed with him! I wouldnt. Id make people come to me in business hours, if I were Mark.

She sat on, after the departure of the breakfast things, leaning back in an easy chair and turning carelessly the leaves of a new novel, those that would open, for she did not exert herself to cut them. A very listless mood was she in that morning, tired and out of sorts. By and by her maid came in to ask about some alteration that was to be made in a dress, and Caroline told her to bring the dress to her.

That a little aroused her. It was a beautiful evening dress of flowered silk, and she stood over the table where the maid laid it, consulting with her about some change in the colour of the trimmings. Becoming absorbed in this, she scarcely noticed that some one had come into the hail and opened the door of the room. Some expression in the maids countenance as she looked up caught her attention, and she turned quickly round.

Mark was there, glancing into the room. Mark with a white aspect and a scared dreamy look on his face. Before Caroline had time to question, in fact almost before she looked, he was gone and had closed the door again. So quiet had been the movement, so transient the vision, that Caroline spoke in her surprise.

Was not that your master?

Yes, maam. Something was the matter, I think. He looked ill.

I will go and see. Mind, Long, Ill decide upon pink. It is the prettiest colour.

Very well, maam. As you please, of course. I only think pink wont go so well with the dress as violet.

I tell you, Long, that violet will not light up. You know it wont, without my having to reiterate it over to you. No colour lights up so bad as violet. Pink: and let the ruchings be very full and handsome.

Speaking the last words in a peremptory tone, she went in search of Mark. He was standing upright in the dining-room, in the midst of its floor, looking more like a man lost than a man in his composed senses.

Mark, whats the matter?

He turned to his wife,  he had been undecided whether to tell her or not. It was a question he debated with himself on his way down: that is, it had been floating through his mind in a sort of under-current To concentrate his thoughts deliberately upon one point sufficiently to debate it was that day beyond the power of Mark Cray.

Marks true disposition was showing itself now. Vacillating and unstable by nature, utterly deficient in that moral courage which meets an evil when it comes, and looks it steadily in the face to see how it may be best dealt with, the blow of the morning had taken away what little sense Mark possessed. He was as a frightened child; a ship without a rudder; he was utterly unable to distinguish what his proper course ought to be: he did not know where to go or what to do; his chief thought was, to get away from the torrent that had broken loose. He must hide himself from the storm, but he could not face it.

When he jumped into the cab, and the driver had said, Where to, sir? he gave his home in Grosvenor Place in answer, simply because he could not think of another direction to give in that bewildering moment: so the cab drove on. But Mark did not want to go to Grosvenor Place. He had nothing to get from there: he had no business there, and a feeling came over him that he had rather not meet his wife just then. He wanted to hide himself and his bewildered mind and his scared face in some nook of remote shelter, far from the haunts of men, where that remorseless crowd, just escaped from, would not pounce upon him. Mark had not given himself time to ascertain that their disposition was pacificatory: he was wondering rather whether they had yet pulled the offices down. Neither Mark Cray nor Caroline was fitted to encounter the storms of life. So long as the sailing was smooth it was well; but when the waves arose, rough and turbulent, the one proved physically, the other morally, unable to breast them.

Mark stopped the cab as it was turning into Grosvenor Place; some vague feeling prompting him that it might be safer to steal quietly into his home than to dash up to it in a cab. The tidings had perhaps travelled far and wide, and people might be already there, as well as at the offices. Mark was half determined to make the best of his way at once to the scene of the Great Wheal Bang itself, the mine; and see with his own eyes whether things were so bad that they could not be mended. At least he should be away from his furious enemies in London. One more under the influence of reason than Mark Cray might have thought it well to ascertain whether those enemies were so furious, before running from them. When a man of no moral courage loses his presence of mind, he merits pity perhaps rather than condemnation.

Mark, whats the matter?

With her actual presence before him, with the pointed question on her lips, Mark Crays indecision went completely out. He could no more have told her the truth at that moment, that the golden prospects so implicitly believed in had turned to ruin, and the offices yonder were being besieged by noisy shareholders, than he could have told it to the besiegers themselves.

The matter? repeated Mark, at a loss for any other answer.

You look as if something were the matter, Mark. And what have you come back for?

Oh, I left some papers at home, answered Mark, speaking as carelessly as he could. Theres nothing the matter with me. The fellow drove fast, thats all. I gave him an extra sixpence.

Perhaps Caroline did not deem this communication particularly relevant to the subject What made you go away so early, Mark? she asked. You never settled anything about Hendon to-day.

Well, I dont think I can go, said Mark. I  Ill see later. Hark!

Marks hark was spoken in echo to a thundering knock at the door. A knock and a ring enough to shake the house down. He looked round at the walls for a moment as if he wanted to make a dash into them; he stepped towards the window, hesitated, and drew away again; finally he opened the door to escape, but too late, for voices were already in the hall. Caroline looked at her husband in wondering dismay.

Mark, what has come to you?

Hush! whispered Mark, the perspiration welling up to his forehead, as he bent his head to catch the sound from those voices. Hark! hush!

Is Mr. Cray at home?

No, sir. He went to the City early this morning.

How Mark Cray blessed his servant for the unconscious mistake, he alone could tell. The man had not seen his master come in, and had no idea he was in the house.

Gone to the City, is he? Are you sure?

Quite sure, sir.

A pause. Marks heart was beating.

What time will he be home?

I dont know, sir.

Another pause. I suppose Mr. Barkers not here?

Mr. Barker? O dear no, sir.

And that was followed by the closing of the hall-door. Mark Cray gave a great gasp of relief, and went up-stairs to his own room.

He did not stay there above a minute. Caroline  she remembered it afterwards  heard a drawer or two opened and shut She had been following him, but was momentarily detained by a question from her maid, who was coming out of the breakfast-room with the dress upon her arm. Caroline stopped while she answered it, and in going up the stairs she met Mark coming down.

Who was that at the door, Mark? Did you think it was any one in particular?

I dont know who it was.

You seemed alarmed. Or annoyed.

Well, returned Mark, speaking rather fast, and it is annoying to have business fellows coming after me to my house. Why cant they go to the offices?

To be sure, said Caroline, reassured. Id not see a soul here, if I were you.

He had been walking on towards the hall-door while he spoke.

But ere he had well reached it, he turned, and drew his wife into one of the rooms.

Look here, Caroline: Im not sure but I shall have to go down to the mines to-night If so, it is just possible I may not be able to come here first So you wont be alarmed if you dont see me home.

What a hurry you must be in! exclaimed Caroline. Not come home first!

But if I do go, mind, it will be on a little private matter that I dont want known, he continued, taking no notice of the remark. So, if anybody should ask where I am, just answer that you cant tell, but that I shall be back in a day or two. Do you understand, Carine?

Quite well. But, Mark, you will come home first, wont you?

I only tell you this in case I dont come, he answered evasively. I have a good deal to do to-day. Good-bye, Carine.

But about Hendon? she interrupted.

Hendon? Oh, I am quite sure I shant have time for Hendon to-day. If you dont like to go without me, we must put it off for a day or two.

He stooped to kiss her. Opening the hall-door, he stood on the steps, looking right and left; carelessly, as it seemed; in reality, cautiously. Very timorous was Mark Cray in that hour; he did not like that people should have hunted him to his very home. Then he turned to the Victoria Station, perhaps as the nearest point of refuge. He would make his way to Wales, to the mine, as straightly and speedily as he could, consistent with precaution.

Mark had been gone the best part of an hour, and it was hard upon mid-day. His wife was just deliberating whether to go shopping in the afternoon, or make calls, or pay a visit to the empty park, or take a drive out of town; which way, in short, would be the least tedious of killing the precious time that God had given her, when she was aroused by a formidable summons at the door, and a noise as of many steps and voices besieging the hall.

What next took place Caroline never clearly remembered. Confused recollections remained to her afterwards of angry demands for Mr. Cray, of indignant denials to the servants assertion that his master was in the City; the hubbub was great, the voices were threatening. Carolines first surprise was superseded by indignation; and that in its turn gave place to alarm.

You all know what it is to pour oil upon a spark of fire previously ready to burst forth into a flame. When the Great Wheal Bangs shareholders had flocked to the Great Wheal Bangs offices that morning they were on the balance, as may be said, between war and peace; somewhat uncertain in their own minds whether to treat Mark Cray and Mr. Barker as unfortunate fellow-sufferers with themselves, or to expend upon them their wrongs and their wrath. That mistake of the Great Wheal Bangs secretary  as alluded to in the last chapter  turned the scale. In his dismay and confusion he inadvertently referred to the former irruption of water, and the unlucky disclosure maddened the throng. They forthwith looked upon themselves as dreadfully injured people; in fact they jumped to the conclusion that the Great Wheal Bang itself was little better than a swindle; so apt are we all to rush into extremes. Barker did what he could to stem the torrent; but the crowd vociferously demanded to see Mark Cray. It was he they had known mostly in the affair, for Barker was usually at the mine. And, not finding Mark answer to their demands, some of them tore off on the spur of the moment in Hansom cabs to his residence.

Caroline stood the very image of dismay. She did not show herself; she was too much alarmed; she peeped from the half-closed dining-room door and listened, just as Mark had done a short while before. Confused words of water and mine and swindle and ruin saluted her ears; and the demands for Mr. Cray became more threateningly imperative. Some movement of the door occurred; she staggered against it; and it was observed from the hall. Perhaps it was only natural to the belligerents to conclude that Mark Cray was there. They pressed forward to the room; but upon seeing that the lady was its only occupant, the young and lovely lady in her gala morning dress and the roses chased from her cheeks by fear, they drew back and clustered outside it What is it you want? gasped Caroline from her trembling lips.

One of the foremost answered her. He was a gentleman, and he raised his hat, and made his tone as courteous as his sense of injury allowed. They were very sorry to disturb her, but they must see Mr. Cray. They had come to see him and they would see him.

I assure you that he is not here, said Caroline, her earnest voice carrying truth with it. He has been gone some time.

He was at the offices this morning, madam, and disappeared. We were told he had no doubt come home.

It is true, she answered. He went to the offices very early, and came home again about eleven oclock for something he had forgotten, papers I think he said. He did not stay two minutes; he got them and went back again. What is it that is the matter?

Back to the offices? they asked, disregarding the question.

Yes, back to the offices. He said he must make haste, for he had a great deal to do to-day. I am sure you will find him there.

She had no suspicion that she was asserting what was not true. Whether they believed it or not  though most of them did believe it  they had no resource but to act upon it Filing out again, they jumped into the cabs, and rattled back at the rate of nine-and-twenty miles an hour.

Leaving Mrs. Cray in a grievous state of perplexity and of distress: for they had spoken of ruin as connected with the mine. She was one of those who cannot bear suspense: she had no patience; no endurance, not even for an hour. In a tumult of hurry and emotion, she had her carriage brought round, called for Sara Davenal, to whom, however, she did not tell what had taken place, and drove on to the City almost as fast as those cabs had driven, to get an explanation of Mark.

The cabs had arrived previously, and their occupants found they had been deceived. No Mark Cray was at the offices, or had been there since his first departure from them. They burst bounds, in tongue at any rate, and talked of warrants and prosecutions and various inconvenient things. Other shareholders joined in the general fury, and it may perhaps be excused to them that when the carriage of Mark Cray suddenly appeared in the general melée, they turned their rage upon it.

That is, they pressed round it and saluted it with reproaches not at all soft or complimentary. Possibly in the moments blind anger they did not see that Mark himself was not its occupant. They were, on the whole, men who knew how to behave themselves, and would have desisted, perhaps apologised, when they had had time and calmness to see that only ladies were there: but that time w as not allowed them.

One came, with his tall strong form, his pale, resolute, haughty face, and pushed them right and left, as he laid his hand on the carriage door.

Are you men? he asked. Dont you see that you are terrifying these ladies? Stand back. I had thought

Oh, Oswald, save us! save us! came the interrupting cry, as Caroline Cray caught his-hand. What is it all? what has happened?

He got her out of the carriage and into some adjacent offices, whose friendly doors were opened to them. Sara followed, unmolested, and Oswald went back to rescue, if might be, the carriage. But the gentlemen had been a little recalled to common-sense by the incident: and the carriage was no longer in danger. Smashing Mark Crays carriage would not make good their losses, or bring forth him who was missing. Oswald returned to Mrs. Cray.

It is all right again now, he said. The carriage is waiting for you a little further off. Shall I take you to it?

But I want to go into the offices, Oswald, she feverishly rejoined. I want to see Mark. I must see him.

Mark is not at the offices. Neither would it be well that you should go there just now.

Not at the offices! where is he then?

I dont know where he is. I should like to find him.

He spoke in a cold, proud, bitter tone, and it struck dismay to the heart of Mrs. Cray. Indeed Oswalds frame of mind was one of the most intense bitterness. He had been plausibly defrauded out of his money: his pride, his sensitive honour, his innate justice, had been wounded to the core. All this disgrace Mark Cray had been earning for himself; Mark, his half-brother!

But I must see Mark, she reiterated in a helpless manner. Dont you know where I can go to find him, Oswald?

I do not indeed.

I want to know what has happened. I heard them speak of ruin; of water in the mine. Can you tell me?

News has come up that an irruption of water has taken place. I find it is not the first: but the other, they say, was not serious.

And this is?

I fear so.

But what right have those men to be so angry, so excited against Mark? He did not let the water in.

Oswald made no answer. If Mark had treated those shareholders with the duplicity that he had treated him, they had certainly a very good right to be angry and excited.

Mrs. Cray turned towards the door in her restlessness to take a reconnoitring glimpse of the state of affairs outside. Mark might have come up! might be in the midst of the mob! Sara, who had waited for the opportunity, drew near to Oswald Cray, and spoke in a whisper.

Is it ruin?

Irretrievable  as I believe, he answered, his voice unconsciously assuming a strange tenderness as he looked at her pale, sad face. Ruin for Mark Cray, perhaps for many others.

And the words fell like a shock of ice on her heart. What would become of the engagement that she had made to repay the two hundred pounds to Mr. Wheatley from the money owing her by Mark?


CHAPTER XLIX.

THE EVENING OF THE BLOW.

IT was the peculiarity of Miss Bettina Davenal to be more especially deaf when suddenly surprised or annoyed. Possibly it is the same with other deaf people. Sara Davenal stood before her in her drawing-room striving to make her comprehend the state of affairs relative to the Great Wheal Bang; and not at first successfully. Miss Bettina had not understood why Mrs Cray had driven round in hurried agitation that morning and carried off Sara by storm: Caroline would not explain why, and Sara could not Sara had returned home now, willing to afford every explanation; indeed believing it to be her duty so to do; but Miss Bettina, offended at the mornings slight, was keeping her heart closed; and when that was shut, the ears would not open.

What dyou say? You went up to the offices? I should like to know what took you and Caroline to the offices? Young ladies dont require to go to such places.

She went to try to see Mark, aunt.

Ugh! growled Miss Bettina. Mark told her, indeed! If Mark Cray told her to go down the mine amidst the lead, shed do it Doesnt he see enough of her at home?

She went to try to see Mark, Aunt Bettina, repeated Sara, more slowly. I  I am afraid they are ruined.

Serve them right, returned Miss Bettina, catching the last word, but attaching no importance to it.

Some disastrous news has been received from Wales, from the mine. Caroline says a Mr. Brackenbury called in Grosvenor Place last night

Mr who?

Mr. Brackenbury. She did not know then why he called, but Mr. Oswald Cray has now told her that he brought the first news of it to Mark. It had come up to him by telegram.

Miss Bettina Davenal bent her ear. He came up by telegram! What do you mean by that? Have they got a new invention that brings up people, pray? Why are you not more careful how you speak, Miss Sara Davenal?

I said the news came up by telegram, aunt It came to Mr. Brackenbury; and thats why he called on Mark last night. At least so Mr. Oswald Cray told Caroline. Caroline had been surprised or annoyed at his visit; she did not understand it; and she mentioned it to Mr. Oswald Cray.

Miss Bettina lifted her hands helplessly. Whats any Mr. Brackenbury to me?  or Oswald Cray either? I want to know why Caroline took you to those offices to-day?

I am trying to tell you, aunt, said poor Sara. Mark went up to the offices early this morning before Caroline was awake; he came home again about eleven, saying he had forgotten something, but Caroline thought his manner absent and strange. He left again; and soon after the house was invaded by quite a crowd of men, gentlemen, demanding to see him

Had they got an organ with them?

Miss Bettinas interruption took Sara rather aback. An organ, aunt? I dont know what you mean.

Not know what I mean! was the wrathful answer. Crowds dont collect round houses unless theres a cause; organs or monkeys, or some such nonsense. What did they collect there for?

Sara bent her head lower and strove to speak with even more distinctness. It was a crowd of gentlemen, aunt; gentlemen from the City; though perhaps I ought not to have said a crowd, but it was what Caroline called it to me. They came down in Hansom cabs, she said, and they were fierce in their demands to see Mark, and theyd hardly go away again, and they said the mine was ruined. Caroline was alarmed, and she went up herself to try to see Mark, but she did not like to go alone, and came round for me.

The words were as a hopeless jumble in Miss Bettinas ear; their sense nowhere. I wish youd be dear, she said, tartly. If you want to tell me a thing, tell it in a straightforward manner. Why do you mix up crowds and organs with it?

Dear aunt, I never said a word about an organ. The  mine  is  ruined, she added, almost out of heart with her task.

Whats ruined? shrieked Miss Bettina.

The mine. The Great Wheal Bang.

Miss Bettina heard this time. She had lived in expectation of the news ever since the Great Wheal Bang first jumped into existence. Nevertheless it scared her; and an expression of dismay sat on her refined features as she turned them on Sara with a questioning gaze.

I believe the water has got in. They say it is utter ruin. And Mark Cray cant be found.

What has Mark Cray found?

He cant be found, aunt He was not at the offices when we got there, and the shareholders  as I suppose the people were  attacked the carriage: some of them have sunk a great deal of money in the mine. There was no real danger, of course; but Mr. Oswald Cray got us out of it.

Miss Bettina stared hopelessly. Oswald Cray got you out of the mine! What are you talking of?

Out of the carriage, aunt; not out of the mine, Thats in Wales.

Do you suppose I thought it was in London? retorted offended Miss Bettina. Youll be obligingly informing me where London is next. Where is Mark Cray?

No one seems to know. His wife does not; except that he said to her he might have to go down to Wales this evening, and she was not to mention it. She is in great uncertainty and distress.

Whats she in?

Uncertainty, distress, repeated Sara. She is as frightened as a child. I fear she will not be a good one to bear misfortune. I went home with her and remained some time; it was that made me so late. When I came away she was growing very angry with Mark: she says he ought to have told her of it this morning.

And so he ought, said Miss Bettina. Ah! I never cordially approved that match for Caroline, and the doctor knew it Shell see what hes made of now. You say you came in contact with the shareholders: what did they say?

Sara hesitated, They were saying very disagreeable things, Aunt Bettina.

Thats not telling me what they said.

They talked of deceit and  and swindling. They seem dreadfully bitter against Mark Cray.

Dreadfully what against him?

Bitter.

Oh, said Miss Bettina. Mark Crays a fool in more ways than one; but they should blame themselves, not him. Mark told them the mine was of gold, I daresay; but it was their fault if they believed it A man might come to me and say, If you will give me a ten-pound note Ill bring it you back to-morrow doubled, and if I fell into the trap I ought not to turn my anger on him. Mark Cray believed in the mine: those schemers are so sanguine.

Sara bent her head until her lips almost touched her aunts ear, and lowered her voice to a cautious tone: but somehow it was terribly distinct to Miss Bettina.

Aunt, I fear it is not quite so straightforward as you think. There was an irruption of water in the summer  a slight one, I fancy  and Mark and Mr. Barker concealed it. It is this which makes the shareholders so angry, and they say  they say they can prosecute him for it.

Who said this? asked Miss Bettina, after a pause.

I can hardly tell who. We heard a great deal of talking altogether. One gentleman came up to Mr. Oswald Cray as he was taking us to the carriage again, and asked him if he was not Marks brother. Oswald replied that he was Marks half-brother; and then the gentleman said harsh things, and Oswald could not stop him, and could not get us by.

Miss Bettina poured forth question upon question. Incensed as she had been against Mark Cray and his wife for the past months, much as she had blamed their folly, sharp as were her prophecies of the final results, perhaps this was worse than she had bargained for.

She had looked for ruin, but not for criminal disgrace.

And Mark cant be found, you say? she asked, her tone a shrill one.

No.

She sat down to the dinner-table, for the day had gone on to evening, despatching Neal for a fly while she ate a bit, and then she went out, taking Sara. Grosvenor Place, she said to Neal. And that observant domestic knew by the compressed lips, the clasped hands, the rigid head, how inwardly flurried was his mistress.

They found Caroline in a state of emotion, bordering upon hysteria. Fear, anger, perplexity, and despair, succeeding each other so rapidly that her mood may have been said to savour of the whole at once. Poor Caroline Cray knew nothing of either endurance or reticence; her anger against Mark was great at the present moment, and she gave way to it loudly.

Where is he? was the first pointed question of Miss Davenal.

I dont know where he is. He might have trusted me. Its not his fault if the water has come into the mine, and he had no cause to go away; but if he had gone, he might have taken me. Barker has been down here in a dreadful passion, and says Mark was not a good fellow to steal a march on him and leave him alone all day to fight the battle with the shareholders. A hundred people, about, have been here after Mark, and its a shame that I should be left to hear all the remarks.

Is Oswald Cray with you? asked Miss Bettina.

Oh, my goodness, I dont suppose hell come here again, returned poor Caroline, half beside herself. I thought him cold and queer in his manner to-day. Barker says he is vexed at losing his thousand pounds; and that Mark got two hundred more from him last night after he knew the mine had gone. Oswald said nothing to me, but of course he is incensed at it.

Miss Davenal had been listening with her hand to her ear, and she heard pretty well. Do you know the particulars of the calamity? she asked. Is the mine irretrievably ruined?

I dont know anything, except that Im fit to go mad, she answered, beginning to sob like a petulant child.

In that one first moment of the blow Miss Davenal was generous enough to spare reproaches for all the folly of the past, though she had plenty at her tongues end. She had not sat down since she entered; she had stood rigid and upright; and when she went out to the fly she ordered it to Mr. Oswald Crays.

Tell the man to drive quickly, said Miss Bettina to Neal. What do you say, Sara? Let you stop with Caroline? Caroline wants neither you nor me; I can see that Therell be trouble over this.

Mrs. Cray had not chosen an inapt word when she said Oswald must be incensed against Mark. It was precisely Oswalds present state of feeling. He saw that the thousand pounds had been nothing but a stop-gap; not drawn from him for his own good and benefit as Mark so largely boasted, but for Marks own necessities. And as to the two hundred pounds of the previous night, the money of the firm  Oswald did boil over at the thought of that. Oh, why could not Mark have been upright and open I why could he not have gone to Oswald with the truth upon his lip, and said, Let me have this two hundred pounds in my dire necessity, and I will repay you when I can! Oswald was not the brother to refuse him.

Oswald had had a battle with himself. When he returned home after that scene in the city, feeling that his money, the twelve hundred pounds, was irretrievably lost, he sat down and thought. Should he cancel the offer made to Frank Allister to go out to Spain, and take the appointment himself, as at first intended? Was he justified in foregoing it, under this unexpected loss? The same considerations swayed him now as previously; his own interest versus Franks health, perhaps life; but how weighty a balance was now thrown into his own scale!

If ever Oswald had need of a better guidance than his own, he had need now. And he was conscious of it. He had many failings, as we all have; and his pride often stood in his way; but he had one great and good gift  a conscience that was ever prompting him on the upward way.

No, I will not hesitate, he said to himself.  The necessity for Allisters going remains the same, and he shall go. I must overget this other loss as I best can, though it may be years first, but Ill not set my own interest against Allisters life.

And so Frank Allister and his sister received no countermand, and they proceeded to Mr. Oswald Crays that evening, to talk over arrangements, as it had been decided they should; and they never knew the sacrifice that had been made for them, or had the least suspicion that Mr. Oswald Cray had yielded up the appointment When Miss Davenal and Sara arrived, Mrs. Benn received them That errant husband of hers, and valued servant of the firm, was out again. This was not Mrs. Benns cleaning-day; but any little extra duty, though it was but the receiving a visitor at unusual hours, put her out excessively; and it was not usual for a levee of ladies to attend the house in an evening. She appeared at the door with the ordinary crusty face and a candle in her hand.

Is Mr. Oswald Cray at home? was Neals demand.

Yes, he is, returned Mrs, Benn, speaking as if the question injured her very much indeed.

Neal stepped back to the fly, and opened the door for the ladies to alight. Mrs. Benn stared at the proceedings with all her eyes.

Well, if this dont bang everything! she ejaculated, partly to herself, partly to the street.  If he was agoing to have a party tonight, he might have told me, I think. And that there Benn to go out, and never light the hall-lamp first! It cracks my arms to do it: a nasty, high, awkard thing! Will he be for ordering tea for em, I wonder? when there aint nothing but a hot loaf in the house, and one pat o but

Show me to Mr. Oswald Crays private rooms, came the interrupting voice of Miss Davenal, as she entered.

This way, returned sulky Mrs. Benn; theres one of them there already.

The one of em must have applied to the assumed evening party, for in the sitting-room sat Jane Allister. Her bonnet was off, her shawl was unpinned; her fair face was serene and contented, as though she were in her own home. Miss Davenal bowed stiffly in her surprise, and the rebellious jealousy rose up in Saras heart.

Is Mr. Oswald Cray not here? asked Miss Davenal, halting on the threshold.

Jane Allister came forward with her good and candid face, and Miss Davenals reserved tone relaxed. Mr. Oswald Cray is downstairs with my brother and another gentleman. They are settling some business together; I dont think they will be long.

Miss Davenal did not hear, but Sara repeated the words to her. They sat down; and Miss Allister, finding the elder lady was deaf, took her seat by Sara.  

I came here to-night to settle particulars about our Spanish journey, explained Jane Allister, as if in apology for being found there. I am going to live in Spain.

Sara heard it as one in a dream. Oswald Cray was going to Spain for a lengthened residence: he had told her so when she was in that room a fortnight ago. If Jane Allister was going with him, why then, it must be that they were going to be married immediately.

Her face flushed, her brow grew moist. In a sort of desperation in her eager wish to know the worst at once, she turned to Jane Allister.

Are you going with Mr. Oswald Cray?

I am going with my brother.

With  your  brother! And not with Mr. Oswald Cray?

No, surely not How could I go with Mr. Oswald Cray? It would not be proper, she simply added.

I  I thought  I meant as his wife, said poor Sara, all confused in her heart sickness. I beg your pardon.

As his wife!  Mr. Oswald Crays! Nay, but that is an unlikely thing to fancy. I am not suitable to Mr. Oswald Cray. Do you know him?

O yes.

Then you might have been sure hed not cast his thoughts to a plain body like me. Why should he? I am not his equal in position. He has been a brother to Frank, and I reverence him beyond any one I know as a good and true friend. Thats all.

Why did her heart give a great bound of hope at the words, when she knew  when she knew that he was lost to her? Oswald Cray came bounding up the stairs, but a mist had gathered before Saras eyes, and she saw nothing clearly.

Frank is waiting for you, Jane. He will not come up-stairs again.

Does he know about everything?

Everything, I think. We have discussed it all, and he will tell you. But he is coming again in the morning.

Oswald had spoken as he shook hands with Miss Davenal. Another moment and they were alone together: the young Scotch lady had left the room.

Mr. Oswald Cray, you must tell me all you know of this unhappy business, from beginning to end, said Miss Davenal. I have come to you for the information, and I beg you to conceal nothing. Is Mark Cray in danger?

Oswald scarcely knew in what sense to take the word. He hesitated as he looked at Miss Davenal.

How has it all come about? Let me hear the whole of it; the best and the worst. His wife professes to know nothing, and it was of no use my asking her. The water has got into the mine.

It is said to be overflowing it; but particulars are not ascertained yet, replied Oswald, as he proceeded to speak of what he knew. it was not much, for he was nearly as much in the dark as they were. Miss Davenal listened with compressed lips.

At the conclusion of the interview, Oswald took Miss Davenal out to the fly upon his arm, placed her in it, and turned to Sara.

The last time I saw you I had a journey in my head, he said in a low tone; I told you I was going to Spain.

Yes.

I am not going now. I have given up the idea. We shall send out a gentleman instead; my friend, Frank Allister. Goodnight; good-night, Miss Davenal.

Severely upright in the carriage sat Miss Davenal, her countenance one picture of condemnation for the absent Mark. Only once did she open her lips to Sara opposite to her, and that was as the carriage turned out of the glare and gas of the more populous streets to the quiet one which contained their home.

What would your brother Edward say to this, were he at home?

What would he say to something else? As the carriage drew up to the door, a female figure was slowly pacing before it, as if in waiting. And Sara shrank into the remotest corner of the carriage with a shiver of dread, for she recognised her for the stranger, Catherine Wentworth.


CHAPTER L.

HARD USAGE FOR DICK.

Do you remember the severe weather of the Christmas of 1860? How for once we had an old-fashioned Christmas day, when the icicles hung bright and frozen from the trees, and the ponds were alive with skaters, after the manner of the Christmases we read of, of the days gone by. It was indeed a bitter winter, that at the close of 1860, and an unusual number of the poor and friendless, the sick and ailing, passed from its biting sharpness to a better world.

In the mind of one it almost seemed as though he had held some mysterious prevision of it; and that was Oswald Cray. When deliberating, the previous autumn, whether he should go to Spain himself, times and again had the thought recurred to him  what if we have a sharp winter?  how will Allister weather it? And now that the sharp winter, more terribly sharp than even Oswald dreamt of, had indeed come, he was thankful to have sacrificed his own self interest. In that more southern climate Allister would not feel the cold of this; and it almost seemed as if the thought alone brought to Oswald his reward.

Isnt it stunning, Aunt Bett?

You will probably recognise the words as likely to emanate from nobodys lips but Mr. Dick Davenals. Mr. Dick had arrived for the holidays; rather against the inclination as well as the judgment of Miss Bettina, but she did not see her way in courtesy to exclude him. Leopold had been in town with her since October, she and Sara nursing him; so it would have been unkind to keep Dick at school alone for the holidays. Miss Bettina said London was a bad place for Dick; he would be getting into all sorts of mischief: perhaps get run over, perhaps get lost; it was uncertain what: but Sara, in her love for the boy, promised to keep him in order and out of harm. A rash undertaking.

What of the Great Wheal Bang? The Great Wheal Bang was gone for ever! It had passed out ignobly, never probably to be heard of as a mine again, except in name at certain law courts, to which some of its angry shareholders persisted in bringing it Mr. Barker was abroad, and did not come home to face the storm; it appeared there was no law to force him home, the matters of the Wheal Bang just escaped that; and he carried on a free-and-easy correspondence with some of the exasperated shareholders, who told him to his face in their answers that he deserved hanging.

And Mark Cray? Mark Cray was nowhere. The defunct company did their best to find him, but, try as they would, they could not discover his hiding-place. They assumed he was out of the country, most probably with Barker, and perhaps their home search was, through that very assumption, less minute than it might have been. A run from danger is always more formidable than a faced one; and if Mark Cray had only faced those shareholders he would no doubt have found their bite less hurtful than their bark. That they were loud and threatening and angry, was true; but Mark would have done well to meet the worst, and get it over. The luxurious house in Grosvenor Place had been long ago abandoned by Mark and his wife; and so temporarily had it been lived in, so fleeting had been the enjoyment of the carriages, the servants, the society, and all the rest of the accessories, that altogether that time seemed only like a dream.

Isnt it stunning, Aunt Bett?

Dick was standing at the dining-room window, his sparkling eyes devouring the ice in the streets, the tempting slides in the gutters A young gentleman who was coming to the house with a small tray of meat upon his back had just gone down one beautifully, and Dick longed to be behind him. Leo stepped to the window to look, and thought he should like it too; but Leo was not in strong health, as Dick was.

Isnt it what? asked Aunt Bett, looking up quickly. Raining?  

Stunning, roared Dick.

I wish you would learn to speak like a gentleman, Richard, and not use those expressions. If they do for school, they dont do for home.

I have been oiling my skates this morning, continued Dick. They are rather short, but theyll do.

Oiling what?

My skates.

What cakes?

Sk  a  tes, Aunt Bett Everything will bear to-day.

Nothing bears in London, said Miss Bettina. You must not try it, Richard. A great many boys are drowned every winter in the Serpentine.

What muffs they must be! returned Dick; Aunt Bett, the ponds would bear you, if youd put on a pair of skates and try. Theyd bear me a hundred times over.

Would they? said Miss Bettina. She turned to Sara, who was busy at the table, and pointed with her finger to indicate Dick.

I will not have him to go into this danger. Do you hear, Sara? You undertook to keep him out of harm, if he came to us; so see to it. Perhaps the best plan will be to lock up his skates. I dont want to have him brought home drowned.

Dick was resentful He might have broken into open rebellion but for fear of being sent back to enjoy his holidays at school He eat in a sullen sort of mood, on the edge of a chair, his hands in his pockets clicking their contents about, and his boots beating time restlessly on the carpet.

How its all altered! he exclaimed.

How is what altered? inquired Sara. They were alone then. Miss Bettina had gone from the room to give Leopold his eleven oclock dose of strengthening medicine.

Since Uncle Richards time. Why, he bought me those very skates last winter, when that frost came in November. That is, he sent word to school that I might have them. And then we had no more ice at all! and Uncle Richard kept wishing through the holidays there might be some for us! Hed have let us skate.

Sara was silent. Things had indeed altered since then.

Its an awful shame of Aunt Bett! The ice stunning thick, and a fellow cant enjoy it! Drowned! She might get drowned herself perhaps, but I shouldnt Uncle Richard would have let us skate in Hallingham! added Dick, excessively resentful. He wanted us to skate.

But I think it was a little different, Richard dear. Those ponds at Hallingham were not deep; and people do get drowned in the Serpentine. And theres nobody to go with you.

Dick tossed his head. Perhaps you think I want somebody! You had better send a nursemaid. Fine holidays these are!

A few minutes more of sitting still and Dick could stand it no longer. He darted into the passage and snatched his cap. Sara, quick as he, caught him with the street-door in his hand.

Dick, it must not be. You know I have answered for you to Aunt Bettina.

All right, Sara. Im not going near the Serpentine, or any other deep water.

You promise?

Yes; on my honour. There! Why, I have not got my skates. Im going up and down the street-slides; thats all. You cant expect me to sit twirling my thumbs all day in Aunt Betts parlour, as Leo does.

She had no fear then. If Dick once gave his honour, or if put upon his honour, he could but be a loyal knight Left to himself, no promise extracted from him, he would have decamped right off to the Serpentine, or to anything else mischievous and dangerous; but not now.

But Dick took it out  the words were his own  in street-slides. All the most attractive ruisseaux within a few miles of home Mr. Dick exercised his legs upon. It required a terrible amount of resolution to keep his promise not to go near the forbidden water; and how long Dick stood in envy, his nose frozen to the park railings as he watched the streams of people pouring towards the ice, he never knew. He was not in a good humour; the slides were very ignoble pastime indeed, only fit for street-boys; and he thought if there was one gentleman more ill-used than another that day in all Her Majestys dominions, that one was himself.  

Mr. Dick stopped out his own time. He knew that he would be expected home about one oclock to have something to eat; but as nothing had been expressly said to him, he took rather a savage pleasure in letting them expect, punishing his hunger. He saw a man selling hot potatoes; and he bought three and ate them, skins and all. Dick was not in the least troubled with proud notions: Leo would have looked askance at the tempting edible, and passed on the other side; Dick danced round the mans machine while he feasted, in the face and eyes of the passers-by. If Miss Davenal had but seen him!

Altogether, what with the slides, the hot potatoes, and the temper, Mr. Richard Davenal remained out long after dark. When he began to think it might be as well to return home, and to feel as if fifteen wolves were inside him fighting for their dinner, he was in some obscure and remote region of Chelsea, where the population was more crowded than aristocratic, and the ice abundant. Happening to cast his eyes to a clock in a bakers shop he saw that it wanted but twenty-five minutes to six.

My! ejaculated Dick in his dismay. Miss Davenals dinner-hour had been altered from six to five while the boys were with her, and Dick had certainly meant to be home to time. He had not thought it was so late as this. Dicks hair stood on end, and the wolves fought desperately.

Suppose old Bett should say I shant have any dinner!

The shop next door to the bakers was a cooks shop  as they are called: and perhaps Dicks dreadful doubt caused him irresistibly to linger for a fond moment at the window and gaze at the attractions inside. Under Dicks very nose was a steaming mound of beef just out of the pot, some parsnips round it; other joints were there in plenty; peas-pudding, plum-pudding, sausages, and a whole host of things irresistible to a boy in Dicks famishing condition. He mechanically put his hand into his pocket, lest a stray sixpence might by some miracle be there. In vain. Dick Davenal was one who could not keep money for an hour, and his having sufficient to buy the potatoes was a fact notable.

Hurried as he was, he could not tear himself from the tempting shop. The shopman, in a white apron, a great carving-knife and fork in his hand, was cutting thin slices from a cold round of beef and placing them in the scale on a piece of white paper. The balance went down, and he rolled the paper round the meat and handed it to the customer waiting for it, a young woman  or rather lady, for she looked like one  who wore a black veil over her face. She gave him sixpence and some halfpence in return, but the man did not seem to like the sixpence; he held it close to the gas and then showed it to her, and she put her veil aside and bent her face nearer while she looked at it If ever Dick Davenal believed he was in a dream he believed so then. He rubbed his eyes; he rubbed his frozen nose; he stared through the intervening steam; and he pinched himself to see whether he was awake. For that face was the face of his cousin, Mrs. Cray.

Dick could not believe his senses. The shopman apparently decided that the sixpence was a good one, and put it in his till, and the lady had left the shop before Dick recovered his bewilderment He had believed Mr and Mrs. Cray were abroad. From a shrewd boy like Dick it had been impossible to guard the secret that something was wrong; besides, he had heard of the failure of the Great Wheal Bang, and that its promoters were away, abroad or somewhere.

But that was surely Caroline gone out of the shop with a paper of meat in her hand! Dicks spirit went down to zero. However ht might condescend to the purchase of hot potatoes, and such like stray escapades, ho did not like to see Caroline buy cooked meat and carry it away with her. Dick knew that something or other must be all wrong, and he suddenly felt as timid as Leo.

She crossed the road and went down a by-street, where the lights were scanty and the houses poor. Dick followed her. He saw how tightly her veil was drawn over her face; and she walked with her head down: it might be to keep out the cold, or it might be to avoid observation.

She turned into a house on the left-hand side whose door stood open; a shabby-looking house, but sufficiently large. Dick, hardly certain in his own mind yet, deliberated whether he should follow her and show himself: and when he at length went to the door nobody was in sight He took courage and knocked; and a woman came out of the parlour on the right Is Mrs. Cray here? asked Dick.

Mrs who?

Mrs. Cray. Shes just gone in.

Theres nobody here of that name. Whos Mrs. Cray? You have mistook the house, young man.

Dick had his wits about him, as the saying runs, and they were sufficiently alert to prevent his insisting on the point of its being Mrs. Cray. Im sure I saw some lady come in, said he.

Mrs. Mark came in a minute ago, for I met her in the passage. First floor if you want her.

Can I go up? asked Dick.

Thats as you please, returned the woman, who was crusty enough to be first cousin to Mrs. Benn.  The other lodgers in the house is nothing to me, who goes up to em or who doesnt.

She retreated inside the parlour and banged the door. Dick stumbled up-stairs in the dark, the words first floor having guided him. Some light came in from a window on the landing, and he distinctly heard Carolines voice in the front room. Dick-fashion, he burst in without knocking.

Caroline gave a short scream. She was untying her bonnet, and the paper of meat, slowly unfolding itself, lay on the table. It was a plain sitting-room carpeted with drugget, a large sofa covered with dark blue stuff seeming to take up one side of it A white cloth was spread on part of the table, with some tea-cups and saucers, a loaf of bread, and a piece of butter.

Caroline, I was sure it was you!

The first moment of surprise over, Caroline threw herself on a chair and burst into tears. Dick sat down opposite to her and stared round the room, staring off his bewilderment Poor Dick was not possessed of any superfluous sentiment, and the sobs and emotion only made him feel awkward. The sight of a home face was too much for Mrs. Cray.

Is Mark here? Dick asked presently.

No.

Dick glanced round again, but he could see no door except the one he had entered at.

Im sure I heard you talking to somebody, Caroline. It made me know which was the room.

I was talking to myself. The words I said were,  I hope Mark will not be long, and I suppose I spoke them aloud.

A few final sobs, and the emotion passed. Dick was timid, almost nervous, and he never remembered to have been so in his life. A thought crossed the boys mind of what his uncle Richard would say, could he see this curious state of things.

Do you live here, Caroline?

Yes. We went away in the country for a little time at first; but it was so out of the way of hearing anything, so dull, so wretched, that we came back again. Mark thought it would be better to come pretty near to the old neighbourhood; that there was less chance of our being looked for there than elsewhere.

You dont have all the house.

All the house! echoed Caroline. We only have this room and the use of the kitchen, which I hardly ever go down to. That sofa is a bed, she added, pointing to it. Mark draws it out at night.

Dick felt more at sea than ever. Has Mark got no money?

Caroline shook her head. Theres a little left; not much. We did not save a thing from Grosvenor Place. People came in and took possession while Mark was away, and I got frightened and left it Afterwards, when my clothes were asked for, they sent me a boxful of the poorest I had, and said those were all. I dont know whether it was that they kept the best, or that the maid-servants helped themselves to them. Dick! she passionately added,  Id rather die than have to bear all this.

Do you have to go out and buy the meat? questioned Dick, unable to get the practical part he had seen out of his head.

Theres a boy that waits on the lodgers, the landladys son, and he goes on errands sometimes. Mark thought we should be safer in a house like this, where there are different lodgers, and one does not interfere with the concerns of the others; that we should be less likely to attract notice. In truth we were afraid to venture on a better place where persons might recognise us.

Afraid of what? questioned Dick.

Im sure I hardly know, she answered.  Of his being arrested, I suppose.

I say, does Sara know you are here?

Caroline shook her head. I have written her a note twice, saying we are safe; but Mark would not let me give the address. Aunt Bettina has shaken us off, theres no doubt; shell never forgive Mark.

Forgive him for what!

Oh, altogether, returned Caroline with a gesture of impatience. There was the leaving Hallingham, and Saras money, and other things.

Where is Mark? continued Dick.

He wont be long. He strolls out a little after dark, but he does not care to venture abroad by daylight And so, you are up for the holidays, I suppose?

Dick nodded. Aunt Bett wouldnt have us at midsummer. But Leo broke his arm, and he wasnt strong, and she sent for him; and then she said I might come up for Christmas, and we could both go back to school together. I say, wasnt it unkind of her not to have us in the summer? She said her house was small. Summer holidays are jollier than winter ones, especially when they dont let you go on the ice.

Did a remembrance cross Caroline of somebody else who would not have them in the summer?  whose house was not small? Probably not. Caroline had room only for her own griefs. Since the falling of the blow she had existed in a state of bewilderment The change was so great, the order of things so completely altered, that at times she believed she must be in a prolonged dream, and should shortly wake up to reality. As one who is suddenly put ashore in a foreign country, where the land, the customs, the people, and the tongue, are all strange to him, and he can only accept them passively, yielding himself perforce to the necessity of circumstances, so it was with Caroline Cray. Believe me, I am telling you no untrue story.

How you cough! exclaimed Dick, as she was interrupted by a heavy fit of coughing, not for the first time.

I caught a bad cold. It was very bad for a day or two, and I lay in bed. O Dick! I wonder if I shall ever have a bedroom again!

Couldnt you have a bedroom as well as this room? sensibly answered Dick.

There was only this room to let when we came here, and we thought it would do. Its tolerably good-looking you see, and we are more to ourselves. Every week, too, we are hoping to leave it.

Where to go to?

I dont know. Mark says something will be sure to turn up.

I say, do they know about this in Barbadoes?

Not from us. I daresay Aunt Bettina has taken care to tell them. Is she as deaf as ever, Dick?

Shes deafer. And shes getting a regular old woman. What do you think? shed not let me go out skating this morning, for fear  

A gentleman entered, and cut Dicks revelations short. The boy looked at him in puzzled bewilderment, for he thought he knew him, and yet did not It was a full minute before Dick recognised him for Mark Cray.

Formerly Mark had whiskers and no moustache; now he had a moustache and no whiskers, and his beard was growing, and his face looked longer. He had on blue spectacles too. Altogether, Dick was hardly certain yet Mark did not seem glad to see him. In manner he rather appeared to resent the accident which had discovered them to Dick, than to feel pleasure at it Caroline put the slices of beef upon a dish, made the tea, and asked Dick to partake.

But Dick declined. And nobody, perhaps, would have given careless Dick credit for the true motive, or for the real self-denial that it was to a hungry boy. He had somehow drawn a conclusion that Mr and Mrs. Cray had not too much meat for themselves, and he would not lessen it I cant stay now, he said rising, I shall have Aunt Bett at me as it is. Good-night, Mr. Cray; good-night, Caroline.

Mr. Cray followed him down the stairs. You must be very cautious not to say that you found us here, he said.  Can we depend upon you?

As if you couldnt! returned Dick. I know! A fellow of ours at school has got a big brother, and he has to be in hiding nine months at least out of every year. Ill tell nobody but Sara.

He vaulted off, or perhaps Mark Crays injunction might have been extended to Sara in particular. When he reached home, Mist Bettina, who had believed nothing less but that he was drowned, and had sent Neal to a circuit of police-stations, met him in the corridor, followed by Sara and Leo.

You ungrateful boy! Where have you been?

Dont, Aunt Bettina! No need to seize hold of me in that way. I have only been sliding. I havent been to the water.

You shall go back to school to-morrow, said Miss Bettina, as she turned into the dining-room.

Dick caught his cousin by the arm. You be off after Aunt Bett, Leo; I want to speak to Sara. I say, he continued in a whisper, as Leo obeyed him, I have seen Caroline and Mark Cray!

Nonsense, Dick! Why did you stay out so and frighten us?

I have. I should have been in earlier but for that. Frightened? How stupid you must all be! As if I couldnt take care of myself. I saw Carine in a beef and pudding shop, buying cold meat, and I watched where she went to, and Ive been there for half an hour, and I saw Mark. He has shaved off his whiskers, and wears blue

Hush! breathed Sara, as Dorcas came up the stairs. You must tell me later.


CHAPTER LI.

WEARY DAYS.

THE cold, bitter, biting winter passed away, and when the lovely spring came round again little trace was left of its effects, save in the remembrance of those in whose homes sickness, or privation, or death, had been busy.

Two of those visitations had been rife in the poor house of Caroline Cray: sickness and privation. Perhaps you noticed Carolines reply to Dicks question of whether Mark had no money: there was a little left, she said, not much. Left from what? Dick did not ask.  

If ever an unfortunate company had come to grief more completely than other unfortunate companies, it was surely that noted one, the Great Wheal Bang. Sympathising friends  Barkers and Marks  were wont to assure those gentlemen that they had managed wretchedly and if we may dare to assume that the reproach was levelled at the fact of having secured nothing for themselves, it was a right one. On the day that Mark Cray went up to the offices for the last time he had but a trifling sum of money about him: Caroline had even less in her own purse; and that was all. Barkers word of precaution had secured the diamond ring and studs, and these were converted into money, Mark and Barker equally dividing the spoil. Barker, with his share, took a little tour abroad while the cloud blew over; Mark, as you have seen, went into hiding, and lived upon his part as long as it held out.

Yes, it was an unhappy fact, very debasing indeed after all the glory of Grosvenor Place, lowering as you may feel it to be to this history, Mr. Mark Cray hid himself by day, and slipped out to take the air at dusk in a moustache and blue spectacles. Mark Cray could but be a coward in the hour of trial; he ran from the danger instead of facing it Had Mark but looked the angry shareholders and the trouble in the face, he need not have been so very fearful; but to look a difficulty in the face was not in the nature of Mark Cray. He scarcely understood what he was afraid of; he did not know what they could do to him  whether imprison him or make him a bankrupt, or what; and Mark would rather have jumped into the sea than ascertain. He was exactly like a child who runs away screaming from a dark closet, and dare not look to see whether cause for terror is there. Some of us, my friends, have been sadly frightened at shadows.

When this state of affairs was to end, and what was to get Mark out of his difficulty, he did not at present see. As long as the money lasted he was not unduly anxious. He had great faith in something turning up, he had unlimited faith in Barker; and Barkers letters were pretty frequent, and in the highest degree cheering. Barker happened to have a cousin, about the nineteenth remove, settled at Honfleur, in Normandie, and Barker had steered for the same port, and seemed to be living at ease there. Towards the close of the winter he wrote word to Mark that he had something good in contemplation, connected with Paris, and if it came to anything Mark should share in it But when Marks money was gone things changed. He grew restless and gloomy. He could not starve, he could not go to the workhouse: he must do something. Miss Bettina Davenal would not help them: she said she could not  perhaps with justice. Leopold Davenal had been an expense to her, and was still; he went back to school after the Christmas holidays with Dick, but he was not strong yet, and sundry expensive extras were provided for him out of her pocket That was not much: but a heavier expense had fallen upon her: for she had repaid Mr. Wheatley the two hundred pounds borrowed by Sara. Sara had disclosed to her aunt the fact of borrowing it, and in her pride Miss Bettina had made a sacrifice and repaid the sum. She had none left to bestow on Mark; there was clearly no help to be had from her.

And Caroline? You can take a look at her as she sat in the sun, which was shining into the room this bright day in early April. Perhaps you remember a remark Dr. Davenal once made  that Caroline was not one, as he believed, to bear well the adversities of life. Dr. Davenal was quite right: neither physically nor mentally did they agree with poor Caroline.

I dont know whether anybody gets ill at once under a great shock. Caroline had not. When it fell upon her she was too stunned, too entirely surprised, to be anything but bewildered. It may be questioned if a change so sudden  from seemingly assured prosperity to hiding and disgrace and poverty  has ever fallen. You may feel inclined to question it in this instance; nevertheless, I repeat that I am telling you the simple truth. The reaction had come now, and Caroline Cray gave way sadly. Her cough, that Dick remarked upon, had got well; but she would lie back in her chair all day, and it seemed next to impossible to get her out of it.

But if the body was at rest the mind was only the more active. Carolines hours, in point of fact, were pretty equally divided between outward complaining and inward lamentation. Such lamentation is nearly always rebellious, and so was hers. The blow had been so complete; the change was so very great! All that pomp and vanity, all the luxuries, the carelessness, the pleasure attendant on that one past sunshiny wave in lifes current, to have given place to this! Perhaps the worst mortification, looking back, was that the play now seemed to have been so unreal; as if they had had no right to indulge in it, were such fools to have embarked in it, worse than fools to have believed in it Mortified, fretful, miserable, Caroline Cray seemed to live but in repining and repentance. Mark was different He neither repined nor repented; he was always restless, always expecting something to turn up; and he would stalk up and down the room, giving tongue to all sorts of wild visions of what he would do were he but clear of the world and the Great Wheal Bang.

As he was doing now. While Caroline sat listless and inert in her chair, Mark was indulging a dream of the future, sanguine as a child. He had lately taken to consult the newspapers, and one tempting advertisement in particular had attracted him. Mark Cray was getting that experience which comes inevitably in a life of vicissitude; he had yet to learn how many of these advertisements are but traps for the unwary, how next to impossible to be the one successful applicant, if they are genuine. But ever and anon Marks dream was brought unpleasantly to a break, as the recollection intruded itself that he was not a free man.

You see, Carine, if I were but clear of that resentful company, there are a hundred good things to be picked up. Im sure theres a dozen at least in the paper every day. Thats a splendid thing, I know, that one advertisement of this morning; any fellow securing that

Wheres the use of talking of it? interrupted Carine. It all comes to nothing. You know you are not clear of the company.

She spoke in a fretful, peevish tone. Just at first, Marks sanguine vision? of rising again more gloriously than ever, like a phoenix from its ashes, had somewhat infected her, but she was learning what they were worth: as she had just said, it all came to nothing. Utterly weary was her spirit. Hope deferred making the heart sick; but hope destroyed  and it had come to that with Caroline Cray  maketh it die.

Physical privation tells terribly on the mind as well as the body, and it was telling upon her. They were next door to starving. What made it worse for Caroline was, that hers was a constitution requiring the best of nourishment The Davenals were a healthy family, but there had been a taint in her mothers blood. These physical privations would alone have made Caroline fretful: and she could not help it.

I shall be clear of it soon, said Mark.

But how?

Even sanguine Mark could not detail the precise means by which the emancipation was to be accomplished. Oh, somehow, said he, in his careless way. The company must wind itself up.

Why cant you apply to Oswald?

He shook his head very decisively. I cant face him. And if I did, hed not assist me. He has lost too much, and is sure to bear malice.

Are we to go on like this for ever?

I hope we shant go on so for a month. I wish youd not talk so, Caroline.

How am I to talk? You have been saying the same all along.

Well its of no good your looking on the dark side of things. You are always doing it now.

Caroline was silent for a few moments, when she suddenly lifted up her hands, and her voice broke into a passionate wail.

Oh, if that money had been but settled on me, as Uncle Richard wished! This must be a judgment upon us for defying his last commands.

Rubbish! said Mark.

Are we to go out in the street and beg? she plaintively asked.

Are you going to be a child? One must get a rub or two through life, Caroline. Barker has been down upon his beam-ends five or six times, just as much as we are, but it has always come right again.

She relapsed into a fit of weeping; half her hours, abed and up, were so spent Mark had ceased either to soothe or reproach; he had tried both, but ineffectually; and now was fain to let her weep, simply because he was helpless to prevent it Mark Cray could not be unkind; he was not that; but he was hardly the right sort of husband for adversity. Shallow-minded, shallow-hearted, possessed of no depth of feeling, there seemed something wanting in him now. He did his best to cheer his wife; but the result was not satisfactory.

The fits of weeping would sometimes go on to hysterics; sometimes stopped just short of it As this one stopped. Caroline suddenly roused herself and looked round wearily at the mantelpiece, as if there were a timepiece there, perhaps in momentary forgetfulness. Grosvenor Place had been rich in such; elegant bijoux, worth no end of money.

I wish Sara would come!

Sara? repeated Mark, halting in his monotonous promenade.

I wrote to her to come.

She spoke the words half defiantly. Sara, in consequence of the discovery of Mr. Dick Davenal, had come to see them once; but she was not encouraged to repeat the visit Mark especially was against it  If we have them coming here, we may get dropped upon, he had said to his wife; it would never do. But poor Caroline, wearied out with the wretched loneliness that seemed to continue month after month, and to have no end, had at length written to her cousin.

Why did you not tell me, Caroline?

You might have forbidden me.

Its just what I should have done. We dont want her here. What good will she do?

What good will anything in the world do! I wish I was out of it!

Mark Cray began to ask himself the question whether the expected visit could be stopped now. He had an intense dislike to meet Sara Davenal; we all shrink from meeting those whom we have injured directly or indirectly. But the question was set at rest by Saras entrance, and Mark, after a short greeting, disappeared.

All Caroline did for the first quarter of an hour was to sob hysterically. Sara, in slighter mourning now, unfastened the white crape strings of her straw bonnet, and sat over her in dismay, her sweet face full of compassion for the change she saw.

I want to know how it is all to end, were the first distinct words Caroline uttered. Am I to stop here till I die?

A question difficult for Sara to answer. Is Mark doing nothing? she asked.

He is doing nothing. He cant do anything while that business of the Wheal Bang hangs over him. If that were settled, there are fifty things he might get into. And if it cant be settled, we may both of us as well die at once as be famished to death. For thats what it would come to. Those poor creatures that shut themselves up with the fumes of charcoal are not so much to blame, after all.

Caroline!

Well, I mean it, returned Caroline, a sullen tone beginning to mingle with her sobs. It is all very well for you to exclaim Caroline I as if I were mad; but you dont know what sorrow is. Nobody does until poverty comes.

Sara thought that there were worse sorrows to be borne in the world than poverty. And she was right; bad as poverty, to those unaccustomed to it, undoubtedly is. What can I do for you? she gently asked.

Here we are, buried alive, and nobody comes near us! Sara, if you only knew how I yearn for a home face!  how I lie and cry for it!

Mark  and you also  said I must not come, lest it might lead to discovery.

Neither must you, I suppose. At least, not often. But sometimes I think it would be well if discovery happened. Thered be an end to this uncertainty at any rate. What is Mark to do if the thing cant get settled?

She asked the question in strange earnestness, and Sara was struck with the yearning beauty of the lifted face, of the wasting form. The violet eyes were larger than of yore, the cheeks were of a delicate crimson, and the hands were long and white and thin.

But can it not get settled? returned Sara.

We have nothing to eat, you know. That is, theres bread, and such-like; but I cant eat it Mark will dine on bread and cheese, or a thick slice of bread and butter; and he really does not seem to mind; but I cant O Sara! if I could but have a good dinner!

Sara caught up her breath. What comfort could she give!

Sometimes, when I am sick with hunger I lie and imagine the dinners we used to sit down to in Grosvenor Place. I imagine it, you know; that they are before me now, and I am eating them. Turkey and bread sauce, or salmon and lobster sauce  its nearly always substantial things I think of, I suppose because of my hunger  and I quite seem to taste them, to eat through a whole plateful. Sara, it is true.

Sara Davenal had heard the doctor speak of some kinds of hunger as a disease, and could only suppose this must be one. I wish  I wish I could help you, she murmured.

You cant, I know. You have it not in your power, and Aunt Bettina wont; shes implacable. I did not send for you to ask it. But, Sara, theres Oswald Cray. If you would ask him perhaps he might do something for Mark.

The words startled her. Ask Oswald Cray!

I think if he would listen to any one, it is you. I dont forget how fond he used to be of you in the days gone by. Indeed, I got to think  but I was wrong, I suppose, so let it pass. O Sara, youll ask him for my sake! Dont abandon us quite. I think he might help Mark out of this difficulty. Perhaps he might see the company, and get them to be friendly with Mark; or perhaps hed pay a few of Marks pressing debts. It might not take much money.

But why cannot Mark ask him?

He wont Mark would rather it came to the charcoal  not that anything of that sort would ever be in his line  than apply to Oswald. There was some trouble between them about the money Oswald put into the mine, and Mark has kept away from him since. That is just why I have sent for you. Mark will not apply to Oswald; no, not if it were to save him from prison; and I dont feel well enough to go, and my bonnets shabby. O Sara, when a recollection comes over me  and it is always coming  of the nice clothes I had, and how foolishly they were abandoned, I feel fit to go mad. Any way, unless a change takes place, I shant want clothes long. Sara, surely you will do for us so trifling a thing as this!

To pursue the interview would be waste of time. When Sara Davenal quitted her cousin it was with a given promise to see Oswald Cray. Very much indeed did she shrink from it; as much as she had shrunk from those interviews with Mr. Alfred King: but she saw no other means to help them; and in truth she did not anticipate much would come of this.

Money seemed to be wanted everywhere. Miss Bettina complained sadly of shortness; the repaid money to Mr. Wheatley had crippled her: and Captain Davenals letters to Sara dwelt on his embarrassments. They told her privately how hard up he was, and in his random meaningless way said he should have to run away to Australia and dig for gold, unless some dropped shortly from the clouds. Captain Davenals wife, as it turned out, was only an heiress in prospective; but he appeared excessively fond of her, anxious to supply her with every luxury: and we all know that a married captains pay, without other means, does not accord with luxuries in India.

His wife! Over and over again Sara asked herself how it was possible Edward could have married her, how he could speak of her in the fond manner that he did, if there really existed that impediment. All the trouble and the care seemed to fall upon herself individually  upon her own hidden heart. So long as there existed a grain of doubt, she could not speak of this to Edward; and, besides, the letter might fall into the hands of his young wife.

Personally, Sara had not been annoyed by Catherine Wentworth. Occasionally through the winter and spring she had seen this young woman hovering outside waiting for Neal; twice she had come boldly to the house, knocked, and asked for him. Miss Bettinas keen eyes had seen her once.  Is it one of your nieces, Neal? she graciously asked; pray, invite her in.

Oh no, maam, she is no relative of mine, returned Neal, with pointed emphasis. Saras breath had quickened at the colloquy, but it ended there. She was surprised at this immunity from personal annoyance, and wondered how long it would be hers.

It was a coincidence rather remarkable that Oswald Cray should be at the door when Sara returned home from the visit to Caroline. About once in three months he made a call of politeness on Miss Davenal. Sara met him turning away: Miss Davenal was out, and he had left his card. He would have passed her after shaking hands  his visit was not to her  but Sara detained him, her cheeks in a glow at having to do it.

It is very strange, she exclaimed.  I was but now thinking how I could best get to see you. Do you mind coming in with me for five minutes?

He returned with her, perhaps all too willingly. A great many of us are tempted to stray from the strict line of duty marked out in our own minds. Sara led the way to the drawing-room, and told him where she had been, and what Caroline said. The declining sun  for the afternoon was drawing towards its close  fell on Oswald as he sat listening to her. It was the same noble face that she had so loved to look upon  calm, still, good; but somehow all its youth seemed to have passed away. The eyes had a look of habitual sadness; some silver threads mingled with the dark chestnut hair. She simply repeated Mrs. Crays words, almost as a child repeats a lesson; throwing no persuasive tone, no pleading of her own into it, for she felt that she had no right to do so.

Did Mark Cray wish you to ask me this? he inquired, as she ceased the tale.

Not Mark; only Caroline. By what she said, I fancy Mark Cray feels  feels ashamed to ask you anything.
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And he well may, answered Oswald, the old look of pride unpleasingly crossing his face. I could have borne almost anything from Mark better than deliberate deceit. I cannot, no I cannot forgive it.

Neither spoke for a few moments. Sara had untied her bonnet-strings, and sat with her face a little bent, the eyes raised straight to him in their simple trust. He had one glove off; it was a black one; and he was gently swaying it as his elbow rested on the arm of the chair.

I cannot quite understand what it is that Mrs. Cray would ask me. She cannot seriously expect that I should pay Marks debts. His personal debts alone would take, I imagine, a far deeper purse than mine. I am but making my way upwards, and Mark has taken care to put me back to an extent I shall not readily recover. Pay Marcus Crays debts! It is not within my power, any more than it would be within my will.

Sara was silent, save for a glance. It said how foolish she herself had thought the demand.

I very much fear that Mark Cray is one of those men who want others to  pay their debts throughout life, he resumed. There are such. Were he free to-morrow he would be embarrassed again in a year. To assist such men is no charity.

Do you think anything can be done to clear him of the company?

Not while he keeps aloof. Mark himself must know it to be impossible, or ought to know it The only chance for these affairs to be wound up is for him and Barker to come forward.

Yes, I thought so, she answered. But  Caroline tells me  they are near upon starving!

More shame to Mark! exclaimed Oswald. I cannot describe to you how this affair has pained me. Mark is my fathers son, and his disgrace seems to be reflected upon me. His hiding himself is the worst part of it all. While he does so he is only prolonging the trouble and the ill. Believe me, it would not be a kindness to help Mark. Let him come forward as a man and a gentleman ought; that would be the best help to him.

Sara felt that he was right; but she felt also that Mark would not come forward; and what was to be the ending?  They are living in only one room; it is at

Dont tell it me? impulsively interrupted Oswald, something like anger in his tone. I would not for the world be made cognisant of Marcus Crays hiding-place. People have come to me for it times and again; and I am thankful to assure them in all truth, that I know it not.

He rose, as if wishing to put an end to the subject, and held out his hand to Sara.

At least you will forgive me for presuming to trouble you so far, she murmured. I could hot help it: Caroline besought me very piteously.

His dark blue eyes, so earnestly bent on her, gave sufficient answer, even without the pressure of the hand, the tender tone of the low words.

You should not speak of it in that light If you knew how great a pleasure it is to me for you to ask me anything! I had almost said it is the only one left to me in my matter-of-fact working life. You and I have none too much of such: it seems to me that we both have to suffer for the wrong-doing of others.


CHAPTER LII.

SOMETHING TURNED UP AT LAST.

You might have taken a picture of the group in Mark Crays room to-day, if only by way of contrast to that of yesterday. The living figures were the same: Mark, his wife, and Sara Davenal; but the contrast lay in the expression, in the tone of feeling. Yesterday it had been nothing but gloom, depression, almost despair; to-day it was all hope and hilarity. The cloud had gone from the faces of Mark and his wife, to give place to almost triumphal gaiety. On Saras there was a look of pleasure, mingled with perplexity, as if she would rejoice with them, but as yet scarcely understood what there was to rejoice at Poor Mark Cray! The very slightest straw of expectancy was sufficient to send his sanguine spirit into the clouds. All this change had been wrought by a letter from Barker, which the eleven oclock post had brought Barker, who was another of Marks stamp, had suddenly discovered, or thought he had discovered, that an English doctor was wanted in Honfleur. He wrote over to Mark, strongly recommending him to come and establish himself, and to lose no time, lest the opening should be snapped up. Theres a goodish many English here, said the letter, and not the ghost of an English doctor. If an English fellow gets ill he must die, unless he chooses to call in a French surgeon, and the chances are hell bleed him to death. If youll believe me, they bled a young English lady this week for measles! She seemed ill, and her friends called in a Monsieur Somebody, with a name as unpronounceable as that mine of ours, and he looked at her, and asked a few questions, said he thought she was sickening for some disorder or other, and therefore hed bleed her. Well, he did bleed her, and ordered her some drink, called tissan, or some such name  I always shirked my French at school  which its my belief is made of nothing but sugar and water. Bleeding for measles! The English say to me: What a boon it would be if we had a countryman established here as doctor! So Mark, old fellow, Ive thought of you; and my advice to you is, come and try it until something better turns up. Im off to Paris shortly, but Ill stop here and welcome you first, if you decide to come. I know you hate your profession, and so do I, or I might try the opening myself; but if you dont mind taking it up as a temporary thing, I think you may manage to find enough practice to get along with. Livings cheap over here, and the scenerys lovely, though the town isnt much. Havre is only twenty minutes distance by steamer; its over the water  the manche, as they call it; and Harfleur lies by its side, nearer to us still. We have got an English church, you can tell Mrs. Cray, if shes particular upon the point; we had a splendid sermon last Sunday, preached by a stranger. Altogether, it seems to me to be worth your thinking of under present circumstances, and when the horizon has cleared a little, you can leave the place as readily as you come to it.

And this was the golden bait that had laid tempting hold on Mark. Perhaps to a man under his present circumstances, as Mr. Barker put it, it did look favourable. Estimating things by comparison, it looked more than well. That one present room he was in, the dinnerless days, the blue spectacles, and all the rest of the little disagreeables you have heard hints of, were things to be flown from with the fleetest wings, if they could be exchanged for the position of a flourishing doctor in Honfleur. Mark was on his exalted ropes again, and his wife seemed to have thrown off her sorrow and her ailments.

The first consideration was money. This desirable place could not be reached without some. Even sanguine Mark allowed that Just a little, to allow of their getting there, and a pound or so to pay for lodgings, and carry them on until his patients came in. He and his wife were deep in the difficulties of the matter when Sara interrupted them. She had Come to tell Caroline of her ill-success with Oswald Cray.

But Caroline was in no mood to listen to aught that savoured of non-success, and Saras news was overwhelmed with the other.

Barkers letter was read to her, and Mark enlarged upon it in his sanguine strain.

I knew something would turn up, said he. Barkers a right good fellow not to keep it himself. Those continental towns are charming, if you can put up with the sameness: of course they get a little same after a time. Not all of them, though. We stopped three months in Boulogne once, before my fathers death, and were sorry to come away from it. Only think how this will set Carine up, after all the late bother.

I fear Honfleur is a small place to support a medical man, observed Sara, who could look at the proposal more dispassionately than the other two.

Its a lovely place, fired Mark. Barker says so. Its renowned in history. If the places he mentions are not of note, Id like to know what are. History tells us that? Why, it was from Harfleur that the children of one of the kings set sail and were overtaken by a storm and drowned, and the poor old father never was seen to smile again. Im sure I remember having to learn that in my history. Honfleur a small place! Not support a doctor! You must be saying it for the purpose, Sara!

Well, Mark, I dont think it is large.; but what I meant was, support an English doctor. Are there enough English living there to do that?

Of course there are, returned Mark, whose sanguine mood resented nothing more than a check. Would Barker say there was an opening if there wasnt?

She could have retorted that Barker had no more judgment than Mark; but it was utterly useless, and she held her tongue. Besides, she did hope that Mark might pick up some practice, and any change seemed an improvement upon the present state of things.

It seemed that there was only Oswald to apply to in the difficulty, and Sara was asked to do it. She declined. Upon which Caroline, in a defiant spirit  for she was angry with her  said she would go to him herself.

She kept her resolution. At the dusk of evening, not before, Caroline Cray took her way to Parliament Street, her step quick, her mood defiant still; not defiant against anybody in particular, but against the whole world save herself and Mark.

But when she came in view of the house she slackened her pace, going on slowly and cautiously, as one who wishes to reconnoitre the ground beforehand. What was she afraid of? Of meeting any of the wrathful shareholders of the Great Wheal Bang? If so, it was surely a singular coincidence that one of them should at that very moment be at Oswald Crays door.

He was being shown out by a lady in an inverted bonnet, if the term may be held applicable  brim downwards, crown upwards. Caroline recognised him at once as a Major Pratt, rather an extensive shareholder. Some acquaintanceship had sprung up between him and Mark, and the Major had dined twice in Grosvenor Place. Mrs. Cray shrank into the shade, and drew her veil tighter over her face. He passed without seeing her, and Mrs. Benn, after taking a look out up and down the street, gave the door a bang after him.

Suffering a few moments to elapse, Caroline went to the door and knocked at it. Mrs. Benn had just reached her kitchen, and it went very much against the grain of that amiable ladys temper to have to go up again. Flinging open the door, she confronted the applicant, opposition written in every line of her face, in every movement of her working arms, bared to the elbow.

I want to see Mr. Oswald Cray.

You want to see Mr. Oswald Cray! repeated Mrs. Benn, the tight and disguising veil completing her ire. Well, thats modest! When folks come here they ask if they can see him  and thats pretty bold for young women. What might you want, pray?

I want him, angrily returned Caroline. Is he at home? If so, show me into his presence.

Something in the refinement of the voice, in its tone of command, struck on the ear of Mrs. Benn. But she was at warfare with the world that evening, and her prejudices were unconquerable.

I dont know about that The other night a lady walked herself here, as bold as could be, and said she wanted to see Mr. Oswald Cray; and when I let her go in, it turned out that she had got some smuggled cambric handkechers to sell, and she kept worriting of him to buy for five-and-twenty minutes. Mrs. Benn, says he to me afterwards in his quiet way, I dont want them sort of people showed in to me. But how be I to know one sort from   Oh, so it is you, is it, Joe Benn? I wonder you come home at all, I do! You have been two mortal half-hours gone, and nothing but visitors a-tramping in and out Perhaps youll attend to em.

Caroline turned instinctively to the respectable-looking man who approached the door. I wish to see Mr. Oswald Cray. My business is of importance.

Certainly, maam. Is Mr. Oswald Cray alone? he asked of his wife.

Yes, he is alone. And I should think hed like to remain alone, if only for a moments peace and quiet He cant get no rest at his work, any more than I can at mine.

She stood before Oswald with her veil thrown back, her face working with emotion, her hands clasped. The table was between them. Benn had closed the door after showing her in, and Oswald, who was busy over some tracings, rose and stared in very astonishment She gave a summary of her business in a rapid, breathless manner, as if fearing there would be no time left to tell it in. Mark had at length an opening of escape from the present misery, if he could only be helped to embrace it A surgeon was wanted at Honfleur, and the place was offered to him.

Oswald pressed her to a chair, sat down, and questioned her.

Why does not Mark come forward and show himself? he presently asked.

Come forward and show himself! she repeated. What, and get put into prison?

He must come, sooner or later. He cannot remain a proscribed man all his life. What end has he in view by remaining concealed! What does he promise himself by it?

I dont know.

But Mark ought to know. He must be aware that theres an imperative necessity for his coming forward; that it is a thing there is no escaping. What does he wait for?

He says he wants the storm to blow over first.

The storm will not blow over. Were Mark to hide himself for ten years, and then appear, it would only raise itself again. The very best thing that he can do is to appear and face it.

Then he never will  at least, not yet awhile. And, Oswald, I dont think you are a brother if you can wish him to do it But I did not come here to discuss that she added. I came to ask if you would lend me  me, not Mark  the trifle necessary to take us over the water. I will pay you back again if I have to save it up by sixpences.

She betrayed more restlessness of manner than Oswald had ever observed. Since her entrance she had been incessantly taking off and putting on the left-hand glove. He thought her changed. Her face looked worn, her eyes anxious.

It would be doing you no kindness, Mrs. Cray. Believe me, the only plan open to Mark is to come forward and meet the company. His stopping away makes things worse. Major Pratt was here just before you came in, asking if I could give him news of Mark I am tempted to wish often that I had no connection with him. Tell him to face this.

I will not tell him, she answered, her cheeks crimson, her violet-blue eyes shining with a purple light If you will not advance me these poor few pounds that I plead to you for therell be nothing for us but to lie down and die. I have not  she paused, struggling with her emotion I have not had a proper meal these three months; I feel often sick with want Sometimes I wish I was with Uncle Richard.

Oswald hesitated, whether to ring at once for refreshment or to wait until her emotion had spent itself! He compassionated her with his whole heart What would ten or twenty pounds be to you? she resumed. Ten might take us there; twenty would seem like a fortune. Wont you give us a chance of life?

It is not the money I think of; it is not indeed, Mrs. Cray. But Mark ought not to go to Honfleur while these clouds are hanging over him.

Let me have the money, she pleaded; let me have it I dont want you to give it me to-night, only to promise it to me. Uncle Richard would have done as much for you.

What was he to do? What would you have done, my reader? Upright, honourable, just though he was, he did not resist those tearful eyes, those pleading hands, and he promised her the money that would carry Mark Cray farther and farther away from his creditors.

And now what will you take? he asked, ringing the bell.

Nothing. I dont think I am as strong as I was; and in moments of excitement I feel unable to touch bit or drop. Wine? no, I am not strong, I say; I am not used to wine now; only half a glass of it, and I should hardly walk home.

He did not intend that she should walk, he told her; and he induced her to take a very little wine, but she could not eat. Then he gave her his arm down-stairs.

Mrs. Benn met them in the hall. Caroline hastily drew her veil over her face, but not before the woman had caught a glimpse of her features. Oswald let himself out at the door, and shut it after him, and Mrs. Benn backed against the wall to recover her amazement.

Mrs. Cray!  his brothers wife! them that are in hiding! And the last time she was here it was in a coach and four, as may be said, with her feathers in her bonnet and her satins on her back! What a world this is for change  and work! Yes she have just gone out, that there lady, Joe Benn, and the master with her. And you not up to open the door!


CHAPTER LIII.

A NEW HOME.

IT was an exquisite scene; one of the very prettiest in Normandie. The old town, with its aged and irregular buildings rising one over the other like hanging gardens; the large expanse of water, clear as a sheet of glass, bright with the early sun, stretching out underneath as far as the eye could see; the hills on the right, with their clustering trees and their winding road, leading to the nestling houses in the village of St Sauveur; Harfleur opposite, standing as a background to the plain of crystal, with its old castle (or what looks like one) conspicuous, and its gentle mounts green and picturesque; Havre lying next it almost side by side, with its immensity of buildings and its long harbour;  these were what may be called the prominent parts of the canvas, but were you looking at it you might find the minuter points of the filling-in even more interesting. The whole made a magnificent tableau, which, once seen, must rest upon the charmed mind for ever.

The Hôtel du Cheval Blanc, situated at one end of the town, was perhaps the best spot in all Honfleur for admiring this panorama  unless, indeed, you mounted the heights above. Standing in one of the end rooms of this hotel on the second floor, whose windows commanded two sides of view, the town and the water, was a gentleman whom you have met before. You could not have mistaken it for anything but a French room, with its bare floor, its tasty curtains, and its white-covered chairs. The tables had marble tops, hard and ugly, but the piano opposite to the fireplace was of tolerable tone.

It was the best of the two sitting-rooms in the hotel; better than the one on the first floor underneath, because these windows were low and cheerful, and those were high and grim. This room and a chamber into which it opened (whose intervening door could never be got to shut, and if shut couldnt be got to open) looked right over to Harfleur. For the matter of that the room opened into two chambers, but the one was closed up just now, and we have nothing to do with it. Like most French rooms, it seemed made up of doors and windows.

The gentleman standing at the window was Mark Cray. Resident at Honfleur more than a month now, this was the first time he had been called in to see a patient. A traveller had been taken ill at the Cheval Blanc in the middle of the night, had asked if there was an English doctor in the place, and Mark was summoned.

It was rather a serious case, and Mark had not left him yet The door between the rooms was open, but Mark kept as still as a mouse; for the patient, he hoped, was dropping into a doze. Mark had occupation enough, looking out on the busy scene. It was high tide, and the harbour, close on which the hotel was built, was alive with bustle, Fishing-boats were making ready to go out; fishing-boats were tiding in, bearing their nights haul. The short pier underneath had quite a crowd on it for that early hour; women with shrill tongues, men with gruff ones, who were waiting to tow in a merchant vessel drawing near; idlers only looking on,  their babel of voices came right up to Mark, and had he been rather more familiar with the Norman tongue he might have known what all the gabbling was about. A quiet wedding-party, three men and three women, were taking a walk on the pier, two and two, after the performance of the early ceremony; or perhaps it had been performed the previous day, and this one was the continuance of the holiday,  one never knows; the gala caps on the womens heads  such caps as we may see in pictures  flapped out their extraordinary wings: a sober, middle-aged, well-conducted wedding-party of humble life. They probably came, Mark thought, from some few miles inland, where the water and the boats were not everyday objects, as at Honfleur, for their interest in these seemed intense. Every minute there was something new, as is sure to be the case with a full tide at early morning: now, an entanglement of boats at the entrance of the harbour; now, the snapping of a cord and deafening noise in consequence; and now a flat barge, heavily laden, went rounding off to the Seine, to toil up between its green banks as far as Rouen.

Suddenly a noise as of the waters being cut through arose, and Mark, who was watching the toiling barge and wondering what she was laden with, turned his head to the left. The steamer plying from Havre was coming in  had almost reached the port She had made a fine passage that morning: not twenty-five minutes yet had passed since she steamed out of Havre. The coming in, and the going out again of these steamers, twice each way in the summer days, is the great event in Honfleur life.

In she came to the harbour, swiftly and steadily, rounded the point under the hotel windows, and moored herself in her place opposite the hotel entrance. Mark Cray changed his window now.

Quitting that at which he had been standing, he quietly opened the one which faced the town and inner harbour, and leaned out to watch the disembarking of the steamers live freight I wonder how many of them will be coming into the hotel to breakfast, he murmured. I wish

What he was about to wish was never known. A voice from the inner room interrupted him. And it was not by any means a feeble voice, but rather a loud one.

Mr. Cray!

Mark hastened in. To his surprise he saw his patient, whom he had left in hope of sleep, out of bed and dressing himself. Mark, as medical attendant, made a strong remonstrance.

I feel a great deal better, was the answer. I cant lie any longer. Is not that the boat come in?

Yes, said Mark. But

Well, I told you I must go back by her to Havre, if I possibly could. Necessity has no choice.

Mark could only look his amazement. The boat would go out again almost directly, and the patient stood little chance of having time for breakfast. You cannot go by this boat, he said. Therell be another later in the day.

I cant wait for that I must be away from Havre by an early train.

But I  I dont know that I can pronounce you out of danger, remonstrated Mark, hardly able yet to realise the fact that a gentleman, thought to be dying in the night, was dressing himself to go off by a steamer in the morning.

I know these attacks of mine are bad  dangerous, I suppose, while they last; but once over, I am well, except for weakness. And the long and the short of it is, I must go to Havre by the return boat.

Mark Cray saw that further objection would be useless. The chamber-man (I cant help it if you object to the appellation; the hotel had no women servants) came in with warm water, and the traveller ordered a cup of coffee to be ready by the time he got down. Mark went back to the sitting-room. He would stay and see him on board.

The steamers first bell had rung when the traveller came forth. Mark caught up his hat and gloves. I hardly know what I am indebted to you, said the stranger, placing a thin piece of paper in his hand. Perhaps that will cover it.

It was a hundred-franc note. Mark would have given it back, badly though he wanted money. It was too much; altogether too much, he exclaimed.

No, said the stranger.  I dont know what I should have done without you; and you have stayed with me the night. Thats being attentive. I was taken ill once before in the night at an hotel in France, where there happened to be an English doctor in the town, and they got him to me. But he was gone again in an hour, and in fact seemed to resent having been disturbed at all. I didnt pay him more than I was obliged.

Ah, he had plenty of practice, perhaps, cried Mark, rather too impulsively. But indeed this is paying me a great deal too much. I dont like to take it

Indeed it is not, and I hope you will accept my thanks with it, was the conclusive answer.

Mark Cray saw the traveller on board the boat, watched it move off, turn, and go steaming down the port And then he made the best of his way home, the hundred-franc note in his pocket seeming to be a very fairy of good fortune.

They had come to Honfleur the latter end of April; this was the beginning of June; and poor Mark had not found a single patient yet Mr. Barker had been there to receive them on their arrival How Barker contrived to live, or whence his funds came, Mark did not know, but he always seemed flourishing. There are some men who always do seem flourishing, whatever may be their ups and downs. Barker was in Paris now, apparently in high feather, his letters to Mark boasting that he was getting into something good.

Mark ran all the way home; his lodgings were not far, near the ascent of the Mont Joli. Could scenery have supplied the place of meat and drink, then Mark Cray and his wife might have lived as epicures, for nothing could well be more grandly beautiful than the prospect seen from their windows. But, alas! something besides the eyes requires to be ministered to in this world of wants.

It was a small house with a garden before the door, and was tenanted by a widow lady and her servant Mark and his wife occupied a small sitting-room in it and a bed-chamber above; opening from the sitting-room was a little place about four feet square, which served for kitchen, and was let to them with the rooms. They waited on themselves; it is rare indeed that attendance is furnished with lodgings in France. But madames servant was complaisant, and lighted their fire and did many other little things.

Caroline was in the bedroom, dressing, when Mark returned;  dressing in that listless, spiritless manner which argues badly for the hope and heart It was a pity their expectations in regard to Honfleur had been so inordinately raised, for the disappointment was keen, and Caroline perhaps had not strength to do battle with it She had pictured Honfleur (taking the impression from Barkers letters and Marks sanguine assumptions) as a very haven of refuge; a panacea for their past woes, a place where the English patients, if not quite as plentiful as blackberries, would at least be sufficient to furnish them with funds to live in comfort But it had altogether proved a fallacy. The English patients held aloof. In fact, there were no English patients, so far as they could make out Nobody got ill; or, if they did get ill, they did not come to Mark Cray to be cured. Tribulation in the shape of petty embarrassment was coming upon them, and Caroline began to hate the place. She was weary, side, sad; half dead with disappointment and ennui.

Unfortunately, there was becoming a reason to suspect that something was radically wrong with Caroline. Not that she thought it yet; still less Mark. Dr. Davenal had surmised that her constitution was unsound.

During the time of their sojourn at Chelsea, where Mr. Dick Davenal came so suddenly upon them, and Mark was accustomed to go out to take the air adorned with blue spectacles and a moustache, Caroline, in undressing herself one night, found  or fancied that she found  a small lump in her side, below the ribs. She thought nothing whatever about it, it was so very small; in fact, it slipped from her memory. Some time afterwards, however, she accidentally touched her side and felt the same lump there again. This was of course sufficient to assure her that it was not fancy, but still she attached no importance to it, and said nothing. But the lump did not go away; it seemed like a little kernel that could be moved about with the finger; and in the week following their arrival at Honfleur she first spoke of it to Mark. Mark did not pay much attention to it; that is, he did not think there was any cause to pay attention to it; it might proceed from cold, he said, or perhaps she had given herself a knock; he supposed it would go away again. But the lump did not go away, and Caroline had been complaining of it lately.

On this past night  or rather morning  when Mark was at the hotel with the patient to whom he was called, Caroline had been recreating her imagination with speculations upon what the lump was, and what it was likely to come to. Whether this caused her to be more sensitive to the lump than she had been before, or whether the lump was really beginning to make itself more troublesome, certain it was that her fears in regard to it were at length aroused, and she waited impatiently for the return of her husband.

Mark, this lump gets larger and larger. I am certain of it.

It was her greeting to Mark when he entered and came up to the chamber. She turned her spiritless eyes upon him, and Mark might have noted the sad listlessness of the tone, but that it had become habitual. He made no reply. He was beginning himself to think that the lump got larger.

And it pains me now,  a sort of dull aching. I wonder if its coming to anything. Just feel it, Mark.

Mark Cray drew her light cotton dressing-gown tight across the place, and passed his fingers gently over and over it He was not so utter a tyro in his profession as to be ignorant that the lump might mean mischief. Caroline, with most rapid quickness of apprehension, noted and did not like his silence.

Mark! what is it? Whats going to be the matter with me?

Nothing, I hope, replied Mark, speaking readily enough now. It will go away, I daresay. Perhaps you have been fidgeting with it this morning.

No, I have not done that And if the lump meant to go away, why should it get larger? It does get larger, Mark. It seems to me that it has nearly doubled its size in the last week.

I think it is a little larger, acknowledged Mark, feeling perhaps that he could not get out of the confession. How long has it pained you?

I cant remember. The pain came on so imperceptibly that I hardly know when it first began. What is the lump, Mark?

I cant tell.

You cant tell?

I cant tell yet Sometimes lumps appear and go away again, and never come to anything.

And if they do come to anything, what is it that they come to?

Oh, sometimes one thing and sometimes another, answered Mark lightly.

Cant you tell me what the things are? she rejoined, in a peevishly anxious tone.

Well  boils for one thing; and tumours.

And what becomes of these tumours? she quickly rejoined, catching at the word.

They have to be taken out Is it very painful?

Law, no. The pains a mere nothing.

And cancers? How do they come? proceeded Caroline after a pause. With a little lump at first, like this?

Cancers dont come there. You need not fear that its a cancer. Carine, my dear, you must be nervous this morning.

She passed by the remark, hardly hearing it. But Mark  you say you cant tell yet what it is.

Neither can I. But I can tell what it is not Ill get you a little ointment to rub on it, and I make no doubt it will go away. Caroline was doing her hair at the moment. She had the brush in one hand, the hair in the other; and she paused just as she was, looking fixedly at her husband.

Mark, if you dont know what it is, perhaps somebody else would know. I wish youd let me show it to a doctor.

Mark laughed. He really believed she must be getting nervous about it, and perhaps deemed it would be the best plan to treat it lightly. A French doctor? Why, Carine, they are not worth a rush.

I have heard Uncle Richard say the contrary, she persisted. That the French, as surgeons, are clever men.

He meant with the knife, I suppose. Well, Caroline, you can let a Frenchman see the lump if it will afford you any satisfaction. You dont ask me what has kept me out all these hours! rejoined Mark, changing the topic. I have had a patient at last.

Yes, I suppose that. He was very ill, perhaps, and you had to remain with him.

She spoke in the wearied, inert tone that seems to betray an entire absence of interest. When the spirit has been borne down with long-continued disappointment, this weariness becomes a sort of disease. It was very prejudicial now, in a physical point of view, to Caroline Cray.

Mark took out the note. See how well he paid me! he cried, holding it to her. I wish such patients would come to the Cheval Blanc every day!

The sight aroused her from her apathy. A hundred-franc note! she exclaimed with dilating eyes. O Mark! it is quite a godsend. I shall believe next in Sara Davenals maxim: that help is sure to turn up in the time of need.

In the time of need! It was a time that had certainly come for them. The surplus of Oswald Crays twenty pounds, remaining after the expenses of removal were paid, had come to an end, and neither Mark nor his wife had seen their way clear to go on for another week. It was in truth a godsend; more strictly so than Caroline, in her lightness, deemed.

But the money, welcome as it was, did not take the paramount place in her mind to-day that it might else have done. That was occupied by the lump. Carolines fears in regard to it could not be allayed, and she insisted upon being taken to a doctor for his opinion, without any delay. Mark made inquiries, and found a Monsieur Le Bleu was considered to be a clever man. He proposed to ask him to call, but Caroline preferred to go to him, her reason being a somewhat whimsical one, as expressed to Mark: If he has to come to me I shall think I am really ill. Accordingly they went that same afternoon, and the interview, what with Mark Crays French and the doctors English, was productive of some temporary difficulty.

They started after their early dinner. M. Le Bleu lived not very far from them, but in the heart of the town, and Mark began by calling him Mr. Blue, sans cérémonie. Mark had learned French at school, and therefore considered himself a French scholar. On the door was a brass plate M. Le Bleu, Médecin and a young woman in a red petticoat, grey stockings, and sabots, came to the door in answer to the ring.

Is Mr. Blue at home? demanded Mark. Mossier Blue, chez elle? continued he, trying to be more explanatory, in answer to the girls puzzled stare.

O Mark, whispered Caroline, her cheeks flaming at this specimen of French. Monsieur Le Bleu, est-il chez lui? she hastily said, turning to the servant Monsieur Le Bleu was chez lui, the girl said to them, and they were admitted. A little middle-aged gentleman in spectacles, with no beard or whiskers or moustache, or any other hair to speak of, for that on his head was as closely cut as it could be, short of being shaved, came forward. He asked what he could have the honour of doing for them.

Speak English, Messeu? began Mark. Parle Anglishe?

Yas, sare, was the amiable response, as the doctor handed Caroline a seat I spack the Anglishe, moi.

Oh then we shall get on, cried Mark. Madame here, ma femme, its for her. I dont think its much, but she would come. Thats my name  handing in his card.

The Frenchman was a little puzzled by so much English all at once, and relieved himself by looking at the card.

Ah, cest ça, Meestare Cr  Cr  Craw, pronounced the doctor, arriving with satisfaction at the name after some stammering. And Madame what has she?

Malade, briefly responded Mark. Elle a une  une  lump  come in the  the (whats French for side, I wonder 7) in the coté. Ici, Messeu, touching himself; mais il est très petite encore; no larger than a  a  petite pois.

Clearly the gentleman did not understand. Mark had drawn him aside, so that they were speaking apart from Caroline.

A-telle denfants, Madame?

Oh, oui, oui, responded Mark, at a venture, not catching a syllable of the question, the Frenchman seemed to speak so rapidly.

Et combien? I ask, sare, how many; and the age of them; the age?

Three-and-twenty. Vingt-trois.

Vingt-trois! echoed the doctor, pushing up his glasses. Mais, ce nest pas possible. I say it not possible, sare, that Madame have twenty-three children.

Children! shouted Mark, I thought you said age. She has not any children; pas denfants, Messeu. She found of it before we quitted England  avant nous partons dAngleterre.

Monsieur Le Bleu tried hard to understand.  Where you say it is, sare, the mal? Est-ce que cest une blessure?

Its here, said Mark, touching him now.  It came of itself  venait tout seule, grande at first comme the tête of an épingle, not much more; à présent larger than a big pea  a petite pois.

The doctors ear was strained, and a faint light broke upon it. He had enjoyed the pleasure of conversing with English patients before; in fact it was mostly from them that he was enabled to shine in the language.

Ah, je vois. Pardon, sare, it not a blessure, it a  a  clou?  a bouton? I ask, sare, is it a button?

Its a lump returned Mark, staring very much.  A sort of a kernel, you know. Comprends, Messeu? he questioned, in no hurry, perhaps, to make any worse suggestion.

The doctor gravely nodded; not caring to confess his ignorance.  When did he arrive, sare?

When did who arrive?

Him  the mal, sare.

Oh, the lump. Several weeks back  quelques semaines, Messeu. Pas beaucoup de trouble avec; de pain! mais trouve nervous this morning, and  and  thought shed like a doctors opinion, concluded Mark, his French completely breaking down.

Bon, said the surgeon, wishing Mark did not talk English quite so fast. Madame has not consultayed a docteur donc, encore?

Only me, replied Mark.  Im a doctor myself  docteur moimême, Messeu.

Ah, Monsieur est médecin lui-même, cried the doctor, making a succession of bows in his politeness. That will facilitate our understandings, sare. Has Madame the good  the bonne santé de lordinaire? he continued, coming to a breakdown himself.

Santé de lordinaire!  I wonder what that is, debated Mark within himself Vin ordinaire means thin claret, I know. I no comprendre, Messeu, he confessed aloud.  Ma femme eats and drinks everything.

Is Madame  je ne trouve pas le mot, moi  is she saine, I would ask?

San? repeated the puzzled Mark. Why, you never mean sane, surely! he exclaimed in astonishment. Shes as sane as you or I. What on earth put that in your head, Messeu? she doesnt look mad, I hope!

I no say mad, disclaimed Messeu.  I ask if she  ah, voilà le mot, quel bonheur!  if she healthy?  if she partake of the good constitution?

A recollection flashed across Mark Crays memory of a doubt he had once heard drop from Dr. Davenal as to whether Carolines constitution was a healthy one. Elle a porté très bien, was his answer to Monsieur, plunging into his French again. This maynt be anything, you know, Messeu.

I not like these boutons though, sare.

Which buttons, demanded Mark.

The buttons you do me the honour to consult for. Je ne les aime pas, soit clou, soit tumeur  nimporte pour lespèce. In the place you indicate to me it is like to be a tumeur, and she is obstinate.

Who is, Messeu? asked Mark, in doubt whether the incomprehensible Frenchman did not allude to his wifes temper.

She herself, lucidly explained Messeu. I have held cases that would not terminate themselves at all by any way, no not for the years.

Oh, but this is not a case of that sort, said Mark, half resentfully. A few simple remedies may disperse it.

Yas, I hope, agreed the doctor. I would demand of Monsieur if he has tried the sangsues?

The what? cried Mark, who had not the remotest idea what sort of a thing  sangsues could be. No, I have not tried it.

Jaime assez la sangsue, moi. She is a useful beast, sare. Mark nearly groaned, Whatever had useful beasts to do with this lump of Carolines? Useful beasts? Is it a camel you are talking of? he asked.

A camel! repeated the doctor, staring at Mark. Pardon, I no understand.

Mark was sure he didnt. You spoke of useful beasts, Messeu?

Yas, they have moche virtue, the sangsues. They do good to Madame; they bite her well.

Mark was never more at sea in his life. Roaming away in search of camels, his home perceptions were perhaps a little obscured in that moment. Bite Madame? What on earth was sonsues?

I speak of the little black beast that long when she full pointing to his finger. You call them litch  litch

Leeches! interrupted Mark, with a laugh. I could not understand, moi; Je pensé, Messeu, que vous  vous  speak of wild beasts.

Yas, said the doctor complacently, I thought you understand, sare.

Bon pour Madame, vous dit, Messeu, the sonsues?

Je pense que oui. Mais  but I no say trop before the examen of Madame. I would see the hurt, me. I go to your house, sare, and meet Madame without her robe. I go to-morrow at four of the clock after twelve, if that will arrange you.

So be it, returned Mark, when he had puzzled out the words. Je dis à ma femme que  que  it was of no use for her to call here, herself; youd want to see her dishabillayed. Je vous merci, Messeu.

And when they were walking home Mark said to his wife how very glad he was to find he had kept up his French.


CHAPTER LIV.

A BELL RINGING OUT AT MIDNIGHT.

I WONDER whether you remember that most charming weather we had in the October of that same year 1861. The first fortnight of the month was more lovely than can be imagined of October; it was brilliant and warm as summer.

Toiling up the ascent of the Côte de Grace went Mark Cray and his wife on one of these delightful days. The word toiling would be misapplied to you, I hope, for the way is gentle, the ascent easy; but it was toil now to Caroline Cray. The past three or four months had made a great change in her: health and spirits had alike sunk. As the lump got larger  we may as well call it by its familiar name  the body got weaker, and she felt the fatigue of walking now. Mark and the weathers unusual beauty had tempted her out, and they had taken the way through the town to the Cote de Grace.

Winding up the shady road  and the sun was too hot not to make the shade welcome  they gained the top. Caroline sat down at once on a bench that faced the sea: Mark stepped forward to the edge, dangerous enough if unprotected, and looked down. Was any panorama ever more beautiful? It happened to be full tide, as it was that morning when you saw him looking at it before  the same view, from the windows of the Cheval Blanc. But the same view, extended, enlarged, altogether grander, from the height on which he now stood.

Mark Cray took a glass from his pocket  it belonged to Monsieur Le Bleu, with whom they were now passably intimate  one of those small but effective telescopes rather rare to meet with. Adjusting its focus, he swept it round the horizon. He turned it to the right, and saw the women winding up the hill-paths on their way from Honfleur market, their unbecoming borderless caps of everyday wear quite plain to him. Opposite was Harfleur, flickering in the light and shade; underneath him, beyond the cultivated precipice, were the walks by the sea  if you call it sea  the road winding on afar, the bathing establishment with its seats, and its linen spread out to dry. Havre itself looked rather cloudy from local smoke, but its entrance was beautifully clear, and Mark put up his glass again to gaze at it. Vessels, great and small, were rounding the point A large steamer, which he recognised as the London boat, was turning into it, her steam so full, seemingly so close, that he might have fancied he heard its hiss. A fine sailing vessel was being towed out, to commence her long voyage; she looked like an Indiaman. The steamer plying between Havre and Trouville had reached its midway passage; a little funnelled boat was bearing swiftly on in the direction of Fiquefleur bay; an ugly, black-looking yacht had pointed its nose towards the dangerous bar of Quillebeuf; one of the everlasting flat barges was moving imperceptibly up the Seine; smaller boats and more picturesque were coquetting on the manche, and the Honfleur steamer was coming on quickly, leaving Havre far behind her. Mark extended the glass in the direction of the extreme left, and studied the vessels in the distance. Not a breath seemed to fill their sails. The blue and clear waters of the Seine were not calmer than that sometimes turbulent sea: river, manche, sea, were to-day still as a lake. A fair scene! none fairer throughout the department of the Calvados.

How familiar the scene had grown to Mark Cray he could tell you now. His days unfortunately were days of idleness, and he had nothing to do but look at it from some point or other of the heights. Marks fondly-anticipated patients had not come to him: whether the handful of English stationary at Honfleur preferred Monsieur Le Bleu or one of his compatriots to attend them, or whether they were so disobliging as to keep in perfect health, Mark Cray never clearly ascertained. All he could be sure of was, that he was not summoned. His professional services had been called into requisition but three times, including the stranger at the hotel who gave him the large fee. An English maid-servant had come to him once to have a tooth drawn; she could not speak French, she said, and did not like to go to a chemists shop for it; Mark drew it, borrowing his friend Monsieur Le Bleus pincers  or whatever you call the things  and charged her three francs. He said five at first; but she slightly reproached him, said she could have it done in a shop for one, and in fact had but three francs with her. So Mark took the three. The third time he was called in to a gentleman who said he had lived in Honfleur six years and had never been ill yet He had now got an attack of what he called La grippe, which Mark interpreted into the gripes, utterly unconscious that la grippe in French means influenza in English. The patient soon got well, despite a little wrong treatment at first; and Marks remuneration was ten francs. That was all he had earned, this ten francs and the three for the tooth, besides the present made him at the hotel.

How were they to get along? How had they got along? They, poor sufferers, looking to the past, could hardly tell. Barker, who was in Paris still, full of wild hopes as usual, had sent Mark once a hundred-franc note in a letter and a promise of more; a little had come to Caroline from Barbadoes, for she had told of her woes; and so they existed somehow. Mark Cray was by no means one to sit down tamely and starve; any hopeless scheme rather than that; but Mark was caged, as it were, at Honfleur, and did not see how to get away from it, or where to travel to. Under happier auspices that lump might not have got so large as it was now getting: had that Great Wheal Bang mine only sent its ore to market instead of getting drowned it might never have shown itself at all; or, at least, not for years.

Mark Cray lowered the glass and turned to speak to his wife, who was seated but three or four yards behind him. Towards her left were those enclosed and accommodating gardens of entertainment, where you might order a dinner and eat it al fresco, or where you might take your own basket of provisions and they would bring you drink from the house, wine, milk, beer, lemonade, or coffee, at choice. Behind her, looking beyond, rose the little Chapelle de Nôtre-Dame-de-Grâce, on whose interior walls were recorded accounts of devoted pilgrims who had toiled on crutches up to the shrine, and whose faith Our Lady had rewarded by an instantaneous cure, whereupon they went down rejoicing, leaving their crutches behind them, a memento of the miracle. On the right was the small building called, surely by courtesy, the Observatoire, where innumerable wonders might be seen for two sous. And on the near plateau close around was many a bench similar to the one occupied by Mrs. Cray; the grass forming a carpet underfoot, the trees a shade overhead. A pleasant spot to rest in on a summers day; a charming tableau to look upon in silence.

Wont you come and have a look, Caroline? I dont think I ever saw the atmosphere so clear on a brilliant day.

She only shook her head by way of answer: wearily, despondently.

The boats coming in, he resumed. Two minutes more, and shell pass us. Youll like to see her go by.

I cant Mark. My side is paining me worse then ever. I must not walk up the hill again.

It was a very obstinate side, as M. Le Bleu would express it, a very persistent, provoking lump, and that renowned practitioner  who was really a skilful man, for all his obscure English  had formed his own opinion upon it. It baffled him and his remedies persistently. Even those highly-regarded bêtes, the sangsues, had tried their best to subdue it  and tried in vain. Evidently the effective remedy was not sangsues. The lump had had its own way all these months. It had been growing larger and larger, giving by degrees more and more pain. Monsieur Le Bleu had once hinted his doubts of a tumeur fibreuse, and Mark had politely retorted that he was an idiot to fancy such things. What the end of it all was to be  of the disease, of the semi-starvation, of the next to impossibility to go on in Honfleur, and the equal impossibility to get away from it, of Mark Crays little difficulty with England and the shareholders of the old company  would take a wiser head than either Carolines or Marks to tell.

This day has been noticed because it was a sort of turning-point in this persistent malady: not a turning for better but for worse. Whether the walk up the hill injured her  for perhaps she had grown really unfit for it  or whether the disease itself made a sudden leap onwards, certain it was that poor Mrs. Cray never went up the Côte de Grace again. She walked home with Mark very slowly, and fainted when she got in. Mark did not like her look, and ran off for Monsieur Le Bleu. It was only the fatigue, she said to them: but the next morning she did not rise from her bed.

Several weeks dragged themselves slowly on, Caroline growing worse and weaker. An idea arose to her  it may have almost been called a morbid fancy  that if her Uncle Richard were alive and at hand, her cure would be certain and speedy. From him it was natural perhaps that her hopes should stray to other English doctors; not young men such as Mark, but men of note, of experience, of known skill; and a full persuasion took possession of her mind that she had only to go to London to be made well. It grew too strong for any sort of counter-argument or resistance; it became a mania: to remain in Honfleur was to die; to go to England and the English faculty would be cure and life.

Mark would have gratified the wish had it been in his power; but how was he to find the money? But for Barker, they could not have gone on at all. He sent a trifle to Mark from time to time, and they managed to get along with it. Once, when they were at a very low ebb Mark bad written a pitiful account of their state to his brother Oswald, and a ten-pound note came back again. Ah! what a contrast was this to the prosperity that might have been theirs at Hallingham!

Winter had come now. December was in; its first days were rapidly passing; and so intense had grown Carolines yearning for home that Monsieur Le Bleu himself said to keep her would be to kill her.  It would only be the passage-money, Mark, she reiterated ten times in a day. I should go straight to Aunt Bettinas. Angry as she was with us for leaving Hallingham, shed not refuse to take me in. Mark, Mark! only the passage-money!

And Mark, thus piteously appealed to, began to think he must do something desperate to get the passage-money. Perhaps he would, if he had only known what But while Mark was thinking of it help arrived, in the shape of a hundred-franc note from Barker. Things were beginning to look up with him he wrote. Perhaps he meant this as an earnest of it.

Divide it, Mark, she said, with feverish cheeks. I know how badly you want it here: but I want it badly too. I want help, I want medical skill; divide it between us: fifty francs will take me over.

And so it was done. How willingly Mark would have given. her the whole!  but that was impossible. How willingly he would have gone with her to take care of her on the voyage!  but that was impossible. Mark Cray might not show his face in London. He took her as far as he could, and that was to Havre. On the morning after the arrival of Barkers letter and its inclosure they were off: and so great an effect had the knowledge that she was really going wrought on Caroline, that she seemed to have recovered health and strength in a manner little short of miraculous.

She walked down to the Honfleur boat; she would walk; she was quite well enough to walk, she said. As they turned out of the house the postman was approaching it, selecting a letter from his bundle.

Pour Madame, he said, giving it to Mark.

It was from Sara: they could see that by the handwriting. Caroline thrust it into her pocket There was not time for reading letters there; the bell of the starting boat had sounded over the town, and they and the man behind, who was wheeling Carolines trunk on a barrow, had much ado to catch it. They read the letter going over. It was merely a friendly letter of news, the chief item of which news was, that they were expecting Captain Davenal and his wife hourly from India.

Then, Caroline, they wont be able to take you in, was Mark Crays remark.

Oh, yes, yes, it can be managed, was her answer, so feverishly and eagerly delivered that Mark suspected she feared he might wish to detain her; and he said no more.

But now, when they reached Havre, Mark discovered that he and Caroline between them had made a very stupid mistake as to the departure of the London boat He afterwards found that they had inadvertently consulted the list of departures for November, instead of December. There was no London steamer departing from Havre that day.

They stood on what is called the English Quai, Caroline weak, sick, depressed. A check of this kind thrown upon one in her state of health is as very despair. Opposite to them was moored a small English steamer; a board upon her, on which was inscribed for London, indicating her destination. I could go by that, she said, feverishly; Mark, I could go by that.

I dont think it is a passenger boat, was Marks reply.

They advanced to the edge of the quai and looked down. Two or three men, apparently English, were taking bales of goods on board by means of a crane. Is this a passenger boat? Mark asked them.

No sir. Shes for goods.

The answer was unmistakably English. A stout, middle-aged, respectable-looking man, who was seated across a bar, watching the men and smoking a pipe, looked up and inquired of Mark why he asked.

It was the master of the vessel. They got into conversation with him, and told him their dilemma. He was a kind-hearted man, and he offered to convey the lady to London if she could put up with the accommodation. She was quite welcome to go with them, free of expense, he said, and his wife had come the trip with him this time, so shed not, as it were, be alone on board. How eagerly Mrs. Cray seized upon the offer, rather than go home again to wait a day or two for the regular boat, Ill leave you to judge.

She went at once on board, and the vessel got out of harbour in the course of the afternoon, the master saying they should make London on the afternoon of the following day. But theres no time to linger over this part, or to give any details of the voyage; it is enough to say that the passage, from unavoidable causes, was an unusually slow one, and they did not reach their destination in the Thames until late in the evening. It was a memorable day for us that; Saturday the 14th of December; a day of sadness irreparable for our land. Not quite yet, however, had the hour of calamity come; and the astounding grief, half paralysing England with its suddenness, had not fully broken upon it. It was getting on for ten oclock before Mrs. Cray was able to leave the steamer. To present herself, an unexpected intruder, at Miss Davenals at midnight was not to be thought of. All the way over she had been revolving the news contained in Saras letter, of which she had made so light to Mark: should Captain Davenal and his wife have arrived, she did not think there would be room for her; and the untoward lateness of the hour increased her difficulty.

There came a thought flashing into her mind, welcome as a ray of light I wonder if Watton could take me in for the night?

Her kind friends, the captain and his wife  and very kind and hospitable they had been to her  had a cab called, and Mrs. Cray and her trunk were placed in it, a tide-waiter allowing the disembarkment She was then driven to St Pauls Churchyard.

Watton came out in a state of wonder. A lady in a cab inquiring for her! Perhaps it was not lessened when she recognised Mrs. Cray: but Mrs. Cray looking so awfully ill, so greatly changed! Watton, always of a demonstrative temper, could not conceal her shock of dismay; and perhaps the womans words first imparted to Caroline a suspicion of what her real state might be. Always with Mark, he could not detect the ravages in her face as a stranger detected them; and the recent voyage of course added its evil effects to her looks.

Watton, could you take me in for the night?

She was too fatigued, too worn and ill to enter upon her demand with introductory circumlocution. Watton only stared in reply. This, coupled with Mrs. Crays appearance, momentarily took her wits away.

I could lie on a sofa, or on a blanket put down on the carpet, anywhere just for to-night. I dont like to go on so late to Aunt Bettinas; they do not expect me, and will have gone to bed. And you know what she is, Watton.

To be sure I can take you in, Miss Caroline, returned Watton, recovering herself partially, and warming to the poor sick girl. Thirty hours in a steamer! My goodness! And they are horrid things always. I crossed over to Jersey once in my young days, and I shall never forget it Of course you cant go on to Pimlico tonight Bring in the trunk, cabman.

The trunk was placed inside the passage, the man paid and dismissed, and Watton was closing the street-door, when it was pushed against She flung it open with an impatient word, and a gentleman entered. Watton was token by surprise. I beg your pardon, sir, Im sure. I thought it was the cabman wanting to stand out for another sixpence.

He passed her with a smile, glanced at Caroline and the trunk, and was making his way up the stairs, when she again addressed him, Is there any fresh news, sir?

Yes, and it is not good, Mrs. Watton, he replied, turning to speak. Report says that a telegram has been received from Windsor, stating that there is no hope; that the Prince is rapidly sinking. His voice was low, his manner subdued; and he raised his hat with unconscious reverence while he gave the answer. Watton lost her breath.

It may not be true, sir! it may not be true!

I trust indeed it is not.

But, sir, was there not hope this afternoon?

According to the report that reached us, there was. Could the Prince only bear up through this one night all would be well.

He passed up the stairs as he spoke. Watton led the way into a sitting-room at the back of the house, and Mrs. Cray followed her in perplexed silence, in eager curiosity, unable to understand the words she had heard.

That great and good Prince, whom England knew too little, and whom to know was to love, was indeed lying in extremis in the castle that had been his many years home. On that calm, clear, soft December night, when the streets of London were alive with bustle and pleasure, there was a dying bed not many miles away from it, around whose hushed stillness knelt Englands sovereign, Englands royal children. The gracious and benignant Prince, the faithful consort, the loyal husband, the tender anxious father, was winging his flight away; sinking gradually but surely from those loving arms, those tearful eyes, those yearning prayers, which could not keep him.

London had been shocked that day. Not so shocked as she might have been; for perhaps not one living man within her walls realised to his mind the possibility of the worst. Death!  for him! It was impossible to contemplate it: and from the first duke in the land down to the little pauper boys who sold for a penny the newspapers containing the bulletins none did seriously fear it Mrs. Cray listened as one aroused out of a dream. The Prince ill!  ill unto danger! The Prince who had been associated in mens minds as one enshrined in a bright halo of prosperity, in the very sunshine of happiness!  who had looked down from his dizzy height on other men as if he stood above the world! It seemed incredible. Watton gave the details, so far as they were known to the general public; the few days illness, the apprehensions excited on the Friday, the fluctuating accounts of that same day; the unfavourable news of the morning, the afternoons opinion of the medical men at Windsor, that if the Prince could only bear up through that one night  the night now entered upon  all would be well. And now the latest tidings were that he was sinking!

Mrs. Cray forgot her own weakness, her fatigue, in these allabsorbing tidings. But it was as impossible for her to believe in the worst for him as it had been for the public. A few minutes of awestruck consternation, and hope reasserted its supremacy in her heart. Nay, not only hope, but a certainty that it would be well. I honestly believe that such was the prevailing feeling in every breast. It was so hard, it was so hard to look upon the reverse side of the picture.

We had heard nothing of this at Honfleur!

And we cant be said to have heard much of it here until today, Was Wattons answer. It has come upon us with startling suddenness. Oh, if we can but get better tidings in the morning!

We shall be sure to do that, Watton, said Caroline, in a low, hopeful tone. Death surely could not come to him,

Watton made her some tea, and she sat over the fire in the sitting-room while she drank it. She could not eat: generally her appetite was good, but fatigue and excitement had taken it away to-night She told of her residence in the French town, she hinted slightly at their want of success, and Watton looked grave as she spoke of her side.

You think the London doctors can cure you, Miss Caroline?  for the old name came far more familiar to Watton than the new one.

I did think so, replied Caroline, feeling that the strong conviction of this, which had amounted to a disease in Honfleur, had in some unexplainable manner gone out of her. I seem not to be sure of it, as I was before I came.

And shall you make a long stay in London?

About a week. I have come for advice only, not to stay to be cured. Aunt Bettinas is no house for me; and perhaps I cannot even stay there at all. Captain Davenal and his wife may have arrived.

She heaved a sigh of weary despondency. Watton urged her to retire; but Caroline felt at rest in the easy chair, and still sat on. It was so long since she had seen a home face, or conversed with a home tongue.

Who was that gentleman who passed us as I was coming in? she asked, he who spoke of the Prince? And Watton replied that it was Mr. Comyng, a junior partner of the house, and the only one of the partners who resided there.

It wanted scarce a quarter to twelve when Caroline at length went up-stairs to a very high bedroom. Whether it was Wattons room or not Caroline did not know, but it bad been made cheery. The curtains and bed were white and pleasant-looking, and a fire sparkled in the grate. Watton would have stayed with her to help her undress, but Caroline preferred to be alone.

When left to herself, she drew aside the window-curtains, and saw that the room faced the front: there stood old St. Pauls, grim and formidable, and apparently so close to her that she might have fancied it within a leap. Letting the curtain remain open, she sat down at the fire, before which was drawn a chair as easy as the one down-stairs.

She sat with her head pillowed on the high arm, gazing at the blaze, and musing over present events. Their strangely uncertain life at Honfleur, poor Marks position and poverty, her own malady and the curious manner in which she had lost that eager faith in the result of her journey, her reception on the morrow by Miss Davenal  and with all these thoughts were mingled more prominently the tidings which had greeted her since her entrance.

Unconsciously to herself she dropped into a doze. It was a very foolish thing to do, of course, for she would have been much better in bed; but none of us are wise always. She dozed placidly; and the first thing that in the least aroused her, and that only partially, was the booming out in her ear of a deep-toned bell.

St. Pauls clock striking twelve, was the supposition that crossed her mind in its state of semi-sleep. But ere many minutes had gone by she became alive to the fact that the striking did not cease, that the strokes of the bell were tolling out fast and loud as  as  a death-bell strikes out.

It has not been the fate of many to hear the bell of St. Pauls Cathedral strike out at midnight Those who have will never forget it during life. Never, never, will it be forgotten by those few who heard it as it went booming into the air on that still December night, bearing forth its message of woe to the startled hearts of the metropolis.

For a brief moment Mrs. Cray wondered what was the matter. She sprang out of her chair and stood staring at the edifice, as if in mute inquiry of what it meant And then  when she remembered what had been said that night  and the recollection flashed on her with that heart-sickness that generally accompanies some awful terror  she opened the window and leaned out.

Three or four persons were standing underneath, motionless, still, as if they had collected there to gaze at the dark cathedral, to listen to the booming bell. What is it? she called out. What does it mean?

Her voice, raised by excitement to unnatural strength and clearness, was heard distinctly. Those standing below looked up. In one of them she thought she recognised Mr. Comyng. He was standing bare-headed, his hat in his hand, and his solemn answer came up to her in the stillness of the night.

Prince Alberts gone.

A moment of bewildering suspense, while the mind refused to admit the dreadful truth, and Caroline Cray turned sick and faint. And then the sobbing cry burst from her heart and lips  a cry that was to find its echo from thousands and thousands as the hours went on  

Oh, the Queen! the Queen! May God help and support the Queen!


CHAPTER LV.

A DESOLATE NIGHT.

YES, he was gone. Great Britain rose on the Sunday morning to the news, for the telegraphs were at work, and the tidings were carried through the length and breadth of the land. And people did not believe it. It could not be! Why, it seemed but yesterday that he had come over in the flower of youth and promise to wed the fair young Queen! Dead! Prince Albert dead! None of you have forgotten the wide gap in the Litany that Sunday morning; the pale lips of the clergymen, compelled to make it; the quivering, breathless hearts that answered to it. But for the remembrance that Gods ways are not as our ways, how many of those startled and grieved hearts would have felt tempted to question the why of the stroke, in their imperfect wisdom.

But to return to Caroline Cray, for the night was not yet over and the bell was ringing out. When the first immediate shock had passed, she quitted the window and leaned her head upon the counterpane. A solemn awe had laid hold of her, and she felt as she had never felt in all her life. Her whole soul seemed to go up in  may I dare to say?  heavenly commune. It was as if heaven had opened  had become very near. I may be mistaken, but I believe this same feeling was experienced by many in the first startling shock. This was so entirely unlike an ordinary death; even of one of our near and dear relatives. Heaven seemed no longer the far-off mysterious place she had been wont to regard it, but a home, a refuge, all near and real. It had opened and taken him in; in his early manhood; in his full usefulness; in Englands need; when that wife and royal lady had learned to lean upon him; when his sons and his daughters were growing up around him, some of them at the moment in other lands, out of reach of the loving farewell of his aching heart! with his mission here  it so seemed  only half-fulfilled!  it had taken him in before his time, and gathered him to his rest. He did not seem to have gone entirely away; he was only hidden beyond reach and sight for a little while; that same refuge would open for her, Caroline, and others; a little earlier, a little later, and she and all would follow him. Heavy as the blow was in itself, incapable as she was of understanding it, it yet seemed an earnest of the overruling presence of the living God. Oh, what was the poor world in that night, with the strokes of the death-bell sounding in her ears, compared to that never-ending world above, that heritage on which he had entered!

Fatigue and emotion did their most on Mrs. Cray. In the morning she was unable to get up, and Watton wisely and kindly urged that she should not rise at all that day, but take a good rest, and go on to Miss Davenals on the morrow. So she lay where she was, and listened to that gloomy death-bell, as it periodically gave forth its sound; and the bursts of tears, in her bodily weakness, could not be suppressed, but came forth repeatedly to wet the pillow, as she thought of the widowed Queen, the fatherless children.

The days rest did her a great deal of good, and she rose on the Monday renovated and refreshed. A wish had come over her that she could see a doctor and learn her fate before she went to her aunt Bettinas. She had not come to town with the intention of consulting any particular surgeon;  indeed she hardly knew the name of one from another. Watton, when sitting with her on the Sunday night, had spoken of a noted surgeon living in Westminster, and Caroline remembered then to have heard Dr. Davenal speak of his skill: and she determined to go to him.

She went up in an early omnibus through the mourning streets. The bells were tolling, the shutters were partially closed, men and women stood in groups to converse, sadness pervading every countenance. The surgeon, Mr. Welch, was at home, but she had to wait her turn to be admitted to him.

He was not in the least like Monsieur Le Bleu, except in one little matter  he wore spectacles. A silent man, who looked more than talked; he bade Mrs. Cray tell her case to him from beginning to end in the best manner she was able, and he never took his spectacles from her face while she was doing so.  

What she said necessitated an examination of the side. It could be but a slight one there, dressed as she was, but the surgeon appeared to form a pretty rapid opinion. She inquired whether it was curable, and he replied that he could not say upon so superficial an examination, but he would see her at home, if she would tell him where she lived. In her reply, when she said she had no home in London, it escaped her that her husband was a medical man living in France.

What part of it? he inquired.

At Honfleur.

Honfleur! echoed the surgeon in an accent of surprise. Is there sufficient practice to employ an English medical man at Honfleur? I should not have thought it. I was there a year or two ago.

The consciousness of the truth of what the practice was dyed her cheeks with their carmine flush. Her eyelids drooped, her trembling fingers entwined themselves convulsively one within the other, as if there were some sad tale to tell Her bonnet was untied, and its rich white strings (for Watton had affixed these new ones, and taken off the dirty ones) fell on her velvet cloak, nearly the only good relic left of other days. That grave gentleman of sixty, seated opposite to her, thought he had never seen so lovely a face, with its fragile features, its delicate bloom, and its shrinking expression.

She raised her dark blue violet eyes, their lashes wet Misfortune had brought to her a strange humility. Theres not much practice yet, sir. It may come with time.

He thought he could discern the whole case. It is that of some who go abroad; a struggle for existence, anxiety of mind and body, privation, and the latent constitutional weakness showing itself at last.

One single word of confidential sympathy, and Caroline burst into tears. Her spirits that morning were strangely low, and she had no power to struggle against emotion.

I beg your pardon, she murmured apologetically when she could speak. The fatigue of the long journey  the universal gloom around  I shall be better in a minute.

Now tell me all about it, said Mr. Welch in a kind tone, when she had recovered. Theres an old saying, you know: Tell your whole case to your lawyer and your doctor, and it is a good injunction. I like my patients to treat me as a friend. I suppose the practice in Honfleur is worth about five francs every three months, and that you have suffered physically in consequence. Dont hesitate to speak: I can shake hands with your husband: when I was first in practice I had hardly bread to eat.

It was so exceedingly like the real fact, about five francs every three months, and his manner and tone were so entirely kind and sympathising, that Mrs. Cray made no pretence of denial. The practice was really not enough to starve upon, she acknowledged: none of the English residents at Honfleur ever got ill.
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But why did your husband settle there? Was it his first essay?  his start in life?

O no. He was in practice at Hallingham before that, in partnership with Dr. Davenal.

With Dr. Davenal!

The repetition of the name, the astonished tone, recalled Mrs. Cray to a sense of her inadvertence. The admission had slipped from her carelessly, in the thoughtlessness of the moment. Mr. Welch saw that there was something behind, and he kept his inquiring eyes fixed upon her. She felt obliged to give some sort of explanation.

After Dr. Davenals death my husband gave up the medical profession, and embarked in something else. He thought he should like it better. But it  it  failed. And he went to Honfleur.

Her confusion  which she could not hide  was very palpable: it was confusion as well as distress. All in a moment the name, Cray, struck upon a chord in the surgeons memory. It was his custom to take down the names of his patients ere he entered upon their cases, and he looked again at the memorandum-book before him. Cray.

Your husband is not the Mr. Cray who was connected with the Great Chwddyn Mine! he exclaimed. Marcus Cray?

She was startled to tremor. There was no cause for it, of course: the fact of its being known that she was Marks wife could not result in their taking him, But these unpleasant recognitions do bring a fear with them, startling as it is vague.

Dont be alarmed, said the surgeon kindly, discerning the exact state of the case. I do not wish ill to your husband. I was no shareholder in the company. Not but that I felt an inclination for a dip into it, and might have had it, had the thing gone on.

It was not Mr. Crays fault, she gasped.  He would have kept the water out had it been in his power: its coming in ruined him. I cannot see  I have never been able to see  why everybody should be so much against him.

I cannot understand why he need keep away, was the answering remark.

He looked at her inquiringly as he spoke. She shook her head in a helpless sort of manner: she had never clearly understood it either.

Ah well; I see you dont know much; you young wives rarely do. Did you know Dr. Davenal?

He was my uncle, she said. He brought me up. I was Miss Caroline Davenal.

Another moment of surprise for Mr. Welch. It seemed so impossible for a niece of the good and flourishing physician-surgeon to be so reduced, as he suspected she was  almost homeless, friendless, penniless.

She was struggling with her tears again. With the acknowledgment her memory had gone back to the old home, the old days. She had scarcely believed then there was such a thing as care in the world; now  ?

You will tell me the truth about myself, she said, recovering composure. I came to England to learn it. Pray dont deceive me. I am a doctors wife you know, and can bear these shocks, she added, with a poor attempt at a smile. Besides, I seem to know the fate that is in store for me: since Saturday night I have not felt that I should get well.

There was one moment of hesitation  of indecision. Caroline caught at it all too readily. I see, she said, there is no hope.

I said nothing of the sort, he returned.

But I am sure you think that there is not. Mr. Cray thought there might be an operation: the French doctor said no.

I cannot tell you anything decisive now. I will come to you if you will tell me where.

She gave him Miss Davenals address. I am so sorry to trouble you; I did not think of that. A few days and I shall go back to France.

No, replied the surgeon. You must not think of going back. It would not do.

But I came. And it has not hurt me.

You must not return.

He spoke in a tone so quietly grave that Caroline did not like it. Could it be that he knew she would be unable to go back? What would become of Mark? what would become of her? But she could not take up his time longer then.

Is this right? she asked timidly, as she laid a sovereign and a shilling on the table.

Its quite wrong, said he. Doctors dont prey upon one another. My dear lady, do you think I should take money from Dr. Davenals niece?  or your husbands wife? Anything that I can possibly do for you I shall be most happy to do  and I am glad you happened to come to me.

She went out of the house. Why it should have been she could not tell, for certainly Mr. Welchs words had not induced it, but the conviction of a fatal termination, which had but dawned upon her before, bad taken firm possession of her now. Lost in thought as she walked, she missed the turning by which she had gained the surgeons house, and found herself at last in a labyrinth, far away from omnibuses and anything else available.

One directed her this way; one directed her that Weary, faint, unfit to move another step, she found herself at last in a street whose aspect seemed more familiar; but not until she caught sight of a door-plate, Bracknell, Street, and Oswald Cray, did she recognise it to be Parliament Street The temptation to go in and ask to be allowed to rest was strong upon her, but she did not like to do so, and walked on, longing to sit down on every door-step. A little way further and she met Oswald Cray.

When the physical strength has been taxed beyond its power, especially in a peculiar case such as hers, any little break to it of mental excitement either renovates it for the moment or destroys it utterly. It was the latter case with Caroline.

Mrs. Cray! exclaimed Oswald, in surprise. I did not know you were in London.

She caught hold of something in her faintness. Whether pillar, railings, post, she could not have told. Her brow grew moist, her lips white. Oswald hastened to support her.

I have lost my way, she gasped, leaning heavily upon him. I missed it when I came out of the surgeons, Mr. Welch. I came over from Honfleur on Saturday, Oswald; I came to consult an English doctor. I am dying.

Dying! repeated Oswald. No, no, it is only a little faintness.

Not this. I shall be better of this directly. It is my side. Ill tell you about it when the faintness has passed. I thought there was no hope for me. I know it now.

He was leading her gently, by slow steps, towards the house. How is Mark? Is he here too? he asked.

Not Mark. He cannot come, you know.

Is he getting on?

Oh, Oswald! getting on! Theres no practice; and we have not a penny-piece; and  I  I am dying. Oh, if I had not to die abroad! If Mark could but come to me.

Where are you staying? he asked after a pause.

Watton gave me shelter. It was late when the boat got up, too late to go on to my aunt Bettinas, and I called at Wattons, and asked her to take me in. Oswald!  Oswald!

What? he asked, for she had dropped her voice, and her utterance seemed to be impeded by emotion.

I heard the bell toll out for Prince Albert! I was close to it!

Ah!

Oswald! can you realise the feet that he is dead?

Not yet; scarcely yet. It is difficult to believe that he is taken, while we are left. It seems to us, in our finite notions, that theres hardly a man in the realm but could have been better spared. But God knows best.

His tone of pain had changed to reverence. There was no more said until they reached his door. He assisted her up-stairs to the old sitting-room, the same sitting-room, with the same plans and charts and signs of work on its table. Oswald was a full partner now. Industry  trustful, patient, persevering, fair-dealing industry  had met with its reward. Did you ever know it fail? I never did.

Mr. Bracknell had virtually retired from the firm, leaving most of its profit to Mr. Street and Oswald Cray. Had Miss Sara Davenal been the daughter of the still-living and flourishing physician, on whom not a cloud rested, as was the case in the years gone by, Oswald could have asked for her hand now, and given her a home that even he would have deemed worthy of her.

Not having her, however, or any other lady, as a wife in prospective, he was content to let the home remain in abeyance, and lived in the old rooms, putting up with the comforts and agreeables Mrs. Benn chose to provide for him. The first thing Caroline did, on being placed on an easy chair, was to faint away. It was the only time she had fainted since the day in October when she walked to the Côte de Grace. Mark Cray gave fatigue the benefit of the blame then, and it was probably due to the same cause now. When Mrs. Benn came up in answer to Oswalds summons, nothing could well exceed her amazement at seeing a lifeless lady lying in the chair, her bonnet hanging at the back by its strings, her gloves on the ground, and Mr. Oswald Cray rubbing her unconscious hands.

The first thought that occurred to Mrs. Benn was one of wonder how she got there: the second, that it was some stranger who had come to the offices on business, and had been taken ill.

Shes married, at any rate, remarked that lady, as she took up the left hand to chafe it. But nobody would say so to look in her face. Shes like a girl.

Dont you know her? returned Oswald, glancing at the woman. It is Mrs. Cray; my brothers wife.

Mrs. Benn gave a shriek in her surprise. Her! Why, sir, how shes altered! She looks fit

Hush! was his interrupting caution, for Caroline began to revive. Cant we improvise a sofa or mattress, or something of that sort, to place her on?


CHAPTER LVI.

NO HOPE.

IN the same house at Pimlico, and in the same attire as of yore, save that the deeper mourning had been exchanged for rich silks, and the black ribbons on the real guipure cape for white or grey, sat Miss Bettina Davenal. She was not altered. She had the same stately presence, the same pale, refined features; she was of a stamp that changes little, and never seems to grow old. Sara had changed more than her aunt, and the earnest, sweet expression, always characteristic of her face, was mingled now with habitual sadness. She wore a robe of soft grey cashmere, its white, collar tied with ribbon, and bows of the same ornamenting the lace sleeves shading her delicate wrists.

Miss Bettina stood, grandly courteous; Saras cheeks were flushed, and she played with a key which had happened to be in her hand as she rose. Oswald Cray had come in unexpectedly, and was telling the story of Caroline; telling it rapidly, before he took the chair offered him. What with the extraordinary nature of the news, and Miss Bettinas inaptitude for hearing; it was a difficult business as usual.

Come over from Honfleur in a goods-boat, and it didnt get here? exclaimed Miss Bettina, commenting on what she did hear  for Oswald repeated the particulars Caroline had disclosed to him on her revival. And where do you say shes lying, sir?

In my sitting-room in Parliament Street.

The boat is? questioned Miss Bettina, looking at Oswald keenly, as if she thought he had lost his senses. I beg your pardon, Mr. Oswald Cray, I must have misunderstood.

Caroline is lying there, not the boat. I fear she is very ill. She looks so; and she says she is suffering from some fatal complaint.

Fatal mistake! I should think so, returned Miss Bettina. If ever a man made that, it was Mark Cray when he threw up Hallingham. But whats she come for? And why did she go to you instead of to me?

But Sara had drawn near to Oswald. She had heard the explanation aright, and the words fatal complaint frightened her. Do you know what it is? she asked. Is she very ill?

She is so ill, if her looks may be trusted, that I should think she cannot live long, he answered. I came down to you at once.

Something must be done with her; we cannot let her go back to Wattons. If you are unable to receive her, I will get a lodging

But we are not unable to receive her, interrupted Sara. Of course we are not. My aunt

Caroline doubted whether you had room. She has just told me you were expecting Captain Davenal and his wife.

We are looking for their arrival daily. Perhaps the ship may be in to-day. But they will not stay with us: Lady Reid expects them there. Did you not know Edward was coming? she continued, quitting for a moment the subject of Caroline. His wifes father is dead, and business is bringing them home. She has come into a large fortune.

Will you let me understand what this matter is? interposed Miss Bettina.

It recalled them to the present But to make Miss Bettina understand  or rather hear  was a work not speedily accomplished. She even was aware of it herself.

I am not myself to-day, sir, she said to Oswald Cray. I have not been myself since yesterday morning. When the tidings were brought to me that  that it was all over with that good Prince  I felt as I had never felt in my life before. It is not a common death, Mr. Oswald Cray, or a common loss, even had we been prepared for it But we were not prepared. That Royal Lady and her children were not prepared; and we can but pray God, who tempers the wind to the shorn lamb, to love and help them.

Amen! responded the heart of Oswald.

When there was a real necessity for Miss Bettina Davenals relenting in her severity, she did relent. She returned with Mr. Oswald Cray, and Sara went with them. On her way she spoke to him about the rise in his prospects, a rumour of which she had heard from Neal.

Is it true? she asked, bending forward to catch his answer, as he sat opposite to her in the carriage.

It is true that my share has been considerably increased. Mr. Bracknell has retired.

I suppose you will take a house now?

I think not, said Oswald.  Single men dont care to set up a house of their own.

What men dont?

Unmarried men.

Oh. said Miss Bettina. Do you new intend to marry?

Oswald laughed. I have no time to think about it, Miss Bettina.

Miss Bettina did not catch the answer. Some time ago we had reason given ns to think that you were about to marry. Did you change your mind?

It was a home question. Oswald could have joked it off but for that gentle, conscious, bent face in the opposite comer. We have to give up all kinds of fond dreams and visions, you know, Miss Bettina. Youth is very apt to indulge in such: and they mostly turn out vain.

Turned out vain, did she? I must say I did not think she was in a position worthy of you.

Oswald opened his eyes.  Of whom are you speaking, Miss Davenal?

Of you. I was not speaking of any one else.

But the lady? You alluded to a lady.

Oh, the lady. You dont want me to tell you her name. You know it well enough. That young Scotch lady whose brother was ill.

He breathed with a feeling of relief. A fear had come over him that his dearest feelings had been exposed to Miss Davenal  perhaps to others. Saras colour heightened, and she raised her eyes momentarily. They met Oswalds: and she was vexed with herself.

I shall most likely live a bachelor all my days, Miss Davenal. I believe I shall.

More unwise of you, Mr. Oswald Cray! Bachelors are to be pitied. They never get a cup of decent tea or a button on their shirts.

I am independent of buttons; I have set up studs. See, he continued, showing his wrists. And tea I dont particularly care for.

Miss Bettina thought he was serious. Youd be happier as a married man, with somebody to take care of your comforts. It is so different with women; they are happiest single  at least, such is my belief  and their comforts are in their own hands.

The difficulty is to find somebody suitable, Miss Bettina. Especially to us busy men, who have no time to look out.

True, she answered. But whether she heard or not was another matter. Whats Mark Cray about? she presently asked, somewhat abruptly.  Doing any more harm?

I hear he is not doing any good. Theres no practice in Honfleur.  

No politics?  

Practice.

Nobody in their senses would have thought there was. Perhaps he expects to get up a mining scheme there, and dazzle the French.

If he is to do any good for himself, he must come over and get clear of the mining scheme here observed Oswald.

Miss Davenal nodded her head and drew in her lips. It was not often that she condescended to make the slightest allusion to Mark Cray.

Mrs. Cray was asleep when they entered. She lay on the couch hastily improvised for her, dressed, and covered with a warm counterpane. One hand was under her wan cheek, the other lay outside, white, attenuate, cold. Miss Bettina Davenal took one look; one look only with those keen eyes of hers. It was quite enough, and an exclamation of dismay broke from her lips. Caroline opened her eyes and gazed around in bewilderment.

Aunt Bettina! Have they brought you to see me? Will you take me in for a day or two until I can go back?

I have come for you, said Miss Bettina.

Until I can go back! Poor thing! what had she to go back to? A lodging in a foreign land that they might be turned from at any hour, for the rent could not be paid up; scanty nourishment, care, trouble, almost despair. Only Mark to lean upon, with his wavering instability: his vague chatter of the something that was to turn up. Better depend upon a reed than upon Mark Cray.

Sara Davenal had drawn back for a moment, that the shock on her own face might be subdued before presenting it to Caroline. Oswald passed round to her.

Is she dying? came the frightened whisper.

Do not be alarmed, he answered. She looked worse than this when I first brought her in. She has had a good deal of excitement and fatigue these last few days, and that tells upon her appearance.

Yes  but  do you know theres a look in her face that puts me in mind of papas. Of papas as it was the night he died.

It was not often that Sara gave way to emotion. The moisture had gathered on her brow, and her hands were trembling. Oswald gently laid his hand upon her shoulder.

You are not going to faint, surely, Sara!

No, no  and the slightest possible smile parted her trembling lips. I used to think I was very brave, but lately  at times  I have found myself a coward. I seem to become afraid at trifles, she continued in a dreamy tone, as if debating the question with herself why it should be so.  

Wheres Sara? I thought I saw her.

Sara moved forward at the words. She suppressed all sign of emotion as she stooped over her cousin. Caroline was the one to show it now. She burst into tears and sobbed hysterically.

If Uncle Richard were but alive! He could cure me.

Dont, Caroline, dont distress yourself. There are doctors as clever as papa was.

I kept thinking  she turned her colourless face to Sara as she spoke I kept thinking at Honfleur of Uncle Richard; that if the old days could come back again, and I were at home with him at Hallingham in the old house as it used to be, I should be well soon. The thought kept haunting me. And, Sara, I am sure if my uncle were alive he could cure me. I shall never believe otherwise.

She paused. Sara knew not what reply to make. Miss Davenal did not catch the words, and Oswald leaned on the back of a chair in silence, only looking at her as she lay.

Why should this conviction have haunted me? Uncle Richard was gone. Mark kept dinning in my ears that there were other doctors as good as Dr. Davenal, and at last I grew to think so too, because they were English. So I came over; I should have had a fever or died if I had not come; and now I see how foolish the hope was, for they cant cure me. Nobody could do it but Uncle Richard.

Miss Bettina had been bending her ear close to the invalid, and caught the sense of the words. Why do you think nobody can cure you?

I feel that they cant. No: Uncle Richards gone, and theres no chance for me.

They got her ready, Oswald helped her down to the carriage, and she was conveyed home. The only home she would henceforth know in this world. Dorcas stood in the passage, and looked on askance as she entered the house. That the blooming young bride whom she had received into the Abbey at Hallingham little more than two short years before!

Sara gave up her room to her as the most commodious one in the house, herself taking the chamber at the back of it, which had been occasionally occupied by Dick and Leo. Caroline looked round the room as she lay in bed, a curious, inquiring sort of gaze in her eyes.

Have I been in this room before? she suddenly asked.

She had never been in it. Her visits to Miss Bettinas, during the prosperity in Grosvenor Place, were not sufficiently familiar to allow of her entering the bedrooms. Sara told her she had never yet been in it.

I seem to know it all; I seem to have seen it before. I suppose its a sign that I shall die in it.

She spoke dreamily, alluding to a foolish superstition that she had heard in her childhood, and probably had never thought of since. It was not a very promising beginning.

Miss Davenal wrote a line to Mr. Welch, the surgeon, and he called in the evening. Caroline was better then, calm and cheerful. Her spirits had revived in a wonderful manner; but it was in her nature to be subject to these sudden fluctuations.

Shall I get well? she asked, when his examination was over.

I will do what I can for you. The pain I think can be very considerably alleviated.

It was not a satisfactory answer. To most ears it might have savoured of considerate evasion, but it did not to Carolines. Must there be an operation? she resumed.

No.

She looked up at him from the depths of her violet eyes, pausing before she spoke again.  Monsieur Le Bleu said there must be an operation, if it could be performed. If, he said; he did not seem sure. It was the only chance, he said.

The surgeon met the remark jokingly.  Monsieur Le Bleus very clever  as he no doubt thinks. I will see you again to-morrow, Mrs. Cray.

But  stay a moment. Tell me at least by which day I shall be ready to go back. You can put me in the proper way of treatment, and I will pursue it over there.

Not by any day. You must not think of returning to France.

She looked puzzled: there was a wild expression in her eyes. Do you mean that I shall not be able to return at all?

Yes, I do. I say that you must not venture upon the shores of France again. We cant think of trusting you to the care of that clever French doctor, you know.

And before Caroline had recovered her surprise sufficiently to rejoin, Mr. Welch had left the chamber and was down in the drawing-room with Miss Davenal. She bent her head as she waited for his opinion.

Do you wish for the truth, maam? he asked.

Wish for what? repeated Miss Bettina, putting her hand to her ear.

The truth.

Do I wish for the truth? she retorted, affronted at the question. Sir, I am the daughter of one surgeon and the sister of another; I dont know to whom the truth may be told if not to me. It is necessary that I should know it.

Mr. Welch gave her the truth: that there was no hope whatever. At least, what he said was equivalent to that And the operation that she talks of?

It cannot be performed. The case is not an ordinary one.

Miss Bettina was for a minute silent. My brother, Dr. Davenal, always said Caroline had no constitution.

Dr. Davenal was right, returned the surgeon. Mrs. Cray is one  if I may form a judgment upon so short an acquaintance  who could never, even under the most auspicious surroundings, have lived to grow old.

I remember a remark he made to me after Carolines marriage with Mark Cray was fixed  that it was well she should marry a doctor, for shed need watching. A fine doctor, indeed! continued Miss Bettina, irascibly, as she recalled Marks later career. If my poor brother had but known! I suppose it is all this disgrace that has brought it on!

It may have hastened it, said the surgeon. But this, or some other disease, would inevitably have developed itself sooner or later. The germs were within her.

And now what can be done for her?

Nothing in the world can be done for her, as regards a cure. We must try and alleviate the pain. That she will now grow worse rapidly theres not a doubt. Miss Davenal, she must be kept tranquil.

It was all very well for Mr. Welch to say she must be kept tranquil; but Caroline Cray was one who had had an absolute spirit of her own all her life, and an excitable one. When Miss Bettina went up to her room after the departure of the surgeon she found her in a wild state. Her cheeks were crimson with incipient fever, her eyes glistening. Sara, terrified, was holding her down in bed, begging her to be reasonable.

I want to go back at once, Aunt Bettina, she exclaimed, throwing out her arms in a sort of frenzy. He says I cant go back to France, but I will go. What does he know about it, I wonder! I was well enough to come, and I am well enough to go back! Be quiet, Sara! Why do you wish to prevent my speaking? Youll send me back to-day, wont you, Aunt Bettina?

Ill send for a strait waistcoat and put you into that, shrilly cried Miss Bettina in her vexation. This is a repetition of the childishness of the old days.

I wont be separated from Mark. Though he has been mistaken and imprudent, he is still my husband. Its a shame that Mr. Welch should want to keep me here! Dont you be so cruel as to side with him, Aunt Bettina.

For once in her life Miss Bettina Davenal lent herself to an evasive compromise. She promised Caroline that she should go back when she was a little stronger, perhaps in two or three days, she said. And it had the desired effect. It soothed away the invalids dangerous excitement, and she turned round on her pillow and went to sleep quietly.

But as the days went on, and the disease  as the surgeon had foretold  rapidly developed itself, it became plain to Mrs. Cray herself that returning to France was out of the question. And then her tone changed. She no longer prayed in impatient words to be sent: she bewailed in impassioned tones that she must die away from her husband. One day, towards the end of December, it almost seemed that her brain was slightly affected, perhaps from weakness. She started suddenly from the sofa in the drawing-room, where she was reclining, and seized hold of the hands of her aunt in a wild manner.

O Aunt Bettina! Aunt Bettina! if I had not to go over there to die!

Over where? cried Miss Bettina. What are you talking of, child?

There. Honfleur. If I had not to go! If I could but stop in my own land, among you to the last! It may not be for long!

Miss Bettina, what with the suddenness of the attack and her own deafness, was bewildered. I dont hear, she helplessly said.

They have got two cemeteries, but Id not like to lie in either, went on Caroline. Mark wont stop in the town for ever, and thered be nobody to look at my grave. Aunt, aunt, I cant go over there to die!

But you are not going there, returned Miss Bettina, catching the sense of the words. You must be dreaming, Caroline. You are not going back to Honfleur.

I must go. I cant die away from Mark. Aunt, listen! she passionately continued, clasping the wrist of Miss Bettina until that lady felt the pain. It is one of two things: either I must go to Honfleur, or Mark must come here. I cannot die away from him.

The cry was reiterated until it grew into a wail of agony. She was suffering herself to fall into that excess of nervous agitation so difficult to soothe, so pernicious to the sick frame. Sara came in alarmed, and learned the nature of the excitement. She leaned over the sofa with a soothing whisper.

Dear Carine! only be quiet: only be comforted! We will manage to get Mark here.

The low tone, the gentle words, seemed partially to allay the storm of the working brain. Caroline turned to Sara.

What do you say youll do?

Get Mark over to London.

She thought for a moment, and then shook her head and spoke wearily, a wailing plaint in her tone.

You will never get him over. He is not to be got over. I know Mark better than you, Sara. So long as that miserable Wheal Bang hangs over his head he will not set his foot on English ground. I have heard him say so times upon times since he left these shores, and he will not break his word. He is afraid, you see. O Aunt Bettina! throwing up her arms again in renewed excitement what an awful mistake it was!

What was a mistake? returned Miss Bettina, catching the last word and no other.

What! echoed the unhappy invalid in irritation. The quitting Hallingham; the past altogether. It was giving up the substance for the shadow. If we had but listened to you! If Mark had never heard of the Great Wheal Bang!

Oh, those ifs, those ifs! how they haunt us through life! How many of us are perpetually giving up the substance for the shadow!


CHAPTER LVII.

DREADFUL TREACHERY.

MR. MARK CRAY stood on the little bit of low stony ground that bordered the coast at Honfleur, just outside the entrance of the harbour. Mr. Mark was kicking pebbles into the water. Being in a. remarkably miserable and indecisive state of mind, having nothing on earth to do, he had strolled out of his lodgings anywhere that his legs chose to carry him; and there he was, looking into the water on that gloomy winters evening.

But pray dont fear that he had any ulterior designs of making himself better acquainted with its chilly depths. Men in the extremity of despair have been known to entertain such; Mark Cray never would have dreamt of it. There was an elasticity in Marks spirit, a shallowness of feeling quite incompatible with that sad state of mind hinted at, and the most prominent question pervading Mark, even now, was, how long it would be before something turned up.

Not but that Mark Cray was miserable enough; in a bodily sense, however, rather than a mental It was not an agreeable state of things by any means to have no money to go on with; to be wanting it in a hundred odd ways; to be told that if he did not pay up at his lodgings that week he must turn out of them  and the French have an inconvenient way of not allowing you to evade such mandates. It was not pleasant to be reduced to a meal or so a day, and that not a sumptuous one; it was not convenient to be restricted to the pair of boots he had on, and to know that the soles were letting in the wet; it was not cheery to be out of charcoal for the cooking réchauds, or to have but a shovelful of coals left for the parlour; moreover and above all, it was most especially annoying and unbearable not to have had the money to pay for a letter that morning, and which, in consequence of that failure, the inexorable postman had carried away with him.

Mrs. Crays assertion  that her husband never would be got over to London so long as the formidable Wheal Bang threatened danger  proved to be a correct one. Mark had declined the invitation to go. News had been conveyed to him in an unmistakably impressive manner of the state his wife was in, and an urgent mandate sent that he should join her. Oswald only waited his consent to forward him funds for the journey; and poor Caroline hinted in a few private lines that he could choose a steamer which would not make the port of London until after dark, and could wear his spectacles in landing. All in vain. Mark Cray had somehow contrived to acquire a wholesome terror of the British shores, and to them he would not be enticed.

But  has it ever struck you in your passage through life how wonderfully things work round? Caroline Cray was dying; was wanting her husband to be by her side and see the last of her, as it was only right and natural she should; but he  looking at things as he looked at them  was debarred from going to her; it was  judging as he judged  a simple impossibility that he should go. And this great barrier was turning her mind to frenzy, was making a havoc of her dying hours, and increasing her bodily sufferings in an alarming degree.

It did seem an impossibility. If Mark Cray refused to venture to his own land so long as the Wheal Bang held its rod over him, it was next door to certain that he could not come at all. The Wheal Bangs shareholders would not relax their threats except on the payment of certain claims, and who would be sufficiently philanthropic to pay them? Nobody in the wide world. So there appeared to be no hope of Marks return; and the knowledge that there was not was entirely taking from Caroline Cray that tranquillity of mind and body which ought if possible to attend the last passage to the tomb: nay, it was keeping her in a state of excitement that was pitiable for herself and for all who beheld her. If Mark could but come! was the incessant cry night and day. I cant die unless Mark comes.

You have heard that beautiful phrase, Mans extremity is Gods opportunity, and though it may strike you as almost irreverent to introduce any matter connected with Mark Cray as an exemplification of it, what came to pass was surely very like a proof of the truth of that phrase. Poor, erring, shallow-pated Mark! even he was remembered, neglectful as he had been of the Great Remembrancer.

While Caroline was lifting her hands to heaven with a vain cry in which there was no trust; while it seemed to all that there was no human feasibility of bringing Mark to England, that feat was accomplished in the easiest and most unexpected manner. Is it too much to say that a Higher Power was at work in answer to that poor womans despairing cry?  though the human agencies employed were of the least exalted.

Mr. Barker, who was doing something grand and good (good in his sense) in Paris, found it necessary for his own plans to pay a visit to London. And when there, he, to use his own phrase, got dropped upon in other words he fell into the still outstretched hands of the Great Wheal Bang. That it was unexpected to himself theres no doubt; for he was one of those men who believe implicitly in their own luck. Once in the mesh, Barker resolved to make the best of it. He had done nothing wrong, nothing that he could be punished for, and he carelessly told them that his only motive in not surrendering beforehand was the bother of having the accounts to go over. Perhaps it really was so.

Mr. Barkers usual luck attended him now. After he was arrested and had been kept in durance for four days, the shareholders released him. The very shareholders themselves released him; the wronged, irritated, angry shareholders! Surely there was some charm in Barkers tongue! He talked them over to the most miraculous degree; and they took him out of prison, somebody going bail for the single debt on which he had been taken. Now that the thing had come to a crisis Barker was as eager as they were to get it to a settlement, and he went to work with a will. A settlement, however, could not be come to without the presence of Mark Cray; Mark and Barker were both made bankrupts, and it was necessary that Mark should come over  or else never come over any more. So Barker wrote for him.

We left Mark standing on the waters edge. He was all unconscious of these doings at home which so nearly affected him; and he stood there speculating as to what news the letter, refused to him in the morning, contained. By some mischance Barker had neglected fully to prepay it; he had put on a fourpenny stamp, but the letter turned out to be over weight by a hairs breadth, and of course the Honfleur postal authorities declined to give it up.

What hes doing in London puzzles me, cogitated Mark,  for he had recognised the writing on the letter as Barkers. He told me he should not show himself there until the bother was over. What took him there now, I wonder?

He stopped to single out a particularly shiny stone imbedded in the mud, lifted it up with his toe, and kicked it into the water. A little shrimping-boat was making towards him, for it was low tide, laden with its spoils of the day. But it was not very near yet.

Its well that she should have gone over as she did, he resumed, his thoughts reverting to his wife. Heaven knows I should like to be with her; but she has all she wants there, and here shed have nothing. I wish I could be with her! As to their saying  that Welch, or whatever his name is: I dont remember any great light of that name  that shes incurable, I dont believe it. That old Blue said the same, or wanted to say it  such jargon as the fellow talked to be sure!  but Blues nothing better than an old woman. By the way, I wonder how long Blue intends to stop away! Its fine for these French fellows, taking a holiday when they choose, and leaving their patients to a confrère! I wish he had left me the confrère on the occasion, twould have been a few francs, at any rate, in my pocket. The French wouldnt have had that, I suppose! their envious laws wont permit an Englishman to practice on them. Oh, if some rich countryman of ones own would but get ill!

Mark Cray strolled a few steps either way, and halted again in the same place as before; he kicked six stones into the water, one after the other, the seventh was an obstinate one, and would not come out. Dull and dreary did the waves look that evening, under the grey and leaden sky. Thats speaking rather metaphorically, you know, for in point of fact there are no waves off Honfleur, except in the stormiest of weather.

That Mark Crays condition was a forlorn one nobody can dispute. He had no friends or acquaintance in the town; a latent, ever-present consciousness of their straits, their position and its secrets, had caused him and his wife to abstain from making any, and one or two English residents who had shown themselves disposed to be friendly were repulsed at the onset. Not a single person within reach could Mark Cray apply to with the slightest justifiable plea of acquaintanceship and say, Lend me sixteen sous that I may pay for a letter! Even Monsieur Le Bleu, as you have gathered from his soliloquy, was away. But Mark wished much to get that letter, and he was thinking how he could get it at this very moment as he looked out across the water to the opposite coast, to the dark cloud that hung over Harfleur.

Twould be of no use going to the post-office unless I took the money, he soliloquised. Theyd never let me have it without. Stingy old frogs! Whats sixteen sous that they cant trust a fellow? Help must come to me soon from some quarter or other; things cant stand in their present plight. That very letter may have money in it.

Grumbling, however, would not bring him the letter, neither would kicking pebbles into the manche: Mr. Mark Gray grew tired of his pastime, and turned finally away from it. He sauntered through the waste ground underneath the side windows of the hotel, his ears nearly deafened by the noise of the rough boys who were quarrelling in groups over their marbles, made a détour across the bridge, glanced askance at the slip of building grandly designated Bureau des Postes, and turned off towards his home. It was a soft, calm evening in January, gloomy enough overhead, but in the west the sky was clearing, and a solitary star came peeping out, imbedded like a diamond in its grey setting. To a mind less matter-of-fact than Mark Crays that star might have seemed as a ray of hope; an earnest that skies do not remain gloomy for ever.

Mark turned in at his little garden, and was about to ring gingerly at the house door; as one, not upon the most cordial terms with a frowning landlady, likes to ring; when a voice in the road greeted him.

Bon soir!

Bon soir, returned Mark, supposing it was but the courteous salutation of some chance passer-by, and not troubling himself to turn his head.

Et madame? quelles nouvelles avez-vous delle?

Mark wheeled round. It was Monsieur Le Bleu.

Mark Cray extended his hand, and his face lighted up. In his desolation even this French doctor was inexpressively welcome.

I didnt know you were back, Mr. Blue: savais pas que vous retournez, messeu, added he, taking his customary plunge into the mysteries of French.

I come from return this after-midday, said the surgeon. I ask, sare, if you have the news from madame?

Shes worse, and cant come back, said Mark. Plus malade. Not to be cured at all, they say, which I dont believe; pas croyable, messeu. I dont believe the English médecin understands the case. Non! jamais.

Do I not say two  three  four months ago, me? I know she not curable. I feel sure what it was. You call it lump and bouton  bah! Cest une tumeur fibreuse. I say to you, mon ami, you  tiens! cest le facteur!

For the facteur had come up at an irregular hour, and this it was which had caused Monsieur Le Bleus remark of surprise. The bureau des postes had despatched him to offer the letter a second time to Mark.

Has monsieur got the money now? he demanded in quick French, which was a vast deal more intelligible to his French auditor than his English one. If not, our bureau wont be at the pains to offer the letter a third time, and monsieur must get the letter from the bureau himself if he wants it.

What with the amount of French all at once and the embarrassment of the situation, Mark Cray devoutly wished the postman underneath the waters of the manche. That functionary, however, stood his ground where he was, and apparently had no intention of leaving it. He bent over the gate, the letter in his outstretched hand. Monsieur Le Bleu looked on him with some interest, curious to know why the letter had been refused. He inquired why of Mark, and Mark muttered some unintelligible words in answer, speaking in French so excessively obscure that the surgeon could not understand a syllable.

So he turned for information to the facteur. Did Monsieur dispute the charge? he asked.

Not at all, replied the man. It was not a dispute as to charge. The English Monsieur had no money. It was a double letter: sixteen sous.

Ah, no change, said Monsieur Le Bleu, with a delicacy that many might have envied, as he turned his eyes from Mark Crays downcast face. Its a general complaint. I never knew the small change so scarce as it is: one can get nothing but gold. Hold, Ill take the letter from you, facteur, and monsieur can repay me when he gets change.

The surgeon handed the sixteen sous to the postman, and gave the letter to Mark. Mark spoke some obscure words about repaying him on the morrow, and broke the seal.

There was still light enough to see, though very obscurely, and Mark Crays dazed eyes fell on a bank-note for £5. The surgeon had bade him good-night, and was walking away with the postman: Mark Cray was only half-conscious of their departure. Debt did not affect Mark as it does those ultra-sensitive spirits who can but sink under its ills: nevertheless, he did feel as if an overwhelming weight had been taken from him.

He rang at the bell, loudly now, feeling not so afraid of meeting madame, should she answer it. And he lighted his little lamp and read the letter. Read it almost in disbelief, half doubting whether its good news could indeed be true. For Mr. Barker had written all couleur de rose: and a very deep rose, too.

The Wheal Bang had come to its senses, and the worry was over. He, Barker, was upon confidential terms with all the shareholders, shook hands with them individually thrice a-day. There would be no fuss, no bother; the affairs were being wound up in the most amicable manner, and Mark had better come over without an hours delay, and help. The sooner they got it done, the sooner they should be free to turn their attention to other matters, and he, Barker, had a glorious thing on hand just now, safe to realise three thousand a-year.

Such were the chief contents of the letter. Whether Barker believed in them fully himself, or whether he had dashed on a little extra colouring as to the simplification of affairs relative to the Great Wheal Bang, cannot be told. It may be that he feared hesitation still on the part of Mark Cray, and wished to get him at once over. In point of fact, Marks presence was absolutely necessary to the winding-up.  

Mark yielded without the slightest hesitation. If Mark Cray had confidence in any one living being, it was Barker. He forthwith set about the arrrangements for his departure. It would take more than the five-pound note to clear all that he owed in Honfleur; so he paid madame, and one or two trifles that might have proved productive of a little inconvenience at the time of starting, and got away quietly by the boat to Havre, and thence to London.

But, oh! the treachery of man! When the steamer reached the metropolis, Mark Cray walked boldly ashore in the full glare of day, never so much as shading his eyes from the sun with those charming blue spectacles you have heard of, never shrinking from the gaze of any mortal Londoner. Marks confidence in the good-fellowship of the Wheal Bangs shareholders was restored, his trust in Barker implicit: if he felt a little timid on any score, it was connected with his clothes, which certainly did not give out quite so elegant a gloss as when they were spick and span new. Mark stood on the quay, after landing, and looked round for Barker, whom he had expected would be there to meet him.

Cab, sir?

No, said Mark.

Ill wait here a minute or two, decided Mark to himself. Barkers sure to come. I wrote him word what time we might expect to be in  though we are shamefully late. He cant have been and gone again!

Somebody came up and touched him on the shoulder. Mr. Marcus Cray, I believe?

Mark turned quickly. Well? said he to the intruder a shabby-looking man.

You are my prisoner, sir.

What? cried Mark.

You are my prisoner, sir, repeated the stranger, making a sign to another man to come closer.

Mark howled and kicked, and for a moment actually fought with his assailants. It was of course a senseless thing to do; but the shock was so sudden. He had felt himself as secure, stepping on those shores, as any grand foreign ambassador could have felt; and now to find himself treacherously pounced upon in this way was beyond everything bitter. No wonder that for the minute Mark was mad.

It cant be! he shrieked; you have no warrant for this. I am free as air; they wrote me word I was.

Would you like a cab, sir? inquired the official civilly, but not deigning to answer. You can have one if you like. Call one, Jim.

A cab was called; the prisoner was helped into it and driven away  he was too bewildered to know where.

And thats how Mr. Mark Cray was welcomed to London. His rage was great, his sense of injury dreadful.

Only let me come across Barker! he foamed. He shall suffer for this. A man ought to be hung for such treachery.

Mark Cray was, so far, mistaken. Barker was as innocent in the arrest as he was. An accident had prevented his going down to meet the Havre steamer.


CHAPTER LVIII.

THE GALLANT CAPTAIN HOME AGAIN.

CAPTAIN DAVENAL and his wife had been expected in England in December  as you have heard; but the time went on, and February was at its close before they arrived. They had been compelled to land at the Cape in consequence of the illness of Mrs. Davenal, and had to remain there some time. She had come into a very large fortune on the death of her father; a considerable portion of it was settled upon her, and the rest, a munificent sum, lapsed to her husband. So Captain Edward Davenal was once more at his ease in this world of changes.

Gay, handsome, free, sunny, it might have been thought that not an hours care had ever been upon him. No allusion to a certain dark episode of the past escaped his lips when he and his sister met: there were no signs that he so much as remembered such a trouble had ever been. They were the present guests of Lady Reid, and would remain so for a short time. It was Captain Davenals intention to take a furnished house for a term. His leave of absence was for two years; but they did not care to be stationary in London the whole of the period. Sara was charmed with his wife: a gentle, yielding, pretty thing, looking so young as to be a girl still, and dividing her love between her husband and infant son, a fine young gentleman born at the Cape. A dread fear assailed Sara Davenals heart as she looked upon her; for that curious matter, touching the young woman who claimed to be connected with Captain Davenal, had never been cleared up. Not since the previous December had Sara once observed her approach the house: but she had twice seen her in conversation with Neal at the end of the street, the last time being the very day of the arrival of Captain Davenal. It was altogether strange in Saras opinion: if the young woman fancied she really had a legal claim of the nature she mentioned on Captain Davenal, why had she not asserted it openly? If she had no such claim, if she were an impostor, for what purpose had she put the claim forth? There had been no demand for silence-money; no attempt at extortion. However it might be, Saras duty was plain, now Captain Davenal had arrived  to acquaint him with the circumstances.

I have some papers to give you, Sara whispered to her brother at Lady Reids, the night of his arrival there.

Papers? O yes, I suppose so. I shall be with you tomorrow.

So he had not quite forgotten the affair. On the conclusion of the matter with Mr. Alfred King Sara had sealed up certain papers and receipts according to the written directions of Dr. Davenal; and these she waited to put into her brothers hand.

Mrs. Cray was with them still. She had taken to her bedroom entirely now, and was gradually dying. Mark was with her. His difficulty with the Great Wheal Bangs shareholders, and particularly with that one cautious shareholder who had saluted Mark so impolitely on his landing from Havre, was virtually over: Mark enjoyed liberty of person again, and things were in process of adjustment. Miss Davenal so far overcame her repugnance to Mark as to allow him to be in her house, but it was only in consideration of Carolines dying state. They could do nothing for her. They painted her clothes with iodine as she lay on the sofa day after day before the chamber fire; it was the only thing that brought any alleviation to the pain.

It happened that Captain Davenals first visit to the house was paid at an opportune moment, in so far as that his interview with his sister was free from fear of interruption. Miss Davenal had gone to Lady Reids, to see and welcome the travellers. Neal was in attendance upon her, and Caroline was asleep. Mark Cray was in the City; he had to go there frequently, in connection with the winding-up of the company of the Great Wheal Bang.

Captain Davenal came in, all joyous carelessness, telling Dorcas, who admitted him, that she looked younger and handsomer than ever: and poor Dorcas  who was not young at all, and had never been handsome in her life  felt set up in vanity for a month to come. Sara was in the drawing-room. It was the first time of their being alone, and Captain Davenal held her before him and scanned her face.

What has made you get so thin?

Am I thin? she returned.

Dreadfully so. I have been telling Dorcas that shes handsomer than ever, but I cant say the same of you. What is the cause, Sara?

I think people do get thin in London, she replied with some evasion. But let me be rid of my charge, Edward.

She went to her bedroom and brought down Dr. Davenals desk. To Edwards surprise, he saw that it was bound round with a broad tape and sealed. When Sara had placed the papers in the desk, received from Mr. Alfred King, she had immediately sealed up the desk in this manner; a precaution against its being opened.

Whats that for? exclaimed Captain Davenal, in his quick way, as he recognised the desk and to whom it had belonged. Did my father leave it so?

Sara replied by telling him her suspicions of the desks having been opened; and that she had deemed it well to secure it against any future inroads when once these papers were inclosed in it But who would touch the desk? he asked. For what purpose? Was young Dick at home at the time?

Dick was not at home. But Dick would not touch a desk. I would not answer for Dick where a jam cupboard is concerned; but in anything of consequence Dicks as honourable as the day. I suspected Neal, Edward.

Neal!

I did. I feel half-ashamed to say so. Do you remember telling me that papa had a suspicion or doubt whether Neal had not visited some of his letters?

I remember it I thought my father was wrong. Neal! Why, Sara, Id as soon suspect myself.

Well, I can only tell you the truth  that when I found cause to fear this desk had been surreptitiously opened, my doubts turned to Neal. You see, we have no one about us but him and Dorcas; and Dorcas I am certain is trustworthy. But I admit that it was in consequence of what you told me that I cast any doubt on Neal. However it may have been, I deemed it well to secure the desk afterwards.

She had been opening the desk as she spoke, and she took from it a sealed packet and handed it to Captain Davenal. He opened it at once; glanced over its contents, two or three papers, one by one, and slightly drew in his lips.  

What a shame! he burst forth.

She did not like to ask questions. She only looked at him. That they should have bled my father in this manner. Scoundrels! I was away, therefore the game was in their own hands. Did you read these papers, Sara?

I was obliged to read them; to see that they tallied with copies that papa had left. He left written instructions that I should do so.

To whom was this money paid?

To Mr. Alfred King. Dont you see the receipts?

Id walk ten miles before breakfast any morning to see the fellow hung. Its what hell come to.

He told me that he and you had once been friends, she said in a half-whisper.

And so we were. I believed in the fellow: I had no suspicion that he was a villain, and I let him draw me into things from which I could not extricate myself. I was a fool; and I had to pay for it.

In Saras inmost heart there arose unbidden a rebellious thought: that others had had to pay for it; not Captain Davenal.

Did it affect my fathers health, this business? he inquired in a low tone.

I fear it did, she replied, feeling that she could not avoid the confession. I am sure it affected him mentally. There was a great change in him from that night.

Captain Davenal folded the papers slowly, and pushed them into his waistcoat pocket in his usual careless fashion. What a fool I was! he muttered; and what a rogue was that other!

Are they safe there, Edward?

Safe enough until I get home. They will be burnt then, except this final receipt. Oh, if my father had but lived! I could at least have repaid him his pecuniary loss. It took all he left behind him, I suppose, to satisfy it?

Yes; all.

He told me he feared it would, or nearly all, in the letter he wrote me when he was dying. Did things realise well?

No, very badly. There was not enough to satisfy the claim by two hundred pounds. Finally, Aunt Bettina advanced that.

Does she know of this? he exclaimed, in a startled tone.

No, I kept it from her. It was difficult to do, but I contrived it.

You were a brave girl, my sister! I dont know who would have acted as you have! All this trouble upon you, and never to worry me with it in your letters!  never to ask me for money to help in the need!

I thought you had none to give, she simply said.

True enough: I had none; but most sisters would have asked for it I shall repay at once Aunt Bettina; I shall repay, more gradually, to you the half of what my father possessed before this trouble was brought by me upon him. What do you say?  my wifes money? Tush, child! Do you know the amount of the fortune we have come into? It will be but a drop of water in the ocean of that amount If I did not repay it to you, she would. Sara looked up.

My wife knows all. I told her every word.

O Edward! Before your marriage!

Not before. I suppose I ought to have done so, but it would have taken a greater amount of moral courage than I possessed. I couldnt risk the losing her. I told her, partially, a short time after our marriage: the full particulars I did not give her until last night. Last night! Sara was surprised.

She fell in love with you yesterday, Sara, and I thought well to let her know what you really were  how true you had been to me.

Sara was silent It was in her nature to be true; and, as she believed, it was in her nature to be able to suffer.

There were times when I felt tempted to wish I had stayed at home and battled with it, resumed Captain Davenal, after a pause. But in that case the scandal would probably have gone forth to the world. As it was, no living being knew of it, save you and my father.

And Mr. Alfred King, she said. Another name also occurred to her, but she did not mention it  that of Oswald Cray.

Alfred King? Sara, my dear, I dont care to enter into particulars with you, but he was with me in the mess; more morally guilty, though less legally so, than I was. He has never told it, I can answer for, for his own sake.

He always spoke to me of being only a sort of agent in the affair, she said. He intimated that the money was due to other parties.

Was due from himself, then. But it is over and done with: let it drop. And now, Sara, you must allow me to ask you a personal question: are you still engaged to Oswald Cray?

The demand was so unexpected, the subject so painful, that Sara felt the life-blood leave her heart for her face. I am not engaged to Oswald Cray, she said in a low tone. I  I cannot say that I ever was engaged to him.

A pause. But  surely there was some attachment?

A little: in the old days. It is very long ago now. How did you know of it?

Oswald Cray himself told me. It was the evening we went up to town together after Carolines wedding. He knew I was going out immediately with the regiment, and he gave me a hint of how it was between you. Only a hint; nothing more. I suppose  I suppose, more slowly added Captain Davenal, that this miserable business of mine broke it off. I conclude that when Oswald found at my fathers death that you had no money he declined the compact. Its the way of the world.

Not so. No. I do not think money or the want of it, would have any influence on Oswald Cray. In this case it certainly had not. We had parted before papa died.

What then was the cause, Sara?

Should she tell him?  that it was his conduct broke it off? Better not, perhaps; it could do no earthly good and would be only adding pain to pain.

It is a thing of the past now, Edward; let it remain so. The cause that parted us was one that could not be got over. We are friends still, though we do not often meet. More than that we can never be.

Captain Davenal was sorry to hear it. Thoughtless and imprudent as he was by nature himself, he could not but be aware of the value of Oswald Cray. Such a man would make the happiness  and guard it  of any woman.

I think I had better mention one fact to you, Edward, she resumed, after some moments given to the matter in her own mind. You have been assuming that no one was cognisant of that business of yours, except papa, myself, and Mr. Alfred King; but  

No other living soul was cognisant of it, interrupted Captain Davenal. My fathers promptitude stopped it.

Oswald Cray knew of it.

Impossible! he said, recovering from a pause of surprise.

He did indeed. I am not sure that he knew the exact particulars, but he knew a very great deal. I believe  I fancy  that he had gathered even a worse impression of it than the case actually warranted.

Captain Davenal was incredulous. From whom did he learn it?

I cannot tell you. I have always feared that, as he knew it, it must have been known to others.

I tell you, Sara, that beyond you and my father, and King, nobody in the world knew of it. You are under some mistake. Oswald Cray could not have known of it.

Nay then, Edward, as it has come so far I will tell you the truth. Oswald Cray did know of it, and it was that, and nothing else, that caused us to part. He  he thought, after that, that I was no fit wife for him, she added in a low tone of pain. And in truth I was not.

A pause of distress. Unfit as my sister?

Yes. I suppose he feared that the crime might at any time be disclosed to the world.

But how could he have known it? reiterated Captain Davenal, the one surprise overwhelming every other emotion in his mind.

King I blow would not tell; for his own sake he dared not: and we may be very sure my father did not He sacrificed himself to retain it a secret.

That Oswald Cray knew of it I can assure you, she repeated.

He must have known of it as soon  or almost as soon  as we did. From that night that you came down to Hallingham in secret his behaviour changed; and a little later, when a sort of explanation took place between us, he spoke to me of what had come to his knowledge. I know no more.

Well, it is beyond my comprehension, said Captain Davenal; it passes belief.  Good Heavens! if Oswald Cray knew it, wheres my security that others do not? I must look into this.

He was about to go off in impulsive haste, probably to seek Oswald Cray, but Sara detained him. The uncertain doubt, the dread lying most heavy on her heart, was not spoken yet.

Dont go, Edward. You will regard me as a bird of ill-omen, I fear, but I have something to say to you on a subject as unpleasant as this, though of a totally different nature.

No crime, I hope, he remarked in a joking tone, as he reseated himself. It was utterly impossible for Edward Davenal to remain sober and serious long.

It would be a crime  if it were true.

Well, say on, Sara: I am all attention. I have been guilty of a thousand and one acts of folly in my life; never but of one crime. And that I was drawn into.

Captain Davenal did right to bid her say on, for she seemed to have no inclination to say anything; or else to be uncertain in what words to clothe it. It was a decidedly unpleasant topic, and her colour went and came.

I would not mention it, Edward, if I were not obliged; if I did not fear consequences for you now you have come home, she began. It has been weighing me down a long, long while, and I have had to bear it, saying nothing

Has some private debt turned up against me? he cried hastily. I thought I had not one out in the European world. Ill settle it to-morrow, Sara, whatever it may be.

It is not debt at all. It is

Sara stopped, partly with emotion, partly from her excessive reluctance to approach the topic. Should it prove to be altogether some mistake, a feeling of shame would rest upon her for having whispered it.

Its what? Why dont you go on?

I must go on if I am to tell you, she resumed, rallying her courage. Did you ever, before you went out  marry anybody?

Did I  what? he returned, looking up with an exceedingly amused expression on his face O Edward, you heald.

If I heard I did not understand. What do you mean? Why do you ask me so foolish a question?

You have not answered it, she continued in a low voice.

Captain Davenal noted for the first time the changing hue of her face, the troubled eye, the shrinking, timid manner. His mood changed to seriousness.

Sara, what do you mean? Did I marry anybody before I went out, you ask? I neither married anybody, nor promised marriage. I  Halloa! you dont mean that I am about to have a breach of promise brought against me?

The notion was so amusing to Captain Davenal that he burst into a laugh. Sara shook her head; and when his laugh had subsided she bent her cheek upon her hand, and related to him, calmly and quietly, what had occurred. The Captain was excessively amused: he could not be brought to regard the tale in any other light than as a joke.

What do you say the ladys name was? Catherine what?

Catherine Wentworth.

Catherine Wentworth? he deliberated. I never heard the name before in my life; never knew any one bearing it Why, Sara, you do not mean to say this has seriously troubled you?

It has very seriously troubled me. At times, what with one dread and another, I seemed to have more upon me than I could bear. I had no one to whom I could tell the trouble and the doubt:

I dared not write it to you, lest your wife should get hold of the letter.

And if she had? What then?

If she had? repeated Sara. Do you forget the charge?

Its too laughable for me to forget it. Rose would have laughed at it with me. Sara, my dear, rely upon it this has arisen from some queer mistake.

His open countenance, the utter absence of all symptom of fear, the cool manner in which he treated it, caused Sara to breathe a sigh of relief. Half her doubts had vanished.

The strange thing is, why she should make the charge  why she should say she was your wife. It was not done to extort money, for she has never asked for a farthing. She said papa knew of the marriage.  

Did she? was the retort, delivered lightly. Did she tell all this to you?

Not to me. I have never spoken to her; I told you so. What I have learnt, I learnt through Neal.

Captain Davenal paused in reflection. Who knows but that gentleman may be at the bottom of it? he said at length. If he opens desks  I dont say he does, I say if he does  he might get up this tale.

And his motive? returned Sara, not agreeing with the proposition.

Nay, I dont know.

But Neal did not come forward with the tale. It was in consequence of what I accidentally heard her say that I questioned Neal; and I must do him the justice to declare that it was with very great reluctance he would answer me. I heard Neal tell her, apparently in answer to a question, that there was no doubt Captain Davenal was married; that he had married a Miss Reid, an heiress. She replied that she would have satisfaction, no matter what punishment it brought him (you) to.

And Neal afterwards assured you that she was Captain Davenals wife?

Neal assured me that she said she was. Neal himself said he did not believe her to be so; he thought there must be some mistake. She declared she had been married to you nearly a twelvemonth before you quitted Europe, and that Dr. Davenal knew of it.

The story-telling little hussy!

Edward, I confess to you that I never so much as thought of its not being true in that first moment! I think fear must have taken possession of me and overpowered my judgment.

You should have written to me, Sara.

I have told you why I did not: lest the letter should fall into the hands of your wife. And I believe that a dread of its truth made me shrink from approaching it. That very same day I saw the young person come out of the War Office. I did not know, and dont know, whether it is the proper place to lodge complaints against officers, but I supposed she had been to lodge one against you.

And you have seen her here since, at the house?  

Occasionally. She has never been troublesome. She has come, apparently, to say a word or two to Neal. I have never questioned him upon the visits: I have dreaded the subject too much. Only yesterday I saw Neal speaking with her at the corner of, the street.

Well, Sara, I shall sift this.

She lifted her head. Yes?

I shall. It would not have been pleasant had the rumour reached the ears of my wife.

He walked to the window and stood there a moment or two, a flush upon his face, a frown upon his brow. When he turned round again he was laughing.

Did Aunt Bett hear of this?

O no.

Shed have taken it for granted it was true. Had anybody told her in the old days that I had married sixteen wives, and then set the town on fire with a lighted torch, Aunt Bett would have believed it of me. But, Sara, I am surprised at you.

She glanced at him with a faint smile: not liking to say that the dreadful business, the secret of that past night, which had no doubt helped to send Dr. Davenal to his grave, had, at the time, somewhat shaken her faith in her gallant brother. But for that terrible blow, she had never given a moments credit to this.


CHAPTER LIX.

THE SERGEANT-MAJORS WIFE.

CAPTAIN DAVENAL had made light of the matter to his sister. Knowing how unfounded was the charge, the whole thing struck him as being so absurd, so improbable, that his mind could but receive it as a jest. Nevertheless, upon reflection, he saw that it might prove a subject of serious annoyance: such charges, especially if maliciously made and well planned, sometimes cost a world of trouble in their refutation.

He had said it was his intention to sift it. Sara suggested that he should do what she had shrunk from doing  question Neal. Captain Davenal hesitated. If there were any foundation for his suspicion that Mr. Neal might have had something to do with making the charge, it would not perhaps be policy to speak to that gentleman in the present stage of the affair. Better try by some other means to find out who the young woman was, and all about her. It is true that without the help of Neal Captain Davenal did not see his way clear to accomplish this: to seek for an unknown young woman in London, one to whom he had no clue, was something equivalent to that traditional search, the hunting for a needle in a bottle of hay.

I wonder if Dorcas could tell us anything about her? he exclaimed, ringing the bell upon impulse, as he did most things. And when Dorcas appeared in answer to it, he plunged into a sea of questions that had only the effect of bewildering her.

You must know her, Dorcas, interposed Sara. It is a young woman, rather nice-looking, who has come here occasionally to see Neal. She generally wears large shawls that trail on the ground. Captain Davenal has a reason for wishing to know who she is.

You must mean Mrs. Wentworth, Miss Sara.

Mrs. Wentworth! Is that her name? repeated Sara, feeling a sort of relief that the servant had not said Mrs. Davenal.

Thats her name, Miss. She is an officers wife, and is in some trouble about him. I believe Neal is her uncle.

Sara looked up. Neal told my aunt that the young person was not his niece.

Well, I dont know, said Dorcas; I think she is his niece: at any rate, I have heard her call him uncle. I heard her call him uncle no longer ago than last night, Miss Sara.

Where was that? interposed Captain Davenal.

It was here, sir. She called to see Neal. I was passing downstairs at the time from Mrs. Crays room, and it seemed to me that there was some dispute occurring between them. She asked Neal to tell her where Captain Davenal was staying, and Neal refused. He said she should not go troubling Captain Davenal.

A pause from all. Saras face grew troubled again.

What did she want with me? asked the captain.

I dont know, sir, replied Dorcas. I only heard that much in passing. I was carrying Mrs. Crays tea-tray down.

Do you know where she lives, this Mrs. Wentworth?

Not at all, sir. I have never known that.

Edward, she is evidently looking out for you! exclaimed Sara, as Dorcas retired.

I hope and trust she is, and that shell speedily find me, was the retort of Captain Davenal. Nothing should I like better than to find her. I have a great mind to ask Neal openly what it all is, and insist upon an answer.

There was no opportunity for further conversation then. Mark Cray came in. Captain Davenal did not think him improved in any way. There was less of openness in his manner than formerly, and he rather appeared to evade Captain Davenal, quitting his presence as soon as he conveniently could. The next to enter was Miss Bettina. It was the first time she had met her nephew, and she was disposed to be cordial. Miss Bettina had gone forth that morning to visit his young wife, entertaining a secret prejudice against her, and she returned home liking her. The little baby had been named Richard, too, and that gratified her.

A short while later, and Captain Davenal and his sister stood in the presence of this very young woman, Catherine Wentworth. In a room in Lady Reids house, when they reached it  for Sara walked home with him  she was waiting. She had gone there inquiring for Captain Davenal, and upon being told Captain Davenal was out, she asked to be allowed to wait for him.

The sequel of this episode is so very matter-of-fact, so devoid of romance, that some of you, my readers, may think it might have been as well never to have introduced it. But in that case what would become of the closing history of Neal? It was quite necessary, if that gentleman was to have a faithful biographer.

Sara Davenal sat, the white strings of her bonnet untied, wiping the drops of moisture from her relieved brow. So intense was the relief that when the first few moments of thankfulness were past, she looked back with a feeling of anger that her minds peace, for long long months, should have been disturbed so unnecessarily.

They were talking fast, this young woman and Captain Davenal. She had gone to Miss Davenals house over and over again to inquire after him; she had handed Neal more than one letter to forward to him to India; she had been at the house the previous night, demanding to know where the captain was staying, and saying that she would see him; and she had this morning found out his address at Lady Reids, and had waited until he came in.

But all for an innocent and legitimate purpose. Mrs. Wentworth  and she was Mrs. Wentworth  had never seen Captain Davenal in her life before; had never pretended that she had; she was only seeking him now to get from him some information of her real husband, Sergeant-Major Wentworth, of Captain Davenals regiment One train of thought leads to another. Captain Davenal remembered now to have heard that the sergeant-major, a very respectable man, had voluntarily separated himself from his wife, and left her behind him in England when their regiment sailed for India, in consequence of some misconduct on her part. He stood there face to face with the young woman, trying to reconcile this plain statement of facts with the account of past assertions related to him by Sara.

You are Sergeant-Major Wentworths wife, you say, observed Captain Davenal, regarding her narrowly, watching every word that fell from her lips. If there had been any conspiracy between her and Neal to undermine his sisters peace, he felt that he should like to punish both of them. Sara had had enough of real troubles to bear, without having false ones brought upon her.

Yes, I am, she replied. She had a wonderfully pretty face, now that it could be seen without her veil, and her manners were pleasing  nay, ladylike. But still there was the look of general untidiness about her that Sara had noticed before, though she did not wear a shawl to-day, but a black cloth mantle, cut in the mode.

May I ask if you ever allowed it to be understood that you were anybody elses wife? rejoined Captain Davenal, putting the question in the most convenient form he could, and in a half-jesting tone.

Anybody elses wife? she repeated, as if not understanding.

Ay; mine, for instance?

Why, of course I never did. I dont know what you mean, sir.

Does Neal know you are Sergeant-Major Wentworths wife?

O dear, yes. I have done nothing a long while but beseech of him to write to you, sir, and ask if you would speak in my behalf to Wentworth, and make him allow me more, or else let me go out to him in India.

Sara interposed. It might not be wise in her, but she could not help herself: I once accidentally heard a conversation of yours with Neal. You were speaking of this gentleman, Captain Davenal; it was the very day that we had heard news of his marriage with Miss Reid. I remember you said something to the effect that you would have satisfaction, cost what punishment it would to him. Did you allude to your husband?

Yes, I did, the girl replied. And I hope he will be punished yet. I remember the time too. I had had a letter that morning from one of the women who went with the regiment, a soldiers wife. She spoke of my husband in it in a way that vexed me; and she said, amidst other news, that their Captain  Captain Davenal  had just got married. The letter put me up to think that perhaps Captain Davenal could do some good for me with my husband, and I came off at once to Neal and asked him. Neal said he should not trouble Captain Davenal with anything of the sort; and the answer made me angry, and I reminded Mr. Neal that I could say one or two things about him that might not be pleasant if I chose to be ill-natured; and at last he promised to send a letter for me to Captain Davenal, enclosed in one from himself, if I liked to write and state the case. I remember quite well saying that I would have satisfaction somehow, no matter what the punishment to Wentworth. Did my letters ever reach you, sir? I wrote two or three.

Never.

Like enough Neal never sent them, she exclaimed with an angry toss. He said he did; and I have been always asking him whether he received no answer for me.

Is Neal your uncle, Mrs. Wentworth?

I call him so sometimes, sir, when I want to be pleasant with him, but in point of fact he is no real relation. My step-mother is his sister; and that makes him a sort of uncle-in-law.

And you have not  excuse my pressing the question, Mrs. Wentworth, but I have a reason for it  given Neal reason to suppose that you were ever married to any one except Sergeant-Major Wentworth? resumed Captain Davenal.

Never in my life, sir, she replied, and her accent of truth was unmistakable. Say to Neal that I was married to anybody else! What for? It would be childish to say it; he knows quite well that I was married to Serjeant Wentworth. He was not serjeant-major then.

The falsehood then had been Neals! Captain Davenal glanced at Sara. But the sergeants wife spoke again.

Could you interest yourself for me with Wentworth, sir?

Ah, I dont know. It is a ticklish thing, you see, to interfere between man and wife, added the captain, a jesting smile upon his lips. What is your grievance against Wentworth?

Mrs. Wentworth entered on her grievances; a whole catalogue. She required that her husband should send for her to be with him in India, or else that he should make her a better allowance, so that she could live as a lady. She knew he got plenty of prize-money she said, for she had been told so; and she finished up with stating that she had been to the War Office, and to half-a-dozen other offices, to complain of him, and could get no redress.

Well, said Captain Davenal,

Ill tell you what Ill do. I will write to your husband  a man for whom I have great respect  and inquire his version of the quarrel between you. We should always hear both sides of a question, you know, Mrs. Wentworth. When I get his answer, you shall hear from me. To be candid with you, I must say that I dont think Wentworth is one to allow of much interference. He has good judgment, and he likes to exercise it. But I will write to him.

And youll promise to see me again, sir, in spite of Neal? What his objection was, I dont know, but he did all he could to prevent my seeing you.

I dont think you need fear Neals prevention for the future in regard to seeing me, said Captain Davenal, in a significant tone, as he civilly bowed out Mrs. Wentworth.

Well, Sara, and what do you think of Neal now?

I cant understand it; I cant understand why he should have said it, or what his motive was, slowly replied Sara. Oh, if he only knew the cruel days and nights it caused me to pass. Shall you tell Aunt Bettina of Neals falsity?

Tell her! repeated Captain Davenal. Do you think I can allow her and you to be any longer under the same roof with a villain such as Neal?


CHAPTER LX.

LIGHT.

NOT to Miss Bettina, however, did Captain Davenal at once take his way, but to Parliament Street The revelation of Sara that morning  that the one dark episode in his own past history had been known to Oswald Cray  was troubling Edward Davenals mind far more than any sense of the inconvenience wrought by Mr. Neal. They stood together in Oswalds sitting-room, the doors closed. A few words of greeting on both sides, and then the captain plunged wholesale, without any ceremony or preparation, into the object which had brought him.

I have come to ask you a question, he began, dropping his voice to a confidential whisper. How did you become acquainted with that miserable business of mine?

With what miserable business? returned Oswald, in surprise. Dont you recall what I mean? That affair that swamped me Or, Im sure I may better say, swamped my father. The  the  those bills, you know.

Oswald did not know in the least. And said so.

Hang it, Cray, exclaimed the captain, why force a man to speak out? Those forged bills that I put into circulation, and couldnt get back again.

I protest I do not know what you are talking of, returned Oswald. I dont understand what it is you would ask me.

I only ask how you became acquainted with the affair.

I never was acquainted with the affair: with any affair such as you allude to, persisted Oswald. I am not acquainted with it now.

Do you mean to say that you did not become cognisant of that dreadful trouble I got into before leaving England?  The signing of those bills?

I never heard of it in my life. I never heard, or knew, that you were in any trouble whatever.

Captain Davenal sat staring at Oswald. How reconcile this denial with Saras positive assurance of an hour ago? You are telling me truth? he cried, with a perplexed air.

Entire truth, said Oswald. Why should I not?

What then could Sara mean? debated Captain Davenal aloud. She tells me that you did know of it.

Sara tells you so?

She does. She says that  I dont see that I need scruple to speak, broke off Captain Davenal, its all over and done with, I suppose  Sara says it was your knowledge of the affair that caused the breaking off of the engagement between yourself and her.

Oswald Cray was silent. A doubt crossed him of whether the gallant captain could have received some sabre-cut or sunstroke in India which had affected his brain. Captain Davenal noted his puzzled look, and strove to be more explanatory.

When you and I were returning to town from Hallingham the night of Carolines wedding, you hinted that there existed an attachment or engagement between you and Sara. For the first time I spoke of this to Sara this morning. She admitted that something of the kind had existed, but said it was over; and I saw that the subject was painful  one she wished to avoid. So I dropped it. Afterwards, in speaking of this worse business of mine, I observed that it had been known to three people only: my father, Alfred King, and Sara; but Sara interrupted me, saying that it was known to Oswald Cray. I disputed the fact; I said it could not have been known to you, but she persisted in her assertion, and finally confessed that it was in consequence of its coming to your knowledge that you broke off the engagement to her, deeming she was not worthy, as my sister to become your wife. Pardon me yet a moment while I state that I am not here to question the decision; I dont wish to enter upon it at all, except to say that many would have done as you did, after what I, her brother, had been guilty of. All that is apart from the business, and I am only telling you how it came out Sara assures me that it was the sole cause of breaking off the engagement, and that you must have known of it almost as soon as  as my father knew. Now, I want you to tell me, Mr. Oswald Cray, how and whence that affair came to your knowledge. Have I made myself clear?

Perfectly clear, so far as explanation goes; but it is nothing but obscurity to me, for all that. In the first place, allow me to repeat to you that I never knew before now that you were in any trouble whatever. This is my first intimation of it.

And was it not that knowledge that caused you and Sara to part?

It was not. How could it have been when I assure you I did not possess the knowledge? A  a great trouble, of which I would prefer not to speak, did lead to the parting, but it was entirely unconnected with you.

Well, this is Greek, returned Captain Davenal. There was no other trouble connected with the family, except mine. I suppose you mean that it was connected with them?

Yes.

With which of them? There was no scapegoat in it except me.

It was connected with Dr. Davenal, said Oswald reluctantly. I cannot say more.

With my father? Nonsense, if you mean anything wrong. A more upright man never breathed. Fancy him sending forth bad bills!

I could not fancy him doing so, replied Oswald. The matter had nothing to do with money.

Ill lay all I am worth it had to do with me, with my business, impulsively spoke Captain Davenal. I will tell you how it was

Nay, it is not worth while, was Oswald Crays interruption, as he thought how very different a thing was Lady Oswalds unhappy death from the topics under discussion. Believe me, you had not, and could not have had, anything to do with the real question.

But Ill tell you, now I have begun. I and my choice friend, as I thought him then,  Captain Davenal spoke with scornful bitterness,  got into an awful mess together, and could not get out of it. No matter whether it was gambling or horse-racing, or what not; money we were compelled to have. King assured me on his honour that in three weeks time he should be in the possession of several thousand pounds, if we could only stave off exposure until then, and in an evil hour I yielded to his persuasion and wrote my fathers name. The suggestion was Kings, the persuasion was Kings, the full assurance that all would be well was Kings. I dont say this in extenuation of myself; the guilt and madness of yielding were all mine. Well, the days went on, and when the time came, and the thing was on the point of exploding, King had not got the thousands he had counted on: moreover, I found that his expectation of getting them had been from the first very vague indeed, and we had a desperate quarrel. The sneak turned round; threatened me with exposure, with ruin, and I had to go down and confess the truth to my father. He saved me  saved me at the sacrifice of all he had, and, I fear, of his life.

There was a pause. Oswald had grown strangely interested. Captain Davenal continued.

I shall never forget the effect it had upon him  never, never. I speak only of the hour of the communication; I never saw him after that I told him there might be trouble with these bills, to get them at all; that even with the money in hand to redeem them I was not sure the consequences could be averted from me. I saw the change pass over his face; the grey, scared look; and it did not quit it again.

Where did you see him?

At Hallingham. I went down at some peril, after leave had been refused me at head-quarters, getting to Hallingham about eleven oclock on a Sunday night. I stayed an hour or so with my father in his study, and then went back to the station again, for I had to be at my post on duty the following morning. No one at home knew of my visit I tapped at my fathers study window and he let me in. Before I left, I asked to see Sara. I knew quite well, though they did not, that I should not go down again, and I did not care to leave for years without saying a word to her, so my father fetched her down from her room. We did not tell her the particulars, only that I had been doing something wrong, was in danger, and that my visit to Hallingham must be kept quiet. My poor father! I remember his asking in a burst of feeling what he had done that all this trouble should fall upon him. Another great trouble had befallen him that night in the death of Lady Oswald.

Yes? said Oswald with a calm manner but a beating heart His thoughts were in that long past night, and Neals description of it It was very dreadful, resumed Captain Davenal, alluding to the matter of Lady Oswald. My father was sadly cut up. Mark Cray had killed her through administering the chloroform.

Oswald felt his heart stand still, his face flush with a burning heat. He moved nearer to Captain Davenal: but his voice was quiet still.

Did you say Mark administered the chloroform?

It was Mark. Yes. My father said he had especially forbidden Mark Cray to give her chloroform. Mark in the course of the day had proposed doing it, but the doctor warned him that chloroform would not do for Lady Oswald. When all was ready, he (my father) had to carry Lady Oswalds maid from the chamber in a fainting-fit, and when he got back to it he found Mark had administered the chloroform, which he had taken with him to the house surreptitiously, and was commencing the operation. The doctor said he could not make out Mark Cray that night. He was beginning the operation in so unskilful, so unsurgeon-like a manner, that my father had to push him away as he would have pushed a child, and perform it himself. But they could not recover Lady Oswald.

Oswald made no remark. He felt as one stunned.

It struck me as being a most shocking thing, continued Captain Davenal. I remarked to my father that it seemed like murder, and he said Yes, he supposed the world would call it such.

But why did not Dr. Davenal declare the truth  that it was Mark who had given the chloroform? interrupted Oswald. Why suffer himself to rest under the imputation?

What imputation? There was no imputation to lie under. All the world supposed the chloroform had been rightly and properly administered, according to the best judgment of both of them.

True; true. Oswald Cray had been speaking in accordance with his own private knowledge, not with publicly-known facts.

My father kept the secret for Mark Crays sake. If it went forth to the world, he said it would blight Marks professional career for life. He told me the facts, but he intended to keep them from all others, and he warned me not to divulge them. I never did. I am not sure that I should feel justified in telling even you now, but that Mark is no longer in his profession. My poor father made the remark that they were two heavy secrets for his breast to keep, mine and Mark Crays.

The murmur of the words fell upon Oswalds ear, but he was as one who heard them not. A weighty amount of self-reproach was rising up within him. Captain Davenal talked on, and then hastened away, for he had Mr. Neal to settle with yet, leaving Oswald alone.

The scales, so long obscuring Oswald Crays eyes, had fallen from them, and he saw the past in its true colours. The one wondering question that seemed to press upon him now was, how he could ever have doubted Dr. Davenal. Above his own self-reproach; above the bitter feeling of repentance for the wrong he had dealt out to her whom he best loved on earth; above his regrets for the late years wasted in a miserable illusion; was his remorse for having so misjudged that good man, misjudged him even to his grave. He saw it all now: how, when he questioned Dr. Davenal about his motives for administering the fatal medicine, he had taken the odium upon himself for Marks sake: not even to him, his brother, would he, in his loving-kindness, betray Mark.

Never had the pride, the self-esteem, of Oswald Cray received a blow like unto this. He had plumed himself on his superiority; he had cast off Dr. Davenal as one unworthy of him; he had dared, in his self-sufficiency, to cast off Sara. Her father was a man of suspicion, and therefore she was no fit mate for him! Whereas, Oswald now learnt that it was his own brother who was the offender: Dr. Davenal and his daughter were the victims. The full value, the Christian conduct of that good man was patent to him now; the patient endurance of Sara became clear to him.

He lifted his hat and wiped the moisture from his brow, as he walked through the streets, all these considerations doing battle in his brain. The winters day was cold, but Oswalds brow was hot; hot with inward fever. He was on his way to Miss Davenals, to seek a conference with his half-brother: there were one or two questions he would put to him. He had taken his hat and come out the moment Captain Davenal left him: business and all else gave way before this.


CHAPTER LXI.

THE BARGAIN SEALED.

MARK CRAY sat in his wifes sick-room. Mark Cray found it (between ourselves) rather tiresome to sit in his wifes sick-room: and Mark was very apt to doze asleep at his post. Mark was asleep now. He was dreaming a charming dream of greatness  in which some grand scheme of Barkers had succeeded, and he and that gentleman were sailing about the atmosphere in a triumphal car of gold, looking down with complacency on the poor toiling mortals in the world below  when Dorcas came in with a whisper, and aroused him. Mr. Oswald Cray was in the dining-parlour waiting to see him, she said: and Mark, after a stare at the girl, descended, pushing back his clustering hair, which had disarranged itself in his sleep.

Oswald was standing near the fire. He turned to Mark and spoke in a quiet tone.

I have a question to ask you, Mark. It relates to the past. Who

Oh, never mind the past, interrupted Mark, with a half-testy, half-careless sort of manner. Im sure theres enough worry in the present without going back to that of the past I wish that horrid mine had been sunk a thousand fathoms deep before I had had anything to do with it I daresay I shall pay you back some time!

It is not about the mine I wish to speak to you, or of payment either, calmly rejoined Oswald. But, Mark, I want the truth from you  the truth, mind  upon another subject It was you, was it not, who gave the chloroform to Lady Oswald?

Mark made no reply, either truthful or otherwise. The question was so exceedingly unlike any he had expected that he only stared.

It was supposed, I know, at the time to have been administered by Dr. Davenal. But I have reason to believe that it was administered by yourself during his temporary absence from the chamber, and against his sanction. Was it so, Mark?

I suppose you heard this from the doctor himself at the time? was Mark Crays remark. I remember you were worriting over it.

I beg you to answer my question, Mark. What you say shall go no further.

Well, yes, it was so, said Mark; though Im sure I cant think why you want to bring up the thing now. I did give her the chloroform, but I gave it for the best. As I was to perform the operation I thought I had a right to exercise my own judgment, which was opposed to the doctors. I was very sorry for the result, but I did it for the best.

I wish you had told me the truth at the time, Mark. You suffered me to believe that the chloroform was given by Dr. Davenal.

And what difference did it make to you which of us gave it? was Mark Crays reply, not an unnatural one. You may guess that it was a thing I did not care to speak of. So long as it was assumed we gave the chloroform conjointly, in accordance with ordinary practice and our best judgment, nobody could say a word; but if it had been disclosed that I gave it by myself, on my own responsibility and against the doctors opinion, I should have had the whole town carping at me.

Oswald had nothing further to say. He could not tell the bitter truth  that this miserable misapprehension had wrecked his hopes of happiness, had been making an icebolt of his heart in the intervening years.

Mark escaped, and returned to his wifes room, there to endeavour to drop into his golden dreams again, from which he seemed to have been aroused for no earthly use whatever. And Oswald stayed on in the hope of seeing Sara.

Not only in the dining-parlour of Miss Davenals house was there a conference being held at that hour, but also in the drawingroom above: and but for the all-absorbing nature of his own thoughts Oswald Cray had not failed to hear the sounds. Captain Davenal had got Neal there, before his aunt. And Mr. Neal was slipping out of all accusations as smoothly as an eel.

The group was noticeable. Miss Davenal in her chair, upright and angry, only partially understanding the cause of the commotion; Captain Davenal standing, open and impetuous, talking very fast; Neal full of repose and self-possession, all his wits in full play; and Sara sitting apart in silence, her cheek bent upon her hand. Captain Davenal charged Neal with treachery, general and particular. Neal had his plausible answer ready to meet it all.

The interview was drawing to an end, and little satisfaction had been derived from it Poor Miss Davenals ears were in amazed condition: desks, letters, inventions to Sara touching a Mrs. Wentworth, and a hundred other charges, jumbling hopelessly upon them, nothing being clear. Neal denied everything.

You did tell Miss Sara Davenal that the young woman was my wife, cried Captain Davenal, indignantly.

I beg your pardon, sir, said Neal, respectfully. I said I felt quite sure she was not; that there must be some mistake. Miss Sara perhaps will remember that such was my opinion.

At any rate, you said the young woman made the charge, persisted Captain Davenal, irritated at the assured coolness.

I did, sir. I understood the young woman to make it. She  

But she never did make it, interrupted Captain Davenal.

Neal shrugged his shoulders in submissive superciliousness, meant for Mrs. Wentworth.  It may suit the young womans purpose to say so now, sir. I fear she is not very strict in her adherence to truth; but she certainly did make it at the time. However, sir, I am quite willing to take the blame upon myself, to allow that I misunderstood her.

Why, you have not the face to tell me that you have gone on believing it?

O dear no, sir. I was very soon afterwards convinced that the thing was a mistake altogether.

And pray, why had you not the honesty to say so to Miss Sara Davenal?

Im sure I should have been happy to say so, sir, had I possessed the least idea that it would have been welcome. But after the first blush, the matter appeared to be so very absurd that I never supposed Miss Sara would give to it a second thought. If my silence has caused any uneasiness, I can only say how deeply I regret it.

Who is the young woman? helplessly cried Miss Bettina. And pray, Neal, how came it, if you had anything of the sort to say, that you did not say it to me? I am the proper person to hear these things; a young lady is not.

Neal advanced a step to his mistress and spoke in his low clear tone. It was not my intention to speak to Miss Sara Davenal at all, maam, or to you either; I should not have thought of doing such a thing; but I could not help myself when Miss Sara questioned me upon the point.

All that was reasonable and feasible, and Miss Davenal nodded her head in approbation; but her nephew the captain got in a passion, and insisted that he should be discharged there and then.

Neal was quite ready to go, he said, civilly courteous, if his mistress saw fit to inflict upon him so severe a step. He was unconscious of having done anything to merit it Perhaps she would be pleased to particularise his offence.

He is a villain, aunt, broke forth the captain intemperately, before Miss Bettina could speak. I believe he has been one ever since my father took him into the house. He has opened letters and unlocked desks, and altogether played the part of deceit He shall go.

Neal interrupted, humbly begging the captains pardon. He could most truthfully assure his mistress that he had done nothing of the sort; he had never opened a letter in the house, except his own; had never touched a desk, but to dust it. If Captain Davenal could mention any other distinct charge, he should be glad, as it would allow him an opportunity of refutation. No. His conscience acquitted him. He should quit the house, if he did have to quit it, with a clear character, and he thought his mistress would acknowledge that he deserved one. In the one little point concerning Mrs. Wentworth he might have been in error: first, in too readily giving ear to what she said; next, in not having spoken to Miss Sara to set the doubt at rest in her mind. They were mistakes certainly, and he greatly regretted them.

Neal, said the captain, too hot-headed to maintain his dignity, Id a hundred times rather be an open villain than a sneak. Why, you know you have been nothing but a spy from the very moment you entered the house. Aunt Bettina, listen! Before the regiment went away I got into a little trouble, upon which I found it necessary to consult my father, and I went

A little what? asked Miss Bettina.

Trouble. A little difficulty.

Oh, ah, yes, said Miss Bettina.  You were always getting into it.

Not such as that, thought the captain. Well, I had to go down to Hallingham, he continued aloud, as he bent to her. I did not care that any of you should know it, and I got down one night unexpected by my father. I was with him in his study for some time, and went back so as to be at duty the next morning. Would you believe  pointing his finger at Neal that you honest fellow was a spy upon the interview?  

Mr. Neal was a little taken by surprise, and Sara looked up astonished But the man was not one to lose his impassability.

He was at the window, looking and listening: not, I believe, that he could see and hear very much. And he afterwards went abroad and told of the interview: told that his master had a secret visitor at night You little thought, Mr. Neal, that the visitor was myself, or that I should ever bring it home to you.

Neal, all unconscious innocence, gazed straight forward into Captain Davenals face. I have not the least idea what it is that you are speaking of, sir. My recollection does not serve me upon the point.

O yes, it does, said Captain Davenal. A subtle nature such as yours cannot forget so easily. Happily he to whom you carried the tale of the evening was a trustworthy man: he kept his own counsel, and told you Dr. Davenals visitors were no business of his or of yours. I speak of Mr. Oswald Cray.

Mr. Oswald Cray! repeated Neal, plunging into reflection. On my honour, sir, I have not the least idea of what it is you mean. A visitor at night to my late master in his study? Stay, I do remember something of it. I  yes  I was outside, taking a mouthful of fresh air preparatory to retiring to rest, and I saw some one  a stranger I took him to be  come stealthily in at the gate, and he was afterwards shut in with my master. Im sure, sir, I beg your pardon, even at this distance of time, if I was mistaken. I feared he might be a suspicious character, and I think I did go to the window, anxious for my masters personal safety. I could not have supposed it was you, sir.

Was it possible to take Neal at a disadvantage? It did not seem so.

And it was anxiety for your masters personal safety that caused you afterwards to recount this to Mr. Oswald Cray! Eh?

Does Mr. Oswald Cray say I recounted it to him, sir? inquired Neal, probably not feeling sure of his ground just here.

Thats my business, said Captain Davenal, while Sara looked round at Neal. You did recount it to him.

All I can say, sir, is, that if I did, I must have had some good motive in it. I cannot charge my memory after this lapse of time. Were I in any anxiety touching my master, Mr. Oswald Cray was probably the gentleman I should carry it to, seeing he was a friend of the family. I have  I think  some faint remembrance that I did speak to Mr. Oswald Cray of that mysterious visitor, slowly added Neal, looking fixedly up in the air, as if he were trying to descry the sun through a fog. Its very likely that I did, sir, not being at ease myself upon the point.

Captain Davenal was losing patience. It seemed impossible to bring anything home to Neal with any sort of satisfaction. At the close of the captains interview with Oswald Cray, the latter had mentioned  but not in any ill-feeling to Neal  that that functionary had spoken to him of the night interview at Dr. Davenals; had said he was outside the window at the time. Oswald had not said more; he deemed it well not to do so; but Captain Davenal had become at once convinced that it was but one of Neals prying tricks. He turned to Miss Davenal.

Aunt Bettina, this is waste of time. In nearly the last interview I ever had with my father he told me he had doubts of Neal. He feared the man was carrying on a game of deceit. I know he has been doing it all along. Will you discharge him?

I cant understand it at all, returned Miss Bettina.

Ill enlighten you one of these days, when you are not very deaf, and we can have a quiet half-hour together. Sara, what do you say?

Sara rose from her seat, her cheek flushing, her voice firm. Neal must leave, Aunt Bettina, she said, bending down to the deaf ear. Edward is quite right.

Miss Bettina looked at them all in succession. Had she believed the accusations she would have discharged Neal on the spot, but she doubted them. She had thought there was not so faithful a servant in the world. And he looked so immaculate as he stood there!

I dont go out of the house this night until he has left it, Aunt Bettina, resumed the captain.

This night! echoed Miss Bettina, catching the words.  I cant let Neal go without warning, leaving us without a servant Who is to wait upon us?

You shall have my servant, aunt; one I have brought home with me

No, said Miss Bettina, resolute in the cause of justice. Neal, I will not part with you in that hasty manner. I cannot judge yet between you and Captain Davenal. That you must leave is obvious; but you shall have the proper months warning.

Neal stepped up, all suavity. I beg your pardon, maam; you are very kind, but I could not think of remaining a day to cause unpleasantness in the family. I had better go at once. I have my feelings, maam, although I am but a dependant. My conscience tells me that I have served you faithfully.  

I think you have, Neal.

I have indeed, maam, and I hope it will be remembered in my character.

Dont send to me for one, impetuously broke out Captain Davenal. And now, Neal, the sooner you are out of the house the better. I shall keep my word: to see you away from it ere I quit it myself.

Neal bowed; he could but be ever the respectful servant: and retired. Miss Davenal was bewildered. What with parting with Neal, what with being left with nobody to replace him, she could not gather her senses. Captain Davenal sat down. First of all promising her that the servant he spoke of should be in the house before night, to remain with her until she was suited with one, he next began to enlarge upon Neals delinquencies, and try to make her comprehend them.

Sara silently left the room. It was altogether a painful subject, and she did not care to hear more of it now. She went down into the dining-parlour, her movements slow and quiet; since Mrs. Crays increased danger noise had been avoided in the house as much as possible. Some one was standing up by the mantelpiece, his back towards her; in the dusk of the room  for evening was drawing on  Sara took it to be Mark; and yet she thought she had heard Marks step in his wifes chamber now, as she came down stairs. This gentleman was taller, too! He turned suddenly round, and the fire threw its light on the face of Oswald Cray.

She stood a moment in surprise, and then went up to him, holding out her hand as to any ordinary visitor, and saying a word of apology that he should have been left there unannounced. A strange expression, an expression of deprecation, almost of humility, sat on his features, and he did not touch the offered hand.

I waited to see you, he said. I came here to see Mark, who has been with me.

He stopped suddenly. His manner, his looks, were altogether strange. Sara thought something must have happened.

What is the matter? she asked. You look as if you had some great care upon you.

And so I have. That care that arises from shame and repentance; from finding that we have been upon the mistaken road of wrong; been treading it for years.

She sat down, quietly, timidly, looking to him for an elucidation, half-frightened at his emotion.

I wish to have an explanation with you, Sara. I want  if it be possible  forgiveness. And I dont know how to enter upon the one or to sue for the other.

She had rarely seen him otherwise than calmly self-possessed. Generally, especially of late years, he was cold almost to a fault. And now he was as one blazing with an inward fire: his lips were scarlet, his brow was flushed, his voice quite hoarse with emotion.

In the years gone by, I  I  threw you up, Sara. While I loved you better than anything on earth, knowing that you were the only one upon it who could ever awaken the passion within me, did I live to centuries, I voluntarily resigned you. That night in the Abbey graveyard at Hallingham, when we accidentally met  you have not forgotten it  I told you that I could not marry you; that you were not fit to be my wife  Hush! it was equivalent to it.

Sara, how can I stand now before you and confess that I was altogether under an error; that in my pride, my blindness, I had taken up a false view of things, and was acting upon it? Can you see my shame, my repentance, as I say it to you?

I dont understand you, she gasped, utterly bewildered.

Will you so far pardon me  will you so far trust me after all that has occurred  as to give me this one single word of explanation? To whom did you attribute the cause of my acting in the way I did? Whose ill-conduct was it, as you supposed, that had raised the barrier between us?

She hesitated, not perhaps caring to reply.

I have had an interview to-day with Captain Davenal, he resumed, in a low tone. He has given me the details of the unhappy business he was drawn into  the forged bills: I am, so far, in his entire confidence. Will that help you to answer me?

It was that, she said.

That alone?

That alone. There was nothing else.

Well, Sara, can you believe me when I tell you that I never heard of that business until to-day?  That Captain Davenal had nothing whatever to do with my course of action?

Indeed she looked as though she could not believe him. What else then? she asked. Who had? Under what impression had he acted?

Ah, there lies my shame! Sara, I dared  I dared to attribute ill-conduct to another, he cried with emotion.  In my pride and folly, in my minds delusion, I presumed to set myself up for a judge over one who in goodness might have crushed me to nothing. I shall never get over the remorse during life.

You  did not  attribute ill-conduct of any sort to me? she said with white lips.

To you! To you whom I have ever believed to be one of the best and truest women upon earth!  whom I have regarded through it all with an amount of respect unutterable! No, no. But the question serves me right.

She laid her hands one over the other as she sat, striving to keep her feelings under control. Praise from him was all too sweet yet.

O do me justice so far, Sara! While I gave you up I knew that to my heart and judgment none were like unto you for goodness: I knew that if my obstinate pride, my spirit of self-sufficiency, did but allow me to marry you, you would be the greatest treasure man ever took to himself. Can you tolerate me while I dare openly to say these things?  can you believe that I am pouring them forth in my humiliation? I have loved you deeply and fervently; I shall love you always; but even that love has scarcely equalled my admiration and my respect.

But who else, then, could have had any counteracting influence? she returned, after a while.

I dare not tell you.

There was only Edward. I had no other brother. No one else could have done anything to bring shame upon  oh, surely you cannot mean papa! She broke off, the improbable idea flashing over her.

Dont ask me, Sara! In mercy to myself.

Papa who was so good? she reiterated, paying no heed to his words in her wonder. He was so just, so kind, so honourable! I think if ever there was a good man on earth who tried to do as God would have him, it was papa. It is impossible you could suspect anything wrong in him!

My object in waiting to see you this evening was, first, to make my confession; secondly, to ask you to be more just, more merciful than I have been, and to forgive me, he rejoined in a low tone. I must add another petition yet, Sara; that you would generously allow this one point to remain as it is between us.

But I think you ought to tell me, she urged. Did you indeed suspect papa?

Yes.

But of what?

Ah, dont press me further, Sara, for I cannot tell you. A singular accident led me to doubt Dr. Davenals conduct  honour  I hardly know what to call it  and there followed on this a chain of circumstances so apparently corroborative of the doubt that I thought I had no resource but to believe. I believed, and I acted upon the belief: I judged him harshly; I treated him coldly; I gave up you, my dearest hope and object in life; and this day only have my eyes been opened, and to my shame I learn that the whole thing, as regarded him, was a delusion. Will you  will you generously let my confession rest here?

Papa would not have done as Edward did she whispered.

No, no, it was not anything of that nature. Money and money matters had nothing to do with it. It was an entirely different thing. I am so ashamed of myself that I cannot bear to speak of this further. Surely I have said enough. It was a mistake, a misapprehension altogether: and the greatest act of kindness you can do me now is to let it rest here.

She sat gazing at him with questioning eyes, nearly lost in wonder.

Yes, the impression under which I acted was a false one. There existed no cause whatever for my estranging myself from you. But for my own unpardonable credulity I need never have given you up: and the past years of anguish  and I know they have been full of anguish to both of us  ought not to have had place. I was misled by an unfortunate chain of events: and nothing remains to me but shame and repentance.

There ensued a silence. Sara was standing on the hearth-rug now, and he took his elbow from the mantelpiece, where it had been resting, and moved a step towards her.

Can I ever hope for your forgiveness?

It seems to me that I have nothing to forgive, she answered, in a low voice. If circumstances misled you, you could not be blamed for acting upon them, according to your belief.

Sara!  he laid his hand upon her shoulder, and his voice shook with the intensity of its emotion may I dare to hope that you will let me in my future life strive to atone for this?

How atone for it? she faltered.

Will you generously look over the past folly?  will you suffer it to be between us as it used to be?  will you be my wife at last?

She trembled as she stood, the conscious light of love mantling in her cheek and in her drooping eye. Mr. Oswald Cray held her before him, waiting and watching for the answer, his lips parted with suspense.

My brothers crime remains still, she whispered. A memento of the past.

Your brothers crime! Should you be punished for that?  for him? And what of my brother? he continued, the revelation of the day imparting to his tone a whole world of remorse, of self-condemning repentance. What disgrace has not my brother brought to me?  O Sara; should the ill wrought by these ties part us? It never ought to have done so. Let us stand alone, henceforth, you and I, independent of the world! Dont try me too greatly! dont punish me, as in justice you might!

For a moment her eyes looked straight into his with a loving, earnest glance, and then dropped again. I will be your wife, Oswald, she simply said. I have never, tried to forget you, for I knew I could not.

And as if relief from the tension of suspense were too great for entire silence, a faint sound of emotion broke from Oswald Cray. And he bent to take from her lips that kiss, left upon them so long ago in the garden-parlour of the old house at Hallingham.


CHAPTER LXII.

FINANCE, THIS TIME.

AN afternoon in March. The sun was drawing towards its setting amidst gorgeous clouds, and the red light, illumining the western sky, threw its rays into an invalids chamber, and lighted it up with a warm hue.

Something else was drawing towards its setting; and that was the feeble life of the chambers chief occupant It was a good-sized pleasant room: the bed at the end farthest from the window; the middle space devoted to the comfort of the invalid, a table with some books upon its handsome cover, a sofa, easy chairs, velvet footstools, and a few pretty ornaments to amuse the eye.

On the sofa, by the side of the fire, a coverlid of the lightest and softest texture thrown gently over her, lay the invalid, her hands white and attenuated, her face drawn and wan. But there was a strange beauty in the face yet; in the eyes with their violet depths, in the exquisite features shaded by the mass of silky hair. You do not fail to recognise Mrs. Cray. Just now the eyes were closed, and she was dozing peacefully.

At the opposite end of the hearth-rug, sitting restlessly in an easy chair, was Mark. Of late Mark had been rather prone to be as still and idle as his wife: the inert life wearied him, it chafed his spirit; but there was no escape from it at present, and Mark Cray had perforce resigned himself to it, as an imprisoned bird resigns itself in time to its cage. Marks future prospects were uncommonly vague: in fact they were as yet bounded by the old expectation-anchor, the something that was to turn up. Any time in the past few weeks his wifes death might have been expected, and Mark had yielded to the idleness of the circumstances, and been tranquil. Mr. Barker was away in Paris, and did not write; the Wheal Bang affairs were going on to a comfortable conclusion, and Mark was letting the future take care of itself. Strolling out for short walks; giving a quarter of an hour to the Times; wandering for a few minutes into the sitting-rooms and the presence of Miss Bettina, and lounging back in the easy chairs by the side of his wife  thus had Marks recent days been passed.

But on this afternoon all was changed, and Marks forced quiescence had given place to a fidgety restlessness, very characteristic of the old times. The post had just brought a letter from Mr. Barker  some accident or contrary weather having delayed the arrival of the French mail  and Mark Cray upon reading it felt exalted into the seventh heaven.

Barker had succeeded! He had brought out a company in Paris connected with finance; the great work he had been striving for so long. In three weeks time from that date it would all be in full operation, and if Mrs. Cray were sufficiently well to be left, and Mark came over to Paris, he could instantly step into a post in the Company at a salary of eight hundred a-year to begin with. In about six months time, according to moderate computation, the thing would be in full swing, and the profits inaugurated certainly at not less than six thousand per annum; the half of which splendid income should be Marks. Such was Mr. Barkers news.

Can you wonder at Marks restlessness? At his brightened eye, his flushed face, as he sits there in the chair, bolt upright, his hand raised incessantly to push back his hair? He glances across at Caroline  whom he really loves very much still  and thinks what a pity it is that all this good fortune should have delayed itself until now. Had it come too late for her? Mark Cray in his sanguine fashion actually asks himself the question, medical man though he is. For the last two or three days Caroline had seemed so much better! only on this very morning she had told Mark she felt as if she were getting well again.

Mark moved his restless legs and contrived to knock down the fire-shovel. The noise awoke Caroline. She stirred, and turned her opening eyes on her husband.

What was that? Did anybody come in, Mark?

I threw over one of the fire-irons. I am sorry it disturbed you. They are always sticking out, tiresome things! Its not a proper fender for a bedroom. Caroline, I have had a letter from Barker, he continued, rising in excitement and standing before her on the hearth-rug. Its the most glorious news! The things realised at last.

What thing? asked Caroline, feebly, after a pause of bewilderment.

The thing he has had on hand so long, the great scheme he has been working for. O Carine, I wish you could get better! Theres eight hundred a year waiting for me in Paris; and therell be an income of at least three thousand before six months are over. Three thousand for my share, you know. Im sure you would like living in Paris.

She did not answer. Nothing was heard save the quick gasps of the panting breath, the result of excessive weakness, or  of  something else coming very near. Mark was struck with some change in her aspect, and bent down to her.

Dont you feel so well, Carine?

I  feel  weary, was all she answered, her voice ominously low.

Wheres Sara, I wonder? said Mark. Ill go and send her to you. You want some beef-tea, or something, I daresay.

Mark went down the stairs, meeting Sara on them. In the drawing-room, with Miss Bettina, was Oswald Cray, who had just come in. He was a frequent visitor now.

The half-broth ere shook hands, coldly enough. They were civil to each other always, but there could never be cordiality between them. Not because of the past; but because they were so essentially different in mind, in judgment, and in conduct My luck has turned at last, Oswald, exclaimed Mark impulsively.

In what way? asked Oswald, who was leaning over the back of a chair while he talked to Miss Bettina.

I have just had a letter from Barker, answered Mark, running his hand through his hair with his restless fingers. I told you what a great scheme he had got on hand in Paris, but you turned the cold shoulder on it. Well, its bearing fruit at last.

Oh, said Oswald, evincing a desire, if his tone and manner might be judged by, to turn the cold shoulder on it still, metaphorically speaking. How is your wife this afternoon? he continued, passing to a different subject.

She has been so much better the last few days that one might almost be tempted to hope shed get well again, rejoined Mark, volubly. She seems tired now  low, I thought. Saras just gone up to her. What a shame it is that things turn out so cross-grained and contrary!  

The concluding sentence, delivered with marked acumen, reached the ear of Miss Bettina. She looked up from her knitting to scan Mark.

If Barkers luck had only been realised six months ago, what a thing it would have been! he went on. Caroline might have got better, instead of worse. In the enjoyment of luxuries in a home of her own, renewed wealth and position in prospective, with the pure air of the balmy French capital, theres no knowing what benefit she might not have derived. And now it comes too late! I shall ever regret it for her sake.

Regret what? sharply interposed Miss Bettina.

Mark replied by giving a summary of Barkers luck. Miss Bettina paused, knitting-needles in hand, her keen grey eyes fixed on Mark, as she tried to understand him.

Barker in luck! she repeated, catching some of the words and the general sense. Has he come into an estate in the moon? Dont be a simpleton, Mark Cray.

Mark Cray felt exasperated. Nothing angered him so much as for people to pretend to see these enchanting prospects with different eyes from his own. He had always been convinced it was done only to vex him. Poor Mark! He turned to Oswald, and began expatiating upon the good fortune that was drawing so near; and Oswald saw that it was of no use to try to stop him. The fever-mania had again taken hold of Mark.

What is the scheme, do you say? asked Oswald, just as he would have asked anything of a child; and perhaps it was not altogether his fault that a sound of mockery was discernible in his tone.

Its connected with finance.

Oh! said Oswald.

It is the grandest thing that has been brought before the public for many a year, continued Mark, his voice impressive, his light eyes sparkling. The very greatest  

Grander than the Great Wheal Bang? inopportunely interposed Miss Bettina, Marks earnest tones having enabled her to heal better than usual.

A hundred times grander, returned Mark, his mind too completely absorbed in the contemplation of the grandeur to detect the irony. That is, better, you know, Miss Bettina. The mine was very good; but of course there was a risk attending that, from water or other causes, and the result unfortunately realised it. This is different. Once the company is formed, and the shares are taken, it cant fail. Barker and I went through the thing together over and over again when he was in London; we had it all down before us in black and white. We allowed for every possible risk and contingency, and we proved that the thing could not fail, if once organised.

Oswald listened quietly. Miss Bettina had lost the thread again.

The job was to organise the thing, resumed Mark. It could not be done without money, and Barker  to speak the truth  found a difficulty in getting that. The money market was tight here, and men dont care to speculate when moneys not plentiful. He also required the co-operation of some French capitalist, who would put his name to it  some good man on the Bourse, and that was hard to get. Those Frenchmen are all so narrow-minded, fight so shy. He knows two or three good Englishmen in Paris who were willing to go into it, and who helped Barker immensely with advice and introductions, and that; but they had no funds at command. However, its all accomplished now. Barker has fought his way through impediments, and surmounted them. The companys formed, the preliminary arrangements are successfully carried out, and fortune is at hand.

Whats at hand? asked Miss Bettina.

Fortune, repeated Mark. I shall take one of those nice little boxes in the Champs Elysées. Some of them are charming. Or perhaps only part of one if  if Carine  O dear! it is hard for her that this luck did not fall in a year ago! I wonder, broke off Mark, passing to another phase of his future visions, I wonder whether, if it were possible to get Caroline over to Paris now, the change might benefit her?

You think of residing in Paris? said Oswald.

Of course I do. Paris will be the centre of operations. Barker wants me over there at once; and the minute I join him I begin to draw at the rate of eight hundred a-year. Just to go on with, you know, until the money falls in.

Mark, said Oswald, after a pause, will it be of any use my saying a word of warning to you?

On what subject? returned Mark, looking up with surprise.

On this subject. It seems to me that you are falling into another delusion; that the

No, it will not be of any use, burst forth Mark in strange excitement. I might have known beforehand that youd turn out my enemy upon the point. If gold and diamonds were dropping down in a shower from the skies youd not stretch forth your hand to catch them. Theres a mist before your eyes, Oswald, that prevents you seeing these things in their proper aspect.

He began to pace the room as he spoke, chafing considerably Why was it that these little hints of warning awoke the irritation of Marks spirit? Could there be an under-current of doubt in his mind whether Oswald was right and he wrong? However it might be, one thing was certain  that no warning, let it come from whom it would, could do any good with Mark.

As he turned to face them again, Sara entered. An expression of alarm was on her face, and she closed the door before speaking. She had come to say that Caroline appeared worse; altogether different from usual.

Mark ran up the stairs; Miss Bettina put down her knitting to follow. Sara turned to Oswald Cray.

She knows you are here, Oswald, and would like to see you. She wants to bid you good-bye. I think her saying that alarmed me more than anything.

Caroline was on the sofa as before. Very quiet, save for her panting breath. Her white hands lay listless, her face, dreadfully worn though it was, was calm, tranquil. She looked at them one by one, and slightly raised her hand as Oswald entered. He bent down to her, taking it in his.

Thank you for all, she whispered.

The change in her countenance struck them. It so far frightened Mark as to take from him his sell-possession. He pushed Oswald away.

O Carine, what is it? You cannot be going to die! You must not die, now that all this good luck is coming upon me!

She glanced up at him, her eyes wide open, as if she scarcely understood.

Theres the most beautiful home getting ready for you in Paris, Carine, he resumed, his voice sounding as if he were on the verge of tears. Well live in the Champ Elysées; it is the loveliest spot, and you cant fail to grow better there, if we can only get your disease to turn. O Carine! dont leave me just when I am able to surround you with wealth and luxury again! This will be a greater and a surer thing than the Great Wheal Bang.

Dont, Mark! I am going to a better home.

But I cant let you go until I have atoned for the past! I

Hush, hush! she interrupted.  O Mark! if you only knew how welcome it is to me! I am going to be at peace after all the turmoil. I am going to rest.

Do you want to go? pursued Mark, half-resentfully.  Dont you care to get well?

I have not cared to get well since I came to England. That is, I have not thought I should, she returned between the gasps of her laboured breath. When I heard the bell toll out for Prince Albert, I asked who was I that I should be spared when he was taken? The next world has seemed very near to me since then. As if the doors of it had been brought down to earth, and stood always open.

That the death of the Prince, brought so palpably, as may be said, before her, had taken a great hold on the mind of Mrs. Cray there was no doubt. Several times during her later weeks of illness she had alluded to it. Her principal feeling in relation to it appeared to be that of gratitude. Not gratitude for his death; there was only sorrow for that; but for the strange impression it had left upon her own mind, the vista of the Hereafter. For the good and great prince to be taken suddenly from the earthly duties so much needing him was only an earnest, had one been wanting, that he had entered upon a better and higher sphere. It seemed that he had but been removed a step; a step on the road towards heaven; and it most certainly in a measure had the effect of reconciling her to her own removal, of tranquillising her weary heart, of bringing her thoughts and feelings into that state most fitting to prepare for it. Often and often had she awoke from a deep sleep, starting suddenly up and calling out, I thought I heard St Pauls bell again!

I wish the Great Wheal Bang had been in the sea! gloomily exclaimed Mark Cray, who was no more calculated for a scene such as this than a child, and had little more control over his tongue. But for that mine turning out as it did your illness might never have come on.

Dont regret it, Mark, she feebly said. Gods hand was in it all. I look back and trace it. But for the trouble brought to me then, I might never have been reconciled to go. It is so merciful! God has weaned me from the world before removing me from it.

Mark Cray drew a little back and stood gazing at his wife, a gloomy helpless sort of expression on his countenance as his right hand nervously pushed back his hair. Oswald was at the head of the sofa, Sara near to him, and Miss Bettina was at the far end of the room, looking after some comforting medicine drops. Thus there was a clear space before the sofa, and the red light from the fire played on Carolines wasted features. That she was dying  dying suddenly, as may be said  there could be no doubt If things had not turned out so crossly! began Mark again. I knew I should redeem the misfortunes of that Wheal Bang. I always told you I should extricate myself, Caroline.

We shall all be extricated from our misfortunes here, came from her dying lips. A few years more or less of toil, and strife, and daily care, and then redemption comes. Not the redemption that we work. O Mark, if you could see things as I now see them! When we are on the threshold of the next world our eyes are opened to the poor value of this. Its worst cares have been but petty trials, its greatest heart-ache was not worth the pang. They were but hillocks that we had to pass in our journey upwards, and God was always leading us. If we could but trust to Him! If we did but learn to resign our hands implicitly to his and be led as little children!

Mark Cray felt somewhat awed. He began to doubt whether it were exactly the time and place to pour forth regrets after the misfortunes of the Great Wheal Bang, or enlarge on the future glories opening to him in the French capital.

It is so much better for me to be at rest! God is taking me to the place where change and sickness cannot enter. I shall see Uncle Richard: I shall see poor Richard who went before him: I shall see papa and mamma, whom I have nearly forgotten. We all go, some sooner, some later. This world lasts but a little minute; that one is the home, the gathering-place. Mark, dear Mark! the troubles here are of so little moment; they are only trifling hindrances through which we must bear on to Eternity. Oh, trust God! They are all sent by him.

There occurred an interruption. Mr. Welch, who had not been able to call before that day, came in, and the solemn feeling that had been stealing over those in the chamber gave place to the ordinary routine of every-day event.

Before the morning, the surgeon said when he left, in answer to a grave question put to him by Miss Bettina.


CHAPTER LXIII.

SIX MONTHS LATER.

THE first scenes of this story were laid in Hallingham, and it is only well that it should close there. Well or not, it cannot be helped; for the chief personages you have met in its coarse were now gathered in that town.

Caroline died in March, and this was the beginning of October; so you see several months have gone on in the year. The cold ungenial summer of 1862 had come to an end, and the Great Exhibition, characteristic of the year, was drawing to an end also. Ah! how we plan, and plot, and work, and a higher hand mars it! A higher wisdom than ours looks on, and overrules, and changes all things! The one brave, earnest spirit, who had worked with all the energy of his true heart to bring about and perfect that exhibition, was alone not spared to see its fruition. Was there a single heart, of all the multitudes that flocked to it, that was not weighed down with a latent sense of the something wanting, and of the exhibitions failure?  of its failure in a general point of view, and of our own short-seeing helplessness? The gilt had been taken off the gingerbread.

In the Abbey at Hallingham, settled in it, as she hoped, for life, was Miss Bettina. With the death of Mrs. Cray all necessity for Miss Davenal8 remaining in London had ceased. In point of fact, it may be said to have ceased from the time Mark Cray and his wife went into Normandie; but she had stayed on. Very much disliking London, Miss Davenal made arrangements for leaving it as soon as she could do so with convenience, and in June had come back to Hallingham. Some difficulty arose about a residence; Miss Davenal was not one who could be put anywhere. She possessed some houses of her own in the town, good ones, but they were let Oswald Cray it was who directed her attention to the Abbey. It had never been occupied since Marks short tenancy of it; and at last, after some few alterations had been made in it, to the increase of its in-door comfort, Miss Davenal took it on a lease and entered into possession.

So far as human foresight may anticipate in this world of changes, she had settled down for life. The great bam of a drawing-room had been made into two apartments  handsome both, and of good proportions; the one was the drawing-room still, the other was Miss Davenal8 bed-chamber. A quiet, tranquil life she might expect to live here with her two handmaidens, Watton and Dorcas.

For Watton had settled down also after her rovings, and come back to Hallingham. Watton had not lightly or capriciously resigned her superior situation in London; but ever since the past winter, Watton had been ailing. She tried three or four doctors; she took, as she said, quarts of physic; but Watton could not get strong. There was no particular disorder, and she came at length to the conclusion that it must be London that disagreed with her; and she gave notice to quit her place. So she was installed once more upper maid to Miss Davenal, and seemed since the change to have got well all one way.

She would have more to do than she had in the old days at the doctors, for there was no Neal now. Miss Davenal declined to try another man-servant, probably from a conviction that she should never replace the services of that finished and invaluable domestic. Miss Davenal was by no means convinced of the treachery attributed to him by Captain Davenal, and at odd moments was apt to look upon the charge as emanating solely from the gallant captains fanciful imagination.

Neal himself was flourishing. Considering the precaution he took to keep himself right with the world, there was not much probability that he would ever be otherwise. Neal had entered on a situation with one of her Majestys ministers; his lordships own personal attendant. It was to be hoped thered be no opportunity afforded him of getting at any of the state secrets! Ah, how many of these rogues are there, besides Neal, filling confidential posts in the world! Will it be so to the end of their career? Will it be so with Neal? I sometimes wonder.

The Abbey was gay just now, in this same month of October, for Miss Davenal was entertaining a party in it. Sara had left it a fortnight past with Oswald Cray; and Captain Davenal, who had come down to give her away, had remained since, with his wife, on a visit to Miss Davenal. He called her Aunt Bett still: but she was more cordial with him than she used to be, for she had learnt really to love the sweet young wife. She was in the habit of assuring him that Rose was a greater treasure than he deserved; and in that he did not contradict her.

Two other visitors at the abbey were Dick and Leo. Poor Leo could not recover his health; Mrs. Keen grew timid about him, and it was decided that he should go back to his native place, Barbadoes, for a short while, and see what that would do. His father and mother felt persuaded it would effect wonders, and of course they thought nobody could take care of him as they could; so Leo was on the point of sailing. Mr. Dick, tolerated in the capacity of visitor as a necessary evil for his brothers sake, had come home to Saras wedding, and was allowed to remain still, to see the last of Leo. Dick found the Michaelmas holidays delightful. What with getting inside the jam-closets, and making raids on sundry neighbouring gardens where the pears and apples grew too abundantly, and teasing Captain Davenals son and heir  a noisy young gentleman, who promised to be another wicked Dick  and taking stealthy rides on the tops of the railway engines (lying out all tempting on the opposite side to the pears and apples) Mr. Dick found the time pass charmingly.

Captain Davenal took him out shooting now and then, by way of a treat. One day that the captain was otherwise engaged, the gun disappeared, and Dick also; and Miss Bettina went all but into a real fit, expecting nothing less than to see him brought home with his head shot off. Dick, however, reappeared with his head on, and a pheasant and a partridge in his hand, which he had shot and brought home in open triumph, defying the game-laws. Miss Bettina wondered how long it would be before Dick came to the gallows.

There was one more visitor at the Abbey. And that was Mark Cray. Mark, however, had been there but for a day or two, not for the wedding. He had come to bear off Leo Davenal: for the compagnon de voyage and protector of Leo to the West Indies was to be no other than Mark.

Mark Cray was down in feather. Dreadfully so. After his wifes death Mark had made his way to Paris, to enter upon the brilliant career he supposed to be in readiness for him. Not quite ready, however, he found when he got there; some trifling preliminaries had to be completed yet. Mark thought nothing of the check: he was sanguine: Barker was sanguine; it was only a little delay: and Mark amused himself most agreeably, looking at the houses in the Champs Elysées, against the time came that he should require to fix upon one.

Marks friends in England heard nothing of him until the middle of the summer; and then Mark himself appeared among them uncommonly crest-fallen. That something was wrong, appeared evident. Mark gave little explanation, but news was gathered from other sources. It appeared that Mr. Barkers grand project, with finance for its basis, had come to grief. At the very hour of its (expected) fruition, the thing had in some ingenious manner dropped through, and thereby entailed some temporary inconvenience, not to say embarrassment, on its two warm supporters, Barker and Mark. Of course it was entirely undeserved; a most cruel stroke of adverse, ill-natured fate; but nevertheless both of them had to bow to it. Mark Cray came over to England; and Barker was compelled to go into ignoble hiding, nobody but himself knew where, while he smoothed his ruffled plumes, and gathered his forces for a fresh campaign.

Reposing in quiet was all very well for Barker, who appeared to have some perpetual fund to draw upon somewhere: though, in point of fact, the man had not a penny in the world, and how he managed to get along in his tumbles down from luck, he alone could tell: but it was not well for Mark Cray. Mark had not the grand genius of Barker  or whatever you may please to call it  the talent of extracting funds from some quarter or other for daily wants. If Mark was not in luck, Mark stood a chance of starving. When Mark went back to London he had no home, no money, it may be said no friends; and, but for his meeting Captain Davenal one day accidentally, Mark could not, that he saw, have gone on at all. Later, some real luck did come to Mark. His late wifes friends  who had never been made acquainted with the grand expectations of the great Paris scheme  wrote to tell Mark that through the unexpected death of one of the medical men in Barbadoes, an excellent practice might be secured by him if he chose to go out and step into it Be you very sure, Mark Cray did not hesitate. Hating the profession though he did, feeling an innate conviction within himself that he was ill-qualified for it, he yet decided to embrace it again as his calling and occupation in life. When it comes to starving with a man, theres not much choice. So the decision was made, and Mark Cray was going out immediately to Barbadoes, and was to take charge of Leopold Davenal.

Once before you saw Miss Davenal waiting in that Abbey for the return of a bridegroom and bride from their wedding-tour. She was so waiting in like manner now. Oswald Cray and his wife had stopped at Thorndyke for a day or two on their return, as they were now about to stop at Hallingham, on their way to their new home in London.

Not as the guests of Sir Philip Oswald. Sir Philip had gone to that place where visiting is not; and Sir Henry was the master of Thorndyke. He had wanted Oswald and Sara to stay the whole of their holiday there; but they had preferred a greater change.

Miss Davenal sat in her drawing-room. The October sun was getting low, but still the expected guests had not arrived. Near to Miss Davenal, nursing a dancing baby that would not be coaxed to stillness, was a pretty, gentle woman  Mrs. Davenal. Leo stood at the window, looking out, and Mark Cray sat in a distant chair, restless, and pushing back his hair as usual. Mark did not altogether relish the expected presence of his half-brother; but there was no help for it They had not met since Mark went off to Paris in the spring, largely telling Oswald that his debt to him would be paid with interest ere the year was out.

Is not that a carriage, Leo?

No, Aunt Bettina, its a bakers cart going by.

Miss Davenal caught enough of the reply to know that it was not what she asked after. Wheres Richard? she presently said.

I saw him over there on an engine just now, was Leos answer, pointing towards the station.

Hell be brought home on one some day, blown up. Rose, my dear, that baby is tiring you. Let Leo ring for the nurse.

Mrs. Davenal laughed, and was about to say that the baby did not tire her and she would rather keep him, when Dick burst in.

Its coming down the road; it will he here in a minute. Look, Aunt Bett!

He dashed across the room to the window as he spoke. Example is contagious, and they all followed him. One of the Thorndyke carriages was drawing up to the door. Excitable Dick quitted the window and flew down again.

They were soon in the room. Sara, with her sweet face at rest now, and Oswald behind her. A few moments given to greeting, and Sara had taken the baby, and Oswald was shaking hands with his brother.

I had no idea we should find you here, Mark.

Mark answered something which nobody could catch, and Captain Davenal came in.

Is Henry Oswald with you?

No, said Oswald. He will be in Hallingham to-morrow. He sadly wanted us to stay longer with him, Miss Bettina, and go on straight to London from Thorndyke. What would you have said to that?

Thank you, said Miss Davenal, hearing it was impossible to say what. I shall be happy to see him.

Have you seen your old friends, Mark? asked Oswald; have you been out much?

I have not been out at all, and I have seen none of them, responded Mark, gloomily. I dont want to see them.

Hows Mr. Barker? Have you heard from him lately?

I heard the day before I came here, replied Mark, a shade of brightness rising to his countenance. Barker has all the luck of it in this world. He is in something good again.

Again! repeated Oswald, suppressing his strong inclination to laugh.

So he writes me word. Its something he has taken in hand and is going to perfect. If it comes to anything I shall return from Barbadoes and join him.

Oh, said Oswald. Well, Mark, I hope you will have a pleasant voyage out there, and that you will find your journey all you can wish.

Dinner would soon be ready, and Sara was shown to her room. It overlooked the Abbey graveyard. She took off her bonnet and stood there, lost in many reminiscence of the past, in the changes that time had wrought, in the uncertain contemplation of the future. What would be poor Mark Crays future? Would he abide at Barbadoes, applying himself as well as his abilities allowed him to the pursuit of his legitimate profession?  or would his unstable, weak mind be dazzled with these illegitimate and delusive speculations to the end, until they engulfed him?

How strangely, how wonderfully had they been brought through changes and their accompanying trials! In this very room, where she now stood, Oswald had been born. The poor little boy, sent adrift as may be said without a home, motherless, as good as fatherless, had worked out his own way in the world, striving always to make a friend of God. Ah, when did it ever fail? It is the only sure help in life.

And what had her own later troubles been; her cares, anxieties, sorrows? Looking back, Sara saw great cause to reproach herself: why had she so given way to despair? It is true that she had never, in a certain sense, a degree, lost her trust in God: but she had not believed there could be this bright ending. A little ray of the setting sun was reflected on the tombstone formerly noticed; it fell on the significant inscription, Buried in misery. Sara wondered whether he, the unhappy tenant, had never learned to abide in God.

So absorbed was she in thought that she did not notice any one had come into the room, until a hand was laid upon her shoulder. It was her husbands. He put some letters down in the broad, old-fashioned window-seat They have been sent on to me here from the office, he explained, as Sara glanced at them. Business letters, all. In one theres a bit of gossip, though: in Allisteris.

Is one of them from Allister?

Yes. Janes going to be married. They have met with some Scotch gentleman out there, an old acquaintance of Janes, and things are settled. Frank says his tongue is broad Scotch, and he cant understand half he says. Jane does, however, so its all right.

A smile played upon Sara lips, as she thought of the past jealousy. She might tell her husband of it some time. Does Mr. Allister keep well? she asked.

He has been quite well ever since he went there: he says very strong. I hope it has set him up for life. What were you thinking of so deeply, Sara, that you did not hear me come in?

At the moment, I was thinking of that evening when you and I met there, in the graveyard, she answered, pointing down to it. What a miserable evening it was!

Dont dwell on it, love. I cannot, without a pang of shame.

Nay, but it is pleasant to look back upon it now, Oswald. It is pleasant to contrast that time with this.

He shook his head with a sort of shiver, and relapsed into silence, his hand thrown round her.

Oswald, she resumed in a low tone, wont you tell me what your suspicion was?

I will tell you some time, Sara; not now. Oh, my wife, my wife, how much is there in the past for many of us to repent of! he continued in what seemed an uncontrollable impulse. And it is only through Gods mercy that we do repent.

She laid her head upon his shoulder and let it rest there. Its safe abiding-place, so long as the world, for them, should last.

Only through Gods mercy. My friends, may it be shed on us all throughout our pilgrimage in this chequered life, and ever abide with us unto the end! Fare you well.

THE END


TREVLYN HOLD
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OR, SQUIRE TREVLYNS HEIR

A sensation novel incorporating elements of the detective story, Trevlyn Hold was first published in 1864. One subplot concerns the tribulations of a family whose father is killed by a bull  an incident based on a terrifying episode in Woods own childhood. 1864 was an especially prolific year for Wood, but her popularity showed no sign of diminishing. This novel was well-received, with reviewers praising its exciting narrative and clever plot.
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CHAPTER I

THOMAS RYLE

The fine summer had faded into autumn, and the autumn would soon be fading into winter. All signs of harvest had disappeared. The farmers had gathered the golden grain into their barns; the meads looked bare, and the partridges hid themselves in the stubble left by the reapers.

Perched on the top of a stile which separated one field from another, was a boy of some fifteen years. Several books, a strap passed round to keep them together, were flung over his shoulder, and he sat throwing stones into a pond close by, softly whistling as he did so. The stones came out of his pocket. Whether stored there for the purpose to which they were now being put, was best known to himself. He was a slender, well-made boy, with finely-shaped features, a clear complexion, and eyes dark and earnest. A refined face; a good face  and you have not to learn that the face is the index of the mind. An index that never fails for those gifted with the power to read the human countenance.

Before him at a short distance, as he sat on the stile, lay the village of Barbrook. A couple of miles beyond the village was the large town of Barmester. But you could reach the town without taking the village en route. As to the village itself, there were several ways of reaching it. There was the path through the fields, right in front of the stile where that schoolboy was sitting; there was the green and shady lane (knee-deep in mud sometimes); and there were two high-roads. From the signs of vegetation around  not that the vegetation was of the richest kind  you would never suspect that the barren and bleak coal-fields lay so near. Only four or five miles away in the opposite direction  that is, behind the boy and the stile  the coal-pits flourished. Farmhouses were scattered within view, had the boy on the stile chosen to look at them; a few gentlemens houses, and many cottages and hovels. To the left, glancing over the field and across the upper road  the road which did not lead to Barbrook, but to Barmester  on a slight eminence, rose the fine old-fashioned mansion called Trevlyn Hold. Rather to the right, behind him, was the less pretentious but comfortable dwelling called Trevlyn Farm. Trevlyn Hold, formerly the property and residence of Squire Trevlyn, had passed, with that gentlemans death, into the hands of Mr. Chattaway, who now lived in it; his wife having been the Squires second daughter. Trevlyn Farm was tenanted by Mr. Ryle; and the boy sitting on the stile was Mr. Ryles eldest son.

There came, scuffling along the field-path from the village, as fast as her dilapidated shoes permitted her, a wan-looking, undersized girl. She had almost reached the pond, when a boy considerably taller and stronger than the boy on the stile came flying down the field on the left, and planted himself in her way.

Now then, little toad! Do you want another buffeting?

Oh, please, sir, dont stop me! she cried, beginning to sob loudly. Fathers dying, and mother said I was to run and tell them at the farm. Please let me go by.

Did I not order you yesterday to keep out of these fields? asked the tall boy. The lane and roads are open to you; how dare you come this way? I promised you Id shake the inside out of you if I caught you here again, and now Ill do it.

I say, called out at this juncture the lad on the stile, keep your hands off her.

The childs assailant turned sharply at the sound. He had not seen that any one was there. For one moment he relaxed his hold, but the next appeared to change his mind, and began to shake the girl. She turned her face, in its tears and dirt, towards the stile.

Oh, Master George, make him let me go! Im hasting to your house, Master George. Fathers lying all white upon the bed; and mother said I was to come off and tell of it.

George leaped off the stile, and advanced. Let her go, Cris Chattaway!

Cris Chattaway turned his anger upon George. Mind your own business, you beggar! It is no concern of yours.

It is, if I choose to make it mine. Let her go, I say. Dont be a coward.

Whats that you call me? asked Cris Chattaway. A coward? Take that!

He had picked up a clod of earth, and dashed it in George Ryles face. The boy was not one to stand a gratuitous blow, and Mr. Christopher, before he knew what was coming, found himself on the ground. The girl, released, flew to the stile and scrambled over it. George stood his ground, waiting for Cris to get up; he was less tall and strong, but he would not run away.

Christopher Chattaway slowly gathered himself up. He was a coward; and fighting, when it came to close quarters, was not to his liking. Stone-throwing, water-squirting, pea-shooting  any annoyance that might safely be carried on at a distance  he was an adept in; but hand-to-hand fighting  Cris did not relish that.

See if you dont suffer for this, George Ryle!

George laughed good-humouredly, and sat down on the stile as before. Cris was dusting the earth off his clothes.

You have called me a coward, and you have knocked me down. Ill enter it in my memorandum-book, George Ryle.

Do, equably returned George. I never knew any but cowards set upon girls.

Ill set upon her again, if I catch her using this path. Theres not a more impudent little wretch in the whole parish. Let her try it, thats all.

She has a right to use this path as much as I have.

Not if I choose to say she shant use it. You wont have the right long.

Oh, indeed! said George. What is to take it from me?

The Squire says he shall cause this way through the fields to be closed.

Who says it? asked George, with marked emphasis  and the sound grated on Cris Chattaways ear.

The Squire says so, he roared. Are you deaf?

Ah, said George. But Mr. Chattaway cant close it. My father says he has not the power to do so.

Your father! contemptuously rejoined Cris Chattaway. He would like his leave asked, perhaps. When the Squire says he shall do a thing, he means it.

At any rate, it is not done yet, was the significant answer. Dont boast, Cris.

Cris had been making off, and was some distance up the field. He turned to address George.

You know, you beggar, that if I dont go in and polish you off its because I cant condescend to tarnish my hands. When I fight, I like to fight with gentlefolk. And with that he turned tail, and decamped quicker than before.

Just so, shrieked George. Especially if they wear petticoats.

A sly shower of earth came back in answer. But it happened, every bit of it, to steer clear of him, and George kept his seat and his equanimity.

What has he been doing now, George?

George turned his head; the question came from one behind him. There stood a lovely boy of some twelve years old, his beautiful features set off by dark blue eyes and bright auburn curls.

Where did you spring from, Rupert?

I came down by the hedge. You were calling after Cris and did not hear me. Has he been threshing you, George?

Threshing me! returned George, throwing back his handsome head with a laugh. I dont think he would try that on, Rupert. He could not thresh me with impunity, as he does you.

Rupert Trevlyn laid his cheek on the stile, and fixed his eyes on the clear blue evening sky  for the sun was drawing towards its setting. He was a sensitive, romantic, strange sort of boy; gentle and loving by nature, but given to violent fits of passion. People said he inherited the latter from his grandfather, Squire Trevlyn. Other of the Squires descendants had inherited the same. Under happier auspices, Rupert might have learnt to subdue these bursts of passion. Had he possessed a kind home and loving friends, how different might have been his destiny!

George, I wish papa had lived!

The whole parish has need to wish that, returned George. I wish you stood in his shoes! Thats what I wish.

Instead of Uncle Chattaway. Old Canham says I ought to stand in them. He says he thinks I shall, some time, because justice is sure to come uppermost in the end.

Look here, Rupert! gravely returned George Ryle. Dont go listening to old Canham. He talks nonsense, and it will do neither of you any good. If Chattaway heard a tithe of what he sometimes says, hed turn him from the lodge, neck and crop, in spite of Miss Diana. What is, cant be helped, you know, Rupert.

But Cris has no right to inherit Trevlyn over me.

He has legal right, I suppose, answered George; at least, he will have it. Make the best of it, Ru. There are lots of things I have to make the best of. I had a caning yesterday for another boy, and I had to make the best of that.

Rupert still looked up at the sky. If it were not for Aunt Edith, quoth he, Id run away.

You little stupid! Where would you run to?

Anywhere. Mr. Chattaway gave me no dinner to-day.

Why not?

Because Cris carried a tale to him. But it was false, George.

Did you tell Chattaway it was false?

Yes. But wheres the use? He always believes Cris before me.

Have you had no dinner?

Rupert shook his head. I took some bread off the tray as they were carrying it through the hall. Thats all I have had.

Then Id advise you to make double haste home to your tea, said George, jumping over the stile, as I am going to do to mine.

George ran swiftly across the back fields towards his home. Looking round when he was well on his way, he saw Rupert still leaning on the stile with his face turned upward.

Meanwhile the little tatterdemalion had scuffled along to Trevlyn Farm  a very moderately-sized house with a rustic porch covered with jessamine, and a large garden, more useful than ornamental, intervening between it and the high-road. The garden path, leading to the porch, was straight and narrow; on either side rose alternately cabbage-rose trees and hollyhocks. Gooseberries, currants, strawberries, raspberries, and other plain fruit-trees grew amidst vegetables of various sorts. A productive if not an elegant garden. At the side of the house the fold-yard palings and a five-barred gate separated it from the public road, and behind the house were the barns and other outdoor buildings belonging to the farm.

From the porch the entrance led direct into a room, half sitting-room, half kitchen, called Noras room. Nora generally sat in it; George and his brother did their lessons there; the actual kitchen being at the back of it. A parlour opening from this room on the right, whose window looked into the fold-yard, was the general sitting-room. The best sitting-room, a really handsome apartment, was on the other side of the house. As the girl scuffled up to the porch, an active, black-eyed, talkative little woman, of five or six-and-thirty saw her approaching from the window of the best kitchen. That was Nora. What with her ragged frock and tippet, broken straw bonnet, and slipshod shoes, the child looked wretched enough. Her father, Jim Sanders, was carter to Mr. Ryle. He had been at home ill the last day or two; or, as the phrase ran in the farm, was off his work.

If ever I saw such an object! was Noras exclamation. How can her mother keep her in that state? Just look at Letty Sanders, Mrs. Ryle!

Sorting large bunches of sweet herbs on a table at the back of the room was a tall, upright woman. Her dress was plain, but her manner and bearing betrayed the lady. Those familiar with the district would have recognised in her handsome but somewhat masculine face a likeness to the well-formed, powerful features of the late Squire Trevlyn. She was that gentlemans eldest daughter, and had given mortal umbrage to her family when she quitted Trevlyn Hold to become the second wife of Mr. Ryle. George Ryle was not her son. She had only two children; Trevlyn, a boy two years younger than George; and a little girl of eight, named Caroline.

Mrs. Ryle turned, and glanced at the path and Letty Sanders. She is indeed an object! See what she wants, Nora.

Nora, who had no patience with idleness and its signs, flung open the door. The girl halted a few paces from the porch, and dropped a curtsey.

Please, father be dreadful bad, began she. He be lying on the bed and dont stir, and his face is white; and, please, mother said I was to come and tell the missus, and ask her for a little brandy.

And how dare your mother send you up to the house in this trim? demanded Nora. How many crows did you frighten as you came along?

Please, whimpered the child, she havent had time to tidy me to-day, fathers been so bad, and tother frock was tored in the washin.

Of course, assented Nora. Everything is tored that she has to do with, and never gets mended. If ever there was a poor, moithering, thriftless thing, its that mother of yours. She has no needles and no thread, I suppose, and neither soap nor water?

Mrs. Ryle came forward to interrupt the colloquy. What is the matter with your father, Letty? Is he worse?

Letty dropped several curtseys in succession. Please, m, his insides bad again, but mothers afeared hes dying. He fell back upon the bed, and dont stir nor breathe. She says, will you please send him some brandy?

Have you brought anything to put it into? inquired Mrs. Ryle.

No, m.

Not likely, chimed in Nora. Madge Sanders wouldnt think to send so much as a cracked teacup. Shall I put a drop in a bottle, and give it to her? continued Nora, turning to Mrs. Ryle.

No, replied Mrs. Ryle. I must know whats the matter with him before I send brandy. Go back to your mother, Letty. Tell her I shall be going past her cottage presently, and will call in.

The child turned and scuffled off. Mrs. Ryle resumed:

Should it be another attack of internal inflammation, brandy would be the worst thing he could take. He drinks too much, does Jim Sanders.

His insides like a barrel  always waiting to be filled, remarked Nora. Hed drink the sea dry, if it ran beer. What with his drinking, and her untidiness, small wonder the children are in rags. I am surprised the master keeps him on!

He only drinks by fits and starts, Nora. His health will not let him do more.

No, it wont, acquiesced Nora. And I fear this bout may be the ending of him. That hole was not dug for nothing.

Nonsense, said Mrs. Ryle. How can you be so foolishly superstitious, Nora? Find Treve, will you, and get him ready.

Treve, a young gentleman given to having his own way, and to be kept very much from school on account of delicate health, a malady less real than imaginary, was found somewhere about the farm, and put into visiting condition. He and his mother were invited to take tea at Barbrook. In point of fact, the invitation had been for Mrs. Ryle only; but she could not bear to stir anywhere without her darling boy Trevlyn.

They had barely departed when George entered. Nora had then laid the tea-table, and was standing cutting bread-and-butter.

Where are they all? asked George, depositing his books upon a sideboard.

Your mother and Treve are off to tea at Mrs. Apperleys, replied Nora. And the master rode over to Barmester this afternoon, and is not back yet. Sit down, George. Would you like some pumpkin pie?

Try me, responded George. Is there any?

I saved it from dinner,  bringing forth a plate from a closet. It is not much. Treves stomach craves for pies as much as Jim Sanderss for beer; and Mrs. Ryle would give him all he wanted, if it cleared the larder  Is some one calling? she broke off, going to the window. George, its Mr. Chattaway! See what he wants.

A gentleman on horseback had reined in close to the gate: a spare man, rather above the middle height, with a pale, leaden sort of complexion, small, cold light eyes and mean-looking features. George ran down the path.

Is your father at home?

No. He is gone to Barmester.

A scowl passed over Mr. Chattaways brow. Thats the third time I have been here this week, and cannot get to see him. Tell your father that I have had another letter from Butt, and will trouble him to attend to it. And further tell your father I will not be pestered with this business any longer. If he does not pay the money right off, Ill make him pay it.

Something not unlike an ice-bolt shot through George Ryles heart. He knew there was trouble between his house and Mr. Chattaway; that his father was, in pecuniary matters, at Mr. Chattaways mercy. Was this message the result of his recent encounter with Cris Chattaway? A hot flush dyed his face, and he wished  for his fathers sake  that he had let Mr. Cris alone. For his fathers sake he was now ready to eat humble-pie, though there never lived a boy less inclined to humble-pie in a general way than George Ryle. He went close up to the horse and raised his honest eyes fearlessly.

Has Christopher been complaining to you, Mr. Chattaway?

No. What has he to complain of?

Not much, answered George, his fears subsiding. Only I know he does carry tales.

Were there no tales to carry he could not carry them, coldly remarked Mr. Chattaway. I have not seen Christopher since dinner-time. It seems to me that you are always suspecting him of something. Take care you deliver my message correctly, sir.

Mr. Chattaway rode away, and George returned to his pumpkin pie. He had scarcely finished it  with remarkable relish, for the cold dinner he took with him to school daily was little more than a luncheon  when Mr. Ryle entered by the back-door, having been round to the stables with his horse. He was a tall, fine man, with light curling hair, mild blue eyes, and a fair countenance pleasant to look at in its honest simplicity. George delivered the message left by Mr. Chattaway.

He left me that message, did he? cried Mr. Ryle, who, if he could be angered by anything, it was on this very subject of Chattaways claims against him. He might have kept it until he saw me himself.

He bade me tell you, papa.

Yes; it is no matter to Chattaway how he browbeats me and exposes my affairs. He has been at it for years. Has he gone home?

I think so, replied George. He rode that way.

Ill stand it no longer, and Ill tell him so to his face, continued Mr. Ryle. Let him do his best and his worst.

Taking up his hat, Mr. Ryle strode out of the house, disdaining Noras invitation to tea, and leaving on the table a scarf of soft scarlet merino, which he had worn into Barmester. Recently suffering from sore throat, Mrs. Ryle had induced him to put it on when he rode out that afternoon.

Look there! cried Nora. He has left his cravat on the table.

Snatching it up, she ran after Mr. Ryle, catching him half-way down the path. He took the scarf from her with a hasty movement, and went along swinging it in his hand. But he did not attempt to put it on.

It is just like the master, grumbled Nora to George. He has worn that warm woollen thing for hours, and now goes off without it! His throat will be bad again.

I am afraid papas gone to have it out with Mr. Chattaway, said George.

And serve Chattaway right if he has, returned Nora. It is what the master has threatened this many a day.




CHAPTER II

SUPERSTITION

Later, when George was working diligently at his lessons, and Nora was sewing  both by the help of the same candle: for an array of candles was not more indulged in than other luxuries in Mr. Ryles house  footsteps were heard approaching the porch, and a modest knock came to the door.

Come in, called out Nora.

A very thin woman, in a washed-out cotton gown, with a thin face and inflamed eyes, came in, curtseying. It was an honest face, a meek face; although it looked as if its owner had a meal about once a week.

Evening, Miss Dickson; evening, Master George. I have stepped round to ask the missis whether I shall be wanted on Tuesday.

The missis is out, said Nora. She has been talking of putting off the wash till the week after, but I dont know that she will do so. If you sit down a bit, Ann Canham, shell come in, perhaps.

Ann Canham seated herself respectfully on the edge of a remote chair. And Nora, who liked gossiping above every earthly thing, began to talk of Jim Sanderss illness.

He has dreadful bouts, poor fellow! observed Ann Canham.

But six times out of seven he brings them on through his own fault, tartly returned Nora. Many and many a time I have told him hed do for himself, and now I think he has done it. This bout, it strikes me, is his last.

Is he so ill as that? exclaimed Ann Canham. And George looked up from his exercise-book in surprise.

I dont know that he is, said Nora; but  

Nora broke suddenly off, dropped her work, and bent her head towards Ann Canham.

We have had a strange thing happen here, she continued, her voice falling to a whisper; and if its not a warning of death, never believe me again. This morning  George, did you hear the dog in the night?

No, answered George.

Boys sleep soundly, she remarked to Ann Canham. You might drive a coach-and-six through their room, and not wake them. His rooms at the back, too. Last night the dog got round to the front of the house, and there he was, all night long, sighing and moaning like a human creature. You couldnt call it a howl; there was too much pain in it. He was at it all night long; I couldnt sleep for it. The missis says she couldnt sleep for it. Well, this morning I was up first, the master next, Molly next; but the master went out by the back-way and saw nothing. By-and-by I spied something out of this window on the garden path, as if some one had been digging there; so out I went. It was for all the world like a grave!  a great hole, with the earth thrown up on either side of it. That dog had done it in the night!

Ann Canham, possibly feeling uncomfortably aloof from the company when graves became the topic, drew her chair nearer the table. George sat, his pen arrested; his large wide-open eyes turned on Nora  not with fear, but merriment.

A great hole, twice the length of our rolling-pin, and wide in proportion, all hollowed and scratched out, went on Nora. I called the cow-boy, and asked him what it looked like. A grave, said he, without a moments hesitation. Molly came out, and they two filled it in again, and trod the path down. The marks have been plain enough all day. The master has been talking a long while of having that path gravelled, but it has not been done.

And the hole was scratched by the dog? proceeded Ann Canham, unable to get over the wonder.

It was scratched by the dog, answered Nora. And every one knows its a sign that deaths coming to the house, or to some one belonging to the house. Whether its your own dog scratches it, or somebody elses dog, no matter; its a sure sign that a real grave is about to be dug. It may not happen once in fifty years  no, not in a hundred; but when it does come, its a warning not to be neglected.

Its odd how the dogs can know! remarked Ann Canham, meekly.

Those dumb animals possess an instinct we cant understand, said Nora. We have had that dog ever so many years, and he never did such a thing before. Rely upon it, its Jim Sanderss warning. How you stare, George!

I may well stare, to hear you, was Georges answer. How can you put faith in such rubbish, Nora?

Just hark at him! exclaimed Nora. Boys are half heathens. I wouldnt laugh in that irreverent way, if I were you, George, because Jim Sanderss time has come.

I am not laughing at that, said George; I am laughing at you. Nora, your argument wont hold water. If the dog had meant to give notice that he was digging a hole for Jim Sanders, he would have dug it before his own door, not before ours.

Go on! cried Nora, sarcastically. Theres no profit arguing with unbelieving boys. Theyd stand it to your face the sun never shone.

Ann Canham rose, and put her chair back in its place with much humility. Indeed, humility was her chief characteristic. Ill come round in the morning, and know about the wash, if you please, maam, she said to Nora. Father will be wanting his supper, and will wonder where Im staying.

She departed. Nora gave George a lecture upon unbelief and irreverence in general, but George was too busy with his books to take much notice of it.

The evening went on. Mrs. Ryle and Trevlyn returned, the latter a diminutive boy, with dark curls and a handsome face.

Jim Sanders is much better, remarked Mrs. Ryle. He is all right again now, and will be at work in a day or two. It must have been a sort of fainting-fit he had this afternoon, and his wife got frightened. I told him to rest to-morrow, and come up the next day if he felt strong enough.

George turned to Nora, his eyes dancing. What of the hole now? he asked.

Wait and see, snapped Nora. And if you are impertinent, Ill never save you pie or pudding again.

Mrs. Ryle went into the sitting-room, but came back speedily when she found it dark and untenanted. Wheres the master? she exclaimed. Surely he has returned from Barmester!

Papa came home ages ago, said George. He has gone up to the Hold.

The Hold? repeated Mrs. Ryle in surprise, for there was something like deadly feud between Trevlyn Hold and Trevlyn Farm.

George explained; telling of Mr. Chattaways message, and the subsequent proceedings. Nora added that as sure as fate, he was having it out with Chattaway. Nothing else would keep him at Trevlyn Hold.

But Mrs. Ryle knew that her easy-natured husband was not one to have it out with any one, even his enemy Chattaway. He might say a few words, but it was all he would say, and the interview would end almost as soon as begun. She took off her things, and Molly carried the supper-tray into the parlour.

But still there was no Mr. Ryle. Ten oclock struck, and Mrs. Ryle grew, not exactly uneasy, but curious as to what could have become of him. What could be detaining him at the Hold?

It wouldnt surprise me to hear that he has been taken too bad to come back, said Nora. He unwound his scarlet cravat from his throat, and went away swinging it in his hand. John Pinders waiting all this time in the kitchen.

Have you finished your lessons, George? asked Mrs. Ryle, perceiving that he was putting his books away.

Every one, answered George.

Then you shall go up to the Hold, and walk home with your father. I cannot think what is delaying his return.

Perhaps he has gone somewhere else, said George.

He would neither go anywhere else nor remain at Chattaways, said Mrs. Ryle. This is Tuesday evening.

A conclusive argument. Tuesday evening was invariably devoted by Mr. Ryle to his farm accounts, and he never suffered anything to interfere with that evenings work. George put on his cap and started on his errand.

It was a starlight night, cold and clear, and George went along whistling. A quarter of an hours walk up the turnpike road brought him to Trevlyn Hold. The road rose gently the whole way, for the land was higher at Trevlyn Hold than at Trevlyn Farm. A white gate, by the side of a lodge, opened to the shrubbery or avenue  a dark walk wide enough for two carriages to pass, with the elm trees nearly meeting overhead. The shrubbery wound up to a lawn stretched before the windows of the house: a large, old-fashioned stone-built house, with gabled roofs, and a flight of steps leading to the entrance-hall. George ascended the steps and rang the bell.

Is my father ready to come home? he asked, not very ceremoniously, of the servant who answered it.

The man paused, as though he scarcely understood. Mr. Ryle is not here, sir, was the answer.

How long has he been gone?

He has not been here at all, sir, that I know of. I dont think he has.

Just ask, will you? said George. He came here to see Mr. Chattaway. It was about five oclock.

The man went away and returned. Mr. Ryle has not been here at all, sir. I thought he had not.

George wondered. Could he be out somewhere with Chattaway? Is Mr. Chattaway at home? he inquired.

Master is in bed, said the servant. He came home to-day about five, or thereabouts, not feeling well, and he went to bed as soon as tea was over.

George turned away. Where could his father have gone to? Where to look for him? As he passed the lodge, Ann Canham was locking the gate, of which she and her father were the keepers. It was a whim of Mr. Chattaways that the larger gate should be locked at night; but not until after ten. Foot-passengers could enter by the side-gate.

Have you seen my father anywhere, since you left our house this evening? he asked.

No, I have not, Master George.

I cant imagine where he can be. I thought he was at Chattaways, but they say he has not been there.

At Chattaways! He wouldnt go there, would he, Master George?

He started to do so this afternoon. Its very odd! Good night, Ann.

Master George, she interrupted, do you happen to have heard how its going with Jim Sanders?

He is much better, said George.

Better! slowly repeated Ann Canham. Well, I hope he is, she added, in doubting tones. But, Master George, I didnt like what Nora told us. I cant bear tokens from dumb animals, and I never knew them fail.

Jim Sanders is all right, I tell you, said heathen George. Mamma has been there, and he is coming to his work the day after to-morrow. Good night.

Good night, sir, answered Ann Canham, as she retreated within the lodge. And George went through the gate, and stood in hesitation, looking up and down the road. But it was apparently of no use to search elsewhere in the uncertainty; and he turned towards home, wondering much.

What had become of Mr. Ryle?




CHAPTER III

IN THE UPPER MEADOW

The stars shone bright and clear as George Ryle walked down the slight descent of the turnpike-road, wondering what had become of his father. Any other night but this, he might not have wondered about it; but George could not remember the time when Tuesday evening had been devoted to anything but the farm accounts. John Pinder, who acted as a sort of bailiff, had been in the kitchen some hours with his weekly memoranda, to go through them as usual with his master; and George knew his father would not willingly keep the man waiting.

George went along whistling a tune; he was given to whistling. About half-way between Trevlyn Hold and his own house, the sound of another whistle struck upon his ear. A turn in the road brought a lad into view, wearing a smock-frock. It was the waggoners boy at Trevlyn Hold. He ceased when he came up to George, and touched his hat in rustic fashion.

Have you seen anything of my father, Bill?

Not since this afternoon, Master George, was the answer. I see him, then, turning into that field of ours, next to where the bull be. Going up to the Hold, mayhap; else what should he do there?

What time was that? asked George.

The boy considered a moment. Twas afore the sun set, he said at length, I am sure o that. He had someat red in his hand, and the sun shone on it fit to dazzle ones eyes.

The boy went his way; George stood and thought. If his father had turned into the field indicated, there could be no doubt that he was hastening to Chattaways. Crossing this field and the one next to it, both large, would bring one close to Trevlyn Hold, cutting off, perhaps, two minutes of the high-road, which wound round the fields. But the fields were scarcely ever favoured, on account of the bull. This bull had been a subject of much contention in the neighbourhood, and was popularly called Chattaways bull. It was a savage animal, and had once got out of the field and frightened several people almost to death. The neighbours said Mr. Chattaway ought to keep it under lock and key. Mr. Chattaway said he should keep it where he pleased: and he generally pleased to keep it in the field. This barred it to pedestrians; and Mr. Ryle must undoubtedly have been in hot haste to reach Trevlyn Hold to choose the route.

A hundred fears darted through George Ryles mind. He was more thoughtful, it may be said more imaginative, than boys of his age generally are. George and Cris Chattaway had once had a run from the bull, and only saved themselves by desperate speed. Venturing into the field one day when the animal was apparently grazing quietly in a remote corner, they had not anticipated his running at them. George remembered this; he remembered the terror excited when the bull had broken loose. Had his father been attacked by the bull?  perhaps killed by it?

His heart beating, George retraced his steps, and turned into the first field. He hastened across it, glancing on all sides as keenly as the night allowed him. Not in this field would the danger be; and George reached the gate of the other, and stood looking into it.

Apparently it was quite empty. The bull was probably safe in its shed then, in Chattaways farmyard. George could see nothing  nothing except the grass stretched out in the starlight. He threw his eyes in every direction, but could not perceive his father, or any trace of him. What a simpleton I am, thought George, to fear that such an out-of-the-way thing could have happened! He must  

What was that? George held his breath. A sound, not unlike a groan, had smote upon his ear. And there it came again! Holloa! shouted George, and cleared the gate with a bound. Whats that? Who is it?

A moan answered him; and George Ryle, guided by the sound, hastened to the spot. It was only a little way off, down by the hedge separating the fields. All the undefined fear George, not a minute ago, had felt inclined to treat as groundless, was indeed but a prevision of the terrible reality. Mr. Ryle lay in a narrow, dry ditch: and, but for that friendly ditch, he had probably been gored to death on the spot.

Who is it? he asked feebly, as his son bent over him, trying to distinguish what he could in the darkness. George?

Oh, papa! what has happened?

Just my death, lad.

It was a sad tale. One that is often talked of in the place, in connection with Chattaways bull. In crossing the second field  indeed, as soon as he entered it  Mr. Ryle was attacked by the furious beast, and tossed into the ditch, where he lay helpless. The people said then, and say still, that the red cravat he carried excited the anger of the bull.

George raised his voice in a shout for help, hoping it might reach the ears of the boy whom he had recently encountered. Perhaps I can get you out, papa, he said, though I may not be able myself to get you home.

No, George; it will take stronger help than yours to get me out of this.

I had better go up to the Hold, then. It is nearer than our house.

You will not go to the Hold, said Mr. Ryle, authoritatively. I will not be beholden to Chattaway. He has been the ruin of my peace, and now his bull has done for me.

George bent down closer. There was no room for him to get into the ditch, which was very narrow. Papa, are you shivering with cold?

With cold and pain. The frost strikes keenly upon me, and my pain is great.

George instantly took off his jacket and waistcoat, and laid them gently on his father, his tears dropping silently in the dark night. Ill run home for help, he said, speaking as bravely as he could. John Pinder is there, and we can call up one or two of the men.

Ay, do, said Mr. Ryle. They must bring a shutter, and carry me home on it. Take care you dont frighten your mother, George. Tell her at first that I am a little hurt, and cant walk; break it to her so that she may not be alarmed.

George flew away. At the end of the second field, staring over the gate near the high-road, stood the boy Bill, whose ears Georges shouts had reached. He was not a sharp-witted lad, and his eyes and mouth opened with astonishment to see George Ryle come flying along in his shirt-sleeves.

Whats a-gate? asked he. Be that bull loose again?

Run for your life to the second field, panted George, seizing him in his desperation. In the ditch, a few yards along the hedge to the right, my father is lying. Go and stay by him, until I come back with help.

Lying in the ditch! repeated Bill, unable to collect his startled senses. Whats done it, Master George?

Chattaways bull has done it. Hasten down to him, Bill. You might hear his groans all this way off, if you listened.

Is the bull there? asked Bill.

I have seen no bull. The bull must have been in its shed hours ago. Stand by him, Bill, and Ill give you sixpence to-morrow.

They separated. George tore down the road, wondering how he should fulfil his fathers injunction not to frighten Mrs. Ryle in telling the news. Molly, very probably looking after her sweetheart, was standing at the fold-yard gate as he passed. George sent her into the house the front way, and bade her whisper to Nora to come out; to tell her somebody wanted to speak to her. Molly obeyed; but executed her commission so bunglingly, that not only Nora, but Mrs. Ryle and Trevlyn came flocking to the porch. George could only go in then.

Dont be frightened, mamma, he said, in answer to their questions. My father has had a fall, and  and says he cannot walk home. Perhaps he has sprained his ankle.

What has become of your jacket and waistcoat? cried Nora, amazed to see George standing in his shirt-sleeves.

They are safe enough. Is John Pinder still in the kitchen? continued George, escaping from the room.

Trevlyn ran after him. George, have you been fighting? he asked. Is your jacket torn to ribbons?

George drew the boy into a dark angle of the passage. Treve, he whispered, if I tell you something about papa, you wont cry out?

No, I wont cry out, answered Treve.

We must get a stretcher of some sort up to him, to bring him home. I am going to consult John Pinder.

Where is papa? interrupted Treve.

Lying in a ditch in the large meadow. Chattaways bull has attacked him. I am not sure but he will die.

The first thing Treve did was to cry out. George put his hand over his mouth. But Mrs. Ryle and Nora, who were full of curiosity, both as to Georges jacketless state and Georges news, had followed into the passage. Treve began to cry.

He has dreadful news about papa, he says, sobbed Treve. Thinks hes dead.

It was all over. George must tell now, and he could not help himself. No, no, Treve, you should not exaggerate, he said, turning to Mrs. Ryle in his pain and earnestness. There is an accident, mamma; but it is not so bad as that.

Mrs. Ryle retained perfect composure; very few people had seen her ruffled. It was not in her nature to be so, and her husband had little need to caution George as he had done. She laid her hand upon Georges shoulder and looked calmly into his face. Tell me the truth, she said in tones of quiet command. What is the injury?

I do not know yet  

The truth, boy, I said, she sternly interposed.

Indeed I do not yet know what it is. He has been attacked by Chattaways bull.

It was Noras turn now. By Chattaways bull? she shrieked.

Yes, said George. It must have happened immediately after he left here at tea-time, and he has been lying ever since in the ditch in the upper meadow. I put my jacket and waistcoat over him; he was shivering with cold and pain.

While George was talking, Mrs. Ryle was acting. She sought John Pinder and issued her orders clearly and concisely. Men were got together; a mattress with holders was made ready; and the procession started under the convoy of George, who had been made to put on another jacket. Bill, the waggoners boy, had been faithful, and was found by the side of Mr. Ryle.

Im glad you be come, was the boys salutation. Hes been groaning and shivering awful. It set me shivering too.

As if to escape from the evil, Bill ran off, there and then, across the field, and never drew in until he reached Trevlyn Hold. In spite of his somewhat stolid propensities, he felt a sort of pride in being the first to impart the story there. Entering the house by the back, or farmyard door  for farming was carried on at Trevlyn Hold as well as at Trevlyn Farm  he passed through sundry passages to the well-lighted hall. There he seemed to hesitate at his temerity, but at length gave an awkward knock at the door of the general sitting-room.

A large, handsome room. Reclining in an easy-chair was a pretty and pleasing woman, looking considerably younger than she really was. Small features, a profusion of curling auburn hair, light blue eyes, a soft, yielding expression, and a gentle voice, were the adjuncts of a young woman, rather than of one approaching middle-age. A stranger, entering, might have taken her for a young unmarried woman; and yet she was mistress of Trevlyn Hold, the mother of that great girl of sixteen at the table, now playing backgammon and quarrelling with her brother Christopher. Mistress in name only. Although the wife of its master, Mr. Chattaway, and daughter of its late master, Squire Trevlyn; although universally called Madam Chattaway  as from time immemorial it had been customary to designate the mistress of Trevlyn Hold  she was in fact no better than a nonentity in it, possessing little authority, and assuming less. She has been telling her children several times that their hour for bed has passed; she has begged them not to quarrel; she has suggested that if they will not go to bed, Maude should do so; but she may as well talk to the winds.

Miss Chattaway possesses a will of her own. She has the same insignificant features, pale leaden complexion, small, sly, keen light eyes that characterise her father. She would like to hold undisputed sway as the houses mistress; but the inclination has to be concealed; for the real mistress of Trevlyn Hold may not be displaced. She is sitting in the background, at a table apart, bending over her desk. A tall, majestic lady, in a stiff green silk dress and an imposing cap, in person very like Mrs. Ryle. It is Miss Trevlyn, usually called Miss Diana, the youngest daughter of the late Squire. You would take her to be at least ten years older than her sister, Mrs. Chattaway, but in point of fact she is that ladys junior by a year. Miss Trevlyn is, to all intents and purposes, mistress of Trevlyn Hold, and she rules its internal economy with a firm sway.

Maude, you should go to bed, Mrs. Chattaway had said for the fourth or fifth time.

A graceful girl of thirteen turned her dark, violet-blue eyes and pretty light curls upon Mrs. Chattaway. She had been leaning on the table watching the backgammon. Something of the soft, sweet expression visible in Mrs. Chattaways face might be traced in this childs; but in Maude it was blended with greater intellect.

It is not my fault, Aunt Edith, she gently said. I should like to go. I am tired.

Be quiet, Maude! broke from Miss Chattaway. Mamma, I wish you wouldnt worry about bed! I dont choose Maude to go up until I go. She helps me to undress.

Poor Maude looked sleepy. I can be going on, Octave, she said to Miss Chattaway.

You can hold your tongue and wait, and not be ungrateful, was the response of Octavia Chattaway. But for papas kindness, you would not have a bed to go to. Cris, you are cheating! that was not sixes!

It was at this juncture that the awkward knock came to the door. Come in! cried Mrs. Chattaway.

Either her gentle voice was not heard, for Cris and his sister were disputing just then, or the boys modesty would not allow him to respond. He knocked again.

See who it is, Cris, came forth the ringing voice of Miss Trevlyn.

Cris did not choose to obey. Open the door, Maude, said he.

Maude did as she was bid: she had little chance allowed her in that house of doing otherwise. Opening the door, she saw the boy standing there. What is it, Bill? she asked in surprise.

Please, is the Squire there, Miss Maude?

No, answered Maude. He is not well, and has gone to bed.

This appeared to be a poser for Bill, and he stood considering. Is Madam in there? he presently asked.

Who is it, Maude? came again in Miss Trevlyns commanding tones.

Maude turned her head. It is Bill Webb, Aunt Diana.

What does he want?

Bill stepped in. Please, Miss Diana, I came to tell the Squire the news. I thought he might be angry with me if I did not, seeing as I knowed of it.

The news? repeated Miss Diana, looking imperiously at Bill.

The mischief the bull have done. Hes gone and gored Farmer Ryle.

The words arrested the attention of all. They came forward, as with one impulse. Cris and his sister, in their haste, upset the backgammon-board.

What do you say, Bill? gasped Mrs. Chattaway, with white face and faltering voice.

Its true, maam, said Bill. The bull set on him this afternoon, and tossed him into the ditch. Master George found him there a short while agone, groaning awful.

There was a startled pause. I  I  hope he is not much injured? said Mrs. Chattaway at last, in her consternation.

He says its his death, maam. John Pinder and others have brought a bed, and be carrying of him home on it.

What brought Mr. Ryle in that field? asked Miss Diana.

He telled me, maam, he was a-coming up here to see the Squire, and took that way to save time.

Mrs. Chattaway fell back a little. Cris, said she to her son, go down to the farm and see what the injury is. I cannot sleep in the uncertainty. It may be fatal.

Cris tossed his head. You know, mother, Id do almost anything to oblige you, he said, in his smooth accents, which had ever a false sound in them, but I cant go to the farm. Mrs. Ryle might insult me: theres no love lost between us.

If the accident happened this afternoon, why was it not discovered when the bull was brought to his shed to-night? cried Miss Trevlyn.

Bill shook his head. I dun know, maam. For one thing, Mr. Ryle was in the ditch, and couldnt be seen. And the bull, maybe, had gone to the top o the field again, where the groaning wouldnt be heard.

If I had only been listened to! exclaimed Mrs. Chattaway, in wailing accents. How many a time have I asked that the bull should be parted with, before he did some fatal injury. And now it has come!




CHAPTER IV

LIFE OR DEATH?

Mr. Ryle was carried home on the mattress, and laid on the large table in the sitting-room, by the surgeons directions. Mrs. Ryle, clear-headed and of calm judgment, had sent for medical advice even before sending for her husband. The only doctor available for immediate purposes was Mr. King, who lived about half-way between the farm and the village. He attended at once, and was at the house before his patient. Mrs. Ryle had sent also to Barmester for another surgeon, but he could not arrive just yet. It was by Mr. Kings direction that the mattress was placed on the large table in the parlour.

Better there; better there, acquiesced the sufferer, when he heard the order given. I dont know how theyd get me up the stairs.

Mr. King, a man getting in years, was left alone with his patient. The examination over, he came forth from the room and sought Mrs. Ryle, who was waiting for the report.

The internal injuries are extensive, I fear, he said. They lie chiefly here  touching his chest and right side.

Will he live, Mr. King? she interrupted. Do not temporise, but let me know the truth. Will he live?

You have asked me a question I cannot yet answer, returned the surgeon. My examination has been hasty and superficial: I was alone, and knew you were anxiously waiting. With the help of Mr. Benage, we may be able to arrive at some decisive opinion. I fear the injuries are serious.

Yes, they were serious; and nothing could be done, as it seemed, to remedy them or alleviate the pain. Mr. Ryle lay helpless on the bed, giving vent to his regret and anguish in somewhat homely phraseology. It was the phraseology of this simple farmhouse; that to which he had been accustomed; and he was not likely to change it now. Gentlemen by birth and pedigree, he and his father had been content to live as plain farmers only, in language as well as work.

He lay groaning, lamenting his imprudence, now that it was too late, in venturing within the reach of that dangerous animal. The rest waited anxiously and restlessly the appearance of the surgeon. For Mr. Benage of Barmester had a world-wide reputation, and such men seem to bring consolation with them. If any one could apply healing remedies and save his life, it was Mr. Benage.

George Ryle had taken up his station at the garden gate. His hands clasped, his head lying lightly upon them, he was listening for the sound of the gig which had been despatched to Barmester. Nora at length came out to him.

Youll catch cold, George, out here in the keen night air.

The air wont hurt me to-night. Listen, Nora! I thought I heard something. They might be back again by this.

He was right. The gig was bowling swiftly along, containing the well-known surgeon and messenger despatched for him. The surgeon, a little man, quick and active, was out of the gig before it had well stopped, passed George and Nora with a nod, and entered the house.

A short time, and the worst was known. There would be but a few more hours of life for Mr. Ryle.

Mr. King would remain, doing what he could to comfort, to soothe pain. Mr. Benage must return to Barmester, for he was wanted there. Refreshment was offered him, but he declined it. Nora waylaid him in the garden as he was going down.

Will the master see to-morrows sun, sir?

Its rising now; he may do so. He will not see its setting.

Can you picture to yourselves what that night was for the house and its inmates? In the parlour, gathered round the table on which lay the dying man supported by pillows and covered with blankets, were Mrs. Ryle, George and Trevlyn, the surgeon, and sometimes Nora. In the outer room was collected a larger group: John Pinder, the men who had borne him home, and Molly; with a few others whom the news of the accident had brought together.

Mrs. Ryle stood near her husband. George and Trevlyn seemed scarcely to know what to do with themselves; and Mr. King sat in a chair in the recess of the bay window. Mr. Ryle looked grievously wan, and the surgeon administered medicine from time to time.

Come here, my boys, he suddenly said. Come close to me.

They approached as he spoke, and leaned over him. He took a hand of each. George swallowed down his tears in the best way that he could. Trevlyn looked frightened.

Children, I am going. It has pleased God to cut me off in the midst of my career, just when I had least thought of death. I dont know how it will be with you, my dear ones, or how it will be with the old home. Chattaway can sell up everything if he chooses; and I fear theres little hope but he will do it. If he would let your mother stay on, she might keep things together, and get clear of him in time. George will be growing into more of a man every day, and may soon learn to be useful in the farm, if his mother thinks well to trust him. Maude, youll do your best for them? For him, as for the younger ones?

I will, said Mrs. Ryle.

Ay, I know you will. I leave them all to you, and you will act for the best. I think its well George should be upon the farm, as I am taken from it; but you and he will see to that. Treve, you must do the best you can in whatever station you may be called to. I dont know what it will be. My boys, theres nothing before you but work. Do you understand that?

Fully, was Georges answer. Treve seemed too bewildered to give one.

To work with all your might; your shoulders to the wheel. Do your best in all ways. Be honest and single-hearted in the sight of God; work for Him whilst you are working for yourselves, and then He will prosper you. I wish I had worked for Him more than I have done!

A pause, broken only by George, who could no longer control his sobs.

My days seem to have been made up of nothing but struggling, and quarrelling, and care. Struggling to keep my head above water, and quarrelling with Chattaway. The end seemed far-off, ages away, something as heaven seems. And now the ends come, and heavens come  that is, I must set out upon the journey that leads to it. I fear the end comes to many as suddenly; cutting them off in their carelessness and their sins. Do not spend your days in quarrelling, my boys; be working on a bit for the end whilst time is given you. I dont know how it will be in the world I am about to enter. Some fancy that when once we have entered it, we shall see what is going on here, in our families and homes. For that thought, if for no other, I would ask you to try and keep right. If you were to go wrong, think how it would grieve me! I should always be thinking that I might have trained you better, and had not done so. Children! it is only when we come to lie here that we see all our shortcomings. You would not like to grieve me, George?

Oh, no! no! said George, his sobs deepening. Indeed I will try to do my best. I shall be always thinking that perhaps you are watching me.

One greater than I is always watching you, George. And that is God. Act well in His sight; not in mine. Doctor, I must have some more of that stuff. I feel a strange sinking.

Mr. King rose, poured some drops into a wine-glass of water, and administered them. The patient lay a few moments, and then took his sons hands, as before.

And now, children, for my last charge to you. Reverence and love your mother. Obey her in all things. George, she is not your own mother, but you have never known another, and she has been as one to you. Listen to her always, and she will lead you aright. If I had listened to her, I shouldnt be lying where I am now. A week or two ago I wanted the character of that outdoor man from Chattaway. Dont go through that field, she said before I started. Better keep where the bull cant touch you. Do you remember, Maude?

Mrs. Ryle simply bowed her head in reply. She was feeling the scene deeply, but emotion she would not show.

I heeded what your mother said, and went up to Chattaways, avoiding the fields, resumed Mr. Ryle. This last afternoon, when I was going up again and had got to the field gate, I turned into it, for it cut off a few steps, and my temper was up. I thought of what your mother would say, as I swung in, but it didnt stop me. It must have been that red neckerchief that put him up, for I was no sooner over the gate than he bellowed savagely and butted at me. It was all over in a minute; I was in the ditch, and he went on, bellowing and tossing and tearing at the cloth. If you go there to-morrow, youll see it in shreds about the field. Children, obey your mother; therell be still greater necessity for it when I am gone.

The boys had been obedient hitherto. At least, George had been: Trevlyn was too indulged to be perfectly so. George promised that he would be so still.

I wish I could have seen the little wench, resumed the dying man, the tears gathering on his eyelashes. But it may be for the best that shes away, for I should hardly have borne parting with her. Maude! George! Treve! I leave her to you all. Do the best you can by her. I dont know that shell be spared to grow up, for shes a delicate little mite: but that is as God pleases. I wish I could have stayed with you all a bit longer  if its not sinful to wish contrary to Gods will. Is Mr. King there?

Mr. King had resumed his seat in the bay window, and was partially hidden by the curtain. He came forward. Is there anything I can do for you, Mr. Ryle?

You would oblige me by writing out a few directions. I should like to write them myself, but it is impossible; youll enter the sentences just as I speak them. I have not made my will. I put it off, and put it off, thinking I could do it at any time; but now the ends come, and it is not done. Death surprises a great many, I fear, as he has surprised me. It seems that if I could only have one day more of health, I would do many things I have left undone. You shall write down my wishes, doctor. It will do as well; for theres only themselves, and they wont dispute one with the other. Let a little table be brought, and pen, ink, and paper.

He lay quiet whilst these directions were obeyed, and then began again.

I am in very little pain, considering that I am going; not half as much as when I lay in that ditch. Thank God for it! It might have been that I could not have left a written line, or said a word of farewell to you. Theres sure to be a bit of blue sky in the darkest trouble; and the more implicitly we trust, the more blue sky we shall find. I have not been what I ought to be, especially in the matter of disputing with Chattaway  not but that Chattaways hardness has been in fault. But God is taking me from a world of care, and I trust He will forgive all my shortcomings for our Saviours sake. Is everything ready?

All is ready, said Mr. King.

Then leave me alone with the doctor a short time, dear ones, he resumed. We shall not keep you out long.

Nora, who had brought in the things required, held the door open for them to pass through. The pinched look that the face, lying there, was assuming, struck upon her ominously.

After all, the boy was right, she murmured. The scratched hole was not meant for Jim Sanders.




CHAPTER V

MAUDE TREVLYN

The sun rose gloriously, dispersing the early October frost, and brightening the world. But the sunbeams fall upon dark scenes sometimes; perhaps more often than upon happy ones.

George Ryle was leaning on the fold-yard gate. He had strolled out without his hat, and his head was bent in grief. Not that he was shedding tears now. He had shed plenty during the night; but tears cannot flow for ever, even from an aching heart.

Hasty steps were heard approaching down the road, and George raised his head. They were Mr. Chattaways. He stopped suddenly at sight of George.

What is this about your father? What has happened? Is he dead?

He is dying, replied George. The doctors are with him. Mr. King has been here all night, and Mr. Benage has just come again from Barmester. They have sent us out of the room; me and Treve. They let my mother remain with him.

But how on earth did it happen? asked Chattaway. I cannot make it out. The first thing I heard when I woke this morning was that Mr. Ryle had been gored to death by the bull. What brought him near the bull?

He was passing through the field up to your house, and the bull attacked him  

But when? when? hastily interrupted Mr. Chattaway.

Yesterday afternoon. My father came in directly after you rode away, and I gave him your message. He said he would go up to the Hold at once, and speak to you; and took the field way instead of the road.

Now, how could he take it? He knew it was hardly safe for strangers. Not but that the bull ought to have known him.

He had a red cravat in his hand, and he thinks that excited the bull. It tossed him into the ditch, and he lay there, undiscovered, until past ten at night.

And he is badly hurt?

He is dying, replied George, dying now. I think that is why they sent us from the room.

Mr. Chattaway paused in dismay. Though a hard, selfish man, who had taken delight in quarrelling with Mr. Ryle and putting upon him, he did possess some feelings of humanity as well as his neighbours; and the terrible nature of the case naturally called them forth. George strove manfully to keep down his tears; relating the circumstances was almost too much for him, but he did not care to give way before the world, especially before that unit in it represented by Mr. Chattaway. Mr. Chattaway rested his elbow on the gate, and looked down at George.

This is very shocking, lad. I am sorry to hear it. What will the farm do without him? How shall you all get on?

Thinking of that has been troubling him all night, said George. He said we might get a living at the farm, if you would let us do it. If you would not be hard, he added, determined to speak out.

Hard, he called me, did he? said Mr. Chattaway. Its not my hardness that has been in fault, but his pride. He has been as saucy and independent as if he did not owe me a shilling; always making himself out my equal.

He is your equal, said George, speaking gently in his sadness.

My equal! Working Tom Ryle the equal of the Chattaways! A man who rents two or three hundred acres and does half the work himself, the equal of the landlord who owns them and ever so many more to them!  equal to the Squire of Trevlyn Hold! Where did you pick up those notions, boy?

George had a great mind to say that in strict justice Mr. Chattaway had no more right to be Squire of Trevlyn Hold, or to own those acres, than his father had; not quite so much right, if it came to that. He had a great mind to say that the Ryles were gentlemen, and once owners of what his father now rented. But George remembered they were in Chattaways power; he could sell them up, and turn them from the farm, if he pleased; and he held his tongue.

Not that I blame you for the notions, Mr. Chattaway resumed, in the same thin, unpleasant tones  never was there a voice more thin and wiry than his. Its natural you should have got them from Ryle, for they were his. He was always  But there! I wont say any more, with him lying there, poor fellow. Well let it drop, George.

I do not know how things are between you and my father, said George, except that theres money owing to you. But if you will not press us, if you will let my mother remain on the farm, I  

Thats enough, interrupted Mr. Chattaway. Never trouble your head about business thats above you. Anything between me and your father, or your mother either, is no concern of yours; you are not old enough to interfere yet. I should like to see him. Do you think I may go in?

We can ask, answered George; some vague and indistinct idea floating to his mind that a death-bed reconciliation might help to smooth future difficulties.

He led the way through the fold-yard. Nora was coming out at the back-door as they advanced.

Nora, do you think Mr. Chattaway may go in to see my father? asked George.

If it will do Mr. Chattaway any good, responded Nora, who ever regarded that gentleman in the light of a common enemy, and could with difficulty bring herself to be commonly civil to him. Its all over; but Mr. Chattaway can see whats left of him.

Is he dead? whispered Mr. Chattaway; whilst George lifted his white and startled face.

He is dead! broke forth Nora; and perhaps there may be some that will wish now they had been less hard with him in life. The doctors and Mrs. Ryle have just come out, and the women have gone in to put him straight and comfortable. Mr. Chattaway can go in also, if he would like it.

Mr. Chattaway, it appeared, did not like it. He turned from the door, drawing George with him.

George, tell your mother I am grieved at her trouble, and wish that beast of a bull had been stuck before he had done this. Tell her if theres any little thing she could fancy from the Hold, to let Edith know, and shell gladly send it to her. Good-bye, lad. You and Treve must keep up, you know.

He passed out by the fold-yard gate, as he had entered, and George leaned upon it again, with his aching heart; an orphan now. Treve and Caroline had their mother left, but he had no one. It is true he had never known a mother, and Mrs. Ryle, his fathers second wife, had supplied the place of one. She had done her duty by him; but it had not been in love; nor very much in gentleness. Of her own children she was inordinately fond; she had not been so of George  which perhaps was in accordance with human nature. It had never troubled George much; but the fact now struck upon him with a sense of intense loneliness. His father had loved him deeply and sincerely: but  he was gone.

In spite of his heavy sorrow, George was awake to sounds in the distance, the everyday labour of life. The cow-boy was calling to his cows; one of the men, acting for Jim Sanders, was going out with the team. And now there came a butcher, riding up from Barmester, and George knew he had come about some beasts, all unconscious that the master was no longer here to command, or deal with. Work, especially farm work, must go on, although death may have accomplished its mission.

The butcher, riding fast, had nearly reached the gate, and George was turning away to retire indoors, when the unhappy thought came upon him  Who is to see this man? His father no longer there, who must represent him?  must answer comers  must stand in his place? It brought the fact of what had happened more practically before George Ryles mind than anything else had done. He stood where he was, instead of turning away. That day he must rise superior to grief, and be useful; must rise above his years in the future, for his step-mothers sake.

Good morning, Mr. George, cried the butcher, as he rode up. Is the master about?

No, answered George, speaking as steadily as he could. He will never be about again. He is dead.

The butcher thought it a boys joke. None of that, young gentleman! said he, with a laugh. Where shall I find him?

Mr. Cope, said George, raising his grave face  and its expression struck a chill to the mans heart I should not joke upon the subject of death. My father was attacked by Chattaways bull yesterday evening, and has died of the injuries.

Lawk-a-mercy! uttered the startled man. Attacked by Chattaways bull! and  and  died of the injuries! Surely it cant be so!

George had turned his face away; the strain was getting too much for him.

Has Chattaway killed the bull? was the mans next question.

I suppose not.

Then he is no man and no gentleman if he dont do it. If a beast of mine injured a neighbour, Id stay him from injuring another, no matter what its value. Dear me! Mr. George, Id rather have heard any news than this.

Georges head was quite turned away now. The butcher roused himself to think of business. His time was short, for he had to be in the town again before his shop opened for the day.

I came up about the beasts, he said. The master as good as sold em to me yesterday; it was only a matter of a few shillings split us. But Ill give in sooner than not have em. Who is going to carry on the dealings in Mr. Ryles place? Who can I speak to?

You can see John Pinder, answered George. He knows most about things.

The man guided his horse through the fold-yard, scattering the cocks and hens, and reached the barn. John Pinder came out to him; and George escaped indoors.

It was a sad day. The excitement over, the doctors departed, the gossipers and neighbours dispersed, the village carpenter having come and taken certain measures, the house was left to its monotonous quiet; that distressing quiet which tells upon the spirits. Noras voice was subdued, Molly went about on tiptoe. The boys wished it was over; that, and many more days to come. Treve fairly broke bounds about twelve, said he could not bear it, and went out amongst the men. In the afternoon George was summoned upstairs to the chamber of Mrs. Ryle, where she had remained since the morning.

George, you must go to Barmester, she said. I wish to know how Caroline bears the news, poor child! Mr. Benage said he would call and break it to her; but I cannot get her grief out of my head. You can go over in the gig; but dont stay. Be home by tea-time.

It is more than probable that George felt the commission as a relief, and he started as soon as the gig was ready. As he went out of the yard, Nora called after him to be careful how he drove. Not that he had never driven before; but Mr. Ryle, or some one else, had always been in the gig with him. Now he was alone; and it brought his loss again more forcibly before him.

He reached Barmester, and saw his sister Caroline, who was staying there on a visit. She was not overwhelmed with grief, but, on the contrary, appeared to have taken the matter coolly and lightly. The fact was, the little girl had no definite ideas on the subject of death. She had never been brought into contact with it, and could not at all realise the fact told her, that she would never see papa again. Better for the little heart perhaps that it was so; sorrow enough comes with later years; and Mrs. Ryle judged wisely in deciding to keep the child where she was until after the funeral.

When George reached home, he found Nora at tea alone. Master Treve had chosen to take his with his mother in her chamber. George sat down with Nora. The shutters were closed, and the room was bright with fire and candle; but to George all things were dreary.

Why dont you eat? asked Nora, presently, perceiving the bread-and-butter remained untouched.

Im not hungry, replied George.

Did you have tea in Barmester?

I did not have anything, he said.

Now, look you here, George. If you are going to give way to  Mercy on us! Whats that?

Some one had entered hastily. A lovely girl in a flowing white evening dress and blue ribbons in her hair. A heavy shawl fell from her shoulders to the ground, and she stood panting, as one who has run quickly, her fair curls falling, her cheeks crimson, her dark blue eyes glowing. On the pretty arms were coral bracelets, and a thin gold chain was on her neck. It was Maude Trevlyn, whom you saw at Trevlyn Hold last night. So out of place did she look in that scene, that Nora for once was silent, and could only stare.

I ran away, Nora, said Maude, coming forward. Octave has a party, but they wont miss me if I stay only a little time. I have wanted to come all day, but they would not let me.

Who would not? asked Nora.

Not any of them. Even Aunt Edith. Nora, is it true? Is it true that he is dead? she reiterated, her pretty hands clasped with emotion, her great blue eyes cast upwards at Nora, waiting for the answer.

Oh, Miss Maude! you might have heard it was true enough up at the Hold. And so they have a party! Some folk in Madam Chattaways place might have had the grace to put it off, when their sisters husband was lying dead!

It is not Aunt Ediths fault. You know it is not, Nora. George, you know it also. She has cried very much to-day; and she asked long and long ago for the bull to be sent off. But he was not sent. Oh, George, I am so sorry! I wish I could have seen him before he died. There was no one I liked so well as Mr. Ryle.

Will you have some tea? asked Nora.

No, I must not stay. Should Octave miss me she will tell of me, and then I should be punished. What do you think? Rupert displeased Cris in some way, and Miss Diana sent him to bed away from all the pleasure. It is a shame!

It is all a shame together, up at Trevlyn Hold  all that concerns Rupert, said Nora, not, perhaps, very judiciously.

Nora, where did he die? asked Maude, in a whisper. Did they take him up to his bedroom when they brought him home?

They carried him in there, said Nora, pointing to the sitting room door. He is lying there now.

I want to see him, she continued.

Nora received the intimation dubiously.

I dont know whether you had better, said she, after a pause.

Yes, I must, Nora. What was that about the dog scratching a grave before the porch?

Who told you anything about that? asked Nora, sharply.

Ann Canham came up to the Hold and spoke about it. Was it so, Nora?

Nora nodded. A hole, Miss Maude, nearly big enough to lay the master in. Not that I thought it a token for him! I thought only of Jim Sanders. And some folk laugh at these warnings! she added. There sits one, pointing to George.

Well, never mind it now, said George, hastily. Never was a boy less given to superstition; but, with his father lying where he was, he somehow did not care to hear much about the mysterious hole.

Maude moved towards the door. Take me in to see him, she pleaded.

Will you promise not to be frightened? asked Nora. Some young people cant bear the sight of death.

What should I fear? returned Maude. He cannot hurt me.

Nora rose in acquiescence, and took up the candle. But George laid his hand on the girl.

Dont go, Maude. Nora, you must not let her go in. She might regret it. It would not be right.

Now, of all things, Nora disliked being dictated to, especially by those she called children. She saw no reason why Maude should not look upon the dead if she wished to do so, and gave a sharp word of reprimand to George, in an undertone. How could they speak aloud, entering that presence?

Maude, Maude! he whispered. I would advise you not to go in.

Let me go! she pleaded. I should like to see him once again. I did not see him for a whole week before he died. The last time I ever saw him was one day in the copse, and he got down some hazel-nuts for me. I never thanked him, she added, tears in her eyes. In a hurry to get home, I never stayed to thank him. I shall always be sorry for it. George, I must see him.

Nora was already in the room with the candle. Maude advanced on tiptoe, her heart beating with awe. She halted at the foot of the table and looked eagerly upwards.

Maude Trevlyn had never seen the dead, and her heart gave a bound of terror, and she fell back with a cry. Before Nora knew well what had occurred, George had her in the other room, his arms wound about her with a sense of protection. Nora came out and closed the door, vexed with herself for having allowed her to enter.

You should have told me you had never seen any one dead before, Miss Maude, cried she, testily. How was I to know? And you ought to have come right up to the top before looking.

Maude was clinging tremblingly to George, sobbing hysterically. Dont be angry with me, she whispered. I did not think he would look like that.

Oh, Maude, I am not angry; I am only sorry, he said soothingly. Theres nothing really to be frightened at. Papa loved you very much; almost as much as he loved me.

Shall I take you back, Maude? said George, when she was ready to go.

Yes, please, she eagerly answered. I should not dare to go alone now. I should be fancying I saw  it  looking out at me from the hedges.

Nora folded her shawl well over her again, and George drew her closer to him that she might feel his presence as well as see it. Nora watched them down the path, right over the hole the restless dog had favoured the house with a night or two ago.

They went up the road. An involuntary shudder shook Georges frame as he passed the turning which led to the fatal field. He seemed to see his father in the unequal conflict. Maude felt the movement.

It is never going to be out again, she whispered.

What? he asked, his thoughts buried deeply just then.

The bull. I heard Aunt Diana talking to Mr. Chattaway. She said it must not be set at liberty again, or we might have the law down upon Trevlyn Hold.

Yes; thats all Miss Trevlyn and he care for  the law, returned George, in tones of pain. What do they care for the death of my father?

George, he is better off, said she, in a dreamy manner, her face turned towards the stars. I am very sorry; I have cried a great deal over it; and I wish it had never happened; I wish he was back with us; but still he is better off; Aunt Edith says so. You dont know how she has felt it.

Yes, answered George, his heart very full.

Mamma and papa are better off, continued Maude. Your own mother is better off. The next world is a happier one than this.

George made no rejoinder. Favourite though Maude was with George Ryle, those were heavy moments for him. They proceeded in silence until they turned in at the great gate by the lodge: a round building, containing two rooms upstairs and two down. Its walls were not very substantial, and the sound of voices could be heard within. Maude stopped in consternation.

George, that is Rupert talking!

Rupert! You told me he was in bed.

He was sent to bed. He must have got out of the window again. I am sure it is his voice. Oh, what will be done if it is found out?

George Ryle swung himself on to the very narrow ledge under the window, contriving to hold on by his hands and toes, and thus obtained a view of the room.

Yes, it is Rupert, said he, as he jumped down. He is sitting talking to old Canham.

But the slightness of structure which allowed voices to be heard within the lodge also allowed them to be heard without. Ann Canham came hastening to the door, opened it a few inches, and stood peeping. Maude took the opportunity to slip past her into the room.

But no trace of her brother was there. Mark Canham was sitting in his usual invalid seat by the fire, smoking a pipe, his back towards the door.

Where has he gone? cried Maude.

Wheres who gone? roughly spoke old Canham, without turning his head. There aint nobody here.

Father, its Miss Maude, interposed Ann Canham, closing the outer door, after allowing George to enter. Who be you taking the young lady for?

The old man, partly disabled by rheumatism, put down his pipe, and contrived to turn in his chair. Eh, Miss Maude! Why, whod ever have thought of seeing you to-night?

Where is Rupert? asked Maude.

Rupert? composedly returned old Canham. Is it Master Rupert youre asking after? How should we know where he is, Miss Maude?

We saw him here, interposed George Ryle. He was sitting on that bench, talking to you. We both heard his voice, and I saw him.

Very odd! said the old man. Fancy goes a great way. Folks is ofttimes deluded by it.

Mark Canham, I tell you  

Wait a minute! interrupted Maude. She opened the door leading into the inner room, and stood looking into its darkness. Rupert! she called; it is only George and I. You need not hide.

It brought forth Rupert; that lovely boy, with his large blue eyes and auburn curls. There was a great likeness between him and Maude; but Maudes hair was lighter.

I thought it was Cris, he said. He is learning to be as sly as a fox: though I dont know that he was ever anything else. When I am ordered to bed before my time, he has taken to dodging into the room every ten minutes to see that I am safe in it. Have they missed me, Maude?

I dont know, she answered. I also came away without their knowing it. I have been down to Aunt Ryles, and George has brought me home again.

Will you be pleased, to sit down, Miss, Maude? asked Ann Canham, dusting a chair.

Eh, but thats a pretty picture! cried old Canham, gazing at Maude, who had slipped off her heavy shawl, and stood warming her hands at the fire.

Mark Canham was right. A very pretty picture. He extended the hand that was not helpless towards her.

Miss Maude, I mind me seeing your mother looking just as you look now. The Squire was out, and the young ladies at the Hold thought theyd give a dance, and Parson Dean and Miss Emily were invited to it. I dont know that theyd have been asked if the Squire had been at home, matters not being smooth between him and parson. She was older than you be; but she was dressed just as you be now; and I could fancy, as I look at you, that it was her over again. I was in the rooms, helping to wait. It doesnt seem so long ago! Miss Emily was the sweetest-looking of em all present; and the young heir seemed to think so. He opened the ball with Miss Emily in spite of his sisters; they wanted him to choose somebody grander. Ah, me! and both of em lying low so soon after, leaving you two behind em!

Mark! cried Rupert, throwing his eyes on the old man  eyes sparkling with excitement if they had lived, papa and mamma, I should not have been sent to bed to-night because theres another party at Trevlyn Hold.

Marks only answer was to put up his hands with an indignant gesture. Ann Canham was still offering the chair to Maude. Maude declined it.

I cannot stay, Ann. They will miss me if I dont return. Rupert, you will come?

To be boxed up in my bedroom, whilst the rest of you are enjoying yourselves, cried Rupert. They would like to take the spirit out of me; have been trying at it a long time.

Maude wound her arm within his. Do come, Rupert! she whispered coaxingly. Think of the disturbance if Cris should find you here and tell!

And tell! repeated Rupert, mockingly. Not to tell would be impossible to Cris Chattaway. Its what hed delight in more than in gold. I wouldnt be the sneak Cris Chattaway is for the world.

But Rupert appeared to think it well to depart with his sister. As they were going out, old Canham spoke to George.

And Mrs. Ryle, sir  how does she bear it?

She bears it very well, Mark, answered George, as the tears rushed to his eyes unbidden. The old man marked them.

Theres one comfort for ye, Master George, he said, in low tones: that he has took all his neighbours sorrow with him. And as much couldnt be said if every gentleman round about here was cut off by death.

The significant tone was not needed to tell George that he alluded to Mr. Chattaway. The master of Trevlyn Hold was, in fact, no greater favourite with old Canham than he was with George Ryle.

Mind how you get in, Master Rupert, so they dont fall upon you, whispered Ann Canham, as she held open the lodge door.

Ill mind, was the boys answer. Not that I should care much if they did, he added. I am getting tired of it.

She stood and watched them up the dark walk until a turn in the road hid them from view, and then closed the door. If they dont take to treat him kinder, I misdoubt me but hell do something desperate, as the dead-and-gone heir, Rupert, did, she remarked, sitting down near her father.

Like enough, was the old mans reply, taking up his pipe again. He has the true Trevlyn temper, have young Rupert.

Maude, began Rupert, as they wound their way up the dark avenue, dont they know you came out?

They would not have let me come if they had known it, replied Maude. I have been wanting to go down all day, but Aunt Diana and Octave kept me in. I begged to go down last night when Bill Webb brought the news; and they were angry with me.

Do you know what I should have done in Chattaways place, George? cried the boy, impulsively. I should have loaded my gun the minute I heard of it, and shot the beast between the eyes. Chattaway would, if he were half a man.

It is of no use talking of it, Rupert, answered George, in sadly subdued tones. That would not mend the evil.

Only fancy their having this rout to-night, while Mr. Ryle is lying dead! indignantly resumed Rupert. Aunt Edith ought to have interfered for once, and stopped it.

Aunt Edith did interfere, spoke up Maude. She said it must be put off. But Octave would not hear of it, and Miss Diana said Mr. Ryle was no real rela  

Maude dropped her voice. They were now in view of the house and its lighted windows; and some one, probably hearing their footsteps, came bearing down upon them with a fleet step. It was Cris Chattaway. Rupert stole into the trees, and disappeared: Maude, holding Georges arm, bore bravely on, and met him.

Where have you been, Maude? The house has been searched for you. What brings you here? he roughly added to George.

I came because I chose to come, was Georges answer.

None of your insolence, returned Cris. We dont want you here to-night. Just be off from this.

Was Cris Chattaways motive a good one, under his rudeness? Did he feel ashamed of the gaiety going on, whilst Mr. Ryle, his uncle by marriage, was lying dead, under circumstances so unhappy? Was he anxious to conceal the unseemly proceeding from George? Perhaps so.

I shall go back when I have taken Maude to the hall-door, said George. Not before.

Anything that might have been said further by Cris, was interrupted by the appearance of Miss Trevlyn. She was standing on the steps.

Where have you been, Maude?

To Trevlyn Farm, was Maudes truthful answer. You would not let me go during the day, so I have been now. It seemed to me that I must see him before he was put underground.

See him! cried Miss Trevlyn.

Yes. It was all I went for. I did not see my aunt. George, thank you for bringing me home, she continued, stepping in. Good-night. I would have given all I possess for it never to have happened.

She burst into a flood of tears as she spoke  the result, no doubt, of her previous fright and excitement, as well as her sorrow for Mr. Ryles unhappy fate. George wrung her hand, and lifted his hat to Miss Trevlyn as he turned away.

But ere he had well plunged into the dark avenue, there came swift and stealthy steps behind him. A soft hand was laid upon him, and a soft voice spoke, broken by tears:

Oh, George, I am so sorry! I have felt all day as if it would almost be my death. I think I could have given my own life to save his.

I know, I know! I know how you will feel it, replied George, utterly unmanned by the true and unexpected sympathy.

It was Mrs. Chattaway.




CHAPTER VI

THE ROMANCE OF TREVLYN HOLD

It is impossible to go on without a word of retrospect. The Ryles, gentlemen by a long line of ancestry, had once been rich men, but they were open-handed and heedless, and in the time of Georges grandfather, the farm (not called the farm then) passed into the possession of the Trevlyns of the Hold, who had a mortgage on it. They named it Trevlyn Farm, and Mr. Ryle and his son remained on as tenants where they had once been owners.

After old Mr. Ryles death, his son married the daughter of the curate of Barbrook, the Reverend George Berkeley, familiarly known as Parson Berkeley. In point of fact, the parish knew no other pastor, for its Rector was an absentee. Mary Berkeley was an only child. She had been petted, and physicked, and nursed, after the manner of only children, and grew up sickly as a matter of course. A delicate, beautiful girl in appearance, but not strong. People (who are always fond, you know, of settling everybody elses business for them) deemed that she made a poor match in marrying Thomas Ryle. It was whispered, however, that he himself might have made a greater match, had he chosen  no other than Squire Trevlyns eldest daughter. There was not so handsome, so attractive a man in all the country round as Thomas Ryle.

Soon after the marriage, Parson Berkeley died  to the intense grief of his daughter, Mrs. Ryle. He was succeeded in the curacy and parsonage by a young clergyman just in priests orders, the Reverend Shafto Dean. A well-meaning man, but opinionated and self-sufficient in the highest degree, and before he had been one month at the parsonage, he and Squire Trevlyn were at issue. Mr. Dean wished to introduce certain new fashions and customs into the church and parish; Squire Trevlyn held to the old. Proud, haughty, overbearing, but honourable and generous, Squire Trevlyn had known no master, no opposer; he was lord of the neighbourhood, and was bowed down to accordingly. Mr. Dean would not give way, the Squire would not give way; and the little seed of dissension grew and spread. Obstinacy begets obstinacy. That which a slight yielding on either side, a little mutual good-feeling, might have removed at first, became at length a terrible breach, the talk of a county.

Meanwhile Thomas Ryles fair young wife died, leaving an infant boy  George. In spite of her husbands loving care, in spite of having been shielded from all work and management, so necessary on a farm, she died. Nora Dickson, a humble relative of the Ryle family, who had been partially brought up on the farm, was housekeeper and manager. She saved all trouble to young Mrs. Ryle: but she could not save her life.

The past history of Trevlyn Hold was a romance in itself. Squire Trevlyn had five children: Rupert, Maude, Joseph, Edith and Diana. Rupert, Maude and Diana were imperious as their father; Joseph and Edith were mild, yielding, and gentle, as had been their mother. Rupert was of course regarded as the heir: but the property was not entailed. An ancestor of Squire Trevlyns coming from some distant part  it was said Cornwall  bought it and settled down upon it. There was not a great deal of grass land on the estate, but the coal-mines in the distance made it very valuable. Of all his children, Rupert, the eldest, was the Squires favourite: but poor Rupert did not live to come into the estate. He had inherited the fits of passion characteristic of the Trevlyns; was of a thoughtless, impetuous nature; and he fell into trouble and ran away from his country. He embarked for a distant port, which he did not live to reach. And Joseph became the heir.

Very different, he, from his brother Rupert. Gentle and yielding, like his sister Edith, the Squire half despised him. The Squire would have preferred him passionate, haughty, and overbearing  a true Trevlyn. But the Squire had no intention of superseding him in the succession of Trevlyn Hold. Provided Joseph lived, none other would be its inheritor. Provided. Joseph  always called Joe  appeared to have inherited his mothers constitution; and she had died early, of decline.

Yielding, however, as Joe Trevlyn was naturally, on one point he did not prove himself so  that of his marriage. He chose Emily Dean; the pretty and lovable sister of Squire Trevlyns bête noire, the obstinate parson. I would rather you took a wife out of the parish workhouse, Joe, the Squire said, in his anger. Joe said little in reply, but he held to his choice; and one fine morning the marriage was celebrated by the obstinate parson himself in the church at Barbrook.

The Squire and Thomas Ryle were close friends, and the former was fond of passing his evenings at the farm. The farm was not a productive one. The land, never of the richest, had become poorer and poorer: it wanted draining and nursing; it wanted, in short, money laid out upon it; and that money Mr. Ryle did not possess. I shall have to leave it, and try and take a farm in better condition, he said at length to the Squire.

The Squire, with all his faults and his overbearing temper, was generous and considerate. He knew what the land wanted; money spent on it; he knew Mr. Ryle had not the money to spend, and he offered to lend it him. Mr. Ryle accepted it, to the amount of two thousand pounds. He gave a bond for the sum, and the Squire on his part promised to renew the lease upon the present terms, when the time of renewal came, and not raise the rent. This promise was not given in writing: but none ever doubted the word of Squire Trevlyn.

The first of Squire Trevlyns children to marry had been Edith: some years before she had married Mr. Chattaway. The two next to marry had been Maude and Joseph. Joseph, as you have heard, married Emily Dean; Maude, the eldest daughter, became the second wife of Mr. Ryle. A twelvemonth after the death of his fair young wife Mary, Miss Trevlyn of the Hold stepped into her shoes, and became the step-mother of the little child, George. The youngest daughter Diana, never married.

Miss Trevlyn, in marrying Thomas Ryle, gave mortal offence to some of her kindred. The Squire himself would have forgiven it; nay, perhaps have grown to like it  for he never could do otherwise than like Thomas Ryle  but he was constantly incited against it by his family. Mr. Chattaway, who had no great means of living of his own, was at the Hold on a long, long visit, with his wife and two little children, Christopher and Octavia. They were always saying they must leave; but they did not leave; they stayed on. Mr. Chattaway made himself useful to the Squire on business matters, and whether they ever would leave was a question. She, Mrs. Chattaway, was too gentle-spirited and loving to speak against her sister and Mr. Ryle; but Chattaway and Miss Diana Trevlyn kept up the ball. In point of fact, they had a motive  at least, Chattaway had  for making permanent the estrangement between the Squire and Mr. Ryle, for it was thought that Squire Trevlyn would have to look out for another heir.

News had come home of poor Joe Trevlyns failing health. He had taken up his abode in the south of France on his marriage: for even then the doctors had begun to say that a more genial climate than this could alone save the life of the heir to Trevlyn. Bitterly as the Squire had felt the marriage, angry as he had been with Joe, he had never had the remotest thought of disinheriting him. He was the only son left: and Squire Trevlyn would never, if he could help it, bequeath Trevlyn Hold to a woman. A little girl, Maude, was born in due time to Joe Trevlyn and his wife; and not long after this, there arrived the tidings that Joes health was rapidly failing. Mr. Chattaway, selfish, mean, sly, covetous, began to entertain hopes that he should be named the heir; he began to work on it in stealthy determination. He did not forget that, were it bequeathed to the husband of one of the daughters, Mr. Ryle, as the husband of the eldest, might be considered to possess most claim to it. No wonder then that he did all he could, secretly and openly, to incite the Squire against Mr. Ryle and his wife. And in this he was joined by Miss Diana Trevlyn. She, haughty and imperious, resented the marriage of her sister with one of inferior position, and willingly espoused the cause of Mr. Chattaway as against Thomas Ryle. It was whispered about, none knew with what truth, that Miss Diana made a compact with Chattaway, to the effect that she should reign jointly at Trevlyn Hold with him and enjoy part of its revenues, if he came into the inheritance.

Before the news came of Joe Trevlyns death  and it was some months in coming  Squire Trevlyn had taken to his bed. Never did man seem to fade so rapidly as the Squire. Not only his health, but his mind failed him; all its vigour seemed gone. He mourned poor Joe excessively. In rude health and strength, he would not have mourned him; at least, would not have shown that he did so; never a man less inclined than the Squire to allow his private emotions to be seen: but in his weakened state he gave way to lamentation for his heir (his heir, note you, more than his son) every hour in the day. Over and over again he regretted that the little child, Maude, left by Joe, was not a boy. Nay, had it not been for his prejudice against her mother, he would have willed the estate to her, girl though she was. Now was Mr. Chattaways time: he put forth in glowing colours his own claims, as Ediths husband; he made golden promises; he persuaded the poor Squire, in his wrecked mind, that black was white  and his plans succeeded.

To the will which had bequeathed the estate to the eldest son, dead Rupert, the Squire added a codicil, to the effect that, failing his two sons, James Chattaway was the inheritor. But all this was kept a profound secret.

During the time the Squire lay ill, Mr. Ryle went to Trevlyn Hold, and succeeded in obtaining an interview. Mr. Chattaway was out that day, or he had never accomplished it. Miss Diana Trevlyn was out. All the Squires animosity departed the moment he saw Thomas Ryles long-familiar face. He lay clasping his hand, and lamenting their estrangement; he told him he should cancel the two-thousand-pound bond, giving the money as his daughters dowry; he said his promise of renewing the lease of the farm to him on the same terms would be held sacred, for he had left a memorandum to that effect amongst his papers. He sent for a certain box, in which the bond for the two thousand pounds had been placed, and searched for it, intending to give it to him then; but the bond was not there, and he said that Mr. Chattaway, who managed all his affairs now, must have placed it elsewhere. But he would ask him for it when he came in, and it should be destroyed before he slept. Altogether, it was a most pleasant and satisfactory interview.

But strange news arrived from abroad ere the Squire died. Not strange, certainly, in itself; only strange because it was so very unexpected. Joseph Trevlyns widow had given birth to a boy! On the very day that little Maude was twelve months old, exactly three months after Joes death, this little fellow was born. Mr. Chattaway opened the letter, and I will leave you to judge of his state of mind. A male heir, after he had made everything so safe and sure!

But Mr. Chattaway was not a man to be thwarted. He would not be deprived of the inheritance if he could by any possible scheming retain it, no matter what wrong he dealt out to others. James Chattaway had as little conscience as most people. The whole of that day he never spoke of the news; he kept it to himself; and the next morning there arrived a second letter, which rendered the affair a little more complicated. Young Mrs. Trevlyn was dead. She had died, leaving the two little ones, Maude and the infant.

Squire Trevlyn was always saying, Oh, that Joe had left a boy; that Joe had left a boy! And now, as it was found, Joe had left one. But Mr. Chattaway determined that the fact should never reach the Squires ears to gladden them. Something had to be done, however, or the little children would be coming to Trevlyn. Mr. Chattaway arranged his plans, and wrote off hastily to stop their departure. He told the Squire that Joes widow had died, leaving Maude; but he never said a word about the baby boy. Had the Squire lived, perhaps it could not have been kept from him; but he did not live; he went to his grave all too soon, never knowing that a male heir was born to Trevlyn.

The danger was over then. Mr. Chattaway was legal inheritor. Had Joe left ten boys, they could not have displaced him. Trevlyn Hold was his by the Squires will, and could not be wrested from him. The two children, friendless and penniless, were brought home to the Hold. Mrs. Trevlyn had lived long enough to name the infant Rupert, after the old Squire and the heir who had run away and died. Poor Joe had always said that if ever he had a boy, it should be named after his brother.

There they had been ever since, these two orphans, aliens in the home that ought to have been theirs; lovely children, both of them; but Rupert had the passionate Trevlyn temper. It was not made a systematically unkind home to them; Miss Diana would not have allowed that; but it was a very different home from that they ought to have enjoyed. Mr. Chattaway was at times almost cruel to Rupert; Christopher exercised upon him all sorts of galling and petty tyranny, as Octave Chattaway did upon Maude; and the neighbourhood, you may be quite sure, did not fail to talk. But it was known only to one or two that Mr. Chattaway had kept the fact of Ruperts birth from the Squire.

He stood tolerably well with his fellow-men, did Chattaway. In himself he was not liked; nay, he was very much disliked; but he was owner of Trevlyn Hold, and possessed sway in the neighbourhood. One thing, he could not get the title of Squire accorded to him. In vain he strove for it; he exacted it from his tenants; he wrote notes in the third person, Squire Chattaway presents his compliments, etc.; or, the Squire of Trevlyn Hold desires, etc., etc., all in vain. People readily accorded his wife the title of Madam  as it was the custom to call the mistress of Trevlyn Hold  she was the old Squires daughter, and they recognised her claim to it, but they did not give that of Squire to her husband.

These things had happened years ago, for Maude and Rupert were now aged respectively thirteen and twelve, and all that time James Chattaway had enjoyed his sway. Never, never; no, not even in the still night when the voice of conscience in most men is so suggestive; never giving a thought to the wrong dealt out to Rupert.

And it must be mentioned that the first thing Mr. Chattaway did, after the death of Squire Trevlyn, was to sue Mr. Ryle upon the bond; which he had not destroyed, although ordered to do so by the Squire. The next thing he did was to raise the farm to a ruinous rent. Mr. Ryle, naturally indignant, remonstrated, and there had been ill-feeling between them from that hour to this; but Chattaway had the law on his own side. Some of the bond was paid off; but altogether, what with the increased rent, the bond and its interest, and a succession of ill-luck on the farm, Mr. Ryle had scarcely been able to keep his head above water. As he said to his wife and children, when the bull had done its work  he was taken from a world of care.




CHAPTER VII

MR. RYLES LAST WILL AND TESTAMENT

Etiquette, touching the important ceremonies of buryings and christenings, is much more observed in the country than in towns. To rural districts this remark especially applies. In a large town people dont know their next-door neighbours, dont care for their neighbours opinions. In a smaller place the inhabitants are almost as one family, and their actions are chiefly governed by that pertinent remark, What will people say? In these narrow communities, numbers of which are scattered about England, it is considered necessary on the occasion of a funeral to invite all kith and kin. Omit to do so, and it would be set down as a slight; affording the parish a theme of gossip for weeks afterwards. Hence Mr. Chattaway, being a connection  brother-in-law, in fact, of the deceased gentlemans wife  was invited to follow the remains of Thomas Ryle to the grave. In spite of the bad terms they had been on; in spite of Mrs. Ryles own bitter feelings against Chattaway and Trevlyn Hold generally; in spite of Mr. Ryles death having been caused by Chattaways bull  Mr. Chattaway received a formal invitation to attend as mourner the remains to the grave. And it would never have entered into Mr. Chattaways ideas of manners to decline it.

An inquest had been held at the nearest inn. The verdict returned was Accidental Death, with a deodand of five pounds upon the bull. Which Mr. Chattaway had to pay.

The bull was already condemned. Not to annihilation; but to be taken to a distant fair, and there sold; whence he would be conveyed to other pastures, where he might possibly gore somebody else. It was not consideration for the feelings of the Ryle family which induced Mr. Chattaway to adopt this step, and so rid the neighbourhood of the animal; but consideration for his own pocket. Feeling ran high in the vicinity; fear also; the stoutest hearts could feel no security that the bull might not have a tilt at them: and Chattaway, on his part, was as little certain that an effectual silencer would not be dealt out to the bull some quiet night. Therefore he resolved to part with him. Apart from his misdoings, he was a valuable animal, worth a great deal more than Mr. Chattaway cared to lose; and the bull was dismissed.

The day of the funeral arrived, and those bidden to it began to assemble about one oclock: that is, the undertakers men, the clerk, and the bearers. Of the latter, Jim Sanders made one. Better he had gone than his master, said Nora, in a matter-of-fact, worldly spirit of reasoning, as her thoughts went back to the mysterious hole she had gratuitously, and the reader will say absurdly, coupled with Jims fate. A table was laid out in the entrance-room groaning under an immense cold round of beef, bread-and-cheese, and large supplies of ale. To help to convey a coffin to church without being first regaled with a good meal, was a thing Barbrook had never heard of, and never wished to hear of. The select members of the company were shown to the drawing-room, where the refreshment consisted of port and sherry, and pound cake. These were the established rules of hospitality at all well-to-do funerals: wine and cake for the gentry; cold beef and ale for the men. They had been observed at Squire Trevlyns; at Mr. Ryles fathers; at every substantial funeral within the memory of Barbrook. Mr. Chattaway, Mr. Berkeley (a distant relative of Mr. Ryles first wife), Mr. King the surgeon, and Farmer Apperley comprised the assemblage in the drawing-room.

At two oclock, after some little difficulty in getting it into order, the sad procession started. It had then been joined by George and Trevlyn Ryle. A great many spectators had collected to view and attend it. The infrequency of a funeral in the respectable class, combined with the circumstances attending the death, drew them together: and before the church was reached, where it was met by the clergyman, it had a train half-a-mile long after it; chiefly women and children. Many dropped a tear for the premature death of one who had lived amongst them as a good master and kind neighbour.

They left him in his grave, by the side of his long-dead wife, Mary Berkeley. As George stood at the head of his fathers coffin, during the ceremony in the churchyard, the gravestone with its name was in front of him; his mothers name: Mary, the wife of Thomas Ryle, and only daughter of the Rev. George Berkeley. None knew with what feeling of loneliness the orphan boy turned from the spot, as the last words of the minister died away.

Mrs. Ryle, in her widows weeds, was seated in the drawing-room on their return, as the gentlemen filed into it. In Barbrook custom, the relatives of the deceased, near or distant, were expected to assemble together for the remainder of the day; or for a portion of it. The gentlemen would sometimes smoke, and the ladies in their deep mourning sat with their hands folded in their laps, resting on their snow-white handkerchiefs. The conversation was only allowed to run on family matters, future prospects, and the like; and the voices were amicable and subdued.

As the mourners entered, they shook hands severally with Mrs. Ryle. Chattaway put out his hand last, and with perceptible hesitation. It was many a year since his hand had been given in fellowship to Mrs. Ryle, or had taken hers. They had been friendly once, and in the old days he had called her Maude: but that was over now.

Mrs. Ryle turned from the offered hand. No, she said, speaking in quiet but decisive tones. I cannot forget the past sufficiently for that, James Chattaway. On this day it is forcibly present to me.

They sat down. Trevlyn next his mother, called there by her. The gentlemen disposed themselves on the side of the table facing the fire, and George found a chair a little behind them; no one seemed to notice him. And so much the better; the boys heart was too full to bear much notice then.

On the table was placed the paper which had been written by the surgeon, at the dictation of Mr. Ryle, the night when he lay in extremity. It had not been unfolded since. Mr. King took it up; he knew that he was expected to read it. They were waiting for him to do so.

I must premise that the dictation of this is Mr. Ryles, he said. He expressly requested me to write down his own words, just as they came from his lips. He  

Is it a will? interrupted Farmer Apperley, a little man, with a red face and a large nose. He had come to the funeral in top boots, which constituted his idea of full dress.

You can call it a will, if you please, replied Mr. King. I am not sure that the law would do so. It was in consequence of his not having made a will that he requested me to write down these few directions.

The farmer nodded; and Mr. King began to read.

In the name of God: Amen. I, Thomas Ryle.

First of all, I bequeath my soul to God: trusting that He will pardon my sins, for the sake of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen.

Its a dreadful blow, this meeting my death by Chattaways bull. The more so, that I am unable to leave things straightforward for my wife and children. They know  at least, my wife knows, and all the parish knows  the pressure that has been upon me, through Chattaway coming down upon me as he has done. I have been as a bird with its wings clipped. As soon as I tried to get up, I was pulled down again.

Ill luck has been upon me besides. Beasts have died off, crops have failed. The farms not good for much, for all the money that has been laid out upon it, and I alone know the labour it has cost. When you think of these things, my dear wife and boys, youll know why I do not leave you better provided for. Many and many a night have I lain awake upon my bed, fretting, and planning, and hoping, all for your sakes. Perhaps if that bull had spared me to old age, I might have left you better off.

I should like to bequeath the furniture and all that is in the house, the stock, the beasts, and all that I die possessed of, to my dear wife, Maude  but its not of any use, for Chattaway will sell up  except the silver tankard, and that should go to Trevlyn. But for having T.R. upon it, it should go to George, for he is the eldest. T.R. stood for my father, and T.R. has stood for me, and T.R. will stand for Trevlyn. George, though he is the eldest, wont grudge it him, if I know anything of his nature. And I give to George my watch, and I hope hell keep it for his dead fathers sake. It is only a silver one; but its a very good one, and George can have his initials engraved on the shield. The three seals, and the gold key, I give to him with it. The red cornelian has our arms on it. For we had arms once, and my father and I have generally sealed our letters with them: not that they have done him or me any good. And let Treve keep the tankard faithfully, and never part with it. And remember, my dear boys, that your poor father would have left you better keepsakes had it been in his power. You must prize these for the dead givers sake. But there! its of no use talking, for Chattaway will sell up, watch and tankard, and all.

And I should like to leave that bay foal to my dear little Caroline. It will be a pretty creature when its bigger. You must let it have the run of the three cornered paddock, and I should like to see her on it, sweet little soul!  but Chattaways bull has stopped it. And dont grudge the cost of a little saddle for her; and Roger can break it in; and mind you are all true and tender with my dear little girl. You are good lads  though Treve is hasty when his tempers put out  and I know youll be to her what brothers ought to be. I always meant that foal for Carry, since I saw how pretty it was likely to grow, though I didnt say so; and now I give it to her. But wheres the use? Chattaway will sell up.

If he does sell up, to the last stick and stone, he wont get his debt in full. Perhaps not much above half of it; for things at a forced sale dont bring their value. You have put down his debt, I suppose; but it is not his debt. I am on my death-bed, and I say that the two thousand pounds was made a present of to me by the Squire on his death-bed. He told me it was made all right with Chattaway; that Chattaway understood the promise given to me, not to raise the rent; and that hed be the same just landlord to me that the Squire had been. The Squire could not lay his hand on the bond, or he would have given it me then; but he said Chattaway should burn it as soon as he entered, which would be in an hour or two. Chattaway knows whether he has acted up to this; and now his bull has done for me.

And I wish to tell Chattaway that if hell act a fair part as a man ought, and let my wife and the boys stop on the farm, hell stand a much better chance of getting the money, than he would if he turns them out of it. I dont say this for their sakes more than for his; but because from my heart I believe it to be the truth. George has his head on his shoulders the right way, and I would advise his mother to keep him on the farm; he will be getting older every day. Not but that I wish her to use her own judgment in all things, for her judgment is good. In time, they may be able to pay off Chattaway; in time they may be able even to buy back the farm, for I cannot forget that it belonged to my forefathers, and not to the Squire. That is, if Chattaway will be reasonable, and let them stop on it, and not be hard and pressing. But perhaps I am talking nonsense, for he may turn them off and do for them, as his bull has done for me.

And now, my dear George and Treve, I repeat it to you, be good boys to your mother. Obey her in all things. Maude, I have left all to you in preference to dividing it between you and them, for which there is no time; but I know youll do the right thing by them: and when it comes to your turn to leave  if Chattaway dont sell up  I wish you to bequeath to them in equal shares what you die possessed of. George is not your son, but he is mine, and  But perhaps Id better not say what I was going to say. And, my boys, work while its day. In that Book which I have not read so much as I ought to have read, it says, The night cometh when no man can work. When we hear that read in church, or when we get the Book out on a Sunday evening and read it to ourselves, that night seems a long, long way off. It seems so far off that it can hardly ever be any concern of ours; and it is only when we are cut off suddenly that we find how very near it is. That night has come for me; and that night will come for you before you are aware of it. So, work  and score that, doctor. God has placed us in this world to work, and not to be ashamed of it; and to work for Him as well as for ourselves. It was often in my mind that I ought to work more for God  that I ought to think more of Him; and I used to say, I will do so when a bit of this bothers off my mind. But the bother was always there, and I never did it. And now the ends come; and I can see things would have been made easier to me if I had done it  score it again, doctor  and I say it as a lesson to you, my children.

And I think thats about all; and I am much obliged to you, doctor, for writing this. I hope theyll be able to manage things on the farm, and I would ask my neighbour Apperley to give them his advice now and then, for old friendships sake, until George shall be older, and to put him in a way of buying and selling stock. If Chattaway dont sell up, that is. If he does, I hardly know how it will be. Perhaps God will put them in some other way, and take care of them. And I would leave my best thanks to Nora, for she has been a true friend to us all, and I dont know how the house would have got on without her. And now Im growing faint, doctor, and I think the end is coming. God bless you all, my dear ones. Amen.

A deep silence fell on the room as Mr. King ceased. He folded the paper, and laid it on the table near Mrs. Ryle. The first to speak was Farmer Apperley.

Any help that I can be of to you and George, Mrs. Ryle, and to all of you, is heartily at your service. It will be yours with right goodwill at all times and seasons. The more so, that you know if I had been cut off in this way, my poor friend Ryle would have been the first to offer to do as much for my wife and boys, and have thought no trouble of it. George, you can come over and ask me about things, just as you would ask your father; or send for me up here to the farm; and whatever work I may be at at home, though it was putting out a barn on fire, Id come.

And now it is my turn to speak, said Mr. Chattaway. And, Mrs. Ryle, I give you my promise, in the presence of these gentlemen, that if you choose to remain on the farm, I will put no hindrance upon it. Your husband thought me hard  unjust; he said it before my face and behind my back. My opinion always has been that he entirely mistook Squire Trevlyn in that last interview he had with him. I do not think it was ever the Squires intention to cancel the bond; Ryle must have misunderstood him altogether: at any rate, I heard nothing of it. As successor to the estate, the bond came into my possession; and in my wife and childrens interest I could not consent to destroy it. No one but a soft-hearted man  and thats what Ryle was, poor fellow  would have thought of asking such a thing. But I was willing to give him every facility for paying it, and I did do so. No! It was not my hardness that was in fault, but his pride and nonsense, and his thinking I ought not to ask for my own money  

If you bring up these things, James Chattaway, I must answer them, interrupted Mrs. Ryle. I would prefer not to be forced to do it to-day.

I do not want to bring them up in any unpleasant spirit, answered Mr. Chattaway; or to say it was his fault or my fault. Well let bygones be bygones. He is gone, poor man; and I wish that savage beast of a bull had been in four quarters before he had done the mischief! All I would now say, is, that Ill put no impediment to your remaining on the farm. We will not go into business details this afternoon, but I will come in any day you like to appoint, and talk it over. If you choose to keep on the farm at its present rent  it is well worth it  to pay me interest for the money owing, and a yearly sum towards diminishing the debt, you are welcome to do it.

Just what Nora had predicted! Mr. Chattaway loved money far too much to run the risk of losing part of the debt  as he probably would do if he turned them from the farm. Mrs. Ryle bowed her head in cold acquiescence. She saw no way open to her but that of accepting the offer. Mr. Chattaway probably knew there was no other.

The sooner things are settled, the better, she remarked. I will name eleven oclock to-morrow morning.

Very good; Ill be here, he answered. And I am glad it is decided amicably.

The rest of those present also appeared glad. Perhaps they had feared some unpleasant recrimination might take place between Mrs. Ryle and James Chattaway. Thus relieved, they unbent a little, and crossed their legs as if inclined to become more sociable.

What shall you do with the boys, Mrs. Ryle? suddenly asked Farmer Apperley.

Treve, of course, will go to school as usual, she replied. George  I have not decided about George.

Shall I have to leave school? cried George, looking up with a start.

Of course you will, said Mrs. Ryle.

But what will become of my Latin; my studies altogether? returned George, in tones of dismay. You know, mamma  

It cannot be helped, George, she interrupted, speaking in the uncompromising, decisive manner, so characteristic of her; as it was of her sister, Diana Trevlyn. You must turn your attention to something more profitable than schooling, now.

If a boy of fifteen has not had schooling enough, Id like to know when he has had it? interposed Farmer Apperley, who neither understood nor approved of the strides education and intellect had made since he was a boy. Substantial people in his day had been content to learn to read and write and cipher, and deem that amount of learning sufficient to grow rich upon. As did the Dutch professor, to whom George Primrose wished to teach Greek, but who declined the offer. He had never learned Greek; he had lived, and ate, and slept without Greek; and therefore he did not see any good in Greek. Thus was it with Farmer Apperley.

What do you learn at school, George? questioned Mr. Berkeley.

Latin and Greek, and mathematics, and  

But, George, where will be the good of such things to you? cried Farmer Apperley, not allowing him to end the catalogue. Latin and Greek and mathematics! What next, I wonder!

I dont see much good in giving a boy that sort of education myself, put in Mr. Chattaway, before any one else had time to speak. Unless he is to take up a profession, the classics only lie fallow in the mind. I hated them, I know that; I and my brother, too. Many and many a caning we have had over our Latin, until we wished the books at the bottom of the sea. Twelve months after we left school we could not have construed a page, had it been put before us. Thats all the good Latin did for us.

I shall keep up my Latin and Greek, observed George, very independently, although I may have to leave school.

Why need you keep it up? asked Mr. Chattaway, turning full upon George.

Why? echoed George. I like it, for one thing. And a knowledge of the classics is necessary to a gentleman.

Necessary to what? cried Mr. Chattaway.

To a gentleman, repeated George.

Oh, said Mr. Chattaway. Do you think of being one?

Yes, I do, repeated George, in tones as decisive as any ever used by his step-mother.

This bold assertion nearly took away the breath of Farmer Apperley. Had George Ryle announced his intention of becoming a convict, Mr. Apperleys consternation had been scarcely less. The same word bears different constructions to different minds. That of gentleman in the mouth of George, could only bear one to the simple farmer.

Hey, lad! What wild notions have ye been getting into your head? he asked.

George, said Mrs. Ryle almost at the same moment, are you going to give me trouble at the very outset? There is nothing for you to look forward to but work. Your father said it.

Of course I look forward to work, returned George, as cheerfully as he could speak that sad afternoon. But that will not prevent my being a gentleman.

George, I fancy you may be somewhat misusing terms, remarked the surgeon, who was an old inhabitant of that rustic district, and a little more advanced than the rest. What you meant to say was, that you would be a good man, honourable and upright; nothing mean about you. Was it not?

Yes, said George, after an imperceptible hesitation. Something of that sort.

The boy did not express himself clearly, you see, said Mr. King, looking round on the rest. He means well.

Dont you ever talk about being a gentleman again, my lad, cried Farmer Apperley, with a sagacious nod. It would make the neighbours think you were going in for bad ways. A gentleman is one who follows the hounds in white smalls and scarlet coat, goes to dinners and drinks wine, and never puts his hands to anything, but leads an idle life.

That is not the sort of gentleman I meant, said George.

It is to be hoped not, replied the farmer. A man may do this if he has a good fat balance at his bankers, but not else.

George made no remark. To have explained how very different his ideas of a gentleman were from those of Farmer Apperley might have involved him in a long conversation. His silence was looked suspiciously upon by Mr. Chattaway.

Where idle and roving notions are taken up, theres only one cure for them! he remarked, in short, uncompromising tones. And that is hard work.

But that Georges spirit was subdued, he might have hotly answered that he had taken up neither idle nor roving notions. As it was, he sat in silence.

I doubt whether it will be prudent to keep George at home, said Mrs. Ryle, speaking generally, but not to Mr. Chattaway. He is too young to do much on the farm. And theres John Pinder.

John Pinder would do his best, no doubt, said Mr. Chattaway.

The question is  if I do resolve to put George out, what can I put him to? resumed Mrs. Ryle.

My father thought it best I should remain on the farm, interposed George, his heart beating a shade faster.

He thought it best that I should exercise my own judgment in the matter, corrected Mrs. Ryle. The worst is, it takes money to place a lad out, she added, looking at Farmer Apperley.

It does that, replied the farmer.

Theres nothing like a trade for boys, said Mr. Chattaway, impressively. They earn a living, and are kept out of mischief. It appears to me that Mrs. Ryle will have expense enough upon her hands, without the cost and keep of George added to it. What good can so young a boy do the farm?

True, mused Mrs. Ryle, agreeing for once with Mr. Chattaway. He could not be of much use at present. But the cost of placing him out?

Of course he could not, repeated Mr. Chattaway, with an eagerness which might have betrayed his motive, but that he coughed it down. Perhaps I may be able to put him out for you without cost. I know of an eligible place where theres a vacancy. The trade is a good one, too.

I am not going to any trade, said George, looking Mr. Chattaway full in the face.

You are going where Mrs. Ryle thinks fit to send you, returned Mr. Chattaway, in his hard, cold tones. If I can get you into the establishment of Wall and Barnes without premium, it will be a first-rate thing for you.

All the blood in George Ryles body seemed to rush to his face. Poor though they had become, trade had been unknown in their family, and its sound in Georges ears, as applied to himself, was something terrible. That is a retail shop! he cried, rising from his seat.

Well? said Mr. Chattaway.

They remained gazing at each other. George with his changing face flushing to crimson, fading to paleness; Mr. Chattaway with his composed leaden features. His light eyes were sternly directed to George, but he did not glance at Mrs. Ryle. George was the first to speak.

You shall never force me there, Mr. Chattaway.

Mr. Chattaway rose from his seat, took George by the shoulder, and turned him towards the window. The view did not take in much of the road to Barbrook; but a glimpse of it might be caught sight of here and there, winding along in the distance.

Boy! Do you remember what was carried down that road this afternoon  what you followed next to, with your younger brother? He said that you were not to oppose your mother, but obey her in all things. These are early moments to begin to turn against your fathers dying charge.

George sat down, heart and brain throbbing. He did not see his duty very distinctly before him then. His father certainty had charged him to obey his mothers requests; he had left him entirely subject to her control; but George felt perfectly sure that his father would never have placed him in a shop; would not have allowed him to enter one.

Mr. Chattaway continued talking, but the boy heard him not. He was bending towards Mrs. Ryle, enlarging persuasively upon the advantages of the plan. He knew that Wall and Barnes had taken a boy into their house without premium, he said, and he believed he could induce them to waive it in Georges case. He and Wall had been at school together; had passed many an impatient hour over the Latin previously spoken of; had often called in to have a chat with him in passing. Wall was a ten-thousand-pound man now; and George might become the same in time.

How would you like to place Christopher at it, Mr. Chattaway? asked George, his heart beating rebelliously.

Christopher! indignantly responded Mr. Chattaway. Christophers heir to Trev  Christopher isnt you, he concluded, cutting his first retort short. In the presence of Mrs. Ryle it might not be altogether prudent to allude to the heirship of Cris to Trevlyn Hold.

The sum named conciliated the ear of Mr. Apperley, otherwise he had not listened with any favour to the plan. Ten thousand pounds! And Wall hardly a middle-aged man! Thats worth thinking of, George.

I could never live in a shop; the close air, the confinement, the pettiness of it, would stifle me, said George, with a groan, putting aside for the moment his more forcible objections.

Youd rather live in a thunder-storm, with the rain coming down on your head in bucketfuls, said Mr. Chattaway, sarcastically.

A great deal, said George.

Farmer Apperley did not detect the irony of Mr. Chattaways remark, or the bitterness of the answer. Youll say next, boy, that youd rather turn sailor, exposed to the weather night and day, perched midway between sky and water!

A thousand times, was Georges truthful answer. Mother, let me stay at the farm! he cried, the nervous motion of his hands, the strained countenance, proving how momentous was the question to his grieved heart. You do not know how useful I should soon become! And my father wished it.

Mrs. Ryle shook her head. You are too young, George, to be of use. No.

George seemed to turn white. He was approaching Mrs. Ryle with an imploring gesture; but Mr. Chattaway caught his arm and pushed him towards his seat again. George, if I were you, I would not, on this day, cross my mother.

George glanced at her. Not a shade of love, of relenting, was there on her countenance. Cold, haughty, self-willed, it always was; but more cold, more haughty, more self-willed than usual now. He turned and left the room, crossed the kitchen, and passed into the room whence his father had been carried only two hours before.

Oh, father! father! he sobbed; if you were only back again!




CHAPTER VIII

REBELLION

Borne down by the powers above him, George Ryle could only succumb to their will. Persuaded by the eloquence of Mr. Chattaway, Mrs. Ryle became convinced that placing George in the establishment of Wall and Barnes was the most promising thing that could be found for him. The wonder was, that she should have brought herself to listen to Chattaway at all, or have entertained for a moment any proposal emanating from him. There could have been but one solution to the riddle: that of her own anxiety to get George settled in something away from home. Deep down in the heart of Mrs. Ryle, there was seated a keen sense of injury  of injustice  of wrong. It had been seated there ever since the death of Squire Trevlyn, influencing her actions, warping her temper  the question of the heirship of Trevlyn. Her father had bequeathed Trevlyn Hold to Chattaway; and Chattaways son was now the heir; whereas, in her opinion, it was her son, Trevlyn Ryle, who should be occupying that desirable distinction. How Mrs. Ryle reconciled it to her conscience to ignore the claims of young Rupert Trevlyn, she best knew.

Ignore them she did. She gave no more thought to Rupert in connection with the succession to Trevlyn, than if he had not existed. He had been barred from it by the Squires will, and there it ended. But, failing heirs to her two dead brothers, it was her son who should have come in. Was she not the eldest daughter? What right had that worm, Chattaway, to have insinuated himself into the Squires home? into  it may be said  his heart? and so willed over to himself the inheritance?

A bitter fact to Mrs. Ryle; a fact which rankled in her heart night and day; a turning from the path of justice which she firmly intended to see turned back again. She saw not how it was to be accomplished; she knew not by what means it could be brought about; she divined not yet how she should help in it; but she was fully determined that it should be Trevlyn Ryle eventually to possess Trevlyn Hold. Never Cris Chattaway.

A determination immutable as the rock: a purpose in the furtherance of which she never swerved or faltered; there it lay in the archives of her most secret thoughts, a part and parcel of herself, not the less indulged because never alluded to. It may be that in the death of her husband she saw her way to the end somewhat more clearly; his removal was one impediment taken from the path. She had never but once given utterance to her ambitious hopes for Trevlyn: and that had been to her husband. His reception of them was a warning never to speak of them again to him. No son of his, he said, should inherit Trevlyn Hold whilst the children of Joseph Trevlyn lived. If Chattaway chose to wrest their rights from them, make his son Cris usurper after him, he, Thomas Ryle, could not hinder it; but his own boy Treve should never take act or part in so crying a wrong. So long as Rupert and Maud Trevlyn lived, he could never recognise other rights than theirs. From that time forward Mrs. Ryle kept silence with her husband, as she did with others; but the roots of the project grew deeper and deeper in her heart, overspreading all its healthy fibres.

With this destiny in view for Treve, it will readily be understood why she did not purpose bringing him up to any profession, or sending him out in the world. Her intention was, that Treve should live at home, as soon as his school-days were over; should be master of Trevlyn Farm, until he became master of Trevlyn Hold. And for this reason, and this alone, she did not care to keep George with her. Trevlyn Farm might be a living for one son; it would not be for two; neither would two masters on it answer, although they were brothers. It is true, a thought at times crossed her whether it might not be well, in the interests of the farm, to retain George. He would soon become useful; would be trustworthy; her interests would be his; and she felt dubious about confiding all management to John Pinder. But these suggestions were overruled by the thought that it would not be desirable for George to acquire a footing on the farm as its master, and be turned from it when the time came for Treve. As much for Georges sake as for Treves, she felt this; and she determined to place George at something away, where his interests and Treves would not clash with each other.

Wall and Barnes were flourishing and respectable silk-mercers and linen-drapers; their establishment a large one, the oldest and best-conducted in Barmester. Had it been suggested to Mrs. Ryle to place Treve there, she would have retorted in haughty indignation. And yet there she was sending George.

What Mr. Chattaways precise object could be in wishing to get George away from home, he alone knew. That he had such an object, there could be no shadow of doubt about; and Mrs. Ryles usual clear-sightedness must have been just then obscured not to perceive it. Had his own interests or pleasure not been in some way involved, Chattaway would have taken no more heed as to what became of George than he did of a clod of earth in that miserable field just rendered famous by the ill-conditioned bull. It was Chattaway who did it all. He negotiated with Wall and Barnes; he brought news of his success to Mrs. Ryle; he won over Farmer Apperley. Wall and Barnes had occasionally taken a youth without premium  the youth being expected to perform an unusual variety of work for the favour, to be at once an apprentice and a general factotum, at the beck and call of the establishment. Under those concessions, Wall and Barnes had been known to forego the usual premium; and this great boon was, through Mr. Chattaway, offered to George Ryle. Chattaway boasted of it; enlarged upon his luck to George; and Mrs. Ryle  accepted it.

And George? Every pulse in his body coursed on in fiery indignation against the measure, every feeling of his heart rebelled. But of opposition he could make none: none that served him. Chattaway quietly put him down; Mrs. Ryle met all remonstrances with the answer that she had decided; and Farmer Apperley laboured to convince him that it was a slice of good fortune, which any one (under the degree of a gentleman who rode to cover in a scarlet coat and white smalls) might jump at. Was not Wall, who had not yet reached his five-and-fortieth year, a ten-thousand pound man? Turn where George would, there appeared to be no escape for him. He must give up all the dreams of his life  not that the dreams had been as yet particularly defined  and become what his mind revolted at, what he knew he should ever dislike bitterly. Had he been a less right-minded boy, he would have defied Chattaway, and declined to obey Mrs. Ryle. But that sort of rebellion George did not enter upon. The injunction of his dead father lay on him all too forcibly Obey and reverence your mother. And so the agreement was made, and George Ryle was to go to Wall and Barnes, to be bound to them for seven years.

He stood leaning out of the casement window the night before he was to enter; his aching brow bared to the cold air, cloudy as the autumn sky. Treve was fast asleep, in his own little bed in the far corner, shaded and sheltered by its curtains; but there was no such peaceful sleep for George. The thoughts he was indulging were not altogether profitable; and certain questions which arose in his mind had been better left out of it.

What right have they so to dispose of me? he soliloquised, alluding, it must be confessed, to the trio, Chattaway, Mrs. Ryle, and Apperley. They know that if my father had lived, they would not have dared to urge my being put to it. I wonder what it will end in? I wonder whether I shall have to be at it always? It is not right to put a poor fellow to what he hates most of all in life, and will hate for ever and for ever.

He gazed out at the low stretch of land lying under the night sky, looking as desolate as he. Id rather go for a sailor! broke from him in his despair; rather  

A hand on his shoulder caused him to start and turn. There stood Nora.

If I didnt say one of you boys was out of bed! Whats this, George? What are you doing?  trying to catch your death at the open window.

As good catch my death, for all I see, as live in the world, now, was Georges answer.

As good be a young simpleton and confess it, retorted Nora, angrily. Whats the matter?

Why should they force me to that horrible place at Barmester? cried George, following up his thoughts, rather than answering Nora. I wish Chattaway had been a thousand miles away first! What business has he to interfere about me?

I wish I was queen at odd moments, when work seems coming in seven ways at once, and only one pair of hands to do it, quoth Nora.

George turned from the window. Nora, look here! You know I am a gentleman born and bred: is it right to put me to it?

Nora evaded an answer. She felt nearly as much as the boy did; but she saw no way of escape for him, and therefore would not oppose it.

There was no way of escape. Chattaway had decided it, Mrs. Ryle had acquiesced, and George was conducted to the new house, and took up his abode in it, rebellious feelings choking his heart, rebellious words rising to his lips.

But he did his utmost to beat down rebellion. The charge of his dead father was ever before him, and George was mindful of it. He felt as one crushed under a weight of despair; as one who had been rudely thrust from his proper place on earth: but he constantly battled with himself and his wrongs, and strove to make the best of it. How bitter the struggle, none save himself knew: its remembrance would never die out from memory.

The new work seemed terrible; not for its amount, though that was great; but from its nature. To help make up this parcel, to undo that; to take down these goods, to put up others. He ran to the post with letters  and that was a delightful phase of his life, compared with the rest  he carried out brown paper parcels. He had to stand behind the counter, and roll and unroll goods, and measure tapes and ribbons. You will readily conceive what all this was to a proud boy. George might have run away from it altogether, but that the image of that table in the sitting-room, and of him who lay upon it, was ever before him, whispering to him not to shrink from his duty.

Not a moments idleness was George allowed; however the shopmen might enjoy leisure intervals when customers were few, there was no such interval for him. He was the new scapegoat of the establishment; often doing the work that of right did not belong to him. It was perfectly well known to the young men that he had entered as a working apprentice; one who was not to be particular in work he did, or its quantity; and therefore he was not spared. He had taken his books with him, classics and others; he soon found he might as well have left them at home. Not one minute in the twenty-four hours could he devote to them. His hands were full of work until bed-time; and no reading was permitted in the chambers. Where is the use of my having gone to school at all? he would sometimes ask himself. He would soon become as oblivious of Latin and Greek as Mr. Chattaway could wish; and his prospects of adding to his stock of learning were such as would have gladdened Farmer Apperleys heart.

One Saturday, when George had been there about three weeks, and the day was drawing near for the indentures to be signed, binding him to the business for years, Mr. Chattaway rode up in the very costume that was the subject of Farmer Apperleys ire, when worn by those who ought not to afford to wear it. The hounds had met that day near Barmester, had found their fox, and been led a round-about chase, the fox bringing them back to their starting-point to resign his brush; and the master of Trevlyn Hold, on his splashed hunter, in his scarlet coat, white smalls and boots, splashed also, rode through Barmester on his return, and pulled up at the door of Wall and Barnes. Giving his horse to a street boy to hold, he entered the shop, whip in hand.

The scarlet coat, looming in unexpectedly, caused a flutter in the establishment. Saturday was market-day, and the shop was unusually full. The customers looked round in admiration, the shopmen with envy. Little chance thought those hard-worked, unambitious young men, that they should ever wear a scarlet coat, and ride to cover on a blood hunter. Mr. Chattaway, of Trevlyn Hold, was an object of consideration just then. He shook hands with Mr. Wall, who came forward from some remote region; then turned and shook hands condescendingly with George.

And how does he suit? blandly inquired Mr. Chattaway. Can you make anything of him?

He does his best, was the reply. Awkward at present; but we have had others who have been as awkward at first, I think, and who have turned out valuable assistants in the long run. I am willing to take him.

Thats all right then, said Mr. Chattaway. Ill call in and tell Mrs. Ryle. Wednesday is the day he is to be bound, I think?

Wednesday, assented Mr. Wall.

I shall be here. I am glad to take this trouble off Mrs. Ryles hands. I hope you like your employment, George.

I do not like it at all, replied George. And he spoke out fearlessly, although his master stood by.

Oh, indeed! said Mr. Chattaway, with a false-sounding laugh. Well, I did not suppose you would like it too well at first.

Mr. Wall laughed also, a hearty, kindly laugh. Never yet did an apprentice like his work too well, said he. Its their first taste of the labour of life. George Ryle will like it better when he is used to it.

I never shall, thought George. But he supposed it would not quite do to say so; neither would it answer any end. Mr. Chattaway shook hands with Mr. Wall, nodded to George, and he and his scarlet coat loomed out again.

Will it last for ever?  will this dreadful slavery last throughout my life? broke from George Ryles rebellious heart.




CHAPTER IX

EMANCIPATION

On the following day, Sunday, George walked home: Mrs. Ryle had told him to come and spend the day at the Farm. All were at church except Molly, and George went to meet them. Several groups were coming along; and presently he met Cris Chattaway, Rupert Trevlyn, and his brother Treve, walking together.

Wheres my mother? asked George.

She stepped indoors with Mrs. Apperley, answered Treve. Said shed follow me on directly.

How do you relish linen-drapering? asked Cris Chattaway, in a chaffing sort of manner, as George turned with them. Horrid, isnt it?

Theres only about one thing in this world more horrid, answered George.

My father said you expressed fears before you went that youd find the air stifling, went on Cris, not asking what the one exception might be. Is it hopelessly so?

The black hole in Calcutta must have been cool and pleasant in comparison with it, returned George.

I wonder you are alive, continued Cris.

I wonder I am, said George, equably. I was quite off in a faint one day, when the shop was at the fullest. They thought they must have sent for you, Cris; that the sight of you might bring me to again.

There you go! exclaimed Treve Ryle. I wonder if you could let each other alone if you were bribed to do it?

Cris began it, said George.

I didnt, said Cris. I should like to see you at your work, though, George! Ill come some day. The Squire paid you a visit yesterday afternoon, he told us. He says you are getting to be quite the counter cut; one cant serve out yards of calico without it, you know.

George Ryles face burnt. He knew Mr. Chattaway had ridiculed him at Trevlyn Hold, in connection with his new occupation. It would be a more fitting situation for you than for me, Cris, said he. And now you hear it.

Cris laughed scornfully. Perhaps it might, if I wanted one. The master of Trevlyn wont need to go into a linen-drapers shop.

Look here, Cris. That shop is horrid, and I dont mind telling you that I find it so; not an hour in the day goes over my head but I wish myself out of it; but I would rather bind myself to it for twenty years than be master of Trevlyn Hold, if I came to it as you will come to it  by wrong.

Cris broke into a shrill, derisive whistle. It was being prolonged to an apparently interminable length, when he found himself rudely seized from behind.

Is that the way you walk home from church, Christopher Chattaway? Whistling!

Cris looked round and saw Miss Trevlyn. Goodness, Aunt Diana! are you going to shake me?

Walk along as a gentleman should, then, returned Miss Trevlyn.

She went on. Miss Chattaway walked by her side, not deigning to cast a word or a look to the boys as she swept past. Gliding up behind them, holding the hand of Maude, was gentle Mrs. Chattaway. They all wore black silk dresses and white silk bonnets: the apology for mourning assumed for Mr. Ryle. But the gowns were not new; and the bonnets were the bonnets of the past summer, with the coloured flowers removed.

Mrs. Chattaway slackened her pace, and George found himself at her side. She seemed to linger, as if she would speak with him unheard by the rest.

Are you pretty well, my dear? were her first words. You look taller and thinner, and your face is pale.

I shall look paler before I have been much longer in the shop, Mrs. Chattaway.

Mrs. Chattaway glanced her head timidly round with the air of one who fears she may be heard. But they were alone now.

Are you grieving, George?

How can I help it? he passionately answered, feeling that he could open his heart to Mrs. Chattaway as he could to no one else in the wide world. Is it a proper thing to put me to, dear Mrs. Chattaway?

I said it was not, she murmured. I remarked to Diana that I wondered Maude should place you there.

It was not my mother so much as Mr. Chattaway, he answered, forgetting possibly that it was Mr. Chattaways wife to whom he spoke. At times, do you know, I feel as though I would almost rather be  be  

Be what, dear?

Be dead, than remain there.

Hush, George! she cried, almost with a shudder. Random figures of speech never do any good! I have learnt it. In the old days, when  

She suddenly broke off and glided forward without further notice. As she passed she caught up the hand of Maude, who was then walking by the side of the boys. George looked round for the cause of desertion, and found it in Mr. Chattaway. That gentleman was coming along with a quick step, one of his younger children in his hand.

The Chattaways turned off towards Trevlyn Hold, and George walked on with Treve.

Do you know how things are going on at home, Treve, between my mother and Chattaway? asked George.

Chattaways a miserable screw, was Treves answer. Hed like to grind down the world, and doesnt let a chance escape him. Mamma says its a dreadful sum he has put upon her to pay yearly, and she does not see how the farm will do it, besides keeping us. I wish we were clear of him! I wish I was as big as you, George! Id work my arms off, but Id get together the money to pay him!

Im not allowed to work, said George. They have thrust me away from the farm.

I wish you were back at it; I know that! Nothing goes on as it used to, when you were there and papa was alive. Noras cross, and mammas cross; and I have not a soul to speak to. What do you think Chattaway did this week?

Something mean, I suppose!

Mean! We killed a pig, and while it was being cut up, Chattaway marched in. Thats fine meat, John Pinder, said he, when he had looked at it a bit; as fine as ever I saw. I should like a bit of this meat; I think Ill take a sparerib; and it can go against Mrs. Ryles account with me. With that, he laid hold of a sparerib, the finest of the two, called a boy who was standing by, and sent him up with it at once to Trevlyn Hold. What do you think of that?

Think! That its just the thing Chattaway would do every day of his life, if he could. Mamma should have sent for the meat back again.

And enrage Chattaway! It might be all the worse for us if she did.

Is it not early to begin pig-killing?

Yes. John Pinder killed this one on his own authority; never so much as asking mamma. She was so angry. She told him, if ever he acted for himself again, without knowing what her pleasure might be, she should discharge him. But it strikes me John Pinder is fond of doing things on his own head, concluded Treve, sagaciously; and will do them, in spite of everyone, now theres no master over him.

The day soon passed. George told his mother how terribly he disliked being where he was placed; worse than that, how completely unsuited he was to the business. Mrs. Ryle coldly said we all had to put up with what we disliked, and he would grow reconciled to it in time. There was evidently no hope for him; and he returned to Barmester at night, feeling there was not any.

On the following afternoon, Monday, some one in deep mourning entered the shop of Wall and Barnes, and asked if she could speak to Mr. Ryle. George was at the upper end of the shop. A box of lace had been accidentally upset on the floor, and he had been called to set it straight. Behind him hung two shawls, and, hidden by those shawls, was a desk, belonging to Mr. Wall. The visitor approached George and saluted him.

Well, you are busy!

George lifted his head at the well-known voice  Noras. Her attention appeared chiefly attracted by the lace.

What a mess it is in! And you dont go a bit handy to work, towards putting it tidy.

I shall never be handy at this sort of work. Oh, Nora! I cannot tell you how I dislike it! he exclaimed, with a burst of feeling that betrayed its own pain. I would rather be with my father in his coffin!

Dont talk nonsense! said Nora.

It is not nonsense. I shall never care for anything again in life, now they have put me here. It was Chattaways doing; you know it was, Nora. My mother never would have thought of it. When I remember that my father would have objected to this for me just as strongly as I object to it myself, I can hardly bear my thoughts. I think how he will grieve, if he can see what goes on in this world. You know he said something about that when he was dying  the dead retaining their consciousness of what is passing here.

Have you objected to be bound?

I have not objected. I dont mean to object. My father charged me to obey Mrs. Ryle, and not cross her  and I wont forget that; therefore I shall remain, and do my duty to the very best of my power. But it was a cruel thing to put me to it. Chattaway has some motive for getting me off the farm; theres no doubt about it. I shall stay if  if  

Why do you hesitate? asked Nora.

Well, there are moments, he answered, when a fear comes over me whether I can bear and stay on. You see, Nora, it is Chattaway and my mothers will balancing against all the hopes and prospects of my life. I know that my father charged me to obey my mother; but, on the other hand, I know that if he were alive he would be pained to see me here; would be the first to take me away. When these thoughts come forcibly upon me, I doubt whether I can remain.

You must not encourage them, said Nora.

I dont encourage them; they come in spite of me. The fear comes; it is always coming. Dont say anything at home, Nora. I have made up my mind to stop, and Ill try hard to do it. As soon as I am out of my time Ill go off to India, or somewhere, and forget the old life in the new one.

My goodness! uttered Nora. But having no good arguments at hand, she thought it as well to leave him, and took her departure.

The day arrived on which George was to be bound. It was a gloomy November day, and the tall chimneys of Barmester rose dark and dismal against the outlines of the grey sky. The previous night had been hopelessly wet, and the mud in the streets was ankle-deep. People who had no urgent occasion to be abroad, drew closer to their comfortable fire-sides, and wished the dreary month of November was over.

George stood at the door of the shop, having snatched a moment to come to it. A slender, handsome boy, with his earnest eyes and dark chestnut hair, looking far too gentlemanly to belong to that place. Belong to it! Ere the stroke of another hour should have been told on the dial of the church clock of Barmester, he would be irrevocably bound to it  have become as much a part and parcel of it as the silks displayed in its windows, the shawls exhibited in their gay and gaudy colours. As he stood there, he was feeling that no fate on earth was ever so hopelessly dark as his: feeling that he had no friend either in earth or heaven.

One, two; three, four! chimed out over the town through the leaden atmosphere. Half-past eleven! It was the hour fixed for signing the indentures which would bind him to servitude for years; and he, George Ryle, looked to the extremity of the street, expecting the appearance of Mr. Chattaway.

Considering the way in which Mr. Chattaway had urged on the matter, George had thought he would be half-an-hour before the time, rather than five minutes behind it. He looked eagerly to the extremity of the street, at the same time dreading the sight he sought for.

George Ryle! The call came ringing in sharp, imperative tones, and he turned in obedience to it. He was told to measure those trimmings, and card them.

An apparently interminable task. About fifty pieces of ribbon-trimmings, some scores of yards in each piece, all off their cards. George sighed as he singled out one and began upon it  he was terribly awkward at the work.

It advanced slowly. In addition to the inaptitude of his fingers for the task, to his intense natural distaste for it  and so intense was that distaste, that the ribbons felt as if they burnt his fingers  in addition to this, there were frequent interruptions. Any of the shopmen who wanted help called to George Ryle; and once he was told to open the door for a lady who was departing.

As she walked away, George leaned out, and took another gaze. Mr. Chattaway was not in sight. The clocks were then striking a quarter to twelve. A feeling of something like hope, but vague and faint and terribly unreal, dawned over his heart. Could the delay augur good for him?  was it possible that there could be any change?

How unreal it was, the next moment proved. There came round that far corner a horseman at a hand-gallop, his horses hoofs scattering the mud in all directions. It was Mr. Chattaway. He reined up at the private door of Wall and Barnes, dismounted, and consigned his horse to his groom, who had followed at the same pace. The false, faint hope was over; and George walked back to his cards and his trimmings, as one from whom all spirit has gone out.

A message was brought to him almost immediately by one of the house servants: Squire Chattaway waited in the drawing-room. Squire Chattaway had sent the message himself, not to George, to Mr. Wall; but Mr. Wall was engaged at the moment with a gentleman, and sent the message on to George. George went upstairs.

Mr. Chattaway, in his top boots and spurs, stood warming his hands over the fire. He had not removed his hat. When the door opened, he raised his hand to do so; but seeing it was only George who entered, he left it on. He was much given to the old-fashioned use of boots and spurs when out riding.

Well, George, how are you?

George went up to the fireplace. On the centre table, as he passed it, lay an official-looking parchment rolled up, an inkstand by its side. George had not the least doubt that the parchment was no other than that formidable document, his Indentures.

Mr. Chattaway had taken up the same opinion. He extended his riding whip towards the parchment, and spoke in a significant tone, turning his eye on George.

Ready?

It is no use attempting to say I am not, replied George. I would rather you had forced me to become one of the lowest boys in your coal-mines, Mr. Chattaway.

Whats this? asked Mr. Chattaway.

He was pointing now to the upper part of the sleeve of Georges jacket. Some ravellings of cotton had collected there unnoticed. George took them off, and put them in the fire.

It is only a badge of my trade, Mr. Chattaway.

Whether Mr. Chattaway detected the bitterness of the words  not the bitterness of sarcasm, but of despair  cannot be told. He laughed pleasantly, and before the laugh was over, Mr. Wall came in. Mr. Chattaway removed his hat now, and laid it with his riding-whip beside the indentures.

I am later than I ought to be, observed Mr. Chattaway, as they shook hands. The fact is, I was on the point of starting, when my colliery manager came up. His business was important, and it kept me the best part of an hour.

Plenty of time; plenty of time, said Mr. Wall. Take a seat.

They sat down near the table. George, apparently unnoticed, remained standing on the hearth-rug. A few minutes were spent conversing on different subjects, and then Mr. Chattaway turned to the parchment.

These are the indentures, I presume?

Yes.

I called on Mrs. Ryle last evening. She requested me to say that should her signature be required, as the boys nearest relative and guardian  as his only parent, it may be said, in fact  she should be ready to affix it at any given time.

It will not be required, replied Mr. Wall, in a clear voice. I shall not take George Ryle as an apprentice.

A stolid look of surprise struggled to Mr. Chattaways leaden face. At first, he scarcely seemed to take in the full meaning of the words. Not take him? he rejoined, staring helplessly.

No. It is a pity these were made out, continued Mr. Wall, taking up the indentures. It has been so much time and parchment wasted. However, that is not of great consequence. I will be at the loss, as the refusal comes from my side.

Mr. Chattaway found his tongue  found it volubly. Wont he do? Is he not suitable? I  I dont understand this.

Not at all suitable, in my opinion, answered Mr. Wall.

Mr. Chattaway turned sharply upon George, a strangely evil look in his dull grey eye, an ominous curl in his thin, dry lip. Mr. Wall likewise turned; but on his face there was a reassuring smile.

And George? George stood there as one in a dream; his face changing to perplexity, his eyes strained, his fingers intertwined with the nervous grasp of emotion.

What have you been guilty of, sir, to cause this change of intentions? shouted Mr. Chattaway.

He has not been guilty of anything, interposed Mr. Wall, who appeared to be enjoying a smile at Georges astonishment and Mr. Chattaways discomfiture. Dont blame the boy. So far as I know and believe, he has striven to do his best ever since he has been here.

Then why wont you take him? You will take him, added Mr. Chattaway, in a more agreeable voice, as the idea dawned upon him that Mr. Wall had been joking.

Indeed, I will not. If Mrs. Ryle offered me a thousand pounds premium with him, I should not take him.

Mr. Chattaways small eyes opened to their utmost width. And why not?

Because, knowing what I know now, I believe that I should be committing an injustice upon the boy; an injustice which nothing could repair. To condemn a youth to pass the best years of his life at an uncongenial pursuit, to make the pursuit his calling, is a cruel injustice wherever it is knowingly inflicted. I myself was a victim to it. My boy, added Mr. Wall, laying his hand on Georges shoulder, you have a marked distaste to the mercery business. Is it not so? Speak out fearlessly. Dont regard me as your master  I shall never be that, you hear  but as your friend.

Yes, I have, replied George.

You think it a cruel piece of injustice to have put you to it: you will never more feel an interest in life; youd as soon be with poor Mr. Ryle in his coffin! And when you are out of your time, you mean to start for India or some out-of-the-world place, and begin life afresh!

George was too much confused to answer. His face turned scarlet. Undoubtedly Mr. Wall had overheard his conversation with Nora.

Mr. Chattaway was looking red and angry. When his face did turn red, it presented a charming brick-dust hue. It is only scamps who take a dislike to what they are put to, he exclaimed. And their dislike is all pretence.

I differ from you in both propositions, replied Mr. Wall. At any rate, I do not think it the case with your nephew.

Mr. Chattaways brick-dust grew deeper. He is no nephew of mine. What next will you say, Wall?

Your step-nephew, then, to be correct, equably rejoined Mr. Wall. You remember when we left school together, you and I, and began to turn our thoughts to the business of life? Your father wished you to go into the bank as clerk, you know; and mine  

But he did not get his wish, mores the luck, again interposed Mr. Chattaway, not pleased at the allusion. A poor start in life that would have been for the future Squire of Trevlyn Hold.

Pooh! rejoined Mr. Wall, in a good-tempered, matter-of-fact tone. You did not expect then to be exalted to Trevlyn Hold. Nonsense, Chattaway! We are old friends, you know. But, let me continue. I overheard a certain conversation of this boys with Nora Dickson, and it seemed to bring my own early life back to me. With every word he spoke, I had a fellow-feeling. My father insisted that I should follow the business he was in; this one. He carried on a successful trade for years, in this very house, and nothing would do but I must succeed to it. In vain I urged my repugnance to it, my dislike; in vain I said I had formed other views for myself; I was not listened to. In those days it was not the fashion for sons to run counter to their fathers will; at least, such was my experience; and into the business I came. I have reconciled myself to it by dint of time and habit; liked it, I never have; and I have always felt that it was  as I heard this boy express it  a cruel wrong to force me into it. You cannot, therefore, be surprised that I decline so to force another. I will never do it knowingly.

You decline absolutely to take him? asked Mr. Chattaway.

Absolutely and positively. He can remain in the house a few days longer if it will suit his convenience, or he can leave to-day. I am not displeased with you, added Mr. Wall, turning to George, and holding out his hand. We shall part good friends.

George seized it and grasped it, his countenance glowing, a whole world of gratitude shining from his eyes as he lifted them to Mr. Wall. I shall always think you have been the best friend I ever had, sir, next to my father.

I hope it will prove so. I trust you will find some pursuit in life more congenial to you than this.

Mr. Chattaway took up his hat and whip. This will be fine news for your mother, sir! cried he, severely.

It may turn out well for her, replied George, boldly. My belief is the farm never would have got along with John Pinder as manager.

You think you would make a better? said Mr. Chattaway, his thin lip curling.

I can be true to her, at any rate, said George. And I can have my eyes about me.

Good morning, resumed Mr. Chattaway to Mr. Wall, putting out unwillingly the tips of two fingers.

Mr. Wall laughed. I do not see why you should be vexed, Mr. Chattaway. The boy is no son of yours. For myself, all I can say is, that I have been actuated by motives of regard for his interest.

It remains to be proved whether it will be for his interest, coldly rejoined Mr. Chattaway. Were I his mother, and this check were dealt out to me, I should send him off to break stones on the road. Good morning, Wall. And I beg you will not bring me here again upon a fools errand.

George went into the shop, to get from it some personal trifles he had left there. He deemed it well to depart at once, and carry the news home to Mrs. Ryle himself. The cards and trimmings lay in the unfinished state he had left them. What a change, that moment and this! One or two of the employés noticed his radiant countenance.

Has anything happened? they asked.

Yes, answered George. I have been suddenly lifted into paradise.

He started on his way, leaving his things to be sent after him. His footsteps scarcely touched the ground. Not a rough ridge of the road felt he; not a sharp stone; not a hill. Only when he turned in at the gate did he remember there was his mothers displeasure to be met and grappled with.

Nora gave a shriek when he entered the house. George! What brings you here?

Wheres my mother? was Georges only answer.

In the best parlour, said Nora. And I can tell you shes not in the best of humours just now, so Id advise you not to go in.

What about? asked George, taking it for granted she had heard the news about himself, and that was the grievance. But he was agreeably undeceived.

Its about John Pinder. He has been having two of the meads ploughed up, and he never asked the missis first. She is angry.

Has Chattaway been here to see my mother, Nora?

He came up on horseback in a desperate hurry half-an-hour ago; but she was out on the farm, so he said hed call again. It was through going out this morning that she discovered what they were about with the fields. She says she thinks John Pinder must be going out of his mind, to take things upon himself in the way he is doing.

George bent his steps to the drawing-room. Mrs. Ryle was seated before her desk, writing a note. The expression of her face as she looked up at George between the white lappets of her widows cap was resolutely severe. It changed to astonishment.

Strange to say, she was writing to Mr. Wall to stop the signing of the indentures, or to desire that they might be cancelled if signed. She could not do without George at home, she said; and she told him why she could not.

Mamma, said George, will you be angry if I tell you something that has struck me in all this?

Tell it, said Mrs. Ryle.

I feel quite certain Chattaway has been acting with a motive; he has some private reason for wishing to get me away from home. Thats what he has been working for; otherwise he would never have troubled himself about me. It is not in his nature.

Mrs. Ryle gazed at George steadfastly, as if weighing his words, and presently knit her brow. George could read her countenance tolerably well. He felt sure she had arrived at a similar conclusion, and that it irritated her. He resumed.

It looks bad for you, mother; but you must not think I say this selfishly. Twenty minutes I have asked myself the question, Why does he wish me away? And I can only think that he would like the farm to go to rack and ruin, so that you may be driven from it.

Nonsense, George.

Well, what else can it be?

If so, he is defeated, said Mrs. Ryle. You will take your place as master of the farm from to-day, George, under me. Deferring to me in all things, you understand; giving no orders on your own responsibility, taking my pleasure upon the merest trifle.

I should not think of doing otherwise, replied George. I will do my best for you in all ways, mother. You will soon see how useful I can be.

Very well. But I may as well mention one thing to you. When Treve shall be old enough, it is he who will be master here, and you must resign the place to him. It is not that I wish to set the younger of your fathers sons unjustly above the head of the elder. This farm will be a living but for one of you; barely that; and I prefer that Treve should have it; he is my own son. We will endeavour to find a better farm for you before that time shall come.

Just as you please, said George, cheerfully. Now that I am emancipated from that dreadful nightmare, my prospects look very bright to me. Ill do the best I can on the farm, remembering that I do it for Treves future benefit; not for mine. Something else will turn up for me, no doubt, before Im ready for it.

Which will not be for some years to come, said Mrs. Ryle, feeling pleased with the boys acquiescent spirit. Treve will not be old enough for  

Mrs. Ryle was interrupted. The door had opened, and there appeared Mr. Chattaway, showing himself in. Nora never affected to be too courteous to that gentleman; and on his coming to the house to ask for Mrs. Ryle a second time, she had curtly answered that Mrs. Ryle was in the best parlour (the more familiar name for the drawing-room in the farmhouse), and allowed him to find his own way to it.

Mr. Chattaway looked surprised at seeing George; he had not bargained for his arriving home so soon. Extending his hand towards him, he turned to Mrs. Ryle.

Theres a dutiful son for you! You hear what he has done?  returned on your hands as a bale of worthless goods.

Yes, I hear that Mr. Wall has declined to take him, was her composed answer. It has happened for the best. When he arrived just now, I was writing to Mr. Wall requesting that he might not be bound.

And why? asked Mr. Chattaway in considerable amazement.

I find I am unable to do without him, said Mrs. Ryle, her tone harder and firmer than ever; her eyes, stern and steady, thrown full on Chattaway. I have tried the experiment, and it has failed. I cannot do without one by my side devoted to my interests; and John Pinder cannot get on without a master.

And do you think youll find what you want in him!  in that inexperienced schoolboy? burst forth Mr. Chattaway.

I do, replied Mrs. Ryle, her tone so significantly decided, as to be almost offensive. He takes his standing from this day as master of Trevlyn Farm; subject only to me.

I wish you joy of him! angrily returned Chattaway. But you must understand, Mrs. Ryle, that your having a boy at the head of affairs will oblige me to look more keenly after my interests.

My arrangements with you are settled, she said. So long as I fulfil my part, that is all that concerns you, James Chattaway.

Youll not fulfil it, if you put him at the head of things.

When I fail you can come here and tell me of it. Until then, I prefer that you should not intrude on Trevlyn Farm.

She rang the bell sharply as she spoke, and Molly, who was passing along the passage, immediately appeared. Mrs. Ryle extended her hand imperiously, the forefinger pointed.

The door for Mr. Chattaway.




CHAPTER X

MADAMS ROOM

Leading out of Mrs. Chattaways dressing-room was a comfortable apartment, fitted up as a sitting-room, with chintz hangings and maple-wood furniture. It was called in the household Madams Room, and here Mrs. Chattaway frequently sat. Yes; the house and the neighbourhood accorded her readily the title which usage had long given to the mistress of Trevlyn Hold: but they would not give that of Squire to her husband. I wish particularly to repeat this. Strive for it as he would, force his personal servants to observe the title as he did, he could not get it recognised or adopted. When a written invitation came to the Hold  a rare event, for the old-fashioned custom of inviting verbally was chiefly followed there  it would be worded, Mr. and Madam Chattaway, and Chattaways face would turn green as he read it. No, never! He enjoyed the substantial good of being proprietor of Trevlyn Hold, he received its revenues, he held sway as its lord and master; but its honours were not given to him. It was so much gall and wormwood to Chattaway.

Mrs. Chattaway stood at this window on that dull morning in November mentioned in the last chapter, her eyes strained on the distance. What was she gazing at? Those lodge chimneys?  The dark, almost bare trees that waved to and fro in the wintry wind?  The extensive landscape stretching out in the distance, not fine to-day, but dull and cheerless?  Or on the shifting clouds in the grey skies? Not on any of these; her eyes, though apparently bent on all, in reality saw nothing. They were fixed on vacancy; buried, like her thoughts.

She wore a muslin gown, with dark purple spots upon it; her collar was fastened with a bow of black ribbon, her sleeves were confined with black ribbons at the wrist. She was passing a finger under one of these wrist-ribbons, round and round, as if the ribbon were tight; in point of fact, it was only a proof of her abstraction. Her smooth hair fell in curls on her fair face, and her blue eyes were bright as with a slight touch of inward fever.

Some one opened the door, and peeped in. It was Maude Trevlyn. Her frock was of the same material as Mrs. Chattaways gown, and a sash of black ribbon encircled her waist. Mrs. Chattaway did not turn, and Maude came forward.

Are you well to-day, Aunt Edith?

Not very, dear. Mrs. Chattaway took the pretty young head within her arm as she answered, and fondly stroked the bright curls. You have been crying, Maude!

Maude shook back her curls with a smile, as if she meant to be brave; make light of the accusation. Cris and Octave went on so shamefully, Aunt Edith, ridiculing George Ryle; and when I took his part, Cris hit me a sharp blow. It was stupid of me to cry, though.

Cris did? exclaimed Mrs. Chattaway.

I know I provoked him, candidly acknowledged Maude. Im afraid I flew into a passion; and you know, Aunt Edith, I dont mind what I say when I do that. I told Cris that he would be placed at something not half as good as a linen-drapers some time, for hed want a living when Rupert came into Trevlyn Hold.

Maude! Maude! hush! exclaimed Mrs. Chattaway in tones of terror. You must not say that.

I know I must not, Aunt Edith; I know it is wrong; wrong to think it, and foolish to say it. It was my temper. I am very sorry.

She nestled close to Mrs. Chattaway, caressing and penitent. Mrs. Chattaway stooped and kissed her, a strangely marked expression of tribulation, shrinking and hopeless, upon her countenance.

Oh, Maude! I am so ill!

Maude felt awed; and somewhat puzzled. Ill, Aunt Edith?

There is an illness of the mind worse than that of the body, Maude. I feel as though I should sink under my weight of care. Sometimes I wonder why I am kept on earth.

Oh, Aunt Edith!

A knock at the room door, followed by the entrance of a female servant. She did not observe Mrs. Chattaway; only Maude.

Is Miss Diana here, Miss Maude?

No. Only Madam.

What is it, Phœbe? asked Mrs. Chattaway.

Master Cris wants to know if he can take the gig out, maam?

I cannot tell anything about it. You must ask Miss Diana. Maude, see; that is your Aunt Dianas step on the stairs now.

Miss Trevlyn came in. The gig? she repeated. No; Cris cannot take it. Go and tell him so, Maude. Phœbe, return to your work.

Maude ran away, and Phœbe went off grumbling, not aloud, but to herself; no one dared grumble in the hearing of Miss Trevlyn. She had spoken in sharp tones to Phœbe, and the girl did not like sharp tones. As Miss Trevlyn sat down opposite Mrs. Chattaway, the feverish state of that ladys countenance arrested her attention.

What is the matter, Edith?

Mrs. Chattaway buried her elbow on the sofa-cushion, and pressed her hand to her face, half covering it, before she spoke. I cannot get over this business, she answered in low tones. To-day  perhaps naturally  I am feeling it more than is good for me. It makes me ill, Diana.

What business? asked Miss Trevlyn.

This apprenticing of George Ryle.

Nonsense, said Miss Diana.

It is not the proper thing for him, Diana; you admitted so yesterday. The boy says it is the blighting of his whole future life; and I feel that it is nothing less. I could not sleep last night for thinking about it. Once I dozed off, and fell into an ugly dream, she shivered. I thought Mr. Ryle came to me, and asked whether it was not enough that we had heaped care upon him in life, and then sent him to his death, but must also pursue his son.

You always were weak, you know, Edith, was the composed rejoinder of Miss Trevlyn. Why Chattaway should be interfering with George Ryle, I cannot understand; but it surely need not give concern to you. The proper person to put a veto on his being placed at Barmester, as he is being placed, was Mrs. Ryle. If she did not think fit to do it, it is no business of ours.

It seems to me as if he had no one to stand up for him. It seems, added Mrs. Chattaway, with more passion in her tone, as if his father must be looking down at us, and condemning us.

If you will worry yourself over it, you must, was the rejoinder of Miss Trevlyn. It is very foolish, Edith, and it can do no earthly good. He is bound by this time, and the thing is irrevocable.

Perhaps that is the reason  because it is irrevocable  that it presses upon me to-day with greater weight. It has made me think of the past, Diana, she added in a whisper. Of that other wrong, which I cheat myself sometimes into forgetting; a wrong  

Be silent! imperatively interrupted Miss Trevlyn, and the next moment Cris Chattaway bounded into the room.

Whats the reason I cant have the gig? he began. Who says I cant have it?

I do, said Miss Trevlyn.

Cris insolently turned from her, and walked up to Mrs. Chattaway. May I not take the gig, mother?

If there was one thing irritated the sweet temper of Mrs. Chattaway, it was being appealed to against any decision of Dianas. She knew that she possessed no power; was a nonentity in the house; and though she bowed to her dependency, and had no resource but to bow to it, she did not like it brought palpably before her.

Dont apply to me, Cris. I know nothing about things downstairs; I cannot say one way or the other. The horses and vehicles are specially the things that your father will not have meddled with. Do you remember taking out the dog-cart without leave, and the result?

Cris looked angry; perhaps the reminiscence was not agreeable. Miss Diana interfered.

You will not take out the gig, Cris. I have said it.

Then see if I dont walk! And if I am not home to dinner, Aunt Diana, you can just tell the Squire the thanks are due to you.

Where do you wish to go? asked Mrs. Chattaway.

I am going to Barmester. I want to wish that fellow joy of his indentures, added Cris, a glow of triumph lighting up his face. He is bound by this time. I wonder the Squire is not back again!

The Squire was back again. As Cris spoke, his tread was heard on the stairs, and he came into the room. Cris was too full of his own concerns to note the expression of his face.

Father, may I take out the gig? I want to go to Barmester, to pay a visit of congratulation to George Ryle.

No, you will not take out the gig, said Mr. Chattaway, the allusion exciting his anger almost beyond bearing.

Cris thought he might have been misunderstood. Cris deemed that his proclaimed intention would find favour with Mr. Chattaway.

I suppose you have been binding that fellow, father. I want to go and ask him how he likes it.

No, sir, I have not been binding him, thundered Mr. Chattaway. Whats more, he is not going to be bound. He has left it, and is at home again.

Cris gave a blank stare of amazement, and Mrs. Chattaway let her hands fall silently upon her lap and heaved a gentle sigh, as though some great good had come to her.




CHAPTER XI

RUPERT

None of us can stand still in life. Everything rolls on its course towards the end of all things. In noting down a familys or a lifes history, its periods will be differently marked. Years will glide quietly on, giving forth few events worthy of record; again, it will happen that occurrences, varied and momentous, will be crowded into an incredibly short space of time. Events, sufficient to fill up the allotted life of man, will follow one another in rapid succession in the course of as many months; nay, of as many days.

Thus it was with the Trevlyns, and those connected with them. After the lamentable death of Mr. Ryle, the new agreement touching money-matters between Mr. Chattaway and Mrs. Ryle, and the settling of George Ryle into his own home, it may be said in his fathers place, little occurred for some years worthy of note. Time seemed to pass uneventfully. Girls and boys grew into men and women; children into girls and boys. Cris Chattaway lorded it in his own offensive manner as the Squires son  as the future Squire; his sister Octavia was not more amiable than of yore, and Maude Trevlyn was governess to Mr. and Mrs. Chattaways younger children. Miss Diana Trevlyn had taken care that Maude should be well educated, and she paid the cost of it out of her own pocket, in spite of Mr. Chattaways sneers. When Maude was eighteen years of age, the question arose, What shall be done with her? She shall go out and be a governess, said Mr. Chattaway. Of what profit her fine education, if its not to be made use of? No, dissented Miss Diana; a Trevlyn cannot be sent out into the world to earn her own living: our family have not come to that. I wont keep her in idleness, growled Chattaway. Very well, said Miss Diana; make her governess to your girls, Edith and Emily: it will save the cost of schooling. The advice was taken; and Maude for the past three years had been governess at Trevlyn Hold.

But Rupert? Rupert was found not to be so easily disposed of. Theres no knowing what Chattaway, in his ill-feeling, might have put Rupert to, had he been at liberty to place him as he pleased. If he had not shown any superfluous consideration in placing out George Ryle  or rather in essaying to place him out  it was not likely he would show it to one whom he hated as he hated Rupert. But here Miss Diana again stepped in. Rupert was a Trevlyn, she said, and consequently could not be converted into a chimney-sweep or a shoe-black: he must get his living at something befitting his degree. Chattaway demurred, but he knew better than run counter to any mandate issued by Diana Trevlyn.

Several things were tried for Rupert. He was placed with a clergyman to study for the Church; he went to an LL.D. to read for the Bar; he was consigned to a wealthy grazier to be made into a farmer; he was posted off to Sir John Rennet, to be initiated into the science of civil engineering. And he came back from all. As one venture after the other was made, so it failed, and a very short time would see Rupert return as ineligible to Trevlyn Hold. Ineligible! Was he deficient in capacity? No. He was only deficient in that one great blessing, without which life can bring no enjoyment  health. In his weakness of chest  his liability to take cold  his suspiciously delicate frame, Rupert Trevlyn was ominously like his dead father. The clergyman, the doctor, the hearty grazier, and the far-famed engineer, thought after a months trial they would rather not take charge of him. He had a fit of illness  it may be better to say of weakness  in the house of each; and they, no doubt, one and all, deemed that a pupil predisposed to disease  it may be almost said to death  as Rupert Trevlyn appeared to be, would bring with him too much responsibility.

So, times and again, Rupert was returned on the hands of Mr. Chattaway. To describe that gentlemans wrath would take a pen dipped in gall. Was Rupert never to be got rid of? It was like the Eastern slippers which persisted in turning up. And, in like manner, up came Rupert Trevlyn. The boy could not help his ill-health; but you may be sure Mr. Chattaways favour was not increased by it. I shall put him in the office at Blackstone, said he. And Miss Diana acquiesced.

Blackstone was the locality where Mr. Chattaways mines were situated. An appropriate name, for the place was black enough, and stony enough, and dreary enough for anything. A low, barren, level country, its flatness alone broken by signs of the pits, its uncompromising gloom enlivened only by ascending fires which blazed up at night, and illumined the country for miles round. The pits were not all coal: iron mines and other mines were scattered with them. On Chattaways property, however, there was coal alone. Long rows of houses, as dreary as the barren country, were built near: occupied by the workers in the mines. The overseer or manager for Mr. Chattaway was named Pinder, a brother to John Pinder, who was on Mrs. Ryles farm: but Chattaway chose to interfere very much with the executive himself, and may almost have been called his own overseer. He had an office near the pits, in which accounts were kept, the men paid, and other business items transacted: a low building, of one storey only, consisting of three or four rooms. In this office he kept one regular clerk, a young man named Ford, and into this same office he put Rupert Trevlyn.

But many and many and many a day was Rupert ailing; weak, sick, feverish, coughing, and unable to go to it. But for Diana Trevlyn, Chattaway might have driven him there ill or well. Not that Miss Diana possessed any extraordinary affection for Rupert: she did not keep him at home out of love, or from motives of indulgence. But hard, cold, and imperious though she was, Miss Diana owned somewhat of the large open-handedness of the Trevlyns: she could not be guilty of trivial spite, or petty meanness. She ruled the servants with an iron hand; but in case of their falling into sickness or trouble, she had them generously cared for. So with respect to Rupert. It may be that she regarded him as an interloper; that she would have been better pleased were he removed elsewhere. She had helped to deprive him of his birthright, but she did not treat him with personal unkindness; and she would have been the last to say he must go out to his daily occupation, if he felt ill or incapable of it. She deplored his ill-health; but, ill health upon him, Miss Diana was not one to ignore it, to reproach him with it, or put hindrances in the way of his being nursed.

It was a tolerably long walk for Rupert in a morning to Blackstone. Cris Chattaway, when he chose to go over, rode on horseback; and Mr. Cris did not infrequently choose to go over, for he had the same propensity as his father  that of throwing himself into every petty detail, and interfering unwarrantably. In disposition, father and son were alike  mean, stingy, grasping. To save a sixpence, Chattaway would almost have sacrificed a miners life. Improvements which other mine owners had introduced into their pits, into the working of them, Chattaway held aloof from. In his own person, however, Cris was not disposed to be saving. He had his horse, and he had his servant, and he favoured an extensive wardrobe, and was given altogether to various little odds and ends of self-indulgence.

Yes, Cris Chattaway rode to Blackstone; with his groom behind him sometimes, when he chose to make a dash; and Rupert Trevlyn walked. Better that the order of travelling had been reversed, for that walk, morning and evening, was not too good for Rupert in his weakly state. He would feel it particularly in an evening. It was a gradual ascent nearly all the way from Blackstone to Trevlyn Hold, almost imperceptible to a strong man, but sufficiently apparent to Rupert Trevlyn, who would be fatigued with the days work.

Not that he had hard work to do. But even sitting on the office stool tired him. Another thing that tired him  and which, no doubt, was excessively bad for him  was the loss of his regular meals. Excepting on Sundays, or on days when he was not well enough to leave Trevlyn Hold, he had no dinner: what he had at Blackstone was only an apology for one. The clerk, Ford, who lived at nearly as great a distance from the place as Rupert, used to cook himself a chop or steak at the office grate. But that the coals were lying about in heaps and cost nothing, Chattaway might have objected to the fire being used for such a purpose. Rupert occasionally cooked himself some meat; but he more frequently dined upon bread and cheese, or scraps brought from Trevlyn Hold. It was not often that Rupert had the money to buy meat or anything else, his supply of that indispensable commodity, the current coin of the realm, being very limited. Deprived of his dinner, deprived of his tea  tea being generally over when he got back to the Hold  that, of itself, was almost sufficient to bring on the disease feared for Rupert Trevlyn. One sound in constitution, revelling in health and strength, might not have been much the worse in the long-run; but Rupert did not come under the head of that favoured class of humanity.

It was a bright day in that mellow season when summer is merging into autumn. A few fields of the later grain were lying out yet, but most of the golden store had been gathered into barns. The sunlight glistened on the leaves of the trees, lighting up their rich tints of brown and red  tints which never come until the season of passing away.

Halting at a stile which led to a field white with stubble, were two children and a young lady. Not very young children, either, for the younger of the two must have been thirteen. Pale girls both, with light hair, and just now a disagreeable expression of countenance. They were insisting upon crossing that stile to pass through the field: one of them, in fact, had already mounted, and they did not like to be thwarted in their wish.

You cross old thing! cried she on the stile. You always object to our going where we want to go. What dislike have you to the field, pray, that we may not cross it?

I have no dislike to it, Emily. I am only obeying your fathers injunctions. You know he has forbidden you to go on Mrs. Ryles lands.

She spoke in calm tones; a sweet, persuasive voice. She had a sweet and gentle face, too, with delicate features, and large blue eyes. It is Maude Trevlyn. Eight years have passed since you last saw her, and she is twenty-one. In spite of her girlish, graceful figure, which scarcely reaches middle height, she bears a look of the Trevlyns. Her head is well set upon her shoulders, thrown somewhat back, as you may see in Miss Diana Trevlyn. She wears a grey flowing cloak, and pretty blue bonnet.

The lands are not Mrs. Ryles, retorted the girl on the stile. They are papas.

They are Mrs. Ryles as long as she rents them. It is all the same. Mr. Chattaway has forbidden you to cross them. Come down from the stile, Emily.

No. I shall jump over it.

It was ever thus. Except in the presence of Miss Diana Trevlyn, the girls were openly rude and disobedient to Maude. Expected to teach them, she was denied the ordinary authority vested in a governess. And Maude could not emancipate herself: she must suffer and submit.

Emily Chattaway put her foot over the top bar of the stile, preparatory to jumping over it, when the sound of a horse was heard, and she turned her head. Riding along the lane at a quick pace was a gentleman of some three or four-and-twenty years: a tall man, as far as could be seen, who sat his horse well. He reined in when he saw them, and bent down a pleasant face, with a pleasant smile upon it. The sun shone into his fine dark eyes, as he stooped to shake hands with Maude.

Maudes cheeks had turned crimson. Quite well, she stammered, in answer to his greeting, somewhat losing her self-possession. When did you return home?

Last night. I was away two days only, instead of the four anticipated. Emily, youll fall backwards if you dont mind.

No, I shant, said Emily. Why did you not stay longer?

I found Treve away when I reached Oxford, so I came back again, and got home last night  to Noras discomfiture.

Maude looked into his face with a questioning glance. She had quite recovered her self-possession. Why? she asked.

George Ryle laughed. Nora had turned my bedroom inside out, and accused me, in her vexation, of coming back on purpose.

Where did you sleep? asked Emily.

In Treves room. Take care, Edith!

Maude hastily drew back Edith Chattaway, who had gone too near the horse. How is Mrs. Ryle? asked Maude. We heard yesterday she was not well.

She is suffering from a cold. I have scarcely seen her. Maude, leaning down and whispering, are things any brighter than they were?

Again the soft colour came into her face, and she threw him a glance from her dark blue eyes. If ever glance spoke of indignation, hers did. What change can there be? she breathed. Rupert is ill again, she added in louder tones.

Rupert!

At least, he is not well, and is at home to-day. But he is better than he was yesterday  

Here comes Octave, interrupted Emily.

George Ryle gathered up his reins. Shaking hands with Maude, he said a hasty good-bye to the other two, and cantered down the lane, lifting his hat to Miss Chattaway, who was coming up from a distance.

She was advancing quickly across the common, behind the fence on the other side of the lane. A tall, thin young woman, looking her full age of four or five-and-twenty, with the same leaden complexion as of yore, and the disagreeably sly grey eyes. She wore a puce silk paletot, and a brown hat trimmed with black lace; an unbecoming costume for one so tall.

That was George Ryle! she exclaimed, as she came up. What brings him back already?

He found his brother away when he reached Oxford, was Maudes reply.

I think he was very rude not to stop and speak to you, Octave, observed Emily Chattaway. He saw you coming.

Octave made no reply. She mounted the stile and gazed after the horseman, apparently to see what direction he would take on reaching the end of the lane. Patiently watching, she saw him turn into another lane, which branched off to the left. Octave Chattaway jumped over the stile, and went swiftly across the field.

Shes gone to meet him, was Emilys comment.

It was precisely what Miss Chattaway had gone to do. Passing through a copse after quitting the field, she emerged from it just as George was riding quietly past. He halted and stopped to shake hands, as he had done with Maude.

You are out of breath, Octave. Have you been hastening to catch me?

I need not have done so but for your gallantry in riding off the moment you saw me, she answered, resentfully.

I beg your pardon. I did not know you wanted me. And I am in a hurry.

It seems so  stopping to speak so long to the children and Maude, she returned, with irony. And George Ryles laugh was a conscious one.

Latent antagonism was seated in the minds of both, and a latent consciousness of it running through their hearts. When George Ryle saw Octave hastening across the common, he knew she was speeding to reach him ere he should be gone; when Octave saw him ride away, a voice whispered that he did so to avoid meeting her; and each felt that their secret thoughts and motives were known to the other. Yes, there was constant antagonism between them; if the word may be applied to Octave Chattaway, who had learnt to value the society of George Ryle more highly than was good for her. Did he so value hers? Octave wore out her heart, hoping for it. But in the midst of her unwise love for him, her never-ceasing efforts to be in his presence, near to him, there constantly arose the bitter conviction that he did not care for her.

I wished to ask you about the book you promised to get me, she said. Have you procured it?

No; and I am sorry to say that I cannot meet with it, replied George. I thought of it at Oxford, and went into nearly every booksellers shop in the place, unsuccessfully. I told you it was difficult to find. I must get them to write to London for it from Barmester.

Will you come to the Hold this evening? she asked, as he was riding away.

Thank you. I am not sure that I can. My day or twos absence has made me busy.

Octave Chattaway drew back under cover of the trees and halted: never retreating until every trace of that fine young horseman had passed out of sight.




CHAPTER XII

UNANSWERED

It is singular to observe how lightly the marks of Time occasionally pass over the human form and face. An instance of this might be seen in Mrs. Chattaway. It was strange that it should be so in her case. Her health was not good, and she certainly was not a happy woman. Illness was frequently her portion; care ever seemed to follow her; and it is upon these sufferers in mind and body that Time is fond of leaving his traces. He had not left them on Mrs. Chattaway; her face was fair and fresh as it had been eight years ago; her hair fell in its mass of curls; her eyes were still blue, and clear, and bright.

And yet anxiety was her constant companion. It may be said that remorse never left her. She would sit at the window of her room upstairs  Madams room  for hours, apparently contemplating the outer world; in reality seeing nothing.

As she was sitting now. The glories of the bright day had faded into twilight; the sun no longer lit up the many hues of the autumn foliage; all the familiar points in the landscape had faded to indistinctness; old Canhams lodge chimneys were becoming obscure, and the red light from the mines and works was beginning to show out on the right in the extreme distance. Mrs. Chattaway leaned her elbow on the old-fashioned armchair, and rested her cheek upon her hand. Had you looked at her eyes, gazing out so upon the fading landscape, you might have seen that they were deep in the world of thought.

That constitutional timidity of hers had been nothing but a blight to her throughout life. Reticence in a woman is good; but not that timid, shrinking reticence which is the result of fear; which dare not speak up for itself, even to oppose a wrong. Every wrong inflicted upon Rupert Trevlyn  every unkindness shown him  every pang, whether of mind or body, which happier circumstances might have spared him, was avenged over and over again in the person of Mrs. Chattaway. It may be said that she lived only in pain; her life was one never-ending sorrow  sorrow for Rupert.

In the old days, when her husband had chosen to deceive Squire Trevlyn as to the existence of Rupert, she had not dared to avow the truth, and say to her father, There is an heir born. She dared not fly in the face of her husband, and say it; and, it may be, that she was too willingly silent for her husbands sake. It would seem strange, but that we know what fantastic tricks our passions play us, that pretty, gentle Edith Trevlyn should have loved that essentially disagreeable man, James Chattaway. But so it was. And, while deploring the fact of the wrong dealt out to Rupert  it may almost be said expiating it  Mrs. Chattaway never visited that wrong upon her husband, even in thought, as it ought to have been visited. None could realise more intensely its consequences than she realised them in her secret heart. Expiate it? Ay, she expiated it again and again, if her sufferings could only have been reckoned as atonement.

But they could not. They were enjoying Trevlyn Hold and its advantages, and Rupert was little better than an outcast on the face of the earth. Every dinner put upon their table, every article of attire bought for their children, every honour or comfort their position brought them, seemed to rise up reproachfully before the face of Mrs. Chattaway, and say, The money to procure all this is not yours and your husbands; it is stolen from Rupert. And she could do nothing to remedy it; could only wage ever-constant battle with the knowledge, and the sting it brought. No remedy existed. They had not come into the inheritance by legal fraud; had succeeded to it fairly and openly, according to the will of Squire Trevlyn. If the whole world ranged itself on Ruperts side, pressing that the property should be resigned to him, Mr. Chattaway had only to point to the will, and say, You cannot act against that.

It may be that this very fact brought remorse home with greater force to Mrs. Chattaway. It may be that incessantly dwelling upon it caused a morbid state of feeling, which increased the malady. Certain it is, that night and day the wrongs of Rupert pressed on her mind. She loved him with that strange intensity which brings an aching to the heart. When the baby orphan was brought home to her from its foreign birthplace, with its rosy cheeks and its golden curls  when it put out its little arms to her, and gazed at her with its large blue eyes, her heart went out to it there and then, and she caught it to her with a love more passionate than any ever given to her own children. The irredeemable wrong inflicted on the unconscious child, fixed itself on her conscience in that hour, never to be lifted from it.

If ever a woman lived a dual life, that woman was Mrs. Chattaway. Her true aspect  that in which she saw herself as she really was  was as different from the one presented to the world as light from darkness. Do not blame her. It was difficult to help it. The world and her own family saw in Mrs. Chattaway a weak, gentle, apathetic woman, who did not take upon herself even the ordinary authority of the head of a household. They little imagined that that weak woman, remarkable for nothing but indifference, passed her days in sadness, in care, in thought. The hopeless timidity (inherited from her mother) which had been her bane in former days, was her bane still. She had not dared to rise up against her husband when the wrong was inflicted upon Rupert Trevlyn; she did not dare openly rise up now against the petty tyrannies daily dealt out to him. There may have been a latent consciousness in her mind that if she did interfere it would not change things for the better, and might make them worse for Rupert. Probably it would have done so.

There were many things she could have wished for Rupert, and went so far as to hint some of them to Mr. Chattaway. She wished he could be altogether relieved from Blackstone; she wished greater indulgences for him at home; she wished he might be transported to a warmer climate. A bare suggestion she dropped, once in a way, to Mr. Chattaway, but they fell unheeded on his ear. He replied to the hint of the warmer climate with a prolonged stare and a demand as to what romantic absurdity she could be thinking of. Mrs. Chattaway had never mentioned it again. In these cases of constitutional timidity, a rebuff, be it ever so slight, is sufficient to close the lips for ever. Poor lady! she would have sacrificed her own comfort to give peace and comfort to the unhappy Rupert. He was miserably put upon; treated with less consideration than the servants; made to feel his dependent state daily and hourly by petty annoyances; and yet she could not openly interfere!

Even now, as she sat watching the deepening shades, she was dwelling on this; resenting it in her heart, for his sake. It was the evening of the day when the girls had met George Ryle in the lane. She could hear sounds of merriment downstairs from her children and their visitors, and felt sure Rupert did not make one of them. It had long been the pleasure of Cris and Octave to exclude Rupert from the evening gatherings of the family, as far as they could do so; and if, through the presence of herself or Miss Diana, they could not absolutely deny his entrance, they treated him with studied indifference. She sat on, revolving these bitter thoughts in the gloom, until roused by the entrance of an intruder.

It was Rupert himself. He approached Mrs. Chattaway, and she fondly threw her arm round him, and drew him down to a chair by her side. Only when they were alone could she show him these marks of affection, or prove to him that he did not stand in the world entirely isolated from all love.

Do you feel better to-night, Rupert?

Oh, I am a great deal better. I feel quite well. Why are you sitting in the dark, Aunt Edith?

It is not quite dark yet. What are they doing below, Rupert? I hear plenty of laughter.

They are playing at some game, I think.

At what?

I dont know. I was joining them, when Octave, as usual, said they were enough without me; so I came away.

Mrs. Chattaway made no reply. She never spoke a reproachful word of her children to Rupert, whatever she might feel; she never, by so much as a breathing, cast a reproach on her husband to living mortal. Rupert leaned his head on her shoulder, as though weary. Sufficient light was left to show how delicate his features, how attractive his face. The lovely countenance of his boyhood characterised him still  the suspiciously bright cheeks and silken hair. Of middle height, slender and fragile, he scarcely looked his twenty years. There was a resemblance in his face to Mrs. Chattaway: and it was not surprising, for Joe Trevlyn and his sister Edith had been remarkably alike when they were young.

Is Cris come in? asked Mrs. Chattaway.

Not yet.

Rupert rose as he spoke, and stretched himself. The verb sennuyer was one he often felt obliged to conjugate, in his evenings at the Hold.

I think I shall go down for an hour to the farm.

Mrs. Chattaway started: shrank from the words, as it seemed. Not to-night, Rupert!

It is so dull at home, Aunt Edith.

They are merry enough downstairs.

Yes. But Octave takes care that I shall not be merry with them.

What could she answer?

Then, Rupert, you will be sure to be home, she said, after a while. And the pained emphasis with which she spoke no pen could express. The words evidently conveyed some meaning, understood by Rupert.

Yes, was all he answered, the tones of his voice betraying his resentment.

Mrs. Chattaway caught him to her, and hid her face upon his shoulder. For my sake, Rupert, darling, for my sake!

Yes, yes, dear Aunt Edith: Ill be sure to be in time, he reiterated. I wont forget it, as I did the other night.

She stood at the window, and watched him away from the house and down the avenue, praying that he might not forget. It had pleased Mr. Chattaway lately to forbid Rupert the house, unless he returned to it by half-past ten. That this motive was entirely that of ill-naturedly crossing Rupert, there could be little doubt about. Driven by unkindness from the Hold, Rupert had taken to spending his evenings with George Ryle; sometimes at the houses of other friends; now and then he would invade old Canhams. Ruperts hour for coming in from these visits was about eleven; he had generally managed to be in by the time the clock struck; but the master of Trevlyn Hold suddenly issued a mandate that he must be in by half-past ten; failing strict obedience as to time, he was not to be let in at all. Rupert resented it, and one or two unpleasant scenes had ensued. A similar rule was not applied to Cris, who might come in at any hour he pleased.

Mrs. Chattaway went down to the drawing-room. Two girls, the daughters of neighbours, were spending the evening there, and they were playing at proverbs with great animation: Maude Trevlyn, the guests, and the Miss Chattaways. Octave alone joined in it listlessly, as if her thoughts were far away. Her restless glances towards the door seemed to say she was watching for the entrance of one who did not come.

By-and-by Mr. Chattaway came home, and they sat down to supper. Afterwards, the guests departed, and the younger children went to bed. Ten oclock struck, and the time went on again.

Wheres Rupert? Mr. Chattaway suddenly asked his wife.

He went down to Trevlyn Farm, she said, unable, had it been to save her life, to speak without deprecation.

He made no reply, but rang the bell, and ordered the household to bed. Miss Diana Trevlyn was out upon a visit.

Cris and Rupert are not in, observed Octave, as she lighted her mothers candle and her own.

Mr. Chattaway took out his watch. Twenty-five minutes past ten, he said, in his hard, impassive manner  a manner which imparted the idea that he was utterly destitute of sympathy for the whole human race. Mr. Rupert must be quick if he intends to be admitted to-night; Give your mother her bed-candle.

It may appear almost incredible that Mrs. Chattaway should meekly take her candle and follow her daughter upstairs without remonstrance, when she would have given the world to sit up longer. She was becoming quite feverish on Ruperts account, and would have wished to wait in that room until his ring was heard. But to oppose her own will to her husbands was a thing she had never yet done; in small things, as in great, she had bowed to his wishes without making the faintest shadow of resistance.

Octave wished her mother good-night, went into her room, and closed the door. Mrs. Chattaway was turning into hers when she saw Maude creeping down the upper stairs. She came noiselessly along the corridor, her face pale with agitation, and her heart beating.

Oh, Aunt Edith, what will be done? she murmured. It is half-past ten, and he is not home.

Maude, my poor child, you can do nothing, was the whispered answer, the tone as full of pain as Maudes. Go back to your room, dear; your uncle may come up.

The great clock in the hall struck the half-hour, its sound falling as a knell. Hot tears were falling from the eyes of Maude.

What will become of him, Aunt Edith? Where will he sleep?

Hush, Maude! Run back.

It was time to run; and Mrs. Chattaway spoke the words in startled tones. The masters heavy footstep was heard crossing the hall. Maude stole back, and Mrs. Chattaway passed into her dressing-room.

She sat down on a chair, and pressed her hands upon her bosom to still its beating. Her suspense and agitation were terrible. A sensitive nature, such as Mrs. Chattaways, feels emotion in a most painful degree. Every sense was strung to its utmost tension. She listened for Ruperts footfall outside; waited with a sort of horror for the ringing of the house-bell announcing his arrival, her whole frame sick and faint.

At last one came running up the avenue at a fleet pace, and the echoes of the bell were heard resounding through the house.

Not daring to defy her husband by going down to let him in she knocked at his door and entered.

Shall I go down and open the door, James?

No.

It is only five minutes past the half-hour.

Five minutes are the same in effect as five hours, answered Mr. Chattaway. Unless he can be in before the half-hour, he does not come in at all.

It may be Cris, she resumed.

Nonsense! You know it is not Cris. Cris has his latch-key.

Another alarming peal.

He can see the light in my dressing-room, she urged, with parched lips. Oh, James, let me go down.

I tell you  No.

There was no appeal against it. She knew there might be none. But she clasped her hands in agony, and gave utterance to the distress at her heart.

Where will he sleep? Where can he go, if we deny him entrance?

Where he chooses. He does not enter here.

And Mrs. Chattaway went back to her dressing-room, and listened in despair to further appeals from the bell. Appeals which she might not answer.




CHAPTER XIII

OPINIONS DIFFER

The nights were chilly in the early autumn, and a blazing fire lighted up the drawing-room at Trevlyn Farm. On a comfortable sofa, drawn close to it, sat Mrs. Ryle, a warm shawl thrown over her black silk gown  soft cushions heaped around her. A violent cold had made an invalid of her for some days past, but she was recovering. Her face was softened by a white cap of delicate lace; but its lines had grown haughtier and firmer with her years. She wore well, and was handsome still.

Trevlyn Farm had prospered. It was a lucky day for Mrs. Ryle when she decided upon her step-sons remaining on it. He had brought energy and goodwill to bear on his work; a clear head and calm intelligence; and time had contributed judgment and experience. Mrs. Ryle knew that she could not have been more faithfully served, and gradually grew to feel his value. Had they been really mother and son, they could not have been better friends. In the beginning she was inclined to discountenance sundry ways and habits George favoured. He did not turn himself into a working farmer, as his father had done, and as Mrs. Ryle thought he ought to do. George objected. A man who worked on his own farm must give it a less general supervision, he urged: and after all, it was only the cost of an additional day-labourer. His argument carried reason with it; and keen and active Farmer Apperley, who deemed idleness the greatest sin (next, perhaps, to hunting) a young farmer could commit, nodded approval. George did not put aside his books; his classics, and his studies in general literature; quite the contrary. In short, George Ryle appeared to be going in for a gentleman  as Cris Chattaway chose to term it  a great deal more than Mrs. Ryle considered would be profitable for him or for her. But George had held on his course, in a quiet, undemonstrative way; and Mrs. Ryle had at length fallen in with it. Perhaps she now saw its wisdom. That he was essentially a gentleman, in person and manners, in mind and conduct, she could only acknowledge, and she felt a pride in him she had never dreamed she should feel for any one but Treve.

Could she feel pride in Treve? Not much, with all her partiality. Trevlyn Ryle was not turning out quite satisfactorily. There was nothing very objectionable to be urged against him; but Mrs. Ryle was accustomed to measure by a high standard of excellence; and of that Treve fell exceedingly short. She had not deemed it well that George Ryle should be too much of a gentleman, but she had determined Trevlyn should be one. Upon the completion of his school life, he was sent to Oxford. The cost might have been imprudently heavy for Mrs. Ryle, had she borne it unassisted; but Trevlyn had gained a scholarship at Barmester Grammar School, and the additional cost was light. Treve, once at Oxford, did not get on quite so fast as he might have done. Treve spent; Treve seemed to have plenty of wild-oats to sow; Treve thought he should like a life of idleness better than farming. His mother had foolishly whispered the fond hope that he might some time be owner of Trevlyn Hold, and Treve reckoned upon its fulfilment more confidently than was good for him. Meanwhile, until the lucky chance arrived which should give him the inheritance (though by what miracle the chance was to fall was at present hidden in the womb of mystery), Treve, upon leaving college, was to assume the mastership of Trevlyn Farm, in accordance with the plan originally decided upon by Mrs. Ryle. He would not be altogether unqualified for this: having been about the farm since he was a child, and seen how it should be worked. Whether he would give sufficient personal attention to it was another matter.

Mrs. Ryle expressed herself as not being too confident of him  whether of his industry or qualifications she did not state. George had given one or two hints that when Treve came home for good, he must look out for something else; but Mrs. Ryle had waived away the hints as if they were unpleasant to her. Treve must prove what metal he was made of, before assuming the management, she briefly said. And George suffered the subject to drop.

Treve had now but one more term to keep at the university. At the conclusion of the previous term he had not returned home: remaining on a visit to a friend, who had an appointment in one of the colleges. But Treves demand for money had become somewhat inconvenient to Mrs. Ryle, and she had begged George to pay Oxford a few days visit, that he might see how Treve was really going on. George complied, and proceeded to Oxford, where he found Treve absent  as in the last chapter you heard him say to Maude Trevlyn.

Mrs. Trevlyn sat by the drawing-room fire, enveloped in her shawl, and supported by her pillows. The thought of these things was bringing a severe look to her proud face. She had scarcely seen George since his return; had not exchanged more than ten words with him. But those ten words had not been of a cheering nature; and she feared things were not going on satisfactorily with Treve. With that hard look on her features, how wonderfully her face resembled that of her dead father!

Presently George came in. Mrs. Ryle looked up eagerly at his entrance.

Are you better? he asked, advancing, and bending with a kindly smile. It is long since you had such a cold as this.

I shall be all right in a day or two, she answered. Yesterday I thought I was going to have a long illness, my chest was so painful. Sit down, George. What about Treve?

Treve was not at Oxford. He had gone to London.

You told me so. What had he gone there for?

A little change, Ferrars said. He had been gone a week.

A little change? In plain English, a little pleasure, I suppose. Call it what you will, it costs money.

George had seated himself opposite to her, his arm resting on the centre table, and the red blaze lighting up his frank, pleasant face. In figure he was tall and slight; his father, at his age, had been so before him.

Why did you not follow him to London? resumed Mrs. Ryle. It would have been less than a two hours journey from Oxford.

George turned his large dark eyes upon her, some surprise in them. How was I to know where to look for him, if I had gone?

Could Mr. Ferrars not give you his address?

No. I asked him. Treve had not told him where he should put up. In fact, Ferrars did not think Treve knew himself. Under these circumstances, my going to town would have been only waste of time and money.

It is of no use your keeping things from me, resumed Mrs. Ryle, after a pause. Has Treve contracted fresh debts at Oxford?

I fancy he has. A few.

A few  and you fancy! George, tell me the truth. That you know he has, and that they are not a few.

That he has, I believe to be true: I gathered as much from Ferrars. But I do not think they are serious; I do not indeed.

Why did you not inquire? I would have gone to every shop in the town, in order to ascertain. If he is contracting more debts, who is to pay them?

George was silent.

When shall we be clear of Chattaway? she abruptly resumed. When will the last payment be due?

In a month or twos time. Principal and interest will all be paid off then.

It will take all your efforts to make up the sum.

It will be ready, mother. It shall be.

I dont doubt it. But it will not be ready, George, if a portion is to be taken from it for Treve.

George knit his brow. He was falling into thought.

I must get rid of Chattaway, she resumed. He has been weighing us down all these years like an incubus; and now that emancipation has nearly come, were anything to delay it, I should  I think I should go mad.

I hope and trust nothing will delay it, answered George. I am more anxious to get rid of Chattaway than, I think, even you can be. As to Treve, his debts must wait.

But it would be more desirable that he should not contract them.

Of course. But how are we to prevent his contracting them?

He ought to prevent it himself. You did not contract debts.

I! he rejoined, in surprise. I had no opportunity of doing so. Work and responsibility were thrown upon me before I was old enough to think of pleasure: and they kept me steady.

You were not naturally inclined to spend, George.

Theres no knowing what I might have acquired, had I been sent out into the world, as Treve has, he rejoined.

It was necessary that Treve should go to college, said Mrs. Ryle, quite sharply.

I am not saying anything to the contrary, George quietly answered. It was right that he should go  as you wished it.

I shall live  I hope I shall live  I pray that I may live  to see Trevlyn lawful possessor of the Hold. A gentlemans education was essential to him: hence I sent him to Oxford.

George made no reply. Mrs. Ryle felt vexed. She knew George disapproved her policy in regard to Trevlyn, and charged him with it now. George would not deny it.

What I think unwise is your having led Treve to build hopes upon succeeding to Trevlyn Hold, he said.

Why? she haughtily asked. He will come into it.

I do not see how.

He has far more right to it than he who is looked upon as its successor  Cris Chattaway, she said, with flashing eyes. You know that.

George could have answered that neither of them had a just right to it, whilst Rupert Trevlyn lived; but Rupert and his claims had been so completely ignored by Mrs. Ryle, as by others, that his advancing them would have been waived away as idle talk. Mrs. Ryle resumed, her voice unsteady. It was most rare that she suffered herself to speak of these past grievances; but when she did, her vehemence mounted to agitation.

When my boy was born, the news that Joe Trevlyns health was failing had come home to us. I knew the Squire would never leave the property to Maude, and I expected that my son would inherit. Was it not natural that I should do so?  was it not his right?  I was the Squires eldest daughter. I had him named Trevlyn; I wrote a note to my father, saying he would not now be at fault for a male heir, in the event of poor Joes not leaving one  

He did leave one, interrupted George, speaking impulsively.

Rupert was not born then, and his succession was afterwards barred by my fathers will. Through deceit, I grant you: but I had no hand in that deceit. I named my boy Trevlyn; I regarded him as the heir; and when the Squire died and his will was opened, it was found he had bequeathed all to Chattaway. If you think I have ever once faltered in my hope  my resolve  to see Trevlyn some time displace the Chattaways, you do not know much of human nature.

I grant what you say, replied George; that, of the two, Trevlyn has more right to it than Cris Chattaway. But has it ever occurred to you to ask, how Cris is to be displaced?

Mrs. Ryle did not answer. She sat beating her foot upon the ottoman, as one whose mind is not at ease. George continued:

It appears to me the wildest possible fallacy, the bare idea of Trevlyns being able to displace Cris Chattaway in the succession. If we lived in the barbarous ages, when inheritances were wrested by force of arms, when the turn of a battle decided the ownership of a castle, then there might be a chance that Cris might lose Trevlyn Hold. As it is, there is none. There is not the faintest shadow of a chance that it can go to any one beside Cris. Failing his death  and he is strong and healthy  he must succeed. Why, even were Rupert  forgive my alluding to him again  to urge his claims, there would be no hope for him. Mr. Chattaway legally holds the estate; he has willed it to his son; and that son cannot be displaced by others.

Her foot beat more impatiently; a heavier line settled on her brow. Often and often had the arguments now stated by her step-son occurred to her aching brain. George spoke again.

And therefore, the improbability  I may say the impossibility  of Treves ever succeeding renders it unwise that he should have been taught to build upon it. Far better, mother, the thought had never been so much as whispered to him.

Why do you look at it in this unfavourable light? she cried angrily.

Because it is the correct light. The property is Mr. Chattaways  legally his, and it cannot be taken from him. It will be Criss after him. It is simply madness to think otherwise.

Cris may die, said Mrs. Ryle sharply.

If Cris died to-morrow, Treve would be no nearer succession. Chattaway has daughters, and would will it to each in turn rather than to Treve. He can will it away as he pleases. It was left to him absolutely.

My father was mad when he made such a will in favour of Chattaway! He could have been nothing less. I have thought so many times.

But it was made, and cannot now be altered. Will you pardon me for saying that it would have been better had you accepted the state of affairs, and endeavoured to reconcile yourself to them?

Better?

Yes; much better. To rebel against what cannot be remedied can only do harm. I would a great deal rather Treve succeeded to Trevlyn Hold than Cris Chattaway: but I know Treve never will succeed: and, therefore, it is a pity it was ever suggested to him. He might have settled down more steadily had he never become possessed of the idea that he might some time supersede Cris Chattaway.

He shall supersede him  

The door opened to admit a visitor, and he who entered was no other than Rupert Trevlyn. Ignore his claims as she would, Mrs. Ryle felt it would not be seemly to discuss before him Treves chance of succession. She had in truth completely put from her all thought of the claims of Rupert. He had been deprived of his right by Squire Trevlyns will, and there was an end to it. Mrs. Ryle rather liked Rupert; or, it may be better to say, she did not dislike him; really to like any one except Treve, was not in her nature. She liked Rupert in a negative sort of way; but would not have helped him to his inheritance by lifting a finger. In the event of her possessing no son to be jealous for, she might have taken up the wrongs of Rupert  just to thwart Chattaway.

Why, Rupert, said George, rising, and cordially shaking hands, I heard you were ill again. Maude told me so to-day.

I am better to-night. Aunt Ryle, they said you were in bed.

I am better, too, Rupert. What has been the matter with you?

Oh, my chest again, said Rupert, pushing the waving hair from his bright and delicate face. I could hardly breathe this morning.

Ought you to have come out to-night?

I dont think it matters, carelessly answered Rupert. For all I see, I am as well when I go out as when I dont. Theres not much to stay in for, there.

Painfully susceptible to cold, he edged himself closer to the hearth with a slight shiver. George took the poker and stirred the fire, and the blaze went flashing up, playing on the familiar objects of the room, lighting up the slender figure, the well-formed features, the large blue eyes of Rupert, and bringing out all the signs of constitutional delicacy. The transparent fairness of complexion and the bloom of the cheeks, might have whispered a warning.

Octave thought you were going up there to-night, George.

Did she?

The two Beecroft girls are there, and they turned me out of the drawing-room. Octave said I wasnt wanted. Will you play chess to-night, George?

If you like; after supper.

I must be home by half-past ten, you know. I was a minute over the half-hour the other night, and one of the servants opened the door for me. Chattaway pretty nearly rose the roof off, he was so angry; but he could not decently turn me out again.

Chattaway is master of Trevlyn Hold for the time being, remarked Mrs. Ryle. Not Squire; never Squire  she broke off, straying abruptly from her subject, and as abruptly resuming it. You will do well to obey him, Rupert. When I make a rule in this house, I never permit it to be broken.

A valuable hint, if Rupert had only taken it for guidance. He meant well: he never meant, for all his light and careless speaking, to disobey Mr. Chattaways mandate. And yet it happened that very night!

The chess-board was attractive, and the time slipped on to half-past ten. Rupert said a hasty good night, snatched up his hat, tore through the entrance-room and made the best speed his lungs allowed him to Trevlyn Hold. His heart was beating as he gained it, and he rang that peal at the bell which had sent its echoes through the house; through the trembling frame and weak heart of Mrs. Chattaway.

He rang  and rang. There came back no sign that the ring was heard. A light shone in Mrs. Chattaways dressing-room; and Rupert took up some gravel, and gently threw it against the window. No response was accorded in answer to it; not so much as the form of a hand on the blind; the house, in its utter stillness, might have been the house of the dead. Rupert threw up some more gravel as silently as he could.

He had not to wait very long this time. Cautiously, slowly, as though the very movement feared being heard, the blind was drawn aside, and the face of Mrs. Chattaway appeared looking down at him. He could see that she had not begun to undress. She shook her head; raised her hands and clasped them with a gesture of despair; and her lips formed themselves into the words, I may not let you in.

He could not hear the words, but read the expression of the whole all too clearly  Chattaway would not suffer him to be admitted. Mrs. Chattaway, dreading possibly that her husband might cast his eyes within her dressing-room, quietly let the blind fall again, and removed her shadow from the window.

What was Rupert to do? Lie on the grass that skirted the avenue, and take his nights rest under the trees in the freezing air and night dews? A strong frame, revelling in superfluous health, might possibly risk that; but not Rupert Trevlyn.

A momentary thought come over him that he would go back to Trevlyn Farm, and ask for a nights shelter there. He would have done so, but for the recollection of Mrs. Ryles stern voice and sterner face when she remarked that, as he knew the rule made for his going in, he must not break it. Rupert had never got on too cordially with Mrs. Ryle. He remembered shrinking from her haughty face when he was a child; and somehow he shrank from it still. No; he would not knock them up at Trevlyn Farm.

What must he do? Should he walk about until morning? Suddenly a thought came to him  were the Canhams in bed? If not, he could go there, and lie on their settle. The Canhams never went to bed very early. Ann Canham sat up to lock the great gate  it was Chattaways pleasure that it should not be done until after ten oclock; and old Canham liked to sit up, smoking his pipe.

With a brisk step, now that he had decided on his course, Rupert walked down the avenue. At the first turning he ran against Cris Chattaway, who was coming leisurely up it.

Oh, Cris! I am so glad! Youll let me in. They have shut me out to-night.

Let you in! repeated Cris. I cant.

Ruperts blue eyes opened in the starlight. Have you not your latch-key?

What should hinder me? responded Cris. Im going in; but I cant let you in.

Why not? hotly asked Rupert.

I dont choose to fly in the Squires face. He has ordered you to be in before half-past ten, or not to come in at all. It has gone half-past ten long ago: is hard upon eleven.

If you can go in after half-past ten, why cant I? cried Rupert.

Its not my affair, said Cris, with a yawn. Dont bother. Now look here. Its of no use following me, for I shall not let you in.

Yes you will, Cris.

I will not, responded Cris, emphatically. Ruperts temper was getting up.

Cris, I wouldnt show myself such a hangdog sneak as you to be made king of England. If every one had their rights, Trevlyn Hold would be mine, to shut you out of it if I pleased. But I wouldnt please. If only a dog were turned out of his kennel at night, I would let him into the Hold for shelter.

Cris put his latch-key into the lock. I dont turn you out. You must settle that question with the Squire. Keep off. If he says you may be let in at eleven, well and good; but Im not going to encourage you in disobeying orders.

He opened the door a few inches, wound himself in, and shut it in Ruperts face. He made a great noise in putting up the bar, which was not in the least necessary. Rupert had given him his true appellation  that of sneak. He was one: a false-hearted, plausible, cowardly sneak. As he stood at a table in the hall, and struck a match to light his candle, his puny face and dull light eyes betrayed the most complaisant enjoyment.

He went upstairs smiling. He had to pass the angle of the corridor where his mothers rooms were situated. She glided silently out as he was going by. Her dress was off, and she had apparently thrown a shawl over her shoulders to come out to Cris: an old-fashioned spun-silk shawl, with a grey border and white centre: not so white, however, as the face of Mrs. Chattaway.

Cris! she said, laying her hand upon his arm, and speaking in the most timid whisper, why did you not let him in?

I thought we had been ordered not to let him in, returned he of the deceitful nature. I have been ordered, I know that.

You might have done it just for once, Cris, his mother answered. I know not what will become of him, out of doors this sharp night.

Cris disengaged his arm, and continued his way up to his room. He slept on the upper floor. Maude was standing at the door of her chamber when he passed  as Mrs. Chattaway had been.

Cris  wait a minute, she said, for he was hastening by. I want to speak a word to you. Have you seen Rupert?

Seen him and heard him too, boldly avowed Cris. He wanted me to let him in.

Which, of course, you would not do? answered Maude, bitterly. I wonder if you ever performed a good-natured action in your life?

Cant remember, mockingly retorted Cris.

Where is Rupert? What is he going to do?

You know where he is as well as I do: I suppose you could hear him. As to what he is going to do, I didnt ask him. Roost in a tree with the birds, perhaps.

Maude retreated into her room and closed the door. She flung herself into a chair, and burst into a passionate flood of tears. Her heart ached for her brother with pain that amounted to agony: she could have forced down her proud spirit and knelt to Mr. Chattaway for him: almost have sacrificed her own life to bring comfort to Rupert, whom she loved so well.

He  Rupert  stamped off when the door was closed against him, feeling he would like to stamp upon Cris himself. Arrived in front of the lodge, he stood and whistled, and presently Ann Canham looked from the upper casement in her nightcap.

Why, its never you, Master Rupert! she exclaimed, in intense surprise.

They have locked me out, Ann. Can you manage to come down and open the door without disturbing your father? If you can, Ill lie on the settle for to-night.

Once inside, there ensued a contest. In her humble way, begging pardon for the presumption, Ann Canham proposed that Master Rupert should occupy her room, and shed make herself contented with the settle. Rupert would not hear of it. He threw himself on the narrow bench they called the settle, and protested that if Ann said another word about giving up her room, he would go out and spend the night in the avenue. So she was fain to go back to it herself.

A dreary night on that hard bench; and the morning found him cold and stiff. He was stamping one foot on the floor to stamp life into it, when old Canham entered, leaning on a crutch. Ann had told him the news, and the old man was up before his time.

But who shut you out, Master Rupert? he asked.

Chattaway.

Ann says Mr. Cris went in pretty late last night. After she had locked the big gate.

Cris came up whilst I was ringing to be let in. He went in himself, but would not let me enter.

Hes a reptile, said old Canham in his anger. Eh me! he added, sitting down with difficulty in his armchair, and extending the crutch before him, what a mercy it would have been if Mr. Joe had lived! Chattaway would never have been stuck up in authority then. Better the Squire had left Trevlyn Hold to Miss Diana.

They say he would not leave it to a woman.

Thats true, Master Rupert. And of his children there were but his daughters left. The two sons had gone. Rupert the heir first: he died on the high seas; and Mr. Joe next.

Mark, why did Rupert the heir go to sea?

Old Canham shook his head. Ah, it was a bad business, Master Rupert, and its as well not to talk of it.

But why did he go? persisted Rupert.

It was a bad business, I say. He, the heir, had fallen into wild ways, got to like bad company, and that. He went out one night with some poachers  just for the fun of it. It wasnt on these lands. He meant no harm, but he was young and random, and he went out and put a gauze over his face as they did,  just, I say, for the fun of it. Master Rupert, that night they killed a gamekeeper.

A shiver passed through Ruperts frame. He killed him?  my uncle, Rupert Trevlyn?

No, it wasnt he that killed him  as was proved a long while afterwards. But you see at the time it wasnt known exactly who had done it: they were all in league together, all in a mess, as may be said. Any way, the young heir, whether in fear or shame, went off in secret, and before many months had gone over, the bells were tolling for him. He had died far away.

But people never could have believed that a Trevlyn killed a man? said Rupert, indignantly.

Old Canham paused. You have heard of the Trevlyn temper, Master Rupert?

Who hasnt? returned Rupert. They say I have a touch of it.

Well, those that believed it laid it to that temper, you see. They thought the heir had been overtook by a fit of passion, and might have done the mischief in it. In those fits of passion a man is mad.

Is he? abstractedly remarked Rupert, falling into a reverie. He had never before heard this episode in the history of the uncle whose name he bore  Rupert Trevlyn.




CHAPTER XIV

NO BREAKFAST

Old Canham stood at the door of his lodge, gazing after one who was winding through the avenue, in the direction of Trevlyn Hold, one whom old Canham delighted to patronise and make much of in his humble way; whom he encouraged in all sorts of vain and delusive notions  Rupert Trevlyn. Could Mr. Chattaway have divined the treason talked against him nearly every time Rupert dropped into the lodge, he might have tried hard to turn old Canham out of it. Harmless treason, however; consisting of rebellious words only. There was neither plotting nor hatching; old Canham and Rupert never glanced at that; both were perfectly aware that Chattaway held his place by a tenure which could not be disturbed.

Many years ago, before Squire Trevlyn died, Mark Canham had grown ill in his service. In his service he had caught the cold which ended in an incurable rheumatic affection. The Squire settled him in the lodge, then just vacant, and allowed him five shillings a week. When the Squire died, Chattaway would have undone this. He wished to turn the old man out again (but it must be observed in a parenthesis that, though universally styled old Canham, the man was less old in years than in appearance), and place some one else in the lodge. I think, when there is no love lost between people, as the saying runs, each side is conscious of it. Chattaway disliked Mark Canham, and had a shrewd suspicion that Mark returned the feeling with interest. But he found he could not dismiss him from the lodge, for Miss Trevlyn put her veto upon it. She openly declared that Squire Trevlyns act in placing his old servant there should be observed; she promised Mark he should not be turned out of it as long as he lived. Chattaway had no resource but to bow to it; he might not cross Diana Trevlyn; but he did succeed in reducing the weekly allowance. Half-a-crown a week was all the regular money enjoyed by the lodge since the time of Squire Trevlyn. Miss Diana sometimes gave him a trifle from her private purse; and the gardener was allowed to make an occasional present of vegetables in danger of spoiling: at the beginning of winter, too, a load of wood would be stacked in the shed behind the lodge, through the forethought of Miss Diana. But it was not much altogether to keep two people upon; and Ann Canham was glad to accept a days hard work offered her at any of the neighbouring houses, or do a little plain sewing at home. Very fine sewing she could not do, for she suffered from weak eyes.

Old Canham watched Rupert until the turnings of the avenue hid him from view, and then drew back into the room. Ann was busy with the breakfast. A loaf of oaten bread and a basin of skim milk, she had just heated, was placed before her father. A smaller cup served for her own share: and that constituted their breakfast. Three mornings a week Ann Canham had the privilege of fetching a quart of skim milk from the dairy at the Hold. Chattaway growled at the extravagance of the gift, but he did no more, for it was Miss Dianas pleasure that it should be supplied.

Chattawayll go a bit too far, if he dont mind, observed old Canham to his daughter, in relation to Rupert. He must be a bad nature, to lock him out of his own house. For the matter of that, however, hes a very bad one; and its known he is.

It is not his own, father, Ann Canham ventured to retort. Poor Master Rupert havent no right to it now.

Its a shame but he had. Why, Chattaway has no more moral right to that fine estate than I have! added the old man, holding up his left hand in the heat of argument. If Master Rupert and Miss Maude were dead,  if Joe Trevlyn had never left a child at all,  others would have a right to it before Chattaway.

But Chattaway has it, father, and nobody cant alter it, or hinder it, sensibly returned Ann. Youll have your milk cold.

The breakfast hour at Trevlyn Hold was early, and when Rupert entered, he found most of the family downstairs. Rupert ran up to his bedroom, where he washed and refreshed himself as much as was possible after his weary night. He was one upon whom only a night out of bed would tell seriously. When he went down to the breakfast-room, they were all assembled except Cris and Mrs. Chattaway. Cris was given to lying in bed in a morning, and the self-indulgence was permitted. Mrs. Chattaway also was apt to be late, coming down generally when breakfast was nearly over.

Rupert took his place at the breakfast-table. Mr. Chattaway, who was at that moment raising his coffee-cup to his lips, put it down and stared at him. As he might have stared at some stranger who had intruded and sat down amongst them.

What do you want? asked Mr. Chattaway.

Want? repeated Rupert, not understanding. My breakfast.

Which you will not get here, calmly and coldly returned Mr. Chattaway. If you cannot come home to sleep at night, you shall not have your breakfast here in the morning.

I did come home, said Rupert; but I was not let in.

Of course you were not. The household had retired.

Cris came home after I did, and was allowed to enter, objected Rupert again.

That is no business of yours, said Mr. Chattaway. All you have to do is to obey the rules I lay down. And I will have them obeyed, he added, more sternly.

Rupert sat on. Octave, who was presiding at the table, did not give him any coffee; no one attempted to hand him anything. Maude was seated opposite to him, and he could see that the unpleasantness was agitating her painfully; her colour went and came; she toyed with her breakfast, but could not swallow it: least of all, dared she interfere to give even so much as bread to her ill-fated brother.

Where did you sleep last night, pray? inquired Mr. Chattaway, pausing in the midst of helping himself to some pigeon-pie, as he looked at Rupert.

Not in this house, curtly replied Rupert. The unkindness seemed to be changing his very nature. It had continued long and long; had been shown in many and various forms.

The master of Trevlyn Hold finished helping himself to the pie, and began eating it with apparent relish. He was about half-way through the plateful when he again stopped to address Rupert, who was sitting in silence, nothing but the table-cloth before him.

You need not wait. If you stop there until mid-day youll get no breakfast. Gentlemen who sleep outside do not break their fasts in my house.

Rupert pushed back his chair, and rose. Happening to glance across at Maude, he saw that her tears were dropping silently. It was a most unhappy home for both! He crossed the hall to the door: and thought he might as well depart at once for Blackstone. Fine as the morning was, the air, as he passed out, struck coldly upon him, and he turned back for an overcoat.

It was in his bedroom. As he came down with it on his arm, Mrs. Chattaway was crossing the corridor, and she drew him inside her sitting-room.

I could not sleep, she murmured. I was awake nearly all night, grieving and thinking of you. Just before daylight I dropped into a sleep, and then dreamt you were running up to the door from the waves of the sea, which were rushing onwards to overtake you. I thought you were knocking at the door, and we could not get down to it in time, and the waters came on and on. Rupert, darling, all this is telling upon me. Why did you not come in?

I meant to be in, Aunt Edith; indeed I did; but I was playing chess with George Ryle, and did not notice the time. It was only just turned half-past when I got here; Mr. Chattaway might have let me in without any great stretch of indulgence, he added, bitterly. So might Cris.

What did you do? she asked.

I got in at old Canhams, and lay on the settle. Dont repeat this, or it may get the Canhams into trouble.

Have you breakfasted?

I am not to have any.

The words startled her. Rupert!

Mr. Chattaway ordered me from the table. The next thing, I expect, he will order me from the house. If I knew where to go I wouldnt stop in it another hour. I would not, Aunt Edith.

Have you had nothing  nothing?

Nothing. I would go round to the dairy and get some milk, but I should be reported. Im off to Blackstone now. Good-bye.

Tears were filling her eyes as she lifted them in their sad yearning. He stooped and kissed her.

Dont grieve, Aunt Edith. You cant make it better for me. I have got the cramp like anything, he carelessly observed as he went off. It is through lying on the cold, hard settle.

Rupert! Rupert!

He turned back, half in alarm. The tone was one of wild, painful entreaty.

You will come home to-night, Rupert?

Yes. Depend upon me.

She remained a few minutes longer watching him down the avenue. He had put on his coat, and went along with slow and hesitating steps; very different from the firm, careless steps of a strong frame, springing from a happy heart. Mrs. Chattaway pressed her hands to her brow, lost in a painful vision. If his father, her once dearly-loved brother Joe, could look on at the injustice done on earth, what would he think of the portion meted out to Rupert?

She descended to the breakfast-room. Mr. Chattaway had finished his breakfast and was rising. She kissed her children one by one; sat down patiently and silently, smiling without cheerfulness. Octave passed her a cup of coffee, which was cold; and then asked her what she would take to eat. But she said she was not hungry that morning, and would eat nothing.

Ruperts gone away without his breakfast, mamma, cried Emily. Papa would not let him have it. Serve him right! He stayed out all night.

Mrs. Chattaway stole a glance at Maude. She was sitting pale and quiet; her air that of one who has to bear some long, wearing pain.

If you have finished your breakfast, Maude, you can be getting ready to take the children for their walk, said Octave, speaking with her usual assumption of authority  an assumption Maude at least might not dispute.

Mr. Chattaway left the room, and ordered his horse to be got ready. He was going to ride over his land for an hour before proceeding to Blackstone. Whilst the animal was being saddled, he rejoiced his eyes with his rich stores; the corn in his barns, the hay-ricks in his yard. All very satisfactory, very consoling to the covetous master of the Hold.

He went out, riding hither and thither. Half-an-hour afterwards, in the lane skirting Mrs. Ryles lands on the one side and his on the other, he saw another horseman before him. It was George Ryle. Mr. Chattaway touched his horse with the spur, and rode up to him. George turned his head and continued his way. Chattaway had been better pleased had George stopped.

Are you hastening on to avoid me, Mr. Ryle? he called out, sullenly. You might have seen that I wished to speak to you, by the pace at which I urged my horse.

George reined in, and turned to face Mr. Chattaway. I saw nothing of the sort, he answered. Had I known you wanted me, I should have stopped; but it is no unusual circumstance to see you riding fast about your land.

Well, what I have to say is this: that Id recommend you not to get Rupert Trevlyn to your house at night, and keep him there to unreasonable hours.

George paused. I dont understand you, Mr. Chattaway.

Dont you? retorted that gentleman. Im not talking Dutch. Rupert Trevlyn has taken to frequenting your house of late; its not altogether good for him.

Do you fear he will get any harm in it? quietly asked George.

I think it would be better that he should stay away. Is the Hold not sufficient for him to spend his evenings in, but he must seek amusement elsewhere? I shall be obliged to you not to encourage his visits.

Mr. Chattaway, said George, his face full of earnestness, it appears to me that you are labouring under some mistake, or you would certainly not speak to me as you are now doing. I do not encourage Rupert to my mothers house, in one sense of the word; I never press for his visits. When he does come, I show myself happy to see him and make him welcome  as I should do by any other visitor. Common courtesy demands this of me.

You do press for his visits, said Mr. Chattaway.

I do not, firmly repeated George. Shall I tell you why I do not? I have no wish but to be open in the matter. An impression has seated itself in my mind that his visits to our house displease you, and therefore I have not encouraged them.

Perhaps Mr. Chattaway was rather taken back by this answer. At any rate, he made no reply to it.

But to receive him courteously when he does come, I cannot help doing, continued George. I shall do it still. If Trevlyn Farm is to be a forbidden house to Rupert, it is not from our side the veto shall come. As long as Rupert pays us these visits of friendship  and what harm you can think they do him, or why he should not pay them, I am unable to conceive  so long he will be met with a welcome.

Do you say this to oppose me?

Far from it. If you look at the case in an unprejudiced light, you may see that I speak in accordance with the commonest usages of civility. To close the doors of our house to Rupert when there exists no reason why they should be closed  and most certainly he has given us none  would be an act we might blush to be guilty of.

You have been opposing me all the later years of your life. From that time when I wished to place you with Wall and Barnes, you have done nothing but act in opposition to me.

I have forgiven that, said George, pointedly, a glow rising to his face at the recollection. As to any other opposition, I am unconscious of it. You have given me advice occasionally respecting the farm; but the advice has not in general tallied with my own opinion, and therefore I have not taken it. If you call that opposing you, Mr. Chattaway, I cannot help it.

I see you have been mending that fence in the three-cornered paddock, remarked Mr. Chattaway, passing to another subject, and speaking in a different tone. Possibly he had had enough of the last.

Yes, said George. You would not mend it, and therefore I have had it done. I cannot let my cattle get into the pound. I shall deduct the expense from the rent.

Youll not, said Mr. Chattaway. I wont be at the cost of a penny-piece of it.

Oh yes, you will, returned George, equably. The damage was done by your team, through your waggoners carelessness, and the cost of making it good lies with you. Have you anything more to say to me? he asked, after a pause. I am very busy this morning.

Only this, replied Mr. Chattaway significantly. That the more you encourage Rupert Trevlyn, by making a companion of him, the worse it will be for him.

George lifted his hat in salutation. The master of Trevlyn Hold replied by an ungracious nod, and turned his horse back down the lane. As George rode on, he met Edith and Emily Chattaway  the children, as Octave had styled them  running towards him. They had seen their father, and were hastening after him. Maude came up more leisurely. George stopped to shake hands with her.

You look pale and ill, Maude, he said, his low voice full of sympathy, his hand retaining hers. Is it about Rupert?

Yes, she replied, striving to keep back her tears. He was not allowed to come in last night, and has been sent away without breakfast this morning.

I know all about it, said George. I met Rupert just now, and he told me. I asked him if he would go to Nora for some breakfast  I could not do less, you know, he added musingly, as if debating the question with himself. But he declined. I am almost glad he did.

Maude was surprised. Why? she asked.

Because I have had an idea  have felt it for some time  that any attention shown to Rupert, no matter by whom, only makes his position worse with Chattaway. And Chattaway has now confirmed it by telling me so.

Maudes eyelids drooped. How sad it is! she exclaimed with emotion and for one in his weak state! If he were only strong as the rest of us are, it would matter less. I fear  I do fear he must have slept under the trees in the avenue, she continued. Mr. Chattaway inquired where he had passed the night, and Rupert answered  

I can so far relieve your fears, Maude, interrupted George, glancing round, as if to make sure no ears were near. He was at old Canhams.

Maude gave a deep sigh in her relief. You are certain, George?

Yes, yes. Rupert told me so just now. He said how hard he found the settle. Here come your charges, Maude; so I will say good-bye.

She suffered her hand to linger in his, but her heart was too full to speak. George bent lower.

Do not make the grief weightier than you can bear, Maude. It is real grief; but happier times may be in store for Rupert  and for you.

He released her hand, and cantered down the lane; and the two girls came up, telling Maude they should go home now, for they had walked long enough.




CHAPTER XV

TORMENTS

There appeared to be no place on earth for Rupert Trevlyn. Most people have some little nook they can fit themselves into and call their own; but he had none. He was only on sufferance at the Hold, and was made to feel more of an interloper in it day by day.

What could be the source of this ill-feeling towards Rupert? Did some latent dread exist in the heart of Mr. Chattaway, and from thence reach that of Cris, whispering that he, Rupert, the true heir of Trevlyn Hold, might at some future day, through some unforeseen and apparently impossible chance, come into his rights? No doubt it was so. There are no other means of accounting for it. It may be, they deemed, that the more effectually he was kept under, treated as an object to be despised, lowered from his proper station, the less chance would there be of that covert dread growing into a certainty. Whatever its cause, Rupert was shamefully put upon. It is true that he sat at their table, occupied the same sitting-room. But at table he was placed below the rest, was served last, and from the plainest dish. Mrs. Chattaways heart would ache; it had ached for many a year; but she could not alter it. In their evenings, when the rest were gathered round the fire, Rupert would be left out in the cold. Nothing in the world did he so covet as a warm seat near the fire. It had been sought by his father when he was Ruperts age, and perhaps Miss Diana remembered this, for she would call Rupert forward, and sharply rebuke those who would have kept him from it.

But Miss Diana was not always in the room; not often, in fact. She had her own sitting-room upstairs, as Mrs. Chattaway had hers; and both ladies more frequently retired to them in an evening, leaving the younger ones to enjoy themselves, with their books and work, their music and games, unrestrained by their presence. And poor Rupert was condemned to remote quarters, where no one noticed him.

From that point alone, the cold, it was a severe trial. Of weakly constitution, a chilly nature, warmth was to Rupert Trevlyn almost an essential of existence. And it was what he rarely had at Trevlyn Hold. No wonder he was driven out. Even old Canhams wood fire, that he might get right into if he pleased, was an improvement upon the drawing-room at the Hold.

After parting with George Ryle, Maude Trevlyn, in obedience to the imperious wills of her pupils, turned her steps homewards. Emily was a boisterous, troublesome, disobedient girl; Edith was more gentle and amiable, in looks and disposition resembling her mother; but the example of her sisters was infectious, and spoiled her. There was another daughter, Amelia, older than they were, and at school at Barmester: a very disagreeable girl indeed.

What was George Ryle saying to you, Maude? somewhat insolently asked Emily.

He was talking of Rupert, she incautiously answered, her mind buried in thought.

When they reached the Hold, Mr. Chattaways horse was being led about by a groom, waiting for its master, who had returned, and was indoors. As they crossed the hall, they met him coming out of the breakfast-room. Octave was with him, talking.

Cris would have waited, no doubt, papa, had he known you wanted him. He ate his breakfast in a hurry, and went out. I suppose he has gone to Blackstone.

I particularly wanted him, grumbled Mr. Chattaway, who was never pleasant at the best of times, but would be unbearable if put out. Cris knew I should want him this morning. First Rupert, and then Cris! Are you all going to turn disobedient?

He made a halt at the door, putting on his riding-glove. They stood grouped around him  Octave, Maude, and Emily. Edith had run out, and was near the horse.

I would give a crown-piece to know what Mr. Rupert did with himself last night, he savagely uttered. John, exalting his voice, have you any idea where Rupert Trevlyn hid himself all night?

The locking-out had been known to the household, and afforded considerable gossip. John had taken part in it; joined in its surmises and comments; therefore he was not at fault for a ready answer.

I dont know nothing certain, sir. It aint unlikely he went down to the Sheaf o Corn, and slept there.

No, no, he did not, involuntarily burst from Maude.

It was an unlucky admission, for its tone was decisive, implying that she knew where he did sleep. She spoke in the moments impulse. The Shear of Corn was the nearest public-house; notorious for its irregular doings; and Maude felt shocked at the bare suggestion that Rupert would enter such a place.

Mr. Chattaway turned to her. Where did he sleep? What do you know about it? Maudes face grew hot and cold. She opened her lips to answer, but closed them again without speaking, the words dying away in her uncertainty and hesitation.

Mr. Chattaway may have felt surprised. He knew perfectly well that Maude had held no communication with Rupert that morning. He had seen Rupert come in and go out; and Maude had not stirred from his presence. He bent his cold grey eyes upon her.

From whom have you been hearing of Ruperts doings?

It is very probable that Maude would have been at a loss for an answer, but she was saved a reply, for Emily spoke up before she had time to give one, ill-nature in her tone and words.

Maude must have heard it from George Ryle. You saw her talking to him, papa. She said he had been speaking of Rupert.

Mr. Chattaway did not ask another question. It would have been superfluous to do so, in the conclusion he had come to. He believed Rupert had slept at Trevlyn Farm. How else could George Ryle have become acquainted with his movements?

Theyll be hatching a plot to try to over-throw me, he muttered to himself as he went out to his horse: for his was one of those mean, suspicious natures that are always fancying the world is antagonistic to them. Maude Ryle has been wanting to get me out of Trevlyn Hold ever since I came into it. From the very hour she heard the Squires will read, and found I had inherited, she has been planning and plotting for it. She would rather see Rupert in it than me; and rather see her pitiful Treve in it than anyone. Yes, yes, Mr. Rupert, we know what you frequent Trevlyn Farm for. But it wont answer. Its waste of time. They must change Englands laws before they can upset Squire Trevlyns will. But its not less annoying to know that my tenure is constantly being hauled over and peered into, to see if they cant find a flaw in it, or insert one of their own making.

It was strange that these fears should continually trouble the master of Trevlyn Hold. A man who legally holds an estate, on which no shade of a suspicion can be cast, need not dread its being wrested from him. It was in Squire Trevlyns power to leave the Hold and its revenues to whom he would. Had he chosen to bequeath it to an utter stranger, it was in his power to do so: and he had bequeathed it to James Chattaway. Failing direct male heirs, it may be thought that Mr. Chattaway had as much right to it as anyone else. At any rate, it had been the Squires pleasure to bequeath it to him, and there the matter ended. That the master of Trevlyn Hold was ever conscious of a dread his tenure was to be some time disturbed, was indisputable. He never betrayed it to any living being by so much as a word; he strove to conceal it even from himself; but there it was, deep in his secret heart. There it remained, and there it tormented him; however unwilling he might have been to acknowledge the fact.

Could it be that a prevision of what was really to take place was cast upon him?  a mysterious foreshadowing of the future? There are people who tell us such warnings come.

The singularity of the affair was, that no grounds could exist for this latent fear. Whence then should it arise? Why, from that source whence it arises in many people  a bad conscience. It was true the estate had been legally left to him; but he knew that his own handiwork, his deceit, had brought it to him; he knew that when he suppressed the news of the birth of Rupert, and suffered Squire Trevlyn to go to his grave uninformed of the fact, he was guilty of nothing less than a crime in the sight of God. Mr. Chattaway had heard of that inconvenient thing, retribution, and his fancy suggested that it might possibly overtake him.

If he had only known that he might have set his mind at rest as to the plotting and planning, he would have cared less to oppose Ruperts visits to the Farm. Nothing could be further from the thoughts of Rupert, or George Ryle, than any plotting against Chattaway. Their evenings, when together, were spent in harmless conversation, in chess, without so much as a reference to Chattaway. But that gentleman did not know it, and tormented himself accordingly.

He mounted his horse, and rode away. As he was passing Trevlyn Farm, buried in unpleasant thoughts, he saw Nora Dickson at the fold-yard gate, and turned his horses head towards her.

How came your people to give Rupert Trevlyn a bed last night? They must know it would very much displease me.

Give Rupert Trevlyn a bed! repeated Nora, regarding Mr. Chattaway with the uncompromising stare she was fond of according to that gentleman. He did not sleep here.

No! replied Mr. Chattaway.

No, reiterated Nora. What should he want with a bed here? Has he not his own at Trevlyn Hold? A bed there isnt much for him, when he ought to have owned the whole place; but I suppose he can at least count upon that.

Mr. Chattaway turned his horse short round, and rode away without another word. He always got the worst of it with Nora. A slight explosion of his private sentiments with regard to her was given to the air, and he again became absorbed on the subject of Rupert.

Where, then, did he pass the night?




CHAPTER XVI

MR. CHATTAWAYS OFFICE

It was Noras day for churning. The butter was made twice a week at Trevlyn Farm, and the making fell to Nora. She was sole priestess of the dairy. It was many and many a long year since any one else had interfered in it: except, indeed, in the actual churning. One of the men on the farm did that for her in a general way; but to-day they were not forthcoming.

When Nora was seen at the fold-yard gate by Mr. Chattaway, idly staring up and down the road, she was looking for Jim Sanders, to order him in to churn. Not the Jim Sanders mentioned in the earlier portion of our history, but Jims son. Jim the elder was dead: he had brought on rather too many attacks of inflammation (a disease to which he was predisposed) by his love of beer; and at last one attack worse than the rest came, and proved too much for him. The present Jim, representative of his name, was a youth of fourteen, not over-burdened with brains, but strong and sound, and was found useful on the farm, where he was required to be willing to do any work that came first to hand.

Just now he was wanted to churn. The man who usually performed that duty was too busy to be spared to-day; therefore it fell to Jim. But Jim could not be seen anywhere, and Nora returned indoors and commenced the work herself.

The milk at the right temperature  for Nora was too experienced a dairy-woman not to know that if she attempted to churn at the wrong one, it would be hours before the butter came  she took out the thermometer, and turned the milk into the churn. As she was doing this, the servant, Nanny, entered: a tall, stolid girl, remarkable for little except height.

Is nobody coming in to churn? asked she.

It seems not, answered Nora.

Shall I do it?

Not if I know it, returned Nora. Youd like to quit your work for this pastime, wouldnt you? Have you the potatoes on for the pigs?

No, said Nanny.

Then go and see about, it. You know it was to be done to-day. And I suppose the fires burning away under the furnace.

Fanny stalked out of the dairy. Nora churned away steadily, and turned her butter on to the making-up board in about three-quarters of an hour. As she was proceeding with it, she saw George ride into the fold-yard, and leave his horse in the stable. Another minute and he came in.

Has Mr. Callaway not come yet, Nora?

I have seen nothing of him, Mr. George.

George took out his watch: the one bequeathed him by his father. It was only a silver one  as Mr. Ryle had remarked  but George valued it as though it had been set in diamonds. He would wear that watch and no other as long as he lived. His initials were engraved on it now: G. B. R. standing for George Berkeley Ryle.

If Callaway cannot keep his appointment better than this, I shall beg him not to make any more with me, he remarked. The last time he kept me waiting three-quarters of an hour.

Have you seen Jim Sanders this morning? asked Nora.

I saw him in the stables as I rode out.

I should like to find him! said Nora. He is skulking somewhere. I have had to churn myself.

Wheres Roger?

Roger couldnt hinder his time indoors to-day. Mr. George, whats up at Trevlyn Hold again about Rupert? resumed Nora, turning from her butter to glance at George.

Why do you ask?

Chattaway rode by an hour ago when I was outside looking after Jim Sanders. He stopped his horse and asked how we came to give Rupert a bed last night, when we knew that it would displease him. Like his insolence!

What answer did you make? said George, after a pause.

I gave him one, replied Nora, significantly. Chattaway neednt fear not getting an answer when he comes to me. He knows that.

But what did you say about Rupert?

I said that he had not slept here. If Chattaway  

Nora was interrupted by the entrance of Mr. Chattaways daughter, Octave. She had come to the farm, and, attracted by the sound of voices in the dairy, made her way to it. Miss Chattaway had taken it into her head lately to be friendly, to honour the farm with frequent visits. Mrs. Ryle neither encouraged nor repulsed her. She was civilly indifferent: but the young lady chose to take that as a welcome. Nora did not show her much greater favour than she was in the habit of showing her father. She bent her head over her butter-board, as if unaware that any one had entered.

George removed his hat which he had been wearing, as she stepped on to the cold floor of the dairy, and took the hand held out to him.

Who would have thought of seeing you at home at this hour? she exclaimed, in the winning manner which she could put on at times, and always did put on for George Ryle.

And in Noras dairy, watching her make up the butter! he answered, laughing. The fact is, I have an appointment with a gentleman this morning, and he is keeping me waiting, and making me angry. I cant spare the time.

You look angry! exclaimed Octave, laughing at him.

Looks go for nothing, returned George.

Is your harvest nearly in?

If this fine weather only lasts four or five days longer, it will be all in. We have had a glorious harvest this year. I hope every ones as thankful as I am.

You have some especial cause for thankfulness? she observed.

I have.

She had spoken lightly, and was struck by the strangely earnest answer. George could have said that but for that harvest they might not quite so soon have discharged her fathers debt.

When shall you hold your harvest home?

Next Thursday; this day week, replied George. Will you come to it?

Thank you, said Octave. Yes, I will.

Had it been to save his life, George Ryle could not have helped the surprise in his eyes, as he turned them on Octave Chattaway. He had asked the question in the careless gaiety of the moment; really not intending it as an invitation. Had he proffered it in all earnestness, he never would have supposed it one to be accepted by Octave. Mr. Chattaways family were not in the habit of visiting at Trevlyn Farm.

In for a penny, in for a pound, thought George. I dont know what Mrs. Ryle will say to this; but if she comes, some of the rest shall come also.

It almost seemed as if Octave had divined part of his thoughts. I must ask my aunt Ryle whether she will have me. By way of bribe, I shall tell her that I delight in harvest-homes.

We must have you all, said George. Your sisters and Maude. Treve will be home I expect, and the Apperleys will be here.

Who else? asked Octave. But I dont know about my sisters and Maude.

Mr. and Mrs. Freeman. They and the Apperleys always come.

Our starched old parson! uttered Octave. He is not a favourite with us at the Hold.

I think he is with your mother.

Oh, mammas nobody. Of course we are civil to the Freemans, and exchange dull visits with them occasionally. You must be passably civil to the parson you sit under.

There was a pause. Octave advanced to Nora, who had gone on diligently with her work, never turning her head, or noticing Miss Chattaway by so much as a look. Octave drew close and watched her.

How industrious you are, Nora!  just as if you enjoyed the occupation. I should not like to soil my hands, making up butter.

There are some might make it up in white kid gloves, retorted Nora. The butter wouldnt be any the better for it, Miss Chattaway.

At this juncture Mrs. Ryles voice was heard, and Octave left the dairy in search of her. George was about to follow when Nora stopped him.

What is the meaning of this new friendship  these morning calls and evening visits? she asked; her eyes thrown keenly on Georges face.

How should I know? he carelessly replied.

If you dont, I do, she said. Can you take care of yourself, George?

I believe I can.

Then do, said Nora, with an emphatic nod. And dont despise my caution: you may want it.

He laughed in his light-heartedness: but he did not tell Nora how unnecessary her warning was.

Later in the day, George Ryle had business which took him to Blackstone. It was not an inviting ride. The place, as he drew near, had that dreary aspect peculiar to the neighbourhood of mines. Rows of black, smoky huts were to be seen, the dwellings of the men who worked in the pits; and little children ran about with naked legs and tattered clothing, their thin faces white and squalid.

Is it the perpetual dirt they live in makes these children look so unhealthy? thought George  a question he had asked himself a hundred times. I believe the mothers never wash them. Perhaps think it would be superfluous, where even the very atmosphere is black.

Black, indeed! Within Georges view at that moment might be seen high chimneys congregating in all directions, throwing out volumes of smoke and flame. Numerous works were around, connected with iron and other rich mines abounding in the neighbourhood. Valuable areas for the furtherance of civilisation, the increase of wealth; but not pleasant to the eye, as compared with green meadows and blossoming trees.

The office belonging to Mr. Chattaways colliery stood in a particularly dreary offshoot from the main road. It was a low but not very small building, facing the road on one side, looking to those tall chimneys and the dreary country on two of the others. On the fourth was a sort of waste ground, which appeared to contain nothing but various heaps of coal, a peculiar description of barrow, and some round shallow baskets. The building looked like a great shed; it was roofed over, and divided into partitions.

As George rode by, he saw Rupert standing at the narrow entrance door, leaning against it, as if in fatigue or idleness. Ford, the clerk, a young man accustomed to taking life easily, and to give himself little concern as to how it went, was standing near, his hands in his pockets. To see them doing nothing was sufficient to tell George that Chattaway was not about, and he rode up to the office.

You look tired, Rupert.

I am tired, answered Rupert. If things are to go on like this, I shall grow tired of life altogether.

Not yet, said George, cheeringly. You may talk of that some fifty years hence.

Rupert made no answer. The sunlight fell on his fair features and golden hair. There was a haggardness in those features, a melancholy in the dark blue eyes, George did not like to see. Ford, the clerk, who was humming the verse of a song, cut short the melody, and addressed George.

He has been in this gay state all the afternoon, sir. A charming companion for a fellow! Its a good thing Im pretty jolly myself, or we might get consigned to the county asylum as two cases of melancholy. I hope he wont make a night of it again, thats all. Nothing wears out a chap like a night without bed, and no breakfast at the end of it.

It isnt that, said Rupert. Im sick of it altogether. There has been nothing but a row here all day, George  ask Ford. Chattaway has been on at all of us. First, he attacked me. He demanded where I slept, and I wouldnt tell him. Next, he attacked Cris  a most unusual thing  and Cris hasnt got over it yet. He has gone galloping off, to gallop his ill-temper away.

Chattaway has?

Not Chattaway; Cris. Cris never came here until one oclock, and Chattaway wanted him, and a row ensued. Next, Ford came in for it: he had made a mistake in his entries. Something had uncommonly put out Chattaway  that is certain. And to improve his temper, the inspector of collieries came to-day and found fault, ordering things to be done that Chattaway says he wont do.

Wheres Chattaway now?

Gone home. I wish I was there, without the trouble of walking, added Rupert. Chattaway has been ordering a load of coals to the Hold. If they were going this evening instead of to-morrow morning, I protest Id take my seat upon them, and get home that way.

Are you so very tired? asked George.

Dead beat.

Its the sitting up, put in Ford again. I dont think much of that kind of thing will do for Mr. Rupert Trevlyn.

Perhaps it wouldnt do for you, grumbled Rupert.

George prepared to ride away. Have you had any dinner, Rupert? he asked.

I made an attempt, but my appetite had gone by. Chattaway was here till past two oclock, and after that I wasnt hungry.

He tried some bread-and-cheese, said Ford. I told him if hed get a chop Id cook it for him; but he didnt.

I must be gone, said George. You will not have left in half-an-hours time, shall you, Rupert?

No; nor in an hour either.

George rode off over the stony ground, and they looked after him. Then Ford bethought himself of a message he was charged to deliver at one of the pits, and Rupert went indoors and sat down to the desk on his high stool.

Within the half-hour George Ryle was back again. He rode up to the door, and dismounted. Rupert came forward, a pen in hand.

Are you ready to go home now, Rupert?

Rupert shook his head. Ford went to the pit and is not back yet; and I have a lot of writing to do. Why?

I thought we would have gone home together. You shall ride my horse, and Ill walk; it will tire you less than going on foot.

You are very kind, said Rupert. Yes, I should like to ride. I was thinking just now, that if Cris were worth anything, hed let me ride his horse home. But hes not worth anything, and would no more let me ride his horse and walk himself, than hed let me ride him.

Has Cris not gone home?

I fancy not. Unless he has gone by without calling in. Will you wait, George?

No. I must walk on. But Ill leave you the horse. You can leave it at the Farm, Rupert, and walk the rest of the way.

I can ride on to the Hold, and send it back.

George hesitated a moment. I would rather you left it at the Farm, Rupert. It will not be far to walk after that.

Rupert acquiesced. Did he wonder why he might not ride the horse to the Hold? George would not say, Because even that slight attention must, if possible, be kept from Chattaway.

He fastened the bridle to a hook in the wall, where Mr. Chattaway often tied his horse, where Cris sometimes tied his. There was a stable near; but unless they were going to remain in the office or about the pits, Mr. Chattaway and his son seldom put up their horses.

George Ryle walked away with a quick step, and Rupert returned to his desk. A quarter-of-an-hour passed on, and the clerk did not return. Rupert grew impatient for his arrival, and went to the door to look out for him. He did not see Ford; but he did see Cris Chattaway. Cris was approaching on foot, at a snails pace, leading his horse, which was dead lame.

Heres a nice bother! called out Cris. How I am to get back home, I dont know.

What has happened? returned Rupert.

Cant you see what has happened? How it happened, I am unable to tell you. All I know is, the horse fell suddenly lame, and whined like a child. Something must have run into his foot, I conclude. Whose horse is that? Why, its George Ryles, Cris exclaimed as he drew sufficiently near to recognise it. What brings his horse here?

He has lent it to me, to save my walking home, said Rupert.

Where is he? Here?

He has gone home on foot. I cant think where Fords lingering, added Rupert, walking into the yard, and mounting one of the smaller heaps of coal for a better view of the road by which Ford might be expected to arrive. He has been gone this hour.

Cris was walking off in the direction of the stable, carefully leading his horse. What are you going to do with him? asked Rupert. To leave him in the stable?

Until I can get home and send the groom for him. Im not going to cool my heels, dragging him home, retorted Cris.

Rupert retired indoors, and sat down on the high stool. He still had some accounts to make up. They had to be done that evening; and as Ford did not come in to do them, he must. Had Ford been there, Rupert would have left him to do it, and gone home at once.

I wonder how many years of my life I am to wear out in this lively place? thought Rupert, after five minutes of uninterrupted attention given to his work, which slightly progressed in consequence. Its a shame that I should be put to it. A paid fellow at ten shillings a week would do it better than I. If Chattaway had a spark of good feeling in him, hed put me into a farm. It would be better for me altogether, and more fitting for a Trevlyn. Catch him at it! He wouldnt let me be my own master for  

A sound as of a horse trotting off interrupted Ruperts cogitations. He came down from his stool. A thought crossed him that George Ryles horse might have got loose, and be speeding home riderless, at his own will and pleasure.

It was George Ryles horse, but not riderless. To Ruperts intense astonishment, he saw Mr. Cris mounted on him, and leisurely riding away.

Halloa! called Rupert, speeding after the horse and his rider. What are you going to do with that horse, Cris?

Cris turned his head, but did not stop. Im going to ride him home. His having been left here just happens right for me.

You get off, shouted Rupert. The horse was lent to me, not to you. Do you hear, Cris?

Cris heard, but did not stop: he was urging the horse on. You dont want him, he roughly said. You can walk, as you always do.

Further remonstrance, further following, was useless. Ruperts words were drowned in the echoes of the horses hoofs, galloping away in the distance. Rupert stood, white with anger, impotent to stop him, his hands stretched out on the empty air, as if their action could arrest the horse and bring him back again. Certainly the mortification was bitter; the circumstance precisely one of those likely to affect an excitable nature; and Rupert was on the point of going into that dangerous fit known as the Trevlyn passion, when its course was turned aside by a hand laid upon his shoulder.

He turned, it may almost be said, savagely. Ford was standing there out of breath, his good-humoured face red with the exertion of running.

I say, Mr. Rupert, youll do a fellow a service, wont you? I have had a message that my mothers taken suddenly ill; a fit, they say, of some sort. Will you finish what there is to do here, and lock up for once, so that I can go home directly?

Rupert nodded. In his passionate disappointment, at having to walk home when he expected to ride, at being treated as of no moment by Cris Chattaway, it seemed of little consequence to him how long he remained, or what work he had to do: and the clerk, waiting for no further permission, sped away with a fleet foot. Ruperts face was losing its deathly whiteness  there is no whiteness like that born of passion or of sudden terror; and when he sat down again to the desk, the hectic flush of reaction was shining in his cheeks and lips.

Well, oh, well for him, could these dangerous fits of passion have been always arrested on the threshold, as this had been arrested now! The word is used advisedly: they brought nothing less than danger in their train.

But, alas! this was not to be.




CHAPTER XVII

DEAD BEAT

Nora was at some business or other in the fold-yard, when the servant at Trevlyn Hold more especially devoted to the service of Cris Chattaway entered the gate with George Ryles horse. As he passed Nora on his way to the stables, she turned, and the man spoke.

Mr. Ryles horse, maam. Shall I take it on?

You know the way, was Noras short answer. She did not regard the man with any favour, reflecting upon him, in her usual partial fashion, the dislike she entertained for his master and Trevlyn Hold in general. Mr. Trevlyn has sent it, I suppose.

Mr. Trevlyn! repeated the groom, betraying some surprise.

Now, it was a fact that at Trevlyn Hold Rupert was never called Mr. Trevlyn. That it was his proper title was indisputable; but Mr. Chattaway had as great a dislike to hear Rupert called by it as he had a wish to hear himself styled the Squire. At the Hold, Rupert was Mr. Rupert only, and the neighbourhood generally had fallen into the same familiar mode when speaking of him. Nora supposed the mans repetition of the name had insolent reference to this; as much as to say, Whos Mr. Trevlyn?

Yes, Mr. Trevlyn, she resumed in sharp tones of reprimand. He is Mr. Trevlyn, Sam Atkins, and you know he is, however some people may wish it forgotten. He is not Mr. Rupert, and he is not Mr. Rupert Trevlyn, but he is Mr. Trevlyn; and if he had his rights, hed be Squire Trevlyn. There! you may go and tell your master that I said so.

Sam Atkins, a civil, quiet young fellow, was overpowered with astonishment at Noras burst of eloquence. Im not saying naught against it, maam, cried he, when he had sufficiently recovered. But Mr. Rupert didnt send me with the horse at all. It was young Mr. Chattaway.

What had he to do with it? resentfully asked Nora.

He rode it home from Blackstone.

He rode it? Cris Chattaway!

Yes, said the groom. He has just got home now, and told me to bring the horse back at once.

Nora desired the man to take the horse to the stable, and went indoors. She could not understand it. When George returned home on foot, and she inquired what he had done with his horse, he told her that he had left it at Blackstone for Rupert Trevlyn. To hear now that Cris had reaped the benefit of it, and not Rupert, excited Noras indignation. But the indignation would have increased fourfold had she known that Mr. Cris had ridden the horse hard and made a détour of some five miles out of his way, to transact a private matter of business of his own. She went straight to George, who was seated at tea with Mrs. Ryle.

Mr. George, I thought you told me you had left your horse at Blackstone for Rupert Trevlyn, to save his walking home?

So I did, replied George.

Then its Cris Chattaway who has come home on it. Id see him far enough before he should have the use of my horse!

It cant be, returned George. You must be mistaken, Nora; Cris had his own horse there.

You can go and ask for yourself, rejoined Nora, crustily, not at all liking to be told she was mistaken. Sam Atkins is putting the horse in the stable, and says Cris Chattaway rode it from Blackstone.

George did go and ask for himself. He could not understand it at all; and he had no more fancy for allowing Cris Chattaway the use of his horse than Nora had. He supposed they had exchanged steeds; though why they should do so, he could not imagine.

Sam Atkins was in the stable, talking to Roger, one of the men about the farm. George saw at a glance that his horse had been ridden hard.

Who rode this horse home? he inquired, as the groom touched his hat to him.

Young Mr. Chattaway, sir.

And Mr. Rupert: what did he ride?

Mr. Rupert, sir? I dont think he is come home.

Wheres Mr. Cris Chattaways own horse?

He left it at Blackstone, sir. It fell dead lame, he says. I be going for it now.

George paused. I lent my horse to Mr. Rupert, he said. Do you know why he did not use it himself?

I dont know nothing about it, sir. Mr. Cris came home just now on your horse, told me to bring it down here, go on to Blackstone for his, and mind I led it gently home. He never mentioned Mr. Rupert.

Considerably later  in fact, it was past nine oclock  Rupert Trevlyn appeared. George Ryle was leaning over the gate at the foot of his garden in a musing attitude, the bright stars above him, the slight frost of the autumn night rendering the air clear, though not cold, when he saw a figure slowly winding up the road. It was Rupert Trevlyn. The same misfortune seemed to have befallen him that had befallen the horse, for he limped as he walked.

Are you lame, Rupert? asked George.

Lame with fatigue; nothing else, answered Rupert in that low, half-inaudible voice which a very depressed physical state will induce. Let me come in and sit down half-an-hour, George, or I shall never get to the Hold.

How came you to let Cris Chattaway ride my horse home? I left it for you.

Let him! He mounted and galloped off without my knowing  the sneak! I should be ashamed to be guilty of such a trick. I declare I had half a mind to ride his horse home, lame as it was. But that the poor animal is evidently in pain, I would have done so.

You are very late.

I have been such a time coming. The truth is, I sat down when I was half-way here, so dead tired I couldnt stir a step further; and I dropped asleep.

A wise proceeding! cried George, in pleasant though mocking tones. He did not care to say more plainly how unwise it might be for Rupert Trevlyn. Did you sleep long?

Pretty well. The stars were out when I awoke; and I felt ten times more tired when I got up than I had felt when I sat down.

George placed him in a comfortable armchair, and got him a glass of wine, Nora brought some refreshment, but Rupert could not eat.

Try it, urged George.

I cant, said Rupert; I am completely done up.

He leaned back in the chair, his fair hair falling on the cushions, his bright face  bright with a touch of inward fever  turned upwards to the light. Gradually his eyelids closed, and he dropped into a calm sleep.

George sat watching him. Mrs. Ryle, who was still poorly, had retired to her chamber for the night, and they were alone. Very unkindly, as may be thought, George woke him soon, and told him it was time to go.

Do not deem me inhospitable, Rupert; but it will not do for you to be locked out again to-night.

Whats the time? asked Rupert.

Considerably past ten.

I was in quite a nice dream. I thought I was being carried along in a large sail belonging to a ship. The motion was pleasant and soothing. Past ten! What a bother! I shall be half dead again before I get to the Hold.

Ill lend you my arm, Ru, to help you along.

Thats a good fellow! exclaimed Rupert.

He got up and stretched himself, and then fell back in his chair, like a leaden weight. Id give five shillings to be there without the trouble of walking, quoth he.

Rupert, you will be late.

I cant help it, returned Rupert, folding his arms and leaning back again in the chair. If Chattaway locks me out again, he must. Ill sit down in the portico until morning, for I shant be able to stir another step from it.

Rupert was in that physical depression which reacts upon the mind. Whether he got in or not, whether he passed the night in a comfortable bed, or under the trees in the avenue, seemed of very little moment in his present state of feeling. Altogether he was some time getting off; and they heard the far-off church clock at Barbrook chime the half-past ten before they were half-way to the Hold. The sound came distinctly to their ears on the calm night air.

I was somewhere about this spot when the half-hour struck last night, for your clocks were fast, remarked Rupert. I ran all the way home after that  with what success, you know. I cant run to-night.

Ill do my best to get you in, said George. I hope I shant be tempted, though, to speak my mind too plainly to Chattaway.

The Hold was closed for the night. Lights appeared in several of the windows. Rupert halted when he saw the light in one of them. Aunt Diana must have returned, he said; thats her room.

George Ryle rang a loud, quick peal at the bell. It was not answered. He rang again, a sharp, urgent peal, and shouted with his stentorian voice; a prolonged shout that could not have come from the lungs of Rupert; and it brought Mr. Chattaway to the window of his wifes dressing-room in surprise. One or two more windows in different parts of the house were thrown up.

It is I, Mr. Chattaway. I have been assisting Rupert home. Will you be good enough to have the door opened?

Mr. Chattaway was nearly struck dumb with the insolence of the demand, coming from the quarter it did. He could scarcely speak at first, even to refuse.

He does not deserve your displeasure to-night, said George, in his clear, ringing tones, which might be heard distinctly ever so far off. He could scarcely get here from fatigue and illness. But for taking a rest at my mothers house, and having the help of my arm up here, I question if he would have got as far. Be so good as to let him in, Mr. Chattaway.

How dare you make such a request to me? roared Mr. Chattaway, recovering himself a little. How dare you come disturbing the peace of my house at night, like any house-breaker  except that you make more noise about it!

I came to bring Rupert, was Georges answer. He is waiting to be let in; tired and ill.

I will not let him in, raved Mr. Chattaway. How dare you, I ask?

What is all this? broke from the amazed voice of Miss Diana Trevlyn. What does it mean? I dont comprehend it in the least.

George looked up at her window. Rupert could not get home by the hour specified by Mr. Chattaway  half-past ten. I am asking that he may be admitted now, Miss Trevlyn.

Of course he can be admitted, said Miss Diana.

Of course he shant, retorted Mr. Chattaway.

Who says he couldnt get home in time if he had wanted to come? called out Cris from a window on the upper story. Does it take him five or six hours to walk from Blackstone?

Is that you, Christopher? asked George, falling back a little that he might see him better. I want to speak to you. By what right did you take possession of my horse at Blackstone this afternoon, and ride him home?

I chose to do it, said Cris.

I lent that horse to Rupert, who was unfit to walk. It would have been more generous  though you may not understand the word  had you left it for him. He was not in bed last night; has gone without food to-day  you were more capable of walking home than he.

Miss Diana craned forth her neck. Chattaway, I must inquire into this. Let that front-door be opened.

I will not, he answered. And he banged down his window with a resolute air, as if to avoid further colloquy.

But in that same moment the lock of the front-door was turned, and it was thrown open by Octave Chattaway.




CHAPTER XVIII

AN OLD IMPRESSION

It was surely a scene to excite some interest, if only the interest of curiosity, that was presented at Trevlyn Hold that night. Octave Chattaway in evening dress  for she had not begun to prepare for bed, although some time in her chamber  standing at the hall-door which she had opened; Miss Diana pressing forward from the back of the hall in a hastily assumed dressing gown; Mr. Chattaway in a waistcoat; Cris in greater déshabille; and Mrs. Chattaway dressed as was Octave.

Rupert came in, coughing with the night air, and leaning on the arm of George Ryle. There was no light, except such as was afforded by a candle carried by Miss Trevlyn; but she stepped forward and lighted the lamp.

Now then, said she. What is all this?

It is this, returned the master of Trevlyn Hold: that I make rules for the proper regulation of my household, and a beardless boy chooses to break them. I should think  turning shortly upon Miss Diana that you are not the one to countenance that.

No, said she; when rules are made they must be kept. What is your defence, Rupert?

Rupert had thrown himself upon a bench against the wall in utter weariness of mind and body. I dont care to make any defence, said he, in his apathy, as he leaned his cheek upon his hand, and fixed his blue eyes on Miss Trevlyn; I dont know that theres much defence to make. Mr. Chattaway orders me to be in by half-past ten. I was at George Ryles last night, and I a little exceeded the time, getting here five minutes or so after it, so I was locked out. Cris let himself in with his latch-key, but he would not let me in.

Miss Diana glanced at Cris, but said nothing. Mr. Chattaway interrupted. George, erect, fearless, was standing opposite the group, and it was to him that Chattaway turned.

What I want to know is this  by what right you interfere, George Ryle?

I am not aware that I have interfered  except by giving Rupert my arm up the hill, and asking you to admit him. No very unjustifiable interference, surely, Mr. Chattaway.

But it is, sir. And I ask why you presume to do it?

Presume? I saw Rupert to-night, accidentally, as he was coming from Blackstone. It was about nine oclock. He appeared terribly tired, and wished to come into the house and rest. There he fell asleep. I awoke him in time, but he seemed too weary to get here himself, and I came with him to help him along. He walked slowly  painfully I should say; and it made him later than he ought to have arrived. Will you be so good, Mr. Chattaway, as to explain what part of this was unjustifiable interference? I do not see that I could have done less.

You will see that you do less in future, growled Mr. Chattaway. I will have no interference of yours between the Hold and Rupert Trevlyn.

You may make yourself perfectly easy, returned George, some sarcasm in his tone. Nothing could be farther from my intention than to interfere in any way with you, or with the Hold, or with Rupert in connection with you and the Hold. But, as I told you this morning, until you show me good and sufficient reason for the contrary, I shall observe common courtesy to Rupert when he comes in my way.

Nonsense! interposed Miss Diana. Who says you are not to show courtesy to Rupert? Do you? wheeling sharply round on Chattaway.

Theres one thing requires explanation, said Mr. Chattaway, turning to Rupert, and drowning Miss Dianas voice. How came you to stop at Blackstone till this time of night? Where had you been loitering?

Rupert answered the questions mechanically, never lifting his head. I didnt leave until late. Ford wanted to go home, and I had to stop. After that I sat down on the way and dropped asleep.

Sat down on your way and dropped asleep! echoed Miss Diana. What made you do that?

I dont know. I had been tired all day. I had no bed, you hear, last night. I suppose I can go to mine now? he added, rising. I want it badly enough.

You can go  for this time, assented the master of Trevlyn Hold. But you will understand that it is the last night I shall suffer my rules to be set at naught. You shall be in to time, or you do not come in at all.

Rupert shook hands with George Ryle, spoke a general Good night to the rest collectively, and went towards the stairs. At the back of the hall, lingering there in her timidity, stood Mrs. Chattaway. Good night, dear Aunt Edith, he whispered.

She gave no answer: only laid her hand upon his as he passed: and so momentary was the action that it escaped unobserved, except by one pair of eyes  those of Octave Chattaway.

George was the next to go. Octave put out her hand to him. Does Caroline come to the harvest-home? she inquired.

Yes, I think so. Good night.

Good night, replied Octave, amiably. I am glad you took care of Rupert.

Shes as false as her father, thought George, as he went down the avenue.

They were all dispersing. There was nothing now to remain up for. Chattaway was turning to the staircase, when Miss Diana stepped inside one of the sitting-rooms, carrying her candle, and beckoned to him.

What do you want, Diana? he asked, not in pleasant tones, as he followed her in.

Why did you shut out Rupert last night?

Because I chose to do it!

But suppose I chose that he should not be shut out?

Then we shall split, angrily rejoined the master of Trevlyn Hold. I say that half-past ten is quite late enough for Rupert. He is younger than Cris; you and Edith say he is not strong; is it too early?

Mr. Chattaway was so far right. It was a sufficiently late hour; and Miss Diana, after a pause, pronounced it to be so. I shall talk to Rupert, she said. Theres no harm in his going to spend an hour or two with George Ryle, or with any other friend, but he must be home in good time.

Just so; he must be home in good time, acquiesced Chattaway. He shall be home by half-past ten. And the only way to insure that, is to lock him out at first when he transgresses. Therefore, Diana, I shall follow my own way in this, and I beg you not to interfere.

Miss Diana went up to Ruperts room. He had taken off his coat, and thrown himself on the bed, as if the fatigue of undressing were too much for him.

Whats that for? asked Miss Diana, as she entered. Is that the way you get into bed?

Rupert rose and sat down on a chair. Only coming upstairs seems to tire me, he said in tones of apology. I should not have lain a minute.

Miss Diana threw back her head a little, and looked at Rupert: the determined will of the Trevlyns shining out in every line of her face.

I have come to ask where you slept last night. I mean to know, Rupert.

I dont mind your knowing, replied Rupert; I have told Aunt Edith. I decline to tell Chattaway, and I hope that no one else will tell him.

Why?

Because he might lay blame where no blame is due. Chattaway turned me from the door, Aunt Diana, and Cris, who came up just after, turned me from it also. I went down to the lodge, and Ann Canham let me in; and I lay part of the night on their hard settle, and part of the night I sat upon it. Thats where I was. But if Chattaway knew it, hed turn old Canham and Ann from the lodge, as he turned me from the door.

Oh no, he wouldnt, said Miss Diana, if it were my pleasure to keep them in it. Do you feel ill, Rupert?

I feel middling. It is that I am tired, I suppose. I shall be all right in the morning.

Miss Diana descended to her own room. Waiting there for her was Mrs. Chattaway. In spite of a shawl thrown over her shoulders, she seemed to be shivering. She slipped the bolt of the door  what was she afraid of?  and turned to Miss Trevlyn, her hands clasped.

Diana, this is killing me! she wailed. Why should Rupert be treated as he is? I know I am but a poor creature, that I have been one all my life  a very coward; but sometimes I think that I must speak out and protest against the injustice, though I should die in the effort.

Why, whats the matter? uttered Miss Diana, whose intense composure formed a strange contrast to her sisters agitated words and bearing.

Oh, you know!  you know! I have not dared to speak out much, even to you, Diana; but its killing me  its killing me! Is it not enough that we despoiled Rupert of his inheritance, but we must also  

Be silent! sharply interrupted Miss Diana, glancing around and lowering her voice to a whisper. Will you never have done with that folly, Edith?

I shall never have done with its remembrance. I dont often speak of it; once, it may be, in seven years, not more. Better for me that I could speak of it; it would prey less upon my heart!

You have benefited by it as much as any one has.

I cannot help myself. Heaven knows that if I could retire to some poor hut, and live upon a crust of bread, and benefit by it no more, I should do so  oh, how willingly! But theres no escape. I am hemmed in by its consequences; we are all hemmed in by them  and theres no escape.

Miss Diana looked at her. Steadfastly, keenly; not angrily, but searchingly and critically, as a doctor looks at a patient supposed to be afflicted with mania.

If you do not take care, Edith, you will become insane upon this point, as I believe I have warned you before, she said, with calmness. I am not sure but you are slightly touched now!

I do not think I am, replied poor Mrs. Chattaway, passing her hand over her brow. I feel confused enough sometimes, but theres no fear that madness will really come. If thinking could have turned me mad, I should have gone mad years ago.

The very act of your coming here in this excited state, when you should be going to bed, and saying what you do say, must be nothing less than a degree of madness.

I would go to bed, if I could sleep, said Mrs. Chattaway. I lie awake night after night, thinking of the past; of the present; thinking of Rupert and of what we did for him; the treatment we deal out to him now. I think of his father, poor Joe; I think of his mother, Emily Dean, whom we once so loved; and I  I cannot sleep, Diana!

There really did seem something strange in Mrs. Chattaway to-night. For once in her life, Diana Trevlyns heart beat a shade faster.

Try and calm yourself, Edith, she said soothingly.

I wish I could! I should be more calm if you and my husband would allow it. If you would only allow Rupert to be treated with common kindness  

He is not treated with unkindness, interrupted Miss Diana.

It appears to me that he is treated with nothing but great unkindness. He  

Is he beaten?  is he starved?

The system pursued towards him is altogether unkind, persisted Mrs. Chattaway. Indulgences dealt out to our own children are denied to him. When I think that he might be the true master of Trevlyn Hold  

I will not listen to this, interrupted Miss Diana. What has come to you to-night?

A shiver passed over the frame of Mrs. Chattaway. She was sitting on a low toilette chair covered with white drapery, her head bent on her hand. By her reply, which she did not look up to give, it appeared that she took the question literally.

I feel the pain more than usual; nothing else. I do feel it so sometimes.

What pain? asked Miss Diana.

The pain of remorse: the pain of the wrong dealt out to Rupert. It seems greater than I can bear. Do you know, raising her feverish eyes to Miss Diana, that I scarcely closed my eyelids last night? All the long night through I was thinking of Rupert: fancying him lying outside on the damp grass; fancying  

Stop a minute, Edith. Are you seeking to blame your husband to me?

No, no; I dont wish to blame any one. But I wish it could be altered.

If Rupert knows the hour for coming in  and it is not an unreasonable hour  it is he who is to blame if he exceeds it.

Mrs. Chattaway could not gainsay this. In point of fact, though she found things grievously uncomfortable, wrong altogether, she had not the strength of mind to say where the fault lay, or how it should be altered. On this fresh agitation, the coming in at half-past ten, she could only judge as a vacillating woman. The hour, as Miss Diana said, was not unreasonable, and Mrs. Chattaway would have fallen in with it, and approved her husbands judgment, if Rupert had only obeyed the mandate. If Rupert did not obey it  if he somewhat exceeded its bounds  she would have liked the door to be still open to him, and no scolding given. It was the discomfort that worried her; mixing itself up with the old feeling of the wrong done to Rupert, rendering things, as she aptly expressed it, more miserable than she could bear.

Ill talk to Rupert to-morrow morning, said Miss Diana. I shall add my authority to Chattaways, and tell him that he must be in.

It may be that a shadow of the future was casting itself over the mind of Mrs. Chattaway, dimly and vaguely pointing to the terrible events hereafter to arise  events which would throw their consequences on the remainder of Ruperts life, and which had their origin in this new and ill-omened order, touching his coming home at night.

Edith, said Miss Diana, I would recommend you to become less sensitive on the subject of Rupert. It is growing into a morbid feeling.

I wish I could! It does grow upon me. Do you know, sinking her voice and looking feverishly at her sister, that old impression has come again! I thought it had worn itself out. I thought it had left me for ever.

Miss Diana almost lost patience. Her own mind was a very contrast to her sisters; the two were as opposite in their organisation as the poles. Fanciful, dreamy, vacillating, weak, the one; the other strong, practical, matter-of-fact.

I dont know what you mean by the old impression, she rejoined, with a contempt she did not seek to disguise. Is it not some new folly?

I told you of it in the old days, Diana. I used to feel certain  certain  that the wrong we inflicted on Rupert would avenge itself  that in some way he would come into his inheritance, and we should be despoiled of it. I felt so certain of it, that every morning of my life when I got up I seemed to expect its fulfilment before the day closed. But the time went on and on, and it never came. It went on so long that the impression wore itself out, I say, and now it has come again. It is stronger than ever. For some weeks past it has been growing more present with me day by day, and I cannot shake it off.

The best thing you can do now is to go to bed, and try and sleep off your folly, cried Miss Trevlyn, with the stinging contempt she allowed herself at rare times to show to her sister. I feel more provoked with you than I can express. A child might be pardoned for indulging in such absurdities; a woman, never!

Mrs. Chattaway rose. Ill go to bed, she meekly answered, and get what sleep I can. I remember that you ridiculed this feeling of mine in the old days  

Pray did anything come of it then? interrupted Miss Diana, sarcastically.

I have said it did not. And the impression left me. But it has come again. Good night, Diana.

Good night, and a more sensible frame of mind to you! was the retort of Miss Diana.

Mrs. Chattaway crept softly along the corridor to her own dressing-room, hoping that her husband by that time was in bed and asleep. What was her surprise, then, to see him sitting at the table when she entered, not undressed, and as wide awake as she was.

You have business late with Diana, he remarked.

Mrs. Chattaway felt wholly and entirely subdued; she had felt so since the previous night, when Rupert was denied admittance. The painful shyness, clinging to her always, seemed partially to have left her for a time. It was as though she had not strength left to be timid; almost as Rupert felt in his weariness of body, she was past caring for anything in her utter weariness of mind. Otherwise, she might not have spoken to Miss Diana as she had just done: most certainly she could never have spoken as she was about to speak to Mr. Chattaway.

What may your business with her have been? he resumed.

It was not much, James, she answered. I was saying how ill I felt.

Ill! With what?

Ill in mind, I think, said Mrs. Chattaway, putting her hand to her brow. I was telling her that the old fear had come upon me; the impression that used to cling to me always that some change was at hand regarding Rupert. I lost it for a great many years, but it has come again.

Try and speak lucidly, if you can, was Mr. Chattaways answer. What has come again?

It seems to have come upon me in the light of a warning, she resumed, so lucidly that Mr. Chattaway, had he been a few steps lower in social grade, might have felt inclined to strike her. I have ever felt that Rupert would in some manner regain his rights  I mean what he was deprived of, she hastily added, condoning the word which had slipped from her. That he will regain Trevlyn Hold, and we shall lose it.

Mr. Chattaway listened in consternation, his mouth gradually opening in bewilderment. What makes you think that? he asked, when he found his voice.

I dont exactly think it, James. Think is not the right word. The feeling has come upon me again within the last few weeks, and I cannot shake it off. I believe it to be a presentiment; a warning.

Paler and paler grew Mr. Chattaway. He did not understand. Like Miss Diana Trevlyn, he was very matter-of-fact, comprehending nothing but what could be seen and felt; and his wife might as well have spoken in an unknown tongue as of presentiments. He drew a rapid conclusion that some unpleasant fact, bearing upon the dread he had long felt, must have come to his wifes knowledge.

What have you heard? he gasped.

I have heard nothing; nothing whatever. I  

Then what on earth are you talking about?

Did you understand me, James? I say the impression was once firmly seated in my mind that Rupert would somehow be restored to what  to what  she scarcely knew how to frame her words with the delicacy she deemed due to her husbands feelings to what would have been his but for his fathers death. And that impression has now returned to me.

But you have not heard anything? Any plot?  any conspiracy thats being hatched against us?

No, no.

Mr. Chattaway stared searchingly at his wife. Did he fancy, as Miss Diana had done, that her intellect was becoming disordered?

Then, what do you mean? he asked, after a pause. Why should such an idea arise?

Mrs. Chattaway was silent. She could not tell him the truth; could not say she believed it was the constant dwelling upon the wrong and injustice, which had first suggested the notion that the wrong would inevitably recoil on its workers. They had broken alike the laws of God and man; and those who do so cannot be sure of immunity from punishment in this world. That they had so long enjoyed unmolested the inheritance gained by fraud, gave no certainty that they would enjoy it to the end. She felt it, if her husband and Diana Trevlyn did not. Too often there were certain verses of Holy Writ spelling out their syllables upon her brain. Remove not the old landmark; and enter not into the fields of the fatherless; for their Redeemer is mighty; he shall plead their cause with thee.

All this she could not say to Mr. Chattaway. She could give him no good reason for what she had said; he did not understand imaginative fancies, and he went to rest after bestowing upon her a sharp lecture for indulging them.

Nevertheless, in spite of her denial, the master of Trevlyn Hold could not divest himself of the impression that she must have picked up some scrap of news, or heard a word dropped in some quarter, which had led her to say what she did. And it gave him terrible discomfort.

Was the haunting shadow, the latent dread in his heart, about to be changed into substance? He lay on his bed, turning uneasily from side to side until the morning, wondering from what quarter the first glimmer of mischief would come.




CHAPTER XIX

A FIT OF AMIABILITY

Rupert came down to breakfast the next morning. He was cold, sick, shivery; little better than he had felt the previous night; his chest sore, his breathing painful. A good fire burnt in the grate of the breakfast-room  Miss Diana was a friend to fires, and caused them to be lighted as soon as the heat of summer had passed  and Rupert bent over it. He cared for it more than for food; and yet it was no doubt having gone without food the previous day which was causing the sensation of sickness within him now.

Miss Diana glided in, erect and majestic. How are you this morning? she asked of Rupert.

Pretty well, he answered, as he warmed his thin white hands over the blaze. I have the old pain here a bit  touching his chest. It will go off by-and-by, I dare say.

Miss Diana had her eyes riveted on him. The extreme delicacy of his countenance  its lines of fading health  struck upon her greatly. Was he looking worse? or was it that her absence from home for three weeks had caused her to notice it more than she had done when seeing him daily? She asked herself the question, and could not decide.

You dont look very well, Rupert.

Dont I? I have not felt well for this week or two. I think the walking to Blackstone and back is too much for me.

You must have a pony, she continued after a pause.

Ah! that would be a help to me, he said, his countenance brightening. I might get on better with what I have to do there. Mr. Chattaway grumbles, and grumbles, but I declare, Aunt Diana, that I do my best. The walk there seems to take away all my energy, and, by the time I sit down, I am unfit for work.

Miss Diana went nearer to him, and spoke in lower tones. What was the reason that you disobeyed Mr. Chattaway with regard to coming in?

I did not do it intentionally, he replied. The time slipped on, and it got late without my noticing it. I think I told you so last night, Aunt Diana.

Very well. It must not occur again, she said, peremptorily and significantly. If you are locked out in future, I shall not interfere.

Mr. Chattaway came in, with a discontented gesture and a blue face. He was none the better for his sleepless night, and the torment which had caused it. Rupert drew away from the fire, leaving the field clear for him: as a schoolboy does at the entrance of his master.

Dont let us have this trouble repeated, he roughly said to Rupert. As soon as you have breakfasted, make the best of your way to Blackstone: and dont lag on the road.

Ruperts not going to Blackstone to-day, said Miss Diana.

Mr. Chattaway turned upon her: no very pleasant expression on his countenance. Whats that for?

I shall keep him at home for a week, and have him nursed. After that, I dare say hell be stronger, and can attend better to his duty in all ways.

Mr. Chattaway could willingly have braved Miss Diana, if he had only dared. But he did not dare. He strode to the breakfast-table and took his seat, leaving those who liked to follow him.

It has been remarked that there was a latent antagonism ever at work in the hearts of George Ryle and Octave Chattaway; and there was certainly ever constant and visible antagonism between the actions of Mr. Chattaway and Miss Diana Trevlyn, as far as they related to the ruling economy of Trevlyn Hold. She had the open-heartedness of the Trevlyns  he, the miserly selfishness of the Chattaways. She was liberal on the estate and in the household  he would have been niggardly to the last degree. Miss Diana, however, was the one to reign paramount, and he was angered every hour of his life by seeing some extravagance  as he deemed it  which might have been avoided. He could indemnify himself at the mines; and there he did as he pleased.

Breakfast over, Mr. Chattaway went out. Cris went out. Rupert, as the day grew warm and bright, strolled into the garden, and basked on a bench in the sun. He very much enjoyed these days of idleness. To sit as he was doing now, feeling that no exertion whatever was required of him; that he might stay where he was for the whole day, and gaze up at the blue sky as he fell into thought; or watch the light fleecy clouds that rose above the horizon, and form them into fantastic pictures  constituted one of the pleasures of Rupert Trevlyns life. Not for the bright blue of the sky, the ever-changing clouds, the warm sunshine and balmy air  not for all these did he care so much as for the rest. The delightful consciousness that he might be as quiet as he pleased; that no Blackstone or any other far-off place would demand him; that for a whole day he might be at rest  there lay the charm. Nothing could possibly have been more suggestive of his want of strength  as anyone might have guessed possessed of sufficient penetration.

No. Mr. Chattaway need not have feared that Rupert was hatching plots against him, whenever he was out of his sight. Had poor Rupert possessed the desire, he lacked the energy.

The dinner hour at Trevlyn Hold, nominally early, was frequently regulated by the will or movements of the master. When he said he could only be home at a given hour  three, four, five, six, as the case might be  the cook had her orders accordingly. To-day it was fixed for four oclock. At two (the more ordinary dinner hour) Cris came in.

Strictly speaking, it was ten minutes past two, and Cris burst into the dining-room with a heated face, afraid lest he should come in for the end of the meal. Whatever might be the hour fixed, dinner had to be on the table to the minute; and it generally was so. Miss Diana was an exacting mistress. Cris burst in, hair untidy, hands unwashed, desperately afraid of losing his share.

He drew a long face. Not a soul was in the room, and the dining-table showed its bright mahogany. Cris rang the bell.

What time do we dine to-day? he asked sharply of the servant who answered it.

At four, sir.

What a nuisance! And I am as hungry as a hunter. Get me something to eat. Here  stop  where are they all?

Madams at home, sir; and I think Miss Octaves at home. The rest are out.

Cris muttered something which was not heard, which perhaps he did not intend should be heard; and when his luncheon was brought in, he sat down to it with great satisfaction. After he had finished, he went to the stables, and by-and-by came in to find his sister.

Octave, I want to take you for a drive. Will you go?

The unwonted attention on her brothers part quite astonished Octave. Before now she had asked him to drive her out, and been met with a rough refusal. Cris was of that class of young men who see no good in overpowering their sisters with attention.

Get your things on at once, said Cris.

Octave felt dubious. She was writing letters to some particular friends with whom she kept up a correspondence, and did not care to be interrupted.

Where is it to go, Cris?

Anywhere. We can drive through Barmester, and so home by the cross-roads. Or well go down the lower road to Barbrook, and go on to Barmester that way.

The suggestion did not offer sufficient attraction to Octave. No, said she, I am busy, and shall not go out this afternoon. I dont care to drive out when theres nothing to go for.

You may as well come. It isnt often I ask you.

No, that it is not, returned Octave, with emphasis. You have some particular motive in asking me now, I know. What is it, Cris?

I want to try my new horse. They say he goes beautifully in harness.

What! that handsome horse you took a fancy to the other day?  that papa said you should not buy?

Cris nodded. They let me have him for forty-five pounds.

Where did you get the money? wondered Octave.

Never you mind. I have paid ten pounds down, and theyll wait for the rest. Will you come?

No, said Octave. I shant go out to-day.

The refusal perhaps was somewhat softened by the dashing up to the door of the dog-cart with the new purchase in it; and Cris ran out. A handsome animal certainly, but apparently restive. Mrs. Chattaway came through the hall, dressed for walking. Cris seized upon her.

Mother, dear, youll go for a drive with me, cried he, caressingly. Octave wont  ill-natured thing!

It was so unusual a circumstance to find herself made much of by her son, spoken to affectionately, that Mrs. Chattaway, in surprise and gratitude, forthwith ascended the dog-cart. I am glad to accompany you, dear, she softly said. I was only going to walk in the garden.

But before Cris had gathered the reins in his hand and taken his place beside her, George Ryle came up, and somewhat hindered the departure.

I have been to Barmester to see Caroline this morning, Mrs. Chattaway, and have brought you a message from Amelia, he said, keeping his hold on the dog-cart as he spoke  as much as he could do so, for the restive animal.

That she wants to come home, I suppose? said Mrs. Chattaway, smiling.

The message I was charged with was, that she would come home, he said, smiling in answer. The fact is, Caroline is coming home for a few days: and Amelia thinks she will be cruelly used unless she is allowed holiday also.

Caroline is coming to the harvest-home?

Yes. I told Amelia  

Holding on any longer became impossible; and George drew back, and took a critical survey of the new horse. Why, it is the horse Allen has had for sale! he exclaimed.

What brings him here, Cris?

I have bought him, shortly answered Cris.

Have you? Mrs. Chattaway, I would advise you not to venture out behind that horse. He has not been broken in for driving.

He has, returned Cris. You mind your own business. Do you think I should drive him if he were not safe? Hes only skittish. I understand horses, I hope, as well as you do.

George turned to Mrs. Chattaway. Do not go with him, he urged. Let Cris try him first alone.

I am not afraid, George, she said, in loving accents. It is not often Cris finds time to drive me. Thank you all the same.

Cris gave the horse its head, and the animal dashed off. George stood watching until a turn in the avenue hid them from view, and then gave utterance to an involuntary exclamation:

Cris has no right to risk the life of his mother.

Not very long afterwards, the skittish horse was flying along the road, with nothing of the dog-cart left behind him, but its shafts.




CHAPTER XX

AN INVASION AT THE PARSONAGE

On the lower road, leading from Trevlyn Farm to Barbrook, stood Barbrook Rectory. A pretty house, covered with ivy, standing in the midst of a flourishing garden, and surrounded by green fields. An exceedingly pretty place for its size, that parsonage  it was never styled anything else  but very small. Fortunately the parsons inhabiting it had none of them owned large families, or they would have been at fault for room.

The present occupant was the Reverend John Freeman. Occupant of the parsonage house, but not incumbent of the living. The living, in the gift of a neighbouring cathedral, was held by one of the chapter; and he delegated his charge (beyond an occasional sermon) to a curate. It had been so in the old time when Squire Trevlyn flourished, and it was so still. Whispers were abroad that when the death of this canon should take place  a very old man, both as to years and occupancy of his prebendal stall  changes would be made, and the next incumbent would have to reside on the living. But this has nothing to do with us, and I dont know why I have alluded to it.

Mr. Freeman had been curate of the place for more than twenty years. He succeeded the Reverend Shafto Dean, of whom you have heard. Mr. Dean had remained at Barbrook only a very short time after his sisters marriage to Joe Trevlyn. That event had not tended to allay the irritation existing between Trevlyn Hold and the parsonage, and on some promotion being offered to Mr. Dean he accepted it. The promotion given him was in the West Indies: he would not have chosen a residence there under happier auspices; but he felt sick of the ceaseless contention of Squire Trevlyn. Mr. Dean went out to the West Indies, and died of fever within six months of his arrival. Mr. Freeman had succeeded him at Barbrook, and Mr. Freeman was there still: a married man, without children.

The parsonage household was very modest. One servant only was kept; and if you have the pleasure of making both ends meet at the end of the year upon the moderate sum of one hundred pounds sterling, you will wonder how even that servant could be retained. But a clergyman has advantages in some points over the rest of the world: at least this one had; his house was rent-free, and his garden supplied more vegetables and fruit than his household could consume. Some of the choicer fruit he sold. His superfluous vegetables he gave away; and many and many a cabbage leaf full of gooseberries and currants did the little parish children look out for, and receive. He was a quiet, pleasant little man of fifty, with a fair face and a fat double chin. Never an ill word had he had with any one in the parish since he came into it. His wife was pleasant, too, and talkative; and would as soon be caught by visitors making puddings in the kitchen, or shelling peas for dinner, as sitting in state in the drawing-room.

At the back of the house, detached from it, was a room called the brewhouse, where sundry abnormal duties, quite out of the regular routine of things, were performed. A boiler was in one corner, a large board or table which would put up or let down at will was under the casement, and the floor was paved. On the morning of the day when Mr. Cris Chattaway contrived to separate his dog-cart from its shafts, or to let his new horse do it for him, of which you will hear more presently, this brewhouse was so filled with steam that you could not see across it. A tall, strong, rosy-faced woman, looking about thirty years of age, was standing over a washing-tub; and in the boiler, bubbling and seething, white linen heaved up and down like the waves of a small sea.

You have seen the woman before, though the chances are you have forgotten all about her. It is Molly, who once lived at Trevlyn Farm. Some five years ago she came to an issue with the ruling potentates, Mrs. Ryle and Nora, and the result was a parting. Since then Molly had been living at the parsonage, and had grown to be valued by her master and mistress. She looks taller than ever, but wears pattens to keep her feet from the wet flags.

Molly was rubbing vigorously at her masters surplice  which shared the benefits of the wash with more ignoble things, when the church-clock striking caused her to pause and glance up through the open window. She was counting the strokes.

Twelve oclock, as Im alive! I knew it must have gone eleven, but never thought it was twelve yet! And nothing out but a handful o coloured things and the flannels! If missis was at home, shed say Id been wasting all my morning gossiping.

An accusation Mrs. Freeman might have made with great truth. There was not a more inveterate gossip than Molly in the parish; and her propensity had lost her her last place.

She turned to the boiler, seized the rolling-pin, and poked down the rising clothes with a fierceness which seemed to wish to make up for the lost hours. Then she dashed open the little iron door underneath, threw on a shovel of coals, and shut it again.

This surplice is wearing as thin as anything in front, soliloquised she, recommencing at the tub. Id better not rub it too much. But its just in the very place where master gets em most dirty. If I were missis, I should line em in front. His other ones going worse. They must cost a smart penny, these surplices. Now, whos that?

Mollys interjection was caused by a flourishing knock at the front-door. It did not please her. She was too busy to answer useless visitors; unless because her master and mistress were out.

I wont go to the door, decided she, in her vexation. Let em knock again, or go away.

The applicant preferred the former course, for a second knock, louder than the first, echoed through the house. Molly brought her wet arms out of the water, dried them, and went on her way grumbling.

Its that bothering Mother Hurnall, I know! And ten to one but shell walk in, under pretence of resting, and poke her nose into my brewhouse, and see how my works getting on. An interfering, mischief-making old toad, and if she does come in, Ill  

Molly had opened the door, and her words came to an abrupt conclusion. Instead of the interfering mischief-maker, there stood a gentleman; a stranger: a tall, oldish man, with a white beard and white whiskers, jet-black eyes, a kindly but firm expression on his sallow face, a carpet-bag in one hand, a large red umbrella in the other.

Molly dropped a dubious curtsey. Beards were not much in fashion in that simple country place, neither were red umbrellas, and her opinion vacillated. Was the gentleman before her some venerable, much-to-be-respected patriarch; or one of those conjurers who frequented fairs in a caravan? Molly had had the gratification of seeing the one perform who came to the last fair, and he wore a white beard.

I have been directed to this house as the residence of the Reverend Mr. Freeman, began the stranger. Is he at home?

No, sir, hes not, replied Molly, dropping another and more assured curtsey. There was something about the strangers voice and straightforward glance which quieted her fears. My master and mistress are both gone out for the day, and wont be home till night.

This seemed a poser for the stranger. He looked at Molly, and Molly looked at him. It is very unfortunate, he said at length. I have come a great many hundred miles, and reckoned very much upon seeing my old friend Freeman. I shall be leaving England again in a few days.

Molly opened her eyes. Come a great many hundred miles, all to see master! she exclaimed.

Not to see him, answered the stranger, with a smile at Mollys simplicity  not that he looked like a smiling man in general, but a very sad one. I had to come to England on business, and I travelled a long way to get here, and shall have to travel the same long way to get back again. I have come from London on purpose to see Mr. Freeman. It is many years since we met, and I thought, if quite agreeable, I would sleep a couple of nights here. Did you ever happen to hear him mention an old friend of his, named Daw?

The name struck on Mollys memory: it was a somewhat peculiar one. Well, yes, I have, sir, she answered. I have heard him speak of a Mr. Daw to my mistress. I think  I think  he lived somewhere over in France, that Mr. Daw. And he was a clergyman. My master lighted upon a ladys death a short time ago in the paper, while I was in the parlour helping my missis with some bed-furniture, and he exclaimed and said it must be Mr. Daws wife.

Right  right in all, said the gentleman. I am Mr. Daw.

He took a small card-case from his pocket, and held out one of its cards to Molly; deeming it well, no doubt, that the woman should be convinced he was really the person he professed to be. I can see but one thing to do, he said, you must give me house-room until Mr. Freeman comes home this evening.

You are welcome, sir. But my goodness! theres nothing in the house for dinner, and Im in the midst of a big wash.

He shook his head as he walked into the parlour  a sunny apartment, redolent of mignonette, boxes of which stood outside the windows. I dont in the least care about dinner, he carelessly observed. A crust of bread, a little fresh butter, and a cup of milk, will do as well for me as anything more substantial.

Molly left him, to see what she could do in the way of entertainment, and take counsel with herself. If it doesnt happen on purpose! she ejaculated. Anything that upsets the order of the house is sure to come on washing day! Well, its no good worrying. The wash must go. If I cant finish to-day, I must finish to-morrow. I think hes what he says he is; and Ive heard them red umbrellas is used in France.

She carried in a tray of refreshment  bread, butter, cheese, milk, and honey, and had adjusted the sleeves of her gown, straightened her hair, put on a clean apron, and taken off her pattens. Mr. Daw detained her whilst he helped himself, asking divers questions; and Molly, nothing loth, ever ready for a gossip, remembered not her exacting brewhouse.

There is a place called Trevlyn Hold in this neighbourhood, is there not?

Right over there, sir, replied Molly, extending her hand. You might see its chimneys but for them trees.

I suppose the young master of Trevlyn has grown into a fine man?

Molly turned up her nose, never supposing but the question alluded to Cris, and Cris was no favourite of hers: a prejudice possibly imbibed during her service at Trevlyn Farm.

I dont call him so, said she, shortly. A weazened-face fellow, with an odd look in his eyes as good as a squint! Hes not much liked about here, sir.

Indeed! Thats a pity. Is he married? I suppose not though, yet. He is young.

Theres many a one gets married younger than he is. But I dont know whod have him, added Molly, in her prejudice. I wouldnt, if I was a young lady.

Who has acted as his guardian? resumed Mr. Daw.

Molly scarcely understood the question. A guardian, sir? Thats somebody that takes care of a childs money, who has no parents, isnt it? He has no guardian that I ever heard of, except its his father.

Mr. Daw laid down his knife. The young master of Trevlyn has no father, he exclaimed.

Indeed he has, sir, returned Molly. What should hinder him?

My good woman, you cannot know what I am talking about. His father died years and years ago. I was at his funeral.

Molly opened her mouth in very astonishment. His father is alive now, sir, at any rate, cried she, after a pause. I saw him ride by this house only yesterday.

They stared at each other, as people at cross-purposes often do. Of whom are you speaking? asked Mr. Daw, at length.

Of Cris Chattaway, sir. You asked me about the young master of Trevlyn Hold. Cris will be its master after his father. Old Chattaways its master now.

Chattaway? Chattaway? repeated the stranger, as if recalling the name. I remember. It was he who  Is Rupert Trevlyn dead? he hastily asked.

Oh, no, sir.

Then why is he not master of Trevlyn Hold?

Well, I dont know, replied Molly, after some consideration. I suppose because Chattaway is.

But surely Rupert Trevlyn inherited it on the death of his grandfather, Squire Trevlyn?

No, he didnt inherit it, sir. It was Chattaway.

So interested in the argument had the visitor become, that he neglected his plate, and was looking at Molly with astonished eyes. Why did he not inherit it? He was the heir.

Its what folks cant rightly make out, answered the woman. Chattaway came in for it, thats certain. But folks have never called him the Squire, though hes as sick as a dog for it.

Who is Mr. Chattaway? What is his connection with the Trevlyns? I forget.

His wife was Miss Edith Trevlyn, the Squires daughter. There was but three of em,  Mrs. Ryle, and her, and Miss Diana. Miss Diana was never married, and I suppose wont be now.

Miss Diana?  Miss Diana? Yes, yes, I recollect, repeated the stranger. It was Miss Diana whom Mrs. Trevlyn  Does Rupert Trevlyn live with Miss Diana? he broke off again.

Yes, sir; they all live at the Hold. The Chattaways, and Miss Diana, and young Mr. Rupert. Miss Diana has been out on a visit these two or three weeks past, but I heard this morning that she had come home.

There was a pretty little girl  Maude  a year older than her brother, proceeded the questioner. Where is she?

Shes at the Hold, too, sir. They were brought to the Hold quite little babies, those two, and they have lived at it ever since, except when theyve been at school. Miss Maudes governess to Chattaways children.

Mr. Daw looked at Molly doubtingly. Governess to Chattaways children? he mechanically repeated.

Molly nodded. She was growing quite at home with her guest. Miss Maude has had the best of educations, they say: plays and sings wonderful; and so they made her the governess.

But has she no fortune  no income? reiterated the stranger, lost in wonder.

Not a penny-piece, returned Molly, decisively. Her and Mr. Rupert havent a halfpenny between em of their own. Hes clerk, or something of that sort, at Chattaways coal mine, down yonder.

But they were the heirs to the estate, the stranger persisted. Their father was son and heir to Squire Trevlyn, and they are his children! How is it? How can it be?

The words were spoken in the light of a remark. Mr. Daw was evidently debating the question with himself. Molly thought the question was put to her.

I dont know the rights of it, sir, was all she could answer. All I can tell you is, the Chattaways have come in for it, and the inheritance is theirs. But theres many a one round about here calls Mr. Rupert the heir to this day, and will call him so, in spite of Chattaway.

He is the heir  he is the heir! reiterated Mr. Daw. I can prove  

Again came that break in his discourse which had occurred before. Molly resumed.

Master will be able to tell you better than me, sir, why the property should have went from Master Rupert to Chattaway. It was him that buried the old Squire, sir, and he was at the Hold after, and heard the Squires will read. Nora told me once that he, the parson, cried shame upon it when he came away. But she was in a passion with Chattaway when she said it, so perhaps it wasnt true. I asked my missis about it one day that we was folding clothes together, but she said she knew nothing about it. She wasnt married then.

Who is Nora? inquired Mr. Daw.

Shes housekeeper and manager at Trevlyn Farm; a sort of relation. It was where I lived before I come here, sir; four year turned I was at that one place. I have always been one to keep my places a good while, added Molly, with pride.

Apparently the boast was lost upon him; he did not seem to hear it. Not heir to Trevlyn! he muttered; not heir to Trevlyn! It puzzles me.

Im sorry masters out, repeated Molly, with sympathy. But you can hear all about it to-night. Theyll be home by seven oclock. Twice a year, or thereabouts, they both go over to stop a day with mississ sister. Large millers they be, fourteen mile off, and live in a great big handsome house, and keep three or four indoor servants. The names Whittaker, sir.

Mr. Daw did not show himself very much interested in the name, or in the worthy millers themselves. He was lost in a reverie. Molly made a movement about the plates and cheese and butter; insinuated the glass of milk under his very nose. All in vain.

Not the heir! he reiterated again; not the heir! And I have been picturing him in my mind as the heir all through these long years!




CHAPTER XXI

THE STRANGER

When Mrs. Chattaway and Cris drove off in the dog-cart, George Ryle did not follow them down the avenue, but turned to pursue his way round the house, which would take him to the fields: a shorter cut to his own land than the road. For a long time after his fathers death, George could not bear to go through the field which had been so fatal to him; but he had lived down the feeling with the aid of that great reconciler  Time.

Happening to cast his eyes on the grounds as he skirted them, which lay on this side the Hold, he saw Rupert Trevlyn. Leaping a dwarf hedge of azaroles, he hastened to him.

Well, old fellow! Taking a nap?

Rupert opened his half-closed eyes, and looked round. I thought it was Cris again! he exclaimed. He was here just now.

Cris has gone out with his mother in the dog-cart. I dont like the horse he is driving, though.

Is it that new horse he has been getting?

Yes; the one Allen had to sell.

Whats the matter with it? asked Rupert. I saw it carrying Allen one day, and thought it a beautiful animal!

It has a vicious temper, as I have been given to understand. And I believe it has never been properly broken in for driving. How do you feel to-day, Rupert?

No great shakes. I wish I was as strong as you, George.

George laughed pleasantly; and his voice, when he spoke, had a soothing sound in it. So you may be, by the time you are as old as I am. Why, you have hardly done growing yet, Rupert. Theres plenty of time for you to get strong.

What brings you up here, George? Anything particular?

I saw Amelia to-day, and brought a message from her to her mother. Caroline is coming to us for the harvest-home, and Amelia wants to come too.

Oh, theyll let her, cried Rupert. The girls can do just as they like.

He, Rupert, leaned his chin on his hand, and began thinking of Amelia Chattaway. She was the oldest of the three younger children, and was at first under the tuition of Maude. But Maude could do nothing with her, the girl liking and taking; in fact she was too old both for Maudes control and instruction, and it was thought well to place her at a good school at Barmester, the school at which Caroline Ryle was being educated. Somehow Ruperts comforts were never added to by the presence of Amelia in the house, and he might have given way to a hope that she would not come home, had he been of a disposition to encourage such feelings.

Octave, who had discerned George Ryle from the windows of the Hold, came out to them, her pink parasol shading her face from the sun. A short time and Miss Trevlyn came home and joined them; next came Maude and her charges. It was quite a merry gathering. Miss Trevlyn unbent from her coldness, as she could do sometimes; Octave was all smiles and suavity, and every one, except Rupert, seemed at ease. Altogether, George Ryle was beguiled into doing what could not be often charged upon him  spending a good part of an afternoon in idleness.

But he went away at last. And as he was turning into the first field  never called anything but the Bull field, by the country people, from the hour of Mr. Ryles accident  he encountered Jim Sanders, eager and breathless.

Whats the matter? asked George. What do you want here?

I was speeding up to the Hold to tell em, sir. Theres been an accident with Mr. Criss dog-cart. I thought Id warn the men up at his place.

What accident? hastily asked George, mentally beholding one sole object, and that was Mrs. Chattaway.

I dont know yet, sir, what it is. I was in the road by the gate, when a horse came tearing along with broken shafts after it. It was that horse of Allens which I saw Mr. Cris driving out an hour ago in his dog-cart, and Madam along of him. So I cut across the fields at once.

You can go on, said George; some of the men will be about. Should you see Miss Diana, or any of the young ladies, take care you say nothing to them. Do you hear?

Ill mind, sir.

Jim Sanders hastened out of the field on his way to the back premises of the Hold, and George flew onwards. When he gained the road, he looked up and down, but could see no traces of the accident. Nothing was in sight. Which way should he turn? Where had it occurred? He began reproaching himself for not asking Jim Sanders which way the horse had been coming from. As he halted in indecision some one suddenly came round the turning of the road lower down. It was Cris Chattaway, with a rueful expression and a gig-whip in his hand.

George made but few strides towards him. What is the worst, Cris? Let me know it.

Ill have him taken in charge and prosecuted, as sure as a gun, raved Cris. I will. Its infamous that these things should be allowed in the public road.

What  the horse? exclaimed George.

Horse be hanged! politely returned Cris, whose irritation was excessive. It wasnt the horses fault. Nothing could go steadier and better than he went all the way and back again, as far as this  

Wheres Mrs. Chattaway? interrupted George.

On the bank, down there. Shes all right; only shaken a bit. The fellows name was on the thing, and I have copied it down, and Ive sent a man off for a constable. Ill teach him that he cant go about the country, plying his trade and frightening gentlemens horses with impunity.

In spite of Criss incoherence and passion, George contrived to gather an inkling of the facts. They had taken a short, easy drive down the lower road and through Barbrook, the horse going (according to Cris) beautifully. But on the road home, in that lonely part between the Hold and Trevlyn Farm, there stood a razor-grinder with his machine, grinding a knife. Whether the whirr of the wheel did not please the horse; whether it was the aspect of the machine; or whether it might be the razor-grinder himself, a somewhat tattered object in a fur cap, the animal no sooner came near, than he began to dance and backed towards the ditch. Cris did his best. He was a good whip and a fearless one; but he could not conquer. The horse turned Mrs. Chattaway into the ditch, relieved his mind by a few kicks, and started off with part of the shafts behind him.

Are you much hurt, dear Mrs. Chattaway? asked George, tenderly, as he bent over her.

She looked up with a smile, but her face was of a death-like whiteness. Fortunately, the ditch, a wide one, was dry; and she sat on the sloping bank, her feet resting in it. The dog-cart lay near, and several gazers, chiefly labouring men, stood around, helplessly staring. The razor-grinder was protesting his immunity from blame, and the hapless machine remained in its place untouched, drawn close to the pathway on the opposite side of the road.

You need not look at me so anxiously, George, Mrs. Chattaway replied, the smile still on her face. I dont believe I am hurt. One of my elbows is smarting, but I really feel no pain anywhere. I am shaken, of course; but thats not much. I wish I had taken your advice, not to sit behind that horse.

Cris says he went beautifully, until he was frightened.

Did Cris say so? It appeared to me that he had trouble with him all the way; but Cris knows, of course. He has gone to the Hold to bring the carriage for me, but I dont care to sit here to be stared at longer than I can help, she added, with a half-smile.

George leaped into the ditch, and partly helped and partly lifted her up the bank, and took her on his arm. She walked slowly, however, and leaned heavily upon him. When they reached the lodge, old Canham was gazing up and down the road, and Ann came out, full of consternation. They had seen the horse with the broken shafts gallop past.

Then theres no bones broke, thank Heaven! said Ann, with tears in her meek eyes.

She drew forward her fathers armchair before the open door, and Mrs. Chattaway sat down in it, feeling she must have air, she said. If I had but a drop o brandy for Madam! cried old Canham, as he stood near leaning all his weight on his stick.

George caught up the words. I will go to the Hold and get some. And before Mrs. Chattaway could stop him, or say that she would prefer not to take the brandy he was away.

Almost at the same moment they heard the fast approach of a horse, and the master of Trevlyn Hold rode in at the gates. To describe his surprise when he saw his wife sitting, an apparent invalid, in old Canhams chair, and old Canham and Ann standing in evident consternation, almost as pale as she was, would be a difficult task. He reined in so quickly that his horse was flung back on its haunches.

Is anything the matter? Has Madam been taken ill?

There has been an accident, sir, answered Ann Canham, with a meek curtsey. Mr. Christopher was driving out Madam in the dog-cart, and they were thrown out.

Mr. Chattaway got off his horse. How did it happen? he asked his wife, an angry expression crossing his face. Was it Criss fault? I hate that random driving of his!

I am not hurt, James; only a little shaken, she replied, with gentleness. Cris was not to blame. There was a razor-grinder in the road, grinding knives, and it frightened the horse.

Which horse was he driving? demanded Mr. Chattaway.

A new one. One he bought from Allen.

The reply did not please Mr. Chattaway. I told Cris he should not buy that horse, he angrily said. Is the dog-cart injured?

It was apparent from the question that Mr. Chattaway had not passed the débris on the road. He must have come the other way, or perhaps across the common. Mrs. Chattaway did not dare to say she believed the dog-cart was very much injured. The shafts are broken, she said, and something more.

Where did it occur? growled Mr. Chattaway.

A little lower down the road. George Ryle came up soon after it happened, and I walked here with him. Cris went on to the Hold to send the carriage, but I shall get home without it.

It might have been worse, Squire, interposed old Canham, who, as a dependant of Trevlyn Hold, felt compelled sometimes to give the Squire his title to his face, though he never would, or did, behind his back. Nothing hardly happens to us, sir, in this world, but whats more eased to us than it might be.

Mr. Chattaway had stood with his horses bridle over his arm. Would you like to walk home with me now? he asked his wife. I can lead the horse.

Thank you, James. I think I must rest here a little longer. I had only just got here when you came up.

Ill send for you, said Mr. Chattaway. Or come back myself when I have left the horse at home. Mr. Cris will hear more than he likes from me about this business.

Such an untoward thing has never happened to Mr. Cris afore, sir, observed Mark Canham. Theres never a better driver than him for miles round. The young heir, now, hes different: a bit timid, I fancy, and  

Who? burst forth Mr. Chattaway, taking his foot from the stirrup, for he was about to mount, and hurling daggers at Mark Canham. The young heir! To whom do you dare apply that title!

Had the old man purposely launched a sly shaft at the master of Trevlyn Hold, or had he spoken inadvertently? He hastened to repair the damage as he best could.

Squire, I be growing old now  more by sickness, though, than by age  and things and people gets moithered together in my mind. In the bygone days, it was a Rupert Trevlyn that was the heir, and I cant at all times call to mind that this Rupert Trevlyn is not so: the name is the same, you see. What has set me to make such a stupid mistake this afternoon, I cant tell, unless it was the gentlemans words that was here but an hour ago. He kept calling Master Rupert the heir; and he wouldnt call him nothing else.

Mr. Chattaways face grew darker. What gentleman was that, pray?

I never see him before in my life, sir, returned old Canham. He was a stranger to the place, and asked all manner of questions about it. He called Master Rupert the heir, and I stopped him, saying he made a mistake, for Master Rupert was not the heir. And he answered I was right so far, that Master Rupert, instead of being the heir of Trevlyn Hold, was its master and owner. I couldnt help staring at him when he said it.

Chattaway felt as if his blood were curdling. Was this the first act in the great drama he had so long dreaded? Where did he come from? What sort of a man was he? he mechanically asked, all symptoms of anger dying away in his sudden fear.

Old Canham shook his head. I dont know nothing about where hes from, sir. He came strolling inside the gates, as folks strange to a place will do, looking about em just for curiositys sake. He saw me sitting at the open window, and he asked what place this was, and I told him it was Trevlyn Hold. He said he thought so, that he had been walking about looking for Trevlyn Hold, and he leaned his arm upon the sill, and put nigh upon a hundred questions to me.

What were the questions? eagerly rejoined Mr. Chattaway.

I should be puzzled to tell you half of em, sir, but they all bore upon Trevlyn Hold. About the Squires death, and the will, and the succession; about everything in short. At last I told him that I didnt know the rightful particulars myself, and hed better go to you or Miss Diana.

Mrs. Chattaway stole a glance at her husband. Her face was paler than the accident had made it; with a more alarmed pallor. The impression clinging to her mind, and of which she had spoken to her husband the previous night  that Rupert Trevlyn was on the eve of being restored to his rights  seemed terribly strong upon her now.

He was a tall, thin, strange-looking man, with a foreign look about him, and a red umberella, continued old Canham. A long white beard he had, sir, like a goat, and an odd hat made of cloth or crape, or some mourning stuff. His tongue wasnt quite like an English tongue, either. I shouldnt wonder but he was a lawyer, Squire: no one else wouldnt surely think of putting such a string of questions  

Did he  did he put the questions as an official person might put them? rapidly interrupted Mr. Chattaway.

Old Canham hesitated; at a loss what precise reply to give. He put em as though he wanted answers to em, returned he at length. He said a word or two, sir, that made me think hed been intimate once with the young Squire, Mr. Joe, and he asked whether his boy or his girl had growed up most like him. He wondered, he said, whether he should know either of em by the likeness, when he came to meet em, as he should do to-day or to-morrow.

And what more? gasped Mr. Chattaway.

There was nothing more, Squire, in particular. He took his elbow off the window-sill, and went through the gates again down the road. It seemed to me as if he had come into the neighbourhood for some special purpose connected with the questions.

It seemed so to some one else also. When the master of Trevlyn Hold mounted his horse and rode him slowly through the avenue towards home, a lively fear, near and terrible, had replaced that vague dread which had so long lain latent in his heart.




CHAPTER XXII

COMMOTION

The beauty of the calm autumn afternoon was marred by the hubbub in the road. The rays of the sun came filtering through the foliage of the trees, the deep blue sky was without a cloud, the air was still and balmy: imparting an idea of peace. But in that dusty highway, so lonely at other times, a crowd of people had gathered, and they talked and swayed, and made much clatter and disturbance.

The affair had got wind. How these affairs do get wind who can tell? It had been exaggerated in the usual fashion. Madam was killed; the dog-cart smashed to pieces; the horse lamed; and Mr. Cris wounded. Half the gaping people who came up believed it all: and the chief hubbub was caused, not so much by discussing the accident, as by endeavouring to explain that its effects were not very disastrous.

The news had travelled with its embellishments to Trevlyn Farm, amidst other places; and it brought out Nora. Without waiting to put anything on, she took her way to the spot. Mrs. Ryle was expecting company that afternoon, and Nora was at leisure and en grande toilette: a black silk gown, its flounces edged with velvet, and a cap of blonde lace trimmed with white flowers. The persons who were gathered on the spot made way for her. The wrecked dog-cart lay partly in the ditch, partly out of it. Opposite was the grinding-machine, its owner now silent and crestfallen, as he inwardly speculated upon what the law could do to him.

Then its not true that Madams killed? cried Nora, after listening to the various explanations.

A dozen voices answered. Madam wasnt hurt to speak of, only a bit shook: she had told them so herself. She had walked off on Mr. George Ryles arm, without waiting for the carriage that Mr. Cris had gone to fetch.

Ill be about that Jim Sanders, retorted Nora, wrathfully. How dare he come in with such tales? He said Madam was lying dead in the road.

She had barely spoken, when the throng standing over the dog-cart was invaded by a new-arrival, one who had been walking in a neighbouring field, and wondered what the collection could mean. The rustics fell back and stared at him: first, because he was a stranger; secondly, because his appearance was somewhat out of the common way; thirdly, because he carried a red umbrella. A tall man with a long white beard, a hat, the like of which had never been seen by country eyes, and a foreign look.

You will at once recognise him for the traveller who had introduced himself at the parsonage as the Reverend Mr. Daw, a friend of its owner. The crowd, having had no such introduction, could only stare, marvelling whether he had dropped from the clouds. He had been out all the afternoon, taking notes of the neighbourhood, and since his conversation with old Canham  which you heard related afterwards to Mr. Chattaway, to that gentlemans intense dread  he had plunged into the fields on the opposite side of the way. There he had remained, musing and wandering, until aroused by the commotion which he speedily joined.

What has happened? he exclaimed. An accident?

The assemblage fell back. Rustics are prone to be suspicious of strangers, if their appearance is peculiar, and not one of them found a ready answer. Nora, however, whose tongue had, perhaps, never been at fault in its whole career, stood her ground.

Theres not much damage done, as far as I can learn, she said, in her usual free manner. The dog-carts the worst of it. There it lies. It was Cris Chattaways own; and I should think it will be a lesson to him not to be so fond of driving strange horses.

Is it to the Chattaways the accident has occurred? asked the stranger.

Nora nodded. She was stooping down to survey more critically the damages done to the dog-cart. Cris Chattaway was driving his mother out, she said, rising. He was trying a strange horse, and this was the result, touching the wheel with her foot. Madam was thrown into the ditch here.

And hurt? laconically asked Mr. Daw.

Only shaken  as they say. But a shaking may be dangerous for one so delicate as Madam Chattaway. A pity but it had been him.

Nora spoke the last word with emphasis so demonstrative that her hearer raised his eyes in wonderment. Of whom do you speak? he said.

Of Chattaway: Madams husband. A shaking might do him good.

You dont like him, apparently, observed the stranger.

I dont know who does, freely spoke Nora.

Ah, said Mr. Daw, quietly. Then I am not singular. I dont.

Do you know him? she rejoined.

But to this the stranger gave no reply; he had evidently no intention of giving any; and the silence whetted Noras curiosity more than any answer could have done, however obscure or mysterious. Perhaps no living woman within a circuit of five miles possessed curiosity equal to that of Nora Dickson.

Where have you known Chattaway? she exclaimed.

It does not matter, said the stranger. He is in the enjoyment of Trevlyn Hold, I hear.

To say I hear, as applied to the subject, imparted the idea that the stranger had only just gained the information. Nora threw her quick black eyes searchingly upon him.

Have you lived in a wood not to know that James Chattaway was possessor of Trevlyn Hold? she said, with her characteristic plainness of speech. He has enjoyed it these twenty years to the exclusion of Rupert Trevlyn.

Rupert Trevlyn is its rightful owner, said the stranger, almost as demonstratively as Nora herself could have spoken.

Ah, said Nora, with a sort of indignant groan, the whole parish knows that. But Chattaway has possession of it, you see.

Why doesnt some one help Rupert Trevlyn to his rights?

Whos to do it? crossly responded Nora. Can you?

Possibly, returned the stranger.

Had the gentleman asserted that he might possibly cause the moon to shine by day instead of by night, Nora could not have shown more intense surprise. Help  him  to  his  rights? she slowly repeated. Do you mean to say you could displace Chattaway?

Possibly, was the repeated answer.

Why  who are you? uttered the amazed Nora.

A smile flitted for a moment over Mr. Daws countenance, the first symptom of a break to its composed sadness. But he gave no reply.

Do you know Rupert Trevlyn? she reiterated.

But even to that there was no direct answer. I came to this place partly to see Rupert Trevlyn, were the words that issued from his lips. I knew his father; he was my dear friend.

Who can he be? was the question reiterating itself in Noras active brain. Are you a lawyer? she asked, the idea suddenly occurring to her: as it had, you may remember, to old Canham.

Mr. Daw coughed. Lawyers are keen men, was his answering remark, and Nora could have beaten him for its vagueness. But before she could say more, an interruption occurred.

This conversation had been carried on aloud; neither the stranger nor Nora having deemed it necessary to speak in undertones. The consequence of which was, that those in the midst of whom they stood had listened with open ears, drawing their own deductions  and very remarkable deductions some of them were. The knife-grinder  though a stranger to the local politics, and totally uninterested in them  had listened with the rest. One conclusion he hastily came to, was, that the remarkable-looking gentleman with the white beard was a lawyer; and he pushed himself to the front.

You be a lawyer, master, he broke in, with some excitement. Would you mind telling of me whether they can harm me. If I aint at liberty to ply my trade under a roadside hedge but I must be took up and punished for it, why, its a fresh wrinkle Ive got to learn. Ive done it all my life; others in the same trade does it; can the law touch us?

Mr. Daw had turned in wonderment. He had heard nothing of the grinding-machine in connection with the accident, and the mans address was unintelligible. A score of voices hastened to enlighten him, but before it was well done, the eager knife-grinders voice rose above the rest.

Can the laws touch me for it, master?

I cannot tell you, was the answer.

The mans low brow scowled fitfully: he was somewhat ill-looking to the eye of a physiognomist. Whatll it cost? he roughly said, taking from his pocket a bag in which was a handful of copper money mixed with a sprinkling of small silver. I might know. A lawyer wouldnt give nothing for nothing, but Ill pay. If the laws can be down upon me for grinding a knife in the highway open to the world, all I can say is, that the laws is infamous.

He stood looking at the stranger, with an air of demand, not of supplication  and rather insulting demand, too. Mr. Daw showed no signs of resenting the incipient insolence; on the contrary, his voice took a kind and sympathising tone.

My good man, you may put up your money. I can give you no information about the law, simply because I am ignorant of its bearing on these cases. In the old days, when I was an inhabitant of England, I have seen many a machine such as yours plying its trade in the public roads, and the law, as I supposed, could not touch them, neither did it attempt to. But that may be altered now: there has been time enough for it; years and years have passed since I last set foot on English soil.

The razor-grinder thrust his bag into his pocket again, and began to push back to the spot whence he had come. The mob had listened with open ears, but had gained little further information. Whether he was a lawyer or whether he was not; where he had come from, and what his business was amongst them, unless it was the placing of young Rupert Trevlyn in possession of his rights, they could not tell.

Nora could not tell  and the fact did not please her. If there was one thing provoked Nora Dickson more than all else, it was to have her curiosity unsatisfied. She felt that she had been thwarted now. Turning away in a temper, speaking not a syllable to the stranger by way of polite adieu, she began to retrace her steps to Trevlyn Farm, holding up the flounces of her black silk gown, that they might not come into contact with the dusty road.

But  somewhat to her surprise  she found the mysterious stranger had also extricated himself from the mob, and was following her. Nora was rather on the high ropes just then, and would not notice him. He, however, accosted her.

By what I gathered from a word or two you let fall, I should assume that you are a friend of Rupert Trevlyns, maam?

I hope I am, said Nora, mollified at the prospect of enlightenment. Few folks about here but are friends to him, unless its Chattaway and his lot at the Hold.

Then perhaps you will have no objection to inform me  if you can inform me  how it was that Mr. Chattaway came into possession of the Hold, in place of young Rupert Trevlyn. I cannot understand how it could possibly have been. Until I came here to-day, I never supposed but the lad, Rupert, was Squire of Trevlyn Hold.

Perhaps youll first of all tell me what you want the information for? returned Nora. I dont know who you are, sir, remember.

You heard me say I was a friend of his fathers; I should like to be a friend to the boy. It appears to me to be a monstrous injustice that he should not have succeeded to the estate of his ancestors. Has he been legally deprived of it?

As legally as a properly-made will could deprive him, was the reply of Nora. Legality and justice dont always go together in our parts: I dont know what they may do in yours.

Joe Trevlyn  my friend  was the direct heir to Trevlyn Hold. Upon his death his son became the heir. Why did he not succeed?

There are folks that say he was cheated out of it, replied Nora, in very significant tones.

Cheated out of it?

It is said the news of Ruperts birth was never suffered to reach the ears of Squire Trevlyn. That the Squire went to his grave, never knowing he had a grandson in the direct male line  went to it after willing the estate to Chattaway.

Kept from it by whom? eagerly cried Mr. Daw.

By those who had an interest in keeping it from him  Chattaway and Miss Diana Trevlyn. It is so said, I say: I dont assert it. There may be danger in speaking too openly to a stranger, candidly added Nora.

There is no danger in speaking to me, he frankly said. I have told you the truth  that I am a friend of young Rupert Trevlyns. Chattaway is not a friend of mine, and I never saw him in my life.

Nora, won over to forget caution and ill-temper, opened her heart to the stranger. She told him all she knew of the fraud; told him of Ruperts friendlessness, his undesirable position at the Hold. Noras tongue, set going upon any grievance she felt strongly, could not be stopped. They walked on until the fold-yard gate of Trevlyn Farm was reached. There Nora came to a halt. And there she was in the midst of a concluding oration, delivered with forcible eloquence, and there the stranger was listening eagerly, when they were interrupted by George Ryle.

Nora ceased suddenly. The stranger looked round, and seeing a gentleman-like man who evidently belonged in some way to Nora, lifted his hat. George returned it.

Its somebody strange to the place, unceremoniously pronounced Nora, by way of introducing him to George. He was asking about Rupert Trevlyn.




CHAPTER XXIII

COMING VERY CLOSE

If they had possessed extraordinarily good eyes, any one of the three, they might have detected a head peering at them over a hedge about two fields off, in the direction of Trevlyn Hold. The head was Mr. Chattaways. That gentleman rode home from the lodge, after hearing old Canhams account of the mysterious visit, in a state not to be described. Encountering Miss Diana, he despatched her with Octave to the lodge to see after his wife; he met George Ryle, and told him his services were no further needed  Madam wanted neither him nor the brandy; he sent his horse to the stable, and went indoors: all in a confused state of agitation, as if he scarcely knew what he was about.

Dinner was ready; the servants were perplexed at no ones coming in for it, and they asked if the Squire would sit down without Madam. He sit down to dinner  in that awful uncertainty? No; rather would he steal out and poke and pry about until he had learned something.

He left the house and plunged into the fields. He did not go back down the avenue, openly past the lodge into the road: cowards, with their fear upon them, prowl about stealthily  as Chattaway was doing now. Very grievously was the fear upon him.

He walked hither and thither: he stood for some minutes in the field which had once been so fatal to poor Mr. Ryle; his arms were folded, his head was bent, his newly-awakened imagination was in full play. He crept to the outer field, and walked under cover of its hedge until he came opposite all that hubbub and confusion. There he halted, found himself a peep-hole, and took in by degrees all that was to be seen: the razor-grinder and his machine, the dog-cart and its dilapidations, and the mob. Eagerly, anxiously did his restless eyes scan that mob; but he, upon whom they hoped to rest, was not amongst them. For you may be sure Mr. Chattaway was searching after none but the dreaded stranger. Miserly as he was, he would have given a ten-pound note out of his pocket to obtain only a moments look at him. He had been telling over all the enemies he had ever made, as far as he could remember them. Was it one of those?  some one who owed him a grudge, and was taking this way of paying it? Or was it a danger coming from a totally unknown quarter? Ten pounds! Chattaway would have given fifty then for a good view of the stranger; and his eyes were unmindful of the unfriendly thorns, in their feverish anxiety to penetrate to the very last of that lazy throng, idling away the summers afternoon.

The stranger was certainly not amongst them. Chattaway knew every chattering soul there. Some of his unconscious labourers made a part, and he only wished he dared appear and send them flying. But he did not care to do so. If ever there was a cautious man where he and his interests were concerned, it was Chattaway; and he would not run the risk of meeting this man face to face. No, no; rather let him get a birds-eye view of him first, that he might be upon his guard.

The state of the dog-cart did not by any means tend to soothe his feelings; neither did the sight of George Ryle, who passed through the crowd in the direction of his own home. He could see what a pretty penny it would take to repair the one; he knew not how many pounds it might take to set right any mischief being hatched by the other. Mr. Chattaway turned away. He bore along noiselessly by the side of the hedge, and then over a stile into a lower field, and then into another. That brought Trevlyn Farm under his vision, and  and  what did his restless eyes catch sight of?

Leaning on the fold-yard gate, dressed in a style not often seen, stood Nora Dickson; on the other side was George Ryle, and with him one who might be recognised at the first glance  the strange-looking man, with his white hair, his red umbrella, and his queer hat, as described by old Canham. There could be no mistake about it; he it was: and the perspiration poured off the master of Trevlyn Hold in his mortal fear.

What were they hatching, those three? That it looked suspicious must be confessed, to one whose fears were awakened as were Chattaways; for their heads were in close contact, and their attention was absorbed. Was he stopping at Trevlyn Farm, this man of treason? Undoubtedly: or why should Nora Dickson be decked out in company attire? Chattaway had always believed George Ryle to be a rogue, but now he knew him to be one.

It was a pity Chattaway could not be listening as well as peeping. He would only have heard the gentleman explain to George Ryle who he was; his name, his calling, and where he was visiting in Barbrook. So far, Chattaways doubts would have been at rest; but he would have heard no worse. George was less impulsive than Nora, and would not be likely to enter on the discussion of the claims of Rupert Trevlyn versus Chattaway, with a new acquaintance.

A very few minutes, and they separated. The conversation had been general since George came up; not a word having been said that could have alarmed intruding ears. Nora hastened indoors; George turned off to his rick-yard; and the stranger stood in the road and gazed leisurely about him, as though considering the points for a sketch. Presently he disappeared from Chattaways view.

That gentleman, taking a short time to recover himself, came to the conclusion that he might as well disappear also, in the direction of his home; where no doubt dinner was arrested, and its hungry candidates speculating upon what could have become of the master. It was of no use remaining where he was. He had ascertained one point  the dreaded enemy was an utter stranger to him. More than that he did not see that he could ascertain, in this early stage.

He wiped his damp face and set forth on his walk home, stepping out pretty briskly. It was as inadvisable to make known his fears abroad as to proclaim them at home. Were only an inkling to become known, it seemed to Chattaway that it would be half the business towards wresting Trevlyn Hold from him.

As he walked on, his courage partially came back to him, and the reaction once set in, his hopes went up, until he almost began to despise his recent terror. It was absurd to suppose this stranger could have anything to do with himself and Rupert Trevlyn. He was merely an inquisitive traveller looking about the place for his amusement, and in so doing had picked up bits of gossip, and was seeking further information about them  all to while away an idle hour. What a fool he had been to put himself into a fever for nothing.

These consoling thoughts drowning the minds latent dread  or rather making pretence to do so, for that the dread was there still, Chattaway was miserably conscious  he went on increasing his speed. At last, in turning into another field, he nearly knocked down a man running in the same direction, who had come up at right angles with him: a labourer named Hatch, who worked on his farm.

It was a good opportunity to let off a little of his ill-humour, and he demanded where the man had been skulking, and why he was away from his work. Hatch answered that, hearing of the accident to Madam and the young Squire, he and his fellow-labourers had been induced to run to the spot in the hope of affording help.

Help! said Mr. Chattaway. You went off to see what there was to be seen, and for nothing else, leaving the rick half made. I have a great mind to dock you of a half-days pay. Is there so much to look at in a broken dog-cart, that you and the rest of you must neglect my work?

The man took off his hat and rubbed his head gently: his common resort in a quandary. They had hindered a great deal more time than was necessary; and had certainly not bargained for its coming to the knowledge of the Squire. Hatch, too simple or too honest to invent excuses, could only make the best of the facts as they stood.

Twasnt the dog-cart kept us, Squire. Twas listening to a strange-looking gentleman; a man with a white beard and a red umberellar. He were talking about Trevlyn Hold, saying it belonged to Master Rupert, and he were going to help him to it.

Chattaway turned away his face. Instinct taught him that even this stolid serf should not see the cold moisture that suddenly oozed from every pore. What did he say? he cried, in accents of scorn.

Hatch considered. And you must not too greatly blame the exaggerated reply. Hatch did not purposely deceive his master; but he did what a great many of us are apt to do  he answered according to the impression made on his imagination. He and the rest of the listeners had drawn their own conclusions, and in accordance with those conclusions he now spoke.

He said for one thing, Squire, as he didnt like you  

How does he know me? Mr. Chattaway interrupted.

Nora Dickson asked him, but he wouldnt answer. Hes a lawyer, and  

How do you know hes a lawyer? again interrupted Mr. Chattaway.

Because he said it, was the prompt reply. And the man had no idea that it was an incorrect one. He as much believed the white-bearded stranger to be a lawyer as that he himself was a day-labourer. He said he had come to help Master Rupert to his rights, and displace you from em. Our hairs stood on end to hear him, Squire.

Who is he?  where does he come from? And to save his very life Chattaway could not have helped the words issuing forth in gasps.

He never said where he come from  save he hadnt been in England for many a year. We was a wondering among ourselves where he come from, after he walked off with Nora Dickson.

Does she know?

No, she dont, Squire. He come up while she were standing there, and she wondered who he were, as we did. Twere through her asking him questions that he said so much.

But  what has he to do with my affairs?  what has he to do with Rupert Trevlyn? passionately rejoined Mr. Chattaway.

It was a query Hatch was unable to answer. He said he were a friend of the dead heir, Mr. Joe  I mind well he said that  and he had come to this here place partly to see Master Rupert. He didnt seem to know afore as Master Rupert had not got the Hold, and Nora Dickson asked if hed lived in a wood not to know that. So then he said he should help him to his rights, and Nora said, What! displace Chattaway? and he said, Yes. We was took aback, Squire, and stopped a bit longer maybe than we ought. It was that kep us from the rick.

Every pulse beating, every drop of blood coursing in fiery heat, the master of Trevlyn Hold reached his home. He went in, and left his hat in the hall, and entered the dining-room, as a man in some awful dream. A friend of Joe Trevlyns!  come to help Rupert to his rights!  to displace him! The words rang their changes on his brain.

They had not waited dinner. It had been Miss Dianas pleasure that it should be commenced, and Mr. Chattaway took a seat mechanically. Mechanically he heard that his wife had declined partaking of it  had been ill when she reached home; that Rupert, after a hasty meal, had gone upstairs to lie down, at the recommendation of Miss Diana; that Cris had now gone off to the damaged dog-cart. He was as a man stunned, and felt utterly unnerved. He sat down, but found he could not swallow a mouthful.

The cloth was removed and dessert placed upon the table. After taking a little fruit, the younger ones dispersed; Maude went upstairs to see how Mrs. Chattaway was; the rest to the drawing-room. The master of Trevlyn Hold paced the carpet, lost in thought. The silence was broken by Miss Diana.

Squire, I am not satisfied with the appearance of Rupert Trevlyn. I fear he may be falling into worse health than usual. It must be looked to, and more care taken of him. I intend to buy him a pony to ride to and fro between here and Blackstone.

Had Miss Diana expressed her intention of purchasing ten ponies for Rupert, it would have made no impression then on Chattaway. In his terrible suspense and fear, a pony more or less was an insignificant thing, and he received the announcement in silence, to the intense surprise of Miss Diana, who had expected to see him turn round in a blaze of anger.

Are you not well? she asked.

Well? Quite well. I  I over-heated myself riding, and  and feel quite chilly now. What should hinder my being well? he continued, resentfully.

I say I shall buy a pony for Rupert. Those walks to Blackstone are too much for him. I think it must be that which is making him feel so ill.

I wish youd not bother me! peevishly rejoined Chattaway. Buy it, if you like. What do I care?

Ill thank you to be civil to me, Mr. Chattaway, said Miss Diana, with emphasis. It is of no use your being put out about this business of Cris and the accident; and thats what you are, I suppose. Fretting over it wont mend it.

Mr. Chattaway caught at the mistake. It was such an idiotic trick, to put an untried horse into harness, and let it smash the dog-cart! he cried. Cris did it in direct disobedience, too. I had told him he should not buy that horse.

Cris does many things in disobedience, calmly rejoined Miss Diana. I hope it has not injured Edith.

She must have been foolish  

A ring at the hall-bell  a loud, long, imperative ring  and Mr. Chattaways voice abruptly stopped. He stopped: stopped and stood stock still in the middle of the room, eyes and ears open, his whole senses on the alert. A prevision rushed over him that the messenger of evil had come.

Are you expecting any one? inquired Miss Diana.

Be still, cant you? almost shrieked Chattaway. Her voice hindered his listening.

They were opening the hall-door, and Chattaways face was turning livid. James came into the room.

A gentleman, sir, is asking to see Mr. Rupert.

What gentleman? interposed Miss Diana, before Chattaway could move or look.

I dont know him, maam. He seems strange to the place; has a white beard, and looks foreign.

He wants Mr. Rupert, did you say?

When I opened the door, first, maam, he asked if he could see young Squire Trevlyn; so I wanted to know who he meant, and said my master, Mr. Chattaway, was the Squire, and he replied that he meant Master Rupert, the son of Squire Trevlyns heir, Mr. Joe, who had died abroad. He is waiting, maam.

Chattaway turned his white face upon the man. His trembling hands, his stealthy movements, showed his abject terror; even his very voice, which had dropped to a whisper.

Mr. Ruperts in bed, and cant be seen, James. Go and say so.

Miss Diana had stood in amazement  first, at Jamess message; secondly, at Mr. Chattaways strange demeanour. Why, who is it? she cried to the servant.

He didnt give his name, maam.

Will you go, James? hoarsely cried Mr. Chattaway. Go and get rid of the man.

But he shall not get rid of him, interrupted Miss Diana. I shall see the man. It is the strangest message I ever heard in my life. What are you thinking of, Squire?

Stop where you are! returned Mr. Chattaway, arresting Miss Dianas progress. Do you hear, James? Go and get rid of this man. Turn him out, at any cost.

Did Mr. Chattaway fear the visitor had come to take possession of the house in Ruperts name? Miss Diana could only look at him in astonishment. His face wore the hue of death; he was evidently almost beside himself with terror. For once in her life she did not assert her will, but suffered James to leave the room and get rid of the visitor in obedience to Mr. Chattaway.

He appeared to have no trouble in accomplishing it. A moment, and the hall-door was heard to close. Chattaway opened that of the dining-room.

What did he say?

He said nothing, sir, except that hed call again.

James, does he  does he look like a madman? cried Mr. Chattaway, his tone changing to what might almost be called entreaty. Is he insane, do you think? I could not let a madman enter the house, you know.

I dont know, sir, Im sure. His words were odd, but he didnt seem mad.

Mr. Chattaway closed the door and turned to his sister-in-law, who was more puzzled than she had ever been in her life.

I think it is you who are mad, Chattaway.

Hush, Diana! I have heard of this man before. Sit down, and I will tell you about him.

He had come to a rapid conclusion that it would be better to confide to her the terrible news come to light. Not his own fears, or the dread which had lain deep in his heart: only this that he had heard.

We have seen how the words of the stranger had been exaggerated by Hatch to Mr. Chattaway, and perhaps he now unconsciously exaggerated Hatchs report. Miss Diana listened in consternation. A lawyer!  come down to depose them from Trevlyn Hold, and institute Rupert in it! I never heard of such a thing! she exclaimed. He cant do it, you know, Chattaway.

Chattaway coughed ruefully. Of course he cant. At least I dont see how he can, or how any one else can. My opinion is that the man must be mad.

Miss Diana was falling into thought. A friend of Joes? she mused aloud. Chattaway, could Joe have left a will?

Nonsense! said Chattaway. If Joe Trevlyn did leave a will, it would be null and void. He died in his fathers lifetime, and the property was not his to leave.

True. There can be no possibility of danger, she added, after a pause. We may dismiss all fear as the idle wind.

I wonder whether Rupert knows anything about this?

Rupert! What should he know about it?

I cant say, returned Mr. Chattaway, significantly. I think Ill go up and ask him, he added, in a sort of feverish impulse.

Without a moments pause he hastened upstairs to Ruperts room. But the room was empty!

Mr. Chattaway stood transfixed. He had fully believed Rupert to be in bed, and the silent bed, impressed, seemed to mock him. A wild fear came over him that Ruperts pretence of going to bed had been a ruse  he had gone out to meet that dangerous stranger.

He flew down the stairs as one possessed; shouting Rupert! Rupert! The household stole forth to look at him, and the walls echoed the name. But from Rupert himself there came no answer. He was not in the Hold.




CHAPTER XXIV

A MEETING AT MARK CANHAMS

Ruperts leaving the Hold, however, had been a very innocent matter. The evening sun was setting gloriously, and he thought he would stroll out for a few minutes before going to his room. When he reached the lodge he went in and flung himself down on the settle, opposite old Canham and his pipe.

Hows Madam? asked the old man. What an accident it might have been!

So it might, assented Rupert, Madam will be better after a nights rest. Cris might have killed her. I wonder how hed have felt then?

When Rupert came to an anchor, no matter where, he was somewhat unwilling to move from it. The settle was not a comfortable seat; rather the contrary; but Rupert kept to it, talking and laughing with old Canham. Ann was at the window, catching what remained of the fading light for her sewing.

Heres that strange gentleman again, father! she suddenly exclaimed in a whisper.

Old Canham turned his head, and Rupert turned his. The gentleman with the beard was going by in the direction of Trevlyn Hold as if about to make a call there.

Ay, thats him, cried old Canham.

What a queer-looking chap! exclaimed Rupert. Who is he?

I cant make out, was old Canhams reply. Me and Ann have been talking about him. He came strolling inside the gates this afternoon with a red umberellar, looking here and looking there, and at last he see us, and come up and asked what place this was; and when I told him it was Trevlyn Hold, he said Trevlyn Hold was what he had been seeking for, and he stood there talking a matter o twenty minutes, leaning his arms on the window-sill. He thought you was the Squire, Master Rupert. He had a red umberellar, repeated old Canham, as if the fact were remarkable.

Rupert glanced up in surprise. Thought I was the Squire?

He came into this neighbourhood, he said, believing nothing less but that you were the rightful Squire, and couldnt make out why you were not: he had been away from England a many years, and had believed it all the while. He said you were the true Squire, and you should be helped to your right.

Why! who can he be? exclaimed Rupert, in excitement.

Ah, thats it  who can he be? returned old Canham. Me and Ann have been marvelling. He said that he used to be a friend of the dead heir, Mr. Joe. Master Rupert, who knows but he may be somebody come to place you in the Hold?

Rupert was leaning forward on the settle, his elbow on his knee, his eye fixed on old Canham.

How could he do that? he asked after a pause. How could any one do it?

Its not for us to say how, Master Rupert. If anybody in these parts could have said, maybe youd have been in it long before this. That there stranger is a cute un, I know. White beards always is a sign of wisdom.

Rupert laughed. Look here, Mark. It is no good going over that ground again. I have heard about my rights until I am tired. The subject vexes me; it makes me cross from its very hopelessness. I wish I had been born without rights.

This stranger, when he called you the heir of Trevlyn Hold, and I told him you were not the heir, said I was right; you were not the heir, but the owner, persisted old Canham.

Then he knew nothing about it, returned Rupert. Its impossible that Chattaway can be put out of Trevlyn Hold.

Master Rupert, there has always been a feeling upon me that he will be put out of it, resumed old Canham. He came to it by wrong, and wrong never lasts to the end without being righted. Who knows that the same feeling aint on Chattaway? He turned the colour o my Sunday smock when I told him of this strangers having been here and what hed said.

Did you tell him? quickly cried Rupert.

I did, sir. I didnt mean to, but it come out incautious-like. I called you the young heir to his face, and excused myself by saying the stranger had been calling you so, and I spoke out the same without thought. Then he wanted to know what stranger, and all about him. It was when Madam was resting here after the accident. Chattaway rode by and saw her, and got off his horse: it was the first he knew of the accident. If what I said didnt frighten him, I never had a days rheumatiz in my life. His face went as white as Madams.

Chattaway go white! scoffed Rupert. What next? I tell you what it is, Mark; you fancy things. Aunt Edith may have been white; she often is; but not he. Chattaway knows that Trevlyn Hold is his, safe and sure. Nothing can take it from him  unless Squire Trevlyn came to life again, and made a fresh will. Hes not likely to do that, Mark.

No; hes not likely to do that, assented the old man. Once were out of this world, Master Rupert, we dont come back again. The injustice we have left behind us cant be repaired that way.

Rupert rose. He went to the window, opened it, and leaned out whistling. He was tired of the subject as touching himself; had long looked upon it as an unprofitable theme. As he stood there enjoying the calmness of the evening the tall man with the white beard came back again down the avenue.

Mr. Daw, for he it was, had the red umbrella in his hand. He turned his head to the window as he passed it, looked steadily at Rupert, paused, went close up, and put his hand on Ruperts arm.

You are Rupert Trevlyn?

Yes, replied Rupert.

I should have known you anywhere from your resemblance to your father; I should have known you had I met you in the crowded streets of London. You are wonderfully like him.

Where did you know my father? inquired Rupert.

Instead of answering, the stranger opened the house-door and stepped into the room. Ann curtseyed; old Canham rose and stood with his hat in his hand  that white beard seemed to demand respect. He  the stranger  took Ruperts hand in his.

I have been up to the house to inquire for you: but they told me you were not well, and had gone to rest.

Did they? said Rupert. I had intended to lie down, but the evening was so pleasant that I came out instead. You spoke of my father: did you know him?

I knew him very well, said the stranger, taking the seat Ann had been dusting before offering; a ceremony she apparently considered a mark of respect. Though my acquaintance with him was short, it was close. Do you know who baptized you?

No, replied Rupert, rather astonished at the question.

I did. I christened your sister Maude; I baptized you. You were to be christened in England, your mother said, but she wished you baptized ere the journey commenced, and I did it when you were only a day old. Ah, poor thing! she hoped to make the journey with you when she should be strong enough; but another journey claimed her  that of death! Before you were two days old she died. It was I who wrote to announce your birth to Squire Trevlyn; it was I who, by the next post, announced your mothers death. It was I  my young friend, it was I  who buried your father and your mother.

You are a clergyman, then? said Rupert, somewhat dubious about the beard, and the very unclerical cut of the stranger altogether.

It may be that Mr. Daw noticed the doubtful glances, and entered upon an explanation. How, when a working curate, he had married a young lady of fortune, but of delicate health, and had gone abroad with her, throwing up for the time his clerical preferment. The doctors had said that a warm climate was essential to her; as they had said, if you remember, in the case of Joe Trevlyn. It happened that both parties sought the same place  the curate and his wife, Joe and Mrs. Trevlyn  and a close friendship sprang up between them. A short time and Joe Trevlyn died; a shorter time still, and his wife died. There was no English clergyman near the spot, and Mr. Daw gave his services. He baptized the children; he buried the parents. His own fate was a happier one, for his wife lived. She lived, but did not grow strong. It may be said  you have heard of such cases  that she only existed from day to day. She had so existed all through those long years; from that time until within a few months of this. If you attempt to take her back to England, she will not live a month, the local medical men had said; and perhaps they were right. He had gone to the place for a few months sojourn, and never left it for over twenty years. It reads like a romance. His wifes fortune had enabled him to live comfortably, and in a pecuniary point of view there was no need to seek preferment or exercise his calling. He would never seek it now. Habit and use are second nature, and the Reverend William Daw had learnt to be an idle man; to love the country of his adoption, his home in the Pyrenees; to believe that its genial climate had become necessary to himself. His business in England concluded (it was connected with his late wifes will), he was hastening back to it. Had preferment been offered him, he would have doubted his ability to fulfil its duties after so many years of leisure. The money that was his wifes would be his for the remainder of his days; so on that score he was at rest. In short, the Reverend William Daw had degenerated into a useless man; one to whom all exertion had become a trouble. He honestly confessed to it now, as he sat before Rupert Trevlyn; told him he had been content to live wholly for the country of his adoption, almost completely ignoring his own; had kept up no correspondence with it. Of friends he could, as a young curate, boast but few, and he had been at no pains to keep them. At first he had believed that six or twelve months would be the limit of his absence from England, and he was content to let friendships await his return. But he did not return; and the lapsed correspondence was too pleasant to his indolent tastes to be reopened. He told all this quietly now to Rupert Trevlyn, and said that to it he owed his ignorance of the deposition of Rupert from Trevlyn Hold. Mr. Freeman was one of his few old college friends, and he might have heard all about it years ago had he only written to him.

I cannot understand how Mr. Chattaway should have succeeded, he cried, bending his dark eyes upon Rupert. I can scarcely believe the fact now; it has amazed me, as one may say. Had there been no direct male heir; had your father left only Maude, for instance, I could have understood its being left away from her, although it would have been unjust.

The property is not entailed, said Rupert.

I am aware of that. During the last few months of your fathers life, we were like brothers, and I knew all particulars as well as he did. He had married in disobedience to his fathers will, but he never for a moment glanced at the possibility of disinheritance. I cannot understand why Squire Trevlyn should have willed the estate from his sons children.

He only knew of Maude  as they say.

Still less can I understand how Mr. Chattaway can keep it. Were an estate willed to me, away from those who had a greater right to it, I should never retain it. I could not reconcile it to my conscience to do so. How can Mr. Chattaway?

Rupert laughed  he believed that conscience and Mr. Chattaway had not a great deal to do with each other. It is not much Mr. Chattaway would give up voluntarily, he observed. Were my grandfather alive, Chattaway would not resign Trevlyn Hold to him, unless forced to it.

Old Canham could contain himself no longer. The conversation did not appear to be coming to the point. Be you going to help young Master Rupert to regain his rights, sir? he eagerly asked.

I would  if I knew how to do it, said Mr. Daw. I shall certainly represent to Mr. Chattaway the injustice  the wicked injustice  of the present state of things. When I wrote to the Squire on the occasion of your birth and Mrs. Trevlyns death, looking at Rupert, the answers to me were signed J. Chattaway,  the writer being no doubt this same Mr. Chattaway. He wrote again, after Squire Trevlyns death, requesting me to despatch the nurse and children to England.

Oh, yes, said Rupert carelessly, it was safe enough for us to come then. Squire Trevlyn dead, and the estate willed to Chattaway, there was no longer danger from me. If my grandfather had got to know that I was in existence, there would have been good-bye to Chattaways ambition. At least people say so; I dont know.

The indifferent tone forcibly struck Mr. Daw. Dont you feel the injustice? he asked. Dont you care that Trevlyn Hold should be yours?

I have grown up seeing the estate Chattaways, and I suppose I dont feel it as I ought to. Of course, I should like it to be mine, but as it never can be mine, it is as well not to think about it. Have you heard of the Trevlyn temper? he continued, a merry smile dancing in his eyes as he threw them on the stranger.

I have.

They tell me I have inherited it, as I suppose a true Trevlyn ought to do. Were I to think too much of the injustice, it might rouse the temper; and it would answer no end, you know.

Yes, I have heard of the Trevlyn temper, repeated the stranger. I have heard what it did for the first heir, Rupert Trevlyn.

But it did not do it for him, passionately returned Rupert. I never heard until the other day  not so many hours ago  of the slur that was cast upon his name. It was not he who shot the man; he had no hand in it: it was proved so later. Ask old Canham.

Well, well, said the stranger, its all past and done with. Poor Joe reposed every confidence in me; treating me as a brother. It was a singular coincidence that the Squires sons should both die abroad. I hope, he added, looking kindly at Rupert, that yours will be a long life. Are you  are you strong?

The question was put hesitatingly. He had heard from Nora that Rupert was not strong; and now that he saw him he was painfully struck with his delicate appearance. Rupert answered bravely.

I should be very well if it were not for that confounded Blackstone walk night and morning. Its that knocks me up.

Chattaway had no call to put him to it, sir, interrupted Mark Canham again. Its not work for a Trevlyn.

Not for the heir of Trevlyn Hold, acquiesced the stranger. But I must be going. I have not seen my friend Freeman yet, and should like to be at the railway station when he arrives. What time shall I see you in the morning? he added, to Rupert. And what time can I see Mr. Chattaway?

You can see me at any time, replied Rupert. But I cant answer for him. He breakfasts early, and generally goes out afterwards.

Had the Reverend William Daw been able to glance through a few trunks of trees, he might have seen Mr. Chattaway then. For there, hidden amidst the trees of the avenue, only a few paces from the lodge, was he.

Mr. Chattaway was pretty nearly beside himself that night. When he found that Rupert Trevlyn was not in the house, vague fears, to which he did not wait to give a more tangible name, rushed over his imagination. Had Rupert stolen from the house to meet this dangerous stranger clandestinely? He  Chattaway  scarcely knowing what he did, seized his hat and followed the stranger down the avenue, when he left the Hold after his fruitless visit.

Not to follow him openly and say, What is your business with Rupert Trevlyn? Cords would not have dragged Mr. Chattaway into that dreaded presence until he was sure of his ground.

He stole down with a fleet foot on the soft grass beside the avenue, and close upon the lodge he overtook the stranger. Mr. Chattaway glided into the trees.

Peeping from his hiding-place, he saw the stranger pause before the lodge window: heard him accost Rupert Trevlyn; watched him enter. And there he had been since,  altogether in an agony both of mind and body.

Do as he would, he could not hear their conversation. The sound of voices came upon him through the open window, but not the words spoken: and nearer he dared not go.

Hark! they were coming out. Chattaways eyes glared and his teeth were set, as he cautiously looked round. The mans ugly red umbrella was in one hand; the other was laid on Ruperts shoulder. Will you walk with me a little way? he heard the stranger say.

No, not this evening, was Ruperts reply. I must go back to the Hold.

But he, Rupert, turned to walk with him to the gate, and Mr. Chattaway took the opportunity to hasten back toward the Hold. When Rupert, after shaking hands with the stranger and calling out a good evening to the inmates of the lodge as he passed, went up the avenue, he met the master of Trevlyn Hold pacing leisurely down it, as if he had come out for a stroll.

Halloa! he cried, with something of theatrical amazement. I thought you were in bed!

I came out instead, replied Rupert. The evening was so fine.

Who was that queer-looking man just gone out at the gates? asked Mr. Chattaway, with well-assumed indifference.

Rupert answered readily. His disposition was naturally open to a fault, and he saw no reason for concealing what he knew of the stranger. He was not aware that Chattaway had ever seen him until this moment.

It is some one who has come on a visit to the parsonage: a clergyman. Its a curious name, though  Daw.

Daw? Daw? repeated Mr. Chattaway, biting his lips to get some colour into them. Where have I heard that name  in connection with a clergyman?

He said he had some correspondence with you years ago: at the time my mother died, and I was born. He knew my father and mother well: has been telling me this at old Canhams.

All that past time, its events, its correspondence, flashed over Mr. Chattaways memory  flashed over it with a strange dread. What has he come here for? he asked quickly.

I dont know, replied Rupert. He said  Whatevers this?

A tremendous shouting from people who appeared, dragging something behind them. Both turned simultaneously  the master of Trevlyn Hold in awful fear. Could it be the stranger coming back with constables at his heels, to wrest the Hold from him? And if, my reader, you deem these fears exaggerated, you know very little of this kind of terror.

It was nothing but a procession of those idlers you saw in the road, dragging home the unlucky dog-cart: Mr. Cris at their head.




CHAPTER XXV

NEWS FOR MISS DIANA

In that pleasant room at the parsonage, with its sweet-scented mignonette boxes, and vases of freshly-cut flowers, sat the Reverend Mr. Freeman at breakfast, with his wife and visitor. It was a simple meal. All meals were simple at Barbrook Parsonage: as they generally are where means are limited. And you have not yet to learn, I dare say, that comfort and simplicity frequently go together: whilst comfort and grandeur are often separated. There was no lack of comfort and homely fare at Mr. Freemans. Coffee and rich milk: home-made bread and the freshest of butter, new-laid eggs and autumn watercress. It was by no means starvation.

Mr. Daw, however, paid less attention to the meal than he might have done had his mind been less preoccupied. The previous evening, when he and Mr. Freeman had first met, after an absence of more than twenty years, their conversation had naturally run on their own personal interests: past events had to be related. But this morning they could go to other subjects, and Mr. Daw was not slow to do so. They were talking  you may have guessed it  of the Trevlyns.

Mr. Daw grew warm upon the subject. As on the previous day, when Molly placed the meal before him, he almost forgot to eat. And yet Mr. Daw, in spite of his assurance that he was contented with a crust of bread and a cup of milk knew how to appreciate good things. In plainer words, he liked them. Men who have no occupation for their days and years sometimes grow into epicureans.

You are sparing the eggs, said Mrs. Freeman, a good-natured woman with a large nose, thin cheeks, and prominent teeth. Mr. Daw replied by taking another egg from the stand and chopping off its top. But there it remained. He was enlarging on the injustice dealt out to Rupert Trevlyn.

It ought to be remedied, you know, Freeman. It must be remedied. It is a wrong in the sight of God and man.

The curate  Mr. Freeman was nothing more, for all his many years services  smiled good-humouredly. He never used hard words: preferring to let wrongs, which were no business of his, right themselves, or remain wrongs, and taking life as it came, easily and pleasantly.

We cant alter it, he said. We have no power to interfere with Chattaway. He has enjoyed Trevlyn Hold these twenty years, and must enjoy it still.

I dont know about that, returned Mr. Daw. I dont know that he must enjoy it still. At any rate, he ought not to do so. Had I lived in this neighbourhood as you have, Freeman, I should have tried to get him out of it before this.

The parson opened his eyes in surprise.

Theres such a thing as shaming people out of injustice, continued Mr. Daw. Has any one represented to Chattaway the fearful wrong he is guilty of in his conduct towards Rupert Trevlyn?

I cant say, equably answered the parson. I have not.

Will you go with me and do it to-day?

Well  no; I think Id rather not, Daw. If any good could come of it, perhaps I might do so; but nothing could come of it. And I find it answers best not to meddle with the affairs of other folk.

The wrongs dealt out to him are so great, persisted Mr. Daw. Not content with having wrested Trevlyn Hold from the boy, Chattaway converts him into a common labourer in some coal office of his, making him walk to and fro night and morning. You know him?

Know him? repeated Mr. Freeman. I have known him since he first came here, a child in arms. In truth, it was a superfluous question.

Did you know his father?

No; I came to Barbrook after his father went abroad.

I was going to ask, if you had known him, whether you did not remark the extraordinary resemblance the young man bears to his father. The likeness is great; and he has the same suspiciously delicate complexion. I should fear that the boy will go off as his father did, and  

I have long said he ought to take cod-liver oil, interposed Mrs. Freeman, who was doctor in ordinary to her husbands parish, and very decided in her opinions.

Well, maam, that boy must die  if he is to die  Squire of Trevlyn Hold. I shall use all my means while I am here to induce this Chattaway to resign his possessions to the rightful owner. The boy seems to have had no friend in the world to take up his cause. What this Miss Diana can have been about, to stand tamely by and not interfere, I cannot conceive. She is the sister of his father.

Better let it alone, Daw, said the parson. Rely upon it, you will make no impression on Chattaway. You must excuse me for saying it, but its quite foolish to think that you will; quixotic and absurd. Chattaway possesses Trevlyn Hold  is not likely to resign it.

I could not let it alone now, impulsively answered Mr. Daw. The boy seems to have no friend, I say; and I have a right to constitute myself his friend. I should not be worthy the name of man were I not to do it. I intended to stay with you only two nights; youll give me house-room a little longer, wont you?

Well give it you for two months, and gladly, if you can put up with our primitive mode of living, was the hospitable answer.

Mr. Daw shook his head. Two months I could not remain; two weeks I might. I cannot go away leaving things in this unsatisfactory state. The first thing I shall do this morning will be to call at the Hold, and seek an interview with Chattaway.

But Mr. Daw did not succeed in obtaining the interview with Chattaway. When he arrived at Trevlyn Hold, he was told the Squire was out. It was correct; Chattaway had ridden out immediately after breakfast. The stranger next asked for Miss Diana, and was admitted.

Chattaway had said to Miss Diana in private, before starting, Dont receive him should he come here; dont let his foot pass over the door-sill. Very unwise advice, as Miss Diana judged; and she did not take it. Miss Diana had the sense to remember that an unknown evil is more to be feared than an open one. No one can fight in the dark. The stranger was ushered into the drawing-room by order of Miss Diana, and she came to him.

It was not a satisfactory interview, since nothing came of it; but it was a decently civil one. Miss Diana was cold, reserved, somewhat haughty, but courteous; Mr. Daw was pressing, urgent, but respectful and gentlemanly. Rupert Trevlyn was by right the owner of Trevlyn Hold, was the substance of the points urged by the one; Squire Trevlyn was his own master, made his own will, and it was not for his children and dependants to raise useless questions, still less for a stranger, was the answer of the other.

Madam, said Mr. Daw, did the enormity of the injustice never strike you?

Will you be so good as to tell me by what right you interfere? returned Miss Diana. I cannot conceive what business it can be of yours.

I think the redressing of the injustice should be made the business of everyone.

What a great deal everyone would have to do! exclaimed Miss Diana.

With regard to my right of interference, Miss Trevlyn, the law might not give me any; but I assume it by the bond of friendship. I was with his father when he died; I was with his mother. Poor thing! it was only within the last six or seven hours of her life that danger was apprehended. They both died in the belief that their children would inherit Trevlyn Hold. Madam, quite a blaze of light flushing from his dark eyes, I have lived all the years since, believing they were in the enjoyment of it.

You believed rightly, equably rejoined Miss Diana. They have been in the enjoyment of it. It has been their home.

As it may be the home of any of your servants, returned Mr. Daw; and Miss Diana did not like the comparison.

May I ask, she continued, if you came into this neighbourhood for the express purpose of putting this injustice to rights?

No, madam, I did not. But it is unnecessary for you to be sarcastic with me. I wish to urge the matter upon you in a friendly rather than an adverse spirit. Business connected with my own affairs brought me to London some ten days ago, from the place where I had lived so long. As I was so near, I thought I would come down and see my former friend Freeman, before starting homewards; for I dare say I shall never again return to England. I knew Barbrook Parsonage and Trevlyn Hold were not very far apart, and I anticipated the pleasure of meeting Joe Trevlyns children, whom I had known as infants. I never supposed but that Rupert was in possession of Trevlyn Hold. You may judge of my surprise when I arrived yesterday and heard the true state of the case.

You have a covert motive in this, suddenly exclaimed Miss Diana, in a voice that had turned to sharpness.

Covert motive? he repeated, looking at her.

Yes. Had you been, as you state, so interested in the welfare of Rupert Trevlyn and his sister, does it stand to reason that you would never have inquired after them through all these long years?

I beg your pardon, Miss Trevlyn: the facts are precisely as I have stated them. Strange as it may seem, I never once wrote to inquire after them, and the neglect strikes me forcibly now. But I am naturally inert, and all correspondence with my own country had gradually ceased. I did often think of the little Trevlyns, but it was always to suppose them as being at Trevlyn Hold, sheltered by their appointed guardian.

What appointed guardian? cried Miss Diana.

Yourself.

I! I was not the appointed guardian of the Trevlyns.

Indeed you were. You were appointed by their mother. The letter  the deed, I may say, for I believe it to have been legally worded  was written when she was dying.

Miss Trevlyn had never heard of any deed. Who wrote it? she asked, after a pause.

I did. When dangerous symptoms set in, and she was told she might not live, Mrs. Trevlyn sent for me. She had her little baby baptized Rupert, for it had been her husbands wish that the child, if a boy, should be so named, and then I sat down by her bedside at her request, and wrote the document. She entreated Miss Diana Trevlyn  you, madam  to reside at Trevlyn Hold as its mistress, when it should lapse to Rupert, and be the guardian and protector of her children, until Rupert came of age. She besought you to love them, and be kind to them for their fathers sake; for her sake; for the sake, also, of the friendship which had once existed between you and her. This will prove to you, he added in a different tone, that poor Mrs. Trevlyn, at least, never supposed there was a likelihood of any other successor to the estate.

I never heard of it, exclaimed Miss Diana, waking up as from a reverie. Was the document sent to me?

It was enclosed in the despatch which acquainted Squire Trevlyn with Mrs. Trevlyns death. I wrote them both, and I enclosed them together, and sent them.

Directed to whom?

To Squire Trevlyn.

Miss Diana sent her thoughts into the past. It was Chattaway who had received that despatch. Could he have dared to suppress any communication intended for her? Her haughty brow grew crimson at the thought; but she suppressed all signs of annoyance.

Will you allow me to renew my acquaintance with little Maude? resumed Mr. Daw. Little Maude then, and a lovely child; a beautiful girl, as I hear, now.

Miss Diana hesitated  a very uncommon thing for her to do. It is strange what trifles turn the current of feelings: and this last item of intelligence had wonderfully softened her towards this stranger. But she remembered the interests at stake, and thought it best to be prudent.

You must pardon the refusal, she said. I quite appreciate your wish to serve Rupert Trevlyn, but it can only fail, and further intercourse will not be agreeable to either party. You will allow me to wish you good morning, and to thank you.

She rang the bell, and bowed him out, with all the grand courtesy belonging to the Trevlyns. As he passed through the hall, he caught a glimpse of a lovely girl with a delicate bloom on her cheeks and large blue eyes. Instinct told him it was Maude; and he likewise thought he traced some resemblance to her mother. He took a step forward involuntarily, to accost her, but recollecting himself, drew back again.

It was scarcely the thing to do: in defiance of Miss Diana Trevlyns recent refusal.




CHAPTER XXVI

AN IMPROMPTU JOURNEY

The dew was lying upon the grass in the autumn morning as the Squire of Trevlyn Hold rode from his door. He had hurried over his breakfast, his horse waiting for him, and he spurred him impatiently along the avenue. Ann Canham had not yet opened the gate. Upon hearing a horses hoofs, she ran out to do so; and stood holding it back, dropping her humble curtsey as Mr. Chattaway rode past. He vouchsafed not the slightest notice: neither by glance nor nod did he appear conscious of her presence. It was his usual way.

Hes off to Blackstone early, thought Ann, as she fastened back the gate.

But Mr. Chattaway did not turn towards Blackstone. He turned in the opposite direction and urged his horse to a gallop. Ann Canham looked after him.

He has business at Barmester, maybe, was the conclusion to which she came.

Nothing more sure. He rode briskly to the town, and pulled up his horse almost at the same spot where you once saw him pull it up before  the house of Messrs. Wall and Barnes.

Not that he was about to visit that flourishing establishment this morning. Next to it was a private house, on the door-plate of which might be read, Mr. Flood, Solicitor: and he was the gentleman Mr. Chattaway had come to see.

Attracted probably by the clatter of the horse  for Chattaway had pulled up suddenly, and with more noise than he need have done, there came one to the shop-door and looked out. It was Mr. Wall, and he stepped forth to shake hands with Chattaway.

Good morning, Chattaway. You are in Barmester betimes. What lovely weather we are having for the conclusion of the harvest!

Very; it has been a fine harvest altogether, replied Chattaway; and from his composure no one could have dreamt of the terrible care and perplexity running riot in his heart. I want to say a word to Flood about a lease that is falling in, so I thought Id start early and make a round of it on my way to Blackstone.

An accident occurred yesterday to your son and Madam Chattaway, did it not? asked Mr. Wall. News of it was flying about last night. I hope they are not much hurt.

Not at all. Cris was so stupid as to attempt to drive a horse unbroken for driving  a vicious temper, too. The dog-cart is half smashed. Here, you! come here.

The last words were addressed to a boy in a tattered jacket, who was racing after a passing carriage. Mr. Chattaway wanted him to hold his horse; and the boy quickly changed his course, believing the office would be good for sixpence at least.

The lawyers outer door was open. There was a second door in the passage, furnished with a knocker: the office opened on the left. Mr. Chattaway tried the office-door; more as a matter of form than anything else. It was locked, as he expected, and would be until nine oclock. So he gave an imposing knock at the other.

I shall just catch him after breakfast, soliloquised he, and can have a quiet quarter-of-an-hour with him, undisturbed by  Is Mr. Flood at home?

He had tried the door as a matter of form, and in like manner put the question, passing in without ceremony: the servant arrested him.

Mr. Floods out, sir. He is gone to London.

Gone to London! ejaculated Chattaway.

Yes, sir, not an hour ago. Went by the eight oclock train.

It was so complete a check to all his imaginings, that for a minute the master of Trevlyn Hold found speech desert him. Many a bad man on the first threat of evil flies to a lawyer, in the belief that he can, by the exercise of his craft, bring him out of it. Chattaway, after a night of intolerable restlessness, had come straight off to his lawyer, Flood, with the intention of confiding the whole affair to him, and asking what was to be done in it; never so much as glancing at the possibility of that legal gentlemans absence.

Went up by the eight oclock train? he repeated when he found his voice.

Yes, sir.

And whens he coming home?

He expects to be away about a week, sir.

A worse check still. Chattaways terrible fear might have waited a day; but a week!  he thought suspense would drive him mad. He was a great deal too miserly to spend money upon an unnecessary journey, yet there appeared nothing for it but to follow Mr. Flood to London. That gentleman had heard perplexing secrets of Chattaways before, had always given him the best advice, and remained faithful to the trust; and Chattaway believed he might safely confide this new danger to him. Not to any other would he have breathed a word. In short, Flood was the only confidential adviser he possessed in the world.

Where will Mr. Flood put up in London?

I cant say, sir. I dont know anything about where he stays. He goes up pretty often.

At the old place, I daresay, muttered Chattaway to himself. If not, I shall learn where, through his agents in Essex Street.

He stood a moment on the pavement before mounting. A slow and cheap train would leave Barmester in half-an-hour for London. Should he go by that train?  go from Barmester, instead of returning home and taking the train at the little station near his own home? Was there need of so much haste? In Chattaways present frame of mind the utmost haste he could make was almost a necessary relief: but, on the other hand, would his sudden departure excite suspicion at home, or draw unwelcome attention to his movements abroad? Deep in thought was he, when a hand was laid upon his shoulder. Turning sharply, he saw the honest face of the linen-draper close to his.

The queerest thing was said to me last night, Chattaway. I stepped into Robbins, the barbers, to have my hair and whiskers trimmed, and he told me a great barrister was down here, a leading man from the Chancery court, come upon some business connected with you and the late Squire Trevlyn. With the property, I mean.

Chattaways heart leaped into his mouth.

I thought it a queer tale, continued Mr. Wall. His mission here being to restore Rupert Trevlyn to the estates of his grandfather, Robbins said. Is there anything in it?

Had the public already got hold of it, then? Was the awful thing no longer a fear but a reality? Chattaway turned his face away, and tried to be equal to the emergency.

You are talking great absurdity, Wall. Whos Robbins? Were I you, I should be ashamed to repeat the lies propagated by that chattering old woman.

Mr. Wall laughed. He certainly deals in news, does Robbins; its part of his trade. Of course one only takes his marvels for what they are worth. He got this from Barcome, the tax-collector. The man had arrived at the scene of the dog-cart accident shortly after its occurrence, and heard this barrister  who, as it seems, was also there  speaking publicly of the object of his mission.

Chattaway snatched the reins from the ragged boys hands and mounted; his air expressing all the scorn he could command. When they impound Squire Trevlyns will, then they may talk about altering the succession. Good morning, Wall.

A torrent of howls, accompanied by words a magistrate on the bench must have treated severely, saluted his ears as he rode off. They came from the aggrieved steed-holder. Instead of the sixpence he fondly reckoned on, Chattaway had flung him a halfpenny.

He rode to an inn near the railway station, went in and called for pen and ink. The few words he wrote were to Miss Diana. He found himself obliged to go up unexpectedly to London on the business which she knew of, and requested her to make any plausible excuse for his absence that would divert suspicion from the real facts. He should be home on the morrow. Such was the substance of the note.

He addressed it to Miss Trevlyn of Trevlyn Hold, sealed it with his own seal, and marked it private. A most unnecessary additional security, the last. No inmate of Trevlyn Hold would dare to open the most simple missive, bearing the address of Miss Trevlyn. Then he called one of the stable-men.

I want this letter taken to my house, he said. It is in a hurry. Can you go at once?

The man replied that he could.

Stay  you may ride my horse, added Mr. Chattaway, as if the thought that moment struck him. You will get there in half the time that you would if you walked.

Very well, sir. Shall I bring him back for you?

Um  m  m, no, Ill walk, decided Mr. Chattaway, stroking his chin as if to help his decision. Leave the horse at the Hold.

The man mounted the horse and rode away, never supposing Mr. Chattaway had been playing off a little ruse upon him, and had no intention of going to Trevlyn Hold that day, but was bound for a place rather farther off. In this innocent state he reached the Hold, while Mr. Chattaway made a détour and gained the station by a cross route, where he took train for London.

Cris Chattaways groom, Sam Atkins, was standing with his young masters horse before the house, in waiting for that gentleman, when the messenger arrived. Not the new horse of the previous days notoriety, nor the one lamed at Blackstone, but a despised and steady old animal sometimes used in the plough.

There havent been another accident surely! exclaimed Sam Atkins, in his astonishment at seeing Mr. Chattaways steed brought home. Wheres the Squire?

Hes all right; and has sent me up here with this, was the mans reply, producing the note. And at that moment Miss Diana Trevlyn appeared at the hall-door. Miss Diana was looking out for Mr. Chattaway. After the communication made to her that morning by Mr. Daw, she could only come to the conclusion that the paper had been suppressed by Chattaway, and was waiting in much wrath to demand his explanation of it.

What brings the Squires horse back? she imperiously demanded.

Sam Atkins handed her the note, which she opened and read. Read it twice attentively, and then turned indoors. Chattaways a fool! she angrily decided, and is allowing this mares nest to prey on his fears. He ought to know that while my fathers will is in existence no earthly power can deprive him of Trevlyn Hold.

She went upstairs to Mrs. Chattaways sitting-room. That lady, considerably recovered from the shock of the fall, was writing an affectionate letter to her daughter Amelia, telling her she might come home with Caroline Ryle. Miss Diana went straight up to the table, took a seat, and without the least apology closed Mrs. Chattaways desk.

I want your attention for a moment, Edith. You can write afterwards. Carry your memory back to the morning, so many years ago, when we received the news of Ruperts birth?

No effort is need to do that, Diana. I think of it all too often.

Very good. Then perhaps, without effort, you can recall the day following, when the letter came announcing Mrs. Trevlyns death?

Yes, I remember it also.

The minute details? Could you, for instance, relate any of the circumstances attending the arrival of that letter, if required to do so in a court of law? What time of the day it came, who opened it, where it was opened, and so forth?

Why do you ask me? returned Mrs. Chattaway, surprised at the questions.

I ask you to be answered. I have a reason for wishing to recall these past things. Think it over.

Both letters, so far as I can recollect, were given to Mr. Chattaway, and he opened them. He was in the habit then of opening papas business letters. I have no doubt they were opened in the stewards room; James used to be there a great deal with the accounts and other matters connected with the estate.

I have always known that James Chattaway did open those letters, said Miss Diana; but I thought you might have been present when he did so. Were you?

No. I remember his coming into my chamber later, and telling me Mrs. Trevlyn was dead. I never shall forget the shock I felt.

Attend to me, Edith. I have reason to believe that the last of those letters contained an inclosure for me. It never reached me. Do you know what became of it?

The blank surprise on Mrs. Chattaways countenance, her open questioning gaze, was a sufficient denial.

I see you do not. And now I am going to ask you something else. Did you ever hear that Emily Trevlyn, when she was dying, left a request that I should be guardian to her children?

Never. Have you been dreaming these things, Diana? Why should you ask about them now?

I leave dreams to you, was Miss Dianas reply. My health is too sound to admit of sleeping dreams; my mind too practical to indulge in waking ones. Never mind why I asked: it was only as a personal matter of my own. By the way, I have had a line from your husband, written from Barmester. A little business has taken him out, and he may not be home until to-morrow. We are not to sit up for him.

Has he gone to Nettleby hop-fair? hastily rejoined Mrs. Chattaway.

Perhaps so, said Miss Diana, carelessly. At any rate, say nothing about his absence to any one. The children are unruly if they know he is away. I suppose he will be home to-morrow.

But Mr. Chattaway was not home on the morrow. Miss Diana was burning with impatience for his return; that explanation was being waited for, and she was one who brooked not delay: but she was obliged to submit to it now. Day after day passed on, and Mr. Chattaway was still absent from Trevlyn Hold.




CHAPTER XXVII

A WALK BY STARLIGHT

A harvest-home used to be a great fête in farmhouses; chiefly so, as you are aware, for its servants and labourers. It is so in some houses still. A rustic, homely gathering; with plenty of good fare in a plain way, and where the masters and mistresses and their guests enjoy themselves as freely as their dependants.

Trevlyn Farm was lighted up to-night. The best kitchen, where you have seen Nora sitting sometimes, and never used for kitchen purposes, was set out with a long table. Cold beef and ham, substantial and savoury meat pies, fruit pies, cakes, cheese, ale and cider, were being placed on it. Benches lined the walls, and the rustic labourers were coming sheepishly in. Some of them had the privilege of bringing their wives, who came in a great deal less sheepishly than the men.

Nanny was in full attire, a new green stuff gown and white apron; Molly from the parsonage was flaunting in a round cap, patronised by the fashionable servants in Barmester, with red streamers; Ann Canham had a new Scotch plaid kerchief, white and purple, crossed on her shoulders; and Jim Sanderss mother, being rather poorly off for smart caps, wore a bonnet. These four were to do the waiting; and Nora was casting over them all the superintending eye of a mistress. George Ryle liked to make his harvest-homes liberal and comfortable, and Mrs. Ryle seconded it with the open-handed nature of the Trevlyns.

What Mrs. Ryle would have done but for Nora Dickson it was impossible to say. She really took little more management in the house than a visitor would take. Her will, it is true, was law: she gave orders, but left their execution to others. Though she had married Thomas Ryle, of Trevlyn Farm, she never forgot that she was the daughter of Trevlyn Hold.

She sat in the small room opening from the supper-room  small in comparison with the drawing-room, but still comfortable. On harvest-home night, Mrs. Ryles visitors were received in that ordinary room and sat there, forming as it were part of the supper-room company, for the door was kept wide, and the great people went in and out, mixing with the small. George Ryle and Mr. Freeman would be more in the supper-room than in the other; they were two who liked to see the hard-working people happy now and then.

Mrs. Ryle had taken up her place in the sitting-room; her rich black silk gown and real lace cap contrasting with the more showy attire of Mrs. Apperley, who sat next her. Mrs. Apperley was in a stiff brocade, yellow satin stripes flanking wavy lines of flowers. It had been her gala robe for years and years, and looked new yet. Mrs. Apperleys two daughters, in cherry-coloured ribbons and cherry-coloured nets, were as gay as she was; they were whispering to Caroline Ryle, a graceful girl in dark-blue silk, with the blue eyes and the fair hair of her deceased father. Farmer Apperley, in top-boots, was holding an argument on the state of the country with a young man of middle height and dark hair, who sat carelessly on the arm of the old-fashioned sofa. It was Trevlyn Ryle. George had set his back against the wall, and was laughingly quizzing the Miss Apperleys, of which they were blushingly conscious. Were you to believe Nora, there was scarcely a young lady within the circuit of a couple of leagues but was privately setting her cap at handsome George.

A bustle in the outer room, and Nanny appeared with an announcement: Parson and Mrs. Freeman. I am not responsible for the style of the introduction: you may hear it for yourselves if you choose to visit some of our rural districts.

Parson and Mrs. Freeman came in without ceremony; the parson with his hat and walking stick, Mrs. Freeman in a green calico hood and an old cloak. George, with laughing gallantry, helped her to take them off, and handed them to Nanny, and Mrs. Freeman went up to the pier-glass and settled the white bows in her cap to greater effect.

But I thought you were to have brought your friend, said Mrs. Ryle.

He will come in presently, replied the parson. A letter arrived by this evenings post, and he wished to answer it.

Farmer Apperley turned from his debate with Trevlyn. Dye mean that droll-looking man who walks about with a red umbrella and a beard, parson?

The same, said Mr. Freeman, settling his double chin more comfortably in his white cravat. He has been staying with us for a week past.

Ay. Some foreign folk, isnt he, named Daw? Theres all sorts of tales abroad in the neighbourhood as to what he is doing down here. I dont know whether they be correct.

I dont know much about it myself either, said Mr. Freeman. I am glad to entertain him as an old friend, but as for any private affairs or views of his, I dont meddle with them.

Best plan, nodded the farmer. And the subject, thus indistinctly hinted at, was allowed to drop, owing probably to the presence of Mrs. Ryle.

The Chattaways are coming here to-night, suddenly exclaimed Caroline Ryle. She spoke only to Mary Apperley, but there was a pause in the general conversation just then, and Mr. Apperley took it up.

Whos coming? The Chattaways! Which of the Chattaways? he said in some surprise, knowing they had never been in the habit of paying evening visits to Trevlyn Farm.

All the girls, and Maude. I dont know whether Rupert will come; and I dont think Cris was asked.

Eh, but thats a new move, cried Farmer Apperley, his long intimacy with the Farm justifying the freedom. Did you invite them?

In point of fact, they invited themselves, interposed Mrs. Ryle, before George, to whom the question had been addressed, could speak. At least, Octave did so: and then George, I believe, asked the rest of the girls.

They wont come, said Farmer Apperley.

Not come! interrupted Nora, sharply, who kept going in and out between the two rooms. Thats all you know about it, Mr. Apperley. Octave Chattaway is sure to be here to-night  

Nora!

The interruption came from George. Was he afraid of what she might say impulsively? Or did he see, coming in at the outer door, Octave herself, as though to refute the opinion of Mr. Apperley?

But only Amelia was with her. A tall girl with a large mouth and very light hair, always on the giggle. Where are the rest? impulsively asked George, his accent too unguarded to conceal its disappointment.

Octave detected it. She had thrown off her cloak and stood in attire scarcely suited to the occasion  a pale blue evening dress of damask, a silver necklace, silver bracelets, and a wreath of silver flowers in her hair. What rest? asked Octave.

Your sisters and Maude. They promised to come.

Octave tossed her head good-humouredly. Do you think we could inflict the whole string on Mrs. Ryle? Two of us are sufficient to represent the family.

Inflict! On a harvest-home night! called out Trevlyn. You know, Octave, the more the merrier on these occasions.

Why, I really believe thats Treve! exclaimed Octave. When did you arrive?

This morning. You have grown thinner, Octave.

It is nothing to you if I have, retorted Octave, offended at the remark. The point was a sore one; Octave being unpleasantly conscious that she was thin to plainness. You have grown plump enough, at any rate.

To be sure, said Treve. Im always jolly. It was too bad of you, Octave, not to bring the rest.

So it was, said Amelia. They had dressed for it, and at the last moment Octave made them stay at home.

But George was not going to take this quietly. Saying nothing, he left the room and made the best of his way to Trevlyn Hold. The rooms seemed deserted. At length he found Maude in the schoolroom, correcting exercises, and shedding a few quiet tears. After they had dressed for the visit, Octavia had placed her veto upon it, and Emily and Edith had retired to bed in vexation. Miss Diana was spending the evening out with Mrs. Chattaway, and Octave had had it all her own way.

I have come for you, Maude, said George.

Maudes heart beat with anticipation. I dont know whether I may dare to go, she said, glancing shyly at him.

Has anyone except Octave forbidden you?

Only Octave.

Lying on a chair, George saw a bonnet and a cloak which he recognised as Maudes. In point of fact, she had thrown them off when forbidden the visit by Miss Chattaway. His only answer was to fold the cloak around her. And she put on the bonnet, and went out with him, shocked at her own temerity, but unable to resist the temptation.

You are trembling, he cried, drawing her closer to him as he bent his head.

I am afraid of Octave. I know she will be so angry. What if she should meet me with angry words?

Then  Maude  you will give me leave to answer her?

Yes. Oh yes.

It will involve more than you think, said George, laughing at her eager tones. I must tell her, if necessary, that I have a right to defend you.

Maude stopped in her surprise, and half drew her arm from his as she looked up at him in the starlight. His pointed tone stirred all the pulses of her heart.

You cannot have mistaken me, Maude, this long time past, he quietly said. If I have not spoken to you more openly; if I do not yet speak out to the world, it is that I see at present little prospect before us. I would prefer not to speak to others until that is more assured.

Maude, in spite of the intense happiness which was rising within her, felt half sick with fear. What of the powers at Trevlyn Hold?

Yes, there might be opposition, said George, divining her thoughts, and the result  great unpleasantness altogether. I am independent enough to defy them, but you are not, Maude. For that reason I will not speak if I can help it. I hope Octave will not provoke me to excess.

Maude started as a thought flashed over her, and she looked up at George, a terrified expression in her face. You must not speak, George; you must not, for my sake. Were Octave only to suspect this, she  

Might treat you to a bowl of poison  after the stage fashion of the good old days, he laughed. Maude, do you think I have been blind? I understand.

You will be silent, then?

Yes, he answered, after a pause. For the present.

They had taken the way through the fields  it was the nearest way  and George spoke of his affairs as he walked; more confidentially than he had ever in his life entered upon them to any one. That he had been in a manner sacrificed to the interests of Treve, there was no denying, and though he did not allude to it in so many words, it was impossible to ignore the fact entirely to Maude. One more term at Oxford, and Treve was to enter officially upon his occupation of Trevlyn Farm. The lease would be transferred to his name; he would be its sole master; and George must look out for another home: but until then he was bound to the farm  and bound most unprofitably. To the young, however, all things wear a hopeful couleur-de-rose. What would some of us give for it in after-life!

By the spring I may be settled in a farm of my own, Maude. I have been giving a longing eye to the Upland. Its lease will be out at Lady-day, and Carteret leaves it. An unwise man in my opinion to leave a certain competency here for uncertain riches in the New World. But that is his business; not mine. I should like the Upland Farm.

Maudes breath was nearly taken away. It was the largest farm on the Trevlyn estate. You surely would not risk that, George! What an undertaking!

Especially with Chattaway for a landlord, you would say. I shall take it if I can get it. The worst is, I should have to borrow money, and borrowed money weighs one down like an incubus. Witness what it did for my father. But I daresay we should manage to get along.

Maude opened her lips, wishing to say something she did not quite well know how to say. I  I fear   and there she stopped timidly.

What do you fear, Maude?

I dont know how I should ever manage in a farm, she said, feeling she ought to speak out her doubts, but blushing vividly under cover of the dark night at having to do it. I have been brought up so  so  uselessly  as regards domestic duties.

Maude, if I thought I should marry a wife only to make her work, I should not marry at all. We will manage better than that. You have been brought up a lady; and, in truth, I should not care for my wife to be anything else. Mrs. Ryle has never done anything of the sort, you know, thanks to good Nora. And there are more Noras in the world. Shall I tell you a favourite scheme of mine, one that has been in my mind for some time now?

She turned  waiting to hear it.

To give a home to Rupert. You and I. We could contrive to make him happier than he is now.

Maudes heart leaped at the vision. Oh, George! if it could only be! How good you are! Rupert  

Hush, Maude! For he had become conscious of the proximity of others walking and talking like themselves. Two voices were contending with each other; or, if not contending, speaking as if their opinions did not precisely coincide. To Georges intense astonishment he recognised one of the voices as Mr. Chattaways, and uttered a suppressed exclamation.

It cannot be, Maude whispered. He is miles and miles away. Even allowing that he had returned, what should bring him here?  he would have gone direct to the Hold.

But George was positive that it was Chattaway. The voices were advancing down the path on the other side the hedge, and would probably come through the gate, right in front of George and Maude. To meet Chattaway was not particularly coveted by either of them, even at the most convenient times, and just now it was not convenient at all. George drew Maude under one of the great elm trees, which overshadowed the hedge on this side.

Just for a moment, Maude, until they have passed. I am certain it is Chattaway!

The gate swung open and someone came through it. Only one. Sure enough it was Chattaway. He strode onwards, muttering to himself, a brown paper parcel in his hand. But ere he had gone many steps, he halted, turned, came creeping back and stood peering over the gate at the man who was walking away. A little movement to the right, and Mr. Chattaway might have seen George and Maude standing there.

But he did not. He was grinding his teeth and working his disengaged hand, altogether too much occupied with the receding man, to pay attention to what might be around himself. Finally, his display of anger somewhat cooling down, he turned again and continued his way towards Trevlyn Hold.

Who can it be that he is so angry with? whispered Maude.

Hush! cautioned George. His ears are sharp.

Very still they remained until he was at a safe distance, and then they went through the gate. Almost beyond their view a tall man was pacing slowly along in the direction of Trevlyn Farm, whirling an umbrella round and round in his hand.

Just as I thought, was Georges comment to himself.

Who is it, George?

That stranger who is visiting at the parsonage.

He seemed to be quarrelling with Mr. Chattaway.

I dont know. Their voices were loud. I wonder if Rupert has found his way to the Farm?

Octave forbade him to go.

Were I Ru I should break through her trammels at any rate, and show myself a man, remarked George. He may have done so to-night.

They turned in at the garden-gate, and reached the porch. All signs of the stranger had disappeared, and sounds of merriment came from within.

George turned Maudes face to his. You will not forget, Maude?

Forget what? she shyly answered.

That from this night we begin a new life. Henceforth we belong to each other. Maude! you will not forget! he feverishly continued.

I shall not forget, she softly whispered.

And, possibly by way of reminder, Mr. George, under cover of the silent porch, took his first lovers kiss from her lips.




CHAPTER XXVIII

AT DOCTORS COMMONS

But where had Mr. Chattaway been all that time? And how came he to be seen by George Ryle and Maude hovering about his own ground at night, when he was supposed to be miles away? The explanation can be given.

Mr. Chattaway found, as many of us do, that lets and hindrances intrude themselves into the most simple plans. When he took the sudden resolution that morning to run up to London from Barmester after Flood the lawyer, he never supposed that his journey would be prolonged. Nothing more easy, as it appeared, than to catch Flood at his hotel, get a quarter-of-an-hours conversation with him, take his advice, and return home again. But a check intervened.

Upon arriving at the London terminus, Mr. Chattaway got into a cab, and drove to the hotel ordinarily used by Mr. Flood. After a dispute with the cab-driver he entered the hotel, and asked to see Mr. Flood.

Mr. Flood? repeated the waiter. Theres no gentleman of that name staying here, sir.

I mean Mr. Flood of Barmester, irritably rejoined the master of Trevlyn Hold. Perhaps you dont know him personally. He came up an hour or two ago.

The waiter, a fresh one, was not acquainted with Mr. Flood. He went to another waiter, and the latter came forward. But the mans information was correct; Mr. Flood of Barmester had not arrived.

He travelled by the eight-oclock train, persisted Mr. Chattaway, as if he found the denial difficult to reconcile with that fact. He must be in London.

All I can say, sir, is that he has not come here, returned the head-waiter.

Mr. Chattaway was considerably put out. In his impatience, the delay seemed most irritating. He left the hotel, and bent his steps towards Essex Street, where Mr. Floods agents had their offices. Chattaway went in hoping that the first object his eyes rested upon would be his confidential adviser.

His eyes did not receive that satisfaction. Some clerks were in the room, also one or two persons who seemed to be clients; but there was no Mr. Flood, and the clerks could give no information concerning him. One of the firm, a Mr. Newby, appeared and shook hands with Mr. Chattaway, whom he had once or twice seen.

Flood? Yes. We had a note from Flood yesterday morning, telling us to get some accounts prepared, as he should be in town in the course of a day or two. He has not come yet; up to-morrow perhaps.

But he has come, reiterated Chattaway. I have followed him up to town, and want to see him upon a matter of importance.

Oh, has he? carelessly replied Mr. Newby, the indifferent manner appearing almost like an insult to Chattaways impatient frame of mind. Hell be in later, then.

He is sure to come here? inquired Mr. Chattaway.

Quite sure. We shall have a good bit of business to transact with him this time.

Then, if youll allow me, Ill wait here. I must see him, and I want to get back to Barbrook as soon as possible.

Mr. Chattaway was told that he was welcome to wait, if it pleased him to do so. A chair was handed him in the entrance room, where the clerks were writing, and he took his seat in it: sat there until he was nearly driven wild. The room was in a continual bustle; persons constantly coming in and going out. For the first hour or so, to watch the swaying door afforded Chattaway a sort of relief, for in every fresh visitor he expected to see Mr. Flood. But this grew tedious at last, and the ever-recurring disappointment told upon his temper.

Evening came, the hour for closing the office, and the country lawyer had not made his appearance. It is most extraordinary, remarked Chattaway to Mr. Newby.

He has been about some other business, and couldnt get to us to-day, I suppose, rejoined Mr. Newby, in the most provokingly matter-of-fact tone. If he has come up for a week, as you say, he must have some important affair on hand; in which case it may be a day or two before he finds his way here.

A most unsatisfactory conclusion for Mr. Chattaway; but that gentleman was obliged to put up with it, in the absence of any more tangible hope. He went back to the hotel, and there found that Mr. Flood was still amongst the non-arrivals.

It was bad enough, that day and nights disappointment and suspense; but when it came to be extended over more days and nights, you may judge how it was increased. Mr. Flood did not make his appearance. Chattaway, in a state of fume, divided his time between the hotel, Essex Street, and Euston Square station, in the wild hope of coming upon the lawyer. All to no purpose. He telegraphed to Barmester, and received for reply that Mr. Flood was in London, and so he redoubled his hauntings, and worked himself into a fever.

It appeared absolutely necessary that he should consult Flood before venturing back to home quarters, where he should inevitably meet that dangerous enemy. But how see Flood?  where look for him? Barmester telegraphed up that Mr. Flood was in London; the agents persisted in asserting that they expected him hourly, at their office, and yet Chattaway could not come upon him. He visited all the courts open in the long vacation; prowled about the Temple, Lincolns Inn, and other places where lawyers congregated, in the delusive hope that he might by good luck meet with him. All in vain; and Chattaway had been very nearly a week from home, when his hopes were at length realised. There were other lawyers whom he might have consulted  Mr. Newby himself, for instance  but he shrank from laying bare his dread to a stranger.

He was walking slowly up Ludgate Hill, his hands in his pockets, his brow knit, altogether in a disconsolate manner, some vague intention in his mind of taking a peep inside Doctors Commons, when, by the merest accident, he happened to turn his eyes on the string of vehicles passing up and down. In that same moment a cab, extricating itself from the long line, whirled past him in the direction of Fleet Street; and its occupant was Flood the lawyer.

All his listlessness was gone. Chattaway threw himself into the midst of the traffic, and tore after the cab. Sober pedestrians thought he had gone mad: but bent on their own business, had only time for a wondering glance. Chattaway bore on his way, and succeeded in keeping the cab in view. It soon stopped at an hotel, and by the time the lawyer had alighted, a portmanteau in hand, and was paying the driver, Chattaway was up with him, breathless, excited, grasping his arm as one demented.

What on earths the matter? exclaimed Mr. Flood, in astonishment. You here, Chattaway? Do you want me?

I followed you to town by the next train a week ago; I have been looking for you ever since, gasped Chattaway, unable to regain his breath between racing and excitement. Where have you been hiding yourself? Your agents have been expecting you all this time.

I dare say they have. I wrote to say I should be with them in a day or two. I thought I should be, then.

But where have you been?

Over in France. A client wrote to me from Paris  

France! interrupted Mr. Chattaway in his anger, feeling the announcement as a special and personal grievance. What right had his legal adviser to be cooling his heels in France, when he was searching for him in London?

I meant to return without delay, continued Mr. Flood; but when I reached my client, I found the affair on which he wanted me was complicated, and I had to wait the dilatoriness of French lawyers.

You have been lingering over the seductions of Paris; nothing else, growled Chattaway.

The lawyer laughed pleasantly. No, on my honour. I did go about to some of the sights whilst waiting for my business; but they did not detain me by one unnecessary hour. What is it that you want with me?

They entered the hotel, and Chattaway took him into a private room, unwashed and unrefreshed as the traveller was, and laid the case before him: the sudden appearance of the mysterious stranger at Barbrook, his open avowal that he had come to depose Chattaway from the Hold in favour of Rupert Trevlyn.

But who is he? inquired Mr. Flood.

A lawyer, was the reply  for you must remember that Chattaway could only speak in accordance with the supposed facts; facts that had been exaggerated to him. I know nothing more about the man, except that he avows he has come to Barbrook to deprive me of my property, and take up the cause of Rupert Trevlyn. But he cant do it, you know, Flood. The Hold is mine, and must remain mine.

Of course he cant, acquiesced the lawyer. Why need you put yourself out about it?

Mr. Chattaway was wiping the moisture from his face. He sat looking at the lawyer.

I cant deny that it has troubled me, he said: that it is troubling me still. What would my family do  my children  if we lost the Hold?

It was the lawyers turn to look. He could not make out Chattaway. No power on earth, so far as his belief and knowledge went, could wrest Trevlyn Hold from its present master. Why, then, these fears? Were they born of nervousness? But Chattaway was not a nervous man.

Trevlyn Hold is as much yours as this hat  touching the one at his elbow is mine, he resumed. It came to you by legal bequest; you have enjoyed it these twenty years, and to deprive you of it is beyond human power. Unless, he added, after a pause, unless indeed  

Unless what? eagerly interrupted Chattaway, his heart thumping against his side.

Unless  it was only an idea that crossed me  there should prove to be a flaw in Squire Trevlyns will. But thats not probable.

Its impossible, gasped Chattaway, his fears taking a new and startling turn. Its impossible that there could have been anything defective in the will, Flood.

Its next to impossible, acquiesced the lawyer; though such mistakes have been known. Who drew it up?

The Squires solicitors, Peterby and Jones.

Then its all right, you may be sure. Peterby and Jones are not men likely to insert errors in their deeds. I should not trouble myself about the matter.

Mr. Chattaway sat in silence, revolving many things. How he wished he could take the advice and not trouble himself about the matter! What made you think there might be a flaw in the will? he presently asked.

Nay, I did not think there was: only that it was just possible there might be. When a case is offered to me for consideration, it is my habit to glance at it in all its bearings. You tell me a stranger has made his appearance at Barbrook, avowing an intention of displacing you from Trevlyn Hold.

Well?

Well, then, whilst you were speaking, I began to grasp that case, turn it about in my mind; and I see that there is no possible way by which you can be displaced, so far as I know and believe. You enjoy it in accordance with Squire Trevlyns will, and so long as that will remains in force, you are safe  provided the will has no flaw in it.

Mr. Chattaway sat biting his lips. Never for a moment in the wildest flight of fear had he glanced at the possibility of a flaw in the will. The idea now suggested by Mr. Flood was perhaps the most alarming that could have been presented to him.

If there were any flaw in the will, he began  and the very mention of the cruel words almost rent his heart in two could you detect it, by reading the will over?

Yes, replied Flood.

Then let us go at once, and set this awful uncertainty at rest.

He had risen from his seat so eagerly and hastily that Mr. Flood scarcely understood.

Go where? he asked.

To Doctors Commons. We can see it there by paying a shilling.

Oh  ay, Ill go if you like. But I must have a wash first, and some refreshment. I have had neither since leaving Paris, and the crossing  ugh! I dont want to think of it.

Mr. Chattaway controlled his impatience in the best manner he was able. At length they were fairly on their way  to the very spot for which Chattaway had been making once before that morning.

Difficulties surmounted, Flood was soon deep in the perusal of Squire Trevlyns will. He read it over slowly and thoughtfully, eyes and head bent, all his attention absorbed in the task. At its conclusion, he turned and looked full at Mr. Chattaway.

You are perfectly safe, he said. The will is right and legal in every point.

The relief brought a glow into Chattaways dusky face. I thought it strange if it could be wrong, he cried, drawing a deep breath.

It is only the codicil, you see, which affects you, continued Mr. Flood, pointing to the deed before them. The will appears to have been made years before the codicil, and leaves the estate to the eldest son Rupert, and failing him, to Joseph. Rupert died; Joe died; and then the codicil was drawn up, willing it to you. You come in, you see, after the two sons; contingent on their death; no mention whatever is made of the child Rupert.

Chattaway coughed. He did not deem it necessary to repeat that Squire Trevlyn had never known the child Rupert was in existence: but Flood was, no doubt, aware of that fact.

Its a good thing for you Joe Trevlyn died before his father, carelessly remarked Mr. Flood, as he glanced again at the will.

Why? cried Chattaway.

Because, had he not, this codicil would be valueless. It is  

But he was dead, and it gives the estate to me, fiercely interrupted Chattaway, going into a white heat again.

Yes, yes. But it was a good thing, I say, for you. Had Joe been alive, he would have come in, in spite of this codicil; and he could have bequeathed the property to his boy after him.

Do you suppose I dont know all that? retorted Chattaway. It was only in consequence of Joe Trevlyns death that the estate was willed to me. Had he lived, I never should have had it, or expected it.

The peevish tone betrayed how sore was the subject altogether, and Mr. Flood smiled. You need not be snappy over it, Chattaway, he said; theres no cause for that. And now you may go back to the Hold in peace, without having your sleep disturbed by dreams of ejection. And if that unknown friend of yours should happen to mention in your hearing his kind intention of deposing you for Rupert Trevlyn, tell him, with my compliments, to come up here and read Squire Trevlyns will.

Partially reassured, Mr. Chattaway lost little time in taking his departure from London. He quitted it that same afternoon, and arrived at Barbrook just after dark, whence he started for the Hold.

But he did not proceed to it as most other travellers in his rank of life would have done. He did not call a fly and drive to it; he preferred to go on foot. He did not even walk openly along the broad highway, but turned into by-paths, where he might be pretty sure of not meeting a soul, and stole cautiously along, peering on all sides, as if looking out for something he either longed or dreaded to see.




CHAPTER XXIX

A WELCOME HOME

Was there a fatality upon the master of Trevlyn Hold?  was he never to be at rest?  could not even one little respite be allowed him in this, the first hour of his return home? It seemed not. He was turning into the first of those fields you have so often heard of, next to the one which had been the scene of poor Mr. Ryles unhappy ending, when a tall man suddenly pounced upon him, came to a standstill, and spoke.

I believe I am not mistaken in supposing that I address Mr. Chattaway?

In his panic Mr. Chattaway nearly dropped a small parcel he held. An utter fear had taken possession of him: for in the speaker he recognised his dreaded enemy; the man who had proclaimed that he was about to work evil against him. It seemed like a terrible omen, meeting him the first moment of his arrival.

I have been wishing to see you for some days past, continued the stranger, and have been to the Hold three or four times to ask if you had come home. I was a friend of the late Joe Trevlyns. I am a friend now of his son.

Yes, stammered Chattaway  for in his fear he did not follow his first impulse, to meet the words with a torrent of anger. May I ask what you want with me?

I wish to converse upon the subject of Rupert Trevlyn. I would endeavour to impress upon you the grievous wrong inflicted upon him in keeping him out of the property of his forefathers. I do not think you can ever have reflected upon the matter, Mr. Chattaway, or have seen it in its true light  otherwise you would surely never deprive him of what is so indisputably his.

Mr. Chattaway, his fears taking deeper and deeper possession of him, had turned into the field, in the hope of getting rid of the stranger. In any direction, no matter what, so that he could shake him off  for what to answer he did not know. It must be conciliation or defiance; but in that hurried moment he could not decide which would be the better policy. The stranger also turned and kept up with him.

My name is Daw, Mr. Chattaway. You may possibly remember it, for I had the honour of a little correspondence with you about the time of Mrs. Trevlyns death. It was I who transmitted to you the account of the birth of the boy Rupert. I am now informed that that fact was not suffered to reach the ears of Squire Trevlyn.

I wish to hear nothing about it, sir; I desire to hold no communication with you at all, cried Mr. Chattaway, bearing on his way.

But it may be better for you that you should do so, and I ask it in courtesy, persisted Mr. Daw, striding beside him. Appoint your own time and place, and I will wait upon you. These things are always better settled amicably than the reverse: litigation generally brings a host of evil in its train; and Rupert Trevlyn has no money to risk. Not but that his costs could come out of the estate, equably concluded Mr. Daw.

The master of Trevlyn Hold turned passionately, arresting his course for an instant. Litigation! what do you mean? How dare you speak to me in this manner? Who but a footpad would accost a gentleman by night, as you are accosting me?

The discourteous thrust did not seem to put out Mr. Daw. I only wish you to appoint a time to see me  at your own home, or anywhere else you may please, he reiterated, not losing his manners. But I am not to be balked in this, Mr. Chattaway. I have taken up the cause of Rupert Trevlyn, and shall try to carry it through.

A blaze of anger burst from Mr. Chattaway, words and tones alike fierce, and Mr. Daw turned away. I will see you when you are in a reasonable mood, he said. To-morrow I will call at the Hold, and I hope you will meet me more amicably than you have done to-night.

I will never meet you; I will never see or listen to you, retorted Chattaway, his anger mastering him and causing him to forget prudence. If you want to know by what right I retain the Hold over the boy, Rupert Trevlyn, go and consult Squire Trevlyns will. That is the only answer you will get from me.

Panting with the anger he could not restrain, Mr. Chattaway stood and watched the calm, retreating steps of the stranger, and then turned his own in the direction of home; unconscious that he in his turn was also watched, and by two who were very close to him  George Ryle and Maude Trevlyn.

They  as you remember  proceeded immediately to Trevlyn Farm; and words were spoken between them which no time could efface. Impulsive words, telling of the love that had long lain in the heart of each, almost as suppressed, quite as deep, as the great dread which had made the skeleton in Mr. Chattaways.

The hilarity of the evening had progressed, as they found on entering. The company were seated round the table eating the good things, and evidently enjoying themselves heartily. The parlour-door was crowded with merry faces. Mrs. Ryle and others were at one end of the large room; George steered Maude direct to the parlour; the group made way for her, and welcomed her noisily.

But there came no smile to the face of Octave Chattaway. With a severe eye and stern tones, she confronted Maude, her lips drawn with anger.

Maude, what do you do here? How dare you come?

Is there any harm in it, Octave?

Yes, there is, said Miss Chattaway, with flashing eyes. There is harm because I desired you not to come. A pretty thing for Mrs. Ryle to be invaded by half-a-dozen of us! Have you no sense of propriety?

Not a bit of it, gaily interrupted George. No one understands that in connection with a harvest-home. I have been to the Hold for Maude, Octave; and should have brought Edith and Emily, but they were in bed.

In bed! exclaimed Caroline Ryle, in surprise.

Having retired in mortification and tears at being excluded from the delights of a harvest-home, continued George, with mock gravity. Miss Chattaway had preached propriety to them, and they could only bow to it. We must manage things better another time.

Octaves cheeks burnt. Was George Ryle speaking in ridicule? To stand well with him, she would have risked much.

They are better at home, she quietly said: and I have no doubt Mrs. Ryle thinks so. Two of us are sufficient to come. Quite sufficient, in my opinion, she pointedly added, turning a reproving look on Maude. I am surprised you should have intruded  

Blame me, if you please, Miss Chattaway  if you deem blame due anywhere, interrupted George. I have a will of my own, you know, and I took possession of Maude and brought her, whether she would or no.

Octave pushed her hair back with an impatient movement. Her eyes fell before his; her voice, as she addressed him, turned to softness. George was not a vain man; but it was next to impossible to mistake these signs; though neither by word nor look would he give the faintest colouring of hope to them. If Octave could only have read the indifference at his heart! nay, more  his positive dislike!

Did you see anything of Rupert? she asked, recalling his attention to herself.

I saw nothing of any one but Maude. I might have laid hands on all I found; but there was no one to meet, Maude excepted. What makes you so cross about it, Octave?

She laughed pleasantly. I am not cross, George, lowering her tones, sometimes I think you do not understand me. You seem to  

Octaves words died away. Coming in at the door was the tall, conspicuous form of the parsonage guest, Mr. Daw. Maude was just then standing apart, and he went deliberately up to her and kissed her forehead.

Startled and resentful, a half-cry escaped her lips; but Mr. Daw laid his hand gently on her arm.

My dear young lady, I may almost claim that as a right. I believe I was the first person, except your mother, who ever pressed a kiss upon your little face. Do you know me?

Maude faltered in her answer. His appearance and salutation had altogether been so sudden, that she was taken by surprise; but she did not fail to recognise him now. Yet she hesitated to acknowledge that she knew him, on account of Octave Chattaway. Rupert had told her all about the stranger; but it might be inconvenient to say so much to an inmate of Trevlyn Hold.

It was I who christened you, he resumed. It was I who promised your father to  to sometimes watch over you. But I could not keep my promise; circumstances worked against it. And now that I am brought for a short time into the same neighbourhood, I may not call to see you.

Why not? exclaimed Maude, wondering much.

Because those who are your guardians forbid me. I went to the Hold and asked for you, and then became aware that in doing so I had committed something like a crime, or what was looked upon as one. Should Rupert, your brother, regain possession of his fathers inheritance and his fathers home, then, perhaps, I may be a more welcome visitor.

The room stood in consternation. To some of them, at any rate, these words were new; to the ears of Octave Chattaway they were tainted with darkest treason. Octave had never heard anything of this bold strangers business at Barbrook, and she gazed at him with defiant eyes and parted lips.

Were you alluding to the Hold, sir? she asked in a cold, hard voice, which might have been taken for Chattaways own.

I was. The Hold was the inheritance of Rupert Trevlyns father: it ought to be that of Rupert.

The Hold is the inheritance of my father, haughtily spoke Octave. Is he mad? she added in a half-whisper, turning to George.

Hush, Octave. No.

It was not a pleasant or even an appropriate theme to be spoken of in the presence of Mr. Chattaways daughters. George Ryle, at any rate, thought so, and was glad that a burst of rustic merriment came overpoweringly at that moment from the feasting in the other room.

Under cover of the noise, Octave approached Nora. Nora immediately drew an apple-pie before her, and began to cut unlimited helpings, pretending to be absorbed in her work. She had not the least inclination for a private interview with Miss Chattaway. Miss Chattaway was one, however, not easily repulsed.

Nora, tell me  who is that man, and what brings him here?

What man, Miss Chattaway? asked Nora, indifferently, unable to quite help herself. Ann Canham, how many are there to be served with pie still?

That man. That bold, bad man who has been speaking so strangely.

Does he speak strangely? retorted Nora.

His voice is gruff certainly. And what a lot of plum-pudding he is eating! He is our young masters new waggoner, Miss Chattaway.

Not he! shrieked Octave, in her anger. Do you suppose I concern myself with those stuffing clodhoppers? I speak of that tall, strange man amongst the guests.

Oh, he! said Nora, carelessly glancing over her shoulder. Nanny, heres unlimited pie, if its wanted. What about him, Miss Chattaway?

I asked you who he was, and what brought him here.

Then you had better ask himself, Miss Chattaway. He goes about with a red umbrella; and thats about all I know of him.

Why does Mrs. Ryle invite suspicious characters to her house?

Suspicious characters! Is he one? Madge Sanders, if you let Jim cram himself with pie in that style, youll have something to do to get him home. He is staying at the parsonage, Miss Chattaway; an acquaintance of Mr. Freemans. I suppose they brought him here to-night out of politeness; it wouldnt have been good manners to leave him at home. He is an old friend of the Trevlyns, I hear; has always believed, until now, that Master Rupert enjoyed the Hold  cant be brought to believe he doesnt. It is a state of things that does sound odd to a stranger, you know.

Octave might rest assured she would not get the best of it with Nora. She turned away with a displeased gesture, and regained the sitting-room, where refreshments for Mrs. Ryles friends were being laid. But somehow the sunshine of the evening had gone out for her. What had run away with it? The strangers ominous words? No; for those she had nothing but contempt. It was George Ryles unsatisfactory manner, so intensely calm and equable. And those calm, matter-of-fact manners, in one beloved, tell sorely upon the heart.

The evening passed, and it grew time to leave. Cris Chattaway and Rupert had come in, and they all set off in a body to Trevlyn Hold  those who had to go there. George went out with them.

Are you coming? asked Octave.

Yes, part of the way.

So Octave stood, ready to take his arm, never supposing that he would not offer it; and her pulses began to beat. But he turned round as if waiting for something, and Octave could only walk on a few steps. Soon she heard him coming up and turned to him. And then her heart seemed to stand still and bound on again with fiery speed, and a flush of anger dyed her brow. He was escorting Maude on his arm!

Oh, George, do not let Maude trouble you, she exclaimed. Cris will take care of her. Cris, come and relieve George of Maude Trevlyn.

Thank you, Octave; its no trouble, replied George, his tone one of indifference. As I brought Maude out, it is only fair that I should take her home  the task naturally falls to me, you see.

Octave did not see it at all, and resentfully pursued her way; something very like hatred for Maude taking possession of her breast. It is not pleasant to write of these things; but I know of few histories in which they can be quite avoided, if the whole truth is adhered to, for many and evil are the passions assailing the undisciplined human heart.

Good-bye! George whispered to Maude as he left her. This night begins a new era in our lives.

The Hold was busy when they entered. Mrs. Chattaway and her sister had just returned from Barmester, and were greeted by Mr. Chattaway. They had expected him for so many days past, and been disappointed, that his appearance now brought surprise with it. He answered the questions evasively put to him by Mrs. Chattaway and Diana, as to where he had been. Business had kept him, was all they could obtain from him.

I cannot think what you have done for clothes, James, said Mrs. Chattaway.

I have done very well, he retorted. Bought what I wanted.

But it was not upon the score of his wardrobe, or what had kept him so long, that Miss Diana Trevlyn required Chattaway. She had been waiting since the first morning of his absence, for information on a certain point, and now demanded it in a peremptory manner.

Chattaway, she began, when the rest had dispersed, and she waited with him, I have had a strange communication made to me. In that past time  carry your thoughts back to it, if you please  when there came to this house the news of Rupert Trevlyns birth and his mothers death  do you remember it?

Yes, I do, said Mr. Chattaway. What should hinder me?

The tidings were conveyed by letter. Two letters came, the second a day after the first.

Well? returned Chattaway, believing the theme, in some shape or other, was to haunt him for ever. What of the letters?

In that last letter, which must have been a heavy one, there was a communication enclosed for me.

I dont remember it, said Mr. Chattaway.

It was no doubt there. A document written at the request of Mrs. Trevlyn; appointing me guardian to the two children. What did you do with it?

I? returned Chattaway, speaking with apparent surprise, and looking full at Miss Diana with an unmoved face. I did nothing with it. I dont know anything about it.

You must have taken it out and suppressed it, observed Miss Diana.

I never saw it or heard of it, obstinately persisted Chattaway. Why should I? You might have been their appointed guardian, and welcome, for me: you have chiefly acted as guardian. I tell you, Diana, I neither saw nor heard of it: you need not look so suspiciously at me.

Is he telling the truth? thought Miss Diana, and her keen eyes were not lifted from Mr. Chattaways face. But that gentleman was remarkably inscrutable, and never appeared more so than at this moment.

If he did not do anything with it, continued Miss Diana in her train of thought, what could have become of the thing? Where can it be?




CHAPTER XXX

MR. CHATTAWAY COMES TO GRIEF

A few days passed on, and strange rumours began to be rife in the neighbourhood. Various rumours, vague at the best; but all tending to one point  the true heir was coming to his own again. They penetrated even to the ears of Mr. Chattaway, throwing that gentleman into a state not to be described. Some said a later will of the Squires had been found; some said a will of Joe Trevlyns; some that it was now discovered the estate could only descend in the direct male line, and consequently it had been Ruperts all along. Chattaway was in a raging fever; it preyed upon him, and turned his days to darkness. He seemed to look upon Rupert with the most intense suspicion, as if it were from him alone  his plotting and working  that the evil would come. He feared to trust him out of his sight; to leave him alone for a single instant. When he went to Blackstone he took Rupert with him; he hovered about all day, keeping Rupert in view, and brought him back in the evening.

Miss Diana had not yet bought the pony she spoke of, and Chattaway either mounted him on an old horse that was good for little now, and rode by his side, or drove him over. Rupert was intensely puzzled at this new consideration, and could not make it out.

One morning Mr. Chattaway so far sacrificed his own ease as to contemplate walking over: the horses were wanted that day. Very well, Rupert answered, in his half-careless, half-obedient fashion, it was all the same to him. And so they started. But as they were going down the avenue a gentleman was discerned coming up it. Mr. Chattaway knit his brows and peered at him; his sight for distance was not quite as good as it had been.

Whos this? asked he of Rupert.

It is Mr. Peterby, replied Rupert.

Peterby! ejaculated Chattaway. What Peterby?

Peterby of Barmester, the lawyer, explained Rupert, wondering that there was any need to ask.

For only one gentleman of the name of Peterby was known to Trevlyn Hold, and Mr. Chattaway was, so to say, familiar with him. He had been solicitor to Squire Trevlyn, and though Mr. Chattaway had not continued him in that post when he succeeded to the estate, preferring to employ Mr. Flood, he yet knew him well. The ejaculation had not escaped him so much in doubt as to the man, as to what he could want with him. But Mr. Peterby was solicitor for some of his tenants, and he supposed it was business touching the renewal of leases.

They met. Mr. Peterby was an active little man of more than sixty years, with a healthy colour and the remains of auburn hair. He had walked all the way from Barmester, and enjoyed the walk as much as a schoolboy. Good morning, Mr. Chattaway, he said, holding out his hand, I am fortunate in meeting you. I came early, to catch you before you went to Blackstone. Can you give me half-an-hours interview?

Mr. Chattaway thought he should not like to give the interview. He was in a bad temper, in no mood for business, and he really wanted to be at Blackstone. Besides all that he had no love for Mr. Peterby. I am pressed for time this morning, he replied, am much later than I ought to have been. Is it anything particular you want me for?

Yes, very particular, was the answer, delivered in uncompromising tones. I must request you to accord me the interview, Mr. Chattaway.

Mr. Chattaway turned back to the house with his visitor, and marshalled him into the drawing-room. Rupert remained at the hall-door.

I have come upon a curious errand, Mr. Chattaway, and no doubt an unwelcome one; though, from what I hear, it may not be altogether unexpected, began the lawyer, as they took seats opposite each other. A question has been arising of late, whether Rupert Trevlyn may not possess some right to the Hold. I am here to demand if you will give it up to him.

Was the world coming to an end? Chattaway thought it must be. He sat and stared at the speaker as if he were in a dream. Was every one turning against him? He rubbed his handkerchief over his hot face, and imperiously demanded of Mr. Peterby what on earth he meant, and where he could have picked up his insolence.

I am not about to wrest the estate from you, Mr. Chattaway, or to threaten to do so, was the answer. You need not fear that. But  you must be aware that you have for the last twenty years enjoyed a position that ought in strict justice to belong to the grandson of Squire Trevlyn.

I am not aware of anything of the sort, groaned Chattaway. What do you mean by wresting the estate?

Softly, my good sir; theres no need to put yourself out with me. I am come on a straightforward, peaceable errand; not one of war. A friendly errand, if you will allow me so to express myself.

The master of the Hold could only marvel at the words. A friendly errand! requiring him to give up his possessions!

Mr. Peterby proceeded to explain; and as there is no time to give the interview in detail, it shall be condensed. It appeared that the Reverend Mr. Daw had in his zeal sought out the solicitors of the late Squire Trevlyn. He had succeeded in impressing upon them a sense of the great injustice dealt out to Rupert; had avowed his intention of endeavouring, by any means in his power, to remedy this injustice; but at this point he had been somewhat obscure, and had, in fact, caused the lawyers to imagine that this power was real and tangible. Could there be, they asked themselves afterwards, any late will of Squire Trevlyns which would supersede the old one? It was the only hinge on which the matter could turn; and Mr. Daws mysterious hints certainly encouraged the thought. But Mr. Daw had said, Perhaps Chattaway will give up amicably, if you urge it upon him, and Mr. Peterby had now come for that purpose.

What you say is utterly absurd, urged Chattaway; the long explanation, which Mr. Peterby had given openly and candidly, having afforded him time to recover somewhat of his fears and his temper. I can take upon myself most positively to assert that no will or codicil was made, or attempted to be made, by Squire Trevlyn, subsequently to the one on which I inherit. Your firm drew that up.

I know we did, replied the lawyer. But that does not prove that none was drawn up after it.

But I tell you there was not any. I am certain upon the point.

Well, it was the only conclusion we could come to, rejoined Mr. Peterby. This Mr. Daw must have some grounds for urging the thing on; he wouldnt be so stupid as to do so if he had none.

He has none, said Chattaway.

Ah, but I am sure he has. But for being convinced of this, do you suppose I should have come to you now, asking you to give up an estate which you have so long enjoyed? I assure you I came as much in your interests as in his. If there is anything in existence by which you can be disturbed, it is only fair you should know of it.

Fair! In Mr. Chattaways frame of mind, he could scarcely tell what was fair and what was not fair. The interview was prolonged, but it brought forth no satisfactory conclusion. Perhaps none could be expected. Mr. Peterby took his departure, impressed with the conviction that the present owner of Trevlyn Hold would retain possession to the end, contesting it inch by inch; and as he walked down the avenue he asked himself whether he had not been induced to enter upon a foolish errand, in coming to suggest that it should be voluntarily resigned.

The master of Trevlyn Hold watched him away, and then opened the breakfast-room door. Wheres Rupert? he inquired, not seeing Rupert there.

Rupert? answered Mrs. Chattaway, looking up. I think he has gone to Blackstone. He wished me good morning; and I saw him walk down the avenue.

All things seemed to be against Mr. Chattaway. Here was Rupert out of sight now; it was hard to say where he might have gone, or what mischief he might be up to. As he turned from the door, Cris Chattaways horse  the unlucky new one which had damaged the dog-cart  was brought up, and Cris appeared, prepared to mount him.

Where are you going, Cris?

Nowhere in particular this morning, answered Cris. I have a nasty headache, and a canter may take it away.

Then Ill ride your horse to Blackstone, returned Mr. Chattaway. Alter the stirrups, Sam.

Why, wheres your own horse? cried Cris, with a blank look.

In the stable, shortly returned Chattaway.

He mounted the horse and rode away, his many cares perplexing him. A hideous wall separating him from all good fortune seemed to be rising up round about him; and the catastrophe he so dreaded  a contest between himself and Rupert Trevlyn for possession of the Hold  appeared to be drawing within the range of probability. In the gloomy prospect before him, only one loophole of escape presented itself to his imagination  the death of Rupert.

But you must not think worse of Mr. Chattaway than he deserves. He did not deliberately contemplate such a calamity; or set himself to hope for it. The imagination is rebelliously evil, often uncontrollable; and the thought rose up unbidden and unwished for. Mr. Chattaway could not help it; could not at first drive it away again; the somewhat dangerous argument, Were Rupert dead I should be safe, and it is the only means by which I can feel assured of safety, did linger with him longer than was expedient; but he never for one moment contemplated the possibility as likely to take place; most certainly it never occurred to him that he could be accessory to it. Though not a good man, especially in the way of temper and covetousness, Chattaway would have started with horror had he supposed he could ever be so bad as that.

He rode swiftly along in the autumn morning, urging his horse to a hard gallop. Was his haste merely caused by his anxiety to be at Blackstone, or that he would escape from his own thoughts? He rode directly to the coal mine, up to the mouth of the pit. Two or three men, looking like blackamoors, were standing about.

Why are you not down at work? angrily demanded Mr. Chattaway. What do you do idling here!

They had been waiting for Pennet, the men replied. But word had just been brought that Pennet was not coming.

Where is he? asked Mr. Chattaway. Skulking again?

I dunna think he be skulking, sir, was the reply of one. Hes bad a-bed.

An angry frown darkened Mr. Chattaways countenance. Truth to say, this man, Pennet, though a valuable workman from his great strength, his perseverance when in the pit, did occasionally absent himself from it, to the wrath of his overseers; and Mr. Chattaway knew that illness might be only an excuse for taking a holiday in the drinking shop.

Ill soon see that, he cried. Bring that horse back. If Pennet is skulking, Ill discharge him this very day.

He had despatched his horse round to the stable; but now mounted him again, and was riding away, after ordering the men down to their work, when he stopped to ask a question respecting one of his overseers.

Is Bean down the shaft?

No; the men thought not. They believed he was round at the office.

Mr. Chattaway turned his horses head towards the office, and galloped off, reining in at the door. The clerk Ford and Rupert Trevlyn both came out.

Oh, so you have got here! ungraciously grunted Mr. Chattaway to Rupert. I want Bean.

Beans in the pit, sir, replied Ford.

The man told me he was not in the pit, returned Mr. Chattaway. They said he was here.

Then they knew nothing about it, observed Ford. Bean has been down the pit all the morning.

Mr. Chattaway turned to Rupert. Go down the shaft and tell Bean to come up. I want him.

He rode off as he spoke, and Rupert departed for the pit. The man Pennet lived in a hovel, one of many, about a mile and a half away. Chattaway, between haste and temper, was in a heat when he arrived. A masculine-looking woman with tangled hair came out to salute him.

Wheres Pennet?

Hes right bad, master.

Mr. Chattaways lip curled. Bad from drink?

No, replied the woman, defiantly; for the owner of the mine was held in no favour, and this woman was of too independent a nature to conceal her sentiments when provoked. Bad from rheumatiz.

He got off his horse, rudely pushed her aside, and went in. Pennet was dressed, but was lying on a wooden settle, as the benches were called in that district.

I be too bad for the pit to-day, sir; I be, indeed. This, rheumatiz have been a-flying about me for weeks; and now its settled in my loins, and I cant stir.

Lets see you walk, responded Chattaway.

Pennet got off the bench with difficulty, and walked across the brick floor slowly, his arms behind him.

I thought so, said Chattaway. I knew you were skulking. You are as well able to walk as I am. Be off to the pit.

The man lifted his face. If you was in the pain I be, master, you wouldnt say so. I mote drag myself down to im, but I couldnt work.

We will see about that, said Mr. Chattaway, in his determined manner. You work to-day, my man, or you never work again for me: so take your choice.

There was a pause. Pennet looked irresolute, the woman bitter. Perhaps what these people hated most of all in Chattaway was his personal interference and petty tyranny. What he was doing now  looking up the hands  was the work of an overseer; not of the owner.

Come, he authoritatively repeated. I shall see you start before me. We are too busy for half of you to be basking in idleness. Are you going? Work to-day, or leave the pit, just which you please.

The man glanced at his children  a ragged little group, cowering in silence in a corner, awed by the presence of the master; took his cap without a word, and limped slowly away, though apparently scarcely able to drag one foot before the other.

Where be your bowels of compassion? cried the woman, in her audacity, placing herself before Mr. Chattaway.

I know where my whip will be if you dont get out of my way and change your tone, was his answer. What do you mean, woman, by speaking so to me?

Them as have no compassion for their men, but treads em down like beasts o burden, may come, perhaps, to be treaded down themselves, was the womans retort, as she withdrew out of Mr. Chattaways vicinity.

He made no answer, except that he lifted his whip significantly. As he rode off, he saw Pennet pursuing his way to the mine by the nearest path  one inaccessible to horses. When he was near the man, he lifted his whip as significantly at him as he had done at the wife, and then urged his horse to a gallop. It was a busy day, both in the office and in the mine; and Chattaway, taking as you perceive a somewhat practical part in his affairs, had wished to be present some two hours before. Consequently, these delays had not improved his temper.

About midway between the Pennets hut and the mine were the decaying walls of what had once been a shed. Part of the wall was still standing, about four feet high. It lay right in Mr. Chattaways way: one single minute given to turning either to the right or left, and he would have avoided it. But he saw no reason for avoiding it: he had leaped it often: it was not likely that he would in his hurry turn from it now.

He urged his horse to it, and the animal was in the very act of taking the leap, when a sudden obstacle interposed. A beggar, who had been quietly ensconced on the other side, basking in the sun and eating his dinner, heard the movement, and not wishing to be run over started up to escape the danger. The movement frightened the horse, causing him to strike the wall instead of clearing it: he fell, and his master with him.

The horse was not hurt, and soon found its legs. If the animal had misbehaved himself a few days previously, under the hands of Mr. Cris, he appeared determined to redeem his character now. He stood patient and silent, turning his head to Mr. Chattaway, as if waiting for him to get up.

Which that gentleman strove to do. But he found he could not. Something was the matter with one of his ankles, and he was in a towering passion. The offending beggar scampered off, frightened at his unbounded rage and threats of vengeance.

The intemperate words did him no good; you may be very sure of that; they never do any one good. For more than an hour Mr. Chattaway lay there, his horse patiently standing by him, and no one coming to his aid. It would have seemed that he lay three times as long, but that he had his watch, and could consult it as often as he pleased. It was an unfrequented by-road, leading nowhere in particular, except to the hovels; and Chattaway had therefore full benefit of the solitude.

The first person to come up was no other than Mrs. Pennet  Meg Pennet, as she was familiarly called. Her tall, gaunt form came striding along, and her large eyes grew larger as she saw who was lying there.

Ah, master! whats it your turn aready! Have you been there ever sin? Cant you get up?

Find assistance, he cried in curt tones of authority. Mount my horse and youll go the quicker.

Na, na; I mount na horse. The brute might be flinging me, as it seems he ha flinged you. Women and horses be best apart. Shall I help you up?

His haughty, ill-conditioned spirit would have prompted him to say No; his helplessness and impatience obliged him to say Yes. The powerful woman took him by the shoulders and raised him. So far, so good. But his ankle gave him intense pain; was, in short, almost useless; and a cry escaped him. In his agony, he flung her rudely from him with his elbow. Go and get assistance, woman.

Be thatn the thanks I get? Ah! it be coming home to ye, be it! Ye sent my man off to work in pain; he couldnt hardly crawl: how dyou like pain yerself? If the legs broke, Squire, youll ha time to lie and think ont.

She strode on, Chattaway sending an ugly word after her, and soon came in sight of the mine  which appeared to be in an unusual bustle. A crowd had collected round the mouth of the pit, and people were running to it from all quarters. Loud talking, gesticulating, confusion prevailed: what could be causing it?

Happen they be looking for him as is lying yonder! quoth she. But scarcely were the words out of her mouth when a group of women running, filling the air with cries and lamentations, came in sight. Her coarse face grew white and her heart turned sick as the fatal truth burst upon her conviction. There had been an accident in the mine!




CHAPTER XXXI

DOWN THE SHAFT

It was only too true. Whether from fire-damp, the rushing in of water, or some other mischief to which coal-pits are liable, was as yet scarcely known: nothing was certain except the terrible calamity itself. Of the men who had gone down the mine that morning, some were dead, others dying. Meg Pennet echoed the shrieks of the women as she flew forward and pushed through the crowd collected round the mouth of the pit. The same confusion prevailed there that prevails in similar scenes of distress and disaster elsewhere.

And Mr. Chattaway himself was down the shaft, you say? He went down this morning? My friends, it is altogether an awful calamity.

The woman pushed in yet further and confronted the speaker, her white face drawn with anguish. He was the minister of a dissenting chapel, a Mr. Lloyd, and well known to the miners, some of whom went regularly to hear him preach.

No, sir; Chattaway was na down the shaft; he is na one of the dead, more luck to him, she said, her words brought out brokenly, her bosom heaving. Chattaway have this morning made me a widda and my young children fatherless. My man was stiff with rheumatiz, he was  no more fit to go to work nor I be to go down that shaft and carry up his poor murdered body. I knowed his errand as soon as I heerd his horses feet. He made him get off the settle, and druv him out to work as hed drive a dog; and when I told him of his hardness, he lifted up his whip agin me. Yes! Pennets down with the rest of em; sent by him: and I be a lone widda.

Her says right, interposed a voice. It wasnt the master as went down the shaft; it were young Rupert Trevlyn.

Rupert Trevlyn, uttered the minister in startled tones. I hope he is not down.

Yes, hes down, sir.

But where can Mr. Chattaway be? exclaimed Ford, the clerk, who made one of the throng. Do you know, Meg Pennet?

Hes where ill-luck have overtook him for his cruelty to us, answered Meg Pennet, flinging her hair from her sorrowful face. I telled him the ill he forced on others might happen come home to him  that he might soon be lying in his pain, for aught he knew. And he went right off to the ill then and there  and hes a-lying in it.

The sympathies of the hearers were certainly not given to Mr. Chattaway. He was no favourite with his dependants at Blackstone, any more than with his neighbours around the Hold. But the womans words were strange, and they pressed for an explanation.

He be lying under the wall o the old ruin, was her reply. I come upon him there, and I guess his brave horse had flung him. When Id ha lifted him, he cried out with pain  as my poor man was a-crying in the night with his back  and I saw him lay hisself down again after Id left him. And Chattaway he swore at me for my help  and you can go to him and be swore at too. Happen his leg be broke.

The minister turned away to seek Mr. Chattaway. Unless completely disabled, it was necessary that he should be at the scene; no one of any particular authority was there to give orders; and the inevitable confusion attendant on such a calamity was thereby increased. Ford, the clerk, sped after Mr. Lloyd, and one or two stragglers followed him; but the rest were chained to the more exciting scene of the disaster.

Mr. Chattaway had raised himself when they reached him, and was holding on by the wall. He broke into a storm of grumbling, especially at Ford, and asked why he could not have found him out sooner. As if Ford could divine what had befallen him! Mr. Lloyd stooped and touched the ankle, which was a good deal swollen. It was sprained, Chattaway said; but he thought he could manage to get on his horse with their assistance. He abused the beggar unmercifully, and expressed his intention of calling a meeting of his brother-magistrates, that measures might be taken to rid the country of tramps and razor-grinders; and he finished up in the heat of argument by calling the accident which had befallen him a cursed misfortune.

Hush! quietly interrupted Mr. Lloyd. I should call it a blessing.

Chattaway stared at him and deemed that he was carrying religion rather too far. As he looked, it struck him that both his rescuers wore very sad countenances; Ford in particular was excessively crestfallen. A sarcastic smile crossed his face.

A blessing! to have my ankle sprained, and waste my morning in this fashion? Thank you, Mr. Lloyd! You gentlemen who have nothing better to do with your time than preach it away may think little of such an interruption, but to men of business it is not agreeable. A blessing!

Yes, I believe it to have come to you as such  sent direct from God. Were you not going into the pit this morning?

Yes, I was, impatiently answered Mr. Chattaway. I should be there now, but for this  blessing! I wish you would not  

Just so, interrupted Mr. Lloyd, calmly. And this fall has no doubt saved your life. There has been an accident in the pit, and the poor fellows who went down a few hours ago full of health and life, are about to be carried up dead.

The words brought Mr. Chattaway to his senses. An accident! he repeated. What accident?  of what nature? turning hastily to Ford.

Fire-damp, I believe, sir.

Who was down? was the next eager question.

The usual men, sir. And  and  Mr. Rupert Trevlyn.

Chattaway with some difficulty repressed a shout. Idea after idea crowded upon his brain, one chasing another. Foremost amongst them rose distinctly the one thought of the morning from which he had striven to escape and could not: Nothing can bring me security save the death of Rupert. Had the half-encouraged wish brought its realisation.

Rupert Trevlyn down the shaft! he repeated, the moisture breaking over his face. I know he went down; I sent him; but  but  did he not come up again?

No, gloomily replied Ford, who really liked Rupert; he is down now. Theres no hope that hell come up alive.

Whether consternation deadened his physical suffering, or his ankle, from the rest it had had, was really less painful, Mr. Chattaway contrived to get pretty comfortably to the scene of action. The crowd had increased; people were coming up from far and near. Medical men had arrived, ready to give their services in case any sufferers were brought up alive. One of them examined Mr. Chattaways ankle, and bound it up; the hurt, he said, was only a temporary one.

He, the owner of that pit, sat down on the side of a hand-barrow, for he could not stand, and issued his orders in sharp, concise tones; and the bodies began to be brought to the surface. One of the first to appear was that of the unfortunate man, Bean, to whom he had sent the message by Rupert. Chattaway looked on, half-dazed. Would Ruperts body be the next? He could not realise the fact that he, from whom he had dreaded he knew not what, should soon be laid at his feet, cold and lifeless. Was he glad or sorry? Did grief for Rupert predominate? Or did the intense relief the death must bring overpower any warmer feeling? Perhaps Mr. Chattaway could not yet tell.

They were being brought up pretty quickly now, and were laid on the ground beside him, to be recognised by the unhappy relatives. The men to whom Chattaway had spoken that morning were amongst them: he had ordered them down as he rode off, and one and all had obeyed the mandate. Did he regret their fate? Did he compassionate the weeping wives and children? In a degree, perhaps, yes; but not as most men would have done.

A tall form interposed between him and the mouth of the pit  that of Meg Pennet. She had been watching for a body which had not yet been brought up. Suddenly she turned to Mr. Chattaway.

You have killed him, master; you have made my children orphans. But for your coming in your hardness to drive him out when he warnt fit to go, we should ha had somebody still to work for us. Happen you may have heered of a curse? Id like to give ye one now.

Somebody take this woman away, cried Chattaway. Shell be better at home.

Ay, take her away, retorted Meg; dont let her plaints be heered, lest folk might say they be just. Send her home to her fatherless children, and send her dead man after her to lie among em till his burial. Happen, when you come to your death, Mr. Chattaway, youll have us all afore your mind, to comfort you!

She stopped. Another ill-fated man was being drawn up, and she turned to wait for it, her hands clenched, her face white and haggard in its intensity. The burden came, and was laid near the rest; but it was not the one for which she waited. Another woman darted forward; she knew it too well; and she clasped her hands round it, and sobbed in agony. Meg Pennet turned resolutely to the mouth of the pit again, watching still.

Be they all dead? How many was down?

The voice came from behind Meg Pennet, and she screamed and started. There stood her husband. How had he escaped from the pit?

I havent been a-nigh it, he answered. I couldnt get down to the pit, try as I would, without a rest, and I halted at Greens. Whos dead among em, and whos alive?

God be thanked! exclaimed Meg Pennet, with a sob of emotion.

All Mr. Chattaways faculties were strained on the mouth of that yawning pit, and what it might yield up. As body after body was brought to the surface  seven of them were up now  he cast his anxious looks upon it, expecting to recognise the fair face of Rupert Trevlyn. Expecting and yet dreading  dont think him worse than he was; with the frightened, half-shrinking dread ordinarily experienced by women, or by men of nervous and timid temperament. So utterly did this suspense absorb him as to make him almost oblivious to the painful features of the scene, the wails of woe and bursts of lamentation.

Happening for a minute to turn his eyes from the pit, he saw in the distance a pony-carriage approaching, which looked uncommonly like that of Miss Diana Trevlyn. Instinct told him that the two figures seated in it were his wife and Miss Diana, although as yet he could not see whether they were women or men. It was slowly winding down a distant hill, and would have to ascend another and come over the flat stretch of country ere it could reach them. He beckoned his clerk Ford to him in a sort of terror.

Run, Ford! Make all speed. I think I see Miss Trevlyns pony-carriage yonder with the ladies in it. Dont let them approach. Tell them to turn aside, to the office, and Ill come to them. Anywhere; anywhere but here.

Ford ran with all his might. He met the carriage just at the top of the nearest hill, and unceremoniously laid his hand upon the pony, giving Mr. Chattaways message as well as his breathless state would allow  begging they would turn aside and not approach the pit.

It was evident that they were strangers as yet to the news, but the crowd and excitement round the pit had been causing them apprehension and a foreshadowing of the truth. Miss Diana, paying, as it appeared, little heed to the message, extended her whip in the direction of the scene.

I see what it is, Ford. Dont beat about the bush. How many were down the shaft?

A great many, maam, was Fords reply. The pit was in full work to-day.

Was it fire-damp?

I believe so.

Mr. Chattaways safe, you say? He was not down? I suppose he was not likely to be down?

No, answered Ford. But the thought of Mr. Chattaways accident from another source, which he did not know whether to disclose or not, and the consciousness of a worse calamity, caused him to speak hesitatingly. Miss Diana was quick of apprehension, and awoke it.

Was any one down the shaft besides the men? Was  wheres Rupert Trevlyn?

Ford looked as if he dared not answer.

Mrs. Chattaway caught the alarm. She half rose in the low carriage, and stretched out her hands in a pleading attitude; as though Ford held the issues of life and death.

Oh, speak, speak! He was not down the shaft! Surely Rupert was not down the shaft!

He had gone down but a short time before, said the young man in a whisper  for where was the use of denying the fact, now that they had guessed it? We shall all mourn him, maam. I had almost as soon it had been me.

Gone down the shaft but a short time before! mechanically repeated Miss Diana in her horror. But she was interrupted by a cry from Ford. Mrs. Chattaway had fallen back on her seat in a fainting-fit.




CHAPTER XXXII

A SHOCK FOR MR. CHATTAWAY

The brightness of the day was turning to gloom, as if the heavens sympathised with the melancholy scene upon earth. Quietly pushing his way through the confusion, moans and lamentations, the mass of human beings surrounding the mouth of the pit, was a tall individual whose acquaintance you have made before. It was Mr. Daw with his red umbrella: the latter an unvarying appendage, whether the sun was shining or the clouds dropped rain. He went straight up to certain pale faces lying there in a row, and glanced at them one by one.

They are saying that Rupert Trevlyn is amongst the sufferers, he observed to those nearest to him.

So he is, master.

I do not see him here.

No; he aint up yet.

Is there no hope that he may be brought to the surface alive?

They shook their heads. Not now. He have been down too long. Theres not a chance for him.

Something like emotion passed over Mr. Daws features.

How came he to be down the pit? he asked. Was it his business to go down?

Not in ordnary. No: twornt once in six months as there was aught to take him there.

Then what took him there to-day? was Mr. Daws next question.

The master sent him, replied the man, pointing towards Chattaway.

Apparently Mr. Daw had not observed Chattaway before, and he turned and walked towards him. Vexation at the loss of Rupert  it may surely be called vexation rather than grief, since he had not known Rupert sufficiently long to love him  a loss so sudden and terrible, was rendering Mr. Daw unjust. Chattaways worst enemy could not fairly blame him with reference to the fate of Rupert: but Mr. Daw was in a hasty mood.

Is it true that you sent Rupert Trevlyn down the shaft only a few minutes before this calamity occurred?

The address and the speaker equally took Mr. Chattaway by surprise. His attention was riveted on something then being raised from the shaft, and he had not noticed the stranger. Hastily turning his head, he saw, first the conspicuous red umbrella, next its obnoxious and dangerous owner.

Ah, but no longer dangerous now. That terrible fear was over for ever. With the first glimpse, Mr. Chattaways face had turned to a white heat, from the force of habit; but the next moments reflection reassured him, and he retained his equanimity.

What did you say, sir?

Was there no one else, Mr. Chattaway, to serve your turn, but you must send down your wronged and unhappy nephew? reiterated Mr. Daw, in tones that penetrated to every ear. I have heard it said, since I came into this neighbourhood, that Mr. Chattaway would be glad, if by some lucky chance Squire Trevlyns grandson and legal heir could be put out of his path. It seems he has succeeded in accomplishing it.

Mr. Chattaways face grew dark and frowning. Take care what you say, sir, or you shall answer for your words. I ask you what you mean.

And I ask you  Was there no one you could despatch this morning into that dangerous mine, then on the very eve of exploding, but that helpless boy, Rupert, who might not resist your authority, and so went to his death? Was there no one, I ask?

Mr. Daws zeal was decidedly outrunning his discretion. It is the province of exaggeration to destroy its cause, and the unfounded charge  which, temperately put, might have inflicted its sting  fell comparatively harmless on the ear of Mr. Chattaway. He could only stare and wonder  as if a proposition had been put to him in some foreign language.

Why  bless my heart!  are you mad? he presently exclaimed. His tone was sufficiently equable. Could I tell the mine was going to explode? Had but the faintest warning reached me, do you suppose I should not have emptied the pit of all human souls? I am as sorry for Rupert as you can be: but the blame is not mine. It is not any ones  unless it be his own. There was plenty of time to leave the pit after he had delivered the message I sent him down with, had he chosen to do so. But I suppose he stopped gossiping with the men. This land belongs to me, sir. Unless you have any business here, I must request you to leave it.

There was so much truth in what Mr. Chattaway urged that the stranger began to be a little ashamed of his heat. Nevertheless, it is a thorn removed from your path, he cried aloud. And you would have removed him from it yourself long ago, could you have done it without sin.

A half murmur of assent arose from the crowd. The stranger had hit the exact facts. Could the master of Trevlyn Hold have removed Rupert Trevlyn from his path without sin, without danger or trouble, it had been done long ago. In short, were it as easy to put some obnoxious individual out of life, as it is to stow away an offending piece of furniture, Mr. Chattaway had most assuredly not waited until now to rid himself of Rupert: and those listeners knew it.

Mr. Chattaway turned his frowning face on the murmurers; but before more could be said by any one, the circle was penetrated by some new-comers, one of them in distress of mind that could not be hidden or controlled. Mrs. Chattaway having recovered from her apparent fainting-fit  though in reality she had not lost consciousness, and her closed eyes and intense pallor had led to the mistake  the pony-carriage had been urged with all speed to the scene of action. In vain the clerk Ford reiterated Mr. Chattaways protest against their approach. Miss Diana Trevlyn was not one to attend against her will to the protests of Mr. Chattaway.

I would have saved his life with my own; I would have gone down in his place had it been possible, wailed poor Mrs. Chattaway, wringing her hands, and wholly forgetting the reticence usually imparted by the presence of her husband.

Her grief was genuine; and the crowd sympathised with her almost as it did with those despairing women, weeping in their new widowhood. But the neighbours had not now to learn that Madame Chattaway loved her dead brothers children, if her husband did not.

For Heavens sake dont make a scene here! growled Mr. Chattaway, in impotent anger. Have you no sense of the fitness of things?

But his wife, however meekly submissive at other times, was not in a state for submission then. Unable to define the sensations that oppressed her, she only felt that all was over; the unhappy boy had gone from them for ever; the cruel wrongs inflicted on him throughout life were now irreparable.

He has gone with all our unkindness on his head, she wailed, partially unconscious, no doubt, of what she said; gone to meet his father, my poor lost brother, bearing to him the tale of his wrongs! Oh, if  

Be silent, will you? shrieked Chattaway. Are you going mad?

Mrs. Chattaway covered her face with her hands, and leaned against the barrow on which her husband was sitting. Miss Diana Trevlyn, who had been gathering various particulars from the crowd, who had said a word of comfort  though it was little comfort they could listen to yet  to the miserable women, came up at this moment to Chattaway.

It was a very unhappy thing that you should have sent Rupert into the pit this morning, she said, her face wearing its most haughty expression.

Yes, he answered. But I could not foresee what was about to happen. It  it might have been Cris. Had Cris been in the way at the time, and not Rupert, I should have despatched him.

Chattaway, I would give all my fortune to have him back again. I  

A strange commotion on the outskirts of the crowd attracted their attention, and Miss Diana brought her sentence to an abrupt conclusion, and turned sharply towards it, for the shouts bore the sound of triumph; and a few voices were half breaking into hurrahs. Strange sounds, in that awful death-scene!

Who was this advancing towards them? The crowd had parted to give him place, and he came leaping to the centre, all haste and excitement  a fair, gentlemanly young man, his silken hair uncovered, his cheeks hectic with excitement. Mrs. Chattaway cried aloud with a joyful cry, and her husbands eyes and mouth slowly opened as though he saw a spectre.

It was Rupert Trevlyn. Rupert, it appeared, had not been down the pit at all. Sufficiently obedient to Mr. Chattaway, but not obedient to the letter, Rupert, when he reached the pits mouth, had seen the last of those men descending whom Chattaway had imperiously ordered down, and sent the message to Bean by him. His chief inducement was that he had just met an acquaintance who had come to tell him of a pony for sale  for Rupert, commissioned by Miss Trevlyn, had been making inquiries for one. It required little pressing to induce Rupert to abandon the office and Blackstone for some hours, and start off to see this pony. And that was where he had been. Mrs. Chattaway clasped her arms around his neck, in utter defiance of her husbands prejudices, unremembered then, and sobbed forth her emotion.

Why, Aunt Edith, you never thought I was one of them, did you? Bless you! I am never down the pit. I should not be likely to fall into such a calamity as that. Poor fellows! I must go and ascertain who was there.

The crowd, finding Rupert safe, broke into a cheer, and a voice shouted  could it have been Mr. Daws? Long live the heir! long live young Squire Trevlyn! and the words were taken up and echoed in the air.

And Mr. Chattaway? If you want me to describe his emotions to you, I cannot do it. They were of a mixed nature. We must not go so far as to say he regretted to see Rupert back in life; felt no satisfaction at his escape; but with his reappearance all the old fears returned. They returned tenfold from the very fact of his short immunity from them, and the audacious words of the crowd turned his face livid. In conjunction with the yet more audacious words previously spoken by the stranger and the demonstrative behaviour of his wife, they were as a sudden blow to Mr. Chattaway.

Those shouters saw his falling countenance, his changed look, and drew their own conclusions. Ah! hed put away the young heir if he could, they whispered one to another. But he havent got shut of him this time.

No; Mr. Chattaway certainly had not.

God has been merciful to your nephew, interposed the peaceful voice of Mr. Lloyd, drawing near. He has been pleased to save him, though He has seen fit to take others. We know not why it should be  some struck down, others spared. His ways are not as our ways.

They lay there, a long line of them, and the minister pointed with his finger as he spoke. Most of the faces looked calm and peaceful. Oh! were they ready? Had they lived to make God their friend? Trusting in Christ their Saviour? My friends, this sudden call comes to others as well as to miners: it behoves us all to be ready for it.

As the day drew on, the excitement did not lessen; and Mr. Chattaway almost forgot the hurt, which he would have made a great deal of at another time. But the ankle was considerably swollen and inflamed, giving him pain still, and it caused him to quit the scene for home earlier than he might otherwise have done.

He left Cris to superintend. Cris was not incompetent for the task; but he might have displayed a little more sympathy with the sufferers without compromising his dignity. Cris had arrived in much bustle and excitement at the scene of action: putting eager questions about Rupert, as to how he came to be down the shaft, and whether he was really dead. The report that he was dead had reached Cris Chattaways ears at some miles distance, as it had reached those of many others.

It reached Maude Trevlyns. The servants at the Hold heard it, and foolishly went to her. There had been an explosion in the pit, and Master Rupert was amongst the killed. Maude was as one stricken with horror. She did not faint or cry; putting on a shawl and bonnet mechanically, as she would for any ordinary walk, she left the house on her way to Blackstone. Dont go, Maude; it will only be more painful to you, Octave had said in kindly tones, as she saw her departing; but Maude, as though she heard not, bore swiftly on with a dry eye and burning brow. Turning from the fields into the road, she met George Ryle.

Where are you going, Maude?

Oh, George, dont stop me! I had no one but him.

But George did stop her. He saw her countenance of despair, and suspected what was wrong. Putting his arm gently round her, he held her to him. Maude supposed he had heard the tidings, and was unwilling that she should approach the terrible scene.

My darling, be comforted. You have been hearing that Rupert shared the calamity, but the report was a false one. Rupert is alive and well. It is the happy truth, Maude.

Overcome by emotion, Maude leaned upon him and sobbed out more blissful tears than perhaps she had ever shed. Mr. George would have had no objection to apply himself to the task of soothing her until the shades of night fell; but scarcely a minute had they so stood when an interruption, in the shape of some advancing vehicle, was heard. These envious interruptions will occur at the most unwelcome moments, as perhaps your own experience may bear witness to.

It proved to be the pony-carriage of Miss Diana Trevlyn. Mr. Chattaway with his lame foot sat beside her, and Mrs. Chattaway occupied the grooms place behind. Miss Diana, who chose to drive her own pony, although she had a gentleman at hand, drew up in surprise at the sight of Maude.

I had heard that Rupert was killed, she explained, advancing to the carriage, her face still wet with tears. But George Ryle has told me the truth.

And so you were starting for Blackstone! returned Miss Diana. Would it have done any good, child? But that is just like you, Maude. You will act upon impulse to the end of life.

Mrs. Chattaway bent forward with her sweet smile. Rupert is on his way home, Maude, alive and well. I am sorry you should have heard what you did.

It seems to me the whole parish has heard it, ejaculated Mr. Chattaway.

Room was made for Maude beside Mrs. Chattaway, and the pony-carriage went on. It had gone only a few paces when the Reverend Mr. Daw came in sight. Was the man gifted with ubiquity! But an hour or two, as it seemed, and he had been bearding Mr. Chattaway at the mine. He lifted his hat as he passed, and Miss Diana and Maude bowed in return. He did not approach the carriage, or attempt to stop it; but went on with long strides, as one in a hurry.

Mr. Chattaway, who had never looked towards the man, never moved a muscle of his face, turned his head to steal a glance when he deemed him at a safe distance. There stood Mr. Daw, talking to George Ryle, one hand stretched out in the heat of argument, the other grasping the red umbrella, which was turned over his shoulder.

Treason, treason! mentally ejaculated the master of Trevlyn Hold, as he raised his handkerchief to his heated face. How I might have laughed at them now, if  if  if that had turned out to be true about Rupert!




CHAPTER XXXIII

THE OLD TROUBLE AGAIN

From ten days to a fortnight went by, and affairs were resuming their ordinary routine. All outward indications of the accident were over; the bodies of the poor sufferers were buried; the widows, mothers, orphans, had begun to realise their destitution. It was not all quite done with, however. The inquest, adjourned from time to time, was not yet concluded; and popular feeling ran high against Mr. Chattaway. Certain precautions, having reference to the miners safety, which ought to have been observed in the pit, had not been observed; hence the calamity. Other mine owners in the vicinity had taken these precautions long ago; but Mr. Chattaway, whether from inertness, or regard to expense, had not done so. People spoke out freely now, not only in asserting that these safeguards must no longer be delayed  and of that Mr. Chattaway was himself sensible, in a sullen sort of way  but also that it was incumbent on him to do something for the widows and orphans. A most distasteful hint to a man of so near a disposition. Miss Diana Trevlyn had gone down to the desolate homes and rendered them glad with her bounty; but to make anything like a permanent provision for them was Mr. Chattaways business, and not hers. The sufferers believed Mr. Chattaway was not likely to make even the smallest for them; and they were not far wrong. His own hurt, the sprained ankle, had speedily recovered, and he was now well again.

And the officious stranger, and his interference for the welfare of Rupert? That also was falling to the ground, and he, Mr. Daw, was now on the eve of departure. However well meant these efforts had been, they could only be impotent in the face of Squire Trevlyns will. Mr. Daw himself was at length convinced of the fact, and began to doubt whether his zeal had not outrun his discretion. Messrs. Peterby and Jones angrily told him that it had, when he acknowledged, in answer to their imperative question, that he had had no grounds whatever to go upon, save goodwill to Rupert. Somewhat of this changed feeling may have prompted him to call at Trevlyn Hold to pay a farewell visit of civility; which he did, and got into hot water.

He asked for Miss Diana Trevlyn. But Miss Diana happened to be out, and Octave, who was seated at the piano when he was shown in, whirled round upon the stool in anger. She had taken the most intense dislike to this officious man: possibly a shadow of the same dread which filled her fathers heart had penetrated to hers.

Miss Trevlyn! If Miss Trevlyn were at home, she would not receive you, was her haughty salutation, as she rose from her stool. It is impossible that you can be received at the Hold. Unless I am mistaken, sir, you had an intimation of this from Squire Chattaway.

My visit, young lady, was not to Mr. Chattaway, but to Miss Trevlyn. So long as the Hold is Miss Trevlyns residence, her friends must call there  although it may happen to be also that of Mr. Chattaway. I am sorry she is out: I wish to say a word to her before my departure. I leave to-night for good.

And a good thing too, said angry Octave, forgetting her manners. But this answer had not conciliated her, especially the very pointed tone with which he had called her father Mr. Chattaway.

She rang the bell loudly to recall the servant. She did not ask him to sit down, but stood pointing to the door; and Mr. Daw had no resource but to obey the movement and go out  somewhat ignominously it must be confessed.

In the avenue he met Miss Trevlyn, and she was more civil than Octave had been. I leave to-night, he said to her. I go back to my residence abroad, never in all probability to quit it again. I should have been glad to serve poor Rupert by helping him to his rights  Miss Trevlyn, I cannot avoid calling them so  but I find the law and Mr. Chattaway stronger than my wishes. It was, perhaps, foolish ever to take up the notion, and I feel half inclined to apologise to Mr. Chattaway.

Of all visionary notions, that was about the wildest I ever heard of, said Miss Diana.

Yes, utterly vain and useless. I see it now. I do not the less feel Rupert Trevlyns position, you must understand; the injustice dealt out to him lies on my mind with as keen a sense as ever: but I do see how hopeless, and on my part how foolish, was any attempt at remedy. I should be willing to say this to Mr. Chattaway if I saw him, and to tell him I had done with it. Mr. Freeman hints that I was not justified in thus attempting to disturb the peace of a family, and he may be right. But, Miss Trevlyn, may I ask you to be kind to Rupert?

Miss Trevlyn threw back her head. I have yet to learn that I am not kind to him, sir.

I mean with a tender kindness. I fancy I see in him indications of the disease that was so fatal to his father. It has been on my mind to invite him to go back home with me, and try what the warmer climate may do for him; but the feeling (amounting almost to a prevision) that the result in his case would be the same as his fathers, withholds me. I should not like to take him out to die: neither would I charge myself with the task of nursing one in a fatal malady.

You are very good, said Miss Diana, somewhat stiffly. Rupert will do well where he is, I have no doubt: and for myself, I do not anticipate any such illness for him. I wish you a pleasant journey, Mr. Daw.

Thank you, madam. I leave him to your kindness. It seems to me only a duty I owe to his dead father to mention to you that he may need extra care and kindness; and none so fitting to bestow it upon him as you  the guardian appointed by his mother.

By the way, I cannot learn anything about that document, resumed Miss Diana. Mr. Chattaway says that it never came to hand.

Madam, it must have come to hand. If the letter in which it was enclosed reached Trevlyn Hold, it is a pretty good proof that the document also reached it. Mr. Chattaway must be mistaken.

Miss Diana did not see how, unless he was wilfully, falsely denying the fact. A thought struck me the other day, which I wish to mention to you, she said aloud, quitting the subject for a different one. The graves of my brother and his wife  are they kept in order?

Quite so, he answered. I see to that.

Then you must allow me to repay to you any expense you may have been put to. I  

Not so, he interrupted. There is no expense  or none to speak of. The ground was purchased for ever, à perpétuité, as we call it over there, and the shrubs planted on the site require little or no care in the keeping. Now and then I do a half-days work there myself, for the love of my lost friends. Should you ever travel so far  and I should be happy to welcome you  you will find their last resting-place well attended to, Miss Trevlyn.

I thank you much, she said in heartier tones, as she held out her hand. And I regret now that circumstances have prevented my extending hospitality to you.

And so they parted amicably. And the great ogre Mr. Chattaway had feared would eat him up, had subsided into a very harmless man indeed. Miss Diana went on to the Hold, deciding that her respected brother-in-law was a booby for having been so easily frightened into terror.

As Mr. Daw passed the lodge, old Canham was airing himself at the door, Ann being out at work. The gentleman stopped.

You were not here when I passed just now, he said. I looked in at the window, and opened the door, but could see no one.

I was in the back part, maybe, sir. When Anns absent, I has to get my own meals, and wash up my cups and things.

I must say farewell to you. I leave to-night.

Leave the place! What, for good, sir?

Yes, replied Mr. Daw. In a weeks time from this, I hope to be comfortably settled in my own home, some hundreds of miles away.

And Master Rupert? and the Hold? returned old Canham, the corners of his mouth considerably drawn down. Is he to be reistated in it?

Mr. Daw shook his head. I did all I could, and it did not succeed: I can do no more. My will is good enough  as I think I have proved; but I have no power.

Then its all over again, sir  dropped through, as may be said?

It has.

Old Canham leaned heavily on his crutch, lost in thought. It wont drop for ever, sir, he presently raised his head to say. There have been something within me a long, long while, whispering that Master Ruperts as safe to come to his own before he dies, as that I be to go into my grave. When this stir took place, following on your arrival here, I thought the time had come then. It seems it hadnt; but come it will, as sure as I be saying it  as sure as hes the true heir of Squire Trevlyn.

I hope it will, was the warm answer. You will none of you rejoice more truly than I. My friend Freeman has promised to write occasionally to me, and  

Mr. Daw was interrupted. Riding his shaggy pony in at the lodge gate  a strong, brisk little Welsh animal bought a week ago by Miss Diana, was Rupert himself. Upon how slender a thread do the great events of life turn! The reflection is so trite that it seems the most unnecessary reiteration to record it; but there are times when it is brought to the mind with an intensity that is positively startling.

Mr. Chattaway, by the merest accident  as it appeared to him  had forgotten a letter that morning when he went to Blackstone. He had written it before leaving home, intending to post it on his road, but left it on his desk. It was drawing towards the close of the afternoon before he remembered it. He then ordered Rupert to ride home as fast as possible and post it, so that it might be in time for the evening mail. And this Rupert had now come to do. All very simple, you will say: but I can tell you that but for the return of Rupert Trevlyn at that hour, the most tragical part of this history would in all probability never have taken place.

The very man I was wishing to see! exclaimed Mr. Daw, arresting Rupert and his pony in their career. I feared I should have to leave without wishing you good-bye.

Are you going to-day? asked Rupert.

To-night. You seem in a hurry.

I am in a hurry, replied Rupert, as he explained about the letter. If I dont make haste, I shall lose the post.

But I want to talk to you a bit. Do you go back to Blackstone?

Oh no; not to-day.

Suppose you come in to the parsonage for an hour or two this evening? suggested Mr. Daw. Come to tea. I am sure theyll be glad to see you.

All right; Ill come, cried Rupert, cantering off.

But a few minutes, and he cantered down again, letter in hand. Old Canham was alone then. Rupert looked towards him, and nodded as he went past. There was a receiving-house for letters at a solitary general shop, not far beyond Trevlyn Farm, and to this Rupert went, posted the letter, and returned to Trevlyn Hold. Sending his pony to the stable, he began to get ready for his visit to Mr. Freemans  a most ill-fated visit, as it was to turn out.

They took tea at the parsonage at six, and he had to hasten to be in time. He had made his scanty dinner, as usual, at Blackstone. In descending the stairs from his room he encountered Mrs. Chattaway in the lower corridor.

Are you going out, Rupert?

I am going to the parsonage, Aunt Edith. Mr. Daw leaves this evening, and he asked me to go in for an hour or two.

Very well. Remember me kindly to Mrs. Freeman. And, Rupert  my dear  

What? he asked, arresting his hasty footsteps and turning to speak.

You will not be late?

No, no, he answered, his careless tone a contrast to her almost solemn one. Its all right, Aunt Edith.

But for that encounter with Mrs. Chattaway, the Hold would have been in ignorance of Ruperts movements that evening. He spent a very pleasant one. It happened that George Ryle called in also at the parsonage on Mr. Freeman, and was induced to remain. Mrs. Freeman was hospitable, and they sat down to a good supper, to which Rupert at least did justice.

The up-train was due at Barbrook at ten oclock, and George Ryle and Rupert accompanied Mr. Daw to it. The parson remained at home not caring to go out at night, unless called forth by duty. They reached the station five minutes before the hour, and Mr. Daw took his ticket and waited for the train.

Waited a long time. Ten oclock struck, and the minutes went on and on. George, who was pacing the narrow platform with him, drew Rupert aside and spoke.

Should you not get back to the Hold? Chattaway may lock you out again.

Let him, carelessly answered Rupert. I shall get in somehow, I dare say.

It was not Georges place to control Rupert Trevlyn, and they paced the platform as before, talking with Mr. Daw. Half-past ten, and no train! The porters stood about, looking and wondering; the station-master was fidgety, wanting to get home to bed.

Will it come at all? asked Mr. Daw, whose patience appeared exemplary.

Oh, itll come, safe enough, replied one of the two porters. It never keeps its time, this train dont: but its not often as late as this.

Why does it not keep its time?

It has got to wait at Laytons Heath for a cross-train; and if that dont keep its time  and it never do  this one cant.

With which satisfactory explanation, the porter made a dash into a shed, and appeared to be busy with what looked like a collection of dark lanthorns.

I shall begin to wish I had taken my departure this afternoon, as I intended, if this delay is to be much prolonged, remarked Mr. Daw.

Even as he spoke, there were indications of the arrival of the train. At twenty minutes to eleven it came up, and the station-master gave some sharp words to the guard. The guard returned them in kind; its want of punctuality was not his fault. Mr. Daw took his seat, and George and Rupert hastened away to their respective homes. But it was nearly eleven oclock and Rupert, in spite of his boasted bravery, did fear the wrath of Mr. Chattaway.

The household had retired to their rooms, but that gentleman was sitting up, looking over some accounts. The fact of Ruperts absence was known to him, and he experienced a grim satisfaction in reflecting that he was locked out for the night. It is impossible for me to explain to you why this should have gratified the mind of Mr. Chattaway; there are things in this world not easily accounted for, and you must be contented with the simple fact that it was so.

But Mrs. Chattaway? She had gone to her chamber sick and trembling, feeling that the old trouble was about to be renewed to-night. If the lad was not allowed to come in, where could he go? where find a shelter? Could she let him in, was the thought that hovered in her mind. She would, if she could accomplish it without the knowledge of her husband. And that might be practicable to-night, for he was shut up and absorbed by those accounts of his.

Gently opening her dressing-room window, she watched for Rupert: watched until her heart failed her. You know how long the time seems in this sort of waiting. It appeared to her that he was never coming  as it had recently appeared to Mr. Daw, with regard to the train. The distant clocks were beginning to chime eleven when he arrived. He saw his aunt; saw the signs she made to him, and contrived to hear and understand her whispered words.

Creep round to the back-door, and I will let you in.

So Rupert crept softly round; walking on the grass: and Mrs. Chattaway crept softly down the stairs without a light, undid the bolt silently, and admitted Rupert.

Thank you, dear Aunt Edith. I could not well help being late. The train  

Not a word, not a breath! she interrupted, in a terrified whisper. Take off your boots, and go up to bed without noise.

Rupert obeyed in silence. They stole upstairs, one after the other. Mrs. Chattaway turned into her room, and Rupert went on to his.

And the master of Trevlyn Hold, bending over his account-books, knew nothing of the disobedience enacted towards him, but sat expecting and expecting to hear Ruperts ring echoing through the house. Better, far better that he had heard it!




CHAPTER XXXIV

THE NEXT MORNING

The full light of day had not come, and the autumn nights gentle frost lingered yet upon the grass, when the master of Trevlyn Hold rose from his uneasy couch. Things were troubling him; and when the mind is uneasy, the nights rest is apt to be disturbed.

That business of the mine explosion was not over, neither were its consequences to Mr. Chattaways pocket. The old far regarding the succession, which for some days had been comparatively quiet, had broken out again in his mind, he could not tell why or wherefore; and the disobedience of Rupert, not only in remaining out too late the previous night, but in not coming in at all, angered him beyond measure. Altogether, his bed had not been an easy one, and he arose with the dawn unrefreshed.

It was not the fact of having slept little which got him up at that unusually early hour; but necessity has no law, and he was obliged to rise. A famous autumn fair, held at some fifteen miles distance, and which he never failed to attend, was the moving power. His horse was to be ready for him, and he would ride there to breakfast; according to his annual custom. Down he went; sleepy, cross, gaping; and the first thing he did was to stumble over a pair of boots at the back-door.

The slightest thing would put Mr. Chattaway out when in his present temper. For the matter of that, a slight thing would put him out at any time. What business had the servants to leave boots about in his way? They knew he would be going out by the back-door the first thing in the morning, on his way to the stables. Mr. Chattaway gave the things a kick, unbolted the door, and drew it open. Whose were they?

Now that the light was admitted, he saw at a glance that they were a gentlemans boots, not a servants. Had Cris stolen in by the back-door last night and left his there? No; Cris came in openly at the front, came in early, before Mr. Chattaway went to bed. And  now that he looked more closely  those boots were too small for Cris.

They were Ruperts! Yes, undoubtedly they were Ruperts boots. What brought them there? Rupert could not pass through thick walls and barred up doors. Mr. Chattaway, completely taken back, stooped and stared at the boots as if they had been two curious animals.

A faint sound interrupted him. It was the approach of the first servant coming down to her days work; a brisk young girl called Bridget, who acted as kitchenmaid.

What brings these boots here? demanded Mr. Chattaway, in the repelling tone he generally used to his servants.

Bridget advanced and looked at them. They are Mr. Ruperts, sir, answered she.

I did not ask you whose they were: I asked what brought them here. These boots must have been worn yesterday.

I suppose he left them here last night; perhaps came in at this door, returned the girl, wondering what business of her masters the boots could be.

Perhaps he did not, retorted Mr. Chattaway. He did not come in at all last night.

Oh yes, he did, sir. Hes in his room now.

Whos in his room? rejoined Mr. Chattaway, believing the girl was either mistaken or telling a wilful untruth.

Mr. Rupert, sir. Wasnt it him you were asking about?

Mr. Rupert is not in his room. How dare you say so to my face?

But he is, said the girl. Leastways, unless he has gone out of it this morning.

Have you been in his room to see? demanded Mr. Chattaway, in his ill-humour.

No, sir, I have not; its not likely I should presume to do such a thing. But I saw Mr. Rupert go into his room last night; so its only natural to suppose he is there this morning.

The words confounded Mr. Chattaway. You must have been dreaming, girl.

No, sir, I wasnt; Im sure I saw him. I stepped on my gown and tore it as I was going up to bed last night, and I went to the housemaids room to borrow a needle and cotton to mend it. I was going back across the passage when I saw Mr. Rupert at the end of the corridor turn into his chamber. So far, true. Bridget did not think it necessary to add that she had remained a good half-hour gossiping with the housemaid. Mr. Chattaway, however, might have guessed that, for he demanded the time, and Bridget confessed it was past eleven.

Past eleven! The whole house, himself excepted, had gone upstairs at half-past ten, and Rupert was then not in. Who had admitted him?

Which of you servants opened the door to him? thundered Mr. Chattaway.

I shouldnt think any of us did, sir. I can answer for me and cook and Mary. We never heard Mr. Rupert ring at all last night: and if we had, we shouldnt have dared let him in after your forbidding it.

The girl was evidently speaking the truth, and Mr. Chattaway was thrown into perplexity. Who had admitted him? Could it have been Miss Diana Trevlyn? Scarcely. Miss Diana, had she taken it into her head, would have admitted him without the least reference to Mr. Chattaway; but she would not have done it in secret. Had it pleased Miss Diana to come down and admit Rupert, she would have done it openly; and what puzzled Mr. Chattaway more than anything, was the silence with which the admission had been accomplished. He had sat with his ears open, and not the faintest sound had reached them. Was it Maude? No: he felt sure Maude would be even more chary of disobeying him than the servants. Then who was it? A half-suspicion of his wife suggested itself to him, only to be flung away the next moment. His submissive, timorous wife! She would be the last to array herself against him.

But the minutes were passing, and Mr. Chattaway had no time to waste. The fair commenced early, its business being generally over before mid-day. He went round to the stables, found his horse ready, and rode away, the disobedience he had just discovered filling his mind to the exclusion of every other annoyance.

He soon came up with company. Riding out of the fold-yard of Trevlyn Farm as he passed it, came George Ryle and his brother Treve. They were bound for the same place, and the three horses fell in together.

Are you going? exclaimed Mr. Chattaway to Trevlyn, surprise in his tone.

Of course I am, answered Treve. Theres always some fun at Whitterbey fair. George is going to initiate me to-day into the mysteries of buying and selling cattle.

Against you set up for yourself? remarked Mr. Chattaway, cynically.

Just so, said Treve. I hope youll find me as good a tenant as you have found George.

George was smiling. He is about to settle down into a steady-going farmer, Mr. Chattaway.

When? asked Chattaway.

George hesitated, and glanced at Trevlyn, as if waiting for the answer to come from him.

At once, said Treve, readily. Theres no reason why it should not be known. I am home for good, Mr. Chattaway, and dont intend to leave it again.

And Oxford? returned Chattaway, surprised at the news. You had another term to keep.

Ay, but I shall not keep it. I have had enough of Oxford. One cant keep straight there, you know: theres no end of expense to be gone into; and my mother is tired of it.

Tired of the bills?

Yes. Not but that paying them has been Georges concern more than hers. No one can deny that; but George is a good fellow, and he has not complained.

Are there to be two masters on Trevlyn Farm?

No, cried Treve. I know my place better, I hope, than to put my incompetent self above George  whatever my mother may wish. So long as George is on Trevlyn Farm, he is sole master. But he is going to leave us, he says.

Mr. Chattaway turned to George, as if for confirmation. Yes, answered George, quietly; I shall try to take a farm on my own account. You have one soon to be vacant that I should like, Mr. Chattaway.

I have? exclaimed Mr. Chattaway. Theres no farm of mine likely to be vacant that would suit your pocket. You cant mean you are turning your ambitious eyes to the Upland? he added, after a moments pause.

Yes, I am, replied George. And I must have a talk with you about it. I should like the Upland Farm.

Why, it would take  

George did not wait to hear the conclusion of the sentence.

They were at that moment passing the parsonage, and Mr. Freeman, in a velvet skull-cap and slippers, was leaning over the gate. George checked his horse.

Well, did he get safe off last night? asked Mr. Freeman.

Yes, at last. The train was forty minutes behind time.

Ah! its a shame they dont arrange matters so as to make that ten-oclock train more punctual. Passengers are often kept waiting half-an-hour. Did you and Rupert remain to see him off?

Yes, replied George.

Then Rupert would be late home, observed the clergyman, turning to Chattaway, who had also reined in. I hope you excused him, Mr. Chattaway, under the circumstances.

Chattaway answered something very indistinctly, and the clergyman took it to imply that he had excused Rupert. George said good morning, and turned his horse onwards; they must make good speed, unless they would be a day too late for the fair.

Not a syllable of the above conversation had Mr. Chattaway understood; it had been as Hebrew to him. He did not like Mr. Freemans allusion to his excusing the lateness of Ruperts return, for it proved that his harsh rule had become public property.

I did not quite take Mr. Freeman, he said, turning equably to George, and speaking in careless accents. Were you out last night with Rupert?

Yes. We spent the evening at the parsonage with Mr. Daw, and then went to see him off by the ten-oclock train. It is a shame, as Mr. Freeman says, that the train is not made to keep better time. It was Mr. Daws last night here.

And therefore you and Rupert must spend it with him! It is a sudden friendship.

I dont know that theres much friendship in the matter, replied George. Rupert, I believe, was at the parsonage by appointment, but I called in accidentally. I did not know that Mr. Daw was leaving.

Is he returning to France?

Yes. He crosses the Channel to-night. We shall never see him again, I expect; he said he should never more quit his home, so far as he believed.

Is he a madman?

A madman! Certainly not.

He talked enough folly and treason for one.

Run away with by his zeal, I suppose, remarked George. No one paid any attention to him. Mr. Chattaway, do you think we Barbrook people could not raise a commotion about the irregularity of that ten-oclock train, and so get it rectified?

Its irregularity does not concern me, returned Mr. Chattaway.

It would if you had to travel by it; or to see friends off by it as Rupert and I had last night. Nearly forty-five minutes were we cooling our heels on the platform. It must have been eleven oclock when Rupert reached the Hold. I suppose he was let in.

It appears he did get in, replied Mr. Chattaway, in by no means a genial tone. I dont know by whom yet; but I will know before to-night.

If any one locked me out of my home, I should break the first window handy, cried bold Treve, who had been brought up by his mother in defiance of Mr. Chattaway, and would a great deal rather treat him with contempt than civility. Ruperts a muff not to do it.

George urged on his horse. Words between Treve and Mr. Chattaway would not be agreeable, and the latter gentlemans face was turning fiery. I am sure we shall be late, he cried. Let us see what mettle our steeds are made of.

It diverted the anticipated dispute. Treve, who was impulsive at times, dashed on with a spring, and Mr. Chattaway and George followed. Before they reached Whitterbey, they fell in with other horsemen, farmers and gentlemen, bound on the same errand, and got separated.

Beyond a casual view of them now and then in the crowded fair, Mr. Chattaway did not again see George and Treve until they all met at what was called the ordinary  the one-oclock dinner. Of these ordinaries there were several held in the town on the great fair day, but Mr. Chattaway and George Ryle had been in the habit of attending the same. Immediately after the meal was over, Mr. Chattaway ordered his horse, and set off home.

It was earlier than he usually left, for the men liked to sit an hour or two after dinner at these annual meetings, and discuss the state of affairs in general, especially those relating to farming; but Mr. Chattaway intended to take Blackstone on his road home, and that would carry him some miles out of his way.

He did not arrive at Blackstone until five oclock. Rupert had gone home; Cris, who had been playing at master all day in the absence of Mr. Chattaway, had also gone home, and only Ford was there. That Cris should have left, Mr. Chattaway thought nothing of; but his spirit angrily resented the departure of Rupert.

Its coming to a pretty pass, he exclaimed, if he thinks he can go and come at any hour he pleases. What has he been about to-day?

We have none of us done much to-day, sir, replied Ford. There have been so many interruptions. They had Mr. Rupert before them at the inquest, and examined him  

Examined him! interrupted Chattaway. What about?

About the precautions taken for safety, and all that, rejoined Ford, who liked to launch a shaft or two at his master when he might do it with discretion. Mr. Rupert could not tell them much, though, as he was not in the habit of being down in the pit; and then they called some of the miners again.

To what time is it adjourned? growled Mr. Chattaway, after a pause.

Its not adjourned, sir; its over.

Oh, said Mr. Chattaway, feeling a sort of relief. What was the verdict?

The verdict, sir? Mr. Cris wrote it down, and took it up to the Hold for you.

What was it? You can tell me its substance, I suppose.

Well, it was Accidental death. But there was something also about the absence of necessary precautions in the mine; and a strong recommendation was added that you should do something for the widows.

The very verdict Chattaway had so dreaded! As with many cowards, he could not feel independent of his neighbours opinion, and knew the verdict would not add to his popularity. And the suggestion that he should do something for the widows positively appalled him. Finding no reply, Ford continued.

We had some gentlemen in here afterwards, sir. I dont know who they were; strangers: they said they must see you, and are coming to-morrow. We wondered whether they were Government inspectors, or anything of that sort. They asked when the second shaft to the pit was going to be begun.

The second shaft to the pit! repeated Mr. Chattaway.

Its what they said, answered Ford. But it will be a fine expense, if that has to be made.

An expense the very suggestion of which turned that miserly heart cold. Mr. Chattaway thought the world was terribly against him. Certainly, what with one source of annoyance and another, the day had not been one of pleasure. In point of fact, Mr. Chattaway was of too suspicious a nature ever to enjoy much ease. It may be thought that with the departure of the dreaded stranger, he would have experienced complete immunity from the fears which had latterly so shaken him. Not so; the departure had only served to augment them. He had been informed by Miss Diana on the previous night of Mr. Daws proposed return to his distant home, of his having relinquished Ruperts cause, of his half apology for having ever taken it up; he had heard again from George Ryle this morning that the gentleman had actually gone. Most men would have accepted this as a termination to the unpleasantness, and been thankful for it; but Mr. Chattaway, in his suspicious nature, doubted whether it did not mean treachery; whether it was not, in short, a ruse of the enemy. Terribly awakened were his fears that day. He suspected an ambush in every turn, a thief behind every tree; and he felt that he hated Rupert with a bitter hatred.

Poor Rupert at that moment did not look like one to be either hated or dreaded, could Mr. Chattaway have seen him through some telescope. When Chattaway was sitting in his office, Ford meekly standing to be questioned, Rupert was toiling on foot towards Trevlyn Hold. In his good nature he had left his pony at home for the benefit of Edith and Emily Chattaway. Since its purchase, they had never ceased teasing him to let them try it, and he had this day complied, and walked to Blackstone. He looked pale, worn, weary; his few days riding to and fro had unfitted him for the walk, at least in inclination, and Rupert seemed to feel the fatigue this evening more than ever.

That day had not brought happiness to Rupert, any more than to Mr. Chattaway. It was impossible but his hopes should have been excited by the movement made by Mr. Daw. And now all was over. That gentleman had taken his departure for good, and the hopes had faded, and there was an end to it altogether. Rupert had felt it keenly that morning as he walked to Blackstone; felt that he and hope had bid adieu to each other for ever. Was his life to be passed at that dreary mine? It seemed so. The day, too, was spent even more unpleasantly than usual, for Cris was in one of his overbearing moods, and goaded Ruperts spirit almost to explosion. Had Rupert been the servant of Cris Chattaway, the latter could not have treated him with more complete contempt and unkindness than he did this day. Cris asked him who let him in to the Hold the previous night, and Rupert answered that it was no business of his. Cris then insisted upon knowing, but Rupert only laughed at him; and so Cris, in his petty spite, paid him out for it, and made the day one long humiliation to Rupert. Rupert reached home at last, and took tea with the family. He kissed Mrs. Chattaway ten times, and whispered to her that he had kept counsel, and would never, never, for her sake, be late again.




CHAPTER XXXV

AN ILL-STARRED CHASTISEMENT

It was growing dark on this same night, and Rupert Trevlyn stood in the rick-yard, talking to Jim Sanders. Rupert had been paying a visit to his pony in the stable, to see that it was alive after the exercise the girls had given it,  not a little, by all accounts. The nearest way from the stables to the front of the house was through the rick-yard, and Rupert was returning from his visit of inspection when he came upon Jim Sanders, leaning against a hay-rick. Mr. Jim had stolen up to the Hold on a little private matter of his own. In his arms was a little black puppy, very, very young, as might be known by the faint squeaks it made.

Jim! Is that you? exclaimed Rupert, having some trouble to discern who it was in the fading light. What have you got squeaking there?

Jim displayed the little animal. Hes only a few days old, sir, said he, but hes a fine fellow. Just look at his ears!

How am I to see? rejoined Rupert. Its almost pitch dark.

Stop a bit, said Jim, producing a sort of torch from under his smock-frock, and by some contrivance setting it alight. The wood blazed away, sending up its flame in the yard, but they advanced into the open space, away from the ricks and danger. These torches, cut from a peculiar wood, were common enough in the neighbourhood, and were found very useful on a dark night by those who had to go about any outdoor work. They gave the light of a dozen candles, and were not extinguished with every breath of wind. Dangerous things for a rick-yard, you will say: and so they were, in incautious hands.

They moved to a safe spot at some distance from the ricks. The puppy lay in Ruperts arms now, and he took the torch in his hand, whilst he examined it. But not a minute had they thus stood, when some one came upon them with hasty steps. It was Mr. Chattaway. He had, no doubt, just returned from Blackstone, and was going in after leaving his horse in the stable. Jim Sanders disappeared, but Rupert stood his ground, the lighted torch still in his one hand, the puppy lying in the other.

What are you doing here? angrily demanded Mr. Chattaway.

Not much, said Rupert. I was only looking at this little puppy, showing it to Mr. Chattaway.

The puppy did not concern Mr. Chattaway. It could not work him treason, and Rupert was at liberty to look at it if he chose; but Mr. Chattaway would not let the opportunity slip of questioning him on another matter. It was the first time they had met, remember, since that little episode which had so disturbed Mr. Chattaway in the morning  the finding of Ruperts boots.

Pray where did you spend last evening? he began.

At the parsonage, freely answered Rupert; and Mr. Chattaway detected, or fancied he detected, defiance in the voice, which, to his ears, could only mean treason. It was Mr. Daws last evening there, and he asked me to spend it with him.

Mr. Chattaway saw no way of entering opposition to this; he could not abuse him for taking tea at the parsonage; could not well forbid it in the future. What time did you come home? he continued.

It was eleven oclock, avowed Rupert. I went with Mr. Daw to the station to see him off, and the train was behind time. I thought it was coming up every minute, or I would not have stayed.

Mr. Chattaway had known as much before. How did you get in? he asked.

Rupert hesitated for a moment before speaking. I was let in.

I conclude you were. By whom?

I would rather not tell.

But I choose that you shall tell.

No, said Rupert. I cant tell, Mr. Chattaway.

But I insist on your telling, thundered Chattaway. I order you to tell.

He lifted his riding-whip menacingly as he spoke. Rupert stood his ground fearlessly, the expression of his face showing out calm and firm, as the torchlight fell upon it.

Do you defy me, Rupert Trevlyn?

I dont wish to defy you, sir, but it is quite impossible that I can tell you who let me in last night. It would not be fair, or honourable.

His refusal may have looked like defiance to Mr. Chattaway, but in point of fact it was dictated by a far different feeling  regard for his aunt Edith. Had any one else in the Hold admitted him, he might have confessed it, under Mr. Chattaways stern command; but he would have died rather than bring her, whom he so loved, into trouble with her husband.

Once more, sir, I ask you  will you tell me?

No, I will not, answered Rupert, with that quiet determination which creates its own firmness more surely than any bravado. Better for him that he had told! better even for Mrs. Chattaway.

Mr. Chattaway caught Rupert by the shoulder, lifted his whip, and struck him  struck him not once, but several times. The last stroke caught his face, raising a thick weal across it; and then Mr. Chattaway, his work done, walked quickly away towards his house, never speaking, the whip resting quietly in his hand.

Alas, for the Trevlyn temper! Maddened by the outrage, smarting under the pain, the unhappy Rupert lost all self-command. Passion had never overcome him as it overcame him now. He knew not what he did; he was as one insane; in fact, he was insane for the time being  irresponsible (may it not be said?) for his actions. With a yell of rage he picked up the torch, then blazing on the ground, dashed into the rick-yard as one possessed, and thrust the torch into the nearest rick. Then leaping the opposite palings, he tore away across the fields.

Jim Sanders had been a witness to this: and to describe Jims consternation would be beyond the power of any pen. Standing in the darkness, out of reach of Mr. Chattaways eyes, he had heard and seen all. Snatching the torch out of the rick  for the force with which Rupert had driven it in kept it there  Jim pulled out with his hands the few bits of hay already ignited, stamped on them, and believed the danger to be over. Next, he began to look for his puppy.

Mr. Rupert cant have taken it off with him, soliloquised he, pacing the rick-yard dubiously with his torch, eyes and ears on the alert. He couldnt jump over them palings with that there puppy in his arms. Its a wonder that a delicate one like him could jump em at all, and come clean over em.

Mr. Jim Sanders was right: it was a wonder, for the palings were high. But it is known how strong madmen are, and I have told you that Rupert was mad at that moment.

Jims search was interrupted by fresh footsteps, and Bridget, the maid you saw in the morning talking to Mr. Chattaway, accosted him. She was a cousin of Jims, three or four years older than he; but Jim was very fond of her, in a rustic fashion, deeming the difference of age nothing, and was always finding his way to the Hold with some mark of good will.

Now, then! What do you want to-night? cried she, for it was the pleasure of her life to snub him. Hatch comes in just now, and says, Jim Sanders is in the rick-yard, Bridget, a-waiting for you. Ill make you know better, young Jim, than send me in messages before a kitchen-ful.

Ive brought you a little present, Bridget, answered Jim, deprecatingly; and it was this offering which had taken Jim to the Hold. The beautifullest puppy you ever see  if youll accept him; black and shiny as a lump of coal. Leastways, I had brought him, he added, ruefully. But hes gone, and I cant find him.

Bridget had a weakness for puppies  as Jim knew; consequently, the concluding part of his information was not agreeable to her.

You have brought me the beautifullest puppy  and have lost him and cant find him! What dye mean by that, Jim? Cant you speak sense, so as a body may understand?

Jim supposed he had worded his communication imperfectly. Theres been a row here, he explained, and it frighted me so that I dun know what I be saying. The master took his riding-whip to Mr. Rupert and horsewhipped him.

The master! uttered the girl. What! Mr. Chattaway?

He come through the yard when I was with Mr. Rupert a-showing him the puppy, and they had words, and the master horsewhipped him. I stood round the corner frighted to death for fear Chattaway should see me. And Mr. Rupert must have dropped the puppy somewhere, but I cant find him.

Where is Mr. Rupert? How did it end?

He dashed into the yard across to them palings, and leaped em clean, responded Jim. And hed not have cleared em with the puppy in his arms, so I know it must be somewhere about. And he amost set that there rick a-fire first, the boy added, in a whisper, pointing in the direction of the particular rick, from which they had strayed in Jims search. I pretty nigh dropped when I saw it catch alight.

Bridget felt awed, yet uncertain. How could he set a rick a-fire, stupid? she cried.

With the torch. I had lighted it to show him the puppy, and he had it in his hand; had it in his hand when Chattaway began to horsewhip him, but he dropped it then; and when Chattaway went away, Mr. Rupert picked it up and pushed it into the rick.

I dont like to hear this, said the girl, shivering. Suppose the rick-yard had been set a-fire! Which rick was it? It maynt  

Just hush a minute, Bridget! suddenly interrupted Jim. There he is!

Theres who? asked she, peering around in the darkness. Not master!

Law, Bridget! I meant the puppy. Cant you hear him? Them squeaks is his.

Guided towards the sound, Jim at length found the poor little animal. It was lying close to the spot where Rupert had leaped the palings. The boy took it up, fondling it almost as a mother would fondle a child.

See his glossy skin, Bridget! feel how sleek it is! Hell lap milk out of a saucer now! I tried him  

A scream from Bridget. Jim seemed to come in for nothing but shocks to his nerves this evening, and almost dropped the puppy again. For it was a loud, shrill, prolonged scream, carrying a strange amount of terror as it went forth in the still night air.

Meanwhile Mr. Chattaway had entered his house. Some of the children who were in the drawing-room heard him and went into the hall to welcome him after his long days absence. But they were startled by the pallor of his countenance; it looked perfectly livid as the light of the hall-lamp fell upon it. Mr. Chattaway could not inflict such chastisement on Rupert without its emotional effects telling upon himself. He took off his hat, and laid his whip upon the table.

We thought you would be home before this, papa.

Wheres your mother? he rejoined, paying no attention to their remark.

She is upstairs in her sitting-room.

Mr. Chattaway turned to the staircase and ascended. Mrs. Chattaway was not in her room; but the sound of voices in Miss Dianas guided him to where he should find her. This sitting-room, devoted exclusively to Miss Diana Trevlyn, was on the side of the house next the rick-yard and farm-buildings, which it overlooked.

The apartment was almost in darkness; the fire had dimmed, and neither lamp nor candles had been lighted. Mrs. Chattaway and Miss Diana sat there conversing together.

Who is this? cried the former, looking round. Oh, is it you, James? I did not know you were home again. What a fine day you have had for Whitterbey!

Mr. Chattaway growled something about the day not having been particularly fine.

Did you buy the stock you thought of buying? asked Miss Diana.

I bought some, he said, rather sulkily. Prices ran high to-day.

You are home late, she resumed.

I came round by Blackstone.

It was evident by his tone and manner that he was in one of his least genial humours. Both ladies knew from experience that the wisest plan at those times was to leave him to himself, and they resumed their own converse. Mr. Chattaway stood with his back to them, his hands in his pockets, his eyes peering into the dark night. Not in reality looking at anything, or attempting to look; he was far too deeply engaged with his thoughts to attend to outward things.

He was beginning very slightly to repent of the horsewhipping, to doubt whether it might not have been more prudent had he abstained from inflicting it. As many more of us do, when we awake to reflection after some act committed in anger. If Rupert was to be dreaded; if he, in connection with others, was hatching treason, this outrage would only make him a more bitter enemy. Better, perhaps, not to have gone to the extremity.

But it was done; it could not be undone; and to regret it were worse than useless. Mr. Chattaway began thinking of the point which had led to it  the refusal of Rupert to say who had admitted him. This at least Mr. Chattaway determined to ascertain.

Did either of you let in Rupert last night? he suddenly inquired, looking round.

No, we did not, promptly replied Miss Diana, answering for Mrs. Chattaway as well as for herself, which she believed she was perfectly safe in doing. He was not in until eleven, I hear; we went up to bed long before that.

Then who did let him in? exclaimed Mr. Chattaway.

One of the servants, of course, rejoined Miss Diana.

But they say they did not, he answered.

Have you asked them all?

No. Mr. Chattaway remembered that he had not asked them all, and he came to the conclusion that one of them must have been the culprit. He turned to the window again, standing sulkily as before, and vowing in his own mind that the offender, whether man or woman, should be summarily turned out of the Hold.

If you have been to Blackstone, you have heard that the inquest is over, James, observed Mrs. Chattaway, anxious to turn the conversation from the subject of last night. Did you hear the verdict?

I heard it, he growled.

It is not an agreeable verdict, remarked Miss Diana. Better you had made these improvements in the mine  as I urged upon you long ago  than wait to be forced to do them.

I am not forced yet, retorted Chattaway. They must  Halloa! Whats that?

His sudden exclamation called them both to the window. A bright light, a blaze, was shooting up into the sky. At the same moment a shrill scream of terror  the scream from Bridget  arose with it.

The rick-yard! exclaimed Miss Diana. It is on fire!

Mr. Chattaway stood for an instant as one paralysed. The next he was leaping down the stairs, something like a yell bursting from him.




CHAPTER XXXVI

THE FIRE

There is a terror which shakes mans equanimity to its foundation  and that terror fell upon Trevlyn Hold. At the evening hour its inmates were sitting in idleness; the servants gossiping quietly in the kitchen, the girls lingering over the fire in the drawing-room; when those terrible sounds disturbed them. With a simultaneous movement, all flew to the hall, only to see Mr. Chattaway leaping down the stairs, followed by his wife and Miss Diana Trevlyn.

What is it? What is the matter?

The rick-yard is on fire!

None knew who answered. It was not Mr. Chattaways voice; it was not their mothers; it did not sound like Miss Dianas. A startled pause, and they ran out to the rick-yard, a terrified group. Little Edith Chattaway, a most excitable girl, fell into hysterics, and added to the confusion of the scene.

The blaze was shooting upwards, and men were coming from the out-buildings, giving vent to their dismay in various exclamations. One voice was heard distinctly above all the rest  that of Miss Diana Trevlyn.

Who has done this? It must have been purposely set on fire.

She turned sharply on the group of servants as she spoke, as if suspecting one of them. The blaze fell on their alarmed faces, and they visibly recoiled; not from any consciousness of guilt, but from the general sense of fear which lay upon all. One of the grooms spoke impulsively.

I heard voices not a minute ago in the rick-yard, he cried. I was going across the top there to fetch a bucket of water from the pump, and heard em talking. One was a womans. I saw a light, too.

The women-servants were grouped together, staring helplessly at the blaze. Miss Diana directed her attention particularly to them: she possessed a ready perception, and detected such unmistakable signs of terror in the face of one of them, that she drew a rapid conclusion. It was not the expression of general alarm, seen on the countenance of the rest; but a lively, conscious terror. The girl endeavoured to draw behind, out of sight of Miss Diana.

Miss Diana laid her hand upon her. It was Bridget, the kitchenmaid. You know something of this!

Bridget burst into tears. A more complete picture of helpless fear than she presented at that moment could not well be drawn. In her apron was something hidden.

What have you got there? sharply continued Miss Diana, whose thoughts may have flown to incendiary adjuncts.

Bridget, unable to speak, turned down the apron and disclosed a little black puppy, which began to whine. There was nothing very guilty about that.

Were you in the rick-yard? questioned Miss Diana; was it your voice Sam heard? And Bridget was too frightened to deny it.

Then, what were you doing? What brought you in the rick-yard at all?

Mrs. Chattaway, timid Mrs. Chattaway, trembling almost as much as Bridget, but who had compassion for every one in distress, came to the rescue. Dont, Diana, she said. I am sure Bridget is too honest a girl to have taken part in anything so dreadful as this. The rick may have got heated and taken fire spontaneously.

No, Madam, Id die before Id do such a thing, sobbed Bridget, responding to the kindness. If I was in the rick-yard, I wasnt doing no harm  and Im sure Id rather have went a hundred miles the other way if Id thought what was going to happen. I turned sick with fright when I saw the flame burst out.

Was it you who screamed? inquired Miss Diana.

I did scream, maam. I couldnt help it.

Diana, whispered Mrs. Chattaway, you may see shes innocent.

Yes, most likely; but theres something behind for all that, replied Miss Diana, decisively. Bridget, I mean to come to the bottom of this business, and the sooner you explain it, the less trouble youll get into. I ask what took you to the rick-yard?

It wasnt no harm, maam, as Madam says, sobbed Bridget, evidently very unwilling to enter on the explanation. I never did no harm in going there, nor thought none.

Then it is the more easily told, responded Miss Diana. Do you hear me? What business took you to the rick-yard, and who were you talking to?

There appeared to be no help for it; Bridget had felt this from the first; she should have to confess to her rustic admirers stolen visit. And Bridget, whilst liking him in her heart, was intensely ashamed of him, from his being so much younger than herself.

Maam, I only came into it for a minute to speak to a young boy; my cousin, Jim Sanders. Hatch came into the kitchen and said Jim wanted to see me, and I came out. Thats all  if it was the last word I had to speak, she added, with a burst of grief.

And what did Jim Sanders want with you? pursued Miss Diana, sternly.

It was to show me this puppy, returned Bridget, not choosing to confess that the small animal was brought as a present. Jim seemed proud of it, maam, and brought it up for me to see.

A very innocent confession; plausible also; and Miss Diana saw no reason for disbelieving it. But she was one who liked to be on the sure side, and when corroborative testimony was to be had, did not allow it to escape her. One of you find Hatch, she said, addressing the maids.

Hatch was found with the men-servants and labourers, who were tumbling over each other in their endeavours to carry water to the rick under the frantic directions of their master. He came up to Miss Diana.

Did you go into the kitchen, and tell Bridget Jim Sanders wanted her in the rick-yard? she questioned.

I think it has been mentioned once before that this man, Hatch, was too simple to answer anything but the straightforward truth. He replied that he did so; had been called to by Jim Sanders as he was passing along the rick-yard near the stables, who asked him to go to the house and send out Bridget.

Did he say what he wanted with her? continued Miss Diana.

Not to me, replied Hatch. It aint nothing new for that there boy to come up and ask for Bridget, maam. Hes always coming up for her, Jim is. They be cousins.

A well-meant speech, no doubt, on Hatchs part; but Bridget would have liked to box his ears for it there and then. Miss Diana, sufficiently large-hearted, saw no reason to object to Mr. Jims visits, provided they were paid at proper times and seasons, when the girl was not at her work. Was any one with Jim Sanders? she asked.

Not as I saw, maam. As I was coming back after telling Bridget, I see Jim a-waiting there, alone. He  

How could you see him? Was it not too dark? interrupted Miss Diana.

Not then. Bridget kep him waiting ever so long afore she came out. Jim must a been a good half-hour altogether in the yard; twas that, I know, from the time he called me till the blaze burst out. But Jim might have went away afore that, added Hatch, reflectively.

Thats all, Hatch; make haste back again, said Miss Diana. Now, Bridget, was Jim Sanders in the yard when the flames broke out, or was he not?

Yes, maam, he was there.

Then if any suspicious characters got into the rick-yard, he would no doubt have seen them, thought Miss Diana, to herself. Do you know who did set it on fire? she impatiently asked.

Bridgets face, which had regained some of its colour, grew white again. Should she dare to tell what she had heard about Rupert? I did not see it done, she gasped.

Come, Bridget, this will not do, cried Miss Diana, noting the signs. Theres more behind, I see. Wheres Jim Sanders?

She looked around as she spoke but Jim was certainly not in sight. Do you know where he is? she sharply resumed.

Instead of answering, Bridget was taken with a fresh fit of shivering. It amazed Miss Diana considerably.

Did Jim do it? she sharply asked.

No, no, answered Bridget. When I got to Jim he had somehow lost the puppy  glancing down at her apron and we had to look about for it. It was just in the minute he found it that the flames broke forth. Jim was showing of it to me, maam, and started like anything when I shrieked out.

And what has become of Jim?

I dont know, sobbed Bridget. Jim seemed like one dazed when he turned and saw the blaze. He stood a minute looking at it, and I could see his face turn all of a fright; and then he flung the puppy into my arms and scrambled off over the palings, never speaking a word.

Miss Diana paused. There was something suspicious in Jims making off in the manner described; it struck her so at once. On the other hand she had known Jim from his infancy  known him to be harmless and inoffensive.

An honest lad would have remained to see what assistance he could render towards putting it out, not have run off in that cowardly way, spoke Miss Diana. I dont like the look of this.

Bridget made no reply. She was beginning to wish the ground would open and swallow her up for a convenient half-hour; wished Jim Sanders had been buried also before he had brought this trouble upon her. Miss Diana, Madam, and the young ladies were surrounding her; the maid-servants began to edge away suspiciously; even Edith had dismissed her hysterics to stare at Bridget.

Cris Chattaway came leaping past them. Cris, who had been leisurely making his way to the Hold when the flames broke out, had just come up, and after a short conference with his father, was now running to the stables. You are a fleet horseman, Cris, Mr. Chattaway had said to him: get the engines here from Barmester. And Cris was hastening to mount a horse, and ride away on the errand.

Mrs. Chattaway caught his arm as he passed. Oh, Cris, this is dreadful! What can have caused it?

What? returned Cris, in savage tones  not, however, meant for his mother, but induced by the subject. Dont you know what has caused it? He ought to swing for it, the felon!

Mrs. Chattaway in her surprise connected his words with what she had just been listening to. Cris!  do you mean  It never could have been Jim Sanders!

Jim Sanders! slightingly spoke Cris. What should have put Jim Sanders into your head, mother? No; it was your favoured nephew, Rupert Trevlyn!

Mrs. Chattaway broke into a cry as the words came from his lips. Maude started a step forward, her face full of indignant protestation; and Miss Diana imperiously demanded what he meant.

Dont stop me, said Cris. Rupert Trevlyn was in the yard with a torch just before it broke out, and he must have set it on fire.

It cant be, Cris! exclaimed Mrs. Chattaway, in accents of intense pain, arresting her son as he was speeding away. Who says this?

Cris twisted himself from her. I cant stop, mother, I say. I am going for the engines. You had better ask my father; it was he told me. Its true enough. Who would do it, except Rupert?

The shaft lanced at Rupert struck to the heart of Mrs. Chattaway; unpleasantly on the ear of Miss Diana Trevlyn: was anything but agreeable to the women-servants. Rupert was liked in the household, Cris hated. One of the latter spoke up in her zeal.

Its well to try to throw it off the shoulders of Jim Sanders on to Mr. Rupert! Jim Sanders  

And what have you to say agin Jim Sanders? interrupted Bridget, fearing, it may be, that the crime should be fastened on him. Perhaps if I had spoken my mind, I could have told it was Mr. Rupert as well as others could; perhaps Jim Sanders could have told it, too. At any rate, it wasnt  

What is that, Bridget?

The quiet but imperative interruption came from Miss Diana. Excitement was overpowering Bridget. It was Mr. Rupert, maam; Jim saw him fire it.

Diana! Diana! I feel ill, gasped Mrs. Chattaway, in faint tones. Let me go to him; I cannot breathe under this suspense.

She meant her husband. Pressing across the crowded rick-yard  for people, aroused by the sight of the flames, were coming up now in numbers  she succeeded in reaching Mr. Chattaway. Maude, scared to death, followed her closely. She caught him just as he had taken a bucket of water to hand on to some one standing next him in the line, causing him to spill it. Mr. Chattaway turned with a passionate word.

What do you want here? he roughly asked, although he saw it was his wife.

James, tell me, she whispered. I felt sick with suspense, and could not wait. What did Cris mean by saying it was Rupert?

Theres not a shadow of doubt that it was Rupert, answered Mr. Chattaway. He has done it out of revenge.

Revenge for what?

For the horsewhipping I gave him. When I joined you upstairs just now, I came straight from it. I horsewhipped him on this very spot, continued Mr. Chattaway, as if it afforded him satisfaction to repeat the avowal. He had a torch with him, and I  like a fool  left it with him, never thinking of consequences, or that he might use it in the service of felony. He must have fired the rick in revenge.

Mrs. Chattaway had been gradually drawing away from the heat of the blaze; from the line formed to pass buckets for water on to the flames, which crackled and roared on high; from the crowd and confusion prevailing around the spot. Mr. Chattaway had drawn with her, leaving his place in the line to be filled by another. She fell against a distant rick, sick unto death.

Oh, James! Why did you horsewhip him? What had he done?

I horsewhipped him for insolence; for bearding me to my face. I bade him tell me who let him in last night when he returned home, and he set me at defiance by refusing to tell. One of my servants must be a traitor, and Rupert is screening him.

A great cry escaped her. Oh, what have you done? It was I who let him in.

You! foamed Mr. Chattaway. It is not true, he added, the next moment. You are striving also to deceive me  to defend him.

It is true, she answered. I saw him come to the house from my dressing-room window, and I went down the back-stairs and opened the door for him. If he refused to betray me, it was done in good feeling, out of love for me, lest you should reproach me. And you have horsewhipped him for it!  you have goaded him on to this crime! Oh, Rupert! my darling Rupert!

Mr. Chattaway turned impatiently away; he had no time to waste on sentiment when his ricks were burning. His wife detained him.

It has been a wretched mistake altogether, James, she whispered. Say you will forgive him  forgive him for my sake!

Forgive him! repeated Mr. Chattaway, his voice assuming quite a hissing angry sound. Forgive this? Never. Ill prosecute him to the extremity of the law; Ill try hard to get him condemned to penal servitude. Forgive this! You are out of your mind, Madam Chattaway.

Her breath was coming shortly, her voice rose amidst sobs, and she entwined her arms about him caressingly, imploringly, in her agony of distress and terror.

For my sake, my husband! It would kill me to see it brought home to him. He must have been overcome by a fit of the Trevlyn temper. Oh, James! forgive him for my sake.

I never will, deliberately replied Mr. Chattaway. I tell you that I will prosecute him to the utmost limit of the law; I swear it. In an hours time from this he shall be in custody.

He broke from her; she staggered against the rick, and but for Maude might have fallen. Poor Maude, who had stood and listened, her face turning to stone, her heart to despair.




CHAPTER XXXVII

A NIGHT SCENE

Alas for the Trevlyn temper! How many times has the regret to be repeated! Were the world filled with lamentations for the unhappy state of mind to which some of its mortals give way, they could not atone for the ill inflicted. It is not a pleasant topic to enlarge upon, and I have lingered in my dislike to approach it.

When Rupert leaped the palings and flew away over the field, he was totally incapable of self-government for the time being. I do not say this in extenuation. I say that such a state of things is lamentable, and ought not to be. I only state that it was so. The most passionate temper ever born with man may be kept under, where the right means are used  prayer, ever-watchful self-control, stern determination; but how few there are who find the means! Rupert Trevlyn did not. He had no clear perception of what he had done; he probably knew he had thrust the blazing torch into the rick; but he gave no thought whatever to consequences, whether the hay was undamaged or whether it burst forth into a flame.

He flew over the field as one possessed; he flew over a succession of fields; the high-road intervened, and he was passing over it in his reckless career, when he was met by Farmer Apperley. Not, for a moment, did the farmer recognise Rupert.

Hey, lad! What in the name of fortune has taken you? cried he, laying his hand upon him.

His face distorted with passion, his eyes starting with fury, Rupert tore on. He shook the farmers hand off him, and pressed on, leaping the low dwarf hedge opposite, and never speaking.

Mr. Apperley began to doubt whether he had not been deceived by some strange apparition  such, for instance, as the Flying Dutchman. He ran to a stile, and stood there gazing after the mad figure, which seemed to be rustling about without purpose; now in one part of the field, now in another: and Mr. Apperley rubbed his eyes and tried to penetrate more clearly the obscurity of the night.

It was Rupert Trevlyn  if I ever saw him, decided he, at length. What can have put him into this state? Perhaps hes gone mad!

The farmer, in his consternation, stood he knew not how long: ten minutes possibly. It was not a busy night with him, and he would as soon linger as go on at once to Bluck the farrier  whither he was bound. Any time would do for his orders to Bluck.

I cant make it out a bit, soliloquised he, when at length he turned away. Im sure it was Rupert; but what could have put him into that state? Halloa! whats that?

A bright light in the direction of Trevlyn Hold had caught his eye. He stood and gazed at it in a second state of consternation equal to that in which he had just gazed after Rupert Trevlyn. If I dont believe its a fire! ejaculated he.

Was every one running about madly? The words were escaping Mr. Apperleys lips when a second figure, white, breathless as the other, came flying over the road in the selfsame track. This one wore a smock-frock, and the farmer recognised Jim Sanders.

Why, Jim, is it you? Whats up?

Dont stop me, sir, panted Jim. Dont you see the blaze? Its Chattaways rick-yard.

Mercy on me! Chattaways rick-yard! What has done it? Have we got the incendiaries in the county again?

It was Mr. Rupert, answered Jim, dropping his voice to a whisper. I see him fire it. Let me go on, please, sir.

In very astonishment, Mr. Apperley loosed his hold of the boy, who went speeding off in the direction of Barbrook. The farmer propped his back against the stile, that he might gather his scared senses together.

Rupert Trevlyn had set fire to the rick-yard! Had he really gone mad?  or was Jim Sanders mad when he said it? The farmer, slow to arrive at conclusions, was sorely puzzled. The one looked as mad as the other, for what I saw, deliberated he. Any way, theres the fire, and Id better make my way to it: theyll want hands if they are to put that out. Thank God, its a calm night!

He took the nearest way to the Hold; another helper amidst the many now crowding the busy scene. What a babel it was!  what a scene for a painting!  what a lifes remembrance! The excited workers as they passed the buckets; the deep interjections of Mr. Chattaway; the faces of the lookers-on turned up to the lurid flames. Farmer Apperley, a man more given to deeds than words, rendered what help he could, speaking to none.

He had been at work some time, when a shout broke simultaneously from the spectators. The next rick had caught fire. Mr. Chattaway uttered a despairing word, and the workers ceased their efforts for a few moments  as if paralysed with the new evil.

If the fire-engines would only come! impatiently exclaimed Mr. Chattaway.

Even as he spoke a faint rumbling was heard in the distance. It came nearer and nearer; its reckless pace proclaiming it a fire-engine. And Mr. Chattaway, in spite of his remark, gazed at its approach with astonishment; for he knew there had not been time for the Barmester engines to arrive.

It proved to be the little engine from Barbrook, one kept in the village. A very despised engine indeed; from its small size, one rarely called for; and which Mr. Chattaway had not so much as thought of, when sending to Barmester. On it came, bravely, as if it meant to do good service, and the crowd in the rick-yard welcomed it with a shout, and parted to make way for it.

Churlish as was Mr. Chattaways general manner, he could not avoid showing pleasure at its arrival. I am glad you have come! he exclaimed. It never occurred to me to send for you. I suppose you saw the flames, and came of your own accord?

No, sir, we saw nothing, was the reply of the man addressed. Mr. Ryles lad, Jim Sanders, came for us. I never see a chap in such commotion; he amost got the engine ready himself.

The mention of Jim Sanders caused a buzz around. Bridgets assertion that the offender was Rupert Trevlyn had been whispered and commented upon; and if some were found to believe the whisper, others scornfully rejected it. There was Mr. Chattaways assertion also; but Mr. Chattaways ill-will to Rupert was remembered that night, and the assertion was doubtfully received. A meddlesome voice interrupted the fireman.

Jim Sanders! why twas he fired it. There aint no doubt he did. Little wonder he seemed frighted.

Did he fire it? interrupted Farmer Apperley, eagerly. What, Jim? Why, what possessed him to do such a thing? I met him just now, looking frightened out of his life, and he laid the guilt on Rupert Trevlyn.

Hush, Mr. Apperley! whispered a voice at his elbow, and the farmer turned to see George Ryle. The latter, with an almost imperceptible movement, directed his attention to the right: the livid face of Mrs. Chattaway. As one paralysed stood she, her hands clasped as she listened.

Yes, it was Mr. Rupert, protested Bridget, with a sob. Jim Sanders told me he watched Mr. Rupert thrust the lighted torch into the rick. He seemed not to know what he was about, Jim said; seemed to do it in madness.

Hold your tongue, Bridget, interposed a sharp commanding voice. Have I not desired you already to do so? It is not upon the hearsay evidence of Jim Sanders that you can accuse Mr. Rupert.

The speaker was Miss Diana Trevlyn. In good truth, Miss Diana did not believe Rupert could have been guilty of the act. It had been disclosed that the torch in the rick-yard belonged to Jim Sanders, had been brought there by him, and she deemed that fact suspicious against Jim. Miss Diana had arrived unwillingly at the conclusion that Jim Sanders had set the rick on fire by accident; and in his fright had accused Rupert, to screen himself. She imparted her view of the affair to Mr. Apperley.

Like enough, was the response of Mr. Apperley. Some of these boys have no more caution in em than if they were children of two years old. But what could have put Rupert into such a state? If anybody ever looked insane, he did to-night.

When? asked Miss Diana, eagerly, and Mrs. Chattaway pressed nearer with her troubled countenance.

It was just before I came up here. I was on my way to Blucks and someone with a white face, breathless and panting, broke through the hedge right across my path. I did not know him at first; he didnt look a bit like Rupert; but when I saw who it was, I tried to stop him, and asked what was the matter. He shook me off, went over the opposite hedge like a wild animal, and there tore about the field. If he had been an escaped lunatic from the county asylum, he couldnt have run at greater speed.

Did he say nothing? a voice interrupted.

Not a word, replied the farmer. He seemed unable to speak. Well, before I had digested that shock, there came another, flying up in the same mad state, and that was Jim Sanders. I stopped him. Nearly at the same time, or just before it, I had seen a light shoot up into the sky. Jim said as well as he could speak for fright, that the rick-yard was on fire, and Mr. Rupert had set it alight.

At all events, the mischief seems to lie between them, remarked some voices around.

There would have been no time for this desultory conversation  at least, for the gentlemens share in it  but that the fire-engine had put a stop to their efforts. It had planted itself on the very spot where the line had been formed, scattering those who had taken part in it, and was rapidly getting itself into working order. The flames were shooting up terribly now, and Mr. Chattaway was rushing here, there, and everywhere, in his frantic but impotent efforts to subdue them. He was not insured.

George Ryle approached Mrs. Chattaway, and bent over her, a strange tone of kindness in his every word: it seemed to suggest how conscious he was of the great sorrow that was coming upon her. I wish you would let me take you indoors, he whispered. Indeed it is not well for you to be here.

Where is he? she gasped, in answer. Could you find him, and remove him from danger?

A sure conviction had been upon her from the very moment that her husband had avowed his chastisement of Rupert  the certainty that it was he, Rupert, and no other who had done the mischief. Her own brothers  but chiefly her brother Rupert  had been guilty of one or two acts almost as mad in their passion. He could not help his temper, she reasoned  some, perhaps, may say wrongly; and if Mr. Chattaway had provoked him by that sharp, insulting punishment, he, more than Rupert, was in fault.

I would die to save him, George, she whispered. I would give all I am worth to save him from the consequences. Mr. Chattaway says he will prosecute him to the last.

I am quite sure you will be ill if you stay here, remonstrated George, for she was shivering from head to foot; not, however, with cold, but with emotion. I will go with you to the house, and talk to you there.

To the house! she repeated. Do you suppose I could remain in the house to-night? Look at them; they are all out here.

She pointed to her children; to the women-servants. It was even so: all were out there. Mr. Chattaway, in passing, had once or twice sharply demanded what they, a pack of women, did in such a scene, and the women had drawn away at the rebuke, but only to come forward again. Perhaps it was not in human nature to keep wholly away from that region of excitement.

A half-exclamation of fear escaped Mrs. Chattaways lips, and she pressed a few steps onwards.

Holding a close and apparently private conference with Mr. Apperley, was Bowen, the superintendent of the very slight staff of police stationed in the place. As a general rule, these rustic districts are too peaceable to require much supervision from the men in blue.

Mr. Apperley, you will not turn against him! she implored, from between her fevered and trembling lips; and in good truth, Mrs. Chattaway gave indications of being almost as much beside herself that night as the unhappy Rupert. Is Bowen asking you where you saw Rupert, that he may go and search for him? Do not you turn against him!

My dear, good lady, I havent a thing to tell, returned Mr. Apperley, looking at her in surprise, for her manner was strange. Bowen heard me say, as others heard, that Mr. Rupert was in the Brook field when I came from it. But I have nothing else to tell of him; and he may not be there now. Its hardly likely he would be.

Mrs. Chattaway lifted her white face to Bowen. You will not take him? she imploringly whispered.

The man shook his head  he was an intelligent officer, much respected in the neighbourhood  and answered her in the same low tone. I cant help myself, maam. When charges are given to us, we are obliged to take cognisance of them, and to arrest, if need be, those implicated.

Has this charge been given you?

Yes, this half-hour ago. I was up here almost with the breaking out of the flames, for I happened to be close by, and Mr. Chattaway made his formal complaint to me, and put it in my care.

Her heart sank within her. And you are looking for him?

Chigwell is, replied the superintendent, alluding to a constable. And Dumps has gone after Jim Sanders.

Thank Heaven! exclaimed a voice at her elbow. It was that of George Ryle; and Mrs. Chattaway turned in amazement. But Georges words had not borne reference to her, or to anything she was saying.

It is beginning to rain, he exclaimed. A fine, steady rain would do us more good than the engines. What does that noise mean?

A murmur of excitement had arisen on the opposite side of the rick-yard, and was spreading as fast as did the flame. George looked in vain for its cause: he was very tall, and raised himself on tiptoe to see the better: as yet without result.

But not for long. The cause soon showed itself. Pushing his way through the rick-yard, pale, subdued, quiet now, came Rupert Trevlyn. Not in custody; not fettered; not passionate; only very worn and weary, as if he had undergone some painful amount of fatigue. It was only that the fit of passion had left him; he was worn-out, powerless. In the days gone by it had so left his uncle Rupert.

Mr. Bowen walked up, and laid his hand upon his shoulder. I am sorry to do it, sir, he said, but you are my prisoner.

I cant help it, wearily responded Rupert.

But what brought Rupert Trevlyn back into the very camp of the Philistines? In his terrible passion, he had partly fallen to the ground, partly flung himself down in the field where Mr. Apperley saw him, and there lay until the passion abated. After a time he sat up, bent his head upon his knees, and revolved what had passed. How long he might have stayed there, it is impossible to say, but that shouts and cries in the road aroused him, and he looked up to see that red light, and men running in its direction. He went and questioned them. The rick-yard at the Hold was on fire!

An awful consciousness came across him that it was his work. It is a fact, that he did not positively remember what he had done: that is, had no clear recollection of it. Giving no thought to the personal consequences  any more than an hour before he had measured the effects of his work  he began to hasten to the Hold as fast as his depressed physical state would permit. If he had created that flame, it was only fair he should do what he could towards putting it out.

The clouds cleared, and the rain did not fulfil its promise as George Ryle had fondly hoped. But the little engine from Barbrook did good service, and the flames were not spreading over the whole rick-yard. Later, the two great Barmester engines thundered up, and gave their aid towards extinguishing the fire.

And Rupert Trevlyn was in custody for having caused it!




CHAPTER XXXVIII

NORAS DIPLOMACY

Amidst all the human beings collected in and about the burning rick-yard of Trevlyn Hold, perhaps no one was so utterly miserable, not even excepting the unhappy Rupert, as its mistress, Mrs. Chattaway. He stood there in custody for a dark crime; a crime for which the punishment only a few short years before would have been the extreme penalty of the law; he whom she had so loved. In her chequered life she had experienced moments of unhappiness than which she had thought no future could exceed in intensity; but had all those moments been concentrated into one dark and dreadful hour, it could not have equalled the trouble of this. Her vivid imagination leaped over the present, and held up to view but one appalling picture of the future  Rupert working in chains. Poor, unhappy, wronged Rupert! whom they had kept out of his rights; whom her husband had now by his ill-treatment goaded to the ungovernable passion which was the curse of her family: and this was the result.

Every pulse of her heart beating with its sense of terrible wrong; every chord of love for Rupert strung to its utmost tension; every fear that an excitable imagination can depict within her, Mrs. Chattaway leaned against the palings in utter faintness of spirit. Her ears took in with unnatural quickness the comments around. She heard some hotly avowing their belief that Rupert was not guilty, except in the malicious fancy of Mr. Chattaway; heard them say that Chattaway was scared and startled that past day when he found Rupert was alive, instead of dead, down in the mine: even the more moderate observed that after all it was only Jim Sanderss word for it; and if Jim did not appear to confirm it, Mr. Rupert must be held innocent.

The wonder seemed to be, where was Jim? He had not reappeared on the scene, and his absence certainly looked suspicious. In moments of intense fear, the mind receives the barest hint vividly and comprehensively, and Mrs. Chattaways heart bounded within her at that whispered suggestion. If Jim Sanders did not appear Rupert must be held innocent. Was there no possibility of keeping Jim back? By persuasion  by stratagem  by force, even, if necessary? The blood mounted to her pale cheek at the thought, red as the lurid flame which lighted up the air. At that moment she saw George Ryle hastening across the yard near to her and glided towards him. He turned at her call.

You see! They have taken Rupert!

Do not distress yourself, dear Mrs. Chattaway, he answered. I wish you could have been persuaded not to remain in this scene: it is altogether unfit for you.

George, she gasped, do you believe he did it?

George Ryle did believe it. He had heard about the horsewhipping; and aware of that mad passion called the Trevlyn temper, he could not do otherwise than believe it.

Ah, dont speak! she interrupted, perceiving his hesitation. I see you condemn him, as some around us are condemning him. But, she added, with feverish eagerness, there is only the word of Jim Sanders against him. They are saying so.

Very true, replied George, heartily desiring to give her all the comfort he could. Mr. Jim must make good his words before we can condemn Rupert.

Jim Sanders has always been looked upon as truthful, interposed Octave Chattaway, who had drawn near. Surely it was ill-natured to say so at that moment, however indisputable the fact might be!

It has yet to be proved that Jim made the accusation, said George, replying to Octave. Although Bridget asserts it, it is not obliged to be fact. And even if Jim did say it, he may have been mistaken. He must show that he was not mistaken before the magistrates to-morrow, or the charge will fall to the ground.

And Rupert be released? added Mrs. Chattaway eagerly.

Certainly. At least, I suppose so.

He passed on his way; Octave went back to where she had been standing, and Mrs. Chattaway remained alone, buried in thought.

A few minutes, and she glided out of the yard. With stealthy steps, and eyes that glanced fearfully around her, she escaped by degrees beyond the crowd, and reached the open field. Then, turning an angle at a fleet pace, she ran against some one who was coming as swiftly up. A low cry escaped her. It seemed to her that the mere fact of being encountered like this, was sufficient to betray the wild project she had conceived. Conscience is very suggestive.

But it was only Nora Dickson: and Nora in a state of wrath. When the alarm of fire reached Trevlyn Farm, its inmates had hastened to the scene with one accord, leaving none in the house but Nora and Mrs. Ryle. Mrs. Ryle, suffering from some temporary indisposition, was in bed, and Nora, consequently, had to stay and take care of the house, doing violence to her curiosity. She stood leaning over the gate, watching the people hasten by to the excitement from which she was excluded; and when the Barbrook engine thundered past, Noras anger was unbounded. She felt half inclined to lock up the house, and start in the wake of the engine; the fierce if innocent anathemas she hurled at the head of the truant Nanny were something formidable; and when that damsel at length returned, Nora would have experienced the greatest satisfaction in shaking her. But the bent of her indignation changed; for Nanny, before Nora had had time to say so much as a word, burst forth with the news she had gathered at the Hold. Rupert Trevlyn fired the hay-rick because Mr. Chattaway had horsewhipped him.

Noras breath was taken away: wrath for her own grievance merged in the greater wrath she felt for Ruperts sake. Horsewhipped him? That brute of a Chattaway had horsewhipped Rupert Trevlyn? A burning glow rushed over her as she listened; a resentful denial broke from her lips: but Nanny persisted in her statement. Chattaway had locked out Rupert the previous night, and Madam, unknown to her husband, admitted him: Chattaway had demanded of Rupert who let him in, but Rupert, fearing to compromise Madam, refused to tell, and then Chattaway used the horsewhip.

Nora waited to hear no more. She started off to the Hold in her indignation; not so much now to take part in the bustling scene, or to indulge her curiosity, as to ascertain the truth of this shameful story. Rupert could scarcely have felt more indignant pain at the chastisement, than Nora at hearing it. Close to the outer gate of the fold-yard, she encountered Mrs. Chattaway.

A short explanation ensued. Nora, forgetting possibly that it was Mrs. Chattaway to whom she spoke, broke into a burst of indignation at Mr. Chattaway, a flood of sympathy for Rupert. It told Mrs. Chattaway that she might trust her, and her delicate fingers entwined themselves nervously around Noras stronger ones in her hysterical emotion.

It must have been done in a fit of the Trevlyn temper, Nora, she whispered imploringly, as if beseeching Noras clemency. The temper was born with him, you know, and he could not help that  and to be horsewhipped is a terrible thing.

If Nora felt inclined to doubt the report before, these words dispelled the doubt, and brought a momentary shock. Nora was not one to excuse or extenuate a crime so great as that of wilfully setting fire to a rick-yard: to all who have to do with farms, it is especially abhorrent, and Nora was no exception to the rule; but in this case by some ingenious sophistry of her own, she did shift the blame from Ruperts shoulders, and lay it on Mr. Chattaways; and she again expressed her opinion of that gentlemans conduct in very plain terms.

He is in custody, Nora! said Mrs. Chattaway with a shiver. He is to be examined to-morrow before the magistrates, and they will either commit him for trial, or release him, according to the evidence. Should he be tried and condemned for it, the punishment might be penal servitude for life!

Heaven help him! ejaculated Nora in her dismay at this new feature presented to her view. That would be a climax to his unhappy life!

But if they can prove nothing against him to-morrow, the magistrates will not commit him, resumed Mrs. Chattaway. Theres nothing to prove it but Jim Sanderss word: and  Nora,  she feverishly added perhaps we can keep Jim back?

Jim Sanderss word! repeated Nora, who as yet had not heard of Jim in connection with the affair. What has Jim to do with it?

Mrs. Chattaway explained. She mentioned all that was said to have passed, Bridgets declaration, and her own miserable conviction that it was but too true. She just spoke of the suspicion cast on Jim by several doubters, but in a manner which proved the suspicion had no weight with her: and she told of his disappearance from the scene. I was on my way to search for him, she continued; but I dont know where to search. Oh, Nora, wont you help me? I would kneel to Jim, and implore him not to come forward against Rupert; I will be ever kind to Jim, and look after his welfare, if he will only hear me! I will try to bring him on in life.

Nora, impulsive as Mrs. Chattaway, but with greater calmness of mind and strength of judgment, turned without a word. From that moment she entered heart and soul into the plot. If Jim Sanders could be kept back by mortal means, Nora would keep him. She revolved matters rapidly in her mind as she went along, but had not proceeded many steps when she halted, and laid her hand on the arm of her companion.

I had better go alone about this business, Madam Chattaway. If youll trust to me, it shall be done  if it can be done. Youll catch your death, coming out with nothing on, this cold night: and Im not sure that it would be well for you to be seen in it.

I must go on, Nora, was the earnest answer. I cannot rest until I have found Jim. As to catching cold, I have been standing in the open air since the fire broke out, and have not known whether it was cold or hot. I am too feverish to-night for any cold to affect me.

Nevertheless, she untied her black silk apron, and folded it over her head, concealing all her fair falling curls. Nora made no further remonstrance.

The most obvious place to look for Jim was his own home; at least so it occurred to Nora. Jim had the honour of residing with his mother in a lonely three-cornered cottage, which boasted two rooms and a loft. It was a good step to it, and they walked swiftly, exchanging a sentence now and then in hushed tones. As they came within view of it, Noras quick sight detected the head (generally a very untidy one) of Mrs. Sanders, airing itself at the open door.

You halt here, Madam Chattaway, she whispered, pointing to a friendly hedge, and let me go on and feel my way with her. Shell be a great deal more difficult to deal with than Jim; and the more I reflect, the more I am convinced it will not do for you to be seen in it.

So far, Mrs. Chattaway acquiesced. She remained under cover of the hedge, and Nora went on alone. But when she had really gained the door, it was shut; no one was there. She lifted the old-fashioned wooden latch, and entered. The door had no other fastening; strange as that fact may sound to dwellers in towns. The woman had backed against the further wall, and was staring at the intruder with a face of dread. Keen Nora noted the signs, drew a very natural deduction, and shaped her tactics accordingly.

Wheres Jim? began she, in decisive but not unkindly tones.

Its not true what they are saying, Miss Dickson, gasped the woman. I could be upon my Bible oath that he never did it. Jim aint of that wicked sort, hed not harm a fly.

But there are such things as accidents, you know, Mrs. Sanders, promptly answered Nora, who had no doubt as to her course now. Its certain that he was in the rick-yard with a lighted torch; and boys, as everyone knows, are the most careless animals on earth. I suppose you have Jim in hiding?

I havent set eyes on Jim since night fell, the woman answered.

Look here, Mrs. Sanders, you had better avow the truth to me. I have come as a friend to see what can be done for Jim; and I can tell you that I would rather keep him in hiding  or put him into hiding, for the matter of that  than betray him to the police, and say, Youll find Jim Sanders so-and-so. Tell me the whole truth, and Ill stand Jims friend. He has been about our place from a little chap in petticoats, when he was put to hurrish the crows, and its not likely we should want to harm him.

Her words reassured the woman, but she persisted in her denial. I declare to goodness, maam, that I know nothing of him, she said, pushing back her untidy hair. He come in here after he left work, and tidied hisself a bit, and went off with one of them puppies of his; and he has never been back since.

Yes, said Nora. He took the puppy to the Hold, and was showing it to Bridget when the fire broke out  thats the tale thats told to me. But Jim had a torch, they say; and torches are dangerous things in rick-yards  

Jims a fool! was the complimentary interruption of Jims mother. His heads running wild over that flighty Bridget, as aint worth her salt. I asked him what he was bringing on that puppy for, and he said for Bridget  and I told him he was a simpleton for his pains. And now this has come of it!

How did you hear of Jims being connected with the fire?

I have had a dozen past here, opening their mouths, resentfully spoke the woman. Some of em said Mr. Rupert was mixed up in it, and the police were after him as well as after Jim.

It is true that Mr. Rupert is said to be mixed up in it, said Nora, speaking with a purpose. And he is taken into custody.

Into custody? echoed Mrs. Sanders, in a scared whisper.

Yes; and Jim must be hidden away for the next four and twenty hours, or theyll take him. Wheres he to be found?

I couldnt tell you if you killed me fort, protested Mrs. Sanders; and her tones were earnestly truthful. Maybe he is in hiding  has gone and put himself into t in his fear of Chattaway and the police. Though Ill take my oath he never did it wilful. If he had a torch, why, a spark of it might have caught a loose bit of hay and fired it: but he never did it wilful. It aint a windy night, either, she added reflectively. Eh! the fool that there Jim has been ever since he was born!

Nora paused. In the uncertainty as to where to look for Jim, she did not see her way very clearly to accomplishing the object in view, and took a few moments rapid counsel with herself.

Listen, Mrs. Sanders, and pay attention to what I say, she cried impressively. I cant do for Jim what I wanted to do, because he is not to be found. But now mind: should he come in after I am gone, send him off instantly to the farm. Tell him to dodge under the trees and hedges on his way, and take care that no one catches sight of him. When he gets to the farm, he must come to the front-door, and knock gently with his knuckles: I shall be in the room.

And then? questioned Mrs. Sanders, looking puzzled.

Ill take care what then; Ill take care of him. Now, do you understand?

Yes, yes, said the woman. Ill be sure to do it, Miss Dickson.

Mind you do, said Nora. And now, good-night to you.

Mrs. Sanders was officiously coming to the door with the candle, to light her visitor; but Nora peremptorily sent her back, giving her at the same time a piece of advice in rather sharp tones  to keep her cottage dark and silent that night, lest the attention of passers-by might be drawn to it.

It was not cheering news to carry back to poor Mrs. Chattaway. That timid, trembling, unhappy lady had left the shelter of the hedge  where she probably found her crouching position not a very easy one  and was standing behind the trunk of a tree at a little distance, her whole weight leaning upon it. To stand long, unaided, was almost a physical impossibility to her, for her spine was weak. She saw Nora, and came forward.

Where is he?

He is not at home. His mother does not know where he is. She had heard  Hush! Whos this?

Noras voice dropped, and they retreated behind the tree. To be seen in the vicinity of Jim Sanderss cottage would not have furthered the object they had in view  that of burying the gentleman for a time. The steps advanced, and Nora, stealing a peep, recognised Farmer Apperley.

He was coming from the direction of the Hold; and they rightly judged, seeing him walking leisurely, that the danger must be over. At the same moment they became conscious of footsteps approaching from another direction. They were crossing the road, bearing rather towards the Hold, and in another moment would meet Mr. Apperley. Footsore, weary, yet excited, and making what haste he could, their owner came into view, disclosing the person of Mr. Jim Sanders. Mrs. Chattaway uttered an exclamation, and would have started forward; but Nora, with more caution, held her back.

The farmer heard the cry, and looked round, but seeing nothing, probably thought his ears had deceived him. As he turned his head again, there, right in front of him, was Jim Sanders. Quick as lightning his grasp was laid upon the boys shoulder.

Now then! Where have you been skulking?

Lawk a mercy! I hant been skulking, sir, returned Jim, apparently surprised at the salutation. I be amost ready to drop with the speed Ive made.

Poor, ill-judged Jim! In point of fact he had done more, indirectly, towards putting out the fire, than Farmer Apperley and ten of the best men at his back. Jims horror and consternation when he saw the flames burst forth had taken from him all thought  all power, as may be said  except instinct. Instinct led him to Barbrook, to warn the fire-engine there: he saw it off, and then hastened all the way to Barmester, and actually gave notice to the engines and urged their departure before the arrival of Cris Chattaway on horseback. From Barmester Jim started to Laytons Heath  a place standing at an acute angle between Barmester and Barbrook  and posted off the engines from there also. And now Jim was toiling back again, footsore and weary, but bending his course to Trevlyn Hold to render his poor assistance in putting out the flames. Rupert Trevlyn had always been a favourite of Jims. Rupert in his good-natured way had petted Jim, and the boy in his unconscious gratitude was striving to amend the damage which Rupert had caused. In after-days, this nights expedition of Jims was talked of as a marvel verging on the impossible. Men are apt to forget the marvels that may be done under the influence of great emotion.

Something of this  of where he had been and for what purpose  Jim explained to the farmer, and Mr. Apperley released his hold upon him.

They are saying up there, lad  indicating the Hold that you had a torch in the rick-yard.

So I had, replied Jim. But I didnt do no damage with it.

You told me it was Rupert Trevlyn who had fired the rick.

And so it was, replied Jim. He was holding that there torch of mine, when Mr. Chattaway came up; looking at the puppy, we was. And Chattaway had a word or two with him, and then horsewhipped him; and Mr. Rupert caught up the torch, which he had let fall, and pushed it into the rick. I see him, added Jim, conclusively.

Mr. Apperley stroked his chin. He also liked Rupert, and very much condemned the extreme chastisement inflicted by Mr. Chattaway. He did not go so far as Nora and deem it an excuse for the mad act; but it is certain he did not condemn it as he would have condemned it in another, or if committed under different circumstances. He felt grieved and uncomfortable; he was conscious of a sore feeling in his mind; and he heartily wished the whole nights work could be blotted out from the record of deeds done, and that Rupert was free again and guiltless.

Well, lad, its a bad job altogether, he observed; but you dont seem to have been to blame except for taking a lighted torch into a rick-yard. Never you do such a thing again. You see what has come of it.

We warnt nigh the ricks when I lighted the torch, pleaded Jim. We was yards off em.

That dont matter. Theres always danger. Id turn away the best man I have on my farm, if I saw him venture into the rick-yard with a torch. Dont you be such a fool again. Where are you off to now? for Jim was passing on.

Up to the Hold, sir, to help put out the fire.

The fires out  or nigh upon it; and youd best stop where you are. If you show your face there, youll get taken up by the police  they are looking out for you. And I dont see that youve done anything to merit a nights lodging in the lock-up, added the farmer, in his sense of justice. Better pass it in your bed. Youll be wanted before the Bench to-morrow; but its as good to go before them a free lad as a prisoner. The prisoner they have already taken, Rupert Trevlyn, is enough. Never you take a torch near ricks again.

With this reiterated piece of advice, Mr. Apperley departed. Jim stood in indecision, revolving in a hazy kind of way the various pieces of information gratuitously bestowed upon him. He himself suspected; in danger of being taken up by the police!  and Mr. Rupert a prisoner! and the fire out, or almost out! It might be better, perhaps, that he went in to his cottage, and got to sleep as Mr. Apperley advised, if he was not too tired to sleep.

But before Jim saw his way clearly out of the maze, or had come to any decision, he found himself seized from behind with a grasp fast and firm as Mr. Apperleys. A vision of a file of policemen brought a rush of fear to Jims mind, hot blood to his face. But the arms proved to be only Nora Dicksons, and a soft, gentle voice of entreaty was whispering a prayer into his ear, almost as the prayer of an angel. Jim started in amazement, and looked round.

Lawk a mercy! ejaculated he. Why, its Madam Chattaway!




CHAPTER XXXIX

ANOTHER VISITOR FOR MRS. SANDERS

A few minutes after his encounter with Jim Sanders, to which interview Mrs. Chattaway and Nora had been unseen witnesses, Farmer Apperley met Policeman Dumps, to whom, you may remember, the superintendent had referred as having been sent after Jim. He came up from the direction of Barbrook.

I cant find him nowhere, was his salutation to Mr. Apperley. I have been amost all over Mr. Ryles land, and in every hole and corner of Barbrook, and he aint nowhere. Im going on now to his own home, just for forms sake; but thats about the last place hed hide in.

Are you speaking of Rupert Trevlyn? asked Mr. Apperley, who knew nothing of the mans search for Jim.

No, sir; Jim Sanders.

Oh, you need not look after him, replied the farmer. I have just met him. Jims all right. It was not he who did the mischief. He has been after all the fire-engines on foot, and is just come back, dead-beat. He was going on to the Hold to help put out the fire, but I told him it was out, and he could go home. Theres not the least necessity to look after Jim.

Mr. Dumps  whose clearness of vision was certainly not sufficient to set the Thames on fire  received the news without any doubt. I thought it an odd thing for Jim Sanders to do. He havent daring enough, he remarked. That kitchenmaid was right, Ill be bound, as to its being Mr. Rupert in his passion. Gone in home, did you say, sir?

In bed by this time, I should say, replied the farmer. They have got Mr. Rupert, Dumps.

Have they? returned Dumps. Its a nasty charge, sir. I shouldnt be sorry that he got off it.

The farmer continued his road towards Barbrook; the policeman went the other way. As he came to the cottage inhabited by the Sanders family, it occurred to him that he might as well ascertain the fact of Jims safety, and he went to the door and knocked. Mrs. Sanders opened it instantly, believing it to be the wanderer. When she saw policeman Dumps standing there, she thought she should have died with fright.

Your son has just come in all right, I hear, Madge Sanders. Farmer Apperley have told me.

Yes, sir, replied she, dropping a curtsey. The untruthful reply was spoken in her terror, almost unconsciously; but there may have been some latent thought in her heart to mislead the policeman.

Is he gone to bed? I dont want to disturb him if he is.

Yes, sir, replied she again.

Well, they have got Mr. Rupert Trevlyn, so the examination will take place to-morrow morning. Your son had better go right over to Barmester the first thing after breakfast; tell him to make for the police-station, and stop there till he sees me. Hell have to give evidence, you know.

Very well, sir, repeated the woman, in an agony of fear lest Jim should make his appearance. Jim aint guilty, sir: he wouldnt harm a fly.

No, he aint guilty; but somebody else is, I suppose; and Jim must tell what he knows. Mind he sets off in time. Or  stop. Perhaps he had better come to the little station at Barbrook, and go over with us. Yes, thatll be best.

To-night, sir? asked she timidly.

To-night?  no. What should we do with him to-night? He must be there at eight oclock in the morning; or a little before it. Good night.

Good night, sir.

She watched him off, quite unable to understand the case, for she had seen nothing of Jim, and Nora Dickson had not long gone. Mr. Dumps made his way to the headquarters at Barbrook; and when, later on, Bowen came in with Rupert Trevlyn, Dumps informed him that Jim Sanders was all right, and would be there by eight oclock.

Have you got him  all safe?

I havent got him, replied Dumps. There wasnt no need for that. He was a-bed and asleep, he added, improving upon his information. It was him that went for all the injines, and he was dead tired.

Your orders were to take him, curtly returned Bowen, who believed in Jims innocence as much as Dumps did, but would not tolerate disobedience to orders. He was seen with a lighted torch in the rick-yard, and thats enough.

Rupert Trevlyn looked round quickly. This conversation had occurred as Bowen was going through the room with his prisoner to consign the latter to a more secure one. Jim Saunders did no harm with the torch, Bowen. He lighted it to show me a little puppy of his; nothing more. There is no need to accuse Jim  

I beg your pardon, Mr. Trevlyn, but Id rather not hear anything from you one way or the other, interrupted Bowen. Dont as much as open your mouth about it, sir, unless youre obliged; and I speak in your interest when I give you this advice. Many a prisoner has brought the guilt home to himself through his own tongue.

Rupert took the hint, and subsided into silence. He was consigned to his quarters for the night, and no doubt passed it as agreeably as was consistent with the circumstances.

The fire had not spread beyond a rick or two. It was quite out before midnight; and the engines, which had done effectual service, were on their way home again. At eight oclock the following morning a fly was at the door to convey Rupert Trevlyn to Barmester. Bowen, a cautious man, deemed it well that the chief witness  it may be said, the only witness to any purpose  should be transported there by the same conveyance. But that witness, Mr. Jim Sanders, delayed his appearance unwarrantably, and Dumps, in much wrath, started in search of him. Back he came  it was not more than a quarter-of-a-mile to the mothers cottage.

He has gone on, the stupid blunderer, cried he to Bowen; Mrs. Sanders says hes at Barmester by this time. Hell be at the station there, no doubt.

So the party started in state: Bowen, Dumps, and Rupert Trevlyn inside; and Chigwell, who had been sent to capture him, on the box. There was just as much necessity for the presence of the two men as for yours or mine; but they would not have missed the days excitement for the world: and Bowen did not interpose his veto.

The noise and bustle at the fire had been great, but it was scarcely greater than that which prevailed that morning at Barmester. As a matter of course, various contradictory versions were afloat; it is invariably the case. All that was certainly known were the bare facts; Mr. Chattaway had horsewhipped Rupert Trevlyn; a fire had almost immediately broken out in the rick-yard; and Rupert was in custody on the charge of causing it.

Belief in Ruperts guilt was accorded a very limited degree. People could not forget the ill-feeling supposed to exist towards him in the breast of Mr. Chattaway; and the flying reports that it was Jim Sanders who had been the culprit, accidentally, if not wilfully, obtained far more credence than the other. The curious populace would have subscribed a good round sum to be allowed to question Jim to their hearts content.

But a growing rumour, freezing the very marrow in the bones of their curiosity, had come abroad. It was said that Jim had disappeared: was not to be found under the local skies; and it was this caused the chief portion of the public excitement. For in point of fact, when Bowen and the rest arrived at Barmester, Jim Sanders could not be seen or heard of. Dumps was despatched back to Barbrook in search of him.

The hearing was fixed for ten oclock; and before that hour struck, the magistrates  a full bench of them  had taken their places. Many familiar faces were to be seen in the crowded court  familiar to you, my readers; for the local world was astir with interest and curiosity. In one part of the crowd might be seen the face of George Ryle, grave and subdued; in another, the dark flashing eyes of Nora Dickson; yonder the red cheeks of Mr. Apperley; nearer, the pale concerned countenance of Mr. Freeman. Just before the commencement of the proceedings, the carriage from Trevlyn Hold drove up, and there descended from it Mr. and Madam Chattaway, and Miss Diana Trevlyn. A strange proceeding, you will say, that the ladies should appear; but it was not deemed strange in the locality. Miss Diana had asserted her determination to be present in tones quite beyond the power of Mr. Chattaway to contradict, even had he wished to do so; and thus he had no plea for refusing his wife. How ill she looked! Scarcely a heart but ached for her. The two ladies sat in a retired spot, and Mr. Chattaway  who was in the commission of the peace, but did not exercise the privilege once in a dozen years  took his place on the bench.

Then the prisoner was brought in, civilly conducted by Superintendent Bowen. He looked pale, subdued, gentlemanly  not in the least like one who would set fire to a hay-rick.

Have you all your witnesses, Bowen? inquired the presiding magistrate.

All but one, sir, and I expect him here directly; I have sent after him, was the reply. In fact, Im not sure but he is here, added the man, standing on tiptoe, and stretching his neck upwards; the crowds so great one cant see whos here and who isnt. If he can be heard first, his evidence may be conclusive, and save the trouble of examining the others.

You can call him, observed the magistrate. If he is here, he will answer. Whats the name?

James Sanders, your worship.

Call James Sanders, returned his worship, exalting his voice.

The call was made in obedience, and James Sanders! went ringing through the court; and walls and roof echoed the cry.

But there was no other answer.




CHAPTER XL

THE EXAMINATION

The morning sun shone upon the crowded court, as the Bench waited for the appearance of Mr. Jim Sanders. The windows, large, high, and guiltless of blinds, faced the south-east, and the warm autumn rays poured in, to the discomfort of those on whom they directly fell. They fell especially on the prisoner; his fair hair, his winning countenance. They fell on the haughty features of Miss Diana Trevlyn, leaning forward to speak to Mr. Peterby, who had been summoned in haste by herself, that he might watch the interests of Rupert. They fell on the sad face of Mrs. Chattaway, bent downwards until partly hidden under its falling curls; and they fell on the red face of Farmer Apperley, who was in a brown study, gently flicking his top-boot with his riding-whip.

One, who had come pressing through the crowd, extended her hand, and touched the farmer on the shoulder. He turned to behold Nora Dickson.

Mr. Apperley, did your wife make those inquiries for me about that work-woman at the upholsterers, whether she goes out by the day or not? asked Nora, as though speaking for the benefit of the court in general.

Mr. Apperley paused to collect his thoughts upon the subject. I did hear the missis say something about that woman, he remarked at length. I cant call to mind what, though. Brown, isnt her name?

We must have her, or somebody else, continued Nora, in the same tones. Our drawing-room winter-curtains must be turned top for bottom; and as to the moreen bed-furniture  

Silence there! interrupted an authoritative voice. And then there came again the same call which had already been echoed through the court twice before  

James Sanders!

Just step here to the back, and Ill send your wife a message for the woman, resumed Nora, in defiance of the mandate just issued.

The farmer did not see why the message could not have been given to him where he was; but we are all apt to yield to a ruling power, and he followed Nora.

She struggled through the crowded doorway of the court into a comparatively empty stone hall. The farmer contrived to follow her; but he was short and stout, and emerged purple with the exertion. Nora cast her cautious eyes around, and then bent towards him with the softest whisper.

Look here, Mr. Apperley. If they examine you, you have no need to tell everything, you know.

Mr. Apperley, none of the keenest at taking a hint, stared at Nora. He could not understand. Are you talking about the upholstering woman? asked he, in his perplexity.

Rubbish! retorted Nora. Do you suppose I brought you here to talk about her? You have not a bit of gumption  as everybody knows. Jim Sanders is not to be found; at least, it seems so, continued Nora, with a short cough; for thats the third time they have called him. Now, if they examine you  as I suppose they will, by Bowen saying you might be wanted, theres no need to go and repeat what Jim said about Rupert Trevlyns guilt when you met him last night down by his cottage.

Why! how did you know I met Jim last night? cried the farmer, staring at Nora.

Theres no time to explain now: I didnt dream it. You liked Joe Trevlyn: I have heard you say it.

Ay, I did, replied the farmer, casting his thoughts back.

Well, then, just bring to your mind how that poor lad, his son, has been wronged and put upon through life; think of the critical position he stands in now; before a hundred eyes  brought to it through that usurper, Chattaway. Dont you help on the hue and cry against him, I say. You didnt see him fire the rick; you only heard Jim Sanders say that he fired it; and you are not called upon to repeat that hearsay evidence. Dont do it, Mr. Apperley.

I suppose I am not, assented he, after digesting the words.

Indeed you are not. If Jim cant be found, and you dont speak, I think its not much of a case theyll make out against him. After all, Jim may have done it himself, you know.

She turned away, leaving the farmer to follow her, and he, slow at coming to conclusions, stopped where he was, pondering all sides of the question in his mind.

But theres a word to say about Policeman Dumps. Nothing could exceed the consternation experienced by that functionary at the non-appearance of Jim Sanders. On their arrival at Barmester, they had searched for him in vain. Dumps would not believe that he had been purposely deceived, although the stern eyes of his superior were bent on him with a very significant look. Get the fleetest conveyance you can, and be off to Barbrook and see about it, were the whispered commands of the latter. A pretty go, this is! I shall have the Bench blowing me up in public!

The Bench, vexed at the fruitless calls for Jim Sanders, looked much inclined to blow some one up. They were better off in regard to the sun than their audience, since they had their backs to it. The chairman, who sat in the middle, was a Mr. Pollard, a kindly, but hasty and opinionated man. He ordered the case to proceed, while the principal witness, Jim Sanders, was being looked for.

Mr. Flood, the lawyer from Barmester, acting for Mr. Chattaway, stated the case shortly and concisely. And the first witness called upon was Mr. Chattaway, who descended from the bench to give his evidence.

He was obliged to confess to his shame. He stood there before the condemning faces around, and acknowledged that the chastisement spoken to was a fact  that he had laid his horsewhip on the shoulders of Rupert Trevlyn. He was pressed for the why and wherefore  Chattaway was no favourite with his brother-magistrates, and they did not show him any remarkable favour  and he had further to confess that the provocation was totally inadequate to the punishment.

State your grounds for charging your nephew, Rupert Trevlyn, with the crime, said the Bench.

There is not the slightest doubt that he did it in a fit of passion, said Mr. Chattaway. There was no one but him in the rick-yard, so far as I saw, and he had a lighted torch in his hand. This torch he dropped for a moment, but I suppose picked it up again.

It is said that James Sanders was also in the rick-yard; and the torch was his.

I did not see James Sanders. I saw only Rupert Trevlyn, and he had the torch in his hand when I went up. Not many minutes after I quitted the rick-yard the flames broke out.

Apparently this was all Mr. Chattaway knew of the actual facts. The man Hatch was called, and testified to the fact that Jim Sanders was in the rick-yard. Bridget, the kitchenmaid, in a state of much tremor, confirmed this, and confessed she was there subsequently with Jim, that he had a torch, and they saw the flames break out. She related her story pretty circumstantially, winding up with the statement that Jim told her Mr. Rupert had set it on fire.

Stop a bit, lass, interrupted Mr. Peterby. You have just stated to their worships that Jim Sanders flew off the moment he saw the flames burst forth, never stopping to speak a word. Now you say he told you it was Mr. Rupert who fired it. How do you reconcile the contradiction?

He had told me first, sir, answered the girl. He said he saw the master horsewhip Mr. Rupert, and Mr. Rupert in his passion caught up the torch which had fell, thrust it into the rick, and then leaped over the palings and got away. Jim pulled the torch out of the rick, and all the hay that had caught, as he thought; he told me all this when he was showing me the puppy. I suppose a spark must have been left in to smoulder, unknown to him.

Now dont you think that you and he and the torch and the puppy, between you, managed to get the spark there, instead of its having smouldered, eh, girl? sarcastically asked Mr. Peterby.

Bridget burst into tears. No, I am sure we did not, she answered.

Dont you likewise think that this pretty little bit of news regarding Mr. Rupert may have been a fable of Mr. Jims invention, to excuse his own carelessness? went on the lawyer.

I am certain it was not, sir, she sobbed. When Jim told me about Mr. Rupert, he never thought the rick was on fire.

They could not get on at all without Jim Sanders. Mr. Peterbys insinuations were pointed; nay, more; for he boldly asserted that the rick was far more likely to have been fired by Jim than Rupert  that is, by a spark from that gentlemans torch, whilst engaged with two objects so exacting as a puppy and Bridget. Jim himself could alone clear up the knotty question, and the Court gave vent to its impatience, and wished they were at the heels of Policeman Dumps who had gone in search of him.

But the heels of Policeman Dumps could not by any means have flown more quickly over the ground, had the whole court been after him in full cry. In point of fact, they were not his own heels that were at work, but those of a fleet little horse, drawing the light gig in which the policeman sat. So effectually did he whip up this horse, that in considerably less time than half-an-hour, Mr. Dumps was nearing Jims dwelling. As he passed the police-station at Barbrook, the only solitary policeman left to take care of the interests of the district was fulfilling his duty by taking a lounge against the door-post.

Have you seen anything of Jim Sanders? called out Mr. Dumps, partially checking his horse. He has never made his appearance yonder, and Im come after him.

I hear hes off, answered the man.

Off! Off where?

Cut away, was the explanatory reply. He hasnt been seen since last night.

Allowing himself a whole minute to take in the news, Mr. Dumps whipped on his horse, and gave utterance to a very unparliamentary word. When he burst into Mrs. Sanderss cottage, which was full of steam, and she before a washing-tub, he seized that ladys arm in so emphatic a manner that perceiving what was coming, she gave a scream, and very nearly plunged her head into the soap-suds.

Mr. Dumps ungallantly shook her. Now, you just answer me, cried he; and if you speak a word of a lie this time youll get transported, or something as bad. What made you tell me last night Jim had come home and was in bed? Where is he?

She supposed he knew all  all the wickedness of her conduct in screening him; and it had the effect of hardening her. She was, as it were, at bay; and deceit was no longer possible.

If you did transport me I couldnt tell where he is. I dont know. I never set eyes on him all the blessed night, and thats the naked truth. Let me go, Mr. Dumps: its no good choking me.

Mr. Dumps looked ready to choke himself. He had been deceived, and turned aside from the execution of his duty, his brother constables would have the laugh against him, Bowen would blow up, the Bench at Barmester was waiting, Jim was off  and that wretched woman had done it all! Mr. Dumps ground his teeth in impotent rage.

Ill have you punished as sure as my names what it is, Madge Sanders, if you dont tell me the truth, he foamed. Is Jim in this here house?

You be welcome to search the house, she replied, throwing open the staircase door, which led to the loft. Im telling nothing but truth now, though I was frighted into doing summit else last night; frighted to death amost, and so I was this morning when I said hed gone on to Barmester.

Mr. Dumps felt inclined to shake her again: we are sure to be more angry with others when we have ourselves to blame; how could he have been fool enough to place such blind confidence in Farmer Apperley? One thing forced itself on his conviction; the woman was stating nothing but fact now.

You persist in it to my face that you dont know where Jim is? he cried.

I swear I dont. There! I swear I have never set eyes on him since last night when he came home after work, and went out to take his black puppy to Trevlyn Hold. He never came in after that.

You just dry those soap-suddy arms of yours, put your bonnet on, and come straight off, and tell that to the magistrates, commanded Mr. Dumps, in sullen tones.

She did not dare resist. Putting on her bonnet, flinging her old shawl across her shoulders, she was marshalled by Mr. Dumps to the gig. To look after Jim was a secondary consideration. To make his own excuse good was the first; and if Jim had had a matter of twelve-hours start, he might be at twelve-hours distance.

Not to be found! Jim Sanders had made his escape, and was not to be found! reiterated the indignant Bench, when Mrs. Sanders and her escort appeared. What did Bowen mean, by asserting that Jim was ready to be called upon?

Bowen shifted the blame from his own shoulders to those of Dumps; and Dumps, with a red face, shifted it on to Mrs. Sanders. She was sternly questioned, and made the same excuse she had made to Dumps  it was his saying to her that Jim had returned, and was in bed, that caused her in her fright to agree with it, and reply that he was. But she had not seen Jim, and he had never been a-nigh home since he went out with the puppy in the earlier part of the evening. She knew no more where Jim was than Dumps himself knew.

That she told the truth appeared to be pretty clear to the magistrates, and to punish her for having so far used deceit to screen her son, might have been neither just nor legal. They turned back on Dumps.

What induced you to put such a leading question to the woman, assuming the boy was at home and in bed? they severely asked.

Dumps began rather to excuse himself than to explain. Such a thing hadnt never happened to him before; and it was Mr. Apperleys fault, for he met that gentleman nigh Meg Sanderss door, who told him Jim was all right, and gone home to bed.

This was the first time Mr. Apperleys name had been mentioned in connection with the affair, and the magistrates ordered him before them. Nora insinuated her way to the front, and Mrs. Chattaways face bent lower, to conceal its anxious expression, the wild beating of her heart.

Did you meet James Sanders last night, Mr. Apperley? inquired the chairman.

Yes; I did, sir. I was going home, when the danger was over, and the fire had got low, and I came upon Jim Sanders near his cottage, coming from the direction of Laytons Heath. Knowing he had been wanted, I laid hold of him: but the boy told me, simply enough, where he had been,  to Barbrook, Barmester, and Laytons Heath after the engines. He was then hastening to the Hold to help at the fire. I told him the fire was out, and he might get to bed.

And you told Dumps that he had gone to bed?

I did. I never supposed but Jim went home then and there; and when I met Dumps a few minutes afterwards, I told him so. I cant understand it at all. The boy seemed almost too tired to move, and no wonder  and where he could have gone instead, is uncommon odd to me. Its to know whether his mother speaks truth in saying he did not go in, added the farmer, gratuitously imparting a little of his mind to the Bench.

What did he say to you?

He said where he had been, and that he was going up to the Hold, replied the witness, in tones of palpable hesitation, as if weighing his words.

You are sure it was Jim Sanders? asked a very silent magistrate who sat at the end of the bench.

Mr. Apperley opened his eyes at this. Sure it was Jim Sanders? Why, of course Im sure of it?

Well, it appears that only you, so far as can be learnt, saw Jim Sanders at all near the spot after the alarm went out.

Like enough, answered the farmer. If the boy went to all these places, one after the other, he couldnt be at the Hold. But theres no mistake about my having seen him, and talked to him.

The danger appeared to be over. The Bench seemed to have no intention of asking further questions of Mr. Apperley, and Nora breathed freely again. But it often happens that when we deem ourselves most secure, hidden danger is all the nearer. As the witness was turning round to retire, Flood, the lawyer, stepped forward.

A moment yet, if you please, Mr. Apperley. I must ask you a question or two, with the permission of the Bench. I believe you had met Jim Sanders before that, last night  soon after the breaking out of the fire?

Yes, replied the farmer; it was at the bend of the road between the Hold and Barbrook. I had that minute caught sight of the flame, not knowing rightly where it was or what it was, and Jim came running up and said, as well as he could speak for his hurry and agitation, that it was in Mr. Chattaways rick-yard.

Agitated, was he? asked the Bench; and a keen observer might have noticed Mr. Floods brow contract with a momentary annoyance.

So agitated as hardly to know what he was saying, as it appeared to me, returned the witness. He went away at great speed in the direction of Barbrook; on his way  as I learnt afterwards  to fetch the fire-engines.

And very laudable of him to do so, spoke up the lawyer. But I have a serious question to put to you now, Mr. Apperley; be so good as to attend to me, and speak up. Did not Jim Sanders distinctly tell you that it was Rupert Trevlyn who had fired the rick?

Mr. Apperley paused in indecision. On the one hand, he was a plain, straightforward, honest man, possessing little tact, no cunning; on the other, he shrank from harming Rupert. Noras words had left a strong impression upon him, and the mysterious absence of Jim Sanders was also producing its effect, as it was on three-parts of the people in court. He and they were beginning to ask why Jim should run away unless he had been guilty.

Have you lost your voice, Mr. Apperley? resumed the lawyer. Did or did not Jim Sanders say it was Rupert Trevlyn who fired the rick?

I cannot say but he did, replied Mr. Apperley, as an unpleasant remembrance came across him that he had proclaimed this fact the previous night to as many as chose to listen, to which incaution Mr. Flood no doubt owed his knowledge. But Jim appeared so flustered and wild, he continued, that my belief is  and I have said this before  that he didnt rightly know what he was saying.

Unless I am misinformed, you had just before met Rupert Trevlyn, continued Mr. Flood. He was wild and flustered, was he not?

He was.

Were both coming from the same direction?

Yes. As if they had run straight from the Hold.

From the rick-yard, eh?

It might be that they had; twas pretty straight, if they leaped a hedge or two.

Just so. You were walking soberly along the high-road, on your way to Bluck the farriers, when you were startled by the apparition of Rupert Trevlyn flying from the direction of the rick-yard like a wild animal  I only quote your own account of the fact, Mr. Apperley. Rupert was pale and breathless; in short, as you described him, he must have been under the influence of some great terror, or guilt. Was this so? Tell their worships.

It was so, replied Mr. Apperley.

You tried to stop him, and you could not; and as you stood looking after him, wondering whether he was mad, and, if not mad, what could have put him into such a state, Jim Sanders came up and told you a piece of news that was sufficient to account for any amount of agitation  namely, that Rupert Trevlyn had just set fire to one of the ricks in the yard at the Hold.

It was utterly impossible that Mr. Apperley in his truth could deny this, and a faint cry broke from the lips of Mrs. Chattaway. But when Mr. Flood had done with the farmer, it was Mr. Peterbys turn to question him. He had not much to ask him, but elicited the positive avowal  and the farmer seemed willing to make as much of it as did Mr. Peterby  that Jim Sanders was in as great a state of agitation as Rupert Trevlyn, or nearly so. He, Mr. Apperley, summed up the fact by certain effective words.

Yes, they were both agitated  both wild; and if those signs were any proof of the crime, the one looked as likely to have committed it as the other.

The words told with the Bench. Mr. Flood exerted his eloquence to prove that Rupert Trevlyn, and he alone, must have been guilty. Not that he had any personal ill-feeling towards Rupert; he only spoke in his lawyerly instinct, which must do all it could for his clients cause. Mr. Peterby, on the other hand, argued that the circumstances were more conclusive of the guilt of James Sanders. Mr. Apperley had testified that both were nearly equally agitated; and if Rupert was the most so, it was only natural, for a gentlemans feelings were more easily stirred than an ignorant day-labourers. In point of fact, this agitation might have proceeded from terror alone in each of them. Looking at the case dispassionately, what real point was there against Rupert Trevlyn? None. Who dared to assert that he was guilty? No one but the runaway, James Sanders, who most probably proffered the charge to screen himself. Where was James Sanders, Mr. Peterby continued, looking round the court. Nowhere: he had decamped; and this, of itself, ought to be taken by all sensible people as conclusive of guilt. He asked the Bench, in their justice, not to remand Rupert Trevlyn, as was urged by Mr. Flood, but to discharge him, and issue a warrant for the apprehension of James Sanders.

Ah, what anxious hearts were some of those in court as the magistrates consulted with each other. Mr. Chattaway had had the grace not to return to his seat, and waited, as did the rest of the audience. Presently the chairman spoke  and it is very possible that the general disfavour in which Mr. Chattaway was held had insensibly influenced their decision.

It appeared to the Bench, he said, that there were not sufficient facts proved against Rupert Trevlyn to justify their keeping him in custody, or in remanding the case. That he may have smarted in passion under the personal chastisement inflicted by Mr. Chattaway was not unlikely, and that gentleman had proved that, when he left the rick-yard, the lighted torch was, so to say, in possession of the prisoner. Mr. Apperley had likewise testified to meeting Rupert Trevlyn soon afterwards in a state of wild agitation. In the opinion of the Bench, these facts were not worth much: the lighted torch was proved to be in the possession of James Sanders in the rick-yard after this, as it had been before it; and the prisoners agitation might have been solely the effect of the beating inflicted on him by Mr. Chattaway. Except the assertion of the boy, James Sanders, as spoken to by Mr. Apperley and the servant-maid, Bridget Sanders, there was nothing to connect the prisoner with the actual crime. It had been argued by Mr. Peterby that James Sanders himself had probably committed it, wilfully or accidentally, and that his absence might be regarded as pretty conclusive proof of this. Be that as it might, the Bench had come to the decision that there were not sufficient grounds for detaining the prisoner, and therefore he was discharged.

He was discharged! And the shout of approbation that arose in court made the very walls ring.




CHAPTER XLI

A NIGHT ENCOUNTER

The first to press up to Rupert Trevlyn after his restored liberty was George Ryle. George held a very decided opinion upon the unhappy case; but strove to bury it five-fathom deep in his heart, and he hated Mr. Chattaway for the inflicted horsewhipping. Holding his arm out to Rupert, he led him towards the exit; but the sea of faces, of friendly voices, of shaking hands, was great, and somehow he and Rupert were separated.

It is a new lease of life for me, George, whispered a soft, sweet voice in his ear, and he turned to behold the glowing cheeks of Mrs. Chattaway, glowing with thanksgiving and unqualified happiness.

Unqualified? Ah, if she could only have looked into the future, as George did in his forethought! Jim Sanders would probably not remain absent for ever. But he suffered his face to become radiant as Mrs. Chattaways, as he stayed to talk with her.

Yes, dear Mrs. Chattaway, was it not a shout! I will drive Rupert home. I have my gig here. Treve shall walk. I wonder  I have been wondering whether it would not be better for all parties if Rupert came and stayed a week with Treve at the Farm? It might give time for the unpleasantness to blow over between him and Mr. Chattaway.

How good you are, George! If it only might be! Ill speak to Diana.

She turned to Miss Diana Trevlyn and George saw Rupert talking with Mr. Peterby. At that moment, some one took possession of George.

It was Mr. Wall, the linen-draper. He had been in court all the time, his sympathies entirely with the prisoner, in spite of his early friendship with the master of Trevlyn Hold. Ever since that one month passed at Mr. Walls house, which George at the time thought the blackest month that could have fallen to the lot of mortal, Mr. Wall and George had been great friends.

This has been a nasty business, he said in an undertone. Where is Jim Sanders?

George disclaimed, and with truth, all knowledge on the point. Mr. Wall resumed.

I guess how it was; an outbreak of the Trevlyn temper. Chattaway was a fool to provoke it. Cruel, too. He had no more right to take a whip to Rupert Trevlyn than I have to take one to my head-shopman. Were the ricks insured?

No. Theres the smart. Chattaway never would insure his ricks; never has insured them. It is said that Miss Diana has often told him he deserved to have his ricks burnt down for being penny wise and pound foolish.

How many were burnt?

Two: and another damaged by water. It is a sharp loss.

Ay. One he wont relish. Rupert is not secure, you know, continued Mr. Wall in a spirit of friendly warning. He can be taken up again.

I am aware of that. And this time I think it will be very difficult to lay the spirit of anger in Mr. Chattaway. Good evening. I am going to drive Rupert home. Where has he got to?

George had cause to reiterate the words Where has he got to? for he could not see him anywhere. His eyes roved in vain in search of Rupert. Mr. Peterby was alone now.

George went hunting everywhere. He inquired of every one, friend and stranger, if they had seen Rupert, but all in vain; he could not meet or hear of him. At last he gave up the search, and started for home, Treve occupying the place in the gig he had offered to Rupert.

Where was Rupert? In a state of mind not to be described, he had stolen away in the dusky night from the mass of faces, the minute he was released by Mr. Peterby, and made the best of his way out of Barmester, taking the field way towards the Hold. He felt in a sea of guilt and shame. To stand there a prisoner, the consciousness of guilt upon him  for he knew he had set fire to the rick  was as the keenest agony. When his previous nights passion cooled down, it was replaced by an awful sense  and the word is not misplaced  of the enormity of his act. It was a positive fact that he could not remember the details of that evil moment; but an innate conviction was upon him that he did thrust the burning brand into the rick and had so revenged himself on Mr. Chattaway. He turned aghast as he thought of it: in his sober senses he would be one of the last to commit so great a wickedness  would shudder at its bare thought. Not only was the weight of the guilt upon his mind, but a dread of the consequences. Rupert was no hero, and the horror of the punishment that might follow was working havoc in his brain. If he had escaped it for this day, he knew sufficient of our laws to be aware that he might not escape it another, and that Chattaway would prove implacable. The disgrace of a trial, the brand of felon  all might be his. Perhaps it was fear as much as shame which took Rupert alone out of Barmester.

He knew not where to go. He reached the neighbourhood of the Hold, passed it, and wandered about in the moonlight, sick with hunger, weary with walking. He began to wish he had gone home with George Ryle; and he wished he could see George Ryle then, and ask his advice. To the Hold, to face Chattaway, he dared not yet go; nay, with that consciousness of guilt upon him, he shrank from facing his kind aunt Edith, his sister Maude, his aunt Diana. A sudden thought flashed into his mind  and for the moment it seemed like an inspiration  he would go after Mr. Daw and beg a shelter with him.

But to get to Mr. Daw, who lived in some unknown region in the Pyrenees, and had no doubt crossed the Channel, would take money, time, and strength. As the practical views of the idea came up before him, he abandoned it in utter despair. Where should he go and what should he do? He sat down on the stile forming the entrance to a small grove of trees, through which a near road led to Barbrook; in fact, it was at the end of that very field in which Mr. Apperley had seen him the previous evening. Some subtle instinct, perhaps, took his wandering steps to it. As he leaned against the stile, he became conscious of the advance of some one along the narrow path leading from Barbrook  a woman, by her petticoats.

It was a lovely night. The previous night had been dull, but on this one the moon shone in all her splendour. Rupert did not fear a woman, least of all the one approaching, for he saw that it was Ann Canham. She had been at work at the parsonage. Mrs. Freeman, taking advantage of the departure of their guest, had instituted the autumn cleaning, delayed on his account; and Ann had been there to-day, helping Molly, and was to go also on the morrow. A few happy tears dropped from her eyes when she saw him.

The parsons already home with the good news, sir. But why ever do you sit here, Master Rupert?

Because I have nowhere to go to, returned Rupert.

Ann paused, and then spoke timidly. Isnt there the Hold, as usual, sir?

I cant go there. Chattaway might horsewhip me again, you know, Ann.

The bitter mockery with which he spoke brought pain to her. Where shall you go, sir?

I dont know. Lie down under these trees till morning. I am awfully hungry.

Ann Canham opened a basket which she carried, and took out a small loaf, or cake. She offered it to Rupert, curtseying humbly.

Molly has been baking to-day, sir; and the missis, she gave me this little loaf for my father. Please take it, sir.

Ruperts impulse was to refuse, but hunger was strong within him. He took a knife from his pocket, cut it in two, and gave one half back to Ann Canham.

Tell Mark I had the other, Ann. He wont grudge it to me. And now go home. Its of no use your stopping here.

She made as if she would depart, but hesitated. Master Rupert, I dont like to leave you here so friendless. Wont you come to the lodge, sir, and shelter there for the night?

No, that I wont, he answered. Thank you, Ann; but I am not going to get you and Mark into trouble as I have got myself.

She sighed as she finally went away. Would this unhappy trouble touching Rupert ever be over?

Perhaps Rupert was asking the same. He ate the bread, and sat on the stile afterwards, ruminating. He was terribly bitter against Chattaway; but for his wicked conduct he should not now be the outcast he was. All the wrongs of his life rose up before him. The Hold that ought to be his, the rank he was deprived of, the wretched humiliations that were his daily portion. They assumed quite an exaggerated importance to his mind. He worked himself into  not the passion of the previous night, but into an angry, defiant temper; and he wished he could meet Chattaway face to face, and return the blows, the pain of which was still upon him.

With a cry that almost burst from his lips in terror, with a feeling verging on the supernatural, he suddenly saw Chattaway before him. Rupert recovered himself, and though his heart beat pretty fast, he kept his seat on the stile in his defiant humour.

And Mr. Chattaway? Every drop of blood in that gentlemans body had bubbled up with the unjust leniency shown by the magistrates, and had remained at fever heat. Never, never had his feelings been so excited against Rupert as on this night. As he came along he was plotting with himself how Rupert could be recaptured on the morrow  on what pretext he could apply for a warrant against him. That miserable, detested Rupert! He made his life a terror through that latent dread, he was a burden on his pocket, he brought him into disfavour with the neighbourhood, he treated him with cavalier insolence, and now had set his ricks on fire. And  there he was! Before him in the moonlight. Mr. Chattaway bounded forward, and seized him by the shoulder.

A struggle ensued. Blows were given on either side. But Mr. Chattaway was the stronger: he flung Rupert to the ground; and a dull, heavy human sound went forth on the still night air.

Did the sound come from Rupert, or from Chattaway? No; Rupert was lying motionless, and Chattaway knew he had made no sound himself. He looked up in the trees; but it had not been the sound of a night-bird. A rustling caught his ear behind the narrow grove, and Chattaway bounded towards it, just in time to see a mans legs flying over the ground in the direction of Barbrook.

Who had been a witness to the scene?




CHAPTER XLII

NEWS FOR TREVLYN HOLD

When Mr. and Mrs. Chattaway and Miss Diana had driven home from Barmester, they were met with curious faces, and eager questions, the result of the days proceedings not having reached the Hold. It added to the terrible mortification gnawing the heart of Mr. Chattaway to confess that Rupert was discharged. He had been too outspoken that morning before his children and household of the certain punishment in store for Rupert  his committal for trial.

And the mortification was destined to be increased on another score. Whilst they were seated at a sort of high tea  Cris came in from Blackstone with some news. The Government inspectors had been there that day, and chosen to put themselves out on account of the absence of Mr. Chattaway, whom they had expected at the office.

They mean mischief, observed Cris. How far can they interfere? he asked, turning to his father. Could they force you to go to the expense they hint at?

Mr. Chattaway really did not know. He sat looking surly and gloomy, buried in rumination, and by-and-by rose and left the room. Soon after this, George Ryle entered, to take Rupert to the farm. George knew now that Rupert had walked home: Bluck, the farrier, had told him so. But Rupert, it appeared, was not yet come in.

So George waited: waited and waited. It was a most uncomfortable evening. Mrs. Chattaway was palpably nervous and anxious, and Maude, who sat apart, as if conscious that Ruperts fault in some degree reflected upon her, was as white as a sheet. When George rose to leave it was nearly eleven. Rupert, it must be supposed, had taken shelter somewhere for the night, and Mr. Chattaway did not appear in a hurry to return. None had any idea where Mr. Chattaway was to be found: when he left the house, they only supposed him to be going to the out-buildings.

The whole flood of moonlight came flushing on George Ryle, as he stood for a moment at the door of the Hold. He lifted his face to it, thinking how beautiful it was, when the door was softly opened behind him, and Maude came out, pale and shivering.

Forgive my following you, George, she whispered, in pleading tones. I could not ask you before them, but I am ill with suspense. Tell me, is the danger over for Rupert?

George took her hand in his. He looked down with tender fondness upon the unhappy girl; but hesitated in his answer.

She bent her head, and there came a half-breathed whisper of pain. Do you believe he did it?

Maude, my darling, I do believe he did it; you ask me for the truth, and I will not give you anything else. But I believe that he must have been in a state of madness, irresponsible for his actions.

What can be done? she gasped.

Nothing. Nothing, except that we must endeavour to conciliate Mr. Chattaway. If he can be appeased, the danger will pass.

Never will he be appeased! she answered. He will think of the value of the ricks, the money lost to him. George, if it comes to the worst  if they try Rupert, I shall die.

Hush, my dear, hush! Try and look on the bright side of things, Maude; your grieving cannot influence Rupert, and will harm you. Nothing shall be left undone on my part to serve him. I wish I had more influence with Mr. Chattaway.

No one has any influence with him,  no one in the world; unless it is Aunt Diana.

She has  and I can talk to her as I could not to Chattaway. I intend to see her privately in the morning. Maude, how you shiver!

George bent to take his farewell, and went on his way. Ere he was quite out of sight, he turned to take a last look at her. She was standing in the white moonlight, her hands clasped, her face one sad expression of distress and despair. A vague feeling came over George that this despondency of Maudes bore ill omen for poor Rupert. But he could not have told why the feeling should come to him, and he put it from him as absurd and foolish.

The night wore on at the Hold, and its master did not return. All sat up, ladies, children, and servants; wondering where he could be. It was close upon midnight when his ring sounded at the locked door.

Mr. Chattaway came in with his face scratched and a bruise over one eye. The servant stared in astonishment, and noticed, as his master unbuttoned a light overcoat, that the front of his shirt was torn. Mr. Chattaway was not one to be questioned by his servants, and the man went off to the kitchen and reported the news.

Good Heavens, papa! what have you done to your face?

The exclamation came from Octave, who was the first to catch sight of him as he entered the room. Mr. Chattaway responded by an angry demand why they were not in bed, what they did sitting up at that hour: and he began to light the bed-candles.

What have you done to your face? reiterated Miss Diana, coming close to take a nearer view.

Nothing, was his curt response.

Whats the use of saying that? retorted Miss Diana. It looks as though you had been fighting. And your shirts torn!

I tell you theres nothing the matter with it; or with my shirt either, he said testily. Cant you take an answer? And, as if to put an end to questioning, he took a candle and went up to his room.

The scratches were less apparent in the morning, and the bruise was only a slight one. Cris, in his indifferent manner, said the Squire must have walked into the branches of a thorny tree.

By tacit consent they avoided all mention of Rupert. It is possible that even Miss Diana did not care to mention his name to Mr. Chattaway. Whilst they were at breakfast, Hatch came and put his head inside the door.

Jim Sanders is back, sir.

Mr. Chattaway started up, a certain flashing light in his dull eyes that boded no good to Jim. Where is he? he cried. How do you know?

Ted, the cow-boy, has just seen him at work at Mr. Ryles as usual, sir. I thought you might like to know it, and made bold to come in and tell ye. Ted asked him where he had runned away to yesterday, and Jim answered he had not runned away at all; only overslep hisself.

Mr. Chattaway hastened from the room, followed by Cris; and Mrs. Chattaway took the opportunity to ask Hatch if he had seen or heard anything of Mr. Rupert. But Hatch only stood stolidly in the middle of the carpet, and made no reply.

Did you not hear Madams question, Hatch? sharply asked Miss Diana. Why dont you answer it?

Because I dont like to, responded stolid Hatch. Happen Madam maynt like to hear the answer, Miss Diana.

Nonsense! quickly cried Miss Trevlyn. Have you heard of him?

Well, yes, I have, answered Hatch. They be talking of it now in the sheep-pen.

What are they saying? asked Mrs. Chattaway, in eager tones.

But the man remained silent, staring at his mistress.

What are they saying?  do you hear? imperatively repeated Miss Diana.

Hatch could not hold out longer. They be saying that hes dead, maam.

That he is  what?

They be saying that Mr. Ruperts dead, equably repeated Hatch; he was killed down in the little grove last night, as you go through the fields to Barbrook. I didnt like to tell the Squire, because they be saying that if he be killed, happen the Squire have killed him.

Only for a moment did Miss Diana Trevlyn lose her self-possession. She raised her hands to still the awestruck terror around her, and glanced at Mrs. Chattaways blanched face. Hatch, where did you hear this?

In the sheep-pen, maam. The men be a-talking ont. They say he was killed last night  murdered.

Her own face for once in her life was turning white. Be still, all of you, and remain here, she said. Edith, if ever you had need of self-command, it is now.

She went straight off to the sheep-pen, bidding Hatch follow her. From the first moment Hatch had spoken, there had risen up before her, as an ugly picture  a dream to be shunned  the scratched and bruised face of Mr. Chattaway.

The sheep-pen was empty: the men had dispersed. Cris came out of the stables, and she signed to him. He advanced to meet her. Where is your father? she asked.

Off to Barbrook, returned Cris. Sam wasnt long getting his horse ready, was he? He has gone to order Bowen to look after Mr. Jim Sanders.

Have you heard this report about Rupert? she resumed, her hushed tones imparting to Cris a vague sense of something unpleasant.

I have not heard any report about him. What is the report? That hes dead?

Yes; that he is dead.

Cris had spoken in a half-jesting, half-sneering tone; but his face changed at the answer, consternation in every feature, What on earth do you mean, Aunt Diana? Rupert  

Good morning, Miss Diana.

They turned to behold George Ryle. He had come up thus early to know if they had news of Rupert. The scared expression of their faces struck him that something was wrong.

You have bad news, I see. What is it?

Miss Diana rapidly turned over a question in her mind. Should she mention this report to George? Yes; he was thoroughly trustworthy; and might be of use.

Hatch came in a few minutes ago, and frightened us very greatly, she said. I was just telling Cris about it. The man says theres a report going about that Rupert is  is  she scarcely liked to bring out the word is dead.

What? uttered George.

That he has been killed  murdered, continued Miss Diana. George, I want to get at the truth of it.

He could not rejoin just at first. News, such as that, takes time to revolve. He could only look at them alternately; his heart, for Ruperts sake, beating fast. Miss Diana repeated what Hatch had said. George, she concluded, I cannot go after these men, examining into the truth or falsehood of the report, but you might.

George started away impulsively ere she had well spoken. Hatch mentioned the names of the men who had been talking, and George hastened to look for them over the fields. Cris was following, but Miss Diana caught him by the arm.

Not you, Cris; stop where you are.

Stop where I am? returned Cris, indignantly, who had a very great objection to being interfered with by Miss Diana. I shall not, indeed. I dont pretend to have had much love for Rupert, but Im sure I shall look into it if theres such a report as that about. He must have killed himself, if he is dead.

But Miss Diana kept her hand upon him. Remain where you are, I say. They are connecting your fathers name with it in a manner I do not understand, and it will be better you should be quiet until we know more.

She went on to the house as she spoke. Cris stared after her in blank dismay, wondering what the words meant, yet sufficiently discomposed to give up his own will for once, and remain quiet, as she had suggested.

Meanwhile, Mr. Chattaway, unconscious of the commotion at the Hold, was galloping towards Barbrook. He reined in at the police-station, and Bowen came out to him.

I know what you have come about, Mr. Chattaway, cried the man, before that gentleman could speak. Its to tell us that Jim Sanders has turned up. We know all about it, and Dumps has gone after him. Hang the boy! giving us all this bother.

Ill have him punished, Bowen.

Well, sir, its to know whether he wont get enough punishment as it is. His going off looks uncommonly suspicious  as I said yesterday: looks as if he had had a finger in the pie.

Is Dumps going to bring him on here?

Right away, as fast as he can march him. Impudent monkey, going to work this morning, just as if nothing had happened! Dumpsll be on to him. They wont be long, sir.

Then Ill wait, decided Mr. Chattaway.




CHAPTER XLIII

JAMES SANDERS

George Ryle speedily found the men spoken of by Hatch as having held the conversation in the sheep-pen. But he could gather nothing more certain from them than Miss Diana had gathered from Hatch. Upon endeavouring to trace the report to its source he succeeded in finding out that one man alone had brought it to the Hold. This man declared he heard it from his wife, and his wife had heard it from Mrs. Sanders.

Away sped George Ryle to the cottage of Mrs. Sanders: passing through the small grove of trees, spoken of in connection with this fresh report, the nearest way to Barbrook and the cottage from the upper road, but lonely and unfrequented. He found the woman busy at the work Mr. Dumps had interrupted the previous day  washing. With some unwillingness on her part and much circumlocution, George drew her tale from her. And to that evening we may as well return for a few minutes, for we shall arrive at the conclusion much more quickly than Mrs. Sanders.

It was dark when the woman walked home from Barmester  Dumps not having had the politeness to drive her, as in going,  and she found her kitchen as she had left it. Her children  she had three besides Jim  were out in the world, Jim alone being at home with her. Mrs. Sanders lighted a candle, and surveyed the scene: grate black and cold; washing-tub on the bench, wet clothes lying over it; bricks sloppy. Drat that old Dumps! ejaculated she. Id serve him out if I could. And Id like to serve out that Jim, too. This comes of dancing up to the Hold after Bridget with that precious puppy!

She put things tolerably straight for the night, made herself some tea, and began to think. What had become of Jim? And did he or did he not have anything to do with the fire? Not wilfully; she could answer for that; but accidentally? She looked into vacancy, and shook her head in a timid, doubtful manner, for she knew that torches in rick-yards might prove dangerous adjuncts to suspicion.

I wonder what they could do to him, happen they proved it were a spark from his torch? she deliberated. Sure theyd never transport for an accident! Dumps said transportation were too good for Jim, but  

The train of thought was interrupted, the door burst open, and by no less a personage than Jim himself. Jim, as it appeared, in a state of fear and agitation. His breath came fast, and his eyes had a wild, terrified stare in them.

With his presence, Mrs. Sanderss maternal apprehensions for his safety merged into anger. She laid hold of Jim and shook him  kindly, as she expressed it; but poor Jim found little kindness in it.

Mother, whats that for?

Thats what its for, retorted his mother, giving him a sound box on the ear. Youll dance out with puppies again up to that good-for-nothing minx of a Bridget!  and youll set rick-yards a-fire!  and youll go off and hide yourself, and let the place be searched by the police!  and me drawn into trouble, and took off by that insolent Dumps in a stick-up gig to Barmester, and lugged afore the court! Now, where have you been?

Jim made no return in kind. All the spirit the boy possessed seemed to have gone out of him. He sat down meekly on a broken chair, and began to shiver. Dont, mother, said he. Ive got a fright.

A fright! indignantly responded Mrs. Sanders. And what sort of a fright do you suppose you have given others? Happen Madam Chattaway might have died of it, they say. You talk of a fright! Who hasnt been in a fright since you took the torch into the yard and set the ricks alight?

It isnt that, said Jim. I aint afraid of that; I didnt do it. Nora knows I didnt, and Mr. Apperley knows, and Bridget knows. Ive no cause to be afeard of that.

Then what are you quaking for? angrily demanded Mrs. Sanders.

Ive just got a fright, he answered. Mother, as true as we be here, Mr. Ruperts dead. Ive just watched him killed.

Mrs. Sanderss first proceeding on receipt of this information was to stare; her second to discredit it, believing Jim was out of his mind, or dreaming. Talk sense, will you? cried she.

Im not a-talking nonsense, he answered. Mother, as sure as us two be living here, I see it. It were in the grove, up by the field. I saw him struck down.

The woman began to think there must be something in the tale. Its Mr. Rupert you be talking of?

Yes, and it was him as set the rick a-fire. And now hes murdered! Didnt I run fast! I was in mortal fear.

Who killed him?

Jim looked round timorously, as if thinking the walls might have ears. I darent say, he shivered.

But you must say.

He shook his head. No, Ill never tell it  unless Im forced. He might be for killing me. When the hue and cry goes about to-morrow, and folks is asking who did it, therell be nobody to answer. I shall keep dark, because I must. But if Ann Canham had waited and seen it, I wouldnt ha minded saying; shed ha been a witness as I told the truth.

If you dont speak plainer Ill box your ears again, was the retort. What about Ann Canham?

Well, I met her at the top o the field as I was turning into t. That were but a few minutes afore. Shed been to work at the parsons, she said. I say, mother, you dont think theyll come after me here? he questioned, his tone full of doubt.

They did come after ye, to some purpose, wrathfully responded Mrs. Sanders. My belief is youve come home with your head turned. Id like to know where youve been hiding.

Ive been nowhere but up in the tallet at masters, replied Jim. I crep in there last night, dead tired, and never woke this morning. Hay do make one sleep; its warmer than bed.

We need not follow the interview any further. At the close of the night she knew little more than she had known at its commencement beyond the assertion that Rupert Trevlyn was killed. Jim went off in the morning to his work as usual, and she resumed her labours of the day before. Nora had scarcely shown her wisdom in releasing Jim so quickly; but it may be that to keep him longer concealed in the tallet was next door to impossible.

Mrs. Sanders was interrupted in her work by George Ryle. She smoothed down the coarse towel pinned before her, and put her untidy hair behind her ears as her master entered. He questioned her as to the report which had been traced to her, and she disclosed what she had heard from Jim. Not much in itself, but it wore an air of mystery George could not understand and did not like. He left her to go in search of Jim.

But another, as we have heard, had taken precedence of him in searching for that gentleman  Policeman Dumps. Mr. Dumps found him in the out-buildings at Trevlyn Farm, working as unconcernedly as though nothing had happened. The mans first move, fearing perhaps a second escape, was to clap a pair of handcuffs on him.

There, you young reptile! Youll go off again, will you, after committing murder!

Now, in point of fact, Mr. Dumps had really no particular reason for using the word. He only intended to imply that Mr. Jims general delinquency deserved a strong name. Jim took it in a different light.

It wasnt me murdered him! he said, terrified almost out of his life at the handcuffs. I only see it done. Why should I murder him, Mr. Dumps?

Whos talking about murder? cynically returned Dumps, forgetting probably that he had used the word. The setting of the rick-yard on fire was enough for you, warnt it, without anything else added on to it?

Oh, you mean the fire, said Jim, considerably relieved. I didnt do that, neither, and therell be plenty to prove it. I thought you meant the murder.

Dumps surveyed his charge critically, uncertain what to make of him. He proceeded to questioning; setting about it in an artistic manner that was perhaps characteristic of his calling.

Which murder might be you meaning of, pray?

Mr. Ruperts.

Mr.  What be you talking of? uttered Dumps, staring at Jim in the utmost astonishment.

And now Jim Sanders found he had been caught in a trap, one not expressly laid for him. He could have bitten his tongue out with vexation. That the death of Rupert Trevlyn would become public property, he had never doubted, but he had intended to remain silent upon the subject.

It was too late to retract now, and he must make the best of it, and put up with the consequences.

Who says Mr. Ruperts murdered? persisted Dumps.

So he is, sullenly answered Jim. But I didnt do it.

Mr. Dumpss rejoinder was to seize Jim by the collar, and march him off in the direction of the station as fast as he could walk. The farming men, who had been collecting since the policemans arrival, followed to the fold-yard gate, and stood staring, supposing he was taken on suspicion of having caused the fire. Nora, shut up in her dairy, had seen nothing, or theres no knowing but she might have flown out to the rescue.

Not another word was spoken; indeed the pace at which Mr. Dumps chose to walk prevented it. When they reached the station, Mr. Chattaway was talking to Bowen. Jim went into a shivering fit at the sight of Chattaway, and strove to hide behind Policeman Dumps.

So you have turned up! exclaimed Bowen. And now, where did you get to yesterday?

Jim did not answer; he appeared to wish to avoid Mr. Chattaway, and trembled visibly. Bowen was on the point of inquiring what made him quake in that fashion, when Mr. Chattaways voice broke in like a peal of thunder.

How dared you be guilty of suppressing evidence? How dared you run away?

Bowen turned the boy round to face him. Just state where you got to, Jim Sanders.

I didnt run away, replied Jim. I lay down in the tallet at the farm atop o the hay, and never woke all day yesterday. Miss Dickson can say I was there, for she come and found me there at night, and sent me off. There warnt no cause for me to run away, he somewhat fractiously repeated, as if weary of having to harp upon the same string. It wasnt me that fired the rick.

But you saw it fired? cried Mr. Chattaway.

Jim stole round, so as to put Dumps between him and the questioner. Mr. Bowen brought him to again. Theres no need to dodge about like that, cried he, repeating Jims words. Just speak up the truth; but you are not forced to say anything to criminate yourself.

I can tell em, thought Jim to himself; it wont hurt him, now hes dead. It was Mr. Rupert, he said aloud. After he got the horsewhipping, he caught up the torch and pushed it into one o the ricks; and thats as true as I be living.

You saw him do this?

I was watching all the while, round the pales. He seemed like one amost mad, and it frighted me. I pulled the burning hay out o the rick, and thought I pulled it all out, but suppose a spark must ha stopped in. I was frighted worse afterwards when the flames burst out, and I ran off for the engines. I telled Mr. Apperley Id been for em when I met him at night.

The boys earnest tones and honest eyes, lifted to Bowens, convinced that experienced officer that it was the truth. But he chose to gaze implacably at the culprit, never relaxing his sternness of voice.

Then what made you go and hide yourself? Out with the truth!

Jims eyes fell now. I was tired to death, he said, and crep up into the tallet at masters, and went to sleep. And I never woke in the morning, when I ought to ha woke.

This was so far probable that it might be true. But before Bowen could go on questioning he was interrupted by Mr. Chattaway.

He has confessed sufficient, Bowen  it was Rupert Trevlyn. But he deserves punishment for the trouble he has put everyone to; and there must be a fresh examination. Keep him safely here, and take care hes not tampered with. I am obliged to go to Blackstone to-day, but the hearing can take place to-morrow, if youll apprise the magistrates. And  Bowen  mind you accomplish that other matter to-day that I have charged you with.

The last sentence, spoken emphatically and slowly, Mr. Chattaway turned round to deliver as he was going out. Bowen nodded in acquiescence; and Chattaway mounted his horse and rode off in the direction of Blackstone.

Jim Sanders, looking the picture of misery in his handcuffs, stood awkwardly in a corner of the room; it was a square room with a boarded floor; and a railed-off desk. Bowen had gone within these rails as Mr. Chattaway departed, and was busy writing a few detached words or sentences, that looked like memoranda. Dumps was gazing after the retreating figure of Mr. Chattaway.

Call Chigwell, said Bowen, glancing at the small door which led into the inner premises. Theres work for both of you to-day.

But before Dumps could do this, he was half-knocked over by some one entering. It was George Ryle. He took in a view of affairs at a glance: Bowen writing; Dumps doing nothing; Mr. Jim Sanders handcuffed.

So you have come to grief? said George to the latter. You are just the man I wanted, Jim. Bowen, he added, going within the railings and lowering his voice, have you heard this report about Rupert Trevlyn?

I have heard he is probably off, sir, was Bowens answer. Two of the men are going out now to look after him. Mr. Chattaway has signed a warrant for his apprehension.

George paused. There is a report that he is dead, he resumed.

Dead! echoed Bowen, aghast. Rupert Trevlyn dead! Who says it?

George looked round at Jim. The boy stood white and shivery; but before any questions could be asked, Dumps came forward and spoke.

He was talking of that, he said to Bowen, indicating Jim. When I clapped the handcuffs on him, he turned scared, and began denying it was him that did the murder. I asked him what he meant, and who was murdered, and he said it was Mr. Rupert Trevlyn.

Bowen looked thunderstruck, little as it is in the way of police officers to show emotion of any kind. What grounds has he for saying that? he exclaimed, gazing keenly at Jim. Mr. Ryle, where did you hear the report?

I heard it just now at Trevlyn Hold. It would have alarmed them very much had they believed it. Mr. Chattaway was away, and Miss Trevlyn requested me to inquire into it, and bring back news  as she assumed I should  of its absurdity. I believe we must go to Jim for information, added George, for I have traced the report to him.

Bowen beckoned Jim within the railings; where there was just sufficient space for the three. Dumps stood outside, leaning on the bars. Have you been doing mischief to Mr. Rupert Trevlyn? asked the superintendent.

Me! echoed Jim  and it was evident that his astonishment was genuine. I wouldnt have hurt a hair of his head, he added, bursting into tears. I couldnt sleep for vexing over it. It wasnt me.

Bowen quietly took off the handcuffs, and laid them on the desk. There, said he, in a kindlier tone; now you can talk at your ease. Let us hear about this.

Im afeard, sir, responded Jim.

Theres nothing to be afeard of, if you are innocent. Do you know of any ill having happened to Mr. Rupert Trevlyn?

I know hes dead, answered Jim. They blowed me up for saying it was him set the rick a-fire, and I was sorry I had said it; but now hes gone, it dont matter, and I can say still that it was him fired it.

Who blew you up?

Some on em, answered Jim, doing his best to evade the question.

Well, what is this about Mr. Rupert? If you are afraid to tell me, tell your master there, suggested Bowen. Im sure he is a kind master to you; all the parish knows that.

It must be told, Jim, said George Ryle, impressively, as he laid his hand upon the boys shoulder. What are you afraid of?

Mr. Chattaway might kill me for telling, sir, said unwilling Jim.

Nonsense! Mr. Chattaway would be as anxious to know the truth as we are.

But if it was him did it? whispered Jim, glancing fearfully round the whitewashed walls of the room, as he had glanced around those of his mothers cottage.

A blank pause. Mr. Bowen looked at George, whose face had turned hectic with the surprise, the dread the words had brought. You must speak out, Jim, was all he said.

It was in the little grove last night, rejoined the boy. I was running home after Nora Dickson turned me out o the tallet, and when I got up to em they was having words  

Who were having words?

Mr. Chattaway and Master Rupert. I was scared, and crep in amid the trees, and they never saw me. And then I heard blows, and I looked out and saw Mr. Rupert struck down to the earth, and he fell as one who hasnt got no life in him, and I knew he was dead.

And what happened next? asked Bowen.

I dont know, sir. I come off then, and got into mothers. I didnt dare tell her it was Chattaway killed him. I wouldnt tell now, only you force me.

Bowen was revolving things in his mind, this and that. Not five minutes ago Chattaway gave me orders to have Rupert Trevlyn searched for and taken up to-day, he muttered, more to himself than to George Ryle. He knew he was skulking somewhere in the neighbourhood, he said; skulking, that was the word. I dont know what to think of this.

Neither did his hearers know, Mr. Jim Sanders possibly excepted. I wonder, slowly resumed Bowen, a curious light coming into his eyes, what brought those scratches on the face of Mr. Chattaway?




CHAPTER XLIV

FERMENT

Strange rumours were abroad in the neighbourhood of Trevlyn Hold, and the excitement increased hourly. Mr. Chattaway had murdered Rupert Trevlyn  so ran the gossip  and Jim Sanders was in custody. Before the night of the day on which you saw Jim in the police-station, these reports, with many wild and almost impossible additions, were current, and spreading largely.

With the exception of the accusation made by Jim Sanders, the only corroboration to the tale appeared to rest in the fact that Rupert Trevlyn was not to be found. Dumps and his brother-constable scoured the locality high and low, and could find no traces of him. Sober lookers-on (but it is rare to find them in times of great excitement) regarded this as a favourable fact. Had Rupert really been murdered, or even accidentally killed by a chance blow from Mr. Chattaway, surely his body would be forthcoming to confirm the tale. But there were not wanting others who believed, and did not shrink from the avowal, that Mr. Chattaway was quite capable of suppressing all signs of the affray, including the dead body itself; though by what sleight-of-hand the act could have been accomplished seemed likely to remain a mystery.

Before Mr. Chattaway got home from Blackstone in the evening, all the rumours, good and bad, were known at Trevlyn Hold.

Mr. Chattaway was not unprepared to find this the case. In returning, he had turned his horse to the police-station, and reined in. Bowen, who saw him, came out.

Has he been taken? demanded Mr. Chattaway.

He put the question in an earnest tone, some impatience dashed with it, that was apparently genuine. No, he has not, replied Bowen, stroking his chin, taking note of Mr. Chattaways face. Dumps and Chigwell have been at it all day; are at it still; but as yet without result.

Then they are laggards at their work! retorted Mr. Chattaway, his countenance darkening. He was wandering about the place last night, and is sure to be not far off it to-day. By Heaven, he shall be unearthed! If theres any screening going on, as I know there was yesterday with regard to Jim Sanders, Ill have the actors brought to justice!

Bowen came out of a reverie. Would you be so good as to step inside for a few minutes, Mr. Chattaway? I have a word to say to you.

Mr. Chattaway got off his horse, hooked the bridle to the rails, as he had hooked it in the morning, and followed Bowen. The man saw that the doors were closed, and then spoke.

Theres a tale flying about, Mr. Chattaway, that Rupert Trevlyn has come to some harm. Do you know anything of it?

Not I, slightingly answered Mr. Chattaway. What harm should come to him?

It is said that you and he met last night, had some sort of encounter by moonlight, and that Rupert was  in short, that some violence was done him.

For a full minute they remained looking at each other. The policeman appeared intent on biting the feathers of his pen; in reality, he was studying the face of Mr. Chattaway with a critical acumen his apparently careless demeanour imparted little idea of. He saw the blood mount under the dark skin; he saw the eye lighten with emotion: but the emotion was more like that called forth by anger than guilt. At least, so the police officer judged; and habit had rendered him a pretty correct observer. Mr. Chattaway was the first to speak.

How do you know anything of the sort took place?  any interview?

It was watched  that is, accidentally seen. A person was passing at the time, and has mentioned it to-day.

Who was the person?

Bowen did not reply to the question. The omission may have been accidental, since he was hastening to put one on his own account.

Do you deny this, Mr. Chattaway?

No. I wish I had the opportunity of acknowledging it to Mr. Rupert Trevlyn in the manner he deserves, continued Mr. Chattaway, in what looked like a blaze of anger.

It is said that after the  the encounter, Rupert Trevlyn was left as one dead, cautiously resumed Bowen.

Psha! was the scornful retort. Dead! He got up and ran away.

A very different account from that of Jim Sanders. Bowen was silent for a minute, endeavouring, most likely, to reconcile the two. Have you any objection to state what took place, sir?

I dont know that I have, was the reply, somewhat sullenly delivered. But I cant see what business it is of yours.

People are taking up odd notions about it, said Bowen.

People be hanged! Its no concern of theirs.

But if they come to me and oblige me to make it my concern? returned the officer, in significant tones. If its all fair and above-board, you had better tell me, Mr. Chattaway. If its not, perhaps the less you say the better.

It was a hint not calculated to conciliate a chafed spirit, and Mr. Chattaway resented it. How dare you presume to throw out insinuations to me? he cried, snatching his riding-whip off the desk, where he had laid it, and stalking towards the door. Ill tell you nothing; and you may make the best and the worst of it. Find Rupert Trevlyn, if you must know, and get it out of him. I ask you who has been spreading the rumour that I met Rupert Trevlyn last night?

Bowen saw no reason why he should not disclose it. Jim Sanders, he replied.

Psha! contemptuously ejaculated Mr. Chattaway: and he mounted his horse and rode away.

So that after this colloquy, Chattaway was in a degree prepared to find unpleasant rumours had reached the Hold. When he entered he could not avoid seeing the shrinking, timid looks cast on him by his children; the haughty, questioning face of Miss Diana; the horror in that of Mrs. Chattaway. He took the same sullen, defiant tone with them that he had taken with Bowen, denying the thing by implication more than by direct assertions. He asked them all whether they had gone out of their minds, that they should listen to senseless tales; and threatened the most dire revenge against Rupert when he was found.

Thus matters went on for a few days. But the rumours did not die away: on the contrary, they gathered strength and plausibility. Things were in a most uncomfortable state at the Hold: the family were tortured by dread and doubt they dared not give utterance to, and strove to hide; the very servants went about with silent footsteps, casting covert glances at their master from dark corners, and avoiding a direct meeting with him. Mr. Chattaway could not help seeing all this, and it did not tend to give him equanimity.

The only thing that could clear up this miserable doubt was to find Rupert. But Rupert was not found. Friends and foes, police and public, put out their best endeavours to accomplish it; but no more trace could be discovered of Rupert than if he had never existed  or than if, as many openly said, he were buried in some quiet corner of Mr. Chattaways grounds. To do Mr. Chattaway justice, he appeared the most anxious of any for Ruperts discovery: not with a view to clearing himself from suspicion; that he trampled under foot, as it were; but that Rupert might be brought to justice for burning the ricks.

Perhaps Mr. Chattaways enemies may be pardoned for their doubts. It cannot be denied that there were apparent grounds for them: many a man has been officially accused of murder upon less. There was the well-known ill-feeling which had long existed on Mr. Chattaways part towards Rupert; there was the dread of being displaced by him, which had latterly arisen through the visit of Mr. Daw; there was the sore feeling excited on both sides by the business of the rick-yard and the subsequent examination; there was the night contest spoken of by Jim Sanders, which Mr. Chattaway did not deny; there were the scratches and bruises visible on that gentlemans face; and there was the total disappearance of Rupert. People could remember the blank look which had passed over Mr. Chattaways countenance when Rupert ran into the circle gathered round the pit at Blackstone. Hed ha bin glad that he were dead, they had murmured then, one to another. And happen he have put him out o the way, they murmured now.

Perhaps they did not all go so far as to suspect Mr. Chattaway of the crime of premeditated murder: he might have killed him wilfully in the passion of the moment; or killed him accidentally by an unlucky blow that had done its work more effectually than he had intended. The fruitless search was no barrier to these doubts; murdered men had been hidden away before, and would be again.

I have not yet mentioned the last point of suspicion, but it was one much dwelt upon  the late return of Mr. Chattaway to his home on the night in question. The servants had not failed to talk of this, and the enemies outside took it up and discussed it eagerly. It was most unusual for Mr. Chattaway to be away from home at night. Unsociable by nature, and a man whose company was not sought by his neighbours  for they disliked him  it was a rare thing for Mr. Chattaway to spend his evenings out. He attended evening parties now and then in the company of his wife and Miss Trevlyn, but not once a year was he invited out alone. His absence therefore on this night, coupled with his late entrance, close upon midnight, was the more remarkable. Where had he been until that hour? Everyone wondered: everyone asked it. Mr. Chattaway carelessly answered his wife and Miss Diana that he had been on business at Barbrook, but condescended to give no reply whatever to any other living mortal amongst the questioners.

As the days went on without news of Rupert, Mr. Chattaway expressed a conviction that he had made his way to Mr. Daw, and was being sheltered there. A most unsatisfactory conviction, if he really and genuinely believed it. With those two hatching plots against him, he could never know a moments peace. He was most explosive against Rupert; at home and abroad he never ceased to utter threats of prosecution for the crime of which he had been guilty. He rode every other day to the station, worrying Bowen, asking whether any traces had turned up: urged  this was in the first day or so of the disappearance  that houses and cottages should be searched. Bowen quite laughed at the suggestion. If Mr. Chattaway had reason to suspect any particular house or cottage, they might perhaps go the length of getting a search warrant; but to enter dwellings indiscriminately would be an intolerable and unjustifiable procedure.

Mr. Chattaway was unable to say that he had especial cause to suspect any house or cottage: unless, he added in his temper, it might be Trevlyn Farm. Jim Sanders had, it appeared, hidden there in an outbuilding: why not Rupert Trevlyn? But Bowen saw and knew that Mr. Chattaway had only spoken in exasperation. Trevlyn Farm was not more likely to conceal Rupert Trevlyn than any other house of its standing  in fact less; for Mrs. Ryle would not have permitted it. Her dislike to any sort of underhand dealing was so great, that she would not have concealed Rupert, or countenanced his being concealed, had it been to save him from hanging. In that she resembled Miss Diana Trevlyn. Miss Diana would have spent her last shilling nobly to defend Rupert on his trial  had it come to a trial  but ignominiously conceal him from the reach of the law, that she would never have done. Chattaways remark travelled to George Ryle: George happened to meet Bowen the same day, not an hour after, and spoke of it. He told Bowen that the bare idea of Ruperts being concealed on their premises was absurd, and added, on his word of honour, not only that he did not know where Rupert was, but where he was likely to be: the thing was to him a complete mystery. Bowen nodded. In Bowens opinion the idea of his being concealed in any house was all moonshine.

The days went on and on, and it did appear very mysterious where Rupert could be, or what his fate. His clothes, his effects, remained unclaimed at Trevlyn Hold. When Mrs. Chattaway came unexpectedly upon anything that had belonged to him, she turned sick with the fears that darted across her heart. A faint hope arose within her at times that Rupert had gone, as Mr. Chattaway loudly, and perhaps others more secretly, surmised, to Mr. Daw in his far-off home, but it was rejected the next moment. She knew, none better, that Rupert had no means to take him there. Oh, how often did she wish, in her heart of hearts, that they had never usurped Trevlyn Hold! It seemed they were beginning to reap all the bitter fruits, which had been so long ripening.

But this supposition was soon to be set aside. Two letters arrived from Mr. Daw: one to Mr. Freeman, the other to Rupert himself; and they completely did away with the idea that Rupert Trevlyn had found his way to the Pyrenees.

It appeared that Rupert had written an account to Mr. Daw of these unhappy circumstances; his setting the rick on fire in his passion, and his arrest. He had written it on the evening of the day he was discharged from custody. And by the contents of his letter, it was evident that he then contemplated returning to the Hold.

These letters from Mr. Daw settle the question: Rupert has not gone there, observed Mr. Freeman. But they only make the mystery greater.

Yes, they did. And the news went forth to the neighbourhood that Rupert Trevlyn had written a letter subsequent to the examination at Barmester, wherein he stated that he was going straight home to the Hold. Gossip never loses in the carrying, you know.

Jim Sanders, who was discharged and at work again, became quite the lion of the day. He had never been made so much of in his life. Tea here, supper there, ale everywhere. Everyone was asking Jim the particulars of that later night, and Jim, nothing loth, gave them, with the addition of his own comments.

And the days went on, and the ferment and the doubts increased.




CHAPTER XLV

AN APPLICATION

The ferment increased. The arguments in the neighbourhood were worthy of being listened to, if only from a logical point of view. If Rupert Trevlyn had stated that he was going back to the Hold after the proceedings at Barmester; and if Rupert Trevlyn never reached the Hold, clearly Mr. Chattaway had killed and buried him. Absurd as the deduction may be from a dispassionate point of view, to those excited gentry it appeared not only a feasible but a certain conclusion. The thing could not rest; interviews were held with Mr. Peterby, who was supposed to be the only person able to take up the matter on the part of the missing and ill-used Rupert; and that gentleman bestirred himself to make secret inquiries.

One dark night, between eight and nine, the inmates of the lodge were disturbed by a loud imperative knocking at their door. Ann Canham  trying her poor eyes over some dark sewing by the light of the solitary candle  started from her chair, and remarked that her heart had leaped into her mouth.

Which may have been a reason, possibly, for standing still, face and hands uplifted in consternation, instead of answering the knock. It was repeated more imperatively.

Old Canham turned his head and looked at her, as he smoked his last evening pipe over the fire. Thee must open it, Ann.

Seeing no help for it, she went meekly to the door, wringing her hands. What she feared was best known to herself; but in point of fact, since Bowen, the superintendent, had pounced upon her a few days before, as she was going past the police-station, handed her inside, and put her through sundry questions as we put a boy through his catechism, she had lived in a state of tremor. She may have concluded it was Bowen now, with the fellow handcuffs to those which had adorned Jim Sanders.

It proved to be Mr. Peterby. Ann looked surprised, but lost three parts of her fear. Dropping her humble curtsey, she was about to ask his pleasure, when he brushed past her without ceremony, and stepped into the kitchen.

Shut the door, were his first words to her. How are you, Canham?

Mark had risen, and stood with doubtful gaze, wondering, no doubt, what the visit could mean. I be but middlin, sir, he answered, putting his pipe in the corner of the hearth. We aint none of us too well, I reckon, with this uncertainty hanging over our minds, as to poor Master Rupert.

It is the business I have come about. Sit down, Ann, Mr. Peterby added, settling himself on the bench opposite Mark. I want to ask you a few questions.

Yes, sir, she meekly answered. But her hands shook, and she nearly dropped the work she had taken up.

Theres nothing to be afraid of, cried Mr. Peterby, noticing the emotion. I am not going to accuse you of putting him out of sight, as it seems busy tongues are accusing somebody else. On the night the encounter took place between Mr. Chattaway and Rupert Trevlyn, you were passing near the spot, I believe. You must tell me all you saw. First of all, as I am told, you encountered Rupert.

Ann Canham raised her shaking hand to her brow. Mr. Peterby had begun his questioning in a hard, matter-of-fact tone, as if he were examining a witness in court, and it did not tend to reassure her. Ann was often laughed at for her timidity. She gave him the account of her interview with Rupert as correctly as she could remember it.

He said nothing of his intention of going off anywhere? asked Mr. Peterby, when she had finished.

Not a word, sir. He said he had nowhere to go to; if he went to the Hold, Mr. Chattaway might be for horsewhipping him again. He thought he should lie under the trees till morning.

Did you leave him there?

I left him sitting on the stile, sir, eating the bread. He had complained of hunger, and I got him to take a part of a cake Mrs. Freeman had given me for my father.

You told Bowen, the superintendent of the police-station, that you asked him to take refuge in the lodge for the night?

Yes, sir, after a slight pause. Mr. Bowen put a heap of questions to me, and what with being confused, and the fright of his calling me into the place, I didnt well know what I said to him.

But you did ask Rupert Trevlyn?

I asked him if hed be pleased to take shelter in the lodge till the morning, as he seemed to have nowhere to go to. But he spoke out quite sharp, at my asking it, and said, did I think he wanted to get me and father into trouble with Mr. Chattaway? So I went away, leaving him there.

Well, now, just tell me whom you met afterwards.

I hadnt got above three-parts up the field, sir, when I met Mr. Chattaway. I stood off the narrow path to let him pass, and wished him good night, but he didnt answer me: he went on. Just as I came close to the road-stile, I see Jim Sanders coming over it, so I asked him where he had been, and how he had got back again, having heard hed not been found all day, and he answered rather impertinently that hed been up in the moon. The moon was uncommon bright that night, sir, she simply added.

Was that all Jim Sanders said?

Yes, sir, every word. He went on down the path as if he was in a hurry.

In the direction Mr. Chattaway had taken?

The very same. There is but that one path, sir.

And that was the last you saw of them?

Ann Canham stopped to snuff the candle before she answered. That was all, sir. I was hastening to get back to father, knowing hed be wanting me, for I was late. Mr. Bowen kep on telling me it was strange I heard nothing of the encounter, but I never did. I must ha been out of the field long before Mr. Chattaway could get up to Master Rupert.

Pity but you had waited and gone back, observed Mr. Peterby, musingly. It might have prevented what occurred.

Pity, perhaps, but I had, sir. It never entered my head that anything bad would come of their meeting. Since, after I came to know what did happen, I wondered I had not thought of it. But if I had, sir, I shouldnt have dared go back after Mr. Chattaway. It wouldnt have been my place.

Mr. Peterby sat looking at Ann, as she imagined. In point of fact he was so buried in thought as to see nothing. He rose from the settle. And this is all you know about it! Well, it amounts to nothing beyond establishing the fact that all three  Rupert Trevlyn, Mr. Chattaway, and the boy  were on the spot at that time. Good night, Canham. I hope your rheumatism will get easier.

Ann Canham opened the door, and wished him good night. When he was fairly gone she slipped the bolt, and stood with her back against it, to recover her equanimity.

Father, my heart was in my mouth all the time he was here, she repeated. I be all of a twitter.

More stupid you! was the sympathising answer of old Canham.

The public ferment, I say, did not lessen, and the matter was at length carried before the magistrates; so far as that the advice of one of them was asked by Mr. Peterby. It happened that Mr. Chattaway had gone this very day to Barmester. He was standing at the entrance to the inn-yard where he generally put up, when his solicitor, Flood, approached, evidently in a state of excitement.

What a mercy I found you! he exclaimed, quite out of breath. Jackson told me you were in town. Come along!

Why, whats the matter? asked Chattaway.

Matter? Theres matter enough. Peterbys before the magistrates at this very moment preferring a charge against you for having murdered Rupert Trevlyn. I got word of it in the oddest manner, and  

What do you say? interrupted Chattaway, his face blazing, as he stood stock still, and refused to stir another step without an answer.

Come along, I say. Theres some application being made to the magistrates about you, and my advice is  Mr. Chattaway, added the lawyer, in a deeper, almost an agitated tone, as he abruptly broke off his words, I assume that you are innocent of this. You are?

Before Heaven, I am innocent! thundered Chattaway. What do you mean, Flood?

Then make haste. My advice to you is, go right into the midst of it, and confront Peterby. Dont let the magistrates hear only one side of the question. Make your explanation and set these nasty rumours at rest. It is what you ought to have done at first.

Apparently eager as himself now, Mr. Chattaway strode along. They found on reaching the courts that some trifling cause was being heard by the magistrates, nothing at all connected with Mr. Chattaway. But the explanation was forthcoming, Mr. Peterby was in a private room with one of the Bench only  a Captain Mynn. With scant ceremony the interview was broken in upon by the intruders.

There was no formal complaint being made, no accusation lodged, or warrant applied for. Mr. Peterby, who was on terms of intimacy with Captain Mynn, was laying the case before him unofficially, and asking his advice as a friend. A short explanation on either side ensued, and Mr. Peterby turned to Mr. Chattaway.

This has been forced upon me, he said. For days and days past I have been urged to apply for a warrant against you, and have declined. But public opinion is becoming so urgent, that if I dont act it will be taken out of my hands, and given to those who have less scruple than I. Therefore I resolved to adopt a medium course; and came here asking Captain Mynns opinion as a friend  not as a magistrate  whether I should have sufficient grounds for acting. For myself, I honestly confess I think them very slight; and assure you, Mr. Chattaway, that I am no enemy of yours, although it may look like it at this moment.

By whom have you been urged to this? coldly asked Mr. Chattaway.

By more than I should care to name: the public, to give them a collective term. But how you obtained cognisance of my being here, I cant make out, he added, turning to Mr. Flood. Not a soul knew I was coming.

As we have met here, we had better have it out, was Mr. Floods indirect answer. It is my advice to Mr. Chattaway, and he wishes it. If Captain Mynn hears your side unofficially he must, in justice, hear ours. Thats fair, all the world over.

It was, doubtless, a very unusual, perhaps unorthodox, mode of proceeding; but things far more unorthodox than that are done in local courts every day. Captain Mynn knew all the doubts and rumours just as well as Mr. Peterby could state them, but he listened attentively, as in duty bound. Mr. Chattaway did not deny the encounter with Rupert: never had denied it. He acknowledged they were neither of them very cool; Rupert was the first to strike, and Rupert fell or was knocked down. Immediately upon that, he, Chattaway, heard a sound, went to see what it was, and found they had had an eavesdropper, who was then making off across the field, on the other side of the grove. Chattaway, angry at the fact, gave pursuit, in the hope of identifying the intruder (whom he had since discovered to be Jim Sanders), but was unable to catch him. When he got back to the spot, Rupert was gone.

How long were you absent? inquired Captain Mynn of Mr. Chattaway.

About six or seven minutes, I think. I ran to the other end of the field, and looked into the lane, but the boy had escaped out of sight, and I walked back again. It would take about seven minutes; the field is large.

And after that?

Finding, as I tell you, that Rupert had disappeared, I re-traversed the ground over the lower field, and went on to Barbrook, where I had business. I never saw Rupert Trevlyn after I left him on the ground. The inference, therefore  nay, the absolute certainty  is, that he got up and escaped.

A pause. You did not reach home, I believe, until midnight, or thereabouts, remarked Captain Mynn. Some doubts have been raised as to where you could have spent your time.

And this question led to the very core of the suspicion. Mr. Chattaway appeared to feel that it did, and hesitated. So far he had spoken freely and openly enough, not with the ungracious, sullen manner that generally characterised him, but he hesitated now.

Strange to say, he resumed, I could not account for the whole of my time that evening. That is, if I were asked for proof, I am not sure that it could be furnished. I was anxious to see Hurnall, the agent for the Boorfield mines, and thats where I went. My son had brought home news from Blackstone, that they were going to force me to make certain improvements in my pit, and I wanted to consult Hurnall about it. He is up to every trick and turn, and knows what they can compel an owner to do and what they cant. When I reached Hurnalls house, he was out; might return immediately, the servant said, or might not be home till late. She asked me if I would go in and wait; but I had no fancy for a close room, after being boxed up all day in the court here, and said I would walk about. I walked about for two mortal hours before Hurnall came; and then went indoors with him. Thats the whole truth, Ill swear.

Then I would have avowed it before, had I been you, cried Mr. Peterby. Its your silence has done half the mischief, and given colouring to the rumours.

Silence! cried Mr. Chattaway, angrily. When a mans accused of murder by a set of brainless idiots it is punishment hed like to give them, not self-defence.

Ah! said the lawyer, but we cant always do as we like; if we could, the world might be better worth living in.

Mr. Chattaway turned to the magistrate. I have told you the whole truth, so far as I know it; and you may judge whether these unneighbourly reports have not merited all my contempt. You can question Hurnall, who will tell you where he met me, and how long I stayed with him. As to Rupert Trevlyn, I have no more idea where he is than Mr. Peterby himself has. He will turn up some time, theres not the least doubt about it; and I solemnly declare that Ill then bring him to justice, should it be ten years hence.

There was nothing more for Mr. Chattaway to wait for, and he went out with his solicitor. Mr. Peterby turned to Captain Mynn with a questioning glance.

The magistrate shook his head. My opinion is that you cannot proceed with this, Mr. Peterby. Were you to bring the matter officially before the Bench, I for one would not entertain it; neither, I am sure, would my brother-magistrates. Mr. Chattaway is no favourite of ours, but he must receive justice. That there are suspicious points connected with the case, I cant deny; but every one may be explained away. If what he says be true, they are explained now.

All but the two hours, when he says he was walking about, waiting for Hurnall.

It may have been so. No; upon these very slight grounds, it is of no use to press for a warrant against Mr. Chattaway. The very enormity of the crime would almost be its answer. A man of position and property, a county magistrate, guilty of the crime of murder in these enlightened days! Nonsense, Peterby!

And Mr. Peterby mentally echoed the words; and went forth prepared to echo them to those who had urged him to make the charge.




CHAPTER XLVI

A FRIGHT FOR ANN CANHAM

So the magistrates declined to interfere, and Mr. Chattaway went about a free man. But not untainted; for the neighbourhood was still free in its comments, and openly accused him of having made away with Rupert. Mr. Chattaway had his retaliation; he offered a reward for the recovery of the incendiary, Rupert Trevlyn, and the walls for miles round were placarded with handbills. Urged by him, the police recommenced their search, and Mr. Chattaway actually talked of sending for an experienced detective. One thing was indisputable  if Rupert were in life he must keep from the neighbourhood of Trevlyn Hold. Nothing could save him from the law, if taken the second time. Jim Sanders would not be kidnapped again; he had already testified to it officially; and Mr. Chattaway thirsted for vengeance.

Take it for all in all, it was breaking the heart of Mrs. Chattaway. Looked at in any light, it was bad enough. The fear touching her husband, not the less startling from its improbability, was over, for he had succeeded in convincing her that so far he was innocent; but her fears for Rupert kept her in a constant state of terror. Miss Diana publicly condemned Rupert. This hiding from justice (if he was hiding) she regarded as only a degree less reprehensible than the crime itself; as did Mrs. Ryle; and had Miss Diana met Rupert returning some fine day, she would have laid her hand upon him as effectually as Mr. Dumps himself, and said, You shall not escape again. Do not mistake Miss Diana; it would not have pleased her to see Rupert standing at the bar of justice to be judged by the laws of his country. She would have taken Rupert home to the Hold, and said to Chattaway, Here he is, but you must and shall forgive him: you must forgive him, because he is a Trevlyn; and a Trevlyn cannot be disgraced. Miss Diana had full confidence in her own power to command this. Others wisely doubted whether any amount of interference on any part would now avail with Mr. Chattaway. His wife felt that it would not. She felt that were poor Rupert to venture home, even twelve months hence, trusting that time and mercy had effected his pardon, he would be sacrificed; between Miss Dianas and Mr. Chattaways opposing policies, he would inevitably be sacrificed. Altogether, Mrs. Chattaways life was more painful now Rupert had gone than it had been when he was at the Hold.

Cris was against Rupert; Octave was bitterly against him; Maude went about the house with a white face and beating heart, health and spirits giving way under the tension. Suspense is, of all evils, the worst to bear: and they who loved Rupert, Maude and her Aunt Edith, were hourly victims to it. The bow was always strung. On the one hand was the latent doubt that he had come to some violent end that night, in spite of Mr. Chattaways denial; on the other hand, the lively dread that he was concealing himself, and might be discovered by the police every new day the sun rose. They had speculated so much upon where he could be, that the ever-recurring thought now brought only its heart-sickness; and Maude had the additional pain of hearing petty shafts launched at her because she was his sister. Mrs. Chattaway prayed upon her bended knees that, hard to be borne as the suspense was, Rupert might not return until time should have softened the heart of Mr. Chattaway, and the grievous charge be done away with for want of a prosecutor.

Nora was in the midst of bustle at Trevlyn Farm. And Nora was also in a temper. It was the annual custom there, when the busy time of harvest was over, to institute a general house-renovating: summer curtains were taken down, winter ones were put up, carpets were shaken, floors and paint scoured; and the place, in short, to use an ordinary expression, was turned inside out.

There was more than usual to be done this year: for mendings and alterations had to be made in sundry curtains, and the upholstering woman, named Brown, had been at Trevlyn Farm the last day or two, getting forward with her work. Noras ruse in the court at Barmester, to wile Farmer Apperley to a private conference, had really some point in it, for negotiations were going on with that industrious member of the upholstering society through Mrs. Apperley, who had recommended her.

Mrs. Brown sat in the centre of a pile of curtains, steadily plying her needle: the finishing stitches were being put to the work; at least, they would be before night closed in. Mrs. Brown, a sallow woman with a chronic cold in her head, preferred to work in outdoor costume; a black poke bonnet and faded woollen shawl crossed over her shoulders. Nora stood by her in a very angry mood, her arms folded, just as though she had nothing to do: a circumstance to be recorded in these cleaning times.

For Nora never let the grass grow under her feet, or under any one elses feet, when there was work in hand. By dint of beginning hours before daylight, and keeping at it hours after nightfall, she succeeded in getting it all over in one day. Herself, Nanny, and Ann Canham put their best energies into it, one or two of the men were set to rub up the mahogany furniture, and Mrs. Ryle had almost entirely to dispense with being waited upon. And Noras present anger arose from the fact that Ann Canham, by some extraordinary mischance, had not made her appearance.

It was bringing things almost to a standstill, as Nora complained to Mrs. Brown. The two cleaners were Nanny and Ann Canham. Nanny was doing her part, but what was to become of the other part? And where was Ann Canham? Nora kept her eyes turned to the window, as she talked and grumbled, watching for the return of Jim Sanders, whom she had despatched to see after Ann.

Presently she saw him approaching, went to the door and threw it open long before the lad reached it. She cant come, he called out at length.

Not come! echoed Nora, in wrathful consternation, looking as if she felt inclined to beat Jim for bringing the message. What on earth does she mean by that?

She said her father was ill, and she couldnt leave him, returned Jim.

Nora could scarcely speak from indignation. Old Canham, as was known to the neighbourhood, had been ailing for years, and it had never kept Ann at home before. I dont believe it, said she, in her perplexity.

I dont think I do, neither, returned Jim. Im amost sure old Canham was right afore the fire, smoking his pipe as usual. She put the door to behind her, all in a hurry, while she talked to me, but not afore I see old Canham there. I be next to certain of it.

Nora could not understand the state of affairs. Ann Canham, humble, industrious, grateful for any days work offered to her, had never failed to come, when engaged, in all Barbrooks experience. What was to be done? The morrow was Saturday, and to have the cleaning extended to that day would have upset the farms regularity and Noras temper for a month.

Nora took a sudden resolution. She put on her bonnet and shawl and set off for the lodge, determined to bring Ann Canham back willing or unwilling, or know the reason why. This contretemps would be quite a life-long memory for Nora.

Without any superfluous knocking, Nora turned the handle of the door when she reached the lodge. But the door was locked. What can that be for? ejaculated Nora  for she had never known the lodge locked in the day-time. She expects I shall come after her, and thinks shell keep me out!

Without an instants delay, Noras face was at the window, to reconnoitre the interior. She saw the smock-frock of old Mark disappearing through the opposite door as quickly as was consistent with his rheumatism. Nora rattled the handle of the door with one hand, and knocked sharply on its panel with the other. Ann opened it.

Now, Ann Canham, whats the meaning of this? she began, pushing past Ann, who stood in the way, almost as if she would have kept her out.

I beg a humble pardon, maam, a hundred times, was the low, deprecating answer. Id do anything rather than disappoint you  such a thing has never happened to me yet  but Im obliged. Fathers too poorly for me to leave him.

Nora surveyed her critically. The woman was evidently in a state of discomfort, if not terror. She trembled visibly, and her lips were white.

I got a boy to run down to Mrs. Sanderss this morning at daylight, and ask her to take my place, resumed Ann Canham. Until Jim came up here a short while ago, I never thought but she had went.

Whats the reason you cant come? demanded Nora, uncompromisingly stern.

Id come but for father.

You neednt peril your soul with deliberate untruths, interrupted angry Nora. Theres nothing the matter with your father; nothing that need hinder your coming out. If hes well enough to be in the house-place, smoking his pipe, hes well enough to be left. He was smoking. And whats that?  pointing to the pipe her eyes had detected in the corner of the hearth.

Ann Canham stood the picture of helplessness under the reproach. She stammered out that she darednt leave him: he wasnt himself to-day.

He was sufficiently himself to make off on seeing me, said angry Nora. Whats to become of my cleaning? Whos to do it if you dont? I insist upon your coming, Ann Canham.

It appeared almost beyond Ann Canhams courage to bring out a second refusal, and she burst into tears. She had never failed before, and hoped, if forgiven this time, never to fail again: but to leave her father that day was impossible.

And Nora had to make the best of the refusal. She went away searching the womans motive, and came to the conclusion that she must have some sewing in hand she was compelled to finish: that Marks illness was detaining her, she did not believe. Still, she could not comprehend it. Ann had always been so eager to oblige, so simple and straightforward. Had sewing really detained her, she would have brought it out to Nora; would have told the truth, not making her fathers health the excuse. Nora was puzzled, and that was a thing she hated. Ruminating upon all this as she walked along, she met Mrs. Chattaway. Nora, who, when suffering under a grievance, must dilate upon it to everyone, favoured Mrs. Chattaway with an account of Ann Canhams extraordinary conduct and ingratitude.

Rely upon it, her father is ill, answered Mrs. Chattaway. I will tell you why I think so, Nora. Yesterday I was at Barmester with my sister, and as we pulled up at the chemists where I had business, Ann Canham came out with a bottle of medicine in her hand. I asked her who was ill, and she said it was her father. I remarked to the chemist afterwards that I supposed Mark Canham had a fresh attack of rheumatism, but he replied that it was fever.

Fever! echoed Nora.

I exclaimed as you do: but the chemist persisted that Mark must be suffering from a species of low fever. As we returned, my sister stopped the pony carriage at the lodge, and Ann came out to us. She explained it differently from the chemist. What she had meant to imply when she went for the medicine was, that her father was feverish  but he was better then, she said. Altogether, I suppose he is worse than usual, and she is afraid to leave him to-day.

Well, said Nora, all I can say is that I saw old Canham stealing out of the room when I knocked at it, just as though he did not want to be seen. He was smoking, too. I cant make it out.

Mrs. Chattaway was neither so speculative nor so curious as Nora; perhaps not so keen: she viewed it as nothing extraordinary that Mark Canham should be rather worse than usual, or that his daughter should decline to leave him.

Much later in the day  in fact, when the afternoon was passing  Ann Canham, with a wild look in her face, turned out of the lodge and took the road towards Trevlyn Farm. Not openly, as people do who have nothing to fear, but in a timorous, uncertain, hesitating manner. Plunging into the fields when she was nearing the farm, she stole along under cover of the hedge, until she reached the one which skirted the fold-yard. Cautiously raising her head to see what might be on the other side, it almost came into contact with another head, raised to see anything that might be on this  the face of Policeman Dumps.

Ann Canham uttered a shrill scream, and flew away as fast as her legs could carry her. Perhaps of all living beings, Mr. Dumps was about the last she would wish to encounter just then. That gentleman made his way to a side-gate, and called after her.

What be you afeard of, Ann Canham? Did you think I was a mad bull looking over at you?

It occurred to Ann Canham that to start away in that extraordinary fashion could only be regarded as consistent with a guilty conscience, and the policeman might set himself to discover her motive  as it lay in the nature of a policeman to do. That or some other thought made her turn slowly back again, and confront Mr. Dumps.

What was you afeard of? he repeated.

Of nothing in particular, please, sir, she answered. It was the suddenness like of seeing a face that startled me.

Mr. Dumps thought she looked curiously startled still. But that complacent official, accustomed to strike terror to the hearts of boys and other scapegraces, did not give it a second thought. Were you looking for anyone? he asked, simply as an idle question.

No, sir. I just put my head over the hedge without meaning. I didnt want nothing.

Mr. Dumps loftily turned on his heel without condescending so much as a good afternoon. Ann Canham pursued her way along the hedge which skirted the fold-yard. Any one observing her closely might have detected indications of fear about her still. In a cautious and timid manner, she at length turned her head, to obtain a glimpse of Mr. Dumpss movements.

Dumps had turned into the road, and was pursuing his way slowly down it. Every step carried him farther from her; and when he was fairly out of sight, her sigh of relief was long and deep.

But of course there was no certainty that he would not return. Possibly that insecurity caused Ann to take stolen looks into the fold-yard, and then dive under the hedge, as if she had been at some forbidden play. But Dumps did not return; and yet she continued her game.

A full hour had she been at it: and by her countenance, and the occasional almost despairing movement of her hands, it might be inferred that she was growing sadly anxious and weary: when Jim Sanders emerged from one of the out-buildings at the upper end of the fold-yard, and began to make for the other end. To do this he had to pass within a few yards of the hedge where the by-play was going on; and somewhat to his surprise he heard himself called to in hushed tones. Casting his eyes to the spot whence the voice proceeded, he saw the care-worn brow and weak eyes of Ann Canham above the hedge. She beckoned to him mysteriously, and then all signs of her disappeared.

If ever I see the like o that! soliloquised Jim. Whats up with Ann Canham? He approached the hedge, and bawled out to know what she wanted.

Hush  sh  sh  sh! came the warning from the other side. Come here, Jim.

Considerably astonished, thinking perhaps Ann Canham had a litter of puppies to show him  for, if Jim had a weakness for anything on earth, it was for those charming specimens of the animal world  he made his way through the gate. Ann had no puppies; nothing but a small note in her hand wafered and pressed with a thimble.

Is the master anywhere about, Jim?

Hes just gone into the barn now. The men be thrashing.

Ann paused a moment. Jim stared at her.

Could you just do me a service, Jim?

Jim, good-natured at all times, replied that he supposed he could if he tried. But he stared, still puzzled by this extraordinary behaviour on the part of quiet Ann Canham.

I want this bit of a letter given to him, she said, pointing to what she held. I want it given to him when hes by himself, so that it dont get seen. Could you manage it, Jim?

I dare say I could, replied Jim. What is the letter? Whats inside it?

It concerns Mr. Ryle, said Ann, after a perceptible hesitation. Jim, if youll do this faithful, I wont forget it. Watch your opportunity; and keep the letter inside your smock-frock, for fear anybody should see it.

Ill do it, said Jim. He took the note from her, put it in his trousers pocket, and went back towards the barn whistling. Ann turned homewards, flying over the ground as if she were running a race.

Jim had not to wait for an opportunity. He met his master coming out of the barn. The doorway was dark; the thrashing men were at the upper end of the barn, and no eyes were near. Jim could not help some of the mystery which had appeared in Ann Canhams manner extending to his own.

Whats this? asked George.

Ann Canham brought it, sir. She was hiding tother side the hedge and called to me, and telled me to be sure give it when nobody was by.

George took the missive to the door and looked at it. A piece of white paper, which had apparently served to wrap up tea or something of that sort, awkwardly folded and wafered. No direction.

He opened it; and saw a few words in a sprawling hand:

Dont betray me, George. Come to me in secret as soon as you can. I think I am dying.

And in spite of its being without signature; in spite of the scrawled characters, and blotted words, George Ryle recognised the handwriting of Rupert Trevlyn.




CHAPTER XLVII

SURPRISE

On the hard flock bed in the upper back room at the lodge, he lay. As George Ryle stood there bending over him, he could have touched each of the surrounding walls. The remark of Jim Sanders that Ann Canham had brought the note, guided George naturally to the lodge; otherwise he would not have known where to look for him. One single question to old Canham as he entered Is he here?  and George bounded up the stairs.

Ann Canham, who was standing over the bed  her head just escaping the low ceiling  turned to George: trouble and pain on her countenance as she spoke.

He is in delirium now, sir. I was afeared he would be.

George Ryle was too astonished to make any reply. Never had he cast a shadow of suspicion to Ruperts being concealed at the lodge. Has he been here long? he whispered.

All along, sir, since the night he was missed, was the reply. After I had got home that night, and was telling father about Master Ruperts having took the half-loaf in his hunger, he come knocking at the door to be let in. Chattaway and him had met and quarrelled, and he was knocked down, his shoulder was hurt, and he felt tired and sick; and he said hed stop with us till morning, and be away afore daylight, so that we should not get into trouble for sheltering him. He got me to lend him my pen and ink, and wrote a letter to that there foreign gentleman, Mr. Daw. After that, with a dreadful deal of pressing, sir, I got him to come up to bed here, and I lay on the settle downstairs for the night. Before daylight I was up, and had the fired lighted, and the kettle on, to make him a cup o tea before starting, but he did not come down. I came up here and found him ill. His shoulder was stiff and painful, he was bruised and sore all over, and thought he couldnt get out o bed. Well, sir, he stopped, and have been here ever since, getting worse, and me just frightened out of my life, for fear he should be found by Mr. Chattaway or the police, and took off to prison. I was sick for the whole day after, sir, that time Mr. Bowen called me into his station-house and set on to question me.

George was looking at Rupert. There could not be a doubt that he was in a state of partial delirium. George feared there could not be a doubt that he was in danger. The bed was low and narrow, evidently hard; the bolster small and thin. Ruperts head lay on it quietly enough; his hair, which had grown long since his confinement, fell around him in wavy masses; his cheeks wore the hectic of fever, his blue eyes were unnaturally bright. There was no speculation in those eyes. They were partially closed, and though at the entrance of George they were turned to him, there was no recognition in them. His arms were flung outside the bed, the wristbands pushed up as if from heat.

I have put him on a shirt o fathers, sir, when his have wanted washing, explained Ann Canham, to whom it was natural to relate minute details.

How long has he been without consciousness? inquired George.

Just for the last hour, sir. He wrote the letter I brought to you, and when I come back he was like this. Maybe hell come to himself again presently; hes been as bad as this at times in the last day or two. Im so afeard of its going on to brain-fever or some other fever. If he should get raving, we could never keep his being here a secret; hed be heard outside.

He ought to have had a doctor before this.

But how is one to be got here? debated Ann Canham. Once a doctor knew where Mr. Rupert was, he might betray it  theres the reward, you know, sir. And how could we get a doctor in without its being known at the Hold? What mightnt Chattaway suspect?

George remained silent, revolving the matter. There were difficulties undoubtedly in the way.

Nobody knows the trouble Ive been in, sir, especially since he grew worse. At first, he just lay here quiet, more as if glad of the rest, and my chief care was to keep folks as far as I could out o the lodge, bathe his shoulder, and bring him up a share of our poor meals. But since the fever came upon him, Ive been half dazed, wondering what I ought to do. There were two people I thought I might speak to  you, sir, and Madam. But Mr. Rupert was against it, and father was dead against it. They were afraid, you see, that if only one was told, it might come to be known he was here. Fathers old now, and helpless; he couldnt do a stroke towards getting his own living. If I be out before daylight at any of my places, its as much as he can do to open the gate and fasten it back: and he knows Mr. Chattaway would turn us right off the estate if it come to be known we had sheltered Mr. Rupert. But yesterday Mr. Rupert found he was getting worse and worse, and I said to father what would become of us if he should die? And they both said that you should be told to-day if he was no better. We did think him a trifle better this morning, but later the fever came on again, and Mr. Rupert himself said hed write you a word, and I found a bit o paper and brought him the big Bible, and held it while he wrote the letter on it.

She ceased. George, as before, was looking at Rupert. It seemed to Ann Canham that he could not gaze sufficiently, but in truth he was lost in thought; fairly puzzled with the difficulties encompassing the case.

Is it anything more than low fever? he asked.

I dont think it is, sir, yet. But it may go on to more, you know.

George did know. He knew that assistance was necessary in more ways than one, if worse was to be avoided. Medical attendance, a more airy room, generous nourishment; and how was even one of them to be accomplished, let alone all? The close closet  it could scarcely be called more  had no chimney in it; air and light could come in only through a small pane ingeniously made to open in the roof. The narrow bed and one chair occupied almost all the space, leaving very little for George and Ann Canham as they stood. George, coming in from the fresh air, felt half-stifled with the closeness of the room: and this must be dangerous for the invalid. It is a mercy that these inconveniences are soothed to those who have to endure them  as most inconveniences and trials are in life. To an outsider they appear unbearable; but to the sufferers they are tempered. George Ryle felt as if a day in that atmosphere would half kill him; but Rupert, lying there always, was sensible of no discomfort. It was not, however, the less injurious; and it appeared that there was no remedy; could be no removal.

What have you given him? inquired George.

I have made him some herb tea, sir, but it didnt seem to do him good, and then I went over to Barmester and got a bottle o physic. I had to say it was for father, and the druggist told me I ought to call in a doctor, when I described the illness. Coming out of the shop there was Miss Dianas pony-carriage at the door, and Madam met me and asked who the physic was for: I never was so took aback. But the physic didnt seem to do him good neither.

I meant as to food, returned George.

Ah! sir  what could I give him but our poor fare? milk porridge and such like. I went up to the Hold one day and begged a basin o curds-and-whey, and he eat it all and drank up the whey quite greedy; but I didnt dare go again, for fear of their suspecting something. Its meat and wine he ought to have had from the first, sir, but we cant get such things as that. Why, sir, I shouldnt dare be seen cooking a bit o meat: it would set Mr. Chattaway wondering at once. Whats to be done?

What, indeed? There was the question. Idea after idea shot through George Ryles brain; wild fancies, because impossible to be acted upon. It might be dangerous to call in a doctor. Allowing that the man of medicine proved true and kept the secret, the very fact of his attendance would cause a stir at the Hold. Miss Diana would come down, questioning old Canham; and would inevitably find that he was not ill enough to need a doctor. A doctor might venture there once: but regularly? George did not see the way by any means clear.

But Rupert must not be left to die. George took up his delicate hand  Ruperts hands had always been delicate  and held it as he spoke to him. It was hot; fevered; the dry lips were parched; the hectic cheeks, the white brow, all burning with fever. Dont you know me, Rupert? he bent lower to ask.

The words were so far heard that Rupert moved his head on the bolster; perhaps the familiar name struck some chord in his memory; but there was no recognition, and he began to twitch at the bed-clothes with one of his hands.

George turned away. He went down the ladder of a staircase, feeling that little time was to be lost. Old Canham stood in his tottering fashion, leaning upon his crutch, watching the descent.

What do you think of him, Mr. George?

I hardly know what to think, Mark. Or rather, I know what to think, but I dont know what to do. A doctor must be got here; and without loss of time.

Old Canham lifted his hands with a gesture of despair. Once the secret is give over to a doctor, sir, theres no telling where itll travel, or whatll be the consequence to us all.

I think King would be true, said George. Nay, I feel sure he would be. The worst is, hes simple-minded, and might betray it through sheer inadvertency. I would a great deal rather bring Mr. Benage to him; I know we might rely on Benage, and he is more skilful than King; but it is not practicable. To see the renowned Barmester doctor in attendance on you might create greater commotion at the Hold than would be desirable. No, it must be King.

Sir, couldnt you go to one o the gentlemen yourself and describe whats the matter with Master Rupert. You neednt say whos ill.

George shook his head. It would not do, Mark; the responsibility is too great. Were anything to happen to Rupert  and I believe he is in danger  you and I should blame ourselves for not having called in advice at all risks. I shall get King here somehow.

He went out as he spoke, partly perhaps to avoid further opposition to what he felt must be done. Yet he did not see the surrounding difficulties the less, and halted in thought outside the lodge door.

At that moment, Maude Trevlyn came into view, walking slowly down the avenue. George advanced to meet her, and could not help noticing her listless step, her pale, weary face.

Maude, what is the trouble now?

That she had been grieving, and recently, her eyes betrayed. Struggling for a brief moment with her feelings, she gave way to a burst of tears.

George drew her into the trees. Maude, Maude, if you go on like this you will be ill. What is it?

This suspense!  this agony! she breathed. Every day, almost every hour, something or other occurs to renew the trouble. If it could only end! I cannot bear it much longer. I feel as if I must go off to the ends of the earth in search of him. If I only knew he was living, it would be something.

George took rapid counsel with himself. Surely Maude would be safe; surely it would be a charity, nay, a duty, to tell her! He drew her hand in his, and bent his face near to hers.

Maude! what will you give me for news I have heard? I can give you tidings of Rupert. He is not dead; not even very far away!

For an instant her heart stood still. But George glanced round as with fear, and his tones were sad.

He is taken! she exclaimed, her pulses bounding on.

No. But care must be observed if we would prevent it. In that sense, he is at liberty. But it is not all sunshine, Maude; he is very ill.

Where is he? she gasped.

Will you compose yourself if I take you to him? But we have need of great caution; we must make sure no prying eyes are spying at us.

Her very agitation proved how great had been the strain upon her nervous system; for a few minutes he thought she would faint, as she stood leaning against the tree. Only take me to him, George, she murmured. I will bless you forever.

Into the lodge and up old Canhams narrow staircase he led her. She entered the room timidly, not with the eager bound of hope, but with slow and hesitating steps, almost as she had once entered into the presence of the dead, that long past night at Trevlyn Farm.

He lay as he had lain when George went out: the eyes fixed, the head beginning to turn restlessly, one hand picking at the coarse brown sheet. Come in, Maude; there is nothing to fear; but he will not know you.

She went in and stood for a moment gazing at him who lay there, as though it required time to take in the scene; then she fell on her knees in a strange burst, half joy, half grief, and kissed his hands and fevered lips.

Oh, Rupert, Rupert! My brother Rupert!




CHAPTER XLVIII

DANGER

The residence of Mr. King, the surgeon, was situated on the road to Barbrook, not far from the parsonage: a small, square, red-brick house, two storeys high, with a great bronze knocker on the particularly narrow and modest door. If you wanted to enter, you could either raise this knocker, which would most likely bring forth Mr. King himself; or, ignoring ceremony, turn the handle and walk in of your own accord, as George Ryle did, and admitted himself into the narrow passage. On the right was the parlour, quite a fashionable room, with a tiger-skin stretched out by way of hearth-rug; on the left a small apartment fitted up with bottles and pill-boxes, where Mr. King saw his patients. One sat there as George Ryle entered, and the surgeon turned round, as he poured some liquid from what looked like a jelly-glass, into a green bottle.

Now, of all the disagreeable contretemps that could have occurred, to meet that particular patient was about the worst. Ann Canham had not been more confounded at the sight of Policeman Dumpss head over the hedge, than George was at Policeman Dumps himself  for it was no other than that troublesome officer who sat in the patients chair, the late afternoons sun streaming on his head. Georges active mind hit on a ready excuse for his own visit.

Is my mothers medicine ready, Mr. King?

The medicine ready! Why, I sent it three good hours ago!

Did you? I understood them to say  But theres no harm done; I was coming down this way. A nice warm afternoon! he exclaimed, throwing himself into a chair as if he would take a little rest. Are you having a tooth drawn, Dumps?

No, sir, but Ive got the face-ache awful, was Dumpss reply, who was holding a handkerchief to his right cheek. Its what they call tic-douloureux, I fancy, for it comes on by fits and starts. Im out of sorts altogether, and thought Id ask Doctor King to make me up a bottle of physic.

So the physic was for Dumps. Mr. King seemed a long time over it, measuring this liquid, measuring that, shaking it all up together, and gossiping the while. George, in his impatience, thought it would never come to an end. Dumps seemed to be in no hurry to depart, Mr. King in no hurry to dismiss him. They talked over half the news of the parish. They spoke of Rupert Trevlyn and his prolonged absence, and Mr. Dumps gave it as his opinion that if he wasnt in hiding somewhere, he was gone for good. Whether Mr. Dumps meant gone to some foreign terrestrial country, or into a celestial, he did not explain.

Utterly out of patience he rose and left the room, standing outside against the door-post, as if he would watch the passers-by. Perhaps the movement imparted an impetus to Mr. Dumps, for he also rose and took his bottle of medicine from the hands of the surgeon. But he lingered yet: and George thought he never would come forth.

That desirable consummation arrived at last. The man departed, and paced away on his beat with his official tread. George returned indoors.

I fancied you were waiting to see me, observed Mr. King. Is anything the matter?

Not with me. I want to put you upon your honour, doctor, continued George, a momentary smile crossing his lips.

To put me upon my honour! echoed the surgeon, staring at George.

I wish to let you into a secret: but you must give me your word of honour that you will be a true man, and not betray it. In short, I want to enlist your sympathies, your kindly nature, heartily in the cause.

I suppose some of the poor have got into trouble? cried Mr. King, not very well knowing what to make of the words.

No, said George. Let me put a case to you. One under the ban of the law and his fellow-men, whom a word could betray to years of punishment  lies in sore need of medical skill; if he cannot obtain it he may soon die. Will you be a good Samaritan, and give it; and faithfully keep the secret?

Mr. King regarded George attentively, slowly rubbing his bald head: he was a man of six-and-sixty now. Are you speaking of Rupert Trevlyn? he asked.

George paused, perhaps rather taken back; but the surgeons face was kindly, its expression benevolent. What if I were? Would you be true to him?

Yes, I would: and I am surprised that you thought it necessary to ask. Were the greatest criminal on earth lying in secret, and wanting my aid, I would give it and be silent. I go as a healing man; not in the name of the law. Were a doctor taken to a patient under such circumstances, to betray trust, he would violate his duty. Medical men are not informers.

I felt we might trust you, said George. It is Rupert Trevlyn. He took refuge that night at old Canhams, it seems, and has been ill ever since, growing worse and worse. But they fear danger now, and thought fit this afternoon to send for me. Rupert scrawled a few lines himself, but before I could get there he was delirious.

Is it fever?

Low fever, Ann Canham says. It may go on to worse, you know, doctor.

Mr. King nodded his head. Where can they have concealed him at Canhams?

Upstairs in a bed-closet. The most stifling hole you can imagine! I felt ill as I stood there. It is a perplexing affair altogether. The place itself is enough to kill any one in a fever, and theres no chance of removing him from it; hardly a chance of getting you in to see him: it must be accomplished in the most cautious manner. Were Chattaway to see you entering, who knows what it might lead to? If he should, by ill luck, see you, added George, after a pause, your visit is to old Canham, remember.

Mr. King gave a short, emphatic nod; his frequent substitute for an answer. Rupert Trevlyn at Canhams! he exclaimed. Well, you have surprised me!

I cannot tell you how surprised I was, returned George. But we had better be going; I fear he is in danger.

Ay. Delirious, you say?

I think so. He was quiet, but evidently did not know me. He did not know Maude. I met her as I was leaving the lodge, and thought it only kind to tell her of the discovery. It has been an anxious time for her.

Theres another its an anxious time for; and thats Madam Chattaway, remarked the surgeon. I was called in to her a few days ago. But I can do nothing; the malady is on the mind. Now I am ready.

He had been putting one or two papers into his pocket, probably containing some cooling powder or other remedy for Rupert. George walked with him; he wished to go in with him if it could be managed, anxious to hear his opinion. They pursued their way unmolested, meeting no one of more consequence than Mr. Dumps, who appeared to be occupied in nursing his cheek.

So far so good, cried George, as they came in sight of the lodge. But now for the tug of war; my walking with you is nothing; but to be seen entering the lodge with you might be a great deal. There seems no one about.

Ah! unlucky chance! By some untoward fatality the master of Trevlyn Hold emerged in sight, coming quickly down the avenue, at the moment Mr. King had his feet on the lodge steps to enter. George suppressed a groan of irritation.

Theres no help for it; you must have your wits about you, he whispered. I shall go straight on as if I had come to pay a visit to the Hold.

Mr. King was not perhaps the best of men to have his wits about him on a sudden emergency, and almost as the last word left Georges lips, Mr. Chattaway was upon them.

Good afternoon, Mr. Chattaway, said George. Is Cris at home?

George continued his way as he spoke, brushing past Mr. Chattaway. You know what a very coward is self-consciousness. The presence of Chattaway at that ill-omened moment set them all inwardly quaking. George, the surgeon, old Canham sitting inside, and Ann peeping from the window, felt one and all as if Chattaway must divine some part of the great secret locked within their breasts.

Cris? I dont think Cris is at home, called out Chattaway. He went out after dinner.

I am going to see, replied George, looking back.

The little delay had given the doctor time to collect himself, and he strove to look and speak as much at ease as possible. He stood on the lodge step, waiting to greet Mr. Chattaway. It would never do to make believe he was not going into the lodge, as George did, for Mr. Chattaway had seen him step up to it.

How dye do, Mr. Chattaway? Fine weather this!

We shall have a change before long; the glass is shifting. Anyone ill here? continued Chattaway.

Not they, I hope! returned the surgeon with a laugh. I give old Canham a look in now and then, when I am passing and can spare the time, just for a dish of gossip and to ask after his rheumatism. I suppose you thought I had quite forgotten you, he added, turning to the old man, who had risen and stood leaning on his crutch, looking, if Mr. Chattaway could but have understood it, half frightened to death. Its a long time since I was here, Mark.

He sat down on the settle as he spoke, as if to intimate that he intended to take a dish of gossip then. Chattaway  ah! can he suspect? thought old Mark as he entered the lodge; a thing he did not do once in a year. Conscience does make cowards of us all  and it need not be altogether a guilty conscience to do this  and it was rendering Ann Canham as one paralysed. She would have given the whole world to leave the room, go up to Rupert, and guard as far as possible against noise; but she feared to excite suspicion. Foolish fears! Had Rupert not been there, Ann Canham would have passed in and out of the room twenty times without thinking of Mr. Chattaway.

Madam Chattaway said you were ill, I remember, said he to Mark Canham. Fever, I understood. She said something about seeing your fever mixture at the chemists at Barmester.

Ann Canham turned hot and cold. She did not dare to even glance at her father, still less prompt him; but it so happened that, willing to spare him unnecessary worry, she had not mentioned the little episode of meeting Mrs. Chattaway at Barmester. Old Mark was cautious, however.

Yes, Squire. Ive had a deal o fever lately, on and off. Perhaps Doctor King could give me someat better fort than them druggists gives.

Perhaps I can, said Mr. King. Ill have a talk with you presently. How is Madam to-day, Mr. Chattaway?

As well as usual, except in the matter of grumbling, was the ungracious answer. And the master of the Hold, perhaps not finding it particularly lively there, went out as he delivered it, giving a short adieu to Mr. King.

Meanwhile, George Ryle reached the Hold. Maude saw his approach from the drawing-room window, and came to the hall-door. I want to speak to you, she whispered.

He followed her into the room; there was no one in it. Maude closed the door, and spoke in a gentle whisper.

May I tell Aunt Edith?

George looked dubious. That is a serious question, Maude.

It would give her renewed life, returned Maude, her tone intensely earnest. George, if this suspense is to continue, she will sink under it. It was very, very bad for me to bear, and I am young and strong. I fear, too, that my aunt gets the dreadful doubt upon her now and then whether  whether  what was said of Mr. Chattaway is not true; and Rupert was killed that night. Oh, let me tell her!

Maude, I should be glad for her to know it. My only doubt is, whether she would dare keep the secret from her husband, Rupert being actually within the precincts of the Hold.

She can be braver in Ruperts cause than you imagine. I am sure that she will be as safe as you or I.

Then let us tell her.

Maudes eyes grew bright with gladness. Taking all circumstances into view, there was not much cause for congratulation; but, compared with what had been, it seemed as joy to Maude, and her heart grew light.

I shall never repay you, George, she cried, with enthusiasm, lifting her eyes gratefully to his.

George laughed, and made a prisoner of her. I can repay myself, Maude.

And Mrs. Chattaway was told.

In the twilight of that same evening, when the skies were grey, and the trees in the lonely avenue were gloomy, there glided one beneath them with timid and cautious step. It was Mrs. Chattaway. A soft black shawl was thrown over her head and shoulders, and her gown was black; precautions rendering her less easy to be observed; and curious eyes might be about. She kept close to the trees as she stole along, ready to conceal herself amidst them if necessary.

And it was necessary. Surely there was a fatality clinging to the spot this evening, or Mr. Chattaway was haunting it in suspicion. One moment more, and he would have met his wife; but she heard the footsteps in time.

Her heart beating, her hands pressed upon her bosom, she waited in her hiding-place until he had gone past: waited until she believed him safe at home, and then she went on.

The shutters were closed at the lodge, and Mrs. Chattaway knocked softly at them. Alas! alas! I tell you there was some untoward fate in the ascendant. In the very act of doing so she was surprised by Cris running in at the gate.

Goodness, mother! who was to know you in that guise? Why, what on earth are you trembling at?

You have startled me, Cris. I did not know you; I thought it some strange man running in upon me.

What are you doing down here?

Ah! what was she doing? What was she to say? what excuse to make?

Poor old Canham has been so ailing, Cris. I must just step in to see him.

Cris tossed his head in scorn. To make friendly visits to sick old men was not in his line. Im sure I should not trouble myself about old Canham if I were you, mother, cried he.

He ran on as he spoke, but had not gone many steps when he found his mothers arm gently laid on his.

Cris, dear, oblige me by not saying anything of this at home. Your father has prejudices, you know; he thinks as you do; and perhaps would be angry with me for coming. But I like to visit those who are ill, to say a kind word to them; perhaps because I am so often ill myself.

I shant bother myself to say anything about it, was Criss ungracious response. Im sure you are welcome to go, mother, if it affords you any pleasure. Fine fun it must be to sit with that rheumatic old Canham! But as to his being ill, he is not that  if you mean worse than usual: I have seen him about to-day.

Cris finally went off, and Mrs. Chattaway returned to the door, which was opened about an inch by Ann Canham. Let me in, Ann! let me in!

She pushed her way in; and Ann Canham shut and bolted the door. Anns course was uncertain: she was not aware whether or not it was known to Mrs. Chattaway. That ladys first words enlightened her, spoken as they were in the lowest whisper.

Is he better to-night? What does Mr. King say?

Ann lifted her hands in trouble. Hes no better, Madam, but seems worse. Mr. King said it would be necessary that he should visit him once or twice a day: and how can he dare venture? It passed off very well his saying this afternoon that he just called in to see old father; but he couldnt make that excuse to Mr. Chattaway a second time.

To Mr. Chattaway! she quickly repeated. Did Mr. Chattaway see Mr. King here?

Worse luck, he did, Madam. He came in with him.

A fear arose to the heart of Mrs. Chattaway. If we could only get him away to a safe distance! she exclaimed. There would be less danger then.

But it could not be; Rupert was too ill to be moved. Mrs. Chattaway was turning to the stairs, when a gentle knocking was heard at the outer door.

It was only Mr. King. Mrs. Chattaway eagerly accosted him with the one anxious question  was Rupert in danger?

Well I hope not: not in actual danger, was the surgeons answer. But  you see  circumstances are against him.

Yes, she said, hesitatingly, not precisely understanding to what circumstances he alluded. Mr. King resumed.

Nothing is more essential in these cases of low fever than plenty of fresh air and generous nourishment. The one he cannot get, lying where he does; to obtain the other may be almost as difficult. If these low fevers cannot be checked, they go on very often to  to  

To what? a terrible dread upon her that he meant to say, to death.

To typhus, quietly remarked the surgeon.

Oh, but that is dangerous! she cried, clasping her hands. That sometimes goes on to death.

Yes, said Mr. King; and it struck her that his tone was significant.

You must try and prevent it, doctor  you must save him, she cried; and her imploring accents, her trembling hands, proved to the surgeon how great was her emotion.

He shook his head: the issues of life and death were not in his power. My dear lady, I will do what I am enabled to do; more, I cannot. We poor human doctors can only work under the hand of God.




CHAPTER XLIX

A RED-LETTER DAY

There are some happy days in the most monotonous, the least favoured life; periods on which we can look back always, even to the lifes end, and say, That was a red-letter day!

Such a day had arisen for Trevlyn Farm. Perhaps never, since the unhappy accident which had carried away its master, had so joyful a day dawned for Mrs. Ryle and George  certainly never one that brought half the satisfaction; for George Ryle was going up to the Hold to clear off the last instalment of Mr. Chattaways debt.

It was the lifting of a heavy tax; the removal of a cruel nightmare  a nightmare that had borne them down, had all but crushed them with its weight. How they had toiled, striven, persevered, saved, George and Nora alone knew. They knew it far better than Mrs. Ryle; she had joined in the saving, but little in the work. To Mrs. Ryle the debt seemed to have been cleared off quickly  far more quickly than had appeared likely at the time of Mr. Ryles death. And so it had been. George Ryle was one of those happy people who believe in the special interposition and favour of God; and he believed that God had shown favour to him, and helped him with prosperity. It could not be denied that Trevlyn Farm had been blessed with remarkable prosperity since Georges reign there. Season after season, when other people complained of short returns, those of Trevlyn Farm had flourished. Harvests had been abundant; cattle, sheep, poultry  all had richly prospered. It is true George brought keen intelligence, ever-watchful care to bear upon it; but returns, even with these, are not always satisfactory. They had been so with him. His bargains in buying and selling stock had been always good, yielding a profit  for he had entered into them somewhat largely  never dreamt of by his father. The farmers around, seeing how all he put his hand to seemed to flourish, set it down to his superior skill, and talked one to another, at their fairs and markets, of young Ryles cuteness. Perhaps the success might be owing to a very different cause, as George believed  and nothing could have shaken that belief  the special blessing of Heaven!

Yes, in spite of Mr. Chattaways oppression, they had flourished. It had seemed like magic to that gentleman how they had kept up and increased the payments to him, in addition to their other expenses. That the debt should be ready to be finally cancelled he scarcely believed, although he had received intimation to that effect.

It did not please him. Dear as money was to the master of Trevlyn Hold, he had been better pleased to keep George Ryle still under his thumb. He had not been favoured with the same success: his corn had, some seasons, been thin in the ear; his live stock unhealthy; his bargains had turned out losses instead of gains; he had made bad debts; his coal-mine had exploded; his ricks had been burnt. Certainly no extraordinary luck had followed Mr. Chattaway  rather the contrary; and he regarded George Ryle with anger and envy; a great deal more than would have pleased George, had he known it. Not that George cared, in the abstract, whether he had Mr. Chattaways anger or good will; but George wanted to stand so far well with him as to obtain the lease of his best farm. A difficult task!

Mr. Chattaway sat in what was called the stewards room that fine autumn morning  but autumn was merging into winter now. When rents were paid to him, it was here he sat to receive them. It was where the steward, in the old days of Squire Trevlyn, sat to receive them; see the tenants and work-people upon other matters; transact business generally  for it was not until the advent of Mr. Chattaway that Trevlyn Hold had been without its steward or bailiff. In the estimation of Miss Diana, it ought not to be without one now.

Mr. Chattaway was not in a good humour that morning  which is not saying much: but he was in an unusually bad one. A man who rented a small farm of fifty acres under him had come in to pay his annual rent. That is, he had paid part of it, pleading unavoidable misfortune for not being able to make up the remainder, and begging time and grace. It did not please Mr. Chattaway  never a more exacting man than he with his tenants  and the unhappy defaulter wound up the displeasure to a climax by inquiring, innocently and simply, really not meaning any offence, whether any news of the poor young Squire had come to light.

Mr. Chattaway had not done digesting the unpalatable remark when George entered. Good morning, Mr. Chattaway, was his greeting. And perhaps of all his tenants George Ryle was the only one who did not on these occasions, when they met face to face as landlord and tenant, address him by his coveted title of Squire.

Good morning, returned Mr. Chattaway, shortly and snappishly. Take a seat.

George drew a chair to the table at which Mr. Chattaway sat. Opening a substantial bag, he counted out notes and gold, and a few shillings in silver, which he divided into two portions; then, with his hands, he pushed each nearer Mr. Chattaway, one after the other.

This is the years rent, Mr. Chattaway; and this, I am happy to say, is the last instalment of the debt and interest which my father owed  or was said to owe  to Squire Trevlyn. Will you be so good as to give me a receipt in full?

Mr. Chattaway swept towards him the heap designated as the rent, apparently ignoring the other. What have you deducted? he asked, in angry tones, as he counted it over, and found that it came somewhat short of the sum expected.

Not much, replied George; only what I have a right to deduct. The fences, and  But I have the accounts with me, he continued, taking three or four papers from his pocket. You can look them over.

Mr. Chattaway scrutinised the papers one by one, but he was unable to find anything to object to in the items. George Ryle knew better than to deduct money for anything that did not fall legally to the landlord. But it was in Mr. Chattaways nature to dispute.

If I brought this matter of the fences into court I believe it would be given against you.

I dont think you believe anything of the sort, returned George, good-humouredly. If you have any great wish to try it, you can do so: but the loss would be yours.

Probably Mr. Chattaway knew that it would be. He said no more, but proceeded to count the other money. It was all there, both principal and interest. In vain Mr. Chattaway opened his books of the days gone by, and went over old figures; he could not claim another fraction. The long-pending two thousand pounds, the disputed loan, which had caused so much heart-burning, and had led in a remote degree to Mr. Ryles violent death, was at length paid off.

As I have paid former sums under the same protest that my father did, so I now pay this last and final one, said George, in a civil but straightforward and business-like tone. I believe that Squire Trevlyn cancelled the debt on his death-bed; I and my mother have lived in that belief; but there was no document to prove it, and we have had to bear the consequences. It is all, however, honourably paid now.

Mr. Chattaway could not demur to this, and gave a receipt  in full, as George expressed it  for that and the years rent. As George put the former safely in his pocket-book, he felt like a bird released from a long and cruel imprisonment. He was a free man and a joyous one.

That farm of yours has turned out well of late years, observed Mr. Chattaway.

Very well: theres the proof, pointing to the money. To tell you the truth, I gave myself two more years to pay it off in, and Mrs. Ryle thought it would take longer. But I have prospered in my bargains with stock. Would you be afraid to try me on a farm on my own account?

Had it been any eligible person except George Ryle, Mr. Chattaway would probably have said he should not be afraid; but Chattaway did not like George Ryle. He disliked him, as a mean, ill-principled man will dislike and shun an honourable one.

I should think that when you are making Trevlyn Farm answer so well, you would be loth to leave it, he remarked ungraciously.

So I might be, were Trevlyn Farm mine alone. Of all the returns which have accrued from my care and labour, not a shilling has found its way to me: I have worked entirely for others. But for the heavy costs which have been upon us, the chief of which were Treves expenses and this old debt of Squire Trevlyns, there would have been a fair sum to put by yearly, and I imagine my mother would have allowed me to take my portion. I believe she intends to do so by Treve, and I hope Treve will make as good a thing of the farm as I have made.

Thats not likely, slightingly spoke Mr. Chattaway.

He may do well if he chooses; theres no doubt about it, and he can always come to me for advice. I shall not be far off  at least, if I can settle as I hope. My mother wishes the lease transferred into Trevlyns name. I suppose there will be no objection to it.

Ill consider it, shortly replied Mr. Chattaway.

And now, Mr. Chattaway, George continued, with a smile, I want you to promise me the lease of the Upland Farm. It will be vacant in spring.

You are mad to ask it, said Chattaway. A man without a shilling  and you have just informed me you dont possess one  cant undertake the Upland Farm. That farms only suited to a gentleman  and he laid an offensive stress upon the word: one whose pockets are lined with money. I have had an application for the Upland Farm, which I think I shall accept. In fact, for the matter of that, I had some thought of retaining it in my own hands, and putting in a bailiff to manage it.

You had better let it to me, returned George, not losing his good humour. Was the application made to you by Mr. Peterby?

Mr. Chattaway stared in surprise at his knowing so much. What if it was? he returned resentfully.

Why, then, I can tell you that it will not be repeated. Mr. Peterbys client  I am not sure that I am at liberty to mention his name  has given up the idea. Partly because I have told him I want the farm myself, and he says he wont oppose me, out of respect to my fathers memory; partly because Mr. Peterby has heard of another likely to suit him as well, if not better. All the neighbours would be glad to see me take the Upland Farm.

Mr. Chattaways breath was almost taken away with the insolence. Had you not better constitute yourself manager of my estate, and let my farms to whom you please? he cried sarcastically. How dare you interfere with my tenants, or with those who would become my tenants?

I have not interfered with them. This client of Mr. Peterbys happened to mention to me that he had asked the firm to make inquiries about the Upland Farm. I immediately rejoined that it was the very farm I was hoping to take myself; and he determined of his own goodwill not to oppose me.

Who was it?

One who would not have suited you, if you have set your mind upon a gentleman, freely answered George. He is an honest man, and a man whose coffers are well lined through his own industry; but he could not by any stretch of imagination be called a gentleman. It is Cope, the butcher  I may as well tell you. Since he retired from his shop, he finds time hangs on his hands, and has resolved to turn farmer. Mr. Chattaway, I hope you will let me have it.

It appears to me nothing less than audacity to ask it, was the chilling retort. Pray, wheres your money to come from to stock it?

Its all ready, said George.

Mr. Chattaway looked at him, thinking the assertion a joke. If you have nothing better to do with your time than to jest it away, I have with mine, was the delicate hint he gave in reply.

I repeat that the money is ready, continued George. Mr. Chattaway, I do not wish to conceal anything from you: to be otherwise than quite open with you. The money to stock the Upland Farm is going to be lent to me; you will be surprised when I tell you by whom  Mr. Apperley.

Mr. Chattaway was very much surprised. It was not much in Farmer Apperleys line to lend money: he was too cautious a man.

Its quite true, said George, laughing. He has so good an opinion of my skill as a farmer, or of the Upland Farms capabilities, that he has offered to lend me sufficient money to take it.

I should have thought you had had enough of farming land upon borrowed money, ungenerously retorted Chattaway.

So I have  from one point of view, was the composed answer. But I have managed to clear off the debt, you see, and dont doubt I shall be able to do the same again. Apperley proposes only a fair rate of interest; considerably less than I have been paying you.

It is strange that you, a young and single man, should raise your ambitious eyes to the Upland Farm.

Not at all. If I dont take the Upland, I shall take some other equally large. But I should have to go a greater distance, and I dont care to do that. As to being a single man  perhaps that might be remedied if you will let me have the Upland.

He spoke with a laugh; yet Mr. Chattaway detected a serious meaning in the tone, and he gazed hard at George. It may be that his thoughts glanced at his daughter Octave.

There was a long pause. Are you thinking of marrying?

As soon as circumstances will allow me to do so.

And who is the lady?

George shook his head; a very decisive shake, in spite of the smile on his lips. I cannot tell you now; you will know sometime.

I suppose I shall, if the match ever comes off, returned Chattaway, in a very cross-grained manner. If it has to wait until you rent the Upland Farm, it may wait indefinitely.

You will promise me the lease of it, Mr. Chattaway. You cannot think but I shall do the land justice, or be anything but a good tenant.

I wont promise anything of the sort, was the dogged reply. Ill promise you, if you like, that you never shall have the lease of it.

And, talk as George would, he could not get him into a more genial frame of mind. At length he rose, good-humoured and gay; as he had been throughout the interview.

Never mind for the present, Mr. Chattaway. I shall not let you alone until you promise me the farm. Theres plenty of time between now and spring.

As he was crossing the hall on his way to the door, he saw Miss Diana Trevlyn, and stopped to shake hands with her. You have been paying your rent, I suppose, she said.

My rent and something else, replied George, in high spirits  the removal of that incubus which had so long lain on him had sent them up to fever heat. I have handed over the last instalment of the debt and interest, Miss Diana, and have the receipt here  touching his breast-pocket. I have paid it under protest, as I have always told Mr. Chattaway; for I fully believe Squire Trevlyn cancelled it.

If I thought my father cancelled it, Mr. Chattaway should never have had my approbation in pressing it, severely spoke Miss Diana. Is it true that you think of leaving Trevlyn Farm? Rumour says so.

Quite true. It is time I began life on my own account. I have been asking Mr. Chattaway to let me have the Upland.

The Upland! You! There was nothing offensive in Miss Dianas exclamation: it was spoken in simple surprise.

Why not? I may be thinking of getting a wife; and the Upland is the only farm in the neighbourhood I would take her to.

Miss Diana smiled in answer to his joke, as she thought it. The house on the Upland Farm is quite a mansion, she returned, keeping up the jest. Will no lesser one suffice her?

No. She is a gentlewoman born and bred, and must live as one.

George, you speak as if you were in earnest. Are you really thinking of being married?

If I can get the Upland Farm. But  

George was startled from the conclusion of his sentence. Over Miss Dianas shoulder, gazing at him with a strangely wild expression, was the face of Octave Chattaway, her lips parted, her face crimson.




CHAPTER L

DILEMMAS

About ten days elapsed, and Rupert Trevlyn, lying in concealment at the lodge, was both better and worse. The prompt remedies applied by Mr. King had effected their object in abating the fever; it had not developed into brain-fever or typhus, and the tendency to delirium was arrested; so far he was better. But these symptoms had been replaced by others that might prove not less dangerous in the end: great prostration, alarming weakness, and what appeared to be a settled cough. The old tendency to consumption was showing itself more plainly than it had ever shown itself before.

He had had a cough often enough, which had come and gone again, as coughs come to a great many of us; but the experienced ear of Mr. King detected a difference in this one. It has a nasty sound in it, the doctor privately remarked to George Ryle. Poor Ann Canham, faint at heart lest this cough should betray his presence, pasted up all the chinks, and kept the door hermetically closed when any one was downstairs. Things usually go by contrary, you know; and it seemed that the lodge had never been so inundated with callers.

Two great cares were upon those in the secret: to keep Ruperts presence in the lodge from the knowledge of the outside world, and to supply him with proper food. Upon none did the first press so painfully as upon Rupert himself. His dread lest his place of concealment should be discovered by Mr. Chattaway was never ceasing. When he lay awake, his ears were on the strain for what might be happening downstairs, who might be coming in; if he dozed  as he did several times in the course of the day  his dreams were haunted by pursuers, and he would start up wildly in bed, fancying he saw Mr. Chattaway entering with the police at his heels. For twenty minutes afterwards he would lie bathed in perspiration, unable to get the fright or the vision out of his mind.

There was no doubt that this contributed to increase his weakness and keep him back. Let Rupert Trevlyns future be what it might; let the result be the very worst; one thing was certain  any actual punishment in store for him could not be worse than this anticipation. Imagination is more vivid than reality. He would lie and go through the whole ordeal of his future trial: would see himself in the dock, not before the magistrates of Barmester, but before a scarlet-robed judge; would listen to the evidence of Mr. Chattaway and Jim Sanders, bringing home the crime to him; would hear the irrevocable sentence from those grave lips  that of penal servitude. Nothing could be worse for him than these visions. And there was no help for them. Had Rupert been in strong health, he might have shaken off some of these haunting fears; lying as he did in his weakness, they took the form of morbid disease, adding greatly to his bodily sickness.

His ear strained, he would start up whenever a footstep was heard to enter the downstairs room, breathing softly to Ann Canham, or whoever might be sitting with him, the question: Is it Chattaway? And Ann would cautiously peep down the staircase, or bend her ear to listen, and tell him who it really was. But sometimes several minutes would elapse before she could find out; sometimes she would be obliged to go down upon some plausible errand, and then come back and tell him. The state that Rupert would fall into during these moments of suspense no pen could describe. It was little wonder that Rupert grew weaker.

And the fears of discovery were not misplaced. Every hour brought its own danger. It was absolutely necessary that Mr. King should visit him at least once a day, and each time he ran the risk of being seen by Chattaway, or by some one equally dangerous. Old Canham could not feign to be on the sick list for ever; especially, sufficiently sick to require daily medical attendance. George Ryle ran the risk of being seen entering the lodge; as well as Mrs. Chattaway and Maude, who could not abandon their stolen interviews with the poor sufferer. It is my only happy hour in the four-and-twenty; you must not fail me! he would say to them, imploringly holding out his fevered hands. Some evenings Mrs. Chattaway would steal there, sometimes Maude, now and then both together.

Underlying it all in Ruperts mind was the sense of guilt for having committed so desperate a crime. Apart from those moments of madness, which the neighbourhood had been content for years to designate as the Trevlyn temper, few living men were so little likely to commit the act as Rupert. Rupert was of a mild, kindly temperament, a very sweet disposition; one of those inoffensive people of whom we are apt to say they would not hurt a fly. Of Rupert it was literally true. Only in these rare fits was he transformed; and never had the fit been upon him as on that unhappy night. It was not so much repentance for the actual crime that overwhelmed him, as surprise that he had perpetrated it. I was not conscious of the act, he would groan aloud; I was mad when I did it. Perhaps so; but the consequences remained. Poor Rupert! Remorse was his portion, and he was in truth repenting in sackcloth and ashes.

The other care upon him  supplying Rupert with appropriate nourishment  brought almost as much danger and difficulty in its train as concealing him. A worse cook than Ann Canham could not be found. It was her misfortune, rather than her fault. Living in extreme poverty all her life, no opportunity for learning or improving herself in cooking had ever been afforded her. The greatest luxury that ever entered old Canhams lodge was a bit of toasted or boiled bacon.

It was not invalid dishes that Rupert wanted now. As soon as the fever began to leave him, his appetite returned. Certain cases of incipient consumption are accompanied by a craving for food difficult to satisfy, and this unfortunately became the case with Rupert. Had he been at the Hold, or in a plentiful home, he would have played his full part at the daily meals, and assisted their digestion with interludes besides.

How was he to get sufficient food at the lodge? Mr. King said he must have full nourishment, with wine, strong broths, and other things in addition. It was the only chance, in his opinion, to counteract the weakness that was growing upon him, and which bid fair soon to attain an alarming height. Mrs. Chattaway, George Ryle, even the doctor himself would have been quite willing to supply the cost; but even so, where was the food to be dressed?  who was to do it?  how was it to be smuggled in? This may appear a trifling difficulty in theory, but in practice it was found almost insurmountable.

Cant you dress a sweetbread? Mr. King testily asked Ann Canham, when she was timidly confessing her incapability in the culinary art. Id easily manage to get it up here.

This was the first day Ruperts appetite had come back to him, just after the turn of the fever. Ann Canham hesitated. Im not sure, sir, she said meekly. Could it be put in a pot and boiled?

Put in a pot and boiled! repeated Mr. King, nettled at the question. Much goodness thered be in it when it came out! Its just blanched and dipped in egg crumbs, and toasted in the Dutch oven. Thats the best way of doing them.

Egg crumbs were as much of a mystery to Ann Canham as sweetbreads themselves. She shook her head. And if, by ill-luck, Mr. Chattaway came in and saw a sweetbread in our Dutch oven before our fire, sir; or smelt the savour of it as he passed  what then? she asked. What excuse could we make to him?

This phase of the difficulty had not before presented itself to the surgeons mind. It was one that could not well be got over; the more he dwelt upon it the more he became convinced of this. George Ryle, Mrs. Chattaway, Maude, all, when appealed to, were of the same opinion. There was too much at stake to permit the risk of exciting any suspicions on the part of Mr. Chattaway.

But it was not only Chattaway. Others who possessed noses were in the habit of passing the lodge: Cris, his sisters, Miss Diana, and many more: and some of them were in the habit of coming into it. Ann Canham was giving mortal offence, causing much wonder, in declining her usual places of work; and many a disappointed housewife, following Nora Dicksons example, had come up, in consequence, to invade the lodge and express her sentiments upon the point. Ann Canham was driven to the very verge of desperation in trying to frame plausible excuses, and had serious thoughts of making believe to take to her bed herself  had she possessed just then a bed to take to.

In the dilemma Mrs. Chattaway came to the rescue. I will contrive it, she said: the food shall be supplied from the Hold. My sister does not personally interfere, giving her orders in the morning, and I know I can manage it.

But Mrs. Chattaway found she had undertaken what it would scarcely be possible to perform. What had flashed across her mind when she spoke was, The cook is a faithful, kind-hearted woman, and I know I can trust her. Mrs. Chattaway did not mean trust her with the secret of Rupert, but trust her to cook a few extra dishes quietly and say nothing about them. Yes, she might, she was sure; the woman would be true. But it now struck Mrs. Chattaway with a sort of horror, to ask herself how she was to get them away when cooked. She could not go into the kitchen herself, have meat, fowl, or jelly put into a basin, and carry it off to the lodge. However, that was an after-care. She spoke to the cook, who was called Rebecca, told her she wanted some nice things dressed for a poor pensioner of her own, and nothing said about it. The woman was pleased and willing; all the servants were fond of their mistress; and she readily undertook the task and promised to be silent.




CHAPTER LI

A LETTER FOR MR. CHATTAWAY

Although an insignificant place, Barbrook and its environs received their letters early. The bags were dropped by the London mail train at Barmester in the middle of the night; and as the post-office arrangements were well conducted  which cannot be said for all towns  by eight oclock Barbrook had its letters.

Rather before that hour than after it, they were delivered at Trevlyn Hold. Being the chief residence in the neighbourhood, the postman was in the habit of beginning his round there; it had been so in imperious old Squire Trevlyns time, and was so still. Thus it generally happened that breakfast would be commencing at the Hold when the post came in.

It was a morning of which we must take some notice  a morning which, as Mr. Chattaway was destined afterwards to find, he would have cause to remember to his dying day. If Miss Diana Trevlyn happened to see the postman approaching the house, she would most likely walk to the hall-door and receive the letters into her own hands. And it was so on this morning.

Only two, maam, the postman said, as he delivered them to her.

She looked at the addresses. The one was a foreign letter, bearing her own name, and she recognised the handwriting of Mr. Daw; the other bore the London postmark, and was addressed James Chattaway, Esquire, Trevlyn Hold, Barmester.

With an eager movement, somewhat foreign to the cold and stately motions of Miss Diana Trevlyn, she broke the seal of the former; there, at the hall-door as she stood. A thought flashed into her mind that Rupert might have found his way at length to Mr. Daw, and that gentleman was intimating the same  as Miss Diana by letter had requested him to do. It was just the contrary, however. Mr. Daw wrote to beg a line from Miss Diana, as to whether tidings had been heard of Rupert. He had visited his father and mothers grave the previous day, he observed, and did not know whether that had caused him to think more than usual of Rupert; but, all the past night and again to-day, he had been unable to get him out of his head; a feeling was upon him (no doubt a foolish one, he added in a parenthesis) that the boy was taken, or that some other misfortune had befallen him, or was about to befall him, and he presumed to request a line from Miss Diana Trevlyn to end his suspense.

She folded the letter when read; put it into the pocket of her black silk apron, and returned to the breakfast-room, with the one for Mr. Chattaway. As she did so, her eyes happened to fall upon the reverse side of the letter, and she saw it was stamped with the name of a firm  Connell, Connell, and Ray.

She knew the firm by name; they were solicitors of great respectability in London. Indeed, she remembered to have entertained Mr. Charles Connell at the Hold for a few days in her fathers lifetime, that gentleman being at the time engaged in some legal business for Squire Trevlyn. They must be old men now, she knew, those brothers Connell; and Mr. Ray, she believed to have heard, was son-in-law to one of them.

What can they have to write to Chattaway about? marvelled Miss Diana; but the next moment she remembered they were the agents of Peterby and Jones, of Barmester, and concluded it was some matter connected with the estate.

Miss Diana swept to her place at the head of the breakfast-table. It was filled, with the exception of two seats: the armchair opposite to her own, Mr. Chattaways; and Criss seat at the side. Cris was not down, but Mr. Chattaway had gone out to the men. Mrs. Chattaway was in her place next Miss Diana. She used rarely to be down in time to begin breakfast with the rest, but that was altered now. Since these fears had arisen concerning Rupert, it seemed that she could not rest in her bed, and would quit it almost with the dawn.

Mr. Chattaway came in as Miss Diana was pouring out the tea, and she passed the letter down to him. Glancing casually at it as it lay beside his plate, he began helping himself to some cold partridge. Cris was a capital shot, and the Hold was generally well supplied with game.

It is from Connell and Connell, remarked Miss Diana.

From Connell and Connell! repeated Mr. Chattaway, in a tone of bewilderment, as if he did not recognise the name. What should they be writing to me about? But he was too busy with the partridge just then to ascertain.

Some local business, I conclude, observed Miss Diana. They are Peterbys agents, you know.

And what if they are? retorted Mr. Chattaway. Peterbys have nothing to do with me.

That was so like Chattaway! To cavil as to what might be the contents of the letter, rather than put the question at rest by opening it. However, when he looked up from his plate to stir his tea, he tore open the envelope.

He tore it open and cast his eyes over the letter. Miss Diana happened to be looking at him. She saw him gaze at it with an air of bewilderment; she saw him go over it again  there were apparently but some half-dozen lines  and then she saw him turn green. You may cavil at the expression, but it is a correct one. The leaden complexion with which nature had favoured Mr. Chattaway did assume a green tinge in moments of especial annoyance.

Whats the matter? questioned Miss Diana.

Mr. Chattaway replied by a half-muttered word, and dashed the letter down. I thought we had had enough of that folly, he presently said.

What folly?

He did not answer, although the query was put by Miss Diana Trevlyn. She pressed it, and Mr. Chattaway flung the letter across the table to her. You can read it, if you choose. With some curiosity Miss Diana took it up, and read as follows:  

Sir,

We beg to inform you that the true heir of Trevlyn Hold, Rupert Trevlyn, is about to put in his claim to the estate, and will shortly require to take possession of it. We have been requested to write this intimation to you, and we do so in a friendly spirit, that you may be prepared to quit the house, and not be taken unawares, when Mr. Trevlyn  henceforth Squire Trevlyn  shall arrive at it.

We are, sir, your obedient servants,

Connell, Connell, and Ray.

James Chattaway, Esquire.

Then Ruperts not dead! were the first words that broke from Miss Dianas lips. And the exclamation, and its marked tone of satisfaction, proved of what nature her fears for Rupert had been.

Mrs. Chattaway started up with white lips. What of Rupert? she gasped; believing nothing else than that discovery had come.

Miss Diana, without in the least thinking it necessary to consult Mr. Chattaways pleasure first, handed her the letter. She read it rapidly, and her fears calmed down.

What an absurdity! she exclaimed. Knowing as she did the helpless position of Rupert, the contents sounded not only absurd, but impossible. Some one must have written it to frighten you, James.

Yes, said Mr. Chattaway, compressing his thin lips; it comes from the Peterby quarter. A felon threatening to take possession of Trevlyn Hold!

But in spite of the scorn he strove to throw into his manner; in spite of his indomitable resolution to bring Rupert to punishment when he appeared; in spite of even his wife, Ruperts best friend, acknowledging the absurdity of this letter, it disturbed him in no measured degree. He stretched out his hand for it, and read it again, pondering over every word; he pushed his plate from him, as he gazed on it. He had had sufficient breakfast for one day; and gulping down his tea, declined to take more. Yes, it was shaking his equanimity to its centre; and the Miss Chattaways and Maude, only imperfectly understanding what was amiss, looked at each other, and at him.

Mrs. Chattaway began to feel indignant that poor Ruperts name should be thus made use of; only, so far as she could see, for the purpose of exciting Mr. Chattaway further against him. But Connells is a most respectable firm, she said aloud, following out her thoughts; I cannot comprehend it.

I say it comes from Peterby, roared Mr. Chattaway. He and Rupert are in league. I dare say Peterby knows where hes concealed.

Oh no, no; you are mistaken, broke incautiously from the lips of Mrs. Chattaway.

No! Do you know where he is, pray, that you speak so confidently?

The taunt recalled her to a sense of the danger. James, what I meant was this: it is scarcely likely Rupert would be in league with any one against you, she said in low tones. I think he would rather try to conciliate you.

If you think this letter emanates from Peterbys why dont you go down and demand what they mean by writing it? interposed Miss Diana Trevlyn, in her straightforward, matter-of-fact tone.

He nodded his head significantly. I shall not let the grass grow under my feet before I am there.

I cannot think its Peterby and Jones, resumed Miss Diana. They are quite as respectable as the Connells, and I dont believe they would ally themselves with Rupert, after what he has done. I dont believe they would work mischief secretly against any one. Anything they may have to do, theyd do openly.

Had Mr. Chattaway prevailed with himself so far as to put his temper and prejudices aside, this might not have been far from his own opinion. He had always, in a resentful sort of way, considered Mr. Peterby an honourable man. But if Peterby was not at the bottom of this, who was? Connell, Connell, and Ray were his town agents.

The very uncertainty only made him the more eager to get to them and set the matter at rest. He knew it was of no use attempting to see Mr. Peterby before ten oclock, but he would see him then. He ordered his horse to be ready, and rode into Barmester attended by his groom. As ten oclock struck, he was at their office-door.

A quarter-of-an-hours detention, and then he was admitted to Mr. Peterbys room. That gentleman was sweeping a pile of open letters into a corner of the table at which he sat, and the master of Trevlyn Hold shrewdly suspected that his waiting had been caused by Mr. Peterbys opening and reading them. He proceeded at once to the business that brought him there, and taking his own letter out of his pocket, handed it to Mr. Peterby.

Connell, Connell, and Ray are your agents in London, I believe? They used to be.

And are still, said Mr. Peterby. What is this?

Be so good as to read it, replied Mr. Chattaway.

The lawyer ran his eyes over it carelessly, as it seemed to those eyes watching him. Then he looked up. Well?

In writing this letter to me  I received it, you perceive, by post this morning, if youll look at the date  were Connell and Connell instructed by you?

By me! echoed Mr. Peterby. Not they. I know nothing at all about it. I cant make it out.

You are a friend of Rupert Trevlyns, and they are your agents, remarked Mr. Chattaway, after a pause.

My good sir, I tell you I know nothing whatever of this. Connells are our agents; but I never sent any communication to them with regard to Rupert Trevlyn in my life; never had cause to send one. If you ask me my opinion, I should say that if the lad  should he be still living  entertains hopes of coming into Trevlyn Hold after this last escapade of his, he must be a great simpleton. I expect youd prosecute him, instead of giving him up the Hold.

I should, quietly answered Mr. Chattaway. But what do Connell and Connell mean by sending me such a letter as this?

It is more than I can tell you, Mr. Chattaway. We have received a communication from them ourselves this morning upon the subject. I was opening it when you were announced to me as being here.

He bent over the letters previously spoken of, selected one, and held it out to Mr. Chattaway. Instead of being written by the firm, it was a private letter from Mr. Ray to Mr. Peterby. It merely stated that the true heir of Squire Trevlyn, Rupert, was about shortly to take possession of his property, the Hold, and they (Connell, Connell, and Ray) should require Mr. Peterby to act as local solicitor in the proceedings, should a solicitor be necessary.

Mr. Chattaway began to feel cruelly uneasy. Rupert had committed that great fault, and was in danger of punishment  would be punished by his countrys laws; but in this new uneasiness that important fact seemed to lose half its significance. And you have not instructed them? he repeated.

Nonsense, Mr. Chattaway! it is not likely. I cannot make out what they mean, any more than you can. The nearest conclusion I can come to is, that they must be acting from instructions received from that semi-parson who was over here, Mr. Daw.

No, said Mr. Chattaway, I think not. Miss Trevlyn heard from that man this morning, and he appears to know nothing about Rupert. He asks for news of him.

Well, it is a curious thing altogether. I shall write by to-nights post to Ray, and inquire what he means.

Mr. Chattaway, suspicious Mr. Chattaway, pressed one more question. Have you any idea at all where Rupert is likely to be? That he is in hiding, and accessible to some people, is evident from these letters.

I have already informed you that I know nothing whatever of Rupert Trevlyn, was the lawyers answer. Whether he is alive or whether he is dead, I know not. You cannot know less of him yourself than I do.

Mr. Chattaway was obliged to be contented with the answer. He went out and proceeded direct to Mr. Floods, and laid the letter  his letter  before him. What sort of thing do you call that? he intemperately uttered, when it was read. Connell and Connell must be infamous men to write it.

Stop a bit, said Mr. Flood, who had his eyes strained on the letter. Theres more in this than meets the eye.

You dont think its a joke  done to annoy me?

A joke! Connell and Connell would not lend themselves to a joke. No, I dont think its that.

Then what do you think?

Mr. Flood was several minutes before he replied, and his silence drove Mr. Chattaway to the verge of exasperation. It is difficult to know what to think, said the lawyer presently. I should be inclined to say they have been brought into personal communication with Rupert Trevlyn, or with somebody acting for him: perhaps the latter is the more probable. And I should also say they must have been convinced, by documentary or other evidence, that a good foundation exists for Ruperts claims to the Hold. Mr. Chattaway  if I may speak the truth to you  I should dread this letter.

Mr. Chattaway felt as if a bucket of cold water had been suddenly flung over him, and was running down his back. Why is it that you turn against me?

Turn against you! I dont know what you mean. I dont turn against you; quite the opposite. I am willing to act for you; to do anything I legally can to meet the fear.

Why do you fear?

Because Connell, Connell, and Ray are keen and cautious practitioners as well as honourable men, and I do not think they would write so decided a letter as this, unless they knew they were fully justified in doing so, and were prepared to follow it out.

You are a pretty Jobs comforter, gasped Mr. Chattaway.




CHAPTER LII

A DAY OF MISHAPS

Rebecca the servant was true and crafty in her faithfulness to her mistress, and contrived to get various dainties prepared and conveyed unsuspiciously under her apron, watching her opportunity, to the sitting-room of Madam, where they were hidden away in a closet, and the key turned upon them. So far, so good. But that was not all: the greatest difficulty lay in transporting them to Rupert.

The little tricks and ruses that the lodge and those in its secret learnt to be expert in at this time were worthy of a private inquiry office. Ann Canham, at a given hour, would be standing at the open door of the lodge; and Mrs. Chattaway, with timid steps, and eyes that wandered everywhere lest witnesses were about, would come down the avenue: opposite the lodge door, by some sleight of hand, a parcel, or basket, or bottle would be transferred from under her shawl to Ann Canhams hands. The latter would close the door and slip the bolt, whilst the lady would walk swiftly on through the gate, for the purpose of taking exercise in the road. Or perhaps it would be Maude that went through this little rehearsal, instead of Madam. But at the best it was all difficult to accomplish for many reasons, and might at any time be stopped. If only the extra cooking came to the knowledge of Miss Diana Trevlyn, it would be quite impossible to venture to continue it, and next to impossible any longer to conceal Ruperts hiding place.

One day a disastrous contretemps occurred. It happened that Miss Diana Trevlyn had arranged to take the Miss Chattaways to a morning concert at Barmester. Maude might have gone, but excused herself: whilst Ruperts fate hung in the balance, it was scarcely seemly, she thought, that she should be seen at public festivals. Cris had gone out shooting that day; Mr. Chattaway, as was supposed, was at Barmester; and when dinner was served, only Mrs. Chattaway and Maude sat down to it. It was a plain sirloin; and during a momentary absence of James, who was waiting at table, Maude exclaimed in a low tone:

Aunt Edith, if we could only get some of this to Rupert!

I was thinking so, said Mrs. Chattaway.

The servant returned to the room, and the conversation ceased. But his mistress, under some plea, dismissed him, saying she would ring. And then the thought was carried out. A sauce-tureen which happened to be on the table was made the receptacle for some of the hot meat, and Maude put on her bonnet and stole away with it.

An unlucky venture. In her haste to reach the lodge unmolested, she spilt some of the gravy on her dress, and was stopping to wipe it with her handkerchief, when she was interrupted by Mr. Chattaway. It was close to the lodge. Maudes heart, as the saying runs, came into her mouth.

Whats that? Where are you taking it to? he demanded, for his eyes had caught the tureen before she could slip it under her mantle.

He peremptorily took it from her unresisting hand, raised the cover, and saw some tempting slices of hot roast beef, and part of a cauliflower. Had Maude witnessed the actual discovery of Rupert, she could not have felt more utterly terrified.

I ask you, to whom were you taking this?

His resolute tones, coupled with her own terror, were more than poor Maude could brave. To Mark Canham, she faltered. There was no one she could mention with the least plausibility: and she could not pretend to be merely taking a walk with a tureen of meat in her hand.

Was it Madams doings to send this?

Again she could only answer in the affirmative. Chattaway stalked off to the Hold, carrying the tureen.

His wife sat at the dinner-table, and James was removing some pastry as he entered. Regardless of the mans presence, he gave vent to his anger, reproaching her in no measured terms for what she had done. Meat and vegetables from his own table to be supplied to that profitless, good-for-nothing man, Canham, who already enjoyed a house and half-a-crown a week for doing nothing! How dared she be guilty of extravagance so great, of wilful waste?

The scene was prolonged but came to an end at last; all such scenes do, it is to be hoped; and the afternoon went on. Mr. Chattaway went out again, Cris had not come in, Miss Diana and the girls did not return, and Mrs. Chattaway and Maude were still alone. I shall go down to see him, Maude, the former said in low tones, breaking an unhappy silence. And I shall take him something to eat; I will risk it. He has had nothing from us to-day.

Maude scarcely knew what to answer: her own fright was not yet over. Mrs. Chattaway dressed herself, took the little provision-basket and went out. It was all but dark; the evening was gloomy. Meeting no one, she gained the lodge, opened its door with a quick hand, and  stole away again silently and swiftly, with perhaps greater terror than she had ever felt rushing over her heart.

For the first figure she saw there was that of her husband, and the first voice she heard was his. She made her way amidst the trunks of the almost leafless trees, and concealed herself as she best could.

In returning that evening, it had struck Mr. Chattaway as he passed the lodge that he could not do better than favour old Canham with a piece of his mind, and forbid him, under pain of instant dismissal, to rob the Hold (as he phrased it) of so much as a scrap of bread. Old Canham, knowing what was at stake, took it patiently, never denying that the food (which Mr. Chattaway enlarged upon) might have been meant for him. Ann Canham stood against Ruperts door, shivering and shaking; and poor Rupert himself, who had not failed to recognise that loud voice, lay as one in agony.

Mr. Chattaway was in the midst of his last sentence, when the front-door was suddenly opened, and as suddenly shut again. He had his back to it, but turned just in time to catch a glimpse of somebodys petticoats before the door closed.

It was a somewhat singular proceeding, and Mr. Chattaway, always curious and suspicious, opened the door after a minutes pause, and looked out. He could see no one. He looked up the avenue, he looked down; he stepped out to the gate, and gazed up and down the road. Whoever it was had disappeared.

Did you see who it was opened the door in that manner? he demanded of old Canham.

Old Canham had stood deferentially during the lecture, leaning on his stick. He had not seen who it was, and therefore could answer readily, but he strongly suspected it to be Mrs. Chattaway. Maybe twas some woman bringing sewing up for Ann, Squire. They mostly comes at dusk, not to hinder their own work.

Then why couldnt they come in? retorted Mr. Chattaway. Why need they run away as if caught at some mischief?

Old Canham wisely declined an answer: and Mr. Chattaway, after a parting admonition, finally quitted the lodge, and took his way towards the Hold. But for her dark attire, and the darker shades of evening, he might have detected his wife there, watching for him to pass.

It seemed an unlucky day. Mrs. Chattaway, her heart beating, came out of her hiding-place as the last echoes of his steps died away and almost met the carriage as it turned into the avenue, bringing her daughters and Miss Diana from Barmester. When she did reach the lodge, Ann Canham had the door open an inch or two. Take it, she cried, giving the basket to Ann as she advanced to the stairs. I have not a minute to stop. How is he to-night?

Madam, whispered Ann Canham, in her meek voice, but meek though it was, there was that in its tones to-night which arrested Mrs. Chattaway, if he continues to get worse and weaker, if he cannot be got away from here and from these frights, I fear me hell die. He has never been as bad as he is to-night.

She untied her bonnet, and stole upstairs to Ruperts room. By the rushlight she could see the ravages of illness on his wasting features; features that seemed to have changed for the worse even since she had seen him that time last night. He turned his blue eyes, bright and wild with disease, on her as she entered.

Oh, Aunt Edith! Is he gone? I thought I should have died with fright, here as I lay.

He is gone, darling, she answered, bending over him, and speaking with reassuring tenderness. You look worse to-night, Rupert.

It is this stifling room, aunt; it is killing me. At least, it gives me no chance to get better. If I only had a large, airy room at the Hold  where I could lie without fear, and be waited on  I might get better. Aunt Edith, I wish the past few weeks could be blotted out. I wish I had not been overtaken by that fit of madness?

Ah! he could not wish it as she did. Her tears silently fell, and she began in the desperate need to debate in her own heart whether the impossible might not be accomplished  disarming the anger of Mr. Chattaway, and getting him to pardon Rupert. In that case only could he be removed. Perhaps Diana might effect it? If she could not, no one else could. As she thought of its utter hopelessness, there came to her recollection that recent letter from Connell and Connell, which had so upset the equanimity of Mr. Chattaway. She had not yet mentioned it to Rupert, but must do so now. Her private opinion was, that Rupert had written to the London lawyers for the purpose of vexing Mr. Chattaway.

It is not right, Rupert, dear, she whispered. It can only do harm. If it does no other harm, it will by increasing Mr. Chattaways anger. Indeed, dear, it was wrong.

He looked up in surprise from his pillow.

I dont know what you mean, Aunt Edith. Connell and Connell? What should I do, writing to Connell and Connell?

She explained about the letter, reciting its contents as accurately as she remembered them. Rupert only stared.

Acting for me!  I to take possession of the Hold! Well, I dont know anything about it, he wearily answered. Why does not Mr. Chattaway go up and ask them what they mean? Connell and Connell dont know me, and I dont know them. Am I in a fit state to write letters, Aunt Edith?

It seemed to me the most unlikely thing in the world, Rupert, but what else was I to think?

Theyd better have written to say I was going to take possession of the grave, he resumed; thered be more sense in that. Perhaps I am, Aunt Edith.

More sense in it? Ay, there would be. Every pulse in Mrs. Chattaways heart echoed the words. She did not answer, and a pause ensued only broken by his somewhat painful breathing.

Do you think I shall die, Aunt Edith?

Oh, my boy, I hope not; I hope not! But it is all in Gods will. Rupert, darling, it seems a sad thing, especially to the young, to leave this world; but do you know what I often think as I lie and sigh through my sleepless nights: that it would be a blessed change both for you and for me if God were to take us from it, and give us a place in heaven.

Another pause. You can tell Mr. Chattaway you feel sure I had nothing to do with the letter, Aunt Edith.

She shook her head. No, Rupert; the less I say the better. It would not do; I should fear some chance word on my part might betray you: and all I could say would not make any impression on Mr. Chattaway.

You are not going! he exclaimed, as she rose from her seat on the bed.

I must. I wish I could stay, but I dare not; indeed it was not safe to-night to come in at all.

Aunt Edith, if you could only stay! It is so lonely. Four-and-twenty hours before I shall see you or Maude again! It is like being left alone to die.

Not to die, I trust, she said, her tears falling fast. We shall be together some time for ever, but I pray we may have a little happiness on earth first!

Very full was her heart that night, and but for the fear that her red eyes would betray her, she could have wept all the way home. Stealing in at a side door, she gained her room, and found that Mr. Chattaway, fortunately, had not discovered her absence.

A few minutes after she entered, the house was in a commotion. Sounds were heard proceeding from the kitchen, and Mrs. Chattaway and others hastened towards it. One of the servants was badly scalded. Most unfortunately, it happened to be the cook, Rebecca. In taking some calves-foot jelly from the fire, she had inadvertently overturned the boiling liquid.

Miss Diana, who was worth a thousand of Mrs. Chattaway in an emergency, had the woman placed in a recumbent position, and sent one of the grooms on horseback for Mr. King. But Miss Diana, while sparing nothing that could relieve the sufferer, did not conceal her displeasure at the awkwardness.

Was it jelly you were making, Rebecca? she sternly demanded.

Rebecca was lying back in a large chair, her feet raised. Everyone was crowding round: even Mr. Chattaway had come to ascertain the cause of the commotion. She made no answer.

Bridget did; rejoicing, no doubt, in her superior knowledge. Yes, maam, it was jelly: she had just boiled it up.

Miss Diana wheeled round to Rebecca. Why were you making jelly? It was not ordered.

Rebecca, not knowing what to say, glanced at Mrs. Chattaway. Yes, it was ordered, murmured the latter. I ordered it.

You! returned Miss Diana. What for? But Miss Diana spoke in surprise only; not objecting: it was so very unusual for Mrs. Chattaway to interfere in the domestic arrangements. It surprised them all, and her daughters looked at her. Poor Mrs. Chattaway could not put forth the plea that it was being made for herself, for calves-foot jelly was a thing she never touched. The confusion on his wifes face attracted the notice of Mr. Chattaway.

Possibly you intended to regale old Canham? he scornfully said, alluding to what had passed that day. Not that he believed anything so improbable.

Madam knows the young ladies like it, and she told me to make some, good-naturedly spoke up Rebecca in the midst of her pain.

The excuse served, and the matter passed. Miss Diana privately thought what a poor housekeeper her sister would make, ordering things when they were not required, and Mr. Chattaway quitted the scene. When the doctor arrived and had attended to the patient, Mrs. Chattaway, who was then in her room, sent to request him to come to her before he left, adding to the message that she did not feel well.

He came up immediately. She put a question or two about the injury to the girl, which was trifling, he answered, and would not keep her a prisoner long; and then Mrs. Chattaway lowered her voice, and spoke in the softest whisper.

Mr. King, you must tell me. Is Rupert worse?

He is very ill, was the answer. He certainly grows worse instead of better.

Will he die?

I do believe he will die unless he can be got out of that unwholesome place. The question is, how is it to be done?

It cannot be done; it cannot be done unless Mr. Chattaway can be propitiated. That is the only chance.

Mr. Chattaway never will be, thought Mr. King. Everything is against him where he is, he said aloud: the air of the room, the constant fear upon him, the want of proper food. The provisions conveyed to him at chance times are a poor substitute for the meals he requires.

And they will be stopped now, said Mrs. Chattaway. Rebecca has prepared them privately, but she cannot do so now. Mr. King, what can be done!

I dont know, indeed. It will not be safe to attempt to move him. In fact, I question if he would consent to it, his dread of being discovered is so great.

Will you do all you can? she urged.

To be sure, he replied. I am doing all I can. I got him another bottle of port in to-day. If you only saw me trying to dodge into the lodge unperceived, and taking observations before I whisk out again, you would say that I am as anxious as you can be, my dear lady. Still  I dont hesitate to avow it  I believe it will be life or death, according as we can manage to get him away from that hole and set his mind at rest.

He wished her good night, and went out.

Life or death! Mrs. Chattaway stood at the window, and gazed into the dusky night, recalling over and over again the ominous words. Life or death! There was no earthly chance, except the remote one of appeasing Mr. Chattaway.




CHAPTER LIII

A SURPRISE FOR MR. CHATTAWAY

George Ryle by no means liked the uncertainty in which he was kept as to the Upland Farm. Had Mr. Chattaway been any other than Mr. Chattaway, had he been a straightforward man, George would have said, Give me an answer, Yes or No. In point of fact, he did say so; but was unable to get a reply from him, one way or the other. Mr. Chattaway was pretty liberal in his sneers as to one with no means of his own taking so extensive a farm as the Upland; but he did not positively say, I will not lease it to you. George bore the sneers with equanimity. He possessed that very desirable gift, a sweet temper; and he was, and could not help feeling that he was, so really superior to Mr. Chattaway, that he could afford that gentlemans evil tongue some latitude.

But the time was going on; it was necessary that a decision should be arrived at; and one morning George went up again to the Hold, determined to receive a final answer. As he was entering the stewards room, he met Ford, the Blackstone clerk, coming out of it.

Is Mr. Chattaway in there? asked George.

Yes, replied Ford. But if you want any business out of him this morning, you wont get it. I have tramped all the way up here about a hurried matter and have had my walk for my pains. Chattaway wont do anything or say anything; doesnt seem capable; says he shall be at Blackstone by-and-by. And thats all Ive got to go back with.

Why wont he?

Goodness knows. He seems to have had a shock or fright: was staring at a letter when I went in, and I left him staring at it when I came out, his wits evidently wool-gathering. Good morning, Mr. Ryle.

The young man went his way, and George entered the room. Mr. Chattaway was seated at his desk; an open letter before him, as Ford had said. It was one that had been delivered by that mornings post, and it had brought the sweat of dismay upon his brow. He looked at George angrily.

Whos this again? Am I never to be at peace? What do you want?

Mr. Chattaway, I want an answer. If you will not let me the Upland Farm  

I will give you no answer this morning. I am otherwise occupied, and cannot be bothered with business.

Will you give me an answer  at all?

Yes, to-morrow. Come then.

George saw that something had indeed put Mr. Chattaway out; he appeared incapable of business, as Ford had intimated, and it would be policy, perhaps, to let the matter rest until to-morrow. But a resolution came into Georges mind to do at once what he had sometimes thought of doing  make a friend, if possible, of Miss Diana Trevlyn. He went about the house until he found her, for he was almost as much at home there as poor Rupert had been. Miss Diana happened to be alone in the breakfast-room, looking over what appeared to be bills, but she laid them aside at his entrance, and  it was a most unusual thing  condescended to ask after the health of her sister, Mrs. Ryle.

Miss Diana, I want you to be my friend, he said, in the winning manner that made George Ryle liked by everyone, as he drew a chair near to her. Will you whisper a word for me into Mr. Chattaways ear?

About the Upland Farm?

Yes. I cannot get an answer from him. He has promised me one to-morrow morning, but I do not rely upon it. I must be at some certainty. I have my eye on another farm if I cannot get Mr. Chattaways; but it is at some distance, and I shall not like it half as well. Whilst he keeps me shilly-shallying over this one, I may lose both. Theres an old proverb, you know, about two stools.

Was that a joke the other day, the hint you gave about marrying? inquired Miss Diana.

It was sober earnest. If I can get the Upland Farm, I shall, I hope, take my wife home to it almost as soon as I am installed there myself.

Is she a good manager, a practical woman?

George smiled. No. She is a lady.

I thought so, was the remark of Miss Diana, delivered in very knowing tones. I can tell you and your wife, George, that it will be uphill work for both of you.

For a time; I know that. But, Miss Diana, ease, when it comes, will be all the more enjoyable for having been worked for. I often think the prosperity of those who have honestly earned it must be far sweeter than the monotonous abundance of those who are born rich.

True. The worst is, that sometimes the best years of life are over before prosperity comes.

But those years have had their pleasure, in working on for it. I question whether actual prosperity ever brings the pleasure we enjoy in anticipation. If we had no end to work for, we should not be happy. Will you say a word for me, Miss Diana?

First of all, tell me the name of the lady. I suppose you have no objection  you may trust me.

Georges lips parted with a smile, and a faint flush stole over his features. I shall have to tell you before I win her, if only to obtain your consent to taking her from the Hold.

My consent! I have nothing to do with it. You must get that from Mr. and Madam Chattaway.

If I have yours, I am not sure that I should care to ask  his.

Of whom do you speak? she rejoined, looking puzzled.

Of Maude Trevlyn.

Miss Diana rose from her chair, and stared at him in astonishment. Maude Trevlyn! she repeated. Since when have you thought of Maude Trevlyn?

Since I thought of any one  thought at all, I was going to say. I loved Maude  yes, loved her, Miss Diana  when she was only a child.

And you have not thought of anyone else?

Never. I have loved Maude, and I have been content to wait for her. But that I was so trammelled with the farm at home, keeping it for Mrs. Ryle and Treve, I might have spoken before.

Maude Trevlyn was evidently not the lady upon whom Miss Dianas suspicions had fallen, and she seemed unable to recover from her surprise or realise the fact. Have you never given cause to another to  to  suspect any admiration on your part? she resumed, breaking the silence.

Believe me, I never have. On the contrary, glancing at Miss Diana with peculiar significance for a moment, his tone most impressive, I have cautiously abstained from doing so.

Ah, I see. And Miss Trevlyns tone was not less significant than his.

Will you give her to me? he pleaded, in his softest and most persuasive voice.

I dont know, George, there may be trouble over this.

Do you mean with Mr. Chattaway?

I mean  No matter what I mean. I think there will be trouble over it.

There need be none if you will sanction it. But that you might misconstrue me, I would urge you to give her to me for Maudes own sake. This escapade of poor Ruperts has rendered Mr. Chattaways roof an undesirable one for her.

Maude is a Trevlyn, and must marry a gentleman, spoke Miss Diana.

I am one, said George quietly. Forgive me if I remind you that my ancestors are equal to those of the Trevlyns. In the days gone by  

You need not enter upon it, was the interruption. I do not forget it. But gentle descent is not all that is necessary. Maude will have money, and it is only right that she should marry one who possesses it in an equal degree.

Maude will not have a shilling, cried George, impulsively.

Indeed! Who told you so?

George laughed. It is what I have always supposed. Where is her money to come from?

She will have a great deal of money, persisted Miss Diana. The half of my fortune, at least, will be Maudes. The other half I intended for Rupert. Did you suppose the last of the Trevlyns, Maude and Rupert, would be turned penniless into the world?

So! It had been Miss Dianas purpose to bequeath them money! Yes; loving power though she did; acquiescing in the act of usurping Trevlyn Hold as she had, she intended to make it up in some degree to the children. Human nature is full of contradictions. Has Maude learnt to care for you? she suddenly asked. You hesitate!

If I hesitate it is not because I have no answer to give, but whether it would be quite fair to Maude to give it. The truth may be best, however; she has learnt to care for me. Perhaps you will answer me a question  have you any objection to me personally?

George Ryle, had I objected to you personally, I should have ordered you out of the room the instant you mentioned Maudes name. Were your position a better one, I would give you Maude to-morrow  so far as my giving could avail. But to enter the Upland Farm upon borrowed money?  no; I do not think that will do for Maude Trevlyn.

It would be a better position for her than the one she now holds, as Mr. Chattaways governess, replied George, boldly. A better, and a far happier.

Nonsense. Maude Trevlyns position at Trevlyn Hold is not to be looked upon as that of governess, but as a daughter of the house. It was well that both she and Rupert should have some occupation.

And on the other score? resumed George. May I dare to say the truth to you, that in quitting the Hold for the home I shall make for her, she will be leaving misery for happiness?

Miss Diana rose. That is enough for the present, said she. It has come upon me with surprise, and I must give it some hours consideration before I can even realise it. With regard to the Upland Farm, I will ask Mr. Chattaway to accord you preference if he can do so; the two matters are quite distinct and apart one from the other. I think you might prosper at the Upland Farm, and be a good tenant; but I decline  and this you must distinctly understand  to give you any hope now with regard to Maude.

George held out his hand with his sunny smile. I will wait until you have considered it, Miss Diana.

She took her way at once to Mrs. Chattaways room. Happening, as she passed the corridor window, to glance to the front of the house, she saw George Ryle cross the lawn. At the same moment, Octave Chattaway ran after him, evidently calling to him.

He stopped and turned. He could do no less. And Octave stood with him, laughing and talking rather more freely than she might have done, had she been aware of what had just taken place. Miss Diana drew in her severe lips, changed her course, and sailed back to the hall-door. Octave was coming in then.

Manners have changed since I was a girl, remarked Miss Diana. It would scarcely have been deemed seemly then for a young lady to run after a gentleman. I do not like it, Octave.

Manners do change, returned Miss Chattaway, in tones she made as slighting as she dared. It was only George Ryle, Aunt Diana.

Do you know where Maude is?

No; I know nothing about her. I think if you gave Maude a word of reprimand instead of giving one to me, it might not be amiss, Aunt Diana. Since Rupert turned runagate  or renegade might be a better word  Maude has shamefully neglected her duties with Emily and Edith. She passes her time in the clouds and lets them run wild.

Had Rupert been your brother you might have done the same, curtly rejoined Miss Diana. A shock like that cannot be lived down in a day. Allow me to give you a hint, Octave; should you lose Maude for the children, you will not so efficiently replace her.

We are not likely to lose her, said Octave, opening her eyes.

I dont know that. It is possible that we shall. George Ryle wants her.

Wants her for what? asked Octave, staring very much.

He can want her but for one thing  to be his wife. It seems he has loved her for years.

She quitted Octave as she said this, on her way up again to Mrs. Chattaways room; never halting, never looking back at the still, white face, that seemed to be turning into stone as it was strained after her.

In Mrs. Chattaways sitting-room she found that lady and Maude. She entered suddenly and hastily, and had Miss Diana been of a suspicious nature it might have arisen then. In their close contact, their start of surprise, the expression of their haggard countenances, there was surely evidence of some unhappy secret. Miss Diana was closely followed by Mr. Chattaway.

Did you not hear me call? he inquired of his sister-in-law.

No, she replied. I only heard you on the stairs behind me. What is it?

Read that, said Mr. Chattaway.

He tossed an open letter to her. It was the one which had so put him out, rendering him incapable of attending to business. After digesting it alone in the best manner he could, he had now come to submit it to the keen and calm inspection of Miss Trevlyn.

Oh, said she carelessly, as she looked at the writing, another letter from Connell and Connell.

Read it, repeated Mr. Chattaway, in low tones. He was too completely shaken to be anything but subdued.

Miss Diana proceeded to do so. It was a letter shorter, if anything, than the previous one, but even more decided. It simply said that Mr. Rupert Trevlyn had written to inform them of his intention of taking immediate possession of Trevlyn Hold, and had requested them to acquaint Mr. Chattaway with the same. Miss Diana read it to herself, and then aloud for the general benefit.

It is the most infamous thing that has ever come under my notice, said Mr. Chattaway. What right have those Connells to address me in this strain? If Rupert Trevlyn passes his time inventing such folly, is it the work of a respectable firm to perpetuate the jokes on me?

Mrs. Chattaway and Maude gazed at each other, perfectly confounded. It was next to impossible that Rupert could have thus written to Connell and Connell. If they had only dared defend him! Why suffer it to put you out, James? Mrs. Chattaway ventured to say. Rupert cannot be writing such letters; he cannot be thinking of attempting to take possession here; the bare idea is absurd: treat it as such.

But these communications from Connell and Connell are not the less disgraceful, was the reply. Id as soon be annoyed with anonymous letters.

Miss Diana Trevlyn had not spoken. The affair, to her keen mind, began to wear a strange appearance. She looked up from the letter at Mr. Chattaway. Were Connell and Connell not so respectable, I should say they have lent themselves to a sorry joke for the purpose of the worst sort of annoyance: being what they are, that view falls to the ground. There is only one possible solution to it: but  

And whats that? eagerly interrupted Mr. Chattaway.

That Rupert is amusing himself, and has contrived to impose upon Connell and Connell  

He never has, broke in Mrs. Chattaway. I mean, she more calmly added, that Connell and Connell could not be imposed upon by any foolish claim put forth by a boy like Rupert.

I wish you would hear me out, was the composed rejoinder of Miss Diana. It is what I was about to say. Had Connell and Connell been different men, they might be so imposed upon; but I do not think they, or any firm of similar standing, would presume to write such letters to the master of Trevlyn Hold, unless they had substantial grounds for doing so.

Then what can they mean? cried Mr. Chattaway, wiping his hot face.

Ay, what could they mean? It was indeed a puzzle, and the matter began to assume a serious form. What had been the vain boastings of Mr. Daw, compared with this? Cris Chattaway, when he reached home, and this second letter was shown to him, was loudly indignant, but all the indignation Mr. Chattaway had been prone to indulge in seemed to have gone out of him. Mr. Flood wrote to Connell and Connell to request an explanation, and received a courteous and immediate reply. But it contained no further information than the letters themselves  or than even Mr. Peterby had elicited when he wrote up, on his own part, privately to Mr. Ray: nothing but that Mr. Rupert Trevlyn was about to take possession of his own again, and occupy Trevlyn Hold.




CHAPTER LIV

A GHOST FOR OLD CANHAM

Trevlyn Hold was a fine place, the cynosure and envy of the neighbourhood around; and yet it would perhaps be impossible in all that neighbourhood to find any family so completely miserable as that which inhabited the house. The familiar saying is a very true one: All is not gold that glitters.

Enough has been said of the trials and discomforts of Mrs. Chattaway; they had been many and varied, but never had trouble accumulated upon her head as now. The terrible secret that Rupert was within hail, wasting unto death, was torturing her brain night and day. It seemed that the whole weight of it lay upon her; that she was responsible for his weal and woe: if he died would reproach not lie at her door, remorse be her portion for ever? It might be that she should have disclosed the secret, and not have left him there to die.

But how disclose it? Since the second letter received from Connell, Connell, and Ray, Mr. Chattaway had been doubly bitter against Rupert  if that were possible; and to disclose Ruperts hiding-place would only be to consign him to prison. Mr. Chattaway was another who was miserable in his home. Suspense is far worse than reality; and the present master would never realise in his own heart the evils attendant on being turned from the Hold as he was realising them now. His days were one prolonged scene of torture. Miss Diana Trevlyn partook of the general discomfort: for the first time in her life a sense of ill oppressed her. She knew nothing of the secret regarding Rupert; somewhat scornfully threw away the vague ideas imparted by the letters from Connell and Connell; and yet Miss Diana was conscious of being oppressed with a sense of ill, which weighed her down, and made life a burden.

The evil had come at last. Retribution, which they too surely invoked when they diverted Gods laws of right and justice from their direct course years ago, was working itself just now. Retribution is a thing that must come; though tardy, as it had been in this case, it is sure. Look around you, you who have had much of lifes experience, who may be drawing into its sear and yellow leaf. It is impossible but that you have gathered up in the garner of your mind instances you have noted in your career. In little things and in great, the working of evil inevitably brings forth its reward. Years, and years, and years may elapse; so many, that the hour of vengeance seems to have rolled away under the glass of time; but we need never hope that, for it cannot be. In your day, ill-doer, or in your childrens, it will surely come.

The agony of mind, endured now by the inmates of Trevlyn Hold, seemed sufficient punishment for a whole lifetime and its misdoings. Should they indeed be turned from it, as these mysterious letters appeared to indicate, that open, tangible punishment would be as nothing to what they were mentally enduring now. And they could not speak of their griefs one to another, and so lessen them in ever so slight a degree. Mr.

Chattaway would not speak of the dread tugging at his heart-strings  for it seemed to him that only to speak of the possibility of being driven forth, might bring it the nearer; and his unhappy wife dared not so much as breathe the name of Rupert, and the fatal secret she held.

She, Mrs. Chattaway, was puzzled more than all by these letters from Connell and Connell. Mr. Chattaway could trace their source (at least he strove to do so) to the malicious mind and pen of Rupert; but Mrs. Chattaway knew that Rupert it could not well be. Nevertheless, she had been staggered on the arrival of the second to find it explicitly stated that Rupert Trevlyn had written to announce his speedy intention of taking possession of the Hold. Rupert had written to them! What was she to think? If it was not Rupert, someone else must have written in his name; but who would be likely to trouble themselves now for the lost Rupert?  regarded as dead by three parts of the world. Had Rupert written? Mrs. Chattaway determined again to ask him, and to set the question so far at rest.

But she did not do this for two days after the arrival of the letter. She waited the answer which Mr. Flood wrote up to Connell and Connell, spoken of in the last chapter. As soon as that came, and she found that it explained nothing, then she resolved to question Rupert at her next stolen visit. That same afternoon, as she returned on foot from Barmester, she contrived to slip unseen into the lodge.

Rupert was sitting up. Mr. King had given it as his opinion that to lie constantly in bed, as he was doing, was worse than anything else; and in truth Rupert need not have been entirely confined to it had there been any other place for him. Old Canhams chamber opposite was still more stifling, inasmuch as the builder had forgotten to make the small window to open. Look at Rupert now, as Mrs. Chattaway enters! He has managed to struggle into his clothes, which hang upon him like sacks, and he sits uncomfortably on a small rush-bottomed chair. Ruperts back looks as if it were broken; he is bent nearly double with weakness; his lips are white, his cheeks hollow, and his poor, weak hands tremble with joy as they are feebly raised to greet Mrs. Chattaway. Think what it was for him! lying for long hours, for days, in that stifling room, a prey to his fears, sometimes seeing no one for two whole days  for it was not every evening that an opportunity could be found of entering the lodge. What with the Chattaways passing and repassing the lodge, and Ann Canhams grumbling visitors, an entrance for those who might not be seen to enter it was not always possible. Look at poor Rupert; the lighting up of his eye, the kindling hectic of his cheek!

Mrs. Chattaway contrived to squeeze herself between Rupert and the door, and sat down on the edge of the bed as she took his hand in hers. I am so glad to see you have made an effort to get up, Rupert! she whispered.

I dont think I shall make it again, Aunt Edith. You have no conception how it has tired me. I was a good half-hour getting into my coat and waistcoat.

But you will be all the better for it.

I dont know, said Rupert, in a spiritless tone. I feel as if there would never be any better for me again.

She began telling him of what she had been purchasing for him at Barmester  a dressed tongue, a box of sardines, potted meats, and similar things found in the provision shops. They were not precisely the dishes suited to Ruperts weakly state; but since the accident to Rebecca he had been fain to put up with what could be thus procured. And then Mrs. Chattaway opened gently upon the subject of the letters.

It seems so strange, Rupert, quite inexplicable, but Mr. Chattaway has had another of those curious letters from Connell and Connell.

Has he? answered Rupert, with apathy.

Mrs. Chattaway looked at him with all the fancied penetration she possessed  in point of fact she was one of those persons who possess none  but she could not detect the faintest sign of consciousness. Was there anything about me in it? he asked wearily.

It was all about you. It said you had written to Connell and Connell stating your intention of taking immediate possession of the Hold.

This a little aroused him. Connell and Connell have written that to Mr. Chattaway! Why, what queer people they must be!

Rupert! You have not written to them, have you?

He looked at Mrs. Chattaway in surprise; for she had evidently asked the question seriously. You know I have not. I am not strong enough to play jokes, Aunt Edith. And if I were, I should not be so senseless as to play that joke. What end would it answer?

I thought not, she murmured; I was sure not. Setting everything else aside, Rupert, you are not well enough to write.

No, I dont think I am. I could hardly scrawl those lines to George Ryle some time ago  when the fever was upon me. No, Aunt Edith: the only letter I have written since I became a prisoner was the one I wrote to Mr. Daw, the night I first took shelter here, just after the encounter with Mr. Chattaway, and Ann Canham posted it at Barmester the next day. What on earth can possess Connell and Connell?

Diana argues that Connell and Connell must be receiving these letters, or they would not write to Mr. Chattaway in the manner they are doing. For my part, I cant make it out.

What does Mr. Chattaway say? asked Rupert, when a fit of coughing was over. Is he angry?

He is worse than angry, she seriously answered; he is troubled. He thinks you are writing them.

No! Why, he might know that I shouldnt dare do it: he might know that I am not well enough to write them.

Nay, Rupert, you forget that Mr. Chattaway does not know you are ill.

To be sure; I forgot that. But I cant believe Mr. Chattaway is troubled. How could a poor, weak, friendless chap, such as I, contend for the possession of Trevlyn Hold? Aunt Edith, Ill tell you what it must be. If Connells are not playing this joke themselves, to annoy Mr. Chattaway, somebody must be playing it on them.

Mrs. Chattaway acquiesced: it was the only conclusion she could come to.

Oh, Aunt Edith, if he would only forgive me! sighed Rupert. When I get well  and I should get well, if I could go back to the Hold and get this fear out of me  I would work night and day to repay him the cost of the ricks. If he would only forgive me!

Ah! none knew better than Mrs. Chattaway how vain was the wish; how worse than vain any hope of forgiveness. She could have told him, had she chosen, of an unhappy scene of the past night, when she, Edith Chattaway, urged by the miserable state of existing things and her tribulation for Rupert, had so far forgotten prudence as to all but kneel to her husband and beg him to forgive that poor culprit; and Mr. Chattaway, excited to the very depths of anger, had demanded of his wife whether she were mad or sane, that she should dare ask it.

Yes, Rupert, she meekly said, I wish it also, for your sake. But, my dear, it is just an impossibility.

If I could be got safely out of the country, I might go to Mr. Daw for a time, and get up my strength there.

Yes, if you could. But in your weak state discovery would be the result before you were clear from these walls. You cannot take flight in the night. Everyone knows you: and the police, we have heard, are keeping their eyes open.

Id bribe Dumps, if I had money  

Ruperts voice dropped. A commotion had suddenly arisen downstairs, and, his fears ever on the alert touching the police and Mr. Chattaway, he put up his hand to enjoin caution, and bent his head to listen. But no strange voice could be distinguished: only those of old Canham and his daughter. A short time, and Ann came up the stairs, looking strange.

Whats the matter? panted Rupert, who was the first to catch sight of her face.

I cant think whats come to father, sir, she returned. I was in the back place, washing up, and heard a sort o cry, as one may say, so I ran in. There he was standing with his hair all on end, and afore I could speak he began saying hed seen a ghost go past. Hes staring out o window still. I hope his senses are not leaving him!

To hear this assertion from sober-minded, matter-of-fact old Canham, certainly did impart a suspicion that his senses were departing. Mrs. Chattaway rose to descend, for she had already lingered longer than was prudent. She found old Canham as Ann had described him, with that peculiarly scared look on the face some people deem equivalent to the hair standing on end. He was gazing with a fixed expression towards the Hold.

Has anything happened to alarm you, Mark?

Mrs. Chattaways gentle question recalled him to himself. He turned towards her, leaning heavily on his stick, his eyes full of vague terror.

It happened, Madam, as I had got out o my seat, and was standing to look out o window, thinking how fine the aternoon was, when he come in at the gate with a fine silver-headed stick in his hand, turning his head about from side to side as if he was taking note of the old place to see what changes there might be in it. I was struck all of a heap when I saw his figure; twas just the figure it used to be, only maybe a bit younger; but when he moved his head and looked full at me, I felt turned to stone. It was his face, maam, if I ever saw it.

But whose? asked Mrs. Chattaway, smiling at his incoherence.

Old Canham glanced round before he spoke; glanced at Mrs. Chattaway, with a half-compassionate, half-inquiring look, as if not liking to speak. Madam, it was the old Squire, my late master.

It was  who? demanded Mrs. Chattaway, less gentle than usual in her great surprise.

It was Squire Trevlyn; Madams father.

Mrs. Chattaway could do nothing but stare. She thought old Canhams senses were decidedly gone.

There never was a face like his. Miss Maude  that is, Mrs. Ryle now  have his features exact; but shes not as tall and portly, being a woman. Ah, Madam, you may smile at me, but it was Squire Trevlyn.

But, Mark, you know it is impossible.

Madam, twas him. He must ha come out of his grave for some purpose, and is visiting his own again. I never was a believer in them things afore, or thought as the dead come back to life.

Ghosts have gone out of fashion; therefore the enlightened reader will not be likely to endorse old Canhams belief. But when Mrs. Chattaway, turning quickly up the avenue on her way to the Hold, saw, at no great distance from her, a gentleman standing to talk to some one whom he had encountered, she stopped, as one in sudden terror, and seemed about to fall or faint. Mrs. Chattaway did not believe in the dead coming back any more than old Canham had believed in it; but in that moments startled surprise she did think she saw her father.

She gazed at the figure, her lips apart, her bright complexion fading to ashy paleness. Never had she seen so extraordinary a likeness. The tall, fine form, somewhat less full perhaps than of yore, the distinctly-marked features with their firm and haughty expression, the fresh clear skin, the very manner of handling that silver-headed stick, spoke in unmistakable terms of Squire Trevlyn.

Not until they parted, the two who were talking, did Mrs. Chattaway observe that the other was Nora Dickson. Nora came down the avenue towards her; the stranger went on with his firm step and his firmly-grasped stick. Mrs. Chattaway was advancing then.

Nora, who is that? she gasped.

I am trying to collect my wits, if they are not scared away for good, was Noras response. Madam Chattaway, you might just have knocked me down with a feather. I was walking along, thinking of nothing, except my vexation that you were not at home  for Mr. George charged me to bring this note to you, and to deliver it instantly into your own hands, and nobody elses  when I met him. I didnt know whether to face him, or scream, or turn and run; one doesnt like to meet the dead; and I declare to you, Madam Chattaway, I believed, in my confused brain, that it was the dead. I believed it was Squire Trevlyn.

Nora, I never saw two persons so strangely alike, she breathed, mechanically taking the note from Noras hand. Who is he?

My brains at work to discover, returned Nora, dreamily. I am trying to put two and two together, and cant do it; unless the dead have come to life  or those we believed dead.

Nora! you cannot mean my father! exclaimed Mrs. Chattaway, gazing at her with a strangely perplexed face. You know he lies buried in Barbrook churchyard. What did he say to you?

Not much. He saw me staring at him, I suppose, and stopped and asked me if I belonged to the Hold. I answered, no; I did not belong to it; I was Miss Dickson, of Trevlyn Farm. And then it was his turn to stare at me. I think I should have known you, he said. At least, I do now that I have the clue. You are not much altered. Should you have known me? I dont know you now, I answered: unless you are old Squire Trevlyn come out of his grave. I never saw such a likeness.

And what did he say? eagerly asked Mrs. Chattaway.

Nothing more. He laughed a little at my speech, and went on. Madam Chattaway, will you open the note, please, and see if theres any answer. Mr. George said it was important.

She opened the note, which had lain unheeded in her hand, and read as follows:

Do not attempt further visits. Suspicions are abroad.

G. B. R.

She had just attempted one, and paid it. Had it been watched? A rush of fear bounded within her for Ruperts sake.

Theres no answer, Nora, said Mrs. Chattaway: and she turned homewards, as one in a dream. Who was that man before her? What was his name? where did he come from? Why should he bear this strange likeness to her dead father? Ah, why, indeed! The truth never for one moment entered the mind of Mrs. Chattaway.

He went on: he, the stranger. When he came to the lawn before the house, he stepped on to it and halted. He looked to this side, he looked to that; he gazed up at the house; just as one loves to look on returning to a beloved home after an absence of years. He stood with his head thrown back; his right hand stretched out, the stick it grasped planted firm and upright on the ground. How many times had old Squire Trevlyn stood in the selfsame attitude on that same lawn!

There appeared to be no one about; no one saw him, save Mrs. Chattaway, who hid herself amidst the trees, and furtively watched him. She would not have passed him for the world, and she waited until he should be gone. She was unable to divest her mind of a sensation akin to the supernatural, as she shrank from this man who bore so wonderful a resemblance to her father. He, the stranger, did not detect her behind him, and presently he walked across the lawn, ascended the steps, and tried the door.

But the door was fastened. The servants would sometimes slip the bolt as a protection against tramps, and they had probably done so to-day. Seizing the bell-handle, the visitor rang such a peal that Sam Atkins, Cris Chattaways groom, who happened to be in the house and near the door, flew with all speed to open it. Sam had never known Squire Trevlyn; but in this stranger now before him, he could not fail to remark a great general resemblance to the Trevlyn family.

Is James Chattaway at home?

To hear the master of the Hold inquired for in that unceremonious manner, rather took Sam back; but he answered that he was at home. He had no need to invite the visitor to walk in, for the visitor had walked in of his own accord. What name, sir? demanded Sam, preparing to usher the stranger across the hall.

Squire Trevlyn.

This concluded Sam Atkinss astonishment. What name, sir, did you say?

Squire Trevlyn. Are you deaf, man? Squire Trevlyn, of Trevlyn Hold.

And the haughty motion of the head, the firm pressure of the lips, might have put a spectator all too unpleasantly in mind of the veritable old Squire Trevlyn, had one who had known him been there to see.




CHAPTER LV

THE DREAD COME HOME

Nothing could well exceed Mr. Chattaways astonishment at hearing that George Ryle wished to make Maude Trevlyn his wife. And nothing could exceed his displeasure. Not that Mr. Chattaway had higher views for Maude, or deemed it an undesirable match in a pecuniary point of view, as Miss Diana Trevlyn had intimated. Had Maude chosen to marry without any prospect at all, that would not have troubled Mr. Chattaway. But what did trouble Mr. Chattaway was this  that a sister of Rupert Trevlyn should become connected with George Ryle. In Mr. Chattaways foolish and utterly groundless prejudices, he had suspected, as you may remember, that George Ryle and Rupert had been ever ready to hatch mischief against him; and he dreaded for his own sake any bond of union that might bring them closer together.

There was something else. By some intuitive perception Mr. Chattaway had detected that misplaced liking of his daughters for George Ryle: and this union would not have been unpalatable to Mr. Chattaway. Whatever may have been his ambition for his daughters settlement in life, whatever his dislike to George Ryle, he was willing to forego it all for his own sake. Every consideration was lost sight of in that one which had always reigned paramount with Mr. Chattaway  self-interest. You have not waited until now to learn that James Chattaway was one of the most selfish men on the face of the earth. Some men like, as far as they can, to do their duty to God and to their fellow-creatures; the master of Trevlyn Hold had made self the motive-spring through life. And what sort of a garner for the Great Day do you suppose he had been laying up for himself? He was soon to experience a little check here, but that was little, in comparison. The ills our evil conduct entails upon ourselves here, are as nothing to the dread reckoning we must render up hereafter.

Mr. Chattaway would have leased the Upland Farm to George Ryle with all the pleasure in life, provided he could have leased his daughter with it. Were George Ryle his veritable son-in-law, he would fear no longer plotting against himself. Somehow, he did fear George Ryle, feared him as a good man, brave, upright, honourable, who might be tempted to make common cause with the oppressed against the oppressor. It may be, also, that Miss Chattaway did not render herself as universally agreeable at home as she might have done, for her naturally bad temper did not improve with years; and for this reason Mr. Chattaway was not sorry that the Hold should be rid of her. Altogether, he contemplated with satisfaction, rather than the contrary, the connection of George Ryle with his family. And he could not be quite blind to certain predilections shown by Octave, though no hint or allusion had ever been spoken on either side.

And on that first day when George Ryle, after speaking to Mr. Chattaway about the lease of the Upland Farm, said a joking word or two to Miss Diana of his marriage, Octave had overheard. You saw her with her scarlet face looking over her aunts shoulder: a face which seemed to startle George, and caused him to take his leave somewhat abruptly.

Poor Octave Chattaway! When George had remarked that his coveted wife was a gentlewoman, and must live accordingly, the words had imparted to her a meaning George himself never gave them. She was the gentlewoman to whom he alluded.

Ere the scarlet had faded, her father entered the room. Octave bent over the table drawing a pattern. Mr. Chattaway stood at the window, his hands in his pockets, a habit of his when in thought, and watched George Ryle walking away in the distance.

He wants the Upland Farm, Octave.

Mr. Chattaway presently remarked, without turning round. He thinks he can get on in it.

Miss Chattaway carried her pencil to the end of the line, and bent her face lower. I should let him have it, papa.

The Upland Farm will take money to stock and carry on; no slight sum, remarked Mr. Chattaway.

Yes. Did he say how he should manage to get it?

From Apperley. He will have his work cut out if he is to begin farming on borrowed money; as his father had before him. It is only this very day that he has paid off that debt, contracted so many years ago.

And no wonder, on that small Trevlyn Farm. The Upland is different. A man would grow rich on the one, and starve on the other.

To take the best farm in the world on borrowed money, would entail uphill work. George Ryle will have to work hard; and so must his wife, should he marry.

Octave paused for a moment, apparently mastering some intricacies in her pattern. Not his wife; I do not see that. Aunt Maude is a case in point; she has never worked at Trevlyn Farm.

She has had her cares, though, returned Mr. Chattaway. And she would have had to work  but for Nora Dickson.

The Upland Farm could afford a housekeeper if necessary, was Octaves answer.

Not another word was spoken. Mr. Chattaways suspicions were confirmed, and he determined when George Ryle again asked for the farm lease and for Octave, to accord both with rather more graciousness than he was accustomed to accord anything.

Things did not turn out, however, quite in accordance with his expectations. The best of us are disappointed sometimes, you know. George Ryle pressed for the farm, but did not press for Octave. In point of fact, he never mentioned her name, or so much as hinted at any interest he might feel in her; and Mr. Chattaway, rather puzzled and very cross, abstained from promising the farm. He put off the question, very much to Georges inconvenience, who set it down to caprice.

But the time came for Mr. Chattaways eyes to be opened, and he awoke to the cross-purposes which had been at work. On the afternoon of the day mentioned in the last chapter, during Mrs. Chattaways stolen visit to Rupert, Mr. Chattaway was undeceived. He had been at home all day, busy over accounts and other matters in the stewards room; and Miss Diana, mindful of her promise to George Ryle, to speak a word in his favour relative to the Upland Farm, entered that room for the purpose, deeming it a good opportunity. Mr. Chattaway had been so upset since the receipt of the second letter from Connell and Connell, that she had hitherto abstained from mentioning the subject. He was seated at his desk, and looked up with a start as she abruptly entered; the start of a man who lives in fear.

Have you decided whether George Ryle is to have the Upland Farm? she asked, plunging into the subject without circumlocution, as it was the habit of Miss Diana Trevlyn to do.

No, not precisely. I shall see in a day or two.

But you promised him an answer long before this.

Ah, slightingly spoke Mr. Chattaway. Its not always convenient to keep ones promises.

Why are you holding off?

Well, for one thing, I thought of retaining that farm in my own hands, and keeping a bailiff to look after it.

Then youll burn your fingers, James Chattaway. Those who manage the Upland Farm should live at the Upland Farm. You cant properly manage both places, that and Trevlyn Hold; and you live at Trevlyn Hold. I dont see why you should not let it to George Ryle.

Mr. Chattaway sat biting the end of his pen. Miss Diana waited; but he did not speak, and she resumed.

I believe he will do well on it. One who has done so much with that small place, Trevlyn Farm, and its indifferent land, will not fail to do well on the Upland. Let him have it, Chattaway.

You speak as if you were interested in the matter, remarked Mr. Chattaway, resentfully.

I am not sure but I am, equably answered Miss Diana. I see no reason why you should not let him the farm; for theres no doubt he will prove a good tenant. He has spoken to me about its involving something more, should he obtain it, she continued, after a pause.

Ah, said Mr. Chattaway, without surprise. Well?

He wants us to give him Maude.

Mr. Chattaway let fall his pen and it made a dreadful blot on his account-book, as he turned his head sharply on Miss Diana.

Maude! You mean Octave.

Pooh! cried Miss Diana. Octave has been spending her years looking after a mares nest: people who do such foolish things must of necessity meet disappointment. George Ryle has never cared for her, never cast a thought to her.

Mr. Chattaways face was turning its disagreeable colour; and his lips were drawn as he glared at Miss Trevlyn. He has been always coming here.

Yes. For Maude  as it turns out. I confess I never thought of it.

How do you know this?

He has asked for Maude, I tell you. His hopes for years have been fixed upon her.

He shall never have her, said Mr. Chattaway, emphatically. He shall never have the Upland Farm.

It was the decision  with regard to Maude  that crossed me in the first moment. I like him; quite well enough to give him Maude, or to give him Octave, had she been the one sought; but I do not consider his position suitable  

Suitable! Why, hes a beggar, interrupted Mr. Chattaway, completely losing sight of his own intentions with regard to his daughter. George Ryle shall smart for this. Give him Maude, indeed!

But if Maudes happiness is involved in it, what then? quietly asked Miss Diana.

Dont be an idiot, was the retort of Mr. Chattaway.

I never was one yet, said Miss Diana, equably. But I have nearly made up my mind to give him Maude.

You cannot do it without my consent. She is under my roof and guardianship, and I tell you that she shall never leave it for that of George Ryle.

You should bring a little reason to your aid before you speak, returned Miss Diana, with that calm assumption of intellectual superiority which so vexed Mr. Chattaway whenever it peeped out. What are the true facts? Why, that no living being, neither you nor any one else, can legally prevent Maude from marrying whom she will. You have no power to prevent it. She and Rupert have never had a legally-appointed guardian, remember. But for the loss of that letter, written at the instance of their mother when she was dying, and which appears to have vanished so mysteriously, I should have been their guardian, pointedly concluded Miss Diana. And might have married Maude as I pleased.

Mr. Chattaway made no reply, except that he nervously bit his lips. If Diana Trevlyn turned against him, all seemed lost. That letter was upon his conscience as he sat there; for he it was who had suppressed it.

And therefore, as in point of fact we have no power whatever vested in us, as Maude might marry whom she chose without consulting us, and as I like George Ryle on his own account, and she likes him better than the whole world, I consider that we had better give a willing consent. It will be making a merit of necessity, you see, Chattaway.

Mr. Chattaway saw nothing of the sort; but he dared not too openly defy Miss Trevlyn. You would marry her to a beggar! he cried. To a man who does not possess a shilling! You must have a great regard for her!

Maude has no money, you know.

I do know it. And that is all the more reason why her husband should possess some.

They will get on, Chattaway, at the Upland Farm.

I dare say they will  when they have it. I shall not lease the Upland Farm to a man who has to borrow money to go into it.

I might be brought to obviate that difficulty, rejoined Miss Diana, in her coldest and hardest manner, as she gazed full at Mr. Chattaway. Since I learnt that their mother left the children to me, I have felt a sort of proprietary right in them, and shall perhaps hand over to Maude, when she leaves us, sufficient money to stock the Upland Farm. The half at least of what I possess will some time be hers.

Was this the result of his having suppressed that dying mothers letter? Be very sure, Mr. Chattaway, that such dealings can never prosper! So long as there is a just and good God above us, they can but bring their proper recompense.

Mr. Chattaway did not trust himself to reply. He drew a sheet of paper towards him, and dashed off a few lines upon it. It was a peremptory refusal to lease the Upland Farm to George Ryle. Folding it, he placed it in an envelope, directed it, and rang the bell.

Whats that? asked Miss Diana.

My reply to Ryle. He shall never rent the Upland Farm.

In Mr. Chattaways impatience, he did not give time for the bell to be answered, but opened the door and shouted. It was no ones business in particular to answer that bell; and Sam Atkins, who was in the kitchen, waiting for orders from Cris, ran forward at Mr. Chattaways call.

Take this letter down to Trevlyn Farm instantly, was the command. Instantly, do you hear?

But in the very act of the grooms taking it from Mr. Chattaways hand, there came that violent ringing at the hall-door of which you have heard. Sam Atkins, thinking possibly the Hold might be on fire, as the ricks had been not so long ago, flew to open it, though it was not his place to do so.

And Mr. Chattaway, disturbed by the loud and imperative summons, stood where he was, and looked and listened. He saw the entrance of the stranger, and heard the announcement: Squire Trevlyn, of Trevlyn Hold.

Miss Diana Trevlyn heard it, and came forth, and they stood like two living petrifactions, gazing at the apparition. Miss Diana, strong-minded woman that she was, did think for the moment that she saw her father. But her senses came to her, and she walked slowly forward to meet him.

You must be my brother, Rupert Trevlyn!  risen from the dead.

I am; but not risen from the dead, he answered, taking the hands she held out. Which of them are you? Maude?

No; Diana. Oh, Rupert! I thought it was my father.

It was indeed him they had for so many years believed to be dead; Rupert Trevlyn, the runaway. He had come home to claim his own; come home in his true character; Squire Trevlyn, of Trevlyn Hold.

But Mr. Chattaway, in his worse and wildest dreams, had never bargained for this!




CHAPTER LVI

DOUBTS CLEARED AT LAST

Many a painting has been handed down to posterity whose features bore not a tithe of the interest presented at that moment in the old hall of the Trevlyns. The fine figure of the stranger, standing with the air of a chieftain, conscious of his own right; the keen gaze of Miss Diana, regarding him with puzzled equanimity; and the slow horror of conviction that was rising to the face of Mr. Chattaway. Behind all, stealing in by a side-door, came the timid steps, the pale questioning looks of Mrs. Chattaway, not yet certain whether the intruder was an earthly or a ghostly visitor.

Mr. Chattaway was the first to recover himself. He looked at the stranger with a face that strove to be haughty, and would have given the whole world to possess the calm equanimity of the Trevlyns, the unchanged countenance of Miss Diana; but his leaden face wore its worst and greenest tinge, his lips quivered as he spoke  and he was conscious of it.

Who do you say you are? Squire Trevlyn? He has been in his grave long ago. We do not tolerate impostors here.

I hope you do not, was the reply of the stranger, turning his face full on the speaker. I will not in future, I can tell you that. True, James Chattaway: one Squire Trevlyn is in his grave; but he lives again in me. I am Rupert Trevlyn, and Squire of Trevlyn Hold.

Yes, it was Rupert Trevlyn. The young Rupert Trevlyn of the old days; the runaway heir. He, whom they had so long mourned as dead (though perhaps none had mourned very greatly), had never died, and now had come home, after all these years, to claim his own.

Mr. Chattaway backed against the wall, and stood staring with his livid face. To contend was impossible. To affect to believe that it was not Rupert Trevlyn and the true heir, next in legal succession to his father, the old Squire, would have been childs play. The well-remembered features of Rupert grew upon his memory one by one. Putting aside that speaking likeness to the Squire, to the Trevlyns generally, Mr. Chattaway, now that the first moments of surprise were over, would himself have recognised him. He needed not the acknowledgment of Miss Diana, the sudden recognition of his wife, who darted forward, uttering her brothers name, and fell sobbing into his arms, to convince him that it was indeed Rupert Trevlyn, the indisputable master from henceforth of Trevlyn Hold.

He leaned against the wall, and took in all the despair of his position. The latent fear so long seated in his heart, that he would some time lose Trevlyn Hold, had never pointed to this. In some far-away mental corner Chattaway had vaguely looked forward to lawsuits and contentions between him and its claimant, poor Rupert, son of Joe. He had fancied that the lawsuits might last for years, he meanwhile keeping possession, perhaps up to the end. Never had he dreamed that it would suddenly be wrested from him by indisputable right; he had never believed that he himself was the usurper; that a nearer and direct heir, the Squires son, was in existence. The Squires will, leaving Trevlyn Hold to his eldest son, had never been cancelled.

And this was the explanation of the letters from Connell, Connell and Ray, which had so annoyed Mr. Chattaway and puzzled his wife. Rupert Trevlyn was about to take up his own again  as Squire of Trevlyn Hold. True; but it was this Rupert Trevlyn, not that one.

The explanation he might have entered into is of little moment to us; the bare fact is sufficient. It was an explanation he gave only partially to those around, descending to no details. He had been shipwrecked at the time of his supposed death, and knew that an account of his death had been sent home. That was true. Why he had suffered it to remain uncontradicted he did not explain; and they could only surmise that the crime of which he had been suspected kept him silent. However innocent he knew himself to be, whilst others at home believed him guilty he was not safe, and he had never known until recently that his reputation had been cleared. So much he did say. He had been half over the world, he told them, but had lived chiefly in South America, where he had made a handsome fortune.

And whose children are these? he asked, as he passed into the drawing-room, where the sea of wondering faces was turned upon him. You should be James Chattaways daughter, he cried, singling out Octave, for you have the face of your father over again.

I am Miss Chattaway, she answered, drawing from him with a scornful gesture. Papa, she whispered, going up to the cowed, shrinking figure, who had followed in the wake of the rest, who is that man?

Hush, Octave! He has come to turn us out of our home.

Octave gazed as one suddenly blinded. She saw the strange likeness to the Trevlyns, and it flashed into her mind that it must be the Uncle Rupert, risen from the supposed dead, of whom she had heard so much. She saw him notice her two sisters; saw him turn to Maude, and gaze earnestly into her face.

You should be a Trevlyn. A softer, fairer face than Joes, but the same outlines. What is your name, my dear?

Maude Trevlyn, sir.

Ay. Joes child. Have you any brothers or sisters?

One brother.

Squire Trevlyn  we must give him his title henceforth  looked round the room, as if in search of the brother. Where is he?

Maude shivered; but he waited for an answer, and she gave it. He is not here, sir.

And now tell me a little of the past, he cried, wheeling round on his sister Diana. Who is the reigning master of Trevlyn Hold?

She indicated Chattaway with her finger. He is.

He! Who succeeded my father  in my place?

He did. James Chattaway.

Then where was Joe?

Joe was dead. He had died a few months previously.

Leaving  how many children did you say  two?

Two  Maude and Rupert.

The latter still an infant, I presume, at the time of my fathers death?

Quite an infant.

Nevertheless, he was Squire of Trevlyn Hold, failing me. Why did he not succeed?

There came no answer. He looked at them all in succession; but even Miss Diana Trevlyns undisturbable equanimity was shaken for the moment. It was Mr. Chattaway who plucked up courage to reply, and he put on as bold a front as he could.

Squire Trevlyn judged it well to will the estate to me. What would a child in petticoats do, reigning at Trevlyn Hold?

He might have reigned by deputy. Where is Rupert? I must see him!

But had they been keen observers they might have detected that Squire Trevlyn put the questions not altogether with the tone of a man who seeks information. In point of fact he was as wise as they were as to the principal events which had followed on the Squires death. He had remained in London two or three weeks since landing; had gathered all the information that could be afforded him by Connell and Connell, and had himself dictated the letters which had so upset Mr. Chattaway; more than that, he had, this very morning, halted at Barmester, on his way to Trevlyn Hold, had seen Mr. Peterby, and gleaned many details. One thing Mr. Peterby had not been able to tell him, whether the unfortunate Rupert was living or dead.

Where is Maude? he suddenly asked.

Maude stepped forward, somewhat surprised.

Not you, child. One who must be thirty good years older than you. My sister, Maude Trevlyn.

She married Thomas Ryle, of the Farm, answered Miss Diana, who had rapidly determined to be the best of friends with her brother. It was not a fitting match for her, and she entered upon it without our consent; nay, in defiance of us all. She lives there still; and  and  here she is!

For once in her life Miss Diana was startled into betraying surprise. There, coming in at the door, was her sister Maude, Mrs. Ryle; and she had not been at the Hold for years and years.

Nora, keen-witted Nora, had fathomed the mystery as she walked home. One so strangely resembling old Squire Trevlyn must be very closely connected with him, she doubted not, and worked out the problem. It must be Rupert Trevlyn, come (may it not be said?) to life again. Before she entered, his features had been traced on her memory, and she hastened to acquaint Mrs. Ryle.

That lady lost no time in speeding to the Hold. George accompanied her. There was no agitation on her face; it was a true Trevlyns in its calm and quiet, but she greeted her brother with words of welcome.

I have not entered this house, Rupert, my brother, since its master died; I would not enter it whilst a usurper reigned. Thank Heaven, you have come. It will end all heart-burnings.

Heart-burnings? of what nature? But who are you? he broke off, looking at George. Then he raised his hand, and laying it on his shoulder, gazed into his face. Unless I am mistaken, you are your fathers son.

George laughed. My fathers son, I believe, sir, and people tell me I am like him; yet more like my mother. I am George Berkeley Ryle.

Is he here? I and Tom Ryle were good friends once.

Here! uttered George, with emotion he could not wholly suppress. He has been dead many years. He was killed.

Squire Trevlyn lifted his hands. It will all come out, bit by bit, I suppose: one record of the past after another. Maude  turning to his sister I was inquiring of the days gone by. If the Trevlyns have held a name for nothing else in the county, they have held one for justice; and I want to know how it was that my father  my father and yours  willed away his estate from poor Joes boy. Good Heavens, he broke off abruptly, as he caught sight of her face in the red light of the declining sun, how wonderfully you have grown like my father! More so even than I have!

It was so. As Mrs. Ryle stood there, haughty and self-possessed, they might have deemed it the old Squire over again. You want to know why my father willed away his estate from Joes son? she said. Ask Chattaway; ask Diana Trevlyn, with a sweep of the hand to both. Ask them to tell you who kept it from him that a son was born to Joe. They did. The Squire made his will, went to his grave, never knowing that young Rupert was born. Ask them to tell you how it was that, when in accordance with this fact the will was made, my father constituted his second daughters husband his heir, instead of my husband; mine, his eldest daughters. Ask them, Rupert.

Heart-burnings? Yes, I can understand, murmured Squire Trevlyn.

Ask him  Chattaway  about the two thousand pounds debt to Mr. Ryle, she continued, never flinching from her stern gaze, never raising her voice above its calm tones of low, concentrated indignation. You have just said that you and Tom Ryle were friends, Rupert. Yes, you were friends; and had you reigned after my father, he, my husband, would not have been hunted to his death.

Maude! What are you saying?

The truth. Wherever that man Chattaway could lay his oppressive hand, he has laid it. He pursued my husband incessantly during life; it was through that pursuit  indirectly, I admit  that he met his death. The debt of two thousand pounds, money which had been lent to Mr. Ryle, he, my father, cancelled on his death-bed; he made my husband a present of it; he would have handed him the bond then and there, but it was in Chattaways possession, and he said he would send it to him. It never was sent, Rupert; and the first use Chattaway made of his new power when he came into the Hold, was to threaten to sue my husband upon the bond. The Squire had given my husband his word to renew the lease on the same terms, and you know that his word was never broken. The second thing Chattaway did was to raise the rent. It has been nothing but uphill work with us.

Ill right it now, Maude, he cried, with all the generous impulse of the Trevlyns. Ill right that, and all else.

We have righted it ourselves, she answered proudly. By dint of perseverance and hard work, not on my part, but on his  pointing to George we have paid it off. Not many days ago, the last instalment of the debt and interest was handed to Chattaway. May it do him good! I should not like to grow rich upon unjust gains.

But where is Rupert? repeated Squire Trevlyn. I must see Rupert.

Ah, there was no help for it, and the whole tale was poured into his ear. Between Mrs. Ryles revelations on the one side, and Chattaways denials on the other, it was all poured into the indignant but perhaps not surprised ear of the new master of Trevlyn. The unkindness and oppression dealt out to Rupert throughout his unhappy life, the burning of the rick, the strange disappearance of Rupert. He gave no token that he had heard it all before. Mrs. Ryle spared nothing. She told him of the suspicion so freely dealt out by the neighbourhood that Chattaway had made away with Rupert. Even then the Squire returned no sign that he knew of the suspicion as well as they did.

Maude, he said, where is Rupert? Diana, you answer me  where is Rupert?

They were unable to answer. They could only say that he was absent, they knew not how or where.

It may be that Squire Trevlyn feared the suspicion might be too true a one; for he turned suddenly on James Chattaway, his eye flashing with a severe light.

Tell me where the boy is.

I dont know, said Mr. Chattaway.

He may be dead!

He may  for all I can say to the contrary.

Squire Trevlyn paused. Rupert Trevlyn is my heir, he slowly said, and I will have him found. James Chattaway, I insist on your producing Rupert.

Nobody can insist upon the impossible.

Then listen. You dont know much of me, but you knew my father; and you may remember that when he willed a thing, he did it: that same spirit is mine. Now I register a vow that if you do not produce Rupert Trevlyn, or tell me where I may find him, dead or alive, I will publicly charge you with the murder.

I have as much reason to charge you with it, as you have to charge me, returned Mr. Chattaway, his anger rising. You have heard them tell you of my encounter with Rupert on the evening following the examination before the magistrates. I declare on my sacred word of honour  

Your word of honour! scornfully apostrophised Mrs. Ryle.

That I have never seen Rupert Trevlyn since the moment I left him on the ground, he continued, turning his dark looks on Mrs. Ryle, but never pausing. I have sought in vain for him since; the police have sought; and he is not to be found.

Very well, said the Squire. I have given you the alternative.

Mr. Chattaway opened his lips to reply; but to the surprise of all who knew him, suddenly closed them again, and left the room. To describe the trouble the man was in would be impossible. Apart from the general perplexity brought by this awful arrival of a master for Trevlyn Hold, there was the lesser doubt as to what should be his own conduct. Should it be abject submission, or war to the knife? Mr. Chattaways temper would have inclined him to the latter; but he feared it might be bad policy for his own interest; and self-interest had always been paramount with James Chattaway. He stood outside the house, where he had wandered, and cast his eyes on the fine old place, the fair domain stretching around. Facing him was the rick-yard, which had given rise to so much discomfort, trouble, and ill-feeling. Oh, if he could only dispute successfully, and retain possession! But a conviction lay on his heart that even to attempt such would be the height of folly. That he, thus returned, was really the true Rupert Trevlyn, who had decamped in his youth, now a middle-aged man, was apparent as the sun at noon-day. It was apparent to him; it would be apparent to the world. The returned wanderer had remarked that his identity would be established by proof not to be disputed; but Mr. Chattaway felt no proof was necessary. Of what use then to hold out? And yet! to quit this fine possession, to sink into poverty and obscurity in the face and eyes of the local world  that world which had been ready enough, as it was, to cast contempt on the master of Trevlyn Hold  would be as the bitterest fate that ever fell upon man. In that cruel moment, when all was pressing upon his imagination with fearfully vivid colours, it seemed that death would be as a boon in comparison.

Whilst he was thus standing, torn with contending emotions, Cris ran up in excitement from the direction of the stables. He had left his horse there on his return from Blackstone, and some vague and confused version of the affair had been told him. Whats this, father? he asked, in loud anger. They are saying that Rupert Trevlyn has come boldly back, and claims the Hold. Have you given him into custody?

Mr. Chattaway raised his dull eyes. The question only added to his misery. Yes, Rupert Trevlyn has come back, he said; but  

Is he in custody? impatiently interrupted Cris. Are the police here?

It is another Rupert Trevlyn, Cris; not that one.

Something in his fathers manner struck unpleasantly on the senses of Cris Chattaway, subduing him considerably. Another Rupert Trevlyn! he repeated, in hesitating tones. What are you saying?

The Rupert Trevlyn of old; the Squires runaway son; the heir, said Mr. Chattaway, as if it comforted him to tell out all the bitter truth. He has come back to claim his own, Cris  Trevlyn Hold.

And Mr. Cris fell against the wall, side by side with his father, and stared in dismayed consternation.




CHAPTER LVII

A VISIT TO RUPERT

And what were the emotions of Mrs. Chattaway? They were of a mixed nature. In spite of the very small comfort which possession of the Hold had brought her individually; in spite of the feeling of usurpation, of wrong, which had ever rested unpleasantly upon her; she would have been superior to frail human nature, had not a sense of dismay struck upon her at its being thus suddenly wrested from them. She knew not what her husbands means might be: whether he had anything or nothing, by saving or otherwise, that he could call his own, apart from the revenues of the Hold: but she did know sufficient to be sure that it could not be a tithe of what was needed to keep them; and where were they to go with their helpless daughters? That these unpleasant considerations floated through her mind in a vague, confused vision was true; but far above them came a rush of thought, of care, closer to the present hour. Her brother had said  and there was determination not to be mistaken in his tones  that unless Mr. Chattaway produced Rupert Trevlyn, he would publicly charge him with the murder. Nothing but the strongest self-control had restrained Mrs. Chattaway from avowing all when she heard this. Mr. Chattaway was a man not held in the worlds favour, but he was her husband; and in her eyes his faults and failings had ever appeared in a venial light. She would have given much to stand out and say, You are accusing my husband wrongfully; Rupert is alive, and I am concealing him.

But she did not dare do this. That very husband would have replied, Then I order Rupert into custody  how dared you conceal him? She took an opportunity of asking George Ryle the meaning of the warning despatched by Nora. George could not explain it. He had met Bowen accidentally, and the officer had told him in confidence that they had received a mysterious hint that Rupert Trevlyn was not far off  hence Georges intimation. It was to turn out that the other Rupert Trevlyn had been spoken of: but neither Bowen nor George knew this.

George Ryle rapidly drew his own conclusion from this return of Squire Trevlyn: it would be the preservation of Rupert; was the very best thing that could have happened for him. It may be said, the only thing. The tether had been lengthened out to its extreme limits, and to keep him much longer where he was, would be impossible; or, if they so kept him, it would mean death. George Ryle saw that a protector for Rupert had arisen in Squire Trevlyn.

He must be told the truth, he whispered to Mrs. Chattaway.

Yes, perhaps it may be better, she answered; but I dare not tell him. Will you undertake it?

He nodded, and began to wonder what excuse he could invent for seeking a private conference with the newly-returned Squire. But while he plotted and planned, Maude rendered it unnecessary.

By a sense of the fitness of things, the state-rooms at the Hold, generally kept for visitors, were assigned by Miss Diana to her brother. He was shown to them, and was in the act of gazing from the window at the well-remembered features of the old domain when there stole in upon him one, white and tearless, but with a terrified imploring despair in her countenance.

Maude, my child, what is it? I like your face, my dear, and must have you henceforth for my very own child!

Not me, Uncle Rupert, never mind me, she said, the kindly tones telling upon her breaking heart and bringing forth a gush of tears. If you will only love Rupert!  only get Mr. Chattaway to forgive him!

But he may be dead, child.

Uncle Rupert, if he were not dead  if you found him now, to-day, she reiterated would you deliver him up to justice? Oh, dont blame him; dont visit it upon him! It was the Trevlyn temper, and Mr. Chattaway should not have provoked it by horsewhipping him.

I blame him! I deliver a Trevlyn up to justice! echoed Squire Trevlyn, with a threatening touch of the Trevlyn temper at that very moment. What are you saying, child? If Rupert is in life he shall have his wrongs righted from henceforth. The cost of a burnt rick? The ricks were mine, not Chattaways. Rupert Trevlyn is my heir, and he shall so be recognised and received.

She sank down before him crying softly with the relief his words brought her. Squire Trevlyn placed his hand on her pretty hair, caressingly. Dont grieve so, child; he may not be dead. Ill find him if he is to be found. The police shall know they have a Squire Trevlyn amongst them again.

Uncle Rupert, he is very near; lying in concealment  ill  almost dying. We have not dared to betray it, and the secret is nearly killing us.

He listened in amazement, and questioned her until he gathered the outlines of the case. Who has known of this, do you say?

My aunt Edith, and I, and the doctor; and  and  George Ryle.

The consciousness with which the last name was brought out, the sudden blush, whispered a tale to keen Squire Trevlyn.

Halloa, Miss Maude! I read a secret. That will not do, you know. I cannot spare you from the Hold for all the George Ryles in the world. You must be its mistress.

My aunt Diana will be that, murmured Maude.

That she never shall be whilst I am master, was the emphatic rejoinder. If Diana could look quietly on and see her father deceived, help to deceive him; see Chattaway usurp the Hold to the exclusion of Joes son, and join in the wickedness, she has forfeited all claim to it: she shall neither reign nor reside in it. No, my little Maude, you must live with me, as mistress of Trevlyn Hold.

Maudes tears were flowing in silence. She kept her head down.

What is George Ryle to you? somewhat sternly asked Squire Trevlyn. Do you love him?

I had no one else to love: they were not kind to me  except my aunt Edith, she murmured.

He sat lost in thought. Is he a good man, Maude? Upright, honourable, just?

That, and more, she whispered.

And I suppose you love him? Would it quite break your heart were I to issue my edict that you should never have him; to say you must turn him over to Octave Chattaway?

It was only a jest. Maude took it differently, and lifted her glowing face. But he does not like Octave! It is Octave who likes  

She had spoken impulsively, and now that recollection came to her she hesitated. Squire Trevlyn, undignified as it was, broke into a subdued whistle.

I see, young lady. And so, Mr. George has had the good taste to like some one better than Octave. Well, perhaps I should do so, in his place.

But about Rupert? she pleaded.

Ah, about Rupert. I must go to him at once. Mark Canham stared as I came through the gate just now, as one scared out of his wits. He must have been puzzled by the likeness.

Squire Trevlyn went down to the hall, and was putting on his hat when they came flocking around, asking whether he was going out, offering to accompany him, Diana requesting him to wait whilst she put on her bonnet. But he waved them off: he preferred to stroll out alone, he said; he might look in and have a talk with some of his fathers old dependants  if any were left.

George Ryle was standing outside, deliberating as to how he should convey the communication, little thinking it had already been done. Squire Trevlyn came up, and passed an arm within his.

I am going to the lodge, he remarked. You may know whom I want to see there.

You have heard, then! exclaimed George.

Yes. From Maude. By-the-by, Mr. George, what secret understanding is there between you and that young lady?

George looked surprised; but he was not one to lose his equanimity. It is no longer a secret, sir. I have confided it to Miss Diana. If Mr. Chattaway will grant me the lease of a certain farm, I shall speak to him.

Mr. Chattaway! The farms dont belong to him now, but to me.

George laughed. Yes, I forgot. I must come to you for it, sir. I want the Upland.

And you would like to take Maude with it?

Oh, yes! I must take her with it.

Softly, sir. Maude belongs to me, just as the farms do: and I can tell you for your consolation, and you must make the best of it, that I cannot spare her from the Hold. There; thats enough. I have not come home to have my will disputed: I am a true Trevlyn.

A somewhat uncomfortable silence ensued, and lasted until they reached the lodge. Squire Trevlyn entered without ceremony. Old Mark, who was sitting before the hearth apparently in deep thought, turned his head, saw who was coming in, rose as quickly as his rheumatism allowed him, and stared as if he saw an apparition.

Do you know me, Mark?

To my dazed eyes it looks like the Squire, was Marks answer, slowly shaking his head, as one in perplexity. But I know it cannot be. I stood at these gates as he was carried out to his last home in Barbrook churchyard. The Squire was older, too.

The Squire left a son, Mark.

Sir  sir! burst forth the old man, after a pause, as the light flashed upon him. Sir  sir! You surely are never the young heir, Mr. Rupert, we have all mourned as dead?

Do you remember the young heirs features, Mark?

Ay, I have never forgot them, sir.

Then look at mine.

There was doubt no longer; and Mark Canham, in his enthusiastic joy forgetting his rheumatism, would almost have gone down on his knees in thankfulness. He brought himself up with a groan. I be fit for nothing now but to nurse my rheumatiz, sir. And you be the true Rupert Trevlyn  Squire from henceforth? Oh, sir, say it!

I am the Squire, Mark. But I came here to see another Rupert Trevlyn  he who will be Squire after me.

Old Mark shook his head. He glanced towards the staircase as he spoke, and dropped his voice to a whisper, as if fearing that it might penetrate to one who was lying above.

If he dont get better soon, sir, hell never live to be the Squire. Hes very ill. Circumstances have been against him, it cant be denied; but I fear me it was in his constitution from the first to go off, as his father, poor Mr. Joe, went off afore him.

Nonsense, said the Squire. Well get him well again!

And what of Chattaway? asked old Canham. Hell never forego his vengeance, sir. I have been in mortal fear ever since Master Ruperts been lying here. The fear had selfishness in it, maybe, he added, ingenuously; for Chattawayd turn me right off, without a minutes warning, happen he come to know of it. Hes never liked my being at the lodge at all, sir; and would have sent me away times and again but for Miss Diana.

Ah, said the Squire. Well, it does not rest with him now. What has he allowed you, Mark?

Half-a-crown a week, sir.

Half-a-crown a week? repeated Squire Trevlyn, his mouth curling with displeasure. How have you lived?

It have been a poor living at best, sir, was the simple answer. Ann works hard, at home or out, but she dont earn much. Her eyes be bad, sir; happen you may call to mind they was always weak and ailing. The Squire fixed my pay here at five shillings a week, and Chattaway changed it when he come into power. Miss Dianas good to us; but for her and the bit o money Ann can earn, I dont see as we could ha got along at all.

Would you like the half-a-crown changed back again to five shillings, Mark?

I should think it was riches come to me right off, Squire.

Then you may reckon upon it from this day.

He moved to the staircase as he spoke, leaving the old man in an ecstasy of delight. Ann Canham, who had shrunk into hiding, came forward. Her father turned triumphantly.

Didnt I tell ye it was the Squire? And you to go on at me, saying I was clean off my wits to think it! I knowd it was no other.

But you said it was the dead Squire, father, was poor Anns meek response.

Its all the same, cried old Canham. Therell be a Trevlyn at the Hold again; and our five shillings a week is to come back to us. Bless the Trevlyns! they was always open-handed.

Father, what a dreadful come-down for Chattaway! What will he do? Hell have to turn out.

Serve him right! shouted Mark. How many homes have he made empty in his time! Ann, girl, I have kep my eyes a bit open through life, in spite of limbs cramped with rheumatiz, and I never failed to notice one thing  them who are fond o making others homes desolate, generally find their own desolate afore they die. Chattawayll get a taste now of what he have been so fond o dealing out to others. I hope the bellsll ring the day he turns out o the Hold!

But Madam will have to turn out with him! meekly suggested Ann Canham.

It took Mark back. He liked Madam as much as he disliked her husband. Happen somethingll be thought of for Madam, said he. Maybe the new Squirell keep her at the Hold.

George Ryle had gone upstairs, and prepared the wondering Rupert for the appearance of his uncle. As the latter entered, his tall head bowing, he halted in dismay. In the fair face bent towards him from the bed, the large blue eyes, the bright, falling hair, he believed for the moment he saw the beloved brother Joe of his youth. But in the hollow, hectic cheeks, the drawn face, the parched lips, the wasted hands, the attenuated frame, he read too surely the marks of the disease which had taken off that brother; and a conviction seated itself in the Squires mind that he must look elsewhere for his heir.

My poor boy! Joes boy! This place is killing you!

No, Uncle Rupert, it is not that at all. It is the fear.

Squire Trevlyn could not breathe. He looked up at the one pane, and pushed it open with his stick. The cold air came in, and he seemed relieved, drawing a long breath. But the same current, grateful to him, found its way to the lungs of Rupert, and he began to cough violently. Its the draught, panted the poor invalid.

George Ryle closed the window again, and the Squire bent over the bed. You must come to the Hold at once, Rupert.

The hectic faded on Ruperts face. It is not possible, he answered. Mr. Chattaway would denounce me.

Denounce you! hotly repeated Squire Trevlyn. Denounce my nephew and my brother Joes son! He had better let me see him attempt it.

In the impulse, characteristic of the Trevlyns, the Squire turned to descend the stairs. He was going to have Rupert brought home at once. George Ryle followed him, and arrested him in the avenue.

Pardon me, Squire Trevlyn. You must first of all make sure of Chattaway. I am not clear also but you must make sure of the police.

What do you mean?

The police have the matter in hand. Are they able to relinquish it, even for you?

They stood gazing at each other in doubt and discomfort. It was an unpleasant phase of the affair; and one which had certainly not until that moment presented itself to Squire Trevlyns view.




CHAPTER LVIII

A CONVERSATION WITH MR. CHATTAWAY

They stood together, deep in dispute  Squire Trevlyn of the Hold, and he who had so long reigned at the Hold, its usurper. In that very rick-yard which had recently played so prominent a part in the career of the unhappy Rupert, stood they: the Squire  bold, towering, haughty; Chattaway  cowardly, shrinking, indecisive.

It was of that very Rupert they were talking. Squire Trevlyn hastened home from the lodge, and found Chattaway in the rick-yard: he urged upon him the claims of Rupert for forgiveness, for immunity from the consequences of his crime; urged upon him its necessity; for a Trevlyn, he said, must not be disgraced. And Mr. Chattaway appeared to be turning obstinate; to say that he never would forgive him or release him from its consequences. He pointed to the blackened spots, scarcely yet cleared of their débris. Is a crime like that to be pardoned? he asked.

What caused the crime? Who drove him to it? And Mr. Chattaway had no plausible answer at hand.

When you married into the Trevlyn family, you married into its faults, resumed the Squire. At any rate, you became fully acquainted with them. You knew as much of the Trevlyn temper as we ourselves know. I ask you, then, how could you be so unwise  to put the question moderately  as to provoke it in Rupert?

Evil tempers can be subdued, returned Mr. Chattaway. And ought to be.

Just so. They can be, and they ought to be. But unfortunately we dont all of us do as we can and ought to do. Do you? I have heard it said in the old days that James Chattaways spirit was a sullen one: have you subdued its sullenness?

I wish you wouldnt wander from the point, Mr. Trevlyn.

I am keeping pretty near to the point. But I can go nearer to it, if you please. How could you, James Chattaway, dare to horsewhip a Trevlyn? Your wifes nephew, and her brothers son! Whatever might be the provocation  but, so far as I can learn, there was no just provocation  how came you so far to forget yourself and your temper as to strike him? One, possessing the tamest spirit ever put into man, might be expected to turn at the cruel insult you inflicted on Rupert. Did you do it with the intention of calling up the Trevlyn temper?

Nonsense, said Mr. Chattaway.

It will not do to say nonsense to me, sir. Setting fire to the rick was your fault, not his; the crime was occasioned by you; and I, the actual owner of those ricks, shall hold you responsible for it. Yes, James Chattaway, those ricks were mine; you need not dispute what I say; the ricks were mine then, as they are now. They have been mine, in point of fact, ever since my fathers death. You may rely upon one thing  that had I known the injustice that was being enacted, I should have returned long ago.

Injustice! cried Mr. Chattaway. What injustice?

What injustice! Has there been anything but injustice? When my fathers breath left his body, his legitimate successor (in my absence and supposed death) was his grandson Rupert; this very Rupert you have been goading on to ill, perhaps to death. Had my brother Joe lived, would you have allowed him to succeed, pray?

But your brother Joe did not live; he was dead.

You evade the question.

It is a question that will answer no end, cried Mr. Chattaway, biting his thin lips, and feeling very like a man being driven to bay. Of course he would have succeeded. But he was dead, and Squire Trevlyn chose to make his will in my favour, and appoint me his successor.

Beguiled by treachery. He was suffered to go to his grave never knowing that a grandson was born to him. Were I guilty of the like treachery, I could not rest in my bed. I should dread that the anger of God would be ever coming down upon me.

The Squire did well, growled Mr. Chattaway. What would an infant have done with Trevlyn Hold?

Granted for a single moment that it had been inexpedient to leave Trevlyn Hold to an infant, it was not to you it should have been left. If Squire Trevlyn must have bequeathed it to a son-in-law, it should have been to him who was the husband of his eldest daughter, Thomas Ryle.

Thomas Ryle! contemptuously ejaculated Mr. Chattaway. A poor, hard-working farmer  

Dont attempt to disparage Thomas Ryle to me, sir, thundered the Squire; and the voice, the look, the rising anger were so like the old Squire of the days gone by, that Mr. Chattaway positively recoiled. Thomas Ryle was a good and honourable man, respected by all; he was a gentleman by birth and breeding; he was a gentleman in mind and manners  and that could never be said of you, James Chattaway. Work! To be sure he worked; and so did his father. They had to work to live. Their farm was a poor one; and extra labour was needed to make up for the money which ought to have been spent upon it, but which they possessed not, for their patrimony had dwindled away. They might have taken a more productive farm; but they preferred to remain upon that one because it was their own, descended from their forefathers. It had to be sold at last, but they still remained on it, and they worked, always hoping to prosper. You used the word work as a term of reproach! Let me tell you, that if the fact of working is to take the gentle blood out of a man, there will be little gentle blood left for the next generation. This is a working age, sir; the world has grown wise, and we most of us work with hands or head. Thomas Ryles son is a gentleman, if I ever saw one  and I am mistaken if his looks belie his mind  and he works. Do not disparage Thomas Ryle again to me. I think a sense of the injury you did him, must induce you to do it.

What injury did I do Thomas Ryle?

To usurp Trevlyn Hold over him was an injury. It was Ruperts: neither yours nor his; but had it come to one of you, it should have been to him; you had no manner of right to it. And what about the two thousand pounds bond?

Squire Trevlyn asked the last question in an altered and very significant tone. Mr. Chattaways green face grew greener.

I held the bond, and I enforced its payment in justice to my wife and children. I could do no less.

In justice to your wife and children! retorted Squire Trevlyn. James Chattaway, did a thought ever cross you of Gods justice? I believe from my very heart that my father cancelled that bond upon his dying bed, died believing Thomas Ryle released from it; and you, in your grasping, covetous nature, kept the bond with an eye to your own profit. Did you forget that the eye of the Great Ruler of all things was upon you, when you pretended to destroy that bond? Did you suppose that Eye was turned away when you usurped Trevlyn Hold to the prejudice of Rupert? Did you think you would be allowed to enjoy it in security to the end? It may look to you, James Chattaway, as it would to any superficial observer, that there has been wondrous favour shown you in this long delay of justice. I regard it differently. It seems to me that retribution has overtaken you at the worst time: not the worse for you, possibly, but for your children. By that inscrutable law which we learn in childhood, a mans ill-doings are visited on his children: I fear the result of your ill-doing will be felt by yours. Had you been deposed from Trevlyn Hold at the time you usurped it, or had you not usurped it, your children must have been brought up to play their parts in the busy walks of life; to earn their own living. As it is, they have been reared to idleness and luxury, and will feel their fall in proportion. Your son has lorded it as the heir of Trevlyn Hold, as the future owner of the works at Blackstone, and lorded it, as I hear, in a very offensive manner. He will not like to sink down to a state of dependency; but he will have to do it.

Where have you been gathering your account of things? interposed Mr. Chattaway.

Never mind where. I have gathered it, and that is sufficient. And now  to go back to Rupert Trevlyn. Will you give me a guarantee that he shall be held harmless?

No, growled Mr. Chattaway.

Then it will be war to the knife between you and me. Mind you  I do not think theres any necessity to ask you this; as the ricks were not yours, but mine, at the time of the occurrence, you could not, as I believe, become the prosecutor. But I prefer to be on the safe side. On the return of Rupert, if you attempt to prosecute him, the first thing that I shall do will be to insist that he prosecutes you for the assault, and I shall prosecute you for the usurpation of Trevlyn Hold. So it will be prosecution and counter-prosecution, you see. Mark you, James Chattaway, I promise you to do this, and you know I am a man of my word. I think we had better let bygones be bygones. What are you going to do about the revenues of the Hold?

The revenues of the Hold! stammered Mr. Chattaway, wiping his hot face, for he did not like the question.

The past rents. The mesne profits you have received and appropriated since Squire Trevlyns death. Those profits are mine.

In law, possibly, was the answer. Not in justice.

Well, well go by law, complacently returned the Squire, a spice of mischief in his eye. Which have you gone by all these years? Law, or justice? The law would make you refund all to me.

The law would be cunning to do it, was the answer. If I have received the revenues, I have spent them in keeping up Trevlyn Hold.

You have not spent them all, I suspect; and it would be productive of great trouble and annoyance to you were I to come upon you for them. But now, look you, James Chattaway: I will be more merciful than you have been to others, and say nothing about them, for my sister Ediths sake. In the full sense of the word, I will let bygones be bygones.

The ex-master of Trevlyn Hold gazed out from the depths of his dull gray eyes: gazed upon vacancy, buried in thought. It might be well to make a friend of the Squire. On the one hand was the long-cherished revenge against Rupert; on the other was his own interest. Should he gratify revenge, or study himself? Ah, you need not ask; revenge may be sweet, but with Mr. Chattaway his own interest was sweeter. The scales were not equally balanced.

He saw that Squire Trevlyns heart was determined on the pardon of Rupert; he knew that the less he beat about the bush the better; and he spoke at once. Ill forgive him, he said. Rupert Trevlyn behaved infamously, but  

Stop, James Chattaway. Pardon him, or dont pardon him, as you please; but we will have no names over it. Rupert Trevlyn shall have none cast at him in my presence.

It is of no consequence. He did the wrong in the eyes of the neighbourhood, and they dont need to be reminded of what he is.

And how have the neighbourhood judged? sternly asked Squire Trevlyn. Which side have they espoused  yours, or his? Dont talk to me, sir; I have heard more than you suppose. I know what shame the neighbours have cast on you for years on the score of Rupert; the double shame cast on you since these ricks were burnt. Will you pardon him?

I have said so, was the sullen reply.

Then come and ratify it in writing, rejoined the Squire, turning towards the Hold.

You are ready to doubt my word, resentfully spoke Mr. Chattaway, feeling considerably aggrieved.

Squire Trevlyn threw back his head. It spoke as plainly as ever motion spoke that he did doubt it. As he strode on to the house, Chattaway in his wake, they came across Cris. Unhappy Cris! His day of authority and assumption had set. No longer was he the son of the master of Trevlyn Hold; henceforth Mr. Cris must set his wits to work, and take his share in the active labour of life. He stood leaning over the palings, biting a bit of straw as he gazed at Squire Trevlyn; but he did not say a word to the Squire or the Squire to him.

With the aid of pen and ink Mr. Chattaway gave an ungracious promise to pardon Rupert. Of course it had nothing formal in it, but the Squire was satisfied, and put it in his pocket.

Which is Ruperts chamber here? he asked. It had better be got ready. Is it an airy one?

For what purpose is it to be got ready? returned Mr. Chattaway.

In case we find him, you know.

You would bring him home? Here? to my house?

No; I bring him home to mine.

Mr. Chattaways face went quite dark with pain. In good truth it was Squire Trevlyns house; no longer his; and he may be pardoned for momentarily forgetting the fact. There are brief intervals even in the deepest misery when we lose sight of the present.

Cris came in. Dumps, the policeman, is outside, he said. Some tale has been carried to the police-station that Rupert Trevlyn has returned, and Dumps has come to see about it. The felon Rupert! pointedly exclaimed Cris.

Dont call names, sir, said Squire Trevlyn to him as he went out. Look here, Mr. Christopher Chattaway, he stopped to add. You may possibly find it to your advantage to be in my good books; but that is not the way to get into them; abuse of my nephew and heir, Rupert Trevlyn, will not recommend you to my favour.

The police-station had certainly heard a confused story of the return of Rupert Trevlyn, but before Dumps reached the Hold he learnt the wondrous fact that it was another Rupert; the one so long supposed to be dead; the real Squire Trevlyn. He had learnt that Mr. Chattaway was no longer master of the Hold, but had sunk down to a very humble individual indeed. Mr. Dumps was not particularly gifted with the perceptive faculties, but the thought struck him that it might be to the interest of the neighbourhood generally, including himself and the station, to be on friendly terms with Squire Trevlyn.

Did you want me? asked the Squire.

I beg pardon, sir. It was the other Mr. Rupert Trevlyn that I come up about. He has been so unfortunate as to get into a bit of trouble, sir.

Oh, thats nothing, said the Squire. Mr. Chattaway withdraws from the prosecution. In point of fact, if any one prosecuted it must be myself, since the ricks were mine. But I decline to do so. It is not my intention to prosecute my nephew and heir. Mr. Rupert will be the Squire of Trevlyn Hold when I am gone.

Will he though, sir? said Mr. Dumps, humbly.

He will. You may tell your people at the station that I put up with the loss of the ricks. What do you say  the magistrates? The present magistrates and I were boys together, Mr. Constable: companions; and theyll be glad to see me home again; you need not trouble your head about the magistrates. You are all new at the police-station, I expect, since I left the country  in fact, I forget whether there was such a thing as a police-station then or not  but you may tell your superiors that it is not the custom of the Squires of Trevlyn to proclaim what they cannot carry out. The prosecution of Rupert Trevlyn is at an end, and it never ought to have been instituted.

Please, sir, I had nothing to do with it.

Of course not. The police have not been to blame. I shall walk down to-night, or to-morrow morning, to the station, and put things on a right footing. Your name is Dumps, I think?

Yes, sir  at your service.

Well, Dumps, thats for yourself. Hush! not a word. Its not given to you as a constable, but as an honest man to whom I wish to offer an earnest of my future favour. And now come into the Hold, and take something to eat and drink.

The gratified Dumps, hardly knowing whether he stood on his head or his heels, and inwardly vowing eternal allegiance to the new Squire, stepped into the Hold, and was consigned to the hospitality of the lower regions. Mr. Chattaway groaned in agony when he heard the kindly orders echoing through the hall  to put before Mr. Dumps everything that was good to eat and drink. That is, he would have groaned, but for the questionable comfort of recollecting that the Hold and its contents no longer belonged to him.

As the Squire was turning round, he encountered Diana.

I have been inquiring after my nephews chamber. Is it an airy one?

Your nephews? repeated Miss Diana, not understanding. Do you mean Christophers?

I mean Ruperts. Let me see it.

He stepped up the stairs as he spoke, with the air of a man not born to contradiction. Miss Diana followed, wonderingly. The room she showed him was high up, and very small. The Squire threw his head back.

This his room? I see! it has been all of a piece. This room was a servants in my time. I am surprised at you, Diana.

It is a sufficiently comfortable room, she answered: and I used occasionally to indulge him with a fire. Rupert never complained.

No, poor fellow! complaint would be of little use from him, as he knew. Is there a large chamber in the house unoccupied? one that would do for an invalid.

The only large spare rooms in the house are the two given to you, replied Miss Diana. They are the best, as you know, and have been kept vacant for visitors. The dressing-room may be used as a sitting-room.

I dont want it as a sitting-room, or a dressing-room either, replied the Squire. I prefer to dress in my bedroom, and there are sufficient sitting-rooms downstairs for me. Let this bed of Ruperts be carried down to that room at once.

Who for?

For one who ought to have occupied the best rooms from the first  Rupert. Had he been properly treated, Diana, he would not have brought this disgrace upon himself.

Miss Diana wondered whether her ears deceived her. For Rupert! she repeated. Where is Rupert? Is he found?

He has never been lost, was the curt rejoinder. He has been all the time within a stones throw  sheltered by Mark Canham, whom I shall not forget.

She could not speak from perplexity; scarcely knowing whether to believe the words or not.

Your sister Edith  and James Chattaway may thank fortune that she is his wife, or I should visit the past in a very different manner upon him  and little Maude, and that handsome son of Tom Ryles, have been in the secret; have visited him in private; stealthily doing for him what they could: but the fear and responsibility have well-nigh driven Edith and Maude to despair. Thats where Rupert has been, Diana: where he is. I have not long come from him.

Anger blazed forth from the eyes of Miss Diana Trevlyn. And why could not Edith have communicated the fact to me? she cried. I could have done for him better than they.

Perhaps not, significantly replied the Squire: considering that Chattaway was ruler of Trevlyn Hold, and you have throughout upheld his policy. But Trevlyn has another ruler now, and Rupert a protector.

Miss Diana made no reply. She was too vexed to make one. Turning away, she flung a shawl over her shoulders, and marched onwards to the lodge, to pay a visit to the unhappy Rupert.




CHAPTER LIX

NEWS FOR MAUDE

You should have seen the procession going up the avenue. Not that first night; but in the broad glare of the following noon-day. How Squire Trevlyn contrived to make things straight with the superintendent, Bowen, he best knew. Poor misguided Rupert was a free man again, and Policeman Dumps was busiest of all in helping to move him.

The easiest carriage the Hold afforded was driven to the lodge. A shrunken, emaciated object Rupert looked as he tottered down the staircase, Squire Trevlyn standing below to catch him if he made a false step, George Ryle, ready with his protecting arm, and Mr. King, talkative as ever, following close behind. Old Canham stood leaning on his stick, and Ann curtsied behind the door.

It is the proudest day of my life, Master Rupert, to see you come to your rights, cried old Mark, stepping forward.

Thank you for all, Mark! cried Rupert, impulsively, as he held out his hand. If I live, you shall see that I can be grateful.

Youll live fast enough now, interposed the Squire in his tone of authority. If King does not bring you round in no time, he and I shall quarrel.

Good-bye, Ann, said Rupert. I owe you more than I can ever repay. She has waited on me night and day, Uncle Rupert; has lain on that hard settle at night, and had no other bed since I have been here. She has offended all her employers, to stop at home and attend on me.

Poor Ann Canhams tears were falling. I shall get my places back, sir, I dare say. All I hope is, that youll soon be about again, Master Rupert  and that youll please excuse the poor accommodation father and me have been obliged to give you.

Squire Trevlyn stood and looked at her. Dont let it break your heart if the places dont come back to you. What did you earn? ten shillings a week?

Oh, no, sir! Poor folks like us couldnt earn such a sum as that.

Mr. Rupert will settle that upon you from to-day. Dont be overcome, woman. It is only fair, you know, that if he has put your living in peril, he should make it good to you.

She was too overcome to answer; and the Squire stepped out with Rupert and found himself in the midst of a crowd. The incredible news of his return had spread far and wide, and people of all grades were flocking to the Hold to welcome him home. Old men, friends of the late Squire; middle-aged men, who had been hot-headed youths when he, Rupert, went away to exile and supposed death; younger ones, who had been children then and could not remember him, all were there. The chairman of the magistrates bench himself helped Rupert into the carriage. He shook hands twenty times with the Squire, and linked his arm with that gentlemans to accompany him to the Hold. The carriage went at a foot-pace, Mr. King inside it with Rupert. Go slowly; he must not be shaken, were the surgeons orders to the coachman.

The spectators looked on at the young heir as he leaned his head back in the carriage, which had been thrown open to the fine day. The air seemed to revive Rupert greatly. They watched him as he talked with George Ryle, who walked with his arm on the carriage door; they pressed round to get a word with him. Rupert, emancipated from the close confinement, the terrible dread, felt as a bird released from its cage, and his spirits went up to fever-heat.

He held out his hands to one and another; and laughingly told them that in a weeks time he should be in a condition to run a race with the best of them. But you neednt expect him, put in Mr. King, by way of warning. Before he is well enough to run races, I shall order him off to a warmer climate.

As Rupert stepped out of the carriage, he saw, amongst the sea of faces pressing round, one face that struck upon his notice above all others, in its yearning, earnest sympathy, and he held out his hand impulsively. It was that of Jim Sanders, and as the boy sprang forward he burst into tears.

You and I must be better friends than ever, Jim. Cheer up. Whats the matter?

Its to see you looking like this, sir. Youll get well, sir, wont you?

Oh yes; I feel all right now, Jim. A little tired, thats all. Come up and see me to-morrow, and Ill tell my uncle who you are and all about you.

Standing at the door of the drawing-room, in an uncertain sort of attitude, was Mr. Chattaway. He was evidently undecided whether to receive the offending Rupert with a welcome, burst forth into a reproach, or run away and hide himself. Rupert decided it by walking up to him, and holding out his hand.

Let us be friends, Mr. Chattaway. I have long repented of my mad passion, and I thank you for absolving me from its consequences. Perhaps you are sorry on your side for the treatment that drove me to it. We will be friends, if you like.

But Mr. Chattaway did not respond to the generous feeling or touch the offered hand. He muttered something about its having been Ruperts fault, not his, and disappeared. Somehow he could not stand the keen eye of Squire Trevlyn that was fixed upon him.

In truth it was a terrible time for Chattaway, and the man was living out his punishment. All his worst dread had come upon him without warning, and he could not rebel against it. There might be no attempt to dispute the claims of Squire Trevlyn; Mr. Chattaway was as completely deposed as though he had never held it.

Rupert was installed in his luxurious room, everything within it that could contribute to his ease and comfort. Squire Trevlyn had been tenderly attached to his brother Joe when they were boys together. He robust, manly; Joe delicate. It may be that the want of strength in the younger only rendered him dearer to the elder brother. Perhaps it was only the old affection for Joe transferred now to the son; certain it was, that the Squires love had already grown for Rupert, and all care was lavished on him.

But as the days went on it became evident to all that Rupert had only come home to die. The removal over, the excitement of those wonderful changes toned down, the sad fact that he was certainly fading grew on Squire Trevlyn. Some one suggested that a warmer climate should be tried; but Mr. King, on being appealed to, answered that he must get stronger first; and his tone was significant.

Squire Trevlyn noticed it. Later, when he had the surgeon to himself, he spoke to him. King, you are concealing the danger? Cant we move him?

I would have told you before, Squire, had you asked me. As to moving him to a warmer climate  certainly he could be moved, but he would only go there to die; and the very fatigue of the journey would shorten his life.

I dont believe it, retorted the Squire, awaking out of his dismay. You are a croaker, King. Ill call in a doctor from Barmeston.

Call in all the doctors you like, Squire, if it will afford you satisfaction. When they understand his case, they will tell you as I do.

Do you mean to say that he must die?

I fear he must; and speedily. The day before you came home I tried his lungs, and from that moment I have known there was no hope. The disease must have been upon him for some time; I suppose he inherits it from his father.

The same night Squire Trevlyn sent for a physician: an eminent man: but he only confirmed the opinion of Mr. King. All that remained now was to break the tidings to Rupert; and to lighten, as far as might be, his passage to the grave.

But a word must be spoken of the departure of Mr. Chattaway and his family from the Hold. That they must inevitably leave it had been unpleasantly clear to Mr. Chattaway from the very hour of Squire Trevlyns arrival. He gave a day or two to digesting the dreadful necessity, and then began to turn his thoughts practically to the future.

Squire Trevlyn had promised not to take from him anything he might have put by of his ill-gotten gains. These gains, though a fair sum, were not sufficient to enable him to live and keep his family, and Mr. Chattaway knew that he must do something in the shape of work. His thoughts turned, not unnaturally, to the Upland Farm, and he asked Squire Trevlyn to let him have the lease of it.

Ill let you have it upon one condition, said the Squire. I should not choose my sister Edith to sink into obscurity, but she may live upon the Upland Farm without losing caste; it is a fine place both as to land and residence. Therefore, Ill let it you, I say, upon one condition.

Maude Trevlyn happened to be present at the conversation, and spoke in the moments impulse.

Oh, Uncle Rupert! you promised  

Well, Miss Maude? he cried, and fixing his eyes on her glowing face. Maude timidly continued.

I thought you promised someone else the Upland Farm.

That favourite of yours and of Ruperts, George Ryle? But I am not going to let him have it. Well, Mr. Chattaway?

What is the condition? inquired Mr. Chattaway.

That you use the land well. I shall have a clause inserted in the lease by which you may cease to be my tenant at any time by my giving you a twelvemonths notice; and if I find you carrying your parsimonious nature into the management of the Upland Farm, as you have on this land, I shall surely take it from you.

Whats the matter with this land? asked Mr. Chattaway.

The matter is, that I find the land impoverished. You have spared money upon it in your mistaken policy, and the inevitable result has followed. You have been penny wise and pound foolish, Chattaway; as you were when you suffered the rick-yard to remain uninsured.

Mr. Chattaways face darkened, but he made no reply to the allusion. Ill undertake to do the farm justice, Squire Trevlyn, if you will lease it to me.

Very well. Let me, however, candidly assure you that, but for Ediths sake, Id see you starve before you should have had a homestead on this land. It is my habit to be plain-spoken: I must be especially so with you. I suffer from you in all ways, James Chattaway. I suffer always in my nephew Rupert. When I think of the treatment dealt out to him from you, I can scarcely refrain from treating you to a taste of the punishment you inflicted upon him. It is possible, too, that had the boy been more tenderly cared for, he might have had strength to resist this disease which has crept upon him. About that I cannot speak; it must lie between you and God; his father, with every comfort, could not escape it, it seems; and possibly Rupert might not have done so.

Mr. Chattaway made no reply. The Squire, after a pause, during which he had been plunged in thought, continued. I suffer also in the matter of the two-thousand-pound debt of Thomas Ryles, and I have a great mind  do you hear me, sir?  I have a great mind that the refunding it should come out of your pocket instead of mine; even though I had to get it from you by suing you for so much of the mesne profits.

Refunding the debt? repeated Mr. Chattaway, looking absolutely confounded. Refunding it to whom?

To the Ryles, of course. That money was as surely given by my father to them on his death-bed, as that I am here, talking to you. I feel, I know that it was. I know that Thomas Ryle, ever a man of honour, spoke the truth when he asserted it. Do you think I can do less than refund it? I dont, if you do.

George Ryle does not want it; he is capable of working for his living, was the only answer Mr. Chattaway in his anger could give.

I do not suppose he will want it, was the quiet remark of Squire Trevlyn; I dare say hell manage to do without it. It is to Mrs. Ryle that I shall refund it, sir. Between you all, I find that she was cut off with a shilling at my fathers death.

Mr. Chattaway liked the conversation less and less. He deemed it might be as agreeable to leave details to another opportunity, and withdrew. Squire Trevlyn looking round for Maude, discerned her at the end of the room, her head bent in sorrow.

Whats this, young lady? Because I dont let Mr. George Ryle the Upland Farm? You great goose! I have reserved a better one for him.

The tone was peculiar, and she raised her timid eyelids. A better one! she stammered.

Yes. Trevlyn Hold.

Maude looked aghast. What do you mean, Uncle Rupert?

My dear, but for this unhappy fiat which appears to have gone forth for your brother Rupert, perhaps I might have let the Upland Farm to George. As it is, I cannot part with both of you. If poor Rupert is to be taken from me, you must remain.

She looked up, utterly unable to understand him.

And as you appear not to be inclined to part with Mr. George, all that can be done in the matter, so far as I see, is that we must have him at the Hold.

Oh, Uncle Rupert! And Maudes head and her joyous tears were hidden in the loving arms that were held out to shelter her.

Child! Did you think I had come home to make my dead brothers children unhappy? You will know me better by and by, Maude.




CHAPTER LX

A BETTER HEIRSHIP

A short time, and people had settled down in their places. Squire Trevlyn was alone at the Hold with Maude and Rupert, the Chattaways were at the Upland Farm, and Miss Diana Trevlyn had taken up her abode in a pretty house belonging to herself. Circumstances had favoured the removal of Mr. Chattaway from the Hold almost immediately after the arrival of Squire Trevlyn. The occupant of the Upland Farm, who only remained in it because his time was not up until spring, was glad to find it would be an accommodation if he quitted it earlier; he did so, and by Christmas the Chattaways were installed in it.

Mr. Chattaway had set to work in earnest.

Things were changed with him. At the Hold, whether he was up and doing, or lay in bed in idleness, his revenues came in to him. At the Upland Farm he must be up early and in bed late, for the eye of a master was necessary if the land was to yield its increase; and by that increase he and his family had now to live. There was a serious battle with Cris. It was deemed advisable for the interest of both parties  that is, for Mr. Cris and his father  that the younger man should enter upon some occupation of his own; but Cris resolutely refused. He could find plenty to do on the Upland Farm, he urged, and wouldnt be turned out of his home. In fact, Mr. Cris had lived so long without work, that it was difficult, now he was leaving his youth behind him, to begin it. Better, as Squire Trevlyn said, the change had been made years ago. It was certainly hard for Cris; let us acknowledge it. He had been reared to the expectation of Trevlyn Hold and its revenues; had lorded it as the future master. When he rose in the morning, early or late, as inclination prompted him, he had nothing more formidable before him than to ride about attended by his groom. He had indulged in outdoor sports, hunting, shooting, fishing, at will; no care upon him, except how he could most agreeably get through the day. He had been addicted to riding or driving into Barmester, lounging about the streets for the benefit of admiring spectators, or taking a turn in the billiard-rooms. All that was over now; Mr. Criss leisure and greatness had come to an end; his groom would take service elsewhere, his fine horse must be used for other purposes than pleasure. In short, poor Cris Chattaway had fallen from his high estate, as many another has fallen before him, and must henceforth earn his bread before he ate it. Theres room for both on the Upland Farm, and a good living for both, Cris urged upon his father; and though Mr. Chattaway demurred, he gave way, and allowed Cris to remain. With all his severity to others, he had lost his authority over his children, especially over Cris and Octave, and perhaps he scarcely dared to maintain his own will against that of Cris, or tell him he should go if he chose to stay. Cris had no more love for work than anyone else has brought up to idleness; and Cris knew quite well that the easiest life he could now enter upon would be that of pretending to be busy upon the farm. When the dispute was at its height between himself and his father, as to what the future arrangements should be, Cris so far bestirred himself as to ask Squire Trevlyn to give him the post of manager at Blackstone. But the Squire had heard quite enough of the past doings there, and told Cris, with the plainness that was natural to him, that he would not have either him or his father in power at Blackstone, if they paid him in gold. And so Cris was at home.

There were other changes also in Mr. Chattaways family. Maudes tuition, that Octave had been ever ready to find fault with, was over for ever, and Octave had taken her place. Amelia was at home, for expenses had to be curtailed. An outlay quite suitable for the master of Trevlyn Hold would be imprudent in the tenant of the Upland Farm. They found Maudes worth now that they had lost her; could appreciate the sweetness of her temper, her gentle patience. Octave, who also liked an idle life, had undertaken the tuition of her sisters with a very bad grace: hating the trouble and labour. She might have refused but for Miss Diana Trevlyn. Miss Diana had not lost her good sense or love of ruling on leaving Trevlyn Hold, and openly told Octave that she must bend to circumstances as well as her parents, and that if she would not teach her sisters, she had better go out as governess and earn her living. Octave could have annihilated Miss Diana for the unwelcome suggestion  but she offered no further opposition to the arrangement.

Life was very hard just then for Octave Chattaway. She had inherited the envious, selfish disposition of her father, and the very fact that Maude and herself had changed positions was sufficient to vex her almost beyond endurance. She had become the drudge whose days must be passed beating grammar into the obtuse minds of her rebellious sisters; Maude, the mistress of Trevlyn Hold. How things would go on it was difficult to say; for the scenes that frequently took place between Octave and her pupils disturbed to a grave degree the peace of the Upland Farm. Octave was impatient, fretful, and exacting; they were tantalising and disobedient. Quarrels were incessant; and now and then it came to blows. Octaves temper urged her to personal correction, and the girls retorted in kind.

It is in human nature to exaggerate, and Octave not only exaggerated her troubles but wilfully made the worst of them. Instead of patiently sitting down to her new duties, and striving to perform them so that in time they might become a pleasure, she steeled herself against them. A terrible jealousy of Maude had taken possession of her; jealousy in more senses than one. There was a gate in their grounds overlooking the highway to Trevlyn Hold, and it was Octaves delight to stand there and watch, at the hour when Maude might be expected to pass. Sometimes in the open carriage  sometimes she would drive in a closed one, but always accompanied by the symbols of wealth and position, fine horses, attendant servants  Miss Maude Trevlyn, of Trevlyn Hold. And Octave would watch stealthily until they were out of sight, and gather fresh food for her unhappy state of mind. It would seem strange she should thus torment herself, but that the human heart is full of such contradictions.

One day that she was standing there, Mrs. Ryle passed. And it may as well be remarked that, Mr. Chattaway excepted, Mrs. Ryle seemed most to resent the changes: not her brothers return, but some of its results. In the certainty of Ruperts not living to succeed  and it was a certainty now  Mrs. Ryle had again cherished hopes for her son Trevlyn. She had been exceedingly vexed when she heard the Upland Farm was leased to Mr. Chattaway, and thought George must have played his cards badly. She allowed her resentment to smoulder for a time, but one day so far forgot herself as to demand of George whether he thought two masters would answer upon the Farm; and hinted that it was time he left, and made room for Treve.

George, though his cheek burnt  for her, not for himself  calmly answered, that he expected shortly to leave it: relieving her of his presence, Treve of his personal advice and help.

But you did not get the Upland? she reiterated. And I have been told this morning that the other farm you thought of is let over your head.

Stay, mother, was Georges answer. You are ready to blame Squire Trevlyn for letting these farms, and not to me; but my views have altered. I do not now wish to lease the Upland, or any other farm. Squire Trevlyn has proposed something else to me  I am to manage his own land for him.

Manage his land for him! Do you mean the land attached to Trevlyn?

Yes.

And where shall you live?

With him: at Trevlyn Hold.

Mrs. Ryle could scarcely speak from amazement. I never heard of such a thing! she exclaimed, staring excessively at the smile hovering on his lips, which he vainly endeavoured to suppress. What can it mean?

It is assured, unhappily, that Rupert cannot live. Had he regained health and strength, he would have filled this place. But he will not regain it. Squire Trevlyn spoke to me, and I am to be with him at the Hold.

George did not add that he at first fought with Squire Trevlyn against going to the Hold, as its heir  for indeed it meant nothing less. He would rather make his own fortune than have it made for him, he said. Very well, the Squire answered equably, he could give up the Hold if he liked, but he must give up Maude with it. And you may guess whether George would do that.

But Mrs. Ryle did not recover from her surprise or see things clearly. Of course, I can understand that Rupert Trevlyn would have held sway on the estate, just as a son would; but what my brother can mean by wanting a manager I cannot understand. You say you are to live at Trevlyn Hold?

The smile grew very conspicuous on Georges lips. It is so arranged, he answered. And therefore I no longer wish to rent the Upland.

Mrs. Ryle stared as if she did not believe it. She fell into deep thought  from which she suddenly started, put on her bonnet, and went straight to Trevlyn Hold.

A pretty little mares nest she indulged in as she went along. If Rupert was to be called away from this world, the only fit and proper person to succeed him as the Squires heir was her son Treve. In which case, George would not be required as manager, and their anticipated positions might be reversed; Treve take up his abode at the Hold, George remain at the farm.

Squire Trevlyn was alone. She gave herself no time to reconsider the propriety of speaking at all, or what she should say; but without circumlocution told him that, failing Rupert, Trevlyn must be the heir.

Oh, dear, no, said the Squire. You forget Maude.

Maude!

If poor Rupert is to be taken, Maude remains to me. And she will inherit Trevlyn Hold.

Mrs. Ryle compressed her lips. Is it well to leave Trevlyn Hold to a woman? Your father would not do it, Rupert.

I am not bound to adopt the prejudices of my father. I imagine the reason of his disinheriting Maude  whose birth and existence it appears he did know of  was the anger he felt towards Joe and her mother, for having married in opposition to him. But that does not extend to me. Were I capable of leaving the estate away from Joes children, I should deem myself as bad as Chattaway.

Maude is a girl; it ought not to be held by a girl, was Mrs. Ryles reiterated answer.

Well, that objection need not trouble you; for in point of fact, it will be held by Maudes husband. Indeed, I am not sure but I shall bequeath it direct to him. I believe I shall do so.

She may never marry.

She will marry immediately. You dont mean to say he has not let you into the secret? as he gazed on her puzzled face. Has George told you nothing?

He has just told me that he was coming here as your manager, she replied, not in the least comprehending Squire Trevlyns drift.

And as Maudes husband. My manager, eh? He put it in that way, did he? He will come here as my son-in-law  I may say so for I regard Maude as my daughter and recognised successor. George Ryle comes here as the future Squire of Trevlyn Hold.

Mrs. Ryle was five minutes recovering herself. Utterly unable to digest the news, she could do nothing but stare. George Ryle inheritor of Trevlyn Hold! Was she awake or dreaming?

It ought to be Trevlyns, she said at length. He is your direct relative; George Ryle is none.

I know he is not. I leave it to him as Maudes husband, and he will take the name of Trevlyn. You should have got Maude to fall in love with the other one, if you wished him to succeed.

Perhaps it was the most unhappy moment in all Mrs. Ryles life. Never had she given up the hope of her sons succession until now. That George should supplant him!  George, whom she had so despised! She sat beating her foot on the carpet, her pale face bent.

It is not right; it is not right, she said, at length. George Ryle is not worthy to succeed to Trevlyn Hold: it is reversing the order of things.

Not worthy! echoed Squire Trevlyn. Your judgment must be strangely prejudiced to say so. Of all who have flocked from far and near to welcome me home, I have looked in vain for a second George Ryle. He has not his equal. If I hesitated at the first moment to give him Maude, I dont hesitate now that I know him. I can tell you that had Maude chosen unworthily, as your sister Edith did, her husband should never have come in for Trevlyn Hold.

Is your decision irrevocable?

Entirely so. I wish them to be married immediately; for I should like George to be installed here as soon as possible, and, of course, he cannot come until Maude is his wife. Rupert wishes it.

It appears to me that this arrangement is very premature, resumed Mrs. Ryle. You may marry yet, and have children of your own.

A change came over Squire Trevlyns face. I shall never marry, he said, with emphasis; and to Mrs. Ryles ears there was a strange solemnity in his tones. You need not ask me why, for I shall not enter into reasons; let the assurance suffice  I shall never marry. Trevlyn Hold will be as securely theirs as though I bequeathed it to them by deed of gift.

Rupert, this is a blow for my son.

If you persist in considering it so, I cannot help that. It must have been very foolish of you ever to cast a thought to your sons succeeding, whilst Joes children were living.

Foolish! when one of my sons  my step-son, at any rate  is to succeed, as it seems!

The Squire laughed. You must talk to Maude about that. They had settled their plans together before I came home. If Treve turns out all he should be, I may remember him before I die. Trevlyn Farm was originally the birthright of the Ryles; I may possibly make it so again in the person of Treve. Dont let us go on with the discussion; it will only be lost labour. Will you see Rupert?

She had the sense to see that if it were prolonged until night, it would indeed be useless, and she rose to follow him into the next room. Rupert, not looking very ill to-day, sat near the fire. Maude was reading to him.

Is it you, Aunt Ryle! he called out feebly. You never come to see me.

I am sorry to hear you are so poorly, Rupert.

I am not half as ill as I feared I should be, he said. I thought by this time it  it would have been all over. But I seem better. Wheres George?

George is at home. I have been talking to your uncle about him. Until to-day I did not know what was in contemplation.

Hell make a better Squire than I should have made, cried Rupert, lifting his eyes  bluer and brighter than ever, from disease  to her face. Maude made her escape from the room, and Squire Trevlyn had not entered it, so they were alone. But, Aunt Ryle, I want it to be soon; before I die. I should like George to be here to see the last of me.

I think I might have been informed of this before, observed Mrs. Ryle.

It has not been told to any one. Uncle Rupert and I, George and Maude have kept the secret between us. Only think, Aunt Ryle! that after all the hopes, contentions, heart-burnings, George Ryle should succeed to Trevlyn Hold.

She could not bear this repeated harping on the one string. Georges conduct to his step-mother had been exemplary, and she was not insensible to the fact; but she was one of those second wives who feel an instinctive dislike to their step-children. Very bitter, for Treves sake, was her heart-jealousy now.

I will come in and see you another day, Rupert, she said, rising abruptly. This morning I am too vexed to remain longer.

What has vexed you, Aunt Ryle?

I hoped that Treve  failing you  would have been the heir.

Rupert opened his eyes in wonder. Treve?  whilst Maude lives! Not he. I can tell you what I think, Aunt Ryle; that had there been no Maude, Treve would never have come in for the Hold. I dont fancy Uncle Rupert would have left it to him.

To whom would he have left it, do you fancy?

Well  I suppose, slowly turning the matter over in his mind I suppose, in that case, it would have been Aunt Diana. But there is Maude, Aunt Ryle, and we need not discuss it. George and Maude will have it, and their children after them.

Poor boy! she said, with a touch of compassion; it is a sad fate for you! Not to live to inherit!

A gentle smile rose to his face, and he pointed upwards. Theres a better heirship for me, Aunt Ryle.

It was upon returning from this memorable interview with Squire Trevlyn, that Mrs. Ryle met Octave Chattaway and stopped to speak.

Are you getting settled, Octave?

Tolerably so. Mamma says she shall not be straight in six months to come. Have you been to the Hold?

Yes, replied Mrs. Ryle, turning her determined gaze on Octave. Have you heard the news? That the Squire has chosen his heir?

No, breathlessly rejoined Octave. We have heard that Rupert is beyond hope; but nothing else. It will be Maude, I conclude.

It is to be George Ryle.

George Ryle! repeated Octave, in amazement.

Yes. I believe it will be left to him, not to Maude. But it will be all the same. He is to marry her, and to take the name of Trevlyn. George never told me this. He just said to-day that he was going to live at the Hold; but he never said it was as Maudes husband and the Squires heir. How prospects have changed!

Changed! Ay, Octave felt it to her inmost soul, as she leaned against the gate, and gazed in thought after Mrs. Ryle. Gazed without seeing or hearing, deep in her hearts tribulation, her hand pressed upon her bosom, her pale face quivering as it was turned to the winter sky.




CHAPTER LXI

A BETTER HEIRSHIP

Bending in tenderness over the couch of Rupert Trevlyn was Mrs. Chattaway. Madam Chattaway no longer; she had quitted that distinctive title on quitting Trevlyn Hold. It was a warm day early in May, and Rupert had lingered on; the progress of the disease being so gradual, so imperceptible, that even the medical men were deceived; and now that the end had come, they were still saying that he might last until the autumn.

Rupert had been singularly favoured: some, stricken by this dire malady, are so. Scarcely any of its painful features were apparent; and Mr. Daw wrote word that they had not been in his father. There was scarcely any cough or pain, and though the weakness was certainly great, Rupert had not for one single day taken to his bed. Until within two days of this very time, when you see Mrs. Chattaway leaning over him, he had gone out in the carriage whenever the weather permitted. He could not sit up much, but chiefly lay on the sofa as he was lying now, facing the window, open to the warm noon-day sun. The room was the one you have frequently seen before, once the sitting-room of Mrs. Chattaway. When the Chattaways left the Hold, Rupert had changed to their rooms; and would sit there and watch the visitors who came up the avenue.

Mrs. Chattaway had been staying at the Hold since the previous Tuesday, for Maude was away from it. Maude left it with George Ryle on that day, but they were coming home this Saturday evening, for both were anxious not to be long away from Rupert. Rupert sadly wanted to attend the wedding, and the Squire and Mr. Freeman strove to invent all sorts of schemes for warming the church; but it persisted in remaining cold and damp, and Rupert was not allowed to venture. He sat with them, however, at the breakfast afterwards, and but for his attenuated form and the hectic excitement brought to his otherwise white and hollow cheeks, might have passed very well for a guest. George, with his marriage, had taken the name of Trevlyn, for the Squire insisted upon it, and he would come home to the Hold to-day as his permanent abode. Miss Diana received mortal offence at the wedding-breakfast, and sat cold and impenetrable, for the Squire requested his elder sister to preside in right of birth, and Miss Diana had long considered herself far more important than Mrs. Ryle, and had expected to be chief on that occasion herself.

Shall we invite Edith or Diana to stay with you whilst Maudes away? the Squire had inquired of Rupert. And a flush of pleasure came into the wan face as he answered, My aunt Edith. I should like to be again with Aunt Edith.

So Mrs. Chattaway had remained with him, and passed the time as she was doing now  hovering round his couch, giving him all her care, caressing him in her loving, gentle manner, whispering of the happy life on which he was about to enter.

She had some eau-de-cologne in her hand, and was pouring it on a handkerchief to pass it lightly over his brow and temples. In doing this a drop went into his eye.

Oh, Rupert, I am so sorry! How awkward I am!

It smarted very much, but Rupert smiled bravely. Just a few minutes pain, Aunt Edith. Thats all. Do you know what I have got to think lately?

She put the cork into the long green bottle, and sat down close to his sofa. What, dear?

That we must be blind, foolish mortals to fret so much under misfortunes. A little patience, and they pass away.

It would be better for us all if we had more patience, more trust, she answered. If we could leave things more entirely to God.

Rupert lay with his eyes cast upwards, blue as the sky he looked at. I would have tried to put that great trust in God, had I lived, he said, after a pause. Do you know, Aunt Edith, at times I do wish I could have lived.

I wish so, too, she murmured.

At least, I should wish it but for this feeling of utter fatigue that is always upon me. I shant feel it up there, Aunt Edith.

No, no, she whispered.

When you get near to death, knowing that it is upon you, as I know it, I think you obtain clearer views of the reality of things. It seems to me, looking back on the life I am leaving, as if it were of no consequence at what period of life we die; whether young or old; and yet how terrible a calamity death is looked upon by people in general.

It needs sorrow or illness to reconcile us to it, Rupert. Most of us must be tired of this life ere we can bring ourselves to anticipate another, and wish for it.

Well, I have not had so happy a life here, he unthinkingly remarked. I ought not to murmur at exchanging it for another.

No, he had not. The words had been spoken without thought, innocent of intentional reproach; but she was feeling them to the very depths of her long-tried heart. Mrs. Chattaway was not famous for the control of her emotions, and she broke into tears as she rose and bent over him.

The recollection of the past is ever upon me, Rupert, night and day. Say you forgive me! Say it now, ere the time for it shall have gone by.

He looked surprised. Forgive you, dear Aunt Edith? I have never had anything to forgive you; and others I have forgiven long ago.

I lie awake at night and think of it, Rupert, she said, her tones betraying her great emotion. Had you been differently treated, you might not have died just as your rights are recognised. You might have lived to be the inheritor as well as the heir of Trevlyn.

Rupert lay pondering. But I must have died at last, he said. And I might not have been any the better for it. Aunt Edith, it seems to me to be just this. I am twenty-one years old, and a life of some sort is before me, a life here, or a life there. At my age it is only natural that I should look forward to the life here, and I did so until I grew sick with weariness and pain. But if that life is the better and happier one, does it not seem a favour to be taken to it before my time? Aunt Edith, I say that as death comes on, I believe we see things as they really are, not as they seem. I was to have inherited Trevlyn Hold: but I shall exchange it for a better inheritance. Let this comfort you.

She sat, weeping silently, holding his hand in hers. Rupert said no more, but kept his eyes fixed upwards in thought. Gradually the lids closed, and his breathing, somewhat more regular than when awake, told that he slept. Mrs. Chattaway laid his hand on the coverlet, dried her eyes, and busied herself about the room.

About half-an-hour afterwards he awoke. She was sitting down then, watching him. It almost seemed as if her gaze had awakened him, for she had only just taken her seat.

Have they come? were his first words.

Not yet, Rupert.

Not yet! Will they be long? I feel sinking.

Mrs. Chattaway hastily called for the refreshment Rupert had until now constantly taken. But he turned his head away as it was placed before him.

My dear, you said you were sinking!

Not that sort of sinking, Aunt Edith. Nothing that food will remedy.

A tremor came over Mrs. Chattaway. She detected a change in his voice, saw the change in his countenance. It has just been said, and not for the first time in this history, that she could not boast of much self-control: and she hurried from the room, calling for Squire Trevlyn. He heard her, and came immediately, wondering much. It is Rupert, she said in irrepressible excitement. He says he is dying.

Rupert had not said so: though, perhaps, what he did say was almost equivalent to it, and she had jumped to the conclusion. When Squire Trevlyn reached him, he was lying with his eyes closed and the changed look on his white face. A servant stood near the table where the tray of refreshment had been placed, gazing at him.

The Squire hastily felt his forehead, then his hand. What ails you, my boy? he asked, subduing his voice as it never was subdued, save to the sick Rupert.

Rupert opened his eyes. Have they come, uncle? I want Maude.

They wont be long now, looking at his watch. Dont you feel so well, Rupert?

I feel like  going, was the answer: and as Rupert spoke he gasped for breath. The servant stepped forward and raised his head. Mrs. Chattaway, who had again come in, broke into a cry.

Edith! reproved the Squire. A pretty one you are for a sick room! If you cannot be calm and quiet, better keep out of it.

He quitted it himself as he spoke, called for his own groom, and bade him hasten for Mr. King. Rupert looked better when he returned; the spasm, or whatever it was, had passed, and he was holding the hand of Mrs. Chattaway.

Aunt Edith was frightened, he said, turning his eyes on his uncle.

She always was one to be frightened at nothing, cried the Squire. Do you feel faint, my boy?

Its gone now, answered Rupert.

Mrs. Chattaway poured out some cordial, and he drank it without difficulty. Afterwards he seemed to revive, and spoke to them now and then, though he lay so still as to give an idea that all motion had departed from him. Even when the sound of wheels was heard in the avenue he did not stir, though he evidently heard.

Its only Ralph, remarked the Squire. I sent him out in the gig.

Rupert slightly shook his head and a half-smile illumined his face. The Squire also became aware of the fact that what they heard was not the noise of gig-wheels. He went down to the hall-door.

It was the carriage bringing back the bride and bridegroom. Maude sprang lightly in, and the Squire took her in his arms.

Welcome home, my darling!

Maude laughed and blushed, and the Squire left her and turned to George.

How is Rupert, sir?

He has been famous until half-an-hour ago. Since then there has been a change. You had better go up at once; he has been asking for you and Maude. I have sent for King.

George drew his wifes hand within his arm, and led her upstairs. No one was in the room with Rupert, except Mrs. Chattaway. He never moved or stirred, as they advanced and bent over him, Maude throwing off her bonnet; he only gazed up at their faces with a happy smile.

Maudes eyes were swimming; George was startled. Surely death was even now upon him. It had come closer in this short interval between Squire Trevlyns departure from the room and his return.

Rupert lay passively, his wasted hands in theirs. Maude was the first to give way. My darling brother! I did not expect to find you like this.

I am going on before, Maude, he breathed, his voice so low they had to stoop to catch it. You will come later.

A cry from Mrs. Chattaway interrupted him. Oh, Rupert, say you forgive the past! You have not said it. You must not die with unforgiveness in your heart.

He looked at her wonderingly; a look which seemed to ask if she had forgotten his assertion only an hour ago. He laid his hands feebly together holding them raised. God bless and forgive all who may have been unkind to me, as I forgive them  as I have forgiven them long ago. God bless and forgive us all, and take us when this life is over to our heavenly home; for the sake of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

Amen! said the Squire.

A deep silence fell on them only to be broken by the entrance of Mr. King. He came quietly up to the sofa, glanced at Rupert, and kept his eyes fixed for the space of a minute. Then he turned to the Squire. The face was already the face of the dead. With the sorrows and joys of this world, Rupert Trevlyn had done for ever.

THE END


WILLIAM ALLAIR
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OR, RUNNING AWAY TO SEA
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CHAPTER I.

THE TWENTY-NINTH OF MAY.

I LIKE writing for boys, and I am going to tell them a story of real life. I hope all those who are especially inclined to be scapegraces will learn it by heart.

Never was there a pleasanter village than that of Whittermead, situated in a charming nook of old England. It had its colony of gentlemens houses, its clustering cottages, its farm homesteads. An aristocratic village it was pleased to call itself, and a loyal village, too; which was the cause, possibly, why sundry old-fashioned customs, that had become obsolete in most places, reigned there still in triumph. Its enemies were apt to ridicule the place, and reproach it as being, in reference to the world in general, a day behind the fair.

Two days in the year were kept as public holidays, and Whittermead, in its ultra loyalty, prided itself upon the fact. The days were the twenty-ninth of May, and the fifth of November. Had the show on the one day, and the Guy Fawkeses and fireworks on the other, been done away with, the boys would have broken out into open rebellion; more particularly, the scholars of Dr Robertsons school, a semi-public school of renown in the county. It is with the twenty-ninth of May that we have to do; but not a very recent one; I am telling you of years ago.

In the heart of the town there stood a white, detached house. It was inhabited by a gentleman of the name of Allair; a solicitor of good practice for a small local place. His eldest son, William, gives the title to this book.

On the morning spoken of, the church bells rang out a merry peal, heralding in the holiday; so early, that few people were awake to hear them. Their sound aroused many,  amongst others, William Allair. He started from his pillow, a good-looking, fair boy of fifteen, and stared around him.

The bells already! cried he, winking and blinking his blue eyes between sleep and wake. And  if I dont believe its a fine morning!

Taking a flying leap from his bed, he pulled aside the window curtain, and the glorious beauty of a bright morning burst upon his delighted view  all the more beautiful from its contrast to many preceding days. The weather had been dull and gloomy up to the very last night, and bets were pending that the twenty-ninth would be the same. Boys ought not to bet; but they do: and I see no use to ignore the fact, when writing of them. It was a lovely landscape that met Williams sight, as he looked forth; for this house of Mr Allair, built on a gentle eminence, commanded a view of the surrounding country. The blue sky, dark and serene, was without a cloud; the grass, fresh with the bright green of spring, glittered with dew drops; the hedges were gay with the white and pink-flowering May; the early birds were singing sweetly; and the many coloured flowers were opening to the morning sun. William Allair took it all in with greedy eyes, with a rapt movement of half-disbelieving delight.

What a stupid I was, not to take Jennikers bet that the day would be a bad one!

He glanced at his watch, and found that it had stopped. In his flurry of anticipation the night before, he had forgotten to wind it up. Perhaps it was already late! Bursting out of the room with dismay at the thought, en chemise-de-nuit, as he was, he sprang across the corridor, and drummed sharply on the opposite door.

Whos there? What is it? cried a drowsy voice from the inside  that of his sister Alice.

He opened the door, and thrust in his head. Now, you girls! Are you going to sleep all day? I knew what your boast was worth  that youd be up first and call me.

Is it late? asked Alice, turning her head upon the pillow: while a pretty little face beside her rose up and stared.  

I am afraid it is. I forgot to wind up my watch. Of course! thats sure to be the case  the only morning I cared to know the time.

I do believe it is fine! exclaimed Alice. Is it William?  

If you get up, youll see. Its not pouring cats and dogs. Get up, Rose. Ill give you ten minutes to dress in. Shall I call Edmund?

No, replied Alice Allair. Mamma forbid it last night She said he was never well throughout the day if aroused up early. And it is true. If youll shut the door, William, we will soon dress.

Bent upon a congenial expedition, they were not long preparing themselves for it. They were going out to observe the custom of the place on the twenty-ninth of May  that of starting abroad with the sun, to gather and gild oak-balls.

The clock struck six as they went out  William, Alice, and Rose Allair. Quiet enough looked the village in the early morning, but few shutters being open or blinds undrawn. The publicans had been abroad earlier, however; for great branches of oak, nearly as large as trees, were already raised in triumph over their several signs.

I wonder whether the Vanes are ready, or whether we shall have to wait? said Alice, as they were approaching a handsome white house, its portico supported by Corinthian pillars. I hope they will not have turned lie-a-beds!

Trust to Harry Vane for that, was Williams answer. He is never behindhand.

Scarcely were the words spoken, when the door of the house opened, and out leaped an agile, active boy, somewhat younger than William. It was Harry Vane. A dark-eyed, noble, fine boy, careless and random in manner, somewhat too sanguine; but good at heart, truthful, generous. Caroline Vane followed; a handsome girl. But she descended the steps decorously; not, as her brother did, in a flying leap.

Halloa! how are you? shouted out Harry Vane, catching sight of them in the distance.

Halloa! came the response from William. I say! is it not prime to see this splendid morning? he added, as they came nearer.

First-rate! was Harry Vanes answer. Oh, I said we should have it, he carelessly added. Some of you croakers prophesied it would be wet. I knew better. As if we should get anything but sunshine on the twenty-ninth of May!

You always do look on the bright side of things, said William, as they all went on in a heap. The manner of their walking could be called nothing else.

And you on the dark.

At any rate, we were justified in croaking, in this instance, returned William. The rain threatened us yesterday; and had been threatening us for days past.

The more reason for its changing to fine, argued Harry Vane. The longest and darkest night gets morning at the end of it. Summer will come in brightly now. Youll see.

It is to be hoped it will; we have had a pretty good share of all thats dull, remarked William. The grass wants fine weather. The farmers are complaining.

Did you ever know the farmers do anything but complain? returned Harry Vane. Some of them will be found to find fault with to-day. In fine weather they want it wet; and in wet weather, they grumble that it is not dry. I say, have you met any of the fellows on your road?

Not one. Perhaps Robertsons man has turned crusty, and wont let the boarders out!

He had better try that on! Theyd climb the chimneys, but what theyd come. Or make ropes of the sheets, and get out that way. I would. Robertson would look over it, too; hed never attempt to stop the oak-balling on this day. Wheres Jenniker, I wonder?

Talking about Jenniker, said William, I met him last night. I left my Euripides at school by mistake, and in coming back from getting it, came across Jenniker. He said  But theres no depending on a word he says, broke off William. He is always romancing.

Romancing, you call it! He is the greatest  cram teller  in all the school. I use a genteel appellation, young ladies, in deference to your presence, said Harry with a laugh, raising his hat to his sister and to Alice and Rose Allair. Jenniker will get sent to Coventry one of these days, as sure as he is alive. He will go too far.

The wonder is, that he has not been sent already. Look at that tale of the traps, the other day! How we were all taken in!

What was his romance last night?

He said he had just seen Vane  you; and that you were boasting of some jolly news. Then it was decided you were to go to sea.

Thats tolerably correct, for Jenniker. I told him it was nearly decided. It would only have been in keeping had he said I was gone.

That will never be decided, Harry, interposed Caroline Vane. Never, in the manner you hope for.

Wont it, Carry! Do you know what mamma said last night?

What did she say? eagerly asked William.

I had got into hot water with her; chopped a piece off the dining-room table, in chopping some wood for my new boat. So she told papa I was fit for nothing but the sea, and the sooner I was off the more tranquil the house would be. She was angry at the moment, you know.

Oh, yes, we all say things at times the very opposite to what we mean, remarked William, rather testily. Of course she objects in reality just as much as ever?

Of course: mothers always do. Mine thinks I shall come to grief among the fishes. Papa laughs at her.

He sees no objection, observed William, eagerly, who appeared to hold a remarkably strong interest in the point.

Not he; though he wont say as much to me. The mother thinks  the fishes sparing me  I should return from my first voyage utterly unpresentable; a sort of animal between a Robinson Crusoe and a tattooed wild Indian; and never come into a civilised being again. But, mark you, Allair, she has never said I shall not go.

What if she did?

Dont talk about that, said Harry, hastily. The having to give up my golden visions would be a climax Id rather not contemplate. Oh, it wont come to that! Papa sympathizes with me. I know he does. He cared as much for the sea as I do, and they forbid his going. His father was a brave old commander, and fought many a battle under Nelson.

Who forbid his going?

His mother. She said it was bad enough to have her husband at sea, without having her son there. Papa says he never regretted the not going but once, and that has been ever since. I suppose I inherit my taste from him. The mother often says she is thankful Frederick has no liking for it.

And Im sure I am thankful, interposed Caroline Vane. A grievous calamity, it would be, to have two brothers, ones only brothers, obstinately bent upon turning themselves into rough, roving, disagreeable sailors.

There are worse misfortunes at sea than that would be, said Harry, nodding his head. However, Carry, you have your wish as to Fred. He hates the sea and all things connected with it. He would rather do anything on earth than go to sea; turn day-labourer, or lion-feeder at a wild beast show.

Alice Allair laughed. I dont think your brother Frederick betrays great inclination for labour of any sort.

Not he, said Harry. He is the laziest fellow alive. It is a good thing for him that he was the eldest son, born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Otherwise, I fear Mr Fred would have stood a chance of starving.

I can tell you what, said William, it is the being born to the silver spoon that does the mischief. When a fellow knows he has got to work, he does work; but if theres not a necessity, he wont make it.

A little bit of wisdom wonderfully true to come from the lips of a boy of fifteen; and I daresay you, my boys, are thinking so. But you must not give William Allair credit for it; it was borrowed from his father. Mr Allair had echoed it in his presence many and many a time. You will find it to be the case as you go through life: possibly you have noticed it already. Fortunes have done more harm than good in this world. Id rather see a boy born to honourable work, with a ready heart to do it, than see him born to a fortune.

I suppose thats it, returned Harry Vane, in reply to Williams remark. If Fred had not been born to money, I dont know how he would have lived. Idleness is his besetting sin! My father says he shall learn some profession, just to keep his days from being spent in mischief: Fred says he will not.

One would suppose the sea, as a profession, would suit him well, then, remarked William. A nice idle life it is, that of a sailors.  

An idle life! repeated Harry Vane. What on earth are you talking of, Allair? A sailors work is never done.

Rubbish! cried William. What can there be to do on board a ship? Get her once under weigh, the sails set, and all that, and you have only to walk about the deck and watch the waves. Except, of course, in a storm. In calm weather, you may shoot at the sea-birds all day.

The remark amused Harry Vane excessively. He stared at William. Well, you have got a rum notion of a sailors life! he said. Where did you pick it up? Just you go out before the mast for a few months. That would help you to a little general knowledge in the nautical line.

I shouldnt mind, was the answer. Before the mast, or behind the mast, it would be all one to me, so that I got there. Anythings better than being chained to a desk all day; to have to scratch, scratch, scratch, at a pen until your teeth are set on edge, and your eyes are dazzled.

A desk! scorned Harry Vane. I would not stop at a desk, I would not lead such a humdrum life, to be made Lord Chancellor of England. Better cut a fellows legs off at once!

Yes, grumbled William, his tone one of warm resentment. And they wish to condemn me to the life. Its a shame!

You have often said you should like the life, said Alice Allair. You always said so, until you got this sea freak into your head.

What do girls know about it? retorted William, who had no better confuting argument at hand; but he laughed good-naturedly at his sister as he said it. You hold your tongue, Alice.

Alice Allair did not choose to take the hint. When boys talk of wanting to go to sea, cried she, it is generally an excuse for a fit of idleness.

Call it idleness, if you like, said William. If you had the choice, you might think idleness  which of course means only that you have your time to yourself  preferable to being shut up in an office, glued down to a desk.

But, for how short a time you would be glued down! At least, closely. Three or four years, and then

Oh, my service to you, Mademoiselle Alice! Years count for nothing, I suppose. What next, pray? I wish I was going for a sailor, continued William, in a gleeful tone, his fair face flushing with pleasure at the thought. Voyaging about from port to port, and seeing foreign countries! That would be something like a life.

Oh, it is a jolly life! burst out Harry Vane, in one of his fits of enthusiasm, to which, it must be owned, he was somewhat given. The very sight of a ship sends my pulses into a thrill. It does, Caroline; and you need not look at me so mockingly. To see a vessel, with her white sails spread, scudding through the water; to be at the main-top-gallant mast-head and watch her speed, the glorious sea stretched out around; to feel the motion of the good ship as she rides along majestically, the breeze fanning your face, perhaps the sun, a blaze of splendour, rising in the east!  oh, you cannot, any of you, tell the enjoyment that it is. You have never experienced it.

Ah! that was an unlucky voyage of yours, to Spain and back! observed Caroline Vane, in a tone of vexation.

Harry laughed out gleefully, and came down from his imaginary perch on the main-top-gallant.

Why do you call it an unlucky voyage? asked little Rose Allair. He did come back.

Ill explain it, said Harry, before Caroline could speak. When Captain Marsh was going to Spain with his ship  only a merchantman, you know, of two or three hundred tons  he invited me to make the voyage with him.  Oh, dear yes, and thank you, cried mamma. He will be dreadfully sea-sick, and that will cure him of his passion for the sea. Accordingly I started; and was sea-sick, not much, though; and I made the voyage, there and home; and when I got back, poor mamma found she was out in her reckoning. The taste had been confirmed in me. If I had only longed for the sea before, I loved it then. Ever since, mamma and Carry have called it my unlucky voyage.

It was the most unlucky step you ever took, persisted Caroline.

Harry laughed. It was a mistake, Carry, thats all, said he, quietly. As if a trifle of sea-sickness could put me out of conceit of the sea! Why, Id rather be sea-sick for ever, than not go!

Dont talk randomly, rebuked Caroline, who was older than her brother. Harry, I wonder whether Fred will come out this morning?

No, I am sure he will not, replied Harry. He is above coming out on this morning expedition now. Dont you remember last year?  he said it was his last time. Since Fred passed his eighteenth birthday, he has thought himself a man. Besides, Fred likes his bed too well to leave it, when theres an excuse for stopping in it.

William had fallen into silence. He was thinking how lucky was Harry Vane in possessing a father who saw no ogres in the sea. And thus they reached the Grange meadow, a very favourite resort; and the two boys began to scramble over the stile, as boys will do when in much haste, with little regard to ceremony, or to the young ladies with them.

There stands Jenniker! exclaimed William, pointing with his finger.

And theres another with him! Who is it?

Where? Oh, I see, behind the tree.

Why, I declare it is that ignoramus, Tom Fisher! Of all dolts! Whatever brings Jenniker out with him?


CHAPTER II.

THE SHOW.

OF the two boys standing there, one was of a tall, powerful frame, almost a man. That was Jenniker. The other was tall also, but slight and delicate. That was Fisher. In point of fact, Fisher was an overgrown dandy of sixteen, wearing a gold chain across his waistcoat, and two rings on his left little linger; a garnet set round with pearls, and an emerald studded with paste diamonds. His hands were white, his nails faultless, and his coat was cut in the height of fashion. His manner was slow; his brains were not particularly bright. He had been reared in the heart of London, had scarcely ever been beyond it, until this visit, which he was paying to some friends in Whittermead. In his utter ignorance of country sights and country habits, Dr Robertsons pupils, with whom he was brought in contact, felt inclined to convert him into a sort of butt for their mocking sport. What with his dandy-cut coats, his white hands, his rings, his effeminacy altogether, and his real ignorance, the boys enjoyed a treat.

I say, Vane, what do you think? called out Jenniker, at the top of his voice, as they approached. Fisher, here, does not know one tree from another; cant tell an oak from an ash, or a birch from a willow. He says he only knows a poplar; and, that, because its tall and thin, like the wooden trees they sell with childrens toys in Arcadia.

I did not say in Arcadia, hastily corrected Fisher, I said in the Lowther Arcade.

Oh, the Lowther Arcade! is it not the same? cried Jenniker, putting on the full tide of ridicule. My patience and conscience! Not to know a tree when you see it! Ive heard of girls not knowing lots of things, but I never did hear of a fellow not knowing trees. You are a curiosity worth taking about the country in a travelling caravan, Master Fisher.

Be quiet, Jenniker, said William Allair. Why do you begin upon him? He has always lived in London, where there are no trees to be seen.

Right in the midst of it, put in Harry Vane. By Aldgate Pump.

No, I dont live by Aldgate Pump, resentfully spoke Fisher. I have not seen Aldgate Pump above half-a-dozen times in my life.

Its by Temple Bar, then.

Well, Temple Bar is not Aldgate Pump, retorted Fisher. Aldgate Pumps down Whitechapel way.

Are there any trees round Temple Bar, Master Fisher? cried Jenniker, returning to the charge.

You had better go up to London and see, retorted Fisher, who by no means relished their aggravating salutation of Master.

If there are no trees in London, there are plenty outside it. At Clapham, where my aunt lives, they abound. I daresay I could tell the names of many, if I wanted to tell them.

Lets hear, Fisher, said Harry Vane. Do you know what these trees are? pointing to those underneath which they were standing.

Fisher looked up at the trees. He did not know them, but he did not like to confess to the ignorance. Another moment, and his face brightened.

Perhaps they are ivy? suggested he.

The boys leaned against the trees in their agony of laughter, and the young ladies  who were not upon their drawing-room manners  shrieked aloud with it, driving Fisher wild. Other young ladies, other schoolboys were running up from various points in the distance, and the audience promised to be a large one.

What is there to mock at? asked Fisher. Come! This is ivy thats around them. I know ivy when I see it, as well as you. My aunts house at Clapham is covered with it.

Thats ivy, but the trees are not, jerked out Harry Vane, in the midst of his convulsion. Well give you three guesses of what the trees are, Fisher; and if you cant hit upon the right thing, you shall go up them and get down some boughs.

Up a tree! returned the dismayed Fisher, who had probably never in his experience climbed anything more formidable than to the top of an omnibus. I wish you may get it! My hands and my clothes are not going to be torn, I can tell you.

At this moment a whole troop of new-comers came within hearing distance, many of Dr Robertsons scholars being amongst them.

Fisher thought these trees were ivys, said Jenniker, with a very broad grin; Mr Jenniker being rather addicted to grinning, when he found he could annoy any friend with it. We are going to give him three guesses, and if he cant hit upon the right name, he pays forfeit and goes up the tree.

Why dont you ask me to climb up to the moon at once? cried Fisher. You dont get me up the stem of a tree.

The stem! the stem! ha, ha, ha! ho, ho, ho! shook the boys, holding their sides. He calls the trunk the stem!

The trunk, then, said Fisher. A thick, round, high trunk like that, where theres nothing to lodge your feet upon! Go up yourselves, if you want somebody to go up. Id as soon attempt to mount a greasy pole at a fair.

Youll have to try it, shouted the boys. Lets hear the first guess. Ill bet the contents of my pockets against Dick Jennikers, that Fisher does not name them.

Wouldnt you like it, Harris! returned Mr Dick Jenniker. I have got a valuable bank note or two in mine.

Another laugh, at Jennikers boast of bank notes. Of all the school, his pockets were generally the most empty; he was one who spent his money faster than it came in.

Come, Fisher, we are waiting for you.

Oh, well, I dont mind guessing, said Fisher, who was, on the whole, of an accommodating, peaceably inclined nature.

Lets see. They are not poplars  

A shout of derision drowned the conclusion of Fishers sentence. Go ahead! Thats the first guess.

That was not a guess at all, disputed Fisher. I knew they were not poplars.

Thats a fine shuffle! cried a dozen disputing voices, eager to take any advantage, as boys voices proverbially are. You want to do us out of four guesses.

He knows poplars. Jenniker said so, observed William Allair.

Yes, yes, let that go, said Harry Vane. He said he knew poplars, before this was brought up.

Poplars are tall, straight, upright trees, said simple Tom Fisher. You cant suppose I mistook these for poplars.

As tall and as straight as those charming wooden trees that come out of Arcadia. He has been to Arcadia, added Jenniker in an aside explanation to the newcomers, and knows the trees there. The shepherdesses stand underneath them all day with flowered crooks in their hands. You neednt stare, Mr Fisher. Go on and take your first guess.

An elm, returned Fisher at a venture, thinking it might be as well not to say anything about Arcadia and the shepherdesses.

Thats one guess. Off again.

A fir, hesitated Fisher, scanning the tree.

Thats rich, that is! Go at it.

Well, you give me no time to remember names.

Plenty of time. Off for the third.

Is it a mountain-ash, then? concluded Fisher, who never having, to his knowledge, seen a mountain-ash, thought that might be a reason for this being one.

All over, all over! He has had his three guesses. Why, you stupid, could you look up at these trees, and not know what they are? Dont you see the balls on them? Have you never heard of oak-balls?

Havent I! We call them oak-apples in London. Is it an oak-tree?

To be sure it is.

Well, I was stupid! I thought of oak once, and meant to guess it, but you put me out with that bother about the poplars. I said you did not give me time.

Any donkey would have known it was an oak-tree by the balls, Master Fisher, politely observed Jenniker.

I saw no balls, grumbled Fisher, who did not relish Jennikers allusions.

Dont you see them now?

Yes, now you tell me they are there. But one has to look closely to do it, mixed up, as they are, amongst the leaves.

Now for the penalty, said Jenniker, who was rubbing his hands as if expecting some choice gratification.  Let us see how a London gentleman can climb.

I cant climb, I tell you, dissented Fisher. I wont climb. There!

A bargains a bargain, sir, as we reckon in the country, persisted Jenniker. A favoured mortal who has been admitted to the sunny plains of Arcady, ought not to be shy of trees. I saw a picture of it once. The ground was moss, and the skies were blue streaked with pink. Come, Mr Fisher.

A bargain is no bargain when its made on one side only. Thats London fashion. If you think I am going to tear my clothes to rags with your trees, you are mistaken. I mightnt care so much if my tailor were at hand to replenish them.

You are keeping your friends waiting, Mr Fisher, returned Jenniker with polite suavity. Thats not good manners. Up with you, and fling down a cartload of sprays. Choose those that have balls. We want to gild them.

What do you say you want to do? inquired Fisher, not understanding.

Gild them. Did you leave your hearing in Arcadia? It is the custom here to carry gilded oak-balls on the twenty-ninth of May.

How do you gild them?

With sheets of gold leaf. Dont you see our paper books here, with the gilt leaves between? The girls gild: perhaps youll help them. Come, Fisher, no shuffling! Up the stem, as you call it.

Now, look you here, returned Fisher, taking out a penknife to trim his finger nails. You wont get me up that tree, if you badger for the whole day; any more than youll get me up that church steeple yonder. And you may just as well drop the subject as waste your time over it.

There might have been a forced ascent and some disturbance, but the girls  as they had just been unceremoniously styled  interfered, saying they would go home if any quarrelling took place. So Fisher was left to repose on mother earth in peace and safety; and the others mounted the trees.

When as many sprays were torn off as were wanted, and the young ladies, many of whom were assembled now, had finished the gilding, they all roved about, enjoying themselves. Conversing, laughing, giving chaff to Tom Fisher and to each other; and plucking the May and the hedge flowers. Some chased each other over the meadows, snatching handfuls of buttercups and daisies, only to scatter them; plucking, in gleeful merriment, the cowslips and bluebells; seeking for late primroses, for remaining violets. Their happy laughter mingled with the sunshine, with the sweet fragrance of the blossoms; whilst the ringing of the distant bells fell on the ear with the softest melody.

Presently some of them heard the cuckoo, and the rest stood still, their voices hushed. But the bird ceased its notes, and flew away to a distance.

Then the shouting and laughter were renewed, and the running through the long grass on its many coloured flowers, which was not exactly beneficial to the future crop of hay; and it was well, I think, that Squire Jones, to whom the field belonged, had not come oakballing, himself, and caught them there. Little cared they for the hay, that was to be: the present grass and its flowers were enough for them; the cowslips had never been so yellow, the May so pink, the clover so sweet, the bluebells so blue. All things were lovely. The weather had been gloomy so long that this warm sunny morning seemed like a very glimpse of Eden; it might have spoken to them of God.

But these hours of enjoyment passed quickly, and the village chimes told eight all too soon. It was the signal for returning home to breakfast; and away they trooped gradually, bearing their gilded oak-sprays. Other days they had to be in school by seven oclock, but there was holiday on this one. It came but once a year, that morning ramble, and the gravest schoolboy among them  to be a freshman probably next year  was content for the time to be a child again.

As they passed Mr Vanes house, a gentlemanly young man stood on its threshold, watching the return. It was Frederick Vane, the handsomest of that handsome family. Had he but been as good as he was handsome! Harry, only that morning, had called idleness his brothers besetting sin. As yet, it was perhaps his worst and only sin: but it is one that leads to others. A favourite copy is that, given us with our earliest writing lessons: Idleness is the root of all evil.

Why did you not come with us, Mr Frederick? asked one of the passers-by.

He leaned against the stone pillar of the portico as he answered; leaned in his favourite listless fashion, and a smile sweet and sunny, but still a listless smile, parted his lips. Frederick Vane was beginning to conjugate that noted French verb, the most dangerous that can make itself at home with a young and attractive man; was repeating over the first person of its first tense to himself hourly: Je mennui.

Why did I not go with you? he repeated. I leave the glories of the twenty-ninth of May, getting up by star-light and oak-balling included, to those who are still in love with them. I have had my day at it.

It is not so bad a day yet.

True  for you. Each age has its favourite kaleidescope. Well, Mr William Allair, is that a whole tree or only some branches of it? You will make your shoulders ache.

Id rather it was a ships mast, returned William gaily, but quite without reference to the point, so far as Frederick Vane or anybody else could see. Old Symes the shoemaker was regretting last night that he could not go out to get a bough for his door, his leg being worse, so I said Id bring him one.

Very polite of you, Im sure, returned Frederick, in his thoroughly pleasant, but half mocking manner.

I hope none of you gentlemen  throwing his eyes on the group of boys who had stopped will find yourselves too late for breakfast. It is close upon nine.

The remark caused a diversion. The being too late for breakfast is not an agreeable prospect to schoolboys with hungry appetites, and most of them set off at a canter for their respective homes, or for that of their head master, Dr Robertson.

William Allair and his sisters did not, at any rate, find themselves too late for theirs. Mr and Mrs Allair had waited for them. They had an indulgent home: one of those not too common, where careful training, anxious practical lessons, are blended with kindness. Their young brother Edmund, their poor afflicted brother Edmund, came forward eagerly as they entered the house, and he broke into a meaningless shout of delight as they loaded him with sprays of gilded oak-balls, and flew on to their plentiful breakfast. It is to be hoped the rest of the boys found as good a one and as hearty a welcome.

The meal over, and early attire changed for best, they waited with feverish impatience for the great event of the day  the procession, popularly called the show; a show which had annually enraptured the younger eyes of Whittermead for not far short of two centuries.

At half-past ten the church bells rang out for service; not with their Sunday ding-dong  as Dr Robertsons boys irreverently expressed it  but with the same joyous chimes as in the early morning. Whittermead, in its loyalty, made a point of attending divine service on the twenty-ninth of May. And this show, passing down the street amidst the throng of admiring gazers, was on its way to attend service as they were.

It was heralded by two great branches of oak, borne abreast, as large as trees. Large streaming flags and silken banners followed, preceding a band of music, which to the ears of those assembled rivalled anything that could be achieved by the band of her Majestys Life Guards. Then came a stream, two and two, of decorated men, their coats gay with ribbons, and their hands with a spray of gilded oak. Next appeared a high spreading canopy of evergreens, garnished with blossoms and stars, wondrous to behold, underneath which walked two men, each bearing on his shoulder a lovely child, fancifully and gaily dressed, half covered with flowers and ribbons, some with gold and silver spangles, anything that was beautiful to the eye. They were called pages. And this was repeated over and over again  banners, flags, decorated men, green canopies, and the charming little children; all save the music and the heralding oak boughs. Now followed the grand object of interest, especially to the boys  the Iron Man. He wore a complete suit of iron armour, hence his appellation, and was mounted on a ponderous horse. His left hand held the bridle of his charger, and his right hand grasped a long, sharp spear, which was brandished terrifically, and thrust close to the face of all who ventured within its reach.

Whats that for? cried Fisher, who had looked on with amazed eyes. Who is he meant to represent?

Oliver Cromwell, said Jenniker.

No, interposed Gripper, one of Dr Robertsons boys,  in fact, they had most of them collected in a group. Not Oliver Cromwell. Its meant for Charles himself, I think.

Then, were I you, I wouldnt  think till I could think better, retorted Jenniker to Gripper. Who ever heard of a king riding in iron armour from top to toe, face and all?  unless he were going to battle. Charles was never called the Iron Man.

Its meant for Cromwell, just as much as its meant for Jenniker, observed Gripper to Fisher.

Jennikers right, said Harry Vane. It is meant for Cromwell.

It is not.

Very well, said Harry Vane, with a laugh. Have it your own way, Gripper, and then perhaps youll live the longer.

But dont let Master Fisher carry a cock-and-bull story back to Temple Bar with him, informing the natives there that Charles II. rides annually in armour at Whittermead, persisted Jenniker. Hell be going to Arcadia and spreading it there, if we dont mind.

Going where? cried Fisher, who did not catch the word.

To Arcadia, repeated Jenniker. So once for all, Mr Fisher, understand: that Iron Man is old Oliver, if you have ever heard of him.

What had Oliver Cromwell to do with it? asked Fisher.

Why, dont you know that this is the anniversary of King Charless restoration? said Jenniker.

Is it?

Well, you are a green goose, Fisher! Any young lady, but you, would have known that. Thats why we go to church.

What has our going to church to do with King Charles? He has been dead long enough, hasnt he?

Oh, we go to pray for the continuation of Royalty, and all that. At least, thats the popular understanding.

And what are those children for? again demanded Mr Tom Fisher. They are not ugly.

Those are the pages, said Gruff Jones.

Pages? debated Fisher. I thought they were meant for angels, or Cupids. They look much more like that sort of thing.

Our nurse used to tell us they were meant for baby angels, timidly observed a young gentleman of eight, who had just been entered at Dr Robertsons.

Your nurse is an old woman, responded Harry Vane.

An out-and-out one, added Jenniker. If they represented angels, theyd dress them with wings, wouldnt they, little muff?

Besides, quoth Gripper, what had angels to do with King Charless procession?

Or with Charles, either? struck in Monitor Seymour. If we may believe all thats told, an angels opposite had more to do with him.

And Cupid most of all, rejoined Jenniker, with one of his broad grins.

There was a laugh in Jennikers immediate neighbourhood, and the remark was passed on through the line of senior boys.

I consider those pages the best worth seeing in all the show, said Fisher.

Do you hear that? cried Jenniker to the throng of boys. Master Fisher considers the pages the best worth seeing! Is he a lady, or is he a junior? Both of which species  as Mr Jenniker gallantly expressed it  being known to favour the pages. The schoolboys curled their lips at them, and talked largely of the Iron Man.

Arrived at the church, the procession entered it. The Iron Man, after being assisted from his charger and divested of his spear and helmet, clanking himself up the aisle to his appropriated seat. The boys pressed forward, and got as close to him as they could.

The church was very full; as full as on Sundays: and the service for the restoration of the Royal Family was performed. At its conclusion, a large portion of the congregation hastened, somewhat indecorously, from the church, that they might secure good places to see the show pass back again. It did so in the same order that it had come. The Iron Man, resuming his helmet, contrived, with a great deal of difficulty and some assistance, to remount his steed: but the weighty armour had fatigued him, and the spear was not brandished quite so fiercely as in coming. The pretty dresses of the pages were tumbled, and their little faces flushed from their having gone to sleep; but all things looked as well as before to the general eye: and the ringing bells again chimed out merrily in the noonday sunlight.

Ah! what show in after life could ever equal that rustic show of childhood? Look full at it! boys, girls, children, look at it! gaze your fill; feast your eyes upon it ere it shall have passed; another sight and yet another, before it shall quite fade away in the distance. Remember it well. It will recur to your memory in after years as a vision of all that was beautiful. When you are men and women, it may chance that you will see sights ten times as fine. The Lord Mayors show, with its tinsel and glitter of coaches, and soldiers, and scarlet robes, and ponderous gold chains; a royal coronation, with its imposing gorgeousness; or a fête-dieu in France  and in that fête there will be canopies and banners, and lovely children, fancifully habited as are these pages  and incense-scattering priests in their golden-worked robes, singing their deep, harmonious chant; but although their splendour may dazzle the eye, and a momentary gratification be excited in the mind, where will be the delight with which you gaze upon this simple show, now, in your childhood? Gone. For the fresh feelings that caused you to find rapture in external things will have left you with your youth. So, gaze your fill, I say, at the show, and be happy while you may. Now is the reality of existence; the conscious, glowing sense of enjoyment in all things: hereafter little of it will remain to you but its name and its remembrance.

More pleasure yet: for in Whittermead it was a day consecrated to it. Dinner-parties and tea-parties, and cakes, and sweetmeats, and happy faces; and boys upon their best behaviour, and young ladies radiant in blue ribbons and white muslin, with green and gilded oak-leaves sparkling in their shining hair.

But it came to an end. All things bright must come to an end, as well as all things sad. And the joyous revellers went home to bed in a trance of happiness, to dream it all over again, and to wish that every day in the year was the twenty-ninth of May.

But there was one of those whom you met this morning who did not take part in the feasting or the revelry  and that was Frederick Vane. Frederick Vane departed that day for the great metropolis, where he had been wildly desirous of making a sojourn, and had at length got leave from Mr Vane to do so. It was his Arcadia. But one known as yet in imagination only, for he had not been there since he was a child.


CHAPTER III.

HARRY VANE.

MY dear boys, I have said that this story is written especially for you. As you go on, you will probably discover why I have written it. I would wish to warn you against disobedience. You have heard of popular fallacies, but I can tell you that there never was a more decided one than that fallacy of yours  the belief that you know better than your parents. How often has a boy come to an issue with his father and mother, and decamped to sea in disobedience! He has picked up that agreeable but most deceptive notion, that the going to sea will prove a remedy for all evils under the sun. Another fallacy.

I make no doubt you must know some who have so gone: I feel sure you know some who are wanting to go. A boy grows dissatisfied, lazy, tired; tired of all things; tired of land  or rather of the life he is leading on land  and he thinks he will go to sea. He thinks it will cure him. So it will, with a vengeance. Talk to him of the hardships he will have to encounter; the endurance he must fortify himself with against the hardships! You may as well talk to the winds. Did you ever know sons who have gone off to sea in this manner, and have never returned? I have. I have known some who have only gone out to die. It is a common occurrence, this running away to sea: how common, I believe that few of us know or suspect. Some have gone in half opposition; some in downright defiance and disobedience; some, in cunning stealth, running away clandestinely. These boys are often remarkably unfitted for a sea life; and that they find out to their cost. A boy who embraces the sea as a profession ought to have been fitted for it by nature, otherwise it will prove for him the most miserable of all lives that he could lead on earth. Many have sunk under the hardships; many will sink again. Never you be tempted to resort to it. Never run away to sea. If any one of you should find the seduction approaching near him, fly from it as you would fly from a pestilence. You can read on now.

At seven oclock, on the morning following the show of the 29 th of May, the boys were all in school, except one. Dr Robertson took a few boarders, but most of his pupils were out-door ones. It was a renowned and expensive school, equal to any in the county. The one not at school was William Allair. He was subject to violent sick headaches, and awoke with one that morning. His absence at these times was readily allowed by Dr Robertson, who knew that while the pain lasted he was incapable of study.

Of all the boys, the two between whom existed the greatest intimacy and friendship, were Harry Vane and William Allair; and yet no two could present to each other a greater contrast. Harry Vane, far in advance of his years, high-spirited, noble, independent, was one of those who are sure to hold sway amongst and rule their fellows. He was universally admired for his daring, yet generous spirit; and his well-known prepossession for, and constant talk of the sea, had created a sort of excited fancy for it in the school. Several had begun to be almost as eager for it as he was. But with this difference; while his liking for it was innate  the prompting of nature  theirs was nothing more than a passing fancy, into which they had worked themselves. Squire Joness eldest son and William Allair were the most seriously impressed. It was like the hay fever, which had broken out in the school the summer previously. Several got a touch of it, but only one or two were attacked dangerously.

Harry Vanes predilection for the sea was in truth a real one. It had certainly been born with him. Rely upon it, that some peculiar liking, a talent for some certain sphere of usefulness, over and above all others, is bora with all of us. Not a boy, amongst you who read this, but has been endowed with qualities by the great Creator that will fit him for some calling in life more especially than for other callings. Try and find out what it is, and then put your whole energy into it.

Before Harry Vane could well speak, he would leap and crow at the sight of his boat. I mean a little toy boat, as large as your hand, which had been given him. Every other toy was thrust aside for this darling plaything. He was six years old when Mr and Mrs Vane went to spend a month or two at the sea-side, and there he saw real boats, real ships, and the sight excited him to intense joy. His nurse reproached him with having gone mad after them, and grew sick and tired with her constant visits to the beach and the harbour, for he was ever dragging her there. He contrived, child though he was, to pick up the names applied by sailors to the different parts of a ship: the jib-boom, the mainstays, the mizen-mast, the focastle, and all the rest; and he was for ever using them. His whole talk was of a ship. Mrs Vane found the names unintelligible, and told him they sounded vulgar: Mr Vane laughed, and wondered how the boy picked them up.

One day there arose a sad state of excitement. Harry was lost. The nurse, with the three children, Frederick, Caroline, and Harry, had gone to the beach, where she speedily amused herself gossiping with other nurses, nurse fashion, while the children, joined by other children, hunted after sea-shells, and dug holes in the sands. When the time came to collect them for home, Harry had disappeared. Where was he? Nobody knew; nobody had seen him go away. The nurse was in a dreadful state of terror: she feared he might have run after the receding tide, and had got drowned in the sea. The bevy of nurses ran about wildly; the children sobbed; and some fishermen, who were standing near, asked the nurse if they should get the drags. To go home with her tale to Mr and Mrs Vane was the worst task that servant had been put to throughout her life.

Mr Vane, to whom she spoke first, was not greatly alarmed. He did not deem it probable that an active lad like Harry should let himself be drowned in silence; and remembering his passion for ships, he thought it much more likely that he had found his way to the harbour. Charging the nurse to say nothing to her mistress, he hastened to the harbour; and there was the truant found, having strayed on to a ship. It was a trading sloop, which had put in the previous night; and Harry was asking question after question, as he examined every corner of it with delighted curiosity, and making himself perfectly at home. The captain was pleased with the little fellows intelligence and animation. He made much of him; gave him a pretty little model of a ship, so gratified was he at the childs calling the various parts of his own by their nautical appellations; and when Mr Vane got on board, Harry was being regaled with cold plum-duff.

Mr Vane, after some chiding, inquired into particulars. Harry could only plead the attractions of the ships as an excuse for having strolled from the beach. Arrived at the harbour, his attention became absorbed by the sloop; there was something about her build that fascinated him; and he speedily made acquaintance with her sailors. They told him he might come on board at high water, when the ship would be on a level with the sides of the harbour, and he could walk on to her without danger. Harry did not wait for the high water, or for a second invitation, but went on at once, throwing danger to the winds.

Why, how did you get on? inquired Mr Vane, in surprise.

Down that perpendicular ladder, sir, interposed the captain. I was on deck, giving some orders, when, what should I see, but a youngster, a baby, as may be said, swing himself on to the gangway and begin to descend? It made my flesh creep to see him, it did: a little un, like that, walking down such a place: the least false step, and it would have been all over with him, falling from that height. I shouted out to him to get back again, when he turned and looked at me as fearless as you please, which made me shout out louder.

All to no purpose: down he came, as lissome as a cat, and after Id scolded him for his venturesomeness  which I took French leave to do, sir, just as if he had been a child of my own  we showed him over the ship. And a fine, intelligent youngster he is, as ever I came across. But he seems to have no fear about him.

He never had any sense of fear, said Mr Vane, in a vexed tone. He dreads no danger.

He has been climbing in places aboard this vessel, such as one double his age would look twice at before venturing up, rejoined the captain.

But you dont look at my ship, papa! exclaimed Harry, impatiently interrupting the conversation, and exhibiting his present to his father for about the tenth time. Isnt she a clipper?

And what a state you have made your socks and legs in! resumed Mr Vane. And look at your nice dress!

Harry glanced down. He was at the age of pretty dresses and white frilled drawers. The dress was spoilt, covered with dirt and tar.

Oh, thats nothing, he equably answered, with all the unconcern in the world. Papa, when I grow up a man, Ill not be captain of such a vessel as this. Shes only a sloop. She is neither a brig nor a frigate. But I like her shape.

He seems to have a hankering after ships, remarked the captain.

Rather too much of it, said Mr Vane.

At this moment Harry slipped away. The next, he was down the side of the vessel, into a little boat, which had just begun to float with the rising tide. Mr Vane, who could see danger, if Harry could not, ordered him up again; but as soon as lie readied deck, he was climbing up the mainmast.

As handy as if he had served his apprenticeship to it, remarked the captain, following him with his eyes, while Mr Vane called to him to come down. Youll have to make a sailor of him, sir, it strikes me. He has been going on in the way you see, and talking about ships ever since he has been aboard. When I put that little model in his hand, Oh, this is a brig, says he; and I asked him how he knew it was a brig. Why, by the rigging, quoth he, as cute as possible.

He has certainly a wonderful inclination for the sea, observed Mr Vane. He seems to take to it naturally, as young ducks take to water. His mother would check it, if she could.

Shell never check such an inclination as that, sir, said the captain. When you see it evinced by so young a child, you may make sure its born with em. Older boys put likings on, and get fancies into their heads of their own accord: one of this age dont. I never knew but one have such a hankering after it as this lad seems to have. His friends were all against him, but it was of no use.

He carried the day, I suppose? remarked Mr Vane, speaking chiefly because the captain was looking at him, and seemed to expect an answer.

Father, mother, brothers, sisters, grandfathers, and grandmothers, all were against it. They were at him continually; wanting to bind him prentice to a trade; inventing all sorts of horrid tales of the sea; foretelling all manner of ill for him, if he went. And that was me.

You! exclaimed Harry, who had come down, and was listening.

Me, myself, repeated the captain. I loved the sea; and all their talk was as nothing in my ear. Never, sure, did one love it as I loved it.

And they would not let you go? cried Harry with trembling eagerness.

Not for a long while.

And how did you get there at last? Did you run away?

The captain shook his head. I was sorely tempted to it. They put me to a tailor; of all trades, the one I mortally hated. Ay, I was sorely tempted, Heaven knows; and once I had even packed up my traps in a handkerchief, what few they were, and had it in my head to start that same night. But somehow I could not do it. Not that I shrank from what was before me, or felt afraid of anything I might have to encounter; but it came into my mind  listen, my good little boy!  that Gods blessing would never rest upon me, if I left home in rebellious disobedience to my parents.

Harry did not speak. He stood with his earnest, great brown eyes devouring the captain, and the crimson of emotion flushing his clear young cheeks.

So I stopped. I stopped and tried to like my trade. I tried hard, but it seemed to go against me, and I could make no hand at it. That was the dreariest portion of my life; I hardly like to look back to it now. After a while things worked round. My father and mother found I was not fitted for an inland life, and at last they consented to my going. Consented freely; and I departed, happier than a king, and fearing not for the future, for they had prayed God to speed me.

And were you not very glad when you did get right on to the sea? asked Harry eagerly.

Very glad; very happy. And God has prospered me from that hour to this, and enabled me to support my parents in their old age.

And Ill be a sailor, too, cried Harry resolutely. And if papa and mamma ever want money, Ill send home all mine for them.

The captain nodded his head oracularly. It said to Mr Vane, as plainly as not could say, that he would never do successful battle with this inclination of his sons. Perhaps Mr Vane did not intend to try.

They quitted the sloop, Mr Vane thanking the captain for his kindness to the boy, and Master Harry was marched home to the tune of a sharp lecture, turning upon young gentlemen who ran away from their nurses, leaving them sick with fright.

This little episode and its attendant circumstances, more especially what he had seen of the lad on board the sloop, strongly impressed the mind of Mr Vane. As the years went on, he began asking himself whether he and Mrs Vane were doing right, to endeavour to thwart by every means in their power this inclination of Harrys for a sea life: he asked himself a more solemn question  whether it had not been implanted in the boys mind, nay, in his nature, by God.

Mr Vane knew that Harry was  to use a familiar expression  cut out for a sailor. By constitution he was pre-eminently fitted for it, and in that lay a great contrast between him and William Allair. Work was as nothing to him. Of hardships he could bear a vast deal. That which would go far towards killing William Allair, he could endure without a murmur, almost without a thought. For privation he did not care; or, to speak more correctly, what was privation to boys in general, was no privation to him. Were they condemned to bread and water for punishment  while a punishment it would indeed be to the rest of the boys, above all, to William Allair  Harry Vane did not regard it as such. No lad should go to sea without being sure of his physical powers, of his strength, of his capability to endure hardships and privation; ay, and to make the best of them.

A famous mechanic, too, was Harry Vane. He could mend anything that came to pieces, put glass in the summer-house window frame, patch up the desks that got broken, and turn out model ships as nicely made as that one given him on board the trading sloop when he was a youngster. A first-rate carpenter was he; and one day he remarked to William Allair that he could rig a jury bowsprit or make a jib-boom for a ship with the best of them in case of necessity. What necessity? asked William. What necessity, now! Cant you guess? Suppose we were a thousand miles from land, with no carpenter on board, and our jib-boom went crash in a storm, or a meeting -hip carried away our bowsprit? These are what I should call cases of necessity.

Calm in temper, cool in moments of danger, gifted with great and quick presence of mind, was Harry Vane. But, if he had a sailors desirable qualities, he had also some of a sailors faults. Thoughtless, careless, and extravagant was he; swayed by the impulse of the moment, rarely casting a glance to the future. In money matters, none could be more improvident. He never possessed a sixpence. The instant money was given him, it burnt a hole in his pocket, and was scattered right and left. Off to the shop for sweetmeats, away to the cutlers to leave his tools to be ground, buying up anything exposed for sale that took his eye; spending, in short, to the last farthing, and forgetting to save money to pay for the grinding of his tools. One day he saw three poor shipwrecked sailors, who were asking charity. Of course he had no money; he never had any; and he was a couple of miles from home. Harry was in an agony; he longed to relieve them; if there was one human being his heart yearned to above all others, it was a sailor. He darted into a road-side shop; it was a small shoemakers; tore off his jacket, borrowed a shilling upon it, gave his name and address, handed the shilling to the sailors, listened to and sympathized with their tale; and went home jacketless.

His daring courage and contempt for danger led him into innumerable scrapes. It almost seemed that he bore a charmed life, so many perilous situations did he come out of unscathed. He made a trouble of nothing. Of a happy and contented mind, the cares and crosses of life  for schoolboys have their crosses and cares as well as other people  passed over him lightly and smoothly as a light fleecy cloud passes over the face of the sun. And here, again, lay a contrast between him and William Allah. The latter would run to meet trouble half way, while Harry would not see it if it came.

Everybody liked Harry Vane: all admired the generous boy and his happy temperament, With rich and poor he was an equal favourite; and one great characteristic of him was, that he did not understand false pride; he possessed none of it. One day he would be seen driving along in state in Lord Sayinghams coroneted carriage; the next he was jolting through the village in the bakers cart. And if, when in the cart, he by chance met the carriage, whilst another boy  could one have been found to allow himself to get into it  would gladly have sunk to the bottom amidst the loaves, Harry sat as erect and unconcerned as before; the same gay good temper in his eye and smile on his lip, as he lifted his hat to Lady Sayingham. In fact, he possessed that independent, fearless spirit which exalts its owner into a sort of hero, whom all are eager to admire and imitate. Was it any wonder that such a boy should hold sway over his companions?

But they need not have fallen into the notion that, because Harry Vane was constituted for a sea life, they must be. A few are constituted for it. That great Creator who made the sea, has made men fitted to go upon it as their home, their lifes work; but they are but sufficient, units amid the millions; and where a sailor is not fitted for the life and its hardships, it is the very greatest and most bitter mistake to have embraced it. A mistake which brings repentance in its train, but rarely remedy.


CHAPTER IV.

EMPTY TARTS.

William Allair lay in bed with his sick headache. He came down in the latter part of the day. His sisters were out; Mrs Allair and Edmund in the drawingroom. William was taking a chair, when Edmund started up, and, with a vacant smile, drew him towards the sofa.

Poor Edmund Allair! He was an afflicted boy; not being so bright in intellect as he might have been. The neighbourhood called him silly, and that was not a bad term to express his state. Not an idiot, he had yet little or no power of mind; none of intellect. Trifles amused him, as they might have amused a child of three years old. Could he get a peacocks feather to stick in his cap, he would pace the lawn before the house, glorying in his finery, nodding his head majestically to anybody who would look at him, and bursting out often with his loud, distressing, vacant laugh. There was no hope that his state would ever be ameliorated, or that he would be fit for any occupation. Therefore he would have to be wholly provided for. It was a great affliction to Mr and Mrs Allair, as you may naturally suppose. They were not rich. Mr Allair had also reason to believe that his would be no Ion a: life: a disease which carried off his father in his prime, had begun, he feared, to show its symptoms upon him. He hoped to last until William should be of an age to replace him in his profession, so that the practice might be kept together. William, however, had been allowing certain foolish visions of a sea life to unsettle him. Very foolish they were as regarded himself; for if ever a boy was unfitted for hardships and bodily exertion, that exertion which comprises hard work, it was William Allair.

He took the sofa offered by Edmund, who sat down on a footstool at Williams feet. Edmund, loving by nature, held his brothers hand, and frequently kissed it, gazing tenderly up into his face. William, on his part, gazed at the sun, then nearing the horizon. He recalled Harry Vanes raptures the previous morning over a sea life, and began fancying  well, I hardly know what he was fancying: something to the effect that he was on the sea, many hundreds of leagues away, all alone in an open boat. And what with the thought of his loneliness, which was imaginary; and his intense gaze at the dazzling sun, which was real, the tears came into his eyes. He had been cherishing these charming sea visions all day in bed, by way of soothing his pain. Mrs Allair, a very pretty, gentle-featured woman, not unlike William himself, looked up from her book. She was young yet, and Tier braided hair had no need of cap, and the hanging lace of her open sleeves shaded her rounded arms.

What are you thinking of, William? William mused himself. Just at that moment, mamma, I was thinking how beautiful it must be to see the sun set at sea.

A sunset is beautiful anywhere.

Another pause. William broke it in a half-caressing, half-sighing tone.

What a happy life Harry Vanes will be! It is decided that he is to go to sea. Or, as good as decided.

I make no doubt that, for him, it will be a happy life.

Mrs Allair laid a stress upon the words for him. William rather fired at that.

Why for him, mamma? Why not for me?

My darling boy, you know why.

But I must be a sailor. Mamma, dear, you might take my part.

William, we have discussed this subject before, she answered, a shade of annoyance in her tone. A sailors life would prove a misery to you. My dear, understand well what I repeat  a misery. You are just as unfitted for the calling, as Harry Vane is adapted for it.

Thats what all mothers say, grumbled William. Harry Vane remarked it only yesterday. One would think the sea was a pool of devouring fire, by the way they seem to dread it for their sons.

It is not dreaded for all sons. Were Harry Vane my son, I would cordially approve of it for him, and send him away with my blessing.

And yet you would forbid it to me!

I have told you why, times and times. It is out of consideration for your own welfare. You and Harry Vane are differently constituted; and the walk in life that would suit the one, would be especially ill adapted for the other. In bodily powers, in temperament, you are precisely opposite. Do you remember the cut fingers, William?

William winced. As if that were worth bringing up in argument, mamma! I was not seven years old.

But neither was Harry Vane, said Mrs Allair with a smile. And William was conscious that the argument was strong against him. The reminiscence was this:  

Once they had been making a boat together. That is, Harry was the acting man; Williams help chiefly consisting in sewing the sails: no hand at carpentering work was he. Master Fishers hands were not more delicate than William Allairs. Sawing, hammering, cutting, and planing were not in his Hue: and they never would be. He was holding a certain piece of wood steady, for Harry to chop. Away chopped Harry with a sharp knife, much too sharp for a young gentleman of seven to possess; and the knife went a little too far, and alighted on the fingers of both. Williams was a mere scratch; the skin was cut, and a little drop of blood slowly appeared. Harry Vanes was cut to the bone, and the blood came forth in a stream. William looked at his own finger, at the little scratch and the one drop of blood, and was in danger of fainting from terror; his lips turned white, his frame trembled. He never saw the injury to Harry Vane; he was too much absorbed in his own. Harry Vane carelessly wrapped his handkerchief round his own wound, led William to the house, and asked them to attend to him, and then ran, whistling, off to the chemist, and asked him to do it up with a bit of plaster. The chemist did so; told him it was an awkward cut, and that he was a little hero. Back went Harry to Mr Allairs, and there he found  oh, dear!  that poor William had been obliged to be put to bed, sick and faint. So Harry went into the summer-house alone, and continued his work just as though nothing had happened. And this might be taken as a specimen of endurance of each boy. William was of an age now not to care for a solitary drop of blood; but Harry Vane would bear with better firmness the taking off of a leg, than William would the strapping up of a finger, were it cut as badly as Harrys had been. Harrys hands were everlastingly coming to grief: gashes, bruises, abrasions abounded on them. What cared he? He would just tie a handkerchief round till the blood had stopped, and then the places were left, exposed to the dirt and the air, to get well, or not, as they liked.

William, resumed Mrs Allah, impressively, a sailors life, such as some are obliged to lead, would kill you.

Kill me! repeated William, in his spirit of disbelief; and perhaps his tone savoured also of mockery. It is the most charming life going. Look what a fine time they have of it when they go cruising in the Mediterranean!

But they cant go cruising in the Mediterranean for ever.

It must be uncommonly pleasant when they do.

A sailor must bear all weathers and all temperatures, remarked Mrs Vane. The fierce cold of the poles may stagnate the blood in his veins, and the burning sun of the tropics must glare on him with unmitigated heat. Take up a bar of cold iron in the frozen regions, and it will shrivel the flesh off your hands; while the dreadful heat, under the line, has sent many to their grave with brain fever. How would you bear these extremes? I have heard you complain bitterly of the cold of a wintry day, and of the heat of a summer one, in mild, temperate England.

Of course, I should make up my mind to put up with these inconveniences.

And a very good resolution too, where the inconveniences are inevitable^ But, William, they would not by you be less keenly felt.

Well, if they were, they would hurt nobody but myself. The thought of being planted down to copy mouldy old parchments from morning till night is unbearable. Id as soon be put in a prison for life.

Random words, William.

William felt they were; but he had not the grace to say so.

Never think, my boy, that my opposition to this ideal fancy you have taken up is prompted by any motives, save the urgent wish for your own happiness. Do not interrupt, William; it is an ideal, not a real one. Children are inclined to be undutiful and headstrong, thinking that they know best, and preferring to take their own course. They think that the opposition to their own wishes proceeds from a love of ride; but, William, do not you so deceive yourself. Believe me, that nothing on earth can equal the anxiety of a mother for her child.

Oh, mamma, I know. I know you are anxious for me.

I wish, my darling boy, that you could be shown the working of a sea life in its true light: that you could witness its toil and hardship, and  in nearly all its cases, when boys have gone as you are wishing to go  its inward pining and repentance. Harry Vane will go to what he loves, for his whole heart is in it; but were you to go, you would find out your mistake too late.

Gruff Jones is going, returned William, his spirit of disbelief and opposition again rising.

Gruff Jones! echoed Mrs Allair. My dear, you are mistaken. It was only yesterday, when we were looking at the show, that the squire told me the very notion of his being allowed to go was absurd.

Gruff says he will go, and I think he will, answered William. He says, if the squire persists in refusing him, he shall run away.

Mrs Allair did not like the words; they seemed to throw some strange chill on her heart. She shook as with a sudden inward fear, and her lips grew white.

My son, put those dangerous thoughts away from you, she said, in a low, solemn tone, tenderly laying her hand upon his shoulder. Run away! what sort of a step would that be? Think you, Gods blessing would ever rest upon it?

Mamma, I was only talking of Gruff.

It frightens me, William, to hear of a boy running away from home. I never knew good come of such a step yet. I do not think good could come of it. If  What is it, Elizabeth?

One of the servants had come to call her from the room. William remained, looking at the glories in the western sky, his thoughts far away. A few minutes more, and four or five of the schoolboys came in. On their way home from evening school, they had resolved to look up William.

Here he is!  alive! began Jenniker. We thought youd be dead by this time, Allair.

Did you? returned William, rather crossly. He could not put up with chaff as well as some of the boys could. Of a gentle, timid, yielding disposition, he was less fitted for the rough life of a public school than some of them were. His very appearance was indicative of his sensitive nature, with his refined features, his soft blue eyes, his bright complexion, and his fair, wavy hair.

Gruff Jones, one of the visitors, flung himself into a chair with an action of impatience. He was a short, stout lad, the eldest son of Squire Jones, a gentleman of some importance at Whittermead. The boys had nicknamed him Gruff on account of some peculiarity in his voice.

It is of no use talking to the governor, Gruff began, in a grumbling tone. He wont as much as hear me name the sea now. Hell never let me go.

Bother him till he does, advised Jenniker.

Gruff shook his head. He wont be bothered. If I begin but with half a word, he shuts my mouth up. I will go! added the young gentleman, stamping his foot. The thing is, if he sets his face dead against it, how am I to get there?

Run away, said Jenniker.

Jenniker told me yesterday you had made up your mind to run away, interrupted William Allair.

Well, I dont know, mused Gruff, who was rather a mild sort of boy, in spite of his gruff voice. Im afraid it wouldnt do.  

Not do! echoed daring Jenniker. Just hear him! he added, turning to the rest. Hes afraid it wouldnt do to run away! If you want to do a thing, and other folks say you shant, the best way is, to cut the matter short by doing it.

Gruff considered. Apparently he did not see his way clear. I might not get safe off, debated he. The squire might catch me up and bring me back, and have me before him on the bench, as a vagabond. You dont know what he is when hes put up. Hed no more care for putting one of us in prison, than he cares for committing the poachers. Besides, where could I run to? I should have neither money nor outfit; and thered be no fun in going to sea without your uniform.

Have it your own way, said Jenniker. If you wont bother the squire into sending you, and wont start on your own account, you must humdrum on at Whittermead for life, feeding your own innocent sheep, and cultivating your crops of mild turnips. Theyll put you on the bench, perhaps, when you are of age, and you can sit there and commit poachers on your own account.

Gruff Jones did not like the bantering tone. What would you advise me to do, Jenniker? he asked.

You neednt come to me for advice. I wash my hands of milksops, he added, making a motion of rubbing one hand over the other. Gruff looked irresolute.

Shall you run away, Vane, if they dont let you go? he asked.

No, said Harry Vane. I expect they will let me go.

But if they dont, I said? persisted Gruff.

Then I must put up with it as I best can. I should never run away. No good comes of that.

Better run away than be kept from doing what you like, spoke up Jenniker.

Better not. An old merchant captain told me once that running away never prospered anybody. I dont believe it does. I am not going to run. Stuff!

I dont know but what I shall have to run, struck in Jenniker. Id not bet upon it.

It wont matter so much for you, responded Harry Vane. You have no father to disobey.

No. And the commandments dont tell us we must honour our uncles and our step-aunts, returned the incorrigible Jenniker. I am getting into hot water at home.

Worse hot water than usual?

A sight worse. But I have paid them out. Theres a party gone to Cummerton Castle to-day  a picnic. Jennikers face was so radiant with mischief, his tone so suggestive, that the boys inquired what his joke was.

I was invited to this picnic, mind you; I know I was, for Mildred whispered it to me some days ago, he answered. I thought I was going, until last night. No, if you please! My uncle and step-aunt gravely told me I should only be in mischief if I went, and spoil the party. I have served them out.

Dont say step-aunt, Jenniker. It does sound so!

I shall say it. Shes no aunt of mine, and I shant call her one. Well, it made me mad, as you may guess, finding I was to be put out of the fun, so I thought Id spoil theirs a bit. The folks were to take their own provisions. One lot took meat; another lot took poultry; another, cheese and bread-and-butter; another, wine; another, knives and forks, and dishes and spoons, and tea-kettles and glasses, and all that sort of rattletraps. It fell to our lot at home to find pastry and custards. All yesterday afternoon, as soon as the show was over, my step-aunt, and Mildred, and the cook were melting themselves over the kitchen fire, boiling the custards, and baking the tarts. Mrs Jenniker did not make big pies; about a couple of hundred of little tarts; just what we could take in at a mouthful, you know. I heard her say to Mildred theyd be more convenient to carry than pies in dishes. All covered they were; no jam to be seen: perhaps she thought it would run out on the road

My! shouldnt I like to have been before that collation! struck in Gruff Jones, while the whole of the boys stood with watering mouths.

Dont interrupt, said Jenniker, winking his eyes. Twas all got ready by night: custards corked up in wide-mouthed bottles, and put in a hamper; tarts packed in another hamper. And then it was I found I was not to get any, or any fun, either. So down to the cellar I crept, when the house was in bed, and got at the dainties.

Did you finish the lot, Jenniker? asked the boys, in a despairing state of envy that the luck had not been theirs.

I didnt eat them; I spoiled them, said Jenniker, winking again  a very ugly accomplishment, but Jenniker had some ugly ones. I uncorked the custard bottles, and poured in a little shalot vinegar; and you may guess what the flavour was then, besides turning the stuff to curd. Then I took the tops off the tarts, all neat and clean, with my penknife, and devoured the contents, and fastened on the tops again with white of egg; leaving them just the same, to look at, as they were before.

Jove! what a treat! Was it all jam?

Jam, and other stuff. Apple, and lemon, and rhubarb, and green goosegogs  oh, about fifty sorts, answered Jenniker. I demolished it all. I was down there three hours, stuffing, and accomplishing the job neatly. When I came up, nobody could have told that so much as a finger had been laid upon the hampers. Hadnt I the stomach-ache, though, towards the morning! Theyll be returning home, that picnic lot, in about an hours time.

The boys sat in a trance of delight, devouring the tale as eagerly as Mr Jenniker had devoured the insides of the tarts. And poor Edmund Allair laughed and crowed incessantly, without understanding what there was to laugh at.


CHAPTER V.

PUNISHMENT.

ONE black sheep will spoil a flock. One black boy  speaking with regard to the sheep and the boy metaphorically  will spoil a whole school.

Harry Vane infected his companions with a love for the sea; but he was not the black sheep. That boy was Jenniker, the eldest of them all.

Nothing overwhelmingly bad, either, was there in Jenniker. He possessed no very evil habits; he did not thieve or kill. But Jenniker was daringly self-willed; somewhat loose in principle; inclined to disobedience and rebellion; and Jennikers shortcomings in these respects worked contagion in the school.

In some respects poor Jenniker was to be pitied. He had not the advantage, the safeguard, of a happy home. Left an orphan at an early age, he had been brought up by an uncle and aunt. His aunt was fond of him and treated him well; his uncle also treated him well during her life. But she died; and the time came when his uncle took another wife, and the second Mrs Jenniker set her face against the boy. There had been war to the knife ever since. And it is not improbable that Jenniker would have made short work of it and run away long ago, but for the earnest pleadings of his sweet cousin Mildred.

He went home, after boasting of his exploits, as to the tarts, at Allairs. Mr Jenniker, a wealthy farmer, lived about a mile out of Whittermead, at the Manor Farm. Jenniker  Dick, he was generally called at home  was deep in the preparation of his lessons for the following morning, when the carriage drove up, containing his uncle, Mrs Jenniker, and Mildred. Some friends were with them; they had come to spend the evening; and Jenniker escaped anger for the time. Mildred came to him in the study, gave him an account of the days proceedings, told him the trick was assumed to be his, and that Mrs Jenniker vowed vengeance against him.

Jenniker only laughed. But when the guests had left, the storm fell upon his head, Mr and Mrs Jenniker heaping reproaches upon it. Jenniker retorted, and there was an angry scene. The boy  he was not much more than a boy, though he was so big and tall  spoke out as he had never spoken. Mildred burst into tears. These disputes made the sorrow of her life.

Such a row! said careless Jenniker to the boys of his desk the next morning at early school. They quarrelled with me, and I quarrelled with them.

But about the tarts, Jenniker? cried the boys, eagerly. How did they find the trick out?

Id give a guinea to have been there and seen the fun! responded Jenniker. When the time came for the repast to be spread, the company turned out their hampers, and my step-aunt turned out hers. The tarts looked all right, but the custard didnt. My dear, says uncle to her,  your custard has turned.

My custard turned! says she: its not likely; for if theres one thing she prides herself upon, its the making of her cheesecakes and custards. So my uncle tastes the custard, and finds it sour  all turned.  Its my belief theres vinegar in it, cried he. So that put her up.

 What should bring vinegar in my custards?  she asked. Taste it, returned uncle. Well, she did taste, and the company all round tasted, and they found a flavour of onions in addition to the vinegar, and

Stop a bit, Jenniker! How did you get at this?

Mildred told me. I wish you wouldnt put a fellow out, responded Jenniker. And he hastened to continue his story, adding to it, no doubt, sundry flourishings and embellishments of his own. The custard was thrown away, and the dinner proceeded. When the meats were done with, the tarts came on. You know old Mother Graham? Well, she was served first, being the oldest and fattest. What sort will you take, maam? asks Mrs Jenniker, who presided over her own tarts. Ill take a gooseberry, maam, replies Mother Graham. So Mrs Jenniker looks at her private marks, and sent her a gooseberry, and Mother Graham takes a good bite at it. Goodness me, maam! she shrieks out, you have forgotten the fruit! Forgotten the fruit! repeats Mrs Jenniker, resenting the rudeness.

Dont, mother! whispers her son, the parson, to her  for he thought it was nothing but rudeness Mrs Jenniker always puts plenty of fruit in her tarts.

But theres none! cries out Mother Graham to him; and she pulls the tart apart before the company. This flustered Mrs Jenniker; she told Mildred angrily that it was her carelessness, for it was she who had filled the tarts: and she hands Mother Graham another.  But what tarts are these? cries Mother Graham, taking a bite as before. They have got no insides to them. Mrs Jenniker, in a fearful passion, cut a few open, and found they had no insides, but were hollow and empty. Mildred says I should have seen the consternation.

The desk was in an ecstasy. It had not been treated to such a tale for many a day.

They laid the blame upon my shoulders at once, my uncle and step-aunt, went on Jenniker, vowing vengeance upon me. They said I had done it on purpose to vex Mrs Jenniker, and they told the company so. They told the company I was vile and undutiful, the wickedest fellow of a nephew going; and  

How did they know it was you who did it? interrupted one at the desk.

Oh, they guessed that. Of course, they would guess it. I knew they would when I was demolishing the tarts. Mildred would not do such a thing, and the servants wouldnt; so there was nobody to pitch upon but me. If

Silence! interrupted the voice of Dr Robertson.

The room a large one. Dr Robertsons desk was placed in the middle; the desk at which sat these boys was at the upper end, extending alongside the wall. At the other end of the room, opposite to their desk, was the entrance door. Jenniker waited until the echo of the masters voice had died away, and then began again.

You should have heard the uproar there was last night. They abused me, and I abused them. I told that step-aunt of mine a bit of truth, and she didnt relish it: that the Manor Farm had been a pleasant place until she stepped into it, but it never would be again. That angered my uncle, and he promised to get me punished to-day by Dr Robertson. He had better!

Vain defiance of Jennikers! Scarcely had it passed his lips, when the schoolroom door opened, and some one entered it. The boys, who had been so eagerly enjoying the tale, recoiled with surprise.

Jenniker! look there!

Jenniker did look. It was his uncle, Mr Jenniker. He did not appear angry, but there was an expression of cold firmness on his face that spoke volumes to Jenniker, who knew all its turns. That Mr Jenniker was in earnest respecting the threatened punishment, his coming thus early before breakfast proved. He went aside with Dr Robertson, and spoke with him for some minutes in a low tone.

What he said was never known. It was rumoured in the school afterwards that he put the affair in a very strong light indeed, and accused his nephew of theft. At any rate, whatever may have been the precise nature of the representation, he succeeded in his demand for extreme punishment. The doctor called Jenniker up, spoke a few severe words, summoned his man-servant, and ordered Jenniker to prepare for a flogging.

Jennikers face flushed. With all his escapades, he had never been flogged; indeed, it was a punishment scarcely ever resorted to by Dr Robertson. What have I done to deserve a flogging? asked he.

Your own conscience can tell you that, replied the doctor. Mr Jenniker has satisfied me upon the point.

I only played them a lark, sir, said Jenniker, looking from his uncle to the doctor. I took the insides out of some tarts for their picnic yesterday. That does not merit a flogging.

Your conduct in many ways is incorrigibly bad, I find; it has been for some time, returned the doctor, taking out his great birch. I hope this punishment will have an effect upon you.

What have you been telling him, uncle? angrily asked Jenniker.

The truth, curtly replied Mr Jenniker.

Hoist him, said Dr Robertson to his servant, giving the word of command in a sharp tone, while Mr Jenniker stood with an impassive face, never speaking, watching for the infliction of the punishment.

I wont be flogged! I wont! said Jenniker, loudly and rebelliously. I have done nothing to deserve it.

Resistance to power in a case like this, where the might lies all on one side, is of little use, and Jenniker found it so. He was seized upon, his back bared, and the birch soundly applied.

It was not a pleasant sight: he was too big to be flogged; and it looked more like punishing a soldier than a schoolboy. Jenniker was the tallest in the school, standing over five feet eight.

I hope youll remember this, cried Mr Jenniker to him, with his disagreeably calm impassiveness, when the punishment was over. And, taking leave of the doctor, he quitted the school.

Jenniker returned to his desk, sullen and resentful. There was a look on his face that boded no good, could the boys have read it.

How did it taste, Jenniker? came the intruding whisper.

There will always be found some boys ready to pay off these shafts. Jenniker heard it, and brought down his fist on the desk with a fierce word.

The first of you that throws that flogging in my teeth, or even gives me so much as a look over it, shall be licked into powder. I promise it. Now! Go on, if you dare: you are none of you strong enough to fight with me.

In a trial of strength, Jenniker was a match for almost any two boys in the school; and, as none had a wish to be converted into powder, they decided to let Jenniker alone. It was their wisest plan. Of a good-humoured, careless nature in general, Jenniker, when aroused  though it took a good deal to do it  would show out (as the school expressed it) as savage as any wild heathen.

So the desk was silent, and by and by the morning school broke up for breakfast. Jenniker was the first to depart. He strode across the long room with steps so fierce and swift, that the boys could only watch him in something like surprise. When they got out, he had disappeared.

The school collected in a knot, talking over the great event of the morning. A few who bore ill will to Jenniker declared that it served him right, but the popular opinion of the majority was that it was too bad. If Jenniker was insolent  and they all knew he could be that, when it pleased him  that step-aunt, of his, was cruel: always on at him,

thwarting and aggravating him continually. If stern old Jenniker  

The conclave was interrupted by Dr Robertson, apparently by accident. He halted, and told the boys they had better hasten home to breakfast, if they had a mind to be in time for ten oclock school. And the boys had no resource but to disperse.

When they reassembled after breakfast, Jenniker was not one of them. His place remained empty. The boys did not wonder much: it was just what was to be expected from independent Jenniker. And even bets were laid one with another whether he would make his appearance after dinner.

He did not  as the event proved. The place at his desk was still vacant in the afternoon. Dr Robertson said nothing; but he was probably resolving upon a further punishment for the gentleman, for this daring attempt at insubordination.

Not a sight did the boys catch of him all day, in school or out. They were in the habit of assembling at Dr Robertsons in the evening, to prepare their exercises and lessons for the ensuing day. It was not a compulsory attendance this, and no masters were present; one of the under ones occasionally would be there, but it was not very usual. It was thought Jenniker would probably come, and the school mustered in force; but they were disappointed. There was no Jenniker.

He wont show himself until to-morrow morning, cried Gripper. I said from the first hed not come again to-day.

And right of him too, said Gruff Jones, who had a hasty tongue. Id not, I know, if I had been flogged as Jenniker was.

Suppose we go up to his place, and see him?

Suppose you do nothing of the sort! retorted Monitor Seymour, with decision. Jenniker wont thank any of you fellows for intruding on him. Let him have his smart out; it will be over with to-day. And for once the boys thought well to follow advice. It might be as well to let Jennikers temper cool down.


CHAPTER VI.

RESULTS.

THE following day was Friday. The boys flew to early morning school with unwonted alacrity, getting there before seven. They cherished a nameless curiosity to see how Jenniker looked after his flogging.

Jenniker, however, chose to be late. Dr Robertson also was late, it being nearly eight when he entered the room. Casting his eyes around as he took his seat, he noted the absence of Jenniker.

Wheres Jenniker? he called out.

He is not come, sir.

Not come! repeated Dr Robertson. Where is he then? he added, after a pause.

There was no reply.

Have any of you seen him? asked the doctor.

The whole school spoke now. None of them had seen him. They had not seen him since he left the school the previous morning, after the flogging.

Dr Robertson ran his eyes over the boys, and called up Vane.

Go to the Manor Farm, he said. Inquire why Jenniker is not at school, and say I demand his immediate attendance. Dont linger on your errand, Vane, sharply added the doctor, as a particular injunction to his messenger.

Harry Vane liked the expedition excessively. The school envied him, and resentfully thought Vane was always in luck. A scamper up to the Manor Farm was rather more agreeable, on a sunshiny June morning, than the bending over the school desks at their horrid books, as they termed them; and the horrid books did not get much of their attention during his absence.

Harry Vane was shown into the breakfast room at the Manor Farm. Pretty Mildred was alone in it. Her papa had gone riding round his farm, and Mrs Jenniker was not down. I have come to ask about Jenniker, said Harry. Robertson is in such a temper.

Mildred looked alarmed. What about him? she asked. Is he ill?

Is who ill? returned Harry Vane, not under standing.

Richard.

Richard! repeated Harry. I dont know what you mean, Mildred. He has not been near school since yesterday morning. I have come to order him there.

Mildreds face began to grow white. The words brought to her she knew not what of dread. He has not been home since yesterday morning, she whispered. Where is he? What can have become of him?

Harry Vane could only look at her in surprise. Where could Jenniker have gone?

Was it a dreadful flogging? asked Mildred, in a shuddering whisper.

Pretty smart, was the answer. What did he say about it?

I have not seen him, replied Mildred. He has not come home. When papa came into breakfast yesterday morning, he told my aunt that he had been having Dick punished. It made me feel sick when he spoke of the flogging, and I burst into tears. Papa was angry: he said I was always ready to take Richards part; and when I wished to ask further about it, he would not answer.

But what an odd thing that he should not have come home! ejaculated Harry Vane, unable to overcome his surprise.

I wondered, said Mildred, doing her best to choke down her fright and her tears. Papa said, no doubt Dr Robertson had kept him for further punishment.

What a notion! returned Harry Vane. When a floggings over, the punishments over.

Mildred was shivering. When night came on, and still Richard did not come, what I thought was, that papa had requested Dr Robertson to keep him. Papa did not seem in the least uneasy, and Mrs Jenniker never mentioned Richards name throughout the day.

Where can he have got to, though? reiterated Harry. If I go back without him, Robertson will be in a rage.

He is not here, was all poor Mildred could reply. Oh, I wish they had not flogged him! What will be the result of it?

It was hastily decided between them that a servant should accompany Harry Vane back, partly, as Mildred hoped, to gather some news of Richard; partly, as Harry suggested, to bear out the information that Jenniker was not at home. Mildred called the man, gave him his orders, and they departed.

Harry Vane looked flushed when he entered the school. Mr Jennikers servant awkwardly touched his hat, and then stood with it in his hand near the door.

If you please, sir, Jenniker is not at home, said Harry, addressing Dr Robertson. He has not been home since yesterday morning.

Then where is he? uttered the amazed doctor, after a pause, given to digest the news. Did you see Mr Jenniker?

No, sir, he was out on the farm. I saw Miss Mildred. She said her papa, when he found Jenniker did not go home, thought you had kept him for punishment.

I should not be likely to keep him all night, had I detained him for the day. Mr Jenniker might have known that. What do you want, my man? the doctor added, turning to the servant.

Miss Mildred gave me orders to come here, sir, and ask what you thought  as to where Master Richard can have got to, was the mans reply. She seems quite alarmed, sir.

I cannot tell at all, said the doctor. I can form no opinion upon the subject, tell Miss Jenniker, unless it is that he is hiding somewhere. It is very bad conduct. Mr Jenniker ought to be informed immediately.

The man, giving his hair a touch to the doctor, and another general touch to the school, quitted the room.

Dr Robertson looked round on the throng of boys. They were partaking of the excitement, as to Jenniker. Not one had his eyes on his duties.

Are you sure that none of you have seen Jenniker since yesterday morning? he asked.

The boys replied that they were. Quite sure.

Did he say anything when school was over? Or give any clue as to where he was going?

A boy named Wilkins answered. He fancied the doctor looked at him particularly.

Jenniker did not wait to say anything, sir. He went out of school first, the moment the doors were opened. I dont think he spoke a word to any of us after the flogging, except to warn us that he would bear no comments upon it.  

It is very strange where Dr Robertsons words were arrested by the reappearance of Mr Jennikers servant. The man came in, looking wild, his face excited, his hair standing on end.

He has gone and enlisted for a soldier! gasped he, altogether ignoring ceremony.  

What? Who? exclaimed the doctor, while the whole school, including the under masters, stood up in commotion.

Master Richard has, sir. As I went out from here, Bailiff Thompson was a passing, and he stopped me. He says he see our Master Richard in Burchester last night, along with a recruiting troop, and he had got colours a flying from his hat. He has gone and listed, for certain, added the man, quite in an agony.

Dr Robertson paused; he did not much like the news. Make the best of your way home to your master, and acquaint him, he presently said. Is Thompson sure that it was young Jenniker? he resumed, almost unable to take in the unpleasant tidings.

There cant be no mistake, sir. Thompson says he spoke to him. I always said as it would end in something bad, concluded the man, as he turned to depart. Master Richard was so random and self-willed: he never cared for nobody. Master and mistress have crossed him, too, a good deal of late.

The tidings were giving Dr Robertson very great concern. When the school broke up for breakfast, he proceeded to the Manor Farm. Mr Jenniker had returned home then, and was in possession of the news. He must be seen after, said Dr Robertson.

Not by me.

Seen after, and bought off, continued the doctor.

Not by me, I say, repeated Mr Jenniker. He is a wicked, ungrateful boy. A little taste of the worlds hardships will do him good.

But theres no knowing what trouble and mischief he may get into, urged the doctor. Theres no foreseeing where it may end.

It is his own look out, replied Mr Jenniker. As he has made his bed, so shall he lie upon it.

And nothing was done for Richard Jenniker. Had Mr Jenniker possessed boys of his own, he had possibly been more lenient to his nephews faults. He was what is called a gentleman farmer, had plenty of money, and intended Richard to be a farmer after him. This, Richard had stoutly repudiated. He had no liking that way, he urged, and wished for a more stirring life. Jenniker possessed a trifling patrimony; not much. He was inclined to be wild, and was thoroughly idle. A scamp of a boy, Mr Jenniker had been in the habit of calling him; and he called it him more forcibly now. There had been frequent disputes between them, it turned out, touching Richards future occupation: he was to have left school at the midsummer, now close upon them.

There was no doubt that Richard Jenniker had felt the disgrace of the flogging keenly. It appeared that instead of going home to breakfast afterwards, he proceeded on foot to Burchester, a large city, some seven miles distant. Not, probably, with any ulterior aim: anywhere, anywhere out of Whittermead; anywhere to walk off his angry feelings, his bitter humiliation. Richard Jenniker was in that frame of mind when it seems a relief to run away from oneself; but that, as we are all aware, can never be done. He scarcely cared what became of himself; he was at enmity that day with the whole world: even the thoughtless taunt of one of the boys at his desk, How did it taste, Jenniker? bore its own sharp sting of pain. He was at enmity with Whittermead: hed never go back to it, he vowed to himself in his rage. He would have gone back to it, theres no doubt, that night or the following day, according to the time his anger took to cool, had not circumstances ordained it otherwise.

Miserable, unhappy, ill-fated circumstances! No sooner had he entered Burchester, than he fell in with a recruiting sergeant. The man accosted him with his wiles, and Jenniker, yielding to the fit of recklessness upon him, enlisted. The process over, some flying streamers were affixed to his hat; and he with the rest of the raw recruits, their streamers flying also, took a march through the town under convoy of the watchful sergeant, and were met, as you have heard, by Bailiff Thompson, who brought home the news.

Whittermead was divided in its opinion. Some laying the blame wholly on Richard Jenniker; others deeming that Mr and Mrs Jenniker deserved at least a share of it. Had less harshness and some kind persuasion been extended to him, they argued, Dick would have turned out better. But conflicting opinions amounted to nothing: what was done, was done.

Mr Jenniker would not buy him off. The most persistent of all his urgers, that he should do so, was Dr Robertson, who may have had a certain flogging pricking his conscience. Mr Jenniker totally refused, and at length declined to listen. Dick had enlisted of his own accord, and Dick should abide by it, was all he said. So poor Dick was left to his fate.

Short work is sometimes made of it, I would have you to know, young gentlemen, when a boy takes the extreme step that Jenniker had just taken. On the very morning that his loss was discovered, at the very hour that Harry Vane was relating to the doctor the fact of his not having gone home, Jenniker was in the guards box of a railway train, speeding to Portsmouth. The rest of the simple recruits were with him, all that the crafty sergeant, by any plausibility of wile and persuasion, had been able to enlist. The regiment to which they had sold themselves was collected at Portsmouth, under orders to embark for India. This news travelled to Whittermead and to the Manor Farm.

Others had done urging Mr Jenniker on the subject of his nephew: they had found it a hopeless task. Mildred pleaded still.

Papa I papa! she uttered, in much agitation, and the tears streamed down her gentle face; pray buy Richard off! Do not let him go out in this way! He may never return. Buy him off! oh, buy him off!

It is no business of yours, Mildred, that you need concern yourself, was the reply of Mr Jenniker, resolute in his obduracy.

Think of his hard life! she wailed. I make no doubt it will be hard, equably returned Mr Jenniker. He should have thought of its hardships himself, before entering upon it. What people sow, that must they reap.

Never was there a truer axiom. Take note of it, boys. Accordingly as you sow, so you will reap. Put good seed into the ground, and good fruit will come up, and bring a blessing with it. But, if you scatter the bad seed broadcast, it can but return upon you its own recompense. Kind brings forth kind.


CHAPTER VII.

MR GRUFF JONES NEXT.

JENNIKERS escapade made great noise in the school. It left its impression behind it: and that gentleman was some way on his voyage to India with his regiment, before another syllable was heard from any one boy about running away. But the impressions stamped on the minds of schoolboys are effaceable as prints on the sea-side sand; and as the time wore on, old feelings began to resume their tendency. The next to rebel was Mr Gruff Jones.

Not to run away. Mr Gruff possessed too much innate conscientiousness to attempt that; and he was besides of a timid temperament. But he did what Jenniker had once advised him to do: he worried his father.

Let me go to sea! I cant stop on land. I shall never be happy unless I go to sea. And this was the burden of his song night and day. Squire Jones grew weary. What was more, he grew provoked and angry. Constant dropping will wear away a stone; and young Mr Gruffs everlasting refrain wore away the patience of Squire Jones.

Very well, young gentleman, said the squire, one evening when Gruff was pitching it rather strongly. Well have an end to this. I know of a trading vessel thats going to the Mauritius, three hundred and thirty tons burthen, and Ill bind you apprentice to the captain.

Gruff was in an ecstasy. Little cared he, in his blind wilfulness, how he got to sea, provided he did get there. Apprentice or not apprentice; a trading lugger or a fine frigate; before the mast, or a gentleman middy; it all seemed one to Gruff. His experience had to come.

Is it true, papa? gasped Gruff, in an agony of dread lest the squire was only joking. Will you really let me go?

Dont I tell you so? returned Squire Jones. The opportunity is offered me of placing an apprentice on board that ship, and Ill place you. As you will go, you shall go.

Gruff, scarcely knowing whether he stood on his head or his heels, tore off to find his friends, the boys of his own desk. They were at their evening work in the school, and Gruff astonished them by bursting into the room like a lunatic, and flinging his cap into the air.

I am going at last! he cried, when he could speak for want of breath and excitement. The squire has come to his senses.

Going where? they asked. To sea?

Gruff nodded, nodded fifty times; Gruff made pirouettes over the desks; Gruff executed a wild dance round the room on his legs and head. The school came to the conclusion, that if Squire Jones had come to his senses, his son had undoubtedly lost his. That day two months the unhappy Gruff would have performed unheard-of penance to be on land again; for he had then found out what a sea life was, to his miserable cost. But that is neither here nor there. At present, seeing it only in prospective, it was all couleur de rose to Gruff.

I say, Gruff, tell us how you are going. In the navy?

Navy be hanged! I am too old. How can I go in that when I have never been entered? The squire knows of a trading vessel bound for the Mauritius, and he says he will put me apprentice to the captain.

One of the boys gave a shrill whistle. It was Gripper, who was not infected with the sea mania. Gripper knew somewhat more of ships, and the work of those who had to man them, than most of the boys did. Is she a big vessel, Gruff? asked he.

Three hundred and thirty tons.

Gripper turned up his nose. Oh! a dirty little trading sloop! Ill tell you what, Gruff: if the squires not doing this to give you a sickener, call me a Dutchman.

You are an idiot, Gripper! retorted Gruff, strongly resenting the insinuation.

Thank you. Youll see. He is, as sure as sure can be. He is putting you in her to give you a benefit  and bring you to your senses.

I think so too, said Harry Vane. Squire Jones has been so averse to the sea for Gruff all along.

It wont do it, then! cried Mr Gruff in a heat. You are an idiot too, Vane. Id as soon go in a trading sloop as Id go in the biggest naval ship afloat.

Seven decks and no bottom, put in Gripper.

You are a jackass, Gripper! returned Gruff, improving upon his compliments and chafing considerably. What does it matter how you go to sea, provided you do go? The struggle is to get there at all, when all ones folks are set dead against it.

Yes, thats it, acquiesced a voice hitherto silent. It was that of William Allair. He sat with his face eagerly raised, his cheeks hectic, his eyes bright. To hear that Gruff Jones was actually going, seemed to speak of hope for himself.

Look here, Gruff, resumed Gripper, who had seen a good deal of ships at sea and in harbour; the reason possibly why the sea fever had not infected him. Joking apart, they are wretched, comfortless things, those trading vessels. All hands have to work, and work alike. Nine times out of ten they are imperfectly manned.

I dont care how much I work.

You have never tried work yet.

And what do you mean by imperfectly manned? pursued Gruff, resentfully.

Why, suppose the complement of men necessary to work a vessel is, say, fifteen, explained Gripper; shell put to sea with only ten or so, boys included. A nice treat that, for the lot! They have to be at work pretty well night and day.

What fun! cried Gruff. I shall like it. Arms were made for work.

Grippers saying it out of envy, Gruff, interposed William Allair. Because he is not going himself.

Its nothing else, assented Gruff.

Gripper laughed good-humouredly. I wouldnt make the sea my profession if you paid me in gold to do it. Vane knows I would not. Nobody ever heard me speak up for the sea. If Gruff goes, hell wish himself back again. Speak the truth, Vane: wont he have a sickener?

Its awfully hard work on some of those trading ships, acknowledged Harry Vane. Sometimes, too, the treatments bad. It depends a good deal upon the mate you get.

The captain, you mean, Vane, said Allair.

I mean the mate. He has more to do with the apprentice boys than the captain has. You will be sure to have enough of it, Gruff, any way.

Thats first-rate, Vane! you talking of hard work at sea, spoke up an incredulous boy: and vastly incredulous they all were, as to there being anything of consequence to do on board a ship. You have said, hundreds of times, that you did not care what amount of work you should have to do at sea.

I dont, said Harry Vane. Work does not come amiss to me, be it ever so laborious. Gruffs made of different metal. So is Allair.

Whats that? cried William, in a fiery tone.

So you are, said Gripper. Vanes right. You are no more fit to go to sea than a girl. As to Gruff, he is the eldest son, and drops into a fortune by inheritance. If ever some of us are to count enough fortune to get bread and cheese, we must work for it. But Id not work at sea. Some of these days, when Gruff has to heave at the winch, and his arms are aching like mad, and the sweats pouring off him in bucketfuls, and he knows by experience that its nothing but work, work, work, from the vessels starting from one port till she puts into another  a species of Ixions wheel, you know, which he must be always turning  then hell say to himself, What a fool I was to come here, when I might be at home enjoying myself, and doing nothing!

Thats true, nodded Harry Vane.

The boys stared in surprise, Gruff Jones in particular. What has come to you, Vane? he asked. You are always preaching up for the sea. Why turn against it now? Id never be a turncoat!

No fear of my turning against it, replied Harry Vane. It is a glorious life, better than any other in the world, and I hope it will be mine. But I am not such a daft as to hug myself with the idea that therell be nothing to do. You were talking about traders: well, I know that at sea the works never done in them. I shall like the life, even if I go in a trader. But some of you would not.

Thats all brag, cried Gruff Jones. We shall like it as well as you. Why shouldnt we?

Harry Vane bent over his exercise again. Where was the use of talking further?

I say, Gripper, whats the winch for? resumed Gruff. What do they want with a winch on board ship?

Youll find out soon enough, if you go in a trader, returned Gripper, with a laugh.

If I go! ironically retorted Gruff. As if anything should stop me now!

Everybodys not obliged to go in a trader, said William Allair.

Not obliged; true, assented Gripper. Jones has just told us hes going in one; and all you fellows who intend running away cant expect anything else. Its only those nasty dirty traders who look at runaway chaps. But, go in any ship you will, youll find the work enough.

Keep your ridicule to yourself, Gripper, advised Gruff Jones. I shall go, in spite of the work.

There is no one thing that boys, having had no experience of a sea life, are, as a rule, so incredulous about, as that there is much work to be done at sea. Whats the work at sea? said Gruff, scornfully and incredulously. I shall go, in spite of the work.

And accordingly young Mr Gruff, the squire in embryo, did go. Preliminaries were arranged, the outfit was provided, and the gentleman was conducted by his father on board the trading sloop, spoken of, and commenced his voyage to the Mauritius.


CHAPTER VIII.

THE OFFICIAL LETTER.

ON the day that Squire Jones returned to Whittermead, from seeing his son on board, he encountered Mr Allair.

So you are back, squire, cried Mr Allair, as he shook hands. And is Hugh actually off?

Actually and truly, replied Squire Jones. Id have put him downright before the mast, but for the bad companionship of the sailors. As it is, I expect he will get too much of that. But theres no help for it. He must take his chance.

I suppose he must.

Hell have to labour with the lowest of them. It is the only way to deal with a boy who gets the sea fever into him: let him go, and work it out. Hugh has no more genuine liking or adaptation for that sort of life than I have. And that he will find out before he is much older.

He will come back thankful enough to settle down into a quiet country life, remarked Mr Allair.

Just so; thats why I have sent him. I cant think what possesses the boys to suffer these wild notions to enter their heads, exclaimed Squire Jones, in a tone of vexation. Theres your son; lies another, I hear.

It arises partly from indolence, partly from a love of roving inherent in some boys, chiefly from a mistaken notion of a sea life. At least, I set it down to those causes, continued Mr Allair. They see a pretty little skiff gliding on the calm waters of a lake  bask in her themselves, possibly, in the pleasant inertness of a summers day; and they pick up their notion of life on board ship from that, assuming that the one must be as easy and delightful as the other. A more agreeable mode of spending their time, they think, than working with the hands or the brain, on land.

That is precisely it, remarked the squire. Any way, I expect Master Hugh will get enough of it before he is back.

Nothing occurred after this for some little time, worthy of being recorded. The school had dispersed for the summer holidays, always held late at Dr Robertsons, and the boys were enjoying them, while Master Gruff Jones was enjoying the benefit of his chosen voyage.

One morning Mr and Mrs Vane were seated at breakfast, Caroline and Harry with them. Frederick was not back yet: apparently he was finding a London life agreeable.

A servant came in with the letters. There were two: both of them for Mr Vane. One of them he opened in some hurry, glanced over its contents, and put it away in his pocket.

That letter has an official look, remarked Mrs Vane to him. Who is it from?

Mr Vane controlled a smile, and answered, somewhat evasively, It is on business.

Harry swallowed his breakfast in haste, and then rose. The summer holidays are a glorious time, boys think, when they have their liberty throughout the sunny day.

Where are you off to, Harry?

Out fly-fishing, papa. I and Allair are going to see if we cant get some fish out of that lazy stream. Gripper said hed come too, if he could. But we were not to wait for him.

Will you defer your expedition for an hour?

Harry scarcely understood. Allairs waiting for me, papa. I said Id be with him by nine oclock.

Nevertheless, when I request you to wait a little, I suppose you can?

Oh, of course, papa, replied Harry, in a cheerful, ready tone of acquiescence. With all his carelessness, he was a thoroughly obedient, right-minded boy.

You can run to Allairs, and tell him that you cannot start just yet. Then come back again.

Very well, said Harry. Do you want me to go out for you, papa?

All in good time. You will see what I want by and by.

Harry tossed on his cap, and departed. They saw him careering down the road, whistling, leaping, shouting, as healthy boys are given to do. Mr Vane waited until Caroline left the room, and then turned to his wife, speaking somewhat abruptly.

The time has come when something must be decided about Harry. Sea, or not sea? Which is it to be?

Frederick, why do you ask me?

Because it rests with you. He has decided to go to sea, ourselves permitting it. My consent is ready. What of yours? If you object, something else must be thought of for him.

Mrs Vane leaned her head upon her hand, sighing deeply. I suppose I must say that my consent is also ready, she presently said, lifting her face and its sad expression. I cannot conceal from myself that Harry appears to be fitted for the sea far more than he is fitted for any home occupation; and I have latterly been bringing my mind to contemplate it as a thing that will be.

You are doing wisely, Anne, said Mr Vane.

I consent, out of regard to his wishes  his happiness. He says he could not be happy on land.

Harry would like your approbation better than your bare consent, returned Mr Vane, with a smile. He had always believed it would come to this.

He shall have it, said Mrs Vane. If he does go, he shall not go in a half-and-half way. I can no longer blind myself to the fact  to the belief, I should rather say  that it is the sphere where his talents will find their proper vent; and therefore my duty is plain. Harry shall go: and may God speed him!

I have never understood the ground of your antipathy, Anne, remarked Mr Vane.

The danger. Nothing else. On board a ship there will be but a plank between him and eternity.

Yes, there will: Gods protecting hand. The same God who has watched over and taken care of him on land, will watch over and protect him on the waters.

Yes, yes, I know, I know, she reverently answered.

But  after a pause we do hear continually of fearful and fatal shipwrecks.

I cannot deny it. Let us hope that a better fate may be his. Though, when a lad embraces the sea as his occupation, he must be worse than thoughtless if he does not remember that he also embraces its dangers. My father passed his years at sea, and he lived to a good old age, Anne.

Ay, replied Mrs Vane, who appeared buried in inward thought.

What is the matter? You look vexed.

I am taking blame to myself, she answered, with a half smile. I might have foreseen that this would be the ending. In fact, I did foresee it: and yet I kept thrusting the thought away from me. I ought to have looked it fully in the face, and allowed proper measures to be taken.

What do you mean by proper measures?  

Yes, I have foreseen it, almost from the boys infancy, she continued, as if she heard not Mr Vanes question. Much as I disliked the idea of it myself, there was always a conviction in my inmost heart, a hidden voice, that would now and then make itself heard in spite of me, whispering that the sea would eventually be Harrys destination. It was this silent conviction that kept me from ever saying, You shall not go. I will never consent. My opposition to it has always been a negative one.

Of which Master Harry has not failed to hold cognisance. He has repeatedly said,  Mamma has never said I shall not go. But you were speaking of taking proper measures.

Of their not having been taken, corrected Mrs Vane. And I say that I blame myself. Had I summoned up the courage to look at it in the proper light, he might have been entered for the navy. Of course it is too late to do it now, and the merchant service alone is open to him.

Mr Vane laughed. Well, I had the courage, he said, taking a letter from his pocket, and throwing it upon the table. Harry has been entered for the navy long ago, and this letter contains his appointment.

Mrs Vane could not immediately take in the sense of the words. Entered for the navy long ago I she ejaculated. Harry?

Even so. I foresaw that the sea would inevitably, humanly speaking, be his destination, and I caused his name to be entered. Had you declined to allow him to depart, the appointment would have been returned, and no harm done.

I am so glad to hear it! exclaimed Mrs Vane. You smile! You are thinking how suddenly I have veered round in my opinions! But I assure you there is no suddenness in it. I have been, as I tell you, for some time making my mind up to the unavoidable necessity. And it is the doing so which has, I believe, in a measure, reconciled me to it.

You will be quite reconciled in time, said Mr Vane.

Yes, I make no doubt of it. I must trust him to God.

They waited somewhat impatiently for Harry to enter. Mr Vane slowly paced the carpet of the breakfast room. Mrs Vane sat in deep thought. Presently he came flying in, eyes bright, cheeks glowing. Now, papa?

Mr Vane wheeled round. You are soon back, Mr Midshipman.  

The words, the meaning tone, sent the hopeful blood coursing to the boys heart. Papa! Why do you call me that?

Would you like to serve her Majesty, and do brave battle with her enemies, if called upon?

Do you mean to say that I am going into the navy? asked Henry, his eagerness great.

Did you notice that I received a large letter this morning?  your mamma remarked that it had an official look.

Yes  yes!

It contained your appointment. Harry Vane, Midshipman, R.N. How do you like the sound?

Harry turned his eyes upon his mother. His father was laughing, his tone a joking one altogether; nevertheless he believed the truth the words conveyed. But what of his mother?

The tears stood in her eyes as she held out her hand to him. I have consented, Harry.

Oh, mamma! How shall I ever thank you?

By being still my own noble boy, dutiful and good, although you are away from me.

I will try to be. Papa, what ship am I commissioned to? Do I join at once?

Hark at the impatience! exclaimed Mr Vane, in a mock serious tone. Why dont you ask, young gentleman, what ship will have the honour of carrying your flag? You must undergo a nice little course of study first, sir: instead of joining a ship, you join the naval college, and fag for your examination. In six months time you may think about a ship  if you are lucky.

All right I cried Harry, heartily. Ill fag; fag with the best of them. What do you think I have been doing, papa?

Many things that you ought not, I expect.

I daresay I have, honestly confessed Harry. But I have been studying navigation. I have indeed, papa, all my spare time. I got the books out of Robertsons library, and I shouldnt be afraid now to navigate a ship with any captain going.

Mr Vane burst into a laugh. That is modest, Harry, at any rate.

Well, papa, it seems to come to me by intuition. Gruff Jones thought hed have a go in at it; and he did, and was tired in a week. Horrid stuff, he called it; as dry as sawdust.

Mr Vane left the room, laughing still. Harry turned to his mother.

Mamma, why is it that you have always, until now, so disliked the idea of my going to sea?

Your papa has just asked me nearly the same question. I answer you as I answered him. The danger, Harry! Have you ever reflected that on board ship there will be but a plank between you and eternity? Harry looked a shade graver than usual. His countenance brightened as he hastened to reply:

Theres no real danger on board one of her Majestys ships, mamma. They never get drowned  as the children say. I hope I shall be appointed to a three-decker! They are well built, well manned, and their strength is our protection.

What else do you think is your protection? quietly rejoined Mrs Vane.

He made no reply: though quite conscious what she meant.

When I spoke to your papa of the danger, my boy, he reminded me that the same God who has hitherto watched over you on the land, will watch over you on the sea. Ah, Harry! you talk of the ships strength being your protection. What protection could there be in a few frail boards, unless He held them together?

Mamma, I was speaking only of mans strength.

I know. Listen to me, darling. The sea is a hazardous life, more so than common: take you heed, therefore, that you abide always under Gods good care. Morning after morning, night after night, commit yourself to Him. Never omit it; never forget it. Try and find God. Try and realize the fact that He is ever present with you, your powerful Protector, so long as you trust to Him. Amidst the hurry and bustle of a sea life, steal a moment sometimes for Him; in the silent deck watches, let your heart be often lifted up to Him. Trust yourself wholly to God: let your ever-recurring daily prayer be,  Lord, my time is in Thy hand: do Thou undertake for me! And then you may rest assured that, whether He shall see fit to spare you, or to take you, it must, and will, be for the best. Do you think you can realize this, Harry?

I can hope for it, he answered.

Hope and strive. Your prayers will not ascend alone. For every one that you breathe, I shall offer up its fellow. It is a pleasant belief, that which some of our divines have given utterance to  that the urgent prayers of a mother for her child are never lost. Void they may be, for a time  dormant the answer may seem to lie: but the fruit appears at last. I often think that no prayers can be so urgently fervent, as those sent up by a mother for her boy at sea.

What was it papa wanted with me? inquired Harry, after a pause, turning to a lighter subject.

To inform you of the news; and to let you know that you would have but a few days longer at Whittermead. You may go on your fishing expedition now.


CHAPTER IX.

THE MIDDY IN EMBRYO.

THE fishing expedition, all-important as it was before, had faded into nothingness. What was that trifling pastime in comparison with these great tidings? Boiling over with excitement, scarcely knowing whether he stood on his head or his heels, Harry Vane hunted out his glazed sailors hat  the article he had invested a certain Christmas-box in the previous Christmas  and proceeded to the linen-drapers shop. There he went in trust for four yards of blue ribbon, wound it round his hat, leaving the ends flying, and proceeded to show himself in the village. I am going to sea! I am going at last! was his salute to everybody. At length he reached Mr Allairs.

Give me joy, William! he cried, bursting in, and waving his hat in triumph. The long lane has at length had a turning.

What on earth do you mean? asked William Allair, staring at the ribbons.

I am off in a few days; off to Woolwich, or some of those places, and in six months join the navy  the best middy it ever had, if it will only appreciate me.

You have gone deranged, I think.

Its with joy, then. Why, I am telling you nothing but sober fact. The governor  like a sensible governor that he is  entered my name for the navy long ago, though he never spoke of it; and to-day my appointment arrived. Of course he had to speak of it then.

In the navy! repeated William, rather overwhelmed with the news that had broken upon him.

Is it not prime? I had made up my mind, if I did get to sea, to have a hard working life of it, on board some obscure trader perhaps,  like Gruff Joness,  and now theres this glorious prospect opened to me. Oh, I am so heartily glad! I shall be as happy as the days are long.

William sighed a sigh of envy. But what will Mrs Vane say? he questioned.

She is a dear mother, and has shown out sensible too. She says it is evidently my appointed sphere of usefulness in life; and so shell oppose it no longer, but send me away with a God speed.

Well, Im sure I wish other mothers and people would show out sensible, cried poor William  discontent and envy uncommonly rife in his heart just then. What have you tied those blue things round your hat for?

To let the public in general know of my luck, said Harry, with a laugh. I shall hang a flag out at my bed-room window when I get home. I say, I am in no mood for fishing to day. I must race about to spread the news  going to Lady Sayingham first. I know shell be glad.

Who cares for fishing? returned William. I dont. I dont mind if I never go fishing again. I wish I was you, Vane! Some people do get all the luck of it in this world.

Harry Vane laughed good-naturedly. Never was such luck as mine.

Well, this is a change! repeated William. Why, it was only yesterday you were saying your hope of sea was further off than ever.

I thought it was. But, look you, I did not despair of going some time or other.

Suppose they had still held out against it  your father and Mrs Vane  what should you have done? Run away?

What rubbish! Gruff Jones asked me that, one day. As if I should take the reins into my own hands in that way! No good comes of defying your father, when they are good fathers, you know, as ours are. Besides, its not gentlemanly to play the runagate.

Then what should you have done, persisted William, supposing they had held out in denying you the sea?

Stopped on land, and made the best of it, always hoping that something or other would turn up to subdue their prejudices. I did not think my mother would come-to, yet awhile, at any rate; and I never would have gone in opposition to her. She is my mother, you know, Allair, and a regular good mother, too; and Id not have turned against her. I shall look out for luck and happiness now. And thats what I never should have had, if I had gone in opposition to my mother.

William sat drumming on the table. I wish fathers and mothers could see with our eyes! he impulsively cried.

I had been casting about in my mind what I could do  what employment would be the least distasteful to me, hopes of the sea being at a discount, went on Harry. And I had nearly fixed on being a ships carpenter.

A ships carpenter! repeated William, in astonishment.

In some of our great big dockyards, he continued, with equanimity. A ships carpenter, or ship-builder,  anything of that. It would have brought me into constant contact with ships; and thats the next best thing to sailing in them.

But to be a ships carpenter! Thats such hard work!

Well, a builder, then. But what do I care for hard work? Knocking about suits me. And, as I tell you, I should always have had the hope upon me that some lucky turn-up would send me to sea. But, I say, Allair, what a stunning thing it is that I have got on so far with navigation! I would stick to that; and I did. Ha, ha! thats of more use to me than Latin and Greek. Ill leave the classics to you  youll want them. William Allair, Esquire, attorney-at-law, and one of the Masters Extraordinary in the High Court of Chancery! Exempli gratia!

Catching up his hat, with a joyous, ringing laugh, Harry Vane tossed it on his head sideways, sailor fashion, and tore away towards Sayingham Court, his blue streamers flying behind him.

William remained alone, giving way to one of the most discontented reveries he had ever had the pleasure of indulging. It showed itself in his countenance. He carried his gloomy looks into the presence of his mother.

What can be the matter? she exclaimed, as soon as she caught sight of his face.

Harry Vanes going to sea.

Mrs Allair was surprised at the answer. To sea! Well, need you look so sorrowful over it? He will be home occasionally, I suppose.

Whos looking sorrowful over that? not very dutifully responded William; but he was in a testy temper. I wish I could go with him! Thats why I look sorrowful: because I want to go, and cant.

Mrs Allair laughed pleasantly. Dont envy him, William. You will find happiness in a home life  he in a sea one.

Mr and Mrs Vane have consented, have approved. It turns out that he was entered for the navy long ago, and now his appointments come, continued William, in a tone of fierce resentment against things in general.

I am glad to hear it: glad that Mrs Vane has seen for the best at last. Were Harry Vane my boy, I believe I should have seen it long ago.

Thats good, mother! retorted William; when you know how you hate the sea.

I dont hate it; you are mistaken. What would become of our ships, our commerce, our prosperity, our proud name as mistress of the world, if there were to be no sailors?

I am sure you hate it for me.

That is another thing. Though  hate is not precisely the right word.  

You and Mrs Vane both hate the sea like poison, persisted William, who was not in a conciliatory mood. At least, she has hated it up to now; and its odd to me, what has changed her, he added, par parenthèse. Were it the river Styx, you could neither of you have gone on more against it. Do you remember the duet you kept up, the last time we were at the Vanes at tea?

Our  going on, as you call it, has arisen from different motives, said Mrs Allair. Mrs Vane dislikes a sea life in itself. She dislikes it for its hazards, its dangers  dislikes to live a life of almost constant separation from her son: hence has arisen her opposition to Harrys embracing it. My objection is a different one. I dislike it for you, because I know how entirely unfitted you are for it, both in temperament and physical capacity. Were you constituted as Harry Vane is, you should go with pleasure.

Wheres the difference between one boy and another? debated William, who of course was seeing things through his own one-sided spectacles. Theres none.

Mrs Allair quite laughed at the words. So much difference is there, William, that what would be pastime to one boy would kill another. Do you suppose that all are endowed alike?  equally strong to endure the rubs and crosses of life?

Well, its not very kind of you, mamma, to preach up for Harry Vane, and ridicule me.

When boys fall into an absurd temper, the best plan is to let them alone until they fall out of it again, said Mrs Allair, still good-humouredly. Be reasonable, William. There has been no preaching for Harry Vane, except in saying that he is fitted for a sea life; and there has certainly been no ridicule cast upon you. You have each your several and individual talents. Never was a boy more suited to a profession than you are to follow that of your father: but were Harry Vane to attempt to follow it, he would break down. You are adapted for one sphere; he for another. The prospect of making it your pursuit in life afforded you pleasure at one time.

That was before I knew anything about the sea.

Allow me to ask you a question, William  if you can for a moment get the sea out of your head. Were you left at liberty to choose your profession, is not that of a solicitor the one you would prefer?

I would prefer going to sea.

I asked you to put the sea out of your head for an instant. I speak of life on land. Answer me.

Well, Id as soon be a lawyer as anything else. Rather, I think. Theres no hard work in it.

Yes, I knew it. You have no dislike to the calling, in itself, but the contrary; and you are well adapted for it. But in this wild notion that you have taken up, and persist in encouraging, you lose sight of things fitting. I can only compare you to a blind man, William  one who has taken a wrong turning, and gropes his way along in darkness, believing he is on the right road, whereas each step takes him farther from his destination.

The world calls all lawyers rogues, cried dutiful William.

Mrs Allair turned her eyes gravely upon him. William!

The boy blushed at the silent reproof. It was very like an insult to his fathers name, and he wished he had not spoken it.

All lawyers are not rogues, pursued Mrs Allair, quietly. Some are honest and honourable, even in the sight of men; striving earnestly to do right before God. William, you know that your father is one of these.

I know he is. Indeed, mamma, when I spoke, I was not thinking of him.

And you can be one of these honourable men, if you will. A profession or a trade is just what its exerciser makes it; one of honour, or one of shame. The highest calling in life is that of a minister of God; and yet, William, we know how some, professing it, have made it a disgrace.

I wish I was in Harry Vanes shoes  going to sea, ejaculated William, reverting to the old grievance. I shouldnt disgrace that. Seymour must hand over his wager, now.

What wager? asked Mrs Allair.

Oh, he laid a bet with young Robertson. There was a talk in the school  knowing how his going to sea was objected to at home  as to whether Vane wouldnt take French leave, and run away. Seymour bet he would

William!

The interrupting word was spoken in a tone of painful wailing. William looked up in surprise. Every vestige of colour had forsaken his mothers cheek, and she gazed at him with a yearning look of apprehension. Had a prophetic vision of the future come across her?

Why, mamma, whats the matter?

I do not like to hear such things spoken. Wicked ideas they are, William. Had Harry Vane taken so false a step, it would have killed his mother.

Killed her! echoed William.

It surely would. Were my darling boy  she laid her hand impressively upon his shoulder my best and dearest son, ever to fall into so terrible an act of disobedience, it would kill me. Not at once; no: but, if I know anything of myself, the sorrow would bring me to a lingering death. It must be a grievous thing, William, to die of a broken heart, she added, with a shiver.

Mamma, what are you saying!

I think I could bear any sorrow better than the rebellion of my children. Not for my sake; no, no. I could struggle with the trouble it might bring to me; but I could not bear it for them. Nothing but sorrow could be in store for them, if they so set at defiance the law of God. For every pain a child feels, its mother undergoes one infinitely greater. She suffers in and for her children. Many a mother has been laid in her grave by the ungrateful conduct of her sons. William, take you care never so to offend, if you would have Gods blessing rest upon you.

William was softened to contrition. You cannot fear such a step for me, mamma!

My boy, I would almost rather die than fear it! I do not fear it.

You never shall have cause, whispered William. He spoke in his earnest belief: and the tears shone in his eyes as he fondly kissed his mother.

A few days, and Harry Vane departed. The whole village was sad, for he was a favourite with everybody; but none were more sad than William Allair. Not that he was grieving after Harry Vane, personally: boys are not so sentimental. His grief lay chiefly for himself: because he was not going; or, so far as he saw, likely to go.

This is obstinacy, William, said Mr Allair, hearing a rebellious and discontented speech that William gave utterance to. You must let your good sense return to you, or you will seriously displease me.

We cant help our likes and dislikes, papa.

We can persuade ourselves into any liking or disliking that we choose, significantly rejoined Mr Allair; especially when we turn obstinate over it. You have picked up this very absurd fancy about the sea, and are hugging it and cherishing it by every means in your power. Take care that it does not over-master you, so as to render you permanently dissatisfied and miserable. Put it away from you, William. It is good advice, mind, that I give you.

Of course you think it is, papa.

And you dont, said Mr Allair. He never supposed this fancy of Williams would turn out to be a serious one, or that they should have trouble over it. William, he resumed, in a joking tone, my old uncle was very fond of repeating a certain truth to us boys, wishing it to be impressed upon our memory. Young folks think old folks fools; but the old folks know the young ones to be so.

What a donkey the old fellow must have been! thought William.  


CHAPTER X.

AN ILL-OMENED RESOLVE.

THE time went on. Harry Vane, in due course, joined the Hercules, Captain Stafford, as midshipman, and the ship departed on what was thought would prove a long cruise.

There was a spirit of obstinacy in William Allair, not altogether pleasant. Did he set his mind upon a thing and get opposed, so much the more eager became he for it, simply because he was opposed. Mr Allairs remark, that we can persuade ourselves into any liking or disliking that we choose, was a perfectly correct one. Boys, take you notice of this. When you are earnestly bent upon some project, some idea, and protest that you cannot get it out of your head, such hold has it there, although you know (if you listen to your conscience) that it ought to be got out, just try and discover whether the fault does not lie with you. You are prejudiced in its favour; you look at it but from one point of view; you think, there it is in your head, and there it must be, and all your efforts tend to keep it there. Suppose you were to try the opposite course; to make a few genuine efforts to throw it away, instead of to keep it; you might find the benefit. So great is this prejudice carried, that a boy may set on and long for the moon; ay, and may grow ill, miserable, feverish, because he cant get it. But were the coveted thing thrown into his lap  the moon, or any other toy so wished for  he might find it a source of pain, instead of pleasure; a subject for loathing, rather than for liking.

It was just so with William Allair. You have seen that he had set his mind upon going to sea; and although he promised his mother he would no longer think of it, the desire continued in all its unabated force. He tried no means, save wrong ones, to make good his promise. Instead of striving manfully to put the wish from him, he took all possible pains to augment it. The appetite grows by what it feeds on. He so fed this ideal desire, that it was becoming nearly irrepressible. Never once did he say to himself, I will turn my thoughts away from its fascinations. All his wishes were on the wrong side, and pursued in a spirit of discontent. How I wish I could go! What a shame it is of them to deny me! As if they could tell what I should like to be, so well as I can! After this fashion did the gentleman daily and hourly reason.

Harry Vanes final departure, in high glowing spirits, had tended to fan the flame. Before he joined the Hercules, he came home for a few days; and his golden visions, breathed in Williams hearing, of the stirring life he was about to enter on, excited William beyond everything. He grew pining, moping, miserable; quite unhappy.

And so had passed the months: autumn, winter, spring; and summer came round again and was quickly flitting.

Dr Robertsons school broke up for the summer holidays. William quitted it for good, and was very shortly to be articled to his father. But about this time, as ill luck would have it, there arrived a young man at Whittermead on a visit to the Jennikers. His name was Carter, and he was related to Mrs Jenniker. He was a sailor, second mate of an Indiaman, of which vessel his father was captain and part owner.

Young Carter had seen only the more favourable auspices of a sea life. Voyaging with and under his father, in a fine vessel, well disciplined, well provisioned, accustomed to the sea from boyhood  for he had more than once been taken the voyage to India for pleasure  possessing also a natural liking for it, there is no wonder that he spoke of it in terms of enthusiasm. He had nearly as great a liking for it as had Harry Vane. With this gentleman William became intimate, and it was productive to him of much mischief.

William imparted to him his longing for the sea. Mr Carter, fond of boasting, proud of speaking well of his own pursuit in life, encouraged the longing. He pictured a sea life in colours so glowing, that one, with less inclination for it than William, might well have been taken in. His own good sense ought to have told him that James Carter had seen only the bright side of the profession; and all professions have two sides, a bright and a dark one. Sometimes the dark becomes bright, and the bright dark, according as the eyes of the regarders view them. Three weeks did the visit of Mr Carter last; three pernicious weeks to William Allair. He had dwelt a vast deal too much upon going to sea before; but now he dwelt upon it in a different spirit. Then he had said, I wish I could go now he began to say, I will go.

His entire conversation now, whether with young Carter or others, was of the sea. His thoughts by day never quitted it; at night his dreams brought it to him again. You may perceive that he never attempted not to think of it; he encouraged his mind to dwell upon it; and therein lay his error.

At home he said nothing; he had given over speaking of it to his father and mother.

A hint had been imparted to William of the disease that threatened his father  that he could look for no long life. It was Mrs Allair who had told him; and hence it was so necessary that he  he, William  should be rendered capable of taking to the business in his fathers place. But the impression made upon him at the time by this communication had worn away. He was sure his father was not ill, he reasoned with himself. He was active, and lively, and looked well  why shouldnt he live as long as other people? As for himself, he should get plenty of money at sea. Sailors, especially when they got to be mates, had good pay; and captains always made money; some of them were as rich as Croesus. Oh, yes, he should fill his pockets with money there, and hed bring every farthing of it home to his dear mother.

Somewhat after this fashion did William constantly reason. His mind was unsettled, his brain was at work, his heart was miserable. The first day that he was to take his place in his fathers office happened to be the day fixed for James Carters departure from Whittermead. At half-past nine, the usual hour of Mr Allairs proceeding to his office, he looked into a room that his children were fond of sitting in.

Come, William.

Ill follow you, papa. Ill be there as soon as you are. But the words were not spoken cheerfully or readily.

He took his hat, however, and went out after his father. It was a warm, beautiful day  too warm; inclining idle people to idleness. William, as a matter of course, began wishing that he could go roaming about the fields, instead of being cooped up in a close room, and  worse thought still!  where he was to be cooped up for ever so many years to come. In the midst of his murmurs, an open carriage came bowling towards him. It contained Mr Jenniker and James Carter, the latter being driven to the four-mile-off station to catch the London train. James Carter, who had previously taken leave, moved his hat in an animated manner to William.

Yes! he may well look pleased, grumbled William, as he turned to gaze after the carriage. He is going to enjoy the beauty of this sunny day, while I must be stewed to death in that horrible old office. Put Carter into one, and see whether hed stand it! And next week he sets sail for China! Its a shame there should be so much disparity in the world!

In this remarkably cordial mood did William take his appointed place on the high stool at the clerks desk, and begin the work assigned him. It was the copying of a deed. But now we all know how unpalatable  nay, how almost unbearable  is a task to which we set ourselves unwillingly. With every word that William wrote, his eyes were raised to the dusky panes of the window opposite him. A wretchedly discontented feeling filled his mind, He was longing to be careering abroad in that bright sunshine, or to be basking idly beside some gleaming pond; in short, to be doing anything but what he was doing.

The day seemed a terribly long one, and his task irksome to a degree  as was sure to be the case, pursuing it with so ill a will. Had it been the most delightful employment, he would, in his present temper, have completed it rebelliously. He set himself against it. Every line that he wrote chafed his spirit worse than the preceding one; and, at length, it was with difficulty that he could bring himself or his fingers to go on with it at all. Like an idle child, who is put to learn a lesson when he would rather play, the closer he is kept to his task, the more impatient and fretful does he become. William Allair was like too many of you. How often are you discontented with the task assigned you, and get through it perforce, your unwilling spirit bubbling up to rebellion! You think the fault lies in the work  that it is irksome beyond bearing, flat, stale, unprofitable; everything that the English language can express of bad. But you are mistaken; the fault is in you. Throw your antipathy to the winds; return to it with a willing mind, a cheerful spirit, and you will find its irksomeness gone. William Allair had not the sense to do this.

At five oclock, and in a very ill humour, he left the office for the day. Contrasting, as he went along, the dull employment he had been kept to, with the delight of a sail over the dark blue waters  as Mr James Carter was wont to style the sea. They are green sometimes, though, mind you, and very angry. Upon entering home, his brother Edmund came dancing gleefully about him, holding something concealed in his hand. Its for you, said Edmund, with his vacant laugh. Guess.

Dont tease, Edmund, was the fretful answer. I am too tired to guess. Keep it yourself.

Tired, are you? asked Mrs Allair.

Just dead, groaned William.

But what has so tired you?

Why, the writing, of course. Write, write, write all day  the pen going upon one parchment, and the eyes upon another. I feel quite ill. I am convinced I cant stand it long.

You will soon get used to it.

I shall never get used to it. And I shall never like it.

Not if you set your mind against it, as I fear you are doing, replied Mrs Allair. She need not have said, I fear: it was all too plain. William was allowing this discontent to take entire possession of him; making his mind unhappy, souring his temper. He loved his mother beyond everything in life; but he was losing sight both of love and duty in this unhappy state of feeling.

How hot it has been to-day! exclaimed William. Too hot to stop in-doors, unless you are forced to it.

I always thought out of doors was hotter than in, in the extreme summer weather, remarked Mrs Allair. Where is your papa? she added. The dinner is waiting.

He is coming soon, I suppose, ungraciously rejoined William.

Edmund is holding a letter for you. It is from Harry Vane. They received a packet from him to-day, and Caroline brought yours up. He is well and happy. The one he wrote to her she read aloud to us. Edmund, give it to your brother.

William tore open the letter, glanced at its contents, swallowed down his dinner at a speed enough to choke him, and then went to his own room, to digest the letter at leisure. But it had come at a most unlucky time, filled, as it was, with a seductive description of Harry Vanes sea life, painted in accordance with his peculiar temperament, his highly-wrought imagination. He had not deceived himself; his satisfaction in it was as great as he had expected it would be; and he expressed his regret that William was not with him; or, at any rate, on board a ship of some sort. He said he had been in a storm at sea; that no description could do justice to its terrific grandeur, and that he had felt subdued and awe-struck, but never for one instant alarmed. The letter also contained some charming anecdotes of Madeira  all in midshipman style  and of other places where they had touched; and it concluded with the information that the captain was a stunner, and the grub good.

William read the letter over and over again. To his jaundiced mind, it appeared to contain  that is, the ship  all that can exist of earthly Elysium. A dim thought which had long hovered over his mind, and as often been thrust away again, came rushing on now with ominous force. It brought a hot glow to his face. He made some resistance to it, for the conscience was at variance with the will. But the mental repugnance grew fainter and fainter; and at length William Allair rose up, yielding to the temptation, and his fate in life was sealed.


CHAPTER XI.

A RACE WITH A GIG.

IT was a battle; but not a great one. Where the wish to do wrong is powerful, and the conscience deadened, resistance does not cost much.

The resolve to run away had come over William Allair. The wicked resolve. He determined to quit his fathers house clandestinely, proceed to London or Liverpool, and get himself engaged on board a ship about to sail for some distant port. He leaned his head upon his hand, and thought it over. While he did so, a wavering arose within him, and at the same moment a harsh, discordant noise was heard, as of some bird of prey flying over the house. Why did he not take the ill omen as a warning? He wavered, I say. And then he set himself deliberately to recall Mr Carters glowing descriptions, his marine tales, and again read Harry Vanes letter: just as though he wished to subdue the wavering. He was deliberating, he thought. But he was deliberating in a partial manner, all the bias leaning to one side. So the faint, still small voice that would have saved him was disregarded; and he rose up with his resolution fixed.

Yet, pause ere you execute it, William Allair! As you value your happiness in this life, and, it may be, in the next, pause! If no other thought can deter you, remember your mother. You were her first-born; you are dearer to her than any other tie on earth: the love she bears for you is planted in every fibre of her heart, is interwoven with her existence. She guarded you in infancy, watched over you in sickness, soothed you in your wayward childhood. She has looked at you until her eyes were dim with tears in her excess of love; she has caught you to her bosom, praying that God would have mercy on you, and keep you in this world and in the next. When you have been wrathful, when you have committed faults, and others have chidden, she has found excuses for you in her heart, loving you all the more for their harshness. Others may, and do, love you; but not as she does. The love of a mother stands alone; there is nothing on earth so deep and so holy.

There is no passion, no affection in the whole wide world of nature, that can be compared in its enduring strength with that of a mother. A brother loves his sister, a sister her brother; a father loves his child, the child its father; and there is another love spoken of in the world, William Allair, which it may chance you will some day experience, but which, all-potent as it is, cannot stand beside a mothers; for her love for you will be green and fresh, when all of that transient one, save its remembrance, shall have passed away. The heart of all  father, sister, brother  may grow cold to you; but your mothers, never. Shame, poverty, guilt, every ill that will cause others to shun you, does but draw closer the love of a mother; it is the only solace that will cling to you in your depth of guilt and sorrow. And you would fly from a shield such as this? My boy, in mercy to your mother, desert her not.

Think what you are about to do. To isolate yourself from her, to leave her to anxiety and despair, ignorant of your destination, uncertain what your fate may be. Pause, ere you thus requite her love, and embitter her whole future life with this black ingratitude!

Know you not, that if she could fathom your project, she would cast herself on her knees before you, and implore you, with tears and kisses, not to fly from her; not to turn her tranquil days to one long, bitter, unavailing yearning  the yearning to behold you, her dearest and best-beloved child? Know you not that, night and morning, she bends before God in supplication for you, that you may be good, dutiful, kept from the evil? Know you not that she would rather lose life in this world, than that you should lose it?

Oh! pause, pause, William Allair! pause, ere you fling back this all-enduring love! It is a painful thing to rend a mothers heart; to bring grey hairs upon her head before their time; to shorten her declining years of life with anguish. It is a sin that must cry aloud in its ascent to heaven: pause, ere you are guilty of it! Have you forgotten that it was she who taught you certain commandments with her own lips, and bade you strive to keep them? Have you forgotten this one? HONOUR THY FATHER AND THY MOTHER: THAT THY DAYS

MAY BE LONG IN THE LAND WHICH THE LORD THY GOD GIVETH THEE.

No, you have not forgotten it, William Allair: the words rush to your mind now, and your conscience shrinks. But you attempt to make a compromise with your conscience. You resolve that you will one day come back to your mothers hearth, at no great distance of time  when you shall have been over the broad seas, or to those foreign lands you seem so desirous to visit  and then you will implore her pardon with tears and contrition, and be all to her that a son should be. But does no shadow of the future cross you? does no suggestion whisper that it is just possible you never may return? that you may die in one of those foreign lands, or on those broad seas? You will do well to pause. I tell it you for the last time.

You will not?

Then you must follow your own course. Yet, remember, when you are on the world of waters  when, as Mrs Vane aptly expressed it, there is only a plank between you and eternity, and the waves rush, and the winds shriek around you, and the good ship seems destined to sink  when you call in anguish upon your father and mothers name, and would fain implore their forgiveness before appearing at the bar of a higher tribunal; remember that it is you who have placed yourself beyond the power of receiving it.

William Allair shook off his reverie, shook off compunction with it, unlocked a drawer, and examined his purse. It contained eighteen shillings. Had it been Harry Vanes, it would not have contained eighteen farthings; but William had always been more inclined to save than to spend.

Mrs Allair also held a sovereign of his. A few days previously, his uncle had sent him one as a present, wishing him at the same time joy of his articles.

He knows they are a bitter pill, was Williams remark at the time.

He tied up a few things in a pocket-handkerchief, sailor fashion, locked the bundle in a drawer, lest it should be espied, and went down stairs. The tea-things were on the table, but only his mother and sisters were in the room.

Mamma, you have a sovereign of mine. The one my uncle sent me. I want it, please.

Very well. But dont go spending it in waste, William.

Waste! oh, dear, no. Can you give it me now?

Alice looked up. You cant want it now, William: you are not going out. Let mamma give it you at her leisure.

It is no affair of yours, Alice. Mamma, please! I really do want it.

Mrs Allair laughed, as she rose to get the money. That you may have the pleasure of seeing it in your own purse, she said, as she handed it to him.

But he was not dead to all feeling. No, no. In spite of the wicked project which occupied his mind, which appeared to him so fraught with glowing colours for the future, he felt miserably wretched. And when his mother bent over him for her good-night kiss, he thought his heart would have broken.

When everybody was at rest, and the house quiet, he opened the door of his chamber to steal down stairs. He stood listening for some moments, and then moved forward. Alices door was before him, his mothers at the end of the corridor. William could see them, in the faint light that came in from the corridor window, and almost expected them in his self-consciousness to open, and somebody to come out and pounce upon him. Holding by the balustrades when he reached the stairs, he attempted to go a little quicker; but the stairs began to creak alarmingly, and he stood still, his face hot, his breath hushed.

What excuse could he make if he were found? He could not offer the plea that he was going for a walk: people dont take walks at midnight, as a matter of choice. He could not say he made a mistake, and got up thinking it was morning: theyd ask him whether he dressed in the dark. And he could not well say he was promendaing in his sleep. Mr William Allairs face grew hotter.

But things remained quiet, and he went more slowly, step by step, the stairs creaking dreadfully  just as you have found them creak, boys, when wishing to steal up or down unnoticed. Unmolested, he at length gained the street door, and was about to unlock it, when he remembered he had left his bundle behind.

For one single moment the thought came over him, should he relinquish his expedition? Oh that he had! that he had suffered the delay to sway him, to act upon him as an omen!

He crept up stairs again, reached his room, got the bundle, and crept down. This time he opened the door, and got safely out, closing it as softly as possible after him.

There was no moon; but the stars were shining, and the night was warm and light. He stood a moment deliberating upon his course, and then he started. He had resolved to go to Liverpool. Not towards any railway station went he. He was afraid of that, afraid he might be traced; but chose rather bye-roads. The way once chosen, onward he pressed; now walking with rapid strides, now running swiftly, terribly afraid lest he should be missed and overtaken.

Very slowly did the hours of the night seem to pass; and on, went he, putting more distance between himself and Whittermead. Theyll be sure not to miss me before breakfast-time, he kept repeating to himself: but there was an under-current of fear at work within him, whispering that he might be missed earlier, and overtaken. He thought the night would never go.

It was just past four in the morning, for William had his watch with him; the sun was rising, and he was pelting along at a fine pace, tired to death; when he heard the sound of wheels behind. Were they after him? One hasty look back, and away he tore as fast as his legs could carry him. Something there was, at a great distance, coming along at a strapping pace; but what, he could not yet discern.

Away he dashed. The vehicle came dashing on faster. William snatched another look, and saw that it was a gig.

A gig! His fathers, no doubt. There was no feasible way of escape for William. On either side of the road was a perpendicular embankment, the-climbing which was impossible. There was nothing for it but to go blindly on, or to turn back and face the gig.

Another stolen glance. Yes, sure enough, it was their gig, and one gentleman in it: his father, of course. What was he to do? What was he to do? William had heard of earthquakes. He began to wish that one would obligingly sever the earth just then, and allow him to drop into the chasm.

On it came at full gallop, he was sure; and on went William at full gallop also: his face streaming down with perspiration, his breath panting. He thought of Dick Turpins ride to York, and questioned if the renowned highwayman had ridden faster than he was then running.

But he could not keep up the pace, and the gig gained upon him; canter, canter, canter; nearer, nearer, nearer. It was at his heels now; and now  it was abreast of him.

With a desperate effort he turned his face towards it; no good in holding out longer; and there he beheld  what? Why, sufficient to impress fully on his mind the old adage, Conscience doth make cowards of us all.

It was neither his father, nor his fathers gig; but a farmer on his way to a market-town. The stranger accosted him.

So, young gentleman, you are pretty fast! Why, you werent afraid of me  eh?

Afraid! oh, no! panted William, alarmed lest suspicion should be excited. I am in a hurry, and, seeing your gig coming, I thought Id have a race with it. It has got me on, you see.

You have got on, pretty smartly. I have come at a tolerable pace, for Im later than I thought to be. I am going on to Brickborough, a matter of eleven miles yet. Its the fair there to-day.

Brickborough was the very town William was making for, where he would take the rail. How he wished the farmer would invite him into the gig! I am going on to Brickborough, too, he said.

The farmer did invite him; perhaps, taking the hint. Will you accept a seat in my chay? he asked. You are heartily welcome to it.

And very welcome, indeed, did it prove to the tired runaway, who parried the farmers questions cleverly, and arrived safely at Brickborough. Thence he would make his way to Liverpool in the best manner that he could.

Theyll make sure I have gone up to London to join Carter, and will raise the hue-and-cry in that direction, he cogitated, which will give me time to get clear off on the briny ocean. Ah, ha! I am too deep for them! Ah, William! deep and clever as you deem yourself now, the time will come when you would give all your future existence to re-live the period of this ill-starred journey, so that you might have been less deep, and have suffered yourself to be overtaken!


CHAPTER XII.

MR GRUFF JONES AGAIN.

WHEN the morning broke at Whittermead, and the Allairs assembled at breakfast, Williams place was vacant.

Lazy boy! he has overslept himself, said Rose.

A servant was placing a dish of toasted bacon on the table. Mrs Allair spoke to her.

Go up to Master Williams room, Sarah. Tell him we are at breakfast.

Sarah went, stayed some minutes, and came back again. Ive knocked till Im tired, maam, said she. He wont answer.

Perhaps he is not awake yet, suggested Rose.

Oh, I know, said Alice. He thinks that theres no seven oclock school now, and wont get up. He is sure to be awake; he has allowed Sarah to knock to tease her.

Go up again, Sarah, said Mrs Allair. If he does not answer, go into his room. It is possible he may have overslept himself. He said last night he was very tired.

The servant did as she was bid, and the next minute came flying into the room big with excitement, her eyes staring and her mouth open.

Oh, maam! oh, sir! whatever has happened? Master William is not in his room, and the bed has never been slept in! Where can he have took himself to?

Nonsense! You must be mistaken, Sarah, spoke Mr Allair. But Mrs Allair turned deadly pale.

How can I be mistaken, sir? Theres the bed for anybody to see. And I am sure he is not in the room.

Alice and Rose Allair ran up the stairs. Mrs Allair followed more slowly; she knew not what she was dreading. Mr Allair came after her. The chamber was empty, as the servant had said. There was no trace of William: no trace that he had been in since the previous evening, Mrs Allair turned her gaze upon her husband, words faltering from her ashy lips. What can be the meaning of this?

Ill let Master William know what is the meaning, when I catch hold of him, was the angry rejoinder. He must have got out on some spree with the schoolboys. But it is strange, too! He never attempted such a thing before.

He came up to bed all right last night, sir, and went into his room, interposed Sarah, who stood in as much consternation as anybody, whilst poor Edmund looked vacantly from side to side. The young ladies came up at the same time.

Mrs Allair drew her husband aside. A fearful, strange dread is upon me, she uttered. I fear he has run away.

Run away! repeated Mr Allair, incredulously. What for? Where should he run to?

She would have said To sea, but the words refused to come. She seized hold of a chair to save herself from falling.

Dont distress yourself, said her husband, soothingly; theres nothing to be alarmed at. It is not likely he should have run away, as you call it. If he has, well soon bring him back again, I can promise him that.

A shriek from Sarah interrupted Mr Allair. She had been gratifying her curiosity by an inspection of Williams drawers. Some of his things are gone, she called out. Heres only three of his shirts, and not half his handkechers. He must have gone off somewhere, on the sly, I should be afeared, meaning to stop. Whats that?

It was a fall. Mrs Allair had fainted away.

The news of Williams disappearance went forth to Whittermead, and the village was speedily up in arms. When back news came to be gathered and combined, scraps of fact, items of suspicion, it appeared to be only too conclusive that William had run away. His pressing for the sovereign the previous night appeared one very conclusive fact against him. Mr Allair did not at first admit the probability; but he was obliged to yield. Some of the schoolboys privately told him that William had for certain gone off to be a sailor: had gone, for certain, to join James Carter. Mr Allair at length adopted the same view, and departed for London by the first train, in search of him.

But that was not the only surprise Whittermead was favoured with that day.

A brown, lanky, worn-looking object arrived in the afternoon at Whittermead. A contrite sort of object, with hanging head and bent eyelids. He bore some resemblance, the village thought, to Master Gruff Jones; but Master Gruff had never been seen in a shamefaced plight such as this.

Master Gruff it proved to be; and shamefaced enough. For he was come to ask grace of his father for his past rebellion, and fervently to implore never to be sent to sea again.

So you have had enough of it! cried the squire, his surprise a little abated, when the gentleman reached his presence.

Master Gruff, albeit getting on now to be Mr Gruff, burst into tears: long-restrained, grievous, heart-broken tears, none the less bitter for their having been for months suppressed. Oh, father! dont send me back again I he wailed forth. A sailors life on board those working vessels is worse than a dogs!

Highty tighty, but this is news! exclaimed the squire. A fine change in the weather, this! I understood you to say that in going to sea you would step into a sort of terrestrial paradise.

Paradise! groaned Gruff.

You did say it. Wheres the mistake, Hugh?

Father, it is the most awful life, wailed Hugh. Its enough to kill a dog. There! And you are beaten black and blue besides! And instead of the ship being a beautiful, trim, clean thing, ever in apple-pie order, with her noble sails set, as you read of in Marryats novels, or as the talk used to be in the school, and Vane boasted, shes a dirty, clumsy, unmanageable mass of ugliness, always wanting to be attended to, with no place where you can sit, and close fetid holes to sleep in, worse than your dog-kennels, and scores of rats running over you! And we are kept at labour night and day, and our naked feet and hands are cut and bruised with the work; and for weeks together we dont have a dry thread about us, for the water washes in, and soaks everything on board, clothes on and clothes off. O sir! do have pity upon me! I cant go back again.

Squire Jones never felt more inclined to laugh. It was precisely what he had anticipated.

And then the language you hear; ay, and get to learn, too! went on Mr Gruff, his sobs nearly choking him. Its a wonder that the skies dont fall with it. And you have to eat biscuit with the maggots in it, and green beef  junk they call it  oh, its awfully sickening. Father, Id rather be put to sweep a crossing at home than Id be at sea!

I cant believe my own ears, mocked the squire, keeping his countenance. I have told everybody what a charming life my eldest son had entered upon; nothing that I had ever heard or read could come up to it, save fairy land, or the scenes in the Tales of the Genii. How is it, I say, Hugh?

Dont send me back again! besought Gruff, in his agony. Put me into a coffin, and follow me to the grave if you like, but dont send me back again. Father, dear father! I would ten times over rather be dead and lying at peace in my grave, than live under the hardships of a sea life.

Mr Jones changed his tone to seriousness. You chose the life, Hugh.

I did not choose that  the life I found. I chose the picture drawn by the boys and Harry Vane  the false, pleasant aspect given to it in false books. You remember those two plates, father, in  Martin Chuzzlewit, of the famous city of Eden. The beauty, the fertility of the drawn picture, and the utter desolation of the reality. Well, going to sea is like those pictures: it is an exact illustration of them; I have thought of them many a time in my misery, when I have been up aloft. We are led to look for everything thats pleasant and smooth; but when we get afloat, we find out the deceit, and the horrors we have entered on.

You lead yourselves to look for smoothness, Hugh. I told you youd find what it seems you have found. Gruff hung his head. Its true, father. My mind was perverted, and I would not listen to you. Forgive me the past, and let me stay on land. You will not force me to go again?

Well, I dont know, said the squire, keeping up the joke. Perhaps another voyage would prove better, more agreeable to you than the last has been? Down went Gruff on his knees, and sobbed out his prayer, more terrified than before.

I should never come back again alive. I should die of the hardships. Father, dont send me!

Will you turn rebellious again, Hugh, if I forgive you now!

Never. This has cured me, father.

Very well. I am glad it has. Theres nothing like self-cure. Get up. Which of the two do you think now knew best, young sir  you or I?

Gruff rose from his knees humble and thankful. His contrition was genuine, for so had been his hardships.

Another of you is off to-day, I hear, remarked the squire William Allair.

Not off to sea! returned Gruff.

It is supposed so. He has disappeared, nobody knows whither, taking some shirts with him. Went away in the night. He had the sea fever upon him, so theres little doubt that he is off to it.

My goodness! exclaimed Gruff, rubbing his tearful face. Run away to sea! I am sorry for him. Poor Allair! he little thinks what it is.

A pity but you had come home a day sooner. It might have stopped him.

I dont know, mused Hugh, casting his thoughts back to his fever. When you are regularly in for it, all the talking in the world doesnt stop you. You dont believe it, and dont listen to it.

The only thing would be, then, to drive back the fever in its onset, not to suffer it to take hold of you, said the squire.

Ah! if we could!  if we did but know! lamented Gruff.  

Could! returned the squire. What do you mean by that? A right-minded lad, anxious to do his duty, does not say If I could. He says I will. Dont forget that, Master Hugh.

Pray dont you forget it, either, boys.


CHAPTER XIII.

AWAKING FROM THE DELUSION.

BUT meanwhile where was William Allair? Speeding fast to that delightful Eden of his imagination, the sea.

He reached Liverpool unmolested, unpursued. Mr Allair, you see, was on a false scent: he had gone to London. Williams object was to engage himself on board some vessel, any that was about to start, as a working sailor: he could not expect to go in a higher capacity at present. Difficulties, however, lay in his path. He had no registered ticket, no discharge, no outfit. It was his fortune, however, to fall in with people who taught him how to overcome these little obstacles: certain men called crimps, who infest seaport towns, and are ever on the look-out for victims, young men green as William Allair, green as you would be, my dear boy, were you to run blindfold into their friendly hands. They assumed the protectorship of William, and things went on swimmingly and smoothly.

A ship was instantly found for him, one about to depart at once  the Prosperous, an American vessel, hailing from New York. He bound himself to work on board her for three years, as an apprentice, and a small outfit was provided; how very small and short, William never knew until he was at sea; the clothes he had gone down in, and the contents of his pockets, including the valuable gold watch which had been a legacy from his grandfather, being left on shore in compensation. That gold watch was worth forty pounds. He rather rebelled at the binding himself for three years; but was assured that it was the only way in which he could get to sea, and that at the end of the three years he would be promoted to the place of second mate, with immense wages. William believed his friends.

The vessel was a trader, of four hundred tons burthen, having the usual complement of men on board, all of whom were Americans, save a boy who joined when William did. The captains name was Janns; he was of Dutch extraction, but had himself been bora in the States. He was not a prepossessing man in features; truth to say, William did not like the look of him at all; but he strove to admire him as a bluff sea-captain.

There was one thing, however, that did strike on his heart with somewhat of a chill. Whenever William had thought of a ship  and it had been pretty frequently, as you know  the picture that rose up in his imagination was of a trim, elegantly-built vessel, her white sails set, and her colours waving, gliding majestically over a wide expanse of transparent waters, deep and beautiful in colour as a painters ultramarine. Just the ship, in fact, that you see exposed for sale under a glass case, or in the paintings of some of the first masters. Gruff Jones, you may remember, had cherished the same ideas. But what did William see when he first reached Liverpool? It was a dull, rainy day; so that may have made the aspect of things worse; but he saw a heap of dirty, ugly, black-looking vessels huddled together,  a heterogeneous mass of sides, decks, spars, masts, ropes, pitch, tar, dirt, and confusion, all floating in the muddy, turbid, yellowish-tinted water of the docks. The sight struck coldly and oddly upon William, leaving its natural impression. He was not like Harry Vane. The latters heart yearned to a ship, no matter how unfavourably viewed; Williams heart already recoiled from them, as they looked there; though he would not have admitted the fact for the world, even to himself. But this will soon be changed, reasoned William. Let us get a days sail, or so, from port; leave this thick, unpleasant-looking water behind; and give the fair ship range on her pure native element. That will be the time o day!

The Prosperous was ready for sea when William joined her. She was about returning to New York, and it was expected would thence be sent to California  at that time far from being deemed a desirable country to visit. What a scene it was to William when the vessel made preparations for getting under weigh! Hurrying, screaming, shouting, swearing! Innumerable orders were given. Some to him: orders which he could not obey, simply from being at a loss to know what was meant, and how he was to execute them. Many a hard word was given him, and harder blow; pushed hither, knocked thither; contemptuously thrust aside, and called a lazy, sneaking land-lubber! Yards had to be braced, sails loosed, the craft around cleared.

It appeared a maze of confusion, and William was in a maze with it. But the start was effected at last; the moorings were loosened, the docks and the river were left behind, the ship commenced her course on the sea, rolling from side to side with the ground swell: and William Allair was fairly launched on his perilous voyage, and had bid adieu to England and to ease and happiness for ever.

Had William Allair wished to be treated to the ills of a sailors life in their worst bearings, he could not have fixed upon a better ship than this identical one, the Prosperous. Life on board her was not a favourable specimen of the American service. Hardships are found in their ships, as they are in ours.

And, as the days passed on, he became slowly but surely aware how widely different was the reality from the fabled romance he had conjured up. And then came repentance: that terrible, unavailing repentance, which saddens the brain, and turns the heart to sickness. What a life was his? How could he so madly, so blindly, have rushed upon it? He, who had not known what it was to soil his hands, who had never so much as cleaned the boots he walked in, or brushed the clothes he wore, had now to pass his days in toil that was totally unfitted for him. He, who had often said to Harry Vane that a sailors must be a deliciously lazy life, who had laughed in derision when told the contrary, had now to find that a sailors work is never done. From the rising of the sun to its going down, it was toil, toil, toil; added to which, there were the midnight watches, and broken rest.

Thousands like William Allair have fallen, and are falling, into the same error. What can there be to do at sea? they cry. If you, my inexperienced boys, feel inclined to stand upon the dispute, and make the same inquiry, take what I now tell you as an answer. The hardest, the most laborious life you can possibly fix upon, I may say the most cruel life, is that of a sailors on board these merchant ships; and it is, of all others, the most comfortless. It is of no use to go into details of the labour; you would find the description tedious, and not understand at last; but rely upon it, it has broken many and many a spirit, many a heart, many a life. Gruff Joness expression, It is a worse life than a dogs, was not an inapt one.

No unhappy criminal at the galleys labours half so hard in his chains as did William Allair, now he was a common seaman: neither are the transports kept under more strict discipline than was he. The forecastle where he lived, in common with some dozen or fifteen others, was a dark, damp, wretched hole, so full of chests and lumber of some sort or other, that there was no room to sit or move in it. The everlasting salt junk was their food: at home he would have gone without meat for a month, rather than have touched it. The mode of taking their meals reminded him of Mr Jennikers pigs taking theirs. A large, hard, red lump of this junk was put in a small tub in the forecastle, and each man, with his own sheath knife, cut off what he wanted. It was eaten with equally hard, unpalatable biscuit. This was the living; it was rarely varied; and the drink was water. Night and morning they had a tin jug full of tea. It was made in a furnace, some treacle stirred into it with a rolling-pin, and served out to them, tea-leaves and all. William would let his leaves settle to the bottom, but most of the sailors swallowed them with the tea. The Prosperous was a temperance ship, as it is called; consequently there was no grog. The captain took enough, though, for his own share.

William was not alive at first to the full ills of his position. He never thought that the incessant work was to last; he supposed it to be but what was necessary upon getting out to sea. He lay in his berth, suffering agonies from sea-sickness; too ill to pay attention to the coarse fare eaten around him: but he did gaze upon the wretched place, with its inexpressibly close, nauseous smell, that was henceforth to be his home; he gazed upon the rude, hardened crew, with whom he must fraternize. He, the refined William Allair, so unfitted, both by nature and education, to be forced into the rough companionship of such! He would henceforth have many bitter pills to swallow, but none that would be felt more annoyingly than this.

Bitter pills indeed I and in his obstinate ignorance he had honoured the articles that were to bind him to his father by the same epithet. He would recall the expression now, could he exchange his present life for the one he had then rejected.

And the time went on; and with the exception of one short note, written to his mother, Whittermead heard nothing of him, any more than it had of Dick Jenniker.

It would be nearly an impossible task to describe the sensations of Mrs Allair in the first few days following his departure: quite impossible for you fully to understand them. When convinced that he was actually gone; when Mr Allair returned at length from London bringing no tidings of him; then her hopes turned to letters, to receiving news from him by means of writing. But to say her hopes turned to that, is an expression denoting most imperfectly the state of her mind and heart. Fevered in brain, fevered in body, her nights and days were passed in one long, miserable yearning. Ten times a day would she walk to the post-office, in the fond and foolish delusion that the postman, by some unusual oversight, had forgotten to leave the letter at her house. Is there any letter for me? Is there any letter for me? was the burthen of her cry. And the old postmistress who dealt out the letters would silently shake her head in sympathy at the sad voice, the sadder face, and whisper a faint hope that there might be one on the morrow. People began to say, that unless news came, it would kill Mrs Allair.

At length news did come, in the shape of a letter from William himself. It was written in Liverpool, but not posted until he had sailed some days: Williams friends took care of that. It told her little more than that he was alive and well, and about to embark on the life he had so longed for  the sea. It did not give a clue to the precise ship he had embarked in, or for what particular port he was bound; but he promised to write all these details the instant they made it. And he begged her and his father to pardon the step he had taken, to wish him good luck in his venture, and to look forward to their next joyful meeting.

Alas! even at the very hour that Mrs Allair was reading that most unsatisfactory note, Williams repentance was setting in.


CHAPTER XIV.

A TASTE OF THE SEA.

THE stay of the ship Prosperous in New York was limited. It may be asked by many, why William Allair did not make a second run and quit the ship, as he found himself so uncomfortable upon it. Whether he would have attempted the step, I am unable to say; but at any rate he had no opportunity given him, being by far too closely watched. Possibly the captain doubted whether such might not be his intention; for he never allowed him to go on shore but once, and then it was under convoy of the mate. From this port William wrote home more fully, stating where he was, and that they were bound to the coast of California round Cape Horn. Not a word was there in his letter of having realized the pleasure he had so confidently counted on; neither was there mention of his bitter disappointment, or of his cruelly hard life; but there was a vein of sadness running through it, which told too surely its own tale, and the unhappiness of him who wrote it. So, all the tidings conveyed to his anxious relatives, to his mother, were, that he was in the severe trading service, bound upon the hardest known voyage, and that he was unhappy in body and in mind. The Prosperous commenced her voyage to California from New York, passing by Cape Horn. Ah!

William had it now. If he had found the passage from England to America bad, what did he think of this, for a change? He wondered whether he could live through its ills. But let us get on at present, and you shall hear a little about it on the homeward voyage. In about five months they arrived at their destination, and anchored at Santa Barbara. After discharging her cargo, the Prosperous was to take in another, consisting chiefly of hides; to do which, the captain said would occupy them full two years from the time of arrival.

Neither is there leisure to give to the time spent off California, whether at Santa Barbara, Monterey, San Pedro, San Diego, or San Francisco, all of which bays, or ports, the ship was located in by turns. But, no matter where they were, the work was always hard, though it varied from the monotonous labour at sea. The landing of the cargo was sharp work, very sharp for William Allair, especially the rolling of the weighty casks up the hilly beach. Their whole exerted strength scarcely prevented the barrels rolling back upon them: their naked feet were constantly bleeding; bruised, and cut with the rough stones. The cargo landed, they were employed in getting off hides from the shore to the ship. Who that had known William Allair in England could recognise him now? Dressed in the roughest, lowest, meanest attire, his feet bare, his head covered with hides  the usual mode of carrying them! He had shrunk from a cut finger at home, delicately wrapped up in a piece of linen rag: he had to bear the far sharper pain of his bleeding feet. There was no wrapping up for them; cuts and wounds were left undressed and exposed to the rough beach, to be cut again.

You may be puzzled to know, boys, why he did not wear shoes. It is a common practice for the working sailor to go barefoot, and it was not possible to do otherwise at that time on the Mexican coast. Shoes were not, or scarcely to be, procured there: and the beach-work, combined with the constant wetting from the surf, would have worn out a pair almost in a day.

The hides had to be cured after being collected; or, to speak more intelligibly, to be converted into leather. This process was long, difficult, and disagreeable; the putrid flesh, sticking to the hides in places, oppressed the men with sickening nausea, and rendered William, more delicately reared than they, frequently ill. But ill or well, he must never cease from labour. I cannot tell you whether the same long and troublesome process has to be pursued now by the crews of the vessels going to California for hides; but I can tell you that it was the case at the time of which I am writing. In addition to this labour, the ship had to be tended and worked just as though they were at sea. The winds on the Californian coast are exceedingly violent, especially those blowing from the south-east. Often they would have to put out to sea, and remain out for days together, encountering all the danger and hardship of a storm. So sudden would be the approach of these squalls, that all hands must work away for their lives, and get the vessel from the coast; otherwise she would have been driven on shore, and dashed to pieces. And the curing of these fragrant hides had to be pursued all the same; for the process, once begun, must be continued without interruption, if they would preserve their hides and their leather.

A vastly agreeable life, was it not? Perhaps some of you would like to try it?

But, to linger on the Mexican coast, would for us be neither profitable nor pleasant, and I have promised you some account of the return.

It was in the month of May, 1848  for you remember we are not writing of very late years  that the Prosperous commenced her homeward voyage, after a stay of considerably more than two years on the Californian coast, and nearly three since William Allairs departure from home.  

Three years! Three years of hardship, toil, and privation! without a word of love or hope from the old house at home! Whether his friends wrote to him or not, he did not know. In the letter William had written from New York, he had been able to give no definite address: and so irregular was the postage system at that time in California, that, had they sent a dozen letters, the chances were he never would have received one.

The Prosperous was returning direct to New York, where William would receive his wages, and whence his intention was to proceed immediately to England. Two of the crew were left behind at San Diego: the hard labour, with the incessant exposure on the coast, had wrought their effects: and when the ship was ready to sail, they were so ill that Captain Janns would not bring them away. Earnestly they implored not to be left on that inhospitable, half savage shore; but the captain coarsely answered, with an oath, that sick men were not wanted on board ship. In point of fact, this is true. If a sailor falls sick on board, he must get well as he best can; there is nobody to nurse him. So the men were left; which rendered the vessel two hands short.

As they neared Cape Horn, the weather became fearfully hard. They expected to pass it in July, the very worst month of all the twelve in that region of perpetual winter. By the latter end of June, they had come up with what the experienced sailors called Cape weather. Often, after their long, cheerless watch on deck, the men had scarcely descended to the forecastle, when All hands ahoy! would send them back flying: sails must be taken in with double-quick speed, to wear through the squall that was coming. On, would come the blast; long before they were ready for it; sleet, snow, rain, and wind. Such wind! Never on shore let us talk again of the wind taking our breath away! The heavily laden ship would be thrown nearly on her beam ends, her timbers cracking, her top-gallant masts bending, the foam dashing over her bows, as she careered madly through the storm. The hands climbed aloft: what though the hail cut their faces, and nearly blinded them, as it drove horizontally across the ocean, and the violent wind impeded almost entirely their movements!  still they must work the ship. It was no childs play. The sails were as hard as boards, but they must be hauled and furled, and the men were wet through as they stood upon the yards; their hands, already stiffened and numbed, had to be beaten fiercely on the sails to prevent the fingers freezing. Not so quickly could they get through the business as they might have done under better auspices; it was impossible to go along quickly, with the shrouds and rigging iced over; also, they were short of hands. An hour, an hour and a half, two hours would pass, ere the task was done: and the half-frozen, hard-worked crew would descend from its completion, to find the hour had just struck for their watch on deck to be resumed.

It was on one of these days that the English lad, who had joined the ship at Liverpool at the same time as William Allair, got into trouble with the captain. His name was Robert Stone: commonly known on board as Bob. Captain Janns was not of choice language at any time, but in moments of anger it became  well, what would not look orthodox upon paper. Showered down upon the unhappy Bob, it was not orthodox either, at least to his thinking, for he believed he was undeserving of it: and fatigued and worn out with his hard work, he answered insolently. One word led to another on both sides; and the captain, unused to have his harshest mandate reflected on, flew into a foaming passion, and ordered Bob to be seized up. The whole crew was summoned to witness the spectacle. Stone was made fast to the shrouds, his back bared; and the captain himself undertook the office of castigator.

The rope whirled in the air, and descended  

Once I Oh, spare me! spare me! shrieked Bob, leaping up with the pain.

Twice! Ill spare you, retorted the captain, when I have brought you to your senses! Ill teach you what it is to brave me.

Thrice! four times! ever so many times; until the unhappy culprit fainted. And William Allair, sick with horror, thought he should have fainted too. It was a widely different exhibition, this, from the milder one bestowed upon Richard Jenniker in the old schoolroom.

Half an hour elapsed. The larboard watch were keeping their watch on deck. Bob Stone belonged to this watch; but it may be thought by you inexperienced land boys that he was at any rate let off work for that day. No such thing. Bobs back had been treated to a wash of salt and water, and Bob himself was at his post on deck. Bob had not opened his lips since; and a sullen expression of pain pervaded his countenance. A gloomy silence reigned in the ship. The captain paced the deck, zigzag fashion, for the cargo stowed there left little room for walking; the mate stood to windward, looking at the appearance of the weather; when a sudden command, Lay aloft there and unfurl the sails, was heard.

The men of the larboard watch prepared to man the rigging. Bob Stone alone went slowly. By those looking on, it may have been thought he went unwillingly: but that unfortunate back of his may have been alone in fault.

Do you want another flogging? roared the captain, as he sprang towards him, with an oath. What are you loitering for, you skulking land-lubber?

He dragged himself up painfully: that was evident; and bore a hand with the rest. The captain recommenced his zigzag step, and the mate stretched out his hand for the night glass: he did not much like appearances out to windward.

Whats that? cried he.

It was a sudden splash in the water: just as if a heavy weight had dropped, dash, into it. The captain and mate hurried to the vessels side.

A man overboard! A man overboard! rose up the cry, echoing from one end of the ship to the other. Down came the men from the yards, like cats, eager to get out the quarter boat, before the order could be spoken.

One of the men had dropped from the yards aloft. Which of them? The larboard watch looked at one another: the captain looked at them collectively. The missing one was Bob Stone.

The boat was got off, and rowed towards the spot; but the ill-fated Bob was never seen again. In vain they strained their eyes around; no trace could be discerned of him, and the boat put back again.

That makes a third hand gone! was the comment of the sailors, one to another. How shall we be able to wear the ship round the Cape?

If William Allair had felt sick at the flogging, how did he feel now? An inward prayer went up to God, that the unhappy lad might have slipped unwittingly from the yards; and not have thrown himself off, in his shame and unhappiness.

Ere the boat had been made fast again, night was closing in; their night. At that period of the year, round Cape Horn, the sun, on favourable days, rises at nine and sets at three: but it is not often they can get to see the sun at all. A dismal scene, it was, that lonesome ship and her isolated crew. Many hundred miles away from available land: exposed to all the inclemencies of a Cape winter; living almost in a perpetual night; in danger of being drifted down by floating masses of ice, tokens of which they had already begun to see; the dreadful hardships of their life and position cannot well be exaggerated. And now the visit of Death! No wonder that the men felt their spirits sinking!

The night set in heavily. Rain, sleet, and hail came down upon them; and the wind howled with an ominous sound. The thermometer had fallen greatly since the morning, which called forth the mates opinion that they must be near large ice islands. Mrs Allair had used to complain if William got his feet wet, or was out in the rain so as to damp his jacket. It was a mercy, William thought, that she did not see what he was exposed to now. It may be said that the men lived in water. All the clothing they possessed (and very short and scant it was!) was perpetually wet: there were no means of drying it. Did the sun peep lazily out, their things would be hung up, but they did not dry. After a severe watch of four hours, they would take their clothes off in the forecastle, wring the water from them, and put on the change from which the water had been in a like manner previously wrung. But the discomfort of the wet clothes was nothing, compared to that of the boots  thick boots being indispensable to a Cape Horn attire. Always saturated with wet were they, rendering the feet miserably cold. You may get your feet warm in bed, young gentlemen; but you are not rounding Cape Horn, in a Cape winter. The berths on board the Prosperous were as wet as the men, for they could only get into them in their wet clothing.

Perhaps you are indulged with a fire in your bedchamber, when there is a little frost on the ground? Some boys get it, who are coddled up, not brought up. They should try William Allairs life for a day, just by way of change. His face and hands were often cut with the large, sharp hailstones; and these same hands, their wounds exposed, must hold on by the hulls and spars, a mass of ice, hauling and pulling the stiffened sails, and taking knots with the running rigging, the ropes so hard that there was no bending them. The mens clothes froze upon them. It was with some difficulty they could prevent their bodies freezing also. There was no comfort for them, no ease, no semblance of either: and their snatches of sleep in their damp berths would be all too frequently interrupted with the arousing cry, All hands ahoy!

But, to go back to this night. Its long, tedious eighteen hours wore away; and when the dawn broke, they found the mates opinion, that they were coming to the ice, to be correct. On this day the sun was out, and it shone brightly. About twelve oclock they came in view of an iceberg. It was the most beautiful sight conceivable: the strangest and finest picture possible to be imagined. No painting has ever done justice to an iceberg, neither can any description: an island of ice, shaped like a mountain, its height tapered off into transparent pinnacles, and its general colour azure, shading imperceptibly into the pure white of the pinnacles, whose glittering tops were brilliant in the sun, the waves rising white and foaming at its base. A wondrously grand object was it, as it moved through the clear, blue waters with slow and stately action.

Occasionally it was heard to crack with a noise like thunder, and portions of it dropped away into the sea below, causing the waves to dash aloft and fall again, like so many cascades of silver.

As the ship bore cautiously on her course, innumerable ice islands appeared, some large, some small; and also large tracts, or fields, of floating ice, causing their progress to be exceedingly difficult and dangerous. It was next to impossible to steer the ship blear of them. The captain and crew were quite alive to their peril; they were in constant apprehension that one or other of these masses of ice would drift against the ship and stave her in, in which case nothing could have saved them. The boats? suggests some green little boy. How would you steer a boat amidst those floating mounds of ice? And, even if the boats could live, you would be frozen to death in a few hours, off Cape Horn.

On the second day of their reaching these fields of ice, it began to blow a gale when the sun went down. Or it may be better to say, when daylight declined; for the sun had been visible but for a few minutes, and then it looked like a copper-coloured ball. The ship was tossed hither and thither, the hail and sleet whistled around them, and, to add to the dangers of their situation, a dense fog came on. What an anxious night were they about to pass! Eighteen hours of darkness, with a fog so thick that nothing could be discerned at a few yards distance, the ship in momentary danger of being stove in by some floating mass of ice, or of going to pieces on an ice island! The captain ordered the ship to be hove-to, and then sent for all hands aft. He told them that they were in imminent peril, and that not a soul must quit the deck that night. The men had their respective stations assigned them, whence they would keep as sharp a look-out as the fog and darkness permitted, feeling that ere the dawn of another day, the ship and all that she contained might have disappeared beneath the waters. They went, silent and anxious, each man to his post. Slowly the night dragged its course along, the various notices that ice was near, from one watch or other, forming the only break to its painful monotony. It was blowing frightfully from the east, and the hail and snow beat sharply against the men. The captain was mostly on deck; if he retired to his cabin for a few minutes, the mate took the command.

At daybreak, nine in the morning, some of the men went below for breakfast, nearly dropping with fatigue and anxiety, and stiff with the ice on their clothes. No refreshment had been given them during the long suspense of that ever-to-be-remembered night; not a taste of anything. The captain and mate had partaken of some in the cabin more than once, but nothing had been offered to the worn-out men. Some snatches of sleep were obtained by them in turn during the daylight; and with three oclock P.M. again came the dark, and the fatigue and anxiety of the previous night had once more to be endured.

This continued for some days; the fog and the gales, coupled with the dangerous ice, compelling the ship to be still hove-to. William Allairs station had been, part of the time, the very worst on the ship; it was upon the forecastle, a place excessively exposed to the wind and weather. Anxiety, remorse, despair, and fear  the incessant fear that each hour would be his last  in conjunction with the toil and hardships of his lot, were working their effects upon him, rendering him ill in body as he had long been in mind. A slow fever attacked him, ripening into a remittent one as the days went on.

He became very ill with it. But, ill as he was, he might not quit his work, for it would have rendered another hand to be counted short in the already badly-manned ship. Moments of delirium passed across his brain when lying between the watches in his damp berth in the wretched forecastle, and he would vainly endeavour to close his eyes in sleep. Pictures would arise of his happy home, the home he had so recklessly and blindly given up; a remembrance of the ease he had enjoyed, the serenity of the line of life chalked out for him, contrasting bitterly with his present toil and sufferings. Even the old office, then so despised and hated, was now regarded as a very haven of calmness and rest. Visions of his dear mother were of frequent occurrence. In that state, half sleep, half delirium, induced by fever, he would fancy he saw her. Sometimes she was ill and grieving after him, sometimes she would look well and happy as of yore; but always was she yearning for and anticipating the period of his return. Once he fancied  it was but a repetition of his waking thoughts, his unceasing longings  that he was back again; his mother all joy; his father, though at first chiding, all forgiveness; his sisters clinging round him; his poor brother wild with glee. And what seemed his own sensations? Why, they might be compared to those of one who has quitted misery for Elysium. His toils and troubles at sea were over, and he was with his family, never, never to leave them, never to go near the hated sea again. But he was not quit of the sea yet.

Eight bells there, below  do you hear? broke violently his dream; and starting up, he rushed on deck with his shipmates. A day and a night he did lie by; there was no help for it. A miserable place, though, was that forecastle to be in! The water dripped down on all sides of it, lumber and wet clothes filled up its confined space; while the air was unpleasantly fetid and pernicious, chiefly from its being kept closely shut up. As to the living? Why, sick or well, there was the salt junk tub. His head was racked with pain; his limbs were now shivering with ague, now burning with fever; his tongue and throat were parched. How he would have been waited and tended on at home! But here there was no consolation; there were none to help him!

But we will not follow him in his illness, or the ship through the weeks that they tried in vain to double Cape Horn. William Allair had deliberately brought all this discomfort upon himself. One vague hope  it seemed too far off to be anything but vague in their present peril  did buoy up his sinking heart: the hope that it would all be as he had seen it in his feverish dream.


CHAPTER XV.

THE OPEN BOAT AT SEA.

THE weary weeks wore away, and the ship progressed. A happy day on board was that, when they left the Cape behind them. They had finer weather after passing it, and a change for the better became not a hope, but a certainty. Each day the sun began to get higher, though the ice on the ship did not yet thaw; whilst every night sank some constellation in the south, and raised a more familiar one in the northern horizon. When William had first seen the groups of stars he had been accustomed to live under, disappear and give place to strange ones, the Magellan clouds, the Southern Cross, a sharp undefined feeling of dread would shoot across him; it seemed as if he was going into an unknown world.

And now the good ship went on gallantly, bearing a press of sail. They had got into open water and open weather, as the sailors called it. Hey for home! Williams heart leaped to every knot she made; and he almost dared to whisper to himself that God had seen how terrible had been his punishment, and would in mercy forgive him and send him safely home again.

Fair and gently! Stop a bit. This favourable change was not to last to the end. After some prolongation of it, which had got them well forward, the weather one morning altered. Squalls of wind and rain came on, which soon increased to half a gale, and the look-out  to use the words of the mate  was downright ugly. The captain ordered the courses to be reefed and furled, the sails secured, and all other precautions taken against the storm that was threatening.

A dark, heavy night set in. The gale increased, the captain remained on deck, and the ship laboured much, the boiling waves rushing over her bows and flinging their foam aloft. Now she rose on the heaving waves, now she buried her black shrouds in the deep, her tall masts rising and sinking, looking  had there been any distant spectators  like a thing supernatural amidst the surrounding gloom. Suddenly she plunged wildly forward, and encountered a heavy sea, which threw her on her beam ends. There was a sharp, affrighted cry, and one of the sailors came forward, terror on his countenance. The vessel had shipped a quantity of water.

The mate rushed to the hold. It was even as the man said. The ship had sprung a leak. A short while, and the water rose up to five feet.  

All hands were set to work at the pumps; and after some hours labour, the quantity was considerably decreased. The leak was found, and the carpenter set about repairing it. But the gale increased. By the morning it was blowing awfully. The captains face wore a look of anxiety, while the mate seemed to be gifted with ubiquity, so many parts of the ship was he seen in, almost at the same moment.

The wind abated a little with the broad daylight; but when the sun went down, the storm came on again with terrific violence. Another leak was sprung; either the former had re-opened, or the fresh one was close to it, and the water rushed in impetuously. Everything was done that could be, in their unhappy situation. The pumps were worked incessantly, the captain strove to give his orders cheerfully: whatever his faults of temper, he was a thorough seaman, and the men obeyed him. They worked, but not with a will; one dark thought weighed down their spirits  that they might, before morning, be in another world. Oh, what an awful time it was! we, who have lived all our lives on shore, can form no idea of it. The night pitchy dark; the wind howling and shrieking in gusts that seemed to be almost unearthly; the crashing of the timbers as the masts rent and toppled; the devoted ship, huge and shadowy in the nights gloom, crying and groaning as she was tossed about with the blast; the waves rushing mountains high, foaming and hissing, beating over and against the ship, buffeting those who were in her. The ill-fated men plyed away at the pumps, their spirits and their bodies sinking, but conscious that it was their one only chance for life. Every moment threatened to dash the ship in pieces. Her mizen-mast and rudder had been carried away, and her decks swept. Two of the seamen, poor fellows, were already gone. Worn out with fatigue, numbed with the cold, bruised and battered by the tempest, they had been washed away, not having the strength to hold on, while performing some necessary duty.

And was it for this that William Allair had quitted his sheltering home? to endure years of never-ceasing hardship, and at last to perish far away, amidst the horrors of that night?

It was now a matter of certainty that the ship was gradually sinking, and they must meet their fate with what calmness and resignation they could. Another soul, the second mate, was washed overboard. Nothing more could be done; the pumps were abandoned in despair; three of the crew climbed up to the main rigging, deeming that a few minutes more of life would be left to them there than if they remained below.

With the morning, the violence of the storm had worn itself out, and the sea was, comparatively speaking, calm. The captain announced to the mate that he had resolved to make one trial for their lives, by trusting themselves to the jolly boat, which, strange to say, had not been swept away.

The mate shook his head. He did not think it possible the boat could live, even if they could succeed in launching it and getting safely into it.

It is worth the trial, argued the captain. To remain in the ship is certain destruction. In a few hours her masts will be under water. I am aware that death is almost as certain, and may, perhaps, be quicker in the boat; still there is a chance. Life is sweet to us all.

Oh, try it, sir! uttered William, clasping his hands in supplication. If there be but the faintest glimmering of hope, let us try it, rather than die here!

The captain turned sharply upon him. But common peril has a wonderful tendency to equalize men; and the breach of discipline passed unreproved.

The sailors were called from the rigging, where they had climbed; but they did not answer, and remained immovable. They had been frozen to death amidst the horrors of that fatal night.

With immense difficulty the boat was launched, another life having been lost in the process. The captain lowered himself into it last. God alone, said he, can save and help us now.

And God did help them, and carried them in safety away from that wreck, through the tempestuous sea, in the direction they wished to go. Ere they were out of sight of the ship, the water had nearly engulfed her, the feet of the dead men, as they dangled from the rigging, being just immerged in it.

Four days passed away, and that frail boat and its suffering crew were still at the mercy of the waters. The weather, meantime, had become beautifully serene and mild, and there was a favourable breeze to fill their bit of canvas, that they were fain to call a sail. This was the fifth day that they had been driftings on that desolate sea; no land, no sail in view to cheer their drooping spirits; no eye conscious of their need of help, save ONE. Their stock of sustenance, consisting of biscuit and water, was running low, although they had been, from the first, on the shortest allowance, the captain pointing out the necessity of the food being eked out. The nights were raw and cold, exposed, as they were, in the open boat; but as they drew nearer to the equator, towards which, happily to say, the wind continued to drift them, the temperature grew milder.

They suffered greatly from thirst, a very small quantity of water being doled out each morning. If a shower of rain fell, they spread handkerchiefs  all they had  to catch it; and when they were thoroughly wet, they wrung the rain out, and drank it. This afforded some relief. The captains character appeared to be entirely changed since the commencement of their sufferings; but nothing subdues a man like the fear of approaching death. There was a Prayer Book in the boat; it had belonged to poor Bob Stone, and the captain had brought it with him from the ship. Each day he read prayers to the men, never omitting the service to be used in peril at sea. The men bared their heads, and listened reverently. Hardened as they were, reprobate as they had been, there was not one but supplicated fervently for forgiveness, whether it should be their fate to live or die.

But now, for two successive days and nights, they had no rain; their allowance of water was less, and the most intolerable thirst prevailed. Another day, and the pangs of famine were added to those of thirst, their biscuit being exhausted. The carpenter and one of the other men yielded to the temptation of drinking the sea water, although cautioned against it by the rest, who declared they would endure any amount of suffering rather than attempt it. It produced a widely different effect upon the two. The carpenter seemed renovated and refreshed by it, suffering no evil consequences; while the other, in a short space of time, died in delirious agony.

And, next, the captain began to sink. Of all those in the boat, the one who might be supposed least calculated to battle with the hardships of their situation was William Allair. Yet he appeared to bear up manfully; while the captain, a strong man and hearty, was slowly resigning his life. It was a calm, peaceful evening, that on which he died. The sun was drawing towards the west, and its beams fell aslant upon his pallid features.

He knew he should not see it rise on the morrow. With a feeble farewell to the men, he leaned his head upon Williams shoulder, next to whom he sat, and never moved again. William heard him softly praying. Ah, my boys, what a mercy it is that we have a God, a Saviour to fly to, in our extremity of need! When the sun rose in the morning they were consigning his body to the deep; the mate, though himself scarcely able to speak, reading over him the service for the burial of the dead at sea. I hope his spirit was happy!

A fearful thought began to pervade the boat. You may guess what it was, if you are familiar with accounts of this kind of suffering. The pains of hunger are grievous to be borne, the love of life is strong, and  ; but they drove away the horrible thought for the present.

Again returned the dawn of day, and there was no relief. About mid-day another died. William Allair, the only good scholar left in the boat  in fact, the only scholar of any account who had been in it, or in the ship  feebly read the prayers over him as they threw him into the sea. The mate was too far gone to attempt it.

And now the dreadful thought, above alluded to, passed into words. William Allair raised his voice against it; the mate also, who collected strength to speak. William told them that where the unnatural food had been resorted to, those partaking of it had become raving mad, and so died.

Before the discussion ended, the night closed in, and they tacitly agreed to leave its decision until the morning. When that morning came, the mate was dead, and William Allair was in a feverish stupor. The men were desperate now, and bruited a question amongst themselves: should they draw lots, or should they kill him  William?

But what is that object in the distance? One of the sailors spies it out. A sail! And making towards them! Oh, surely it cannot be! And yet  IT IS! God had remembered them at last.

Such was the depression and lethargy of the men, that they mostly looked at it with a stupid, unmeaning stare. But soon they burst into tears; and the carpenter, taking the book, read from it a prayer of thanksgiving in his untutored accent.

Gallantly came on the good ship. And now it neared them; and now it was abreast of them. Her captain turned away his face as he drank in at a glance the sorrow and suffering disclosed to view. The mate was in the boat, unburied; for they had been too weak, perhaps too apathetical, to be in a hurry to throw him overboard.

The hearty, rough sailors, compassionate in their help as women, descended from their ship, and tenderly bore the weak on board in their arms. By proper care and attention all were recovered. But when William Allair first awoke to the change, his confused thought was that he was in an angels ship, sailing to the blessed port of Heaven.


CHAPTER XVI.

THE MEETING IN CALCUTTA.

THE vessel which had picked them up proved to be the barque Texas, bound from one of the ports of Brazil to Calcutta. Here was an overwhelming disappointment to William!  he was about to be borne once more far away from his home. But there was no help for it; and he could not in gratitude quarrel with the means which had saved his life. He, with the other men saved, assisted to work the ship, she being short of hands; a fever having carried off four or five of her crew, after the Texas left port. But she was healthy now. The carpenter was especially welcome, their own having been one of those who had died.

As if to compensate for their previous disasters, the voyage to Calcutta was most favourable, and performed in a remarkably short time. When they reached that port, William Allair quitted the ship: he was not wanted longer. So there he was, adrift in the world in a strange land: possessing nothing; not even a shred of clothing, save what he stood upright in. 1848 was now drawing to a close.

His whole thoughts were directed towards getting to England. And the only way open to him to accomplish that, was by working his passage over. Down he went to the river, to see if there were any craft about to sail who might require hands. Moored there was a small brig, containing some officers and men belonging (as was told to William) to a fine frigate lying at Diamond Harbour  a British man-of-war. His informant said that he heard hands were wanted for the frigate. William resolved to go on board the brig, and get himself engaged, if possible. He was extremely anxious; for he began to fear that he was again growing ill. In point of fact, he had not recovered the fever, or the hardships following upon it.

He made his way on to the brig, which was called the Lord Hastings, and was waiting to Be spoken to, when his attention was attracted to a tall, handsome young officer pacing the quarter-deck. Not for his fine figure did William regard him, not for his prepossessing looks; but because the face seemed known to him.

Where had he seen it? He could not recollect. The features were familiar; and yet not familiar. Once, as a brother officer passed and spoke, the object of Williams attention smiled in reply. That smile awoke a strange thrill in his heart, for it seemed to call up remembrances of Whittermead.

Who is that gentleman? inquired William, of the stewards man, who was standing by.

That? Hes one of our lieutenants. Mr Vane.

The flush of awaking recollection flew to Williams countenance. Could it be? What is his Christian name? he hastily asked.

His Christian name? Well  lets see. Oh, its Harry.

Belonging to the Hercules?

The Hercules, Captain Stafford.

This is not the Hercules?

This the  Hercules! You are not much of a sailor, young fellow; or else you have never heard what her tonnage is. Why, shes a seventy-gun ship! Vessels of that class cant get up here; they have to stop at Diamond Harbour. This brig is only a temporary thing that we got to bring us up the Ganges to Calcutta. You wont see many a finer man than Lieutenant Vane.

It was even so! His dear old companion and friend, Harry Vane, stood before him. The man talked on, but William heard him not. For one brief moment he forgot his position: the tide of memory ebbed back to the past, obliterating the present; there was the Harry Vane of their school days, and he was William Allair. He took a step forwards: pleasurable eagerness in his eyes, his hand extended, an exclamation on his lips; but recollection returned to him in time, and he retreated again. What! should he  a common sailor, low in rank, shabby in appearance, applying on the ship for work  should he dare to advance to the quarterdeck, and boldly offer his hand, and claim acquaintance with one of its chief officers? Back! back, William Allair! you deliberately chose your own station in life, and you must abide by it.

The heart bitterness rose in his throat as if it would have suffocated him. He turned away; and, without saying a syllable to anybody, left the ship. He must find some other means of going home, or stay in India. Anything rather than join the Hercules.

The next day, William was lying in Calcutta Hospital, with an attack of incipient brain fever. The severity of the voyage round Cape Horn, the privations, the exposure on the open sea, and now the dreadful heat raging in Calcutta, all combined to induce it. Added to which causes, must be classed his remorse and anxiety of mind. The attack, in truth, was a slight one; more to be called a threatening than a positive attack. The remedies applied were prompt, and in a few days its danger had passed; but it left him deplorably weak and spiritless, and, as he believed, dying.

Oh! his had been a bitter fate! To have toiled hard, lived hard, and now to die in an Indian hospital! Without a familiar face around him! without a possibility of sending a farewell word to the mother he had so rashly disobeyed and cast aside!

Yes, there was a chance. If the brig Hastings had not sailed, he might send to Harry Vane. Unless the latters nature was strangely altered, he would not fail to come at the summons, although it was but to see a poor sick sailor. A sick sailor! Harry Vane would have tramped to the end of the world to relieve one. He would bear home Williams dying messages. But how was he to be communicated with?

Means for that seemed to rise up without searching. In the next bed to Williams lay a young man who was frequently visited by a sailor, an Englishman. William had been too ill to take much note of this previously; but when the man came again, he spoke to him.

Do you know, he feebly asked, beckoning the man to him, as he was about to leave his friend, whether the brig  Lord Hastings has gone down the river?

Not yet, was the answer. But I fancy shell be off by to-morrow, for they have been busy aboard her all day, getting her into sailing trim. Our ships a-lying alongside of her, and I only wish we was a-doing the like. I hate this horrid weather: it have broiled some of us pretty nigh to death since we come. I have been froze stiff at the North Pole, and thought nothing o that, compared with this here heat.

Will you take a note for me on board the  Hastings?

Two if you like; notes not being weighty to carry. If they was, I dont know as I could. I might be afraid of melting, perhaps.

When are you going down?

Straight on ahead now.

Will you reach me my clothes, and get out my pencil? Theres a piece of paper, too, somewhere.

Sharps the word, and quicks the motion, cried the good-natured sailor, as he sought and found the articles required.

William strove to use them; but the paper clattered in his emaciated hands, and the pencil fell. I am too weak, he sighed. You must deliver a message instead.

With all my heart. What is it?

Ask to see Mr Vane. He is one of the lieutenants. Tell him that  that I  tell him that a sailor is lying here, and craves to see him.

Who shall I say? Any name?

Say But William would not utter his name, that it should be spoken out aloud on board the Hastings. Harry Vane might have talked of his old companion to his brother officers. I think I can write just a word, he said.

By the help of the sailor, who propped him up, he contrived to scrawl the words, William Allair, Whittermead.

Give him that, he said, folding the paper. And tell him to come in mercy, for that I am dying.

Avast there! said the man, with a hearty cheer, which was cut short in the bud by remembering where he was. Never you give way about  dying, or take up any such notions! Its this gloomy place you be in  giving you sick folks the mollygrubs, and all sorts of blues. Youll be well enough in a week or two, comrade. Cheer up! I say.

The man departed, and went on board the Lord Hastings, as he had promised. Lieutenant Vane was not there; he had gone ashore. So he could but leave the paper and a message. That the young man what was writ in there was a-dying up at the hospital. Leastways, he thought he was a-dying, and wanted Mr Vane to go up quick and see him.

When Harry Vane reached the hospital, it was past the hour for visitors; but he procured admittance. William was lying then in an uneasy slumber: but, as if conscious of who was bending over him, scarcely had Harry Vane scanned his countenance, when he started up awake.

With his burning, trembling, eager hands, he seized those that were extended to him. The emotion was too much; and, reduced and wretched as he was, he burst into tears, and sobbed like a child.

Harry Vane leaned over him. He pressed his wasted hands in his, he spoke soothing words of calmness, he held a cup of water to his lips. A little while, and William lay quiet, but exhausted. It was the Harry Vane of other days; affectionate, cordial, impetuous; ready to make as much of William  the friendless, beaten-down, poor apprentice sailor  as though he had been a royal middy.

A few whispered explanations passed between them: it was not the time or place for lengthened ones. Williams state was too weak to admit of it, and Harry Vane had to hurry back to the brig. She was on the point of sailing; and he was left in command of her down to Diamond Harbour. He had not been to England, he said, since he first left it; but the Hercules was ordered home now.

Have you ever heard anything of me? Did any of them speak of me in their letters?

Often. Caroline especially.  I heard all about your going off, and have lived in hopes of dropping across you at some lucky port or other.

I was not like you, said William, with a bitterness he could not disguise. You went with the approbation of your parents, and things have prospered with you: I left them in rebellious defiance, and  am the wreck you see. You used to say to Gruff Jones that an expedition entered into in disobedience would never prosper.

I often said it. I hold the same opinion still. Talking of Gruff, did he not soon have enough of it?

I dont know. I have heard nothing since I left. Did he?

Harry Vane laughed. I thought he -would. He was not cut out for the sea. He is a gentleman now, lording it as the squires heir: and rides to cover. William sighed. You get news, I suppose, of your brother Fred? How is he?

Harry Vanes face became somewhat clouded. I dont hear much of any of them, and I have not heard recently, he answered. The  Hercules has gone from place to place, and we miss our letters. Fred has been in trouble, I fear.

What sort of trouble? questioned William.

He has been spending too much. A fellow with nothing to do with his time, hands and brain alike idle, must get into some mischief: its almost a thing of necessity. Fred should have embraced some profession, if only to keep him straight. But I have not heard for some time, and I hope things are right again.

What parts of the world have you been in? resumed William.

In several. But if he looked at Williams wasted countenance, and somewhat altered the words he was about to speak when we meet again, Ill give you details. Theres no time now.

Are you still fond of the sea? and the question was uttered more like an exclamation.

I am. Not but that its a sharp sort of life. I think I could scarcely live on land. You know, he added, with a smile, they used to tell me I was not fit to live there.

They were right. You were constituted for a sea life: I, not  as they used to tell me. I would not listen to them; I thought I knew better than they did; I was bent on following out my own obstinate self-will. Heaven knows I have paid for it.

But there has been a wide contrast in the service we have seen, rejoined Harry. You have experienced the darkest shades of a sea life; I, the bright ones. Passionately fond as I was of the sea, I should not have relished a Cape Horn voyage after hides, in a Yankee trader.

You are about returning to England now?

Immediately; and I hope we shall not be long making it. The  Hercules is a fast sailer.

And to Whittermead?

You may be sure I shall go there the instant I can get leave, after we touch land. Satisfied as I am with the sea, it has not taken from me the longing to see home and its ties. Do you remember my careering through the place, with the blue ribbons round my hat, when my appointment arrived? What a young donkey I was!

Will you bear a message for me to my home?

Why ask the question, William? Would I could bear you with it! I wish you could be removed on board! he continued, impulsively. But your malady  fever  bars it.

I sent for you to-day, that you might take a word of love home for me. The thought that I was left here to die, neglected and friendless as any poor stray dog might be, was helping to kill me. When I knew you were at Calcutta, and could convey news of me home, it eased death of half its load. Otherwise I would not have troubled or pained you by making myself known.

William!

A few days ago, before this illness came on, I was on board the  Lord Hastings, and recognised you. I was nearly as close to you as I am now.

Harry Vane stared. Why in the world did you not let me know it?

In the impulse of the moment, in the joy at meeting you, I was starting forward with extended hands; but I recalled my senses before committing myself. I had forgotten how changed were our positions since we last met; how I had dropped in the scale of society.

And I should have flown with open arms to meet you, there or elsewhere, cried Harry Vane, in excitement. Change of position, indeed! Is that a reason for shunning an old friend? Never, in my creed. It never was, and it never will be. You ought not to have gone off the brig, leaving me in ignorance that you had been there.

I had the wretchedest old pea-jacket on, and patched trousers!

Old pea-jacket! patched trousers! reiterated Harry Vane. What on earth has that to do with it? If a fellow I cared for came to me without either, painted down blue instead, hed be all the more welcome. You would have been my dear past friend, William, introduced to my brother officers as such, just as heartily as if you had been clothed in purple and gold. We shant look askance at old pea-jackets in heaven. The world never could beat any of that sort of pride into me when I was a youngster, you know, and I have not learnt it yet. I say, old fellow, bear up; you are growing exhausted.

See them at home  my father, my sisters, whispered William, who felt his strength sinking. Tell them how severe has been my punishment; that I had not been a day at sea before I began to repent, to suspect how full of hardship and misery was the life I had embraced. Tell them that from that moment to this I have never had an hours enjoyment, an hours rest from toil. I have had no peace of mind. My time has been passed in the vain yearning for home, in futile endeavours to repress the stings of repentance.

I dont think you ought to excite yourself like this.

And see my mother, Harry. My dear, dear mother! See her alone. Tell her, that in all the trouble I have borne since I left her, and which has gone well-nigh to madden me, I have never ceased to think of her. Tell her that the remembrance of my ungrateful conduct, in leaving her as I did, has been to me as the very core of my anguish. Tell her that until I left home I did not know how dear she was to me; and that the misery I have endured, the illness that is upon me, the death which may overtake me, I feel that I have no right to murmur at, for they are but the result of my conduct to her  a childs ingratitude working out its retribution.

Now, I wont stop to listen to this despondency, cried Harry Vane. Ill deliver your messages, but I shall just say the state you were in. When a fellows sick, its all gloom, gloom, gloom! You will get home yet, and be the happiest of the happy there, from the very contrast those days will present to these.

Oh that it were so! that it could be so! Do you know, William continued, while the flush of fever and excitement lighted up his cheek, there were times when I dreamt that it would? And it is this hope  if you can call any feeling so faint and vague a hope  which has sustained me, and helped me to battle with my untoward fate.

And let it enable you still to battle with it! rejoined Harry Vane, fervently.

Tell my mother, that if I do live to reach home, it will have been the remembrance of her that has borne me on my way; otherwise, I must have sunk. And tell her that if I should not live to see her, and hear her whisper my forgiveness, her name and a prayer for her happiness will be one of the last upon my lips in dying.

I will tell her all. But bear manfully up, William, and you will one day tell her yourself. What fun well have, you and I, when we get once more together at Whittermead! Wont it be a joyous time! Wont we set the bells to ring! Cheer up, old boy!

Lieutenant Vane departed, and sailed down the river the next morning in command of his brig. He was but the third lieutenant; the second, who had come up in charge of her, had fallen ill; hence it devolved upon him.

And William was left in the hospital.


CHAPTER XVII.

HOT WORK.

WILLIAM ALLAIR slowly recovered. In the hospital, a few beds removed from his own, a sick soldier had been lying. This man, who grew convalescent before William, used to come to Williams bed, sit on it, and talk to him. His name was Alfred Langly, an Englishman, of liberal education. An intimacy ensued between them. Both were strangers in the strange land, both were sick in the strange hospital, both had been reared to occupy a better position in life. For the first time since he left Whittermead, William confided who he was to this young man, the trials he had undergone, and his earnest desire to reach home, though without knowing now how he should get there. To go as a working sailor could not be thought of in his present reduced state. No captain would ship him.

Join the Queens troops in India first, cried Alfred Langly. We are on the eve of some decisive battles with the Sikhs, theres no doubt of it, and loads of prize money will be obtained. You might try it just for a campaign, line your purse, and then get sent home as an invalided soldier.

Now William was weak and ill in mind and body, or he never would have listened to so unwise a proposal. Langly was always urging it; not that he had any sinister motive; he believed he was advising for the best. A person, by dint of long-continued argument, all on one side, may be persuaded into believing that blacks white and in an evil hour William consented to the scheme, to try it just for a campaign. The vision presented to his eyes  that of going home with money in his pockets and good broad-cloth on his back  was undoubtedly fascinating. The having to arrive at Whittermead in the wretchedest old pea-jacket and patched trousers, had long been a sore upon his mind.

A detachment of one of her Majestys regiments, the one to which Langly belonged, had been sent down to Calcutta; and William Allair enlisted in it. It was departing to join the main army, then on the eve of encountering the Sikhs at Moultan.

You have heard of the Sikhs and our furious battles with them. They were a peaceable race of men once  not unlike the people we in England call Quakers; but certain religious persecutions from the Mohameds and Hindoos drove them to rebellion. They inhabited the Punjaub, or land of five waters, on the western side of the Sutlej, its capital Lahore. Their king, Runjeet Singh, had the good sense to conciliate the favour of the British Government in India; although he cast his longing eyes to the kingdom of the Sikhs on the eastern side of the Sutlej, thinking how much he should like to unite it with his own. But it was not to be attempted, for those Sikhs were under the special protection of the British.

There was peace so long as Runjeet Singh lived, but not for long after that. In December 1845, the Sikhs, whose monarch was then a puny boy, named Dhuleep Singh, crossed the Sutlej, and formed themselves, into camp at Ferozeshah, intending to attack our troops. A desperate battle was fought at Moodkee, the British forces being commanded by Sir Hugh Gough, seconded by Sir John Littler. We won, of course; but it was a well-contested battle. The next engagement was fought at Ferozepore. The Governor-General of India, Sir Henry Hardinge, joined himself to the army; and, laying aside his honours as Governor-General, fought under Sir Hugh Gough. The Sikhs were thoroughly defeated, and it was supposed they had had enough of fighting  as Gruff Jones had of the sea.

In 1848 they again ventured to give us some trouble. And in December began the siege of the city of Moultan, their stronghold. They made a desperate resistance, and the fight lasted many days. It was at last taken by storm. There ensued some disastrous skirmishes at a place called Ramnugger, and then came the dreadful battle of Chillianwallah. You must all have heard of that William Allair arrived at Moultan during its siege. He had discovered that he was quite as unfitted for a soldiers life as he had been for a sailors. Forced marches in the dreadful heat, no water, no refreshment until the end of the march  when, perhaps, they would have to wait hours before their rations, tents, and baggage could arrive  told upon him. An enormous number of camels was required to carry the baggage of the army: it was in the proportion of one camel to two men. Each animal was fastened by the nostril to the tail of the one preceding him; and this unwieldy train, with its native attendants, actually extended over more than fifteen miles, its progress being about a mile and a half an hour. You need not wonder that they got in a day too late for the fair, or that the exhausted men grew ill, waiting for the sustenance they so much needed. The poor patient animals were often shamefully overladen  it was the last feather, thought William, that broke the camels back. When one of them toppled over, his load was distributed among the rest; and they, being already laden to the very extreme ounce that they could bear, would often, with the additional weight, fall also, thereby producing no end of confusion.

On the morning of the 12th January 1849, under the command of General Lord Gough, formerly Sir Hugh, the whole army moved from Lusooree to Dinghee. On the 13 th, at half-past seven, they again marched on, the field hospital stores being in the rear of the heavy guns. The field hospital stores! In the course of a few hours, hundreds of those men, marching in health and strength, required their aid, whilst others were beyond that, and all other aid, for ever. Towards mid-day they came upon the encampment of the Sikhs. It was on the left bank of the Jhelum, on rising ground behind the jungle, the name of the place Chillianwallah, and said to be the very spot on which occurred the battle between Porus and Alexander the Great, two thousand years before.

Unwisely, our men, fatigued with their march, were hurried into battle: far better that they had been allowed to wait until the following day. It might have been so; for we were the attackers  not the Sikhs. Weary, travel-worn, hungry, thirsty, unrefreshed, the British troops were forced into action, without plan, without order.

And an awful butchery of human life it was, that same battle of Chillianwallah! It lasted from two oclock until dark, a hand-to-hand fight, sword meeting sword, bayonet meeting bayonet. About four oclock the British were hemmed in on all sides, and their artillery was firing to the front, to the rear, and to the flanks. Guns were taken and re-taken, colours captured and lost. Roar, and din, and confusion reigned around. The roll of the musketry deepened; the thunder of the cannonading grew louder; the bullets of the enemy whizzed about like hailstones; while, mingling with the shouts and noise of the combatants, came the shrieks of the wounded and the groans of the dying. Ever and anon, above the roar of the tempest, the hoarse voice of some commander would be heard  

Men of the  Europeans, prepare to charge.

Charge!

How do you like it, Allair? exclaimed Langly, who fought by Williams side. Its the hottest work I ever was in. Those Sikhs fight like demons.

And our men like bull-dogs, was Williams brief reply.

Have your eyes about you! exclaimed Langly, hurriedly. Unless I am mistaken, they are bearing down upon us, sword in hand. Poor Hill! he continued as a soldier fell at his side: that was a fatal bullet for you! There fall two officers! Heavens! how they are swept down! Can you see who they are, Allair?

William turned his eyes; but before he could answer, something fell in his path. It was Langly, shot down to death.

There was no stopping, and William was hurried on. He was an eye-witness to the dreadful slaughter in the Queens 24th regiment. On they came, at full speed, this ill-fated corps: but, what could that handful do against the numbers that overwhelmed them? The Sikhs were like ferocious beasts of prey, howling, swearing, dealing death with their deadly weapons. The unhappy 24th were exposed to it all; to the full sweep of their batteries, the full play of their musketry. Man after man fell, officer after officer; half the regiment was cut down in a few minutes, and the rest were falling. Two hundred lay dead, three hundred wounded  only in this one ill-fated regiment.

But, who is this who advances, sword in hand, gallantly leading on his men to avenge the death of so many of his comrades? It is Brigadier Pennycuick; as brave and honourable a soldier as ever drew breath. William Allair knew him well, and recognised him; for, let me tell you, that in a scene such as this it is not so easy to recognise individuals as it is on the quiet field of peace. He had fought in many a campaign, but this was to be his last. Almost as William looked, he was struck down, sent to follow his companions, who were already standing before God. The Sikhs, with their mutilating weapons, and the Brigadiers own men, began to contend for the body.

But now another flies up, and plants himself astride on the dead Brigadier. His hand grasps his drawn sword, and he waves it nobly; but his heart is rent, for the dead whom he would guard is his father. It was indeed the brave old officers son; a noble boy, younger by three years than William. But recently had he quitted England, full of hope, and in the highest spirits. And it was to run this brief career that he had come to India! Brave lad! His spirit was good to defend his father against them all; but the Sikhs would not let the boy escape with life. He fell under their weapons; and the two, father and son, were left lying on the battlefield together.

The dead and the dying lay in heaps upon the ground. Numbers, who might have been saved by surgical care and assistance, were left alone to die. And for this there was no help. Night stopped the carnage. And then William, with others, helped to do what he could for the wounded. It was a fearful task; one to make a strong mans heart shrink. They lay, writhing in their agony; not a surgeon to be had, not a taste of water! There was no linen to bandage up their wounds; there were no pillows to place their beating heads upon, save the dead men and horses that strewed the earth around them. How do you think you would like to make one on a battle-field?

After a while William Allair, thoroughly exhausted, lay down on the field. But not to sleep. A more dreadful night he never passed; he almost wished for a return of his delirium and the miserable forecastle of the Prosperous. He had been slightly wounded in his left hand; it pained him much, though it was nothing to look at; and he felt ready to perish with the intense thirst. Tremblingly alive was he to the horrible details around him; not only to the multitude of dead. The wails of the dying were ringing in his ears; the incessant cry for water; the anguished prayer from the wounded, not to be left there, amidst the dead, to die.

Another feature of discomfort was soon added to the scene. A thick, drizzling rain came on, wetting to the skin, and putting William in mind of the perpetual soaking he had experienced in rounding Cape Horn. He rose from the ground at length, and wandered about, not openly complaining  he never did that,  but bitterly deploring the wild infatuation which had led him to quit his home for scenes such as these. Never was his folly more present to him than on this dreadful night.

Without knowing it, he came upon the field hospital And he never forgot the sight presented to his view. Poor, poor men! poor, sick, disabled soldiers Î They were lying on the ground with little help; medical attendance was lamentably scarce, and the hospital apparatus was not there! Awful suffering witnessed he that night. One incessant cry went up around Water! water! water! And there was none.

Who gained the victory? We claimed it, and the Sikhs claimed it. One thing was certain  that we lost standards and guns, and did not hold the field of battle. The following morning Lord Gough rode round, in the midst of the rain, and gave orders to mark out an encampment. At four oclock the funeral of the officers took place. William attended it. Thirteen of the ill-fated 24th were buried in one grave; Brigadier Penny-cuick and his son were buried in another.

A day or two later, William was in the hospital, waiting to have his hand dressed. He felt languid and feverish; and clinging to him was a presentiment that he should never leave the plains of India alive. It was singular that this idea should have come to him. He had escaped unhurt  or all but unhurt  from that desperate battle. Why then should a fear of death follow him now? It cannot be said why. These things are unaccountable. But the presentiment did haunt him.

Whilst he was waiting, the chaplain, the Reverend Mr Whiting, entered, and prepared to administer the sacrament of the Lords Supper to the dying, and to others who might wish for its consolation. For the first time in his life William Allair partook of it. Few but did. The scenes gone through lately had brought men to their senses; the worst and most callous of them had become alive to the awful consideration that he possessed an immortal soul, to be welcomed or rejected by Heaven.

William knelt there with the rest, humbly repentant. His eyes were blinded with tears, his heart was riven with sorrow; and when he rose up, he dared to hope his sinful disobedience had been forgiven, and that, should it be his fate to die on those battle plains, he might sink to rest in calm trust and peace.


CHAPTER XVIII.

AN UNEXPECTED MEETING.

WILLIAM ALLAIR lingered in the hospital, willing to bestow his services, where so many were in need. He was standing close by the side of one who had received a wound in the leg, less dangerous than painful. He was a remarkably well-grown young man, six feet two inches high, and not above a year or two, as William judged, older than himself.

William fell into a train of thought. A comrade had called this young man Jenniker, and the name had brought up vivid memories of home. Was it possible that the wounded soldier, stretched there before him, could be the once intimate companion of his boyhood? He had entered the army, and had gone out to India. William scanned him attentively, and decided in the negative; for, in the darkened, bronzed face lying there, across which a contraction of pain often passed, he could not trace the fair features of the careless schoolboy. But William might have remembered that since they met, the years which change the boy into the man had passed.

Lend a hand to put this precious leg of mine straight, will you, comrade? he exclaimed, suddenly addressing William.

You are from England, William remarked, as he assisted him.

Merry England, as they call it, was the answer. Not that I found it so merry, or I should not have taken wing from it. Though, with all its faults, it was a decided improvement upon this.

It was certainly Jenniker. The words were characteristic of him.

You are from Whittermead! You are Richard Jenniker! cried William eagerly, as he laid hold of his hand.

And who the wonder are you? demanded Jenniker, partially raising himself on his elbows, and regarding William from top to toe.

Do you not remember me?

I never saw you.

Indeed you have, hundreds of times. We passed years at Dr Robertsons together.

Then I have forgotten you out and out. Were you to tell me your name I should not recognise it.

Yes, yes, you would. You have not forgotten William Allair, any more than I have forgotten Richard Jenniker.

They remained silent for some minutes, their hands locked together, each one examining the face of the other.

I trace your features now, cried Jenniker. But you are much altered. How broad you have got in the shoulders!

My service at sea has done that for me.

And how you stoop!

So would you, if you had had nothing but a high chest to sit upon for three years. Going to sea spoils the figure, if it spoils nothing else, Jenniker.

Jenniker laughed. I heard you were gone off on a pleasure trip to the Mexican coast; or enjoying the genial climate of the Polar regions. Who would have dreamt of seeing you here?

William explained in a few words. That he had been shipwrecked, was rescued, and carried to Calcutta, where he had joined the British troops.

What utter fools we were! burst forth Jenniker. Self-willed, lamentable fools! To leave England, where we might have lived in ease and plenty, and blindly embark on the perils of an untried, unknown life! Ill tell you what I have been tempted to compare it to, Allair; to the madness of those unhappy wretches, who rush, uncalled, from this world to the next. They know not the soundings they enter upon, neither did we.

William groaned in spirit. His soundings had, indeed, been false.

But, Allair, there was one excuse for me, which you had not  if an excuse can ever be found for decamping away in disobedience. You had a jolly home and loving friends: I had neither.

Too true.

I had an uncle, who did not care a straw for me; a step-aunt, who hated me. The only being who ever cast a thought to me was Mildred. With a father and mother, such as you possessed, I should have been another sort of chap. It would not have been Dick Jenniker the scapegrace, but Richard Jenniker the affectionate, dutiful son. Dont look so incredulous, Allair: it would.

I am not incredulous, replied William. At the time of your leaving, many persons spoke out plainly, and condemned Mr Jenniker for his harshness. Lord Sayingham told him of it to his face. He said you ought to have been bought off.

Oughts dont go for much in this world. He was harsh to me! I wrote to him soon after I got out here; it was just after  the writing, I mean  our engagements with those demons of Sikhs at Moodkee and Ferozeshah, in 1845. Precious hot work they were, those actions; and I had the luck of arriving just in time for both. I was wounded at Ferozeshah; and while I was lying ill, not knowing, and perhaps not caring, whether I should live or die, I wrote to my uncle a letter of contrition. Begging pardon  or something akin to it  for my ungrateful escapade, and expressing a hope that if I lived to return to Europe, we might be better friends and relatives than we had ever been. Not a word spoke I of my soldiers life; that I did not find it altogether a bed of roses; and I dont suppose it would have elicited any sympathy if I had. Well, would you believe it, Allair?  he never answered the letter Î He has never given me a condescending line since I left.

Perhaps he did not receive your letter, said William.

I know he did, was the answer. And that they flung it aside as they had flung me  a thing unworthy of notice. Mildred writes to me; but she has to do it on the sly. A sweet, gentle girl is she! and there was more friendship between us than the world knew of. She did not think me all bad, and I deemed her the most estimable of human beings!

Then  if you correspond with Mildred  you must know all the news of Whittermead! burst forth William.

She gives me the tops and tails of it. What of that?

Oh, tell me!  let me hear Î  what do you know of home; my home? he exclaimed, in painful excitement.

Jenniker looked at him, and hesitated. When did you hear last? he questioned.

I have never heard since I left.

Never heard!

How could I hear, blocked up on that remote Californian coast? The vessel or two that did come out there, sported the stars and the stripes. At any rate, if letters came, I never got them.

Then you are in ignorance of  of anything that may have transpired since you left? returned Jenniker, who was looking rather subdued.

Very nearly so. I saw Harry Vane in Calcutta. I was in the hospital, and discovered by accident that he was on board a vessel lying in the Ganges. He could not tell me much. He had not been home since he left, neither had he recently heard. The Hercules had been at New South Wales, and he supposed his letters had miscarried. It was fifteen months, full, since he had had news. How were they all at home, when Mildred last wrote?

Jenniker made no reply. He was a bad adept at deception, fond as he used to be of the romancing  as William had once called it  with which he used to cram the school. William saw that there was something to be told which Jenniker did not like to tell. To one of quick imagination, this sort of suspense is next to unbearable. A sensation as of death-sickness came over his heart, but he maintained an outward calmness. Those who feel the most deeply show it least.

I see you have some bad news to tell me, Jenniker. Let me know the worst at once.

Jenniker still hesitated. He did not much relish the task before him.

You are making me ill, murmured William. Why dont you speak out? I have strength to bear it, whatever it may be.  Are  are my father and mother dead?

One of them, answered Jenniker, in a low voice.

My father thought his life would not be a long one, returned William, battling with his suspense.

When I last heard Mr Allair was ill.

And my mother?

She is dead.

There was a silence. Williams face was white and rigid as marble.

What did she die of? he presently asked.

It was said of a broken heart.

A broken heart! The perspiration broke out, in drops as large as peas, over his livid features.

I see it all! he said. My conduct killed her. In my dreams this has been sometimes shadowed forth.

Now, dont think worse of it than it was! cried Jenniker, glad that the ice was broken. She went off like a person in a decline. I dont believe in broken hearts, for my part; they are all moonshine, and double moonshine. She loved you dearly, Allair, and called upon you to the last So, how could you have killed her?

Called upon me to the last, echoed William, with the air of one who repeats what he does not hear.

Mildred wrote me all about it; she was stopping there at the time, with your sisters, continued Jenniker. For three days previous to her death, she was scarcely in her right mind; it was that wandering, I conclude, that sometimes precedes it. Her whole talk, then, was of you; now praying that you might be preserved on the sea, now fancying she saw you in danger of shipwreck, and crying wildly to the sailors to save you. Next, she would witness you in all imaginary hardships, and lament, in the most heartrending terms, that you were exposed to such; again she would fancy you had returned, and that she was clasping you in her arms, wild with joy and thankfulness, sobbing hysterically.

Go on; tell it all, said William, for Jenniker had stopped.

But in all her illness, in this wandering, or previous to it, she never breathed against you a word of reproach; you were still her darling William; her eldest and dearest child. But they said she never held up her head, so to speak, from the night you left; and after the receipt of a letter you wrote from America, her health visibly declined.  

William made no reply. He only wiped the moisture from his brow.

In this letter, as Mildred related it to me, you said you were working on an American trading ship, and were bound for California, round Cape Horn. Now, of all dreadful accounts that anybody could give or imagine, of what the life was on board these ships, Gruff Jones gave the worst to Mrs Allair. Like an idiot, as he was, for his pains!

He told truth;  it is the worst, interrupted William.

Well, he need not have said it. It couldnt improve things for you, and it only made her worry and fret over them. Let him go open-mouthed with his tale to all the village, had he liked, but he might have had the sense to spare Mrs Allair. Gruff always was a booby. Why couldnt he have persuaded her that the trading ships were little models of Paradise, where the chaps had nothing to do but sit cross-legged all day, and dine on beefsteak and onions?

Jenniker stopped again, but still William never spoke. She had imagined the life dark enough before, but Gruffs description was the climax. Always was she brooding over the hardships you must undergo, the perils you were exposed to. Not that she said much; but they could see how it was. And, from what escaped her in the death-delirium, it was evident that these sorrows had haunted her night and day. Added to which, was the constant fear, or presentiment if you like, that you would not live to return.

When did she die? questioned William, burying his face in his hands.

About twelve months ago, I think; but I am a bad one to remember dates. Stay  it was in January; for I know in the same letter, Mildred told me how they kept up Christmas at the Jennikers. Yes, a twelvemonth ago, as near as possible.

Two whole years and some months of sorrow, of yearning, for me! he gasped. And this is true!

True! echoed Jenniker, taking the words as a question. I shouldnt give it you if it were not true.

How was my father?

Ailing, Mildred said; not over strong.

And the rest? he continued, his face still hid in his hands.

Oh, the rest were all well, carelessly replied Jenniker. Edmund as silly as ever.

I will come in another time, Richard, said William, starting up. But Jenniker caught him by the hand.

Dont take it to heart in this way, Allair. Fathers and mothers must die, and its only in the course of nature that they should go before we do. I lost mine when I was a lad. Dont take it so much to heart! William wrung his hand; and, without a word  for he could not utter it  made his way from the field hospital.

And when the shades of night fell and shielded him from observation, he threw himself on the ground, and sobbed aloud, in his excess of grief. The rain was falling in torrents, the earth was soaked with it, for it had scarcely ceased since the night of the battle. But he was unmindful of rain. His cup of sorrow was indeed full; and he would have been thankful to die on the spot, as he lay there. Never had the consequence of his folly, in all its sad reality, come home to him until now. His best friend on earth was gone; had broken her heart for him; had called upon him in dying: and he was far away, and knew it not.

Was it for this that he had passed through his dangers and his sorrows? Through the hard work on the coast; through the harder life at sea; through the fever and delirium; through the fatigue of the forced marches; through the horrors of the battle-field! Against all had his spirit fought; for there was ever a still small hope alive in his heart, whispering him to bear up, that he might once more behold the mother whose love he had so wantonly cast aside. And now he knew that that mother had died; and died for him!

Bury your face in the wet earth, William Allair, and call in vain upon her who is no longer on earth to respond. The sin of a childs ingratitude is a grievous one; and grievous must be its retribution.


CHAPTER XIX.

DYING IN THE FIELD HOSPITAL.

BOTH the Sikhs and the British forces remained some three weeks at Chillianwallah, in the position each had taken up after the battle. Then the Sikhs moved away in the night towards Goojerat, a town situated seventeen miles distant, midway between the Jhelum and the Chenab. They took possession of the place, and entrenched themselves round about it.

Lord Gough followed them, marching up his troops. I wonder if you have a tolerably correct idea of what marching in India is? It is essentially different from marching in England. Weary work it is there  killing work sometimes. They have often to push through plains of thick jungle breast high; or they plod over the hot sand, the small dust from which flies into their eyes, blinding them for the time, and causing intolerable pain. For a change, the land will be a marshy swamp, and they must wade through that. In those forced marches the burning sun seems to be a very fire, oppressing the brain, blistering the face, scorching them through their hot, heavy clothing. And theres not a drop of water to be obtained, did you give your life for it.

William Allairs hand did not heal. It gave him great pain, and became suddenly much worse; greatly inflamed and swollen. This was after the march of the troops to Goojerat, where they encamped in front of the Sikhs. The medical staff ordered William to lie by: they did not like the look of his hand at all; and a whisper went round amongst them, that locked-jaw might supervene. Wound or no wound, he was certainly very ill. During the last month his spirits had alarmingly sunk, and he was worn to a skeleton.

On the morning of the 21st of February, at sunrise, the troops got under arms, and formed up in order of battle. Lord Gough cantered down the lines, each regiment cheering him as he passed. The men and officers generally were in high spirits, chatty and cordial: an acquaintance, who at another time would be passed with a bare nod, is met with a warm grasp of the hand, when there is a chance that that days salutation may be the last.

A little before eight, the bugles sounded the advance. A shout, that made the plain ring, broke from the entire army, as it moved on in answer. The morning was clear and beautiful, the landscape most fair, the land rich with cultivation. Between columns of infantry, their scarlet uniforms dazzling the eye, stalked the elephants, drawing the heavy guns. Dividing the divisions of infantry, went a light field battery; and between each brigade rode a troop of horse artillery, in their handsome dresses of dark blue. To the flanks rode the cavalry, some in quiet French grey, some in the sparkling costumes peculiar to the dragoons and lancers; while the irregular cavalry favoured all colours: flaming yellow, bright green, sky blue, scarlet and gold. And this beautiful scene was soon to be marred by war.

The action commenced immediately, and for three hours raged incessantly  the guns booming, the balls from either side ploughing up the earth, shattering those who stood on it. Doolie after doolie, long lines of them, passed in procession, bearing the wounded to the field hospital. Towards mid-day the battle ceased  not the slaying. The Sikhs had lost; they were flying helter skelter from the field, and the British bore down upon them, striking and slaying without quarter or mercy. They were hewn down by thousands; and those who took shelter in the village were shot or bayoneted. For ten miles did the pursuit last; and as the British rode back to camp, it was over the numberless bodies of the slain. Charming work, that battle doing!

Strange confusion was in the camp of the Sikhs. Tumbrils and waggons were standing upside down; the ground was strewed with the dead and dying; wounded horses were dashing madly about in their pain; camels and oxen danced in the rear, oversetting whatever came in their way, and turning summersets for themselves. The work of slaughter from the victorious British troops  mad then, as well as merciless  went on as hard as it could go. In this engagement we recaptured all our guns and standards lost at Chillian-wallah, as well as many belonging to the enemy.

And William Allair? Was he in all this disastrous turmoil and melee, as he had been in that of Chillian? No. Then where was he? In the field hospital, dying of locked-jaw. As the doctors surmised, the fatal termination had supervened.

He lay there, restless and full of pain; yet snatching at intervals a few moments of sleep. In one of these blessed intervals there came to him the sweetest dream! All the more so, from the contrast it presented to his waking realities.

He dreamt that he was at home at Whittermead; that it was one of those brilliant, sunny days of spring, which, in spite of our railings against this unlucky climate, do condescend to visit us now and then. Just such a day as that happy 29th of May, when you met William Allair for the first time. He thought he was in the Grange meadow, lounging (it seemed too warm to run) through its growing grass, all sparkling with cowslips and bluebells, and those lilac-coloured flowers, not unlike a bluebell in shape, that they called cookoos. He vaulted over the stile  it was less trouble than to open the five-barred gate at its side  and continued his way towards Grange brook. Very soon the murmuring of the rivulet, as it ran on its course between the banks, where grew so many violets and primroses, reached his ear; and, with a pace imperceptibly quicker, he gained its side. The overhanging trees, of many sorts and sizes, cast over the stream their grateful shade  oak, ash, lime, horse-chestnut, willow, fir, larch; underneath which William had lain hundreds of times in his boyhood, gazing up through their leaves at the dark blue sky. It had puzzled the Cockney, Mr Fisher, to tell their names: it would have puzzled him still. Here, in imagination, William threw himself now, and watched the water. Nature seemed at rest. The birds were singing in the calm, quiet air, hopping from tree to tree; the butterflies and bees sported on the fragrant banks; and the ringing bells of Whittermead came flowing to his ear with the sweetest melody, sweeter than ever he had heard it in life. Strange that this dream should visit him amidst bodily sufferings so great! But so it was. It was almost as though they were for the brief moment suspended. He seemed to lie yet on that pleasant grass. The branches of the trees fanned the gentle breeze in his face, and wafted onwards the faint perfume of the lime blossoms; never had he seemed so completely to realize the rest of earthly peace. And now, as he looked, there knelt Edmund, in that little dell by the miniature brick bridge; and his sisters, Alice and Rose, were sitting on the worn old oak stump. By their side was another form, whom he soon distinguished to be that of Caroline Vane, with her handsome eyes and stately presence. They were threading a daisy chain for Edmund  as they had many a time done in reality. A double chain, it seemed, they were going to make him; for while Caroline Vane plucked the blossoms from the stalks, Alice and Rose were both passing their needles through the daisies. Suddenly he saw his mother at his side, looking down upon him with her gentle smile; but at the same moment a terrible thirst came on, like that he had been forced to endure several times of late. Oh, mamma! I am so thirsty! he said; and she smiled again, and dipped a glass, which he now saw she held in her hand, into the crystal stream of the rivulet, through whose clearness might be seen the white pebbles underneath. She raised it, brimming full, and handed it to William. Whilst he was drinking, he saw his father and Harry Vane opposite to him. The latter laughed and spoke; but William was too agreeably occupied to listen.

He laid down the glass. It was the sweetest draught he had ever tasted: but, even while his lips were wet with its moisture, a dreadful change took place. The most frightful pain was racking him, such as he had once never imagined could be borne; the thirst he had just slaked had returned tenfold; the soft music of the bells had changed to jarring sounds; while all around him seemed to lie wounded men, soldiers, crying out with agony. For one blissful moment, William was unconscious that he had awoke to REALITY.

Oh, boys, boys Î Never, never desert, as he did, your fathers home. Should the temptation ever assail you, pause on the very threshold of the ill-omened thought, and remember William Allair.

One of the surgeons, Dr MacRae, came up and looked at him, for he had given vent to a sharp wail of anguish. The doctor little thought that it proceeded from the sick mind, rather than from the body. How should he think it? He passed on: nothing more could be done in this world for William Allair.

He turned his painful eyes, over which the shades of death were gathering, upon the doolies, as they were brought in with the wounded. In one of those doolies lay the fine form of Richard Jenniker. Cured of the hurt received at Chillianwallah, he had gone forth that morning, a hale, healthy man; and now he was brought back, wounded unto death.

Lay me down here, he panted to the soldiers who bore him, indicating by a nervous motion of the hand the spot close to William. I suppose this is our last day on earth, Allair, so we may as well die in company.

Can nothing be done for you? murmured William, whose indistinct utterance and closed mouth prevented Jennikers catching at more than the sound of the words, and he had to guess at the sense.

Nothing, they say. I have got a big hole in the side, and the bloods welling out of me like a waterspout.

I was in hopes you would have been spared. And would have borne back tidings of my death to Whittermead.

It is decreed otherwise, it seems. By this time tomorrow, we shall both have passed into another world. William cast his reproachful eyes towards him.

I know what that means, cried Jenniker. You would say that my tone of speech ill becomes such as we are. But it comes natural to me. I meant nothing wrong: nobody could at an hour like this. God is all-powerful to save. He forgives what wed not forgive to one another. We have seen our share of ill in this life, Allair, knocked about as we have been: let us trust that, by Gods mercy, which we greatly need, the next will prove a brighter and a better world for us.

Amen! said William, as he clasped his hands together. Amen, Amen!

They were both buried the next morning in the common grave, shared by the others who had died in the night. What should we all do with this worlds sin, and mistakes, and suffering, but for that other blessed world which has to come!  for Gods mercy, for our Saviours love!

And now, boys, what do you think of running away to sea?

THE END


MILDRED ARKELL
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VOLUME I.


CHAPTER I.

WHICH IS NOTHING BUT AN INTRODUCTION.

I am going to tell you a story of real life  one of those histories that in point of fact are common enough; but, hidden within themselves as they generally are, are thought to be so rare, and, if proclaimed to the world in all their strange details, are looked upon as a romance, not reality. Some of the actors in this one are living now, but I have the right to tell it, if I please.

A fair city is Westerbury; perhaps the fairest of the chief towns in all the midland counties. Its beautiful cathedral rises in the midst, the red walls of its surrounding prebendal houses looking down upon the famed river that flows gently past; a cathedral that shrouds itself in its unapproachable exclusiveness, as if it did not belong to the busy town outside. For that town is a manufacturing one, and the aristocracy of the clergy, with that of the few well-born families time had gathered round them, and the democracy of trade, be it ever so irreproachable, do not, as you know, assimilate. In the days gone by  and it is to them we must first turn  this feeling of exclusiveness, this line of demarcation, if you will, was far more conspicuous than it is now: it was indeed carried to a pitch that would now scarcely be believed in. There were those of the proud old prebendaries, who would never have acknowledged to knowing a manufacturer by sight; who would not have spoken to one in the street, had it been to save their stalls. You dont believe me? I said you would not. Nevertheless, I am telling you the simple truth. And yet, some of those manufacturers, in their intrinsic worth, in their attainments, ay, and in their ancestors, if you come to that, were not to be despised.

In those old days no town was more flourishing than Westerbury. Masters and workmen were alike enjoying the fruits of their skill and industry: the masters in amassing a rich competency; the workmen, or operatives, as it has become the fashion to call them of late years, in earning an ample living, and in bringing up their children without a struggle. But those times changed. The opening of our ports to foreign goods brought upon Westerbury, if not destruction, something very like it; and it was only the more wealthy of the manufacturers who could weather the storm. They lost, as others did, a very great deal; but they had (at least, some few of them) large resources to fall back upon, and their business was continued as before, when the shock was over; and none in the outer world knew how deep it had been, or how far it had shaken them.

Conspicuous amidst this latter class was Mr. George Arkell. He had made a great deal of money  not by the griping hand of extortion; by badly-paid, or over-tasked workmen; but by skill, care, industry, and honourable dealing. In all high honour he worked on his way; he could not have been guilty of a mean action; to take an unfair advantage of another, no matter how he might have benefited himself, would have been foreign to his nature. And this just dealing in trade, as in else, let me tell you, generally answers in the end. A better or more benevolent man than George Arkell did not exist, a more just or considerate master. His rate of wages was on the highest scale  and there were high and low scales in the town  and in the terrible desolation hinted at above, he had never turned from the poor starving men without a helping hand.

It could not be but that such a man should be beloved in private life, respected in public; and some of those grand old cathedral clergy, who, with their antiquated and obsolete notions, were fast dropping off to a place not altogether swayed by exclusiveness, might have made an exception in favour of Mr. Arkell, and condescended to admit their knowledge, if questioned, that a man of that name did live in Westerbury.

George Arkell had one son: an only child. No expense had been spared upon William Arkells education. Brought up in the school attached to the cathedral, the college school as it was familiarly called, he had also a private tutor at home, and private masters. In accordance with the good old system obtaining in the past days  and not so very long past either, as far as the custom is concerned  the college school confined its branches of instruction to two: Greek and Latin. To teach a boy to read English and to spell it, would have been too derogatory. History, geography, any common branch you please to think of; mathematics, science, modern languages, were not so much as recognised. Such things probably did exist, but certainly nothing was known of them in the college school. Mr. Arkell  perhaps a little in advance of his contemporaries  believed that such acquirements might be useful to his son, and a private tutor had been provided for him. Masters for every accomplishment of the day were also given him; and those accomplishments were less common then than now. It was perhaps excusable: William Arkell was a goodly son: and he grew to manhood not only a thoroughly well-read classical scholar and an accomplished man, but a gentleman. I should like you to choose a profession, William, Mr. Arkell had said to him, when his schooldays were nearly over. You shall go to Oxford, and fix upon one while there; theres no hurry. William laughed; I dont care to go to Oxford, he said; I think I know quite enough as it is; and I intend to come into the manufactory to you.

And William maintained his resolution. Indulged as he had been, he was somewhat accustomed to like his own way, good though he was by nature, dutiful and affectionate by habit. Perhaps Mr. Arkell was not sorry for the decision, though he laughingly told his son that he was too much of a gentleman for a manufacturer. So William Arkell was entered at the manufactory; and when the proper time came he was taken into partnership with his father, the firm becoming George Arkell and Son.

Mr. George Arkell had an elder brother, Daniel; rarely called anything but Dan. He had not prospered. He had had the opportunity of prospering just as much as his brother had, but he had not done it. A fatal speculation into which Dan always said he was drawn, but which everybody else said he had plunged into of himself with confiding eagerness, had gone very far towards ruining him. He did not fail; he was of the honourable Arkell nature; and he paid every debt he owed to the uttermost penny  paid grandly and liberally; but it left him with no earthly possession except the house he lived in, and that he couldnt part with. Dan was a middle-aged man then, and he was fain to accept a clerkship in the city bank at a hundred a year salary; and he abjured speculation for the future, and lived quietly on in the old house with his wife and two children, Peter and Mildred. But wealth, as you are aware, is always bowed down to, and Westerbury somehow fell into the habit of calling the wealthy manufacturer Mr. Arkell, and the elder Mr. Dan.

How contrary things run in this world! The one cherished dream of Peter Arkells life was to get to the University, for his heart was set on entering the Church; and poor Peter could not get to it. His cousin William, who might have gone had it cost thousands, declined to go; Peter, who had no thousands  no, nor pounds, either, at his command, was obliged to relinquish it. It is possible that had Mr. Arkell known of this strong wish, he might have smoothed the way for his nephew, but Peter never told it. He was of a meek, reticent, somewhat shy nature; and even his own father knew not how ardently the wish had been cherished.

You must do something for your living, Peter, Mr. Dan Arkell had said, when his son quitted the college school in which he had been educated. The bank has promised you a clerkship, and thirty pounds a year to begin with; and I think you cant do better than take it.

Poor, shy, timid Peter thought within himself he could do a great deal better, had things been favourable; but they were not favourable, and the bank and the thirty pounds carried the day. He sat on a high stool from nine oclock until five, and consoled himself at home in the evenings with his beloved classics.

Some years thus passed on, and about the time that William Arkell was taken into partnership by his father, Mr. Daniel Arkell died, and Peter was promoted to the better clerkship, and to the hundred a year salary. He saw no escape now; he was a bankers clerk for life.

And now that all this preliminary explanation is over  and I assure you I am as glad to get it over as you can be  let us go on to the story.

In one of the principal streets of Westerbury, towards the eastern end of the town, you might see a rather large space of ground, on which stood a handsome house and other premises, the whole enclosed by iron gates and railings, running level with the foot pavement of the street. Removed from the bustle of the town, which lay higher up, the street was a quiet one, only private houses being in it  no shops. It was, however, one of the principal streets, and the daily mails and other stage-coaches, not yet exploded, ran through it. The house mentioned lay on the right hand, going towards the town, and not far off, behind various intervening houses, rose the towers of the cathedral. This house lay considerably back from the street  on a level with it, at some distance, was a building whose many windows proclaimed it what it was  a manufactory; and at the back of the open-paved yard, lying between the house and the manufactory, was a coach-house and stable  behind all, was a large garden.

Standing at the door of that house, one autumn evening, the red light of the setting sun falling sideways athwart his face, was a gentleman in the prime of life. Some may demur to the expression  for men estimate the stages of age differently  and this gentleman must have seen fifty-five years; but in his fine, unwrinkled, healthy face, his slender, active, upright form, might surely be read the indications that he was yet in his prime. It was the owner of the house and its appendages  the principal of the manufactory, George Arkell.

He was drawing on a pair of black gloves as he stood there, and the narrow crape-band on his hat proclaimed him to be in slight mourning. It was the fashion to remain in mourning longer then than now. Daniel Arkell had been dead twelve months, but the Arkell family had not put away entirely the signs. Suddenly, as Mr. Arkell looked towards the iron gates  both standing wide open  a gentlemanly young man turned in, and came with a quick step across the yard.

There was not much likeness between the father and son, save in the bright dark eyes, and in the expression of the countenance  that was the same in both; good, sensitive, benevolent. William was taller than his father, and very handsome, with a look of delicate health on his refined features, and a complexion almost as bright as a girls. At the same moment that he was crossing the yard, an open carriage, well built and handsome, but drawn by only one horse, was being brought round from the stables. Nearly every afternoon of their lives, Sundays excepted, Mr. and Mrs. Arkell went out for a drive in this carriage, the only one they kept.

How late you are starting! exclaimed William to his father.

Yes; I have been detained. I had to go into the manufactory after tea, and since then Marmaduke Carr called, and he kept me.

It is hardly worth while going now.

Yes, it is. Your mother has a headache, and the air will do her good; and we want to call in for a minute on the Palmers.

The carriage had come to a stand-still midway from the stables. There was a small seat behind for the groom, and William saw that it was open; when the groom did not attend them, it remained closed. Never lived there a man of less pretension than George Arkell; and the taking a servant with him for show would never have entered his imagination. They kept but this one man  he was groom, gardener, anything; his state-dress (in which he was attired now) being a long blue coat with brass buttons, drab breeches, and gaiters.

You are going to take Philip to-night? observed William.

Yes; I shall want him to stay with the horse while we go in to the Palmers. Heath Hall is a goodish step from the road, you know.

I will tell my mother that the carriage is ready, said William, turning into the house.

But Mr. Arkell put up his finger with a detaining movement.

Stop a minute, William. Marmaduke Carrs visit this evening had reference to you. He came to complain.

To complain!  of me? echoed William Arkell, his tone betraying his surprise. What have I done to him?

At least, it sounded very like a complaint to my ears, resumed the elder man; and though he did not say he came purposely to prefer it, but introduced the subject in an incidental sort of manner, I am sure he did come to do it.

Well, what have I done? repeated William, an amused expression mingling with the wonder on his face.

After conversing on other topics, he began speaking of his son, and that Hughes girl. He has come to the determination, he says, of putting a final stop to it, and he requests it as a particular favour that you wont mix yourself up in the matter and will cease from encouraging Robert in it.

I! echoed William. Thats good. I dont encourage it.

Marmaduke Carr says you do encourage it. He tells me you were strolling with the girl and Robert last Sunday afternoon in the fields on the other side the water. I confess I was surprised to hear this, William.

William Arkell raised his honest eyes, so clear and truthful, straight to the face of his father.

How things may be distorted! he exclaimed. Do you remember, sir, my mother asked me, as we left the cathedral after service, to go and inquire whether there was any change for the better in Mrs. Pembroke?

I remember it quite well.

Well, I went. Coming back, I chose the field way, and I had no sooner got into the first field, than I overtook Robert Carr and Martha Ann Hughes. I walked with him through the fields until we came to the bridge, and then I came on alone. Much encouragement there was in that!

It was countenancing the thing, at any rate, if not encouraging it, remarked Mr. Arkell.

Theres no harm in it; none at all.

Do you mean in the affair itself, or in your having so far lent yourself to it?

In both, fearlessly answered William. I wonder who it is that carries these tales to old Carr! We did not meet a soul, that I remember; he must have spies at work.

The remark rather offended Mr. Arkell.

William, he gravely asked, do you consider it fitting that Robert Carr should marry that girl?

Williams eyes opened rather wide at the remark.

He is not likely to do that, sir; he would not make a simpleton of himself.

Then you consider that he should choose the other alternative, and turn rogue? rejoined Mr. Arkell, indignation in his suppressed tone. William, had anyone told me this of you, I would not have believed it.

William Arkells sensitive cheek flushed red.

Sir, you are entirely mistaking me; I am sure you are mistaking the affair itself. I believe that the girl is as honest and good a girl as ever lived; and Robert Carr knows she is.

Then what is it that he proposes to himself in frequenting her society? If he has no end at all in view, why does he do it?

I dont think he has any end in view. There is really nothing in it  as I believe; we all form acquaintances and drop them. Marmaduke Carr need not put himself in a fever.

We form acquaintances in our own sphere of life, mind you, young sir; they are the safer ones. I wonder some of the ladies dont give a hint to the two Miss Hughess to take better care of their sister  shes but a young thing. At any rate, William, do not you mix yourself up in it.

I have not done it, indeed, sir. As to my walking through the fields with them, when we met, as I tell you, accidentally, I could not help myself, friendly as I am with Robert Carr. There was no harm in it; I should do it again to-morrow under the circumstances; and if old Carr speaks to me, I shall tell him so.

The carriage came up, and no more was said. Philip had halted to do something to the harness. Mrs. Arkell came out.

She was tall, and for her age rather an elegant woman. Her face must once have been delicately beautiful: it was easy to be seen whence William had inherited his refined features; but she was simple in manner as a child.

What have you been doing, William? Papa was speaking crossly to you, was he not?

She sometimes used the old fond word to him, papa. She looked fondly at her son, and spoke in a joking manner. In truth, William gave them little cause to be cross with him; he was a good son, in every sense of the term.

Something a little short of high treason, replied William, laughing, as he helped her in; Papa can tell you, if he likes.

Mr. Arkell took the reins, Philip got up behind, and they drove out of the yard. William Arkell went indoors, put down a roll of music he had been carrying, and then left the house again.

Turning to his right hand as he quitted the iron gates, he continued his way up the street towards the busier portion of the city. It was not his intention to go so far as that now. He crossed over to a wide, handsome turning on the left, and was speedily close upon the precincts of the cathedral. It was almost within the cathedral precincts that the house of Mrs. Daniel Arkell was situated. Not a large house, as was Mr. Arkells, but a pretty compact red-brick residence, with a small garden lying before the front windows, which looked out on the Deans garden and the cathedral elm-trees.

William Arkell opened the door and entered. In a little bit of a room on the left, sat Peter Arkell, deep in some abstruse Greek play. This little room was called Peters study, for it had been appropriated to the boy and his books ever since he could remember. William looked in, just gave him a nod, and then entered the room on the other side the entrance-passage.

Two ladies sat in this, both of them in mourning: Mrs. Daniel Arkell, a stout, comfortable-looking woman, in widows weeds; Mildred in a pretty dress of black silk. Peter and William were about the same age; Mildred was two years younger. She was a quiet, sensible, lady-like girl, with a gentle face and the sweetest look possible in her soft brown eyes. She had not been educated fashionably, according to the custom of the present day; she had never been to school, but had received, as we are told of Moses Primrose, a sort of miscellaneous education at home. She possessed a thorough knowledge of her own language, knew a good deal of Latin, insensibly acquired through being with Peter when he took his earlier lessons in it from his father, read aloud beautifully, wrote an excellent letter, and was a quick arithmetician, made shirts and pastry to perfection, and was well read in our best authors. Not a single accomplishment, save dancing, had she been taught; and yet she was in mind and manners essentially a gentlewoman.

If Mildred was loved by her own mother, so was she by Mrs. George Arkell. Possessing no daughter of her own, Mrs. George seemed to cling to Mildred as one. She cherished within her heart a secret wish that her son might sometime call Mildred his wife. This may be marvelled at  it may seem strange that Mrs. George Arkell should wish to unite her attractive, wealthy, and accomplished son with his portionless and comparatively homely cousin; but she knew Mildreds worth and the sunshine of happiness she would bring into any home. Mrs. George Arkell never breathed a hint of this wish: whether wisely or not, perhaps the sequel did not determine.

And what thought Mildred herself? She knew nothing of this secretly-cherished scheme; but if ever there appeared to her a human being gifted with all earthly perfections, it was William Arkell. Perhaps the very contrast he presented to her brother  a contrast brought palpably before her sight every day of her life  enhanced the feeling. Peter was plain in person, so tall as to be ungainly, thin as a lath, and stooping perpetually, and in manner shy and awkward; whilst William was all ease and freedom; very handsome, though with a look of delicate health on his refined features; danced minuets with Mildred to perfection  relics of the old dancing days, which pleased the two elder ladies; breathed love-songs to her on his flute, painted her pretty landscapes in water-colours, with which she decorated the walls of her own little parlour, drove her out sometimes in his fathers carriage  the one you have just seen start on its expedition; passed many an evening reading to her, and quoting Shakespeare; and, in short, made love to her as much as it was possible to make it, not in words. But the misfortune of all this was, that while it told upon her heart, and implanted there its never-dying fruit, he only regarded her as a cousin or a sister. Brought up in this familiar intercourse with Mildred, he never gave a thought to any warmer feeling on either side, or suspected that such intimacy might lead to one, still less that it had, even then, led to it on hers. Had he been aware of his mothers hope of uniting them, it is impossible to say whether he would have yielded to it: he had asked himself the question many a time in his later life, and he could never answer.

The last remains of the setting sun threw a glow on the room, for the house faced the west. It was a middling-sized, comfortable apartment, with a sort of bright look about it. They rarely sat in any other. There was a drawing-room above, but it was seldom used.

Well, aunt! well, Mildred! How are you this evening?

Mildred looked up from her work at the well-known, cheery voice; the soft colour had already mantled in her cheek at the well-known step. William took a book from his pocket, wrapped in paper.

I got it for you this afternoon, Mildred. Mind and dont spoil your eyes over it: its print is curiously small.

She looked at him with a smile amidst her glow of blushing thanks; she always smiled when he gave her the same caution. Her sight was remarkably strong  Williams, on the contrary, was not so, and he was already obliged to use glasses when trying fresh pieces of music.

William, my dear, began Mrs. Daniel, I have a favour to ask your father. Will you carry it to him for me?

Its granted already, returned William, with the free confidence of an indulged son. What is it?

I want to get over to see those children, the Carrs. Poor Mrs. John, when she was dying, asked me if I would go over now and then, and I feel as if I were neglecting the promise, for it is full six months since I was there. The coaches start so early in the morning, and I thought, if your father would let me have the carriage for the day, and Philip to drive me; Mildred can sit in the back seat  

Ill drive you, aunt, interrupted William. Fix your own day, and well go.

But Mildred had looked up, a vivid blush of annoyance on her cheek.

I do not care to go, mamma; Id rather not go to Squire Carrs.

You be quiet, Mildred, said William. You are not going to see the squire, you are going to see the squires grandchildren. Talking about the Carrs, aunt, I have just been undergoing a lecture on their score.

On the score of the Carrs?

Its true. I happened on Sunday to be crossing the opposite fields, on my way from Mrs. Pembrokes, and came upon Robert Carr and Miss Martha Ann Hughes, and walked with them to the bridge. Somebody carried the news to old Marmaduke, and he came down this evening, all flurry and fire, to my father, complaining that I was encouraging the thing. Such nonsense! He need not be afraid that theres any harm in it.

Mrs. Dan Arkell gave her head a shake, as if she were not so sure upon the latter point as her nephew. Prudent age  impulsive youth: how widely different do they judge of things! William was turning to the door.

You are not going? said Mrs. Dan, and Mildred looked up from her work, a yearning wistfulness in her eye.

I must, this evening; I asked young Monk to come in and bring his violin, and hell be waiting for me, if I dont mind. Good-bye, Aunt Dan; pleasant dreams to you, Mildred!

But as William went out, he opened the door of Peters study, and stood there gossiping at least twenty minutes. He might have stood longer, but for the sight of two gentlemen who were passing along the road arm-in-arm, and he rushed out impulsively, forgetting to say good-evening to Peter.


CHAPTER II.

THE MISS HUGHESS HOME.

Marmaduke Carr, of whom mention has been made, was one of the Westerbury manufacturers  a widower, and a wealthy man. He had only one son living  Robert; two other children had died in infancy. Robert Carr, about thirty years of age now, was not renowned for his steadiness of conduct; indeed, he had been a sad spendthrift, and innumerable unpleasant scenes had resulted therefrom between him and his father. It could not be said that his heart was bad; but his head was certainly light. Half the town declared that Robert Carr had no real evil in him; that his faults were but the result of youth and carelessness; that he would make a worthy man yet. The other half prophesied that he would be safe to come to a bad ending, like wicked Harry in the spelling-book. One of his escapades Mr. Carr was particularly sore upon. After a violent quarrel between them  for each possessed a temper of his own  Robert had started off clandestinely; that is, without saying a word to anyone. At the end of a month he returned, and bills to the amount of something like a hundred pounds came in to his father. Mr. Robert had been seeing life in London.

In one sense of the word, the fault was Mr. Carrs. There cannot be a greater mistake than to bring up a son to idleness, and this had been the case with Robert Carr. He would settle to nothing, and his father had virtually winked at it. Ostensibly, Robert had entered the manufactory; but he would not attend to the business: he said he hated it. One day there, and the other five days away. Idling his hours with his friends in the town; over at his uncles, Squire Carrs, shooting, fishing, hunting; going somewhere out by the morning coach, and in again; anything, in fact, to avoid work and kill time. This should have been checked in the onset; it was not, and when Mr. Carr awoke to the consequences of his indulgent supineness, the habits had grown to a height that refused control. Let him take his pleasure a bit, Mr. Carr had said to his own heart at first, youths never the worse for a little roaming before settling down. I have made plenty of money, and theres only Bob to inherit it. Dangerous doctrine; mistaken conclusions: and Mr. Carr lived to find them so.

Squire Carr was his elder brother. He was several years older than Marmaduke. He possessed a small property, and farmed it himself, and was consequently called Squire Carr  as many of those small landed proprietors were called by their neighbours in the days now passing away. Squire Carr, a widower of many years, had one son only  John. This John had made a marriage almost in his boyhood, and had three children born to him  Valentine, Benjamin, and Emma, and then his wife died. Next he married a second wife, and after some years she died, leaving several young children. They all lived with the squire, but the three elder children were now nearly grown up. It was to this house, and to see these younger children, that Mrs. Dan Arkell purposed going, if she could borrow Mr. Arkells carriage. They lived about eight miles off, near to Eckford, a market town. By the coach road, indeed, it was considerably more.

Squire Carr and his brother were not very intimate. The squire would ride into Westerbury on the market day, or drive in with his son in the dogcart, but not once in three months did they call at Marmadukes. There was no similarity between them; there was as little cordiality. The squire was of a grasping, mean, petty nature, and so was his son after him. Marmaduke was open-handed and liberal, despising meanness above every earthly failing.

Robert Carr had plunged into other costly escapades since that first one of the impromptu sojourn in London, and his fathers patience was becoming exhausted. Latterly he, Robert, had struck up an acquaintance with a young girl, Martha Ann Hughes; and there is no doubt that this vexed Mr. Carr more than any previous aggression had done. The Carrs, in their way, were proud. They were really of good family, and in the past generation had been of some account. A horrible fear had taken hold of Mr. Carr, that Robert, in his infatuation, might be mad enough to marry this girl, and he would have deemed it the very worst calamity that could fall upon his life.

For Robert was seen with this girl in public, and the girl and her family were, in their station, respectable people; and the other evening, when Mr. Carr had spoken out his mind in rather broad terms, Robert had flown in a passion, and answered that hed shoot himself rather than hurt a hair of her head. The fear that he might marry her entered then and there into Mr. Carrs head; and it grew into a torment.

The two gentlemen, passing Mrs. Dan Arkells house as William flew out, were Robert Carr and a young clergyman with whom he was intimate, the Reverend John Bell. Mr. Bell had had escapades of his own, and that probably caused him to tolerate, or to see no harm in, Robert Carrs. Certain it is they were firm, almost inseparable friends; and rumour went that Mr. Bell was upon visiting terms at Miss Hughess house, introduced to it by Robert. The Reverend John Bell had had his first years curacy in Westerbury; he was now in priests orders, hoping for employment, and, meanwhile, helping occasionally in the services at a church called St. James-the-Less, whose incumbent, one of the minor canons, had fits of gout.

William joined them. He did not say anything to Robert Carr then, in the presence of Mr. Bell; but he did intend, the first opportunity, to recommend him to drop the affair as profitless in every way, and one there seemed to be trouble over. They walked together to the end of the old cathedral outer wall, and there separated. William turned to the left, which would lead him to his home; while Mr. Bell passed through a heavy stone archway on the right, and was then within the precincts of the cathedral, in a large open space, surrounded by the prebendal and other houses; the deanery, the cloisters, and the huge college schoolroom being on one side. This was the back of the cathedral; it rose towering there behind the cloisters. Mr. Bell made straight for the residence of the incumbent of St. James-the-Less, the Reverend Mr. Elwin  a little old-fashioned house, with no windows to speak of, on the side opposite the deanery.

Robert Carr had turned neither to the right nor the left, but continued his way straight on. Passing an old building called the Palmery  which belonged, as may be said, to the cathedral  he turned into a by-street, and in three or four minutes was at the end of the houses on that side the town. Before him, at some little distance, in the midst of its churchyard, stood the church of St. James-the-Less, surrounded by the open country. The only house near it, a poor little dwelling, was inhabited by the clerk. That is, it had been inhabited by him; but the man was now dead, and a hot dispute was raging in the parish whether a successor should be appointed to him or not. Meanwhile, the widow benefited, for she was allowed to continue in the house until the question should be settled.

Robert Carr, however, had no intention of going as far as the church. He stopped at the last house but one in the street  a small, but very neat dwelling, with two brass plates on the door. You may read them. Mr. Edward Hughes, Builder, was on one; The Misses Hughes, Dressmakers, was on the other.

Yes, this was the house inhabited by the young person who was so upsetting the equanimity of Mr. Carr. Edward Hughes was a builder, in business for himself in a small way, and his two elder sisters were the dressmakers  worthy people enough all, and of good report, but certainly not the class from which it might be supposed Robert Carr would take a wife.

Two gaunt, ungainly women were these two elder Miss Hughess, with wide mouths and standing-out teeth. The eldest, Sophia, was the manager and mistress of the home, and a clever one too, and a shrewd woman; the second, Mary, not in the least clever or shrewd, confined her attention wholly to her business, and went out to work by day at ladies houses, and sat up half the night working after she got home.

She had been out on this day, but had returned, by some mutual arrangement with her patrons, earlier than usual; for it was a busy time with them at home, and the house was full of work. They were at work at a silk gown now; both sisters bending their heads over it, and stitching away as fast as they could stitch. The parlour faced the street, and some one else was seated at the window, peeping out, between the staves of the Venetian blind.

This was Martha Ann, a young girl of twenty, pretty, modest, and delicate looking; so entirely different was she in person from her sisters, that people might have suspected the relationship. Perhaps it was from the great contrast she presented to themselves that the Miss Hughess had reared her in a superior manner. How they had loved the pretty little child, so many years younger than themselves, they alone knew. They had sent her to school, working hard to keep her there; and when they brought her home it was, to use their own phrase, to be a lady  not to work. The plan was not a wise one, and they might yet live to learn it.

I wish to goodness you could have put Mrs. Dewsbury off for to-morrow, Mary! exclaimed the elder sister.

But I couldnt, replied Mary. The ladys-maid said I must go to-morrow, whether or not. In two days Mrs. Dewsbury starts on her visit.

Well, all I know is, we shall never get these dresses home in time.

I must sit up to-night  thats all, said Mary Hughes, with equanimity.

I must sit up, too, for the matter of that, rejoined the elder sister. The worst is, after no bed, one is so languid the next day; one cant get through half the work.

Martha Ann rose from her seat, and came to the table.

I wish you would let me try to help you, Sophia. Im sure I could do seams, and such-like straightforward work.

Youd pucker them, child. No; we are not going to let your eyes be tried over close sewing.

Ill tell you what you can do, Martha Ann, said the younger of the two. You can go in the kitchen, and make me a cup of coffee. I feel dead tired, and it will waken me up.

There now, Mary! cried the young girl. I knew you were not in bed last night, and you are talking of sitting up this! I shall tell Edward.

Yes, I was in bed. I went to bed at three, and slept till six. Go and make the coffee, child.

Martha Ann quitted the room. Mary Hughes watched the door close, and then turned to her sister, and began to speak eagerly, dropping her voice to a half whisper.

I say, Sophia, I met Mrs. Pycroft to-day, and she began upon me like anything. What do you think she said?

How do I know what she said? returned Miss Sophia, indifferently, and speaking with her mouth full of pins, for she was deep in the intricacies of fitting one pattern to another. Where did you meet her?

Just by the market-house. It was at dinner-time. I had run out for some more wadding, for me and the ladys-maid found we had made a miscalculation, and hadnt got enough to complete the cloak, and I met her as I was running back again. She never said, How be you? or How baint you? but she begins upon me all sharp What be you doing with Martha Ann? It took me so aback that for a moment I couldnt answer her, and she didnt give time for it, either. Is young Mr. Carr going to marry her? she goes on. So of course I said he wasnt going to marry her that I knew of; and then  

And more idiot you for saying anything of the sort! indignantly interrupted Sophia Hughes, dropping all the pins in a heap out of her mouth that she might speak freely. Its no business of Mother Pycrofts, or of anybody elses.

The meeker younger sister  and as a very reed had she always been in the strong hands of the elder  paused for an instant, and then spoke deprecatingly.

But Mr. Robert Carr is not going to marry her that we know of, Sophia. Where was the harm of my saying the truth?

A great deal of harm in saying it to that gabbling, interfering Mother Pycroft. She has wanted to put her nose into everything all these years and years since poor mother died. What do you say? proceeded Miss Sophia, drowning her sisters feeble attempt to speak. A good heart  been kind to us? That doesnt compensate for the worry she has been. Shes a mischief-making old cat.

She went on like anything to-day, resumed Mary Hughes, when she thought she might venture to speak again; saying that young Mr. Carr ought not to come to the house unless he came all open and honourable, and had got a marriage-ring at his fingers ends; and if we didnt mind, we should have Martha Ann a towns talk.

Sophia Hughes flung down her work, her eyes ablaze with anger.

If you were not my sister, and the poorest, weakest mortal that ever stepped, Id strike you for daring to repeat such words to me! A towns talk! Martha Ann!

Well, Sophia, you need not snap me up so, was the deprecating answer. She says that folks are talking already of you and me, blaming us for allowing the acquaintance with young Mr. Carr. And I think they are, candidly added the young woman.

Wheres the harm? Martha Ann is as good as Robert Carr any day.

But if people dont think so? If his folks dont think so? All the Carrs are as proud as Lucifer.

And a fine lot Robert Carr has got to be proud of! retorted Sophia. Look at the scrapes he has been in, and the money he has spent! A good, wholesome, respectable attachment might be the salvation of him.

Perhaps so. But then  but then  I wish youd not be cross with me, Sophia  thered be more chance of it if the young lady were in his own condition of life. Sophia, we are naturally fond of Martha Ann, and think theres nobody like her  and theres not, for the matter of that; but we cant expect other people to think so. I wouldnt let Martha Ann be spoken of disparagingly in the town for the world. Id lay my life down first.

Sophia Hughes had taken up her work again. She put in a few pins in silence. Her anger was subsiding.

Ill take care of Martha Ann. The town knows me, I hope, and knows that it might trust me. If I saw so much as the faintest look of disrespect offered by Robert Carr to Martha Ann, I should tell him he must drop the acquaintance. Until I do, hes free to come here. And the next time I come across old Mother Pycroft shell hear the length of my tongue.

Mary Hughes dared say no more. But in the days to come, when the blight of scandal had tarnished the fair name of her young sister, she was wont to whisper, with many tears, that she had warned Sophia what might be the ending, and had not been listened to.

Here he is! exclaimed Sophia, as the form of some one outside darkened the window.

And once more putting down her work, but not in anger this time, she went to open the front door, at which Robert Carr was knocking.


CHAPTER III.

THE ADVENT OF CHARLOTTE TRAVICE.

Mrs. George Arkell sat near her breakfast-table, deeply intent on a letter recently delivered. The apartment was a rather spacious one, handsomely fitted up. It was the general sitting-room of the family; the fine drawing-room on the other side of the hall being very much kept, as must be confessed, for state occasions. A comfortable room, this; its walls hung with paintings in water-colours, many of them Williams doings, and its pleasant window looking across the wide yard, to the iron railings and the street beyond it. The room was as yet in the shade, for it faced due south; but the street yonder lay basking in the bright sun of the September morning; and Mrs. Arkell looked through the open window, and felt almost glad at the excuse the letter afforded her for going abroad in it.

Letters were not then hourly matters, as they are now; no, nor daily ones. Perhaps a quiet country lady did not receive a dozen in a year: certainly Mrs. Arkell did not, and she lingered on, looking at the one in her hand, long after her husband and son had quitted the breakfast-table for the manufactory.

It is curious the child should write to me, was her final comment, and the words were spoken aloud. I must carry it to Mrs. Dan, and talk it over with her.

She rang the bell for the breakfast things to be removed, and presently proceeded to the kitchen to consult with the cook about dinner  for consulting with the cook, in those staid, old-fashioned households, was far more the custom than the present orders. That over, Mrs. Arkell attired herself, and went out to Mrs. Daniel Arkells. Mrs. Dan was surprised to see her so early, and laid her spectacles inside the Bible she was reading, to mark the place.

Betty, began Mrs. Arkell, addressing her sister-in-law by the abbreviation bestowed on her at her baptism, you remember the Travices, who left here some years ago to make their fortune, as they said, in London?

To be sure, replied Mrs. Dan.

Well, I fear they cant have made much. Heres a letter comes this morning from their eldest girl. Its very odd that she should write to me. A pretty little thing she was, of about eight or ten, I remember, when they left Westerbury.

What does she write about? interrupted Mrs. Dan. Im sure they have been silent enough hitherto. Nobody, so far as I know, has ever heard a word from any of them since they left.

She writes to me as an old friend of her fathers and mothers, she says, to ask if I can interest myself for her with any school down here. I infer, from the wording of the letter, that since their death, the children have not been well off.

John Travice and his wife are dead, then?

So it would seem. She says We have had a great deal of anxiety since dear mamma died, the only friend we had left to us. She must speak of herself and her sister, for there were but those two. Will you read the letter, Betty?

Mrs. Dan took her spectacles from between the leaves of the Bible, and read the letter, not speaking immediately.

She signs herself C. Travice, remarked Mrs. George; but I really forget her name. Whether it was Catherine or Cordelia  

It was Charlotte, interposed Mrs. Dan. We used to call her Lottie.

The curious thing in the affair is, why she should write to me, continued Mrs. George Arkell. You were so much more intimate with them, that I can only think she has made a mistake in the address, and really meant the letter for you.

A smile flitted over Mrs. Dans face. No mistake at all, as I should believe. You are Mrs. Arkell, you know; I am only Mrs. Dan. She must remember quite well that you have weight in the town, and I have none. She knows which of us is most capable of helping her.

But, Betty, I and George had little or no acquaintance at all with the Travices, rejoined Mrs. Arkell, unconvinced. We met them two or three times at your house; but I dont think they were ever inside ours. You brought one of the little girls to tea once with Mildred, I recollect: it must have been this eldest one who now writes. You, on the contrary, were intimate with them. Why, did you not stand godmother to one of the little ones?

To the youngest, assented Mrs. Dan, and quite a fuss there was over it. Mrs. Travice wanted her to be named Betty; short, after me; but the captain wouldnt hear of it. He said Betty was old-fashioned  gone quite out of date. If youll believe me it was not settled when we started for the church; but I decided it there, for when Mr. Elwin took the baby in his arms, and said, Name this child, I spoke up and said, Elizabeth. She grew to be a pretty little thing, too, meek and mild as a lamb; Charlotte had a temper.

Well, I still retain the opinion that she must have been under the impression she was addressing you. I write to you as an old friend of papa and mammas, you see, she says. Now that cant in any way apply to me. But I dont urge this as a plea for not accepting the letter, Mrs. George hastened to add; Im sure we shall be pleased to do anything we can for her. I have talked the matter over with George, and we think it would be only kind to invite her to come to us for a month or so, while we see what can be done. We shall pay her coach fare down, and any other little matter, so that it will be no expense to her.

It is exceedingly kind of you, remarked Mrs. Dan Arkell. And when you write, tell her we will all try and make her visit a pleasant one, she added, in the honest simplicity of her heart. Mildred will be a companion to her.

I shall write to-day. The letter is dated Upper Stamford-street: but Im sure I dont know in what part of London Upper Stamford-street lies, observed Mrs. Arkell, who had never been so far as London in her life, and would as soon have thought of going a journey to Cape Horn. Wheres Mildred?

Shes in the kitchen, helping Ann with the damson jam. I did say Id not have any made this year, sugar is so expensive, but Mildred pleaded for it. And what she says is true, that poor Peter comes in tired to death, and relishes a bit of jam with his tea, especially damson jam.

I fear Peters heart is not in his occupation, Betty.

Mrs. Dan shook her head. It has never been that. From the time Peter was first taken to the Cathedral, a little fellow in petticoats, his heart has been set upon sometime being one of its clergy; but that is out of the question now: theres no help for it, you know.

Mildred came in, bright and radiant; she always liked the visits of her aunt George. They told her the news about Miss Travice, and showed her the letter.

Played together when we were children, I and Charlotte Travice, she said, laughing; I have nearly forgotten it. I hope she is a nice girl; it will be pleasant to have her down here.

Mildred, I should like to take you back with me for the day. Will you come? Can you spare her, Betty?

Mildred glanced at her mother, her lips parting with hope; dutiful and affectionate, she deferred to her mother in all things, never putting forth her own wishes. Mrs. Dan could spare her, and said so. Mildred flew to her chamber, attired herself, and set forth with her aunt through the warm and sunny streets  warm, sunny, bright as her own heart.

Very much to the surprise of Mrs. Arkell, as she turned in at the iron gates, she saw the carriage standing before the door, and the servant Philip in readiness to attend it. Is your master going out? she inquired of the man.

Mr. William is, maam.

Where to, do you know?

I think it is only to Mr. Palmers, returned Philip. I know Mr. William said we should not be away above an hour.

William appeared in the distance, coming from the manufactory with a fleet step, and a square flat parcel in his hand.

I am going to Mr. Palmers to take this, he said to his mother, indicating the parcel as he threw it into the carriage; it contains some papers that my father promised to get for him as soon as possible to-day. He was going to send Philip alone, but I said I should like the drive. You have just come in time, Mildred; get up.

The soft pink bloom mantled in her face; but she rather drew away from the carriage than approached it. She never went out upon Williams invitation alone.

Why not, my dear? said Mrs. Arkell, it will do you good. You will be back in time for dinner.

William was looking round all the while, as he waited to help her up, a half laugh upon his face. Mildreds roses deepened, and she stepped in. Philip came round to his young master.

Am I to go now, sir?

Go now? of course; why should you not go? Theres the back seat, isnt there?

Perhaps Philips doubts did not altogether refer to seats. He threw back the seat, and waited. William took his place by his cousins side, and drove away, utterly unconscious of her feelings or the mans thoughts. Had he not been accustomed to this familiar intercourse with Mildred all his life?

And Mrs. Arkell went indoors and sat down to write her letter to Charlotte Travice. Westerbury had nearly forgotten these Travices; they were not natives of the place. Captain Travice  but it should be observed that he had been captain of only a militia regiment  had settled at Westerbury sometime after the conclusion of the war, and his two children were born there. His income was but a slender one, still it was sufficient; but it came into the ex-captains head one day, that, for the sake of his two little daughters, he ought to make a fortune if he could. Supposing that might be easier of accomplishment in the great metropolis, than in a sober, unspeculative cathedral town, he departed forthwith; but the fortune, as Mrs. Arkell shrewdly surmised, had never been made; and after various vicissitudes  ups and downs, as people phrase them  John Travice finally departed this life in their lodgings in Upper Stamford-street, and his wife did not long survive him. Of the two daughters, Charlotte had been the best educated; what money there was to spare for such purposes, had been spent upon her; the younger one was made, of necessity, a household drudge.

Charlotte responded at once to Mrs. Arkells invitation, and within a week of it was travelling down to Westerbury by the day-coach. It arrived in the town at seven oclock, and rarely varied by a minute. Have you forgotten those old coach days? I have not. Mr. Arkell and his son stood outside the iron gates, Philip waiting in attendance; and as the coach with its four fine horses came up the street, the guard blew his horn about ten times, a signal that it was going to stop to set down a passenger  for Mr. Arkell had himself spoken to the guard, and charged him to take good care of the young lady on her journey. The coachman drew up at the gates, and touched his hat to Mr. Arkell, and the guard leaped down and touched his.

All right, sir. The young ladys here.

He opened the coach door, and she stepped out, dressed in expensive mourning; a tall, showy, handsome girl, affable in manner, ready of speech; altogether fascinating; just the one  just the one to turn the head and win the heart of a young fellow such as William Arkell. They might have foreseen it even in that first hour.

Oh, how kind it is of you to have me! she exclaimed, as she quite fell into Mrs. Arkells arms in the hall, and burst into tears. But I thought you had no daughter? she added, recovering herself and looking at the young lady who stood by Mrs. Arkell.

It is my niece Mildred, my dear; but she is to me as a daughter. I asked her to come and help welcome you this evening.

I am sure I shall love you very much! exclaimed Miss Travice, kissing Mildred five or six times. What a sweet face you have!

A sudden shyness came over Mildred. The warm greeting and the words were both new to her. She returned a courteous word of welcome, drew a little apart, and glanced at William. He seemed to have enough to do gazing at the visitor.

Philip was coming in with the luggage. Mrs. Arkell took her hand.

I will show you your room, Miss Travice; and if  

Oh, pray dont call me Miss Travice, or anything so formal, was the young ladys interruption. Begin with Charlotte at once, or I shall fear you are not glad to see me.

Mrs. Arkell smiled; her young visitor was winning upon her greatly. She led her to a very nice room on the first floor.

This will be your chamber, my dear; it is over our usual sitting-room. My room and Mr. Arkells is on the opposite side the corridor, over the drawing-room. You face the street, you see; and across there to the right are the cathedral towers.

What a charming house you have, Mrs. Arkell! So large and nice.

It is larger than we require. Let me look at you, my dear, and see what resemblance I can trace. I remember your father and mother.

She held the young lady before her. A very pretty face, certainly  especially now, for Charlotte laughed and blushed.

Oh, Mrs. Arkell, I am not fit to be seen; I feel as dusty as can be. You cannot think how dusty the roads were; I shall look better to-morrow.

You have the bright dark eyes and the clear complexion of your father; but I dont see that you are like him in features  yours are prettier. But now, my dear, tell me  in writing to me, did you not think you were writing to Mrs. Daniel Arkell?

Mrs. Daniel Arkell! No, I did not. Who is she? I dont remember anything about her.

But Mrs. Daniel was your mothers friend  far more intimate with her than I was. I am delighted at the mistake, if it was one; for Mrs. Dan might otherwise have gained the pleasure of your visit, instead of me.

I dont think I made a mistake, said Charlotte, more dubiously than she had just spoken; I used to hear poor mamma speak of the Arkells of Westerbury; and one day lately, in looking over some of her old letters and papers, I found your address. The thought came into my mind at once to write to you, and ask if you could help me to a situation. I believe papa was respected in Westerbury; and it struck me that somebody here might want a teacher, or governess, and engage me for his sake. You know we are of gentle blood, Mrs. Arkell, though we have been so poor of late years.

I will do anything to help you that I can, was the kind answer. Have you lost both father and mother?

Why yes, returned Charlotte, with a surprised air, as if she had thought all the world knew that. Papa has been dead several months  twelve, I think, nearly; mamma has been dead five or six.

And  I suppose  your poor papa did not leave much money?

Not a penny, freely answered Charlotte. He had a few shares in some mining company at the time of his death; they were worth nothing then, but they afterwards went up to what is called a premium, and the brokers sold them for us. They did not realize much, but it was sufficient to keep mamma as long as she lived.

And what have you done since?

Not much, sighed Charlotte; I had a situation as daily governess; but, oh! it was so uncomfortable. There were five girls, and no discipline, no regularity; it was at a clergymans, too. They live near to us, in Upper Stamford-street. I am so glad I wrote to you! Betsey did not want me to write; she thought it looked intrusive.

Betsey! echoed Mrs. Arkell.

My sister Elizabeth  we call her Betsey. She is younger than I am.

Oh yes, to be sure. I wondered you did not speak of her in your letter; Mrs. Daniel Arkell is her godmother. Where is she?

At Mrs. Dundykes.

Who is Mrs. Dundyke?

She keeps the house where we live, in Stamford-street. She is not a lady, you know; a worthy sort of person, and all that, but quite an inferior woman. Not but that she was always kind to us; she was very kind and attentive to mamma in her last illness. I cant bear her, candidly continued the young lady, and she cant bear me; but she likes Betsey, and has asked her to stop there, free of cost, for a little while. Her daughter died and left two little children, and Betsey is to make herself useful with them.

But why did you not mention Betsey? why did you not bring her? cried Mrs. Arkell, feeling vexed at the omission. She would have been as welcome to us as you are, my dear.

Miss Charlotte Travice shook back her flowing hair, and there was a little curl of contempt on her pretty nose. You are very kind, Mrs. Arkell, but Betsey is better where she is. I could not think of taking her out with me.

Why so? asked Mrs. Arkell, rather surprised.

Oh, youd not say, why so, if you saw her. She is quite a plain, homely sort of young person; she has not been educated for anything else. Nobody would believe we were sisters; and Betsey knows that, and is humble accordingly. Of course some one had to wait upon mamma and me, for lodging-house servants are the most unpleasant things upon earth, and there was only Betsey.

Mrs. Arkell went downstairs, leaving her young guest to follow when she was ready. Mrs. Arkell did not understand the logic of the last admissions, and certainly did not admire the spirit in which they appeared to be spoken.

The hours for meals were early at Mr. Arkells; dinner at one, tea at five; but the tea had this evening been put off, in politeness to Miss Travice. She came down, a fashionable-looking young lady, in a thin black dress of some sort of gauze, with innumerable rucheings and quillings of crape upon it. Certainly her attire  as they found when the days went on  betrayed little symptom of a straitened purse.

She took her place at the tea-table, all smiles and sweetness; she glanced shyly at William; she captivated Mr. Arkells heart; she caused Mrs. Arkell completely to forget the few words concerning Betsey which had so jarred upon her ear; and before that tea-drinking was over, they were all ready to fall in love with her. All, save one.

Then she went round the room, a candle in her hand, and looked at the pictures; she freely said which of them she liked best; she sat down to the piano, unasked, and played a short, striking piece from memory. They asked her if she could sing; she answered by breaking into the charming old song Robin Adair; it was one of William Arkells favourites, and he stood by enraptured, half bewildered with this pleasant inroad on their quiet routine of existence.

You play, I am sure, she suddenly said to him.

He had no wish to deny it, and took his flute from its case. He was a finished player. It is an instrument very nearly forgotten now, but it never would have been forgotten had its players managed it as did William Arkell. They began trying duets together, and the evening passed insensibly. William loved music passionately, and could hardly tear himself away from it to run with Mildred home.

Well, Mildred, and how do you like her? was Mrs. Dans first question.

I  I can hardly tell, was the hesitating answer.

Not tell! repeated Mrs. Dan; you have surely found out whether she is pleasant or disagreeable?

She is very pretty, and her manners are perfectly charming. But  still  

Still, what? said Mrs. Dan, wondering.

Well, mother  but you know I never like to speak ill of anyone  there is something in her that strikes me as not being true.


CHAPTER IV.

ROBERT CARRS REQUEST.

The time went on. The month for which Charlotte Travice had been invited had lengthened itself into nearly three, and December had come in.

Mrs. Dan Arkell (wholly despising Mildreds acknowledged impression of the new visitor, and treating her to a sharp lecture for entertaining it) had made a call on Miss Travice the following morning, and offered Mildreds services as a companion to her. But in a very short time Mildred found she was not wanted. William was preferred. He was the young ladys companion, and nothing loth so to be; and his visits to Mildreds house, formerly so frequent, became rare almost as those of angels. It was Charlotte Travice now. She went out with him in the carriage; she was his partner in the dance; and the breathings on the flute grew into strains of love. Worse than all to Mildred  more hard to bear  William would laugh at the satire the London lady was pleased to tilt at her. It is true Mildred had no great pretension to beauty; not half as much as Charlotte; but William had found it enough before. In figure and manners Mildred was essentially a lady; and her face, with its soft brown eyes and its sweet expression, was not an unattractive one. It cannot be denied that a sore feeling arose in Mildreds heart, though not yet did she guess at the full calamity looming for that heart in the distance. She saw at present only the temporary annoyance; that this gaudy, handsome, off-hand stranger had come to ridicule, rival, and for the time supplant her. But she thought, then, it was but for the time; and she somewhat ungraciously longed for the day when the young lady should wing her flight back to London.

That expression we sometimes treat a young child to, when a second comes to supplant it, that its nose is put out of joint, might decidedly have been now applied to Mildred. Charlotte Travice took her place in all ways. In the winter evening visiting  staid, old-fashioned, respectable visiting, which met at six oclock and separated at midnight  Mildred was accustomed to accompany her uncle and aunt. Mrs. Dan Arkells visiting days were over; Peter, buried in his books, had never had any; and it had become quite a regular thing for Mildred to go with Mr. and Mrs. Arkell and William. They always drove round and called for her, leaving her at home on their return; and Mildred was generally indebted to her aunt for her pretty evening dresses  that lady putting forth as an excuse the plea that she should dislike to take out anyone ill-dressed. It was all altered now. Flies  as everybody knows  will hold but four, and there was no longer room for Mildred: Miss Travice occupied her place. Once or twice, when the winter parties were commencing, the fly came round as usual, and William walked; but Mildred, exceedingly tenacious of anything like intrusion, wholly declined this for the future, and refused the invitations, or went on foot, well cloaked, and escorted by Peter. William remonstrated, telling Mildred she was growing obstinate. Mildred answered that she would go out with them again when their visitor had returned to London.

But the visitor seemed in no hurry to return. She made a faint sort of pleading speech one day, that really she ought to go back for Christmas; she was sure Mr. and Mrs. Arkell must be tired of her: just one of those little pseudo moves to go, which, in politeness, cannot be accepted. Neither was it by Mr. and Mrs. Arkell: had the young lady remained with them a twelvemonth, in their proud and stately courtesy they would have pressed her to stay on longer. Mrs. Arkell had once or twice spoken of the primary object of her coming  the looking out for some desirable situation for her; but Miss Travice appeared to have changed her mind. She thought now she should not like to be in a country school, she said; but would get something in London on her return.

Mildred, naturally clear-sighted, felt convinced that Miss Travice was playing a part; that she was incessantly labouring to ingratiate herself into the good opinion of Mr. and Mrs. Arkell, and especially into that of William. Oh, that they could see her as she really is! thought Mildred; false and false! And Miss Travice took out her recreation tilting lance-shafts at Mildred.

How is it you never learned music, Miss Arkell? she was pleased to inquire one day, as she finished a brilliant piece, and gave herself a whirl round on the music-stool to speak.

I cant tell, replied Mildred; I did not learn it.

Neither did you learn drawing?

No.

Well, thats odd, isnt it? Mr. and Mrs. Dan Arkell must have been rather neglectful of you.

I suppose they thought I should do as well without accomplishments as with them, was the composed answer. To tell you the truth, Miss Travice, I dare say I shall.

But everybody is accomplished now  at least, ladies are. I was surprised, I must confess, to find William Arkell a proficient in such things, for men rarely learn them. I wonder they did not have you taught music, if only to play with him. He has to put up with a stranger, you see  poor me.

Mildreds cheek burnt. I have listened to him, she said; hitherto he has found that sort of help enough, and liked it.

He is very attractive, resumed Charlotte, throwing her bright eyes full at Mildred, a saucy expression in their depths; dont you find him so?

I think you do, was Mildreds quiet answer.

Of course I do. Havent I just said it? And so, I dare say, do a great many others. Yesterday evening  by the way, you ought to have been here yesterday evening.

Why ought I?

Mrs. Arkell meant to send for you, and told William to go; I heard her. He forgot it; and then it grew too late.

Mildred did not raise her eyes from her work. She was hemming a shirt-frill of curiously fine cambric  Mr. Arkell, behind the taste of his day, wore shirt-frills still. Mrs. Arkell rarely did any plain sewing herself; what her maid-servants did not do, was consigned to Mildred.

Do you like work? inquired Miss Charlotte, watching her nimble fingers, and quitting abruptly the former subject.

Very much indeed.

Charlotte shrugged her shoulders with a spice of contempt. I hate it; I once tried to make a tray-cloth, but it came out a bag; and mamma never gave me anything more.

Who did the sewing at your house?

Betsey, of course. Mamma also used to do some, and groan over it like anything. I think ladies never ought  

What Charlotte Travice was about to say ladies ought not to do was interrupted by the entrance of William. He had not been indoors since the early dinner, and looked pleased to see Mildred, who had come by invitation to spend a long afternoon.

Which of you will go out with me? he asked, somewhat abruptly; and his mother came into the room as he was speaking.

Out where? she asked.

My father has a little matter of business at Purford to-day, and is sending me to transact it. It is only a message, and wont take me two minutes to deliver; but it is a private one, and must be spoken either by himself or me. I said Id go if Charlotte would accompany me, he added, in his half-laughing, half-independent manner. I did not know Mildred was here.

And you come in and ask which of them will go, said Mrs. Arkell. I think it must be Mildred. Charlotte, my dear, you will not feel offended if I say it is her turn? I like to be just and fair. It is you who have had all the drives lately; Mildred has had none.

Charlotte did not answer. Mildred felt that it was her turn, and involuntarily glanced at William; but he said not a word to second his mothers wish. The sensitive blood flew to her face, and she spoke, she hardly knew what  something to the effect that she would not deprive Miss Travice of the drive. William spoke then.

But if you would like to go, Mildred? It is a long time since you went out, now I come to think of it.

Now I come to think of it! Oh, how the admission of indifference chilled her heart!

Not this afternoon, thank you, she said, with decision. I will go with you another opportunity.

Then, Charlotte, you must make haste, or we shall not be home by dark, he said. Philip is bringing the carriage round.

Mildred stood at the window and watched the departure, hating herself all the while for standing there; but there was fascination in the sight, in the midst of its pain. Would she win the prize, this new stranger? Mildred shivered outwardly and inwardly as the question crossed her mind.

She saw them drive away  Charlotte in her new violet bonnet, with its inward trimming of pretty pink ribbons, her prettier face raised to his  William bending down and speaking animatedly  sober old Philip, who had been in the family ten years, behind them. Purford was a little place, about five miles off, on the road to Eckford; and they might be back by dusk, if they chose. It was not much past three now, and the winter afternoon was fine.

Would she win him? Mildred returned to her seat, and worked on at the cambric frill, the question running riot in her brain. A conviction within her  a prevision, if you will  whispered that it would be a marriage particularly distasteful to Mr. and Mrs. Arkell. They did not yet dream of it, and would have been thankful to have their eyes opened to the danger. Mildred knew this; she saw it as clearly as though she had read it in a book; but she was too honourable to breathe it to them.

When the frill was finished, she folded it up, and told her aunt she would take her departure; Peter had talked of going out after banking hours with a friend, and her mother, who was not well, would be alone. Mrs. Arkell made but a faint resistance to this: Mildred came and went pretty much as she liked.

Peter, however, was at home when she got there, sitting over the fire in the dusk, in a thoughtful mood. On two afternoons in the week, Tuesdays and Thursdays, the bank closed at four; this was Thursday, and Peter had come straight home. Mildred took her seat at the table, against five oclock should strike, the signal for their young maid-servant to bring the tea-tray in. It was quite dark outside, and the room was only lighted by the fire.

What are you thinking of, Peter? Mrs. Dan presently broke the silence by asking.

Peter took his chin from his hand where it had been resting, and his eyes from the fire, and turned his head to his mother. I was thinking of a proposal Colonel Dewsbury made to me to-day, he answered; deliberating upon it, in fact, and I think I have decided.

This was something like Greek to Mrs. Dan; even Mildred was sufficiently aroused from her thoughts to turn to him in surprise.

The colonel wants me to go to his house in an evening, mother, and read the classics with his eldest son.

Peter!

For about three hours, he says, from six till nine. He will give me a guinea a week.

But only think how you slave and fag all day at that bank, said Mrs. Dan, who in her ailing old age thought work (as did Charlotte Travice) the greatest evil of life.

And only think what a many additional comforts a guinea a week could purchase for you, mother, cried Peter in his affection; our house would be set up in riches then.

Peter, my dear, she gravely said, I do not suppose I shall be here very long; and for comforts, I have as many as I require.

Well, put it down to my own score, if you like, said Peter, with as much of a smile as he ever attempted; I shall find the guinea useful.

But if you thus dispose of your evenings, what time should you have for your books? resumed Mrs. Arkell.

Ill make that; I get up early, you know; and in one sense of the word, I shall be at my books all these three hours.

How came Colonel Dewsbury to propose it to you?

I dont know. I met him as I was returning to the bank after dinner, and he began saying he was trying to find some one who would come in and read with Arthur. Presently he said, I wish you would come yourself, Mr. Arkell. And after a little more talk I told him I would consider of it.

I thought Arthur Dewsbury was to go into the army, remarked Mrs. Dan, not yet reconciled to the thing. Soldiers dont want to be so very proficient in the classics.

Not Arthur; he is intended for the church: the second son will be brought up for the army. Mildred, what do you say  should you take it if you were me?

I should, replied Mildred; it appears to me to be a wonderfully easy way of earning money. But it is for your own decision entirely, Peter: do not let my opinion sway you.

I think I had decided before I hung up my top-coat and hat on the peg at the bank, answered Peter. Yes, I shall take it; I can but resign it later, you know, mother, if I find it doesnt work well.

The cathedral clock, so close to them, was chiming the quarters, and the first stroke of five boomed out; Peter rose and stretched himself with a relieved air. Its always a weight off my mind when I get any knotty point decided, quoth he, rather simply; and in truth Peter was not good for much, apart from his Latin and Greek.

At the same moment, when that melodious college clock was striking, William Arkell was driving in at his own gates. He might have made more haste had he so chosen; and Mr. Arkell had charged him to be home before dark; but William had not hurried himself.

He was driving in quickly now, and stopped before the house-door. Philip left his seat and went to the horses head, and William assisted out Miss Travice.

Have you enjoyed your drive, Charlotte? he whispered, retaining her hand in his, longer than he need have done; and there was a tenderness in his tone that might have told a tale, had anyone been there to read it.

Oh! very, very much, she answered, in the soft, sweet, earnest voice she had grown to use when alone with William. Stolen pleasures are always sweetest.

Stolen pleasures?

This was a stolen one. You know I usurped the place of your cousin Mildred. She ought to have come.

No such thing, Charlotte. She can go anytime.

I felt quite sorry for her. I am apt to think those poor seamstresses require so much air. They  

Those what? cried out William  and Miss Charlotte Travice immediately knew by the tone, that she had ventured on untenable ground. Are you speaking of my cousin Mildred?

She is so kind and good; hemming cambric frills, and stitching wristbands! I wish I could do it. I was always the most wretched little dunce at plain sewing, and could never be taught it. My sister on the contrary  

I want to speak a word to you, Arkell.

William turned hastily, wondering who was at his elbow. At that moment the hall-door was thrown open, and the rays of the lamp shone forth, revealing the features of Robert Carr. Charlotte ran indoors, vouchsafing no greeting. She had taken a dislike to Robert Carr. He was free of speech, and the last time he and the young lady met, he had said something in her ear for which she would be certain to hate him for his life How was the angling going on? Had Bill Arkell bit yet?

Hallo! exclaimed William as he recognised him. I thought you were in London! I heard you went up on Tuesday night!

And came down last night. I want you to do me a favour, Arkell.

He put his arm within Williams as he spoke, and began pacing the yard. William thought his manner unusual. There seemed a nervous restlessness about it  if he could have fancied such a thing of Robert Carr. William waited for him to speak.

I have had an awful row with the governor to-day, he began at length. I dont intend to stand it much longer.

What about?

Oh! the old story  my extravagance. He was angry at my running up to town for a day, and called it waste of money and waste of time. So unreasonable of him, you know. Had I stayed a month, hed not have made half the row.

It does seem like waste, to go so far for only a day, said William, unless you have business. That is a different thing.

Well, I had business. I wanted to see a fellow there. You never heard any one make such a row about nothing. I have the greatest mind in the world to shake off the yoke altogether, and start for myself in life.

William could not help laughing. You start?

You think I couldnt? If I do, rely upon it I succeed. Im nearly sick of knocking about. I declare Id rather sweep a crossing, and get ten shillings a week and keep myself upon it, than Id continue to have my life bothered out by him. I shall tell him so one of these first fine days if he doesnt let me alone. Why doesnt he!

I suppose the fact is you continue to provoke him, remarked William.

What about? was the fierce rejoinder.

Oh! you know, Carr. What I spoke to you of, before  though it is not any business of mine. Why dont you drop it?

Because I dont choose, returned Robert Carr, understanding the allusion. I declare, before Heaven, that theres no wrong in it, and I dont choose to submit myself, abjectly, to the will of others. The thing might have been dropped at first but for the opposition that was raised. So long as fools continue that, I shall go there.

For the girls own sake, you should drop it. I presume you cant intend to marry her  

Marry her! scoffingly interrupted Robert Carr.

Just so. But she is a respectable girl, and  

Id knock any man down that dared to say she wasnt, said Robert, quietly.

But dont you know that the very fact of your continuing to go there must tend to damage her in public opinion? Edward Hughes must be foolish to allow it.

Wheres the wrong, or harm, of my going there? demanded Robert, condescending to argue the question. I like the girl excessively; I like talking to her. She has been as well reared as I have.

Nonsense, returned William. You cant separate her from her family; from what she is. I say you ought to drop it.

What on earth has made you so squeamish all on a sudden? The society of that fine London lady, Miss Charlotte Travice?

They were passing in a ray of light at the moment, thrown across the yard from one of the carriage lamps. Philip had left the carriage and the lamps outside, and was in the stable with the horse. Robert Carr saw his companions face light up at the allusion, but William replied, without any symptom of anger  

I will tell you what, people are beginning to talk of it from one end of the town to the other. I dont think you have any right to bring the scandal upon her. You bring it needlessly, as you yourself admit. A girls good name, once lost, is not easy to regain, although it may be lost unjustly.

I told you months ago, that there was nothing in it.

I believe you; I believe you still. But now that the town has taken the matter up, and is passing its opinion upon it, I say that for the young girls sake you should put a stop to it, and let the acquaintance cease.

The town may be smothered for all I care  and serve it right! was Robert Carrs reply. But look here, Arkell, I didnt come to raise up this discussion, I have no time for it; and you may just take one fact into your note-book  that all you can say, though you talked till doomsday, would not alter my line of conduct by a hairs breadth. I came to ask you a favour.

What is it?

Will you lend me the carriage for an hour or so to-morrow morning? Its to go to Purford.

To Purford! Why thats where I have just been. I dare say you may have it. I will ask my father.

But that is just what I dont want you to ask. I have to go there on a little private business of my own, and I dont wish it known that I have gone.

William hesitated. Only son, and indulged son though he was, he had never gone the length of lending out his fathers carriage without permission; and he very much disliked the idea of doing so now. Robert Carr did not give him much time for consideration.

You will be rendering me a service which I shant forget, Arkell. If Philip will drive me over  

Philip! Do you want Philip with you?

Philip must go to bring back the carriage; I shant return until the afternoon. Why, he will be there and home again almost before Mr. Arkells up. I must go pretty early.

This, the going of Philip, appeared to simplify the matter greatly. To allow Robert Carr or anyone else to take the carriage off for a day without permission was one thing; for Philip to drive him to Purford early in the morning, and be back again directly, was another. I think you may have it, Carr, he said; but if my father misses the carriage and Philip  as he is sure to do  and asks where they are  

Oh, you may tell him then, interrupted Robert Carr.

Very well. Shall Philip bring the carriage to your house?

No need of that; Ill come here and get up. Id better speak to Philip myself. Dont stay out any longer in the cold, Arkell. Good night, and thank you.

William went indoors; and Robert Carr sought Philip in the stable to give him his instructions for the morning.


CHAPTER V.

THE FLIGHT.

In a quiet and remote street of the city was situated the house of Mr. Carr. Robert Carr walked towards it, with a moody look upon his face, after quitting William Arkell  a plain, dull-looking house, as seen from the street, presenting little in aspect beyond a dead wall, for most of the windows looked the other way, or on to the side garden  but a perfect bijou of a house inside, all on a small scale, with stained glass illuminating the hall, and statues and pictures ornamenting the rooms. The fretwork in the hall, and the devices on the windows  bright in colours when the sun shone through them, but otherwise dark and sombre  imparted the idea of a miniature chapel, when seen by a stranger for the first time. Old Mr. Carr had spent much time and money on his house, and was proud of it.

Robert swung himself in at the outer door in the wall, and then in at the hall door, which he shut with a bang; things, in fact, had arrived at a pitch of discomfort between him and his father hardly bearable by the temper of either. Neither would give way  neither would conciliate the other in the smallest degree. The disputes  arising, in the first place, from Roberts extravagance and unsteady habits  had continued for some years now; but during the past two or three months they had increased both in frequency and violence. Robert was idle  Robert spent  Robert did hardly anything that he ought to do, as member of a respectable community; these complaints made the basis of the foundation in all the disputes. But graver sins, in old Mr. Carrs eyes, of some special nature or other, cropped up to the surface from time to time. Latterly, the grievance had been this acquaintance of Roberts with Martha Ann Hughes; and it may really be questioned whether Robert, in his obstinate spirit, did not continue it on purpose to vex his father.

On the Tuesday (this was Thursday, remember) Robert had been, to use his fathers expression, swinging about all day  meaning that Mr. Robert had passed it out of doors, nobody knew where, only going in to his meals. Their hours were early  as indeed was the general custom at Westerbury, and elsewhere, also, in those days  dinner at one oclock, tea at five. About half-past four, on the Tuesday, Robert had gone in, ordered himself some tea made at once, and something to eat with it, and then went out again, taking a warm travelling rug, and telling the servant to say he was gone to London. And he proceeded to the coach-office, took his seat in the mail, then on the point of starting, and departed.

Mr. Carr came in from the manufactory at five to his tea, and received the message Mr. Robert had gone to London by the mail. He was very wroth. It was an independent, off-hand mode of action, calculated to displease most fathers; but it was not the first time, by several, that Robert had been guilty of it. Hes gone off to spend that money, cried Mr. Carr, savagely; and he wont come back until theres not a farthing of it left. Mr. Carr alluded to a hundred pounds which Robert had received not many days previously. A twelvemonth before, an uncle of Mr. Carrs and of Squire Carrs had died, leaving Robert Carr a legacy of a hundred pounds, and the same sum between the two sons of Mr. John Carr. This, of course, was productive of a great deal of heart-burning and jealousy in the Squires family, that Robert should have the most; but it has nothing to do with our history just now. At the expiration of a year from the time of the death, the legacies were paid, and Robert had been in possession of his since the previous Saturday.

Hes gone to spend the money, Mr. Carr repeated. No very far-fetched conclusion; and Mr. Carr got over his wrath, or bottled it up, in the best way he could. He certainly did not expect Robert back again for a month at least; very considerably astonished, therefore, was he, to find Mr. Robert arrive back by the mail that took him, and walk coolly in to breakfast on the Thursday morning, having only stayed a few hours in London. A little light skirmishing took place then  not much. Robert said he had been to London to see a friend, and, having seen him, came back again; and that was all Mr. Carr could obtain. For a wonder, Robert spent the morning in the manufactory, but not in the presence of his father, who was shut in his private room. At dinner they met again, and before the meal was over the quarrel was renewed. It grew to a serious height. The old housekeeper, who had been in her place ever since the death of Mrs. Carr, years before, grew frightened, and stole to the door with trembling limbs and white lips. The clock struck three before it was over; and, in one sense, it was not over then. Robert burst out of the room in its very midst, an oath upon his lips, and strode into the street. Where he passed the time that afternoon until five oclock could never be traced. Mr. Carr endeavoured afterwards to ascertain, and could not. Mr. Carrs opinion, to his dying day, was that he passed it at Edward Hughess house; but Miss Hughes positively denied it, and she was by nature truthful. She stated freely that Robert Carr had called in that afternoon, and was for a few minutes alone with Martha Ann, she herself being upstairs at the time; but he left again directly. At five oclock, as we have seen, he was with William Arkell, and then he went straight home.

Mr. Carr had nearly finished tea when he got in. The meal was taken in a small, snug room, at the end of the hall  a round room, whose windows opened upon the garden in summer, but were closed in now behind their crimson-velvet curtains.

Robert sat down in silence. He looked in the tea-pot, saw that it was nearly empty, and rang the bell to order fresh tea to be made for him. Whether the little assumption of authority (though it was no unusual circumstance) was distasteful to Mr. Carr, and put him further out of temper, cannot be told; one thing is certain, that he  he, the father  took up again the quarrel.

It was not a seemly one. Less loud than it had been at dinner-time, the tones on either side were graver, the anger more real and compressed. It seemed too deep for noise. An hour or so of this unhappy state of things, during which many, many bitter words were said by both, and then Robert rose.

Remember, he said to his father, in a low, firm tone, if I am driven from my home and my native place by this conduct of yours, I swear that I will never come back to it.

And do you hear me swear, retorted Mr. Carr, in the same quiet, concentrated voice of passion, if you marry that girl, Martha Ann Hughes, not one penny of my money or property shall you ever inherit; and you know that I will keep my word.

I never said I had any thought of marrying her.

As you please. Marry her; and I swear that I will leave all I possess away from you and yours. Before Heaven, I will keep my oath!

And now we must go to the following morning, to the house of Mr. Arkell. These little details may appear trivial to the reader, but they bear their significance, as you will find hereafter; and they are remembered and talked of in Westerbury to this day.

The breakfast hour at Mr. Arkells was nine oclock. Some little time previous to it, William was descending from his room, when in passing his fathers door he heard himself called to. Mr. Arkell appeared at his door in the process of dressing.

William, I heard the carriage go out a short while ago. Have you sent it anywhere?

Just the question that William had anticipated would be put. Being released now from his promise, he told the truth.

Over to Purford! Why could he not have gone by the coach?

I dont know Im sure, said William; and the same thought had occurred to himself. I did not like to promise him without speaking to you, hut he made such a favour of it, and  I thought you would excuse it. I fancy he is on worse terms than ever with his father, and feared you might tell him.

He need not have feared that: what should I tell him for? was the rejoinder of Mr. Arkell as he retreated within his room.

Now it should have been mentioned that Mary Hughes was engaged to work that day at Mr. Arkells. It was regarded in the town as a singular coincidence; and, perhaps, what made it more singular was the fact that Mrs. Arkells maid, Tring (who had lived in the house ever since William was a baby, and was the only female servant kept besides the cook), had arranged with Mary Hughes that she should go before the usual hour, eight oclock, so as to give a long day. The fact was, Mary Hughess work this day was for the maids. It was Mrs. Arkells custom to give them a gown apiece for Christmas, and the two gowns were this day to be cut out and as much done to them as the dressmaker, and Tring at odd moments, could accomplish. Mary Hughes, naturally obliging, and anxious to stand well with the servants in one of her best places, as Mrs. Arkells was, arrived at half-past seven, and was immediately set to work in what Tring called her pantry  a comfortable little boarded room, a sort of offshoot of the kitchen.

Mr. Arkell spoke again at breakfast of this expedition of Robert Carrs. It wore to him a curious sound  first, that Robert could not have gone by the coach, which left Westerbury about the same hour, and had to pass through Purford on its way to London; and, secondly, why the matter of borrowing the carriage need have been kept from him. William could not enlighten him on either point, and the subject dropped.

Breakfast was over, and Mr. Arkell had gone into the manufactory, when the carriage came back. Philip drove at once to the stables, and William went out.

Well, said he, so you are back!

Yes, sir.

Philip began to unharness the horse as he spoke, and did not look up. William, who knew the man and his ways well, thought there was something behind to tell.

You have driven the horse fast, Philip.

Mr. Carr did, sir; it was he who drove. I never sat in front at all after we got to the three-cornered field. He drove fast, to get on pretty far before the coach came up.

What coach? asked William.

The London coach, sir. Hes gone to London in it.

What! did he take it at Purford?

We didnt go to Purford at all, Mr. William. He aint gone alone, neither.

Philip, what do you mean?

Miss Hughes  the young one  is gone with him.

No! exclaimed William.

It was this way, sir, began the man, disposing himself to relate the narrative consecutively. I had got the carriage ready and waiting by a few minutes after eight, as he ordered me; but it was close upon half-past before he came, and we started. Ill drive, Philip, says he; so I got in beside him. Just after we had cleared the houses, he pulls up before the three-cornered field, saying he was waiting for a friend, and I saw the little Miss Hughes come scuttering across it  its a short cut from their house, you know, Mr. William  with a bit of a brown-paper parcel in her hand. Youll sit behind, Philip, he says; and before Id got over my astonishment, we was bowling along  she in front with him, and me behind. Just on this side Purford he pulled up again, and waited  it was in that hollow of the road near the duck-pond  and in two minutes up came the London coach. It came gently up to us, stopping by degrees; it was expecting him  as I could hear by the guards talk, a saying he hoped hed not waited long  and they got into it, and I suppose hes gone to London. Mr. William, I dont think the master will like this?

William did not like it, either; it was an advantage that Robert Carr had no right to take. Had the girl forgotten herself at last, and gone off with him? Too surely he felt that such must be the case. He saw how it was. They had not chosen to get into the coach at Westerbury, fearing the scandal  fearing, perhaps, prevention; and Robert Carr had made use of this ruse to get her away. That there would be enough scandal in Westerbury, as it was, he knew  that Mr. Arkell would be indignant, he also knew; and he himself would come in for a large portion of the blame.

Philip, he said, awaking from his reverie, did the girl appear to go willingly?

Willingly enough, sir, for the matter of that, for she came up of her own accord  but she was crying sadly.

Crying, was she?

Crying dreadfully all the way across the field as she came up, and along in this carriage, and when she got into the coach. He tried to persuade and soothe her; but it wasnt of any good. She hid her face with her veil as well as she could, that the outside passengers mightnt see her state as she got in; and there was none o the inside.

William Arkell bit his lip. Carr had no business to play me such a turn, he said aloud, in his vexation.

Mr. William, if I had known what he was up to last night, I should just have told the master, in spite of the half-sovereign he gave me.

Oh, he gave you one, did he?

He gave me one last evening, and he gave me another this morning; but, for all that, I should have told, if Id thought she was to be along of him. I know what the master is, and I know what hell feel about the business. And the two other Miss Hughess are industrious, respectable young women, and its a shabby thing for Mr. Carr to go and do. A fine way theyll be in when they find the young one gone!

They cant have known of it, I suppose, observed William, slowly, for a doubt had crossed his mind whether Robert could be taking the young girl away to marry her.

No, that they dont, sir, impulsively cried the man. I heard him ask her whether she had got away without being seen; and she said she had, as well as she could speak for her tears.

William Arkell, feeling more annoyed than he had ever felt in his life, not only on his own score, but on that of the girl herself, turned towards the manufactory with a slow step. The most obvious course now  indeed, the only honourable one  was to tell his father what he had just heard. He winced at having it to do, and a feeling of relief came over him, when he found that Mr. Arkell was engaged in his private room with some gentlemen, and he could not go in. There was to be also a further respite: for when they left Mr. Arkell went out with them.

William did not see him again until they met at dinner, for Mr. Arkell only returned just in time for it. Charlotte Travice was rallying William for being absent, silent, asking him where his thoughts had gone; but he did not enlighten her.

Barely had they sat down to dinner when Marmaduke Carr arrived  pale, fierce, and deeply agitated. Ignoring ceremony, he pushed past Tring into the dining-room, and stood before them, his lips apart, his words coming from them in jerks. Mr. Arkell rose from his seat in consternation.

George Arkell, you and I have been friends since we were boys together. I had thought if there was one man in the whole town whom I could have depended on, it was you. Is this well done?

Why, what has happened? exclaimed Mr. Arkell, rather in doubt whether Marmaduke Carr had suddenly gone deranged. Is what well done?

So! it is you who have helped off my son.

Helped him where? What is the matter, Carr?

Helped him where? roared Mr. Carr, why, on his road to London. He is gone off there with that  that   Mr. Carr caught timely sight of the alarmed faces of Mrs. Arkell and Miss Travice, and moderated his tone that Hughes girl. You pretend to ask me where hes gone, when it was you sent him!  conveyed him half-way on his road.

I protest I do not know what you mean, cried Mr. Arkell.

Not know! Did your chaise and your servant take him and that girl to Purford, or did they not?

For reply, Mr. Arkell cast a look on his son  a look of stern inquiry. William could only speak the truth now, and Mr. Arkells brow darkened as he listened.

And you knew of this  this elopement?

No, on my word of honour. If I had known of it, I should not have lent him the carriage. Robert  he raised his eyes to Mr. Carrs was not justified in playing me this trick.

I dont believe a word of your denial, roughly spoke Mr. Carr, in his anger; you and he planned this escape together; you were in league with him.

It is useless to contend with an angry man, and William calmly turned to his father: All I know of the matter, sir, I told you this morning. I never suspected anything amiss until Philip came back with the carriage and related what had occurred.

George Arkell knew that his sons veracity might be depended on, nevertheless he felt terribly annoyed at being drawn into the affair. Mrs. Arkell did not mend the matter when she inquired whither Robert had gone.

Mr. Carr answered intemperately, speaking out the truth more broadly than he need have done: his scamp of a son and the shameless Hughes girl had taken flight together.

Tring, who had stood aghast during the short colloquy, not at first understanding what was amiss, stole away to her pantry, where the dressmaking was going on. Tring sunk down in a chair at once, and regarded the poor seamstress with open mouth and eyes, in which pity and horror struggled together. Tring was of the respectable school, and really thought death would be a light calamity in comparison with such a flight.

I have been obliged to cut your sleeves a little shorter than Hannahs, for the stuff ran short; but Ill put a deeper cuff, so you wont mind, said Miss Mary Hughes.

Surprised at receiving no answer, she looked up, and saw the expression on Trings face. Oh, Mary Hughes!

There was so genuine an amount of pity in the tone, of some unnamed dread in the look, that Mary Hughes dropped her needle in alarm. Is anybody took ill? she asked.

Not that, not that, answered Tring, subduing her voice to a whisper, and leaning forward to speak; your sister, Martha Ann  I cant tell it you.

What of her? gasped Mary Hughes, a dreadful prevision of the truth rushing over her heart, and turning it to sickness.

She has gone away with Mr. Robert Carr.

Mary Hughes, not of a strong nature, became faint. Tring got some water for her, and related to her as much as she had heard.

But how is it known that shes gone? How did Mr. Carr learn it? asked the poor young woman.

Tring could not tell how he learnt it. She gathered from the conversation that it was known in the town; and Mr. William seemed to know it.

Youll spare me while I run home for a minute, Tring, pleaded Mary Hughes; I cant live till I know the rights and the wrongs of it. I cant believe that shed do such a thing. Ill be back as soon as I can.

Go, and welcome, cried Tring, in her sympathy; dont hurry back. Whats our gowns by the side of this dreadful shock? Poor Martha Ann!

I cant believe shes gone; I cant believe it, reiterated the dressmaker, as she hastily flung on her cloak and bonnet; there was never a modester girl lived than Martha Ann. Its some dreadful untruth that has got about.

The way in which Mr. Carr had learnt it so soon was this  one of the outside passengers of the coach, a young man of the name of Hart, had been only going as far as Purford, where the coach dropped him. He hurried over his errand there, and hurried back to Westerbury, big with the importance of what he had seen, and burning to make it known. Taking his course direct to Mr. Carrs, and only stopping to tell everybody he met on the way, he found that gentleman at home, and electrified him with the recital. From thence he ran to the house of Edward Hughes, and found Miss Hughes in a sea of tears, and her brother pacing the rooms in what Mr. Hart called a storm of passion. The young lady, it seems, had been already missed, and one of the gossips to whom Mr. Hart had first imparted his tale, had flown direct with it to the brother and sister.

Why dont you go after her? asked Hart; Id follow her to the end of the world if she was my sister. Id take it out of him, too.

Ah, it was easy to say, why dont you go after her? But there were no telegraphs in those days, and there was not yet a rail from London to Westerbury. Robert Carr and the girl were half-way to London by that time; and the earliest conveyance that could be taken was the night mail.

Its of no use, said Edward Hughes, moodily; they have got too great a start. Let her go, ungrateful chit! As she has made her bed, so must she lie on it.

Mary Hughes got back to Mrs. Arkells: she had found it all too true. Martha Ann had taken her opportunity to steal out of the house, and was gone. Mary Hughes, in relating this, could not sneak for sobs.

My sister says she could be upon her Bible oath, if necessary, that at twenty-five minutes past eight Martha Ann was still at home. She called out something to her up the stairs, and Martha Ann answered her. She must have crept down directly upon that, and got off, and run all the way along the bank, and across the three-cornered field. She  she   the girl could not go on for sobs.

Trings eyes were full. Is your sister much cut up? she asked.

Oh, Tring!  and indeed the question seemed a bitter mockery to Mary Hughes Im sure Sophia has had her death-blow. What a thing it is that I was engaged out to work to-day! If I had been at home, she might not have got away unseen.

Tring sighed. There was no consolation that she could offer.

I was always against the acquaintance, Mary Hughes resumed, between her tears and sobs; Sophia knows I was. I said more than once that even if Mr. Robert Carr married her, theyd never be equals. Id have stopped it if I could, but Ive no voice beside Sophias, and I couldnt stop it. And now, of course, its all over, and Martha Ann is lost; and shed a deal better have never been born.

Nothing more satisfactory was heard or seen of the fugitives. They stayed a short time in London, and then went abroad, it was understood, to Holland. Those who wished well to the girl were in hopes that Robert Carr married her in London, but there appeared no ground whatever for the hope. Indeed, from certain circumstances that afterwards transpired, it was quite evident he did not. Westerbury gradually recovered its equanimity; but there are people living in it to this day who never have believed, and never will believe, but that William Arkell was privy to the flight.


CHAPTER VI.

A MISERABLE MISTAKE.

The time again went on  went on to March  and still Charlotte Travice lingered. It was some little while now that both Mr. and Mrs. Arkell had come to the conclusion within their own minds that the young ladys visit had lasted long enough, but they were of that courteous nature that shrunk not only from hinting such a thing to her, but to each other. She was made just as welcome as ever, and she appeared in no hurry to hasten her departure.

One afternoon Mildred, who had been out on an errand, was accosted by her mother before she had well entered.

Whatever has made you so long, child?

Have I been so long? returned Mildred. I had to go to two or three shops before I could match the ribbon. I met Mary Pembroke, and she went with me; but I walked fast.

It is past five.

Yes, it has struck. But I did not go out until four, mother.

Well, I suppose it is my impatience that has made me think you long, acknowledged Mrs. Dan. Sit down, Mildred; I wish to speak to you. Mrs. George has been here.

Has she? returned Mildred, somewhat apathetically; but she took a chair, as she was told to do.

She came to talk to me about future prospects. And I am glad you were out with that ribbon, Mildred, for our conversation was confidential.

About her prospects, mamma? inquired Mildred, raising her mild dark eyes.

Hers! repeated Mrs. Dan. Her prospects, like mine, will soon be drawing to a close. Not that shes as old as I am by a good ten years. She came to speak of yours, Mildred.

Mildred made no rejoinder this time, but a faint colour arose to her face.

Your Aunt George is very fond of you, Mildred.

Oh, yes, said Mildred, rather nervously; and Mrs. Dan paused before she resumed.

I think you must have seen, child, for some time past, that we all wanted you and William to make a match of it.

The announcement was, perhaps, unnecessarily abrupt. The blush on Mildreds face deepened to a glowing crimson.

Mrs. George never spoke out freely to me on the subject until this afternoon, but her manner was enough to tell me that it was in their minds. I saw it coming as plainly as I could see anything.

Mildred made no remark. She had untied her bonnet, and began to play nervously with the strings as they hung down on either side her neck.

But though I felt sure that it was in their minds, continued Mrs. Dan, though I saw the bent of Williams inclinations  always bringing him here to you  I never encouraged the feeling; I never forwarded it by so much as the lifting of a finger. You must have seen, Mildred, that I did not. In one sense of the word, you are not Williams equal  

Mrs. Dan momentarily arrested her words, the startled look of inquiry on her daughters face was so painful.

Do not misunderstand me, my dear. In point of station you and he are the same, for the families are one. But William will be wealthy, and William is accomplished; you are neither. In that point of view you may be said not to be on an equality with him; and theres no doubt that William Arkell might go a-wooing into families of higher pretension than his own, and be successful. It may be, that these considerations have withheld me and kept me neuter; but I have not  I repeat it, as I did twice over to Mrs. George just now  I have not forwarded the matter by so much as the lifting of a finger.

Mildred knew that.

The gossiping town will, no doubt, cast ill-natured remarks upon me, and say that I have angled for my attractive nephew, and caught him; but my conscience stands clear upon the point before my Maker; and Mrs. George knows that it does. They have come forward of themselves, unsought by me; unsought, as I heartily believe, Mildred, by you.

Oh, yes, was the eager, fervent answer.

No child of mine would be capable, as I trust, of secret, mean, underhand dealing, whatever the prize in view. When I said this to Mrs. George just now, she laughed at what she called my earnestness, and said I had no need to defend Mildred, she knew Mildred just as well as I did.

Mildreds heart beat a trifle quicker as she listened. They were only giving her her due.

But, resumed Mrs. Dan, quiet and undemonstrative as you have been, Mildred, your aunt has drawn the conclusion  lived in it, I may say  that the proposal she made to-day would not be unacceptable to you. I agreed with her, saying that such was my conviction. And let me tell you, Mildred, that a more attractive and a bettor young man than William Arkell does not live in Westerbury.

Mildred silently assented to all in her heart. But she wondered what the proposal was.

You are strangely silent, child. Should you have any objection to become William Arkells wife?

There is one objection, returned Mildred, almost bitterly, as the thought of his intimacy with Charlotte Travice flashed painfully across her he has never asked me.

But  it is the same thing  he has asked his mother for you.

A wild coursing on of all her pulses  a sudden rush of rapture in every sense of her being  and Mildreds lips could hardly frame the words  

For me?

He asked for you after dinner to-day  I thought I said so  that is, he broached the subject to his mother. After Mr. Arkell went back to the manufactory, he stayed behind with her in the dining-room, and spoke to her of his plans and wishes. He began by saying he was getting quite old enough to marry, and the sooner it took place now, the better.

Is this true? gasped Mildred.

True! echoed the affronted old lady. Do you suppose Mrs. George Arkell would come here upon such an errand only to make game of us? True! William says he loves you dearly.

Mildred quitted the room abruptly. She could not bear that even her mother should witness the emotion that bid fair, in these first moments, to overwhelm her. Never until now did she fully realize how deeply, how passionately, she loved William Arkell  how utter a blank life would have been to her had the termination been different. She shut herself in her bed-chamber, burying her face in her hands, and asking how she could ever be sufficiently thankful to God for thus bringing to fruition the half-unconscious hopes which had entwined themselves with every fibre of her existence. The opening of the door by her mother aroused her.

What in the world made you fly away so, Mildred? I was about to tell you that Mrs. George expects us to tea. Peter will join us there by and by.

I would rather not go out this evening, mamma, observed Mildred, who was really extremely agitated.

I promised Mrs. George, and they are waiting tea for us, was the decisive reply. What is the matter with you, Mildred? You need not be so struck at what I have said. Did it never occur to yourself that William Arkell was likely to choose you for his wife?

I have thought of late that he was more likely to choose Miss Travice, answered Mildred, giving utterance in her emotion to the truth that lay uppermost in her mind.

Marry that fine fly-away thing! repeated Mrs. Dan, her astonishment taking her breath away. Charlotte Travice may be all very well for a visitor  here to-day and gone to-morrow; but she is not suitable for the wife of a steady, gentlemanly young man, like William Arkell, the only son of the first manufacturer in Westerbury. What a pretty notion of marriage you must have!

Mildred began to think so, too.

I shall not be two minutes putting on my shawl; I shant change my gown, continued Mrs. Dan. You can change yours if you please, but dont be long over it. It is past their tea-time.

Implicit obedience had been one of the virtues ever practised by Mildred, so she said no more. The thought kept floating in her mind as she made herself ready, that it had been more appropriate for William to visit her that evening than for her to visit him; and she could not help wishing that he had spoken to her himself, though it had been but a single loving hint, before the proposal could reach her through another. But these were but minor trifles, little worth noting in the midst of her intense happiness. As she walked down the street by her mothers side, the golden light of the setting sun, shining full upon her, was not more radiantly lovely than the light shining in Mildred Arkells heart.

I cant think what you can have been dreaming of, Mildred, to imagine that that Charlotte Travice was a fit wife for William Arkell, observed Mrs. Dan, who could not get the preposterous notion out of her head. You might have given William credit for better sense than that. I dont like her. I liked her very much at first, but, somehow, she is one who does not gain upon you on prolonged acquaintance; and it strikes me Mr. and Mrs. George are of the same opinion. Mrs. George just mentioned her this afternoon  something about her being your bridesmaid.

She my bridesmaid! exclaimed Mildred, the very idea of it unpalatable.

Mrs. George said she supposed she must ask Charlotte Travice to stay and be bridesmaid; that it would be but a mark of politeness, as she had been so intimate with you and William. It would not be a very great extension of the visit, she added, for William seemed impatient for the wedding to take place shortly, now that he had made up his mind about it. It does not matter what bridesmaid you have, Mildred.

Ah! no; it did not matter! Mildreds happiness seemed too great to be affected by that, or any other earthly thing. Mrs. George Arkell kissed her fondly three or four times as she entered, and pressed her hand, as Mildred thought, significantly. Another moment, and she found her hand taken by William.

He was shaking it just as usual, and his greeting was a careless one  

How dye do, Mildred? You are late.

Neither by word, or tone, or look, did he impart a consciousness of what had passed. In the first moment Mildred felt thankful for the outward indifference, but the next she caught herself thinking that he seemed to take her consent as a matter of course  as if it were not worth the asking.

When tea was over, and the lights were brought, Mr. and Mrs. Arkell and Mrs. Dan sat down to cribbage, the only game any of the three ever played at.

Who will come and be fourth? asked Mr. Arkell, looking over his spectacles at the rest. You, Mildred?

It had fallen to Mildreds lot lately to be the fourth at these meetings, for Miss Travice always held aloof, and William never played if he could help it; but on this evening Mildred hesitated, and before she could assent  as she would finally have done  Miss Travice sprang forward.

I will, dear Mr. Arkell  I will play with you to-night.

She knows of it, and is leaving us alone, thought Mildred. How kind of her it is! I fear I have misjudged her.

I say, Mildred, began William, as they sat apart, his tone dropped to confidence, his voice to a whisper, did my mother call at your house this afternoon?

Mildred looked down, and began to play with her pretty gold neckchain. It was one William had given her on her last birthday, nearly a year ago.

My aunt called, I believe. I was out.

Williams face fell.

Then I suppose you have not heard anything  anything particular? Im sure I thought she had been to tell you. She was out ever so long.

Mamma said that Aunt George had been  had been  speaking to her, returned Mildred, not very well knowing how to make the admission.

William saw the confusion, and read it aright.

Ah, Mildred! you sly girl, you know all, and wont tell! he cried, taking her hand half-fondly, half-playfully, and retaining it in his.

She could not answer; but the blush on her cheek was so bright, the downcast look so tender, that William Arkell gazed at her lovingly, and thought he had never seen his cousins face so near akin to perfect beauty. Mildred glanced up to see his gaze of fond admiration.

Your cheek tells tales, cousin mine, he whispered; I see you have heard all. Dont you think it is time I married?

A home question. Mildreds lips broke into a smile by way of answer.

What do you think of my choice?

People will say you might have made a better.

I dont care if they do, returned Mr. William, firing up. I have a right to please myself, and I will please myself. I am not taking a wife for other people, meddling mischief-makers!

The outburst seemed unnecessary. It struck Mildred that he must have seriously feared opposition from some quarter, the tone of his voice was so sore a one. She looked up with questioning eyes.

I have plenty of money, you know, Mildred, he added, more quietly. I dont want to look out for a fortune with my wife.

Very true, murmured Mildred.

I wonder whether she has brought it out to my father? resumed William, nodding towards his mother at the card-table. I dont think she has; he seems only just as usual. Shell make it the subject of a curtain-lecture to-night, for a guinea!

Mildred stole a glance at her uncle. He was intent on his cards, good old man, his spectacles pushed to the top of his ample brow.

Do you know, Mildred, I was half afraid to come to the point with them, he presently said. I dreaded opposition. I  

But why? timidly interrupted Mildred.

Well, I cant tell why. All I know is, that the feeling was there  picked up somehow. I dreaded opposition, especially from my mother; but, as I say, I cannot tell why. I never was more surprised than when she said I had made her happy by my choice  that it was a union she had set her heart upon. I am not sure yet, you know, that my father will approve it.

He may urge against it the want of money, murmured Mildred; it is only reasonable he should. And  

It is not reasonable, interposed William Arkell, in a tone of resentment. Theres nothing at all in reason that can be urged against it; and I am sure you dont really think there is, Mildred.

And yet you acknowledge that you dreaded opening the matter to them?

Yes, because fathers and mothers are always so exacting over these things. Every crow thinks its own young bird the whitest, and many a mother with an only son deems him fit to mate with a princess of the blood-royal. I declare to you, Mildred, I felt a regular coward about telling my mother  foolish as the confession must sound to you; and once I thought of speaking to you first, and getting you to break it to her. I thought she might listen to it from you better than from me.

Mildred thought it would have been a novel mode of procedure, but she did not say so. Her cousin went on:  

We must have the wedding in a month, or so; I wont wait a day longer, and so I told my mother. I have seen a charming little house just suitable for us, and  

You might have consulted me first, William, before you fixed the time.

What for? Nonsense! will not one time do for you as well as another?

Miss Arkell looked up at her cousin: he seemed to be talking strangely.

But where is the necessity for hurrying on the wedding like this? she asked. Not to speak of other considerations, the preparations would take up more time.

Not they, dissented Mr. William, who had been accustomed to have things very much his own way, and liked it. Im sure you need not raise a barrier on the score of preparation, Mildred. You wont want much beside a dress and bonnet, and my mother can see to yours as well as to Charlottes. Is it orthodox for the bride and bridesmaid to be dressed alike?

Who was it fixed upon the bridesmaid? asked Mildred. Did you?

Charlotte herself. But no plans are decided on, for I said as little as I could to my mother. We can go into details another day.

With regard to a bridesmaid, Mary Pembroke has always been promised  

Now, Mildred, I wont have any of those Pembroke girls playing a conspicuous part at my wedding, he interrupted. What you and my mother can see in them, I cant think. Provided you have no objection, let it be as Charlotte says.

I think Charlotte takes more upon herself than she has any cause to do, returned Mildred, the old sore feeling against Miss Travice rising again into prominence in her heart.

Ill tell her if you dont mind, Mildred, laughed William. But now I think of it, it was not Charlotte who mentioned it, it was my mother. She  

Mr. Peter Arkell.

The announcement was Trings. It cut off Williams sentence in the midst, and also any further elucidation that might have taken place. Peter came forward in his usual awkward manner, and was immediately pressed into the service of cribbage, in the place of Miss Travice, who never put out to the best advantage, and could not count. As Peter took her seat, he explained that his early appearance was owing to his having remained but an hour with Mr. Arthur Dewsbury, who was going out that evening.

Charlotte Travice sat down to the piano, and William got his flute. Sweet music! but, nevertheless, it grated on Mildreds ear. His whole attention became absorbed with Charlotte, to the utter neglect of Mildred. Now and then he seemed to remember that Mildred sat behind, and turned round to address a word to her; but his whispers were given to Charlotte. It is not right, she murmured to herself in her bitter pain; this night, of all others, it is not surely right. If she were but going back to London before the wedding!

Supper came in, for they dined early, you remember; and afterwards Mrs. Dan and Mildred had their bonnets brought down.

What a lovely night it is! exclaimed Peter, as he waited at the hall door.

It is that! assented William, looking out; I think Ill have a run with you. Those stars are enough to tempt one forth. Shall I go, Mildred?

Yes, she softly whispered, believing she was the attraction, not the stars.

But Mrs. Dan lingered. The fact was, Mrs. Arkell had drawn her to the back of the hall.

Did you speak to her, Betty?

I spoke to her as soon as she came home. It was that that made us late.

Well? She does not object to William?

Not she. Ill tell you a secret, continued Mrs. Dan; I could see by Mildreds agitation when I told her to-day, that she already loved William. I suspected it long ago.

Mrs. Arkell nodded her head complacently. I noticed her face when he was talking to her as they sat apart to-night; and I read love in it, if it ever was read. Yes, yes, it is all right. I thought I could not be mistaken in Mildred.

I say, Aunt Dan, are you coming to-night or to-morrow? called out William.

I am coming now, my dear, replied Mrs. Dan; and she walked forward and took her sons arm. William followed with Mildred.

Now, Mildred, dont you go and tell all the world to-morrow about this wedding of ours, he began; dont you go chattering to those Pembroke girls.

How can you suppose it likely that I would? was the pained answer.

Why, I know all young ladies are fond of gossiping, especially when they get hold of such a topic as this.

I dont think I have ever deserved the name of gossip, observed Mildred, quietly.

Well, Mildred, I do not know that you have. But it is not all girls who possess your calm good sense. I thought it might be as well to give even you a caution.

William, you are scarcely like yourself to-night, she said, anxiously. To suppose a caution in this case necessary for me!

He had begun to whistle, and did not answer. It was a verse of Robin Adair, the song Charlotte was so fond of. When the verse was whistled through, he spoke  

How very bright the stars are to-night! I think it must be a frost.

Inexperienced as Mildred was practically, she yet felt that this was not the usual conversation of a lover on the day of declaration, unless he was a remarkably cool one. While she was wondering, he resumed his whistling  a verse of another song, this time.

Mildred looked up at him. His face was lifted towards the heavens, but she could see it perfectly in the light of the night. He was evidently thinking more of the stars than of her, for his eyes were roving from one constellation to another. She looked down again, and remained silent.

So you like my choice, Mildred! he presently resumed.

Choice of what? she asked.

Choice of what! As if you did not know! Choice of a wife.

How is it you play so with my feelings this evening? she asked, the tears rushing to her eyes.

I have not played with them that I know of. What do you mean, Mildred? You are growing fanciful.

She could not trust her voice to reply. William again broke into one of his favourite airs.

I proposed that we should be married in London, amidst her friends, he said, when the few bars were brought to a satisfactory conclusion. I thought she might prefer it. But she says shed rather not.

Amidst whose friends? inquired Mildred, in amazement.

Charlottes. But in that case I suppose you could not have been bridesmaid. And thered have been all the trouble of a journey beforehand.

I bridesmaid! exclaimed Mildred; and all the blood in her body seemed to rush to her brain as a faint suspicion of the terrible truth stole into it. Bridesmaid to whom?

William Arkell, unable to comprehend a word, stopped still and looked at her.

You are dreaming, Mildred! he exclaimed.

What do you mean? Who is it you are going to marry? she reiterated.

Why, what have we been talking of all the evening? What did my mother say to you to-day? What has come to you, Mildred? You certainly are dreaming.

We have been playing at cross purposes, I fear, gasped Mildred, in her agony. Tell me who it is you are going to marry.

Charlotte Travice. Whom else should it be?

They were then turning round by what was called the boundary wall; the old elms in the deans garden towered above them, and Mildreds home was close in sight. But before they reached it, William Arkell felt her hang heavily and more heavily on his arm.

Ah! how she was struggling! Not with the pain  that could not be struggled with for a long, long while to come  but with the endeavour to suppress its outward emotion. All, all in vain. William Arkell bent to catch a glimpse of her features under the bonnet  worn large in those days  and found that she was white as death, and appeared to be losing consciousness.

Mildred, my dear, what ails you? he asked, kindly. Do you feel ill?

She felt dying; but to speak was beyond her, then. William passed his arm round her just in time to prevent her falling, and shouted out, excessively alarmed  

Peter! Aunt! just come back, will you? Heres something the matter with Mildred.

They were at the door then, but they heard him, and hastened back. Mildred had fainted.

What can have caused it? exclaimed Peter, in his consternation. I never knew her faint in all her life before.

It must have been that rich cream tart at supper, lamented Mrs. Dan, half in sympathy, half in reproof. I have told Mildred twenty times that pastry, eaten at night, is next door to poison.

And so this was to be the ending of all her cherished dreams! Mildred lay awake in her solitary chamber the whole of that live-long night. There was no sleep, no rest, no hope for her. Desolation the most complete had overtaken her  utter, bitter, miserable desolation.


CHAPTER VII.

A HEART SEARED.

Mildred Arkell, in the midst of her agony, had the good sense to see that some extraordinary misapprehension had occurred, either on her mothers part or on Mrs. Arkells; that William had not announced his wish of marrying her, but Charlotte Travice. From that time forward, Mildred would have a difficult part to play in the way of concealment. Her dearest feelings, her bitter mortification, her sighs of pain must be hidden from the world; and she prayed God to give her strength to go through her task, making no sign. The most embarrassing part would be to undeceive her mother; but she must do it, and contrive to do it without suspicion that she was anything but indifferent to the turn affairs had taken. Commonplace and insignificant as that little episode was  the partaking of a rich cream tart at Mrs. Arkells supper-table  Mildred was thankful for it. Her mother, remarkably single-minded by nature, unsuspicious as the day, would never think of attributing the fainting fit to any other cause.

It may at once be mentioned that the singular misapprehension was on the part of Mrs. Arkell. She was so thoroughly imbued with the hope  it may be said with the notion  that her son would espouse Mildred, that when William broached the subject in a hasty and indistinct manner, she somehow fell into the mistake. The fault was probably Williams. He did not say much, and his own fear of his mothers displeasure caused him to be anything but clear and distinct. Mrs. George Arkell caught at the communication with delight, believing it to refer to Mildred. She mentioned a word herself, in her hasty looking forward, about a bridesmaid. The names of Mildred and Charlotte, not either of them mentioned above once, got confused together, and altogether the mistake took place, William himself being unconscious of it.

William ran home that night, startling them with the news of the indisposition of Mildred. She had fainted in the street as they were going home. Mr. and Mrs. Arkell, loving Mildred as a daughter, were inexpressibly concerned; Charlotte Travice sat listening to the tale with wondering ears and eyes. My aunt said it must be the effect of the cream tart at supper, he observed, but I think that must be all rubbish. As if cream tart would make people faint! And Mildred has eaten it before.

It was the agitation, my dear. It was nothing else, whispered Mrs. Arkell to her guest, confidentially, as she bid her good night in the hall. A communication like that must cause agitation to the mind, you know.

What communication? asked Charlotte, in surprise. For Mrs. Arkell spoke as if her words must necessarily be understood.

Dont you know? I thought William had most likely told you. Its about her marriage. But there, well talk of it to-morrow, I wont keep you now, Miss Charlotte, and I have to speak to Mr. Arkell.

Charlotte continued her way upstairs, wondering excessively; not able, as she herself expressed it, to make head or tail of what Mrs. Arkell meant. Mrs. Arkell returned to the dining-room, asked her husband to sit down again for a few minutes, for he was standing with his bed-candle in his hand, and she made the communication.

Elucidation was, however, near at hand, as it of necessity must be. On the following morning nothing was said at the breakfast-table; but on their going into the manufactory, Mr. Arkell took his son into his private room. Mr. Arkell sat down before his desk, and opened a letter that waited on it before he spoke. William stood by the fire, rather nervous.

So, young sir! you are wanting, I hear, to encumber yourself with a wife! Dont you think you had better have taken one in your leading-strings?

I am twenty-five, sir, returned William, drawing himself up in all the dignity of the age. And you have often said you hoped to see me settled before  

Before I died. Very true, you graceless boy. But you dont want me to die yet, I suppose?

Heaven forbid it! fervently answered William.

Well, continued the good man  and William had known from the first, by the tone of the voice, the twinkle in the eye, that he was pleased instead of vexed I cannot but say you have chosen worthily. I suppose I must look over her being portionless.

Our business is an excellent one, and you have saved money besides, sir, observed William. To look out for money with my wife would be superfluous.

Not exactly that, returned Mr. Arkell, in his keen, emphatic tone. But I suppose you cant have everything. Few of us can. She has been a good and affectionate daughter, William, and she will make you a good wife. I should have been better pleased though, had there been no relationship between you.

Relationship! repeated William.

For I share in the popular prejudice that exists against cousins marrying. But I am not going to make it an objection now, as you may believe, when I tell you that I foresaw long ago what your intimacy would probably end in. Your mother says it has been her cherished plan for years.

William listened in bewilderment. She is no cousin of mine, he said.

No what? asked Mr. Arkell, pushing his glasses to the top of his forehead, the better to stare at his son  for those glasses served only for near objects, print and writing is the thought of this marriage turning your head, my boy?

I dont understand what you are speaking of, returned William, perfectly mystified; I only said she was not my cousin.

Why, bless my heart, what do you mean? exclaimed Mr. Arkell. She has been your cousin ever since she was born; she is the daughter of my poor brother Dan; do you want to disown the relationship now?

Are you talking of Mildred Arkell? exclaimed the astonished young man. I dont want to marry her. Mildred is a very nice girl as a cousin, but I never thought of her as a wife. I want Charlotte Travice!

Charlotte Travice!

The change in the tone, the deep pain it betrayed, struck a chill on Williams heart. Mr. Arkell gazed at him before he again broke the silence.

How came you to tell your mother yesterday that you wanted to marry Mildred?

I never did tell her so, sir; I told her I wished to marry Charlotte.

Mr. Arkell took another contemplative stare at his son. He then turned short away, quitted the manufactory by his own private entrance, walked across the yard, past the coach-house and stable, and went straight into the presence of his wife.

A pretty ambassador you would make at a foreign court! he began; to mistake your credentials in this manner!

Mrs. Arkell was seated alone, puzzling herself with a lap-fall of patchwork, and wishing Mildred was there to get it into order. Every now and then she would be taken with a sewing fit, and do about two stitches in a morning. She looked up at the strange address, the mortified tone.

You told me William wanted to marry Mildred!

So he does.

So he does not, was Mr. Arkells answer. He wants to marry your fine lady visitor, Miss Charlotte Travice.

Mrs. Arkell rose up in consternation, disregardful of the work, which fell to the ground. You must be mistaken, she exclaimed.

No; it is you who have been mistaken. William says he did not speak to you of Mildred; never thought of her as a wife at all; he spoke to you of Charlotte Travice.

Dear, dear! exclaimed Mrs. Arkell, a feeling very like unto faintness coming over her spirit; I hope it is not so! I hope still there may be some better elucidation.

There can be no other elucidation, so far, than this, returned Mr. Arkell, his tone one of sharp negation. The extraordinary part of the affair is, how you could have misinterpreted his meaning, and construed Charlotte Travice into Mildred Arkell! I said we kept the girl here too long.

He turned away again with the last sentence on his tongue. He was not sufficiently himself to stay and talk then. Mrs. Arkell, in those first few minutes, was as one who has just received a blow. Presently she despatched a message for her son; she was terribly vexed with him; and, like we all do, felt it might be a relief to throw off some of her annoyance upon him.

How came you to tell me yesterday you wanted to marry Mildred? she began when he appeared, her tone quite as sharp as ever was Mr. Arkells.

I did not tell you so. My father has been saying something of the same sort, but it is a mistake.

You must have told me so, persisted Mrs. Arkell; how else could I have imagined it? Charlottes name was never mentioned at all. Except  yes  I believe I said that she could be the bridesmaid.

I understood you to say that Mildred could be the bridesmaid, returned William. Mother, indeed the mistake was yours.

We have made a fine mess of it between us, retorted Mrs. Arkell, in her vexation, as she arrived at length at the conclusion that the mistake was hers; you should have been more explicit. What a simpleton they will think me! Worse than that! Do you know what I did yesterday?

No.

I went straight to Mrs. Dan Arkells as soon as you had spoken to me, and asked for Mildred to marry you.

Mother!

I did. It is the most unpleasant piece of business I was ever mixed up in.

Mildred will only treat it as a joke, of course?

Mildred treated it in earnest. Why should she not? When she came here last evening, she came expecting that she would shortly be your wife.

They stood looking at each other, the mother and son, their thoughts travelling back to the past night, and its events. What had appeared so strange in Williams eyes was becoming clear; the cross-purposes, as Mildred had expressed it, in their conversation with each other, and Mildreds fainting-fit, when the elucidation came. He very much feared, now that he knew the cause of that fainting-fit  he feared that Mildreds love was his.

Mrs. Arkells thoughts were taking the same course, and she spoke them: William, that fainting-fit must in some way have been connected with this. Mildred is not in the habit of fainting.

He made no reply at first. Loving Mildred excessively as a cousin, he would not have hurt her feelings willingly for the whole world. A half-wish stole over him that it was the fashion for gentlemen to cut themselves in half when two ladies were in the case, and so gallantly bestow themselves on both. Mrs. Arkell noted the mortification in his expressive face.

What is to be done, William? Mrs. Dan told me she felt sure Mildred had been secretly attached to you for years.

Mrs. Arkell might not have spoken thus openly to her son, but for a hope, now beginning to dawn within her  that his choice might yet fall upon Mildred. William made no reply. He smoothed his hand over his troubled brow; he recalled more and more of the previous evenings scene; he felt deeply perplexed and concerned, for the happiness of Mildred was dear to him as a sisters. But the more he reflected on the case, the less chance he saw of mending it.

You must marry Mildred, Mrs. Arkell said to him in a low tone.

Impossible! he hastily rejoined; I cannot do that.

But I made the offer for her to her mother! Made it on your part.

And I made one for myself to Charlotte.

An embarrassed, mortified silence. Mrs. Arkell, an exceedingly honourable woman, did not see a way out of the double dilemma any more than William did.

Do you know that I do not like her? resumed Mrs. Arkell, in a voice hoarse with emotion. That I have grown to dislike her? And what will become of Mildred?

Mildred will get over it in no-time, he answered, already beginning to reason himself into a satisfactory state of composure and indifference, as people like to do. She is a girl of excellent common sense, and will see the thing in its proper light.

Strange perhaps to say, Mrs. Arkell fell into the same train of reasoning when the first moments of mortification had cooled down. She saw Mrs. Dan, and intimated that she had been under an unfortunate mistake, which she could only apologise for. Mrs. Dan, a sober-minded, courteous old lady, who never made a fuss about anything, and had never quarrelled in her life, said she hoped she had been mistaken as to Mildreds feelings. And when Mrs. Arkell next saw Mildred, the latters manner was so quiet, so unchanged, so almost indifferent, that Mrs. Arkell repeated with complacency Williams words to herself: Mildred will get over it in no-time.

What mattered the searing of one heart? How many are there daily blighted, and the world knows it not! The world went on its way in Westerbury without reference to the feelings of Mildred Arkell; and poor Mildred went on hers, and made no sign.

The marriage went on  that is, the preparations for it. When a beloved and indulged son announces that he has fixed his heart upon a lady, and intends to make her his wife, consent and approval generally follow, provided there exists no very grave objection against her. There existed none against Miss Travice; and she made herself so pleasant and delightful to Mr. and Mrs. Arkell, when once it was decided she was to marry William, that they nearly fell in love with her themselves, and became entirely reconciled to the loss of Mildred as a daughter-in-law. The charming little house spoken of by William, was taken and furnished; and the wedding was to take place the end of April, Charlotte being married from Mr. Arkells.

One item in the original programme was not carried out: Mildred refused to act as bridesmaid. Mrs. Arkell was surprised. The intimacy of the two families had been continued as before; for Mildred, in all senses of the word, had condemned herself to suffer in silence; and she was so quiet, so undemonstrative, that Mrs. Arkell believed the blow was quite recovered  if blow it had been. Mildred placed her refusal on the plea of her mothers health, which was beginning seriously to decline. Mrs. Arkell did not press it, for a half-suspicion of the true cause arose in her mind.

Your sister must come down now, whether or not, she said to Charlotte.

Charlotte looked up hastily, a flush of annoyance on her bright cheek. Miss Charlotte had persistently refused Mrs. Arkells proposal to invite her sister to the wedding; had turned a deaf ear to Mrs. Arkells remonstrance that it was not fit or seemly this only sister should be excluded. Charlotte had carried her point hitherto; but Mrs. Arkell intended to carry hers now.

Betsey cant bear visiting, she said, with pouting lips; she would be sure to refuse if you did ask her.

She would surely not refuse to come to her sisters marriage! You must be mistaken, Charlotte.

She has never visited anywhere in all her life; has not been out, so far as I can call to mind, for a single day  has never drank tea away from home, urged Charlotte, who seemed strangely annoyed. I have said so before.

All the more reason that she should do so now, returned Mrs. Arkell. Charlotte, my dear, dont be foolish; I shall certainly send for her.

Then I shall write and forbid her to come, returned Charlotte; and she bit her lip for saying it as soon as the words were out.

My dear!

I did not mean that, dear Mrs. Arkell, she pleaded, with a winning expression of repentance and a merry laugh; but indeed it will not do to invite poor Betsey here.

Very well, my dear.

But in spite of the apparently acquiescent very well, Mrs. Arkell remained firm. Whether it was that she detected something false in the laugh, or that she chose to let her future daughter-in-law see which was mistress, or that she deemed it would not be right to ignore Miss Betsey Travice on this coming occasion, certain it was that Mrs. Arkell wrote a pressing mandate to the younger lady, and enclosed a five-pound note in the letter. And she said nothing to Charlotte of what she had done.

It was about this time that some definite news arrived in Westerbury of Robert Carr. He, the idle, roving, spendthrift spirit, had become a clerk in Holland. He had obtained a situation, he best knew how, in a merchants house in Rotterdam, and appeared, so far, to have really settled down to steadiness. It would seem that the remark to William Arkell, If I do make a start in life, rely upon it, I succeed, was likely to be borne out. He had taken this clerkship, and was working as hard as any clerk ever worked yet. Whether the industry would last was another thing.

Mr. John Carr, the squires son, was the one to bring the news to Westerbury. Mr. John Carr appeared to be especially interested in his cousins movements and doings: near as he was known to be in money matters, he had actually gone a journey to Rotterdam, to find out all about Robert. Mr. John Carr did not fail to remember, and hardly cared to conceal from the world that he remembered, that, failing Robert, who had been threatened times and again with disinheritance, he might surely look to be his uncles heir. However it may have been, Mr. John Carr went to Rotterdam, saw Robert, stayed a few days in the place, and then came home again.

Has he married the girl? was Squire Carrs first question to his son.

No, replied John, gloomily; for, of course it would have been to his interest if Robert had married her. Squire Carr and his son knew of Marmadukes oath to disinherit Robert if he did marry Martha Ann Hughes; and they knew that he would keep his word.

Is the girl with him still?

Shes with him fast enough; I saw her twice.

John, he may have married her in London.

He did not, though. I said to Robert I supposed they had been married in London. He flew into one of his tempers at the supposition, and said he had never been inside a church in London in his life, or within fifty miles of it; and I am sure he was speaking the truth. He told me afterwards, when we were having a little confidential talk together, that he never should marry her, at any rate as long as his father lived; and she did not expect him to do it. He had no mind, he added, to be disinherited.

This news oozed out to Westerbury, and Mr. John was vexed, for he did not intend that it should ooze out. Amidst other ears, it reached that of Mr. Carr. A cunning man in his own conceit, quoth he to a friend, alluding to his brothers son, but not quite cunning enough to win over me. If Robert marries that girl, Ill keep my word, and not bequeath him a shilling of my money; but Ill not leave it to John Carr, or any of his brood.

Had this news touching Roberts life in Holland needed confirmation, such might have been supplied to it by a letter received from Martha Ann Hughes by her sister Mary. The shock to Mary Hughes had been, no doubt, very great, and she had written several letters since, begging and praying Martha Ann to urge Mr. Robert Carr to marry her, even now. For the first time Martha Ann sent an answer, just about the period that Mr. John Carr was in Holland. It was a long and very nicely-written letter; but to Mary Hughess ear there was a vein of repentant sadness running throughout it. It was not likely Mr. Robert would marry her now, she said, and to urge it upon him would be worse than useless. She had chosen her own path and must abide by it; and she did not see that what she had done ought to cause people to reflect upon her sisters. Marys saying that it did, must be all nonsense  or ought to be. Her sisters had done their part by her well; and if she had repaid them ill, that ought to be only the more reason for the world showing them additional kindness and respect: Mary would no doubt live to prove this. For herself she was not unhappy. Robert was quite steady, and had a good clerkship in a merchants house. He was as kind to her as if they had been married twice over; and her position was not so unpleasant as Mary seemed to imagine, for nobody knew but what she was his wife  though, for the matter of that, they had made no acquaintances in the strange town.

Mary Hughes blinded her eyes with tears over this letter, and in her unhappiness lent it to anyone who cared to see it. And her strong-minded but more reticent sister, when she found out what she was doing, angrily called her a fool for her pains, and tore the letter to pieces before her face. But not before it had been heard of by Mr. Carr. For one, who happened to get hold of it, reported the contents to him.


CHAPTER VIII.

BETSEY TRAVICE.

They were grouped together in Mrs. Arkells sitting-room, their faces half-indistinct in the growing twilight. Mrs. Arkell herself, doing nothing as usual; Mildred by her side, sewing still, although Mrs. Arkell had told her she was trying her eyes; Charlotte Travice, with a flush upon her face and a nervous movement of the restless foot  signs of anger suppressed, to those who knew her well; and a stranger, a young lady, whom you have not seen before.

Had anyone told you this young lady and Charlotte were sisters, you had disputed the assertion, so entirely dissimilar were they in all ways. A quiet little lady, this, of twenty years, with a smooth, fair face, somewhat insipid, for all its good sense; light blue eyes, truthful as Charlottes were false; small features, and light hair, worn plainly. Perhaps what might have struck a beholder as the most prominent feature in Betsey Travice was her excessive natural meekness; nay, humility would be the better word. She was meek in mind, in temper, in look, in manner, in speech; humble always. She sat there at the fire, her black bonnet laid beside her, for the girl had felt cold after her journey, and the fire was more welcome to her than the going upstairs to array herself for attraction would have been to Charlotte. The weather was very cold for the close of April, and the coach  it was a noted circumstance in its usual punctuality  had been half an hour behind its time. She sat there, sipping the hot cup of tea that Tring had brought her, declining to eat, and feeling miserably uncomfortable, as she saw that, to one at least, she was not welcome.

That one was her sister. Mrs. Arkell had kept the secret well; and not until the evening of the arrival  but an hour, in fact, before the coach was expected in  was Charlotte told of it.

Tring, or somebody, has been putting two pillows upon my bed, remarked Charlotte, who had run up to her bedroom to get a book. I wonder what thats for.

You are going to have a bedfellow to-night, my dear, said Mrs. Arkell.

A bedfellow! echoed Charlotte, in wonder. Who is it?

Your sister.

Who? cried out Charlotte; and the sharp, passionate, uncontrolled tone struck on their ears unpleasantly.

I told you I should have your sister down to the wedding, quietly returned Mrs. Arkell. In my opinion it would have been unseemly and unkind not to do so. She is on her road now. Mildred has come in to help me welcome her. Betsey is Mrs. Dans godchild, you know.

And Mildred knew she was coming? retorted Charlotte, as if that were a further grievance; and she spoke as fiercely as she dared, compatible with her present amiability as bride-elect.

Mildred knew it from the first.

Of course there was no help for it now. Betsey was on her road down, as Mrs. Arkell expressed it, and it was too late to stop her, or to send her back again. Charlotte made the best of it that she could make, but never had her temper been nearer an explosion; and when Betsey arrived she took care to let her see that she had better not have come.

And now, my dear, that you are warmed and refreshed a little, tell me if you were not glad to come, said Mrs. Arkell, kindly, as Betsey Travice put the empty cup on the table, and stretched out one small, thin hand to the blazing warmth.

I was very glad, maam, was the reply, delivered in the humble, gentle, deprecatory tone which characterized Betsey Travice, no matter to whom she spoke. I was glad to have the opportunity of seeing Charlotte, she had been gone away so long; and I shall like to see a wedding, for I have never seen one; and I was very glad to come also for another thing.

What is that? asked Mrs. Arkell, yearning to the pleasant, single-minded tone  to the truthful, earnest eyes.

Well, maam, Im afraid I was getting over-worked. Though it would have seemed ungrateful to kind Mrs. Dundyke to say so, and I never did say it. The children were heavy to carry about the kitchen, and up and down stairs; and the waiting on the lodgers was worse than usual. I used to have such a pain in my side and back towards night, that I did not know how to keep on.

Charlotte Travice was in an agony. It was precisely these revelations that she had dreaded in a visit from Betsey. That Betsey had to work like a horse at Mrs. Dundykes, Charlotte thought extremely probable; but she had no mind that this state of things should become known at Mrs. Arkells. In her embarrassment, she was unwise enough to attempt to deny the fact.

Wheres the use of your talking like this, Betsey? she indignantly asked. If you did attend a little to the children  as nursery governess  you need not have carried them about, making a slave of yourself.

But you know how young they are, Charlotte! You know that they need to be carried. I would not have cared had it been only the children. There was all the house work and the waiting.

But what had you to do with this, my dear? asked Mrs. Arkell, a little puzzled, while Charlotte sat with an inflamed face.

Betsey Travice entered on the explanation in detail. Mrs. Dundyke cooked for her lodgers herself  and she generally had two sets of lodgers in the house  and kept a servant to wait upon them. Six weeks ago the servant had left  she said the place was too hard for her  and Mrs. Dundyke had not found one to her mind since. She got a charwoman in two or three times a week, and Betsey Travice had put herself forward to help with the work and the waiting. She had made beds and swept rooms, and laid cloths for dinner, and carried up dishes, and handed bread and beer at table, and answered the door; in short, had been, to all intents and purposes, a maid of all work.

To see her sitting there, and quietly telling this, was not the least curious portion of the tale. She looked a lady, she spoke as a lady  nay, there was something especially winning and refined in her voice; and she herself seemed altogether so incompatible with the work she confessed to have passed her later days in, that even Mildred Arkell gazed at her in fixed surprise.

You are a fool! burst forth Charlotte, between rage and crying. If that horrible woman, that Mrs. Dundyke, thrust such degrading work upon you, you ought not to have done it.

Oh! Charlotte, dont call her that! She is a kind woman; you know she is. If you please, maam, shes as kind as she can be, added Betsey, turning to Mrs. Arkell, in her anxiety for justice to be done to Mrs. Dundyke. And for the work, I did not mind it. Its not as if I had never done any. I had to do all sorts of work in poor mammas time, and I am naturally handy at it. I am sorry you should be angry with me, Charlotte.

I dont think it was exactly the sort of work your friend Mrs. Dundyke should have put upon you, remarked Mrs. Arkell.

But there was no help for it, maam, represented Betsey. The work was there, and had to be done by somebody. That servant left us at a pinch. She had a quarrel with her mistress about some dripping that was missing, and she went off that same hour. I began to do what I could of myself, without being asked. Mrs. Dundyke did not like my doing it, any more than Charlotte does, but there was nobody else, and I could not bear to seem ungrateful. When Charlotte came here I had but sixpence left in my purse, and Mrs. Dundyke has bought me shoes and things that I have wanted since, from her own pocket.

A dead silence. Charlotte Travice felt as if she were going to have brain fever. Could the earth have opened then, and swallowed up Betsey, it had been the greatest blessing, in Charlottes estimation, ever accorded her.

What are your prospects for the future, Betsey? quietly asked Mrs. Arkell.

Prospects, maam? I have not any. At least  and a sudden blush overspread the fair face not at present.

But you cannot go on waiting on Mrs. Dundykes lodgers. It is not a desirable position for yourself, nor a suitable one for your fathers daughter.

I shall not have to do that again. Mrs. Dundyke has engaged a good servant now; indeed, I could not else have come away; when I return, I shall only attend to the two children, and do the sewing.

I think we must try and find you something better, Betsey.

Oh, maam, you are very kind to interest yourself for me, was the reply; but I have promised myself to Mrs. Dundyke for twelve months to come. I am very happy there; and when the works over at night, we sit in her little parlour; she goes to sleep, and David does his accounts, and I darn the socks and stockings. You cannot think how comfortable and quiet it is.

Who is David? inquired Mrs. Arkell.

Mrs. Dundykes son. He is clerk in a house in Fenchurch-street, in the day; and he keeps books and that, for anybody who will employ him at night. Sometimes he has to bring them home to do. He is very industrious.

What did you mean by saying you had promised yourself to Mrs. Dundyke for a twelvemonth?

It was when I was coming away. She cried at parting, and said she supposed she should never see me again, now I was coming to be with Charlotte and her grand acquaintances. I told her I should be sure to come back to her very soon, and I would stop a whole year with her, if she liked. She said, was it a promise; and I told her it was. Oh! maam, I would not be ungrateful to Mrs. Dundyke for the world! I should have had no home to go to when Charlotte came here, but for her. All our money was gone, and Mrs. Dundyke had been letting us stop on then, ever so long, without any pay. Besides, I shall like to be with her.

If Charlotte could have cut her sisters tongue out, she would most decidedly have done it. To own such a sister at all, was bad enough; but to be compelled to sit by while these revelations were made to her future mother-in-law, to her rival Mildred, was dreadful. If Charlotte had disliked Mildred before, she hated her now. The implied superiority of position which it had been her pleasure from the first to assume over Mildred, would now be taken for what it was worth. She flung her arms up with a gesture of passionate pain, and approached Mrs. Arkell. Had Betsey confessed to having passed her recent months in housebreaking, it had sounded less despicable to Charlottes pretentious mind than this; and a dread had rushed over her, whether Mrs. Arkell might not, even at that eleventh hour, break off the union with her son.

Mrs. Arkell, I pray you, do not notice this! she said, her voice a wail of passion and despair. It has, I am sure, not been as bad as Betsey makes it out; she could not have degraded herself to so great an extent. But you see how it is. She is but half-witted at best, and anyone might impose upon her.

Half-witted! Mrs. Arkell smiled at the look of surprise rising to Betseys eyes at the charge. Charlottes colour was going and coming.

On the contrary, Charlotte, I should give your sister credit for a full portion of good plain sense. Why should you be angry with her? The sort of work was not suitable for her; but it seems she could not help herself.

Id rather hear that she had gone out and swept the crossings in the streets! I knew how it would be if you had her down! I knew she would disgrace me!

Mrs. Arkell took Betseys hand in hers. The young face was distressed; the blue eyes shone with tears. I do not think you have disgraced anyone, Betsey; I think you have been a good girl. Charlotte, Mrs. Arkell added, very pointedly, I would rather see your sister what she is, than a fine lady, stuck up and pretentious.

Did Charlotte understand the rebuke? She made no sign. Tring came in with lights; it caused some little interruption, and while they were calming down again from the past excitement, Betsey Travice took the opportunity to approach Mrs. Arkell with a whisper.

I dont know how to thank you for your kindness to me, maam, not only in inviting me here, but in sending me the money in the letter. If ever I have it in my power to repay it, you will not find me ungrateful. I do not mean the money; I mean the kindness.

Hush, child! said Mrs. Arkell, and patted her smooth fair hair.

There was always something deficient in Betseys mind, Charlotte was condescending to say to Mildred Arkell. It is a great misfortune. Papa used to say times and again that Betsey was not a lady; never would be one. Will you believe me, that once, when she was about ten I think, she fell into a habit of curtseying to gentlepeople when she met them in the street, and we could hardly break her of it! Papa would have been quite justified, in my opinion, had he then put her into an asylum or a reformatory, or something of the kind.

She does not strike me  as my aunt has just remarked  as being deficient in sense.

In plain, rough, every-day sense perhaps she is not. But theres something wanting in her, for all that. Her notions are not those of a lady, if you can understand. You hear her speak of the work that horrid landlady has made her do  well, she feels no shame in it.

Before Mildred could answer, Mr. Arkell and William entered, big with some local news. They kindly welcomed the meek-looking young stranger, and then spoke it out.

Edward Hughes, the brother of the sisters so frequently mentioned, had bid adieu to Westerbury for ever. Whether he had at length become sick of the condemnatory comments the town had not yet forgotten to pass on Martha Ann, certain it was, that he had suddenly sold off his stock in trade, and gone away, en route for Australia. For some little time past he had said it was his intention to go; the two sisters also had spoken of it with a kind of dread; but it was looked upon by most people as idle talk. However, an opportunity arose for the disposing advantageously of his business and stock; he embraced it without an hours delay and was already on his road to Liverpool to take ship. The town could hardly believe it, and concluded he was gone to escape the reflections on Martha Ann  although he had shown sufficient equanimity over them in general. People neednt bother him about it, he had been wont to say. They should talk to the one who had been the cause of the mischief, Mr. Carrs fine gentleman of a son.

What a blow for the two sisters! exclaimed Mildred. What will they do?

Nay, my dear, they have their business, said Mr. Arkell. I dont suppose their brother contributed at all to their support. On the contrary, people say he had been saving all he could to emigrate with.

I dont know that I altogether alluded to money, Uncle George. It seems very sad for them to be left alone.

It is sad for them, said Mrs. Arkell, agreeing with Mildred. First Martha Ann, and now Edward!  it is a cruel bereavement. Tring says  and I have noticed it myself  that Mary Hughes has not been the same since that days misfortune, three or four months ago.

Ah, said Mr. Arkell, drawing a long breath, I wish I had had the handling of Mr. Robert Carr that day! The subject was a sore one with him, and ever would be. William believed, in his heart, that he had never been forgiven for having given the permission for the carriage that unlucky morning.

They continued to speak of the Hughess and their affairs, and the interest of Betsey Travice appeared to be awakened. She had risen to go upstairs, but halted near the door, listening still.

And now tell me, began Charlotte, when they were alone together in the chamber, how you dared so to disgrace me!

Oh, Charlotte, how have I disgraced you? Do not be unkind to me. I wish I had not come.

I wish it too with all my heart! Why did you come? How on earth could you think of coming? What possessed you to do it?

Mrs. Arkell wrote for me. She wrote to Mrs. Dundyke, asking her to see me off. I should, never else have thought of coming.

Did I write for you, pray? Could you not have known that if you were wanted I should have written, and, failing that, you were not to come? You wicked girl!

Betsey burst into tears. She had been domineered over in this manner, by Charlotte, all her life; and she took it with appropriate humility and repentance.

Charlotte, you know Id lay down my life to do you any good; why are you so angry with me?

And you do do me good, dont you! retorted Charlotte. Look at the awful disgrace you have this very evening brought upon me!

What disgrace? asked Betsey, her blue eyes bespeaking compassion from the midst of her tears.

Good heavens! what an idiot! uttered the exasperated Charlotte. She asks what disgrace! Did you not proclaim yourself before them a servant of all work  a scourer of rooms, a blacker of grates, a  

Stop, Charlotte; I have not done either of those things  Mrs. Dundyke would not let me. I made beds and waited on the drawing-room, and such-like light duties. I did this, but I did not black grates.

And if you did do it, was there any necessity for your proclaiming it? Had you not the sense to know that for my sister to avow these things was to me the very bitterest humiliation? Not for your doing them, tauntingly added Charlotte, in her passion, for you are worth nothing better; but because you are a sister of mine.

Betseys sobs were choking her.

Where did you get the money to come down? resumed Charlotte.

Mrs. Arkell sent it me, Charlotte. There was a five-pound note in her letter.

It seemed to be getting worse and worse. Charlotte sat down and poked the fire fiercely, Tring having lighted one in compassion to the young visitors evident chilly state. Betsey checked her sobs, and bent down to kiss her sisters neck.

Somehow I always offend you, Charlotte; but I never do it intentionally, as you know, and I hope you will forgive me. I so try to do what I can for everybody. I always hope that God will help me to do right. There was the work to be done at Mrs. Dundykes, and it seemed to fall to me to do it.

Charlotte was not all bad, and the tone of the words could but conciliate her. Her anger was subsiding into fretfulness.

The annoying thing is this, Betsey  that you feel no disgrace in doing these things.

I should not do them by choice, Charlotte. But the work was there, as I say; the servant was gone, and there was nobody but me to do it.

Well, well, it can never be mended now, returned Charlotte, impatiently. Why dont you let it drop?

Betsey sighed meekly. She would have been too glad to let it drop at first. Charlotte pointed imperiously to a chair near her.

Sit down there. You have tried me dreadfully this evening. Dont you know that in a few days I shall be Mrs. William Arkell? His father is one of the largest manufacturers in Westerbury, and they are rolling in money. It was not pleasant, I can tell you, for my sister to show herself out in such a light. What do you think of him?

Oh, Charlotte! I think you must be so happy! I am so thankful, dear! Working, and all that, does not matter for me; but it would not have done for you. I never saw anyone so nice-looking.

As I?

As Mr. William Arkell. How pleasant his manner is! And, Charlotte, who is that young lady down there? I did not quite understand. What a sweet face she has!

You never do understand. It is the cousin: Mildred. She thought to be Mrs. William Arkell, continued Charlotte, triumphantly. The very first night I came here I saw it as plain as glass, and I took my resolution  to disappoint her. She has been loving William all her life, and fully meant him to marry her. I said Id supplant her, and Ive done it; and I know our marriage is just breaking her heart.

Betsey Travice  than whom one more generous-hearted, more unselfishly forgetful of self-interest, more earnestly single-minded, did not exist  felt frightened at the avowal. Had it been possible for her to recoil from her imperious sister, she had recoiled then.

Oh, Charlotte! was all she uttered.

Why, you dont think I should allow so good a match to escape me, if I could help it! And, besides, I love him, added Charlotte, in a deeper voice.

But if  oh, Charlotte! pardon me for speaking  I cannot help it  if that sweet young lady loved him before you came? had loved him for years?

Well? said Charlotte, equably.

It cannot be right of you to take him from her.

Right or not right, I have done it, said Charlotte, with a passing laugh. But it is right, for he loves me, and not her.

What will she do? cried Betsey, after a pause of concern; and it seemed that she asked the question of her own heart, not of Charlotte.

Dwindle down into an old maid, was the careless answer: spoken, it is to be hoped, more in carelessness than heartlessness. There, thats enough. Have you seen anything of Mrs. Nicholson? resumed Charlotte.

We have seen her a great many times, Charlotte; she has been very troublesome to Mrs. Dundyke. She wanted your address here: but for me, Mrs. Dundyke would have given it to her. She said  but, perhaps, I had better not tell it you.

What who said? Mrs. Dundyke? Oh, you may tell anything she said. I know her delight was to abuse me.

No, no, Charlotte; it never was. She only said it was not right of you to order so many new things when you were coming here, unless you could pay for them. I went to Mrs. Nicholson and paid her a sovereign off the account.

How did you get the sovereign?

Mrs. Dundyke made me a present of it  as a little recompense for my work, she said. I did not so very much want anything for myself, for I had just had new shoes, and I had not worn my best clothes; so I took it to Mrs. Nicholson.

Did the young girls generosity strike no chord of gratitude in Charlottes heart? This money, owing to Mrs. Nicholson, a fashionable dressmaker, had been Charlottes worry during her visit. She would soon have it in her power to pay now.

I wonder what youll do in future? resumed Charlotte, looking at her sister. You cant expect to find a home with me, you know. It would be entirely unreasonable. And you cant expect to marry, for I dont think youd be likely to get anyone to have you. If  

The exceedingly vivid blush that overspread the younger sisters cheek, the wondrous look of intelligence in the raised eyes, brought Charlottes polite speech to a summary conclusion. Whats the matter? she asked.

Charlotte, if you would let me tell you, was the whispered answer. Papa is dead, and mamma is dead, and there is no one left but you; and I suppose I ought to tell you. I have promised to marry David.

Promised  what? repeated Charlotte, in an access of consternation.

To marry David Dundyke. Not yet, of course; not for a long while, I dare say. When he shall be earning enough to keep a wife.

For once speech failed Charlotte Travice, and she sat gazing at her sister. Her equanimity had received several shocks that evening; but none had been like this. She had seen but little of this David Dundyke; but, a vision of remembrance rose before her of an inferior, common young man, carrying coal-scuttles upstairs in his shirt-sleeves, who could not speak a word grammatically.

Are you really mad, Betsey?

I feared you would not like it, Charlotte; and I know I cant expect to be as you are. But we shall be more than a hundred miles apart, so that it need not annoy you.

Betsey had unconsciously put the matter in the right light. It was not because Mr. Dundyke was unfit to be Betseys husband, but because he was unfit to be her brother-in-law, that the matter so grated on the ear of Charlotte.

I cannot expect much better, Charlotte; I have not been educated as you have. Perhaps if I had been  

But the man is utterly beneath you! burst forth Charlotte. He is a common man. He used  if I am not mistaken  to black the boots and shoes for the house at night, and carry up the coal before he went out in the morning!

But not as a servant, Charlotte; only to save work for his mother. Just as I helped with the rooms and waited, you know. He does it all still. They were very respectable once; but Mr. Dundyke died, and she had to struggle on, and she took this house in Upper Stamford-street. You have heard her tell mamma of it many a time.

You cant think of marrying him, Betsey? You are something of a lady, at any rate; and he  cannot so much as speak like a Christian.

He is very steady and industrious; he will be sure to get on, murmured Betsey. Some of the clerks in the house he is in get a great deal of money.

What house is it? snapped Charlotte, beginning to feel cross again. A public-house?  an eating-house?

It is a tea-house, said Betsey, mildly. They are large wholesale tea-dealers; whole shiploads of tea come consigned to them from China. He went into it first of all as errand-boy, and  

You need not have told that, I think.

And has got on by attention and perseverance to be a clerk. He is twenty-two now.

If he gets on to be a partner  if he gets on to be sole proprietor  you cannot separate him from himself! shrieked Charlotte. Look here, Betsey; sooner than you should marry that low man, Ill have you to live with me. You can make yourself useful.

Thank you kindly, Charlotte, all the same; but I could not come to you. You see, you and I do not get on together. It is my fault, I know, being so inferior; but I cant help it. Besides, I have promised David Dundyke.

Charlotte looked at her. You do not mean to tell me that you have any love for this David Dundyke?

Another bright blush, and Betsey cast down her pretty blue eyes. We have seen so much of each other, Charlotte, she said, in a tone of apology; he brings the books home nearly every evening now, instead of doing them out.

Well, I shant stop with you, concluded Charlotte, moving to the door. Im afraid to stop, for I truly believe you are going on for Bedlam. And youd better make haste, if you want to do anything to yourself. Supper will be ready directly.

One moment, Charlotte, said Betsey, detaining her I want to say only a word. They were speaking downstairs this evening of a family of the name of Hughes  a Mr. Edward Hughes, and some sisters.

Well? cried Charlotte.

I think they are related to Mrs. Dundyke. She has relatives in Westerbury of that name; she has mentioned it several times since you came down. One or two of the sisters are dressmakers.

Pleasant! ejaculated Charlotte. Are they intimate?

Not at all. I dont think they have met for years, and I am sure they never correspond. But when you were all speaking of the Hughess to-night, I thought it must be the same. I did not like to say so.

And its well you did not, was Charlottes comment. Those Hughes people have not been in good odour in Westerbury since last December.

She went downstairs in a thoughtful mood, her brain at work upon the question of whether Betsey could be in her right mind. The revelation regarding Mr. David Dundyke caused her really to doubt it. She, Charlotte Travice, had a sufficiently correct taste  to give her her due  and it would have been simply impossible to her to have associated herself for life with anyone not possessing, outwardly at any rate, the attributes of a gentleman.


CHAPTER IX.

DISPLEASING EYES.

The wedding day of Mr. William Arkell and Miss Travice dawned. All had gone well, and was going on well towards completion. You who have learnt to like Mildred Arkell, may probably have been in hopes that some impediment might arise to frustrate the wedding  that the bride, after all, might be Mildred, not Charlotte. But it is in the chronicles of romance chiefly that this sort of poetical justice takes place. Weddings are not frustrated in real life; and when I told you at the beginning that this was a story of real life, I told you the truth. The day dawned  one of the finest the close of April has ever seen  and the wedding party went to church to the marriage, and came home again when it was over.

It was quite a noted wedding for those quiet days, and guests were bidden to it from far and near. That the bride looked charmingly lovely was indisputable, and they called William Arkell a lucky fellow.

A guest at the breakfast-table, but not in the church, was Mildred Arkell. She had wholly declined to be the bridesmaid; but it was next to impossible for her to decline to be at the breakfast. Put the case to yourselves, as Mildred had put it to herself in that past March night, that now seemed to be so long ago. Her resolve to pass over the affliction in silence; to bear, and make no sign, involved its consequences  and they were, that social life must go on just as usual, and she must visit at her uncles as before. Worse than any other thought to Mildred, was the one, that the terrible blow to her might become known. She shrank with all the reticence of a pure-minded girl from the baring of her heart to others  shrank from it with a shivering dread  and Mildred felt that she would far rather die, than see her love suspected for one, who, as it now turned out, had never loved her. So she buried her misery within her, and went to Mr. Arkells as before, not quite so frequently perhaps, but sufficiently so to excite no observation. She had joined in the plans and preparations for the wedding; had helped to fix upon the brides attire, simply because she could not help herself. How she had borne it, and suppressed within her heart its own agony, she never knew. Charlottes keen bright eyes would at times be fixed on hers, as if they could read her souls secret; perhaps they did. Williams rather seemed to shun her. But she had gone through it all, and borne it bravely; and none suspected how cruel was the ordeal.

And here was Mildred at the wedding-breakfast! There had been no escape for it. Peter went to church, but Mrs. Dan and Mildred arrived for breakfast only. Mildred, regarded and loved almost as a daughter of the house, had the place of honour assigned her next to William Arkell, his bride being on his other hand. None forgot how chaste and pretty Mildred looked that day; paler it may have been than usual, but thats expected at a wedding. She wore a delicate pearl-grey silk, and her gentle face, with its sweet, sad eyes, had never been pleasanter to look upon. A little longer! a little longer! she kept murmuring to her own rebellions heart. May God help me to bear!

Perhaps the one who felt the most out of place at that breakfast-table, was our young friend, Miss Betsey Travice. Miss Betsey had never assisted at a scene of gaiety in her life  or, as she called it, grandeur; and perhaps she wished it over nearly as fervently as another was doing. She wore a new shining silk of maize colour, the gift of Mrs. Arkell  for maize was then in full fashion for bridesmaids  and Betsey felt particularly stiff and ashamed in it. What if the young gentleman on her left, who seemed to partake rather freely of the different wines, and to be a rollicking sort of youth, should upset something on her beautiful dress! Betsey dared not think of the catastrophe, and she astonished him by suddenly asking him if hed please to move his glasses to the other side.

For answer, he turned his eyes full upon her, and she started. Very peculiar eyes they were, round and black, showing a great deal of the white, and that had a yellow tinge. His face was sallow, but otherwise his features were rather fine. It was not the colour of the eyes, however, that startled Betsey Travice, but their expression. A very peculiar expression, which made her recoil from him, and it took its seat firmly thenceforth in her memory. A talkative, agreeable sort of youth he seemed in manner, not as old by a year or two, Betsey thought, as herself; but, somehow, she formed a dislike to him  or rather to his eyes.

I beg your pardon  I did not catch what you asked me.

Oh, if you please, sir, meekly stammered Betsey, I asked if you would mind moving the wine glasses to the other side; all three of them are full.

And you are afraid of your dress, he said, good-naturedly, doing what she requested. Such accidents do happen to me sometimes, for I have a trick of throwing my arms about.

But, in spite of the good nature so evident on the surface, there was a hidden vein of satire apparent to Betseys ear. She blushed violently, fearing she had done something dreadfully incongruous. I wonder who he is? she thought; amidst the many names of guests she had not caught his.

Later, when all had left, save the Arkell family, and the bride and bridegroom were some miles on their honeymoon tour, Betsey ventured to put the question to Mildred  Who was the gentleman who had sat next to her at breakfast?

Poor Mildred could not recollect. The breakfast was to her one scene of confused remembrance, and she knew nothing save that she and William Arkell sat side by side.

I dont remember where you sat, she was obliged to confess to Betsey.

Nearly opposite to you, Miss Arkell. He had great black eyes, and he talked loud.

Oh, that was Ben Carr, interrupted Peter; he did sit next to you. He is Squire Carrs grandson. Did you see an old gentleman with a good deal of white hair, at the end of the table, near my mother?

Yes, I did, said Betsey; I thought what beautiful hair it was.

That was Squire Carr. I wonder, by the way, what brought Ben at the breakfast. Aunt, added Peter, turning to Mrs. Arkell; did you invite Benjamin Carr?

No, Peter, Benjamin was not invited, was the reply. Squire Carr and his son were invited, but John declined. I dont much think he likes going out.

Afraid of being put to the expense of a coat, interrupted Peter.

There was a general laugh, John Carrs propensity to closeness in expenditure was well known. Mrs. Arkell resumed  

So when John Carr declined, your uncle asked for his eldest son, young Valentine, to come with the squire; it seems, however, the squire brought Benjamin instead.

Report runs that the squire favours his younger grandson more than he does his elder, remarked Peter. For that matter, I dont know who does like young Valentine; I dont, he is too mean-spirited. Why did you wish to know who it was, Miss Betsey?

Not for anything in particular, sir. What curious eyes he has got!

It was late when Mrs. Dan and her children went home. The evening had been a quiet one; in no way different from the usual evenings at Mr. Arkells. Mildred had borne up bravely, and been cheerful as the rest.

But, oh! the tension it had been to every nerve of her frame, every fibre of her heart! Not until she was shut up in the quiet of her own room, did she know the strain it had been. She took her pretty dress off, threw a shawl on her shoulders, and sat down; her brain battling with its misery, her hands pressed upon her throbbing temples.

How long she thus sat she could not tell. I believe  I honestly and truly believe  that no sorrow the world knows, can be of a nature more cruel than was Mildreds that night; certainly none could be more intensely felt. How can I bear it? she moaned, how can I bear it? To see them come back here in their wedded happiness, and have to witness it, and live. Perhaps  after a time, if God will help me, I shall be  

What on earth are you doing, Mildred?

She started from her chair with a scream. So entirely had she believed herself secure from interruption, that in the first confused moments it seemed as if her thoughts and anguish had been laid bare. Mrs. Dan stood there in her night-dress, a candle in her hand.

You were moaning, Mildred. Are you ill?

I  I am quite well, mamma, stammered Mildred, her words confused, and her face a fiery red. Do you want anything?

But how is it you are not undressed? I had been in bed ever so long.

I suppose I had fallen into a train of thought, and let the time slip away, answered Mildred, beginning to undo her hair in a heap, as if to make up for the lost time. Why have you come out of your bed, mamma?

Child, I dont feel myself, and I thought Id come and call you. It is well, as it happens, that you are not undressed, for I think I should like a cup of tea made. If I drink it very hot, it may take away the pain.

Where is the pain? asked Mildred, beginning to put up her hair again, as hurriedly as she had undone it.

I scarcely know where it is; I feel ill all over. The fact is, I never ought to go to these festivities, added Mrs. Dan, hastening back to her own room. They are sure to upset me.

Alas! it was not the festivity that had upset Mrs. Dan; but that her time was come. Another hour, and she was so much worse, that Peter had to be aroused from his bed, and go for their doctor. Mrs. Daniel Arkell was in danger.

It may be deemed unfeeling, in some measure, to say it, but it was the best thing that could have happened for Mildred. It took her out of her own thoughts  away from herself. There was so much to do, even in that first night, which was only the commencement; and it all fell on Mildred. Peter, with his timid heart, and unpractised hands, was utterly useless in a sick room, as book-worms in general are; and their one servant, Ann, a young, inexperienced, awkward girl, was nearly as much so. Mustard poultices had to be got, steaming hot flannels, and many other things. Before Mildred had made ready one thing, another called for her. It was well it was so!

At seven oclock, Peter started for his uncles, and told the news there. Mr. Arkell went up directly; Mrs. Arkell a little later. Mrs. Dans danger had become imminent then, and Mr. Arkell went himself, and brought back a physician.

Later in the morning, Mildred was called downstairs to the sitting-room. Betsey Travice was standing there. The girl came forward, a pleading light in her earnest eye.

Oh, Miss Arkell! if you will only please to let me! I have come to ask to help you.

To help me! mechanically repeated Mildred.

I am so good a nurse; I am indeed! Poor papa died suddenly, but I nursed mamma all through her last long illness; there was only me to do everything, and she used to say that I was as handy as if I had learnt it in the hospitals. Let me try and help you!

You are very, very kind, said Mildred, feeling inclined to accept the offer as freely as it was made, for she knew that she should require assistance if the present state of things continued. How came you to think of it?

When Mrs. Arkell came home to breakfast this morning, she said how everything lay upon you, and that you would never be able to do it. I believe she was thinking of sending Tring; but I took courage to tell her what a good nurse I was, and to beg her to let me come. I said  if you will not think it presuming of me, Miss Arkell  that Mrs. Daniel was my Godmother, and I thought it gave me a sort of right to wait upon her.

Mildred, undemonstrative Mildred, stooped down in a sudden impulse, and kissed the gentle face. I shall be very glad of you, Betsey. Will you stay now?

There was no need of further words. Betseys bonnet and shawl were off in a moment, and she stood ready in her soft, black, noiseless dress.

Please to put me to do anything there is to do, Miss Arkell. Anything, you know. I am handy in the kitchen. I do any sort of rough work as handily as I can nurse. And perhaps your servant will lend me an apron.

Three days only; three days of sharp, quick illness, and Mrs. Daniel Arkells last hour arrived. Betsey Travice had not boasted unwarrantably, for a better, more patient, ay, or more skilful nurse never entered a sick chamber. She really was of the utmost use and comfort, and Mildred righteously believed that Heaven had been working out its own ends in sending her just at that time to Westerbury.

It was somewhat singular that Betsey Travice should again be brought into the presence of the young gentleman to whose eyes she had taken so unaccountable a dislike. On that last day, when the final scene was near at hand, the maid came to the dying chamber, saying that Miss Arkell was wanted below; a messenger had come over from Mr. John Carr, and was asking to see her in person.

I cannot go down now, was Mildreds answer; you might have known that, Ann.

I did know it, miss, and I said it; that is, I said I didnt think you could. But he wouldnt take no denial; he said Mr. Carr had told him not.

Giving herself no trouble as to who the he might be, Mildred whispered to Betsey Travice to go down for her, and mention the state of things.

Excessively to Betseys discomfiture, she found herself confronted by the gentleman of the curious eyes, who held out his hand familiarly.

His errand was nothing particular, after all; but his father had expressly ordered him to see Miss Arkell, and convey to her personally his sympathy and inquiries as to her mothers state. For the news of Mrs. Dans danger had travelled to Squire Carrs, and urgent business at home had alone prevented John Carrs coming over in person. As it was, he sent his son Ben.

Betsey, more meek than ever, thanked him, and told him how ill Mrs. Daniel was; that, in point of fact, another hour or two would bring the end. It was quite impossible Miss Arkell could, under the circumstances, leave the chamber.

Of course she cant, he answered; and Im very sorry to hear it. My father will go on at me, I dare say, saying it was my fault, as he generally does when anything goes contrary to his orders. But hed not have seen her any the more had he come himself. You will tell me who you are? he suddenly continued to Betsey, without any break; I sat by you at the breakfast, but I forget your name.

If you please, sir, it is Betsey Travice, was the reply, and the girl quite cowered as she stood under the blaze of those black and piercing eyes.

Betsey Travice! and a very pretty name, too. Youll please to say everything proper for us up there, jerking his head in the direction of the upper floors. Oh! and I say, I forgot to add that my grandfather, the squire, intends to ride in to-morrow, and call.

He shook hands with her in the passage, and vaulted out at the front door, a tall, strong, fine young fellow. And those eyes, which had so unaccountably excited the disfavour of Miss Betsey, were generally considered the handsomest of the handsome.

Betsey stole upstairs again, and whispered the message into Mildreds ear. It was that tall, dark young man, with the black eyes, that sat by me at Charlottes wedding breakfast.

They waited on, in the hushed chamber: Peter, Mildred, Mr. and Mrs. Arkell, and Betsey Travice. And at two oclock in the afternoon the shutters were put up to the windows, through which Mrs. Daniel Arkell would never look again.


CHAPTER X.

GOING OUT AS LADYS MAID.

A week or two given to grief, and Mildred Arkell sat down to deliberate upon her plans for the future. It was impossible to conceal from herself, dutiful, loving, grieving daughter though she was, how wonderfully her mothers death had removed the one sole impediment to the wish that had for some little time lain uppermost in her heart. She wanted to leave Westerbury; it was misery to her to remain in it; but while her mother had lived, her place was there. All seemed easy now; and in the midst of her bitter grief for that mother, Mildreds heart almost leaped at the thought that there was no longer any imperative tie to bind her to her home.

She would go away from Westerbury. But how? what to do? For a governess Mildred had not been educated; and accomplishments were then getting so very general, even the daughters of the petty tradespeople learning them, that Mildred felt in that capacity she should stand but little chance of obtaining a situation. But she might be a companion to an invalid lady, might nurse her, wait upon her, and be of use to her; and that sort of situation she determined to seek.

Quietly, and after much thought, she arranged her plans in her own mind; quietly she hoped and prayed for assistance to be enabled to carry them out. Nobody suspected this. Mildred seemed to others just as she had ever seemed, quiet, unobtrusive Mildred Arkell, absorbed in the domestic cares of her own home, in thought for the comfort of her not at all strong brother. Mildred went now but very little to her aunts. Betsey Travice had returned to London, to the enjoyments of Mrs. Dundykes household, which she had refused to abandon; and William Arkell and his bride were not yet come home.

Peter, she said, one late evening that they were sitting together  and it was the first intimation of the project that had passed her lips I have been thinking of the future.

Yes? replied Peter, absently, for he was as usual disputing some knotty point in his mind, having a Greek root for its basis. What about it?

I am thinking of leaving home; leaving it for good.

The words awoke even Peter. He listened to her while she told her tale, listened without interrupting, he was so amazed.

But I cannot understand why you want to go, he said at last.

To be independent. Of course she was ready to assign any motive but the real one.

Peter could not understand this. She was independent at home. I dont know what it is you are thinking of, Mildred! Our house will go on just the same; my mothers death makes no difference to it. I kept it before, and I shall keep it still.

Oh yes, Peter, I know that. That is not it. I  in point of fact, I wish for a change of scene. I think I am tired of Westerbury.

But what can you do if you go away from it?

I intend to ask Colonel and Mrs. Dewsbury: I suppose you have no objection. They have many influential friends in London and elsewhere, and perhaps they might help me to a situation.

Why do you want to go to London? rejoined Peter, catching at the word. Its full of traps and pitfalls, as people say. I dont know; I never was there.

I dont want to go to London, in particular; I dont care where I go. Anywhere  anywhere that would take her out of Westerbury, she had nearly added; but she controlled the words, and resumed calmly. I would as soon go to London as to any other place, Peter, and to any other place as to London. I dont mind where it is, so that I find a  a  sphere of usefulness.

I dont like it at all, said Peter, after a pause of deliberation. There are only two of us left now, Mildred, and I think we ought to continue together.

I will come and see you sometimes.

But, Mildred  

Listen, Peter, she imperatively interrupted, it may save trouble. I have made up my mind to do this, and you must forgive me for saying that I am my own mistress, free to go, free to come. I wished to go out in this way some time before my mother died; but it was not right for me to leave her, and I said nothing. I shall certainly go now. I heard somebody once speak of the fever of change, she added, with a poor attempt at jesting; I suppose I have caught it.

Well, I am sorry, Mildred: its all I can say. I did not think you would have been so eager to leave me.

The ready tears filled her eyes. I am not eager to leave you, Peter; it will be my greatest grief. And you know if the thing does not work well, and I get too much buffeted by the world, I can but come back to you.

It never occurred to Peter Arkell to interpose any sort of veto, to say you shall not go. He had not had a will of his own in all his life; his mother and Mildred had arranged everything for him, and had Mildred announced her intention of becoming an opera dancer, he would never have presumed to gainsay it.

The following morning Mildred called at Mrs. Dewsburys. They lived in a fine house at the opposite side of the river; but only about ten minutes walk distance, if you took the near way, and crossed the ferry.

One of the loveliest girls Mildred had ever in her life seen was in the drawing-room to which she was shown, to wait for Mrs. Dewsbury. It was Miss Cheveley, an orphan relative of Mrs. Dewsburys, who had recently come to reside with her. She rose from her chair in courteous welcome to Mildred; and Mildred could not for a few moments take her eyes from her face  from the delicate, transparent features, the rich, loving brown eyes, and the damask cheeks. The announcement, Miss Arkell, and the deep mourning, had no doubt led the young lady to conclude that it was the tutors sister. Mrs. Dewsbury came in immediately.

Lucy, will you go into the schoolroom, she said, as she shook hands with Mildred, whom she knew, though very slightly. The governess is giving Maria her music lesson, and the others are alone.

As Miss Cheveley crossed the room in acquiescence, Mildreds eyes followed her  followed her to the last moment; and she observed that Mrs. Dewsbury noticed that they did.

I never saw anyone so beautiful in my life, she said to Mrs. Dewsbury by way of apology.

Do you think so? A lovely face, certainly; but you know face is not everything. It cannot compensate for figure. Poor Miss Cheveley!

Is Miss Cheveleys not a good figure?

Miss Cheveleys! Did you not notice? She is deformed.

Mildred had not noticed it. She had been too absorbed in the lovely face. She turned to Mrs. Dewsbury, apologized for calling upon her, told her errand, that she wished to go out in the world, and craved the assistance of herself and Colonel Dewsbury in endeavouring to place her.

I know, madam, that you have influential friends in many parts of England, she said, and it is this  

But in what capacity do you wish to go out? interrupted Mrs. Dewsbury. As governess?

I would go as English governess, answered Mildred, with a stress upon the word. But I do not understand French, and I know nothing of music or drawing: therefore I fear there is little chance for me in that capacity. I thought perhaps I might find a situation as companion; as humble companion, that is to say, to make myself useful.

Mrs. Dewsbury shook her head. Such situations are rare, Miss Arkell.

I suppose they are; too rare, perhaps, for me to find. Rather than not find anything, I would go out as ladys maid.

As ladys maid! repeated Mrs. Dewsbury.

Mildreds cheek burnt, and she suddenly thought of what the town would say. Yes, as ladys maid, rather than not go, she repeated, firm in her resolution. I think I have not much pride; what I have, I must subdue.

But, Miss Arkell, allow me to ask  and I have a motive in it  whether you would be capable of a ladys-maids duties?

I think so, replied Mildred. I would endeavour to render myself so. I have made my own dresses and bonnets, and I used to make my mothers caps until she became a widow; and I am fond of dressing hair.

Mrs. Dewsbury mused. I think I have heard that you are well read, Miss Arkell?

Yes, I am, replied Mildred. I am a thoroughly good English scholar; and my father, whose taste in literature was excellent, formed mine. I could teach Latin to boys until they were ten or eleven, she added, with a half smile.

Do you read aloud well?

I believe I do. I have been in the habit of reading a great deal to my mother.

Well now I will tell you the purport of my putting these questions, which I hope you have not thought impertinent, said Mrs. Dewsbury. The last time Lady Dewsbury wrote to us  you may have heard of her, perhaps, Miss Arkell, the widow of Sir John?

Mildred did not remember to have done so.

Sir John Dewsbury was my husbands brother. But that is of no consequence. Lady Dewsbury, the widow, is an invalid; and the last time she wrote to us she mentioned in her letter that she was wishing to find some one who would act both as companion and maid. It was merely spoken of incidentally, and I do not know whether she is suited. Shall I write and inquire?

Oh, thank you, thank you! cried Mildred, her heart eagerly grasping at this faint prospect. I shall not care what I do, if Lady Dewsbury will but take me.

Mrs. Dewsbury smiled at the eagerness. She concluded that Mrs. Dans death had made a difference in their income, hence the wish to go out. Mildred returned home, said nothing to anybody of what she had done, and waited, full of hope.

A short while of suspense, and then Mrs. Dewsbury sent for her. Lady Dewsburys answer was favourable. She was willing to make the engagement, provided Miss Arkell could undertake what was required.

First of all, said Mrs. Dewsbury to her, Lady Dewsbury asks whether you can bear confinement?

I can indeed, replied Mildred. And the better, perhaps, that I have no wish for aught else.

Are you a good nurse in sickness?

I nursed my mother in her last illness, said Mildred, with tears in her eyes. It was a very short one, it is true; but she had been ailing for years, and I attended on her. She used to say I must have been born a nurse.

Lady Dewsbury is a great invalid, continued the colonels wife, and what she requires is a patient attendant; a maid, if you like to call it such; but who will at the same time be to her a companion and friend. A thoroughly-well-brought-up person, she writes, lady-like in her manners and habits; but not a fine lady who would object to make herself useful. I really think you would suit, Miss Arkell.

Mildred thought so too. I will serve her to the very best of my power, Mrs. Dewsbury, if she will but try me; and Mrs. Dewsbury noted the same eagerness that had been in her tone before, and smiled at it.

She is willing to try you. Lady Dewsbury has, in fact, left the decision to the judgment of myself and the colonel. She has described exactly what she requires, and has empowered us to engage you, if we think you will be suitable.

And will you engage me, Mrs. Dewsbury?

I will engage you now. The next question is about salary. Lady Dewsbury proposes to give at the rate of thirty pounds per annum for the first six months; after that at the rate of forty pounds; and should you remain with her beyond two years, it would be raised to fifty.

Fifty! echoed Mildred, in her astonishment. Fifty pounds a year! For me!

Is it less than you expected?

It is a great deal more, was the candid answer. I had not thought much about salary. I fancied I might be offered perhaps ten or twenty pounds.

Mrs. Dewsbury smiled. Lady Dewsbury is liberal in all she does, Miss Arkell. I should not be surprised, were you to remain with her any considerable length of time, several years for instance, but she would double it.

But for the skeleton preying on Mildred Arkells heart  the bitter agony that never left it by night or by day  she would have walked home, not knowing whether she trod on her head or her heels. The prospect of fifty pounds a-year to an inexperienced girl, who, perhaps, had never owned more than a few shillings at a time in her life, was enough to turn her head.

But it was not all to be quite plain sailing. Mildred had not disclosed the project to her aunt yet. Truth was, she shrunk from the task, foreseeing the opposition that would inevitably ensue. But it must no longer be delayed, for she was to depart for London that day week, and she went straight to Mrs. Arkells. As she had expected, Mrs. Arkell met the news with extreme astonishment and anger.

Do you know what you are doing, child! Dont talk to me about being a burden upon Peter! You  

Aunt, hear me! she implored: and be it observed, that to Mrs. Arkell, Mildred put not forth one word of that convenient plea of seeing the world, that she had filled Peter with. To Mrs. Arkell she urged another phase of the reasoning, and one, in truth, which had no slight weight with herself  Peters interests. I ought not to be a burden upon Peter, aunt, and I will not. You know how his heart is set upon going to the university; but he cannot get there if he does not save for it? If I remain at home, the house must be kept up the same as now; the housekeeping expenses must go on; and it will take every shilling of Peters earnings to do all this. Aunt, I could not live upon him, for very shame. While my mother was here it was a different thing.

But  to go to Peters own affairs for a moment, cried Mrs. Arkell, irascibly what great difference will your going away make to his expenses? Twenty pounds a year at most. Wheres the use of your putting a false colouring on things to me?

I have not done so, aunt. Peter and I have talked these matters over since I resolved to go out, and I believe he intends to let his house.

To let his house!

It is large for him now; large and lonely. He means to let it, if he can, furnished; just as it is.

And take up his abode in the street?

He will easily find apartments for himself, said Mildred, feeling for and excusing Mrs. Arkells unusual irritability. And, aunt, dont you see what a great advantage this would be to him in his plans? Saving a great part of what he earns, receiving money for his house besides, he will soon get together enough to take him to college.

I dont see anything, except that this notion of going away, which you have taken up, is a very wrong one. It cannot be permitted, Mildred.

Oh! aunt, dont say so, she entreated. Peter must put by.

Let him put by; it is what he ought to do. And you, Mildred, must come to us. Be a daughter to me and to your uncle in our old age. Since William left it, the house is not the same, and we are lonely. We once thought  you will not mind my saying it now  that you would indeed have been a daughter to us, and in that case Williams home and yours would have been here. He should never have left us.

Aunt  

Be still, and hear me, Mildred. I do not ask you this on the spur of the moment, because you are threatening to go out to service; and it is nothing less. Child! did you think we were going to neglect you? To leave you alone with Peter, uncared for? Your uncle and I had already planned to bring you home to us, but we were willing to let you stay a short while with Peter, so as not to take everybody from him just at once. Why, Mildred, are you aware that your mother knew you were to come to us?

Mildred was not aware of it. She sat smoothing the black crape tucks of her dress with her forefinger, making no reply. Her heart was full.

A few days after I made that foolish mistake  but indeed the fault was Williams, and so I have always told him  I went and had it all out with Mrs. Dan. I told her how bitterly disappointed I and George both were; but I said, in one sense it need make no difference to us, for you should be our daughter still, and come home to us as soon as ever  I mean, when the time came that you would no longer be wanted at home. And I can tell you, Mildred, that your mother was gratified at the plan, though you are not.

Mildreds eyes were swimming. She felt that if she spoke, it would be to break into sobs.

Your poor mother said it took a weight from her mind. The house is Peters, as you know, and he cant dispose of it, but the furniture was hers, left absolutely to her by your papa at his death. She had been undecided whether she ought not to leave the furniture to you, as Peter had the house; and yet she did not like to take it from him. This plan of ours provided for you; so her course was clear, not to divide the furniture from the house. As it turned out, she made no will, through delaying it from time to time; and in law, I suppose, the furniture belongs as much to you as to Peter. You must come home to us, Mildred.

Oh, aunt, you and my uncle are both very kind, she sobbed. I should have liked much to come here and contribute to your comforts; but, indeed  

Indeed  what? persisted Mrs. Arkell, pressing the point at which Mildred stopped.

I cannot  I cannot come, she murmured, in her distress.

But why?  what is your reason?

Aunt! aunt! do not ask me. Indeed I cannot stop in Westerbury.

They were interrupted by the entrance of William, and Mildred literally started from her seat, her poor heart beating wildly. She did not know of their return  had been in hopes, indeed, that she should have left the town before it; but, as she now learnt, they came home the previous night.

I can make nothing of Mildred, cried Mrs. Arkell to her son; and in her anger and vexation, she gave him an outline of the case. It is the most senseless scheme I ever heard of.

Mildred had touched the hand held out to her in greeting, and dried her tears as she best could, and altogether strove to be unconcerned and calm. He looked well  tall, noble, good, as usual, and very happy.

See if you can do anything to shake her resolution, William. I have tried in vain.

Mrs. Arkell quitted the room abruptly, as she spoke. Mildred passed her handkerchief over her pale face, and rose from her seat.

Knowing what he did know, it was not a pleasant task for William Arkell. But for the extreme sensitiveness of his nature, he might have given some common-place refusal, and run away. As it was, he advanced to her with marked hesitation, and a flush of emotion rose to his face.

Is there anything I can urge, Mildred, that will induce you to abandon this plan of yours, and remain in Westerbury?

Nothing, she replied.

Why should you persist in leaving your native place?  why have you formed this strange dislike to remain in it? he proceeded.

She would have answered him; she tried to answer him  any idle excuse that rose to her lips; but as he stood there, asking why she had taken a dislike to remain in the home of her childhood  he, the husband of another  the full sense of her bitter sorrow and desolation came rushing on, and overwhelmed her forced self-control. She hid her face in her hands, and sobbed in anguish.

William Arkell, almost as much agitated as herself, drew close to her. He took her hand  he bent down to her with a whisper of strange tenderness. If I have had a share in causing you any grief, or  or  disappointment, let me implore your forgiveness, Mildred. It was not intentionally done. You cannot think so.

She motioned him away, her sobs seeming as if they would choke her.

Mildred, I must speak; it has been in my heart to do it since  you know when, he whispered hoarsely, in his emotion, and he gathered both her hands in his, and kept them there. I have begun to think lately, since my marriage, that it might have been well for both of us had we understood each other better. You talk of going into the world, a solitary wanderer; and my path, I fear, will not be one of roses, although it was of my own choosing. But what is done cannot be recalled.

I must go home, she faintly interrupted; you are trying me too greatly. But he went on as though he heard her not.

Can we not both make the best of what is left to us? Stay in Westerbury, Mildred! Come home here to my father and mother; they are lonely now. Be to them a daughter, and to me as a dear sister.

I shall never more have my home in Westerbury, she answered; never more  never more. We can bid each other adieu now.

A moments miserable pause. Is there no appeal from this, Mildred?

None.

Will you always remember, then, that you are very dear to me? Should you ever want a friend, Mildred  ever want any assistance in any way  do not forget where I am to be found. I am a married man now, and yet I tell you openly that Westerbury will have lost one of its greatest charms for me, when you have left it.

Let me go! was all she murmured; I cannot bear the pain.

He clasped her for a moment to his heart, and kissed her fervently. Forgive me, Mildred  we are cousins still, he said, as he released her; forgive me for all. May God bless and be with you, now and always!

With her crape veil drawn before her face, with the cruel pain of desolation mocking at her heart, Mildred went forth; and in the court-yard she encountered Mrs. William Arkell, in a whole array of bridal feathers and furbelows, arriving to pay her first morning visit to her husbands former home. She held out her hand to Mildred, and threw back her white veil from her radiant face.

A confused greeting  she knew not of what  a murmured plea of being in haste  a light word of careless gossip, and Mildred passed on.

So there was to be no hindrance, and poor Mildred was to leave her home, and go forth to find one with strangers! But from that day she seemed to change  to grow cold and passionless; and people reproached her for it, and wondered what had come to her.

How many of these isolated women do we meet in the world, to whom the same reproach seems due! I never see one of them but I mentally wonder whether her once warm, kindly feelings may not have been crushed; trampled on; just as was the case with those of Mildred Arkell.


CHAPTER XI.

MR. CARRS OFFER.

Rare nuts for Westerbury to crack! So delightful a dish of gossip had not been served up to it since that affair of Robert Carrs. Miss Arkell was going out as ladys-maid!

Such was the report that spread, to the intense indignation of Mrs. Arkell. In vain that lady protested that her obstinate and reprehensibly-independent niece was going out as companion, not as ladys-maid; Westerbury nodded its head and knew better. It must be confessed that Mildred herself favoured the popular view: she was to be ladys-maid, she honestly said, as well as companion.

The news, indeed, caused real commotion in the town; and Mildred was remonstrated with from all quarters. What could she mean by leaving incapable Peter to himself?  and if people said true, Mr. and Mrs. Arkell would have been glad to adopt her. Mildred parried the comments, and shut herself up as far as she could.

But she could not shut herself up from all; she had to take the annoyances as they came. A very especial one arrived for her only the morning previous to her departure. It was not intended as an annoyance, though, but as an honour.

There came to visit her Mr. John Carr, the son and heir of the squire. He came in state  a phæton and pair, and his groom beside him. John Carr was a little man, with mean-looking features and thin lips; and there was the very slightest suspicion of a cross in his light eyes. Mildred was vexed at his visit; not because she was busy packing, but for a reason that she knew of. Some twelve months before, John Carr had privately made her an offer of his hand. She had refused it at once and positively, and she had never since liked to meet him. She could not escape now, for the servant said she was at home.

He had been shown upstairs to the drawing-room, an apartment they rarely used; and he stood there in top-boots and a rose in his black frock coat. Mildred saw at once what was coming  a second offer. She refused him before he had well made it.

But you must have me, Miss Arkell, you must, he reiterated. You know how much I have wished for you; and  is it true that you think of going out to service in London?

Quite true, said Mildred. I am going as companion and maid to Lady Dewsbury.

But surely that is not desirable. If there is no other resource left, you must come to me. I know you forbid me ever to renew the subject again; but  

I beg your pardon, Mr. Carr. Your premises are wrong. I am not going out because I have no other resource. I have my home here, if I chose to stay in it. I have one pressed urgently upon me with my aunt and uncle. It is not that. I am going because I wish to go. I wish for a change. It is very kind of you to renew your offer to me; but you must pardon my saying that I should have found it kinder had you abided by my previous answer.

What is the reason you will not have me, Miss Arkell? I know what it is, though: it is because I have had two wives already. But if I have, I made them both happy while they lived. They  

Oh, pray, Mr. Carr, dont talk so, she interrupted. Pray take my answer, and let the subject be at an end.

But Mr. Carr was one who never liked any subject to be at an end, so long as he chose to pursue it; and he was fond of diving into reasons for himself.

I shall be Squire Carr after the old mans gone; the owner of the property. I can make a settlement on you, Miss Arkell.

I dont want it, thank you, she said in her vexation. All Mildreds life, even when she was a little girl, she had particularly disliked Mr. John Carr.

Its the children, I suppose, grumbled Mr. Carr. But they need not annoy you. Valentine must stop at home; for it has not been the custom in our house to send the eldest son out. But Ben will go; I shall soon send him now. In fact, I did place him out; but he wouldnt stop, and came back again. Emma, I dare say, will be marrying; and then theres only the young children. You will be mistress of the house, and rule it as my late wife did. It is not an offer to be despised, Miss Arkell.

I dont despise it, returned Mildred, wishing he would be said, and take himself away. But I cannot accept it.

Well, what is it, then? Do you intend never to marry?

The question called up bitter remembrances, and a burning red suffused her cheeks.

I shall never marry, Mr. Carr. At least, such is my belief now. Certainly I shall not marry until I have tried whether I cannot be happy in my life of dependence at Lady Dewsburys.

Mr. John Carrs lucky star appeared not to be in the ascendant that day, and he went out considerably crest-fallen. Whipping his horses, he proceeded up the town to pay a visit to his uncle, Mr. Marmaduke Carr. None, save himself, knew how covetous were the eyes he cast to the good fortune his uncle had to bequeath to somebody; or that he would cast so long as the bequeathal remained in abeyance.

Lady Dewsbury lived in the heart of the fashionable part of London. Mildred went up alone. Mrs. Arkell had made a hundred words over it; but Mildred stood out for her independence: if she were not fit to take care of herself on a journey to London by day, she urged, how should she be fit to enter on the life she had carved out for herself? She found no trouble. Mr. Arkell had given instructions to the guard, and he called a coach for her at the journeys end. One of Mildreds great surprises on entering Lady Dewsburys house was, to find that lady young. As the widow of the colonels eldest brother  and the colonel himself was past middle age  Mildred had pictured in her mind a woman of at least fifty. Lady Dewsbury, however, did not look more than thirty, and Mildred was puzzled, for she knew there was a grown-up son, Sir Edward. Lady Dewsbury was a plain woman, with a sickly look, and teeth that projected very much; but the expression of her face was homely and kindly, and Mildred liked her at the first glance. She was leaning back in an invalid chair; a peculiar sort of chair, the like of which Mildred had never seen, and a maid stood before her holding a cup of tea. Mildred found afterwards that Lady Dewsbury suffered from an internal complaint; nothing dangerous in itself, but tedious, and often painful. It caused her to live completely the life of an invalid; going out very little, and receiving few visitors. The medical men said if she could live over the next ten years or so, she might recover, and be afterwards a strong woman.

Nothing could be more kind and cordial than her reception of Mildred. She received her more as an equal than an attendant. It relieved Mildred excessively. Reared in her simple country home, a Lady Dewsbury, or Lady anybody else, was a formidable personage to Mildred; one of the high-born and unapproachable of the land. It must be confessed that Mildred was at first as timid as ever poor humble Betsey Travice could have been; and nearly broke down as she ventured on a word of hope that My lady, her ladyship, would find her equal to her duties.

Stay, my dear, said Lady Dewsbury, detecting the embarrassment  and smiling at it let us begin as we are to go on. I am neither my lady nor your ladyship to you, remember. When you have occasion to address me by name, I am Lady Dewsbury; but that need not be often. Mrs. Dewsbury said you were coming to be my maid, I think?

Yes, replied Mildred.

I told her to say it, because I shall require many little services performed for me on my worst days that properly belong to a maid to perform; and I did not like to deceive you in any way. But can you understand me when I say that I do not wish you to do these things for me as a servant, but as a friend?

I shall be so happy to do them, murmured Mildred.

I do not wish to keep two persons near me, a companion and a maid. I have tried it, and it does not answer. Until my sister married, she lived with me, my companion; and I had my maid. After my sister left, I engaged a lady to replace her, but she and the maid did not get on together; the one grew jealous of the other, and things became so unpleasant, that I gave both of them notice to leave. It then occurred to me that I might unite the two in one, if by good luck I could find a well-educated and yet domesticated lady, who would not be above waiting on an invalid. And I happened to mention this to Mrs. Dewsbury.

I hope you will like me; I hope I shall suit, was Mildreds only answering comment.

I like you already, returned Lady Dewsbury. I am apt to take fancies to faces, and the contrary, and I have taken a fancy to yours. But I will go on with my explanation. You will not be regarded in the light of a servant, or ever treated as one. You will generally sit with me, and take your meals with me when I am alone. If I have visitors, you will take them in the little sitting-room appropriated for yourself. The servants will wait upon you, and observe to you proper respect. I have not told them you are coming here as my maid, but as my friend and companion.

Mildred felt overpowered at the kindness.

In reality you will, as I have said, in many respects be my maid; that is, you will have to do for me a maids duties, proceeded Lady Dewsbury. You will dress me and undress me. You will sleep in the next room to mine, with the door open between, so as to hear me when I call; for I am sorry to say, my sufferings occasionally require sudden attendance in the night. As my companion, you will read to me, write letters for me, go with me in the carriage when I travel, help me with my worsted work, of which I am very fond, do my personal errands for me out of doors, give orders to the servants when I am not well enough, keep the housekeeping accounts, and always be  patient, willing, and good-tempered.

Lady Dewsbury said the last words with a laugh.

Mildred gave one of her sweet smiles in answer.

I really mean it though, Miss Arkell, continued Lady Dewsbury. Patience is absolutely essential for one who has to be with a sufferer like myself; and I could not bear one about me for a day who showed unwillingness or ill-temper. The trouble that I am obliged to give, is sufficiently present always to my own mind; but I could not bear to have the expression of it thrown back to me. The last and worst thing I must now mention; and that is, the confinement. When I am pretty well, as I am now, it is not so much; but it sometimes happens that I am very ill for weeks together; never out of my room, scarcely out of my bed: and not once perhaps during all that time will you be able to go out of doors.

I shall not mind it indeed, Lady Dewsbury, Mildred said, heartily. I am used to confinement. I told Mrs. Dewsbury so. Oh, if I can but suit you, I shall not mind what I do. I think it seems a very, very nice place. I did not expect to meet with one half so good.

How old do you think I am? suddenly asked Lady Dewsbury. Perhaps Mrs. Dewsbury mentioned it to you?

It is puzzling me, said Mildred, candidly, quite overlooking the last question. I could not take you to be more than thirty; but I  I had fancied  I beg your pardon, Lady Dewsbury  that you must be quite fifty. I thought Sir Edward was some years past twenty.

Sir Edward?  what has that to do with  oh, I see! You are taking Sir Edward to be my son. Why, he is nearly as old as I am, and I am thirty-five. I was Sir John Dewsburys second wife. I never had any children. Sir Edward comes here sometimes. We are very good friends.

Mildreds puzzle was explained, and Lady Dewsbury sent her away, happy, to see her room. It had been a gracious reception, a cordial welcome; and it seemed to whisper an earnest of future comfort, of length of service.

Lady Dewsbury was tolerably well at that period, and Mildred found that she might take advantage of it to pay an afternoon visit to Betsey Travice. She sent word that she was coming, and Betsey was in readiness to receive her; and Mrs. Dundyke, a stout lady in faded black silk, had a sumptuous meal ready: muffins, bread and butter, shrimps, and water-cress.

The parlour, on a level with the kitchen, was a very shabby one, and the bells of the house kept clanging incessantly, and Mrs. Dundyke went in and out to urge the servant to alacrity in answering them, and two troublesome fractious children, of eighteen months, and three years old, insisted on monopolizing the cares of Betsey; and altogether Mildred wondered that Betsey could or would stop there.

But I like it, whispered Betsey, I do indeed. Mrs. Dundyke is not handsome, but shes very kind-hearted, and the children are fond of me; and I feel at home here, and theres a great deal in that. And besides  

Besides  what? asked Mildred, for the words had come to a sudden stand-still.

Theres David, came forth the faint and shame-faced answer.

David?

Mrs. Dundykes son. We are to be married sometime.

Mildred had the honour of an introduction to the gentleman before she left  for Mr. David came in  a young man above the middle height, somewhat free and confident in his address and manners. He was not bad-looking, and he was attired sufficiently well; for the house he was in, in Fenchurch-street, was one of the first houses of its class, and would not have tolerated shabbiness in any of its clerks. The shirt-sleeve episodes, the blacking-boot and carrying-up coal attire, so vivid in the remembrance of Charlotte Travice, were kept for home, for late at night and early morning. Of this, Mildred saw nothing, heard nothing.

He has eighty pounds a year now, whispered Betsey to Mildred; his next rise will be a hundred and fifty. And then, when it has got to that  , the blush on the cheeks, the downcast eyes, told the rest.

Them there shrimps aint bad; take some more of em.

Mildred positively started  not at the invitation so abruptly given to her, but at the wording of it. It was the first sentence she had heard him speak. Had he framed it in joke?

No; it was his habitual manner of speaking. She cast her compassionate eyes on Betsey Travice, just as Charlotte would have cast her indignant ones. But Betsey was used to him, and did not feel the degradation.

Now, mother, dont you worry your inside out after that girl, he said, as Mrs. Dundyke, for the fiftieth time, plunged into the kitchen, groaning over the shortcomings of the servant. You wont live no longer for it. Betsey, just put them two squalling chickens down, and pour me out a drop more tea; make yourself useful if you can till mother comes back. Wont you take no more, Miss Arkell?

Betsey, asked Mildred, in a low tone, as they were alone for a few minutes when Mildred was about to leave, do you like Mr. David Dundyke?

Betseys face was sufficient answer.

I think you ought not to be too precipitate to say you will do this or do the other. You are young, Mr. Dundyke is young, and  and  if you had had more experience in the world, you might not have engaged yourself to him.

Thank you kindly; that is just as Charlotte says. But we are not going to marry yet.

Betsey  you will excuse me for saying it: if I speak, it is for your own sake  do you consider Mr. Dundyke, with his  his apparently imperfect education, is suitable for you?

Indeed, answered Betsey, his education is better than it appears. He has fallen into this odd way of speaking from habit, from association with his mother. She speaks so, you must perceive. He rather prides himself upon keeping it up, upon not being what he calls fine. And he is so clever in his business!

Mildred could not at all understand that sort of pride. Betsey Travice noticed the gravity of her eye.

What education have I had, Miss Arkell? None. I learnt to read, and write, and spell, and I learnt nothing more. If I speak as a lady, it is because I was born to it, because papa and mamma and Charlotte so spoke, not from any advantages they gave me. I have been kept down all my life. Charlotte was made a lady of, and I was made to work. When I was only six years old I had to wait on mamma and Charlotte. I am not complaining of this; I like work; but I mention it, to ask you in what way, remembering these things, I am better than David Dundyke?

In truth, Mildred could not say.

What am I now but a burden on his mother? continued Betsey. In one sense I repay my cost; for, if I were not here, she would have to take a servant for the two little children. I have no prospects at all; I have nobody in the world to help me; indeed, Miss Arkell, it is generous of David to ask me to be his wife.

You might find a home with your sister, now she has one. You ought to have it with her.

Betsey shook her head. You dont know Charlotte, was all she answered.

Mildred dropped the subject. She took a ring from her purse, an emerald set round with pearls, and put it into Betseys hand.

It was my mothers, she said, and I brought it for you. She had two of these rings just alike; one of them had belonged to a sister of hers who died. I wear the other  see! My mother was very poor, Betsey, or she might have left something worth the acceptance of you, her goddaughter.

Betsey Travice burst into tears, partly at the kind words, partly at the munificence of the gift, for she had never possessed so much as a brass ring in all her life.

It is too good for me, she said; I ought not to take it from you. I would not, but for your having one like it. What have I done that you should all be so kind to me? But I will never part with the ring.

And, indeed, the contrast between the kindness to her of the Arkells generally and the unfeeling behaviour of her sister Charlotte, could but mark its indelible trace on even the humble mind of Betsey Travice.

Has Charlotte come home? she asked.

Have you heard from her? exclaimed Mildred in astonishment. She came home before I left Westerbury.

Betsey shook her head. We are not to keep up any correspondence; Charlotte said it would not do; that our paths in life lay apart; hers up in the world, mine down; and she did not care to own me for a sister. Of course I know I am inferior to Charlotte, and always have been; but still  

Betsey broke down. The grieved heart was full.


CHAPTER XII.

MARRIAGES IN UNFASHIONABLE LIFE.

The next twelvemonth brought little of event, if we except the birth of a boy to William Arkell and his wife. In the month of March, nearly a year after their marriage, the child was born; and its mother was so ill, so very near, as was believed, unto death, that Mrs. Arkell sent a despatch to bring down her sister, Betsey Travice. Had Charlotte been able to have a voice in the affair, rely upon it Betsey had never come.

But Charlotte was not, and Betsey arrived; the same meek Betsey as of yore. William liked the young girl excessively, and welcomed her with a warm heart and open arms. His wife was better then, could be spoken to, and did not feel in the least obliged to them for having summoned Betsey.

I am glad to see you, Betsey, William whispered, and so would Charlotte be, poor girl, if she were a little less ill. You shall stand to the baby, Betsey; he is but a sickly little fellow, it seems, and they are talking of christening him at once. If it were a girl, we would name it after you; well call it  cant we call it Travice? That will be after you, all the same, and its a very pretty name.

Betsey shook her head dubiously. She had an innate fondness for children, and she kissed the little red face nestled in her arms.

Charlotte would not like me to stand to it, she whispered.

Not like it! echoed William, who did not know his wife yet, and had no suspicion of the state of things. Of course she would like it. Who has so great a right to stand to the child as you, her sister. Would you like it yourself?

Oh, very much; I should think it was my own little boy all through life.

Until you have little boys of your own, laughed William, and Betsey felt her face glow. All right, his name shall be Travice.

And so it was; the child was christened Travice George; and Betsey had become his godmother before Charlotte knew the treason that was agate. She was bitterly unkind over it afterwards to Betsey, reproaching her with thrusting herself forward unwarrantably.

A very, very short stay with them, only until Charlotte was quite out of danger, and Betsey went back to London. Do not, if you can help it, ever ask me down again, dear Mrs. Arkell, she said, with tears. You must see how it is  how unwelcome I am; Charlotte, of course, is a lady, always was one, and I am but a poor working girl. It is natural she should wish us not to keep up too much intimacy.

I call it very unnatural, indignantly remonstrated Mrs. Arkell.

Perhaps Betsey Travice yearned to this little baby all the more, from the fact that the youngest of the two children she had taken care of at Mrs. Dundykes, had died a few months before. Fractious, sickly, troublesome as it had been, Betseys fondness for it was great, and her sorrow heavy. There had been nobody to mourn it but herself; Mrs. Dundyke was too much absorbed in her household cares to spare time for grief, and everybody else, saving Betsey, thought the house was better without the crying baby than with it. These children were almost orphans; the mother, Davids only sister, died when the last was born; the father, a merchant captain, given to spend his money instead of bringing it home, was always away at sea.

Death was to be more busy yet with the house of Mrs. Dundyke. A few months after Betseys return from the short visit to Westerbury, when the hot weather set in for the summer, the other baby died. Close upon that, Mrs. Dundyke died  in a fit.

The attack was so sudden, the shock so great, that for a short time those left  David and Betsey  were stunned. David had to go to Fenchurch-street all the same; and Betsey quietly took Mrs. Dundykes place in the house, and saw that things went on right. Duty was ever first with Betsey Travice; what her hand found to do, that she did with all her might; and the whole care devolved on her now. A clergyman and his wife were occupying the drawing-rooms, and they took great interest in the poor girl, and were very kind to her; but they never supposed but that she was some near relative of the Dundykes. David, who did not want for plain sense  no, nor for self-respect either  saw, of course, that the present state of things could not continue.

Look here, Betsey, he said to her, one evening that they sat together in silence; he busy with his account books, and Betsey absorbed in trying to make out and remember the various items charged in the last weeks butchers bill; we must make a change, I suppose.

She looked up, marking the place she had come to with her pencil. What did you please to say, David?  make a change?

Well, yes, I suppose so, or we shall have the world about our ears. I mean to get rid of the house as soon as I can; either get somebody to come in and buy the good-will and the furniture; or else, if nobody wont do that, give up the house, and sell off the old things by auction, just keeping enough to furnish a room or two.

It would be better to sell the good-will and the furniture, would it not?

Dont I say so? But Im not sure of doing it, for houses is going down in Stamford-street: people that pay well for apartments, like to be fashionable, and get up to the new buildings westward. Any way, Im afraid there wont be no more realized than will serve to pay what mother owed.

David stopped here and looked down on his accounts again. Betsey, who sat at the opposite side of the table, with the strong light of the summer evening lighting up its old red cloth, returned to hers. Before she had accomplished another item, David resumed  

And all this will take time; three or four months, perhaps. And so, Betsey  if you dont mind being hurried into it  I think we had better be married.

Be married! echoed Betsey, dropping her book and her pencil. Whatever do you mean?

I mean what I say, was Davids sententious answer; I dont mean nothing else. You and me must be married.

Betsey stared at him aghast. Oh, David! how can you think of such a thing yet? It is not a month since your poor mother died.

Thats just it, her being dead, said David. Dont you see, Betsey, neither you nor me can go out of the house until somebody takes to it, or till somethings settled; and, in short, folks might get saying things.

Not for a full minute did she in the least comprehend his meaning. Then she burst into a passion of tears of anger; all her face aflame.

Oh! David, how can you speak so? who would dare to be so cruel?

Its because I know the world better than you, and because I know how cruel it is, that I say it, added David. Look here, Betsey, theres nobody left now to take care of you but me; and I shall take care of you, and Im saying whats right. I shall buy a licence; its a dreadful deal of money, when asking in church does as well, but that takes longer, and Ill spend the money cheerfully, for your sake. Well go quietly to church next Sunday morning, and nobody need know, till its all over, what weve been for. Unless you like to tell the servant, and the parson and his wife in the drawing-room. Perhaps youd better.

But, David  

Now, wheres the good of contending? he interrupted; you dont want to give me up, do you?

You know I dont, David.

Very well, then.

Betsey held out for some time longer, and it was only because she saw no other opening out of the dilemma  for, as David said, neither of them could leave the house if it was to go on  that she gave in at last. David at once entered upon sundry admonitions as to future economy, warning her that he intended they should live upon next to nothing for years and years to come. He did not intend to spend all his income, and be reduced to letting lodgings, or what not, when he should get old.

And a day or two after the marriage had really taken place, Betsey wrote a very deprecatory note to Charlotte, and another to Mrs. Arkell, with the news. But she did not give them an intimation of it beforehand. So that even had Charlotte wished to make any attempt to prevent it, she had not the opportunity. And from thenceforth she washed her hands of Betsey Dundyke, even more completely than she had done of Betsey Travice.

This first portion of my story is, I fear, rather inclined to be fragmentary, for I have to speak of the history of several; but it is necessary to do so, if you are to be quite at home with all our friends in it, as I always like you to be. The next thing we have to notice, was an astounding event in the life of Peter Arkell.

Peter Arkell was not a man of the world; he was a great deal too simple-minded to be anything of the sort. In worldly cunning, Peter was not a whit above Moses Primrose at the fair. Peter was getting on famously; he had let his house furnished, and the family who took it accommodated Peter with a room in it, and let him take his breakfast and dinner with them, for a very moderate sum. He worked at the bank, as usual, and he attended at Colonel Dewsburys of an evening; that gentlemans eldest son had gone to college, but he had others coming on. Peter Arkell had also found time to write a small book, not in Greek, but touching Greek; it was excessively learned, and found so much favour with the classical world, that Peter Arkell grew to be stared at in his native city, as that very rare menagerie animal, a successful author; besides which, Peters London publishers had positively transmitted him a sum of thirty pounds. I can tell you that the sum of thirty hundred does not appear so much to some people as that appeared to Peter. Had he gained thousands and thousands in his after life, they would have been to him as nothing, compared to the enraptured satisfaction brought to his heart by that early sum, the first fruits of his labours. Ask any author that ever put pen to paper, if the first guinea he ever earned was not more to him than all the golden profusion of the later harvest.

And so Peter, in his own estimation at any rate, was going on for a prosperous man. He put by all he could; and at the end of three years and a-half from Mildreds departure  for time is constantly on the wing, remember  Peter had saved a very nice sum, nearly enough to take him to Oxford, when he should find time to get there. For that, the getting there, was more of a stumbling block now than the means, since Peter did not yet see his way clear to resign his situation in the bank.

Meanwhile he waited, hoped, and worked. And during this season of patience, he had an honour conferred upon him by young Fauntleroy the lawyer: a gentleman considerably older than Peter, but called young Fauntleroy, in distinction to his father, old Fauntleroy the lawyer. Young Fauntleroy, who was as much given to spending as Peter was to saving, and had a hundred debts, unknown to the world, got simple Peter to be security for him in some dilemma. Peter hesitated at first. Four hundred pounds was a large sum, and would swamp him utterly should he ever be called upon to pay it; but upon young Fauntleroys assuring him, on his honour, that the bank could not be more safe to pay its quarterly dividends than he was to provide for that obligation when the time came, Peter gave in. He signed his name, and from that hour thought no more of the matter. When a person promised Peter to do a thing he had the implicit faith of a child. And now comes the event that so astounded Westerbury.

You remember Lucy Cheveley, the young lady whose lovely face had so won on Mildreds admiration? How it came about no human being could ever tell, least of all themselves; but she and Peter Arkell fell in love with each other. It was not one of those ephemeral fancies that may be thrown off just as easily as they are assumed, but a passionate, powerful, lasting love, one that makes the bliss or the bane of a whole future existence. The chief of the blame was voted by the meddling town to Colonel and Mrs. Dewsbury. Why had they allowed Miss Cheveley to mix in familiar intercourse with the tutor? To tell the truth, Miss Cheveley had not been much better there than a governess. Her means were very small. She had only the pension of a deceased officers daughter, and Mrs. Dewsbury, what with clothes and maintenance, was considerably out of pocket by her; therefore she repaid herself by making Miss Cheveley useful with the children. The governess was a daily one, and Lucy Cheveley helped the children at night to prepare their lessons for her. The study for both boys and girls was the same, and thus Lucy was in constant daily intercourse with Mr. Peter Arkell. Since the publication of Peters learned book, and his consequent rise in public estimation, Colonel Dewsbury had once or twice invited him to dinner; and Miss Cheveley met him on an equality.

But the marvel was, how ever that lovely girl could have lost her heart to Peter Arkell  plain, shy, awkward Peter! But that such things have been known before, it might have been looked upon as an impossibility.

There was a fearful rumpus. The discovery came through Mrs. Dewsburys bursting one night into the study in search of a book, when the children had left it, and she supposed it empty. Mr. Peter Arkell stood there with his arm round Lucys waist, and both her hands gathered and held in his. For the first minute or so, Mrs. Dewsbury did not believe her own eyes. Lucy stood in painful distress, the damask colour glowing on her transparent cheek, and the explanation, as of right it would, fell to Peter.

These shy, timid, awkward-mannered men in every-day life, are sometimes the most collected in situations of actual embarrassment. It was so with Peter Arkell. In a calm, quiet way he turned to Mrs. Dewsbury, and told her the straightforward truth: that he and Miss Cheveley were attached to each other, and he had asked her to be his wife.

Mrs. Dewsbury was an excitable woman. She went back to the dining-room, shrieking like one in hysterics, and told the news. It aroused Colonel Dewsbury from his wine; and it was not a light thing in a general way that could do that, for the colonel was fond of it.

Then ensued the scene. Colonel and Mrs. Dewsbury heaped vituperation on the head of the tutor, asking what he could expect to come to for thus abusing confidence? Poor Peter, far more composed in that moment than he was in every-day matters, said honestly that he had not intended to abuse it; nothing would ever have been farther from his thoughts; but the mutual love had come to them both unawares, and been betrayed to each other without thought of the consequences.

All the abuse ever spoken would not avail to undo the past. Of course nothing was left now but to dismiss Mr. Peter Arkell summarily from his tutorship, and order Miss Cheveley never to hold intercourse by word or look with him again. This might have mended matters in a degree had Miss Cheveley acquiesced, and carried the mandate out; but, encouraged no doubt secretly by Mr. Peter, she timidly declined to do so  said, in fact, she would not. Colonel and Mrs. Dewsbury were rampant as two chained lions, who long to get loose and tear somebody to pieces.

For Mr. Peter Arkell was not to be got at. The law did not sanction his imprisonment; and society would not countenance the colonel in beating or killing him. Neither could Mrs. Dewsbury lock up Miss Lucy Cheveley, as was the mode observed to refractory damsels in what is called the good old time.

The next scene in the play was their marriage. Lucy, finding that she could never hope to obtain the consent of her protectors to it, walked quietly to church from their house one fine morning, met Peter there, and was married without consent. Peter had made his arrangements for the event in a more sensible manner than one so incapable would have been supposed likely to do. The friends who had occupied his house vacated it previously to oblige him; he had it papered and painted, and put into thoroughly nice order, spending about a hundred pounds in new furniture, and took Lucy home to it. Never did a more charming wife enter on possession of a home; and Westerbury, which of course made everybodys affairs its own, in the usual manner, was taken with a sudden fit of envy at the good fortune of Peter Arkell, when it had recovered its astonishment at Miss Cheveleys folly. One of her order marry poor Peter Arkell, the bankers clerk! The world must be coming to an end.

Colonel and Mrs. Dewsbury almost wished it was coming to an end, for the bride and bridegroom at any rate, in their furious anger. The colonel went to the bank, and coolly requested it to discharge Peter Arkell from its service. The bank politely declined, saying that Mr. Peter Arkell had done nothing to offend it, or of which it could take cognizance. Colonel Dewsbury threatened to withdraw his account, and carry it off forthwith to a sort of patent company bank, recently opened in the town. The bank listened with equanimity; it would be sorry of course, and hoped the colonel would think better of it; but, if he insisted, his balance (he never kept more than a couple of hundred pounds there) should then be handed to him. The colonel growled, and went out with a bang. He next wrote to Lady Dewsbury a peremptory letter, almost requiring her to discharge Miss Arkell from her service. Lady Dewsbury wrote word back that Mildred had become too valuable to her to be parted with; and that if Peter Arkell was like his sister in goodness, Lucy Cheveley had not chosen amiss.

Lucy had been married about a fortnight, and was sitting one evening in all her fragile loveliness, the red light of the setting sun flickering through the elm trees on her damask cheeks, when a tall elegant woman entered. This was Mrs. St. John, whose family had been intimate with the Cheveleys. The St. Johns inhabited that old building in Westerbury called the Palmery, of which mention has been made, but they had been away from it for the past two years. Mrs. St. John had just returned to hear the scandal caused by the recent disobedient marriage.

Though all the world abandoned Lucy, Mrs. St. John would not. She had not so many years been a wife herself, having married the widower, Mr. St. John, who was more than double her age, and had a grown-up son. Lucy started up, with many blushes, at Mrs. St. Johns entrance; and she told the story of herself and Peter very simply, when questioned.

Well, Lucy, I wish you happy, Mrs. St. John said; but it is not the marriage you should have made.

Perhaps not. I suppose not. For Mr. Arkells family is of course inferior to mine  

Inferior! Mr. Arkells family! interrupted Mrs. St. John, all her aristocratic prejudices offended at the words. What do you mean, Lucy? Mr. Arkell is of no family! They are tradespeople  manufacturers. We dont speak of that class as a family. You are of our order; and I can tell you, the Cheveleys have had the best blood in their veins. It is a very sad descent for you; little less  my dear, I cannot help speaking  than degradation for life.

If I had good family, spoke Lucy, what else had I?

Beauty! was Mrs. St. Johns involuntary answer, as she gazed at the wondrously lustrous brown eyes, the bright exquisite features.

Beauty! echoed Lucy, in surprise. Oh, Mrs. St. John! you forget.

Forget what, Lucy.

That I am deformed.

The word was spoken in a painful whisper, and the sensitive complexion grew carmine with the sense of shame. It is ever so. Where any defect of person exists, none can feel it as does its possessor; it is to the mind one ever-present agony of humiliation. Lucy Cheveleys spine was not straight; of fragile make and constitution, she had grown aside, as the familiar saying runs; but at this early period of her life it was not so apparent to a beholder (unless the defect was known and searched for) as it afterwards became.

You are not very much so, Lucy, was Mrs. St. Johns answer. And your face compensates for it.

Lucy shook her head. You say so from kindness, I am sure. Do you know, she resumed, her voice again becoming almost inaudible, I once heard Mrs. Dewsbury joking with Sir Edward about me. He was down for a week about a year ago, and she was telling him he ought to get married and settle down to a steady life. He answered that he could get nobody to have him, and Mrs. Dewsbury  of course you know it was only a jesting conversation on both sides  said, Theres Lucy Cheveley, would she do for you? She, he exclaimed; shes deformed! Mrs. St. John, will you believe that for a long while after I felt sick at having to go out, or to cross a room?

Yes, I can believe it, said Mrs. St. John, sadly, for she was not unacquainted with this sensitive phase in human misfortune. Well, Lucy, you cannot be convinced, I dare say, that your figure is not unsightly, so we will let that pass. But I do not understand yet, how you came to marry Peter Arkell.

Lucy laughed and blushed.

Ah! I see; you loved him. And yet, few, save you, would find Peter Arkell so lovable a man.

If you only knew his worth, Mrs. St. John!

I dare say. But as a knight-errant he is not attractive. Of course, the chief consideration now, is  the thing being irrevocably done, and you here  what sort of a home will he be able to keep for you.

I have no fear on that score; and I am one to be satisfied with so little. Colonel Dewsbury discharged him, but he soon found an evening engagement that is as good. He intends to go to Oxford when he can accomplish it, and afterwards take orders. When he is a clergyman, perhaps my friends, including you, Mrs. St. John, will admit that his wife can then claim to be in the position of a gentlewoman.

But, meanwhile you must live.

Lucy smiled. If you knew how entirely I trust and may trust to Peter, you would have no fear. We shall spend but little; we have begun on the most economical plan, and shall continue it. We keep but one servant  

But one servant! echoed Mrs. St. John. For you!

I did not bring Peter a shilling. I brought him but myself and the few poor clothes I possess, for my bit of a pension ceased at my marriage. You cannot think that I would run him into any expense not absolutely necessary. We have no need of more than one servant, for we shall certainly be free from visitors.

How do you know that?

Peter has lived too retired a life to entertain any. And theres no fear that my friends will visit me. I have put myself beyond their pale.

I cannot say that you have not. But how you will feel this, Lucy!

I shall not feel it. Mrs. St. John, when I chose my position in life as Peter Arkells wife, I chose it for all time, she emphatically added. Neither now, nor at any future period, shall I regret it. Believe me, I shall be far happier here, in retirement with him, although I have the consciousness of knowing that the world calls me an idiot, than I could have been had I married in what you may call my own sphere. For me there are not two Peter Arkells in the world.

And Mrs. St. John rose, and took her leave; deeply impressed with the fact, that though there might not be two Peter Arkells in the world, there was a great deal of infatuation. She could not understand how it was possible for one, born as Lucy Cheveley had been, to make such a marriage, and to live under it without repentance.


CHAPTER XIII.

GOING ON FOR LORD MAYOR.

The years rolled on, bringing their changes. Indeed, the first portions of this history are more like a panorama, where you see a scene here, and then go on to another scene there; for we cannot afford to relate these earlier events consecutively.

That good and respected man, Mr. George Arkell, had passed away with the course of time to the place which is waiting to receive us all. His wife followed him within the year. A handsome fortune, independently of the flourishing business at the manufactory, was left to our old friend William; and there was a small legacy to Mildred of a hundred pounds.

William Arkell had taken possession of all: of his fathers place, his fathers position, and his fathers house. No son ever walked more entirely in his fathers steps than did he. He was honoured throughout Westerbury, just as Mr. Arkell had been. His benevolence, his probity, his high character, were universally known and appreciated. And Mrs. William Arkell, now of course, Mrs. Arkell, was a very fine lady, but liked on the whole.

They had three children, Travice, Charlotte, and Sophia Mary. Travice bore a remarkable resemblance to his father, both in looks and disposition; the two girls were more like their mother. They were young yet; but no expense, even now, was spared upon them. Indeed, expense, had Mrs. Arkell had her way, would not have been spared in anything. Show and cost were not to Williams taste; they were to hers: but he restrained it with a firm hand where it was absolutely essential.

Peter had not got to college yet, and Peter had not on the whole prospered. The great blow to him was the having to pay the four hundred pounds for which he had become security for Mr. Fauntleroy the younger. Mr. Fauntleroy the youngers affairs had come to a crisis; he went away for a time from Westerbury, and Peter was called upon to pay. Theres no doubt that it was the one great blight upon Peter Arkells life. He never recovered it. It is true that the money was afterwards refunded to him by degrees; but it seemed to do him no good; the blight had fallen.

He became ill. Whether it was the blow of this, that suddenly shattered his health, or whether illness was inherent in his constitution, Westerbury never fully decided; certain it was, that Peter Arkell became a confirmed invalid, and had to resign his appointment at the bank. But he had excellent teaching, and was paid well; and he brought out a learned book now and then, so that he earned a good living. He had two children, Lucy, and a boy some years younger.

Never since she quitted the place some ten or twelve years before, had Mildred Arkell paid a visit to Westerbury. She was going to do so now. Lady Dewsbury, whose health was better than usual, had gone to stay with her married sister, and Mildred thought she would take the opportunity of going to see her brother Peter, and to make acquaintance with his wife. It is probable that, without that tie, she would never have re-entered her native place. The pain of going now would be great; the pain of meeting William Arkell and his wife little less than it was when she first left it. But she made her mind up, and wrote to Peter to say she was coming.

It was on a windy day that Mildred Arkell  had anybody known her  might have been seen picking her way-through the mud of the streets of London. She went to a private house in the neighbourhood of Hatton Garden, rang one of its bells, and walked upstairs without waiting for it to be answered. Before she reached the third floor, a young woman, with a coarse apron on, and a quantity of soft flaxen hair twisted round her head, which looked like a ladys head in spite of the accompaniment of the apron, came running down it.

Oh, Miss Arkell! if you had but sent me word you were coming!

The tone was a joyous one, mixed somewhat with vexation; and Mildred smiled.

Why should I send you word, Betsey? If you are busy, you need not mind me.

On the third floor of this house, in two rooms, Mr. and Mrs. David Dundyke had lived ever since their marriage. David himself had chosen it from the one motive that regulated most actions of his life  economy. The two lower floors of the house were occupied by the offices of a solicitor; the underground kitchen and attic by a woman who kept the house clean; and David had taken these two rooms, and got them very cheap, on condition that he should always sleep at home as a protection to the house. Not having any inducement to sleep out, David acceded readily; and here they had been for several years. It was, in one sense, a convenient arrangement for Betsey, for they kept no servant, and the woman occasionally did cleaning and other rough work for her, receiving a small payment weekly.

Will you believe me when I say that David Dundyke was ambitious? Never a more firmly ambitious man lived than he. There have been men with higher aims in life, but not with more pushing, persevering purpose. He wanted to become a rich man; he wanted to become one of importance in this great commercial city; but the highest ambition of all, the one that filled his thoughts, sleeping and waking, was a higher ambition still  and I hope you will hold your breath with proper deference while you read it  he aspired to become, in time, the Lord Mayor!

He was going on for it. He truly and honestly believed that he was going on for it; slowly, it is true, but not less sure. Rome, as we all know was not built in a day; and even such men as the Duke of Wellington must have had a beginning  a first start in life.

Whatever David Dundykes shortcomings might be, in  if you will excuse the word  gentility, he made up for it by a talent for business. Few men have possessed a better one; and his value in the Fenchurch-street tea-house, was fully known and appreciated. This wholesale establishment, which had tea for its basis, was of undoubted respectability. It took a high standing amidst its fellows, and was second in its large dealings to none. It was not one of your advertising, poetry-puffing, here-to-day and gone-to-morrow houses, but a genuine, sound firm, having real dealings with Chaney, as the respected white-haired head of the house was in the habit of designating the Celestial Empire. Mr. Dundyke sometimes presumed to correct the Chaney, and hint to his indulgent master and head, that that pronunciation was a little antediluvian, and that nobody now called it anything but Chinar.

David Dundyke had gone into this house an errand boy; he had risen to be a junior clerk. He was now not a junior one, but took rank with the first. Steady, taciturn, persevering, and industrious to an extent not often seen, thoroughly trustworthy, and in business dealings of strict honour, perhaps David Dundyke was one who could not fail to prosper, wherever he might have been placed. These qualities, combined with rare business foresight, had brought him into notice, and thence into favour. The faintest possible hint had been dropped to him by the white-haired old man, that perseverance, such as his, had been known to meet its reward in an association with the firm; a share in the business. Whether he meant anything, or whether it was but a casual remark, spoken without intention, David did not know; but he saw from thenceforth that one great ambition, of his, coming nearer and nearer. From that moment it was sure; it fevered his veins, and coloured his dreams; the massive gold chain of the Lord Mayor was ever dancing before his eyes and his brain; to be called my lord by the multitude, and to sit in that arm-chair, dispensing justice in the Mansion House, seemed to him a very heaven upon earth. Every movement of his mind had reference to it; every nerve was strained on the hope for it! For that he saved; for that he pinched; for that he turned sixpences into shillings, and shillings into pounds: for he knew that to be elected a Lord Mayor he must first of all be a rich man, and attain to the honour through minor gradations of wealth. He was judged to be a hard griping man by the few acquaintances he possessed, possessing neither sympathy for friends, nor pity for enemies; but he was not hard or griping at heart; it was all done to further this dream of ambition. For money in the abstract he really did not very much care; but as a stepping-stone to civic importance, it was of incalculable value.

He had four hundred pounds a year now, and they lived upon fifty. Betsey, the most generous heart in the world, saw but with his eyes, and was as saving and careful as might be, because it pleased him. Many and many a time he had taken home a red herring and made his dinner of it, giving his wife the head and the tail to pick for hers. Not less meek than of yore was Mrs. Dundyke, and felt duly thankful for the head and the tail.

Mrs. Dundyke had been at some household work when Mildred entered, but she soon put it aside and sat down with Mildred in the sitting-room, a cheerful apartment with a large window. Betsey was considerably over thirty years of age now, but she looked nearly as young as ever, as she sat bending her face a little down over her sewing while she talked, the stitching of a wristband; for she was one who thought it a sin to lose time. Mildred told her the news she had come to tell  that she was going on the morrow to Westerbury.

Going to Westerbury! echoed Mrs. Dundyke in great surprise; for it had seemed to her that Miss Arkell never meant to go to her native place again.

Mildred explained. She had a holiday for the first time since going to Lady Dewsburys, and should use it to see her brother and his wife. I came to tell you, Betsey, she added, thinking you might have some message you would like me to carry to your sister.

A faint change, like a shadow, passed over Betsey Dundykes face. She would not thank you for it, Miss Arkell. But you may give my best love to her. She never came to see me, you know, when they were in London.

When were they in London? asked Mildred, quickly.

Last year. Did you not know of it? Perhaps not, for you were in Paris with Lady Dewsbury at the time, and the reminiscence to me is not so pleasing as to make me mention it gratuitously. She came up with Mr. Arkell and their boy; they were in London about a week: he had business, I believe. The first thing he did was to come and see us, and he brought Travice; and he said he hoped I and my husband would make it convenient to be with them a good deal while they were in town, and would dine with them often at their hotel. Well, David, as you know, has no time to spare in the day, for business is first and foremost with him, but I went the next day to see Charlotte. She was very cool, and she let me unmistakably know in so many words that she could not make an associate of Mr. Dundyke. It was not nice of her, Miss Arkell.

No, it was not. Did you see much of her?

I only saw her that once. William Arkell was terribly vexed, I could see that; and as if to atone for her behaviour, he came here often and brought Travice. Indeed, Travice spent nearly the whole of the time with us, and David would have let me keep him after they went home, but I knew it was of no use to ask Charlotte. He is the nicest boy! I  I know it is wrong to break the tenth commandment, she said, looking up and laughing through her tears, but I envy Charlotte that boy.

It was an indirect allusion to the one great disappointment of Betsey Dundykes life: she had no children. She was getting over the grief tolerably now; we get reconciled to the worst evil in time; but in the first years of her marriage she had felt it keenly. It may be questioned if Mr. Dundyke did. Children must have brought expense with them, so he philosophically pitted the gain against the loss.

Why should Mrs. Arkell dislike to be on sisterly terms with you? asked Mildred. I have never been able to understand it.

Charlotte has two faults  pride and selfishness, was Mrs. Dundykes answer: though I cannot bear to speak against her, and never do to David. When she first married, she feared, I believe, that I might become a burden upon her; and she did not like that I should be in the position I was at Mrs. Dundykes; she thought it reflected in a degree upon her position as a lady. Now she shuns us, because she thinks we are altogether beneath her. Were we living in style, well established and all that, she would be glad to come to us; but we are in these two quiet rooms, living humbly, and Charlotte would cut off her legs before shed come near us. Dont think me unkind, Miss Arkell; it is Charlotte who has forced this feeling upon me. I worshipped her in the old days, but I cannot be blind to her faults now.

David Dundyke came in. He shook hands cordially with Mildred, whom he was always glad to see. He had begun to dress like a city magnate now: in glossy clothes, and a white neckcloth; and a fine gold cable chain crossed on his waistcoat, in place of the modest silver one he used to wear. He had become more personable as he gained years, was growing portly, and altogether was a fine, gentlemanly-looking man. But his mode of speech! That had very little changed from the earlier style: perhaps David Dundyke was one who did not care to change it; or had no ear to catch the accents of others. If he had but never opened his mouth!

Im a little late, Betsey. Shouldnt ha been, though, if Id known who was here. Get us some tea, girl; and heres something to eat with it.

He pulled a paper parcel of shrimps out of his pocket as he spoke: a delicacy he was fond of. Some of them fell on the carpet in the process, and Betsey stooped to pick them up. David did not trouble himself to help her. He sat down and talked to Mildred.

The last time you were here, I remember, something kept me out: extra work at the office, I think that was. I have been round now to Leifchilds. He is my stock-broker.

Mildred laughed. She supposed he was saying it for jest. But the keen look came over Mr. Dundykes face that was usual to it when he spoke of money.

Leifchild is a steady-going man; hes no fool, he isnt: Theres not a steadier nor a keener on the stock exchange. Ive knowed him since he was that high, for we was boys together; and, like me, he began from nothing. There was one thing kept him down  want of capital; if he had had that, hed ha been a rich man now, for many good things fell in his way, and he had to let em slip by him. I turned the risk over in my mind, Miss Arkell; for, and against; and I came to the conclusion to put a thousand pound in his hands, on condition  

A thousand pounds, involuntarily interrupted Mildred. Had you so much  to spare?

Yes, I had that, said David Dundyke, with a little cough that seemed to say he might have found more, if he had cared to do so. On condition that I went shares in whatsoever profit my thousand pound should be the means of realizing, he resumed where he had broken off. And my thousand pound has not done badly yet.

Mildred could not help noting the significant satisfaction of the tone. I should have fancied you too cautious to risk your money in speculating, Mr. Dundyke.

And you fancied right. Taint speculating: leastways not now. There might be some risk at first, but I knew Leifchild. In three months after that there thousand pound was in his hand, he had made two of it for me, and I took the one back from him, leaving him the other to go on with again. That hasnt done badly neither, Miss Arkell; its paying itself over and over again. And Im safe; for if he lost it all, Im only where I was afore I began, and my first risked thousand is safe.

And if failure should come, is there no risk to you?

Not a penny risk. Trust me for that. But failure wont come. My heads a pretty long one for seeing my way clear, and Leifchild lays every thing before me afore he ventures. Its better, this is, than your five per cent. investments.

I think it must be, assented Mildred. I wish I could employ a trifle in the same manner.

She spoke without any ulterior motive, but David Dundyke took the words literally. He had no objection to do a good turn where it involved no outlay to himself, and he really liked Mildred. He drew his chair an inch nearer, and talked to her long and earnestly.

Lets say its a hundred pound, he said. Risk it. And when Leifchild has doubled that for you, take the first hundred back. If you lose the rest, it wont hurt; and if it multiplies its ones into tens, youll be so much the better off.

It cannot be denied that Mildred was struck with the proposition. But does Mr. Leifchild do all this for nothing? she asked.

In course he dont. Leifchild aint a fool. He gets his percentage  and a good fat percentage too. The thing can afford it. Do as you like, you know, Miss Arkell; but if you take my advice, you maynt find cause to be sorry for it in the end.

Thank you, said Mildred, I will think of it.

Give Aunt Betseys dear love to Travice, whispered Mrs. Dundyke, when Mildred was leaving, and my best and truest regards to Mr. Arkell. And oh, Miss Mildred, if you could prevail upon them to let Travice come back with you to visit me, I should not know how to be happy enough! I have always so loved children; and David would like it, too.

Is there any chance, think you? returned Mildred.

No, no, there is none; his mother would be indignant at the presumption of the request, concluded Betsey in her bitter conviction.

And she was not mistaken.


CHAPTER XIV.

OLD YEARS BACK AGAIN.

Mildreds heart ached with the changes; Peter was growing into a middle-aged man, his hair beginning to silver, his tall back bowed with care.

They were gathered in the old familiar sitting-room the night of her arrival at Westerbury. Peter and Mildred sat at the table, Mrs. Peter Arkell lay on her sofa; the children remained orderly on the hearth rug. Lucy was getting a great girl now; little Harry  a most lovely child, his face the counterpart of his mothers  was but three years old.

Never but once in her life had Mildred seen the exquisite face of Miss Lucy Cheveley; it had never left her memory. The same, same face was before her now, looking upwards from the sofa, not a whit altered  not a shade less beautiful. But Mildred had now become aware of a fact which she had not known previously  Peter had kept it from her in his letters  that the defect in Mrs. Peter Arkells back had become more formidable, giving her pain nearly always. They had had a hard, reclining sofa made, a little raised at the one end; and here she had to lie a great deal, some days only getting up from it to meals.

I am half afraid to encounter your wife, Mildred had said, as she walked home with Peter from the station  for there was a railway from London now, and the old coaching days had vanished for ever. She is one of the Dewsbury family  of Mrs. Dewsburys, at any rate  and I am but a dependent in it.

Oh, Mildred! you little know my dear wife; but she is one in a thousand. She is very poorly this evening, and is so vexed at it; she says you will not think she welcomes you as she ought.

What is it that is really the matter with her? Is it the spine? You did not tell me all this in your letters.

It is the spine. She was never strong, you may be aware; and I believe there occurred some slight injury to it when the boy was born. The doctors think she will get stronger again; but I dont know.

Is she in pain? Does she walk out?

She is not in pain when she lies, but it comes on if she exerts herself. Sometimes she walks out, but not often. She is so patient  so anxious to make the best of things; lying there, as she is often obliged to do, for hours, and going without any little thing she may want, because she will not disturb the servant from her work to get it. I dont think anyone was ever blessed with so patient and sweet a temper.

And when Mildred entered and saw the bright expectancy of the well-remembered face, the eager hands held out to welcome her, she knew that they were true sisters from that hour. The invalid drew down her face to her own flushed one.

I am so grieved, she whispered, the tears rising in her earnest eyes; this is one of my worst days, and I am unable to rise to welcome you.

Do not think of it, answered Mildred; I am glad to be here to wait upon you, I am used to nursing; I think it is my specialité, she added, with one of her old sunny smiles. I will try and nurse you into health before I go back again.

You shall make the tea, and do all those things, now you are here, Mildred, interposed Peter. I am as awkward as an owl when I have to attempt anything, and Lucy lies and laughs at me.

Which is to be my room? asked Mildred. I will go and take my things off, and come down to hear all the news of the old place.

The blue room, said Mrs. Peter. You will find little Lucy  

Your own old room, Mildred, interposed Peter. Lucy, my dear, when Mildred left home the room was not blue, but a sort of dirty yellow.

Mildred went and came down again, bringing the children with her, little orderly things; steady Lucy quite like a mother to her baby brother. Mildred made acquaintance with them, and she and Peter gossiped away to their hearts content; the one telling the news of the old place, and its changes, the other listening.

We think Lucy so much like you, Peter observed in the course of the evening, alluding to his little daughter.

Like me! repeated Mildred.

It strikes us all. William never sees her but he thinks of you. He says we ought to have named her Mildred.

His daughters are not named Mildred, either of them, she answered, hastily  an old sore sensation, that she had been striving so long to bury, becoming very rife within her.

His wife chose their names  not he. She has a will of her own, and likes to exercise it.

How do you get on with Williams wife?

Not very well. She and Lucy did not take to each other at first, and I suppose never will. She is quite a fine lady now; and, indeed, always was, to my thinking; and Williams wealth enables them to live in a style very different from what we can do. So Mrs. Arkell looks down upon us. We are invited to a grand, formal dinner there once a year, and that is about all our intercourse.

A grand, formal dinner! echoed Mildred. For you!

Peter nodded. She makes it so on purpose, no doubt; a hint that we are not to be every-day visitors. She invites little Lucy there sometimes to play with Charlotte and Sophy; but I am sure the two girls despise the child just as their mother despises us.

And does William despise you? inquired Mildred, a touch of resentment in her usually gentle tone.

How can you ask it, Mildred? returned Peter, warmly. I thought you knew William Arkell better than that. He grows so like his father  good, kindly, honourable. Theres not a man in all Westerbury liked and respected as he is. He comes in sometimes in an evening; glad, I fancy, of a little peace and quietness. Between ourselves, Mildred, I fancy that in marrying Charlotte Travice, William found he had caught a Tartar.

And so they are grand! observed Mildred, waking out of a fit of musing, and perhaps hardly conscious of what she said.

Terribly grand. She is. They keep their close carriage now. It strikes me  I may be wrong  but it strikes me that he lives up to every farthing of his income.

My Uncle George did not.

No, indeed! Or thered not have been the fortune that there was to leave to William.

But, Peter, I gather a good deal now and then from the local papers of the distress that exists in Westerbury, of the depressed state that the trade is falling into; more depressed even than it was when I left, and that need not be. Does not this state of things affect William Arkell?

It must affect him; though not, I conclude, to any great extent. You see, Mildred, he has what so many of the other manufacturers want  plenty of money, independent of his business. William has not to force his goods into the market at unfavourable moments; be his stock ever so large, he can hold it until the demand quickens. It is the being obliged to send their goods into the market at low prices, that swamps the others.

Will the prosperity of the town ever come back to it, think you?

Never. And I am not sure that the worst has come yet.

Mildred sighed. She called Lucy to her and held her before her, pushing the hair from her brow as she looked attentively into her face. It was not a beautiful or a handsome face; but it was fair and gentle, the features pale, the eyes dark brown, with a sweet, sad, earnest expression: just such a face as Mildreds.

Do you like your cousins, Charlotte and Sophia, Lucy? asked Mildred.

I like Travice best, was the little ladys unblushing answer. Charlotte and Sophy tease me; they are not kind; but Travice wont let them tease me when he is there. He is a big boy, but he plays with me; and he says he loves me better than he does them.

I really believe he does, said Peter, amused at the answer. Travice is just like his father, as this child is like you  the same open, generous, noble boy that William himself was. When I see Travice playing with Lucy, I could fancy it was you and William over again  as I used to see you play in the old days.

Heaven grant that the ending of it may not be as mine was! was the inward prayer that went up from Mildreds heart.

Travice is in the college school, I suppose, Peter?

Oh, yes. With a private evening tutor at home. The girls have a resident governess. William spares no money on their education.

Would it not be a nice thing for Lucy if she could go daily and share their lessons?

Hush, Mildred! Treason! exclaimed Peter, while Mrs. Peter Arkell burst into a laugh, her husbands manner was so quaint. I have reason to know that William was hardy enough to say something of the same sort to his wife, and he got his answer. I and my wife, between us, teach Lucy. It is better so; for the child could not be spared from her mother. You dont know the use she is of, already.

I am of use to mamma too, I am! broke in a bold baby voice at Mildreds side.

She caught the little fellow on her knee: he thought no doubt he had been too long neglected. Mildred began stroking the auburn curls from his face, as she had stroked Lucys.

And I am like mamma, added the young gentleman. Everybody says so. Mamma says so.

Indeed everybody might well say it. As the mothers was, so was the childs, the loveliest possible type of face. The same, the exquisite features, the refined, delicate look, the lustrous brown eyes and hair, the rose-flush on the cheeks. No, I never did see two faces so much alike, allowing for the difference in age, cried Mildred, looking from the mother on the sofa to the child on her knee. Tell me again what your name is.

Its Harry Cheveley Arkell.

Do you know, exclaimed Mildred, looking up at Mrs. Peter, it strikes me this child speaks remarkably plain for his age.

He does, was the answer. Lucy did not speak so well when she was double his age. He is unusually forward and sensible in all respects. I fear it sometimes, she added in a lower tone.

By why do you fear it? quickly asked Mildred.

Oh  you know the old saying, or superstition, concluded Mrs. Arkell, unable further to allude to it, for the boys earnest eyes were bent upon her with profound interest.

Those whom the gods love, die young, muttered Peter. But the saying is all nonsense, Mildred.

Peter had been getting his books, and was preparing to become lost in their pages, fragrant as ever to him. Mildred happened to look to him and scarcely saved herself from a scream. He had put on a pair of spectacles.

Peter! surely you have not taken to spectacles!

Yes, I have.

But why?

Peter stared at her. Why does anybody take to them, Mildred? From failing sight.

Oh, dear! sighed Mildred. We seem to have gone away altogether from youth  to be gliding into old age without any interregnum.

But we are not middle-aged yet, Mildred, said Mrs. Peter.

A sudden opening of the door  a well-known form, tall, upright, noble, but from which a portion of the youthful elasticity was gone  and Mildred found herself face to face with her cousin William. How loved still, the wild beating of her heart told her! His simply friendly greeting, warm though it was, recalled her to her senses.

What a stranger you have been to us, Mildred! he exclaimed. Never to come near Westerbury all these years! When my father was dying, he wished so much to see you.

I would have come then had I been able, but Lady Dewsbury was very ill, and I could not leave her. Indeed, I wish I could have seen both my aunt and uncle once more.

They felt it, I can tell you, Mildred.

Not more than I did; not indeed so much. They could not: they had others with them nearer than I.

Perhaps none dearer, he quietly answered. My fathers death was almost sudden at the last. The shock to me was great: I did not think to lose him so early.

A little sooner or a little later! murmured Mildred. What does it matter, provided the departure be a hopeful one. As his must have been.

As his was, said William. Mildred, you are not greatly changed.

Not changed!

I said, not greatly changed. It is still the same face.

Ah, you will see it by daylight. My hair is turning grey.

Mildred, which day will you spend with us? he asked, when leaving. To-morrow?

Mildred evaded a direct reply. Even yet, though years had passed, she was scarcely equal to seeing the old home and its installed mistress; certainly not without great emotion. But she knew it must be overcome, and when Mr. Arkell pressed the question, she named, not the morrow, but the day following.

William Arkell went home, and had the nearest approach to a battle with his wife that he ever had had. Mrs. Arkell was alone in their handsome drawing-room; she did not keep it laid up in lavender, as the old people had done. She was as pretty as ever; and of genial manners, when not put out. But unfortunately she got put out at trifles, and the unpleasantness engendered by it was frequent.

Charlotte, I have seen Mildred, he began as he entered. She will spend the day with us on Friday, but I suppose you will call upon her to-morrow.

No, I shant, returned Mrs. Arkell. Shes nothing but a ladys-maid.

William answered sharply. Something to the effect that Mildred was a lady born and bred, a lady formerly, a lady still, and that he respected her beyond anyone on earth: in his passion, he hardly knew what he said. Mrs. Arkell was even with him.

I know, she said I know you would have been silly enough to make her your wife, but for your better stars interposing and sending me to frustrate it. I dont suppose she has overcome the disappointment yet. Now, William, thats the truth, and you need not look as if you were going to beat me for saying it. And you need not think that I shall pay court to her, for I shall not. Whether as Mildred Arkell, your disappointed cousin, or as Mildred Arkell, Lady Dewsburys maid, I am not called upon to do it.

William Arkell felt that he really could beat her. He did not answer temperately.

Mrs. Arkell could be aggravating when she chose; ay, and obstinate. She would not call on Mildred the following day, but three separate times did her handsome close carriage parade before the modest house of Mr. Peter Arkell, and never once, of all the three times, did she condescend to turn her eyes towards it, as she sat inside. Late that evening there arrived a formal note requesting the pleasure of Mr. and Mrs. Peter Arkells accompanying Miss Arkell to dinner on the following day.

Shes going to do it grand, Peter, said Lucy to her husband with a laugh, in the privacy of their chamber at night. Shes killing two birds with one stone, impressing Mildred with her pomp, and showing her at the same time that she must not expect to be admitted to unceremonious intimacy.

Only Mildred went. Lucy said she was not well enough, and Peter had lessons to give. The former unpretentious and, for Mr. Arkell, convenient dinner hour of one oclock had been long changed for a late one. Mildred, fully determined not to make a ceremony of the visit, went in about four oclock, and found nobody to receive her. Mrs. Arkell was in her room, the maid said. She had seen Miss Arkells approach, and hastened away to dress, not having expected her so early. Would Miss Arkell like to go to a dressing room and take her bonnet off? Miss Arkell replied that she would take it off there, and she handed it to the maid with her shawl.

The drawing-room had been newly furnished since old Mrs. Arkells time, as Mildred saw at a glance. She was touching abstractedly some of its elegant trifles, musing on the changes that years bring, when the door flew open, and a tall, prepossessing, handsome boy entered, whistling a song at the top of his voice, and trailing a fishing line behind him. There was no need to ask who he was; the likeness was too great to the beloved face of her girlhood: it was the same manner, the same whistle; all as it used to be.

You are Travice, she said, holding out her hand; I should have known you anywhere.

And you must be Mildred, returned the boy, impetuously taking the hand between both of his, and letting his cherished fishing line drop anywhere. May I call you Aunt Mildred, as Lucy does?

Call me anything, was Mildreds answer. I am so glad to see you at last. And to see you what you are! How like you are to your father!

All the world says that, said the boy with a laugh. But how is it that nobodys with you? Where are they all? Wheres mamma?

Springing to the door he called out in the hall that there was nobody with Miss Arkell, that she was waiting in the drawing-room alone. His voice echoed to the very depths of the house, and two slender, pretty girls came running downstairs in answer to its sound. There was a slight look of William in both of them, but the resemblance to their mother was great, and Mildreds heart did not go out yearning to them as it had to Travice. She kissed them, and found them pleasant, lady-like girls; but with a dash of coquetry in their manner already.

I hope I see you well, Miss Arkell.

Mildred was bending over the girls, and started at the well-remembered tones, so superlatively polite, but freezing and heartless. Charlotte was radiant in beauty and a blue silk dinner-dress, with flowing blue ribbons in her bright hair. Mildred felt plain beside her. Her rich black silk was made high, and its collar and cuffs were muslin, worked with black. Nothing else, save a gold chain; the pretty chain of her girlhood that William had given her; nothing in her hair. She was in mourning for a relative of Lady Dewsbury.

You have made acquaintance with the children, I see, Miss Arkell.

Yes; I am so glad to do it. Peter has sometimes mentioned them in his letters; and I have heard much of Travice from Betsey  Mrs. Dundyke. Your sister charged me to give you her best love, Mrs. Arkell. I saw her on Friday.

Shes very kind, coldly returned Mrs. Arkell; but I dont quite understand how you can have heard much of my son from her; that is, how she can have had much to say. Mrs. Dundyke had not seen him since he was an infant, until we were in town last year.

I think Travice has been in the habit of writing to her.

In the habit of writing to Aunt Betsey,  of course I have been! interposed Travice. And she writes to me, too. I like Aunt Betsey. And I can tell you what, mamma, for all you go on against him so, I like Mr. Dundyke.

Your likings are of very little consequence at present, Travice, was the languidly indifferent answer of his mother. You will learn better as you grow older. My sister forfeited all claim on me when she married so low a man as Mr. Dundyke, continued Mrs. Arkell to Mildred; and she knows that such is my opinion. I shall never change it. She married him deliberately, with her eyes open to the consequences, and of course she must take them. I said and did what I could to warn her, but she would not listen. And now look at the way in which they are obliged to live!

Mr. Dundyke earns an excellent income; in fact, I believe he is making money fast, observed Mildred. Their living in the humble way they do is from choice, I think, not from necessity.

Mrs. Arkell shrugged her pretty shoulders with contempt.

We will pass to another topic, Miss Arkell, that one does not interest me. What are the new fashions for the season? You must get them at first hand, from your capacity in Lady Dewsburys household.

Mildred would not resent the hint.

Indeed, Mrs. Arkell, if you only knew how little the fashions interest either Lady Dewsbury or me, you would perhaps laugh at us both, she answered. Lady Dewsbury lives too much out of the world to need its fashions. She is a great invalid.

Peters wife was right in her conjecture, for Mrs. Arkell had hastily summoned a dinner party. Mr. Arkell took his revenge, and faced his wife in a morning coat. Ten inclusive; and the governess and Travice were desired to sit down in the place of Mr. and Mrs. Peter. It may be concluded that Mildred was of the least consequence present, in social position; nevertheless, Mr. Arkell took her in to dinner, and placed her at his right hand. All were strangers to her, excepting old Marmaduke Carr. Squire Carr was dead, and his son John was the squire now.

It was not the quiet evening Mildred had thought to spend with them. She slipped from the drawing-room at ten, Mrs. Peters health being the excuse for leaving early. Mr. Arkell had his hat on at the hall door waiting for her, just as it used to be in the days gone by.

But, William, I do not wish to take you out, she remonstrated. You have your guests.

They are not my guests to-night, was his quiet answer, as he gave his arm to Mildred.

Travice came running out. Oh, papa, let me go with you!

Get your trencher, then.

He stuck the college cap on his head and went leaping on, through the gates and up the street, just in the manner that college boys like to leap. Mr. Arkell and Mildred followed more soberly, speaking of indifferent things. Mildred began talking of Mr. Carr.

How well he wears! she said. Peter tells me he has retired from business.

These three or four years past. He did wisely. Those who keep on manufacturing, only do it at a loss.

You keep it on, William.

I know. But serious thoughts occur to me now and then of the wisdom of retiring. There are reasons against it, though. Were I to give up business, we should have to live in a very different style from what we do now; for my income would be but a small one, and that would not suit Mrs. Arkell. Besides, I really could not bear to turn my workmen adrift. There are too many unemployed already in the town; and I am always hoping, against my conviction, that times will mend.

But if you only make to lose, how would the retiring from business lessen your income?

William laughed. Well, Mildred, of course I do get something still by my business; but in speaking of the bad times, we are all apt to make the worst of it. I dare say I make about half what we spend; but that you know, compared to the profits of old days, is as nothing.

If you do make that, William, why think at all of giving up?

Because the doubt is upon me whether worse times may not come, and bring ruin with them to all who have kept on manufacturing. Were I as Marmaduke Carr is, a lonely man, I should give up to-morrow; but I have my wife and children to provide for, and I really do not know what to do for the best.

What has become of Robert Carr? Has he ever been home?

Never. He is in Holland still for all I know. I have not heard his name mentioned for years in the town. Old Marmaduke never speaks of him; and others, I suppose, have forgotten him. You know that the old squires dead?

Yes; and that John has succeeded him. Did Johns daughter  Emma, I mean  ever marry?

She married very well indeed; a Mr. Lewis. Valentine, the son and heir, is at home with his father; steady, selfish, mean as his father was before him; but I fancy John Carr has trouble with the second, Ben.

Ben promised to be a spendthrift, I remember, remarked Mildred. What is Travice gazing at?

Travice had come to a stand-still, and was standing with his face turned upwards. Mr. Arkell laughed.

Do you remember my propensity for star-gazing, Mildred? Travice has inherited it. But with him it is more developed than it was with me. I should not be surprised at his turning out an astronomer one of these days.

Did she remember it! Poor Mildred fell into a reverie that lasted until William said good night to her at her brothers door.

She was not sorry when her visit to Westerbury came to an end. The town seemed to look cold upon her. Of those she had left in it, some had died, some had married, some had quitted the place for ever. The old had vanished, the middle-aged were growing old, the children had become men and women. It did not seem the same native place to Mildred; it never would seem so again. Some of the inhabitants of her own standing had dwindled down to obscurity; others who had not been of her standing, had gone up and become very grand indeed. These turned up their noses at Mildred, just as did Mrs. William Arkell; and thought it excessive presumption in a ladys maid to come amongst them as an equal. She had persisted in going out to service in defiance of all her friends, and the least she could do was to keep her distance from them.

Mildred did not hear these gracious comments, and would not have cared very much if she had heard them. She returned to her post at Lady Dewsburys, and a few more years passed on.


CHAPTER XV.

THE DEANS DAUGHTER.

The tender green of early spring was on the new leaves of the cathedral elm trees. Not sufficient to afford a shade yet; but giving promise of its fulness ere the sultry days of summer should come.

The deanery of Westerbury was a queer old building to look at, especially in front. It had no lower windows. There were odd-looking patches in the wall where the windows ought to have been, and three or four doors. These doors had their separate uses. One of them was the private entrance of the dean and his family; one was used by the servants; one was allotted to official or state occasions, at the great audit time, for instance, when the dean and chapter held their succession of dinners for ever so many days running; and one (a little one in a corner) was popularly supposed to be a sham. But the windows above were unusually large, and so they compensated in some degree for the lack of them below.

Standing at the smallest of the windows on this spring day, was a young lady of some ten or twelve years old. She had a charming countenance, rather saucy, and great blue eyes as large as saucers. She wore a pretty grey silk frock, trimmed with black velvet  perhaps, as slight mourning  and her light brown hair fell on her neck in curls, that were apt to get untidy and entangled. It was Georgina Beauclerc, the only child of the Dean of Westerbury.

The window commanded a good view of the grounds, as the space here at the back of the cathedral was called  a large space; the green, inclosed promenade, shaded by the elm-trees, in the middle; well-kept walks outside; and beyond, all around, the prebendal and other houses. Opposite to the deanery, on the other side the walks, the elm-trees, and the grassy promenade, was the house of the Rev. Mr. Wilberforce, minor canon and sacrist of the cathedral, rector of St. James the Less, and head-master of the college school. Side by side with it was the quaint and small house once inhabited by the former rector of St. James the Less, an old clergyman, subject to gout, now dead and gone. The Rev. Wheeler Prattleton lived in the house now: he was also a minor canon, and chanter to the cathedral  that is, he held the office of what was called the chanter, which gave him the right to fix upon the services for the choir when the dean did not, but he only took his turn for chanting in rotation with the rest of the minor canons. On the other side the head-masters house was a handsome, good-sized dwelling, tenanted by a gentleman of the name of Lewis, who held a good and official position in connexion with the bishop, and had married the daughter of old Squire Carr, the sister to the present squire, and niece to Marmaduke. Beyond this, in a corner, was the quaintest house in the grounds, all covered with ivy, and seeming to have nothing belonging to it but a door; but the fact was, although the door was here, the house itself was built out behind, and could not be seen  its windows facing, some the river, some the open country, and catching a view of St. James the Less in the distance. Mr. Aultane, Westerburys greatest lawyer, so far as practice went, though not perhaps in honour, lived here; and he held up his head and thought himself above the minor canons. In this one nook of the grounds a few private individuals congregated  it is not necessary to mention them all; but the rest of the houses were mostly occupied by the prebendaries and minor canons. In some lived the widows and families of prebendaries deceased.

Looking to the left, as Georgina Beauclerc stood at the deanery window, just beyond the gate that inclosed the grounds on that side, might be seen the tall red chimneys of the Palmery. It was, perhaps, inside, the worst of all the larger houses; but the St. Johns came to it often because they owned it. They (the St. Johns) were the best family in Westerbury, and held sway as such. Mr. St. John had died some years ago, leaving one son, about thirty years of age, greatly afflicted; and a young little son, by his second wife. But that young son was growing up now: time flies.

Georgina Beauclercs great blue eyes, so clear and round, were fixed on one particular spot, and that appeared to be one rather difficult to see. She had her face and nose pressed against the glass, looking toward the college schoolroom, a huge building on the right of the deanery, just beyond the cloisters.

They are late again! she exclaimed, in a soliloquy of resentment. I wish that horrid old Wilberforce was burnt!

Georgina!

The tone of the reproof, more fractious than surprised, came from a recess in the large room, and Georgina turned hastily.

Why, when did you come in, mamma? I thought you were safe in your bed room.

Mrs. Beauclerc came forward, a thin woman with a somewhat discontented look on her face, and a little nose, red at the tip. She had long given up all real rule of Georgina, but she had not given up attempting it. And Georgina, a wild, spoilt child, was in the habit of saying and doing very much what she liked. She made great friends of the college schoolboys, and had picked up many of their sayings; and this was particularly objectionable to the reserved Mrs. Beauclerc.

What did you say about Mr. Wilberforce?

I said I wished he was burnt.

Oh, Georgina!

I do wish he was scorched. It has struck one oclock and the boys are not out! What business has he to keep them in? He did it once before.

May I ask what business it is of yours, Georgina? But it has not struck one.

Im sure it has, returned Georgina.

It has not, I tell you. How dare you contradict me? And allow me to ask why Miss Jackson quitted you so early to-day?

Because I dismissed her, returned the young lady, with equanimity. I had the headache, mamma; and I cant be expected to attend to my studies when I have that.

You have it pretty often, grumbled Mrs. Beauclerc; and indeed upon this plea, or upon some other, Georgina was perpetually contriving, when not watched, to get rid of her daily governess. My opinion is, you never had the headache in your life.

Thank you, mamma. That is just what Miss Jackson herself said yesterday afternoon. I paid her out for it. I sent her away with Baby Ferradays kite fastened to her shawl behind.

What? exclaimed Mrs. Beauclerc.

The kite was small, not bigger than my hand, but the tail was fine, continued the imperturbable Georgina. You cannot imagine how grand the effect was as she walked along the grounds, and the wind took the tail and fluttered it. The college boys happened to come out of school at the moment; and they followed her, shouting out kites for sale; tails to sell. Miss Jackson couldnt think what was the matter, and kept turning round. Shed have had it on till now, I hope, only Fred St. John went and tore it off.

Mrs. Beauclerc had listened in speechless amazement. When Georgina talked on in this rapid way, telling of her exploits  and to do the young lady justice, she never sought to hide them  Mrs. Beauclerc felt powerless for correction.

What is to become of you? groaned Mrs. Beauclerc.

Im sure I dont know, mamma; something good, I hope, returned the saucy girl. Little Ferraday  I had called him up here to give him some cakes  could not think where his kite had vanished, and began to roar; so I found him sixpence and sent him into the town to buy another. I dont know whether he got lost or run over. The nurse seemed to think it would be one of the two, for she went into a fit when she found he had gone off alone.

Georgina, I tell you these things cannot be permitted to continue. You are no longer a child.

The colloquy was interrupted by the entrance of the dean: a genial-looking man, with silver buckles in his shoes, and a face very much like Georginas own. He had apparently just come in, for he had his shovel hat in his hand. The girl loved her father above everything on earth; to his slightest word she rendered implicit homage; though she waged hot war with all others in authority over her, commencing with Mrs. Beauclerc. She flew to the dean with a beaming face, and he clasped his arms round her with a gesture of the fondest affection. Mrs. Beauclerc left the room. She never cared to enter into a contest with her daughter before the dean.

My Georgina! came forth the loving whisper.

Papa, is it one oclock?

Not yet, my dear.

Im sure I heard the college clock strike.

You thought you did, perhaps. It must have been the quarters.

Oh, dear! I have been calling Mr. Wilberforce hard names for nothing.

What has Mr. Wilberforce done to you, my Georgie?

I thought he was keeping the school in; and I want to speak to Frederick St. John.

They were interrupted. One of the servants appeared, and said a gentleman was asking permission to see the dean. The dean took the credential card handed to him: Mr. Peter Arkell.

Show Mr. Arkell up, said the dean. Georgina, my dear, you can go to your mamma.

Id rather stay here, papa, she said, boldly.

One word of explanation as to this visit of Peter Arkells. It had of course been his intention to get his son Henry entered at the college school, and to this end had the boy been instructed. Of rare capacity, of superior intellect, of sense and feeling beyond his years, it had been a pleasure to his teachers to bring him on: and they consisted of his father and mother. From the one he learnt the classics and figures; from the other music and English generally. Henry Arkell was apt at all things: but if he had genius for one thing more than another, it was certainly music. The sole luxury Mrs. Peter Arkell had retained about her, was her piano; and Henry was an apt pupil. Few boys are gifted with so rare a voice for singing, as was he; and his mother had cultivated it well: it was intended that he should enter the cathedral choir, as well as the school.

By the royal charter of the school, its number was confined to forty boys, kings scholars; of these, ten were chosen to be choristers: but the head master had the privilege of taking private pupils, who paid him handsomely. The dean had the right of placing in ten of these kings scholars, but he rarely exercised it; leaving it in the hands of the head master. Mr. Peter Arkell had applied several times lately to Mr. Wilberforce; and had received only vague answers from that gentleman when there was a vacancy to spare, he would think of his son  but Peter Arkell grew tired. Henry was of an age to be in the school now, and he resolved to speak to the dean.

He came in, leading Henry by the hand. Georgina fell a little back, struck  awed  by the boys wondrous beauty. The dean, one of the most affable men that ever exercised sway over Westerbury cathedral, shook hands with Peter Arkell, whom he knew slightly.

I dont know that theres a vacancy, said the dean, when Mr. Arkell told his tale. Your son shall have it, and welcome, if there is. I have left these things to Mr. Wilberforce.

At this juncture Miss Beauclerc threw the window up, and beckoned to some one outside. Had her mother been present she would have administered a reprimand, but the dean was absorbed with the visitors, and he was less particular than his wife. Georgina was but a child, he reasoned; she might be too careless in her manners now, but it would all come right with years. Better, far better see her genuine and truthful, if a little brusque, than false, mincing, affected, as young ladies were growing to be. And the dean checked her not.

I know Mr. Wilberforce well, sir, and he has said he will do what he can, said Peter Arkell, in reply to the dean. But I fear that I may have to wait an indefinite period. There are others in the town of far greater account than I, who are anxious to get their sons into the school; and who have, no doubt, the ear of Mr. Wilberforce. A word from you, Mr. Dean, would effect all, I am sure: if you would only kindly speak it in my behalf.

Dr. Beauclerc turned his head to see who was entering the room, for the door had opened. It was a handsome stripling, growing rapidly into manhood  Frederick, heir of the St. Johns. He was already keeping his terms at Oxford; Mrs. St. John had sent him there too early; and in the intervals, when they were sojourning at Westerbury, he was placed in the college; not as an ordinary scholar; the private pupil, and the chief one too, of Mr. Wilberforce.

The dean gave him a nod, and took the hand of the eager, exquisite face turned to him. Like his daughter, he was a great admirer of beauty in the human face: it would often give him a thrill of intense pleasure.

What is your name, my boy?

Henry Cheveley Arkell, sir.

The dean glanced at Peter Arkell with a half smile. He remembered yet the commotion caused in Westerbury when Miss Cheveley married the tutor, and the name brought it before him.

How old are you?

Nearly ten, sir.

If I could paint faces, Id paint his, cried Georgina to young St. John, in a half whisper. Why dont you do it?

I suppose you mean his portrait?

You know I do. But, Fred, is he not beautiful?

You may get sent away if you talk, was the gentlemans answer.

Has he been brought on well in his Latin? Is he fit to enter as a kings scholar? inquired the dean of Peter Arkell.

He has been brought on well in all necessary studies, Mr. Dean; I may say it emphatically, well. I was in the college school myself, and know what is required. But learning has made strides of late, sir; boys are brought on more rapidly; and I can assure you that many a lad has quitted the college school in my days, his education finished, not as good a scholar as my son is now. I have taken pains with him.

And we know what that implies from you, Mr. Arkell, said the dean, with a kindly smile. You would like to be a kings scholar, my brave boy?

Oh yes, sir, said Henry, his transparent cheek flushing with hope.

Then you shall be one. I will give you the first vacancy under myself.

They retired with many thanks; Frederick St. John giving Henrys bright waving hair a pull, as he passed him, by way of parting salutation.

Papa! if you dont put that child into the college school, I will, began Georgina; her tone one of impassioned earnestness. I will; though I have to beg it of old Wilberforce. I never saw such a face. I have fallen in love with it.

I am going to put him in, Georgie. I like his face myself. But he cant go in until theres a vacancy. I must ask Mr. Wilberforce.

There are two vacancies now, Dr. Beauclerc, spoke up Frederick St. John. One of them is under you, I know.

Indeed!

That is, there will be to-morrow. Those two West Indian boys, the Stantons, are sent for home suddenly: their mothers dying, or something of that. The master had the news this morning, and the school is in a commotion over it. If you do wish to fill the vacancy, sir, you should speak to Mr. Wilberforce at once, or he may stand it out that he has promised it, concluded Frederick St. John, with that freedom of speech he was fond of using, even to the dean.

Stanton? repeated the dean. But were they not private pupils of the masters?

Oh dear no, sir, they are on the foundation. You might have seen them any Sunday in their surplices in college. They board at the masters house; thats all.

Two dark boys, papa, the ugliest in the school, struck in Georgina, who knew a great deal more about the school than the dean did.

When Mr. Peter Arkell and Henry quitted the deanery, the former turned to the cloisters; for he had an errand to do in the town, and to go through the cloisters was the shortest way. He encountered some of the college boys in the cloisters, whooping, hallooing, shouting; their feet and their tongues a babel of confusion. Mr. Arkell looked back at them with strange interest. It did not seem so very long since he and his cousin William had been college boys themselves, and had shouted and leaped as merrily as these. Two or three of them touched their trenchers to Mr. Arkell: they were evening pupils of his.

Henry had turned the other way, towards his home. At the gate, when he reached it, the boundary of the cathedral grounds on that side, he found a meek donkey drawn up, the drawer of a sort of truck, holding a water barrel. A woman was in the habit of bringing this water every day from a famous spring outside the town, to supply some of the houses in the grounds. The water was drawn out by means of a contrivance called a spigot and faucet, and she was stooping over this, filling a can. Henry, boy like, halted to watch the process, for the water rushed out full force.

Putting in the spigot when the can was full, she was proceeding to carry it up the old stairs belonging to the gateway, above which lived one of the minor canons, when the first shout of the college boys broke upon her ear.

Oh, mercy! she screamed out, as if in abject fear; and Henry Arkell, who was then continuing his way, halted again and stared at her.

Young gentleman, she said in a voice of appeal, would you do me a charity?

What is it? he asked. He was tall and manly for his years.

If you would but stand by the barrel and guard it! The day afore yesterday, while my donkey and barrel was a stopped in this very spot, and I was a going up these here stairs with this very can, them wild young college gents came trooping by, and they pulled out the spigot and set the water a running. There warnt a drop left in the barrel when I got down. It was a loss to me I havent over got.

Go along, said Henry, Ill guard it for you.

Unconscious boast! The boys came on in a roar of triumph, for they had caught sight of the water barrel. A young gentleman of the name of Lewis, a little older than Henry, was the first to get to the barrel, and lay his hand on the spigot.

Oh, if you please, you are not to touch it, said Henry; I am taking care of it.

Halloa! what youngster are you? The donkeys brother?

Oh, dont take it out  dont! pleaded Henry. I promised the woman Id guard it for her.

At this moment the womans head was protruded through one of the small, deep, square loopholes of the ancient staircase; and she apostrophized the crew in no measured terms, and rather contradictory. They were a set of dyed villains, of young limbs, of daring pigs; and they were dear, good, young gentlemen, that she prayed for every night; and that shed be proud to give a drink of the beautiful spring water to any thirsty day.

You know schoolboys; and may, therefore, guess the result of this. The derisive shouts increased; the woman was ironically cheered; and Henry Arkell had a struggle with Master Lewis for possession of the spigot, which ended in the formers ignominious discomfiture. He lay on the ground, the water pouring out upon him, when a tall form and authoritative voice dashed into the throng, and laid summary hands on Lewis.

Now then, Mr. St. John! Please to let me alone, sir. Its no affair of yours.

I choose to make it my affair, young Lewis. You help that boy up that you have thrown down.

Lewis rebelled. The rest of the boys had drawn back beyond reach of the splashing water. St. John stooped for the spigot, and put it in; and then treated Lewis to a slight shaking.

You be quiet, Mr. St. John. If you cock it over us boys in school, its no reason why you should, out.

Another instalment of the shaking.

Help him up, I tell you, Lewis.

Perhaps as the best way of getting out of it, Lewis jerked himself forward, and did help him up. Henry had been unable to rise of himself, and for a few moments he could not stand: his knee was hurt. It was a curious coincidence that the first fall, when he was entering the school, and the last fall  But it may be as well not to anticipate.

Now, mind you, Mr. Lewis: if you attempt a cowardly attack on this boy again  you are bigger and stronger than he is  Ill thrash you kindly.

Lewis walked away, leaving a mental word behind him  not spoken, he would not have dared that  for Frederick St. John. The woman came down wailing and lamenting at the loss of the water, and the boys scuttered off in a body. St. John threw the woman half-a-crown, and helped Henry home.

The dean held to his privilege for once, and gave Mr. Wilberforce notice that he had filled up the vacancy by bestowing it on the son of Mr. Peter Arkell. Mr. Wilberforce, privately believing that the world was about to be turned upside-down, could only bow and acquiesce. He did it with a good grace, and sent a courteous message for Henry to be there on the following Monday, at early school.

Accordingly, at seven oclock, Henry was there. He did not like to troop in with the college boys, but waited until the head-master had come, and entered then. Mr. Wilberforce called him up, inscribed his name on the school-roll, put a few questions to him as to the state of his studies, and then assigned him his place.

The boy was walking to it with that self-consciousness of something like a thousand eyes being on him  so terrible to the mind of a sensitive nature, and his was eminently one  when the head-masters voice was heard.

Arkell, junior.

Never supposing Arkell, junior, could be meant for him, he went timidly on; but the voice rose higher.

Arkell, junior.

It was so peremptory that Henry turned, and found it was meant for him. The sensitive crimson dyed his face deeper and deeper as he retraced his steps to the head-masters desk.

Are you lame, Arkell, junior?

Oh, its nothing, sir. Its nearly well.

Whats the matter, then?

I fell down last week, sir, and hurt my knee a little.

Oh. Go to your desk.

What a girls face! cried one, as Henry recommenced his promenade, for the indicated place was far down in the school.

Im blest if I dont believe it is the knight of the water-barrel! exclaimed a big boy at the first desk. Wont Lewis take it out of him! I hope he may get off with whole bones; but Id not bet upon it.

Lewis had better not try it on, or you either, Forbes, quietly struck in the second senior of the school, who was writing within hearing.

Why, do you know him, Mr. Arkell?

Never you mind. I intend to take care of him.

The boys were trooping through the cloisters when school was over, and met the dean. Georgina was with him. She caught sight of Henrys face, and in her impulsive fashion dashed through the throng of boys to his side.

Papa, hes here! Papa! he is here.

The dean, in his kindly manner, shook Henry by the hand. Be a good boy, mind, he said. Remember, you are under me.

Ill try, sir, replied Henry.

Do. I shall not lose sight of you. And, with a general nod to the rest, he departed, taking his daughters hand.

For a full minute there was a dead silence. It was so entirely unusual a thing for the dean to shake hands familiarly with a college boy, that those gentry did not at first decide how to take it. Then one of them, more impudent than the rest, bowed his body down before the new junior with mock gravity.

If you please, sir, wouldnt you be pleased to make yourself cock of the school after this, and cut out St. John?

Take care of your tongue, Marshall, admonished St. John, who made one of the throng.

I am blowed, though! returned Marshall. Did anybody ever see such a go as this?

Whats the row? demanded Hennet, a fine youth, one of Mr. Wilberforces private pupils, and who only now came up.

Oh, my! you should have been here, Hennet, responded Marshall. We have got a lord, or something else, among us. The Dean of Westerbury has been bowing down to worship him.

Hennet, not understanding, looked at St. John.

No. Trash! explained St. John. Marshall is putting his tongue and his foot into it to-day. Im off to breakfast.

The word excited anticipations of the meal, and all the rest were off to breakfast too  making the grounds echo with their shouts as they ran.


CHAPTER XVI.

A CITYS DESOLATION.

Henry Arkell had been in the college school rather more than a year, and also in the choir  for he entered the two almost simultaneously, his fine voice obtaining him the place before any other candidate  when the rank and fashion of Westerbury found itself in a state of internal, pleasurable commotion, touching an amateur concert about to be given for the benefit of the distressed Poles.

Mrs. Lewis, the daughter of the late Squire Carr, Mrs. Aultane, and a few more of the lesser satellites residing near the cathedral clergy, suddenly found themselves, from some cause never clearly explained to Westerbury, aroused into a state of sympathy and compassion for that ill-starred country, Poland, and its ill-used inhabitants. Casting about in their minds what they could do to help those misérables  the French word slipped out at my pens end  they alighted on the idea of an amateur morning concert, and forthwith set about organizing one. Painting in glowing colours the sufferings and hardships of this distant people, they contrived to gain the ear of the good-natured dean, and of Mrs. St. John of the Palmery, and the rest was easy. Canons and minor canons followed suit; all the gentry of the place took the concert under their especial patronage; and everybody with the slightest pretension to musical skill, intimated that they were ready to assist in the performances, if called upon. In fact, the miniature scheme grew into a gigantic undertaking; and no expense, trouble, or time was spared in the getting up of this amateur concert. Ladies of local rank and fashion were to sing at it; the mayor accorded the use of the guildhall; and Westerbury had not been in so delightful a state of excited anticipation for years and years.

But it is impossible to please everybody  as I dare say you have found out for yourselves at odd moments, in going through life. So it proved with this concert; and though it was productive of so much satisfaction to some, it gave great dissatisfaction to others. This arose from a cause which has been a bone of contention even down to our own days: the overlooking near distress, to assist that very far off. There are ill-conditioned spirits amidst us who protest that the dear little interesting black Ashantees should not be presented with nice fine warm stockings, while our own common-place young Arabs have to go without shoes. While the destitution in Westerbury was palpably great, crying aloud to Heaven in its extent and helplessness, it seemed to some inhabitants of the city  influential ones, too  that the movement for the relief of the far-off Poles was strangely out of place; that the amateur concert, if got up at all, ought to have been held for the relief of the countrymen at home. This opinion gained ground, even amidst the supporters of the concert. The dean himself was heard to say, that had he given the matter proper consideration, he should have advised postponement of this concert for the foreigners to a less inopportune moment.

You, my readers, may know nothing of the results following the opening of the British ports for the introduction of French goods, as they fell on certain local places. When the bill was brought into the House of Commons by Mr. Huskisson, these results  ruin and irrecoverable distress  were foreseen by some of the members, and urged as an argument against its passing. Its defenders did not deny the probable fact; but said that in all great political changes the FEW must be content to suffer for the good of the MANY. An unanswerable argument; all the more plain that those who had to discuss it were not of the few. That the few did suffer, and suffered to an extremity, none will believe who did not witness it, is a matter of appalling history. Ask Coventry what that bill did for it. Ask Worcester. Ask Yeovil. Ask other places that might be named. These towns lived by their staple trade; their respective manufactures; and when a cheaper, perhaps better article was introduced from France, so as to supersede, or nearly so, their own, there was nothing to stand between themselves and ruin.

Ah! my aged friends! if you were living in those days, you may have taken part in the congratulations that attended the opening of the British ports to French goods. The popular belief was, that the passing of the measure was as a boon falling upon England; but you had been awed into silence had you witnessed, but for a single day, the misery and confusion it entailed on these local isolated places. Take Westerbury: half the manufacturers went to total ruin, their downfall commencing with that year, and going on with the following years, until it was completed. It was but a question of the extent of private means. Those who had none to fly to, sunk at once in a species of general wreck; their stock of goods was sold for what it would fetch; their manufactories and homes were given up; their furniture was seized; and with beggary staring them in the face, they went adrift upon the cold world. Some essayed other means of making their living; essayed it as they best could without money and without hope, and struggled on from year to year, getting only the bread that nourished them. Others, more entirely overwhelmed with the blow, made a few poor efforts to recover themselves, in vain, in vain; and their ending was the workhouse. Honourable citizens once, good men, as respectable and respected as you are, who had been reared and lived in comfort, bringing up their families as well-to-do manufacturers ought; these were reduced to utter destitution. Some drifted away, seeking only a spot where they might die, out of sight of men; others found an asylum in their old age in the paupers workhouse! You do not believe me? you do not think it could have been quite so bad as this? As surely as that this hand is penning the words, I tell you but the truth. For no fault of theirs did they sink to ruin; by no prudence could they have averted it.

The manufacturers who had private property  that is, property and money apart from the capital employed in their business  were in a different position, and could either retire from business, and make the best of what they had left, or keep on manufacturing in the hope that they should retrieve their losses, and that times would mend. For a very, very long time  for years and years  a great many cherished the delusive hope that the ports would be reclosed, and English goods again fill the markets. They kept on manufacturing; content, perforce, with the small profit they made, and drawing upon their private funds for what more they required for their yearly expenditure. How they could have gone on for so many years, hoping in this manner, is a marvel to them now. But the fact was so. There were but very few who did this, or who, indeed, had money to do it; but amidst them must be numbered Mr. Arkell.

But, if the masters suffered, what can you expect was the fate of the workmen? Hundreds upon hundreds were thrown out of employment, and those who were still retained in the few manufactories kept open, earned barely sufficient to support existence; for the wages were, of necessity, sadly reduced, and they were placed on short work besides. What was to become of this large body of men? What did become of them? God only knew. Some died of misery, of prolonged starvation, of broken hearts. Their end was pretty accurately ascertained; but those who left their native town to be wanderers on the face of the land, seeking for employment to which they were unaccustomed, and perhaps finding none  who can tell what was their fate? The poor rates increased alarmingly, little able as were the impoverished population to bear an increase; the workhouses were filled, and lamentations were heard in the streets. Poor men! They only asked for work, work; and of work there was none. Small bodies of famished wretches, deputations from the main body, perambulated the town daily, calling in timidly at the manufactories still open, and praying for a little work. How useless! when those manufactories had been obliged to turn off many of their own hands.

It will not be wondered at, then, if, in the midst of this bitter distress, the grand scheme for the relief of the Poles, which was turning the town mad with excitement, did not find universal favour. The workmen, in particular, persisted in cherishing all sorts of obstinate notions about it. Why should them there foreign Poles be thought of and relieved, while they were starving? Would the Polish clergy and the grand folks, over there, think of them, the Westerbury workmen, and get up a concert for em, and send em the proceeds? There was certainly rough reason in this. The discontent began to be spoken aloud, and altogether the city was in a state of semi-rebellion.

Some of the men were gathered one evening at a public-house they used; their grievances, as a matter of course, the theme of discussion. So many years had elapsed since the blow had first fallen on the city by the passing of the bill, almost a generation as it seemed, that the worn-out theme of closing the ports was used threadbare; and the men chiefly confined themselves to the hardships of the present time. Bad as the trade was at Westerbury, it was expected to be worse yet, for the more wealthy of the manufacturers were beginning to say they should be forced at last to close their works. The men lighted their pipes, and called for pints or half pints of ale. Those who were utterly penniless, and could, in addition, neither beg nor borrow money for this luxury, sat gloomily by, their brows lowering over their gaunt and famished cheeks.

James Jones, said the landlord, a surly sort of man, speaking in reply to a demand for a half pint of ale, I cant serve you. You owe five and fourpence already.

What Mr. James Jones might have retorted in his disappointment, was stopped by the entrance of several men who came in together. It was the deputation; the men chosen to go round the city that day and ask for work or alms. The interest aroused by their appearance overpowered petty warfare.

Well, and how have ye sped? was the eager general question, as the men found seats.

We went round, thirteen of us, upon empty stomachs, and we left them at home empty too, replied a tidy-looking man with a stoop in his shoulders; but weve done next to no good. Thorp, he has gone home; we gave him the money out of what weve collected for a loaf o bread, for his wife and childrens bad a-bed, and nigh clammed besides. The tale goes, too, that things are getting worse.

They cant get worse, Read.

Yes, they can; there was a meeting to-day of the masters. Did you hear of it?

Of course the men had heard of it. Little took place in the town, touching on their interests, that they did not hear of.

Then perhaps youve heard the measure that was proposed at it  to reduce the wages again. It was carried, too. George Arkell & Sons was the only firm that held out against it.

Nobody has held out for us all along like Mr. Arkell, observed one who had not yet spoken. He was a young man when these troubles first fell on the city, and hes middle-aged now, but never once throughout all the years has his voice been raised against us.

True, said Read; and when he speaks to us it is kindly and sympathizingly, like the gentleman he is, and as if we were fellow human beings, which they dont all do. Some of the masters dont care whether we starve or live; they are as selfish as they are high. Mr. Arkell has large means and an open hand; its said he has the interests of us operatives at heart as much as he has his own; for my part, I believe it. His contribution to-day was a sovereign  more than twice as much as anybody else gave us.

And why not! broke in Mr. James Jones If Arkells have got plenty  and its well known they have  its only right they should help us.

As to their having such plenty, I cant say about that, dissented Markham  a superior man, and the manager of a large firm. They have kept on making largely, and they must lose at times. It stands to reason, as things have been. Of course they had plenty of money to fall back upon. Everybody knows that; and Mr. Arkell has preferred to sacrifice some of that money  all honour to him  rather than turn off to destitution the men who have grown old in his service, and in his fathers before him.

Its true, its true, murmured the men. God bless Mr. William Arkell!

Its said that young Mr. Travice is to be brought up to the business, so things cant be very bad with them.

Yah! bad with em! roared a broad-shouldered old man. It riles me to sit here and hear you men talk such foolery. Havent he got his close carriage and his horses? and havent he got his fine house and his servants? Things bad with the Arkells!

You should not cast blame to the masters, continued Markham. How many of them are there who still keep on making, but whose resources are nearly exhausted!

No, no, taint right, murmured some of the more just-thinking of the men. The masters troubles must be ten-fold greater than ours.

I should be glad to hear how you make that out? grumbled a malcontent. I have got seven mouths to feed at home, and how am I to feed em, not earning a penny? We was but six, but our Betsey, as was in service as nuss-girl at Mrs. Omers, came home to-day. I wont deny that Mrs. Omer have been kind to her, keeping her on after they failed, and that; but she up and told her yesterday that she couldnt afford it any longer. I remember, brethren, when Mr. and Mrs. Omer held up their heads, and paid their way as respectable as the first manufacturer in Westerbury. Good people they was.

Mr. Omer came to our place to-day, interrupted Markham, to pray the governor to give him a little work at his own home, as a journeyman. But we had none to give, without robbing them that want it worse than he. I think I never saw our governor so cut up as he was, after being obliged to refuse him.

Ay, returned the former speaker; and our Betsey declares that her missis cried to her this morning, and said she didnt know but what they should come to the parish. Betsey, poor girl, he continued, cant bear to be a burden upon us; but there aint no help for it. There be no places to be had; what with so many of the girls being throwed out of employment, and the families as formerly kept two or three servants keeping but one, and them as kept one keeping none. Theres nothing that she can do, brethren, for herself or for us.

The Lord keep her from evil courses! uttered a deep, earnest voice.

If I thought as her, or any of my children, was capable of taking to them, thundered the man, his breast heaving as he raised his sinewy, lean arm in a threatening attitude, Id strike her flat into the earth afore me!

Things as bad with the masters as they be with us! derisively resumed the broad-shouldered old man. Yah! Some on you would hold a candle to the devil himself, though he appeared among ye horned and tailed! Why, I mind the time  Im older nor some o you be  when there warnt folks wanting to defend Huskisson! And I mind, he added, dropping his voice, the judgment that come upon him for what he done.

Its of no good opening up that again, cried Thomas Markham. What Huskisson did, he did for his countrys good, and he never thought it would bring the ill upon us that it did bring. I have told you over and over again of an interview our head governor  who has now been dead these ten years, as you know  had with Huskisson in London. It was on a Sunday evening in summer; and when the governor went in, Huskisson was seated at his library table, with one of the petitions sent up from Westerbury to the House of Commons, spread out before him. It was the one sent up in the May of that year, praying that the ports might be closed again  some of you are old enough to recollect it, my friends  the one in which our sufferings and wrongs were represented in truer and more painful colours than they were, perhaps, in any other of the memorials that went up. It was reported, I remember, that Mr. William Arkell had the chief hand in drawing out that petition: but I dont know how that might have been. Any way, it told on Mr. Huskisson; and the governor said afterwards, that if ever he saw remorse and care seated on a brow, it was on his.

As it had cause to be! was echoed from all parts of the room.

Mr. Huskisson began speaking at once about the petition, continued the manager. He asked if the sufferings described in it were not exaggerated; but the governor assured him upon his word of honour, as a resident in Westerbury and an eye-witness, that they were underdrawn rather than the contrary; for that no pen, no description, could adequately describe the misery and distress which had been rife in Westerbury ever since the bill had passed. And he used to say that, live as long as he would, he should never forget the look of perplexity and care that overshadowed Mr. Huskissons face as he listened to him.

It was repentance pressing sore upon him, growled a deep bass voice. Its to be hoped our famished and homeless children haunted his dreams.

The next September he met with the accident that killed him, continued Thomas Markham; and though I know some of us poor sufferers were free in saying it was a judgment upon him, Ive always held to my opinion that if he had foreseen the misery the bill wrought, he would never have brought it forward in the House of Commons.

Heres Shepherd a coming in! I wonder how his child is? Last night he thought it was dying. Shepherd, hows the child?

A care-worn, pale man made his way amid the throng. He answered quietly that the child was well.

Well! why, you said last night that it was as bad as it could be, Shepherd! You was going off for the doctor then. Did he come to it?

One doctor came, from up there, answered Shepherd, pointing to the sky. He came, and He took the child.

The words could not be misunderstood, and the room hushed itself in sympathy. When did the boy die, Shepherd?

To-day, at one; and its a mercy. Death in childhood is better than starvation in manhood.

Could Dr. Barnes do nothing for him? inquired a compassionate voice.

He didnt try; he opened his winder to look out at me  he was undressing to go to bed  and asked whether I had got the money to pay him if he came.

Hiss  iss  ss! echoed from the room.

I answered that I had not; but I would pay him with the very first money that I could scrape together; and I said he might take my word for it, for that had never been broken yet.

And he would not come?

No. He said he knew better than to trust to promises. And when I told him that the boy was dying, and very precious to me, the rest being girls, he said it was not my word he doubted but my ability, for he didnt believe that any of us men would ever be in work again. So he shut down his winder and doused his candle, and I went home to my boy, powerless to help him, and I watched him die.

Drink a glass of ale, Shepherd, said Markham, getting a glass from the landlord, and filling it from his own jug.

Thank ye kindly, but I shall drink nothing to-night, replied Shepherd, motioning back the glass. Theres a sore feeling in my breast, comrades, he continued, sighing heavily; it has been there a long while past, but its sorer far to-day. I dont so much blame the surgeon, for there has been a deal of sickness among us, and the doctors have been unable to get their pay. Hundreds of us are nigh akin to starvation; theres scarcely a crust between us and death; we desire only to work honestly, and we cant get work to do. As I sat to-day, looking at my dead boy, I asked what we had done to have this fate thrust upon us?

What have we done? Thats it!  what have we done?

But I did not come here to-night to grumble, resumed Shepherd, I came for a specific purpose, though perhaps I maynt succeed in it. I went down to Jasper, the carpenter, to-day, to ask him to come and take the measure for the little coffin. Well, hes like all the rest, he wont trust me; at last he said, if anybody would go bail he should be paid later, hed make it; and I have come down to ye, friends, to ask wholl stand by me in this?

A score of voices answered, each that he would  eager, sympathizing voices  but Shepherd shook his head. There was not one among them whose word the carpenter would take, for they were all out of work. In the silence that ensued, Shepherd rose to leave.

Many thanks for the good-will, neighbours, he said. And I dont grumble at my unsuccess, for I know how powerless many of ye are to aid me. But its a bitter trial. I would rather my boy had never been born than that he should come to be buried by the parish. God knows we have heavy burdens to bear.

Shepherd! cried the clear voice of Thomas Markham, I will stand by you in this. Tell Jasper I pass my word to see him paid.

Shepherd turned back and grasped the hand of Thomas Markham.

I cant thank you as I ought, sir, he said; but you have took a load from my heart. Though you were never repaid here, you would be hereafter; for I have come to feel a certainty that if our good deeds are not brought home to us in this world, they are only kept to speak for us in the next.

I say, stop a minute, Shepherd, called out James Jones, as the man was again making his way to the door. What made you go to Jasper? Hes always cross-grained after his money, he is. Why didnt you go to White?

I did go to White first, answered Shepherd, turning to speak; but White couldnt take it. He has got the job for all the new wooden chairs that are wanted for this concert at the town-hall, and hadnt time for coffins.

The mention was the signal for an outburst. It came from all parts of the room, one noise drowning another. Why couldnt a concert be got up for them? Werent they as good as the Poles? Hadnt they bodies and souls to be saved as well as the Poles? Wasnt there a whole town of em starving under the very noses of them as had got up the concert? They could tell the company that French revolutions had growed out of less causes.

And Ill tell ye what, roared out the old man with the broad shoulders, bringing his fist down on the table with such force that the clatter amidst the cups and glasses caused a sudden silence. Every gentleman that puts his foot inside that there concert room, is no true man, and Id tell him so to his face, if twas the Lord Lieutenant. What do our people want a fattening up of them there Poles, while we be starving? I wish the Poles was  

Hold your tongue, Lloyd, interposed Markham. Its not the fault of the Poles, any more than its ours; so wheres the use of abusing them?

Yah! responded Mr. Lloyd.


CHAPTER XVII.

A DIFFICULTY ABOUT TICKETS.

Amidst those who held a strong opinion on the subject of the concert  and it did not in any great degree differ from the mens  was Mr. Arkell. Mrs. Arkell knew of this, but never supposed it would extend to the length of keeping her away from it: or perhaps she wilfully shut her eyes to any suspicion of the sort.

On the morning preceding the concert, she was seated making up some pink bows, intended to adorn the white spotted muslin robes of her daughters, when the explanation came. She said something about the concert  really inadvertently  and Mr. Arkell took it up.

You are surely not thinking of going to the concert? he exclaimed.

Indeed I am. I shall go and take Lottie and Sophy.

Then, Charlotte, I desire that you will put away all thoughts of it, he said. I could not allow my wife and daughters to appear at it.

Why not? why not? she asked in irritation.

There is not the least necessity for my going over the reasons; you have heard me say already what I think of this concert. It is a gratuitous insult on our poor starving people, and neither I nor mine shall take part in it.

All the influential people in the town are supporting it, and will be there.

Not so universally as you may imagine. But at any rate what other people do is no rule for me. I should consider it little less than a sin to purchase tickets, and I will not do it, or allow it to be done.

Mrs. Arkell gave a flirt at the ribbon in her hand, and sent it flying over the table.

What will Charlotte and Sophy say? Pleasant news this will be for them! These bows were for their white dresses. I might have spared myself the time and trouble of making them up. Travice goes to it, she added, resentfully.

But Travice goes as senior of the college school. It has pleased Mr. Wilberforce to ask that the four senior boys shall be admitted; it has been accorded, and they have nothing to do but make use of the permission in obedience to his wishes. That is a different thing. If I had to buy a ticket for Travice, I assure you, Charlotte, the concert would wait long enough before it saw him there.

Our tickets would cost only fifteen shillings, she retorted.

I cant afford fifteen shillings, said Mr. Arkell, getting vexed. Charlotte, hear me, once for all; if the tickets cost but one shilling each, I would not have you purchase them. Not a coin of mine, small or large, shall go to swell the funds of the concert. If you and the girls feel disappointed, I am sorry, he continued, in a kind tone. It is not often that I run counter to your wishes; but in this one instance  and I must beg you distinctly to understand me  I cannot allow my decision to be disputed.

To say that Mrs. Arkell was annoyed, would be a very inadequate word to express what she felt. She had been fond of gaiety all her life; was fond of it still; she was excessively fond of dress; any project offering the one or the other was eagerly embraced by Mrs. Arkell. Though of gentle birth herself  if that was of any service to her  as the wife of William Arkell, the manufacturer, she did not take her standing in what was called the society of Westerbury  and you do not need, I presume, to be reminded what society in a cathedral town is; or are ignorant of its pretentious exclusiveness. There was not a more respected man in the whole city than Mr. Arkell; the dean himself was not more highly considered; but he was a manufacturer, the son of a manufacturer, and therefore beyond the pale of the visiting society. It never occurred to him to wish to enter it; but it did to his wife. To have that barrier removed, she would have sacrificed much; and now and again her reason would break out in private complaint against it. She could not see the justice of it. It is true her husband was a manufacturer; but he had been reared a gentleman; he was a brilliant scholar, one of the most accomplished men of his day. His means were ample, and their style of living was good. Mrs. Arkell glanced to some of the people revelling in the entrée of that society, with their poor pitiful income of a hundred pounds, or two, a year; their pinching and screwing; their paltry expedients to make both ends meet. Why should they be admitted and she excluded, was the question she often asked herself. But Mrs. Arkell knew perfectly well, in the midst of her grumbling, that one might as well try to alter the famed laws of the Medes and Persians, as the laws that govern society in a cathedral town: or indeed in any town. This concert she had looked forward to with more interest than usual, because it would afford her the opportunity of hearing some of the great ones of the county play and sing.

But she did not now see how to get to it; and her disappointment was bitter. It had fallen upon her as a blow. Mrs. Arkell had her faults, but she was a good wife on the whole; not one to run into direct disobedience. She generally enjoyed her own way; her husband rarely interfered to counteract it; certainly he had never denied her anything so positively as this. She sat, the image of discontent, listlessly tossing the pink bows about with her fingers, when her eldest daughter, a tall, elegant girl, came in.

Oh, mamma! how lovely they are! wont they look well on the white dresses!

Well! grunted Mrs. Arkell, I might have spared myself the trouble of making them. We are not to go to the concert now.

Not to go to the concert! echoed Charlotte, opening her eyes in utter astonishment. Does papa say so?

Yes; he will not allow tickets to be purchased. He does not approve of the concert. And he says, if the tickets cost but a shilling each, he should think it a sin to give it.

Charlotte sat down, the picture of dismay.

Where will be the use of our new dresses now! she exclaimed.

Where will be the use of anything, retorted Mrs. Arkell. Dont whirl your chain round like that, Charlotte, giving me the fidgets!

Charlotte dropped her chain. A bright idea had occurred to her.

If papas objection lies in the purchase of tickets, let us ask Henry Arkell for his, mamma. Mrs. Peter is sure to be too ill to go.

One minutes pause of thought, and Mrs. Arkell caught at the suggestion, as a famished outcast catches at the bread offered to him. If a doubt obtruded itself, that their appearing at the concert at all would be almost as unpalatable to her husband as their spending money upon its tickets, she conveniently put it out of sight.

The gentlemen forming the choir of the cathedral, both lay-clerks and choristers, had been solicited to give their services to the concert; as an acknowledgment two tickets were presented to each of them, in common with the amateur performers. Henry Arkell had, of course, two with the rest, and these were the tickets thought of by Charlotte.

Not a moment lost Mrs. Arkell. Away went she to pay a visit to Mrs. Peter  a most unusual condescension; and it impressed Mrs. Peter accordingly, who was lying on her sofa that day, very poorly indeed. Mrs. Arkell at once proclaimed the motive of her visit; she did not beat about the bush, or go to work with crafty diplomacy, but she plunged into it with open frankness, telling of their terrible disappointment, through Mr. Arkells objecting, on principle, to buy tickets.

If you do not particularly wish to go yourself, Mrs. Peter  I know how unequal you are to exertion  and would give Henrys tickets to myself and Charlotte, I should feel more obliged than I can express.

There was one minutes hesitation on Mrs. Peter Arkells part. She had really wished to go to this concert; she was nursing herself up to be able to go; and she knew how greatly Lucy, who had but few chances of any sort of pleasure, was looking forward to it. But the hesitation lasted the minute only; the next, the coveted tickets, with their pretty little red seal in the corner, were in the hand of Mrs. Arkell.

She went home as elated as though she had taken an enemys ship at sea, and were sailing into port with it.

Sophy must make up her mind to stay at home, she soliloquized. It is her papas fault, and I shall tell her so, if shes rebellious over it, as she is sure to be. This gives one advantage, however: there will be more room in the carriage for me and Charlotte. I wondered how we should all three cram in, with new white dresses on.

About the time that she was hugging this idea complacently to herself, the college clock struck one; and the college boys came pelting, pell-mell, down the steps of the schoolroom, their usual mode of egress. Travice Arkell, the senior boy of the school now  and the senior of that school possessed great power, and ruled his followers with an iron hand, more or less so according to his nature  waited, as he was obliged, to the last; he locked the door, and went flying across the grounds to leave the keys at the head masters. Travice Arkell was almost a man now, and would quit the school very shortly.

Bounding along as fast as he could go when he had left the keys  taking no notice of a knot of juniors who were quarrelling over marbles  Travice made a detour as he turned out of the grounds, and entered the house of Mrs. Peter Arkell. He was rather addicted to making this detour, but he burst in now at an inopportune moment. Lucy was in tears, and Mrs. Arkell was remonstrating against them in a reasoning, not to say a reproving tone. Henry, who had got in previously, was nursing his leg, a very blank look upon his face.

Whats the matter? asked Travice, as Lucy made her escape.

I thought Lucy had more sense, was the vexed rejoinder made by Mrs. Peter. Dont ask, Travice. It is nothing.

What is it, Harry, boy? cried Travice, with scant attention to the dont ask. She cant be crying for nothing.

Its about the concert, returned Henry, ruefully, his disappointment being at least equal to Lucys. Mamma has given away the tickets, and Lucy cant go.

Whatevers that for? asked Travice, who was as much at home at Mrs. Peters as he was at his own house. Who has got the tickets?

Mrs. Arkell.

Mrs. Arkell! shouted Travice, staring at the boy as if he questioned the truth of the words. Do you mean my mother? What on earth does she want with your tickets?

As he put the question he turned to Mrs. Peter, lying there with the sensitive crimson on her cheeks. She had certainly not intended to betray this to Travice: it had come out in the suddenness of the moment, and she strove to make the best of it now.

I am glad it has happened so, Travice. I feel so weak to-day that I was beginning to think it would be imprudent, if not impossible, for me to venture to go to-morrow. To say the least, I am better away. As to Lucy, she is very foolish to cry over so trifling a disappointment. Shell forget it directly.

But what does my mother want with your tickets? reiterated Travice, unable to understand that point in the matter. Why cant she buy tickets for herself?

Mr. Arkell has scruples, I believe. But, Travice, I am happy to  

Well, I shall just tell my mother what I think of this! was the indignant interruption.

Dont, Travice, said Mrs. Arkell. If you only knew how glad I am to have the opportunity of rendering any little service to your home! she whispered, drawing him to her with her gentle hand; if you knew but half the kindness my husband and I receive from your father! I am only sorry I did not think to offer the tickets at first; I ought to have done so. It is all right; let us say no more about it.

Travice bent his lips to the flushed cheek: he loved her quite as much as he did his own mother.

Take care, or you will get feverish; and that would never do, you know.

My dear boy, I am feverish already; I have been a little so all day; and I am sure there could be no concert for me to-morrow, had I a roomful of tickets. It has all happened for the best, I say. I should only have been at the trouble of finding somebody to take Lucy.

As he was leaving the room he came upon Lucy in the passage, who was returning to it  the tears dried, or partially so; and if the long dark eye-lashes glistened yet, there was a happy smile upon the sweet red lips. Few could school themselves as did that thoughtful girl of fifteen, Lucy Arkell.

Travice stopped her as he closed the door.

Youll trust me, will you not, Lucy?

For what? she asked.

To put this to rights. It  

Oh pray, pray dont! she cried, fearing she hardly knew what. Surely you are not thinking of asking for the tickets back again! I would not use them for the world. And they would be of no use to us now, for mamma says she shall not be well enough to go, and I dont think she will. I shall not mind staying at home.

Travice placed his two hands on her shoulders, and looked into her face with his sweet smile and his speaking eyes; she coloured strangely beneath the gaze.

Ill tell you what it is, Lucy: you are just one of those to get put upon through life and never stand up for yourself. Its a good thing you have me at your side.

You cant be at my side all through life, said Lucy, laughing.

Dont make too sure of that, Mademoiselle. And the colour in her face deepened to a glowing crimson, and her heart beat wildly, as the significance of the tone made itself heard, in conjunction with his retreating footsteps.

He dashed home, spending about two minutes in the process, and dashed into the room where his mother was, her bonnet on yet, talking to Charlotte, and impressing upon her the fact that their going to the concert must be kept an entire secret from all, until the moment of starting arrived, but especially from papa and Sophy. Charlotte, in a glow of delight, acquiesced in everything.

I say, mamma, whats this about your taking Mrs. Peters tickets?

He threw his trencher on the table, as he burst in upon them with the question, and his usually refined face was in a very unrefined glow of heat. The interruption was most unwelcome. Mrs. Arkell would have put him down at once, but that she knew, from past experience, Travice had an inconvenient knack of not allowing himself to be put down. So she made a merit of necessity, and told how Mr. Arkell had interdicted their buying tickets.

Well, of all the cool things ever done, that was about the coolest  for you to go and get those tickets from Mrs. Peter! he said, when he had heard her to an end. They dont have so many opportunities of going out, that you should deprive them of this one. Id have stopped away from concerts for ever before I had done it.

You be quiet, Travice, struck in Charlotte; it is no business of yours.

You be quiet, retorted Travice. And it is my business, because I choose to make it mine. Mother, just one question: Will you let Lucy go with you to the concert? Mrs. Peter fears she shall be too ill to go. Im sure I dont wonder if she is, he continued, with a spice of impertinence; I should be, if I had had such a shabby trick played upon me.

It is like your impudence to ask it, Travice. When do I take out Lucy Arkell? She is not going to the concert.

She is going to the concert, returned Travice, that decision in his tone, that incipient rebellion, that his mother so much disliked. You have deprived them of their tickets, and I shall, therefore, buy them two in place of them. And when my father asks me why I spent money on the concert against his wish, I shall just lay the whole case before him, and he will see that there was no help for it. I shall go and tell him now, before I  

You will do no such thing, Travice, interrupted Mrs. Arkell, her face in a flame. I forbid you to carry the tale to your father. Do you hear me? I forbid you;  and I am your mother. How dare you talk of spending your money on this concert? Buy two tickets, indeed!

The first was a mandate that Travice would not break; the latter he conveniently ignored. Flinging his trencher on his head, he went straight off to buy the tickets, and carried them to Mrs. Peter Arkells. There was not much questioning as to how he obtained them, for Mrs. St. John was sitting there. That they were fresh tickets might be seen by the numbers.

My dear Travice, cried Mrs. Peter, it is kind of you to bring these tickets; but we cannot use them. I shall be unable to go; and there is no one to take Lucy.

Nonsense, there are plenty to take her, returned Travice. Mrs. Prattleton would be delighted to take her; and I dare say, he added, in his rather free manner, as he threw his beaming glance into the visitors face, that Mrs. St. John would not mind taking charge of her.

I will take charge of her, said Mrs. St. John  and the tone of the voice showed how genuinely ready was the acquiescence that is, if I go myself. But Frederick is ill to-day, and I am not sure that I can leave him to-morrow. But Lucy shall go with some of us. My niece, Anne, will be here, I expect, to-night. She is coming to pay a long visit.

What is the matter with Frederick? asked Travice, quickly.

It appears like incipient fever. I suppose he has caught a violent cold.

Ill go and see him, said Travice, catching up his trencher, and vaulting off before anyone could stop him.

Mrs. St. John rose, saying something final about the taking Lucy, and the arrangements for the morrow. She was the only one of the acquaintances of Miss Lucy Cheveley who had not abandoned Mrs. Peter Arkell. It is true the St. Johns were not very often at the Palmery, but when they were there, Mrs. St. John never failed to be found once a week sitting with the wife of the poor tutor, so neglected by the world.

And, after all, when the morrow came, Mrs. Peter Arkell was too ill to go. So she folded the spare ticket in paper, and sent it, with her love, to Miss Sophia Arkell.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE CONCERT.

Never did there rise a brighter morning than the one on which the amateur concert was to take place. And Westerbury was in a ferment of excitement; carriages were rolling about, bringing the county people into the town; and fine dresses, every colour of the rainbow, crowded the streets.

Three parts of the audience walked to the concert, nothing loth, gentle and simple, to exhibit their attire in the blazing sunlight. It was certainly suspiciously bright that morning, had people been at leisure to notice it.

The Guildhall was filled to overflowing, when three ladies came in, struggling for a place. One was a middle-aged lady, quiet looking, and rather dowdy; the other was an elegant girl of seventeen, with clear brown eyes and a pointed chin; the third was Lucy Arkell.

There was not a seat to be found. The elder lady looked annoyed; but there was nothing for it but to stand with the mass. And they were standing when they caught  at least Lucy did  the roving eye of Travice Arkell.

Now, it happened that the four senior pupils of the college school  not the private pupils of Mr. Wilberforce, but the kings scholars  were being made of much account at this concert; and, by accident, or design, a side sofa, near to the orchestra  one of the best places  was assigned to them. Travice Arkell suddenly darted from his seat on it, and began to elbow his way down the room, for every avenue was choked. He reached Lucy at last.

How late you are, Lucy! But I can get you a seat  a capital one, too. Will you allow me to pilot you to a sofa? he courteously added to had the two ladies with her.

The elder lady turned at the address, and saw a tall, slender young man, with a pale, refined face. The college cap under his arm betrayed that he belonged to the collegiate school; otherwise, she had thought him too old for a kings scholar.

You are very kind. In a few moments. But we ought to wait until this song that they are beginning is over.

It was not a song, but a duet  and a duet that had given no end of trouble to the executive management  for none of the ladies had been found suitable to undertake the first part in it. It required a remarkably clear, high, bell-like voice, to do it justice; and the cathedral organist, privately wishing the concert far enough  for he had never been so much pestered in all his life as since he undertook the arrangements  proposed Henry Arkell. And Mrs. Lewis, who took the second part, was fain to accept him: albeit, the boy was no favourite of hers.

How singularly beautiful! murmured the elder lady to Travice Arkell, as the clear voice burst forth.

Yes, he has an excellent voice. The worst of him is, he is timid. He will out-grow that.

I did not allude to the voice; I spoke of the boy himself. I never saw a more beautiful face. Who is he?

Travice smiled. It is Henry Arkell, Lucys brother, and my cousin.

Ah! I knew his mother once. Mrs. St. John was telling me her history last night. Anne, my dear, you have heard me speak of Lucy Cheveley: that is her son, and it is the same face. Then you, she continued, must be Mr. Travice Arkell? Hush!

For the duet was in full force just then, and Mrs. Lewiss rich contralto voice was telling well.

Who is she? asked Travice of Lucy in a whisper.

Mrs. James. Shes the governess, came the answer.

When the duet was over, Travice Arkell held out his arm to Mrs. James. If you will do me the honour of taking it, the getting through the crowd may be easier for you, he said. But Mrs. James drew back, as she thanked him, and motioned him towards the younger lady with her. So Travice took the younger lady; not being quite certain, but suspecting who she was; and Mrs. James and Lucy followed as they best could.

And his reward was a whole host of daggers darted at him  if looks can dart them. The two ladies were complete strangers to the aristocracy of the grounds; and seeing Peter Arkells daughter in their wake, the supposition that they belonged in some way to that renowned tutor, but obscure man, was not unnatural. Mrs. Lewis, who had come down to her sofa then, and Mrs. Aultane, who sat with her, were especially indignant. How dared that class of people thrust themselves at the top of the room amidst them?

Travice, said Mrs. Arkell, bending forward from one of the cross benches, and pulling his sleeve as he passed on, you are making yourself too absurd!

Am I! I am very sorry.

But he did not look sorry; on the contrary, he looked highly amused; and he bent his head now and again to say a word of encouragement to the fair girl on his arm, touching the difficulties of their progress. On, he bore, to the sofa he had quitted, and ordered the three seniors he had left on it to move off. In school or out, they did not disobey him; and they moved off accordingly. He seated the two ladies and Lucy on it, and stood near the arm himself; never once more sitting down throughout the concert. But he stayed with them the whole of the time, talking as occasion offered.

But, oh! that false morning brightness! Before the concert was over, the rain was coming down with fury, pelting, as the college boys chose to phrase it, cats and dogs. Very few had given orders for their carriages to be there; and they could only wait in hopes they would come, or send messengers after them. What, perhaps, rendered it more inconvenient was, that the concert was over a full half-hour earlier than had been expected.

The impatient company began to congregate in the lower hall; its folding doors of egress and its large windows looking to the street. Some one had been considerate enough to have a fire lighted at the upper end; and most inviting it was, now the day had turned to damp. The head master, who had despatched one of the boys to order his close carriage to be brought immediately, gave the fire a vigorous poke, and turned round to look about him. He was a little man, with silver-rimmed spectacles.

Two causes were exciting some commotion in the minds of the lesser satellites of the grounds. The one was the presuming behaviour of those people with Lucy Arkell, and the unjustifiable folly of Travice; the other was the remarkable absence of the Dean of Westerbury and his family from the concert. It, the absence, was put down to the deans having at the last moment refused to patronize it, in consequence of its growing unpopularity; and Mrs. St. Johns absence was attributed to the same cause. People knew later that the dean and Mrs. Beauclerc had remained at home in consequence of the death of a relative; but that is of no consequence to us.

The dean is given to veering round, remarked Mrs. Aultane in an under tone to the head master. Those good-natured men generally are.

The master cleared his throat, as a substitute for a reply. It was not his place to speak against the dean. And, indeed, he had no cause. He walked to the window nearest him, and looked out at the carriages and flies as they came tardily up.

Travice Arkell seemed determined to offend. He was securing chairs for those ladies now near the fire; and Mrs. Lewis put her glass to her eye, and surveyed them from head to foot. Her wild brother, Benjamin Carr, could not have done it more insolently.

Who is that lady, Arkell? demanded the master, of Travice, when he got the opportunity.

It is a Mrs. James, sir.

Oh. A friend of yours?

No, sir. I never saw her until to-day.

Mrs. Aultane bent her head. Mrs. James? Who is Mrs. James? And the other one, too? I should be glad to know, Mr. Travice Arkell.

I cant tell you much about them, Mrs. Aultane, returned Travice, suppressing the laugh of mischief in his eye. I saw them for the first time in the concert-room.

They came with your relative, Peter Arkells daughter.

Exactly so. That is, she came with them.

Some people from the country, I suppose, concluded Mrs. Aultane, with as much hauteur as she thought it safe to put into her tone. It is easy to be seen they have no style about them.

Travice laughed and went across the room. He was speaking to the ladies in question, when a gentleman of three or four-and-twenty came up and tapped him on the back.

Wont you speak to me? It is Travice Arkell, I see, though he has shot up into a man.

One moments indecision, and Travice took the hand in his. Anderson! Can it be?

It can, and is. Captain Anderson, if you please, sir, now.

No!

Its true. I have been lucky, and have got my company early.

But what brings you here? I did not know you were in Westerbury.

I arrived only this morning. Hearing of your concert when I got here, I thought Id look in; but it was half over then, and I barely got inside the room. You dont mean to say that you are in the school still?

Travice laughed, and held out the betraying cap. It is a shame. I am too big for it. I have only a month or two longer to stay.

But you must have been in beyond your time.

I know I have.

And who is senior?

Need you ask, looking at my size. This is Lucy; have you forgotten her?

Captain Anderson turned. He had been educated in the college school, a private pupil of the head masters. Travice Arkell was only a junior in it when Anderson left; but Anderson had been intimate at the houses of both the Arkells.

Miss Lucy sprung up to this! You were the prettiest little child when I left. And your sisters, Travice? I should like to see them.

Lucy laughed and blushed. Captain Anderson began talking to Mrs. James, and to the young lady who sat between her and Lucy.

I cant stop, he presently said. I see the master there. And that  yes, that must be Mr. and Mrs. Prattleton. There! the master is scanning me through his spectacles, wondering whether its me or somebody else. Ill come back to you, Arkell.

He went forward, and was beset at once. People were beginning to recognise him. Anderson, the private pupil, had been popular in the grounds. Mrs. Aultane on one side, Mrs. Lewis on the other, took forcible possession of him, ere he had been a minute with the head master and his wife. It was hard to believe that the former somewhat sickly, fair-haired private pupil, who had been coddled by Mrs. Wilberforce with bark and flannel and beaten-up eggs, could be this fine soldierly man.

Those ladies dont belong to you, do they? cried Mrs. Aultane, beginning to fear she had made some mistake in her treatment of the ladies in question, if they did belong to Anderson.

Ladies! what ladies?

Those to whom Travice Arkell is talking. He has been with them all day.

They dont belong to me. What of them?

Nothing. Only these inferior people, strangers, have no right to push themselves amidst us, taking up the best places. We are obliged to draw a line, you know, in this manufacturing town; and none but strangers, ignorant of our distinctions, would dare to break it.

Captain Anderson laughed; he could not quite understand. I dont think they are inferior, he said, indicating the two ladies. Anything but that, although they may belong to manufacturers, and not be in your set. The younger one is charming; so is Lucy Arkell.

Mrs. Aultane vouchsafed no reply. It was rank heresy. The college boys were making a noise and commotion at the other end of the hall, and the master called out sharply  

Arkell, keep those boys in order.

Travice sauntered towards them, gave his commands for silence, and returned to the place from whence he came. Henry Arkell came into the hall from the upper room, and there was a lull in the proceedings. The carriages came up but slowly.

Dont you think we might walk home, Mrs. James? inquired the younger lady. I do not care to stay here longer to be stared at. I never saw people stare so in my life.

She said it with reason. Many were staring, and not in a lady-like manner, but with assuming manner and eye-glass to eye.

They look just as though they thought we had no right to be here, Mrs. James.

Possibly, my dear. It may be the Westerbury custom to stare at strangers. But I cannot allow you to walk home; you have thin shoes on. Mrs. St. John is certain to send your carriage, or hers.

You did well, Harry, cried Travice Arkell, laying his hand on the young boys shoulders. Many a fair dame would give her price for your voice.

And for something else belonging to you, added Mrs. James, taking the boys hand and holding him before her as she gazed. It is the very face; the very same face that your mothers was at your age.

Did you know mamma then? Then, you must be a friend of hers, was Henry Arkells eager answer.

No, I never was her friend  in that sense. I was a governess in a branch of the Cheveley family, and Miss Lucy Cheveley and her father the colonel used to visit there. She had a charming voice, too; just as you have. Ah, dear me! speaking to you and your sister here, her children, it serves to remind me how time has flown.

I am reminded of that, when I look at Captain Anderson here, said Travice Arkell, with a laugh. Only the other day he was a schoolboy.

If you want to be reminded of that, you need only look at yourself, retorted Anderson. You have shot up into a maypole.

Will you see me to the carriage, Travice, if you are not too much engaged? cried out a voice which Travice knew well.

It was his mothers. She had seen the approach of her carriage from the windows of the upper hall, and was going down to it. Travice turned in obedience to the summons; and Captain Anderson sprang forward to renew his former friendship.

You might set down Lucy on your way, said Travice, as they were stepping in. I dont know how shell get home through this pouring rain.

And how would our dresses get on? returned Mrs. Arkell, in hot displeasure. Lucy, it seems, could contrive to get to the concert, and she must contrive to get from it. You can come in, Travice; you take up no room.

Thank you, Id not run the chance of damaging your dresses for all the money they cost.

As he returned to the hall, the boys, gathered round the door, were making a great noise, and Mr. Wilberforce spoke in displeasure.

Cant you keep those boys in order, Mr. Arkell?

Travice dealt out a very significant nod, one bespeaking punishment for the morrow, and the boys subsided into silence.

Please, sir, your carriage is coming up the street, said Cockburn, junior, a little fellow of ten, to the head master, rather gratified possibly to be enabled to say it. Somebody elses is coming too.

The windows became alive with heads. But the somebody elses proved to be of no interest, for it did not belong to any of the concert goers, and it went on past the Guildhall. Of course all the attention was then concentrated on the masters. It was a sober, old fashioned, rather shabby brown chariot; and it came up the street at a sober pace. The master, full of congratulation that the imprisonment was over, looked at it complacently. What then was his surprise to see another carriage dash before it, just as it was about to draw up, and usurp the place it had been confidingly driving to. A dashing vision of grandeur; an elegant yellow equipage bright as gold; its hammer-cloth gold also; its servants displaying breeches of gold plush, with powdered hair and gold-headed canes.

Why, whose is it? exclaimed the discomfited master, almost forgetting in his surprise the eclipse his own chariot had received.

Whose can it be? repeated the gazers in puzzled wonder. The livery was that of the St. John family; the colour was theirs; and, now that they looked closely, the arms were the St. Johns. But the St. Johns panels did not display a coronet! And there was not a single head throughout the hall, but turned itself in curiosity to await the announcement of the servant. He came in with his powder and his cane, and the college boys made way for him.

The Lady Anne St. Johns carriage.

She, Lady Anne, the fair girl of seventeen, looked at Travice Arkell, appearing to expect his arm as a matter of course. Travice gave it. Mrs. James tucked Lucys arm within her own, in an old-fashioned manner, and followed them out.

They stepped into the carriage. Lady Anne waiting in her stately courtesy for Lucy to take the precedence; she followed; Mrs. James went last. And Travice Arkell lifted his trencher as they drove away.

The head master, smoothing his ruffled plumes, came out next, and Travice returned to the hall. Mrs. Aultane, feeling fit to faint, pounced upon him.

Did you know that it was Lady Anne St. John?

Not at first, he answered, suppressing his laughter as he best could, for the whole thing had been a rich joke to him. I guessed it: because I heard Mrs. St. John tell Mrs. Peter Arkell yesterday that Lady Anne was coming.

And you couldnt open your mouth to say it! You could let us treat her as if  as if  she were a nobody! gasped Mrs. Aultane. If you were not so big, Travice Arkell, I could box your ears.

The next to come down from the upper hall was a group, of whom the most notable was Marmaduke Carr. A hale, upright man still, with a healthy red upon his cheeks: a few more years, and he would count fourscore. With him, linked arm in arm, was a mean little chap, looking really nearly as old as Marmaduke: it was Squire Carr. His eldest son, Valentine, was near him, a mean-looking man also, but well-dressed, with a red nose in his button-hole. Mrs. Lewis, the squires daughter, came forward and joined them, putting her arm within her husbands, a big man with a very ugly face; and the squires younger children, the second family, women grown now, followed. Old Marmaduke Carr  he was always open-handed  had treated every one of these younger children, six of them, and all girls, to the concert, for he knew the squires meanness; and he was taking the whole party home to a sumptuous dinner. All the family were there except one, Benjamin, the second son. The Reverend Mr. Prattleton and his wife were of the group; the two families were on intimate terms; and if you choose to listen to what they are saying, you may hear a word about Benjamin.

The rain was coming down fiercely as ever, so there was nothing for it but to wait until some of the flies came back again. Mr. Prattleton, the squire, and Marmaduke Carr sought the embrasure of a window, where they could talk at will, and watch the approach of any vehicle that could be seized upon. Squire Carr was a widower still; he had never married a third wife. It may be, that the persistent rejection of Mildred Arkell in the days long gone by, had put him out of conceit of asking anybody else. Certain it was, he had not done it.

And where is he now? asked Mr. Prattleton of the squire, pursuing a conversation which had reference to Benjamin.

Coming home, growled the squire; so he writes us word. I thought how long this American fever would last.

I never clearly understood what it was he went to do there, observed the clergyman.

Nor I, said Squire Carr, drawing down the thin lips of his discontented mouth. All I know is, it has cost me two hundred pounds, for he took a heap of things out there on speculation, which I have since paid for. He wrote word home that the things were a dead loss; that he sold them to a rogue who never paid him for them. Thats six months ago.

Then how has he lived since? asked Mr. Prattleton.

Heaven knows. I dont.

Perhaps he has lived as he lived at Homberg, John, put in old Marmaduke, who had a trick of saying home truths to the squire, by no means palatable. You know how he lived there, for two seasons.

I dont know what hes doing, and I dont care, repeated the squire to Mr. Prattleton, completely ignoring Marmadukes interruption. I have tried to throw him off, but he wont be thrown off. He is coming home now, in the hope that I will put him into a farm; I know he is, though he has not said so. Pity but the ship would go cruizing round the world and never come back again.

You did put him into a farm once.

I put him into one twice, and had to take them on my own hands again, to save the land from being ruined, returned Squire Carr, wrathfully. He  

But you know, John, Ben always said that the fault was partly yours, again put in old Marmaduke; you would not allow proper money to be spent upon the land.

Its not true. Ben said it, you say?  tush! its not much that Ben sticks at. When he ought to have been over the farm in the early morning, he was in bed, tired out with his doings of the night. He was never home before daylight; gambling, drinking; evil knows what his nights would be spent in. The fact is, Ben Carr was born with an antipathy to work, and so long as he can beg or borrow a living without it, he wont do any.

It is a pity but he had been put to some regular profession, said the minor canon.

I put him to fifty things, and he came back from all, said the squire, tartly.

He was never put regularly to anything, John, dissented Marmaduke. You sent him to one thing Go and try whether you like it, Ben, said you; Ben tried it for a week or two, and came back and said he didnt like it. Then you put him to another Try that, Ben, said you; and Ben came back as before. The fact is, he ought to have been fixed at some one thing off hand, and my brother, the old squire, used to say it; not have had the choice of leaving it given him over and over again. You keep to that, Mr. Ben, or you starve, would have been my dealings with him.

John Carr cast his thoughts back, and there was a sneer upon his thin lips; old Marmaduke had not dealt so successfully with his own son that he need boast. But John did not say it; for many years the name of Robert Carr had dropped out of their intercourse. Had he been dead  and, indeed, for all they heard of Robert, he might be dead  his name could not have been more completely sunk in silence. Marmaduke Carr never spoke of him, and the squire did not choose to speak: he had his reasons.

It was the premium you stuck at, John. We cant put young men out without one, when they get to the age Ben was. There was another folly!  keeping the boy at home till he was twenty years of age, doing nothing except just idling about the land. But its your affair, not mine; and Ben has certainly gone on a wrong tack this many a year now. I should have discarded him long ago, had he been my son.

I should have felt tempted to do the same, observed the clergyman. Benjamin has entailed so much trouble on you.

And hell entail more yet, was the consolatory prediction of old Marmaduke.

The squire made no reply. He had his arm on the window-frame supporting his chin, and looking dreamily out. His thoughts were with Benjamin. Why had he not yet discarded this scapegrace son  he, the hard man? Simply because there was a remote corner in his heart where Benjamin was cherished  cherished beyond all his other children. Petty, mean, hard as John Carr was, he had passionately loved his first wife; and Benjamin, in features, was her very image. His eldest son, Valentine, resembled him, the squire; Mrs. Lewis was like nobody but herself; his other children were by a different mother. He only cared for Benjamin. He did not care for Valentine, he did not care for the daughters, but he loved Benjamin; and the result was, that though Ben Carr brought home grief continually, and had done things for which Valentine, had he done them, would never have been pardoned, the squire, after a little holding out, was certain to take him into favour again, and give him another chance.

When does George go out? asked the squire of Mr. Prattleton, alluding to that gentlemans half-brother, who was nearly twenty years younger than himself.

Immediately. And very fortunate we have been in getting him so good a thing. I hope the climate will agree with him.

Grandpapa, said young Lewis, running up to the squire, here are two flies coming down the street now. Shall I rush out and secure them first?

Ask Mr. Carr, my boy. He may like to stay longer, and give a chance to the rain to abate.

Mr. Carr, old Marmaduke, laughed. He knew John Carr of old, and his stingy nature. He would not order the flies to be retained lest the payment of them should fall to him.

Go and secure them both, boy, said old Marmaduke; and theres a shilling for your own trouble.

Young Lewis galloped out, spinning the shilling in his hand. Dont I hope old Marmaduke will leave all his money to me! quoth he, mentally. To say the truth, the whole family of the Carrs indulged golden dreams of this money more frequently than they need have done  apart from the squire, who was the most sanguine dreamer of all.

They were going out, to stow themselves in the two flies as they best could, when Marmadukes eye fell on Travice Arkell. The old man caught his hand.

Will you come home and dine with us, Travice? Five oclock, sharp!

Thank you, sir  I shall be very glad, replied Travice, who liked good dinners as well as most schoolboys, and Mr. Carrs style of dinner, when he did entertain, was renowned.

If you dont want these flies to be taken by somebody else, you had better come! cried out young Lewis, putting his wet head in at the entrance door. Mamma, I am stopping another for you.

Travice Arkell for once imitated the junior college boys, and splashed recklessly through the puddles of the streets, as fast as his legs would carry him, on his way to the Palmery, for he wanted to see Frederick St. John: he had just time. His nearest road led him past Peter Arkells, and he spared a minute to look in.

So you have got home safely, Lucy?

As if I could get home anything but safely, coming as I did! returned Lucy, in merriment. Such a commotion it caused when the carriage dashed up! The elm-trees became alive with rooks-heads, not to speak of the windows. You should have seen the footman and his cane marshalling me to the door! But oh, Travice! when I got inside, the gilt was taken off the gingerbread!

How so?

You know how badly papa sees now without his spectacles. He did not happen to have them on, and he took it to be the old beadle of St. James the Less, with his laced hat and staff. He said he could not think what he wanted.

Travice laughed, laughed merrily, with Lucy. He stayed a minute, and then splashed on to the Palmery.

Frederick St. John was sitting up, but he had been really ill in the morning. Mrs. James and Lady Anne were giving him and Mrs. St. John the details of the concert. It was not surprising that no one had known Lady Anne. She had paid a long visit to Westerbury several years before, when she was a little girl; but growing girls alter, and her face was not recognised again. She had come for a long visit now, bringing, as before, her carriage and three or four servants  for she was an orphan, and had her own establishment.

I say, Arkell, Im glad you are come. Anne is trying to enlighten us about the grand doings this morning, and she cant do it at all. She protests that Mr. Wilberforce sang the comic song.

Lady Anne eagerly turned to Travice. That little gentleman in silver spectacles, who was looking so impatiently for his carriage  who told you once or twice to pay attention to the college boys  was it not Mr. Wilberforce?

Undoubtedly.

Well, did he not sing the comic song? Im sure, if not, it was some one very like him.

Travice enjoyed the mistake. It was little Poyns, the lay-clerk, who sang the comic song, he said, looking at Mrs. St. John and Frederick. When Poyns gets himself up in black, as he did to-day, he looks exactly like a clergyman; and his size and spectacles do bear a resemblance to Mr. Wilberforce. But it was not Mr. Wilberforce, Lady Anne.

Arkell, cried St. John, from his place on the sofa by the fire, Mrs. St. John being opposite to him, and the others dispersed as they chose about the small square room, glittering with costly furniture, who was it came in unexpectedly and surprised you? Anne thinks it was one of the old college fellows.

It was Anderson. Dont you remember him? He has got his company now.

Anderson! I should like to see him. I hope hell come and see me. Wheres he stopping? I shall go out to-morrow.

Youll do no such thing, Frederick, interposed Mrs. St. John.

What a charming girl is Miss Lucy Arkell! exclaimed Mrs. James to Travice. She puts me greatly in mind of her mother, and yet she is not like her in the face. There is the same expression though, and she has the same gentle, sweet, modest manners. I like Lucy Arkell.

So do I, cried Mr. St. John. If my heart were not bespoken, Im sure I should give it to her.

The words were uttered jestingly; nevertheless, Mrs. St. John glanced up uneasily. Frederick saw it. He knew in what direction his heart was expected to be given, and he stole a glance involuntarily at Lady Anne; but it passed from her immediately to rest upon his mother  a glance in which there was incipient rebellion to the wishes of his family; and Mrs. St. John had feared that it might be so, since the day when he had said, in his off-hand way, that Anne St. John was not the wife for his money.

Mrs. St. Johns pulses were beating a shade quicker. There might be truth in his present careless assertion, that his heart was bespoken.


VOLUME II.


CHAPTER I. 

THE SCHOOL-BOYS LOVE.

A brilliant evening in July. The sun had been blazing all day with intense force, glittering on the white pavement of the streets, scorching the dry and thirsty earth; and it was not until his beams shone from the very verge of the horizon that the gay butterflies of humanity ventured to come forth.

Groups were wending their way to the Bishops Garden: not the private garden of the respected prelate who reigned over the diocese of Westerbury, but a semi-public garden-promenade called by that name. In the years long gone by, a bishop of Westerbury caused a piece of waste land belonging to the grounds of his palace to be laid out as an ornamental garden. Broad sunny walks for the cold of winter, shady winding ones for the heat of summer, shrubberies and trees, flower-beds and grass-plots, miniature rocks and a fountain, were severally formed there; and then the bishop threw it open to the public, and it had ever since gone by the name of the Bishops Garden. Not to the public indiscriminately  only to those of superior degree; the catering for the recreation of the public indiscriminately had not come into fashion then. It had always lain especially under the patronage of the residents of the grounds, and they took care  or the Cerberus of a gatekeeper did for them  that no inferior person should dare venture within yards of it: a tradesman might not so much as put his nose through the iron railings to take a peep in.

The garden was getting full when a college boy  he might be known by his trencher  passed the gate with a slow step. A party had just gone in whose movements his eyes had eagerly followed, but he was not near enough to speak. As he looked after them wistfully, his eye caught something glittering on the ground, and he stooped and picked it up. It was a small locket of gold, bearing the initials G. B.

He knew to whom it belonged. He would have given half his remaining life, as it seemed, to go in and restore it to its owner. But that might not be; for the college boys, whether kings scholars or private pupils, were rigorously excluded by custom from the Bishops Garden. And Williams, the gatekeeper, was stealing up then.

He was tall of his age, looking about sixteen, though he was not quite so much; tall enough to lean over the iron railings, which he did with intense eagerness; and never did womans face betray more beauty, whether of form or colouring, than did his.

It was Henry Arkell. For the years have gone on, and the lovely boy of ten or eleven, has grown into this handsome youth. Other people and other things have grown with him.

Now then! What be you doing here? You just please to take yourself off, young gentleman.

He quitted the railings in obedience; the college boys never thought of disputing the orders of the gatekeeper. Stepping backwards with a sort of spring, he stepped upon the foot of some one who was approaching the gate.

Take care, Arkell.

He turned hastily and raised his trencher. The speaker was the good-natured Bishop of Westerbury; his widowed daughter on his arm.

I beg your lordships pardon.

Too intent to see me, eh! You were gazing into the garden as if you longed to be there.

I was looking for Miss Beauclerc, sir; I thought she might be coming near the gate. I have just picked up this, which she must have dropped going in.

How do you know it is Miss Beauclercs? cried the bishop, glancing at the gold locket.

I know its hers, sir; and her initials are on it. But Henry turned his face out of sight, as he spoke. And lest any critic should set up a cavil at the bishop being addressed as sir, it may be as well to mention that it was the custom with the college boys. Very few of them could bring their shy lips to utter any other title.

Go in and give it to Miss Beauclerc, if it is hers, cried the bishop.

The gatekeeper will not let me, said Henry, with a smile. He tells us all that it is as much as his place is worth to admit a college boy.

They aint fit for such a place as this, nohow, my lord, spoke up the keeper. Once let em in, and theyd be for playing at hare and hounds over the flower-beds.

Nonsense! said the bishop. I dont see what harm there would be in admitting the seniors. You need not be so over-strict, Williams. Come in with me, Arkell, if you wish to find Miss Beauclerc; and come in whenever you like. Do you hear, Williams, I give this young gentleman the entrée of the garden.

The bishop laid his hand on Henrys shoulder, and they walked in together, all three, his daughter on his other side. Many a surprised eye-glass was lifted; many an indignant eye regarded them.

Never yet had a college boy  St. John always excepted  ventured within the pale of that guarded place. And if the bishop and his daughter had appeared accompanied by a fiery serpent, it could not have caused more inward commotion. But nobody dared betray it: the bishop was the bishop, and not to be interfered with.

Theres Miss Beauclerc, my lad.

And in a few minutes  Henry could not tell how, in his minds tumultuous confusion  Georgina Beauclerc had turned into a side walk with him, and they were alone. Georgina was the same Georgina as ever  impulsive, wilful, and daringly independent. Everybody paid court to the deans daughter.

Did you drop this in coming in, Miss Beauclerc?

My locket! Of course I must have dropped it. Harry, I would not have lost it for the world.

His sensitive cheek wore a crimson flush at the words. He had given it to her on her last birthday, when she was eighteen. As she took it from him, their fingers touched. That touch thrilled through his veins, while hers were unconscious, or at best heedless of the contact.

It was the not uncommon tale; the tale that has been enacted many times in life, and which Lord Byron has made familiar to us as being his own hearts history  

The maid was on the eve of womanhood:
The boy had fewer summers; but his heart had far outgrown his years:
And to his sight there was but one fair face on earth,
And that was shining on him.

It has been intimated that Georgina Beauclerc had inherited the deans innate taste for what is called beauty, both human and statuesque. In the dean it was very marked. This, it may have been, that first drew forth her regard for Henry Arkell. Certain it was, she saw him frequently, and took no pains to disguise her admiration. He was a great favourite of the deans  was often invited to the deanery. That he was no common boy, in nature, mind, or form, was apparent to the dean, as it was to many others, and Dr. Beauclerc evinced his regard openly. Georgina did the same. At first she had merely liked to patronize the young college boy; rather to domineer over him, looking upon him as a child in comparison with herself. But as they grew older, the difference in their years became less marked, and now they appeared nearly of the same age, for he looked older than he was, and Georgina younger. She was very pretty, with her large, rich blue eyes, and her small, fair features.

He had grown to love her; to love her with that impassioned love, which, pure and refined though it is, can only bring unhappiness. What did he think could be the ending? Did he reflect that it was utter madness in him to love the deans daughter? It was nothing less than madness; and there were odd moments when the truth, that it was so, rose up in his mind, turning his whole soul to faintness.

And she, Georgina Beauclerc? She liked Henry Arkell very much indeed; she took pleasure in being with him, in talking with him, in flirting with him; she was conscious of a degree of pride when the handsome boy walked, as now, by her side; she encouraged his too-evident admiration for her; but she did not love him. She loved another too deeply to have any love left for him.

And she was so utterly careless of consequences. Had it been suggested to Miss Beauclerc that she was doing a wrong thing, bordering upon a wicked one, in thus trifling with that school-boys heart, she would have laughed in very glee, and thought it fun. Though she must have known, if she ever took the trouble to glance forward, that in the years to come, did things continue as they were now, and Henry Arkell told his love to the ear, as well as to the eye and heart, the explosion must have place, and he would know how he had been deceived. What would her excuse be? that she liked him; that she liked his companionship; that she could not afford to reject his admiration? The gratification of the present moment was paramount with Georgina.

But what was Mrs. Beauclerc about, to suffer this? Mrs. Beauclerc! Had her daughter flirted with the whole forty kings scholars on a string, and the head masters private pupils to boot, she would never have seen it; no, nor understood it if pointed out to her. Her daughter was Miss Beauclerc, a young lady of high degree, and the college boys were inferior young animals with whom it was utterly impossible Georgina could possess anything in common.

But how did you get in here, Harry? began Miss Beauclerc, slipping the locket on her chain. Has crusty old Williams gone to sleep this evening?

The bishop brought me in. He has given Williams orders that I am to be admitted here.

Has he? What a glorious fellow! Ill give him ten kisses for that, as I used to do when I was a little girl. And now, pray, what became of you this afternoon? You said you should be in the cloisters.



I know. I could not get out. I was doing Greek with my father.

Doing Greek! Its always that. Doing Greek, or doing Latin, its nothing else with you everlastingly. What a wretched pedant youll be, Harry Arkell!

Never, I hope. But you know I must study; I have only my talents to depend upon for advancement in life; and my father, his heart is set on seeing me a bril  a good scholar.

You are a brilliant scholar already, grumbled Georgina, bringing out the word which his modesty had left unspoken. Theres no reason why you should be at your books morning, noon, and night. I always said Mr. Peter Arkell was a martinet from the first hour he came to drill literature into me. Which he couldnt accomplish.

The school meets in a week or two, you know, and  

Tiresome young reptiles! interjected Miss Beauclerc. We are quieter without them.

And I must make the best use of my holidays for study, continued Henry. They wish me to get to Oxford early.

Goodness me! you might go now, if thats what you mean; you know enough. Harry, I do hope when you are ordained youll get some high preferment.



Such luck is not for me, Miss Beauclerc. I may never get beyond a curacy; or at most a minor canonry.

Nonsense, and double nonsense! With the influential friends you may count even now! You know that everybody makes much of you. I should like to see you dean of this cathedral.

And you   Henry stopped in time. A tempting vision had mentally arisen, and for the moment led him out of himself. Did Georgina scent the treason, all but uttered? She resumed volubly, hastily  

I have a great mind to tell you something; I think I will. But dont you let it go farther, Henry, for it is a secret as yet. Theres going to be a school examination.

No! exclaimed Henry, some consternation in his tone.

Why! are you afraid of it?

I am not. But I was thinking how very unfit the school is to stand it. What will Mr. Wilberforce say?

Theres the fun, cried Georgina in glee. When I heard papa talking of this, I said it would drive the head masters senses upside down. The dean and chapter are going to introduce all sorts of improvements into the school.

What can have set them on to it! exclaimed Henry, unable to recover his surprise and concern.

The spelling, I think, said Georgina, pursing up her pretty mouth. Jocelyn  and hell be the senior boy this next half, you know  wrote a letter to his aunt; she rents her house and land under old Meddler, and knows the Meddlers  visits them, in fact. What should she do but take the letter to old Meddler, and asked him whether it was not a disgrace to any civilized community. Old Meddler kept the letter and brought it here, when he came into residence last week, and showed it to papa. There were not ten words spelt right in it. Altogether, theres going to be something or other done. But Im sure you need not look so concerned over it, Henry Arkell; you are safe.

I am safe. Yes, thanks to my father, I have enjoyed great advantages. But I am thinking of the others.

Serve them right! They are a lazy set. Papa said, I should think Henry Arkell does not write like this! I could have answered that, you know, had I chosen to bring out some of your letters.

There was a pause of silence. The tone had been significant, and his poor heart was beating wildly. What a lovely rose! he exclaimed, when the silence had become painful. I wish I dare pluck it!



Dare! Nonsense! Pluck it if you wish.

I thought it was forbidden to touch the flowers here!

So it is, said Georgina, snapping off the rose, one of the variegated species, and a great beauty. But I do as I please. I would pluck all the flowers in the garden for two pins, just to see the old gardeners dismay.

What would the visitors say to you?

Bow to me, and wish they dare perform such feats. Pshaw! I am the deans daughter. Here, Harry, I will make you a present of it.

She threw the rose into his hand as she spoke, and she saw what the gift was to him.

What shall you do with it, Harry?

Had I plucked the rose myself, I should have given it to my mother. I shall keep it now  keep it for ever. I may not, he added, lowering his tone, and speaking, as it were, to himself, part with your gifts.

Georgina laughed lightly, an encouraging laugh.

Oh! it was wrong; wrong of her to act so. They reached the end of the shady walk and turned again.

How long are you going to remain in that precious choir? resumed Georgina, wasting your time for the public benefit.

Mr. St. John put the very same question to me this morning. He  



Mr. St. John! she interrupted, in startling, nay, wild impulse, and her face became one glow of excitement. But what do you mean? she added, subsiding into calmness as recollection returned to her. He is not in Westerbury.

The words, the emotion, told their own tale; and their true meaning flashed upon his brain. It was an era in the unhappy boys life. How was it that he had been blind all these years?

You take a strange interest in him, Miss Beauclerc, and there seemed to be no life left in his pale face, as he turned to her with the question.

For anothers sake, she evasively answered. I told you some time ago Frederick St. John was in love with her.

He knew to whom she alluded. Do you think it likely that he is, Miss Beauclerc?

If hes not in love with herself, he is in love with her beauty, said Georgina, with a laugh. But you know what the popular belief is  that the heir of the St. Johns, whatever he may do with his love, may only give his hand to his cousin, Lady Anne.

I hope it is so. She is the nicest girl, and he deserves a good wife. I used to sing duets with her when she was last at the Palmery.

Oh! said Georgina, turning her pretty nose into the air, and so you fell in love with her.



No, replied Henry; my love was not mine to give.

Another pause. Georgina snatched a second flower  a carnation this time  and began pulling it to pieces.

I suppose you heard from him this morning?

Yes.

And where is he now?

In Spain. But he talks of coming home.

He stole a glance at her; at the loving light that shone in her bright blue eyes; at the soft glow, red as the carnation she was despoiling, on her conscious cheek. Why did he not read the signs in all their full meaning? Why did hope struggle with the conviction that would have arisen in his heart?

Have you his letter?

Yes; you can read it if you like. There are no secrets. I have told him that Miss Beauclerc was fond of looking at his letters. He is enthusiastic, as usual, on the subject of pictures.

She closed her hand upon the foreign-looking letter which he took from his jacket pocket to give to her. I will take it home with me, and return it to you to-morrow; I cant read it now. And, Harry, I am going back to my party, or perhaps theyll be setting the crier to work. Mind you dont breathe a word of that school examination: it would not do. But I tell things to you that Id not tell to anybody else in the world.

She ran away up a side path, and Henry made his way to the more frequented part of the garden. It happened that he found himself again with the bishop; and the prelate laid his hand, as before, on the shoulder of the handsome boy, and kept him at his side.

Mrs. Peter Arkell had not grown better with years; on the contrary, the weakness in the back was greater, and her health in other ways began to fail. A residence of some weeks at the sea-side was deemed essential for her; absolutely necessary, said her medical attendant, Mr. Lane: and indeed it was not much less necessary for Peter Arkell himself, who was always ill now. His state of health told heavily upon them. He had been obliged to give up a great portion of his teaching; and but for his ever-ready friend and relative, Mr. Arkell, whose hand was always open, and for certain five-pound notes that came sometimes in Mildreds letters, Peter had not the remotest idea how he should have got along. This going to the sea-side would have been quite out of the question, but that they had met with a fortunate chance of letting their house for two months, to a family desirous of coming to Westerbury. Lucy, of course, would go with them; but the question was  what was to be done with Henry? Travice Arkell, in his impulsive good nature, said he must stop with them, and Mr. Arkell confirmed it. Henry supposed he must, but he felt sure it would not be palatable to Mrs. Arkell.

Travice Arkell was in partnership with his father now. At the time of his leaving school there had been a visible improvement in the prospects of the manufacturers, and Mr. Arkell yielded to his sons wish to join him, and hoped that the good times were coming back again. But the improvement had not lasted long; and Mr. Arkell was wont to say that Travice had cast in his lot with a sinking ship. The designation of the firm had never been altered; it was still George Arkell and Son. Times fluctuated very much. Just now again there was a slight improvement; and altogether Mr. Arkell was still upon the balance, to give up business or not to give it up, as he had been for so many years.

Henry walked home from the Bishops Garden, with the strange emotion displayed by Georgina Beauclerc, at the mention of Mr. St. John, telling upon his memory and his heart. Lucy met him at the door, her sweet face radiant.

Oh, Henry! such news! News in two ways. I dont know which to tell you first. One part concerns you.



Tell me that first, then, said he, laughing.

You are not to be at Mr. Arkells while we are away. You are to be at  guess where.

I cant guess at all. I dont know anybody whod have me.

At the masters.

His eye lightened as he looked up.

Am I? I am so glad! Is it true, Lucy?

It is quite true. Mr. Wilberforce saw mamma at the window, and came in to ask her how she was, and when she went, and all that. Mamma said how puzzled she had been what to do with you, but it was decided now you were to go to Mr. Arkells. So then the master said he thought you had better go to him, and he should be most happy to invite you there for the time, no matter how long we remained away; and when mamma attempted to say something about the great kindness, he interrupted her, saying you had always been so good a pupil, and given him so little trouble, and did him altogether so much credit, that he should consider the obligation was on his side. So it is quite decided, Harry, and you are to go there.

Thats good news, then. And whats the other, Lucy?

Ah! the other concerns me. It is good, too.

Are you going to be married?

The question was but spoken in jest, and Henry wondered to see his sisters face change; but she only shook her head and laughed.

Eva Prattleton is to accompany us to the sea-side.

Eva Prattleton!

Mr. Prattleton came in just after the master left, resumed Lucy. He said he had come with a petition: would mamma take charge of Eva to the sea-side, and let her go with us? He had intended  you know we heard of it, Harry  to take his two daughters to Switzerland this summer for a treat; but he begins to fear that Eva will not be equal to the travelling, for shes not strong, and a little thing fatigues her; and he thinks a month or two of quiet at the sea-side would do her more good. So thats arranged as well as the other.

And what will Mary do?

Oh, she goes to Switzerland with her papa. He has not given up his journey. The two boys are to stay at home, and George Prattletons to take care of them.

Henry laughed. The idea of Mr. George Prattletons taking care of the boys struck him as being something ludicrous.

But what do you think mamma says? added Lucy, dropping her voice. The terms hinted at by Mr. Prattleton for Eva were so liberal, that mamma feels sure he is doing this as much to make our sojourn there more easy to us, as for Evas benefit; though she is not well, of course, and never has been since her mothers death; the grief then seemed to take such a hold upon her. How kind to us the Prattletons have always been!

Henry mentally echoed the words  for they were true ones  all unconscious that a time was quickly approaching when he should have to repay this kindness with something very like ingratitude.


CHAPTER II. 

THE TOUR OF DAVID DUNDYKE, ESQUIRE.

Perhaps of all the changes time had wrought, in those connected with our history, not one was more remarkable than that in Mr. and Mrs. Dundyke, in regard to their position in the world. They had changed in themselves of course; we all change; and were now middle-aged people of some five-and-forty years: Mr. Dundyke being red and portly; his wife, thin and meek as ever.

Little by little, step by step, had David Dundyke risen in the world. There had come a day when he was made a fourth partner in that famous tea-importing house, with which he had been so long connected. He was now the third partner, and his income was a large one. There had also come a day when he was elected a common councilman (I am not sure but this has been previously mentioned), and now the old longing, the height of his ambition, was really and truly dawning upon him. In the approaching autumn he was to be proposed for sheriff; and that, as we all know, leads in time to the civic chair.

You will readily understand that it was not at all consistent for a partner in a wealthy tea house, and a common councilman rising into note and attending the civic feasts, to remain the tenant of two humble rooms. Mr. Dundyke had made a change long ago. He and his wife, clinging still to apartments, as being less trouble, and also less expense on the whole, had moved into handsome ones; and there they remained for some years. But the prospect of the shrievalty demanded something more; and latterly Mr. Dundyke had taken a handsome villa at Brixton, had furnished it well, and set himself up there with two maid servants and a footman. In some degree his old miserly habits were on him still, and he rarely spent where he could save, or launched into any extravagance unless he had an end in view in doing it; but he had never very much loved money for its own sake alone, only as means to an end.

His great care, now that the glorious end was near, was to blazon forth his importance. He wanted the world (his little world) to forget what he had been; to forget the pinching and saving, the poor way of living, the red-herring dinners, and the past in general. He did what he could to blot out the past in the present. He looked out for correspondents to address him as esquire; and he took to wear a ring with a crest upon it.

In this very month of July, when you saw Henry Arkell and the deans daughter walking in the Bishops Garden  and a very hot July it was  Mr. Dundyke came to the decision of taking a tour. What first put it into his unfortunate head to do so, his wife never knew; though she asked herself the question afterwards many and many a time. He debated the point with himself, to go or not to go, some little while; balancing the advantages against the drawbacks. On the one hand, it would cost time and money; on the other, it would certainly be another stepping-stone in his advancing greatness, the more especially if he could get the Post or some other fashionable organ to announce the departure of David Dundyke, Esquire, and Lady, on a Continental tour.

One sultry afternoon, when Mrs. Dundyke was sewing in her own sitting-room, he returned home somewhat earlier than usual.

My mind is made up, Mrs. Dundyke, he said, before he had had time to look round, as he came in, wiping his hot brows. I told you I thought I should go that tour; and I mean to start as soon as we have fixed upon our route. It must be somewhere foreign.

Mr. Dundykes intellectual improvement had not advanced in an equal ratio with his fortunes; he called tour tower, and route rout. Indeed, he spoke almost exactly as he used to speak.

Foreign! echoed Mrs. Dundyke, somewhat aghast. Her geographical knowledge had always been imperfect and confused; the retired life she led, occupied solely in domestic affairs, had not tended to enlarge it; and the word foreign suggested to her mind extremely remote parts of the globe  the two poles and Cape Horn. Foreign?

One cant travel anywhere now thats not foreign, Betsey, returned Mr. Dundyke, testily. One cant humdrum up and down England in a stage-coach, as one used to do.

True; but you said foreign. You dont mean America  or China  or any of those parts, do you, David?

Its never of no use talking to you about anything, Mrs. D., said the common-councilman, in wrath. Chinar! Why, it would be a life-journey! I shall go to Geneva.

But, David, is not that very far? she asked. Where is it? Over in Greece, or Turkey, or some of those places.

It is in Switzerland, Mrs. D. The tip-top quality go to it, and I mean to go. It will cost a good deal, I know; but I can stand that.



And how shall we manage to talk Swiss?

There is no Swiss, answered Mr. Dundyke. The language spoke there is French; the guide-book says so.

It will be the same to us, David, she mildly said; we cannot speak French.

I know that we means yes, and no means no. We shall rub on well enough with that. So get all my stockings and shirts seen to, Betsey, and your own things; for the day after to-morrow I shall be off.

His wife looked up, not believing in the haste. But it proved true, nevertheless; for Mr. Dundyke had a motive in it. On the morning but one after, an excursion opposition steamer was advertised to start for Boulogne  fares, half-a-crown; return-tickets, four shillings. Of course David Dundyke could not let so favourable an opportunity slip; he still saved where he could.

Accordingly, on the said morning, which was very squally, they found themselves on the crowded boat. Such a sight! such a motley freight! Half London, as it seemed, had been attracted by the cheapness; but it was by no means a fashionable assemblage, nor yet a refined one.

I hear somebody saying we shall have it rough, David, whispered Mrs. Dundyke, as they sat side by side, and the vessel passed Greenwich. I hope we shall not be sea-sick.

Pooh! sea-sick! we shant be sea-sick! imperiously cried the sheriff in prospective, as he turned his ring, now assumed for good, to the front of all beholders. I dont believe in sea-sickness for my part. We did not feel sick when we went to Gravesend; you remember that, dont you, Betsey? It is more brag than anything else with people, talking about sea-sickness, thats my belief; a genteel way of letting out that they can afford to be travellers.

Excepting that one trip to Gravesend, of which he spoke, neither he nor his wife had ever been on the water in their lives. Neither of them had seen the sea. They had possessed really no inclination to stir from home; and saving had been, the ruling motive in David Dundykes life.

The steamer went on. The river itself growing rough at Gravesend, the dead-lights were put in; and as they got nearer to the sea, the wind was freshening to a gale. Oh, the good steamer! will she ever live through it? The unbelieving common-councilman, to his horror and dismay, found sea-sickness was not a brag. He lay on the floor of the cabin, groaning, and moaning, and bewailing his ill fate in having come to sea.

Heaven forgive me for having thought of this foreign tour! Steward! He stops up with them outsiders on deck! Heavens! Steward! Call him, somebody! Tell him its for a common-councilman!

Mrs. Dundyke was in the ladies cabin  very ill, but very quiet. A dandy-looking man, impervious to the miseries of the passage, who had nothing to do but gape and yawn, took a sudden look in, by way of gratifying his curiosity, and, having done so, withdrew again  not, however, before one of the lady passengers had marked him. She took him for the captain.

Capting! capting! she called out; if you please is that the capting?

Which?  where? asked the stewards boy, to whom the question was addressed, turning round with a glass of brandy-and-water in his hand, which he was presenting to another lady, groaning up aloft in a berth.

He came in at the door; he have got on tan kid gloves and shiny boots.

That the captain! cried the boy, gratified beyond everything at the ladys notion of a captains rigging. No, maam, hes up on deck.

Just call the captain here, will you? resumed the lady; I know we are going down. Im never ill aboard these horrid boats; but Im worse, Im dreadful timid.



There aint no danger, maam, said the boy.

I know there is danger, and I know we are a going to be emerged to the bottom. If youll call the capting down here, boy, Ill give you sixpence; and if you dont call him, Ill have you punished for insolence.

Call him directly, maam, said the boy, rushing off with alacrity.

I am the captain, exclaimed a rough voice, proceeding from a rough head, poking itself down the companion ladder; whats wanted of me?

Oh! capting, we are going to the fishes fast! and some of us is dead of fright already. The vesselll be in pieces presently! see how she rolls and pitches! and theres the sea dashing over the decks and against them boards at the windows, such as I never heard it; and all that awful crashing and cording, what is it?

There aint no danger, shortly answered the commander, mentally vowing to punch the boys head for calling him for nothing.

Cant you put back, and land us somewhere, or take us into smooth water? implored the petitioner; wed subscribe for a reward for you, capting, sir.

Oh, yes, yes, echoed a faint chorus of voices; any reward.

Theres no danger whatever, I tell ye, ladies, repeated the exasperated captain. When weve got round this bit of headland, we shall have the wind at our starn, and go ahead as if the dickens druv us.

With this consolatory information, the rough head turned round and vanished. The grinning boy came out of a corner where he had hid himself, and appealed to the lady for his promised sixpence.

I know we are going down! she cried, as she fumbled in her bag for one. That capting ought to lose his place for saying theres no danger; to me its apparent to be seen. If hed any humanity in him, hed put back and land us somewhere, if twas only on the naked shore. Good mercy! what a lurch!  and now were going to tother side. No danger indeed! And all my valuable luggage aboard: my silk gownds, and my shawls, and my new lace mantle! Good gracious, maam, dont pitch out of your berth! youll fall atop of me. Cant you hold on? What were hands made for?

Some hours more yet, and then the steward, who had been whisking and whirling like one possessed, now on deck, now in the cabins, and now in his own especial sanctum, amid his tin jugs and his broken crockery, came whirling in once more to the large cabin, and said they were at the mouth of Boulogne harbour. Just one pitch more, ladies and gentlemen  there it is  and now we are in the port, safe and sound.



Dont talk to me about being in, cried poor Mr. Dundyke, from his place on the floor, not quite sure yet whether he was dead or alive, but rather believing hed prefer to be the former. Please dont step upon me, anybody. I couldnt stir yet.

All minor disasters of the journey overcome, the travellers reached Paris in safety. So far, Mr. Dundyke had found no occasion to rub on with his we and no, for he encountered very few people who were not able to speak, or at least understand, a little English. But when they quitted Paris  and they remained in it but two days  then their difficulties commenced; and many were the distresses, and furious the fits of anger, of the common-councilman. It pleased Mr. Dundyke to travel by diligence on cross-country roads, rather than take the rail to Lyons  of which rail, and of all rails, he had a sort of superstitious dread  but this he found easy to do, though it caused him to be somewhat longer on the road. Here his tongue was at fault. He wanted to know the names of the towns and villages they passed through, the meaning of any puzzling object of wonder he saw on his way, and he could not ask; or, rather, he did ask repeatedly, but the answers conveyed to his ears only an unmeaning sound. It vexed him excessively.



I dont think they understand you, David, Mrs. Dundyke said to him one day.

And how should they understand, speaking nothing but heathen gibberish? he returned. Its enough to make a saint swear.

Another source of annoyance was the living. Those who have travelled by diligence in the more remote parts of France, and sat down to the tables-dhôte at the road-side inns where the diligence halted, and remember the scrambling haste observed, may imagine the distresses of Mr. and Mrs. Dundyke. In common with their countrymen in general, they partook strongly of the national horror of frog-eating, and also of the national conviction that that delicate animal furnished the component parts of at least every second dish served up in France: so that it was little short of martyrdom to be planted down to a dinner, where half the dishes, for all the information they gave to the eye, might be composed of frogs, or something equally obnoxious. There would be the bouilli first, but Mr. Dundyke, try as he would, could not swallow it, although he had once dined on red-herrings; and there would be a couple of skinny chickens, drying on a dish of watercress, but before he could hope, in his English deliberation, to get at them, they were snapped up and devoured. Few men liked good living better than David Dundyke,  how else would he have been fit to become one of the renowned metropolitan body-corporate?  and when it was to be had at anybody elses cost, none enjoyed it more. At these tables-dhôte, eat or not eat, he had to pay, and bitter and frequent were the heartburnings at throwing away his good money, yet rising up with an empty stomach. Not a tenth part of the cravings of hunger did he and his wife ever satisfy at these miserable tables-dhôte. The very idea of but the minutest portion of a frogs leg going into their mouths, was more repulsive to their minds than that shuddering reminiscence of the steam-packet; and, what with this dread, and their inability to ask questions, Mr. and Mrs. Dundyke were nearly starved.

One day in particular it was very sad. They had halted at an inn in a good-sized town, not very far distant from Lyons. While the soup and bouilli were being devoured, the two unfortunates ate a stray radish or two, when up bustled the waiter with a funny-looking dish, its contents wonderfully like what a roast-beef eater might suppose cooked frogs to be, and presented it to Mr. Dundyke.

Whats this? inquired Mr. Dundyke, delicately adventuring the tip of a fork towards the suspicious-looking compound, by way of indicating the nature of his question.

Plait-il, monsieur?



This, this, rapping the edge of the dish with the fork; what is it made of? what do you call it?

Une fricassée de petits pigeons, à loseille, monsieur, replied the discerning waiter.

Poor Mr. Dundyke pushed the dish away from him with a groan. Une fricassée de petits pigeons, à loseille in French, might be Stewed frogs in English.

What was all that green mess in the dish? asked his wife.

The saints know, groaned the common-councilman. Perhaps its the fashion here to cook frogs in their own rushes.

Up came the waiter with another dish, that attentive functionary observing that the Monsieur Anglais ate nothing. A solid piece of meat, with little white ends sticking out of it, rising out of another bed of green. Oseille is much favoured in these parts of France.

Whatevers this? ejaculated the common-councilman, eyeing the dish with wondering suspicion. Its as much like a porkipine as anything I ever saw. What dye call it? rapping the edge of the dish as before.

Foie-de-veau lardé, à loseille, monsieur.

The common-councilman was as wise as before, and sat staring at it.



It cant be frogs, David, this cant, suggested Mrs. Dundyke, it is too large and solid; and I dont think its any foreign animal. It looks to me like veal. Veal, waiter? she asked, appealingly.

Oui, madame, was the answer, at a venture.

And the green stuff round it is spinach, of course. Veal and spinach, my dear.

Thats good, that is, veal and spinach. Ill try it, said Mr. Dundyke.

He helped himself plentifully, and, pushing the dish to his wife, voraciously took the first mouthful, for he was fearfully hungry.

It was a rash proceeding. What in the world had he got hold of! Veal and spinach!  Heaven protect him from poison! It was some horrible, soft compound, sharp and sour; it turned him sick at once, and set his teeth on edge. He became very pale, and called faintly for the waiter.

But the garçon had long ago whisked off to other parts of the room, and there was Mr. Dundyke obliged to sit with that nauseous mystery underneath his very nose.

Waiter! he roared out at length, with all the outraged dignity of a common-councilman, I say, waiter! For the love of goodness take this away: its only fit for pigs. Theres a dish there, with two little ducks upon it, and some carrots round em  French ducks I suppose they are: an Englishman might shut up shop if he placed such on his table. Bring it here.

Plait-il, monsieur?

Them ducks  there  at the top, by the pickled cowcumbers. Ill take one.

The waiter ranged his perplexed eyes round and round the table. Pardon, monsieur, plait-il?

I think you are an idiot, I do! roared out Mr. Dundyke, unable to keep both his hunger and his temper. That dish of ducks, I said, and it is being seized upon! They are tearing them to pieces! they are gone! Good Heavens! are we to famish like this?

The waiter, in despair, laid hold of a slice of melon in one hand and the salt and pepper in the other, and presented them.

The man is an idiot! decided the exasperated Englishman. What does he mean by offering me melon for dinner, and salt and pepper to season it?  thats like their putting sugar to their peas! I want something that I can eat, he cried, piteously.

Quest-ce que cest que je peux vous offrir, monsieur? asked the agonized garçon.

Dont you see we want something to eat, retorted the gentleman; this lady and myself? We cant touch any of the trash on the table. Get us some mutton chops cooked.



Pardon, monsieur, plait-il?

Some  mut  ton  chops, repeated the common-councilman, very deliberately, thinking that the slower he spoke, the better he should be understood. And let em look sharp about it.

The waiter sighed and shrugged, and, after pushing the bread and butter and young onions within reach, moved away, giving up the matter as a hopeless job.

Lets peg away at this till the chops come, cried Mr. Dundyke. And in the fallacious hope that the chops were coming, did the unconscious couple peg away till the driver clacked his long whip, and summoned his passengers to resume their seats in the diligence.

I have had nothing to eat, screamed Mr. Dundyke. They are doing me some mutton chops. I cant go yet.

Deux diners, quatre francs, une bouteille de vin, trente sous, said the waiter in Mr. Dundykes ear. Fait cinq francs, cinquante, monsieur.

Fetch my mutton chops, he implored; we cant go without them: we can eat them in the diligence.

Allons! dépêchons-nous, messieurs et dames, interrupted the conductor, looking in, impatiently. Prenez vos places. Nous sommes en retard.

They are swindlers, every soul of them, in this country, raved the common-councilman, passionately throwing down the money, when he could be made to comprehend its amount, and that there were no chops to come. How dare you be so dishonest as charge for dinners we dont eat.

I am faint now for the want of something, bewailed poor Mrs. Dundyke.

If ever I am caught out of Old England again, he sobbed, climbing to his place in the diligence, Ill give em leave to make a Frenchman of me, thats all.


CHAPTER III. 

A MEETING AT GRENOBLE.

They arrived at Lyons; but here Mr. Dundykes total ignorance of the language led him into innumerable misapprehensions and mishaps, not the least of which was his going from Lyons to Grenoble, thinking all the time that he was on the shortest and most direct road to Switzerland. This was in consequence of his rubbing on with we and no. They had arrived at Lyons late in the evening, and after a nights rest, Mr. Dundyke found his way to the coach-office, to take places on to Switzerland. There happened to be standing before the office door a huge diligence, with the word Grenoble painted on it.

I want to engage a place in a diligence; two places; direct for Switzerland, began Mr. Dundyke; in a diligence like that, pointing to the great machine.

You spoke French, von littel, sare? asked the clerk, who could himself speak a very little imperfect English.



We, cried Mr. Dundyke, eagerly, not choosing to betray his ignorance.

Accordingly, the official proceeded to jabber on in French, and Mr. Dundyke answered at intervals of hazard we and no.

Vous désirez aller à Grenoble, nest-ce pas, monsieur? remarked the clerk.

We, cried out Mr. Dundyke at random.

Combien de places, monsieur?

We, repeated the gentleman again.

I do demande of the monsieur how few of place? said the official, suspecting his French was not understood quite so well as it might be.

Two places for Switzerland, answered Mr. Dundyke. Im going on to Geneva, in a diligence like that.

Cest ça. The monsieur desire to go to Gren-haub; et encore jusquà Genève  on to Geneva.

We, rapturously responded the common-councilman.

I do comprends. Two place in the Gren-haub diligence. Vill the monsieur go by dat von? pointing to the one at the door. She do go in de half hour.

Not that one, retorted Mr. Dundyke, impatient at the clerks obscure English. I said in one like that, later.

Yes, sare, I comprends now. You would partir by anoder von like her, the next one that parts. Vill you dat I retienne two place for Gren-haub?

We, we, responded Mr. Dundyke. Two places. My wifes with me, Mrs. D.: Im a common-councilman, sir, at home. Two places for Gren-haub. Corner ones, mind: in the interior.

Cest bien, monsieur. She goes à six of de hours.

She! Who?

The diligence, I do say.

Oh, said the common-councilman to himself, they call coaches shes in this country. I wonder what they call women. Six hours you say we shall take going.

Oui, monsieur, answered the clerk, without quite understanding the question, il faut venir à six heures.

And when does it start?

What you ask, sare?

She  the diligence  at what oclock does it start for Gren-haub?

I do tell de sare at de six of de hours dis evening.

Well be here a quarter afore it then: never was late for anything in my life. Gren-haubs a little place, I suppose, sir, as its not in my guide-book?



Comme ça, said the clerk, shrugging his shoulders. Shes not von Lyon.

Whos she? exclaimed the bewildered Mr. Dundyke; whos not a lion?

Gren-haub, sare. I thought you did ask about her.

The asses that these French make of themselves when they attempt to converse in English! ejaculated the common-councilman. Whos to understand him?

He turned away, and went back to the hotel in glee, dreadfully unconscious that he had booked himself for Grenoble, and imagining that Gren-haub (as the word Grenoble in the Frenchmans mouth sounded to his English ears) must be the first town on the Swiss frontiers. Its an awkward hour, though, to get in at, he deliberated: six hours, that fellow said we should be, going: that will make it twelve at night when we get to the place. Things are absurdly managed in this country. This was another mistake of his: the anticipated six hours necessary, as he fancied, to convey him from Lyons to Gren-haub, would prove at least sixteen.

At the appointed hour Mr. and Mrs. Dundyke took their seats in the diligence, which began its journey and went merrily on; at least as merrily as a French diligence, of the average weight and size, can be expected to go. Mr. Dundyke was merry, too, for him; for he had fortified himself with a famous dinner before starting: none of your frogs and rushes and oseille, but rosbif saignant, and pommes de terre au naturel, specially ordered. Both the travellers had done it ample justice, and seasoned it with some hot brandy-and-water; Mr. Dundyke taking two glasses and making his wife take one. Therefore it was not surprising that both should sink, about nine oclock, into a sound sleep. They had that compartment of the coach, called the intérieur, to themselves, and could recline almost at full length; and so comfortable were they, that all the various changing of horses and clackings of the whip failed to arouse them.

Not until six oclock in the morning did Mr. Dundyke open his eyes, and then only partially. He was in the midst of the most delicious dream  riding in that coveted coach, all gilt and gingerbread, on a certain 9th of November to come, moving in stately dignity through Cheapside, amidst the plaudits of little boys, the crowding of windows, and the arduous exertions of policemen to preserve order in the admiring mob; sitting with the mace and sword-bearer beside him, his mace and sword-bearer! Mr. Dundyke had been pleased that his sleep, with such a dream, had lasted for ever, and he unwillingly aroused himself to reality.



It was broad daylight; the sun was shining with all the glorious beauty of a summer morning, shining right into the diligence, and roasting the face of the common-councilman. He rubbed his eyes and wondered where he was. Recollection began to whisper that when he had gone to sleep the previous evening it was dusk, and that ere that dusk had well subsided into the darkness of midnight he had expected to be at his destination, Gren-haub; whereas  was he asleep still, and dreaming it?  or was it really morning, and he still in the diligence?  or had some unexampled phenomenon of nature caused the sun to shine out at midnight? What was it? In the greatest perturbation he tore his watch from his pocket, and found it was five minutes past six; but he knew that he was rather slower than French time.

A fine hubbub ensued. Mr. Dundyke startled his wife up in such a fright, that he nearly sent her into fits: he roared out to the coachman, he called for the conductor: he shook the doors, he knocked at the windows: he caused the utmost consternation amongst the quiet passengers in the rotonde and banquette, and woke up a deaf old gentleman in the coupé, who all thought he had gone suddenly mad. The diligence was stopped in haste, and out of the door rushed Mr. Dundyke.

Where were they taking him to? Why had they not left him at Gren-haub? Did they know he was a common-councilman of the great city of London, a brother of the Lord Mayor and aldermen? How dared they run away with him and his wife in that style? Where were they carrying him to? Were they going to smuggle him off to Turkey or any of them heathen places to sell him for a slave? They must turn round forthwith, and drive him back to Gren-haub.

All this, and a great deal more of it, delivered in the English tongue and interspersed with not a few English expletives, was as Greek to the astonished lookers-on; and when they had sufficiently exercised their curiosity and stared at the enraged speaker, standing there without his hat, stamping his feet in the dust, and gesticulating more like a Frenchman than a stout specimen of John Bull, they all let loose their tongues together, in a jargon equally incomprehensible to the distressed Englishman. In vain did Mr. Dundyke urge their return to Gren-haub, now with angry fury, now with tears, now with promises of reward; in vain the other side demanded to know what was the matter, and tried to coax him into the diligence. Not a word could one party understand of the other.

Montez, monsieur; montez, mon pauvre monsieur. Dieu! quest-ce quil a? Montez, donc!

Not a bit of it. Mr. Dundyke would not have mounted till now, save by main force. It took the conductor and three passengers to push and condole him in; and indeed they never would have accomplished it, but for the sudden dread that flashed over his mind of what would become of him if he were left there in the road, hatless, hopeless, and Frenchless, while his wife and his luggage and the diligence went on to unknown regions. Some of those passengers, if you could come across them now, would give you a dolorous history of the pauvre monsieur Anglais who went raving mad one summers morning in the diligence.

There was little haste or punctuality in those old days of French posting  driver, conductor, passengers, and horses all liking to take their own leisure; and it was not far off twelve oclock at noon, six hours after the mornings incomprehensible scene, and eighteen from the time of departure from Lyons, that the lazy old diligence reached its destination, and Mr. Dundyke discovered that he was in Grenoble. How he would ever have found his way out of it, and on the road to Switzerland, must be a question, had not an Englishman, a young man, apparently in delicate health, who was sojourning in the town, fortunately chanced to be in the diligence yard, and heard Mr. Dundykes fruitless exclamations and appeals, as he alighted.



Can I do anything for you? asked the stranger, stepping forward. I perceive we are countrymen.

Overjoyed at hearing once more his own language, the unhappy traveller seized the Englishmans hand with a rush of delight, and explained the prolonged torture he had gone through, and the doubt and dilemma he was still in  at least as well as he could explain what was to him still a mystery. The savages cannot understand me, he concluded politely, and of course I cannot be expected to understand them.

Neither could the stranger understand just at first; but with the conductors tale on one side and Mr. Dundykes on the other, he made out the difficulty, and set things straight for him, and went with him to the diligence office. No coach started for Chambéry, by which route they must now proceed, till the next morning at nine, so the stranger took two places for them in that.

Im under eternal obligations to you, sir, exclaimed the relieved traveller, and if ever I should have it in my power to repay you, be sure you count on me. Its a common-councilman, sir, that you have assisted; thats what I am at home, and Im going on to be Lord Mayor. You shall have a card for my inauguration dinner, sir, if you are within fifty miles of me. You will tell me your name, and where you live?



My name is Robert Carr, said the stranger. I am a clergyman. I am from Holland.

The name struck on a chord of Mrs. Dundykes memory. It took her back to the time when she was Betsey Travice, and on a certain visit at Westerbury. Though not in the habit of putting herself forward when in her husbands company, she turned impulsively to the stranger now.

Have you relations at Westerbury, sir? Was your mothers name Hughes?

Yes, he said, looking very much surprised. Both my father and mother were from Westerbury. I have a grandfather, I believe, living there still. My mother is dead.

How very strange! she exclaimed. Can you come in this evening to us at the hotel for half-an-hour?

I would, with pleasure, but I leave Grenoble this afternoon, was the young clergymans answer. Can I do anything for you in London?

Nothing, said Mrs. Dundyke. But my husband has given you our address; and if you will call and see us when we get home  

And youll meet with a hearty welcome, sir, interrupted the common-councilman, shaking his hand heartily. Im more indebted to you this day than I care to speak.

Mrs. Dundyke watched him out of the yard. He might be about four-and-twenty; and was of middle height and slightly made, and he walked away coughing, with his hand upon his chest.

David, she said to her husband, I do think he must be a relative of yours! The Hughess of Westerbury were related in some way to your mother.

Im sure I dont know, said David Dundyke. I think I have heard her talk about them, but I am not sure. Any way Im obliged to him; and mind, Betsey, if he does come to see us in London, Ill give him a right good dinner.

Ah, how little! how little do we foresee even a week or two before us! Never in this world would those two meet again.

And Mr. and Mrs. Dundyke proceeded under convoy to the Hôtel des Trois Dauphins, and made themselves as comfortable for the night as circumstances and the stinging gnats permitted.

Arriving at Geneva without further let or hindrance, David Dundyke, Esquire, and his wife, put up at the Hôtel des Bergues. And on the morning afterwards, when Mrs. Dundyke had dressed herself and looked about her, she felt like a fish out of water. The size of the hotel, the style pervading it, the inmates she caught chance glimpses of in the corridors, were all so different from anything poor humble Betsey Dundyke had been brought into contact with, that she began to feel her inferiority. And yet she looked like a lady, in her good and neat dress, and her simple cap half covering her fair and still luxuriant hair. Her face was red, tanned with the journey; but it was a pleasing and a nice face yet to look upon.

They descended to the great salle a little before ten. Many groups were breakfasting there at the long tables; most of them English, as might be heard by their snatches of quiet conversation. Some of them possessed an air of distinction and refinement that bespoke their standing in society. An English servant came in once and accosted his master as my lord; and a plain little body in a black silk gown and white net cap, was once spoken to as Lady Jane. Mr. Dundyke had never, to the best of his knowledge, been in a room with a lord before; had never but once set eyes on a Lady Jane; and that was King Henry the Eighths wife in waxwork; and, alive to his own importance though the common-councilman was, he felt unpleasantly out of place amidst them. In spite of his ambition his nature was a modest one.

Scarcely had he and his wife begun breakfast, when a lady and gentleman came in and took the seats next to him. The stranger was a tall, dark, rather handsome man; taller than Mr. Dundyke, who was by no means undersized, and approaching within three or four years to the same age. But while the common councilman was beginning to get rather round and puffy, just as an embryo alderman is expected to be, the strangers form was remarkable for wiry strength and muscle: in a tussle for life or death, mark you, reader, the one would be a very child in the handling of the other.

Mr. Dundyke moved his chair a little to give more room, as they sat down, and the gentleman acknowledged it with a slight bow of courtesy. He spoke soon after.

If you are not using that newspaper, sir, pointing to one that lay near Mr. Dundyke, may I trouble you for it?

No use to me, sir, said the common-councilman, passing the journal. I understand French pretty well when its spoke, but am scarcely scholar enough in the language to read it.

Ah, indeed, replied the stranger. This, however, is German, he continued, as he opened the paper.

Oh  well  they look sufficiently alike in print, observed the common-councilman. Slap-up hotel, this seems, sir.

Comfortable, returned the stranger, carelessly. You are a recent arrival, I think.

Got here last night, sir, by the diligence. We are travelling on pleasure; taking a holiday.



Theres nothing like an occasional holiday, a temporary relaxation from the cares of business, remarked the stranger, scanning covertly Mr. Dundyke. As I often say.

I am delighted to hear you say it, sir, exclaimed the common-councilman, hastily assuming a fact, from the words, which probably the speaker never thought to convey. I am in business myself, sir, and this is the first holiday from it I have ever took: I gather that you are the same. Nothing so respectable as commercial pursuits: a London merchant, sir, stands as a prince of the world.

Respectable and satisfactory both, joined in the stranger. What branch of commerce  if you dont deem me impertinent  may you happen to pursue?

Im a partner in a wholesale tea-house, sir, cried Mr. Dundyke, flourishing his hand and his ring for the strangers benefit. Our establishment is one of the oldest and wealthiest in Fenchurch-street; known all over the world, sir, and across the seas from here to Chinar. And as respected as it is known.

Sir, allow me to shake hands with you, exclaimed the stranger, warmly. To be a member of such a house does you honour.

And I am a common-councilman, continued Mr. Dundyke, his revelations increasing with his satisfaction, rising on fast to be a alderman and Lord Mayor. No paltry dignity that, sir, to be chief magistrate of the city of London, and ride to court in a gold and scarlet dress, and broidered ruffles! I suspect we have got some lords round about us here, dropping his voice to a still lower key, but Im blest, sir, if Id change my prospects with any of them. Im to be put up for sheriff in October.

Ah, said the stranger, casting his deep black eyes around, young scions with more debts than brains, long pedigrees and short purses, dealers in post obits and the like  they cant be put in comparison with a Lord Mayor of London.

And what line are you in, sir? resumed the gratified Lord Mayor in prospective. From our great city, of course?

The stranger nodded, but, before he answered, he finished his second cotelette, poured out some wine  for his breakfast disdained the more effeminate luxuries of tea and coffee  popped a piece of ice in, and drank it. Have you heard of the house of Hardcastle and Co.? he asked, in a tone meant only for Mr. Dundykes ear.

The East India merchants? exclaimed the latter.

The stranger nodded again.



Of course I have heard of them: who has not? A firm of incalculable influence, sir; could buy up half London. What of them?

Do you know the partners personally?

Never saw any of them in my life, replied Mr. Dundyke. They are top-sawyers, they are; a move or two above us city tea-folks. Perhaps you have the honour of being a clerk in the house, sir?

I am Mr. Hardcastle, observed the stranger, smiling.

Bless my soul, sir! cried the startled Mr. Dundyke. Im sure I beg pardon for my familiarity. But stop  eh  I thought  

Thought what? asked the stranger, for Mr. Dundyke came to a pause.

That Mr. Hardcastle was an old man. In fact, the impression on my mind was, that he was something like seventy.

Pooh, my dear sir! your thoughts are running on my uncle. He has been virtually out of the firm these ten years, though his name is still retained as its head. He is just seventy. A hale, hearty man he is too, and trots about the grounds of his mansion at Kensington as briskly as one of his own gardeners. But not a word here of who I am, continued the gentleman, pointing slightly round the room: I am travelling quietly, you understand  incog., if one may say so  travelling without form or expense, in search of a little peace and quietness. I have not a single attendant with me, nor has my wife her maid. Mrs. Hardcastle, he said, leaning back, the better to introduce his wife.

The lady bowed graciously to Mr. and Mrs. Dundyke, and the former, in his flurry to acknowledge the condescension, managed to upset the coffee-pot. Mrs. Dundyke saw a stylish woman of thirty  at least, if a great deal of dress can constitute style. She had a handsome, but deadly pale face, with bold eyes, black as her husbands.

I feel really glad to make your acquaintance, resumed Mr. Hardcastle. Standing aloof, as I have purposely done, from the persons of condition staying in the hotel, I had begun to find it slow.

Sir, I am sure Im greatly flattered, said Mr. Dundyke. Have you been long here, sir?

About three weeks or a month, replied the gentleman, carelessly. We shall soon be thinking of going.

Mr. Dundyke did indeed feel flattered, and with reason, for the firm in question was of the very first consideration, and he was overwhelmed with the honour vouchsafed him. A Lord Mayor might be proud to know him, he exclaimed to his wife, when they got upstairs from the breakfast. I hope hell give me his friendship when I am in the Chair.

I think they have the next room to ours, observed Mrs. Dundyke. I saw the lady standing at the door there this morning, when I was peeping out, wondering which was the way down to breakfast. Is it not singular they should be travelling in this quiet way, without any signs of their wealth about them?

Not at all singular, said the shrewd common-councilman. They are so overdone with grandeur at home, these rich merchants, with their servants, and state, and ceremony, that it must be a positive relief to get rid of it altogether for a time, and live like ordinary people. I can understand the feeling very well.

It was more than Mrs. Dundyke could; and though, from that morning, the great merchant and his lady took pains to cultivate the intimacy thus formed, she never took to them so cordially as her husband. He, if one may use the old saying in such a sense, fell over head and ears in love with both, but Mrs. Dundyke never could feel quite at home with either. No doubt the sense of her own inferiority of position partly caused this: she felt, if her husband did not, that they were no society, even abroad, for the powerful Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle. And, in her inmost heart, she did not like the lady. Her attire was ten times as costly and abundant as Mrs. Dundykes, and she would wear more jewellery at one time than the latter had ever seen in all her life; and that was perhaps as it should be; but Mrs. Dundyke was apt to take likings and dislikings, and she could not like this lady, try as she would. She was certainly not a gentlewoman; and Mrs. Dundyke, with all her previous lifes disadvantages of position, was that at heart, and could appreciate one. She decidedly wore rouge on her cheeks in an evening; she was not choice in her expressions at all times; and she was fond of wine, and did not object to brandy.

One morning Mrs. Dundyke happened to be in Mrs. Hardcastles room, when the English waiter entered.

My masters compliments, madam, he said, and he hopes Mr. Hardcastle has some news for him this morning.

The ladys face went crimson, the first time Mrs. Dundyke had seen any natural colour on it, and she answered, in a haughty tone, that Mr. Hardcastle was not then in  when he was, the man could speak with him.

For it is now a fortnight, madam, since he has daily promised to  

I have nothing to do with it, interrupted Mrs. Hardcastle, imperiously motioning the waiter from the room; you must address yourself to my husband.

Mrs. Dundyke wondered what this little scene could mean. Had it been people of less known wealth than the Hardcastles, she might have thought it bore reference to the settlement  or non-settlement  of the bill. But that could scarcely happen with them.

What are you thinking of, Betsey? Mr. Dundyke asked her that same day, she sat so deep in thought.

I was thinking of Mr. Hardcastles eyes.

Of Mr. Hardcastles eyes! echoed the common-councilman.

Just then I was, David. The fact is, they puzzle me  they are always puzzling me. I feel quite certain I have seen them somewhere, or eyes exactly like them.

They are as handsome eyes as ever I saw, was the answer.

They may be handsome, but I dont like them. But that it is wrong to say it, I could almost say I hate them. They frighten me, David.

Thats just one of your foolish fancies, cried Mr. Dundyke, in wrath. You are always taking them up, you know.

A day or two after this, Mr. Hardcastle came straight into the presence of Mr. Dundyke, some papers in his hand. My dear sir, he said, I want you to do me a favour.

The common-councilman jumped up and placed a chair for the great man, delighted at the prospect of doing him a favour.

I wrote home a few days ago for them to send me a letter of credit on the bankers here. It came this morning, and just see what they have done!

Mr. Hardcastle tossed, as he spoke, the letter of credit to Mr. Dundyke. Now the latter, shrewd man of business though he was amid his own chests of tea, knew very little of these foreign letters of credit, their forms, or their appearance. All he could make out of the present one was, that it was a sort of order to receive one hundred pounds.

Dont you see the error? exclaimed Mr. Hardcastle. They have made it payable to my uncle, Stephen Hardcastle, instead of to me. My names not Stephen, so it would be perfectly useless for me to present it. How the clerks came to make so foolish a mistake I cannot tell. Some one of them I suppose, in the pressure of business, managed to give unintelligible orders to the bankers, and so caused the error.

Dear me! said Mr. Dundyke.

Now I want to know if you can let me have this sum. I shall write immediately to get the thing rectified, and if you can accommodate me for a few days, until the needful comes, I will then repay you with many thanks.

But, dear me, sir! exclaimed Mr. Dundyke, not but what I should be proud to do anything for you that I could, in my poor way  you dont suppose Ive got a hundred pound here? Nor the half! nor the quarter of it!

Mr. Hardcastle carelessly smiled, and played with his glittering cable watch-chain.

I should not like to offer you what I have got, sir, continued the common-councilman, but I am sure if you took it as no offence, and it would be of any temporary use to you  

Oh, thank you! No, its not that, interrupted the great merchant. Less than the hundred pounds would not be worth the trouble of borrowing. You have nothing like that sum, you say?

Out came Mr. Dundykes purse and pocket-book. He counted over his store, and found that, English and French money combined, he possessed twenty-two pounds, eleven shillings. The twenty pounds, notes and gold, he pushed towards Mr. Hardcastle, the odd money he returned to his pocket. You are quite welcome, sir, for a few days, if you will condescend to make use of it.

I feel extremely obliged to you, said Mr. Hardcastle; I am half inclined to avail myself of your politeness. The fact is, Dundyke, he continued, confidentially, my wife has been spending money wholesale, this last week  falling in love with a lot of useless jewellery, when she has got a cartload of it at home. I let her have what money she wanted, counting on my speedy remittances, and, upon my word, I am nearly drained. I will write you an acknowledgment.

Oh no, no, sir, pray dont trouble to do that, cried the confiding common-councilman, your word would be your bond all over the world. And Mr. Hardcastle laughed pleasantly, as he gathered up the money.

Can you let me have five francs, David, said Mrs. Dundyke, coming in soon afterwards, when her husband was alone.

Five francs! What for?

To pay our washing bill. It comes to four francs something; so far as I can make out their French figures.

I dont know that you can have it, Mrs. D.

But why? she inquired, meekly.

I have just lent most of my spare cash to Mr. Hardcastle. He received a hundred pound this morning from England, but there was a stupid error in the letter of credit, and he cant touch the money till the order has been back home to be rectified.



The information set Mrs. Dundyke thinking. She had just returned from a walk, and it was in coming up the stairs that a chambermaid had met her and given her the washing-bill. Not being accustomed to French writing and accounts, she could not readily puzzle it out, and, bill in hand, had knocked at Mrs. Hardcastles door, intending to crave that ladys assistance. Mr. Hardcastle opened it only a little way.

Is Mrs. Hardcastle at leisure, if you please, sir? she asked.

No; shes not in. Ill send her to you when she comes, was his reply, as he re-closed the door. And yet Mrs. Dundyke was almost certain she saw the tip of Mrs. Hardcastles gown, as if she were sitting in the room on the right, the door opening to the left. And she also saw distinctly the person who had been once pointed out to her as the landlord of the hotel. He was standing at the table, counting money  a note or two, it looked, and a little gold. There was food in this to employ Mrs. Dundykes thoughts, now she knew, or supposed, that very money was her husbands. A sudden doubt whether all was right  she afterwards declared it many times  flashed across her mind. But it left her as soon as thought: left her ashamed of doubting such people as the Hardcastles, even for a moment. She remained thinking, though.



I know these foreign posts are uncertain, she observed, arousing herself, and it will take, I suppose, eight or ten days before Mr. Hardcastles remittance can reach him. Suppose it should not come when he expects, or that there should be another mistake in it?

Well?

Why  as we cannot afford to remain on here an indefinite period, waiting; at least, I suppose you would not like to do so, David; I was thinking it might be better for you to write home for more money yourself, and make certain.

Just leave me to manage my own business, Betsey, will you: I am capable, I hope, was the common-councilmans ungracious answer. Nevertheless, he adopted his wifes suggestion.



Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle continued all grace and smiles, pressing their champagne upon Mr. Dundyke and his wife at dinner, and hiring carriages, in which all the four drove out together. The common-councilman was rapidly overcoming his repugnance to a table-dhôte, but the sumptuous one served in the hotel was very different from those he had been frightened with on his journey, and in the third week of his stay his wife had to let out all his waistcoats. The little excursions in the country he cared less for. The lovely country about Geneva was driven over again and again: Ferney, Coppet, the houses of Madame de Staël and Voltaire, all were visited, not much, it is to be feared, to the edification of the common-councilman. Thus three weeks from the time of their first arrival, passed rapidly away, and Mr. Dundyke and his wife felt they could not afford the time to linger longer in Geneva. They now only waited for the repayment of the twenty pounds from Mr. Hardcastle, and, strange to say, that gentlemans money did not arrive. He could not account for it, and gave vent to a few lordly explosions each morning that the post came in and brought him no advice of it.

Ill tell you what it is! he suddenly observed one morning Ill lay a thousand pounds to a shilling they have misunderstood my instructions, and have sent the money on to Genoa, whither we are bound after leaving here!

What a disaster! uttered Mr. Dundyke. Will the money be lost, sir?

No fear of that: nobody can touch it but myself. But look at the inconvenience it is causing, keeping me here! And you also!

I cannot remain longer, said Mr. Dundyke; my time is up, and I may not exceed it. You can give me an order to receive the 20l. in London, sir: it will be all the same.



But, my good fellow, how will you provide for the expenses of your journey to London?

I have managed that, sir, said the common-councilman. I wrote home for thirty pounds.

And is it come? asked Mr. Hardcastle, turning his eye full upon the common-councilman with the startling rapidity of a flash of lightning. Mrs. Dundyke noticed, with astonishment, the look and the eager gesture: neither ever faded from her recollection.

They came this morning, said the common-councilman. I have them both safe here, touching the breast-pocket of his coat. They were in them letters you saw me receive.

On rising from breakfast, Mr. Dundyke strolled out of the hotel, and found himself on the borders of the lake. The day was fearfully hot, and he began to think a row might be pleasant. A boat and two men were at hand, waiting to be hired, and he proceeded to haggle about the price, for one of the boatmen spoke English.

I have spent a deal of money since I have been here, one way or another, he soliloquized, and the bill I expect will be awful. But it wont be much addition, this row  as good be hung for a sheep as a lamb  so here goes.

He stepped into the boat, anticipating an hours enjoyment. A short while after this, Mrs. Hardcastle, accompanied by Mrs. Dundyke, came on to Rousseaus Island. Mr. Dundyke was not so far off then, but that his wife recognised him. Mr. Hardcastle was the next to come up.

What are you looking at? Why, whos that in a boat there? Surely not Dundyke! Give me the glass.

Yes, it is, said Mrs. Dundyke.

Where in the name of wonder is he off to, this melting day? To drown himself?

The ladies laughed.

Ah! I see; he cant stand it. The men are bearing off to the side  going to land him there. They had better put back.

Mrs. Dundyke sat down underneath the poplar trees, spreading a large umbrella over her head, and took out her work. Mrs. Hardcastle was never seen to do any work, but she seated herself under the shade of the umbrella; and the gentleman, leaving them to themselves, walked back again over the suspension bridge.


CHAPTER IV. 

A MYSTERY.

Which of the three wore the deepest tint, the darkest blue  the skies, the hills, or the lake? Each was of a different shade, but all were blue and beautiful; and on all lay the aspect of complete repose. The two ladies, in that little garden near the Hôtel des Bergues, Rousseaus Island, as it is called, and which you who have sojourned in Geneva remember well, looking out over the lake at the solitary boat bearing away towards the right, noticed that no other object broke the prospects stillness. It was scarcely a day for a row on Genevas lake. Not a breath of air arose to counteract the vivid heat of the August sun; hot and shadeless he poured forth his overpowering blaze; and, lovely as the lake is, favoured by nature and renowned in poetry, it was more lovely that day to look at than to glide upon.

So thought the gentleman in that solitary boat, our friend Mr. David Dundyke  or, let us give him the title he had of late aspired to, David Dundyke, Esquire. He felt, to use his own words, piping hot; he sat on one side of the boat, and the sun burnt his back; he changed to the other, and it blistered his face; he tried the stern, and the sun seemed to be all round him. He looked up at the Jura, with a vain longing that they might be transported from their site to where they could screen him from his hot tormentor: he turned and gazed at the Alps, and wished he could see on them a shady place, and that he was in it; but, wherever he looked and turned, the sun seemed to blind and to scorch him. Some people, clayey mortals though the best of us are, might have found poetry, or food for it, in all that lay around; but David Dundyke had no poetry in his heart, still less in his head. He glanced, with listless, half-shut eyes, at the two men who were rowing him along; and began to wonder how any men could be induced to row, that burning day, even to obtain a portion of the worlds idol  money. David Dundyke cared not, not he, for the scenery around; he never cared for anything in his life that was not substantial and tangible. What was the common scenery of nature to him, since it could not add to his wealth or enhance his importance?  and that was all the matter at his heart. He had never looked at it all the way from London to Geneva; he did not look at that around him now. Geneva itself, its lovely surrounding villas, its picturesque lake, the glorious chain of mountains on either side, even Mont Blanc in the distance, were as nothing to him. For some days after his arrival at Geneva, the mountain had remained obstinately enshrouded in clouds; but one evening that he and his wife were walking outside the town with Mr. Hardcastle, it was pointed out to him, standing proudly forth in all its beauty; and he had stared at it with just as much interest as he would have done at the hill in Greenwich Park covered with snow. He had seen the lovely colour, the dark, brilliant blue of the Rhones waters, as they escaped from the lake to mingle with those of the thick, turbulent Arve; and he did not care to notice the contrast in the streams. There were no associations in his mind connected with that fair azure lake, whence coursed the one; he had no curiosity as to the never-changing glaciers that were the source of the other.

But, had Mr. Dundykes soul been wholly given up to poetry and sentiment, it would have been lost that day in the overpowering heat. He bore it as long as he could, and then suddenly told the men to bear to the right and put him on shore. This movement had been observed by Mr. Hardcastle, from the little island, as you may remember. The men, not sorry perhaps to be off the lake themselves, inured though they were to Genevas August sun, made speedily for a shady place, and landed him.

Ah! this is pleasant, exclaimed Mr. Dundyke, throwing himself at full length on the cool and shady grass. It is quite Heaven, this is, after that horrid burning lake. The two boatmen laid on their oars and rested.

How thirsty it has made me! he resumed, I could drink the lake dry. What a luxury some iced wine would be now! And ice is so cheap and plentiful up at the hotel yonder. Suppose I send the boat back for Mr. Hardcastle, and the two women? And tell em its Paradise, sitting here, in comparison with the hot hotel; and drop in a hint about the iced wine? He will be sure to take it, and be glad of the excuse. The women would find it rather of the ratherest for heat, coming across the lake, but charming when they got here. Taint far, and their complexions are not of the spoiling sort. Mrs. D.s aint of no particular colour at all just now, except red; and tothers is like chalk. Oh! let em risk it.

Taking out his silver pencil-case (as the men deposed to subsequently) he tore a leaf from his pocket-book, scribbled a few lines on it, and folding it, directed it to  Hardcastle, Esquire: and it had never occurred to Mr. Dundyke until that moment, and the fact struck him as a singular one, that he was ignorant of  Hardcastle, Esquires Christian name. The men received the note and their orders, and then prepared to push off.

We com back when we have give dis; com back for de jontilmans? asked the one who spoke English.

Come back! of course you are to come back, responded the common-councilman. How am I to get home, else? But you are to bring the two ladies and the gentleman, and some ice and some wine; and to look sharp about it. Take care that the bottles dont get broke in the boat.

The men rowed away, leaving Mr. Dundyke lying there. They made good speed to the Hôtel des Bergues, according to orders, but were told that neither Mr. nor Mrs. Hardcastle was in. This caused a delay of two good hours. The boatmen lingered near the door of the hotel, waiting; and at last one of the waiters bethought himself that the ladies might be on Rousseaus Island. There they were found, and Mrs. Hardcastle read the note.

What do you say? she asked, tossing it to Mrs. Dundyke. Shall we go?

But where is Mr. Hardcastle, maam?

Whos to know? He may be gone round to meet your husband. He saw the probable spot the boat was making for. We may as well go. Perhaps they are both waiting for us. Waiter, continued Mrs. Hardcastle, in her customary imperious manner, let some wine be placed in the boat, and plenty of ice.

Under cover of umbrellas, the two ladies were rowed across the hot lake to the place where the men had left Mr. Dundyke. But no trace of that gentleman could now be seen; and they sat down in the shade to cool their heated faces, glad of the respite. Mrs. Hardcastle helped herself to some wine and ice, and Mrs. Dundyke presently took her work out of her pocket.

How industrious you are! exclaimed the idle woman. What do you say the embroidery is for? A shirt front?

Mrs. Dundyke displayed her work. It was for a shirt-front, and the embroidery was beautiful. She was doing two of them, she said. Her husband would require them during his shrievalty.

Id not take such trouble for my husband, though he were made king to-morrow, exclaimed Mrs. Hardcastle.

After making that remark she took some more wine, and subsequently dropped asleep. Mrs. Dundyke, engaged in her labour of love, for she loved both the work itself and him who was to wear it, let the time slip on unconsciously. It was only when the afternoon shadows struck on her view as becoming long, when the sun had changed his place from one part of the heavens to another, that a vague feeling of alarm stole over her.

Where can he be? What is the time?

She spoke aloud. Mrs. Hardcastle started at the words, and stared to see how the day had gone on. She, Mrs. Hardcastle, was the first to call out the name of Mr. Dundyke. She called it several times, and she had a loud, coarse, harsh voice; but only echo answered her. The boatmen woke up from their slumbers, and shouted in their patois, but there came no response from Mr. Dundyke. A sickening fear, whose very intensity made her heart cold, rushed over Mrs. Dundyke. Her hands shook; the red of her face turned to pallor.

Why, you never mean to say you are alarmed! exclaimed Mrs. Hardcastle, looking at her in surprise.

No  no, maam, not exactly alarmed, returned poor Mrs. Dundyke, half ashamed to confess to the feeling. But her quivering lips gave the lie to her words. I do think it strange he should go away, knowing he had sent for us. I was quite easy at first, thinking he had gone to sleep somewhere, overpowered with the heat. There is no danger, I suppose, that  that  anyone could fall into the water from this spot?



There was certainly no danger of that: and the boatmen laughed at the notion, for the bank and the water were at that place nearly on a level.

A man might walk in if he felt so inclined, observed Mrs. Hardcastle, jestingly, but he could scarcely enter it in any other manner. And your husband is not one to cut short his life for pleasure.

Not he, indeed! Never a man less likely to make his own quietus than plain practical David Dundyke, with his future aspirations and his harmless ambition. His wife knew that the Lord Mayors chair, shining in the distant vista, would alone have kept him from plunging head foremost into the most tempting lake that ever bubbled in the sunlight.

There is no marvel about it, said Mrs. Hardcastle. The boatmen were kept two hours at the hotel, remember, before we were found, and Mr. Dundyke naturally grew tired of waiting, and went away, thinking we should not come.

But where can he be? cried Mrs. Dundyke. What has he done with himself?

He has gone back by land. There was no other course for him, if he thought  as he no doubt did think  that the boatman had misunderstood his orders and would not return.

But, maam, he does not know his way back.



Not know it! Instinct would tell it him. He has only to keep the lake on his right, and follow his nose; he would soon be in Geneva.

It was so probable a solution of the mystery, that Mrs. Dundyke had been unreasonable not to adopt it; indeed she was glad to do it; and they got into the boat, and were rowed back again, expecting Mr. Dundyke would be at the hotel. But they did not find him there. And it was nearly five oclock then.

Thats nothing, said Mrs. Hardcastle. The day is so hot he would take his time walking. My husband has not been in either, it seems. Rely upon it they have met and are together; they have turned into some cool café.

The ladies went upstairs together, each into her respective chamber: it has been said that the rooms joined. But that undefined dread, amounting to a positive agony, weighed still on the spirits of Mrs. Dundyke. She could not rest. Mrs. Hardcastle was attiring herself for dinner; not so Mrs. Dundyke; she stood at the door peeping out, hoping to see her husband appear in the long corridor. While thus looking, there came, creeping up the stairs, Mr. Hardcastle, stealing along, as it seemed to Mrs. Dundyke, to shun observation, his boots white, as if he had walked much in the dusty roads, his face scratched, and one of his fingers sprained (as she learnt afterwards) and bound up with a handkerchief.

Oh, sir! she cried, darting forward in high excitement, where is he? where is Mr. Dundyke? What has happened to him?

Mr. Hardcastle stood for a moment transfixed, and, unless Mrs. Dundyke was strangely mistaken, his face changed colour. She associated no suspicion with that pallor then; she but thought of her own ill manners in accosting him so abruptly.

What of your husband? he asked, rallying himself. I dont know anything of him. Is he not in?

Mrs. Dundyke explained. Mrs. Hardcastle, hearing their voices, came out of her room and helped her.

Is that all? exclaimed Mr. Hardcastle, when he had listened, and his tone was one of indifference. Oh, he will soon be back. If he is not in, in time for dinner, Mrs. Dundyke, you can go down with us. Dont alarm yourself.

But have you not seen him?  not been with him? urged poor Mrs. Dundyke.

I have never seen him since breakfast.

We thought you might have walked round by the shore to join him, as you saw this morning where the boat was making for, remarked Mrs. Hardcastle.



He turned savagely upon her, his eyes glaring like a tigers.

No, madam, he said, with concentrated passion, none save a fool would undertake such a walk to-day. I have been in the town, executing various commissions, he added, changing his tone, and addressing Mrs. Dundyke, and a pretty accident I had nearly met with: in avoiding a restive horse on the dusty quays, I slipped down, with my face on some flint stones.

Mrs. Dundyke would not go down to dinner, but Mrs. Hardcastle fetched her into her own room afterwards, and ordered tea brought up, and they were both very kind to her, buoying up her spirits, and laughing at her fears. Her husband had only lost his way, they urged, and would be home fast enough by morning  a rare joke they would have with him about running away, when he did come.

It was eleven oclock when Mrs. Dundyke wished them good night, and retired to her chamber, feeling like one more dead than alive. It is probable that few of us can form any adequate idea of her sensations. But for that horrible, mysterious dread, which seemed to have come upon her without sufficient cause, the mere absence of her husband ought not so very much to have alarmed her. She felt a conviction, sure and certain, that some dreadful fate had overtaken him; and, in that dread torture of suspense, she would have given her own life up the next moment, oh, how willingly, to see him return.

She stood at the open window of her room, leaning far out of it, hoping to see him come round the corner of the street, (stay, not so much hoping as wishing,) foot-sore and travel-worn, having lost his way and found it again. She wondered whether anyone was still up, to let him in, if he did come; if not, she would steal downstairs herself, and work at the door fastenings until she undid them. It was with great difficulty, exercising the very utmost self-control, that she stopped where she was, that she did not go out into the streets, searching for him.

While thus thinking, Mrs. Dundyke became aware that strange sounds were proceeding from the next room, though not at first had she heeded them. A fearful quarrel appeared to be taking place between Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle, and Mrs. Dundyke drew back and closed her window in tremor. Its substance she could not hear, did not wish to hear; but wild sobs and reproaches seemed to come from the lady, and sharp words, not unmixed with oaths, from the gentleman. Twice Mrs. Dundyke heard her husbands name mentioned, or her own (Dundyke); and the quarrel seemed to have reference to him. One sentence of Mr. Hardcastles came distinctly on her ear, apparently in answer to some threat or reproach; it was to the effect that Mrs. Hardcastle might leave him as soon as she pleased; might take her departure then, in the midnight hour. After awhile the anger appeared to subside, silence supervened, and Mrs. Dundyke watched through the live-long night. But her husband did not come.

With the morning Mrs. Hardcastle came to her. She said they had received letters which must cause them to depart for Genoa, where they found their remitted money had really been sent.

But, maam, urged poor Mrs. Dundyke, surely Mr. Hardcastle will not go and leave me alone in this dreadful uncertainty!

He intends to stay until the evening; he will not leave you a moment earlier than he is obliged. Perhaps your husband will make his appearance this morning.

In the course of the morning, Mr. Hardcastle went with the two boatmen to the place where they had landed Mr. Dundyke on the previous day, and a gentleman named by the proprietor of the hotel accompanied them; but not the slightest trace of him could be found, though some hours were spent in exploring. In the evening, by the six oclock diligence, Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle left Geneva, the former handing to Mrs. Dundyke an order upon the house in London, Hardcastle and Co., for the twenty pounds he had borrowed of her husband. He regretted, he said, his inability to furnish her, then, with any funds she might require, but he had barely sufficient to carry himself and wife to Genoa. If Mrs. Dundyke approved, he would, with the greatest pleasure, forward from that city any sum she chose to name; for, being known there, his credit was unlimited. Mrs. Dundyke declined his offer, with thanks: she reflected that, if her husband returned, he would have his money with him; and in the event of his mysterious absence being prolonged, she might as well write home for money as borrow it from Mr. Hardcastle at Genoa. She wondered, but did not presume to ask, how he had procured funds for his own journey, and to discharge his hotel bill, which he paid before starting.

Keep up your spirits, Mrs. Dundyke, he cheeringly said as he shook hands with her at parting. Depend upon it, your husband will come home, and bring some good reason for his absence; and if it were not that I am compelled  compelled by business  to go on to Genoa, I would not leave you.

She sat down as if some cold shiver had seized upon her heart. It was in her own room that this farewell was spoken; and in that one moment, as he released her hand, and his peculiar eyes rested on her in the parting, and then were lost sight of, it flashed into her mind where she had seen those eyes before. They were the eyes she had once so shrunk from at Westerbury; at least, they bore the same expression  Benjamin Carrs.

Mrs. Dundykes pulses quickened, and she clasped her hands. For one single moment a doubt arose to her whether Mr. Hardcastle could be Mr. Hardcastle  whether he was not an impostor, Benjamin Carr, or any other, travelling under a false name; and a whole host of trifling incidents, puzzles to her hitherto, arose to her mind as if in confirmation. But the doubt did not last. That he was really anybody but the great Mr. Hardcastle  head, under his uncle, of the great house of Hardcastle and Co.  she did not believe. As to the resemblance in the eyes to those of Benjamin Carr, she concluded it must be accidental; and of Benjamin Carrs features she retained no recollection. She opened the order he had given her to receive the twenty pounds, and found it was signed B. Hardcastle: no Christian name in full. Mrs. Dundyke dismissed all doubts from her memory, and continued to believe implicitly in Mr. Hardcastle.

It was, perhaps, a somewhat curious coincidence  at least, you may deem it so, as events go on  that on this same evening an English clergyman should arrive at Geneva, and put up at the hotel. It was the Rev. Wheeler Prattleton, who was visiting Switzerland in pursuance of his intentions (as you once heard mention of), accompanied by his eldest daughter. The strange disappearance of Mr. Dundyke had caused some stir in the hotel, and the clergyman was told of it.

It is an uncommon name, papa  Dundyke, observed Miss Prattleton. Do you think it can be the Dundykes who are relatives of Mrs. Arkells?

What Dundykes? returned Mr. Prattleton, his memory on these points not so retentive as his daughters. Has Mrs. Arkell relatives of the name?

Oh, papa, you forget. Mrs. Arkells sister is a Mrs. Dundyke. I have often heard Travice Arkell speak of her; he calls her Aunt Betsey. They live in London.

We will ascertain, Mary, said Mr. Prattleton, his sympathies aroused. If this lady should prove to be Mrs. Arkells sister, we must do all we can for her.

It was very soon ascertained, for the clergyman at once sent up his card, and requested an interview with Mrs. Dundyke. Mr. Prattleton threw himself completely into the affair, and became almost painfully interested in it. He believed, as did all others, that nothing serious had occurred, but that from some unaccountable cause Mr. Dundyke remained absent  perhaps from temporary illness or accident; and every hour, as the days went on, was his return looked for. Mary Prattleton had the room vacated by the Hardcastles, Mr. Prattleton had one on the same floor; and their presence was of the very greatest comfort to poor, lonely, bereaved Mrs. Dundyke.

Mary, I cannot tell you how I like her! Mr. Prattleton impulsively exclaimed to his daughter. She is a true lady; but so unobtrusive, so simple, so humble  there are few like her.

All the means they could think of were put in force to endeavour to obtain some clue to Mr. Dundyke, and to the circumstances of his disappearance. Mr. Prattleton took the conduct of the search upon himself. A Swiss peasant, or very small farmer, a man of known good character, and on whose word reliance might be placed, came forward and stated that on the day in question he had seen two gentlemen, whom he took to be English by their conversation, walking amicably together away from the lake, and about a mile distant from the spot of Mr. Dundykes landing. The description he gave of these tallied with the persons of the missing man and Mr. Hardcastle. The stouter of the two, he said, who wore a straw hat and a narrow green ribbon tied round it, carried a yellow silk handkerchief, and occasionally wiped his face, which looked very red and hot. The other  a tall, dark man  had a cane in his hand with a silver top, looking like a dogs head, which cane he whirled round and round as he walked, after the manner of a childs rattle. All this agreed exactly. Mr. Dundykes hat was straw, its ribbon green and narrow, and the handkerchief, which Mrs. Dundyke had handed him clean that morning, was yellow, with white spots. And again, that action of whirling his cane round in the air, was a frequent habit of Mr. Hardcastles. The country was scoured in the part where this peasant had seen them, and also in the direction that they appeared to be going, but nothing was discovered. Mr. Prattleton reminded Mrs. Dundyke that there were more yellow silk handkerchiefs in the world than one, that straw hats and green ribbons were common enough in Geneva, and that many a gentleman, even of those staying at the hotel, carried a silver-headed cane, and might twirl it in walking. Besides, added the clergyman, if Mr. Hardcastle had been that day with Mr. Dundyke, what possible motive could he have for denying it?

True; most true, murmured the unhappy lady. She was still unsuspicious as a child.



One of Mr. Prattletons first cares had been to write to London, asking for the number of the notes, forwarded by the house in Fenchurch-street to Mr. Dundyke. It had of course been lost with him; as also anything else he might have had in the shape of letters and papers, for they were all in his pocket-book, and he had it about him. When the answer was received by Mr. Prattleton, he made inquiries at the different money-changers, and traced the notes, a twenty-pound and a ten-pound. They had been changed for French money at Geneva, on the day subsequent to Mr. Dundykes disappearance: the halves were in the shop still, and were shown to the clergyman. The money-changer could not recollect who had changed them, except that it was an Englishman; he thought a tall man: but so many English gentlemen came in to change money, he observed, that it was difficult to recollect them individually.

The finding of these notes certainly darkened the case very much, and Mr. Prattleton went home with a slow step, thinking how he could break the news to Mrs. Dundyke. She was sitting in his daughters room, and he disclosed the facts as gently as possible.

Mrs. Dundyke did not weep; did not cry aloud: her quiet hands were pressed more convulsively together in her lap; and that was all.



If my husband were living, how could anyone else have the notes to change? she said. Oh, Mr. Prattleton, there is no hope! It is as I have thought from the first: he fell into the lake and was drowned.

Nay, said the clergyman, had he been drowned the notes would have been drowned too. Indeed, I do not think there is even a chance that he was drowned: had he got into the lake accidentally, (which is next to impossible, unless he rolled in from the grass,) he could readily have got out again. But I find that more money was sent him than this thirty pounds, Mrs. Dundyke. The two halves of a fifty-pound note were sent as well. Do you know anything of it?

Nothing, she answered. I knew he wrote home for thirty pounds; I knew of no more.

Mr. Prattleton gave her the letter, received that morning from Fenchurch-street, and she found it was as the clergyman said. Mr. Dundyke had written for fifty pounds, as well as the thirty; and it had been sent in two half notes, the whole of the notes in two separate letters: three half notes in one letter, and three in the other, and both letters had been dispatched by the same post. There could be no reasonable doubt therefore that all the money had been received by Mr. Dundyke.

But I cannot trace the fifty, observed Mr. Prattleton, and I have been to every money-changers, and to every other likely place in Geneva. I went to the bank; I asked here at the hotel, but I cant find it. What do you want, Mary?

Mary Prattleton had been for some few minutes trying to move a chest of drawers; the marble top made them heavy, and she desisted and looked at her father.

I wish you would help me push aside these drawers, papa. My needle-book has fallen behind.

He advanced, and helped her to move the drawers from the wall. A chink, as of something falling, was heard, and a silver pencil-case rolled towards the feet of Mrs. Dundyke. She stooped mechanically to pick it up; and Miss Prattleton, who was stooping for her needle-book, was startled by a suppressed shriek of terror. It came from Mrs. Dundyke.

It is my husbands pencil-case! it is my husbands pencil-case!

Dear, dear Mrs. Dundyke! cried the alarmed clergyman, you should not let the sight of it agitate you like this.

You do not understand, she reiterated. He had it with him on that fatal morning; he took it out with him. What should bring it back here, and without him? Where is he?

Mr. Prattleton stood confounded; not able at first to take in quite the bearings of the case.



How do you know he had it? He may have left it in the hotel.

No, no, he did not. He went straight out from the breakfast-room, and, not a minute before, I saw him make a note with it on the back of a letter, and then return the pencil to the case in his pocket-book, where he always kept it, and put the pocket-book back into his pocket. How could he have written the note after the men landed him, telling us to join him there, without it?  he never carried but this one pencil. And now it is back in this room, and  oh, sir! the scales seem to fall from my eyes! If I am wrong, may Heaven forgive me for the thought!

Her hands were raised, her whole frame was trembling; her livid face was quite drawn with the intensity of fear, of horror. Mr. Prattleton stood aghast.

What do you say? he asked, bending his ear, for the words on her lips had dropped to a low murmur. What?

He has surely been murdered by Mr. Hardcastle.


CHAPTER V. 

HOME, IN DESPAIR.

The Reverend Mr. Prattleton literally recoiled at the words, and staggered back a few steps in his dismay. Not at first could he recover his amazement. The suggestion was so dreadful, so entirely, as he believed, uncalled for, that he began to doubt whether poor Mrs. Dundykes trouble had not turned her brain.

It surely, surely is so! she impressively repeated. He has been murdered, and by Mr. Hardcastle.

Good heavens, my dear lady, you must not allow your imagination to run away with you in this manner! cried the shocked clergyman. A gentleman in Mr. Hardcastles position of life  

Oh, stop! stop! she interrupted; is it his position of life? Is he indeed Mr. Hardcastle?

And she began, in her agitation, to pour out forthwith the whole tale: the various half doubts of the Hardcastles, suppressed until now. Her conviction that Mrs. Hardcastle was certainly not a lady, their embarrassments for money, and other little items. Then there had been the long absence of Mr. Hardcastle on the day of the disappearance; his sneaking upstairs quietly on his return, hurt and scratched, warm and dusty, as if he had walked far; his sudden change of colour when she asked after her husband, and the angry look turned upon his wife when she suggested that he had possibly been with Mr. Dundyke. There was the description given by the Swiss peasant of the two gentlemen he had seen walking together that day, and the furious quarrel she had heard at night, when her husbands name was mentioned. All was told to Mr. Prattleton, what she knew, what she thought; all with an exception: the one faint suspicion that had crossed her as to whether Mr. Hardcastle could be Benjamin Carr. She did not mention that. Perhaps it had faded from her memory; and Benjamin Carr, a gentleman born, would be no more likely to commit a murder than the real Mr. Hardcastle. However it may have been, she did not mention it, then, or at any other time.

How could the pencil have got back to the hotel, and into that room, unless brought by Mr. Hardcastle? The testimony of the Swiss peasant, of the two gentlemen he had seen walking together, was terribly significant now. Mr. Prattleton, who had never been brought into contact with anything like murder in his life, felt as if he were on the eve of some awful discovery.

It was so strange that people of the Hardcastles position should be up here in one small room on the third floor of the hotel! cried Mrs. Dundyke, mentioning the thought that had often struck her. Mrs. Hardcastle said no other room was vacant when they came, and that may have been so; but would they not have changed afterwards?

Mr. Prattleton went downstairs. He sought an interview with the host, and gleaned what information he could, not imparting a hint of these new suspicions. Could the host inform him who Mr. Hardcastle was?

The host supposed Mr. Hardcastle was  Mr. Hardcastle. Voilà tout! Although he did think that the name given in to the hotel at first was not so long as Hardcastle, but he was not quite sure; it had not been written down, only the number of the room they occupied. Monsieur and Madame had very much resented being put up on the third floor. It was the only room then vacant in all the hotel, and at first Madame said she would not take it, she would go to another hotel; but she was tired, and stopped, and the luggage, too, had been all brought in. Afterwards, when Madame was settled in it, she did not care to change. In what name were Monsieurs letters addressed  Hardcastle? Ma foi, yes, for all he knew; but Monsieurs letters stopped at the post-office, as did those of three parts of the company in the hotel, and Monsieur went for them himself. Money? Well, Monsieur did seem short of money at times; but he had plenty at others, and he had paid up liberally at last. Other gentlemen sometimes ran short, when their remittances were delayed.

There was not a word in this that could tell really against Mr. Hardcastle. The host evidently spoke in all good faith; and Mr. Prattleton began to look upon Mrs. Dundykes suspicions as the morbid fancies of a woman in trouble. He put another question to the landlord  what was his private opinion of this singular disappearance of Mr. Dundyke?

The landlord shook his head; he had had but one opinion upon the point for some days past. The poor gentleman, there was not the least doubt, had in some way got into the lake and been drowned. But the notes in his pocket-book? urged the clergyman  the money that had been changed at the money-changers? Well, the fact must be, the host supposed, that his pocket-book was left upon the grass, or had floated on the water, and some thief had come across it and appropriated the contents.



Mr. Prattleton, after due reflection, became convinced that this must have been the case; and for the pencil-case, he believed that Mrs. Dundyke was in error in supposing her husband took it out with him.

Mrs. Dundyke was not so easily satisfied. She urged the strange fact of Mr. Hardcastles appearance when he returned that day: his scratched face, his dusty clothes, his altogether disordered look, his sneaking up the stairs as if he did not want to be seen. But upon inquiry it was found that a gentleman, whose appearance tallied with the person of Mr. Hardcastle, did so fall on the dusty flint stones, in trying to avoid a restive horse, and his face was scratched and his hand hurt in consequence; and, as Mr. Prattleton observed, he really might be trying to avoid observation in coming up the hotel stairs, not caring to be met in that untidy state. The pencil-case was next shown to the boatmen; but they could not say whether it was the one the gentleman had written the note with. They were tired with the row in the hot sun, and did not take particular notice. One of them was certain that, whatever pencil the gentleman had used, he took it from his pocket; and he saw him tear the leaf out of the pocket-book to write upon.

Altogether it amounted to just this  that while Mr. Hardcastle might be guilty, he probably was innocent. Mr. Prattleton inclined to the latter belief; and as the days went on, Mrs. Dundyke inclined to it also. The points fraught with suspicion began to lose their dark hue, and when there arrived a stranger at the hotel, who happened to know that old Mr. Hardcastles nephew was travelling on the continent, and was much inclined to spend money faster than he got it, though otherwise honourable, Mrs. Dundykes suspicions faded, and she reproached herself for having entertained them.

But nothing further could be heard of Mr. Dundyke; nothing further was heard, and it became useless to linger on in Geneva. That he was in Genevas lake, she never doubted, and the place became hateful to her.

She travelled towards home in company with Mr. Prattleton and his daughter. At Paris they parted; they remaining in it for a few days, she proceeding to London direct, which she reached in safety. Poor Mrs. Dundyke! As she sat alone in the dark cab which was to take her to her now solitary home at Brixton, she perhaps felt the loss, the dreadful circumstances of it altogether, more keenly than she had felt them yet. She sat with dry eyes, but a throbbing brain, feeling that life for her had ended; that she was left in a world whose happiness had died out.

It was a very pretty white villa, with a lawn before it, and encircled by carriage drive, with double gates. As the man drove in at one, and stopped before the entrance, and the door was thrown open to the light of the hall, Mrs. Dundyke became aware that some gentleman was standing there, behind the servant.

Who is that, John? she whispered.

Its a stranger, maam; a gentleman who has just called. He seemed so surprised when I said you had not returned yet; but you drove up at the moment. And master, maam?

Mrs. Dundyke did not answer. The servants knew that something was amiss; but she had not courage to explain then; in fact, she could scarcely suppress her emotion sufficiently to speak with composure. The stranger came forward to meet her, and she recognised the gentleman who had assisted them in Grenoble, and had given his name as Robert Carr.

You see I have availed myself of your invitation to call, he said. It is curious I should happen to come to-night when you are only returning. I fancied you did not intend to remain away so long. But where is Mr. Dundyke?

She turned with him into one of the sitting-rooms  an elegant room of good proportions. The chandelier was lighted; a handsome china tea-service, interspersed with articles of silver, stood on the table; cold meats and other good things were ready; and altogether it was a complete picture of home comfort, of easy competency. The thought that he, who had been the many years partner of her life, would never come back to this again, combined with the home question of the Rev. Mr. Carr, struck out of her what little composure she had retained, and Mrs. Dundyke sank down in an easy chair, and burst into a storm of sobs.

To say that the young clergyman stood in consternation, would be saying little. He was not used to scenes, did not like them; and he felt inwardly uncomfortable, not knowing what he ought to say or do.

Pray, forgive me, she murmured, when she had recovered sufficiently to speak. You asked after my husband. He is lost  he is gone. He will never come home again.

Lost! repeated Robert Carr.

Mrs. Dundyke told her tale, and the young man listened in utter astonishment. He had never heard of such a thing in all his life; had never imagined anything so strange. It seemed that he could not be tired of asking questions  of hazarding conjectures. He wished he had been there, he said; he was sure that the search he would have instituted would have found him, dead or alive. And it was a somewhat remarkable fact that everybody, forthwith destined to hear the story, said the same. So prone are we to under-rate the exertions of other people, and over-rate our own.

But simple, courteous Mrs. Dundyke, could not forget the duties of hospitality amid her great sorrow. She went upstairs for a minute to take off her travelling things, and then quietly made tea for Robert Carr, asking him questions about himself as he drank it.

He had come straight to London from Grenoble, on business connected with an assistant ministry he expected to get in November, and then went to Holland. He had been back in London now about a week, but should soon be returning to Holland, as his wife was not in good health.

His wife! Mrs. Dundyke repeated in surprise. She thought he looked too young to have a wife.

Robert Carr laughed. He had a wife and two children, he said; he had married young.

Mrs. Dundyke told him that she thought they were connected  in fact, she knew they were, for old Mrs. Dundyke used to say so. I do not quite remember how she made it out, continued Mrs. Dundyke; I think she was a cousin in the second degree to the Miss Hughess of Westerbury. They were  

Mrs. Dundyke stopped short. None were more considerate than she of the feelings of others; and it suddenly struck her that the young clergyman before her, a gentleman himself, might not like to be reminded of these things.

They were dressmakers, if you speak of my mothers sisters, he quietly said; I have heard her say so. She was a lady herself in mind and manners; but her family were quite inferior.

Mrs. Dundyke did not feel her way altogether clear. She remembered hearing of the elopement; she remembered certain unpleasant subsequent rumours  that Martha Ann Hughes remained with Mr. Carr in Holland, although the ceremony of marriage had not passed between them. Always charitably judging, she supposed now that they must have been married at some subsequent period; and this, their eldest son, called himself Robert Carr. But it was not a topic that she felt comfortable in pursuing.

You say that your mother is dead? she resumed.

She has been dead about five years. We are three of us: I; my brother Thomas, who was born two years after me; and my sister, Mary Augusta, who is several years younger. There were two other girls between my brother and Mary, but they died.

Mr. Carr is in business in Rotterdam?

Yes; partner in a merchants house there. He has saved money, and is well off.



Mrs. Dundyke faintly smiled; she was glad for a moment to make a semblance of forgetting her own woes. Those random young men often make the most sober ones when they settle down. Your father was wild in his young days.

Was he? Im sure I dont know. You should see him now: a regular steady-going old Dutchman, fat and taciturn, who smokes his afternoons away in the summer-house. He has not been very well of late years; and I tell him he ought to spend his hours of recreation in taking exercise, not in sitting still and smoking.

Does he keep up any intercourse with his relatives in Westerbury? asked Mrs. Dundyke, for she had heard through Mildred Arkell that Westerbury never heard anything of its renegade son, Robert Carr, and did not know or care whether he was dead or alive  in fact, had forgotten all remembrance of him.

Not any  not the least. I fancy my father and mother must have had some disagreement with their home friends, for they never spoke of them. I remember, when I was a little boy, my mother getting news of the death of a sister; but how it came to her Im sure I dont know.

She had two sisters, and she had a brother, said Mrs. Dundyke. I heard that Mary died. Are the other sister and the brother living?



I really do not know. If we had possessed no relatives in the world, we could not have lived more completely isolated from them. I believe my grandfather is living, and in Westerbury  at least, I have not heard of his death.

Have you lived entirely in Rotterdam? she asked, her interest very much awakened, she scarcely knew why, for this young man. Perhaps it took its rise in the faint, sad thought, which would keep arising in spite of herself, that a terrible blow might be in future store for him, of whose possible existence he was evidently in utter ignorance.

Our home has been in Rotterdam, but I and my brother have been educated in England. We were with a clergyman for some years in London, and then went to Cambridge. It would not have done for me to preach with a foreign accent, he added, with a smile.

But you speak with a perfect accent, said Mrs. Dundyke; as well as if you had never been out of England. Do you speak Dutch?

As a native; in fact, I suppose it may be said that I am a native. Dutch, English, German, and French  we speak them all well.

Poor Mrs. Dundyke heaved a bitter sigh. The words brought to her remembrance what her husband had said about their rubbing on with we and no; but she would not let it go on again to emotion. She observed the same delicate look on this young man that had struck her at Grenoble; and he coughed rather frequently, always putting his hand to his chest at the time, as if the cough gave him pain.

Will you let me ask you if you are very strong? she said. I do not think you look so.

I was strong, he replied, no one more so, until I met with a hurt. In riding one day at Cambridge, the horse threw me, and kicked me here, touching his chest. Since then, I have had a cough, more or less, and am sometimes in slight pain. My father despatched me on that tour, when I met you, with a view of making me strong.

Was the injury great at the time?

No, I think not; the doctors said not. I believe some of the small arteries were ruptured. I spit blood for some time after it; and, do you know, he added, looking suddenly up at her, the last day or two I have been spitting it a little again.

You must take care of yourself, said Mrs. Dundyke, after a pause.

So I do. I am going to a doctor to-morrow morning, for I want to get into duty again, and should be vexed if anything stopped it.



Have you ever done duty?

Of course; for a twelvemonth. I had my title in the diocese of Ely. I am in full orders now, and hope to be at work in November.

A doubt came over Mrs. Dundyke as she looked at his slender hands and his hollow cheek, whether he would ever work again. Robert Carr rose to bid her good-bye.

Can I be of any service to you in any way? he said, in a low, earnest tone, as he held her hand in his. You cannot tell what a strange impression this tale has made upon me; and I feel as if I should like to go to Geneva, and prosecute the search still.

You are very kind, she said; but indeed there is nothing else that can be done. The environs of Geneva were scoured, especially on the side where, as I have told you, two gentlemen were seen who bore the resemblance to my husband and Mr. Hardcastle.

I dont like that Mr. Hardcastle, cried the young man; no, I dont. He ought not to have gone away, and left you in the midst of your distress. It was an unfeeling thing to do.

He could not help it. He said he had urgent business at Genoa.

The business should have waited, had it been mine. Well, if I can do anything for you, Mrs. Dundyke, now or later, do let me. If what you say is correct  that we are related  I have a right to help you.

Thank you very much. And remember, she added, in a voice almost as low as a whisper, that should you ever be in  in  trouble, or distress, or need a friend in any way, you have only to come to me.

What was in Mrs. Dundykes mind as she spoke? What made her say it? She was thinking of that shock which might be looming for him in the future, it was hard to say how near or how distant. And she felt that she could love this young man almost like a son.

I will see you again, Mrs. Dundyke, before I leave town, were his last words.

But he did not. When he reached his lodgings that night, he found a telegraphic despatch awaiting him from Rotterdam, saying that his father was taken dangerously ill.

And the Reverend Robert Carr hastened to Dover by the first train, en route for Holland.


CHAPTER VI. 

NEWS FOR WESTERBURY.

It cannot be denied that the present time, this first day after coming home, was one of peculiar pain to Mrs. Dundyke. She would have to go over the sad and strange story again and again, and there was no help for it. The chief partners in Fenchurch-street naturally required the particulars; the few friends she had, the household servants, wished to hear them, and there was only herself to tell the tale.

By ten oclock, on the morning after her arrival, the second partner of the house, who wore rings and a moustache, and had altogether been an object of envy to the unfortunate common-councilman, was sitting with Mrs. Dundyke. She had not put on widows weeds; she would not yet; she had said to Mary Prattleton, with a burst of grief, that a widows cap would take the last remnant of lingering hope out of her. She wore a rich black silk gown, trimmed with much crape, but the cap and bonnet of the widow she assumed not.



Mr. Knowles, a kind-hearted man, who did not want for good sense, dandy though he was in dress, sat twirling his sandy moustache, the very gravest concern pervading his countenance. Mrs. Dundyke, who had never seen this gentleman more than once or twice, sat in humility, struggling with her grief. His social position was of a different standing from what poor Mr. Dundykes had ever been.

You see, Mrs. Dundyke, one hardly knows how to act, or what to be at, he remarked, after they had talked for some time, and she had related to him the details (always excepting any suspicion she might once have entertained of Mr. Hardcastle) as closely as she could. Apart from the grief, the concern for your husband personally, it is altogether so awkward an affair, in a business point of view: we dont know whether we are to consider him as dead or alive.

She shook her head.

There is little hope that he is alive, sir.

Well, it would really seem like it. But what can have become of him?

There was the lake, you know.

Yes.

A pause. Presently Mr. Knowles went on.

When the letter came from that clergyman  Prattleton, wasnt his name?  saying that Mr. Dundyke was missing, and asking for the particulars of the money we had forwarded to him, we could not understand it. Missing! cried old Mr. Knowles, who happened to have come to Fenchurch-street that day, one talks of a child being missing, but not of a man. And when Mr. Prattletons second letter came to us, giving some of the facts, I assure you we could with difficulty give credence to them.

There is one little point I did not know of, sir; the sending to you for a fifty-pound note. My husband told me he was sending for the thirty pounds, but he did not say anything of the other. I cannot think why he sent for it.

Mr. Knowles took out his pocket-book.

I happen to have Mr. Dundykes letter, which was preserved quite accidentally, not being a strictly business one. You see, he only asks for the fifty pounds in a postscript, as if it were an afterthought. In fact, he says as much: and Mrs. Dundykes eyes filled as she looked on the well-known characters.

P.S. Upon second thoughts, I doubt whether the 30l. will be enough for me. Be so good as to send me a 50l. note in addition to it; in halves as the other.

Which accordingly we did, resumed Mr. Knowles, as Mrs. Dundyke returned him the letter. And that note, you say, has not been traced?

No, sir, it has not.

Well, it is altogether most strange. Of course whoever found the pocket-book (if the supposition that it was picked up on the bank of the lake be correct) may be keeping the fifty-pound note by him, but the probability is that he would have got rid of it at once, as he did the others.

The most singular point to my mind throughout, sir, is the finding of the pencil-case in Mr. Hardcastles room, said Mrs. Dundyke. I cant get over that.

Cant you? It appears to me easily explainable. The supposition that Mr. Dundyke took it out with him that morning must be a mistake. Mr. Hardcastle probably borrowed it from him at breakfast.

I am quite sure, sir, he did not. I saw my husband put the pencil in its place in the pocket-book, and return the pocket-book to his pocket.

Then he must have taken it out again when outside the room, and perhaps dropped it. Mr. Hardcastle may have picked it up, and carried it up to the chamber and forgotten it. There are many ways of accounting for that; but it is a pity the pencil was not found before Mr. Hardcastles departure.



Mrs. Dundyke opened her lips to ask how then could her husband have written the pencilled note afterwards  that he never carried but that one; but she was weary with reiterating the same thing over and over again; and, after all, what Mr. Knowles said was possible. He might have dropped the pencil afterwards; Mr. Hardcastle might have picked it up and carried it to his room; and it certainly might have happened, it was not impossible, that her husband, contrary to custom, had a second pencil in his pocket.

Shall we send the twenty-pound order to Hardcastles house and get it cashed for you? Mr. Knowles asked, when he was leaving. I fancy that young Hardcastle is not very steady. He is a great deal on the continent, and I have heard he gambles.

Mrs. Dundyke thanked him and handed him the order. Perhaps you would let the clerk inquire for Mr. Hardcastles address at the same time, sir? she said; and whether he is still at Genoa. I should like to write and ask how he did find the pencil.

But when the order on Hardcastle and Co. was presented  as it was that same day  the house in Leadenhall-street declined to pay it, disclaiming all knowledge of the drawer. Upon the clerks saying that it had been given by the nephew of Mr. Hardcastle, senior, to Mrs. Dundyke, in liquidation of money borrowed at Geneva, the firm shrugged their shoulders, and recommended the clerk to apply personally to that gentleman, at his residence at Kensington. This information was conveyed to Mrs. Dundyke, and she at once said she should like to go herself.

She went up to Mr. Hardcastles the next day, and the old gentleman received her very courteously. He was a venerable man with white hair, and was walking up and down the room, which opened to a conservatory. Mrs. Dundyke did not state any particulars at first; she merely said that she had an order on the house in Leadenhall-street for twenty pounds, money borrowed by his nephew; that the house had declined to pay it, and had referred it to him.

Borrowed money? he repeated, in a sharp tone, as if the words visibly annoyed him.

Yes, sir, he borrowed it of my husband; his remittances did not arrive from England.

Mr. Hardcastle put on his spectacles, and she noticed that his hands trembled, she thought with agitation. I have a nephew, he said, who lives principally upon the continent; a thankless scapegrace he is, and has caused me a world of trouble. He has not been in England for eighteen months now, and I hope he will not come to it in a hurry; but he is always threatening it.

Mrs. Dundyke was surprised. He told us, sir, that he had come from London recently; in fact, he said  he certainly implied  that he took a principal and active part in your house in Leadenhall-street.

All boast, madam, all boast. He has not anything to do with it, and we would not let him have. I wonder he should say that, too! He is tolerably truthful, making a confession of his shortcomings, rather than hiding them.

Is he at Genoa still, sir?

At where? asked Mr. Hardcastle, looking at Mrs. Dundyke through his spectacles, which he had been all the time adjusting.

He went on to Genoa, sir, from Geneva. I asked whether he was there still.

He has not been at Geneva or at Genoa, said Mr. Hardcastle; latterly, at any rate.

Yes he has, sir; he was at Geneva when we got to it in July, and he stayed some time. He then went on to Genoa.

Then he has deceived me, said Mr. Hardcastle, in a vexed tone. I dont know why he should; it does not matter to me what place he is in. What is this, madam  the order? This is not his handwriting, hastily continued Mr. Hardcastle, at the first glance, as he unfolded the paper.

I saw him write it, sir, said Mrs. Dundyke.

Madam, it is no more like his writing than it is like yours or mine, was the testy answer. And  what is this signature, B. Hardcastle? My nephews name is Thomas.

There was a momentary silence. Mr. Hardcastle sat looking at the written order, knitting his brow in reflection.

Madam, I do not think he could have been at Geneva when this was dated, he resumed; I had a letter from him just about this time, written from Brussels. Stay, I will get it.

He opened a desk in the room and produced the letter. Singular to say, it bore date the 10th of August, the very day that the order was dated. The post-marks, both in Brussels and London, agreed with the date.

It is impossible that it could have been he who wrote this order, madam, as you must perceive. Being in Brussels, he could not have been in Geneva. That this letter is in my nephews handwriting, I assure you on my honour. You may read it; it is about family affairs, but that does not matter.

Mrs. Dundyke read the letter: it was not a long one. And then she looked in a dreamy sort of way at Mr. Hardcastle.



Madam, I fear you must have been imposed upon.

Have you two nephews, sir?

I never had but this one in my life, maam; and I have found him one too many.

His wife is a showy woman, very pale, with handsome features, persisted Mrs. Dundyke, in a tone as dreamy as her gaze. Not that she disbelieved that venerable old man, but it all seemed so great a mystery.

His wife! my nephew has no wife: I dont know whod marry him. I tell you, maam, you have been taken in by some swindler who must have assumed his name. Though egad! my nephews little better than a swindler himself, for he gets into debt with everybody who will let him.

Mrs. Dundyke sat silent a few moments, and she then told her tale  told everything that had occurred in connexion with her husbands mysterious fate. But when she came to hint her suspicions of Mr. Hardcastles having been his destroyer, the old gentleman was visibly shocked and agitated.

Good heavens! no! Spendthrift though he is, he is not capable of that awful crime. Madam, how do you suppose your husband lost his life? In a struggle? Did they quarrel?

I know nothing, answered poor Mrs. Dundyke.



A quarrel and struggle it may have been. Mr. Hardcastle was a powerful man.

A what? A powerful man, did you say, this Mr. Hardcastle?

Very powerful, sir; tall and strong. Standing nearly six feet high, and as dark as a gipsy.

Thank Heaven for that relief! murmured Mr. Hardcastle. My nephew is one of the smallest men you ever saw, maam, short and slight, with fair curls: in fact, an effeminate dandy. Theres his picture, added the old gentleman, throwing open the door of an inner room, and when he next comes to England, and he is threatening it now, as you read in that letter, you shall see him. But, meanwhile, I will refer you to fifty persons, if you like, who will bear testimony that he is, in person, as I describe. There is no possible identity between them. Once more, thank Heaven!

Mrs. Dundyke returned to her home. The affair seemed to wear a darker appearance than it had yet worn. And again her suspicions reverted to the man who had called himself Mr. Hardcastle.

We must now turn to Westerbury. That generally supine city was awakened out of its lethargy one morning, by hearing that Death had claimed Marmaduke Carr. On the very night that his grandson was at Mrs. Dundykes, he was dying: and in the morning, Westerbury heard that he was dead.

On the same day, the instant the news was conveyed to them, Squire Carr and his son and heir came over with all the speed that the train could bring them, and went bustling to the house of the dead man. There they found Mr. Fauntleroy, the solicitor to the just deceased Mr. Carr. He was a tall, large man, this lawyer; a clever practitioner, a fast-living man, and, by the way, the same scapegrace who had done that injury, in the shape of money, to Peter Arkell. But Mr. Fauntleroy had settled down since then, and had made an enormous deal of money; and he held some sway in Westerbury.

Heres a pretty go! cried Mr. Fauntleroy, in his loud, blustering tones. To think that he should die off like this, and nobody know of it!

I never knew he was ill, said the squire. I should, of course, have come over if I had.

Oh, he has been ill  that is to say, ailing  a good month now, returned the lawyer. And when these aged healthy men begin to droop, their life is not worth much.

Well, whats to be done now? cried Squire Carr.

Nothing of consequence until we hear from the son. I sent down to the carpenter this morning about the shell, but I shall do nothing more until we hear from Mr. Carr in Holland. I wrote a line to him the moment I heard what had happened, and was in time to get it off by the day mail. He will come over, theres no doubt.

You knew his address, then? cried Valentine. It was the first word he had spoken, and he had stood, with his little mean figure, rather behind his father, and his little mean light eyes furtively scanning the lawyers countenance.

I believe I know it, replied Mr. Fauntleroy. There has been an address in our books as long as I have had anything to do with the office, Robert Carr, Messrs. something (I forget the name), Rotterdam. I once asked Mr. Carr if it was his sons correct address, and he said it was, for all he knew. That is the address I have written to.

Are you sure that the old man did not make a will? asked the squire, alluding to his relative, Marmaduke.

I am sure that I never made one for him, returned Mr. Fauntleroy. Will? no, not he! The very mention of the subject used to anger him? Where was the use of his making a will, he said. His son would inherit just as well without a will as with one: he was heir-at-law.

Squire Carrs covetous heart gave vent to a resentful sigh. They were the very self-same words that Mr. Carr had used to him so many years ago, on the same topic. That old Marmaduke had not made a will, he felt as certain as that he should go to his own bed that night, but he could not help harping upon the contrary hope. As to Valentine, he could almost have found in his heart to forge one, had such doings not been unfashionable.

Well, I must say Marmaduke might have remembered that he had other relatives besides that runagate son, grumbled the squire. Had he been mine, Id have cut him off with a shilling.

Not a bit ont, Carr, laughed the lawyer, in his coarse way. Youll not leave your chattels away from your own progeny; not even from the roving sheep, Ben.

Now it was a singular coincidence, amid the many small coincidences of this history, that Marmaduke Carrs son Robert should die at the same time as his father. But so it was. The exile of many, many years died without ever having seen his father, or sought for a word of reconciliation with him: he had died suddenly in a fit, before his father, but not above an hour or two; and without seeing one of his three children, for all were away from home when it occurred.

In reply to Mr. Fauntleroys letter there arrived a short note, written by a lady who signed herself Emma Carr, neé DEstival. The language was English, and good English, too; but the handwriting was unmistakably French. In acknowledging the receipt of Mr. Fauntleroys letter, it stated that her husband was from home; and it gave the information that Mr. Carr was dead  had died after a few hours illness.

Nothing could exceed the commotion that this news excited at Squire Carrs. Robert Carr dead! then they were the heirs-at-law. They beset the office of Mr. Fauntleroy; they took the conduct of affairs into their own hands; they ordered the funeral, and they fixed the day of interment. Not by any means a remote day; scarcely decently so, according to English notions of keeping the dead. It was hot weather, Valentine remarked; and that was true: but Westerbury said they wanted to get the poor old man under ground that they might ransack the house, and see what valuables were in it. Mr. Fauntleroy was rather taken aback at these proceedings; at the summary wrestling of affairs out of his hands; and he had promised himself some nice little pickings out of all this, the funeral and the acting for Robert Carr, and one thing or another; but he did not see his way clear to hinder it. If Robert Carr was dead, and the old man had left no will, Squire Carr was undoubtedly the heir-at-law.



It was not, however, to be quite smooth sailing. On their return home from the funeral  and the only stranger invited to it was Mr. Arkell, he and Mr. Fauntleroy, with the two Carrs forming the mourners  Mr. Fauntleroy produced from his pocket a letter which he had received that morning. It was from the Reverend Robert Carr, the son of the deceased gentleman in Holland, requesting Mr. Fauntleroy to take all necessary arrangements upon himself for the interment of old Mr. Carr, his grandfather, and regretting that he was prevented journeying to attend it, in consequence of the melancholy circumstances already known to Mr. Fauntleroy. It desired that the style of the funeral should be handsome, in accordance with the fortune and position of the deceased. It was signed Robert Carr.

Robert Carr! contemptuously ejaculated the squire. What a fool he must be to write in that strain to us!

Mr. Fauntleroy chuckled over the letter; especially over that part of it ordering a suitable funeral. In his opinion, and in the opinion of Westerbury generally, the funeral of Mr. Carr had not been suitable. There were no mutes, no pall-bearers, no superfluous plumes, no anything: none but a mean-minded man would have ordered such a one.

Mr. Fauntleroy wrote back to the Reverend Robert Carr. He gave him a statement of the case in a dry, lawyery sort of way, and told him that Squire Carr being, under the apparent circumstances, heir-at-law, had taken possession of the affairs and property. This elicited a most indignant reply from Robert Carr. There could not be the slightest doubt that his father and mother were married, he said, and he should be in Westerbury as speedily as he could to maintain his own rights.

Does he think he can impose upon us, this young fellow of a parson? cried Squire Carr, when the letter was shown him. He will be for making out next that his mother, that Hughes girl, was my cousins wife. Let him prove it. Old birds are not caught with chaff.

And Squire Carr took out letters of administration.


CHAPTER VII. 

ROBERT CARRS VISIT.

Mrs. Arkell sat in her drawing-room with a visitor. She was listening to what struck her as being the very strangest tale she had ever heard or dreamt of. The Reverend Mr. Prattleton, who had reached home the previous night, had come this afternoon to tell her of the disappearance of Mr. Dundyke.

Your sister wished me to give you the particulars as soon as I got home, he observed. There was little, if any, acquaintance between you and Mr. Dundyke, he said, but she felt sure you would feel concern for him, now he was dead, and would like to hear the details. It is a sad thing; I may say an awful thing.

I never heard of such a thing, exclaimed Mrs. Arkell, forgetting her contempt for the Dundykes in the moments interest. It appears incredible that such a thing could happen. Do you really think he was murdered, Mr. Prattleton?



No, no; I dont think that, said the minor canon. Of course there is the possibility; but I incline to the belief that he must have fallen into the lake, leaving his pocket-book on the shore. Indeed, I feel convinced of it, and I think Mrs. Dundyke felt so at last. In the first uncertainty and suspense, I hardly know what horrible things she did not fancy.

But surely all proper search was made for him!

Of course it was. I am not sure that the police took so much interest in it, all of us being foreigners, and temporary sojourners in the town, as they would have done if a native had been missing. It was with difficulty they were persuaded to take a serious view of the case. The gentleman had only gone off somewhere else, they thought, without telling his wife. However, they did their best to find traces of him; but it proved useless.

What could have taken them to Geneva? exclaimed Mrs. Arkell.

A desire for change and recreation, I suppose. The same that took me  that takes us all.

But  those common working-people dont require change, had been on Mrs. Arkells tongue; but she altered the words. Mrs. Dundyke was her sister, and unfortunately she could not deny it. But  Geneva was very far to go.

Not very, in these days of travelling. It is twenty years, Mrs. Arkell, since I was on the continent, and one seems to get about there ten times as quick as formerly. Its true I took the rail this time as much as I could; the Dundykes, on the contrary, preferred the old diligences, wherever they were to be had.

Did you see Mr. Dundyke?

No, said the minor canon. He had disappeared  is it not a strangely sounding word?  before we reached Geneva.

What a mercy that it was not after it! thought Mrs. Arkell, remembering the graces of manner of the ill-fated common-councilman. Mrs. Dundyke has returned home, you say?

Oh, yes. When all hope was gone, we left Geneva. She went on home direct, but we stayed in Paris. I very much wished to call upon her as we came through London, but we had remained beyond our time, and I could not. I assure you, Mrs. Arkell, I do not know when I have met with anyone that so won on my regard and on Marys, as your sister.

Mrs. Arkell raised her eyes in pure surprise. Her sister, humble Betsey Dundyke, win upon anybodys regard! It struck her that the clergyman must be saying it out of some notion of politeness; he could surely never mean it. The fact was, Mrs. Arkell had so long been accustomed to regard her sister in a disparaging point of view, that she could not look upon her in any other light.

She was always a poor, weak sort of girl, between ourselves, Mr. Prattleton. Otherwise you know she never could have made such a marriage. The man was most inferior; dreadfully inferior.

Indeed! Then I think he must have got on well, said Mr. Prattleton. He was to have been one of the sheriffs, I believe, next year.

Mrs. Arkell superciliously drew down her still pretty lips. A great many of those civic London people are quite inferior tradesmen, she said; at least I have heard so. I only hope poor Betsey has enough left to keep her from want. When these business people die, it often happens that all they have dies with them, and  oh, William, Mr. Prattleton has brought us the strangest news! Mr. Dundyke  Betseys husband, you know  is either murdered or drowned.

She had broken off thus on the entrance of her husband. Mr. Arkell, as he shook hands with the clergyman, listened in amazement little less great than his wifes, and asked question upon question, greatly interested. You see there was sufficient  what shall I say?  uncertainty, about the matter still, to make them look upon it more as an uncleared-up mystery, than a certain tragedy, and perhaps the chief feeling excited in all minds when they first heard it, was that of marvel. In the midst of Mr. Prattletons explanations, the college clock struck three, and the bell rang out for afternoon service. It was the minor canons signal.

I must go, he said, as he rose; it is my week for chanting. Mr. Wilberforce took the duty for me the two first days. I did intend to get home on Saturday last, but somehow the time slipped on.

Mr. Arkell was going into the town, and he walked with Mr. Prattleton as far as the large cathedral gates; for the minor canon went round to the front way that afternoon, as it lay in the road for Mr. Arkell. Lounging about in an idle mood, now against the contiguous railings, now against a post of the great doorway, in a manner not often seen at cathedral doors, and not altogether appropriate to them, was a rather tall, bilious-looking young man, with fair hair. He did not see them; his head was turned the other way.

Cant you find anything better to do, George?

The words came from the clergyman, and the young man turned with a start. It was George Prattleton, the half-brother of the minor canon, but very, very much younger. Mr. George held a good civil appointment in India, but he was now home on sick leave, and his days were eaten up with ennui. He made the Rev. Mr. Prattletons his home, who good-naturedly allowed him to do it; but he was inclined to be what the world calls fast, and, except at the intervals (somewhat rare ones) when he had plenty of money in his pocket, he felt that the world was a wearisome sort of place, of no good to anybody. A good-natured, inoffensive young fellow on the whole; free from actual vice; but extravagant, incorrigibly lazy, and easily imposed upon. He generally called his brother Mr. Prattleton. The difference in their ages justified it, and they had not been brought up together.

I was deliberating whether I should go in to service this afternoon, said George  a sort of excuse for lounging against the door-post, as he shook hands with Mr. Arkell.

By way of passing away the time! cried the clergyman, some covert reproof in his tone.

Well  yes, returned George, who was by no means unwilling to confess to his shortcomings. It is a bore, having nothing to do.

When you first came home you brought a cartload of books with you, red-hot upon studying Hindustanée. I wonder how many times you have opened them!

Mr. Prattleton passed into the cathedral as he spoke. It was time he did, for the bell had been going twelve minutes. George pulled a rueful face as he thought of his Hindustanée.



I tried it for six whole days after I came home, Mr. Arkell  I give you my word I did; but I couldnt get on at all by myself, and there is not a master to be had in the town. I shall set to it in right earnest before I go out again.

Mr. Arkell laughed. He rather liked the good-natured young man, and Travice he knew was fond of him.

But, George, you should remember one thing, he said: idleness does not get a man on in the world. You have a fine career before you out yonder, if you only take the trouble to secure it.

I know that, Mr. Arkell; and I assure you not a fellow in all the three presidencies is steadier than I am, or works harder than I do, when I am there. It is only here, where I have no work before me, that I get into this dawdling way.

Mr. Arkell left him, passed out of the cathedral inclosure, and continued his way up the town. George Prattleton remained where he was, wondering what on earth he could do with himself. It was too late to go in to service, for the bell had ceased, the organ was pealing out, and he caught a glimpse, across the great body of the cathedral, of the white surplices of the dean and two of the chapter, as they whisked in at the cloister door. George Prattleton believed time must be given to mortals as a punishment for their sins. He had not a sixpence in his pocket; he owed so much at the billiard-rooms that he did not like to show his face there; he was in debt to all the tobacconists of the place; he had borrowed money from private friends; and altogether he rather wished for an earthquake, or something of that light nature, by way of a diversion to the general stagnation of the sultry afternoon.

Mr. Arkell meanwhile reached the house of lawyer Fauntleroy, for that was the place he was bound for. Mr. Fauntleroy was not his solicitor, but he had a question to ask him on a matter unconnected with professional business. As he was turning out of the office again, he nearly ran against a stranger in deep mourning, who was looking up, as though he wanted to find the number of the house. He was a slight, delicate-looking young man; and it instantly struck Mr. Arkell that he had seen his face before, or one like it.

I beg your pardon, said the stranger, taking his hat more completely off than an Englishman generally does to one of his own sex, can you tell me whether this is Mr. Fauntleroys?

It is Mr. Fauntleroys. I think  I think you are the son of Robert Carr! impulsively cried Mr. Arkell, as the resemblance to the exiled and now dead friend of his boyhood flashed across his memory.



It was no other. The Reverend Robert Carr had hastened to Westerbury as soon as family arrangements and his own health permitted him. A few moments of conversation, and Mr. Arkell turned back with him to introduce him to Lawyer Fauntleroy, thinking at the same time that he had rarely seen anyone look so thin, so pale, so shadowy as Robert Carr.

It was a handsome house, this of Lawyer Fauntleroys  and if you object to the term Lawyer Fauntleroy, as old-fashioned, you must not blame me for using it. Westerbury rarely called him anything else; does not call him anything else now, if it has occasion to recal him or his doings. The offices were on either side of the door, as you entered; Mr. Fauntleroys private room, a large, well fitted-up apartment, being on the right; a small ante-room led to it, generally the sanctum of the managing clerk.

Mr. Fauntleroy was at leisure, and the whole affair in all its details, past and present, was related to Robert Carr. Mr. Arkell remained also. It was not a pleasant office to have to seek to convince this young man of his own illegitimacy, never a doubt of which had arisen in his mind.

My mother not married! he repeated, a streak of suspicious crimson  suspicious when taken in conjunction with that hacking cough, those shadowy hands indeed you would not entertain such a thought had you known her. She was, I believe, of inferior family, but in herself she was a lady, and her children had cause to love and bless her. Not married! Why, are you aware, Mr. Fauntleroy, that my father was a partner in one of the first merchants houses in Rotterdam, and that my mother held her own, and was visited, and respected as few are, so long as she lived?

Lawyer Fauntleroy shook his head. He was a man who took practical views of most things, utterly scorning theoretical ones.

I dont doubt your word, Mr. Carr, that your mother was a most estimable lady; I remember her myself, an uncommon pretty girl; but that does not prove that she was married.

Mr. Carrs eyes flashed. Not prove it! Do you think, being what I tell you she was, a good, religious woman, that she would have lived with my father unless they had been married?

I have known such cases, cried the lawyer, with his dry practicalness, if there is such a word. One of the first men in this city  if you except the clergy and that set  Haughton was his name, and plenty of money he had, and lived in style, as Mr. Arkell here can tell you, his sons sticking themselves above everybody, his wife and daughters setting the fashions  well, Mr. Carr, when he died, it was discovered that his wife was not his wife; that his children were nothing in the eyes of the law. Westerbury was electrified, I can tell you, and bestows hard names upon old Haughton to this day, for having so imposed upon them.

You should not put such a case on a parallel with ours, said the young clergyman, in pained reproof.

But, my good sir, it is on a parallel; so far, at all events. I tell you this family were looked upon as superior, as everything that was moral; not a word could be urged against the wife (as well call her for the arguments sake); she was respected and visited; and not until old Haughton died, and his will came to be read, did the secret ooze out. He left his money to them, but he could not leave it in the usual straightforward way. By the way, added the lawyer briskly, as a thought struck him; in what manner was your fathers will worded? How was your mother styled in it?

You forget that my mother has been dead for some time. The will was made only two years ago. It was a perfectly legally-drawn-up will, according to the Dutch laws; there can be no doubt of that.

Do you remember how you are described in it, and your brothers and sisters? persisted Mr. Fauntleroy.



I have but one brother and one sister; we are described in what I suppose is the usual manner, by our Christian names, Robert, Thomas, and Mary Augusta, the sons and daughter of Robert Carr. It is something to that effect; I did not take particular notice of the wording.

I wonder what the law is, over there, with regard to legitimacy? mused Mr. Fauntleroy, his eyes seeing an imaginary Holland in the distance. But, Mr. Carr, this is waste of time, he added, rousing himself; the plain case round which the question will revolve, is not so much whether your father and mother were married, as whether it can be proved that they were. The law, in a case like this, requires proof actual  and very right that it should.

I suppose there will not be the slightest difficulty in proving it, said Robert Carr, resenting the very suggestion.

Can you prove it? Do you know where it took place?

The young man shook his head. I never heard where. It can be readily found out.

Did you ever question your father upon the point?

No; it was not likely I should, seeing that my attention was never drawn to any doubt of the sort.



Well, Westerbury has never entertained any doubt the other way, said the lawyer. It is not agreeable to say these things to your face, Mr. Carr; but theres no help for it; and the sooner the question is set at rest for you, one way or the other, the better. I should not think theres a single person living still in Westerbury, who recollects the circumstances as they took place, that would believe your father married Miss Hughes after she went away with him.

It is probable they were married before they did go away, spoke Robert Carr, hating more than he liked to show the being compelled to this discussion.

That, I can answer for, they were not. When they left here she was Martha Ann Hughes.

Mr. Fauntleroy is right so far, interposed Mr. Arkell. They were not married when they left Westerbury: on that point there can be no mistake. The question that remains is, were they married subsequent to it?

They must have been, said Robert Carr.

But there is no must in the case, dissented the lawyer. The probabilities are that they were not: the belief is such.

I do not see why you should persistently seek to cast this opprobrium on my father and mother, Mr. Fauntleroy! exclaimed Robert Carr, his hollow face lighting up with reproach.



Bless you, my good sir, I dont seek to cast it, said the lawyer, good-humouredly. Facts are facts. If you can prove that Robert Carr married Miss Hughes, and your own legal birth with it, you will take the property; but if you cant prove it, Squire Carr must keep possession, and things will remain as they are. Wheres the use of shutting our eyes to the truth?

There can be no doubt whatever of the marriage. I am sure of it; I would stake all my hopes upon it here and  I was going to say  hereafter.

But you so speak only according to your belief, sir? You have no shadow of proof.

True; but  

Just so, interrupted Mr. Fauntleroy, in his decisive and rather overbearing manner. All the proofs lie on the other side  negative proofs, at any rate. They went away together without being married; that is certain  and, by the way, they hoaxed my friend here, William Arkell, into helping them off; and I believe his father never forgave him for it. Neither were there wanting subsequent proofs  negative ones, perhaps, as I say  that they remained unmarried; at any rate, for some years. Rely upon one thing, Mr. Robert Carr: that old Marmaduke, just dead, would have left his money away from his son unless he had been thoroughly certain that no marriage took place. He had sworn to disinherit his son if he married Miss Hughes, and he was a man to keep his word.

Excuse me, said Robert Carr: you do not perceive that this very fact may have been the motive that induced my father to keep his marriage a secret.

I perceive it very well. But it is a great deal more probable that there never was a marriage. Weigh all the circumstances well, Mr. Carr; without prejudice: though, of course, it is difficult for you to do so. Over and over again your father was heard to say that he had no intention of marrying the girl  

You forget that you are speaking to me of my mother, interrupted Robert Carr.

Well, yes, I did, acknowledged the lawyer. It is difficult to speak to a son upon these things; but I think, Mr. Carr, you had better hear them. Mr. Arkell there, who was your fathers intimate acquaintance, can testify how positively he disclaimed, even to him, any intention of marriage. Next came the  

Allow me, interposed the clergyman, his haughty tone bespeaking how painful all this was to him. I presume no suspicion was cast upon my mothers name while she was in Westerbury?



Not a breath of it. Blame was cast, though, on her and her sisters for allowing the visits of Robert Carr: as is usual in all cases where there is much disparity in the social standing of the parties. Next came the elopement, I was about to say. They went direct to London, where they stayed together  

The marriage must have taken place there, again interrupted Robert Carr.

I believe not, said Mr. Fauntleroy, dryly. Marmaduke Carr took care to acquaint himself with particulars, and it was ascertained that they did not remain in London long enough to allow of it. The law, more particular then than it is now, required a residence of three weeks in a place, before a marriage could be solemnized, and they left for Holland ere the expiration of a fortnight. It was our house  my father then being its head  which sought out these particulars for old Marmaduke. No; rely upon it there was no marriage in London.

His tone plainly said, Rely upon it there was no marriage, there or elsewhere. Mr. Carr was about to speak, but the lawyer raised his hand and continued.

Some little time after they had settled in Rotterdam, John Carr  Squire Carr now  went over and saw them. Theres no doubt his visit was a fishing one, hoping to find out that a marriage had taken place; for in that case, Marmaduke Carr would have wanted another heir than his son. I am sure that John, close-fisted as he was known to be, would have given a hundred pounds out of his pocket to be able to come back and report that they were married; but he could not. He was obliged to confess not only that his cousin and Miss Hughes were not married, but that Robert had told him he never should marry her. And, indeed, it was hardly to be supposed that he would then.

But  

A moment yet, if you please, Mr. Carr. Some considerable time after this, and when I think there was one child born  which must have been you, sir  Mr. Carr got to see a letter written by Martha Ann Hughes to her sister Mary. I think he got the sight of it through you, Mr. Arkell?

Through my father. Mary Hughes was at work at our house, and Tring, our maid, brought the letter on the sly to my mother. My father, I remember, said he should like to show it to Marmaduke Carr; and he did so.

Ay. Well, Mr. Carr, nothing could have been plainer than that letter. Mary Ann Hughes acknowledged that she had no hope of Roberts marrying her; but he was kind to her, she said, and she was as happy as anyone well could be under her unfortunate circumstances. Indeed, I fear you have no room for hope.

Where is that letter? asked the clergyman.

Its impossible to say. Destroyed most likely long ago. None of your mothers family are remaining in Westerbury.

Are they all dead?

Dead or dispersed. The brother went off to America or somewhere; and the second sister, Mary, died: it was said she grieved a great deal about her sister, your mother. The eldest sister married a young man of the name of Pycroft, and they also emigrated. Nothing has been heard of any of them for years.

You must permit me to maintain my own opinion, Mr. Fauntleroy, pursued Robert Carr; and I shall certainly not allow anyone to interfere with my grandfathers property. If the other branch of the family  Squire Carr and his sons  wish to put forth any pretensions to it, they must first prove their right.

Mr. Fauntleroy laughed. He was amused at the clergymans idea of law.

The proof lies with you, Mr. Carr, he said; and not with them. They cannot prove a negative, you know; and they say that no marriage took place. It is for you to prove that it did. Failing that proof, the property will be theirs.

And meanwhile? While we are searching for the proof? questioned Robert Carr, after a pause.

Meanwhile they retain possession. I understand that Mrs. Lewis has already come over and taken up her abode in the house.

Who is Mrs. Lewis? asked the clergyman.

Squire Carrs widowed daughter. She has been living at home since her husband died. I was told this morning that she had come to the house with the intention of remaining.

Mr. Fauntleroys information was correct. Mrs. Lewis had come to Marmaduke Carrs house, and was fully resolved to stop in it, fate and the squire permitting. Mr. Lewis had died about a year before, and left her not so well off as she could have wished. She had a competency; but she had not riches. She broke up her household in the Grounds, and went on a long visit to her fathers, to save housekeeping temporarily; leaving her two boys, who were on the foundation of the college school, as boarders at the house of Mr. Wilberforce.


CHAPTER VIII. 

GOING OVER TO SQUIRE CARRS.

Mr. Arkell put his arm within Robert Carrs, as they walked away together. It would be difficult to express how very much he felt for this young man. His fathers fault was not his, and Mr. Arkell, at least, would not be one to visit it upon him. For a few yards their steps were taken in silence; but the clergyman spoke at last, his eye dilating, his voice vehement.

If they had only known my mother as I knew her, they would see how improbable is this tale that they are telling! I do not care what their suspicions are, what their want of proof; I know that my mother was my fathers wife.

Indeed I hope it will prove so, said Mr. Arkell, rather at a loss what else to say.

She was modest, gentle, good, refined; she was respected as few are respected. There never was a trace of shame upon her brow. Could her children have been trained as she trained hers, if  if  I can hardly trust myself to speak of this. It is a cruel calumny.

Perhaps so. But, looking at it in its best light; allowing that they were really married; the calumny was alone the fault of this young mans father. If he could have removed the stigma, he should have done it. Did this poor young man begin to think so? Did unwilling doubts arise, even to him? Scarcely, yet. But the lines grew hard in his face as they walked along, and his troubled eyes looked out straight before him into space, seeing nothing.

I wish you would give me the whole history of the past yourself, Mr. Arkell, now that I can listen quietly. I was hardly in a state to pay attention just now; somehow I distrusted that old lawyer.

You need not have done that. He was your grandfathers man of business; and, though a little rough, he is sufficiently honest.

Is he not acting for Squire Carr?

I think not. I am sure not.

Will you give me the history of the past, quietly? as correctly as you can remember it.

Mr. Arkell did so; telling, with a half laugh, the ruse Robert Carr had exercised in getting his fathers carriage to take them away, and the hot water he, William, got into in consequence. He told the whole affair from its earliest beginning to its ending, concealing nothing; he mentioned how Mary Hughes had happened to be at work at his mothers house that day; and the dreadful distress she experienced, as soon as the matter was made known to her; he even told how severe in its judgment on the fugitives was Westerbury.

And were you severe upon them also? asked Robert Carr.

Just at first. That is, I believed the worst. But afterwards my opinion changed, and I thought it most likely that Robert married her in London. I thought that for some time. In fact, until I saw the letter that you heard Mr. Fauntleroy speak of, as having been written by your mother to her sister Mary.

You saw that letter yourself, then?

Yes, my father showed it to me. Not in any gossiping spirit, but as a convincing proof that the opinion I had held was wrong, and his was right. He had been very greatly vexed at the whole affair, and would never listen to me when I said I hoped and thought they were married. It was, as Mr. Fauntleroy observed, a plain, convincing letter; and from the moment I saw it, I felt sure that there had been no marriage, and would be none. I am so grieved to tell you this, my dear young friend; but I might not be doing my duty if I were to suppress it.

Robert Carrs face turned a shade paler.

I see exactly how it is, he said: that it is next to impossible for you, or anyone else, to believe there was a marriage; all the circumstances telling against it. Nevertheless, I declare to you, Mr. Arkell, on my sacred word as a clergyman, that I am as certain a marriage did take place, as that there is a heaven above us.

Mr. Arkell did not think so, and there ensued a pause.

Your father died rather suddenly, I believe, he said to Robert Carr.

Very suddenly. He was taken with a sort of fit; I really cannot tell you its exact nature, for the medical men differed, but I suppose it was apoplexy. They agreed in one thing, that there was no hope from the first; and he never recovered consciousness. I was in London when they telegraphed to me, but when I got home he had been for some hours dead.

I will send to the hotel for your portmanteau, said Mr. Arkell; you must be our guest while you stay. My son will be delighted. He is about your own age.

Thank you, no; you are very kind, but I would rather be alone just now, was Robert Carrs answer. This is not a pleasant visit for me, and I am in poor health, besides. I shall not stay here long; I must enter upon a search for the register of the marriage. But I should like to pay a visit to the Carrs before I leave, and I am too fatigued to go back to-day.

To pay a visit to the Carrs? Mr. Arkell echoed.

Yes. Why should I not? They are my relatives, and I do not see that there need be ill blood between us. As to the property, they have no real right to it whatever, and I hope I shall speedily produce proof that it is mine, and so put an end to any heartburning. I suppose, he added, reverting to the one subject, that you are quite sure the marriage did not take place before they left Westerbury?

You may put that idea entirely aside, replied Mr. Arkell. Theres no doubt that their going away was in consequence of a bitter quarrel Robert had with his father; that it was unpremeditated until the night previous to their departure. In Westerbury they were not married, could not have been; but perhaps they were in London. It is true, I believe, they did not stay there anything like three weeks  and you heard what Mr. Fauntleroy said; but I suppose it is possible to evade the law, which exacts a residence of that length of time in a place, before the ceremony can be performed.

Yes, theres no doubt they were married in London, concluded Robert Carr. I must ascertain what parish they stayed in there; and the rest will be easy.

Not another word was said. Robert Carr walked on in silence, and Mr. Arkell did not interrupt it. Mr. Arkell took him into his house. In the dining-room, the old familiar room you have so often seen, sat a lady, languidly looking over a parcel of books just come in. By her side, leaning over her chair, grasping the books more eagerly than she, the stranger saw a young man of about his own age  tall, slender, gentlemanly  with a face of peculiar refinement, and a sweet smile.

Now, I wonder what they mean by their negligence? The two books I ordered are not here. I wish they knew what it was to have these fine starry nights, and be without a book of reference; they  

Travice, interrupted Mr. Arkell, I have brought you a visitor, the son of a once close friend of mine. My wife, Mrs. Arkell. Charlotte, this is Mr. Robert Carr, Mr. Carrs grandson.

Mrs. Arkell turned and received him with a curtsey and a dubious look. Always inclined to judge on the uncharitable side, she had had nothing but indifferent scorn to cast to the rumour that Robert Carrs children were going to lay claim to the property, just as she had scorned Robert Carr himself in the old days. She knew that this must be one of the children.

Travice went up at once and shook him warmly by the hand, his pleasant face smiling its own welcome. I have often heard my father speak of yours, he said; I am so pleased to see you.

Very little was said in the presence of Mrs. Arkell, touching the business that had brought Robert Carr to Westerbury; but one subject led to another, and Robert Carr told, as one of the strange occurrences of the world, that which had made so strong an impression on himself  the story of the disappearance of Mr. Dundyke. He told it as to strangers; and not, until he had related his own meeting with them at Grenoble, and his visit to Mrs. Dundyke on the night of her return to London, did he find that Mrs. Arkell was her sister. It was Travice Arkells impetuosity that brought it out then; Mrs. Arkell had been better pleased that it should remain a secret.

We have heard it all, said Travice; and Mrs. Dundyke is my aunt and my godmother. She and my mother are sisters.

I was not aware of it, said Robert Carr. Is it not a strange tale?



Strange! repeated Travice, I never heard of anything half so strange. I have been waylaying Mr. Prattleton as he came out of college, wanting to hear more than my mother could tell me. I wish I had been at Geneva!

So do I, said Robert Carr.

Robert Carr remained to dinner. He still expressed a wish to make himself known to his relatives, the Carrs; and Mr. Arkell offered to drive him to Eckford on the following morning. A railway now went near the place; but the seven miles drive was pleasanter than the ten of rail, and Squire Carrs house was a good mile and a half from the Eckford station. So it was arranged.

Travice, said Mr. Arkell, as Robert Carr took his departure, I was glad to see your reception of this gentleman. Be to him a friend in any way that you can. It may be, that he will not find too many of them in Westerbury.

Mrs. Arkell tossed her head. I am rather surprised that you should bring him here, and introduce him on this familiar footing. The past history of the father is not a passport for the son. I should not have cared so much had Charlotte and Sophy been away.

Charlotte and Sophy! Hell not poison them. What are you thinking of, Charlotte? He has been reared a gentleman; he is a clergyman of the Church of England. Whatever may have been the truth of the past, he is not to blame for it.

Travice Arkell was full of sympathy. How ill he looks! he exclaimed; though he seems to think nothing of it, and says it is the result of a hurt. Is it not curious that he should have met with Mrs. Dundyke? He says his mother was in some way related to the Dundykes.

There, that will do, Travice, interposed Mrs. Arkell. I shall dream of that Geneva lake to-night, and of seeing dead men in it. But, William, she added in a lower tone to her husband, what a misfortune it will be for Betsey, should she have nothing left to live upon! She would have to go out as a housekeeper, or something of that sort.

Squire Carrs residence was a low, rambling, red-brick building, with a quantity of outhouses lying around it, and an avenue of oaks leading almost up to the low-porched entrance door. Pacing before this porch, a clay pipe in his mouth, and his dark hair uncovered to the September sun, was Benjamin Carr. He seemed in a moody study, from which the sound of wheels aroused him, and he saw Mr. Arkell driving up in his open carriage, a stranger sitting with him, and the groom in the back seat. Benjamin Carr wore a short velveteen shooting-coat  it set off his tall form to advantage; and Robert Carr thought what a fine man he was.

Why, Benjamin, I did not know you were at home.

I got here a day or two ago, returned Benjamin, putting aside his pipe, and shaking hands with Mr. Arkell. The squires slice of luck brought me. One of the girls wrote me word of it; so Ive come to see whether I cant drop in for a few of the pickings.

It was an awkward answer, considering that Robert Carr was listening; perhaps he did not understand it. Mr. Arkell made rather a bustle of getting out, and of standing aside for Robert, telling his groom to take the horse round to the stables. Is your father in, Benjamin? he asked.

For all I know. I have seen none of them since breakfast. Valentines gone over to Eckford, I believe; but  heres the squire.

The squire, attracted by the sounds of the arrival, was peeping forth from the house door. He wore a shabby old coat, and his poor shrunken clothes looked altogether too small even for his miserable little figure. Robert Carr was struck with the contrast to his fine son.

A word or two of explanation from Mr. Arkell, delivered in a low tone, a prolonged, astonished stare from Benjamin, and the squire, in a bewilderment of surprise, was shaking hands with Robert Carr.

It is the first visit I have made to my fathers native place, and though unpleasant circumstances have brought me, I do not see that they need be any reason for my shunning my relatives; I daresay we only wish, on both sides, all that is fair and right, began Robert Carr. I expressed a wish to come and see you, sir, and Mr. Arkell kindly offered to drive me over.

Had the squire followed his first impulse, he might possibly have ordered Mr. Robert Carr off his premises again; for he could only look upon him as a secret enemy, who had very nearly wrested from him a brave inheritance. But his policy throughout life had been to conciliate, no matter at what expense of hypocrisy. It was the safest course, he held; and he pursued it now. Besides, if there was one man that the squire did not care to stand altogether a sneak before, it was William Arkell with his well-known uprightness.

The squire led the way to his study, turning over in his mind what secret end Robert Carr could hope to answer by coming over and spying into the enemys quarters. That he had come as a spy, or in some character as base, it was out of the squires nature to do other than believe. Benjamin followed, in a state of wonder. As they went along the stone passage, Robert Carr caught sight of some pretty girls peeping here and there like scared pheasants; but the squire raised his finger meaningly, and they scuttered away.

The visit was not a pleasant one, after all; and perhaps it was a mistake to have made it. The restraint was too visibly evident. Robert himself spoke of the inheritance  spoke openly, as one honourable, or we may as well say, indifferent, man would discuss it with another. There could be no possible doubt that his father and mother were married, he said; and he hoped the property of all sorts would be allowed to rest in abeyance until the fact was ascertained, which might be done in a weeks time.

The squire was rather taken aback, especially at the easy, confident tone; not a boasting tone  one of quiet, calm surety. Why, how do you think to ascertain it? he asked.

I shall search the registers of the London churches.

The squire burst into a laugh. Had Robert Carr told him he was going to search the moon, it could not have struck upon his ear as a more absurd proceeding. Squire Carr was as sure that there had been no marriage as that the sun was then shining on his visitors head; he had been sure of it, to his cost, all these long years.



Well, said he, youll do as you like, of course, but dont go to much expense over it.

Why?

Because you will never find what you are looking for, and its a sin to throw away good money. I asked your father myself whether he had been married to the girl in London, and he told me he had not, that he had never been inside a church in London in his life; he told me also that he never should marry her. He spoke on his honour, and therefore I know he spoke the truth.

There was an unpleasant silence. Robert Carr began to feel that the topic could not be pursued.

Look here, Mr. Carr, resumed the squire, in his piping voice: you, as a university man, must be in a degree a man of the world, and must know that whats fair for the goose is fair for the gander. Had Marmaduke Carrs son lived and come over here to take possession, he would have taken it, uninterfered with by us; it would have been his own, and we should have wished him joy. But he did not live, he died; he died, in the eyes of the law, childless, and I am the inheritor. As good tell me you lay claim to this house of mine here, as to the property I have just come into of my uncle Marmadukes.

You will not allow it to lie in abeyance for a while?



Most certainly not. Nobody else would: and you must be a very young man to ask it. I have the law on my side: you cannot in England act contrary to the law, Mr. Carr.

Well, I daresay you think you are right, said Robert Carr in a tolerant spirit. Let us drop the subject. I did not, I assure you, come here to enter upon it; I came to make acquaintance with you, my relatives, and to say, but in no spirit of anger or contention, that I intend to establish and maintain my rights. We need not be enemies, or speak as such.

Very well, said the squire, Ill ask you one thing, and then well drop it, as you say; and it was not I who began it, mind. How came you to think of advancing your claim to my uncle Marmadukes property? What put it in your head?

I believe it to be my property  that I have succeeded to it, with my brother and sister, in consequence of the death of my father. You must understand, Squire Carr, it is only now, since this question arose, that I have heard there was any doubt cast upon our birth.

I see. Robert kept it from you. He was a simpleton for his pains; and you must not mind my being plain enough to say it. Next to the wrong itself, the worst wrong that parents can inflict is the keeping it a secret from their children. And now let us go to luncheon. I told them to lay it. Never mind about its being early: you shall not go back without first taking something to eat.

If you go away without partaking of our bread and salt, we shall think you bear us malice, said Benjamin, courteously, as he walked on to the dining-room with the clergyman.

Mr. Arkell was following, but the squire laid his finger on his arm to detain him. Dont let him do it, he whispered.

Do what? asked Mr. Arkell.

All this searching of registers and stuff that he talks of. Mind! I am not speaking in a selfish spirit, as I might if I were afraid of it,  and for once the squires earnest tones, and eyes, raised full in Mr. Arkells face, proved that he was really speaking truth. I am sorry for the young man; he is evidently a gentleman, and he looks sickly; and his father has done an ill part by him in letting this come upon him as a blow. Theres not the smallest probability that they were married; I know what Robert said to me, and I would stake my life that they were not. If he searches every register in the three kingdoms, hell never find its record; and it is a pity he should spend his money, and his time, and his hopes over it. Dont let him do it.



That he will do it, I am quite certain, was the reply of Mr. Arkell. He seems perfectly to reverence the memory of his mother; and it is as much to vindicate her fame that he will make the search, as for the sake of the inheritance. Robert Carr was grievously to blame to let it come to this. He ought to have set the question at rest, one way or the other, before his death.

The fact is, Robert overreached himself, said Squire Carr. I can see it plainly. He did not marry the girl, because it would have been the means of forfeiting his fathers property  for old Marmaduke would have kept his word. He wanted to come into that property, and then to have made a will and left it to these children, relying on their foreign birth and residence to keep always the fact of their illegitimacy from them. But he died suddenly, you see, before he had come into it, and therefore the property goes from them. Robert overreached himself.

Mr. Arkell nodded his head. His opinion coincided with Squire Carrs.


CHAPTER IX. 

A STARTLED LUNCHEON-TABLE.

The luncheon was laid in a low room, with a beam running across the ceiling; the walls, once bright with red flock paper and much gilding, were soiled and dull now, after the manner of a great many of our dining-rooms. Squire Carr took the head of the table. He apologised for the fare: cold veal, ham (which Benjamin, who sat at the foot of the table, carved), and salad. The squires daughters did not appear at it. There were too many of them, he said to Robert; but Mrs. Lewis, who had just come over from Westerbury by the train, did. She was a big woman, with little eyes like the squires, and a large face  the latter very red just now, through her mile-and-a-half walk in the sun from Eckford. She turned her back on the young clergyman when he said grace, as though he had no business there. Benjamin had whispered to her who he was, and the search of the marriage register books that was in prospect; and Mrs. Lewis resented it visibly. She had no mind to give up that bijou of a house just entered upon. She believed she should have trouble enough with her father to keep it, without another opponent coming into the field.

What brings you over to-day, Emma? asked the squire of Mrs. Lewis, as the meal proceeded. Anything turned up?

A rather ambiguous question, the latter one, to uninitiated ears; but the squire had been burning to put it, and Mrs. Lewis understood. He looked covertly at her for a moment with his blinking eyes, and then dropped them again.

I only came over to see Ben, papa, she answered. The news reached me this morning that he had come home. I have not had time to do anything yet.

Now, the fact was, Squire Carr had placed his daughter, knowing her admirable ferreting propensities, in Marmaduke Carrs house for one sole purpose  that of visiting its every hole and corner. There may be a will, the squire had said to himself, in his caution, several times since the death. I dont think there is; I could stake a great deal that there is not, for Marmaduke was not likely to make one; but its as well to be on the safe side, and such things have been heard of as wills hid away in houses. And when the squire saw Mrs. Lewis, whom he had not expected that day, he began to fear that something of the sort had turned up. The relief was great.

Oh, to see Ben. Youll see enough of him, I expect, before hes off again.

Are you going to make a long stay here, this time, Ben? asked Mr. Arkell.

Yes, I think I shall. Will you take some more ham, Emma?

Your name is the same as my wifes, observed the young clergyman, with a smile, as he passed Mrs. Lewiss plate for more ham: for it was Squire Carrs pleasure that servants did not wait at luncheon.

Is it? It is a very ugly one, roughly replied Mrs. Lewis, who could not recover her equanimity in the presence of this gentleman. I cant think how they came to give it me, for my part. I have a prejudice against the name Emma. The woman bore it whom, of all the women I have known in the world, I most disliked.

It was your mothers name, my dear, said the squire.

And I think a charming name, said Robert Carr. I am not sure but it was Emma DEstivals name that first attracted me to her.

The squire looked up with a sort of start. He remembered the letter written by Emma Carr, née DEstival. Of course! she was this young mans wife.

You look young to have a wife, was all the squire said.

You look, to me, as if you had no business with one at all, added Mrs. Lewis with blunt plainness. Sickly men should be cautious how they marry, lest they leave their wives widows. I have been so left. I threw aside my widows cap only last week.

Robert Carr explained to them what his hurt had been, and how his chest had suffered at times since. He was aware he looked unusually ill just now, he said; but he had looked just as much so about a year and a half before  had coughed also. He should get well now, he supposed, like he did then. For one thing, speaking of his present looks, this matter was harassing him a good deal, and there had been his fathers sudden death.

Oh, by the way, Mr. Arkell, let me ask you something, exclaimed Mrs. Lewis suddenly. I have heard the strangest thing. That a gentleman, a Mr. Dundas, or some such name, had been drowned or murdered, or something, at Geneva; a relative of your wifes. What is the truth of it?

That is the truth, as far as we can learn it, replied Mr. Arkell. It was Mr. Dundyke, the husband of Mrs. Arkells sister. You saw her once, I know, at my mothers house, a great many years ago; she was Miss Betsey Travice then  

But about the murder? interrupted Mrs. Lewis. Was he murdered? Roland ran home from Mr. Wilberforces for a minute last night, and I heard it from him. I think he said the young Prattletons told him. I know he was quite up in arms about it. What is it?

Mr. Arkell pointed to Robert Carr. That gentleman can tell you better than I can, he said. He heard the particulars from Mrs. Dundyke herself. I only heard them from Mr. Prattleton secondhand.

I suppose you want me to tell the story, instead of yourself, said Robert Carr, with a glance and a smile at Mr. Arkell. Mr. Prattleton was on the spot, and instituted the search, so his information cannot be secondhand.

They began it between them, but Mr. Arkell gradually ceased, and left it to Robert Carr. It appeared to take a singular hold on the squires interest. He had just asked his son for more ham, but was too absorbed to send his plate for it. Ben held the slice between his knife and fork, and had to let it drop at last.

Then he was not murdered! exclaimed Mrs. Lewis. It was only a case of drowning, after all!



Of drowning, assented Robert Carr. At least that is the most probable supposition.

It may rather be called at present a case of mysterious disappearance, as the sensational weekly papers would phrase it, interposed Mr. Arkell, speaking again. Mrs. Dundyke at one time felt convinced that a murder had been committed, as Mr. Prattleton tells me, and afterwards modified her opinion. Now she feels her doubts renewed again.

What a shocking thing! exclaimed Mrs. Lewis. And who does she think murdered him  if he was murdered?

The Mr. Hardcastle of whom mention has been made. Mrs. Dundyke has discovered that he was an impostor.

Has she! exclaimed Robert Carr.

Mr. Prattleton heard from her by last evenings post, and he came in late, and showed me her letters, said Mr. Arkell. This man, Hardcastle, had passed himself off as being a partner of the great Hardcastle house in Leadenhall-street  a nephew of its head and chief  whereas he turns out to be entirely unknown to them.

And she thinks he did the murder? quickly cried Mrs. Lewis, who was possessed of all a womans curiosity on such subjects.

She thinks the suspicions look very dark against him, said Mr. Arkell. I confess I think the same.

But I thought Mr. Carr, here, said she had completely exonerated this Mr. Hardcastle! cried the squire. Be quiet, Emma; you would let nobody speak but yourself, if you had your way.

So I believe she did exonerate him, returned Mr. Arkell; but in all cases the same facts wear so different an aspect, according to their attendant surroundings. When Mr. Hardcastle was supposed to be Mr. Hardcastle, one of the chief partners of the great East India house, the nephew of its many-years chief, it was almost impossible to suppose that he could have committed the murder, however little trifling circumstances might seem to give point to the suspicion. But when we know that this man was not Mr. Hardcastle, but an impostor  probably a chevalier dindustrie, travelling about to see what prey he could bring down  those same trifling circumstances change into alarming facts, every one of which bears its own significance.

I dont clearly understand what the facts were, said the squire. He borrowed money, didnt he?

He borrowed money  twenty pounds; he would have borrowed a hundred, but Mr. Dundyke had it not with him. He, poor Mr. Dundyke, was utterly taken in by them from the first  never had a shadow of suspicion that anything was wrong; Mrs. Dundyke, on the contrary, tells Mr. Prattleton that she had. She feels quite sure that their running account at the hotel, for which she knows they were pressed, was paid with that twenty pounds, or part of it; and she says they  

In saying they, of whom do you speak besides Mr. Hardcastle? asked the squire.

Of his wife. And Mrs. Dundyke did not like her. But let us come to the day of the disappearance. On that morning, as they sat at breakfast, Mr. Dundyke told Mr. Hardcastle that he was about to leave; and that some money he had written for, notes for thirty pounds, had come that morning  were inclosed in two letters which Mr. Hardcastle saw him receive and put in his pocket. Mrs. Dundyke says that she shall never forget the strangely eager glance  something like a wolfs when it scents prey  that he cast on Mr. Dundyke at mention of the thirty pounds. Mr. Dundyke went out alone, and hired a boat, as you have heard; and they afterwards saw him on the lake bearing away to the spot where he landed; Mr. Hardcastle saw him, and then walked away. Nothing more was seen of either of them until dinner-time, six oclock, when Mr. Hardcastle returned; he came creeping into the house as if he wished to shun observation, travel-soiled, dusty, his face scratched, his hand hurt  just as if he had been taking part in some severe struggle; and Mrs. Dundyke is positive that his face turned white when she rushed up and asked where her husband was.

Did she suspect him then?

Oh dear no; not with the faintest suspicion. That same night she heard a fearful quarrel between Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle; weepings, lamentings, reproaches from Mrs. Hardcastle, ill-language from him; and twice she heard her husbands name mentioned. She told Mr. Prattleton subsequently that it was just as though the fact of the murder had been then disclosed to Mrs. Hardcastle, and she, the wife, had received it with a storm of horror and reproach. But the most suspicious circumstance was the pencil-case.

What was that? came the eager question from the squire and his daughter, for this had not yet been named.

Well, what Mr. Prattleton tells me is this, said Mr. Arkell. When Mr. Dundyke went out in the boat he had his pencil-case with him; Mrs. Dundyke saw him return it to his pocket-book the last thing before leaving the breakfast-room, and put the book in his pocket. It was the same pocket-book in which he had just placed the letters containing the bank-notes. The pencil-case was silver; it had been given to Mr. Dundyke by my cousin Mildred, and had his initials upon it; Mrs. Dundyke says he never carried any other  had not, she feels convinced, any other with him that morning. After he had landed on the opposite side of the lake, he must have made use of this pencil to write the note, which note he sent back to the hotel by the boatmen. So that it appears to be a pretty certain fact that, whatever evil overtook Mr. Dundyke, this pencil must have been about him. Do you follow me?

Yes, yes, answered the squire, testily. He did not like the narrative to be interrupted by so much as a thread.

Good. But this same pencil-case was subsequently found in Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastles room at the hotel.

What! exclaimed Benjamin Carr, looking up as if startled to sudden interest.

The droll question is, how did it come there? continued Mr. Arkell. It was found in the room the Hardcastles had occupied at the hotel. They had left there some days; had gone on, they said, to Genoa. Mr. Prattletons daughter was put in this room after their departure, and the silver pencil-case was picked up from behind the drawers. Mr. Prattleton and Mrs. Dundyke were in the chamber at the time, and the latter was dreadfully agitated; she quite startled him, he says, by saying that Mr. Hardcastle must have murdered her husband.

Bless my soul! exclaimed Squire Carr. I see. The pencil-case which was lost with Mr. Dundyke reappeared in their room! How very strange! I should have had the man apprehended.

The hypothesis of course is, that Mr. Hardcastle had in some manner possessed himself of the things the missing man had about his person, pursued Mr. Arkell. Mr. Prattleton thought at the time that this could perhaps have been explained away. I mean the finding of the pencil-case  that Mr. Dundyke might have dropped it on going out from breakfast, and the other have picked it up; but since the arrival of Mrs. Dundykes letter yesterday, he says he does not like the look of it at all.

And the bank-notes that Mr. Dundyke had undoubtedly about his person were found to have been changed the subsequent day in Geneva, spoke up Robert Carr. The money-changer thought they had been changed by a man whose appearance agreed with that of Mr. Hardcastle. And then there was the testimony of the Swiss peasant.

What was the testimony? asked the squire.

A peasant, or small farmer, testified that he saw two gentlemen together walking away from the direction of the lake on the day of the disappearance; and in describing them, he exactly described the persons and dress of Mr. Hardcastle and Mr. Dundyke. I told Mrs. Dundyke, added the clergyman, that I did not like her account of this Mr. Hardcastle; and she had expressed to me no suspicion of him then.

And why did they not cause him to be apprehended? asked the squire. There could not well be a clearer case. I have committed many a man upon half the evidence. What sort of a man was he in person, this Hardcastle?

A tall, strong man, very dark; a fine man, Mrs. Dundyke says. I should think, added the clergyman, ranging his eyes around, lest haply he might find anyone in the present company to illustrate his meaning by ever so slight a likeness, as we are all apt to do in trying to describe a stranger I should think  

Robert Carr stopped; his eyes were resting on the white face of Benjamin Carr. Those sallow, dark faces when they turn white are not pleasant to look upon.

I should think, he continued, that he must have been some such a man as your son here, sir. Yes, just such another; tall, strong, dark  

How dare you? shouted Benjamin Carr, with a desperate oath. How dare you point at me as the  the  as Mr. Hardcastle?

The whole table bounded to their feet as if electrified. Benjamin had risen to his full height; his eyes glared on the clergyman; his fist was lifted menacingly to his face. Had he gone out of his senses? Some of them truly thought so. That he had momentarily allowed himself to lose his presence of mind, there could be no question.

What on earth has taken you, Ben?

The words came from Mrs. Lewis. Her brothers demeanour had been puzzling her. He had sat, with that one slight interruption mentioned, with his head down, looking sullen, as if he took no interest in the narrative; and she had seen his face grow whiter and whiter. She supposed it to be caused by the story; and said to herself, that she should not have thought Ben was chicken-hearted.

The squire followed suit. Have you taken leave of your senses, sir? Whats the matter with you? What is it, I say?

Your visitor offended me, sir, replied Benjamin Carr, slowly sitting down in his chair again, and beginning to recollect himself. How dare he say that I bear a resemblance to this Hardcastle?

He never did say it, angrily returned the squire. If you cause such a startling interruption at my table again, I shall request you to think twice before you sit down to it.

Mrs. Lewis was staring at her brother with a sort of wondering stare. Mr. Arkell could not make him out; and the young clergyman stood perfectly confounded. Altogether, Benjamin Carr was under a sea of keen eyes; and he knew it.

Im sure I beg your pardon if my words offended you, began Robert Carr. I meant no offence. I only wished to convey an impression of what this Mr. Hardcastle was like  a tall, fine, dark man, as described to me. I never saw him. The same description would apply to thousands of men.

I thought you did intend offence, said Benjamin Carr in a distinct tone. Your words and manner implied it, at any rate.

Dont show yourself a fool, Benjamin, cried out the squire. I shall begin to think you are one. The clergyman no more meant to liken you to the man, than he meant to liken me; he was only trying to describe the sort of person. What has taken you? You must have grown desperately thin-skinned all on a sudden.

Cant you let it drop? said Benjamin, angrily. The squire sent up his plate as he spoke, for the ham that had been waiting all this while; perhaps by way of creating a divertissement; and Ben lifted the slice with a jerk, and then jerked the knife and fork down again. Mrs. Lewis, who had never come out of the prolonged stare, apparently arrived now at the solution of the problem.



I know what it is, Ben, she quietly said. This Hardcastle must be an acquaintance of yours. You know you do pick up all sorts of  

It is a lie, interrupted Ben, regardless of his good manners.

Papa  turning to the squire rely upon it I am right. Ben no doubt fell in with this Hardcastle on his travels, grew intimate with him, and now does not like to hear him aspersed.

Be quiet, Emma, cried Ben, but his voice was lowered now, as if with concentrated passion, or policy. You talk like a fool.

Well, perhaps I do, retorted Mrs. Lewis, but I think it is as I say for all that. You would not put yourself out like this for nothing. I dare say you did know the man; it was just the time that you were at Geneva.

I was not at Geneva.

You were at Geneva, she persisted. You know you wrote home from thence.

Why yes, of course you did, Ben, added the squire. Valentine showed us the letter: you said you were hard up in it. But thats nothing new.

I swear that I never saw this Hardcastle in my life, said Ben Carr, his white face turning to a dusky red. What time did this affair happen? he continued, suddenly addressing Mr. Arkell. If I had been in Geneva at the time, I must have heard of it.

I can tell you, said Robert Carr. Mr. and Mrs. Dundyke went to Geneva the middle of July, and this must have happened about the second week in August.

Benjamin Carr poured himself out a glass of wine as he listened. He was growing cool and collected again.

Ah, I thought I could not have been there. I went to Geneva the latter part of June. I and a fellow were taking a walking tour together. We stayed there a few days, and left it for Savoy the first week in July. I think I did write to Valentine while I was there. All these people, that you speak of, must have arrived afterwards.

Then did you not see this Mr. Hardcastle, Ben? asked his sister.

I tell you, no! I never saw or heard of him in my life.

Then why need you have flown out so?

Well, one does not like to be compared to a  murderer. Some of you had been calling him one.

No more was said. But the hilarity (if there had been any) of the meeting was taken away, and Robert Carr rose to leave. He had a little business to do in Westerbury yet, he said, and must go back that night to London. The squire was the only one who showed courtesy in the farewell. Benjamin was sullenly resentful still; Mrs. Lewis haughty and indifferent.

Is he quite in his right mind? Robert Carr asked of Mr. Arkell, as they drove out of the avenue.

Who?  Benjamin Carr? Oh yes, he is right enough. He is as sharp as a needle.

Then what could have caused him to break out in the manner he did? I never was so taken to in my life.

I dont know, said Mr. Arkell; it is puzzling me still. But for his very emphatic denial, I should assume it to be as Mrs. Lewis suggested  that he must have got acquainted with this Hardcastle, and did not like to hear any ill of him.

Is he a married man?

No. Not any of the squires children have married, except Mrs. Lewis. And shes a widow, as you heard her say.

I suppose she is the daughter that has entered into possession of my grandfathers house?

She is. Hoping, no doubt, to stay there.

Tell me, Mr. Arkell, resumed Robert Carr after a pause, for he could not forget the recent occurrence, did you see anything offensive in my allusion?

Certainly not. Neither would anyone else. I say I cannot make out Benjamin Carr.



Before starting for London that night, Robert Carr paid a visit to Mr. Fauntleroy. It was after office hours, but that gentleman received him in his drawing-room. One of Mr. Fauntleroys daughters, a buxom damsel on the same large scale as her father, was thumping through some loud piece on the piano. She satisfied her curiosity by a good look at the intruder, as all Westerbury would like to have done, for his name had been in mens mouths that day, and then retired with a good-humoured smile and nod, carrying her piece of music.

Bab! called out the lawyer.

Miss Fauntleroy came back. Did you speak, pa?

Dont go strumming that in the next room. This gentleman has perhaps called to talk on matters of business.

She threw down the music with a laugh: gave another good-natured nod to Robert, and finally quitted the room.

Mr. Fauntleroy, I have come  but I ought first to apologize for calling at this hour, but I am going off at once to London  I have come to ask if you will act for me as my legal adviser?

Mr. Fauntleroy made a momentary pause. Do you mean generally, or in any particular cause?

I mean in this, my cause. I require some solicitor to take it up at once, and serve a notice of ejectment on Squire Carr, from the possession of the property he has assumed. I suppose that would be the first legal step; but you will know what to do better than I. As the many years solicitor to my grandfather, I thought you might perhaps have no objection to become mine.

I have no objection in the world, said Mr. Fauntleroy. But, my good sir  and this, mind you, is disinterested advice  I would recommend you to pause before you enter on any such contest. Theres not a shadow of chance that the property can be wrested from Squire Carr, so long as your fathers marriage remains a doubt. It is his by law.

I do not think there is a shadow of doubt that the proofs of the marriage will be found, and speedily. I go up to London to search. Meanwhile you will be so kind as act just as you would act were the proofs in your hand. I will not allow Squire Carr to retain, by ever so short a time, the property unmolested, or to fancy he retains it, continued the young man, in some emotion. Every hour that he does so is a reflection on my mothers name.

But  yes, thats all very well, very dutiful  but wheres the use of entering on a contest certain to be lost?



It is certain to be gained; I know the proofs will be forthcoming.

The most prudent plan will be to wait until they are, returned the lawyer. He was not usually so considerate for his clients; but this, as he looked upon it, was a hopeless case, one that nobody, many degrees removed from a fool, would venture upon.

No, said Robert Carr, I will not wait a day. Be so kind as take proper steps at once, Mr. Fauntleroy.

Very well; if you insist upon it. It will cost money, you know.

That shall be placed in your hands as soon as I can send the necessary instructions to Rotterdam. What sum shall you require?

Oh, suppose you let me have fifty pounds at first. Before thats expended, perhaps  perhaps some decision may have been come to.

Had Mr. Fauntleroy spoken the words on his tongue, they would have run, perhaps you will have come to your senses.

I will spare no expense on this cause; any money you want, you shall have, only my right must be maintained against the other branch of the family. Do you understand me, Mr. Fauntleroy?

I do; and I must ask you to understand me, and to remember later that I did not advise this. If the proofs of the marriage shall come to light, why, then of course the tables will be turned.

By the way, said Robert Carr, I have never asked what amount of money my grandfather has left?

Not much less than the value of twenty thousand pounds, taking it in the aggregate. He did not live up to his income, and it accumulated. There are several houses; the one he resided in is a beautiful little place. You have not been inside it?

No; I met Mrs. Lewis to-day, at the squires, and I thought she might have invited me to see it, added Robert Carr. But she did not.

No danger; theyll keep you at arms length, if they can. Well, Mr. Carr, you will not forget what I say, that I do not advise you to enter on this contest. And should you, after a day or twos reflection, think better of it, theres no harm done. Just drop me a line to say so, thats all. I wont charge you for my advice.

You must think I am of a changeable nature, returned the young clergyman, half resentfully.

I should think you a sensible man.

Robert could not smile, he was too serious. And if you receive the money from me, instead of the letter you suggest, you will immediately commence this action; is that an understood thing between us, Mr. Fauntleroy?

It is, said Mr. Fauntleroy; it will cost a mint of money, mind you, if it goes on to trial.

Robert Carr said no more; he was satisfied. As he went down the richly-carpeted stairs, two large female heads, and two coarsely-handsome, good-natured faces were propelled over the balustrades, to gaze after him: the heads and the faces of the Miss Fauntleroys.


CHAPTER X. 

A MISSIVE FOR SQUIRE CARR.

Domestic relations did not progress very pleasantly at Squire Carrs. It was the old story; the old grievance; the one that had disturbed the internal economy of the home ever since Benjamin became a grown man: Benjamin required money, and the squire protested he had it not to give. Ben, he said, wanted to ruin him.

This time Ben had come home particularly out at elbows, metaphorically speaking; literally, he was, in regard to clothes, rather better off than usual. Ben had quitted his home the previous April, with a very fair sum of money in his pocket, drawn from the squire; where he had spent the time since was not very clear, unless he had been, as the squire expressed it, dodging about the continent; two or three letters having been received from him at long intervals, dated from different parts of it. Ben was not accustomed to be particularly communicative on the subject of his own wanderings; and all he said now was, that he had made a pedestrian tour. One other thing was a vast deal more clear  that he had brought back empty pockets.

He was now worrying the squire to advance him funds for a visit to Australia, where he should be sure to make his fortune. Three or four fellows, whom he knew, were going, he said; they had a fine prospect before them, and he had the opportunity offered him of joining them. The worrying had begun on the very evening subsequent to the visit of Mr. Arkell and Robert Carr; a week or more had gone on since; and Ben systematically continued his importunities. The squire turned a stone-deaf ear. Ben had once before got money from him to make his fortune in Australia; and had come home after a two years absence without a shirt to his back: Squire Carr must live to be an older man than he was now, before he forgot that. Valentine Carr put in his voice against it; he had for a long while been angrily resentful at these sums of money being advanced to Ben, far larger ones, he suspected, than the reigning powers allowed to come to his knowledge; and he was now raising his voice in opposition. He was the heir; and the estate, he said, was already impoverished too much.

One cloudy Saturday morning, close, hot, and unhealthy, Valentine Carr was mounting his horse to go to Westerbury. They had breakfasted early; breakfast was always taken early at the squires, but especially so on Saturdays, the market day at Westerbury. Squire Carr was standing by his son, giving him various directions.

Youll see how prices run to-day, Valentine; but mark you, Ill not sell a sheaf of the old corn if the markets flat. And the new you need not think of soliciting offers for, for I shall not sell yet awhile. The barley market ought to be brisk to-day; some of the maltsters, I hear, are already preparing to steep; and you may, perhaps, get rid of some loads. Have you the samples?

Valentine Carr dived with one hand into his capacious pocket, by way of answer, and just showed some three or four little bags tied round with tape.

Youll get first prices, mind, or you wont sell. Not a farmer in all the county can show better barley this year than ours. Do you hear?

I know, ungraciously returned Valentine. I believe you think Im a child still. I cant ride off to market without you, but you go on at me in this fashion: and its nigh upon thirty years now since I went first.

I know my own business better than anybody, and I cant afford to let things go below their value, rejoined the squire. A halfpenny a bushel would make a difference to me now, and I should feel it. Im shorter of money than I ought to be.

Money goes in many ways that it ought not to go in, said Valentine, gathering up his bridle with a sniff. And the squire knew that it was a side-thrust at Ben. Anything more?

You had better call on Emma, and ask whether she has made a list of the plate and pictures. If she has not, you may tell her that I shall come over next week and go over the things for myself. She might have sent it to me days ago. Ill not have so much as a plated spoon omitted, and so I told her. Thats all.

Valentine Carr touched his horse and rode at a quick trot down the avenue. When the squire looked round, he found Benjamin  who had just got down to breakfast  at his side.

We shall have a nasty, hot, muggy day, Ben!

Yes, said Ben, we get these days sometimes in September. Father, if you wont let me have the two hundred, will you let me have one? I dont want to lose this chance, and my friends will have sailed. They are putting in three hundred each, but  

How many times are you going to tell me that? interrupted the squire. I dont believe it; no, I dont believe you have any friends who are possessed of three hundred to put. It is of no use your bothering, Ben; I havent got the money to spare.

Not got it to spare, when you have just come in to twenty thousand pounds! returned Ben, not, however, venturing to speak in any tone but a conciliating one. I only wish I had come in to a tithe of it! It was a slice of good luck that you never expected, squire, and you might be generous enough to help me once again.

In truth, the good luck had been so entirely unlooked for, that Squire Carr could not find in his heart to snub Ben for saying so, quite as fiercely as he might otherwise have done. It was just a chance, Ben, Robert Carrs dying as he did.

A very good chance for us. Look here, father: I cant stop on here, nagged at by Valentine, out of purse, out of your favour  

Whose fault is it that you are out of my favour? interrupted the squire, taking off his old drab wide-awake to straighten a dent in the brim.

Well, I suppose its mine, acknowledged Ben. What is a hundred pounds to the twenty thousand you have come into? A drop of water in the ocean.

And if you got the hundred pounds and started with it, youd be writing home in three months for another hundred! It has always been the case, Ben.

The words seemed to imply symptoms of so great a concession, compared to the positive refusal hitherto accorded him, that Ben Carrs hopes went up like a sky-rocket. He saw the hundred pounds in his possession and himself ploughing the deep waters, as vividly as though the picture had been presented to him in a magic mirror.

It is a chance that I have never had, squire. These men are steady, industrious, practical fellows, who will keep me to my work, whether I will or not. They go out to make money, and I shall make some. Who knows but I may return home with a fortune to match this, just come to you?

Ben, you harp upon this money of Marmadukes; but let me tell you that I dont know what I should have done without it. I have had nothing but drains upon me for years: youve been one of them.

The old hypocrite! thought Ben, hes rolling in money, besides this new windfall. Well, sir, he said aloud, I shall write  

Whos this? interrupted the squire, who did not see so well as he once did.

It was the postman. Letters were not frequent at the squires, as they are at many houses. The man was coming up the avenue, in the distance as yet. Squire Carr walked towards him and stretched out his hand for the letters.

The postman gave him two. One was a large, blue, formidable-looking packet, addressed to himself; the other was a perfumed, mignonne, three-cornered sort of missive, for Benjamin Carr, Esq.

Here, Ben, I dont know who your correspondent may be, said the squire, tossing him the note. Shes an idiot, thats certain; nobody, above one, would think of sending a dolls thing like that through the post. Its a wonder it wasnt lost.

Benjamin Carr glanced at the handwriting and slipped the note into the pocket of his shooting coat. Sauntering to a little distance, while the squire was busy with his own letter, he there took it out, opened, and began to read it: a closely-written epistle, on thin foreign paper.

He was startled by something very like the bellow of a bull. Turning round, he saw the squire in a fine commotion, and the noise had come from him.

Why, what is the matter? exclaimed Ben, advancing.

Matter! ejaculated Squire Carr matter! They are mad; or else I am dreaming.

He held the formidable document before his eyes. He turned it, he gazed at it, he shook it, he pinched himself to see whether he was dreaming. If any man ever believed that his eyes played him false, Squire Carr believed his did then.

What is it? repeated the astonished Ben.

It was a notice from Mr. Fauntleroy that an action was entered upon  to eject him from the possession of that bijou of a house; to wrest from him the fortune; to give Marmadukes money to Robert Carr; to forbid him to touch or remove so much (his own words just before to his son) as a plated spoon of the effects; to reduce him, in short, to a poor wretched non-inheriting beggar again. Not that all this, or the half of it, was stated; it was implied, and that was enough for the squires vivid imagination.

Ben, my boy, what does it mean? he gasped.

Im sure I dont know, said Ben, considerably crestfallen.

Im not dreaming, am I? asked the squire. Mercy be good to us! What can they have found? Perhaps old Marmaduke made a will after all! Theyd never enter an action without being justified. Get the horse into the dog-cart and drive me to the station, Ben. I must go over to see Fauntleroy. Hang him! the sly old villain! I should like to twist his neck.

But you will promise me the hundred pounds, father?

Hundred pounds be shot! shrieked the squire in a fury. Ive just got notice that Im ruined, and he asks me for a hundred pounds! No, sir! nor a hundred pence. How can I afford money, now this inheritance is threatened?

Benjamin Carr had a great mind to tell his father, that even if it were threatened and taken, he was as well off now as he had been a short while before. But it was not a time to press matters, and he drove the squire to the station in silence.

On that busy Saturday morning  and Saturdays were always busy days at the office of Mr. Fauntleroy  the clerks were amazed by the disturbed entrance of Squire Carr, pushing, agitated, restless; far more amazed than was perhaps their master, Mr. Fauntleroy. He had half expected it.

There ensued a hasty explanation; but the squire scarcely allowed himself to listen to it. Of all the blows that could have come upon him, this was the worst.

And what do you think of yourself, pray, to be taking up a cause against the Carr family, when you have stuck by it for half a century, or it by you?

By old Marmaduke; by no others of it, returned Mr. Fauntleroy, who was secretly enjoying the squires perplexity beyond everything.

Why do you turn round against him now? I did not expect it of you, Fauntleroy.

I dont understand you, squire.



You are turning against the money he left, which is the same thing, wanting to make ducks and drakes of it.

Marmaduke Currs grandson came here and asked me if I would act for him as his solicitor, and I assented, said Mr. Fauntleroy. In entering this action against you, I am but obeying his instructions.

Marmaduke Carrs grandson! scoffed the squire. Who is he, the ill-born cur  not but that the squires words were somewhat plainer that he should presume to set himself up in his false pretences?

Ill-born or well-born, my clients are the same to me, provided their cause is good, and they pay me, coolly rejoined Mr. Fauntleroy.

Well, is it a hoax? asked the squire, coming nearer to the point, for Mr. Fauntleroy was taking a stealthy glance at his watch.

If you mean is the action a hoax, most certainly it is not. Robert Carr looks upon it that he has the best right to his grandfathers money, and  

Why do you call him Robert Carr? interposed the squire, in a flash of anger.

What else can I call him? I wish youd be a little cooler, and let me finish. And he has given me instructions to spare no pains, no expense, in maintaining this action against you.



Is he a fool? asked the squire. Its one of two things: either he is a fool  for he must know that such an action cant be sustained under present circumstances, and so must you  or else he has got some secret information that I am in ignorance of. Has he got it? Is there a will of Marmadukes found?

Of course theres not, said Mr. Fauntleroy, taken by surprise; I should have heard of it, if there had been. As to any other information, I cant say; I dont know of any.

Look here, Fauntleroy: if there is to be an action  not that I should think the fellow will be mad enough to go on with it  will you act for me?

I cant, said Mr. Fauntleroy; I am acting for him.

Turn him over. Whos he? Id rather have you myself. And I must say you might have been neighbourly enough not to take this up against me.

What does that signify? If I had not taken it up, somebody else would. And you have your own solicitors, you know, squire.

The squire growled. His solicitors were Mynn and Mynn, of Eckford  quiet, steady-going practitioners; but in so desperate a cause as this, the squire would have felt himself safer with a keen and not over-scrupulous man, such as Mr. Fauntleroy.



You will not act for me, then?

I cant, squire.

And you mean to carry it on to action?

I must do it. They are my positive instructions.

Squire Carr turned off in desperation, nearly upsetting Mr. Kenneth as he stamped through the outer office. As fast as he could, he stamped up to the railway station, and took the first train to Eckford, arriving at the office of Mynn and Mynn in a white heat.

Mynn and Mynn themselves were nearly myths, so far as their clients could get hold of them. Old Mynn had the gout perpetually; and the younger brother, George Mynn, had a chronic sort of asthma, and could not speak to people half his time. What business was absolutely necessary for a principal to do, George Mynn mostly did it. He made the journeys to London, he attended the sessions and assizes at Westerbury; but it very often happened that, when a client called at the office, neither would be there.

As it was, on this day. A young man of the name of Richards was head of the office just now, for the managing clerk had died, and Mynn and Mynn were looking out for another. A sharp, clever, unscrupulous man was this Richards, who, if he proved as clever when he got into practice for himself, would stand a fair chance of getting out of it again. He was alone when Squire Carr entered, and leaned over his desk to shake hands with him. He was a great friend of Valentine Carrs, and sometimes dined at the squires on Sundays  a thin, weaselly sort of man, not unlike Valentine himself, with a cast in one eye.

Mr. George Mynn here to-day?

He is here to-day, squire; but he is not in just now. Hes gone to Westerbury.

I want to see him; I must see him, cried the squire, wiping his hot brows. The most infamous thing has happened, Richards, that you ever heard of. They are going to try and wrest my Uncle Marmadukes property from me.

Who is? asked Richards, in wonder.

The son of that Robert Carr who went off with Martha Ann Hughes. It was before your time; but perhaps you have heard of it. There are children; and one of them has been down here, and has given Fauntleroy instructions to proceed against me and force me to give up the property.

But I thought there was no marriage? cried Richards. Mr. Mynn was talking about it the other day.

Neither was there.

Richards paused a moment, and then burst into a fit of laughter. To make pretensions of claiming property in such a case, amused him excessively.

Well, they are doing it, said Squire Carr. But I am astonished at Fauntleroy taking up such a cause. Its infamous, you know. They can do it only to annoy me; for they must be aware its an action that will not lie.

I say, squire, you must take care of one thing, said Richards, with the familiarity that characterised him, and which to some minds was exceedingly offensive mind they dont get up a false marriage.

A false marriage! Why, the parties are dead.

Oh, I mean proofs  false proofs. Ive known such things done. When a fortunes at stake, you know, any means seem right ones.

And I dare say theyd be capable of it, assented the squire. Well, it must be seen to immediately. Heres what I had sent from Fauntleroy.

He drew out of his pocket the large letter, and Richards ran his eyes over it.

They mean mischief, was his laconic remark.

When can I see Mr. George Mynn? asked the squire, the usual difficulties of getting at that gentleman striking upon his mind, especially after the last sentence, as a personal wrong. Why doesnt he get a confidential clerk to do the outdoor work, so as to be in to see clients himself?



They are about engaging one, I believe, said Mr. Richards, alluding to the confidential clerk; but he wont enter before December or January.

Not before December or January! retorted Squire Carr, as if that were another personal wrong.

I heard George Mynn say we could do without one until then. So we can. The assize business is over, and there wont be much press for the next month or two. For my part, I wish theyd do without one for good. I could manage all they want done, if theyd let me.

Well, look you here, Richards. I shall go on to the Bell and get a bit of dinner at the ordinary, and then I shall come back here and wait till he comes in.

He maynt come in at all again to-day  sure not to, if he doesnt get back from Westerbury till late, was the satisfactory rejoinder of Richards; and Squire Carr felt that he should like to strike somebody in the dilemma, if he only knew whom.

Then you will have to take my instructions, he said, sharply; I shall be back in an hour.

Very good, said Mr. Richards. And we can talk this business over to-morrow, squire, as much as you like; for I am coming to your place for the day. Ive promised Valentine, and I want to make the acquaintance of your second son.



For this Mr. Richards was but a clerk of some months standing at Mynn and Mynns; to which situation he had come from a distance, and, therefore, had not yet enjoyed the honour of an introduction to Mr. Benjamin Carr.

Thus the great cause, Carr versus Carr, was inaugurated. Those connected with it little dreamt of the strange excitement it was to create, ere the termination came.


CHAPTER XI. 

THE LAST OF ROBERT CARR.

By a bright fire in her handsome and most comfortable drawing-room, in her widows cap  assumed, now that all hope had died out  sat Mrs. Dundyke. The October wind was whistling without, the October rain was falling on the window panes; and there was a look of anxiety on her otherwise calm face, still so fair and attractive, as she listened to the storm. The summer and autumn, up to the close of September, had been remarkably warm and fine; but when October came in, it brought bad weather with it.

A gust and a patter, worse than any that had gone before, aroused Mrs. Dundyke from her seat. She laid her work  a woollen comforter, that she was knitting  on the small and beautiful table at her side, inlaid with mother-of-pearl, and walked to the window.

I wonder whether he is out in it? she said, as she watched the trees bending in the storm. This anxiety is killing him. The very work is killing him. Abroad in all weathers; out of one damp church into another; getting heated with his weak state and the ardour of the pursuit, and then becoming chilled in some sudden storm such as this! He may find the record, perhaps, but he will never live to reap the benefit.

Need you be told that Mrs. Dundykes soliloquy applied to Robert Carr? He was staying with her. When he went back to London from Westerbury, and sought Mrs. Dundyke, to deliver certain messages of the kindest nature sent by him from Mr. Arkell and Travice, she had insisted upon his making her house his home while he remained in London to pursue his search.

And he did so; and began his toilsome search of the London church marriage registers. What a wearying task it was, let those testify who may have been obliged to enter upon such. By dint of a great deal of trouble, and of correspondence with Mr. Fauntleroy, and recalled recollections from middle-aged people in Westerbury, who had been young men once and friends of the elder Robert Carr, he, the present Robert Carr, succeeded in ascertaining the place where his father and mother had sojourned that fortnight in London. It was in one of the quiet streets of the Strand, in the parish of St. Clement Danes. But when St. Clement Danes register was examined, no entry of any such marriage could be found there; and for the first time since the blow fell, Robert Carr felt his heart sink with a vague fear that he dared not dwell upon.

It had seemed to him so easy! He had felt as sure a trust in his mothers marriage as he felt in Heaven. It was only to find out where they had stayed that fortnight in London, and search the parish church register; for there, and only there, Robert Carr argued, the marriage had taken place. But there, it was now evident, that it had not taken place, and he was all at sea.

He began with the other churches; he knew not what else to do. In Holland they could not have been married, from the want of legal papers, and other matters, necessary to foreigners united abroad. He searched the churches nearest to St. Clement Danes first, and then went on to others, and others, and others. He would go up after breakfast from his kind friend, who was nursing him like a mother, and begin his daily task; out of one church into another, as she had phrased it, in all weathers  rain, hail, storm  and go back at night again utterly wearied out.

Mrs. Dundyke stood at the window watching the rain. She fancied it was beginning to grow dusk; but it was not time just yet, and the afternoon was a dark one. He would not be home yet awhile, she was thinking. He stopped in those cold churches as long as there was a ray of light to see by. Mrs. Dundyke was turning from the window, when she saw an omnibus stop, and Robert Carr get out of it. He seemed worse than usual; weaker in strength, more tottering in frame; and as he looked up at her with a faint, sad smile, a conviction came over her that she should not be able to save the life of this poor young man; that all her care, all her comforts, all her ample income would not benefit him. And how very ample her income would for the future be, she had not known until that day. She was a rich lady for this world; she might ride in her carriage, if she chose, and be grand for all time.

Oh! Robert! she exclaimed, meeting him on the stairs  and she had taken to call him by the familiar name, as she might a son I fear you have got very wet! I am so glad you came home early!

He walked unsteadily to the easy chair by the fire, and sunk in it. Mrs. Dundyke, with him daily, saw not the change that every hour was surely making in him; but she did notice how wan and ill he looked this evening.

Have you not been well to-day, Robert?

Not very. I have been spitting so much of that blood again. And I felt so weary too; so sick of it all.



Theres no success, then, again!

None. Altogether, I thought Id leave it for the day, and come back and take a rest.

He sighed as he spoke, but the sigh broke off with a moaning sound. Mrs. Dundyke glanced at him. She had resumed her knitting  which was a chest protector for himself  until the wine that she had rung for should be brought.

Robert, are you losing heart?

No, I can never lose that. There was a marriage, if we could only find out where. You would be as sure of it as I am, dear Mrs. Dundyke, had you known my mother.

Mrs. Dundyke made no rejoinder. For herself, she had never fully believed in the marriage at all, but she was not cruel enough to say so. She sat watching him over her knitting: now bending forward with his thin hands spread out to the warmth of the fire; now suddenly bringing his hands to his chest as he coughed, choked; now lying back in the chair, panting, his thin nostrils working, his breath coming in great gasps; and there came in that moment over Mrs. Dundyke as she looked, a conviction  she knew not whence or why  that a very, very short period would bring the end.

She felt her face grow moist with a cold moisture. How was it that she had been so blind to the obvious truth? She knitted two whole rows of knitting before she spoke, and then she told him, with a calm voice, that she should write for his wife.

How kind you are! he murmured. I shall never repay you.

Mrs. Dundyke laughed cheerfully.

I dont want repayment. There is nothing to repay.

Nothing to repay! No kindly friendship, no trouble, no cost! I wonder how much I cost you in wine alone?

Robert, she said, in a low, earnest tone  though she wondered whether he might not be jesting do you know what they tell me my future income will be? Mr. Littelby was here to-day, giving me an account of things, for I put my poor husbands affairs into his hands on my return. It will not be much less than two thousand a year.

The amount of the sum quite startled him.

Two thousand a year!

It will indeed, as they tell me. By the articles of partnership I am allowed a handsome income from the house in Fenchurch-street; but the chief of the money comes from speculations my husband has been engaged in for many years, in connexion with a firm on the Stock Exchange. Safe speculations, and profitable; not hazardous ones. This money is realized, and put out in the Funds, in what they call the Five-per-Cents.; and I shall have nearly two thousand a year. I had no idea of it; and the puzzle to me now is, how I shall spend it. Dont you think I require a few kind visitors to help me?

Before he could answer, there came on a violent fit of coughing, worse than any she had yet seen, and quite a little stream of blood trickled from his mouth. It was nothing particularly new, but that night Mrs. Carr was written for in haste.

Tell her to bring the desk with her, said Robert; and Mrs. Dundyke wrote down the words just as he spoke them.

But he rallied again, and in a day or two was actually out as before, prosecuting his search amidst those hopeless churches. He confided what he called a secret to Mrs. Dundyke  namely, that he had not confessed to his wife that any suspicion was cast upon his birth. The honest truth was, Robert Carr shrunk from it; for he knew it would so alarm and grieve her. She was well connected; had fallen in love with the young Cambridge student during a visit she was paying in England; and when the time came that marriage was spoken of, her friends raised some objection because Robert Carrs father was not of gentle blood, but was in business as a merchant. What she would say when she came to know that he was suspected of not being even that merchants legitimate son, Robert scarcely cared to speculate.

She arrived in an afternoon at Mrs. Dundykes, having come direct to London Bridge by the steamer from Rotterdam. Robert was out in London, as usual; but Mrs. Dundyke was not alone: Mildred Arkell was with her. Perhaps of all people, next to his wife, Mildred had been most shocked at the fate of Mr. Dundyke. This was the first time she had seen his widow, for she had been away in the country with Lady Dewsbury.

A young, pretty woman, looking little more than a girl, with violet-blue eyes, dark hair, and a flush upon her cheeks. Mrs. Dundyke marvelled at her youth  that she should be a wife since three years, and the mother of two children.

I wrote to you to be sure to bring the children, said Mrs. Dundyke.

I know: it was very kind. But I thought, as Robert was ill, they might disturb him with their noise. They are but babies; and I left them behind.

Mrs. Dundyke was considering how she could best impart the news of the suspected birth to this poor, unconscious young lady. If you could give her a hint of it yourself, should she arrive during my absence! Robert Carr had said to Mrs. Dundyke that very morning, with the hectic deepening on his hollow cheeks. And Mrs. Dundyke began her task.

And a sad shock it proved to be. Mrs. Carr, accustomed to the legal formalities that attend a marriage in the country of her birth, and without which formalities the ceremony cannot be performed, could not for some time be led to understand how, if there was a marriage, it could have been kept a secret. There were many points difficult to make her, a foreigner, understand; but when she had mastered them, she grew strangely interested in the recital of the past, and Mildred Arkell, as a resident in Westerbury at the time, was called upon to repeat every little detail connected with the departure of her husbands father and mother from their native place. In listening, Mrs. Carrs cheek grew hectic as her husbands.

But she had her secret also, which she had been keeping from her husband. She told it now to Mrs. Dundyke. Something was wrong with affairs at Rotterdam. The surviving partners of the house, three covetous old Dutchmen, disputed their late partners right (or rather that of his children) to draw out certain monies from the house; at the death of Robert Carr it lapsed to the house, they said. This was the account Mrs. Carr gave, but it was not a very clear one, neither did she seem to understand the case. The Carrs had in the house other money, about which there was no dispute, but even this the firm refused to pay out until the other matter was settled. The effect was, that the Carrs had no money to go on with; and there would probably be litigation.

I did not tell Robert, because I was in hopes it would be comfortably decided without him, said Mrs. Carr. By the way, you wrote me word that Robert said I was to bring over the desk. Which desk did he mean? his own or his fathers?

I really dont know, replied Mrs. Dundyke; he was very ill when he spoke, and I wrote the words down just as he spoke them.

Well, I have brought both; I know he examined Mr. Carrs desk after his death, and he locked it up again, and has the key with him. His own desk also was at home; so, not knowing which was meant, I brought the two.

When Robert Carr came home that evening he looked awfully ill. The expression is not too strong a one; there was something in his attenuated face, its sunken eyes, its ghastly colour, and its working nostrils, that struck the beholder with awe. Mrs. Dundyke was alone in the dining parlour when he came in, and was shocked to see him. Whether it was the long days work on his decreasing strength  for he had remained later than usual  she could not tell, but he had never looked so near death as this.

Oh, Robert! was her involuntary exclamation; I had better go up and prepare your wife before she sees you.

He suffered her to put him in the great invalid chair she had surreptitiously had brought in a day or two before; he drank the restoring cordial she tendered him; he was passive in her hands as a child, in his great weakness. Im afraid I must have a weeks rest, he said to her, as she busied herself taking off his gloves, and smoothing his poor damp hair. My strength seems to be failing unaccountably; I dont know how I have got through the day.

Oh yes, yes, she eagerly assented; a little rest; that is what you want. You shall lie in bed all to-morrow.

Has Emma brought the children?

No. They are quite well, she says; I am going to send her down to you. And, Robert, she knows all, and says shell help to search the registers herself.

Mrs. Dundyke spoke in a light-hearted tone, but before she went upstairs she sent an urgent message for the doctor.

And when the surgeon came, he said there was no further hope whatever, as, indeed, there had not been for some time now, and that a day or two would decide.

Decide what? But that he did not say.

In one sense of the word, it may be said that death had come suddenly upon Robert Carr. Had he been less absorbed in that one point of worldly interest, he might have seen its approach more clearly. Not until the morning succeeding his wifes arrival, did he look it fully in the face; and then he found that it was upon the very threshold, was entering in at the opened door.

All the bustle, the anxiety as to temporal interests, the plans and provisions for the future for those to be left behind, ensued. Mrs. Dundyke hastily summoned a legal gentleman, Mr. Littelby. He was a solicitor of many years standing, not in practice for himself, but conducting the business of an eminent legal firm. He was an old friend of the Dundykes, and Robert Carr had seen him several times; indeed his advice and assistance had been of much service in the search of the church registers. Mr. Littelby was about leaving his present situation, and was in negotiation with a firm in the country for another. Mrs. Dundyke sent up a hasty summons for him.

A handsome bedchamber, in which was every comfort, a bright fire in the hearth, a bed, on which lay a shadowy form, a pale shadowy face, a young weeping girl standing near, soon to be a widow, and you have almost the last scene in the short life of Robert Carr.

He was dying, poor fellow, with that secret, which he had no doubt shortened his life in endeavouring to trace, still unsolved; and he was dying with the conviction, that the proofs did exist somewhere, as fully upon him as it ever had been.

Emma!

She dried her eyes, and tried to hide that they had been wet, as she heard the call. The day was getting on.

Is Littelby not come yet?

Yes, I think he is. Some one came a few minutes ago, and is downstairs with Mrs. Dundyke. I think I hear them coming up.

Mrs. Dundyke was coming into the room with a gentleman, a middle-aged man with a sharp nose and pleasant dark eyes. It was Mr. Littelby. They were left alone together  the lawyer and the dying man. But it was a very short and simple task, this will-making. Over almost as soon as begun.

He asked me to tie you up with trustees, Emma, said the dying man; but I have left all to you  children, and money, and all else. You will love them, wont you, when I am gone?

Oh, Robert, yes! she said, with a burst of sorrow. I wish I and they could go with you.



And, Emma, mind that you prosecute this search. I have asked Littelby to help you, and he will. He says he expects to leave London at the end of the year, for he is in negotiation with another firm; but I dare say it will be found before then. Let that search be your first and greatest task.

She said it should be  she would have promised anything in that parting hour. She lay, with her pretty hair on the counterpane, and her wet eyes turned to him, devouring his last looks, listening to his last words. Almost literally the last in this world, for, before the close of the afternoon, Robert Carr fell into a lethargy, from which he did not awake alive.

And those two lone women were together in the house of the dead  widows indeed. The one deprived of her young husband almost on the threshold of life; the other bereft, she knew not how, of her many years partner. Poor Mrs. Dundyke had hardly wanted more sorrow in her desolate home.

So far as ease in the future went, she was well off. The large income mentioned by her to Robert Carr would indeed be hers. It was chiefly the result of that first thousand pounds Mr. Dundyke had risked on the Stock Exchange. Fortune had favoured him in an unusual degree. You remember the nails in the horse-shoe, how they doubled and doubled: so it had seemed to be with the thousand pounds of Mr. Dundyke. But poor Mrs. Carrs future fortune was all uncertain. Whether she would have sufficient to keep her children in easy competency, or whether she would find herself, like so many more gentlewomen, obliged to do something for her bread in this world of changes, she did not know.

Even in this week that succeeded her husbands death, she was applied to for money, which she could not find. The application came from Mr. Fauntleroy. Lawyers have a peculiar facility for getting rid of money, as some of us have been obliged to know to our cost; and Mr. Fauntleroy had already disposed of the first fifty pounds advanced to him, and wanted more if he was to go on with the case.

Mrs. Carr had it not. Until affairs should be settled in Rotterdam, she had no such sum at her command. She could have procured it indeed from many friends, but she was sorely puzzled what to do for the best. On the one hand, there was the dying promise to her husband to pursue this cause; on the other, there was the extreme doubt whether there was any real cause to pursue. If there was no cause, why, then, how worse than foolish it would be to spend money over a chimera. Many and many were the anxious consultations she had with Mrs. Dundyke, even while her husband lay dead in the house.

On the day after the funeral  and there had been no mourner found to follow that poor young man to his last home, but one who had been fellow curate with him, and who was now in London  Mrs. Dundyke and her visitor were alone when a gentleman was shown in. A fine man yet, of middle age, but with a slight bend in the shoulders, as if from care, and grey threads mingling with his dark hair. It was not a time for Mrs. Carr to see strangers, and she rose to quit the drawing-room, after hurriedly replacing some papers in a desk she was examining. But there was something so noble, so pleasing, so refined, in the countenance of the man standing there, his hands held out to Mrs. Dundyke, and a sweet smile upon his lips, that she stopped involuntarily.

Have you forgotten me, Betsey?

For the moment she really had, for he was much changed; but the voice and the smile recalled her memory, and with a glad cry of recognition Mrs. Dundyke sprang forward, and received on her lips a sisterly kiss.

Emma, dont go. This is your husbands friend, and my brother-in-law, William Arkell.

Mrs. Carr gladly held out her hand; her pretty face raised in its widows cap. A shade came over William Arkells at seeing that badge on one so young.

He had a little business in London, he explained, connected with the transfer of some of his property, and came up, instead of writing; came up  there was no doubt of it, though he did not say so  that he might have the opportunity of seeing Mrs. Dundyke.

Mrs. Carr left the room, and Mr. Arkell drew his chair nearer to his sister-in-law.

You have heard nothing further, Betsey, of  of of your lost husband?

She shook her head; she should never hear that again.

It was only natural that she should relate the circumstances to him, now that they met, although he had heard them so fully from Mr. Prattleton. Where much mystery exists, especially pertaining to undiscovered crime, it seems that we can never be tired of attempting to solve it. Human nature is the same all the world over, and these things do possess an irrepressible attraction for the human heart  very human it is, now and then. Mr. Arkell sat with his elbow on the arm of the chair, and his chin resting on his hand; he was looking dreamily into the fire as they talked.

I should strongly suspect that Mr. Hardcastle, Betsey; should you know him if you saw him again?

Know him! know that same Mr. Hardcastle! she repeated, wondering at what seemed so superfluous a question. I should know him to the very end of my life. I should know him by his eyes, if by nothing else. They seem to be always before mine.

Were they peculiar eyes, then?

Very. The first time I saw him, that morning at breakfast, his eyes seemed to strike upon my memory with a sort of repulsion. I felt sure I had seen eyes like them somewhere; and that the other eyes had caused me repulse likewise. All the time we were together at Geneva, his eyes kept puzzling me; it was like a word we have on the tip of the tongue, every moment thinking we must recollect it, but it keeps baffling us. So was it with Mr. Hardcastles eyes; and it was only in the moment he was leaving for Genoa that I recollected whose they were like.

And whose were they like?

A gentlemans I never saw but twice; once at your house, at your own wedding breakfast, and once in the week subsequent to it at Mrs. Daniel Arkells: Benjamin Carr.

Who? exclaimed Mr. Arkell.

Benjamin Carr, the present squires son.

He sat with sudden uprightness in his chair, staring at her. The strange scene, when Robert Carr had likened Benjamin to the suspected murderer, was flashing into his mind. What did it mean, that agitation of Benjamins? What did this likeness, now spoken of, mean? A wild doubt of horror came creeping over Mr. Arkell.

He opened his lips to speak, but recollected himself before the hasty impulse was put in force. Mrs. Dundyke noticed nothing unusual; her eyes and her thoughts were alike absorbed in the past.

Will you describe this Mr. Hardcastle to me? he asked presently, breaking the pause of silence: as accurately and minutely as you can.

He noted every point that she gave in answer, every little detail. And he came to the conclusion that if Benjamin Carr was not Mr. Hardcastle, he might certainly have sat for his portrait.

Unfortunately, said Mr. Arkell, speaking more to himself than to her, were this man apprehended and punished, it could not bring poor Mr. Dundyke back to life.

Alas no, it could not. I would almost rather let things remain as they are. If the man is guilty, his daily life must be one perpetual, ever-present punishment.

Ay, indeed, murmured Mr. Arkell; better leave him to it.

And he rather persistently, had her suspicions been awakened, led the conversation into other channels.

Let me say to you what I chiefly came to say, Betsey, he whispered to Mrs. Dundyke in parting. This has been a sudden and unexpected blow for you. I do not know how you may be left in regard to means; but if you have need of help, temporary or otherwise, you will let me know it. I have a right to give it, you know: you are Charlottes sister.

The tears fell from her eyes on his hands as she pressed them gratefully in hers. She did not say how well she was left off, for her heart was full; she only thanked him, and intimated that she had enough.

Mr. Arkell went away in a sort of perplexed dream. Could that suspicion of Benjamin Carr be a true one? He would be silent; but it was nearly certain to come out in some other way: murder generally does. From Mrs. Dundykes he went straight up to Lady Dewsburys, and found that she and Miss Arkell had again gone out of town. It was a disappointment; he had not seen Mildred for years and years.

Mrs. Carr came back to the room, and resumed her occupation after he had gone  that of searching amid the papers in the desk of the late Robert Carr the elder. It had proved to be his own desk that her husband had wanted her to bring over  but that is of no consequence. She was searching for a very simple thing  merely a receipt for a small sum of money which she had herself paid for Mr. Carr just before he died, and had returned the receipt to him; but it is often upon the merest trifles that the great events of life turn. The claim for this small sum she heard was sent in again, and she thought perhaps she might find the receipt in the desk, where Mr. Carr had sometimes used to place such papers. She did not find that, but she found something else.

Mrs. Dundyke was sitting by, between the other side of the table and the fire. She was talking about the Arkells  the kindly generosity of William, the selfishness and persistent ill-will of Charlotte.

And the children? asked Mrs. Carr, as she stood, opening paper after paper. Do they follow their father or mother in their treatment of you?

Of the daughters I know little; I may say nothing. They have never noticed me, even by a message. But the son  ah! you should know Travice Arkell! I cannot tell you how I love him. Will you believe that Charlotte  What is the matter?

Emma Carr had come upon a sealed letter in an old blotting-book. The superscription was in the handwriting of her father-in-law, and ran as follows: To my son Robert. Not to be opened until after the death of my father, Marmaduke Carr.

She uttered the exclamation which had attracted the attention of Mrs. Dundyke, and sat down on her chair. With a prevision that this letter had something to do with the question of the marriage, she tore the letter open and sat gazing on it spellbound.

Have you found the receipt, my dear?

Not the receipt. With her cheeks flushing, her pulses quickening, her hands trembling, she laid the letter open before Mrs. Dundyke. Robert was right; Robert was right! Oh! if he had but lived to read this! How could he have overlooked this, when he examined the desk after his fathers death? It must have slipped between the leaves of the blotting-book, and been hidden there.

My dear Son Robert,  There may arise a question of your legitimacy when the time shall arrive for you to take possession of your grandfathers property. On the day I left Westerbury for ever, I married your mother, Martha Ann Hughes  she would not else have come with me. We were married in her parish church at Westerbury, St. James the Less, and you will find it duly entered in the register. This will be sufficient to prove your rights, so that there may be no litigation.

Your affectionate father,
Rt. Carr.

And, scarcely knowing whether she was awake or dreaming, while Mrs. Dundyke, in vain attempted to recover her astonishment, Mrs. Carr wrote a line of explanation inside an envelope, and despatched the all-important document to Westerbury to Mr. Fauntleroy.


CHAPTER XII. 

MR. RICHARDS MORNING CALL.

Mr. Fauntleroy was seated at breakfast, when this missive reached him. His two strapping daughters were with him: buxom, vulgar damsels, attired this morning in Magenta skirts and straw-coloured jackets. Mrs. Fauntleroy had been some years dead, and they ruled the house, and nearly ruled the lawyer. Strong-willed man though he was, carrying things out of doors with an iron hand, and sometimes a coarse one, he would yield to domestic tyranny; as many another has to do, if it were but known. It was fond tyranny, however, here; for whatever may have been the faults of the Miss Fauntleroys, they loved their father with a tender love. They were the only children of the lawyer  his co-heiresses  and to him they were as the apple of his eye.

The room they sat in faced the garden  a large fine garden at the back of the house. The leaves were red with the glowing tints of autumn, and as Mr. Fauntleroy looked up from his well-covered breakfast-table at the October sky, he made some remark upon the famous run the hounds would make; and a half sigh escaped his lips that his own hunting days were gone for ever.

Would you be afraid to ride now, pa?

Look at my weight, Lizzy.

I think some who ride are as heavy as you, was Miss Elizabeths answer.

Ah! but they are used to it; they have kept the practice up. Never a better follower than I in my younger days  always in at the death  but thats a long while ago now. I gave up hunting when I settled down. What dye call that, Bab?

He was pointing with his fork to a dish apart. Miss Barbara looked at it critically, and did not recognise it. I dare say its some dish the new cook has sent up. It looks nice, pa.

Hand some of it over, then, said Mr. Fauntleroy.

She helped him plentifully. The lawyer and his daughters were all fond of nice dishes, and liked good servings of them; as perhaps their large frames and their high colours testified. Miss Lizzy pushed up her plate.

Ill take some, too, Bab.

About that pic-nic, pa? Are we  

Oh! I dont know, interrupted the lawyer, with his mouth full. You girls are always bothering for something of the sort. Get it up if you like, only dont expect me to go.

The Arkells will join us, pa; Bab has asked them.

Of course, said the lawyer with a loud laugh. Shed not fail to ask them. How was Mr. Travice, Bab?

I shant tell you, pa, answered Miss Bab, tossing her head in demonstrative indignation, though her whole face beamed with a gratified smile. The idea! How should I know anything about Mr. Travice Arkell!

A good-looking young fellow, said the lawyer, significantly. Perhaps others may be finding him so as well as you, Bab.

Pa, then, you are a stupid! And I want to know who it is thats coming to dinner to-day?

Coming to dinner to-day, Bab? Nobody that I know of.

You said last night you had invited somebody, but you went to sleep when I asked who.

Oh! I remember. I met him yesterday, and he said he was going to call to-day. I told him to come in and dine, if he liked. Its Ben Carr.

Oh! said Miss Bab, with a depreciating sniff. Only Ben Carr!

Hes over here for a few days, stopping with Mrs. Lewis. He wants to be off to Australia or some place, but the squire turns crusty about advancing the funds. Ben and he came to an explosion over it, and Ben has made himself scarce at home in consequence. Whats the time, Bab?

Barbara Fauntleroy glanced over her fathers head at the French clock behind him. Its twenty-five minutes after nine, pa.

Eh! cried the lawyer, starting up. Why, what a time I have been at breakfast! You girls should not keep me with your chatter.

He gathered up his letters, which lay in a stack beside him, and hastened into his office. The head clerk, Kenneth, was in the outer room, with one of the other clerks, a young man named Omer. Mr. Fauntleroy went in to ask a question.

Have those deeds come in yet from the engrossers, Kenneth?

No, sir.

Not come! Why they promised them for nine oclock this morning, and now its half-past. Go for them yourself, Kenneth, at once, and give them a word of a sort. Its not the first time by many that theyve been behindhand.

Mr. Kenneth took his hat and went out; and his master shut himself in his private room and began to open his letters. Sometimes he opened his letters at breakfast time, at others he carried them, as now, into the office.



Amidst these letters was the envelope despatched by Mrs. Carr, containing the important letter found in the desk. To describe Mr. Fauntleroys astonishment when he read it, would be beyond mortal pen. To think that they should have been looking half over the world for this marriage record, when it was lying quietly under their very nose!

By George! exclaimed Mr. Fauntleroy. A clever trick, though, of Robert Carrs  if he did so marry her. The secret was well kept. He would be sure we should suspect any place rather than Westerbury. Omer! he called out aloud.

The clerk came in, in answer, and stood before the table of Mr. Fauntleroy.

Go down to St. James the Less, and look through the register. See if theres a marriage entered between Robert Carr and  what was the girls Christian name?  Martha Ann Hughes. Stop a minute, Ill give you the date of the year. And  Omer  keep a silent tongue in your head.

Mr. Fauntleroy nodded significantly, and his clerk went out, knowing what that mandate meant, and that it might not be disobeyed. He came back after a while and went in to Mr. Fauntleroy.

Well? said the latter, looking up eagerly.

It is there, sir.

By George! repeated the lawyer. Only to think of that! Thats all, Omer, he added, after a pause. Mr. Kenneth wants you. And mind what I charged you as to a silent tongue.

No fear, sir, said Omer, as he retired. And to give him his due there was no fear. One clerk had been discharged from Mr. Fauntleroys office six months before, some tattling having been traced back to him; but Omer was of a silent nature, and cautious besides.

I shall never be surprised at anything again, soliloquized Mr. Fauntleroy. A week longer, and I should have thrown up the cause, unless the Holland Carrs had come forward with money. Wont I go on with it now! But  I suppose he continued more slowly, and in due deliberation, the cause will be at an end now. Old Carr cant hold out in the face of this. Shall I tell of it? If I dont  and they dont else come to know of it  and the cause goes on, therell be a pretty picking for both sides; and old Carr can afford it, for its his pocket that will have to stand costs now. Im not obliged to tell them; and I wont, concluded Mr. Fauntleroy.

But this little cunning plan of secresy on the part of Mr. Fauntleroy was destined to be defeated. Mynn and Mynn, the solicitors of Eckford, were in negotiation with a gentleman in London to take the head of their office, and act as its chief during their own frequent absence. This gentleman, by one of those coincidences that arise in this world, to help our projects or baffle them, as the case may be, happened to be Mr. Littelby. The negotiation had been opened for some little time, and was only waiting for a personal interview for completion; Mr. Littelby himself being rather anxious for it, as it held out greater advantages than he enjoyed in his present post, one of which was a possible partnership. Mr. George Mynn made a journey to London to see him; and while he was gone, it chanced that the clerk, Richards, had occasion to see Mr. Fauntleroy.

He, Richards, arrived in Westerbury betimes on this same morning, and was told by Kenneth that he might go in to Mr. Fauntleroy. Richards found, however, that the room was empty; Mr. Fauntleroy having quitted it for an instant, leaving the inner door ajar.

The mornings letters, open, lay in a stack on the table, one upon another, faces upwards. Mr. Richards, a prying man, with a curiosity as sharp as his nose, and both were sharp as a needle, saw these letters, and took the liberty of bending his body forward from the spot where he stood, to bring his eyes within range of their contents. He read the first, which did him no good whatever; and then gently lifted it an inch slant-wise with his thumb and finger, and so came to the second. That likewise afforded him scant gratification; for it did not concern him at all, or any business with which he could possibly be connected, and he lifted it gingerly and came to the third. The third was the all-important letter of the deceased Robert Carr; and Mr. Richards read it with devouring eyes.

He did not care to go on now to the other letters. This was enough; and he regaled himself with a second perusal. A faint foot-fall in the passage warned him, and Mr. Richards stole away from danger.

Mr. Fauntleroy entered, coming bustling in by the door he had left ajar. Surprised perhaps to see the room tenanted which he had left empty, he glanced at his letters. Thought is quick. They were lying in the stack just as he had placed them, certainly undisturbed for any sign they gave; and the visitor was sitting yards off, in a remote chair behind the other door, his legs crossed and his hat held on his knees.

Ah, Richards! you are here early this morning!

I was obliged to come early, sir, to get back in time, said Richards as he rose. Mr. Mynn is ill, as usual, and Mr. George went to London yesterday afternoon; so the office is left to me.

Gone to engage his new clerk, isnt he? asked Mr. Fauntleroy, who had no more objection than Richards to hear somewhat of his neighbours business.

I believe so; gone to see him, at all events, replied Richards, speaking with scant ceremony; but it was in his nature so to do. They want him to come next month, I hear.

Whats his name?

Littelton, or Littelby, or some such name. I heard them talking of him in their room. We are going to have a busy winter of it, Mr. Fauntleroy, continued the candid Richards, brushing a speck off his hat; so the governors want the new man to come to us next month, or in December at latest. We have three causes already on hand for the spring assizes.

Thats pretty well for your quiet folks, returned Mr. Fauntleroy, as he sat down and placed a large weight on the stack of letters. Whose are they?

Well, theres that old-standing cause of the Whitcombs, the remanet from last assizes; and theres a new one that I suppose I must not talk about: its a breach of trust affair, and our side want it kept close, meaning to have a try at going in for a compromise, which theyll never get: and then theres your cause, Carr versus Carr. But, Mr. Fauntleroy, surely youll never bring that into court! you cant win, you know.

Mr. Fauntleroys eyes rested lovingly for a moment on the stack of letters. If clients are sanguine without reasonable cause, we cant help it you know, Richards.

Well, how those Holland Carrs can be sanguine bangs me hollow! was the retort of Mr. Richards. Theyve never had the ghost of a case from the first. I was dining at the old squires on Sunday again, and we got talking of it. The old man was saying he thought the Carrs over in Holland must be mad, to persist risking their money in this way; and so they must be. There never could have been any marriage, Mr. Fauntleroy: I dare say you feel as sure of it as everybody else does.

Mr. Fauntleroy shrugged his huge shoulders. The clergyman is dead; and the rest may not be so sanguine as he was. I confess I did think him a little mad. And now to your business, Richards. I suppose you have come about that tithe affair. Will Kenneth do for you? I am busy this morning.

Kenneth wont do until I have had a word with yourself, and shown you a paper, replied Richards, taking out his letter-case. Just look at that, Mr. Fauntleroy.

Mr. Fauntleroy unfolded the paper handed to him. It had nothing to do with our history; but he apparently found it so interesting or important, that Richards was not dismissed for nearly an hour. And at his departure, to make up for lost time, Mr. Fauntleroy set to work with a will: one of his first tasks being to drop a line to Mrs. Carr, acknowledging the receipt of the important letter, and cautioning her to keep the discovery a strict secret. All unconscious, as he was, that one had seen it in his own office.

Mr. Richards was scuttering along the street to the railway station, when he encountered Benjamin Carr. He could hardly stop to speak, for his own office really wanted him. In the past few weeks, since their first introduction, he and Benjamin Carr had been a great deal together, and the latter placed himself right in his path.

I cant stay a minute, Ben,  they had grown familiar, as you perceive, I shall lose the train.

Benjamin Carr turned, and stepped out alongside him, with a pace as quick. He began telling him, as they walked, of an outbreak he had had with the old man, as he was pleased to call his father. It was all about this money, exclaimed Ben. He refuses to give me any until this affair is settled; persists in saying he may lose the inheritance: altogether we got in a passion, both of us. As if he could lose it!

I suppose it is within the range of possibility, said Richards.



Nonsense! replied Benjamin Carr. Youll say there was a marriage next.

There might have been.

Pigs might fly.

Suppose there was a marriage  and that it can be proved? What then?

Suppose there wasnt, wrathfully returned Ben Carr. Im not in a mood for joking, Richards.

They stepped on to the platform. The train was not in yet; was scarcely due: one of the porters remarked that that there mid-day train didnt keep her time as well as some on em did. Richards familiarly passed his arm within Benjamin Carrs, and drew him beyond the platform. They turned sideways and halted before a dwarf wall, looking over it at the town, which lay beneath.

You say you are not in a mood for joking, Ben: neither am I; and what I said to you I said with a meaning, began Richards in a low tone. It has come to my knowledge  and you neednt ask me how or when or where, for I shant tell you  that old Marmadukes money, so far as you Eckford Carrs go, is imperilled. If the thing goes on to trial, youll lose it: but I should think it wont go on to trial, for youd never let it when you come to know what I know. The other side has got hold of a piece of evidence that would swamp you.

Benjamin Carrs great dark eyes turned themselves fiercely upon his companion: he saw that he was, in truth, not jesting. Its not the record of the marriage, is it? he asked, after a pause.

Something like it.

Not a word was spoken for a couple of minutes. A little tinkling bell was heard in the station. Benjamin Carr broke the silence.

Real, or forged?

Ah, I dont know. Real, I suppose. The mans dead you see, that young clergyman-fellow who came down, so hed be hardly likely to get it up. I dont see how it could be done, either, in the present case. Its easier to suppress evidence of a marriage than it is to invent it. Still it may be on the cross.

Cant you speak plain English, Richards.

I hardly dare. But I suppose you could be silent, if I were to.

I suppose I could. I have had secrets to carry in my lifetime weightier than this, whatever it may be.

Benjamin Carr lifted his hat, and wiped his brow with his handkerchief, as if the secrets were there and felt heavy still. Richards looked at him.

You may speak out, Richards. You cant believe, he added, his tone changed to one of passionate pain, that it is not safe with me.



It must be kept safe for your own sake, for your familys sake. If any evidence has turned up, theres no cause to let the world know it before you are compelled. It would be damaging your cause irreparably.

Ben Carr nodded assent. What is it? he asked.

Well, I think they have found out where the marriage was solemnized. I think so, mind; I am not positive. That is, I am not positive of the fact; only that they think it so.

How did you hear it?

Now, Ben, youll not get me to let out that. Ive said so. Perhaps I dreamt it; perhaps a little bird told me: never mind. I mean to go over to your place to see Valentine to-night, and drop him a hint of the state of affairs. Shall you be at home?

I didnt mean to be at home for some days to come; but Ill meet you there. Take care of one thing: that you say nothing to the squire.

Mr. Richards gave a knowing nod sideways, as if to intimate that he knew just as well what to do and what not to do as Benjamin Carr. Just then the noise of a train was heard puffing up.

Here it comes, Richards.

Here it doesnt, was the reply. Its coming the wrong way. This is the London train coming in.

The train came in, and stopped on the other side of the platform, while it discharged its passengers and any luggage pertaining to them. It then went puffing on, and the passengers crossed the line to this side, as they had to do before they could leave the station. Benjamin Carr and his friend stood still to look at them, and the former recognised in one of them Mr. Arkell.

How dye do, Mr. Arkell, said Ben, holding out his hand. Been out anywhere?

But Mr. Arkell did not see the hand. What with the jostling crowd, what with a small portmanteau he was carrying, what with wondering who the stranger might be, hanging lovingly on Bens arm, for Mr. Arkell had not the honour of knowing Mr. Richards by sight, he certainly did not appear to see the held-out hand. Where have you been? inquired Ben, inquisitively.

I have been to London, Mr. Benjamin, as you wish to know. A short visit, though.

Oh, said Ben, meaning to be jocular. Seen any of my friends there?

I saw Mrs. Carr, the clergymans young widow: I dont know whether you count her as one of your friends. And I saw Mrs. Dundyke.

There was a look in Mr. Arkells face, not usual on it: a peculiar, solemn, penetrating look. Somehow Mr. Ben Carrs jocularity and his courage went out of him together.



Mrs. Dundyke? he repeated, vaguely, staring over the heads of the passing passengers. Oh, ah, I remember, that connexion of yours. I dont know her.

I got her to give me a description of the man, calling himself Hardcastle, who lies under the suspicion of knowing rather too clearly what became of Mr. Dundyke. Poor Robert Carr, just dead, attempted the description of him, you may remember, at your fathers table.

Ah; yes, said Ben, striving to be more vague than before: and his dark face perceptibly changed its hue.

And I may tell you that this description of Mrs. Dundykes has made a singular impression upon me, and a very disagreeable one. It is not my affair, he added, slowly and distinctly; and for the present I shall not make it mine: but  

Heres your train, Richards. Got a return ticket?

The two walked forward to meet it, Richards evidently pulled along by his companion. The train came dashing in too far, and had to be backed: porters ran about, departing passengers hustled each other. And altogether, in the general confusion, there was no more to be seen of Mr. Benjamin Carr.


CHAPTER XIII. 

A DISLIKE THAT WAS TO BEAR ITS FRUITS.

The information, hinted at by Miss Beauclerc to Henry Arkell, had proved to be correct  the dean and chapter purposed to hold an examination of the college school.

To describe the consternation this caused would be difficult. It fell, not only upon the boys, but on the masters, like a clap of thunder: indeed the former cared for it the least. That the school was not in a state, in regard to its proficiency of study, to bear an examination, was a fact known to nearly everybody; and the head master, had it been possible, would have resisted the fiat of the dean.

In point of fact, the school had become notorious for its inefficiency. The old days of confining the boys studies exclusively to Latin and Greek were over; but the additional branches inaugurated could scarcely be said to have begun. The masters, wedded to the old system, did not take to them kindly; the boys did not, of their own will, take to them at all. They could not spell; they knew nothing of English grammar, except what they could pick up of it through their acquaintance with the Latin; they hardly knew a single event in English, French, or modern history; and of geography they were intensively ignorant. What could be expected? For years and years, for many hours a day, had these boys been kept to work, always at the old routine work, Latin and Greek. Examine them in these classics, and Mr. Wilberforce would have no reason to complain of his pupils; but in all else a charity boy could beat them. Had one of those college boys been required to write a letter in English, every other word in it would have been spelled incorrectly. I am giving you a true account of the state of the school at that period: and I fear that you will scarcely believe it. A few of the boys, a very few, only some three or four, had been generally well educated; but these owed it to the care, the forethought, perhaps the means of their parents: home tutors were expensive.

As Miss Beauclerc had said, it was in consequence of a letter, written by one of the senior boys, that this trouble had come about. It was a disgraceful letter  speaking in reference to its spelling and composition  neither more nor less. The letter had been brought under the astonished eyes of one of the chapter, and he showed it to the dean. They awoke from their supineness, and much indignation at the young scholar was privately expressed. What did they expect? Did they think spelling came to the boys intuitively, as pecking at grain does to birds? It may be said that the boys ought to have been able to spell correctly before entering the school, and to have possessed some other general learning; that the parents ought to have taken care of that. But ought does not go for much in this world. Many of the boys were indulged children who had never been brought on at all, except in reading, and that was essential, or they could not be admitted; and, at that time, they entered young  nine years old. As they went in, little ignoramuses, so they remained, except in the classics. Many a boy has gone from that school to the university not educated at all, save in the dead languages.

Of course, when the innovation (as the masters regarded it) came in, a little stir was caused. A pretence was made of teaching the school foreign branches, such as spelling and geography; but whether it might be owing to the innate prejudice of their masters, or to their own stupidity, little, if any, progress was made. The boys remained lamentably deficient; and they thought it no shame to be so. Rather the contrary, in fact; for a feeling grew up in the school that these common branches of learning were not essential to them as gentlemen; that it was derogatory altogether to a foundation school to have them introduced. The masters had winked at this state of things, and they perhaps did not know how intensely ignorant some of their best classical scholars were.

It may be imagined, therefore, what the consternation was when the deans announcement was received early in August. There was to be an examination held; but not until November; so the boys and the masters had three months to prepare. Its true you cannot convert ignorant boys into finished scholars in three months, however humble may be the attainments required; but you may do something towards it by means of drilling. So the boys, to their intense disgust, were drilled late and early  and that disgust did not render their apprehensions the quicker.

Amidst the very few who need not fear that, or any other examination, was Henry Arkell. He was not yet a senior boy (speaking of the four seniors), but he was by far the best scholar in the school. He owed this chiefly to his father. Mr. Peter Arkell was so finished a scholar himself, it had been strange indeed if he had not sought to render his son one; and Henrys abilities were of a most superior order. Indeed  but that a sort of prejudice exists against these clever lads, I could say a great deal more of his abilities, his attainments, than I mean to say  for this is no fictitious history. Intellectual, clever, good, refined, sensitive, Henry Arkell seemed to be one of those superior spirits not meant for this world. The event too often proves that they were not meant for it.

He was not a favourite in the school, except with a few. By the majority he was intensely disliked. The dislike arose from envy, and his own gifts excited it. His unusual beauty, his sensitive temperament, his refinement of manner, his ever-pervading sense of religion, his honourable nature, as seen in even the smallest action,  all and each of them were objectionable to the rough schoolboys. Most of these qualities he had inherited from his mother, and for any one of them, the school, as a whole, would have ridiculed and despised him. They would have been quite enough without his superior advancement; which put them to the shame, and called forth now and again some stinging comparison from the lips of the head master. When he first entered the school, he had unintentionally excited the ill-will of the two sons of Mrs. Lewis, and of their chosen companions, the two Aultanes. These boys longed above everything to thrash him every day of their lives; but he had been taken under the protection of Mr. St. John and Travice Arkell, and they dared not, and it did not increase their love for him.

But there was to arise a worse cause of enmity than any of these, as Henry grew older, and that was the favour shown him by the deans daughter. To see him under the especial favour of the dean was aggravation enough; but that was as nothing compared to the intimacy accorded him by the deans daughter. You know what these things are with schoolboys. Half the school believed themselves in love with this attractive girl, who condescended to freedom with them; the other half were in love with her. After their fashion, you know. It was not that serious love that makes or mars the heart for all time, though the boys might think it so. Lewis senior  his name was Roland, and he was one of the four senior boys  was especially envious of this favour of Miss Beauclercs. He was very fond of her, and would have given all he possessed in the world for it to be accorded to him. He could only love and admire her at a distance; while Arkell might tell it to her face if he pleased  and Lewis felt sure he did. He hated Henry with a passionate hatred. He saw, with that intuition natural to these things, that Henry loved Georgina Beauclerc, and with no passing school-boys love. He wished that the earth contained only their three selves, that he might set upon the fragile boy and kill him, and keep the young lady to himself ever afterwards  Adam and Eve in a second Paradise. Indeed, Mr. Lewis had got into a habit of indulging this train of thought rather more than was wholesome for him, and would have shot Henry Arkell in a duel with all the non-compunction in the world.

Not being able to do this  for the human race could not be exterminated so easily, and duels are not in fashion  he made up for the disappointment by rendering Henry Arkells life as miserable as it is well possible for one boy to render anothers. He excited the school against him; he openly derided the position and known poverty of his father, Peter Arkell; and he positively affected to rebel  he would have rebelled had he dared  when Henry came to reside temporarily in the head masters house. The scholars in that house had hitherto been gentlemen, he said, loudly. Indeed, but for one fortunate circumstance, Henrys life at the masters might have been rendered nearly unbearable; and this was, that he was in favour with the senior boy  an idle, gentlemanly fellow of the name of Jocelyn. So long as Jocelyn remained in the school, there could be no very undue open oppression put upon Henry Arkell. It was not that the head boy held Henry in any especial favour; but he was of too just a nature, too much the gentleman in ideas and habits, to permit cruelty or unfairness of any sort. But you have now heard enough to gather that Henry Arkell was not in favour with the majority of the college boys, his fellows; and you hear its causes.

The cramming that the boys were now subjected to, did not improve their temper. Unfortunately, the dean had not specified  perhaps purposely  what would be the branches chosen for examination. Mr. Wilberforce and the under masters presumed that it would chiefly lie in the classics, and, so far, were tolerably easy; but the result of this was, that the Latin and Greek lessons were increased, leaving less time for what they were pleased to consider inferior studies.

Suppose, suggested the second master, one day, it should be in those other studies that the dean purposes to examine them?

Mr. Wilberforce turned purple.

In those!  to the exclusion of the higher! Nonsense! It is not likely. The boys will cut a pretty figure if he should.

The fact is, they are such a dull lot.

Most of them: yes. I think, Mr. Roberts, you had better hold some dictation classes; and well get in a few conspicuous maps.

But all the studies that came in addition, whether dictation classes or the staring at maps, the boys resented wofully; and though they were obliged to submit, it did not, I say, improve their temper. One afternoon in October, when everything seemed to have gone wrong, and the school rather wished, on the whole, that they had never been born, or that books had not been invented, or that they were private pupils of the head masters (for they were not to be included in the examination, only the forty foundation boys, the kings scholars), the school was waiting impatiently to hear half-past four strike, for then only another half-hour must elapse before they would be released from school. The choristers had come in at four oclock from service with the head master, whose week it was for chanting, and had settled down to their respective desks. Henry Arkell, who was at the first desk now, but nothing like its head, for promotion in the school was not attained by proficiency, but by priority of entrance, had come in with the rest; he was senior chorister now, and was seated bending over a book, his head half buried between his raised hands, and his elbows on the desk.

What are you conning there so attentively, Mr. Arkell?

The authoritative words came from Lewis. He was monitor that week, and therefore head of all the school, under the senior boy: his present position on the rolls was that of fourth senior.

Im reading Greek, replied Henry, without removing his hands or looking up. Ive done my lessons.

Take your hands and elbows down. I should like to see.

Down went the hands and elbows, but he did not look up.

I thought it might be an English comedy instead of a Greek tragedy, observed Lewis, satirically; but it is Greek, I see. Boys, hes reading Greek! Hes thinking to take the shine out of us at the examination. Preparing! Oh!

Not at all, said Henry, quietly. I should have been as well prepared for the examination at a days notice, as I am after nearly three months. So might you have been if youd chosen.

You insolent young beggar! Do you mean to say I am not prepared?

I said nothing of the sort, Lewis.

You implied it, though. You neednt think to get the prize  if its true that the dean gives one.

I dont think to get it. I wish youd let me go on with my book.

Oh yes, you do. You think to creep up the deans sleeve, at second hand, through somebody thats a friend of yours; or that you are presumptuous enough to fancy is.

He understood the allusion, and suddenly raised his hands again, for the delicate hue of his transparent cheek changed to crimson. Lewis noted the movement.

Now, by Jove, Ill put you up for punishment. I order your elbows off the desk, and you fling them on again in defiance. Wilberforce has flogged for less.

Be quiet, Lewis, interposed Jocelyn. Arkells doing nothing that you need trouble him for. Just turn your attention to that second desk, and see whats going on there. Theyll get Mr. Wilberforces eyes upon them directly.

Lewis could have found in his heart to hang the senior boy. He was always interfering with him in this manner whenever he was monitor, to the detriment of his dignity as such. Lewis immediately struck up a wordy war, until the masters attention was excited and he commanded silence.

Oh, if this dislike of Henry Arkell had but died out at first! half this history would not then have been written. It might have done so under different circumstances; it might, perhaps, have done so but for the deans daughter. From the very first hour that she knew him, Georgina Beauclerc made no secret of her liking. When she met the college boys, child though she was then, she would single him out from the rest, and stop talking to him. Her governess used to look defiance, but that made not the least impression on Miss Beauclerc. She invited him to the deanery; they never were allowed to put their noses inside it, except at those odd moments when they went to solicit the dean to allow them holiday from the cathedral; she would pass them sometimes without the slightest notice in the world, but she never so passed him.

If he had but been a dull, stupid, clumsy boy! Strange though it may seem, the rest hated him because he did his lessons. Their tasks were hurried over, imperfectly learnt at the best, if at all, and were generally concluded with a caning. His were always perfectly and efficiently done. They called him hard names for this; prig, snob, sneak; but, in point of fact, the boy was never allowed the opportunity of not doing them, for his father on that score was a martinet, and drilled him at home just as much as Mr. Wilberforce did at school. And, greatest of all advantages, his early education had been so comprehensive and sound. The horribly hard lessons, that were as death to the rest, seemed but play to him; and the natural consequence was, that the envy boiled over. Circumstances, in this point of view, were not favourable to him.



The long afternoon came to an end, five oclock struck, and the boys clattered down the broad schoolroom steps, making the grounds and the old cloisters echo with their noise. There had been little time for play latterly; since the announcement of the forthcoming examination, the head and other masters had been awfully exacting on the subject of lessons, not to be trifled with. Henry Arkell, from the state of preparation in which he always was, had nearly as much time on his hands as usual, and had not ceased to take his lessons on the organ, or to practise on it twice a week, as was his custom. He learnt of the cathedral organist, Mr. Paul; for Mrs. Peter Arkell had deemed it well that Henrys great taste for music should continue to be cultivated. Another of the boys, named Robbins, a private pupil of the head masters, also learnt. The organist would not allow them to touch the noted cathedral instrument, save in his presence; and they were permitted by Mr. Wilberforce to practise in the church of St. James the Less, of which, as you may remember, he was the incumbent. One of the minor canons invariably held this living, for it was in the gift of the Dean and Chapter.

Henry was going there to practise this evening. He was at the house of the head master yet; his friends being still absent from Westerbury, for the family who had taken their house wished to remain in it until Christmas. The sea-side was doing Mrs. Peter Arkell a vast deal of good; her husband had obtained some teaching there, and Mr. Wilberforce had kindly intimated that Henry was welcome to remain with him a twelvemonth, if it suited their plans that he should; but the boy was beginning to long for them back with an intense longing.

He walked across the grounds to the masters house; put down his books, got his music, and went on towards the church of St. James the Less. It was a large, ancient church, with thick walls and little windows, and it stood all solitary by itself, in the midst of its churchyard, beyond the town on that side, but not many minutes walk from the cathedral. The only house near it was the clerks, and that not close to it: a poor, low, damp, aguish building, surrounded by grass as long as that in the neighbouring graveyard. The clerk was a bent, withered old man, always complaining of rheumatism; he had been clerk of that church now for many years.

Once beyond the grounds, Henry Arkell set off at his utmost speed. The evenings were growing dusk early, and Mr. Wilberforce allowed no light in the church, so he had to make the most of the daylight. He was flying past the palmery, when in making a dexterous spring to avoid a truck of apples standing there, he let his roll of music fly out of his hand; and it was in turning to pick up this that his eyes caught sight of a tall form at the palmery door; a distinguished, noble-looking young man, whose deep blue eyes were gazing at him in doubt. One moments hesitation, on Henrys part, and he made but a step towards him.

Oh, Mr. St. John! I did not know you were back.

I thought it was certainly you, Harry, but your height puzzled me. How you have grown!

Henry laughed. They say I bid fair to be as tall as my cousin Travice. I hope I shant be as tall as papa! When did you come home, Mr. St. John?

Now: an hour ago. I am going to look in at the deanery. Will you come with me, lest I should have forgotten the way?

It was not often that Henry Arkell put aside duty for pleasure; he had been too well trained for that; but this temptation was irresistible. What would he not have put aside for the sake of seeing Georgina Beauclerc; and, it may be, that that wild suspicion of where Georginas love was given, made him wish to witness the meeting.

A couple of minutes brought them to the deanery. St. Johns joke of not finding the way might have some point in it, for he had been absent at least two years. In the room where you first saw her, gliding softly over the carpet with a waltzing step, was Georgina Beauclerc; and close to the window, listlessly looking out, sat a young lady of delicate beauty, one of the fairest girls it was ever Mr. St. Johns lot to look upon. But this was not the first time he had seen her. It was the deans niece, Sarah Beauclerc.

Henry was in the room first; St. John pushed him on, and followed him; he was in time therefore to see the momentary suspense, the start of surprise, the deep glow of crimson, of love, that rushed over the face of Georgina. Was it at himself, or at him? But never yet, so far as Henry saw, had that crimson hue dyed her face at his own approach.

One moment, and she had recovered herself. She went up to Mr. St. John with an outstretched hand, bantering words on her tongue.

So you really are alive! We thought you had been buried in the Red Sea.

He made some laughing answer, and passed on to Sarah Beauclerc. He clasped both her hands in his; he bent over her with only a word or two of greeting, his low voice subdued to tenderness. What did it mean? Georginas lips turned white as ashes, but she could not see her cousins face.



How is Mrs. Beauclerc? asked St. John, turning, and beginning to talk generally; Harry tells me that the dean is well, to the consternation of the college school, which has to prepare itself for an examination.

Oh, that examination! laughed Georgina; it is turning some of their senses upside down. But now, she added, standing in front of Mr. St. John, what am I to call you? Frederick?  Or am I to be formal, and say Mr. St. John?

You used to call me Fred.

But I was not a grown-up young lady then, making him a mock curtsey; after all, I suppose I must call you Fred still, for I should be sure to lapse into it. Where have you been all this while? We have heard of you everywhere; in Paris, in Madrid, in Vienna, in Rome, in Antwerp, in  oh, all over the world.

I think I have been nearly all over Europe, said Mr. St. John.

Which of us has the most changed? she abruptly asked, a curl of the finger indicating that she meant to speak of her cousin.

Sarah has not changed, he answered, turning to Sarah Beauclerc, and an involuntary tenderness was again perceptible in his tone. You have not changed either, Georgie, in manner, he added, with a laugh.



Georgina pouted. You are not to call me Georgie any longer, Mr. St. John.

Very well, Miss Beauclerc, our careless times have gone for ever, I suppose; old age is creeping upon us.

Dont be stupid, said Georgina. Have you seen Lady Anne since your return?

Yes.

You have! she exclaimed, not expecting the answer.

I saw her in London, as I came through it.

Ah  yes  of course, I might have guessed that, was Georginas rejoinder, spoken mysteriously. Shall we have a battle royal?

What do you mean? asked Mr. St. John.

Between Lady Anne and another; you cant cut yourself in two, you know. Sarah, whats the matter with your face?

It was a very conscious face just then, and a very haughty one. St. John knitted his brows, as if he divined Georginas meaning, and was angered at it; and he began speaking hastily.

Mine has been one of the pleasantest of tours. The galleries of paintings alone would have been worth  

Now, Fred, if you begin upon that everlasting painting theme, youll never leave off, unceremoniously interrupted Georgiana. Mrs. St. John says paintings will be your ruin.



Does she?

Your purse has a hole at both ends, she says, where pictures are concerned, and she wishes you had only a tithe of the prudence of Mr. Isaac St. John.

Another slight knit of the brows. Sarah Beauclerc went to a side table and opened a book of views, taken in Spain, artistic sketches, exquisitely done. She turned her fair face to Mr. St. John.

Will you kindly tell me if these are correct, Mr. St. John? That is, if you are personally acquainted with the spots.

He needed no second invitation. He did know the spots, and they bent over the views together, St. John growing eloquent. Henry Arkell, tolerably at home at the deanery, had drawn away from the group and was touching the keys of the piano; some sweet, extemporized melody, played so softly that it could scarcely be heard. Suddenly he found Georgina at his side.

What did I tell you? she abruptly said.

What did you tell me? he replied. Im sure I dont know what you mean, Miss Beauclerc.

Go on with your playing; why do you stop? I dont care to be heard by the chairs and tables. Did I not tell you that he was in love either with her or with her beauty? You see, and hear.

Are you sure he is not in love with somebody else? asked Henry, his heart beating with that wild tumult that it mostly did when in the presence of Miss Beauclerc.

She understood his meaning, however it might please her to affect not to do so. He did not raise his eyes to look at her; and he continued the soft sweet playing, as she desired.

Somebody else! Do you mean Lady Anne?

Oh, Miss Beauclerc! I was not thinking of Lady Anne.

Perhaps you mean me, you stupid boy; perhaps you would like to insinuate that I am in love with him. You are stupid, Henry. Play a little louder. How I wish I played with half your taste. I should not get so much of old Pauls frownings and mammas reproachings. Do you think Id have Fred St. John? No, not though he were worth his weight in gold. We should never get along together; you might as well try to mix oil and water.

Oh, false words! But how many such are uttered daily, in the natural reticence of the shy heart, loving for the first time! Henry Arkell believed her at the moment, and his heart bounded on in its wild love, in spite of that ever present conviction that had taken up an abode within it. The strain changed to a popular love melody; but the playing was soft and sweet as before. Few have the charmed gift of playing as he played.

I have been making something for you. I cant give it you now with those two pairs of eyes in the room. Lovers though they may be, I dare say they are watching; and Sarahs blue ones are very sharp. She might get telling mamma that I flirt with the college boys. And I wont give it you at all if you are stupid. Whats Fred St. John to me, do you suppose? Its nothing really worth having, you know; but your vanity likes to be humoured, and  

Henry! how exquisitely you play!

Mr. St. John was coming towards them with the remark, and the spell was broken. Henry rose from the piano, laughing carelessly in answer; and Frederick St. John wondered at the bright light in his eye, the flush of emotion on his cheek. But he did not read the signs correctly.


CHAPTER XIV. 

THE EXAMINATION.

November came in. The nineteenth approached, and the travelling carriages of the different prebendaries bowled into Westerbury, as was customary at that season, bringing their owners to their residences in the Grounds. A great day in cathedral life was the nineteenth of November. It was the grand chapter day; the day when every member attached to the cathedral had to attend in the chapter-house after morning prayers, and answer to their names, as called over from the roll by the chapter clerk. The dean, the canons, the minor canons, the kings scholars, the organist, the lay-clerks, the sextons, the vergers, the bedesmen, and the two men-cooks officiating for the audit dinners at the deanery; all had to be there, health permitting. It was also the grand audit day; and the first day of the series of dinners held at the deanery; the dinner on this day being confined to the members of the cathedral: that is, the clergy, the choristers, and the lay-clerks. The rest of the boys, those who were only kings scholars, were not included, and very savage they were; but things were done in accordance with ancient custom. When the dean, at the conclusion of the ceremonies in the chapter-house, proffered an invitation to the gentlemen choristers to dine with him that evening at the deanery, and the gentlemen choristers bowed a gracious or a confused acquiescence, according to their state of nerves, the thirty kings scholars turned rampant with envy; and always wished either the choristers or the dean might come to some grief before the night arrived.

The great day came; an unusually great day, this, for the school, the examination having been fixed to take place on it by the dean. The morning service in the cathedral was at ten oclock, the usual daily hour; and at eleven began the business in the chapter-house. Next came the examination. There had been some consultation between the dean and canons as to whether the examination should take place in the college hall, as the schoolroom was called, or the chapter-house; but they decided in favour of the college hall. As the boys were passing through the cloisters from the chapter-house on their way to it, walking orderly two and two in their surplices and trenchers, Georgina Beauclerc met them, her blue eyes smiling, the blue strings of her bonnet flying. The undaunted girl stopped to have a word, although the clergy, with the dean at their head, were actually coming out of the chapter-house, within view.

There is to be a prize, boys, she whispered. Good luck to whoever gets it. Will it be you, Jocelyn?

That it will not, Miss Beauclerc, was the reply of the senior boy. None knew better than he his own deficiencies, and that they chiefly arose through his own idleness.

Whose will it be, then?

Well, if it turns upon general scholarship it ought to be Arkells no doubt, Miss Beauclerc, only you see he is not a senior. If we are examined in Greek and Latin only, the merit may lie between him and Lewis senior.

Lewis senior, a great big hulky fellow, with hair as black as his uncle Bens, sly eyes, and an ugly face, was standing close to Jocelyn. Taking the classics only, he was the best scholar in the school, Henry Arkell excepted; but he was more than a year older than Henry. Miss Beauclerc saw his countenance light up with triumph, and she threw back her pretty head. She detested Lewis, though perfectly conscious that he entertained more than a liking for her.

You wont have much chance, Lewis, by the side of Arkell. Dont deceive yourself; dont faint with the disappointment.

She turned round and flew off, for the dean and clergy were close at hand. The boys continued their way to the college hall, Lewiss amiability not improved by the taunt. The general opinion in the school was, that if a prize was given, Lewis would gain it. He was a clever boy, though not popular; more clever than any one of the other seniors. Seniority went for everything in the college school, and for the dean to be guilty of the heterodoxy of awarding the prize to any except one of the four seniors had not occurred to the boys as being within the range of serious possibility.

The boys took their station in the school, and the dean proceeded to the examination. Two of the canons were with him, and the masters of the school, one of whom was the Rev. Mr. Prattleton; but he attended only twice a week for an especial branch of study. The clergy and boys all wore their surplices, and the dean and prebendaries retained their caps on their heads.

The examination proceeded smoothly enough, for the complaisant dean confined himself chiefly to the classics. He questioned the boys in the books and at the places put into his hands by the masters, and he winked metaphorically at the low promptings administered when the classes came to a full stop or a stammer. The masters recovered confidence, and were congratulating themselves inwardly at the dreaded event being well over, when, to their unspeakable dismay, the dean disbanded the classes, and, desiring the forty boys to stand indiscriminately before him, began to question them.

This was the real examination: some of the questions were simple, some difficult, embracing various subjects. But, simple or difficult, it was all one, for, taken by surprise, ill-educated, ill-grounded, the boys could not answer. One of them alone proved himself equal to the emergency. You need not be told that it was Henry Arkell. Not at a single question did he hesitate, till at length the dean told him, with a smile, not to answer, until the questions had gone the round of the school. Of all branches of education, save their rote of Latin and Greek, the boys were entirely ignorant, though some of the deans questions were ludicrously simple.

Can you make the square of a cube?

Nobody answered, save by a prodigious deal of coughing, and Henry Arkell had once more to be appealed to.

What is the difference between a right angle and an acute one?

More coughing, and then a dead silence. The dean happened to be looking hard at one particular boy, or the boy fancied so, and his ears became as red as the head masters. If you please, Mr. Dean, our desk is not in algebra.

Who was Caligula? continued the dean.

King of France in the ninth century, was the prompt answer from one who thought he was in luck.

It was now the deans turn to cough, as he replaced the question by another: Can you tell me anything about Charles the Second?

He invented black lap-dogs with long ears.

The dean nearly choked.

And was beheaded, added a timid voice.

Was he? retorted the dean. Can you say anything about Charles the First, and the events of his reign?

Yes, sir. He found out the Gunpowder Plot, and was succeeded by Oliver Cromwell.

Where are the Bahama Isles, asked the dean, in despair.

In the Mediterranean, cried a tall boy. And they are very fertile, added another.

The dean paused a hopeless pause. Can you spell Dutch?

D-u-c-h. D-u-t-s-h. D-u-s-h-t, escaped from various tongues, drowning other novel phases of the word.

Spell Cane, frowned the dean, though he was laughing inwardly.



K-a-n-e, was the eager reply.

Perhaps you can spell birch, roared Dr. Ferraday, an irascible prebendary.

They could: B-u-r-c-h.

What was the social condition of the Ancient Britons when their country was invaded by Julius Cæsar? the dean asked, rubbing his face.

They always went about naked, and never shaved, and their clothes were made of the skins of beasts.

This is frightful, interrupted Dr. Ferraday. The school reflects the greatest discredit upon  somebody, glaring through his spectacles at the purple and scarlet faces of the masters. Theres only one boy who is not a living monument of ignorance. He  whats your name, boy?

Arkell, sir.

True; Arkell, assented Dr. Ferraday. He knew who he was perfectly well, but he was the proudest man of all the canons, and would not condescend to show that he remembered. Sir, for your age you are a brilliant scholar.

How is it? puzzled Mr. Meddler, another of the prebendaries: has Arkell superior abilities, and have all the rest none? Answer for yourself, Arkell.

The boy hesitated. Both in mind and manners he was so different from the general run of schoolboys; and he could not bear to be thus held out as a sort of pattern for the rest.

It is not my fault, sir  or theirs. My father has always kept me to my studies so closely out of school hours, and attended to them himself, that I could not help getting on in advance of the school.

Wilberforce, roughly spoke up Dr. Ferraday, in his overbearing manner, how is it that this boy is not senior?

That post is attained by priority of entrance, sir, replied the master. Arkell can only become senior boy when those above him leave.

He ought to be senior now.

We cannot act against the customs of the school, Dr. Ferraday, repeated the master. Arkell is at the first desk, but he cannot be senior of the school out of his turn.

Can you tell me whence England chiefly procures her supplies of cotton? asked Mr. Meddler, mildly, of a mild-looking boy belonging to the third desk. You, sir; Van Brummel, I think your name is.

Mr. Van Brummel, considerably taken-to at being addressed individually, lost his head completely. From the signing of Magna Charta by King John.

Why, what a stupid owl you must be! snapped Dr. Ferraday, before Canon Meddler could speak. Mr. Van Brummels face turned red; he was a timid boy, and he wondered whether they would order him to be flogged.

Please, sir, I know thats the answer in the book, he earnestly said: I learnt them over again this morning.

It may be an answer to something, but not to my question, said Mr. Meddler, as he stepped apart to confer with his colleagues. What is to be done, Mr. Dean? This state of things cannot be allowed to go on.

They talked for a few moments together, and then the dean turned to the boys.

Stand forward, Arkell.

Henry Arkell advanced, a hot flush on his sensitive face; and the Dean threw round his neck a broad blue ribbon, suspending a medal of gold. I have much pleasure in bestowing this upon you; never was reward more justly merited; and, he concluded, raising his voice high as he swept the room with his eyes, I feel bound to declare publicly, that Henry Cheveley Arkell is an honour to Westerbury collegiate school.

As all the rest of you are a disgrace to it, stormed Dr. Ferraday on the discomfited lot behind.

You must let me have it back again to-morrow morning, that I may get your name inscribed on it, said the dean to Henry, in a low tone. Wear it for to-day.

The boys were dismissed. They took off their surplices in the cloisters, not presuming to unrobe in the presence of the cathedral dignitaries, who prolonged their stay in the college hall: to blow off at Wilberforce and the rest, one of the seniors irreverently surmised aloud. Some swung the surplices across their arms; some crammed them into bags; and an unusual silence pervaded the group. Lewis was bitterly disappointed. He was as good a classical scholar as Arkell, and thought he ought to have had the medal.

Miss Beauclerc was waiting at the deanery door. Well, boys, and who has got it? was her salutation before any of them were up.

A sneaking young beggar, called out Lewis, thinking he might as well make the best of things to her, and answer first.

Then you have not got it, Lewis; I told you you wouldnt, laughed the young lady; though I heard that you made certain sure of it, and had ordered a glass case to keep it in.

Lewis nearly boiled over with rage.

Arkell has gained it, Miss Beauclerc, said the senior boy.

Of course; I knew he would. I was sure from the first that none of you could contend against him, provided there was a fair field and no favour.

No favour! scornfully echoed Lewis. A bright eye and a girls face, these are what we should covet now, to curry favour with the Dean and Chapter.

Lewis, you forget yourself, reproved Miss Beauclerc; and Ill inform against you if you talk treason of the dean, she laughingly continued.

I beg your pardon, Miss Beauclerc, was the sullen apology of Lewis, delivered in a most ungracious tone.

Arkells merits alone have gained the prize, Lewis, and you know it, proceeded the young lady; they must have gained it had he been as ugly as you.

I am much obliged to you, Miss Beauclerc, foamed Lewis, with as much resentment as he dared show to the deans daughter.

Well, you are right about his merits, Miss Beauclerc, interrupted Jocelyn; no question came amiss to him. By Jove! old Ferraday was not wrong in calling him a brilliant scholar; I had no idea he knew half as much. The dean said he was an honour to the school.

That he has been a long while, she said, quietly. You boys may sneer  you are sneering now, Aultane, but  



No, indeed, Miss Beauclerc, interrupted Aultane, I would not do such a thing as sneer in your presence. Of course it couldnt be expected that hed be anything but a good scholar, when his fathers a schoolmaster.

And teaches boys at half-a-crown an hour, put in Lewis junior. He acknowledged to the dean, it was all through his fathers cramming him.

Henry Arkell was coming up; Miss Beauclerc moved forwards and shook him by the hand.

I congratulate you, she said, in a half whisper. Why it looks like the ribbon of the Garter. You may win that some time, if you live; who knows? I knew you would get it, if you were only true to yourself; Frederick St. John said so too. Mind you write to-day to tell him.

She had taken the medal in her hand, and was looking at it. The rest pressed round as closely as they dared. Lewis only stood aside, a bitter expression on his ugly lips.

A little fellow ran up, all in a fright. Oh! if you please, if you please, Miss Beauclerc, here comes the dean.

What if he does? retorted Miss Beauclerc; he wont eat you. There, you may go, boys. Henry Arkell, you know you are expected at the deanery to-night.



Yes, thank you, Miss Beauclerc, he replied, some hesitation, or surprise, visible in his tone.

Ah, but I mean to us, after the dinner. Mamma has what she calls one of her quiet soirées. Youll be sure to come.

One glance from his brilliant eyes, beneath which her blue ones fell, and he drew away. The rest were already off. Georgina walked forward to meet the dean, and she put her arm within his in her loving manner.

Oh, papa, the boys are so envious of the medal. I stopped them and made them show it me. That ugly Lewis is ready to cut his throat.

Random-spoken as usual, my darling. Whos throat?

Henry Arkells of course, papa. But I knew no one else would gain it. They are not fit to tie his shoes.

In learning, they certainly are not. You cant imagine what a ludicrous display we have had! And some of them go soon to the university!

Its not the fault of the boys, papa. If they are never taught anything but Greek and Latin, how can they be expected to know anything else?

Very true, Georgie, mused Dr. Beauclerc. Some of these old systems are stupid things.

The audit dinner in the evening went off as those dinners generally did. The boys dined at a table by themselves, and Henry, as their senior, had to exert firm authority over some, for the supply of wine was unlimited. Later in the evening, he passed through the gallery to the drawing-room, as invited by Miss Beauclerc. A few ladies were assembled: the canons wives and daughters, Mrs. Wilberforce, and two or three other inhabitants of the Grounds; all very quiet, and what in these later days might have been called slow: Mrs. Beauclercs parties mostly were so. They were talking of Frederick St. John when Henry went in, who was again absent from Westerbury, visiting somewhere with his mother and Lady Anne.

Henry wore his medal; the broad blue ribbon conspicuous. Some time was taken up examining that, and then he was asked to sing. It was a treat to hear him; and his voice as yet gave forth no token of losing its power and sweetness, though he was close upon sixteen.

He sang song after song  for they pressed for it  accompanying himself. One song that he was especially asked for, he could not remember without the music. Mrs. Wilberforce suggested that he should fetch it from home, but Georgina said she could play it for him, and sat down. It was that fine song called The Treasures of the Deep, by Mrs. Hemans. It was found, however, that she could not play it; and after two or three attempts, she began a waltz instead; and the ladies, in the distance round the fire, forgot at length that they had wanted it.

Georgina wore an evening dress of white spotted muslin, a broad blue sash round her waist, and a bit of narrow blue velvet suspending a cross on her neck. She had taken off her bracelets to play, and her pretty white arms were bare. Her eyes were blue as the ribbon, and altogether she looked very attractive, very young, and she was that night in one of her wild and inexplicable humours.

What she really said, how he responded, will never be wholly known: certain it is, that she led him on, on, until he resigned himself wholly to the fascination and told his love; although he might have known that to do so was little less than madness. She affected to ridicule him; she intimated that her love was not for a college boy; but all the while her looks gave the lie to her words; her blue eyes spoke of admiration still; her flushed face of triumphant, gratified vanity. They were engaged round the fire, round the tables, anywhere; and Georgina had it all to herself, and played bars of music now and then, as if she were essaying different pieces.

Let us put aside this nonsense, she suddenly said. It is nonsense, and you know it, Harry. Heres a song, snatching the first that came to hand sing this; Ill play it for you.

Do you think I can sing?  now? with your cold words blighting me. Oh, tell me the worst! he added, his tone one of strange pain. Tell me  

Goodness, Henry Arkell. If you look and talk in that serious manner, I shall think you have become crazy. Come; begin.

I seem to be in a sort of dream, he murmured, putting his hands to his temples. Surely all the past, all our pleasant intercourse, is not to be forgotten! You will not throw me away like this?

Wheres the use of my playing this symphony, if you dont begin?

Georgina!  let me call you so for the first, perhaps for the last time  dear Georgina, you cannot forget the past! You cannot mean what you have just said.

How unpleasant you are making things to-night! she said, with a laugh. I shall begin to think you have followed the example of those wretched little juniors, and taken plentifully of wine.

Perhaps I have; perhaps it is owing to that that I have courage freely to talk to you now. Georgina, you know how I have loved you; you know that for years and years my life has been as one long blissful dream, filled with the image of you.



She stole a glance at him from her blue eyes; a smile hovered on her parted lips. He bent his head until his brown wavy curls mingled with her lighter hair.

Georgina, you know  you know that you can be life or death to me.

He could not speak with consecutive smoothness; his heart was beating as if it would burst its bounds, his whole frame thrilled, his fingers were trembling.

Tell me that it is not all to be forgotten!

Indeed, if you have been cultivating a wrong impression  I can only advise you to forget it. I have liked you; her voice sank to the lowest whisper very much; I have been so stupid as to let you see it; but I never meant you to  to  presume upon it in this uncomfortable manner.

One question! he urged. Only one. Is it that you have played with me, loving another?

Her right hand was on the keys of the piano, striking chords continually; a false note grating now and then on the ear. Her left hand lay passive on her lap, as she sat, slightly turned to him.

Stuff and nonsense! No, I have not. You will have them overhear you, Harry.

Do not equivocate  dearest Georgina  let me hear the truth. It may be better for me; I can bear anything rather than deceit. Let me know the truth; I beseech it of you by all the hours we have passed together.

Harry, you are decidedly beside yourself to-night. Dont suffer the world behind to get a notion of it.

You are playing with me now, he said, quite a wail in his low voice. Let me, one way or the other, be at rest. I never shall bear this suspense, and live. Give me an answer, Georgina; one that shall abide for ever.

An answer to what?

Have you all this while loved another?

She took her hand off the keys, and began picking out the treble notes of a song with her forefinger, bending her head slightly.

The answer might not be palatable.

No, it may not. Nevertheless, I pray you give it me. You are killing me, Georgina.

She looked up hastily; she saw that the bright, transparent complexion of the face had turned to a deadly whiteness; and, perhaps, in that one moment, Georgina Beauclercs heart smote her with a slight reproach of cruelty. But she may have deemed it well to put an end to the suspense, and she bent her head again as she spoke.

Even though I had loved another, what of that? I dont admit that I have; and I say that it is a question you have no right to ask me. Harry! be reasonable; though I had loved you, it could not come to anything; you know it could not; so what does it signify?

But you have not loved me?

Well  no. Not in that way. Heres the dean coming in; and heres pompous old Ferraday. You must sing a song; papas sure to ask for one.

She hastened from the piano, as if glad to escape. The dean did ask for a song. But when they came to look for him who was to sing it, he was nowhere to be seen.

Bless me! cried the dean, I thought Henry Arkell was here. Where is he?

I dare say he has gone home for the Treasures of the Deep, papa, readily replied Georgina. Somebody asked him to fetch it just now.

He had not gone for the Treasures of the Deep; and, as she guessed pretty accurately, he had no intention of returning. He was walking slowly towards the masters house, his temporary home; his head was aching, his brain was burning, and he felt as if all life had gone out of him for ever. That she had been befooling him; that she loved Frederick St. John with an impassioned lasting love, appeared to him as clear as the stars in a frosty sky.

But there were no stars then, and no frost; the fineness of the night had gone, and a drizzling rain was falling. He did not heed it; it might wet him if it would, might soak even that gay blue badge on his breast. Two people within view seemed to heed it as little; they were pacing together, arm-in-arm, in a dark part of the grounds, talking in an undertone. So absorbed were they, that both started when Henry came up; they were near a gaslight then, and he recognised George Prattleton. The other face, on which the light shone brightly, he did not know.

How dye do? said Henry. Do you know whether Prattleton junior has got home yet? Prattleton junior, the younger of the Reverend Mr. Prattletons sons, was in the choir under Henry; and the senior chorister had had some trouble with that gentleman at the dinner-table on this, the audit-night.

I dont know anything about Prattleton junior, returned George Prattleton in a testy tone, as if the question itself, or the being spoken to, had annoyed him.

Henry walked on, and round the corner came upon the gentleman in question, Prattleton junior, with another of the choristers, Mr. Wilberforces son Edwin, each having taken as much as was good for him, both to eat and to drink.

Whos that with George? asked Henry  for it was somewhat unusual to see a stranger in the grounds at night.



Oh, its a Mr. Rolls, replied young Prattleton: I heard my brother ask George. He meets him in the billiard rooms.

Well, you be off home, now; youll get wet. Wilberforce, Im going in. You can come with me.

Young Mr. Prattleton appeared disposed to resist the mandate. He liked being in the rain, he persisted. But the arrival of his father at that moment from the deanery settled the matter.

And Henry Arkell, having happened to look back, saw George Prattleton draw the stranger into the shade, and remain in ambush while the minor canon passed.


CHAPTER XV. 

A NIGHT WITH THE GHOSTS.

The succeeding day to this was fine again, a charming day for the middle of November; and when the college school rushed down the steps at four oclock, the upper boys were tempted to commence one of their noisy games. Nearly the only two who declined were the senior boy and Arkell. The senior of the school, whoever he might be for the time being, rarely, if ever, played, and the present one, Jocelyn, was also too idle. Both went quietly on to the masters, walking arm-in-arm. The school closed at four in the dead of winter. Henry came out again immediately, his music in his hand, and was running past the boys.

I say, Arkell, we are going to cast lots for the stag. Where are you bolting to?

I cant join this evening  Im off to practise. To-morrow is my lesson day, and I have not touched the organ this week.

Cram! Whats the good? Itll be night directly, and that mouldy old organ loft as dark as pitch.

Oh, I shall see for ever so long to come  the sun has not set yet, returned Henry, without stopping. Thank you, Lewis, he added, as a sharp stone struck his trencher. That was from you, I saw. I shall not pay you back in kind.

There was a sting in the retort, from the very manner of giving it, so pointedly gentleman-like, for Henry Arkell had stopped a moment, and raised his trencher, as he might have done to the dean. Lewis saw that the boys were laughing at him, and he suddenly set upon seven juniors, and made the whole lot cry.

Active and swift, Henry soon gained the precincts of the church, St. James the Less. He pushed open the outer door of the clerks house, and took the key of the church from its niche in the passage, close to the kitchen door. This he also opened, and looked in. It was a square room, the floor of red brick, and a bed, with a curtain drawn before it, was on one side against the wall. The old man, Hunt, sat smoking in the chimney corner.

I am going in to play, Hunt. I have the key.

Very well, sir.

Hows the missis? he stopped to ask.



She be bad in all her bones, sir, she be. I telled her to lie down for half an hour: its that nasty ague she have got upon her again. This be a damp spot to live in, so many low trees about, he continued, with a shrug of his shoulders.

Henry could not remember when the missis was not bad in all her bones; her ague seemed to be chronic. He proceeded on his way, passed the iron gates, walked up the churchyard, and unlocked the church door. Once in, he took the key from the outer lock, and placing it upon the bench inside, pushed the door to, but did not shut it. The taking out the key in this manner was by Mr. Wilberforces orders: if they left it in the lock outside, some mischievous person might come and remove it, he had told the boys. Then he ascended to the organ-loft and commenced his practising. No blower was required, as certain pedals, touched with the feet, acted instead, something after the manner of a modern harmonium. His heart was in his task, in spite of the heavy care at it, for he loved music; and when it grew too dusk to see, he continued playing from memory.

The shades of evening were gathering outside, as well as in; and under cover of them a boy might have been seen stealing through the churchyard. It was Henrys rival, Lewis, whose mind had just been hatching a nice little revengeful plot. To say that Lewis had been half mad since the preceding day, would not be saying too much: he could have borne anything better than taunts from Miss Beauclerc; and for those taunts he would be revenged, the fates permitting, upon Henry Arkell. He did not quite see how, yet; but, as a little prologue, he intended to lock him in the church for the night, the idea of that having flashed into his mind after Henry had thanked him for throwing the stone.

Lewis gently pulled open the church door, looked for the key, saw it, and snatched it, locked the church door upon the unconscious boy, who was playing, and stole back again, key in hand. Beyond the gates of the churchyard he stopped to laugh, as though he had accomplished a great feat.

Wont his crowing be cooled by morning! Hell be seeing ghosts all night, and calling out blue murder; but nobody can hear him, and there he must stop with them. What a jolly sell!

He hid the key in his jacket pocket until he reached old Hunts house. Lewis knew it was kept there, but did not know there was a niche or a nail for it in the passage. He did not care to be seen, and therefore must get the key in, in the best way he could.



The clerk and his ailing wife were sitting by their fire now, taking tea. A china saucer, containing some milk, had just been put down on the brick floor for the cat, a snarling, enormous yellow animal, but a particularly cherished one by both master and mistress. The cat had got her nose in it, and the old woman was lovingly regarding her, when the door opened about an inch, and the church key came flying in, propelled on to the cats head and the saucer. The cat started away with a howl, the saucer flew in pieces, and the milk was scattered. In the midst of this the door closed again, and footsteps were heard scampering off.

Mercy on us! shrieked the old dame, startled out of her seven senses. What be that?

The clerk, recovering his consternation, rose and regarded the damage; the broken saucer, the wasted milk, and the scared cat  the genial animal standing with her back up in the farthest corner.

Thats the way they do it, is it? he wrathfully cried, as he stooped to pick up the key, a difficult process, from his rheumatic loins. My gentleman cant bring in the key and hang it up decently, but must shy it in, and do this mischief! I wonder the master lets em have the run of the organ! I wouldnt.

It were that Robbins, I know, said the dame, shaking still.



It were just the tother, then  Arkell. Poor pussy! poor tit, tit, tit!

Arkell! Why he be always so quiet and perlite!

Its a perlite thing to fling the key in upon us after this fashion, aint it? growled the clerk.

Come along then, titsey! Dont put its back up! Come to its missis!

But the outraged cat wholly refused to be soothed. It snarled, and spit, and snarled again; making a spring finally into a pantry, and thence away through an open casement window.

The tea hour at the head masters was half-past five; and the boys sat down to it this evening as usual. They were accustomed to take that meal alone, and the absence of one or other of the boys at it had become, in consequence, rather general; therefore, Arkells not appearing went really without notice. Lewis appeared to be in a flow of delight, and devoured Arkells share of bread-and-butter as well as his own. There were in all, at this time, about ten boarders residing at the masters, some of them being his private pupils. The two Lewises were there still; but Mrs. Lewis had given notice of their removal at Christmas, as she intended to receive them into the house she had taken possession of  the late Marmaduke Carrs.

Now it happened, by good or by ill luck, as the reader may decide, that the master and Mrs. Wilberforce were abroad that evening. In his absence the senior boy had full authority, and the rest dared not disobey him. This might not have been well with some seniors; but Jocelyn was one in whom confidence could be placed. At supper  eight oclock  Arkell was still absent, and Jocelyn now observed it. One of the others remarked that he was most likely at the deanery. This was Vaughan; a rather stupid boy, who had been nicknamed in consequence Bright Vaughan.

At nine oclock, the man-servant brought in the book for prayers, read by the senior boy when the master himself was not there. Absence from prayers was never excused, unless under the especial permission of Mr. Wilberforce; and he would have severely punished any boy guilty of it. Another thing that he exacted was, that prayers should be read precisely to the hour. So Jocelyn read them, and the servant carried away the book.

I say, though, where can Arkell be? wondered the boys. Hes never out like this, unless he has leave.

Perhaps he means to make a night of it? suggested Lewis junior, opportunely enough, if he had but known it.

Hold your tongue, Lewis junior, said Jocelyn. He may have got leave from the master for the evening, and we not know it.

I dont think he has, though, dissented young Wilberforce.

We wont split upon him, eagerly spoke up Lewis  not the junior. He has been a horrid sneak, especially in getting himself in with the deans daughter; but it wont do to begin splitting one upon another.

I should like to hear any of you attempting it, authoritatively spoke the senior boy. Id split you.

We dont mean to. Dont be so sharp, Jocelyn.

Theres not the least doubt that he is at the deanery, decided Jocelyn. I heard something said the other day about the masters having given him general leave to stop there, when asked, without coming home to say it.

Who told you that, Jocelyn? questioned Lewis, his ears turning red.

I heard it, and thats enough. The master can depend upon Arkell, you know.

Oh, can he though! cried Lewis, ironically. Id lay a crown hes not at the deanery.

Up to bed, boys, commanded Jocelyn.

The Lewises, senior and junior, and Henry Arkell slept in one room; the rest of the boys were divided into two others. The rooms in the quaint old house were not large. All had separate beds. Arkells was in the corner behind the door. Marmaduke Lewis, the younger, was in bed immediately, schoolboy fashion, the process occupying about half-a-minute; but the elder did not seem inclined to be so quick to-night. He dawdled about the room, brushed his hair, held his mouth open to admire his teeth in the glass, tried how many different faces he could make, stuck pins in the candle, and, in short, seemed in anything but a bed humour. In the midst of this delay, he heard the voice of Mr. Wilberforce, speaking to one of the servants, as he ascended the stairs.

What Lewis did, in his consternation, he hardly knew. The first thing was to turn the candle upside down in the candlestick, and jam it well in; the next was to fling some of his brothers clothes on to his own chair; and the third to bolt into bed with his own clothes on, and draw the counterpane over his head. Mr. Wilberforce opened the door.

Are you in bed, boys?

Lewis put part of his face out.

Yes, sir. Good night, sir.

Good night, repeated Mr. Wilberforce, and closed the door upon the room.

Lewis breathed a blessing upon all propitious stars, that he had not looked behind the door at the vacant bed. Then his going to let out Arkell was impossible, now Mr. Wilberforce was in: which had been the indecisive project agitating his brain.

And now we must return to Henry Arkell. The church of St. James the Less struck a quarter past five when Henry took his fingers from the keys of the organ. Only a quarter past five, he soliloquized; how the evenings draw in! Last week was moonlight, and I did not notice it so much. I dont see how I shall get my practising here these winter months, unless I snatch an hour between morning and afternoon school.

He felt for his music, for it was too dark to see, rolled it up, and then felt his way down the narrow and nearly perpendicular staircase, dark even in daylight. When he reached the bench at the entrance, he placed his hand on the spot where he had put the key. He could not feel it: he only supposed he had missed the spot by an inch or two, and groped about with his hands. He turned to the door to pull it open, and let in the light.

The door was closed, was fast; and Henry Arkell felt his face grow hot as the truth burst upon him, that he was fastened up in the church. He concluded that the old clerk had done it in mistake. I must ring the bell, thought he, and let them know somebodys in the church.

But he was doomed to fresh disappointment, for, on groping his way to the belfry, he found it fastened: cords, bells, and all were locked up. Sometimes this door was locked, sometimes it was left open, just as the clerk remembered, or not, to fasten it.

I cant stop here all night! exclaimed he, his face growing more and more heated. What in the world am I to do?

What indeed? What would you have done, reader? Set on and shouted? But there was nobody to hear: the church was solitary, and its walls were thick. Thump at the door? But if you had nothing but your hands to thump with, little hope that any result would be obtained.

It was a novel and a disagreeable situation for the boy to be placed in  locked alone in the gloomy old church; gloomy in more than one sense of the word, and smelling of the dead. The small, confined windows were high up in the walls, and entirely inaccessible, and there was no other outlet. The vestry was only lighted by two panes of thick glass inserted into its roof; and, in short, the case was hopeless.

And the boy grew so. He shouted, and called, and thumped, just as you or I might have done, without any regard to its manifest inutility. He was a brave-spirited boy, owning a clear conscience; and he was a singularly religious boy, far more so than it is usual for those of his age to be, possessing an ever-present trust in Gods good care and protection. Still, disagreeable thoughts would intrude: his lonely situation stood out in exaggerated force, and recollections of a certain ghostly tale, connected with that church, rose up before him. It was a tale which had gone the round of Westerbury the previous year, and the ghostly-inclined put firm faith in it. The old clerk was an obstinate believer in it, for he had seen it with his own eyes; the sexton had seen it with his, and two gravediggers had seen it with theirs. A citizen had died, and been buried in the middle aisle, not many yards from where Henry Arkell now stood. After his burial, suspicion arose that he had not come fairly to his end, and the coroner had issued his mandate for the disinterment of the body, and the sexton and two gravediggers proceeded to their task. They chose night to do it in, not to be bothered with starers at em, they said; and the clerk chose to bear them company. At three oclock in the morning the whole four rushed out of the church panic-stricken, made their way to the nearest street, and rose it with their frantic cries. Windows were thrown up in alarm, and nightcaps stretched out  what on earth was the matter? The buried mans ghost had appeared to them in a sea of blue flame, was the trembling tale they told, and which went forth to Westerbury. The blue flame was accounted for; the ghost, never. They had a basin full of gin with them, and, in lighting a pipe, they had managed to set light to the gin, which immediately ascended in a ghastly stream. The men, it was found, had a little gin on board themselves, as well as in the basin; and to that, no doubt, in conjunction with the blue flames, the ghost owed its origin.

Now a ghost in broad daylight, with all the bustle and reality of mid-day life about us, and a ghost fastened up with oneself in a church at night-time, bear two widely different aspects. Henry Arkell had heartily laughed at the story, had made merry over the consternation of the half-drunken men, but he did not altogether enjoy being so near the ghostly spot now; for though reason tried to be heard, imagination had got fast hold of the reins. He lifted his eyes, with a desperate effort, and looked round the church: he began to calculate which was the very spot, in the gloom of the middle aisle: he grasped the door of a pew near where he stood, and bent his face down upon it in an agony of terror.

And I must be here until morning, his conviction whispered. O God! keep this terror from me! Send thine Holy Spirit to come near and strengthen me! Oh, yes, yes, he resumed, after a pause; I shall be all right if I do but trust in God. He is everywhere; He is with me now. I will go up to the organ again.

He groped his way up, sat down, and began to play as well as he could in the perfect darkness. He played some of the cathedral chants, and sang to them; it was a curious sound, echoing there in the dark and lonely night; and it was a positive fact that, in so doing, his superstitious alarm passed, from his mind.

But oh, how long the hours were! how long the quarters, as the slow clock gave them out! He still kept on playing, dreading to leave off lest the terror should come back again. When it struck nine, he could have thought it four in the morning, judging by the dreary time that seemed to have elapsed. The boys will be going up to bed directly, he said, thinking of the masters; oh, why dont they send out to look for me? But theyd never think of looking here!

He kept on playing. About ten oclock he knelt down to say his prayers, as if preparing to retire for the night, and then ensconced himself as comfortably as he could on the seat of the singers, which was well cushioned. If I could but go to sleep, and sleep till daylight, thought he, there would be no chance of that foolish terror coming back again. Foolish indeed! How very absurd I am!



He fell into a train of thought; not happy thought: schoolboys have trouble as well as grown people: and Henry Arkell had plenty just then, as you know. The superstitious feeling did not come back, and at length he sank into sleep.

He did not know what roused him: something did. The first thing he heard distinctly was a scuffling noise, followed by a hush-sh-sh! breathed from a human voice. He felt a cramped sensation all over, but that arose from his inconvenient couch, and he could not for the life of him remember where he was.

He stretched out his hand, and it came in contact with the front of the gallery; it was close to him, for the singers seat was very narrow: he raised himself to look over, still not remembering what had passed. He seemed to be in a church, for one of two male figures, walking up the aisle, carried a lighted taper, which threw its glimmering upon the pews, though the man shaded it with his hand. Whether Henry Arkell had been dreaming of robbers, certain it is, he judged these men to be such: they turned off to the vestry, which was on the side of the church, nearly at the top; and he rubbed his eyes, and full recollection returned to him.

What has put robbers in my head? he debated. They are not robbers: they must be come to look for me. But they stole up as if they were robbers! he added after a pause. And why did they not call out to me?

An impulse took him down from the gallery and up the church; he moved as silently as the men had done. The vestry door was open, and he stood outside on the matting and peeped in, secure of not being seen in the darkness. To his surprise, he recognised faces he knew  gentlemens faces, not robbers. One of them was George Prattleton; and the other was the stranger he had seen with him the previous night. What were they doing in the vestry at that hour?

Now make haste about it, Rolls, George Prattleton was saying, as Henry gazed in. I dont half like the work, and if I had not been more hard up than any poor devil ever was yet, you would never have got me on to it. Theres the register.

George Prattleton had unlocked a safe and taken a book from it, which he put on the table. Mind, Rolls, you are not to copy anything; that was the agreement.

I dont want to copy anything: I gave you my word, didnt I? was the reply of Mr. Rolls, who had seized upon the book. I only want to see whether a certain entry is here, or whether it is not, and I give you 20l. for getting me the sight: and a deuced easy way it is of earning 20l., Prattleton.



Rolls had drawn a chair to the table, and was poring over the register, as he spoke, turning the leaves one by one. Prattleton stood by, and held the candle, not very steadily.

I cant see, if you whiffle it like that, Prat, cried Mr. Rolls, taking the candlestick from his hand and setting it on the table.

How long shall you be?

Why, I have hardly begun. Dont be impatient. Sit down on that other chair and take a nap, if you are tired.

Prattleton continued to stand at the table, but his impatience was evidently great. His back was to Henry Arkell, but the boy had full view of the countenance and movements of the other: his interest, in what was passing, was not less than his astonishment.

You say you know the date, so wheres the use of being so dilatory? cried Mr. Prattleton. You turn over the leaves as slow as if you were going to execution. Ah, you have it now, I think.

No, I have not. And Rolls turned another leaf over as he spoke, and went on studying; but he stealthily placed his thumb to mark the page he left. Prattleton yawned, whistled, and yawned again, and finally turned away and began to look in the safe; anything to cover his impatience. Upon which, Henry Arkell distinctly saw Rolls turn back to the page where his thumb was, examine it intently, and then silently blow out the light.

Halloa! roared Prattleton, finding himself in darkness.

What a beast of a candle! indignantly uttered Mr. Rolls. Its gone out!

What put it out?

How can I tell? The damp, I suppose: everything smells mouldy. Give us the matches, Prat.

I have not got the matches. You took them.

Did I? Then Im blest if I have not left them on the bench at the door. Go for them, Prat, will you: if I lose my place in the book I shall have to begin all over again, and that will keep us longer than youd like.

Mr. Prattleton  with a few expletives not often heard in churches  felt his way through the vestry door. Henry had not time to retreat, so he drew himself closely up against the wall, and Prattleton passed him. But, to Henry Arkells surprise, a light almost immediately reappeared inside the vestry. He naturally looked in again.

Rolls had relighted the candle, and was inserting what looked like a thin board, behind one of the leaves of the register: he then drew a sharp penknife down it, close to the binding, and out came the leaf, leaving no trace. He folded the leaf, put it in his pocket with the board and the knife, and then blew out the light again. All was accomplished with speed, but with perfect coolness. Nothing risk, nothing win, cried he, audibly: I thought I could do him.

Prattleton soon came up the church with the box of matches, igniting some as he walked, by way of lighting his steps. Henry drew away against the wall, and crouched down beneath a dark mahogany pew.

There go the three-quarters past one, Rolls; we have been in here five-and-twenty minutes. Dont let the light go out again.

I shall soon have done. I am getting near the place where the entry ought to be  if it is in at all; but I told you there was a doubt. So much the better for us if its not.

Prattleton sat down and drummed on the table. Rolls came to the end of the register.

Its not in, Prattleton. Hurrah! It will be thousands of pounds in our pocket. When the other side brought forth the lame tale that there was such a thing, we thought it was a bag of moonshine. Heres your register. Put it up.

Henry stole silently towards the church door, hoping to get out: he dared not show himself to those two swindlers. He was fortunate: though the door was locked, the key was in, and he passed out, leaving it open. What he was to do with himself till morning, he knew not: he might sit down on the gravestones; but he had had enough of graves; he supposed he must pace the town.

The gentlemen set things straight in the vestry, and also came, in due course, to the door. They had left it locked, and now it was open! Each looked at the other in amazement.

What possessed you to do that? demanded Rolls, in a fiercer tone than was consistent with politeness.

I do it! thats good, retorted Prattleton. It was you locked it, or pretended to.

I did lock it. You must have opened it when you came down for the matches.

I wish we may be dropped upon if I did! I should be an idiot to open the door and give nightbirds a chance of scenting what we were up to.

Psha! impatiently uttered Rolls, a locked door could not open of itself. But theres no harm done; so blow out the light, and lets get off.

Thus disputing  for in truth the open door had struck something like terror on the heart of both  George Prattleton and his friend quitted the church, leaving all secure. Mr. George had to carry the key home with him; he could not fling it into the clerks house, as Lewis had done, for the house was fastened up; most houses are at two in the morning. He had successfully executed a little ruse to get the key, unsuspected by the clerk: watching his opportunity, he had arrived at the clerks house when that official had gone out for his supper-beer, ostensibly to put a question in regard to the time that a funeral was to take place on the morrow; and while talking to the old dame, he managed to abstract the key, hanging one that outwardly resembled it in its place. The Reverend Mr. Prattleton often took the duty at St. James the Less for the head master; and George was tolerably familiar with its ways and places.

They went along with stealthy steps, their eyes peering fitfully into dark corners, lest any should be abroad and see them. Once in the more frequented streets it did not so much matter; they might be going home from some late entertainment, as Mr. George and his latch-key were not infrequently in the habit of doing. Rolls was in a glow of delight; and even an odd fear of detection now and then could not check it.

I was as sure there was no entry there as sure can be. Our side was sure of it also; only it was well to look and see. Im more glad than if anybody had put a hundred pounds in my hand.

Who is your side? asked George Prattleton. You have not told me anything, you know, Rolls.

Well, it would not be very interesting to you. Its an old dispute about a tithe cause; the names Whiffam.

Not a very lucid explanation; but George Prattleton was tired and cross, and not really overcurious. At the corner of a street he and Rolls parted, and Mr. George went home and let himself in with his latch-key, deeming nobody the wiser for the nights exploit.


CHAPTER XVI. 

PERPLEXITY.

Henry Arkell had ample leisure that night for reflection. He got into a newly-built house, whose doors were not yet in, glad of even that shelter. The precise object of what he had seen he did not presume to guess; but, that some bad deed had been transacted, there could be no doubt. And what ought to be his course in it?  it was that that was puzzling him. He could not go to Mr. Wilberforce, the incumbent of the church, and denounce George Prattleton  as he would have done had this stranger, Rolls, been the sole offender. Of all the people in Westerbury, that it should have been George Prattleton!  the brother of that kind man from whom his family had received so many obligations. Gratitude towards Mr. Prattleton seemed to demand his silence as to George; and Henry Arkell had an almost ultra sense of the sin of ingratitude.



There was no one of whom he could take counsel; his father was still absent, and he did not like to betray what he had seen to others. Once, the thought crossed him to ask Travice Arkell; but he knew how vexed George Prattleton would be; and he came to the final resolution of speaking to George himself. The mystery of locking him in seemed to be clear now. He supposed George had done it to get possession of the key, not knowing he was in the church.

With the first glimmering dawn of morning  not very early, you know, in November  Henry was hovering about the precincts of the clerks house. He had no particular business there; but he was restless, and thought he might, by good luck, see or find out something, and he could not hope yet to get in at the masters. Hunt came out to fasten back his shutters.

Whats it you, sir? exclaimed the old man, in surprise. You be abroad betimes.

Ay. Hows the rheumatism?

Be you going to pay for that chaney saucer you broke? asked Hunt, allowing the rheumatism to drop into abeyance.

What saucer?

Why that chaney saucer. It was on the floor with the cats milk, when you flung the key in last night and broke it. The missis is as vexed as can be  she have had it for years; and if it were cracked a bit, it did for our cat.

I never broke it, returned Henry. At least, he added, recollecting himself, and afraid of making some admission that might excite inquiries, I did not know that I did.

No, you werent perlite enough to stop and see what damage youd done; you made off as fast as your legs would take you. Heres the pieces on the dresser, added the clerk; you can come and look at the smash youve made. The missis began a talking of getting em jined. Jine seven pieces, says I; it would cost more nor a new one of the best chaney; and run out then.

He hobbled indoors as fast as he could for his lameness, and Henry followed him. The church key hung on its nail in the niche. Henry stared at it with open eyes; he did not expect to see it there. Had George Prattleton returned it to the clerk in the middle of the night? and was the old man an accomplice? But, as he gazed, his keen eye detected something not familiar in its aspect, and he raised his hand and turned the wards into the light. It was not the church key, though it closely resembled it.

He went into the kitchen: the old man was putting the broken pieces in a row. There they be, sir; you can count em for yourself; and they ought to be replaced with a new one. A common delf would be better than none, for we be short of saucers, and the missis dont like a animal to drink out of the same as us Christians.

You shall have a saucer, said Henry, somewhat dreamily. Who threw in the key?

Who threw it in? echoed the clerk.

I meant to ask what time it was thrown in.

Why, about five, or a little after: we was at tea. Didnt you know what time it was, yourself, with the clock going the quarters and the halves in your ears while you was at the organ? The missis  Whos that!

The whos that! referred to a thumping at the house door, which Henry Arkell had closed when he came in. The clerk went and opened it. It was Lewis. Henry recognised his voice, and drew back out of sight.

Now, however uncomfortably Henry Arkell had passed the night, the author of his misfortune had passed it more so. Conscience, especially at the midnight hours, does indeed make cowards of us all, and it had made a miserable one of the senior Lewis. Not that he repented of what he had done, for the ill in itself, or from a better feeling towards his schoolfellow; but he feared the consequences. Suppose Henry Arkell, locked up with the dead, should die of fright, or turn mad? Lewis remembered to have heard of such things. Suppose he should, by a superhuman effort, reach one of the high and narrow windows, and, impelled by terror, propel himself through it and be killed? Why he, Lewis, would be hung; or, at the very least, transported for life. These flights of imagination, conveniently suppressing themselves during the evening, worked him into a state of indescribable dread and agitation, when alone at night. How he lay through it he could not tell, and as soon as the masters servants were astir, he got up and sneaked out of the house, with the intention of looking after Arkell, and what the night might have brought forth for him, administering first of all a preliminary beating to his brother as an instalment of what he would get, if he opened his mouth to tell of Arkells absence.

Why, what do you want? uttered the clerk, when he saw Lewis. We shall have the whole rookery of you college gents here presently.

Lewis paid no attention to what the words might imply; indeed, it may be questioned if he heard them, so great was his state of suspense and agitation. Old fellow, said he, I want the key of the church. Do lend it me: Ill bring it back to you directly.

The key of the church! returned the clerk; youll come and ask me for my house next. No, no, young master; I have not got the rectors orders to trust it to any but the two what practises. What do you want in the church?

Only to look after something thats left there. Its all right. I wont keep it five minutes.

No, that you wont, sir, for you wont get it. If the master says you may have it, well and good; but you must get his orders first.

Lewis was desperate. He saw the key hanging in its place, rushed forward, took it from the hook, and made off with it in defiance.

I wont have this, uttered the discomfited old man. One a breaking our cats saucer, and tother a thieving off the key in my very face! Ill complain to Mr. Wilberforce. Sir, what do that senior Lewis want in the church? He looked as resolute as a lion, and his breath was a panting. Whats he after?

It is beyond my comprehension, replied Henry, who was preparing to depart, more mystified than before. If Lewis can get out, I can get in, he thought to himself, and by dint of some great good luck, they may not have missed me.

Calling out a good morning to Hunt, he hastened away in the direction of the masters, wondering much what Lewis wanted in the church, but not believing it could have reference to his own incarceration.



The next actor on the scene was George Prattleton. He softly entered the clerks passage, and stretched his hand up to the niche. But there he halted as if dumbfounded, and a key which he held he dropped back into his pocket again.

What the mischief has been at work now? muttered he. How can the old mans eyes have been so quick? I must face the matter boldly, and persuade him his eyes are wrong. Hunt, cried he, aloud, pushing open the kitchen door, wheres the key of the church?

Where indeed, sir! grumbled Hunt. One of them senior college rebels have just been in and clawed it. But I promise him he wont do it twice: Mr. Wilberforce shall know the tricks they play me, now Im old. Did you want it, sir?

No, returned George Prattleton, carelessly. I saw it was not on its nail, thats all. I came to know the hour fixed for the funeral. Mr. Prattleton desired me to ascertain, and I looked in last evening, but you were out.

The missis told me you had been, sir, but I had only just stepped out for our supper beer. Three oclock to-day is the hour, sir: I thought the missis told you.

At this juncture, in came Lewis, very pale. Hunt, this is not the key; it wont undo it; and  



Lewis stopped in consternation, for his eyes had fallen on Mr. George Prattleton. The latter took the key from his unresisting hand.

If Hunt is to let you college boys have the key at will, and you get tampering with the lock, no wonder it will not undo it. I had better keep it for him, he added, slipping it into his own pocket. What did you want with the key, Lewis?

Lewis did not answer.

Here, Hunt, Ill give you up possession, continued Mr. Prattleton, putting the key on the hook; but you know if any damage is done to the church, through your allowing indiscriminate entrance to these college gentlemen, you will be held responsible.

I allow em! returned the indignant clerk. But Mr. Wilberforce shall settle it.

Thats not the church key, said Lewis, staring at the one just hung up.

Mr. Prattleton heard the assertion with equanimity, and began whistling a popular air as he left the house. Hunt just glanced upwards, and saw it was the veritable church key. It is the key, he said. What do you mean?

It must have been my shaking hand then, debated Lewis. Old Hunt must know the key, and George Prattleton too. Hunt, he added, aloud, you will lend me the key again for five minutes.



No, sir, raved out the old clerk, and I hope youll be flogged for having took it in defiance, though you be a senior, and amost six foot high.

He pushed Lewis out at the door as he spoke, fearing another act of defiance, and closed it.

Lewis stood in irresolution; his terror for the fate of Henry Arkell was strong upon him. He flew after George Prattleton.

Will you do me a favour? he panted, completely out of breath in his haste and agitation. I want to get into the church, and Hunt has turned obstinate about the key. Will you get it from him for me?

Mr. Prattleton stopped and gazed at him. You cannot want anything in the church, Lewis. What are you up to?

Do get the key for me, he entreated, unable to help betraying his emotion. I must go in; I must, Mr. Prattleton. It may be a matter of life or death.

You are ill, Lewis; you are agitated. What is all this?

I am not ill. I only want to get into the church.

For what purpose?

Its a little private matter of my own.

You can tell me what it is.

No, I cannot do that.



Then I cannot help you.

Lewis was pushed to his wits end. George Prattleton was walking on, but turned again and waited. He was not free from some inward wonder and agitation himself, remembering his own adventure of the past night.

If I trust a secret to you, will you promise, on your honour, not to tell it again? asked Lewis. Its nothing much; only a lark, concerning one of us college boys.

Oh, Ill promise, readily answered George Prattleton, who was rarely troubled with scruples of any sort, and used to be fond of larks himself; rather too much so.

Well, then, I locked Harry Arkell in the church last night, and I want to go and see after him, for fear he should be dead of fright, or something of that, you know.

In there all night? in the church all night? stammered George Prattleton, as if he could not take in the meaning of the words.

He went in to practise after school yesterday evening, and I turned the key upon him, and took it back to old Hunts, and he has been in there ever since, fastened up with the ghosts. I did it only for a lark, you know.

George Prattletons arms dropped powerless by his side, and his face turned of some livid colour between white and green. Would the previous nights exploit  his exploit  come out to the world through this miserable fellows ill-timed joke? But all they could do now was to see after Henry Arkell.

They went back to the clerks, and George Prattleton took the key from the hook.

Something has been dropped in the church, Hunt, he carelessly said; Ill go myself with Lewis, and see that he meddles with nothing.

Something dropped in the church? repeated the old man; then, I suppose, that was what the other college gent has been after; though he didnt say nothing of it. He was here afore I had opened our shutters.

Which of them was that? asked George Prattleton, pausing, with the key in his hand.

It were Mr. Arkell, sir; him what goes in to practise on the organ. He were in yesterday practising, and he flung the key back when hed done, and broke our cats chaney saucer, and then made off. Ive been a showing him the mischief he went and done.

Was that Mr. Arkell, do you say? Has Arkell been here this morning?

Why, it aint two minutes since, sir. He cut up that way as if he was going straight home.

And as the man spoke, there flashed into George Prattletons mind the little episode that had so startled him and his friend Rolls in the night  the finding of the church door open, when they had surely locked it. It must have been then that Henry Arkell got out of the church. How much had he witnessed of the scene in the vestry? had he recognised him, George Prattleton?

George Prattleton exchanged a look with Lewis, and hung the key up again, making some vague remark to the clerk, that Mr. Arkell had probably found what they were about to look for, if he had been to practise so recently as yesterday evening. Shutting the door behind him, he walked away with Lewis, whose senses were in a state of hopeless perplexity.

He has got out, you hear, Lewis.

But how could he get out? returned Lewis. Hes not a fairy, to get through the keyhole, and he couldnt have got down from the windows! Its an impossibility.

These apparent impossibilities turn out sometimes to have been the most straightforward trifles in the world, observed George Prattleton, carelessly. How do we know but old Hunt may have gone into the church himself last evening, to dust it, or what not? It is  

But then, Arkell would have come home, debated the perplexed Lewis, who truly thought some incomprehensible magic must have been at work.

Well, Lewis, I dont think it much signifies how he got out, provided he is out; and were I you, I should not inquire too closely into particulars. You had better keep as quiet as you can in the matter; thats my advice to you; Mr. Wilberforce might not be disposed to treat your exploit as a joke, should it come to his ears.

But nobody knows it was me, said Lewis, eagerly.

Just so: therefore your policy should be to keep still. As you please, though, of course.

You wont tell of me, Mr. Prattleton?

Not I, faith! Its no affair of mine; but Id not recommend you to attempt it again, Lewis. Good morning; Im going into the town.

So early had they been abroad, and all this taken place, that it was not yet very much past seven, and when Henry Arkell reached the masters house, some of the boys were only going out of it for morning school. The hour for assembling was seven, but in the winter season some irregularity in arriving was winked at, for the best of all possible reasons, that the masters were late themselves; and it was often half past before the senior boy called over the roll. Henry went upstairs to give his face a wash; the man-servant saw him going up, but supposed he had only returned for something he might have forgotten. Neither of the Lewises was in the room, and he found his own bed tumbled as if he had slept in it. This of course had been Lewiss care; but Henry wondered at it. If Lewis had done it out of good nature, that his absence should not be observed, he must have changed greatly. It must be remembered that he knew nothing of Lewiss having locked him in the church; he supposed that must have been George Prattleton; but what he had seen tied his tongue from inquiring.

Jocelyn had done calling the roll when Henry got to the college hall. It was so unusual a thing for him to be marked late, that Jocelyn heaved his eyebrows in a sort of lazy surprise. Presently Jocelyn asked him in an undertone where he had been the previous evening.

You missed me, then? said Henry.

Missed you!  we couldnt help missing you; you had not got back at bed-time. I suppose you were at the deanery  and got home at eleven? Its fine to be you! Hows Miss Beauclerc?

As well as usual, replied Henry, with a nod and a laugh, to keep up the deception. Jocelyns assumed idea was the most convenient one that could have been taken up.

Henry threw his eyes round the school in search of the Lewises. Surely they must know of his nights absence. The elder one he could not see; but the younger was at his desk with a red and sullen face, the effects of the private beating. He sat down to his lessons, with what courage he had, after his vigil; and presently, happening to look up, he saw Lewis senior.

Lewis senior was stealthily regarding him over the corner of a desk, with as much inward curiosity as though he had risen from the dead. Lewis was in a perplexed state of mystification yet. There Arkell was, sure enough; alive, and apparently well. He had not become an idiot; that, Lewis could see; he had not parted with his arms and legs. How had he got out? But the relief, to find him thus, was so great to Lewiss mind, that his spirits rose to a reckless height; and he was insolent to Jocelyn when the latter spoke to him about coming in after the roll was called.

At breakfast time Henry went in search of George Prattleton, but could not see him; the probability was that Mr. George had gone to bed again, and was taking out his nights rest by daylight. He sought him again at dinner-time, and then he had gone out; the two Prattleton boys thought to the billiard rooms. In the afternoon, however, as Henry was passing through the cloisters to the school, after service in the cathedral, he met him.



George Prattleton listened with an air of apparent incredulity to the tale; Henry had got locked up in the church, and seen him and a stranger go into the church at midnight, or thereabouts!  him, George Prattleton! Mr. George denied it in toto; and expressed his belief that Henry must have been dreaming.

Its of no use talking like that, George Prattleton, said Henry, in a vexed tone. You know quite well you were there. I saw the same man with you in the Grounds, the previous night, when I was going home after the audit-dinner.

You must have seen double, then! I dont know whom you are talking of. Had you been drinking?

It wont do, George Prattleton. I was in full possession of both my sight and senses. You know whom I mean. His names Rolls.

Did he tell you his name?

No; but you did. I heard you call him by his name two or three times in the church last night. I want to know what I am to do about it.

I dont know any Rolls; and I was not in the church last night; and my full persuasion is  if you really were locked in, as you say  that you fell asleep and dreamt this story.

Now look you here, George Prattleton; if you persist in this line of denial, I shall be obliged to tell Mr. Wilberforce. I dont like to do it; your family and mine are intimate, and we have received many kindnesses from them, and I assure you Id almost rather cut my tongue out than speak. But I cant let things go on at this uncertainty. Do you know what that Rolls did?

What did he do? was the mocking rejoinder.

He cut a leaf out of the register book.

No? shouted George Prattleton, the words scaring him to seriousness.

I declare he did. When the candle went out, you thought it went out of itself, didnt you; well, he blew it out. I saw him blow it, and he called out, What a beast of a candle, and said it was the damp put it out, and he got you to go for the matches. Was it not so?

Well? said George Prattleton, too much alarmed to heed the half admission.

Well, you had no sooner gone than he somehow got the candle alight again; I didnt see how, I suppose he had matches; and he took out a penknife, and put what looked like a thin board behind the leaf he was looking at, and cut it out. I say Im not sure! but its transportation for life to rob a church register.

George Prattleton wound his arm round one of the cloister pillars: face, heart, senses, alike scared. To give him his due, he would no more have countenanced a thing like this than he would have committed murder. All denial to Henry was over; and he felt half dead as he glanced forward to future consequences, and their effect upon his own reputation.

You saw all this! Why on earth did you not pounce in upon him? or help me when I got back with the matches?

Because I was bewildered  frightened, if you will; and it all passed so quickly. I knew afterwards that it was what I ought to have done; but one cant do always the right thing at the right time.

He put the leaf in his pocket, you say? It may not be destroyed. I  

Do you know what it related to? interrupted Henry.

Yes; to some old tithe cause  a dispute in a family he knows; people of the name of Whiffam, answered George Prattleton. Some trifling cause, he said.

Well, its an awfully dangerous thing to do, let it relate to ever so trifling a cause, observed Henry. Who is this Rolls? Do you know him well?

Three days back I did not know him from Adam, was the candid admission. We met at the billiard rooms; and, somehow, we got thick directly. That night, when you saw us in the grounds, he was sounding me on this very thing  whether I could not get him a sight of the register.

Whats to be done about it? asked Henry.

I dont know, returned George Prattleton, flinging up his hands.

It ought to be told to Mr. Wilberforce!

Be still, for heavens sake! Would you ruin me? You must give me your promise, Henry Arkell, not to betray this; now, before we part.

I dont wish to betray it; Id do anything rather than bring trouble upon you. But it ought to be told.

Nobody living may be the worse for what Rolls has done; nobody may ever hear of it more. Of course I shall charge him with his duplicity, and get the leaf back from him, if it is not destroyed, and replace it in the book. In that case, nobody can be the worse. Give me your promise.

Henry did not see what else he could do. If the leaf could be got back, and replaced, to speak of the abstraction might be productive of needless, gratuitous harm to George Prattleton. He put his hand into Georges.

You have my promise, he said; but on one condition. I will never speak of this, so long as I am unaware of any urgent necessity existing for its disclosure. But should that necessity come, then I shall ask you to release me from my promise; and if you decline, I shall consider myself no longer bound by it.

Very well; a bargain, said George Prattleton, after a pause. And now Im after that scoundrel Rolls. Ill tell you a secret before I go  tit for tat. Do you know how you got fastened in the church?

I suppose you did it, not knowing I was there.

Not I. It was Lewis.

Lewis!

Lewis senior. For a lark, he said, but I expect he owed you some grudge. By the way, though, I promised him Id not speak of this; he told it me in confidence. I forgot that.

Ill not speak of it. I cant, if I am to keep the other a secret. It was only the difficulty of accounting for my getting out of the church, that kept me from asking Hunt how I got locked in.

They parted. Mr. George Prattleton went in search of his friend Rolls, and Henry tore along the cloisters with all his might, anticipating he knew not what of reprimand from the head master for lingering on his way from college. It was close upon four oclock, and his desk had some Greek to do yet; but the afternoon lessons were less regularly performed in winter than in summer.


CHAPTER XVII. 

A SHADOW OF THE FUTURE.

On the second of December, Peter Arkell and his family came home, looking blooming. Eva Prattleton, who had stayed with them all the time, was blooming; as was Lucy; as was, for her, Mrs. Arkell. Even Peter himself looked quite a different man from the one who had gone away in July. Ah, my friends, theres nothing like running away from home to restore health and looks, if you can only leave care behind.

Quite a small crowd had assembled to meet them at the station. Nearly all the Prattleton family, including Mr. George, who was dreadfully in want just now of some distraction for his long hours. The two young Prattletons and Henry Arkell had rushed up, books in hand, just as they came out of school; and Travice Arkell, he was there. Handsome Travice! the best-looking young man in Westerbury when Frederick St. John was out of it.

How have you been, Lucy? he whispered, quietly coming near her, when he had done greeting the rest.

She shyly looked up at him as he took her hand. Scarcely a word was spoken. His head was bent for a moment over her blushing cheeks, and Travice looked as if he would very much have liked to take a kiss from the red ripe lips. It was impossible there; perhaps impossible elsewhere. Peter came up.

Travice, I wish youd see to the luggage, and that; and put my wife in a fly. Theres enough of you here without me. I shall walk quietly on.

Just the same shy, awkward, incapable Peter Arkell as of yore. In usefulness his daughter Lucy was worth ten of him. He slipped out of the station by the least-frequented way, and walked on towards home. As he was going along, he met Kenneth, Mr. Fauntleroys confidential clerk; and the latter stopped.

Im glad I met you, said Kenneth; it will save me a journey to your house to-day, for we heard youd be at home. How is it you have never sent us any money, Mr. Arkell?

Because I couldnt send it, returned Peter. I wrote to Mr. Fauntleroy, telling him how impossible it was. I suppose he has managed it. He could if he liked, you know; it all lies in his hands.



Ah, but he couldnt, answered Kenneth. He had been too easy in one or two matters (I dont allude to your affairs), and had got involved in a good deal of expense through it; and the consequence is, he has been obliged to adopt a stricter policy in general.

Mr. Fauntleroy knows how I was situated. In a strange place, you have to pay for everything as it comes in. I got a little teaching down there, and that helped; but it was not much.

Well, Mr. Fauntleroy thought you ought to have sent him some money, persisted Kenneth. And Im not sure but he would have enforced it, had he not got it elsewhere.

Got it elsewhere! On my account? What do you mean, Kenneth?

Mr. Arkell gave him ten pounds.

Mr. Arkell gave him ten pounds! almost shouted Peter. How did that come about? Who said anything to Mr. Arkell?

I believe Mr. Fauntleroy happened to mention it accidentally. Or whether it was that he asked him for your exact address at the place, and said he was going to worry you for money, Im not sure. I know Mr. Arkell said, better let you be quiet while you were there, and advanced the ten pounds.

Mr. Fauntleroy had no right to speak to my cousin about it at all, Mr. Kenneth. I regard it as a breach of good faith. I wrote and asked Mr. Fauntleroy to wait, and he might have done so. As to the address, he knew that, for I gave it him.

Im in a hurry, said Mr. Kenneth. I thought Id speak to you, because I know Mr. Fauntleroy intended to send to you as soon as you came home. Heres another instalment due, now Decembers come in.

He went on his way. Peter Arkell looked after him for a minute, and then went on his. Home to care! home to care! he murmured with a sigh of pain.

Over and over again had Peter Arkell  not cursed, he was too good a man for that  but repented the day that placed him in the power of Mr. Fauntleroy. Some years previous to this, in a moment of great embarrassment, Peter Arkell had gone to Mr. Fauntleroy with his tale of woes. Wont you help me? he asked; I once helped you. And Mr. Fauntleroy, entirely indifferent to his fellow-creatures woes though he was at heart, had not the face to refuse, with the recollection of that past obligation upon him. He helped him in this way. He advanced Peter Arkell two or three hundred pounds at a heavy rate of interest. It was not his own money, he said  he really had none to spare  it was the money of a client who had left it in his hands to make some profitable use of. Of course Peter Arkell understood it: at least he believed he did  that the money was Mr. Fauntleroys own, and the plea of the client only put forth that the interest might be exacted  and his simple, honourable nature blushed for Mr. Fauntleroy. But he accepted it  he was too much in need of the assistance not to do it  and as the months and years went on he found himself unable to pay the interest. Things went on with some discomfort for a long time, and then Mr. Fauntleroy insisted on what he called some final arrangement being come to  that is, he said his client insisted upon it. The result was that Peter Arkell undertook to pay ten pounds every three months off the debt, interest, and costs, without the smallest notion how he could accomplish it. He had some learned book coming out, and if that turned up a trump card, he might be able to do it and more. But, when the book did come out it did not turn out a trump. The first ten pounds was due on the first of June last, and Peter had managed to pay it. The second ten was due on the first of September, and he wrote to Mr. Fauntleroy for grace. He now heard it had been paid by his cousin William Arkell. The third ten had been due the previous day, for this was the second of December. He would be able to pay this, for he had some money coming to him yet from the people who had rented his house, and, so far, that would be got rid of.

Peter might have paid it in another way. The first thing he saw on entering his home was a letter from his sister Mildred, and on opening it he found it contained a ten-pound note. These windfalls would come from Mildred now and then; and without them Peter had not an idea how he should have got along.

But not to his necessities did he appropriate this. The most prominent feeling swaying him then, was vexation that William Arkell should have been troubled about the matter  William, who had ever been so good to him  who had helped him out of more difficulties than the world knew of. In the impulse of the moment, without stopping to sit down, he went out again, carrying the note. He could not remember the day when he had been able to pay anything to his cousin, but at least he could do this.

Things were not prospering with the city, or with William Arkell. That the trade was going gradually down to ruin, to all but total extermination, he felt sure of now; and he bitterly regretted that Travice had cast in his lot with it. He had designed to send Travice to Oxford, to cause him to embrace one of the learned professions; but Travice had elected to follow his father, and Mr. Arkell had yielded  all just as it had been with himself in his own youth. None, save William Arkell himself, knew the care that was upon him, or how his property was dwindling down. Ever and anon there would come flashing a gleam of improvement in the trade, and rather large orders would come in, whispering hope for the future; but the orders and the hope soon faded again.

Peter entered the iron gates, and was turning to the left to the manufactory, when he saw Mr. Arkell at the dining-room window; so he went across to the house.

No need to look for me abroad to-day, Peter, said his cousin, opening the dining-room door and meeting him in the hall. I am not well enough to go out.

Whats the matter? asked Peter.

I dont know; I have had shivering fits all the morning  can do nothing but sit over this hot fire. Charlotte thinks it must be some sort of illness coming on; but I suppose its only a cold. So you have got back at last?

Now, just, answered Peter, sitting down on the other side of the fire; Travice said nothing about your illness; he was at the station.

Was he? I did not know he had gone out. Oh, he thinks its nothing, I dare say; I hope it will be nothing. Whats this?



Peter had handed him the ten-pound note. It is what you paid to Mr. Fauntleroy while I was away; and bitterly vexed I am, to think he should have applied to you. I met Kenneth in leaving the station, and heard of it from him. But, William, I want to know why you paid it. Did Fauntleroy hold out any threats to you?

Something to that effect. He spoke of putting an execution into your house: it would not have done at all, you know, while strangers were in it. I never knew that he had got judgment.

Oh yes, he did, said Peter, bitterly; he took care of that. I am at his mercy any day, both in goods and person. He forgets, William, the service I rendered him, and my having to pay it: it is nothing but that that has kept me down in life. Put an execution in my house! I wonder where he expects to go to? Not to heaven, I should think?

He said his client pressed for the money  would not, in fact, wait.

I dare say he did; its just like him to say it. His client is himself.

No? exclaimed William Arkell, lifting his head.

I firmly believe it to be so. He is pressing for another ten pounds now; it was due yesterday.

Have you got it for him? If not, why do you give me this?



I have got it, said Peter; I have to receive money to-day. Thank you a thousand times, William, for this and all else. How is business?

Dont ask. I feel too ill to fret over it just now. Id give it up to-morrow but for Travice.

Certain words all but escaped Peter Arkells lips, but they were suppressed again. He wondered  he had wondered long  why William Arkell continued to live at an expensive rate. That it was his wifes doings, not his, Peter knew; but he could not help thinking that, had he been a firm, clever man, as William was, he should not have yielded to her.

He met her in the hall as he went out. She wore a rich, trailing silk, and bracelets of gold. Peter stopped to shake hands with her; but she was never too civil to him, or to his daughter Lucy. In point of fact, Lucy had for some time haunted Mrs. Arkells dreams in a very unpleasant manner, entailing a frequent nightmare, hideous to contemplate.

What did Peter Arkell want here? she asked of her husband, before she was well in the room; and her tone was by no means a gracious one.

Not much, carelessly answered Mr. Arkell, who had drawn over the fire in another fit of shivering.

She took her seat in the chair Peter had vacated, and slightly lifted her rich dress, lest the scorching fire should mar its beauty.

I suppose he came to borrow money, she said, no pleasant look upon her countenance.

On the contrary, he came to pay me some.

To pay you some! What for?

To repay me some, I should have said. I paid something for him during his absence  ten pounds  and he has now returned it.

For one single moment she felt inclined to doubt the words, and to say so. The next, she remembered how simply truthful was her husband.

I want Travice, she said, presently. I sent to the manufactory for him, but he was out. Will he be long, do you know?

I dare say not. Peter told me he was at the railway station. He went, I suppose, to meet them.

Mrs. Arkell lifted her head with a sort of start.

Did you know he had gone? she asked, sharply.

I knew nothing at all of it. What are you so cross about?

Mrs. Arkell bit her lips  her habit when put out.

I have always objected to Travices excessive intimacy with the Peter Arkells, she slowly said. You know I have. But I might just as well have objected to the winds blowing, for all the effect it has had. I hope it will not prove that I had cause.

Cause! What cause? What do you mean, Charlotte?

Well, I think they are a mean, deceitful set. I think they are scheming to entrap Travice into an engagement with Lucy Arkell.

Ill as Mr. Arkell felt, he yet burst into a laugh. The notion of Peters scheming to entrap anyone, or anything, was so ludicrous: simple, single-minded Peter, who had probably never given a thought to Lucys marrying at all since she was in existence! and his wife was utterly above meanness of any sort  the very soul of openness and honour.

Where did you pick up that notion? he asked, when his laugh was over.

I picked it up from observation and common sense, answered Mrs. Arkell, resentful of the laugh. Travice used always to be there; and now that they are back, I suppose he will be again. He has lost no time in beginning, it seems.

And if he is there, it does not follow that he goes for the sake of Lucy.

It looks wonderfully like it, though.

Nonsense, Charlotte! In the old days, when I was a young man, as Travice is, and Mildred was a girl like Lucy, quite as attractive  



Quite as what? shrieked Mrs. Arkell. I hope your taste does not put forward Lucy Arkell as attractive  or as Mildreds having been so before her. They are as like as two peas. A couple of uneducated, old-fashioned, old-maidish things, possessing not a single attraction.

Opinions differ, said Mr. Arkell, quietly. But if it be as you intimate, theres the less danger for Travice. What I was about to say was this  that in the old days I was in the habit of going to that house more than Travice goes to it now, and busy people, even my own mother, never believed but that I went for the sake of Mildred. I did not; neither did I marry her.

The cases are different. You had no companion at home; Travice has his sisters. And it might have ended in your marrying Mildred, had I not come down on that long visit here, and saved you.

Yes, it might. He was looking dreamily into the fire, his thoughts buried in the past; utterly oblivious to the present, and to the effect his remark might make. Mrs. Arkell felt particularly savage when she heard it.

And a nice wife youd have had! She is only fit for what she is  a ladys maid. Lucy will follow her example, perhaps, when old Peters poverty has sent him into the grave. I always hated Lucy Arkell  it may be a strong term to use  but its the truth. From the time that she was only as high as the elbow of that chair, and her mother, with the fine Cheveley notions, used to deck her out as a little court doll, I hated her!

And I have always thought her one of the sweetest and most loveable of children, quietly returned Mr. Arkell. Opinions differ, I say, Charlotte. But why should you have hated her?

Because  I think it must have been (and Mrs. Arkell looked into the fire also in reflection, and for once spoke her true sentiments) I think it must have been because you and Travice made so much of her. I only know it has been.

Id not cherish it, Charlotte.

You would not, I know. Tell me, she added, with quite a gust of passion in voice and eye, would you like to see your fine, attractive, noble son, thrown away upon Lucy Arkell?

My head is as bad as it can be, Charlotte; I wish youd not worry me. I think I must be going to have some fever.

He might marry half Westerbury. With his good looks, his education, his fine prospects  

Yes, do put in them, interrupted Mr. Arkell. Very fine they are, in the present aspect of affairs.

Affairs will get good again. I dont believe the half thats said about the badness of trade. You have made a good thing of it, she added significantly.

Pretty well; I and my father before me. But those times have gone by for ever.

I dont believe it; I believe the trade will revive again and be as lucrative as before; and Travice will be able to maintain a home such as we have maintained. It is a fine prospect, I dont care how you may deny it in your gloom; and I say that Travice, enjoying it, might marry half the desirable girls in Westerbury.

Hed be taken up for bigamy if he did.

Cant you be serious? she angrily asked. Whereas, if he got enthralled by that bane, Lucy Arkell, and  Good patience, here she is! broke off Mrs. Arkell, as her eyes fell on the courtyard. The impudence of that! Not half an hour in the town, and to come here!

Lucy, in her grey travelling cloak, and fresh straw bonnet, came staggering in under a load: a flower-pot, with a great plant in bloom. She looked well. In moments of excitement, there was something of her mothers loveliness in her face; in the lustre of the soft and sweet dark eyes, in the rose bloom of the delicate cheeks, and at those times she was less like Mildred. Lucy put her load on the table, and turned to offer her hand to Mrs. Arkell. Mrs. Arkell touched the tips of the fingers, but Mr. Arkell took her in his arms and kissed her twice; and then recollected himself and fell into proper repentance.

I ought not to have done it, Lucy; I forgot myself. But, my dear, in the joy of seeing you, and seeing you so pretty, I quite lost sight of precaution. I am shivering with cold and illness, Lucy, and may be going to have I dont know what.

Lucy laughed. She was not afraid, and said so.

Mamma made me bring this down at once for your conservatory, she said, addressing Mrs. Arkell. It is a wax plant, and a very beautiful one. The last time we were here, you were regretting you had not a nice one, and when mamma saw this, she thought of you. She sends her very kind regards, Mrs. Arkell, and hopes you will accept it. And now thats my message, and theres my load, and I have delivered both, concluded Lucy, merrily.

In the face of the present  and it was really a beautiful one of its nature  Mrs. Arkell could not maintain her utter ungraciousness. She unbent a very little: unwillingly thanked Lucy for the plant, and inquired how Mrs. Peter Arkell was.

I think we had better send our girls to the sea-side, if they could come back improved as Lucy has, remarked Mr. Arkell; and the remark aggravated his wife. Are those roses on your cheeks real, Lucy, or have you learnt the use of that fashionable cosmetic, rose-powder?

They are quite real, answered Lucy, the cheeks blushing their own testimony to the answer. It has done us all so much good! Mr. Prattleton said he should not have known mamma, had he met her in a strange place, she is looking so different. But I am warm just now. It was coming through the streets with that: everybody stared at me.

Could not Travice have brought it? asked Mr. Arkell.

He did offer; but mamma said I should bring it more carefully than he, and she sent me off with it at once. She had been taking care of it herself all the way.

Where is Travice? inquired Mrs. Arkell, the sharp tone perceptible in her voice again, more especially to Mr. Arkells ears.

He was helping mamma indoors when I came. Papa had gone somewhere: he left us at the station.

Mr. Arkell did not say that he had been there. He was looking very poorly just then, and his hands, quite trembling with cold, were blue as he stretched them out to the fire. Lucy, an admirable sick nurse from her training, the being with her ailing mother, threw back her grey cloak, knelt down, and took them into her own warm hands to chafe them.

It was what one of Mr. Arkells own daughters would not, or could not, have done. He looked down on the pretty upturned face, every line of which spoke of a sweet goodness. She was more lovely, more attractive than Mildred had been  or was it that his eyes had then had a film before them?  and he felt that  were he in Travices place  

I wonder you liked to stay so long away, leaving Henry to himself! interrupted Mrs. Arkell.

He was at Mr. Wilberforces, you know, replied Lucy. He was very well there; very happy.

I suppose he comes home to-day.

No, not until the college school breaks up for Christmas. Mr. Wilberforce thinks he had better not disturb himself before. Have you heard of the gold medal? But of course you have. I hope I shall not grow too proud of my brother. But oh, Mrs. Arkell! pray tell me! What do you think of that dreadful thing, the loss of Mr. Dundyke? Will he ever come back again?

Ever come back again! repeated Mrs. Arkell, believing that Lucy was putting on an affectation of childishness. How can a murdered man come back?

Was he murdered? I thought they supposed he was drowned, but were not certain what it was. Was he murdered? she repeated, looking at Mr. Arkell, for Mrs. Arkell did not appear inclined to answer her.

I fear he was, Lucy.

Oh, what a dreadful thing! Mrs. Arkell, what will Mrs. Dundyke do?

Oh, she has enough to live upon, I believe.

I did not quite mean it in that light, said Lucy, gently, as Mrs. Arkells remark jarred upon her ear. And old Marmaduke Carr has died, she resumed, and theres going to be a law-suit about the property. What a great many things seem to have happened since we went away! Mr. Arkell, which side do you think has the most right to gain the law-suit?

The most right? Well, theres a great deal to be said on both sides, Lucy. If there was no marriage, of course the property does belong to the Carrs of Eckford; if there was a marriage, they have no right to it whatever. In any case, the blame lies with Robert Carr; and his descendants suffer.

Do you think there was a marriage? continued Lucy.



Mr. Arkell shook his head.

I dont, my dear, now. Had there been one, some traces of it would have been found ere this.

Then young Mrs. Carr will lose the law-suit!

Undoubtedly. It appears very strange to me that Fauntleroy should go on with it.

The hands were warm now, and Lucy rose.

You have done me good, Lucy, said Mr. Arkell, as she was putting on her gloves to leave; good in all ways. A bright face and a cheering manner! my dear, in sickness, they are worth their weight in gold.

Making the best of her way home, she found Travice alone. Henry was upstairs with his mother, uncording boxes.

What a time you have been, Lucy! was the salutation; for it had seemed very long to him.

Have I? I did not once sit down. Mr. Arkell says I look well after my sojourn, but I told him he should see mamma.

So he should. But I must be going, Lucy. Do you look well?

He took both her hands in his, and stood before her, his face a little bent, regarding her intently. Lucy blushed violently under the gaze. Suddenly, without any warning, his lips were on hers; and he took the first kiss that he had taken from Lucy since her childhood.



Dont be angry with me, Lucy! Think it a cousins kiss, if you will.

As he went out, the large shadow of a large, gaily-dressed woman, passing between him and the setting sun, was cast upon Travice Arkell. The shadow of Barbara Fauntleroy. If he could but have foreseen the type it was of the terrible shadow that was to fall upon him in the future!


VOLUME III.


CHAPTER I.

DIAMOND CUT DIAMOND  A SURPRISE.

It happened on that same second of December that Mr. Littelby took his place for the first time as conductor of the business of Mynn and Mynn. He had arrived at Eckford the previous day, as per agreement, but was not installed formally in the office until this. Old Mynn, not in his gout now, had come down early, and was brisk and lively; George Mynn was also there.

He was an admitted solicitor just as much as were Mynn and Mynn; he was to be their confidential locum tenens; the whole management and conduct of affairs was, during their absence, to fall upon him; he was, in point of fact, to be practically a principal, not a clerk, and at the end of a year, if all went well, he was to be allowed a share in the business, and the firm would be Mynn, Mynn, and Littelby.

It was not, then, to be wondered at, that the chief of the work this day was the inducting him into the particulars of the various cases that Mynn and Mynn happened to have on hand, more especially those that were to come on for trial at the Westerbury assizes, and would require much attention beforehand. They were shut up betimes, the three, in the small room that would in future be Mr. Littelbys  a room which had hitherto been nobodys in particular, for the premises were commodious, but which Mr. Richards had been in the habit of appropriating as his own, not for office purposes, but for private uses. Quite a cargo of articles belonging to Mr. Richards had been there: coats, parcels, pipes, letters, and various other items too numerous to mention. On the previous day, Richards had received a summary mandate to clear it out, as it was about to be put in order for the use of Mr. Littelby. Mr. Richards had obeyed in much dudgeon, and his good feeling towards the new manager  his master in future  was not improved. It had not been friendly previously, for Mr. Richards had a vague idea that his way would not be quite so much his own as it had been.

He sat now at his desk in the public office, into which clients plunged down two steps from the landing on the first flight of stairs, as if they had been going into a well. His subordinate, a steady young man named Pope, who was browbeaten by Richards every hour of his life, sat at a small desk apart. Mr. Richards, ostensibly occupied in the perusal of some formidable-looking parchment, was, in reality, biting his nails and frowning, and inwardly wishing he could bring the ceiling down on Mr. Littelbys head, shut up in that adjoining apartment; and could he have invented a decent excuse for sending out Pope, in the teeth of the intimation Mr. George Mynn had just given, that Pope was to stop in, for he should want him, Mr. Richards would have had his own ear to the keyhole of the door.

Mr. Littelby and Mr. Mynn sat at the square table, some separate bundles of papers before them, tied up with red string; Mr. George Mynn stood with his back to the fire. Never was there a keener or a better man of business than Mynn the elder, when his state of health allowed him a respite from pain. He had been well for two or three weeks now, and the office found the benefit of it. He was the one to explain matters to Mr. Littelby; Mr. George only put in a word here and there. In due course they came to a small bundle of papers labelled Carr, and Mr. Mynn, in his rapid, clear, concise manner, gave an outline of the case. Before he had said many words, Mr. Littelby raised his head, his face betokening interest, and some surprise.

But I thought the Carr case was at an end, he observed. At least, I supposed it would naturally be so.

Oh dear no, said old Mynn; its coming on for trial at the assizes  that is, if the other side are so foolish as to go on to action. I dont myself think they will be.

The other side? You mean the widow of Robert Carr the clergyman? asked Mr. Littelby, scarcely thinking, however, that Mr. Mynn could mean it.

The widow and the brother  yes. Fauntleroy, of Westerbury, acts for them. But hell never, as I believe, bring so utterly lame a case into court.

Mr. Littelby wondered what his new chief could mean; he did not understand at all.

I should have supposed the case would have been brought to an end by you, he observed. From the moment that the marriage was discovered to have taken place, your clients, the Carrs of Eckford, virtually lost their cause.

But the marriage has not been discovered to have taken place, said Mr. Mynn.

Yes, it has. Is it possible that you have not had intimation of it from Mr. Fauntleroy?

Mr. Mynn paused a moment. Mr. George, who had been looking at his boots, raised his head to listen.

Where was it discovered?  who discovered it? asked Mr. Mynn, with the air of a man who does not believe what is being said to him.

The widow, young Mrs. Carr, found the notice of it. In searching her late father-in-laws desk, she discovered a letter written by him to his son. It was the week subsequent to her husbands death. The letter had slipped between the leaves of an old blotting-book, and lain there unsuspected. While poor Robert Carr the clergyman was wearing away his last days of life in those fruitless searchings of the London churches, he little thought how his own carelessness had forced it upon him. He examined this very desk when his father died, for any papers there might be in it, and must have examined it imperfectly, for there the letter must have been.

But what was in the letter? asked George Mynn, speaking for the first time since the topic arose.

It stated that he had married the young lady who went away with him, Martha Ann Hughes, on the morning they left Westerbury  married her at her own parish church, St.  St.  I forget the name.

Her parish church was St. James the Less, said Mr. Mynn, speaking very fast.

Yes, that was it; I remember now. It struck me at the time as being a somewhat uncommon appellation. That is where the marriage took place, on the morning they left Westerbury.

Mr. Mynn sat down; he had need of some rest to recover his consternation. Mr. George never spoke: he said afterwards, that the thought flashed upon him, he could not tell how or why, that the letter was a fraud.

How did you know of this? was Mr. Mynns first question.

Mr. Littelby related how: that Mrs. Carr had informed him of it at the time of the discovery: and, it may be observed, that he was unconscious of breaking any faith in repeating it. Mrs. Carr, attaching little importance to Mr. Fauntleroys request of keeping it to herself, had either forgotten or neglected to caution Mr. Littelby, to whom it had at once been told. Mr. Littelby, on his part, had never supposed but the discovery had been made known to Mynn and Mynn and the Carrs of Eckford, by Mr. Fauntleroy, and that the litigation had thus been brought to an end.

And you say this is known to Mr. Fauntleroy? asked old Mynn.

Certainly. Mrs. Carr forwarded the letter to him the very hour she discovered it.

Then what can possess the man not to have sent us notice of it? he exclaimed. Hed never be guilty of the childs play of concealing this knowledge until the cause was before the court, and then bringing it forward as a settler! Fauntleroys sharp in practice; but hed hardly do this.

Is it certain that the marriage did take place there? quietly put in Mr. George Mynn.

They both looked at him; his quiet tone was so full of significance: and Mr. Mynn had to turn round in his chair to do it.

It appears to me to be a very curious story, continued the younger man. What sort of a woman is this Mrs. Carr?

A pause. You are not thinking that she is capable of  of  concocting any fraud, are you? cried Mr. Littelby.

I should be sorry to say it. I only say the thing wears a curious appearance.

She is entirely incapable of it, returned Mr. Littelby, warmly. She is quite a young girl, although she has been a wife and mother. Besides, the letter, remember, only stated where the marriage took place, and where its record might be found. I remember she told me that the words in the letter were, that the marriage would be found duly entered in the register.

Mr. Mynn was leaning back in his chair; his hands in his waistcoat pockets, his eyes half closed in thought.

Did you see this letter, Mr. Littelby? he inquired, rousing himself.

No. Mrs. Carr had sent it off to Mr. Fauntleroy. She told me its contents, I daresay nearly word for word.

Because I really do not think the marriage could have taken place as described. It would inevitably have been known if it had: some persons, surely, would have seen them go into the church; and the parson and clerk must have been cognisant of it! How was it that these people kept the secret? Besides, the parties were away from the town by eight oclock, or thereabouts.

I dont know anything about the details, said Mr. Littelby; but I do know that the letter, stating what I have told you, was found by Mrs. Carr, and that she implicitly believes in it. Would the letter be likely to assert a thing that a minutes time could disprove? If the record of the marriage is not on the register of St. James the Less, to what end state that it is?

If this letter stated what you say, Mr. Littelby, rely upon it that the record is there. There have been such things known, mind you  and old Mynn lowered his voice as he spoke as frauds committed on registers; false entries made. And they have passed for genuine, too, to unsuspicious eyes. But, if this is one, it wont pass so with me, he added, rising. Not a man in the three kingdoms has a keener eye than mine.

It is impossible that a false entry can have been made in the register! exclaimed Mr. Littelby, speaking slowly, as if debating the question in his own mind.

We shall see. I assure you I consider it equally impossible for the marriage to have taken place, as stated, without detection.

But  assuming your suspicion to be correct  who can have been wicked enough to insert the entry? cried Mr. Littelby.

That, I cant tell. The entry of the marriage would take the property from our clients, the Carrs of Eckford, therefore they are exempt from the suspicion. I wonder, continued Mr. Mynn in a half-secret tone, whether that young clergyman got access to the register when he was down here?

That young clergyman was honest as the day, emphatically interrupted Mr. Littelby. I could answer for his truth and honour with my life. The finding of that letter would have sent him to his grave easier than he went to it.

Theres another brother, is there not?

Yes. But he is in Holland, looking after the home affairs, which are also complicated. He has not been here at all since his fathers death.

Ah, one doesnt know, said old Mynn, glancing at his watch. Hundreds of miles have intervened, before now, between a committed fraud and its plotter. Well, we will say no more at present. Ill tell you more when I have had a look at this register. It will not deceive me.

Are you going over now? asked Mr. George.

At once, replied old Mynn, with decision; and Ill bring you back my report and my opinion as soon as may be.

But Mr. Mynn was away considerably longer than there appeared any need that he should be. When he did arrive he explained that his delay arose from the effectual and thorough searching of the register.

I dont know what could have been the meaning or the use of that letter you told us of, Mr. Littelby, he said, as he took off his coat; there is no entry of the marriage in the church register of St. James the Less.

No entry of it!

None whatever.

Mr. Littelby did not at once speak: many thoughts were crowding upon his mind. He and old Mynn were standing now, and George Mynn was sitting with his elbow on the table, and his aching head leaning on his hand. The least excitement out of common, sometimes only the sitting for a day in the close office, would bring on these intolerable headaches.

I have searched effectually  and I dont suppose the old clerk of the church blessed me for keeping him there  and I am prepared to take an affidavit, if necessary, that no such marriage is recorded in the book, continued the elder lawyer. What could have been the aim or object of that letter, I cannot fathom.

Mr. Carr will not come into the money, then? said Mr. Littelby.

Of course not, so far as things look at present. I thought it was very strange, if such a thing had been there, that Fauntleroy did not let it be known, he emphatically added.

You are sure you have fully searched?

Mr. Littelby, I have fully searched, was the reply; and the lawyer was not pleased at being asked the question after what he had said. There is no such marriage entered there; and rely upon it no such marriage ever was entered there. I might go farther and say, with safety in my opinion, that there never was such marriage entered anywhere.

Then why should Robert Carr, the elder, have written the letter?

Did he write it? It may be a question.

No, he never wrote it, interposed George Mynn, looking up. There was some wicked plot concocted  I dont say by whom, and I cant say it  of which this letter was the prologue. Perhaps the epilogue  the insertion of the marriage in the register  was frustrated; possibly this letter was found before its time, and the despatching it to Mr. Fauntleroy marred the whole. How can we say?

We cant say, returned old Mynn. One thing I can say and affirm  that theres no record; and had the letter been a genuine one, the entry would be there now.

I wonder if Mr. Fauntleroy believes the entry to be there? cried Mr. Littelby. I am nearly sure that he has not given notice of the contrary to Mrs. Carr. She would have told me if he had.

If Fauntleroy has been so foolish as to take the information in the letter for granted, without sending to see the register, he must put up with the consequences, said old Mynn; I shall not enlighten him.

He spoke as he felt  cross. Mr. Mynn was not pleased at having spent the best part of the day over what he had found to be a fools errand; neither did he like to have been startled unnecessarily. He sat down and drew the papers before him, saying something to the effect that perhaps they could attend to their legitimate business, now that the other was disposed of. Mr. Littelby caught the cue, and resolved to say no more in that office of Carr versus Carr.

And so, it was a sort of diamond cut diamond. Mr. Fauntleroy had said nothing to Mynn and Mynn of his private information; and Mynn and Mynn would say nothing to Mr. Fauntleroy of theirs.

Christmas drew on. Mrs. Dundyke, alone now, for Mr. Carr had gone back to Holland, was seated one afternoon by her drawing-room fire, in the twilight, musing very sadly on the past. The servants were at tea in the kitchen, and one of them had just been up to ask her mistress if she would take a cup, as she sometimes did before her late dinner, and had gone down again, leaving unintentionally the room door unlatched.

As the girl entered the kitchen, the sound of laughter and merriment came forth to the ears of Mrs. Dundyke. It quite jarred upon her heart. How often has it occurred to us, bending under the weight of some secret trouble that goes well-nigh to break us, to envy our unconscious servants, who seem to have no care!

The kitchen door closed again, and silence supervened  a silence that soon began to make itself felt, as it will in these moments of gloom. Mrs. Dundyke was aroused from it in a remarkable manner; not violently or loudly, but still in so strange a way, that her mouth opened in consternation as she listened, and she rose noiselessly from her chair in a sort of horror.

She had distinctly heard the latch-key put into the street-door lock; just as she had heard it many a time when her husband used to come home from business in the year last gone by. She heard it turned in the lock, the peculiar click it used to give, and she heard the door quietly open and then close again, as if some one had entered. Not since they went abroad the previous July had she heard those sounds, or had the door thus been opened. There had been but that one latch-key to the door, and Mr. Dundyke, either by chance or intention, had carried it away with him in his pocket. It had been in his pocket during the whole period of their travels, and been lost with him.

What could it mean? Who had come in? Footsteps, slow, hesitating footsteps were crossing the hall; they seemed to halt at the dining-room, and were now ascending the stairs. Mrs. Dundyke was by far too practical a woman to believe in ghosts, but that anything but the ghost of her husband could open the door with that latch-key and be stealing up, was hard to believe.

Betsey!

If ever she felt a wish to sink into the wall, or through the floor, she felt it then. The voice which had called out the familiar home name, was her husbands voice; his, and yet not his. His, in a manner; but querulous, worn, weakened. She stood in horror, utterly bewildered, not daring to move, her arms clasping a chair for protection, she knew not from what, her eyes strained on the unlatched door. That it could be her husband returned in life, her thoughts never so much as glanced at.

He pushed open the door, and came in without any surprise in his face or greeting on his tongue; came in and went straight to the fire, and sat down in a chair before it, just as though he had not been gone away an hour  he who had once been David Dundyke. Was it David Dundyke still  was it? He looked thin and shabby, and his hair was cut close to his head, and he was altogether altered. Mrs. Dundyke was gazing at him with a fixed, unnatural stare, like one who has been seized with catalepsy.

He saw her standing there, and turned his head, looking at her for a full minute.

Betsey!

She went forward then; it was her husband, and in life. What the mystery could have been she did not know yet  did not glance at in that wild moment  but she fell down at his knees and clasped him to her, and wept delirious tears of joy and agony.

It seemed  when the meeting was over, and the marvelling servants had shaken hands with him, and he had been refreshed with dinner, and the time came for questions  that he could not explain much of the mystery either. He had evidently undergone some great change, physically and mentally, and it had left him the wreck of what he was, with his faculties impaired, and a hesitating speech.

More especially impaired in memory. He could recollect so little of the past; indeed, their sojourn at the hotel at Geneva seemed to have gone from his mind altogether. Mrs. Dundyke saw that he must have had some sort of brain attack; but, what, she could not tell.

David, where have you been all this while? she said, soothingly, as he lay on the sofa she had drawn to the fire, and she sat on a stool beneath and clasped his hand.

All this while? I came back directly.

She paused. Came back from where?

From the bed.

The bed! she repeated; and her heart beat with a sick faintness as she felt, for the twentieth time, that henceforth he could only be questioned as a child. From the bed you lay in when you were ill?

Yes.

Were you ill long?

No. I lay in it after I got well: my head and my legs were not strong. They turned. It was the bed in the kitchen with the large white pillows. They slept in the back room.

Who did?

Paul and Marie. Shes his wife.

Did they take care of you?

Yes, they took care of me. Little Paul used to fetch the water. Hes seven.

Do you remember   (she spoke the words with trembling, lest the name should excite him) Mr. Hardcastle?

It did in some degree. He lay looking at his wife, his face and thoughts working. Hardcastle! It was him that  that  was with me when I fell down.

Where did you fall? she asked, as quietly as she could.

In the sun. We walked a long, long way, and he gave me something to drink out of a bottle, and I was giddy, and he told me to go to sleep.

Did he stay with you?

Mr. Dundyke stared as though he did not understand the question.

I went giddy. He took my pocket-book; he took out the letters, and put it back to me again. Paul found it. I went to sleep in the sun.

When did Paul find it?

David Dundyke appeared unable to comprehend the when. In his cart, he said; he found me too.

David, dear, try and recollect; did Paul take you to his cottage?

David looked puzzled, and then nodded his head several times, as if wishing to convince himself of the fact.

And I suppose you were ill there?

I suppose I was ill there; they said so. Marie spoke English; she had been at  at  at sea.

This was not very perspicuous, but Mrs. Dundyke did not care for minor details.

How did you come home? she asked. And she glanced suddenly down at his boots; an idea presenting itself to her, that she might see them worn and travel-stained. But they were not. They were the same boots that he had on that last morning in Geneva, and they appeared to have been little worn.

How did I come home? he repeated. I came. Marie said I was well enough. Paul changed the note.

What note? she asked.

The note from England. He didnt see that when he took the others.

He evidently meant Mr. Hardcastle. She began to comprehend a little, and put her questions accordingly.

Mr. Hardcastle must have robbed you, David.

Mr. Hardcastle robbed me.

She found he had a habit of repeating her words. She had noticed the same peculiarity before, in cases of decaying intellect.

The bank note that he did not find was the one you had written for over and above what you wanted. Why did you write for it, David?

This was a back question, and it took a great many others before David could answer. He might have wanted to borrow more, he said at length; Id have lent him all then.

Poor man! That he should have had such blind faith in Mr. Hardcastle as to send for money in case he should want to borrow more! Mrs. Dundyke had taken this view of the case from the first.

You dont believe in him now, David?

I dont believe in him now. He has got my bank notes; and he left me in the sun. Paul, put me in the cart when it came by.

David, why did you not write to me?

David stared. I came, he said. And she found afterwards, that he could not write; she was to find that he never attempted to write again.

Did you send to Geneva?  to me?

To Geneva?  to me?

To me  me, David; not to you. Did you send to Geneva?

He shook his head, evidently not knowing what she meant, and seemed to think. Mrs. Dundyke felt nearly sure that he must have lain long insensible, for weeks, perhaps months; that is, not sufficiently conscious to understand or remember; and that when he grew better, Geneva and its doings had faded from his remembrance.

How did you come home, David? she asked again. Did you come alone?

Did you come alone  yes, in the diligences, and rail, and sea. I told them all to take me to England; Paul got the money for me; he took the note and brought it back.

Paul had changed it into French money; that must be the meaning of it. Mr. Dundyke put his hand in his pocket and pulled out sundry five-franc pieces.

Maries got some. I gave her half.

Mrs. Dundyke hoped it was so. She could hardly understand yet, how he could have found his way home alone; even with the help of I told them all to take me to England.

David! she whispered, David! I dont know how I shall ever be thankful enough to God!

Id like some porter.

It was a contrast that grated on her ear; the animal want following without break on the spiritual aspiration. She was soon to find that any finer feeling he might ever have possessed, had gone with his mind. He could eat and drink still, and understand that; but there was something wrong with the brain.

How did you come down here to-night, David?

How did I come down here to-night? There was the omnibus.

The questions began to pain her. He is fatigued, she thought; perhaps he will answer better to-morrow. The porter was brought to him, and he fell asleep immediately after drinking it. She rose from her low seat, and sat down in a chair opposite to him.

It was like a dream; and Mrs. Dundyke all but pinched herself to see whether she was awake or asleep. She believed that she could tell pretty accurately what the past had been. Mr. Hardcastle had followed her husband to the side of the lake that morning, had in some way induced him to go away from it; had taken him a long, long way into the cross country  and it must have been at that time that the Swiss peasant, who gave his testimony at Geneva, had seen them. At the proper opportunity, Mr. Hardcastle must have, perhaps, given him some stupefying drink, and then robbed him and left him; but Mrs. Dundyke inclined to the opinion that the man must have believed Mr. Dundyke insensible, or he surely would never have allowed him to see him take the notes. He must then have lain, it was hard to say how long, before Paul found him; and the lying thus in the sun probably induced the fit, or sun-stroke, or brain fever, whatever it was, that attacked him. He spoke of a cart: and she concluded that Paul must have been many miles out of the route of his home, or else the search instituted would surely have found him, had he been within a few miles of Geneva. Why these people had kept him, had not declared him to the nearest authorities, it was hard to say. They might have kept him from benevolent motives; or might have seen the bank note in his pocket-book, and kept him from motives of worldly interest. However it might be, they had shown themselves worthy Christian people, and she should ever be deeply grateful. He had evidently no idea of the flight of time since; perhaps  

What do you wear that for?

He was lying with his eyes open, and pointing to the widows cap. She rose and bent over him, as she answered  

David! David, dear! we have been mourning you as dead.

Mourning me as dead! I am not dead.

No, he was not dead, and she was shedding happy tears for it, as she threw the cap off from the braids of her still luxuriant hair.

As well, perhaps, almost that he had been dead! for the best part of his life, the minds life, was over. No more intellect; no more business for him in Fenchurch-street; no more ambitious aspirations after the civic chair!  it was all over for ever for poor David Dundyke.

But he had come home. He who was supposed to be lying dead  murdered  had come home. It was a strange fact to go forth to the world: one amidst the extraordinary tales that now and then arise to startle it almost into disbelief.


CHAPTER II.

A DOUBTFUL SEARCH.

On the 3rd of February the college boys reassembled for school, after the Christmas holidays. Rather explosive were the choristers at times at getting no holidays  as they were pleased to regard it; for they had to attend the cathedral twice daily always. Strictly speaking, the boys had assembled on the previous day, the 2nd of February, and those who lived at a distance, or had been away visiting, had to be back for that day. It is Candlemas Day, as everybody knows, and a saints day; and on saints days the kings scholars had to attend the services.

On the 3rd the duties of the school began, and at seven in the morning the boys were clattering up the steps. It was not a propitious morning: snow and sleet doing battle, one against the other. Jocelyn had left, and the eldest of the two Prattletons had succeeded him as senior. Cookesley was second senior, Lewis third, and the eldest of the Aultanes was fourth.

The boys were not assembling in any great amount of good feeling. Lewis, who with his brother had passed the holidays at the house of the late Marmaduke Carr, and consequently had been in Westerbury, did not forget the grudge he owed to Henry Arkell. It had been Mr. Lewiss pleasure to spend his leisure-hours (time, possibly, hanging somewhat heavily on his hands) in haunting the precincts of the cathedral. Morning, noon, and night had he been seen there; now hovering like a ghost in one of the cloister quadrants, now playing at solitary pitch-and-toss in the grounds, and now taking rather slow, meditative steps past the deanery. He had thus made himself aware that Henry Arkell and Miss Beauclerc not unfrequently met; whether by accident or design on the young ladys part, she best knew. Four times each day had Henry Arkell to be in the grounds and cloisters on his way to and from college; and, at the very least, on two of those occasions, Miss Beauclerc would happen to be passing. She always stopped. Lewis had seen him sometimes walking on with only a lift of the trencher, and Miss Beauclerc would not have it, but stopped as usual. There was no whispering, there were apparently few secrets; the talking was open and full of gaiety on the young ladys part, if her laughter was anything to judge by; but Lewis was not the less savage. When he met her, she would say indifferently, How dye do, Lewis? and pass on. Once, Lewis presumed to stop her with some item of news that ought to have proved interesting, but Miss Beauclerc scarcely listened, made some careless remark in answer, and continued her way: the next minute she met Henry Arkell, and stayed with him. That Lewis was in love with the deans daughter, he knew to his sorrow. How worse than foolish it had been on his part to suffer himself to fall in love with her, we might say, but that this passion comes to us without our will. Lewis believed that she loved Henry Arkell; he believed that but for Henry Arkell being in the field, some favour might be shown to him; and he had gone on hating him with a fierce and bitter hatred. One day, Henry had come springing down the steps of the cathedral, and encountered Miss Beauclerc close to him. They stood there on the red flagstones of the cloisters, no gravestone being in that particular spot, Georgina laughing and talking as usual. Lewis was in the opposite quadrant of the cloisters, peeping across stealthily, and a devout wish crossed his heart that Arkell was buried on the spot where he then stood. Lewis was fated not to forget that wish.

How he watched, day after day, none save himself saw or knew. He was training for an admirable detective in plain clothes. He suspected there had been some coolness between Henry and Miss Beauclerc, and that she was labouring to dispel it; he knew that Arkell did not go to the deanery so much as formerly, and he heard Miss Beauclerc reproach him for it. Lewis had given half his life for such a reproach from her lips to be addressed to him.

There were so many things for which he hated Henry Arkell! There was his great progress in his studies, there was the brilliant examination he had undergone, and there was the gold medal. Could Lewis have conveniently got at that medal, it had soon been melted down. He had also taken up an angry feeling to Arkell on account of the doings of that past November night  the locking up in the church of St. James the Less. Lewis had grown to nourish a very strange notion in regard to it. After puzzling his brain to torment, as to how Arkell could have got out, and finding no solution, he arrived at length at the conclusion that he had never been in. He must have left the church previously, Lewis believed, and he had locked up an empty church. It is true he had thought he heard the organ going, but he fully supposed now that he heard it only in fancy. Arkells silence on the point contributed to this idea: it was entirely beyond Lewiss creed to suppose a fellow could have such a trick played him and not complain of it. Arkell had never given forth token of cognisance from that hour to this, and Lewis assumed he had not been in.

It very much augmented his ill feeling, especially when he remembered his own night of horrible anticipation. Mr. Lewis had come to the final conclusion that Arkell had been out on the spree; and but for a vague fear that his own share in the nights events might be dragged to light, he would certainly have contrived that it should reach the ears of Mr. Wilberforce. He and his brother were to be for another half year boarders at the masters house. Cookesley acted there as senior; the senior boy, Prattleton, living at home.

The boys trooped into the schoolroom, and Prattleton stood with the roll in his hand. Lewis had not joined on the previous day; he had obtained grace until this, for he wanted to spend it at Eckford. As he came in now, he made rather a parade of shaking hands with Prattleton, and wishing him joy of his honours. Most of the boys liked to begin by being in favour with a new senior, however they might be fated to end, and Lewis and Prattleton were great personal friends  it may be said confidants. Lewis had partially trusted Prattleton with the secret of his love for Miss Beauclerc; and he had fully entrusted him with his hatred of Henry Arkell. Scarcely a minute were they together at any time, but Lewis was speaking against Arkell; telling this against him, telling that. Constant dropping will wear away a stone; and Prattleton listened until he was in a degree imbued with the same feeling. Personally, he had no dislike to Arkell himself; but, incited by Lewis, he was quite willing to do him any ill turn privately.

The roll was called over when Henry Arkell entered. He put down a load of books he carried, and went up to Prattleton to shake hands, as Lewis had done; being a chorister, he had not gone into the schoolroom on the previous day; and he wished him all good luck.

I am sorry to have to mark you late on the first morning, Arkell, Prattleton quietly said as he shook hands with him. The school has a superstition, you know  that anyone late on the first morning will be so, as a rule, through the half.

I know, answered Henry. It is no fault of mine. Mr. Wilberforce desired me to tell you that he detained me, therefore I am to be marked as having been present.

Did he detain you?

For ten minutes at least. I met him as I was coming in, and he caused me to go back with him to his house and bring in these books. He then gave me the message to you.

All right, said Prattleton, cheerfully: and he erased the cross against Arkells name, and marked him as present.

Even this little incident exasperated Lewis. His ill feeling rendered him unjust. No other boy, that he could remember, had been marked as present, not being so. He was beginning to say something sarcastic upon the point, when the entrance of the master himself shut up his tongue for the present.

But we cannot stop with the college boys just now.

On this same day, later, when the sun, had there been any sun to see, was nearing the meridian, Lawyer Fauntleroy sat in his private office, deep in business. Not a more clever lawyer than he throughout the town of Westerbury; and to such men business flocks in. His table stood at a right angle with the fireplace, and the blazing fire burning there, threw its heat upon his face, and his feet rested on a soft thick mat of wool. Mr. Fauntleroy, no longer young, was growing fonder and fonder of the comforts of life, and he sat there cosily, heedless of the hail that beat on the window without.

The door softly opened, and a clerk came in. It was Kenneth. Are you at home, sir?

Mr. Fauntleroy glanced up from the parchment he was bending over  a yellow-looking deed, and his brow looked forth displeasure. I told you I did not care to be interrupted this morning, Kenneth, unless it was for anything very particular. Who is it?

A lady, sir. Mrs. Carr was the name she gave in.

Carr  Carr? debated Mr. Fauntleroy, unable to recal any lady of the name amidst his acquaintance. No. I have no leisure for ladies to-day.

Kenneth hesitated. Its not likely to be the Mrs. Carr in Carr v. Carr; the lady you have had some correspondence with, is it, sir? he waited to ask. She is a stranger, and is dressed as a widow.

The Mrs. Carr in Carr v. Carr! repeated Mr. Fauntleroy. By Jupiter, I shouldnt wonder if shes come to Westerbury! But I thought she was in Holland. Show her in.

Mr. Kenneth retired, and came back with the visitor. It was Mrs. Carr. Mr. Fauntleroy pushed aside the deed before him, and rose to salute her, wondering at her extreme youth. She spoke English fluently, but with a foreign accent, and she entered at once upon the matter which had brought her to Westerbury.

A circumstance has occurred to renew the old anxiety about this cause, she said to Mr. Fauntleroy. Should we lose it, I shall lose all I have at present to look forward to, for our affairs in Holland are more complicated than ever. It may turn out, Mr. Fauntleroy, that my share of this inheritance will be all I and my little children will have to depend upon in the world.

But the cause is safe, returned Mr. Fauntleroy. The paper you found and forwarded to me last October  or stay, November, wasnt it  

Would you be so kind as let me see that paper? she interrupted.

Mr. Fauntleroy rose and brought forward a bundle of papers labelled Carr. He drew out a letter, and laid it open before his visitor. It was the one you saw before; the letter written by Robert Carr the elder to his son, stating that the marriage had been solemnized at the church of St. James the Less, and that the entry of it would be found there.

And there the marriage is entered, as I subsequently wrote you word, observed Mr. Fauntleroy. It is singular how your husband could have overlooked that letter.

It had slipped between the leaves of the blotting-book, or else been placed there purposely by Mr. Carr, she answered; and my husband may not have been very particular in examining the desk, for at that time he did not know his legitimacy would be disputed. Are you sure it is in the register, sir? she continued, some anxiety in her tone.

Quite sure, replied Mr. Fauntleroy. I sent to St. Jamess to search as soon as I got this letter, glad enough to have the clue at last; and there it was found.

Well  it is very strange, observed Mrs. Carr, after a pause. I will tell you what it is that has made me so anxious and brought me down. But, in the first place, I must observe that I concluded the cause was at an end. I cannot understand why the other side did not at once give up when that letter was discovered.

Knowing that he had kept the other side in ignorance of the letter, Mr. Fauntleroy was not very explanatory on this point. Mrs. Carr continued  

My husband had a friend of the name of Littelby, a solicitor. He was formerly the manager of an office in London, but about two months since he left it for one in the country, Mynn and Mynns  

Mynn and Mynn, interrupted Mr. Fauntleroy; thats the firm who are conducting the case for your adversaries  the Carrs, of Eckford. Littelby? Yes, it is the name of their new man, I remember.

Well, sir, last week Mr. Littelby was in London, and he called at Mrs. Dundykes, where I had been staying since I came over from Holland, a fortnight before. The strangest thing has happened there! Mr. Dundyke  but you will not thank me to take up your time, perhaps, with matters that dont concern you. Mr. Littelby spoke to me upon the subject of the letter that I had found, and he said he feared there was something wrong about it, though he could not conceive how, for that there had been no marriage, so far as could be discovered.

He can say the moons made of green cheese if he likes, cried Mr. Fauntleroy.

He said that the opinion of Mynn and Mynn was, that the pretended letter had been intended as a ruse  a false plea, written to induce the other side to give up peaceably; but that most positively there was no truth in the statement of the marriage being in the register. Sir, I am sure Mr. Littelby must have had good cause for saying this, emphatically continued Mrs. Carr He is a man incapable of deceit, and he wishes well to me and my children. The last advice he gave me was, not to be sanguine; for Mynn and Mynn were clever and cautious practitioners, and he knew they made sure the cause was theirs.

Sharp men, acquiesced Mr. Fauntleroy, nodding his head with a fellow-feeling of approval; but we have got the whip hand of them in your case, Mrs. Carr.

I thought it better to tell you this, said she, rising. It has made me so uneasy that I have scarcely slept since; for I know Mr. Littelby would not discourage me without cause.

Without fancying he has cause, corrected Mr. Fauntleroy. Be at ease, maam: the marriage is as certain as that oak and ash grow. Where are you staying in Westerbury?

In some lodgings I was recommended to in College-row, answered she, producing a card. Perhaps you will take down the address  

Oh, no need for that, said Mr. Fauntleroy, glancing at it, I know the lodgings well. Mind they dont shave you.

Mrs. Carr was shown out, and Mr. Fauntleroy called in his managing clerk. Kenneth, said he, let the Carr cause be completed for counsel; and when the briefs ready, Ill look over it to refresh my memory. Send Omer down to St. James the Less, to take a copy of the marriage.

I thought Omer brought a copy, observed Mr. Kenneth.

No; I dont think so. It will save going again if he did. Ask him.

Mr. Kenneth returned to the clerks office. Omer, did you bring a copy of the marriage in the case, Carr v. Carr, when you searched the register at St. Jamess church? he demanded.

No, replied Omer.

Then why did you not?

I had no orders, sir. Mr. Fauntleroy only told me to look whether such an entry was there.

Then you must go now  Whats that you are about? Winters settlement? Why, you have had time to finish that twice over.

I have been out all the morning with that writ, pleaded Omer, and could not get to serve it at last. Pretty well three hours I was standing in the passage next his house, waiting for him to come out, and the wind whistling my head off all the time.

Mr. Kenneth vouchsafed no response to this; but he would not disturb the clerk again from Winters deed. He ordered another, Mr. Green, to go to St. Jamess church for the copy, and threw him half-a-crown to pay for it.

Young Mr. Green did not relish the mission, and thought himself barbarously used in being sent upon it, inasmuch as that he was an articled clerk and a gentleman, not a paid nobody. Trapesing through the weather all down to that St. Jamess! muttered he, as he snatched his hat and greatcoat.

It struck three oclock before he came back. Wheres Kenneth? asked he, when he entered.

In the governors room. You can go in.

Mr. Green did go in, and Mr. Kenneth broke out into anger. You have taken your time!

I couldnt come quicker, was Mr. Greens reply. I had to look all through the book. The marriage is not there.

It is thrift to send you upon an errand, retorted Mr. Kenneth. You have not been searching.

I have done nothing else but search since I left. If the entry had been there, Mr. Kenneth, I should have been back in no time. It is not exactly a day to stop for pleasure in a mouldy old church thats colder than charity, or to amuse oneself in the streets.

Mr. Fauntleroy looked up from his desk. The entry is there, Green: you have overlooked it.

Sir, I assure you that the entry is not there, repeated Mr. Green. I looked very carefully.

Call in Omer, said Mr. Fauntleroy. You saw the entry of Robert Carrs marriage to Martha Ann Hughes? he continued, when Omer appeared.

Yes, sir.

You are sure of it?

Certainly, sir. I saw it and read it.

You hear, Mr. Green. You have overlooked it.

If Omer can find it there, Ill do his work for a week, retorted young Green. I will pledge you my veracity, sir  

Never mind your veracity, interrupted Mr. Fauntleroy; it is a case of oversight, not of veracity. Kenneth, you have to go down to Clarks office about that bill of costs; you may as well go on to St, Jamess and get the copy.

Two half-crowns to pay instead of one, through these young fellows negligence, grumbled Mr. Kenneth. They charge it as many times as they open their vestry.

Whats that to him? it doesnt come out of his pocket, whispered Green to Omer, as they returned to their own room. But if they find the Carr marriage entered there, Ill be shot in two.

And Ill be shot in four if they dont, retorted Omer. What a blind beetle you must have been, Green!

Mr. Kenneth came back from his mission. He walked straight into the presence of Mr. Fauntleroy, and beckoning Omer in after him, attacked him with a storm of reproaches.

Do you drink, Mr. Omer?

Drink, sir!

Yes, drink. Are the words not plain enough?

No, sir, I do not, returned Omer, in astonishment.

Then, Mr. Omer, I tell you that you do. No man, unless he was a drunken man, could pretend to see things which have no place. When you read that entry of Robert Carrs marriage in the register, you saw double, for it never was anywhere but in your brain. There is no entry of the marriage in St. Jamess register, he added, turning to Mr. Fauntleroy.

Mr. Fauntleroys mouth dropped considerably. No entry!

Nothing of the sort! continued Mr. Kenneth. Theres no name, and no marriage, and no anything  relating to Robert Carr.

Bless my heart, what an awful error to have been drawn into! uttered Mr. Fauntleroy, who was so entirely astounded by the news, that he, for the moment, doubted whether anything was real about him. All the expense I have been put to will fall upon me; the widow has not a rap, certain; and to take her body in execution would bring no result, save increasing the cost. Mr. Omer, are you prepared to take these charges on yourself, for the error your carelessness has led us into? I should not have gone on paying costs myself but for that alleged entry in the register.

Mr. Omer looked something like a mass of petrifaction, unable to speak or move.

But for the marriage being established  as we were led to suppose  we never should have gone on to trial. Mrs. Carr must have relinquished it, continued Mr. Fauntleroy.

Of course we should not, chimed in the managing clerk.

I thought there must be some flaw in the wind; I declare I did, by the other sides carrying it on, now that I find Mynn and Mynn knew of the alleged marriage, exclaimed Mr. Fauntleroy. I shall look to you for reimbursement, Omer. And, Mr. Kenneth, youll search out some one in his place: we cannot retain a clerk in our office who is liable to lead us into ruinous mistakes, by asserting that black is white.

Mr. Omer was beginning to recover his senses. Sir, he said, you are angry with me without cause. I can be upon my oath that the marriage of Robert Carr with Martha Ann Hughes is entered there: I repeated to you, sir, the date, and the names of the witnesses: how could I have done that without reading them?

Thats true enough, returned Mr. Fauntleroy, his hopes beginning to revive.

Heres a proof, continued the young man, taking out a worn pocket-book. I am a bad one to remember Christian names, so I just copied the names of the witnesses here in pencil. Edward Blisset Hughes, and Sophia Hughes, he added, holding it towards Mr. Fauntleroy.

They were her brother and sister, remarked Mr. Fauntleroy, in soliloquy, looking at the pencilled marks. Both are dead now; at least, news came of her death, and he has not been heard of for years: she married young Pycroft.

Well, sir, argued Omer, if these names had not been in the register, how could I have taken them down? I did not know the names before, or that there ever were such people.

The argument appeared unanswerable, and Mr. Fauntleroy looked at his head clerk. The latter was not deficient in common sense, and he was compelled to conclude that he had himself done what he had accused Mr. Green of doing  overlooked it.

Allow me to go down at once to St. Jamess, sir, resumed Omer.

I will go with you, said Mr. Fauntleroy. The truth was, he was ill at ease.

They proceeded together to St. Jamess church, causing old Hunt to believe that Lawyer Fauntleroy and his establishment of clerks had all gone crazy together. Search the register three times in one day! muttered he; nobody has never done such a thing in the memory of man.

But neither Omer nor his master, Mr. Fauntleroy, could find any such entry in the register.


CHAPTER III.

DETECTION.

Afternoon school was over. Mr. Wilberforce had been some time at home, and was bestowing a sharp lecture on his son Edwin for some delinquency, when he was told that Lawyer Fauntleroy waited in his study. The master brought his anger to a summary conclusion, and went into the presence of his visitor.

My business is not of a pleasant nature, he premised. I must tell you in confidence, Mr. Wilberforce, that after all the doubt and discredit cast upon the affair, Robert Carr was discovered to have married that girl at St. Jamess  your church now  and the entry was found there.

I know it, said Mr. Wilberforce. I saw it in the register.

The lawyer stared. Just repeat that, will you? said he, putting his hand to his ear as if he were deaf.

I heard it was to be found there, and the first time afterwards that I had occasion to make an entry in the register, I turned back to the date, out of curiosity, and read it.

Now I am as pleased to hear you say that as if you had put me down a five-hundred pound note, cried Mr. Fauntleroy. I daresay youll not object, if called upon, to bear testimony that the marriage was registered there.

The register itself will be the best testimony, observed Mr. Wilberforce.

It would have been, said the lawyer; but that entry has been taken out of the register.

Taken out! repeated Mr. Wilberforce.

Taken out. It is not in now.

Stuff and nonsense! cried the master.

So I said, when my clerks brought me word to-day that it was not in. The first sent, Green  you know the young dandy; its but the other day he was in the college school  came back and said it was not there. Kenneth gave him a rowing for carelessness, and went himself. He came back and said it was not there. Then I thought it was time to go; and I went, and took Omer with me, who saw the entry in the book last November, and copied part of it. Green was right, and Kenneth was right; there is no such entry there.

This is an incredible tale, exclaimed Mr. Wilberforce.

The old lawyer drew forward his chair, and peered into the rectors face. There has been some devilry at work  saving your calling.

Not saving it at all, retorted Mr. Wilberforce, as hot as when he had been practically demonstrating of what birch is made in the college schoolroom. Devilry has been at work, in one sense or another, and nothing short of devilry, if it be as you say.

It has not only gone, but theres no trace of its going, or how it went. The register looks as smooth and complete as though it had never been in any hands but honest ones. But now, added the lawyer, theres another thing that is puzzling me almost as much as the disappearance itself; and that is, how you got to know of it.

I heard of it from Travice Arkell.

From Travice Arkell!

Yes, I did. And the way I came to hear of it was rather curious, continued the master. One of my parishioners was thought to be dying, and I was sent for in a hurry, out of early school. Mr. Prattleton generally attends these calls for me, but this poor man had expressed a wish that I myself should go to him. It was between eight and nine oclock, and Travice Arkell was standing at their gates as I passed, reading a letter which the postman had just delivered to him. It was from Mrs. Dundyke, with whom the Carrs were stopping  

When was this? interrupted Mr. Fauntleroy.

The beginning of November. Travice Arkell stopped me to tell of the strange news that the letter conveyed to him; that a paper had been found in Robert Carr the elders writing, stating that the marriage had taken place at St. James the Less, the morning he and Miss Hughes left Westerbury, and it would be found duly entered in the register. The news appeared to me so excessively improbable, that I cautioned Travice Arkell against speaking of it, and recommended him to keep it to himself until the truth or falsehood of it should be ascertained.

What made you give him this caution?

I tell you; I thought it so improbable that any such marriage should have taken place. I thought it a hoax, set afloat out of mischief, probably by the Carrs of Eckford; and I did not choose that my church, or anything in it, should be made a jest of publicly. Travice Arkell agreed with my view, and gave me his promise not to mention it. His father was away at the time.

Where?

I really forget. I know he had come home only the day before from a short visit to London, and went out again, somewhere the same day. Travice said he did not expect him back that second time for some days.

Well? said Mr. Fauntleroy, in his blunt manner, for the master had stopped, in thought.

Well, the next morning Travice Arkell called upon me here. He had had a second letter from Mrs. Dundyke, begging him not to mention to anyone what she had said about the marriage, for Mrs. Carr had received a hasty letter from Mr. Fauntleroy, forbidding her to speak of it to anyone. So, after all, that caution that I gave to Travice might have been an instinct.

And do you think he had not mentioned it?

I feel sure that he has never allowed it to escape his lips. He has too great a regard for his aunt, Mrs. Dundyke. She feared she had done mischief, and was most anxious. On the following Sunday, when I was marrying a couple in my church before service, and had got the register out, I looked back to the date, and there, sure enough, was the marriage duly entered.

And you have not spoken of it?

I have not. If, as you say, the marriage is no longer there, it is a most strange thing; an incredible thing. But Ill see into it.

Somebody must see into it, returned the lawyer, as he departed. A parish register ought to be kept as sacred as the crown jewels.

Mr. Wilberforce  a restless man when anything troubled him  started off to Clark Hunts, disturbing that gentleman at his tea. Hunt, follow me, said he, as he took the key from its niche, and bring some matches and a candle with you. I want to examine the register.

If ever I met with the like o this! cried Hunt, when the master had walked on. Register, register, register! my legs is aching with the tramping backards and forards, to that vestry to-day.

He walked after Mr. Wilberforce as quickly as his lameness would allow. The latter was already in the vestry. He procured the key of the safe (kept in a secret place which no one knew of save himself, the clerk, and the Reverend Mr. Prattleton) opened it, and laid the book before him. Mr. Wilberforce knew, by the date, where the entry ought to be, where it had been, and he was not many minutes ascertaining that it was no longer there.

Gone and left no trace, as Fauntleroy said, he whispered to himself. How can it have been done? The leaf must have been taken out! oh yes, its as complete a thing as ever I saw accomplished: and how is it to be proved that its gone? This comes of their careless habit of not paging their leaves in those old days: had they been paged, the theft would have been evident. Hunt, cried he, aloud, raising his head, this register has been tampered with.

Law, sir, thats just what that great lawyer, Fauntleroy, wanted to persuade me on. He has been a-putting it into your head, maybe; but dont you be frighted with any such notion, sir. Rob the register! says I to him; no, not unless they robs me of my eyesight first. Its never touched, nor looked at, says I, but when Im here to take care on it.

A leaf has been taken out. Who has had access here?

Not a soul has never had access to this vestry, sir, unless I have been with em, except yourself or Mr. Prattleton, persisted the old register keeper. Its not possible, sir, that the book has been touched.

Now dont argue like that, Hunt, testily returned Mr. Wilberforce, I tell you that the register has been rifled, and it could not have been done without access being obtained to it. To whom have you entrusted the key of the church?

Never to nobody, save the two young college gents, what comes to play the organ, said the clerk, stoutly.

And they could not get access to the register. Some one else must have had the key.

The old man sat down on a chair, opposite Mr. Wilberforce; placing his two hands on his knees, he stared very fixedly on vacancy. Mr. Wilberforce, who knew his countenance, fancied he was trying to recal something.

I remember a morning, some time ago, cried he, slowly, that one of them senior college gents  but that couldnt have had nothing to do with the register.

What do you remember? questioned Mr. Wilberforce.

Your asking if anybody had had the key, put me in mind of it, sir. One of them college seniors; Lewis, it was; came to my house soon after I got up. A rare taking he seemed to be in; with fright, or something like it; and wanted me to lend him the key of the church. No, no, young gent, says I, not without the masters orders. He was a panting like anything, and looked as resolute as a bear, and when he heard that, he snatched the key, and tore off with it. Presently, back he comes, saying it was the wrong key and wouldnt undo the door. Mr. George Prattleton had come round then: Mr. Prattleton had told him to ask about the time fixed for a funeral  which, by token, I remember was Dame Furberys  and he took the key from Mr. Lewis, and hung it up, and railed off at me for trusting it to the college gents. Lewis finding he couldnt get it from me, went after Mr. George Prattleton, and they came back, and Mr. George took the key from the hook to go to the church with Lewis. What it was Lewis had said to him, I dont pertend to guess, but they was both as white as corpses  as white I know, as ever was dead Dame Furbery in her coffin: which was just about then a being screwed down. After all, they hung the key up again, and didnt go into the church.

When was this? asked Mr. Wilberforce.

It was the very day, sir, after our cats chaney saucer was done for; and that was done for the day after the grand audit dinner at the deanery. Master Henry Arkell, after going into the church to practise, couldnt be contented to bring the key back and hang it up, like a Christian, but must dash it on to the kitchen floor, where it split the cats chaney saucer to pieces, and scattered the milk, a-frighting the cat, who had just got her nose in it, amost into fits, and my missis too. Well, sir, when I opened my shutters the next morning, who should be a standing at the gate but Arkell, so I fetched him in to see the damage he had done; and it was while he was in the kitchen, a-counting the pieces, that Lewis came to the door.

But this must have been early morning, cried Mr. Wilberforce.

Somewhere about half after six, sir: it was half moonlight and half twilight. I remember what a bright clear morning it was for November.

Why, at that hour both Lewis and Arkell must have been in their beds, asleep, at my house.

Law, sir, who can answer for schoolboys, especially them big college gents? When they ought to be a-bed, theyre up; and when they ought to be up, theyre a-bed. They was both at my house that morning.

Mr. Wilberforce could not make much of the tale, except that two of his boarders were out when he had deemed them safe in bed; and he left the church. It was dusk then. As he was striding along, in an irascible mood, he met Henry Arkell. He touched his cap to the master, and was passing on.

Not so fast, Mr. Arkell. I want a word with you.

Arkell stopped and stood before Mr. Wilberforce, his truthful eye and open countenance raised fearlessly.

I gave you credit for behaving honourably, and as a gentleman ought, during the time you were residing in my house, but I find I was deceived. Who gave you leave, pray, to sneak out of it at early morning, when everybody else was in bed?

I never did, sir, replied Henry.

Take care, Arkell. If theres one fault I punish more than another, it is a falsehood; and that you know. I say that you did sneak out of my house at untoward and improper hours.

Indeed, sir, I never did, he replied with respectful earnestness.

The master raised his forefinger, and shook it at his pupil. You were down at Hunts one morning last November, by half-past six, perhaps earlier; you must have gone down by moonlight  Ah, I see, added the master, in an altered tone, for a change flashed over Henry Arkells features, conscience is accusing you of the falsehood.

No, sir, I told no falsehood. I dont deny that I was at Hunts one morning.

Then how can you deny that you stole out of my house to get there? Perhaps you will explain, sir.

What was Henry Arkell to do? Explain, in the full sense of the word, he could not; but explain, in a degree, he must, for Mr. Wilberforce was not one to be trifled with. He was a perfectly ingenuous boy, both in manner and character, and Mr. Wilberforce had hitherto known him for a truthful one: indeed, he put more faith in Arkell than in all the rest of the thirty-nine kings scholars.

Perhaps you will dare to tell me that you stopped out all night, instead of sneaking out in the morning? pursued the master.

Yes, sir, I did; but it was not my fault: I was kept out.

Where were you, and who kept you out?

Oh, sir, if you would be so kind as not to press me  for indeed I cannot tell. I was kept out, and I could not help myself.

I never heard so impudent an avowal from any boy in my life, proceeded Mr. Wilberforce, when he recovered his astonishment. What was the nature of the mischief you were in? Come; I will know it.

I was not in any mischief, sir. If I might tell the truth, you would say that I was not.

This is most extraordinary behaviour, returned the master. What reason have you for not telling the truth?

Because  because  well, sir, the reason is, that I could not speak without getting others into trouble. Indeed, sir, he earnestly added, though I did stop out from your house all night, I did no wrong; I was in no mischief, and it was no fault of mine.

Strange perhaps to say, the master believed him: from his long experience of the boy, he could believe nothing but good of Harry Arkell, and if ever words bore the stamp of truth, his did now.

I am in a hurry at present, said the master, but dont flatter yourself this matter will rest.

Henry touched his cap again, and the master strode on to the residence of the Reverend Mr. Prattleton, and entered it without ceremony. Mr. Prattleton was seated with his two sons, and with George.

Send the boys away for a minute, will you? cried the master to his brother clergyman.

The boys went away, exceedingly glad to be sent. You can go on with your Greek in the other room, said their father. But to that suggestion they were conveniently deaf, preferring to take an evening gallop through some of the more obscure streets, where they knocked furiously at all the doors, and pulled out a few of the bell-wires.

An unpleasant affair has happened, Prattleton, began the master. The register at St. Jamess has been robbed.

The register robbed! echoed Mr. Prattleton. Not the book taken?

Not the book itself. A leaf has been taken out of it.

How?

We must endeavour to find out how. Hunt protests that nobody has had access to it but ourselves, save in his presence.

I do not suppose they have, returned Mr. Prattleton. How could they? When was it taken?

Sometime since the beginning of November. And therell be a tremendous stir over it, as sure as that we are sitting here: it was wanted for  for  some trial at the next assizes, concluded the master, recollecting that Mr. Fauntleroy had cautioned him still not to speak of it. Fauntleroys people went to-day to take a copy of it, and found it gone; so Fauntleroy came on to me.

You are sure it is gone? continued Mr. Prattleton. An entry is so easily overlooked.

I am sure it is not in the book now: and I read it there last November.

Well, this is an awkward thing. Have you no suspicion?  no clue?

Not any. Hunt was telling a tale  By the way, added Mr. Wilberforce, turning to George Prattleton, who had moved himself to a polite distance, as if not caring to hear, you were mixed up in that. He says, that last November you and Lewis had some secret between you, about the church. Lewis went down to his house one morning by moonlight, got the key by stratagem, and brought it back, saying it was the wrong one: and you then went to the church with him, and both of you were agitated. What was it all about? What did he want in the church?

Oh  something had been left there, I think he said, when one of the college boys had gone in to practise. That was nothing, Mr. Wilberforce. We did not go into the church, after all.

George Prattleton spoke with eagerness, and then hastened from the room, but not before Mr. Wilberforce had caught a glimpse of his countenance.

What is the matter with George? whispered he.

Mr. Prattleton turned, and looked at the door by which he had gone out. With George? he repeated: nothing that I know of. Why?

He turned as pale as my cravat: just as Hunt describes him to have been when he went into the church with Lewis. I shall begin to think there is a mystery in this.

But not one that touches the register, said Mr. Prattleton. Ill tell you what that mystery was, but you must not bring in me as your informant; and dont punish the boy, now its over, Wilberforce; though it was a disgraceful and dangerous act. It seems that young Arkell  what a nice lad that is! but he comes of a good stock  went into St. Jamess one evening to practise, and Lewis, who owed him a grudge, stole after him and locked him in, and took back the key to Hunts, where he broke some heirloom of the dames, in the shape of a china saucer, Hunt and his wife taking it to be Arkell. Arkell was locked in the church all night.

Locked in the church all night! repeated the amazed Sir. Wilberforce. Why the fright might have turned him  turned him  stone blind!

It might have turned him stone dead, rejoined Mr. Prattleton. Lewis, it appears, got terrified for the consequences, and as soon as your servants were up, he went to Hunts to get the key and let Arkell out. Hunt would not give it him, and Lewis appealed to George. Thats what has sent George out of the room, pale, as you call it; he was afraid lest you should question him too closely, and he passed his word to Lewis not to betray him.

What a villanous rascal! uttered the master. I never liked Lewis, but I would not have given him credit for this. Did George tell you?

Not he; he is not aware I know it. Lewis, some days afterwards, imparted the exploit to my boy, Joe. Joe, in his turn, imparted it to his brother, under a formidable injunction of secrecy, and I happened to overhear them, and became as wise as they were.

You ought to have told me this, remarked Mr. Wilberforce, his countenance bearing its most severe expression.

Had one of my own boys been guilty of it, I would have brought him to you and had him punished in the face of the school; but as no harm had come of it, I did not care to inform against Lewis: though I dont excuse him; it was a dastardly action.

Well, this explains what Lewis wanted in the church, but it brings us no nearer the affair of the register. I think I shall offer a reward for the discovery.

Mr. Wilberforce proceeded home, and into the study where his boarders were assembled, some half dozen of the head boys. One of them, a great tall fellow, stood on his head on a table, his feet touching the wall. Whos that? uttered the master. Is that the way you prepare your lessons, sir?

Down clattered the head and the feet, and the gentleman stood upright on the floor. It was Lewis senior. Mr. Wilberforce took a seat, and the boys held their breath: they saw something was wrong.

Vaughan.

Yes, sir.

Did you lock Henry Arkell up in St. Jamess Church, and compel him to pass a night there?

Mr. Vaughan opened all the eyes he possessed.

I, sir! I have not locked him up, sir. I dont think Arkell is locked up, added Vaughan, in the confusion of his ideas. I saw him talking to you, sir, just now, in Wage-street.

Lewis pricked up his ears, which had turned of a fiery red; then Arkell had been locked in! Mr. Wilberforce sharply seized upon Vaughans words.

What brought you in Wage-street, pray?

If you please, sir, coughed Vaughan, feeling he had betrayed himself, I only went out for an exercise book. I finished mine last night, sir, and forgot it till I went to do my Latin just now. I didnt stop anywhere a minute, sir; I ran there and back as quick as lightning. Heres the book, sir.

Believing as much of this as he chose, Mr. Wilberforce did not pursue the subject. Then which of you gentlemen was it who did shut up Arkell? asked he, gazing round. Lewis, senior, what is the matter with you, that you are skulking behind? Did you do it?

Lewis saw that all was up. That canting hound has been peaching at last, quoth he to himself. I laid a bet with Prattleton hed do it.

It is the most wicked and cowardly action that I believe ever disgraced the college school, continued Mr. Wilberforce, and it depends upon how you meet it, Lewis, whether or not I shall expel you. Equivocate to me now, if you dare. Had it come to my knowledge at the time, you should have been flogged till you could not stand, and ignominiously expelled. Flogged you will be, as it is. Do you know, sir, that he might have died through it?

Lewis hung his head, wishing Arkell had died; and then he could not have told the master.

I think the best punishment will be, to lock you up in St. Jamess all the night, and see how you will like it, continued Mr. Wilberforce.

Lewis wondered whether he was serious; and the perspiration ran down him at the thought. He was not locked in all night, he said, sullenly, by way of propitiating the master. When we went to open the church, he was gone.

Gone! What do you mean now?

He had got out somehow, sir, for Hunt said he had just seen him, and when I ran back to morning school, he was in the college hall. Mr. George Prattleton advised me not to make a stir, to know how he had got out, but to let it drop.

As Lewis spoke, Mr. Wilberforce suddenly remembered that Hunt said Henry Arkell was in his kitchen, when Lewis came, frightened, and thumping for the key. It occurred to him now, for the first time, to wonder how that could have been.

When you locked Arkell in, what did you do with the key?

I took it to Hunts, sir.

And gave it to Hunt?

Yes, sir. That is, added Lewis, thinking it might be as well to be correct, I pushed it into the kitchen, where Hunt was.

And broke Dame Hunts saucer, retorted Mr. Wilberforce. When did you have the key again. Speak up, sir?

I didnt have it again, sir, returned Lewis. The key I took from the hook, next morning, would not fit into the lock, and I took it back. Hunt said it was the right key, and George Prattleton said it was the key; but I am sure it was not, although George Prattleton called me a fool for thinking so.

The master revolved all this in his mind, and thought it very strange. He was determined to come to the bottom of it, and despatched Vaughan to Arkells house to fetch him. The two boys came back together, and Mr. Wilberforce, without circumlocution, addressed the latter.

When this worthy companion of yours, waving his hand contemptuously towards Lewis, locked you in the church, how did you get out?

Henry Arkell glanced at Lewis, and hesitated in his answer. I cant tell, sir.

You cant tell! exclaimed Mr. Wilberforce. Did you walk out of it in your sleep? Did you get down from a window?  or through the locked door? How did you get out, I ask?

Before there was time for any reply, the masters servant entered, and said the Rev. Mr. Prattleton was waiting to speak to the master immediately. Mr. Wilberforce, leaving the study door open, went into the opposite room. Mr. Prattleton, who stood there, came forward eagerly.

Wilberforce, a thought has struck me, and I came in to suggest it. When the boy passed the night in the church, did he get playing with the register?

He would not do it; Arkell would not, spoke the master, in the first flush of thought.

Not mischievously; but he may have got fingering anything he could lay his hands upon  and it is the most natural thing he would do, to while away the long hours. A spark may have fallen on the leaf, and  

How could he get a light?  or find the key of the safe? interrupted Mr. Wilberforce.

Schoolboys can ferret out anything, and he may have found its hiding-place. As to a light, half the boys keep matches in their pockets.

Mr. Wilberforce mused upon the suggestion till it grew into a probability. He called in Arkell, and shut the door.

Now, said he, confronting him, will you speak the truth to me, or will you not?

I have hitherto spoken the truth to you, sir, answered Arkell, in a tone of pain.

Well; I believe you have: it would be bad for you now, if you had not. It is about that register, you know, added Mr. Wilberforce, speaking slowly, and staring at him.

There was but one candle on the table, and Henry Arkell pulled out his handkerchief and rubbed it over his face: between the handkerchief and the dim light, the master failed to detect any signs of emotion.

Did you get fingering the register-book in St. Jamess, the night you were in the church?

No, sir, that I did not, he readily answered.

Had you a light in the church?

You boys have a propensity for concealing matches in your clothes, in defiance of the risk you run, interrupted Mr. Prattleton. Had you any that night?

I had no matches, and I had no light, replied Henry. None of the boys keep matches about them except those who  smoke, was the ominous word which had all but escaped his lips who are careless.

Pray what did you do with yourself all the time? resumed the master.

I played the organ for a long while, and then I lay down on the singers seat, and went to sleep.

Now comes the point: how did you get out?

I cant say anything about it, sir, except that I found the door open towards morning, and I walked out.

You must have been dreaming, and fancied it, said the master.

No, sir, I was awake. The door was open, and I went out.

Is that the best tale you have got to tell?

It is all I can tell, sir. I did get out that way.

You may go home for the present, said Mr. Wilberforce, in anger.

Are you satisfied? asked Mr. Prattleton, as Arkell retired.

I am satisfied that he is innocent as to the register; but not as to how he escaped from the church. Allowing it to be as he says  and I have always found him so strictly truthful  that he found the door open in the middle of the night, how did it come open? Who opened it? For what purpose?

It is an incomprehensible affair altogether, said the Rev. Mr. Prattleton. Let us sit down and talk it over.

As Arkell left the room, Lewis, senior, appeared at the opposite door, propelling forth the fire-tongs, a note held between them.

This is for you, cried he, rudely, to Arkell, who took the note. Lewis flung the tongs back in their place. My hands shouldnt soil themselves by touching yours, said he.

When Arkell got out, he opened the letter under a gas-lamp, and read it as well as he could for the blots. The penmanship was Lewis, juniors.

Mr. Arkell,  Has you have chozen to peech to the master, like a retch has you ar, we give you notise that from this nite you will find the skool has hot has the Inphernal Regeons, a deal to hot for you. And my brother dont care a phether for the oisting he is to get, for hell serve you worce. And if you show this dockiment to any sole, youl be a dowble-died sneek, and we will thresh your life out of you, and then duck you in the rivor.

Henry Arkell tore the paper to bits, and ran home, laughing at the spelling. But it was a very fair specimen of the orthography of Westerbury collegiate school.


CHAPTER IV.

ASSIZE SATURDAY.

To attempt to describe the state of Mr. Fauntleroy would be a vain effort. It was the practice of that respected solicitor never to advance a fraction of money out of his pocket for any mortal client, unless the repayment was as safe and sure as the Bank of England. He had deemed the return so in the case of Mrs. Carr, and had really advanced a good bit of money; and now there was no marriage recorded in the register.

How had it gone out of it? Mr. Fauntleroys first thought, in his desperation, was to suspect Mynn and Mynn, clean-handed practitioners though he knew them to be, as practitioners went, of having by some sleight of hand spirited the record away. But for the assertion of Mr. Wilberforce, that he had read it, the lawyer would have definitely concluded that it had never been there, in spite of Mr. Omer and his pencilled names. He went tearing over to Mynn and Mynns in a fine state of excitement, could see neither Mr. Mynn nor Mr. George Mynn, hired a gig at Eckford, and drove over to Mr. Mynns house, two miles distant. Mr. Mynn, strong in the gout, and wrapped up in flannel and cotton wool in his warm sitting-room, thought at first his professional brother had gone mad, as he listened to the tale and the implied accusation, and then expressed his absolute disbelief that any record of any such marriage had ever been there.

You must be mad, Fauntleroy! Go and tamper with a register!  suspect us of stealing a page out of a churchs register! If you were in your senses, and I had the use of my legs, Id kick you out of my house for your impudence. I might just as well turn round and tell you, you had been robbing the archives of the Court of Chancery.

Nobody knew of the records being there but you, and I, and the rector, debated Mr. Fauntleroy, wiping his great face. You say you went and saw it.

I say I went and didnt see it, roared the afflicted man, who had a dreadful twinge just then. It seems  if this story of yours is true  that I never heard it was there until it was gone. Dont be a simpleton, Fauntleroy.

In his heart of hearts, of course Mr. Fauntleroy did not think Mynn and Mynn had been culpable, only in his passion. His voice began to cool down to calmness.

Im ready to accuse the whole world, and myself into the bargain, he said. So would you be, had you been played the trick. I wish youd tell me quietly what you know about the matter altogether.

Thats where you should have begun, said old Mynn. We never heard of any letter having been found, setting forth that the record of the marriage was in the register of St. Jamess, never thought for a moment that there had been any marriage, and I dont think it now, for the matter of that, he added, par parenthèse, until the day our new manager, Littelby, took possession, and I and George were inducting him a little into our approaching assize and other causes. We came to Carr versus Carr, in due course, and then Littelby, evidently surprised, asked how it was that the letter despatched to you  to you, Mr. Fauntleroy, and which letter it seems you kept to yourself, and gave us no notice of  had not served to put an end to the cause. Naturally I and my brother inquired what letter Mr. Littelby alluded to, and what were its contents, and then he told us that it was a letter written by Robert Carr, of Holland, stating that the marriage had taken place at the church of St. James the Less, and that its record would be found entered on the register. My impression at the first moment was  and it was Georges very strongly  that there had been nothing of the sort; no marriage, and consequently no record; but immediately a doubt arose whether any fraud had been committed by means of making a false entry in the register. I went off at once to Westerbury, fully determined to detect and expose this fraud  and my eyes are pretty clear for such things  I paid my half-crown, and went with the clerk and examined the register, and found I had my journey for nothing. There was no such record in the register  no mention whatever of the marriage. That is all I know of the affair, Mr. Fauntleroy.

Had Mr. Fauntleroy talked till now, he could have learnt no more. It evidently was all that his confrère knew; and he went back to Westerbury as wise as he came, and sought the house of Mr. Wilberforce. The record must have been taken out between the beginning of November and the 2nd of December, he told the master. Omer, and the master himself, had both seen it at the former time; old Mynn searched on the 2nd of December, and it was gone.

This information did not help Mr. Wilberforce in his perplexity, as to who could have tampered with it. It was impossible but that his suspicion should be directed to the night already spoken of, when Arkell was locked up in the church, and seemed to have got out in a manner so mysterious nobody knew how. Arkell adhered to his story: he had found the door open in the night, and walked out; and that was all that could be got from him. The master took him at his word. Had he pressed him much, he might have heard more; had he only given him a hint that he knew the register had been robbed, and that both trouble and injustice were likely to arise from it, he might have heard all; for Henry fully meant to keep his word with George Prattleton, and declare the truth, if a necessity arose for it. But it appeared to be the policy of both the master and Mr. Fauntleroy to keep the register out of sight and discussion altogether. Not a word of the loss was suffered to escape. Mr. Fauntleroy had probably his private reasons for this, and the rector shrank from any publicity, because the getting at the register seemed to reflect some carelessness on him and his mode of securing it.

Meanwhile the public were aware that some internal commotion was agitating the litigants in the great cause Carr versus Carr. What it was, they could not penetrate. They knew that a young lady, Mrs. Carr the widow, was stopping in Westerbury, and had frequent interviews with Mr. Fauntleroy; and they saw that the renowned lawyer himself was in a state of ferment; but not a breath touching the register in any way had escaped abroad, and George Prattleton and Henry Arkell were in ignorance that there was trouble connected with it. George had ventured to put a question to the Reverend Mr. Prattleton, regarding Mr. Wilberforces visit in connection with it, and was peremptorily ordered to mind his own business.

And the whole city, ripe for gossip and for other peoples affairs, as usual, lived in a perpetual state of anticipation of the assizes, and the cause that was to come on at them.

It is probable that this blow to Mr. Fauntleroy  and he regarded it in no less a light  rendered him more severe than customary in his other affairs. On the first of March, another ten pound was due to him from Peter Arkell. The month came in, and the money was not paid; and Mr. Fauntleroy immediately threatened harsh measures: that he would sell him up for the whole of the debt. He had had judgment long ago, and therefore possessed the power to do it; and Peter Arkell went to him. But the grace he pleaded for, Mr. Fauntleroy refused longer to give; refused it coarsely and angrily; and Peter was tempted to remind him of the past. Never yet had he done so.

Have you forgotten what I did for you? he asked. I saved you once from what was perhaps worse than debt.

And what if you did? returned the strong-minded lawyer  not to speak more plainly. I paid you back again.

Yes; but how? In driblets, which did me no good. And if you did repay me, does that blot out the obligation? If any one man should be lenient to another, you ought to be so to me, Fauntleroy.

Have I not been lenient?

No. It is true, you have not taken the extreme measures you threaten now, but what with the sums you have forced me to pay, the costs, the interest, I know not what all, for I have never clearly understood it, you have made my life one of worry, hardship, and distress. But for that large sum I had to pay suddenly for you I might have done differently in the world. It was my ruin; yes, I assert it, for it is the simple truth, the finding of that sum was my ruin. It took from me all hope of prosperity, and I have been obliged ever since to be a poor, struggling man.

I paid you, I say; what dye mean? roughly spoke Mr. Fauntleroy.

Peter Arkell shook his head. He had said his say, and was too gentle-minded, too timid-mannered to contend. But the interview did him no good: it only served to further anger Mr. Fauntleroy.

A few days more, and Assize Saturday came in  as it is called in the local phraseology. The judges were expected in some time in the afternoon to open court, and the town was alive with bustle and preparation. On this bright day  and it was one of the brightest March ever gave us  a final, peremptory, unmistakable missive arrived for Peter Arkell from Mr. Fauntleroy. And yet the man boasted in it of his leniency of giving him a few hours more grace; it even dared to hint that perhaps Mr. Arkell, if applied to, might save his home. But the gist of it was, that if the ten pounds were not paid that afternoon by six oclock, at Mr. Fauntleroys office, on Monday morning he should proceed to execution.

It was not a pleasant letter for Mrs. Peter Arkell. She received it. Peter was out; and she lay on the sofa in great agitation, as might be seen from the hectic on her cheeks, the unnatural brightness of her eyes. How lovely she looked as she lay there, a lace cap shading her delicate features, no description could express. The improvement so apparent in her when they returned from the sea-side had not lasted; and for the last few weeks she had faded ominously.

The cathedral clock chimed out the quarter to three, and the bell rang out for service. It had been going some time, when Henry, who had been hard at his studies in the little room that was once exclusively his fathers, came in. The great likeness between mother and son was more apparent than ever, and the tall, fine boy of sixteen had lost none of his inherited beauty. It was the same exquisite face; the soft, dark eyes, the transparent complexion, the pure features. Perhaps I have dwelt more than I ought on this boys beauty; but he is no imaginary creation; and it was of that rare order that enchains the eye and almost enforces mention whenever seen, no matter how often. It is still vivid in the remembrance of Westerbury.

I am going now, mamma.

You will be late, Henry.

Something in the tone of the voice struck on his ear, and he looked attentively at his mother. The signs of past emotion were not quite obliterated from her face.

Mamma, you have been crying.

It was of no use to deny it; indeed the sudden accusation brought up fresh tears then. Painful matters had been kept as much as possible from Henry; but he could not avoid knowing of the general embarrassments: unavoidable, and, so to speak, honourable embarrassments.

What is it now? he urgently asked.

Nothing new; only the old troubles over and over again. Of course, the longer they go on, the worse they get. Never mind, dear; you cannot mend matters, so theres no necessity for allowing them to trouble you. There is an invitation come for you from the Palmers. I told Lucy to put the note on the mantel-piece.

He saw a letter lying there and opened it. His colour rose vividly as he read, and he turned to look at the direction. It was addressed Mr. Peter Arkell; but Henry had read it then.

You see, they want you to spend Monday with them at Heath Hall, and as it will be the judges holiday, you can get leave from college and do so.

Mother, he interrupted  and every vestige of colour had forsaken his sensitive face what does this letter mean?

Mrs. Arkell started up and clasped her hands. Oh, Henry! what have you been reading? What has Lucy done? She has left out the wrong letter. That was not meant for you.

Does it mean a prison for papa? he asked, controlling his voice and manner to calmness, though his heart turned sick with fear. You must tell me all, mother, now I have read this.

Perhaps it does, Henry. Or else the selling up of our home. I scarcely know what myself, except that it means great distress and confusion.

He could hardly speak for consternation. But, if he understood the letter aright, a sum of ten pounds would for the present avert it. It is not much, he said aloud to his mother.

It is a great deal to us, Henry; more than we know where to find.

Papa could borrow it from Mr. Arkell.

I am sure he will not, let the consequences be what they may. I dont wonder. If you only knew, my dear, how much, how often, he has had to borrow from William Arkell  kind, generous William Arkell!  you could hardly wish him to.

But what will be done? he urged.

I dont know. Unless things come to the crisis they have so long threatened. Child, she added, bursting into tears, in spite of my firmly-seated trust, these petty anxieties are wearing me out. Every time a knock comes to the door, I shiver and tremble, lest it should be people come to ask for money which we cannot pay. Henry, you will be late.

Plenty of time, mamma. I timed myself one day, and ran from this to the cloister entrance in two minutes and a half. Are you being pressed for much besides this? he continued, touching the letter.

Not very much for anything else, she replied. That is the worst: if that were settled, I think we might manage to stave off the rest till brighter days come round. If we can but retain, our home!  several times it would have gone, but for Mr. Arkell. But I was wrong to speak of this to you, she sighed: and I am wrong to give way, myself. It is not often that I do. God never sent a burden, but He sent strength to bear it: and we have always, hitherto, been wonderfully helped. Henry, you will surely be late.

He slowly took his elbow from the mantel-piece, where it had been leaning. No. But if I were, it would be something new: it is not often they have to mark me late.

Kissing his mother, he walked out of the house in a dreamy mood, and with a slow step; not with the eager look and quick foot of a schoolboy, in dread of being marked late on the cathedral roll. As he let the gate swing to, behind him, and turned on his way, a hand was laid upon his shoulder. Henry looked round, and saw a tall, aristocratic man, looking down upon him. In spite of his minds trouble, his face shone with pleasure.

Oh, Mr. St. John! Are you in Westerbury?

Well, I think you have pretty good ocular demonstration of it. Harry, you have grown out of all knowledge: you will be as tall as my lanky self, if you go on like this. How is Mrs. Arkell?

Not any better, thank you. I am so very pleased to see you, he continued: but I cannot stop now. The bell has been going ten minutes.

In the choir still? Are you the senior boy?

Senior chorister as before, but not senior boy yet. Prattleton is senior. Jocelyn went to Oxford in January. Did you come home to-day?

Of course. I came in with the barristers.

But you are not a barrister? returned Henry, half puzzled at the words.

I a barrister! I am nothing but my idle self, the heir of all the St. Johns. How is your friend, Miss Beauclerc?

She is very well, said Henry; and he turned away his head as he answered. Did St. Johns heart beat at the name, as his did, he wondered.

Harry, I must see your gold medal.

Oh, Ill fetch it out in a minute: it is only in the parlour.

He ran in, and came out with the pretty toy hanging to its blue ribbon. Mr. St. John took it in his hand.

The dean displayed taste, was his remark. Westerbury cathedral on one side, and the inscription to you on the other. There; put it up, and be off. I dont want you to be marked late through me.

There was not another minute to be lost, so Henry slipped the medal into his jacket-pocket, flew away, and got on to the steps in his surplice one minute before the dean came in.

There was a bad practice prevailing in the college school, chiefly resorted to by the senior boys: it was that of pledging their goods and chattels. Watches, chains, silver pencil-cases, books, or anything else available, were taken to Rutterley, the pawnbrokers, without scruple. Of course this was not known to the masters. A tale was told of Jones tertius having taken his surplice to Rutterleys one Monday morning; and, being unable to redeem it on the Saturday, he had lain in bed all day on the Sunday, and sent word to the head master that he had sprained his ankle. On the Monday, he limped into the school, apparently in excruciating pain, to the sympathy of the masters, and intense admiration of the senior boys. Henry Arkell had never been guilty of this practice, but he was asking himself, all college time, why he should not be, for once, and so relieve the pressure at home. His gold watch, the gift of Mr. Arkell, was worth, at his own calculation, twenty pounds, and he thought there could be no difficulty in pledging it for ten. It is not an honourable thing, I know, he reasoned with himself; but the boys do it every day for their own pleasures, and surely I may in this dreadful strait.

Service was over in less than an hour, and he left the cathedral by the front entrance. Being Saturday afternoon, there was no school. The streets were crowded; the high sheriff and his procession had already gone out to meet the judges, and many gazers lingered, waiting for their return. Henry hastened through them, on his way to the pawnbrokers. Possessed of that sensitive, refined temperament, had he been going into the place to steal, he could not have felt more shame. The shop was partitioned off into compartments or boxes, so that one customer should not see another. If Henry Arkell could but have known his ill-luck! In the box contiguous to the one he entered, stood Alfred Aultane, the boy next below him in the choir, who had stolen down with one of the family tablespoons, which he had just been protesting to the pawnbroker was his own, and that he would have it out on Monday without fail, for his godfather the counsellor was coming in with the judges, and never failed to give him half a sovereign. But that disbelieving pawnbroker obstinately persisted in refusing to have anything to do with the spoon, for he knew the Aultane crest; and Mr. Alfred stood biting his nails in mortification.

Will you lend me ten pounds on this? asked Henry, coming in, and not suspecting that anybody was so near.

Ten pounds! uttered Rutterley, after examining the watch. You college gentlemen have got a conscience! I could not give more than half.

That would be of no use: I must have ten. I shall be sure to redeem it, Mr. Rutterley.

I am not afraid of that. The college boys mostly redeem their pledges; I will say that for them. I will lend you six pounds upon it, not a farthing more. What can you be wanting with so large a sum?

That is my business, if you please, returned Henry, civilly.

Oh, of course. Six pounds: take it, or leave it.

A sudden temptation flashed across Henrys mind. What if he pledged the gold medal? But for his having it in his pocket, the thought would not have occurred to him. But how can I? he mentally argued   the gift of the dean and chapter! But it is my own, temptation whispered again, and surely this is a righteous cause. Yes: I will risk it: and if I cant redeem it before, it must wait till I get my money from the choir. So he put the watch and the gold medal side by side on the counter, and received two tickets in exchange, and eight sovereigns and four half-sovereigns.

Be sure keep it close, Mr. Rutterley, he enjoined; you see my name is on it, and there is no other medal like it in the town. I would not have it known that I had done this, for a hundred times its worth.

All right, answered Mr. Rutterley; things left with me are never seen. But Alfred Aultane, from the next box, had contrived both to hear and see.

Henry Arkell was speeding to the office of Mr. Fauntleroy, when he heard sounds behind him Iss  iss  I say! Iss!

It was Aultane. What became of you that you were not at college this afternoon? demanded Henry, who, as senior chorister, had much authority over the nine choristers under him.

College be jiggered! I stopped out to see the show; and it isnt come yet. If Wilberforce kicks up a row, I shall swear my mother kept me to make calls with her. I say, Arkell, you couldnt do a fellow a service, could you?

Henry was surprised at the civil, friendly tone  never used by some of the boys to him. If I can, I will, said he. What is it?

Lend me ten bob, in gold. I must get it: its for something that cant wait. Ill pay you back next week. I know you must have as much about you.

All the money I have about me is wanted for a specific purpose. I have not a sixpence that I can lend: if I had, you should be welcome to it.

Nasty mean wretch! grunted Aultane, in his heart. Wont I serve him out!

The cathedral bells had been for some time ringing merrily, giving token that the procession had met the judges, and was nearing the city, on its return. Just then a blast was heard from the trumpets of the advancing heralds, and Aultane tore away to see the sight.


CHAPTER V.

ASSIZE SUNDAY.

The next day was Assize Sunday. A dense crowd collected early round the doors of the cathedral, and, as soon as they were opened, rushed in, and took possession of the edifice, leaving vacant only the pulpit, the bishops throne, and the locked-up seats. It was the custom for the bishop (if in Westerbury), the dean and chapter, and the forty kings scholars, to assemble just inside the front entrance and receive the judges, who were attended in state to the cathedral, just as they had been attended into Westerbury the previous afternoon, the escort being now augmented by the mayor and corporation, and an overflowing shoal of barristers.

The ten choristers were the first to take up their standing at the front entrance. They were soon followed by the rest of the kings scholars, the surplices of the whole forty being primly starched for the occasion. They had laid in their customary supply of pins, for it was the boys pleasure, during the service on Assize Sunday, to stick pins into peoples backs, and pin womens clothes together; the density of the mob permitting full scope to the delightful amusement, and preventing detection.

The thirty kings scholars bustled in from the cloisters two by two, crossed the body of the cathedral to the grand entrance, and placed themselves at the head of the choristers. Which was wrong: they ought to have gone below them. Henry Arkell, as senior chorister, took precedence of all when in the cathedral; but not when out of it, and that was a somewhat curious rule. Out of the cathedral, Arkell was under Prattleton; the latter, as senior boy, being head of all. He told Prattleton to move down.

Prattleton declined. Then we must move up, observed Henry. Choristers.

He was understood: and the choristers moved above the kings scholars.

What do you mean by that? demanded Prattleton. How dare you disobey me, Mr. Arkell?

How dare you disobey me? was Henry Arkells retort, but he spoke civilly. I am senior here, and you know it, Prattleton. It must be understood that this sort of clashing could only occur on occasions like the present: on ordinary Sundays and on saints days the choristers and kings scholars did not come in contact in the cathedral.

Ill let you know whos senior, said Prattleton. Choristers, move down; you juniors, do you hear me? Move down, or Ill have you hoisted to-morrow.

If Mr. Arkell tells us, please, sir, responded a timid junior, who fancied Mr. Prattleton looked particularly at him.

The choristers did not stir, and Prattleton was savage. Kings scholars, move up, and shove.

Some of the kings scholars hesitated, especially those of the lower school. It was no light matter to disobey the senior chorister in the cathedral. Others moved up, and proceeded to shove. Henry Arkell calmly turned to one of his own juniors.

Hardcast, go into the vestry, and ask Mr. Wilberforce to step here. Should he have gone into college, fetch him out of the chanting-desk.

Remain where you are, Hardcast, foamed Prattleton. I dare you to stir.

Hardcast, a little chap of ten, was already off, but he turned round at the word. I am not under your orders, Mr. Prattleton, when the senior choristers present.

A few minutes, and then the Reverend Mr. Wilberforce, in his surplice and hood, was seen advancing. Hardcast had fetched him out of the chanting-desk.

Whats all this? what hubbub are you boys making? Ill flog you all to-morrow. Arkell, Prattleton, whats the matter?

I thought it better to send for you, sir, than to have a disturbance here, said Arkell.

A disturbance here! You had better not attempt it.

Dont the kings scholars take precedence of the choristers, sir? demanded Prattleton.

No, they dont, returned the master. If you have not been years enough in the college to know the rules, Mr. Prattleton, you had better return to the bottom of school, and learn them. Arkell, in this place, you have the command. Kings scholars move down, and be quick over it: and Ill flog you all round, concluded Mr. Wilberforce, if you strike up a dispute in college again.

The master turned tail, and strode back as fast as his short legs would carry him: for the dean and chapter, marshalled by a verger and the bedesmen, were crossing the cathedral; and a flourish of trumpets, outside, told of the approach of the judges. The Reverend Mr. Wilberforce was going to take the chanting for an old minor canon whose voice was cracked, and he would hardly recover breath to begin.

The choristers all grinned at the masters decision, save Arkell and Aultane, junior: the latter, though second chorister, took part with Prattleton, because he hated Arkell; and as the judges passed in their flowing scarlet robes with the trains held up behind, and their imposing wigs, so terrible to look at, the bows of the choristers were much more gracious than those of the kings scholars. The additional mob, teeming in after the judges procession, was unlimited; and a rare field had the boys and their pins that day.

The hubbub and the bustle of the morning passed, and the cathedral bell was again tolling out for afternoon service. Save the dust, and there was plenty of that, no trace remained of the mornings scene. The kings scholars were already in their seats in the choir, and the ten choristers stood at the choir entrance, for they always waited there to go in with the dean and chapter. One of them, and it was Mr. Wilberforces own son, had made a mistake in the morning in fastening his own surplice to a countrywomans purple stuff gown, instead of two gowns together; and, when they came to part company, the surplice proved the weakest. The consequence was an enormous rent, and it had just taken the nine other choristers and three lay-clerks five minutes and seventeen pins, fished out of different pockets, to do it up in any way decent. Young Wilberforce, during the process, rehearsing a tale over in his mind, for home, about that horrid rusty nail that would stick out of the vestry door.

The choristers stood facing each other, five on a side, and the dean and canons would pass between them when they came in. They stood at an equidistance, one from the other, and it was high treason against the college rules for them to move an inch from their places. Arkell headed one line, Aultane the other, the two being face to face. Suddenly a college boy, who was late, came flying from the cloisters and dashed into the choir, to crave the keys of the schoolroom from the senior boy, that he might procure his surplice. It was Lewis junior; so, against the rules, Prattleton condescended to give him the keys; almost any other boy he would have told to whistle for them, and marked him up for punishment as absent. Prattleton chose to patronise him, on account of his friendship with Lewis senior. Lewis came out again, full pelt, swinging the keys in his hand, rather vain of showing to the choristers that he had succeeded in obtaining them, just as two little old gentlemen were advancing from the front entrance.

Hi, Lewis! stop a moment, called out Aultane, in a loud whisper, as he crossed over and went behind Arkell.

Return to your place, Aultane, said Arkell.

Mr. Aultane chose to be deaf.

Aultane, to your place, repeated Henry Arkell, his tone one of hasty authority. Do you see who are approaching?

Aultane looked round in a fluster. But not a soul could he see, save a straggler or two making their way to the side aisles; and two insignificant little old men, arm-in-arm, close at hand, in rusty black clothes and brown wigs. Nobody to affect him.

I shall return when I please, said he, commencing a whispered parley with Lewis.

Return this instant, Aultane. I order you.

You be  

The word was not a blessing, but you are at liberty to substitute one. The little old men, to whom each chorister had bowed profoundly as they passed him, turned, and bent their severe yellow faces upon Aultane. Lewis junior crept away petrified; and Aultane, with the red flush of shame on his brow, slunk back to his place. They were the learned judges.

They positively were. But no wonder Aultane had failed to recognise them, for they bore no more resemblance to the fierce and fiery visions of the morning, than do two old-fashioned black crows to stately peacocks.

What may your name be, sir? inquired the yellower of the two. Aultane hung his head in an agony: he was wondering whether they could order him before them on the morrow and transport him. Wilberforce was in another agony, lest those four keen eyes should wander to his damaged surplice and the pins. Somebody else answered: Aultane, my lord.

The judges passed on. Arkell would not look towards Aultane: he was too noble to add, even by a glance, to the confusion of a fallen enemy: but the other choristers were not so considerate, and Aultane burst into a flow of bad language.

Be silent, authoritatively interrupted Henry Arkell. More of this, and I will report you to the dean.

I shant be silent, cried Aultane, in his passionate rage. There! not for you. Beside himself with anger, he crossed over, and raised his hand to strike Arkell. But one of the sextons, happening to come out of the choir, arrested Aultane, and whirled him back.

Do you know where you are, sir?

In another moment they were surrounded. The deans wife and daughter had come up; and, following them, sneaked Lewis junior, who was settling himself into his surplice. Mrs. Beauclerc passed on, but Georgina stopped. Even as she went into college, she would sometimes stop and chatter to the boys.

You were quarrelling, young gentlemen! What is the grievance?

That beggar threatened to report me to the dean, cried Aultane, too angry to care what he said, or to whom he spoke.

Then I know you deserved it; as you often do, rejoined Miss Beauclerc; but Id keep a civil tongue in my head, if I were you, Aultane. I only wonder he has not reported you before. You should have me for your senior.

If he does go in and report me, please tell the dean to ask him where his gold medal is, foamed Aultane. And to make him answer it.

What do you mean? she questioned.

He knows. If the dean offered him a thousand half-crowns for his medal, he could not produce it.

What does he mean? repeated Miss Beauclerc, looking at Henry Arkell.

He could not answer: he literally could not. Could he have dropped down without life at Georginas feet, it had been welcome, rather than that she should hear of an act, which, to his peculiarly refined temperament, bore an aspect of shame so utter. His face flushed a vivid red, and then grew white as his surplice.

He cant tell you, said Aultane; that is, he wont. He has put it into pawn.

And his watch too, squeaked Lewis, from behind, who had heard of the affair from Aultane.

Henry Arkell raised his eyes for one deprecating moment to Miss Beauclercs face; she was struck with their look of patient anguish. She cast an annihilating frown at Lewis, and, raising her finger haughtily motioned Aultane to his place. I believe nothing ill of you, she whispered to Henry, as she passed on to the choir.

The next to come in was Mr. St. John. Whats the matter? he hurriedly said to Henry, who had not a vestige of colour in his cheeks or lips.

Nothing, thank you, Mr. St. John.

Mr. St. John went on, and Lewis skulked to his seat, in his wake. Lewiss place was midway on the bench on the decani side, seven boys being above him and seven below him. The choristers were on raised seats in front of the lay-clerks, five on one side the choir, five opposite on the other; Arkell, as senior, heading the five on the decani side.

The dean and canons came in, and the service began. While the afternoon psalms were being sung, Mr. Wilberforce pricked the roll, a parchment containing the names of the members of the cathedral, from the dean downwards, marking those who were present. Aultane left his place and took the roll to the dean, continuing his way to the organ-loft, to inquire what anthem had been put up. He brought word back to Arkell, The Lord is very great and terrible. Beckwith. Aultane would as soon have exchanged words with the yellow-faced little man sitting in the stall next the dean, as with Arkell, just then, but his duty was obligatory. He spoke sullenly, and crossed to his seat on the opposite side, and Arkell rose and reported the anthem to the lay-clerks behind him. Mr. Wilberforce was then reading the first lesson.

Now it happened that there was only one bass at service that afternoon, he on the decani side, Mr. Smith; the other had not come; and the moment the words were out of Arkells mouth, The Lord is very great. Beckwith, Mr. Smith flew into a temper. He had a first-rate voice, was a good singer, and being inordinately vain, liked to give himself airs. I have a horrid cold on the chest, he remonstrated, and I cannot do justice to the solo; I shant attempt it. The organist knows Im as hoarse as a raven, and yet he goes and puts up that anthem for to-day!

What is to be done? whispered Henry.

I shall send and tell him I cant do it. Hardcast, go up to the organ-loft, and tell  Or I wish you would oblige me by going yourself, Arkell: the juniors are always making mistakes. My compliments to Paul, and the anthem must be done without the bass solo, or he must put up another.

Henry Arkell, ever ready to oblige, left his stall, proceeded to the organ-loft, and delivered the message. The organist was wroth: and but for those two little old gentlemen, whom he knew were present, he would have refused to change the anthem, which had been put up by the dean.

Wheres Cliff, this afternoon? asked he, sharply, alluding to the other bass.

I dont know, replied Henry. He is not at service.

The organist took up one of the anthem books with a jerk, and turned over its leaves. He came to the anthem, I know that my Redeemer liveth, from the Messiah.

Are you prepared to do justice to this? he demanded.

Yes, I believe I am, replied Henry. But  

But me no buts, interrupted the organist, who was always very short with the choristers. I know that my Redeemer liveth. Pitt.

As Henry Arkell descended the stairs, Mr. Wilberforce was concluding the first lesson. So instead of giving notice of the change of anthem to Mr. Wilberforce and the singers on the cantori side, he left that until later, and made haste to his own stall, to be in time for the soli parts in the Cantate Domino, which was being sung that afternoon in place of the Magnificat. In passing the bench of kings scholars, a foot was suddenly extended out before him, and he fell heavily over it, striking his head on the stone step that led to the stalls of the minor canons. A sexton, a verger, and one or two of the senior boys, surrounded, lifted, and carried him out.

The service proceeded; but his voice was missed in the Cantate; Aultanes proved but a poor substitute.

I wonder whether the anthems changed? debated the bass to the contre tenor.

Um  no, decided the latter. Arkell was coming straight to his place. Had there been any change, he would have gone and told Wilberforce and the opposites. Paul is in a pet, and wont alter it.

Then hell play the solo without my accompaniment, retorted the bass, loftily.

Henry Arkell was only stunned by the fall, and before the conclusion of the second lesson, he appeared in the choir, to the surprise of many. After giving the requisite notice of the change in the anthem to Mr. Wilberforce and Aultane, he entered his stall; but his face was white as the whitest marble. He sang, as usual, in the Deus Misereatur. And when the time for the anthem came, Mr. Wilberforce rose from his knees to give it out.

The anthem is taken from the burial service.

The symphony was played, and then Henry Arkells voice rose soft and clear, filling the old cathedral with its harmony, and the words falling as distinctly on the ear as if they had been spoken. I know that my Redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth. And though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh I shall see God: whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and not another. The organist could not have told why he put up that particular anthem, but it was a remarkable coincidence, noticed afterwards, that it should have been a funeral one.

But though Henry Arkells voice never faltered or trembled, his changing face spoke of bodily disease or mental emotion: one moment it was bright as a damask rose, the next of a transparent whiteness. Every eye was on him, wondering at the beauty of his voice, at the marvellous beauty of his countenance: some sympathised with his emotion; some were wrapt in the solemn thoughts created by the words. When the solo was concluded, Henry, with an involuntary glance at the pew of Mrs. Beauclerc, fell against the back of his stall for support: he looked exhausted. Only for a moment, however, for the chorus commenced.

He joined in it; his voice rose above all the rest in its sweetness and power; but as the ending approached, and the voices ceased, and the last sound of the organ died upon the ear, his face bent forward, and rested without motion on the choristers desk.

Arkell, what are you up to? whispered one of the lay-clerks from behind, as Mr. Wilberforce recommenced his chanting.

No response.

Nudge him, Wilberforce; hes going to sleep. Theres the dean casting his eyes this way.

Edwin Wilberforce did as he was desired, but Arkell never stirred.

So Mr. Tenor leaned over and grasped him by the arm, and pulled him up with a sudden jerk. But he did not hold him, and the poor head fell forward again upon the desk. Henry Arkell had fainted.

Some confusion ensued: for the four choristers below him had every one to come out of the stall before he could be got out. Mr. Wilberforce momentarily stopped chanting, and directed his angry spectacles towards the choristers, not understanding what caused the hubbub, and inwardly vowing to flog the whole five on the morrow. Mr. Smith, a strong man, came out of his stall, lifted the lifeless form in his arms, and carried it out to the side aisle, the head, like a dead weight, hanging down over his shoulder. All the eyes and all the glasses in the cathedral were bent on them; and the next to come out of his stall, by the prebendaries, and follow in the wake, was Mr. St. John, a flush of emotion on his pale face.

The deans family, after service, met Mr. St. John in the cloisters. Is he better? asked Mrs. Beauclerc. What was the matter with him the second time?

He fainted; but we soon brought him to in the vestry. Young Wilberforce ran and got some water. They are walking home with him now.

What caused him to fall in the choir? continued Mrs. Beauclerc. Giddiness?

It was not like giddiness, remarked Mr. St. John. It was as if he fell over something.

So I thought, interrupted Georgina. Why did you leave your seat to follow him? she continued, in a low tone to Mr. St. John, falling behind her mother.

It was a sudden impulse, I suppose. I was unpleasantly struck with his appearance as I went into college. He was looking ghastly.

The choristers had been quarrelling: Aultanes fault, I am sure. He lifted his hand to strike Arkell. Aultane reproached him with having  Georgina Beauclerc hesitated, with an amused look disposed of his prize medal.

Disposed of his prize medal? echoed Mr. St. John.

Pawned it.

St. John uttered an exclamation. He remembered the tricks of the college boys, but he could not have believed this of his favourite, Henry Arkell.

And his watch also, Lewis junior added, continued Georgina. They gave me the information in a spiteful glow of triumph. Henry did not deny it: he looked as if he could not. But I know he is the soul of honour, and if he has done anything of the sort, those beautiful companions of his have over-persuaded him: possibly to lend the money to them.

Ill see into this, mentally spoke Mr. St. John.


CHAPTER VI.

PEACHING TO THE DEAN.

Mr. St. John went at once to Peter Arkells. Henry was alone, lying on his bed.

After such a fall as that, how could you be so imprudent as to come back and take the anthem? was his unceremonious salutation.

I felt equal to it, replied Henry. The one, originally put up, could not be done.

Then they should have put up a third, for me. The cathedral does not lack anthems, I hope. Show me where your head was struck.

Henry put his hand to his ear, then higher up, then to his temple. It was somewhere here  all about here  I cannot tell the exact spot.

As he spoke, a tribe of college boys was heard to clatter in at the gate. Henry would have risen, but Mr. St. John laid his arm across him.

You are not going to those boys. I will send them off. Lie still and go to sleep, and dream of pleasant things.

Pleasant things! echoed Henry Arkell, in a tone full of pain. Mr. St. John leaned over him.

Henry, I have never had a brother of my own; but I have almost loved you as such. Treat me as one now. What tale is it those demons of mischief have got hold of, about your watch and medal?

With a sharp cry, Henry Arkell turned his face to the pillow, hiding its distress.

I suppose old Rutterley has got them. But thats nothing; its the fashion in the school: and I expect you had some urgent motive.

Oh, Mr. St. John, I shall never overget this days shame: they told Georgina Beauclerc! I would rather die this moment, here, as I lie, than see her face again.

His tone was one of suppressed anguish, and Mr. St. Johns heart ached for him: though he chose to appear to make light of the matter.

Told Georgina Beauclerc: what if they did? She is the very one to glory in such exploits. Had she been the deans son, instead of his daughter, she would have been in Rutterleys sanctum three times a week. I dont think she would stand at going, as it is, if she were hard up.

But why did they tell her! I could not have acted so cruelly by them. If I could but go to some far-off desert, and never face her, or the school, again!

If you could but work yourself into a brain fever, you had better say! thats what you seem likely to do. As to falling in Georgina Beauclercs opinion, which you seem to estimate so highly (its more than I do), if you pledged all you possess in a lump, and yourself into the bargain, she would only think the better of you. Now I tell you so, for I know it.

I could not help it; I could not, indeed. Money is so badly wanted  

He stopped in confusion, having said more than he meant: and St. John took up the discourse in a careless tone.

Money is wanted badly everywhere. I have done worse than you, Harry, for I am pawning my estate, piecemeal. Mind! thats a true confession, and has never been given to another soul: it must lie between us.

It was yesterday afternoon when college was over, groaned Henry. I only thought of giving Rutterley my watch: I thought he would be sure to let me have ten pounds upon it. But he would not; only six: and I had the medal in my pocket; I had been showing it to you. I never did such a thing in all my life before.

That is more than your companions could say. How did it get to their knowledge?

I cannot think.

Wheres the  the exchange?

The what? asked Henry.

How dull you are! cried Mr. St. John. I am trying to be genteel, and you wont let me. The ticket. Let me see it.

They are in my jacket-pocket. Two. He languidly reached forth the pieces, and Mr. St. John slipped them into his own.

Why do you do that, Mr. St. John?

To study them at leisure. Whats the matter?

My head is beginning to ache.

No wonder, with, all this talking. Im off. Good-bye. Get to sleep as fast as you can.

The boys were in the garden and round the gate still, when he went down.

Oh, if you please, sir, is he half killed? Edwin Wilberforce says so.

No, he is not half killed, responded Mr. St. John. But he wants quiet, and you must disperse, that he may have it.

My brother, the senior boy, says he must have fallen down from vexation, because his tricks came out, cried Prattleton junior.

Mr. St. John ran his eyes over the assemblage. What tricks?

He has been pawning the gold medal, Mr. St. John, cried Cookesley, the second senior of the school. Aultane junior has told the dean: Bright Vaughan heard him.

Oh, he has told the dean, has he?

The dean was going into the deanery, sir, and Miss Beauclerc was standing at the door, waiting for him, explained Vaughan to Mr. St. John. Something she said to Aultane put him in a passion, and he took and told the dean. It was his temper made him do it, sir.

Such a disgrace, you know, Mr. St. John, to take the deans medal there, rejoined Cookesley. Anything else wouldnt have signified.

Oh, been rather meritorious, no doubt, returned Mr. St. John. Boys!

Yes, Mr. St. John.

You know I was one of yourselves once, and I can make allowance for you in all ways. But when I was in the school, our motto was, Fair play, and no sneaking.

Its our motto still, cried the flattered boys.

It does not appear to be. We would rather, any one of us, have pitched ourselves off that tower, pointing to it with his hand, than have gone sneaking to the dean with a private complaint.

And so we would still, in cool blood, cried Cookesley. Aultane must have been out of his mind with passion when he did it.

How does Aultane know that Arkells medal is in pawn?

He does not say how. He says hell pledge his word to it.

Then listen to me, boys: my word will, I believe, go as far with you as Aultanes. Yesterday afternoon I met Henry Arkell at the gate here; I asked to see his medal, and he brought it out of the house to show me. He is in bed now, but perhaps if you ask him to-morrow, he will be able to show it to you. At any rate, do not condemn him until you are sure theres a just reason. If he did pledge his medal, how many things have you pledged? Some of you would pledge your heads if you could. Fair plays a jewel, boys  fair play for ever!

Off came the trenchers, and a shout was being raised for fair play and Mr. St. John; but the latter put up his hand.

I thought it was Sunday. Is that the way you keep Sunday in Westerbury? Disperse quietly.

Ill clear him, thought Mr. St. John, as he walked home. Aultanes a mean-spirited coward. To tell the dean!

Indeed, the incautious revelation of Mr. Aultane was exciting some disagreeable consternation in the minds of the seniors; and that gentleman himself already wished his passionate tongue had been bitten out before he made it.

The following morning the college boys were astir betimes, and flocked up in a body to the judges lodgings, according to usage, to beg what was called the judges holiday. The custom was for the senior judge to send his card out and his compliments to the head master, requesting him to grant it; and the boys custom was, as they tore back again, bearing the card in triumph, to raise the whole street with their shouts of Holiday! holiday!

But there was no such luck on this morning. The judges, instead of the card and the request, sent out a severe message  that from what they had heard the previous day in the cathedral, the school appeared to merit punishment rather than holiday. So the boys went back, dreadfully chapfallen, kicking as much mud as they could over their trousers and boots, for it had rained in the night, and ready to buffet Aultane junior as the source of the calamity.

Aultane himself was in an awful state of mind. He felt perfectly certain that the affair in the cathedral must now come out to the head master, who would naturally inquire into the cause of the holidays being denied; and he wondered how it was that judges dared to come abroad without their gowns and wigs, deceiving unsuspicious people to perdition.

Before nine, Mr. St. John was at Henry Arkells bedside. Well, said he, hows the head?

It feels light  or heavy. I hardly know which. It does not feel as usual. I shall get up presently.

All right. Put on this when you do, said Mr. St. John, handing him the watch. And put up this in your treasure place, wherever that may be, he added, laying the gold medal beside it.

Oh, Mr. St. John! You have  

I shall have some sport to-day. I have wormed it all out of Rutterley; and he tells me who was down there and on what errand. Ah, ah, Mr. Aultane! so you peached to the dean. Wait until your turn comes.

I wonder Rutterley told you anything, said Henry, very much surprised.

He knew me, and the name of St. John bears weight in Westerbury, smiled he who owned it. Harry, mind! you must not attempt to go into school to-day.

It is the judges holiday.

The judges have refused it, and the boys have sneaked back like so many dogs with their tails scorched.

Refused it! Refused the holiday! interrupted Henry. Such a thing had never been heard of in his memory.

They have refused it. Something must be wrong with the boys, but I am not at the bottom of the mischief yet. Dont you attempt to go near school or college, Harry: it might play tricks with your head. And now Im going home to breakfast.

Henry caught his arm as he was departing. How can I ever thank you, Mr. St. John? I do not know when I shall be able to repay you the money; not until  

You never will, interrupted Mr. St. John. I should not take it if you were rolling in gold. I have done this for my own pleasure, and I will not be cheated out of it. I wonder how many of the boys have got their watches in now. Good-bye, old fellow.

When Mr. Wilberforce came to know of the refused holiday, his consternation nearly equalled Aultanes. What could the school have been doing that had come to the ears of the judges? He questioned sharply the senior boy, and it was as much as Prattletons kings scholarship was worth to attempt to disguise by so much as a word, or to soften down, the message sent out from the judges. But the closer the master questioned the rest of the boys, the less information he could get; and all he finally obtained was, that some quarrel had taken place between the two head choristers, Arkell and Aultane, on the Sunday afternoon, and that the judges overheard it.

Early school was excused that morning, as a matter of necessity; for the master  relying upon the holiday  did not emerge from his bed-chamber until between eight and nine; and you may be very sure that the boys did not proceed to the college hall of their own accord. But after breakfast they assembled as usual at half-past nine, and the master, uneasy and angry, went in also to the minute. Henry Arkell failed to make his appearance, and it was remarked upon by the masters.

By the way, said Mr. Wilberforce, how came he to fall down in college yesterday? Does anybody know?

Please, sir, he trod upon a surplice, said Vaughan the bright. Lewis junior says so.

Trod upon a surplice! repeated Mr. Wilberforce. How could he do that? You were standing. Your surplices are not long enough to be trodden upon. What do you mean by saying that, Lewis junior?

Lewis juniors face turned red, and he mentally vowed a licking to Bright Vaughan, for being so free with his tongue; but he looked up at the master with an expression as innocent as a lambs.

I only said he might have trodden on a surplice, sir. Perhaps he was giddy yesterday afternoon, as he fainted afterwards.

The subject dropped. The choristers went into college for service at ten oclock, but the master remained in his place. It was not his week for chanting. Before eleven they were back again; and the master had called up the head class, and was again remarking on the absence of Henry Arkell, when the dean and Mr. St. John walked into the hall. Mr. Wilberforce rose, and pushed his spectacles to the top of his brow in his astonishment.

Have the goodness to call up Aultane, said the dean, after a few words of courtesy, as he stood by the masters desk.

Senior, or junior, Mr. Dean?

The chorister.

Aultane, junior, walk up, cried the master. And Aultane, junior, walked up, wishing himself and his tongue and the dean, and all the rest of the world within sight and hearing, were safely boxed up in the coffins in the cathedral crypt.

Now, Aultane, began the dean, regarding him with as much severity as it was in the deans nature to regard anyone, even a rebellious college boy, you preferred a charge to me yesterday against the senior chorister; that he had been pledging his gold medal at Rutterleys. Have the goodness to substantiate it.

Oh, my heart alive, I wish hed drop through the floor! groaned Aultane to himself. What will become of me? What a jackass I was!

I did not enter into the matter then, proceeded the dean, for Aultane remained silent. You had no business to make the complaint to me on a Sunday. What grounds have you for your charge?

Aultane turned red and white, and green and yellow. The dean eyed him closely. What proof have you?

I have no proof, faltered Aultane.

No proof! Did you make the charge to me, knowing it was false?

No, sir. He has pledged his medal.

Tell me how you know it. Mr. St. John knows he had it in his own house on Saturday.

Aultane shuffled first on one foot, and then on the other; and the dean, failing explanation from him, appealed to the school, but all disclaimed cognizance of the matter. If you behave in this extraordinary way, you will compel me to conclude that you have made the charge to prejudice me against Arkell; who, I hear, had a serious charge to prefer against you for ill-behaviour in college, continued the dean to Aultane.

If you will send to the place, you will find his medal is there, sir, sullenly replied Aultane.

The shortest plan would be to send to Arkells, and request him to dispatch his medal here, if the dean approves, interposed Mr. St. John, speaking for the first time.

The dean did approve, and Cookesley was despatched on the errand. He brought back the medal. Henry was not in the way, but Mrs. Arkell had found it and given it to him.

Now what do you mean by your conduct? sternly asked the dean of Aultane.

I know he pledged it on Saturday, if he has got it out to-day, persisted the discomfited Aultane, who was in a terrible state, between wishing to prove his charge true, and the fear of compromising himself.

I know Henry Arkell could not be guilty of a despicable action, spoke up Mr. St. John; and, hearing of this charge, I went to Rutterleys to ask him a few questions. He informed me there was a college boy at his place on Saturday, endeavouring to pledge a table-spoon, but he knew the crest, and would not take it in  not wishing, he said, to encourage boys to rob their parents. Perhaps Aultane can tell the dean who that was?

There was a dead silence in the school, and the look of amazement on the head-masters face was only matched by the confusion of Aultanes. The dean, a kind-hearted man, would not examine further.

I do not press the matter until I hear the complaint of the senior chorister against Aultane, said he aloud, to Mr. Wilberforce. It was something that occurred in the cathedral yesterday, in the hearing, unfortunately, of the judges. But a few preliminary tasks, by way of present punishment, will do Aultane no harm.

Ill give them to him, Mr. Dean, heartily responded the master, whose ears had been so scandalised by the mysterious allusions to Rutterleys, that he would have liked to treat the whole school to tasks and to something else, all round. Ill give them to him.

You see what a Tom-fool you have made of yourself! grumbled Prattleton senior to Aultane, as the latter returned to his desk, laden with work. Thats all the good you have got by splitting to the dean.

I wish the dean was in the sea, I do! madly cried Aultane, as he savagely watched the retreat of that very reverend divine, who went out carrying the gold medal between his fingers, and followed by Mr. St. John. And I wish that brute, St. John was hung! He  

Aultanes words and bravery alike faded into silence, for the two were coming back again. The master stood up.

I forgot to tell you, Mr. Wilberforce, that I have recommended Henry Arkell to take a holiday for a day or two. That was a violent fall yesterday; and his fainting afterwards struck me as not wearing a favourable appearance.

Have you seen him, Mr. Dean?

I saw him an hour ago, just before service. I was going by the house as he came out of it, on his way to college, I suppose. It is a strange thing what it could have been that caused the fall.

So it is, replied the master. I was inquiring about it just now, but the school does not seem to know anything.

Neither does he, so far as I can learn. At any rate, rest will be best for him for a day or two.

No doubt it will, Mr. Dean. Thank you for thinking of it.

They finally went out, St. John casting a significant look behind him, at the boys in general, at Aultane junior in particular. It said as plainly as looks could say, Id not peach again, boys, if I were you; and Aultane junior, but for the restraining presence of the head master, would assuredly have sent a yell after him.

How much St. John told of the real truth to the dean, that the medal had been pledged, we must leave between them. The school never knew. Henry himself never knew. St. John quitted the dean at the deanery, and went on to restore the medal to its owner: although Georgina Beauclerc was standing at one of the deanery windows, looking down expectantly, as if she fancied he was going in.

Travice was at that moment at Peter Arkells, perched upon a side-table, as he talked to them. Henry leaned rather languidly back in an elbow-chair, his fingers pressed upon his head; Lucy was at work near the window; Mrs. Peter, looking very ill, sat at the table. Travice had not been at service on the previous afternoon, and the accident had been news to him this morning.

But how did you fall? he was asking with uncompromising plainness, being unable to get any clear information on the point. What threw you down?

Well  I fell, answered Henry.

Of course you fell. But how? The passage is all clear between the seats of the kings scholars and the cross benches; theres nothing for you to strike your foot against; how did you fall?

There was some confusion at the time, Travice; the first lesson was just over, and the people were rising for the cantate. I was walking very fast, too.

But something must have thrown you down: unless you turned giddy, and fell of your own accord.

I felt giddy afterwards, returned Henry, who had been speaking with his hand mostly before his eyes, and seemed to answer the questions with some reluctance. I feel giddy now.

I think, Travice, he scarcely remembers how it happened, spoke Mrs. Arkell. Dont press him; he seems tired. I am so glad the dean gave him holiday.

At this juncture, Mr. St. John came in with the medal. He stayed a few minutes, telling Harry he should take him for a drive in the course of the day, which Mrs. Arkell negatived; she thought it might not be well for the giddiness he complained of in the head. St. John took his leave, and Henry went with him outside, to hear the news in private of what had taken place in the college hall. Mrs. Arkell had left the room then, and Travice took the opportunity to approach Lucy.

Does it strike you that theres any mystery about this fall, Lucy?

Mystery! she repeated, raising her eyes. In what way?

It is one of two things: either that he does not remember how he fell, or that he wont tell. I think it is the latter; there is a restraint in his manner when speaking of it: an evident reluctance to speak.

But why should he not speak of it?

There lies what I call the mystery. A sensational word, you will say, for so slight a matter. I may be wrong  if you have not noticed anything. Whats that you are so busy over?

Lucy held it up to the light, blushing excessively at the same time. It was Harrys rowing jersey, and it was getting the worse for wear. Boating would soon be coming in.

It wants darning nearly all over, it is so thin, she said. And the difficulty is to darn it so that the darn shall be neither seen nor suspected on the right side.

Cant you patch it? asked Travice.

She laughed out loud. Would Harry go rowing in a patched jersey? Would you, Travice?

He laughed too. I dont think I should much mind it.

Ah, but you are Travice Arkell, she said, her seriousness returning. A rich man may go about without shoes if he likes; but a poor one must not be seen even in mended ones.

True: its the way of the world, Lucy. Well, I should mend that jersey with a new one. Why, youll be a whole day over it.

I dare say I shall be two. Travice, theres Mr. St. John looking round for you. He was beckoning. Did you not see him.

No, I only saw you, answered Travice, in a tone that was rather a significant one. I see now; he wants me. Good-bye, Lucy.

He took her hand in his. There was little necessity for it, seeing that he came in two or three times a day. And he kept it longer than he need have done.


CHAPTER VII.

CARR VERSUS CARR.

It was two oclock in the afternoon, and a crowd of busy idlers was gathered round the Guildhall at Westerbury, for the great cause was being brought on  Carr versus Carr.

That they could not get inside, you may be very sure, or they would not have been round it. In point of fact, the trial had not been expected to come on before the Tuesday; but in the course of Monday morning two causes had been withdrawn, and the Carr case was called on. The Nisi Prius Court immediately became filled to inconvenience, and at two oclock the trial began.

It progressed equably for some time, and then there arose a fierce discussion touching the register. Mr. Fauntleroys counsel, Serjeant Wrangle, declaring the marriage was there up to very recently; and Mynn and Mynns counsel, Serjeant Siftem, ridiculing the assertion. The judge called for the register.

It was produced and examined. The marriage was not there, neither was there any sign of its having been abstracted. Lawrence Omer was called by Serjeant Wrangle; and he testified to having searched the register, seen the inscribed marriage, and copied the names of the witnesses to it. In proof of this, he tendered his pocket-book, where the names were written in pencil.

Up rose Serjeant Siftem. What day was this, pray?

It was the 4th of November.

And so you think you saw, amidst the many marriages entered in the register, that of Robert Carr and Martha Ann Hughes?

I am sure I saw it, replied Mr. Omer.

Were you alone?

I looked over the book alone. Hunt, the clerk of the church, was present in the vestry.

It must appear to the jury as a singular thing that you only, and nobody else, should have seen this mysterious entry, continued Serjeant Siftem.

Perhaps nobody else looked for it; theyd have seen it if they had, shortly returned the witness, who felt himself an aggrieved man, and spoke like one, since Mynn and Mynn had publicly accused him that day of having gone down to St. Jamess in his sleep, and seen the entry in a dream alone.

Does it not strike you, witness, as being extraordinary that this one particular entry, professed to have been seen by your eyes, and by yours alone, should have been abstracted from a book safely kept under lock and key? pursued Serjeant Siftem. I am mistaken if it would not strike an intelligent man as being akin to an impossibility.

No, it does not strike me so. But events, hard of belief, happen sometimes. I swear the marriage was in the book last November: why it is not there now, is the extraordinary part of the affair.

It was no use to cross-examine the witness further; he was cross and obstinate, and persisted in his story. Serjeant Siftem dismissed him; and Hunt was called, the clerk of the church, who came hobbling in.

The old man rambled in his evidence, but the point of it was, that he didnt believe any abstraction had been made, not he; it must be a farce to suppose it; a crotchet of that great lawyer, Fauntleroy; how could the register be touched when he himself kept it sure and sacred, the key of the safe in a hiding-place in the vestry, and the key of the church hanging up in his own house, outside his kitchen door? His rector said it had been robbed, and in course he couldnt stand out to his face as it hadnt, but he were upon his oath now, and must speak the truth without shrinking.

Serjeant Wrangle rose. Did the witness mean to tell the court that he never saw or read the entry of the marriage?

No, he never did. He never heard say as it were there, and he never looked.

But you were present when the witness Omer examined the register? persisted Serjeant Wrangle.

Master Omer wouldnt have got to examine it, unless I had been, retorted Hunt to Serjeant Wrangle. I was a-sitting down in the vestry, a-nursing of my leg, which were worse than usual that day; it always is in damp weather, and

Confine yourself to evidence, interrupted the judge.

Well, sir, I was a-nursing of my leg whilst Master Omer looked into the book. I dont know what he saw there; he didnt say; and when he had done looking I locked it safe up again.

Did you see him make an extract from it? demanded Serjeant Wrangle.

Yes, I saw him a-writing something down in his pocket-book.

Have you ever entrusted the key of the safe to strange hands?

I wouldnt do such a thing, angrily replied the witness. I never gave it to nobody, and never would; theres not a soul knows where it is to be found, but me, and the rector, and the other clergyman, Mr. Prattleton, what comes often to do the duty. I couldnt say as much for the key of the church, which sometimes goes beyond my custody, for the rector allows one or two of the young college gents to go in to play the organ. By token, one on em  the quietest o the pair, it were, too  flung in that very key on to our kitchen floor, and shivered our cats beautiful chaney saucer into seven atoms, and my missis  

That is not evidence, again interrupted the judge.

Nothing more, apparently, that was evidence, could be got from the witness, so he was dismissed.

Call the Reverend Mr. Wilberforce.

The Reverend Mr. Wilberforce, rector of St. James the Less, minor canon and sacrist of Westerbury Cathedral, and head-master of the collegiate school, came forward, and was sworn.

You are the rector of St. James the Less? said Serjeant Wrangle.

I am, replied Mr. Wilberforce.

Did you ever see the entry of Robert Carrs marriage with Martha Ann Hughes in the churchs register.

Yes, I did. Serjeant Siftem pricked up his ears.

When did you see it?

On the 7th of last November.

How do you fix the date, Mr. Wilberforce? inquired, the judge, recognising him as the minor canon who had officiated in the chanters desk the previous day in the cathedral.

I had been marrying a couple that morning, my lord, the 7th. After I had entered their marriage, I turned back and looked for the registry of Robert Carrs, and I found it and read it.

What induced you to look for it? asked the counsel.

I had heard that his marriage was discovered to have taken place at St. Jamess, and that it was recorded in the register; and Mr. Wilberforce then told how he had heard it. Curiosity induced me to turn back and read it, he continued.

You both saw it and read it? continued Serjeant Wrangle.

I both saw it and read it, replied Mr. Wilberforce.

Then you testify that it was undoubtedly there?

Most certainly it was.

The reverend gentleman will have the goodness to remember that he is upon his oath, cried Serjeant Siftem, impudently bobbing up.

Sir! was the indignant rebuke of the clergyman. You forget to whom you are speaking, he added, amidst the dead silence of the court.

Can you remember the words written? resumed Serjeant Wrangle.

The entry was properly made; in the same manner that the others were, of that period. Robert Carr and Martha Ann Hughes had signed it; also her brother and sister as witnesses.

You have no doubt that the entry was there, then, Mr. Wilberforce? observed the judge.

My lord, cried the reverend gentleman, somewhat nettled at the question, I can believe my own eyes. I am not more certain that I am now giving evidence before your lordship, than I am that the marriage was in the register.

It is not in now? said the judge.

No, my lord; it must have been cleverly abstracted.

The whole leaf, I presume? said Serjeant Wrangle.

Undoubtedly. The marriage entered below Robert Carrs was that of Sir Thomas Ealing: I read that also, with its long string of witnesses: that is also gone.

Can you account for its disappearance? asked Serjeant Wrangle.

Not in the least. I wish I could: and find out the offenders.

The incumbent of the parish at that time is no longer living, I believe? observed Serjeant Wrangle.

He has been dead many years, replied Mr. Wilberforce. But it was not the incumbent who married them: it was a strange clergyman who performed the ceremony, a friend of Robert Carrs.

How do you know that? snapped Serjeant Siftem, bobbing up again.

Because he signed the register as having performed it, replied Mr. Wilberforce, confronting the Serjeant with a look as undaunted as his own.

What cared Serjeant Siftem for being confronted? How do you know he was a friend of Robert Carrs? went on he.

In that I speak from hearsay. But there are many men of this city, older than I am, who remember that the Reverend Mr. Bell and Robert Carr were upon exceedingly intimate terms: they can testify it to you, if you choose to call them.

Serjeant Siftem growled, and sat down; but was up again in a moment. Who was clerk of the parish at that time? asked he.

There was no clerk, replied the witness. The office was in abeyance. Some of the parishioners wanted to abolish it; but they did not succeed in doing so.

Allow me to ask you, sir, resumed Serjeant Wrangle, whether the entrance of the marriage there is not a proof of its having taken place?

Most assuredly, replied Mr. Wilberforce. A proof indisputable.

But courts of justice, judges, and jury require ocular and demonstrative proof. It is probable there was not a soul in court, including the judge and Serjeant Siftem, but believed the evidence of the Reverend Mr. Wilberforce, even had they chosen to doubt that of Lawrence Omer; but the register negatively testified that there had been no marriage, and upon the register, in law, must rest the onus of proof. Had there been positive evidence, not negative, of the abstraction of the leaf from the register, had the register itself afforded such, the aspect of affairs would have been very different. Mr. Mynn testified that on the 2nd day of December he had looked and could find no trace of the marriage in the register: it was certainly evident that it was not in now. When the court rose that night, the trial had advanced down to the summing-up of the judge, which was deferred till morning: but it was felt by everybody that that summing-up would be dead against the client of Mr. Fauntleroy, and that Squire Carr had gained the cause.

The squire, and his son Valentine, and Mynn and Mynn, and one or two of the lesser guns of the bar, but not the great gun, Serjeant Siftem, took a late dinner together, and drank toasts, and were as merry and uproarious as success could make them: and Westerbury, outside, echoed their sentiments  that cute old Fauntleroy had not a leg to stand upon.

Cute old Fauntleroy cute enough, goodness knew, in general  was thinking the same thing, as he took a solitary chop in his own house: for he did not get home until long past the dinner-hour, and his daughters were out. After the meal was finished, he sat over the fire in a dreamy mood, he scarcely knew how long, he was so full of vexation.

The extraordinary revelation, that the disputed marriage had taken place at St. James the Less, and lain recorded all those years unsuspiciously in the register, with the still more extraordinary fact that it had been mysteriously taken out of it, electrified Westerbury. The news flew from one end of the city to the other, and back again, and sideways, and everywhere.

But not until late in the evening was it carried to Peter Arkells. Cookesley, the second senior of the school, went in to see Henry, and told it; and then, for the first time, Henry found that the abstraction of the leaf had reference to the great cause  Carr versus Carr.

Will Mrs. Carr lose her verdict through it? he asked of Cookesley.

Of course she will. Theres no proof of the leafs having been taken out. If they could only prove that, shed gain it; and very unjust it will be upon her, poor thing! We had such a game in school! added Cookesley, passing to private interests. Wilberforce was at the court all the afternoon, giving evidence; and Roberts wanted to domineer over us upper boys; as if wed let him! He was so savage.

Cookesley departed. Henry had his head down on the table: Mrs. Arkell supposed it ached, and bade him go to bed. He apparently did not hear her; and presently started up and took his trencher.

Where are you going? she asked, in surprise.

Only to Prattletons. I want to speak to George.

But, Henry  

Remonstrance was useless. He had already gone. Prattleton senior came to the door to him.

George? George is at Griffins; Griffin has got a bachelors party. Whatever do you want with him? I say, Arkell, have you heard of the row in school this morning? The dean came in about that medal business  what a fool Aultane junior was for splitting!  and St. John spoke about one of the fellows having been at Rutterleys on Saturday, trying to pledge a spoon with the Aultane crest upon it: he didnt say actually the crest was the Aultanes, or that the fellow was Aultane, but his manner let us know it. Wasnt Aultane in a way! He said afterwards that if he had had a pistol ready capped and loaded, he should have shot himself, or the dean, or St. John, or somebody else. Serve him right for his false tongue! Therell be an awful row yet. I know Id shoot myself, before Id go and peach to the dean!

But Prattleton was wasting his words on air. Henry had flown on to Griffins  the house in the grounds formerly occupied by Mr. and Mrs. Lewis. The Reverend Mr. Griffin was the old minor canon, with the cracked voice, and it was his son and heir who was holding the bachelors party. George Prattleton came out.

There ensued a short, sharp colloquy  Henry insisting upon being released from his promise; George Prattleton, whom the suggestion had startled nearly out of his senses, refusing to allow him to divulge anything.

Shell not get her cause, said Henry, unless I speak. It will be awfully unjust.

Youll just keep your tongue quiet, Arkell. What is it to you? The Carr folks are not your friends or relatives.

If I were to let the trial go against her, for the want of telling the truth, I should have it on my conscience always.

My word! cried George Prattleton, a schoolboy with a conscience! I never knew they were troubled with any.

Will you release me from my promise of not speaking?

Not if you go down on your knees for it. What a green fellow you are!

Then I shall speak without.

You wont, cried Prattleton.

I will. I gave the promise only conditionally, remember; and, as things are turning out, I am under no obligation to keep it. But I would not speak without asking your consent first, whether I got it or not.

I have a great mind to carry you by force, and fling you into the river, uttered Prattleton, in a savage tone.

You know you couldnt do it, returned Henry, quietly: if I am not your equal in age and strength, I could call those who are. But theres not a moment to be lost. I am off to Mr. Fauntleroys.

Henry Arkell meant what he said: he was always resolute in right: and Prattleton, after a further confabulation, was fain to give in. Indeed he had been expecting nothing less than this for the last hour, and had in a measure prepared himself for it.

Ill tell the news myself, said George Prattleton, if it must be told: and Ill tell it to Mr. Prattleton, not to Fauntleroy, or any of the law set.

I must go to Mr. Prattleton with you, returned Henry.

You can wait for me out here, then. We are at whist, and my coming out has stopped the game. I shant be more than five minutes.

George Prattleton retreated indoors, and Henry paced about, waiting for him. He crossed over towards the deanery, and came upon Miss Beauclerc. She had been spending an hour at a neighbouring house, and was returning home, attended by an old man-servant. Muffled in a shawl and wearing a pink silk hood, few would have known her, except the college boy. His heart beat as if it would burst its bounds.

Why, its never you! she cried. Thank you, Jacob, that will do, she added to the servant. Dont stand, or youll catch your rheumatism; Mr. Arkell will see me indoors.

The old man turned away with a bow, and she partially threw back her pink silk hood to talk to Henry, as they moved slowly on to the deanery door.

Were you going to call upon us, Harry?

No, Miss Beauclerc. I am waiting for George Prattleton. He is at Griffins.

Miss Beauclerc! she echoed; how formal you are to-night. Id not be as cold as you, Henry Arkell, for the whole world!

I, cold!

He said no more in refutation. If Georgina could but have known his real feelings! If she could but have divined how his pulses were beating, his veins coursing! Perhaps she did.

Are you better? What a fall you had! And to faint after it!

Yes, I think I am better, thank you. It hurt my head a little.

And you had been annoyed with those rebellious school boys! You are not half strict enough with the choristers. I hope Aultane will get a flogging, as Lewis did for locking you up in St. Jamess Church. I asked Lewis the next day how he liked it: he was so savage. I think hed murder you if he could: hes jealous, you know.

She laughed as she spoke the last words, and her gay blue eyes were bent on him; he could discern them even in the dark, obscure corner where the deanery door stood. Henry did not answer: he was in wretched spirits.

Harry, tell me  why is it you so rarely come to the deanery? Do you think any other college boy would dare to set at nought the deans invitations  and mine?

Remembering what passed between us one night at the deanery  the audit night  can you wonder that I do not oftener come? he inquired.

Oh, but you were so stupid.

Yes, I know. I have been stupid for years past.

Miss Beauclerc laughed. And you think that stopping away will cure you?

It will not cure me; years will not cure me, he passionately broke forth, in a tone whose anguish was irrepressible. Absence and you alone will do that. When I go to the university   He stopped, unable to proceed.

When you go to the university you will come back a wise man. Henry, she continued, changing her manner to seriousness, it was the height of folly to suffer yourself to care for me. If I  if it were reciprocated, and I cared for you, if I were dying of love for you, there are barriers on all sides, and in all ways.

I am aware of it. There is the barrier between us of disparity of years; there is a wide barrier of station; and there is the greatest barrier of all, want of love on your side. I know that my loving you has been nothing short of madness, from the first: madness and double madness since I knew where your heart was given.

So you will retain that crotchet in your head!

It is no crotchet. Do you think my loving eyes  my jealous eyes, if you so will it  have been deceived? You must be happy, now that he has come back to Westerbury.

Stupid! echoed Miss Beauclerc.

But it has been your fault, Georgina, he resumed, reverting to himself. I must reiterate it. You saw what my feelings were becoming for you, and you did all you could to draw them on; you may have deemed me a child then in years; you knew I was not, in heart. They might have been checked in the onset, and repressed: why did you not do it? why did you do just the contrary, and give me encouragement? You called it flirting; you thought it good sport: but you should have remembered that what is sport to one, may be death to another.

This estrangement makes me uncomfortable, proceeded Miss Beauclerc, ignoring the rest. Papa keeps saying, What is come to Henry Arkell that he is never at the deanery? and then I invent white stories, about believing that your studies take up your time. I miss you every day; I do, Henry; I miss your companionship; I miss your voice at the piano; I miss your words in speaking to me. But here comes your friend George Prat, for thats the echo of old Griffins door. I know the different sounds of the doors in the grounds. Good night, Harry: I must go in.

She bent towards him to put her hand in his, and he  he was betrayed out of his propriety and his good manners. He caught her to his heart, and held her there; he kissed her face with his fervent lips.

Forgive me, Georgina, he murmured, as she released herself. It is the first and the last time.

I will forgive you for this once, cried the careless girl; but only think of the scandal, had anybody come up: my staid mamma would go into a fit. It is what he has never done, she added, in a deeper tone. And why your head should run upon him I cannot tell. Mine doesnt.

Henry wrung her hand. But for him, Georgina, I should think you cared for me. Not that the case would be less hopeless.

Miss Beauclerc rang a peal on the door-bell, and was immediately admitted  whilst Henry Arkell walked forward to join George Prattleton, his heart a compound of sweet and bitter, and his brain in a mazy dream.

But we left Mr. Fauntleroy in a dream by the side of his fire, and by no means a pleasant one. He sat there he did not know how long, and was at length interrupted by one of his servants.

You are wanted, sir, if you please.

Wanted now! Who is it?

The Rev. Mr. Prattleton, sir, and one or two more. They are in the drawing-room, and the fires gone out.

He has come bothering about that tithe case, grumbled Mr. Fauntleroy to himself. I wont see him: let him come at a proper time. My compliments to Mr. Prattleton, Giles, but I am deep in assize business, and cannot see him.

Giles went out and came in again. Mr. Prattleton says they must see you, sir, whether or no. He told me to say, sir, that it is about the cause thats on, Carr and Carr.

Mr. Fauntleroy proceeded to his drawing-room, and there he was shut in for some time. Whatever the conference with his visitors may have been, it was evident, when he came out, that for him it had borne the deepest interest, for his whole appearance was changed; his manners were excited, his eyes sparkling, and his face was radiant.

They all left the house together, but the lawyers road did not lie far with theirs. He stopped at the lodgings occupied by Serjeant Wrangle, and knocked. A servant-maid came to the door.

I want to see Serjeant Wrangle, said Mr. Fauntleroy, stepping in.

You cant sir. He is gone to bed.

I must see him for all that, returned Mr. Fauntleroy.

Missis and masters gone to bed too, she added, by way of remonstrance. I was just a-going.

With all my heart, said Mr. Fauntleroy. I must see the serjeant.

Taint me, then, sir, thatll go and awaken him, cried the girl. Hes gone to bed dead tired, he said, and I was not to disturb him till eight in the morning.

Give me your candle, replied Mr. Fauntleroy, taking it from her hand. He has the same rooms as usual, I suppose; first floor.

Mr. Fauntleroy went up the stairs, and the girl stood at the bottom, and watched and listened. She did not approve of the proceedings, but did not dare to check them; for Mr. Fauntleroy was a great man in Westerbury, and their assize lodger, the serjeant, was a greater.

Tap  tap  tap: at Serjeant Wrangles door.

No response.

Tap  tap  tap, louder.

Who the deuce is that? called out the serjeant, who was only dignified in his wig and gown. Is it you, Eliza? what do you want? Its not morning, is it?

Taint me, sir, screamed out Eliza, who had now followed Mr. Fauntleroy. I told the gentleman as you was dead tired and wasnt to be woke up till eight in the morning, but he took my light and would come up.

I must see you, Serjeant, said Mr. Fauntleroy.

See me! Im in bed and asleep. Who the dickens is it?

Mr. Fauntleroy. Dont you know my voice? Can I come in?

No; the doors bolted.

Then just come and undo it. For, see you, I must.

Cant it wait?

If it could I should not have disturbed you. Open the door and you shall judge for yourself.

Serjeant Wrangle was heard to tumble out of bed in a lump, and undo the bolt of the door. Eliza concluded that he was in his night attire, and modestly threw her apron over her face. Mr. Fauntleroy entered.

The most extraordinary thing has turned up in Carr versus Carr, cried he. Never had such a piece of luck, just in the nick of time, in all my practice.

Do shut the door, responded Serjeant Wrangle; I shall catch the shivers.

Mr. Fauntleroy shut the door, shutting out Eliza, who forthwith sat down on the top stair, and wished she had ten ears. Have you not a dressing-gown to put on? cried he to the serjeant.

Ill listen in bed, replied the serjeant, vaulting into it.

A whole hour did that ill-used Eliza sit on the stairs, and not a syllable could she distinguish, listen as she would, nothing but an eager murmuring of voices. When Mr. Fauntleroy came out, he put the candle in her hand and she attended him to the door, but not in a gracious mood.

I thought you were going to stop all night, sir, she ventured to say. Dreadful dreary it was, sitting there, a-waiting.

Why did you not wait in the kitchen?

Because every minute I fancied you must be coming out. Good night, sir.

Good night, returned Mr. Fauntleroy, putting half-a-crown in her hand. There; thats in case you have to wait on the stairs for me again.

Eliza brightened up, and officiously lighted Mr. Fauntleroy some paces down the street, in spite of the gas-lamp at the door, which shone well. What a good humour the old lawyers in! quoth she. I wonder what his business was? I heard him say something had arose in Carr and Carr.


CHAPTER VIII.

THE SECOND DAY.

Tuesday morning dawned, and before nine oclock the Nisi Prius court was more densely packed than on the preceding day: all Westerbury  at least, as many as could push in  were anxious to hear his lordships summing up. At twenty-eight minutes after nine, the javelins of the sheriffs men appeared in the outer hall, ushering in the procession of the judges.

The senior judge proceeded to the criminal court; the other, as on the Monday, took his place in the Nisi Prius. His lordship had his notes in his hand, and was turning to the jury, preparatory to entering on his task, when Mr. Serjeant Wrangle rose.

My lord  I must crave your lordships permission to state a fact, bearing on the case, Carr versus Carr. An unexpected witness has arisen; a most important witness; one who will testify to the abstraction from the register; one who was present when that abstraction was made. Your lordship will allow him to be heard?

Serjeant Siftem, and Mynn and Mynn, and Squire Carr and his son Valentine, and all who espoused that side, looked contemptuous daggers of incredulity at Serjeant Wrangle. But the judge allowed the witness to be heard, for all that.

He came forward; a remarkably handsome boy, at the stage between youth and manhood. The judge put his silver glasses across his nose and gazed at him: he thought he recognised those beautiful features.

Swear the witness, cried some official.

The witness was sworn.

What is your name? demanded Serjeant Wrangle.

Henry Cheveley Arkell.

Where do you reside?

In Westerbury, near the cathedral.

You are a member of the college school and a chorister, are you not? interposed the judge, whose remembrance had come to him.

A kings scholar, my lord, and senior chorister.

Were you in St. Jamess Church on a certain night of last November? resumed Serjeant Wrangle.

Yes. On the twentieth.

For how long? And how came you to be there?

I went in to practise on the organ, when afternoon school was over, and some one locked me in. I was there until nearly two in the morning.

Who locked you in?

I did not know then. I afterwards heard that it was one of the senior boys.

Tell the jury what you saw.

Henry Arkell, amidst the confused scene, so unfamiliar to him, wondered which was the jury. Not knowing, he stood as he had done before, looking alternately at the examining counsel and the judge.

I went to sleep on the singers seat in the organ-gallery, and slept until a noise awoke me. I saw two people stealing up the church with a light; they turned into the vestry, and I went softly downstairs and followed them, and stood at the vestry door looking in.

Who were those parties?

The one was Mr. George Prattleton; the other a stranger, whose name I had heard was Rolls. George Prattleton unlocked the safe and gave Rolls the register, and Rolls sat down and looked through it: he was looking a long while.

What next did you see?

When George Prattleton had his back turned to the table, I saw Rolls blow out the light. He pretended it had gone out of itself, and asked George Prattleton to fetch the matches from the bench at the entrance door. As soon as George Prattleton had gone for them, a light reappeared in the vestry, and I saw Rolls place what looked to be a piece of thick pasteboard behind one of the leaves, and then draw a knife down it and cut it out. He put the leaf and the board and the knife into his pocket, and blew out the candle again.

Did George Prattleton see nothing of this?

No. He was gone for the matches, and when he came back the vestry was in darkness, as he had left it. Nothing risk, nothing win; I thought I could do him, I heard Rolls say to himself.

After that?

After that, when Mr. George Prattleton came back with the matches, Rolls lighted the candle and continued to look over the register, and George Prattleton grumbled at him for being so long. Presently Rolls shut the book and hurrahed, saying that it was not in, and Mr. Prattleton might put it up again.

Did you understand what he meant by it. Can you repeat the words he used?

I believe I can, or nearly so, for I have thought of them often since. Its not in the register, Prattleton, he said. Hurrah! It will be thousands of pounds in our pockets. When the other side brought forth the lame tale that there was such an entry, we thought it a bag of moonshine. I think that was it.

What next happened?

I saw Rolls hand the book to George Prattleton, and then I went down the church as quietly as I could, and found the key in the door and got out. I hid behind a tombstone, and I saw them both come from the church, and Mr. George Prattleton locked it and put the key in his pocket. I heard them disputing at the door, when they found it open; Rolls accused George Prattleton of unlocking the door when he went to get the matches; and George Prattleton accused Rolls of having neglected to lock it when they entered the church.

Meanwhile it was you who had unlocked it, to let yourself out?

Yes. And I was in too great a hurry, for fear they should see me, to shut it after me.

A very nicely concocted tale! sneered Serjeant Siftem, after several more questions had been asked of Henry, and he rose to cross examine. You would like the court and jury to believe you, sir?

I hope all will believe, who hear me, for it is the truth, he answered, with simplicity. And he had his wish; for all did believe him; and Serjeant Siftems searching questions, and insinuations that the fancied George Prattleton and Rolls were nothing but ghosts, failed to shake his testimony, or their belief.

The next witness called was Roland Carr Lewis, who had just come into court, marshalled by the second master. A messenger, attended by a javelin man, had been despatched in hot haste to the college schoolroom, demanding the attendance of Roland Lewis. Mr. Roberts, confounded by their appearance, and perplexed by the obscure tale of the messenger, that two of the college gentlemen, Lewis and another, was found to have had somat to do with the theft from the register, though not, he blieved, in the way of thieving it theirselves, left his desk and his duties, and accompanied Lewis. The head master had been in court all the morning.

You are in the college school, said Serjeant Wrangle, after Lewis was sworn, and had given his name.

Kings scholar, sir, and third senior, replied Lewis, who could scarcely speak for fright; which was not lessened when he caught sight of the Dean of Westerbury on the bench, next the judge.

Did you shut up a companion, Henry Cheveley Arkell, in the church of St. James the Less, one afternoon last November, when he had gone in to practise on the organ?

Lewis wiped his face, and tried to calm his breathing, and glared fearfully towards the bench, but never spoke.

You have been sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, sir, and you must do so, said the judge, staring at his ugly face, through his glasses. Answer the question.

Y  es.

What was your motive for doing so? asked Serjeant Wrangle.

It was only done in fun. I didnt mean to hurt him.

Pretty fun! ejaculated one of the jury, who had a timid boy of his own in the college school, and thought how horrible might be the consequences should he get locked up in St. Jamess Church.

How long did you leave him there?

I dont know. I took back the key to the clerks, and the next morning, when we went to let him out, he was gone.

Who is we? Who was with you? cried Serjeant Wrangle, catching at the word.

Mr. George Prattleton. He was at the clerks in the morning, and I told him about it, and asked him to get the key, for Hunt would not let me have it. So he was coming with me to open the church; but Hunt happened to say that Arkell had just been to his house. He had got out somehow.

When this witness, after a good deal of badgering, was released, Serjeant Siftem, a bright thought having occurred to him, desired that the Reverend Mr. Wilberforce might get into the witness-box. The Reverend Mr. Wilberforce did so; and the serjeant began, in an insinuating tone:

The witness, Henry Cheveley Arkell, is under your tuition in the collegiate school, I assume?

He is, sternly replied Mr. Wilberforce, who had not forgotten Serjeant Siftems insult of the previous day.

Would you believe him on his oath?

On his oath, or without it.

Oh, you would, would you? retorted the Serjeant. Schoolboys are addicted to romancing, though.

Henry Arkell is of strict integrity. His word may be implicitly trusted.

I can bear testimony to Henry Arkells honourable and truthful nature, spoke up the dean, from his place beside the judge. His general conduct is exemplary; a pattern to the school.

Henry Cheveley Arkell, roared out the undaunted Serjeant Siftem, drowning the deans voice. I have done with you, Mr. Wilberforce. So the master left the witness-box, and Henry re-entered it.

I omitted to put a question to you, Mr. Chorister, began Serjeant Siftem. Should you know this fabulous gentleman of your imagination, this Rolls, if you were to see him?

Yes, replied Henry. I saw him this morning as I came into court.

That shut up Serjeant Siftem.

Where did you see him? inquired the judge.

In the outer hall, my lord. He was with Mr. Valentine Carr. But I am not sure that his name is Rolls, added the witness. When I pointed him out to Mr. Fauntleroy, he was surprised, and said that was Richards, Mynn and Mynns clerk.

The judge whispered a word to somebody with a white wand, who was standing near him, and that person immediately went hunting about the court to find this Rolls or Richards, and bring him before the judge. But Rolls had made himself scarce ere the conclusion of Henry Arkells first evidence; and, as it transpired afterwards, decamped from the town. The next witness put into the box was Mr. George Prattleton.

You are aware, I presume, of the evidence given by Henry Cheveley Arkell, said Serjeant Wrangle. Can you deny that part of it which relates to yourself?

No, unfortunately I cannot, replied George Prattleton, who was very down in the mouth  as his looks were described by a friend of his in court. Rolls is a villain.

That is not evidence, sir, said the judge.

He is a despicable villain, my lord, returned the witness, giving way to his injured feelings. He came to Westerbury, pretending to be a stranger, and calling himself Rolls, and I got acquainted with him; that is, he scraped acquaintance with me, and we were soon intimate. Then he began to make use of me; he asked if I would do him a favour. He wanted to get a private sight of the register in St. Jamess Church. So I consented, I am sorry to say, to get him a private sight; but I made the bargain that he should not copy a single word out of it, and of course I meant to be with him and watch him.

Did you know that his request had reference to the case of Carr versus Carr? inquired Serjeant Wrangle.

No, Ill swear I did not, retorted the witness, in an earnest tone, forgetting, probably, that he was already on his oath. He never told me why he wanted to look. He would go in at night: if he were seen entering the church in the day, it might be fatal to his clients cause, was the tale he told; and I am ashamed to acknowledge that I took him in at night, and suffered him to look at the register. I have heard to-day that his name is Richards.

You knew where the key of the safe was kept?

Yes; I was one day in the church with the Reverend Mr. Prattleton, and saw him take it from its place.

Did you see Rolls (as we will call him) abstract the leaf?

Of course I did not, indignantly retorted the witness. I suddenly found the vestry in darkness, and he got me to fetch the matches, which were left on the bench at the entrance door. It must have been done then. Soon after I returned he gave me back the register, saying the entry he wanted was not there, and I locked it up again. When we got to the church door we were astonished to find it open, but  

But did you not suspect it was opened by one who had watched your proceedings, interrupted the judge.

No, my lord. Rolls left the town the next morning early; when I went to find him he was gone, and I have never been able to see him since. Thats all I know of the transaction, and I can only publicly repeat my deep regret and shame that I should have been drawn into such a one.

Drawn, however, without much scruple, as it appears, rebuked the judge, with a severe countenance. Allow me to ask you, sir, when it was you first became acquainted with the fact that a theft had been perpetrated on the register?

Mr. George Prattleton did not immediately answer. He would have given much not to be obliged to do so: but the court wore an ominous silence, and the judge waited his reply.

The day after it took place, Arkell, the college boy, came and told me what he had seen, but  

Then, sir, it was your duty to have proclaimed it, and to have had steps taken to arrest your confederate, Rolls, interrupted the stern judge.

But, my lord, I did not believe Arkell. I did not indeed, he added, endeavouring to impart to his tone an air of veracity, and therefore  as is sure to be the case  imparting to it just the contrary. I could not believe that Rolls, or any one else in a respectable position, such he appeared to occupy, would be guilty of so felonious an action.

The less excuse you make upon the point, the better, observed the judge.

For some few minutes Serjeant Siftem and his party had been conferring in whispers. The serjeant, at this stage, spoke.

My lord, this revelation has come upon my instructors, Mynn and Mynn, with, the most utter surprise, and  

The man, Rolls, or Richards, is really clerk to Mynn and Mynn, I am informed, interrupted the judge, in as significant a tone as a presiding judge permits himself to assume.

He was, my lord; but he will not be in future. They discard him from this hour. In fact, should he not make good his escape from the country, which it is more than likely he is already endeavouring to effect, he will probably at the next assizes find himself placed before your lordship for judgment, should you happen to come this circuit, and preside in the other court. But Mynn and Mynn wish to disclaim, in the most emphatic manner, all cognizance of this mans crime. They  

There is no charge to be brought against Mynn and Mynn in connexion with it, is there? again interposed the judge.

Most certainly not, my lord, replied the counsel, in a lofty tone, meant to impress the public ear.

Then, Brother Siftem, it appears to me that you need not take up the time of the court to enter on their defence.

I bow to your lordships opinion. Mynn and Mynn and their client, Squire Carr, are not less indignant that so rascally a trick should have been perpetrated than the public must be. But this evidence, which has come upon them in so overwhelming a manner, they feel they cannot hope to confute. I am therefore instructed to inform your lordship and the jury, that they withdraw from the suit, and permit a verdict to be entered for the other side.

Very good, replied the judge.

And thus, after certain technicalities had been observed, the proceedings were concluded, and the court began to empty itself of its spectators. For once the Right had prospered. But Westerbury held its breath with awe when it came to reflect that it was the revengeful act of Roland Carr Lewis, that locking up in the church, which had caused his family to be despoiled of the inheritance they had taken to themselves!

The Reverend Mr. Wilberforce laid hold of Henry Arkell, as he was leaving the Guildhall. Tell me, said he, but not in an angry tone, how much more that is incomprehensible are you keeping secret, allowing it to come out to me piecemeal?

Henry smiled. I dont think there is any more, sir.

Yes, there is. It is incomprehensible why you should not have disclosed at the time all you had been a witness to in the church. Why did you not?

I could not speak without compromising George Prattleton, sir; and if I had, he might have been brought to trial for it.

Serve him right too, said Mr. Wilberforce.

Presently Henry met the dean, his daughter, Frederick St. John, and Lady Anne. The dean stopped him.

What do you call yourself? A lion?

Henry smiled faintly.

I think you stand a fair chance of being promoted into one. Do you know what I wished to-day, when you were giving your evidence?

No, sir.

That you were my own son.

Henry involuntarily glanced at Georgina, and she glanced at him: her face retained its calmness, but a flush of crimson came over his. No one observed them but Mr. St. John.

I want you at the deanery to-night, continued the dean, releasing Henry. No excuse about lessons now: your fall on Sunday has given you holiday. You will come?

Yes, sir.

I mean to dinner  seven oclock. The judges will be there. The one who tried the cause said he should like to meet you. Go and rest yourself until then.

Thank you, sir. I will come.

Georginas eyes sparkled, and she nodded to him in triumph a dozen times, as she walked on with the dean.

Following in the wake of the deans party came the Rev. Mr. Prattleton. Henry approached him timidly.

I hope you will forgive me, sir. I could not help giving my evidence.

Forgive you! echoed Mr. Prattleton; I wish nobody wanted forgiveness worse than you do. You have acted nobly throughout. I have recommended Mr. George to get out of the town for a while; not to remain in it in idleness and trouble my table any longer. He can join his friend Rolls on the continent if he likes: I understand he is most likely off thither.

The fraud was not brought home to the Carr family. It was indisputably certain that the squire himself had known nothing whatever of it: had never even been aware that the marriage was entered on the register of St. James the Less. Whether his sons Valentine and Benjamin were equally guiltless, was a matter of opinion. Valentine solemnly protested that nothing had ever been told to him; but he did acknowledge that Richards came to him one evening, and said he thought the cause was likely to be imperilled by certain proceedings that the other side were taking. He, Valentine Carr, authorized him to do what he could to counteract these proceedings (only intending him to act in a fair manner), and gave him carte blanche in a moderate way for the money that might be required. He acknowledged to no more: and perhaps he had no more to acknowledge: neither did he say how much he had paid to Richards. Benjamin treated the whole matter with contempt. The most indignant of all were Mynn and Mynn. Really respectable practitioners, it was in truth a very disagreeable thing to have been forced upon them; and could they have got at their ex-clerk, they would willingly have transported him.

And Mr. Fauntleroy, in the flush of his great victory, in the plenitude of his gratitude to the boy whose singular evidence had caused him to win the battle, went down that same day to Peter Arkells and forgave him the miserable debt that had so long hampered him. For once in his life, the lawyer showed himself generous. People used to say that such was his nature before the world hardened him.

So, taking one thing with another, it was a satisfactory termination to the renowned cause, Carr versus Carr.

It was a large state dinner at the deanery. But the chief thing that Henry Arkell saw at it was, that Mr. St. John sat by Georgina Beauclerc. The judges  who did not appear in their wigs and fiery gowns, to the relief of private country individuals of wide imaginations, that could not usually separate them  were pleasant men, and their faces did not look so yellow by candle-light. They talked to Henry a great deal, and he had to rehearse over, for the general benefit, all the scene of that past night in St. Jamess Church. Mrs. Beauclerc, usually so indifferent, was aroused to especial interest, and would not quit the theme; neither would Lady Anne St. John, now visiting at the Palmery, and who was present with Mrs. St. John.

But Georgina  oh, the curious wiles of a womans heart!  took little or no notice of Henry. They had been for some time in the drawing-room before she came near him at all  before she addressed a word to him. At dinner she had been absorbed in Mr. St. John: gay, laughing, animated, her thoughts, her words, were all for him. Sarah Beauclerc, conspicuous that night for her beauty, sat opposite to them, but St. John had not the opportunity of speaking to her, beyond a passing word now and again. In the drawing-room, no longer fettered  though perhaps the fetters had been willing ones  St. John went at once to Sarah, and he did not leave her side. Ah! Henry saw it all: both those fair girls loved Frederick St. John! What would be the ending?

Georgina sat at a table apart, reading a new book, or appearing to read it. Was she covertly watching that sofa at a distance? It was so different, this sitting still, from her usual restless habits of flitting everywhere. Suddenly she closed her book, and went up to them.

I have come to call you to account, Fred, she began, speaking in her most familiar manner, but in a low tone. Dont you see whose heart you are breaking?

He had been sitting with his head slightly bent, as he spoke in a whisper to his beautiful companion. Her eyes were cast down, her fingers unconsciously pulled apart the petals of some geranium she held; her whole attitude bespoke a not unwilling listener. Georginas salutation surprised both, for they had not seen her approach. They looked up.

What do you say? cried St. John. Breaking somebodys heart? Whose? Yours?

She laughed in derision, flirting some of the scent out of a golden phial she had taken up. Sarah, you should have more consideration, she continued. It is all very well when Lady Annes not present, but when she is  There! you need not go into a flaming fever and fling your angry eyes upon me. Look at Sarahs face, Mr. St. John.

Mr. St. John walked away, as though he had not heard. Sarah caught hold of her cousin.

There is a limit to endurance, Georgina. If you pursue this style of conversation to me  learnt, as I have repeatedly told you, from the housemaids, unless it is inherent, she added, in deep scorn I shall make an appeal to the dean.

Make it, said Georgina, laughing. It was too bad of you, Sarah, with his future wife present. Shell go to bed and dream of jealousy.

Quitting her cousin, she went straight up to Henry Arkell. Why do you mope like this? she cried.

Mope! he repeated.

He had been at another table leaning his head upon his hand. It was aching much: and he told her so.

Oh, Harry, I am sorry; I forgot your fall. Will you sing a song?

I dont think I can to-night.

But papa has been talking to the judges about it. I heard him say your singing was worth listening to. I suppose he had been telling them all about you, and the whole romance, you know, of Mrs. Peter Arkells marriage, for one of them  it was the old one  said he used to be intimate with her father, Colonel Cheveley. Here comes the dean! thats to ask you to sing.

He sat down at once, and sang a song of the day. Then he went on to one that I dare say you all know and like Shall I, wasting in despair. At its conclusion one of the judges  it was the old one, as Georgina irreverently called him  came to him at the piano, and asked if he could sing Luthers Hymn.

A few chords by way of prelude, lasting some few minutes, probably played to form a break between the worldly song and the sacred one  for if anyone was ever endowed with an innate sense of what was due to sacred things, it was Henry Arkell  and then the grand old hymn, in all its beautiful simplicity, burst upon their ears. Never had it been done greater justice to than it was by that solitary college boy. The room was hushed to stillness; the walls echoed with the sweet sounds; the solemn words thrilled on the listeners hearts, and the singers whole soul seemed to go up with them. Oh, how strange it was, that the judge should have called for that particular, sacred song!

The echoes of it died away in the deepest stillness. It was broken by Henry himself; he closed the piano, as if nothing else must be allowed to come after that; and the tacit mandate was accepted, and nobody thought of inquiring how he came to assume the liberty in the deans house.

Gradually the room resumed its humming and its self-absorption, and Georgina Beauclerc, under cover of it, went up to him.

How could you make the excuse that your head was aching? None, with any sort of sickness upon them, could sing as you have just done.

Not even with heart sickness, he answered.

Now you are going to be absurd again! What do you mean?

To-night has taught me a great deal, Georgina. If I have been foolish enough  fond enough, I might say  to waver in my doubts before, thats over for ever.

So much the better; you will be cured now.

She had spoken only lightly, not meaning to be unkind or unfeeling; but she saw what she had done, by his quivering lip. Leaning across him as he stood, under cover of showing him something on the table, she spoke in a deep, earnest tone.

Henry, you know it could never be. Better that you should see the truth now, than go on in this dream of folly. Stay away for a short while if you will, and overget it; and then we will be fast friends as before.

And this is to be the final ending?

She stole a glance round at him, his voice had so strange a sound in it. Every trace of colour had faded from his face.

Yes; it is the only possible ending. If you get on well and become somebody grand, you and I can be as brother and sister in after life.

She moved away as she spoke. It may be that she saw further trifling would not do. But even in the last sentence, thoughtlessly though she had spoken it, there was an implied consciousness of the wide difference in their social standing, all too prominent to that sensitive ear.

A minute afterwards St. John looked round for him, and could not see him.

Wheres Henry Arkell? he asked of Georgina.

She looked round also.

He is gone, I suppose, she answered. He was in one of his stupid moods to-night.

Thats something new for him. Stupid?

I used the word in a wide sense. Crazy would have been better.

What do you mean, Georgina?

He is a little crazy at times  to me. There! thats all I am going to tell you: you are not my father confessor.

True, he said; but I think I understand without confession. Take care, Georgina.

Take care of what?

Of  I may as well say it  of exciting hopes that are most unlikely to be realized. Better play a true part than a false one.

She laughed a little saucy laugh.

Dont you think I might turn the tables and warn you of that? What false hopes are you exciting, Mr. St. John?

None, he answered. It is not in my nature to be false, even in sport.

Her laugh changed to one of derision; and Mr. St. John, disliking the sound, disliking the words, turned from her, and joined the dean, who was then deep in a discussion with one of the judges.


CHAPTER IX.

THE SHADOW OF DEATH.

The days went on; and the dull, heavy pain in the head, complained of by Henry Arkell, increased in intensity. At first his absence from his desk at school, his vacant place at college, excited comment, but in time, as the newness of it wore off, it grew to be no longer noticed. It is so with all things. On the afternoon of the fall, the family surgeon was called in to him: he saw no cause for apprehension, he said; the head only required rest. It might have been better, perhaps, had the head (including the body and brain) been able to take the recommended rest; but it could not. On the Monday morning came the excitement of the medal affair, as related to him by Mr. St. John, and also by many of the school; in the evening there occurred the excitement of that business of the register; the interview with the Prattletons, and subsequently with Mr. Fauntleroy. On the next day he had to appear as a witness; and then came the deanery dinner in the evening and Georgina Beauclerc. All sources of great and unwonted excitement, had he been in his usual state of health: what it was to him now, never could be ascertained.

As the days went on, and the pain grew no better, but worse, and the patient more heavy, it dawned into the surgeons mind that he possibly did not understand the case, and it might be as well to have the advice of a physician. The most clever the city afforded was summoned, and he did not appear to understand it either. That there was some internal injury to the head, both agreed; but what it might be, it was not so easy to state. And thus more days crept on, and the doctors paid their regular visits, and the pain still grew worse; and then the half-shadowed doubt glided into a certainty which had little shadow about it, but stern substance  that the injury was rapidly running on to a fatal issue.

He did not take to his bed: he would sit at his chamber window in an easy chair, his poor aching-head resting on a pillow. You would be better in bed, everybody said to him. No, he thought he was best up, he answered; it was more change: when he was tired of the chair and the pillow, he could lie down outside the bed. It is unaccountable his liking to be so much at the window, Mrs. Peter Arkell remarked to Lucy. To them it might be; for how could they know that a sight of one who might pass and cast a glance up to him, made his days happiness?

That considerable commotion was excited by the opinion of the doctors, however cautiously intimated, was only to be expected. Mr. Arkell heard of it, and brought another physician, without saying anything beforehand at Peters. But it would seem that this gentlemans opinion did not differ in any material degree from that of his brethren.

The Reverend Mr. Wilberforce sat at the head of his dinner-table, eating his own dinner and carving for his pupils. His face looked hot and angry, and his spectacles were pushed to the top of his brow, for if there was one thing more than another that excited the ire of the master, it was that of the boys being unpunctual at meals, and Cookesley had this day chosen to be absent. The second serving of boiled beef was going round when he made his appearance.

What sort of behaviour do you call this, sir? was the masters salutation. Do you expect to get any dinner?

I am very sorry to be so late, sir, replied Cookesley, eyeing the boiled beef wishfully, but not daring to take his seat. I went to see Arkell, and  

And who is Arkell, pray, or you either, that you must upset the regulations of my house? retorted the master. You should choose your visiting times better, Mr. Cookesley.

Yes, sir. I heard he was worse; thats the reason I went; and when I got there the dean was with him. I waited, and waited, but I had to come away without seeing Arkell, after all.

The dean with Arkell! echoed Mr. Wilberforce, in a disbelieving tone.

He is there still, sir. Arkell is a great deal worse. They say he will never come to school or college again.

Who says so, pray?

Everybodys saying it now, returned Cookesley. Theres something wrong with his head, sir; some internal injury caused by the fall; but they dont know whether its an abscess, or what it is. It will kill him, they think.

The masters wrath had faded: truth to say, his anger was generally more fierce in show than in reality. You may take your seat for this once, Cookesley, but if ever you transgress again  Hallo! broke off the master, as he cast his eyes on another of his pupils, whats the matter with you, Lewis junior? Are you choking, sir?

Lewis junior was choking, or gasping, or something of the sort, for his face was distorted, and his eyes were round with seeming fright. What is it? angrily repeated the master.

It was the piece of meat, sir, gasped Lewis. A ready excuse.

No it wasnt, put in Vaughan the bright, who sat next to Lewis junior. Heres the piece of meat you were going to eat; it dropped off the fork on to your plate again; it couldnt be the meat. Hes choking at nothing, sir.

Then, if you must choke, you had better go and choke outside, and come back when its over, said the master to Lewis. And away Lewis went; none guessing at the fear and horror which had taken possession of him.

The assize week had passed, and the week following it, and still Henry Arkell had not made his appearance in the cathedral or the school. The master could not make it out. Was it likely that the effects of a fall, which broke no bones, bruised no limbs, only told somewhat heavily upon his head, should last all this while, and incapacitate him from his duties? Had it been any other of the kings scholars, no matter which of the whole thirty-nine Mr. Wilberforce would have said that he was skulking, and sent a sharp mandate for him to appear in his place; but he thought he knew better things of Henry Arkell. He did not much like what Cookesley said now  that Arkell might never come out again, though he received the information with disbelief.

Mr. St. John was a daily visitor to the invalid. On the day before this, when he entered, Henry was at his usual post, the window, but standing up, his head resting against the frame, and his eyes strained after some distant object outside. So absorbed was he, that Mr. St. John had to touch his arm to draw his attention, and Henry drew back with a start.

How are you to-day, Harry? Better?

No, thank you. This curious pain in my head gets worse.

Why do you call it curious?

It is not like an ordinary pain. And I cannot tell exactly where it is. I cannot put my hand on any part of my head and say it is here or it is there. It seems to be in the centre of the inside  as if it could not be got at.

What were you watching so eagerly?

I was looking outside, was Henrys evasive reply. They had Dr. Ware to me this morning; did you know it?

I am glad of that! exclaimed Mr. St. John. What does he say?

I did not hear him say much. He asked me where my head was struck when I fell, but I could not tell him  I did not know at the time, you remember. He and Mr.  

Henrys voice faltered. A sudden, almost imperceptible, movement of the head nearer the window, and a wild accession of colour to his feverish cheek, betrayed to Mr. St. John that something was passing which bore for him a deep interest. He raised his own head and caught a sufficient glimpse: Georgina Beauclerc.

It told Mr. St. John all: though he had not needed to be told; and Miss Beauclercs mysterious words, and Henrys past conduct became clear to him. So! the boys heart had been thus early awakened  and crushed.

The heart that is soonest awake to the flowers Is always the first to be touched by the thorns,

whistled Mr. St. John to himself.

Ay, crushing is as sure to follow that early awaking, as that thorns grow on certain rose-trees. But Mr. St. John said nothing more that day.

On the following day, upon going in, he found Henry in bed.

Like a sensible man as you are, quoth Mr. St. John, by way of salutation. Now dont rise from it again until you are better.

Henry looked at him, an expression in his eyes that Mr. St. John did not like, and did not understand. Did they tell you anything downstairs, Mr. St. John? he inquired.

I did not see anyone but the servant. I came straight up.

Mamma is lying down, I dare say; she has been sitting with me part of the night. Then I will tell it you. I shall not be here many days, he whispered, putting his hand within Mr. St. Johns.

Mr. St. John did not take the meaning: that the case would have a fatal termination had not yet crossed his mind. Where shall you be? cried he, gaily, up in the moon?

Henry sighed. Up somewhere. I am going to die.

Going to what? was the angry response.

I am dying, Mr. St. John.

Mr. St. Johns pulses stood still. Who has been putting that rubbish in your head? cried he, when he recovered them sufficiently to speak.

The doctors told my father yesterday evening, that as I went on, like this, from bad to worse, without their being able to discover the true nature of the case, they saw that it must terminate fatally. He knew that they had feared it before. Afterwards mamma came and broke it to me.

Why did she do so? involuntarily uttered Mr. St. John, in an accent of reproach. Though their opinion may be unfavourable  which I dont believe, mind  they had no right to frighten you with it.

It does not frighten me. Just at first I shrank from the news, but I am quite reconciled to it now. A faint idea that this might be the ending, has been running through my own mind for some days past, though I would not dwell on it sufficiently to give it a form.

I am astonished that Mrs. Arkell should have imparted it to you! emphatically repeated Mr. St. John. What could she have been thinking of?

Oh, Mr. St. John! mamma has striven to bring us up not to fear death. What would have been the use of her lessons, had she thought I should run in terror from it when it came?

She ought not to have told you  she ought not to have told you! was the continued burden of Mr. St. Johns song. You may get well yet.

Then there is no harm done. But, with death near, would you have had me, the only one it concerns, left in ignorance to meet it, not knowing it was there? Mamma has not waited herself for death  as she has done, you know, for years  without learning a better creed than that.

Mr. St. John made no reply, and Henry went on: I have had such a pleasant night with mamma. She read to me parts of the Revelation; and in talking of the glories which I may soon see, will you believe that I almost forgot my pain? She says how thankful she is now, that she has been enabled to train me up more carefully than many boys are trained  to think more of God.

You are a strange boy, interrupted Sir. St. John.

In what way am I strange?

To anticipate death in that tone of cool ease. Have you no regrets to leave behind you?

Many regrets; but they seemed to fade into insignificance last night, while mamma was talking with me. It is best that they should.

Henry, it strikes me that you have had your griefs and troubles, inexperienced as you are, resumed Mr. St. John.

Oh yes, I have, he answered, betrayed into an earnestness, incompatible with cautious reserve. Some of the college boys have not suffered me to lead a pleasant life with them, he continued, more calmly; and then there has been my fathers gradually straitening income.

I think there must have been some other grief than these, was Mr. St. Johns remark.

What other grief could there have been?

I know but of one. And you are over young for that.

Of course I am; too young, was the eager answer.

That is enough, quietly returned Mr. St. John; I did not tell you to betray yourself. Nay, Henry, dont shrink from me; let me hear it: it will be better and happier for you that I should.

There is nothing  I dont know what you mean  what are you talking of, Mr. St. John? was the incoherent answer.

Harry, my poor boy, I know almost as much as you, he whispered. I know what it is, and who it is. Georgie Beauclerc. There; you cannot tell me much, you see.

Henry Arkell laid his hand across his face and aching eyes; his chest was heaving with emotion. Mr. St. John leaned over him, not less tenderly than a mother.

You should not have wasted your love upon her: she is a heartless girl. I expect she drew you on, and then turned round and said she did not mean it.

Oh yes, she did draw me on, he replied, in a tone full of anguish; otherwise, I never  But it was my fault also. I ought to have remembered the many barriers that divided us; the  

You ought to have remembered that she is an incorrigible flirt, that is what you ought to have remembered, interrupted Mr. St. John.

Well, well, sighed Henry, I cannot speak of these things to you: less to you than to any one.

Is that an enigma? I should think you could best speak of them to me, because I have guessed your secret, and the ice is broken.

Again Henry Arkell sighed. Speaking of them at all will do no good; and I would now rather think of the future than of the past. My future lies there, he added, pointing to the blue sky, which, as seen from his window, formed a canopy over the cathedral tower. She has, in all probability, many years before her here: Mr. St. John, if she and you spend those years together, will you sometimes talk of me? I should not like to be quite forgotten by you  or by her.

Spend them together! he echoed. Another enigma. What should bring me spending my years with Georgina Beauclerc?

Henry withdrew his hands from his eyes, and turned them on Mr. St. John. Do you think she will never be your wife?

She! Georgina Beauclerc! No, thank you.

Henry Arkells face wore an expression that Mr. St. John understood not. It was for your sake she treated me so ill. She loves you, Mr. St. John. And I think you know it.

She is a little simpleton. I would not marry Georgie Beauclerc if there were not another English girl extant. And as to loving her  Harry, I only wish, if we are to lose you, that I loved you but one tenth part as little.

Sorrow in store for her! sorrow in store for her! he murmured, as he turned his face to the pillow. I must send her a message before I die: you will deliver it for me?

I wont have you talk about dying, retorted Mr. St. John. You may get well yet, I tell you.

Henry opened his eyes again to reply, and the calm peace had returned to them. It maybe very soon; and it is better to talk of death than to shrink from it. And Mr. St. John grumbled an ungracious acquiescence.

And there is another thing I wish you would do for me: get Lewis junior here to-day. If I send to him, I know he will not come; but I must see him. Tell him, please, that it is only to shake hands and make friends; that I will not say a word to grieve him. He will understand.

Its more than I do, said Mr. St. John. He shall come.

I should like to see Aultane  but I dont think my head will stand it all. Tell him from me, not to be harsh with the choristers now he is senior  

He is not senior yet, interposed Mr. St. John in a husky tone.

It will not be long first. Give him my love, and tell him, when I sent it, I meant it fully; and that I have no angry feeling towards him.

Your love?

Yes. It is not an ordinary message from one college boy to another, panted the lad, but I am dying.

After Mr. St. John left the house, he encountered the dean. Dr. Beauclerc, Henry Arkell is dying.

The dean stared at Mr. St. John. Dying! Henry Arkell!

The inward injury to the head is now pronounced by the doctors to be a fatal one. They told the family last night there was little, if any, more hope. The boy knows it, and seems quite reconciled.

The dean, without another word or question, turned immediately off to Mr. Arkells, and Westerbury as immediately turned its aristocratic nose up. The idea of his condescending to enter the house of those poor Arkells! had it been the other branch of the Arkell family, it would not have been quite so lowering. But Dr. Beauclerc never did display the dignity properly pertaining to a dean.

Dr. Beauclerc, forgetful as usual of a deans dignity, was shown into Mrs. Arkells parlour, and from thence into Henry Arkells chamber. The boys ever lovely face flushed crimson, from its white pillow, when he saw the dean. Oh, sir! you to come here! how kind!

I am sorry for this, my poor lad, said the dean, as he sat down. I hear you are not so well: I have just met Mr. St. John.

I shall never be well again, sir. But do not be sorry. I shall be better off; far, far happier than I could be here.

Do you feel this, genuinely, heartily? questioned the dean.

Oh yes, how can I do otherwise than feel it? If it is Gods will to take me, I know it must be for my good.

Say that again, said the dean. I do not know that I fully caught your meaning.

I am in Gods hands: and if He takes me to Him earlier than I thought to have gone, I know it must be for the best.

How long have you reposed so firm a trust in God?

All my life, answered Henry, with simplicity: mamma taught me that with my letters. She taught me to take God for my guide; to strive to please Him; implicitly to trust in Him.

And you have done this?

Oh no, sir, I have only tried to do it. But I know that there is One to intercede for me.

Have you sure and certain trust in Christ? returned the dean, after a pause.

I have sure and certain trust in Him, was the boys reply, spoken fervently: if I had not, I should not dare to die. I wish I might have received the Sacrament, he whispered; but I have not been confirmed.

Henry, said the dean, in his quick manner, I do believe you are more fitted for it than are some who take it. Would it be a comfort to you?

It would indeed, sir.

Then I will come and administer it. At seven to-night, if that hour will suit your friends. I will ascertain when I go down.

Oh, sir, you are too good, he exclaimed, in his surprise: mamma thought of asking Mr. Prattleton. I am but a poor college boy, and you are the Dean of Westerbury.

Just so. But when the great King of Terrors approaches, as he is now approaching you, it makes us remember that in Christs kingdom the poor college boy may stand higher than the Dean of Westerbury. Henry, I have watched your conduct more than you are aware of, and I believe you to have been as truly good a boy as it is in human nature to be: I believe that you have continuously striven to please God, in little things as in great.

If I could but have done it more than I have! thought the boy.

It was during this interview that Mr. Cookesley arrived; and, as you have seen, nearly lost his dinner. As soon as the boys rose from table, they, full of consternation, trooped down to Arkells, picking up several more of the kings scholars on their way, who were not boarders at the house of Mr. Wilberforce. The dean had gone then, but Mr. St. John was at the door, having called again to inquire whether there was any change. He cast his eyes on the noisy boys, as they approached the gate, and discerned amongst them Lewis junior. Mr. St. John stepped outside, and pounced upon him, with a view to marshal him in. But Lewis resisted violently; ay, and shook and trembled like a girl.

I will not go into Arkells, sir, he panted. You have no right to force me. I wont! I wont!

He struggled on to his knees, and clasped a deep-seated stone in the Arkells garden for support. Mr. St. John, not releasing his collar, looked at him with amazement, and the troop of boys watched the scene over the iron railings.

Lewis, what is the meaning of this? cried Mr. St. John. You are panting like a coward; and a guilty one: What are you afraid of?

Im afraid of nothing, but I wont go into Arkells. I dont want to see him. Let me go, sir. Though you are Mr. St. John, thats no reason why you should set up for master over the college boys.

I am master over you just now, was the significant answer. Listen: I have promised Arkell to take you to him, and I will do it: you may have heard, possibly, that the St. Johns never break their word. But Arkell has sent for you in kindness: he appeared to expect this opposition, and bade me tell it you: he wants to clasp your hand in friendship before he dies. Walk on, Lewis.

You are not master over us boys, shrieked Lewis again, whose opposition had increased to sobs.

But Mr. St. John proved his mastership. Partly; by coaxing, partly by authoritative force, he conducted Mr. Lewis to the door of Henrys chamber. There Lewis seized his arm in abject terror; he had turned ghastly white, and his teeth chattered.

I cannot fathom this, said Mr. St. John, wondering much. Have I not told you there is nothing to fear? What is it that you do fear?

No; but does he look very frightful? chattered Lewis.

What should make him look frightful? He looks as he has always looked. Be off in; and Ill keep the door, if you want to talk secrets.

Mr. St. John pushed him in, and closed the door upon them. Henry held out his hand, and spoke a few hearty words of love and forgiveness; and Lewis put his face down on the counterpane and began to howl.

Lewis, take comfort. It was done, I know, in the impulse of the moment, and you never thought it would hurt me seriously. I freely forgive you.

Are you sure to die? sobbed Lewis.

I think I am. The doctors say so.

O-o-o-o-o-o-h! howled Lewis; then I know youll come back and haunt me with being your murderer: Prattleton junior says you will. He saw it done, so he knows about it. I shall never be able to sleep at night, for fear.

Now, Lewis, dont be foolish. I shall be too happy where I am, to come back to earth. No one knows how it happened: you say Prattleton does, but he is your friend, and it is safe with him. Take comfort.

Some of us have been so wicked and malicious to you! blubbered Lewis. I, and my brother, and Aultane, and a lot of them.

It is all over now, sighed Henry, closing his heavy eyes. You would not, had you foreseen that I should leave you so soon.

Oh, what a horrid wretch I have been! sobbed Lewis, rubbing his smeared face on the white bedclothes, in an agony. And, if its found out, they might try me next assizes and hang me. And it is such a dreadful thing for you to die!

It is a happy thing, Lewis; I feel it is, and I have told the dean I feel it. Say good-bye to the fellows for me, Lewis; I am too ill to see them. Tell them how sorry I am to leave them; but we shall meet again in heaven.

Lewis grasped his offered hand, and, with a hasty, sheepish movement, leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek: then turned and burst out of the room, nearly upsetting Mr. St. John, and tore down the stairs. Mr. St. John entered the chamber.

Well, is the conference satisfactorily over?

Again Henry reopened his heavy eyes. Is that you, Mr. St. John?

Yes, I am here.

The dean is coming here this evening at seven, for the sacrament. He said my not being confirmed was no matter in a case like this. Will you come?

Henry, no, was the grave answer. I am not good enough.

Oh, Mr. St. John! The ready tears filled his eyes. I wish you could! he beseechingly whispered.

I wish so too. Are you distressed for me, Henry? Do not look upon me as a monster of iniquity: I did not mean to imply it. But I do not yet think sufficiently of serious things to be justified in partaking of that ordinance without preparation.

It would have seemed like a bond of union between us  a promise that you will some time join me where I am going, pleaded the dying boy.

I hope I shall: I trust I shall: I will not forget that you are there.

As Mr. St. John left the house, he made his way to the grounds, in a reflective mood: the cathedral bell was then ringing for afternoon service, and, somewhat to his surprise, he saw the dean hurrying from the college; not to it.

Im on my way back to Arkells! Im on my way back to Arkells! he exclaimed, in an impetuous manner; and forthwith he began recounting a history to Mr. St. John; a history of wrong, which filled him, the dean, with indignation.

I suspected something of the sort, was Mr. St. Johns quiet answer; and the dean strode on his way, and Mr. St. John stood looking after him, in painful thought. When the dean came out of Mr. Peter Arkells again, he was too late for service that afternoon. Although he was in residence!

Just in the unprepared and sudden manner that the news of Henry Arkells approaching death must have fallen upon my readers, so did it fall upon the town. People could not believe it: his friends could not believe it: the doctors scarcely believed it. The day wore on; and whether there may have lingered any hope in the morning, the evening closed it, for it brought additional agony to his injured head, and the most sanguine saw that he was dying.

All things were prepared for the service, about to take place, and Henry lay flushed, feverish, and restless, lest he should become delirious ere the hour should arrive: he had become so rapidly worse since the forepart of the day. Precisely as the cathedral clock struck seven, the house door was thrown open, and the dean placed his foot on the threshold:

Peace be unto this house, and to all that dwell within it!

The dean was attended to the chamber, and there he commenced the office for the Visitation of the Sick, omitting part of the exhortation, but reading the prayer for a soul on the point of departure. Then he proceeded with the Communion.

When the service was over, all, save Mrs. Arkell and the dean, quitted the room. Henrys mind was tranquil now.

I will not forget your request, whispered the dean.

Near to the college door, as we enter, was Henrys response.

It shall be done as you wish, my dear.

And, sir, you have promised to forgive them.

For your sake. You are suffering much just now, added the dean, as he watched his countenance.

It gets more intense with every hour. I cannot bear it much longer. Oh, I hope I shall not suffer beyond my strength! he panted; I hope I shall be able to bear the agony!

Do not fear it. You know where to look for help! whispered the dean; you cannot look in vain. Henry, my dear boy, I leave you in peace, do I not?

Oh yes, sir, in perfect peace. Thank you greatly for all.


CHAPTER X.

THE GRAVESTONE IN THE CLOISTERS.

It was the brightest day, though March was not yet out, the first warm, lovely day of spring. Men passed each other in the streets, with a congratulation that the winter weather had gone, and the college boys, penned up in their large schoolroom, gazed aloft through the high windows at the blue sky and the sunshine, and thought what a shame it was that they should be held prisoners on such a days instead of galloping over the country at Hare and Hounds.

Third Latin class walk up, cried Mr. Wilberforce.

The third Latin class walked up, and ranged itself in front of the masters desk. Whos top of this class? asked he.

Me, sir, replied the gentleman who owned that distinction.

Whos me sir?

Me, sir.

Who is me, sir? angrily repeated the master, his spectacles bearing full on his wondering pupil.

Charles Van Brummel, sir, returned that renowned scholar.

Then go down to the bottom for saying me.

Mr. Van Brummel went down, considerably chopfallen, and the master was proceeding to work, when the cathedral bell tolled out heavily, for a soul recently departed.

Whats that? abruptly ejaculated the master.

Its the college death-bell, sir, called out the up class, simultaneously, Van Brummel excepted, who had not yet recovered his equanimity.

I hear what it is as well as you, were all the thanks they got. But what can it be tolling for? Nobody was ill.

Nobody, echoed the boys.

Can it be a member of the Royal Family? wondered the master  the bishop and the dean he knew were well. If not, it must be one of the canons.

Of course it must! for the college bell never condescended to toll for any of the profane vulgar. The Royal Family, the bishop, dean, and prebendaries, were the only defunct lights, honoured by the notice of the passing-bell of Westerbury Cathedral.

Lewis junior, said the master, go into college, and ask the bedesmen who it is that is dead.

Lewis junior clattered out. When he came back he walked very softly, and looked as white as a sheet.

Well? cried Mr. Wilberforce  for Lewis did not speak.

Its tolling for Henry Arkell, sir.

Henry Arkell! uttered the master. Is he really dead? Are you ill, Lewis junior? Whats the matter?

Nothing, sir.

But it is an entirely unprecedented proceeding for the cathedral bell to toll for a college boy, repeated Mr. Wilberforce, revolving the news. The old bedesmen must be making some mistake. Half of them are deaf, and the other half are stupid. I shall send to inquire: we must have no irregularity about these things. Lewis junior.

Yes, sir.

Lewis junior, you are ill, sir, repeated the master, sharply. Dont say you are not. Sit down, sir.

Lewis junior humbly sat down. He appeared to have the ague.

Van Brummel, youll do, continued Mr. Wilberforce. Go and inquire of the bedesmen whether they have received orders; and, if so, from whom: and whether it is really Arkell that the bell is tolling for.

Van Brummel opened the door and clattered down the stairs, as Lewis junior had done; and he clattered back again.

The men say, sir, that the dean sent them the orders by his servant. And they think Arkell is to be buried in the cathedral.

In  deed! was the masters comment, in a tone of doubt. Poor fellow! he added, after a pause, his has been a sudden and melancholy ending. Boys, if you want to do well, you should imitate Henry Arkell. I can tell you that the best boy who ever trod these boards, as a foundation scholar, has now gone from among us.

Please, sir, Im senior of the choir now, interposed Aultane junior, as if fearing the master might not sufficiently remember that important fact.

And a fine senior youll make, scornfully retorted Mr. Wilberforce.

It was Mr. St. John who had taken the news of his death to the dean, and the latter immediately sent to order the bell to be tolled. St. John left the deanery, and was passing through the cloisters on his way to Hall-street, when he saw in the distance Mrs. and Miss Beauclerc, just as the cathedral bell rang out. Mrs. Beauclerc was startled, as the head master had been: her fears flew towards her aristocratic clergy friends. She tried the college door, and, finding it open, entered to make inquiries of the bedesmen. Georgina stopped to chatter to Mr. St. John.

Fancy, if it should be old Ferraday gone off! cried she. Wont the boys crow? He has got the influenza, and was sitting by his study fire yesterday in a flannel nightcap.

It is the death-bell for Henry Arkell, Georgina.

A vivid emotion dyed her face. She was vexed that it should be apparent to Mr. St. John, and would have carried it off under an assumption of indifference.

When did he die? Did he suffer much?

He died at a quarter past eleven; about twenty minutes ago. And he did not suffer so much at the last as was anticipated.

Well, poor fellow, I hope he is happy.

That he is, warmly responded Mr. St. John. He died in perfect peace. May you and I be as peaceful, Georgina, when our time shall come.

What a blow it must be to Mrs. Arkell!

I saw her as I came out of the house just now, and I could not help venturing on a word of entreaty, that she would not grieve his loss too deeply. She raised her beautiful eyes to me, and I cannot describe to you the light, the faith, that shone in them. Not lost, she gently whispered, only gone before.

Georgina had kept her face turned from the view of Mr. St. John. She was gazing through her glistening eyes at the graveyard, which was enclosed by the cloisters.

What possesses the college bell to toll for him? she exclaimed, carelessly, to cover her emotion. I thought, she added, with a spice of satire in her tone, that there was an old curfew law, or something as stringent, against its troubling itself for anybody less exalted than a sleek old prebendary.

Mr. St. John saw through the artifice: he approached her, and lowered his voice. Georgina, he sent you his forgiveness for any unkindness that may have passed. He sent you his love: and he hopes you will sometimes recal him to your remembrance, when you walk over his grave, as you go into college.

Surprise made her turn to Mr. St. John: but she wilfully ignored the first part of the sentence. Over his grave! I do not understand.

He is to be buried in the cloisters, near to this entrance-door, near to where we are now standing. There appears to be a vacant space here, cried Mr. St. John, looking down at his feet: I dare say it will be in this very spot.

By whose decision is he to be buried in the cloisters? quickly asked Georgina.

The deans, of course. Henry craved it of him.

I wonder papa did not tell me! What a singular fancy of Henrys!

I do not think so. It was natural that he should wish his last resting-place to be amidst old associations, amidst his old companions; and near to you, Georgina.

There! I knew what you were driving at, returned Georgina, in a pouting, wilful tone. You are going to accuse me of breaking his heart, or some such obsolete nonsense: I assure you I never  

Stay, Georgina; I do not care to hear this. I have delivered his message to you, and there let it end.

You are as stupid and fanciful as he was, retorted Miss Beauclerc.

Not quite so stupid in one respect, for he was blind to your faults; I am not. And never shall be, he added, in a tone of significance which caused the life-blood at Georginas heart to stand still.

But she could not keep it up  the assumption of indifference, the apparent levity. The death was telling upon her, and she burst into hysterical tears. At that moment, Lewis junior passed them, and swung in at the cathedral door, on the masters errand, meeting Mrs. Beauclerc, who was coming out.

Tell mamma Im gone home, whispered Georgina to Mr. St. John, as she disappeared in the opposite direction.

Arkell is dead, Mr. St. John, observed Mrs. Beauclerc. The bell is tolling for him. I wonder the dean ordered the bell to toll for him: it will cause quite a commotion in the city to hear the college death-bell.

He is to be buried here, in the cloisters, Mrs. Beauclerc.

Really! Will the dean allow it?

The dean has decided it.

Oh, indeed. I never understand half the dean does.

So your companion is gone, Lewis junior, observed Mr. St. John, as the boy came stealing out of the college with his information. But Lewis never answered: and though he touched his forehead (he had no cap on) to the deans wife, he never raised his eyes; but sneaked on, with his ghastly face, and his head bent down.

Those of the college boys who wished it went to see him in his coffin. Georgina Beauclerc also went. She told the dean, in a straightforward manner, that she should like to see Henry Arkell now he lay dead; and the dean saw no reason for refusing. The death had sobered Miss Beauclerc; but whatever feeling of remorse she might be conscious of, was hidden within her.

You will not be frightened, I suppose, Georgina? said the dean, in some indecision. Did you ever see anybody dead?

I saw that old gardener of ours that died at the rectory, papa. I was frightened at him; a frightful old yellow scarecrow he looked. Henry Arkell wont look like that. Papa, I wish those wicked college boys who were his enemies could be hung!

Do you, Georgina? gravely returned the dean. He did not wish it; he forgave and prayed for them.

They were so very  

She could not finish the sentence. The reference to the schoolboys brought too vividly the past before her, and she rushed away to her own room, bursting with the tears she had to suppress until she got there.

It seemed that her whole heart must burst with grief, too, as she stood in the presence of the corpse. She had asked St. John to go with her; and the two were alone in the room. Save for the ashy paleness, Henry looked just as beautiful as he had been in life: the marble lids were closed over the brilliant eyes, never to open again in this life; the once warm hands lay cold and useless now. Some one  perhaps his mother  had placed in one of the hands a sprig of pink hyacinth; some was also strewed on the breast of the flannel shroud. The perfume came all-powerfully to their senses; and never afterwards did Georgina Beauclerc come near the scent of that flower, death-like enough in itself, but it brought all-forcibly to her memory the death-chamber of Henry Arkell.

She stood, leaning over the side of the coffin, sobbing painfully. The trestles were very low, so that it was much beneath her as she stood. St. John stood opposite, still and calm.

He loved you very much, Georgina  as few can love in this world. You best know how you requited him.

Perhaps it was a harsh word to say in the midst of her grief; but St. John could not forgive her for the past, whatever Henry had done. She bent her brow down on the coffin, and sobbed wildly.

Still, you made the sunshine of his life. He would have lived it over again, if he could, because you had been in it. You had become part of his very being; his whole heart was bound up in you. Better, therefore, that he should be lying there, than have lived on to the future, to the pain that it must, of necessity, have brought.

Dont! she wailed, amid her choking sobs.

Not another word was spoken. When she grew calm, Mr. St. John quitted the room to descend  for she motioned to him to pass out first. Then  alone  she bent down her lips to the face that could no longer respond; and she felt, in the moments emotion, as if her heart must break.

Oh! Henry  my darling! I was very cruel to you! Forgive  forgive me! But I did love you  though not as I love him.

Mr. St. John was waiting for her below, on the landing, near the drawing-room door. You must pardon the family for not receiving you, Georgina. Mrs. Arkell mentioned it to me this morning; but they are overwhelmed with grief. It has been so unexpected, you see. Lucy is the worst. Mrs. Arkell  he compelled his voice to a lower whisper has an idea that she will not be long behind him.

The burial day of Henry Arkell arrived. The dean had commanded a holiday from study, and that the kings scholars should attend the funeral. Just before the hour appointed for it, half-past eleven, some of them took up their station in the cloisters, in silent order, waiting to join the procession when it should come, a bow of black crape being attached to the left shoulder of their surplices. Sixteen of the kings scholars had gone down to the house, as they were appointed to do. Mrs. Beauclerc, her daughter, and the families of the prebendaries were already in the cathedral; with some other spectators, who had got in under the pretext of attending morning prayers, and who, when the prayers were over, had refused to quit their seats again: of course the sextons could not decently turn them out. Half a dozen ladies took up their station in the organ-loft, to the inward wrath of the organist, who, however, had to submit to the invasion with suavity, for one of them was the deans daughter. It was the best viewing place, commanding full sight of the cathedral body and the nave on one side, and of the choir on the other. The bell tolled at intervals, sending its deep, gloomy boom over the town; and the spectators patiently waited. At length the first slow and solemn note of the organ was sounded, and Georgina Beauclerc shrank into a corner, contriving to see, and yet not be seen.

From the small door, never used but upon the rare occasion of a funeral, at the extremity of the long body of the cathedral, the procession advanced at last. It was headed by the choristers, two and two, the lay clerks, and the masters of the college school. The dean and one of the canons walked next before the coffin, which was borne by eight of the kings scholars, and the pall by eight more. Four mourners followed the coffin  Peter Arkell, his cousin William, Travice, and Mr. St. John; and the long line was brought up by the remainder of the kings scholars. So slow was their advance, as to be almost imperceptible to the spectators, the choir singing:

I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.

I know that my Redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth. And though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God; whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and not another.

The last time those words were sung in that cathedral, but some three weeks past, it was by him over whom they were now being sung; the thought flashed upon many a mind. At length the choir was reached, and the coffin placed on the trestles; Georgina Beauclercs eyes  she had now come round to the front of the organ  being blinded with tears as she looked down upon it. Mr. St. John glanced up, from his place by the coffin, and saw her. Both the psalms were sung, and the dean himself read the lessons; and it may as well be here remarked, that at afternoon service the dean desired that Luthers hymn should be sung in place of the usual anthem; some association with the last evening Henry had spent at his house no doubt inducing it.

The procession took its way back to the cloisters, to the grave, Mr. Wilberforce officiating. The spectators followed in the wake. As the coffin was lowered to its final resting-place  earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust  the boys bowed their heads upon their clasped hands, and some of them sobbed audibly; they felt all the worth of Henry Arkell now that he was gone. The grave was made close to the cloister entrance to the cathedral, in the spot where had stood Mr. St. John and Georgina Beauclerc; where had once stood Georgina and Henry Arkell, the day that wretched Lewis had wished him buried there. An awful sort of feeling was upon Lewis now, as he remembered it. A few minutes, and it was over. The dean turned into the chapter-house, the mourners moved away, and the old bedesmen, in their black gowns, began to shovel in the earth upon the coffin. Mr. Wilberforce, before moving, put up his finger to Aultane, and the latter advanced.

You choristers are not to go back to the vestry now, but to come into the hall in your surplices.

Aultane wondered at the order, but communicated it to those under him. When they entered the college hall, they found the kings scholars ranged in a semicircle, and they fell in with them according to their respective places in the school. The boys white surplices and the bows of crape presenting a curious contrast.

What are we stuck out like this for? whispered one to the other. For show? What does Wilberforce want? Hes sitting still, as if he waited for somebody.

Be blest if I know, said Lewis junior, whose teeth were chattering. Unless it is to wind up with a funeral lecture.

However, they soon did know. The dean entered the hall, wearing his surplice, and carrying his official four-cornered cap. Mr. Wilberforce rose to bow the dean into his own seat, but the dean preferred to stand. He looked steadily at the circle before he spoke; sternly, some of them thought; and they did not feel altogether at ease.

Boys! began the dean. And there he stopped; and the boys lifted their heads to listen to what might be coming.

Boys, our doings in this world bear a bias generally to good or to evil, and they bring their consequences with them. Well-doing brings contentment and inward satisfaction; but ill-doing as certainly brings its day of retribution. The present day must be one of retribution to some of you, unless you are so hardened in wickedness as to be callous to conscience. How have  

The dean was interrupted by the entrance of Mr. St. John and Travice Arkell. They took off their hats; and their streaming hatbands swept the ground, as they advanced and stood by the dean.

Boys, he resumed, how have you treated Henry Arkell? I do not speak to all; I speak to some. Lewis senior, does your conscience prick you for having fastened him in St. Jamess Church, in the dark and lonely night? Aultane junior, does yours sting you for your insubordination to him on Assize Sunday, when you exposed yourself so disgracefully to two of the judges of the land, and for your malicious accusation of him to Miss Beauclerc, followed by your pitiful complaint to me? Prattleton, have you, as senior of the school, winked at the cabal against him?

The three boys hung their heads and their red ears: to judge by their looks, their consciences were pricking them very sharply.

Lewis junior, resumed the dean, in a sudden manner, of what does your conscience accuse you?

Lewis junior turned sick, and his hair stood on end. He could not have replied, had it been to save him from hanging.

Do you know that you are the cause of Henry Arkells death? continued the dean, in a low but distinct accent, which penetrated the room. And that you might, in justice, be taken up as a murderer?

Lewis junior burst into a dismal howl, and fell down on his knees and face, burying his forehead on the ground, and sticking up his surpliced back; something after the manner of an ostrich.

It was the fall in the choir on Assize Sunday that killed Henry Arkell, said the dean, looking round the hall; that is, he has died from the effects of the fall. You gentlemen are aware of it, I believe?

Certainly they are, Mr. Dean, said the head master, wondering on his own account, and answering the dean because the gentlemen did not.

He was thrown down, resumed the dean; wilfully thrown down. And that is the one who did it, pointing with his finger at Lewis junior.

Two or three of the boys had been cognisant of the fact, as might be seen from their scarlet faces; the rest wore a look of timid curiosity; while Mr. Wilberforces amazed spectacles wandered from the deans finger to the prostrate and howling Lewis.

Yes, said the dean, answering the various looks, the author of Henry Arkells death is Lewis junior. You had better get up, sir.

Lewis junior remained where he was, shaking his back as if it had been a feather-bed, and emitting the most extraordinary groans.

Get up, cried the dean, sternly.

There was no disobeying the tone, and Lewis raised himself. A pretty object he looked, for the dye from his new black gloves had been washed on to his face.

He told me he forgave me the day before he died; he said he had never told any one, and never would, howled Lewis. I didnt mean to hurt him.

He never did tell, replied the dean: he bore his injuries, bore them without retaliation. Is there another boy in the school who would do that?

No, that there is not, put in Mr. Wilberforce.

When you locked him in the church, Lewis senior, did he inform against you? When you came to me with your cruel accusation, Aultane, did he revenge himself by telling me of a far worse misdemeanour, which you had been guilty of? Did he ever inform against any who injured him? No; insults, annoyances, he bore all in silence, because he would not bring trouble and punishment upon you. He was a noble boy, warmly continued the dean: and, whats more, he was a Christian one.

He said he would not tell of me, choked Lewis junior, and now he has gone and done it. O-o-o-o-o-o-h!

He never told, quietly repeated the dean. During the last afternoon of his life, it came to my knowledge, subsequent to an interview I had had with him, that Lewis junior had wilfully thrown him down, and I went back to Arkell and taxed him with its being the fact. He could not deny it, but the whole burden of his admission was, Oh, sir, forgive him! do not punish him! I am dying, and I pray you to forgive him for my sake! Forgive them all! Do you think you deserve such clemency? asked the dean, in an altered tone.

Lewis only howled the louder.

On his part, I offer you all his full and free forgiveness: Lewis junior, do you hear? his full and free forgiveness. And I believe you have also that of his parents. The dean looked at Travice Arkell, and waited for him to speak.

A few hours only before Henry died, it came to Mr. Peter Arkells knowledge  

I informed him, interrupted the dean.

Yes, resumed Travice. The dean informed Mr. Arkell that Henrys fall had not been accidental. But  as he had prayed the dean, so he prayed his father, to forgive the culprit. Lewis junior, I am here on the part of Mr. Arkell to offer his forgiveness to you.

I wish I could as easily accord mine, said the dean. No punishment will be inflicted on you, Lewis junior: not because no punishment, that I or Mr. Wilberforce could command, is adequate to the crime, but that his dying request, for your pardon, shall be complied with. If you have any conscience at all, his fate will lie upon it for the remainder of your life, and you will bear its remembrance about with you.

Lewis bent down his head on the shoulder nearest to him, and his howls changed into sobs.

One word more, boys, said the dean. I have observed that not one in the whole school  at least such is my belief  would be capable of acting as Henry Arkell did, in returning good for evil. The ruling principle of his life, and he strove to carry it out in little things as in great, was to do as he would be done by. Now what could have made him so different from you?

The dean obtained no reply.

I will tell you. He loved and feared God. He lived always as though God were near him, watching over his words and his actions; he took God for his guide, and strove to do His will: and now God has taken him to his reward. Do you know that his death was a remarkably peaceful one? Yes, I think you have heard so. Holy living, boys, makes holy dying; and it made his dying holy and peaceful. Allow me to ask, if you, who are selfish and wicked and malignant, could meet death so calmly?

Arkells mother is often so ill, sir, that she doesnt know shell live from one day to another, a senior ventured to remark in the general desperation. Of course that makes her learn to try not to fear death, and she taught him not to.

And she now finds her recompense, observed the dean. A happy thing for you, if your mothers had so taught you. Dismiss the school, Mr. Wilberforce. And I hope, he added, turning round to the boys, as he and the other two gentlemen left the hall, that you will, every one, go home, not to riot on this solemn holiday, but to meditate on these important thoughts, and resolve to endeavour to become more like Henry Arkell. You will attend service this afternoon.

And that was the ending. And the boy, with his talents, his beauty, and his goodness, was gone; and nothing of him remained but what was mouldering under the cloister gravestone.

Henry Cheveley Arkell.
Died March 24th, 18  ,
Aged 16.
Not lost, but gone before.


CHAPTER XI.

THOUGHTLESS WORDS.

This is the last part of our history, and you must be prepared for changes, although but little time  not very much more than a year  has gone by.

Death has been busy during that period. Mrs. Peter Arkell survived her son so short a time, that it is already twelve months since she was laid in the churchyard of St. James the Less. It is a twelvemonth also since Mr. Fauntleroy died, and his daughters are the great heiresses of Westerbury.

Westerbury had need of heiresses, or something else substantial, to keep up its consequence; for it was dwindling down lower (speaking of its commercial importance) day by day. The clerical party (in contradistinction to the commercial) rose and flourished; the other fell.

Amidst those with whom it was beginning to be a struggle to keep their heads above water was Mr. Arkell. The hope that times would mend; a hope that had buoyed up for years and years other large manufacturers in Westerbury, was beginning to show itself what it really was  a delusive one. A deplorable gloom hung over the brow of Mr. Arkell, and he most bitterly repented that he had not thrown this hope to the winds long ago, and given up business before so much of his good property was sacrificed. He had in the past year made those retrenchments in his expenditure, which, in point of prudence, ought to have been made before; but his wife had set her face determinately against it, and to a peaceable-dispositioned man like Mr. Arkell, the letting the ruin come is almost preferable to the contention the change involves. Those of my readers who may have had experience of this, will know that I only state what is true. But necessity has no law: and when Mr. Arkell could no longer drain himself to meet these superfluous expenses, the change was made. The close carriage was laid down; the household was reduced to what it had been in his fathers time  two maids, and a man for the horse and garden, and he admonished his wife and daughters that they must spend in dress just half what they had spent. But with all the retrenchment, Mr. Arkell saw himself slowly drifting downwards. His manufactory was still kept on; but it had been far better given up. It must surely come to it, and Travice would have to seek a different channel of obtaining a living. Not only Travice: the men who had grown old in William Arkells service, they must be turned adrift. Theres not the least doubt that this last thought helped, more than all else, to keep Mr. Arkells decision on the balance.

And Peter Arkell? Peter was in worse plight than his cousin. As it had been all their lives, the contrast in their fortunes marked, so it was still; so it would be to the end. William still lived well, and as a gentleman; he had but lopped off superfluities; Peter was a poor, bowed, broken man, obliged to be careful how he laid out money for even the common necessaries of life. But for Mildreds never-ceasing forethought, those necessaries might not always have been bought. The death of his wife, the death of his gifted son, had told seriously upon Peter Arkell: and his health, never too good, had since been ominously breaking up.

His good and gentle daughter, Lucy, had care upon her in many ways. The little petty household economies it was necessary to practise unceasingly, wearied her spirit; the uncertainty of how they were to live, now that her father could no longer teach or write  and his learned books had brought him in a trifle from time to time  chilled her hope. Not yet had she recovered the shock, the terrible heart-blow brought to her by the death of Henry; and her mothers death had followed close upon it. It seemed to have cast a blight upon her young spirit: and there were times when Lucy, good and trusting girl though she was, felt tempted to think that God was making her path one of needless sorrow. The sad, thoughtful look was ever in her countenance now, in her sweet brown eyes; and her fair features, not strictly beautiful, but pleasant to look upon, grew more like what Mildreds were after the blight had fallen upon her. But no heart-blight had as yet come to Lucy.

One evening an old and confidential friend of Peter Arkells dropped in to sit an hour with him. It was Mr. Palmer, the manager and cashier of the Westerbury bank, and the brother to Mr. Palmer of Heath Hall. As the two friends talked confidentially on this evening, deploring the commercial state of the city, and saying that it would never rise again from its distress, Mr. Palmer dropped a hint that the firm of George Arkell and Son had been effecting another mortgage on their property. Mr. Peter Arkell said nothing then; but Lucy, who went into the room on the departure of their guest, noticed that he remained sunk in melancholy silence; and she could not arouse him from it.

Travice Arkell came in. Travice was in the habit of coming in a great deal more than one of the ruling powers at home had any idea of. Travice would very much have liked to make Lucy his wife; but there were serious impediments in more ways than one, and he was condemned to silence, and to wait and see what an uncertain future might bring forth.

The romance that had been enacted in the early days of William Arkell and Mildred was being re-enacted now. But with a difference. For whereas William, as you have seen, forsook the companion of his boyhood, and cast his love upon a stranger, Travices whole hopes were concentrated upon Lucy. And Lucy loved him with all the impassioned ideality of a first and powerful passion, with all the fervour of an imaginative and reticent nature. It was impossible but that each should detect, in a degree, the feelings of the other, though they might not be, and had not been, spoken of openly.

Travice reached the chess-board from a side-table where it was kept, took his seat opposite Peter, and began to set out the men. Of the same kind, considerate nature that his father was before him, he compassionated the lonely mans solitary days, and was wont to play a game at chess with him sometimes in an evening, to while away one of his weary hours. But Peter, on this night, put up his hand in token of refusal.

Not this evening, Travice. I am not equal to it. My spirits are low.

Do you feel ill? asked Travice, beginning to put the pieces in the box again.

I feel low; out of sorts. Mr. Palmer has been here talking of things, and he gives so deplorable a state of private affairs generally, consequent upon the long-continued commercial depression, that its hard to say whos safe and whose tottering. He has especial means of ascertaining, you know, so theres no doubt hes right.

Well, what of that? returned Travice. It cannot affect you; you are not in business.

True. I was not thinking of myself.

A game at chess will divert your thoughts.

Not to-night, Travice; Id rather not play to-night.

Will you have a game, Lucy?

She looked up from her sewing to smile a negative. That would be leaving papa quite to his thoughts. I think we had better talk to him.

Travice, Peter Arkell suddenly said, I am sure this depression must seriously affect your father.

Of course it does, was the ready answer. He has just now had to borrow more money again.

Then Palmer was right, thought Peter Arkell. Will he keep on the business? he asked aloud.

I should not, were I in his place, said Travice. He would have given up long ago, I believe, but for thinking whats to become of me. Of course if he does give up, I am thrown on the world, a wandering Arab.

His tone was as much one of jest as of gravity. The young do not see things in the same light as the old. To his father and to Peter Arkell, his being thrown out of the business he had embraced as his own, appeared an almost irrecoverable blight in life; to Travice himself it seemed but a very slight misfortune. The world was before him, and he had honour, education, health, and brains; surely he could win his way in it!

It is not well to throw down one calling and take up another, observed Peter, thoughtfully. It does not always answer.

But if you are forced to it! argued Travice. Theres no help for it then, and you must do the best you can.

It is a pity but you had gone to Oxford, Travice, and entered into some profession!

I suppose it is, as things seem to be turning out. Thrown out of the manufactory, I should seem a sort of luckless adventurer, not knowing which way to turn to prey upon the public.

It would be just beginning life again, said Peter, his grave tone bearing in it a sound of reproach to the lighter one.

He rose, and went to the next room  the Peters study of the old days  to get something from his desk there. Travice happened to look at Lucy, and saw her eyes fixed upon him with a troubled, earnest expression. She blushed as he caught their gaze.

Whats the matter, Lucy?

I was wondering whatever you would do, if Mr. Arkell does give up.

I think I should be rather glad of it? I could turn astronomer.

Turn astronomer! But you dont really mean that, Travice?

He laughed.

I should mean it, but for one thing.

What is that one thing?

That it might not find me in bread and cheese. Perhaps theyd make me honorary star-gazer at the observatory royal. The worst is, one must eat and drink; and the essentials necessary for that dont drop from the clouds, as the manna once did of old. Very convenient for some of us if it did.

I wish youd be serious, she rejoined, the momentary tears rising to her eyes. She was feeling wretchedly troubled, she could not tell why, and his light mood jarred upon her.

It changed now as he looked at her. Travice Arkells face changed to an expression of deep, grave meaning, of troubled meaning, and he dropped his voice to a low tone as he rose and stood near Lucy, looking down upon her.

I wish I could be serious; I have wished it, Lucy, this long while past. Other men at my age are thinking of forming those social ties that man naturally expects to form; of gathering about him a home, and a wife, and children. I must not; for what I can see at present, they must be denied to me for good and all; unless  unless  

He broke off abruptly. Lucy, suppressing the emotion that had arisen, glanced up at him, as she waited for the conclusion. But the conclusion did not come.

You see now, Lucy, why I cannot be serious. Perhaps you have seen why before. In the uncertain state that our business is, not knowing but the end of it may be bankruptcy  

Oh, Travice! she involuntarily exclaimed, in the shock that the word brought to her.

I do assure you it has crossed my mind now and then, that such may be the final ending. It would break my fathers heart, I know, and it would half break mine for his sake; but others in the town have succumbed, who were once nearly as rich as we were, and the fate may overtake us. I wish I could be serious; serious to a purpose; but I cannot.

I wanted to show you a prospectus, Travice, that was left here to-day, interrupted Peter Arkell, coming back to the room. I wonder what next theyll be getting up a company over? I put it into my desk, but I cant find it. Lucy, look about for it, will you?

She got up to obey, and Travice caught a sight of the raised face, whose blushes had been hidden from him; blushes called forth by his words and their implied meaning. She had understood it.

But she had not understood the sentence at whose conclusion Travice Arkell had broken down. That the ties of wife and children must be denied to him for good and all, unless  

Unless what? Unless he let them sacrifice him, would be the real answer. Unless he sacrificed himself, his dearest hopes, every better feeling that his heart possessed, at a golden shrine. But Travice Arkell would have a desperate fight first.

The Miss Fauntleroys, co-heiresses of the wealthy old lawyer  who might have died worth more but for his own entanglements in early life  had become intimate and more intimate at the house of William Arkell. Ten thousand pounds were settled on each, and there was other money to divide between them, which was not settled. How Lawyer Fauntleroy had scraped together so much, Westerbury could not imagine, considering he had been so hampered with old claims. Strapping, vulgar, good-humoured damsels, these two, as you have before heard; with as little refinement in looks, words, and manner as their father had possessed before them. Their intimacy had grown, I say, with the Arkell family. Mrs. Arkell courted them to her house; the young ladies were quite eager to frequent it without courting; and it had come to be whispered all over the gossiping town, that Mr. Arkells son and heir might have either of them for the asking.

Perhaps not quite true this, as to the either, perhaps yes. It was indisputable that both liked him very much; but any hope the younger might have felt disposed to cherish had long been merged in the more recognised claim to him of the elder; recognised by the young ladies only, mind you, in the right, it may be, of her seniorship. Nothing in the world could have been more satisfactory to Mrs. Arkell than this union. She overlooked their want of refinement, and their many other wants of a similar nature  of refinement, indeed, she may have deemed that Travice possessed enough for himself and for a wife too  she thought of the golden hoard in the bank, the firm securities in the three per cent consols, and she pertinaciously cherished the hope and the resolve that Barbara Fauntleroy should become Barbara Arkell.

It is well to say pertinaciously. That Travice had set his resolve against it, she tacitly understood; and once when she went so far as to put her project before him in a cautious hint, Travice had broken out with the ungallant assertion that he would as soon marry the deuce. But he might have to give in at last. The constant dropping of water on a stone will wear it away; and the constant, unceasing tongue of a woman has been known to break the iron walls of mans will.

Another suitor had recently sprung up for Miss Lizzie Fauntleroy. No less a personage than Benjamin Carr. The reappearance of Mr. Dundyke upon the scene of the living world had considerably astonished many people; possibly, amidst others, Ben Carr himself. In the great relief it brought to the mind of Mr. Arkell, distorted, you may remember, with a certain unpleasant doubt, he almost forgot to suspect him at all; and he buried the past in silence, and in a measure, took luckless Ben into favour again; that is, he did not forbid him his house.

Ben, in fact, had come out apparently nourishing from all past escapades suspected and unsuspected, and was residing with his father, and dressing like a gentleman. No more was heard of his wish to go abroad. Squire Carr had made him a half promise to put him into a farm; and while Ben waited for this, he paid court to Lizzie Fauntleroy. At first she laughed in his face for an old fool, next she began to giggle at his soft speeches, and now she listened to him. Ben Carr had some attraction yet, in spite of his four-and-forty years.

In the course of the following morning, Peter Arkell suddenly announced his intention of going out, to the great surprise of Lucy. It was a most unfit day, rainy, and bleak for the season; and he had not stepped over the threshold for weeks and weeks.

Papa! You cannot go out to-day. It is not fit for you.

Yes, I shall go. I want particularly to speak to my cousin William: you can help me thither with your arm, Lucy. Get my old cloak down, and air it at the fire; I can wrap myself in that.

Lucy ventured no further remonstrance. When her papa took a thing into his head, there was no turning him.

They started together through the bad weather to the house of William Arkell. The dear old house! where Peter had spent so many pleasant evenings in his youthful days. He crossed the yard at once to the manufactory, telling Lucy to go indoors and wait for him. William Arkell was alone in his private room, and was not a little surprised at the visit.

Why Peter! he exclaimed, rising from his desk, and placing an arm-chair by the fire, What has brought you out such a day as this? Sit down.

Before Peter did so, he closed the door, so that they should be quite alone. He then turned and clasped his cousin by the hand.

William, he began, emotion mingling with his utterance, I have come to you, a poor unhappy man. Conscious of my want of power to do what I ought  fearing that there is less chance of my doing it, day by day.

What do you mean? inquired Mr. Arkell.

Amidst the ruin that has almost universally fallen on the city, you have not escaped, I fear your property is being seriously drawn upon?

And, unless things mend, it will soon be drawn to an end, Peter.

Heaven help me! exclaimed Peter. And to know that I am in your debt, and cannot liquidate it! It is to speak of this, that I am come out to-day.

Nay, now you are foolish! exclaimed Mr. Arkell. What matters a hundred pounds or two, more or less, to me? The sum would cut but a poor figure by the side of what I am now habituated to losing. Never think of it, Peter: I never shall. Besides, you had it from me in driblets, so that I did not miss it.

When I had used to come to you for assistance in my illnesses, for I was ashamed to draw too much upon Mildred, proceeded the poor man, I never thought but that I should, in time, regain permanent strength, and be able to return it. I never meant to cheat you, William.

Dont talk like that, Peter! interrupted Mr. Arkell. If the money were returned to me now, it would only go the way that the rest is going. I have always felt glad that it was in my power to render you assistance in your necessities: and if I stood this moment without a shilling to turn to, I should not regret it any more than I do now.

They continued in converse, but we need not follow it. Lucy meanwhile had entered the house, and went about, looking for some signs of its inhabitants. The general sitting-room was empty, and she crossed the hall and opened the door of the drawing-room. A bouncing lady in fine attire was coming forth from it, talking and laughing loudly with Mr. Arkell; it was Barbara Fauntleroy.

Shaking hands with Lucy in her good-humoured manner as she passed her, she talked and laughed her way out of the house. Lucy was in black silk and crape still; Miss Fauntleroy was in the gayest of colours; and Mrs. Peter Arkell had been dead longer than Mr. Fauntleroy. They had worn their black a twelvemonth and then quitted it. It was not fashionable to wear mourning long now, said the Miss Fauntleroys.

Charlotte Arkell, with scant ceremony, sat down to the piano, giving Lucy only a nod. Nothing could exceed the slighting contempt in which she and her sister held Lucy. They had been trained in it. And they were highly accomplished young ladies besides, had learnt everything there was to be taught, from the harp and oriental tinting, down to Spanish, German, and chenille embroidery. Lucys education had been solid, rather than ornamental: she spoke French well, and played a little; and she was more skilled in plain sewing than in fancy. They never allowed their guarded fingers to come into contact with plain work, and had just as much idea of how anything useful was done, as of how the moon was made. So these two fine young ladies despised Lucy Arkell, after the fashion of the fine young ladies of the present day. Charlotte also was great in the consciousness of other self-importance, for she was soon to be a wife. That Captain Anderson whom you once saw at a concert, had paid a more recent visit to Westerbury; and he left it, engaged to Charlotte Arkell.

Charlotte played a few bars, and then remembered to become curious on the subject of Lucys visit. She whirled herself round on the music stool: it had been a favourite motion of her mothers in the old days.

What have you come for, Lucy?

Papa wanted to see Mr. Arkell, and I walked with him. He is gone into the manufactory.

I thought your papa was too ill to go out.

He is very ailing. I think he ought not to have come out on a day like this. Do not let me interrupt your practising, Charlotte.

Practising! I have no heart to practise! exclaimed Charlotte. Papa is always talking in so gloomy a way. He was in here just now: I was deep in this sonata of Beethovens, and did not hear him enter, and he began saying it would be better if I and Sophy were to accustom ourselves to spend some of our time usefully, for that he did not know how soon we might be obliged to do it. He has laid down the carriage; he has made fearful retrenchments in the household: I wonder what he would have! And as to our buying anything new, or subscribing to a concert, or anything of that sort, mamma says she cannot get the money from him. I wish I was married, and gone from Westerbury! I am thankful my future home is to be far away from it!

Things may brighten here, was all the consolation that Lucy could offer.

I dont believe they ever will, returned Charlotte. I see no hope of it. Papa looks sometimes as if his heart were breaking.

How soon the Miss Fauntleroys have gone out of mourning! observed Lucy.

Oh, I dont know. They wore it twelve months; thats long enough for anything. Let me give you a caution, Lucy, added Charlotte, laughing: dont hint at such a thing as that Barbara Fauntleroys not immaculate perfection: it would not do in this house.

Why? exclaimed Lucy, wondering at her words and manner.

She is intended for its future head, you know, when the present generation of heads shall  shall have passed away. Im afraid thats being poetical; I didnt mean to be.

Lucy sat as one in a maze, wondering WHAT she might understand by the words. And Charlotte whirled round on her stool again to the sonata, with as little ceremony as she had whirled from it.

While Miss Fauntleroy was there, Mrs. Arkell had sent a private message to Travice that she wanted him; but Travice did not obey the summons until the young lady was gone. He came then: and Mrs. Arkell attacked him for not coming before; she was attacking him now, while Charlotte and Lucy were talking.

Why did you not come in at once? asked Mrs. Arkell, in the cross tone which had latterly become habitual; Barbara Fauntleroy was here.

That was just the reason, returned Travice, in his usual candid manner; I waited until she should be gone.

If there was one thing that vexed Mrs. Arkell worse than the fact itself, it was the open way in which her son steadily resisted the hints to him on the subject of Miss Fauntleroy. She felt at times that she could have beaten him; she was feeling so now. Her temper turned acrid, her face flushed, her voice rose.

Travice, if you persist in this systematic rudeness  

Pardon me, mother. I wish you would refrain from bringing up the subject of Miss Fauntleroy to me. I do not care to hear of her in any way; she  Whos that? Why, I do believe its Lucys voice!

The colloquy with Mrs. Arkell had taken place in the hall. Travice made one bound to the drawing-room. The sudden flush on the pale face, the glad eagerness of the tone, struck dismay to the heart of Mrs. Arkell. She quickly followed him, and saw that he had taken both of Lucys hands in greeting.

Oh, Lucy! are you here this morning? I know you have come to stay the day! Take your things off.

Lucy laughed  and Mrs. Arkell had the pleasure of seeing that her cheeks wore an answering flush. She shook her head and drew her hands from Travice, who seemed as if he could have kept them for ever.

Do I spend a day here so often that you think I can come for nothing else? I only came with papa, and I am going back with him soon.

But Travice pressed the point of staying. Charlotte also  feeling, perhaps, that even Lucy was a welcome break to the monotony the house had fallen into  urged it. Mrs. Arkell maintained a marked silence; and in the midst of it the two gentlemen came in. Mr. Arkell kissed Lucy, and said she had better stop.

But Peter settled it the other way. Lucy must go home with him then, he said; but if she liked to come down in the afternoon, and stay for the rest of the day, she could. It was so settled, and they took their departure. Mr. Arkell walked with Peter across the court-yard, talking. Travice, in the very face and eyes of his mother, gave his arm to Lucy.

Why did you not stay? he whispered, as they arrived at the gates. Lucy, do you know that to part with you is to part with my lifes sunshine?

Mrs. Arkell was standing at the door as he turned, and beckoned to him from the distance.

I wish to speak with you, she said, as he approached.

She led the way into the dining-room, and closed the door on them, as if for some formidable interview. Travice saw that she was in a scarcely irrepressible state of anger, and he perched himself on a vacant side-table  rather a favourite way of his. He began humming a tune; gaily, but not disrespectfully.

What possesses you to behave in this absurd manner to Lucy Arkell? she began, in passion.

What have I done now? asked Travice.

You are continually, in some way or other, contriving to thrust that girls company upon us! I will not permit it, Travice; I have borne with it too long. I  

Why, she is not here twice in a twelvemonth, interrupted Travice.

Dont say absurd things. She is. And she is not fit society for your sisters.

If they were only half as worthy of her society as she is superior to them, they would be very different girls from what they are, spoke Travice, with a touch of his fathers old heat. If theres one thing that Lucy is, pre-eminently, its a gentlewoman. Her mother was one before her.

Mrs. Arkell grew nearly black in the face. While she was trying to speak, Travice went on.

Ask my father what his opinion of Lucy is. He does not say she is here too much.

Your father is a fool in some things, and so are you! retorted Mrs. Arkell, a sort of scream in her voice. How dare you oppose me in this way, Travice?

I am very sorry to do so, returned the young man; and I beg your pardon if I say more than you think I ought. But I cannot join in your unjust feeling against Lucy, and I will not tolerate it. I wish you would not bring up this subject at all: it is one we never can agree upon.

You requested me just now not to bring up the subject of Miss Fauntleroy to you, said Mrs. Arkell, in a tone of irony. How many other subjects would you be pleased to interdict?

I dont want to hear even the name of those Fauntleroys! burst out Travice, losing for a moment his equanimity. Great brazen milkmaids!

No! youd rather hear Lucys! screamed Mrs. Arkell. Youd  

Lucy! Dont name them with Lucy, my dear mother. They are not fit to tie Lucys shoes! She has more sense of propriety in her little finger, than they have in all their great overgrown bodies!

This was the climax. And Mrs. Arkell, suppressing the passion that shook her as she stood, spoke with that forced calmness that is worse than the loudest fury. Her face had turned white.

Continue your familiar intercourse with that girl, if you will; but, listen!  you shall never make a wife of anyone so paltry and so pitiful! I would pray Heaven to let me follow you to your grave, Travice, rather than see you marry Lucy Arkell.

She spoke the words in her blind rage, never reflecting on their full import; never dreaming that a day was soon to come, when their memory would return to her in her extremity of vain and hopeless repentance.


CHAPTER XII.

MISCONCEPTION.

It shall be put a stop to! it shall be put a stop to! murmured Mrs. Arkell to herself, as she sat alone when Travice had left her, trying to recover her equanimity. Once separated from that wretched Lucy, he would soon find charms in Barbara Fauntleroy.

There was no time to be lost; and that same afternoon, when Lucy arrived, according to promise, crafty Mrs. Arkell began to lay the foundation stone. Lucy found her in the drawing-room alone.

I will take my bonnet upstairs, said Lucy. Shall I find Charlotte and Sophy anywhere?

No, replied Mrs. Arkell, in a very uncompromising tone. They have gone out with the Miss Fauntleroys.

I was unwilling to come this afternoon, observed Lucy, as she returned and sat down, for papa does not seem so well. I fear he may have taken cold to-day; but he got to his books and writing after dinner, as usual.

Does he think of bringing out a new book? asked Mrs. Arkell; and Lucy did not detect the irony of the question.

Not yet. He is about half through one. Is there any meeting to-day, do you know, Mrs. Arkell? she resumed. I met several gentlemen hurrying up the street as I came along.

I thought everybody knew of it, replied Mrs. Arkell. A meeting of the manufacturers was convened at the Guildhall for this afternoon. Mr. Arkell and Travice have gone to it.

Their meetings seem to bring them no redress, returned Lucy, sadly. The English manufacturers have no chance against the French now.

I dont know what is to become of us, ejaculated Mrs. Arkell. Charlotte, thank goodness, will soon be married and away; but theres Sophy! Travice will have enough to live upon, without business.

Will he? exclaimed Lucy, looking brightly up. I am so glad to hear it! I thought your property had diminished until it was but small.

Our property is diminishing daily, replied Mrs. Arkell. Which makes it the more necessary that Travice should secure himself by his marriage.

Lucy did not answer; but her heart throbbed violently, and the faint colour on her cheek forsook it. Mrs. Arkell, without looking towards her, rose to poke the fire, and continued talking as she leaned over the grate, with her back to Lucy.

It is intended that Travice shall marry Barbara Fauntleroy.

The sense of the words was very decided, carrying painful conviction to Lucys startled ear. She could not have answered, had her life depended on it.

Lucy, my dear, proceeded Mrs. Arkell, speaking with unwonted affection, and looking Lucy full in the face, I am speaking to you in entire confidence, and I desire you will respect it as such. Do not drop a hint to Travice or the girls; they would not like my speaking of it.

Lucy sat quiet; and Mrs. Arkell quite devoured the pale face with her eyes.

At first he did not care much for Barbara; and in truth he does not care for her now, as one we intend to marry ought to be cared for. But that will all come in time. Travice, like many other young men, may have indulged in a little carved-out romance of his own  I dont know that he did, but he may  and he has the good sense to see that his romance must yield to reality.

Yes! ejaculated Lucy, feeling that she was expected to say something in answer.

There is our property dwindling down to little; theres the business dwindling down to nothing; and suppose Travice took it into his head to many a portionless girl, what prospect would there be before him? Why, nothing but poverty and self-reproach; nothing but misery. And in time he would hate her for having brought him to it.

True! true! murmured Lucy.

And now, added Mrs. Arkell, that he is on the point of consenting to marry Miss Fauntleroy, it is the duty of all of us, if we care for his future happiness and welfare, to urge his hopes to that point. You see it, Lucy, I should think, as well as we do.

There was no outward emotion to be observed in Lucy. A transiently white cheek, a momentary quiver of the lip, and all that could be seen was over. Like her aunt Mildred, it was her nature to bear in silence; but some of us know too well that that is the grief which tells. There was a slight shiver of the frame, visible to those keen eyes watching her, and she compelled herself to speak as with indifference.

Has he consented?

My dear Lucy, I said he was on the point of consenting. And theres no doubt he is. I had an explanation with Travice this morning; he seemed inclined to shun Miss Fauntleroy, for I sent for him while she was here, and he did not come. After you left, I spoke to him; I pointed out the state of the case, and said what a sweet girl Miss Fauntleroy was, what a charming wife she would make him; and I hope I brought him to reason. You see, Lucy, how advantageous it will be in all ways, their union. Not only does it provide for Travice, but it will remove the worst of the great care hanging over the head of Mr. Arkell, and which I am sure, if not removed, will shorten his life. Do you understand?

I  think so, replied Lucy, whose brain was whirling in spite of her calm manner.

Mrs. Arkell drew her chair nearer to Lucy, and dropped her voice.

Our position is this, my dear. A very great portion of Mr. Arkells property is locked up in his stock, which is immense. I should not have kept on manufacturing as he has done; and I believe it has been partly for the sake of those rubbishing workmen. Unless he can get some extraneous help, some temporary assistance, he will have to force his stock to sale at a loss, and it would just be ruin. Miss Fauntleroy proposes to advance any sum he may require, as soon as the marriage has taken place, and theres no doubt he will accept it. It will be only a temporary loan, you know; but it will save us a great, a ruinous loss.

She proposes to advance it? echoed Lucy, struck with the words, in the midst of her pain.

She does. She is as good hearted a girl as ever lived, and proposed it freely. In fact, she would be ready and willing to advance it at once, for of course she knows it would be a safe loan, but Mr. Arkell will not hear of it. She knows what our wishes are upon the subject of the marriage, and she sees that Travice has been holding back; and but for her very good-natured disposition she might not have tolerated it. However, I hope all will soon be settled now, and she and Travice married. Lucy, my dear, I rely upon you for Mr. Arkells sake, of whom you are so fond, for Travices own sake, to forward on this by any little means in your power. And, remember, the confidence I have reposed in you must not be broken.

Lucy sat cold and still. In honour she must no longer think of a possible union with Travice  must never more allow word or look from him seeming to point to it.

For Mr. Arkells sake, she kept repeating to herself, as if she were in a dream; for Travices own sake! She saw the future as clearly as though it had been mapped out before her eyes in some prophetic vision: Travice would marry Barbara Fauntleroy and her riches. She almost wished she might never see him more; it could only bring to her additional misery.

Charlotte Arkell came in with Barbara Fauntleroy. Sophy had gone home with the other one for the rest of the day. An old aunt, bed-ridden three parts of her time, had lived with the young ladies since the death of their father. But they were not so very young; and they were naturally independent. Barbara was quite as old as Travice Arkell.

How shall I bear to see them together? thought Lucy, as Barbara Fauntleroy sat down opposite to her, in her rustling silk of many colours, and no end of gold trinkets jingling about her. I wonder why I was born? But for papa, I could wish I had died as Harry did!

For that first evening, however, she was spared. Their little maid arrived in much commotion, asking to see Miss Lucy. Her papa was feeling worse than when she left home, was the word she brought, and he thought if Lucy did not mind it, he should like her to go back to him at once.

Lucy hastened home. She found her father very poorly; feverish, and coughing a great deal. It was the foreshadowing of an illness from which he was destined never to recover.

Whether his allotted span of life had indeed run out, or whether his exposure to the weather that unlucky morning helped to shorten it, Lucy never knew. A week or two of uncertain sickness  now a little better, now a little worse, and it became too evident that hope of recovery for Peter Arkell was over. A bowed, broken man in frame and spirit, but comparatively young in years, Peter was passing from the world he had found little else than trouble in. Lucy wrote in haste and distress for her Aunt Mildred, but a telegram was received in reply, announcing the death of Lady Dewsbury. She had died somewhat suddenly, Mildred said, when a letter came by the next mornings post, in which she gave particulars.

It was nearly impossible for her to come away before the funeral: nothing short of imminent danger in her brothers state would bring her. She had for a long while been almost sole mistress of the household; Lady Dewsbury was ever her kind friend and protectress; and she could not reconcile it to her feelings to abandon the house while she lay dead in it, unless her brothers state absolutely demanded that she should. Lucy was to write, or telegraph, as necessity should require.

There was no immediate necessity for her to come, and Lucy wrote accordingly. Lucy stayed on alone with the invalid, shunning as much as was possible the presence of Travice, when he made his frequent visits: that presence which had hitherto been to her as a light from heaven. Mrs. Arkell, paying a ceremonious call of condolence one day, whispered to Lucy that Travice was becoming quite reconciled, quite fond of Barbara Fauntleroy.

On the evening of the day after Lady Dewsbury was interred, Mildred arrived in Westerbury. Lucy did not know she was coming, and no one was at the station to meet her. Leaving her luggage to be sent after her, she made her way to her brothers house on foot: it was but a quarter of an hours walk, and Mildred felt cramped with sitting in the train.

She trembled as she came in sight of it, the old home of her youth, fearing that its windows might be closed, as those had been in the house just quitted. As she stood before the door, waiting to be admitted, remembrances of her childhood came painfully across her  of her happy girlhood, when those blissful dreams of William Arkell were mingled with every thought of her existence.

And oh! what did they end in! she cried, clasping her hands tightly together and speaking aloud in her anguish. What am I now? Chilled in feeling; worn in heart; old before my time.

A middle-aged woman, with a light in her hand, opened the door. Mildred stepped softly over the threshold.

How is Mr. Arkell?

The woman  she was the night nurse  stared at the handsomely attired strange lady, whose deep mourning looked so fresh and new, coming in that unceremonious manner at the night-hour.

He is very ill, maam; nearly as bad as he can be, she replied, dropping a low curtsey. What did you please to want?

He is in his old chamber, I suppose, said Mildred, turning towards the staircase. The woman, quite taken aback at this unceremonious proceeding, interposed her person.

Goodness, maam, you cant go up to his chamber! she cried out in amazement. The poor gentlemans dying. Ill call Miss Lucy.

I am Miss Arkell, said Mildred quietly, passing on up the staircase.

She laid aside her sombre bonnet, with its deep crape veil, her heavy shawl, and entered the chamber softly. Lucy was at a table, measuring some medicine into a tea-cup. A pale, handsome young man stood by the fire, his elbow resting on the mantel-piece. Mildred glanced at his face, and did not need to ask who he was.

Near the bed was Mr. William Arkell; but oh! how different from the lover of Mildreds youth! Now he was a grey-haired man, stooping slightly, looking older than his actual years  then tall, handsome, attractive, as Travice was now. And did William Arkell, at the first view, recognise his cousin? No. For that care-worn, middle-aged woman, whose hair was braided under a white net cap, bore little resemblance to the once happy Mildred Arkell. But the dying man, lying panting on the raised pillows, knew her instantaneously, and held out his feeble hands with a glad cry.

It was a painful meeting, and one into which we have little right to penetrate. Soon, very soon, Peter spoke out the one great care that was lying at his heart. He had not touched upon it till then.

I am leaving my poor child alone in the world, he panted. I know not who will afford her shelter  where she will find a home?

I would willingly promise you to take her to mine, Peter, said Mr. Arkell. Poor Lucy should be as welcome to a shelter under my roof as are my own girls; but, heaven help me! I know not how long I may have a home for any of them.

Leave Lucy to me, Peter, interposed Miss Arkell. I shall make a home for myself now, and that home shall be Lucys. Let no fear of her welfare disturb your peace.

Travice listened half resentfully. He was standing against the mantel-piece still, and Lucy, just then stirring something over the fire, was close to him.

They need not think about a home for you, Lucy, he whispered, taking the one disengaged hand into his. That shall be my care.

Lucy coldly drew her hand away. Her head was full of Barbara Fauntleroy  of the certainty that that lady would be his wife  for she believed no earthly event would be allowed to set aside the marriage: her spirit rebelled against the words. What right had he to breathe such to her  he, the engaged husband of another?

I shall never have my home with you, she said, in the same low whisper. Nothing should induce me to it.

But, Lucy  

I will not hear you. You have no right so to speak to me. Aunt! aunt!  and the tears gushed forth in all their bitter anguish let me find a home with you!

Mildred turned and clasped fondly the appealing form as it approached her. Travice, hurt and resentful, quitted the room.

The death came, and then the funeral. A day or two afterwards, Mrs. Arkell condescended to pay a stately visit of ceremony to Mildred, who received her in the formerly almost-unused drawing-room. Lucy did not appear. Miss Arkell, her heart softened by grief, by much trial, was more cordial than perhaps she had ever been to Mrs. Arkell, before her marriage or after it.

What a fine young man Travice is! she observed, in a pause of their conversation.

The finest in Westerbury, said Mrs. Arkell, with all the partiality of a mother. I expect he will be thinking of getting married shortly.

Of getting married! Travice! To whom? To Lucy?

The question had broken from her in her surprise, in association with an idea that had for long and long floated through her brain  that Travice and Lucy were attached to each other. Mildred knew not whence it had its origin, unless it was in the frequent mention of Travice in Lucys letters. Mrs. Arkell heard, and tossed her head indignantly.

I beg your pardon, Miss Arkell  to Lucy, did you say? Travice would scarcely think of wedding a portionless bride, under present circumstances. You must have heard of the rich Fauntleroy girls? It is one of them.

Mildred  calm, composed, quiet Mildred  could very nearly have boxed her own ears. Never, perhaps, had she been more vexed with herself  never said an inadvertent thing that she so much wished recalled. How entirely Lucy was despised, Mrs. Arkells manner and words proclaimed; and the fact carried its sting to Mildreds heart.

I had no reason to put the question, she said, only caring how she could mend the matter; I dare say Lucy would not thank me for the idea. Indeed, I should fancy her hopes may lie in quite a different direction. Young Palmer, the lawyer, the son of her fathers old friend, has been here several times this past week, inquiring after our health. His motives may be more interested ones.

This was a little romance of Mildreds, called forth by the annoyance and vexation of the moment. It is true that Tom Palmer frequently did call; he and Lucy had been brought up more like brother and sister than anything else; but Miss Arkell had certainly no foundation for the supposition she had expressed. And Mrs. Arkell knew she could have none; but she chose to believe it.

It would be a very good match for Lucy, she replied. Tom Palmer has a fine practice for so young a man; there are whispers, too, that he will be made town-clerk whenever the vacancy occurs.

Home went Mrs. Arkell; and the first of the family she happened to come across was Travice.

Travice, come to me for an instant, she said, taking his arm to pace the court-yard; I have been hearing news at Peter Arkells. Lucys a sly girl; she might have told us, I think. She is engaged  but I dont know how long since. Perhaps only in these few days, since the funeral.

Engaged in what?

To be married. She marries Tom Palmer.

It is not true, broke forth Travice. Who in the world has been telling you that falsehood?

Not true! repeated Mrs. Arkell. Why dont you say it is not true that I am talking to you  not true that this is Monday  not true that you are Travice Arkell? Upon my word! You are very polite, sir.

Who told it you? reiterated Travice.

They told me. Mildred Arkell told me. I have been sitting there for the last hour, and we have been talking that and other affairs over. I can tell you what, Travice  it will be an excellent match for Lucy; a far superior one to anything she could have expected  and they seem to know it.

Even as she spoke, there shot a remembrance through Travice Arkells heart, as an icebolt, of the night he had stood with Lucy in the chamber of her dying father, and her slighting words, in answer to his offer of a home: I shall never have my home with you; nothing should induce me to it. She would not hear him; she told him he had no right so to speak to her. She had been singularly changed to him during the whole period of her fathers illness; had shunned him by every means in her power; had been cold and distant when they were brought into contact. Before that, she was open and candid as the day. This fresh conduct had been altogether inexplicable to Travice, and he now asked himself whether it could have arisen from any engagement to marry Tom Palmer. If so, the change was in a degree accounted for; and it was certainly not impossible, if Tom Palmer had previously been wishing to woo her, that Mr. Peter Arkell, surprised by his dangerous illness, should have hurried matters to an engagement.

The more Travice Arkell reflected on this phase of probabilities, the more he became impressed with it: he grew to look upon it as a certainty; he felt that all chance for himself with Lucy was over. Could he blame her? As things were with him and his father, he saw no chance of his marrying her; and, in a worldly point of view, Lucy had done well  had done right. Its true he had never thought her worldly, and he had thought that she loved him; he believed that Tom Palmer had never been more to her than a wind that passes: but why should not Lucy have grown self-interested, as most other girls were? And to Travice it was pretty plain she had.

He grew to look upon it as a positive certainty; he believed, without a shadow of doubt, that it must be the fact: and how bitterly and resentfully he all at once hated Tom Palmer, that gentleman himself would have been surprised to find. It was only natural that Travice should feel it as a personal injury inflicted on himself  a slight, an insult; you all know, perhaps, what this feeling is: and in his temper he would not for some days go near Lucy. It was only when he heard the news that Mildred was returning to London, and would take her niece with her, that he came to his senses.

That same evening he took his way to the house. Mildred, it should be observed, was equally at cross-purposes. She hastened to speak to Lucy the day of Mrs. Arkells visit, asking her if she had heard that Travice was engaged to Miss Fauntleroy; and Lucy answered after the manner of a reticent, self-possessed maiden, and made light of the thing, and was altogether a little hypocrite.

Known that! O dear, yes! for some time, she said. It would be a very good thing for Travice.

And so Mildred put aside any slight romance she had carved out for them, as wholly emanating from her imagination; but the sore feeling  that Lucy was despised by the mother, perhaps by the son  clung to her still.

She was sitting alone when Travice entered. He spoke for some time on indifferent subjects  of the news of the town; of her journey to London; of her future plans. They were to depart on the morrow.

Wheres Lucy? he suddenly asked; and there was a restlessness in his manner throughout the interview that Mildred had never observed before.

She is gone to spend the evening with Mrs. Palmer. I declined. Visiting seems quite out of my way now.

I should have thought it would just now be out of Lucys, spoke Travice, in a glow of resentment.

Ordinary visiting would be, returned Miss Arkell, speaking with unnecessary coldness, and conscious of it. Mrs. Palmer was here this afternoon; and, seeing how ill Lucy looked, she insisted on taking her home for an hour or two. Lucy will see no one there, except the family.

What makes her look ill?

Miss Arkell raised her eyes at the tone. She is not really ill in body, I trust; but the loss of her father has been a bitter grief to her, and it is telling upon her spirits and looks. He was all she had in the world; for I  comparatively speaking  am a stranger.

There was a pause. Travice was leaning idly against the mantel-piece, in his favourite position, twirling the seals about that hung to his chain, his whole manner bespeaking indifference and almost contemptuous unconcern. Had anyone been there who knew him better than Mildred did, they could have told that it was only done to cover his real agitation. Mildred stole a glance at the fine young man, and thought that if he resembled his father in person, he scarcely resembled him in courtesy.

Does Lucy really mean to have that precious fool of a Tom Palmer? he abruptly asked.

Miss Arkell felt indignant. She wondered how he dared to speak in that way; and she answered sharply.

Tom Palmer is a most superior young man. I have not perceived that he has any thing of the fool about him, and I dont think many others have. Whenever he marries, he will make an excellent husband. Why should you wish to set me against him? Let me urge you not to interfere with Lucys affairs, Travice; she is under my protection now.

Oh, if Mildred could but have read Travice Arkells heart that night!  if she had but read Lucys! How different things might have been! Travice moved to shake hands with her.

I must wish you good evening, he said. I hope you and Lucy will have a pleasant journey to-morrow. We shall see you both again some time, I suppose.

He went out with the cold words upon his lips. He went out with the conviction, that Lucy was to marry Tom Palmer, irrevocably seated on his heart. And Travice Arkell thought the world was a miserable world, no longer worth living in.


CHAPTER XIII.

THE TABLES TURNED.

Mildred had to go back for a time to Lady Dewsburys. That ladys house and effects now lapsed to Sir Edward; but Sir Edward was abroad with his wife and children, and he begged Miss Arkell to remain in it, its mistress, until they could return. This was convenient for Mildreds plans. It afforded a change of scene for Lucy; and it gave the opportunity and time for the house in Westerbury to be renovated; in which she intended now to take up her abode. The house was Mildreds now: it came to her on the death of her brother, their father having so settled it; but for this settlement, poor Peter had disposed of it in his necessities long ago.

Charlotte Arkell married, and departed with her husband, Captain Anderson, for India, taking Sophy with her. The paying over her marriage portion of a thousand pounds  a very poor portion beside what she once might have expected  further crippled the resources of Mr. Arkell; and things seemed to be coming to a crisis.

And Travice? Travice succumbed. Hardly caring what became of him, he allowed himself to be baited  badgered  by his mother into offering himself to one of the great brazen milkmaids. From the hour of Lucys departure from the city, she let him have no peace, no rest.

One day  and it was the last feather in the scale, the little balance necessary to weigh it down  Mr. Arkell summoned his son to a private interview. It was only what Travice had been expecting.

Travice, what is your objection to Miss Fauntleroy?

I cant bear the sight of her, returned Travice, curling his lips contemptuously. Can you, sir?

Mr. Arkell smiled. There are some who would call her a fine woman, Travice: she is one.

A fine vulgar woman, corrected Travice, with a marked stress upon the word. I always had an instinctive dread of vulgar people myself. I certainly never could have believed I should voluntarily ally myself with one.

Never marry for looks, my boy, said Mr. Arkell in an eager whisper. Some, who have done so before you, have awoke to find they had made a cruel mistake.

Most likely, sir, if they married for looks alone.

Mr. Arkell glanced keenly at his son. Travice, have I your full confidence? I wish you would give it me.

In what way? inquired Travice. Why do you ask that?

Am I right in suspecting that you have cherished a different attachment?

The tell-tale blood dyed Travice Arkells brow. Mr. Arkell little needed other answer.

My boy, let there be no secrets between us. You know that your welfare and happiness  your happiness, Travice  lie nearest to my heart. Have you learnt to love Lucy Arkell?

Yes, said Travice; and there was a whole world of pain in the simple answer.

I thought so. I thought I saw the signs of it a long while ago; but, Travice, it would never do.

You would object to her?

Object to her!  to Lucy!  to Peters child! No. She is one of the sweetest girls living; I am not sure but I love her more than I do my own: and I wish she could be my real daughter and your wife. But it cannot be, Travice. There are impediments in the way, on her side and on yours; and your own sense must tell you this as well as I can.

He could not gainsay it. The impediments were all too present to Travice every hour of his life.

You cannot take a portionless wife. Lucy has nothing now, or in prospect, beyond any little trifle that may come to her hereafter at Mildreds death; but I dont suppose Mildred can have saved much. It is said, too, that Lucy is likely to marry Tom Palmer.

I know she is, bitterly acquiesced Travice.

Lucy, then, for both these reasons, is out of the question. Have you not realized to your own mind the fact that she is?

Oh yes.

Then, Travice, the matter resolves itself into a very small compass. It stands alone; it has no extraneous drawbacks; it can rest upon its own merits or demerits. Will you, or will you not, marry Miss Fauntleroy?

Travice remained silent.

It will be well for me that you should, for the temporary use of money that would then be yours would save us, as you know, from a ruinous loss; but, Travice, I would not, for the wealth of worlds, put that consideration against your happiness; but there is another consideration that I cannot put away from me, and that is, that the marriage will make you independent. For your sake, I should like to see you marry Miss Fauntleroy.

She  

Wait one moment while I tell you why I speak. I do not think you are doing quite the right thing by Miss Fauntleroy, in thus, as it were, trifling with her. She expects you to propose to her, and you are keeping her in suspense unwarrantably long. You should either make her an offer, or let it be unmistakably known that there exists no such intention on your part. It would be a good thing in all ways, if you can only make up your mind to it; but do as you please: I do not urge you either way.

I may as well do it, muttered Travice to himself. She has chosen another, and it little matters what becomes of me: look which way I will, theres nothing but darkness. As well go through life with Bab Fauntleroy at my side, like an incubus, as go through it without her.

And Travice Arkell  as if he feared his resolution might desert him  went out forthwith and offered himself to Miss Fauntleroy. Never, surely, did any similar proposal betray so much hauteur, so much indifference, so little courtesy in the offering. Barbara happened to be alone; she was sitting in a white muslin dress, looking as big as a house, and waiting in state for any visitors who might call. He spoke out immediately. She probably knew, he said, that he was a sort of bankrupt in self, purse, and heart; little worth the acceptance of any one; but if she would like to take him, such as he was, he would try and do his duty by her.

The offer was really couched in those terms; and he did not take shame to himself as he spoke them. Travice Arkell could not be a hypocrite: he knew that the girl was aware of the state of things and of his indifference; he believed she saw through his love for Lucy; and he hated her with a sort of resentful hatred for having fixed her liking and her hopes upon him. He had been an indulged son all his life  a sort of fortunes pet  and the turn that things had taken was an awful blow.

Will she say shell have me? he thought as he concluded. I dont believe any other woman would. But Barbara Fauntleroy did say she would have him; and she put out her hand to him in her hearty good-natured way, and told him she thought they should get on very well together when once they had shaken down. Travice touched the hand; he shook it in a gingerly manner, and then dropped it; but he never kissed her  he never said a warmer word than thank you. Perhaps Miss Fauntleroy did not look for it: sentiment is little understood by these matter-of-fact, unrefined natures, with their loud voices, and their demonstrative temperaments. Travice would have to kiss her some time, he supposed; but he was content to put off the evil until that time came.

How odd that you should have come and made me an offer this morning, Mr. Travice, she said, with a laugh. Lizzie has just had one.

Has she? languidly returned Travice. His mind was so absorbed in the thought just mentioned, that he had no idea whether the lady meant an offer or a kiss that her sister had received, and he did not trouble himself to ask. It was quite the same to Travice Arkell.

Its from Ben Carr, proceeded Miss Fauntleroy. He came over here this morning, bringing a great big nosegay from their hot-house, and he made Liz an offer. Liz was taken all of a heap; and I think, but for me, shed have said yes then.

I dare say she would, returned Travice, and then wished the words recalled. They and their haughty tone had certainly been prompted by the remembrance of the yes, just said to him by another.

Liz came flying into the next room to me, asking what she should do; he was very pressing, she said, and wanted her answer then. Im certain shed have given it, Mr. Travice, if I had not been there to stop her. I went into the room with her to Ben Carr, and I said, Mr. Ben, Liz wont say anything decided now, but shell think of it for a few days; if youll look in on Saturday, shell give you her answer, yes or no. Ben Carr stared at me angry enough; but Liz backed up what I had said, and he had to take it.

Does she mean to accept him? asked Travice.

Well, shes on the waver. She does not dislike him, and she does not particularly like him. Hes too old for her; hes twenty years older than Liz; but its her first offer, and young women are apt to think when they get that, they had better accept it, lest they may never get another.

Your sister need not fear that. Her money will get her offers, if nothing else does.

He spoke in the impulse of the moment; but it occurred to him instantly that it was not generous to say it.

Perhaps so, said Miss Fauntleroy. But Lizzie and I have always dreaded that. We would like to be married for ourselves, not for our money. Sometimes we say in joke to one another we wish we could bury it, or could have passed ourselves off to the world as being poor until the day after we were married, and then surprised our husbands by the news, and made them a present of the money.

She spoke the truth; Travice knew she did. Whatever were the failings of the Miss Fauntleroys, genuine good nature was with both a pre-eminent virtue.

Ben Carr is not the choice I should make, remarked Travice. Of course, its no business of mine.

Nor I. I dont much like Ben Carr. Liz thinks him handsome. Well, she has got till Saturday to make up her mind  thanks to me.

Travice rose, and gingerly touched the hand again. The thought struck him again that he ought to kiss her; that he ought to put an engagement-ring on one of those fair and substantial fingers; ought to do many other things. But he went out, and did none of them.

Ill not deceive her, he said to himself, as he walked down the street, more intensely wretched than he had ever in his life felt. Ill not play the hypocrite; I couldnt do it if it were to save myself from hanging. She shall see my feeling for her exactly as it is, and then shell not reproach me afterwards with coldness. It is impossible that I can ever like her; it seems to me now impossible that I can ever endure her; but if she does marry me in the face of such evident feelings, Ill do my best for her. Duty she shall have, but therell be no love.

A very satisfactory state in prospective! Others, however, besides Travice Arkell, have married to enter on the same.

Some few months insensibly passed away in London for Miss Arkell and Lucy, and when they returned to Westerbury the earth was glowing with the tints of autumn. They did not return alone. Mrs. Dundyke, a real widow now beyond dispute, came with them. Poor David Dundyke, never quite himself after his return, never again indulging in the yearning for the civic chair, which had made the day-dream of his industrious life, had died calmly and peacefully, attended to the last by those loving hands that would fain have kept him, shattered though he was. He was lying now in Nunhead Cemetery, from whence he would certainly never be resuscitated as he had been from his supposed grave in Switzerland. Mrs. Dundyke grieved after him still, and Mildred pressed her to go back with them to Westerbury, for a little change. She consented gladly.

But Mrs. Dundyke did not go down in the humble fashion that she had once gone as Betsey Travice. She sent on her carriage and her two men servants. That there was a little natural feeling of retaliation in this, cannot be denied. Charlotte had despised her all her life; but she should at least no longer despise her on the score of poverty. I shall do it, she said to Mildred, and the carriage will be useful to us. It can be kept at an inn, with the horses and coachman; and John will be useful in helping your two maids.

It was late when they arrived at Westerbury; Miss Arkell did not number herself amid those who like to start upon a journey at daybreak; and Lucy looked twice to see whether the old house was really her home: it was so entirely renovated inside and out, as to create the doubt. Miss Arkell had given her private orders, saying nothing to Lucy, and the change was great. Various embellishments had been added; every part of it put into ornamental repair; a great deal of the furniture had been replaced by new; and, for its size, it was now one of the most charming residences in Westerbury.

Do you like the change, Lucy? asked Miss Arkell, when they had gone through the house together, with Mrs. Dundyke.

Of course I do, Aunt Mildred; but the answer was given in a somewhat apathetic tone, as Lucy mostly spoke now. It must have cost a great deal.

Well, is it not the better for it? I may not remain in Westerbury for good, and I could let my house to greater advantage now than I could have done before.

Thats true, listlessly answered Lucy.

Lucy, suddenly exclaimed Miss Arkell, what is it that makes you appear so dispirited? I could account for it after your fathers death; it was only reasonable then; but it seems to me quite unreasonable that it should continue. I begin to think it must be your natural manner.

Lucys heart gave a bound of something like terror at the question. I was always quiet, aunt, she said.

None had looked on with more wonder at the expense being lavished on the house than Mrs. Arkell. So absurd! she exclaimed, loftily. But Mildred Arkell was always pretentious, for a ladys maid.

William Arkell called to see Mildred the morning after her arrival. Very much surprised indeed, was he, to see also Mrs. Dundyke. He carried the news home to his wife.

Betsey down here! she answered. Why, what has brought her?

She told me she had accompanied Mildred for a little change. She is coming in to see you by-and-by, Charlotte.

I hope shes not coming begging! tartly responded Mrs. Arkell.

Begging?

Yes; begging. Its a question whether shes left with enough to live upon. Im sure we have none to spare, for her or for anybody else; and so I shall plainly tell her if she attempts to ask.

That they had none to spare, was an indisputable fact. Mrs. Arkell had done all in her power to hurry the marriage on with Miss Fauntleroy, but Travice held back unpardonably. His cheek grew bright with hectic, his whole time was spent in what his mother called moping; and he entered but upon rare occasions the house of his bride elect. Mr. Arkell would not urge him by a single word; but, in the delay, he had had to sacrifice another remnant of his property.

The first use that Mrs. Dundyke put her carriage to in Westerbury, was that of going in it to William Arkells. Mildred declined to accompany her, and Lucy was obliged to go with her; Lucy, who would have given the whole world not to go. But she could not say so.

Mrs. Arkell was in the dining-room, when the carriage drove in at the court-yard gates. She wondered whose it was. A nice close carriage, the servants attending it in mourning. She did not recognise it as one she knew.

She heard the visitors shown into the drawing-room, and waited for the cards with some curiosity. But no cards came in. Mrs. Dundyke, the servant brought word, and she was with Miss Lucy Arkell.

Mrs. Dundyke! Wondering what on earth brought Betsey in that carriage, and where she had picked it up, Mrs. Arkell took a closer view of it through the window. It was too good a carriage to be anything but a private one, and those horses were never hired; and there were the servants. She looked at the crest. But it was not a crest. Only an enclosed cipher, D.D.

It did not lessen her curiosity, and she went to the drawing-room, wondering still; but she never once glanced at the possibility that it could be Mrs. Dundykes; the thought occurred to her that it must belong to some member of the Dewsbury family, and had been lent to Mildred.

It was a stiff meeting. Mrs. Arkell, fully imbued with the persuasion that her sister was left badly off, that she was the same poor sister of other days, was less cordial than she might have been. She shook hands with her sister; she shook hands with Lucy; but in her manner there was a restraint that told. They spoke of general subjects, of Mr. Dundykes strange adventure in Switzerland, and his subsequent real death; of Lucys sojourn in London; of Charlottes recent marriage; of the departure of Sophy with her for India  just, in fact, as might have been the case with ordinary guests.

Travice is soon to be married, I hear, said Mrs. Dundyke.

Yes; but he holds back unpardonably.

Had Mrs. Arkell not been thinking of something else, she had never given that tart, but true answer. She happened just then to be calculating the cost of Mrs. Dundykes handsome mourning, and wondering how she got it.

Why does he hold back? quickly asked Mrs. Dundyke.

Oh, I dont know, said Mrs. Arkell, with a gay, slighting laugh. I suppose young men like to retain their bachelor liberty as long as they can. Does your aunt purpose to settle down in Westerbury, Lucy?

For the present.

Does she think of going out again?

Oh no.

Perhaps she has saved enough to keep herself without? She could not expect to find another such place as Lady Dewsburys.

It was not a pleasant visit, and Mrs. Dundyke did not prolong it. As they were going out they met Travice.

Oh, Aunt Betsey! How glad I am to see you!

But he turned coldly enough to shake hands with Lucy. He cherished resentment against her in his heart. She saw he did not look well; but she was cold as he was. As he walked across the hall with his aunt, Mrs. Arkell drew Lucy back into the drawing-room. Her curiosity had been on the rack all the time.

Whose carriage is that, Lucy? One belonging to the Dewsburys?

It is Mrs. Dundykes.

Mrs.  what did you say? I asked whose carriage that is that you came in, added Mrs. Arkell, believing that Lucy had not heard aright.

Yes, I understood. It is Mrs. Dundykes. She sent it on, the day before yesterday, with her servants and horses.

But  does  she  keep a carnage and servants? reiterated Mrs. Arkell, hardly able to bring out the words in her perplexed amazement.

Oh, yes.

Then she must be left well off?

Very well. She is very rich. I believe her income is close upon two thousand a year.

Two thou   Mrs. Arkell wound up with a shriek of astonishment. Lucy had to leave her to recover it in the best way she could, for Mrs. Dundyke had got into the carriage and was waiting for her.

The poor, humble Betsey, whom she had so despised and slighted through life! Come to this fortune! While hers and her husbands was going down. How the tables were turned!

Yes, Mrs. Arkell. Tables always are on the turn in this life.


CHAPTER XIV.

A RECOGNITION.

When the first vexation was overcome, the most prominent thought that remained to Mrs. Arkell was, what a fool she had been, not to treat Betsey better  one never knew what would turn up. All that could be done was, to begin to treat her well now: but it required diplomacy.

Mrs. Arkell began by being gracious to Mildred, by being quite motherly in her behaviour to Lucy; this took her often to Miss Arkells, and consequently into the society of Mrs. Dundyke. Sisterly affection must not be displayed all at once; it should come by degrees.

As a preliminary, Mrs. Arkell introduced to her sister and Mildred as many of her influential friends in Westerbury as she could prevail upon them to receive. This was not many. Gentle at heart as both were, neither of them felt inclined to be patronized by Mrs. Arkell now, after her lifetime of neglect. They therefore declined the introductions, allowing an exception only in the persons of the Miss Fauntleroys, who were so soon, through the marriage of Travice and Barbara, to be allied to the family. Mrs. Dundyke was glad to renew her acquaintance with Mr. Prattleton and his daughter.

Both the Miss Fauntleroys were making preparations for their marriage, for the younger one had accepted Mr. Benjamin Carr. The old squire, so fond of money, was in an ecstacy at the match his fortunate son was going to make, and Ben had just now taken a run up to Birmingham to look at some furniture he had seen advertised. Ben had a good deal of the rover in his nature still, and was glad of an excuse for taking a run anywhere.

The Miss Fauntleroys grew rather intimate at Mildreds. Their bouncing forms and broad good-natured faces, were often to be seen at the door. They began rather to be liked there; their vulgarity lessened with custom, their well-meaning good humour won its own way. They invited Miss Arkell, her niece, and guest, to spend a long afternoon with them and help them with some plain work they were doing for the poor sewing-club  for they were adepts in useful sewing, were the Miss Fauntleroys  and to remain to dinner afterwards. Lucy would have given the whole world to refuse: but she had no ready plea; and she had not the courage to make one. So she went with the rest.

She was sitting at one of the windows of the large drawing-room with Lizzie Fauntleroy, both of them at work at the same article, a childs frock, when Travice Arkell entered. Lucys was the first face he saw: and so entirely unexpected was the sight of it to him, that, for once in his life, he nearly lost his self-possession. No wonder; with the consciousness upon him of the tardy errand that had taken him there  that of asking his future bride to appoint a time for their union. Once more Mr. Arkell had spoken to his son: You must not continue to act in this way, Travice; it is not right; it is not manly. Marry Miss Fauntleroy, or give her up; do which you decide to do, but it must be one or the other. And he came straight from the conference, as he had on the former occasion, to ask her when the wedding day should be. He could not sully his honour by choosing the other alternative.

A hesitating pause, he looking like one who has been caught in some guilty act, and then he walked on and shook hands with Miss Fauntleroy. He shook hands with them all in succession; with Lucy last: that is, he touched the tips of her fingers, turning his conscious face the other way.

Have you brought me any message from Mrs. Arkell? asked Miss Fauntleroy, for it was so unusual a thing for Travice to call in the day that she concluded he had come for some specific purpose.

No. I  I came to speak to you myself, he answered. And his words were so hesitating, his manner so uncertain, that they looked at him in surprise; he who was usually self-possessed to a fault. Miss Fauntleroy rose and left the room with him.

She came back in about a quarter of an hour, giggling, laughing, her face more flushed than ordinary, her manner inviting inquiry. Lizzie Fauntleroy, with one of those unladylike, broad allusions she was given to use, said to the company that by the looks of Bab, she should think Mr. Travice Arkell had been asking her to name the day. There ensued a loud laugh on Barbaras part, some skirmishing with her sister, and then a tacit acknowledgment that the surmise was correct, and that she had named it. Lucy sat perfectly still: her head apparently as intent upon her work as were her hands.

Liz may as well name it for herself, retorted Barbara. Ben Carr has wanted her to do it before now.

Theres no hurry, said Lizzie. For me, at any rate. When ones going to marry a man so much older than oneself, one is apt not to be over ardent for it.

They continued to work, an industrious party. Accidentally, as it seemed, the conversation turned upon the strange events which had occurred at Geneva: it was through Mrs. Dundykes mentioning some embroidery she had just given to Mary Prattleton. The Miss Fauntleroys, who had only, as they phrased it, heard the story at second-hand, besought her to tell it to them. And she complied with the request.

They suspended their work as they listened. It is probable that not a single incident was mentioned that the Miss Fauntleroys had not heard before; but the circumstances altogether were of that nature that bear hearing  ay, and telling  over and over again, as most mysteries do. Their chief curiosity turned  it was only natural it should  on Mr. Hardcastle, and they asked a great many questions.

I would have scoured the whole country but what Id have found him, cried Barbara. Genoa! Rely upon it, he and his wife turned their faces in just the contrary direction as soon as they left Geneva. A nice pair.

Do you think, asked Lucy, in her quiet manner, raising her eyes to Mrs. Dundyke, that Mr. Hardcastle followed him for the purpose of attacking and robbing him?

Ah, my dear, I cannot tell. It is a question that I often ask myself. I feel inclined to think that he did not. One thing I seem nearly sure of  that he did not intend to injure him. I have not the least doubt that Mr. Hardcastle was at his wits end for money to pay his hotel bill, and that the thirty pounds my poor husband mentioned as having received that morning, was an almost irresistible temptation. Theres no doubt he followed him to the borders of the lake; that he induced him, by some argument, to walk away with him, across the country; but whether he did this with the intention of  

Did Mr. Dundyke not clear this up after his return? interrupted Lizzie Fauntleroy.

Never clearly; his recollections remained so confused. I have thought at times, that the crime only came with the opportunity, continued Mrs. Dundyke, reverting to what she was saying. It is possible that the heat of the day and the long walk, though why Mr. Hardcastle should have caused him to take that long walk, unless he had ulterior designs, I cannot tell  may have overpowered my husband with a faintness, and Mr. Hardcastle seized the opportunity to rifle his pocket-book.

You seem to be more lenient in your judgment of Mr. Hardcastle than I should be, observed Lizzie Fauntleroy.

I have thought of it so long and so often, that I believe I have grown to judge of the past impartially, was Mrs. Dundykes answer. At first I was very much incensed against the man; I am not sure but I thought hanging too good for him; but I grew by degrees to look at it more reasonably.

And the pencil?

He must have taken it from the pocket-book in his hurry, when he took the money. That he did it all in haste, the not finding the two half-notes for fifty pounds proves.

Suppose Mr. Dundyke had returned to Geneva the next day and confronted him. What then?

Ah, I dont know. Mr. Hardcastle relied, perhaps, upon being able to make good his own story, and he knew that David had the most unbounded faith in him.

Well, take it in its best light  that Mr. Dundyke fainted from the heat of the sun  the man must have been a brute to leave him alone, concluded Lizzie Fauntleroy.

Yes, was the answer, as a faint colour rose to Mrs. Dundykes cheek; that I can never forgive.

The afternoon and the work progressed satisfactorily, and dinner time arrived. Miss Fauntleroy had invited Travice to come and partake of it, but he said he had an engagement  which she did not half believe. The nearly bed-ridden old aunt came down to it, and was propped up to the table in an invalid chair. Miss Fauntleroy took the head; Miss Lizzie the foot. It was a well-spread board: Lawyer Fauntleroys daughters liked good dinners. Their manners were more free at home than abroad, rather scaring Mildred. How could Travice have chosen here? she mentally asked.

Theres no gentlemen present, so I dont see why I should not give you a toast, suddenly exclaimed Lizzie Fauntleroy, as the servant was pouring out the first glass of champagne. The bridegroom and bride elect. Mr. Travice Ar  

Lizzie stopped in surprise. Peeping in at the door, in a half-jocular, half-deprecatory manner, as if he would ask pardon for entering at the unseasonable hour, was Mr. Benjamin Carr. His somewhat dusty appearance, and his over-coat on his arm, showed that he had then come from the station after his Birmingham journey. Lizzie, too hearty to be troubled with superfluous reticence or ceremony of any kind, started up with a shout of welcome.

Of course everything was dis-arranged. The visitors looked up with surprise; Barbara turned round and gave him her hand. Ben began an apology for sitting down in the state he was, and had handed his coat to a servant, when he found a firm hand laid upon his arm. He wheeled round, wondering who it was, and saw a widows cap, and a face he did not in the first moment recognise.

Mr. Hardcastle!

With the words, the voice, the recognition came to him, and the past scenes at Geneva rose before his startled memory as a vivid dream. He might have brazened it out had he been taken less utterly by surprise, but that unnerved him: his face turned ashy white, his whole manner faltered. He looked to the door as if he would have bolted out of it; but somebody had closed it again.

Mrs. Dundyke turned her face to the amazed listeners, who had risen from their seats. But that it had lost its colour also, there was no trace in it of agitation: it was firm, rigid, earnest; and her voice was calm even to solemnity.

Before heaven, I assert that this is the man who in Geneva called himself Mr. Hardcastle, who did that injury  much or little, he best knows  to my husband! He  

But this is Benjamin Carr! interrupted the wondering Miss Fauntleroy.

Yes; just so; Benjamin Carr, assented Mrs. Dundyke, in a tone that seemed to say she expected the words. I recognised you, Benjamin Carr, on the last day of your stay in Geneva, when you were giving me that false order on Leadenhall Street. From the moment I first saw you, the morning after we arrived at Geneva, your eyes puzzled me. I knew I had seen them somewhere before, and I told my poor husband so; but I could not recollect where. In the hour of your leaving, the recollection came to me; and I knew that the eyes were those of Benjamin Carr, or eyes precisely similar to his. I thought it must be the latter; I could not suppose that Squire Carrs son, a gentleman born and reared  

But here a startling interruption intervened. It suddenly occurred to Miss Lizzie Fauntleroy, amidst the general confusion outward and inward, that the Mr. Hardcastle who had figured in the dark and disgraceful story, was said to have been accompanied by a wife. Considering that he was now designing to confer that honour upon her, the reflection was not agreeable. Miss Lizzie came to a hasty conclusion, that the real Mrs. Carr must be lying perdue somewhere, while he prosecuted his designs upon herself and her money, conveniently ignoring the result of what he might be running his head wholesale into  a prosecution for bigamy. She went butting at him, her voice raised to a shriek, her nails out, alarmingly near to his face.

You false, desperate, designing villain! You dare to come courting me as a single man! You nearly drew me into a marriage! Wheres your wife? Wheres your wife, villain?

This charge was a mistaken one, and Ben Carr somewhat rallied his scared senses. It is false, he said. I swear on my honour that I have no wife; I swear that I never have had one.

You had your wife with you in Geneva, said Mrs. Dundyke.

She was not my wife. Lizzie Fauntleroy, cant you believe me? I have never married yet. I never thought of marrying until I saw you.

Its all the same now, said Lizzie, with equanimity. I dont like tricks played me. Better that I should have discovered this before marriage than after.

It is false, on my honour. You will not allow it to make any difference to our  

Not allow it to make any difference, interposed Lizzie, imperiously cutting short his words. Do you take me for a fool, Ben Carr? Youve seen the last of me, I can tell you that; and if pa were living still, he should prosecute you for getting my consent to a marriage under false pretences.

If I do not prosecute you, Benjamin Carr, resumed Mrs. Dundyke, you owe it partly to my consideration for your family, partly to the unhappy fact that it could not bring my poor husband back to life. It could not restore to him the mental power he lost, the faculties that were destroyed. It could not bring back to me my lost happiness. How far you may have been guilty, I know not. It must rest with your conscience, and so shall your punishment.

He stood something like a stag at bay  half doubting whether to slink away, whether to turn and beard his pursuers. Barbara Fauntleroy threw wide the door.

You had better quit us, I think, Mr. Carr.

I see what it is, said he, at length, to the Miss Fauntleroys. You are just now too prejudiced to listen to reason. The tale that woman has been telling you of me is a mistaken one; and when you are calm, I will endeavour to convince you of it.

Calm, man! cried Barbara, with a laugh. Im calm enough. It isnt such an interlude, as this, that could take any calmness away from me. It has been as good to me as a scene at the play.

But the gentleman did not wait to hear the conclusion. He had escaped through the open door. Those left stared at one another.

Come along, said Lizzie, with unruffled composure; dont let the dinner get colder than it is. I dare say Im well rid of him. Wheres our glasses of champagne? A drop will do us all good. Oh dear, Mrs. Dundyke! Pray dont suffer it to trouble you!

She had sat down in a far corner, poor woman, with her face hidden, drowned in a storm of silent tears.

The event, quickly though it had transpired  over, as it were, in a moment  exercised a powerful influence on the spirits of Mrs. Dundyke. It brought the old trouble so vividly before her, that she could not rally again as the days went on; and she told Mildred that she should go back to London, but would come to her again at a future time. The resolution was a sudden one. Mrs. Arkell happened to call the same day, and was told of it.

Going back to London to-morrow! repeated Mrs. Arkell in consternation; and she hastened to her sisters room.

Mrs. Dundyke had her drawers all out, and her travelling trunk open, beginning to put things together. Mrs. Arkell went in, and closed the door.

Betsey, you are going back, I hear; therefore I must at once ask the question that I have been intending to ask before your departure. It may sound to you somewhat premature: I dont know. Will you forget and forgive?

Forget and forgive what?

My coldness during the past years.

I am willing to forgive it, Charlotte, if that will do you any good. To forget it is an impossibility.

Mrs. Dundyke spoke with civil indifference. She was wrapping different toilet articles in paper, and she continued her occupation. Mrs. Arkell, in a state of bitter vexation at the turn things had taken, terribly self-repentant that she should have pursued a line of conduct so inimical to her own interests, sat down on a low chair, and fairly burst into tears.

Why, whats the matter, Charlotte?

You are a rich woman now, and therefore you despise us. We are growing poor.

How can you talk such nonsense! exclaimed Mrs. Dundyke, screwing down the silver stopper of a scent-bottle. If I became as rich and as grand as a duke, it could never cause me to make the slightest difference in my conduct to anybody, high or low.

Our intercourse has been so cold, so estranged, during this visit!

And, but that you find I am a little better off than you thought for, would you have allowed it to be otherwise than cold and estranged? returned Mrs. Dundyke, putting down the scent-bottle, and facing her sister.

There was no reply. What, indeed, could there be?

Charlotte, said Mrs. Dundyke, dropping her voice to earnestness, as she went close to her sister, the past wore me out. Ask yourself what your treatment of me was  for years, and years, and years. You know how I loved you  how I tried to conciliate you by every means in my power  to be to you a sister; and you would not. You threw my affection back upon myself; you prevented Mr. Arkell and your children coming to me; you heaped unnecessary scorn upon my husband. I bore it; I strove against it; but my patience and my love gave way at last, and I am sorry to say resentment grew in its place. Those feelings of affection, worn out by slow degrees, can never grow again.

It is as much as to say that you hate me!

Not so. We can be civil when we meet; and that can be as often as circumstances bring us into the same locality. But I do not think there can ever be cordiality between us again.

I had thought you were of a forgiving disposition, Betsey.

So I am.

I had thought   Mrs. Arkell paused a moment, as if half ashamed of what she was about to say I had thought to enlist your sisterly feelings for me; that is, for my daughters. You are rich now; you have plenty of money to spare; and their patrimony has dwindled down to nothing  nothing compared to what it ought to have been. They  

Stay, Charlotte. We may as well come to an understanding on this point at once; it will serve for always. Your daughters have never condescended to recognise me in their lives; it was perhaps your fault, perhaps theirs: I dont know. But the effect upon me has not been a pleasant one. I shall decline to help them.

Mrs. Arkells proud spirit was rising. What it had cost thus to bend herself to her life-despised sister, she alone knew. She beat her foot upon the hearth-rug.

I dont know how theyll get along. But for Mr. Arkells having kept on the business for Travice, we should be rich still. He has always been a fool in some things.

Dont disparage your husband before me, Charlotte; I shall not listen calmly; you were never worthy of him. I love Mr. Arkell for his goodness, and I love your son. If you asked me for help for Travice, you should have it; never for your daughters.

Very kind, Im sure! when you know he does not want it, was the provoking and angry answer. Travice is placed above requiring your help, by marriage with Miss Fauntleroy.

And Mrs. Arkell gave her head a scornful toss as she went out, and banged the chamber-door after her.


CHAPTER XV.

MILDREDS RECOMPENSE.

The consent of Travice once obtained, the necessary word spoken to Miss Fauntleroy, Mrs. Arkell hurried the marriage on in earnest. So long as Travice had only made the offer, and given no signs of wishing for the ceremony to take place, not much could be done; but he had now said to Barbara, Fix your own day.

There was no trouble needed in regard to a house; at least, there had not hitherto been. The house that the Miss Fauntleroys lived in was their own, and Barbara wished to continue in it. It was supposed that her sister would be moving to a farm in the parish of Eckford. That was now frustrated. Never mind, said Barbara, in her easy way, Lizzie can stop on with us; Travice wont mind it, and I shall like it. If we find afterwards that it does not answer, different arrangements can be made.

The Miss Fauntleroys were generous in the matter of Benjamin Carr. Those others who had been present were generous, even Mrs. Dundyke. The identification of the gentleman with the Mr. Hardcastle, of Geneva memory, was not allowed to transpire: they all had regard to the feelings of the squire and his family. It was fortunate that the only servant in the room had gone from it with Benjamin Carrs over-coat, and Barbara had had the presence of mind to slip the bolt of the door. Mr. Ben Carr, however, thought it well to take a tour just at this time, and he did not show his face in Westerbury previous to his departure.

Lucy Arkell was solicited to be one of the bridesmaids; but Lucy declined. Mildred remembered a wedding which she had declined to attend as bridesmaid. How little, how little did she think that the same cruel pain was swaying the motives of Lucy!

Lucy and her aunt saw but little now of the Arkells. Travice never called; Mr. Arkell, full of trouble, confined himself to his home; and Mrs. Arkell had not entered the house since the rebuff given her by Mrs. Dundyke. Lucy held aloof from them; and Mildred certainly did not go there of her own accord. It therefore came to pass that they heard little news of the doings there, except what might be dropped by chance callers-in.

And now, as if Mildred had really been gifted with prevision, Tom Palmer made an offer of his hand and heart to Lucy. Lucys response was by no means a dignified one  she burst out crying. Mildred, in surprise, asked what was the matter, and Lucy said she had not thought her old friend Tom could have been so unkind. Unkind! But the result was, that Lucy refused him in the most positive manner, then and for always. Mildred began to think that she could not understand Lucy.

There was a grand party given one night at Mrs. Arkells, and they went to that. Mildred accepted the invitation without consulting Lucy. The Palmers were there; and Travice treated Tom very cavalierly. In fact, that word is an appropriate one to characterise his general behaviour to everybody throughout the evening. And, so far as anybody saw, he never once went near Miss Fauntleroy, with the exception that he took her into the supper room. Mr. Arkell did not appear until quite late in the evening. It was said he had an engagement. So he had, with men of business; while the revelry was going on in doors, he was in his counting-house, endeavouring to negotiate for a loan of money, in which he was not successful. Little heart had he at ten oclock to go in and dress himself and enter upon that scene of gaiety. Mildred exchanged but a few sentences with him, but she thought he was in remarkably low spirits.

Are you not well, William? she asked.

I have a headache, Mildred.

It was a day or two after this, and but a few days previous to the completion of the wedding, when unpleasant rumours, touching the solvency of the good old house of George Arkell and Son, reached the ears of Miss Arkell. They were whispered to her by Mr. Palmer, the old friend of the family.

It is said their names will be in the Gazette the day after to-morrow, unless some foreign help can come to them.

Miss Arkell sat, deeply shocked; and poor Lucys colour went and came, showing the effect the news had upon her.

I had no idea that they were in embarrassment, said Mildred.

It is so. You see, this wedding of young Travice Arkells, that is to bring so much money into the family, has been delayed too long, observed Mr. Palmer. It is said now that Travice, poor fellow, has an unconquerable antipathy to his bride, and though he consented to the alliance to save his family, he has been unable to bring his mind to conclude it. While the grass grows, the steed starves, you know.

Miss Fauntleroy was willing that her money should be sacrificed.

It would not have been sacrificed, not a penny of it; but the use of it would have enabled the house to redeem its own money, and bring its affairs to a satisfactory close. Had there been any risk to the money, William Arkell would not have agreed to touch it: you know his honourable nature. However, through the protracted delay  which Travice will no doubt reflect sharply upon himself for  the marriage and the money will come too late to save them.

Mr. Palmer departed, and Lucy sat like one in a dream. Her aunt glanced at her, and mused, and glanced again. What are you thinking of, Lucy? she asked.

Lucy burst into tears. Aunt, I was thinking what a blight it is to be poor! If I had thousands, I would willingly devote them all to save Mr. Arkell. Papa told me, when he lay dying, how his cousin William had helped him from time to time; had saved his home more than once; and had never been paid back again.

And suppose you had money  attend to me, Lucy, for I wish a serious answer  suppose you were in possession of money, would you be really willing to sacrifice a portion of it, to save this good friend, William Arkell?

All, aunt, all! she answered, eagerly, and think it no sacrifice.

Then put on your bonnet, Lucy, child, returned Miss Arkell, and come with me.

They went forth to the house of Mr. Arkell; and as it turned out, the visit was opportune, for Mrs. Arkell was away, dining from home. Mr. Arkell was in a little back parlour, looking over accounts and papers, with his son. The old man  and he was looking an old man that evening, with trouble, not with years  rose in surprise when he saw who were his visitors, and Travices hectic colour went and came. Mildred had never been in the room since she was a young woman, and it called up painful recollections. It was the twilight hour of the evening: that best hour, of all the twenty-four, for any embarrassing communication.

William, began Miss Arkell, seating herself by her cousin, and speaking in a low tone, we have heard it whispered that your affairs are temporarily involved. Is it so?

The world will soon know it, Mildred, above a whisper.

It is even so then! What has led to it?

Oh, Mildred! can you ask what has led to it, when you look at the misery and distress everywhere around us? Search the Gazette for the past years, and see how many names you will find in it, who once stood as high as ours! The only wonder is, that we have not yet gone with the stream. It is a hard case, Mildred, when we have toiled all our lives, that the labour should come to nothing at last, he continued; that our closing years, which ought to be given to thoughts of another world, must be distracted with the anxious cares of this.

Is your difficulty serious, or only temporary? resumed Miss Arkell.

It ought to be only temporary, he replied; but the worst is, I cannot, at the present moment, command my resources. We have kept on manufacturing, hoping for better times; and, to tell you the truth, Mildred, I could not reconcile it to my conscience to turn off my old workmen to beggary. There was Travice, too. I have a heavy stock of goods on hand; to the amount of some thousands; and this locks up my diminished capital. I am still worth what would cover my business liabilities twice over  and I have no others  but I cannot avail myself of it for present emergencies. I have turned every stone, Mildred, to keep my head above water: and I believe I can struggle no longer.

What amount of money would effectually relieve you? asked Miss Arkell.

About three thousand pounds, he replied, answering the question without any apparent interest.

Then to-morrow morning vouchers for that sum shall be placed in the Westerbury bank at your disposal. And for double that sum, if you require it.

Mr. Arkell looked up in astonishment; and finally addressed to her the very words which he had once before done, in early life, upon a far different subject.

You are dreaming, Mildred!

She remembered them; had she ever forgotten one word said to her on that eventful night? and sighed as she replied:

This money is mine. I enjoyed, as you know, a most liberal salary for seven or eight-and-twenty years; and the money, as it came in, was placed out from the first to good interest; later, a part of it to good use. Lady Dewsbury also bequeathed me a munificent sum by her will; so that altogether I am worth  

His excessive surprise could not let her continue. That Mildred had saved just sufficient to live upon, he had deemed probable; but not more. She had been always assisting Peter. He interrupted her with words to this effect.

Mildred smiled. I could place at your disposal twelve thousand pounds, if needs must, she said. I had a friend who helped me to lay out my money to advantage. It was Mr. Dundyke. William, how can I better use part of this money than by serving you?

William Arkell shook his head in deprecation. Not all at once, in the suddenness of the surprise, could he accept the idea of being assisted by Mildred. Peter had taken enough from her.

Peter did not take enough from me, she firmly said. It is only since Peters death that I have learnt how straitened he always was  he kept it from me. I have been taking great blame to myself, for it seems to me that I ought to have guessed it  and I did not. But Peter is gone, and you are left. Oh, William, let me help you!

Mildred, I have no right to it from you.

She laid her hand upon his arm in her eagerness. She bent her gentle face, with its still sweet expression, near to him, and spoke in a whisper.

Let me help you. It will be a recompense for the past pain of my lonely life.

His eyes looked straight into hers for the moment. I have had my pain, too, Mildred.

But this loan? you will take it. Lucy, speak up, added Miss Arkell, turning to her niece. This money is willed to you, and will be yours sometime. Is it not at your wish that I come this evening, as well as at my own?

Oh, sir, sobbed Lucy to Mr. Arkell, take it all. Let my aunt retain what will be sufficient for her life, but keep none for me; I am young and healthy, and can go out and work for my living, as she has done. Take all the rest, and save the credit of the family.

William Arkell turned to Lucy, the tears trickling down his cheeks. She had taken off her bonnet on entering, and he laid his hand fondly on her head.

Lucy, child, were this money exclusively your aunts, I would not hesitate to make use of sufficient of it now to save my good name. In that ease, I should wind up my affairs as soon as would be conveniently possible, retire from business, and see how far what is left to me would go towards a living. It would be enough; and my wife would have to bring her mind to think it so. But this sum that your aunt offers me  that you second  may be the very money she has been intending to hand over with you as a marriage portion. And what would your husband say at its being thus temporarily appropriated?

My husband! exclaimed Lucy, in amazement; a marriage portion for me! When I take the one, it will be time enough to think of the other. Miss Arkell, too, looked up with a questioning gaze, for she had quite forgotten the little romance  her romance  concerning young Mr. Palmer.

I shall never marry, continued Lucy, in answer to Mr. Arkells puzzled look. I think I am better as I am.

But, Lucy, you are going to marry. You are going to marry Tom Palmer.

Lucy laughed. She could not help it, she said, apologetically. She had laughed ever since he asked her, except just at the time, at the very idea of her marrying Tom Palmer, the little friend of her girlhood. Tom laughed at it himself now; and they were as good friends as before. But how did you hear of it? she exclaimed.

Travice came forward, his cheek pale, his lip quivering. He laid his fevered hand on Lucys shoulder.

Is this true, Lucy? he whispered. Is it true that you do not love Tom Palmer?

Love him! cried Lucy, indignantly, sad reproach in her eye, as she turned it on Travice. You have seen us together hundreds of times; did you ever detect anything in my manner to induce you to think I loved him?

I loved you, murmured Travice, for he read that reproach aright, and the scales which had obscured his eyes fell from them, as by magic. I have long loved you  deeply, passionately. My brightest hopes were fixed on you; the heyday visions of all my future existence represented you by my side, my wife. But these misfortunes and losses came thick and fast upon my father. They told me at home here, he told me, that I was poor and that you were poor, and that it would be madness in us to think of marrying then, as it would have been. So I said to myself that I would be patient, and wait  would be content with loving you in secret, as I had done  with seeing you daily as a relative. And then the news burst upon me that you were to marry Tom Palmer; and I thought what a fool I had been to fancy you cared for me; for I knew that you were not one to marry where you did not love.

The tears were coursing down her cheeks. But I dont understand, she said. It is but just, as it were, that Tom has asked me; and you must be speaking of sometime ago.

The fault was Mildreds. Not quite all at once could they understand it; not until later.

I shall never marry; indeed I shall never marry, murmured Lucy, as she yielded for the moment to the passionate embrace in which Travice clasped her, and kissed away her tears of anguish. My lot in life must be like my aunts now, unloving and unloved.

Oh, is there no escape for us! exclaimed Travice, wildly, as all the painful embarrassment of his position rushed over his mind. Can we not fly together, Lucy  fly to some remote desert place, and leave care and sorrow behind us? Ere the lapse of many days, another woman expects to be my wife! Is there no way of escape for us?

None; none. The misery of Travice Arkell and his cousin was sealed: their prospects, so far as this world went, were blighted. There were no means by which he could escape the marriage that was rushing on to him with the speed of wings: no means known in the code of honour. And for Lucy, what was left but to live on unwedded, burying her crushed affections within herself, as her aunt had done?  live on, and, by the help of time, strive to subdue that love which was burning in her heart for the husband of another, rendering every moment of the years that would pass, one continued, silent agony!

The same fate  the same fate! moaned Mildred Arkell to herself, whilst Lucy sunk into a chair and covered her pale face with her trembling hands. I might have guessed it! Like aunt, like niece. She must go through life as I have done  and bear  and bear! Strange, that the younger brothers family, throughout two generations, should have cast their shadow for evil upon that of the elder! A blight must have fallen upon my fathers race; but, perhaps in mercy, Lucy is the last of it. If I could have foreseen this, years ago, the same atmosphere in which lived Travice Arkell should not have been breathed by Lucy. The same fate! the same fate!

Lucy was sobbing silently behind her hands. Travice stood, the image of despair. Mildred turned to him.

Then you do not love Miss Fauntleroy?

Love her! I hate her! was the answer that burst from him in his misery. May Heaven forgive me for the false part I shall have to play!

But there was no escape for him. Mildred knew there was not; Mr. Arkell knew it; and his heart ached for the fate of this, his dearly-loved son.

My boy, he said, I would willingly die to save you  die to secure your happiness. I did not know this sacrifice was so very bitter.

Travice cast back a look of love. You have done all you could for me; do not you take it to heart. I may get to bear it in time.

Get to bear it! What a volume of expression was in the words! Mildred rose and approached Mr. Arkell.

We had better be going, William. But oh! why did you let it come to this? Why did you not make a confidante of me?

I did not know you could help me, Mildred; indeed I did not.

I will tell you who would have been as thankful to help you as I am  and that is your sister-in-law, Betsey Dundyke. She could have helped you more largely than I can.

But not more lovingly. God bless you, Mildred! he whispered, detaining her for a moment as she was following Travice and Lucy out.

Her eyes swam with tears as she looked up at him; her hands rested confidingly in his.

If you knew what the happiness of serving you is, William! If you knew what a recompence this moment is for the bitter past!

God bless you, Mildred! he repeated, God bless you for ever.

She drew her veil over her face to pass out, just as she had drawn it after that interview, following his marriage, in the years gone by.

And so the credit of the good and respected old house was saved; saved by Mildred. Had it taken every farthing she had amassed; so that she must have gone forth again, in her middle age, and laboured for a living, she had rejoiced to do it! William Arkell had not waited until now, to know the value of the heart he had thrown away.

And the marriage day drew on. But before it dawned, Westerbury knew that it would bring no marriage with it. Miss Fauntleroy knew it. For the bridegroom was lying between life and death.

Of a sensitive, nervous, excitable temperament, the explanation of that evening, taken in conjunction with the dreadful tension to which his mind had been latterly subjected, far greater than any one had suspected, was too much for Travice Arkell. Conscious that Lucy Arkell passionately loved him; knowing now that she had the money, without which he could not marry, and that part of that money was actually advanced to save his fathers credit; knowing also, that he must never more think of her, but must tie himself to one whom he abhorred; that he and Lucy must never again see each other in life, but as friends, and not too much of that, he became ill. Reflection preyed upon him: remorse for doubting Lucy, and hastening to offer himself to Miss Fauntleroy, seated itself in his mind, and ere the day fixed for his marriage arrived, he was laid up with brain fever.

With brain fever! In vain they tried their remedies: their ice to his head; their cooling medicines; their blisters to his feet. His unconscious ravings were, at moments, distressing to hear: his deep love for Lucy; his impassioned adjurations to her to fly with him, and be at peace; his shuddering hatred of Miss Fauntleroy. On the last day of his life, as the doctors thought, Lucy was sent for, in the hope that her presence might calm him. But he did not know her: he was past knowing any one.

Lucy! he would utter, in a hollow voice, unconscious that she or any one else was present Lucy! we will leave the place for ever. Have you got your things ready? We will go where she cant find us out, and force me to her. Lucy! where are you? Lucy!

And Mrs. Arkell! She was the most bitterly repentant. Many a sentence is spoken lightly, many an idle threat, many a reckless wish; but the vain folly is not often brought home to the heart, as it was to Mrs. Arkell.

I would pray Heaven to let me follow you to your grave, Travice, rather than see you marry Lucy Arkell. He was past feeling or remembering the words; but they came home to her. She cast herself upon the bed, praying wildly for forgiveness, clinging to him in all the agony of useless remorse.

Oh, what matters honour; what matters anything in comparison with his precious life! she cried, with streaming eyes. Tell him, Lucy,  perhaps he will understand you  that he shall indeed marry you if he will but set his mind at rest, and get well; he shall never again see Miss Fauntleroy. Lucy! are there no means of calming him? If this terrible excitement lasts, it will kill him. Tell him it is you he shall marry, not Barbara Fauntleroy.

I cannot tell him so, said Lucy, from the very depth of her aching heart. It would not be right to deceive him, even now. There can be no escape, if he lives, from the marriage with Miss Fauntleroy.

A few more hours, and the crisis came. The handsome, the intelligent, the refined Travice Arkell, lay still, in a lethargy that was taken to be that of death. It went forth to Westerbury that he was dead; and Lucy took her last look at him, and walked home with her aunt Mildred  to a home, which, however well supplied it was now with the worlds comforts, could only seem to her one of desolation. Lucy Arkells eyes were dry; dry with that intensity of anguish that admits not of tears, and her brain seemed little less confused than his had done, in these last few days of life.

Mildred sat down in her home, and seemed to see into the future. She saw herself and her niece living on in their quiet and monotonous home; her own form drooping with the weight of years, Lucys approaching middle life. The old maids they would be slightingly termed by those who knew little indeed of their inward history. And in their lonely hearts, enshrined in its most hidden depths, the image that respectively filled each in early life, the father and son, William and Travice Arkell, never, never replaced by any other, but holding their own there so long as time should last.

Seated by her fire on that desolate night, she saw it as in a vision.


CHAPTER XVI.

MISS FAUNTLEROY LOVED AT LAST.

But Travice Arkell did not die. The lethargy that was thought to be death proved to be only the exhaustion of spent nature. When the first faint indications of his awaking from it appeared, the physicians said it was possible that he might recover. He lay for some days in a critical state, hopes and fears about equally balancing, and then he began to get visibly stronger.

I have been nearly dead, have I not? he asked one day of his father, who was sitting by the bed.

But you are better now, Travice. You will get well. Thank God!

Yes, the dangers over. I feel that, myself. Dear father! how troubled you have been!

Travice, I could hardly have borne to lose you, he murmured, leaning over him. And  thus.

I shall soon be well again; soon be strong. Be stronger, I hope, and Travice faintly pressed the hand in which his lay, to go through the duties that lie before me, than I was previously.

Mr. Arkell sighed from the very depths of his heart. If his son could but have looked forward to arise to a life of peace, instead of pain!

Mildred was with the invalid often. Mrs. Dundyke, who, concerned at the imminent danger of one in whom she had always considered that she held a right, had hastened to Westerbury when the news was sent to her, likewise used to go and sit with him. But not Lucy. It was instinctively felt by all that the sight of Lucy could only bring the future more palpably before him. It might have been so different!

Mrs. Dundyke saw Mr. Arkell in private.

Is there no escape for him? she asked; no escape from this marriage with Miss Fauntleroy? I would give all I am worth to effect it.

And I would give my life, was the agitated answer. There is none. Honour must be kept before all things. Travice himself knows there is none; neither would he accept any, were it offered out of the line of strict honour.

It is a lifes sacrifice, said Mrs. Dundyke. It is sacrificing both him and Lucy.

Had I possessed but the faintest idea of the sacrifice it really was, even for him, it should never have been contemplated, no matter what the cost, was Mr. Arkells answer.

And there was no need of it. If you had but known that! My fortune is a large one now, and the greater portion of it I intended for Travice.

Betsey!

I intended it for no one else. Perhaps I ought to have been more open in expressing my intentions; but you know how I have been held aloof by Charlotte. And I did not suppose that Travice was in necessity of any sort. If he marries Miss Fauntleroy, the half of what I die possessed of will be his; the other half will go to Lucy Arkell. Were it possible that he could marry Lucy, theyd not wait for my death to be placed above the frowns of the world.

Oh Betsey, how generous you are! But there is no escape for him, added Mr. Arkell, with a groan at the bitter fact. He cannot desert Miss Fauntleroy.

It was indisputably true. And that buxom bride-elect herself seemed to have no idea that anybody wanted to be off the bargain, for her visits to the house were frequent, and her spirits were unusually high.

You all know the old rhyme about a certain gentlemans penitence when he was sick; though it may not be deemed the perfection of good manners to quote it here. It was a very apt illustration of the feelings of Mrs. Arkell. While her son lay sick unto death, she would have married him to Lucy Arkell; but no sooner was the danger of death removed, and he advancing towards convalescence, than the old pride  avarice  love of rule  call it what you will  resumed sway within her; and she had almost been ready to say again that a mouldy grave would be preferable for him, rather than desertion of Miss Fauntleroy. In fine, the old state of things was obtaining sway, both as to Mrs. Arkells opinions and to the course of events.

When can I see him? asked Miss Fauntleroy one day.

Not the first time, this, that she had put the question, and it a little puzzled Mrs. Arkell to answer it. It was only natural and proper, considering the relation in which each stood to the other, that Miss Fauntleroy should see him; but Mrs. Arkell had positively not dared to hint at such a visit to her son.

Travice sits up now, does he not? continued the young lady.

Yes, he has sat up a little in the afternoon these two days past. We call it sitting up, Barbara, but, in point of fact, he lies the whole time on the sofa. He is not strong enough to sit up.

Then Im sure I may see him. It might not have been proper, I suppose, to pay him a visit in bed, she added, laughing loudly; but there cant be any impropriety now. I want to see him, Mrs. Arkell; I want it very particularly.

Of course, Barbara; I can understand that you do. I should, in your place. The only consideration is, whether it may not agitate him too much.

Not it, said Barbara. I wish youd go and ask him when I may come. I suppose he is up now?

Mrs. Arkell had no ready plea for refusal, and she went upstairs there and then. Travice was lying on the sofa, exhausted with the exertion of getting to it.

My dear, I think you look better, Mrs. Arkell began, not altogether relishing her task; and she gently pushed the bits of brown hair, now beginning to grow again, from the damp, white forehead. Do you feel so?

He drew her fingers for a moment into his, and held them there. He was always ready to respond to his mothers little tokens of affection. She had opposed him in the matter of Lucy Arkell, but he was ever generous, ever just, and he blamed circumstances more than he blamed her.

I feel a great deal better than I did a week ago. I shall get on now.

Mrs. Arkell paused. Some one wants to see you, Travice.

The hectic came into his white face as she spoke  a wild rush of crimson. Was it possible that he thought she spoke of Lucy? The idea occurred, to Mrs. Arkell.

My dear, it is Barbara. She has asked to see you a great many times. She is downstairs now.

Travice raised his thin hand, and laid it for a moment over his face, over his closed eyes. Was he praying for help in his pain?  for strength to go through what must be gone through  his duty in the future; and to do it bravely?

Travice, my dear, but for this illness she would now have been your wife. It is only natural that she should wish to come and see you.

Yes, of course, he said, removing his hand, and speaking very calmly; I have been expecting that she would.

When shall she come up? Now?

He did not speak for a moment.

Not now; not to-day; the getting up seemed to tire me more than it has done yet. Tell her so from me. Perhaps she will take the trouble to call again to-morrow, and come up then.

The message was carried to Miss Fauntleroy, and she did not fail in the appointment. Mrs. Arkell took her upstairs without notice to her son; possibly she feared some excuse again. The sofa was drawn near the fire as before, and Travice lay on it; had he been apprised of the visit, he might have tried to sit up to receive her.

She was very big as usual, and very grand. A rich watered lilac silk dress, looped up above a scarlet petticoat; a velvet something on her arms and shoulders, of which I really dont know the name, covered with glittering jet trimmings; and a spangled bonnet with fancy feathers. As she sailed into the room, her petticoats, that might have covered the dome of St. Pauls, knocked over a little brass stand and kettle, some careless attendant having left them on the carpet, near the wall. There was no damage, except noise, for the kettle was empty.

Thats my crinoline! cried the hearty, good-humoured girl. Never mind; theres worse misfortunes at sea.

No, Travice, you had better not rise, interposed Mrs. Arkell, for he was struggling into a sitting position. Barbara will excuse it; she knows how weak you are.

And Ill not allow you to rise, thats more, said Barbara, laying her hand upon him. I am not come to make you worse, but to make you better  if I can.

Mrs. Arkell, not altogether easy yet upon the feelings of Travice as to the visit, anxious, as we all are with anything on our consciences, to get away, invited Barbara to a chair, and hastened from the room. Travice tried to receive her as he ought, and put out his hand with a wan smile.

How are you, Barbara?

There was no reply, except that the thin hand was taken between both of hers. He looked up, and saw that her eyes were swimming in tears. A moments struggle, and they came forth, with a burst.

There! its of no good. What a fool I am!

Just a minute or twos indulgence to the burst, and it was over. Miss Fauntleroy rubbed away the traces, and her broad face wore its smiles again. She drew a chair close, and sat down in front of him.

I was not prepared to see you look like this, Travice. How dreadfully it has pulled you down!

She was gazing at his face as she spoke. Her entrance had not called up anything of colour or emotion to illumine it. The transparent skin was drawn over the delicate features, and the refinement, always characterizing it, was more conspicuous than it had ever been. No two faces, perhaps, could present a greater contrast than his did, with the broad, vulgar, hearty, and in a sense, handsome one of hers.

Yes, it has pulled me down. At one period there was little chance of my life, I believe. But they no doubt told you all at the time. I daresay you knew more of the different stages of the danger than I did.

And what was it that brought it on? asked Miss Fauntleroy, untying her bonnet, and throwing back the strings. Brain fever is not a common disorder; it does not go about in the air!

There was a slight trace of colour now on the thin cheeks, and she noticed it. Travice faintly shook his head to disclaim any knowledge on his own part.

It is not very often that we know how these illnesses are brought on. My chief concern now  and he looked up at her with a smile must be to find out how I can best throw it off.

I have been very anxious for some days to see you, she resumed, after a pause. Do you know what I have come to say?

No, he said, rather languidly.

But Ill tell you first what I heard. When you were lying in that awful state between life and death  and it is an awful state, Travice, the danger of passing, without warning, to the presence of ones Maker  I heard that it was I who had brought on the fever.

His whole face was flushed now  a consciousness of the past had risen up so vividly within him. You! he uttered. What do you mean?

Ah! Travice, I see how it has been. I know all. You have tried to like me, and you cannot. Be still, be calm; I do not reproach you even in thought. You loved Lucy Arkell long before anybody thought of me, in connection with you; and I declare I honour the constancy of your heart in keeping true to her. Now, if you are not tranquil I shall get my ears boxed by your doctors, and Ill not come and see you again.

But  

You just be quiet. Im going to do the talking, and you the listening. There, Ill hold your hands in mine, as some old, prudent spirit might, to keep you still  a sister, say. Thats all I shall ever be to you, Travice.

His chest was beginning to heave with emotion.

I have a great mind to run away, and leave you to fancy you are going to be tied to me after all! Pray calm yourself. Oh! Travice, why did you not tell me the truth  that you had no shadow of liking for me; that your love for another was stronger than death? I should have been a little mortified at first, but not for long. It is not your fault; you did all you could; and it has nearly killed you  

Who has been telling you this? he interrupted.

Never mind. Perhaps somebody, perhaps nobody. Its the towns talk, and thats enough. Do you think I could be so wicked and selfish a woman as to hold you to your engagement, knowing this? No! Never shall it be said of Barbara Fauntleroy, in this or in aught else, that she secured her own happiness at the expense of anybody elses.

But Barbara  

Dont Barbara me, but listen, she interrupted playfully, laying her finger on his lips. At present you hate me, and I dont say that your heart may not have cause; but I want to turn that hatred into love. If I cant get it as a wife, Travice, I may as a friend. I like you very much, and I cant afford to lose you quite. Heaven knows in what way I might have lost you, had we been married; or what would have been the ending.

He lay looking at her, not altogether comprehending the words, in his weakness.

You shall marry Lucy as soon as you are strong enough; and a little bird has whispered me a secret that I fancy you dont know yet  that youll have plenty and plenty of money, more than I should have brought you. Well have a jolly wedding; and Ill be bridesmaid, if shell let me.

Barbara had talked till her eyes were running down with tears. His lashes began to glisten.

I couldnt do it, Barbara, he whispered; I couldnt do it.

Perhaps not; but I can, and shall. Listen, you difficult old fellow, and set your mind and your conscience at rest. Before that great and good Being, who has spared you through this death-sickness, and has spared me, perhaps, a life of unhappiness, I solemnly swear that I will not marry you! I dont think I have much pride, but Ive some; and I am above stooping to accept a man that all the world knows hates me like poison. Id not have you now, Travice, though there were no Lucy Arkell in the world. A pretty figure I should cut on our wedding day, if I did hold you to your bargain! The town might follow us to church with a serenade of marrowbones and cleavers, as they do the butchers. Ill not leave you until you tell me all is at an end between us  on your side as on mine.

It is not right, Barbara. It is not right that I should treat you so.

Ill not leave you until you tell me all is at an end.

I cant tell it you.

Ill not leave you until you tell me all is at an end, she persistently repeated. No, not if I have to stop in the room all the blessed night, as your real sister might. What do I care for their fads and their punctilios? Here Ill stop.

He looked up in her face with a smile. It had more of love in it than Barbara had ever seen expressed to her from him. She bent down and kissed his lips.

There! thats an earnest of our new friendship. Not that I shall be giving you kisses in future, or expect any from you. Lucy might not like it, you know, or you either. I dont say I should, for I may be marrying on my own score. We might have been an estranged man and wife, Travice, wishing each other dead and buried and perhaps not gone to heaven, every day of our lives. We will be two firm friends. You dont reject me, you know; I reject you, and you cant help yourself.

We will be friends always, Barbara, he said, from the depths of his inmost heart, as he held her warm hand on his breast. I am beginning to love you as one already.

Theres a darling fellow! Yes, I should call you so though Lucy were present. Oh, Travice! its best as it is! A little bit of smart to get over  and thats what I have been doing the past week or so  and we begin on a truer basis. I never was suited to you, and thats the truth. But we can be the best friends living. It wont spoil my appetite, Travice; Im not of that flimsy temperament. Fancy me getting brain-fever through being crossed in love!

She laughed out loud at the thought  a ringing, merry laugh. It put Travice at ease on the score of the smart.

And now Im going into the manufactory to tell Mr. Arkell that you and I are two. If he asks for the cause, perhaps I shall whisper to him that Ive found out you wont suit me and I prefer to look out for somebody that will; and when Mrs. Arkell asks it me, Weve split, maam  split I shall tell her. Travice! Travice! did you really think I could stand, knowing it, in the way of anybodys lifes happiness?

He drew her face down to his. He kissed it as he had never kissed it before.

Friends for life! Firm, warm friends for life, you and I and Lucy! God bless you, Barbara!

Mind! I stand out for a jolly ball at the wedding! Lizzie and I mean to dance all night. Fancy us! she added, with a laugh that rang through the room, the two forlorn damsels that were to have been brides ourselves! Never mind; we shant die for the lack of husbands, if we choose to accept them. But its to be hoped our second ventures will turn out more substantial than our first.

And Travice Arkell, nearly overcome with emotion and weakness, closed his eyes and folded his hands as she went laughing from the room, his lips faintly moving.

What can I do unto God for all the benefits that He hath done unto me?

It was during this illness of Travice Arkells that a circumstance took place which caused some slight degree of excitement in Westerbury. Edward Blissett Hughes, who had gone away from the town between twenty and thirty years before, and of whom nobody had heard much, if any, tidings of since, suddenly made his appearance in it again. His return might not have given rise to much comment, but for the very prominent manner in which his name had been brought forward in connexion with the assize cause; and perhaps no one was more surprised than Mr. Hughes himself when he found how noted he had become.

It matters not to tell how the slim working man of three or four-and-thirty, came back a round, comfortable, portly gentleman of sixty, with a smart, portly wife, and well to do in the world. Well to do?  nay, wealthy. Or how he had but come for a transitory visit to his native place, and would soon be gone again. All that matters not to us; and his return needed not to have been mentioned at all, but that he explained one or two points in the past history, which had never been made quite clear to Westerbury.

One of the first persons to go to see him was William Arkell; and it was from that gentleman Mr. Hughes first learnt the details of the dispute and the assize trial.

Robert Carr had been more malin  as the French would express it  than people gave him credit for. That few hours journey of his to London, three days previous to the flight, had been taken for one sole purpose  the procuring of a marriage licence. Edward Hughes, vexed at the free tone that the comments of the town were assuming in reference to his young sister, made a tardy interference, and gave Robert Carr his choice  the breaking off the acquaintance, or a marriage. Robert Carr chose the latter alternative, stipulating that it should be kept a close secret; and he ran up to town for the licence. Whether he really meant to use it, or whether he only bought it to appease in a degree the aroused precautions of the brother, cannot be told. That he certainly did not intend to make use of it so soon, Edward Hughes freely acknowledged now. The hasty marriage, the flight following upon it, grew out of that last quarrel with his father. From the dispute at dinner-time, Robert went straight to the Hughess house, saw Martha Ann, got her consent, and then sought the brother at his workshop, as Edward Hughes still phrased it, and arranged the plans with him for the following morning. Sophia Hughes was of necessity made a party to the scheme, but she was not told of it until night; and Mary they did not tell at all, not daring to trust her. Brother and sister bound themselves to secrecy, for the sake of the fortune that Robert Carr would assuredly lose if the marriage became known; and they suffered the taint to fall on their sisters name, content to know that it was undeserved, and to look forward to the time when all should be cleared up by the reconciliation between father and son, or by the death of Mr. Carr. They were anxious for the marriage, so far beyond anything they could have expected, and, consequently, did not stand at a little sacrifice. Human nature is the same all the world over, and ambition is inherent in it. Robert Carr, on his part, risked something  the chance that, with all their precautions, the fact of the marriage might become known. That it did not, the event proved, as you know; but circumstances at that moment especially favoured them. The rector of St. James the Less was ill; the Reverend Mr. Bell was Robert Carrs firm friend and kept the secret, and there was no clerk. They stole into the church one by one on the winters morning. Mr. Bell was there before daylight, got it open, and waited for them. The moment Mary Hughes was out of the house, at half-past seven, in pursuance of her engagement at Mrs. Arkells, Martha Ann was so enveloped in cloaks and shawls that she could not have been readily recognised, had anybody met her, and sent off alone to the church. Her brother and sister followed by degrees. Robert Carr was already there; and as soon as the clock struck eight, the service was performed. One circumstance, quite a little romance in itself, Mr. Hughes mentioned now; and but for a fortunate help in the time of need, the marriage might, after all, not have been completed. Robert Carr had forgotten the ring. Not only Robert, but all of them. That important essential had never once occurred to their thoughts, and none had been bought. The service was arrested midway for the want of it. A few moments consternation, and then Sophia Hughes came to the rescue. She had been in the habit of wearing her mothers wedding-ring since her death, and she took it from her finger, and the service was completed with it. The party stole away from the church by degrees, one by one, as they had gone to it, and escaped observation. Few people were abroad that dark, dull morning; and the church stood in a lonely, unfrequented part. The getting away afterwards in Mr. Arkells carriage was easy.

Ah, said Mr. Arkell now to the brother, I did not forgive Robert Carr that trick he played upon me for a long while, it so vexed my father. He thought the worst, you know; and for your sisters sake, could not forgive Robert Carr. Had he known of the marriage, it would have been a different thing.

No one knew of it  not a soul, said Mr. Hughes. Had we told one, we might as well have told all. I and Sophia knew that we could keep our own counsel; but we could not answer beyond ourselves  not even for Mary.

Could you not trust her?

Trust her! echoed Mr. Hughes. Her tongue was like a sieve: it let out everything. She missed mothers ring off Sophias finger. Sophia said she had lost it  she didnt know what else to say  and before two days were out, the town-crier came to ask if shed not like it cried. Mary had talked of the loss high and low.

Did she never know that there had been a marriage? asked Mr. Arkell.

Quite at the last, when she had but a day or two left of life. Sophia told her then; she had grieved much over Martha Ann, and was grieving still. Sophia told her, and it sent her easy to her grave. Soon after she died, Sophia married Jem Pycroft, and they came out to me. Shes dead now. So that theres only me left out of the four of us, added the returned traveller, after a pause.

And Martha Anns eldest son became a clergyman, you say; and he died! I should like to see the other two children she left. Do they live in Rotterdam?

I am not sure; but you would no doubt hear of them there. They sold off Marmaduke Carrs property when they came into it, after the trial. Its not to be wondered at: they had no pleasant associations connected with Westerbury.

Edward Hughes burst into a laugh. What a blow it must have been for stingy John Carr!

It was that, said Mr. Arkell. He is always pleading poverty; but theres no doubt he has been saving money ever since the old squire died and he came into possession. That cant be far short of twenty years now.

Twenty years! How time flies in this world, sir! was the concluding remark of Mr. Hughes.

There was no drawback thrown in the way of this marriage of Travice Arkells, by himself, or by anybody else; and the day for it was fixed as soon as he became convalescent. Mrs. Arkell had to reconcile herself to it in the best way she could; and if she found it a pill to swallow, it was at least a gilded one: Mrs. Dundykes money would go to him and Lucy  and there was Miss Arkells as well. They would be placed above the frowns of the world the hour they married, and Travice could turn amateur astronomer at will.

On the day before that appointed for the ceremony, Lucy, in passing through the cloisters with Mrs. Dundyke, from some errand in the town, stopped as she came to that gravestone in the cloisters. She bent her head over it, for she could hardly read the inscription  what with the growing dusk, and what with her blinding tears.

Oh, Aunt Betsey  she had caught the name from Travice if he had but lived! If he could but be with us to-morrow!

Aunt Betsey touched with her gentle finger the sorrowing face. He is better off, Lucy.

Yes, I know. But in times of joy it seems hard to remember it. I wonder  I hope it is not wrong to wonder it  whether he and mamma are always with me in spirit? I have grown to think so.

The thinking it will not do you harm, Lucy.

Oh, was it not a cruel thing, Aunt Betsey, for that boy Lewis to throw him down! He was forgiven by everybody at the time; but in my heart  I wont say it. But for that, Henry might be alive now. They left the college school afterwards. Did you know that?

The Lewises? Yes; I think I heard it.

A reaction set in for Henry after he died, and the boys grew shy and cool to the two Lewises. In fact, they were sent to Coventry. They did not like it, and they left. The eldest went up to be in some office in London, and the youngest has gone to a private school.

It is strange that the two great inflicted evils in your family and in mine, should have come from the Carrs! exclaimed Mrs. Dundyke. But, my dear, do not let us get into a sorrowful train of thought to-day. And, all the sorrow we can give, cannot bring back to us those who are gone.

I wish you could have seen him! murmured Lucy. He was so beautiful! he  

Here are people coming, my dear.

Lucy turned away, drying her eyes. A clerical dignitary and a young lady were advancing through the cloisters. As they met, the young lady bowed to Lucy, and the gentleman raised his shovel hat  not so much as to acquaintances, as because they were ladies passing through his cloisters.

Who are they? whispered Mrs. Dundyke, when the echo of their footsteps had died away.

The dean and Miss Beauclerc. Aunt Betsey, she knew Henry so well! She came to see him in his coffin.

They were at Mr. Arkells house, in the evening  Lucy, her aunt, and Mrs. Dundyke. The breakfast in the morning was to be given in it, Miss Arkells house being small, and the carriages would drive there direct from St. James-the-Less. Mrs. Arkell, gracious now beyond everything, had sent for them to spend the last evening, and see the already laid-out table in the large drawing-room. She could not spare Travice that last evening, she said.

Oh, how it all came home to Mildred! She had gone to that house the evening before a wedding in the years gone by, taken to it perforce, because she dared make no plea of refusal. She had seen the laid-out table in the drawing-room then, just as she was looking down upon it now.

Lucys destiny is happier! she unconsciously murmured.

Did you speak, Mildred?

She raised her eyes to the questioner by her side, William Arkell. She had not observed that he was there.

I?  Yes; I say Lucys will be a happy destiny.

Very happy, he assented, glancing at a group at the end, who were engaged in a hot and laughing dispute, as to the placing of the guests, Travice maintaining his own opinion against Aunt Betsey and Lucy. Travice looked very well now. His hair was long again; his face, delicate still  but it was in the nature of its features to be so  had resumed its hue of health. Lucy was radiant in smiles and blue ribbons, under the light of the chandelier.

I begin to think that destinies are more equally apportioned than we are willing to imagine; that where there are fewer flowers there are fewer thorns, Mr. Arkell observed in a low tone. There is a better life, Mildred, awaiting us hereafter.

Ah, yes. Where there shall be neither neglect, nor disappointment, nor pain; where  

Here you are! broke out a loud, hearty, laughing voice upon their ears. I knew it was where I should find you. Lucy, I have been to your house after you. Take my load off me, Travice.

Need you be told that the voice was Barbara Fauntleroys? She came staggering in under the load: a something held out before her, nearly as tall as herself.

A beautiful epergne for the centre of the table, of solid silver. Travice was taking it from her, but awkwardly  he was one of the incapable ones, like poor Peter Arkell. Miss Fauntleroy rated him and pushed him away, and lifted it on the table herself, with her strong hands.

Its our present to you two, mine and Lizzies. Youll accept it, wont you, Lucy?

Kindness invariably touched the chord of Lucy Arkells feelings, perhaps because she had not been in the way of having a great deal of it shown to her in her past life. The tears were in her earnest eyes, as she gently took the hands of Miss Fauntleroy.

I cannot thank you as I ought. I  

Thank me, child! Its not so much to thank me for. Doesnt it look well on the table, though? Mrs. Arkell must allow it to stand there for the breakfast.

For that, and for all else, whispered Lucy, with marked emotion, retaining the hands in her warm clasp. You must let us show our gratitude to you always, Barbara.

Barbara Fauntleroy bent her full red lips on Lucys fair forehead. Our bargain  his and mine  was, that we were all three to be firm and fast friends through life, you know. Lucy, theres nobody in the world wishes you happier than I do. Jolly good luck to you both!

Thank you, Barbara, said Travice, who was standing by.

And now, wholl come and release Lizzie? resumed Miss Fauntleroy. We shall have her rampant. Shes in a fly at the door, and cant get out of it.

Not get out of it! repeated Mr. Arkell.

Not a bit of it. Its filled with flower-pots from our hot-house. We thought perhaps youd not have enough for the rooms, so weve brought a load. But Lizzie got into the fly first, you see, to pack them for bringing steadily, and she cant get out till they are out. I took care of the epergne, and Lizzie of the pots.

With a general laugh, everybody rushed to get to the imprisoned Lizzie. Lucy lingered a moment, ostensibly looking at the epergne, really drying her tears away. Travice came back to her.

He took her in his arms; he kissed the tears from her cheeks; he whispered words of the sweetest tenderness, asking what her grief was.

Not grief, Travice  joy. I was thinking of the past. What would have become of us but for her generosity?

But for her generosity, Lucy, I should have been her husband now. I should never have held my darling in my arms. Yes, she was generous! God bless her always! Ill never hate anybody again, Lucy.

Lucy glanced up shyly at him, a smile parting her lips at the last words. And she put her hand within the arm of him who was soon to be her husband, as they went out in the wake of the rest, to rescue the flower-pots and Miss Lizzie Fauntleroy.



And Mr. St. John and the deans daughter? Ah! not in this place can their after-history be given. But you may hear it sometime.

THE END


IT MAY BE TRUE
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VOLUME I.


CHAPTER I.

ASHLEIGH.

Hadst thou lived in days of old,
O, what wonders had been told
Of thy lively countenance,
And thy humid eyes that dance
In the midst of their own brightness,
In the very fane of lightness;
Over which thine eyebrows, leaning,
Picture out each lovely meaning;
In a dainty bend they lie
Like the streaks across the sky,
Or the feathers from a crow,
Fallen on a bed of snow.
Keats.

The village of Ashleigh is situated in one of the most lovely and romantic of the English counties; where mountains, valleys, woods and forest trees appear to vie with each other in stately magnificence. The village is literally embosomed amongst the trees. Lofty elms, majestic oaks, and wide-spreading beech trees grow in and around it. On one side, as far as the eye can reach, are mountains covered with verdure, with all their varied and lovely tints of green. On the other side the view is partially obstructed by a mass of forest trees growing in clumps, or forming an arch overhead, through which nevertheless may be gained a peep of the distant sea, with its blue waves, and sometimes the white sails of a ship; or, on a clear day, even the small fishermens boats can be distinguished dotted here and there like small pearls.

Ashleigh has its country inn and ivy-mantled church, with the small house dignified as the Parsonage, close by. Other houses are sprinkled here and there down the green lanes, or along the road, shaded by its lofty elms, at the end of which, on a small eminence, stands the Manor or Big House, as the villagers call it.



It is a large, brick building, but with nothing grand or imposing about it; in fact, but for the lovely grounds and plantations on a small scale around, the clematis, jasmine and other beautiful creepers, too numerous to mention, trained up its walls, and hanging in luxuriant festoons about the porch, and the dark ivy which almost covers the roof, the whole of one side, and part of the front itself, it would be an ugly, unwieldy-looking edifice; as it was, everything appeared bright and gladsome.

Before you reach the village, a bridge crosses a small stream which flows from the hill-side, and after winding gracefully and silently through the midst, passes by the mill and being just seen like a long thin thread of silver in the distance, is lost in the rich meadows beyond.

It was the beautiful spring time of the year:  

The delicate-footed May,
With its slight fingers full of leaves and flowers.

The sun was just setting in all its regal splendour beneath the deep rich crimson sky, throwing long dim shadows from the stately trees which over-arched the road along which a young girl was slowly wending her way. Her figure was slight, yet her step  although she appeared very young  had none of the buoyancy or elasticity of youth. It was slow; almost mournful. But either the graceful figure or step itself had a certain dignified pride, neither stately, haughty, nor commanding; perhaps it combined all three. Her face was very lovely. Fair golden masses of hair waved under the broad straw hat she wore, while her eyes were shaded by long, dark silken lashes. She had a clear, high forehead, and a delicately fair complexion. Such was Amy Neville. She paused as she reached the bridge, and, leaning against the low masonry at the side, looked back. Nothing could be lovelier than the scene she gazed on. The sun, as we have said, was just setting, and the sea, distinctly seen from the bridge, looked like one large, broad mirror, its waves dashing here and there like glittering diamonds. Far off, touched by the last rays of the sun, the white cliffs stood out grandly, while birds chirped and warbled among the leafy branches; groups of merry, noisy children played in the village, under the shade of the elms, through which here and there long thin white wreaths of smoke curled gracefully and slowly upwards.

A cart, with its team of horses, roused Amy from her reverie, and she went into the lane where the hedge-rows were one mass of wild flowers. The delicate primrose, yellow cowslips, blue-bells, bryony, travellers joy, and a number of others, almost rivalling in their loveliness the painted, petted ones in our own cultivated parterres, grew here in wild luxuriance, and as Amy sauntered slowly on, she filled the basket she carried on her arm with their beauty and fragrance. As she came in sight of one of the houses before mentioned, a child of about ten years of age came flying down the narrow garden-walk to meet her. Throwing her arms round her neck she upset Amys basket of treasures, covering her dark hair with the lovely buds and blossoms. Leaving her to collect the scattered flowers, Amy passed into the cottage, her home.

You are late, Amy, said a voice, as she entered the little sitting room, or otherwise I have wished to see you more than usual, and am impatient. Sarah has been eagerly watching the road ever since her return from her walk. Poor child! I fear she misses her young school companions.

I think I am rather later than usual, mamma, but old Mrs. Collins was more than usually talkative; so full of her ailments and griefs, I really was quite vexed with her at last, as if no one in the world suffers as she does. Then the evening was so lovely, I loitered at the bridge to watch the sun set; you can have no idea how beautiful it was; and the wild flowers in the lane, I could not resist gathering them, and throwing her hat carelessly on the table, Amy seated herself on a low stool at her mothers feet.



And why have you wished to see me so much, and what makes you look so sad, dear mamma? she asked, as Mrs. Neville laid her hand caressingly on the masses of golden hair.

Receiving no reply, she bent her eager, loving eyes on her mothers face. There was a sad, almost painful expression overshadowing the eyes, and compressing the lips, and it was some time ere Mrs. Neville met her gaze, and then tears had gathered under the long eyelashes, though none rested on her cheek.

I have been for a drive with Mrs. Elrington, Amy.

Amy turned away her face; she dared not trust herself to meet those mournful eyes, expressing as they did all the grief she feared to encounter; so she turned away, lest she also should betray emotion which must be overcome, or be wanting in firmness to adhere to the plan she had formed, a plan she knew to be right, and therefore to be carried out; if the courage and resolution of which she had so boasted to Mrs. Elrington did not give way in the now wished for, yet half-dreaded conversation.

And she mentioned the letter to you, mamma? asked Amy.

She did. And much more beside. She tried to talk me over; tried to make me give my consent to parting with you, my dear child.

And did you consent, dear mamma? Did Mrs. Elrington tell you how much I had set my heart upon going?

You wish to leave me, Amy? asked Mrs. Neville reproachfully. Think how lonely I should be. How I should miss the thousand kind things you do for me. And when I am sad, who will cheer me as you have done? I cannot part with you, my child. It is too hard a trial. I cannot bring myself to think of it!

But, mamma, replied Amy, pausing to stifle her rising emotion. You have Sarah, and she is full of fun and spirits, and always laughing and merry, or singing about the house. And then, dear old Hannah will, I know, do her best to fill my place, so that after a while you will scarcely miss my sober face, and I am sure it is what I ought to do, dear mamma, instead of remaining here in idleness, and seeing you daily deprived of all the many comforts you have been accustomed to; and think of the pleasure it would give me to know and feel I am working for you, my own dear mother; and Amy drew her mothers arm fondly round her neck.

Slaving for me, Amy! A governesss life is a life of slavery, though to you it may appear all sunshine. A path of thorns; no bed of roses, such as your excited fancy may have sketched out.

No, mamma; you are wrong. I have thought over all the discomforts, mortifications, slavery, if you will, and it does not alter my opinion. I am willing to bear them all; and Mrs. Elrington, whom you love so much and think so highly of, told me she thought if you gave your consent it was the very best thing I could do. Nearly a month ago the idea entered my head; and she offered then to write to a friend who she thought might want a governess for her children, and I have pondered upon it ever since. Do consent, dear mamma, pray do. Indeed you must let me have my way in this.

Well, Amy dear, I will say no more; I half promised Mrs. Elrington before I came in; and now I give my consent; may I never have to regret it, and Mrs. Neville turned away and bent her head over her work that her daughter might not see the tears that were fast filling her eyes.

Oh, thank you, again and again, dear mamma, said Amy, rising and kissing her pale cheek, I will go at once and tell Mrs. Elrington; see it is not yet dusk, and I shall be back before Hannah has prepared the tea table; or if not, quite in time to make the tea.

Mrs. Neville, Amys mother, was dressed in deep mourning, her once dark hair, now tinged with grey, smoothly braided beneath the close-fitting widows cap. The large, dark mournful eyes, the small delicate features, the beautifully formed mouth, all told that Amys mother must once have been gifted with no common share of beauty. Sorrow more than time had marked its ravages on her once fair face.

She had married early in life, and much against the wishes of her friends, who did not approve of the poor but handsome Captain Neville. Some years after their marriage, by the sudden and unlooked-for death of an uncle and cousin, he came into a large property; but whether this unexpected accession of wealth, with the temptations with which he was surrounded in his new sphere, changed his heart, or whether the seeds were there before, only requiring opportunity and circumstances to call them forth into action; who can tell? Suffice it to say, he ran a sad career of dissipation; and at his death little indeed remained for his widow and children. And now the once courted, flattered, and admired Sarah Barton, bred up and nurtured in the lap of luxury, with scarcely a wish ungratified; was living in a small cottage, and her beloved child on the eve of departing from her home, to be that poor despised being  a governess. Captain Neville had been dead about four months, and his widow mourned for him as the father of her children, thought of him as he had been to her in the first early days of their married life, the fond and loving husband.

Amy did not return till late. Mrs. Elrington had promised to write to the lady that evening; and less than three days might bring the answer.

As day after day passed, poor Amys heart beat fast; and her slight form trembled whenever she heard the little gate opened, leading into the small garden before the house; yet day after day passed by, and still Mrs. Elrington came not; and Amy almost feared her kind old friend had forgotten her promise, or, what was still worse, her application to the lady had failed.

About ten days afterwards, one morning, as Amy sat with her mother in the little sitting room, working and listening to the exclamations of delight that fell from the lips of her little sister Sarah, who was wondering how dear dolly would look in the smart new dress Amy was making for her, the sound of approaching carriage wheels was dully heard coming down the road. Presently a pony chaise drew up before the gate. Amy could hardly draw her breath as she recognized from the window the slow and measured step, the tall and stately figure of her kind old friend; and gently pushing away her sister, who attempted to detain her, probably disappointed at the unfinished state of dollys frock, and not daring to look at her mother, she went and met the old lady at the door.

Dear Mrs. Elrington, I thought you would never come! Have you heard from the lady, and what does she say?

Yes, Amy, I have heard twice from the lady since I saw you; but I thought it best not to come until I had received a definite answer.

It is very kind of you to come at all, dear Mrs. Elrington. But have you been successful? Is the answer favourable?

Yes, Amy. The lady has engaged you, but there are three little girls, not two, as I at first thought; however they are very young, and I hope your trouble will be slight.

Poor Amy! What she had so long sighed and wished for, now seemed in its stern reality the greatest calamity that could have befallen her. She thought of her mother, whose comfort, solace, and companion she was, how lonely she would be; what could or would she do without her? Must she, indeed, leave her and her home where, for the last few months she had been so happy, and live amongst strangers, who cared not for her? Must she leave her birds, her flowers, all the thousand attractions and associations of home? Yes, she must give up all, and only bear them closer in her heart, not see and feel them every day; and as these thoughts crossed her mind, tears she could not keep down welled up into her eyes; they would not be controlled, and looking up and meeting Mrs. Elringtons pitying gaze bent full on her, with a smothered sob she hid her face on her kind friends shoulder.

Mrs. Elrington suffered her to weep on in silence, and some minutes elapsed ere Amy raised her head, and, smiling through her tears, took Mrs. Elringtons hand and led her to the door of the room she had just quitted and calling her sister, left the friends together.

An hour afterwards, when Amy entered the room, her mother was alone, Mrs. Elrington was gone.

The widows head rested on her hand, and tears were falling fast upon a small miniature of Amy that her husband had had taken, for he had been proud of his daughters beauty.

She heard not Amys light step, and the daughter bent softly over her mother, and pressed her lips gently to her forehead. My child. My mother. And they were folded in one long, mournful embrace.



It was the first  the last time Amy ever gave way before her mother; she felt she must have strength for both; and nobly she bore up against her own sorrowful feelings, smothered every rising emotion of her heart, and prayed that her widowed mother might be comforted and supported during her absence, and her own steps guided aright in the new path which lay so gloomily before her.

Mrs. Elrington was now almost constantly with them; Amy had begged it as a favour, for she felt she could not do without the kind old lady, who was ever ready with her cheerful voice and pleasant, hopeful words to cheer her mothers drooping spirits.

How fast the days flew by! It was Amys last evening at home; in a few short hours she would be far away from all those she loved.

A heavy cloud seemed to hang over the little party assembled round the tea table, and scarce a word was spoken.

As the tea things were being removed, Mrs. Elrington went softly out, and the widow, drawing her chair near her daughters, clasped her hand in hers, and in a low voice spoke long and earnestly words of love and advice, such as only a mother knows how to speak.

Often in after years did Amy call to remembrance the sad, sweet smile, the gentle, earnest voice with which her mothers last words of love were uttered.




CHAPTER II.

A PROUD LADYE.

Spring by Spring the branches duly
Clothe themselves in tender flower;
And for her sweet sake as truly
All their fruit and fragrance shower:
But the stream with careless laughter,
Runs in merry beauty by,
And it leaves me, yearning after
Lorn to weep, and lone to die.
In my eyes the syren river
Sings and smiles up in my face;
But for ever and for ever,
Runs from my embrace.

Massey.

As we shall have occasion to speak of Mrs. Elrington often in these pages, some description of her is necessary, though a very slight one will suffice.

She lived in the large house called the Manor, before described, and had lived there for years in lonely solitude. She was a widow, and although the widows cap had long ago been laid aside, yet in other respects her dress had altered little since the day she had first worn widows weeds; it was always black; even the bonnet was of the same sombre hue, the cap, collar, and cuffs alone offering any relief to it. Her features were very handsome, and her figure tall, upright, and stately. Her hair was perfectly snow white, drawn off the high broad forehead, under a simple cap; she was greatly beloved, as also held in some slight awe; her voice was peculiarly soft, and when she spoke a pleasant smile seemed to hover about her face which never failed to gladden the hearts of those whom she addressed; but in general the expression of her features when in repose was sad.

Mrs. Elrington and Mrs. Neville were old friends, which accounted perhaps for the latters choice of Ashleigh as a home on her husbands death. They had both been severely tried with this worlds sorrows; the one years ago, the other very recently, so that Amys earnest entreaty that Mrs. Elrington would come and cheer her mother was comparatively an easy task to one who so well knew all the doubts, fears, and desponding feelings existing in the mind and harassing the thoughts of the widow, so lately afflicted, now so sorely tried. Early in the morning of the day on which Amy was to leave her home, Mrs. Elrington was at the cottage, encouraging the daughter, and speaking hopefully to the mother; the return, not departure, being what she dwelt on to both, but it was a painful task after all, and everyone looked sad. As Mrs. Neville left the room to see if everything was satisfactorily prepared for the coming departure, Amy drew near her old friend, and said   Dear Mrs. Elrington, I do hope mamma will not fret much after I am gone; she seems very downhearted now, and full of sadness. I am keeping up as well as I can, but I dare not look in her tearful face. I make no doubt she will feel your absence much, Amy; but she knows all is for the best and as it should be, and that, in time will help to make her happy again. After all it is but a temporary parting from one she loves. How many have had to bear a more lengthened, and in this world an eternal separation! Your mother has still one child left to love. I lost my only one  all I had. It was a hard trial to you, and still harder to bear, replied Amy, as Mrs. Elringtons voice faltered   Very, very hard to bear: God alone knows how I did bear it. But He who dealt the blow alone gave the strength. I fear my stricken heart murmured sadly at first; it would not be comforted nor consoled. The thought of my poor boys broken heart was dreadful. Amy, child, do not trust too soon in the man who seeks your love; and oh! be very wary of an ambitious one. Ambition sunders, breaks many hearts, the coveting either rank or riches, whichever leads on to the one darling object of life only to be obtained by possessing either one or both of these, and thereby sacrificing your love or perhaps breaking your heart in the act of stepping over it to reach the goal he longs for; and which, when attained, must, under these circumstances bear its sting, and make him look back regretfully to the time gone by for ever; or, perhaps worse still, to days too painful to recall.

I would far rather it would be so; than that a man should love me for either my rank or riches, but having neither, perhaps no one will think me worth having, or take the trouble to fall in love with me.

Mrs. Elrington smiled as she looked at the lovely, almost scornful face now lifted to hers, and thought what a stumbling block it would prove in many a mans path in life.

You are laughing at me, exclaimed Amy, as she caught the smile on the old ladys face. Do let us talk of something else; of Mrs. Linchmore, for instance; I do so want to know what she is like, only you never will tell me.

Because I cannot Amy; it is years since we met, replied Mrs. Elrington, in a hard tone; so that what she is like now I cannot describe; you will have to do that when next we meet.

But then, persisted Amy, in that long ago time what was she like?

Very beautiful. A slight, tall, graceful figure, pliant as a reed. Eyes dark as jet, and hair like a ravens wing. Are you satisfied, Amy?

Not quite. I still want to know what her character was. I am quite satisfied that she must have been very beautiful.

She was as a girl more than beautiful. There was a charm, a softness in her manner that never failed to allure to her side those she essayed to please. But in the end she grew vain of her loveliness, and paraded it as a snare, until it led her to commit a great sin.





She may be altered now, exclaimed Amy, altered for the better.

She must be grievously altered. Grief and remorse must have done their work slowly but surely, for I never will believe that her heart has been untouched by them.

I am afraid I shall not like her, replied Amy, and I had so made up my mind that as your friend I should like her at once.

We are not friends, Amy! Never can be now! Did we meet to-morrow it would be as strangers. Let us speak of her no more. I cannot bear it, exclaimed Mrs. Elrington in an agitated voice, but after a moment her face grew calm again, and she moved away looking more sorrowful than angry; but Amy could not help wishing with all her heart that her journey that day were miles away from Brampton Park; but there was scarcely time for thought, for in another moment the coach was at the door, and although bitter tears were shed when the last kiss was given, Amy tried to smile through her tears and to be sanguine as to the future, while Mrs. Neville was resigned, or apparently so, and little Sarah  the only one who gave way to her grief unrestrained  sobbed as if her heart would break, and when old Hannah took her by force almost, from her sisters arms, she burst into a perfect passion of tears, which lasted long after the coach was out of sight which conveyed Amy partly on her road to her future home.

The morning was hot and sultry, one of those warm spring days, when scarcely a breath of air disturbs the hum of the bee, or interrupts the song of the birds; not a leaf stirred, even the flowers in the garden scarcely lent their sweet perfume to the light wind; and the rippling noise the little stream made gently gliding over the pebbly ground could be distinctly heard from the cottage.

In the lane just outside the gate were collected a number of men, women, and children; some out of curiosity, but by far the greater number to bid farewell to, and to see the last of their beloved Miss Amy; for although so recent an inhabitant, she was a general favourite in the village, and numberless were the blessings she received as she stepped past them into the coach, and with a fervent God bless you, from Mrs. Elrington, she was gone.

It was evening before she reached Brampton Park, her future home, and the avenue of trees under which she passed were dimly seen in the bright moonlight.

It was a long avenue, much longer than the elm tree road at Ashleigh, yet it bore some resemblance to it; the trees as large and stately, and the road as broad; but instead of the fragrant flowers in the little lane at one end, Amy could discern a spacious lawn stretching far away on one side, while the house, large, old fashioned, and gloomy rose darkly to view on the other; but within a bright lamp hung in the large, old handsome hall, illuminating a beautifully carved oak staircase. Pictures of lords and ladies, in old fashioned dresses, were hanging on the walls; Amy fancied they gazed sternly at her from out their time worn frames, as she passed by them, and entered a large handsome drawing-room, where easy couches, soft sofas, luxurious chairs of every size and shape, inviting to repose and ease, seemed scattered about in happy confusion. Crimson silk curtains hung in rich heavy folds before the windows; a carpet as soft as velvet covered the floor; alabaster vases and figures adorned the many tables; lamps hung from the ceiling; in short everything that taste suggested and money could buy, was there.

At the further end of this room, or rather an inner room beyond, connected by large folding doors, sat a lady reclining in a large arm chair; one hand rested on a book in her lap, the other languidly on the curly head of a little girl, kneeling at her feet; her dark hair lay in rich glossy bands, on either temple, and was gathered in a knot at the back of her small, beautifully shaped head, under a lace cap; a dark silk dress fitted tight to her almost faultless figure, and fell in graceful folds from her slender waist; a little lace collar, fastened by a pearl brooch (the only ornament she wore), completed her attire, which was elegant and simple. Her eyes were dark and piercing, the nose and chin well-shaped, but perhaps a little too pointed; and the mouth small and beautiful. Such was Mrs. Linchmore, the mother of two of Amys pupils. She was generally considered handsome, though few admired her haughty manners, or the scornful expression of her face.

Mrs. Elrington had sent Mrs. Linchmore a slight sketch of Amys history, and had also mentioned that she was very young; yet Mrs. Linchmore was scarcely prepared to see so delicate and fragile a being as the young girl before her. A feeling of compassion filled her heart as she gazed on Amys sweet face, and her manner was less haughty than usual, and her voice almost kind as she spoke.

I fear, Miss Neville, you must have had a very unpleasant journey; the weather to-day has been more than usually warm, and a coach  I believe you came part of the way in one  not a very agreeable conveyance.

I was the only inside passenger, replied Amy, seating herself in a chair opposite Mrs. Linchmore, so that I did not feel the heat much; but I am rather tired; the after journey in the train, and then the drive from the station here, has fatigued me greatly.

You must indeed be very tired and depressed, one generally is after any unusual excitement, and this must have been a very trying day for you, Miss Neville, leaving your home and all those you love; but I trust ere long you will consider this house your home, and I hope become reconciled to the change, though I cannot expect it will ever compensate for the one you have lost.

Oh, not lost! exclaimed Amy, raising her tearful eyes, not lost, only exchanged for a time; self-exiled, I ought to say.

Self-exiled we will call it, if you like; a pleasant one I hope it will be. Mr. Linchmore and I have promised Mrs. Elrington we will do all we can to make it so. I hope we may not find it a difficult task to perform. The will will not be wanting on my part to insure success, if I find you such as Mrs. Elrington describes.

She is a very kind person, murmured Amy.

She was always fond of young people, and very kind to them, so long as they allowed her to have her own way; but she did not like being thwarted. Her will was a law not to be disobeyed by those she loved, unless they wished to incur her eternal displeasure. I suppose she is quite the old lady now. It is, continued Mrs. Linchmore, with a scarcely audible sigh, nine long years since I saw her.

She does not appear to me very old, replied Amy, but nine years is a long time, and she may have altered greatly.

Most likely not, replied Mrs. Linchmore, in a cold tone. Life to her has been one bright sunshine. She has had few cares or troubles.



Indeed, Mrs. Linchmore! exclaimed Amy, forgetting in her haste her new dependent position. I have heard Mamma say that the death of her husband early in life was a sore trial to her, as also that of her son, which occurred not so very long ago.

You mistake me, Miss Neville, replied Mrs. Linchmore, more coldly and haughtily, those may be trials, but were not the troubles I spoke of.

Amy was silenced, though she longed to ask what heavier trials there could be, but she dared not add more in her kind friends defence; as it was, she fancied she detected an angry light in Mrs. Linchmores dark eyes as they flashed on her while she was speaking, and a proud, almost defiant curl of the under lip.

Amy felt chilled as she recalled to mind Mrs. Elringtons words, that she and Mrs. Linchmore never could be friends; and wondered not as she gazed at the proud, haughty face before her, and then thought of the gentle, loving look of her old friend. No; they could not be friends, they could have nothing in common. How often had Mrs. Elrington expressed a hope that Amy would learn to love her pupils, but never a desire or wish that she might love their Mother also; and then the description which Amy had so often eagerly asked, and which only that morning had been granted her; how it had saddened her heart, and predisposed her to think harshly of Mrs. Linchmore.

There must be something hidden away from sight, something that had separated these two years ago. What was it? Had it anything to do with that dread sin Mrs. Elrington had lately touched upon, and of which Amy had longed, but dared not ask an explanation? If they had loved each other once, what had separated them now? Where was the charm and softness of manner which almost made the loveliness Mrs. Elrington had spoken of? Very beautiful Amy thought the lady before her, but there was nothing about her to win a girls love, or draw her heart to her at first sight.



How strange all this seemed now. She had never thought of it before. It had never occurred to her. Her thoughts and feelings had been too engrossed, too much wrapt up in regret at leaving her home, and arranging for her Mothers comfort after her departure, to think of anything else; but now, the more she pondered, the more extraordinary it seemed, and the more difficult it was to arrive at any satisfactory conclusion, and the impression her mind was gradually assuming was a painful one.

A light, mocking laugh from her companion startled Amy; it grated harshly on her ears, and snapped the thread of her perplexing thoughts.

I doubt, said Mrs. Linchmore, as the laugh faded away to an almost imperceptible curl of the lip; while her head was thrown haughtily back, and she proudly met Amys astonished gaze; I doubt if Mrs. Elrington would recognise me; nine years, as you wisely remark, may effect  though not always  a great change. It has on me; many may possibly think for the better; she will say for the worse. But time, however hateful it may be for many reasons, changing, as it does sadly, our outward appearance; yet what wonderful changes it effects inwardly. It has one very great advantage in my eyes, it brings forgetfulness; so that the longer we live the less annoying to us are the faults and follies of youth; they gradually fade from our vision. I could laugh now at Mrs. Elringtons bitter remarks and sarcastic words; they would not cause me one moments uneasiness.

Amy was spared any reply by little Alice suddenly rising, and claiming her mothers attention.

This is the youngest of your pupils, Miss Neville. Alice dear, put down my scissors, and go and speak to that lady.

The little girl, who had been staring at Amy ever since she entered, now looked sullenly on the floor, but paid no attention to her mothers request.

Go, dear, go! Will you not make friends with your new governess?



No I wont! she exclaimed, with flashing eyes. Nurse says she is a naughty, cross woman, and I dont love her.

Oh, fie! Nurse is very wrong to say such things. You see how much your services are required, Miss Neville. I fear you will find this little one sadly spoilt; she is a great pet of her papas and mine.

I trust, replied Amy, we shall soon be good friends. Alice, dear, will you not try and love me? I am not cross or naughty, and she attempted to take the little hand Alice held obstinately beneath her dress.

No, no! go away, go away. I wont love you!

At this moment the door opened, and Mr. Linchmore entered. He was a fine, tall looking man, with a pleasing expression of countenance, and his manner was so kind as he welcomed Amy that he won her heart at once. Hey-day! he exclaimed, was it Alices voice I heard as I came downstairs? I am afraid, Isabella, you keep her up too late. It is high time she was in bed and asleep. We shall have little pale cheeks, instead of these round rosy ones, added he, as the little girl climbed his knee, and looked up fondly in his face.

She was not in the least sleepy, replied his wife, and begged so hard to be allowed to remain, that I indulged her for once.

Ah! well, said he, smiling, and glancing at Amy. We shall have a grand reformation soon. But where are Edith and Fanny?

They were so naughty I was obliged to send them away up stairs. Fanny broke the vase Charles gave me last winter.

By-the-by, I have just heard from Charles; he has leave from his regiment for a month, and is going to Paris; but is coming down here for a few days before he starts, just to say good-bye.

One of his flying visits, as he calls them. How sorry I am!

Sorry! why so?



Because he promised to spend his leave with us. What shall we do without him? and how dull it will be here.

A cloud passed over her husbands face, but he made no reply; and a silence somewhat embarrassing ensued, only broken some minutes after by the nurse, who came to fetch Alice to bed, and Amy gladly availed herself of Mrs. Linchmores permission to retire at the same time.

They went up a short flight of stairs, and down a long corridor, or gallery, then through another longer still, when nurse, half opening a door to the left, exclaimed,  

This is to be the school-room, miss. I thought you might like to see it before you went to bed. Madam has ordered your tea to be got ready for you there, though Im thinking its little youll eat and drink to-night, coming all alone to a strange place. However youll may be like to see Miss Edith and Miss Fanny, and theyre both in here, Miss Fanny at mischief I warrant.

Then catching up Alice in her arms, after a vain attempt on Amys part to obtain a kiss, she marched off with her in triumph, and Amy entered the room.

On a low stool, drawn close to the open window, sat a fair-haired girl, her head bent low over the page she was reading, or trying to decipher, as the candles threw little light on the spot where she sat. Her long, fair curls, gently waved by the soft evening breeze, swept the pages, and quite concealed her face from Amys gaze on the one side; while on the other they were held back by her hand, so as not to impede the light.

A scream of merry laughter arrested Amys footsteps as she was advancing towards her, and turning round she saw a little girl, evidently younger than the one by the window, dancing about with wild delight, holding the two fore paws of a little black and white spaniel, which was dressed up in a dolls cap and frock, and evidently anything but pleased at the ludicrous figure he cut, although obliged to gambol about on his hind legs for the little girls amusement. Presently a snap and a growl showed he was also inclined to resent his young mistresss liberties, when another peal of laughter rewarded him, while, bringing her face close to his, she exclaimed,  

Oh, you dear naughty little doggie! you know you would not dare to bite me. Then, catching sight of Amy, she instantly released doggie, and springing up, rushed to the window, saying in a loud whisper  

Oh, Edith, Edith! heres the horrid governess.

Edith instantly arose, and then stood somewhat abashed at seeing Amy so close to her; but Amy held out her hand, and said  

I am sorry your sister thinks me so disagreeable; but I hope Edith will befriend me, and teach her in time to believe me kind and loving.

She is not my sister, but my cousin, replied Edith, drooping her long eyelashes, and suffering her hand to remain in Amys.

Is Alice your sister?



No; she is my cousin, too. I have no sister.

The tone was sorrowful, and Amy fancied the little hand tightened its hold, while the eyes were timidly raised to hers.

Sitting down, she drew the child towards her, while Fanny stood silently by, gazing at her new friend. They chatted together some time, and when nurse came to fetch them to bed, Edith still kept her place by Amys side, while Fanny, with Carlo in her lap, was seated at her feet, nor did either of the little girls refuse her proffered kiss as she bade them good night.

How lonely Amy felt in that large long room.

Notwithstanding the evening was a warm one, the young girl drew her shawl closer round her shoulders, as she sat down to her solitary tea; and tears, the first she had shed that day, rolled slowly over her cheeks as she thought of her mothers calm, loving face, and her sisters merry prattle. How she missed them both! Although but a few short hours since they parted, since she felt the warm, silent pressure of her mothers hand, and Sarahs clinging embrace, yet the hours seemed long; and oh, how long the months would be! But youth is hopeful, and ere Amy went to bed, she had already begun to look forward to the holidays as nearer than they were, to image to herself the warm welcome home and the happy meeting hereafter with those she loved.




CHAPTER III.

MORE ABOUT BRAMPTON.

Alas!  how changed that mien!
How changed these timid looks have been,
Since years of guilt and of disguise,
Have steeld her brow, and armd her eyes!
No more of virgin terror speaks
The blood that mantles in her cheeks;
Fierce and unfeminine are there
Frenzy for joy, for grief despair.

Scott.

Mrs. Linchmore had married for money, yet money had not brought the happiness she expected. At its shrine she had sacrificed all she held dearest on earth, and with it her own self-esteem and self-respect. In the first few months she had tried to reconcile the false step to herself, had tried to hush the still, small voice within that was constantly rising to upbraid her. Was not wealth hers? and with it could she not purchase everything else? Alas! the still, small voice would be heard. She could not stifle it; it pursued her everywhere: in her pursuits abroad, in her occupations at home  Home! the name was a mockery. It was a gilded prison, in which her heart was becoming cold and hard, and all the best feelings of her womans nature were being turned to stone.

Ten years had passed away since Mrs Linchmore stood at the altar as a bride; ten, to her, slow, miserable years. How changed she was! Her husband, he who ought to have been her first thought, she treated with cold indifference; yet he still loved her so passionately that not all her coldness had been able to root out his love. Her voice was music to him, her very step made his heart beat more quickly, and sometimes brought a quick flush to his face; all that she did was his delight, even her faults he looked on with patient forbearance. But although he loved her so devotedly, he rarely betrayed it; his face might brighten and flush when he heard her step, yet by the time she had drawn near, and stood, perhaps, close by his side as he wrote, it had paled again, and he would even look up and answer her coldly and calmly, while only the unsteadiness of his hand as he bent over the paper again, would show the tumult within; while she, his wife, all unconscious, would stand coldly by, and pass as coldly away out of his sight, never heeding, never seeing, the mournful longing and love in his eyes.

To her children Mrs. Linchmore appeared a cold, stern mother, but in reality she was not so. She loved them devotedly. All her love was centred in them. She was blind to their faults, and completely spoiled them, especially Alice the youngest, a wilful affectionate little creature, who insisted on having, if possible, her own way in everything. She managed it somehow completely, and was in consequence a kind of petty tyrant in the nursery. Nothing must go contrary to her will and wishes, or a violent burst of passion was the consequence. These paroxysms of temper were now of such common and frequent occurrence, that Nurse Hopkins was not sorry the young governess had arrived, and Alice been partially transferred to the school-room, where Amy found it a hard task to manage her, and at the same time win her love. Whenever she reproved, or even tried to reason, Alice thought it was because she disliked her. Mamma, she would say, loves me, and she never says I am naughty.

Her sister Fanny was the veriest little romp imaginable, almost always in mischief. Chasing the butterflies on the lawn, or sitting under the shade of the trees, with her doll in her lap, and Carlo by her side, was all she cared for, and Amy could scarcely gain her attention at all. She was a bright, merry little creature, full of laughter and fun, ready to help her young playmates out of any scrape, and yet, from utter thoughtlessness, perpetually falling into disgrace herself. Tearing her frock in climbing trees, and cutting her hair to make dolls wigs of, were among her many misdemeanours, and a scolding was a common occurrence. But she was always so sorry for her faults, so ready to acknowledge them, and anxious to atone further. Amys kind yet grave face could sober her in a moment, and, with her arms thrown round her neck, she would exclaim, Oh, dear Miss Neville, I am so sorry  so sorry. She was a loveable little creature, and Amy found it one of her hardest trials to punish her. She hated books. Nothing pleased her so much, when the mornings task was done, as to put (so she said) the tiresome books to sleep on their shelves. She showed no disinclination to learn, and would sit down with the full determination of being industrious; but the slightest accident would distract her attention, and set her thoughts wandering, and Edith had generally nearly finished her lessons before Fanny had learnt her daily tasks.



Edith, a child of ten years old, was totally dissimilar, and of a reserved, shrinking nature, rendered still more so from her peculiar position. She was the orphan daughter of Mr. Linchmores only sister, bequeathed to him as a sacred trust; and he had taken her to his house to be looked upon henceforth as his own child; but no kind voice greeted her there, no hands clasped the little trembling one in theirs, and bade her welcome; not a single word of encouragement or promise of future love was hers, only the cold, calm look of her new aunt; and then total indifference. Sad and silent, she would sit night after night in the twilight by the nursery window, her little thoughts wandering away in a world of her own, or more often still to her lost mother. None roused her from them; even Fanny, giddy as she was, never disturbed her then. Once nurse Hopkins said  

Miss Edith, it isnt natural for you to be sitting here for all the world like a grown woman; do get up, miss, and go and play with your cousins.

But as nurse never insisted upon it, so Edith sat on, and would have remained for ever if she could in the bright world her fancy had created. It was well for her Amy had come, or the girls very nature would have been changed by the cold atmosphere around her, so different from the home she had lost, where all seemed one long sunshine. It was long ere Amy understood her; so diligent, so attentive to her lessons, so cautious of offending, so mindful of every word during school hours, and yet never anxious to join Fanny in her play; but on a chair drawn close to the window, and with a book in her lap, or her hands clasped listlessly over the pages, and her eyes drooping under their long lashes  so she sat. But a new era was opening in the childs history.

Some few weeks after Amys arrival, as she sat working very busily (Edith, as usual, had taken her seat at the window), she felt that the child, far from reading, was intently watching her. At length, without looking up, she said  

Edith, dear, if you have done reading will you come and tidy my workbasket for me? My wools are in sad confusion. I suspect Alices fingers have been very busy amongst them.

She came and busied herself with her task until it was completed. Then, still and silent, she remained at her governess side.

Who is this shawl for, Miss Neville, when it is finished? asked she.

For my mother.

Edith drew closer still.

Ah! said she, that is the reason why you look so happy; because, though you are away from her, still you are trying to please her; and you know she loves you, though no one else does.

Yes, Edith; but I should never think no one loved me, and if I were you I am sure I should be happy.

Ah, no! It is impossible.

Not so; I should be ever saying to myself would my dear mamma have liked this, or wished me to do that. Then I should love to think she might be watching over me, and that thought alone would, I am sure, keep me from idleness and folly.

What is idleness?

Waste of time. Sitting doing nothing.

And you think me idle, then?

Often, dear Edith. Almost every day, when you sit at the window so long.

But no one minds it. No one loves me.

I mind it, or I should not have noticed it; and I will love you if you will let me.

For an instant the child stood irresolute, then, with her head buried in Amys lap, she sobbed out, Oh! I never thought of that. I never thought you would love me  no one does. I will not be idle any more, and she was not; someone loved her, both the living and the dead; and the little craving heart was satisfied.

And so the days flew by. The summer months passed on, only interrupted by a visit from Charles Linchmore. He was very unlike his brother; full of fun and spirits, as fair as he was dark, and not so tall. He seemed to look upon Amy at once as one of the belongings of the house, was quite at home with her, chatted, sang duets, or turned the pages of the music while she sang. Sometimes he joined her in her mornings walk with the children. Once he insisted on rowing her on the lake; but as it was always Come along, Edith, now for the walk we talked of, or, Now then, Fanny, Im ready for the promised lesson in rowing; what could Amy say? she could only hesitate, and then follow the rest. She felt Mrs. Linchmore look coldly on her, and one evening, on the plea of a severe headache, she remained up stairs; but so much consideration was expressed by Mrs. Linchmore, such anxiety lest she should be unable to go down the next evening, that Amy fancied she must have been mistaken; the thought, nevertheless, haunted her all night. The next morning she had hardly commenced studies when Charles Linchmores whistle sounded in the passage.



He opened the door, and insisted on the children having a holiday, and while Amy stood half surprised, half irresolute, sent them for their hats and a scamper on the lawn, then returned, and laughed at her discomfiture. He had scarcely gone when Mrs. Linchmore came in; she glanced round as Amy rose.

Pray sit down, Miss Neville, but  surely I heard my brother here.

There was something in the tone Amy did not like, so she replied, somewhat proudly,

He was here. Madam.

Was here? Why did he come?

He came for the children, and I suppose he had your sanction for so doing.

He never asked it. And I must beg, Miss Neville, that you will in future make him distinctly understand that this is the school-room, where he cannot possibly have any business whatever.

With flushed cheeks, for a while Amy stood near the window, just where Mrs. Linchmore had left her; and then, Oh! I will not put up with it! she said, half aloud, I will go and tell her so. But on turning round there stood Nurse Hopkins.

Its a lovely place, miss, isnt it? such a many trees; you were looking at it from the window, wernt you, miss? And then all those fields do look so green and beautiful; and the lake, too; I declare it looks every bit like silver shining among the trees.

It is indeed lovely; but, Nurse, I was not thinking of that when you came.

No, miss? Still it does not do to sit mopy like, it makes one dull. Now Ive lived here many a year, and yet, when I think of my old home, I do get stupid like.

Where is your home Nurse?

Ive no home but this Miss, now.

No home? But you said you had a home once.

Yes Miss, so I had, but its passed away long ago  some one else has it now; such a pleasant cottage as it was, with its sanded floor and neat garden; my husband always spent every spare hour in planting and laying it out, and all to please me. I was so fond of flowers. Ah! me, sighed she, manys the time theyve sent from the Park here to beg a nosegay  at least, John, the gardener has  when company was coming.

Your cottage was near here, then?

Yes Miss, just down the lane; why you can see the top of it from here, right between those two tall trees yonder.

Yes. I can just catch a far off glimpse of it.

Youve passed it often too, Miss. Its the farm as belongs to Farmer Rackland.

I know it well. But why did you give it up?

My husband, or old man, as I used joke like to call him, died, and Nurses voice trembled, he was young and hearty looking too when he was took away; what a happy woman I was Miss, before that! and so proud of him and my children.

How many children have you?

I had three Miss; two girls and a boy. I seem to see them now playing about on the cottage floor; but others play there now just every bit as happy, and Ive lost them all. Im all alone, and Nurse wiped her eyes with the corner of her white apron.

Not all alone Nurse, said Amy, compassionately.

True Miss; not all alone; I was wrong. Well, I sometimes wish those days would come again, but there, we never knows whats best for us. Im getting an old woman now and no one left to care for me. But I wasnt going to tell you all about myself and my troubles when I began; but somehow or other it came out, and I shall like you  if I may be so bold to say so  all the better for knowing all about me; but I want, begging your pardon, Miss, to give you a piece of advice, if so be as you wont be too proud to take it from me; you see I know as well as you can tell me, that you and the Madam have fallen out; and if its about Miss Alice, which I suppose it is, why dont be too strong handed over her at first; she will never abide by it, butll scream till her Mamma hears her, and then Madam cant stand it no how; butll be sure to pet her more than ever to quiet her.

But Nurse, I do not mean to be strong-handed with Miss Alice, that is, if you mean severe; but she is at times naughty and must be punished.

Well Miss, we should most of us be sorry to lose you: you are so quiet like, and never interferes with nobody, and they do all downstairs agree with me, that it aint possible to cure Miss Alice altogether at first; you must begin by little and little, and that when Madam isnt by.

But that would be wrong, and I cannot consent to punish Miss Alice without Mrs. Linchmores free and full permission; neither can nor will I take charge of any of the children unless I am allowed to exercise my own judgment as to the course I am to pursue. I am not I hope, harsh or severe towards your late charge; but I must be firm.

I see Miss, its no use talking, and I hope Madam will consent to let you do as you wish; but I fear  I very much fear and nurse shook her head wisely as she walked away.

Well, Ive done all I could, Mary, said she to the under housemaid, as she went below, and all to no purpose; theres no persuading Miss Neville, mores the pity; she thinks shes right about Miss Alice, and shell stick to it. I wish Id asked her not to go near Madam to-day. Im positive sure she was going when I surprised her after passing Mrs. Linchmore in the passage. She came from the school-room too, I know, and vexed enough she was, or shed never have had that hard look on her face. Well, I only hope the Master will be by when they do meet again, or therell be mischief, mark me if there isnt.

Law! Mrs. Hopkins, how you talk. I wouldnt wait for the master neither, if I were Miss Neville. Id speak at once and have done with it, thats my plan; see if I would let Miss Alice come over me with her tantrums, if I was a lady!

She speaks every bit like that lady you were reading about in the book last night; shed make you believe anything and love her too. Well, I hope no harm will come of it, but I dont like that look on Madams face, nor on Miss Nevilles, neither, for the matter of that.

But nurse was wrong. Perhaps Amy changed her mind, and never spoke to Mrs. Linchmore. At all events, things went on as they did before Charles Linchmore came  whose visit, by the way, was not quite such a flying one  and continued the same long after he had gone away.




CHAPTER IV.

THE BOOK SHELVES

O my swete mother, before all other
For you I have most drede:
But now adue! I must ensue,
Where fortune doth me lede.
All this make ye: now let us flee:
The day cometh fast upon;
For in my minde, of all mankynde
I love but you alone.

The Nut Brown Maid.

Amy spent the summer holidays with her mother. Mrs. Neville had grown pale and thin, while a careworn expression had stolen over her face, supplanting the former sad one; and she had a certain nervous, restless manner unusual to her, which Amy could not fail to remark. Mrs. Elrington attributed it to anxiety on her daughters account during her absence. It was a trying time for Mrs. Neville; she felt and thought often of what her child might suffer, all that one so sensitive might have to undergo from the neglect or taunts of the world; that world she knew so little of, and into the gay circles of which only two short years ago she had been introduced. How she had been admired and courted! Perhaps some of those very acquaintances she might now meet, and how would it be with her? How would they greet her? Not with the grasp of friendship, but as one they had never seen, or having seen, forgotten. She was no longer the rich heiress, but a governess working for her own and others support. She was no longer in the same society as themselves, no longer worthy of a thought, and would be passed by and forgotten; or, if remembered, looked on as a stranger.

Mrs. Neville thought her daughter altered. She had grown quieter, more reserved, more womanly than before, and more forbearing with little, exacting Sarah.

Would Amy do this, or look at that? show her how to cut out this, or paint that  always something new; but Amy seldom expostulated or refused assistance, but was, as her mother told Mrs. Elrington, a perfect martyr to her sisters whims and fancies. She had changed. But why? Her mother watched her narrowly, and doubted her being happy, and this thought made her doubly anxious, and imprinted the careworn look more indelibly on her face. A few mornings before Amy returned to Brampton, at the close of the holidays, she went over to Mrs. Elringtons, and found her busy in the garden tying up the stray shrubs, and rooting up the weeds.

I am afraid, Amy dear, you have come to say good-bye, so I must finish my gardening to-morrow, and devote my time for the present to you.

I shall be very glad, Mrs. Elrington, for indeed I have a great deal to say. I am so anxious about mamma.

Anxious, Amy! Well, come in and sit down, and tell me all about it. Sit here close by me, and tell me what is the matter, or rather, what you fancy is; as I think the anxiety is all on your account.

Its mamma, Mrs. Elrington. I am so dissatisfied about her; she is so changed.

Changed! In what way?

In every way. She is not so strong, the least exertion tires her, and I so often notice the traces of tears on her face. Then she is so dull; and will sit for hours sometimes without saying a word, always busy with that everlasting knitting, which I hate; it is quite an event if she drops a stitch, as then her fingers are quiet for a little. If I look up suddenly, I find her eyes fixed on me so mournfully: at other times, when I speak she does not hear me, being evidently deep in her own thoughts. She is so different from what she used to be, so very different.



I cannot say I have noticed any change, and I am constantly with her.

Ah! that is just why you dont see it. Hannah does not.

But, my dear, she never complains: I think she would if she felt ill.

Mamma never complains, dear Mrs. Elrington; I wish she would, as then I might question her, now I feel it impossible. Does she seem happy when I am away?

Quite so; and always especially cheerful when she has your letters.

I will write much oftener this time; and you will also, will you not? and tell me always exactly how she is, and do watch her, too, Mrs. Elrington, for I am sure she is not so strong as she was.

I will, indeed, and Mrs. Elrington pressed Amys hand, but you must not fidget yourself unnecessarily, when there is not the least occasion for it. I assure you I see little change in your mother  I mean in bodily health, and I hope, please God, you will find her quite well when you come again, so do not be low-spirited, Amy.

And so they parted. Mrs. Elringtons words comforted without convincing Amy; and her face wore a more cheerful expression for some days after her return to Brampton.

Mr. Linchmore greeted her very kindly; even Mrs. Linchmore seemed pleased to see her; while the children, especially Fanny, were boisterous in their welcome, and buzzed about her like bees, recounting all the little events and accidents that had happened since she left, until they were fetched away; when Mrs. Linchmore and Amy were alone.

I trust you enjoyed your visit home, Miss Neville?

Thank you, yes; it was a great treat being with my mother and sister again.

We missed you sadly, and are not sorry to welcome you back again. Edith and Fanny have both grown weary of themselves and idleness; as for Alice, only yesterday, while I was dressing for dinner, having taken the child with me into my room, she amused herself by scrubbing the floor with my toothbrush, having managed to turn up a piece of the carpet in one of the corners; indeed, I should weary you, did I recount half she has been guilty of in the way of mischief.

Amy smiled, and Mrs. Linchmore continued,

Did you ever leave home before for so long a time?

Never. My mother and I had never been parted until I came here.

You must have felt it very much. I trust Mrs. Neville is well?

No. I regret to say I am not quite satisfied with my mother. I do not see any very material change, neither can I say she is ill, but I notice a difference somewhere. I fear she frets a great deal, she is so much alone.

But your sister?

She is too young to be much of a companion to mamma, and I think tries her a great deal. She has been rather a spoilt child, being so much younger than I.

Younger children always are spoilt. Have you no friends besides Mrs. Elrington?

Yes; several very kind ones: there are many nice people living near, but none like clear, good Mrs. Elrington; she is so true, so unselfish, so kind, and devotes a great deal of her time to mamma.

Does she notice any change in your Mother?

She assured me not. But then they meet so constantly, she would not be likely to notice it so much as I, who only see her seldom. She has promised to let me know if she does see any alteration for the worse, so with that I must rest satisfied, and hope all is well, unless I hear to the contrary.

How is Mrs. Elrington?

Quite well, thank you, and looks much the same.

She asked about me, of course? and Mrs. Linchmore half averted her face from Amys gaze.

Yes, often; and as she has not seen you for so many years, I had much to tell her. She seemed pleased to hear of the children, and asked a great many questions about them.

You thought she seemed pleased to hear about them. I suspect curiosity had a great deal to do with it, if not all. You will grow wiser some day, Miss Neville, and learn to distinguish the true from the false  friends from foes, and Mrs. Linchmores eyes flashed. Did you give her my message, the kind remembrances I sent her, with the hope that  that she had not forgotten me? Did she send no message in return?

The question was sternly asked; Amy hesitated what to say. What was the mysterious connection between the two? and why was it Mrs. Linchmore never spoke of Mrs. Elrington without a touch of anger or bitterness? even the latter, who seemed ever careful of wounding the feelings of others, never spoke of Mrs. Linchmore in a friendly manner, though she appeared to know or have known her well at some earlier period of life.

The question embarrassed Amy, I was so hurried, said she, in coming away that I forgot  I mean she forgot  .

Mrs. Linchmore rose haughtily, I dislike equivocation, Miss Neville, and here there is not the slightest occasion for it. I did not expect a message in return; I think I told you so, if I remember aright, when I entrusted you with mine, and very proudly she walked across the room, seated herself at the piano and sang as if there was no such thing as woe in the world, while Amy sat, listened, and wondered, then softly rose and went upstairs to the school room.

Here we are! so busy, Miss Neville, cried Fanny, putting all the things to rights. Its so nice to have something to do, and Im sorting all the books, although I do hate lessons so, with which assertion Fanny threw her arms round her governess neck, while Alice begged for a kiss, and Edith pressed closer to her side and passed her small hand in hers.

Certainly the children were very fond of her; Fanny had been so from the first; it was natural for her to love everybody, she was so impulsive, but the other two she had won over by her own strong will and gentle but firm training. Carlo, Fannys dog, seemed as overjoyed as any of them, leaping, barking, and jumping about until desired rather severely by his young mistress to be quiet. You are making a shameful noise, sir, she said, giving him a pat, will you please let somebody elses voice be heard; and do sit down, dear Miss Neville, and let us tell you all we have done since you have been away; we have lots of news, we have not told you half yet, have we, Edith?

So they began all over again, totally forgetting what they had said or left unsaid, Amy patiently listening, pleased to think how glad they were to see her. Each tendered a small present, to show that their little fingers had not been quite unprofitably employed; half pleased, half frightened lest it should not be liked. They told her amongst other things that uncle Charles had been to Brampton again, but only for three days; he would not remain longer, although Mrs. Linchmore had wished him to; he had brought his dog Bob with him, such an ugly thing, who growled and showed his teeth; they were all afraid of it, and were glad when it went away.

Bob used to come up here, Miss Neville, and sit in the window while uncle was at work.

At work! what work, Edith?

The book shelves. Oh! have you not seen them? do come and look, they are so nice. See, he put them all up by himself, and worked so hard, and when they were done he made us bring all your books; then he set them up, and desired us not to meddle with them as they were only for you. Was it not kind of him? We told him it was just what you wanted.



How could you? I did not want them at all.

Yes, Miss Neville, indeed you did; you said long before you went away how much you should like some.

But Amy thought she neither wanted nor liked them, and felt vexed they had been put up.

Ah! said Fanny, catching the vexed expression, you can thank him for them when he comes again; we were to tell you so, and that he would be here in November, and this is August Miss Neville, so its only three months to wait.

You can tell him Fanny when he comes, that I am much obliged to him, lest I should forget to do so.

And Amy turned away, feeling more vexed than she liked to acknowledge to herself; she had had nothing to do with putting up the shelves, but would Mrs. Linchmore think so if she knew it? And did she know it, and what had she thought? Mamma was right, said she to her self. It is very hard to be a governess; and he has misinterpreted and misjudged me.

A thorn had sprung up in Amys path, which already wounded her slightly.


CHAPTER V.

VISITORS ARRIVE.

O! if in this great world of strife,
This mighty round of human life,
We had no friends to cheer,
O! then how cold the world would seem!
How desolate the ebbing stream
Of life from year to year!

J. B. Kerridge.

Autumn passed away, and winter spread its icy mantle over the earth. Abroad all looked bleak, cold, and desolate. Trees had lost their leaves, flowers their blossoms, and the beautiful green fields were covered with snow; while here and there a snowdrop reared her drooping head from under its white veil, or a crocus feebly struggled to escape its cold embraces. Within doors, things wore a brighter aspect than they had done for some time past. Visitors had arrived at Brampton, who, it was hoped, would enliven the old Hall, and dissipate the dulness of its haughty mistress. Rooms long unoccupied had bright, cheerful fires blazing in the grates; footsteps hurried to and fro, echoing through the long, lofty passages, where all before had been so still and silent. The old, gloomy, melancholy look had totally disappeared, and the house teemed with life and mirth.

Mrs. Hopkins was no longer nurse, but had been installed as housekeeper in the room of one who had grown too old for the office; and was all smiles and importance, much to the disgust of Mason, the ladys maid, who, having always considered herself a grade above the Nurse, now found herself a mere cipher next to the all-important Housekeeper, who seemed to sweep everything before her as she walked grandly down the long corridor; Masons pert toss of the head, and still perter replies, were met with cool disdain, much to her disappointment, as she tried to discomfort her; but all to no purpose, as Mrs. Hopkins sway continued paramount; and she wielded her sceptre with undiminished power, notwithstanding all the arts used to dislodge her.

It was a half-holiday; Amy had fetched her hat, and was on her way out; in the corridor she met Mrs. Hopkins, who was always fond of a chat when she could find the opportunity; besides, she had long wished for some one to whom to unburden all Masons impertinences. She immediately courtesied, and began  

Good morning, Miss. Isnt the old house looking different? it does my heart good to see it, we havnt been so gay for many a year. I am so glad Madam has given up going to foreign parts; it aint good for the young ladies, and Im certain sure it aint no good for servants, Masons never been the same since she went; I havnt patience with her airs and graces! Here she broke off abruptly, as Mason crossed the passage, her flowing skirts sweeping the floor, and a little coquettish cap just visible at the back of her head. Only look at her, Miss, thinking herself somebody in her own opinion, when in most everybodys elses shes a nobody. Why, Miss, a Duchess couldnt make more of herself, said Mrs. Hopkins, testily.

Indeed, I do not believe she could, replied Amy, smiling, and I am sure would not think more of herself.

Think, Miss! Why, its my belief she dreams at night shes found the hen with the golden egg, and so builds castles on the strength of it all day long; and airy ones shell find them, I know, and Mrs. Hopkins laughed at the idea of Masons supposed downfall.

I suppose, Nurse, you have been very busy?

Yes, Miss, just what I like. I dont care to sit with my hands before me. Im always happy when Im busy. It isnt natural for me to be idle.

How many strangers are here, Nurse? You must forgive me for calling you Nurse, but I am so accustomed to it.



Forgive you, Miss! Im Nurse to you and the children if you please, always, Im proud of the title; but to Mason and the rest Im Mrs. Hopkins, said she with firmness. As to how many are here, why I cant exactly say; theyre not all come yet, there are several empty rooms, but I suppose theyll be filled to-day or to-morrow at the latest; then the young Masters to come; but his rooms always ready; he comes and goes when he likes. We call him the young Master, because hes to have the Hall by-and-by. Hes a thorough good gentleman, is Mr. Charles, and will make a good master to them as lives to see it. But it is a pity, Madam has no son.

Excuse me for interrupting you, Miss Neville, said Mrs. Linchmores voice close behind, but I wish, Mrs. Hopkins, another room prepared immediately; one of the smaller ones will do, and Mrs. Linchmore passed on. Amy followed; while nurse shrugged her shoulders, shook her head, and muttered, Another man! Humph! I dont like so many of em roaming about the place; it aint respectable.

Mrs. Linchmore, on reaching the hall, was turning off to the library, when Edith and Fanny ran past, closely pursued by a young girl, who stopped suddenly on perceiving them, and, addressing Mrs. Linchmore, exclaimed,

Pray do not look at me, Isabella, I know my toilette is in dreadful disorder. I have had such a run that I really feel quite warm.

Your face is certainly rather flushed, replied Mrs. Linchmore, as she looked at the young girls red face, occasioned as much by the cold wind outside, as by her run with the children.

I know Im looking a perfect fright, she added, vainly endeavouring to smooth the dishevelled hair under her hat.

Your run has certainly not improved your personal appearance. Allow me, Miss Bennet, to introduce you to Miss Neville, whom I fear you will find a sorry companion in such wild games.



I dont know that! and she gazed earnestly at Amy. A romp is excusable in this weather, it is so cold outside.

A greater reason why you should remain in the house, and employ your time more profitably; so saying, Mrs. Linchmore walked away, leaving the two girls together.

That is so like her, observed Miss Bennet, she takes no pleasure in a little fun herself; consequently thinks its wrong any one else should. Now, children, be off, she continued, looking round, but they were nowhere to be seen, having fled in dismay at the first sight of Mrs. Linchmore.

Are you going out? asked she, placing her hand on Amys arm.

Only for a short time.

Then for that short time I will be your companion,  that is if you like.

Amy expressed her pleasure, and they were soon walking at a brisk pace round the shrubbery.

Julia Bennet had no pretensions to beauty, though not by any manner of means a plain girl. She had a very fair, almost transparent complexion, and small, fairy hands and feet. She was a good-natured, merry girl, one who seldom took any pains to disguise her faults or thoughts, and consequently was frequently in scrapes, from which she as often cleverly extricated herself. If she liked persons they soon found it out, or if she disliked them they did not long remain in ignorance of it; not that she made them acquainted with the fact point blank, but no trouble was taken to please; they were totally overlooked. Not being pretty, no envious belles were jealous of her, and young men were not obliged to pay her compliments. Nor, indeed, had she been pretty, would they have ventured to do what she most assuredly would have made them regret; yet she was a great favourite with most people, never wanted a partner at a ball, but would be sought out for a dance when many other girls with greater pretensions to beauty were neglected. She was a cousin of Mr. Linchmores, the youngest of five sisters, only one of whom was married. Julia gazed over her shoulder at her companions hat, dress, and shawl; nothing escaped her penetrating glance. She was rarely silent, but had always something to say, although not so inveterate a talker as her sister Anne. The latter, however, insisted that she was more so, and had resolutely transferred the name of Magpie or Maggy, with which her elder sisters had nicknamed her, to Julia.

I have quite spoilt Isabellas temper for to-day, began Julia. She will remember that romp, as she calls it, for ages to come. I cannot help laughing either, when I think of the figure I must have been when I met her. Now confess, Miss Neville, did I not look a perfect fright?

You looked warm and tired, certainly,

Warm and tired! Now do not speak in that measured way, so exactly like Isabella, when I was as red as this, and she pointed to the scarlet feather in her hat, and as for tired, I was panting for breath like that dreadful old pet dog of hers. Well, I am glad I have made you laugh; but do not, please, Miss Neville, if we are to be friends, speak so like Isabella again. I hate it, and thats the truth.

I will not, if I know it, but will say yes or no, if you like it best, and wish it.

And I do wish it, and that was not said a bit like Isabella, so I will forgive you, and we will make up and be friends, as the children say, and she gave her hand to Amy. And now tell me, Miss Neville, by way of changing the subject, where, when, and how you became acquainted with my cousin.

I am governess to her children, replied Amy, quietly.

Julia stopped suddenly, and looked at her in surprise.

And are you really the governess of whom Edith and Fanny have talked to me so much? Why, you cannot be much older than I.

Do you not consider yourself old enough to be a governess?



Well, yes, of course I do; but you are so different to what I always pictured to myself a governess ought to be. They should be ugly, cross old maids, odious creatures, in fact I know mine was.

Why so? asked Amy.

Oh, she did a hundred disagreeable things. All people have manias for something, so there is, perhaps, nothing surprising in her being fond of bags. She had bags for everything; for her boots and shoes, thimble and scissors, brushes and combs, thread, buttons,  even to her india-rubber. A small piece of coloured calico made me literally sick, for it was sure to be converted into a bag, and a broken needle into a pin, with a piece of sealing-wax as the head.

She was not wasteful, said Amy, who could not forbear laughing at the picture drawn.

Wasteful! Truly not. It was waste not, want not, with her; she had it printed and pasted on a board, and hung up in the school-room, and well she acted up to the motto.



But I dare say she did you some good, notwithstanding her peculiarities.

Well! the proof of the pudding is in the eating, another of her wise sayings; and it is early days to ask you what you think of me, so I shall wait until we are better acquainted, which I hope will be soon. How glad I was to get rid of her! I actually pulled down one of the bells in ringing her out of the house, and would have had a large bonfire of all the backboards and stocks, if I had dared. I could not bear her, but I am sure I shall like you, and we will be friends, shall we not? do not say no.

Why should I? I will gladly have you as my friend.

That is right; you will want one if Frances Strickland is coming: how she will hate you. She likes me, so she says, so there is something to console me for not being born a beauty; so proud and conceited as she is too, everything she says and does is for effect. Her brother is as silly as she is proud, and as fond of me as he is of his whiskers and moustaches.

I need not ask you if you like him.

I shall certainly not break my heart if you are disposed to fall in love with him.

Nay, your description has not prepossessed me in his favour. And who are the other guests?

I cannot tell you, for their name is legion, but you will be able to see them soon, and review them much better than I can, and Julia turned out of the shrubbery into one of the garden walks leading up to the house.

Here is Anne, added she, in a tone of surprise, all alone too, for a wonder. See! and she pointed to a young girl seemingly intent on watching John the gardener, who was raking the gravel, and digging up a stray weed here and there.

Look here, John, cried she, as they approached unperceived, here is a weed you have overlooked. Give me the hoe, and let me dig it up. What fun it is! added she, placing a tiny foot on the piece of iron, I declare I would far rather do this than walk about all by myself. There! see! I have done it capitally; now Ill look for another, and just imagine they are men I am decapitating, and wont I go with a vengeance at some of them, and then turning she caught sight of Julia and Amy.

Well, Maggie, said she, here I am talking to John, in default of a better specimen of mankind, and really he is not so bad. I declare he is far more amusing than Frank Smythe, and has more brains than half the men I have danced with lately, and thats not saying much for John, and she pouted her lips with an air of disdain.

This is my sister Anne, Miss Neville, said Julia, introducing them, and so this, and she pointed to the hoe still in her sisters hand, is your mornings amusement, Anne?

Yes, said she, carelessly, I was thoroughly miserable at first, stalking about after John, and pretending to be amused with him, but all the time looking towards the house out of the corners of my eyes; I am sure they ache now, and she rubbed them, but all to no purpose, not a vestige of a man have I seen, not even the coat tail of one of them. I was, as I say, miserable until I spied Johns hoe, and then a bright thought struck me, and I have been acting upon it ever since, and should have cleared the walk by this time, if you had not interrupted me.

Pray go on, said Julia, it is very cold standing talking here, and I have no doubt John is delighted to have such efficient aid.

Now Mag, that is a little piece of jealousy on your part, because perhaps you have not been spending the morning so pleasantly. But there is the gong sounding for luncheon, come away, and she threw down the hoe; let us go and tidy ourselves; I am sure you want it, and she pointed to her sisters hair; then went with a bounding, elastic step towards the house.

Good-bye, Miss Neville; I must not increase my cousins bad temper by being late. My sister Anne is a strange girl, but I think you will like her by-and-by, she is so thoroughly good natured.

Amy watched Julias light graceful figure as she went up the walk, then turned and retraced her steps round the Shrubbery.




CHAPTER VI.

GOODY GREY.

A poore widow, some deal stoopn in age,
Was whilom dwelling in a narwe cottage
Beside a grove standing in a dale.
This widow which I tell you of my Tale
Since thilke day that she was last a wife
In patience led a full simple life;
For little was her cattle and her rent.

Chaucer.

The country round Brampton was singularly beautiful and picturesque. A thick wood skirted the park on one side, and reached to the edge of the river that wound clearly, brightly, and silently through the valley beyond, and at length lost itself after many turnings behind a neighbouring hill, while hills and dales, meadows, rich pastures and fields were seen as far as the eye could reach, with here and there cottages scattered about, and lanes which in summer were scented with the fragrance of wild flowers growing beneath and in the hedges, their blossoms painting the sides with many colours, and were filled with groups of village children culling the tiny treasures, but now were cold and deserted.

To the right, in a shady nook, stood the village church, quiet and solemn, its spire just overtopping some tall trees near, and its church-yard dotted with cypress, yew, and willow trees, waving over graves old and new.

Further on was the village of Brampton, containing some two or three hundred houses, many of them very quaint and old-fashioned, but nearly all neat and tidy, the gardens rivalling one another in the fragrance and luxuriance of their flowers.

In the wood to the left, and almost hidden among the trees, stood a small thatched cottage with a look of peculiar desolate chilliness; not a vestige of cultivation was to be seen near it, although the ground round about was carefully swept clear of dead leaves and stray sticks, so that an appearance of neatness though not of comfort reigned around. It seemed as if no friendly hand ever opened the windows, no step ever crossed the threshold of the door, or cheerful voice sounded from within. Its walls were perfectly bare, no jasmine, no sweet scented clematis, no wild rose ever invaded them; even the ivy had passed them by, and crept up a friendly oak tree.

Within might generally be seen an old woman sitting and swaying herself backwards and forwards in a high-backed oak chair, and even appearing to keep time with the ticking of a large clock that stood on one side of the room, as ever and anon she sang the snatches of some old song, or turned to speak to a large parrot perched on a stand near: a strange inhabitant for such a cottage. Her face was very wrinkled and somewhat forbidding, from a frown or rather scowl that seemed habitual to it. Her hair was entirely grey, brushed up from the forehead and turned under an old fashioned mob cap, the band round the head being bound by a piece of broad black ribbon. A cheap cotton dress of a dark colour, and a little handkerchief pinned across the bosom completed her attire.

The floor of the room was partly covered with carpet; the boards round being beautifully clean and white. A small table stood in front of the fire-place, and a clothes press on the opposite side of the clock, while on a peg behind the door hung a bonnet and grey cloak. The only ornaments in the room, if ornaments they could be called, were a feather fan on a shelf in one corner, and by its side a small, curiously-carved ivory box.

The owner of the cottage was the old woman just described. Little was known about her. The villagers called her Goody Grey, probably on account of the faded grey cloak she invariably wore in winter, or the shawl of the same colour which formed part of her dress in summer. The cottage had been built by Mr. Linchmores father, just before his death, and when completed, she came and took up her abode there; none knowing who she was or where she came from; although numberless were the villagers conjectures as to who she could be; but their curiosity had never been satisfied; she kept entirely to herself, and baffled the wisest of them, until in time the curiosity as well as the interest she excited, gradually wore away, and they grew to regard her with superstitious awe; as one they would not vex or thwart for the world, believing she had the power of bringing down unmitigated evil on them and theirs; although they rarely said she exercised any such dark power. The children of the village were forbidden to wander in the wood, although Goody Grey had never been heard to say a harsh word to them, nor indeed any word at all, as she never noticed or spoke to them. The little creatures were not afraid of her, and seldom stopped their play on her approach as she went through the village, which was seldom. Unless spoken to, she rarely addressed a word to any one. Strangers passing through Brampton looked upon her  as indeed did the inmates at the Park  as a crazy, half-witted creature, and pitied and spoke to her as such, but she invariably gave sharp, angry replies, or else never answered at all, save by deepening if possible the frown on her brow.

As she finished the last verse of her song, the parrot as if aware it had come to an end flapped his wings, and gave a shrill cry. Hush! said she, Be still!

Almost at the same instant, the distant rumble of wheels was heard passing along the high road which wound though a part of the wood near. She rose up, went to the window, and opened it, and leaning her head half out listened intently. Her height was about the middle stature, and her figure gaunt and upright.

She could see nothing: the road was not distinguishable, but the sound of the carriage wheels was plainly heard above the breeze sighing among the leafless trees. She listened with an angry almost savage expression on her face.

Aye, there they come! she exclaimed, drawing herself up to her full height, there they come! the beautiful, the rich, and the happy. Happy! she laughed wildly, how many will find happiness in that house? Woe to them! Woe! Woe! Woe! and she waved her bony arms above her head, looking like some evil spirit, while, as if to add more horror to her words, the bird echoed her wild laugh.

Ah, laugh! she cried, and so may you too, ye deluded ones, but only for awhile: by-and-by there will be weeping and mourning and woe, which, could ye but see as I see it, how loath would ye be to come here; but now ye are blindly running your necks into the noose, and again her half-crazed laugh rang through the cottage. Woe to you! she repeated, closing the window as she had opened it. Woe to you! Woe! Woe!

Ere long the excitement passed away, or her anger exhausted itself; and she gradually dropped her arms to her side and sank on a bench by the window; her head dropped on her bosom, and she might be said to have lost all consciousness but for the few unintelligible words she every now and again muttered to herself in low indistinct tones.

Presently she rose again, opened the clothes-press, and took out some boiled rice and sopped bread, which she gave to the parrot.

Eat! said she in a low, subdued tone, very different to her former wild excited one, Eat, take your fill, and keep quiet, for Im going out; and if I leave you idle youre sure to get into mischief before I come back.

The bird, as she placed the rice in a small tin attached to his perch, took hold of her finger with his beak, and tried to perch himself upon her hand. She pushed him gently back and smoothed his feathers, No, no, said she. Its too cold for you outside, you would wish yourself at home again, although you do love me, and are the only living thing that does. And another dark expression flitted across her face.

She put on the bonnet and grey cloak, and taking a thick staff in her hand, went out.

The air was cold and frosty. The snow of the day before had melted away, and the ground in consequence of the thaw and subsequent frost was very slippery; but she walked bravely and steadily on, with the help of her staff, scarcely ever making a false step. At the outskirts of the wood was a small gate leading on to a footpath which ran across the park, making a short cut from the valley to the village. Here she paused, and looked hastily about her.

Now Goody Grey had never been known or seen to enter the Park, yet she paused evidently undecided as to which path she should pursue, the long or the short one. At length she resolved upon taking the long one; and shaking her head she muttered, No, no; may be Ill be in time the other way; and on she went as steadily as before, on through the village and up by the church-yard; nor stayed, nor slackened her walk until she gained the large gates and lodge of Brampton Park; then she halted and gazed up the road.

Notwithstanding the time it had taken to come round, probably half an hour, yet the carriage she had heard approaching in the distance had only just reached the bottom of the hill, the road taking a long round after leaving the wood. It came on slowly, the coachman being evidently afraid to trust his horses over the slippery road. Slowly it approached, and eagerly was it scanned by the old woman at the gates. Presently it was quite close, and then came to a stand still, while the great lodge bell rang out; and Goody Grey advanced to the window, and looked in.

On one side sat two rather elderly ladies; on the other an effeminate looking young man and a girl. These were evidently not the people she expected to see, for a shade of vexation and disappointment crossed her face. After scanning the countenances of each, she fixed her eyes on the young girl with an angry, menacing look, difficult to define, which the latter bore for some moments without flinching; then turning her head away, she addressed one of the ladies sitting opposite her.

Have you no pence, Mamma? Pray do give this wretched being some, and let us get rid of her.

I do not think I have, Frances, nor indeed if I had would I give her any. I make a point of never encouraging vagrants; she ought to be in the Union, the proper place for people of her stamp. I have no doubt she is an impostor, she looks like it, there are so many about now; we are overrun with them.

Well, Mamma, if you wont give her any, pray desire Porter to drive on. What is he waiting for?

My dear, they have not opened the gates. There goes the bell again.

Really, Alfred, said the girl, turning towards the young man at her side, one would think you were dumb, to see you sitting there so indifferent. I wonder you have not more politeness towards Miss Tremlow if you have none for your mother and sister. Do not you see? continued she, taking the paper he was reading from his hand and holding it so as to partly screen her face. Do not you see what an annoyance this dreadful old woman is to us?

He yawned and stretched himself, giving at the same time a side glance at Goody Grey, as if it was too much trouble to turn his head. Ha! yes. Cant say I admire her. What does she want?

Want! We want her sent away, but one might as well appeal to a post as you.

I shall not exert my lungs in her behalf; but you are wrong as regards your polite comparison of post, and, putting down the window, he gave a few pence into the old womans hand, intimating at the same time that he should be under the painful necessity of calling the porter;  and he pointed to the man at the gates  unless she moved away.



Take my blessing, said she, in reply. The blessing of an old woman

There, that will do. I do not want thanks.

And I do not thank you, replied she, putting both hands on the window so as to prevent its being closed. I dont thank you. I give you my blessing, which is better than thanks. But I have a word for you; she pointed her finger at Frances Strickland, and mark well my words, for they are sure to come to pass. Pride must have a fall. Evil wishes are seldom fulfilled. Beware! you are forewarned. And now, drive on! she screamed to the coachman, striking at the same moment one of the horses with the end of her staff; it plunged and reared violently, the other horse became restive, and they set off at full speed up the avenue. Fortunately, the road was a gradual ascent to the house, for had there been nothing to check their mad career, some serious accident might have happened; as it was, one of the windows was broken against the branch of a tree, the carriage narrowly escaping an upset on a small mound of earth thrown up at the side of the road.

The travellers were more or less alarmed. Miss Tremlow, who was seated opposite Alfred, seized hold of him, and frantically entreated him to save her, until he was thrown forward almost into her lap All of a heap, as that lady afterwards expressed herself  as the carriage swerved over against a tree, when she gradually released her hold, and sank back into a state of insensibility.

I hope she is dead! said Alfred, settling himself once more in his place by his sister, and rubbing his arm.

Dead! echoed his mother. Who is dead?

Only that mad woman next you in the corner; there! let her alone, mother; dont, for Heavens sake, bring her round again, whatever you do. I have had enough of her embraces to last me a precious long time.



The horses now slackened their speed, and were stopped by some of the Hall servants not far from the door.

Mr. Linchmore was at the steps of the Terrace, and helped to lift out Miss Tremlow, who was carried into the house still insensible; while Mrs. Strickland, who had been screaming incessantly for the last five minutes, now talked as excitedly about an old witch in a grey cloak; while Frances walked into the house scarcely deigning a word, good, bad, or indifferent to any one  her pale face strangely belying her apparent coolness  leaving her brother to relate the history of their misadventure.




CHAPTER VII.

AMY GOES FOR A WALK.

Such is life then  changing ever,
Shadows flit we day by day;
Heedless of the fleeting seasons,
Pass we to our destinies.

Thomas Cox.

All the visitors had now arrived at Brampton Park, and were amusing themselves as well as the inclement weather would allow of, the snow still covering the ground, and the cold so intense as to keep all the ladies within doors, with the exception of Julia Bennet, who went out every day, accompanied by the three children, as Amys spare time was quite taken up with Miss Tremlow, who had continued since her fright too unwell to leave her room.

Julia Bennet often paid a visit to the school-room in the morning, and sadly interrupted the studies by her incessant talking. Often did Amy declare she would not allow her to come in until two oclock, when the lessons were generally ended for the afternoons walk; but still, the next morning, there she was, her merry face peeping from behind the half-opened door, with a laughing, I know I may come in; may I not? and Amy never refused. How could she?

One morning, after getting her pupils ready for an earlier walk than usual, and giving them into Julias charge  who vainly tried to persuade her to go with them  she bent her steps, as usual, to Miss Tremlows room. On entering, she was surprised to see that lady sitting up in a large arm chair propped with cushions and looking very comfortable by the side of the warm fire. On enquiry, she learnt that Julia had been busy with the invalid all the morning, and had insisted on her getting out of bed.

I am so very glad to see you looking so much better, and really hope you will soon be able to go down stairs; it must be so dull for you being so much alone, began Amy, as she quietly took a seat near.

Miss Bennet wished to persuade me to do so to-day; but I really did not feel equal to it, though I do not think she believed me; she has her own peculiar notions about most things, and especially about invalids; I dare say she means it all kindly, but I cannot help thinking her very odd and eccentric.

She is a very kind-hearted girl, it is impossible not to help liking her.

She is very different from you, my dear, in a sick room, very different.

And well might she say so. Amy was all gentleness, so quiet in her movements; there was something soft and amiable about her; you loved her you scarcely knew or asked yourself why. Julia was all roughness, bustling about, setting the room to rights  Miss Tremlows,  whenever she entered it; talking and laughing the while, and endeavouring to persuade the unfortunate individual that it was not possible she could feel otherwise than ill, when she never exerted herself or tried to get better. Her too you loved, and loving her overlooked her faults; but she obliged you to love her, she did not gain a place in your heart at once as Amy did. Very different they were in temper and disposition; Julia hasty and passionate; Amy forbearing and rarely roused; but at times her fathers proud, fiery spirit flashed forth, and then how beautiful she looked in her indignation.

I think I read to the end of the sixth chapter, said Amy, taking up a book and opening it; for I foolishly forgot to put in a mark.

Amy read every day to Miss Tremlow, and thus whiled away many a weary hour that would have passed wearily for the invalid.



You need not read to-day, my dear, you will tire yourself; so never mind where we were. I hope myself to be able to read soon.

I shall not be in the least tired; I like reading. Shall I begin?

Miss Tremlow fidgeted and moved restlessly among the cushions, and then said wearily  

Do you know, my dear, I think it will be too much for me; I feel so tired with the exertion of getting up.

The book was instantly closed, Miss Tremlow feeling quite relieved when it was laid down.

You are not vexed, Miss Neville, I hope. Your reading has been such a treat to me, when otherwise I should have been so dull and stupid.

Indeed, no, it has been quite a pleasure to me; but you do look weary and tired. Shall I pour you out a glass of wine?

No, my dear, no; there is not the slightest occasion for it. And now let us talk of something else; you shall tell me all about the visitors, so that they may not be quite strangers to me when we meet.

I have not seen any of them, except Mrs. Bennet and her daughters, and Mrs. Strickland and hers.

But you go down of an evening, and surely there are other visitors.

I always used to spend my evenings with Mrs. Linchmore; but within the last week I have remained upstairs, thinking I should be sent for if wanted, and as no enquiries have been made, I conclude my absence is not noticed; or if noticed I am only doing what is usual in such cases.

Mrs. Linchmore is very foolish, and ought to have you down; you are too pretty and young to be allowed to mope upstairs by yourself. You may smile, but youth does not last for ever; it too soon fades away, and then you will become a useless, fidgetty old maid, like myself; no one to love or care for you, and all those who ought to love and take care of you wishing you dead, that they may quarrel for the little money you leave behind.

But I have very few distant relations, and those I have do not love or care for me.

More reason why you should have a husband who would do both; but that will come soon enough, I have no doubt. In the meantime you seem very young to have the care of these three girls, the youngest a perfect torment, if I remember aright; so spoilt and humoured.

I am nearly nineteen, replied Amy.

Too young to be sent out into this cold world all alone; but your mother has, of course, advised you for the best.

Yes, she gave me her advice; and love, and blessing, as well; the latter was highly prized, but the first I did not follow. She did not wish me to be a governess, but advised me strongly against it; still I cannot think I have done wrong, added Amy, answering the enquiring look Miss Tremlow bent on her. Because  because  Oh! it would take too long a time to tell you all I think, and you are weary already.

Not so, and she took Amys hand in hers. I am interested in my kind young friend, so shall prove a good listener, though perhaps I am too tired to talk; so tell me your history, and all about yourself and those you love.

Yet Amy sat silent, so that Miss Tremlow, who watched her, was troubled, and added hastily, never mind, my dear, I am sorry I asked you. It was foolish and thoughtless of me.

No, indeed, Miss Tremlow; it is I who am foolish; mine is but the history of an every day life. There is little to tell, but what happens, or might happen, to anyone; still less to conceal.

And Amy drew her chair closer still, and with faltering voice began the history of her earlier years. A sad tale it was though she glanced but slightly at her fathers extravagance; but to speak of her mothers patience, long suffering, and forbearance through it all, she wearied not, forgetting that as she did so her fathers conduct stood out in all its worst light, so that when she had finished Miss Tremlow exclaimed hastily  

He must, nay, was a bold, bad man, not worthy of such a wife! Its a mercy he is dead, or worse might have happened.

Do not say that, Miss Tremlow; my mother loved him so dearly.

That is the very reason why I cannot excuse him; no woman would; but there now I have pained you again, and quite unintentionally; so please read to me, and then there will be no chance of my getting into another scrape, because I must hold my tongue, and I find that no very easy task now, I can assure you.

Amy silently took up the book she had previously laid down, but had scarcely read three pages when the door opened, and in walked Julia with a glass of jelly in her hand.

I have been looking for you everywhere, Miss Tremlow, she said.

Why did you not come here? Had you forgotten I was ill?



Certainly not, witness this glass of jelly; but your room was the last place in the world I thought of looking for you in, considering I made you promise you would rouse yourself, and go below.

I wish I could rouse myself, sighed Miss Tremlow, but I am not equal to it, or to go down stairs amongst so many strangers.

Not equal to it? All stuff! You never will feel equal to either that, or anything else, if you remain much longer shut up in this close room; you will make yourself really ill; and now please to drink this glass of wine, but first eat the jelly, and see how you feel after that.

I will drink the wine my dear, but I could not touch the jelly. I do really think it is the fourth glass you have brought me to-day, and  no, I could not touch it.

Well, you must take your choice between this, and some beef tea. Will you toss up, as the boys do, which it shall be?

No, no; Ill have nothing to do with the tossing. I suppose I must take the jelly, and she sighed as she contemplated it.

Yes, and eat it too, and hate me into the bargain; when I do it entirely for your good, because as long as you remain up here, and complain of weakness, you must be dosed, and treated as an invalid, and made to take strengthening things; so be thankful you have two such nurses as Miss Neville and myself; one to talk and recount your pains and aches to; and the other to insist upon rousing, and making you well, whether you will or no, by forcing you to take and eat what is good for you, and scolding you into the bargain when you require it, which is nearly every day. Now, I am sure you are better after the jelly? continued she, taking the empty glass from her hand.

It is of no use saying I am not, replied Miss Tremlow wearily.

Not the slightest, said Julia, sitting down by Amy. Why, you dont mean to say that Miss Neville has been reading to you? and she took the book off Amys lap, where it had lain forgotten. After all my injunctions, and your promises.

Miss Tremlow looked somewhat abashed.

You really ought to be ashamed of yourself; as for Miss Neville, she looks fagged to death; for goodness sake go out and take a walk, and try and get a little colour into your cheeks, or there will be jelly and beef tea for you to-morrow, and Julia laughed merrily. And now, she added, addressing Miss Tremlow, as Amy left the room, Why did you allow her to read? Did I not tell you it was bad for her; and that, not being strong, the air of this close, hot room, is too much for her.

Do not scold, or go on at such a rate, my dear; I really am not strong enough to bear it. I did refuse to hear the reading; but in the course of conversation I made an unfortunate remark, and she looked so pained, that to get out of the scrape I asked her to read; but she had scarcely opened the book when you entered.



Never mind how long she read, you disobeyed orders; so as a punishment, I shall put you to bed; and then I will read the whole book to you if you like.

Miss Tremlow was delighted; she really was beginning to feel sadly tired, and in no humour for Julias chattering, so submitted without a murmur; fervently hoping Julia would not persevere in the reading, or that some one else in the house might be taken ill, and receive the half of Julias attentions.

As Amy quitted Miss Tremlows room, she almost fell over Fanny, who came bounding down the corridor, never heeding or looking where she went. Fanny never walked; her steps, like her spirits, were always elastic. Amys lectures availed nothing in that respect. Her movements were never slow  never would be  everything she did was done hastily, and seldom well done; half a message would be forgotten, her lessons only imperfectly said, because never thoroughly learnt.



Of course it is Fanny, said Amy, turning to help up the prostrate child. Have you hurt yourself, and why will you always be in such a hurry?

I was right, though, this time, Miss Neville, said the child, rising, because Miss Bennet told me you were going out as soon as she came in, and Mamma wants you; so you see I am only just in time to catch you, because you are going out, you know.

You would have plenty of time had you walked, instead of running in that mad way. I am not yet dressed for walking. Are you hurt, child?

Oh, no, Miss Neville, not a bit. I think I have torn my frock, though. Isnt it tiresome? Only look!  and she held up one of the flounces, nearly half off the skirt.

I do not see how you could expect it to be otherwise. It must be mended before you go to bed, Fanny.

Yes, Miss Neville; I suppose it must. Oh, dear! my fingers are always sewing and mending. I wish Mamma would not have my dresses made with flounces.

You would still tear them, Fanny.

Yes, I suppose I should; well, I have pinned it up as well as I can; and now shall we go to Mamma; she is in her room, and Mason is so busy there, said Fanny, forgetting all about her frock. Do you know we are going to have such a grand dinner party to-night; mamma is to wear her pink silk dress, with black lace. I saw it on the bed; and such a lovely wreath beside it. How I do wish I was big enough to have one just like it!

And tear the flounce like this, replied Amy, laughing, and knocking at Mrs. Linchmores door.

Come in, Miss Neville; I am sorry to trouble you, but I heard from Fanny you were going out, and I wished to know if you would like to come down into the drawing-room this evening, after dinner, it is both Mr. Linchmores wish and mine that you should do so; moreover, we shall be glad to see you. The children will come and you could come down with them, if you like.

Thank you, but if I am allowed a choice, I would far rather remain away. I am so unaccustomed to strangers; still if you wish it I

No, you are to do just as you like in the matter, we shall be very glad to see you if you should alter your mind, and I hope you will. And now what news of Miss Tremlow? Is she really getting better, or still thinking of Goody Grey?

She sat up to-day for the first time, and is I think decidedly improving, but her nerves have been sadly shaken. Miss Bennet tried to persuade her to go downstairs to-day; but I really must say she had not strength for the exertion.

I miss Julia sadly this dull weather, and I wish she would think of others besides Miss Tremlow; she devotes nearly the whole day to her.



Is not her sister as merry and cheerful?

Anne is all very well, but thinks only of pleasing herself, she never helps entertain; you will scarcely see her in Miss Tremlows, or anybody elses sick room. And now if you are going out, I will not detain you any longer. Perhaps you will kindly look into the conservatory as you return, and bring me one or two flowers, and you, Fanny, can come with me, and taking Fannys hand she left the room, as Amy went to put on her bonnet.




CHAPTER VIII.

THE FLOWER.

I saw the light that made the glossy leaves
More glossy; the fair arm, the fairer cheek,
Warmed by the eye intent on its pursuit;
I saw the foot that, although half erect
From its grey slipper, could not lift her up
To what she wanted; I held down a branch
And gathered her some blossoms.

Landor.

Amy went for a walk in the grounds; there being plenty of time before the evening closed in, as Julia had purposely returned early. A solitary walk is not much calculated to raise and cheer the spirits, and Amys, though not naturally dull or sad, were anything but cheerful during her ramble. Miss Tremlows questions had recalled sad scenes and memories which she had tried to forget; but some things are never forgotten; out of sight or laid aside for a time they may be, until some accident, or circumstance slight and trivial perhaps in itself, recalls them; and then there they are as vivid and fresh as ever, holding the same place and clinging round the heart with the same weight and tightness as ever; until again they fade away into the shade; crossed out, as a pen does a wrong word, yet the writing is there, though faintly and imperfectly visible, whatever pains we take to erase it.

How Amys thoughts wandered as she walked along over the frosty ground! Time was when she had been as gay as Julia, and as light-hearted; but she began to think those were by-gone days, such as would never come again, or if they did, she would no longer be the same as before, and therefore would not enjoy them as she once had. Then she sighed over the past, and tried to picture to herself the future; tried, because very mercifully the future of our lives, the foreseeing things that may happen, is denied us. What a dark future it appeared! To be all her life going over the self-same tasks, the same dull routine day by day; her pupils might dislike their lessons, but how much more distasteful they were to her. What a dull, dreary path lay before her! She passed into the conservatory as these thoughts filled her heart. It was getting dusk, and entering hastily, she gathered a few flowers, and was turning on her way out, when she was attracted by a beautiful white Camellia, ranged amongst a number of plants rather higher up than she could reach. She stretched her arm over those below  in vain, the flower was beyond her still. She made a second attempt, when an arm was suddenly passed across her, and it was severed from its stem by some one at her side.

It was a thousand pities to have gathered it, said a tall, gentlemanly-looking man; but I saw you were determined to have it, and he picked up the flower, which had fallen, and held it for her acceptance.

Thank you, said Amy, nervously. He had startled her; his help had been so unexpected. She told him so.

You did not perceive me? and yet I am by no means so small as to be easily overlooked. I wish I could be sometimes; but I regret I frightened you.

Not exactly frightened; only, not seeing you or knowing you were there, it   and Amy stopped short.

Frightened you, said he, decidedly.

She did not contradict him. It was evident he did not intend she should, for he scarcely allowed her time to reply as he went on,

There is another bud left on the same plant. Will you have it? I will gather it in a moment.

Oh, no, by no means. Perhaps I ought not to have taken this; but John is not here to guide me; I am rather sorry I have it now.

Never mind; it is I who am the culprit, not you. Will you have the other? Say the word, and it is yours. It is a pity to leave it neglected here, now its companion is gone, and he moved towards the flower.

Indeed I would rather not. One will be quite enough for Mrs. Linchmore, and, besides, I have so many flowers now.

They are not for yourself, then? I could almost quarrel with you for culling them for anyone else.

I never wear flowers, replied Amy, somewhat chillingly, with a slight touch of hauteur, as she moved away.

But he would not have it so, and claimed her attention again.

Why do you pass over this sweet flower? just in your path, too; I do not know its name, I am so little of a gardener, but I am sure it would grace your bouquet; see what delicate white blossoms it has.

Yes it is very pretty, but I have enough flowers, thank you.

You will not surely refuse to accept it, and at the same moment he severed it from its stem. Will you give me the Camellia in exchange?

No. I would rather not have it.

It is a pity I gathered it, and he threw it on the ground, and made as though he would have crushed it with his foot.

Do not do that, said Amy hastily; give it to me, and I will place it with the other flowers in my bouquet.

But those flowers are for some one else, not for yourself. You said so; and I gathered this for you. Will you not have it?

You have no right to offer it, replied Amy, determined not to be conciliated, and I will only accept it on the terms I have said; if you will pull it to pieces I cannot help it.

No. I have not the heart to kill it so soon; I will keep it for some other fair lady less obdurate, and he opened the door to allow of her passing out. I suppose we are both going the same way, said he, overtaking her, notwithstanding she had hurried on.



I am going home, replied Amy, now obliged to slacken her steps, and hardly knowing whether to feel angry or not.

So am I; if by home you mean Brampton House. How cold it is! are you not very lightly clad for such inclement weather? The cold is intense.

This shawl is warmer than it looks. We feel it cold just leaving the conservatory; it was so very warm there.

True; but we shall soon get not only warm, but out of breath if we hurry on at this pace.

Amy smiled, and slackened her steps again. She felt she had been hurrying on very fast.

I think I saw you the day the Stricklands arrived?

Then as Amy looked at him enquiringly; he added, you were coming up the long walk with the children and helped Miss Tremlow upstairs when she was able to leave the library.

I did, replied Amy, but you? I do not remember you in the least. Oh! yes I do, you were at the horses heads. Yes, I remember quite well now; it was you who first ran forward as they came up at that headlong pace and stopped them. How stupid of me not to recollect you again.

Not at all. I scarcely expected you would.

Yes, but I ought to have, because out of the number of men collected you were the only one who led the way; the only one it seemed to me who had any presence of mind; there were plenty who followed, but none who took the lead. Amy was quite eloquent and at home with him now, and he smiled to himself as she went on. I had not patience with all those men, talking, screaming to one another, ordering here, calling there, none knowing what ought to be done, all talking at random as the horses dashed on, when suddenly you sprung from among them, the only one silent amongst all the noise; the horses were stopped; the carriage stood still; and the by-standers had nothing to do but cease talking, and follow the example you set them.



Really you will make me out a hero; I only did a very simple action. Amy was silent, she was afraid she had said too much. Do you know how Miss Tremlow is? continued he; poor lady, I fear she was seriously alarmed.

She was indeed, but is now getting better, and I hope will soon make her appearance downstairs.

I am not surprised she was frightened, my only wonder is the accident did not end more seriously. This Goody Grey, whoever she is, is greatly to blame; mad she undoubtedly must be, and I cannot understand Mr. Linchmores allowing her to go at large.

I believe she is quite harmless. I am going to see her some day; she lives in a cottage down in the wood yonder.

This was no harmless action, it looks like malice prepense, unless indeed they excited her anger unintentionally.

That is exactly what I have been thinking, and I intend finding out more about it when I see her.

I should be cautious how I went to see her; she may not be so harmless as you imagine. At all events do not go alone; I will accompany you with pleasure if you will allow me?

Thank you, I am not afraid. What harm could she do me? and as for her foretelling future events I simply do not believe it, and should pay little or no heed to anything she told, whether for good or ill, said Amy, laughing as they reached the Terrace, when, wishing him good-bye, she went in.

I hope you have had a pleasant walk with Miss Neville, Mr. Vavasour, said Anne Bennet, coming up just behind as Amy disappeared, Mr. Hall and I have been close to you nearly all the way home, but you were too busily engaged to perceive us.

I hope you also have had a pleasant walk. Have you been far? asked Mr. Vavasour, evading a direct answer.



An awful distance! answered her companion, evidently a clergyman, by the cut of his coat and white neck band.

You know nothing at all about it, exclaimed Anne, turning sharp round, or I am sure you would not call it far; why we only went across the fields round by the church and so home again. I thought you said you enjoyed it extremely?

I am ready to take another this moment if you like. What say you? shall we make a start of it?

No, decidedly not, it is too dark; but I will hold you to your word to-morrow. I know of a lovely walk; only three or four hedges to scramble through, but that is a mere nothing, you know. The view when we do reach the hill is charming, you can form no idea of it until you have seen it, and laughing merrily at Mr. Halls disconsolate look, Anne left him.

She peeped into the drawing-room; there was no one there but Mrs. Linchmore.



What all alone! wheres Julia? asked she abruptly.

I fancy in her own room, or with Miss Tremlow; she was here a few minutes ago, and was enquiring for you. Have you had a pleasant walk?

Oh! very. Everybody asks me that question, or insinuates it, so that I shall begin to imagine I have been in Paradise; here comes my Adam, added she sarcastically, as Mr. Hall entered, and really I can stand him no longer, the character of Eve is odious to me. I cannot play it out another moment, so leave it for you if you like to assume it.

Away went Anne, her anger or ill temper increasing as she went up the stairs. Flinging the door of their room wide open, and then closing it as sharply, she quite astonished Julia, who sat with her feet on the fender before the fire reading.

Shes a flirt, Mag! exclaimed she, throwing her hat on the table, and flinging herself into an arm chair, close to her sister. Yes, you need not look at me in that way; I say shes a flirt; I am certain of it!

Julia burst out laughing.

You may laugh as much as you like, it will not annoy me. I shall hold to that opinion as long as I live, and you may deny it as much as you please; but I shall still say shes a flirt. Nothing will convince me to the contrary, and now I think I have exhausted my rage a little; I felt at fever heat when I came in, said she, putting her hair off her face.

I cannot think what your rage is all about, Anne, said Julia. Of course she is a flirt, no one ever asserts otherwise; it makes me laugh to hear you go on; when not a soul, and least of all I, would take the trouble of contradicting you.

More shame to you then, that is all I can say, when you pretend to be so fond of her; I am sure I expected you to fly into a tremendous temper at my assertion of her being a flirt. If I had a friend I would stand up for her, no one should accuse her of sins in my presence.

I fond of her! well I think your walk has turned your head. I fond of Isabella, indeed! You must be mad, when I begged mamma to leave me at home, because I so much dislike her goings on.

Isabella! who talked of Isabella? I am sure I did not; I said as plain as possible, Miss Neville.

Miss Neville! she is no flirt, and never will be, said Julia decidedly.

Ah! there it is, I knew you would say so, although only a minute ago you said no one would take the trouble of contradicting me.

Neither shall I. You can hold a solitary opinion if you like.

Stuff and nonsense about solitary opinions! I shall just convince you.

You will never do that.

How can you tell, seeing I have not tried? but only listen to my story, and I am certain you will be convinced.



I am all attention, and Julia closed her book.

You must know then that after luncheon I asked Mr. Vavasour to chaperon me out walking, or rather I gave a hint he might go with me if he liked, and really I think it was the least he could do, considering Isabella being nowhere. I had devoted myself to him all the morning, and positively went so far as to fetch the paper knife for him; when whom should I find awaiting me when I came down dressed for walking, but that dreadful Mr. Hall, his best hat and coat on. I felt just mad with vexation, and should have given him an answer that would have sent him flying; only I fortunately caught sight of that Vavasours face at the window, watching our departure, with a smile at the corners of his mouth. I was in such a rage, but managed to wave him a smiling adieu, before I vented it out by walking my friend Hall through all the gaps in the hedges by way of finding short cuts; until he was in a thorough state of disgust and despair about his new coat, etc., and not anxious to take another walk in a hurry; when whom should I see in the distance, as we came home, but that wretch Vavasour and Miss Neville, laughing and talking together as thick as two peas. No wonder he would not go out with me, when he had a walk in perspective with her.

Do stop Anne, you have talked yourself quite out of breath; and have not convinced me either, for I still think you are wrong, and that most likely he met her accidentally in the grounds. I sent her out myself; she was very loath to go, so could not have promised to walk with anyone.

Accidental fiddlestick. I am a woman, and do you suppose I do not know a womans ways. They looked as if they had known one another for years; she must be a desperate flirt if they are only recently acquainted.

Perhaps they have met before. Suppose you ask her, instead of condemning her unheard.

What a goose you are, Julia! You will never make your way in the world. Ask, indeed! and be laughed at by both her and Mr. Vavasour for my pains. I have not patience with you, Mag.

I have not patience to listen to you; so I shall go on with my book, if you will let me.

No, I will not, Mag! I feel desperately annoyed, and will talk, whether you like it or no, because if I do not, I shall feel in a rage all the evening, and I am determined Mr. Vavasour shall not see how he has disgusted me.

I dare say he does not think about it. Had you asked him point blank, of course he would have walked with you; but most likely he never understood your hint.

Upon my word, Julia, you are Jobs comforter, and make me more vexed than ever. I feel inclined to do something desperate, and have half a mind to go down and torment that Mr. Hall afresh. I would if I thought I should find him in the drawing-room.

Dont, Anne; stay where you are, and do try and leave that unfortunate Mr. Hall alone. I am sure you tease his very life out, poor man! I do not believe he is quite so stupid as he looks, and expect he will turn round upon you some day.

I wish he would; there would be a little excitement in it; and as for teasing him, I am sure I do not care if I do. Men wear the very life out of us poor women.

Not all of them, Anne.

Yes, all of them; even Mr. Hall,  who is as simple as  as  I am sure I do not know anything half bad enough to compare him to  would tyrannise over a woman the moment he found out she loved him. Men are all alike in that respect. Even he has sense enough for that, or, rather, it is a mans nature, born in him, and he can no more get rid of it than he can fly.

You will change your opinion some day, Anne.

Never! If ever I fall in love, I shall make a fool of myself, as most women do, and be paid out the same; but my opinion will remain unaltered all the time I am allowing myself to be trodden on. But there, thank goodness, I am not in love, and not likely to be. My thraldom is far off, I hope. Besides, I am wiser than I was a few years back. A burnt child dreads the fire, Mag. They will find it a hard task to entice me into mischief. I like to pay them out. No retaliation provokes me.

Not Mr. Vavasours? laughed Julia.

Oh, Mag, said Anne, rising, how tiresome you are! You will be an old maid, I prophesy, you are so prosy, and then we will both live together and enjoy ourselves.

I do not look forward to any such lot, replied Julia. I should be miserable.

Then I will live by myself. No nephews or nieces, mind, to torment me. That would be anything but enjoyment. How slowly the time goes! I declare it is only five oclock. Just call me when it is time to dress, will you? and she walked across the room and threw herself on the bed, first throwing a large warm railway wrapper on the top.



There, said she, drawing it over her. I am perfectly comfortable, and intend forgetting that wretched Miss Neville and Vavasour in the arms of Somnus, so you can go on with your book, Mag.

She remained perfectly still for a few moments, then sitting bolt upright, and throwing off the shawl, she exclaimed,  

I have thought of a capital plan, Mag, of annoying that wretch, Vavasour. How glad I am I lay down; it might never have entered my head, sitting there by that cosy fire. Just watch his face, please, to-night, will you, towards the end of the evening? I say, Maggie, do you hear? or am I talking to a stone? Why dont you answer?

Yes, yes; I hear you, I thought you were asleep.

Then do not think any such thing until you hear me snore; and now, good-night, or rather good-bye, until six oclock. Just stir up the fire, it is awfully cold over here; do not forget we dine at seven, and I must have an hour to dress, as I intend making myself quite killing. And now for my bright idea again, and once more she drew the wrapper over her, and composed herself to sleep afresh.




CHAPTER IX.

WHAT BECAME OF THE FLOWER.

A true good man there was there of religion,
Pious and poor, the parson of a town:
But rich he was in holy thought and work;
And thereto a right holy man; a clerk
That Christs pure gospel would sincerely preach,
And his parishioners devoutly teach.
Benign he was, and wondrous diligent,
And in adversity full patient.

Tho holy in himself, and virtuous,
He still to sinful men was mild and piteous;
Not of reproach, imperious or malign;
But in his teaching soothing and benign.
To draw them on to heaven, by reason fair,
And good example was his daily care.
But were there one perverse and obstinate
Were he of lofty or of low estate,
Him would he sharply with reproof astound,
A better priest is nowhere to be found.

Chaucer.

Mrs. Linchmore was in the drawing-room, where she had been sitting ever since Anne went off so abruptly, leaving her with Mr. Vavasour and the curate.



The latter was awkward and ungainly; and we question much if he would have tyrannised over a wife: certainly not, unless some unforeseen event accidentally discovered to him that he might make a woman who loved also fear him, and jealous; this latter thought had never entered his head  perhaps it was to come.

As Mrs. Linchmore and Robert Vavasour sat chatting and laughing, he remained perfectly silent; sitting firmly upright in the chair he had drawn close by, his long legs drawn up under him, trying in vain to find an easy position for his hands; and those long arms, which he never seemed to know what to do with, they certainly were too long for his body, just like two sails of a windmill. He looked, as he sat, decidedly like a man who could be thoroughly and completely henpecked  notwithstanding the sometimes stern look on his brow  by any woman possessing only half the amount of Anne Bennets spirit; and she would not have been edified had she returned to the drawing-room as she threatened, and as no doubt Mr. Hall wished she would, for he looked thoroughly uncomfortable and out of place; evidently in the way of the two that sat there, who never addressed a single syllable to him, but left him totally unnoticed, he all the time wishing to join in the conversation, yet not knowing how to set about it.

In the pulpit he was a different creature altogether. No longer the timid, awkward curate, but, to all intents and purposes, a straightforward, honest man, unswerving in exhorting to the right, unshrinking in pointing out the wrong. There, his long, ungainly legs hidden, his face lighted up, as he warmed with his subject, he became decidedly handsome; even taken at his worst, he could never be called plain.

He was much liked in his parish, a small country village some few miles distant from Brampton; smiles and kindly words greeting him whenever he passed by the cottages; and such deep courtsies! A clergyman can generally tell by the latter the kind of estimation in which he is held by his parishioners. If liked, a deep courtesy and friendly voice speaks to him. If otherwise, a slight reverence and scarcely a good morrow is vouchsafed. Friendly voices always greeted Mr. Hall, even the children ran to the doors to make a courtesy, and glance half slyly at his pleasant, good humoured face.

Whether he had fallen in love with Anne or no, was not quite certain; if he had, she took the most sure way of curing him, by laughing at him, and turning him into ridicule; not from ill nature, but simply because she had nothing better to do, and found the time hung heavy on her hands. Not an idea had she that he was pained by it, or indeed perceived it; but there she was wrong; he did see it, and inwardly vowed each time it happened should be the last; yet somehow or other he would be sure soon again to find himself either next her at table, or by her side out walking, or told off as her partner in a round game; and so his vow was broken, and would have been had he made twenty such.

Strange it was, that being a clever, well-read man, his powers of conversation were so limited, but as long as those about him talked, he did not appear to think it necessary to exert himself to amuse others, so he passed as a dull, stupid, slow man.

Perhaps his silent, reserved habits had grown upon him imperceptibly, from living so much alone as he had done for the last five years, with only an elderly woman to look after his house, and act as housekeeper; and a boy to wait on him.

The conversation of the two near him had sunk almost to a whisper, it was so low; but they were mistaken if they suspected he was a listener. He was not; his thoughts were with Anne, wondering at the time she took in taking off her hat, and expecting every moment to see the door open.

What would he have said, had he known she was then sound asleep, with no thought for anyone in the whole world, least of all for him. Still his eyes kept wandering towards the door, and at length it did open, but it was Frances Strickland who came in and seated herself on a sofa just behind him.

You are doing nothing, Mr. Hall, said she presently, so do come here, I want my skein of wool held.

Mr. Hall did not like the dictatorial manner in which this was said; still, having no excuse to offer, he advanced.

Pray bring a chair and sit down. How can I wind it, with you towering above me in that way.

I am tired of sitting, replied Mr. Hall, mildly resenting this speech, so will stand if you will allow me.

I should never have supposed you tired of sitting, after the hedges I saw you scrambling through with Anne Bennet.

Mr. Hall coughed uncomfortably. I enjoyed my walk and am accustomed to the country. It would be well if all young ladies were as active as Miss Bennet.

Or as masculine, which?

The former, certainly. I see nothing of the latter about her, replied he rather decidedly.

How strange! Everybody else does. I suppose you will not attempt to deny she is a very fast girl.

I am not sufficiently acquainted with Miss Bennet to be able to form, or rather give an opinion as to her character; most young ladies of the present day are fast, and perhaps your friend is not an exception to the general rule.

Pray do not call her my friend. I am unlike the generality of girls in that respect, and am hand and glove with no one.

Do you mean you have no friend?

None, I am happy to say.

I pity you, Miss Strickland, replied Mr. Hall.

Reserve your commiseration, she said proudly, for those who require it. I should dislike having a friend even as active and fast as Miss Bennet, who, according to your idea, said Frances sarcastically, should have been born a grade lower in life; a housemaid for instance; no amount of hard work would have been too much for her.

She would have struggled bravely through it all, I make no doubt, replied he. I have no mean opinion of Miss Annes courage.

Or have worked herself into a consumption, and so become a heroine, as she appears to be already in your estimation. Pray take care, Mr. Hall, you have let half a dozen threads drop off your fingers. How excessively careless!

Yes. I do not understand holding it; excuse me, and he laid the tangled mass in her lap.

Was he as stupid as Anne pictured him; or would she, as Julia said, some day find out her mistake.

What hopeless confusion, Miss Strickland, said Mr. Vavasour, advancing a step, as he passed by. Is this your doing, Hall? and he laughed, while Francess eyes flashed with mortification and anger.

I am afraid so, replied he quietly. The fact is Miss Strickland enlisted my services, without making the least enquiry as to my capabilities, hence this unfortunate failure. But I have resigned the post I have filled so badly; will you take my place and do better?

I am very sorry to refuse, but I have promised to have a game of billiards with Strickland, and the times up, said he, looking at his watch. Many thanks to you all the same, my dear fellow, for making me the offer of such a Penelopes web to unravel. And he passed on. Mr. Hall followed.

Tiresome, abominable man! exclaimed Frances, gathering up the wool apparently hopelessly entangled, and advancing towards the fire where still sat Mrs. Linchmore. Is not that Mr. Hall too bad; just see what he has done  quite spoilt my skein.



How was it managed? asked Mrs. Linchmore carelessly.

I asked him to hold it; of course I ought to have known better, such a stupid creature as he is; his fingers are as awkward as his legs. I cannot think how it is you invite him here, unless it is to be in the way and make himself disagreeable; as in this instance.

Disagreeable! You are the first person, Frances, I ever heard apply that epithet to Mr. Hall; no one ever thinks of him, and had you left him alone, it would not have happened.

I know that; but I took compassion on him; you and Mr. Vavasour were so deeply engaged, she said maliciously; you never gave him a thought, and because I did, this is my thanks. I shall be wiser for the future.

As most people are. Learn wisdom, and yet commit foolish actions every day of their lives.

Perhaps I shall be different from most people, and she commenced trying to disentangle the wool.



A hopeless task, said Mrs. Linchmore, only waste of time and temper; better let it alone, there are plenty of wools upstairs in my work basket; I have no doubt Mason will find you a match for this, if you ask her, you are most welcome to any I have, and she took up the book she had laid down, as a hint to Frances she wished the conversation to end.

So at least Frances thought, and left her alone, after first putting away the wool in the sofa table drawer.

But Mrs. Linchmore did not read, she laid the book carelessly in her lap, and was soon, apparently, deep in thought, from which she was only aroused by her husbands entrance; drawing a half sigh at the interruption, she took up her book again, and gave no reply to his greeting.

I am afraid I have disturbed you, Isabella; you were dozing, were you not? or very nearly so.

Never mind. It is almost time to dress for dinner. She shut up the book, and was rising, when he said,



Do not move yet, Isabella; I came here to seek you; wishing to have a few moments conversation.

She looked at him enquiringly

I have been thinking it would be as well if you wrote and invited Mrs. Elrington to come and spend this Christmas with us.

Mrs. Elrington! cried she, in astonishment.

Yes, I think it would be the right thing to do; nay, I am sure of it, and wonder it has never struck either of us before.

It would be the last thing I should think of; as I am sure there is not the slightest use in asking her.

Why not?

She would never come; but would send a refusal, perhaps not couched in very civil terms.

I think you may be wrong. I hope so, at least. It is true she held aloof when we married, why, or wherefore, I never knew; and has continued estranged ever since; but surely her sending Miss Neville is a proof she might be conciliated; at all events, there can be no harm in attempting it.

She will never be conciliated, never! Besides, why should she be; you surely are not at all anxious about it?

She brought you up, Isabella; was as a mother to you when you lost your own; surely you are in her debt for that, and owe her some kindness for all she bestowed on you.

She has never taken the slightest notice of me during my ten years of married life; therefore, however deep my debt of gratitude, I consider it to have been cancelled after so much neglect and coldness.

But recollect the kindness that went before. You owe her some gratitude and kindly feeling for that; however misjudging, or mistaken, she may be; at least, I think so.

I cannot see it.

I am sorry you do not, Isabella, and that I have failed in convincing you; little as I know of Mrs. Elrington, continued he, rather decidedly, I cannot believe she, or indeed any woman, would bear malice so long, and not be anxious at some time during their life to make amends; it is unlike their nature; besides, she is no longer young, years are creeping on her slowly, but surely; depend upon it she will take the invitation kindly.

Never! said his wife again; she does not think herself in the wrong, and is so different from most women; she is sternness itself; and I hope, Robert, you will give up the idea of asking her.

I cannot do that. You know, Isabella, I never speak, or express a wish, unless I have fully considered the question at stake. It is my wish you should write, and I cannot but think the reply will be different from what you seem to expect.

Do not force me to write, Robert. It is disagreeable to me.

Force you! exclaimed he, in surprise. Certainly not; but I wish it, Isabella, most decidedly.

How can I write, or what can I say? when she has never addressed a line to me for such a length of time, or taken the slightest notice of me whatever, said she half pettishly, half mournfully, very different from Mrs. Linchmores usual haughty tone.

He looked half irresolute as he noticed it; her anger and coldness would only have made him more stern; but one symptom of softness melted him at once.

Isabella, dear, and he came near, and took her hand, I am sorry to have to ask you to do anything disagreeable, and what is evidently so painful to you; you will forgive me, dear one, will you not?

But she looked up coldly in his face, and drawing away her hand, returned not the pressure of his; and his irresolution faded away while he said,



You must not forget, Isabella, she opened a correspondence with you, after her long neglect and silence, and sent us Miss Neville; surely that was a sign her coldness was giving way.

She heard we wanted a governess through Mrs. Murchison. I never had a line from her on the subject; our correspondence was carried on entirely through a third person, from first to last.

You forget the letter she wrote when Miss Neville came?

No; I remember that perfectly. A very cold, stiff letter, I thought it.

A very cold one, certainly. Well, perhaps it would be better I should write; I will if you wish it; I am quite decided in my opinion that one of us ought to do so.

No, no, by no means, replied Mrs. Linchmore, hurriedly. I will do as you like about it; and write to-morrow morning, since you think I ought, and you wish it so much.

Thank you, Isabella. He stooped down over her again, and kissed her forehead; but she received it coldly as before, her face half averted. I fear, he added, it will give you pain; but it is right.

Pain! He little knows or even guesses how much, said Mrs. Linchmore half aloud when he was gone, or how much misery he has raked up during the one short half-hour he has been here. I wish he had never come; or rather never thought about the invitation.

With a sigh she arose slowly, and went to dress for dinner. To be gay and light, with a secret woe gnawing and tearing at her heart strings.

Seated at the glass, Mason brushing and plaiting her hair, the book still in her hand, apparently Mrs. Linchmore read, but it was not so; her thoughts wandered; several times she turned back the pages, and re-read what had gone before.

Presently Amy came in, bringing the flowers she had gathered.

Come in, Miss Neville. What a lovely bouquet you have brought me. I hope you have changed your mind about coming down this evening, and that we are to have the pleasure of seeing you after all.

No indeed, Mrs. Linchmore, I have not. I should much prefer remaining away, unless, as I said before, you particularly wish me to go down.

No, you must please yourself entirely, and do just as you like. But I think Mr. Linchmore will be disappointed if you do not. He wished it; as he said you must find it so especially dull all alone by yourself.

I do not, I assure you; and have several letters to write to go by to-morrows post. I am glad you like the flowers Mrs. Linchmore, and she laid them on the table with the Camellia.

Thank you. How beautifully you have arranged them! But the Camellia, why not place it with the rest?

I thought you would wear it in your hair as you did the other evening. Is it not beautiful? so purely white.



Mason has taken out this Italian spray, and she took up an elegant silver ornament of Maltese work, but I do not intend wearing it, neither can I this lovely Camellia; kindly place it amongst the other flowers you have arranged so nicely, and she gave the bouquet into Amys hand.

What a thousand pities, Maam! said Mason. It would look beautiful; far better than the ornament.

Tastes differ, replied her mistress. Thank you, Miss Neville, that will do very nicely; I thought, or rather feared, you would have to take the bouquet to pieces, but you have managed it admirably.

I had not secured the flowers so very tightly, or perhaps the string had become loose.

How tiresome the weather is, keeping so very cold; everyone seems out of temper with it, and must find Brampton especially dull. I am sure I scarcely know what to suggest as an amusement by way of novelty. Can you think of anything, Miss Neville? for I have exhausted all my ideas.



I cannot imagine how any one can find it dull here, replied Amy, so many to talk to, and so much to do.

Everyone is not so easily satisfied. I am quite weary of it, and think I must give a ball. That will afford a little excitement for some time to come, and please everybody except Mr. Hall; and he can go and look after his parishioners for that day.

Mason had now finished the last plait, and inquired what ornament her mistress intended wearing in her hair, as she must arrange it accordingly.

Mrs. Linchmore turned to Amy.

Would you kindly bring the flowers on my work table yonder? and Mason wind the plaits round my head so as to hang rather low.

Amy crossed the room, and took the flower out of the tumbler. Could it be possible? She examined it closely. Yes, there was no mistaking it. It was the self-same spray Mr. Vavasour had gathered, and offered her an hour or two before; there were the delicate white blossoms he had so admired. A beautiful little flower, or rather spray, it was; but too small, too insignificant to be worn in that rich dark hair.

An unconscious smile hovered on her lips as she returned and gave it to Mason, who turned up her eyes on beholding it. That miserable little piece of green and white to adorn the plaits she had arranged? It was not worthy of a place there, but Mason dared not say so; she merely ventured on the enquiry as to whether Miss Neville had brought the right flower.

Certainly, was the reply. Place it on the left side, and almost as low down as the hair itself.

But Mason was cross, and pinned it in badly, she would not understand Mrs. Linchmores directions.

What are you doing! Mason; I never knew you so awkward. How badly you have arranged it; not in the least as I like.

Mrs. Linchmore wishes the spray to hang a little lower, suggested Amy.



Perhaps, Miss Neville, you will very kindly pin it; as Mason seems to be so excessively stupid.

I never pinned in such a flower before Maam, replied Mason, shrugging her shoulders, while she made way for Amy to take her place, who soon arranged it to Mrs. Linchmores satisfaction.

The dress was put on, its rich silk folds falling round her graceful figure. Her dark hair, almost throwing the black lace trimmings into the shade, wound round her small head in thick bands. Very beautiful she looked; and so Amy thought, as she stood gazing at her, while Mason fastened the bracelets round the fair white arms, and drew a shawl round the still fairer shoulders.

You will find it cold, Maam, going down the corridor and stairs.

I dare say. Good night, Miss Neville. I regret we are not to have the pleasure of seeing you, and with a proud, firm step, Mrs. Linchmore went out.



Would she have entered the drawing room so haughtily, had she known she was wearing a flower that had been offered; nay, gathered for her governess! The room was a blaze of light, as with a proud, yet graceful step, a slight, haughty movement, perceptible about the small beautiful head, Mrs. Linchmore bowed, and shook hands with her guests.

Even in that shake there was haughtiness. It was no cordial grasp of the hand, but a slight, very slight pressure, as the small taper fingers met yours, and they were withdrawn, while a smile just curled the corner of the lips, and she passed on; each tiny foot firmly, gracefully, yet proudly planted on the ground: the same mocking smile, the same haughty bend repeated, ere, gathering the rich silk dress in one hand, and dropping at the same moment the splendid Cashmere that had partially concealed her beautiful figure, she leant back, as if tired of the exertion, amongst the soft crimson cushions of the sofa.



What a beautiful, cold-hearted creature she is, thought Robert Vavasour, as he watched her.

What airs she gives herself, muttered Sotto Voce, a rather pretty woman, and a neighbour, coming in as if she were an Empress, after we have all been assembled here the last ten minutes! For my part, I wonder she condescends to come at all.

How fortunate it is opinions differ, as well as tastes; but I am not so sure this lady was singular in hers; certain I am, it would not have caused Mrs. Linchmore one moments uneasiness; she did not care a straw what women thought of either her pride or her looks; she knew well that by far the greater number envied her, therefore she could afford to laugh at such speeches; but it was a rule with her  perhaps a studied one  not to make her appearance until nearly all her guests were assembled.

She was never, even when an invited guest, early, but always amongst the late comers; never actually unpunctual, but generally last, when she would walk in as she had done now, haughty and graceful, the perfection of ease in every slow and measured movement, totally unmindful of, or apparently careless and unconcerned at the glances of admiration or the many eyes bent on her as she passed.

Few could have entered a room filled with company so calmly and gracefully, with the lady stamped in every step she took, every turn of the head, every bend of the swan-like throat, or easy, graceful figure: the pretty neighbour might have practised it for hours  nay, days, and failed. It was innate in Mrs. Linchmore: it was impossible to conceive her doing anything awkwardly, or out of place. Even now, as she leant amongst the soft cushions, she was grace itself; while a lady near, sat stiffly upright, looking most uncomfortable, though the self-same cushions were behind and around her, inviting to repose and ease.

My flower is highly honoured, said Robert Vavasour, as he drew near, and partly leant over the back of the sofa.

Your flower! exclaimed Mrs. Linchmore, with a well-acted glance of astonishment.

It is scarcely worthy of a place amongst those rich dark braids, added he, softly.

Ah, yes, replied she, raising her hand to her head, I had quite forgotten all about it. It is a lovely spray.

It would have looked better in the bouquet. Those braids require no addition to set them off.

So Miss Neville said when she pinned it in. I am sorry she has done it awkwardly, and that it does not please you, said she carelessly, It is too late to remedy the defect now.

Defect, said he, rather hastily, the word is unwisely chosen; it is impossible to find fault. The only defect, since you will it so, is the unworthiness of the flower itself.

Do you condemn my poor bouquet also?

It is exquisite, he said, taking it from her hand, and a great deal of taste displayed in its arrangement; the colours harmonize so well. The flowers are lovely.

I suppose they are lovely; everything that costs money is. I used to be just as well pleased once with the wild flowers growing in the hedges. Take care, Mr. Vavasour, you will crush my poor Camellia. See, it has fallen at your feet.

Not for worlds! replied he, stooping and raising it from the ground; how loosely it was tied in; see, the stem is not broken, but has been cleverly fastened with a piece of thread. I may keep it, may I not? asked he, as she stretched out her hand for it.

It is not worth the keeping.

Say not so, for I prize it highly. Is it to be mine?

Yes, if you wish it, replied Mrs. Linchmore, with a faint attempt at a smile, while the thought flashed across her mind that she wished she had thrown his flower away.

Then she rose and led the way in to dinner, anything but pleased with the result of her conversation either with Robert Vavasour or her husband, and it required a great effort on her part to fulfil her character of hostess for that evening; and many noticed how far more haughty she was than usual, and how absent and at random the answers she gave.

So I have the Camellia at last, thought Mr. Vavasour, and Miss Neville pinned in the flower I gathered, which she refused to accept; well, strange things happen sometimes; I am certain she never foresaw this.

And he too moved away and followed his hostess.




CHAPTER X.

A PASSING GLANCE.

And what is life?  An hour glass on the run,
A mist retreating from the morning sun,
A busy, bustling, still-repeated dream,
Its length?  A minutes pause, a moments thought;
And happiness?  A bubble on the stream,
That, in the act of seizing, shrinks to naught.
What is vain hope?  the puffing gale of morn,
That robs each flowret of its gem,  and dies;
A cobweb, hiding disappointments thorn,
Which stings more keenly through the thin disguise.

John Clare.

The eight oclock train came whizzing and puffing into the Standale station; Standale was a large town about ten miles distant from Brampton, and the nearest railway station to the Park. Charles Linchmore had barely time to step on to the platform, ere it was off again and out of sight, puffing as hard and fast as ever.

Tom has sent me a horse? questioned he of the porter.

Yes, Sir. Waiting for you the last ten minutes, Sir.

Charles Linchmore passed out, and was soon wending his way along the road to Brampton Park. The moon had not yet risen, and owing to the slippery state of the roads, on account of the heavy fall of snow and recent frost, he rode on leisurely enough.

Come along, Bob, said he to a shaggy Scotch terrier, who kept close to the hind legs of the horse; come along, old fellow, Id give you a run after your pent-up journey, only the roads are so confoundedly slippery, and her majesty is determined to hide herself behind the clouds to-night.

The dog wagged his tail as though he understood his master, and kept on as before. He was not much of a companion, but what with an occasional puff at his cigar, and talk to his dog, Charles Linchmore went on comfortably enough. As the smoke curled about his handsome mouth, his thoughts wandered. What were they doing at the Hall? Was Miss Neville still there, or absent as when he last paid his visit? and if there, had any of the numerous visitors found out what a nice girl she was?

Of course they think her pretty, of that there can be no doubt, thought he, and I dare say she has found it out too by this time, and gives herself airs; unless such an example as my brothers wife before her eyes gives her timely warning, and she steers on another tack. Theres no being up to the girls now-a-days; as to prying into their hearts its impossible, and not to be imagined for a moment; they are growing too deep for us men, and beat us out-and-out in deceit and manœuvring.

She has magnificent hair, thought he after a pause, I suppose its all her own  just the colour I like, though she has a ridiculous fashion of binding it up about her head. Perhaps she thinks it makes her look like a Madonna; here he took a long puff at his cigar. Well, I could not fall in love with a Madonna, its not my style, and I do not think she is like one either; an angels eyes dont flash like hers do sometimes. Perhaps Robert thinks his wife an angel, there is no accounting for tastes, but if Miss Neville has grown one iota like her, Ill here he paused again, Ill have a flirtation with her, and  and then go back to my regiment.

The idea made him savage, and throwing away his cigar, he halted until the groom who rode behind came up.

You can ride on, home, Tom, I dont want you, said he, and then he listened to the clatter of the horses hoofs on the hard frosty ground, until they faded away in the distance out of hearing.

We are all selfish, mused he, that man would have ridden more slowly and carefully had it been his own horse. I dare say though, I am just as selfish if I only knew it.

He lit another cigar, and rode on some miles without interruption, until stopped by the Brampton Turnpike Gate.



Hulloa! called he.

But no notice was taken of his repeated shouts, although a faint gleam of light shone partly across the road from a slight crack in one of the shutters, showing that some of the inmates were at least awake.

Confound the fellow! muttered Charles as he called again.

When the door suddenly opened, and the figure of a man stood in the doorway.

I tell yer I can undo it very well myself, and will too, so just stand fast, said he in a thick voice, to somebody inside the cottage, while and with anything but a steady gait he managed somehow between a shuffle and scramble to get over the one step of the cottage,  lifting his legs at the same time, as if the steps was so many feet, instead of inches high,  and reach the gate. Here, steadying himself by leaning both arms across the top, he looked up to where Charles Linchmore stood.

I say young, man! exclaimed he. What do yer mean by hollering and bawling in that way? Havnt yer any patience. If yere in sich a mortal hurry, why dont yer take and jump the gate? Eh!

Open the gate, you blockhead, or I will make you, exclaimed Charles, angrily.

Speak civil, cant yer? I aint going to open the gate with them words for my pains.

Just then the moon emerged from behind a cloud, and shone full on Charles Linchmores face. The man recognised him in a moment, notwithstanding his tipsy state.

In course, Sir, Ill open, who says I shant? Bless yer sir, Ill open it as wide as ever hell go. Dang me! if I can though, muttered he, as he fumbled at the fastening.

Bring a lanthorn, Jem, cant yer, called he, turning his face towards the cottage, the door of which still remained open. Bring a light; yer was mighty anxious just now to come out when yer wasnt wanted, and now yer are, yer dont care to show yer face.

He had scarcely finished speaking when another man emerged from the cottage, a hand was placed on the lock, and with a clatter the gate swung back to the other side of the road.

Ive half a mind to give you a sound horsewhipping, said Charles, passing through, followed by Bob, the latter venting his displeasure in a low suppressed growl, but I hope your wife will save me the trouble, so I shall reserve it for some future opportunity.

Thank yer Sir. She takes to it kindly she do, and dont want no swading.

I hope she will give you an extra dose of it at all events, said Charles. Is that you, Grant? he added, addressing the other man. Its scarcely safe for you to be out so late, is it?

Youve heard all about the trial then, Sir? questioned Grant.

I read an account of it in the papers, and was sorry enough for poor Tom.

Most everybody was Sir, and the parson gave us a fine discourse the Sunday after his funeral; but somehow preaching dont heal a broken heart, and Susan do take on awful at times; she havent forgotten him, and its my belief never will.

Poor thing! Her husbands was a sudden and sad death, shot down like a dog by the poachers. The gang are still prowling about, so they say.

Yes, Sir, and will do more mischief yet, theyre a bad, desperate set, the lot thats here this year.

I suppose you are keeping this man company, or looking after him in his drunken state. You would scarcely be going home alone at this late hour of the evening?

No, Sir. I am going home. Ive been up to the Hall, and stayed there longer than I ought.

It is too late a great deal for you to be out, and the whole country round about swarming with poachers.

True, Sir. But I shant go before my time

Nonsense! interrupted Charles. Come, I tell you what; Ill see you home, I have nothing better to do; but first get that man safely housed somewhere, do not leave him out here to be run over.

Oh! Ill soon settle him, sir.

And while Charles Linchmore struck a light and lit another cigar, Grant went once more into the cottage.

Opening a door, he called up the stairs, Mrs. Marks! Heres your husband. Ive brought him home rather unsteady on his pins; youd better come down and see after him at once afore he gets into mischief.

He is! Is he? screamed a shrill voice from the top. I expected as much. I warrant Ill soon make him steady again!

With which satisfactory reply Grant rejoined Charles Linchmore, and they left the pikeman singing a drunken song, and vainly trying to shut the gate, the opening of which had previously so baffled his endeavours.

Turning off the high road, they struck into a side path or narrow lane, the tall hedges towering above them on either side, while here and there a tree loomed like a giant overhead.

So you have been gossiping up at the Hall, Grant? began Charles, encouraging his companion to talk.

Yes, Sir; and a sight of company there is there now; not a man or maid able or willing to talk to you; so its not much in the way of a gossip Ive had. No, sir, I went to see my daughter Mary, but she was busy with the young ladies, getting them ready for a big dinner. Sich a sight of carriages in the yard, and the dogs barking like mad. Youd scarce know the place again, Sir. Its so changed.

Im glad of it. It used to be as dull as ditch water.

Lord love ye, Sir! You wont find it dull or lonesome now. Why afore the frost set in, the roads were all alive with ladies and gentlemen riding over them. Matthew the Pikeman hadnt no time scarce to eat his victuals, let alone take a drop. So theres some excuse, Sir, for him getting muddled a bit now, and he didnt forsee the party up at the Hall to-night.

I see, replied Charles, smiling, he was overworked, poor man, Ive no doubt it is so.

Well, as to that Sir, I cant say hes got much to worry himself about on that score. His wife says hes an idle dog; but then thats her way, she never says hes over-burthened with brains.

A vixen, eh? Its a good thing all women dont resemble Mrs. Marks.

Yes, Sir, it is. Which same is a comfort if youre thinking of taking a wife; I ask your pardon, Sir, for being so bold.

I Grant! I take a wife! That is anything but a sensible speech of yours, and requires a great deal of thought.

Well, Sir, I dare say when your time comes, youll get one asll suit you, as Mrs. Marks suits her husband, hed be nothing without her, and though he brags and bullies about awful behind her back, hes like a tame cat afore her. To every word he gives, she lets fly more than a dozen. Its my belief shed talk any man dumb in half an hour.

A pleasant life for Marks, upon my soul! I no longer wonder he frequents the public house.

He dont go there often, Sir, dont think it. No, he most allays manages to go on the sly, and it aint so easy to scape her eyes. Sometimes when he thinks shes safe at the wash-tub, he sneaks off; but he darnt for the life of him go on if he hears her voice calling out after him behind. Then hes forced to turn tail, and go back home with it tween his legs, with scarce even a growl. But it grees with him, he dont get so very thin; most others would be worn to skin and bone afore this. And now Im in sight of the cottage, sir, so I neednt trouble you to come any further, and Im much beholden to you, Sir, for coming so far.

But Charles Linchmore saw him safe to the door, then turned his horses head once more towards the Hall.



This time he had not long to wait at the Turnpike Gate. It was swung open by a tall, bony, masculine looking woman,  apparently quite a match for the thin, spare Pikeman  who wished him good night in a loud, shrill voice.

Mrs. Marks, thought Charles. Her voice sounds hoarse, as though she had been pitching into that unfortunate husband of hers pretty considerably. I hope theres no second Mrs. M. to be had, or reserved for me, as Grant half hinted, in some snug corner.

As he entered the Lodge gate, he wondered if Miss Neville had joined the guests at dinner; who had taken her in, sat next her, and talked to her; and whether he should find her the centre of an admiring circle, or flirting in some snuggery, or on the causeuse, where he had had such a desperate flirtation with his cousin, Frances Strickland, only a year ago.

But he had scarcely taken half-a-dozen steps in the Hall, before he saw her standing at the further end, by the large roaring Christmas fire.



He crossed at once to where she was; holding out his hand cordially, forgetting in a moment all his savage thoughts and suspicions.

Good evening, Miss Neville. You have not forgotten an old friend?

Amy gave him her hand, but not quite so eagerly as it was clasped in those strong fingers of his.

The sight of the fire is quite cheering. I am half frozen with the cold, continued he, drawing nearer to it.

It is a bleak drive from the station; and I always fancy colder on that road than any other.

I rode it; and should have been warm enough if the frosty roads would have allowed of a gallop. I met Grant, the head Keeper, as I came along, and saw him home; it was too late for him to be out alone, and a price set on his head by those cowardly ruffians, the poachers.

You heard about the fight then. What a sad affair it was from beginning to end. It has made us all nervous and fearful for Grant, as he gave the principal evidence against the unfortunate man who was hung; and they have vowed to be revenged on him; but Mr. Linchmore has doubled the number of Keepers nearly, so we hope that will intimidate them.

I hope it may; and now suppose we talk about something more lively; the dinner for instance. How many people are here?

About thirty altogether. But they have all left the dining-room now some little time. You are late.

I meant to be. I hate dinners, he said crossly, half inclined to be out of temper again, as of course she must be waiting for somebody out there; otherwise why all alone?

Here Bob, said he aloud, heres room for you, old fellow; come and warm your toes. Hes no beauty, Miss Neville, is he? and he glanced inquiringly in her face. Would she think him a horror, as his Cousin Frances had done?

Decidedly not, replied Amy, but I like dogs.



I am glad of it. I am very fond of Bob, I believe he is the only creature who cares for me. By-the-by how is my sisters fat pet? Poor beast, what a specimen of a dog he is! Bob and he never got on well together.

He is as asthmatic as ever, and has not had a fit for an age. I cannot say what the sight of your dog may do, especially if he turns the right side of his face towards him.

Yes. That eye is certainly rather so-so; and the lip uncomfortably short; but I am proud of those marks, and so is he; they are most honourable wounds, and show he has borne the brunt of many a battle without flinching.

While Amy and he both laughed, Frances Strickland came into the hall. She glanced at the two in surprise, and stood for a moment irresolute. Once she made as though she would have gone towards them, then turning, went swiftly into the music-room; came back as softly, and with another look re-entered the drawing-room.

Closing the door, her eyes wandered restlessly until they fixed their gaze on Mrs. Linchmore, who, seated on the music stool, was carelessly turning the pages of a book, while two or three young men seemed eagerly proffering their services, or selecting from among a number of songs the one she was to sing.

An expression of disappointment flitted over Frances face while going towards the piano. One of the gentlemen had just moved away to another part of the room. So laying down the music she held in her hand, she advanced towards the vacant seat, and had nearly secured it, when it was filled by another, just as Mrs. Linchmore began one of the airs from Lurline.

Again that vexed, baffled look, with a dimly perceptible frown. As she turned away, Anne Bennet rose and seated herself by Julia.

Look at Frances, Maggie, whispered she, and tell me what you see in her face.

What should I see? laughed Julia, but pride. I have never been able to find any other expression.



Then you are a greater simpleton than I; and if I had the stick the fool gave to the king on his death bed, you should have it; for I see a great deal more.

Wise sister Anne. What do you see?

An angry, spiteful, vexed look; as if she had seen a ghost in the music-room, where I know she went just now.

Nonsense! Even if she had it would not frighten her, she would think it had only made its appearance to fall down and worship her; and would spurn it with her foot.

I am certain she saw something out there, and I am determined to see what it was.

Of course, said Julia demurely, and here comes Mr. Hall to help you.

Always coming when he is not wanted, exclaimed Anne crossly. I shall not say a word to him; or if I do, I will be abominably rude.

Quite unconscious of what was awaiting him Mr. Hall advanced, and said good humouredly,

I have been thinking Miss Anne, where we shall go to-morrow for the walk you have so kindly threatened me with.

It will most likely pour in torrents, replied she.

I do not anticipate it, the glass is rising, so there is every prospect of our walk coming off; and if I might be allowed to choose, I know of a very lovely one, even in winter time.

That is impossible, said she sharply, everything looks cold and bleak.

Not while the snow remains in the branches of the trees; even then the Oak Glen can never look ugly; the large rocks prevent that.

The Oak Glen! Oh, pray do not trouble yourself to take me there; I will lead you blind-fold. That will settle him, thought she.

But no, Mr. Hall was not to be defeated in that style, and went on again quite unconcernedly.

You have sketched it, perhaps. It would make a lovely painting.

I do not paint; that is to say only caricatures of people that make themselves ridiculous. That must finish him, thought she, as Julia gave her dress a slight pull.

But Mr. Hall had not the slightest idea of leaving, and seemed as though he heard not; and quite out of temper Anne said;

What are you pulling at my dress for, Julia? I think she has a secret to tell me Mr. Hall, so you really must go away.

I dare say it will keep until to-morrow, replied the impenetrable Mr. Hall; young ladies never have any very serious secrets.

You are quite right, Mr. Hall, said Julia, my secret will keep very well until to-morrow.

What a wretch he is! thought Anne, tapping her tiny foot impatiently on the ground; Isabella will have finished that song soon, and then it will be too late. How tiresome I cannot get rid of him, when every moment is so precious.

Mr. Hall, said she aloud, If Julias secret will keep, mine will not; and since you are determined to remain here, why you must be a sharer in it; there is no help for it.



By all means, replied he, coolly, I am all attention.

You will only hear part of it; but men are so curious, I dare say you will soon ferret out the rest. Can I trust you?

Of course. It is only the fair sex that are not to be trusted.

I have no time to quarrel with you, or I would resent such a rude speech. Now will you attend, please. I am going to ask you to help me  that is if you will.

Certainly I will. I am all attention.

I am desirous of leaving the room without Miss Stricklands knowledge; can you help me to manage it?

Is that all? You shall see.

He went over to where Frances still stood by the piano; with huge, ungainly strides, as though a newly ploughed field was under his feet, instead of the soft velvet carpet.

What an awkward bear he is! said Anne to her sister, as she watched him; I shall give him a hint to get drilled, or become a volunteer parson, he would be sure to shoot himself the very first time he handled a rifle; do only look at him Mag, he is like a large tub rolling along.

Do not abuse him Anne, see how quickly he has done what you wished; I am sure he deserves praise for that.

I wish he always would do what I wish; and then I should not be tormented with him so often, replied Anne.




CHAPTER XI.

THE MEETING IN THE SCHOOL-ROOM.

Thus, when I felt the force of love,
When all the passion filld my breast,  
When, trembling, with the storm I strove,
And prayd, but vainly prayd, for rest;
Twas tempest all, a dreadful strife
For ease, for joy, for more than life:
Twas every hour to groan and sigh
In grief, in fear, in jealousy.

Crabbe.

Frances did not look very well pleased when she saw Mr. Hall advancing; in fact turned away her head almost rudely, so that any very timid man would have taken the hint and retreated.

But Mr. Hall, however simple he looked, was not timid; he had a way of always carrying his point. That strong unflinching will of his would have subdued a much more formidable enemy than a proud, weak woman. I say weak, because when a woman gives way to or does not strive against any besetting sin, she lays herself open to attack, and is easily wounded when that most palpable fault is assailed. So it was with Frances.

Her mother and Mrs. Bennet were sisters, the first had married a rich merchant, the other a comparatively poor man, whose five daughters did not conduce to enrich him, however much they might his family fireside. Mrs. Linchmores mother was an elder sister, she had died young leaving her only child to the care, as has been seen, of Mrs. Elrington. Frances and Mrs. Linchmore somewhat resembled one another. The same haughty look, and at times, scornful expression appeared in both, but with this difference, that the former could command hers at will almost, while the latter was either not so well versed in the art of concealment or scorned to use means to prevent its being visible.



They were both rich. Riches do not of necessity bring pride, although they in a great measure foster and increase it. They make the seeds bear fruit which otherwise would remain dormant for ever, and Frances being an only daughter had been early taught to believe she was a magnet, towards which all hearts would turn, and that wealth was necessary to happiness, while her cousins the Bennets were quoted as examples of poverty, until she thoroughly learnt to despise and pity them, believing in her ignorance that they and all must envy her and her parents wealth.

Mr. Hall, in her ideas, was a poor simpleton almost beneath her regard, and she would have taken no notice of him had it not been for his admiration of Anne. She could not bear another should receive worship while she was present. He was simply a being to be made useful, as in the instance of the skein of wool; though that little episode had in some slight measure induced her to think he was not quite such a Simon Pure as he looked, and although Mr. Hall on this occasion really exerted himself to be agreeable, the tangled mass lying in the sofa table drawer, was too recent an injury to be easily forgotten; and he only received monosyllables in reply to his remarks.

But he was not to be defeated. Anne had asked him to help her, and help her he would; so notwithstanding Frances ungraciousness he talked on, and so engrossed her attention that he soon had the satisfaction of watching Annes unobserved escape from the room, and of thinking that perhaps she would like him a little better for his clever management.

Alas! Anne had far too much curiosity to think of anything but gratifying that. Until that had been satisfied not a thought had she for anything else. Her inquisitiveness was as great almost as Frances pride. There never was a plot concocted at home, or a pleasure planned as a surprise for her, but she had found out all about it before it was in a fair way of completion. Her sisters were constantly foreboding scrapes and troubles for her, but nothing as in this instance daunted her. She would not be baffled. She guessed from Frances face that something had annoyed her; that trouble was in consequence in store for some one, and she was resolved to find out what that something was.

As she stood outside in the hall, she saw at a glance Frances ghosts, and ever impulsive, was beside them in a moment.

Good evening, Charles. There are at least a dozen cousins in there, and she pointed in the direction of the drawing-room, waiting to say the same to you.

Then let them wait, until I have warned and nerved myself to encounter such an immense array of females.

Most men would have been roasted in less time; but you have had very pleasant company, and she glanced at Amy, to perform your deed of martyrdom in.

I had a cold ride, replied he drily, and only arrived a short time ago from the Brampton Station.

In these fast days even the clocks are somehow in the fashion, and go faster than they did formerly. I remember when I used to think half-an-hour an awful long time to wait for anybody, and I suspect Mrs. Linchmores patience is fast evaporating.

Nonsense! How should she know I have arrived?

Because all ill news travels fast.

Do not be surprised, Miss Neville, said Charles, apologetically, at any thing you hear fall from Miss Bennets lips, she is  , he hesitated a moment, rather peculiar.

Annes laugh rang loud and clear through the hall; then coming close beside him, and standing on tiptoe, she whispered a few words in his ear, evidently by the sudden start he gave and the quick flush that succeeded it, something that annoyed him; for while Anne still laughed he wished Miss Neville good-night, and, whistling to his dog, went away upstairs.



Then Anne no longer laughed, but with a sigh turned suddenly to Miss Neville, and as she did so caught sight of Mr. Halls face at the half-open drawing-room door.

Is it possible! exclaimed she, that I caught sight of Mr. Halls ugly phiz peeping through the door?

Yes; he was there not long ago; at least I saw him when you were whispering to Mr. Linchmore.

Upon my word, I am losing all patience with that man. How I do wish Charles had been a little more cousinly; how astonished he would have been, and what a lecture he would have read me. Keep a secret, indeed! Not he. Why he is a thousand times worse that I. Good-bye, Miss Neville, I am sorry to have interrupted your cosy chat, but I could not possibly help it; you will forgive me, wont you.

Amy told her there was nothing to forgive. That she had promised the children she would take them upstairs, and was merely waiting for them.



Then do not wait any longer, Anne said, but take my advice, go to bed, and send Mary. You do not know Mrs. Linchmore as well as I do, she is peculiar in some things; and  now do not be angry  but I doubt if she would like your being here. And without waiting to see the effect of her speech, Anne went off.

You cannot keep a secret, Mr. Hall, said she, stumbling upon him as she entered the drawing-room. I have tried you, and you are not to be trusted in the very slightest.

You forget, Miss Anne, you did not trust me, otherwise

You would not have peeped, she said, finishing the sentence.

True. I should not.

But a secret is no secret when it is entrusted to a multitude. If you have found out mine  which, mind, I doubt  do not divulge it.

Ten minutes later Mrs. Linchmore herself left the room with the children, and Anne again enlisted Mr. Halls services, asking him to see if Miss Neville was in the Hall. Do not trouble to come and tell me, I do not wish it; but just shake your head, or nod as the case may be, yes or no; I shall understand you.

I have found it all out, Mag, said she, crossing the room as Mr. Hall disappeared; and with no little pride Anne once more seated herself in the still vacant chair.

I do not doubt you, Anne. Was it worth the trouble?

I should think so. There would have been a flame before now, the train was laid and the match all ready, but before it could be set fire to I dispersed it. So you see curiosity is not always a fault, but in some instances praiseworthy.

Julia laughed. What reasoning, she said.

It is sound, good reasoning though, Mag; and now do tell me if Mr. Hall is in the room?

Yes, and looking at you, Anne.

This should have satisfied her, and she should have given Mr. Hall the chance of making the promised signal; but no, she could not resist the pleasure of tormenting him a little, so went on talking to her sister and giving no heed.

Presently, a few minutes later, she again asked, What is Mr. Hall doing Mag? Has he left off looking in this direction?

No, he is still looking, replied Julia, laughing.

Oh what a wretch; and how foolish he is. I suppose he will go on looking until everybody in the room sees him, and slowly raising her eyes she received the promised shake, and really felt happy at having extricated Amy out of some trouble, though she hardly knew what. She remained where she was for the rest of the evening, expecting every moment to see her cousin Charles come in at the opposite door, but he never made his appearance. Frances eyes were also constantly wandering in the same direction; perhaps she too expected him, but he disappointed them both. They saw no more of him until the next morning at breakfast, when approaching Anne as she stood at the window inwardly abusing the unpromising state of the weather  it was snowing fast  he asked who had told her of his arrival the evening before. I am determined to know, said he, so you had better make a clean breast of it at once, and tell me who acted as I am inclined to think so spitefully.

But Anne pretended not to understand him. He had been asleep and dreaming since. She had never even hinted that any one had been spiteful; it was a pure invention of his brain, and leaving him, she went to the table. There seeing Mr. Hall busy helping some cold fowl, she walked round and took a seat as far off from him as she possibly could. But what was her astonishment at seeing him, as she began cutting a piece of bread, deliberately walk round to where she was; and taking the knife from her hand, cut a slice which he put on her plate, and then seat himself beside her. She dared not look at her sister, knowing full well she was laughing, and that was sufficient to make her feel angry and indignant, so turning her face away, she vouchsafed him not one word, but listened to the conversation going on around.

I am very glad to see you, Charles, Mrs. Linchmore was saying. How early you must have arrived. Did you sleep at Standale? I believe the place does boast of an hotel of some kind.

No. I arrived last night, but having indulged in a cigar as I came along, with Bob for a companion,  two of your abominations  I had to divest myself of my travelling costume lest you should detect the first; see Bob safely housed for the second, and take a glass of brandy and water for the third; and by the time I had finished that, I thought the bed looked uncommonly comfortable, so just tried it to see if it was, and suppose I was right, for I only awoke about twenty minutes ago, and have had a scramble to get down in time.

Three very poor excuses. I did hear a whisper that you were here, but could not believe it, as I thought you would of course come and make yourself agreeable to my visitors, if not to myself and your cousins, said Mrs. Linchmore, with a slight symptom of annoyance in her tone, however, Bob, if he was your only companion was, I have no doubt more pleasant company. By what train did you arrive?

By one of the late trains, replied he, catching a glimpse of Annes face, the expression of which rather puzzled him, but he fancied it told him to be on his guard, so he added, I was not in a fit state to be seen by any lady just from that dusty, smoky railway.

I saw you, said Frances, quietly looking up, but you were too busily engaged to perceive me.

And Mr. Hall was on the point of adding I and perhaps telling that he had seen Amy also; but before the latter word had escaped his lips Anne, turned round quickly and catching his arm whispered,

My secret! Beware, beware!

Is that your secret? asked Mr. Hall, Remember I am still in ignorance; you only half trusted me. Pray forgive me.

Anne felt astonished and abashed. A great tall man like Mr. Hall ask her pardon so humbly; she thought she should like him a little better from that time forth. So full of wonderment was she, that she failed to notice the quick triumphant glance Charles flashed at her across the table, on hearing Frances words.

It did not snow incessantly; some days were fine enough, and what with hunting, riding, shooting and skating, they passed pleasantly for the visitors, notwithstanding Mrs. Linchmores fears that they were finding Brampton Hall dull and stupid.

The ball had not as yet been talked of, except in the housekeepers room, where of course Mason carried the news, to the no small vexation of Mrs. Hopkins, who thought the place quite gay enough as it was; and sighed for the good old times, when she could walk about without being obliged to drop a courtesy at every step she took, as she encountered some fair girl, or man with fierce moustaches and whiskers; these latter she regarded as so many birds of prey, waiting for some unfortunate victim to pounce down upon and bear away in their fierce talons.

Charles Linchmore did not apparently care much for any of the gay party assembled, and often loitered away half the morning in the library, where setting the door ajar, and seating himself so that he could catch a glimpse of any one passing, he lounged impatiently until the gong sounded for luncheon. Then throwing down his book, with a gesture half of weariness, half of vexation, he either remained where he was, and took no notice of the summons, or went into the dining-room with anything but a happy or contented expression of face; feeling uncomfortably out of sorts and out of temper with himself and the whole world, and in no mood for Frances soft smiles  who, proud as she was, could and did unbend to him  or for Annes sharp retorts.



What had become of Miss Neville? Where was she? Did she never go out? It was an unheard-of piece of eccentricity, remaining so long shut up in the house; besides it was bad for the children. Surely a cold walk was better than none at all? These and many other questions Charles asked himself, until he grew tired and out of patience, and tried to think of other things, but it was useless; his thoughts always came back to the one starting point, Miss Neville; she was evidently uppermost in his mind; although he stood a good chance, or seemed to do so, of returning to his regiment, without even the flirtation he had threatened her with as a punishment, if he should find her at all resembling his brothers wife, or spoilt with mixing amongst the small world at Brampton.

Had he only wandered near the door leading out into the shrubbery from the flight of stairs in the wing appropriated to the children and Miss Neville, he would have seen her every day, and not wasted his mornings in vain wishes and surmises as to what had become of her.

One cold, raw day after a gallop with his cousin Frances, and almost a renewal of his old flirtation  she was a fearless horsewoman, and he could never help admiring a woman who rode well  he walked round to the stables to have a look at the horses.

As he passed in sight of the school-room window, he could not resist the temptation of looking up, and saw Amy, whom a few minutes ago he had almost forgotten, standing by the window. Scarcely knowing whether she noticed him or not, he raised his hat. She bowed slightly ere she moved away out of his sight.

Was it his fancy, or did he really detect a mocking smile on her lips? Was it possible she was glorying in having deluded him so successfully ever since the night of his arrival? The idea aroused him at once; he would no longer be inactive. The chase was becoming exciting, since she would not leave the citadel, he would storm it.

Instead of going to the stables, he turned back, and went to his own room, changed his thick, heavy riding boots, and then made for the school-room, passing Mrs. Linchmores door on his way with a defiant, determined step; but he was uninterrupted in his journey; he met no one. He soon reached the corridor, stood before the school-room door and knocked. But the soft voice he had expected to hear in reply was silent.

Again he knocked. No reply still. He grew bolder, opened the door softly, and with Bob at his heels, walked in.

The room was tenantless. Amy and her pupils were nowhere.

So she had guessed his intention, perhaps seen him from the window turning back, and divining his motive, flown. He was angry, indignant, but his time was his own, he would wait where he was half the day; he would see her, she should not elude him thus.



Being in a bad temper, he vented it on unoffending Bob.

How dare you follow me here, Sir? The poor animal looked up wistfully, not knowing in what he had offended, since his master patted his head so caressingly as they stood outside the door together.

On the table was a half finished drawing, the paper still damp with the last touches, the brushes all scattered about; one had fallen on the edge of the paper; Charles took it up, carefully washed out the mark it had left, and laid it by carefully.

Amys work-box stood invitingly open. He looked in, and turned over the contents: there was a piece of embroidery; small holes that had been cut out and sewn over, the holy work, as he called it, that he hated so much.

Somehow this small piece appeared to have a curious interest in his eyes, he looked at it, put it down and then looked at it again. There was the needle still in the half finished flower, and a small mark as though the finger had been injured in the sewing. This decided him, and with a half frightened, guilty look he put it in his pocket, just as Bob, evidently with the view of making friends, rubbed against his legs.

Ah! my friend, said Charles, looking down, Your warning comes too late. The deed is done.

What is too late? asked Frances advancing into the room, and what have you done?

You here, stammered Charles.

Yes, why not? since Mr. Charles Linchmore designs to come.

Then I came  , that is you forget, said he recovering himself, I sometimes take my nieces for a walk.

I forget nothing, replied she, my memory serves me well.

Why are you here? asked he, surely you can have no excuse for coming.

It was chance directed my footsteps, replied she carelessly.



This was scarcely true. Ever since Frances had seen Amy talking with her cousin on the evening of his arrival, a strange fascination to speak with the governess had taken possession of her; why she hardly knew or questioned; but now at this moment, as she stood so unexpectedly face to face with Charles and marked his confusion, a jealous hatred crept slowly, yet surely over her heart, a jealousy that was to be the bane of her after life, to influence her every action, almost thought, and lead her to follow blindly all its revengeful promptings, undeterred either by the oft-times whispered voice of conscience, or the evident and consequent sufferings of others.

What woman is not jealous of the one she fears is supplanting her, or obtaining an interest in the heart of him she loves? but here Frances had barely reason for her jealousy, Charles never having given her sufficient cause to think he cared for her, beyond a cousinly regard; yet she loved him as much as her proud heart was capable of loving.



This drawing is beautifully done, said she, advancing and examining it closely. What have you done with the copy?

The copy? What if she had named the Holy Work?

He cast a furtive glance at his pocket as he replied, I have not seen it. I suppose Miss Neville draws without one.

I have never heard Isabella say she was an artist.

I suspect my brothers wife. This was a favourite term of Charless; he generally spoke of Mrs. Linchmore as my brothers wife. I suspect my brothers wife knows very little about Miss Nevilles accomplishments; she is not in her line; no two people could be more dissimilar.

No. They are very different.

Very.

But you are wrong, Charles, in thinking Isabella does not trouble her head about her governess; she laughingly told me one day that she thought her rather inclined to flirt.



Indeed! said he, consciously. When was that?

I almost forget  last month I think, she noticed it, so you see she must know something about her.

Or next to nothing, replied he.

I believe she thought that her only fault; and you know it did not look very well to see her come home so late with Mr. Vavasour.

With Vavasour! When was that.

Oh! I forget when; just a few days before you came.

Flirting with Vavasour! exclaimed Charles, thrown off his guard by the suddenness of the announcement. I wont believe it!

You had better ask Anne, then; she can tell you all about it, as she and Mr. Hall walked home behind them, and talked about it afterwards; it made quite a stir at the time.

I dare say. I dont doubt you, said Charles, whistling apparently quite unconcerned, when in reality he was infinitely disgusted.



Well, if you do, you have only to come to the window, said Frances triumphantly, and judge for yourself.

With quick, hasty footsteps he was by her side in a moment. Yes, there was Miss Neville, picking her way over the snow with Vavasour beside her, the children some few yards ahead, so that the two were alone. He had found out a way of meeting and joining her, though Charles had not; no doubt they had been carrying on this game for days, while he had been wasting his in hopeless guesses and surmises as to what had become of her, imagining her miserably dull, shut up in the school room.

Yes, the secret was out now. It was for him she had left the drawing so hastily, and all her things ruthlessly scattered about. For this he himself had waited so patiently, and had thought to wait half the day. He would have snatched the Holy work from his pocket and torn it into shreds if he could, but other eyes than Bobs were on him now, and without another word he strode away, passing through the door which separated these rooms from the large corridor, just as Amys and the childrens voices were heard on the stairs leading from the garden.

Frances watched his exit with a triumphant look; had she given him a bad opinion of Amy Neville? and had he believed her?

She remained where she was, still and silent, until the door opened and Amy came in, her face lighted up with smiles, and her cheeks glowing with a faint tinge of colour from her walk. Frances face flushed hotly as she thought how beautiful she was; and passing by her with a scornful bend of the head in acknowledgment of the governesss greeting, she gained her own room, and bolted the door.

There throwing herself on her knees, she clasped her hands over her face as she murmured passionately, I hate her! But he shall not love her! He shall not love her!




CHAPTER XII.

THE ACCIDENT.

All shod with steel,
We hissed along the polished ice, in games
Confederate, imitative of the chace
And woodland pleasures.

Wordsworth.

I will forget her! All dear recollections
Pressed in my heart, like flowers within a book,
Shall be torn out, and scattered to the winds!
I will forget her!

Longfellow.

Alfred Strickland had chosen the breakfast-room as being the least likely to be visited by any one after the mornings meal had been despatched, and had made himself tolerably comfortable before the fire in a large easy chair with a book, where he remained undisturbed by the rustling of dresses and crinolines.



No two people were more dissimilar than Alfred and his sister. Their features were as unlike as their tastes, disposition, and temper. Indolence, not pride, was his failing; he seldom troubled his head about any one but himself, not that he was selfishly inclined; he was not, excepting on this one point of laziness, but would help any one out of a difficulty so long as it cost him little or no trouble, but if that loomed in the distance, then his aid was very reluctantly given; advice you were welcome to, and might have plenty of it; it required no bodily exertion to talk, he could lie down and do that; but what inward sighs and groans if his legs were put into requisition!

Good-natured to a fault, his sisters taunts, and she gave him plenty of them  failed to rouse the lion within him, so he generally came off victorious in their pitched battles, and was just as friendly as ever the next time they met, whereas she would nurse her ill feeling for days.

He had been brought up to no profession. His fathers hardly amassed wealth descended to him as only son, and perhaps the idea of having as much money at command as he could possibly want, first fostered his indolence and made him gradually sink into a state of quiet laziness which soon grew habitual, and from which as yet he had been roused but on one occasion.

If the book he happened to be reading accidentally fell to the ground, there it might remain until some one by chance saw it, and placed it on the table again. He was good looking, somewhat of a fop, and had rather a good opinion of himself, as most men of the present day have; and was always dressed with scrupulous regard as to taste and fashion.

The one occasion on which he had been aroused was, when returning home one day by the river side in his dog-cart, he saw a boy struggling in the water, evidently for life.

In a moment the reins were on the horses neck, he had plunged in and brought him safe to land; then had to walk about a mile in his wet things, his horse having taken fright at the cries of the boys companions.

Frances never believed this story, but always declared he had been thrown into the river by the jerk the horse gave when starting off.

Alfred Strickland was not the only one who had chosen the breakfast room as being the least likely to be interrupted by visitors. Julia had persuaded Miss Tremlow at last to come down stairs, and was even now advancing with the invalid on her arm to invade his fancied peace and quietness. As their voices sounded at the door, Alfred turned in dismay, and with no little disgust saw the two approach the fire near which he had made himself so comfortable, and as he thought secure from all invaders.

We scarcely expected to find anyone here, Julia said, but you will not interfere with my patient, being too lazy to move.

Alfred took the hint, and remained quiet, watching Julia as she first wheeled a chair nearer the fire, then placed some soft cushions, and a footstool and small table in readiness, all so nicely, and without the least exertion or trouble to the invalid, who seemed a mere puppet swayed about at the others will; and he could not help thinking what a nice wife she would make.

I dont mind having a cushion too, Julia, said he, if you have one to spare.

A cushion, you lazy creature. Ive half a mind to throw it at your head. The idea of my waiting on you!

Thank you, replied Alfred, inwardly thinking what a vile temper she had, and how foolish it was to form hasty opinions.

You will be paid out some day, said Julia. I shall live to see you a perfect martyr to your wifes whims and fancies.

God forbid that I should ever be so foolish as to marry at all, much less an invalid wife  of all things the most detestable.

Well I will ask Goody Grey next time I see her what she prophecies.

My dear, exclaimed Miss Tremlow, pray do not mention that name; it sets me all of a tremble. I have not forgotten that dreadful day, and how the horses ran when she struck them. Have you, Mr. Strickland?

I? No indeed, I am not likely to forget it in a hurry, I shall be reminded of it for some time to come, and he rubbed his arm as though he still felt the grasp of her fingers.

Let us talk of something else, said Julia; this conversation is against orders, and strictly prohibited. I am going to fetch your port wine, Miss Tremlow, as I think you need it; now read your book, and do not think of anything else, least of all of that horrid old woman.

She does it all out of kindness, I dare say, said Miss Tremlow as the door closed on Julia, but I do so dislike being dosed.

What an ungrateful being, said Alfred, why, you ought to think yourself in luck at being so waited on. I wish I was.

I wish you were, with all my heart.

Here she comes, said Alfred, armed to the teeth, as a few minutes after Julia returned with the wine in one hand and a shawl in the other.

And your tormentor following in my train, laughed Julia, my sister Anne, most anxious to persuade you to join the skaters.

There was no resisting Anne, who had made up her mind to stay and torment him, unless he gave up his book and went; so with many a sigh of reluctance, he slowly rose and prepared to accompany her.

Here is your hat and coat, said she. I do not mind getting them as a kind of preparatory recompense for fixing our skates, which you will have to do presently. Good bye, Miss Tremlow, I am glad to see you down again; how cosy you look! just like a dormouse wrapped up in flannel.

Heres Charles, said Alfred, as they stumbled upon him in the passage. Will not he do as well; he is partial to all these kind of amusements.

No; Charles was going for a ride, his horse already waiting for him at the door; besides he was in no mood for joining a party of pleasure; he had felt in a restless, dissatisfied mood ever since the day he had detected Amy walking with Mr. Vavasour, and he had carried away the piece of embroidery and gone to his own room so angrily; and while Frances was sobbing passionately he had thrown it on the fire, and paced up and down with hasty impatience.

Yet what right had he to be angry? He was not in love with her; no; he admired her, thought her different to most girls he had ever seen, inasmuch as she was no flirt; was agreeable, and did not give herself airs. It was her supposed flirtation with another that annoyed him. Had not his brothers wife given him black looks, smiling yet sharp hints about going into the school-room. What right had Vavasour to become acquainted with the governess? What right had he to walk and talk with her? perhaps visit her, where he had been forbidden to set foot, nay avoided.



Yet while he blamed and accused her, those soft, melancholy eyes pursued him, until in a softened mood he drew the work from the grate where it had lain scarcely singed, and locked it away in his desk. He could not return it, that was impossible; but he would never look at it, he would forget its existence, as well as Amy Nevilles.

But was it so easy to forget her? As he rode slowly away from the Hall door, down the long avenue  avoiding the short cut by the stables, which would of necessity lead him past the school-room window,  he still thought of her, otherwise why go down the avenue? unless he feared Miss Neville might think he wished to see or watch her; he who had ceased to take any interest in her movements.

What was it to him where she went or who she walked with? His horses and dog were all he cared for in the whole world, and were worth a dozen women, who only existed in excitement, or a whirlwind of gaiety and pleasure. There was no such thing as a pretty, quiet girl to be met with; a score of plain ones; but if pretty, then flirts, coquettes; beings whose sole delight was angling for hearts, gaining and then breaking them.

But his was not to be lost in that way. The more he thought of Amys supposed flirtation with Vavasour, the more bitter he grew. He was very sorry he had not joined the party on the ice. Why make himself miserable? It was not too late; he would ride round now, and if she were there, show her how little he cared for her.

He turned his horses head, and cantered down the lane, nor slackened his speed until he came in sight of the lake, then dismounting and throwing the reins over his arm, he walked to a spot which commanded a view of almost the whole piece of water; but his eyes in vain sought Miss Neville, she was not amongst the skaters.

Many of the neighbouring gentry had come over to Brampton, and the lake presented a picturesque and lively scene. Conspicuous in the midst of the gay assemblage, on account of her tall and commanding figure, was Mrs. Linchmore, one hand rested on Mr. Vavasours supporting arm, while seemingly with the utmost care and gentleness he guided her wavering and unsteady feet, as she glided over the slippery surface.

Frances Strickland, with a small coquettish-looking hat, white ermine boa and muff, was describing circles, semicircles, and all the most difficult and intricate manœuvres known only to experienced skaters; now she approached so near as to make Mrs. Linchmore cling rather closer to the protecting arm of her companion, but just as a faint exclamation of alarm escaped her lips, with a smile Frances would take a sudden swerve to the right, and be almost at the other end of the lake before Vavasour had succeeded in quieting the fears of the haughty lady at his side.

It was strange, but Frances seemed to excel in everything. She was apparently as fearless a skater as horsewoman. Charles had seen her put her horse at a leap that even he, bold as he was, glanced at twice before following in her wake; yet she had never swerved, nay, scarcely moved in her saddle.

Now he gazed after her until the small hat with its waving scarlet feather was scarcely distinguishable in the distance; yet fearless as she was, he could not allow there was anything at all masculine about her; no, the proud bend of the head, the small pliant figure forbade that, yet still he was not altogether satisfied; there was a something wanting, something that did not please him; and then involuntarily, his thoughts wandered towards Miss Neville again.

She takes the shine out of us all, does not she? asked Julia, who had advanced unperceived to his side. Is that what you were so deep in thought about?

Not exactly. She does skate admirably, it is true; but I was thinking if Lawless, a friend of mine could but see her, he would lose his heart in no time. She is just the sort of woman he is always raving about.

Oh, ask him down by all means, and let him go mad if it pleases him, so long as we get rid of Frances.

That speech savours of jealousy or rivalry. Which is it, Julia?

Neither the one nor the other.

She is a girl many women would fear as a rival.

Nonsense, Charles; she is so different to most women, so proud, and as cold as the ice she is skating on. If I were a man, I could not fall in love with Frances.

Why not? She may be a little cold and proud perhaps, but that would only entail a little more trouble in winning her, and make her love the more valued when won.

If she has any love to win. I doubt it; she is so utterly cold-hearted.

I see nothing to find fault with on the score of coldness; few girls now-a-days  though not absolutely cold-hearted  have hearts worth the having, or wooing and winning.

How bitter you are against us.

Not more so than you were yourself. Did you not call Frances a petrifaction? said he, laughing. But, if Frances does not please you, who, may I ask, comes nearer perfection in your eyes?

Oh! lots of women. She and Miss Neville, for instance, ought not to be named in the same breath together.

Then, as Charles made no reply, she added, I wonder if she skates?

Skates! Pshaw! she would be afraid to trust that dainty foot of hers on the slippery ice. I hate a woman with no nerve, afraid of her own shadow.

If being an accomplished skater is the only proof of a womans nerve and courage, what a set of cowards more than half our sex must be! I very much doubt if one in a dozen of us are acquainted with the art.

Well, if not, you are well up in a dozen and one others wherewith to drive us poor men out of our seven senses at times.

I know what is the matter with him now, thought Julia; and why he is so cross, some girl he cares for has been paying him out. I hope it is not Frances. I cannot bear the idea of his having fallen in love with her, although I strongly suspected he was on the high road to it last night.

Uncle Charles, said a small voice, while a tiny hand was laid on his arm, I should so like to have a slide.

It was Fanny. Charles lifted his hat courteously but indifferently to Miss Nevilles almost friendly greeting, and watched her furtively as she gazed over the lake.

What would she think of Vavasours attentions to his brothers wife? Now she would find out that he could be as devoted to other women; could guide anothers footsteps over the ice just as carefully as he had directed and picked her way for her over the snow; but whatever Amy thought she looked calm and unconcerned as she turned round and desired Fanny not to go so near the horses feet. Charles assured her the horse was quiet enough; he had never known him indulge in the vicious propensity of kicking.

He might disappoint you this time, suggested Julia, and prove treacherous, there is no certainty about it.

He might, but he will not, was the reply, not that I place such implicit reliance in him as I would in Bob; a look is enough for him.

I would not trust either of them, said Julia, I have seen Bobs teeth, and heard his growl; and as for the horse, why it was as much as you could do to mount him yesterday, when you went out with Frances. I heard Mr. Hall say he would not insure your life for a pound.

My thanks to Hall for his kind consideration in valuing my neck at so cheap a rate. Just assure him the next time you see him that I have not the very remotest idea of having it broken yet.

He has not the very remotest idea of riding, laughed Julia; only imagine those long legs of his dangling like ribbons on the side of a horse.

Where is Hall? I do not see him among the skaters, though Anne is.

No; he has gone over to see how they are getting on in that wretched little parish of his, and tried hard to persuade Anne and me to go with him, but my sister does not care for looking over churches, even if they were built in the time of Methuselah, and preferred the skating, much to his regret, and I must confess I was not at all sorry to do the same.

Uncle Charles, do take me for a slide, please, pleaded Fanny, again undeterred by timid Edith, pulling at her sleeve and begging her not to go.

I would take you with the greatest pleasure in life, Fanny; but what is to become of my horse?



Cousin Julia will hold him. Wont you, cousin? asked the child, flying to her side.

I hold him? exclaimed Julia. No, thank you, Fanny, I value my life too well; besides, child, I should be frightened.

Miss Neville will, then, she is so fond of horses, cried Fanny, darting off to where her governess stood.

A fruitless errand, muttered Charles, turning on his heels, she has not a grain of courage. I wish she had.

But as if to shame him for this assertion, or to gratify his wish, when he looked up, there stood the governess.

I shall be happy to hold your horse for you, Mr. Linchmore, she said, while Fanny clapped her hands and capered about with delight.

You, Miss Neville! he repeated incredulously. Impossible!

And why not? he seems to stand very quietly. Is he inclined to be vicious?

Vicious! Far from it. But I am afraid



I will hold him, interrupted Amy, decidedly, and without hesitation, there is nothing to be afraid of.

Charles thinks, said Julia, maliciously, you have not the nerve for it.

I see no occasion for any display of nerve, replied Amy, while, with little show of opposition on his part, she took the reins from his almost unwilling hand, and before he had well recovered from his surprise, he found himself on the ice with Fannys hand fast locked in his.

And where was Frances all this time? Had she forgotten her determination  her newly-born hatred of Amy? Had she thought better of her secret machinations? No. Time only increased her dislike; more deeply rooted her jealousy, while molehills became mountains in her eyes.

Should she see herself supplanted by a governess, one so inferior to her in wealth and station, one whom he had known but a few hours. A few hours? Was it possible so short a time could have overthrown the power she fancied she had held in his heart for years. Impossible! It could not be, and again that bitter cry arose in her heart, and she inwardly exclaimed:

He shall not love her!

But Frances drove back the bitter feelings at her heart, and met him as he advanced on the ice with smiles and pleasant words, as though she knew not what sorrow or unhappiness was; but Charles, although he answered her courteously enough, was absent, and often gave random replies, wide of the mark.

Secretly angry, she was not baffled, and suddenly declared her intention of taking off her skates, she would then be better able to talk to Charles than flying round about him, and putting in a word here and there. She had had enough of the amusement for one morning, would Charles kindly come and help her? He was too polite to refuse, although it took him further away from the bank where Amy still held his horse. He gave one glance as he turned away  and yet another  the latter look betrayed him. Frances saw it, and a bitter remark rose to her lips, the only one she was guilty of that day; but it came angrily and vehemently; she could not help it, could not subdue it; she would have given worlds to have afterwards unsaid it.

Miss Neville makes a capital groom. I suppose she has been accustomed to that sort of thing.

I never heard Miss Neville say an unkind word of any one, was the severe rejoinder.

I shall hate myself for that false move, thought Frances. I must try and hide my feelings better, and she raised her foot to his knee, but even while she did so, a scream from Julia made him spring to his feet.

But he was too late; his horse was plunging and rearing violently, while Amys weak arm seemed barely sufficient to curb and control him, although she was trying her utmost to pacify and quiet him.

Charles took it all in at a glance.

I shall love that girl in spite of myself, he said, as he sprang across the frozen surface to her side.

How tenderly anxious he was, even his voice slightly trembled as he asked the question:

Are you hurt?

No, she was not. But her hand dropped helplessly to her side as he drew the reins from it.

This is the wonderfully quiet horse, cried Julia. I never saw such behaviour; astonishing in one of his meek temper, but of course this is the first time he has ever been guilty of such tricks.

How did it happen? asked Charles, of Amy.

I scarcely know, it was all so sudden.

But something must have frightened him?

Yes; I fancy the sound of a horses feet galloping by excited him, and one of the hounds rushed to his side, and then he became almost beyond my control.

His sorrow was expressed on his face, and was more expressive than any words could be. His regrets  but before he could speak those, Amy had bowed, wished him good morning, and was gone.

The sorrow faded away from his face; a vexed look succeeded. Why had she left him so hastily? Could she not have spared him a few moments wherein to express his regret. Was she angry? No, he could not think so, her temper appeared unruffled, and her face wore its usual soft and sweet expression.

As Frances advanced to his side he impatiently sprang on his horse and cantered off, but Frances thought as she stood listening to his horses receding steps on the hard frosty ground, that ere long the canter sounded in her ears far more like a gallop.

Some twenty minutes later, as Amy was returning home through the lane, her attention was drawn towards a horseman going at headlong speed across the distant fields. The children wondered who it could be, but Amy never wondered at all; she knew well enough.

It is your uncle, she said.




CHAPTER XIII.

THE MYSTERIOUS LIGHT.

Still further on she crept with trembling feet,
With hope a friend, with fear a foe to meet;
And there was something fearful in the sight
And in the sound of what appeard to-night;
For now, of night and nervous terror bred,
Arose a strong and superstitious dread;
She heard strange noises, and the shapes she saw
Of fancied beings bound her soul in awe.

Crabbe.

But few of the party returned home in the very best of spirits, or appeared to have enjoyed their afternoons pleasure on the ice. Charles scarcely raised his eyes during dinner, or addressed a word to any one. Anne was infinitely disgusted at his inattention and dulness, having made up her mind during Mr. Halls absence to thoroughly enjoy herself, being in no fear of a look from those earnest eyes of his, as she rattled away almost heedless of what fell from her lips, or hazarded trifling, thoughtless remarks.

Frances face, if possible, wore a more scornful expression than usual; she was inwardly chafing at her want of tact and judgment in giving way to temper, and allowing Charles to see that Amy was the cause of it. That thought vexed her proud spirit beyond measure, and although to all appearance she was calm and self-possessed, yet inwardly her heart trembled with angry passions, and her mind was filled with forebodings and dim shadowings of the future and what it would reveal to her.

Was it possible she could be supplanted by another, and that other no proud beauty like herself, but a governess! The thought was gall and wormwood to her. It was not only her pride that was touched. No; as I have said before, she loved her cousin with all the love of that proud, and to all appearance, cold heart. Should he not love her in return? Yes, he must. He should never be Amys. Never! And she pressed her lips together and contracted the delicately-pencilled brows at the bare supposition. She would not believe  could not  that in so short a time his heart was anothers. It was merely a liking, not love, and it must be her care to prevent the latter.

What right had he in the school-room? What was he doing there when she entered so inopportunely?

Ah! she had never guessed that secret yet, or found out the theft of the Holy work, or her heart would have been even sorer than it was, and her thoughts more bitter and revengeful towards Amy.

Frances had never been thwarted; all had as yet gone smoothly with her; the bare possibility of the one great object in life  her love  being unvalued only made her the more determined to succeed. She had no softness, no gentleness of nature; her love was fierce and strong  headlong in its course; like a torrent it swept along, and carried away all and everything that impeded its course. There was no calm, no sunshine, no breaking of the heavy clouds; all was storm  would be until the end might be gained, and then  even then, there was a question if the troubled, angry spirit would be quiet, or at rest, or ever satisfied.

Charles did not re-enter the drawing room after dinner. Gone for a smoke or prefers the company of Bob, was Alfreds ungracious rejoinder when his sister questioned him; so retiring to an ottoman in a far-off corner, Frances wrapt herself up in her thoughts, or, as Anne remarked, made herself as disagreeable as she could by refusing to join in any one game or amusement proposed. After fruitless attempts to strike up a flirtation with somebody, Anne walked off to bed, thinking a quiet chat with her sister was preferable to the dulness below.

As she reached the first landing on her way up stairs, a gust of cold wind from the sudden opening of the hall door made her pause and look round; and presently Mr. Halls voice reached her: very pleasant and cheery she thought it sounded, and she could not resist the temptation of peeping over, just to see how he looked after his cold ride.

Yes, there he was, close by the fire, full in the light of the lamp, shaking himself like a large dog, his thick hair in a shocking tangled mass, but this was nothing unusual.

Anne smiled. What a figure he is! thought she, such a great unwieldy creature! and then half turned, as if to retrace her steps, but woman-like, fearful lest he should guess why she returned, magnanimously went on, but on reaching her own room, no Julia was there to unburden her vexations to, or talk herself into a more congenial mood with.

She plays me this trick every night, said she, taking off her dress and throwing a shawl round her shoulders; then stirring up the fire into a blaze, she sat down and reviewed in her own mind the events of the day and the evenings dulness.



Some minutes slipped by; and then, whether she grew tired of being alone in that large room or vexed at her sisters prolonged absence she determined on going in quest of her.

Springing up, away she went to Miss Tremlows room, and receiving no reply to her repeated knocks for admission, cautiously opened the door and went in, expecting to find her sister.

Miss Tremlow was disrobed for the night, and had tied a large yellow handkerchief round her head, the only symptom of a cap being the huge border overshadowing her small thin face like a pall; while one or two curl-papers  Miss Tremlow wore her hair in ringlets  made themselves guiltily perceptible here and there. Anne burst out laughing.

My goodness, Miss Tremlow! how extraordinary you look, exclaimed she. Do you always dress yourself out in this style when you have a cold?

A cold, Miss Anne? I have no cold.

Then why on earth have you decked yourself out with that handkerchief. Oh! I know, you are afraid of thieves, and think the sight will frighten them. Well, you are not far wrong there.

No such thing; I am subject to rheumatism, so take every precaution against it, replied Miss Tremlow stiffly, not exactly knowing whether to feel offended or not.

Of course, quite right, replied Anne, not daring to raise her eyes until Miss Tremlow turned her back, and then the corner of the bright handkerchief stood out so oddly over the high-crowned cap, while a border almost as wide and stiffly starched as the front one drooped from under it, that the incentive to mirth was irresistible, and Anne laughed again.

I cannot help it, indeed I cannot, said she, as the ladys now angry face met her gaze. It is of no use looking so vexed, you should not make such a figure of yourself.

You had better go to bed, Miss Anne, said Miss Tremlow sharply, opening the door.



And very submissively Anne went out of the room, but instead of going to bed, bent her steps towards the school-room, and there found the object of her search; her sister with Miss Neville.

Such a scrape as you have led me into, Mag, began she, still laughing, and drawing a chair near the two round the fire. Of course I thought you were in that queer sick creatures room. What a fright she has made of herself with her head tied up in that yellow handkerchief, enough to make any one laugh.

I hope, Anne, you did not, replied her sister.

Then hope no such thing, for I laughed outright, and so would Miss Neville, I am sure. I defy even that sober Mr. Hall to have stood it, and again Anne laughed at the bare recollection. Its all your fault, Mag, had you gone quietly to bed as you ought, I should never like the Caliph have roamed abroad in search of adventure.

Why did you come up to bed so soon? asked Julia.



So soon! I am sure I never spent so dull an evening; I suppose peoples hearts were frozen as well as their toes with coming in contact with the ice. As to Frances, she behaved abominably, and turned the cold-shoulder to everybody. If it is to be like this every evening, I would far rather have the short commons of home than the dainty fare here.

For shame, Anne! What will Miss Neville think?

Think that I am in a bad temper, thats all. Isabella might have tried to amuse us a little; but no, she only thought of self, sitting so cosily flirting with Mr. Vavasour. How I do dislike that man! I am sure he is no good, and no one seems to know who he is. I do wish that handsome Captain Styles were here. Do you remember last year, what fun we used to have? We never had a dull evening then, and Anne sighed, and looked so comically sad that Julia and Amy both laughed.

It is just as well he is not here, replied the former. And as for Mr. Vavasour, everyone knows how intimate old Mr. Vavasour and Mr. Linchmores father were.

Yes; but that gives no clue as to who young Mr. Vavasour is.

Who Vavasours parents were had never transpired. All he himself knew was, that he had been left an orphan at an early age, and entrusted to Mr. Vavasour. The utmost care had been bestowed on his education; no pains, no money had been spared.

Mr. Vavasour was an eccentric, passionate old bachelor, fond and proud of his adopted son, or, as some supposed, his own son; but this latter was mere idle surmise. He was certainly treated and regarded by the servants and even friends as such; and yet they had not a shadow of proof that he was so.

It must not be imagined that Robert rested calmly, or made no attempts to obtain a clue to his history, and clear up the doubt under which his proud, impatient spirit chafed. He did. He battled and waged war at times against the others will, when the weight became more intolerable than he could bear; but only to meet with stern rebuffs, and a will as determined as his own. In that one particular, the two resembled each other; not otherwise. In outward form they were unlike.

It was after one of these battles, in which as usual Robert was vanquished, that wounded to the quick by the others violence, and seeing the hopelessness of ever moving that iron will, Robert left the only home he had ever known, and went abroad.

After that nothing went right. The old man fretted, grew more and more exacting to those about him, and gave way more frequently to violent fits of rage. There was no Robert to act as mediator, or control and subdue him; and few were surprised to hear of his almost sudden death. He bequeathed not only his forgiveness but his wealth to Robert, who only returned in time to follow him to the grave.



He sought amongst the old mans papers for some document to throw a light on his birth. There was none. The only letter  if such it could be called  bearing at all on the subject was addressed to his lawyer, and ran thus  

This is to certify that Robert Vavasour is not my son, as some fools as well as wise men suppose. The secret of his birth was never made known to me. He was entrusted to my care as a helpless orphan, under a solemn promise that I would never reveal by whom. That promise I have faithfully kept, and will, with Gods help, keep to the end; believing it can answer no good purpose to reveal it, but only entail much unhappiness and sorrow.

He was not the old mans son then. There was comfort in that, small as it was: perhaps after all there was no shame attached to him. It was too late to remedy now his disbelief of Mr. Vavasours word, and the angry manner in which they had parted, but it pained and grieved him deeply; until now that he was dead, Robert had never thought how much he had loved the only friend he had ever known.

Perhaps the person who had entrusted him to old Mr. Vavasour was still alive, perhaps even now watched over him. He thought it could not be his mother; she would not have left him so long without some token of her love. He would still hope that some day his birth might be no secret, but as clear as day: yet it weighed on his mind, and made him appear older than he was, and more reserved; and his manner at times was cold and distant, with no fancy for the light talk and every-day trifles passing around him.

No wonder Anne disliked him. Here was a something which checked her thoughtlessness far more decidedly than poor Mr. Halls sober face. The one she had no fear of, while the others sometimes sarcastic look annoyed and vexed her, and made her anxious to escape into a far corner away from him, whenever she saw that peculiar curl of the lip betokening so utter a contempt for what she was saying. No wonder she tried to prejudice Amy against him; her pride having been wounded ever since the day she thought he had neglected her so shamefully, and walked out with Miss Neville, leaving her to fare as best she could with Mr. Hall.

Seeing Julia determined on taking his part, she turned to Amy.

You do not like him, do you, Miss Neville? I am sure Charles is worth twenty such men as Mr. Vavasour.

I know so little of either.

Oh, nonsense! It is a very safe reply, no doubt, but it will not do. My cousin was here half the summer.

Only a fortnight the first time he came; and the second visit he made, I was at Ashleigh, at home.

Quite long enough for you to find out what a good-for-nothing, kind-hearted creature he is. Besides, for the fortnight you had the field all to yourself, and after that advantage ought not to allow another to bowl you out.



How you do talk, Anne; I am sure Miss Neville does not understand one half you are saying, you go on at such a rate.

Of course I do; what is the use of sitting like this? and she clasped her two hands together on her lap and twirled her thumbs. Do tell me what you two say to one another when I am not here, for if Mag comes every night, and I suppose she does not go to that sick-bodys room, seeing she dresses herself up in a style enough to frighten half a dozen children, with the belief she is the veritable Bogy, you surely do not sit like two Quakeresses, without a word, waiting for the spirit to move you. Positively, Miss Neville, I look upon Mags coming here as an invasion of my rights, since I am left shivering in bed, and frightened to death for fear of ghosts. They do say the house is haunted; and once I nearly fainted when a coal dropped out of the fire into the fender. I really thought the ghost had come, and durst not emerge from under the bedcloths until I was pretty nearly smothered.



You surely are not afraid of ghosts, Miss Bennet?

Oh, but I am, though, ghosts, hobgoblins, thieves, and every other existing and non-existing horror; and if we are to talk of such things, I vote for the door being locked. Do stir the fire, and turn up the lamp. There, it does look rather less gloomy now. But how cold it is!

Cold? said Julia, I am as warm as a toast.

No doubt of it Mag, so cosily as you are wrapped up in joint-stock property. I wonder you are not ashamed to let me see you looking so comfortable, even your feet tucked up too. Would you believe it, Miss Neville, joint-stock property is that dressing-gown, and belongs to both of us, hence its name, but Mag coolly walks off with it in this most shameful way every night.

Perhaps she thinks you do not want it.

I suppose she does; but having, as I say a share in it, I think I might be allowed to wear it sometimes.



By all means, Anne. Why not? said her sister.

Why not? You shall hear, Miss Neville, and judge whether I complain without reason. You must know Mag and I have an allowance, and we found out we could not get on without a dressing-gown; so, as we are neither of us doomed to gruel and hot water at the same time, we agreed to club together and have a joint property one, since which the number of colds Miss Julia has had is quite unaccountable and shocking. I declare to goodness the gown  look when I will  is never on the peg, but for ever round her shoulders; however, it certainly will be my turn next, for I never felt so frozen in all my life. There! said she, sneezing, or pretending to do so, what do you think of that signal? does it not portend stormy weather ahead? And now cease laughing, and let us go to bed, for I am awfully sleepy, and tired into the bargain; quite done up.

And no wonder, said Julia. Did you ever hear anyone talk as she does? She never knows when to stop.

Amy thought she never had; but it was amusing and pleasant talk; there could be no dismals where Anne was. It was light talk, but still it was pleasant, and made everyone in a good mood, or at least cheerful.

I shall see you early to-morrow, Miss Neville, said Julia. I have so much to say to you.

If you do not come to bed, Mag, said Anne, from the half-opened door, I declare I will talk in my sleep to vex you.

Amy went with them as far as the baize door which separated this wing of the house from the other rooms, and then bid good-night to her visitors.

As the light from the candle Anne carried vanished, she was surprised at seeing a dim light glimmering through the key-hole of an unoccupied room opposite. It was but momentary, yet while it lasted it threw a long, thin, bright streak of light across the corridor, full against the wall close beside where she stood.

In some surprise, she retraced her steps, and drew aside the window curtain of her room and tried to look out. But there was no moon; it was one of those dark, pitchy nights, with not a star visible, betokening either rain or another fall of snow.

Full of conjecture as to whether her eyes had deceived her or not, and feeling too timid to venture out again, Amy went to bed, and tried to imagine all manner of solutions as to the cause of the light, all of which she in turn rejected as utterly improbable. She had satisfied herself it was not the moons rays; then what could it be?

She recalled to memory the day Nurse Hopkins showed her over the house. The picture gallery, with its secret stairs leading into some quaint old unused rooms, with their old worn-out hangings and antique furniture; ghostly-looking, and certainly dismal and solitary, in being so far removed from that part of the house now teeming with life and gaiety; yet Nurse apparently had no fear, but walked boldly on, and appeared in no hurry to emerge into the life beyond, as she talked of the former greatness of the Hall. To Amy, however, the feeling of utter loneliness, the dull, dead sound of the opening and shutting of doors, as they passed through, sent a chill to her heart. Even the jingling of the ponderous bunch of keys Nurse carried jarred against her nerves, so that perhaps her own shadow might have startled and alarmed her.

But although Nurse, in a loud tone of voice, seemed never tired of recounting the by-gone grandeur, which had been handed down to her from the sayings of former housekeepers, yet her voice had sunk into a whisper, as in passing by that door, she stopped and said, No one ever goes in there. It was old Mrs. Linchmores room, as if the simple fact of its having been old Mrs. Linchmores room forbade further enquiry, and was in itself sufficient to check all idle curiosity.

Amy passed by the door whenever she went into the long corridor. The room stood at one end, facing the entire length of the passage; but the door was at the side adjoining the door of another room, and opposite the baize door, so that Amys dress almost brushed its panels in passing by, and never could she recollect having once seen the door standing open, or the signs of a housemaids work near it.

Perhaps the room was held sacred by Mr. Linchmore as having been his mothers; perhaps he it was who was there now, although it did seem strange his going at such an hour, being past twelve oclock by Annes watch when they parted. Still, it might be his peculiar fancy to go, when secure from interruption and the remarks of others.

All people had strange fancies; perhaps this was his. And partly comforted and assured with the conclusion she had arrived at, and partly wearied with the effort, Amy fell asleep.




CHAPTER XIV.

MEMORIES OF THE PAST.

And the hours of darkness and the days of gloom,
That shadow and shut out joys are come;
And theres a mist on the laughing sea,
And the flowers and leaves are nought to me;
And on my brow are furrows left,
And my lip of ease and smile is reft;
And the time of gray hairs and trembling limbs,
And the time when sorrow the bright eye dims,
And the time when death seems nought to fear,
So sad is life,  is here, is here!

Mary Anne Brown.

Amy passed a restless night, and awoke oppressed in spirit. It was yet early, but she arose and dressed hastily, determined on seeking the fresh air, hoping that, that, would in a measure restore her drooping spirits.

It was a bright, clear morning, and Amy felt some of its brightness creep over her as she picked her way across the hard, uneven ground towards the wood. Here the trees glistened with the frost, and birds chirped among the bare boughs, or hopped fearlessly about the path. She walked on heedlessly, striking deeper into the wood, and approached, almost before she was aware of it, Goody Greys cottage. How bleak and desolate it looked now the branches of the tall trees stripped of their green foliage waved over it; while the dim, uncertain shadows streamed through them palely, and the wind whistled and moaned mournfully as it rushed past the spot where Amy stood deliberating whether she should continue her walk or not. A moment decided her on knocking lightly at the door, but receiving no reply, she lifted the latch and entered.

Goody Grey was seated in the high-backed arm chair, but no song issued from her lips; they were compressed together with some strong inward emotion, and she either did not see, or took no notice of Amys entrance. The ivory box stood open on the table beside her, while in her hand she held some glittering object, seemingly a childs coral. On this Goody Greys eyes were fixed with an expression of intense emotion. She clasped it in her hands, pressing it to her lips and bosom, while groans and sobs shook her frame, choking the words that now and then rose to her lips, and she seemed to Amys pitying eyes to be suffering uncontrollable agony. How lovingly sometimes, in the midst of her anguish, she gazed at the toy! How she fondled and caressed it; rocking her body backwards and forwards in the extremity of her emotion. Amy stood quietly in the doorway, not venturing to speak, although she longed to utter the compassionate words that filled her heart. At length, feeling that under the present circumstances her visit would only be considered an intrusion, and could scarcely be a time to offer or attempt consolation, she turned to go. As she did so, the skirt of her dress became entangled in a chair close by, and overturned it. The noise roused Goody Grey; she hastily thrust the trinket into her bosom, and started up.

Who are you? she exclaimed fiercely. What do you here? How dare you come?

I did not mean to disturb you, replied Amy, somewhat alarmed at her voice and manner.

Goody Grey paid no heed to her words, but walked up and down the small room with hasty steps, her excitement increasing every moment, while her features became convulsed with passion; some of her hair escaped from under her cap, and floated in long, loose locks down her shoulders, while her eyes looked so bright and piercing that Amy shrank within herself as the old woman approached her, and exclaimed passionately  

Do you think it possible a woman could die with a lie on her lips, and revenge at her heart? with no repentance!  no remorse!  no pity for one breaking heart!  no thought of an hereafter!  no hope of heaven! Do you think it possible a woman could die so?



No. It is not possible, replied Amy; striving to speak calmly, no woman could die so.

True,  true; she was no woman, but a fiend! a very devil in her hate and revenge!

Ah, speak not so, replied Amy, as the first startling effect of her words and wild looks had passed away. Say not such dreadful words. If any woman could have lived and died as you say, she deserves your pity, not your condemnation.

Pity! shell have none from me. I hated her! she wrecked my happiness when I was a young girl, and for what? but to gratify her insane jealousy. Do you see this? said she, taking off her cap, and shaking down the thick masses of almost snow-white hair; it was once golden, and as fair as yours, but a few short months of  of agony changed it to what you see, and drove me mad; she worked the wreck; she caused the  the madness, and gloried in it. And yet you wonder that I condemn her?



Her hair was the silvered hair of an old woman, and as it fell from its concealment down her shoulders almost to her feet, throwing a pale, softened, mournful shadow over her excited features, Amy was struck with the beauty of her face; she must once have been very beautiful; while her face, lighted up as it now was, was not the face of an aged woman. No; it must have been, as she herself said, a sudden, severe sorrow years ago that had helped to change that once luxuriant golden hair to grey. Her figure, as she stood confronting Amy, was slight, and by no means ungraceful; that also bore no trace of age, and although she generally walked with the aid of a thick staff, it was more to steady the weakness of her steps than to support the tottering, uncertain ones of old age.

Who? and what had caused such a wreck? It must have been some terrible blow to have sent her mad in her youth, and to have left her even now, at times  whenever the dark remembrance of it swept over her  hardly sane in more mature age. Would the divulging of the secret remove the sad weight from her heart, or quiet the agony of her thoughts? It might in a measure do so, but Amy shrank from sustaining alone the frenzy that might ensue, and as Goody Grey repeated her last question of Do you wonder that I condemn her? Amy, with the view of soothing her, replied gently  

She may have lived hardened in sin, but through the dark shadows remorse must have swept at times, and stung her deeply. Besides, her life and death were most wretched, and deserve your pity more than anger.

Had she known remorse, she never could have died so revengefully. I dont believe she ever felt its sting, and as for pity, she would have scorned it! and Goody Grey laughed a wild, bitter laugh at the thought.

Did she injure you so very deeply?

How dare you ask me that question? Are not you afraid to? Dont you know it stirs up all my worst passions within me, and sends me mad,  mad do I say? No, no, I am not mad now; I was once, but that, like the rest, is past  past for ever! and her voice changed suddenly from its fierceness to an almost mournful sadness.

Did you know her well? Amy ventured to ask, notwithstanding the rebuff her last question had met with.

Aye, did I; too well  too well! Would to God I had never seen her, it would have been better had I died first: but I live, if such a life as mine can be called living. And she is dead and I havent forgiven her; never will; unless, said she, correcting herself, unless  oh God! I dare not think of that; does it not bring sorrow  deep, intense, despairing sorrow, sorrow that scorches my brain? and either exhausted with her fierce excitement, or overwhelmed with the recollection of the cause of her grief, she sank down in a chair, and covering her face with her hands, moaned and rocked herself about afresh.

For the moment Amy felt half inclined to leave her  her strange words and wild manner had so unnerved her  but a glance at the sorrow-stricken face, as it was suddenly lifted away from the hands that had screened it, decided her upon remaining for at least a few minutes longer. Perhaps the compassionate feeling at her heart had something to do with the decision, or it might be she hoped to say a few words of comfort to the sorrowing creature so relentless in her bitter feelings towards one who had evidently been remorseless in her revenge, and unforgiving even in her death; one who had injured her, if not irreparably, at least deeply and lastingly.

As Amy stood deliberating how best to shape her words so as not to irritate her afresh, Goody Grey spoke, and her voice was no longer fierce or passionate, but mournfully sad.

I am lonely, she said, very lonely. There are days when the thoughts of my heart drive me wild, and are more than I can bear; there are days when I feel as if death would be welcome, were it not for one hope, one craving wish. Will this hope, this wish, ever be realised? Shall I ever be any other than a broken-hearted, despairing woman?

The clouds may clear  sunshine may burst forth when least expected.

May! Thats what I repeat to myself day and night  day and night. The two words, Hope on, are ever beating to and fro in my brain, like the tickings of that clock, and sometimes I persuade myself that the time-piece says, Hope on, hope on. But only the years roll on  the hope is never realised; and soon my heart will whisper, and the clock will tick, no hope, no hope.

Do you never earnestly pray that God will lighten the heavy load that weighs on your spirits or that He will bring comfort to your sorrowing heart?

Do I ever cease to pray; or is there not one fervent prayer always on my lips and heart? Day after day I bewail my sins, and ask Gods forgiveness and mercy for my poor, broken, contrite heart, and sometimes I rise from my knees, feeling at peace with  with even her. But then wild thoughts come back; thoughts that utterly distract me, and which I can neither control nor prevent, and then I go mad, and dont know what I say or think. But enough of my sufferings. You can neither heal nor cure them; even now you have seen too much, and betrayed me into saying more than I ought. Tell me what led you to my cottage so early?

I could not sleep last night, replied Amy, and so strolled out, thinking the air would revive me.

It is strange you could not sleep, replied Goody Grey, speaking as she usually did to strangers, in a half solemn, impressive manner. You who have health, youth, and innocence to help you. I seldom sleep, but then I am old and careworn. Why could you not sleep? and she looked as though she would pierce the inmost recesses of Amys heart.

I can scarcely tell you why, perhaps my fancy misled me; but whatever the cause, I would rather not speak of it.

Well perhaps it were best so, and better still if the parent bird looked after her young, when the kite may find its way to her nest.

Amy looked up quickly.

I scarcely understand your words, she replied, or I am at a loss to understand their meaning.

I meant you no harm, twas for your good I spoke. Others have thought like you and been deceived. Others have hoped like you, and been deceived. Others have been as loving and true as you may be, and been deceived. When you think yourself the safest, then remember my words, when you think that you stand, take heed lest you fall.

There was a tone of kindness lurking beneath her words, so that Amy regretted she had spoken so hastily, and felt half inclined to tell her so, when Goody Grey again spoke.

Who is that tall, dark, fine-looking man; a Linchmore in his walk, and perhaps his manner and proud bearing, but there the resemblance ceases; the expression of the face is different, the eye has no cunning in it, but looks at you steadily, without fear? He is brave and noble-looking. Who is he?

I think you must mean Mr. Vavasour, replied Amy.

Vavasour, repeated Goody Grey, thoughtfully, the name is strange to me, yet  stay  a dim recollection floats across my brain that I have heard the name before; but my memory fails me sadly at times, and my thoughts grow confused as I strive to catch the thread of some long-forgotten, long-buried vision of the past. Well, perhaps it is best so. Life is but a span, and I am weary of it  very weary.

We are all at times desponding, said Amy; even I feel so sometimes at the Hall, and there you know the house is filled with visitors, and is one continued round of gaiety.

Yes, said Goody Grey, as if speaking to herself. Amidst the gayest scenes the heart is often the saddest. But, continued she, addressing Amy, your sweet face looks as though no harsh wind had ever blown across it; may it be long before a cold word or look mars its sunshine. But there is a young girl at the Hall; one amongst the many visiting there who has a proud look that will work her no good. I have warned her, for I can trace her destiny clearly. But she has a spirit; a revengeful spirit, that will never bend till it breaks. She scorned my warning and thought me mad; yet evil will overtake her, and that, too, when least she expects it. Have nothing to do with her. Avoid her. Trust her not. And now go you away, and let the events of this morning be buried in your heart. I would not that all should know Goody Grey, as you know her; think of the old woman with pity; not with doubt and suspicion.

I will. I do think of you with pity, replied Amy. How can I do otherwise when I have seen the anguish of your heart.



Hush! recall not thoughts that have passed almost as quickly as they came. And now farewell, I am tired and would be alone.

As Amy came in sight of the Hall on her way home, she met Mr. Vavasour.

Where have you been to so early? said he; I have watched you more than an hour ago cross the park and make for the wood, but there I lost sight of you, and have been wandering about ever since in the vain hope of finding you. Where have you been?

But Amy was in no mood for being questioned. She felt almost vexed at it, and answered crossly  

I should have thought Mr. Vavasour might have found something better to do than to dog my footsteps. I had no idea my conduct was viewed with suspicion.

You are mistaken, Miss Neville, if you think I view any conduct of yours with suspicion; such an unworthy thought never entered my head. If I have unwittingly offended, allow me to apologise for that and my unpardonable curiosity which has led me into this scrape.

Where no offence is meant, no apology is required, said Amy, coldly. It would have been better had Mr. Vavasour remained at home instead of venturing abroad to play the spy!

You compare me Miss Neville, to one of the most despicable of mankind, when I am far from deserving of the epithet.

We judge men by their actions not by their words. I have yet to learn that Mr. Vavasour did not enact the spy, when both his actions and his words condemn him.

Be it so, replied Robert Vavasour, almost as coldly as she had spoken. But I would fain Miss Neville had conceived a different opinion of me.

Amy made no reply, and in silence they reached the house; his manner being kind, almost tender, as he bid her farewell.




CHAPTER XV.

THE GALLERY WINDOW.

Know you not there is a power
Strong as death, which from above
Once was given  a fadeless dower,
Blessed with the name of love!
On it hangs how many a tale!
Tales of human joys and woes;
Fan it with an adverse gale,
Then it strong and stronger grows.

J. B. Kerridge.

Such a fuss about a piece of embroidery! exclaimed Mason, entering the servants hall; one would think Miss Neville had lost half a fortune instead of a trumpery piece of needle-work. Im sure shes welcome to any of mine, and she tossed over the contents of her work-box with a contemptuous nod of the head. I dont suppose it was very much better than this  or this! and she drew forth an elaborate strip of work; either a careless gift from her mistress, or one of her righteous cribbings, such as servants in places like hers think it no robbery to appropriate to themselves.

Law! Mrs. Mason, however did you work it? asked Mary, in her simplicity.

Its one of Madams cast-offs, I expect, said Mrs. Hopkins, with some asperity of manner.

It dont much signify where I got it, or who it belonged to; its mine now, and as good, I know, as the piece Miss Nevilles turning the house upside down for. Governesses always make places disagreeable; theyre sure to lose something or another, and then wonder whos taken it, and then make us out a pack of thieves. Ive made up my mind never to take a situation again where theres a governess.

Does Miss Neville accuse anybody of having taken it? asked Mrs. Hopkins, more sternly than before, and certainly more sharply.



Well; no, Mrs. Hopkins, she doesnt exactly do that, she wouldnt dare to; but a hints as good as a plain-spoken word sometimes. I know I could scarcely stand quiet in Madams room just now. I did say I was surprised she hadnt lost something more valuable, and should have spoken my mind more plainly than that, but you know Madams temper as well as I do, Mrs. Hopkins; it isnt for me to tell you; and I cant always say what I wish. She had been put out, too, about that new violet silk dress; its been cut a trifle too short waisted  a nasty fault  and doesnt fit as it ought, so it couldnt have happened at a more awkward time. Besides, I believe Madam thinks Miss Neville an angel, so quiet and mum; for my part I dislike people that cant say bo to a goose; and I dont think Miss Neville would jump if a thunderbolt fell at her feet.



This remark set Mary, and Jane, Frances Stricklands maid, laughing; but not a muscle of Mrs. Hopkins face moved as she asked  

How did you happen to hear of the loss of the piece of work?

Oh! Miss Fanny came in open-mouthed to tell her Mamma of it, and said wasnt it strange that though they had hunted high and low for it, they could not find it. Miss Edith accused Carlo;  you know what a rampacious dog he is;  but then they would have found some of the shreds, but not a vestige of it could they see, rummage as they would. Theres the school-room bell, Mary, thats for you to hear all about it, and be put on your trial, and be frightened to death. She added as Mary left the room, Shes no more spirit in her than the cat, and she glanced contemptuously at the sleepy tortoise-shell curled up before the fire.

Marys plenty of spirit when shes put to it, replied Mrs. Hopkins, shes not like some people, ready to let fly at every word thats said.

And quite right too, I say; when words are spoke that make ones heart leap up to ones throat; but there, servants aint supposed to have hearts or tongues neither for the matter of that now-a-days; why if a man only looks at us, were everything thats bad, when Im sure Id scorn to have the lots of followers some young ladies have.

Mrs. Mason, said Mrs. Hopkins, rising with dignity, this talk does not become you to speak, nor me to listen to; leastways I wont allow it in this room, and she rose and drew up her portly figure in some pride, and no little expression of anger on her face, while she shook out the stiff folds of her black silk dress. If the place doesnt suit you; you can leave and get a better if you can; but not one word shall you say in my hearing against any of Madams friends.

Good gracious, Mrs. Hopkins, youre enough to frighten anyone. I wasnt aware Id said anything against anybody, and Im sure and certain if I did, I didnt mean it. I have no fault to find with my place, Im well enough satisfied with it, but Im not partial to Miss Neville, yet at the same time Mason gathered up her work, and thrust it hastily into the box which she closed noisily, as if the spirit was ready to fly out, if she only dare let it.

But Mason knew well enough that Mrs. Hopkins was not to be trifled with, she could say a great deal, but beyond a certain point she dare not go; for as soon as the other chose she could silence her. All her airs and assumed grandeur were as nothing, and were regarded with cool disdain and contempt, but reign paramount the housekeeper would  and did; her quiet decided way at once checked and subdued the ladys maid, and all her pertness and boasting fell to the ground, but the sweep of her full ample skirts expanded with crinoline annoyed and vexed Mrs. Hopkins much more than her words; the one she could and did check; the other she had no power over, since Mrs. Linchmore tolerated them, and found no fault.

Mason partly guessed it was so, for she invariably swept over something that stood in her way when Mrs. Hopkins was present, either some coals from the coal box, or the fender-irons, the latter were the more often knocked down as Nurse so particularly disliked the noise. Mason had even ventured upon the tall basket of odds and ends from which Mrs. Hopkins always found something to work at, and which stood close by her side as she sat sewing. It would have stood small chance now of escape could Mason have found an excuse for going near it.

Well Mary, has the work been found? asked Mrs. Hopkins, as the girl came back.

No Maam, it hasnt; Miss Neville says she supposes she must have mislaid it somewhere, while Mason curled her lip as much as to say, I could have told you that.

Well, you had better go and look over your young ladies wardrobes; theres no telling sometimes where things get put to, at all events its as well to search everywhere.

And Mary went, but of course with small chance of finding what she sought for, as it still lay snugly enough under the shelf in Charles desk, while he appeared totally unmindful of it or indifferent as to its existence; but then the last two days he had been indifferent to almost every thing. He could not account for Miss Nevilles coldness and stiffness; surely he had done nothing to offend her, yet why had she treated him so discourteously at the lake, and turned away with scarcely a word?

He had seen her walking with Vavasour; surely if she had done that, there could be no great harm in her remaining to say three words to him. He had also seen Mr. Hall one morning hasten after her with a glove she had dropped accidentally, and she had turned and thanked him civilly enough, even walked a few paces with him; then why was he to be the only one snubbed?

It irritated and annoyed him. He thought of the hundred-and-one girls that he knew all ready to be talked to and admired. There was even his proud cousin Frances unbent to him; yet he was only conscious of a feeling of weariness and unconcern at her condescension.



Amys manner puzzled him, and at times he determined on meeting her coldly; at others that he would make her come round. What had he done to deserve such treatment? he could not accuse himself in one single instance. But then Charles knew nothing of his sister-in-laws interference. That one visit of hers to the school-room had determined Amy on the line of conduct she ought to adopt. There was no help for it, she must be cold to him; must show she did not want, would not have his attentions, they only troubled her and brought annoyance with them. She was every bit as proud as Charles. What if he thought as Mrs. Linchmore did? She would show him how little she valued his apparent kindness, or wished for his attentions.

Ah! Amy was little versed in mens hearts, or she would have known that her very coldness and indifference only urged the young man on; and made the gain of one loving smile from her, worth all the world beside.

Charles was sauntering quietly home through the grounds from the next days skating on the lake, when the childrens voices sounded in the distance; he unconsciously quickened his steps, and soon reached the spot where they were playing.

Another holiday! he exclaimed, as he saw at a glance that Miss Neville was not there.

Oh! yes, Uncle, isnt it nice. We have enjoyed ourselves so much.

I wish I had known it, he replied, for I would just as soon have had a game of romps with you, as gone skating. You must let me know when you have a holiday again.

That wont be for a long time, said Edith, Fannys birthday comes next, and it isnt for another six months.

Whose birthday is it to-day then?

No ones. We have been having a regular turn-out of the school-room, all the books taken down and the cupboards emptied, because Miss Neville has lost her work.

Lost her work, has she? said Charles, not daring to look the two girls in the face, as he took a long pull at his cigar, and watched the smoke as it curled upwards.

Yes, Uncle, lost her work; such a beautiful piece she was doing; we cant find it anywhere, and Miss Neville is so vexed about it.

Vexed, was she? He wished he had taken the thimble and scissors as well. He felt a strange satisfaction in learning something had roused her, and that she was not quite so invulnerable as he thought.

Was she very angry? he asked.

Miss Neville is never very angry, replied Edith, but she looked very much vexed about it. I think she thought some one had been playing her a trick, as she would not allow Fanny to say it had been stolen.

I dare say she will find it again. It will turn up somewhere or other; you must have another search, and away he walked, knowing full well that unless he brought it to light it never would be found, and that all search would be fruitless.

Soon after, as the children walked towards the house, they met Robert Vavasour.

Well young lady, and where are you going to? asked he of Fanny, who, having Carlo attached to a chain, was some way behind her sister and cousin.

We are going home, Sir, said Fanny, with some difficulty making the dog keep up, by occasionally scolding him, which he seemed not to mind one bit, but only walked the slower, and tugged the more obstinately at his chain.

I have a little favour to ask of you, said he, will you grant it?

What is it, Sir? asked Fanny.

Will you wait here a few minutes until my return?

Yes. But oh! please dont be long.

Not three minutes, said he, as he disappeared.

Fanny! Fanny! are you coming? called Edith, returning; we are late, it is nearly four oclock.

I cannot come, said Fanny, I have promised to wait for him, with which unsatisfactory reply, Edith went on and left her.

And Fanny did wait, some  instead of three  ten minutes, until her little feet ached, and her hands were blue with the cold, and her patience, as well as Carlos, was well-nigh exhausted, he evincing his annoyance by sundry sharp barks and jumping up with his fore paws on her dress. At last, her patience quite worn out, Fanny walked round to the front of the house, where, just as she reached the terrace, she met Mr. Vavasour.

There, said he, placing a Camellia in her hand, hold it as carefully as you can, for it is not fresh gathered, and may fall to pieces, and take it very gently to your governess.

Yes Sir, I will; but oh! what a time you have been, and how she will scold me for being so late, because it rang out four oclock ever such a time ago, and Edith and Alice are long gone in.

Then do not stand talking, Fanny, but make haste in, and be careful of the flower.

But you must please take Carlo round to the left wing door for me, as Mamma does not like his coming in this way. You see his paws are quite dirty.

I suppose I must, but its an intolerable nuisance.

But the dog had not the slightest idea of losing his young mistress, and being dragged off in that ignominious way, but resisted the chain with all his might.

Suppose we undo his chain, and let him loose, suggested Robert. I dare say Mamma will excuse his intrusion for this once.

Away went Fanny, faithfully following out the instructions she had received, and carrying the flower most carefully, when suddenly a hand grasped her shoulder rather roughly.



Oh! cousin Frances, how you startled me! said Fanny.

Where are you going to with that flower? and she pointed to the Camellia Fanny held so gently between her small fingers.

Its for Miss Neville, cousin.

For Miss Neville is it? I suspected as much. Give it to me; let me look at it.

No, it will fall to pieces. He said so; and that I was to be very careful of it; so you musnt have it.

Who gave it you? Speak, child; I will know.

But little Fanny inherited the Linchmores spirit, and was nothing daunted at the others stern, overbearing manner. In fact her little heart rose to fever heat; so tossing back her long, thick hair with one hand, while with the other she put the flower behind her, and looking her tall cousin steadily in the face, she replied defiantly  

I shant tell you.

How dare you say that, how dare you speak to me in that rude way; I will know who gave it to you. Tell me directly.

No I wont, cousin.

Frances raised her hand to strike, but Fanny quailed not; she still held the flower behind her back, away from the other, and made her small figure as tall as she could, planting her little foot firmly so as to resist the blow to her utmost when it did come.

But it came not. The hand fell, but not on Fanny.

With a strong effort Frances controlled herself, and determined on trying persuasion; for she would find out where she got the flower.

Now Frances had been dressing in her room, and had accidentally seen from her window Charles talking to the children; so when she, unfortunately for Fanny, met her in the passage, and saw the Camellia, she naturally enough concluded he had sent it. If not he, who had? but she was certain it was Charles; her new-born jealousy told her so.



Still the child must confess and satisfy her, must confirm her suspicions, and then  but though Frances shut her teeth firmly, as some sudden thought flashed through her, yet she could not quite tell what her vengeance was to be, or what measures she would take; she only felt, only knew she must annihilate and crush her rival, and remove her out of her path.

I do not want the flower, Fanny, commenced she in a low voice, meant to propitiate and coax.

You would not have it, if you did! replied Fanny, not a bit conciliated or deceived at the change of tone and voice.

Frances could scarcely control her anger.

You need not hold it so determinately behind you. I am not going to take it from you.

No! I should not let you.

Nonsense! I could take it if I liked, but I do not want it; and I know where you got it too, Fanny.

No you dont, cousin. I am sure you dont.



But I do; for I saw your uncle give it you, just now.

If you saw him, why did you bother so? But I know you did not see him. You are telling me a fib, cousin Frances, and its very wicked of you! said Fanny, looking up reproachfully.

At this, as Frances thought, confirmation of her doubts, her rage burst forth.

You little abominable, good-for-nothing creature! you have the face to accuse me of telling a falsehood; I will have you punished for it. Your Mamma shall know how shamefully you are being brought up by that would-be-saint, Miss Neville.

If you say a word against my governess, retorted Fanny, I will tell Mamma, too; all I know youve done.

What have I done? you little bold thing, speak! and she grasped the childs arm again, so sharply that Fannys face flushed hotly with the pain; but she bore it firmly, and never uttered a cry, or said a word in reply.



Say what have I done. I will know.

You stole Miss Nevilles work, replied Fanny fearlessly. No one thinks its you, but I know it, and could tell if I liked.

Tell what?

That you took my governesss work, repeated Fanny. I know it was you; because I saw her put it away in her basket before we went out, and when we came home again it was gone, and she has never found it since.

What are you talking about? I think you are crazed.

No, I am not. What did you go into the school-room for that day, while we were out? Theres nothing of yours there; and why did you look so angry at Miss Neville, when we all came upstairs, if you had not taken away her piece of embroidery to vex and annoy her.

Was it on that day Miss Neville lost a piece of work?

Yes, it was only half finished, too; and you took it, you know you did.



And you say some one took it while you were out walking?

Yes.

Frances lifted away her hand from Fannys arm, where it had been placed so roughly, and let it fall helplessly to her side.

Gradually she drooped her eyes, and slowly moved away.

It is too much, she said, with a deep sigh, while the child stood mute with astonishment at the effect of her words, she being old and wise enough to see they had not only disarmed, but wounded and hurt Frances, and stung her to the quick.

And so they had.

Frances knew well enough she had not taken the work. Was it Charles? and was that the reason why he had looked so guilty when she unexpectedly entered? It was not the mere fact of being caught in the school-room. No; it was a cowardly fear lest she should have seen the theft that had made him start, and answer at random, and appear so confused. All was accounted for now.

Yes; he it was who had taken it, and for what? She paused and looked back. Fanny was following at a respectful distance. She waited until she came up.

You know not what you have done, child, she said, sternly, with just a slight tremble of the lips and lower part of the face. I will never forgive you for telling me.

She went on, and the now startled child went on too, knowing full well that her governess must be growing anxious.

And Amy had grown anxious at her prolonged absence, and after awaiting Marys fruitless search for her in the shrubbery and garden, had gone herself in quest of her, first to Julias room, thinking she might be there, or at the least they might be able to give her some information; but neither of the sisters had, of course, seen anything of her, so Amy retraced her steps, and had reached the end of the gallery, when Charles turned the corner.

They met face to face.

He held out his hand. Amy could not refuse to take it, indeed it was all so sudden, she never thought of refusing.

Have you hurt your hand, Miss Neville? he inquired, seeing she held out the left, while the right was in some measure supported by the thumb being thrust into the waist belt.

Slightly, replied Amy, and would have passed on, but he was determined this time she should not evade him.

What is the matter with it? How did you hurt it?

It was wrenched, she said, hesitatingly, and a little confusedly. I do not think there is much the matter with it.

Wrenched! echoed he, in some surprise. Then, all at once, the thought seemed to strike him as to how it was done, and he added, decidedly, It was yesterday, at the lake, holding my horse. Confound him!

Amy did not deny his assertion, indeed she could not, as it was true.

Are you much hurt? he asked again, in a kind voice.

I think not. It is bruised or sprained, that is all.

All! he repeated, reproachfully and tenderly.

But Amy would not raise her eyes, and replied, coldly, Yes; I can scarcely tell you which.

But I can, if you will allow me.

And in spite of her still averted face, he drew her towards the long window, near where they were standing, she having no power of resisting, not knowing well how to, so she held out her hand as well as she was able.

He held the small, soft fingers in his, and took off from her wrist the ribbon with which she had bound it.

It was much swollen and inflamed, and was decidedly sprained. He looked closer still, until his breath blew over those clear blue veins, and he could scarcely resist the temptation of pressing his lips on them  might, perhaps, have done so  when they were both startled.

A dark shadow floated towards them, and danced in the light reflected from the windows by the last red rays of the fast fading sun, right across them.

It was Frances, returning, full of anger and wounded feeling, after her meeting with Fanny.

Scornfully she stood and looked at both, while both quailed at her glance, and the proud, angry look in her eyes.

Charles was the first to recover himself. Miss Neville has sprained her wrist badly, Frances. Come and see.

More scornfully still, she returned his gaze, and then saying, with cutting sarcasm, Pray do not let me disturb you, she swept on, as though the ground was scarcely good enough for her to walk on, or that her pride would at all hazards oer master any and every thing that came in her way.

So she passed out of their sight.

It is too much, she repeated again, and more than I can bear, but this time there was no rebellious sigh, nothing but pride and determination struggling in her heart.

She went into her own room, and locked the door, so that the loud click of the key, as she turned it in the lock, startled again those she had left in the gallery.

My cousin is not blessed with a good temper, remarked Charles, though what she has had to vex her I know not, and do not much care; but at the same time, if Amy could have read his heart, she would have seen that he was inwardly uncomfortable at her having caught him.

I am sorry, was all Amy said, but it expressed much, as taking the ribbon from his hand, and gently declining his proffered assistance of again binding it round the injured wrist, she left him.



And Amy was sorry. She could not think she had done wrong in allowing Charles Linchmore to look at the sprain, simply because she could not well have refused him without awkwardness; besides, he took her hand as a matter of course, and never asked her permission at all; but then might not Miss Strickland imagine thousands of other things, put a number of other constructions upon finding them in the embrasure of the window together alone.

It was very evident from her manner that she had done so, and Amy shrank within herself at the idea that perhaps she also would think she was leading him on, and endeavouring to gain his heart, and he, too, as Mrs. Hopkins had told her, the inheritor of the very house she lived in.

As a governess, perhaps she had done wrong, she ought not to have allowed him to evince so much sympathy; but what if she explained to Miss Strickland how it had all happened, there would then be an end to her suspicions; her womans heart and feeling would at once see how little she had intended doing wrong, and feel for her and exonerate her from all blame or censure.

So Amy determined on seeking an interview with Frances. It was, as far as she could see, the right thing to do; and she went; when how Frances received her, and how far she helped her, must be seen in another chapter.


VOLUME II.


CHAPTER I.

NEWS FROM HOME

The smith, a mighty man is he, With large and sinewy hands; And the muscles of his brawny arms Are strong as iron bands. His hair is crisp, and black, and long; His face is like the tan; His brow is wet with honest sweat; He earns whateer he can; And looks the whole world in the face, For he owes not any man. Longfellow.

It was just sunset as Matthew the pikeman went out to receive toll from some one passing, or rather coming quickly up to the gate.

It was market day at Brampton, so Matthew had to keep his ears open, and his wits about him, for generally he had a lazy post, with scarcely half a dozen calls during the day.



A spare thin man was the occupier of the light cart now coming fast along the road; who as he drew near the gate threw the pence  without slackening his horses pace  at least a foot from where the other was standing.

Theres manners for you! said Matthew, stooping to look for the money, chucks the hapence to me as though I was a thief. Hates parting with em, I spose.

Or hates touching you with the ends of his fingers, said a voice at his side.

Good evening to yer, Mrs. Grey, said he, civilly rising and looking up, Well, Im blessed if I can find that last penny, and he counted over again those he held in his hand, Ill make him give me another, next time I sets eyes on him, I know.

Whats this? said Goody Grey, turning something over with her stick.

Thats it, and no mistake. Why Id back yer to see through a brick wall, Maam.

There! said she, not heeding his last remark, and pointing out the cart going slowly up a neighbouring hill, hes too proud to shake hands with his betters, now. Pride, all pride, upstart pride, like the rest of the fools in this world. And he used to go gleaning in the very fields he now rides over so pompously.

Can yer call that to mind, Mrs. Grey? asked Matthew, eyeing her keenly and searchingly.

Call it to mind! Whats that to you? I never said I could, but I know it for a truth.

Folks say theres few things yer dont know, replied Matthew, somewhat scared at her fierce tone.

Folks are fools!

Some of em; not all. Most say yer knows everything, and can give philters and charms for sickness and heart-ache and the like.

Folks are fools! repeated she again.

Well I know nothing, nor dont want to; but, said he, dropping his voice to a whisper, if yer could only give me a charm to keep her tongue quiet, and he pointed with his thumb meaningly over his shoulder in the direction of the cottage, Id bless yer from the bottom of my heart as long as I live.

What blessing will you give me?

Matthew considered a moment, as the question somewhat puzzled him. Here was a woman who had apparently neither kith nor kin belonging to her, one who stood, as far as he could see, alone in the world. How was he to give her a blessing? She had neither children, nor husband to be kind or unkind to her; she might be a prosperous woman for aught he or the neighbours knew, or she might be the very reverse. She never seemed to crave for sympathy from anyone, but rather to shun it, and never allowed a question of herself on former days to be asked, without growing angry, and if it was repeated, or persisted in, violent.

Presently Matthew hit upon what he thought a safe expedient. What blessing do yer most want? he asked cunningly.

None! I want none.

Ill give yer one Maam all the same. Most of us wish for something, and Ill pray that the one wish of yer heart, whatever it is, yer may get.

How dare you wish me that? she said in a fierce tone, how dare you know Ive any wish at all?

Cos I do. Thats all, replied Matthew sullenly.

Who told you? Speak! Answer!

Good Lord! Mrs. Grey, maam; how you scare a man. Who should tell me? I dont know nothing at all about yer; how should I? All I know is that most folks has wishes of some kind or another; nobodys satisfied in this world, and in course you aint, and so I just wished yer might be, thats all; theres no great harm in that, is there?

I told you folks were fools; but I think you are the biggest fool of the lot.

Come, come, dont lets have words. I didnt mean to vex yer, youre a lone woman with not a soul to stand by yer, and the Lord knows what youve got on yer mind.



Then seeing her eyes flashed again he hastened to change the subject.

Its a fine evening, anyhow, said he.

We shall have rain.

Rain! and Matthew looked up overhead, but not a vestige of a cloud or sign of a storm could he see.

Yes, rain, heavy rain, like the weeping of a stricken, woeful heart.

And she was passing on; but Matthew could not let her go so; he must have the charm, even at the risk of offending her again. He had thought of it for days past, it was the one wish of his heart; he had longed and sought for this opportunity and it must not slip through his fingers thus, so he said meekly, but still rather doubtfully,

Well it may be going to rain; yer know a deal better than I do, and I wont gainsay yer? we shall know fast enough afore night closes in. And now Mrs. Grey will yer give me the charm?

You dont need any charm.



Cant be done without, said he decidedly. Ive tried everything else I know of, and it aint no use, said he despairingly.

Well, said Goody Grey, after a moments consideration, do you see this box? and she took a small box out of her pocket and filled it with some of the fine gravel from his garden, whilst Matthew looked eagerly on as if his life depended on it. When next you are on your road to the Brampton Arms, and are close to the yew tree which grows within a stones throw of the door, turn back, and when you reach home again take the box out of your pocket and throw away one of the stones, and dont stir forth again, save to answer the pike, for the rest of the evening.

And then? questioned Matthew.

Then theres nothing more to be done, except to sit quiet and silent and watch your wifes face.

Where I shall see ten thousand furies, if I dont answer her.

You are a man, what need you care? Do as I bid you every time you are tempted to go to the Public-house; never miss once until the box is empty. Then bring it back to me.

And suppose I miss. What then?

How do you mean?

Why; what if when I finds myself so near the door of the Public  you see, maam, its a great temptation  I turns in and gets a drop afore I comes home?

Then you must add another stone instead of taking one away, and dont attempt to deceive me, or the charm will work harm instead of good.

Deceive her; no. Matthew had far too much faith in the charm to do that; there was no occasion for her fears.

And is this the only charm you know of? he asked.

The only one. When the box is empty the cure is certain; but remember the conditions, a silent tongue and not a drop of drink; the breaking of either one of these at the time when the charm is working, and a stone must be added.



The boxll never be empty in this world, said he, with a deep sigh; but Ill try. My thanks to yer all the same, maam.

You can thank me when you bring back the box. How is Mrs. Marks?

Pretty tidy, thank yer, but he looked crestfallen, notwithstanding his assertion. I never knowd her ill; shes like a horse, always ready for any amount of work, nothing knocks her up.

Sometimes the trees we think the strongest, wither the soonest, said Goody Grey passing on, while Matthew leant against the gate and counted the stones in the box.

Theres eight of them, said he. I wish it had been an uneven number, its more lucky. Eight times! More than a week. Itll never be empty  never! then he looked up and watched Goody Grey almost out of sight, and as he did so her last words came across him again.

What did she mean by them? Did she mean that his old woman was going to die? Then he considered if he should tell her, and whether if he did she would believe it, and take to her bed at once, and leave him in quiet possession of the cottage and his own will; somehow his heart leaped at the thought of the latter, although he shook his head sadly while the former flashed through him.

Theres mischief abroad somewhere, Mrs. Marks, said he, entering the cottage.

Was when you was out, retorted she; but its at home now, and likely to remain so for to-night.

Who was talking of going out? Im sure I wasnt. I never thought onct of it, even.

Best not, for you wont as long as I know it. You were drunk enough when the young master passed through the pike to last for a precious sight to come; youre not going to make a beast of yourself to-night if I can help it.

Mrs. Marks was scrubbing the table down. She was one of those women who, if they have no work to do, make it. She was never idle. Her house, or rather cottage  there were only four rooms in it  was as clean as a new pin; not a speck of dirt to be seen, and as to dust, that was a thing unknown; but then she was always dusting, scrubbing, or sweeping. Matthew hated the very sight of a brush or pail, and would have grumbled if he dared; but he dared not; he was thoroughly henpecked. Had he been a sober man this would not have been the case; but he was not, and he knew it, and she knew it too; and knowing his weak points she had him at her mercy, and little enough she showed him. He answered her fast enough sometimes, but he dared not go in opposition to her will, even when he came reeling home from the Public-house. Appearances were too against him: he being small and thin, she a tall, stout, strong-looking woman. Certainly the scrubbing agreed wonderfully with her, and there seemed little prospect of Goody Greys prophecy being verified.

Who was it passed through the pike, just now? asked she.



White; as owns the Easdale Farm down yonder, with no more manners than old Jenny out there  the donkey,  she lets her heels fly, but Im blessed if this chap dont let fly heels and hands both.

Chap! reiterated Mrs. Marks, wheres your manners? Hes a deal above you in the world.

May be. But Goody Grey dont say so. She says he was no better nor a gleaner time gone by.

She! replied Mrs. Marks, contemptuously. What does she know about it? Shes crazed!

Crazed! no more nor you and I. Shes a wise woman, and knows a deal more than you think.

I am glad of it, said Mrs. Marks sneeringly, for its a precious little I think of either her or her sayings.

She went through the pike same time as other did, and told me all about him.

Why dont you be minding your own business, instead of talking and gossiping with every tom-fool you meet.



Shes no woman to gossip with, or fool either; she made me tremble and shake again, even the fire dont warm me, said he, lighting his pipe and settling himself in the chimney corner.

Ill take your word for her having scared you. Theres few as couldnt do that easy enough.

Matthews hand went instinctively into his pocket; he could scarcely refrain from trying the effect of the charm, but it was growing dusk, and he was afraid that for that night at least it was too late.

Wait a bit, said he in a low voice, Wait a bit; but his wife heard him.

Was that what she said? asked she.

No, she said and Matthew took the pipe out of his mouth so that he might be heard the plainer, she said; all trees wither the first as looks fat and strong. Thats what she said.

Trees fat and strong! Are you muddled again?



No, Im not, replied he doggedly, thats what she said, and no mistake; the very words, Ill take my oath of it; and if you dont see the drift of em I do.

Lets hear it.

Well, said Matthew solemnly, she meant one or tother of us was going to die, and he looked her full in the face to see how she would take it, expecting it would alarm her as it had done him.

Mrs. Marks put down the scrubbing brush, and resting her arms on the table returned his gaze.

Oh! you poor frightened hare, she said, So you think you are going to die, do you? Well Id have more spirit in me than to list to the words of a mad woman.

His astonishment may be better guessed at than described. He had so entirely made up his mind that his wife was the one Goody Grey had so vaguely hinted at, that he never deemed it possible any one could think otherwise; least of all Mrs. Marks herself: he glanced downwards at his thin legs, then stretched out his arms one after the other and felt them, as if to satisfy himself that he had made no mistake, and that he really was the spare man he imagined.

No, youre deceiving yourself, said he, Ill declare it wasnt me she meant. She said fat, I call it to mind well; and Im as thin as the sign post out yonder and no mistake.

Then he glanced at the stout, strong arms of his wife, now fully developed with her determined scrubbing. If she meant anyone, said he decidedly, she just meant you!

Me! screamed Mrs. Marks, Is it me you are worriting yourself about, you simpleton? There, rest easy; Im not afraid of her evil tongue; not that I suppose Ive longer to live than other folks: Im ready to go when my time comes and the Lord pleases; but Im not to be frightened into my bed by Mrs. Grey or any woman in the parish. No, shes come to the wrong box for that. Ill hold my own as long as I have the strength for it, and am not to be ousted by any one; not I! and Mrs. Marks nearly upset the pail in her violence, as she swept the scrubbing brush off the table into it.

Hulloa! cried a voice, as the latch of the door was lifted, and a stout strong-looking man entered with a good-humoured, cheerful face. Anybody at home? How are you Mrs. Marks? Im glad to see you again, and you too, he said, grasping and shaking Matthews hand heartily.

Its William Hodge of Deane! said she in surprise, Whod have thought of seeing you down here, and what brings you to these parts?

Business, replied the other laconically.

Something to do with the Smithy, eh? questioned Matthew.

Just so.

You still keep it on, of course.

Of course.

There dont stand there cross-examining in that way, called Mrs. Marks, as she opened a cupboard at the further end of the room, but attend to your own business, and just go and draw some ale, while I get a bit of bread and cheese ready. Supper wont be served up yet, said she apologetically, returning and spreading a clean snow white cloth on the table; but you must want a mouthful of something after your long journey.

I cant wait supper, Im in too great a hurry; thank yer all the same.

Are you going further on? asked Matthew, coming in with the ale.

No. Im to put up at the Brampton Arms for the night, or may be two  or perhaps three, he replied.

Im sorry for that, said Mrs. Marks. I hate the very name of the place. Theyre a bad set, the whole lot of em.

That dont signify a rap to me. I shant have nothing to do with any of em so long as they lets me alone, thats all I care about. I shant trouble em much cept for my bed.

And now for a bit of news about home, said Mrs. Marks, as her visitor began his supper, or rather the bread and cheese she had set before him. How are they all down at Deane? And hows mother?

Im sorry to say Ive no good news of her; sheve been ailing some time, and the doctors stuff dont do her no good; he says shell go off like the snuff of a candle. But there, shes precious old now, and well nigh worn out. Ive a letter from your sister Martha  Mrs. Brooks  telling yer all about it; and he searched and dived into his deep pockets for it, and then handed it to her.

Is Jane as queer as ever? asked Matthew, in a low voice, as his wife was perusing the letter.

Yes, worse nor ever, I think; scarce ever opens her lips, and stares at yer awful, as though she had the evil eye.

I always thought she had; she wor as strange a woman as ever I set eyes on.

Well! said Mrs. Marks, looking up from her letter, I suppose I must say yes. Perhaps youll just look in, Mr. Hodge, when the time comes for you to go back to Deane, and Ill give you the answer.

I wont fail, replied he.

What are yer going to say yes to? asked Matthew.

Martha says mothers dying, and she wants to know whats to become of Jane, and if she cant come here.

Here! exclaimed Matthew. The Lord save us.

Save you from what? asked Mrs. Marks angrily.

From having a crazed creature in the house. Who knows but what she might burn the house down about us; Mr. Hodge says she aint no better in the head than she used to be.

If she was ten times as bad as she is, she should come. Its a sin and a shame to hear you talk so of your own wifes sister and she nowhere to go to, and the cottage big enough to hold her.

Why cant your sister Martha take her?

Just hear him talk, said she, derisively, and Martha with more children than she knows what to do with; and a husband as is always ailing. Why youve no more charity in you than a miser; there, go and draw some more ale, and have done with your folly. Least said is soonest mended.

Mrs. Marks had two sisters and a mother living at Deane, some forty, or it might be more miles, from Brampton. Martha, the youngest, was married, and blessed  as is too often the case with the poor, or those least able to afford it  with nine children, and a sick husband; the latter worked hard enough when his health permitted, but then there was no certainty about his being able to earn wages. A cold caught and neglected had given him a fever and ague, and the least chill brought on a return of it. His wife, almost as energetic a woman as her sister, Mrs. Marks, but with a more mild and even temper, earned a living by washing, and did the best she could to keep them all; and her management certainly did her credit, her house being as clean as Mrs. Marks, although not so constantly scrubbed or washed.

The other sister, Jane, lived with her mother, an old woman of seventy-five, who, until now, had borne her age well, and looked certainly some ten years younger, but then she had always enjoyed the best of health; was up betimes in the morning, summer and winter, and about her small farm and dairy, which she managed better than most did with half-a-dozen hands to help them.

Ever busy, and uncommonly active, her illness was totally unlooked for, and least expected by Mrs. Marks, who read and re-read her sisters letter several times, to assure herself there was no mistake; that she really was struck with paralysis and not expected to survive many days, and then what was to become of Jane? Jane, who was so totally dependent on others, who lived as it were on sufferance, rarely doing work, or helping her mother in any way, or interesting herself in any one single thing. If she willed it she worked, if not, she remained idle; her mother never grumbling or finding fault, while the girl who helped her was severely rated as an idle good-for-nothing if any one portion of her daily work was neglected.

There were days when Jane would milk the cows, churn the butter, even scour out the dairy itself, and work willingly and well  she had been out to service in her youth  but these days were few and far between; she usually roamed about at her will, sometimes half over the parish, or else sat at home perfectly quiet and silent knitting, she never did any other kind of needlework; or if unemployed she would clasp her hands together over her knees, her eyes either fixed on vacancy, or restlessly wandering to and fro, to all appearance, as the neighbours said, not exactly a daft woman, but one whose mind was afflicted, or had been visited with some heavy calamity, the weight of which bore her to the ground, and was at times more than she had strength to bear or battle against.



Such was the sister Mrs. Marks had determined on befriending, there being little doubt she would carry out her intention, notwithstanding Matthews decided aversion to it; and that Jane would ere long be in quiet possession of the one spare room in the cottage.

William Hodge, her present visitor, also came from Deane, and kept the small blacksmiths shop, or parish smithy. He had two sons, one a good-for-nothing, neer-do-weel. Also, well probably a sorrow and constant anxiety to his parents, who had been absent from home now for several months, and at his wifes earnest solicitations Hodge had come down to Brampton to seek him, they having heard accidentally of his being there or somewhere in the neighbourhood.

Hows Mrs. Hodge, and your sons? asked Mrs. Marks, as Matthew went off once more for the ale.

Sons! he repeated. Ah! theres the rub, youve hit the right nail on the head now. Richard, as works the smithy is as good a lad as ever breathed; but Toms turned out bad, and between you and I, tis he Ive come all this way to look after. Id turn my back upon him and have nothing more to do with him; but there, one cant always do as one wishes.

Is Tom down here?

Ive heerd so.

Whats he doing?

No good, that you may be sure, replied he, since hes here on the sly. Im afeard hes got into bad company, and gone along with a terrible bad lot. The old woman thinks hes turned poacher, and most worrits and frets herself to death about it; so Ive come to try and find him, and get him back home again, that is if I can. Itll most break his mothers heart if I dont.

God grant he isnt with them as murdered poor Susans husband?

Amen, replied he solemnly.

One of em got hanged for that, God rest his soul, though he deserved it; but theres lots of em about; they say the gang is more desperate like since then, and have vowed to have their vengeance on Mr. Grant, the Squires head keeper, but there, it dont do to tell yer all this; bad news comes fast enough of itself; well trust and hope Tom isnt with none of these.

Well, weve all got our troubles, said Mrs. Marks again, seeing he made no reply. I begin to think those as has no children is better off than those as has em.

Yeve less trouble, no doubt of it.

Less trouble! oh, Ive mine to bear as well as the rest of yer; why theres Matthew, with no more spirit in him than a flea, and all through drink. Hell go off to the public, though tis half a mile and more away, whenever my eyes isnt on him.

Thats bad.

Bad! Its worse than bad. Heres mother dying, Jane not to be trusted to come here alone, and Matthew not able to take care of himself no more than a baby! How Im to manage to get to Deane I dont know, nor cant see neither how its to be done.

If I was you, Id go somehow. Theyll think badly of you if you dont, and as for Marks, leave him to get drunk as oft as he likes, for a treat; Ill wager my life on it, hell be sober when he sees your face again, my word on it.

This, to Hodges mind, was satisfactory reasoning enough; but not so to Mrs. Marks. She would like to know who was to take care of the pike, during her absence, if Matthew was unable to do so? This was a question Hodge had not foreseen, and when asked, could not reply to. However, after a little more talking, they came to the friendly arrangement that Mrs. Marks should start on the morrow for Deane; Hodge, in the meanwhile, keeping house with Marks, while she was absent; her stay, not under any circumstances whatever, to extend beyond a week.

It was an arrangement that satisfied both parties, as on considering the matter over, Hodge thought it was just as well he did not put up at the inn for any length of time, his being there might be noised abroad, and, although he intended passing under a feigned name, still Tom might easily recognise a description of him, be on the alert, and keep aloof until all was quiet again.

Mrs. Marks gave him sundry pieces of advice as to how he was to manage while she was at Deane, and among other things, cautioned him to beware of trusting Marks too much about Tom.

If you take my advice, said she, you wont tell him a word about him, thats if you want it kept quiet, I never trust him with a secret. Hes the man for you if you want a bit of news spread, why it would be all over the parish in  well, Id give him an hours start, then Id walk after him, and hear it all over again from everybodys mouth I met. Its ten times worse when hes got a drop of drink in him, then hell talk for ever, and youll may-be hear more than you care to, so mind, I caution you to be wary.



I shant wag my tongue, if you dont, replied Hodge.

I! exclaimed Mrs. Marks, indignantly. I mind my own business, which Ive plenty of, I can tell you, and dont trouble my head about other peoples; let everybody take care of their own, which its my belief they dont, or there wouldnt be so many squabbles going on in the village at times.

Youre a wise woman, Mrs. Marks.

True for you, said Matthew, returning, Ill back her agin a dozen women, twice her size.

Hold your tongue, you simpleton, said his wife, and give me the ale here; youve been a precious time drawing it. What have you been about? added she, eyeing him suspiciously.

Been about? Why just tilting the barrel, there aint enough left to drown a rat in.

Why dont you say a mouse, or somut smaller still. If Id had my senses about me, Id never have trusted you within a mile of it, said she, handing the mug to Hodge.



Ill swear I arnt tasted a drop. Id scorn to drink on the sly, replied Marks, attempting to look indignant, and glancing at his visitor.

There, dont straiten your body that way, and try to look big, you meek saint, you! as scorns to drink on the sly, but dont mind telling a lie straight out; there aint anybody here as believes you, leastways I dont. Why Mr. Hodge, said she, taking the empty mug from his hand, youd think I was blessed with the best husband as ever breathed, instead of the greatest rogue. Why youd be a villain, Marks, if it warnt for knowing your wifes eyes always on you. Youre afeard of it, you know you are.

Im a devilish deal more afeard of somut else; a oomans eye only strikes skin deep, but her tongue do rattle a mans bones and make his flesh creep, muttered Matthew, turning away.

There dont settle yourself in the chimney corner again, but come and help Mr. Hodge on with his great-coat. Hear to the wind how its rising; tis a raw cold night outside, I take it.



Its drenching with rain, said Hodge, as he stepped over the threshold and pulled up the collar of his coat preparatory to facing the rain, which was coming down in torrents.

Rain! exclaimed Matthew, as his wife closed the door on her visitor. Whod have thought it? But there, she said it would rain. Oh! shes a true prophet, is Goody Grey, and no mistake. I said she was a fearful ooman, and knowd most everything. The Lord save and deliver us, and have mercy upon us! for we none of us know, and he glanced at Mrs. Marks, whats going to happen. Good Lord deliver us from harm.

There go and put the pot on to boil for supper, said Mrs. Marks, turning on him sharply, and dont stand there a chaunting of the psalmses.

And with deep sighs and many inward groans, Matthew went and did his wifes bidding, but the psalms seemed uppermost in his mind that night; he seemed to have them at his fingers ends.




CHAPTER II.

A FRIENDLY INTERFERENCE.

No tears, Celia, now shall win My resolvd heart to return; I have searched thy soul within, And find nought but pride and scorn; I have learnd thy arts, and now Can disdain as much as thou. Carew.

Men fall in love every day, yet few of them like to be caught talking or acting sentimentally towards the object of their affections.

Charles was inwardly vexed at Frances sudden appearance, and still more so at the sarcastic way in which she had spoken and acted. What business was it of hers to take either himself or Miss Neville to task? Was it not partly his fault the wrist was sprained, and would he not have been wanting in common politeness had he, when he accidentally discovered it, not tried in some measure to remedy it?

It was a bad sprain, there was no doubt about that, although she made light of it.

It ought to be looked to; but how to procure proper surgical attention puzzled him. Somehow he did not quite like being the bearer of the tidings to his brothers wife; he could fancy how proudly and contemptuously she would raise her head, and look him through with her dark flashing eyes; and how quietly  very differently from Frances  hint her displeasure at his interference, and turn his fears and sympathy into ridicule. He could not stand that; no, he was ready to face any open danger, but the covert, sarcastic glance and mocking smile of his sister-in-law was a little beyond even his courage. Yet it was necessary she should be informed of it if Amy was to be helped, which he had made up his mind she must be. How then was it to be managed?

Ideas and plans crowded into his brain one after another, but all more or less impracticable; as he stood at the window, where Amy had left him, hopelessly entangled in a web of perplexing thoughts.

There was, as I said, no restraining Annes curiosity, she always gratified it, or tried to do so, whatever the risk. Certainly, if curiosity is, as we are told, a womans failing, and men take every opportunity of reminding them of the fact, or rather laying it at their door, whether they will or not, Anne claimed a large portion of it. Why women should be thought to have a larger share of curiosity than men remains to be proved; surely if it be a sin, it is a very small one in comparison to the long list of sins of greater magnitude not laid to their charge, and if not to woman; then to whom do they belong?

Anne had heard voices in the gallery, and had opened her door just sufficiently wide to allow of her obtaining a sight of those who were talking, and notwithstanding sundry hints from Julia as to the disgraceful way in which she was acting, she determined to see the end, let the cost be what it might. She could not hear what was said, but there could be no harm in just peeping and seeing what was going on.

It was with no little astonishment that she watched Charles and Amy apparently on such intimate terms of acquaintance, when the latter had only assured her the night before that she scarcely knew her cousin to speak to. Subsequently, Frances arrival on the scene, and evident anger and scorn, astonished her still more.

That Miss Neville was a flirt had crossed her mind ever since the day she had caught her coming home with Mr. Vavasour; but here she was apparently hand and glove with Charles. She did not see cause for any such display of temper as Frances had made; still, she thought it a shame Miss Neville should take all the men to herself, when there were lots of other girls in the house ready to be made love to, now, of necessity, left to their own devices, and dull enough in consequence.

Anne began to think Miss Neville was not acting fairly, and certainly not openly. Why should she have two strings to her bow, while Anne could not conjure up one, for she counted Mr. Hall as nobody, and disdainfully thrust the thought of him aside, as his image presented itself in full force; even as she had gazed at him but last night, over the balusters drenched to the skin, looking the true personification of a country parson, but totally dissimilar to the beau ideal of Annes imagination, which she had snugly enshrined somewhere in a small corner of her heart. It seemed ridiculous to imagine him falling in love, and least of all with her, who had determined on marrying a man with fierce moustaches and whiskers, and these Mr. Hall could never have. No, he should not fall in love with her; she would not have it.

Why should such an uncouth being be always dangling after her, while Miss Neville, with no trouble at all, came in for all the loaves and fishes, and she obliged to content herself with the fragments? If all the beaux in the house were to be monopolised in this style, it was time Mrs. Linchmore invited others who would be able to look at Miss Neville without immediately falling down and worshipping her, as though she were an angel. She had no intention of losing her temper, as Frances had done, but she did not see why she should not let Charles know she had seen him, so out of her room she marched at once, and went up straight to where he still stood by the window.

What on earth have you done to offend Frances? asked she, beating about the bush, she looks as surly as a bear.

I might ask you that question, seeing she had evidently been put out before I saw her.

I was peeping through a crack in the door, and could not help laughing to see the rage she was in.



She may remain in it, and welcome, for aught I care, replied Charles, trying to appear indifferent, but at the same time showing some slight symptom of temper.

So may somebody else, said Anne; but you know very well she was mortified at seeing you hold Miss Nevilles hand, and  and  I dont think it was right of you, Charles.

He looked up as if he could have annihilated her. I am the best judge of my own affairs, said he, slowly, and as for Miss Neville, it is impossible she could do wrong.

I do not accuse Miss Neville of doing wrong; but I think my cousin, Mr. Charles Linchmore, is playing a double game.

Charles bit his lip, but made no reply.

You may take refuge in a sneer, continued Anne, somewhat hotly, and play with Frances feelings as much as you like, and as much as you have done, and few will trouble their heads about it; but its a shame to carry on the same game with a governess, who cannot help herself, and is obliged, nay expected, to put up with slights from everybody.

Not from me, Anne.

Yes, from you, who are making love to two girls at the same time.

How dare you accuse me of so dishonourable an action? exclaimed Charles.

Dare? Oh, I dare a great deal more than that, replied Anne, tossing her head.

Any way, you could not accuse one of much worse.

It is the truth, nevertheless, and I cannot see that there is anything daring about it. The daring is not in my speaking, but in your own act.

I never made love to Frances, or if I did, her own cold pride annihilated any partiality I might have had for her.

Partiality! uttered Anne, sarcastically, Defend me from such partiality from any man. I wonder you did not say flirtation; but even your assurance could not summon courage to tell such a fib as that.



A truce to this folly, Anne, or I shall get angry, and you cant convince me I ever he hesitated a moment loved Frances. Allowing that I did show her a little attention, I dont see she is any the worse for it.

You have succeeded in making her miserable, although you have not broken her heart, and now want to play Miss Neville the same trick; but I wont stand by and see it, I declare I wont; my womans heart wont let me; so, if you begin that game, we wage war to the knife. I cannot help pitying Frances, whom I dislike, and will not, if I can help it, have to pity Miss Neville also.

There is no reason why you should. Miss Neville is superior to a dozen like Frances. Anne opened her eyes at this, but wisely held her tongue. He went on,

I swear, Anne, Ill never give you reason to pity Miss Neville; but she has sprained her wrist, I think very severely. That confounded brute was the cause of it.



Man or beast? she asked. Tis difficult to know which you mean.

My horse, replied he, determined not to be laughed into a good temper. She would hold him at the lake when I asked her not to; but women are so obstinate, they will have their own way; there is no reasoning with them. I would not have allowed her if I could have foreseen what was going to happen, but how could I? and now the mischief is done, and she is pretty considerably hurt.

All her own fault, according to your account, so why should you vex yourself about it? Men generally send us to Old Harry under such circumstances.

But I consider it to have been partly my fault; I was a fool to allow her to hold the horse, and a still greater one, inasmuch as now the mischief is done, I am unable to help her.

In what?

Charles made no reply; he was thinking could Anne help him in his difficulty? She might if she liked, but would she? Could he trust her? as in evincing so much sympathy for Miss Neville would she not partly guess at his secret liking for her  if she had not guessed it already?

Anne was good-natured and truthful enough; had she not just plainly told him he had done wrong? but that he would not allow of for a moment. It was the natural thing to do, and would have been done by any one under similar circumstances. How could he help being sorry? how could he help feeling for her? Dr. Bernard must be sent for, the sprain might get worse. Charles, like most men when their minds are set on attaining any one object, determined on carrying his point. The more difficult the accomplishment the more resolute was he in attaining it, and clearing all obstacles that stood in his way.

Im going to Standale, said he, suddenly looking up.

To Standale! You have just three hours to do it in; we do not dine before eight, so I dare say you will manage it.



Yes. Have you any commissions?

None, thank you. It will be too dark for you to match some wool for my sister. I know she wants some. Men invariably choose such unseasonable hours for their jaunts, when they know it is impossible for women to load them with commissions.

Do you not think it would be as well to mention to my brothers wife that I am going to Standale? She might like Dr. Bernard to call to-morrow and see Miss Neville, and prescribe for that injured wrist.

Nonsense, Charles! It cannot be so bad as that; and besides, you said it was caused entirely through her own obstinacy, so let her bear it as best she may, as a just punishment for her sins.

Then seeing he looked serious and a little annoyed, she added, Of course you can do as you like about it.

I shall be ready to start in less than ten minutes, replied he. You can meet me in the hall, and let me know the result of your communication with Mrs. Linchmore.

That is what I call cool, said Anne, as Charles vanished; he does not like to tell Isabella herself, so makes me the bearer of the unpleasant news, and I dare say thinks I am blind and do not see through it. Well, the cunning of some men beats everything. I believe the wretch is fast falling in love with Miss Neville, if he is not so already. At all events, it strikes me, cousin Frances stands a very good chance of being cut out; so she had better control her temper instead of allowing it to get the better of her as it did to-day.

Then, as if a sudden thought struck her, she turned and darted away after Charles.

I tell you what it is, said she, breathlessly, coming up with him, I do not mind doing this little act of mercy for you; but at the same time I must first go and see Miss Neville. It would never do to have Isabella asking me how she looked? What was the matter with her? and lots of other questions, that I could not answer; so you must have patience and give me half-an-hours start.

Half-an hour! cried he, looking at his watch. Why it is nearly five oclock now.

I must have half-an-hour, I ought to have said an hour. Why, if it is so late, not put off your journey to Standale until to-morrow. Is your business there so very pressing? asked she, slyly.

Yes. I must go this evening, replied he, evading her look.

Men are so obstinate, there is no reasoning with them. Is not that what you said of Miss Neville?

This is quite a different thing.

Oh! of course, quite different, when it suits your convenience; but I am not convinced.

Women never are, muttered Charles, turning on his heel.

In the meanwhile Fanny had carried the flower in safety to her governess, her little mind full of wonderment as to what her cousin Frances could have meant; why she had looked so strangely and spoken still more so?

Children are great observers, and often think and see more clearly than their elders give them credit for. So it was in the present instance. Fanny felt certain her cousin did not like Miss Neville should have the flower, that she was jealous of her, and disliked her; and the child settled very much to her own satisfaction that it was all because her governess was so pretty, and had such lovely hair; even more golden than Ediths, while Frances was as nearly approaching black as it well could be.

Amy was a little indignant on seeing the flower, and hearing from Fanny that he had sent it to her. She recognised the Camellia at a glance. It was the one Robert Vavasour had gathered for her in the greenhouse; she knew it again, because in arranging the bouquet for Mrs. Linchmore its stem had been too short, and she had added a longer one, and secured it by winding a piece of thread round; it was there still, while some of the pure white leaves of the flower were becoming tinged with brown; evidences of the length of time it had been gathered.

He said it was not quite fresh, said Fanny watching her governess, as she thought noticing its faded beauty, but I thought you would like it just as well, because you are so fond of flowers.

Who desired you to give it me?

That tall dark gentleman who walked home with us one day, the day you lost your embroidery. Fanny could not get the latter out of her mind, it was uppermost there.

It was Mr. Vavasour, then who sent it; and why?

Amy remembered his having asked for the flower she had gathered for Mrs. Linchmore, and her refusal to give it. Had he now sent it to show her that another, even Mrs. Linchmore, had been more willing to oblige him than she had; as also how little value he placed on the gift? Or probably their meeting in the greenhouse had escaped his memory, and perhaps he merely wished to please her, seeing how fond she was of flowers, and thought any flower, however faded, was good enough for a governess.

As she stood by the fire her hand unconsciously wandered towards the bars; in another moment the poor flower would have been withered, the heat would have scorched it.

Oh! dont burn it, Miss Neville, please dont, exclaimed Fanny. It isnt half dead yet; and I have had such trouble in bringing it you safely, because cousin Frances wanted it.

Miss Strickland?

Yes. She got in such a rage, you never saw anything like it; but I would not let her have it. I was determined she should not. She knew it was for you too, and it was that made her so angry. She told a fib as well, for she said she saw Uncle Charles give it me, and you know it was Mr. Vavasour.

Did you tell her so?



No replied Fanny, triumphantly, little thinking how every word was grieving her governess. No, I didnt; she tried very hard to make me say, but I wouldnt; see, said she, baring her arm, Ill show you what she did. There! see that; only look, Miss Neville, and she pointed to some deep blue marks, plainly the impression of four lines like fingers, wasnt it spiteful and naughty of her?

Amy looked up in surprise and compassion. Was it possible Miss Strickland, usually so calm could have so far lost her temper, as to hurt her so severely. Spiteful? yes it was worse than spiteful, it was wicked. If she had shown so little mercy to a child who could not have intentionally harmed her what would be the result of the appeal she meditated making to her womanly feelings? would she feel for her and help? she who had shown none for a helpless child? Amys heart sank within her, and she began to fear she was in a sea of troubles, that would take a wiser head than hers, and a stronger hand and heart to extricate her from.

And all this time the little girl stood with bared arm before her governess, waiting for and claiming her pity, while the four blue marks seemed more plainly visible each time Amy looked at them.

Would Miss Strickland ever wound her as deeply? Words she did not care for, they were often lightly spoken, and soon perhaps regretted or forgotten; but acts were different things, they caused injuries, and heart-aches to last a life-time. They might like words be regretted, but could never be recalled, causing irreparable mischief.

Fannys arm gave Amy a disagreeable insight into Frances character, one that was altogether new and unexpected. Julia Bennet had often spoken of her, and always from the first as a proud, cold girl, wrapped up in self, with no interest in the every day cares of life, or affection for home ties or duties; but fond of society, and caring for little beyond it, living in the world and only for its approval and worship; a being neither exacting nor demanding homage, but taking it to herself as a matter-of-course and right, yet it was evident to Amy, that though she assumed the appearance of a goddess, she, like many a Homeric deity, was affected with a mortals worse passion  revenge, and Amy shivered slightly as she thought of the coming interview, fearing an explanation might be more difficult than she had imagined, and that instead of a few quiet words, it might be a stormy warfare.

You must have your arm bathed, Fanny, she said, putting the sleeve down in its place again, and hiding from sight the ugly marks. I am sadly afraid you must have been very naughty for Miss Strickland to have punished you so severely. Why was she angry with you? What did you do to annoy her?

Nothing, Miss Neville. She tried to make me tell her who sent you the flower; and because I would not she got angry, and wanted to snatch it from me. It was cousin Frances began it all; she caught hold of me as I was coming along quite quietly, and never thinking of her at all.

But you must have vexed her, Fanny. It is impossible she could have injured you so severely without.

Well, perhaps I did, a little  only just a little. I found out, said Fanny, looking down, something she thought was a secret, and only known to herself, and she could not bear to think I knew it.

You found out a secret?

Yes, replied Fanny, hesitatingly; but I must not tell you what it is, Miss Neville. Please dont ask me.

I will not, Fanny; but at the same time I hope it is nothing wrong that will not bear the telling. I am sadly afraid that appearances are against you. I fear now more than ever that you must have seriously offended or wounded Miss Strickland. Are you sure, quite sure, Fanny, that you cannot trust me with the secret?

Oh, I must not tell you, indeed I mustnt. You are wrong, too, in what you think. I have done nothing bad, Miss Neville; do believe me, and please dont think badly of me.

I will try not to, Fanny.

Oh, how I wish I had come in with Edith when she asked me, and never waited for anyone, then I should never have seen cousin Frances, and fairly overcome with all her little heart had been suffering during the past hour, Fanny burst into tears.

I have made my appearance at a most unfortunate moment, said Anne, opening the door. Good gracious, child! dont cry like that; you are roaring like a mad bull, and will make a perfect fright of yourself into the bargain. There, do stop. I promise you, you shall be forgiven whatever your sin, and receive the kiss of forgiveness on the spot, if you will only have done and be quiet.

Go, Fanny, said Amy, we will talk over this quietly by-and-by, go and desire Mary to see to your arm.



Thank goodness she is gone, said Anne, now I can begin to breathe again. If there is anything in this world I hate, it is the cry of children and cats; I class them both together, as I dont know which is the worst of the two, all I do know is, that when children once begin, they never know when to leave off.

Then suddenly she caught sight of the Camellia, and took it up, while Amy most sincerely wished she had burnt it.

Where did you get this Camellia? asked she.

Fanny brought it me a few minutes ago, replied Amy, blushing slightly, feeling she was in a manner evading the question.

But Anne was far too point blank to be put off, and had Amy but considered for a moment, she would have remembered how hopeless it was to check or elude Annes curiosity. She returned to the charge at once, without one moments thought or hesitation.

Who gave it her? she asked shortly.

I believe Mr. Vavasour did.



Of course I expected as much. Here are you like some saintly nun, shut up in a cloister, no one supposed to get even a glimpse of you, and yet for all that, you receive more attention than all us poor girls put together, who are dressing and walking, laughing and talking, and doing I do not know what else besides to please the men. You may smile, but I can tell you I think it no laughing matter. Upon my word, it is a great deal too bad.

The flower is not worth having, replied Amy, constrained to say something. It is faded.

Not worth having! now I do call that ungrateful, when I dare say the poor man has done his best to please you. I know I should be thankful enough at having such a graceful compliment paid me; but there, I never have the chance of showing my gratitude to anybody, seeing no one ever pays me the compliment of even sending me a dead flower!

I am sure Mr. Hall would.

Oh! the monster, dont name him, pray. Thank goodness he has not found out my penchant for flowers, or I believe I should find him waiting every morning at the bottom of the staircase, with a bouquet as big as his head, composed of ivy berries and Christmas holly; he decorates his church with them, and I have no doubt thinks them preferable to the most lovely hot-house flowers; here, take your Camellia, and she held it out at arms length.

This was a ruse on Annes part to induce Amy to hold out her arm, so that she might, as it were by accident, discover the sprain, having determined in her own mind, after leaving Charles, not to let Miss Neville know a word about his solicitude; he had appealed to Annes good nature, and she was willing enough to help him to get a dozen doctors  if he wished it  to see her, but then Miss Neville must not know anything about it; there was no reason why she should, but every reason why she should not.

Anne would not, by the slightest word or hint, soften Miss Nevilles heart towards her cousin; people must manage their own love affairs themselves, and if they got into scrapes, not get others into a mess as well; besides, Anne knew well enough, or rather guessed it, that neither Mr. or Mrs. Linchmore would exactly approve of it, while as for Charles, she hoped Miss Neville would pay him out in the same coin as he had paid Frances. If her cousin was foolish enough to fall in love with the governess, it was his fault, Anne was not going to take the blame, or have anything to do with it.

Then it was evident to Annes quick sight that Mr. Vavasour was getting up a flirtation too, and if Miss Neville was wise she would improve upon that, there being no one in the world to say a word against his falling desperately in love with her, if he liked; he was a rich man, and his own master entirely, and ought to have a wife to help him spend his money, whereas Charless fortune was all built upon expectations; it was true he had some four or five hundred a year, but that might, in the end, starve a wife, or turn her into a household drudge.

There was not a shadow of doubt in Annes mind which of the two ought to be the object of Miss Nevilles choice; but true love never did run smooth, and she supposed she would choose Charles, simply on account of the difficulties that stood in her way. She only wished, with a sigh, she was the chosen one, instead of Miss Neville  and then  what a dance she would lead the two!

What is the matter with your wrist? asked she, as Amy of necessity stretched out the left hand for the flower.

I have sprained it.

Anne never asked the why or wherefore,  which might have surprised Amy had she thought at all about it; knowing, as she did, her inquisitiveness,  but examined it at once.

Yes, it is a bad sprain, and how swollen the fingers are! and how funny it looks, said she laughing. Why you might as well be afflicted with gout. How it burns! I should be quite frightened if it was mine.

I am not in the least so, replied Amy. I am going to bathe it in cold water presently. I think that will do it good.

How can you possibly know what will do it good; you ought to have old Dr. Bernard to see it.

Oh, no! exclaimed Amy hastily, there is not the slightest necessity for any such thing. I cannot bear the idea of it; pray do not think of it for one moment, I would rather not see him.

Well, it is horrid, the idea of having a medical man, and knowing that for the time being, you are bound to follow wherever he leads; I hate it too. But old Dr. Bernard is so mild and meek, so fatherly-looking, with his grey hair or hairs  he has only got about twenty round his shining bald pate  so different to our young doctor at home, who comes blustering in, cracking his okes; and then sends medicine enough to kill the whole household. Of course Isabella knows about your arm?

No, not a word, and I hope she will not.

Hope no such thing, please, as I shall tell her of it the very first opportunity I have.

Pray do not, Miss Bennet. It will be quite well to-morrow.

It will not be well for days; and as for not telling Mrs. Linchmore, I always do what I say, and if you were to talk until Doomsday you would not reason me out of it. Only think if it were to bring on fever; you might get seriously ill and die, imagine what a mischance, obliged to have a funeral and all kinds of horrors; and then, how do you suppose us poor visitors would feel. I am sure we are dull enough as it is; at least, I am; so in compassion to our poor nerves, you must see that dear old Dr. Bernard. It is no use whatever fighting against your destiny, and without waiting for a reply Anne went away, thinking she had managed admirably well, seeing she had carried her point, without in the least compromising Charles.

She looked into the morning-room on her way down: there was no one there but Alfred Strickland having a quiet nap to while away the time before dinner, and Mr. Hall; the latter with his legs as usual, tucked away out of sight, a book in his hand; but fortunately for Anne his face turned away from its pages, towards the fire; so she crept softly away without disturbing either.

In the hall, to her astonishment, she met Charles, impatiently awaiting her, cloaked and booted for his cold ride.

Well, what success? asked he.

How ridiculous! exclaimed Anne angrily. There is such a thing as being too punctual. If I am to do as you wish, I will not be hurried; I am a woman as well as Miss Neville, and look for as much consideration. Besides, I said half an hour, and half an hour I will have; and without waiting for a reply she passed on into the drawing-room, while Charles, throwing off his great coat, followed.

But he was doomed to be terribly tried, for there sat Mrs. Linchmore, the object of Annes search, deep in the mysteries of a game of chess with Mr. Vavasour.

Anne sat down and took up a book. It will never do for me to disturb them, said she, quietly, rather enjoying the joke of Charles discomfiture, now visibly expressed on his face.

A muttered exclamation of impatience, which sounded very much like an oath, passed his lips.

Anne slightly winced at this. She thought the case getting desperate.

Why should Charles be in such a tremendous hurry?

It was not a case of life and death. She really thought, considering she was doing him a favour, he might have a chat, and make the time pass pleasantly and agreeably, instead of letting her see how entirely his heart was wrapped up in another girl. Only that her word was passed, from which Anne never deviated, she would have thrown up the office she had undertaken, and have nothing more to do with it.

Time passed on, not as it generally does, with swift fleet wings; but even to Anne, who did not care how it went, heavily and slowly, very much in the same way as the game of chess was progressing. Charles evinced his impatience by crossing his legs, uncrossing them, taking up a book and tossing over the pages; for not one word did he read or desire to; and finally, as the small French clock on the mantel-piece chimed six, he threw down the book and exclaimed impatiently  

When the devil will that game be over? Then catching Annes astonished look, he laughed aloud, and said, You do not often see me out of temper, cousin?

True, but then I never recollect having seen it tried.

Or tried so severely as it is now.



Men have no patience, see how quietly I take it.

You! you have no interest in the matter.

Have I not? And pray may I ask do you suppose it is very pleasant for me to be sitting here doing nothing. There are Alfred and Mr. Hall, both in the morning room, alone, waiting to be talked to, and I might have them all to myself, for the next half hour, and certainly all the time I have been wasting on you and your affairs. Have a little more gratitude Sir, or you may get some one else to manage for you.

You are a good girl, Anne, but a shocking flirt.

Oh yes! abuse me as much as you like, it will do you good, and perhaps make you in a better temper; as I said before, men have no patience. As long as things go smoothly and quietly they are all right; but when things happen contrary or not exactly as they wish, they get into a rage, and do not know how to bear it like us poor women, who are taught it every hour of our lives.

I never remember to have heard such a piece of moral wisdom from your lips before Anne.

They were here, much to the intense delight of Charles, interrupted by the voices of the chess players.

That was a very pretty checkmate, said Robert Vavasour, so totally unexpected and unperceived.

Who has beaten? asked Anne, going towards them, as Charles went out of the room, leaving her to do as best she could for him.

Mr. Vavasour, replied Mrs. Linchmore, he always does.

Not always; you won two games of me last evening.

Or rather you allowed me to; but I do not mind being beaten sometimes, it is tiresome never to win.

While the chess-men were being put away, Anne considered how she should begin her story, which, now it had come to the point, seemed more difficult than she had imagined. At length a bright idea struck her.

I hate chess, she said, and cannot think what pleasure there can be in poring over such a dull game. I would a thousand times rather play the childrens Race game; there is something exciting in that, but poor Miss Neville is too ill to play now.

Ill! exclaimed Mrs. Linchmore. Miss Neville ill? while one of the chess-men slipped from Robert Vavasours fingers, and rolled over on to the soft hearth rug, instead of into the box as he had intended.

Yes, she has sprained her wrist, continued Anne, giving the chess-man a gentle kick with her foot as it lay close beside her.

Is that all? I thought at least it was the small pox, or scarlet fever, said Mrs. Linchmore.

Although it is neither one nor the other, said Anne, still it is very bad, and ought to be seen to.

Do you speak from your own personal observation?

Yes. I have been sitting with her for some time, and certainly think she looks ill and feverish; her hand is swollen an awful size. I should be quite frightened if it were mine, and told her so. I dare say old Dr. Bernard though would soon put it all right.

He shall be sent for to-morrow, replied Mrs. Linchmore, should she be no better, but perhaps a nights rest, and a little of Mrs. Hopkins doctoring, may make her quite well again. Do you know how she sprained it?

I never asked her, replied Anne, evading a direct reply, all I know is, it is very bad.

If no better to-morrow, I will send for Dr. Bernard in the afternoon, said Mrs. Linchmore, quietly.

To-morrow afternoon, repeated Mr. Vavasour quite as quietly, and before Anne had time to shape any answer in reply, But perhaps Miss Neville is in a great deal of pain; a sprain is an ugly thing sometimes, and at all times painful.

It is quite impossible to send to-night, replied Mrs. Linchmore, decidedly. Mr. Linchmore will not return from Standale himself much before ten, and I never send any of the servants so far without his sanction. It strikes me there is a little unnecessary haste and compassion displayed for my governess.

Robert Vavasour was silenced; but not so Anne, she came to the rescue at once, rather nettled.

I am sure, Isabella, I dont care a bit about it; only I thought as Charles was going into Standale,  I suppose to ride home with your husband at night,  he might as well call on Dr. Bernard as not; or leave a message to say he was wanted.

As there was no good reason why he should not, Mrs. Linchmore was obliged to acquiesce, though apparently,  and she did not care to conceal it  with a very bad grace, and without the slightest solicitude expressed for her governess.

I have managed it for you, said Anne, going out into the hall, where she found Charles striding up and down, impatiently; such a fight as I have had.

Never mind about the fight, Anne. Am I to call on Dr. Bernard?

Yes.

The word was scarcely spoken, ere to Annes astonishment, he had caught her in his arms, and kissed her.

Youre a dear good girl, Anne, he said, I swear theres nothing I wouldnt do for you!

How rough you are, cousin! exclaimed Anne, struggling from his hasty embrace. Ill do nothing for you, if this is the style I am to be rewarded with. It may be all very well for you, but I dont like it.

Heres another then, laughed Charles, and now for Dr. Bernard, I suppose hes the best medical man in the place?



Oh! for goodness sake, said Anne, aghast at the bare idea of facing Mrs. Linchmore, if any other were called in. Do not go to any one but old Dr. Bernard, whatever you do; Isabella will never forgive me; she is in a tremendous gale as it is. Do you hear, Charley? said she, catching his arm as he was going off.

All right, said he, laughing at her fright, and leaving her only half convinced as to what he intended doing. Ill tell him to call the first thing in the morning.

Anne held back the hall door as he passed out.

It was pouring with rain, but he was on his horse and away in a second.

Why he must be desperately in love with that Miss Neville, said Anne, to go off in such torrents of rain; hell be drenched to the skin before he gets to the park gates. Well, I wish I could be ill, and somebody  not that Hall  go mad for me in the same way.

And Anne sighed, and smoothed the hair Charles had slightly disarranged.




CHAPTER III.

THE LETTER.

They sin who tell us love can die! With life all other passions fly  All others are but vanity. In heaven ambition cannot dwell, Nor avarice in the vaults of hell. Earthly these passions, as of earth  They perish where they draw their birth. But love is indestructible! Its holy flame for ever burneth  From heaven it came, to heaven returneth. Southey.

Against the mantle-piece in the morning-room leant Mrs. Linchmore; one hand supported her head, the other hung listlessly by her side, while in the long taper fingers she clasped an open letter. A tiny foot peeped from under the folds of her dress, and rested on the edge of the fender; the fire burnt clear and bright, and lent a slight glow to her cheeks, which were generally pale.



She looked very beautiful as she stood there; her graceful figure showed itself to the best advantage, and her long dark lashes swept her cheek, as she looked thoughtfully on the ground.

Mrs. Linchmore was not a happy woman; she had, as I have said, married for money, and when too late, found out her mistake, and that money without love is nothing worth.

When scarcely seventeen, she had loved with all the fervour and truth of a young hearts first love; her love was returned, but her lover was poor, they must wait for better times; so he went abroad to India, full of hope, and firm in the faith of her to whom he was betrothed; to win honour, fame, glory, and promotion; and with the latter, money wherewith to win as his wife her whom he so dearly loved.

Scarcely three years had passed slowly away, when Mr. Linchmore wooed the beautiful Isabella for his bride; he was young and handsome, and unlike her former lover, rich. Did she forget him to whom her young love was pledged? No, she still thought of him, love for him still filled her heart, yet she smothered it, and became the wife of the wealthy Mr. Linchmore, with scarcely a thought as to the suffering she was causing another, or remorse at her broken faith and perjured vows.

Shortly after her marriage, she heard of her young lovers hasty return, and what a return! Not the return he had so often pictured to her in the days gone by, never to be lived over again; but he came as a sorrowful, broken-hearted man, mourning the loss of one who was no longer worthy of his love, one for whom he had been willing to sacrifice so much, even the wishes of those nearest and dearest to him  his father and mother, whose only child he was.

His death soon after nearly broke his mothers heart; some said it was occasioned from the effects of a fever, caught in an unhealthy climate, but Mrs. Linchmore, his early love, dared not question her own heart when she heard of it, but gazed around, and shuddered at the magnificence of the home for which he had been sacrificed. Then remorse and anguish, bitter anguish, must have been busy within her, but she showed it not; outwardly, she was the same, or it might be a little prouder, or more stately in her walk, more over-bearing to her servants, with all of the proud woman, and none of the girl about her.

The envy of many. Ah! could they but have seen the wretchedness of her heart, the hollowness of her smiles, would they have envied her? Would they not rather have been thankful and contented with their lot, and changed their envy into pity?

This was what she dreaded. Their pity! No, anything but that. To be hated, feared, disliked, dreaded, all  all anything but pitied. To none would she be other than the rich, the happy Mrs. Linchmore; and so she appeared to some, nay, to all. Henceforth her heart was dead and cold, no love must,  could enter there again.

She became a flirt, and a selfish woman, without one particle of sympathy, and scarcely any love for her husband. How dissimilar they were  in ideas, thoughts, feelings, tastes  in everything. She took no trouble to conceal from him how little she cared for him; he who loved her so intensely  so truthfully.

In the first early days of their married life he strove to win her affection by every little act of kindness, or devotion that his love prompted; but all in vain;  he failed. All his deeds of kindness all his love elicited no answering token of regard, no look of love from her; she was ever the same  cold, silent, distant; no sweet smile on her face to welcome him home, no brightening of the eye at his approach, no fond pressure of the hand: truly she loved him not, yet no word of unkindness or reproach ever crossed his lips, even when she turned away from his encircling arm as he stooped to kiss his first-born, no word escaped him  but his look,  she remembered that long after; it haunted her dreams for many a long night.

How she had betrayed and deceived, him who fondly thought before their marriage that she loved with all a girls first love; yet he forgave her for the sake of his children, and blamed himself for the change; he had perhaps been too harsh, too stern to her. Kind, unselfish man! poor short-seeing mortal! It was not you, it was her unfeeling, cruel heart.

Lately, instead of flirting and laughing with all and every one as she had formerly done, she singled out one to whom for the time being all her smiles were directed. At balls, at parties, riding, or walking, it mattered not, the favoured one was ever at her side; she danced with only him, rode with him, talked alone to him, or leant on his arm when tired.

Human nature could not stand this; she had gone too far. At length Mr. Linchmores spirit was roused, at length her conduct had maddened him; he had borne uncomplainingly her coldness, but his honour she might not touch; none should lift a finger against the wife of his bosom, the mother of his little ones. She might receive homage from all; but his spirit roused, his pride rebelled at the marked attentions of one. High words ensued between husband and wife, which might almost be said to be their first quarrel, so silently had he endured her want of love; but now he stood firm, and she was defeated.

This event caused a considerable alteration in both parties. Mrs. Linchmore saw that however quietly her husband might brook the knowledge of her coldness, or the wrong she had done in marrying him without love; yet there was a boundary beyond which even she dared not step. He might appear easy and weak, but deep in his heart lay a strong firm will she could not thwart, a barrier not to be broken through, nor even touched with ever so gentle a hand. She might be heartless, might be a flirt; but beyond that she might not go. She felt also that her husband no longer trusted her, even searched her conduct, so she took refuge in pride, and open cruel indifference to his words or wishes, more galling than her former thinly veiled coldness. He had found out she loved him not; what need for further deceit?

And Mr. Linchmore? Had his wife judged him rightly? Yes, even so. The sad truth that she loved him not had crept slowly yet surely into his heart, vainly as he had striven to crush it; her indifference he had borne without resentment, hoping that in time she might be brought to love him; for he still loved her passionately, as also sternly, almost harshly, if I might so say. His was not a nature to change, and then his love for her had been the one deep, intense feeling of his manhood, a love that nothing short of death could change; but with his knowledge of her deceit had gone his trust; and latterly almost his respect. He now lived hoping that time might change her heart, or draw it towards him  a hopeless wish, since the very presence of him she had wronged, and who had innocently wrought his and her own life-long misery, was a reproach and bitterness to her. No wonder he was severe and stern! Yet there were times when his old impetuous nature would have sway, and shut up in his room alone with nothing but despairing thoughts, he would pace it in utter anguish of spirit, hoping, looking for what never could be, namely, the love of his wife. And so they lived on. She fearing his love. He mourning hers.

What did she care for the dark Frenchman of whom her husband had grown jealous? and who had singled her out from among a multitude it might be for her haughty beauty, or it might be for the éclat of being thought the favoured one of her who was the centre of admiration around which so many flocked at Paris the winter before Amys arrival at Brampton? He had no intention, that man of the world, of falling in love with her; it was a flirtation, nothing more, and cost neither a pang. That she encouraged his attentions was without a doubt; that she despised him was without a doubt, too, seeing his absence  for Mr. Linchmore had positively forbidden him the house  did not cost her a sigh, not even a thought. What mattered it if he went? there were others to pay her the self-same attentions, others as gay and fascinating. So she went on her way in no degree wiser or better for the obstacle she had stumbled upon in her path, the provocation of her husbands wrath.

Flirt she must. How otherwise divert her thoughts? those thoughts that crowded so relentlessly into her brain, threatening to overwhelm her with the memory of the one loved and lost; him whom she had thought to forget, or of whom she had hoped to crush out the remembrance.

Ah! her heart was not all coldness. Did she not love her children passionately; and were not her very faults, bad as they were, caused by the one false step  the forsaking her early love?

The storm between husband and wife blew over; it was not outwardly of long duration, and again Mrs. Linchmore singled out another  it mattered not to her whom she flirted with. La belle Anglaise  as she was called  cared not; life to her was a blank  a dreary waste.



Alas! how much misery it is in womans power to make, how much to avert or remove. Mans comforter, sharer of his joys, partaker of his sorrows, ever ready to pour into his ear the kind word of comfort, consolation, and hope; whose soft, gentle hand smooths his pillow in the hour of sickness; and whose low, sweet voice assuages his pain, and bears without complaint his sometimes irritable temper. What would he do without her? How much good can she do, and alas! how much evil. Few, very few women there are without some one redeeming quality. Few, very few, we hope, like Mrs. Linchmore.

But to return to our story.

Ere long, with a deep drawn sigh, Mrs. Linchmore raised her eyes, and recalled the thoughts  which had been wandering away into the past,  to the present time, and to the letter she held in her hand, and began to peruse its contents, a troubled unquiet look resting on her face, as she did so.

It was the answer to the letter she had written at her husbands earnest solicitations, to Mrs. Elrington.

Isabella Mary  (so it began)  

Your heart deceived you not when it warned you I should not accept Mr. Linchmores invitation. God forbid I should ever see your face again; it would be pain and grief to me, and recall to life recollections, now long hidden and buried in my heart. I never wish to look on you again, though God knows I have long since forgiven you, and that my ever constant prayer is, that I may think of you without bitterness, and ever with charity.

It was an evil dark day when first I saw you, and will be a still darker one for me if ever I see you again. I could not trust myself even now  though long years have passed away since we met last  to meet you face to face. It would bring the image of one too forcibly and vividly to my mind; even now my hand shakes and trembles with emotion; and my eyes swim with tears, bitter, blinding tears, as I write.

Do not mistake me, do not think I write this letter to reproach you, I do not. I have never reproached you; or, at least, I have striven to stifle all ill-feeling. I promised him, on his death-bed, to forgive you and learn to think of you with, if possible, kindly feeling and pity; and I trust I have been enabled to fulfil that promise. No, I do not reproach you, but I leave your own heart to do so; long, long ago, if I mistake not, it must.

Miss Neville has told me you are cold, stern, and seldom smiled; you are changed indeed. Changed more than I, if I were your bitterest enemy, could have wished. Alas! that one wrong, wilful, wicked act could have entailed so much misery and sorrow.

I will not lay down my pen without thanking you for your kindness to my young friend, Amy; she says you are very kind. And here again I would repeat what I said in a former letter to Mrs. Murchison, that she has been tenderly nurtured, and I would not that her young spirit should be broken. Forget not your promise to treat her more as a companion and friend, than as a governess, or as the latter class are sometimes treated. I am inclined to doubt any promise of yours being kept, but I have Mr. Linchmores word, and I am content.

And now farewell. May God forgive you, as I do. When your hour of death draws near  for in this changing and transitory life, we know not what a day may bring forth, or how soon we may be summoned away, and perhaps I shall never write to you again  may it smooth your dying hour, and give peace to your then troubled, remorseful heart, to know, that she whom you so deeply injured and so cruelly deceived and whose life you helped to render desolate, has forgiven you.

Ellen Elrington.

There was an expression of pain on Mrs. Linchmores face as she read, but not a sigh not a tear escaped her; perhaps those had all been shed long ago, or surely those sad, earnest words, from a sorrowful heart would have moved her; but ere she closed the letter and looked up, the painful look passed away, and a sarcastic curl had settled on her lip, and shone brightly in her full dark eye. She crushed the letter in her hand as she would perhaps have crushed the writer, if she could, and laughed aloud; a laugh so hollow, so forced, its very echo would have made ones blood run cold; but there was no fear of its being heard, she was still alone, as she felt with satisfaction as she glanced hurriedly around.

Again she laughed. But this time the tones were more subdued, the echo was scarcely heard.

She crushed the letter more tightly in her hand, until the clear blue veins were almost swelled to bursting, while she murmured, so much for Mrs. Elringtons letter. Did she think to frighten and make a coward of me. Pshaw! she was mistaken; I am altered and changed, for it amused me.

But though she gave vent to these words, such were not her feelings. She was in reality deeply moved; past scenes had risen up vividly before her, with all the hopes and fears, joys and sorrows, of her girlish days. As she read word after word, line after line, of the letter, those days became more vivid still; and the old loving, gentle feelings crowded together at her heart; she was again the loving and beloved of him of her early choice; again, in fancy, sitting by his side, weeping bitter, passionate, despairing tears, as on the morning they had parted, then with the hope of meeting again; but it had been for the last time  for ever  and as the last word, with all its dreadful import came steadily into her heart, she could in very desolation have thrown herself into the large arm chair and wept more despairingly, more passionately still; but no, she was Mrs. Linchmore, cold and stern; Miss Neville had said so,  she must be herself again. So she crushed the old regretful feelings, and stifled their dying moan with that bitter, ghastly laugh.

On the table was a beautiful small bouquet of hot-house flowers; she drew out a bright scarlet one, and arranged it in her hair at the glass over the chimney piece.

I may be cold and stern  I may be changed  but  I am still beautiful. Such were her thoughts as she stood gazing at herself long after the flower had been arranged to her satisfaction.

But now a step sounded on the stairs; it echoed in the lofty hall; it approached the door. Suddenly she remembered the letter, and hastily snatching it from the ground where it had lain forgotten, she hurriedly threw it into the fire.

There was a bright light for a moment, then it was gone, and a thin black substance floated lightly on the coals, showing where the letter had been; this she buried at once, deep  deep beneath the burning coals, until not a vestige remained, and turned to greet her visitor.



It was her husband.

He entered, drew a chair near the fire, and sat down, while his wife, with no visible trace of the emotion she had but lately felt, busied herself with some fancy work, so that her eyes might not meet his, or they must have revealed a little of the passions that had been struggling within; at all events she dared not raise them, but kept them obstinately fixed on the canvas in her lap, and worked on in silence, expecting her husband to be the first to speak: but he did not, he took up his newspaper and read it as perseveringly as she worked.

Ere long the silence grew oppressive; the crumpling of the paper as Mr. Linchmore turned it in his hand annoyed and irritated her; her thoughts were still half struggling with the past; she must bury that, and bring them forcibly back to the present time, so she spoke; but try as she would she could not do so without showing a little irritation of manner.

The paper appears to engross your attention entirely, Mr Linchmore. Have you found anything so very interesting in it?

He looked up in surprise, then quietly laid it on the table, as he replied, Perhaps I did not speak, as I have rather unfortunate news for you, Lady Emily  Mrs. Linchmores riding horse  has gone dead lame.

Lame! exclaimed Mrs. Linchmore in a vexatious tone of voice. It must be something very sudden then; she was perfectly well the last time I rode her, there was not the slightest symptom of lameness about her then.

That was some time ago, rejoined her husband.

Only a few days, or a week at the utmost. What is the matter with her? or what has caused the lameness?

A nail has been accidentally run into her foot in shoeing. There has been great carelessness no doubt.

It is always the case that whenever I wish to ride or drive something happens to prevent me, for the last two or three months I have noticed it. What is the use of having servants if one cannot trust them, or horses either, when they are never fit to be ridden?

There are other horses in the stable, Isabella, would carry you just as well as Lady Emily, but you never will ride them.

Mrs. Linchmore was not exactly a timid horsewoman, but she was not courageous enough to ride a strange horse, whose temper and habits she was unacquainted with. She had ridden the mare constantly for the last five years, and knew her temper well, and after the first canter was over all nervousness was gone, and she could talk and laugh and ride without fear, or the slight timidity she might have felt at first starting.

I promised to ride into Standale with Mr. Vavasour, said she.

Shall I order the bay to be brought round for you, Isabella? You will find him even quieter than Lady Emily.



You know I hate strange horses, Mr. Linchmore. I wonder at your proposing such a thing. After being accustomed to one horse for so long, I should be nervous.

I will ride with you with pleasure, was the reply, and give you confidence if I can, and see no accident happens.

But no, her husbands escort was very different to the promised pleasure she had looked forward to with Mr. Vavasour.

Thank you, replied she coldly, but I shall stay at home, and give up all idea of riding until my horse gets well.

Very well, Vavasour can ride into Standale with me if he chooses, I am starting for it in half an hour. By-the-by, what report did Bernard give of Miss Neville this morning?

Nothing very much the matter, I believe, said she carelessly, simply a sprain caused by some folly or another.

I am glad it is nothing more serious; she looks a delicate girl.



Some people always look so. I believe she is strong enough; we were always from the first led to expect a rather fragile person.

This was an unwise speech of Mrs. Linchmores, as it recalled Mrs. Elrington at once to her husbands mind, and he asked  

Have you received any reply to the letter you wrote to Mrs. Elrington, Isabella?

Yes. Miss Neville gave me a message to the effect that she did not intend, said she sarcastically, honouring our poor house with a visit.

Did she write to Miss Neville?

I fancy not. I think it was mentioned by Mrs. Neville, in a letter she wrote from Ashleigh.

And Mrs. Elrington has never answered your letter?

No. I suppose she thought the message good enough for us.

There was no quivering of the lip, no tell-tale blood in her cheeks, nothing to betray the falsehood she was telling, save her eyes, and those she still bent down. She could not have met her husbands gaze.

Strange, murmured he, that she should so long keep aloof from us. I should have thought she would have wished to heal up old quarrels.

You know her not, was the reply. I told you she would not come, and implored you, almost, not to ask me to write to her.

It was my fault you wrote, and I cannot help feeling sorry at her discourtsey; it is so different from what I should have thought she would have done. I liked the little I saw of Mrs. Elrington, she was a true Englishwoman. I wonder what she disliked me for. I suppose she did dislike me? asked he.

Yes, thoroughly. You supplanted her son.

But you never cared for him, Isabella? and this time he waited for the eyes to be raised to his.

But they were not. Mrs. Linchmore bent lower still over her work, so that not only the eyes, but the face was almost hidden. She seemed to have made some mistake, for, with a slight hasty exclamation, she took the scissors and cut out, hurriedly, what a few moments before she had been so busy with.

Again he repeated the question, but not sternly, only sorrowfully and slowly, as if he almost feared the answer, or guessed what it would be.

You never cared for him, Isabella?

But the emotion or embarrassment had passed away, and although Mrs. Linchmore did not look up to meet his gaze, now so searchingly bent on her, she laid down her work and patted the head of the lap-dog lying at her feet.

I liked him as I do Fido, replied she, perhaps a little mockingly. He was a pretty plaything.

But the answer did not satisfy Mr. Linchmore. He withdrew his eyes from her face and sighed. Did he doubt her? Alas! a strange, sad thought had long filled his mind, and would not be chased away.



I am glad you did not love him, Isabella, was all he said.

And then he sat silent for some time. At length he spoke again, somewhat suddenly. To revert to Miss Neville, he said. I feared her illness might be caused from dulness or ennui. She is so much alone  too much for one so young. Miss Tremlow, even, hinted at it to me the very first day she came downstairs; but I do not see what else is to be done, with these young men in the house.

I invited her down the other day, but she would not come.

I am glad she did not. Why did you ask her?

You told me to yourself, Mr. Linchmore. You surely cannot have forgotten it; and besides, we promised to treat her more as a young friend than as a governess.

True, he replied. I now regret we ever gave such a promise. It would be far better for Miss Neville, for although we treat her as a friend, who amongst our numerous acquaintances will? They do not know her as we do, and will simply treat her as a governess, nothing more. I neither like Miss Stricklands apparent haughtiness, which amounts to rudeness, or Vavasours attentions, which almost amount to a flirtation with her.

The first is unaccountable to me; but the latter  what harm can there be in that? replied Mrs. Linchmore.

To Miss Neville there might be harm. She might lose her heart to him, for she is no flirt; he is, said he, decidedly, and his wife could not attempt to contradict him, and would as soon break her heart as not; perhaps be a little proud of it, and certainly think less about it than he would at breaking his horses neck in leaping a fence.

You are very uncharitable.

Not at all. My opinion is, Vavasour intends getting up a flirtation with Miss Neville, just to pass the time away; perhaps you had better see to it, Isabella, and try and give her a hint. You could easily do it, without appearing to have noticed his attentions to her.

The very way to make her fall desperately in love with him; women always do with those they hear abused  our hearts are so pitiful. Much better let her do as she likes, she has plenty of sense.

As you will, Isabella; but I must not see her feelings trifled with; there is nothing half so sad as to love without return  hopelessly.

And again he turned his face, and looked sorrowfully at his wife, as if expecting or longing for some slight mark of affection; but she gave none, and rising slowly, he went out.

Mrs. Linchmore was once more alone.

The preceding conversation, at least the latter part of it, had been entirely to her satisfaction. It must not be supposed she had been a blind spectator to Vavasours attentions to Amy. She had heard of the first walk from Frances, she had seen the second, and imagined that, perhaps, having remarked the looks with which, once or twice, Mr. Linchmore had watched his attentions to herself, he had had recourse to a ruse-de-guerre, and now flirted with the governess, as the most harmless girl he could pick out, whilst all his looks, all his petits soins, were directed and given to her.

She laughed at the idea of outwitting her husband; not that she cared for Vavasour, but the flirting spirit was strong and powerful within. Old memories and associations, instead of softening had only hardened her present life, and made her look back more regretfully to the past, more hopelessly and bitterly to the future.

Miss Neville is certainly very beautiful, mused she, but so quiet, so meek; no animation about her, nothing to charm such a man as Mr. Vavasour with. Then she wondered if she herself possessed that power.

She rose up, and again stood before the glass, which reflected back her proud, beautiful face, with the conscious haughty look, that if beauty had the power to charm it was hers, she need fear no rival.

Then she re-arranged the flower which she had previously pinned in her hair, and a smile, sparkling with pleasure, showed that she was satisfied.

Mr. Linchmore judged Robert Vavasours character more justly than his wife, although neither quite understood it. The mystery of his birth was the shadow continually haunting Vavasours path, and making him thoughtless and trifling towards women. If his mother, as he believed, still lived, where was her gentle, tender love? Why had he never felt it? Why had she so cruelly deserted him, and left him to fight his own way in the world, with no name but a false one? His heart hardened against womankind. If a mother could be false to her child, what woman could be true? What woman worth living or caring for? They were triflers all, and to be trifled with; so he held no reverence in his heart for them, but flirted with his hostess thoughtlessly, and admired her as he would have admired any other beautiful woman; as he admired Amy, and would have flirted with her also if she would have let him.

Would his heart ever be touched by love? ever see reason to regret or recall the rash vow he had made that no woman should ever hold a place in his heart, seeing that in loving her he would have to plead, not only his love, but his nameless birth.




CHAPTER IV.

THE INTERVIEW.

  Earthly things Are but the transient pageants of an hour; And earthly pride is like the passing flower, That springs to fall, and blossoms but to die. Henry Kirke White. 
Whoever looks on life will see How strangely mortals disagree. Cawthorne.

It was almost dusk as Frances Strickland, who had been sitting for the last hour before the glass trying the effect of a wreath of fuschias she intended wearing at some forthcoming party, laid the flowers on the dressing table with a dissatisfied sigh as her maid entered the room with candles.

At last! exclaimed she, impatiently, what have you been about, Jane? I thought you would never come; make haste and dress me for dinner, as I wish to try the effect of these flowers in my hair.

Proud and haughty as Frances was to her equals, she seldom or ever showed much pride to her maid, or if it did occasionally peep out, it was instantly checked and controlled.

Jane was useful to her young mistress in more ways than the mere dressing her, and brushing her hair. She was an incessant talker, and found a willing listener in Frances, who silently encouraged her in repeating all the gossip and tittle-tattle of the servants hall: as in this way Frances flattered herself she found out with little trouble the character as well as the sayings and doings of those around her.

Jane was perfectly well aware of Frances failing, consequently indulged her propensity of talking to the utmost, and when she had nothing to relate, drew somehow from her own fertile brain and lively imagination, or added many wonderful improvements to the story already at her fingers ends. Sometimes Jane was cross, or as she expressed it had a bad head-ache, and then it required all Frances tact and ingenuity to get her to utter a syllable; and cunningly as she thought she cross-questioned her on these occasions, Janes cunning equalled if not surpassed her mistresss, as she generally contrived to guess at what she was aiming, and either added fuel to the fire already kindled there, or quenched it altogether.

On the present occasion, Jane was especially communicative, and as she smoothed the raven tresses of her hair, talked away to her hearts content, now of this thing, now of that, until at length she approached the subject nearest her own heart and that of her mistress, namely, Miss Neville.

The loss of the piece of embroidery, and the search that had been made for it, had annoyed and irritated many of the servants, and especially Mason, who had long had a dislike of the governess, though she had not openly expressed it; then, Mr. Linchmores apparent partiality for her? Why should Miss Neville come into the room just as she pleased when Madam was dressing, and give her opinion as to how she looked, and what she wore, even sometimes to the very ornaments themselves, throwing the ladys maid completely into the shade, where before she had reigned paramount, with no ones opinion or taste asked but her own. So Mason grew jealous, and took in the end a dislike to her, as servants often foolishly do to governesses; and only waited her time to manifest it.

Mrs. Hopkins decided tone and speech in Miss Nevilles favour, and the setdown she gave Mason, only rooted her dislike the more firmly; if it had not been for the governess she would not have had that; and as birds of a feather flock together, so she had impressed upon Jane, during their many friendly chats, her opinion of Miss Neville: that she was a nobody, who gave herself airs, and interfered where she had no business to, and as to the lost piece of work, there was no doubt whatever that she suspected some of the servants, and most likely meanly accused them of taking it; otherwise, why was such a fuss made, and why had they been questioned as to whether they had seen it?

Jane readily believed all that was told her, and determined on shewing Miss Neville on the very first opportunity she had, that she thought her in no way better than herself, so meeting her one day accidentally in the corridor coming upstairs, she tossed her head and pushed rudely past her, allowing the baize door to slam to, without so much as offering to hold it open for her to pass through.

Amy gently and indignantly remonstrated with her on her rudeness, which she saw at once was intended, and silenced the second impertinent action, namely the answer hovering on Janes lips; but though silenced, Jane went away more firmly impressed and convinced that Mason was right, and that Miss Neville was an upstart and a nobody.

The idea, said she, as she recounted the adventure to Mason. The idea of Miss Nevilles teaching me manners, and ordering me to bridle my tongue; Id like to see her as could make me do it, thats all; Ill teach my lady to bridle her tongue, and keep her sauce to herself.

Masons temper was not a passionate one; Janes was, and vindictive too; she felt convinced, judging from what she should do were she in Miss Nevilles place, that the latter would immediately repeat all that had taken place to her young mistress, so she determined to be beforehand with her, and have, as she called it, the first say; whereas Amy had almost forgotten the circumstance, and certainly had no wish to recall it.

Did you give my message to Mrs. Linchmore? asked Frances, I almost hope you did not, as I am so much better. I intend after all going down to dinner.

There had been a long silence, uninterrupted save by the noise the brush made as it passed through the soft dark hair.



Yes Miss, I did, and they all said they were sorry to hear you had such a bad head-ache.

All! exclaimed Frances, I desired you to give the message to Mrs. Linchmore. Why did you disobey me?

Well, Miss, Im sure it was no fault of mine that Miss Neville happened to be in the room.

Miss Neville! exclaimed Frances.

Yes, Miss Frances, I thought it would surprise you, but I know it was her, because I saw her through a chink of the door as Mason held it open; besides Mason says she is always there, trying to butter her bread, as the saying is; and after Id given the message, which I should not have given if Id known she had been there, I heard her and Mrs. Linchmore say they thought you was a very perverse and disagreeable girl; of course they didnt know I was so near, or they wouldnt have spoke so loud.

And how dare Miss Neville have a word to say in the matter concerning any affairs of mine! said Frances, thrown off her guard by the suddenness of Janes announcement, and drawing her head up proudly, so as to almost drag her hair through Janes fingers, and totally disarrange the long silken plait she had just completed.

Law! Miss! Im sure I cant say, replied Jane somewhat surprised in her turn at the extraordinary emotion she witnessed, and delighted that so far she had succeeded beyond her hopes.

Then you ought to know; I dont believe one word of it.

Its true all the same, Miss, whether you believe it or no, and Im sure theres some people as is always picking other people to pieces, and more especially those as is much above them in station; and if I dont mistake Miss Neville thinks herself a mighty fine lady, and as Mason says tries  though she doesnt say she manages it  to turn Mrs. Linchmore round her thumb.

A gentle tap at the door here interrupted Jane, and she hastened to open it, but before she could do so the imperious come in, of Frances was answered by the door softly opening and shutting; a light footstep crossed the room, and Amy Neville herself stood by the table.

Frances looked surprised.

This is a most extraordinary intrusion, Miss Neville, said she rising. Then added sarcastically, to what fortunate circumstance am I to ascribe the pleasure of your company?

No fortunate circumstance, replied Amy, almost as proudly, has induced me to come here.

Perhaps unfortunate, then, suggested Frances, in the same tone, still standing, and never asking her visitor to sit down.

You are right, said Amy, quietly.

But this quietness enraged Frances, predisposed as she was to quarrel with her, and inwardly hating her, as she did; so she answered, angrily  

And do you suppose I have nothing better to do than to listen to unfortunate circumstances, related by unfortunate people; for I suppose you are come with some absurd story. I care nothing for you or yours, and have no wish to listen to anything you have to say, and turning away, as rudely as she had spoken, Frances once more seated herself at the table, and desired Jane, who had been looking on in astonishment, to go on with her hair.

But you must listen, replied Amy firmly, her eyes flashing at Frances insulting tones and speech. I have something to tell you,  an explanation to give,  a circumstance to explain; indeed you must listen.

Frances mused.

Must listen, she repeated presently. If that is all, pray talk on; as to whether I answer or no remains to be seen. No one ever yet compelled me to do aught against my will; therefore I advise Miss Neville,  determined as she seems,  to think twice before she puts me to the test. I must also state I am rather hurried, the dressing bell having rung long since.

And Frances carelessly wound the two long plaits Jane had plaited round her head.



I have little to say; I shall not detain you long.

Pray begin, said Frances. Jane be more careful, that hair-pin hurts me. Well, Miss Neville?

But Amy answered  

What I have to say is for your ear alone; Jane cannot be present.

I have no secrets from Jane; you need have no fear of her repeating anything she hears.

Still, what I have to say, Miss Strickland, cannot be said before her.

Really, Miss Neville, your conduct is most extraordinary, not to say presuming and impertinent. Jane is necessary to me, I cannot dress without her assistance. I am late as it is, and cannot send her away.

If you will allow me, I will assist you.

Well, Im sure! exclaimed Jane, who had been listening in secret wonderment to the fore-going conversation, and anticipating the dismissal she was now about to receive. Well, Im sure! Im the last woman in the world to wish to pry into other peoples secrets. Thank God, Ive none of my own to trouble me, and dont care who hears what I say; and thank you, Miss Neville, for your good opinion of me, said she, with a slight bend, and, throwing the dress she held in her hand across the back of a chair, she marched indignantly from the room, taking care not to close the door behind her.

But Amy followed, and shut it, a proceeding that still more incensed her, as she had fully intended hearing something, if not all, of what passed, and learning, if possible, what secret enmity there was, or ill feeling between the two; as, with all her cunning and quickness, for once Jane was at fault. Never mind, thought she, as she proceeded in search of Mason, to whom to unburden her ill-treatment. Ive been beforehand with you, with all your caution, Miss Neville, and Im much mistaken if Miss Frances likes you one whit better than I do, and thats a precious deal, I can tell you, and Jane laughed; though Im puzzled to know why she got on her proud horse so soon. Yes, Im fairly puzzled; but Ill find out yet. All those airs and graces didnt come from what I told her. No, no; I must be awake, and keep my eyes open. Im not so easily deceived. Shut the door as tight and close as you will  say your say, whisper your secret, yet, for all that, Jane will be up to it, and fathom it out.

Amy and Frances were alone.

How different were the thoughts and feelings of both!

Declining her companions assistance in dressing, Frances seated herself in an easy chair by the fire, her feet in their rich worked slippers resting on a footstool; her small jewelled fingers playing impatiently with a small gold heart attached to a bracelet she wore round her smooth white arm, her eyes emitting from under their dark lashes looks of defiance and scorn  for Frances, as I have said, cared not to hide her feelings, or had not yet learnt the habit of doing so;  a determined expression about the corners of her mouth, as if she had fully made up her mind what course to pursue, and that neither argument nor persuasion should induce her to abandon it.

She sat looking like some empress, awaiting the victim about to be sacrificed or made to bend to her haughty will.

A faint idea as to what Amys explanation would be arose in her mind, how should she take it? should she remain silent, or answer it, and so lead her on until her whole heart should be probed,  laid bare before her? yes, she would do the latter, would penetrate into the very secret recesses of her heart; find out what her thoughts were, and how much she cared or did not care for her cousin, and then gradually retreat when she had her at her mercy. We, so she reasoned, cannot both triumph  one must be defeated  one must fall  and that one must be Miss Neville.

Amy stood a little apart.

She, too, had a determined expression playing round the corners of her mouth, and her tall, graceful figure was drawn up proudly to its full height; yet there was softness, gentleness in the very way she stood, one small fair hand tightly clasped round the injured wrist, as it rested delicately on the back of the chair, as if to keep down some strong inward emotion with its tight grasp; there was pride  there might be a touch of haughtiness, too  for she was but a poor weak mortal, but there was no anger, no defiance, no doggedness about Amys looks. Her clear dark grey eye quailed not beneath her companions hard cold gaze, it flashed as brightly, but there was neither malice, nor hatred, nor revenge in it; all was soft and womanly, though had opportunity offered or occasion required it, it might have returned scorn for scorn.

The two young girls were alone.

Yet both remained silent; perhaps both feared to be the first to speak, or wished her companion might break the silence becoming every moment more painful and embarrassing.



Twice Frances turned her head impatiently, but meeting Amys steady gaze, her eyelids dropped and again she leant back in the soft cushioned chair, and played with the locket as though she could not rest quiet: if her lips were silent her hands must be employed  she must appear careless and unconcerned, and uninterested in what was to follow.

Amy never attempted to move or speak. There she stood gazing at Frances, but seemingly engrossed by other thoughts, for a close observer might have detected a slight, almost imperceptible trembling of the under lip, and a nervous twitching of the fair fingers of the left hand as it rested softly on the other.

At length, stooping as though to brush something off her wrapper, Frances spoke.

Well, Miss Neville, how long is this farce to last, this silence continue? I have already intimated my wish to be alone, and that I do not care to be troubled with anything you may have to say; yet, hurried as I am, you seem to take little heed as to the length of time you detain me. Have the kindness to begin and end quickly.

Amy started. Her thoughts had been far away. Once again she had gone over in thought all those pleasant, joyous days, when the world seemed all so fair and bright, and the days had flown too quickly by; and at night, she had slept the sleep of happiness and peace, without a thought for the morrow, save to find or try and make it as happy as the one that had gone before.

Ah! how many days had fled since then; how many sorrows and trials had she seen and experienced. Each day now was but a sad counterpart of the yesterday that had been, no bright looking forward, no trembling certainty of happiness; all seemed drear, and the future a blank to her troubled mind.

Again Frances spoke.

This time her voice was firm, though she still steadily avoided meeting Amys gaze.

When is this wonderful explanation to take place, Miss Neville? If you have changed your mind about it, pray say so at once, that I may call Jane, and continue my dressing.

Miss Strickland, began Amy, falteringly, for Frances cruel manner had made her even more nervous than when she entered the room; you must have guessed, you must be aware that  that

But instead of helping her, Frances laughed, and that gave Amy the courage she lacked, for her cheek glowed, and her eye flashed, and calmly and without hesitation, she went on at once.

Have patience, Miss Strickland. I will go on quickly. You saw me yesterday talking to your cousin in the corridor, and I was led to infer from your manner, that you imagined I had done wrong in staying to speak with him, and I thought if I could only explain to you how accidentally it all occurred, you would exonerate both him and me from blame and unkind suspicion.

Frances raised her head haughtily. I have so many cousins, that I must trouble Miss Neville to explain herself more fully, as I am unable either to recall the circumstance, or to remember which cousin was honoured by Miss Neville on the occasion referred to.

Which cousin? I know but one  Mr. Charles Linchmore.

I understood Miss Neville to be a lover of truth. If you know that Charles Linchmore is my cousin, may I ask what relation his brother can be?

Amy was silent. Neither shame, fear, nor anger kept her so, for presently, a torrent of words burst from her lips, and she hurried on as if nothing could stop her; no, not even Frances mocking gaze, or the seemingly indifferent manner with which she listened.

Miss Strickland, why torture me thus? Think you that the change in my position has changed my feelings, my heart, my very nature? Think you I am a stone, or my heart dead within me, that I can stand calmly by, and hear such cutting cruel words from you, and not feel them bitterly? How could I look into your face the other day, or listen to your words, and not feel that you were judging me harshly; it was not possible, neither is it possible I can go on in my daily path of duty, until at least I have attempted to clear myself of the wrong I see you think me capable of. I have lived to see my fairest dreams vanish, and have bowed with submission to the will of One who is wiser then I,  have neither murmured nor fought against the burden God has seen fit to cast upon me, though it has been, nay, is, heavy and severe; and though my spirit has been sad and weary, cast down almost to the dust, yet I have had strength given me to fight against all repining, unthankful thoughts, and although not perhaps exactly satisfied with my lot in life, still I know it might be much worse; that many others suffer more than I do. And Amys voice sank almost to a whisper, still and low.

But Frances was in no way moved by it, and replied as hardly and tauntingly as before  

Go on, pray, Miss Neville, or is this all you have to say?



All? Ah, no! I could talk for ever. My feelings have been pent up  kept back for days, weeks, months past. You have loosened them, and they must have sway. I cannot restrain them now. Oh, if you had ever felt as I have felt, you could never sit there so indifferently, and not feel some pity for me; have I not been as tenderly and delicately nurtured? as much love lavished on me? and yet it is all past and gone, and I am alone in the world. There is comfort in once again being able to talk  to tell of all that is binding my heart so tightly  burning my brain. I have shed tears, but they have brought no relief. I have pictured to myself happier days, such days of love and peace, but they have vanished from before me. I have dreamt pleasant dreams, but with the morning sun they too have disappeared, and all is cold, stern reality. Oh, I could talk for ever if I thought it would move you to think better of me.

You have my free permission to do so if this is what you come to ask; only you must excuse my being a careless or inattentive listener, as really your conversation interests me so little.

And are you so strangely devoid of pity, then, or is it because you do not think me worth any? Alas! alas! when rich I was courted, flattered, and even loved; now, as the poor governess, I am despised and deserted, and again Amys voice was low and plaintive.

I never had the pleasure of knowing you in those palmy days you speak of; as a governess of course you must not expect to find much pity; it would be just as well to leave the history of your reverses  I hate everything sorrowful  and return to the starting point of your conversation, my cousin.

I will, replied Amy. I met Mr. Charles Linchmore yesterday accidentally in the corridor, as I was returning from a fruitless search for Fanny; he saw that I had injured my hand, and simply asked to look at it, that was all; you came by just then; your manner  your words, Miss Strickland, gave me the impression that you had misjudged me, and I shrank from the feeling, and could not rest until I had explained how it all happened, thinking,  but it seems I was wrong,  that your kind, womanly feeling and pity would at once feel for me, seeing the delicate position I occupy in this house.

But Amys words only kindled the fire already smouldering in Frances heart. Did they not recall to her remembrance the flower Charles had sent her? The embroidery he had taken? The hurt she had received from his horse? The interest he had afterwards taken in her welfare?

I know you misjudged me, Miss Strickland; do not be afraid to say so.

Afraid! repeated Frances, scornfully, No, you are mistaken; do you suppose I should consult your feelings?

No, replied Amy, sorrowfully, I am sure you would not; I might have thought otherwise a few minutes ago, but now

Now, I hope you are convinced that whatever I thought on the occasion referred to, I think still.

I am sorry, replied Amy, much in the same tone she had said it to Charles the day before, because you are wrong.

I am not. Do you suppose I am blind, and do not see the interest he takes in your welfare?

Scarcely more so than he would show to a stranger whose wrist had been injured partly from his own fault in saying his horse was a quiet one, when the accident proved it to have been otherwise. Your manner, Miss Strickland, placed me in a very awkward position. Mr. Charles Linchmore noticed it as well as myself, and I think it irritated and annoyed him, but I, of course, had no right to feel hurt; I will try and act differently for the future.

But Frances answered not. Slowly her brow contracted  slowly her passion seemed to rise.

Suddenly she stood up and confronted her fancied rival, hatred, revenge, anger, by turns burning in her eyes, while at each sentence she uttered she stamped her foot impatiently, as if to give emphasis to what she said.

How dare you tell me what he thought of me? I dont believe a word of it! Do you suppose I am a simpleton? a fool? and cannot see that you care for him, perhaps love him; and would prejudice me against him, cause disunion if you could, but it is useless  utterly useless  for I love him, Miss Neville;  loved him long before you knew him  long before you ever saw him,  yes, you may stare; I am not ashamed to repeat it  loved him  worshipped him if you will. What is your love, compared to mine, but a paltry, insignificant, nameless thing? What is your love that it should be preferred before mine? You whom he has known only so short a time. There is nothing in the world I would not give up for him; home, everything: for what are they all in comparison to his love? There is nothing I would not do to win him; nothing too great a sacrifice,  his love would compensate for all, and more than all.



Amy stood as if thunderstruck, while Frances, who had paused for a moment, went madly on. The ice was broken,  Amy knew of her love, she was glad of it, and cared not what she said.

You talk of pity for your feelings: what are they in comparison to mine? You have never seen him you love, deserting, forsaking you for another. You have never seen his love grow colder and colder, his eye less bright when it met yours, and his smile less kind; you have never felt the cold touch of the hand that once warmly pressed yours, or found that your words have been spoken to careless ears, your conversation listened to heedlessly  indifferently; when before, every word that fell from your lips was waited for with impatient eagerness; you have never known the bitterness of estranged love; you have never known what it is to feel that all your deep strong love is unsought, unvalued, uncared for, that nothing, not even all your tenderness can recall the heart that once loved, once beat for you alone. You talk of sorrows. What are your sorrows compared to mine? You talk of trials; have you ever been tried like this?

Frances stopped, overcome by her emotion, and wept violently and passionately; but her tears were caused more by the angry vehemence of her manner than from sorrow.

Who could have believed that the pale proud girl that nothing seemed to animate, nothing seemed to rouse, had such deep strong feelings within her? that beneath that cold, proud demeanour, fiery, unruly passions lay sleeping, requiring but a touch to call them forth with angry violence.

Miss Strickland, said Amy, gently and pityingly placing her hand on her arm, believe me, I never suspected, never guessed all this, or I should have made some excuse, some allowance for the manner in which you spoke to us on that day.

To us, exclaimed Francis, as she dashed away the soft hand, already you talk of him so; perhaps he has already told you he loves you, and when next you meet it will be to triumph over me, and talk with pity of her you have supplanted.

No, never! Miss Strickland, replied Amy quickly; you wrong me, I never could do so; pity you I certainly should; but triumph in your sorrow! Never! your suspicion is unjust, you wrong me, you do indeed!

And what if I do wrong you? there is no great harm in that. But I do not judge you harshly; I know you well enough; I know you will glory in being able to say you have supplanted proud Frances Strickland.

Again let me assure you such will never be the case; from my heart I pity, will keep with you, if you will let me, and if he cares not for you, strive to lead your thoughts from him, and help you to conquer your love and learn if possible that there are other things to strive for besides his love, things that ought never to be lost sight of.

And pray what may these wonderful things be? asked she sarcastically.



Your own self-respect, and the esteem of those around you.

Self-respect! Esteem! Am I a child that you pretend to teach me? Did I think myself deficient in morals I should not come to Miss Neville to learn them.

I do not pretend to teach you, Miss Strickland, neither do I wish to intrude my advice where I see it is not wanted.

You do well. I want neither advice nor assistance from any one. My mind is fully made up how to act, I will enter heart and soul into it, and it will be strange if I do not succeed; so you had best, of all my friends, and Frances dwelt contemptuously on the last word, wish me success.

I am in total ignorance as to what your plans are; and therefore am not able to give any opinion on the subject.

I shall be delighted to unravel them: it is but fair we should start together in the race we are to run.



You are mistaken, Miss Strickland. There is no race to run. I shall never strive to win the love of one who cares not for me; besides I want it not. Mr. Charles Linchmore is,  can never be, anything to me; we are friends; nothing more; you have deceived yourself in imagining otherwise. I will never wilfully or deliberately deviate from the path of duty my conscience points out as the right and safe one to follow.

Neither do I intend to; my conscience tells me Charles once cared for me; he cannot have forgotten me, have ceased to love me altogether; his love is only estranged for a time, not alienated for ever.

I trust it may be so, and that if he ever cared for you

Ever cared for me? exclaimed Frances, I tell you he loved me. Yes, added she passionately, and his love shall return. Oh! I will enter heart and soul into it, he must  nay shall love me again. That you, meek and passionless as you are, love him, I wonder not; but that he should return your love? it must not! shall not! cannot be! I will move heaven and earth to aid me; I will humble my pride, sacrifice my ambition, all! all! I will suffer degradation, poverty, such as you complain of, all for him; and when at last he finds out, as he must, how I have loved him, knows all my hearts devotion, all its deep tenderness; I feel and know he will love me again as of old, as I know he once did. It cannot be that I should be doomed to a life of misery, without one bright ray to cheer the darkness of my lot, one bright spot to lighten my days.

It is a sad life, replied Amy, the one you have pictured, and the only one I have to look forward to.

You! cried Frances in the same passionate tone, you! what matters it? Your love is but a childs love, your love is but a name. Oh, would, and she clasped her hands eagerly together, would I could tell him  would he could know the value of the heart he rejects  what deep earnest love burns there for him. And he will know it, he shall know that the heart of proud Frances Strickland is all his own; then he will, he must, despise the love of such a weak, simple girl.

I love him not, replied Amy, while her face and even neck crimsoned with the words.

Talk not to me! replied Frances, wildly. I tell you it shall be so; the day shall come when he shall spurn you from him, cast away your love  scorn it  trample upon it. I tell you his love shall be mine, wholly, entirely mine, and none others. You shall never be his. You think, perhaps, that the means to attain this end will be difficult and impossible. I tell you if there be means on earth to accomplish it  it shall be done. I will thwart all your fine plans; when you think yourself most secure, I will step in like a dark cloud, and hang about your path, hurling all your fond schemes to the ground. If he is not mine, he shall be no others. Go! leave me.

No, Frances Strickland, I will not, cannot leave you with such hot, revengeful feelings warring in your heart. I would have you think otherwise than what you do before I go. You are speaking in haste and passion and are scarcely aware of what you are saying. When the present feelings which now agitate you pass away, cooler moments will succeed; you will then be sorry I am gone, and that you cannot recall what you have said.

Never! never! cried Frances angrily and vehemently. I will do as I have said, I will enter heart and soul into it, and since you have dared to love him, so I will ruin you if I can in his eyes.

Shame on you, Miss Strickland, for so far forgetting your womanly feelings as to seek to injure one who has never intentionally done you harm. Shame on you for encouraging such revengeful feelings and badness of heart; for striving to render another as unhappy as you are yourself. All womankind, if they knew it, would think ill of you, and hold you in utter contempt. As for me, I scorn your words  your acts  and care little for the premeditated evil you threaten me with. Yes, I the poor dependant, separated from home,  mother,  friends, with none to help and befriend me, save One who has said He will be a father to the fatherless. Strong in his strength, and confident in my own purity of heart, I reject your words  your threats  with scorn, and pity you!

How beautiful Amy looked, as for a moment she stood confronting Frances with all the strong emotions she felt flashing in her soft eyes, and chasing one another by turns over her face.

If a look could have turned Frances Strickland from her purpose, surely she would there and then have repented; but there was no sign of wavering, no pitying expression in her eyes, and turning away without another word, Amy left the room.

As the door closed upon her, the revengeful, unpitying expression died away from Frances face, and burying her face in the soft crimson cushions of the chair, she wept, as only women can weep, passionately  convulsively.

After a while, she slowly raised herself and while sobs shook her frame, murmured with difficulty.

Is it possible that I can have lost his love? Has he indeed taken it from me and given it to that girl? My God! that I should have lived to see it. Was ever anguish equal to mine? A drowning man catching at a straw is an enviable fate compared to mine; for I have not a straw even to lay hold of. To think that I should live to see myself deserted  cast aside without a thought. Oh! if I could only cast him off as easily, and revenge myself by weaning her love  for I know she must love him  poor and pitiful as it is, from him; so that he might feel some of the woe I suffer. If I could only do that. But no, I cannot  I cannot; I must love him.

Again she wept bitter, passionate tears, then went on despairingly.

I cannot have been deceived; surely he did love me? I cannot have fancied it; oh! no, no; I am sure he loved me until he saw her. Oh! why did he ever see her? Why did they ever meet? And why was I so angry and proud with him when I found them talking together?

She stopped again. Then went on bitterly and gloomily, while she clasped her hands tightly together over her bosom as if to check the tumult within, and stifle the sobs that shook her.

I was proud  too proud. Yes it must be so,  he often said I was proud, but he shall say so no longer; to him at least, I will be a different being. Even if he never loved me, I will make him love me now  I will be all softness, gentleness, without a sign of the burning passions I feel. But should he speak of her? and Frances tossed back her hair from her forehead impatiently, yes, even then I will smother all pride, all angry feeling. I will win him yet, if he is to be won; no obstacle shall stop me. He shall learn to think me warm-hearted and generous, though to others I still seem cold and proud. Yes, I will rouse myself; I will no longer despond. I will cast aside all doubts and dismal forebodings. I will triumph over her yet, and trample her under foot; I wonder I could be so foolish as to weep, and, hurriedly rising, she bathed her eyes, so as to efface all trace of the emotion she had undergone, and then once more summoned Jane to her presence.

And Amy?

She went at once to her own room, sad and heavy at heart, and pondered long and deeply on all that Frances had said, and dreaded to think what might be the end of her plots and machinations. She foresaw she would leave no stone unturned to gain her end; and what might she not urge, what stories invent? Her hope,  all hope of softening Frances heart and exonerating herself from blame, had failed utterly. The interview from which she had hoped so much had done harm, and evidently roused angry, jealous feelings, which Amy would believe and persuade herself there was no foundation for. She would not allow, for a moment, that Charles Linchmore had a thought for her, and as to loving her, that could not be. Amy even felt vexed and angry, and indignant with Frances, for so insisting upon it. She wondered what Frances would tell him, when next they met; and could not help feeling an undefinable dread  a sensation of coming evil. Suppose she should tell him that, though unsought, Amys love was his, the bare supposition of what he would think brought tears into her eyes, but she hastily brushed them away, for Amy was not one to give way to needless sorrow, and tried to smile and think how foolish it was to weep, when there was yet no cause for it.

Yet, as she arrived at this conclusion, Frances evident dislike to her, combined with her passionate, revengeful temper rose up before her; and what might they not lead her to do; and he, murmured Amy mournfully, does not know half she is capable of, and will believe anything she says of me. How I wish we had never met! How I wish she had never loved him!

Poor Amy! she scarce knew what she wished, or what to think. One moment she was confident, at another she doubted, and trembled she scarce knew why.




CHAPTER V.

DOUBTS AND FEARS.

Why so pale and wan, fond lover? Prithee, why so pale? Will, when looking well cant move her, Looking ill prevail? Prithee, why so pale? 
Why so dull and mute, young sinner? Prithee, why so mute? Will, when speaking well cant win her, Saying nothing do t? Prithee, why so mute? Suckling.

The wrist is better, was Dr. Bernards next report of Amy; but Miss Neville is ill and feverish, and must be kept perfectly quiet.

So there were no more lessons for some days; while Julia installed herself by Amys bedside as head nurse, aided by Mary; and sometimes Mrs. Hopkins came, bringing a jelly or some nicety she had prepared with her own hands to please the invalid; Amy, therefore, was not dull, with so many friends to cheer and take care of her.

During these days Charles was restless and unhappy; was it not partly his fault she was ill? How he accused himself of being the author of all the mischief that had accrued from the simple fact of having allowed her to have her own way, when he might have so easily prevented it; nor was he in any way consoled when Julia said to him, Well, you must confess, Miss Neville has nerve now, and is not afraid of her own shadow; for I have never heard her once complain of pain; she bears it like a martyr.

How he envied Dr. Bernard his privilege of seeing and speaking to Amy, and would have waylaid him at every visit if he had only dared. To ask news of his patient would betray too evident an interest in her welfare; so although Charles saw him come and go every day, yet he was obliged to wait patiently, sometimes for hours, until he could catch sight of Anne. Anne, who kept out of his way as much as she could, who had determined on having nothing to do in the matter, now found herself dragged into his confidence, whether she would or no. How she regretted the curiosity that had induced her to join him that day in the corridor; if it had not been for that she would had been free now, and not troubled with the knowledge of the fact that he had certainly fallen in love irretrievably with his sister-in-laws governess; but then he looked so miserable and unhappy, Anne could not help pitying him, she was too kind-hearted not to do that. So every day she gave him news of Amy, and consoled herself with thinking things had gone too far for any interference of hers to do any good; but, at the same time, she would be the bearer of no kind messages, no books, no flowers; and Charles often flew into a rage, and they parted bad friends in consequence, only to find him awaiting her the next day as anxiously as before.



Anne wondered sometimes how it would all end, and whether Amy loved him or no, and whether Frances guessed how things were going on. Anne did not like Frances, and had often felt sorry at Charless seeming partiality for her, and thought how unsuited they were to make each other happy; and yet only last year everyone had looked forward to an engagement between them as almost a settled thing. How devoted he had been; but then perhaps he had found out what a temper Frances had, so proud and jealous  so imperious a will. Men did not like that, so she concluded that during the few months that had intervened, he had thought better of it and changed his mind. Besides, they were cousins, so there was an excuse for his paying her more attention than he would have done had there been no relationship between them.

Amys illness was more of mind than body; she heard old kind Dr. Bernard say so, and knew it well herself, and tried hard and earnestly to rouse and be herself again, but all to no purpose; it would not do. She had worried and fretted, and thought, and allowed her mind to dwell too much on the eventful interview she had had with Frances, to shake off so easily the weight that was pressing on her mind, and sinking her spirits. Julia was kindness itself, and did all she could to comfort and cheer her, but then she knew nothing of Frances unkind suspicions and unjust opinions, or of the fear Amy felt lest she should tell Charles what she so erroneously and determinately adhered to, namely, that her love was his, although unsought, unasked, and unwished for.

It was this fear kept Amy ill. If she could only have unburthened her mind to Julia and told her that! But she could not, and so she lay quiet, very quiet, and did all they wished her to do, those kind nurses; but still she did not get well, and it was nearly a fortnight before Dr. Bernard pronounced her better, and in a fair way of recovery.

Then, as she grew convalescent, she dreaded the idea of meeting Charles Linchmore again, lest he should have heard and believed Frances. How she wished his leave had expired and he were gone, so that she might never see him again, never hear of him, and she blushed painfully one day when Anne happened to mention his name, to the no small astonishment of the sharp-sighted Anne, who noted it at once, and drew her own conclusions therefrom.

In the meantime Frances had not been idle. Determined on gaining her end, she went cunningly and cautiously to work, and while Amy was ill the field was all her own.

First, she must find out how much of Charless heart had been given to Amy; so, controlling her feelings by a strong effort of will, which made her appear a little colder than she really was, and was worthy of a better cause, she led him to talk of Amy, and wept afresh at each new proof he gave of how much he thought of and cared for her. Still she did not, would not despair. Like all the Linchmores, Charles was proud. If she could only touch that; only rouse a jealous feeling within him, the battle would be won.

How well she remembered his hasty exit from the school-room and the angry, jealous expression of his face. Was it not that that had first led her to think he cared for another, and that his love was lost to her, or nearly so?

All the fears Amy was suffering and tormenting herself with were groundless. Not for worlds would Frances have allowed Charles to think Amy cared for him, or returned his love. No, that would take him from her for ever, and oh! the anguish that thought cost her. So while Amy was fidgeting and worrying herself, Frances was trying all in her power to lead Charles to think that Amys heart was Mr. Vavasours, and as Amy grew better, and able to resume studies again, so Charles became more depressed and irritable, and more unlike his former self than ever.

Amy no longer passed her evenings upstairs alone, but came down into the drawing-room. Mr. Linchmore would have it so. Dr. Bernard had said her illness was principally caused by anxiety of mind, and Miss Tremlow had hinted her fears that the governess was too much alone for one so young, so he mildly but gently insisted upon it, overruling Amys scruples and his own.

This great change in her life at Brampton was viewed very differently by those most interested in her. Frances hated it, as bringing her and Charles on more intimate terms of friendship, and he himself hated it, as giving Vavasour an opportunity of paying her more attention than before.

Robert Vavasour was the only one pleased with the arrangement. Knowing nothing, suspecting nothing, of what was passing around him, he was glad to see her, and sat down by her and told her so the very first evening she came down, much to Charless intense disgust, who kept sullenly aloof, in a wretchedly bad temper, which not even his cigar or Bob could dissipate or soothe, although he angrily left the room and had recourse to both; but neither had any good effect, his mind was too thoroughly engrossed with the governess.

Another consequence of Amys evenings being spent downstairs was that she had little time for writing home. Often instead of the four closely-written crossed sheets of paper, only one found its way into the envelope, and that one sometimes scarcely filled, and hastily written. But Mrs. Neville never complained; she fully believed that as Amy said, so it was; not the will but the time was wanting.

Sometimes there was dancing of an evening, and then Amy was expected to contribute her share to the evenings amusement by playing the piano for the dancers, who never seemed to tire. Sometimes her head ached sadly, and her fingers grew quite stiff, and she stumbled dreadfully over the notes, but no one heeded it, or seemed to mind it, and she played on until relieved by Julia or Anne, who soon learned to guess the true reason of the false notes.

The tight fitting black dress and little plain collar, that had often annoyed Anne, were now laid aside in the evening for a plain white muslin, made high, without ornament or ribbon of any kind, confined at the waist by a broad band. It was simple, but suited her well; and many a proud beauty, conscious of her own loveliness, would have fallen into the shade beside the governess in her plain white muslin.

There was a dignity as well as beauty in Amy: the one attracted, the other commanded the respect of everyone. There was something truly feminine about her  grace in every movement, sweetness in every smile, sad as her smiles were now; and her manner was so devoid of affectation, yet so soft and winning, what wonder that she was loved by some, and hated as a dangerous rival by others.

Amy sat at a small table writing home, her head bent gracefully forward, and her fair fingers guiding the pen rapidly over the paper, as she added a few lines to the hastily-written note begun that morning. Her hair  it looked almost golden by the fire-light  was plainly braided, though the brush had scarcely been able to smooth the waving luxuriant masses  and wound simply round a comb at the back of her small head Madonna-wise, as Charles had once said.

Her naturally fair complexion  so fair, that it almost rivalled the clear white muslin dress  was set off by a slight colour which tinged her cheeks, caused, perhaps, by the eagerness with which she wrote; for Amy knew full well, that the dinner over, she would have to go below, with no chance of finishing her letter that night, for the morrows early post.

But now her task is done; a pleasant task for her, so filled as her heart is with love for her fond and anxious mother. A few tears glistened in her eyes, as she sealed and directed the letter, and, I wish dear Mamma would write to me, fell scarcely audible from her lips.



It was nearly a month since Mrs. Neville had written; not once during all the time of Amys illness; but then she knew nothing of that, Amy never mentioned it; it would have made her mother too anxious and unhappy.

How slowly the days crept by! and how anxiously every morning Amy looked forward to the afternoon, when the postman made his appearance at the park; yet each day she was disappointed, Mrs. Neville did not write.

Mrs. Elrington wrote constantly, at her friends earnest request and wish, so she said. But did this satisfy Amy? No; she longed once again to see her dear parents handwriting; she felt an aching void at the heart; and was most anxious and nervous, fearing she knew not what, whilst a thousand wild suggestions filled her brain, and sad thoughts trembled in her heart.

Amys desk was scarcely shut ere Mrs. Hopkins came in. She hesitated half-way between the door and the table, uncertain whether to advance or not, but Amys voice soon assured her.



Come in, Nurse, said she, and sit down. I am not busy; I have been writing, but my letter is finished, so I am quite ready to talk to you, which will be far pleasanter to me than sitting alone.

Thank you, Miss; it is so long since I had a talk with you  not since your illness; I hope you are feeling well and strong again?

Quite, thank you; I am entirely out of the doctors hands now, and hope I shall not want him again for a long time. How are you and Mason getting on? more amicably, I hope?

No, I cant say we are; her head is filled with French nonsense. It was a thousand pities Madam ever took her to France, she has never been the same woman since  such airs and graces; such bends and courtesies! such twistings of her body! and as for her waist, why its just half the size it was; I wonder she doesnt burst sometimes  Im sure her face looks red enough, and all through being squeezed so tight; but there, its no business of mine, I only wonder Madam puts up with it.

Then as to master, continued Mrs. Hopkins, I never did see a gentleman so altered as he is. I thought the staying at Brampton, and having company here, would have enlivened him; but Lord bless you, Miss, he is worse a great deal. He always was grave, like; but then hed a pleasant smile and good word for everybody in the house; but now Nurse sighed, stroked and doubled up the corner of her apron, and looked thoughtful.

And now? asked Amy, enquiringly.

Now, Miss, hes quite altered, quite changed  melancholy, like. Tis true he says, Good morning, Mrs. Hopkins; but thats all. The butler tells me he seldom smiles with the company; but sits and talks like a gentleman absent in his mind.

You surely must be mistaken, Nurse, said Amy, thoughtfully, I see no difference.



Very likely not, Miss; but we servants see it. Theres scarce anything ever goes on amiss in a house that servants dont notice it. I dont pretend to know why masters changed; but certain as I am sitting here, he is changed. May-be he has something on his mind. How different his father was. God rest his soul, poor old gentleman.

Was his father much liked? was he popular at Brampton? for all seem to respect and love the present Mr. Linchmore.

He never lived long enough down here for people to know enough about him to like him. He wasnt over and above fond of his lady, nor of her doings neither  so Ive heard my mother say. He was, by all accounts, a very wild gentleman in his youth.

And old Mrs. Linchmore, his wife. Why was he not fond of her?

She was a fearful woman! replied Mrs. Hopkins, drawing her chair nearer Amys; very handsome in her youth. Mr. Linchmore married her for her beauty, and sorry enough he was for it afterwards. Thats her picture hangs over the chimney-piece in the dining room, and a beautiful face it has; only too proud and stormy, like, to my mind.

Did you ever see her?

Yes, Miss. I mind her just before she died. Six months before that happened, the housekeeper, who was a friend of my mothers, got me the under housemaids place here. I seem to see the lady now, tall and straight as a needle, with such a stately step and proud look; her eyes bright, black, and piercing as a hawks, although she was gone forty and more. I used to tremble whenever she looked at me, and manys the time Ive run for the life of me down the long gallery to get out of her way. Oh! she was a fearful lady!

How so? inquired Amy, hoping to gain some intelligence as to why her room was so pertinaciously kept closed.

They say, Miss, replied Nurse, glancing uneasily about her, that the house was haunted when she was alive. I cant say as ever I saw anything; but I believe it all the same, and so did my fellow-servants, though it was never whispered between us; certainly she was no good christian any more than Tabitha, her maid, who had lived with her ever since she was a girl, and knew all her secrets; and would be muttering to herself all day long. This was a strange house then, and I dont wonder the villagers were frighted to come near it.

Why so? surely a woman could do them no harm?

Well, Miss, they said she could, and did do a deal of harm to them she didnt like; and then there was that bad story they had about her husbands cousin.

What was that, Nurse?

I cant scarce tell you all the rights of it, Miss, only what Ive heard people say, as you see it happened afore my time; but twas all about a cousin of her husbands, who had been adopted by his mother. My old mistress was fearful jealous of her, as well she might be if all accounts was true about her gentle, loving ways. But there, they didnt save her from being suspected by Mrs. Linchmore of carrying on at a shameful, scandalous rate with her husband, Mr. Linchmore. Poor young lady! She disappeared one night, and twas given out that she had fled from the Park to hide her shame. But there, people aint blind; and then she never came back again, and so the villagers whispered twas a darker deed than that took her away so sudden.

But what did Mrs. Linchmores husband say?

He and his wife had fine words about it, Miss, and he went off soon after and left her for good. But there worse than that happened; for his poor mother, her as adopted Miss Mary  that was the poor young ladys name, Miss  broke her heart about it all, and died. She was a nice, good old lady, and very fond of Miss Mary, and on her death-bed she told my mother she died believing the young lady innocent; and no one was ever to believe anything else until they saw Miss Mary again, and then all woud come right, and everybody hear the truth. But there, we never did hear the truth, for we never saw Miss Mary again; so it was just as well the old lady was took when she was, and went so happy and peaceful.

But her daughter-in-law, your old mistress, what became of her? I think she died suddenly, did she not?

Very, Miss Neville. She would have no one but Tabitha to wait on her when she was ill; but none of us cared much about that; and they used to abuse one another terrible sometimes. It was a long time before shed see the doctor, and then she wouldnt take his medicine; we found all the bottles ranged like a regiment of soldiers in the cupboard after she died  not even the corks out of them, or a drop of medicine taken. When she got worse she wouldnt lay in the bed, but had the mattress moved off on to the floor. She died that very night quite sudden, for none of us thought her so bad as that, not even the doctor; but there, he was quite a young man, and I mind well his coming in the morning. She hadnt been so well the evening before, so he came quite early, as I was cleaning down the hall. I went upstairs with him, and knocked twice at my mistresss door, but nobody answered; so the doctor opened it, and went in, and I followed, terribly frightened, but so curious like, I couldnt keep back anyhow.

Nurse paused, and then sunk her voice almost to a whisper as she went on,

Oh! what a terrible sight we saw. My mistress was quite dead; one of her hands clutching the bed clothes, the other thrown above her head, and closed so tight, it looked as though the nails were buried in the flesh. Her eyes were wide open, and a frightful look her face had, as though she had died in torments.  She was an awful corpse; and Nurse shuddered, and her hands trembled as she stirred up the fire.



But where was Tabitha? How was it she had not called for anyone?

She was lying by the side of the bed on the floor, and at first I thought she was dead, too; but she came to life again when we carried her into the open air, and a scared look she had when she opened her eyes; but it was weeks before she got well again, and then she left, and none of us felt sorry, I can tell you.

Did she give you no account of the ladys death?

The doctors said she died in a fit, but we all knew her end was something awful, for one of the maids who had been put to sleep in a room near, in case she might be wanted, told us she heard in the dead of the night an awful noise in Mrs. Linchmores room  it woke her; and then a loud talking; as if my mistress was angry about something, and presently a loud scream and laughter; and then she was so frightened she dropped off insensible, like, and didnt come to herself until she heard us all astir with Tabitha in the morning.

Where was Mr. Linchmore?

He was away abroad somewhere with his two little boys; and didnt get here till three or four days after her death. We all thought he would shut up the house and go abroad to foreign parts again, as he had done for years past; but no, he had it all fresh painted and papered; all except his wifes two rooms,  theres a dressing-room adjoining, but only the one door for the two  he never went near them again I believe, but cant say for certain, as I married and left the place. My mistress was buried in great state, ever so many carriages and grand folks,  some of them from London,  and a mighty lot of beautiful feathers nodding and bobbing over the hearse; but for all that we wernt sorry to lose her, we all feared her, and though a crowd assembled in the churchyard, twas out of curiosity, many of the villagers never having seen such a grand funeral before; there wasnt, so I heard my old man say, a wet eye amongst them, not even the masters, and as for the company of mourners, Lor bless you, Miss, they laughed and joked over their luncheon afterwards as though they had been to a wedding.

Has Mrs. Linchmores room never been occupied since her death?

Never, Miss, that I know of. I dont think my old master ever went into it again; my present master dont seem to love it neither, and as for Madam, she says its the worst room in the house; all old fashioned and gloomy.

I should like to see the room some day, Nurse, will you show it to me?

I, Miss? I wouldnt go into it for any money. John at the lodge says hes seen a queer sort of light there lately; bright and blue, like. Half the maids in the house are talking about it; and go about in couples to turn the beds down. But he only saw it once, and then for only half a minute, so perhaps it was his fancy.



Is the door kept locked?

I shouldnt like to go to sleep if it wasnt. Yes, Miss, the keys kept down in my room below. I couldnt bide comfortable in bed with it in my room above stairs, at night. No, I was mortal afraid of the old lady when she was alive, and couldnt face her dead anyhow, and she such an awful corpse too.

Just at this moment Anne, who had entered the room unperceived, clapped her hands. Nurse nearly dropped off her chair with fright; even Amy was startled.

Now, that serves you right! exclaimed the intruder, for talking about such horrible things. Mrs. Hopkins, let me put your cap straight; now dont tremble so, and shake your head, or I shall put it on awry,  there that will do; and now come away, Miss Neville; who would have believed you were so superstitious? Imagine Miss Tremlows astonishment when she hears it. Miss Bennet, said she, just now, if you are going upstairs do let Miss Neville come down with you; and open the door ve  ry  gent  ly, as I dare say she is busy writing home. Instead of which my gentleness nearly frightened you into fits, and instead of writing you are listening to all kinds of horrors.

What a mad young lady she is, soliloquised Mrs. Hopkins, as the two girls left the room together, I declare for the moment I thought it was my old mistress herself; she used to clap her hands just that way when she was vexed. Ill go below, its lonely here now Miss Nevilles gone. Shes a sweet young lady and deserves a better husband than that Mr. Vavasour, who John says is hankering after her, and makes eyes when Madam isnt looking. Theres no good in a man as keeps company with two young women at once, and one of them married too, he ought to be ashamed of himself; but there, I suppose its only what the gentry call flirting. Ah! well, for my part I dont like it; and how Miss Nevilles mother would vex if she knew it. I musnt forget her letter neither, butll put it with the rest for the post; and that reminds me I never gave her the one that came for her this afternoon, but Ill lay it on her dressing table, shell be sure to see it when she goes to bed. Poor dear! I suppose shell be kept up pianning it till her fingers are most ready to drop off.




CHAPTER VI.

THE WARNING.

Oh! life is like the summer rill, where weary daylight dies; We long for morn to rise again, and blush along the skies; For dull and dark that stream appears, whose waters in the day, All glad, in conscious sunniness, went dancing on their way. But when the glorious sun hath woke, and looked upon the earth, And over hill and dale there float the sounds of human mirth; We sigh to see day hath not brought its perfect light to all, For with the sunshine on those waves, the silent shadows fall. Caroline Norton.

Frances Strickland was seated at the piano, singing, when Anne and Amy entered the drawing-room.

I wonder who asked or persuaded her to sing, for she always requires an immense amount of pressing. However, so much the better for you, as she will, I doubt not, remain perched on the music-stool half the night, said Anne.



Amy sat down in her usual place, near the window, so as to be almost hidden by the heavy drapery of the curtain, and mechanically her eyes wandered in search of Mr. Linchmore, as her thoughts dwelt on Mrs. Hopkins words, Master has something on his mind.

Was it so? Was it possible? and if so, why was he unhappy? Young and inexperienced in the ways of the world, Amy had no suspicion of the real cause of Mr. Linchmores sadness; in fact, as she told Mrs. Hopkins, she had not remarked it. Why should he be changed? What should he be sad about?

Often, in after days, Amy wished she had never found out the dreadful cause of this alteration.

Mr. Linchmore held a book in his hand, but his eyes had wandered from its pages. Amy followed their direction.

At the farthest end of the room sat Mrs. Linchmore, and by her side Mr. Strickland. Listlessly she sat, and listlessly she appeared to be listening to her companions words, although he seemed to be exerting himself in an unusual manner to please her, not a yawn, or symptom of fatigue about him. They seemed to have changed places, the weariness all on her part; she was evidently inattentive and absent.

Robert Vavasour leant against the back of the sofa on which she sat; like Mr. Linchmore, he held a book in his hand. Was he reading it? No. Impossible! the leaves were turned over carelessly, and at random, two or three together, not one by one.

A little farther off sat Anne, laughing and chatting merrily with Mr. Hall, while he was bending low, and speaking, in a soft, subdued voice, such things as only those who love know how to speak  Anne looking pert, and trying to appear indifferent to his words.

He loves her! thought Amy, as she watched them, and she? yes, I think she does, or will love him too. How happy she looks, not a cloud to darken her bright path; everything is smooth for her, and appears in gay, golden colours. Happy Anne! May the light that sparkles in your eyes never be quenched, nor your merry laugh be chased away by the sad, sorrowful look that tells of the hearts best hopes faded away, and bright days gone never to return.

Again Amy looked towards Mrs. Linchmore. Robert Vavasour had taken the vacant seat by her side. Alfred Strickland was gone.

How different she appeared! No longer listless or inattentive, her face was brightened by smiles. She was all animation, talking and laughing almost as merrily as Anne.

How sad it is to see those we love smiling on others as they never smile on us, or whilst our hearts are overcharged with sorrow and heaviness, theirs are careless and unconcerned, insensible to our misery, if not even mocking our anguish. Then it is that in bitterness of heart we could lie down and die, or at least weep drops of agony, to think that our love could be so lightly valued, or we ourselves so neglected and forsaken.



Mrs. Linchmore knew her husbands eyes were watching her, knew, too, partly the agony of his heart, yet she trifled on, caring little for the feelings of him whose slightest wish she should have studied to please, and striven to obey.

Mr. Linchmore closed his book. It accidentally fell to the ground. His wife,  whose attention had been seemingly engrossed by Robert Vavasour, nevertheless watched her husband uneasily. When would his patience be exhausted? When would his pride take the alarm? Now! thought she, as she started at the slight noise the book made as it reached the ground. Calling to remembrance her husbands previous suspicions, she asked Mr. Vavasour to beg Miss Neville to play for a dance.

He was at Amys side as Mr. Linchmore rose from his chair. Very stiffly she received him.

Does Miss Neville intend retiring from observation all night? It was with some difficulty I found her out in this out of the way corner.



This is my usual seat when I am not required to play. I should have thought Mr. Vavasour had seen me here too often to have searched for me elsewhere.

You are right, I did not look for you elsewhere. What I meant to say was, that I wished you would take a seat somewhere, where one might catch a glimpse of you, instead of beneath the shade of this detestable window curtain. Have I got into a scrape by so wishing?

Certainly not, replied Amy.

You think too little of self, Miss Neville. Look at Miss Strickland, who always plants herself in the most prominent position, so that no one can fail remarking her the moment they set foot into a room.

Do you not think it is rather her beauty strikes the eye of a stranger?

It may be so. I do not admire her.

Not admire her? exclaimed Amy, I must condemn your bad taste, surely everyone must think her beautiful.



Because everyone thinks so, is that a reason why I should?

No, but most men admire beauty. It seems so strange you should not.

I have the bad taste not to care about mere beauty such as Miss Stricklands; she is too proud, and, if I mistake not, her temper is none of the sweetest; no, I shall not choose my wife for her pretty face.

Perhaps you seek a miracle of perfection, mind and face both.

No miracle, Miss Neville, for I have seen both.

He looked at her so earnestly, that Amy felt confused, while Charles, who savagely watched them at a distance, felt as surly as a bear, and as miserable as he well could be. He could stand it no longer.

Miss Neville, said he approaching them, Has Vavasour given you Mrs. Linchmores message?

No. I quite forgot it, replied he, It was something about dancing wasnt it? but I for one dont care a rush about it.

Because you do not, is no reason why others should not, retorted Charles, turning on his heel.

The next time a message is entrusted to Mr. Vavasour, said Amy rising, I hope he will not forget to deliver it. I will ask Mrs. Linchmore if it is her wish I should play.

Stay, Miss Neville, I can answer the question She does  but

Thank you, I need no further commands, replied Amy proudly.

As they left the recess, Alfred Strickland,  who sitting close by had overheard almost every word,  turned lazily round on the sofa.

Well done for the schoolmistress! muttered he, by Jove! how she snubbed Vavasour. That last was a settler!

Robert Vavasour leant over Amy as she arranged the music and commenced playing.

You misjudge me, Miss Neville; but I hope a time will come when you will think better of me.



I do not think badly of you, replied Amy as he turned away.

Thoroughly snubbed! old fellow, eh? said Alfred Strickland, as Vavasour passed the sofa where he still sat, never mind, cheer up! and better luck next time!

Did you speak, sir? exclaimed Vavasour fiercely.

No, no, nothing of any consequence. Its chilly, dont you find it so?

Very, replied Robert, as he passed on.

Had Mr. Linchmore, as Mrs. Hopkins said, anything on his mind, or was he blind to all that was passing around him? Partly so; he had seen Vavasours flirtation with his wife with uneasiness and displeasure, determined in his own mind to put a stop to it; but the scene suddenly changed. Miss Neville appeared, and he immediately transferred his attentions to her, or certainly a great part of them.

For a short time Mr. Linchmore was puzzled, but ere long he set him down as that most selfish of human beings, one who systematically storms a womans heart until it succumbs to him, and is all his own, when gradually and quietly he releases himself from his victim, and leaves her heart to break or recover as best it can.

A female flirt is bad enough, but there are oftentimes excuses to be made for her. She becomes so from the force of circumstances, from undue admiration or a natural love of it; from some secret sorrow, or unhappy home, made so by a husbands desertion, something there must be to urge her on.

But how many men glory in and boast of their conquests, and tell of the many hearts they have broken. How sad is the idea of some young girl, just entering life, made the sport of one of these. She surrenders her truthful, guileless heart, in all its first strong love, to him who she truly believes is all her young fancy ever pictured in her brightest dreams  all that is good and noble.

Too late she finds out her mistake, too late knows she has been deceived, and her heart trifled with. She becomes in her turn a flirt, and her heart hard and callous. The world is no longer in her eyes the bright world it was, but a hollow, heartless pageant.

Mr. Linchmore liked Amy. Should such be her fate? Should he sit quietly by and see her heart thus sacrificed, her peace of mind so destroyed? God forbid! If he had the power to prevent it; it should never be. So he watched her and Mr. Vavasour narrowly, determined to warn her himself.

The grand piano Amy played on was so placed as to command a view of the dancers, as they flitted past her. Robert Vavasour, although he said he cared not a rush for it, was flying along in a waltz with Mrs. Linchmore. Somehow Amy did not like seeing him so soon with her again, she felt sorry; and her eyes involuntarily sought Mr. Linchmore, but she had not far to look, he was close beside her; and placed a chair as she finished playing.



You must be tired, Miss Neville, he said kindly.

No; I am so accustomed to play, that I think the dancers would get tired before I should.

My wife never tires.

How beautiful she looks to-night! said Amy.

Mrs. Linchmore was always well dressed; this evening, perhaps, more simply than usual. A rich white silk dress, fitting her to perfection, with a few scarlet roses in her hair and bosom.

She grows more beautiful every day, replied he, sorrowfully. Are you fond of gaiety, Miss Neville?

Yes, I think so, or fancy I should be. I have seen little of it; but it must be so pleasant to thoroughly enjoy oneself.

I doubt if very many feel it to be thorough enjoyment; even balls and parties have their cares; but you would hardly think so to listen to the talking and merriment around.



Anne, at this moment, played a galop, and again Robert Vavasour whirled past with his hostess.

Mr. Vavasour dances well, was all the remark Mr. Linchmore made. You appear well acquainted with him, Miss Neville. Is he an old acquaintance?

No. Oh, no! replied Amy, hurriedly and confusedly.

He is a man who soon ingratiates himself with the fair sex. Of a proud, reserved nature, a word from his lips is of more weight with them than half the good deeds of a better man. He is a man who could humbug the wisest, and flirt with the silliest; and without the slightest intention of losing his own heart, or becoming entangled himself. He is not a marrying man; and for that simple reason every girl will try to win his heart; or will fall into the snare he sets, believing that she is the chosen one, and that his iron will and heart has succumbed to her; and be naturally proud of her supposed conquest, until she finds out her mistake, as most assuredly she will.

I have warned her, thought Mr. Linchmore, as he left her, nor stayed to see the effect of his words.

While Amy inwardly murmured, I shall never fall into the snare.




CHAPTER VII.

MISGIVINGS.

Gay fowlers at a flock of hearts; Woodcocks to shun your snares have skill, You show so plain, you strive to kill. In love the heartless catch the game, And they scarce miss, who never aim. Green.

How often it happens that in realising our fondest hopes, we experience not the happiness we expected.

Each and all of us, at some unhappy period of our lives, have been led to exclaim, Ah! if this state of uncertainty were but at an end, this suspense over. Let the worst come, we are prepared for it: it cannot make us more miserable than we are. Yet fortified as we deem ourselves against the worst, braced up as it were, and prepared for aught that may happen; how feeble we are, at the very best, when the ruin, sickness, death of those we love, or whatever sorrow it may be, overtakes us; how often  always  unequal to bear the blow. Then we sigh for our former state of uncertainty; it was bliss compared to our present grief, when, fancying ourselves prepared for the worst, gentle hope filled our hearts, and bade us look trustfully onwards for bright smiles, wreathed with roses; where, alas! we found only tears beneath a crown of thorns.

Such is life; The distant prospect always seems more fair; And when attained, another still succeeds, Far fairer than before,  yet compassed round With the same dangers and the same dismay; And we poor pilgrims in this dreary maze, Still discontented, chase the fairy form Of unsubstantial happiness, to find, When life itself is sinking in the strife, Tis but an airy bubble and a cheat.

Thus it was with Amy Neville. She had been uneasy and unhappy at not hearing from her mother; evil forebodings had filled her heart, and all kinds of imaginary fancies her brain. She had sighed again and again but for one short letter of explanation, clearing away her mothers mysterious silence, and lifting the veil that seemed to hang so gloomily and heavily between her and her home.

It came. It had arrived the evening before. It was the letter Mrs. Hopkins had forgotten to give her, and had placed on her dressing table, and there Amy found it on retiring for the night.

How eagerly she seized and perused its contents, read and re-read every word of it, till her eyes ached and swam with tears, and she could no longer trace the handwriting on the sheet of paper. Then wearily she crept to bed, and placing the letter beneath her pillow, so as to be able to read it again the first thing in the morning, fell into a troubled sleep, with but one thought at her heart, and that one, that her beloved parent had been ill,  very ill.

The letter was from Mrs. Elrington, assuring her that although Mrs. Neville had been seriously ill, all danger was over now, and the invalid in a fair way of recovery; yet Amy, whose eyes were heavy with recent tears and unrefreshing rest, could scarcely reconcile to herself that it was so, and how her heart beat as she read an account of her mothers sufferings. How gladly would she have watched by the sick bed, and ministered to her relief. How gladly have shared with Mrs. Elrington in the kind attentions and unremitting care she knew she had bestowed on her good and gentle parent.

Mrs. Elringtons letter was kindly and thoughtfully worded, well calculated to soothe and tranquillise an anxious daughters heart.

Mrs. Neville, she said, had certainly been very ill, though not in any immediate danger. It had been her express wish throughout that Amy should not be told of her illness, as there was no necessity for her incurring an expensive journey at such an inclement season of the year; and, continued Mrs. Elrington, your mother rightly judged that had you known she was ill, your anxiety would have been great if not allowed to share in nursing her. Thank God, she is able to leave her room, and now reclines on a sofa in the little parlour, and is gradually regaining her usual strength, though we must not expect her to become well all at once; but I hope in a few weeks she will be able to occupy her usual seat as of old, in the easy chair by the fire-side, which said chair Sarah is very busy making a new chintz cover for, in readiness for the invalid, and in honour of the day when she first sits up. So dear Amy, concluded Mrs. Elrington, you must keep up your spirits and your roses, or your mother will outvie you in both when you see her again, and be sure that I will send for you at once, should she not go on as well as we could wish.

And with this letter Amy was obliged to rest satisfied, though for many days after that she grew nervous and restless as the hour for the post drew near; and could scarcely control the impatient desire she felt to walk half way down the road to Standale to meet the postman. Once she did walk down.

Though now approaching the end of January, it was quite like a November day  foggy, with a thick drizzling rain falling, yet Amy heeded it not, but walked quickly on, wrapped in a thick seal-skin cloak. She passed through the village and reached the turnpike gate. Here at the cottage door stood William Hodge.

A nasty damp day, Miss, said he, touching his hat civilly.

Yes, replied Amy, quite a change from the cold, frosty, snowy weather we have had.

We shall have more rain yet, Im thinking.

I hope not. How are Mrs. Marks and her husband?

Well. Very well, thankee, Miss.

Are they from home, that you have charge of the Gate? asked Amy, surprised at seeing a stranger.

Mrs. Marks is, Miss, and thats why Im here. Im keeping house with her husband while shes away. Her mothers took very bad.

I am sorry to hear that; but I hope it is nothing serious?

Well I dont expect anyhow shell get over it, Miss, she ought to be dead by this time, and if she isnt I cant bide here no longer, I must be turning about home. Mrs. Marks promised fairly enough to bide only a week, and its near upon three by my calculations. Shes going to bring back a sister along with her, one thats dazed, and he tapped his forehead with a knowing look.

A sad charge, replied Amy, and one rather unsuited to Mrs. Marks.

I dont know that, Miss. Yer see neighbours think Jane wouldnt be so bad if she wornt humoured, and she aint likely to get much of that down here. To my thinking Mrs. Marks is just the right sort to cure her; shed racket any poor body to their senses, if twas possible.

Has Mrs. Marks sister always been in such a sad state?



All as I can tell yer, Miss, is, she wornt born so, its comed on her since, and when Ive said that Ive said all I do know about it. Her mother comed down years ago now to Deane,  thats my home, Miss,  with three daughters. Mrs. Marks was one of em, she married off, and came down here with her husband. Then tother one she married too, but as for Jane, she never had no chance of a husband, for whod marry a dafty, Miss? They was pretty close people, and never wagged their tongues with nobody, so nobody knew nothing at all about them nor where they comed from; only folks make a guess at things somehow; and down at Deane they thinks they comed from Stasson, a place none so far from this neither; and more than that Miss, that Jane was the reason why they comed so sudden and secret, like; but there, if they thought the sight of a new place ould cure Jane they was mighty mistaken, for from that day to this sheve never been no good at all to them, and to my thinking never will be.



Its a sad story, indeed, replied Amy.

You may depend upon it, Miss, if we knew the rights of it, its a bad, as well as a sad story, but there, Ive no call to say so. For certain, Miss, theres a something very strange and mysterious bout Jane. Perhaps the Brampton folksll turn out more cute than the Deane ones, and find out what tis. Its on my mind, and has been scores of times, that Janes mortal afeard of summut or other.

Amy smiled at Hodges suspicions, and passed on.

Marks did not make his appearance, fond of a gossip as he was, and of saying good-morrow to everyone who passed through the pike. Probably the Brampton Arms was too strong a temptation, and,  as Hodge had predicted it would be,  he was taking his swing there while he could, though three weeks was rather a long time to be intoxicated; but then there was the better chance of his being sober when Mrs. Marks did return, and he should begin to try the effect of the charm.



On Amy went. The road seemed quite deserted, not a soul to be seen, even the donkeys which usually grazed along the hedges were nowhere.

As Amy walked on her thoughts unconsciously wandered towards Jane and the strange account Hodge had given of her, and anxious as she was about her mothers letter, her mind was almost as much occupied now with Mrs. Marks sister. She and the letter seemed irretrievably mixed up together in hopeless confusion. The fact was, Hodge had excited Amys curiosity without being able to satisfy it in the smallest degree, so she was making innumerable conjectures at the truth, all more or less improbable when they came to be analysed. Would the Brampton people be more clever than the Deane ones, and find out what seemed such a puzzle, and, as Hodge said, mystery to everyone? There was Mrs. Taylor, the village chatterbox, she surely would ferret it out, and what a wonderful tale she would make of it. Amy thought she would call at her cottage some day and broach the subject, and hear what she had to say about it. It could do no harm to hear what the village gossip said of poor crazy Jane and her sorrowful story.

As she arrived at this conclusion, a horseman came in sight. It was Charles Linchmore. He was almost close by ere he recognised her. Then he drew rein.

Miss Neville! he exclaimed, in surprise, surely after your illness it is hardly prudent for you to be out on so damp a day.

It will not harm me, replied Amy.

Are you going much further? You will find it very dirty walking. Would it not be wiser to return home?

No, I think not, as least not just yet; I am too anxious to remain at home. The walk will do me good.

I doubt that last assertion very much. It can do no one good being out in such weather, and dismounting, he walked by her side.



Why did you venture? she asked.

I? Oh, nothing brings me to grief. I am a soldier, and ought to rough it.

Are ladies in your opinion so fragile that a slight shower will wash them away?

This is not a slight shower, Miss Neville, but a nasty, misty rain, that does a deal more damage than a heavy down-pour.

I do not agree with you. The one is certainly disagreeable, but the other thoroughly drenches, and is more than disagreeable  it makes one out of temper.

I have thought more than once that that latter assertion of yours is with you an impossibility.

Ah! you were never more deceived. I am feeling vexed now, replied Amy.

Now? returned Charles.

Yes. I have been terribly anxious all day, and it vexes me to hear anyone say I should return home, when I have come out purposely to get rid of my weariful thoughts. I know such a damp mist as this will never harm me half as much as they would.

Charles waited, hoping she would say more, but she did not, so he broke the silence.

I have been to see Grant, he said.

I trust there has been no more fuss with the poachers?

No, replied he carelessly, but it seems they expect an attack to-night, that is, they are going out in expectation of something of the kind.

Of a fight with the poachers?

Yes; they had scent of them last night, but did not come up with any. To-night they hope for better luck, and Grant and a lot of the game watchers are going in quest.

It seems to me such a sad way of risking ones life, said Amy.

Property must be protected, Miss Neville. None of these fellows going out to-night go with the idea of losing their lives.

Perhaps not; but look at the fate of poor Susans husband.



You mean the man who was shot? That is a bad spoke to put in the wheel of your argument, as his sad end has only urged on those who are left to annihilate such a set of ruffians. I have half made up my mind to join in the night expedition.

You! exclaimed Amy hastily, pray do not think of such a thing, and then fearing she had said too much  betrayed too deep an interest in his welfare, added, every one would think it foolish!

Would you? he asked.

I? oh yes! of course I should, and besides, every one would be so anxious. What would Mrs. Linchmore say?

My brothers wifes opinion is naught to me. Would you be anxious, Miss Neville?

I shall be anxious for all those who put their lives in jeopardy to-night, replied Amy, coldly, And now as I see nothing of the postman, I think I will turn back.

Are you expecting a very important letter? asked he, harshly, his jealousy creeping to the very tops of his fingers. Surely it must be some one she cared very much about, to induce a walk in such weather.

My mother is ill, replied Amy.

The words were simple enough, but he fancied they were spoken in a reproachful tone; or otherwise his suspicions at an end, he was ready to accuse himself. Disarmed at once, he was too generous not to make the one atonement in his power. Springing on his horse, he exclaimed,  

I will fetch the letter for you, Miss Neville, and was out of sight in a moment.

Amy turned, and retraced her steps homewards, thinking he would soon overtake her, as it was past four oclock, and the postman always reached the Park by half-past, so that he must of necessity be some way on his road when Charles would come up with him. But no, she walked on, reached the turnpike, and next the village; and then she loitered, went on slowly, and at length stopped and looked back. Still no signs of him.



She went on more slowly still, through the village, and at last, delay as she would, reached the park gates; then an anxious, restless expression came over her face, she began to feel nervous, as she always did now when the chance of meeting or seeing Frances Strickland presented itself, with ever that one fear at her heart, that she should know or find out Charles Linchmore was doing her any act of kindness, however simple, and in revenge, tell him what she suspected and accused her of.

Amy hesitated ere she entered the park. Should she retrace her steps? She turned as if to do so, then the thought came across her, what if he should think she wished him to walk home with her? Hurriedly she went through the gate, and tried to shake off the fear she felt of being seen with him, but the very speed she walked at now, showed she could not, while, instead of walking up the long avenue, she struck across the park.

But all to no purpose, for just as she emerged again into the drive, close to the house, a horses hoofs rang out over the ground, and Charles Linchmore came up with her, his horse bespattered with mud, as though he had ridden hard and fast.

Here is your letter, Miss Neville, said he, I almost feared I should miss you, and that you would have reached home, and again he dismounted, so that there was no chance of escape, or of hurrying on.

I am sorry you should have had so much trouble on my account, Mr. Linchmore, thank you very much for my letter, and her eyes brightened, as at length she recognized her mothers hand writing on the envelope.

I am fully repaid by seeing the pleasure the sight of the letter gives you.

Yes, it is my mothers writing, so she must be better.

You would have had it sooner, but there had been some accident or delay with the train, I did not stop to hear what. It had not arrived long before I got there.



Had you to go all the way to Standale? How very kind of you!

Not at all. It was just as well you turned back, and he pointed smilingly at the muddy state of his boots.

I think it very kind indeed of you, replied Amy again, and then wished she had never said it, because he looked so more than pleased.

They were close to the house now; to the windows of which Amy dared not raise her eyes, but hurriedly wished him good-bye.

I will get your letters for you every day, Miss Neville, he said, as he pressed her hand rather warmly in his.

No, no. Do not think of it for a moment, she said, and passed on.

That evening, when Amy took her pupils down stairs, she found on entering the drawing-room, all the ladies clustered around Mrs. Linchmore.

Such a piece of work, Miss Neville, said Anne, advancing from the circle, and going over to her, here are all the men wild to go on a poaching expedition  so fool-hardy, isnt it?

What does Mr. Linchmore say to it?

Hes going too, I believe. It is all that abominable Charless doing; he came home with some fine story or another Grant had told him, and sent all the rest mad. I call it downright folly.

I met Mr. Charles Linchmore this afternoon, replied Amy, and he mentioned his intention of going with Grant, but I thought little of it then, as I fancied it would most likely fall to the ground when the time for action came.

You were wrong, then. For the plan was seized on with avidity as soon as proposed, but I am surprised at Mr. Linchmore, I did not for one moment think he would have seconded it. As for Charles, any hairbreadth danger pleases him. I do not believe he has ever been in a real fight, so he thinks to try a mock one.

I hope it may simply prove such, replied Amy, but the last was anything but a mock fight; I do not think you were here at the time, but I dare say you may have heard of it.

Yes, and it is just that that makes us all fearful; as to Frances, she is just wild about it, I know, but to look in her face you would think her a piece of adamant, for aught you can find written there. I wish Charles would give it up; I think if we could only get him to throw cold water on it, the rest would soon follow his example. Do you mind helping me to try, Miss Neville? asked Anne, knowing full well in her own heart that Amys voice would have its full weight with one of the gentlemen at least.

But Amy declined. She felt she dared not so brave Frances; and Anne, after expressing her belief in her unkindness, left her.

Frances face did look like adamant, so still and set; and yet she was feeling at her heart, more perhaps than any one there present in that large room. Would her voice have any weight with Charles? Would he stay behind if she asked him? While a chill fear crept over her as the thought flew through her of what might happen if he went; might not his fate be that of the man they had spoken of so recently? might he not be brought home even as he was  lifeless  and she never see him more? and then what would life be worth to her? As she watched him in the circle round Mrs. Linchmore, laughing and joking, and turning the fears of those near him into ridicule, she felt that now he was so near danger he was nearer and dearer to her heart than he had ever been before. He should not, must not go, if she could prevent it.

Presently he moved away from the rest. She went and joined him.

Charles, she began, are you really in earnest?

About what, Frances?

Determined on this expedition in spite of all opposition?

Of course I am. What made you think otherwise?



I thought you might have been persuaded to stay.

Then you thought wrong, cousin, said he, laughingly.

It is surely no laughing matter, when we are all so anxious.

It is that very circumstance makes me laugh. We must not show craven hearts just because women cry and sob.

But we are not doing anything of the kind.

At heart some of you are.

I am not for one, replied she, indignantly annoyed that he should suspect her.

Then why ask me to stay?

Because you were the one who started the expedition; and if you say nay, all the rest will.

And think me a fool for my pains. No, Frances, what needs  must. I shall not draw back now, it is not my way, as you know; I am sorry for you, if any one is going you particularly care about. Id have my eye on him if I knew who he was, but I dont.



This to her? Frances could have wept with vexation. Was it possible he did not see it was for himself she was anxious? Perhaps she did look a little reproachfully as she replied, somewhat sorrowfully,

No one is going I care about. Only take care of yourself, Charles.

At another moment the words might have struck him, and perhaps sent conviction into his heart; but now?  

Then do as I told my brothers wife just now, he replied; have supper ready for us by the time we come back; Ill answer for our doing justice to it.

Can you think of nothing but eating and drinking? she asked, bitterly and yet could have thrown herself on her knees, and implored and besought him to stay. Ah! if only in days gone by she could have allowed her warmer nature to have had play, have crushed out her pride and stubbornness, things might have been different between them, and she have been dearer to him; now she was his cousin, nothing more, and with no thought of what she was suffering, he turned away without any reply, rather annoyed at her words than otherwise.

A few moments later he joined Amy.

I trust you do not give me credit for being such a sinner as the rest of your sex do? or throw all the onus of this expedition on me, Miss Neville?

Every one seems to think it originated with you.

Perhaps it did; but then every one need not follow in my footsteps. Surely I am not answerable for any one but myself?

It seems, replied Amy, evading his question, to have thrown a damp on every ones spirits. I suppose it must be undertaken now?

If you had said the last words to me to-day, Miss Neville, it might have been different.

Then, as she made no reply, he added, You do not ask me to stay.



I would do so, if I thought you could retreat honourably.

And you do not think so? You do not blame me for going?

Certainly not. Things have proceeded too far. You must go. I am only sorry to see so many sad faces.

Thank you, Miss Neville, those are my own feelings entirely. I am in no way to blame for the actions of others, and should have gone myself, whether or no. Good-bye.  God bless you! he added, softly, as he held her hand in his.

It was only for a moment; even Frances could not have found fault with the length of time he held it, and Amy scarcely felt the pressure of his fingers; yet she felt and saw the mark his ring had made as his hand clasped hers so tightly; felt and thought of it for many days after that.

Nearly all the gentlemen passed out after Charles. Robert Vavasour hesitated as he drew near the spot where Amy sat; but she did not look up from the book she held in her hand; and, after a moments delay, he, too, went out, and most of the ladies followed.

Are you not going Alfred? asked his sister, advancing towards an easy chair, near the fire where he had made himself especially snug.

Whats all the row about? said he.

You know as well as I do. What is the use of pretending ignorance? Are you going or no?

Have they all been such fools as to go?

Most of them have.

What a confounded shame not to let a man enjoy a quiet evening. I suppose I must go with the rest, but it is a deuced bore all the same.

You think everything a bore that entails a little trouble.

Yes, I do. That fellow Charles ought to know better than to drag us out against a rascally set of low ruffians.

Dont work yourself into a rage, said his sister, it is not worth while.

No, of course not, replied he, yawning and closing his book. Well I suppose I must be off, so here goes.

I ought to have been born the man, not you, said Frances, contemptuously.

With all my heart, said he, and what an easy life I would have had of it.

I do not find my life such a very easy one. You had better make haste if you are going. There, they have opened the hall door.

Ill owe Charles a grudge for this, said he, rising slowly, and seemingly in no hurry to be off, turning us all out on such a damp, dirty night. As black as pitch too, said he, as he reached the hall, and glanced through the half-opened door.

His sister helped him on with his great coat, he grumbling all the while, and vowing they ought to go to bed, instead of going out on such a fools errand, risking their lives for sheer humbug, as far as he could see.

His sister listened in silence, and then said suddenly,  

Take care of Charles, Alfred, will you?

Oh, yes, he replied; and who will take care of me, I should like to know? I may get a sly dig in the ribs, while looking after my neighbours.

No, no, you will be safe, but he is so rash and foolhardy. Do take care of him Alfred, promise me you will? and she laid her hand entreatingly on his arm as she spoke.

He looked surprised as he heard her words and noticed the action, and turning round, caught a glimpse of her pale face.

Well, dont look like that, Frances; Ill make no promises, but Ill try and do the best I can for you. Good-bye.

And he, too, was gone. They were all gone, and Frances turned again into the drawing-room, where Amy still sat apparently so quiet and still, but inwardly listening intently to the last foot-fall; the last faint echo of one voice. Now she lost it,  again it reached her ear  was gone!




CHAPTER VIII.

A DARK NIGHT.

The moon had risen, and she sometimes shone Through thick white clouds, that flew tumultuous on, Passing beneath her with an eagles speed, That her soft light imprisond and then freed: The fitful glimmering through the hedgerow green Gave a strange beauty to the changing scene; And roaring winds and rushing waters lent Their mingled voice that to the spirit went. To these she listend; but new sounds were heard, And sight more startling to her soul appeard;



And near at hand, but nothing yet was seen. Crabbe.

Amy felt oppressed in spirit as the last sound of Charles voice reached her ear, nor dared she question her heart wherefore she had listened for it, why she had strained every nerve to catch its sound. Was she allowing a warmer feeling to enter her heart than she had hitherto entertained? Was she beginning to care more for him than she ought? No; she would not allow it. She merely felt grateful for his kindness, that was all, for he was kind to her, there was no doubt of that, and her heart could not but be touched by it, so lonely and so uncared for as she felt; so utterly alone in that large house.

Had he not on that very day ridden several miles for her pleasure? and had he not offered, nay promised, to fetch her letter every day? and she had been obliged to give him but cold thanks for his kindness, and still colder looks, when her heart was all the while longing to tell him how more than grateful she felt. Even but a few moments ago, she knew she had been cold to him; but it could not be helped. It could not be otherwise, it must ever be so between them. And yet as she recalled his last words, and the fervent God bless you, she thought that had she not been a governess, he might have loved her. Now, it could never be.

She grew restless; the quiet stillness around her became oppressive, most of those who were left having retired into the drawing-room; so when the children had said good night she took them up to bed herself, and as each little one knelt down, she joined earnestly in the simple prayer that God would bless dear Papa and Mamma, and all their relations and friends.

Mary did not put them to bed, one of the other servants did the office for her. Amy enquired where she was, and whether she was ill?

No, Miss, not ill, replied the girl, only worrying herself.

About what? I trust she is in no trouble.

Well, you see her fathers gone out against the poachers to-night.

True, replied Amy. Poor girl! I quite forgot her interest in the matter.

Shes most worrying and fretting herself to death about it, and all to no good, as we all tell her, but she wont listen to none of us.

Words are poor comfort in such cases.



Yes, Miss; and whats worse, I believe theyve threatened to do for him, her father  I mean.

That may be mere idle report; there is no authority for the rumour.

Except the words of the man that was hung, Miss.

Poor wretched criminal! Do not let us talk or dwell on such scenes. I will go and see Mary, if you will show me the way.

Indeed I will, Miss, and Im sure it will do her good. Shes in her own room.

And, guided by the other, Amy went.

Mrs. Hopkins sat by the side of the bed on which Mary lay, worrying and fretting herself to death, as her fellow-servant had said, and refusing to be comforted or calmed.

Ever ready to do any one an act of kindness, Miss Neville, said Mrs. Hopkins, as she rose on Amys entrance. This is sad work.

Yes; it is an anxious time for all of us, but it is surely not wise to give way to imaginary evils, which after all may only exist in our own brains and foolish fancies.

No one knows, sobbed Mary, how I love my father.

We all believe it, Mary. Do you know that your mistresss husband is also gone with the rest?

No one has threatened his life, like they have my fathers.

But will your crying remedy that? Will it not make things a thousand times worse, by making you too ill to see him when he does return?

He may never return, Miss, never! sobbed Mary afresh.

Its of little use talking, Miss, said Mrs. Hopkins, she will cry and worry; and nothing will stop her that I can see. She will be sorry and ashamed enough to-morrow when she thinks of it.

I think she should hope the best, and not so readily look forward to the very worst that can happen. Try and think that there is a good and kind Providence watching over us all, Mary.

I do. But its no use Miss  no use.

Here drink this, Mary, said Mrs. Hopkins, handing her some salvolatile, Its no use talking, Miss, we must dose her.

I believe it is the best plan, replied Amy, half smiling; then as the girl sat up to drink it she added, If you must cry, Mary, why not go down below? you can cry just as well there, and watch for the mens return.

Oh! I darent, I darent she said.

Her father will be quite frightened when he does see her face, said Mrs. Hopkins, as she bathed her forehead with cold water, and as for her, she wont be able to open her eyes to look at him theyre that swelled.

Amy seeing her presence could do no good, left, and went to the school-room, intending to spend the rest of the evening in writing home, but she found the attempt useless, so she closed her desk and put away her pen in despair. Reading was better than writing, she would fetch a book. She glanced at the bookshelves Charles had made and put up for her but a few short months ago. He was nothing to her then; simply Mr. Linchmores brother, but now?  Again she grew restless. Why would her thoughts so often wander towards him? He could never be more than a friend, never! She would go below. The gloom and solitariness of the room struck her more forcibly than it had ever done before, and she grew nervous and timid and stole away to the drawing-room.

When she entered it, she was surprised to find how soon things had resumed their usual course. Mrs. Linchmore was at the piano singing, Anne at a game of drafts, every one chatting and laughing as though nothing had occurred to disturb their hearts, Amy could hear the rattle of the bagatelle balls quite plainly in the inner room from where she sat, and the sound jarred upon her nerves. Surely Frances could not be one of the players, for Amy well knew how anxious she must be; and she crossed the room to where Julia had taken up her position by the fire, and looked in as she passed the arch which divided the two rooms. No, Frances was not playing  was not even there.

I feel entitled to roam about at will, said Amy, seating herself by Julia, as so few of the gentlemen are here, and I think you look lonely. Are you anxious, Miss Bennet?

Very.

I wonder what time they will be home?

It may be early, it may be late. Can you imagine how my cousin is able to sit there and sing to those boobies? and she pointed to where Mrs. Linchmore sat, with one or two young men as listeners.

Some people are able to control their feelings better than others, replied Amy.

You are always ready to think kindly of everyone, Miss Neville; but there is no excuse for her; she is in no way put out; her voice is as clear as a bell, and to hear the way in which she is singing that mournful, pathetic song, you would imagine her to be a woman of deep feeling, when in reality she has none, not even for her good, kind husband.

Mary, the childrens maid, is fretting herself to death upstairs, replied Amy, anxious to change the subject.

What is the matter with her?

Her father is the gamekeeper, Grant.

And her lover one of the game watchers, I dare say.

No, I think not, at least I heard no whisper of it.

Perhaps not; but girls dont fret to death for their fathers; they must die in the course of nature, but a lover is not easily replaced.

I never heard you speak so unkindly, replied Amy.

No, you must not mind it; I am not myself to-night. I feel out of spirits, and could have a good cry, like that foolish old Miss Tremlow did just now; I marshalled her off to bed, for if anything was to happen she would send us all crazy.

I see Mr. Hall has not gone with the rest.

No. And much as Anne talks about men being brave and fearless in danger, I am certain she is glad of it.

Perhaps she has not found out that she cares for him?

Many women, when it is too late, find out they care for a man. Look at Frances, for instance.

What of her? asked Amy nervously.

Nothing, only I fancy she is au désespoir, said Julia carelessly.

I do not see her anywhere.

No, you would not, when her feelings are such that she can no longer hide them. Then she hides herself.

It was even so. Frances had hidden herself away in the library; she could no longer sit in the glare of the many lamps, and listen to the laughing and talking going on around; and not only listen, but be obliged to talk herself. It was too much, she could not do it. Instead of trying, like Amy, to shake off the gloom that oppressed her, she nursed it, and sat alone, sullen and miserable.

Had not her voice failed to persuade Charles to stay; failed to win one kind word from him? Had he not, the rather, heartlessly mocked at her anguish? Had he not left her and gone over to Miss Neville, and given her his last parting words, the last clasp of his hand? When, if he had cared for her, every moment would have been precious to him, even as it was to her. How she wished she could hate him? But still the cry of her heart was He shall not love her.

It was true she was advancing slowly, very slowly; but still, to advance at all, was better than making no progress, to feel that Amy was having it all her own way, and she without the power of preventing her, doomed to sit quietly and look on at the wreck of all her hopes of happiness. But that last should never be, and her eye flashed more brightly as she thought that not one single opportunity had she lost of loosening the hold Amy seemed to have over Charless actions, the interest she had created in his breast.

Ever on the watch, and restless when Charles was absent, lest he should meet with her rival, and she not be there to prevent his joining and walking with her, her life was one perpetual state of disquietude and excitement.

He should never find out Amy loved him. Never! never! So Frances sat on in the gloom of the one small lamp, and thought such thoughts as these; and bitter enough they were to her. How she hated to see Amy enter the drawing-room each night, and more especially this last evening, when instead of sullenly standing aloof, as he had once or twice done, Charles had joined her. Had they met without her knowledge, and had she won him over to her again, sent all the jealous suspicions which Frances had instilled into his mind, to the winds? Oh! if it should be so? She sprung from the chair, and walked up and down the room, in utter desolation of heart.

And so we must leave her, and return to Amy.

The evening had worn on. It was growing late. Twice the butler had himself come in and replenished the fire. Was he also anxious? Amy thought so, as she watched his face, and noted how he loitered about the room, and was in no hurry to be gone; but glanced round gravely, as he went slowly out, and again, a few moments after, entered it once more, looked to the lamps, and a number of other things there was no occasion for.

Still the hours crept slowly on; again her thoughts were with the absent, again they wandered into the park. There, far away, was one coppice she knew right well; so thick the bushes, so close the shade, she could almost fancy she was there, so vividly did it come before her. Surely it would be there the poachers would be, there the affray would take place, there they would watch and meet with them.

Each hour now seemed to drag more slowly than the last, the minutes were hours to her impatient fancy; while the noise of the company, the noise of the piano grew intolerable. Oh! if she could go out into the park, and learn what was doing; even if not near, she could still hear if a shot were fired, and that would be something gained; but then she might be missed  might be enquired for? No. It would never do to be found out alone in the grounds, on such a night. Was all the game in the world worth the misery of such thoughts as these? Oh! the agony of waiting  and waiting for what?

Amy trembled, and a slight shudder passed through her; her anxiety was growing past control.

The music was still playing, surely she would not be missed; and rising softly she passed into the hall. Should she go into the library, where Frances still moodily paced up and down? No, she would hear nothing there. On into the billiard-room she went.

There was no lamp alight, she was glad of it; all was darkness, save for the flickering of the fire in the grate. She drew near, and tried to be patient and hope for the best; but it would not do, her thoughts would turn to one.

As she grew accustomed to the gloom, each object became dimly visible. There was the table; it was but yesterday all those who were now absent had played on it. Would they ever meet there again? How well she remembered seeing Charles Linchmore; it was not so long ago, she could almost fancy she was passing by the door now  waiting for Fanny, who had rushed to Papa on some fruitless errand  and that she saw his form as he leant across the table; but no, he might never play there again, nor ever live to return home.

She could bear it no longer, but went over to one of the windows, passed behind the curtain, drew back the shutter, opened the window softly, and looked out. The rain had passed away, and the moon shone brightly enough when the thick clouds that were hurrying across it would allow. It was not a very cold night, at least Amy did not feel the cold even in the thin light dress she wore; her eyes were fixed on the one part of the Park where she guessed they must be; her ears straining to catch every sound. But none came. All was silent and still.

How long she stood she never knew, she was aroused from her thoughts by a dull, distant sound. She listened intently.

It came from the other side of the park. Her fears had deceived her. They were coming at last. It must be them. Relieved at last, she drew back from the window, then returned again, but stood further in the shade. They must pass by. She would stay and see them.

The sound she had heard became more distinct, then faded away with the wind which blew in gusts through the leafless trees, then grew nearer still. Strange no voices reached her ear,  now  yes, it was near enough for her to distinguish the heavy tread of mens footsteps.

Nearer and nearer they came.

It was no tread of many feet, but the dull heavy tramp of footsteps treading in unison together. It could not be they; they would not walk like that; so silently, so strangely.

Still Amy waited and watched  a heavy fear slowly creeping over her heart, and almost staying its beatings.

They came nearer still; yes, onwards they came round the turn of the drive as it swept up to the house; they passed it, and now their dark forms came slowly but surely on in the varying moonlight, with still that one dreadful tread. They were close by; passed under the window where she stood. What was that dark object they carried so fearfully, so carefully?

Amy moved away from the window, reached the door of the room, and stood in its deep shade like a statue of stone, every nerve strained, every pulse beating almost to bursting.

The servants had heard it then, or had they like Amy been watching? There stood the grey-headed butler; how ominous was his face, how grave the faces of those men near him, all waiting, all dreading  what?

Mr. Linchmore was the first to enter; a painful, anxious expression on his face.

Thank God! exclaimed the old butler, as he saw him; he had been anxious for his master, whom he had known as a boy. Were his fears then at rest? No; he was again about to speak, when,  

Hush! Mr. Linchmore said. Then to those behind, tread softly, and again, where is your mistress?

He passed quickly on, almost brushing Amys dress, as she stood so white and still in the shade, looking on, watching, noting everything.

The other half of the hall door opened; on they came, those dark forms, and others with them, steadying them, clearing the way for them as they went.

They bore a litter, but the form that rested so motionless on it could not be seen, a cloak covered it.

One man stood quite close to Amy as he held open the door for the rest to pass through. She touched his arm gently. She tried to speak, but her tongue refused to utter those anxious words. But there was no need; he looked in her face and understood the mute anguish, the agonised look of her eyes.

Its only one of the young gents, Miss. Mr. Vavser I think they calls im.

It was not Charles Linchmore, then. The reaction was too great. As they bore the litter on past her up the staircase, she uttered no cry, but her slight form trembled for an instant  wavered  and the next fell heavily almost at Charles feet, as he hastily entered the hall.




CHAPTER IX.

GOING AWAY.

Our faults are at the bottom of our pains; Error in acts, or judgment, is the source Of endless sighs; we sin, or we mistake. Young. 
It is not granted to man to love and to be wise. Bacon.

For a moment Charles stood mute with amazement, the next he bent over the poor prostrate form, and lifted it tenderly in his arms.

Bring her in here, said a voice, while a hand was laid on his arm, and he was impelled with gentle force into the library. There he laid Amy on the sofa, and kneeling by her side, took the small lifeless hand in his, and pressed it to his lips and forehead; then gently pushed the soft fair hair off her face, and as he did so felt the marble coldness of her cheek. Then a strange fear crept over him: he rose, and bent his ear close to her mouth; but no gentle breathing struck his ear. All was still and silent, even his loving words and the endearing names he called her, failed to bring back life, or restore warmth to that still and apparently lifeless form.

He turned his face, now blanched almost as white as the one he was bending over, to Frances, for it was she who had asked him to bring Amy there, and now stood by the door so despairingly, watching his every action, listening to his words; those loving, cruel words which told how completely, how entirely his heart was anothers. If he could but have seen into her heart, how averse he would have been to ask her assistance for Amy! How much misery might have been spared him.

Is she dead? he asked, fearfully.

Dead! exclaimed Frances. No, she has only fainted.



I never saw any one look so like death, he said softly, as he again took her hands and chafed them in his.

Perhaps not. I dare say your experience is not very great?

Can nothing be done for her? must she die like this?

A great deal might be done for her, replied Frances, advancing, but nothing while you bend over her in that way. I will soon bring her to, if you will only let me come near.

Then why in the name of fortune dont you begin to try something? For Gods sake, Frances, do rouse yourself a little from that cold marble nature of yours, and throw a little warmth and feeling into your actions.

She took no notice of his hasty, almost angry words.

Could you fetch me some Eau-de-Cologne? she asked. Go quietly, for he was rushing off in desperate haste, it is as well no one suspects or knows of this, and bring a glass of water also.



Dead! thought Frances, as she gazed at the pale inanimate form, I wish she was; how I hate her; but for her none of these dreadful thoughts would enter my head. Am I not a murderess, wishing her dead? and it is all her fault, all; she has taken his love from me, and in taking that, has made me wicked, and put all these cruel revengeful feelings in my heart.

She bathed her with the Eau-de-Cologne Charles brought, even dashed some of the cold water into her face; but all to no purpose; not a sign; not a movement of returning life gave Amy; the shock had been too great; she lay as dead.

As Charles stood and watched all the efforts Frances made, as he thought, so indifferently, he grew impatient.

Where is Anne? or Mrs. Hopkins? exclaimed he, confound that woman! shes never in the way when shes wanted, and he was for darting off again, only Frances restrained him.

Do not call either of them, said she, even you must not remain here when Miss Neville returns to consciousness.

I shall stay, whatever happens, he replied, decidedly.

Had he made up his mind to tell Amy he loved her?

She would not like it, she replied, would any woman like to think such a secret was found out?

What secret?

That of her love for him.

For him! For who?

I thought you knew, replied Frances, quietly.

Too quietly, for her apathy maddened him, and he exclaimed angrily.

For Gods sake, Frances, speak out, youll drive me mad with your cold replies and words!

Hush! Go away, she is coming to.

I will not stir! he replied, until you tell me why she fainted.



She saw them bring Mr. Vavasour into the hall, and

How could she tell it was him? he asked, suspiciously, with a half-doubt on his mind.

I do not ask you to believe me, replied Frances haughtily, you asked me to answer you, and I have done so.

Not my last question.

I should have thought a ladys word would have been sufficient; but as it is not so, you had better ask Joe, that man that comes here sometimes with Grant. I heard him tell Miss Neville it was Mr. Vavasour that had been killed, and then

Then? he asked.

She fainted.

Whatever Charles thought, he said not a word; a determined, despairing expression stole over his face; he looked hard at Frances as if he would read her very soul, but she returned his look, and flinched not. Presently a faint colour returned into Amys face; he moved away, placed the glass he still held on the table, and said slowly, for even the tone of his voice had altered, and was unsteady and husky,

Tell her he is not dead,  not much hurt, even

And without a look, or even a glance at Amy, he went with a slow, uncertain step across the room. As he reached the door, Amy moved slightly and sighed, but ere she opened her eyes, the door had closed on his retreating form, and he was gone.

Are you better now? asked Frances kindly. She could afford to be kind now she thought the field was won, and Charles heart turned from her, she hoped for ever.

Thank you, yes, said Amy, confusedly, and striving to collect her thoughts. How came I here? Who brought me?

Do not talk just yet, you are scarcely equal to it. One of the men carried you in here.

One of the men? No one else saw me, then?

No one.



Then it could not have been Charles Linchmores voice she had heard, as she lay only half-restored to consciousness? Nor his form she had dimly seen retreating through the half open door, as she opened her eyes? She must have fancied it.

I was so shocked, Miss Strickland, began Amy, trying to make some apology for her fainting, and you know I am not very strong yet, and

Do not make any excuses, Miss Neville; the sight was enough to frighten anyone. I felt sick myself, but there was not much occasion for it, as I have ascertained Mr. Vavasour is not much hurt; but I thought, as you did, he was dead.

Amy made no reply, she was too truthful to do so. It was best Miss Strickland thought that the reason and cause of her faintness.

Had you not better remain a little longer? continued Frances. There is little chance of any one coming in here; and they will be all at supper presently.

But no  Amy felt well enough to go; longed to get away to the quiet of her own room, and went.

Dr. Bernard, hastily aroused from his sleep, came and stayed all night at the Park. He corroborated Charless opinion: Mr. Vavasours was but a slight wound. The faintness and insensibility that had alarmed them so, proceeded more from the effects of a severe blow on the head, which had stunned him for the time being. In a few days, with a little quiet nursing, he would be all right again; so the excitement and fears of everyone tamed down, and the supper prepared at Charless suggestion was partaken of heartily by everyone but himself, and he was nowhere.

Two of the poachers had been overpowered, after a desperate resistance, and taken; but the rest, all armed with sticks, or some other weapon of defence, had succeeded in getting clear away, though not without injuring, not only Robert Vavasour, but two of the night watchers also. One man kept his bed for weeks afterwards, and was unable even to appear and give evidence against the two men who had been taken; one supposed to be the man who had fired the shot, either purposely or accidentally, that had wounded Robert, while at the same moment a severe blow from some murderous weapon felled him to the earth, and in the confusion which this occasioned the rest got clear away, though not without a suspicion that some of them had been disabled by the shower of blows with which they were assailed; they proved themselves, as Charles and others had hinted they were, a desperate set of ruffians, whom the recent violent death of one of their band had in no wise alarmed, but the rather made them thirst to revenge it.

Charles Linchmore was up betimes the next morning, and away across the park long before any of its inmates save the servants were stirring. He had passed a sleepless night. At one time Amys love for Vavasour appeared as clear as day; the next he doubted, and could not make up his mind that it was indeed so. Morning found him still unreconciled to the thought, still undecided. Frances might have been mistaken; he would seek Joe, and find out what had been told Amy. It was impossible the man could have any interest in telling him a lie.

He had not far to walk, Joe met him at the lodge gate, where he was evidently detailing to the man and his wife who kept it, an exaggerated account of the last nights affray.

Good morning, Joe, began Charles, how are you and the rest after last nights work? and where are you off to now? as Joe touched his cap, and was proceeding onwards.

Up to the house, Sir. The Master bade me bring news this morning of the two men who got hurt, Sir.

Well, how are they?

There aint much the matter with one, Sir; but Jems awful bad, his head swelled most as bigs two, Sir. Mr. Blane  the village doctor  wouldnt give much for his life, I reckon.

Your Master will be sorry to hear it. And now, Joe, I want a word with you. How came you to tell one of the ladies last night that Mr. Vavasour was dead?

Please, Sir, I couldnt help it; the lady did look so kind of beseeching at me, and tried to speak; but, poor lady, she was that bad at heart she couldnt say a word. I could no more refuse nor tell her, Sir, I should have been afeard to; unless Id had a heart as hard as a haythens, and I hadnt, Sir, so just out with the news, and

That will do; be more cautious in future.

And away went Charles with still faster strides than before; half over the park and then home again, and up to his room, where he thrust his things hastily into his portmanteau; it was but a few minutes work, and then he was off downstairs again. Here he met Anne.

Why Charles, said she, where have you been all the morning? We have finished breakfast. What a lazy creature you are!

I am going to make a start of it, replied he. I am off to join again.

Going back to your regiment! exclaimed Anne in amazement at the sudden announcement. When?

Now, this moment.

What will Isabella think? How surprised she will be!

No, not a bit of it, she is too accustomed to my sudden movements, and scarcely volunteered a remark when I told her.

But your leave is only half expired?

Isnt it? he replied, as if he had never thought at all about it. Well, so much the better, I can knock about abroad for a short time. Good-bye.

Anne looked in utter bewilderment, until she suddenly caught sight of the sorrowful, despairing expression of his face. What had happened?

Dont say good-bye like that, Charley, said she, her kind heart roused at once at the sight. Something has vexed you. Can I help you in any way? I am ready and willing, if you will only tell me how.

No. I am past help, Anne, and he dashed away a tear which had started at the sound of her kind voice, and then added bitterly I am a fool to care so much about it!

About what, Charles? Do tell me, I am certain I could help you.

She pitied him entirely, and would have braved a dozen Mrs. Linchmores to have seen the old happy, merry expression on his face again.

You have always been kind, Anne, and so I do not mind telling you, what I dare say you have seen all along, although Ive been such a blind fool to it! Its no fault of hers, Anne,  but  but she loves another.

Impossible! I dont believe it! said Anne, hastily, forgetting all her wise resolutions of never helping him to find out Amy cared for him.

Nor I, for a long time, and he thought of the long sleepless hours he had passed in pacing up and down his room. But it is so.

How did you find it out? Did she tell you?



No; but some one else did, little suspecting the interest I had in the matter. I could not believe, at first, that all my hopes were to be dashed aside at once in that way. I could have sworn she took an interest in me, but there I have convinced myself and  and  I am a miserable wretch, thats all, with my eyes wide open to my dreadful fate. Bid her good-bye for me, Anne. I could not trust myself to do so without showing her I love her. Thank you for all your kindness. And he wrung her hand. Where is Frances?

Frances! What had she to do in the matter? Annes curiosity was roused, and for once rightly, and in a just cause. She had long thought Frances bore no good feeling towards Miss Neville; perhaps she was jealous of her, for it was certain Amy had supplanted her in Charless affection;  if he ever had any for her. Ah! that was it. It was all as clear as day to Anne now. But if it was as she suspected, Charles was, indeed, a fool to believe it; she was certain if she were in his place she would not, but then men were so easily convinced of a womans falseness; but how could he look in Amys eyes and believe it? Miss Neville a flirt? Impossible! But then Anne suddenly recollected how she had thought so herself, simply because she and Robert Vavasour had walked home together. No, after all she could not blame Charles so much, perhaps she should have thought the same. At all events, she determined to watch Frances closely when she gave her his message.

Charles wants to speak to you, Frances; he is in the dining-room. And Anne fixed her eyes full on her face as she spoke.

But Frances was gaining experience every day; learning to attain a self-possession and control equal to any emergency.

Only a faint  very faint, colour tinged her cheeks as she replied,

Charles must wait until I have finished reading this chapter; I am too interested to leave off in the middle of it.



Oh! very well. I will tell him so; but you will miss shaking hands with him, as he is going away.

This time Anne succeeded. Frances face expressed the utmost astonishment, while her cheeks paled to an almost marble whiteness.

Going away! she gasped. How? When?

How? By the train I suppose. When? Now this moment. You had better come at once if you wish to see him.

She followed Frances to the dining-room, and stood at the window while she went up to the fire where Charles stood. Anne watched them.

He turned his face, still with the same gloomy, despairing expression, towards Frances and said a few words. What were they to cause her pale face to flush so hotly, while a proud, triumphant look shone brightly in her eyes? Anne would have given worlds to have heard them, certain as she was they contained some clue to the mystery shrouding his hasty departure.

They were said, those few words, and he moved towards the door. Frances followed him after an instants thought, and arrested his footsteps, slow and uncertain as they were. Anne could hear quite plainly now.

One moment, Charles. I am so sorry you are going, said Frances.

Never mind, he replied, it is best I should go.

I suppose so. I suppose you must go?

You know I must. You best of all others, he replied, sternly.

Alas! yes, was the reply.

The next moment he was whirling rapidly past the window in a dog cart; with Bob seated on the cushion at his side, instead of running at the horses heels as he usually did. The only living creature who cared for him, as Charles had once said to Miss Neville; become doubly dear now she had proved faithless. Bob nevertheless seemed uncomfortable in his exalted post, and did not approve seemingly of his new position in society; for while his Master cast not a glance behind him, saw not Annes sympathising face at the window or Frances tearful one; he seemed to give a wistful side-look  as well as the jolting of the cart on the hard gravel would allow  at the comfortable home he was leaving for the Barrack yard, and his old surly companions of the canine species he had so often fought and won many a hard earned battle with, for Bob, though not a savage dog, never allowed a liberty to be taken with him without resenting it.




CHAPTER X.

JANE.

Oh, memory, creature of the past! Why dost thou haunt me still? Why thy dark shadow oer me cast, My better thoughts to chill? 
I spread my fingers to the sun, No stain of blood is there; Yet oh! that age might see undone, The deeds that youth would dare! Anon.

Mrs. Marks had returned home. Her mother was dead, and she had brought back Jane as she had threatened, much to Matthews intense disgust. He was afraid of his wifes tongue, but had been so long accustomed to hear it going, that he could not understand a woman who could keep hers quiet, and sit the whole day long by the fire-side, scarcely saying a word, in his own favourite corner too,  seldom lifting her eyes from her knitting. As he watched the progress of the socks she was making, he vowed in his own mind never to wear them when they were finished, believing as many of the ignorant in his class of life do, that they would be bewitched, and cause him to meet with some harm, perhaps fulfil Goody Greys prophecy that some one in the cottage was going to die.

He found it more difficult than ever to resist the temptation of going to the Brampton Arms, now that his home was even more uncomfortable than it used to be. How could he seat himself at the other corner of the fire-side, and smoke his pipe, with his sister-in-laws eyes so constantly and intently fixed on him? Matthew longed to see Goody Grey to ask for a new charm to spirit away Jane and her unholy presence, which was a constant irritation to him. Meanwhile he had twice tried the effect of the charm and each time apparently without the slightest success; as not only had Mrs. Marks eyes, but her tongue also, flashed ten thousand furies at his extraordinary silence, while Jane, to whom during the storm he looked for sympathy, sat perfectly heedless, and mindful only of her dreadful knitting.

William Hodge was still with the Marks, when he heard of the poaching affray and its consequences. His mind was at once filled with alarm, and he determined on going into Standale. What if his son should be one of the men taken, and now lodged in the jail there?

Hodge kept very quiet at first, and talked it over with Mrs. Marks,  who had returned a few days after,  and at length made up his mind to go to the town and gain a sight of the two men; but this was easier said than done, he had to wait quietly until they were brought up before the magistrates; when he returned to the cottage with the satisfactory intelligence that neither bore the slightest resemblance to his son Tom. Still he was more certain than ever that Tom was down there, for on mentioning his name casually to the landlord of the inn where he had put up, a man seated in the bar had turned round suddenly, eyed him keenly, and asked him to join him in a glass. This, Hodge, who had his wits about him, was not slow to do, and both played at cross questions with the other, and tried to find out where each came from, and where bound to; but each proved a match for his fellow in cunning and sharp-sightedness, and they parted mutually dissatisfied, certain in their own minds that each could have revealed something of interest in which they both took part, had he so willed it.

A few days after Hodges return, as he was going across the fields, he again met with his acquaintance of the inn, who passed him close by without renewing their former intimacy, indeed, without a word or greeting of any kind, as though they were strangers, and now met for the first time. Hodge thought he must have been mistaken in his man; but no  a second and yet a third time, he met him on different days; and now Hodge was convinced he was right  they had met before; but why this apparent forgetfulness on his part? Why this perpetual crossing of his path? Hodge grew uneasy, perhaps the man was employed as a spy to watch him? If it was so, there was nothing for it but to return home; but the thought of his wifes sorrowful face, as he should tell her of his fruitless search, deterred him, and he waited yet another day, hoping that a few hours might disclose his sons whereabouts, and unravel the mystery of his absence; but no, the days crept on, and still found him as far from the clue as ever, while he never stirred from the cottage without seeing his mysterious friend, or it might be enemy, either close by or in the distance, too far off to distinguish his features; but there was the unmistakable slouching walk, awkward gait, and broad-brimmed hat.

Mrs. Marks, Maam, said Hodge one day, when they were alone, with only Jane in the chimney-corner for company, and she was supposed to be just nobody, Ive come across that man again, and I dont like the look things are taking  I think they look sort of queer. I never done no harm to nobody, why should this chap follow me about like a dog? Im beginning to think hes a kind of spying to find out what my business is down here, leastways, I cant see what else brings him so often in my road.

Why not up and ask him, like a man? exclaimed Mrs. Marks.

Well, Maam, you see, thats just what I would like to do. Manys the time Ive had it in my heart; but somehow Im afeard to.

Afraid! Well, Mr. Hodge, I thought youd more pluck. I know theres few men would frighten me, if I was in your place. Good Lord! whats the world coming to when all the mens so chicken-hearted! said she, indignantly.

And the women so uppish! retorted Hodge, somewhat angrily. I wouldnt be afraid to knock him down with one blow of my fist, and he stretched out his strong muscular arms, and clenched his knuckles, if he came to me openly and insulted me; but its this underhand way of going to work that bothers me. Id like to pick a quarrel with him, Maam, that I would, and bad luck to his walks for the future, if I did; thats all!

If those are your opinions, William Hodge, Im sorry I spoke. Ive never set eyes on the man myself; but I think youre over-suspicious, maybe.

Not a bit too much so. What for should he come across me wherever I go. I saw him the other night as Matthew and I came home. It was broad moonlight, and he was hidden away under the shade of the trees, just before you come to the mile-stone; but I saw him for all that, and so I do most every time I set foot outside the cottage. What the devil can he want with me? and why was I such a born fool as to tell my real name?

Thats it, said Jane, from the chimney-corner, as if talking to herself. Its the devil puts all the badness into our hearts.

Dont mind her, said Mrs. Marks, seeing Hodge looked startled. She understands nothing, and is only talking to herself. And now what do you mean to do?

I must go home agin, as wise as I was when I came.

And without a word of Tom? Why Mrs. Hodge will nigh break her heart.

It cant be helped. Ive done all I can. You see, Ive been thinking this man may be a kind of spy of the Squires, and on the look-out for Tom, and if so, I may do him more harm than good by staying here. Who knows? perhaps hes guessed Im Toms father, and so thinks, by dodging me, to catch him, so, you see, Id best be on the road home; he wont learn nothing there, save a cracked crown, if he comes that way meddling.

I tell you what it is, said Mrs. Marks, you go along home, and leave me to ferret it all out. Ive never said nothing all this time youve been racking your brains, and walking about most over the whole country, till I should think you knew every stone and stick in it. I warrant a few weeks dont go over my head before I get at the bottom of it all. You men think yourselves mighty clever; but, after all, theres nothing like getting a woman to help you over the stile.

Well, Mrs. Marks, I believe youre most right. Its certain I couldnt leave the business in better hands. I know youll do the best you can for me.

Of course I will, theres my hand on it. And now just point out this chap in the wide-awake, and Ill be bound to say Ill find out every secret concerning him. And if he knows anything about Tom, why Ill find that out, too; so just rest easy in your own mind, and keep quiet, and bid Mrs. Hodge do the same; and take my advice, and be off home to-morrow  you wont do no good down here, only harm.

And home Hodge went.

A few days after his departure, as Matthew was lounging at the turnpike gate, who should pass through but Goody Grey. As she came in sight at the turn of the hill, Matthew began to prepare his thoughts as to what he should say to her. She would be sure to ask about the success of the charm; he felt proud at the idea of being able to tell he had not added to the number of stones in the box, but on the contrary two had been thrown away. What a fortunate thing for him Mrs. Marks was out, he could talk to Mrs. Grey without a chance of her shrill voice calling him and bidding him attend to his business, and not be gossiping out there.

Good morning, Mrs. Grey, began he, taking up a position so as to command a view of the whole road by which the enemy, in the shape of his wife, should first come in sight on her way home.

The same to you, replied she civilly, and was passing on, when  

Ive tried the charm, Maam, said Matthew, mysteriously.

The what? asked she sharply.

The charm, Mrs. Grey. The box with the gravel in it, that you give me.



True, I had forgotten. What was the result?

If you mean what good did it do, why then it just did no good at all, said Matthew, sorrowfully.

How often have you tried it?

Twice, Maam, Im proud to say; and a hard matter I found it, going so nigh the Public, that I could most smell the baccy, and hear the drawing of the beer; but there I stuck to the structions yer give me, and turned back home agin, but only to hear my wifes tongue going faster and sharper than ever.

I dare say, at first, it may be so; but persevere, and in the end your wife will be silenced.

I wish I could think so, he replied; but Im afraid, Maam, her tongue have been going so long now, that nothing cept a miracle wont stop it.

Is Mrs. Marks at home?

No, Maam, shes out. And thats another thing bothers me, shes taken to going out all hours now, no matter what kind of weather tis. Its a puzzle to me where she goes to, tramping about in the mud.

Well, I cannot help you there, replied Goody Grey, her tongue I might stop, but not her actions, you must look to those yourself.

And so I mean to, Mrs. Grey, so I will, said Matthew, determinately. I only thought so this very day, as I was leaning on this very gate, just before I saw you.

It is a wise resolution, but fools see wisdom or learn it sometimes.

Dont you begin that old story agin, Maam, nor say one word about the trees thats going to fall; for I cant abide it, and dont want to know nothing about whats going to happen. Deaths near enough for us all, but we dont want to be knowing when hes going to knock us up.

Where theres a storm theres sure to be a wreck, said she.

Stop there, Maam, replied Matthew, and dont be after looking that way at the cottage. What do yer see?

I saw the face of a woman at the window.

No, that yer couldnt, replied he, Mrs. Marks is out!

Are you sure she is out?

Lord save yer, Mrs. Grey, in coorse I am. Didnt I watch her out? and wouldnt I have heard her voice calling out after me, long afore this, and Matthew grinned at the very idea.

Who was it then?

Yer couldnt have seen no one. Theres only crazed Jane in the place, and she dont never move out of the chimbly corner for no one. Shes no curiosity, like Mrs. Marks says I have.

Who is crazed Jane? Where does she come from? and what does she in your cottage?

Just nothing save to be knitting all day long, and follering me about with her big eyes. Shes my wifes sister, yer see, and is living with us, she dont need no charm to keep her tongue quiet. Shes just the only woman I ever met as could, saving yer presence, Maam; and is every bit as knowing as yerself, and could tell yer a deal if yer liked.

About what?

About whatever yer liked to ask her. Its my belief she could tell the weather just every bit as well as yerself. If yerd lost anything shed know where to clap eyes on it again, just as yer did the bit of copper tother day, and a deal of other things as dont cross my mind now.

I dont believe it! I dont believe it! exclaimed Goody Grey fiercely. If I did  Id tear her very heart out, if she didnt tell me.

And she passed on, leaving Matthew horrified at her words. He watched her all the way down the road, which she traversed with a quick, hasty step, striking her staff defiantly into the ground as she went, until the turn of the road took her out of his sight.

What a fearful body she is! thought he, as he turned into the cottage.



But there his horror and astonishment was still further increased at finding crazed Jane lying in a heap on the floor.

At first he was for rushing to her aid; but on second thoughts, he reached his hat off the peg, and darted out of the cottage. There taking to his heels he ran as fast as his legs could carry him along the road Goody Grey had taken.

For the love of Heaven! said he overtaking her, come back!

Come back! exclaimed she, and what for should I come back?

To take away the curse and witcheries yerve put upon Jane; or shell die.

What are you raving about? What have I to do with Jane and her curses?

Yer know well what I mean, Maam; yerve most killed her with yer evil eye. I know yerre a fearful ooman, and a wise un too, but for the love of Heaven dont leave her like that, but come back.

Youre a fool! replied Mrs. Grey, Ive no more power over her than a fly, and she passed on, bidding him seek his wifes help.

And again Matthew started off faster than before to find Mrs. Marks, with an inward malediction on Goody Grey.

He was scarcely out of sight ere she halted;  hesitated  then turned back with rapid steps towards the cottage.

Jane had fallen near the window from which Goody Grey had seen her gazing, and lay almost under it, so as to be entirely concealed from the broad glare of its light. She lay on her side with one arm across her face. Her visitor gently moved away the arm, and looked at her. It was but a momentary glance, and the fainting woman rested, as I have said, away from the light. Was it this made Goody Grey fail in recognizing her? or was it the sharp, pinched features, and worn haggard face, with those deep furrows ploughing it so roughly in every direction.

Filling a jug with water, Goody Grey lifted Jane, and tried to force some down her throat, then dashed the rest over her face and forehead, but her efforts at restoring life were useless, and after a few more ineffectual attempts she left her, and went and seated herself by the fire, thinking perhaps it would be but neighbourly to remain and await Mrs. Markss return.

Not many minutes elapsed ere Jane opened her eyes, and the first object they rested on was the old womans face and figure, as she sat looking at the fire, her profile fully marked out, and apparent to Janes gaze, whose face assumed a terrified, horror-stricken look, as she almost glared at her, seemingly too fascinated or frightened to look away.

Evidently Janes memory served her better than Goody Greys did, for she recognized her, although the old woman did not, and after a minute or two she sat up on the floor, and clasping arms round her knees, buried her face in them and groaned aloud.

Goody Grey started and turned at the sound, then rose and went over to her.



Are you better? she asked kindly, youve had a long faint.

Jane made no answer, only moaned and shivered from head to foot.

You are too cold to drink this water. Is there no brandy anywhere that I can get you? Try and get up, and I will help you over to the fire.

It was astonishing to hear the gentle, almost soft, sweet voice with which she spoke, so different from her usual harsh, sharp manner. But the more gentle she was, the less Jane seemed to like it, never raising her head or answering a word, but moaning and rocking herself backwards and forwards as she sat; and Goody Grey, seeing words or deeds, however well meant, were alike wasted upon her, rose to go; saying as she did so,  

Im sorry to see you so sullen, woman. Have you never a word of thanks to give me?

But Jane continued silent as before.

Well, well, she muttered, in something of her old, impatient, sharp voice, as she stepped across the threshold of the door. That fool said she was a dafty. Then in a milder, almost sorrowful tone, she added it is better to be crazed than broken-hearted.

Jane raised her head as she caught the last sound of Goody Greys voice; then, as the last foot-fall died away, she got up stealthily, and closed and bolted the cottage door.




CHAPTER XI.

THE CONSERVATORY.

All other ills, though sharp they prove, Serve to refine and perfect love: In absence, or unkind disdaine, Sweet hope relieves the lovers paine: But, oh, no cure but death we find To sett us free From jealousie, Thou tyrant, tyrant of the mind. 
False in thy glass all objects are Some sett too near, and some too far; Thou art the fire of endless night The fire that burns, and gives no light. All torments of the damnd we find In only thee, O jealousie! Thou tyrant, tyrant of the mind. Dryden.

January had drawn to an end, and with Charles Linchmore had gone all the visitors from Brampton, save the Stricklands and Bennets, and they being cousins remained on, as Mrs. Linchmore said it would be wretchedly dull to be entirely deserted when Robert Vavasour was too weak to be moved, and kept her and Mr. Linchmore tied to Brampton. This plan appeared to please everybody but Frances, who seemed to require a great deal of persuasion before she would consent to remain, though at heart she was only too glad to stay; but Julia and Anne acquiesced at once.

Robert Vavasours illness was of longer duration than was at first expected; even when the pain from the severe blow on the head abated, there was still the wound in his leg with the inflammation attending it, so that he could not leave his room for some few weeks after Charless departure, and then only to come down of an evening and recline on a sofa in the dining-room, where all in turn tried, or did their best endeavours to amuse him, save one  Miss Neville.

As he lay there, evening after evening, with nothing better to do than watch those around him, he soon became aware that his eyes and thoughts were ever constantly with the governess, He watched her with no common interest. He who had vowed his heart should never soften towards any woman now found himself listening eagerly to catch the faintest sound of her voice, or the outline of her figure reflected in the glass as she moved across the room. As he noted her quiet ways, so different from the haughty Frances, or the bustling Anne, or the numbers of other girls he had known, he grew more in love with her than he liked to acknowledge to himself, and determined she should be his if she was to be won. If she loved him what to her would be the shade and mystery of his birth; for he would make no secret of it, but tell her all he knew, all that made him so reserved, and at times impatient.

Mr. Linchmore was wrong in the opinion he had given Amy of his character, for, although Robert Vavasour was ready to flirt with every girl or woman in the room, his hostess included, yet he had long felt Miss Neville was not to be so trifled with; she was superior to them all. A being to be reverenced and loved with all a mans heart. She must be his wife  if she so willed it  and if she did not, none other ever should. How he chafed with impatience at being obliged to lie so utterly useless and idle, when he would have given worlds to be at Amys side pouring soft nothings  as men only know how to  into her ear and striving to win her love and make her his own.

Meanwhile Anne watched Frances as the spider watches the fly, but as yet had found out nothing likely to unravel the mystery shrouding Charless hasty departure. She had sought out Amy almost immediately, and delivered the message and hurried adieux entrusted to her; had noted the agitation vainly attempted to be suppressed, the quick flushing of the face and trembling of the lips before the studied words came slowly forth expressing her thanks at his kindness in remembering her. Annes heart opened to her, even as it had done but a short half-hour earlier to her cousin; and she pitied Miss Neville, and was more than half tempted to tell her all she knew  all he had said  but there was a something in Amys manner that day which forbade Annes communication; and she remained silent, yet waiting and watching ready to seize the very first opportunity of discovering and unravelling the plot, which seemed so persistently to baffle her; and then not only could she make two people happy, but what pleasure in being able to defeat Frances! What a triumph it would be!

Frances went on silently and secretly. Her wishes were only half fulfilled. The end was yet to be worked out.

She felt Anne suspected her the moment Charles drove away from the door; but what signified that? What could the simple Anne Bennet do? She was a mere worm in her path. A nobody. Still Frances was more cautious than ever and more wary. Anne was to be avoided, not openly, but secretly, while others of far more consequence were to be gained over, so as to drag Amy more completely into the snare, from which there was to be no escape.

There was no need to urge Robert Vavasour on now. Frances saw plainly enough that he was ready to sacrifice everything and anything to gain Amys love; and she must be his wife; even if it broke her heart.

He was better now, able to walk about again, and generally devoted part of the evenings to Amy. Poor Amy! who saw not his love  wanted it not  yet felt grateful at his kindness in talking to her when nobody else did; besides, did it not keep him away from Mrs. Linchmore, with whom she could not bear to see him, fancying Mr. Linchmore always looked sad and dejected while he was at her side. Little did Amy think that while there was no fear of her losing her heart, Mr. Vavasour was fast becoming enslaved to herself for ever.

It was true Mr. Linchmore did not like Vavasours attentions to his wife, but he liked his attentions and devotion to his governess far less. He felt his warning had been of no use, and that Miss Neville was falling into the snare he had essayed to lead her from. As he sat one evening resolving it all over in his mind for the twentieth time, Frances joined him.

There was no knowing how soon they might be interrupted, so she went to the point at once without hesitation.

Mr. Vavasour has quite recovered from his recent illness, and appears to be making up for lost time in Miss Nevilles good favour.

He will hardly make good his footing there, replied Mr. Linchmore. Miss Neville is too sensible a girl to be won over by a little fulsome flattery, however adroitly administered.

But there seems more than flattery here; at least, I hope so.

Why should you hope it?

For Miss Nevilles sake, as I think  nay, am sure he is winning her heart.

Impossible!

He does not think it so impossible, otherwise he would not be so devoted; men never are when the one object is proved to be unattainable.

I trust you are mistaken, Frances. For if she loves him he will break her heart, replied Mr. Linchmore, sorrowfully.

It is you who are mistaken. That she loves him I am certain, or she would never have fainted like dead when she heard he was wounded; and as for him, I believe he loves her with all his heart, only he is afraid to tell her so. At all events, her fate rests in your hands, to make or mar as you please. And having said all she wished, Frances left him to dwell and ponder on it as much as he liked.

Was it so? Did Miss Nevilles fate, indeed, rest in his hands? If so, then, he must no longer remain inactive, but must bestir himself. He looked around, but during his conversation with Frances, short as it was, Miss Neville had disappeared. As Frances and the rest adjourned into the billiard-room for a game he again sought Amy; surely she had not gone with the rest? No; there she sat alone in the inner drawing-room.

You are almost in total darkness, Miss Neville, said he, drawing a chair near her, as she sat within the shade of the alcove or arch dividing the two rooms.

The fire burnt low in the grate, while the lamps were all out save one, which threw a strange, fitful light every now and then across the room.

Mrs. Linchmore likes this room kept dark; she says it is sometimes pleasant to come into, and a relief to the eyes after the brilliant glare of the other rooms, replied Amy.

Perhaps she is right; it certainly is a pleasant rest for the eyes after the intense glare of the many lamps out there.

Yes; and then one is almost sure of being quiet and alone late in the evening, as no one cares for this dull room then; the lamps are never trimmed after being once lit, but are allowed to die out as they like.



Slowly, like the hopes of our hearts.

Amy looked up surprised.

It is best to have no hopes, she said.

That would be contrary to human nature. We all hope, even the most satisfied mortal, and sometimes our hopes last a life time, and only fade with our lives.

It is true; but perhaps our hopes, if realised, would only render us miserable. It is best after all to go hoping on.

It is best, he replied, quietly.

Amy thought what a strange mood Mr. Linchmore was in. Why did he speak and talk so gloomily? Had Mr. Vavasour vexed him again by devoting himself too much to his wife? or she been flirting more than usual?

This inner room they now sat in was not so large as the drawing-room, part of it being taken off for the conservatory, which ran its entire length, and then adjoined the drawing-room at the point where the arch which separated the two rooms terminated. In the day time the smaller room was the prettiest and most cheerful, as the windows at the end commanded a fine view of the magnificent woods and country beyond, with the lawn sloping down in front almost to the banks of the lake, whereas the view from the drawing-room on that side was entirely concealed by the conservatory.

As Mr. Linchmore silently revolved in his mind how he should begin about Mr. Vavasour; how broach the subject so as to find out how far her heart had been won  or as he thought, lost  thrown away on so unworthy an object; given to one who neither cared for or valued the rich treasure he had won, and Amy sat in silent wonderment as to what he would say next; the rustle of a silk dress was heard, and in another moment two forms were indistinctly seen through the flowering shrubs and exotics of the conservatory.

Amys breath was hushed, her very pulse was stilled, as she distinguished Robert Vavasour and Mrs. Linchmore.



Yet why should they not have separated from the rest? There was nothing so very strange in it. But Amy felt as if some impending calamity hung over her, or was near, and she without the power of averting it; and would have given worlds to have turned and fled. Brave as she was, she felt a very coward now, and would have warned them how near they were to others if she could; but it could not be, the windows were closed, no sound might reach them.

And now Mr. Linchmores eyes were fixed in the same direction. He had seen them, too.

Amy rose as if to go. She would leave him and join them, come what would, but  

Sit still, Miss Neville, he said, sternly, and in a tone that compelled obedience, and Amy sank down again without a word; in dread and fear; feeling more utterly helpless than ever to avert the coming storm her heart suggested.

Once more she looked through the evergreens and tall dark plants. They were still there, close to one of the doors now, and almost opposite. He gathered and offered a flower.

That she received it with a flush of pleasure, could be surmised by the gentle bend of the proud head, and the soft smile which could almost be distinguished flitting across her features.

They came nearer still. Oh! when would they go away? What could interest them so deeply, and why did he look so earnestly in her now averted face? What could he be pleading that she would not  did not wish to grant?

She has turned her head towards him now, and is looking down on the ground as though loath to meet his gaze  is speaking  has granted his request, whatever it is, and he has seized her hand and is kissing it again and again.

A hasty, passionate exclamation from Mr. Linchmore, as he suddenly sprang to his feet, and in another moment would have dashed into the conservatory, shivering the slight glass door into a thousand fragments, but Amy threw herself in his path.



Oh, stay, stay! she said. Dont go, please dont!

Away! he said. Out of my way! He shall rue this deeply! and he tried to shake her off, but in vain; she clung more firmly to him than before, beseeching him to stay.

Dont, dont go, she continued, imploringly. I must not let you go! Pray, pray, listen to me; you will be sorry if you dont. Oh! Mr. Linchmore, be advised. You cannot tell why he has taken her hand.

Villain! he muttered, between his clenched teeth. Scoundrel!

No, no! you are mistaken, said Amy, hurriedly, indeed you are. How can you guess at anything? He may be entreating her good will, may be telling her of his love for another. Oh! Mr. Linchmore, be yourself again; dont give way to this sudden anger until you are certain you are right, and you may be wrong. Believe me, you are wrong. Oh, dont harm him, pray dont! and Amys eyes filled with tears, as she felt she could urge nothing more; was powerless if he would go.

But as her voice grew hushed, and she relaxed her hold, he turned and said,

Miss Neville, you love this man?

Oh, no, no, no! replied Amy, now fairly sobbing.

Then why this interest in him? Why seek to palliate his conduct, base as I believe it to be?

I would not, if I thought it base, but  but I do not. I am but a poor ignorant girl, but I implore you, for your wifes sake  your own sake, do nothing rashly.

I will not. I am calm again  as calm as you wish; but this must be sifted to the very core, must be explained till all is as clear as the moon, which shines so brightly through that half-darkened window. No half measures will satisfy me. I must not only be convinced, but feel so. You say he is pleading his love for another  entreating her good will in his behalf. Be it so. Then who is this other?



He was quiet now, very quiet; with a firm, gloomy determination from which there could be no escape, no loophole to creep out of. All must be as clear as day. He had stood his wifes heartless conduct too long, he would stand it no longer. No half measures, as before, would now satisfy that angry husband, with the demon jealousy roused in his heart  that stern yet loving heart.

Alas! this jealousy, what mischief it causes. What hearts it sunders and wounds with its fierce stabs; and how powerless are most to rise above it or shake off its strong iron grasp. If once allowed to enter our hearts it is an enemy difficult to contend with; still more difficult to get rid of, for although only a small corner may be taken possession of or unwillingly granted it at first, yet in time what a much larger portion becomes its share.

Who is this other? again asked Mr. Linchmore, more gently.

I cannot tell, replied Amy.



I am willing to believe, Miss Neville, it is as you say; but there must be no more trifling or prevarication, matters have become too serious for that. This other you speak of. Who is she? I must know; and if this mans heart is capable of love, and she loves him, and he looked fixedly at Amy, and spoke more slowly as if wishing her to weigh well every word, then let her be his wife; if she wills it so; but  it will be to her sorrow.

You cannot tell that, replied Amy, seeing he waited for her to speak. He may love her with all his heart.

He may. But what is all his heart when he is so ready to trifle with others? Miss Neville, and his voice was still more gentle, and very pitying in its tone; you are alone, perhaps feel alone in this house, and are young, very young to be so thrown upon the world, which you find a cold and desolate one, I have no doubt. He has been ever kind and courteous. I fear too much so, and I do not wonder he has created an interest in your heart, and at last won it. But he must not be allowed to trifle with it while I stand by. No. It shall never be!

Oh! Mr. Linchmore! exclaimed Amy, now indeed feeling utterly desolate at this continued accusation, and belief in her love for Robert Vavasour.

Hush! he rejoined, gently placing his hand on her soft hair, as she sat with her face bowed in her hands. Poor girl; poor desolate young creature; your happiness shall be my first care, you shall no longer feel alone; there is no need to tell me anything. I know all that your heart cannot speak, even to your fainting when you saw him brought home the other evening.

Amys sobs burst out afresh; she felt totally unable to stay them or convince Mr. Linchmore he was mistaken.

Well, well, he continued with a sigh, it cannot be helped now, things must take their course; but with him I will have a reckoning, and the old stern look once more flitted across his face. But fear not, Miss Neville; for the sake of your love for him, I will be calm and control my anger.

You will not tell him I care for him  love him, Mr. Linchmore? Oh! no, no, you could not do so! said Amy, with fear.

I will not; that must rest with you alone, with that I can have nothing to do, your future happiness must be made or marred by yourself alone. You need have no fear, but trust; only trust in me, Miss Neville.

And I shall see him, shall speak to him myself  alone?

You shall do so. He shall hear no word of your love from me.

You promise it, Mr. Linchmore, said Amy, now for the first time raising her eyes to his.

I promise it, Miss Neville, most faithfully.

Thank you! thank you; then all will be right.

I wish, oh! how I wish it could be otherwise, sobbed Amy, as he left her; but I must not murmur, I must be thankful,  thank God it is no worse than it is; but how can he think that I love him?

Amy felt utterly miserable. Did she deny Vavasours being the cause of her fainting, would not Mr. Linchmore naturally enough wonder what had been the occasion of it? or perhaps in the end guess of her love for his brother, even as he had supposed it to be for Mr. Vavasour? No, rather let him think anything than that! a thousand times rather.

Mr. Linchmore had promised she should see Mr. Vavasour  there was some comfort in that; she could appeal to him, he would be reasoned with, would listen and believe her even if he loved her  if?  Amy began to think there was no need of a doubt, and that it was true he loved her. Why should Mr. Linchmore be deceived? All the latters warnings, and Mr. Vavasours kindness were accounted for now; but love her as he would, she could not be his wife. No  even if she had never had a thought for another, it could not have been, and now?  now she would never be any mans wife.

Alone? Yes, hopelessly alone. Alone with that one secret love in her heart, that no one must know or guess at, not even her mother. Yes, it was hard, very hard. Was she not striving hard to forget him? Perhaps she would die in the struggle, she felt so hopelessly unequal to face the storm; perhaps it was best she should die. But then her mother? Yes, she must live for her, and forget him. It would not be so difficult, seeing he loved her not, would perhaps never see her again. She was glad he had not known of her fainting. And who could have told Mr. Linchmore? Was it Frances?




CHAPTER XII.

LOOKING FOR THE BRADSHAW.

Yet though my griefe finde noe redress, But still encrease before myne eyes, Though my reward be cruelnesse, With all the harme, happs can devyse, Yet I profess it willingly To serve and suffer patiently. 
There is no griefe, no smert, no woe, That yet I feel, or after shall, That from this minde may make me goe, And whatsoever me befall, I do profess it willingly, To serve and suffer patiently. Wyat. 
I am two fools, I know, For loving and for saying so. Donne.

Amy was not the only one who wept that night; Frances also did so at heart, for very anger and vexation.

She had missed Mr. Linchmore almost immediately after she had sought Miss Neville; had suspected why he had done so, and managed to overhear almost every word of the latter part of their conversation, and when Amy went so sorrowfully out of the inner drawing-room Frances walked straight over to the fire, and seated herself in the easy chair where Amy had only a few minutes before sobbed out her very heart, almost.

Frances had good cause for tears and anger, feeling she was being foiled and defeated when the end was almost won. Her conversation with Mr. Linchmore had been a false move, she had urged him on too quickly; but for that, he never would have seen his wife and Mr. Vavasour, and all would yet have been well; now all was going on wrong  utterly wrong.

That Robert Vavasour would propose for Miss Neville was certain. That Miss Neville meant to refuse him was certain, too. The first she had fully calculated upon, but not the latter. She had intended the first to take place only when Amy had been so hopelessly entangled that she could not escape, could not say no, and now to be defeated at the very moment of victory, was almost more than her proud spirit could brook.

Was all her plotting to be of no use? all to be lost? and to be lost now? Now that the end was all but attained, and it wanted but one final stroke for Amy to be lost to Charles for ever!

A dull, heavy despair was fast creeping over her spirits; what could be done now? Oh! for some one to aid her! What if she spoke to Robert Vavasour, and urged him on to make Amy his at all hazards; she felt certain he loved her with all his heart. Suppose she told him of Amys secret, and apparently hopeless love for her cousin, as the true reason why she would refuse to listen to his suit. But then again, he might be too proud to marry a woman whose heart was anothers, on the mere dangerous chance of being able to win it in the end, and if he should think so and give her up? might not Charles hear of it and return, and then all her hopes be dashed to the ground, just as they seemed on the point of being accomplished?

Frances sat moodily by the smouldering fire, tapping her foot impatiently on the ground in utter vexation of spirit, her heart aching and her temples throbbing with the anguish of her thoughts. She had a strong ruthless will; but how to make others bend to it? How bring them under the influence of it? She chafed with angry vexation; no rest had she that night; but lay restlessly tossing about the bed, when at last, utterly worn out, she threw herself impatiently on it. It was the first drawback she had had in the task she had set herself to accomplish. If Robert Vavasour would only defer his proposal to Miss Neville for one day? Give her time to think of some fresh stratagem! But no. Mr. Linchmore had willed it otherwise. Had she not heard him tell Miss Neville he would have an explanation from Mr. Vavasour of what he had seen in the conservatory; and that Frances knew right well could lead but to one result: a repetition of his conversation with Mrs. Linchmore, disclosing his love for her governess.

As Frances drew up her blind in the morning, almost hating the winters sun as it streamed in at the window, she knew a few short hours would decide Amys fate and hers. A reprieve she could not hope for: it was simply impossible. Still she did not give up all hope; a trifle might yet turn the tide of events in her favour; so she went downstairs to breakfast, her head filled as much as ever with schemes and plots. How it beat with renovated hope as she heard that Mr. Linchmore had been suddenly called away on business early that morning. How she wished it might last for days!

The studies did not progress very happily that morning, although Amy set herself resolutely to work, and strove to drive away the troubled thoughts that crowded into her brain. But they would come back do what she would. How many false notes were played by Fanny, without being noticed, at her mornings practising; and mistakes made by Edith at her French reading without correction. Every moment Amy expected and awaited a summons from Mr. Linchmore; but none came; and as the morning wore on, she grew restless and impatient.

The afternoon drew on, and Amy grew still more anxious; could settle herself to nothing; but sat and watched the sun as it sunk lower and lower, and wondered at the reason of the delay. Mary entered with a letter. It must be later than she thought, almost half-past four, and still no summons.

She drew near the fire-light, and opened her letter. It was from Ashleigh, and as if to verify the old adage that troubles never come alone, her mother was worse, and Mrs. Elrington asked Amy to return home for a week, as she thought the sight of her daughter might rouse and cheer the invalid. It was the apathy and apparent want of energy the medical man feared, nothing else; and it was thought Amys presence might dissipate it.



All minor troubles were now swallowed up in this; with tearful eyes Amy sought Mrs. Linchmore and obtained the wished-for leave. This time there was no regretful tardiness in granting it, no unwillingness expressed.

Pray go as soon as you like, Miss Neville, she said, and do not hurry back on the childrens account, a week or so will make no difference to either them or me.

Amy felt grateful for her kindness in so readily granting her request, although the words themselves were somewhat stiffly spoken; but her thoughts were so entirely engrossed by her mothers illness and the feeling of being so soon at home again, they could not long dwell on anything else; all were trifles compared to that.

I will not say good-bye, added Mrs. Linchmore, as we shall meet again in the drawing-room this evening.

But Amy excused herself. She had so much to do, and to think of. There was her packing not begun even.



Then I will make my adieux now. I trust you will find Mrs. Neville better, or at all events mending. I fear you will not see Mr. Linchmore; he was called away early this morning to attend the death bed of a very old friend of his, and had to start at a minutes notice; but I will desire the carriage to be ready for you at any hour you like to name, or you can send word by Mary.

Mr. Linchmore was away then; hence the reason of his not having fulfilled his promise. Amy was glad of the reprieve, perhaps before her return, things might wear a different aspect; at all events, her heart felt lighter, and she went to her room with a less weight on her spirits.

Where is your governess? asked Frances, entering the school-room soon after Amy had left it to seek Mrs. Linchmore.

Fanny was nursing her doll, and scarcely deigned to look up as she replied, She is busy packing.

Packing! exclaimed Frances in bewilderment. Packing! and for what?



To go away, was the curt answer.

Go away. Another step backwards in the wheel of fortune.

She is not going for good? she asked.

Oh! no. Only for a week. Are you not sorry, cousin? I am, said Fanny, in somewhat of a saucy tone. The child still remembered the Holy Work: thought of her hurt arm.

Very sorry, replied Frances sincerely enough. What could she be going away for? but anxious as Frances was, she disdained to ask the children, but sat down and awaited quietly Miss Nevilles coming.



Amy went on steadily with her packing, which, with Marys help, was soon finished, and then went down to the library to look at the Bradshaw, and find out which was the very earliest train by which she could start on the morrow. But it was not on the table. She turned over the books one by one, removed the inkstand and papers, but her search was fruitless. It was gone.

As she stood undecided what to do next, Robert Vavasour came forward; she had not noticed him in the dim uncertain twilight.

Can I assist you, Miss Neville? he asked. What is it you look for?

I was looking for the Bradshaw, which is usually kept on this table; but it is gone.

It is here, he replied, taking it off a chair, where it had been hastily left by Mr. Linchmore in the morning. Allow me to find out what you wish, this book is a puzzle to most people.

Amy explained her wishes. You are going away? he asked.

Yes; but only for a short time, a fortnight at the furthest.

It is a long time  to me, he said, gently; then lit the taper, and busied himself with pen, ink, and paper, and the Bradshaw; while Amy stood by, wishing she had not come down, but had sent Mary, or one of the children instead.

After dotting down the times of the trains as they arrived and left the different stations, he closed the book; still he did not look up, or give her the memorandum.

Thank you, said Amy, that will do very nicely.

You cannot leave the Standale station before the 9.10 train, he said presently, that is express, and will take you with less delays on the road than any other, and will only detain you some twenty minutes or so, when you join the ordinary train. I will write this time table out better and more clearly for you, and let you have it before you start.

Do not take that trouble. What you have written will be quite guide enough for me. Good-bye, Mr. Vavasour, and she held out her hand.

He hesitated a moment, then took it in both his, and held it fast.

I cannot say good-bye, Miss Neville. All the love he felt for her was welling up into his heart, and striving to be heard. He must speak. I cannot let you go thus, he said, had you remained it would have been otherwise, and I would not have opened my heart to you yet; but, as it is, I cannot help myself. Miss Neville, I never loved any woman till I saw you  never thought I could do so. I had but a poor opinion of your sex. Had not my mother deserted me, and was not that enough to fill my heart with hatred and bitterness? There is a mystery shadowing my birth, which seems to me to be growing darker and darker every day. I have no claim even to the very name I bear, and cannot tell you who my parents are; perhaps this silence is better than the knowledge that they live, and are ashamed to own me. I thought I was too proud to ask any woman to overlook that, and vowed I never would; but then I trifled with them all, even with you. Do you remember the flower I sent by Fanny? how many a sleepless night has the remembrance of that folly cost me? But, knowing all I have now told you, all that at times drives me to the solitude of my lonely home, and distracting thoughts, will you come and comfort me,  pity me  love me? Amy, I love you with all my heart. Will you be my wife?

He could not see her face, the light was too uncertain, and she stood in the shade; but he felt that she trembled as she withdrew her hand from his.

Yes, it was even so. Amy was quite prepared when he began, to say she did not love him; but he claimed her pity, and her womans heart felt for him at once.

Will you let me love you, care for you, Amy, as never woman was loved or cared for before? Speak to me, Amy, say one word  one word of hope.

But Amy could give none. I am sorry, she replied, falteringly, believe me, deeply sorry; but hope? Alas, Mr. Vavasour, I can give you none.

You do not love me? he asked, sorrowfully.

I like you, have always liked you. You have been so kind to me, the only one almost who has; and I have felt grateful for that  it would be strange if I were not; but I do not love you, she said softly, fearing the pain she was causing.

I have been premature in asking your love, I know. I have had so little opportunity of winning it, how could I expect you would love me with scarcely any wooing at all. May I ask you one question, Miss Neville? I feel I have no right to ask it, and it may be a death-blow to my hopes?

Yes, replied Amy. How could she refuse, and he so sad and heart-broken.

Forgive me; but has another claimed your love?

No. No other has ever spoken to me of love, or loved me, she said sadly.

Thank you, Miss Neville. Then I will  must hope. Why should I not win your love, when I love you so very dearly; how dearly you know not? I will wait patiently; but strive to win you I must. In my dreary, sad life it is the one bright star to lead me on to better things. I have trifled away life  hated it at times; but now I will begin to live. You are going home, Miss Neville, let this tale of my love be as if it had never been. I will be content to take my chance with others; let us be friends again, as hitherto. I promise no word of love shall ever pass my lips. When you know me better, and, perhaps, judge me better than you do now, then once again I will ask you to be my wife; and then, if you reject me  well. Then we must never meet again; but while your heart is free I must hope. Shall it be so? he asked.

Alas! what could she say? She could not tell him her love was anothers unasked and unsought for, when she was striving to shut it out of her heart for ever. She could only murmur that she did not love him, and could give no hope. While he, thinking her love yet unwon, believed it might be his in the end, and that he had told her of his love too soon.

You will not refuse my request, Miss Neville, will you? he asked, sorrowfully.



I do not like to refuse, she replied, and yet I doubt if I ought to grant it. It will only make both you and me unhappy, because it can lead but to the same result as now.

I dare not think so, he said. Surely God will be more merciful than to leave my life an utter blank. No mothers love have I ever known; mine has been, and is a dreary, unloved lot. Is it a wonder my heart clings to you, loves you so madly? and yet you will not even let me try and win you; but would shut out all hope. If you loved another; then  then indeed I would not plead; but, as it is  it is scarcely kind, Miss Neville; forgive me for saying so.

Believe me, I do not wish to be unkind, faltered Amy. I think my decision would have been the kindest in the end. But enough; it shall be as you wish, only you must not blame me hereafter.

Neither now nor ever!

And so they parted, both sorrowful at heart, both feeling the future which seemed to loom so gloomily for each; neither daring to look beyond the shadow even now flitting across their path.

Little did Frances Strickland think while loitering in the school-room awaiting Amy, that the very meeting she had come to prevent had taken place.

Just as she was growing impatient, and wondering at the unwonted delay, Miss Neville entered.

I have been waiting to make my adieux, she said, having heard you were going away, and I did not like you should go without a word of farewell.

Amy was quite unprepared for this, and looked her surprise.

Do we part friends, Miss Neville?

I can scarcely say yes, replied Amy, our acquaintance has been but short, and  and  you have never liked me, Miss Strickland; if you recollect you almost told me so once.

Ah, you have not forgotten that stormy interview. But I was angry and passionate. I have regretted what I said then ever since. Even you must know I never carried out my threats.

I cannot tell, replied Amy. I know I feared them, and the thought of what you had threatened  the shame  made me ill. No, Miss Strickland, we can never be friends.

And why not?

There was a slight touch of hauteur in her tone, do what she would to hide it. Amy saw it, and felt more than ever convinced Miss Strickland did not like her; never would like her. Why should she so persistently wish to be friendly now, after all her anger and rudeness Amy could not divine, but she suspected Frances, and thought some motive lay hidden deep in her heart. She answered coldly,

Our paths in life lie so very wide apart, that being friends is simply impossible.

Not so, replied Frances. Our lives may be nearer knit together than you think; you will not be always teaching.



As yet I see no reason to think otherwise, and as I think I told you once before, I am reconciled to it, or I trust nearly so. And Amy felt she was growing more ungracious every moment.

Perhaps Frances saw it too, for she held out her hand as she said, Do we, or rather are we to part friends, Miss Neville?

I do not wish we should part as enemies. Good-bye, Miss Strickland. She wished she could thank her for coming, but she could not.

Well, good-bye, I think you will be sorry some day for refusing my friendship. I suppose you will not come down this evening; so this is a final leave-taking.

She turned as if to go, then stopped. Her anger at Amys refusal got the mastery over her wise resolutions, and her eyes flashed fire as she said,

There can be no middle course, Miss Neville; if you will not have me as a friend, I can be a bitter enemy.



I know it, replied Amy, and cannot help it.

Very well, then, I bid you beware! We shall see which is defeated. You or I. I will be relentless.

And she passed out.

Why do you look so sad, Miss Neville? said little Fanny, creeping up close to her, I am glad you dont like her, because I know she cant bear you.

I dont know, Fanny. She says she does, or rather did.

But thats a story. Only see her eyes when she went away!

Yes, Fanny; but that was my fault. I fear I was not wise to brave her; but then it could scarcely have been otherwise. I could not like her.

I know I dont! replied the child, and am glad no one does. She nearly pinched Ediths arm a minute ago like she did mine, because she told her Uncle Charles put up those book shelves for you; and oh! she looked so angry. Shes just like the dog in the manger. Isnt she?

Ah! Had there been no such person as Uncle Charles in the world, these two young girls might have been friends. But as it was; that was the sore point which kept their hearts, the one so distant; the other so revengefully inclined. Frances, who nursed and encouraged her love, knew it was so: while Amy, who dared not think of or allow her love, tried to imagine a hundred other reasons as the true cause of her dislike.

The children were up betimes in the morning to take a tearful farewell of their governess; Fanny crying heartily and aloud, until severely rated by Anne Bennet, who, with her sister Julia, was also there bidding good-bye while Amys boxes were being stowed away in the carriage.

I cant help crying, said Fanny, when rebuked, indeed I cant! so its of no use, Cousin Anne.

Then cry to yourself, child; or stay, here is my hankerchief to stuff into your mouth; your noise is enough to scare an inmate of Bedlam, and nearly drives us all crazy. Good-bye, Miss Neville; you will write to me, wont you? A long letter, mind, when you are settled at home.

I have promised your sister a letter, was the reply.

Just like my luck. I ought to have asked you sooner. But I shall write to you all the same. I dare say I shall have lots of news that Julia will know nothing about.

Then the carriage drove away, and Amy wondered why Mr. Vavasour had never given her the time-table as he had promised, and felt a little disappointed at his forgetfulness; either he did not care for her so much as she had imagined, or he felt her going away too deeply; at all events his now appearance made her feel sad. She had learned to like though not to love him.

But when she reached the Standale Station, and the carriage steps were being let down; the first person she saw was Mr. Vavasour, awaiting her at the door.

Mr. Vavasour! you here? she exclaimed, involuntarily, and perhaps with a slight welcome of gladness in the tone.

Yes; why not? Did you suppose I would let you go alone, and uncared for? The train will be here in another moment; I almost feared you would be late.

Then he went away for her ticket, and presently she was leaning on his arm as they walked along the platform. It seemed like a dream.

Here is the time-table, Miss Neville, he said, as soon as she was seated in the carriage, I think you will be able to understand it, and you must allow me to lend you this railway rug, it will be of use to you, both going and returning, and I shall not require it, and he drew it over her feet as she sat, I wish you a safe journey, though I fear it will scarcely be a pleasant one; I trust you will find Mrs. Neville better. God bless you.



There was a banging of doors, the whistle sounded, and she was carried away out of his sight, feeling she had been more cared for and thought of during those few minutes than she had ever been before in all her life; yet his last three words stirred her heart strangely, bringing as they did that last sad evening of Charles Linchmores stay at Brampton vividly before her, when he had held her hand, and softly said the same words.


VOLUME III.


CHAPTER I.

IS THERE A FATE IN IT?

The grief of slighted love, suppressd, Scarce dulld her eye, scarce heavd her breast; Or if a tear, she strove to check, A truant tear stole down her neck, It seemd a drop that, from his bill, The linnet casts, beside a rill, Flirting his sweet and tiny shower Upon a milk-white April flower:  Or if a sigh, breathed soft and low, Escaped her fragrant lips; een so The zephyr will, in heat of day, Between two rose leaves fan its way. Colman.

Amy had been some three weeks at home, and as yet there had been no improvement in Mrs. Nevilles health to justify her daughters return to Brampton. There was the same lassitude, the same weariness. She would lie on the sofa day after day, with no bodily ailment save that of weakness, and an utter inability to get better, and apparently with no wish to do so. She never complained, but was ever grateful and content. It was as if life were waning away imperceptibly, and her spirits, which had always bravely struggled through all her trials and sorrows, had at last sunk never to rise again.

Amy seldom left her, but generally sat by her side, on a low footstool, reading or working. Sometimes Mrs. Neville would lay her hand gently on the fair masses of hair, and Amy, whose heart was very sorrowful, would hold her head lower still so that her tears might fall unseen.

There was something peculiarly tender and very pitying in the way the hand was placed on her head; at least Amy thought so, and strove more than ever to be cheerful, lest her mother, who lay so silently watching her, should guess at the secret grief in her heart which she was striving so hard, and she trusted successfully, to overcome; while, as yet, no word of it had passed between them. If Mrs. Neville thought her daughters spirits less joyous, or her manner more quiet, while her eyes no longer flashed with their old bright expression, but at times drooped sadly under their long lashes, she said nothing; and Amy, while obliged sometimes to talk of her life at Brampton, never mentioned Charless name; yet in the solitude of her own room she sometimes thought of him, and how as she had sat at one of the cross-stations, on her road from Standale, awaiting the arrival of the train that was to take her on to Ashleigh, she had seen Charles amongst the crowd hurrying into the one bound for Brampton; while she, soon afterwards, was speeding along over a part of the very way he had so recently travelled. Both had been waiting some twenty minutes at the same station, and yet neither had been near enough to speak, but had been as effectually separated as though miles had divided them, instead of so many yards. Strange fatality! which might have altered the future lives of both.

Yes, he had gone to Brampton the very morning she had left it: one half hour later on her part, and they would have met. She was glad she had not missed the train, and that they had not met. Glad that she was absent from the park, and not obliged to see him day after day, or hear the children talk, as they sometimes did, of their uncle.

Julia often wrote to Amy all the chit-chat of the park. How Charles Linchmore had returned, and was often at Frances side; and how the latters airs had become more intolerable in consequence. How Anne snubbed Mr. Hall as much as ever; but was, in Julias opinion, more pleased with him, and more contented to put up with his grave reproofs than she used to be; and how Julia thought it would be a match in the end, and wondered what kind of a clergymans wife she would make. And lastly, that Mr. Vavasour had left the park.

Anne also wrote, but only once, and her letter was short; yet Amy read it over and over again, until she knew the last few lines by heart, and wondered what they meant; or whether they were hastily written, and had no point or hidden meaning, but were simply penned and then forgotten, as many things often were, that were said by Anne Bennet, in her quick impulsiveness. Come back, Miss Neville, she wrote, we all want you sadly. As for Charles, he is not himself, and will be lost!

These were the words that troubled Amy, were ever at her heart all day, and chased away sleep from her pillow, until her tired overwrought brain relieved itself in silent, secret tears  tears far more painful than passionate sobs. Those are at the surface, and soon over, they cure grief by their very bitterness, and by the self-abandonment of the sufferer; the others lie deeper and break the heart.

These words of Annes, whether incautiously written or not, determined Amy on not returning to Brampton, until Charles Linchmores leave had expired; and that, she knew, must be in another week or so. If Miss Bennet meant he was fast losing his heart to Frances, and that Amy must go back to wean him away, how little she knew of the pride of her womans nature. What! seek, or throw herself in the way of a mans love? Scarcely wooed, be won? Amy shrank at the very idea. No, if her love was worth having it was worth winning; and that,  not with the sternness of mans nature, not by the force of his strong will, not by exciting her jealousy with another, but by gentleness and kindness; and then her heart reverted to Robert Vavasour, and she wished she could love him, for had he not ever been kind to her? and gentle, very, even when she had pained him most.

He had been very kind to her, there was no doubt about that, not only to her, but for her sake to those most dear to her. At one time came some beautiful hot-house grapes, at another some delicate game. Little Sarah called them the gifts of the good unknown.

The rail was open all the way to quiet Ashleigh now, and although the place did not boast of a railway van or even porter, still the station master always found some willing lad ready to take the basket to the cottage, and great was the excitement it caused to Sarah and even quiet old Hannah, but then the latter always knew her darling Miss Amy would marry an Earl at the very least.

Mrs. Neville never questioned, but looked more searchingly in Amys face, laid her hand more caressingly those days on her head, and spoke more softly and lovingly, while Amy never said a word.

Once, when Sarah came dancing into the room, in her wild spirits, with another beautiful bunch of grapes, Mrs. Neville laid her thin, wasted hand on Amys, and said gently,  

Is it all right, Amy?

All, was the reply, and Mrs. Neville leant back again, apparently satisfied.

But things could not go on thus for ever. Robert Vavasour, in his lonely home, thought more and more of Amy, and the days he was idly wasting away from her, when he ought to be striving for her love. At length, his solitude became unbearable, he could stand it no longer; whether wise or no, he must leave Somerton, the place was growing unbearable to him, and go to Ashleigh. But could he go without an intimation of some kind to her he loved? Yes, he must; for how send a note to Amy? Would she not look upon his letter as an impertinence, seeing she had given him no permission to write? So he made up his mind to go to Ashleigh without warning, for come what might, he must go.

Robert Vavasour was not of an impulsive character, apt like Charles to be led away on the sudden spur of the moment, but he felt that remaining at Somerton would never advance his interest with her in whom all his dearest hopes of life were centred; he should simply lose the kindly feeling he had already gained in her heart, or what was worse still, be forgotten altogether.

The craving wish to see her, grew stronger and stronger within him each day, until he could no longer refuse to gratify it, and ere another week passed over his head, he was speeding along the road to Ashleigh, arriving there by the one oclock train.

It was a stormy day, heavy showers of rain, with occasional sunshine, but Robert Vavasour, who saw everything couleur de rose, was charmed with the lovely scenery and quaintness of the cottages; in one of which,  perhaps the prettiest in the place,  he secured some, pleasant rooms for the time of his stay and then walked out in the hope of meeting her he loved. Vain hope! as Mrs. Neville seemed so much weaker, Amy did not leave her side. Hannah and little Sarah passed him on their way down the lane, and on their return, gave rather a high-flown account of the tall, handsome gentleman they had seen. Amy never guessed, or even thought of Robert Vavasour, but her heart fluttered strangely as it quickly passed through her mind that it might be Charles Linchmore. But alas! she failed in recognising the description so eagerly given and descanted on by Sarah.

The morning of the next day was hopelessly wet, and Robert Vavasours courage rose  with his anxiety to see Amy,  to fever heat; and, determined to see her at all hazards, he bent his steps towards the cottage.

Sarah, tired of the dulness within doors, was gazing idly from the window, little thinking that her curiosity concerning the stranger she had seen only the day before was so soon to be gratified. But there he was coming along the road, and very eagerly the little girl watched him.

Oh! sister Amy, cried she, heres the gentleman I saw yesterday, do come and look at him before he goes out of sight; hell turn down the elm tree walk in another moment.

But before Amy could have reached the window, had she been so inclined, he had opened the little gate, and was coming up the gravel walk.

Sarah shrank away from the window, and clapped her hands with delight. Why hes coming here, only think of that, Mamma. Oh! I guess it must be the good unknown himself.

In another moment all doubt was at an end, and Robert Vavasour in the little sitting-room, welcomed and thanked by Mrs. Neville at least, and Sarah also, if he might judge by her glistening eyes, although she was too shy to say a word, while Amy, if she did not say she was glad to see him, did not rebuke him for coming, nor appear to look on his visit as an intrusion; and soon he was quite at home with them all, and when Amy, who had been out to Hannah, to try and make some addition to their homely dinner, returned, she was surprised to see on what friendly terms he was.

I am afraid, dear mamma, she said, you are exerting yourself too much. You are so unaccustomed to see a stranger.

Scarcely a stranger, Amy. Mr. Vavasour claims our friendship for his kindness; and besides, he tells me he has known you for some time.

Some two months, is it not? replied Amy.

Hardly so long, I think, Miss Neville. It seems but yesterday since I first saw you.

Are you only here for the day? asked Amy.

I am here for a week, he replied; some good lady in the village has allowed me to take up my abode with her for that time, or it may be longer, as any one would be tempted to remain in the clean pretty room she showed me.

It must be Mrs. Turner, Mamma; her cottage is so very nice.

If it is, replied Mrs. Neville, you will have no cause to complain, Mr. Vavasour; we stayed with her for a day or two on our first arrival, and were much pleased with her attention, and the cleanliness of the house.

Is this place often visited by strangers? It must in summer be a lovely spot. It is prettier than Brampton, Miss Neville. 

Prettier, but not so grand; and the views are not so extensive.

You prefer Brampton?

Oh, no! Ashleigh is my home, and then I like it for its very quietness.

It will no longer be quiet, replied Mrs. Neville. Stray visitors have often reached it since I have been here; and now the easy access to it by rail will, of necessity, bring more, and Ashleigh will, perhaps, become immortalized by the lovers of pic-nics. But here is Hannah to announce dinner. You must excuse my joining you, Mr. Vavasour, as I am unable to leave the sofa.

After dinner the weather changed; the heavy clouds cleared away, and a faint gleam of sunshine shone out.

Amy proposed a walk, as she thought her mother would be glad of a little rest and quiet after her exertion, so with her sister she went with Robert Vavasour down into the village.

So dreary as the lane looked now, with its tall leafless trees! But their visitor was charmed with everything, and would not allow its desolation. They inspected his new abode, which turned out to be Mrs. Turners; then through the village, and home by road, and found Mrs. Elrington had come to spend the evening  and what a pleasant one it was! Even Amy allowed that, although she did not feel quite at rest within herself, or satisfied at Robert Vavasours having come to Ashleigh; still she found herself later on in the evening laughing and chatting, in something of the old spirit, at seeing her mother take an interest in the conversation, and not nearly so weary and tired as she usually was.

You are so very good, said Amy, as she went out to open the cottage door for Robert, as he went away.

Good! Miss Neville. How? In what way?

In being content with our dull life here.

It is anything but dull to me. My life lately has been a simply existing one  the slow passing of each day, or counting the hours for the night to arrive, and bring a short respite from the monotony of a dreary life. Being here is  is heaven to me! in comparison to my late existence at Somerton Park.

There was no mistaking the impassioned tone in which this was said. Amy hastened to change the subject.

I am sure your visit has given Mamma pleasure.

Mrs. Neville seems a great invalid, I do not wonder at your anxiety for her while absent. As a stranger he had remarked the exhaustion and weariness, although to Amy her mother had seemed so much better.

Do you think she looks so very ill? she asked, anxiously.

I think there is great weakness, he replied, evading a direct answer. Have you a clever medical attendant here?

Yes, I think so. Dr. Sellon, is at least, very kind and attentive, no one could be more so; he says Mamma merely wants rousing, and we must not allow this apathy and weariness to increase, but strive to divert her mind, even as it was this evening, and all through your kindness.

Ashleigh is a lovely spot, but rather too quiet for an invalid whose mind requires rousing, and whose vital energies seem so prostrated. I should suggest a total change of scene. A new and novel life, in fact, in a place perfectly strange to her, would, I should think, conduce more towards her recovery than all the doctors and medicine in the world.

Dr. Sellon has never said so; never even hinted at such a thing, replied Amy, thoughtfully. Alas! how could it be managed, even with the sacrifice of all her salary.

Have you had any further advice? he asked.

No. I wrote the other day to Dr. Ashley, our old doctor, who attended us all for so many years. I thought perhaps he might be coming this way and would call; but, although he wrote me a very kind reply, he does not even hint at such a stray chance happening.

Does he offer any opinion or advice on Mrs. Nevilles case?

Yes. You can read it if you like, and she took it from her pocket and gave it to him; only do not mention anything about it to Mamma, she might not like my having written; or it might make her nervous in supposing herself worse than she is. It is not exactly a secret, she added, blushing slightly, as Mrs. Elrington knows of it, and approved of my letter.

Do not wrong me by supposing I should think so, Miss Neville. I will take it home, and read it at my leisure, if you will allow me. Good night.

The door closed, and he was gone before Amy could reply; but as she turned to re-enter the sitting-room, she sighed and murmured,

There is a fate in some things. Is there in my life?




CHAPTER II.

FOR BETTER, FOR WORSE.

My life went darkling like the earth, nor knew it shone a star, To that dear Heaven on which it hung in worship from afar. O, many bared their beauty, like brave flowers to the bee; He might have ranged through sunny fields, but nestled down to me; And daintier dames would proudly have smiled him to their side, But with a lowly majesty he sought me for his Bride; And grandly gave his love to me, the dearest thing on Earth, Like one who gives a jewel, unweeting of its worth. Massey.

A fortnight passed away, and still Robert Vavasour lingered at Ashleigh, although he seemed no nearer winning Amys love than when he first came; yet he could not tear himself away. Sometimes he was gloomy and desponding; and on these days he never came near the cottage. At others his hopes rose when only a smile or glance kinder than usual came from her he loved, and then he was the life of the little party. But when he fancied Amy was beginning to care for him a little more, she would suddenly shrink within herself again, and become as cold and reserved as ever, but then he never thought that it was his almost tender manner that chilled and frightened her, lest he should think she was encouraging his suit. Still he hoped on, would not despair. What lover ever does? and he loved her so dearly.

One morning, finding Mrs. Neville alone, he told her of his love for Amy, of the compact between them, and of his hopes. The widow did not discourage them, she liked Mr. Vavasour, and would have rejoiced at seeing Amy his wife; still she would not influence Amy in any way, but leave her free to choose for herself; but since she loved no other,  and Mrs. Neville half sighed as if she almost doubted it,  she thought in time the young girls heart might be won.

And with this Robert Vavasour was obliged to be content. Content? he was anything but that; he was impatient, and fretted at the delay and slow progress he was making, he would have been more than human if he had not; but with Amy he was ever kind and gentle; she knew nothing, saw nothing of his anxious heart and sometimes despairing hopes.

And so the days flew on, Mrs. Neville neither better nor worse; some days more languid, at others less so and able to sit up; but with no certainty about it, so as to lead those most anxious to believe she was in anyway advancing towards recovery.

One morning they were surprised by a visit from Dr. Ashley. He had taken a holiday, he said, and thought he could not do better than run down to see his old friends, and was putting up, strange to say, at Mrs. Turners, whose cottage had been pointed out to him as the prettiest in the village; and had certainly stretched like india rubber for the occasion, but then the gentleman already lodging there had kindly consented to share the parlour with him; and they were to dine together during his stay.

If Amy suspected Robert Vavasour of being concerned in this sudden move, she said nothing; but then she had grown very silent of late; perhaps she pondered these things more deeply in her heart; certain it was she ceased to be so distant and reserved to Robert, and he in consequence became more gentle and loving. Perhaps if Amys thoughts could have shaped themselves into words, they would have been, He does not love me or he would be here; and I? what can I do?

But Charles Linchmores staying away was no proof that he did not love Amy, believing as he did that her heart was anothers; had he not thought so, not even his sister-in-laws frowns and sarcasms would have kept him from her side. As it was, he knew not even of Robert Vavasours presence at Ashleigh, as Amy, when she wrote to Julia and Anne, never mentioned it, feeling sure of a bantering letter in return; as of course they would guess of his love for her, and imagine it was going to be a match, whether she denied it or no; certainly they would never think of the true reason that had brought him  namely, her refusal.

It was the second and last day of Dr. Ashleys stay; one of Mrs. Nevilles worst days, and she had not as yet made her appearance downstairs when Mrs. Elrington entered the room where the two sisters sat.

Mamma has not come down yet, said Amy, she was very wakeful all night, and I persuaded her to rest a little longer this morning, although she was very loath to do so, on Dr. Ashleys account.

Has he been to see her yet?

No, but I am expecting him every moment. Mamma was so much better yesterday that perhaps she is now suffering from the over-excitement of seeing him.

Very possibly. Old times must have come before her so forcibly, and they are but sad ones for your mother to look back to. It is perhaps just as well Dr. Ashley should see her at her worst. What is his opinion of Mrs. Neville?

I did not ask him, and he never volunteered to tell me; but I must ascertain to-day. Do you not think I ought to?

Certainly I do, Amy; you would be wrong if you did not. I think if I were you I would ask his true, and Mrs. Elrington laid a stress on the word, opinion on your mothers case.

Do you think her very ill? asked Amy.

Yes, Amy, I do, replied Mrs. Elrington, gently. That is to say, I think her very weak, weaker than she was when I wrote to you after her recovery from the severe illness she had.

Amy sighed. I sometimes fancy, she said, that Ashleigh, lovely as it is, does not suit Mamma; you know her quiet life here is so very different from what she has been accustomed to; but I do not see how a change is to be effected.

It would be a great expense, certainly. 

It would, and the means to effect it with will be smaller; as I fear, Mrs. Elrington, I shall have to resign my situation at Brampton; I cannot leave Mamma so lonely, neither can I be happy away from her while she is so ill.

I have been thinking the same thing, Amy; your mother certainly does require all your care and attention. It would not be right to leave her.

Do you think Mrs. Linchmore will be annoyed at my leaving in the middle of my quarter without any hint or warning whatever?

Not under the circumstances, Amy. You were happy there?

Yes, as happy as I shall ever be away from home; I was very fond of my pupils, of Edith especially.

Was she the youngest?

No, the eldest. An orphan niece of Mr. Linchmores, and adopted by him at her mothers and his sisters death. I shall regret leaving Brampton. I think change must be one of the worst trials of a governesss life. 

It is a sad one, no doubt, when, as in your case, a governess happens to be attached to those she is leaving. Perhaps, continued Mrs. Elrington, as she rose, I had better not wait to see your mother now. As soon as you have made up your mind, Amy, I would advise your writing at once to Mrs. Linchmore without delay.

Amy leant back in her chair very sorrowfully after Mrs. Elrington had gone. If she had had any doubt about the propriety of leaving Brampton, her mothers old friend  she, whose advice she so valued  had cleared it away; it was evident the step must be taken, however slow her heart might be to break asunder the one tie that yet seemed to bind her to Charles Linchmore.

What are you thinking of, Amy? asked Sarah, who had been watching her sister for some time. You look so sad.

Do I? I was thinking of Mamma, and whether we could do anything to make her better; and about my leaving Brampton, Sarah. 

But that will be so nice to have you always here; you cant be sorry about that, sister.

But then I shall lose a great deal of money; and Mamma will have to go without a great many things she really wants. Port wine cannot be bought for nothing, Sarah.

Ah! what a pity it is we are not rich, then we might take her back to our dear old home. I am sure she would get well there. Dont you think so?

She might, Sarah. But I think if change is to do her good, she will require a greater change than that.

Further off still? asked the child. Where to, Amy?

I cannot tell; but Dr. Ashley can.

But cant you guess at all? Not even the name? persisted her sister.

No. But I think somewhere abroad; a long way off. And that would cost money. Yes, more money than we have, a great deal, sighed Amy.

Ah! said the child, when Im grown up Ill marry a man with lots of money, just like Mr. Vavasour. Hannah says hes awfully rich; and then he should take us away to a lovely place by the sea-side where Mamma and all of us could live like princesses. I am sure she would get well then.

This innocent remark of Sarahs was a home-thrust to Amy; a death blow to her hopes, and roused her at once. Should she sit so quietly and passively when her mothers life was at stake? Nurse and hoard up a love in her heart that she was ashamed had ever entered there from its very hopelessness and selfishness? There was Dr. Ashley coming up the walk, she would first ask his opinion as to the necessity of a change; and if he thought it necessary? Then  then. Once again Amy sighed, and said, It is my fate; it must be so, and then went out into the other room, and quietly awaited the doctors coming.

Some ten minutes elapsed, during which Amy was restless and anxious; still she would not pause to think now, lest her heart should give way; so she walked about even as Frances Strickland often did in her impatient moods, took up the books one by one off the table and looked at their titles  read them she could not  and then the doctors heavy tread sounded on the staircase, and she went out and met him.

Will you come in here, Dr. Ashley? she said. I want to thank you for so kindly coming to see Mamma. It is so very kind of you. Amy knew nothing of the ten pound note so carefully stowed away in his waistcoat pocket for the expenses of his homeward journey.

Pray say no more, my dear Miss Neville, he said. It pains me.

And Amy did not. Perhaps she thought it was painful to be thanked for what in her innermost heart she half suspected he was paid for.

How did you find Mamma, Dr. Ashley? she asked.

Well, not quite so bright as yesterday, but still no material change for the worse. Dr Sellon tells me she often has these ups and downs.

Any unusual excitement appears to weaken her for the time. Dr. Sellon does not attend regularly. I only call him in when I think Mamma really requires it.

Quite right. Your mothers case is one requiring care and  and everything good and strengthening you can give her.

Do you think Mamma very ill? Amy could not bring herself to ask if he thought she would recover, although that thought had been at her heart for days, and she had driven it away and would not give it utterance.

There is weakness,  great weakness, he replied. I cannot see that Mrs. Neville has any other disease.

But  but I fear you are evading my question, Dr. Ashley. I wish to know exactly what your opinion is of Mamma.

My dear young lady, he said, kindly, the opinion I have given is a true one, though perhaps not all the truth, and  well, she requires great care. There is a prostration of the vital powers  great want of energy. She wants rousing. Every means should be tried to accomplish that; otherwise, I need not say, this weakness and debility will increase, and of necessity do mischief.

Every means, replied Amy, but what means? what must I do?

Whatever lies in your power: whatever the patient, which I know she is in both senses of the word, expresses a wish for. She should be humoured in everything, but I need not tell you that, Miss Neville.

And can nothing else be done?  no change of air tried?

Decidedly, if possible. It is the one remedy needful; the only remedy, in fact, and I should have named it at first, only I deemed it impracticable of accomplishment. 

You think Mamma might recover if she went away? asked Amy.

With Gods help, I do; but the step should be taken at once. If delayed it might be too late. And now, keep up your spirits and hope for the best. Remember there is nothing so bad as a tearful face and aching heart for your mother to see.

Too late! Those words rang in Amys ears all day. It should not be too late. And yet how nearly had her mother been sacrificed to her blind infatuation for one who she now felt had never loved her, but only carelessly flirted to trifle away the hours that perhaps hung heavy on his hands. Alas! what would Mr. Linchmore say, did he know that the very fate he had warned her would be hers if she allowed her heart to become enslaved by Mr. Vavasour, had even overtaken her at the hand of his brother.

Not many days after Dr. Ashley had gone, a letter arrived from Anne Bennet. It ran thus:  

Brampton Park, 
February 25th.

My dear Miss Neville,

I have almost made up my mind to torment you with a letter every day, this place being so dull and dreary that the mere fact of writing is quite a delightful episode in my long day. I should be happy enough if Frances were away; but you know how I always disliked that girl. Just imagine my disgust, then, at her remaining here, for, of course, Julia has told you she herself and every one else is gone, excepting Frances and Charles; the latter, I suppose, remains in the hope of soon seeing you. Why dont you come back? I declare it is shameful of you to remain away so long, when you must know how wretched you are making him, and how devotedly he loves you. I should not tell you this, only Frances drives me to it, and I am just at the root of a grand secret. Julia behaved shamefully  would not help me in the least, as she would persist in declaring it was curiosity  how I hate the word!  so I had nothing for it but to take Mr. Hall into my confidence, the result of which has been that I have promised, some long time hence, to become Mrs. Hall; and for the time being, we are turned into a pair of turtle-doves, only instead of billing and cooing, we are snapping and snarling all day. Adieu. Answer every word of this letter, especially that relating to Charles, who is, I am certain, as devotedly yours as

Your loving friend, 
Anne Bennet.

This letter, with its mention of Charles Linchmore, pained Amy, and roused her slumbering pride. She would answer it at once, every word of it, and for ever put an end to Annes mention of his name. She should see that Amy was as proud in some things as the haughty Mrs. Linchmore herself, or the defiant Frances. No woman should think she would stoop one iota for any mans love; while as for Charles, Anne was deceived in her belief of his love for her, even as she had been; but it was not well her heart should be reminded of the one image still slumbering there. Was she not as much bound to Robert Vavasour as if she were already engaged to him? or did she ever prevent his coming to the cottage by being ungracious?

No; Amy had made up her mind to love him, and was ever ready to listen to his words, or walk with him. No fits of dread despair assailed him now. His whole life seemed a bright sunshine; even the dull, desolate walk up from the village was pleasant, because every step brought him nearer to the cottage.

That evening  the evening of the day that brought Annes letter  Amy, while old Hannah cleared away the tea things, went to her room and answered it. The doing so cost her many bitter thoughts, and perhaps a few tears were hastily dashed away. When it was done, her head ached sadly. She went to the window and threw it open. It was a lovely moonlight night. She crept softly downstairs and out into the garden, and leant over the little green gate at the end.

Some ten minutes passed sadly away, and then a step sounded on the crisp gravel. Amy knew well it was Robert Vavasours, still she did not move or turn her head. Was he going home without saying good night to her? or had he missed her and guessed where she was?

It is a cold night, Miss Neville, he said as he drew near. Is it wise for you to be out without a shawl or wrap of any kind?

The lovely night tempted me, she replied, I thought it might cool my head, for it aches sadly.

He did not reply. Amy too was silent; perhaps she guessed what he would say next.

Presently he laid his hand on hers as it rested on the woodwork of the gate. She did not withdraw it, and then he boldly took the small fair hand in his.

Amy, he said, softly, while she trembled exceedingly, do you remember I said I would ask you once again? The time has come. Amy, will you be my wife? I love you more dearly than when I first asked you in the old library at Brampton.

She did not shrink from him or his encircling arm as she replied, I think I love you now; I am sure I like you better, and will try to love you with all my heart. If this will satisfy you, then I will be your wife.

And it did satisfy him, and he pressed his lips on her clear high, forehead, as, like a weary child, she laid her head on his shoulder as he gently drew her towards him.

I am very timid, she said, and you must be patient, and not expect too much from me at first.

These words, spoken so entreatingly and dependently, claiming, as they seemed to him, all his care and kindness, calmed him at once; he must be patient, and not frighten away by his too tender words the love only just dawning for him.

My darling, he whispered, you will never find me other than kind and gentle with you. You have made me very happy, Amy.

Have I ever caused you unhappiness? she asked, seeing he waited for a reply.

Only twice, Amy. Once when you tried to shut out all hope from my heart, and again when I fancied you cared for Charley Linchmore.

That name! How it jarred through the chords of Amys heart! Only a few moments ago she had determined on tearing it out, and never allowing another thought of him to enter there again. Was he dear to her still; now that she was the affianced bride of another? and that other, ought he not to know of her foolishness and folly? ought not every thought of her heart to be open to him now? Yes, now; from this time, this hour; but not the past; that could only bring sorrow to him, shame to her. No! no! She could not lower herself in the eyes of Robert Vavasour, he who loved her so dearly, and whom she had just promised to try in time to love with all her heart. All her heart! Was this trembling at the mere mention of anothers name the beginning of her promise? Would she ever forget Charles Linchmore? Ever love another as she could have loved him?

Amy shivered slightly; but Robert Vavasour, who loved her more than his life, felt it.

You are cold, little one, he said, and must go in. You know, Amy, I have the right to protect you from all ill now, and he led her back gently towards the cottage.




CHAPTER III.

LISTENING AT THE DOOR.

If thou hast crushed a flower, The root may not be blighted; If thou hast quenched a lamp, Once more it may be lighted; But on thy harp or on thy lute, The string which thou hast broken Shall never in sweet sound again Give to thy touch a token!

If thou hast bruised a vine, The summers breath is healing, And its clusters yet may glow Thro the leaves, their bloom revealing; But if thou hast a cup oerthrown With a bright draught filled  oh! never Shall earth give back the lavished wealth To cool thy parched lips fever.

Thy heart is like that cup, If thou waste the love it bore thee; And like that jewel gone, Which the deep will not restore thee; And like that string of heart or lute Whence the sweet sound is scattered,  Gently, oh! gently touch the chords, So soon for ever shattered! Mrs. Hemans.

Anne had scarcely exaggerated when she told Amy that Brampton Park had become dull and stupid. It certainly had subsided into its old dullness, while the days themselves were even more dreary-looking than the house. Spring had commenced, the trees were beginning to put forth their blossoms, and the cold frosty weather had passed away; still the days were misty, and sometimes even foggy, with drizzling rain. Riding parties were scarcely ever attempted, and a walk was almost out of the question; while dancing and music were things unknown  the first impracticable, the latter no one seemed to have the spirits for. Mrs. Hopkins no longer walked about the corridors in stately importance; even Masons crinoline seemed to have shrunk somewhat, as she flaunted less saucily about than when certain of meeting some one to whom to show off her last new cap.

The two young girls still staying at Brampton did not get on very well together, although there was little show of outward unfriendliness on either part. Frances had long since found out that Anne Bennet disliked and suspected, even watched her; but no fear had she of being detected  her plans, so she flattered herself, had been too secretly and deeply laid for Annes simple mind to fathom them; such a worm in her path she could tread upon whenever she liked, and utterly crush when it pleased her. So secure was she that often Anne was attacked with one of her sarcastic speeches. But Anne was too wary to be betrayed into an open quarrel, which would, most likely, have resulted in her being obliged to leave Brampton; so she contented herself by either treating her words with silent contempt or retorting in the same style, with the secret determination of some day having her revenge, much to poor Mr. Halls dismay, as he was, of course, faut de mieux, as Anne said, taken into her confidence.

Some twenty minutes Anne had been standing at one of the windows of the morning-room, which being just above the library, commanded a pretty good view down a part of the long avenue, through the branches of the still almost leafless trees.

It was about a month since the eventful evening on which Amy had penned her reply to Anne.

Charles, who had been reading, suddenly rose, and threw his book, with a gesture of weariness, on the table.

Are you going out? asked Frances, laying her embroidery in her lap, as he rose.

Yes; its close upon half-past four, and I shall just get a stroll before dinner; the book has made me stupid.

So has my embroidery. I think I will go with you, if you will let me.

You! exclaimed Anne, from her distant post, ever ready to knock on the head any chance that drew the two together; why your feet in their dainty boots would get soaked through and through, and you catch your death of cold. Do not encourage such self-immolation, Charles.

Yes, laughed Charles, your town-made boots, Frances, were never made or intended for country wear. Annes are, at least, an inch thick, and wade through any amount of mud or dirt: so if either of you come, it must be Anne.

I should say Anne would be a lively companion, retorted Frances, savagely. I suppose by this time she could tell us how many drops of rain fall in a minute, and how many rooks have perched on the trees during the last half-hour.

I wish one of the rooks would fly and bring me the letter from Miss Neville that I have been expecting, and have been looking out for all the afternoon.

This reply, with its allusion to the governess, Anne knew was the severest thing she could say; so, with a self-satisfied look at Frances flushed face, she went away to put on her things.

But her water-proof cloak could not be found  was nowhere. Anne was a great deal too independent to summon servants to her aid, so she must needs go down stairs to look for it, remembering, as she went, that she had hung it on the stand in the hall to dry. She was returning upstairs with it on her arm, when Charless voice sounded in the morning-room. Anne hesitated a moment; but Francess low mysterious tone was too great a temptation to be resisted, and with a half-frightened guilty look, she drew near the door and listened, thinking, perhaps, the end to be attained justified the means she was employing in attaining it.

My heart misgives me sometimes as to whether I did right in leaving her so precipitately, without a word, Charles was saying.

What would have been the use of speaking? was the rejoinder, when she so evidently cared, or rather showed her love for Mr. Vavasour.

Anne could not hear the reply, and again Frances spoke.

I thought I never should recover her from that death-like faint.

If any woman deceived me, she did. I could have sworn she cared for me, on that very evening. How she trembled when I took her hand, said Charles.

Again Anne was at fault with the answer; but whatever it was Charless reply rang loud and clear  

I hate that fellow Vavasour! he said.

Hush! hush! said Frances; and Anne could imagine she was entreating him to talk lower; then the rustle of her dress was heard, and swift as thought Anne flew lightly and softly up the thickly-carpeted stairs. As she paused at the top, breathless and panting, she heard the door below gently closed.

Too late! said she, with a smile of pleasure; and then went with something of a triumphant march to her room; where, shutting the door, she gave vent to one of her ringing laughs, which quickly subsided into a repentant, regretful look. How shameful of me to laugh at such wickedness, said she, aloud; and then, settling herself in an old arm-chair, began to think over what she had heard, and draw her own conclusions therefrom.

This to Annes quick mind was not very difficult; she guessed it all, or almost all, at once, and never for a moment doubted they were talking of Miss Neville. Had she not given them the clue when she mentioned her name, before going up to dress?

So Miss Neville had fainted. But where, and when? and how had Frances managed to persuade or convince Charles that the faint was caused by love for Mr. Vavasour? Charles had said, That very evening. What evening? Was it the night before he went off so suddenly from Brampton? the night Mr. Vavasour had been brought home wounded and insensible? Was it possible Amy had fainted at seeing him? Yes, she might have done so; it was most probable she had; and yet that, as far as Anne could see, was no proof of her love for him. The sight might have grieved and shocked her, as it might have done any woman so timid as she was, and nervous and weak from the effects of recent illness.

Anne had indeed arrived at the root of the mystery, and that in a manner she had little dreamed of. What a deep-laid plot it seemed, and how artfully and successfully concealed from her! She felt half inclined to rush boldly down, confront Frances, and tax her with her falsehood and injustice to Miss Neville; but on second thoughts she restrained herself and determined for once on assuming a new character. She would take a leaf out of Frances book, and act as secretly and silently.

As Anne sat ruminating a knock sounded at her door. What if it should be Frances? She sprung from her chair and busied herself in putting away her things ere she answered, Come in; but it was only a servant with letters, and at last Miss Nevilles reply that she had been expecting for so many weeks.

Tell Mr. Charles, said Anne, that it looks so very wet I have changed my mind and shall not go out. He need not wait for me.

Let Frances go out with him, if she likes, thought Anne; hers will be but a short-lived pleasure. I will defeat her to-morrow, and then she once more sat down, and opened Amys letter.

Saturday.

My dear Miss Bennet,

I feel much pleasure in congratulating you on your engagement to Mr. Hall, and trust the day is not so far distant as you seem to imagine when you will settle down into a pattern clergymans wife. I fear there is little chance of our meeting again as you so kindly wish, as the very delicate state of my mothers health precludes all possibility of my leaving home at present. It is therefore imperative I should resign my situation with Mrs. Linchmore, much as I shall regret leaving her and my pupils. Your allusion to Mr. Charles Linchmore pains me. May I ask you to be silent on that subject for the future; as, even in joke, I do not like any man being thought to be desperately in love with me, and in this instance Mr. Charles Linchmore barely treated me as a friend at parting. With every wish for your future happiness in the new path which you have chosen,

I am,
Yours very sincerely,
Amy Neville.

This was the letter Amy had written, and which ought to have reached Anne a month ago, but Amy had entrusted the posting of it to a boy named Joe, who always came up every Sunday afternoon after church to have his dinner at the cottage. Unfortunately Joe forgot all about the letter, and before the next Sunday came round he was laid up with a fever, then prevalent at Ashleigh; and when able to get about again the letter never occurred to him until the first Sunday of his going to church; when again he donned his best suit, and on kneeling down, the letter rustled in his pocket. Joes conscience smote him at once, and as soon as service was ended away he flew to the village post-office, spelling out as he went the address on the envelope; which, when he found was no sweetheart, but only a young lady, he concluded could be a letter of no consequence, and determined on saying nothing about its lying so long neglected in his pocket of his Sundays best. Joe was not wise enough to know that trifles sometimes make or mar a lifes happiness.

Before Anne left her room she made up her mind how to act; not a word would she say that night to Charles, because nothing could be done, but on the morrow she would open his eyes, show him the snare into which he had fallen; the folly he had been guilty of through the cunning and duplicity of Frances.

Anne sang all the way downstairs to the drawing-room as she went to dinner. The idea of having detected the proud Frances had perhaps more to do with this exuberance of spirits, than pleasure at Miss Nevilles being done justice to, and Charles made happy; as for Mrs. Linchmores frowns, Anne never gave them a thought.

Charles spirits were, if anything, more forced than usual; Frances more reserved and silent, so that Annes vivacity and evident good humour showed in their brightest colours.

What spirits you are in, Anne, remarked Mrs. Linchmore.

Perhaps friend Hall is on the wing, laughed Charles.

Or perhaps, replied Anne slowly, my rooks have given me a lesson in  in

Cawing, suggested Frances, impertinently.

Why not in keeping a silent tongue? Anne replied, with a scarcely perceptible touch of temper in the tone of her voice. There is more wisdom in that, or perhaps my birds are wise birds, and have given me a hint where to find the golden link to my chain that has been missing so long.

When did you lose it, Anne? asked Mrs. Linchmore, this is the first I have heard about it.

Some two months ago, the morning after that poaching business, and Anne looked steadily at Frances; but it is of no consequence now. I find my chain can be joined again without it.

Frances quailed before that steady, searching look; then rose and crossed the room, passing close by Anne as she went. Miss Bennet, said she, with one of her coldest and most sarcastic smiles, Miss Bennet has recourse to enigmas at times,  enigmas not very difficult of solution, although I for one cannot see the point they aim at, and she passed on.

Anne watched her opportunity all the evening, but to no purpose. Frances suspicions were roused; it was impossible to get speech of Charles, and Anne was obliged to go up to bed with the rest, without having given one sign, or being able to say one word to him.

But Anne was not to be thus foiled; as soon as she gained her room she sat down and penned a note to Charles. She had something of great importance to tell him; would he meet her in the library before breakfast, at eight oclock? and then away she flew in fear and trepidation down the long, dark corridors, and knocked at Charless door.

It is I, Anne Bennet, she said. Open the door, quick! Make haste, I am frightened to death!

In another moment the door opened.

What is it? said he, with a look of surprise.

She thrust the note into his hand, and was hurrying away.

Stay, let me light you, he said.

Oh! no, not for worlds! she replied, then fled hastily, and gained her room without being seen.

Anne was too restless to sleep much that night, and was up and away downstairs the next morning before the hour she had named, and grew quite impatient at the slow movement of the minute hand of the clock on the chimney-piece, as she walked up and down awaiting Charless coming.

Suppose he should not come? But, no, he must think it was something important to drag her out of bed at that unearthly hour, full two hours before her usual time. But there was a step coming along the hall now; then the door opened and Charles entered.

You are sure Frances did not see you? asked Anne.

Yes, replied he, in some amazement, but her maid did.

Then I have not a moment to lose, said Annie, come here and listen to me. Do you remember meeting me on the stairs, the morning you left Brampton so hurriedly? and your refusal to tell me why you had determined on doing so? or rather that you left because you had heard that Miss Neville no longer loved you?

No, Anne, no, you are wrong, replied Charles, decidedly, I told you I had found out that Miss Neville had never cared for me, that her heart was entirely anothers. 

It is all one and the same thing. I told you then that I did not believe it, and asked you to tell me how you had found it out, did I not?

You did. But why rake up old feelings which only tend to wound and bruise the heart afresh?

I am glad they do; if they did not I would not say one word in Miss Nevilles defence.

Defence! You talk strangely, Anne. Dont whisper hope to my heart, which can only end in misery and despair. I dare not hope.

You will hope when you have heard all.

What have you to tell? he asked, almost sternly.

Only this: that you left Brampton because Miss Neville had fainted on seeing Mr. Vavasour brought home wounded.

What surer proof could I have of her love for him? he asked, sadly.

Proof! Do you call this proof? said Anne, angrily, do you forget how ill Miss Neville had been? how nervous and weak she yet was when this occurred? Was it a wonder she fainted? or a wonder that Frances, who hated and disliked her, should seize upon that accident to betray you both? And why? Only because had you told Miss Neville of your love, or divulged what you had seen to me, you would never have fallen into this snare so artfully laid for you, so cunningly worked out by Frances.

Who told you it was Frances?

She herself, replied Anne, boldly facing the danger. I have never left a stone unturned since that morning I met you on the stairs almost heart-broken. I was determined to find out why it was so. I suspected Frances, and have watched her all these long weeks, but she was too deep for me, too artful; and I never should have detected her, had I not over-heard her conversation with you yesterday. Then I found it all out; and I tell you Charles she has deceived you.

Go on, he said, convince me it is so, and I will thank you from my heart, Anne; and  no, I am a fool to hope! and he strode away towards the window.

You are a fool to despair! I tell you Charles, if any woman ever loved you, Miss Neville did. Were not the tears ready to start from her eyes when I gave her your message, and told her you were gone? You allowed her to think for weeks that you loved her, and then, for a mere trifle, left her without explanation or word of any kind. You behaved shamefully; while she never gave you an unkind word. The severest thing she ever said of you, was said in a letter I received from her yesterday. I told her you loved her, because I knew she was miserable thinking you did not; and read what she says.

He took the letter from her hand, his face flushing while he read it. If Frances has deceived me? If she has dared to do it? he said. By Heaven! she shall rue it deeply!

And she has done so, pursued Anne, and you are more to blame than she in allowing yourself to be deceived. How could you doubt Miss Neville? How believe that she, of all women in the world, would give away her heart unsought. You have condemned her unheard, and without the slightest foundation, and have behaved cruelly to her, and deserve to lose her.

Not if she loves me, he cried, starting up, not if any words of mine have power to move her. God knows whether I shall be successful or no; but she shall hear how madly I love her.

Are you going to see her? and when?

Now, this instant! your words have roused me to action!

He was gone. Anne went into the drawing-room and stood by the window. Some minutes slipped by, and then Frances entered.

Come here! said Anne. Come and look at Charles.

Frances advanced and looked eagerly around.

I do not see him, she said.

Hark! said Anne, What is that?

It was the hasty canter of a horses feet. In another moment Charles dashed past.

Anne remembered the last time he had gone away. How she and Frances had stood together at the same window, even as they did now; only with this difference, that then, Frances face was the triumphant one. Now they had changed places.

Anne could not  did not pity her, as she drew near and took hold of her arm.

He has gone to tell Miss Neville he loves her, said she cruelly, as Frances looked enquiringly in her face.

Frances paled to an almost death-like whiteness as she grasped, God forgive you if he has. I never will! 




CHAPTER IV.

TOO LATE.

So mournfully she gazd on him, As if her heart would break; Her silence more upbraided him, Than all her tongue might speak!

She could do nought but gaze on him, For answer she had none, But tears that could not be repressd, Fell slowly, one by one.

Alas! that life should be so short  So short and yet so sad; Alas! that we so late are taught To prize the time we had! Charles Swain.

It was the evening after Amy had pledged herself to Robert Vavasour. The sun had slowly faded away, and twilight threw but a faint light into the room where she sat close to her mothers feet.

Amy had been reading to Mrs. Neville and the book still open; lay in her lap, but it was too dark to read now, too dark for her mother to see her face, so Amy drew closer still ere she broached the subject nearest her heart. There was no shrinking or timidity, as there might have been had her love been wholly his, whose wife she had promised to become.

Mamma, did Mr. Vavasour ever speak to you of his love for me? The words were spoken firmly, though almost in a whisper.

He did, Amy; and he also said you had refused his love.

I knew so little of him then, that when he named his love it seemed like a dream, so sudden and unexpected. I had never given it a thought, or believed such a thing possible. I know him better now; he is so good, so kind.

She paused, perhaps hoping her mother would speak, but Mrs. Neville said not a word, and Amy went on somewhat falteringly, although she tried hard to speak steadily.

Mamma, I promised last evening I would be his wife 

Have you done wisely, Amy? Are you sure you love him as his promised wife should?

Yes, replied Amy, dreamily. I like him, I am sure I like him very much indeed,  and  and then he is so gentle and loving with me; surely no one could help liking him.

Mrs. Neville half raised herself on the sofa. Amy! Amy! liking will not do. Do you love him, child?

Yes, Mamma. Yes, I think so.

Only think, child? Nay you must be sure of it. Ask your heart if the time passes slowly when he is absent from the cottage. Do you watch and wait, and listen for his returning footsteps? Do you feel that without him life is not worth having, the world a blank? Is your whole heart with him when he is at your side? Do you tremble when his hand touches yours; and your voice grow softer as you speak to him? Do you feel that you dare not look up lest he should see the deep love in your eyes? if so Amy, then gladly will I consent to give you to him. But if not, I would rather, far rather see you in your grave than wedded to him.

Amy was silent; not from any wish to draw back from her word or plighted troth; no, she had made up her mind to be Robert Vavasours wife, her mothers thin wasted hand as it rested on hers only strengthened that resolution; the very feebleness with which she raised herself on the couch showed Amy how very weak and ill she was, and this one act might restore her to health. She did not hesitate, she would not draw back; had Charles loved her, it might have been different, but convinced of his falseness and trifling, no regret for him, now struggled at her heart, only shame that she could ever have allowed it to be drawn towards him, unsought.

You hesitate. You do not answer, Amy? said Mrs. Neville, sadly, and have deceived yourself and him.

No, Mamma, you are wrong. Although I do not love Mr. Vavasour like that; still I do love him, and in time, when I am his wife, I shall very dearly.

Mrs. Neville sighed. In this one important step of your life, Amy, when your whole future well-being depends upon it, there should be no secrets between us, recollect this one act may entail much misery; you cannot tell how much. Think of being bound for life to a man you do not love, think of the remorse you will feel at not being able to give him the love of your whole heart in return for his. Amy, my child, his very presence would be painful to you, his very love and kindness your greatest punishment and sorrow.

Yes Mamma, if I did not love him; but it will not be so. I shall love him.

And yet Amy, your very words almost forbid it, and fill my heart with fear and trembling, and again Mrs. Neville clasped her daughters hand, while Amy, fairly overcome, bent down and laying her forehead on the soft pitying hand, burst into tears.

Hush, Amy! hush! You have done foolishly, but there is yet time; better give him sorrow and pain now than later.

No, Mamma, no; there is no need to give him pain, said Amy, presently.

Alas! replied Mrs. Neville, then why these tears?

I weep, answered Amy, flinging  dashing back the tears as they crowded into her eyes, I weep to think I have allowed my heart to think of another; one, too all unworthy of a womans love; one who flirted and pretended to care for me; I weep for very shame, mother, to think how foolish I was, and how unworthy I am to be Robert Vavasours wife.

You have been unhappy, my child, so unhappy; but I almost guessed it when I looked in your face months ago.

Yes, but not unhappy now, Mamma. I was very miserable, for I thought he loved me until he left me  went away without a word. Oh! mother, that was a bitter trial to me, and instead of trying to rouse myself and cast his image out of my heart, knowing I had done wrong in ever loving him, and doubly so now I had found out his cruel unworthiness, I nursed my love; bemoaned my fate; and steadily shut my heart against Mr. Vavasour. But it could not be; he was too noble hearted, so patient under my waywardness; sorrowful, but never reproachful; and  and so Mamma I have promised to become his wife; and am happy, not grieved or sad, at the idea; no, I will be his faithful, loving wife, and in his true heart forget this early foolish love that caused me so much unhappiness, and nearly lost me the heart of him who is now to be my husband.

You are right, Amy, to forget him, right to tear his image from your heart; a man to treat you so is unworthy of any womans love; and yet  yet I am scarcely satisfied. I fear this engagement. Is it not hasty, too hasty? Do not rush into a marriage hoping to escape from a love, however unworthy, still struggling at your heart; such a mistake might make the one regret of your whole life.

I do not. I will not, replied Amy firmly, as she rose, and stooping over her mother, kissed her fondly; If this is the only reason you have, dear Mamma, for fear, then rest content: my engagement with Mr. Vavasour is for my  all our happiness; will you try and think so? I should feel very unhappy indeed if you refused your consent; or that my marriage grieved you.

It does not grieve me, Amy. Only, sighed Mrs. Neville, I wish he had been your first love.

Nay, that is foolish, Mamma. Now often have I heard you say that few girls marry their first love.

Again Mrs. Neville was silent. Have you told Mr. Vavasour of this old love, Amy? asked she presently.

Oh! no, no, Mamma. What good could it do? It would only grieve him; I,  I told him this much, that I  I hoped to love him better in time.

And he was satisfied?

Quite, answered Amy, and will you not say you are too, dearest Mamma? and she laid her head lovingly on her mothers shoulder, and looked entreatingly in her face.

God bless and protect you, my child, said Mrs. Neville fervently, drawing her closer still, and kissing her fondly. May He guide and strengthen us both, for indeed I am very sorrowful, and scarcely know whether this marriage is for my childs happiness or no; but I pray it may be with all my heart. You have your mothers best, holiest wishes, Amy.

So Amy Neville became, with her mothers sanction, Robert Vavasours affianced wife.

Yet for days after that Mrs. Nevilles heart seemed troubled and ill at ease, and she lay on the sofa watching, noting Amys every look or action, until, by degrees, the troubled anxious look wore away; Amy seemed so contented and happy that her mother, who, in her secret heart, wished the marriage might be, gradually lost her fears, and each hour gained renewed confidence and hope. She grew better and stronger, and this alone in itself was sufficient to bring back the smiles into Amys face, while each day disclosed some fresh trait of Robert Vavasours goodness and kindness of heart. It was his voice read of an evening to her mother and never seemed to weary. It was his hand raised the invalid, or lifted her, as her strength increased, from the sofa to the easy chair.

Amy rejoiced in the change, and while she never allowed her thoughts to wander to the past, with all its cruel hopes and fears, so she never halted or looked onward to the future; her life was of to-day, neither more nor less. Her mother was better; it was her act, her will, that had done it all. She was contented that it should be so, and fancied herself happy; perhaps was at this time really so, and might have been for ever, had she never seen Charles Linchmore again, never known how he, not she, had been deceived, but that was to be the one thorn in her onward path.

In less than a month Amy was to be married. Mrs. Nevilles objections as to haste were overruled, even old Mrs. Elrington had sided with the rest; but then Mrs. Neville knew nothing of Dr. Ashleys opinion, or that Amy had confided to her old friend the necessity there was for an immediate change.

They were to go to Italy. Amy, her husband, and mother, with little Sarah, and even old Hannah accompanying them. What a pleasant party it would be! Already Amy began to picture to herself the delight she would experience in watching her mothers restoration to health and strength in that warm sunny clime, and how happy she would be by-and-by in bringing her back when quite well, to live in her own and Vavasours home, that home he had so often talked to her of, and where, in a few weeks, she would be roaming about at will as its mistress.

The days crept on steadily and surely slowly to all but Mrs. Neville, and with her the time seemed to fly; she was anxious and restless, while her doubts and fears only shaped themselves in words in old Hannahs presence; to the rest, even to Amy, she was passive and quiet, apparently resigned, only at heart sad.

But old Hannah was a remorseless tyrant, who, feeling deeply and sorrowfully her darlings departure from home, sighing and even dropping a tear or two in secret, yet she never allowed Mrs. Neville to bewail it, but, on the contrary, seemed to look upon her doing so as a weakness and sin, requiring a steady though somewhat underhand reproof. Perhaps the very strength of mind Hannah displayed encouraged and strengthened her mistress.

We are to lose Miss Amy to-morrow, Hannah, said Mrs. Neville, in a sad tone of voice. I wish the wedding had not been so sudden.

There, Maam, I dont call it sudden at all in the light wind, then silently and steadily went upstairs to change her bridal attire for a travelling dress.

It would be quite half-an-hour before Vavasour could return; so she sat quietly awaiting him in the little sitting-room, perhaps for the first time that day feeling sad, just realising her position as a wife, and looking onwards into the future.

She sat lost in a dreamy reverie, and heard not the swift opening and shutting of the little garden gate, or the sound of the still swifter step across the gravel walk, until it sounded quick and strong in the passage; then she started and arose quickly. Her husband had returned! and sooner than she expected. With a smile she turned to greet him, but it was Charles Linchmore who stood in the doorway, flushed and heated with the haste and impatience of his hurried ride from the station, and still more hasty journey.

Amys heart stood still. Why had he come? Then, woman-like, almost guessed before he spoke what he had come to say. But ere she could recover from the sudden shock of his presence he, with all the old impetuosity of his nature, was at her feet, pouring forth his long pent-up love, with all its wild jealousy and anguish. How he had been deceived by Frances, and driven well-nigh distracted. How through Annes agency he had found out her deceit, and had started at once to explain all and be forgiven; how he believed now she had loved him, and still loved, or would love him again; all  all he told, while his words came fast and strong. Amy never attempted to stay them, neither could she, if she would. So he went on to the end; then looked up into her face, that white, wan, pale face, bending so sadly over him, with an agonised stony look spread over each feature, striking dismay into his heart and soul.

Speak to me! he cried passionately. Only say you forgive me my hasty belief in your falseness, only say that you love me still, and that I am not too late to make amends. Amy! my own Amy, speak to me! and again he looked up beseechingly, with all his deep, earnest love written on his face, and speaking in his eyes.

But she was silent and still, very still.

Then the hand he held so tightly drew away from his hot, burning ones, and turning slowly, showed the wifes symbol, the plain gold band encircling the one small finger, while the pale, sad lips parted, and words came mournfully at last, but slowly and distinctly, settling like ice about his heart.

It is too late  I am married.

Again that hasty, hurried step sounded, ringing out fiercely in the passage and along the quiet gravel walk. Once again the gate swung harshly and roughly on its frail hinges; then the sudden rush of a horses quick hoofs rung out startlingly in the still, soft air, and in another moment died away in the far-off distance.

Where is your mistress? is she ready? asked Vavasour of Amys new maid, as ten minutes later he hastily entered the cottage.

My mistress is not ready, Sir, was the reply, with a pert toss of the head, while a peculiar expression played round the corners of her lips. She is in the parlour, Sir. Mrs. Elrington thinks its the heat of the day and the worry that has caused her to faint away.

Yes; Amy lay on the sofa, quiet and motionless with scarcely any sign of life on her pale, sad face, while onward, onward, faster and faster still, rode Charles Linchmore.

Would they ever meet again; and how?




CHAPTER V.

DEFEAT.

Art thou then desolate Of friends, of hopes forsaken? Come to me! I am thine own. Have trusted hearts proved false?



Why didst thou ever leave me? Knowst thou all I would have borne, and called it joy to bear, For thy sake? Knowst thou that thy voice hath power To shake me with a thrill of happiness By one kind tone?  to fill mine eyes with tears Of yearning love? And thou  Oh! thou didst throw That crushed affection back upon my heart. Yet come to me!

Tis he  what doth he here! Lara.

The great bell rang out at the lodge gate, and Charles Linchmore dashed up to the Hall almost as hastily as he had left it, and with scarce a word of greeting to the old butler, whom he passed on his way to the drawing-room, and never staying to change his dress, he strode on, all flushed and heated as he was, with his hurried journey and desperate thoughts, until he stood face to face with Mrs. Linchmore.

Why Charles! exclaimed she, what on earth has happened? What is the matter?

Nothing, he replied. Wheres Frances?

Nothing, she rejoined, indignantly, to come into the room in such a plight as this! Look at the splashed state of your boots; and then your face. No one can look at that and not suspect something dreadful having happened. I never saw anything so changed and altered as it is.

I dare say. I dont much care.

Are you mad? Where have you been?

Nowhere. Wheres Frances? he asked again.

I do not know. But I advise you to make yourself a little more presentable before you seek her. These freaks  mad freaks of riding half over the country, no one knows where, are not agreeable to those you come in contact with afterwards, and Mrs. Linchmore pushed her chair further away from him, and smoothed the rich folds of her dress, as though the act of doing that would soothe her ruffled temper.

It was a mad freak, replied he, and without waiting for another word, or tendering an apology for his disordered dress, he strode away again, with the full determination of finding Frances.

Every room below stairs he searched, but in vain; she was nowhere, and driven reckless by the agony of his thoughts he went straight up to her own room, and opened the door.

She was lying on the sofa, her eyes red and swollen with weeping, passionate, hopeless tears at the thought that long before now he and Amy had met, and he consequently lost to herself for ever.

Charles! she exclaimed, springing off the sofa, her cheeks flushing hotly with surprise and pleasure.

But another glance at his face, and her heart sank within her, for its expression almost terrified her.

He closed the door and came and stood opposite to where she was, looking as though he would have struck her.

She quailed visibly before his menacing glance. Then resolutely regained the mastery over herself, and drawing up her figure proudly, she said,

Do you know this is my room? I wonder how you dare come here.

Your room? Well, what if it is, I care not, he replied. I am reckless of everything.

But I am not; and  and, she hesitated, and tried again to steady her beating heart, what  what has happened, Charles, that you look so strangely?

Happened? Can you ask me what has happened, you who have wrecked the hopes of my whole life.

I, Charles? You talk in riddles; I do not understand you.

You dare not say that! exclaimed he, hoarsely. You know well that I loved her with all my heart and soul, and you  you schemed to draw her from me. I would have laid down my life for her; and you guessed it, and told me she loved another, and, like a fool, I believed you. You have driven me to despair; her to a life-long living death; and this, all this, I have dared to come and tell you.

It was no lie. She never loved you!

She did! he cried, hotly; I swear she did. I saw it; knew it but a few hours since.

You have seen her? asked Frances.

Seen her! Yes; and I wish to God I had died before seeing her, and he clasped his hands over his damp brow in an agony of grief.

See, he said, presently, are you not satisfied with my sufferings? Look here; and he drew his hand across his forehead and temples, and showed the large drops that fell from them. I loved her as my life. My life, do I say? She was more than life to me, and I have lost her; and this  this is your devils work.

Lost her! echoed Frances, inquiringly.

He heeded her not; but walked the room with rapid strides, then gradually calmed again, and then again burst forth with the hopeless agony of his thoughts, as he recalled Amys last words:

It is too late, I am married.

Aye, he said, despairingly, too late to save us both; too late, indeed.

Frances could not listen calmly, or see unmoved the strong mans agony; but she never once repented the evil she had wrought, but rather gloried at heart in having so successfully separated him and Amy; and the more so now, because she saw how madly he loved her. She waited quietly, almost afraid to speak, until the paroxysm of grief had exhausted itself. Then she said, timidly,

Too late, Charles. Did you say too late?

But her words roused him to fury again.

I did, he cried; I said too late; God knows I was too late. A day, only a day earlier, and I should have been in time to save her!

To save Miss Neville? And from what? 

From what? he cried; you are not satisfied with my sufferings, then? but would drain the last bitter drop of agony in my cup  the telling; the naming  Oh, God! She is married!

Married! Frances was not prepared for this. A mist swam before her eyes; a sudden faintness seized her, and she clung to the back of the sofa for support.

Yes, married! he cried, fiercely seizing her arm. You would have me tell you, and you shall hear it too, and remember it to your dying day; and I  I saw her only an hour after she was lost to me for ever.

But Frances tongue was stayed, and she never answered one word.

You have driven me mad, he continued savagely, and it is a mercy you have not a murder on your soul, for, by Heaven, I was tempted more than once to take my life on my road down here? Do you hear? he cried.

Oh, Charles! dont, dont talk so wildly: you will kill me! 

Kill you! No, I dont wish to do that; Ill only wish you half the misery you have caused me, and that shall be your punishment and my revenge.

And then he turned to leave her; but Frances sprang forward and stopped him.

Do not go away like that, Charles. Do not go, leaving almost a curse behind you. I have not been guilty of half the wickedness you accuse me of. I did say Miss Neville did not love you; but  but I believed it.

You did not, he cried. You hated and then you slandered her.

And if I did, it was your fault; yours, for you taught me to love you.

You love me! It is like the rest false, and a flimsy attempt to palliate your wickedness.

No, no; it is true. I have loved you for years past, exclaimed Frances, sinking on her knees, and hiding her face, and  and I thought you loved me, too, until she came and took your love away; and then I hated her  yes, words cannot tell how much I hated her. What had I in life worth living for when your love was gone? and I thought if I could only take her away from you, your heart would come back to me again. If you have suffered, what have not I? and she never could have loved you to have married another. Oh! forgive me, Charles, forgive me! and dont  dont hate me.

Forgive you! he replied. No; years hence, when we meet again, I may, but not now.

Years hence? Are you going away, then? Oh! you cannot be so cruel!

In another month I shall leave England, perhaps for ever,  a broken-hearted wretch, with an aimless, hopeless existence. All this you have driven me to, and yet you ask me to forgive you. For her sake  hers, of whom I dare not trust myself to speak  I will not, cannot forgive you!

The bitterness of his grief was over; the first burst was past; and he spoke calmer now, although his every word, the tone even of his voice, sank like ice into Frances soul, convincing her how hopelessly she loved.

Oh! say not so, Charles, she cried, or you will crush me utterly. See,  see how I must love you to kneel here, and to humble my pride so entirely as to tell you I  I love you.

Love! Does love break the heart of the loved one as you have broken mine? Call you such a deadly feeling as this, love? Say, rather, that you hate me.

No, no; never! Whatever you do, whatever you say, I shall love you still,  love you for ever!

Give me your hate, he replied, I would rather have that.

But Frances only answered by sobs and wringing her hands.

If, he continued, you have wrecked my happiness and hers through love of me, I wish to God you had hated me!

I could not, sobbed Frances, utterly overcome. You  you won my love two years ago. Yes! you loved me then. 

Never! he cried vehemently, almost savagely. Never! I swear it!

Cruel! murmured Frances.

Cruel? Yes; what else do you deserve? Had you never told me that falsehood  never deceived me I  I might; but it is too late  all too late. And yet how I love her, love her to madness, and she the  the wife of another! and he groaned and clenched his hands together, until the nails seemed buried in the very flesh, in utter anguish at the thought.

Dont talk of her so, Charles, you will break my heart. Have some pity.

Pity! I have none. What had you for either her or me. I tell you I have no mercy, no pity, only scorn and  and he would have said hate, but somehow the word would not come to his lips, as he looked at the bent, bowed figure kneeling so humbly before him.

Oh! dont go! dont go, Charles. Say one, only one kind word, cried Frances, imploringly, as he turned again to leave her.

Dont ask me, he replied, for I have none to give. Dont ask me, lest I say more than I have done. Pray God that he will change your revengeful, cruel heart. I pray that we may never meet again.

Oh, my God, hes gone! moaned Frances, as the door closed upon him, and not one kind word, not one. Oh! I have not deserved it! indeed I havent, and burying her face in the sofa cushion, she burst into a fresh passion of hopeless, despairing tears.

After a few moments she raised her head again and sobbed and moaned afresh, as she cried.

He was cruel to the last, and all through her. Oh! I will hate her tenfold for this, and work her more misery if I can. I will never repent what I have done. Never! but will make her suffer more frightfully, if  if possible, than this!

She tossed back her hair, and almost for the moment regained her former proud bearing; for, strange and unnatural as it may seem, this desperate resolve of making Amy, if she could, more wretched than she had already, soothed and calmed for a time the hopeless nature of her thoughts, and was the one hope that supported her through the long, terrible hours of the night that followed.




CHAPTER VI.

AMYS COURAGE FAILS HER.

New joys, new virtues with that happy birth Are born, and with the growing infant grow. Source of our purest happiness below Is that benignant law, which hath entwined Dearest delight with strongest duty, so That in the healthy heart and righteous mind Even they co-exist, inseparably combined.

Oh! bliss for them when in that infant face They now the unfolding faculties descry, And fondly gazing, trace  or think they trace The first faint speculation in that eye, Which hitherto hath rolled in vacancy; Oh! bliss in that soft countenance to seek Some mark of recognition, and espy The quiet smile which in the innocent cheek Of kindness and of kind its consciousness doth speak! Southey.

Time passed rapidly onwards; heedless, in its flight, of bruised hearts or desolate homes, but ruthlessly brushing past, hurrying on far away with careless front and iron tread; perhaps ere he came round again those hearts would be healed and those homes joyous again. Such things happen every day, and well for us that it is so.

The first year of Amys married life passed quietly by; just as the second dawned her son was born, but ere the third came to its close, her mother faded with the dying year.

Mrs. Neville had been so much better during the first year of their sojourn abroad, so almost well again, that, as her last illness drew on, Amy, who had seen her almost as weak at Ashleigh, could not believe that she would not recover, and wilfully shut her eyes to what to others was so apparent, that this was a weakness even unto death. And so it was. Mrs. Neville died, and for a time Amy was inconsolable; even her babys caresses failed to cheer and rouse her heart.

Her husband returned with her to England. Amy wept bitterly as she stood in that home, where so often she had so fondly hoped to have welcomed her mother.

Many changes had occurred during Amys absence.

Anne Bennet had married and was now living steadily enough  so she said  with her husband at his old curacy, not many miles distant from Brampton.

Charles Linchmore, after his sad meeting with Amy, had returned for one night to the Park, and after his stormy interview with Frances, had, much to the astonishment of his brother and every one else but Anne, exchanged and gone abroad.

Frances was still unmarried, perhaps still plotting on and waiting for one whose heart could now only be filled with anger and hatred towards her. But what woman does not hope? Perhaps she hoped still.

A new governess reigned at Brampton in Amys stead; the third since she had left. Surely there was some mismanagement somewhere? or Mrs. Linchmore had grown more exacting and overbearing; more dissatisfied with the means taken to please her?

Little Sarah was away in London at school; while old Hannah reigned supreme as head nurse to the youthful heir.

Amy was happy, notwithstanding the remembrance that like a dim, indistinct shadow flitted across her of that first sad love. Was he happy? and what had become of him? these were questions sometimes in her thoughts, although her heart was with her husband, who loved his fair young wife with all his heart, even more dearly than when first they married; while as yet nothing had occurred to check that love.

Robert Vavasour had been absent from his home a fortnight. It was the evening of his return to Somerton.

Amy drew a low chair close to her husband by the fireside as she said, How glad I am to have you back again; I have missed you so much, and felt quite lonely, even with little Bertie.

Robert looked down fondly in his wifes face. It was pleasant to know that his coming had given pleasure to her he loved.

And how was dear Sarah, she asked. Did she look quite well and happy? Quite contented with school? Pray give me all the news you have, to tell.

And that will be little enough, he replied. As to Sarah she looked the picture of health, and gave me no end of messages for you; but I am afraid I have forgotten them all; my memory fails me completely now I have you at my side.

Well I hope you have not forgotten the present for Bertie: his little tongue has talked of nothing else all day.

I know I did not forget my little wife, he said, as taking a ring from his pocket he placed it on her finger.

You are always good and kind, she replied, always thinking of me.

Always, Amy.

And now do tell me all you have been doing this long time, and where you went, and whom you saw. Surely you must have some adventures worth relating? 

No, none. I went simply nowhere; London is chill enough in November, and even had it been otherwise the charm was wanting to induce me to go out. I saw few people I knew; but I met some old friends of yours, yesterday.

Yes? said Amy, inquiringly.

Can you not guess who?

Amys heart whispered the Linchmores; but refused to say so.

Have you no curiosity? he asked, I thought you were all anxiety a moment ago.

No, I shall not guess, replied his wife. You must tell me.

Must! he laughed. And suppose I refuse. What then?

You will not, she said.

You are a tyrant, Amy. It was the Linchmores. I met him accidentally at the door of the club.

Ah! you went to the Club. You never told me that, was all she said.

Neither have you told me how many times you have been into the nursery to see Bertie since I have been away.

The cases are totally dissimilar, laughed Amy. But what did Mr. Linchmore say? Was he glad to see you?

Yes: and took me home to dine with his wife.

Mrs. Linchmore! How is she.

Much the same as ever; just as haughty and hard-looking.

Hard-looking? I never thought her that.

My wife always has a pleasant thought for everybody, returned Vavasour proudly; but beautiful as Mrs. Linchmore undoubtedly is, there is a great want of softness in the expression of her face.

She treated me well, and I had no reason to  to find fault with her. There was a little hesitation, as if the heart did not quite keep pace with the words. Perhaps her husband noticed it, for he looked away ere he spoke again, as if not quite sure that what he had to say next would please her.

I am glad it was so, as Linchmore asked us to go and stay at Brampton for a time.

Amy started visibly.

But you refused, she said hastily.

I did at first, but he would take no refusal.

You did not promise to go, Robert? Oh, I hope you did not!

I could not well refuse. Nay, do not look so sad, Amy; rather than that, you shall write a refusal at once. We will not go, dearest.

And Amy would have given worlds not to; but did not like giving an untruthful reason as the motive for staying away; still, how else could she shape her refusal, or excuse herself to her husband. She dared not tell him that revisiting old scenes, the old familiar walk and rooms, would recall by-gone memories afresh in her heart  anothers words! anothers looks! No, she could not tell him that; yet as she sat with her hand in his and looked into his face how she longed to open her heart and tell him all! all of that bitter, never-to-be-forgotten past. And yet she reasoned again as she had reasoned once before, against the whisper of her heart, and her mothers better judgment, that it could do no good, but only pain and grieve her husband to think that she, his wife, had ever cared for, or even thought of another; and she sighed as these sad recollections one by one came into her heart.

Why do you sigh Amy? asked her husband.

Alas! the question came too late; her resolve had been made and taken. She sat silent, though she would have given worlds to have been able to throw her arms round his neck and tell him all.

Robert drew her fondly and tenderly towards him. As my wife, Amy, he said, none shall ever dare whisper a word or even breathe a thought that can reflect upon your former life at Brampton. Have no fear, little one, but trust in me.

He had misinterpreted her silence, and thought the repugnance she felt at going back to Brampton was caused by pride. Well, perhaps it was best so.

We will go, Robert, she whispered tremblingly, while the words she ought to have spoken remained unsaid, and with her husband and little Bertie she went to Brampton, simply because she saw no help for it.

It was one of those things that must be, and she nerved her heart to brave it.




CHAPTER VII

THE FIRST DOUBT.

And the strange inborn sense of coming ill That ofttimes whispers to the haunted breast, In a low tone which naught can drown or still; Midst feasts and melodies a secret guest: Whence doth that murmur wake, that shadow fall? Why shakes the spirit thus? Mrs. Hemans.

With a faint shadow of some coming evil, a dull foreboding at her heart, Amy once again found herself driving up the long avenue of Brampton Park.

How things had changed since first as a timid, shrinking girl, she had entered its gates! How her heart had throbbed and beaten since then! been tried and strained to its very utmost. How much she had suffered; how much rebelled and murmured at. Involuntarily she drew closer to her husband, as she felt how near and dear she was to his heart: surely, with his strong hand to protect and guide, his loving heart to shield her, what had she to fear?

Amy half expected to see the children as of old on the terrace impatiently waiting to embrace her as she stepped from the carriage; but no, only the old butler bowed, and seemed glad to see her, as she exchanged a few words with him, ere he ushered her with becoming ceremony into the drawing-room, where Mrs. Linchmore at once advanced to greet her, and for the first time in her life, much to Amys astonishment, kissed her; but then she was no longer Miss Neville, but Mrs. Vavasour. Ah! things had changed indeed.

Mr. Linchmore was as friendly and courteous as ever, with the same honest welcome as of old; yet Amy thought him changed, but could not quite see wherein the change lay. His hair was becoming slightly tinged with grey, but that could not make the alteration she fancied she had discovered; then he was surely graver and quieter as he handed her into dinner, more silent and reserved; while Mrs. Linchmore, if any thing, was more animated, more beautiful than ever; and she watched for the hard look Robert Vavasour had spoken of, but in vain; it was not there, could not be; while her face was so filled with smiles and good humour.

Again Amy glanced at Mr. Linchmore. Surely her husband had made a mistake; for there the hard look was gravely stamped on each feature, and Amy sighed as she saw it, and wondered how the change had been wrought.

Amy saw nothing of the children all that evening; the next morning she went to the school-room to see them.

Away down the long corridor, past the very window where she had stood long ago with Charles Linchmore. Did she think of that now? or of the events that followed quick and fast upon it; or recall to mind the dark form of Frances Strickland, halting on the very ground she now stood on, then fading away, not softly and slowly but fiercely and hurriedly, in the distance  leaving a strange fear at her heart, only too well realised in the past events of her life. If Amy remembered all this, she never stayed her footsteps, but passed quickly on through the baize door, and in another moment the childrens arms were about her neck, their kisses on her face; while Miss Barker, the new governess, rose in stately horror at this infringement of her rules.

Really young ladies, your reception of Mrs. Vavasour is boisterous in the extreme. Allow me, Madam, to apologise for my pupils.

Oh! but this is Miss Neville, our dear Miss Neville! cried Fanny, then catching Miss Barkers still more frigid look, hung her head and dropped her hands she was in the act of clapping with delight, to her side.

We are old friends, said Amy, smiling: very old friends, pray do not check them, I am so glad to see they have not forgotten me; and allow me to apologise in my turn for the interruption in their studies my sudden entrance has occasioned.

Miss Barker smiled complacently. Will you not be seated? she said.

Thank you. I have come to ask, with Mrs. Linchmores sanction, for a holiday.

Miss Barkers brow clouded again.

I scarcely know what to say to this request, which has come on rather an unfortunate day. Fanny has not, as yet, been able to darn her torn dress in a satisfactory manner; Alice cannot make her sum prove; and Edith has mislaid her thimble  carelessness and untidiness combined.

Each child looked down guiltily, as her shortcoming was being told in a grave voice; while Amy felt inclined to smile at the frigid tone, evidently freezing each little warm heart; but Miss Barkers look forbade even a smile or word, and a dead silence followed.

In the hope, continued she, presently, that you will all try and do better to-morrow, I will accede to your Mammas request. Put away your books, young ladies.

They all rose slowly, very differently from their quick, joyous manner in Amys time, cleared the table, then returned; and, notwithstanding Miss Barkers frowns, stationed themselves close to their old friend.

Here is a chair for you, Edith; pray recollect that stoop in your shoulders I am so frequently reminding you of; Alice, my love, try and sit still without that perpetual fidget; Fanny, I am sure Mrs. Vavasour would rather you came a little further away; there is no need for you to stand; here are plenty of chairs in the room.

Amy grew wearied with her slow, methodical manner, and finding-fault tone, never raised or lowered in the slightest. It was a relief when she went away, and left Amy to talk to the children as she would, without feeling that a pair of small grey eyes were disagreeably fixed on her face.

As soon as she was gone, Alice climbed off the stiff high-backed chair, where she had been perched, and settled herself quietly on Amys lap; Edith with a great sigh of relief from the depths of her heart, knelt, regardless of the poor shoulders, on one side; while Fanny flew to the other, exclaiming, Oh! isnt she disagreeable, Miss Neville?

Amy could not conscientiously answer no, so evaded a direct reply, and merely said, I am no longer Miss Neville, Fanny, you must try and call me Mrs. Vavasour.

Yes, so we have, all the time youve been away; but now youve come again its so natural to say Miss Neville.

And, said Edith, we think of you so often, and always wish you back again.

Then they talked away of old times, until Amys heart grew sad. Let us go and see Bertie, she said.

Away went the children, with something of the spirit of by-gone days. It was well for them they did not stumble upon Miss Barker, as they danced along the passage; or sad indeed would have been the result of the expedition.

Bertie was astonished at seeing so many new faces, and hid himself shyly beneath Hannahs apron, from whence at first, he refused to be coaxed or tormented; but by-and-by a small curly head and bright eyes peeped forth, and at length he surrendered at discretion to little Alice, as being the least formidable of the invaders.

How he prattled away! while his tiny feet seemed never weary of running to and fro to fetch toys for his new friends inspection. Amy was soon quite overlooked, and Hannahs existence forgotten altogether, until suddenly reminded it was time for his mornings nap; when, notwithstanding a determined resistance on his part, he was eventually overpowered and carried off to bed, with a promise of having a romp with the children some other day.

Hannah had suddenly become within the last few days wonderfully dignified. The moment she entered the house where her young mistress had lived as a dependant, she thought in her heart that most likely the servants would be looking down upon them, or setting themselves up in consequence; so she determined upon giving herself airs, if nobody else did, and assumed at once a reserve and stateliness quite foreign to her nature; but which, nevertheless, fitted admirably to the tall, portly figure; gaining Mrs. Hopkins confidence, and setting Masons airs at defiance, while it won for her the respect of the other servants, who never ventured upon a word in her presence, even of disparagement against Miss Barker, whom they all cordially disliked.

It was strange what bad odour the latter stood in, trying as she did her utmost to make herself agreeable to all parties. Her appearance was certainly against her, her face at first sight being anything but a prepossessing one. One felt a strange dislike at making her acquaintance, which dislike was scarcely lessened upon a more intimate knowledge of her. Then her tall, freezing looking form was as little ingratiating to the eye, as the fawning, wiry voice was to the heart and Mason had been heard to say, that of the two, Miss Neville, even with all her stuck up airs, was twice the lady; but the ladys maid distrusted the tongue that flattered her mistress more boldly and cunningly than she did; while Mrs. Linchmore, although she smiled blandly enough, and took little or no notice of the flattery, was sensible of a feeling of relief when the stiff, starched form was no longer present.

Hannah made her acquaintance one morning on the lawn, and was no little astonished at the tight corkscrew curls tucked under the bonnet, and the prim, patronising tone with which the governess addressed her; but nurse did not belong to the house; there was no occasion to conciliate her. Evidently Miss Barker was no admirer of young children, for as little Bertie ran up to Alice, she exclaimed, Dear me, what a fat child!

Hannah looked at her for a moment with indignation, and replied, fat, yes, Maam, Master Bertie, thank God, is fat, and then added, in an under tone, loud enough to be heard, Its just as well if some others were as fat! and viewed, as she turned away, the ladys thin, spare form with utter disgust.

Amy and her husband were the only visitors at Brampton, yet no one seemed dull. Amy could never be dull with her child, and Mrs. Linchmore appeared ever happy and contented.

They were good musicians, both Mrs. Linchmore and her guest; the former excelled in playing, the latter in singing. Amys voice was sweet and musical, not wanting in power  one of those voices so charming to the senses, claiming the attention of every hearer, thrilling through the heart with wonderful pathos, leaving pleasing memories behind, or else the eyes filled with tears, as some mournful notes stir the soul with long forgotten memories.

Mrs. Linchmores voice was at times too powerful, grating harshly on the ear; she dashed at the notes in the quick parts, and handled them too roughly and rapidly; there was a want of feeling pervading the whole, which made one feel glad when the voice ceased, and the fingers alone glided softly over the keys. It was marvellous how fast they flew; while the notes sounded clearly and distinctly, like the tinkling of bells. Now the tune swelled loud and strong; then appeared to die faintly away under the light touch of those wonderful fingers. Mrs. Linchmore knew she played well, however much Amy excelled her in singing, and would sit down after one of the latters songs, and enchant her listeners with some soft, beautiful air, played to perfection; then would come a song, and after that another piece, short, but more silvery sounding than the first, while Amys voice was well-nigh forgotten, and Mrs. Linchmore, with her beautiful smiling face and pleasant words, was considered the musician of the evening, and had all due homage awarded her. As it was in music, so it was in everything else, Mrs. Linchmore took by right of tact what Amy ought to have laid claim to, but then, one was a woman of the world, the other only just entering it. Amy wanted confidence; Mrs. Linchmore none.

As the days grew shorter still, Robert Vavasour whiled away the long evenings by again, as of old, playing at chess with his hostess, while Amy, who did not understand the game, sat and talked or sang to Mr. Linchmore; at other times she grew weary of those long games, so entirely engrossing her husbands attention, and brought her work or a book, and drawing a chair close by, watched the progress of the play.

By degrees the players themselves claimed her attention; how deeply interested they seemed! how intent on the pieces! Amy, as she plied her needle diligently at the work in her lap, was constantly looking at Mrs. Linchmore. How often her dark eyes flashed across the board in her adversarys face, and when the game was at an end how she laughed and talked, and how the rings sparkled on her white hands, as she re-arranged the pieces again in their places. Amy thought she wore too many rings: they certainly danced and flashed in the lamp light, and dazzled her so that she felt quite fascinated, and wondered what Robert thought, and whether he admired her, or saw still the hard look. Amy half wished he did, or that she possessed only a quarter of the power Mrs. Linchmore seemed to have of pleasing him. Perhaps he had found his evenings dull with only his wife to talk or read to. Why had he not told her he was so fond of chess? she might have learnt it; yes, she would learn it; and again Amy glanced at the board to watch the pieces and try and make out how they moved; then tired of looking, her attention would be once more riveted on Mrs. Linchmore, and with a dissatisfied sigh she wished herself back at Somerton.

Thus came the first doubt to the young wifes heart; yet scarcely known to her, save for a strange cold feeling stirring sometimes within.

Anne rode over one day to Brampton, and the flying visit of her old friend did Amy good: marriage seemed in no way to have altered her, she was just as merry-laughing and joking in much the same style as ever. Her husband was as proud of her as he well could be, rebuking her at times, not with words, but a look, when he thought her spirits were carrying her a little too far, while Anne appeared to look up and reverence him in all things, being checked in a moment by his grave face.

The morning passed pleasantly. As Anne rose to go she said, Tell Isabella I am sorry to have missed seeing her, although I should have been more sorry had you been absent, as my visit, strictly speaking, was to you, in fact for you alone.

I will give the first part of the message, replied Amy laughing, and bury the other half in my heart, as it would be but a poor compliment repeated. Why not remain to luncheon; I expect Mrs. Linchmore home very shortly, she has driven into Standale.

Standale! I thought she hated the place.



The place, yes; but not the station.

What on earth has taken her there?

To meet a friend.

Man or woman? laughed Anne.

Indeed I never asked, replied Amy. It was quite by accident I heard her say that unless Mr. Linchmore made haste she would not arrive in time to meet the train.

Oh! then he has gone too. Depend upon it, its some old fogy or another; Miss Tremlow, perhaps, with her carpet bag stuffed full of yellow pocket handkerchiefs; you know, continued she, mimicking that ladys tone and manner, this is such a damp place, and the rheumatics are worse than ever.

As Anne rode away Amy remained at the window with little Bertie, who had been brought down for inspection and approval, and duly admired and caressed.

I wish Anne had been going to remain, Robert, said Amy, she is so pleasant.

She is all very well for a short time, he replied, but really her tongue, to use rather a worn out simile, is like the clapper of a bell; always ringing.

Do you think she talks too much?

Most decidedly I do.

But you do not admire a silent woman, said Amy drawing near the fire, and placing Bertie on the hearth rug.

More so than a very talkative one; but there is such a thing as a happy medium.

Amy sighed. I wish we were back at Somerton, she said.

Is my wife home-sick already? Would she not find it dull after Brampton?

I could not find it dull. Should I not have you she would have said all to myself, but checked herself and added you and Bertie.

Why not have left out, Bertie? he replied, I shall grow jealous of that boy, Amy, if you always class us together. Can you not forget him sometimes?

Forget him? Oh! no, never! said Amy, catching up the child, who immediately climbed from his mothers arms on to Roberts knee and remained there; while his father, notwithstanding his jealousy, glanced proudly at his boy, and caressed both him and his mother.

Ah! you are just as fond of Bertie as I am, she said, as her husband drew her to his side.

But even as she spoke she became conscious of a shadow between her and the light which streamed in through the large bay window of the dining-room; while Vavasour rose and held out his hand saying apologetically, We did not hear the carriage drive up.

No, I could hardly expect you would, with so much to interest you within doors.

Amy arose quickly as the voice struck her ear.

Frances! Miss Strickland! she said.

Yes, the same. You look surprised. Did you not expect me?

No, replied Amy, shortly.

It is quite an unexpected pleasure, and has surprised us both, returned Robert, as he noticed his wifes unusual manner.

It is my fault. I told Isabella not to mention I was coming, returned she. Perhaps I wanted to see if you would be pleased, or recognise me; every one says I am so very much altered.

I see no difference, replied Amy, as Frances glanced straight at her.

There is none, she answered, and the tone went to Amys heart with a nervous thrill. And so this is your boy. What is he called?

Robert, answered Amy, feeling for the first time a strange dislike at saying his pet name. But her husband was not so scrupulous.

We call him Bertie, he said.

And so will I. Come and make friends, Bertie. What lovely hair he has, so soft and curly. I suppose,  indeed I can see,  you are quite proud of the boy, Mr. Vavasour.

Mrs. Vavasour is, if I am not.

Of course. All mothers are of their first-born. Do not go so near the fire, Bertie. You make me tremble lest anything should befall you. 

What could happen to the child? Amy drew him further away still, then took him in her arms as if only there he was safe and shielded from all harm.

When Frances left the room Amy sighed more deeply than before, yet scarcely knew why she felt so low and sad, or why Frances appearance should have brought with it a nervous dread; save that in that long-ago time, which she had tried to bury and forget, Frances had been her bitterest enemy, and she could not but feel that her coming now was disagreeable to her, nay more, caused a sudden, nameless fear to arise in her heart; and now although Frances words were friendly, yet Amy detected, or fancied she did  a lurking sarcasm in their tone.

I wish we were back at Somerton, Robert, she said.

Again! exclaimed Robert, now Amy, you deserve to be scolded for this. What an impatient little woman you are! Shall we not be home in a month? 

Ah! in a month; sighed Amy again, as she drew her child nearer to her heart, while her heart whispered, Can anything happen in a month? 




CHAPTER VIII.

GOING FOR THE DOCTOR.

In Gods name, then, take your own way, said Christian; and, for my sake, let never man hereafter limit a woman in the use of her tongue; since he must make it amply up to her, in allowing her the privilege of her own will. Who would have thought it?

Peveril of the Peak.

Three years and more have passed away since we left Matthew the pikeman counting the stones in Goody Greys box. Many changes have occurred since then, the greatest of all has fallen on his own cottage  Matthew has grown a sober man.

But we must go back a little.

We left Jane closing the cottage door, after the singular meeting that had taken place between her and Goody Grey, on Marks telling the latter of his sister-in-laws extraordinary fainting fit. When he and his wife returned to the cottage, Jane was carried up to bed, apparently too weak to be able to sit up, and there she remained for several weeks, more crazed than ever to Matthews fancy, frightening him out of his wits at times, lest his wife should find out anything about the charm, and attribute, as he did, his sister-in-laws illness to it. One night his fears grew to such a pitch, he went and buried the box in the garden, and waited events in an easier frame of mind. Days passed, and at length Jane grew better, but strenuously refused to leave her room, and go below. In vain Mrs. Marks remonstrated, in vain she stormed, Jane was not to be persuaded, and at length was allowed to do as she pleased. But suddenly her illness took a turn; she crawled down stairs to dinner, and one day, to Matthews intense disgust, resumed her old seat in the chimney corner.

As the months rolled on the scrubbing and scouring within the cottage went on more mildly, while Mrs. Marks strong stout arm grew thinner and weaker; the brush fell less harshly and severely on the ear, as it rushed over the table; the high pattens clanked less loudly in the yard; while the voice grew less shrill, and was no longer heard in loud domineering tones. The change was gradual; Matthew did not notice it at first, until just a few weeks before Amy returned to Brampton with her husband; then the change was unmistakable, the scrubbing and scouring ceased altogether. Mrs. Marks gave in, and acknowledged she was ill.

How Matthews conscience smote him then! He knew he had never had the courage to face Goody Grey with the box still filled with the small gravel, as when she gave it him, neither had he dared throw the stones away, lest, in offending the giver, worse disasters would follow; and he was too superstitious to think Goody Grey would know nothing at all about it, and believe as he might tell her that he had done as she had directed. No; he was certain that one word of distrust in his story, and he should break down altogether. He tried to reason with himself, and think that the tramping about in all weathers long ago had made his wife ill; but it would not do, his mind was not to be persuaded, and always reverted with increased dismay to the box, while his eye invariably rested upon its snug resting-place under the laurel, as he passed it on his way out to the gate. Many a time he determined upon digging up the box, and restoring it to its owner, just as it was: but when the time for action came, and he drew near the spot, his courage failed him, and he would pass on, cursing the hour when he had been tempted to ask the wise woman for the charm which he believed had done so much evil; while his fear of telling the secret in his tipsy unconsciousness had done what all Mrs. Marks storming had failed to do  made him, for the time being, a sober man. He shunned the Brampton Arms as if the plague dwelt there, and sat in the chimney corner opposite Jane, gloomy, and fearful almost of his own shadow, while his sister-in-laws eyes seemed to pierce him through more keenly than ever.

Mrs. Marks had steadily kept her promise, silently and secretly working with a will to seek out Hodges son. Like most energetic women, a first failure did not daunt or dispirit her, it only roused her energies the more vigorously. She was not to be defeated. The more difficult of accomplishment the more determined was she, and in the end successful. She dodged Hodges wide-awake friend, and found Tom; nay more, she spoke with him, tried to reclaim him; but there she failed  she was not the sort of woman to win him over. A kind word might have done much, but that, Mrs. Marks heart had not for such a reprobate as he. She told him the truth, the plain hard truth, heaping maledictions on his head unless he gave up his evil ways, forsook his godless companions, and returned home. She used no persuasion, no entreaty. Had she spoken to him kindly of his mother, perhaps his heart might have softened; but Mrs. Marks voice came loud and strong, words followed one another fast and indignantly, so that ere she had well-nigh exhausted all the scorn she had, his mind was made up, and he obstinately refused to return home, simply because she desired, nay, commanded him to do so. What! become the laughing-stock of the whole of Deane? be known and marked in the village as the vile sinner she denounced him to be? He laughed at her threats and taunts, and left her, feeling perhaps more hardened than ever.

Matthew was not far wrong when he tried to persuade himself the walking about in all weathers  so mysterious to him  had ruined his wifes health. A pouring steady rain was falling the day of her interview with Hodges son, but true to her purpose, she had walked for miles along a heavy road, and across still damper fields to find him; then, flushed and heated with her passionate words and subsequent defeat, had started back again through the same rain, and reached home thoroughly wet through; then came a violent cold, and from that time her strength seemed to fail, although unacknowledged to herself, while her limbs lost their power, and pained her strangely; still she worked on, with the will to get well, but alas! the strength to do so was gone.

She wrote to Mrs. Hodge advising her to have nothing further to do with such a good-for-nothing son, but forget him as fast as she could. Mrs. Marks letter was not meant unkindly, but she never attempted to lessen Toms fault or palliate his conduct; the truth stood out in all its glaring hideousness. Having no children herself, she knew nothing of a mothers strong, steadfast love. The knowledge that her son, her first-born, was with a gang of poachers who had wounded the Squires visitor and killed one of the game watchers, threw dismay into the mothers heart and broke it. She died, begging her husband to still look for Tom, and reclaim him if possible  a promise her husband felt impossible of fulfilment, as he, like Mrs. Marks, thought badly of his sons heart.

Mrs. Marks could scarcely move her limbs at all now, except to creep down the narrow stairs of a day into the small parlour, where she sat and scolded to her hearts content, Sarah, the girl who came as a help now the mistress was ill, following her every movement with her eyes, if she could not with her feet.



As her sister grew worse, Jane roused herself wonderfully, becoming as active as before she had been idle, and apparently as sane as she had been crazy; while as to Matthew, he turned into a model husband, helping in the work to be done as far as lay in his power, and nursing his sick wife with a tender solicitude quite foreign to his nature, while she grumbled at everything and everyone in turn, her eye, as I have said before, finding out their shortcomings in a moment, and denouncing them without mercy. But she was ill, must be ill to sit there so quietly and allow others to scrub down the table or be up to their elbows in the washing-tub; she deserved their pity and their silence, and they gave her both.

There, that will do, said she one day, as Matthew tried to settle the pillows more comfortably at her back. I dont think its near so easy like as it was before you touched it, but it wouldnt be you if you didnt want always to have a finger in the pie. Sarah, leave off that racket among the cups and saucers; what on earth are you at, girl? Are you trying to break them all? What are you after?

I was a-dusting of the shelves, Mum, was the reply.

Fine dusting, upon my word, and with a corner of your apron, too; be off and fetch a cloth this moment, such slop-work as thatll never do here; let me catch you at it again, thats all, or that clatter of the crockery either, when my head aches and buzzes like as if a thousand mills was at work in it.

There, rest quiet, Missus, said Matthew; itll be all right by-and-bye.

Thats as much as you know about it. I tell yer I never felt so bad, like, in all my life. 

Aint it most time to take the doctors stuff? suggested Matthew, meekly.

Im sick of the medicine, and the doctor too. What good has he done me? I should like to know. I cant walk no better than I could a month ago. My limbs is as stiff as ever, and just every bit as painful.

That comes of them mad walks yer took in all weathers; yer would tramp about, and its been t undoing of yer altogether.

A torrent of words followed this, of which Matthew took no heed, until she leant back, apparently exhausted, saying, I feel awful bad. I wonder whatever in the world ails me?

How dyer feel? asked her husband, compassionately.

My head whizzes, and Im all over in a cold sweat, like; only feel my hand, dont it burn like a live coal?

It do seem as though it were afire, he replied.

Seem! cried Mrs. Marks. Is that all the pity yer have in your heart for maybe your dying wife?

Lord save us! exclaimed Matthew. Ive been a deal worse myself, and got well again; dont be a frightening yourself in that way, or belike youll think youve one foot in the grave.

Then he poured some of the medicine in the glass, and held it towards her.

Here, said he, heres whatll make you think different, and send away the dismals.

I wont take none of it, she replied; not one drop. It werent given to me for the fiery pains Ive got about me now.

Come, Missus, come, dontee quarrel with the only thing that can doee good, said Matthew, coaxingly.

Do me good! she exclaimed, with a sudden return of energy. Its my belief yer trying to pisin me. Be off and fetch the doctor!

The doctor! Matthew stared in astonishment.

What are you gaping at? Do you take me for a fool, or yourself, which? Be off, I tell yer, and dont let yer shadow darken this door again without him. Maybe hell be able to say whats ailing me.

Away went Matthew, in a ludicrous state of bewilderment. His wife must be bad indeed to send for the doctor; why he had never known her do such a thing since they married. What a trouble he had had only a few months ago to get her to see young Mr. Blane, and now she wanted him to come at once. Matthew began to think his wife was crazy, as well as Jane; perhaps she had sent him on a fools errand. He insensibly slackened his steps as he neared the village, and bethought him what he should say, as he suddenly recollected he had received no instructions whatever.

The more he thought the more perplexed he grew, and seeing some boys playing at marbles, Matthew drew near, and leaning against the railings, watched them, and turned over again in his mind what he should say; but loiter as he would, he could think of nothing save his wifes angry face, as she had bade him begone; so, after a short delay, Matthew faced the danger by boldly ringing the surgery bell.

Is the Maister at home? asked he, fervently wishing he might be miles away.

Yes, Mr. Blane was in, and Marks followed the boy sorrowfully.

Good morning, Mr. Marks. Come for some medicine? Wheres the bottle?

No, thankee, Sir, said Matthew, twirling his hat about uncomfortably. My wifes took worse, and wants to know if so be yed make it convenient to come and physic her?

Yes; Mr. Blane could go at once, having no other call upon his time just at present.

And whats the matter with Mrs. Marks? asked he, when they were fairly on their way.

Thats more nor I can tell, Sir. Shes all over like a live coal, and ud drink a bucket full if yed give it her. 

Has she taken the medicine regularly?

This was a poser. Matthew scratched his head, took off his cap; he was in no way prepared for such a question. What should he say?

Well, said he presently, in a conciliating tone, Well, you see, Sir, when folks is ill they takes queer fancies sometimes, as I dare say yer know better nor I can tellee. Now my wifes got hers, and no mistake; she says youve gived her pisin.

It was Mr. Blanes turn now to be astonished, this being an answer he was not prepared for. Poison! he echoed.

Yes, just pisin, and nothing else; but there, Sir, theres no call to be frightened, her heads that dizzy she cant scarce open her eyes, much less know what she says.

Has she taken a fresh cold?

Not that I knows on, Sir, taint possible now: her legs is so cramped shes bliged to bide in doors. 

Poor thing! She seems patient enough under it all.

Lord bless yer, Sir! Patient? Why she lets fly more nor any ooman I know on; I cant say but what she do look meek enough when yere at the pike, but as soon as shes the least way riled shell find more words at her tongues end than any other ooman in the parish. Its my belief thats all thats the matter with her now; sheve bin rating the whole on us roundly one after tother and has just worked herself into a biling rage, for nothing at all.

If that is all; the mischief is soon healed, said Mr. Blane, entering the cottage.

Mrs. Marks sat just where her husband had left her, but her eyes were closed and her face strangely flushed. She looked up wearily and languidly, with not a trace of the temper her husband had spoken of, and said not a word as the doctor took her burning hand in his and felt its quick pulse.

You had better get your wife to bed, Marks it will be more comfortable for her than sitting here.

Yes, Sir, said Marks, wondering how it was to be accomplished. However he drew near and said, Dontee think, old ooman, yerd best do as the doctor vises yer.

In course, was the feeble reply, so different to the loud angry one Matthew expected that he was staggered, and still more so when she attempted to stand, but could not, and he and the young doctor between them had to carry her to bed.

What ails her, Sir? asked Matthew, as Mr. Blane was going away. Dyer think its the tongues done it?

That may have increased the fever but not caused it, was the reply.

The faiver! Oh Lord; whats to be done now?

What was to be done, indeed?

Jane gave up the house-work and tended her sister night and day, leaving Matthew and the girl to do as best they could without her, while for days Mrs. Marks struggled between life and death; then she grew better, the fever left her, and she lay weak as an infant, but otherwise progressing favourably.

One evening Jane came downstairs and took up her station opposite her brother-in-law, who, instead of rejoicing at the change, viewed her presence with a rueful face. When his wife was present he could sometimes forget Jane, but all alone it was impossible; move which way he would he was sensible her eyes were on him as she plied her knitting needles at her old work. How he hated that constant click, click!

Did yer think twas time for supper? asked he presently, driven to say something to break the silence, becoming every moment more intolerable.

No.

Hows the Missus this evening?

Better. Shes asleep.

Thats all right. Im glad on it, he said, for sheve had a hard time of it upstairs. When is it likely shell be about again?

What did the doctor say? Didnt he tell you when?

He dont trouble to say much. Im sure Im right down glad when he dont say shes worse, for thats been the one word in his mouth lately.

Jane made no reply, but the feeling that her eyes were fixed steadily on him exasperated him beyond control.

What dyer see in my ugly mug? he asked. Have you fallen in love with it?

No.

Then may be yer sees somut to skeer yer?

Its bad to have anything on the mind, she replied.

Matthew winced a little. Ill tell you a piece of my mind, he said, throwing his half-smoked pipe into the fire, Ill take Mrs. Marks sauce and welcome, but Im d  d if I take any other oomans living. 

I wonder whatever ails you? said she, quietly.

Ails me? Dyer want to make believe Im going to be knocked down with the faiver? Im not such an ass, I can tell yer, yer looks a dale more likely yerself; and as to yer mind? yer look as though a horse couldnt carry the load yerve got on it. A terrible bad load too, Ill take my oath on it.

Jane shivered from head to foot.

Ill take up the broth, she said, most likely Annes awake before now.

But her hands trembled so she could scarcely take hold of the saucepan to pour it out, while the cup and saucer rattled and shook as she went across the room.

Matthew sat sulkily by, and never offered to help her.

Well! said he, as soon as she was gone, its my belief shed have stuck me, if shed only laid hold of a knife instead of a spoon. How trembly she was; her hands was all of a shake. Shell ave spilt all that ere stuff, whatever tis, afore my wife tucks it down. Well, if she aint crazed, I dont know who is.

He lit a fresh pipe, and smoked away in contented solitariness. Presently, he looked thoughtful, knocked the ashes out of his pipe and said, shes a-going to ave the faiver, or else she ave done somut bad in her day, and thats whats crazed her.

Matthew was right as to the fever. Not many days passed before Jane was taken ill with it.




CHAPTER IX.

SEVERING THE CURL.

But ever and anon of griefs subdued, There comes a token like a scorpions sting, Scarce seen, but with fresh bitterness imbued; And slight withal may be the things which bring Back on the heart the weight which it would fling Aside for ever: it may be a sound  A tone of music  summers eve  or spring  A flower  the wind  the ocean  which shall wound, Striking the electric chain wherewith we are darkly bound.

And how and why we know not, nor can trace Home to its cloud this lightning of the mind, But feel the shock renewd, nor can efface The blight and blackening which it leaves behind, Which out of things familiar, undesignd, When least we deem of such, calls up to view The spectres whom no exorcism can bind, The cold  the changed  perchance the dead   Childe Harold.

Can anything happen in a month? How often this question was in Amys mind; how often in her thoughts. What could happen? Her heart suggested many things, strive as she would to think otherwise, and ever reverted with fear to her boy, whom she so passionately loved; old Hannah was surprised sometimes at the injunctions she received and wondered what her young mistress was so nervous about. The boy was well enough and hearty enough in all conscience: there was no occasion to make a molly coddle of him.

Bertie had taken a fancy to Frances, and would sit on her knee in preference to others, or hold up his little face to be kissed, when he was shy at being caressed by anyone else. Amy viewed the liking with distrust; she disliked Frances, and could not bear to see her and the boy romping together, and would have checked it, if she could have found some reason for doing so; but Robert countenanced it, and often joined in their play, while Amy alone looked grave and sorrowful.

Why had Frances come to Brampton? Had her stubborn heart at length given way, and did she regret the misery she had caused Amy and come to make atonement? To ask forgiveness and be forgiven? Were they to be reconciled at last? No. Not so. Frances came expecting to find Amy miserable, married to a man she could not love, and weeping the remembrance of the lost love. In that she would have gloried. But she came to find it otherwise; and how great was her disappointment, how bitter became her thoughts, how more than ever determined was she to pursue Amy and make her in the end utterly miserable. It wounded her to the quick to see Amy happy and contented with a husband who seemed to worship her and a child of whom she might well be proud. Was this to be the envied lot of her who had weaned the one heart away, so that harsh, bitter words had fallen on her ear as she had knelt in despair at his feet. Could she ever forget that? or his scorn? No! never! Amys happiness must be undermined; had she not sworn it on that terrible, never-to-be forgotten night; sworn that Amys sufferings should some day equal hers! There was little difficulty in accomplishing this if she went cautiously to work: haste alone could bring a failure.

Amy saw little of her husband now; of a morning he rode with Mrs. Linchmore and Frances, or walked miles with Mr. Linchmore: there was always something to draw him from her side. Of an evening it was music and chess. At first Amy had ridden with the rest, but latterly she and Bertie had spent their mornings together; she could see no pleasure in riding by Frances side, and Mrs. Linchmore was so timid she claimed all Roberts attention.

Doubts fast and thick were springing up in Amys heart. She shunned being alone with her husband, and insensibly grew cold and constrained. How seldom her eyes looked brightly on him, or her lips spoke loving words! while he never seemed to heed the change, or say aught of his love for her now, but grew colder too.

They were both changed, husband and wife; the one had begun to doubt his wifes love; the other feared her husbands love was fading away, and she without the power to stay its flight. Ah! Frances had already wrought wondrous harm, although only a week since she came to Brampton.

Amy stood at the window one morning, and watched the horses as they were being brought round, Francess fiery one evincing his hot temper by arching his proud neck and coming along with a quick short trot, while the more sober Lady Emily pawed the ground with impatient hoof. Presently Frances came in ready for her ride, and then Vavasour.

Are you not going with us, Mrs. Vavasour? asked Frances. I thought I heard you say you would.

Amy glanced at her husband. Would he, too, ask her? No; he stood quietly on the hearthrug, apparently indifferent as to her reply.

Thank you; I am rather busy this morning.

Busy? What can you find to do?

I and Bertie are going for a walk.

Ah! I thought Bertie had a great deal to do with it. How fond you are of Bertie, and she laid an uncomfortable stress on the name as each time it passed her lips.

Robert spoke at last. Bertie is Mrs. Vavasours loadstar, he said, quietly.

Amy felt this to be unjust; not so would her husband have spoken to her a month ago.

My heart is large enough to hold more than the love for my boy, she replied.

I expect he holds by far the largest share of it, said Frances.

Amy said nothing until she met Roberts gaze fixed inquiringly on her face. My love for my child is a sacred love, and scarcely to be called in question, Miss Strickland, she answered.

Francess eyes flashed; then she laughed and struck her riding-habit with her whip. Dont look so much in earnest, Mrs. Vavasour. I dare say you have lots of love in your heart for everybody.

Not for everyone, replied Amy, gravely.

Ah! you never fall in love at first sight, then; but when once you love, your love lasts for ever. Is it so? 

I have never asked myself the question.

But perhaps Mr. Vavasour has. What say you, Mr. Vavasour, you who are supposed to know every thought of your wifes heart?

A womans heart is too difficult a thing for us poor men to fathom.

Not always. I am going to call Isabella. You can ask your wife while Im gone.

Amy stood close by her husband, yet dared not raise her eyes to his. Would he ask her if he knew every thought of her heart, and if she said no, sternly demand what she had to conceal? Now, more than ever, she wished she had told him all long ago. She knew the question must come. It came at last.

Amy, is it so? Do I know every thought of your heart?

You ought to, she replied, tremblingly.

True. He sighed, then paused, as if expecting her to say more, but Amy was silent.

Do you love me better than all others, Amy? better than your boy? 

Nay, what a question. You know I love you, Robert.

He strained her passionately to his heart: had he held her there a moment longer, Amy might have told him all, for she felt strangely softened; but Frances voice sounded; he drew away from her without a word, and was gone.

I will ride to-morrow, thought Amy, perhaps it will please him; and Robert did look pleased the next day as she came out on the terrace  where he stood with Mrs. Linchmore,  in her riding habit and hat.

You are going with us? he cried.

Yes, the day is so pleasant, I could not resist the temptation.

Ah, yes! The day! His brow clouded, and he turned away.

I am glad you are coming, said Mrs. Linchmore, as Frances does not ride.

Frances not ride! For a moment Amy felt glad, then sorry. Would they think she had come purposely to prevent a tête-à-tête?

I did not know Miss Strickland was not to be of the party, said Amy, as her husband lifted her to the saddle.

Nor I, he replied.

You are not sorry I am going with you, Robert?

He looked at her in surprise. Sorry, Amy?

I mean; that is, I thought yesterday that perhaps you would like me to go.

Of course, not only yesterday, but to-day and every day, and then he mounted, and went on with Mrs. Linchmore.

So the ride did not begin very auspiciously.

Amy was a good rider, a graceful and fearless one, although perhaps not such a dashing horse-woman as Frances, and her husband looked at her with pride and pleasure as she cantered along on her spirited horse at his side. The exercise soon brought a glow to her cheeks, and a bright light to her eyes, while she laughed and chatted so joyously that Robert thought he had never seen her look so lovely, and forgot the dark lady at his side and riveted his attention on his wife.

Take care, Amy, said he, as her horse gave a sudden start, tighten the curb a little more.

But Amy only laughed. I like him to jump about, she said, it shows he is in as good spirits as his mistress.

I certainly never saw Mrs. Vavasour in such spirits, remarked Mrs. Linchmore, feeling herself neglected.

But Amy was not to be checked by a grave look from her rival. Since yesterday, when she had stood at the window with her eyes filled with tears watching her and her husband ride away, she had determined on standing her ground as Roberts wife; she would not fall away from his side at the first danger that threatened, and quietly without an effort allow another to wean his heart from her, but would win back his love to where it had been; and then, not till then, open her heart  as she ought to have done long ago  and tell him all.

Had Frances known of Amys determination, or even of her contemplated ride, she would not have been walking so quietly along the lane rejoicing in the success of her stratagems. As she emerged into the road she met Bertie, who clapped his hands, and sprung out of his perambulator before Hannahs vigilant eye perceived him.

Ill go with you, he said, taking Frances hand.

Come back, Master Bertie, this moment, said his nurse.

Let him come, exclaimed Frances, you are a very naughty boy, all the same, for being so disobedient.

Please dont take him far, Miss, for its most time for us to be turning home.

No; only to the turnpike gate and back.

She took the boys hand and away they went, Bertie chatting pleasantly until they reached the gate, where he made a stand and began climbing it, notwithstanding Frances remonstrances. The continued talking brought Matthew to the window.

Theres some folks from the Hall, said he to his sister-in-law, who was busy peeling some potatoes.

Jane dropped the knife and turned sharply round. Go out to them, she said, we dont want them in here.

Its only a young gentleman a-climbing the gate, he replied.

Jane picked up the knife and after a moment went on with her work; but Bertie had seen a cat with its kitten on the door-step; and had run into the cottage before Frances could prevent him.

Go away! dont come in here! screamed Jane.

Put down the knife and hould yer oncivil tongue, yer dafty! exclaimed Marks. What the devil dyer mean by it! Walk in, young gentleman, yere welcome to play with the cat as long as yer like. Take a seat, Miss, and he brought forward one of the chairs and dusted it.

But Frances took no heed of the invitation. I am very angry with you, Bertie, she said, What will Hannah say? Come away?

But Bertie would not, but went up to Jane with the kitten in his arms.

Very well, replied Frances, I shall call Hannah, but in reality she went outside and waited for him, while Matthew, hat in hand, followed and talked to the young lady.

I wish pussy was my very own, said Bertie presently, after playing with it for a few moments.

Jane had seated herself in a chair with her face half turned from him and paid no heed to his remark.

Will you give it me? he asked in his childish way, pulling at her dress to attract her attention.

It isnt mine, she replied.

Bertie put the kitten in her lap. Isnt it pretty? he said. Dont you love it?

No. 

Do you love the big cat?

No.

Dont you love anything?

No. Nothing.

Whats your name?

Jane.

Youre a naughty, cross woman, Jane, and I shant love you.

You dont need to, she replied. Go away!

But Bertie continued playing with the kitten still laying in her lap. As he stooped his little face over it, his soft, dimpled cheek touched Janes hand, while his fair, curly hair waved almost across the other. Presently Jane raised her hand, took off his cap and stroked his head gently.

Bertie looked up half surprised. Do you think it pretty? he asked.

I dont know. But she did not take her hand away.

Would you like to have some of it? he asked again, as Jane passed her fingers through one of the silky curls. Cut it. Wheres the scissors?

There on the table over against the window, she replied.

Bertie ran and fetched them, and presently a curl shiny and bright fell in Janes lap.

There, thats my present, he said, now wont you give me kitty?

Shes too small; she mustnt go from her mother, said Jane, lifting the curl and smoothing it softly.

Would her mother cry?

Oh my God! exclaimed Jane, burying her face in her hands, youll break my heart!

But would her mother cry? Would she cry very much? persisted Bertie, striving to draw her hands away.

Yes, replied Jane, cry and go mad, and curse those who took him. But curses dont kill, ah no! they dont kill; they only wear the heart away. 

The child drew away, half frightened.

Bertie! Bertie! are you coming? called Frances.

Good bye, he said, shyly. Youll send me kitty by and by, wont you?

Yes,  for the sake of the curl, she replied, wrapping it in paper, and placing it in her bosom.

But Bertie only heard the Yes. Send it for me; only for me, he said.

Yes, for Master Bertie.

Bertie Vavasour, he said.

What? screamed Jane, starting to her feet with a shriek that startled even Mrs. Marks, asleep in the room above. Dont touch me! Dont come nigh me! Stand off! Im crazed, I tell you, and dont know nothing. Oh! Im deaf, and didnt hear it! No, no, I didnt hear it! I wont hear it! Im crazed.

That yer are, yer she devil! exclaimed Matthew, striding up to where she stood, as it were at bay, before some deadly enemy. Are these yer manners, when gentry come to visit yer? and he half thrust, half threw her out on the stairs.

Shes crazed, Miss, said Matthew, returning, and has got one of her fits on her; but shes as harmless as a fly. Dont ee cry, young Master, said he to Bertie, who with his arms clasped round Frances neck, was sobbing violently. She aint well neither, Miss, continued he, I thought, days ago, she were a-going to have the fever.

The fever! exclaimed Frances, what fever?

I dont know, Miss, my wife have been sick of it for days past.

And how dare you! cried Frances, passionately, seizing him by the arm; how dare you let the boy come in. Dont you know it is murder. Oh, if he should get it! If he should get it! and she flew from the cottage, leaving Matthew bewailing his thoughtlessness and folly.

Frances disliked children, and had made up her mind to thoroughly hate Amys child, long before she saw him; but the boys determined will, so congenial to her spirit, and then his partiality to herself, overcame this resolution. Her object had been to conciliate the father through the boy; but in attaining this object she had taken a liking for the child, which she in vain tried to surmount; Bertie wound himself into that cruel heart, somehow, and held his place there in defiance of all obstacles.

Her heart sank within her at Matthews words, and felt strangely stirred as she drew away the little arms so tightly encircling her neck. For Heavens sake, Bertie, dont cry so, youll make yourself so hot, and then she felt his hands and forehead to assure herself he had not already caught the fever.

Shes a naughty woman, sobbed Bertie.

Yes, yes, shes a naughty woman; and then by dint of coaxing and persuading there was little trace, when they reached Hannah at the further end of the village, of the fright or violent cry he had had; still, his nurse was not to be deceived.

Whats the matter with Master Bertie? she asked.

A poor idiot in one of the cottages frightened him, replied Frances; but she said not a word of the fever, or that the cottage was the one at the turnpike gate, and Berties version of the story was a great deal too unconnected to be understood, and merely seemed a corroboration of the one Frances had given.




CHAPTER X.

DOWN BY THE LAKE.

At length within a lonely cell, They saw a mournful dame.

Her gentle eyes were dimmd with tears, Her cheeks were pale with woe: And long Sir Valentine besought Her doleful tale to know.

Alas! young knight, she weeping said, Condole my wretched fate; A childless mother here you see; A wife without a mate Valentine and Ursine.

Frances was nervous and anxious for days after her walk with Bertie; the sudden opening of a door made her start and tremble lest it should be some-one come to announce the boys illness. Sometimes she watched and waited at the window half the morning to catch a glimpse of him going out for his daily walk, or if he did not come would seek him in the nursery, and bring him downstairs. She became Berties shadow, and he, in consequence, fonder of her than ever. But the days crept on and there was no symptom that he had taken the fever: so by degrees Frances forgot her fears  or rather they slumbered  and went back to her old ways. But it had become more difficult to deal with Amy now, she appeared to have changed so entirely; there was no making her jealous, even if she could manage to make Robert devote himself half the evening to her hostess. Amy seemed just as happy; she either was not jealous or was jealous and concealed it, and rode with her husband, let who would be of the party, or deserted Bertie and walked with him, even learnt to play billiards when she found Robert was fond of it; so that it was rarely chess now, but all, even Mr. Linchmore, joined of an evening in the former game.

Still Roberts love was not what it had been. His wife felt that it was not; he loved her by fits and starts, while some days he was moody and even touchy; but Amy did not despair. How could she when she felt he still loved her? In another fortnight they would be back at Somerton, and away from Frances, who, Amy feared, was fast weaning her boys as well as her husbands love from her, though how she had managed it she knew not.

I have just been talking with Mr. Grant, your head keeper, said Robert to Mr. Linchmore about a fortnight after the memorable walk to the turnpike, he tells me the poaching goes on as sharp and fast as ever.

Worse, was the reply, they are the same set we have always had, that is to say, we suppose so from their cunning and rashness.

You got rid of two or three of them at the Sessions, if you remember, when I was here nearly four years ago.

Yes, but the example does not appear to have done much good.

You want Charley here, said Frances, to excite you all into going out in a body again and exterminating them. Do you remember your fears, Mrs. Vavasour.

Amy looked up to reply, and meeting Frances gaze, she grew confused and coloured deeply. I should be more afraid now, said she with an effort at composure.

I was sorry to hear you had never succeeded in tracking that man? said Vavasour, with his eyes fixed on his wifes now pale face.

You mean the man that wounded you? No, several were taken up on suspicion, but we were unable to prove anything against them, and the watcher, the poor man who was so frightfully bruised and otherwise ill-treated, swore, that none of them resembled his or your assailant.

I could have sworn to the man, too, I think.

You were abroad, and so I did not press the matter, and in time the affair blew over altogether.

The conversation ended, and was perhaps forgotten by all save Robert Vavasour, and he could not forget it, but snatched his hat and strolled out hastily into the Park. What had made his wifes face flush so deeply? Had it anything to do with Charles, whom Frances was so constantly throwing at his teeth? He began to hate the very name, and was daily growing more madly suspicious of his wife, and yet had his thoughts framed themselves into words he would have shrunk from the bare idea of suspecting his idol. That she had not loved him with all her heart when he married her he knew: she had told him so; and how easy he had thought the task of winning the heart she had assured him none other had ever asked to have an interest in; but then had she loved none other? perhaps this very man of whom for one half hour he remembered being jealous long ago. When she told him the first, why if it was so, had she not told him the second? Why give him only half her confidence? Perhaps she loved him still? Perhaps the remembrance of him had called the guilty blush to her cheek? Ah! if it is so! he cried with angry vehemence, he shall die. I will be revenged!

Vengeance! who talks of vengeance? said a voice near, and, looking up, he saw Goody Grey leaning on her staff. Involuntarily he tendered her some halfpence.

I want them not, she said. It does not do for the blind to lead the blind.

What mean you, woman? I am in no mood to be trifled with.

Dont I know that? she replied; dont I know the bitterness of the heart? Do you think I have lived all these years and dont know where misery lies?

Where does it lie? he asked.

In your heart. Where it wouldnt have been if you hadnt been there; and she pointed in the direction of the Hall. Tis a gay meeting, and may be as sad a parting.

Why so? asked he again.

Do the hawk and dove agree together in the same nest? 

The dove would stand but a poor chance, said Robert.

True. She turned upon her heel and went into the cottage, and seating herself in a low chair, began rocking it backwards and forwards, singing, in a kind of low, monotonous chant,

When the leaves from the trees begin to fall Then the curse hangs darkly over the Hall.

That must be now, then, said Robert, who had followed her in, for the leaves are falling thick enough and fast enough in the wood.

Darker and darker as the leaves fall thicker, she replied, and darkest of all when they are on the ground, and the trees bare.

What will happen then?

Ask your own heart: hasnt it anger, hatred, and despair in it? Did I not hear you call aloud for vengeance?

And what good can come of it? continued she, seeing he made no reply; like you, Ive had all that in my heart, until curses loud and bitter have followed one after another, heaped on those who injured me, and yet Im as far off from happiness as ever. I began to seek it when I was a young woman, and look! my hair is grey, and yet I have not found it; while the fierce anger, the strong will to return evil for evil, have faded from my spirit like the slow whitening of these grey hairs. Theres only despair now, and hatred for those, for her who did me wrong.

Do we all hate as mercilessly as this? I feel that a look, a word of love would turn my heart from bitterness.

Then the injury has not been deep. Ive lived here a lonely woman twenty years, and a look, a word, will sometimes call the fierce blood to my heart. When the injury is eternal and irremediable then the hate must be lasting too.

The injured heart may forgive, said Vavasour.

It may forgive. But forget its hate! its wrongs! its despair! Never, never, said she, fiercely.

It may be so, said Robert, half aloud.

May be so? It is so. Hate is a deadly enemy; dont let it creep into your heart; tear it out! cast it from you! for once you have it, it is yours for ever; even death cannot part it from you.

I doubt that. We know that even a dying sinners heart may repent and be softened; the thought that he is perishing from the earth nursing a deadly sin at his heart would do much; he would never dare die so.

Prayers, the pleadings of an agonised, breaking heart may be vain  in vain  was vain, young man, for I tried it, replied Goody Grey, her voice suddenly changing from fierceness to mournful sadness.

Surely there could not be a heart so hard, if you pleaded rightly.

Dont tell me that! she exclaimed, raising her voice, dont tell me there was anything I might have done. Did I not kneel and pray? Did I not take back my curses and give blessings? Did I not plead my broken heart and withered youth? But death came, even as I knelt; the hate was too strong, and the words I panted to hear were unspoken. What have you to say to that?

Hope, replied Robert; what you have done at a death bed, I have done during life, and been refused; death has come since, and I am seemingly as far off as ever; and yet I hope on.

Hope on, hope ever, said she, sadly, yes, thats all thats left me now, but it doesnt satisfy the cravings of my heart; never will!

Have you no relations? You must live but a lonely life here, said Robert.

That is the only living thing that loves me, she replied, pointing to the parrot, sitting pluming his feathers. Hes been with me in joy and sorrow. Dont touch him; he is savage with strangers.

Not with me, said Robert, smoothing his feathers gently.

Then he knows friends from foes, or his hearts taken kindly to you like mine did, when I saw you with the bad passions written in your face.

I once had a bird like this, he replied, thoughtfully, but it must be years ago, for I cannot recall to my recollection at this moment when it was.

He passed from the cottage, while Goody Grey again rocked herself to and fro and began her old song.

When the leaves from the trees begin to fall Then the curse  

The rest of the words were lost to his ear, but the sound of her voice was borne along by the breeze, and sounded mournfully and sadly as it swept through the leafless trees.

Robert thought much of Goody Grey as he walked homewards. Here was a woman whose very life had wasted away in the vain search for what for twenty years,  perhaps more,  had eluded her grasp. Would it be the same with him? Would years,  his life slip by, and the mystery of his birth be a mystery still? Would hope fade away, and he, like her, grow despairing in the end? He felt a strange interest in that lone, unloved woman, with nothing in the world to love but a bird. Then his thoughts reverted to his wife, and his love for her. Why had she married him if her heart was anothers? Why had she done him this wrong? Why make not only herself, but him miserable for life? But could deceit dwell in so lovely a form as his wifes? only a month ago he would have staked his life; nay, his very love upon her truth. And now  now  

Where are you going so fast, Robert? Are you walking for a wager? I have been vainly trying to come up with you for the last five minutes, said Amy, taking his arm.

Have you been out walking without Bertie? he said.

Yes, I meant to have gone with you; and ran upstairs for my hat, when I saw you preparing to go out.

Why did you not come then? 

I was too late; when I came back you had disappeared, Miss Strickland said down the long avenue: so I followed, and went through the village, and home by the lane, but somehow I missed you.

Miss Strickland was wrong. I went across the fields into the wood, as far as Mrs. Greys cottage. What a singular being she is!

Have you never seen her until to-day?

Yes, several times, but never to speak to. She must have been very handsome in her youth.

What, with that dark frown on her brow?

That has been caused from sorrow, replied Robert, she has had some heavy, bitter trial to bear; besides that frown is not always there, once I noticed quite a softened expression steal over her face. I feel an interest in the old lady; she tells me she is alone in the world,  like myself. I feel alone sometimes.

You, Robert! said Amy, in a tone of sadness and reproach.

I feel so sometimes, Amy.

What, with your wifes love?

You have the boy to care for. You love him so much, Amy.

Yes, said she in a tone of disappointment.

See! there he comes up the walk.

Yes, she said again, but never turned her head or heeded Berties Mamma! Mamma!

I love you better than Bertie, Robert, she whispered softly a moment after.

He did not reply; but she felt his arm tighten on her hand and press it slightly to his side. She did not return the pressure, she was only half satisfied as she left him and went up the terrace steps, while Roberts eyes followed her wistfully, until even the skirt of her dress swept through the door out of sight.

Ah! had she only remained with him a little longer.

Robert passed on down the terrace, and stood at the further end. Just then a window was flung open, and Frances Strickland called to his boy. They talked for a few moments, then Hannah passed on with her charge, while Robert still leant against the abutment of the window. Presently it closed gently, a voice saying at the same instant, Poor Charley! Mrs. Vavasour will break her heart.

Robert sprung to his feet and strode past the window at which Frances still stood, his shadow falling upon her darkly as he went on into the house,  into the room.

Alone! and ready for a walk? That was well, he would not question her there; no, it must be away, far away, and safe from interruption.

I would speak with you, Miss Strickland, he said sternly, vainly striving to appear calm, and stay the fierce hot blood rushing to his heart and mounting to his brow.

Frances followed him at once without a question; away into the Park, along the very road he had so lately traversed with his wife; she could scarcely keep up with his stride, or heavy iron-sounding step, that seemed as though it would crush every stone and pebble in his path to powder: still he went on; on through the trees and walks, startling the birds from the branches, but striking no dismay into Frances breast; on, even down to the lake slumbering so peacefully and quietly. Here he stopped, and pointing to the clump of a tree, bade her be seated. Then he stood sternly before her.

Can you wonder I wish to speak with you? he asked in a thick, harsh, almost agitated voice, which grew steadier as he went on.

No, she replied.

Nor why I have brought you thus far?

No, she said again.

Then speak! he cried, and if you speak falsely I will hold you up as a scorn and shame amongst women.

I am not afraid, she said, and can excuse your harsh words; but

I will have no buts, he said sternly, you have slandered my wife, her I love more than my life; you shall either say you have lied falsely, or you shall make good your words.

Shall I begin at the beginning? Do you want to know all?

Begin, and make an end quickly.

And she did begin, even from the time when Amy had fainted, that memorable night, unto where Charles Linchmore had told her he had met Amy on her wedding day; and as she went on he buried his face in his hands, while his whole frame shook and trembled like an aspen.

Girl, have some mercy! he cried.

But she had none; no pity. Was not this woman his wife; and had she shown pity. So she never stayed her words, never softened them, she gave him what appeared the hard, stern, agonising truth, and he groaned with very anguish as she spoke.

Is that all? he asked at last.

All.

And you will swear it. Swear it! he cried hoarsely.

I will. But you need not believe me. Ask your wife? See what she says.

He moved his hands from his face. It looked as though years had swept over it. You have broken my heart, he said, in a quivering voice. And then he left her.

Amy had gone to her room, sad and thoughtful, with the feeling, at last, that her husband doubted her love; and yet, she did love him better than she ever thought she should.

As she turned his words over in her mind, she determined on delaying no longer; but now, at once, tell him all. She dreaded his anger and sorrowful look; but that, anything was better than the loss of his love. So she sat and listened, and awaited his coming. But he came not.

The luncheon bell rang, and she went downstairs wondering at his absence.

I am sorry to say Mr. Linchmore has heard some bad news, Mrs. Vavasour, said Mrs. Linchmore.

My husband! Where is he?  exclaimed Amy, panic stricken.

It has nothing to do with him, replied Mr. Linchmore, my brother has, unfortunately, been wounded. And he looked somewhat surprised at her sudden fright.

Then Amy was glad Robert was absent. I am sorry, she faltered. I hope it is not serious; and her pale face paled whiter than before.

No, I trust not. He has been out with General Chamberlains force.

He was very foolish to go to India at all, said Mr. Linchmore. I dare say he would have had plenty of opportunities of winning laurels elsewhere; but he always was so impetuous,  here to-day and gone to-morrow.

Then the conversation turned upon other subjects, and still Robert came not. Just as they rose from the table Frances came in.

Have you seen Mr. Vavasour? asked Amy.

No. Has he not been in to luncheon? I thought I was late.

Amy passed on up to her room again, and for a short time sat quietly by the fire, as she had done before; then, as the hours crept on, she rose and went to the window.

The sun sank slowly, twilight came on, and the shadows of evening grew darker still; Amy could scarcely see the long avenue now, or the tall dark trees overshadowing it; and still she was alone. Then the door opened; but it was not her husband  it was Hannah, who stood looking at her with grave face.

If you please, Maam, I dont think Master Bertie is well. There is nothing to be frightened about; but he has been hot and feverish ever since he came home from his walk.




CHAPTER XI.

REPENTANCE.

Whispering tongues can poison truth, And constancy lives in realms above; And life is thorny, and youth is vain; And to be wroth with one we love, Doth work like madness in the brain. Coleridge.

My thoughts acquit you for dishonouring me By any foul act; but the virtuous know Tis not enough to clear ourselves, but the Suspicions of our shame. Shirley.

Robert came back at last, and years seemed to have swept over his head and gathered round his heart, since only a few hours before he had stood in his wifes room. But he looked for her in vain, she was not there, but away in the nursery, hushing, with tearful eyes and frightened heart, poor sick Bertie in her arms to sleep. Robert longed, yet dreaded to see her. Through all his misery his heart clung to his wife, and hoped, even when his lips murmured there was no hope. He took up the work on the table, a handkerchief Amy had been hemming, marked with his name, and sighed as he laid it down, and thought duty, not love, had induced her to work for him.

So he waited on  waited patiently. At length she came.

Oh, Robert! I am so glad you are here. I have been longing for you, and quite frightened when you stayed away such a time.

The mothers fears were roused, and she clung at once to her husband for help and support. Her trembling heart had forgotten for the moment all she had been braving her heart, and nerving her mind to tell him. The great fear supplanted for the time the lesser and more distant one.

She had seated herself at Roberts feet, leaning her head on his knee. He let her remain so  did not even withdraw the hand she had taken, for the fierceness of his anger had passed away, and a great sorrow filled his heart. Did he not pity her as much as himself? she so fair and young. Had not she made them both miserable? Both he and her.

But Amy saw nothing of all this  nothing of the grave, sorrowing face  her heart was thinking of poor Berties heavy eyes and hot hands, and how best she could break it to her husband, so as not to grieve him too much, for did he not love the boy as much as she did? and would he not fear and dread the worst? But even while she hesitated, her husband spoke  

Amy! Have you ever deceived me? I, who have loved you so faithfully.

The cold, changed tone  the harsh voice struck her at once. She looked up quickly. There was that in his face which sent dismay into her heart, while her fears for Bertie fled as she gazed. Was she too late? Had her husband found out what she had been striving so hard for months to tell him? Yes, she felt, she knew she was too late; that he knew all, and waited for her words to confirm what he knew.

Never as your wife, Robert, she replied, tremblingly.

And when, then!

Oh, Robert! dont look so sternly at me  dont speak so strangely. I meant to tell you, I did indeed. I have been striving all these months to tell you.

Alas! there was something to tell, then; every word she uttered drove away hope more and more from his heart.

Months and years? he said, mournfully.

No, no; to-day, this very day have I been watching and waiting. Oh! why did you not come back? Why did you not come back, Robert, so that I might have told you?

You dared not, he said, sternly.

Oh, yes! I dared. I have done no sin, only deceived you, Robert, at  at first.

Only at first. Only for ever.

No, no; not for ever. I always meant to tell you, I did, indeed, Robert. She began to fear he distrusted her words already  she, whose very yes had been implicitly believed and reverenced. Alas! this first sin, perhaps the only one, into what meshes it leads us, often bringing terrible retribution.

Did you not fear living on in  in deceit? he said. Did you not feel how near you were to my heart  did you not know that my love for you was  was madness? that, lonely and unloved, I loved you with all the passion of my nature? If not, you knew that all my devotion was thrown away  utterly wasted  that your heart was anothers, and could never be mine.

He stopped; and the silence was unbroken, save by Amys sobs.

Had you told me this, he said again, do you think I would have brought this great sorrow upon you? put trouble and fear into your heart instead of love and happiness, and made your young life desolate  desolate and unbearable, but for the boy. He is the one green leaf in your path, I the withered one,  withered at heart and soul.

Robert! Robert! dont be so hard, so  so she could not bring to her lips to say cruel, but forgive me!

He heeded her not, but went on.

And the day of your marriage, he said, that day which should have been, and I fondly hoped was, the happiest day of your life; upon that day, of all others, you saw him.

Not wilfully, Robert, not  not wilfully, sobbed Amy.

That day, your marriage day, was the one on which you first learnt of his love for you, and passed in one short half hour a whole lifetime of agony. Poor Amy! poor wife! Forgive you? yes; my heart is pitying enough and weak enough to forgive you your share in my misery for the sake of the anguish of your own.

Amy only wept on. She could not answer. But he, her husband, needed no reply; her very silence, her utter grief and tears confirmed all he said.

Amy, did you never think the knowledge of all this  the tale would break my heart?

Never! I feared your anger, your sorrowing looks, but  but that?  Never, never!

And yet it will be so. It must be so.

Oh, no, no! Neither now nor ever, because  because I love you, Robert.

Amy! wife! he said, sternly, there must never be a question of love between us, now. That  that is at an end, and must never be named again. I forgive you, but forget I never can, and then he left her, before she could say one word. Left her to her young hearts anguish and bitter despair, tenfold greater than the anguish he had depicted being hers long ago, because hopeless  hopeless of ever now winning back his love again. And what a love it had been! She began to see, to feel it all now, now that it had gone, left her for ever.

God help me! she cried, I never, never thought it would have come to this. God help me! I have no other help now, and forgive me if I have broken his heart.

Then by-and-by she rose, and with wan, stricken face, went back to her boy.

Mr. Blane was bending over Bertie, who was crying in feeble, childish accents, Give me some water to drink. Please give me some water.

Presently, my little man; all in good time.

But I want it now  I must have it now.

My mistress, Mrs. Vavasour, sir, said Hannah, as Amy entered, and stood silently by his side, and looked anxiously into his face, as she returned his greeting.

Dr. Bernard usually attends at the Hall, she said; but he lives so far away, and I was so anxious about my boy. Is there much the matter with him?

Ahem, said Mr. Blane, clearing his throat, as most medical men do when disliking to tell an unpleasant truth, or considering how best to shape an answer least terrifying to the mothers heart. No  no, he said hesitatingly. The child is very hot and feverish.

I hope he isnt going to sicken for a fever, sir, said Hannah.

I fear he has sickened for it, he replied.

Not the scarlet fever? said Amy, in a frightened voice.

No. There has been a nasty kind of fever going about, which I fear your boy has somehow taken. I have had two cases lately, and in both instances the symptoms were similar to this.

Is it a dangerous fever? asked Amy.

The old lady, my first patient, is quite well again, in fact better than she has been for the last six months, as the fever cured the rheumatics, and from being almost a cripple, she now walks nearly as well as ever. And, he said, rising to leave, I should advise no ones entering this room but those who are obliged to  the fewer the better  and by all means keep the other children away, as the sore throat is decidedly infectious. Good-bye, Sir; take your medicine like a little man, and then well soon have you well again, said he to Bertie.

My boy, my poor Bertie, said Amy, as she sat by his side, and held the cool, refreshing drink to his parched lips. Did she need this fresh trial coming upon her already stricken heart?

Dont let the boy see you crying, Maam, said Hannah, or perhaps hell be getting frightened, and Im sure thatll be bad for him.

No, said Amy. But though no tears were in her eyes, the traces of them were weighing down the heavy swollen eyelids; but tears she had none to shed, she had wept so much.

So she sat by the side of her sick childs little cot with aching heart, all alone and lonely, with no one but old faithful Hannah to sympathize and watch with her; he, her husband, she dared not think of, or if she thought at all, it was to almost wish he would not come; so stern and grave a face might frighten her boy.

Are you not going down to dinner, Maam? said Nurse at last, in a whisper, for Bertie had dropped off into an uneasy slumber.

Dinner? Ah! yes. I forgot. No, I shall not go down to dinner to-day. I shall not leave my boy.

I can take care of him, Maam, and then shouldnt you tell the Master? Havent you forgotten him? Theres no use keeping the bad news from him.

Forgotten him? How could she forget? Were not his words still fresh at her heart?

But Nurse was right, he ought to be told; there was Mrs. Linchmore, too, she  all, ought to know about Bertie.

So Amy rose and went away in search of her husband. Where was he? Should she find him in his room? She hesitated ere she knocked, but his heavy tread a moment after assured her he was there. She did not look up as the door opened, but said simply, Bertie is ill, Robert, very ill. Mr. Blane has been to see him, and says he has caught some fever, but not a dangerous one.

All traces of sternness and anger fled from his brow, as he listened and caught the expression of his wifes face. He wondered at the calmness with which she spoke. His boy ill, little Bertie, in whose life her very soul had seemed wrapt? and she could stand and speak of it so coldly, so calmly as this? He wondered, and saw nothing of the anguish within, or how the one terrible blow he had dealt her had for the time broken and crushed her spirit. Only a few hours ago, and she would have wept and clung round his neck for help, in this her one great hour of need. But that was past, could not be; he would not have it so, her love had been forbidden.

I will go and see the boy, he said, gently.

She turned and went on her way downstairs to the drawing-room.

Good gracious, Mrs. Vavasour! what is the matter? cried Frances, her heart beating savagely, as she looked at the poor face, so wan and still, telling its own tale of woe long before the lips did.

Amy took no notice of Frances, but passed on to where Mrs. Linchmore sat with the children. It was Alices birthday, and Bertie was to have come down too, and as Amy remembered it, her heart for the first time felt full; but she drove back the tears, and said  

My child is ill. He has caught some fever; but not a dangerous one.

How fond she was of repeating this latter phrase, as if the very fact of saying that it was not a dangerous fever would ease and convince her frightened, timid heart.

The words startled everyone.

I am extremely sorry, said Mrs. Linchmore, drawing Alice away. I trust, I hope it is not infectious?

I very much fear it is, at least, Mr. Blane thinks the sore throat is, and advises the children, by all means, being kept apart.

They must go away, shall go away the very first thing to-morrow morning. It is as well to be on the safe side. Dont you think so, Robert? said Mrs. Linchmore.

Decidedly. They can go into the village for the time or to Grants cottage.

There are cases of the same fever in the village, said Amy.

Then they must go away altogether, said Mrs. Linchmore, hurriedly. We must send them to Standale.

I am so sorry for Bertie, hell have such lots of nasty medicine, said Fanny; but wont it be nice to be without Miss Barker?

Be silent, child! said her mother, Miss Barker will of course go with you.

Oh! how horrid! returned Fanny. Even Mrs. Linchmores frown could not prevent her from saying that.

Amy passed out again even as she had come, almost brushing Frances dress, but without looking at her, although, had she raised her eyes, she must have been struck with the whiteness of her face, which equalled, if not exceeded, her own.

Master has been here, Maam, said Hannah, as Amy returned, and bid me tell you he had gone to fetch Dr. Bernard.

Again Amy sat by her boy watching and waiting. What else was there to be done? He still slept  slept uneasily, troubled with that short, dry cough.

Later on in the evening, when Dr. Bernard  whose mild hopeful face and kind cheering voice inspiring her poor heart with courage,  had been, and when the hours were creeping on into night a knock sounded at the door.

Miss Strickland is outside, Maam, and wants to come in. Shall I let her? asked Hannah.

Amy went out and closed the door behind her, and looked with unmoved eyes on Frances flushed and anxious face.

How is he? May I go in? she asked, eagerly.

Never, with my permission, was the chilling reply.

Only for five minutes; I am not afraid of the fever, and my looking at him can do him no harm. I will promise not to stay longer than that.

No. You shall not go in for half a minute, even.

You cannot be so cruel, said Frances; you cannot tell how frightened and anxious I am. Oh! do let me see him.

I will not, said Amy, angrily.

Cruel, hard-hearted mother, cried Frances. I know he has asked for me. I know he has called for me!

I thank God he has not, replied Amy, for that would break my heart.

Then he will ask for me; and if he does, you will send for me, wont you?

Never! said Amy, as she turned away.

Oh! Mrs. Vavasour, I love the boy; dont you see that my heart is breaking while you stand there so pitilessly.

Had you loved the boy, said Amy, you would not have crushed the mothers heart. What had I done to you, Frances Strickland, that you should pursue me so cruelly, first as a girl, when I never injured you, and then  now you have taken my husbands love from me, and would take my boys also? But I will stand between him and you, cruel girl, as long as I live.

Dont say so. Think  think  what if he should die? said Frances, fearfully.

Ah! God help me! said Amy; she could say no more. But Frances clung to her dress.

It is I who should say, God help me! she cried; dont you know I took Bertie to the cottage where he caught the fever? Oh! Mrs. Vavasour, you dont know half my agony and remorse, or what I suffered when I found out what I had done.

My boys illness, my husbands scorn, broken hopes, and grieving heart, my crushed spirit, all  all I owe to you. May God forgive you, Miss Strickland.

Yes, yes; God forgive me. I deny nothing. But, oh! will not you forgive me, Mrs. Vavasour? I will try, I will, indeed, to make amends.

This abject appeal from the proud Frances? But Amy scarcely heeded it.

You cannot make amends, she said, despairingly. It is past atonement  this great wrong you have done.

Oh! do not be so harsh and cruel to me; your heart was soft enough once.

It was. You have changed it, and are the first to feel its hardness. I am no longer what I was; but for my boy I should turn into a stone, or die.

And I? What am I to do? If  if anything should happen to Bertie. Oh! I shall go mad, she cried. Think of my grief then. I, who unwittingly gave him this fever; think what my heart would feel, what it even feels now; and be not so merciless. 

No, not half so merciless as your bad heart has been. I can give you no greater punishment than your own guilty remorse, and frightened heart. I will remain no longer, Miss Strickland. You shall not see my boy!

And Amy left Frances weeping, perhaps the first genuine repentant tears she had ever shed.

Robert sat at his boys bed-side all that night, cooling his burning forehead and heated head with the cold wet cloth dipped in vinegar and water, or holding him up in his arms while his poor parched lips feebly yet eagerly drank from the cup his mother held so tremblingly before him, while Frances alternately walked her room despairingly, or crouched away in the dark on the stairs near, her ear vainly trying to catch the words of those mournful watchers and nurses who stepped about so softly in the sick chamber beyond.




CHAPTER XII.

A FADING FLOWER.

The coldness from my heart is gone, But still the weight is there, And thoughts which I abhor will come, And tempt me to despair.

Those thoughts I constantly repel; And all, methinks, might yet be well, Could I but weep once more; And with true tears of penitence My dreadful state deplore. Southey.

The long hours of night wore away, and the morning broke, bright, fresh, and frosty. Then the long corridor and passages echoed with the sound of hasty footsteps hurrying through them, while the quick, sudden opening and shutting of doors betokened an unusual stir in the Hall. The children were preparing for their journey.

Half an hour later all was silent and still, more so than it had been for days. The children were gone.

Again we enter the sick room. Bertie is no better, but, if anything, worse; his little face more flushed and heated, his burning hands wandering restlessly about, to and fro, as he tosses and turns upon his little cot, his anxious eyes no longer looking mournfully, and as it were imploringly in his mothers face for help from his pain, for Bertie is delirious, and does not even recognise her; his thoughts ramble, and he talks incoherently and strangely.

Mrs. Hopkins often came to see him, bringing, as was her wont, in cases of illness, broths and cooling drinks she had prepared with her own hand; but Bertie was too ill to heed them, and Amy could but look her thanks  words she had none.

It was on returning from one of these visits, with cup and saucer in hand, that she met Frances Strickland.

Have you been to see Master Bertie? she asked.

Yes, Miss, replied Mrs. Hopkins, with a sigh.

And how is he? Do you think he is any better this morning?

No, Miss, I dont. Its my belief he couldnt well be worse; but the doctorll know better than me. I suppose hell be here presently.

What makes you think him so ill?

Ive been the mother of four, Miss, and lost them all, and none of them looked a bit worse than Master Bertie, poor, innocent lamb.

But you had not two doctors, returned Frances.

No, nor half the nurses to wait on mine; but Id the same loving, craving mothers heart and the same God to look up to and hope in, and the housekeeper passed on, as the rebuke fell from her lips.

Oh! I wish I could hope, I wish I could pray, cried Frances, as she went once more into the solitude of her own room; not only did she grieve for Bertie, but the terror lest through her means he should die had at last brought repentance to her unfeeling heart; she had been so wicked, so relentlessly cruel to his mother, that perhaps the boys death was to be her punishment; and she could think of, scarcely look forward to, anything else.

Dr. Bernard stayed at the Park all that night; he whispered no decided hope to Amys heart. There was only a very grave look on his face as after bending over Bertie and feeling the quick, sharp pulse beating so fiercely against his finger, he said, While there is life there is hope, and Amy was obliged to content her poor heart with this, and repeat it over and over again to herself all through that long sad night; the second of Berties illness, and of her own and her husbands watch, for Robert scarcely ever left his boy, but remained through the weary hours of night patiently by his side; only old Hannah snatching every now and then a moments sleep.

Towards the morning Bertie grew more composed, the hands tossed about less restlessly, and the weary, anxious eyes closed in sleep: so calm and still he looked that Amy bent down her head to catch the faint breath.

It is not death? she said to Dr. Bernard, who had been hastily aroused.

No. The crisis is past I hope. The fever has left him. It is weakness, excessive weakness, but he did not add that that was as much to be dreaded as the fever; while Amy only prayed that when he awoke he would recognise her, so long it seemed since his little lips had said Mamma.

Just before luncheon, Anne with her husband drove up to the Hall. She was rushing into the morning-room with her usual haste and merry laugh, when she was checked by Mrs. Linchmores grave face.

Has anything happened, Isabella? How grave you look.

Yes a great deal had happened; she had a great deal to hear, and Anne sat herself down to listen to it all patiently  or as patiently as she could to the end. As soon as it was told, she was rushing impetuously from the room.

Is the boy in the small red room? she asked.

Yes. But Anne, the fever is infectious; you had better stay away. Mrs. Vavasour can come and see you here.

As if she would leave him? she cried, not a bit of it, I know her better, besides I am not afraid of anything. I shall go. Anne was right, there was very little indeed she was afraid of.

But Anne, think of your husband; he might not like it.

Ah! true; how tiresome it is sometimes to have a husband! I suppose I shall have to wait a whole hour before he thinks of coming back.

Did he drive in with you?

Yes, and has gone on in the pony carriage to call at the Rectory. Isnt it provoking. I have a great mind not to wait for him. 

It might have been a great deal worse; suppose he had not driven in with you?

Then I should have braved his anger and been at the boys bed-side long ago, and she walked to the window, and strained her eyes impatiently down the drive.

Have you seen the child today? she asked presently.

No, not since his illness; but Dr. Bernard tells me the fever left him early this morning.

It did? Oh! then hell soon get better.

But he is so excessively weak, that he holds out small hopes of his recovery.

Poor dear Amy, how sad for her. Ah! theres the carriage at last; how delightful! Mr. Russell could not have been at home. And away she flew down the stairs, and stood impatiently on the terrace.

My dear Thomas, she exclaimed, how slowly you drive. I always tell you you indulge the pony fearfully when I am not with you.

Mr. Hall looked in surprise at his wifes anxious face. Why, Anne, he said, I had no idea you were in such a desperate hurry to return home, or I might have driven a little quicker.

Return, she cried, I am not thinking of such a thing. I want to stay for a week, if you will only let me, and Isabella does not object; you can go and arrange it with her presently, said she, in her impetuous way.

But I have yet to hear why I am to do all this, returned her husband.

Ah, I forgot! Its because poor Amy Vavasours child, that little boy we saw when we were last here, is dying of some fever. They say its infectious, but you will not mind that, will you? I am not a bit afraid, and I do so want to comfort Amy.

Mr. Hall looked very grave.

Oh, dont consider about it, she said, you can stay, too, you know; there is no reason why you should go home before Saturday.

It is not that, he replied, but this fever is infectious, Anne, and you will be running a great risk.

Do not think about it, Tom. I shall fret myself into a worse fever at home, and besides, think of poor Amy. I do not believe you can be so hard-hearted as to refuse me.

So in the end, much against his wish, Mr. Hall yielded, and while he went to propose the plan to Mrs. Linchmore Anne went off on her mission of mercy, and was repaid by the sad smile, and almost glad light in Amys eyes as she greeted her.

Anne was shocked at the change in the boy; shocked too, with the mothers wan, haggard look.

My Mistress hasnt been in bed for these two nights past, Miss, said Nurse, interpreting Annes thoughts.

Not for two nights? It was absolutely necessary she should have some repose; so Anne set herself to work to accomplish it.

Why not lie down, Amy, while your boy is asleep?

Impossible! was the firm reply, I could not.

But you will wear yourself out, you cannot possibly be of any use while he sleeps. I will sit by him for you, and call you the moment he wakes.

No, I must be by him when he wakes, I could not bear to think he looked at anyone else first; he has not known me for so long, that my heart is craving for some sign to show that he recognises me.

This was conclusive, and Anne urged no more, but Robert said, I think Mrs. Hall is right, Amy, in advising you to rest.

But I cannot leave the room, indeed I cannot.

There is no occasion for your doing so, you can lie on Hannahs bed.

Anne expected a fresh expostulation, but no, Amy moved away at once, and did as her husband wished.

Where can I find a shawl for Amy, Mr. Vavasour? said Anne, presently, she will be frozen over there, without some wrap.

He went away, and returned a moment after with one, which he spread over Amy as she lay, but without, to Annes astonishment, one loving word or even look.

Try and sleep, he said, gently, I will call you in an hour.

She thanked him, and closed her eyes.

But long before the hour had passed away, she was at Berties bed-side, with the little head nestled in her bosom, and the soft, thin hand clasped in hers; he was too weak to say much, but he had named her, had recognised her; that was enough, he would not die now, without giving her one loving look. Die? Yes, she felt he would die, so thin and wasted, so hollow his cheeks, so weak, so utterly weak; and then the sorrowing faces of those around, the still graver one, and pitying words of the old doctor. Ah! there was no need to tell her; her boy, her beautiful boy, must die. Oh! the anguish of her heart, surely if a fervent prayer could save him, he would be saved yet.

Anne stole away by and by to her husband, and found him busy unpacking a carpet bag.

I have been home and back again, Anne, he said, and made Mary put together the few things she thought you might require. I hope you will find them all right.

Oh! Tom, I do believe you are the only devoted, kind husband in the whole world; how fortunate it was I married you when I did.

Why so? he asked.

Because I see so many bad specimens of married life, that if I had waited until now, I would not have had you at any price.

Oh, yes, you would, he said.

Dont be so conceited, she replied, remember you have never been drilled yet.

I have my wife to be conceited of, he said, fondly; and now Anne, tell me what news of the child? She was grave in a moment.

There is no hope. None whatever. Dr. Bernard gives none.

And the mother?

She is very quiet, very submissive under it all.

She knows the worst, then?

She guesses it, and bears up wonderfully. How it will be by-and-by, when the worst is over, I dont like, cannot bear to think of; you must come and talk to her then?

I? he said, no, that will never do; she has her husband.

Hes a wretch! I have no patience with him. As cold as an icicle.

My dear Anne, he said, reprovingly.

Oh! my dear Tom, I am so glad you are not like him, and then she burst out crying, a most unusual thing for her, and I am so glad now I have no children: it must be dreadful to lose them. After this I will be the most contented little mortal going.

And she went back again to Amy, leaving her husband somewhat surprised, and regretful that he should have consented to have allowed her to remain in a scene evidently too much for her.

Bertie had roused again. Wheres Missy? I want Missy? he said, feebly.

The cry went like a sharp knife through the mothers heart. She brought him toys and pictures, telling him the history of each, and quieting him as well as she could. At first he was amused and interested, but he soon wearied, and said again, I want Missy.

Is it Alice he is crying for? whispered Anne, as Amy moved away, and sent Hannah to take her place by the bed.

No, not Alice. Oh! Anne, he will break my heart. I had so hoped he had forgotten her.

Again the little fretful cry sounded. Tell Missy to come.

I must go, said Amy, there is no help for it.

Frances had thrown herself despairingly on the bed, shutting out Jane, her maid, who had tried to comfort her, and even Mrs. Linchmore. At one moment she would not believe there was no hope  would not,  the next she wept and moaned with the certainty that there could be none; as she saw Amy enter, she covered her face with her hands, and groaned aloud; thinking there was but one reason the mother could have in coming to see her, and that was to upbraid her for having caused the death of her boy.

Miss Strickland I said you should not see my boy, but I cannot refuse his, Amy faltered, perhaps last request. He is asking for you. Will you come?

Come! exclaimed Frances, springing from the bed, and tossing back the hair from off her throbbing temples, do you think I could refuse him  you, anything? and oh! forgive me, Mrs. Vavasour, for having caused you all this utter misery.

It is a fearful punishment, said Amy, looking at the ravages grief and remorse had made in her beautiful face.

Fearful! she replied, it will haunt me through life. Think of that, and say one word of forgiveness, only one.

I cannot forgive you, Miss Strickland. For my poor Berties illness I do; that was an unintentional injury, but his mothers misery  broken heart, no; that you might have prevented, and  and, God help me, but I cannot forgive that.

How could I hope you would, said Frances despairingly, as she prepared to follow Amy.

You must control your grief, Miss Strickland; be calm and passionless as of old. My boy must see no tears.

I wonder I have any to shed, she replied, and God knows how I shall bear to see him.

Anne looked bewildered as the door opened and Amy returned with Frances, and still more so when she saw the childs face light up with pleasure, and he tried in his feeble way to clasp her neck.

I cannot bear to look at it, said Amy, as she softly left the room.

Naughty! naughty Missy, he said as he kissed her.

Frances felt as if she could have died then, without one sigh of regret. For a moment after he released her she did not raise her head.

My dear,  dear Bertie, she said, struggling with her tears. Then presently she sat down and fondled and stroked his thin small hand, soothing and coaxing him as well as she was able. If her heart could have broken, surely it would have broken then.

Ah! hes thin enough now, Miss, observed Nurse, even that sour stiff-backed lady would have a hard matter to call him fat. Hes never been the same since she looked at him with those sharp ferret eyes of hers; and then she moved away and went and seated herself by the fire, recounting the whole history to Anne, of not only her dislike for Miss Barker, but the reason of Berties apparent partiality for Frances; while the latter sat and listened to Berties talk, he wounding and opening her heart afresh at every word he uttered.

Naughty Missy not to come to Bertie! he said; and Frances could not tell him why she had stayed away; she could only remain silent and so allow him to conclude she had been unkind.

She took up some of the books Amy had left.

Here are pretty pictures, she said, shall Missy tell you some of the nice stories?

No, you mustnt. Mamma tells me them; I like her to, she tells them so pretty.

Is there nothing Missy can do for you? Shall she sing you a song?

Mamma sings Gentle Jesus; you dont know one so pretty do you?

No, Bertie, I am sure I dont.

Presently his little face brightened. I should like you to get me kitty, he said.

Yes. Who is kitty though?

Thats what Master Bertie cried for the very day he was taken ill. Its the kitten he saw in the village, Miss, said Hannah.

Bertie shall have kitty, said Frances, decidedly. Missy will fetch her.

Yes, shes big now, her mother wont cry, he said, as if not quite satisfied that she would not.

It had come on to rain, since the morning but what cared Frances for that; she scarcely stayed to snatch her hat and cloak before she was hurrying through it. What cared she for the rain or anything else? Her whole soul was with Bertie  the child who through her means was dying, and yet had clasped her neck so lovingly as she bent over him dismayed and appalled at the ravages illness had made in his sweet face.

There was only Matthew in the little parlour as she entered the cottage.

Youd better not come in, Miss, he said no offence, Miss, but my sister-in-laws been ill with the fever these days past.

It can make no difference now, she said, bitterly, that little boy I brought here only ten days ago is  is dying of the fever he caught here. 

Lord save us! Miss, dying? said Matthew regretfully.

He has just asked for the kitten he saw here. Will you let him have it? It may be, she said despairingly, seeing he hesitated, only  only for a day, or for  a few hours, you would never have the heart to refuse a childs last wish. In days gone by she would have abused him for the hand he had had in causing poor Berties illness, and her misery. But it was different now.

No, Miss, youre right, I havent the heart to. Whats the kittens life worth next to the young masters. Here take it and welcome; though what the Missusll say when she finds its gone, and the old un a howling about the place I dont know, but there, it cant be helped, said Matthew philosophically, as Frances wrapped the kitten up carefully in her cloak, and hurried away.

The evening had closed in by the time Frances reached the Park again. She hastily changed her wet things, and went at once to Berties room, but her heart misgave her, as, going down the long corridor, she saw Anne seated on the ledge of the large window, with the traces of tears on her face.

I am not too late? she asked.

I dont know, replied Anne. He is very, very weak. I could not bear to stay.

Frances went on, Robert, as well as Amy, was in the room. He moved a little on one side to allow Frances to come near. Bertie, my boy, he said, Missy has brought you Kitty.

Frances leant over, and placed it beside him.

He opened his eyes feebly, then took the kitten so full of life, and nestled it to his side.

Bertie is very sick, he said, weakly, as he tried to murmur his thanks.

This was the first time he had spoken of feeling ill. How pitifully his little childish words smote upon the hearts of his sad, sorrowing parents.

Bertie is very sick, he said again. I think Bertie is going to die. Poor Bertie!

His mothers tears fell like rain. God will take care of my boy for me, she said. My boy, my precious Bertie!

Yes; but you mustnt cry, you and Papa, and Hannah.

Roberts face was wet with tears, while old Hannah sat away in a corner, with her face covered up in her apron, sobbing audibly; but she stifled her sobs upon this, his  might be  last request.

God bless you, Bertie, said Frances, in a broken voice, ere she went away.

Good night, he said. You may have my top, for bringing me Kitty. Papa will get it for you.

And then he turned his head away wearily, and begged his mother to hush him in her arms to sleep. Robert lifted him gently, and laid him close to Amy. She drew him near, nearer still to her poor breaking heart, but she dared not press her lips to his, lest she should draw away the feeble breath, already coming so faintly, growing fainter and fainter every moment.

Kitty must go back to her mother, he said. Take care of Kitty  pretty Kitty.

But soon he grew too weak to heed even Kitty, and could only murmur short broken sentences about Papa, Mamma, and sometimes Missy.

Presently he roused again. Dont cry, Papa, Mamma  Kiss Bertie  Berties very sick. Tell Hannah to bring a light  Bertie wants to see you.

Alas! his eyes had grown dim. He could no longer distinguish those he loved best, those who could scarcely answer his cry for their tears. They brought a light, old faithful Hannah did.

Can you see me, my own darling? asked Amy.

No  no, he murmured, and his eyes closed gently, his breathing became more gentle still; once more he said, lovingly, Dear Papa,  Dear Mamma, and then  he slept.

Dont disturb him, Robert, sobbed Amy to her husband, who was kneeling near.

But Bertie had gone to a sleep from which there was no awaking.

Bertie, little loving Bertie, was dead.

Softly thoust sunk to sleep, From trials rude and sore; Now the good Shepherd, with His sheep Shall guard thee evermore. 




CHAPTER XIII.

JANES STORY.

An old, old woman cometh forth, when she hears the people cry; Her hair is white as silver, like horn her glazed eye. Twas she that nursed him at her breast, that nursed him long ago. She knows not whom they all lament, but soon she well shall know; With one deep shriek she through doth break, when her ear receives their wailing, Let me kiss my Celin ere I die  Alas! alas for Celin! Lockharts Spanish Ballads.

The news of the sad death at the park spread like wildfire through the quiet, little village, and soon reached the turnpike gate, where Jane was fast recovering from the fever that had proved so fatal to poor Bertie. She, like Frances, moaned and wept when she heard of it; like her, her heart cowered and shrank within her; and for three days she could scarcely be persuaded to eat or drink, or say a word to anyone. Day after day she lay in her bed with her face steadily turned away from her sister, who as usual, tried to worry her into a more reasonable frame of mind, but finding it useless, left her to herself, and called her sullen; but it was not so, Janes heart had been touched and softened ever since the unfortunate day of Berties visit; he had done more towards bringing repentance to that guilty heart than years of suffering had been able to accomplish; for Jane had suffered, suffered from the weight of a secret, that at times well-nigh made her as crazy as Marks imagined her to be. It was this terrible secret that had made her so silent and strange, this that had driven her neighbours to look upon her as half-witted. But she wanted no ones pity, no ones consolation, had steeled and hardened her heart against it, and let her life pass on and wither in its lone coldness. As she had lived, so she might have died, smothering all remorse, driving back each repentant feeling as it swept past her; might have died  but for Berties visit. Since then, the firm will to resist the good had been shaken; she was not only weak from the effects of the fever, but inwardly weak; weak at heart, weak in spirit. She battled with the repentant feelings so foreign to her, fought against what she had been a stranger too for so long, but it was all in vain; she resisted with a will, but it was a feeble will, and in the end the good triumphed, and Jane was won.

One morning, the fourth since Bertie died, Mrs. Marks took up Janes breakfast as usual, and placed it on a chair by the bed-side.

Heres a nice fresh egg, said she, what you dont often see, this time of the year, I wish it might strengthen your lips, as well as your stomach. Im sick of seeing you lie there with never a word. Id rather a deal have a bad one, than none at all, and she drew back the curtains, and stirred up the freshly-lit fire.

Im ready and willing to speak, replied Jane, though God forgive me, its bad enough, as you say, what I have to tell. 

Mrs. Marks was startled, not only at Janes addressing her after so long a silence, but at the changed voice, so different to the usual reserved, measured tone, and short answers given in monosyllables. But she took no notice, and merely said,  

Whats the matter? Aint the breakfast to your liking?

Its better than I deserve, was the reply.

Mrs. Marks was more amazed than before. You dont feel so well this morning, Jane, said she, kindly, the weakness is bad on you, like it was on me; but, please God, youll get round fast enough, never fear. Here! and she placed the tray on the bed, take a sup of the tea, and Ill put a dash of brandy in it; thatll rouse you up a bit, Ill be bound.

Jane made no resistance, but as Mrs. Marks put down the cup, she placed her hand on hers, and said, You wont think me crazy, Anne, if I ask you to send and beg young Master Robert to come and see me? 

Dont you know hes been dead these four days past? There  there, lie still, and dont be a worriting yourself this way; your head aint strong yet.

Its stronger and better than its been many a long day. Anne, I must see Master Robert, not the dead child, but the young Squire. Ive that to tell him thatll make his heart ache, as it has mine, only theres sin on mine  sin on mine, said she, sitting up in bed, and rocking herself about.

Then dont tell it. Whats the use of making heart aches?

I cant bear the weight of it any longer. I must tell. Ever since I saw that child Ive been striving against it; but its no good  no good. I cant keep the secret any longer, Anne. I dare not. If I do itll drive me clean out of my mind.

Just you answer me one question, Jane. Is it right to tell it? Can any good come of it?

Yes, so help me God. It can! It will! 

Then, replied Mrs. Marks, Ill send Matthew at once; mother and I always thought there was something had driven you to be so strange when you left your place up at the Park fifteen years ago.

Jane laid herself down and covered up her face, while with a troubled sigh Mrs. Marks went below to seek her husband.

Matthew was surprised and confounded when bidden go up to the Hall and fetch the Squire.

What! he said, are yer gone clean crazy as well as Jane! Its likely Ill go and fetch the Squire at the bidding of a dafty. How do I know, but what its a fools errand hell come on?

But reason as he would, his words had no weight with Mrs. Marks, and Matthew had to go in the end, though with a more misgiving heart and rueful countenance than when he had gone to the young doctors.

There was little occasion for misgivings on Matthews part, Mr. Linchmore received him kindly, and promised to call at the turnpike during the day.

What setting to rights of the cottage there was when Marks returned with the news! It was always tidy and clean, but now for the especial honour of the Squires visit all its corners were ransacked and everything turned topsy-turvy. Mrs. Marks was still unable to help much in the work, but she dusted and tidied the cups and saucers, and knick-knacks, although they had not seen a speck of dust for days, and certainly not since she had been downstairs again; Sarahs arms ached with the scrubbing and scouring she was made to do in a certain given time, while her mistress stood by, scolding and finding fault by turns. Nothing was done well, or as it ought to be done; but then, as the girl said, Mrs. Marks was so finicking, there was no pleasing her, she should be glad enough when she was able to do the work for herself, and she could go home to her mother.

When Mr. Linchmore came, he scarcely rested in the newly swept parlour at all, but desired at once to be shown to the sick womans room. With many apologies from Mrs. Marks at her sisters inability to rise and see him, she preceded him up stairs.

Jane was sitting propped up in bed with pillows, her pale face looking paler and more emaciated than usual. Mr. Linchmores heart was touched with pity as he noted the care-worn, prematurely old face, with its deep lines telling of sorrow or sin. Sin! Surely if this womans life had been sinful, what had he, with his strict principles of right, to do with such as her? What had she  as Marks assured him  to tell, that nearly concerned himself? His heart reverted to his mother. Was it of her she would speak? of her whose ungovernable temper had driven his father to seek with his children that happiness abroad that had been denied him at home? But then his mother had been mad, at least he had been taught to think that the one excuse for her strange conduct. How severe and tyrannical she had been, not only to his brother and himself, but to that sweet, uncomplaining sister, whose life had been, he truly believed, shortened through her violence, and yet again, when the passion was over, how fiercely loving, how vehemently passionate in her cravings for her childrens love, which she alienated from her more and more each day. No; others might love and reverence the name of mother, but Mr. Linchmores heart was stirred with no such feelings; only a vague sense of fear, a nameless dread of evil came across him as he fancied it might be of her Jane had to speak.

He drew near, and bent down kindly. I fear you have been very ill, he said, with the same fever that has wrought such desolation in my home.

Yes, sir, I have been ill  am ill; but now its more from remorse; from the guilt of a wicked, cruel heart, than this same fever you speak of.

There was a pause. Jane spoke with difficulty, her breath came quick and short, as though her heart laboured heavily under the load of sin she spoke of.

Turn more to the light, she said, so that I may see your face. So  that is well. Still like your mother, strangely like, with none of her hard passions or cruel hate. Your love might be fierce, burning, and strong, but unlike her you would sacrifice your own happiness to secure the well being of the one you love. Had she done so, what misery to her, what misery to me might have been spared?

Did you know my mother? asked Mr. Linchmore.

Tell him, Anne, said Jane, as Mrs. Marks held some wine and water to her pale lips, that seemed too feeble to utter another word.

If you please, sir, said Mrs. Marks, dropping her deepest curtsey, this is Tabitha, my sister Tabitha Jane, who was brought up so kindly by your lady mother; but there, I dont wonder you dont remember her. I had a hard matter to myself, when I went over to Dean to fetch her, come four years ago this next Christmas.

Tabitha! This Tabitha! The pale, meek girl, who bore so uncomplainingly what we boys resented. Can this be Tabitha?

Yes, replied Jane. It can. It is. The weight of a guilty secret has ploughed my face with these deep furrows. Call me not meek; I was anything but that, I was a sinful, wicked woman. Oh! I have much to tell: much that has been locked up in my heart for more than thirty years. How I have suffered under the burden that at last has grown too heavy for me to bear, and I sink under its load, must divulge it; must have her forgiveness, ere I die!

Your words fill me with a foreboding of evil, replied Mr. Linchmore. Think well before you speak, Tabitha. Is it necessary that this secret, sinful as you say it is, should be divulged. Does it concern, does it benefit those living?

If it did not, I would never speak it, but struggle on with its sorrow, till I died. No hard, and cruel as my mistress was, not from Tabitha should come the tale that will denounce her and her evil ways.

She was my mother, Tabitha, said Mr. Linchmore, as if reproaching her harshness.

True, she was. I do not forget it; still I must speak, must tell of her sin and mine, for it is sin, fearful sin. I would, for your sake, Master Robert, that it were otherwise; but when I tell of my wrong-doing, with mine must come hers. It must. Justice must be done. The mothers craving, broken heart must be healed.

God forbid that I should be the one to stand in the way. Speak, Tabitha! but be as merciful as you can; remember you speak of one whose memory ought to be dear to me. I will steel my heart to hear  and bear.

Do so, she said. It is a long story. I must go back to the days when I was a child, and your mother, Miss Julia, took me away from my home to hers. She was of an imperious will and proud nature; her mother had died at giving her birth, and her father had never controlled her in any way. She was as wild and wayward as the trees that grew in the forest near here, when they were shaken by the wind. With her, to ask was to have, and when she brought me home and declared her intention of bringing me up, and making a companion and plaything of me, no objection was raised, and she petted and scolded me by turns, as it suited her haughty will. At first I disliked her, then feared, and at length loved, worshipped her, as some beautiful spirit. Her father died; but then it was too late to save his child, or let others teach her wild spirit lessons of meekness and obedience; then your grandmother came and took us both away to live in her own home. She was a widow, with two sons, the eldest not quite so old as Miss Julia.

A change came over your mother. She loved. Loved the eldest of the two, your father; loved as only she could love, with all the wild, impetuous passion of her nature. It would have been strange had he not loved her in return  so beautiful, so wayward, so bright a being as she was then. They were engaged to be married, and, I believe, had they married then all would have gone well, and perhaps the evil that followed been averted. But they did not marry, they tarried  tarried until another girl, a niece, was left desolate, and she too came to Brampton.

Jane, or Tabitha, paused for a moment, then went on more slowly,

She was, I believe, an angel of goodness, as pure as she was fair, and as meek and gentle as your mother was ungovernable. From this time nothing went right. Your father and my mistress had words together oftener than formerly; but while she wept and lamented in secret, he would seek Miss Mary, and pour out his wounded heart to her. By degrees Miss Julia grew to learn it, and became jealous. Then, with the fierceness of her nature, she would storm and rave if she but saw Master Robert speaking to her; and yet, when the angry fit was over, be as humbly loving, as passionately sorry.

Things could not go on like this for ever. I believe her temper was fairly wearing out your fathers love, and that he would gladly have turned over to Miss Mary if he could; but I, who was set as a watch and a spy over the poor young thing  she was eighteen years younger than your mother  saw that her heart was anothers, even young Mr. Archers, who was part tutor, part companion to your fathers younger brother. How I hated her then  for I had dared to love him myself  and determined on her ruin! How I hid the secret that would have made Miss Julia so happy in the deepest recesses of my heart, and urged my mistress on to believe that Miss Mary loved Master Robert!

Again Jane paused, then continued as she turned her face away from Mr. Linchmore, who was listening intently to her,

One morning, I remember it well,  I had quietly wrought Miss Julia up to such a pitch of frenzy, that I believe she would have stopped at nothing to accomplish the removal of her hated rival,  the door was suddenly flung open by your father; his face was pale, and he was evidently labouring under strong excitement. Julia, he said, do you still wish to be my wife?

There was no need of a reply, could he not see the sudden light in her eyes, the quick bright flash that spread like wildfire over her face.

That day week they were married, and went away from Brampton for a time.

I remained behind with my enemy, watching and waiting; but I could do her no harm. Your grandmother loved her as the apple of her eye. I could see Miss Julia  now Mrs. Robert Linchmore,  was as nothing to her. Then I tried to cause a quarrel between her and young Mr. Archer; in vain; they loved too well, my arts were useless, my plans and wishes powerless.

Your parents returned. A year passed away, and then you were born; but I could see your father was not happy. He still loved Miss Mary, strive as he would against it, while your mother treated her like a dog.

Another year, and your sister was born; but things went worse. Your mother was no sooner up and about again than your uncles health failed terribly, and he and Mr. Archer went abroad.

Six months passed, during which your mother grew more insanely jealous of Miss Mary, and more tyrannical. She bore it all uncomplainingly; but I saw that she worried and fretted in secret, and grew thinner and thinner every day.

One morning I went hastily into her room, and found her working a babys cap, which she hurriedly thrust on one side as I entered; but my suspicions were aroused at her evident confusion, and glancing at her, her sin  if sin it was, became evident to my eyes, and I flew, rather than walked to my mistresss room. The scene that followed between her and Miss Mary I will not describe; but through it all  although she did not deny the imputation we cast on her,  she vowed she was innocent, and Mr. Archers lawful wife. I believed her then. I know she told the truth now.

That night she fled from the Park, while your father left soon after to join his brother, declaring he would never live with his wife again until she had done Miss Mary justice. Your grandmother never recovered the shock of all these terrible doings, she took Miss Marys sin to heart. I dont think she believed it: but she sorrowed, and refused to be comforted, and soon after died. Then news reached us of Mr. Archers death.

Jane stopped again, and lay back feebly against the pillows.

With the news of his death came a letter, addressed, in his handwriting, to Miss Mary. I recognised the writing, and kept the letter, mad as it made me to read those loving words of his written to another. She never had the letter, or her marriage lines, which were with it.

Wretched woman! said Mr. Linchmore, sternly. Had you no heart  no mercy?

No, none. And now I must hasten to close, for I am weak and faint. I told no one of the letter, but tracked, by my mistresss order, Miss Mary. I found her at last. She had heard of her husbands death, for she wore widows mourning, and looked heart-broken. She was poor, too, with only the small annuity old Mrs. Linchmore had been able to leave her; for her husband, Mr. Archer, had not, I believe, a farthing to give her at his death; but what cared I for that. I took away the one tie that bound her to this earth  I took her child.

That was not my mothers sin, said Mr. Linchmore, interrupting her. Thank God for that!

Stop! Dont interrupt me! I did it, because she bade me do it. I dont think then I should have done it else, because he was dead, and my heart did not feel so hard as it had done, and I should have told my mistress how I had belied Miss Mary to her, had I dared summon the courage to do so; but I dreaded to think of her anger at being deceived. Well, enough, I took the child. He was a lovely, sweet infant, gentle and fair like his mother had been, and I could not find it in my heart to do the evil with him my mistress wished; for her heart could not but feel savage at the thought of his being her husbands child. So I kept him hid away till long after I had stolen him; then I carried him to Mr. Vavasour, a kind, mild looking, middle-aged gentleman, who had often visited the Park at one time; but now, ever since Mrs. Robert had been left in possession, never came.

Mr. Vavasour refused to take the child at first, but I pleaded so hard; I told him what the boys fate would be if he turned a deaf ear to my entreaties; that the mother hated him as a love child, and that the knowledge of his birth would bring sin and shame upon her, and much more beside, and in the end he consented to adopt him,  and did. Four years after this, your father returned home, and things went on more smoothly; your brother Charles was born, and my mistress seemed at last happy, and her restless spirit satisfied; but her temper, at times, was as bad as ever, and I dont believe, at heart, she was happy with the weight of the sin she thought she had been guilty of, on her conscience. How Miss Mary came to guess we had aught to do with her boy, I know not. But about a year after your brothers birth she came and taxed us with the theft. How altered she was! Grief and the mothers sorrow had done their work surely, and I scarcely dared look on the wreck I had helped to make.

She told us that the loss of her child had driven her mad, and that for months she had been watched and looked after. She conjured us  implored  all in vain; my mistress denied our guilt, and defied her; but your father believed the poor, sorrowing, frantic creature, and never spoke to his wife after, but left her, taking his children with him.

He never saw your mother again.

My mistress bore up bravely after he was gone. None guessed of her desolated heart, or that it still loved so passionately. During the five years that followed, I scarce know how she lived; I could see her heart was fast breaking, and that all her hope in life was gone. She grew more tyrannical than ever; there was not one of the few servants we had but did not fear her and think her mad. She would go down the small staircase that led from her room out into the park, and roam for hours at night. As she grew weaker and weaker, and I felt she would die, my heart relented more and more. I could not bear to witness her misery. Then I owned the boy was alive, and begged and implored her to let us find him and restore him to his mother; I dared not say I knew where he was, or that he was not her husbands child; but she resisted my entreaties with violence, and made me swear I never would tell what we had done. She grew worse and worse; but struggled on, defying every thing and everyone. I had a hard matter to get her to see the young doctor even.

One night she was so weak she would lay on a mattress on the floor, not having the strength to get into bed; as I sat by her side and watched, she fell into a deep sleep. Soon after, I heard steps coming up the secret stairs; I needed no one to tell who that was  my heart whispered it was Miss Mary long before she stood before me. She never said a word, but sat away on the other side of my mistress. My heart shuddered as I looked at her; she was more altered than ever; her hair was quite grey, such lovely fair hair as it had been!  the softness of her face was gone; the sweet gentle look had gone too, and a painful frown contracted her forehead. While I gazed, I forgot Miss Mary, and could think of nothing but the angry, bereaved, half-crazed Mrs. Archer. I knew then, that those who had injured her had no mercy to expect at her hands, and I felt afraid of her, and yet I dared not bid her go, but wished my mistress would tell her the truth when she awoke from that death-like slumber. I prayed she might,  for what harm could that angry mother do to a dying woman? But my prayer was not answered. I forgot, when I breathed it, my own sinfulness,  forgot, even, that if vengeance came at all, it would fall on me; and, if I had thought of it, I would not have stayed the truth from being told then. I swear I would not. I was too miserable. God knows, I would have told, myself, but for the sake of my oath, and that angry look on Mrs. Archers face; it tied my tongue.

When my mistress roused, I shall never forget her anger at seeing Mrs. Archer. She heaped a storm of abuse on her head, while Mrs. Archer prayed and wept by turns; promising even to bless those who had robbed her, if they would only give her back her lost treasure. Give me back my boy! was the ever repeated, fervent, agonized cry of her heart. 

She did not, could not plead in vain, cried Mr. Linchmore. No, no, my mother was not so bad as that!

Nerve your heart to bear the rest, it is soon told. Tears streamed from her eyes in vain. She pleaded in vain. My mistress was obdurate. I die, she said, but I die with the knowledge that you, who have been the one stumbling-block of my life, and have made it miserable, and a curse to me, are even more wretched than myself, for I will never speak the word that will make you happy. The secret shall die with me. When Mrs. Archer saw that all her pleading was vain, she grew frantic, and scarce knew what she said in her madness. My mistress grew even more angry than she. I strove to quiet her, to stay the torrent of words, but her whole frame shook with angry passion as she sat up unaided on the bed. I saw it was too much for her, tried to avert it, but, before she could utter a word, she fell back again. God have mercy upon me! she cried, and with that one prayer on her lips she died. I know no more, I fell insensible, as Mrs. Archer, seeing her last hope gone, gave one terrible fearful cry of despair.

Jane paused. I have no more to tell, she said feebly, I thank God I have told it; I never would, but for the sake of the curl. I darent let it lie in my bosom else.

It was many minutes before Mr. Linchmore could speak, and then his voice quavered and shook, and his hands trembled as he drew them from his face, and asked, Where is the mother  the child?

Mr. Vavasour, up at the Park now, is the child. Mrs. Archer, the mother, lives down in the wood, yonder. I have never seen her but once since I came here; I have fled the sight of her. You know her as Mrs. Grey. You will see her, tell her what I say; she will believe it fast enough.

Your sin has been fearful; God knows it has, said Mr. Linchmore, trying to speak composedly.

I have been a sinful woman; humbly I acknowledge it, but if my sin has been great, what has been its punishment? Look in my face, you will read the traces of suffering there; but my heart, you cannot read that; and that has suffered tenfold.

What proof have you of all you say?

Mrs. Archer will need none, she said, if you tell her Tabitha swears its the truth. But heres the letter with her marriage lines, she added, taking one from under her pillow, manys the time Ive been tempted to destroy it, but somehow darent do it; and heres another old Mr. Vavasour gave me to keep, stating when and how we had received the child; in it youll find the beads he wore round his neck when I stole him.

Are these all the proofs you can give?

No. Ive a stronger one than this. The child had a dark mark on his arm, it could not have escaped his mothers eye; it cant have worn away, it must be there now, and thatll tell who he is plainer and better than any words of mine. Are you going? she asked, as Mr. Linchmore rose.

Yes, the sooner I tell the dreadful tale the better, if my heart does not break the while. Have you anything else to say? Would you wish to see Mrs. Archer?

Oh! no! no! she said, dont send her; I know Ive no mercy to expect at her hands, I showed her none. Shell hate and curse me, may be.

You have little mercy to expect from one you have so deeply injured, replied Mr. Linchmore, but I will see you again, or send another to speak with you. My thoughts are in a whirl, and I cannot  I feel incapable of talking to you today.

And must I be satisfied with this? said Jane, well, I submit; I have not deserved a kind word from you. Still I loved your mother.

She would have been better for your hate, he replied, moodily, but in case I should not come again, I leave you my forgiveness for the evil you have helped to work, though it goes hard against my heart to give it; but you have a higher mercy to ask for than mine. I trust you have implored that already  humbly and sincerely.

God knows I have, replied Jane, feebly.

Mr. Linchmore went slowly from the cottage, scarcely heeding Mrs. Marks curtseys and parting words, and struck across the fields towards the wood.

It was a sinful, grievous tale, the one he had just heard, and a bitter trial to him, not only to listen to it, but to know that from his lips must come the words to denounce his mother,  proclaim her guilt. It went bitterly against him, although he had no loving reverence for his parent; still, it must be done, his misery must make anothers happiness, must restore the son to his mother. He hesitated not, but walked firmly on, perhaps angrily.

At the corner of the wood he met Marks, but his heart was too full for words with any one, and he merely acknowledged the passing touch of his hat, as he turned off into one of the by-paths, a nearer cut to Mrs. Greys cottage. Just as he was about to emerge again into the broad beaten path, scarcely a dozen yards from the cottage, he stopped for a moment to collect his thoughts. A slight rustle in the bushes near attracted his attention. He looked up, and saw a man, gun in hand, creeping cautiously out of the underwood.

At another time Mr. Linchmore would have confronted him at once, but now he allowed him to pass on unmolested. The man crossed the path, reached the opposite side, and was about plunging again into the bushes, when Robert Vavasours hand arrested his footsteps.

What do you here with that gun, my man? he asked.

It was growing dusk, almost twilight in the wood; still, as the man suddenly turned his face full on Vavasour, the latter exclaimed,

Ah! it is you, is it? You villain! you dont escape me this time. 

A short quick scuffle, a bright flash, a loud report, and Robert Vavasour dropped to the ground.

With a great oath, the man sprang up, but ere he could stir one step, Mr. Linchmores hand was upon him. A desperate struggle ensued; but a stronger arm, a more powerful frame, contended with him now, and in a few moments he lay prostrate, but still struggling, on the ground.

Could you be content with nothing less than murder? asked a voice, sternly.

Mr. Linchmore shuddered as he recognised Goody Grey.

For Gods sake, Mrs. Grey, go and seek help for the wounded man yonder.

Why should I? she exclaimed, fiercely. I will never stir a finger for you or yours. I have sworn it.

It is your son, your long-lost son! Tabitha bid me tell you so.

Goody Grey,  or rather Mrs. Archers,  whole frame trembled violently; she quivered and shook, and leant heavily on her staff, as though she would have fallen.

Fly! he continued. For Gods sake, fly! Rouse yourself, Mrs. Archer, and aid your son.

My son! she repeated, softly and tenderly, but as if doubting his words.

Again Mr. Linchmore implored her, again she heard those words It is your son! which seemed to burn her brain. But the power of replying, of moving, seemed taken from her.

A minute passed, and then the weakness passed away. Her eyes flashed, her face flushed, then blanched again, while with a mighty effort she drew up her tall figure to its utmost height, and proudly, but hurriedly, went over to where Robert lay.

She staunched the blood flowing from the wound, and tenderly knelt by his side and lifted his head gently on her bosom.

There was a slight break in the branches of the trees overhead, so that what little light there was, streamed through the gap full down on the spot where Mrs. Archer knelt.

She raised his coat sleeve, and baring his arm, bent down her head over it.

A moment after a wild cry rent the air, and rang through the wood.

Oh! help! help! she cried; Oh! my son! my son!

There was no need to cry for help; the sound of the gun had been heard, and the keepers came crowding to the spot, and with them, Marks.

A litter was soon constructed for the wounded man, and once more he was mournfully and sorrowfully borne away towards the Hall.

Marks drew near the captured poacher, now standing sullenly and silently near.

Ah! said Marks, as he was being led away, I thought no good had brought farmer Hodge down here, four years ago. Youll may be swing for this, my lad; and break your fathers heart, as you did your mothers, not so long ago.

With which consolatory remark, Marks went back to his cottage.




CHAPTER XIV.

DESPAIR!

Ah! what have eyes to do with sleep, That seek, and vainly seek to weep? No dew on the dark lash appears,  The heart is all too full for tears. L. E. L.

The worlds a room of sickness, where each heart, Knows its own anguish and unrest, The truest wisdom there, and noblest art, Is his, who skills of comfort best, Whom by the softest step and gentlest tone, Enfeebled spirits own, And love to raise the languid eye, Where, like an angels wing, they feel him fleeting by. Christian Year.

Anne sat in the solitude of her own thoughts; not alone, for her husband was at a table near, busy with his morrows sermon; but Anne, for once, did not mind the silence, she had many things to think of, many things that made her sad. First, the little dead child lying now so cold and still; then his poor, sorrowing, heart-broken mother, whom she had tried, but ineffectually, to comfort; and then the father, who ought to be the one earthly stay on which the wifes heart might lean, and whose love should wean away the sad remembrance, or soften the blow. But Anne had found out that a great gulf lay between husband and wife, though what had separated them baffled her utmost skill to discover.

Robert must love his wife passionately, else why had he lifted her so tenderly in his arms, as she lay insensible when the truth of her great loss broke upon her; why had he carried her away, and as he laid her on her own bed, bent so lovingly over her, murmuring, as he chafed her hands, My poor, stricken darling. My own lost love; and yet, when consciousness returned, how self possessed! how altered! kind and considerate as before, but the loving words, the loving looks were wanting. And Amy, who had seemed so happy only a month ago, surely more than grief for her boy had fixed that stony look on her face, and caused those tearless, woeful eyes.

Annes thoughts grew quite painful at last; the eternal scratch of her husbands pen irritated her.

Do put down your pen for a minute, Tom. I feel so miserable.

In half a moment, he said. There  now I am ready to listen. What was it you said?

That I was miserable.

I do not wonder at it, there has been enough to make us all feel sorrowful.

Yes, but it is more than the poor childs death makes me feel so.

What else? he asked.

Why Amy herself, and then her husband.

Let us pick the wife to pieces first, Anne.

Oh! Tom, it is no scandal at all, but the plain truth. I wish it were otherwise, she said with a sigh.

Well, begin at the beginning, and let me judge. 

You put it all out of my head. There is no beginning, she said crossly.

Then the end, he replied.

There is neither beginning nor end: you make me feel quite vexed, Tom.

Neither beginning nor end? Then there can be nothing to tell.

No, nothing. You had better go on with your sermon and make an end of that.

I have made an end of it, he said, laughing, and now, joking aside, Anne, what have you to say about Mrs. Vavasour?

If you are serious, Tom, I will tell you, but not else, she replied.

I am serious, Anne; quite serious.

Then tell me what is to be done with that poor bereaved Amy,  who has not shed a single tear since her childs death, four days ago now;  or her husband, who I verily believe worships her, and yet is as cold as a stone, and from no want of love on her part either, for I can see plainly by the way she follows him with her eyes sometimes, that she is as fond of him as  as

You are of me, he said.

Nonsense, Tom. They were so happy last time we came over to see them, that I cannot understand what has caused the change. Can you make any guess at all so as to help me? for oh! Tom, I would give the world to know.

Curiosity again, Anne?

No, not so, she replied, or if it is, it is in the right place this time; as I want to help them to make up the difference, whatever it is but do not see how I can manage it, when I am so totally in the dark. One thing I am certain of, Amy will die unless I can bring her to shed some tears, so as to remove that stony look.

She has one hope, one consolation. Surely I need not remind my wife to lead her heart and thoughts gradually and gently to that.

I have tried it, tried everything; but, Tom, there is no occasion whatever for preaching.

Anne! Anne! 

Yes, I know its wrong to say so, but it is the truth notwithstanding; I feel something else should be tried. She is too submissive under the blow, too patient; not a murmur has escaped her lips, if there had, I should stand a better chance of seeing tears; but as it is there is no need of consolation. I verily believe she wants to die. And then that Frances, I sometimes think she has had something to do with it all; you know I always disliked that girl, and never thought she had a spark of feeling in her, until I saw her coming away from poor Berties room that sad evening, and a more woe-begone, remorseful face I never wish to see; and then see how distracted she has been since. Isabella tells me it is dreadful to be with her.

Poor girl, I pity her with all my heart, she feels she has been mainly instrumental in bringing all this misery upon Mrs. Vavasour.

I am sure, said Anne, more to herself than her husband, she has a great deal more than Berties death to answer for; she nearly broke his mothers and Charleys heart four years ago, and I half believe she has had something to do with the husbands now.

Be more charitable, Anne, and do not lay so many sins to her charge. That last is a very grievous one.

Well, said his wife, rising, after all my talk, Tom, you have not helped me one bit, I do believe I am going away more miserable than ever to that poor Amy.

Things do look dark indeed, Anne, said he as he kissed her, but we must hope in Gods mercy all will be better soon; may He help you in your work of love with the poor heart-sorrowing mother.

As Anne went out she met Frances Stricklands maid, If you please Maam, where shall I find Mr. Hall, my young mistress wishes to see him.

I will tell him myself, said Anne, and back she went.

Tom! Frances Strickland wishes to see you. 

To see me! he exclaimed. I have promised to walk as far as the turnpike with Linchmore. That woman from whom the child caught the fever sent to beg he would call on her some time this morning; he named two oclock, and it is close upon that now. Will not Miss Strickland be satisfied with you as my substitute?

I never thought of asking, and, indeed, I should not like to. She might think I was jealous. Mr. Hall laughed outright.

You are in such a dreadfully teasing mood this morning, Tom; I have no patience with you! Perhaps Frances is going to clear up all this mystery? I told you a moment ago I suspected she had had something to do with it, and now her remorse may be greater than she can bear; repentance may have come with her grief for poor Bertie. I only hope, if it is so, that she is not too late to make amends.

Then I must make my excuses to Linchmore, and give up my walk, he said, with a sigh; and go and hear what she has to say? 

Yes, do, Tom, that will be so good of you. I will wait here, but do not be long, as this is your last day with me, you know.

As soon as Mr. Hall had gone, Anne half regretted that she had not done as he suggested, and seen Frances instead. Suppose she should try and sow dissension in his heart? Annes face flushed hotly at the bare idea, then again she consoled herself with the thought that he would be sure to come and tell her if she did, for the sake of the love he bore for her; still Anne passed a fidgety, uncomfortable half hour ere he returned.

Mr. Halls face was grave; graver than Anne ever remembered to have seen it, and she waited for him to speak first, and checked the impatient question already on her lips.

It is worse than I thought, Anne, much worse. Your judgment did not lead you astray. She has separated husband and wife.

Then she has told you all, Tom. Oh! how glad I am, not only for Amys sake but for her own; it would have been so dreadful for her to have lived on upholding the falsehoods she must have told to work her ends.

That is the worst part of the business, Anne, she has unfortunately told the truth, and, as far as I can see, the chance of reconciling those who ought to be heart and soul to each other is remote indeed. Time and the wifes love  you say she does love him  may, by Gods grace, do much. I see nothing that you or I can do.

Wretched girl! What has she told?

What Vavasour ought only to have heard from his wifes lips. Of her previous love for another and of their unfortunate meeting the day of her marriage.

I always hoped she had told him, said Anne, clasping her hands despairingly. The concealment was no sin on Amys part, only weakness. But as for Frances, there can be no excuse for her. She has been cruelly, shamefully unkind, and revengeful!

She has; there is no denying it, but all through your friends own fault; she nursed in her heart  which should have been as clear as day to her husband  a secret; and that one sin has brought in the end its own punishment, and while we blame Frances culpable revenge, we must blame the wifes breach of faith and disloyalty.

Oh, Tom, what hard words! cried Anne, poor Amys has not been a guilty secret.

No, but appearances are sadly against her, and we know nothing of what the husband thinks; even if he does believe her guiltless, he must naturally feel wounded at his wifes want of love and trust.

Yes, replied Anne, sadly, what you say is very just and true. Can nothing then be done? Nothing at all?

Frances is ready to make what atonement she can for her fault; it may help us a little, but very little, I fear. She has promised to tell Vavasour that her own jealousy and grief at being supplanted in anothers love by his wife, determined her on being revenged; she cannot unsay what she has said, because it is the truth; but she who caused the breach may be allowed to plead for forgiveness for herself and the wife she has injured. The repentance is no secret, Anne; she desired me to tell you all, and beg you to plead for her with Mrs. Vavasour.

Do you think I shall plead in vain, or that she will with Mr. Vavasour?

I trust not, he said, doubtfully; the knowledge that his wife has not intentionally sinned, but only through fear of losing his love, and the conviction that she loves him may soften his heart.

May; but I see you think it will be a long time first, and in the meantime Amy will break her heart. Oh! Tom, I dont believe he can be so cruel if he loves her; just now, too, when she is so heart broken, so sadly bereaved. Do make Frances tell Mr. Vavasour at once.

I intended to have done so, he replied, but Vavasour has gone out, so we must wait as patiently as we can until he returns. In the meantime, Anne, I will give you something to occupy your time and thoughts. I have promised Miss Strickland that you will ask Mrs. Vavasours forgiveness for her. She says it is hopeless; but that cannot be, he said, as Anne thought, somewhat sternly; you had better go at once and ask it; she who has sinned herself, and knows the repentant hearts craving for forgiveness, what hope can she have of pardon if she withholds hers from one who has sinned against her even seventy times seven.

Anne said not a word, but with desponding heart prepared to go.

I have only an hour to spare, said Mr. Hall. It is now three, and at four I must get ready to start home. I have ordered the pony-carriage at half-past.

I shall be with you long before that, replied Anne, as she closed the door.

Amy sat just where Anne had left her only an hour ago; the same hopelessly despairing, fixed, death-like look on her face, which was as white as the shawl wrapped round her. As Anne looked, she wondered if Frances alone had wrought the sad change, while her heart sank within her at the apparently hopeless task her husband had imposed upon her, and she hesitated and faltered slightly ere she went at once, as was her wont, to the point in view. Her sister Julia would have brought the subject gradually round to Frances, but that was not Annes way; she was, in fact, too impetuous, rushing headlong into a difficulty, facing the danger, and braving it with that strong, true heart.

My husband has been to see Frances Strickland to-day, Amy.

There was no reply; Anne hardly expected any, but Amy raised her eyes, and looked hastily and inquiringly in her face. Anne took courage; perhaps the very fact of Amys knowing another held her secret might open the floodgates of her heart.

She hid nothing from Tom; told him all, everything, and is desperately sorry, as well she may be, for all the misery she has caused you.

As well she may be, repeated Amy.

She is repentant  truly repentant, Amy.

I know it; have known it for days past, was the cold reply.

She begs your forgiveness most humbly.

I know that also, and have given it.

She says otherwise, Amy, said Anne, rather puzzled.

I have forgiven her for my darlings loss. But for the other; if she has dared tell you of it  of her cruelty, I never will. I have said so. Let us talk of something else.

No, Amy, I must talk of this  only of this. Does not the very fact of her having owned her fault show how sincerely sorry she is. Think of Frances, the proud Frances, sueing for forgiveness; think how miserable, utterly miserable, she must be to stoop to that. How, almost broken-hearted! Surely, Amy, for the sake of her prayers  all our prayers, for the sake of the love your poor Bertie had for her, you will forgive her.

No. Had my boy lived he would have avenged his mothers wrongs, and hated her, even as I do.

Alas, Amy! You hate her. Your heart never used to be so cruel as this.

No, it did not. She has made me what I am. Has she not pursued me with her revengeful cruelty for years? Has she not taken my only earthly hope from me, even my husbands love? And yet you wonder that I am changed  can ask me to forgive her.

No, Amy, not taken your husbands love; he loves you still.

If he did, I should not be sitting here, broken hearted and alone, with nothing but my own sorrowful thoughts, and  and you to comfort me.

He will forgive you, and take you to his heart in time, Amy.

Never! How can I convince him that I love him now? His very kindness chills me  so different to what it was; the changed tone of his voice tells me I have lost his love. He lives; yet is dead to me,  is mine, yet, how far off from me; and she who has wrought me all this misery, done all she has it in her power to do, now sues for forgiveness. Is it possible I can forgive, or clasp her hand in mine again? The stony look was gradually relaxing, a slight, colour mantled her cheeks, and she concluded, almost passionately, No, Anne, I will not forgive her! Will not! Urge me no more. I cannot speak to her, much less see her again.

And yet think of her kindness to your boy. He remembered it, and gave her his top when he was dying.

You are cruel to remind me of it, said Amy, taking some fresh flowers off the table she was wreathing into a cross for Bertie; her last sad, mournful, but loving work.

Anne drew near, and passed her arm lovingly round her waist.

This, said she, touching the cross, is the emblem of your faith; and what does it not teach? It tells you that He who died on it to save us miserable sinners forgave even his murderers. Forgive them, Father, for they know not what they do. Not only forgave them, but excused their faults, and interceded for them. Amy, if this is your belief, if you indeed take Him as your model, then forgive, even as he forgave; if not, never dare to lay this sweet white cross on your dead childs breast; would he not now, a pure and immortal spirit, sorrow at his mothers want of faith, and hardness of heart.

Amys head drooped; every particle of angry colour fled from her face, while the hard, unforgiving look gradually died away as Anne went on.

Spare me, Anne! Spare me! she said.

No, Amy dear, I must not, although it is as cruel to me to speak to you so harshly as it is for you to listen, and believe me when I say that your child, your little Bertie, was never further off from you than now, when you forgive not another her trespasses, even as you hope your own will be forgiven. Oh, Amy! think  can you kneel night and morning, and repeat that one sentence in your prayers, knowing how utterly you reject it? Can you press a last loving kiss on your childs pure lips, knowing how you are hugging one darling sin at your heart? Amy, Amy! listen to my warning voice, and forgive even as you hope to be forgiven, and Anne bent forward and lovingly kissed her forehead.

The spell was broken: as Anne gently withdrew her lips, tears welled up from the poor overcharged heart, and Amy wept,  wept an agony of tears.

Oh, Anne! she said presently, Stop! stop! You will crush my heart. I will forgive her, for the sake of my boy, my darling Bertie.

God bless you, dear Amy, replied Anne, delighted at not only having gained her wish, but at the sight of the tears she was shedding. These tears will do you good. My heart has ached to see, day after day, your cold, calm, listless face.

Anne could have cried herself for very joy, to think how nicely things were coming round; as for Robert Vavasour, of course, with Frances to plead for forgiveness, and his wife to throw her arms round his neck, and vow she loved him better than all the world beside, his stubborn heart must give in; so Anne sat quite contented and happy by Amys side, and let her weep on. Then, as her watch told her the hour for her husbands departure drew near, she soothed and comforted Amys weak, quivering heart, as well as she was able, and went  for Amy would go at once  as far as Frances Stricklands room door with her, then flew, rather than walked, to her own. Mr. Hall, carpet-bag in hand, was just coming out, and nearly ran over her as she burst open the door.

Is it you, Anne? he said, as he staggered back, I thought, at least, it was a cannon ball coming. 

Its only my head, she said, laughing, I was in such a hurry. I felt I should be too late. I ought to have packed up your things before I went to Amy.

Ought is a very fine word, but it is generally a late one.

I am so sorry, said Anne in a repentant voice.

My next wife shall never say she is sorry, he said smiling.

What a hardened wretch she will be!

Not so, he replied, she shall be the most gentle, submissive creature in the world; everything shall be in its right place, and there shall be a right time for everything.

Yes, Tom, I know I do try you dreadfully; but, all the same, you will never get another little wife to love you better than I do.

True, Anne, he said, or one that I could ever love as I love you.

And now, Tom, do put down that horrid carpet-bag, I hate to feel you are going to leave me here even for a few days all by myself; and for the first time too. I cant think what I shall do without you.

But it is more than half-past four, he replied.

But not railway time, only the poor old ponys, and I am sure he will not mind waiting just to oblige his mistress.

Mr. Hall sat down, and placed her by his side. And now, Anne, he said, tell me what success you have had with Mrs. Vavasour? but do not make a long story of it, as I really must be away in another ten minutes.

I had a hard matter to persuade her, Tom, but I managed it at last, and she is with Frances now. I feel so happy, because I am sure all will be right; poor Amy! how she did cry.

She cried at last, then?

Heartily; and I know it will do her a world of good; she looked far happier when I left her than she has done for days.

And now, Anne, I really must go and see after the pony, and settle the carpet bag, but I will come back once more, and say good-bye.

Ten minutes, twenty, slipped by, and Anne began to fear her husband had forgotten his promise; she wondered at his delay, and looked round to see if he had forgotten anything. His sermon, blotting book, small ink-bottle, all had gone. She turned to the chest of drawers and was ransacking them hurriedly, when she heard him come back.

Why, Tom, she said, without turning round, Here are all your handkerchiefs, every one of them! Dont talk of my carelessness after this, and she laughingly held them up as a trophy.

But her husbands face was white, so very white, that Annes heart turned sick, and almost stopped beating.

With a faint cry she crept up to him, and with a timid, frightened look, gazed into his face.

What is it? she whispered, are you ill? Oh! tell me! Tell me! 

No, no. Its worse, Anne, worse, he murmured hoarsely.

Oh! for Gods sake tell me, Tom! or I shall die.

It is Vavasour, he said, as he took her in his arms and held her to his heart. Forgive me for having frightened you so, Anne. But Vavasour has been shot.

Thank God you are well? said Anne, bursting into tears, But, oh, Amy! my poor darling Amy! 




CHAPTER XV.

THE LAST OF LITTLE BERTIE.

She put him on a snow-white shroud, A chaplet on his head; And gathered only primroses To scatter oer the dead.

She laid him in his little grave Twas hard to lay him there: When spring was putting forth its flowers, And everything was fair.

And down within the silent grave, He laid his weary head; And soon the early violets Grew oer his grassy bed.

The mother went her household ways, Again she knelt in prayer; And only asked of Heaven its aid Her heavy lot to bear. L. E. L.

On leaving Frances Strickland, Amy went to poor Berties room to lay the fair white cross in his coffin, and was bending down over her lost darling in an agony of tears which old Hannah vainly attempted to check, when the sudden, hasty gallop of a horse away from the stables struck her ear. It was the groom going for Dr. Bernard.

Amys mind, already unnerved and unstrung, was easily alarmed.

Alas! Hannah, said she, drawing near the darkened window has any accident happened that some-one rides so furiously?

My dear Miss Amy, replied Hannah, forgetting in her tender pity Amys new tie, and thinking of her only as the wee child she had so lovingly nursed on her knee, you must not be frightening yourself this way. What should have happened? God knows youve had enough to worry you. There, dont tremble that way, but let go the blind, and come away from the window.

But Hannahs persuasions and entreaties were alike useless. Amy, with fluttering anxious heart still looked out through the deepening shadows of the day, now fast drawing into evening.

Her husband was away. Oh! how she wished she could see him or hear his firm, yet for the last few days mournful step. Her heart had taken a strange fear, which she could neither shake off, nor subdue; a trembling nervous dread of some fast-coming evil.

Mr. Linchmore came up the drive, and for a moment a joyous thrill crept through her as she thought it was her husband; but no, he came nearer still, then disappeared up the terrace with Mr. Hall, and only the groom with the pony carriage was left, standing quietly as it had stood ever since she had so eagerly strained her eyes from the window.

Then once again  as it had done long, long ago  that strange, dull tramp from without smote her ear.

Meanwhile, Anne had nerved her heart as well as she could, and gone sorrowfully enough to break the sad news to Amy.

Not finding her either in her own or Miss Stricklands room, she guessed she was in poor Berties: besides, she missed the white cross.

Oh! Tom! she said, going back to her husband, What can I do? She is with her poor dead child, surely I need not; and indeed I feel I cannot go there and tell her.

No, replied Mr. Hall, after a moments consideration, perhaps it will be best to try and get Vavasour into his room without her knowledge. I think with caution it might be done. Go and remain near the nursery door, Anne; they will not have to pass it on their way up, and I will go and enjoin silence and caution.

Anne sped away, and took up the post assigned her, listening eagerly, yet fearfully for the sound of the muffled footsteps, and straining her ears in the direction of the stairs, so that Amy stood before her, almost ere she had heard the opening of the door.

Anne saw at once Amy guessed at some disaster, for she gently but firmly resisted Annes endeavours to arrest her footsteps, and said, while she trembled excessively,

My husband! Is he dead?

No. Oh no! Amy darling.

Then as Amy would have passed on, she whispered, in a voice she in vain attempted to steady,

Dont go there Amy! pray dont!

But Amy paid no heed, but went and stood at the head of the stairs on the landing.

In vain Mr. Linchmore and Mr. Hall gently tried to induce her to leave; she was deaf to reason.

I must be here, she murmured, with pale compressed lips, I must be here.

There was no help for it; so they bore him up slowly past her on into his room, and laid him on the bed, and there left him.

Do you think he will die? asked Amy, fearfully, as she grasped old Dr. Bernards arm tightly, some time later as he sat by the fire.

How he felt for her, that old man, she so young, and so full of sorrow. He drew her hand in his, and stroked it gently and kindly.

Trust in God, and hope, was the reply.

I do trust, she replied, firmly. I will try and hope. But, oh! I love him! I love him! she said.

And this was the one cry for ever, if not on her lips, at her heart.

She sat by the pale insensible form day after day; she knew no fatigue, heeded not the lapse of time. Once only she stole away to imprint a last loving kiss on her dead Berties lips ere they bore away the little coffin to its last resting-place in the cold churchyard; then silently she went back to her old place by her husbands bed-side. Would he die without one word? without recognising his wife who loved him so entirely? Oh! surely he would speak one loving word if but one; give her one loving look as of old. She felt that her boys death was as nothing in comparison to this.

As the love deep and strong welled up in her heart, she felt half frightened at its intensity, while it crept with a great fear as she whispered over and over again, He will die. If he would but speak; or say one word.

Alas! the words came at last, but only incoherent murmurings, indistinct unmeaning words. His eyes opened, and wandered about without knowledge, and though they rested on her, knew her not. His burning hands returned not the soft pressure, the loving touch, of hers. Would he die thus, and never know the deep love she had for him; the tenderness, devotion of her heart? She groaned in utter anguish and misery; but patiently sat on.

In vain they tried, those kind friends, to draw her away; or if they did succeed in persuading her to lie down on a mattress on the floor, her large mournful eyes never closed in sleep, but still kept watch on the one loved form; her heart ever fearing he would die  praying that he might not.

And Mrs. Grey, or rather Mrs. Archer, the newly-made mother; where was she? She kept watch, too, over her long-lost son, but without being the slightest help to the poor heart-broken wife, having apparently no thoughts, no words, no looks for anyone but the son who had been lost to her for so long. Fear mingled with her joy; fear like the wifes lest he should die.

Amy was told part of her story by Mr. Linchmore, and made no objection to the poor mother sharing her watch; she was her husbands mother, that was enough. What he loved, she would love.

Very silent and motionless Mrs. Archer sat. Amy sometimes wandered about restlessly, or gave way to passionate weeping now; but very patiently, very sorrowfully, the mother sat. They exchanged no words with each other, those two mournful watchers; Mrs. Archer had been told the young girls relationship to her son, and sometimes her eyes rested lovingly on the pale, beautiful face.

When Amy went to take a last look at her boy, she took Mrs. Archers hand, and drew her away with her, and together they had stood and gazed at the little white marble face. Amy said no word, but as Mrs. Archer moved away, she murmured,  

Better thus, than lost. Lost for years.

The shock of all these events proved too much for Anne, and when her husband returned on the Tuesday morning he could not but notice how wan and pale she looked, and so excitable, that the least thing in the world upset her. Instead of the glad, but perhaps sober welcome he expected, she threw her arms round his neck, as she had done at parting, and burst into tears, which she had a hard matter to prevent ending in hysterics. Mr. Halls soothing, gentle manner soon calmed her; but she was very nearly giving way again that same evening, when he urged her immediate return home.

What! leave Amy, Tom, in all her trouble? Oh, no, never!

The worry and excitement is too much for you, Anne, I cannot shut my eyes to that fact, and must not allow you to sacrifice your health for the sake of your friend.

My dear, dear husband, do let me stay?

But the look on her husbands face convinced her that his resolution was taken, and inflexible. She ceased to coax and persuade, and bethought her what could be done. Frances Strickland was still weak and ill; besides, her companionship was not in any way to be desired for Amy.

Have I not heard you, Anne, said Mr. Hall, as if answering her thoughts, speak of some kind old lady, a great friend of Mrs. Vavasours mother? Surely her aid as a companion, though not as a nurse, might be called upon now.

Of course. Why had not Anne thought of it?

In a few moments, with her usual haste, she was speeding away in search of Mrs. Linchmore, to beg her permission, before she invited Mrs. Elrington. It was given, though with Anne thought anything but a good grace, and the letter written and despatched, and Anne tried to appear content and satisfied that she was leaving; and doing right; and that Amy might not think it unkind. As she packed her box, she was forced to confess she was weak, and that it was perhaps as well she had a husband to look after her some times, and that Mr. Hall was right, as he always was, in wishing her to have rest.

The next few days passed much as the former ones to Amy, being, so to speak, a misery of doubt and hope; but on the morning of the third there came a change  a change for the better. Robert Vavasour slept. Not that dull, insensible sleep, a hovering between life and death, such as it had been when Amy first watched by him, but a soft, natural sleep; the breathing came faint, but regular; the face wore none of its former set, rigid look, but gradually grew into the old, old expression she loved so well. Then Amy knew her husband was better; God had been very merciful; he would not die and leave her desolate and alone; she knew it long before old Dr. Bernards anxious face wore that pleasant, cheery smile, or Mrs. Archer had thanked God so fervently on her knees.

Robert Vavasour slept, slept for hours; and during that long sleep Amy and Mrs. Archer arranged their future plans; her husband must not be told of his mothers existence yet; in the first place, he was not strong enough to bear any excitement, and in the next, the poor, fond mother hoped to win a little of his kindly feeling, if not his love, before she held him to her heart.

I hope to win his love in time, she said quietly to Amy, to feel he loves me before he knows he is bound to do so. I cannot hope now for the first strong love of his heart  that deep earnest love with which he loves his wife; but I feel nevertheless that I shall be satisfied with my sons love. His face is like his fathers, and he must be as noble and as good, to have won such love as yours.

Then Mrs. Archer went away to seek Mr. Linchmore, and hear the story of her wrongs, leaving Amy to watch sadly and alone for her husbands awaking. Sadly, for how would his eyes meet hers? Would they have the same stern, severe look that had shivered her heart for so long? Would he still think she loved him not? But she would tell him all by-and-by. She could not live as she had lived: he must hear and judge whether she was as guilty as he thought her.

Robert awoke to consciousness: awoke to see the soft eyes of his wife, looking mournfully, doubtfully, but oh! how lovingly at him. As his eyes met hers, a tender light played in them; he even pressed the hand she held so tremblingly in hers; but only for a moment, the next, as she bent down and pressed her lips to his, he gave a deep sigh, and turned his face away wearily.

He has not forgotten! murmured Amy mournfully, as she rose and went to seek Dr. Bernard, He has not forgiven! 




CHAPTER XVI.

THE CLOUDS CLEAR.

Nor could he from his heart throw off The consciousness of his state; It was there with a dull, uneasy sense, A coldness and a weight.

It was there when he lay down at night, It was there when at morn he rose; He feels it whatever he does, It is with him wherever he goes.

No occupation from his mind That constant sense can keep; It is present in his waking hours, It is present in his sleep. Southey.

Mrs. Elrington could not resist Annes pleading letter, but decided on going at once to Brampton; her heart was too compassionate to refuse to aid those in distress, and especially one who had ever held, as Amy had, a high place in her esteem and love.

As soon as Anne received the answer so favourable to her wishes, she prepared at once to return home, and went to Amy  not with the glad news of the now expected guest, that she decided had best not be mentioned  but to say good-bye, and a very sorrowful one she felt it.

Amy was sitting working in her own room, once poor Berties; her mind as busily employed as her fingers, only more mournfully; when Anne burst open the door in her usual hasty way.

Here I am! she said, Did you expect to see me? Did you think I should come to say good-bye?

How should I? answered Amy, I never knew you were going to-day, and I am sorry to see you cloaked for your journey.

And so am I; but Tom would not rest quiet without me any longer, so dear, I must go; the pony chaise will be round directly, and yet I should have liked to have sat with you for an hour or so before leaving. 

Then why did you put off coming to see me until the last moment, Anne?

I did not know I was going until half an hour ago. How is that wretched Frances? Will you say I had not time to stay and see her; I should so hate  although, mind, I pity her with all my heart,  giving her a sisterly embrace.

But, said Amy, What occasion is there for such a warm farewell?

Ah! thereby hangs a tale. The fact is I dont wish to see Frances Strickland.

Poor girl! She has suffered so much.

I wonder you can find it in your heart to pity her; but you were always an angel of goodness.

You are wrong, Anne, sighed Amy, and I think you should go and see Miss Strickland.

You are evidently in the dark, Amy; I thought Julia would have written to you, and told you, as  she has me,  that she has been so stupid, so foolish, as to engage herself to cousin Alfred, Frances brother. Is it not tiresome of her?

But the marriage will scarcely affect you, Anne?

Oh, but it will, though; for I had made up my mind Julia would be an old maid; she always said she would, and come some day and look after my children, if I ever have any, said Anne, blushing; for I am sure I should puzzle to know how to dress them, much less understand how to manage them. Mamma says Aunt Mary  Mrs. Strickland  is very angry about the marriage, so I really do think Julia ought to give it up.

Why does your Aunt dislike it?

Because Julia is penniless and a nobody; meaning, I suppose, that Alfred should marry some high born girl, who would, I have no doubt, snub him in the end. But then it would be so nice for Aunt to say, My daughter-in-law, Lady so-and-so-that was, or the Earl of somebody, my sons father-in-law. Instead of which she will only have to recall the plain and poor Miss Bennet, that was. Fancy Alfred coming to stay with us in our nutshell!

I never thought Mr. Strickland gave himself airs, replied Amy.

Nor does he. But it is disagreeable to see a man sitting over the fire all day; or in summer time basking lazily in the sun.

But Julia will probably change all that laziness and inaction. She is full of life and work herself. I think he has chosen well.

Of course he has; but I consider Julia to have sacrificed herself. And now, do come down and see me off.

Amy put down her work and went.

I shall see you again soon, Amy dear, said Anne, with tearful eyes, as together they stood on the terrace. Tom has promised to drive me over some day next week, not entirely for his dear wifes sake though; but because he has taken a great interest in some dreadful sinner in this parish, and she as violent a liking to him. The old rector has given Tom permission to visit her whenever he likes, glad enough, I dare say, to be rid the trouble of it himself. Poor woman! she cannot live long  a breaking up of nature, or something of that sort; but Mrs. Archer knows more about it than I do.

Anne! Anne! What are you talking about? asked her husband, catching a word here and there, of her rambling speech. Come! jump in, the pony is quite impatient to be off.

And so is his master, laughed Anne; we shall drive off in grand style, and then dilly-dally for half-an-hour, or more, at the turnpike, while he chats to his hearts content with Jane; thats the name of his new friend, dear. There, I really must say good-bye, or perhaps Tom may go without me. And almost smothering Amy with kisses she sprang down the steps and in another moment was seated by her husband, and they drove off.

A few hours after, Mrs. Elrington arrived at the Hall; but as she had truly said, long ago, it was pain and grief to her to look on Mrs. Linchmores face again; and she leant heavily on Mr. Linchmores arm, as she passed from the carriage.

She paused a moment, as he would have led her into the drawing-room to his wife; and pointing through the half-open door, said simply, We meet as strangers.

And so they did  the once adopted daughter and fondly-loved mother; but it cost them both an effort; for while Mrs. Elringtons hand trembled and shook like an aspen on the top of the stick with which she steadied her footsteps, Mr. Linchmore thought he had never seen his wife look more proudly beautiful and magnificent.

Annes letter represented Amy as heart-broken, not only with the loss of her child, but sorrow stricken with the anxiety caused by the fresh trial of her husbands illness. Anne said not a word of the living grief consuming her heart, but Mrs. Elrington had not been many days at Brampton ere she suspected it; that pale, sweet anxious face, so thin and care-worn, told its own tale, with the faltering, uncertain step; the mournful yet loving way with which she tended her husband now rapidly approaching convalescence. How she anticipated his every wish. Yet there was a hesitation, an uncertainty about it, all too evident to a watchful eye; it seemed as though with her anxiety to please, there was an evident fear of displeasing. Surely the wife needed the most care and tenderness now: the first she had, but the latter, where was that? Where the nameless attentions and thousand loving words her husband might speak?

Mrs. Elrington saw with sorrow the coldness, and estrangement, that had crept between the two. Was that fair young wife so recently afflicted  so loving, so doubly bereaved at heart  to blame? or Robert?

Mrs. Elrington loved Amy, and could not sit silently by without risking something to mend matters, so one day, when she and Robert were alone, she spoke.

I trust you are feeling stronger this morning, Mr. Vavasour?

Thank you. Yes, I am I believe, mending apace.

I am glad of it, as I think your wife needs change, she is looking far from well; the sooner you take her home the better.

Berties death was a bitter trial; and she felt it deeply.

Bitter, indeed, it must have been, to have changed her so utterly. She is greatly altered since her marriage.

Robert Vavasour sighed.

You are right, he replied. I myself see the change, but without the power to remedy it now.

How so? she asked.

You say altered since her marriage. It is true; for when Amy married she wilfully shut out from her heart all hopes of happiness.

You speak in riddles, Mr. Vavasour, which I am totally unable to comprehend. 

I am a rich man, Mrs. Elrington, and that alone might have tempted many a girl, or led her to fancy she loved me.

Mrs. Elrington drew up her head proudly. But not Amy Neville, she replied, no amount of wealth would have tempted her to marry a man she did not care for.

Care for, he repeated bitterly, caring is not loving.

Mrs. Elrington had arrived at the bottom of the mystery now; he fancied Amy did not love him! Amy who was devoting herself to him day after day, never weary of, but only happy when she was in his sick room, nursing and tending him as few wives would, treated so coldly, giving him all the loving worship of her young heart; while he refused to believe in it, but gloomily hugged the morbid fancy to his heart that she loved him not.

Mrs. Elrington could have smiled at the delusion, if Amys happiness had not been at stake; as it was she replied gravely, You are mistaken, Mr. Vavasour, wilfully blind to what is openly apparent to all others who ever see you and your wife together. Why I verily believe Amy worships the very ground you stand on; but I fear no words of mine will convince you of the fact, while the indifference with which you are treating her is well-nigh breaking her heart.

No, Robert Vavasour was not convinced.

She did not love me when she married me; her oath was false, she but no, his pride refused to allow him to tell of her love for another.

I cannot listen to this, replied Mrs. Elrington, rising, whatever her love may have been in the days you speak of, I am convinced Amy has never acted falsely towards you since you called her wife; neither do I believe there lives a man who now claims or holds one thought of hers from you. I am an old woman, Mr. Vavasour, and have seen a great deal of sorrow, and one heart broken through the cruelty of another; let not your wifes be so taken from you, but believe in her, trust in her, watch over her as the apple of your eye, for indeed she needs and demands all your love and tenderness; crush not the love that is even now struggling in her heart, at your hardness and neglect, or take care lest you build up a wall that you will find it impossible hereafter to knock down, or when falling, will bury her you love beneath its ruins.

Roberts heart was strangely ill at ease and stirred by these words of Mrs. Elringtons. Perhaps he began to fear that even if his wife loved him not, he had been unnecessarily hard and severe, and pitiless, very pitiless and unloving. Might he not yet succeed in winning her love  the only thing in the wide world that he coveted? But then again, the thought that she had loved another, had cruelly deceived him, when he had loved and trusted her so entirely, was gall and wormwood to him, and turned his heart, when he thought of it, to stone. No; even allowing that she might love him, he could never love her so passionately again. So Vavasour thought, and so men and women have thought, and will think again, as long as the world lasts, and yet, do what they will, the old love will come again, with all its old intensity, overthrowing all their wise and determined resolutions.

Deep in thought, Vavasour sat, until the minutes crept into hours, and then Mrs. Archer came, looking very different from the Mrs. Grey of old. The frown had not, it is true, disappeared, but it had faded and given way to a mild, happy expression pervading every feature of her face. There was still a mournful look  how could it be otherwise?  the mournful remembrance of the past; but even that was growing dim beside the ever-living presence of her son, and of her love for him. She had gained her wish, too, for Robert loved his mother, and, I think, was somewhat proud of her. There was nothing to be ashamed of, nothing he need blush for; she was his mother, he her son, acknowledged to be so by all the world.

She was dressed in black silk, and grey-coloured ribbons in her cap; her glossy, almost snow-white hair, still beautiful in its abundance, rolled round her head. She had grown quiet and gentle, and had none of the wild passions or fits of half-madness now. As Robert sat gazing at her, he thought she must have been very beautiful in her youth, when that mass of hair was golden.

Amy is not here, she said, looking round.

No. I am alone, and rather tired of my solitude, with a dont-care feeling of being left any longer by myself just creeping over me.

I thought Amy had been with you, or I should have been here before. Ah! I see she has been, by the fresh flowers on the table. She is always thinking of you, my son; her love always in her heart.

Robert moved impatiently. Had every one combined together to din his wifes love into his ears? Was he the victim of a conspiracy? So he replied, touchily.

Amy is kind enough, and I dare say I am an ungrateful wretch. 

Not ungrateful; but you might be a little, just a little, more loving to her sometimes. She is such a loving, sweet young wife.

You think she loves me?

Mrs. Archer laughed. Are you in earnest, my son? she asked.

Never more so in my life, was the reply.

His mother looked at him almost reproachfully.

Can anyone doubt it? she answered. I believe her whole soul is wrapt up in you, and I thank God that it is so, my son.

Robert was silent,

She is a fragile flower, continued Mrs. Archer, one that the slightest cold breath might crush, yet withal strong in her deep love for you. It must be that, that has enabled her to bear up as she has, for she has had enough to try the strongest of us, and, I fear, looks more thin and shadowy every day.

Mother! cried Robert, in alarm. You do not think Amy really ill?

I dont know what to think. She suffered an agony while she and I sat watching those dreadful weary hours by your bed-side; and I know Dr. Bernard has now prescribed a tonic; but she does not gain strength, and seems more feeble than ever. Forgive me, my son, but I sometimes fear there is a coldness, a nameless chill between you, which makes my heart tremble for the future of both. For hers  because she will die, loving you so intensely, and Mrs. Archer hesitated a moment, and with little return; for yours  lest, when too late, you will see your error, and the remorse may break your heart. Oh! my son, if she has erred, it cannot have been wilfully, and surely she has been sufficiently punished. Think, she added, laying her hand on his, as she was leaving the room, think well on my words, for I can have but one wish at my heart, and that is my sons happiness.

And Robert did think  think deeply all the rest of that day. He seemed never tired of thinking, while his eyes rested oftener on his wife, and he watched her intensely.

What if she did love him? Ah! if only she did. His heart leapt wildly at the thought, and his jealous hatred seemed to have no place there now, but to be a far-off dream; or if it did intrude, he set it aside as a bugbear, or felt less savagely inclined than heretofore.

Could it be for him  she, his wife, brought fresh flowers for those already fading? How graceful she looked as she arranged them; not hurriedly, but slowly and tastefully  as though her heart was with the work,  in the glass. Was it for him she trod so softly over the room, while everything she touched assumed a different look, and slid quietly into its place, as though under the influence of a magic wand.

Hard and cruel! How chill those words of Mrs. Elringtons fell, like a dead weight on his heart, and had been ringing in his ears ever since. If Frances Strickland had told him a lie, then he had been hard and cruel. But his wife had never denied the facts, hideous as they appeared; but had Frances exaggerated the story, and why had he refused to listen to Amys explanation? Might she not have cleared away half its hideousness? His heart surged like the troubled waves by the sea-shore, and his breath came quick and hot, as he felt that he might have been mistaken in fancying his wife loved him not. If all this long time it had been so, then, indeed, he had been hard and cruel; and would she ever forgive him? or could he ever forgive himself? Tormented with doubts and fears, he watched and waited, and gave no sign to his wife that he did so, while she grew paler and paler, fading imperceptibly.

The days crept on  three more slipped by, and found Robert still undecided, still undetermined. Again Amy brought fresh flowers, and stood at the table arranging them as before, and again her husbands eyes watched her, and had she only looked up as the last flower was being placed in the glass, her heart would have found its rest, for her eyes must have seen the love trembling in her husbands; but Amy never looked, but went and sat over by the fire, without a word. Then Robert spoke  

Those flowers are very beautiful, Amy.

The words themselves were nothing, but the tone was the tender tone of old. Had he spoken coldly she could have answered at once, but the old, old loving tone, smote on her poor overcharged heart, and she could not answer a word, while the heavy tears gathered under her eyelids, and trembled as they fell. But her face was from her husband, and as yet he did not see them. Then some one came in, and they were interrupted. But the time Amy sighed for was not far distant, it was only delayed awhile.

Again they were alone; and again Robert spoke.

Were the flowers gathered for me, Amy?

The words were even more tenderly spoken than before; still there was no reply, and Robert half raised himself, and stooped forward to look into his wifes face; but she kept it steadfastly hidden: she dared not look until she could control some of the emotion, which seemed as though it would suffocate her.

They were both silent now. Robert grieved at her silence, while Amy sat striving and fighting with her sobs; yet so very still that none could have guessed the pent-up agony she was enduring.

By-and-bye she grew more composed; had conquered and mastered her emotion, and turned her head towards her husband; but he was reading, and if he saw her, never raised his eyes from his book.

Unconsciously her thoughts wandered, wandered away to the days at Somerton when she had been so happy. Ah! what a world of woe had overtaken her since then. Her boy dead, her only one; her husband worse than dead, his love estranged, perhaps gone for ever! and yet if he had only allowed her to speak,  not to attempt to palliate her fault, but only to tell how dearly she loved him! she felt she had rightly forfeited some of his esteem, but scarcely deserved all the bitter misery his coldness had cost her.

Would he ever trust her again? Ever believe her love? Yet if she died for it, she must tell it him; the weight of it was killing her, and she clasped her small white hands tightly over her knees as she thought that perhaps the time for her to speak had come. Only a few moments ago he had spoken almost tenderly to her, and more like his former self, and he was better, almost well now, and able to bear what she had to say. The excitement of her sad tale would not hurt him half so much as the telling it would grieve her.

He was no longer weak, but gaining strength every day; there was scarcely any trace of his illness now, save that ugly scar near his temple, and that was gradually fading away.

How should she begin? What should she say? As she essayed to think, the suffocating feeling arose again in her throat; again the large heavy tears dropped one by one; but her face was turned full on her husband now, his eyes on hers, yet she knew it not; knew not that his book had been laid down long ago, and that he was watching eagerly the various emotions flitting over face.

As the tears sprung from her eyes, he said, hastily reaching out his hand,

Come here, Amy! Come nearer to me.

She saw him then. Their eyes met, and that one glance told him his wifes love was his; told her she was trusted and forgiven. In another moment she had tottered forward and was gathered to his heart, her tears falling like rain on his breast.

Oh! Robert! Robert! she wailed.

But loving words poured impetuously in her ears, loving arms were round her.

My wife! my own! My darling Amy. Hush! hush, love!

But she could not hush; but lay weeping, weeping passionately, nestled close to him; clasped tightly in his arms, as though he feared to lose her.

He thought those tears would never cease, and almost grew frightened at their intensity, but they stopped at last, subsiding into sobs; and presently they were gone altogether, and she rested gently and quietly in his arms while she told him the tale that had nearly broken her heart and his; and if he thought her to blame, as without doubt she was, he forgave her now from his heart, and bitterly accused himself of being hard and cruel indeed; and thanked God he had not been too late in breaking down the wall that had severed them, and nearly buried them both in its ruins.

Mrs. Elrington came in, but was moving softly away again when Robert called her back.

She does indeed love me, he said proudly and humbly; while he resisted Amys efforts to free herself from his grasp, Your words, dear lady, were severe but well timed. I deserved them and can thank you for them now; while all my life long I will strive to make amends for what my wife has suffered. 

Amy looked up, her bright face flushing with smiles, but her husband covered her mouth laughingly with his hand as she attempted to speak; possibly he thought she would, like a true woman, strive to hide his fault by exposing her own. But she struggled to free herself and said,

I am more happy than I deserve to be, dear Mrs. Elrington, my one sin so bitterly repented of having taught me the value of my husbands love, and how dear, how very dear, he is to me.

Heed her not! heed her not! cried Robert.

God bless you both, my children, said Mrs. Elrington fervently.




CHAPTER XVII.

SUNSHINE.

Here may ye see, that women be In love meke, kynd and stable: Let never man reprove them then, Or call them variable. The Nut Brown Maid.

Then only doth the soul of woman know Its proper strength when love and duty meet; Invincible the heart wherein they have their seat. Southey.

Mrs. Elrington did not remain much longer at Brampton, she and Mrs. Linchmore parting as distantly as they had met, Mr. Linchmore grieving that the visit from which he had hoped so much had failed in reconciling those who had once been bound together by the strongest ties of affection. They were severed utterly and for ever: the remembrance of the old tie only bringing sorrow to the hearts of each.

Mrs. Linchmore never once relaxed from her pride and haughtiness but seemed to her husbands sorrow to bear herself more proudly and stormily every day; whatever her inward sufferings,  and she did suffer acutely,  she gave no outward sign, deceiving her husband into the belief that she was the injured one, who would not make one step forward to mend matters or heal the old wound, lest it should be construed into an acknowledgment that she, having done the wrong was anxious to make atonement.

Mrs. Linchmore knew did she implore or even plead for Mrs. Elringtons love, it would not be given: forgiveness unasked had been granted her in that letter received long ago; but love the old love, could never be hers again. The injury was too deep wherewith she had injured her; the deceit too cruel and wilful. Her sons broken heart could never be forgotten; how could she love her who had broken it? It was a lasting injury; one neither could forget. It had well-nigh broken the mothers heart as well as the sons, leaving broken hopes; lonely, sad, even painful recollections: it had changed Mrs. Linchmore more sadly still.

Mrs. Elrington apparently gave no heed to the contemptuous indifference with which she was every day greeted, but behaved as a guest who now sees her hostess for the first time, and only to Amy did she ever say  and that but once,  how changed, how sadly altered she thought Mrs. Linchmore.

Jane never recovered from the weakness consequent on the fever, but gradually grew more feeble every day, weaker each time Mr. Hall went to see her; her one sorrow being the misery she had in her wickedness caused others; her one fear lest so grievous a sin could never be atoned for or forgiven; but a visit from Mrs. Archer  which she had never dared hope for, although she had over and over again begged her forgiveness through Mr. Hall, and been assured of it from him  served to calm and tranquillise her troubled spirit, and led her to look  to hope for a higher forgiveness still. Jane died thoroughly, sincerely repentant; the last few days of her life being the only peaceful happy ones she had known for years. Mrs. Marks regained the use of her limbs, and stormed at Matthew, and held her own sway in the cottage as much as ever, if not more so; but Marks said he did not mind it now, and was right down glad to hear his old womans tongue going at it harder and faster than ever; it was dead-alive work enough when she was ill, and as he had ceased to frequent the Brampton Arms, and was satisfied with his wife, why should we find fault with either her or her tongue?

Tom Hodge did not fulfil Marks prophecy, either as to the hanging, or breaking his fathers heart; William Hodge came down to Standale to see his son, and left it an altered, almost an aged man. Like his wife, he took his sons crime to heart, and although Mrs. Marks said, in a sympathising way, Tom was only in jail awaiting his trial for an attempt to kill, yet Hodge could not shut his eyes to the fact that he might have been heavily ironed for murder, and the thought crushed him. A change imperceptibly crept over him from that time, and although he struggled with the shame he felt for his eldest sons evil doings, and held his head as high as ever, the old hearty good-humoured manner had fled, and not many months passed ere he gave up the smiths business,  that had once been his pride and pleasure,  to his other and younger son.

Tom Hodges crime was proved; his reason for shooting at Robert Vavasour the second time being, that the latter had recognised him as the man who had wounded him four years ago. The act was not premeditated, but the momentary impulse of the surprise and sudden recognition. He was sentenced to penal servitude for a lengthened term of years; let us hope he returned a wiser and a better man.

Frances, anxious to make all the amends in her power, and atone for the fault that had cost her so much, begged  when strong enough, and recovered from her illness, which was more of the mind than body  to see Mr. Vavasour; but he was obdurate.

Tell her, he said, that I believe in my wifes faith and love so entirely, I need no assurance of it from one who tried to injure her so deeply, no explanation of what I ought never to have doubted.

So Frances left Brampton, carrying with her the life-long remembrance of poor little Berties death, which she could not but be persuaded was mainly attributable to her, and sent as a warning and punishment for her pride and revengeful wickedness. Perhaps, had the child lived, her bad, passionate heart might never have been touched, and she might have lived on still in her sinful revenge, working, if it were possible, more and more misery; but Berties sad early death wrought the change, bringing to her stony, unfeeling heart both sorrow and remorse, while the end for which she had so wickedly striven she never attained, losing in time all interest, all kindly, cousinly feeling even, in the heart, to gain which she had wrought so much evil, and brought all the worst passions of her nature into play.

And Charles Linchmore? What need to say anything of him? He has ceased, perhaps, to hold any place in my readers interest; but in case some care to know of his well-being, I may mention that he recovered from his wound, and when last heard of was talking of returning home to England.

Mrs. Archers days glided peacefully on, calmly, happy at last in her sons love, in witnessing his and his wifes happiness; and when another little Bertie, almost rivalling the first in beauty and spirits  in all save his mothers heart  played about in the old house at Somerton, the frown had faded away more visibly still, though the remembrance of the anguish of mind and miserable days she had passed, consequent upon her deceit and one false step, could never be forgotten, or cease to be regretted. Her mind could scarcely ever be said to have entirely recovered from the shock it had sustained, though all angry fierceness and bitter fits of half madness had fled, never to return.

The mysterious light that had so troubled Amy, and been a source of superstition to the servants and villagers, was fully accounted for, as Mrs. Archer, in touching upon her previous miserable life to her son, mentioned, that having a key of the door leading up the secret stairs into old Mrs. Linchmores room, she had sometimes been seized with an uncontrollable desire to revisit the scene where with the closing of the life of one, had died out so she thought, her sole cherished hope, the hope of ever finding her son. She had never divested herself of the idea that old Mrs. Linchmore had stolen the child; through all her wild dreams she had held to that, and fancied that at Brampton only should she ever hear of him again; and when, on his wifes death, Robert Linchmores father had searched for and found her, she would accept nothing at his hands, poor as she was, but the cottage which, at her own earnest request, he built for her, while the secret of her relationship with those at the Hall had, she hoped, died with him, she having asked him never to divulge it; and he who had loved her once, nay, loved her still, and had been the unwitting means, through his wifes mad jealousy, of causing her so much misery, granted, though unwillingly, even that. At his death Mrs. Archer changed her name, and came to Brampton, fearing no recognition from those still living. How could they recognise in that broken-hearted, wild-looking woman, the once fair, gentle Miss Mary of the Hall.

Anne came to see Amy as she had promised, and spent the day at Brampton, her heart feeling really rejoiced at the happy change in her friend. There was still a shade of sadness on Amys face, but the weariful look was gone, and she appeared almost as bright and youthful as on the day when Anne had first made her acquaintance; while as to Robert Vavasour? Anne wondered how she ever could have thought him an icicle or indifferent to his wife, so fond of her as he seemed now, so anxious that she should not over exert herself; for she was anything but strong or recovered from the shock of the severe trials she had gone through.

I do think, said Anne, as Amy was busy putting together a few last things  a work which she either did not wish, or would not trust her maid to do for her; I do think your husband is a most devoted one, Amy; there is only one other that excels him, and thats  my own!

Amy laughed. Are you quite satisfied with your husband, Anne?

What a question! answered Anne indignantly.

Opinions formed hastily easily change, replied her friend, Did not you say you would only marry a man with fierce moustaches and whiskers!

I did, said Anne consciously, and  and  well you have not seen Tom lately, or you would not say that, because a beard does improve him so much; and between ourselves, dear, I am nearly fidgeting myself to death, lest he should grow a moustaches, for I have changed my opinion, and dont like them!

The carriage is at the door, Amy, said her husband, entering the room.

Oh, Mr. Vavasour! how sorry I am you are going to take Amy away. It may be years before we meet again, as I know Mrs. Vavasour will never come to this odious place if she can help it.

Brampton, replied Amy, sorrowfully, will always hold one little spot of ground towards which my heart will often yearn. As the resting-place of my boy, Anne, I think I shall  must revisit Brampton.

True. I am always wrong, and speak, as Tom says, without considering in the least what I am going to say. Forgive me Amy, I quite forgot for the moment your grief.

I hope, said Robert, as he drew his wife away, you and Mr. Hall will soon come and see us, at Somerton. Amy and I will give you a hearty welcome.

I accept the invitation with pleasure, that is, said she correcting herself, if Tom can find anyone to do his duty during his absence.

As Amy drove away with Mrs. Archer and her husband, Anne waved a tearful adieu until the carriage turned the drive, and was out of sight.

As they drove through the park Amy sat very silent; her husband did not interrupt her thoughts, perhaps he guessed her heart was too full for words: but as they passed through the large gates her eyes looked wistfully towards the  churchyard, little Berties last resting place, and as she pictured to herself the small white marble cross, looking whiter still with the sun reflected on it, and the little mound almost green now, and covered with the early primroses she had strewed there that morning,  her eyes filled with tears, and she sighed involuntarily.

Robert drew her gently, but fondly, towards him.

Our boy is happy, Amy, darling. And you?

I? she replied, smiling and struggling with her tears. I, Robert, am happier than I deserve to be, with you to love and to take care of me.

Not so, Amy, he said. We have been both to blame. Perhaps, had it been otherwise, we should never have found out how dear we are to each other. Is it not so, my own dear love?

Amy did not reply, save by the loving light in her eyes, as she nestled closer to his side.

If she had been greatly tried, she had indeed found her safest and best earthly resting-place now and for ever!

THE END


ELSTERS FOLLY

[image: img54.jpg]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER I.

CHAPTER II.

CHAPTER III.

CHAPTER IV.

CHAPTER V.

CHAPTER VI.

CHAPTER VII.

CHAPTER VIII.

CHAPTER IX.

CHAPTER X.

CHAPTER XI.

CHAPTER XII.

CHAPTER XIII.

CHAPTER XIV.

CHAPTER XV.

CHAPTER XVI.

CHAPTER XVII.

CHAPTER XVIII.

CHAPTER XIX.

CHAPTER XX.

CHAPTER XXI.

CHAPTER XXII.

CHAPTER XXIII.

CHAPTER XXIV.

CHAPTER XXV.

CHAPTER XXVI.

CHAPTER XXVII.

CHAPTER XXVIII.

CHAPTER XXIX.

CHAPTER XXX.

CHAPTER XXXI.

CHAPTER XXXII.

CHAPTER XXXIII.

CHAPTER XXXIV.

CHAPTER XXXV.

CHAPTER XXXVI.

CHAPTER XXXVII.

CHAPTER XXXVIII.




CHAPTER I.

BY THE EARLY TRAIN.

The ascending sun threw its slanting rays abroad on a glorious August morning, and the little world below began to awaken into life  the life of another day of sanguine pleasure or of fretting care.

Not on many fairer scenes did those sunbeams shed their radiance than on one existing in the heart of England; but almost any landscape will look beautiful in the early light of a summers morning. The county, one of the midlands, was justly celebrated for its scenery; its rich woods and smiling plains, its river and gentler streams. The harvest was nearly gathered in  it had been a late season  but a few fields of golden grain, in process of reaping, gave their warm tints to the landscape. In no part of the country had the beauties of nature been bestowed more lavishly than on this, the village of Calne, situated about seven miles from the county town.

It was an aristocratic village, on the whole. The fine seat of the Earl of Hartledon, rising near it, had caused a few families of note to settle there, and the nest of white villas gave the place a prosperous and picturesque appearance. But it contained a full proportion of the poor or labouring class; and these people were falling very much into the habit of writing the village Cawn, in accordance with its pronunciation. Phonetic spelling was more in their line than Johnsons Dictionary. Of what may be called the middle class the village held few, if any: there were the gentry, the small shopkeepers, and the poor.

Calne had recently been exalted into importance. A year or two before this bright August morning some good genius had brought a railway to it  a railway and a station, with all its accompanying work and bustle. Many trains passed it in the course of the day; for it was in the direct line of route from the county town, Garchester, to London, and the traffic was increasing. People wondered what travellers had done, and what sort of a round they traversed, before this direct line was made.

The village itself lay somewhat in a hollow, the ground rising to a gentle eminence on either side. On the one eminence, to the west, was situated the station; on the other, eastward, rose the large stone mansion, Hartledon House. The railway took a slight détour outside Calne, and was a conspicuous feature to any who chose to look at it; for the line had been raised above the village hollow to correspond with the height at either end.

Six oclock was close at hand, and the station began to show signs of life. The station-master came out of his cottage, and opened one or two doors on the platform. He had held the office scarcely a year yet; and had come a stranger to Calne. Sitting down in his little bureau of a place, on the door of which was inscribed Station-master  Private, he began sorting papers on the desk before him. A few minutes, and the clock struck six; upon which he went out to the platform. It was an open station, as these small stations generally are, the small waiting-rooms and offices on either side scarcely obstructing the view of the country, and the station-master looked far out in the distance, towards the east, beyond the low-lying village houses, shading his eyes with his hand from the dazzling sun.

Hers late this morning.

The interruption came from the surly porter, who stood by, and referred to the expected train, which ought to have been in some minutes before. According to the precise time, as laid down in the way-bills, it should reach Calne seven minutes before six.

They have a heavy load, perhaps, remarked the station-master.

The train was chiefly for goods; a slow train, taking no one knew how many hours to travel from London. It would bring passengers also; but very few availed themselves of it. Now and then it happened that the station at Calne was opened for nothing; the train just slackened its speed and went on, leaving neither goods nor anything else behind it. Sometimes it took a few early travellers from Calne to Garchester; especially on Wednesdays and Saturdays, Garchester market-days; but it rarely left passengers at Calne.

Did you hear the news, Mr. Markham? asked the porter.

What news? returned the station-master.

I heard it last night. Jim come into the Elster Arms with it, and hed heard it at Garchester. We are going to have two more sets o telegraph wires here. I wonder how much more work theyll give us to do?

So you were at the Elster Arms again last night, Jones? remarked the station-master, his tone reproving, whilst he passed over in silence Mr. Joness item of news.

I wasnt in above an hour, grumbled the man.

Well, it is your own look-out, Jones. I have said what I could to you at odd times; but I believe it has only tried your patience; so Ill say no more.

Has my wife been here again complaining? asked the man, raising his face in anger.

No; I have not seen your wife, except at church, these two months. But I know what public-houses are to you, and I was thinking of your little children.

Ugh! growled the man, apparently not gratified at the reminder of his flock; theres a peck o them surely! Here she comes!

The last sentence was spoken in a different tone; one of relief, either at getting rid of the subject, or at the arrival of the train. It was about opposite to Hartledon when he caught sight of it, and it came on with a shrill whistle, skirting the village it towered above; a long line of covered waggons with a passenger carriage or two attached to them. Slackening its pace gradually, but not in time, it shot past the station, and had to back into it again.

The guard came out of his box and opened the door of one of the carriages  a dirty-looking second-class compartment; the other was a third-class; and a gentleman leaped out. A tall, slender man of about four-and-twenty; a man evidently of birth and breeding. He wore a light summer overcoat on his well-cut clothes, and had a most attractive face.

Is there any law against putting on a first-class carriage to this night-train? he asked the guard in a pleasing voice.

Well, sir, we never get first-class passengers by it, replied the man; or hardly any passengers at all, for the matter of that. We are too long on the road for passengers to come by us.

It might happen, though, returned the traveller, significantly. At any rate, I suppose theres no law against your carriages being clean, whatever their class. Look at that one.

He pointed to the one he had just left, as he walked up to the station-master. The guard looked cross, and gave the carriage door a slam.

Was a portmanteau left here last night by the last train from London? inquired the traveller of the station-master.

No, sir; nothing was left here. At least, I think not. Any name on it, sir?

Elster.

A quick glance from the station-masters eyes met the answer. Elster was the name of the family at Hartledon. He wondered whether this could be one of them, or whether the name was merely a coincidence.

There was no portmanteau left, was there, Jones? asked the station-master.

There couldnt have been, returned the porter, touching his cap to the stranger. I wasnt on last night; Jim was; but it would have been put in the office for sure; and theres not a ghost of a thing in it this morning.

It must have been taken on to Garchester, remarked the traveller; and, turning to the guard, he gave him directions to look after it, and despatch it back again by the first train, slipping at the same time a gratuity into his hand.

The guard touched his hat humbly; he now knew who the gentleman was. And he went into inward repentance for slamming the carriage-door, as he got into his box, and the engine and train puffed on.

Youll send it up as soon as it comes, said the traveller to the station-master.

Where to, sir?

The stranger raised his eyes in slight surprise, and pointed to the house in the distance. He had assumed that he was known.

To Hartledon.

Then he was one of the family! The station-master touched his hat. Mr. Jones, in the background, touched his, and for the first time the travellers eye fell upon him as he was turning to leave the platform.

Why, Jones! Its never you?

Yes, it is, sir. But Mr. Jones looked abashed as he acknowledged himself. And it may be observed that his language, when addressing this gentleman, was a slight improvement upon the homely phraseology of his everyday life.

But  you are surely not working here!  a porter!

My business fell through, sir, returned the man. Im here till I can turn myself round, sir, and get into it again.

What caused it to fall through? asked the traveller; a kindly sympathy in his fine blue eyes.

Mr. Jones shuffled upon one foot. He would not have given the true answer Drinking  for the world.

Theres such opposition started up in the place, sir; folks would draw your hearts blood from you if they could. And then Ive such a lot of mouths to feed. I cant think what the plague such a tribe of children come for. Nobody wants em.

The traveller laughed; but put no further questions. Remembering somewhat of Mr. Joness propensity in the old days, he thought perhaps something besides children and opposition had had to do with the downfall. He stood for a moment looking at the station which had not been completed when he last saw it  and a very pretty station it was, surrounded by its gay flowerbeds  and then went down the road.

I suppose he is one of the Hartledon family, Jones? said the station-master, looking after him.

Hes the earls brother, replied Mr. Jones, relapsing into sulkiness. Theres only them two left; tother died. Wonder if they be coming to Hartledon again? Calne havent seemed the same since they left it.

Which is this one?

He cant be anybody but himself, retorted Mr. Jones, irascibly, deeming the question superfluous. There be but the two left, I say  the earl and him; everybody knows him for the Honourable Percival Elster. The other son, George, died; leastways, was murdered.

Murdered! echoed the station-master aghast.

I dont see that it could be called much else but murder, was Mr. Joness answer. He went out with my lords gamekeepers one night and got shot in a poaching fray. Twas never known for certain who fired the shot, but I think I could put my finger on the man if I tried. Much good that would do, though! Theres no proof.

What are you saying, Jones? cried the station-master, staring at his subordinate, and perhaps wondering whether he had already that morning paid a visit to the tap of the Elster Arms.

Im saying nothing that half the place didnt say at the time, Mr. Markham. You hadnt come here then, Mr. Elster  he was the Honourable George  went out one night with the keepers when warm work was expected, and got shot for his pains. He lived some weeks, but they couldnt cure him. It was in the late lords time. He died soon after, and the place has been deserted ever since.

And who do you suppose fired the shot?

Dont know that it ud be safe to say, rejoined the man. He might give my neck a twist some dark night if he heard ont. Hes the blackest sheep weve got in Calne, sir.

I suppose you mean Pike, said the station-master. He has the character for being that, I believe. Ive seen no harm in the man myself.

Well, it was Pike, said the porter. That is, some of us suspected him. And thats how Mr. George Elster came by his death. And this one, Mr. Percival, shot up into notice, as being the only one left, except Lord Elster.

And whos Lord Elster? asked the station-master, not remembering to have heard the title before.

Mr. Jones received the question with proper contempt. Having been familiar with Hartledon and its inmates all his life, he had as little compassion for those who were not so, as he would have had for a man who did not understand that Garchester was in England.

The present Earl of Hartledon, said he, shortly. In his fathers lifetime  and the old lord lived to see Mr. George buried  he was Lord Elster. Not one of my tribe of brats but could tell that any Lord Elster must be the eldest son of the Earl of Hartledon, he concluded with a fling at his superior.

Ah, well, I have had other things to do since I came here besides inquiring into titles and folks that dont concern me, remarked the station-master. What a good-looking man he is!

The praise applied to Mr. Elster, after whom he was throwing a parting look. Jones gave an ungracious assent, and turned into the shed where the lamps were kept, to begin his mornings work.

All the world would have been ready to echo the station-masters words as to the good looks of Percival Elster, known universally amidst his friends as Val Elster; for these good looks did not lie so much in actual beauty  which one lauds, and another denies, according to its style  as in the singularly pleasant expression of countenance; a gift that finds its weight with all.

He possessed a bright face; his complexion was fair and fresh, his eyes were blue and smiling, his features were good; and as he walked down the road, and momentarily lifted his hat to push his light hair  as much of a golden colour as hair ever is  from his brow, and gave a cordial good-day to those who met him on their way to work  few strangers but would have given him a second look of admiration. A physiognomist might have found fault with the face; and, whilst admitting its sweet expression, would have condemned it for its utter want of resolution. What of that? The inability to say no to any sort of persuasion, whether for good or ill; in short, a total absence of what may be called moral courage; had been from his childhood Val Elsters besetting sin.

There was a joke against little Val when he was a boy of seven. Some playmates had insisted upon his walking into a pond, and standing there. Poor Val, quite unable to say no, walked in, and was nearly drowned for his pains. It had been a joke against him then; how many such jokes could have been brought against him since he grew up, Val himself could alone tell. As the child had been, so was the man. The scrapes his irresolution brought him into he did not care to glance at; and whilst only too well aware of his one lamentable deficiency, he was equally aware that he was powerless to stand against it.

People, in speaking of this, called it Elsters Folly. His extreme sensitiveness as to the feelings of other people, whether equals or inferiors, was, in a degree, one of the causes of this yielding nature; and he would almost rather have died than offer any one a personal offence, an insulting word or look. There are such characters in the world; none can deny that they are amiable; but, oh, how unfit to battle with life!

Mr. Elster walked slowly through the village on his way to Hartledon, whose inmates he would presently take by surprise. It was about twenty months since he had been there. He had left Hartledon at the close of the last winter but one; an appointment having been obtained for him as an attaché to the Paris embassy. Ten months of service, and some scrape he fell into caused him (a good deal of private interest was brought to bear in the matter) to be removed to Vienna; but he had not remained there very long. He seemed to have a propensity for getting into trouble, or rather an inability to keep out of it. Latterly he had been staying in London with his brother.

His thoughts wandered to the past as he looked at the chimneys of Hartledon  all he could see of it  from the low-lying ground. He remembered the happy time when they had been children in it; five of them  the three boys and the two girls  he himself the youngest and the pet. His eldest sister, Margaret, had been the first to leave it. She married Sir James Cooper, and went with him to his remote home in Scotland, where she was still. The second to go was Laura, who married Captain Level, and accompanied him to India. Then he, Val, a young man in his teens, went out into the world, and did all sorts of harm in it in an unintentional sort of way; for Percival Elster never did wrong by premeditation. Next came the death of his mother. He was called home from a sojourn in Scotland  where his stay had been prolonged from the result of an accident  to bid her farewell. Then he was at home for a year or more, making love to charming Anne Ashton. The next move was his departure for Paris; close upon which, within a fortnight, occurred the calamity to his brother George. He came back from Paris to see him in London, whither George had been conveyed for medical advice, and there then seemed a chance of his recovery; but it was not borne out, and the ill-fated young man died. Lord Hartledons death was the next. He had an incurable complaint, and his death followed close upon his sons. Lord Elster became Earl of Hartledon; and he, Val, heir-presumptive. Heir-presumptive! Val Elster was heir to all sorts of follies, but  

Good morning to your lordship!

The speaker was a man in a smock-frock, passing with a reaping-hook on his shoulder. Mr. Elsters sunny face and cheery voice gave back the salutation with tenfold heartiness, smiling at the title. Half the peasantry had been used to addressing the brothers so, indiscriminately; they were all lords to them.

The interruption awoke Mr. Elster from his thoughts, and he marched gaily on down the middle of the road, noting its familiar features. The small shops were on his right hand, the line of rails behind them. A few white villas lay scattered on his left, and beyond them, but not to be seen from this village street, wound the river; both running parallel with the village lying between them. Soon the houses ceased; it was a small place at best; and after an open space came the church. It lay on his right, a little way back from the road, and surrounded by a large churchyard. Almost opposite, on the other side of the road, but much further back, was a handsome modern white house; its delightful gardens sloping almost to the river. This was the residence of the Rector, Dr. Ashton, a wealthy man and a church dignitary, prebendary and sub-dean of Garchester Cathedral. Percival Elster looked at it yearningly, if haply he might see there the face of one he loved well; but the blinds were drawn, and the inmates were no doubt steeped in repose.

If she only knew I was here! he fondly aspirated.

On again a few steps, and a slight turn in the road brought him to a small red-brick house on the same side as the church, with green shutters attached to its lower windows. It lay in the midst of a garden well stocked with vegetables, fruit, and the more ordinary and brighter garden-flowers. A straight path led to the well-kept house-door, its paint fresh and green, and its brass-plate as bright as rubbing could make it. Mr. Elster could not read the inscription on the plate from where he was, but he knew it by heart: Jabez Gum, Parish Clerk. And there was a smaller plate indicating other offices held by Jabez Gum.

I wonder if Jabez is as shadowy as ever? thought Mr. Elster, as he walked on.

One more feature, and that is the last you shall hear of until Hartledon is reached. Close to the clerks garden, on a piece of waste land, stood a small wooden building, no better than a shed.

It had once been a stable, but so long as Percival Elster could remember, it was nothing but a receptacle for schoolboys playing at hide-and-seek. Many a time had he hidden there. Something different in this shed now caught his eye; the former doorway had been boarded up, and a long iron tube, like a thin chimney, ascended from its roof.

Who on earth has been adding that to it? exclaimed Mr. Elster.

A little way onward, and he came to the lodge-gates of Hartledon. The house was on the same side as the Rectory, its park stretching eastward, its grounds, far more beautiful and extensive than those of the Rectory, descending to the river. As he went in at the smaller side-gate, he turned his gaze on the familiar road he had quitted, and most distinctly saw a wreath of smoke ascending from the pipe above the shed. Could it be a chimney, after all?

The woman of the lodge, hearing footsteps, came to her door with hasty words.

Now then! What makes you so late this morning? Didnt I And there she stopped in horror; transfixed; for she was face to face with Mr. Elster.

Law, sir! You! Mercy be good to us!

He laughed. In her consternation she could only suppose he had dropped from the clouds. Giving her a pleasant greeting, he drew her attention to the appearance that was puzzling him. The woman came out and looked at it.

Is it a chimney, Mrs. Capper?

Well, yes, sir, it be. Pike have put it in. He come here, nobody knew how or when, he put himself into the old shed, and has never left it again.

Who is Pike?

Its hard to say, sir; a many would give a deal to know. He lay in the shed a bit at first, as it were, all open. Then he boarded up that front doorway, opened a door at the back, cut out a square hole for a window, and stuck that chimney in the roof. And there hes lived ever since, and nobody interferes with him. His names Pike, and thats all thats known. I should think my lord will see to it when he comes.

Does he work for his living?

Never does a stroke o work for nobody, sir. And how he lives is just one o them mysteries that cant be dived into. Hes a poacher, a snarer, and a robber of the fishponds  any one of em when he gets the chance; leastways its said so; and he looks just like a wild man o the woods; wilder than any Robison Crusoe! And he  but you might not like me to mention that, sir.

Mention anything, replied Mr. Elster. Go on.

Well, sir, its said by some that his was the shot that killed Mr. George, she returned, dropping her voice; and Percival Elster started.

Who is he? he exclaimed.

He is not known to a soul. He came here a stranger.

But  he was not here when I left home. And I left it, you may remember, only a few days before that night.

He must have come here at that very time, sir; just as you left.

But what grounds were there for supposing that he  that he  I think you must be mistaken, Mrs. Capper. Lord Hartledon, I am sure, knows nothing of this suspicion.

I never heard nothing about grounds, sir, simply replied the woman. I suppose folks fastened it on him because hes a loose character: and his face is all covered with hair, like a howl.

He almost laughed again as he turned away, dismissing the suspicion she had hinted at as unworthy a moments credit. The broad gravel-walk through this portion of the park was very short, and the large grey-stone house was soon reached. Not to the stately front entrance did he bend his steps, but to a small side entrance, which he found open. Pursuing his way down sundry passages, he came to what used to be called the west kitchen; and there sat three women at breakfast.

Well, Mirrable! I thought I should find you up.

The two servants seated opposite stared with open mouths; neither knew him: the one he had addressed as Mirrable turned at the salutation, screamed, and dropped the teapot. She was a thin, active woman, of forty years, with dark eyes, a bunch of black drooping ringlets between her cap and her thin cheeks, a ready tongue and a pleasant manner. Mirrable had been upper maid at Hartledon for years and years, and was privileged.

Mr. Percival! Is it your ghost, sir?

I think its myself, Mirrable.

My goodness! But, sir, how did you get here?

You may well ask. I ought to have been here last night, but got out at some obscure junction to obtain a light for my cigar, and the train went on without me. I sat on a bench for a few hours, and came on by the goods train this morning.

Mirrable awoke from her astonishment, sent the two girls flying, one here, one there, to prepare rooms for Mr. Elster, and busied herself arranging the best breakfast she could extemporise. Val Elster sat on a table whilst he talked to her. In the old days, he and his brothers, little fellows, had used to carry their troubles to Mirrable; and he was just as much at home with her now as he would have been with his mother.

Did Capper see you as you came by, sir? Wouldnt she be struck!

Nearly into stone, he laughed.

Mirrable disappeared for a minute or two, and came back with a silver coffee-pot in her hand. The name of the lodge-keeper had brought to his remembrance the unpleasant hint she mentioned, and he spoke of it impulsively  as he did most things.

Mirrable, what man is it they call Pike, who has taken possession of that old shed?

Im sure I dont know, sir, answered Mirrable, after a pause, which Mr. Elster thought was involuntary; for she was busy at the moment rubbing the coffee-pot with some wash-leather, her head and face bent over it, as she stood with her back to him. He slipped off the table, and went up to her.

I saw smoke rising from the shed, and asked Capper what it meant, and she told me about this man Pike. Pike! Its a curious name.

Mirrable rubbed away, never answering.

Capper said he had been suspected of firing the shot that killed my brother, he continued, in low tones. Did you ever hear of such a hint, Mirrable?

Mirrable darted off to the fireplace, and began stirring the milk lest it should boil over. Her face was almost buried in the saucepan, or Mr. Elster might have seen the sudden change that came over it; the thin cheeks that had flushed crimson, and now were deadly white. Lifting the saucepan on to the hob, she turned to Mr. Elster.

Dont you believe any such nonsense, sir, she said, in tones of strange emphasis. It was no more Pike than it was me. The man keeps himself to himself, and troubles nobody; and for that very reason idle folk carp at him, like the mischief-making idiots they are!

I thought there was nothing in it, remarked Mr. Elster.

Im sure there isnt, said Mirrable, conclusively. Would you like some broiled ham, sir?

I should like anything good and substantial, for Im as hungry as a hunter. But, Mirrable, you dont ask what has brought me here so suddenly.

The tone was significant, and Mirrable looked at him. There was a spice of mischief in his laughing blue eyes.

I come on a mission to you; an avant-courier from his lordship, to charge you to have all things in readiness. To-morrow you will receive a houseful of company; more than Hartledon will hold.

Mirrable looked aghast. It is one of your jokes, Mr. Val!

Indeed, it is the truth. My brother will be down with a trainful; and desires that everything shall be ready for their reception.

My patience! gasped Mirrable. And the servants, sir?

Most of them will be here to-night. The Countess-Dowager of Kirton is coming as Hartledons mistress for the time being.

Oh! said Mirrable, who had once had the honour of seeing the Countess-Dowager of Kirton. And the monosyllable was so significant that Val Elster drew down the corners of his mouth.

I dont like the Countess-Dowager, sir, remarked Mirrable in her freedom.

I cant bear her, returned Val Elster.




CHAPTER II.

WILLY GUM.

Had Percival Elster lingered ever so short a time near the clerks house that morning he would have met that functionary himself; for in less than a minute after he had passed out of sight Jabez Gums door opened, and Jabez Gum glided out of it.

It is a term chiefly applied to ghosts; but Mr. Gum was a great deal more like a ghost than like a man. He was remarkably tall and thin; a very shadow; with a white shadow of a face, and a nose that might have served as a model for a mask in a carnival of guys. A sharp nose, twice the length and half the breadth of any ordinary nose  a very ferret of a nose; its sharp tip standing straight out into the air. People said, with such a nose Mr. Gum ought to have a great deal of curiosity. And they were right; he had a great deal in a quiet way.

A most respectable man was Mr. Gum, and he prided himself upon it. Mr. Gum  more often called Clerk Gum in the village  had never done a wrong thing in his life, or fallen into a scrape. He had been altogether a pattern to Calne in general, and to its black sheep in particular. Dr. Ashton himself could not have had less brought against him than Clerk Gum; and it would just have broken Mr. Gums heart had his good name been tarnished in ever so slight a degree. Perhaps no man living had been born with a larger share of self-esteem than Jabez Gum. Clerk of the parish longer than Dr. Ashton had been its Rector, Jabez Gum had lived at his ease in a pecuniary point of view. It was one of those parishes (I think few of them remain now) where the clerks emoluments are large. He also held other offices; was an agent for one or two companies, and was looked upon as an exceedingly substantial man for his station in life. Perhaps he was less so than people imagined. The old saying is all too true: Nobody knows where the shoe pinches but he who wears it.

Jabez Gum had his thorn, as a great many more of us have ours, if the outside world only knew it. And Jabez, at odd moments, when the thorn pierced him very sharply, had been wont to compare his condition to St. Pauls, and to wonder whether the pricks inflicted on that holy man could have bled as his own did. He meant no irreverence when he thought this; neither do I in writing it. We are generally wounded in the most vulnerable spot about us, and Jabez Gum made no exception to the rule. He had been assailed in his cherished respectability, his self-esteem. Assailed and scarred. How broad and deep the scar was Jabez never told the world, which as a rule does not sympathise with such scars, but turns aside in its cruel indifference. The world had almost forgotten the scar now, and supposed Clerk Gum had done the same. It was all over and done with years ago.

Jabez Gums wife  to whom you will shortly have the honour of an introduction, but she is in her bedroom just now  had borne him one child, and only one. How this boy was loved, how tenderly reared, let Calne tell you. Mrs. Gum had to endure no inconsiderable amount of ridicule at the time from her gossiping friends, who gave Willy sundry endearing names, applied in derision. Certainly, if any mother ever was bound up in a child, Mrs. Gum was in hers. The boy was well brought up. A good education was given him; and at the age of sixteen he went to London and to fortune. The one was looked upon as a natural sequence to the other. Some friend of Jabez Gums had interested himself to procure the lads admission into one of the great banks as a junior clerk. He might rise in time to be cashier, manager, even partner; who knew? Who knew indeed? And Clerk Gum congratulated himself, and was more respectable than ever.

Better that Willy Gum had remained at Calne! And yet, and again  who knew? When the propensity for ill-doing exists it is sure to come out, no matter where. There were some people in Calne who could have told Clerk Gum, even then, that Willy, for his age, was tolerably fast and forward. Mrs. Gum had heard of one or two things that had caused her hair to rise on end with horror; ay, and with apprehension; but, foolish mother that she was, not a syllable did she breathe to the clerk; and no one else ventured to tell him.

She talked to Willy with many sighs and tears; implored him to be a good boy and enter on good courses, not on bad ones that would break her heart. Willy, the little scapegrace, was willing to promise anything. He laughed and made light of it; it wasnt his fault if folks told stories about him; she couldnt be so foolish as to give ear to them. London? Oh, he should be all right in London! One or two fellows here were rather fast, there was no denying it; and they drew him with them; they were older than he, and ought to have known better. Once away from Calne, they could have no more influence over him, and he should be all right.

She believed him; putting faith in the plausible words. Oh, what trust can be so pure, and at the same time so foolish, as that placed by a mother in a beloved son! Mrs. Gum had never known but one idol on earth; he who now stood before her, lightly laughing at her fears, making his own tale good. She leaned forward and laid her hands upon his shoulders and kissed him with that impassioned fervour that some mothers could tell of, and whispered that she would trust him wholly.

Mr. Willy extricated himself with as little impatience as he could help: these embraces were not to his taste. And yet the boy did love his mother. She was not at all a wise woman, or a clever one; rather silly, indeed, in many things; but she was fond of him. At this period he was young-looking for his age, slight, and rather undersized, with an exceedingly light complexion, a wishy-washy sort of face with no colour in it, unmeaning light eyes, white eyebrows, and ragged-looking light hair with a tawny shade upon it.

Willy Gum departed for London, and entered on his engagement in the great banking-house of Goldsworthy and Co.

How he went on in it Calne could not get to learn, though it was moderately inquisitive upon the point. His father and mother heard from him occasionally; and once the clerk took a sudden and rather mysterious journey to London, where he stayed for a whole week. Rumour said  I wonder where such rumours first have their rise  that Willy Gum had fallen into some trouble, and the clerk had had to buy him out of it at the cost of a mint of money. The clerk, however, did not confirm this; and one thing was indisputable: Willy retained his place in the banking-house. Some people looked on this fact as a complete refutation of the rumour.

Then came a lull. Nothing was heard of Willy; that is, nothing beyond the reports of Mrs. Gum to her gossips when letters arrived: he was well, and getting on well. It was only the lull that precedes a storm; and a storm indeed burst on quiet Calne. Willy Gum had robbed the bank and disappeared.

In the first dreadful moment, perhaps the only one who did not disbelieve it was Clerk Gum. Other people said there must be some mistake: it could not be. Kind old Lord Hartledon came down in his carriage to the clerks house  he was too ill to walk  and sat with the clerk and the weeping mother, and said he was sure it could not be so bad as was reported. The next morning saw handbills  great, staring, large-typed handbills  offering a reward for the discovery of William Gum, posted all over Calne.

Once more Clerk Gum went to London. What he did there no one knew. One thing only was certain  he did not find Willy or any trace of him. The defalcation was very nearly eight hundred pounds; and even if Mr. Gum could have refunded that large sum, he might not do so, said Calne, for of course the bank would not compound a felony. He came back looking ten years older; his tall, thin form more shadowy, his nose longer and sharper. Not a soul ventured to say a syllable to him, even of condolence. He told Lord Hartledon and his Rector that no tidings whatever could be gleaned of his unhappy son; the boy had disappeared, and might be dead for all they knew to the contrary.

So the handbills wore themselves out on the walls, serving no purpose, until Lord Hartledon ordered them to be removed; and Mrs. Gum lived in tears, and audibly wished herself dead. She had not seen her boy since he quitted Calne, considerably more than two years before, and he was now nearly nineteen. A few days holiday had been accorded him by the banking-house each Christmas; but the first Christmas Willy wrote word that he had accepted an invitation to go home with a brother-clerk; the second Christmas he said he could not obtain leave of absence  which Mrs. Gum afterwards found was untrue; so that Willy Gum had not been at Calne since he left it. And whenever his mother thought of him  and that was every hour of the day and night  it was always as the fair, young, light-haired boy, who seemed to her little more than a child.

A year or so of uncertainty, of suspense, of wailing, and then came a letter from Willy, cautiously sent. It was not addressed directly to Mrs. Gum, to whom it was written, but to one of Willys acquaintances in London, who enclosed it in an envelope and forwarded it on.

Such a letter! To read it one might have thought Mr. William Gum had gone out under the most favourable auspices. He was in Australia; had gone up to seek his fortune at the gold-diggings, and was making money rapidly. In a short time he should refund with interest the little sum he had borrowed from Goldsworthy and Co., and which was really not taken with any ill intention, but was more an accident than anything else. After that, he should accumulate money on his own score, and  all things being made straight at home  return and settle down, a rich man for life. And she  his mother  might rely on his keeping his word. At present he was at Melbourne; to which place he and his mates had come to bring their acquired gold, and to take a bit of a spree after their recent hard work. He was very jolly, and after a weeks holiday they should go back again. And he hoped his father had overlooked the past; and he remained ever her affectionate son, William Gum.

The effect of this letter upon Mrs. Gum was as though a dense cloud had suddenly lifted from the world, and given place to a flood of sunshine. We estimate things by comparison. Mrs. Gum was by nature disposed to look on the dark side of things, and she had for the whole year past been indulging the most dread pictures of Willy and his fate that any womans mind ever conceived. To hear that he was in life, and well, and making money rapidly, was the sweetest news, the greatest relief she could ever experience in this world.

Clerk Gum  relieved also, no doubt  received the tidings in a more sober spirit; almost as if he did not dare to believe in them. The mans heart had been well-nigh broken with the blow that fell upon him, and nothing could ever heal it thoroughly again. He read the letter in silence; read it twice over; and when his wife broke out into a series of rapt congratulations, and reproached him mildly for not appearing to think it true, he rather cynically inquired what then, if true, became of her dreams.

For Mrs. Gum was a dreamer. She was one of those who are now and again visited by strange dreams, significant of the future. Poor Mrs. Gum carried these dreams to an excess; that is, she was always having them and always talking about them. It had been no wonder, with her mind in so miserable a state regarding her son, that her dreams in that first twelve-month had generally been of him and generally bad. The above question, put by her husband, somewhat puzzled her. Her dreams had foreshadowed great evil still to Willy; and her dreams had never been wrong yet.

But, in the enjoyment of positive good, who thinks of dreams? No one. And Mrs. Gums grew a shade brighter, and hope again took possession of her heart.

Two years rolled on, during which they heard twice from Willy; satisfactory letters still, in a way. Both testified to his jolly state: he was growing rich, though not quite so rapidly as he had anticipated; a fellow had to spend so much! Every day he expected to pick up a nugget which would crown his fortune. He complained in these letters that he did not hear from home; not once had news reached him; had his father and mother abandoned him?

The question brought forth a gush of tears from Mrs. Gum, and a sharp abuse of the post-office. The clerk took the news philosophically, remarking that the wonder would have been had Willy received the letters, seeing that he seemed to move about incessantly from place to place.

Close upon this came another letter, written apparently in haste. Willys fortune had turned into reality at last; he was coming home with more gold than he could count; had taken his berth in the good ship Morning Star, and should come off at once to Calne, when the ship reached Liverpool. There was a line written inside the envelope, as though he had forgotten to include it in the letter: I have had one from you at last; the first you wrote, it seems. Thank dad for what he has done for me. Ill make it all square with him when I get home.

This had reference to a fact which Calne did not know. In that unhappy second visit of Clerk Gums to London, he did succeed in appeasing the wrath of Goldsworthy and Co., and paid in every farthing of the money. How far he might have accomplished this but for being backed by the urgent influence of old Lord Hartledon, was a question. One thing was in his favour: the firm had not taken any steps whatever in the matter, and those handbills circulated at Calne were the result of a misapprehension on the part of an officious local police-officer. Things had gone too far for Goldsworthys graciously to condone the offence  and Clerk Gum paid in his savings of years. This was the fact written by Mrs. Gum to her son, which had called forth the line in the envelope.

Alas! those were the last tidings ever received from Willy Gum. Whilst Mrs. Gum lived in a state of ecstacy, showing the letter to her neighbours and making loving preparations for his reception, the time for the arrival of the Morning Star at Liverpool drew on, and passed, and the ship did not arrive.

A time of anxious suspense to all who had relations on board  for it was supposed she had foundered at sea  and tidings came to them. An awful tale; a tale of mutiny and wrong and bloodshed. Some of the loose characters on board the ship  and she was bringing home such  had risen in disorder within a month of their sailing from Melbourne; had killed the captain, the chief officer, and some of the passengers and crew.

The ringleader was a man named Gordon; who had incited the rest to the crime, and killed the captain with his own hand. Obtaining command of the ship, they put her about, and commenced a piratical raid. One vessel they succeeded in disarming, despoiling, and then leaving her to her fate. But the next vessel they attacked proved a more formidable enemy, and there was a hand-to-hand struggle for the mastery, and for life or death. The Morning Star was sunk, with the greater portion of her living freight. A few, only some four or five, were saved by the other ship, and conveyed to England.

It was by them the dark tale was brought. The second officer of the Morning Star was one of them; he had been compelled to dissemble and to appear to serve the mutinous band; the others were innocent passengers, whose lives had not been taken. All agreed in one thing: that Gordon, the ringleader, had in all probability escaped. He had put off from the Morning Star, when she was sinking, in one of her best boats; he and some of his lawless helpmates, with a bag of biscuit, a cask of water, and a few bottles that probably contained rum. Whether they succeeded in reaching a port or in getting picked up, was a question; but it was assumed they had done so.

The owners of the Morning Star, half paralyzed at the news of so daring and unusual an outrage, offered the large reward of five hundred pounds for the capture of George Gordon; and Government increased the offer by two hundred, making it seven in all.

Overwhelming tidings for Clerk Gum and his wife! A brief season of agonized suspense ensued for the poor mother; of hopes and fears as to whether Willy was amongst the remnant saved; and then hope died away, for he did not come.

Once more, for the last time, Clerk Gum took a journey, not to London, but to Liverpool. He succeeded in seeing the officer who had been saved; but he could give him no information. He knew the names of the first-class passengers, but only a few of the second-class; and in that class Willy had most likely sailed.

The clerk described his son; and the officer thought he remembered him: he had a good deal of gold on board, he said. One of the passengers spoke more positively. Yes, by Clerk Gums description, he was sure Willy Gum had been his fellow-passenger in the second cabin, though he did not recollect whether he had heard his name. It seemed, looking back, that the passengers had hardly had time to become acquainted with each others names, he added. He was sure it was the young man; of very light complexion, ready and rather loose (if Mr. Gum would excuse his saying so) in speech. He had made thoroughly good hauls of gold at the last, and was going home to spend it. He was the second killed, poor fellow; had risen up with a volley of oaths (excuses begged again) to defend the captain, and was struck down and killed.

Poor Jabez Gum gasped. Killed? was the gentleman sure? Quite sure; and, moreover, he saw his body thrown overboard with the rest of the dead. And the money  the gold? Jabez asked, when he had somewhat recovered himself. The passenger laughed  not at the poor father, but at the worse than useless question; gold and everything else on board the Morning Star had gone down with her to the bottom of the sea.

A species of savage impulse rose in the clerks mind, replacing his first emotion of grief; an impulse that might almost have led him to murder the villain Gordon, could he have come across him. Was there a chance that the man would be taken? he asked. Every chance, if he dared show his face in England, the passenger answered. A reward of seven hundred pounds was an inducement to the survivors to keep their eyes open; and theyd do it, besides, without any reward. Moreover  if Gordon had escaped, his comrades in the boat had escaped with him. They were lawless men like himself, every one of them, and they would be sure to betray him when they found what a price was set upon his capture.

Clerk Gum returned home, bearing to his wife and Calne the final tidings which crushed out all hope. Mrs. Gum sank into a state of wild despair. At first it almost seemed to threaten loss of reason. Her son had been her sole idol, and the idol was shattered. But to witness unreasonably violent grief in others always has a counteracting effect on our own, and Mr. Gum soothed his sorrow and brought philosophy to his aid.

Look you, said he, one day, sharply to his wife, when she was crying and moaning, theres two sides to every calamity,  a bright and a dark un; for Mr. Gum was not in the habit of treating his wife, in the privacy of their domestic circle, to the quality-speech kept for the world. He is gone, and we cant help it; wed have welcomed him home if we could, and killed the fatted calf, but it was Gods will that it shouldnt be. There may be a blessing in it, after all. Who knows but he might have broke out again, and brought upon us what he did before, or worse? For my part, I should never have been without the fear; night and morning it would always have stood before me; not to be driven away. As it is, I am at rest.

She  the wife  took her apron from her eyes and looked at him with a sort of amazed anger.

Gum! do you forget that he had left off his evil ways, and was coming home to be a comfort to us?

No, I dont forget it, returned Mr. Gum. But who was to say that the mood would last? He might have got through his gold, however much it was, and then  . As it is, Nance Gum, we can sleep quiet in our beds, free from that fear.

Clerk Gum was not, on the whole, a model of suavity in the domestic fold. The first blow that had fallen upon him seemed to have affected his temper; and his helpmate knew from experience that whenever he called her Nance his mood was at its worst.

Suppressing a sob, she spoke reproachfully.

Its my firm belief, Gum, and has been all along, that you cared more for your good name among men than you did for the boy.

Perhaps I did, he answered, by way of retort. At any rate, it might have been better for him in the long-run if we  both you and me  hadnt cared for him quite so foolishly in his childhood; we spared the rod and we spoiled the child. Thats over, and

Its all over, interrupted Mrs. Gum; over for ever in this world. Gum, you are very hard-hearted.

And, he continued, with composure, we may hope now to live down in time the blow he brought upon us, and hold up our heads again in the face of Calne. We couldnt have done that while he lived.

We couldnt?

No. Just dry up your useless tears, Nancy; and try to think that alls for the best.

But, metaphorically speaking, Mrs. Gum could not dry her tears. Nearly two years had elapsed since the fatal event; and though she no longer openly lamented, filling Calne with her cries and her faint but heartfelt prayers for vengeance on the head of the cruel monster, George Gordon, as she used to do at first, she had sunk into a despairing state of mind that was by no means desirable: a startled, timid, superstitious woman, frightened at every shadow.




CHAPTER III.

ANNE ASHTON.

Jabez Gum came out of his house in the bright summer morning, missing Mr. Elster by one minute only. He went round to a small shed at the back of the house and brought forth sundry garden-tools. The whole garden was kept in order by himself, and no one had finer fruit and vegetables than Clerk Gum. Hartledon might have been proud of them, and Dr. Ashton sometimes accepted a dish with pleasure.

In his present attire: dark trousers, and a short close jacket buttoned up round him and generally worn when gardening, the worthy man might decidedly have been taken for an animated lamp-post by any stranger who happened to come that way. He was applying himself this morning, first to the nailing of sundry choice fruit-trees against the wall that ran down one side of his garden  a wall that had been built by the clerk himself in happier days; and next, to plucking some green walnuts for his wife to pickle. As he stood on tip-toe, his long thin body and long thin arms stretched up to the walnut-tree, he might have made the fortune of any travelling caravan that could have hired him. The few people who passed him greeted him with a Good morning, but he rarely turned his head in answering them. Clerk Gum had grown somewhat taciturn of late years.

The time went on. The clock struck a quarter-past seven, and Jabez Gum, as he heard it, left the walnut-tree, walked to the gate, and leaned over it; his face turned in the direction of the village. It was not the wooden gate generally attached to smaller houses in rustic localities, but a very pretty iron one; everything about the clerks house being of a superior order. Apparently, he was looking out for some one in displeasure; and, indeed, he had not stood there a minute, when a girl came flying down the road, and pushed the gate and the clerk back together.

Mr. Gum directed her attention to the church clock. Do you see the time, Rebecca Jones?

Had the pages of the church-register been visible as well as the clock, Miss Rebecca Joness age might have been seen to be fifteen; but, in knowledge of the world and in impudence, she was considerably older.

Just gone seven and a quarter, answered she, making a feint of shading her eyes with her hands, though the sun was behind her.

And what business have you to come at seven and a quarter? Half-past six is your time; and, if you cant keep it, your missis shall get those that can.

Why cant my missis let me stop at night and clear up the work? returned the girl. She sends me away at six oclock, as soon as Ive washed the tea-things, and oftentimes earlier than that. It stands to reason I cant get through the work of a morning.

You could do so quite well if you came to time, said the clerk, turning away to his walnut-tree. Why dont you?

I overslept myself this morning. Father never called me afore he went out. No doubt he had a drop too much last night.

She went flying up the gravel-path as she spoke. Her father was the man Jones whom you saw at the railway station; her step-mother (for her own mother was dead) was Mrs. Gums cousin.

She was a sort of stray sheep, this girl, in the eyes of Calne, not belonging very much to any one; her father habitually neglected her, her step-mother had twice turned her out of doors. Some three or four months ago, when Mrs. Gum was changing her servant, she had consented to try this girl. Jabez Gum knew nothing of the arrangement until it was concluded, and disapproved of it. Altogether, it did not work satisfactorily: Miss Jones was careless, idle, and impudent; her step-mother was dissatisfied because she was not taken into the house; and Clerk Gum threatened every day, and his wife very often, to dismiss her.

It was only within a year or two that they had not kept an indoor servant; and the fact of their not doing so now puzzled the gossips of Calne. The clerks emoluments were the same as ever; there was no Willy to encroach on them now; and the work of the house required a good servant. However, it pleased Mrs. Gum to have one in only by day; and who was to interfere with her if the clerk did not?

Jabez Gum worked on for some little time after eight oclock, the breakfast-hour. He rather wondered he was not called to it, and registered a mental vow to discharge Miss Becky. Presently he went indoors, put his head into a small sitting-room on the left, and found the room empty, but the breakfast laid. The kitchen was behind it, and Jabez Gum stalked on down the passage, and went into it. On the other side of the passage was the best sitting-room, and a very small room at the back of it, which Jabez used as an office, and where he kept sundry account-books.

Wheres your missis? asked he of the maid, who was on her knees toasting bread.

Not down yet, was the short response.

Not down yet! repeated Jabez in surprise, for Mrs. Gum was generally down by seven. Youve got that door open again, Rebecca. How many more times am I to tell you I wont have it?

Its the smoke, said Rebecca. This chimbley always smokes when its first lighted.

The chimney doesnt smoke, and you know that you are telling a falsehood. What do you want with it open? Youll have that wild man darting in upon you some morning. How will you like that?

Im not afeard of him, was the answer, as Rebecca got up from her knees. He couldnt eat me.

But you know how timid your mistress is, returned the clerk, in a voice of extreme anger. How dare you, girl, be insolent?

He shut the door as he spoke  one that opened from the kitchen to the back garden  and bolted it. Washing his hands, and drying them with a round towel, he went upstairs, and found Mrs. Gum  as he had now and then found her of late  in a fit of prostration. She was a little woman, with a light complexion, and insipid, unmeaning face  some such a face as Willys had been  and her hair, worn in neat bands under her cap, was the colour of tow.

I couldnt help it, Gum, she began, as she stood before the glass, her trembling fingers trying to fasten her black alpaca gown  for she had never left off mourning for their son. Its past eight, I know; but Ive had such an upset this morning as never was, and I couldnt dress myself. Ive had a shocking dream.

Drat your dreams! cried Mr. Gum, very much wanting his breakfast.

Ah, Gum, dont! Those morning dreams, when theyre vivid as this was, are not sent for ridicule. Pike was in it; and you know I cant bear him to be in my dreams. They are always bad when he is in them.

If you wanted your breakfast as much as I want mine, youd let Pike alone, retorted the clerk.

I thought he was mixed up in some business with Lord Hartledon. I dont know what it was, but the dream was full of horror. It seemed that Lord Hartledon was dead or dying; whether hed been killed or not, I cant say; but an awful dread was upon me of seeing him dead. A voice called out, Dont let him come to Calne! and in the fright I awoke. I cant remember what part Pike played in the dream, she continued, only the impression remained that he was in it.

Perhaps he killed Lord Hartledon? cried Gum, mockingly.

No; not in the dream. Pike did not seem to be mixed up in it for ill. The ill was all on Lord Hartledon; but it was not Pike brought it upon him. Who it was, I couldnt see; but it was not Pike.

Clerk Gum looked down at his wife in scornful pity. He wondered sometimes, in his phlegmatic reasoning, why women were created such fools.

Look here, Mrs. G. I thought those dreams of yours were pretty nearly dreamed out  there have been enough of em. How any woman, short of a born idiot, can stand there and confess herself so frightened by a dream as to be unable to get up and go about her duties, is beyond me.

But, Gum, you dont let me finish. I woke up with the horror, I tell you

What horror? interrupted the clerk, angrily. What did it consist of? I cant see the horror.

Nor can I, very clearly, acknowledged Mrs. Gum; but I know it was there. I woke up with the very words in my ears, Dont let him come to Calne! and I started out of bed in terror for Lord Hartledon, lest he should come. We are only half awake, you know, at these moments. I pulled the curtain aside and looked out. Gum, if ever I thought to drop in my life, I thought it then. There was but one person to be seen in the road  and it was Lord Hartledon.

Oh! said Mr. Gum, cynically, after a moment of natural surprise. Come out of his vault for a morning walk past your window, Mrs. G.!

Vault! I mean young Lord Hartledon, Gum.

Mr. Gum was a little taken back. They had been so much in the habit of calling the new Lord Hartledon, Lord Elster  who had not lived at Calne since he came into the title  that he had thought of the old lord when his wife was speaking.

He was up there, just by the turning of the road, going on to Hartledon. Gum, I nearly dropped, I say. The next minute he was out of sight; then I rubbed my eyes and pinched my arms to make sure I was awake.

And whether you saw a ghost, or whether you didnt, came the mocking retort.

It was no ghost, Gum; it was Lord Hartledon himself.

Nonsense! It was just as much one as the other. The fact is, you hadnt quite woke up out of that fine dream of yours, and you saw double. It was just as much young Hartledon as it was me.

I never saw a ghost yet, and I dont fear I ever shall, Gum. I tell you it was Lord Hartledon. And if harm doesnt befall him at Calne, as shadowed forth in my dream, never believe me again.

There, thats enough, peremptorily cried the clerk; knowing, if once Mrs. Gum took up any idea with a dream for its basis, how impossible it was to turn her. Is the key of that kitchen door found yet?

No: it never will be, Gum. Ive told you so before. My belief is, and always has been, that Rebecca let it drop by accident into the waste bucket.

My belief is, that Rebecca made away with it for her own purposes, said the clerk. I caught her just now with the door wide open. Shes trying to make acquaintance with the man Pike; thats what shes at.

Oh, Gum!

Yes; its all very well to say Oh, Gum! but if you were below-stairs looking after her, instead of dreaming up here, it might be better for everyone. Let me once be certain about it, and off she goes the next hour. A fine thing twould be some day for us to find her head smothered in the kitchen purgatory, and the silver spoons gone; as will be the case if any loose characters get in.

He was descending the stairs as he spoke the last sentence, delivered in loud tones, probably for the benefit of Miss Rebecca Jones. And lest the intelligent Protestant reader should fear he is being introduced to unorthodox regions, it may be as well to mention that the purgatory in Mr. Jabez Gums kitchen consisted of an excavation, two feet square, under the hearth, covered with a grating through which the ashes and the small cinders fell; thereby enabling the economical housewife to throw the larger ones on the fire again. Such wells or purgatories, as they are called, are common enough in the old-fashioned kitchens of certain English districts.

Mrs. Gum, ready now, had been about to follow her husband; but his suggestion  that the girl was watching an opportunity to make acquaintance with their undesirable neighbour, Pike  struck her motionless.

It seemed that she could never see this man without a shiver, or overcome the fright experienced when she first met him. It was on a dark autumn night. She was coming through the garden when she discerned, or thought she discerned, a light in the abandoned shed. Thinking of fire, she hastily crossed the stile that divided their garden from the waste land, and ran to it. There she was confronted by what she took to be a bear  but a bear that could talk; for he gruffly asked her who she was and what she wanted. A black-haired, black-browed man, with a pipe between his teeth, and one sinewy arm bared to the elbow.

How Mrs. Gum tore away and tumbled over the stile in her terror, and got home again, she never knew. She supposed it to be a tramp, who had taken shelter there for the night; but finding to her dismay that the tramp stayed on, she had never overcome her fright from that hour to this.

Neither did her husband like the proximity of such a gentleman. They caused securer bolts to be put on their doors  for fastenings in small country places are not much thought about, people around being proverbially honest. They also had their shutters altered. The shutters to the windows, back and front, had holes in them in the form of a heart, such as you may have sometimes noticed. Before the wild-looking man  whose name came to be known as Pike  had been in possession of the shed a fortnight, Jabez Gum had the holes in his shutters filled-in and painted over. An additional security, said the neighbours: but poor timid Mrs. Gum could not overcome that first fright, and the very mention of the man set her trembling and quaking.

Nothing more was said of the dream or the apparition, real or fancied, of Lord Hartledon: Clerk Gum did not encourage the familiar handling of such topics in everyday life. He breakfasted, devoted an hour to his own business in the little office, and then put on his coat to go out. It was Friday morning. On that day and on Wednesdays the church was open for baptisms, and it was the clerks custom to go over at ten oclock and apprize the Rector of any notices he might have had.

Passing in at the iron gates, the large white house rose before him, beyond the wide lawn. It had been built by Dr. Ashton at his own expense. The old Rectory was a tumbledown, inconvenient place, always in dilapidation, for as soon as one part of it was repaired another fell through; and the Rector opened his heart and his purse, both large and generous, and built a new one. Mr. Gum was making his way unannounced to the Rectors study, according to custom, when a door on the opposite side of the hall opened, and Dr. Ashton came out. He was a pleasant-looking man, with dark hair and eyes, his countenance one of keen intellect; and though only of middle height, there was something stately, grand, imposing in his whole appearance.

Is that you, Jabez?

Connected with each other for so many years  a connection which had begun when both were young  the Rector and Mrs. Ashton had never called him anything but Jabez. With other people he was Gum, or Mr. Gum, or Clerk Gum: Jabez with them. He, Jabez, was the older man of the two by six or seven years, for the Rector was not more than forty-five. The clerk crossed the hall, its tessellated flags gleaming under the colours thrown in by the stained windows, and entered the drawing-room, a noble apartment looking on to the lawn in front. Mrs. Ashton, a tall, delicate-looking woman, with a gentle face, was standing before a painting just come home and hung up; to look at which the Rector and his wife had gone into the room.

It was the portrait of a sweet-looking girl with a sunny countenance. The features were of the delicate contour of Mrs. Ashtons; the rich brown hair, the soft brown eyes, and the intellectual expression of the face resembled the doctors. Altogether, face and portrait were positively charming; one of those faces you must love at first sight, without waiting to question whether or not they are beautiful.

Is it a good likeness, Jabez? asked the Rector, whilst Mrs. Ashton made room for him with a smile of greeting.

As like as two peas, sir, responded Jabez, when he had taken a long look. What a face it is! Oftentimes it comes across my mind when I am not thinking of anything but business; and Im always the better for it.

Why, Jabez, this is the first time you have seen it.

Ah, maam, you know I mean the original. Theres two baptisms to-day, sir, he added, turning away; two, and one churching. Mrs. Luttrell and her child, and the poor little baby whose mother died.

Mrs. Luttrell! repeated the Rector. Its soon for her, is it not?

They want to go away to the seaside, replied the clerk. What about that notice, sir?

Ill see to it before Sunday, Jabez. Any news?

No, sir; not that Ive heard of. My wife wanted to persuade me she saw

At this moment a white-haired old serving-man entered the room with a note, claiming the Rectors attention. The mans to take back the answer, sir, if you please.

Wait then, Simon.

Old Simon stood aside, and the clerk, turning to Mrs. Ashton, continued his unfinished sentence.

She wanted to persuade me she saw young Lord Hartledon pass at six oclock this morning. A very likely tale that, maam.

Perhaps she dreamt it, Jabez, said Mrs. Ashton, quietly.

Jabez chuckled; but what he would have answered was interrupted by the old servant.

Its Mr. Elster thats come; not Lord Hartledon.

Mr. Elster! How do you know, Simon? asked Mrs. Ashton.

The gardener mentioned it, maam, when he came in just now, was the servants reply. He said he saw Mr. Elster walk past this morning, as if he had just come by the luggage-train. Im not sure but he spoke to him.

The answer is No, Simon, interposed the Rector, alluding to the note he had been reading. But you can send word that Ill come in some time to-day.

Charles, did you hear what Simon said  that Mr. Elster has come down? asked Mrs. Ashton.

Yes, I heard it, replied the doctor; and there was a hard dry tone in his voice, as if the news were not altogether palatable to him. It must have been Percival Elster your wife saw, Jabez; not Lord Hartledon.

Jabez had been arriving at the same conclusion. They used to be much alike in height and figure, he observed; it was easy to mistake the one for the other. Then thats all this morning, sir?

There is nothing more, Jabez.

In a room whose large French window opened to flowerbeds on the side of the house, bending over a table on which sundry maps were spread, her face very close to them, sat at this moment a young lady. It was the same face you have just seen in the portrait  that of Dr. and Mrs. Ashtons only daughter. The wondrously sunny expression of countenance, blended with strange sweetness, was even more conspicuous than in the portrait. But what perhaps struck a beholder most, when looking at Miss Ashton for the first time, was a nameless grace and refinement that distinguished her whole appearance. She was of middle height, not more; slender; her head well set upon her shoulders. This was her own room; the schoolroom of her girlhood, the sitting-room she had been allowed to call her own since then. Books, work, music, a drawing-easel, and various other items, presenting a rather untidy collection, met the eye. This morning it was particularly untidy. The charts covered the table; one of them lay on the carpet; and a pot of mignonette had been overturned inside the open window scattering some of the mould. She was very busy; the open sleeves of her lilac-muslin dress were thrown back, and her delicate hands were putting the finishing touches in pencil to a plan she had been copying, from one of the maps. A few minutes more, and the pencil was thrown down in relief.

I wont colour it this morning; it must be quite an hour and a half since I began; but the worst is done, and thats worth a kings ransom. In the escape from work, the innocent gaiety of her heart, she broke into a song, and began waltzing round the room. Barely had she passed the open window, her back turned to it, when a gentleman came up, looked in, stepped softly over the threshold, and imprisoned her by the waist.

Be quiet, Arthur. Pick up that mignonette-pot you threw down, sir.

My darling! came in a low, heartfelt whisper. And Miss Ashton, with a faint cry, turned to see her engaged lover, Val Elster.

She stood before him, literally unable to speak in her great astonishment, the red roses going and coming in her delicate cheeks, the rich brown eyes, that might have been too brilliant but for their exceeding sweetness, raised questioningly to his. Mr. Elster folded her in his arms as if he would never release her again, and kissed the shrinking face repeatedly.

Oh, Percival, Percival! Dont! Let me go.

He did so at last, and held her before him, her eyelids drooping now, to gaze at the face he loved so well  yes, loved fervently and well, in spite of his follies and sins. Her heart was beating wildly with its own rapture: for her the world had suddenly grown brighter.

But when did you arrive? she whispered, scarcely knowing how to utter the words in her excessive happiness.

He took her upon his arm and began to pace the room with her while he explained. There was an attempt at excuse for his prolonged absence  for Val Elster had returned from his duties in Vienna in May, and it was now August, and he had lingered through the intervening time in London, enjoying himself  but that was soon glossed over; and he told her how his brother was coming down on the morrow with a houseful of guests, and he, Val, had offered to go before them with the necessary instructions. He did not say why he had offered to do this; that his debts had become so pressing he was afraid to show himself longer in London. Such facts were not for the ear of that fair girl, who trusted him as the truest man she knew under heaven.

What have you been doing, Anne?

He pointed to the maps, and Miss Ashton laughed.

Mrs. Graves was here yesterday; she is very clever, you know; and when something was being said about the course of ships out of England, I made some dreadful mistakes. She took me up sharply, and papa looked at me sharply  and the result is, I have to do a heap of maps. Please tell me if its right, Percival?

She held up her pencilled work of the morning. He was laughing.

What mistakes did you make, Anne?

I am not sure but I said something about an Indiaman, leaving the London Docks, having to pass Scarborough, she returned demurely. It was quite as bad.

Do you remember, Anne, being punished for persisting, in spite of the slate on the wall and your nursery-governess, that the Mediterranean lay between Scotland and Ireland? Miss Jevons wanted to give you bread and water for three days. Hows that prig Graves? he added rather abruptly.

Anne Ashton laughed, blushing slightly. He is just as you left him; very painstaking and efficient in the parish, and all that, but, oh, so stupid in some things! Is the map right?

Yes, its right. Ill help you with the rest. If Dr. Ashton

Why, Val! Is it you? I heard Lord Hartledon had come down.

Percival Elster turned. A lad of seventeen had come bounding in at the window. It was Dr. Ashtons eldest living son, Arthur. Anne was twenty-one. A son, who would have been nineteen now, had died; and there was another, John, two years younger than Arthur.

How are you, Arthur, boy? cried Val. Edward hasnt come. Who told you he had?

Mother Gum. I have just met her.

She told you wrong. He will be down to-morrow. Is that Dr. Ashton?

Attracted perhaps by the voices, Dr. and Mrs. Ashton, who were then out on the lawn, came round to the window. Percival Elster grasped a hand of each, and after a minute or twos studied coldness, the doctor thawed. It was next to impossible to resist the genial manner, the winning attractions of the young man to his face. But Dr. Ashton could not approve of his line of conduct; and had sore doubts whether he had done right in allowing him to become the betrothed of his dearly-loved daughter.




CHAPTER IV.

THE COUNTESS-DOWAGER.

The guests had arrived, and Hartledon was alive with bustle and lights. The first link in the chain, whose fetters were to bind more than one victim, had been forged. Link upon link; a heavy, despairing burden no hand could lift; a burden which would have to be borne for the most part in dread secrecy and silence.

Mirrable had exerted herself to good purpose, and Mirrable was capable of it when occasion needed. Help had been procured from Calne, and on the Friday evening several of the Hartledon servants arrived from the town-house. None but a young man would have put us to such a rout, quoth Mirrable, in her privileged freedom; my lord and lady would have sent a weeks notice at least. But when Lord Hartledon arrived on the Saturday evening with his guests, Mirrable was ready for them.

She stood at the entrance to receive them, in her black-silk gown and lace cap, its broad white-satin strings falling on either side the bunch of black ringlets that shaded her thin face. Who, to look at her quick, sharp countenance, with its practical sense, her active frame, her ready speech, her general capability, would believe her to be sister to that silly, dreaming Mrs. Gum? But it was so. Lord Hartledon, kind, affable, unaffected as ever was his brother Percival, shook hands with her heartily in the eyes of his guests before he said a word of welcome to them; and one of those guests, a remarkably broad woman, with a red face, a wide snub nose, and a front of light flaxen hair, who had stepped into the house leaning on her hosts arm  having, in fact, taken it unasked, and seemed to be assuming a great deal of authority  turned round to stare at Mirrable, and screwed her little light eyes together for a better view.

Who is she, Hartledon?

Mrs. Mirrable, answered his lordship rather shortly. I think you must have seen her before. She has been Hartledons mistress since my mother died, he rather pointedly added, for he saw incipient defiance in the old ladys countenance.

Oh, Hartledons head servant; the housekeeper, I presume, cried she, as majestically as her harsh voice allowed her to speak. Perhaps youll tell her who I am, Hartledon; and that I have undertaken to preside here for a little while.

I believe Mrs. Mirrable knows you, maam, spoke up Percival Elster, for Lord Hartledon had turned away, and was lost amongst his guests. You have seen the Countess-Dowager of Kirton, Mirrable?

The countess-dowager faced round upon the speaker sharply.

Oh, its you, Val Elster? Who asked you to interfere? Ill see the rooms, Mirrable, and the arrangements you have made. Maude, where are you? Come with me.

A tall, stately girl, with handsome features, raven hair and eyes, and a brilliant colour, extricated herself from the crowd. It was Lady Maude Kirton. Mirrable went first; the countess-dowager followed, talking volubly; and Maude brought up the rear. Other servants came forward to see to the rest of the guests.

The most remarkable quality observable in the countess-dowager, apart from her great breadth, was her restlessness. She seemed never still for an instant; her legs had a fidgety, nervous movement in them, and in moments of excitement, which were not infrequent, she was given to executing a sort of war-dance. Old she was not; but her peculiar graces of person, her rotund form, her badly-made front of flaxen curls, which was rarely in its place, made her appear so. A bold, scheming, unscrupulous, vulgar-minded woman, who had never considered other peoples feelings in her life, whether equals or inferiors. In her day she must have been rather tall  nearly as tall as that elegant Maude who followed her; but her astounding width caused her now to appear short. She went looking into the different rooms as shown to her by Mirrable, and chose the best for herself and her daughter.

Three en suite. Yes, that will be the thing, Mirrable. Lady Maude will take the inner one, I will occupy this, and my maid the outer. Very good. Now you may order the luggage up.

But my lady, objected Mirrable, these are the best rooms in the house; and each has a separate entrance, as you perceive. With so many guests to provide for, your maid cannot have one of these rooms.

What? cried the countess-dowager. My maid not have one of these rooms? You insolent woman! Do you know that I am come here with my nephew, Lord Hartledon, to be mistress of this house, and of every one in it? Youd better mind your behaviour, for I can tell you that I shall look pretty sharply after it.

Then, said Mirrable, who never allowed herself to be put out by any earthly thing, and rarely argued against the stream, as your ladyship has come here as sole mistress, perhaps you will yourself apportion the rooms to the guests.

Let them apportion them for themselves, cried the countess-dowager. These three are mine; others manage as they can. Its Hartledons fault. I told him not to invite a heap of people. You and I shall get on together very well, Ive no doubt, Mirrable, she continued in a false, fawning voice; for she was remarkably alive at all times to her own interests. Am I to understand that you are the housekeeper?

I am acting as housekeeper at present, was Mirrables answer. When my lord went to town, after my ladys death, the housekeeper went also, and has remained there. I have taken her place. Lord Elster  Lord Hartledon, I mean  has not lived yet at Hartledon, and we have had no establishment.

Then who are you?

I was maid to Lady Hartledon for many years. Her ladyship treated me more as a friend at the last; and the young gentlemen always did so.

Very good, cried the untrue voice. And, now, Mirrable, you can go down and send up some tea for myself and Lady Maude. What time do we dine?

Mr. Elster ordered it for eight oclock.

And what business had he to take orders upon himself? and the pale little eyes flashed with anger. Whos Val Elster, that he should interfere? I sent word by the servants that we wouldnt dine till nine.

Mr. Elster is in his own house, madam; and

In his own house! raved Lady Kirton. Its no house of his; its his brothers. And I wish I was his brother for a day only; Id let Mr. Val know what presumption comes to. Cant dinner be delayed?

Im afraid not, my lady.

Ugh! snapped the countess-dowager. Send up tea at once; and let it be strong, with a great deal of green in it. And some rolled bread-and-butter, and a little well-buttered toast.

Mirrable departed with the commands, more inclined to laugh at the selfish old woman than to be angry. She remembered the countess-dowager arriving on an unexpected visit some three or four years before, and finding the old Lord Hartledon away and his wife ill in bed. She remained three days, completely upsetting the house; so completely upsetting the invalid Lady Hartledon, that the latter was glad to lend her a sum of money to get rid of her.

Truth to say, Lady Kirton had never been a welcome guest at Hartledon; had been shunned, in fact, and kept away by all sorts of ruses. The only other visit she had paid the family, in Mirrables remembrance, was to the town-house, when the children were young. Poor little Val had been taught by his nurse to look upon her as a bogey; went about in terror of her; and her ladyship detecting the feeling, administered sly pinches whenever they met. Perhaps neither of them had completely overcome the antagonism from that time to this.

A scrambling sort of life had been Lady Kirtons. The wife of a very poor and improvident Irish peer, who had died early, leaving her badly provided for, her days had been one long scramble to make both ends meet and avoid creditors. Now in Ireland, now on the Continent, now coming out for a few brief weeks of fashionable life, and now on the wing to some place of safety, had she dodged about, and become utterly unscrupulous.

There was a whole troop of children, who had been allowed to go to the good or the bad very much in their own way, with little help or hindrance from their mother. All the daughters were married now, excepting Maude, mostly to German barons and French counts. One had espoused a marquis  native country not clearly indicated; one an Italian duke: but the marquis lived somewhere over in Algeria in a small lodging, and the Duke condescended to sing an occasional song on the Italian stage.

It was all one to Lady Kirton. They had taken their own way, and she washed her hands of them as easily as though they had never belonged to her. Had they been able to supply her with an occasional bank-note, or welcome her on a protracted visit, they had been her well-beloved and most estimable daughters.

Of the younger sons, all were dispersed; the dowager neither knew nor cared where. Now and again a piteous begging-letter would come from one or the other, which she railed at and scolded over, and bade Maude answer. Her eldest son, Lord Kirton, had married some four or five years ago, and since then the countess-dowagers lines had been harder than ever. Before that event she could go to the place in Ireland whenever she liked (circumstances permitting), and stay as long as she liked; but that was over now. For the young Lady Kirton, who on her own score spent all the money her husband could scrape together, and more, had taken an inveterate dislike to her mother-in-law, and would not tolerate her.

Never, since she was thus thrown upon her own resources, had the countess-dowagers lucky star been in the ascendant as it had been this season, for she contrived to fasten herself upon the young Lord Hartledon, and secure a firm footing in his town-house. She called him her nephew My nephew Hartledon; but that was a little improvement upon the actual relationship, for she and the late Lady Hartledon had been cousins only. She invited herself for a weeks sojourn in May, and had never gone away again; and it was now August. She had come down with him, sans cérémonie, to Hartledon; had told him (as a great favour) that she would look after his house and guests during her stay, as his mother would have done. Easy, careless, good-natured Hartledon acquiesced, and took it all as a matter of course. To him she was ever all sweetness and suavity.

None knew better on which side her bread was buttered than the countess-dowager. She liked it buttered on both sides, and generally contrived to get it.

She had come down to Hartledon House with one fixed determination  that she did not quit it until the Lady Maude was its mistress. For a long while Maude had been her sole hope. Her other daughters had married according to their fancy  and what had come of it?  but Maude was different. Maude had great beauty; and Maude, truth to say, was almost as selfishly alive to her own interest as her mother. She should marry well, and so be in a position to shelter the poor, homeless, wandering dowager. Had she chosen from the whole batch of peers, not one could have been found more eligible than he whom fortune seemed to have turned up for her purpose  Lord Hartledon; and before the countess-dowager had been one week his guest in London she began her scheming.

Lady Maude was nothing loth. Young, beautiful, vain, selfish, she yet possessed a womans susceptible heart; though surrounded with luxury, dress, pomp, show, which are said to deaden the feelings, and in some measure do deaden them, Lady Maude insensibly managed to fall in love, as deeply as ever did an obscure damsel of romance. She had first met him two years before, when he was Viscount Elster; had liked him then. Their relationship sanctioned their being now much together, and the Lady Maude lost her heart to him.

Would it bring forth fruit, this scheming of the countess-dowagers, and Maudes own love? In her wildest hopes the old woman never dreamed of what that fruit would be; or, unscrupulous as she was by habit, unfeeling by nature, she might have carried away Maude from Hartledon within the hour of their arrival.

Of the three parties more immediately concerned, the only innocent one  innocent of any intentions  was Lord Hartledon. He liked Maude very well as a cousin, but otherwise he did not care for her. They might succeed  at least, had circumstances gone on well, they might have succeeded  in winning him at last; but it would not have been from love. His present feeling towards Maude was one of indifference; and of marriage at all he had not begun to think.

Val Elster, on the contrary, regarded Maude with warm admiration. Her beauty had charms for him, and he had been oftener at her side but for the watchful countess-dowager. It would have been horrible had Maude fallen in love with the wrong brother, and the old lady grew to hate him for the fear, as well as on her own score. The feeling of dislike, begun in Vals childhood, had ripened in the last month or two to almost open warfare. He was always in the way. Many a time when Lord Hartledon might have enjoyed a tête-à-tête with Maude, Val Elster was there to spoil it.

But the culminating point had arrived one day, when Val, half laughingly, half seriously, told the dowager, who had been provoking him almost beyond endurance, that she might spare her angling in regard to Maude, for Hartledon would never bite. But that he took his pleasant face beyond her reach, it might have suffered, for her fingers were held out alarmingly.

From that time she took another little scheme into her hands  that of getting Percival Elster out of his brothers favour and his brothers house. Val, on his part, seriously advised his brother not to allow the Kirtons to come to Hartledon; and this reached the ears of the dowager. You may be sure it did not tend to soothe her. Lord Hartledon only laughed at Val, saying they might come if they liked; what did it matter?

But, strange to say, Val Elster was as a very reed in the hands of the old woman. Let her once get hold of him, and she could turn him any way she pleased. He felt afraid of her, and bent to her will. The feeling may have had its rise partly in the fear instilled into his boyhood, partly in the yielding nature of his disposition. However that might be, it was a fact; and Val could no more have openly opposed the resolute, sharp-tongued old woman to her face than he could have changed his nature. He rarely called her anything but maam, as their nurse had taught him and his brothers and sisters to do in those long-past years.

Before eight oclock the guests had all assembled in the drawing-room, except the countess-dowager and Maude. Lord Hartledon was going about amongst them, talking to one and another of the beauties of this, his late fathers place; scarcely yet thought of as his own. He was a tall slender man; in figure very much resembling Percival, but not in face: the one was dark, the other fair. There was also the same indolent sort of movement, a certain languid air discernible in both; proclaiming the undoubted fact, that both were idle in disposition and given to ennui. There the resemblance ended. Lord Hartledon had nothing of the irresolution of Percival Elster, but was sufficiently decisive in character, prompt in action.

A noble room, this they were in, as many of the rooms were in the fine old mansion. Lord Hartledon opened the inner door, and took them into another, to show them the portrait of his brother George  a fine young man also, with a fair, pleasing countenance.

He is like Elster; not like you, Hartledon, cried a young man, whose name was Carteret.

Was, you mean, Carteret, corrected Lord Hartledon, in tones of sad regret. There was a great family resemblance between us all, I believe.

He died from an accident, did he not? said Mr. OMoore, an Irishman, who liked to be called The OMoore.

Yes.

Percival Elster turned to his brother, and spoke in low tones. Edward, was any particular person suspected of having fired the shot?

None. A set of loose, lawless characters were out that night, and

What are you all looking at here?

The interruption came from Lady Kirton, who was sailing into the room with Maude. A striking contrast the one presented to the other. Maude in pink silk and a pink wreath, her haughty face raised in pride, her dark eyes flashing, radiantly beautiful. The old dowager, broad as she was high, her face rouged, her short snub nose always carried in the air, her light eyes unmeaning, her flaxen eyebrows heavy, her flaxen curls crowned by a pea-green turban. Her choice attire was generally composed, as to-day, of some cheap, flimsy, gauzy material bright in colour. This evening it was orange lace, all flounces and frills, with a lace scarf; and she generally had innumerable ends of quilted net flying about her skirts, not unlike tails. It was certain she did not spend much money upon her own attire; and how she procured the costly dresses for Maude the latter appeared in was ever a mystery. You can hardly fancy the bedecked old figure that she made. The OMoore nearly laughed out, as he civilly turned to answer her question.

We were looking at this portrait, Lady Kirton.

And saying how much he was like Val, put in young Carteret, between whom and the dowager warfare also existed. Val, which was the elder?

George was.

Then his death made you heir-presumptive, cried the thoughtless young man, speaking impulsively.

Heir-presumptive to what? asked the dowager snapping at the words.

To Hartledon.

He heir to Hartledon! Dont trouble yourself, young man, to imagine that Val Elsters ever likely to come into Hartledon. Do you want to shoot his lordship, as he was shot?

The uncalled-for retort, the strangely intemperate tones, the quick passionate fling of the hand towards the portrait astonished young Carteret not a little. Others were surprised also; and not one present but stared at the speaker. But she said no more. The pea-green turban and flaxen curls were nodding ominously; and that was all.

The animus to Val Elster was very marked. Lord Hartledon glanced at his brother with a smile, and led the way back to the other drawing-room. At that moment the butler announced dinner; the party filed across the hall to the fine old dining-room, and began finding their seats.

I shall sit there, Val. You can take a chair at the side.

Val did look surprised at this. He was about to take the foot of his brothers table, as usual; and there was the pea-green turban standing over him, waiting to usurp it. It would have been quite beyond Val Elster, in his sensitiveness, to tell her she should not have it; but he did feel annoyed. He was sweet-tempered, however. Moreover, he was a gentleman, and only waited to make one remark.

I fear you will not like this place, maam. Wont it look odd to see a lady at the bottom of the table?

I have promised my dear nephew to act as mistress, and to see after his guests; and I dont choose to sit at the side under those circumstances. But she had looked at Lord Hartledon, and hesitated before she spoke. Perhaps she thought his lordship would resign the head of the table to her, and take the foot himself. If so, she was mistaken.

You will be more comfortable at the side, Lady Kirton, cried Lord Hartledon, when he discovered what the bustle was about.

Not at all, Hartledon; not at all.

But I like my brother to face me, maam. It is his accustomed place.

Remonstrance was useless. The dowager nodded her pea-green turban, and firmly seated herself. Val Elster dexterously found a seat next Lady Maude; and a gay gleam of triumph shot out of his deep-blue eyes as he glanced at the dowager. It was not the seat she would have wished him to take; but to interfere again might have imperilled her own place. Maude laughed. She did not care for Val  rather despised him in her heart; but he was the most attractive man present, and she liked admiration.

Another link in the chain! For how many, many days and years, dating from that evening, did that awful old woman take a seat, at intervals, at Lord Hartledons table, and assume it as a right!




CHAPTER V.

JEALOUSY.

The rain poured down on the Monday morning; and Lord Hartledon stood at the window of the countess-dowagers sitting-room  one she had unceremoniously adopted for her own private use  smoking a cigar, and watching the clouds. Any cigar but his would have been consigned to the other side the door. Mr. Elster had only shown (by mere accident) the end of his cigar-case, and the dowager immediately demanded what he meant by displaying that article in the presence of ladies. A few minutes afterwards Lord Hartledon entered, smoking, and was allowed to enjoy his cigar with impunity. Good-tempered Vals delicate lips broke into a silent smile as he marked the contrast.

He lounged on the sofa, doing nothing, in his idle fashion; Lord Hartledon continued to watch the clouds. On the previous Saturday night the gentlemen had entered into an argument about boating: the result was that a match on the river was arranged, and some bets were pending on it. It had been fixed to come off this day, Monday; but if the rain continued to come down, it must be postponed; for the ladies, who had been promised the treat, would not venture out to see it.

It has come on purpose, grumbled Lord Hartledon. Yesterday was as fine and bright as it could be, the glass standing at set fair; and now, just because this boating was to come off, the rain peppers down!

The rain excepted, it was a fair vision that he looked out upon. The room faced the back of the house, and beyond the lovely grounds green slopes extended to the river, tolerably wide here, winding peacefully in its course. The distant landscape was almost like a scene from fairyland.

The restless dowager  in a nondescript head-dress this morning, adorned with an upright tuft of red feathers and voluminous skirts of brown net, a jacket and flounces to match  betook herself to the side of Lord Hartledon.

Where dyou get the boats? she asked.

They are kept lower down, at the boat-house, he replied, puffing at his cigar. You cant see it from here; its beyond Dr. Ashtons; lots of em; any number to be had for the hiring. Talking of Dr. Ashton, they will dine here to-day, maam.

Who will? asked Lady Kirton.

The doctor, Mrs. Ashton  if shes well enough  and Miss Ashton.

Who are they, my dear nephew?

Why, dont you know? Dr. Ashton preached to you yesterday. He is Rector of Calne; you must have heard of Dr. Ashton. They will be calling this morning, I expect.

And you have invited them to dinner! Well, one must do the civil to this sort of people.

Lord Hartledon burst into a laugh. You wont say this sort of people when you see the Ashtons, Lady Kirton. They are quite as good as we are. Dr. Ashton has refused a bishopric, and Anne is the sweetest girl ever created.

Lady Maude, who was drawing, and exchanging a desultory sentence once in a way with Val, suddenly looked up. Her colour had heightened, though it was brilliant at all times.

Are you speaking of my maid? she said  and it might be that she had not attended to the conversation, and asked in ignorance, not in scorn. Her name is Anne.

I was speaking of Anne Ashton, said Lord Hartledon.

Allow me to beg Anne Ashtons pardon, returned Lady Maude; her tone this time unmistakably mocking. Anne is so common a name amongst servants.

I dont care whether it is common amongst servants or uncommon, spoke Lord Hartledon rather hotly, as though he would resent the covert sneer. It is Anne Ashtons; and I love the name for her sake. But I think it a pretty name; and should, if she did not bear it; prettier than yours, Maude.

And pray who is Anne Ashton? demanded the countess-dowager, with as much hauteur as so queer an old figure and face could put on, whilst Maude bent over her employment with white lips.

She is Dr. Ashtons daughter, spoke Lord Hartledon, shortly. My father valued him above all men. He loved Anne too  loved her dearly; and  though I dont know whether it is quite fair to Anne to let this out  the probable future connection between the families was most welcome to him. Next to my father, we boys reverenced the doctor; he was our tutor, in a measure, when we were staying at Hartledon; at least, tutor to poor George and Val; they used to read with him.

And you would hint at some alliance between you and this Anne Ashton! cried the countess-dowager, in a fume; for she thought she saw a fear that the great prize might slip through her fingers. What sort of an alliance, I should like to ask? Be careful what you say, Hartledon; you may injure the young woman.

Ill take care I dont injure Anne Ashton, returned Lord Hartledon, enjoying her temper. As to an alliance with her  my earnest wish is, as it was my fathers, that time may bring it about. Val there knows I wish it.

Val glanced at his brother by way of answer. He had taken no part in the discussion; his slight lips were drawn down, as he balanced a pair of scissors on his forefinger, and he looked less good-tempered than usual.

Has she red hair and sky-blue eyes, and a dolls face? Does she sit in the pew under the reading-desk with three other dolls? asked the foaming dowager.

Lord Hartledon turned and stared at the speaker in wonder  what could be so exciting her?

She has soft brown hair and eyes, and a sweet gentle face; she is a graceful, elegant, attractive girl, said he, curtly. She sat alone yesterday; for Arthur was in another part of the church, and Mrs. Ashton was not there. Mrs. Ashton is not in good health, she tells me, and cannot always come. The Rectors pew is the one with green curtains.

Oh, that vulgar-looking girl! exclaimed Maude, her unjust words  and she knew them to be unjust  trembling on her lips. The Grand Sultan might exalt her to be his chief wife, but he could never make a lady of her, or get her to look like one.

Be quiet, Maude, cried the countess-dowager, who, with all her own mistakes, had the sense to see that this sort of disparagement would only recoil upon them with interest, and who did not like the expression of Lord Hartledons face. You talk as if you had seen this Mrs. Ashton, Hartledon, since your return.

I should not be many hours at Hartledon without seeing Mrs. Ashton, he answered. Thats where I was yesterday afternoon, maam, when you were so kindly anxious in your inquiries as to what had become of me. I dare say I was absent an unconscionable time. I never know how it passes, once I am with Anne.

We represent Love as blind, you know, spoke Maude, in her desperation, unable to steady her pallid lips. You apparently do not see it, Lord Hartledon, but the young woman is the very essence of vulgarity.

A pause followed the speech. The countess-dowager turned towards her daughter in a blazing rage, and Val Elster quitted the room.

Maude, said Lord Hartledon, I am sorry to tell you that you have put your foot in it.

Thank you, panted Lady Maude, in her agitation. For giving my opinion of your Anne Ashton?

Precisely. You have driven Val away in suppressed indignation.

Is Val of the Anne Ashton faction, that the truth should tell upon him, as well as upon you? she returned, striving to maintain an assumption of sarcastic coldness.

It is upon him that the words will tell. Anne is engaged to him.

Is it true? Is Val really engaged to her? cried the countess-dowager in an ecstacy of relief, lifting her snub nose and painted cheeks, whilst a glad light came into Maudes eyes again. I did hear he was engaged to some girl; but such reports of younger sons go for nothing.

Val was engaged to her before he went abroad. Whether he will get her or not, is another thing.

To hear you talk, Hartledon, one might have supposed you cared for the girl yourself, cried Lady Kirton; but her brow was smooth again, and her tone soft as honey. You should be more cautious.

Cautious! Why so? I love and respect Anne beyond any girl on earth. But that Val hastened to make hay when the sun shone, whilst I fell asleep under the hedge, I dont know but I might have proposed to her myself, he added, with a laugh. However, it shall not be my fault if Val does not win her.

The countess-dowager said no more. She was worldly-wise in her way, and thought it best to leave well alone. Sailing out of the room she left them alone together: as she was fond of doing.

Is it not rather  rather beneath an Elster to marry an obscure country clergymans daughter? began Lady Maude, a strange bitterness filling her heart.

I tell you, Maude, the Ashtons are our equals in all ways. He is a proud old doctor of divinity  not old, however  of irreproachable family and large private fortune.

You spoke of him as a tutor?

A tutor! Oh, I said he was in a measure our tutor when we were young. I meant in training us  in training us to good; and he allowed George and Val to read with him, and directed their studies: all for love, and out of the friendship he and my father bore each other. Dr. Ashton a paid tutor! ejaculated Lord Hartledon, laughing at the notion. Dr. Ashton an obscure country clergyman! And even if he were, who is Val, that he should set himself up?

He is the Honourable Val Elster.

Very honourable! Val is an unlucky dog of a spendthrift; thats what Val is. See how many times he has been set up on his legs!  and has always come down again. He had that place in the Government my father got him. He was attaché in Paris; subsequently in Vienna; he has had ever so many chances, and drops through all. One cant help loving Val; he is an attractive, sweet-tempered, good-natured fellow; but he was certainly born under an unlucky star. Elsters folly!

Val will drop through more chances yet, remarked Lady Maude. I pity Miss Ashton, if she means to wait for him.

Means to! She loves him passionately  devotedly. She would wait for him all her life, and think it happiness only to see him once in a way.

As an astronomer looks at a star through a telescope, laughed Maude; and Val is not worth the devotion.

Val is not a bad fellow in the main; quite the contrary, Maude. Of course we all know his besetting sin  irresolution. A child might sway him, either for good or ill. The very best thing that could happen to Val would be his marriage with Anne. She is sensible and judicious; and I think Val could not fail to keep straight under her influence. If Dr. Ashton could only be brought to see the matter in this light!

Can he not?

He thinks  and I dont say he has not reason  that Val should show some proof of stability before his marriage, instead of waiting until after it. The doctor has not gone to the extent of parting them, or of suspending the engagement; but he is prepared to be strict and exacting as to Mr. Vals line of conduct; and I fancy the suspicion that it would be so has kept Val away from Calne.

What will be done?

I hardly know. Val does not make a confidant of me, and I cant get to the bottom of how he is situated. Debts I am sure he has; but whether

Val always had plenty of those, interrupted Maude.

True. When my father died, three parts of Vals inheritance went to pay off debts nobody knew he had contracted. The worst is, he glides into these difficulties unwittingly, led and swayed by others. We dont say Elsters sin, or Elsters crimes; we say Elsters folly. I dont believe Val ever in his life did a bad thing of deliberate intention. Designing people get hold of him  fast fellows who are going headlong down-hill themselves  and Val, unable to say No, is drawn here and drawn there, and tumbles with them into a quagmire, and perhaps has to pay his friends costs, as well as his own, before he can get out of it. Do you believe in luck, Maude?

In luck? answered Maude, raising her eyes at the abrupt question. I dont know.

I believe in it. I believe that some are born under a lucky star, and others under an unlucky one. Val is one of the latter. He is always unlucky. Set him up, and down he comes again. I dont think I ever knew Val lucky in my life. Look at his nearly blowing his arm off that time in Scotland! You will laugh at me, I dare say; but a thought crosses me at odd moments that his ill-luck will prevail still, in the matter of Miss Ashton. Not if I can help it, however; Ill do my best, for Annes sake.

You seem to think very much of her yourself, cried Lady Maude, her cheeks crimsoning with an angry flush.

I do  as Vals future wife. I love Anne Ashton better than any one else in the world. We all loved her. So would you if you knew her. In my mothers last illness Anne was a greater comfort to her than Laura.

Should you ever think of a wife on your own score, she may not like this warm praise of Miss Anne Ashton, said Lady Maude, assiduously drawing, her hot face bent down to within an inch of the cardboard.

Not like it? She wouldnt be such an idiot, I hope, as to dislike it. Is not Anne going to be my brothers wife? Did you suppose I spoke of Anne in that way?  you must have been dreaming, Maude.

Maude hoped she had been. The young man took his cigar from his mouth, ran a penknife through the end, and began smoking again.

That time is far enough off, Maude. I am not going to tie myself up with a wife, or to think of one either, for many a long year to come.

Her heart beat with a painful throbbing. Why not?

No danger. My wild oats are not sown yet, any more than Vals; only you dont hear of them, because I have money to back me, and he has not. I must find a girl I should like to make my wife before that event comes off, Maude; and I have not found her yet.

Lady Maude damaged her landscape. She sketched in a tree where a chimney ought to have been, and laid the fault upon her pencil.

It has been real sport, Maude, ever since I came home from knocking about abroad, to hear and see the old ladies. They think I am to be caught with a bait; and that bait is each ones own enchanting daughter. Let them angle, an they please  it does no harm. They are amused, and I am none the worse. I enjoy a laugh sometimes, while I take care of myself; as I have need to do, or I might find myself the victim of some detestable breach-of-promise affair, and have to stand damages. But for Anne Ashton, Val would have had his head in that Westminster-noose a score of times; and the wonder is that he has kept out of it. No, thank you, my ladies; I am not a marrying man.

Why do you tell me this? asked Lady Maude, a sick faintness stealing over her face and heart.

You are one of ourselves, and I tell you anything. It will be fun for you, Maude, if youll open your eyes and look on. There are some in the house now who He stopped and laughed.

I would rather not hear this! she cried passionately. Dont tell me.

Lord Hartledon looked at her, begged her pardon, and quitted the room with his cigar. Lady Maude, black as night, dashed her pencil on to the cardboard, and scored her sketch all over with ugly black lines. Her face itself looked ugly then.

Why did he say this to me? she asked of her fevered heart. Was it said with a purpose? Has he found out that I love him? that my shallow old mother is one of the subtlest of the anglers? and that

What on earth are you at with your drawing, Maude?

Oh, I have grown sick of the sketch. I am not in a drawing mood to-day, mamma.

And how fierce you were looking, pursued the countess-dowager, who had darted in at rather an inopportune moment for Maude  darting in on people at such moments being her habit. And that was the sketch Hartledon asked you to do for him from the old painting!

He may do it himself, if he wants it done.

Where is Hartledon?

I dont know. Gone out somewhere.

Has he offended you, or vexed you?

Well, he did vex me. He has just been assuring me with the coolest air that he should never marry; or, at least, not for years and years to come. He told me to notice what a heap of girls were after him  or their mothers for them  and the fun he had over it, not being a marrying man.

Is that all? You need not have put yourself in a fatigue, and spoilt your drawing. Lord Hartledon shall be your husband before six months are over  or reproach me ever afterwards with being a false prophetess and a bungling manager.

Maudes brow cleared. She had almost childlike confidence in the tact of her unscrupulous mother.

But how the mornings conversation altogether rankled in her heart, none save herself could tell: ay, and in that of the dowager. Although Anne Ashton was the betrothed of Percival Elster, and Lord Hartledons freely-avowed love for her was evidently that of a brother, and he had said he should do all he could to promote the marriage, the strongest jealousy had taken possession of Lady Maudes heart. She already hated Anne Ashton with a fierce and bitter hatred. She turned sick with envy when, in the morning visit that was that day paid by the Ashtons, she saw that Anne was really what Lord Hartledon had described her  one of the sweetest, most lovable, most charming of girls; almost without her equal in the world for grace and goodness and beauty. She turned more sick with envy when, at dinner afterwards, to which the Ashtons came, Lord Hartledon devoted himself to them, almost to the neglect of his other guests, lingering much with Anne.

The countess-dowager marked it also, and was furious. Nothing could be urged against them; they were unexceptionable. The doctor, a chatty, straightforward, energetic man, of great intellect and learning, and emphatically a gentleman; his wife attracting by her unobtrusive gentleness; his daughter by her grace and modest self-possession. Whatever Maude Kirton might do, she could never, for very shame, again attempt to disparage them. Surely there was no just reason for the hatred which took possession of Maudes heart; a hatred that could never be plucked out again.

But Maude knew how to dissemble. It pleased her to affect a sudden and violent friendship for Anne.

Hartledon told me how much I should like you, she whispered, as they sat together on the sofa after dinner, to which Maude had drawn her. He said I should find you the dearest girl I ever met; and I do so. May I call you Anne?

Not for a moment did Miss Ashton answer. Truth to say, far from reciprocating the sudden fancy boasted of by Maude, she had taken an unaccountable dislike to her. Something of falsity in the tone, of sudden hardiesse in the handsome black eyes, acted upon Anne as an instinctive warning.

As you please, Lady Maude.

Thank you so much. Hartledon whispered to me the secret about you and Val  Percival, I mean. Shall you accomplish the task, think you?

What task?

That of turning him from his evil ways.

His evil ways? repeated Anne, in a surprised indignation she did not care to check. I do not understand you, Lady Maude.

Pardon me, my dear Anne: it was hazardous so to speak to you. I ought to have said his thoughtless ways. Quant à moi, je ne vois pas la différence. Do you understand French?

Miss Ashton looked at her, really not knowing what this style of conversation might mean. Maude continued; she had a habit of putting forth a sting on occasion, or what she hoped might be a sting.

You are staring at the superfluous question. Of course it is one in these French days, when everyone speaks it. What was I saying? Oh, about Percival. Should he ever have the luck to marry, meaning the income, he will make a docile husband; but his wife will have to keep him under her finger and thumb; she must be master as well as mistress, for his own sake.

I think Mr. Elster would not care to be so spoken of, said Miss Ashton, her face beginning to glow.

You devoted girl! It is you who dont care to hear it. Take care, Anne; too much love is not good for gaining the mastership; and I have heard that you are  shall I say it?  éperdue.

Anne, in spite of her calm good sense, was actually provoked to a retort in kind, and felt terribly vexed with herself for it afterwards. A rumour of the same sort has been breathed as to the Lady Maude Kirtons regard for Lord Hartledon.

Has it? returned Lady Maude, with a cool tone and a glowing face. You are angry with me without reason. Have I not offered to swear to you an eternal friendship?

Anne shook her head, and her lips parted with a curious expression. I do not swear so lightly, Lady Maude.

What if I were to avow to you that it is true?  that I do love Lord Hartledon, deeply as it is known you love his brother, she added, dropping her voice would you believe me?

Anne looked at the speakers face, but could read nothing. Was she in jest or earnest?

No, I would not believe you, she said, with a smile. If you did love him, you would not proclaim it.

Exactly. I was jesting. What is Lord Hartledon to me?  save that we are cousins, and passably good friends. I must avow one thing, that I like him better than I do his brother.

For that no avowal is necessary, said Anne; the fact is sufficiently evident.

You are right, Anne; and for once Maude spoke earnestly. I do not like Percival Elster. But I will always be civil to him for your sweet sake.

Why do you dislike him?  if I may ask it. Have you any particular reason for doing so?

I have no reason in the world. He is a good-natured, gentlemanly fellow; and I know no ill of him, except that he is always getting into scrapes, and dropping, as I hear, a lot of money. But if he got out of his last guinea, and went almost in rags, it would be nothing to me; so thats not it. One does take antipathies; I dare say you do, Miss Ashton. What a blessing Hartledon did not die in that fever he caught last year! Val would have inherited. What a mercy!

That he lived? or that Val is not Lord Hartledon?

Both. But I believe I meant that Val is not reigning.

You think he would not have made a worthy inheritor?

A worthy inheritor? Oh, I was not glancing at that phase of the question. Here he comes! I will give up my seat to him.

It is possible Lady Maude expected some pretty phrases of affection; begging her to keep it. If so, she was mistaken. Anne Ashton was one of those essentially quiet, self-possessed girls in society, whose manners seem almost to border on apathy. She did not say Do go, or Dont go. She was perfectly passive; and Maude moved away half ashamed of herself, and feeling, in spite of her jealousy and her prejudice, that if ever there was a ladylike girl upon earth, it was Anne Ashton.

How do you like her, Anne? asked Val Elster, dropping into the vacant place.

Not much.

Dont you? She is very handsome.

Very handsome indeed. Quite beautiful. But still I dont like her.

You would like her if you knew her. She has a rare spirit, only the old dowager keeps it down.

I dont think she much likes you, Val.

She is welcome to dislike me, returned Val Elster.




CHAPTER VI.

AT THE BRIDGE.

The famous boat-race was postponed. Some of the competitors had discovered they should be the better for a few days training, and the contest was fixed for the following Monday.

Not a day of the intervening week but sundry small cockle-shells  things the ladies had already begun to designate as the wager-boats, each containing a gentleman occupant, exercising his arms on a pair of sculls  might be seen any hour passing and repassing on the water; and the green slopes of Hartledon, which here formed the bank of the river, grew to be tenanted with fair occupants. Of course they had their favourites, these ladies, and their little bets of gloves on them.

As the day for the contest drew near the interest became really exciting; and on the Saturday morning there was quite a crowd on the banks. The whole week, since Monday, had been most beautiful  calm, warm, lovely. Percival Elster, in his rather idle fashion, was not going to join in the contest: there were enough without him, he said.

He was standing now, talking to Anne. His face wore a sad expression, as she glanced up at him from beneath the white feather of her rather large-brimmed straw hat. Anne had been a great deal at Hartledon that week, and was as interested in the race as any of them, wearing Lord Hartledons colours.

How did you hear it, Anne? he was asking.

Mamma told me. She came into my room just now, and said there had been words.

Well, its true. The doctor took me to task exactly as he used to do when I was a boy. He said my course of life was sinful; and I rather fired up at that. Idle and useless it may be, but sinful it is not: and I said so. He explained that he meant that, and persisted in his assertion  that an idle, aimless, profitless life was a sinful one. Do you know the rest?

No, she faltered.

He said he would give me to the end of the year. And if I were then still pursuing my present frivolous course of life, doing no good to myself or to anyone else, he should cancel the engagement. My darling, I see how this pains you.

She was suppressing her tears with difficulty. Papa will be sure to keep his word, Percival. He is so resolute when he thinks he is right.

The worst is, its true. I do fall into all sorts of scrapes, and I have got out of money, and I do idle my time away, acknowledged the young man in his candour. And all the while, Anne, I am thinking and hoping to do right. If ever I get set on my legs again, wont I keep on them!

But how many times have you said so before! she whispered.

Half the follies for which I am now paying were committed when I was but a boy, he said. One of the men now visiting here, Dawkes, persuaded me to put my name to a bill for him for fifteen hundred pounds, and I had to pay it. It hampered me for years; and in the end I know I must have paid it twice over. I might have pleaded that I was under age when he got my signature, but it would have been scarcely honourable to do so.

And you never profited by the transaction?

Never by a sixpence. It was done for Dawkess accommodation, not mine. He ought to have paid it, you say? My dear, he is a man of straw, and never had fifteen hundred pounds of his own in his life.

Does Lord Hartledon know of this? I wonder he has him here.

I did not mention it at the time; and the things past and done with. I only tell you now to give you an idea of the nature of my embarrassments and scrapes. Not one in ten has really been incurred for myself: they only fall upon me. One must buy experience.

Terribly vexed was that sweet face, an almost painful sadness upon the generally sunny features.

I will never give you up, Anne, he continued, with emotion. I told the doctor so. I would rather give up life. And you know that your love is mine.

But my duty is theirs. And if it came to a contest  Oh, Percival! you know, you know which would have to give place. Papa is so resolute in right.

Its a shame that fortune should be so unequally divided! cried the young man, resentfully. Heres Edward with an income of thirty thousand a year, and I, his own brother, only a year or two younger, cant boast a fourth part as many hundreds!

Oh, Val! your father left you better off than that!

But so much of it went, Anne, was the gloomy answer. I never understood the claims that came in against me, for my part. Edward had no debts to speak of; but then look at his allowance.

He was the eldest son, she gently said.

I know that. I am not wishing myself in Edwards place, or he out of it. I heartily wish him health and a long life to wear his honours; it is no fault of his that he should be rolling in riches, and I a martyr to poverty. Still, one cant help feeling at odd moments, when the shoes pinching awfully, that the system is not altogether a just one.

Was that a sincere wish, Val Elster?

Val wheeled round on Lady Maude, from whom the question came. She had stolen up to them unperceived, and stood there in her radiant beauty, her magnificent dark eyes and her glowing cheeks set off by a little coquettish black-velvet hat.

A sincere wish  that my brother should live long to enjoy his honours! echoed Val, in a surprised tone. Indeed it is. I hope he will live to a green old age, and leave goodly sons to succeed him.

Maude laughed. A brighter hue stole into her face, a softer shade to her eyes: she saw herself, as in a vision, the goodly mother of those goodly sons.

Are you going to wear that? she asked, touching the knot of ribbon in Miss Ashtons hands with her petulant fingers. They are Lord Hartledons colours.

I shall wear it on Monday. Lord Hartledon gave it to me.

A rash avowal. The competitors, in a sort of joke, had each given away one knot of his own colours. Lady Maude had had three given to her; but she was looking for another worth them all  from Lord Hartledon. And now  it was given, it appeared, to Anne Ashton! For her very life she could not have helped the passionate taunt that escaped from her, not in words, but in tone:

To you!

Kissing goes by favour, broke from the delicate lips of Val Elster, and Lady Maude could have struck him for the significant, saucy expression of his violet-blue eyes. Edward loves Anne better than he ever loved his sisters; and for any other love  thats still far enough from his heart, Maude.

She had recovered herself instantly; cried out Yes to those in the distance, as if she heard a call, and went away humming a tune.

Val, she loves your brother, whispered Anne.

Do you think so? I do sometimes; and again Im puzzled. She acts well if she does. The other day I told Edward she was in love with him: he laughed at me, and said I was dreaming; that if she had any love for him, it was cousins love. Whats more, Anne, he would prefer not to receive any other; so Maude need not look after him: it will be labour lost. Here comes that restless old dowager down upon us! I shall leave you to her, Anne. I never dare say my souls my own in the presence of that woman.

Val strolled away as he spoke. He was not at ease that day, and the sharp, meddling old woman would have been intolerable. It was all very well to put a good face on matters to Anne, but he was in more perplexity than he cared to confess to. It seemed to him that he would rather die than give up Anne: and yet  in the straightforward, practical good sense of Dr. Ashton, he had a formidable adversary to deal with.

He suddenly found an arm inserted within his own, and saw it was his brother. Walking together thus, there was a great resemblance between them.

They were of the same height, much the same build; both were very good-looking men, but Percival had the nicer features; and he was fair, and his brother dark.

What is this, Val, about a dispute with the doctor? began Lord Hartledon.

It was not a dispute, returned Val. There were a few words, and I was hasty. However, I begged his pardon, and we parted good friends.

Under a flag of truce, eh?

Something of that sort.

Something of that sort! repeated Lord Hartledon. Dont you think, Val, it would be to your advantage if you trusted me more thoroughly than you do? Tell me the whole truth of your position, and let me see what can be done for you.

Theres not much to tell, returned Val, in his stupidity. Even with his brother his ultra-sensitiveness clung to him; and he could no more have confessed the extent of his troubles than he could have taken wing that moment and soared away into the air. Val Elster was one of those who trust to things coming right with time.

I have been talking to the doctor, Val. I called in just now to see Mrs. Ashton, and he spoke to me about you.

Very kind of him, Im sure! retorted Val. It is just this, Edward. He is vexed at what he calls my idle ways, and waste of time: as if I need plod on, like a city clerk, six days a week and no holidays! I know I must do something before I can win Anne; and I will do it: but the doctor need not begin to cry out about cancelling the engagement.

How much do you owe, Val?

I cant tell.

Lord Hartledon thought this an evasion. But it was true. Val Elster knew he owed a great deal more than he could pay; but how much it might be on the whole, he had but a very faint idea.

Well, Val, I have told the doctor I shall look into matters, and I hope to do it efficiently, for Annes sake. I suppose the best thing will be to try and get you an appointment again.

Oh, Edward, if you would! And you know you have the ear of the ministry.

I dare say it can be managed. But this will be of little use if you are still to remain an embarrassed man. I hear you were afraid of arrest in London.

Who told you that?

Dawkes.

Dawkes! Then, Edward Val Elster stopped. In his vexation, he was about to retaliate on Captain Dawkes by a little revelation on the score of his affairs, certain things that might not have redounded to that gallant officers credit. But he arrested the words in time: he was of a kindly nature, not fond of returning ill for ill. With all his follies, Val Elster could not remember to have committed an evil act in all his life, save one. And that one he had still the pleasure of paying for pretty deeply.

Dawkes knows nothing of my affairs except from hearsay, Edward. I was once intimate with the man; but he served me a shabby trick, and that ended the friendship. I dont like him.

I dare say what he said was not true, said Lord Hartledon kindly. You might as well make a confidant of me. However, I have not time to talk to-day. We will go into the matter, Val, after Monday, when this race has come off, and see what arrangement can be made for you. Theres only one thing bothers me.

Whats that?

The danger that it may be a wasted arrangement. If you are only set up on your legs to come down again, as you have before, it will be so much waste of time and money; so much loss, to me, of temper. Dont you see, Val?

Percival Elster stopped in his walk, and withdrew his arm from his brothers; his face and voice full of emotion.

Edward, I have learnt a lesson. What it has cost me I hardly yet know: but it is learnt. On my sacred word of honour, in the solemn presence of Heaven, I assert it, that I will never put my hand to another bill, whatever may be the temptation. I have overcome, in this respect at least, my sin.

Your sin?

My natures great sin; the besetting sin that has clung to me through life; the unfortunate sin that is my bane to this hour  cowardly irresolution.

All right, Val; I see you mean well now. Well talk of these matters next week. Instead of Elsters Folly, let it become Elsters Wisdom.

Lord Hartledon wrung his brothers hand and turned away. His eyes fell on Miss Ashton, and he went straight up to her. Putting the young ladys arm within his own, without word or ceremony, he took her off to a distance: and old Lady Kirtons skirts went round in a dance as she saw it.

I am about to take him in hand, Anne, and set him going again: I have promised Dr. Ashton. We must get him a snug berth; one that even the doctor wont object to, and set him straight in other matters. If he has mortgaged his patrimony, it shall be redeemed. And, Anne, I think  I do think  he may be trusted to keep straight for the future.

Her soft sweet eyes sparkled with pleasure, and her lips parted with a sunny smile. Lord Hartledon took her hand within his own as it lay on his arm, and the furious old dowager saw it all from the distance.

Dont say as much as this to him, Anne: I only tell you. Val is so sanguine, that it may be better not to tell him all beforehand. And I want, of course, first of all, to get a true list of  that is, a true statement of facts, he broke off, not caring to speak the word debts to that delicate girl before him. He is my only brother; my father left him to me, for he knew what Val was; and Ill do my best for him. Id do it for Vals own sake, apart from the charge. And, Anne, once Val is on his legs with an income, snug and comfortable, I shall recommend him to marry without delay; for, after all, you will be his greatest safeguard.

A blush suffused her face, and Lord Hartledon smiled.

Down came the countess-dowager.

Heres that old dowager calling to me. She never lets me alone. Val sent me into a fit of laughter yesterday, saying she had designs on me for Maude. Poor deluded woman! Yes, maam, I hear. What is it?

Mr. Elster went strolling along on the banks of the river, towards Calne; not with any particular purpose, but in his restless uneasiness. He had a tender conscience, and his past follies were pressing on it heavily. Of one thing he felt sure  that he was more deeply involved than Hartledon or anyone else suspected, perhaps even himself. The way was charming in fine weather, though less pleasant in winter. It was by no means a frequented road, and belonged of right to Lord Hartledon only; but it was open to all. Few chose it when they could traverse the more ordinary way. The narrow path on the green plain, sheltered by trees, wound in and out, now on the banks of the river, now hidden amidst a portion of the wood. Altogether it was a wild and lonely pathway; not one that a timid nature would choose on a dark night. You might sit in the wood, which lay to the left, a whole day through, and never see a soul.

One part of the walk was especially beautiful. A green hollow, where the turf was soft as moss; open to the river on the right, with a glimpse of the lovely scenery beyond; and on the left, the clustering trees of the wood. Yet further, through a break in the trees, might be seen a view of the houses of Calne. A little stream, or rivulet, trickled from the wood, and a rustic bridge  more for ornament than use, for a man with long legs could stride the stream well  was thrown over it. Val had reached thus far, when he saw someone standing on the bridge, his arms on the parapet, apparently in a brown study.

A dark, wild-looking man, whose face, at the first glimpse, seemed all hair. There was certainly a profusion of it; eyebrows, beard, whiskers, all heavy, and black as night. He was attired in loose fustian clothes with a red handkerchief wound round his throat, and a low slouching hat  one of those called wide-awake  partially concealed his features. By his side stood another man in plain, dark, rather seedy clothes, the coat outrageously long. He wore a cloth hat, whose brim hid his face, and he was smoking a cigar. Both men were slightly built and under middle height. This one was adorned with red whiskers.

The moment Mr. Elster set eyes on the dark one, he felt that he saw the man Pike before him. It happened that he had not met him during these few days of his sojourn; but some of the men staying at Hartledon had, and had said what a loose specimen he appeared to be. The other was a stranger, and did not look like a countryman at all.

Mr. Elster saw them both give a sharp look at him as he approached; and then they spoke together. Both stepped off the bridge, as though deferring to him, and stood aside as they watched him cross over, Pike touching his wide-awake.

Good-day, my lord.

Val nodded by way of answer, and continued his stroll onwards. In the look he had taken at Pike, it struck him he had seen the face before: something in the countenance seemed familiar to his memory. And to his surprise he saw that the man was young.

The supposed reminiscence did not trouble him: he was too pre-occupied with thoughts of his own affairs to have leisure for Mr. Pikes. A short bit of road, and this rude, sheltered part of the way terminated in more open ground, where three paths diverged: one to the front of Hartledon; one to some cottages, and on through the wood to the high-road; and one towards the Rectory and Calne. Rural paths still, all of them; and the last was provided with a bench or two. Val Elster strolled on almost to the Rectory, and then turned back: he had no errand at Calne, and the Rectory he would rather keep out of just now. When he reached the little bridge Pike was on it alone; the other had disappeared. As before, he stepped off to make way for Mr. Elster.

I beg pardon, sir, for addressing you just now as Lord Hartledon.

The salutation took Val by surprise; and though the voice seemed muffled, as though the man purposely mouthed his words, the accent and language were superior to anything he might have expected from one of Mr. Pikes appearance and reputed character.

No matter, said Val, courteous even to Pike, in his kindly nature. You mistook me for my brother. Many do.

Not I, returned the man, assuming a freedom and a roughness at variance with his evident intelligence. I know you for the Honourable Percival Elster.

Ah, said Mr. Elster, a slight curiosity stirring his mind, but not sufficient to induce him to follow it up.

But I like to do a good turn if I can, pursued Pike; and I think, sir, I did one to you in calling you Lord Hartledon.

Val Elster had been passing on. He turned and looked at the man.

Are you in any little temporary difficulty, might I ask? continued Pike. No offense, sir; princes have been in such before now.

Val Elster was so supremely conscious, especially in that reflective hour, of being in a little difficulty that might prove more than temporary, that he could only stare at the questioner and wait for more.

No offence again, if Im wrong, resumed Pike; but if that man you saw here on the bridge is not looking after the Honourable Mr. Elster, Im a fool.

Why do you think this? inquired Val, too fully aware that the fact was a likely one to attempt any reproof or disavowal.

Ill tell you, said Pike; Ive said I dont mind doing a good turn when I can. The man arrived here this morning by the slow six train from London. He went into the Stag and had his breakfast, and has been covertly dodging about ever since. He inquired his way to Hartledon. The landlord of the Stag asked him what he wanted there, and got for answer that his brother was one of the grooms in my lords service. Bosh! He went up, sneaking under the hedges and along by-ways, and took a view of the house, standing a good hour behind a tree while he did it. I was watching him.

It instantly struck Percival Elster, by one of those flashes of conviction that are no less sure than subtle, that Mr. Pikes interest in this watching arose from a fear that the stranger might have been looking after him. Pike continued:

After he had taken his fill of waiting, he came dodging down this way, and I got into conversation with him. He wanted to know who I was. A poor devil out of work, I told him; a soldier once, but maimed and good for little now. We got chatty. I let him think he might trust me, and he began asking no end of questions about Mr. Elster: whether he went out much, what were his hours for going out, which road he mostly took in his walks, and how he could know him from his brother the earl; he had heard they were alike. The hound was puzzled; he had seen a dozen swells come out of Hartledon, any one of which might be Mr. Elster; but I found he had the description pretty accurate. Whilst we were talking, who should come into view but yourself! This is him! cried he. Not a bit of it, said I, carelessly; thats my lord. Now you know, sir, why I saluted you as Lord Hartledon.

Where is he now? asked Percival Elster, feeling that he owed his present state of liberty to this lawless man.

Pike pointed to the narrow path in the wood, leading to the high-road. I filled him up with the belief that the way beyond this bridge up to Hartledon was private, and he might be taken up for trespassing if he attempted to follow it; so he went off that way to watch the front. If the fellow hasnt a writ in his pocket, or something worse, call me a simpleton. You are all right, sir, as long as he takes you for Lord Hartledon.

But there was little chance the fellow could long take him for Lord Hartledon, and Percival Elster felt himself attacked with a shiver. He knew it to be worse than a writ; it was an arrest. An arrest is not a pleasant affair for any one; but a strong opinion  a certainty  seized upon Vals mind that this would bring forth Dr. Ashtons veto of separation from Anne.

I thank you for what you have done, frankly spoke Mr. Elster.

Its nothing, sir. Hell be dodging about after his prey; but Ill dodge about too, and thwart his game if I can, though I have to swear that Lord Hartledons not himself. Whats an oath, more or less, to me?

Where have I seen you before? asked Val.

Hard to say, returned Pike. I have knocked about in many parts in my time.

Are you from this neighbourhood?

Never was in these parts at all till a year or so ago. Its not two years yet.

What are you doing here?

What I can. A bit of work when I can get it given to me. I went tramping the country after I left the regiment

Then you have been a soldier? interrupted Mr. Elster.

Yes, sir. In tramping the country I came upon this place: I crept into a shed, and was there for some days; rheumatism took hold of me, and I couldnt move. It was something to find I had a roof of any sort over my head, and was let lie in it unmolested: and when I got better I stayed on.

And have adopted it as your own, putting a window and a chimney into it! But do you know that Lord Hartledon may not choose to retain you as a tenant?

If Lord Hartledon should think of ousting me, I would ask Mr. Elster to intercede, in requital for the good turn Ive done him this day, was the bold answer.

Mr. Elster laughed. What is your name?

Tom Pike.

I hear a great deal said of you, Pike, thats not pleasant; that you are a poacher, and a

Let them that say so prove it, interrupted Pike, his dark brows contracting.

But how do you manage to live?

Thats my business, and not Calnes. At any rate, Mr. Elster, I dont steal.

I heard a worse hint dropped of you than any I have mentioned, continued Val, after a pause.

Tell it out, sir. Lets have the whole catalogue at once.

That the night my brother, Mr. Elster, was shot, you were out with the poachers.

I dare say you heard that I shot him, for I know it has been said, fiercely cried the man. Its a black lie!  and the time may come when I shall ram it down Calnes throat. I swear that I never fired a shot that night; I swear that I no more had a hand in Mr. Elsters death than you had. Will you believe me, sir?

The accents of truth are rarely to be mistaken, and Val was certain he heard them now. So far, he believed the man; and from that moment dismissed the doubt from his mind, if indeed he had not dismissed it before.

Do you know who did fire the shot?

I do not; I was not out at all that night. Calne pitched upon me, because there was no one else in particular to pitch upon. A dozen poachers were in the fray, most of them with guns; little wonder the random shot from one should have found a mark. I know nothing more certain than that, so help

That will do, interrupted Mr. Elster, arresting what might be coming; for he disliked strong language. I believe you fully, Pike. What part of the country were you born in?

London. Born and bred in it.

That I do not believe, he said frankly. Your accent is not that of a Londoner.

As you will, sir, returned Pike. My mother was from Devonshire; but I was born and bred in London. I recognized that one with the writ for a fellow cockney at once; and for what he was, too  a sheriffs officer. Shouldnt be surprised but I knew him for one years ago.

Val Elster dropped a coin into the mans hand, and bade him good morning. Pike touched his wide-awake, and reiterated his intention of dodging the enemy. But, as Mr. Elster cautiously pursued his way, the face he had just quitted continued to haunt him. It was not like any face he had ever seen, as far as he could remember; nevertheless ever and anon some reminiscence seemed to start out of it and vibrate upon a chord in his memory.




CHAPTER VII.

LISTENERS.

It was a somewhat singular coincidence, noted after the terrible event, now looming in the distance, had taken place, and when people began to weigh the various circumstances surrounding it, that Monday, the second day fixed for the boat-race, should be another day of rain. As though Heaven would have interposed to prevent it! said the thoughtful and romantic.

A steady, pouring rain; putting a stop again to the race for that day. The competitors might have been willing to face the elements themselves, but could not subject the fair spectators to the infliction. There was some inward discontent, and a great deal of outward grumbling; it did no good, and the race was put off until the next day.

Val Elster still retained his liberty. Very chary indeed had he been of showing himself outside the door on Saturday, once he was safely within it. Neither had any misfortune befallen Lord Hartledon. That unconscious victim must have contrived, in all innocence, to dodge the gentleman who was looking out for him, for they did not meet.

On the Sunday it happened that neither of the brothers went to church. Lord Hartledon, on awaking in the morning, found he had a sore throat, and would not get up. Val did not dare show himself out of doors. Not from fear of arrest that day, but lest any officious meddler should point him out as the real Simon Pure, Percival Elster. But for these circumstances, the man with the writ could hardly have remained under the delusion, as he appeared at church himself.

Which is Lord Hartledon? he whispered to his neighbour on the free benches, when the party from the great house had entered, and settled themselves in their pews.

I dont see him. He has not come to-day.

Which is Mr. Elster?

He has not come, either. So for that day recognition was escaped.

It was not to be so on the next. The rain, as I have said, came down, putting off the boat-race, and keeping Hartledons guests indoors all the morning; but late in the afternoon some unlucky star put it into Lord Hartledons head to go down to the Rectory. His throat was better  almost well again; and he was not a man to coddle himself unnecessarily.

He paid his visit, stayed talking a considerable time with Mrs. Ashton, whose company he liked, and took his departure about six oclock. You and Anne might almost walk up with me, he remarked to the doctor as he shook hands; for the Rector and Miss Ashton were to dine at Hartledon that day. It was to have been the crowning festival to the boat-race  the race which now had not taken place.

Lord Hartledon looked up at the skies, and found he had no occasion to open his umbrella, for the rain had ceased. Sundry bright rays in the west seemed to give hope that the morrow would be fair; and, rejoicing in this cheering prospect, he crossed the broad Rectory lawn. As he went through the gate some one laid a hand upon his shoulder.

The Honourable Percival Elster, I believe?

Lord Hartledon looked at the intruder. A seedy man, with a long coat and red whiskers, who held out something to him.

Who are you? he asked, releasing his shoulder by a sharp movement.

Im sorry to do it, sir; but you know we are only the agent of others in these affairs. You are my prisoner, sir.

Indeed! said Lord Hartledon, taking the matter coolly. You have got hold of the wrong man for once. I am not Mr. Percival Elster.

The capturer laughed: a very civil laugh. It wont do, sir; we often have that trick tried on us.

But I tell you I am not Mr. Elster, he reiterated, speaking this time with some anger. I am Lord Hartledon.

He of the loose coat shook his head. He had his hand again on the supposed Mr. Elsters arm, and told him he must go with him.

You cannot take me; you cannot arrest a peer. This is simply ridiculous, continued Lord Hartledon, almost laughing at the real absurdity of the thing. Any child in Calne could tell you who I am.

As well make no words over it, sir. Its only waste of time.

You have a warrant  as I understand  to arrest Mr. Percival Elster?

Yes, sir, I have. The man that was looking for you in London got taken ill, and couldnt come down, so our folks sent me. Youll know him by his good looks, said they; an aristocrat every inch of him. Dont give me trouble, sir.

Well now  I am not Percival Elster: I am his brother, Lord Hartledon. You cannot take one brother for another; and, whats more, you had better not try to do it. Stay! Look here.

He pulled out his card-case, and showed his cards Earl of Hartledon. He exhibited a couple of letters that happened to be about him The Right Honble. the Earl of Hartledon. It was of no use.

Ive known that dodge tried before too, said his obstinate capturer.

Lord Hartledon was growing more angry. He saw some proof must be tendered before he could regain his liberty. Jabez Gum happened to be standing at his gate opposite, and he called to him.

Will you be so kind as to tell this man who I am, Mr. Gum. He is mistaking me for some one else.

This is the Earl of Hartledon, said Jabez, promptly.

A moments hesitation on the officers part; but he felt too sure of his man to believe this. Ill take the risk, said he, stolidly. Wheres the good of your holding out, Mr. Elster?

Come this way, then! cried Lord Hartledon, beginning to lose his temper. And if you carry this too far, my man, Ill have you punished.

He went striding up to the Rectory. Had he taken a moment for consideration, he might have turned away, rather than expose this misfortune of Vals there. The doctor came into the hall, and was recognized as the Rector, and there was some little commotion; Annes white face looking on from a distance. The man was convinced, and took his departure, considerably crestfallen.

What is the amount? called the doctor, sternly.

Not very much, this, sir. Its under three hundred.

Which was as much as to say there was more behind it. Dr. Ashton mentally washed his hands of Percival Elster as a future son-in-law.

The first intimation that ill-starred gentleman received of the untoward turn affairs were taking was from the Rector himself.

Mr. Percival Elster had been chuckling over that opportune sore throat, as a means of keeping his brother indoors; and it never occurred to him that Lord Hartledon would venture out at all on the Monday. Being a man with his wits about him, it had not failed to occur to his mind that there was a possibility of Lord Hartledons being arrested in place of himself; but so long as Hartledon kept indoors the danger was averted. Had Percival Elster seen his brother go out he might have plucked up courage to tell him the state of affairs.

But he did not see him. Lounging idly  what else had he, a poor prisoner, to do?  in the sunny society of Maude Kirton and other attractive girls, Mr. Elster was unconscious of the movements of the household in general. He was in his own room dressing for dinner when the truth burst upon him.

Dr. Ashton was a straightforward; practical man  it has been already stated  who went direct to the point at once in any matters of difficulty. He arrived at Hartledon a few minutes before the dinner-hour, found Mr. Elster was yet in his dressing-room, and went there to him.

The news, the cool, scornful anger of the Rector, the keen question Was he mad? burst upon the unhappy Val like a clap of thunder. He was standing in his shirt-sleeves, ready to go down, all but his coat and waistcoat, his hair-brushes in the uplifted hands. Hands and brushes had been arrested midway in the shock. The calm clerical man; all the more terrible then because of his calmness; standing there with his cold stinging words, and his unhappy culprit facing him, conscious of his heinous sins  the worst sin of all: that of being found out.

Others have done so much before me, sir, and have not made the less good men, spoke Val, in his desperation.

Dr. Ashton could not help admiring the man, as he stood there in his physical beauty. In spite of his inward anger, his condemnation, his disappointment  and they were all very great  the good looks of Percival Elster struck him forcibly with a sort of annoyance: why should these men be so outwardly fair, so inwardly frail? Those good looks had told upon his daughters heart; and they all loved her, and could not bear to cause her pain. Tall, supple, graceful, strong, towering nearly a head above the doctor, he stood, his pleasing features full of the best sort of attraction, his violet eyes rather wider open than usual, the waves of his silken hair smooth and bright. If he were only half as fair in conduct as in looks! muttered the grieved divine.

But those violet eyes, usually beaming with kindness, suddenly changed their present expression of depreciation to one of rage. Dr. Ashton gave a pretty accurate description of how the crisis had been brought to his knowledge  that Lord Hartledon had come to the Rectory, with his mistaken assailant, to be identified; and Percival Elsters anger was turned against his brother. Never in all his life had he been in so great a passion; and having to suppress its signs in the presence of the Rector only made the fuel burn more fiercely. To ruin him with the doctor by going there with the news! Anywhere else  anywhere but the Rectory!

Hedges, the butler, interrupted the conference. Dinner was waiting. Lord Hartledon looked at Val as the two entered the room, and was rather surprised at the furious gaze of reproach that was cast back on him.

Miss Ashton was not there. No, of course not! It needed not Vals glance around to be assured of that. Of course they were to be separated from that hour; the fiat was already gone forth. And Mr. Val Elster felt so savage that he could have struck his brother. He heard Dr. Ashtons reply to an inquiry  that Mrs. Ashton was feeling unusually poorly, and Anne remained at home with her  but he looked upon it as an evasion. Not a word did he speak during dinner: not a word, save what was forced from him by common courtesy, spoke he after the ladies had left the room; he only drank a great deal of wine.

A very unusual circumstance for Val Elster. With all his weak resolution, his yielding nature, drinking was a fault he was scarcely ever seduced into. Not above two or three times in his life could he remember to have exceeded the bounds of strict, temperate sobriety. The fact was, he was in wrath with himself: all his past follies were pressing upon him with bitter condemnation. He was just in that frame of mind when an object to vent our fury upon becomes a sort of necessity; and Mr. Elsters was vented on his brother.

He was waiting at boiling-point for the opportunity to have it out with him: and it soon came. As the gentlemen left the dining-room  and in these present days they do not, as a rule, sit long, especially when the host is a young man  Percival Elster touched his brother to detain him, and shut the door on the heels of the rest.

Lord Hartledon was surprised. Vals attack was so savage. He was talking off his superfluous wrath, and the wine he had taken did not tend to cool his heat. Lord Hartledon, vexed at the injustice, lost his temper; and for once there was a quarrel, sharp and loud, between the brothers. It did not last long; in its very midst they parted; throwing cutting words one at the other. Lord Hartledon quitted the room, to join his guests; Val Elster strode outside the window to cool his brain.

But now, look at the obstinate pride of those two foolish men! They were angry with each other in temper, but not in heart. In Percival Elsters conscience there was an underlying conviction that his brother had acted only in thoughtless impulse when he carried the misfortune to the Rectory; whilst Lord Hartledon was even then full of plans for serving Val, and considered he had more need to help him than ever. A day or two given to the indulgence of their anger, and they would be firmer friends than ever.

The large French window of the dining-room, opening to the ground, was flung back by Val Elster; and he stepped forth into the cool night, which was beautifully fine. The room looked towards the river. The velvet lawn, wet with the days rain, lay calm and silent under the bright stars; the flowers, clustering around far and wide, gave out their sweet and heavy night perfume. Not an instant had he been outside when he became conscious that some figure was gliding towards him  was almost close to him; and he recognised Mr. Pike. Yes, that worthy gentleman appeared to be only then arriving on his evening visit: in point of fact, he had been glued ear and eye to the window during the quarrel.

What do you want? demanded Mr. Elster.

Well, I came up here hoping to get a word with you, sir, replied the man in his rough, abrupt manner, more in character with his appearance and lawless reputation than with his accent and unmistakable intelligence. There was a nasty accident a few hours ago: that shark came across his lordship.

I know he did, savagely spoke Val. The result of your informing him that I was Lord Hartledon.

I did it for the best, Mr. Elster. Hed have nabbed you that very time, but for my putting him off the scent as I did.

Yes, yes, I am aware you did it for the best, and I suppose it turned out to be so, quickly replied Val, some of his native kindliness resuming its sway. Its an unfortunate affair altogether, and thats the best that can be said of it.

What I came up here for was to tell you he was gone.

Who is gone?

The shark.

Gone!

He went off by the seven train. Lord Hartledon told him hed communicate with his principals and see that the affair was arranged. It satisfied the man, and he went away by the next train  which happened to be the seven-oclock one.

How do you know this? asked Mr. Elster.

This way, was the answer. I was hovering about outside that shed of mine, and I saw the encounter at the parsons gate  for thats where it took place. The first thing the fellow did when it was all over was to bolt across the road, and accuse me of purposely misleading him. Not a bit of it, said I; if I did mislead you, it was unintentional, for I took the one who came over the bridge on Saturday to be Lord Hartledon, safe as eggs. But they have been down here only a week, I went on, and I suppose I dont know em apart yet. I cant say whether he believed me; I think he did; hes a soft sort of chap. It was all right, he said: the earl had passed his word to him that it should be made so without his arresting Mr. Elster, and he was off to London at once.

And he has gone?

Mr. Pike nodded significantly. I watched him go; dodged him up to the station and saw him off.

Then this one danger was over! Val might breathe freely again.

And I thought you would like to know the coast was clear; so I came up to tell you, concluded Pike.

Thank you for your trouble, said Mr. Elster. I shall not forget it.

Youll remember it, perhaps, if a question arises touching that shed, spoke the man. I may need a word sometime with Lord Hartledon.

Ill remember it, Pike. Here, wait a moment. Is Thomas Pike your real name?

Well, I conclude it is. Pike was the name of my father and mother. As to Thomas  not knowing where I was christened, I cant go and look at the register; but they never called me anything but Tom. Did you wish to know particularly?

There was a tone of mockery in the mans answer, not altogether acceptable to his hearer; and he let him go without further hindrance. But the man turned back in an instant of his own accord.

I dare say you are wanting to know why I did you this little turn, Mr. Elster. I have been caught in corners myself before now; and if I can help anybody to get out of them without trouble to myself, Im willing to do it. And to circumvent these law-sharks comes home to my spirit as wholesome refreshment.

Mr. Pike finally departed. He took the lonely way, and only struck into the high-road opposite his own domicile, the shed. Passing round it, he hovered at its rude door  the one he had himself made, along with the ruder window  and then, treading softly, he stepped to the low stile in the hedge, which had for years made the boundary between the waste land on which the shed stood and Clerk Gums garden. Here he halted a minute, looking all ways. Then he stepped over the stile, crouched down amongst Mr. Gums cabbages, got under shelter of the hedge, and so stole onwards, until he came to an anchor at the kitchen-window, and laid his ear to the shutter, just as it had recently been laid against the glass in the dining-room of my Lord Hartledon.

That he had a propensity for prying into the private affairs of his neighbours near and distant, there could be little doubt about. Mr. Pike, however, was not destined on this one occasion to reap any substantial reward. The kitchen appeared to be wrapped in perfect silence. Satisfying himself as to this, he next took off his heavy shoes, stole past the back door, and so round the clerks house to the front. Very softly indeed went he, creeping by the wall, and emerging at last round the angle, by the window of the best parlour. Here, most excessively to Mr. Pikes consternation, he came upon a lady doing exactly what he had come to do  namely, stealthily listening at the window to anything there might be to hear inside.

The shrill scream she gave when she found her face in contact with the wild intruder, might have been heard over at Dr. Ashtons. Clerk Gum, who had been quietly writing in his office, came out in haste, and recognized Mrs. Jones, the wife of the surly porter at the station, and step-mother to the troublesome young servant, Rebecca. Pike had totally disappeared.

Mrs. Jones, partly through fright, partly in anger arising from a long-standing grievance, avowed the truth boldly: she had been listening at the parlour-shutters ever since she went out of the house ten minutes ago, and had been set upon by that wolf Pike.

Set upon! exclaimed the clerk, looking swiftly in all directions for the offender.

I dont know what else you can call it, when a highway robber  a murderer, if all tales be true  steals round upon you without warning, and glares his eyes into yours, shrieked Mrs. Jones wrathfully. And if he wasnt barefoot, Gum, my eyes strangely deceived me. Id have you and Nancy take care of your throats.

She turned into the house, to the best parlour, where the clerks wife was sitting with a visitor, Mirrable. Mrs. Gum, when she found what the commotion had been about, gave a sharp cry of terror, and shook from head to foot.

On our premises! Close to our house! That dreadful man! Oh, Lydia, dont you think you were mistaken?

Mistaken! retorted Mrs. Jones. That wild face isnt one to be mistaken: I should like to see its fellow in Calne. Why Lord Hartledon dont have him taken up on suspicion of that murder, is odd to me.

Youd better hold your tongue about that suspicion, interposed Mirrable. I have cautioned you before, I shouldnt like to breathe a word against a desperate man; I should go about in fear that he might hear of it, and revenge himself.

In came the clerk. I dont see a sign of any one about, he said; and Im sure whoever it was could not have had time to get away. You must have been mistaken, Mrs. Jones.

Mistaken in what, pray?

That any man was there. You got confused, and fancied it, perhaps. As to Pike, hed never dare come on my premises, whether by night or day. What were you doing at the window?

Listening, defiantly replied Mrs. Jones. And now Ill just tell out what Ive had in my head this long while, Mr. Gum, and know the reason of Nancys slighting me in the way she does. What secret has she and Mary Mirrable got between them?

Secret? repeated the clerk, whilst his wife gave a faint cry, and Mirrable turned her calm face on Mrs. Jones. Have they a secret?

Yes, they have, raved Mrs. Jones, giving vent to her long pent-up emotion. If they havent, Im blind and deaf. If I have come into your house once during the past year and found Mrs. Mirrable in it, and the two sitting and whispering, Ive come ten times. This evening I came in at dusk; I turned the handle of the door and peeped into the best parlour, and there they were, nose and knees together, starting away from each other as soon as they saw me, Nance giving one of her faint cries, and the two making believe to have been talking of the weather. Its always so. And I want to know what secret they have got hold of, and whether Im poison, that I cant be trusted with it.

Jabez Gum slowly turned his eyes on the two in question. His wife lifted her hands in deprecation at the idea that she should have a secret: Mirrable was laughing.

Nancys secret to-night, when you interrupted us, was telling me of a dream she had regarding Lord Hartledon, and of how she mistook Mr. Elster for him the morning he came down, cried the latter. And if you have really been listening at the shutters since you went out, Mrs. Jones, you should by this time know how to pickle walnuts in the new way: for I declare that is all our conversation has been about since. You always were suspicious, you know, and you always will be.

Look here, Mrs. Jones, said the clerk, decisively; I dont choose to have my shutters listened at: it might give the house a bad name, for quarrelling, or something of that sort. So Ill trouble you not to repeat what you have done to-night, or I shall forbid your coming here. A secret, indeed!

Yes, a secret! persisted Mrs. Jones. And if I dont come at what it is one of these days, my names not Lydia Jones. And Ill tell you why. It strikes me  I may be wrong  but it strikes me it concerns me and my husband and my household, which some folks are ever ready to interfere with. Ill take myself off now; and I would recommend you, as a parting warning, to denounce Pike to the police for an attempt at housebreaking, before youre both murdered in your bed. Thatll be the end ont.

She went away, and Clerk Gum wished he could denounce her to the police. Mirrable laughed again; and Mrs. Gum, cowardly and timid, fell back in her chair as one seized with ague.

Beyond giving an occasional dole to Mrs. Jones for her children  and to tell the truth, she clothed them all, or they would have gone in rags  Mirrable had shaken her cousin off long ago: which of course did not tend to soothe the naturally jealous spirit of Mrs. Jones. At Hartledon House she was not welcomed, and could not go there; but she watched for the visits of Mirrable at the clerks, and was certain to intrude on those occasions.

Ill find it out! she repeated to herself, as she went storming through the garden-gate; Ill find it out. And as to that poacher, hed better bring his black face near mine again!




CHAPTER VIII.

THE WAGER BOATS.

Tuesday morning rose, bright and propitious: a contrast to the two previous days arranged for the boat-race. All was pleasure, bustle, excitement at Hartledon: but the coolness that had arisen between the brothers was noticed by some of the guests. Neither of them was disposed to take the first step towards reconciliation: and, indeed, a little incident that occurred that morning led to another ill word between them. An account that had been standing for more than two years was sent in to Lord Hartledons steward; it was for some harness, a saddle, a silver-mounted whip, and a few trifles of that sort, supplied by a small tradesman in the village. Lord Hartledon protested there was nothing of the sort owing; but upon inquiry the debtor proved to be Mr. Percival Elster. Lord Hartledon, vexed that any one in the neighbourhood should have waited so long for his money, said a sharp word on the score to Percival; and the latter retorted as sharply that it was no business of his. Again Val was angry with himself, and thus gave vent to his temper. The fact was, he had completely forgotten the trifling debt, and was as vexed as Hartledon that it should have been allowed to remain unpaid: but the man had not sent him any reminder whilst he was away.

Pay it to-day, Marris, cried Lord Hartledon to his steward. I wont have this sort of thing at Calne.

His tone was one of irritation  or it sounded so to the ears of his conscious brother, and Val bit his lips. After that, throughout the morning, they maintained a studied silence towards each other; and this was observed, but was not commented on. Val was unusually quiet altogether: he was saying to himself that he was sullen.

The starting-hour for the race was three oclock; but long before that time the scene was sufficiently animated, not to say exciting. It was a most lovely afternoon. Not a trace remained of the previous days rain; and the river  wide just there, as it took the sweeping curve of the point  was dotted with these little wager boats. Their owners for the time being, in their white boating-costume, each displaying his colours, were in highest spirits; and the fair gazers gathered on the banks were anxious as to the result. The favourite was Lord Hartledon  by long odds, as Mr. Shute grumbled. Had his lordship been known not to possess the smallest chance, nine of those fair girls out of ten would, nevertheless, have betted upon him. Some of them were hoping to play for a deeper stake than a pair of gloves. A staff, from which fluttered a gay little flag, had been driven into the ground, exactly opposite the house; it was the starting and the winning point. At a certain distance up the river, near to the mill, a boat was moored in mid-stream: this they would row round, and come back again.

At three oclock they were to take the boats; and, allowing for time being wasted in the start, might be in again and the race won in three-quarters-of-an-hour. But, as is often the case, the time was not adhered to; one hindrance after another occurred; there was a great deal of laughing and joking, forgetting of things, and of getting into order; and at a quarter to four they were not off. But all were ready at last, and most of the rowers were each in his little cockle-shell. Lord Hartledon lingered yet in the midst of the group of ladies, all clustered together at one spot, who were keeping him with their many comments and questions. Each wore the colours of her favourite: the crimson and purple predominating, for they were those of their host. Lady Kirton displayed her loyalty in a conspicuous manner. She had an old crimson gauze skirt on, once a ball-dress, with ends of purple ribbon floating from it and fluttering in the wind; and a purple head-dress with a crimson feather. Maude, in a spirit of perversity, displayed a blue shoulder-knot, timidly offered to her by a young Oxford man who was staying there, Mr. Shute; and Anne Ashton wore the colours given her by Lord Hartledon.

I cant stay; youd keep me here all day: dont you see they are waiting for me? he laughingly cried, extricating himself from the throng. Why, Anne, my dear, is it you? How is it I did not see you before? Are you here alone?

She had not long joined the crowd, having come up late from the Rectory, and had been standing outside, for she never put herself forward anywhere. Lord Hartledon drew her arm within his own for a moment and took her apart.

Arthur came up with me: I dont know where he is now. Mamma was afraid to venture, fearing the grass might be damp.

And the Rector of course would not countenance us by coming, said Lord Hartledon, with a laugh. I remember his prejudices against boating of old.

He is coming to dinner.

As you all are; Arthur also to-day. I made the doctor promise that. A jolly banquet well have, too, and toast the winner. Anne, I just wanted to say this to you; Val is in an awful rage with me for letting that matter get to the ears of your father, and I am not pleased with him; so altogether we are just now treating each other to a dose of sullenness, and when we do speak its to growl like two amiable bears; but it shall make no difference to what I said last week. All shall be made smooth, even to the satisfaction of your father. You may trust me.

He ran off from her, stepped into the skiff, and was taking the sculls, when he uttered a sudden exclamation, leaped out again, and began to run with all speed towards the house.

What is it? Where are you going? asked the OMoore, who was the appointed steward.

I have forgotten What, they did not catch; the word was lost on the air.

It is bad luck to turn back, called out Maude. You wont win.

He was already half-way to the house. A couple of minutes after entering it he reappeared again, and came flying down the slopes at full speed. Suddenly his foot slipped, and he fell to the ground. The only one who saw the accident was Mr. OMoore; the general attention at that moment being concentrated upon the river. He hastened back. Hartledon was then gathering himself up, but slowly.

No damage, said he; only a bit of a wrench to the foot. Give me your arm for a minute, OMoore. This ground must be slippery from yesterdays rain.

Mr. OMoore held out his arm, and Hartledon took it. The ground is not slippery, Hart; its as dry as a bone.

Then what caused me to slip?

The rate you were coming at. Had you not better give up the contest, and rest?

Nonsense! My foot will be all right in the skiff. Let us get on; theyll all be out of patience.

When it was seen that something was amiss with him, that he leaned rather heavily on the OMoore, eager steps pressed round him. Lord Hartledon laughed, making light of it; he had been so clumsy as to stumble, and had twisted his ankle a little. It was nothing.

Stay on shore and give it a rest, cried one, as he stepped once more into the little boat. I am sure you are hurt.

Not I. It will have rest in the boat. Anne, he said, looking up at her with his pleasant smile, do you wear my colours still?

She touched the knot on her bosom, and smiled back to him, her tone full of earnestness. I would wear them always.

And the countess-dowager, in her bedecked flounces and crimson feather, looked as if she would like to throw the knot and its wearer into the river, in the wake of the wager boats. After one or two false starts, they got off at last.

Do you think it seemly, this flirtation of yours with Lord Hartledon?

Anne turned in amazement. The face of the old dowager was close to her; the snub nose and rouged cheeks and false flaxen front looked ready to eat her up.

I have no flirtation with Lord Hartledon, Lady Kirton; or he with me. When I was a child, and he a great boy, years older, he loved me and petted me as a little sister: I think he does the same still.

My daughter tells me you are counting upon one of the two. If I say to you, do not be too sanguine of either, I speak as a friend; as your mother might speak. Lord Hartledon is already appropriated; and Val Elster is not worth appropriating.

Was she mad? Anne Ashton looked at her, really doubting it. No, she was only vulgar-minded, and selfish, and utterly impervious to all sense of shame in her scheming. Instinctively Anne moved a pace further off.

I do not think Lord Hartledon is appropriated yet, spoke Anne, in a little spirit of mischievous retaliation. That some amongst his present guests would be glad to appropriate him may be likely enough; but what if he is not willing to be appropriated? He said to Mr. Elster, last week, that they were wasting their time.

Whos Mr. Elster? cried the angry dowager. What right has he to be at Hartledon, poking his nose into everything that does not concern him?  what right has he, I ask?

The right of being Lord Hartledons brother, carelessly replied Anne.

It is a right he had best not presume upon, rejoined Lady Kirton. Brothers are brothers as children; but the tie widens as they grow up and launch out into their different spheres. Theres not a man of all Hartledons guests but has more right to be here than Val Elster.

Yet they are brothers still.

Brothers! Ill take care that Val Elster presumes no more upon the tie when Maude reigns at

For once the countess-dowager caught up her words. She had said more than she had meant to say. Anne Ashtons calm sweet eyes were bent upon her, waiting for more.

It is true, she said, giving a shake to the purple tails, and taking a sudden resolution, Maude is to be his wife; but I ought not to have let it slip out. It was unintentional; and I throw myself on your honour, Miss Ashton.

But it is not true? asked Anne, somewhat perplexed.

It is true. Hartledon has his own reasons for keeping it quiet at present; but  youll see when the time comes. Should I take upon myself so much rule here, but that it is to be Maudes future home?

I dont believe it, cried Anne, as the old story-teller sailed off. That she loves him, and that her mother is anxious to secure him, is evident; but he is truthful and open, and would never conceal it. No, no, Lady Maude! you are cherishing a false hope. You are very beautiful, but you are not worthy of him; and I should not like you for my sister-in-law at all. That dreadful old countess-dowager! How she dislikes Val, and how rude she is! Ill try not to come in her way again after to-day, as long as they are at Hartledon.

What are you thinking of, Anne?

Oh, not much, she answered, with a soft blush, for the questioner was Mr. Elster. Do you think your brother has hurt himself much, Val?

I didnt know he had hurt himself at all, returned Val rather coolly, who had been on the river at the time in somebodys skiff, and saw nothing of the occurrence. What has he done?

He slipped down on the slopes and twisted his ankle. I suppose they will be coming back soon.

I suppose they will, was the answer. Val seemed in an ungracious mood. He and Mr. OMoore and young Carteret were the only three who had remained behind. Anne asked Val why he did not go and look on; and he answered, because he didnt want to.

It was getting on for five oclock when the boats were discerned returning. How they clustered on the banks, watching the excited rowers, some pale with their exertions, others in a white heat! Captain Dawkes was first, and was doing all he could to keep so; but when only a boats length from the winning-post another shot past him, and won by half a length. It was the young Oxonian, Mr. Shute  though indeed it does not much matter who it was, save that it was not Lord Hartledon.

Strike your colours, ladies, you that sport the crimson and purple! called out a laughing voice from one of the skiffs. Oxford blue wins.

Lord Hartledon arrived last. He did not get up for some minutes after the rest were in. In short, he was distanced.

Hart has hurt his arm as well as his foot, observed one of the others, as he came alongside. Thats why he got distanced.

No, it was not, dissented Lord Hartledon, looking up from his skiff at the crowd of fair faces bent down upon him. My arm is all right; it only gave me a few twinges when I first started. My oar fouled, and I could not get right again; so, finding I had lost too much ground, I gave up the contest. Anne, had I known I should disgrace my colours, I would not have given them to you.

Miss Ashton loses, and Maude wins! cried the countess-dowager, executing a little dance of triumph. Maude is the only one who wears the Oxford blue.

It was true. The young Oxonian was a retiring and timid man, and none had voluntarily assumed his colours. But no one heeded the countess-dowager.

You are like a child, Hartledon, denying that your arms damaged! exclaimed Captain Dawkes. I know it is: I could see it by the way you struck your oar all along.

What feeling is it in man that prompts him to disclaim physical pain?  make light of personal injury? Lord Hartledons ankle was swelling, at the bottom of the boat; and without the slightest doubt his arm was paining him, although perhaps at the moment not very considerably. But he maintained his own assertions, and protested his arm was as sound as the best arm present. I could go over the work again with pleasure, cried he.

Nonsense, Hart! You could not.

And I will go over it, he added, warming with the opposition. Wholl try his strength with me? Theres plenty of time before dinner.

I will, eagerly spoke young Carteret, who had been, as was remarked, one of those on land, and was wild to be handling the oars. If Dawkes will let me have his skiff, Ill bet you ten to five you are distanced again, Hartledon.

Perhaps Lord Hartledon had not thought his challenge would be taken seriously. But when he saw the eager, joyous look of the boy Carteret  he was not yet nineteen  the flushed pleasure of the beardless face, he would not have retracted it for the world. He was just as good-natured as Percival Elster.

Dawkes will let you have his skiff, Carteret.

Captain Dawkes was exceedingly glad to be rid of it. Good boatman though he was, he rarely cared to spend his strength superfluously, when nothing was to be gained by it, and had no fancy to row his skiff back to its moorings, as most of the others were already doing with theirs. He leaped out.

Any one but you, Hartledon, would be glad to come out of that tilting thing, and enjoy a rest, and get your face cool, cried the countess-dowager.

I dare say they might, maam. Im afraid I am given to obstinacy; always was. Be quick, Carteret.

Mr. Carteret was hastily stripping himself of his coat, and any odds and ends of attire he deemed superfluous. One moment, Hartledon; only one moment, came the joyous response.

And youll come home with your arm and your ankle like your colours, Hartledon  crimson and purple, screamed the dowager. And youll be laid up, and go on perhaps to locked jaw; and then youll expect me to nurse you!

I shall expect nothing of the sort, maam, I pledge you my word; Ill nurse myself. All ready, Carteret?

All ready. Same point as before, Hart?

Same point: round the boat and home again.

And its ten sovs. to five, Hart?

All right. Youll lose, Carteret.

Carteret laughed. He saw the five sovereigns as surely in his possession as he saw the sculls in his hands. There was no trouble with the start this time, and they were off at once.

Lord Hartledon took the lead. He was spurring his strength to the uttermost: perhaps out of bravado; that he might show them nothing was the matter with his arm. But Mr. Carteret gained on him; and as they turned the point and went out of sight, the young mans boat was the foremost.

The race had been kept  as the sporting men amongst them styled it  dark. Not an inkling of it had been suffered to get abroad, or, as Lord Hartledon had observed, they should have the banks swarming. The consequence was, that not more than half-a-dozen curious idlers had assembled: those were on the opposite side, and had now gone down with the boats to Calne. No spectators, either on the river or the shore, attended this lesser contest: Lord Hartledon and Mr. Carteret had it all to themselves.

And meanwhile, during the time Lord Hartledon had remained at rest in his skiff under the winning flag, Percival Elster never addressed one word to him. There he stood, on the edge of the bank; but not a syllable spoke he, good, bad, or indifferent.

Miss Ashton was looking for her brother, and might just as well have looked for a needle in a bottle of hay. Arthur was off somewhere.

You need not go home yet, Anne, said Val.

I must. I have to dress for dinner. It is all to be very smart to-night, you know, she said, with a merry laugh.

With Shute in the post of honour. Whod have thought that awkward, quiet fellow would win? I will see you home, Anne, if you must go.

Miss Ashton coloured vividly with embarrassment. In the present state of affairs, she did not know whether that might be permitted: poor Val was out of favour at the Rectory. He detected the feeling, and it tended to vex him more and more.

Nonsense, Anne! The veto has not yet been interposed, and they cant kill you for allowing my escort. Stay here if you like: if you go, I shall see you home.

It was quite imperative that she should go, for dinner at Hartledon was that evening fixed for seven oclock, and there would be little enough time to dress and return again. They set out, walking side by side. Anne told him of what Lord Hartledon had said to her that day; and Val coloured with shame at the sullenness he had displayed, and his heart went into a glow of repentance. Had he met his brother then, he had clasped his hand, and poured forth his contrition.

He met some one else instead, almost immediately. It was Dr. Ashton, coming for Anne. Percival was not wanted now: was not invited to continue his escort. A cold, civil word or two passed, and Val struck across the grove into the high-road, and returned to Hartledon.

He was about to turn in at the lodge-gates with his usual greeting to Mrs. Capper when his attention was caught by a figure coming down the avenue. A man in a long coat, his face ornamented with red whiskers. It required no second glance for recognition. Whiskers and coat proclaimed their owner at once; and if ever Val Elsters heart leaped into his mouth, it certainly leaped then.

He went on, instead of turning in; quietly, as if he were only a stranger enjoying an evening stroll up the road; but the moment he was past the gates he set off at breakneck speed, not heeding where. That the man was there to arrest him, he felt as sure as he had ever felt of anything in this world; and in his perplexity he began accusing every one of treachery, Lord Hartledon and Pike in particular.

The river at the back in this part took a sweeping curve, the road kept straight; so that to arrive at a given point, the one would be more quickly traversed than the other. On and on went Val Elster; and as soon as an opening allowed, he struck into the brushwood on the right, intending to make his way back by the river to Hartledon.

But not yet. Not until the shades of night should fall on the earth: he would have a better chance of getting away from that shark in the darkness than by daylight. He propped his back against a tree and waited, hating himself all the time for his cowardice. With all his scrapes and dilemmas, he had never been reduced to this sort of hiding.

And his pursuer had struck into the wood after him, passed straight through it, though with some little doubt and difficulty, and was already by the river-side, getting there just as Lord Hartledon was passing in his skiff. Long as this may have seemed in telling, it took only a short time to accomplish; still Lord Hartledon had not made quick way, or he would have been further on his course in the race.

Would the sun ever set?  daylight ever pass? Val thought not, in his impatience; and he ventured out of his shelter very soon, and saw for his reward  the long coat and red whiskers by the river-side, their owner conversing with a man. Val went further away, keeping the direction of the stream: the brushwood might no longer be safe. He did not think they had seen him: the man he dreaded had his back to him, the other his face. And that other was Pike.




CHAPTER IX.

WAITING FOR DINNER.

Dinner at Hartledon had been ordered for seven oclock. It was beyond that hour when Dr. Ashton arrived, for he had been detained  a clergymans time is not always under his own control. Anne and Arthur were with him, but not Mrs. Ashton. He came in, ready with an apology for his tardiness, but found he need not offer it; neither Lord Hartledon nor his brother having yet appeared.

Hartledon and that boy Carteret have not returned home yet, said the countess-dowager, in her fiercest tones, for she liked her dinner more than any other earthly thing, and could not brook being kept waiting for it. And when they do come, theyll keep us another half-hour dressing.

I beg your ladyships pardon  they have come, interposed Captain Dawkes. Carteret was going into his room as I came out of mine.

Time they were, grumbled the dowager. They were not in five minutes ago, for I sent to ask.

Which of the two won the race? inquired Lady Maude of Captain Dawkes.

I dont think Carteret did, he replied, laughing. He seemed as sulky as a bear, and growled out that there had been no race, for Hartledon had played him a trick.

What did he mean?

Goodness knows.

I hope Hartledon upset him, charitably interrupted the dowager. A ducking would do that boy good; he is too forward by half.

There was more waiting. The countess-dowager flounced about in her pink satin gown; but it did not bring the loiterers any the sooner. Lady Maude  perverse still, but beautiful  talked in whispers to the hero of the day, Mr. Shute; wearing a blue-silk robe and a blue wreath in her hair. Anne, adhering to the colours of Lord Hartledon, though he had been defeated, was in a rich, glistening white silk, with natural flowers, red and purple, on its body, and the same in her hair. Her sweet face was sunny again, her eyes were sparkling: a word dropped by Dr. Ashton had given her a hope that, perhaps, Percival Elster might be forgiven sometime.

He was the first of the culprits to make his appearance. The dowager attacked him of course. What did he mean by keeping dinner waiting?

Val replied that he was late in coming home; he had been out. As to keeping dinner waiting, it seemed that Lord Hartledon was doing that: he didnt suppose theyd have waited for him.

He spoke tartly, as if not on good terms with himself or the world. Anne Ashton, near to whom he had drawn, looked up at him with a charming smile.

Things may brighten, Percival, she softly breathed.

Its to be hoped they will, gloomily returned Val. They look dark enough just now.

What have you done to your face? she whispered.

To my face? Nothing that I know of.

The forehead is red, as if it had been bruised, or slightly grazed.

Val put his hand up to his forehead. I did feel something when I washed just now, he remarked slowly, as though doubting whether anything was wrong or not. It must have been done  when I  struck against that tree, he added, apparently taxing his recollection.

How was that?

I was running in the dusk, and did not notice the branch of a tree in my way. Its nothing, Anne, and will soon go off.

Mr. Carteret came in, looking just as Val Elster had done  out of sorts. Questions were showered upon him as to the fate of the race; but the dowagers voice was heard above all.

This is a pretty time to make your appearance, sir! Wheres Lord Hartledon?

In his room, I suppose. Hartledon never came, he added in sulky tones, as he turned from her to the rest. I rowed on, and on, thinking how nicely I was distancing him, and got down, the mischief knows where. Miles, nearly, I must have gone.

But why did you pass the turning-point? asked one.

There was no turning-point, returned Mr. Carteret; some confounded meddler must have unmoored the boat as soon as the first race was over, and I, like an idiot, rowed on, looking for it. All at once it came into my mind what a way I must have gone, and I turned and waited. And might have waited till now, he added, for Hart never came.

Then his arm must have failed him, exclaimed Captain Dawkes. I thought it was all wrong.

It wasnt right, for I soon shot past him, returned young Carteret. But Hart knew the spot where the boat ought to have been, though I didnt; what he did, I suppose, was to clear round it just as though it had been there, and come in home again. It will be an awful shame if he takes an unfair advantage of it, and claims the race.

Hartledon never took an unfair advantage in his life, spoke up Val Elster, in clear, decisive tones. You need not be afraid, Carteret. I dare say his arm failed him.

Well, he might have hallooed when he found it failing, and not have suffered me to row all that way for nothing, retorted young Carteret. Not a trace could I see of him as I came back; he had hastened home, I expect, to shut himself up in his room with his damaged arm and foot.

Ill see what hes doing there, said Val.

He went out; but returned immediately.

We are all under a mistake, was his greeting. Hartledon has not returned yet. His servant is in his room waiting for him.

Then what do you mean by telling stories? demanded the countess-dowager, turning sharply on Mr. Carteret.

Good Heavens, maam! you need not begin upon me! returned young Carteret. I have told no stories. I said Hart let me go on, and never came on himself; if thats a story, Ill swallow Dawkess skiff and the sculls too.

You said he was in his room. You know you did.

I said I supposed so. Its usual for a man to go there, I believe, to get ready for dinner, added young Carteret, always ripe for a wordy war, in his antipathy to the countess-dowager.

You said he had come in; and the angry woman faced round on Captain Dawkes. You saw them going into their rooms, you said. Which was it  you did, or you didnt?

I did see Carteret make his appearance; and assumed that Lord Hartledon had gone on to his room, replied the captain, suppressing a laugh. I am sorry to have misled your ladyship. I dare say Hart is about the house somewhere.

Then why doesnt he appear? stormed the dowager. Pretty behaviour this, to keep us all waiting dinner. I shall tell him so. Val Elster, ring for Hedges.

Val rang the bell. Has Lord Hartledon come in? he asked, when the butler appeared.

No, sir.

And dinners spoiling, isnt it, Hedges? broke in the dowager.

It wont be any the better for waiting, my lady.

No. I must exercise my privilege and order it served. At once, Hedges, do you hear? If Hartledon grumbles, I shall tell him it serves him right.

But where can Hartledon be? cried Captain Dawkes.

Thats what I am wondering, said Val. He cant be on the river all this time; Carteret would have seen him in coming home.

A strangely grave shade, looking almost like a prevision of evil, arose to Dr. Ashtons face. I trust nothing has happened to him, he exclaimed. Where did you part company with him, Mr. Carteret?

Thats more than I can tell you, sir. You must have seen  at least  no, you were not there; but those looking on must have seen me get ahead of him within view of the starting-point; soon after that I lost sight of him. The river winds, you know; and of course I thought he was coming on behind me. Very daft of me, not to divine that the boat had been removed!

Do you think he passed the mill?

The mill?

That place where the river forms what might almost be called a miniature harbour. A mill is built there which the stream serves. You could not fail to see it.

I remember now. Yes, I saw the mill. What of it?

Did Lord Hartledon pass it?

How should I know! cried the boy. I had lost sight of him ages before that.

The current is extremely rapid there, observed Dr. Ashton. If he found his arm failing, he might strike down to the mill and land there; and his ankle may be keeping him a prisoner.

And thats what it is! exclaimed Val.

They were crossing the hall to the dining-room. Without the slightest ceremony, the countess-dowager pushed herself foremost and advanced to the head of the table.

I shall occupy this seat in my nephews absence, said she. Dr. Ashton, will you be so good as to take the foot? Theres no one else.

Nay, madam; though Lord Hartledon may not be here, Mr. Elster is.

She had actually forgotten Val; and would have liked to ignore him now that he was recalled to remembrance; but that might not be. As much contempt as could be expressed in her face was there, as she turned her snub nose and small round eyes defiantly upon that unoffending younger brother.

I was going to request you to take it, sir, said Percival, in low tones, to Dr. Ashton. I shall go off in the pony-carriage for Edward. He must think we are neglecting him.

Very well. I hate these rowing matches, heartily added the Rector.

What a curious old fish that parson must be! ejaculated young Carteret to his next neighbour. He says he doesnt like boating.

It happened to be Arthur Ashton, and the lads brow lowered. You are speaking of my father, he said. But Ill tell you why he does not like it. He had a brother once, a good deal older than himself; they had no father, and Arthur  that was the elder  was very fond of him: there were only those two. He took him out in a boat one day, and there was an accident: the eldest was drowned, the little one saved. Do you wonder that my father has dreaded boating ever since? He seems to have the same sort of dread of it that a child who has been frightened by its nurse has of the dark.

By Jove! that was a go, though! was the sympathising comment of Mr. Carteret.

The doctor said grace, and dinner proceeded. It was not half over when Mr. Elster came in, in his light overcoat. Walking straight up to the table, he stood by it, his face wearing a blank, perplexed look. A momentary silence of expectation, and then many tongues spoke together.

Wheres your brother? Wheres Lord Hartledon? Has he not come?

I dont know where he is, answered Val. I was in hopes he had reached home before me, but I find he has not. I cant make it out at all.

Did he land at the mill? asked Dr. Ashton.

Yes, he must have done so, for the skiff is moored there.

Then hes all right, cried the doctor; and there was a strangely-marked sound of relief in his tones.

Oh, he is all right, confidently asserted Percival. The only question is, where he can be. The miller was out this afternoon, and left his place locked up; so that Hartledon could not get in, and had nothing for it but to start home with his lameness, or sit down on the bank until some one found him.

He must have set off to walk.

I should think so. But where has he walked to? added Val. I drove slowly home, looking on either side of the road, but could see nothing of him.

What should bring him on the side of the road? demanded the dowager. Do you think he would turn tramp, and take his seat on a heap of stones? Where do you get your ideas from?

From common sense, maam. If he set out to walk, and his foot failed him half-way, thered be nothing for it but to sit down and wait. But he is not on the road: that is the curious part of the business.

Would he come the other way?

Hardly. It is so much further by the river than by the road.

You may depend upon it that is what he has done, said Dr. Ashton. He might think he should meet some of you that way, and get an arm to help him.

I declare I never thought of that, exclaimed Val, his face brightening. There he is, no doubt; perched somewhere between this and the mill, like patience on a monument, unable to put foot to the ground.

He turned away. Some of the men offered to accompany him: but he declined their help, and begged them to go on with their dinner, saying he would take sufficient servants with him, even though they had to carry Hartledon.

So Mr. Elster went, taking servants and lanterns; for in some parts of this road the trees overhung, and rendered it dark. But they could not find Lord Hartledon. They searched, and shouted, and waved their lanterns: all in vain. Very much perplexed indeed did Val Elster look when he got back again.

Where in the world can he have gone to? angrily questioned the countess-dowager; and she glared from her seat at the head of the table on the offender Val, as she asked it. I must say all this is most unseemly, and Hartledon ought to be brought to his senses for causing it. I suppose he has taken himself off to a surgeons.

It was possible, but unlikely, as none knew better than Val Elster. To get to the surgeons he would have to pass his own house, and would be more likely to go in, and send for Mr. Hillary, than walk on with a disabled foot. Besides, if he had gone to the surgeons, he would not stay there all this time. I dont know what to do, said Percival Elster; and there was the same blank, perplexed look on his face that was observed the first time he came in. I dont much like the appearance of things.

Why, you dont think anythings wrong with him! exclaimed young Carteret, starting-up with an alarmed face. Hes safe to turn up, isnt he?

Of course he will turn up, answered Val, in a dreamy tone. Only this uncertainty, as to where to look for him, is not pleasant.

Dr. Ashton motioned Val to his side. Are you fearing an accident? he asked in low tones.

No, sir.

I am. That current by the mill is so fearfully strong; and if your brother had not the use of his one arm  and the boat was drawn onwards, beyond his control  and upset

Dr. Ashton paused. Val Elster looked rather surprised.

How could it upset, sir? The skiffs are as safe as this floor. I dont fear that in the least: what I do fear is that Edward may be in some out-of-the-way nook, insensible from pain, and wont be found until daylight. Fancy, a whole night out of doors, in that state! He might be half-dead with cold by the morning.

Dr. Ashton shook his head in dissent. His dislike of boating seemed just now to be rising into horror.

What are you going to do now, Elster? inquired Captain Dawkes.

Go to the mill again, I think, and find out if any one saw Hartledon leave the skiff, and which way he took. One of the servants can run down to Hillarys the while.

Dr. Ashton rose, bowing for permission to Lady Kirton; and the gentlemen with one accord rose with him, the same purpose in the mind of all  that of more effectually scouring the ground between the mill and Hartledon. The countess-dowager felt that she should like to box the ears of every one of them. The idea of danger in connection with Lord Hartledon had not yet penetrated to her brain.

At this moment, before they had left the room, there arose a strange wild sound from without  almost an unearthly sound  that seemed to come from several voices, and to be bearing round the house from the river-path. Mrs. OMoore put down her knife and fork, and rose up with a startled cry.

Theres nothing to be alarmed at, said the dowager. It is those Irish harvesters. I know their horrid voices, and dare say they are riotously drunk. Hartledon ought to put them in prison for it.

The sounds died away into silence. Mrs. OMoore took her hands from her eyes, where they had been pressed. Dont you know what it is, Lady Kirton? It is the Irish death-wail!

It rose again, louder than before, for those from whom it came were nearing the house  a horribly wailing sound, ringing out in the silence of the night. Mrs. OMoore crouched into her chair again, and hid her terrified face. She was not Irish, and had never heard that sound but once, and that was when her child died.

She is right, cried her husband, the OMoore; that is the death-wail. Hark! it is for a chieftain; they mourn the loss of one high in the land. And  they are coming here! Oh, Elster! can DEATH have overtaken your brother?

The gentlemen had stood spell-bound, listening to the sound, their faces a mixture of surprise and credulity. At the words they rushed out with one accord, and the women stole after them with trembling steps and blanched lips.

If ever I saw such behaviour in all my existence! irascibly spoke the countess-dowager, who was left alone in her glory. The death-wail, indeed! The womans a fool. Ill get those Irishmen transported, if I can.

In the hall the servants were gathered, cowering almost as the ladies did. Their master had flown down the hall-steps, and the labourers were coming steadily up to it, bearing something in procession. Dr. Ashton came back as quickly as he had gone out, extending his arms before him.

Ladies, I pray you go in, he urged, in strange agitation. You must not meet these  these Irishmen. Go back to the dining-room, I entreat you, and remain in it.

But the curiosity of women  who can suppress it? They were as though they heard not, and were pressing on to the door, when Val Elster dashed in with a white face.

Back, all of you! You must not stay here. This is no place or sight for you. Anne, he added, seizing Miss Ashtons hand in peremptory entreaty, you at least know how to be calm. Get them away, and keep them out of the hall.

Tell me the worst, she implored. I will indeed try to be calm. Who is it those men are bringing here?

My dear brother  my dead brother. Madam, he continued to the countess-dowager, who had now come out, dinner-napkin in hand, her curls all awry, you must not come here. Go back to the dining-room, all of you.

Not come here! Go back to the dining-room! echoed the outraged dowager. Dont take quite so much upon yourself, Val Elster. The house is Lord Hartledons, and I am a free agent in it.

A shriek  an agonized shriek  broke from Lady Maude. In her suspense she had stolen out unperceived, and lifted the covering of the rude bier, now resting on the steps. The rays of the hall-lamp fell on the face, and Maude, in her anguish, with a succession of hysterical sobs, came shivering back to sink down at her mothers feet.

Oh, my love  my love! Dead! dead!

The only one who heard the words was Anne Ashton. The countess-dowager caught the last.

Who is dead? What is this mystery? she asked, unceremoniously lifting her satin dress, with the intention of going out to see, and her head began to nod  perhaps with apprehension  as if she had the palsy. You want to force us away. No, thank you; not until Ive come to the bottom of this.

Let us tell them, cried young Carteret, in his boyish impulse, and then perhaps they will go. An accident has happened to Lord Hartledon, maam, and these men have brought him home.

He  hes not dead? asked the old woman, in changed tones.

Alas! poor Lord Hartledon was indeed dead. The Irish labourers, in passing near the mill, had detected the body in the water; rescued it, and brought it home.

The countess-dowagers grief commenced rather turbulently. She talked and shrieked, and danced round, exactly as if she had been a wild Indian. It was so intensely ludicrous, that the occupants of the hall gazed in silence.

Here to-day, and gone to-morrow! she sobbed. Oh  o  o  o  o  o  oh!

Nay, cried young Carteret, here to-day, and gone now. Poor fellow! it is awful.

And you have done it! she cried, turning her grief upon the astonished boy. You! What business had you to allure him off again in that miserable boat, once he had got home?

Dont trample me down, please, he indignantly returned; I am as cut up as you can be. Hedges, hadnt you better get Lady Kirtons maid here? I think she is going mad.

And now the house is without a master, she bemoaned, returning to her own griefs and troubles, and I have all the arrangements thrown upon myself.

The house is not without a master, said young Carteret, who seemed inclined to have the last word. If one master has gone from it, poor fellow! theres another to replace him; and he is at your elbow now.

He at her elbow was Val Elster. Lady Kirton gathered in the sense of the words, and gave a cry; a prolonged cry of absolute dismay.

He cant be its master.

I should say he is, maam. At any rate he is now Lord Hartledon.

She looked from one to the other in helpless doubt. It was a contingency that had never so much as occurred to her. Had she wanted confirmation, the next moment brought it to her from the lips of the butler.

Hedges, called out Percival sternly, in his embarrassment and grief, open the dining-room door. We must get the hall cleared.

The door is open, my lord.

He Lord Hartledon! shrieked the countess-dowager, why, I was going to recommend his brother to ship him off to Canada for life.

It was altogether an unseemly scene at such a time. But almost everything the Countess-Dowager of Kirton did was unseemly.




CHAPTER X.

MR. PIKES VISIT.

Percival Elster was in truth Earl of Hartledon. By one of those unexpected calamities, which are often inexplicable  and which most certainly was so as yet in the present instance  a promising young life had been snapped asunder, and another reigned in his place. In one short hour Val Elster, who had scarcely cross or coin to call his own, had been going in danger of arrest from one moment to another, had become a peer of the realm and a man of wealth.

As they laid the body down in a small room opening from the hall, and his late companions and guests crowded around in awe-struck silence, there was one amidst them who could not control his grief and emotion. It was poor Val. Pushing aside the others, never heeding them in his bitter sorrow, he burst into passionate sobs as he leaned over the corpse. And none of them thought the worse of Val for it.

Oh, Percival! how did it happen?

The speaker was Dr. Ashton. Little less affected himself, he clasped the young mans hand in token of heartfelt sympathy.

I cannot think how it could have happened, replied Percival, when able to control his feelings sufficiently to speak. It seems awfully strange to me  mysteriously so.

If he found himself going wrong, why didnt he shout out? asked young Carteret, with a rueful face. I couldnt have helped hearing him.

It was a question that was passing through the minds of all; was being whispered about. How could it have happened? The body presented the usual appearance of death from drowning; but close to the left temple was a wound, and the face was otherwise disfigured. It must have been done, they thought, by coming into contact with something or other in the water; perhaps the skiff itself. Arm and ankle were both much swollen.

Nothing was certainly known as yet of Lord Hartledon from the time Mr. Carteret parted company with him, to the time when the body was found. It appeared that these Irish labourers were going home from their work, singing as they went, their road lying past the mill, when they were spoken to by the millers boy. He stood on the species of estrade which the miller had placed there for his own convenience, bending down as far as his young head and shoulders could reach, and peering into the water attentively. I think I see someat in the stream, quoth he, and the men stopped; and after a short time, proceeded to search. It proved to be the dead body of Lord Hartledon, caught amongst the reeds.

It was rather a curious coincidence that Percival Elster and his servants in the last search should have heard the voices of the labourers singing in the distance. But they were too far off on their return to Hartledon to be within hearing when the men found the body.

The news spread; people came up from far and near, and Hartledon was besieged. Mr. Hillary, the surgeon, gave it as his opinion that the wound on the temple, no doubt caused before death, had rendered Lord Hartledon insensible, and unable to extricate himself from the water. The mill and cottage were built on what might be called an arm of the river. Lord Hartledon had no business there at all; but the current was very strong; and if, as was too probable, he had become almost disabled, he might have drifted to it without being able to help himself; or he might have been making for it, intending to land and rest in the cottage until help could be summoned to convey him home. How he got into the water was not known. Once in the water, the blow was easy enough to receive; he might have struck against the estrade.

There is almost sure to be some miserable coincidence in these cases to render them doubly unfortunate. For three weeks past, as the miller testified  a respectable man named Floyd  his mill had not been deserted; some one, man, boy, or woman, had always been there. On this afternoon it was closed, mill and cottage too, and all were away. What might have been simply a slight accident, had help been at hand, had terminated in an awful death for the want of it.

It was eleven oclock before anything like order was restored at Hartledon, and the house left in quiet. The last person to quit it was Dr. Ashton. Hedges, the butler, had been showing him out, and was standing for a minute on the steps looking after him, and perhaps to cool, with a little fresh air, his perplexed brow  for the man was a faithful retainer, and the affair had shocked him in no common degree  when he was accosted by Pike, who emerged stealthily from behind one of the outer pillars, where he seemed to have been sheltering.

Why, what have you been doing there? exclaimed the butler.

Mr. Hedges, Ive been waiting here  hiding, if you like to call it so, was the answer; and it should be observed that the mans manner, quite unlike his usual rough, devil-may-care tone, was characterized by singular respect and earnestness. To hear him, and not see him, you might think you were listening to some staid and respectable friend of the family. I have been standing there this hour past, keeping behind the pillar while other folk went in and out, and waiting my time to speak to you.

To me? repeated Hedges.

Yes, sir. I want you to grant me a favour; and I hope youll pardon my boldness in asking it.

Hedges did not know what to make of this. It was the first time he had enjoyed the honour of a personal interview with Mr. Pike; and the contrast between that gentlemans popular reputation and his present tone and manner struck the butler as exceedingly singular. But that the butler was in a very softened mood, feeling full of subdued charity towards all the world, he might not have condescended to parley with the man.

What is the favour? he inquired.

I want you to let me in to see the poor young earl  whats left of him.

Let you in to see the earl! echoed Hedges in surprise. I never heard such a bold request.

It is bold. Ive already said so, and asked you to pardon it.

What can you want that for? It cant be for nothing but curiosity; and

Its not curiosity, interrupted Pike, with an emphasis that told upon his hearer. I have a different motive, sir; and a good motive. If I were at liberty to tell it  which Im not  youd let me in without another word. Lots of people have been seeing him, I suppose.

Indeed they have not. Why should they? It is a bold thing for you to come and ask it.

Did he come by his death fairly? whispered the man.

Good heavens! exclaimed the butler, stepping back aghast. I dont think you know what you are talking about. Who would harm Lord Hartledon?

Let me see him, implored the man. It cant hurt him or anybody else. Only just for a minute, sir, in your presence. And if its ever in my power to do you a good turn, Mr. Hedges, Ill do it. It doesnt seem likely now; but the mouse gnawed the lions net, you know, and set him free.

Whether it was the strange impressiveness with which the request was proffered, or that the softened mood of Hedges rendered him incapable of contention, certain it was that he granted it; and most likely would wonder at himself for it all his after-life. Crossing the hall with silent tread, and taking up a candle as he went, he led the way to the room; Mr. Pike stepping after him with a tread equally silent.

Take your hat off, peremptorily whispered the butler; for that worthy had entered the room with it on. Is that the way to

Hedges!

Hedges was struck with consternation at the call, for it was that of his new master. He had not bargained for this; supposing that he had gone to his room for the night. However he might have been foolishly won over to accede to the mans strange request, it was not to be supposed it would be approved of by Lord Hartledon. The butler hesitated. He did not care to betray Pike, neither did he care to leave Pike alone.

Hedges! came the call again, louder and quicker.

Yes, sir  my lord? and Hedges squeezed out at the door without opening it much  which was rather a difficulty, for he was a portly man, with a red, honest sort of face  leaving Pike and the light inside. Lord Hartledon  as we must unfortunately call him now  was standing in the hall.

Has Dr. Ashton gone?

Yes, my lord.

Did he leave that address?

Hedges knew to what his master alluded: an address that was wanted in connection with certain official proceedings that must now take place. Hedges replied that Dr. Ashton had not left it with him.

Then he must have forgotten it. He said he would write it down in pencil. Send over to the Rectory the first thing in the morning. And, Hedges

At this moment a slight noise was heard within the room like the sound of an extinguisher falling; as, in fact, it was. Lord Hartledon turned towards it.

Who is there, Hedges?

I  its no one in particular, sir  my lord.

What with the butlers bewilderment on the sudden change of masters, and what with his consciousness of the presence of his visitor, he was unusually confused. Lord Hartledon noticed it. It instantly occurred to him that one of the ladies, or perhaps one of the women-servants, had been admitted to the room; and he did not consider it a proper sight for any of them.

Who is it? he demanded, somewhat peremptorily.

So Hedges had to confess what had taken place, and that he had allowed the man to enter.

Pike! Why, what can he want? exclaimed Lord Hartledon in surprise. And he turned to the room.

The moment the butler left him alone Mr. Pikes first proceeding had been to cover his head again with his wide-awake, which he had evidently removed with reluctance, and might have refused to remove at all had it been consistent with policy; his second was to snatch up the candle, bend over the dead face, and examine it minutely both with eye and hand.

There is a wound, then, and its true what they are saying. I thought it might have been gossip, he muttered, as he pushed the soft dark hair from the temple. Any more suspicious marks? he resumed, taking a rapid view of the hands and head. No; nothing but what hed be likely to get in the water: but  Ill swear that might have been the blow of a human hand. Twould stun, if it wouldnt kill; and then, held under the water

At this moment Mr. Pike and his comments were interrupted, and he drew back from the table on which the body was lying; but not before Lord Hartledon had seen him touching the face of the dead.

What are you doing? came the stern demand.

I wasnt harming him, was the answer; and Mr. Pike seemed to have suddenly returned to his roughness. Its a nasty accident to have happened; and I dont like this.

He pointed to the temple as he spoke. Lord Hartledons usually good-natured brow  at present a brow of deep sorrow  contracted with displeasure.

It is an awful accident, he replied. But I asked what you were doing here?

I thought Id like to look upon him, sir; and the butler let me in. I wish Id been a bit nearer the place at the time: Id have saved him, or got drowned myself. Not much fear of that, though. Im a rat for the water. Was that done fairly? pointing again to the temple.

What do you mean? exclaimed Val.

Well  it might be, or it might not. One who has led the roving life I have, and been in all sorts of scenes, bred in the slums of London too, looks on the suspicious side of these things. And there mostly is one in all of em.

Val was moved to anger. How dare you hint at so infamous a suspicion, Pike? If

No offence, my lord, interrupted Pike and its my lord that you are now. Thoughts may be free in this room; but I am not going to spread suspicion outside. I say, though that might have been an accident, it might have been done by an enemy.

Did you do it? retorted Lord Hartledon in his displeasure.

Pike gave a short laugh.

I did not. I had no cause to harm him. What Im thinking was, whether anybody else had. He was mistaken for another yesterday, continued Pike, dropping his voice. Some men in his lordships place might have showed fight then: even blows.

Percival made no immediate rejoinder. He was gazing at Pike just as fixedly as the latter gazed at him. Did the man wish to insinuate that the unwelcome visitor had again mistaken the one brother for the other, and the result had been a struggle between them, ending in this? The idea rushed into his mind, and a dark flush overspread his face.

You have no grounds for thinking that man  you know who I mean  attacked my brother a second time?

No, I have no grounds for it, shortly answered Pike.

He was near to the spot at the time; I saw him there, continued Lord Hartledon, speaking apparently to himself; whilst the flush, painfully red and dark, was increasing rather than diminishing.

I know you did, returned Pike.

The tone grated on Lord Hartledons ear. It implied that the man might become familiar, if not checked; and, with all his good-natured affability, he was not one to permit it; besides, his position was changed, and he could not help feeling that it was. Necessity makes us acquainted with strange bedfellows, says the very true proverb; and what might have been borne yesterday would not be borne to-day.

Let me understand you, he said, and there was a stern decision in his tone and manner that surprised Pike. Have you any reason whatever to suspect that man of having injured, or attempted to injure my brother?

Ive not, answered Pike. I never saw him nearer to the mill yesterday than he was when he looked at us. I dont think he went nearer. My lord, if I knew anything against the man, Id tell it out, and be glad. I hate the whole tribe. He wouldnt make the mistake again, added Pike, half-contemptuously. He knew which was his lordship fast enough to-day, and which wasnt.

Then what did you mean by insinuating that the blow on the temple was the result of violence?

I didnt say it was: I said it might have been. I dont know a thing, as connected with this business, against a mortal soul. Its true, my lord.

Perhaps, then, you will leave this room, said Lord Hartledon.

Im going. And many thanks to your lordship for not having turned me from it before, and for letting me have my say. Thanks to you, sir, he added, as he went out of the room and passed Hedges, who was waiting in the hall.

Hedges closed the door after him, and turned to receive a reprimand from his new master.

Before you admit such men as that into the most sacred chamber the house at present contains, you will ask my permission, Hedges.

Hedges attempted to excuse himself. He was so very earnest, my lord; he declared to me he had a good motive in wanting to come in. At these times, when ones heart is almost broken with a sudden blow, one is apt to be soft and yielding. What with that feeling upon me, and what with the fright he gave me

What fright did he give you? interrupted Val.

Well, my lord, he  he asked me whether his lordship had come fairly by his death.

How dare you repeat the insinuation? broke forth Lord Hartledon, with more temper than Hedges had ever seen him display. The very idea is absurd; it is wicked; it is unpardonable. My brother had not an enemy in the world. Take care not to repeat it again. Do you hear?

He turned away from the astonished man, went into the room he had called sacred, and closed the door. Hedges wondered whether the hitherto sweet-tempered, easy-mannered younger brother had changed his nature with his inheritance.

As the days went on, few, if any, further particulars were elicited as to the cause of accident. That the unfortunate Lord Hartledon had become partly, if not wholly, disabled, so as to be incapable of managing even the little skiff, had been drifted by the current towards the mills, and there upset, was assumed by all to have been the true history of the case. There appeared no reason to doubt that it was so. The inquest was held on the Thursday.

And on that same morning the new Lord Hartledon received a proof of the kindness of his brother. A letter arrived from Messrs. Kedge and Reck, addressed to Edward Earl of Hartledon. By it Percival found  there was no one else to open it now  that his brother had written to them early on the Tuesday morning, taking the debt upon himself; and they now wrote to say they accepted his responsibility, and had withdrawn the officer from Calne. Alas! Val Elster could have dismissed him himself now.

He sat with bent head and drooping eyelids. None, save himself, knew how bitter were the feelings within him, or the remorse that was his portion for having behaved unkindly to his brother within the last few hours of life. He had rebelled at his state of debt becoming known to Dr. Ashton; he had feared to lose Anne: it seemed to him now, that he would live under the doctors displeasure for ever, would never see Anne again, could he recall his brother. Oh, these unavailing regrets! Will they rise up to face us at the Last Day?

With a suppressed ejaculation that was like a cry of pain, as if he would throw from him these reflections and could not, Lord Hartledon drew a sheet of paper before him and wrote a note to the lawyers. He briefly stated what had taken place; that his brother was dead from an accident, and he had inherited, and should take speedy measures for the discharge of any liabilities there might be against him: and he requested, as a favour, that the letter written to them by his brother might be preserved and returned to him: he should wish to keep it as the last lines his hand had traced.




CHAPTER XI.

THE INQUEST.

On this day, Thursday, the inquest was held. Most of the gay crowd staying at Hartledon had taken flight; Mr. Carteret, and one or two more, whose testimony might be wished for, remaining. The coroner and jury assembled in the afternoon, in a large boarded apartment called the stewards room. Lord Hartledon was present with Dr. Ashton and other friends: they were naturally anxious to hear the evidence that could be collected, and gather any light that might be thrown upon the accident. The doors were not closed to the public, and a crowd, gentle and simple, pressed in.

The surgeon spoke to the supposed cause of death  drowning: the miller spoke to his house and mill having been that afternoon shut up. He and his wife went over in their spring-cart to Garchester, and left the place locked up, he said. The coroner asked whether it was his custom to lock up his place when he went out; he replied that it was, when they went out together; but that event rarely happened. Upon his return at dusk, he found the little skiff loose in the stream, and secured it. It was his servant-boy, David Ripper, who called his attention to it first of all. He saw nothing of Lord Hartledon, and had not very long secured the skiff when Mr. Percival Elster came up in the pony-carriage, asking if his brother was there. He looked at the skiff, and said it was the one his lordship had been in. Mr. Elster said he supposed his brother was walking home, and he should drive slowly back and look out for him. Later Mr. Elster returned: he had several servants with him then and lanterns; they had come out to look for Lord Hartledon, but could not find him. It was only just after they had gone away again that the Irish harvest-men came up and found the body.

This was the substance of the millers evidence; it was all he knew: and the next witness called was the boy David Ripper, popularly styled in the neighbourhood young Rip, in contradistinction to his father, a day-labourer. He was an urchin of ten or twelve, with a red, round face; quite ludicrous from its present expression of terrified consternation. The coroner sharply inquired what he was frightened at; and the boy burst into a roar by way of answer. He didnt know nothing, and hadnt seen nothing, and it wasnt him that drowned his lordship; and he couldnt tell more if they hanged him for it.

The miller interposed. The boy was one of the idlest young vagabonds he had ever had the luck to be troubled with; and he thought it exceedingly likely he had been off that afternoon and not near the mill at all. He had ordered him to take two sacks into Calne; but when he reached home he found the sacks untouched, lying where he had placed them outside. Mr. Ripper had no doubt been playing truant on his own account.

Where did you pass Tuesday afternoon during your masters absence? sternly demanded the coroner. Take your hands from your face and answer me, boy.

David Ripper obeyed in the best manner he was capable of, considering his agitation. I dun know now where I was, he said. I was about.

About where?

Mr. Ripper apparently could not say where. He thought he was setting his bird-trap in the stubble-field; and he see a partridge, and watched where it scudded to; but he wasnt nigh the mill the whole time.

Did you see anything of Lord Hartledon when he was in the skiff?

I never saw him, he sobbed. I wasnt nigh the mill at all, and never saw him nor the skiff.

What time did you get back to the mill? asked the coroner.

He didnt know what time it was; his master and missis had come home.

This was true, Mr. Floyd said. They had been back some little time before Ripper showed himself. The first intimation he received of that truants presence was when he drew his attention to the loose skiff.

How came you to see the skiff? sharply asked the coroner.

Ripper spoke up with trembling lips. He was waiting outside after he came up, and afraid to go in lest his master should beat him for not taking the sacks, which went clean out of his mind, they did, and then he saw the little boat; upon which he called out and told his master.

And it was also you who first saw the body in the water, observed the coroner, regarding the reluctant witness curiously. How came you to see that? Were you looking for something of the sort?

The witness shivered. He didnt know how he come to see it. He was on the strade, not looking for nothing, when he saw someat dark among the reeds, and told the harvesters when they come by. They said it was a man, got him out, and then found it was his lordship.

There was only one peculiarity about the boys evidence  his manner. All he said was feasible enough; indeed, what would be most likely to happen under the circumstances. But whence arose his terror? Had he been of a timid temperament, it might have been natural; but the miller had spoken the truth  he was audacious and hardy. Only upon one or two, however, did the manner leave any impression. Pike, who made one of the crowd in the inquest-room, was one of these. His experience of human nature was tolerably keen, and he felt sure the boy was keeping something behind that he did not dare to tell. The coroner and jury were not so clear-sighted, and dismissed him with the remark that he was a little fool.

Call George Gorton, said the coroner, looking at his notes.

Very much to Lord Hartledons surprise  perhaps somewhat to his annoyance  the man answering to this name was the one who had originally come to Calne on a special mission to himself. Some feeling caused him to turn from the man whilst he gave his evidence, a thing easily done in the crowded room.

It appeared that amidst the stirring excitement in the neighbourhood on the Tuesday night when the death became known, this stranger happened to avow in the public-house which he made his quarters that he had seen Lord Hartledon in his skiff just before the event must have happened. The information was reported, and the man received a summons to appear before the coroner.

And it may be as well to remark now, that his second appearance was owing to a little cowardice on his own part. He had felt perfectly satisfied at the time with the promise given him by Lord Hartledon to see the debt paid  given also in the presence of the Rector  and took his departure in the train, just as Pike had subsequently told Mr. Elster. But ere he had gone two stages on his journey, he began to think he might have been too precipitate, and to ask himself whether his employers would not tell him so when he appeared before them, unbacked by any guarantee from Lord Hartledon; for this, by a strange oversight, he had omitted to ask for. He halted at once, and went back by the next return train. The following day, Tuesday, he spent looking after Lord Hartledon, but, as it happened, did not meet him.

The man  a dissipated young man, now that his hat was off  came forward in his long coat, his red hair and whiskers. But it seemed that he had really very little information to give. He was on the banks of the river when Lord Hartledon passed in the skiff, and noticed how strangely he was rowing, one arm apparently lying useless. What part of the river was this, the coroner asked; and the witness avowed that he could not describe it. He was a stranger, never there but that once; all he knew was, that it was higher up, beyond Hartledon House. What might he have been doing there, demanded the coroner. Only strolling about, was the answer. What was his business at Calne? came the next question; and as it was put, the witness caught the eye of the new Lord Hartledon through an opening in the crowd. His business, the witness replied to the coroner, was his own business, and did not concern the public, and he respectfully declined to state it. He presumed Calne was a free place like other places, where a stranger might spend a few days without question, if he pleased.

Pike chuckled at this: incipient resistance to authority cheered that lawless mans heart. He had stood throughout, in the shadow of the crowd, just within the door, attentively watching the witnesses as they gave their evidence: but he was not prepared for what was to come next.

Did the witness see any other spectators on the bank? continued the coroner. Only one, was the answer: a man called Pike, or some such name. Pike was watching the little boat on the river when he got up to him; he remarked to Pike that his lordships arm seemed tired; and he and Pike had walked back to Calne together.

Pike would have got away had he been able, but the coroner whispered to an officer. For one single moment Mr. Pike seemed inclined to show fight; he began struggling, not gently, to reach the door; the next he gave it up, and resigned himself to his fate. There was a little hubbub, in the midst of which a slip of paper with a pencilled line from Lord Hartledon, was handed to the coroner.

Press this point, whether they returned to Calne at once and together.

George Gorton, cried the coroner, as he crushed the paper in his hand, at what hour did you return to Calne?

I went at once. As soon as the little boat was out of sight.

Went alone?

No, sir. I and the man Pike walked together. Ive said so already.

What made you go together?

Nothing in particular. We were both going back, I suppose, and strolled along talking.

It appeared to be all that the witness had to tell, and Mr. Pike came forward perforce. As he stood there, his elegant wide-awake bent in his hand, he looked more like the wild man of the woods he had been compared to, than a civilized being. Rough, rude, and abrupt were his tones as he spoke, and he bent his face and eyes downwards whilst he answered. It was in those eyes that lay the look which had struck Mr. Elster as being familiar to him. He persisted in giving his name as Tom, not Thomas.

But if the stranger in the long coat had little evidence to give, Pike had even less. He had been in the woods that afternoon and sauntered to the bank of the river just as Lord Hartledon passed in the skiff; but he had taken very little notice of him. It was only when the last witness, who came up at the moment, remarked upon the queer manner in which his lordship held his arm, that he saw it was lying idle.

Not a thing more could he or would he tell. It was all he knew, he said, and would swear it was all. He went back to Calne with the last witness, and never saw his lordship again alive.

It did appear to be all, just as it did in the matter of the other man. The coroner inquired whether he had seen any one else on the banks or near them, and Pike replied that he had not set eyes on another soul, which Percival knew to be false, for he had seen him. He was told to put his signature to his evidence, which the clerk had taken down, and affixed a cross.

Cant you write? asked the coroner.

Pike shook his head negatively. Never learnt, he curtly said. And Percival believed that to be an untruth equally with the other. He could not help thinking that the avowal of their immediate return might also be false: it was just as possible that one or other, or both, had followed the course of the boat.

Mr. Carteret was examined. He could tell no more than he had already told. They started together, but he had soon got beyond his lordship, and had never seen him again alive. There was nothing more to be gleaned or gathered. Not the smallest suspicion of foul play, or of its being anything but a most unfortunate accident, was entertained for a moment by any one who heard the evidence, and the verdict of the jury was to that effect: Accidental Death.

As the crowd pressed out of the inquest-room, jostling one another in the gloom of the evening, and went their several ways, Lord Hartledon found himself close to Gorton, his coat flapping as he walked. The man was looking round for Pike: but Mr. Pike, the instant his forced evidence was given, had slunk away from the gaze of his fellow-men to ensconce himself in his solitary shed. To all appearance Lord Hartledon had overtaken Gorton by accident: the man turned aside in obedience to a signal, and halted. They could not see much of each others faces in the twilight.

I wish to ask you a question, said Percival in low, impressive, and not unkindly tones. Did you speak with my brother, Lord Hartledon, at all on Tuesday?

No, my lord, I did not, was the ready answer. I was trying to get to see his lordship, but did not.

What did you want with him? What brought you back to Calne?

I wanted to get from him a guarantee for  for what your lordship knows of; which he had omitted to give, and I had not thought to ask for, civilly replied the man. I was looking about for his lordship on the Tuesday morning, but did not get to see him. In the afternoon, when the boat-race was over, I made bold to call at Hartledon, but the servants said his lordship wasnt in. As I came away, I saw him, as I thought, pass the lodge and go up the road, and I cut after him, but couldnt overtake him, and at last lost sight of him. I struck into a tangled sort of pathway through the gorse, or whatever its called down here, and it brought me out near the river. His lordship was just sculling down, and then I knew it was some one else had gone by the lodge, and not him. Perhaps it was your lordship?

You knew it was Lord Hartledon in the boat? I mean, you recognized him? You did not mistake him for me?

I knew him, my lord. If Id been a bit nearer the lodge, I shouldnt have been likely to mistake even your lordship for him.

Lord Hartledon was gazing into the mans face still; never once had his eyes been removed from it.

You did not see Lord Hartledon later?

I never saw him all day but that once when he passed in the skiff.

You did not follow him, then?

Of what use? debated the man. I couldnt call out my business from the banks, and didnt know his lordship was going to land lower down. I went straight back to Calne, my lord, walking with that man Pike  who is a rum fellow, and has a history behind him, unless Im mistaken; but its no business of mine. I made my mind up to another night of it in Calne, thinking Id get to Hartledon early next morning before his lordship had time to go out; and I was sitting comfortably with a pipe and a glass of beer, when news came of the accident.

Lord Hartledon believed the man to be telling the truth; and a weight  the source of which he did not stay to analyse  was lifted from his mind. But he asked another question.

Why are you still in Calne?

I waited for orders. After his lordship died I couldnt go away without them  carrying with me nothing but the word of a dead man. The orders came this morning, safe enough; but I had the summons served on me then to attend the inquest, and had to stay for it. Im going away now, my lord, by the first train.

Lord Hartledon was satisfied, and nodded his head. As he turned back he met Dr. Ashton.

I was looking for you, Lord Hartledon. If you require any assistance or information in the various arrangements that now devolve upon you, I shall be happy to render both. There will be a good deal to do one way or another; more, I dare say, than your inexperience has the least idea of. You will have your solicitor at hand, of course; but if you want me, you know where to find me.

The Rectors words were courteous, but the tone was not warm, and the title Lord Hartledon grated on Vals ear. In his impulse he grasped the speakers hand, pouring forth a heartfelt prayer.

Oh, Dr. Ashton, will you not forgive me? The horrible trouble I brought upon myself is over now. I dont rejoice in it under the circumstances, Heaven knows; I only speak of the fact. Let me come to your house again! Forgive me for the past.

In one sense the trouble is over, because the debts that were a formidable embarrassment to Mr. Elster are as nothing to Lord Hartledon, was the reply. But let me assure you of one thing: that your being Lord Hartledon will not make the slightest difference to my decision not to give you my daughter, unless your line of conduct shall change.

It is changed. Dr. Ashton, on my word of honour, I will never be guilty of carelessness again. One thing will be my safeguard, though all else should fail  the fact that I passed my word for this to my dear brother not many hours before his death. For my sake, for Annes sake, you will forgive me!

Was it possible to resist the persuasive tones, the earnestness of the honest, dark-blue eyes? If ever Percival Elster was to make an effort for good, and succeed, it must be now. The doctor knew it; and he knew that Annes happiness was at stake. But he did not thaw immediately.

You know, Lord Hartledon

Call me Val, as you used to do, came the pleading interruption; and Dr. Ashton smiled in spite of himself.

Percival, you know it is against my nature to be harsh or unforgiving; just as I believe it contrary to your nature to be guilty of deliberate wrong. If you will only be true to yourself, I would rather have you for my son-in-law than any other man in England; as I would have had when you were Val Elster. Do you note my words? true to yourself.

As I will be from henceforth, whispered Val, earnest tears rising to his eyes.

And as he would have been but for his besetting sin.




CHAPTER XII.

LATER IN THE DAY.

It happened that Clerk Gum had business on hand the day of the inquest, which obliged him to go to Garchester. He reached home after dark; and the first thing he saw was his wife, in what he was pleased to call a state of semi-idiocy. The tea-things were laid on the table, and substantial refreshment in the shape of cold meat, and a plate of muffins ready for toasting, all for the clerks regalement. But Mrs. Gum herself sat on a low chair by the fire, her eyes swollen with crying.

Whats the matter now? was the clerks first question.

Oh, Gum, I told you you ought not to have gone off to-day. You might have stayed for the inquest.

Much good I should do the inquest, or the inquest do me, retorted the clerk. Has Becky gone?

Long ago. Gum, that dreams coming round. I said it would. I told you there was ill in store for Lord Hartledon; and that Pike was mixed up in it, and Mr. Elster also in some way. If youd only listen to me

The clerk, who had been brushing his hat and shaking the dust from his outer coat  for he was a careful man with his clothes, and always well-dressed  brought down his hand upon the table with some temper.

Just stop that. Ive heard enough of that dream, and of all your dreams. Confounded folly! Havent I trouble and worry enough upon my mind, without your worrying me every time I come in about your idiotic dreams?

Well, returned Mrs. Gum, if the dreams nothing, Id like to ask why they had Pike up to-day before them all?

Who had him up? asked the clerk, after a pause. Had him up where?

Before the people sitting on the body of Lord Hartledon. Lydia Jones brought me the news just now. They had Pike the poacher up, says she. He was up before the jury, and had to confess to it. Confess to what, said I. Why, that he was about in the woods when my lord met his end, said she; and its to know how my lord did meet it, and whether the poacher mightnt have dealt that blow on his temple and robbed him after it. Gum

Theres no suspicion of foul play, is there? interrupted the clerk, in strangely subdued tones.

Not that I know of, except in Lydias temper, answered Mrs. Gum. But I dont like to hear he was up there at all.

Lydia Jones is a foul-tongued woman, capable of swearing away any mans life. Is Pike in custody?

Not yet. Theyve let him off for the present. Oh, Gum, often and often do I wish my days were ended!

Often and often do I wish Id a quiet house to come to, and not be bothered with dreams, was the scornful retort. Suppose you toast the muffins.

She gave a sigh or two, put her cap straight, smoothed her ragged hair, and meekly rose to obey. The clerk was carefully folding up the outer coat, for it was one he wore only on high-days, when he felt something in the pocket  a small parcel.

Id almost forgotten this, he exclaimed, taking it out. Thanks to you, Nance! What with your dreams and other worryings I cant think of my proper business.

What is it? she asked.

A deed Dr. Ashtons lawyer got me to bring and save his clerk a journey  if you must know. Ill take it over at once, while the teas brewing.

As Jabez Gum passed through his own gate he looked towards Mr. Pikes dwelling; it was only natural he should do so after the recent conversation; and he saw that worthy gentleman come stealing across the waste ground, with his usual cautious step. Although not given to exchanging courtesies with his neighbour, the clerk walked briskly towards him now, and waited at the hurdles which divided the waste ground from the road.

I hear you were prowling about the mill when Lord Hartledon met with his accident, began the clerk, in low, condemning tones.

And what if I was, asked Pike, leaning his arms on the hurdles and facing the clerk. Near the mill I wasnt; about the woods and river I was; and I saw him pass down in the sculling boat with his disabled arm. What of it, I ask?

Pikes tone, though short, was civil enough. The forced appearance before the coroner and public had disturbed his equanimity in no slight degree, and taken for the present all insolence out of him.

Should any doubt get afloat that his lordships death might not have been accidental, your presence at the spot would tell against you.

No, it wouldnt. I left the spot before the accident could have happened; and I came back to Calne with a witness. As to the death having been something worse than accident, not a soul in the place has dreamt of such a thing except me.

Except you! What do you mean?

Pike leaned more over the hurdles, so as to bring his disreputable face closer to Mr. Gum, who slightly recoiled as he caught the low whisper.

I dont think the death was accidental. I believe his lordship was just put out of the way quietly.

Heaven forbid! exclaimed the shocked clerk. By whom? By you? he added, in his bewilderment.

No, returned the man. If Id done it, I shouldnt talk about it.

What do you mean? cried Mr. Gum.

I mean that I have my suspicions; and good suspicions they are. Many a man has been hung on less. I am not going to tell them; perhaps not ever. I shall wait and keep my eyes open, and bring them, if I can, to certainties. Time enough to talk then, or keep silent, as circumstances may dictate.

And you tell me you were not near the place at the time of the accident?

I wasnt, replied Mr. Pike, with emphasis.

Who was?

Thats my secret. And as Ive a little matter of business on hand to-night, I dont care to be further delayed, if its all the same to you, neighbour. And instead of your accusing me of prowling about the mill again, perhaps youll just give a thought occasionally to what I have now said, keeping it to yourself. Im not afraid of your spreading it in Calne; for it might bring a hornets nest about your head, and about some other heads that you wouldnt like to injure.

With the last words Mr. Pike crossed the hurdles and went off in the direction of Hartledon. It was a light night, and the clerk stood and stared after him. To say that Jabez Gum in his astonishment was uncertain whether he stood on his head or his heels, would be saying little; and how much of these assertions he might believe, and what mischief Mr. Pike might be going after to-night, he knew not. Drawing a long sigh, which did not sound very much like a sigh of relief, he at length turned off to Dr. Ashtons, and the man disappeared.

We must follow Pike. He went stealthily up the road past Hartledon, keeping in the shade of the hedge, and shrinking into it when he saw any one coming. Striking off when he neared the mill, he approached it cautiously, and halted amidst some trees, whence he had a view of the mill-door.

He was waiting for the boy, David Ripper. Fully convinced by the lads manner at the inquest that he had not told all he knew, but was keeping something back in fear, Mr. Pike, for reasons of his own, resolved to come at it if he could. He knew that the boy would be at work later than usual that night, having been hindered in the afternoon.

Imagine yourself standing with your back to the river, reader, and take a view of the premises as they face you. The cottage is a square building, and has four good rooms on the ground floor. The millers thrifty wife generally locked all these rooms up if she went out, and carried the keys away in her pocket. The parlour window was an ordinary sash-window, with outside shutters; the kitchen window a small casement, protected by a fixed net-work of strong wire. No one could get in or out, even when the casement was open, without tearing this wire away, which would not be a difficult matter to accomplish. On the left of the cottage, but to your right as you face it, stands the mill, to which you ascend by steps. It communicates inside with the upper floor of the cottage, which is used as a store-room for corn; and from this store-room a flight of stairs descends to the kitchen below. Another flight of stairs from this store-room communicated with the open passage leading from the back-door to the stable. This is all that need be said: and you may think it superfluous to have described it at all: but it is not so.

The boy Ripper at length came forth. With a shuddering avoidance of the water he came tearing along as one running from a ghost, and was darting past the trees, when he found himself detained by an arm of great strength. Mr. Pike clapped his other hand upon the boys mouth, stifling a howl of terror.

Do you see this, Rip? cried he.

Rip did see it. It was a pistol held rather inconveniently close to the boys breast. Rip dearly loved his life; but it nearly went out of him then with fear.

Now, said Pike, Ive come up to know about this business of Lord Hartledons, and I will know it, or leave you as dead as he is. And Ill have you took up for murder, into the bargain, he rather illogically continued, as an accessory to the fact.

David Ripper was in a state of horror; all idea of concealment gone out of him. I couldnt help it, he gasped. I couldnt get out to him; I was locked up in the mill. Dont shoot me.

Ill spare you on one condition, decided Pike. Disclose the whole of this from first to last, and then we may part friends. But try to palm off one lie upon me, and Ill riddle you through. To begin with: what brought you locked up in the mill?

It was a wicked tale of a wicked young jail-bird, as Mr. Pike (probably the worse jail-bird by far of the two) phrased it. Master Ripper had purposely caused himself to be locked in the mill, his object being to supply himself with as much corn as he could carry about him for the benefit of his rabbits and pigeons and other live stock at home. He had done it twice before, he avowed, in dread of the pistol, and had got away safe through the square hole in the passage at the foot of the back staircase, whence he had dropped to the ground. To his consternation on this occasion, however, he had found the door at the foot of the stairs bolted, as it never had been before, and he could not get to the passage. So he was a prisoner all the afternoon, and had exercised his legs between the store-room and kitchen, both of which were open to him.

If ever a man showed virtuous indignation at a sinners confession, Mr. Pike showed it now. Thats how you were about in the stubble-field setting your traps, you young villain! I saw the coroner look at you. And now about Lord Hartledon. What did you see?

Master Ripper rubbed the perspiration from his face as he went on with his tale. Pike listened with all the ears he possessed and said not a word, beyond sundry rough exclamations, until the tale was done.

You awful young dog! You saw all that from the kitchen-window, and never tried to get out of it!

I couldnt get out of it, pleaded the boy. Its got a wire-net before it, and I couldnt break that.

You are strong enough to break it ten times over, retorted Pike.

But then master would ha known Id been in the mill! cried the boy, a gleam of cunning in his eyes.

Ugh, grunted Pike. And you saw exactly what youve told me?

I saw it and heard the cries.

Did he see you?

No; I was afeard to show myself. When master come home, the first thing he did was t unlock that there staircase door, and I got out without his seeing me

Where did you hide the grain you were loaded with? demanded Pike.

Id emptied it out again in the store-room, returned the boy. I told master there were a loose skiff out there, and he come out and secured it. Them harvesters come up next and got him out of the water.

Yes, you could see fast enough what you were looking for! Well, young Rip, continued Mr. Pike, consolingly, you stand about as rich a chance of being hanged as ever youll stand in all your born days. If youd jumped through that wire youd have saved my lord, and hed have made it right for you with old Floyd. Id advise you to keep a silent tongue in your head, if you want to save your neck.

I was keeping it, till you come and made me tell with that there pistol, howled the boy. You wont go and split on me? he asked, with trembling lips.

I wont split on you about the grain, graciously promised Pike. Its no business of mine. As to the other matter  well, Ill not say anything about that; at any rate, yet awhile. You keep it a secret; so will I.

Without another word, Pike extended his hand as a signal that the culprit was at liberty to depart; and he did so as fast as his legs would carry him. Pike then returned the pistol to his pocket and took his way back to Calne in a thoughtful and particularly ungenial mood. There was a doubt within him whether the boy had disclosed the truth, even to him.

Perhaps on no one  with the exception of Percival  did the death of Lord Hartledon leave its effects as it did on Lady Kirton and her daughter Maude. To the one it brought embarrassment; to the other, what seemed very like a broken heart. The countess-dowagers tactics must change as by magic. She had to transfer the affection and consideration evinced for Edward Lord Hartledon to his brother; and to do it easily and naturally. She had to obliterate from the mind of the latter her overbearing dislike to him, cause her insults to be remembered no more. A difficult task, even for her, wily woman as she was.

How was it to be done? For three long hours the night after Lord Hartledons death, she lay awake, thinking out her plans; perhaps for the first time in her life, for obtuse natures do not lie awake. The death had affected her only as regarded her own interests; she could feel for none and regret none in her utter selfishness. One was fallen, but another had risen up. Le roi est mort: vive le roi!

On the day following the death she had sought an interview with Percival. Never a woman evinced better tact than she. There was no violent change in her manner, no apologies for the past, or display of sudden affection. She spoke quietly and sensibly of passing topics: the death, and what could have led to it; the immediate business on hand, some of the changes it entailed in the future. Ill stay with you still, Percival, she said, and look after things a bit for you, as I have been doing for your brother. It is an awful shock, and we must all have time to get over it. If I had only foreseen this, how I might have spared my temper and poor Maudes feelings!

She looked out of the corner of her eye at the young man; but he betrayed no curiosity to hear more, and she went on unasked.

You know, Val, for a portionless girl, as Maude is, it was a great blow to me when I found her fixing her heart upon a younger son. How cross and unjust it made me I couldnt conceal: mothers are mothers. I wanted her to take a fancy to Hartledon, dear fellow, and I suppose she could not, and it rendered me cross; and I know I worried her and worried my own temper, till at times I was not conscious of what I said. Poor Maude! she did not rebel openly, but I could see her struggles. Only a week ago, when Hartledon was talking about his marrying sometime, and hinting that she might care fox him if she tried, she scored her beautiful drawing all over with ugly marks; ran the pencil through it

But why do you tell me this now? asked Val.

Hartledon  dear me! I wonder how long I shall be getting accustomed to your name?  theres only you and me and Maude left now of the family, cried the dowager; and if I speak of such things, it is in fulness of heart. And now about these letters: do you care how they are worded?

I dont seem to care about anything, listlessly answered the young man. As to the letters, I think Id rather write them myself, Lady Kirton.

Indeed you shall not have any trouble of that sort to-day. Ill write the letters, and you may indulge yourself in doing nothing.

He yielded in his unstable nature. She spoke of business letters, and it was better that he should write them; he wished to write them; but she carried her point, and his will yielded to hers. Would it be a type of the future?  would he yield to her in other things in defiance of his better judgment? Alas! alas!

She picked up her skirts and left him, and went sailing upstairs to her daughters room. Maude was sitting shivering in a shawl, though the day was hot.

Ive paved the way, nodded the old woman, in meaning tones. And theres one fortunate thing about Val: he is so truthful himself, one may take him in with his eyes open.

Maude turned her eyes upon her mother: very languid and unspeculative eyes just then.

I gave him a hint, Maude, that you had been unable to bring yourself to like Hartledon, but had fixed your mind on a younger son. Later, well let him suspect who the younger son was.

The words aroused Maude; she started up and stood staring at her mother, her eyes dilating with a sort of horror; her pale cheeks slowly turning crimson.

I dont understand, she gasped; I hope I dont understand. You  you do not mean that I am to try to like Val Elster?

Now, Maude, no heroics. Ill not see you make a fool of yourself as your sisters have done. Hes not Val Elster any longer; he is Lord Hartledon: better-looking than ever his brother was, and will make a better husband, for hell be more easily led.

I would not marry Val for the whole world, she said, with strong emotion. I dislike him; I hate him; I never could be a wife to Val Elster.

Well see, said the dowager, pushing up her front, of which she had just caught sight in a glass.

Thank Heaven, theres no fear of it! resumed Maude, collecting her senses, and sitting down again with a relieved sigh; he is to marry Anne Ashton. Thank Heaven that he loves her!

Anne Ashton! scornfully returned the countess-dowager. She might have been tolerated when he was Val Elster, not now he is Lord Hartledon. What notions you have, Maude!

Maude burst into tears. Mamma, I think it is fearfully indecent for you to begin upon these things already! It only happened last night, and  and it sounds quite horrible.

When one has to live as I do, one has to do many things decent and indecent, retorted the countess-dowager sharply. He has had his hint, and youve got yours: and you are no true girl if you suffer yourself now to be triumphed over by Anne Ashton.

Maude cried on silently, thinking how cruel fate was to have taken one brother and spared the other. Who  save Anne Ashton  would have missed Val Elster; while Lord Hartledon  at least he had made the life of one heart. A poor bruised heart now; never, never to be made quite whole again.

Thus the dowager, in her blindness, began her plans. In her blindness! If we could only foresee the ending of some of the unholy schemes that many of us are apt to weave, we might be more willing to leave them humbly in a higher Hand than ours. Do they ever bring forth good, these plans, born of our evil passions  hatred, malice, utter selfishness? I think not. They may seem to succeed triumphantly, but  watch the triumph to the end.




CHAPTER XIII.

FEVER.

The dews of an October evening were falling upon Calne, as Lord Hartledon walked from the railway-station. Just as unexpectedly as he had arrived the morning you first saw him, when he was only Val Elster, had he arrived now. By the merest accident one of the Hartledon servants happened to be at the station when the train arrived, and took charge of his masters luggage.

All well at home, James?

All quite well, my lord.

Several weeks had elapsed since his brothers death, and Lord Hartledon had spent them in London. He went up on business the week after the funeral, and did not return again. In one respect he had no inducement to return; for the Ashtons, including Anne, were on a visit in Wales. They were at home now, as he knew well; and perhaps that had brought him down.

He went in unannounced, finding his way to the inner drawing-room. A large fire blazed in the grate, and Lady Maude sat by it so intent in thought as not to observe his entrance. She wore a black crêpe dress, with a little white trimming on its low body and sleeves. The firelight played on her beautiful features; and her eyelashes glistened as if with tears: she was thinner and paler; he saw it at once. The countess-dowager kept to Hartledon and showed no intention of moving from it: she and her daughter had been there alone all these weeks.

How are you, Maude?

She looked round and started up, backing from him with a face of alarm. Ah, was it instinct caused her so to receive him? What, or who, was she thinking of; holding her hands before her with that face of horror?

Maude, have I so startled you?

Percival! I beg your pardon. I believe I was thinking of  of your brother, and I really did not know you in the uncertain light. We dont have the rooms lighted early, she added, with a little laugh.

He took her hands in his. Now that she knew him, and the alarm was over, she seemed really pleased to see him: the dark eyes were raised to his with a frank smile.

May I take a cousins greeting, Maude?

Without waiting for yes or no, he stooped and took the kiss. Maude flung his hands away. He should have left out the cousin, or not have taken the kiss.

He went and stood with his elbow on the mantelpiece, soberly, as if he had only kissed a sister. Maude sat down again.

Why did you not send us word you were coming? she asked.

There was no necessity for it. And I only made my mind up this morning.

What a long time you have been away! I thought you went for a week.

I did not get my business over very quickly; and waited afterwards to see Thomas Carr, who was out of town. The Ashtons were away, you know; so I had no inducement to hurry back again.

Very complimentary to her. Whos Thomas Carr? asked Maude.

A barrister; the greatest friend I possess in this world. We were at college together, and he used to keep me straight.

Keep you straight! Val!

Its quite true. I went to him in all my scrapes and troubles. He is the most honourable, upright, straightforward man I know; and, as such, possesses a talent for serving

Hartledon! Is it you?

The interruption came from the dowager. She and the butler came in together, both looking equally astonished at the appearance of Lord Hartledon. The former said dinner was served.

Will you let me sit down in this coat? asked Val.

The countess-dowager would willingly have allowed him to sit down without any. Her welcome was demonstrative; her display of affection quite warm, and she called him Val, tenderly. He escaped for a minute to his room, washed his hands, brushed his hair, and was down again, and taking the head of his own table.

It was pleasant to have him there  a welcome change from Hartledons recent monotony; and even Maude, with her boasted dislike, felt prejudice melting away. Boasted dislike, not real, it had been. None could dislike Percival. He was not Edward, and it was him Maude had loved. Percival she never would love, but she might learn to like him. As he sat near her, in his plain black morning attire, courteous, genuinely sweet-tempered, his good looks conspicuous, a smile on his delicate, refined, but vacillating lips, and his honest dark-blue eyes bent upon her in kindness, Maude for the first time admitted a vision of the possible future, together with a dim consciousness that it might not be intolerable. Half the world, of her age and sex, would have deemed it indeed a triumph to be made the wife of that attractive man.

He had cautiously stood aside for Lady Kirton to take the head of the table; but the dowager had positively refused, and subsided into the chair at the foot. She did not fill it in dear Edwards time, she said; neither should she in dear Vals; he had come home to occupy his own place. And oh, thank goodness he was come! She and Maude had been so lonely and miserable, growing thinner daily from sheer ennui. So she faced Lord Hartledon at the end of the table, her flaxen curls surmounted by an array of black plumes, and looking very like a substantial female mute.

What an awful thing that is about the Rectory! exclaimed she, when they were more than half through dinner.

Lord Hartledon looked up quietly. What is the matter at the Rectory?

Fever has broken out.

Is that all! he exclaimed, some amusement on his face. I thought it must have taken fire.

A fevers worse than a fire.

Do you think so?

Think so! echoed the dowager. You can run away from a fire; but a fever may take you before you are aware of it. Every soul in the Rectory may die; it may spread to the parish; it may spread here. I have kept tar burning outside the house the last two days.

You are not serious, Lady Kirton!

I am serious. I wouldnt catch a fever for the whole world. I should die of fright before it had time to kill me. Besides  I have Maude to guard. You were forgetting her.

Theres no danger at all. One of the servants became ill after they returned home, and it proved to be fever. I dont suppose it will spread.

How did you hear about it?

From Miss Ashton. She mentioned it in her last letter to me.

I didnt know you corresponded with her, cried the dowager, her tones rather shrill.

Not correspond with Miss Ashton! he repeated. Of course I do.

The old dowager had a fit of choking: something had gone the wrong way, she said. Lord Hartledon resumed.

It is an awful shame of those seaside lodging-house people! Did you hear the particulars, Maude? After the Ashtons concluded their visit in Wales, they went for a fortnight to the seaside, on their way home, taking lodgings. Some days after they had been settled in the rooms they discovered that some fever was in the house; a family who occupied another set of apartments being ill with it, and had been ill before the Ashtons went in. Dr. Ashton told the landlady what he thought of her conduct, and then they left the house for home. But Mrs. Ashtons maid, Matilda, had already taken it.

Did Miss Ashton give you these particulars? asked Maude, toying with a late rose that lay beside her plate.

Yes. I should feel inclined to prosecute the woman, were I Dr. Ashton, for having been so wickedly inconsiderate. But I hope Matilda is better, and that the alarm will end with her. It is four days since I had Annes letter.

Then, Lord Hartledon, I can tell you the alarms worse, and another has taken it, and the parish is up in arms, said the countess-dowager, tartly. It has proved to be fever of a most malignant type, and not a soul but Hillary the surgeon goes near the Rectory, You must not venture within half-a-mile of it. Dr. Ashton was so careless as to occupy his pulpit on Sunday; but, thank goodness, I did not venture to church, or allow Maude to go. Your Miss Ashton will be having it next.

Of course they have advice from Garchester? he exclaimed.

How should I know? My opinion is that the parson himself might be prosecuted for bringing the fever into a healthy neighbourhood. Port, Hedges! One has need of a double portion of tonics in a time like this.

The countess-dowagers alarms were not feigned  no, nor exaggerated. She had an intense, selfish fear of any sort of illness; she had a worse fear of death. In any time of public epidemic her terrors would have been almost ludicrous in their absurdity but that they were so real. And she fortified herself against infection by eating and drinking more than ever.

Nothing else was said: she shunned allusion to it when she could: and presently she and Maude left the dining-room. You wont be long, Hartledon? she observed, sweetly, as she passed him. Val only bowed in answer, closed the door upon them, and rang for Hedges.

Is there much alarm regarding this fever at the Rectory? he asked of the butler.

Not very much, I think, my lord. A few are timid about it; as is always the case. One of the other servants has taken it; but Mr. Hillary told me when he was here this morning that he hoped it would not spread beyond the Rectory.

Was Hillary here this morning? Nobodys ill? asked Lord Hartledon, quickly.

No one at all, my lord. The countess-dowager sent for him, to ask what her diet had better be, and how she could guard against infection more effectually than she was doing. She did not allow him to come in, but spoke to him from one of the upper windows, with a cloak and respirator on.

Lord Hartledon looked at his butler; the man was suppressing a grim smile.

Nonsense, Hedges!

Its quite true, my lord. Mrs. Mirrable says she has five bowls of disinfectant in their rooms.

Lord Hartledon broke into a laugh, not suppressed.

And in the courtyard, looking towards the Rectory, as may be said, theres several pitch-pots alight night and day, added Hedges. We have had a host of people up, wanting to know if the place is on fire.

What a joke! cried Val  who was not yet beyond the age to enjoy such jokes. Hedges, he resumed, in a more confidential tone, no strangers have been here inquiring for me, I suppose?

He alluded to creditors, or people acting for them. To a careless man, as Val had been, it was a difficult matter to know whether all his debts were paid or not. He had settled what he remembered; but there might be others. Hedges understood; and his voice fell to the same low tone: he had been pretty cognizant of the embarrassments of Mr. Percival Elster.

Nobody at all, my lord. They wouldnt have got much information out of me, if they had come.

Lord Hartledon laughed. Things are changed now, Hedges, and they may have as much information as they choose. Bring me coffee here; make haste.

Coffee was brought, and he went out as soon as he had taken it, following the road to the Rectory. It was a calm, still night, the moon tolerably bright; not a breath of wind stirred the air, warm and oppressive for October; not by any means the sort of night doctors covet when fever is in the atmosphere.

He turned in at the Rectory-gates, and was crossing to the house, when a rustling of leaves in a shrubbery path caused him to look over the dwarf laurels, and there stood Anne. He was at her side in an instant. She had nothing on her head, as though she had just come forth from the rooms for a breath of air. As indeed was the case.

My darling!

I heard you had come, she whispered, as he held both her hands in his, and her heart bounded with an exquisite flutter of delight.

How did you hear that? he said, placing her hand within his arm, that he might pace the walk with her.

Papa heard it. Some one had seen you walking home from the train: I think it was Mr. Hillary. But, Percival, ought you to have come here? she added in alarm. This is infected ground, you know.

Not for me. I have no more fear of fever than I have of moonstroke. Anne, I hope you will not take it, he gravely added.

I hope not, either. Like you, I have no fear of it. I am so glad Arthur is away. Was it not wrong of that landlady to let her rooms to us when she had fever in them?

Infamously wrong, said Lord Hartledon warmly.

She excused herself afterwards by saying, that as the people who had the fever were in quite a different part of the house from ours, she thought there could be no danger. Papa was so angry. He told her he was sorry the law did not take cognizance of such an offence. We had been a week in the house before we knew of it.

How did you find it out?

The lady who was ill with it died, and Matilda saw the coffin going up the back stairs. She questioned the servants of the house, and one of them told her all about it then, bit by bit. Another lady was lying ill, and a third was recovering. The landlady, by way of excuse, said the greatest wrong had been done to herself, for these ladies had brought the fever into her house, and brought it deliberately. Fever had broken out in their own home, some long way off, and they ran away from it, and took her apartments, saying nothing; which was true, we found.

Two wrongs dont make a right, observed Lord Hartledon. Their bringing the fever into her house was no justification for receiving you into it when it was there. Its the way of the world, Anne: one wrong leading to others. Is Matilda getting over it?

I hardly know. She is not out of danger; but Mr. Hillary has hopes of her. One of the other servants has taken it, and is worse than Matilda. Mr. Hillary has been with her three times to-day, and is coming again. She was ill when I last wrote to you, Val; but we did not know it.

Which of them is it? he asked.

The dairymaid; a stout girl, who has never had a days illness before. I dont suppose you know her. There was some trouble with her. She would not take any medicine; would not do anything she ought to have done, and the consequence is that the fever has got dangerously ahead. I am sure she is very ill.

I hope it will not spread beyond the Rectory.

Oh, Val, that is our one great hope, she said, turning her earnest face to him in the moonlight. We are taking all possible precautions. None of us are going beyond the grounds, except papa, and we do not receive any one here. I dont know what papa will say to your coming.

He smiled. But you cant keep all the world away!

We do  very nearly. Mr. Hillary comes, and Dr. Beamish from Garchester, and one or two people have been here on business. If any one calls at the gate, they are not asked in; and I dont suppose they would come in if asked. Jabez Gums the most obstinate. He comes in just as usual.

Lady Kirton is in an awful fright, said Val, in an amused tone.

Oh, I have heard of it, cried Anne, clasping her hands in laughter. She is burning tar outside the house; and she spoke to Mr. Hillary this morning through the window muffled up in a cloak and respirator. What a strange old thing she is!

Val shrugged his shoulders. I dont think she means badly au fond; and she has no home, poor creature.

Is that why she remains at Hartledon?

I suppose so. Reigning at Hartledon must be something like a glimpse of Paradise to her. She wont quit it in a hurry.

I wonder you like to have her there.

I know I shall never have courage to tell her to go, was the candid and characteristic answer. I was afraid of her as a boy, and Im not sure but Im afraid of her still.

I dont like her  I dont like either of them, said Anne in a low tone.

Dont you like Maude?

No. I am sure she is not true. To my mind there is something very false about them both.

I think you are wrong, Anne; certainly as regards Maude.

Miss Ashton did not press her opinion: they were his relatives. But I should have pitied poor Edward had he lived and married her, she said, following out her thoughts.

I was mistaken when I thought Maude cared for Edward, observed Lord Hartledon. Im sure I did think it. I used to tell Edward so; but a day or two after he died I found I was wrong. The dowager had been urging Maude to like him, and she could not, and it made her miserable.

Did Maude tell you this? inquired Anne; her radiant eyes full of surprise.

Not Maude: she never said a word to me upon the subject. It was the dowager.

Then, Val, she must have said it with an object in view. I am sure Maude did love him. I know she did.

He shook his head. You are wrong, Anne, depend upon it. She did not like him, and she and her mother were at variance upon the point. However, it is of no moment to discuss it now: and it might never have come to an issue had Edward lived, for he did not care for her; and I dare say never would have cared for her.

Anne said no more. It was of no moment as he observed; but she retained her own opinion. They strolled to the end of the short walk in silence, and Anne said she must go in.

Am I quite forgiven? whispered Lord Hartledon, bending his head down to her.

I never thought I had very much to forgive, she rejoined, after a pause.

My darling! I mean by your father.

Ah, I dont know. You must talk to him. He knows we have been writing to each other. I think he means to trust you.

The best plan will be for you to come soon to Hartledon, Anne. I shall never go wrong when once you are my wife.

Do you go so very wrong now? she asked.

On my honour, no! You need not doubt me, Anne; now or ever. I have paid up what I owed, and will take very good care to keep out of trouble for the future. I incurred debts for others, more than for myself, and have bought experience dearly. My darling, surely you can trust me now?

I always did trust you, she murmured.

He took a long, fervent kiss from her lips, and then led her to the open lawn and across to the house.

Ought you to come in, Percival?

Certainly. One word, Anne; because I may be speaking to the Rector  I dont mean to-night. You will make no objection to coming soon to Hartledon?

I cant come, you know, as long as Lady Kirton is its mistress, she said, half seriously, half jestingly.

He laughed at the notion. Lady Kirton must be going soon of her own accord; if not, he should have to pluck up courage and give her a hint, was his answer. At any rate, shed surely take herself off before Christmas. The old dowager at Hartledon after he had Anne there! Not if he knew it, he added, as he went on with her into the presence of Dr. and Mrs. Ashton. The Rector started from his seat, at once telling him that he ought not to have come in. Which Val did not see at all, and decidedly refused to go out again.

Meanwhile the countess-dowager and Maude were wondering what had become of him. They supposed he was still sitting in the dining-room. The old dowager fidgeted about, her fingers ominously near the bell. She was burning to send to him, but hardly knew how he might take the message: it might be that he would object to leading strings, and her attempt to put them on would ruin all. But the time went on; grew late; and she was dying for her tea, which she had chosen should wait also. Maude sat before the fire in a large chair; her eyes, her hands, her whole air supremely listless.

Dont you want tea, Maude? suddenly cried her mother, who had cast innumerable glances at her from time to time.

I have wanted it for hours  as it seems to me.

Its a horrid custom for young men, this sitting long after dinner. If he gets into it  But you must see to that, and stop it, if ever you reign at Hartledon. I dare say hes smoking.

If ever I reign at Hartledon  which I am not likely to do  Ill take care not to wait tea for any one, as you have made me wait for it this evening, was Maudes rejoinder, spoken with apathy.

Ill send a message to him, decided Lady Kirton, ringing rather fiercely.

A servant appeared.

Tell Lord Hartledon we are waiting tea for him.

His lordships not in, my lady.

Not in!

He went out directly after dinner, as soon as he had taken coffee.

Oh, said the countess-dowager. And she began to make the tea with vehemence  for it did not please her to have it brought in made  and knocked down and broke one of the delicate china cups.




CHAPTER XIV.

ANOTHER PATIENT.

It was eleven oclock when Lord Hartledon entered. Lady Kirton was fanning herself vehemently. Maude had gone upstairs for the night.

Where have you been? she asked, laying down her fan. We waited tea for you until poor Maude got quite exhausted.

Did you? I am sorry for that. Never wait for me, pray, Lady Kirton. I took tea at the Rectory.

Took  tea  where?

At the Rectory.

With a shriek the countess-dowager darted to the far end of the room, turning up her gown as she went, and muffling it over her head and face, so that only the little eyes, round now with horror, were seen. Lord Hartledon gazed in amazement.

You have been at the Rectory, when I warned you not to go! You have been inside that house of infection, and come home  here  to me  to my darling Maude! May heaven forgive you, Hartledon!

Why, what have I done? What harm will it do? exclaimed the astonished man. He would have approached her, but she warned him from her piteously with her hands. She was at the upper end of the room, and he near the door, so that she could not leave it without passing him. Hedges came in, and stood staring in the same wondering astonishment as his master.

For mercys sake, take off every shred of your clothes! she cried. You may have brought home death in them. They shall be thrown into the burning tar. Do you want to kill us? What has Maude done to you that you behave in this way?

I do think you must be going mad! cried Lord Hartledon, in bewilderment; and I hope youll forgive me for saying so. I

Go and change your clothes! was all she could reiterate. Every minute you stand in them is fraught with danger. If you choose to die yourself, its downright wicked to bring death to us. Oh, go, that I may get out of here.

Lord Hartledon, to pacify her, left the room, and the countess-dowager rushed forth and bolted herself into her own apartments.

Was she mad, or making a display of affectation, or genuinely afraid? wondered Lord Hartledon aloud, as he went up to his chamber. Hedges gave it as his opinion that she was really afraid, because she had been as bad as this when she first heard of the illness, before his lordship arrived. Val retired to rest laughing: it was a good joke to him.

But it was no joke to the countess-dowager, as he found to his cost when the morning came. She got him out of his chamber betimes, and commenced a fumigating process. The clothes he had worn she insisted should be burnt; pleading so piteously that he yielded in his good nature.

But there was to be a battle on another score. She forbade him, in the most positive terms, to go again to the Rectory  to approach within half-a-mile of it. Lord Hartledon civilly told her he could not comply; he hinted that if her alarms were so great, she had better leave the place until all danger was over, and thereby nearly entailed on himself another war-dance.

News that came up that morning from the Rectory did not tend to assuage her fears. The poor dairymaid had died in the night, and another servant, one of the men, was sickening. Even Lord Hartledon looked grave: and the countess-dowager wormed a half promise from him, in the softened feelings of the moment, that he would not visit the infected house.

Before an hour was over he came to her to retract it. I cannot be so unfeeling, so unneighbourly, as not to call, he said. Even were my relations not what they are with Miss Ashton, I could not do it. Its of no use talking, maam; I am too restless to stay away.

A little skirmish of words ensued. Lady Kirton accused him of wishing to sacrifice them to his own selfish gratification. Lord Hartledon felt uncomfortable at the accusation. One of the best-hearted men living, he did nothing in his vacillation. He would go in the evening, he said to himself, when they could not watch him from the house.

But she was clever at carrying out her own will, that countess-dowager; more than a match for the single-minded young man. She wrote an urgent letter to Dr. Ashton, setting forth her own and her daughters danger if her nephew, as she styled him, was received at the Rectory; and she despatched it privately.

It brought forth a letter from Dr. Ashton to Lord Hartledon; a kind but peremptory mandate, forbidding him to show himself at the Rectory until the illness was over. Dr. Ashton reminded his future son-in-law that it was not particularly on his own account he interposed this veto, but for the sake of the neighbourhood generally. If they were to prevent the fever from spreading, it was absolutely necessary that no chance visitors should be running into the Rectory and out of it again, to carry possible infection to the parish.

Lord Hartledon could only acquiesce. The note was written in terms so positive as rather to surprise him; but he never suspected the undercurrent that had been at work. In his straightforwardness he showed the letter to the dowager, who nodded her head approvingly, but told no tales.

And so his days went on in the society of the two women at Hartledon; and if he found himself oppressed with ennui at first, he subsided into a flirtation with Maude, and forgot care. Elsters folly! He was not hearing from Anne, for it was thought better that even notes should not pass out of the Rectory.

Curiously to relate, the first person beyond the Rectory to take the illness was the man Pike. How he could have caught it was a marvel to Calne. And yet, if Lady Kirtons theory were correct, that infection was conveyed by clothes, it might be accounted for, and Clerk Gum be deemed the culprit. One evening after the clerk had been for some little time at the Rectory with Dr. Ashton, he met Pike in going out; had brushed close to him in passing, as he well remembered. However it might have been, in a few days after that Pike was found to be suffering from the fever.

Whether he would have died, lying alone in that shed, Calne did not decide; and some thought he would, making no sign; some thought not, but would have called in assistance. Mr. Hillary, an observant man, as perhaps it was requisite he should be in time of public danger, halted one morning to speak to Clerk Gum, who was standing at his own gate.

Have you seen anything lately of that neighbour of yours, Gum?

Which neighbour? asked the clerk, in tones that seemed to resent the question.

Mr. Hillary pointed his umbrella in the direction of the shed. Pike.

No, Ive seen nothing of him, that I remember.

Neither have I. Whats more, Ive seen no smoke coming out of the chimney these two days. It strikes me hes ill. It may be the fever.

Gone away, possibly, remarked the clerk, after a moments pause; in the same unceremonious manner that he came.

I think somebody ought to see. He may be lying there helpless.

Little matter if he is, growled the clerk, who seemed put out about something or other.

Its not like you to say so, Gum. You might step over the stile and see; youre nearest to him. Nobody knows what the man is, or what he may have been; but humanity does not let even the worst die unaided.

What makes you think he has the fever? asked the clerk.

I only say he may have it; having seen neither him nor his smoke these two days. Never mind; if it annoys you to do this, Ill look in myself some time to-day.

You wouldnt get admitted; he keeps his door fastened, returned Gum. The only way to get at him is to shout out to him through that glazed aperture he calls his window.

Will you do it  or shall I?

Ill do it, said the clerk; and tell you if your services are wanted.

Mr. Hillary walked off at a quick pace. There was a good deal of illness in Calne at that season, though the fever had not spread.

Whether Clerk Gum kept his word, or whether he did not, certain it was that Mr. Hillary heard nothing from him that day. In the evening the clerk was sitting in his office in a thoughtful mood, busy over some accounts connected with an insurance company for which he was agent, when he heard a quick sharp knock at the front-door.

I wonder if its Hillary? he muttered, as he took the candle and rose to open it.

Instead of the surgeon, there entered a lady, with much energy. It was the bête noire of Clerk Gums life, Mrs. Jones.

Whats the house shut up for at this early hour? she began. The door locked, the shutters up, and the blinds down, just as if everybody was dead or asleep. Wheres Nance?

Shes out, said the clerk. I suppose she shut up before she went, and Ive been in my office all the afternoon. Do you want anything?

Do I want anything! retorted Mrs. Jones. Ive come in to shelter from the rain. Its been threatening all the evening, and its coming down now like cats and dogs.

The clerk was leading the way to the little parlour; but she ignored the movement, and went on to the kitchen. He could only follow her. Its a pity you came out when it threatened rain, said he.

Business took me out, replied Mrs. Jones. Ive been up to the mill. I heard young Rip was ill, and going to leave; so I went up to ask if theyd try our Jim. But young Rip isnt going to leave, and isnt ill, mother Floyd says, though its certain hes not well. She cant think whats the matter with the boy; hes always fancying he sees ghosts in the river. Ive had my trapes for nothing.

She had given her gown a good shake from the rain-drops in the middle of the kitchen, and was now seated before the fire. The clerk stood by the table, occasionally snuffing the candle, and wishing shed take herself off again.

Wheres Nancy gone? asked she.

I didnt hear her say.

And shell be gone a month of Sundays, I suppose. I shant wait for her, if the rain gives over.

Youd be more comfortable in the small parlour, said the clerk, who seemed rather fidgety; theres a nice bit of fire there.

Im more comfortable here, contradicted Mrs. Jones. Wheres the good of a bit of fire for a gown as wet as mine?

Jabez Gum made no response. There was the lady, a fixture; and he could only resign himself to the situation.

Hows your friend at the next house  Pike? she began again sarcastically.

Hes no friend of mine, said the clerk.

It looks like it, at all events; or youd have given him into custody long ago. I wouldnt let a man harbour himself so close to me. Hes taken to a new dodge now: going about with a pistol to shoot people.

Who says so? asked the clerk.

I say so. He frighted that boy Ripper pretty near to death. The boy tore home one night in a state of terror, and all they could get out of him was that hed met Pike with a pistol. Its weeks ago, and he hasnt got over it yet.

Did Pike level it at him?

I tell you thats all they could get out of the boy. Hes a nice jail-bird too, that young Rip, unless Im mistaken. They might as well send him away, and make room for our Jim.

I think you are about the most fanciful, unjust, selfish woman in Calne! exclaimed the clerk, unable to keep down his anger any longer. Youd take young Rippers character away without scruple, just because his place might suit your Jim!

Im what? shrieked Mrs. Jones. Im unjust, am I

An interruption occurred, and Mrs. Jones subsided into silence. The back-door suddenly opened, not a couple of yards from that ladys head, and in came Mrs. Gum in her ordinary indoor dress, two basins in her hand. The sight of her visitor appeared to occasion her surprise; she uttered a faint scream, and nearly dropped the basins.

Lawk a mercy! Is it Lydia Jones?

Mrs. Jones had been drawing a quiet deduction  the clerk had said his wife was out only to deceive her. She rose from her chair, and faced him.

I thought you told me she was gone out?

The clerk coughed. He looked at his wife, as if asking an explanation. The meeker of the two women hastily put her basins down, and stood looking from one to the other, apparently recovering breath.

Didnt you go out? asked the clerk.

I was going, Gum, but stepped out first to collect my basins, and then the rain came down. I had to shelter under the wood-shed, it was peppering so.

Collect your basins! interjected Mrs. Jones. Where from?

I put them out with scraps for the cats.

The cats must be well off in your quarter; better than some children in others, was the rejoinder, delivered with an unnecessary amount of spite. What makes you so out of breath? she tartly asked.

I had a bit of a fright, said the woman, simply. My breath seems to get affected at nothing of late, Lydia.

A pity but youd your hands full of work, as mine are: thats the best remedy for fright, said Mrs. Jones sarcastically. What might your fright have been, pray?

I was standing, waiting to dart over here, when I saw a man come across the waste land and make for Pikes shed, said Mrs. Gum, looking at her husband. It gave me a turn. Weve never seen a soul go near the place of an evening since Pike has been there.

Why should it give you a turn? asked Mrs. Jones, who was in a mood to contradict everything. Youve seen Pike often enough not to be frightened at him when he keeps his distance.

It wasnt Pike, Lydia. The man had an umbrella over him, and he looked like a gentleman. Fancy Pike with an umbrella!

Was it Mr. Hillary? interposed the clerk.

She shook her head. I dont think so; but it was getting too dark to see. Any way, it gave me a turn; and hes gone right up to Pikes shed.

Gave you a turn, indeed! scornfully repeated Mrs. Jones. I think youre getting more of an idiot every day, Nance. Its to be hoped somebodys gone to take him up; thats what is to be hoped.

But Mr. Hillary it was. Hearing nothing from Jabez Gum all day, he had come to the conclusion that that respectable man had ignored his promise, and, unable to divest himself of the idea that Pike was ill, in the evening, having a minute to spare, he went forth to see for himself.

The shed-door was closed, but not fastened, and Mr. Hillary went in at once without ceremony. A lighted candle shed its rays around the rude dwelling-room: and the first thing he saw was a young man, who did not look in the least like Pike, stretched upon a mattress; the second was a bushy black wig and appurtenances lying on a chair; and the third was a formidable-looking pistol, conveniently close to the prostrate invalid.

Quick as thought, the surgeon laid his hand upon the pistol and removed it to a safe distance. He then bent over the sick man, examining him with his penetrating eyes; and what he saw struck him with consternation so great, that he sat down on a chair to recover himself, albeit not liable to be overcome by emotion.

When he left the shed  which was not for nearly half-an-hour after he had entered it  he heard voices at Clerk Gums front-door. The storm was over, and their visitor was departing. Mr. Hillary took a moments counsel with himself, then crossed the stile and appeared amongst them. Nodding to the three collectively, he gravely addressed the clerk and his wife.

I have come here to ask, in the name of our common humanity, whether you will put aside your prejudices, and be Christians in a case of need, he began. I dont forget that once, when an epidemic was raging in Calne, you  turning to the wife were active and fearless, going about and nursing the sick when almost all others held aloof. Will you do the same now by a helpless man?

The woman trembled all over. Clerk Gum looked questioningly at the doctor. Mrs. Jones was taking in everything with eyes and ears.

This neighbour of yours has caught the fever. Some one must attend to him, or he will lie there and die. I thought perhaps youd do it, Mrs. Gum, for our Saviours sake  if from no other motive.

She trembled excessively. I always was terribly afraid of that man, sir, since he came, said she, with marked hesitation.

But he cannot harm you now. I dont ask you to go in to him one day after he is well again  if he recovers. Neither need you be with him as a regular nurse: only step in now and then to give him his physic, or change the wet cloths on his burning head.

Mrs. Jones found her voice. The enormous impudence of the surgeons request had caused its temporary extinction.

Id see Pike in his coffin before Id go a-nigh him as a nurse! What on earth will you be asking next, Mr. Hillary?

I didnt ask you, Mrs. Jones: you have your children to attend to; full employment for one pair of arms. Mrs. Gum has nothing to do with her time; and is near at hand besides. Gum, you stand in your place by Dr. Ashton every Sunday, and read out to us of the loving mercy of God: will you urge your wife to this little work of charity for His sake?

Jabez Gum evidently did not know what to answer. On the one hand, he could hardly go against the precepts he had to respond to as clerk; on the other, there was his scorn and hatred of the disreputable Arab.

Hes such a loose character, sir, he debated at length.

Possibly: when he is well. But he is ill now, and could not be loose if he tried. Some one must go in now and then to see after him: it struck me that perhaps your wife would do it, for humanitys sake; and I thought Id ask her before going further.

She can do as she likes, said Jabez.

Mrs. Gum  as unresisting in her nature as ever was Percival Elster  yielded to the prayer of the surgeon, and said she would do what she could. But she had never shown more nervousness over anything than she was showing as she gave her answer.

Then I will step indoors and give you a few plain directions, said the surgeon. Mrs. Jones has taken her departure, I perceive.

Mrs. Gum was as good as her word, and went in with dire trepidation. Calnes sentiments, on the whole, resembled Mrs. Joness, and the woman was blamed for her yielding nature. But she contrived, with the help of Mr. Hillarys skill, to bring the man through the fever; and it was very singular that no other person out of the Rectory took it.

The last one to take it at the Rectory was Mrs. Ashton. Of the three servants who had it, one had died; the other two recovered. Mrs. Ashton did not take it until the rest were well, and she had it lightly. Anne nursed her and would do so; and it was an additional reason for prolonging the veto against Lord Hartledon.

One morning in December, Val, in passing down the road, saw the Rectory turned, as he called it, inside out. Every window was thrown open; curtains were taken down; altogether there seemed to be a comprehensive cleaning going on. At that moment Mr. Hillary passed, and Val arrested him, pointing to the Rectory.

Yes, they are having a cleansing and purification. The family went away this morning.

Went where? exclaimed Hartledon, in amazement.

Dr. Ashton has taken a cottage near Ventnor.

Had Mrs. Ashton quite recovered?

Quite: or they would not have gone. The Rectory has had a clean bill of health for some time past.

Then why did they not let me know it? exclaimed Val, in his astonishment and anger.

Perhaps you didnt ask, said the surgeon. But no visitors were sought. Time enough for that when the house shall have been fumigated.

They might have sent to me, he cried, in resentment. To go away and never let me know it!

They may have thought you were too agreeably engaged to care to be disturbed, remarked the surgeon.

What do you mean? demanded Val, hotly.

Mr. Hillary laughed. People will talk, you know; and rumour has it that Lord Hartledon has found attractions in his own home, whilst the Rectory was debarred to him.

Val wheeled round on his heel, and walked away in displeasure. Home truths are never palatable. But the kindly disposition of the man resumed its sway immediately: he turned back, and pointed to the shed.

Is that interesting patient of yours on his legs again?

He is getting better. The disease attacked him fiercely and was unusually prolonged. Its strange he should have been the only one to take it.

Gums wife has been nursing him, I hear?

She has gone in and out to do such necessary offices as the sick require. I put it to her from a Christian point of view, you see, and on the score of humanity. She was at hand; and thats a great thing where the nurse is only a visiting one.

Look here, Hillary; dont let the man want for anything; see that he has all he needs. He is a black sheep, no doubt; but illness levels us all to one standard. Good day.

Good day, Lord Hartledon.

And when the surgeon had got to a distance with his quick step, Lord Hartledon turned back to the Rectory.




CHAPTER XV.

VALS DILEMMA.

It was a mild day in spring. The air was balmy, but the skies were grey and lowering; and as a gentleman strolled across a field adjoining Hartledon Park he looked up at them more than once, as if asking whether they threatened rain.

Not that he had any great personal interest in the question. Whether the skies gave forth sunshine or rain is of little moment to a mind not at rest. He had only looked up in listlessness. A stranger might have taken him at a distance for a gamekeeper: his coat was of velveteen; his boots were muddy: but a nearer inspection would have removed the impression.

It was Lord Hartledon; but changed since you last saw him. For some time past there had been a worn, weary look upon his face, bespeaking a mind ill at ease; the truth is, his conscience was not at rest, and in time that tells on the countenance.

He had been by the fish-pond for an hour. But the fish had not shown themselves inclined to bite, and he grew too impatient to remain. Not altogether impatient at the wary fish, but in his own mental restlessness. The fishing-rod was carried in his hand in pieces; and he splashed along, in a brown study, on the wet ground, flinging himself over the ha-ha with an ungracious movement. Some one was approaching across the park from the house, and Lord Hartledon walked on to a gate, and waited there for him to come up. He began beating the bars with the thin end of the rod, and  broke it!

Thats the way you use your fishing-rods, cried the free, pleasant voice of the new-comer. I shouldnt mind being appointed purveyor of tackle to your lordship.

The stranger was an active little man, older than Hartledon; his features were thin, his eyes dark and luminous. I think you have heard his name  Thomas Carr. Lord Hartledon once called him the greatest friend he possessed on earth. He had been wont to fly to him in his past dilemmas, and the habit was strong upon him still. A mandate that would have been peremptory, but for the beseeching terms in which it was couched, had reached Mr. Carr on circuit; and he had hastened across country to obey it, reaching Hartledon the previous evening. That something was wrong, Mr. Carr of course was aware; but what, he did not yet know. Lord Hartledon, with his natural vacillation, his usual shrinking from the discussion of unpleasant topics relating to himself, had not entered upon it at all on the previous night; and when breakfast was over that morning, Mr. Carr had craved an hour alone for letter-writing. It was the first time Mr. Carr had visited his friend at his new inheritance; indeed the first time he had been at all at Hartledon. Lord Hartledon seated himself on the gate; the barrister leaned his arms on the top bar whilst he talked to him.

What is the matter? asked the latter.

Not much.

I have finished my letters, so I came out to look for you. You are not changed, Elster.

What should change me in so short a time?  its only six months since you last saw me, retorted Hartledon, curtly.

I alluded to your nature. I had to worm the troubles out of you in the old days, each one as it arose. I see I shall have to do the same now. Dont say theres not much the matter, for I am sure there is.

Lord Hartledon jerked his handkerchief out of his pocket, passed it over his face, and put it back again.

What fresh folly have you got into?  as I used to ask you at Oxford. You are in some mess.

I suppose its of no use denying that I am in one. An awful mess, too.

Well, I have pulled you out of many a one in my time. Let me hear it.

There are some things one does not like to talk about, Carr. I sent for you in my perplexity; but I believe you can be of no use to me.

So you have said before now. But it generally turned out that I was of use to you, and cleared you from your nightmare.

All those were minor difficulties; this is different.

I cannot understand your not liking to speak of things to me. Why dont you begin?

Because I shall prove myself worse than a fool. Youll despise me to your hearts core. Carr, I think I shall go mad!

Tell me the cause first, and go mad afterwards. Come, Val; I am your true friend.

I have made an offer of marriage to two women, said Hartledon, desperately plunging into the revelation. Never was such a born idiot in the world as I have been. I cant marry both.

I imagine not, quietly replied Mr. Carr.

You knew I was engaged to Miss Ashton?

Yes.

And Im sure I loved her with all my  he seemed to hesitate for a strong term might and main; and do still. But I have managed to get into mischief elsewhere.

Elsters folly, as usual. What sort of mischief?

The worst sort, for there can be no slipping out of it. When that fever broke out at Doctor Ashtons  you heard us talking of it last night, Carr  I went to the Rectory just as usual. What did I care for fever?  it was not likely to attack me. But the countess-dowager found it out

Why do they stay here so long? interrupted Thomas Carr. They have been here ever since your brother died.

And before it. The old woman likes her quarters, and has no settled home. She makes a merit of stopping, and says I ought to feel under eternal obligation to her and Maude for sacrificing themselves to a solitary man and his household. But you should have heard the uproar she made upon discovering I had been to the Rectory. She had my room fumigated and my clothes burnt.

Foolish old creature!

The best of it was, I pointed out by mistake the wrong coat, and the offending one is upstairs now. I shall show it her some day. She reproached me with holding her life and her daughters dirt-cheap, and wormed a promise out of me not to visit the Rectory as long as fever was in it.

Which you gave?

She wormed it out of me, I tell you. I dont know that I should have kept it, but Dr. Ashton put in his veto also; and between the two I was kept away. For many weeks afterwards I never saw or spoke to Anne. She did not come out at all, even to church; they were so anxious the fever should not spread.

Well? Go on, Val.

Well: how does that proverb run, about idleness being the root of all evil? During those weeks I was an idle man, wretchedly bored; and I fell into a flirtation with Maude. She began it, Carr, on my solemn word of honour  though its a shame to tell these tales of a woman; and I joined in from sheer weariness, to kill time. But you know how one gets led on in such things  or I do, if you, you cautious fellow, dont  and we both went in pretty deep.

Elsters folly again! How deep?

As deep as I well could, short of committing myself to a proposal. You see the ill-luck of it was, those two and I being alone in the house. I may as well say Maude and I alone; for the old woman kept her room very much; she had a cold, she said, and was afraid of the fever.

Tush! cried Thomas Carr angrily. And you made love to the young lady?

As fast as I could make it. What a fool I was! But I protest I only did it in amusement; I never thought of her supplanting Anne Ashton. Now, Carr, you are looking as you used to look at Oxford; get your brow smooth again. You just shut up yourself for weeks with a fascinating girl, and see if you wouldnt find yourself in some horrible entanglement, proof against such as you think you are.

As I am obliged to be. I should take care not to lay myself open to the temptation. Neither need you have done it.

I dont see how I was to help myself. Often and often I wished to have visitors in the house, but the old woman met me with reproaches that I was forgetting the recent death of my brother. She wont have any one now if she knows it, and I had to send for you quietly. Did you see how she stared last night when you came in?

Mr. Carr drew down his lips. You might have gone away yourself, Elster.

Of course I might, was the testy reply. But I was a fool, and didnt. Carr, I swear to you I fell into the trap unconsciously; I did not foresee danger. Maude is a charming girl, theres no denying it; but as to love, I never glanced at it.

Was it not suspected in town last year that Lady Maude had a liking for your brother?

It was suspected there and here; I thought it myself. We were mistaken. One day lately Maude offended me, and I hinted at something of the sort: she turned red and white with indignation, saying she wished he could rise from his grave to refute it. I only wish he could! added the unhappy man.

Have you told me all?

All! I wish I had. In December I was passing the Rectory, and saw it dismantled. Hillary, whom I met, said the family had gone to Ventnor. I went in, but could not learn any particulars, or get the address. I chanced a letter, written I confess in anger, directing it Ventnor only, and it found them. Annes answer was cool: mischief-making tongues had been talking about me and Maude; I learned so much from Hillary; and Anne no doubt resented it. I resented that  can you follow me, Carr?  and I said to myself I wouldnt write again for some time to come. Before that time came the climax had occurred.

And while you were waiting for your temper to come round in regard to Miss Ashton, you continued to make love to the Lady Maude? remarked Mr. Carr. On the face of things, I should say your love had been transferred to her.

Indeed it hadnt. Next to Anne, shes the most charming girl I know; thats all. Between the two it will be awful work for me.

So I should think, returned Mr. Carr. The ass between two bundles of hay was nothing to it.

He was not an ass at all, compared with what I am, assented Val, gloomily.

Well, if a man behaves like an ass

Dont moralize, interrupted Hartledon; but rather advise me how to get out of my dilemma. The mornings drawing on, and I have promised to ride with Maude.

You had better ride alone. All the advice I can give you is to draw back by degrees, and so let the flirtation subside. If there is no actual entanglement

Stop a bit, Carr; I had not come to it, interrupted Lord Hartledon, who in point of fact had been holding back what he called the climax, in his usual vacillating manner. One ill-starred day, when it was pouring cats and dogs, and I could not get out, I challenged Maude to a game at billiards. Maude lost. I said she should pay me, and put my arm round her waist and snatched a kiss. Just at that moment in came the dowager, who I believe must have been listening

Not improbably, interrupted Mr. Carr, significantly.

Oh, you two dear turtle-doves, cried she, Hartledon, you have made me so happy! I have seen for some weeks what you were thinking of. Theres nobody living Id confide that dear child to but yourself: you shall have her, and my blessing shall be upon you both.

Carr, continued poor Val, I was struck dumb. All the absurdity of the thing rose up before me. In my confusion I could not utter a word. A man with more moral courage might have spoken out; acknowledged the shame and folly of his conduct and apologized. I could not.

Elsters folly! Elsters folly! thought the barrister. You never had the slightest spark of moral courage, he observed aloud, in pained tones. What did you say?

Nothing. Theres the worst of it. I neither denied the dowagers assumption, nor confirmed it. Of course I cannot now.

When was this?

In December.

And how have things gone on since? How do you stand with them?

Things have gone on as they went on before; and I stand engaged to Maude, in her mothers opinion; perhaps in hers: never having said myself one word to support the engagement.

Only continued to make love, and snatch a kiss, sarcastically rejoined Mr. Carr.

Once in a way. What is a man to do, exposed to the witchery of a pretty girl?

Oh, Percival! You are worse than I thought for. Where is Miss Ashton?

Coming home next Friday, groaned Val. And the dowager asked me yesterday whether Maude and I had arranged the time for our marriage. What on earth I shall do, I dont know. I might sail for some remote land and convert myself into a savage, where I should never be found or recognized; theres no other escape for me.

How much does Miss Ashton know of this?

Nothing. I had a letter from her this morning, more kindly than her letters have been of late.

Lord Hartledon! exclaimed Mr. Carr, in startled tones. Is it possible that you are carrying on a correspondence with Miss Ashton, and your love-making with Lady Maude?

Val nodded assent, looking really ashamed of himself.

And you call yourself a man of honour! Why, you are the greatest humbug

Thats enough; no need to sum it up. I see all Ive been.

I understood you to imply that your correspondence with Miss Ashton had ceased.

It was renewed. Dr. Ashton came up to preach one Sunday, just before Christmas, and he and I got friendly again; you know I never can be unfriendly with any one long. The next day I wrote to Anne, and we have corresponded since; more coolly though than we used to do. Circumstances have been really against me. Had they continued at Ventnor, I should have gone down and spent my Christmas with them, and nothing of this would have happened; but they must needs go to Dr. Ashtons sisters in Yorkshire for Christmas; and there they are still. It was in that miserable Christmas week that the mischief occurred. And now you have the whole, Carr. I know Ive been a fool; but what is to be done?

Lord Hartledon, was the grave rejoinder, I am unable to give you advice in this. Your conduct is indefensible.

Dont Lord Hartledon me: I wont stand it. Carr?

Well?

If you bring up against me a string of reproaches lasting until night will that mend matters? I am conscious of possessing but one true friend in the world, and thats yourself. You must stand by me.

I was your friend; never a truer. But I believed you to be a man of honour.

Hartledon lifted his hat from his brow; as though the brow alone were heavy enough just then. At least the thought struck Mr. Carr.

I have been drawn unwittingly into this, as I have into other things. I never meant to do wrong. As to dishonour, Heaven knows my nature shrinks from it.

If your nature does, you dont, came the severe answer. I should feel ashamed to put forth the same plea always of falling unwittingly into disgrace. You have done it ever since you were a schoolboy. Talk of the Elster folly! this has gone beyond it. This is dishonour. Engaged to one girl, and corresponding with her; making hourly love for weeks to another! May I inquire which of the two you really care for?

Anne  I suppose.

You suppose!

You make me wild, talking like this. Of course its Anne. Maude has managed to creep into my regard, though, in no common degree. She is very lovely, very fascinating and amiable.

May I ask which of the two you intend to marry! continued the barrister, neither suppressing nor attempting to soften his indignant tones. As this countrys laws are against a plurality of wives, you will be unable, I imagine, to espouse them both.

Hartledon looked at him, beseechingly, and a sudden compassion came over Mr. Carr. He asked himself whether it was quite the way to treat a perplexed man who was very dear to him.

If I am severe, it is for your sake. I assure you I scarcely know what advice to give. It is Miss Ashton, of course, whom you intend to make Lady Hartledon?

Of course it is. The difficulty in the matter is getting clear of Maude.

And the formidable countess-dowager. You must tell Maude the truth.

Impossible, Carr. I might have done it once; but the thing has gone on so long. The dowager would devour me.

Let her try to. I should speak to Maude alone, and put her upon her generosity to release you. Tell her you presumed upon your cousinship; and confess that you have long been engaged to marry Miss Ashton.

She knows that: they have both known it all along. My brother was the first to tell them, before he died.

They knew it? inquired Mr. Carr, believing he had not heard correctly.

Certainly. There has been no secret made of my engagement to Anne. All the world knows of that.

Then  though I do not in the least defend or excuse you  your breaking with Lady Maude may be more pardonable. They are poor, are they not, this Dowager Kirton and Lady Maude?

Poor as Job. Hard up, I think.

Then they are angling for the broad lands of Hartledon. I see it all. You have been a victim to fortune-hunting.

There you are wrong, Carr. I cant answer for the dowager one way or the other; but Maude is the most disinterested

Of course: girls on the look-out for establishments always are. Have it as you like.

He spoke in tones of ridicule; and Hartledon jumped off the stile and led the way home.

That Lord Hartledon had got himself into a very serious predicament, Mr. Carr plainly saw. His good nature, his sensitive regard for the feelings of others, rendering it so impossible for him to say no, and above all his vacillating disposition, were his paramount characteristics still: in a degree they ever would be. Easily led as ever, he was as a very reed in the hands of the crafty old woman of the world, located with him. She had determined that he should become the husband of her daughter; and was as certain of accomplishing her end as if she had foreseen the future. Lord Hartledon himself afterwards, in his bitter repentance, said, over and over again, that circumstances were against him; and they certainly were so, as you will find.

Lord Hartledon thought he was making headway against it now, in sending for his old friend, and resolving to be guided by his advice.

I will take an opportunity of speaking to Maude, Carr, he resumed. I would rather not do it, of course; but I see theres no help for it.

Make the opportunity, said Mr. Carr, with emphasis. Dont delay a day; I shall expect you to write me a letter to-morrow saying youve done it.

But you wont leave to-day, said Hartledon, entreatingly, feeling an instant prevision that with the departure of Thomas Carr all his courage would ignominiously desert him.

I must go. You know I told you last night that my stay could only be four-and-twenty hours. You can accomplish it whilst I am here, if you like, and get it over; the longer a nauseous medicine is held to the lips the more difficult it is to swallow it. You say you are going to ride with Lady Maude presently; let that be your opportunity.

And get it over! Words that sounded as emancipation in Vals ear. But somehow he did not accomplish it in that ride. Excuses were on his lips five hundred times, but his hesitating lips never formed them. He really was on the point of speaking; at least he said so to himself; when Mr. Hillary overtook them on horseback, and rode with them some distance. After that, Maude put her horse to a canter, and so they reached home.

Well? said Mr. Carr.

Not yet, answered Hartledon; there was no opportunity.

My suggestion was to make your opportunity.

And so I will. Ill speak to her either to-night or to-morrow. She chose to ride fast to-day; and Hillary joined us part of the way. Dont look as if you doubted me, Carr: I shall be sure to speak.

Will he? thought Thomas Carr, as he took his departure by the evening train, having promised to run down the following Saturday for a few hours. It is an even bet, I think. Poor Val!

Poor Val indeed! Vacillating, attractive, handsome Val! shrinking, sensitive Val! The nauseous medicine was never taken. And when the Ashtons returned to the Rectory on the Friday night he had not spoken.

And the very day of their return a rumour reached his ear that Mrs. Ashtons health was seriously if not fatally shattered, and she was departing immediately for the South of France.




CHAPTER XVI.

BETWEEN THE TWO.

Not in the Rectory drawing-room, but in a pretty little sitting-room attached to her bed-chamber, where the temperature was regulated, and no draughts could penetrate, reclined Mrs. Ashton. Her invalid gown sat loosely upon her shrunken form, her delicate, lace cap shaded a fading face. Anne sat by her side in all her loveliness, ostensibly working; but her fingers trembled, and her face looked flushed and pained.

It was the morning after their return, and Mrs. Graves had called in to see Mrs. Ashton  gossiping Mrs. Graves, who knew all that took place in the parish, and a great deal of what never did take place. She had just been telling it all unreservedly in her hard way; things that might be said, and things that might as well have been left unsaid. She went out leaving a whirr and a buzz behind her and an awful sickness of desolation upon one heart.

Give me my little writing-case, Anne, said Mrs. Ashton, waking up from a reverie and sitting forward on her sofa.

Anne took the pretty toy from the side-table, opened it, and laid it on the table before her mother.

Is it nothing I can write for you, mamma?

No, child.

Anne bent her hot face over her work again. It had not occurred to her that it could concern herself; and Mrs. Ashton wrote a few rapid lines:

My Dear Percival,

Can you spare me a five-minutes visit? I wish to speak with you. We go away again on Monday.

Ever sincerely yours,

Catherine Ashton.

She folded it, enclosed it in an envelope, and addressed it to the Earl of Hartledon. Pushing away the writing-table, she held out the note to her daughter.

Seal it for me, Anne. I am tired. Let it go at once.

Mamma! exclaimed Anne, as her eye caught the address. Surely you are not writing to him! You are not asking him to come here?

You see that I am writing to him, Anne. And it is to ask him to come here. My dear, you may safely leave me to act according to my own judgment. But as to what Mrs. Graves has said, I dont believe a word of it.

I scarcely think I do, murmured Anne; a smile hovering on her troubled countenance, like sunshine after rain.

Anne had the taper alight, and the wax held to it, the note ready in her hand, when the room-door was thrown open by Mrs. Ashtons maid.

Lord Hartledon.

He came in in a hurried manner, talking fast, making too much fuss; it was unlike his usual quiet movements, and Mrs. Ashton noticed it. As he shook hands with her, she held the note before him.

See, Percival! I was writing to ask you to call upon me.

Anne had put out the light, and her hand was in Lord Hartledons before she well knew anything, save that her heart was beating tumultuously. Mrs. Ashton made a place for him on the sofa, and Anne quietly left the room.

I should have been here earlier, he began, but I had the steward with me on business; it is little enough I have attended to since my brothers death. Dear Mrs. Ashton! I grieve to hear this poor account of you. You are indeed looking ill.

I am so ill, Percival, that I doubt whether I shall ever be better in this world. It is my last chance, this going away to a warmer place until winter has passed.

He was bending towards her in earnest sympathy, all himself again; his dark blue eyes very tender, his pleasant features full of concern as he gazed on her face. And somehow, looking at that attractive countenance, Mrs. Ashtons doubts went from her.

But what I have said is to you alone, she resumed. My husband and children do not see the worst, and I refrain from telling them. A little word of confidence between us, Val.

I hope and trust you may come back cured! he said, very fervently. Is it the fever that has so shattered you?

It is the result of it. I have never since been able to recover strength, but have become weaker and more weak. And you know I was in ill health before. We leave on Monday morning for Cannes.

For Cannes? he exclaimed.

Yes. A place not so warm as some I might have gone to; but the doctors say that will be all the better. It is not heat I need; only shelter from our cold northern winds until I can get a little strength into me. Theres nothing the matter with my lungs; indeed, I dont know that anything is the matter with me except this terrible weakness.

I suppose Anne goes with you?

Oh yes. I could not go without Anne. The doctor will see us settled there, and then he returns.

A thought crossed Lord Hartledon: how pleasant if he and Anne could have been married, and have made this their wedding tour. He did not speak it: Mrs. Ashton would have laughed at his haste.

How long shall you remain away? he asked.

Ah, I cannot tell you. I may not live to return. If all goes well  that is, if there should be a speedy change for the better, as the medical men who have been attending me think there may be  I shall be back perhaps in April or May. Val  I cannot forget the old familiar name, you see

I hope you never will forget it, he warmly interposed.

I wanted very particularly to see you. A strange report was brought here this morning and I determined to mention it to you. You know what an old-fashioned, direct way I have of doing things; never choosing a roundabout road if I can take a straight one. This note was a line asking you to call upon me, she added, taking it from her lap, where it had been lying, and tossing it on to the table, whilst her hearer, his conscience rising up, began to feel a very little uncomfortable. We heard you had proposed marriage to Lady Maude Kirton.

Lord Hartledons face became crimson. Who on earth could have invented that? cried he, having no better answer at hand.

Mrs. Graves mentioned it to me. She was dining at Hartledon last week, and the countess-dowager spoke about it openly.

Mrs. Ashton looked at him; and he, confused and taken aback, looked down on the carpet, devoutly wishing himself in the remote regions he had spoken of to Mr. Carr. Anywhere, so that he should never be seen or recognized again.

What am I to do? thought he. I wish Mother Graves was hanged!

You do not speak, Percival!

Well, I  I was wondering what could have given rise to this, he stammered. I believe the old dowager would like to see her daughter mistress of Hartledon: and suppose she gave utterance to her thoughts.

Very strange that she should! observed Mrs. Ashton.

I think shes a little cracked sometimes, coughed Val; and, in truth, he now and then did think so. I hope you have not told Anne?

I have told no one. And had I not felt sure it had no foundation, I should have told the doctor, not you. But Anne was in the room when Mrs. Graves mentioned it.

What a blessing it would be if Mrs. Graves were out of the parish! exclaimed Val, hotly. I wonder Dr. Ashton keeps Graves on, with such a mother! No one ever had such a mischief-making tongue as hers.

Percival, may I say something to you? asked Mrs. Ashton, who was devouring him with her eyes. Your manner would almost lead me to believe that there is something in it. Tell me the truth; I can never be anything but your friend.

Believe one thing, dear Mrs. Ashton  that I have no intention of marrying anyone but Anne; and I wish with all my heart and soul youd give her to me to-day. Shut up with those two women, the one pretty, the other watching any chance word to turn it to her own use, I dare say the Mrs. Graveses of the place have talked, forgetting that Maude is my cousin. I believe I paid some attention to Maude because I was angry at being kept out of the Rectory; but my attentions meant nothing, upon my honour.

Elsters folly, Val! Lady Maude may have thought they did.

At any rate she knew of my engagement to Anne.

Then there is nothing in it?

There shall be nothing in it, was the emphatic answer. Anne was my first love, and she will be my last. You must promise to give her to me as soon as you return from Cannes.

About that you must ask her father. I dare say he will do so.

Lord Hartledon rose from his seat; held Mrs. Ashtons hand between his whilst he said his adieu, and stooped to kiss her with a sons affection. She was a little surprised to find it was his final farewell. They were not going to start until Monday. But Hartledon could not have risked that cross-questioning again; rather would he have sailed away for the savage territories at once. He went downstairs searching for Anne, and found her in the room where you first saw her  her own. She looked up with quite an affectation of surprise when he entered, although she had probably gone there to await him. The best of girls are human.

You ran away, Anne, whilst mamma and I held our conference?

I hope it has been satisfactory, she answered demurely, not looking up, and wondering whether he suspected how violently her heart was beating.

Partly so. The end was all right. Shall I tell it you?

The end! Yes, if you will, she replied unsuspectingly.

The decision come to is, that a certain young friend of ours is to be converted, with as little delay as circumstances may permit, into Lady Hartledon.

Of course there came no answer except a succession of blushes. Annes work, which she had carried with her, took all her attention just then.

Can you guess her name, Anne?

I dont know. Is it Maude Kirton?

He winced. If you have been told that abominable rubbish, Anne, it is not necessary to repeat it. Its not so pleasant a theme that you need make a joke of it.

Is it rubbish? asked Anne, lifting her eyes.

I think you ought to know that if any one does. But had anything happened, Anne, recollect it would have been your fault. You have been very cool to me of late. You forbid me the house for weeks and weeks; you went away for an indefinite period without letting me know, or giving me the chance of seeing you; and when the correspondence was at length renewed, your letters were cold and formal  quite different from what they used to be. It almost looks as if you wished to part from me.

Repentance was stealing over her: why had she ever doubted him?

And now you are going away again! And although this interview may be our last for months, you scarcely deign to give me a word or a look of farewell.

Anne had already been terribly tried by Mrs. Graves: this was the climax: she lost her self-control and burst into tears. Lord Hartledon was softened at once. He took her two hands in his; he clasped her to his heart, half devouring her face with passionate kisses. Ah, Lady Maude! this impassioned love was never felt for you.

You dont love her? whispered Anne.

Love her! I never loved but you, my best and dearest. I never shall, or can, love another.

He spoke in all good faith; fully believing what he said; and it was indeed true. And Anne? As though a prevision had been upon her of the future, she remained passively in his arms sobbing hysterically, and suffering his kisses; not drawing away from him in maiden modesty, as was her wont. She had never clung to him like this.

You will write to me often? he whispered.

Yes. Wont you come to Cannes?

I dont know that it will be possible, unless you remain beyond the spring. And should that be the case, Anne, I shall pray your father and mother that the marriage may take place there. I am going up to town next month to take my seat in the House. It will be a busy session; and I want to see if I cant become a useful public man. I think it would please the doctor to find Ive some stuff in me; and a man must have a laudable object in life.

I would rather die, murmured Anne, passionately in her turn, than hear again what Mrs. Graves said.

My darling, we cannot stop peoples gossip. Believe in me; I will not fail you. Oh, Anne, I wish you were already my wife! he aspirated fervently, his perplexities again presenting themselves to his mind.

The time will come, she whispered.

Lord Hartledon walked home full of loyal thought, saying to himself what an utter idiot he had been in regard to Maude, and determined to lose no time in getting clear of the entanglement. He sought an opportunity of speaking to her that afternoon; he really did; but could not find it. The dowager had taken her out to pay a visit.

Mr. Carr was as good as his word, and got down in time for dinner. One glance at Lord Hartledons face told him what he half expected to see  that the word of emancipation had not yet been spoken.

Dont blame me, Carr. I shall speak to-night before I sleep, on my word of honour. Things have come to a crisis now; and if I wished to hold back I could not. I would say what a fool I have been not to speak before; only you know Im one already.

Thomas Carr laughed.

Mrs. Ashton has heard some tattle about Maude, and spoke to me this afternoon. Of course I could only deny it, my face feeling on fire with its sense of dishonour, for I dont think I ever told a deliberate lie in my life; and  and, in short, I should like my marriage with Anne to take place as soon as possible.

Well, theres only one course to pursue, as I told you when I was down before. Tell Lady Maude the candid truth, and take shame and blame to yourself, as you deserve. Her having known of the engagement to Miss Ashton renders your task the easier.

Very restless was Lord Hartledon until the moment came. He knew the best time to speak to Maude would be immediately after dinner, whilst the countess-dowager took her usual nap. There was no hesitation now; and he speedily followed them upstairs, leaving his friend at the dinner-table.

He went up, feeling a desperate man. To those of his temperament having to make a disagreeable communication such as this is almost as cruel as parting with life.

No one was in the drawing-room but Lady Kirton  stretched upon a sofa and apparently fast asleep. Val crossed the carpet with softened tread to the adjoining rooms: small, comfortable rooms, used by the dowager in preference to the more stately rooms below. Maude had drawn aside the curtain and was peering out into the frosty night.

Why, how soon you are up! she cried, turning at his entrance.

I came on purpose, Maude. I want to speak to you.

Are you well? she asked, coming forward to the fire, and taking her seat on a sofa. In truth, he did not look very well just then. What is it?

Maude, he answered, his fair face flushing a dark red as he plunged into it blindfold: I am a rogue and a fool!

Lady Maude laughed. Elsters folly!

Yes. You know all this time that we  that I (Val thought he should never flounder through this first moment, and did not remain an instant in one place as he talked) have been going on so foolishly, I was  almost as good as a married man.

Were you? said she, quietly. Married to whom?

I said as good as married, Maude. You know I have been engaged for years to Miss Ashton; otherwise I would have knelt to ask you to become my wife, so earnestly should I desire it.

Her calm imperturbability presented a curious contrast to his agitation. She was regarding him with an amused smile.

And, Maude, I have come now to ask you to release me. Indeed, I

Whats all this about? broke in the countess-dowager, darting upon the conference, her face flushed and her head-dress awry. Are you two quarrelling?

Val was attempting to explain something about Miss Ashton, answered Maude, rising from the sofa, and drawing herself up to her stately height. He had better do it to you instead, mamma; I dont understand it.

She stood up by the mantelpiece, in the ray of the lustres. They fell across her dark, smooth hair, her flushed cheeks, her exquisite features. Her dress was of flowing white crêpe, with jet ornaments; and Lord Hartledon, even in the midst of his perplexity, thought how beautiful she was, and what a sad thing it was to lose her. The truth was, his senses had been caught by the girls beauty although his heart was elsewhere. It is a very common case.

The fact is, maam, he stammered, turning to the dowager in his desperation, I have been behaving very foolishly of late, and am asking your daughters pardon. I should have remembered my engagement to Miss Ashton.

Remembered your engagement to Miss Ashton! echoed the dowager, her voice becoming a little shrill. What engagement?

Lord Hartledon began to recover himself, though he looked foolish still. With these nervous men it is the first plunge that tells; get that over and they are brave as their fellows.

I cannot marry two women, Lady Kirton, and I am bound to Anne.

The old dowagers voice toned down, and she pulled her black feathers straight upon her head.

My dear Hartledon, I dont think you know what you are talking about. You engaged yourself to Maude some weeks ago.

Well  but  whatever may have passed, engagement or no engagement, I could not legally do it, returned the unhappy young man, too considerate to say the engagement was hers, not his. You knew I was bound to Anne, Lady Kirton.

Bound to a fiddlestick! said the dowager. Excuse my plainness, Hartledon. When you engaged yourself to the young woman you were poor and a nobody, and the step was perhaps excusable. Lord Hartledon is not bound by the promises of Val Elster. All the young women in the kingdom, who have parsons for fathers, could not oblige him to be so.

I am bound to her in honour; and  in love he was going to say, but let the words die away unspoken.

Hartledon, you are bound in honour to my daughter; you have sought her affections, and gained them. Ah, Percival, dont you know that it is you she has loved all along? In the days when I was worrying her about your brother, she cared only for you. You cannot be so infamous as to desert her.

I wish to Heaven she had never seen me! cried the unfortunate man, beginning to wonder whether he could break through these trammels. Id sacrifice myself willingly, if that would put things straight.

You cannot sacrifice Maude. Look at her! and the crafty old dowager flourished her hand towards the fireplace, where Maude stood in all her beauty. A daughter of the house of Kirton cannot be taken up and cast aside at will. What would the world say of her?

The world need never know.

Not know! shrieked the dowager; not know! Why, her trousseau is ordered, and some of the things have arrived. Good Heavens, Hartledon, you dare not trifle with Maude in this way. You could never show your face amongst men again.

But neither dare I trifle with Anne Ashton, said Lord Hartledon, completely broken down by the gratuitous information. He saw that the situation was worse than even he had bargained for, and all his irresolution began to return upon him. If I knew what was right to be done, Im sure Id do it.

Right, did you say? Right? There cannot be a question about that. Which is the more fitting to grace your coronet: Maude, or a country parsons daughter?

Im sure if this goes on I shall shoot myself, cried Val. Taken to task at the Rectory, taken to task here  shooting would be bliss to it.

No doubt, returned the dowager. It cant be a very pleasant position for you. Any one but you would get out of it, and set the matter at rest.

I should like to know how.

So long as you are a single man they naturally remain on the high ropes at the Rectory, with their fine visions for Anne

I wish you would understand once for all, Lady Kirton, that the Ashtons are our equals in every way, he interrupted: and, he added, in worth and goodness infinitely our superiors.

The dowager gave a sniff. You think so, I know, Hart. Well, the only plan to bring you peace is this: make Maude your wife. At once; without delay.

The proposition took away Vals breath. I could not do it, Lady Kirton. To begin with, theyd bring an action against me for breach of promise.

Breach of nonsense! wrathfully returned the dowager. Was ever such a thing heard of yet, as a doctor of divinity bringing an action of that nature? Hed lose his gown.

I wish I was at the bottom of a deep well, never to come up again! mentally aspirated the unfortunate man.

Will  you  marry  Maude? demanded the dowager, with a fixed denunciation in every word, which was as so much slow torture to her victim.

I wish I could. You must see for yourself, Lady Kirton, that I cannot. Maude must see it.

I see nothing of the sort. You are bound to her in honour.

All I can do is to remain single to the end of my days, said Val, after a pause. I have been a great villain to both, and I cannot repair it to either. The one stands in the way of the other.

But

I beg your pardon, maam, he interrupted, so peremptorily that the old woman trembled for her power. This is my final decision, and I will not hear another word. I feel ready to hang myself, as it is. You tell me I cannot marry any other than Maude without being a scoundrel; the same thing precisely applies to Anne. I shall remain single.

You will give me one promise  for Maudes sake. Not, after this, to marry Anne Ashton.

Why, how can I do it? asked he, in tones of exasperation. Dont you see that it is impossible? I shall not see the Ashtons again, maam; I would rather go a hundred miles the other way than face them.

The countess-dowager probably deemed she had said sufficient for safety; for she went out and shut the door after her. Lord Hartledon dashed his hair from his brow with a hasty hand, and was about to leave the room by the other door, when Maude came up to him.

Is this to be the end of it, Percival?

She spoke in tones of pain, of tremulous tenderness; all her pride gone out of her. Lord Hartledon laid his hand upon her shoulder, meeting the dark eyes that were raised to his through tears.

Do you indeed love me like this, Maude? Somehow I never thought it.

I love you better than the whole world. I love you enough to give up everything for you.

The emphasis conveyed a reproach  that he did not give up everything for her. But Lord Hartledon kept his head for once.

Heaven knows my bitter repentance. If I could repair this folly of mine by any sacrifice on my own part, I would gladly do it. Let me go, Maude! I have been here long enough, unless I were more worthy. I would ask you to forgive me if I knew how to frame the petition.

She released the hand of which she had made a prisoner  released it with a movement of petulance; and Lord Hartledon quitted the room, the words she had just spoken beating their refrain on his brain. It did not occur to him in his gratified vanity to remember that Anne Ashton, about whose love there could be no doubt, never avowed it in those pretty speeches.

Well? said Mr. Carr, when he got back to the dining-room.

It is not well, Carr; it is ill. There can be no release. The old dowager wont have it.

But surely you will not resign Miss Ashton for Lady Maude! cried the barrister, after a pause of amazement.

I resign both; I see that I cannot do anything else in honour. Excuse me, Carr, but Id rather not say any more about it just now; I feel half maddened.

Elsters folly, mentally spoke Thomas Carr.




CHAPTER XVII.

AN AGREEABLE WEDDING.

That circumstances, combined with the countess-dowager, worked terribly against Lord Hartledon, events proved. Had the Ashtons remained at the Rectory all might have been well; but they went away, and he was left to any influence that might be brought to bear upon him.

How the climax was accomplished the world never knew. Lord Hartledon himself did not know the whole of it for a long while. As if unwilling to trust himself longer in dangerous companionship, he went up to town with Thomas Carr. Whilst there he received a letter from Cannes, written by Dr. Ashton; a letter that angered him.

It was a cool letter, a vein of contemptuous anger running through it; meant to be hidden, but nevertheless perceptible to Lord Hartledon. Its purport was to forbid all correspondence between him and Miss Ashton: things had better remain in abeyance until they met, ran the words, if indeed any relations were ever renewed between them again.

It might have angered Lord Hartledon more than it did, but for the hopelessness which had taken up its abode within him. Nevertheless he resented it. He did not suppose it possible that the Ashtons could have heard of the dilemma he was in, or that he should be unable to fulfil his engagement with Anne, having with his usual vacillation put off any explanation with them; which of course must come sometime. He had taken an idea into his head long before, that Dr. Ashton wished to part them, and he looked upon the letter as resulting from that. Hartledon was feeling weary of the world.

How little did he divine that the letter of the doctor was called forth by a communication from the countess-dowager. An artful communication, with a charming candour lying on its surface. She asked  she actually asked that Dr. Ashton would allow fair play; she said the deepest affection had grown up between Lord Hartledon and Lady Maude; and she only craved that the young man might not be coerced either way, but might be allowed to choose between them. The field after Miss Ashtons return would be open to the two, and ought to be left so.

You may imagine the effect this missive produced upon the proud, high-minded doctor of divinity. He took a sheet of paper and wrote a stinging letter to Lord Hartledon, forbidding him to think again of Anne. But when he was in the act of sealing it a sudden doubt like an instinct rushed over him, whether it might not be a ruse, and nothing else, of the crafty old dowagers. The doubt was sufficiently strong to cause him to tear up the letter. But he was not satisfied with Lord Hartledons own behaviour; had not been for some few months; and he then wrote a second letter, suspending matters until they should meet again. It was in effect what was asked for by the countess-dowager; and he wrote a cold proud letter to that lady, stating what he had done. Of course any honourable woman  any woman with a spark of justice in her heart  would have also forbidden all intercourse with Lady Maude. The countess-dowagers policy lay in the opposite direction.

But Lord Hartledon remained in London, utterly oblivious to the hints and baits held out for his return to Calne. He chiefly divided his time between the House of Lords and sitting at home, lamenting over his own ill-starred existence. He was living quite en garçon, with only one man, his house having been let for the season. We always want what we cannot obtain, and because marriage was denied him, he fell into the habit of dwelling upon it as the only boon in life. Thomas Carr was on circuit, so that Hartledon was alone.

Easter was early that year, the latter end of March. On the Monday in Passion-week there arrived a telegram for Lord Hartledon sent apparently by the butler, Hedges. It was vaguely worded; spoke of a railway accident and somebody dying. Who he could not make out, except that it was a Kirton: and it prayed him to hasten down immediately. All his goodness of heart aroused, Val lost not a moment. He had been engaged to spend Easter with some people in Essex, but dispatched a line of apology, and hastened down to Calne, wondering whether it was the dowager or Maude, and whether death would have taken place before his arrival.

What accident has there been? he demanded, leaping out of the carriage at Calne Station; and the man he addressed happened to be the porter, Jones.

Accident? returned Jones, touching his cap.

An accident on the line; somewhere about here, I conclude. People wounded; dying.

There has been no accident here, said Jones, in his sulky way. Maybe your lordships thinking of the one on the branch line, the bridge that fell in?

Nonsense, said Lord Hartledon, that took place a fortnight ago. I received a telegram this morning from my butler, saying some one was dying at Hartledon from a railway accident, he impatiently added. I took it to be either Lady Kirton or her daughter.

Mr. Jones swung round a large iron key he held in his hand, and light dawned upon him.

I know now, he said. There was a private accident at the station here last night; your lordship must mean that. A gentleman got out of a carriage before it stopped, and fell between the rail and the platform. His name was Kirton. I saw it on his portmanteau.

Lord Kirton?

No, my lord. Captain Kirton.

Was he seriously hurt?

Well, it was thought so. Mr. Hillary feared the leg would have to come off. He was carried to Hartledon.

Very much relieved, Lord Hartledon jumped into a fly and was driven home. The countess-dowager embraced him and fell into hysterics.

The crafty old dowager, whose displayed emotion was as genuine as she was! She had sent for this son of hers, hoping he might be a decoy-duck to draw Hartledon home again, for she was losing heart; and the accident, which she had not bargained for, was a very god-send to her.

Why dont you word your telegrams more clearly, Hedges? asked Lord Hartledon of his butler.

It wasnt me worded it at all, my lord. Lady Kirton went to the station herself. She informed me she had sent it in my name.

Has Hillary told you privately what the surgeons think of the case?

Better of it than they did at first, my lord. They are trying to save the leg.

This Captain Kirton was really the best of the Kirton bunch: a quiet, unassuming young man, somewhat delicate in health. Lord Hartledon was grieved for his accident, and helped to nurse him with the best heart in the world.

And now what devilry (there were people in Calne who called it nothing less) the old countess-dowager set afloat to secure her ends I am unable to tell you. She was a perfectly unscrupulous woman  poverty had rendered her wits keen; and her captured lion was only feebly struggling to escape from the net. He was to blame also. Thrown again into the society of Maude and her beauty, Val basked in its sunshine, and went drifting down the stream, never heeding where the current led him. One day the countess-dowager put it upon his honour  he must marry Maude. He might have held out longer but for a letter that came from some friend of the dowagers opportunely located at Cannes; a letter that spoke of the approaching marriage of Miss Ashton to Colonel Barnaby, eldest son of a wealthy old baronet, who was sojourning there with his mother. No doubt was implied or expressed; the marriage was set forth as an assured fact.

And I believe you meant to wait for her? said the countess-dowager, as she put the letter into his hand, with a little laugh. You are free now for my darling Maude.

This may not be true, observed Lord Hartledon, with compressed lips. Every one knows what this sort of gossip is worth.

I happen to know that it is true, spoke Lady Kirton, in a whisper. I have known of it for some time past, but would not vex you with it.

Well, she convinced him; and from that moment had it all her own way, and carried out her plots and plans according to her own crafty fancy. Lord Hartledon yielded; for the ascendency of Maude was strong upon him. And yet  and yet  whilst he gave all sorts of hard names to Anne Ashtons perfidy, lying down deep in his heart was a suspicion that the news was not true. How he hated himself for his wicked assumption of belief in after-years!

You will be free as air, said the dowager, joyously. You and Maude shall get ahead of Miss Ashton and her colonel, and have the laugh at them. The marriage shall be on Saturday, and you can go away together for months if you like, and get up your spirits again; Im sure you have both been dull enough.

Lord Hartledon was certainly caught by the words free as air; as he had been once before. But he stared at the early day mentioned.

Marriages cant be got up as soon as that.

They can be got up in a day if people choose, with a special license; which, of course, you will have, said the dowager. Ill arrange things, my dear Val; leave it all to me. I intend Maude to be married in the little chapel.

What little chapel?

Your own private chapel.

Lord Hartledon stared with all his eyes. The private chapel, built out from the house on the side next Calne, had not been used for years and years.

Why, its all dust and rust inside; its cushions moth-eaten and fallen to pieces.

Is it all dust and rust! returned the dowager. That shows how observant you are. I had it put in order whilst you were in London; it was a shame to let a sacred place remain in such a state. I should like it to be used for Maude; and mind, Ill see to everything; you need not give yourself any trouble at all. Theres only one thing I must enjoin on you.

Whats that?

Secrecy. Dont let a hint of your intentions get abroad. Whatever you do, dont write a word to that Carr friend of yours; hes as sharp as a two-edged sword. As well let things be done privately; it is Maudes wish.

I shall not write to him, cried Hartledon, feeling a sudden heat upon his face, or to any one else.

Heres Maude. Step this way, Maude. Hartledon wants the ceremony to take place on Saturday, and I have promised for you.

Lady Maude advanced; she had really come in by accident; her head was bent, her eyelashes rested on her flushed cheeks. A fair prize; very, very fair! The old dowager put her hand into Lord Hartledons.

You will love her and cherish her, Percival?

What was the young man to do? He murmured some unintelligible assent, and bent forward to kiss her. But not until that moment had he positively realized the fact that there would be any marriage.

Time went on swimmingly until the Saturday, and everything was in progress. The old dowager deserved to be made commander of a garrison for her comprehensive strategy, the readiness and skill she displayed in carrying out her arrangements. For what reason, perhaps she could not have explained to herself; but an instinct was upon her that secrecy in all ways was necessary; at any rate, she felt surer of success whilst it was maintained. Hence her decision in regard to the unused little chapel; and that this one particular portion of the project had been long floating in her mind was proved by the fact that she had previously caused the chapel to be renovated. But that it was to serve her own turn, she would have let it remain choked up with dust for ever.

The special license had arrived; the young clergyman who was to perform the service was located at Hartledon. Seven oclock was the hour fixed for the marriage: it would be twilight then, and dinner over. Immediately afterwards the bride and bridegroom were to depart. So far, so good. But Lady Kirton was not to have it quite her own way on this same Saturday, although she had enjoyed it hitherto.

A rumour reached her ears in the afternoon that Dr. Ashton was at the Rectory. The doctor had been spending Easter at Cannes, and the dowager had devoutly prayed that he might not yet return. The news turned her cheeks blue and yellow; a prevision rushing over her that if he and Lord Hartledon met there might be no wedding after all. She did her best to keep Lord Hartledon indoors, and the fact of the Rectors return from him.

Now who is going to defend Lord Hartledon? Not you or I. More foolish, more culpable weakness was never shown than in thus yielding to these schemes. Though ensnared by Maudes beauty, that was no excuse for him.

An accident  or what may be called one  delayed dinner. Two county friends of Hartledons, jolly fox-hunters in the season, had come riding a long way across country, and looked in to beg some refreshment. The dowager fumed, and was not decently civil; but she did not see her way to turning them out.

They talked and laughed and ate; and dinner was indefinitely prolonged. When the dowager and Lady Maude rose from table the former cast a meaning look at Lord Hartledon. Get rid of them as soon as you can, it plainly said.

But the fox-hunters liked good drinking as well as good eating, and sat on, enjoying their wine; their host, one of the most courteous of living men, giving no sign, by word or look, that he wished for their departure. He was rather silent, they observed; but the young clergyman, who made the fourth at the table, was voluble by nature. Captain Kirton had not yet left his sick bed.

Lady Maude sat alone in her room; the white robes upon her, the orthodox veil, meant to shade her fair face thrown back from it. She had sent away her attendants, bolted the door against her mother, and sat waiting her summons. Waiting and thinking. Her cheek rested on her hand, and her eyes were dreamy.

Is it true that whenever we are about to do an ill or unjust deed a shadow of the fruits it will bring comes over us as a warning? Some people will tell you so. A vision of the future seemed to rest on Maude Kirton as she sat there; and for the first time all the injustice of the approaching act rose in her mind as a solemn omen. The true facts were terribly distinct. Her own dislike (it was indeed no less than dislike) of the living lord, her lasting love for the dead one. All the miserable stratagems they had been guilty of to win him; the dishonest plotting and planning. What was she about to do? For her own advancement, to secure herself a position in the great world, and not for love, she was about to separate two hearts, which but for her would have been united in this world and the next. She was thrusting herself upon Lord Hartledon, knowing that in his true heart it was another that he loved, not her. Yes, she knew that full well. He admired her beauty, and was marrying her; marrying partly in pique against Anne Ashton; partly in blindfold submission to the deep schemes of her mother, brought to bear on his yielding nature. All the injustice done to Anne Ashton was in that moment beating its refrain upon her heart; and a thought crossed her  would God not avenge it? Another time she might have smiled at the thought as fanciful: it seemed awfully real now. I might give Val up yet, she murmured; theres just time.

She did not act upon the suggestion. Whether it was her warning, or whether it was not, she allowed it to slip from her. Hartledons broad lands and coronet resumed their fascination over her soul; and when her door was tried, Lady Maude had lost herself in that famous Spanish château we have all occupied on occasion, touching the alterations she had mentally planned in their town-house.

Goodness, Maude, what do you lock yourself in for?

Maude opened the door, and the countess-dowager floundered in. She was resplendent in one of her old yellow satin gowns, a white turban with a silver feather, and a pink scarf thrown on for ornament. The colours would no doubt blend well by candlelight.

Come, Maude. Theres no time to be lost.

Are the men gone?

Yes, they are gone; no thanks to Hartledon, though. He sat mooning on, never giving them the least hint to depart. Priddon told me so. Ill tell you what it is, Maude, youll have to shake your husband out of no end of ridiculous habits.

It is growing dark, exclaimed Maude, as she stepped into the corridor.

Dark! of course its dark, was the irascible answer; and they have had to light up the chapel, or Priddon couldnt have seen to read his book. And all through those confounded fox-hunters!

Lord Hartledon was not in the drawing-room, where Lady Kirton had left him only a minute before; and she looked round sharply.

Has he gone on to the chapel? she asked of the young clergyman.

No, I think not, replied Mr. Priddon, who was already in his canonicals. Hedges came in and said something to him, and they went out together.

A minute or two of impatience  she was in no mood to wait long  and then she rang the bell. It should be remarked that the old lady, either from excitement or some apprehension of failure, was shaking and jumping as if she had St. Vituss dance. Hedges came in.

Wheres your master? she tartly asked.

With Mr. Carr, my lady.

With Mr.  What did you say?

My lord is with Mr. Carr. He has just arrived.

A moment given to startled consternation and then the fury broke forth. The young parson had never had the pleasure of seeing one of these war-dances before, and backed against the wall in his starched surplice.

What brings him here? How dare he come uninvited?

I heard him say, my lady, that finding he had a Sunday to spare, he thought he would come and pass it at Hartledon, said the well-trained Hedges.

Ere the words had left his lips Lord Hartledon and Mr. Carr were present; the latter in a state of utter amazement and in his travelling dress, having only removed his overcoat.

Youll be my groomsman, Carr, said Hartledon. We have no adherents; this is a strictly private affair.

Did you send for Mr. Carr? whispered the countess-dowager, looking white through her rouge.

No; his coming has taken me by surprise, replied Hartledon, with a nervousness he could not wholly conceal.

They passed rapidly through the passages, marshalled by Hedges. Lord Hartledon led his bride, the countess-dowager walked with the clergyman, and Mr. Carr brought up the rear. The latter gentleman was wondering whether he had fallen into a dream that he should wake up from in the morning. The mode of procession was a little out of the common order of such affairs; but so was the marriage.

Now it happened, not very long before this, that Dr. Ashton was on his way home from a visit to a sick parishioner  a poor man, who said he believed life had been prolonged in him that his many years minister should be at his deathbed. Dr. Ashtons road lay beyond Hartledon, and in returning he crossed the road, which brought him out near the river, between Hartledon and the Rectory. Happening to cast his eyes that way, he saw a light where he had never seen one before  in the little unused chapel. Peering through the trees at the two low diamond-paned windows, to make sure he was not mistaken, Dr. Ashton quickened his pace: his thoughts glancing at fire.

He was well acquainted with Hartledon; and making his way in by the nearest entrance, he dashed along the passages to the chapel, meeting at length one of the servants.

John, he panted, quite out of breath with hurrying, theres a light in the chapel. I fear it is on fire.

Not at all, sir, replied the man. We have been lighting it up for my lords marriage. They have just gone in.

Lighting it up for what? exclaimed Dr. Ashton.

For my lords marriage, sir. Hes marrying Lady Maude. Its the old dowager, sir, who has got it up in this queer way, continued the man, venturing on a little confidential gossip with his Rector.

Dr. Ashton paused to collect his wits ere he walked into the chapel. The few wax-candles the servants had been able to put about only served to make the gloom visible. The party were taking their places, the young clergyman directing them where to stand. He opened his book and was commencing, when a hand was laid upon Hartledons shoulder.

Lord Hartledon, what is the meaning of this?

Lord Hartledon recognised the voice, and broke into a cold perspiration. He gave no answer; but the countess-dowager made up for his silence. Her temper, none of the mildest, had been considerably exasperated by the visit of the fox-hunters; it was made worse by the arrival of Mr. Carr. When she turned and saw what this formidable interruption was, she lost it altogether, as few, calling themselves gentlewomen, can lose it. As she peered into the face of Dr. Ashton, her own was scarlet and yellow, and her voice rose to a shriek.

You prying parson, where did you spring from? Are you not ashamed to dodge Lord Hartledon in his own house? You might be taken up and imprisoned for it.

Lord Hartledon, said Dr. Ashton, I

How dare you persist, I ask you? shrieked the old woman, whilst the young clergyman stood aghast, and Mr. Carr folded his arms, and resolutely fixed his eyes on the floor. Because Hartledon once had a flirtation with your daughter, does that give you leave to haunt him as if you were his double?

Madam, said Dr. Ashton, contriving still to subdue his anger, I must, I will speak to Lord Hartledon. Allow me to do so without disturbance. Lord Hartledon, I wait for an answer: Are you about to marry this young lady?

Yes, he is, foamed the dowager; I tell you so. Now then?

Then, madam, proceeded the doctor, this marriage owes its rise to you. You will do well to consider whether you are doing them a kindness or an injury in permitting it. You have deliberately set yourself to frustrate the hopes of Lord Hartledon and my daughter: will a marriage, thus treacherously entered into, bring happiness with it?

Oh, you wicked man! cried the dowager. You would like to call a curse upon them.

No, shuddered Dr. Ashton; if a curse ever attends them, it will not be through any wish of mine. Lord Hartledon, I knew you as a boy; I have loved you as a son; and if I speak now, it is as your pastor, and for your own sake. This marriage looks very like a clandestine one, as though you were ashamed of the step you are taking, and dared not enter on it in the clear face of day. I would have you consider that this sort of proceeding does not usually bring a blessing with it.

If ever Val felt convicted of utter cowardice, he felt so then. All the wretched sophistry by which he had been beguiled into the step, by which he had beguiled himself; all the iniquity of his past conduct to Miss Ashton, rose up before his mind in its naked truth. He dared not reply to the doctor for very shame. A sorry figure he cut, standing there, Lady Maude beside him.

The last time you entered my house, Lord Hartledon, it was to speak of your coming marriage with Anne

And you would like him to go there again and arrange it, interrupted the incensed dowager, whose head had begun to nod so vehemently that she could not stop it. Oh yes, I dare say!

By what right have you thus trifled with her? continued the Rector, ignoring the nodding woman and her words, and confronting Lord Hartledon. Is it a light matter, think you, to gain a maidens best love, and then to desert her for a fresh face? You have been playing fast-and-loose for some little time: and I gave you more than one opportunity of retiring, if you so willed it  of openly retiring, you understand; not of doing so in this secret, disreputable manner. Your conscience will prick you in after-life, unless I am mistaken.

Val opened his lips, but the Rector put up his hand.

A moment yet. That I am not endeavouring to recall Annes claims on you in saying this, I am sure you are perfectly aware, knowing me as you do. I never deemed you worthy of her  you know that, Lord Hartledon; and you never were so. Were you a free man at this moment, and went down on your knees to implore me to give you Anne, I would not do it. You have forfeited her; you have forfeited the esteem of all good men. But that I am a Christian minister, I should visit your dishonour upon you as you deserve.

Will you cease? raved the dowager; and Dr. Ashton wheeled round upon her.

There is less excuse for your past conduct, madam, than for his. You have played on Lord Hartledons known irresolution to mould him to your will. I see now the aim of the letter you favoured me with at Cannes, when you requested, with so much candour, that he might be left for a time unfettered by any correspondence with Miss Ashton. Well, you have obtained your ends. Your covetous wish that you and your daughter should reign at Hartledon is on the point of being gratified. The honour of marrying Lady Maude was intended both by you and her for the late Lord Hartledon. Failing him, you transferred your hopes to the present one, regardless of who suffered, or what hearts or honour might be broken in the process.

Will nobody put this disreputable parson outside? raved the dowager.

I do not seek to bring reproach home to you; let that, ladies, lie between yourselves and conscience. I only draw your attention to the facts; which have been sufficiently patent to the world, whatever Lord Hartledon may think. And now I have said my say, and leave you; but I declare that were I performing this burlesque of a marriage, as that young clergyman is about to do, I should feel my prayers for the divine blessing to attend it were but a vain mockery.

He turned to leave the chapel with quick steps, when Lord Hartledon, shaking off Maude, darted forward and caught his arm.

You will tell me one thing at least: Is Anne not going to marry Colonel Barnaby?

Sir! thundered the doctor. Going to marry whom?

I heard it, he faltered. I believed it to be the truth.

You may have heard it, but you did not believe it, Lord Hartledon. You knew Anne better. Do not add this false excuse to the rest.

Pleasant! Infinitely so for the bridegrooms tingling ears. Dr. Ashton walked out of the chapel, and Val stood for a few moments where he was, looking up and down in the dim light. It might be that in his mental confusion he was deliberating what his course should be; but thought and common sense came to him, and he knew he could not desert Lady Maude, having brought matters so far to an end.

Proceed, he said to the young clergyman, stalking back to the altar. Get  it  over quickly.

Mr. Carr unfolded his arms and approached Lord Hartledon. He was the only one who had caught the expression of the brides face when Hartledon dropped her arm. It spoke of bitter malice; it spoke, now that he had returned to her, of an evil triumph; and it occurred to Thomas Carr to think that he should not like a wife of his to be seen with that expression on her bridal face.

Lord Hartledon, you must excuse me if I do not remain to countenance this wedding, he said in low but distinct tones. Before hearing what I have heard from that good man, I had hesitated about it; but I was lost in surprise. Fare you well. I shall have left by the time you quit the chapel.

He held out his hand, and Val mechanically shook it. The retreating steps of Mr. Carr, following in the wake of Dr. Ashton, were heard, as Lord Hartledon spoke again to the clergyman with irritable sharpness:

Why dont you begin?

And the countess-dowager fanned herself complacently, and neither she nor Maude cared for the absence of a groomsman. But Maude was not quite hardened yet; and the shame of her situation was tingeing her eyelids.




CHAPTER XVIII.

THE STRANGER.

Lord Hartledon was leading his bride through the chapel at the conclusion of the ceremony, when his attention was caught by something outside one of the windows. At first he thought it was a black cat curled up in some impossible fashion, but soon saw it was a dark human face. And that face he discovered to be Mr. Pikes, peering earnestly in.

Hedges, send that man away. How dare he intrude himself in this manner? How has he got up to the window?

For these windows were high beyond the ordinary height of man. Hedges went out, a sharp reprimand on his tongue, and found that Mr. Pike had been at the trouble of carrying a heap of stones from a distance and piling them up to stand upon.

Well, you must have a curiosity! he exclaimed, in his surprise. Just put those stones back in their places, and take yourself away.

You are right, said the man. I have a curiosity in all that concerns the new lord. But I am going away now.

He leaped down as he spoke, and began to replace the stones. Hedges went in again.

The carriage, waiting to convey them away, was already at the door, the impatient horses pawing the ground. Maude changed her dress with all speed; and in driving down the road by starlight they overtook Thomas Carr, carrying his own portmanteau. Lord Hartledon let down the window impulsively, as if he would have spoken, but seemed to recollect himself, and drew it up again.

What is it? asked Maude.

Mr. Carr.

It was the first word he had spoken to her since the ceremony. His silence had frightened her: what if he should resent on her the cruel words spoken by Dr. Ashton? Sick, trembling, her beautiful face humble and tearful enough now, she bent it on his shoulder in a shower of bitter tears.

Oh, Percival, Percival! surely you are not going to punish me for what has passed?

A moments struggle with himself, and he turned and took both her hands in his.

It may be that neither of us is free from blame, Maude, in regard to the past. All we can now do, as it seems to me, is to forget it together, and make the best of the future.

And you will forget Anne Ashton? she whispered.

Of course I shall forget her. I ask nothing better than to forget her from this moment. I have made you my wife; and I will try to make your happiness.

He bent and kissed her face. Maude, in some restlessness, as it seemed, withdrew to her own corner of the carriage and cried softly; and Lord Hartledon let down the glass again to look back after Thomas Carr and his portmanteau in the starlight.

The only perfectly satisfied person was the countess-dowager. All the little annoying hindrances went for nothing now that the desired end was accomplished, and she was in high feather when she bade adieu to the amiable young clergyman, who had to depart that night for his curacy, ten miles away, to be in readiness for the morrows services.

If you please, my lady, Captain Kirton has been asking for you once or twice, said Hedges, entering the dowagers private sitting-room.

Then Captain Kirton must ask, retorted the dowager, who was sitting down to her letters, which she had left unopened since their arrival in the morning, in her anxiety for other interests. Hedges, I should like some supper: I had only a scrambling sort of dinner. You can bring it up here. Something nice; and a bottle of champagne.

Hedges withdrew with the order, and Lady Kirton applied herself to her letters. The first she opened was from the daughter who had married the French count. It told a pitiful tale of distress, and humbly craved to be permitted to come over on a fortnights visit, she and her two sickly children, for a little change.

I dare say! emphatically cried the dowager. What next? No, thank you, my lady; now that I have at least a firm footing in this house  as that blessed parson said  I am not going to risk it by filling it with every bothering child I possess. Bob departs as soon as his legs well. Why whats this?

She had come upon a concluding line as she was returning the letter to the envelope. P.S. If I dont hear from you very decisively to the contrary, I shall come, and trust to your good nature to forgive it. I want to see Bob.

Oh, thats it, is it! said the dowager. She means to come, whether I will or no. That girl always had enough impudence for a dozen.

Drawing a sheet of paper out of her desk, she wrote a few rapid lines.

Dear Jane,

For mercys sake keep those poor children and yourself away! We have had an aweful infectious fever rageing in the place, which it was thought to be cured, but its on the break out again  several deaths, Hartledon and Maude (married of course) have gone out of its reach and Im thinking of it if Bobs leg which is better permits. Youd not like I dare say to see the children in a coffin apiece and yourself in a third, as might be the end. Small-pox is raging at Garchester a neighbouring town, that will be awful if it gets to us and I hear its on the road and with kind love believe me your affectionate

MOTHER.

P.S. I am sorry for what you tell me about Ugo and the state of affairs chey vous. But you know you would marry him so theres nobody to blame. Ah! Maude has gone by my advice and done as I said and the consequence is shes a peeress for life and got a handsome young husband without a will of his own.

The countess-dowager was not very adroit at spelling and composition, whether French or English, as you observe. She made an end of her correspondence, and sat down to a delicious little supper alone; as she best liked to enjoy these treats. The champagne was excellent, and she poured out a full tumbler of it at once, by way of wishing good luck to Maudes triumphant wedding.

And it is a triumph! she said, as she put down the empty glass. I hope it will bring Jane and the rest to a sense of their folly.

A triumph? If you could only have looked into the future, Lady Kirton! A triumph!

The above was not the only letter written that evening. At the hotel where Lord and Lady Hartledon halted for the night, when she had retired under convoy of her maid, then Vals restrained remorse broke out. He paced the room in a sort of mad restlessness; in the midst of which he suddenly sat down to a table on which lay pens, ink, and paper, and poured forth hasty sentences in his minds wretched tumult.

My Dear Mrs. Ashton,

I cannot address you in any more formal words, although you will have reason to fling down the letter at my presuming to use these now  for dear, most dear, you will ever be to me.

What can I say? Why do I write to you? Indeed to the latter question I can only answer I do not know, save that some instinct of good feeling, not utterly dead within me, is urging me to it.

Will you let me for a moment throw conventionality aside; will you for that brief space of time let me speak truly and freely to you, as one might speak who has passed the confines of this world?

When a man behaves to a woman as I, to my eternal shame, have this day behaved to Anne, it is, I think, a common custom to regard the false man as having achieved a sort of triumph; to attribute somewhat of humiliation to the other.

Dear Mrs. Ashton, I cannot sleep until I have said to you that in my case the very contrary is the fact. A more abject, humiliated man than I stand at this hour in my own eyes never yet took his sins upon his soul. Even you might be appeased if you could look into mine and see its sense of degradation.

That my punishment has already come home to me is only just; that I shall have to conceal it from all the world, including my wife, will not lessen its sting.

I have this evening married Maude Kirton. I might tell you of unfair play brought to bear upon me, of a positive assurance, apparently well grounded, that Anne had entered into an engagement to wed another, could I admit that these facts were any excuse for me. They are no excuse; not the slightest palliation. My own yielding folly alone is to blame, and I shall take shame to myself for ever.

I write this to you as I might have written it to my own mother, were she living; not as an expiation; only to tell of my pain; that I am not utterly hardened; that I would sue on my knees for pardon, were it not shut out from me by my own act. There is no pardon for such as I. When you have torn it in pieces, you will, I trust, forget the writer.

God bless you, dear Mrs. Ashton! God bless and comfort another who is dear to you!  and believe me with true undying remorse your once attached friend,

Hartledon.

It was a curious letter to write; but men of Lord Hartledons sensitive temperament in regard to others feelings often do strange things; things the world at large would stare at in their inability to understand them. The remorse might not have come home to him quite so soon as this, his wedding-day, but for the inopportune appearance of Dr. Ashton in the chapel, speaking those words that told home so forcibly. Such reproach on these vacillating men inflicts a torture that burns into the heart like living fire.

He sealed the letter, addressing it to Cannes; called a waiter, late as it was, and desired him to post it. And then he walked about the room, reflecting on the curse of his life  his besetting sin  irresolution. It seemed almost an anomaly for him to make resolves; but he did make one then; that he would, with the help of Heaven, be a MAN from henceforth, however it might crucify his sensitive feelings. And for the future, the obligation he had that day taken upon himself he determined to fulfil to his uttermost in all honour and love; to cherish his wife as he would have cherished Anne Ashton. For the past  but Lord Hartledon rose up now with a start. There was one item of that past he dared not glance at, which did not, however, relate to Miss Ashton: and it appeared inclined to thrust itself prominently forward to-night.

Could Lord Hartledon have borrowed somewhat of the easy indifference of the countess-dowager, he had been a happier man. That lady would have made a female Nero, enjoying herself while Rome was burning. She remained on in her snug quarters at Hartledon, and lived in clover.

One evening, rather more than a week after the marriage, Hedges had been on an errand to Calne, and was hastening home. In the lonely part of the road near Hartledon, upon turning a sharp corner, he came upon Mirrable, who was standing talking to Pike, very much to the butlers surprise. Pike walked away at once; and the butler spoke.

He is not an acquaintance of yours, that man, Mrs. Mirrable?

Indeed no, she answered, tossing her head. It was like his impudence to stop me. Rather flurried me too, she continued: and indeed Hedges noticed that she seemed flurried.

What did he stop you for? To beg?

Not that. Ive never heard that he does beg. He accosted me with a cool question as to when his lordship was coming back to Hartledon. I answered that it could not be any business of his. And then you came up.

He is uncommon curious as to my lord. I cant make it out. Ive seen him prowling about the grounds: and the night of the marriage he was mounted up at the chapel window. Lord Hartledon saw him, too. I should like to know what he wants.

By a half-word he let drop, I fancy he has a crotchet in his head that his lordship will find him some work when he comes home. But I must go on my way, added Mirrable. Mrs. Gums not well, and I sent word Id look in for half-an-hour this evening.

Hedges had to go on his way also, for it was close upon the countess-dowagers dinner-hour, at which ceremony he must attend. Putting his best foot forward, he walked at more than an ordinary pace, and overtook a gentleman almost at the very door of Hartledon. The stranger was approaching the front entrance, Hedges was wheeling off to the back; but the former turned and spoke. A tall, broad-shouldered, grey-haired man, with high cheek-bones. Hedges took him for a clergyman from his attire; black, with a white neckcloth.

This is Hartledon House, I believe, he said, speaking with a Scotch accent.

Yes, sir.

Do you belong to it?

I am Lord Hartledons butler.

Is Lord Hartledon at home?

No, sir. He is in France.

I read a notice of his marriage in the public papers, continued the stranger, whose eyes were fixed on Hedges. It was, I suppose, a correct one?

My lord was married the week before last: about ten or eleven days ago.

Ay; April the fourteenth, the paper said. She is one of the Kirton family. When do you expect him home?

I dont know at all, sir. Ive not heard anything about it.

He is in France, you say, Paris, I suppose. Can you furnish me with his address?

Up to this point the colloquy had proceeded smoothly on both sides: but it suddenly flashed into the mind of Hedges that the strangers manner was somewhat mysterious, though in what the mystery lay he could not have defined. The communicative man, true to the interests of his master, became cautious at once: he supposed some of Lord Hartledons worries, contracted when he was Mr. Elster, were returning upon him.

I cannot give his address, sir. And for the matter of that, it might not be of use if I could. Lord and Lady Hartledon did not intend remaining any length of time in one place.

The stranger had dug the point of his umbrella into the level greensward that bounded the gravel, and swayed the handle about with his hand, pausing in thought.

I have come a long way to see Lord Hartledon, he observed. It might be less trouble and cost for me to go on to Paris and see him there, than to start back for home, and come here again when he returns to England. Are you sure you cant give me his address?

Im very sorry I cant, sir. There was a talk of their going on to Switzerland, continued Hedges, improvising the journey, and so coming back through Germany; and there was a talk of their making Italy before the heat came on, and stopping there. Any way, sir, I dare say they are already away from Paris.

The stranger regarded Hedges attentively, rather to the discomfiture of that functionary, who thought he was doubted. He then asked a great many questions, some about Lord Hartledons personal habits, some about Lady Maude: the butler answered them freely or cautiously, as he thought he might, feeling inclined all the while to chase the intruder off the premises. Presently he turned his attention on the house.

A fine old place, this, Mr. Butler.

Yes, sir.

I suppose I could look over it, if I wished?

Hedges hesitated. He was privately asking himself whether the law would allow the stranger, if he had come after any debt of Lord Hartledons, to refuse to leave the house, once he got into it.

I could ask Lady Kirton, sir, if you particularly wished it.

Lady Kirton? You have some one in the house, then!

The Dowager Lady Kirtons here, sir. One of her sons also  Captain Kirton; but he is confined to his room.

Then I would rather not go in, said the stranger quickly. Im very disappointed to have come all this way and not find Lord Hartledon.

Can I forward any letter for you, sir? If youd like to intrust one to me, Ill send it as soon as we know of any certain address.

No  no, I think not, said the stranger, musingly. There might be danger, he muttered to himself, but Hedges caught the words.

He stood swaying the umbrella-handle about, looking down at it, as if that would assist his decision. Then he looked at Hedges.

My business with Lord Hartledon is quite private, and I would rather not write. Ill wait until he is back in England: and see him then.

What name, sir? asked Hedges, as the stranger turned away.

I would prefer not to leave my name, was the candid answer. Good evening.

He walked briskly down the avenue, and Hedges stood looking after him, slightly puzzled in his mind.

I dont believe its a creditor; that I dont. He looks like a parson to me. But its some trouble though, if its not debt. Danger was the word: there might be danger. Danger in writing, he meant. Any way, Im glad he didnt go in to that ferreting old dowager. And whatever it may be, his lordships able to pay it now.




CHAPTER XIX.

A CHANCE MEETING.

Some few weeks went by. On a fine June morning Lord and Lady Hartledon were breakfasting at their hotel in the Rue Rivoli. She was listlessly playing with her cup; he was glancing over Galignanis.

Maude, he suddenly exclaimed, the fountains are to play on Sunday at Versailles. Will you go to see them?

I am tired of sight-seeing, and tired of Paris too, was Lady Hartledons answer, spoken with apathy.

Are you? he returned, with animation, as though not sorry to hear the avowal. Then we wont stay in Paris any longer. When shall we leave?

Are the letters not late this morning? she asked, allowing the question to pass.

Lord Hartledon glanced at the clock. Very late: and we are late also. Are you expecting any in particular?

I dont know. This chocolate is cold.

That is easily remedied, said he, rising to ring the bell. They can bring in some fresh.

And keep us waiting half-an-hour! she grumbled.

The hotel is crammed up to the mansarde, said good-natured Lord Hartledon, who was easily pleased, and rather tolerant of neglect in French hotels. Is not that the right word, Maude? You took me to task yesterday for saying garret. The servants are run off their legs.

Then the hotel should keep more servants. I am quite sick of having to ring twice. A week ago I wished I was out of the place.

My dear Maude, why did you not say so? If youd like to go on at once to Germany

Lettres et journal pour monsieur, interrupted a waiter, entering with two letters and the Times.

One for you, Maude, handing a letter to his wife. Dont go, he continued to the waiter; we want some more chocolate; this is cold. Tell him in French, Maude.

But Lady Hartledon did not hear; or if she heard, did not heed; she was already absorbed in the contents of her letter.

Ici, said Hartledon, pushing the chocolate-pot towards the man, and rallying the best French he could command, encore du chocolat. Toute froide, this. Et puis dépêchez vous; il est tarde, et nous avons besoin de sortir.

The man was accustomed to the French of Englishmen, and withdrew without moving a muscle of his face. But Lady Hartledons ears had been set on edge.

Dont attempt French again, Val. Theyll understand you if you speak in English.

Did I make any mistake? he asked good-humouredly. I could speak French once; but am out of practice. Its the genders bother one.

Fine French it must have been! thought her ladyship. Who is your letter from?

My bankers, I think. About Germany, Maude  would you like to go there?

Yes. Later. After we have been to London.

To London!

We will go to London at once, Percival; stay there for the rest of the season, and then

My dear, he interrupted, his face overcast, the season is nearly over. It will be of no use going there now.

Plenty of use. We shall have quite six weeks of it. Dont look cross, Val; I have set my heart upon it.

But have you considered the difficulties? In the first place, we have no house in town; in the second

Oh yes we have: a very good house.

Lord Hartledon paused, and looked at her; he thought she was joking. Where is it? he asked in merry tones; at the top of the Monument?

It is in Piccadilly, she coolly replied. Do you remember, some days ago, I read out an advertisement of a house that was to be let there for the remainder of the season, and remarked that it would suit us?

That it might suit us, had we wanted one, put in Val.

I wrote off at once to mamma, and begged her to see after it and engage it for us, she continued, disregarding her husbands amendment. She now tells me she has done so, and ordered servants up from Hartledon. By the time this letter reaches me she says it will be in readiness.

Lord Hartledon in his astonishment could scarcely find words to reply. You wrote  yourself  and ordered the house to be taken?

Yes. You are difficult to convince, Val.

Then I think it was your duty to have first consulted me, Lady Maude, he said, feeling deeply mortified.

Thank you, she laughed. I have not been Lady Maude this two months.

I beg your pardon, Lady Hartledon.

Now dont pretend to be offended, Val. I have only saved you trouble.

Maude, he said, rallying his good humour, it was not right. Let us  for Heavens sake let us begin as we mean to go on: our interests must be one, not separate. Why did you not tell me you wished to return to London, and allow me to see after an abode for us? It would have been the proper way.

Well, the truth is, I saw you did not want to go; you kept holding back from it; and if I had spoken you would have shillyshallied over it until the season was over. Every one I know is in London now.

The waiter entered with the fresh chocolate, and retired again. Lord Hartledon was standing at the window then. His wife went up to him, and stole her hand within his arm.

Im sorry if I have offended you, Val. Its no great matter to have done.

I think it was, Maude. However  dont act for yourself in future; let me know your wishes. I do not think you have expressed a wish, or half a wish, since our marriage, but I have felt a pleasure in gratifying it.

You good old fellow! But I am given to having a will of my own, and to act independently. Im like mamma in that. Val, we will start to-morrow: have you any orders for the servants? I can transmit them through mamma.

I have no orders. This is your expedition, Maude, not mine; and, I assure you, I feel like a man in utter darkness in regard to it. Allow me to see your mothers letter.

Lady Hartledon had put the letter safely into her pocket.

I would rather not, Percival: it contains a few private words to myself, and mamma has always an objection to her letters being shown. Ill read you all necessary particulars. You must let me have some money to-day.

How much? asked he, from between his compressed lips.

Oceans. I owe for millinery and things. And, Val, Ill go to Versailles this afternoon, if you like. I want to see some of the rooms again.

Very well, he answered.

She poured out some chocolate, took it hurriedly, and quitted the room, leaving her husband in a disheartening reverie. That Lady Hartledon and Maude Kirton were two very distinct persons he had discovered already; the one had been all gentleness and childlike suavity, the other was positive, extravagant, and self-willed; the one had made a pretence of loving him beyond all other things in life, the other was making very little show of loving him at all, or of concealing her indifference. Lord Hartledon was not the only husband who has been disagreeably astonished by a similar metamorphosis.

The following was the letter of the countess-dowager:

Darling Maude,

I have secured the house you write about and send by this post for Hedges and a few of the rest from Hartledon. It wont accommodate a large establishment I can tell you and youll be disappointed when you come over to take possession which you can do when you choose. Val was a fool for letting his town house in the spring but of course we know he is one and must put up with it. Whatever you do, dont consult him about any earthly thing take your own way, he never did have much of a will and you must let him have none for the future. Youve got a splendid chance can spend what you like and rule in society and hell subside into a tame spaniel.

Maude if you are such an idiot Ill shake you. Find youve made a dredful mistake?  cant bear your husband?  keep thinking always of Edward? A child might write such utter rubish but not you, what does it matter whether ones husband is liked or disliked, provided he gives one position and wealth? Go to Amiens and stop with Jane for a week and see her plight and then grumble at your own, you are an idiot.

Im quite glad about your taking this town-house, and shall enter into posession myself as soon as the servants are up, and await you. Bobs quite well and joins to-day and of course gives up his lodgings, which have been wretchedly confined and uncomfortable and where I should have gone to but for this move of yours I dont know. Mind you bring me over a Parisian bonnet or two or some articles of that sort. Im nearly in rags, Kirtons as undutiful as he can be but its that wife of his.

Your affectionate mother,

C. Kirton.

The letter will give you some guide to the policy of Maude Hartledon since her marriage. She did find she had made a mistake. She cared no more for her husband now than she had cared for him before; and it was a positive fact that she despised him for walking so tamely into the snare laid for him by herself and her mother. Nevertheless she triumphed; he had made her a peeress, and she did care for that; she cared also for the broad lands of Hartledon. That she was unwise in assuming her own will so promptly, with little regard to consulting his, she might yet discover.

At Versailles that day  to which place they went in accordance with Maudes wish  there occurred a rencontre which Lord Hartledon would willingly have gone to the very ends of the earth to avoid. It happened to be rather full for Versailles; many of the visitors in Paris apparently having taken it into their minds to go; indeed, Maudes wish was induced by the fact that some of her acquaintances in the gay capital were going also.

You may possibly remember a very small room in the galleries, exceedingly small as compared with the rest, chiefly hung with English portraits. They were in this room, amidst the little crowd that filled it, when Lord Hartledon became aware that his wife had encountered some long-lost friend. There was much greeting and shaking of hands. He caught the name  Kattle; and being a somewhat singular name, he recognised it for that of the lady who had been sojourning at Cannes, and had sent the news of Miss Ashtons supposed engagement to the countess-dowager. There was the usual babble on both sides  where each was staying, had been staying, would be staying; and then Lord Hartledon heard the following words from Mrs. Kattle.

How strange I should have seen you! I have met you, the Fords, and the Ashtons here, and did not know that any of you were in Paris. Its true I only arrived yesterday. Such a long illness, my dear, I had at Turin!

The Ashtons! involuntarily repeated Maude. Are they here?  in the château? And it instantly occurred to her how she should like to meet them, and parade her triumph. If ever a spark of feeling for her husband arose within Maudes heart, it was when she thought of Anne Ashton. She was bitterly jealous of her still.

Yes, here; I saw them not three minutes ago. They are only now on their road home from Cannes. Fancy their making so long a stay!

You wrote mamma word that Miss Ashton was about to marry some Colonel Barnaby.

Mrs. Kattle laughed. It is possible that written news might have been asked for by the countess-dowager.

Well, my dear, and so I did; but it turned out to be a mistake. He did admire her; there was no mistake about that; and I dare say she might have had him if she liked. Hows your brother and his poor leg?

Oh, he is well, answered Maude. Au revoir; I cant stand this crush any longer.

It was really a crush just then in the room; and though Maude escaped from it dexterously, Lord Hartledon did not. He was wedged in behind some stout women, and had the pleasure of hearing another word or two from Mrs. Kattle.

Who was that? asked a lady, who appeared to be her companion.

Lady Hartledon. He was only the younger brother until a few months ago, but the elder one got drowned in some inexplicable manner on his own estate, and this one came into the title. The old dowager began at once to angle for him, and succeeded in hooking him. She used to write me word how it progressed.

She is very beautiful.

Very.

Lord Hartledon made his escape, and found his wife looking round for him. She was struck by the aspect of his face.

Are you ill, Percival?

Ill? No. But I dont care how soon we get out of these rooms. I cant think what brings so many people in them to-day.

He has heard that shes here, and would like to avoid her, thought Maude as she took the arm he held out. The large rooms are empty enough, Im sure, she remarked. Shall we have time to go to the Trianon?

If you like. Yes.

He began to hurry through the rooms. Maude, however, was in no mood to be hurried, but stopped here and stopped there. All at once they met a large party of friends; those she had originally expected to meet. Quitting her husbands arm, she became lost amongst them.

There was no help for it; and Lord Hartledon, resigning himself to the detention, took up his standing before the pictures and stared at them, his back to the room. He saw a good deal to interest him, in spite of his rather tumultuous state of mind, and remained there until he found himself surrounded by other spectators. Turning hastily with a view to escaping, he trod upon a ladys dress. She looked up at his word of apology, and they stood face to face  himself and Miss Ashton!

That both utterly lost their presence of mind would have been conclusive to the spectators, had any regarded them; but none did so. They were strangers amidst the crowd. For the space of a moment each gazed on the other, spell-bound. Lord Hartledons honest blue eyes were riveted on her face with a strangely yearning expression of repentance  her sweet face, which had turned as white as ashes. He wore mourning still for his brother, and was the most distinguished-looking man in the château that day. Anne was in a trailing lilac silk, with a white gossamer-bonnet. That the heart of each went out to the other, as it had perhaps never gone out before, it may be no sin to say. Sin or no sin, it was the truth. The real value of a thing, as you know, is never felt until it is lost. For two months each had been dutifully striving to forget the other, and believed they were succeeding; and this first accidental meeting roused up the past in all its fever of passion.

No more conscious of what he did than if he had been in a dream, Lord Hartledon held out his hand; and she, quite as unconscious, mechanically met it with hers. What confused words of greeting went forth from his lips he never knew; she as little; but this state of bewildered feeling lasted only a minute; recollection came to both, and she strove to withdraw her hand to retreat.

God bless you, Anne! was all he whispered, his fervent words marred by their tone of pain; and he wrung her hand as he released it.

Turning away he caught the eyes of his wife riveted on them; she had evidently seen the meeting, and her colour was high. Lord Hartledon walked straight into the next room, and Maude went up to Anne.

How do you do, Miss Ashton? I am so glad to meet you. I have just heard you were here from Mrs. Kattle. You have been speaking to my husband.

Anne bowed; she did not lose her presence of mind at this encounter. A few civil words of reply given with courteous dignity, and she moved away with a bright flush on her cheek, towards Dr. and Mrs. Ashton, who were standing arm-in-arm enraptured before a remote picture, cognizant of nothing else.

How thin she looks! exclaimed Maude, as she rejoined her husband, and took his arm.

Who looks thin?

Miss Ashton. I wonder she did not fling your hand away, instead of putting her own into it!

Do you wish to see the Trianon? We shall be late.

Yes, I do wish to see it. But you need not speak in that tone: it was not my fault that we met her.

He answered never a syllable. His lips were compressed to pain, and his face was hectic; but he would not be drawn into reproaching his wife by so much as a word, for the sort of taste she was displaying. The manner in which he had treated Miss Ashton and her family was ever in his mind, more or less, in all its bitter, humiliating disgrace. The worst part of it to Val was, that there could be no reparation.

The following day Lord Hartledon and his wife took their departure from Paris; and if anything could have imparted especial gratification on his arriving in London at the hired house, it was to find that his wifes mother was not in it. Val had come home against his will; he had not wished to be in London that season; rather would he have buried himself and his haunting sense of shame on the tolerant Continent; and he certainly had not wished his wife to make her debut in a small hired house. When he let his own, nothing could have been further from his thoughts than marriage. As to this house  Lady Kirton had told her daughter she would be disappointed in it; but when Maude saw its dimensions, its shabby entrance, its want of style altogether, she was dismayed. And after that glowing advertisement! she breathed resentfully. It was one of the smallest houses facing the Green Park.

Hedges came forward with an apology from the countess-dowager. An apology for not invading their house and inflicting her presence upon them uninvited! A telegraphic despatch from Lord Kirton had summoned her to Ireland on the previous day; and Vals face grew bright as he heard it.

What was the matter, Hedges? inquired his mistress. Im sure my brother would not telegraph unless it was something.

The message didnt say, my lady. It was just a few words, asking her ladyship to go off by the first train, but giving no reason.

I wonder she went, then, observed Val to his wife, as they looked into the different rooms. But Maude did not wonder: she knew how anxious her mother was to be on good terms with her eldest son, from whom she received occasional supplies. Rather would she quarrel with the whole world than with him.

I think it a good thing she has gone, Maude, said he. There certainly would not have been room for her and for us in this house.

And so do I, answered Maude, looking round her bed-chamber. If mamma fancies shes going to inflict herself upon us for good shes mistaken. She and I might quarrel, perhaps; for I know shed try to control me. Val, what are we to do in this small house?

The best we can. We have made the bargain, you know, and taken possession now.

You are laughing. I declare I think you are glad it has turned out what it is!

I am not sorry, he avowed. Youll let me cater for you another time, Maude.

She put up her face to be kissed. Dont be angry with me. It is our home-coming.

Angry! he repeated. I have never shown anger to you yet, Maude. Never a woman had a more indulgent husband than you shall have in me.

You dont say a loving one, Val!

And a loving one also: if you will only let me be so.

What do you mean?

Love requires love in return. We shall be happy, I am sure, if you so will it. Only let us pull together; one mind, one interest. Heres your maid. I wonder where my dressing room is?

And thus they entered on what remained of the London season. The newspapers announced the arrival of Lord and Lady Hartledon, and Maude read it aloud to her husband. She might have retained peace longer, however, had that announcement not gone forth to the four corners of the land.

Only let us pull together! A very few days indeed sufficed to dissipate that illusion. Lady Hartledon plunged madly into all the gaieties of the dying season, as though to make up for lost time; Lord Hartledon never felt less inclined to plunge into anything, unless it was the waters of oblivion. He held back from some places, but she did not appear to care, going her way in a very positive, off-hand manner, according to her own will, and paying not the slightest deference to his.




CHAPTER XX.

THE STRANGER AGAIN.

On a burning day at the end of June, Lord Hartledon was walking towards the Temple. He had not yet sought out his friend Thomas Carr; a sense of shame held him back; but he was on his way to do so now.

Turning down Essex Street and so to the left, he traversed the courts and windings, and mounted the stairs to the barristers rooms. Many a merry hour had he passed in those three small rooms, dignified with the name of Mr. Carrs chambers, but which were in fact also Mr. Carrs dwelling-place  and some sad ones.

Lord Hartledon knocked at the outer door with his stick  a somewhat faint, doubtful knock; not with the free hand of one at ease with himself and the world. For one thing, he was uncertain as to the reception he should meet with.

Mr. Carr came to the door himself; his clerk was out. When he saw who was his visitor he stood in comic surprise. Val stepped in, extending his hand; and it was heartily taken.

You are not offended with me, then, Carr?

Nay, said Mr. Carr, I have no reason to be offended. Your sin was not against me.

Thats a strong word, sin.

It is spoken, was the answer; but I need not speak it again. I dont intend to quarrel with you. I was not, I repeat, the injured party.

Yet you took yourself off in dudgeon, as though you were, leaving me without a groomsman.

I would not remain to witness a marriage that  that you ought not to have entered upon.

Well, its done and over, and need not be brought up again, returned Hartledon, a shade of annoyance in his tones.

Certainly not. I have no wish or right to bring it up. How is Lady Hartledon?

She is very well. And now what has kept you away, Carr? We have been in London nearly a fortnight, and youve never been near me. I thought you were going to quarrel.

I did not know you had returned.

Not know it! Why all the newspapers had it in amongst the fashionable intelligence.

I have more to do with my time than to look at the fashionable portion of the papers. Not being fashionable myself, it doesnt interest me.

Yes, its about a fortnight since we came back to this hateful place, returned Hartledon, his light tone subsiding into seriousness. I am out of conceit with England just now; and would far rather have gone to the Antipodes.

Then why did you come back to it? inquired the barrister, in surprise.

My wife gave me no choice. She possesses a will of her own. It is the ordinary thing, perhaps, for wives to do so.

Some do, and some dont, observed Thomas Carr, who never flattered at the expense of truth. Are you going down to Hartledon?

Hartledon! with a perceptible shiver. In the mind I am in, I shall never visit Hartledon again; there are some in its vicinity I would rather not insult by my presence. Why do you bring up disagreeable subjects?

You will have to get over that feeling, observed Mr. Carr, disregarding the hint, and taking out his probing-knife. And the sooner it is got over the better for all parties. You cannot become an exile from your own place. Are they at Calne now?

Yes. They were in Paris just before we left it, and there was an encounter at Versailles. I wished myself dead; I declare I did. A day or two after we came to England they crossed over, and went straight down to Calne. There  dont say any more.

The longer you keep away from Hartledon the greater effort it will cost you to go down to it; and

I wont go to Hartledon, he interrupted, in a sort of fury; neither perhaps would you, in my place.

Sir, cried Mr. Carrs clerk, bustling in and addressing his master, you are waited for at the chambers of Serjeant Gale. The consultation is on.

Lord Hartledon rose.

I will not detain you, Carr; business must be attended to. Will you come and dine with us this evening? Only me and my wife. Heres where we are staying  Piccadilly. My own house is let, you know.

I have no engagement, and will come with pleasure, said Mr. Carr, taking the card. What hour?

Ah, thats just what I cant tell you. Lady Hartledon orders dinner to suit her engagements  any time between six and nine! I never know. We are a fashionable couple, dont you see?

Stay, though, Hartledon; I forget. I have a business appointment for half-past eight. Perhaps I can put it off.

Come up at six. Youll be all right, then, in any case.

Lord Hartledon left the Temple, and sauntered towards home. He had no engagement on hand  nothing to kill time. He and his wife were falling naturally into the way of  as he had just cynically styled it  fashionable people. She went her way and he went his.

Many a cabman held up his hand or his whip; but in his present mood walking was agreeable to him: why should he hurry home, when he had nothing on earth to do there? So he stared here, and gazed there, and stopped to speak to this acquaintance, and walked a few steps with that, went into his club for ten minutes, and arrived home at last.

His wifes carriage was at the door waiting for her. She was bound on an expedition to Chiswick: Lord Hartledon had declined it. He met her hastening out as he entered, and she was looking very cross.

How late you are going, Maude!

Yes, there has been a mistake, she said peevishly, turning in with him to a small room they used as a breakfast-room. I have been waiting all this time for Lady Langton, and she, I find, has been waiting for me. Im now going round to take her up. Oh, I have secured that opera-box, Val, but at an extravagant price, considering the little time that remains of the season.

What opera-box?

Didnt I tell you? Its one I heard of yesterday. I was not going again to put up with the wretched little box they palmed you off with. I did tell you that.

It was the only one I could get, Maude: there was no other choice.

Yes, I know. Well, I have secured another for the rest of the season, and you must not talk about extravagance, please.

Very well, said Val, with a smile. For what hour have you ordered dinner?

Nine oclock.

Nine oclock! Thats awkward  and late.

Why awkward? You may have to wait for me even then. It is impossible to say when we shall get home from Chiswick. All the world will be there.

I have just asked Carr to dine with us, and told him to come at six. I dont fancy these hard-working men care to wait so long for their dinner. And he has an appointment for half-past eight.

The colour came flushing into Lady Hartledons face, an angry light into her eyes.

You have asked Carr to dinner! How dared you?

Val looked up in quiet amazement.

Dared!

Well  yes. Dared!

I do not understand you, Maude. I suppose I may exercise the right of inviting a friend to dinner.

Not when it is objectionable to me. I dislike that man Carr, and will not receive him.

You can have no grounds for disliking him, returned Lord Hartledon warmly. He has been a good and true friend to me ever since I knew what friendship meant; and he is a good and true man.

Too much of a friend, she sarcastically retorted. You dont need him now, and can drop him.

Maude, said Lord Hartledon, very quietly, I have fancied several times lately that you are a little mistaking me. I am not to have a will of my own; I am to bend in all things to yours; you are to be mistress and master, I a nonentity: is it not so? This is a mistake. No woman ever had a better or more indulgent husband than you shall find in me: but in all necessary things, where it is needful and expedient that I should exercise my own judgment, and act as master, I shall do it.

She paused in very astonishment: the tone was so calmly decisive.

My dear, let us have no more of this; something must have vexed you to-day.

We will have no more of it, she passionately retorted; and Ill have no more of your Thomas Carrs. It is not right that you should bring a man here who has deliberately insulted me. Be quiet, Lord Hartledon; he has. What else was it but an insult  his going out of the chapel in the manner he did, when we were before the altar? It was a direct intimation that he did not countenance the marriage. He would have preferred, I suppose, that you should marry your country sweetheart, Anne Ashton.

A hot flush rose to Lord Hartledons brow, but his tone was strangely temperate. I have already warned you, Maude, that we shall do well to discard that name from our discussions, and if possible from our thoughts; it may prove better for both of us.

Better for you, perhaps; but you are not going to exercise any control over my will, or words, or action; and so I tell you at once. Im quite old enough to be out of leading-strings, and Ill be mistress in my own house. You will do well to send a note to your amiable friend Carr; it may save him a useless journey; for at my table he shall not sit. Now you know, Val.

She spoke impatiently, haughtily, and swept out to her carriage. Val did not follow to place her in; he positively did not, but left her to the servants. Never in his whole life perhaps had he felt so nettled, never so resolute: the once vacillating, easily-persuaded man, when face to face with people, was speedily finding the will he had only exercised behind their backs. He rang the bell for Hedges.

Her ladyship has ordered dinner for nine oclock, he said, when the butler appeared.

I believe so, my lord.

It will be inconvenient to me to wait so long to-day. I shall dine at seven. You can serve it in this room, leaving the dining-room for Lady Hartledon. Mr. Carr dines with me.

So Hedges gave the necessary orders, and dinner was laid in the breakfast-room. Thomas Carr came in, bringing the news that he had succeeded in putting off his appointment. Lord Hartledon received him in the same room, fearing possibly the drawing-room might be invaded by his wife. She was just as likely to be home early from Chiswick as late.

We have it to ourselves, Carr, and I am not sorry. There was no certainty about my wifes return, so I thought wed dine alone.

They very much enjoyed their tête-à-tête dinner; as they had enjoyed many a one in Hartledons bachelor days. Thomas Carr  one of the quiet, good men in a fast world  was an admirable companion, full of intelligence and conversation. Hedges left them alone after the cloth was removed, but in a very few minutes returned; his step rather more subdued than usual, as if he came upon some secret mission.

Heres that stranger come again, sir, he began, in low tones; and it may as well be remarked that in moments of forgetfulness he often did address his master as he used to address him in the past. He asked if

What stranger? rather testily interposed Lord Hartledon. I am at dinner, and cant see any stranger now. What are you thinking about, Hedges?

It is what I said, returned Hedges; but he would not take the answer. He said he had come a long way to see your lordship, and he would see you; his business was very important. My lady asked him

Has Lady Hartledon returned?

She came in now, my lord, while I was denying you to him. Her ladyship heard him say he would see you, and she inquired what his business was; but he did not tell her. It was private business, he remarked, and could only be entered into with your lordship.

Who is it, Hedges? Do you know him?

Lord Hartledon had dropped his voice to confidential tones. Hedges was faithful, and had been privy to some of his embarrassments in the old days. The man looked at the barrister, and seemed to hesitate.

Speak out. You can say anything before Mr. Carr.

I dont know him, answered Hedges. It is the gentleman who came to Hartledon the week after your lordships marriage, asking five hundred questions, and wanting

He, is it? interrupted Val. You told me about him when I came home, I remember. Go on, Hedges.

Thats all, my lord. Except that he is here now  and Hedges nodded his head towards the room-door. He seems very inquisitive. When my lady went upstairs, he asked whether that was the countess, and followed her to the foot of the stairs to look after her. I never saw any gentleman stare so.

Val played with his wine-glass, and pondered. I dont believe I owe a shilling in the world, quoth he  betraying the bent of his thoughts, and speaking to no one in particular. I have squared-up every debt, as far as I know.

He does not look like a creditor, observed Hedges, with a fatherly air. Quite superior to that: more like a parson. Its his manner that makes one doubt. There was a mystery about it at Hartledon that I didnt like; and he refused to give his name. His insisting on seeing your lordship now, at dinner or not at dinner, is odd too; his voice is quiet, just as if he possessed the right to do this. I didnt know what to do, and as I say, hes in the hall.

Show him in somewhere, Hedges. Lady Hartledon is in the drawing-room, I suppose: let him go into the dining-room.

Her ladyships dinner is being laid there, my lord, dissented the cautious retainer. She said it was to be served as soon as it was ready, having come home earlier than she expected.

Deuce take it! testily responded Val, one cant swing a cat in these cramped hired houses. Show him into my smoking-den upstairs.

Let me go there, said Mr. Carr, and you can see him in this room.

No; keep to your wine, Carr. Take him up there, Hedges.

The butler retired, and Lord Hartledon turned to his guest. Carr, can you give a guess at the fellows business?

Its nothing to trouble you. If you have overlooked any old debt, you are able to give a cheque for it. But I should rather suspect your persevering friend to be some clergyman or missionary, bent on drawing a good subscription from you.

Val did not raise his eyes. He was playing again with his empty wine-glass, his face grave and perplexed.

Do they serve writs in these cases? he suddenly asked.

Mr. Carr laughed. Is the time so long gone by that you have forgotten yours? You have had some in your day.

I am not thinking of debt, Carr: that is over for me. But theres no denying that I behaved disgracefully to  you know  and Dr. Ashton has good reason to be incensed. Can he be bringing an action against me, and is this visit in any way connected with it?

Nonsense, said Mr. Carr.

Is it nonsense! Im sure Ive heard of their dressing-up these serving-officers as clergymen, to entrap the unwary. Well, call it nonsense, if you like. What of my suggestion in regard to Dr. Ashton?

Thomas Carr paused to consider. That it was most improbable in all respects, he felt sure; next door to impossible.

The doctor is too respectable a man to do anything of the sort, he answered. He is high-minded, honourable, wealthy: theres no inducement whatever. No.

Yes, there may be one: that of punishing me by bringing my disgrace before the world.

You forget that he would bring his daughters name before it at the same time. It is quite out of the range of possibility. The Ashtons are not people to seek legal reparation for injury of this sort. But that your fears are blinding you, you would never suspect them of being capable of it.

The stranger is upstairs, my lord, interrupted Hedges, coming back to the room. I asked him what name, and he said your lordship would know him when you saw him, and there was no need to give it.

Lord Hartledon went upstairs, marshalled by the butler. Hedges was resenting the mystery; very much on his masters account, a little on his own, for it cannot be denied that he was given to curiosity. He threw open the door of the little smoking-den, and in his loftiest, loudest, most uncompromising voice, announced:

The gentleman, my lord.

Then retired, and shut them in.

Thomas Carr remained alone. He was not fond of wine, and did not help himself during his hosts absence. Five minutes, ten minutes, half-an-hour, an hour; and still he was alone. At the end of the first half-hour he began to think Val a long time; at the end of the hour he feared something must have happened. Could he be quarrelling with the mysterious stranger? Could he have forgotten him and gone out? Could he  

The door softly opened, and Lord Hartledon came in. Was it Lord Hartledon? Thomas Carr rose from his chair in amazement and dread. It was like him, but with some awful terror upon him. His face was of an ashy whiteness; the veins of his brow stood out; his dry lips were drawn.

Good Heavens, Hartledon! uttered Thomas Carr. What is it? You look as if you had been accused of murder.

I have been accused of it, gasped the unhappy man, of worse than murder. Ay, and I have done it.

The words called up a strange confusion of ideas in the mind of Thomas Carr. Worse than murder!

What is it? cried he, aloud. I am beginning to dream.

Will you stand by me? rejoined Hartledon, his voice seeming to have changed into something curiously hollow. I have asked you before for trifles; I ask you now in the extremity of need. Will you stand by me, and aid me with your advice?

Y  es, answered Mr. Carr, his excessive astonishment causing a hesitation. Where is your visitor?

Upstairs. He holds a fearful secret, and has me in his power. Do you come back with me, and combat with him against its betrayal.

A fearful secret! was Thomas Carrs exclamation. What brings you with one?

Lord Hartledon only groaned. You will stand by me, Carr? Will you come upstairs and do what you can for me?

I am quite ready, replied Thomas Carr, quickly. I will stand by you now, as ever. But  I seem to be in a maze. Is it a true charge?

Yes, in so far as that  But I had better tell you the story, he broke off, wiping his brow. I must tell it you before you go upstairs.

He linked his arm within his friends, and drew him to the window. It was broad daylight still, but gloomy there: the window had the pleasure of reposing under the leads, and was gloomy at noon. Lord Hartledon hesitated still. Elsters folly! were the words mechanically floating in the mind of Thomas Carr.

It is an awful story, Carr; bad and wicked.

Let me hear it at once, replied Thomas Carr.

I am in danger of  of  in short, that person upstairs could have me apprehended to-night. I would not tell you but that I must do so. I must have advice, assistance; but youll start from me when you hear it.

I will stand by you, whatever it may be. If a man has ever need of a friend, it must be in his extremity.

Lord Hartledon stood, and whispered a strange tale. It was anything but coherent to the clear-minded barrister; nevertheless, as he gathered one or two of its points he did start back, as Hartledon had foretold, and an exclamation of dismay burst from his lips.

And you could marry  with this hanging over your head!

Carr

The butler came in with an interruption.

My lady wishes to know whether your lordship is going out with her to-night.

Not to-night, answered Lord Hartledon, pointing to the door for the man to make his exit. It is of her I think, not of myself, he murmured to Mr. Carr.

And he  the barrister pointed above to indicate the stranger threatens to have you apprehended on the charge?

I hardly know what he threatens. You must deal with him, Carr; I cannot. Let us go; we are wasting time.

As they left the room to go upstairs Lady Hartledon came out of the dining-room and crossed their path. She was deeply mortified at her husbands bringing Mr. Carr to the house after what she had said; and most probably came out at the moment to confront them with her haughty and disapproving face. However that might have been, all other emotions gave place to surprise, when she saw their faces, each bearing a livid look of fear.

I hope you are well, Lady Hartledon, said Mr. Carr.

She would not see the offered hand, but swept onwards with a cold curtsey, stopping just a moment to speak to her husband.

You are not going out with me, Lord Hartledon?

I cannot to-night, Maude. Business detains me.

She passed up the stairs, vouchsafing no other word. They lingered a minute to let her get into the drawing-room.

Poor Maude! What will become of her if this is brought home to me?

And if it is not brought home to you  the fact remains the same, said Mr. Carr, in his merciless truth.

And our children, our children! groaned Hartledon, a hot flush of dread arising in his white face.

They shut themselves in with the stranger, and the conference was renewed. Presently lights were rung for; Hedges brought them himself, but gained nothing by the movement; for Mr. Carr heard him coming, rose unbidden, and took them from him at the door.

Lady Hartledons curiosity was excited. It had been aroused a little by the stranger himself; secondly by their scared faces; thirdly by this close conference.

Who is that strange gentleman, Hedges? she asked, from the drawing-room, as the butler descended.

I dont know, my lady.

What is his name?

I have not heard it, my lady.

He looks like a clergyman.

He does, my lady.

Apparently Hedges was impenetrable, and she allowed him to go down. Her curiosity was very much excited; it may be said, uneasily excited; there is no accounting for these instincts that come over us, shadowing forth a vague sense of dread. Although engaged out that night to more than one place, Lady Hartledon lingered on in the drawing-room.

They came out of the room at last and passed the drawing-room door. She pushed it to, only peeping out when they had gone by. There was nothing to hear; they were talking of ordinary matters. The stranger, in his strong Scotch accent, remarked what a hot day it had been. In travelling, no doubt very, responded Mr. Carr. Lady Hartledon condescended to cautiously put her head over the balustrades. There was no bell rung; Lord Hartledon showed his visitor out himself.

And now for these criminal law books, Carr, that bear upon the case, he said, returning from the front-door.

I must go down to my chambers for them.

I know they cant bring it home to me; I know they cant! he exclaimed, in tones so painfully eager as to prove to Lady Hartledons ears that he thought they could, whatever the matter might be. Ill go with you, Carr; this uncertainty is killing me.

Theres little uncertainty about it, I fear, was the grave reply. You had better look the worst in the face.

They went out, intending to hail the first cab. Very much to Lord Hartledons surprise he saw his wifes carriage waiting at the door, the impatient horses chafing at their delay. What could have detained her? Wait for me one moment, Carr, he said. Stop a cab if you see one.

He dashed up to the drawing-room; his wife was coming forth then, her cloak and gloves on, her fan in her hand. Maude, my darling, he exclaimed, what has kept you? Surely you have not waited for me?  you did not misunderstand me?

I hardly know what has kept me, she evasively answered. It is late, but Im going now.

It never occurred to Lord Hartledon that she had been watching or listening. Incapable of any meanness of the sort, he could not suspect it in another. Lady Hartledons fertile brain had been suggesting a solution of this mystery. It was rather curious, perhaps, that her suspicions should take the same bent that her husbands did at first  that of instituting law proceedings by Dr. Ashton.

She said nothing. Her husband led her out, placed her in the carriage, and saw it drive away. Then he and the barrister got into a cab and went to the Temple.

Well take the books home with us, Carr, he said, feverishly. You often have fellows dropping in to your chambers at night; at my house we shall be secure from interruption.

It was midnight when Lady Hartledon returned home. She asked after her husband, and heard that he was in the breakfast-room with Mr. Carr.

She went towards it with a stealthy step, and opened the door very softly. Had Lord Hartledon not been talking, they might, however, have heard her. The table was strewed with thick musty folios; but they appeared to be done with, and Mr. Carr was leaning back in his chair with folded arms.

I have had nothing but worry all my life, Val was saying; but compared with this, whatever has gone before was as nothing. When I think of Maude, I feel as if I should go mad.

You must quietly separate from her, said Mr. Carr.

A slight movement. Mr. Carr stopped, and Lord Hartledon looked round. Lady Hartledon was close behind him.

Percival, what is the matter? she asked, turning her back on Mr. Carr, as if ignoring his presence. What bad news did that parson bring you?  a friend, I presume, of Dr. Ashtons.

They had both risen. Lord Hartledon glanced at Mr. Carr, the perspiration breaking out on his brow. It  it was not a parson, he said, in his innate adherence to truth.

I ask you, Lord Hartledon, she resumed, having noted the silent appeal to Mr. Carr. It requires no third person to step between man and wife. Will you come upstairs with me?

Words and manner were too pointed, and Mr. Carr hastily stacked the books, and carried them to a side-table.

Allow these to remain here until to-morrow, he said to Lord Hartledon; Ill send my clerk for them. Im off now; its later than I thought. Good-night, Lady Hartledon.

He went out unmolested; Lady Hartledon did not answer him; Val nodded his good-night.

Are you not ashamed to face me, Lord Hartledon? she then demanded. I overheard what you were saying.

Overheard what we were saying? he repeated, gazing at her with a scared look.

I heard that insidious man give you strange advice you must quietly separate from her, he said; meaning from me. And you listened patiently, and did not knock him down!

Maude! Maude! was that all you heard?

All! I should think it was enough.

Yes, but He broke off, so agitated as scarcely to know what he was saying. Rallying himself somewhat, he laid his hand upon the white cloak covering her shoulders.

Do not judge him harshly, Maude. Indeed he is a true friend to you and to me. And I have need of one just now.

A true friend!  to advise that! I never heard of anything so monstrous. You must be out of your mind.

No, I am not, Maude. Should  disgrace  he seemed to hesitate for a word fall upon me, it must touch you as connected with me. I know, Maude, that he was thinking of your best and truest interests.

But to talk of separating husband and wife!

Yes  well  I suppose he spoke strongly in the heat of the moment.

There was a pause. Lord Hartledon had his hand still on his wifes shoulder, but his eyes were bent on the table near which they stood. She was waiting for him to speak.

Wont you tell me what has happened?

I cant tell you, Maude, to-night, he answered, great drops coming out again on his brow at the question, and knowing all the time that he should never tell her. I  I must learn more first.

You spoke of disgrace, she observed gently, swaying her fan before her by its silken cord. An ugly word.

It is. Heaven help me!

Val, I do think you are the greatest simpleton under the skies! she exclaimed out of all patience, and flinging his hand off. Its time you got rid of this foolish sensitiveness. I know what is the matter quite well; and its not so very much of a disgrace after all! Those Ashtons are going to make you pay publicly for your folly. Let them do it.

He had opened his lips to undeceive her, but stopped in time. As a drowning man catches at a straw, so did he catch at this suggestion in his hopeless despair; and he suffered her to remain in it. Anything to stave off the real, dreadful truth.

Maude, he rejoined, it is for your sake. If I am sensitive as to any  any disgrace being brought home to me, I declare that I think of you more than of myself.

Then dont think of it. It will be fun for me, rather than anything else. I did not imagine the Ashtons would have done it, though. I wonder what damages theyll go in for. Oh, Val, I should like to see you in the witness-box!

He did not answer.

And it was not a parson? she continued. Im sure he looked as much like one as old Ashton himself. A professional man, then, I suppose, Val?

Yes, a professional man. But even that little answer was given with some hesitation, as though it had evasion in it.

Maude broke into a laugh. Your friend, Pleader Carr  or whatever he calls himself  must be as thin-skinned as you are, Val, to fancy that a rubbishing action of that sort, brought against a husband, can reflect disgrace on the wife! Separate, indeed! Has he lived in a wood all his life? Well, I am going upstairs.

A moment yet, Maude! You will take a caution from me, wont you? Dont speak of this; dont allude to it, even to me. It may be arranged yet, you know.

So it may, acquiesced Maude. Let your friend Carr see the doctor, and offer to pay the damages down.

He might have resented this speech for Dr. Ashtons sake, in a happier moment, but resentment had been beaten out of him now. And Lady Hartledon decided that her husband was a simpleton, for instead of going to sleep like a reasonable man, he tossed and turned by her side until daybreak.




CHAPTER XXI.

SECRET CARE.

From that hour Lord Hartledon was a changed man. He went about as one who has some awful fear upon him, starting at shadows. That his manner was inexplicable, even allowing that he had some great crime on his conscience, a looker-on had not failed to observe. He was very tender with his wife; far more so than he had been at all; anxious, as it seemed, to indulge her every fancy, gratify her every whim. But when it came to going into society with her, then he hesitated; he would and he wouldnt, reminding Maude of his old vacillation, which indeed had seemed to have been laid aside for ever. It was as though he appeared not to know what to do; what he ought to do; his own wish or inclination having no part in it.

Why wont you go with me? she said to him angrily one day that he had retracted his assent at the last moment. Is it that you care so much for Anne Ashton, that you dont care to be seen with me?

Oh, Maude! If you knew how little Anne Ashton is in my thoughts now! When by chance I do think of her, it is to be thankful I did not marry her, he added, in a tone of self-communing.

Maude laughed a light laugh. This movement of theirs is putting you out of conceit of your old love, Val.

What movement? he rejoined; and he would not have asked the question had his thoughts not gone wool-gathering.

You are dreaming, Val. The action.

Ah, yes, to be sure.

Have you heard yet what damages they claim?

He shook his head. You promised not to speak of this, Maude; even to me.

Who is to help speaking of it, when you allow it to take your ease away? I never in my life saw any one so changed as you are. I wish the thing were over and done with, though it left you a few thousand pounds the poorer. Will you accompany me to this dinner to-day? I am sick of appearing alone and making excuses for you.

I wish I knew what to do for the best  what my course ought to be! thought Hartledon within his conscience. I cant bear to be seen with her in public. When I face people with her on my arm, it seems as if they must know what sort of man she, in her unconsciousness, is leaning upon.

Ill go with you to-day, Maude, as you press it. I was to have seen Mr. Carr, but can send down to him.

Then dont be five minutes dressing: it is time we went.

She heard him despatch a footman to the Temple with a message that he should not be at Mr. Carrs chambers that evening; and she lay back in her chair, waiting for him in her dinner-dress of black and white. They were in mourning still for his brother. Lord Hartledon had not left it off, and Maude had loved him too well to grumble at the delay.

She had grown tolerant in regard to the intimacy with Mr. Carr. That her husband should escape as soon and as favourably as possible out of the dilemma in which he was plunged, she naturally wished; that he should require legal advice and assistance to accomplish it, was only reasonable, and therefore she tolerated the visits of Mr. Carr. She had even gone so far one evening as to send tea in to them when he and Val were closeted together.

But still Lady Hartledon was not quite prepared to find Mr. Carr at their house when they returned. She and Lord Hartledon went forth to the dinner; the latter behaving as though his wits were in some far-off hemisphere rather than in this one, so absent-minded was he. From the dinner they proceeded to another place or two; and on getting home, towards one in the morning, there was the barrister.

Mr. Carr is waiting to see you, my lord, said Hedges, meeting them in the passage. He is in the dining-room.

Mr. Carr! Now!

The hall-lamp shone full on his face as he spoke. He had been momentarily forgetting care; was speaking gaily to his wife as they entered. She saw the change that came over it; the look of fear, of apprehension, that replaced its smile. He went into the dining-room, and she followed him.

Why, Carr! he exclaimed. Is it you?

Mr. Carr, bowing to Lady Hartledon, made a joke of the matter. Having waited so long, I thought Id wait it out, Hartledon. As good be hung for a sheep as a lamb, you know, and I have no wife sitting up for me at home.

You had my message?

Yes, and that brought me here. I wanted just to say a word to you, as I am going out of town to-morrow.

What will you take?

Nothing at all. Hedges has been making me munificent offers, but I declined them. I never take anything after dinner, except a cup of tea or so, as you may remember, keeping a clear head for work in the morning.

There was a slight pause. Lady Hartledon saw of course that she was de trop in the conference; that Mr. Carr would not speak his word whilst she was present. She had never understood why the matter should be kept apart from her; and in her heart resented it.

You wont say to my husband before me what you have come to say, Mr. Carr.

It was strictly the truth, but the abrupt manner of bringing it home to him momentarily took away Mr. Carrs power of repartee, although he was apt enough in general, as became a special pleader.

You have had news from the Ashtons; that is, of their cause, and you have come to tell it. I dont see why you and Lord Hartledon should so cautiously keep everything from me.

There was an eager look on Lord Hartledons face as he stood behind his wife. It was directed to Mr. Carr, and said as plainly as look could say, Dont undeceive her; keep up the delusion. But Thomas Carr was not so apt at keeping up delusions at the expense of truth, and he only smiled in reply.

What damages are they suing for?

Oh, said Mr. Carr, with a laugh, and ready enough now: ten thousand pounds will cover it.

Ten thousand pounds! she echoed. Of course they wont get half of it. In this sort of action  breach of promise  parties never get so much as they ask for, do they?

Not often.

She laughed a little as she quitted the room. It was difficult to remain longer, and it never occurred to her to suspect that any graver matter than this action was in question.

Now, Carr? began Lord Hartledon, seating himself near the table as he closed the door after her, and speaking in low tones.

I received this letter by the afternoon mail, said Mr. Carr, taking one from the safe enclosure of his pocket-book. It is satisfactory, so far as it goes.

I call it very satisfactory, returned Hartledon, glancing through it. I thought hed listen to reason. What is done cannot be undone, and exposure will answer no end. I wrote him an urgent letter the other day, begging him to be silent for Maudes sake. Were I to expiate the past with my life, it could not undo it. If he brought me to the bar of my country to plead guilty or not guilty, the past would remain the same.

And I put the matter to him in my letter somewhat in the same light, though in a more business-like point of view, returned Mr. Carr. There was no entreaty in mine. I left compassion, whether for you or others, out of the argument; and said to him, what will you gain by exposure, and how will you reconcile it to your conscience to inflict on innocent persons the torture exposure must bring?

I shall breathe freely now, said Hartledon, with a sigh of relief. If that man gives his word not to stir in the matter, not to take proceedings against me; in short, to bury what he knows in secrecy and silence, as he has hitherto done; it will be all I can hope for.

Mr. Carr lifted his eyebrows.

I perceive what you think: that the fact remains. Carr, I know it as well as you; I know that nothing can alter it. Dont you see that remorse is ever present with me? driving me mad? killing me by inches with its pain?

Do you know what I should be tempted to do, were the case mine?

Well?

Tell my wife.

Carr!

I almost think I should; I am not quite sure. Should the truth ever come to her

But I trust it never will come to her, interrupted Hartledon, his face growing hot.

Its a delicate point to argue, acknowledged Mr. Carr, and I cannot hope to bring you into my way of looking at it. Had you married Miss Ashton, it appears to me that you would have no resource but to tell her: the very fact of being bound to you would kill a religious, high-principled woman.

Not if she remained in ignorance.

There it is. Ought she to remain in ignorance?

Lord Hartledon leaned his head on his hand as one faint and weary. Carr, it is of no use to go over all this ground again. If I disclose the whole to Maude, how would it make it better for her? Would it not render it a hundred times worse? She could not inform against me; it would be contrary to human nature to suppose it; and all the result would be, that she must go through life with the awful secret upon her, rendering her days a hell upon earth, as it is rendering mine. Its true she might separate from me; I dare say she would; but what satisfaction would that bring her? No; the kinder course is to allow her to remain in ignorance. Good Heavens! tell my wife! I should never dare do it!

Mr. Carr made no reply, and a pause ensued. In truth, the matter was encompassed with difficulties on all sides; and the barrister could but acknowledge that Vals argument had some sort of reason in it. Having bound her to himself by marriage, it might be right that he should study her happiness above all things.

It has put new life into me, Val resumed, pointing to the letter. Now that he has promised to keep the secret, theres little to fear; and I know that he will keep his word. I must bear the burden as I best can, and keep a smiling face to the world.

Did you read the postscript? asked Mr. Carr; a feeling coming over him that Val had not read it.

The postscript?

Theres a line or two over the leaf.

Lord Hartledon glanced at it, and found it ran thus:

You must be aware that another person knows of this besides myself. He who was a witness at the time, and from whom I heard the particulars. Of course for him I cannot answer, and I think he is in England. I allude to G.G. Lord H. will know.

Lord H. apparently did know. He gazed down at the words with a knitted brow, in which some surprise was mingled.

I declare that I understood him that night to say the fellow had died. Did not you?

I did, acquiesced Mr. Carr. I certainly assumed it as a fact, until this letter came to-day. Gordon was the name, I think?

George Gordon.

Since reading the letter I have been endeavouring to recollect exactly what he did say; and the impression on my mind is, that he spoke of Gordon as being probably dead; not that he knew it for a certainty. How I could overlook the point so as not to have inquired into it more fully, I cannot imagine. But, you see, we were not discussing details that night, or questioning facts: we were trying to disarm him  get him not to proceed against you; and for myself, I confess I was so utterly stunned that half my wits had left me.

What is to be done?

We must endeavour to ascertain where Gordon is, replied Mr. Carr, as he re-enclosed the letter in his pocket-book. Ill write and inquire what his grounds are for thinking he is in England; and then trace him out  if he is to be traced. You give me carte-blanche to act?

You know I do, Carr.

All right.

And when you have traced him  what then?

Thats an after-question, and I must be guided by circumstances. And now Ill wish you good-night, continued the barrister, rising. Its a shame to have kept you up; but the letter contains some consolation, and I knew I could not bring it you to-morrow.

The drawing-room was lighted when Lord Hartledon went upstairs; and his wife sat there with a book, as if she meant to remain up all night. She put it down as he entered.

Are you here still, Maude! I thought you were tired when you came home.

I felt tired because I met no one I cared for, she answered, in rather fractious tones. Every one we know is leaving town, or has left.

Yes, thats true.

I shall leave too. I dont mind if we go to-morrow.

To-morrow! he echoed. Why, we have the house for three weeks longer.

And if we have? We are not obliged to remain in it.

Lord Hartledon put back the curtain, and stood leaning out at the open window, seeking a breath of air that hot summers night, though indeed there was none to be found; and if there had been, it could not have cooled the brows inward fever. The Park lay before him, dark and misty; the lights of the few vehicles passing gleamed now and again; the hum of life was dying out in the streets, mens free steps, careless voices. He looked down, and wondered whether any one of those men knew what care meant as he knew it; whether the awful skeleton, that never quitted him night or day, could hold such place with another. He was Earl of Hartledon; wealthy, young, handsome; he had no bad habits to hamper him; and yet he would willingly have changed lots at hazard with any one of those passers-by, could his breast, by so doing, have been eased of its burden.

What are you looking at, Val?

His wife had come up and stolen her arm within his, as she asked the question, looking out too.

Not at anything in particular, he replied, making a prisoner of her hand. The nights hot, Maude.

Oh, I am getting tired of London! she exclaimed. It is always hot now; and I believe I ought to be away from it.

Yes.

That letter I had this morning was from Ireland, from mamma. I told her, when I wrote last, how I felt; and you never read such a lecture as she gave me in return. She asked me whether I was mad, that I should be going galvanizing about when I ought rather to be resting three parts of my time.

Galvanizing? said Lord Hartledon.

So she wrote: she never waits to choose her words  you know mamma! I suppose she meant to imply that I was always on the move.

Do you feel ill, Maude?

Not exactly ill; but  I think I ought to be careful. Percival, she breathed, mamma asked me whether I was trying to destroy the hope of an heir to Hartledon.

An ice-bolt shot through him at the reminder. Better an heir should never be born, if it must call him father!

I fainted to-day, Val, she continued to whisper.

He passed his arm round his wifes waist, and drew her closer to him. Not upon her ought he to visit his sin: she might have enough to bear, without coldness from him; rather should he be doubly tender.

You did not tell me about it, love. Why have you gone out this evening? he asked reproachfully.

It has not harmed me. Indeed I will take care, for your sake. I should never forgive myself.

I have thought since we married, Maude, that you did not much care for me.

Maude made no immediate answer. She was looking out straight before her, her head on his shoulder, and Lord Hartledon saw that tears were glistening in her eyes.

Yes, I do, she said at length; and as she spoke she felt very conscious that she was caring for him. His gentle kindness, his many attractions were beginning to tell upon her heart; and a vision of the possible future, when she should love him, crossed her then and there as she stood. Lord Hartledon bent his face, and let it rest on hers.

We shall be happy yet, Val; and I will be as good as gold. To begin with, we will leave London at once. I ought not to remain, and I know you have not liked it all along. It would have been better to wait until next year, when we could have had our own house; only I was impatient. I felt proud of being married; of being your wife  I did indeed, Val  and I was in a fever to be amidst my world of friends. And theres a real confession! she concluded, laughing.

Any more? he asked, laughing with her.

I dont remember any more just now. Which day shall we go? You shall manage things for me now: I wont be wilful again. Shall the servants go on first to Hartledon, or with us?

To Hartledon! exclaimed Val. Is it to Hartledon you think of going?

Of course it is, she said, standing up and looking at him in surprise. Where else should I go?

I thought you wished to go to Germany!

And so I did; but that would not do now.

Then let us go to the seaside, he rather eagerly said. Somewhere in England.

No, I would rather go to Hartledon. In ones own home rest and comfort can be insured; and I believe I require them. Dont you wish to go there? she added, watching his perplexed face.

No, I dont. The truth is, I cannot go to Hartledon.

Is it because you do not care to face the Ashtons? I see! You would like to have this business settled first.

Lord Hartledon hardly heard the words, as he stood leaning against the open casement, gazing into the dark and misty past. No man ever shrank from a prison as he shrank from Hartledon.

I cannot leave London at all just yet. Thomas Carr is remaining here for me, when he ought to be on circuit, and I must stay with him. I wish you would go anywhere else, rather than to Hartledon.

The tone was so painfully earnest, that a momentary suspicion crossed her of his having some other motive. It passed away almost as it arose, and she accused him of being unreasonable.

Unreasonable it did appear to be. If you have any real reason to urge against Hartledon, tell it me, she said. But he mentioned none  save that it was his wish not to go.

And Lady Hartledon, rather piqued, gave the necessary orders on the following day for the removal. No further confidential converse, or approach to it, took place between her and her husband; but up to the last moment she thought he would relent and accompany her. Nothing of the sort. He was anxious for her every comfort on the journey, and saw her off himself: nothing more.

I never thought you would allow me to go alone, she resentfully whispered, as he held her hand after she was seated in the train.

He shook his head. It is your fault, Maude. I told you I could not go to Hartledon.

And so she went down in rather an angry frame of mind. Many a time and oft had she pictured to herself the triumph of their first visit to Calne, the place where she had taken so much pains to win him: but the arrival was certainly shorn of its glory.




CHAPTER XXII.

ASKING THE RECTOR.

Perhaps Lady Hartledon had never in all her life been so much astonished as when she reached Hartledon, for the first person she saw there was her mother: her mother, whom she had believed to be in some remote district of Ireland. For the moment she almost wondered whether it was really herself or her ghost. The countess-dowager came flying down the steps  if that term may be applied to one of her age and size  with rather demonstrative affection; which, however, was not cordially received.

Whats the matter, Maude? How you stare!

Is it you, mamma? How can it be you?

How can it be me? returned the dowager, giving Maudes bonnet a few kisses. It is me, and thats enough. My goodness, Maude, how thin you look! I see what it is! youve been killing yourself in that racketing London. Its well Ive come to take care of you.

Maude went in, feeling that she could have taken care of herself, and listening to the off-hand explanations of the countess-dowager. Kirton offended me, she said. He and his wife are like two bears; and so I packed up my things and came away at once, and got here straight from Liverpool. And now you know.

And is Lady Kirton quite well again? asked Maude, helplessly, knowing she could not turn her mother out.

Shed be well enough but for temper. She was ill, though, when they telegraphed for me; her life for three days and nights hanging on a shred. I told that fool of a Kirton before he married her that she had no constitution. I suppose you and Hart were finely disappointed to find I was not in London when you got there.

Agreeably disappointed, I think, said Maude, languidly.

Indeed! Its civil of you to say so.

On account of the smallness of the house, added Maude, endeavouring to be polite. We hardly knew how to manage in it ourselves.

You wrote me word to take it. As to me, I can accommodate myself to any space. Where theres plenty of room, I take plenty; where theres not, I can put up with a closet. I have made Mirrable give me my old rooms here: you of course take Harts now.

I am very tired, said Maude. I think I will have some tea, and go to bed.

Tea! shrieked the dowager. I have not yet had dinner. And its waiting; thats more.

You can dine without me, mamma, she said, walking upstairs to the new rooms. The dowager stared, and followed her. There was an indescribable something in Maudes manner that she did not like; it spoke of incipient rebellion, of an influence that had been, but was now thrown off. If she lost caste once, with Maude, she knew that she lost it for ever.

You could surely take a little dinner, Maude. You must keep up your strength, you know.

Not any dinner, thank you. I shall be all right to-morrow, when Ive slept off my fatigue.

Well, I know I should like mine, grumbled the countess-dowager, feeling her position in the house already altered from what it had been during her former sojourn, when she assumed full authority, and ordered things as she pleased, completely ignoring the new lord.

You can have it, said Maude.

They wont serve it until Hartledon arrives, was the aggrieved answer. I suppose hes walking up from the station. He always had a queer habit of doing that.

Maude lifted her eyes in slight surprise. Her solitary arrival was a matter of fact so established to herself, that it sounded strange for any one else to be in ignorance of it.

Lord Hartledon has not come down. He is remaining in London.

The old dowager peered at Maude through her little eyes. Whats that for?

Business, I believe.

Dont tell me an untruth, Maude. You have quarrelled.

We have not quarrelled. We are perfectly good friends.

And do you mean to tell me that he sent you down alone?

He sent the servants with me.

Dont be insolent, Maude. You know what I mean.

Why, mamma, I do not wish to be insolent. I cant tell you more, or tell it differently. Lord Hartledon did not come down with me, and the servants did.

She spoke sharply. In her tired condition the petty conversation was wearying her; and underlying everything else in her heart, was the mortifying consciousness that he had not come down with her, chafing her temper almost beyond repression. Considering that Maude did not profess to love her husband very much, it was astonishing how keenly she felt this.

Are you and Hartledon upon good terms? asked the countess-dowager after a pause, during which she had never taken her eyes from her daughters face.

It would be early days to be on any other.

Oh, said the dowager. And you did not write me word from Paris that you found you had made a mistake, that you could not bear your husband! Eh, Maude?

A tinge came into Maudes cheeks. And you, mamma, told me that I was to rule my husband with an iron hand, never allowing him to have a will of his own, never consulting him! Both you and I were wrong, she continued quietly. I wrote that letter in a moment of irritation; and you were assuming what has not proved to be a fact. I like my husband now quite well enough to keep friends with him; his kindness to me is excessive; but I find, with all my wish to rule him, if I had the wish, I could not do it. He has a will of his own, and he exerts it in spite of me; and I am quite sure he will continue to exert it, whenever he fancies he is in the right. You never saw any one so changed from what he used to be.

How do you mean?

I mean in asserting his own will. But he is changed in other ways. It seems to me that he has never been quite the same man since that night in the chapel. He has been more thoughtful; and all the old vacillation is gone.

The countess-dowager could not understand at all; neither did she believe; and she only stared at Maude.

His not coming down with me is a proof that he exercises his own will now. I wished him to come very much, and he knew it; but you see he has not done so.

And what do you say is keeping him? repeated the countess-dowager.

Business

Ah, interrupted the dowager, before Maude could finish, thats the general excuse. Always suspect it, my dear.

Suspect what? asked Maude.

When a man says that, and gets his wife out of the way with it, rely upon it he is pursuing some nice little interests of his own.

Lady Hartledon understood the implication; she felt nettled, and a flush rose to her face. In her husbands loyalty (always excepting his feeling towards Miss Ashton) she rested fully assured.

You did not allow me to finish, was the cold rejoinder. Business is keeping him in town, for one thing; for another, I think he cannot get over his dislike to face the Ashtons.

Rubbish! cried the wrathful dowager. He does not tell you what the business is, does he? she cynically added.

I happen to know, answered Maude. The Ashtons are bringing an action against him for breach of promise; and he and Mr. Carr the barrister are trying to arrange it without its coming to a trial.

The old lady opened her eyes and her mouth.

It is true. They lay the damages at ten thousand pounds!

With a shriek the countess-dowager began to dance. Ten thousand pounds! Ten thousand pounds would keep her for ever, invested at good interest. She called the parson some unworthy names.

I cannot give you any of the details, said Maude, in answer to the questions pressed upon her. Percival will never speak of it, or allow me to do so. I learnt it  I can hardly tell you how I learnt it  by implication, I think; for it was never expressly told me. We had a mysterious visit one night from some old parson  parson or lawyer; and Percival and Mr. Carr, who happened to be at our house, were closeted with him for an hour or two. I saw they were agitated, and guessed what it was; Dr. Ashton was bringing an action. They could not deny it.

The vile old hypocrite! cried the incensed dowager. Ten thousand pounds! Are you sure it is as much as that, Maude?

Quite. Mr. Carr told me the amount.

I wonder you encourage that man to your house.

It was one of the things I stood out against  fruitlessly, was the quiet answer. But I believe he means well to me; and I am sure he is doing what he can to serve my husband. They are often together about this business.

Of course Hartledon resists the claim?

I dont know. I think they are trying to compromise it, so that it shall not come into court.

What does Hartledon think of it?

It is worrying his life out. No, mamma, it is not too strong an expression. He says nothing; but I can see that it is half killing him. I dont believe he has slept properly since the news was brought to him.

What a simpleton he must be! And that man will stand up in the pulpit to-morrow and preach of charity! continued the dowager, turning her animadversions upon Dr. Ashton. You are a hypocrite too, Maude, for trying to deceive me. You and Hartledon are not on good terms; dont tell me! He would never have let you come down alone.

Lady Hartledon would not reply. She felt vexed with her mother, vexed with her husband, vexed on all sides; and she took refuge in her fatigue and was silent.

The dowager went to church on the following day. Maude would not go. The hot anger flushed into her face at the thought of showing herself there for the first time, unaccompanied by her husband: to Maudes mind it seemed that she must look to others so very much like a deserted wife. She comes home alone; he stays in London! Ah, why did he not come down only for this one Sunday, and go back again  if he must have gone? she thought.

A month or two ago Maude had not cared enough for him to reason like this. The countess-dowager ensconced herself in a corner of the Hartledon state-pew, and from her blinking eyes looked out upon the Ashtons. Anne, with her once bright face looking rather wan, her modest demeanour; Mrs. Ashton, so essentially a gentlewoman; the doctor, sensible, clever, charitable, beyond all doubt a good man  a feeling came over the mind of the sometimes obtuse woman that of all the people before her they looked the least likely to enter on the sort of lawsuit spoken of by Maude. But never a doubt occurred to her that they had entered on it.

Lady Hartledon remained at home, her prayer-book in her hand. She was thinking she could steal out to the evening service; it might not be so much noticed then, her being alone. Listlessly enough she sat, toying with her prayer-book rather than reading it. She had never pretended to be religious, had not been trained to be so; and reading a prayer-book, when not in church, was quite unusual to her. But there are seasons in a womans life, times when peril is looked forward to, that bring thought even to the most careless nature. Maude was trying to play at being good, and was reading the psalms for the day in an absent fashion, her thoughts elsewhere; and the morning passed on. The quiet apathy of her present state, compared with the restless fever which had stirred her during her last sojourn at Hartledon, was remarkable.

Suddenly there burst in upon her the countess-dowager: that estimable ladys bonnet awry, her face scarlet, herself in a commotion.

I didnt suppose youd have done it, Maude! You might play tricks upon other people, I think, but not upon your own mother.

The interlude was rather welcome to Maude, rousing her from her apathy. Not for some few moments, however, could she understand the cause of complaint.

It appeared that the countess-dowager, with that absence of all sense of the fitness of things which so eminently characterized her, had joined the Ashtons after service, inquiring with quite motherly solicitude after Mrs. Ashtons health, complimenting Anne upon her charming looks; making herself, in short, as agreeable as she knew how, and completely ignoring the past in regard to her son-in-law. Gentlewomen in mind and manners, they did not repulse her, were even courteously civil; and she graciously accompanied them across the road to the Rectory-gate, and there took a cordial leave, saying she would look in on the morrow.

In returning she met Dr. Ashton. He was passing her with nothing but a bow; but he little knew the countess-dowager. She grasped his hand; said how grieved she was not to have had an opportunity of explaining away her part in the past; hoped he would let bygones be bygones; and finally, whilst the clergyman was scheming how to get away from her without absolute rudeness, she astonished him with a communication touching the action-at-law. There ensued a little mutual misapprehension, followed by a few emphatic words of denial from Dr. Ashton; and the countess-dowager walked away with a scarlet face, and an explosion of anger against her daughter.

Lady Hartledon was not yet callous to the proprieties of life; and the intrusion on the Ashtons, which her mother confessed to, half frightened, half shamed her. But the dowagers wrath at having been misled bore down everything. Dr. Ashton had entered no action whatever against Lord Hartledon; had never thought of doing it.

And you, you wicked, ungrateful girl, to come home to me with such an invention, and cause me to start off on a fools errand! Do you suppose I should have gone and humbled myself to those people, but for hoping to bring the parson to a sense of what he was doing in going-in for those enormous damages?

I have not come home to you with any invention, mamma. Dr. Ashton has entered the action.

He has not, raved the dowager. It is an infamous hoax you have played off upon me. You couldnt find any excuse for your husbands staying in London, and so invented this. What with you, and what with Kirtons ingratitude, I shall be driven out of house and home!

I wont say another word until you are calm and can talk common sense, said Maude, leaning back in her chair, and putting down her prayer-book.

Common sense! What am I talking but common sense? When a child begins to mislead her own mother, the world ought to come to an end.

Maude took no notice.

There happened to be some water standing on a table, and the dowager poured out a tumblerful and drank it, though not accustomed to the beverage. Untying her bonnet-strings she sat down, a little calmer.

Perhaps youll explain this at your convenience, Maude.

There is nothing to explain, was the answer. What I told you was the truth. The action has been entered by the Ashtons.

And I tell you that the action has not.

I assure you that it has, returned Maude. I told you of the evening we first had notice of it, and the damages claimed; do you think I invented that, or went to sleep and dreamt it? If Val has gone down once to that Temple about it, he has gone fifty times. He would not go for pleasure.

The countess-dowager sat fanning herself quietly: for her daughters words were gaining ground.

Theres a mistake somewhere, Maude, and it is on your side and not mine. Ill lay my life that no action has been entered by Dr. Ashton. The man spoke the truth; I can read the truth when I see it as well as anyone: his face flushed with pain and anger at such a thing being said of him. It may not be difficult to explain this contradiction.

Do you think not? returned Maude, her indifference exciting the listener to anger.

I should say Hartledon is deceiving you. If any action is entered against him at all, it isnt that sort of action; or perhaps the young lady is not Miss Ashton, but some other; hes just the kind of man to be drawn into promising marriage to a dozen or two. Very clever of him to palm you off with this tale: a man may get into five hundred troubles not convenient to disclose to his wife.

Except that Lady Hartledons cheek flushed a little, she made no answer; she held firmly  at least she thought she held firmly  to her own side of the case. Her mother, on the contrary, adopted the new view, and dismissed it from her thoughts accordingly.

Maude went to church in the evening, sitting alone in the great pew, pale and quiet. Anne Ashton was also alone; and the two whilom rivals, the triumphant and the rejected, could survey each other to their hearts content.

Not very triumphant was Maudes feeling. Strange perhaps to say, the suggestion of the old dowager, like instilled poison, was making its way into her very veins. Her thoughts had been busy with the matter ever since. One positive conviction lay in her heart  that Dr. Ashton, now reading the first lesson before her, for he was taking the whole of the service that evening, could not, under any circumstance, be guilty of a false assertion or subterfuge. One solution of the difficulty presented itself to her  that her mother, in her irascibility, had misunderstood the Rector; and yet that was improbable. As Maude half sat, half lay back in the pew, for the faint feeling was especially upon her that evening, she thought she would give a great deal to set the matter at rest.

When the service was over she took the more secluded way home; those of the servants who had attended returning as usual by the road. On reaching the turning where the three paths diverged, the faintness which had been hovering over her all the evening suddenly grew worse; and but for a friendly tree, she might have fallen. It grew better in a few moments, but she did not yet quit her support.

Very surprised was the Rector of Calne to come up and see Lady Hartledon in this position. Every Sunday evening, after service, he went to visit a man in one of the cottages, who was dying of consumption, and he was on his way there now. He would have preferred to pass without speaking: but Lady Hartledon looked in need of assistance; and in common Christian kindness he could not pass her by.

I beg your pardon, Lady Hartledon. Are you ill?

She took his offered arm with her disengaged hand, as an additional support; and her white face turned a shade whiter.

A sudden faintness overtook me. I am better now, she said, when able to speak.

Will you allow me to walk on with you?

Thank you; just a little way. If you will not mind it.

That he must have understood the feeling which prompted the concluding words was undoubted: and perhaps had Lady Hartledon been in possession of her keenest senses, she might never have spoken them. Pride and health go out of us together. Dr. Ashton took her on his arm, and they walked slowly in the direction of the little bridge. Colour was returning to her face, strength to her frame.

The heat of the day has affected you, possibly?

Yes, perhaps; I have felt faint at times lately. The church was very hot to-night.

Nothing more was said until the bridge was gained, and then Maude released his arm.

Dr. Ashton, I thank you very much. You have been a friend in need.

But are you sure you are strong enough to go on alone? I will escort you to the house if you are not.

Quite strong enough now. Thank you once again.

As he was bowing his farewell, a sudden impulse to speak, and set the matter that was troubling her at rest, came over her. Without a moments deliberation, without weighing her words, she rushed upon it; the ostensible plea an apology for her mothers having spoken to him.

Yes, I told Lady Kirton she was labouring under some misapprehension, he quietly answered.

Will you forgive me also for speaking of it? she murmured. Since my mother came home with the news of what you said, I have been lost in a sea of conjecture: I could not attend to the service for dwelling upon it, and might as well not have been in church  a curious confession to make to you, Dr. Ashton. Is it indeed true that you know nothing of the matter?

Lady Kirton told me in so many words that I had entered an action against Lord Hartledon for breach of promise, and laid the damages at ten thousand pounds, returned Dr. Ashton, with a plainness of speech and a cynical manner that made her blush. And she saw at once that he had done nothing of the sort; saw it without any more decisive denial.

But the action has been entered, said Lady Hartledon.

I beg your pardon, madam. Lord Hartledon is, I should imagine, the only man living who could suppose me capable of such a thing.

And you have not entered on it! she reiterated, half bewildered by the denial.

Most certainly not. When I parted with Lord Hartledon on a certain evening, which probably your ladyship remembers, I washed my hands of him for good, desiring never to approach him in any way whatever, never hear of him, never see him again. Your husband, madam, is safe for me: I desire nothing better than to forget that such a man is in existence.

Lifting his hat, he walked away. And Lady Hartledon stood and gazed after him as one in a dream.




CHAPTER XXIII.

MR. CARR AT WORK.

Thomas Carr was threading his way through the mazy precincts of Grays Inn, with that quick step and absorbed manner known only, I think, to the busy man of our busy metropolis. He was on his way to make some inquiries of a firm of solicitors, Messrs. Kedge and Reck, strangers to him in all but name.

Up some dark and dingy stairs, he knocked at a dark and dingy door: which, after a minute, opened of itself by some ingenious contrivance, and let him into a passage, whence he turned into a room, where two clerks were writing at a desk.

Can I see Mr. Kedge?

Not in, said one of the clerks, without looking up.

Mr. Reck, then?

Not in.

When will either of them be in? continued the barrister; thinking that if he were Messrs. Kedge and Reck the clerk would get his discharge for incivility.

Cant say. Whats your business?

My business is with them: not with you.

You can see the managing clerk.

I wish to see one of the partners.

Could you give your name? continued the gentleman, equably.

Mr. Carr handed in his card. The clerk glanced at it, and surreptitiously showed it to his companion; and both of them looked up at him. Mr. Carr of the Temple was known by reputation, and they condescended to become civil.

Take a seat for a moment, sir, said the one. Ill inquire how long Mr. Kedge will be; but Mr. Reeks not in town to-day.

A few minutes, and Thomas Carr found himself in a small square room with the head of the firm, a youngish man and somewhat of a dandy, especially genial in manner, as though in contrast to his clerk. He welcomed the rising barrister.

Theres as much difficulty in getting to see you as if you were Pope of Rome, cried Mr. Carr, good humouredly.

The lawyer laughed. Hopkins did not know you: and strangers are generally introduced to Mr. Reck, or to our managing clerk. What can I do for you, Mr. Carr?

I dont know that you can do anything for me, said Mr. Carr, seating himself; but I hope you can. At the present moment I am engaged in sifting a piece of complicated business for a friend; a private matter entirely, which it is necessary to keep private. I am greatly interested in it myself, as you may readily believe, when it is keeping me from circuit. Indeed it may almost be called my own affair, he added, observing the eyes of the lawyer fixed upon him, and not caring they should see into his business too clearly. I fancy you have a clerk, or had a clerk, who is cognizant of one or two points in regard to it: can you put me in the way of finding out where he is? His name is Gordon.

Gordon! We have no clerk of that name. Never had one, that I remember. How came you to fancy it?

I heard it from my own clerk, Taylor. One day last week I happened to say before him that Id give a five-pound note out of my pocket to get at the present whereabouts of this man Gordon. Taylor is a shrewd fellow; full of useful bits of information, and knows, I really believe, three-fourths of London by name. He immediately said a young man of that name was with Messrs. Kedge and Reck, of Grays Inn, either as clerk, or in some other capacity; and when he described this clerk of yours, I felt nearly sure that it was the man I am looking for. I got Taylor to make inquiries, and he did, I believe, of one of your clerks; but he could learn nothing, except that no one of that name was connected with you now. Taylor persists that he is or was connected with you; and so I thought the shortest plan to settle the matter was to ask yourselves.

We have no clerk of that name, repeated Mr. Kedge, pushing back some papers on the table. Never had one.

Understand, said Mr. Carr, thinking it just possible the lawyer might be mistaking his motives, I have nothing to allege against the man, and do not seek to injure him. The real fact is, that I do not want to see him or to be brought into personal contact with him; I only want to know whether he is in London, and, if so, where?

I assure you he is not connected with us, repeated Mr. Kedge. I would tell you so in a moment if he were.

Then I can only apologise for having troubled you, said the barrister, rising. Taylor must have been mistaken. And yet I would have backed his word, when he positively asserts a thing, against the world. I hardly ever knew him wrong.

Mr. Kedge was playing with the locket on his watch-chain, his head bent in thought.

Wait a moment, Mr. Carr. I remember now that we took a clerk temporarily into the office in the latter part of last year. His writing did not suit, and we kept him only a week or two. I dont know what his name was, but it might have been Gordon.

Do you remember what sort of a man he was? asked Mr. Carr, somewhat eagerly.

I really do not. You see, I dont come much into contact with our clerks. Reck does; but hes not here to-day. I fancy he had red hair.

Gordon had reddish hair.

You had better see Kimberly, said the solicitor, ringing a bell. He is our managing clerk, and knows everything.

A grey-haired, silent-looking man came in with stooping shoulders. Mr. Kedge, without any circumlocution, asked whether he remembered any clerk of the name of Gordon having been in the house. Mr. Kimberly responded by saying that they never had one in the house of the name.

Well, I thought not, observed the principal. There was one had in for a short time, you know, while Hopkins was ill. I forget his name.

His name was Druitt, sir. We employed a man of the name of Gorton to do some outdoor business for us at times, continued the managing clerk, turning his eyes on the barrister; but not lately.

What sort of business?

Serving writs.

Gorton is not Gordon, remarked Mr. Kedge, with legal acumen. By the way, Kimberly, I have heard nothing of Gorton lately. What has become of him?

I have not the least idea, sir. We parted in a huff, so he wouldnt perhaps be likely to come in my way again. Some business that he mismanaged, if you remember, sir, down at Calne.

When he arrested one man for another, laughed the lawyer, and got entangled in a coroners inquest, and I dont know what all.

Mr. Carr had pricked up his ears, scarcely daring to breathe. But his manner was careless to a degree.

The man he arrested being Lord Hartledon; the man he ought to have arrested being the Honourable Percival Elster, he interposed, laughing.

What! do you know about it? cried the lawyer.

I remember hearing of it; I was intimate with Mr. Elster at the time.

He has since become Lord Hartledon.

Yes. But about this Gorton! I should not be in the least surprised if he is the man I am inquiring for. Can you describe him to me, Mr. Kimberly?

He is a short, slight man, under thirty, with red hair and whiskers.

Mr. Carr nodded.

Light hair with a reddish tinge it has been described to me. Do you happen to be at all acquainted with his antecedents?

Not I; I know nothing about, the man, said Mr. Kedge. Kimberly does, perhaps.

No, sir, dissented Kimberly. He had been to Australia, I believe; and thats all I know about him.

It is the same man, said Mr. Carr, quietly. And if you can tell me anything about him, he continued, turning to the older man, I shall be exceedingly obliged to you. To begin with  when did you first know him?

But at this juncture an interruption occurred. Hopkins the discourteous came in with a card, which he presented to his principal. The gentleman was waiting to see Mr. Kedge. Two more clients were also waiting, he added, Thomas Carr rose, and the end of it was that he went with Mr. Kimberly to his own room.

Its Carr of the Inner Temple, whispered Mr. Kedge in his clerks ear.

Oh, I know him, sir.

All right. If you can help him, do so.

I first knew Gorton about fifteen months ago, observed the clerk, when they were shut in together. A friend of mine, now dead, spoke of him to me as a respectable young fellow who had fallen in the world, and asked if I could help him to some employment. I think he told me somewhat of his history; but I quite forget it. I know he was very low down then, with scarcely bread to eat.

Did this friend of yours call him Gorton or Gordon? interrupted Mr. Carr.

Gorton. I never heard him called Gordon at all. I remember seeing a book of his that he seemed to set some store by. It was printed in old English, and had his name on the title-page: George Gorton. From his affectionate father, W. Gorton. I employed him in some outdoor work. He knew London perfectly well, and seemed to know people too.

And he had been to Australia?

He had been to Australia, I feel sure. One day he accidentally let slip some words about Melbourne, which he could not well have done unless he had seen the place. I taxed him with it, and he shuffled out of it with some excuse; but in such a manner as to convince me he had been there.

And now, Mr. Kimberly, I am going to ask you another question. You spoke of his having been at Calne; I infer that you sent him to the place on the errand to Mr. Elster. Try to recollect whether his going there was your own spontaneous act, or whether he was the original mover in the journey?

The grey-haired clerk looked up as though not understanding.

You dont quite take me, I see.

Yes I do, sir; but I was thinking. So far as I can recollect, it was our own spontaneous act. I am sure I had no reason to think otherwise at the time. We had had a deal of trouble with the Honourable Mr. Elster; and when it was found that he had left town for the family seat, we came to the resolution to arrest him.

Thomas Carr paused. Do you know anything of Gordons  or Gortons doings in Calne? Did you ever hear him speak of them afterwards?

I dont know that I did particularly. The excuse he made to us for arresting Lord Hartledon was, that the brothers were so much alike he mistook the one for the other.

Which would infer that he knew Mr. Elster by sight.

It might; yes. It was not for the mistake that we discharged him; indeed, not for anything at all connected with Calne. He did seem to have gone about his business there in a very loose way, and to have paid less attention to our interests than to the gossip of the place; of which there was a tolerable amount just then, on account of Lord Hartledons unfortunate death. Gorton was set upon another job or two when he returned; and one of those he contrived to mismanage so woefully, that I would give him no more to do. It struck me that he must drink, or else was accessible to a bribe.

Mr. Carr nodded his head, thinking the latter more than probable. His fingers were playing with a newspaper which happened to lie on the clerks desk; and he put the next question with a very well-assumed air of carelessness, as if it were but the passing thought of the moment.

Did he ever talk about Mr. Elster?

Never but once. He came to my house one evening to tell me he had discovered the hiding-place of a gentleman we were looking for. I was taking my solitary glass of gin and water after supper, the only stimulant I ever touch  and that by the doctors orders  and I could not do less than ask him to help himself. You see, sir, we did not look upon him as a common sheriffs man: and he helped himself pretty freely. That made him talkative. I fancy his head cannot stand much; and he began rambling upon recent affairs at Calne; he had not been back above a week then

And he spoke of Mr. Elster?

He spoke a good deal of him as the new Lord Hartledon, all in a rambling sort of way. He hinted that it might be in his power to bring home to him some great crime.

The man must have been drunk indeed! remarked Mr. Carr, with the most perfect assumption of indifference; a very contrast to the fear that shot through his heart. What crime, pray? I hope he particularized it.

What he seemed to hint at was some unfair play in connection with his brothers death, said the old clerk, lowering his voice. A man at his wits end for money would do many queer things, he remarked.

Mr. Carrs eyes flashed. What a dangerous fool he must be! You surely did not listen to him!

I, sir! I stopped him pretty quickly, and bade him sew up his mouth until he came to his sober senses again. Oh, they make great simpletons of themselves, some of these young fellows, when they get a little drink into them.

They do, said the barrister. Did he ever allude to the matter again?

Never; and when I saw him the next day, he seemed ashamed of himself, and asked if he had not been talking a lot of nonsense. About a fortnight after that we parted, and I have never seen him since.

And you really do not know what has become of him?

Not at all. I should think he has left London.

Why?

Because had he remained in it hed be sure to have come bothering me to employ him again; unless, indeed, he has found some one else to do it.

Well, said Mr. Carr, rising, will you do me this favour? If you come across the man again, or learn tidings of him in any way, let me know it at once. I do not want him to hear of me, or that I have made inquiries about him. I only wish to ascertain where he is, if that be possible. Any one bringing me this information privately will find it well worth his while.

He went forth into the busy streets again, sick at heart; and upon reaching his chambers wrote a note for a detective officer, and put some business into his hands.

Meanwhile Lord Hartledon remained in London. When the term for which they had engaged the furnished house was expired he took lodgings in Grafton Street; and there he stayed, his frame of mind restless and unsatisfactory. Lady Hartledon wrote to him sometimes, and he answered her. She said not a word about the discovery she had made in regard to the alleged action-at-law; but she never failed in every letter to ask what he was doing, and when he was coming home  meaning to Hartledon. He put her off in the best way he could: he and Carr were very busy together, he said: as to home, he could not mention any particular time. And Lady Hartledon bottled up her curiosity and her wrath, and waited with what patience she possessed.

The truth was  and, perhaps, the reader may have divined it  that graver motives than the sensitive feeling of not liking to face the Ashtons were keeping Lord Hartledon from his wife and home. He had once, in his bachelor days, wished himself a savage in some remote desert, where his civilized acquaintance could not come near him; he had a thousand times more reason to wish himself one now.

One dusty day, when the excessive heat of summer was on the wane, he went down to Mr. Carrs chambers, and found that gentleman out. Not out for long, the clerk thought; and sat down and waited. The room he was in looked out on the cool garden, the quiet river; in the one there was not a soul except Mr. Broom himself, who had gone in to watch the progress of his chrysanthemums, and was stooping lovingly over the beds; on the other a steamer, freighted with a straggling few, was paddling up the river against the tide, and a barge with its brown sail was coming down in all its picturesque charm. The contrast between this quiet scene and the bustling, dusty, jostling world he had come in from, was grateful even to his disturbed heart; and he felt half inclined to go round to the garden and fling himself on the lawn as a man might do who was free from care.

Mr. Carr indulged in the costly luxury of three rooms in the Temple; his sitting-room, which was his work-room, a bedroom, and a little outer room, the sanctum of his clerk. Lord Hartledon was in the sitting-room, but he could hear the clerk moving about in the ante-room, as if he had no writing on hand that morning. When tired of waiting, he called him in.

Mr. Taylor, how long do you think he will be? Ive been dozing, I think.

Well, I thought hed have been here before now, my lord. He generally tells me if he is going out for any length of time; but he said nothing to-day.

A newspaper would be something to while away ones time, or a book, grumbled Hartledon. Not those, glancing at a book-case full of ponderous law-volumes.

Your lordship has taken the cream out of them already, remarked the clerk, with a laugh; and Hartledons brow knitted at the words. He had taken the cream out of those old law-books, if studying them could do it, for he had been at them pretty often of late.

But Mr. Taylors remarks had no ulterior meaning. Being a shrewd man, he could not fail to suspect that Lord Hartledon was in a scrape of some sort; but from a word dropped by his master he supposed it to involve nothing more than a question of debt; and he never suspected that the word had been dropped purposely. Scamps would claim money twice over when they could, said Mr. Carr; and Elster was a careless man, always losing his receipts. He was a short, slight man, this clerk  in build something like his master  with an intelligent, silent face, a small, sharp nose, and fair hair. He had been born a gentleman, he was wont to say; and indeed he looked one; but he had not received an education commensurate with that fact, and had to make his own way in the world. He might do it yet, perhaps, he remarked one day to Lord Hartledon; and certainly, if steady perseverance could effect it, he would: all his spare time was spent in study.

He has not gone to one of those blessed consultations in somebodys chambers, has he? cried Val. I have known them last three hours.

I have known them last longer than that, said the clerk equably. But there are none on just now.

I cant think what has become of him. He made an appointment with me for this morning. And wheres his Times?

Mr. Taylor could not tell where; he had been looking for the newspaper on his own account. It was not to be found; and they could only come to the conclusion that the barrister had taken it out with him.

I wish youd go out and buy me one, said Val.

Ill go with pleasure, my lord. But suppose any one comes to the door?

Oh, Ill answer it. Theyll think Carr has taken on a new clerk.

Mr. Taylor laughed, and went out. Hartledon, tired of sitting, began to pace the room and the ante-room. Most men would have taken their departure; but he had nothing to do; he had latterly shunned that portion of the world called society; and was as well in Mr. Carrs chambers as in his own lodgings, or in strolling about with his troubled heart. While thus occupied, there came a soft tap to the outer door  as was sure to be the case, the clerk being absent  and Val opened it. A middle-aged, quiet-looking man stood there, who had nothing specially noticeable in his appearance, except a pair of deep-set dark eyes, under bushy eyebrows that were turning grey.

Mr. Carr within?

Mr. Carrs not in, replied the temporary clerk. I dare say you can wait.

Likely to be long?

I should think not. I have been waiting for him these two hours.

The applicant entered, and sat down in the clerks room. Lord Hartledon went into the other, and stood drumming on the window-pane, as he gazed out upon the Temple garden.

Id go, but for that note of Carrs, he said to himself. If  Halloa! thats his voice at last.

Mr. Carr and his clerk had returned together. The former, after a few moments, came in to Lord Hartledon.

A nice fellow you are, Carr! Sending me word to be here at eleven oclock, and then walking off for two mortal hours!

I sent you word to wait for me at your own home!

Well, thats good! returned Val. It said, Be here at eleven, as plainly as writing could say it.

And there was a postscript over the leaf telling you, on second thought, not to be here, but to wait at home for me, said Mr. Carr. I remembered a matter of business that would take me up your way this morning, and thought Id go on to you. Its just your careless fashion, Hartledon, reading only half your letters! You should have turned it over.

Who was to think there was anything on the other side? Folk dont turn their letters over from curiosity when they are concluded on the first page.

I never had a letter in my life but I turned it over to make sure, observed the more careful barrister. I have had my walk for nothing.

And I have been cooling my heels here! And you took the newspaper with you!

No, I did not. Churton sent in from his rooms to borrow it.

Well, let the misunderstanding go, and forgive me for being cross. Do you know, Carr, I think I am growing ill-tempered from trouble. What news have you for me?

Ill tell you by-and-by. Do you know who that is in the other room?

Not I. He seemed to stare me inside-out in a quiet way as I let him in.

Ay. Its Green, the detective. At times a question occurs to me whether thats his real name, or one assumed in his profession. He has come to report at last. Had you better remain?

Why not?

Mr. Carr looked dubious.

You can make some excuse for my presence.

Its not that. Im thinking if you let slip a word

Is it likely?

Inadvertently, I mean.

Theres no fear. You have not mentioned my name to him?

I retort in your own words  Is it likely? He does not know why he is being employed or what I want with the man I wish traced. At present he is working, as far as that goes, in the dark. I might have put him on a false scent, just as cleverly and unsuspiciously as I dare say he could put me; but Ive not done it. Whats the matter with you to-day, Hartledon? You look ill.

I only look what I am, then, was the answer. But Im no worse than usual. Id rather be transported  Id rather be hanged, for that matter  than lead the life of misery I am leading. At times I feel inclined to give in, but then comes the thought of Maude.




CHAPTER XXIV.

SOMEBODY ELSE AT WORK.

They were shut in together: the detective officer, Mr. Carr, and Lord Hartledon. You may speak freely before this gentleman, observed Mr. Carr, as if in apology for a third being present. He knows the parties, and is almost as much interested in the affair as I am.

The detective glanced at Lord Hartledon with his deep eyes, but he did not know him, and took out a note-book, on which some words and figures were dotted down, hieroglyphics to any ones eyes but his own. Squaring his elbows on the table, he begun abruptly; and appeared to have a habit of cutting short his words and sentences.

Havent succeeded yet as could wish, Mr. Carr; at least not altogether: have had to be longer over it, too, than thought for. George Gordon: Scotch birth, so far as can learn; left an orphan; lived mostly in London. Served time to medical practitioner, locality Paddington. Idle, visionary, loose in conduct, good-natured, fond of roving. Surgeon wouldnt keep him as assistant; might have done it, he says, had G.G. been of settled disposition: saw him in drink three times. Next turns up in Scotland, assistant to a doctor there; name Mair, locality Kirkcudbrightshire. Remained less than a year; left, saying was going to Australia. So far, broke off the speaker, raising his eyes to Mr. Carrs, particulars tally with the information supplied by you.

Just so.

Then my further work began, continued Mr. Green. Afraid what Ive got together wont be satisfactory; differ from you in opinion, at any rate. G.G. went to Australia; no doubt of that; friend of his got a letter or two from him while there: last one enclosed two ten-pound notes, borrowed by G.G. before he went out. Last letter said been up to the diggings; very successful; coming home with his money, mentioned ship he meant to sail in. Hadnt been in Australia twelve months.

Who was the friend? asked Mr. Carr.

Respectable man; gentleman; former fellow-pupil with Gordon in London; in good practice for himself now; locality Kensington. After last letter, friend perpetually looking out for G.G. G.G. did not make his appearance; conclusion friend draws is he did not come back. Feels sure Gordon, whether rich or poor, in ill-report or good-report, would have come direct to him.

I happen to know that he did come back, said Mr. Carr.

Dont think it, was the unceremonious rejoinder.

I know it positively. And that he was in London.

The detective looked over his notes, as if completely ignoring Mr. Carrs words.

You heard, gentlemen, of that mutiny on board the ship Morning Star, some three years ago? Made a noise at the time.

Well?

Ringleader was this same man, George Gordon.

No! exclaimed Mr. Carr.

No reasonable doubt about it. Friend of his feels none: cant understand how G.G. could have turned suddenly cruel; never was that. Pooh! when men have been leading lawless lives in the bush, perhaps taken regularly to drinking  which G.G. was inclined to before  theyre ready for any crime under the sun.

But how do you connect Gordon with the ringleader of that diabolical mutiny?

Easy enough. Same name, George Gordon: wrote to a friend the ship he was coming home in  Morning Star. It was the same; price on G.G.s head to this day: shouldnt mind getting it. Neednt pother over it, sir; twas Gordon: but hed never put his foot in London.

If true, it would account for his not showing himself to his friend  assuming that he did come back, observed Mr. Carr.

Friend says not. Sure that G.G., whatever he might have been guilty of, would go to him direct; knew he might depend on him in any trouble. A proof, he argues, that G.G. never came back.

But I tell you he did come back, repeated the barrister. Strange the similarity of name never struck me, he added, turning to Lord Hartledon. I took some interest in that mutiny at the time; but it never occurred to me to connect this man or his name with it. A noted name, at any rate, if not a very common one.

Lord Hartledon nodded. He had sat silent throughout, a little apart, his face somewhat turned from them, as though the business did not concern him.

And now I will relate to you what more I know of Gordon, resumed Mr. Carr, moving his chair nearer the detective, and so partially screening Lord Hartledon. He was in London last year, employed by Kedge and Reck, of Grays Inn, to serve writs. What he had done with himself from the time of the mutiny  allowing that he was identical with the Gordon of that business  I dare say no one living could tell, himself excepted. He was calling himself Gorton last autumn. Not much of a change from his own name.

George Gorton, assented the detective.

Yes, George Gorton. I knew this much when I first applied to you. I did not mention it because I preferred to let you go to work without it. Understand me; that it is the same man, I know; but there are nevertheless discrepancies in the case that I cannot reconcile; and I thought you might possibly arrive at some knowledge of the man without this clue better than with it.

Sorry to differ from you, Mr. Carr; must hold to the belief that George Gorton, employed at Kedge and Recks, was not the same man at all, came the cool and obstinate rejoinder. Have sifted the apparent similarity between the two, and drawn conclusions accordingly.

The remark implied that the detective was wiser on the subject of George Gorton than Mr. Carr had bargained for, and a shadow of apprehension stole over him. It was by no means his wish that the sharp detective and the man should come into contact with each other; all he wanted was to find out where he was at present, not that he should be meddled with. This he had fully explained in the first instance, and the other had acquiesced in his curt way.

You are thinking me uncommon clever, getting on the track of George Gorton, when nothing on the surface connects him with the man wanted, remarked the detective, with professional vanity. Came upon it accidentally; as well confess it; dont want to assume more credit thans due. It was in this way. Evening following your instructions, had to see managing clerk of Kedge and Reck; was engaged on a little matter for them. Business over, he asked me if I knew anything of a man named George Gorton, or Gordon  as I seemed to know something of pretty well everybody. Having just been asked here about George Gordon, I naturally connected the two questions together. Inquired of Kimberly why he suspected his clerk Gorton should be Gordon; Kimberly replied he did not suspect him, but a gentleman did, who had been there that day. This put me on Gortons track.

And you followed it up?

Of course; keeping my own counsel. Took it up in haste, though; no deliberation; went off to Calne, without first comparing notes with Gordons friend the surgeon.

To Calne! explained Mr. Carr, while Lord Hartledon turned his head and took a sharp look at the speaker.

A nod was the only answer. Got down; thought at first as you do, Mr. Carr, that man was the same, and was on right track. Went to work in my own way; was a countryman just come into a snug bit of inheritance, looking out for a corner of land. Wormed out a bit here and a bit there; heard this from one, that from another; nearly got an interview with my Lord Hartledon himself, as candidate for one of his farms.

Lord Hartledon was not at Calne, I think, interrupted Mr. Carr, speaking impulsively.

Know it now; didnt then; and wanted, for own purposes, to get a sight of him and a word with him. Went to his place: saw a queer old creature in yellow gauze; saw my lords wife, too, at a distance; fine woman; got intimate with butler, named Hedges; got intimate with two or three more; altogether turned the recent doings of Mr. Gorton inside out.

Well? said Mr. Carr, in his surprise.

Care to hear em? continued the detective, after a moments pause; and a feeling crossed Mr. Carr, that if ever he had a deep man to deal with it was this one, in spite of his apparent simplicity. Gorton went down on his errand for Kedge and Reck, writ in pocket for Mr. Elster; had boasted he knew him. Cant quite make out whether he did or not; any rate, served writ on Lord Hartledon by mistake. Lordship made a joke of it; took up the matter as a brother ought; wrote himself to Kedge and Reck to get it settled. Brothers quarrelled; day or two, and elder was drowned, nobody seems to know how. Gorton stopped on, against orders from Kimberly; said afterwards, by way of excuse, had been served with summons to attend inquest. Couldnt say much at inquest, or didnt; was asked if he witnessed accident; said No, but some still think he did. Showed himself at Hartledon afterwards trying to get interview with new lord; new lord wouldnt see him, and butler turned him out. Gorton in a rage, went back to inn, got some drink, said he might be able to make his lordship see him yet; hinted at some secret, but too far gone to know what he said; began boasting of adventures in Australia. Loose man there, one Pike, took him in charge, and saw him off by rail for London.

Yes? said Mr. Carr, for the speaker had stopped.

Thats pretty near all as far as Gorton goes. Got a clue to an address in London, where he might be heard of: got it oddly, too; but thats no matter. Came up again and went to address; could learn nothing; tracked here, tracked there, both for Gordon and Gorton; found Gorton disappeared close upon time he was cast adrift by Kimberly. Not in London as far as can be traced; where gone, cant tell yet. So much done, summed up my experiences and came here to-day to state them.

Proceed, said Mr. Carr.

The detective put his note-book in his pocket, and with his elbows still on the table, pressed his fingers together alternately as he stated his points, speaking less abruptly than before.

My conclusion is  the Gordon you spoke to me about was the Gordon who led the mutiny on board the Morning Star; that he never, after that, came back to England; has never been heard of, in short, by any living soul in it. That the Gorton employed by Kedge and Reck was another man altogether. Neither is to be traced; the one may have found his grave in the sea years ago; the other has disappeared out of London life since last October, and I cant trace how or where.

Mr. Carr listened in silence. To reiterate that the two men were identical, would have been waste of time, since he could not avow how he knew it, or give the faintest clue. The detective himself had unconsciously furnished a proof.

Will you tell me your grounds for believing them to be different men? he asked.

Nay, said the keen detective, the shortest way would be for you to give me your grounds for thinking them to be the same.

I cannot do it, said Mr. Carr. It might involve  no, I cannot do it.

Well, I suspected so. I dont mind mentioning one or two on my side. The description of Gorton, as I had it from Kimberly, does not accord with that of Gordon as given me by his friend the surgeon. I wrote out the description of Gorton, and took it to him. Is this Gordon? I asked. No, it is not, said he; and Im sure he spoke the truth.

Gordon, on his return from Australia, might be a different-looking man from the Gordon who went to it.

And would be, no doubt. But see here: Gorton was not disguised; Gordon would not dare to be in London without being so; his heads not worth a days purchase. Fancy his walking about with only one letter in his name altered! Rely upon it, Mr. Carr, you are mistaken; Gordon would no more dare come back and put his head into the lions mouth than youd jump into a fiery furnace. He couldnt land without being dropped upon: the man was no common offender, and weve kept our eyes open. And thats all, added the detective, after a pause. Not very satisfactory, is it, Mr. Carr? But, such as it is, I think you may rely upon it, in spite of your own opinion. Meanwhile, Ill keep on the look-out for Gorton, and tell you if he turns up.

The conference was over, and Mr. Green took his departure. Thomas Carr saw him out himself, returned and sat down in a reverie.

Its a curious tale, said Lord Hartledon.

Im thinking how the fact, now disclosed, of Gordons being Gordon of the mutiny, affects you, remarked Mr. Carr.

You believe him to be the same?

I see no reason to doubt it. Its not probable that two George Gordons should take their passage home in the Morning Star. Besides, it explains points that seemed incomprehensible. I could not understand why you were not troubled by this man, but rely upon it he has found it expedient to go into effectual hiding, and dare not yet come out of it. This fact is a very great hold upon him; and if he turns round on you, you may keep him in check with it. Only let me alight on him; Ill so frighten him as to cause him to ship himself off for life.

I dont like that detectives having gone down to Calne, remarked Lord Hartledon.

Neither did Mr. Carr, especially if Gordon, or Gorton, should have become talkative, as there was reason to believe he had.

Gordon is in England, and in hiding; probably in London, for theres no place where you may hide so effectually. One thing I am astonished at: that he should show himself openly as George Gorton.

Look here, Carr, said Lord Hartledon, leaning forward; I dont believe, in spite of you and the detective, that Gordon, our Gordon, was the one connected with the mutiny. I might possibly get a description of that man from Gum of Calne; for his son was coming home in the same ship  was one of those killed.

Whos Gum of Calne?

The parish clerk, and a very respectable man. Mirrable, our housekeeper whom you have seen, is related to them. Gum went to Liverpool at the time, I know, and saw the remnant of the passengers those pirates had spared; he was sure to hear a full description of Gordon. If ever I visit Hartledon again Ill ask him.

If ever you visit Hartledon again! echoed Mr. Carr. Unless you leave the country  as I advise you to do  you cannot help visiting Hartledon.

Well, I would almost as soon be hanged! cried Val. And now, what do you want me for, and why have you kept me here?

Mr. Carr drew his chair nearer to Lord Hartledon. They alone knew their own troubles, and sat talking long after the afternoon was over. Mr. Taylor came to the room; it was past his usual hour of departure.

I suppose I can go, sir?

Not just yet, replied Mr. Carr.

Hartledon took out his watch, and wondered whether it had been galloping, when he saw how late it was. Youll come home and dine with me, Carr?

Ill follow you, if you like, was the reply. I have a matter or two to attend to first.

A few minutes more, and Lord Hartledon and his care went out. Mr. Carr called in his clerk.

I want to know how you came to learn that the man I asked you about, Gordon, was employed by Kedge and Reck?

I heard it through a man named Druitt, was the ready answer. Happening to ask him  as I did several people  whether he knew any George Gordon, he at once said that a man of that name was at Kedge and Recks, where Druitt himself had been temporarily employed.

Ah, said Mr. Carr, remembering this same Druitt had been mentioned to him. But the man was called Gorton, not Gordon. You must have caught up the wrong name, Taylor. Or perhaps he misunderstood you. Thats all; you may go now.

The clerk departed. Mr. Carr took his hat and followed him down; but before joining Lord Hartledon he turned into the Temple Gardens, and strolled towards the river; a few moments of fresh air  fresh to those hard-worked denizens of close and crowded London  seemed absolutely necessary to the barristers heated brain.

He sat down on a bench facing the water, and bared his brow to the breeze. A cool head, his; never a cooler brought thought to bear upon perplexity; nevertheless it was not feeling very collected now. He could not reconcile sundry discrepancies in the trouble he was engaged in fathoming, and he saw no release whatever for Lord Hartledon.

It has only complicated the affair, he said, as he watched the steamers up and down, this calling in Green the detective, and the news he brings. Gordon the Gordon of the mutiny! I dont like it: the other Gordon, simple enough and not bad-hearted, was easy to deal with in comparison; this man, pirate, robber, murderer, will stand at nothing. We should have a hold on him, its true, in his own crime; but whats to prevent his keeping himself out of the way, and selling Hartledon to another? Why he has not sold him yet, I cant think. Unless for some reason he is waiting his time.

He put on his hat and began to count the barges on the other side, to banish thought. But it would not be banished, and he fell into the train again.

Mairs behaving well; with Christian kindness; but its bad enough to be even in his power. Theres something in Lord Hartledon he cant help loving, he writes. Who can? Here am I, giving up circuit  such a thing as never was heard of  calling him friend still, and losing my rest at night for him! Poor Val! better he had been the one to die!

Please, sir, could you tell us the time?

The spell was broken, and Mr. Carr took out his watch as he turned his eyes on a ragged urchin who had called to him from below.

The tide was down; and sundry Arabs were regaling their naked feet in the mud, sporting and shouting. The evening drew in earlier than they did, and the sun had already set.

Quitting the garden, Mr. Carr stepped into a hansom, and was conveyed to Grafton Street. He found Lord Hartledon knitting his brow over a letter.

Maude is growing vexed in earnest, he began, looking up at Mr. Carr. She insists upon knowing the reason that I do not go home to her.

I dont wonder at it. You ought to do one of two things: go, or

Or what, Carr?

You know. Never go home again.

I wish I was out of the world! cried the unhappy man.




CHAPTER XXV.

AT HARTLEDON.

Hartledon,

I wonder what you think of yourself, Galloping about Rotten Row with women when your wifes dying. Of course its not your fault that reports of your goings-on reach her here oh dear no. You are a moddel husband you are, sending her down here out of the way that you may take your pleasure. Why did you marry her, nobody wanted you to she sits and mopes and weeps and shes going into the same way that her father went, youll be glad no doubt to hear it its what youre aiming at, once she is in Calne churchyard the field will be open for your Anne Ashton. I can tell you that if youve a spark of propper feeling youll come down for its killing her,

Your wicked mother,

C. Kirton.

Lord Hartledon turned this letter about in his hand. He scarcely noticed the mistake at the conclusion: the dowager had doubtless intended to imply that he was wicked, and the slip of the pen in her temper went for nothing.

Galloping about Rotten Row with women!

Hartledon sent his thoughts back, endeavouring to recollect what could have given rise to this charge. One morning, after a sleepless night, when he had tossed and turned on his uneasy bed, and risen unrefreshed, he hired a horse, for he had none in town, and went for a long ride. Coming back he turned into Rotten Row. He could not tell why he did so, for such places, affected by the gay, empty-headed votaries of fashion, were little consonant to his present state. He was barely in it when a ladys horse took fright: she was riding alone, with a groom following; Lord Hartledon gave her his assistance, led her horse until the animal was calm, and rode side by side with her to the end of the Row. He knew not who she was; scarcely noticed whether she was young or old; and had not given a remembrance to it since.

When your wifes dying! Accustomed to the strong expressions of the countess-dowager, he passed that over. But, going the same way that her father went; he paused there, and tried to remember how her father did go. All he could recollect now, indeed all he knew at the time, was, that Lord Kirtons last illness was reported to have been a lingering one.

Such missives as these  and the countess-dowager favoured him with more than one  coupled with his own consciousness that he was not behaving to his wife as he ought, took him at length down to Hartledon. That his presence at the place so soon after his marriage was little short of an insult to Dr. Ashtons family, his sensitive feelings told him; but his duty to his wife was paramount, and he could not visit his sin upon her.

She was looking very ill; was low-spirited and hysterical; and when she caught sight of him she forgot her anger, and fell sobbing into his arms. The countess-dowager had gone over to Garchester, and they had a few hours peace together.

You are not looking well, Maude!

I know I am not. Why do you stay away from me?

I could not help myself. Business has kept me in London.

Have you been ill also? You look thin and worn.

One does grow to look thin in heated London, he replied evasively, as he walked to the window, and stood there. How is your brother, Maude  Bob?

I dont want to talk about Bob yet; I have to talk to you, she said. Percival, why did you practise that deceit upon me?

What deceit?

It was a downright falsehood; and made me look awfully foolish when I came here and spoke of it as a fact. That action.

Lord Hartledon made no reply. Here was one cause of his disinclination to meet his wife  having to keep up the farce of Dr. Ashtons action. It seemed, however, that there would no longer be any farce to keep up. Had it exploded? He said nothing. Maude gazing at him from the sofa on which she sat, her dark eyes looking larger than of yore, with hollow circles round them, waited for his answer.

I do not know what you mean, Maude.

You do know. You sent me down here with a tale that the Ashtons had entered an action against you for breach of promise  damages, ten thousand pounds

Stay an instant, Maude. I did not send you down with the tale. I particularly requested you to keep it private.

Well, mamma drew it out of me unawares. She vexed me with her comments about your staying on in London, and it made me tell her why you had stayed. She ascertained from Dr. Ashton that there was not a word of truth in the story. Val, I betrayed it in your defence.

He stood at the window in silence, his lips compressed.

I looked so foolish in the eyes of Dr. Ashton! The Sunday evening after I came down here I had a sort of half-fainting-fit, coming home from church. He overtook me, and was very kind, and gave me his arm. I said a word to him; I could not help it; mamma had worried me on so; and I learned that no such action had ever been thought of. You had no right to subject me to the chance of such mortification. Why did you do so?

Lord Hartledon came from the window and sat down near his wife, his elbow on the table. All he could do now was to make the best of it, and explain as near to the truth as he could.

Maude, you must not expect full confidence on this subject, for I cannot give it you. When I found I had reason to believe that some  some legal proceedings were about to be instituted against me, just at the first intimation of the trouble, I thought it must emanate from Dr. Ashton. You took up the same idea yourself, and I did not contradict it, simply because I could not tell you the real truth

Yes, she interrupted. It was the night that stranger called at our house, when you and Mr. Carr were closeted with him so long.

He could not deny it; but he had been thankful that she should forget the stranger and his visit. Maude waited.

Then it was an action, but not brought by the Ashtons? she resumed, finding he did not speak. Mamma remarked that you were just the one to propose to half-a-dozen girls.

It was not an action at all of that description; and I never proposed to any girl except Miss Ashton, he returned, nettled at the remark.

Is it over?

Not quite; and there was some hesitation in his tone. Carr is settling it for me. I trust, Maude, you will never hear of it again  that it will never trouble you.

She sat looking at him with her wistful eyes.

Wont you tell me its nature?

I cannot tell you, Maude, believe me. I am as candid with you as it is possible to be; but there are some things best  best not spoken of. Maude, he repeated, rising impulsively and taking both her hands in his, do you wish to earn my love  my everlasting gratitude? Then you may do it by nevermore alluding to this.

It was a mistaken request; an altogether unwise emotion. Better that he had remained at the window, and drawled out a nonchalant denial. But he was apt to be as earnestly genuine on the surface as he was in reality. It set Lady Hartledon wondering; and she resolved to bide her time.

As you please, of course, Val. But why should it agitate you?

Many a little thing seems to agitate me now, he answered. I have not felt well of late; perhaps thats the reason.

I think you might have satisfied me a little better. I expect it is some enormous debt risen up against you.

Better she should think so! I shall tide it over, he said aloud. But indeed, Maude, I cannot bear for you delicate women to be brought into contact with these things; they are fit for us only. Think no more about it, and rely on me to keep trouble from you if it can be kept. Wheres Bob? He is here, I suppose?

Bobs in his room. He is going into a way, I think. When he wrote and asked me if I would allow him to come here for a little change, the medical men saying he must have it, mamma sent a refusal by return of post; she had had enough of Bob, she said, when he was here before. But I quietly wrote a note myself, and Bob came. He looked ill, and gets worse instead of better.

What do you mean by saying he is going into a way? asked Lord Hartledon.

Consumption, or something of that sort. Papa died of it. You are not angry with me for having Bob?

Angry! My dear Maude, the house is yours; and if poor Bob stayed with us for ever, I should welcome him as a brother. Every one likes Bob.

Except mamma. She does not like invalids in the house, and has been saying you dont like it; that it was helping to keep you away. Poor Bob had out his portmanteau and began to pack; but I told him not to mind her; he was my guest, not hers.

And mine also, you might have added.

He left the room, and went to the chamber Captain Kirton had occupied when he was at Hartledon in the spring. It was empty, evidently not being used; and Hartledon sent for Mirrable. She came, looking just as usual, wearing a dark-green silk gown; for the twelve-month had expired, and their mourning was over.

Captain Kirton is in the small blue rooms facing south, my lord. They were warmer for him than these.

Is he very ill, Mirrable?

Very, I think, was the answer. Of course he may get better; but it does not look like it.

He was a tall, thin, handsome man, this young officer  a year or two older than Maude, whom he greatly resembled. Seated before a table, he was playing at that delectable game solitaire; and his eyes looked large and wild with surprise, and his cheeks became hectic, when Lord Hartledon entered.

Bob, my dear fellow, I am glad to see you.

He took his hands and sat down, his face full of the concern he did not care to speak. Lady Hartledon had said he was going into a way; it was evidently the way of the grave.

He pushed the balls and the board from him, half ashamed of his employment. To think you should catch me at this! he exclaimed. Maude brought it to me yesterday, thinking I was dull up here.

As good that as anything else. I often think what a miserably restless invalid I should make. But now, whats wrong with you?

Well, I suppose its the heart.

The heart?

The doctors say so. No doubt they are right; those complaints are hereditary, and my father had it. I got quite unfit for duty, and they told me I must go away for change; so I wrote to Maude, and she took me in.

Yes, yes; we are glad to have you, and must try and get you well, Bob.

Ah, I cant tell about that. He died of it, you know.

Who?

My father. He was ill for some time, and it wore him to a skeleton, so that people thought he was in a decline. If I could only get sufficiently well to go back to duty, I should not mind; it is so sad to give trouble in a strange house.

In a strange house it might be, but it would be ungrateful to call this one strange, returned Lord Hartledon, smiling on him from his pleasant blue eyes. We must get you to town and have good advice for you. I suppose Hillary comes up?

Every-day.

Does he say its heart-disease?

I believe he thinks it. It might be as much as his reputation is worth to say it in this house.

How do you mean?

My mother wont have it said. She ignores the disease altogether, and will not allow it to be mentioned, or hinted at. Its bronchitis, she tells everyone; and of course bronchitis it must be. I did have a cough when I came here: my chest is not strong.

But why should she ignore heart-disease?

There was a fear that Maude would be subject to it when she was a child. Should it be disclosed to her that it is my complaint, and were I to die of it, she might grow so alarmed for herself as to bring it on; and agitation, as we know, is often fatal in such cases.

Lord Hartledon sat in a sort of horror. Maude subject to heart-disease! when at any moment a certain fearful tale, of which he was the guilty centre, might be disclosed to her! Day by day, hour by hour, he lived in dread of this storys being brought to light. This little unexpected communication increased that dread fourfold.

Have I shocked you? asked Captain Kirton. I may yet get the better of it.

I believe I was thinking of Maude, answered Hartledon, slowly recovering from his stupor. I never heard  I had no idea that Maudes heart was not perfectly sound.

And I dont know but that it is sound; it was only a fancy when she was a child, and there might have been no real grounds for it. My mother is full of crotchets on the subject of illness; and says she wont have anything about heart-disease put into Maudes head. She is right, of course, so far, in using precaution; so please remember that I am suffering from any disorder but that, concluded the young officer with a smile.

How did yours first show itself?

I hardly know. I used to be subject to sudden attacks of faintness; but I am not sure that they had anything to do with the disease itself.

Just what Maude was becoming subject to! She had told him of a fainting-fit in London; had told him of another now.

I suppose the doctors warn you against sudden shocks, Bob?

More than against anything. I am not to agitate myself in the least; am not to run or jump, or fly into a temper. They would put me in a glass case, if they could.

Well, well see what skill can do for you, said Hartledon, rousing himself. I wonder if a warmer climate would be of service? You might have that without exertion, travelling slowly.

Couldnt afford it, was the ingenuous answer. I have forestalled my pay as it is.

Lord Hartledon smiled. Never a more generous disposition than his; and if money could save this poor Bob Kirton, he should not want it.

Walking forth, he strolled down the road towards Calne, intending to ask a question or two of the surgeon. Mr. Hillary was at home. His house was at this end of Calne, just past the Rectory and opposite the church, with a side view of Clerk Gums. The door was open, and Lord Hartledon strolled into the surgery unannounced, to the surprise of Mr. Hillary, who did not know he was at Calne.

The surgeons opinion was not favourable. Captain Kirton had heart-disease beyond any doubt. His chest was weak also, the lungs not over-sound; altogether, the Honourable Robert Kirtons might be called a bad life.

Would a warmer climate do anything for him? asked Lord Hartledon.

The surgeon shrugged his shoulders. He would be better there for some things than here. On the whole it might temporarily benefit him.

Then he shall go. And now, Hillary, I want to ask you something else  and you must answer me, mind. Captain Kirton tells me the fact of his having heart-disease is not mentioned in the house lest it should alarm Lady Hartledon, and develop the same in her. Is there any fear of this?

It is true that its not spoken of; but I dont think theres any foundation for the fear.

The old dowagers very fanciful! cried Lord Hartledon, resentfully.

A queer old  girl, remarked the surgeon. Cant help saying it, though she is your mother-in-law.

I wish she was any one elses! Shes as likely as not to let out something of this to Maude in her tantrums. But I dont believe a word of it; I never saw the least symptom of heart-disease in my wife.

Nor I, said the doctor. Of course I have not examined her; neither have I had much opportunity for ordinary observation.

I wish you would contrive to get the latter. Come up and call often; make some excuse for seeing Lady Hartledon professionally, and watch her symptoms.

I am seeing her professionally now; once or twice a week. She had one or two fainting-fits after she came down, and called me in.

Kirton says he used to have those fainting-fits. Are they a symptom of heart-disease?

In Lady Hartledon I attribute them entirely to her present state of health. I assure you, I dont see the slightest cause for fear as regards your wifes heart. She is of a calm temperament too; as far as I can observe.

They stood talking for a minute at the door, when Lord Hartledon went out. Pike happened to pass on the other side of the road.

He is here still, I see, remarked Hartledon.

Oh dear, yes; and likely to be.

I wonder how the fellow picks up a living?

The surgeon did not answer. Are you going to make a long stay with us? he asked.

A very short one. I suppose you have had no return of the fever?

Not any. Calne never was more healthy than it is now. As I said to Dr. Ashton yesterday, but for his own house I might put up my shutters and take a lengthened holiday.

Who is ill at the Rectory? Mrs. Ashton?

Mrs. Ashton is not strong, but shes better than she was last year. I have been more concerned for Anne than for her.

Is she ill? cried Lord Hartledon, a spasm seizing his throat.

Ailing. But its an ailing I do not like.

Whats the cause? he rejoined, feeling as if some other crime were about to be brought home to him.

Thats a question I never inquire into. I put it upon the air of the Rectory, added the surgeon in jesting tones, and tell them they ought to go away for a time, but they have been away too much of late, they say. Shes getting over it somewhat, and I take care that she goes out and takes exercise. What has it been? Well, a sort of inward fever, with flushed cheeks and unequal spirits. It takes time for these things to be got over, you know. The Rector has been anything but well, too; he is not the strong, healthy man he was.

And all my work; my work! cried Hartledon to himself, almost gnashing his teeth as he went back down the street. What right had I to upset the happiness of that family? I wish it had pleased God to take me first! My father used to say that some men seem born into the world only to be a blight to it; its what I have been, Heaven knows.

He knew only too well that Anne Ashton was suffering from the shock caused by his conduct. The love of these quiet, sensitive, refined natures, once awakened, is not given for a day, but for all time; it becomes a part of existence; and cannot be riven except by an effort that brings destruction to even future hope of happiness. Not even Mr. Hillary, not even Dr. and Mrs. Ashton, could discern the utter misery that was Annes daily portion. She strove to conceal it all. She went about the house cheerfully, wore a smiling face when people were present, dressed well, laughed with their guests, went about the parish to rich and poor, and was altogether gay. Ah, do you know what it is, this assumption of gaiety when the heart is breaking?  this dread fear lest those about you should detect the truth? Have you ever lived with this mask upon your face?  which can only be thrown off at night in the privacy of your own chamber, when you may abandon yourself to your desolation, and pray heaven to take you or give you increased strength to live and bear? It may seem a light thing, this state of heart that I am telling you about; but it has killed both men and women, for all that; and killed them in silence.

Anne Ashton had never complained. She did everything she had been used to doing, was particular about all her duties; but a nervous cough attacked her, and her frame wasted, and her cheek grew hectic. Try as she would she could not eat: all she confessed to, when questioned by Mrs. Ashton, was a pain in her throat; and Mr. Hillary was called in. Anne laughed: there was nothing the matter with her, she said, and her throat was better; she had strained it perhaps. The doctor was a wise doctor; his professional visits were spent in gossip; and as to medicine, he sent her a tonic, and told her to take it or not as she pleased. Only time, he said to Mrs. Ashton  she would be all right in time; the summer heat was making her languid.

The summer heat had nearly passed now, and perhaps some of the battle was passing with it. None knew  let me repeat it  what that battle had been; none ever can know, unless they go through it themselves. In Miss Ashtons case there was a feature some are spared  her love had been known  and it increased the anguish tenfold. She would overcome it if she could only forget him; but it would take time; and she would come out of it an altogether different woman, her best hope in life gone, her heart dead.

What brought him down here? mentally questioned Mr. Hillary, in an explosion of wrath, as he watched his visitor down the street. It will undo all I have been doing. He, and his wife too, might have had the grace to keep away for this year at least. I loved him once, with all his faults; but I should like to see him in the pillory now. It has told on him also, if Im any reader of looks. And now, Miss Anne, you go off from Calne to-morrow an I can prevail. I only hope you wont come across him in the meantime.




CHAPTER XXVI.

UNDER THE TREES.

It was the same noble-looking man Calne had ever known, as he went down the road, throwing a greeting to one and another. Lord Hartledon was not a whit less attractive than Val Elster, who had won golden opinions from all. None would have believed that the cowardly monster Fear was for ever feasting upon his heart.

He came to a standstill opposite the clerks house, looked at it for a moment, as if deliberating whether he should enter, and crossed the road. The shades of evening had begun to fall whilst he talked with the surgeon. As he advanced up the clerks garden, some one came out of the house with a rush and ran against him.

Take care, he lazily said.

The girl  it was no other than Miss Rebecca Jones  shrank away when she recognized her antagonist. Flying through the gate she rapidly disappeared up the street. Lord Hartledon reached the house, and made his way in without ceremony. At a table in the little parlour sat the clerks wife, presiding at a solitary tea-table by the light of a candle.

How are you, Mrs. Gum?

She had not heard him enter, and started at the salutation. Lord Hartledon laughed.

Dont take me for a housebreaker. Your front-door was open, and I came in without knocking. Is your husband at home?

What with shaking and curtseying, Mrs. Gum could scarcely answer. It was surprising how a little shock of this sort, or indeed of any sort, would upset her. Gum was away on some business or other, she replied  which caused their tea-hour to be delayed  but she expected him in every moment. Would his lordship please to wait in the best parlour, she asked, taking the candle to marshal him into the state sitting-room.

No; his lordship would not go into the best parlour; he would wait two or three minutes where he was, provided she did not disturb herself, and went on with her tea.

Mrs. Gum dusted a large old-fashioned oak chair with her apron; but he perched himself on one of its elbows.

And now go on with your tea, Mrs. Gum, and Ill look on with all the envy of a thirsty man.

Mrs. Gum glanced up tremblingly. Might she dare offer his lordship a cup? She wouldnt make so bold but tea was refreshing to a parched throat.

And mines always parched, he returned. Ill drink some with you, and thank you for it. It wont be the first time, will it?

Always parched! remarked Mrs. Gum. Maybe youve a touch of fever, my lord. Many folk get it at the close of summer.

Lord Hartledon sat on, and drank his tea. He said well that he was always thirsty, though Mrs. Gums expression was the better one. That timid matron, overcome by the honour accorded her, sat on the edge of her chair, cup in hand.

I want to ask your husband if he can give me a description of the man who was concerned in that wretched mutiny on board the Morning Star, said Lord Hartledon, somewhat abruptly. I mean the ringleader, Gordon. Why  Whats the matter?

Mrs. Gum had jumped up from her chair and began looking about the room. The cat, or something else, had rubbed against her legs.

No cat could be found, and she sat down again, her teeth chattering. Lord Hartledon came to the conclusion that she was only fit for a lunatic asylum. Why did she keep a cat, if its fancied caresses were to terrify her like that?

It was said, you know  at least it has been always assumed  that Gordon did not come back to England, he continued, speaking openly of his business, where a more prudent man would have kept his lips closed. But I have reason to believe that he did come back, Mrs. Gum; and I want to find him.

Mrs. Gum wiped her face, covered with drops of emotion.

Gordon never did come back, I am sure, sir, she said, forgetting all about titles in her trepidation.

You dont know that he did not. You may think it; the public may think it; whats of more moment to Gordon, the police may think it: but you cant know it. I know he did.

My lord, he did not; I could  I almost think I could be upon my oath he did not, she answered, gazing at Lord Hartledon with frightened eyes and white lips, which, to say the truth, rather puzzled him as he gazed back from his perch.

Will you tell me why you assert so confidently that Gordon did not come back?

She could not tell, and she knew she could not.

I cant bear to hear him spoken of, my lord, she said. He  we look upon him as my poor boys murderer, she broke off, with a sob; and it is not likely that I could.

Not very logical; but Lord Hartledon allowed for confusion of ideas following on distress of mind.

I dont like to speak about him any more than you can like to hear, he said kindly. Indeed I am sorry to have grieved you; but if the man is in London, and can be traced

In London! she interrupted.

He was in London last autumn, as I believe  living there.

An expression of relief passed over her features that was quite perceptible to Lord Hartledon.

I should not like to hear of his coming near us, she sighed, dropping her voice to a whisper. London: thats pretty far off.

I suppose you are anxious to bring him to justice, Mrs. Gum?

No, sir, not now; neither me nor Gum, shaking her head. Time was, sir  my lord  that Id have walked barefoot to see him hanged; but the years have gone by; and if sorrows not dead, its less keen, and wed be thankful to let the past rest in peace. Oh, my lord, dont rake him up again!

The wild, imploring accents quite startled Lord Hartledon.

You need not fear, he said, after a pause. I do not care to see Gordon hanged either; and though I want to trace his present abode  if it can be traced  it is not with a view to injuring him.

But we dont know his abode, my lord, she rejoined in faint remonstrance.

I did not suppose you knew it. All I want to ask your husband is, to give me a description of Gordon. I wish to see if it tallies with  with some one I once knew, he cautiously concluded. Perhaps you remember what the man was said to be like?

She put her fingers up to her brow, leaning her elbow on the table. He could not help observing how the hand shook.

I think it was said that he had red hair, she began, after a long pause; and was  tall, was it?  either tall or short; one of the two. And his eyes  his eyes were dark eyes, either brown or blue.

Lord Hartledon could not avoid a smile. Thats no description at all.

My memory is not over-good, my lord: I read his description in the handbills offering the reward; and thats some time ago now.

The handbills!  to be sure! interrupted Lord Hartledon, springing from his perch. I never thought of them; theyll give me the best description possible. Do you know where

The conference was interrupted by the clerk. He came in with a large book in his hand; and a large dog, which belonged to a friend, and had followed him home. For a minute or two there was only commotion, for the dog was leaping and making friends with every one. Lord Hartledon then said a few words of explanation, and the quiet demeanour of the clerk, as he calmly listened, was in marked contrast to his wifes nervous agitation.

Might I inquire your lordships reasons for thinking that Gordon came back? he quietly asked, when Lord Hartledon had ceased.

I cannot give them in detail, Gum. That he did come back, there is no doubt about whatever, though how he succeeded in eluding the vigilance of the police, who were watching for him, is curious. His coming back, however, is not the question: I thought you might be able to give me a close description of him. You went to Liverpool when the unfortunate passengers arrived there.

But Clerk Gum was unable to give any satisfactory response. No doubt he had heard enough of what Gordon was like at the time, he observed, but it had passed out of his memory. A fair man, he thought he was described, with light hair. He had heard nothing of Gordon since; didnt want to, if his lordship would excuse his saying it; firmly believed he was at the bottom of the sea.

Patient, respectful, apparently candid, he spoke, attending his guest, hat in hand, to the outer gate, when it pleased him to depart. But, take it for all in all, there remained a certain doubtful feeling in Lord Hartledons mind regarding the interview; for some subtle discernment had whispered to him that both Gum and his wife could have given him the description of Gordon, and would not do so.

He turned slowly towards home, thinking of this. As he passed the waste ground and Pikes shed, he cast his eyes towards it; a curl of smoke was ascending from the extemporized chimney, still discernible in the twilight. It occurred to Lord Hartledon that this man, who had the character of being so lawless, had been rather suspiciously intimate with the man Gorton. Not that the intimacy in itself was suspicious; birds of a feather flocked together; but the most simple and natural thing connected with Gorton would have borne suspicion to Hartledons mind now.

He had barely passed the gate when some shouting arose in the road behind him. A man, driving a cart recklessly, had almost come in contact with another cart, and some hard language ensued. Lord Hartledon turned his head quickly, and just caught Mr. Pikes head, thrust a little over the top of the gate, watching him. Pike must have crouched down when Lord Hartledon passed. He went back at once; and Pike put a bold face on the matter, and stood up.

So you occupy your palace still, Pike?

Such as it is. Yes.

I half-expected to find that Mr. Marris had turned you from it, continued Lord Hartledon, alluding to his steward.

He wouldnt do it, I expect, without your lordships orders; and I dont fancy youll give em, was the free answer.

I think my brother would have given them, had he lived.

But he didnt live, rejoined Pike. He wasnt let live.

What do you mean? asked Lord Hartledon, mystified by the words.

Pike ignored the question. Twas nearly a smash, he said, looking at the two carts now proceeding on their different ways. That cart of Floyds is always in hot water; the man drinks; Floyd turned him off once.

The millers cart was jogging up the road towards home, under convoy of the offending driver; the boy, David Ripper, sitting inside on some empty sacks, and looking over the board behind: looking very hard indeed, as it seemed, in their direction. Mr. Pike appropriated the gaze.

Yes, you may stare, young Rip! he apostrophized, as if the boy could hear him; but you wont stare yourself out of my hands. Youre the biggest liar in Calne, but you dont mislead me.

Pike, when you made acquaintance with that man Gorton  you remember him? broke off Lord Hartledon.

Yes, I do, said Pike emphatically.

Did he make you acquainted with any of his private affairs?  his past history?

Not a word, answered Pike, looking still after the cart and the boy.

Were those fine whiskers of his false? that red hair?

Pike turned his head quickly. The question had aroused him.

False hair and whiskers! I never knew it was the fashion to wear them.

It may be convenient sometimes, even if not the fashion, observed Lord Hartledon, his tone full of cynical meaning; and Mr. Pike surreptitiously peered at him with his small light eyes.

If Gortons hair was false, I never noticed it, thats all; I never saw him without a hat, that I remember, except in that inquest-room.

Had he been to Australia?

Pike paused to take another surreptitious gaze.

Cant say, my lord. Never heard.

Was his name Gorton, or Gordon? Come, Pike, continued Lord Hartledon, good-humouredly, theres a sort of mutual alliance between you and me; you did me a service once unasked, and I allow you to live free and undisturbed on my ground. I think you do know something of this man; it is a fancy I have taken up.

I never knew his name was anything but Gorton, said Pike carelessly; never heard it nor thought it.

Did you happen to hear him ever speak of that mutiny on board the Australian ship Morning Star? You have heard of it, I daresay: a George Gordon was the ringleader.

If ever the cool impudence was suddenly taken out of a man, this question seemed to take it out of Pike. He did not reply for some time; and when he did, it was in low and humble tones.

My lord, I hope youll pardon my rough thoughts and ways, which havent been used to such as you  and the sight of that boy put me up, for reasons of my own. As to Gorton  I never did hear him speak of the thing you mention. His names Gorton, and nothing else, as far as I know; and his hairs his own, for all I ever saw.

He did not give you his confidence, then?

No, never. Not about himself nor anything else, past or present.

And did not let a word slip? As to  for instance, as to his having been a passenger on board the Morning Star at the time of the mutiny?

Pike had moved away a step, and stood with his arms on the hurdles, his head bent on them, his face turned from Lord Hartledon.

Gorton said nothing to me. As to that mutiny  I think I read something about it in the newspapers, but I forget what. I was just getting up from some weeks of rheumatic fever at the time; Id caught it working in the fields; and news dont leave much impression in illness. Gorton never spoke of it to me. I never heard him say who or what he was; and I couldnt speak more truly if your lordship offered to give me the shed as a bribe.

Do you know where Gorton might be found at present?

I swear before Heaven that I know nothing of the man, and have never heard of him since he went away, cried Pike, with a burst of either fear or passion. He was a stranger to me when he came, and he was a stranger when he left. I found out the little game he had come about, and saved your lordship from his clutches, which he doesnt know to this day. I know nothing else about him at all.

Well, good evening, Pike. You need not put yourself out for nothing.

He walked away, taking leave of the man as civilly as though he had been a respectable member of society. It was not in Vals nature to show discourtesy to any living being. Why Pike should have shrunk from the questions he could not tell; but that he did shrink was evident; perhaps from a surly dislike to being questioned at all; but on the whole Lord Hartledon thought he had spoken the truth as to knowing nothing about Gorton.

Crossing the road, he turned into the field-path near the Rectory; it was a little nearer than the road-way, and he was in a hurry, for he had not thought to ask at what hour his wife dined, and might be keeping her waiting.

Who was this Pike, he wondered as he went along; as he had wondered before now. When the man was off his guard, the roughness of his speech and demeanour was not so conspicuous; and the tone assumed a certain refinement that seemed to say he had some time been in civilized society. Again, how did he live? A tale was told in Calne of Pikes having been disturbed at supper one night by a parcel of rude boys, who had seen him seated at a luxurious table; hot steak and pudding before him. They were not believed, certainly; but still Pike must live; and how did he find the means to do so? Why did he live there at all? what had caused him to come to Calne? Who  

These reflections might have lasted all the way home but for an interruption that drove every thought out of Lord Hartledons mind, and sent the hearts blood coursing swiftly through his veins. Turning a corner of the dark winding path, he came suddenly upon a lady seated on a bench, so close to the narrow path that he almost touched her in passing. She seemed to have sat down for a moment to do something to her hat, which was lying in her lap, her hands busied with it.

A faint cry escaped her, and she rose up. It was caused partly by emotion, partly by surprise at seeing him, for she did not know he was within a hundred miles of the place. And very probably she would have liked to box her own ears for showing any. The hat fell from her knees as she rose, and both stooped for it.

Forgive me, he said. I fear I have startled you.

I am waiting for papa, she answered, in hasty apology for being found there. And Lord Hartledon, casting his eyes some considerable distance ahead, discerned the indistinct forms of two persons talking together. He understood the situation at once. Dr. Ashton and his daughter had been to the cottages; and the doctor had halted on their return to speak to a day-labourer going home from his work, Anne walking slowly on.

And there they stood face to face, Anne Ashton and her deceitful lover! How their hearts beat to pain, how utterly oblivious they were of everything in life save each others presence, how tumultuously confused were mind and manner, both might remember afterwards, but certainly were not conscious of then. It was a little glimpse of Eden. A corner of the dark curtain thrown between them had been raised, and so unexpectedly that for the moment nothing else was discernible in the dazzling light.

Forget! Not in that instant of sweet confusion, during which nothing seemed more real than a dream. He was the husband of another; she was parted from him for ever; and neither was capable of deliberate thought or act that could intrench on the position, or tend to return, even momentarily, to the past. And yet there they stood with beating hearts, and eyes that betrayed their own tale  that the marriage and the parting were in one sense but a hollow mockery, and their love was indelible as of old.

Each had been forgetting to the utmost of the poor power within, in accordance with the high principles enshrined in either heart. Yet what a mockery that forgetting seemed, now that it was laid before them naked and bare! The heart turning sick to faintness at the mere sight of each other, the hands trembling at the mutual touch, the wistful eyes shining with a glance that too surely spoke of undying love!

But not a word of this was spoken. However true their hearts might be, there was no fear of the tongue following up the error. Lord Hartledon would no more have allowed himself to speak than she to listen. Neither had the hands met in ordinary salutation; it was only when he resigned the hat to her that the fingers touched: a touch light, transient, almost imperceptible; nevertheless it sent a thrill through the whole frame. Not exactly knowing what to do in her confusion, Miss Ashton sat down on the bench again and put her hat on.

I must say a word to you before I go on my way, said Lord Hartledon. I have been wishing for such a meeting as this ever since I saw you at Versailles; and indeed I think I wished for nothing else before it. When you think of me as one utterly heartless

Stay, Lord Hartledon, she interrupted, with white lips. I cannot listen to you. You must be aware that I cannot, and ought not. What are you thinking about?

I know that I have forfeited all right to ask you; that it is an unpardonable intrusion my presuming even to address you. Well, perhaps, you are right, he added, after a moments pause; it may be better that I should not say what I was hoping to say. It cannot mend existing things; it cannot undo the past. I dare not ask your forgiveness: it would seem too much like an insult; nevertheless, I would rather have it than any earthly gift. Fare you well, Anne! I shall sometimes hear of your happiness.

Have you been ill? she asked in a kindly impulse, noticing his altered looks in that first calm moment.

No  not as the world counts illness. If remorse and shame and repentance can be called illness, I have my share. Ill deeds of more kinds than one are coming home to me. Anne, he added in a hoarse whisper; his face telling of emotion, if there is one illumined corner in my heart, where all else is very dark, it is caused by thankfulness to Heaven that you were spared.

Spared! she echoed, in wonder, so completely awed by his strange manner as to forget her reserve.

Spared the linking of your name with mine. I thank God for it, for your sake, night and day. Had trouble fallen on you through me, I dont think I could have survived it. May you be shielded from all such for ever!

He turned abruptly away, and she looked after him, her heart beating a great deal faster than it ought to have done.

That she was his best and dearest love, in spite of his marriage, it was impossible not to see; and she strove to think him very wicked for it, and her cheek was red with a feeling that seemed akin to shame. But  trouble?  thankful for her sake, night and day, that her name was not linked with his? He must allude to debt, she supposed: some of those old embarrassments had augmented themselves into burdens too heavy to be safely borne.

The Rector was coming on now at a swift pace. He looked keenly at Lord Hartledon; looked twice, as if in surprise. A flush rose to Vals sensitive face as he passed, and lifted his hat. The Rector, dark and proud, condescended to return the courtesy: and the meeting was over.

Toiling across Lord Hartledons path was the labourer to whom the Rector had been speaking. He had an empty bottle slung over his shoulder, and carried a sickle. The mans days work was over, and had left fatigue behind it.

Good-night to your lordship!

Is it you, Ripper?

He was the father of the young gentleman in the cart, whom Mr. Pike had not long before treated to his opinion: young David Ripper, the millers boy. Old Ripper, a talkative, discontented man, stopped and ventured to enter on his grievances. His wife had been pledging things to pay for a fine gown she had bought; his two girls were down with measles; his son, young Rip, plagued his life out.

How does he plague your life out? asked Lord Hartledon, when he had listened patiently.

Saying hell go off and enlist for a soldier, my lord; hes saying it always: and means it too, only hes over-young fort.

Over-young for it; I should think so. Why, hes not much more than a child. Our sergeants dont enlist little boys.

Sometimes he says hell drown himself by way of a change, returned old Ripper.

Oh, does he? Folk who say it never do it. I should whip it out of him.

Hes never been the same since the lords death that time. Hes always frightened: gets fancying things, and saying sometimes he sees his shadder.

Whose shadow?

Hisn: the late lords.

Why does he fancy that? came the question, after a perceptible pause.

Old Ripper shook his head. It was beyond his ken, he said. There be only two things hes afeared of in life, continued the man, who, though generally called old Ripper, was not above five-and-thirty. The ones that wild man Pike; tothers the shadder. Hed run ten mile sooner than see either.

Does Pike annoy the boy?

Never spoke to him, as I knows on, my lord. Afore that drowning of his lordship last year, Davy was the boldest rip going, added the man, who had long since fallen into the epithet popularly applied to his son. Since then he dont dare say his souls his own. We had him laid up before the winter, and I know twas nothing but fear.

Lord Hartledon could not make much of the story, and had no time to linger. Administering a word of general encouragement, he continued his way, his thoughts going back to the interview with Anne Ashton, a line or two of Longfellows Fire of Driftwood rising up in his mind  

Of what had been and might have been, And who was changed, and who was dead.




CHAPTER XXVII.

A TÊTE-À-TÊTE BREAKFAST.

The Dowager-Countess of Kirton stood in the sunny breakfast-room at Hartledon, surveying the well-spread table with complacency; for it appeared to be rather more elaborately set out than usual, and no one loved good cheer better than she. When she saw two cups and saucers on the cloth instead of one, it occurred to her that Maude must, by caprice, be coming down, which she had not done of late. The dowager had arrived at midnight from Garchester, in consequence of having missed the earlier train, and found nearly all the house in retirement. She was in a furious humour, and no one had told her of the arrival of her son-in-law; no one ever did tell her any more than they were obliged to do; for she was not held in estimation at Hartledon.

Potted tongue, she exclaimed, dodging round the table, and lifting various covers. Raised pie; I wonder whats in it? And whats that stuff in jelly? It looks delicious. This is the result of the blowing-up I gave Hedges the other day; nothing like finding fault. Hot dishes too. I suppose Maude gave out that she should be down this morning. All rubbish, fancying herself ill: shes as well as I am, but gives way like a sim  A-a-a-ah!

The exclamation was caused by the unexpected vision of Lord Hartledon.

How are you, Lady Kirton?

Where on earth did you spring from?

From my room.

Whats the good of your appearing before people like a ghost, Hartledon? When did you arrive?

Yesterday afternoon.

And time you did, I think, with your poor wife fretting herself to death about you. How is she this morning?

Very well.

Ugh! You must imagine this sound as something between a grunt and a groan, that the estimable lady gave vent to whenever put out. It is not capable of being written. You might have sent word you were coming. I should think you frightened your wife to death.

Not quite.

He walked across the room and rang the bell. Hedges appeared. It had been the dowagers pleasure that no one else should serve her at that meal  perhaps on account of her peculiarities of costume.

Will you be good enough to pour out the coffee in Maudes place to-day, Lady Kirton? She has promised to be down another morning.

It was making her so entirely and intentionally a guest, as she thought, that Lady Kirton did not like it. Not only did she fully intend Hartledon House to be her home, but she meant to be its one ruling power. Keep Maude just now to her invalid fancies, and later to her gay life, and there would be little fear of her asserting very much authority.

Are you in the habit of serving this sort of breakfast, Hedges? asked Lord Hartledon; for the board looked almost like an elaborate dinner.

We have made some difference, my lord, this morning.

For me, I suppose. You need not do so in future. I have got out of the habit of taking breakfast; and in any case I dont want this unnecessary display. Captain Kirton gets up later, I presume.

Hes hardly ever up before eleven, said Hedges. But he makes a good breakfast, my lord.

Thats right. Tempt him with any delicacy you can devise. He wants strength.

The dowager was fuming. Dont you think Im capable of regulating these things, Hartledon, Id beg leave to ask?

No doubt. I beg you will make yourself at home whilst you stay with us. Some tea, Hedges.

She could have thrown the coffee-pot at him. There was incipient defiance in his every movement; latent war in his tones. He was no longer the puppet he had been; that day had gone by for ever.

Perhaps Val could not himself have explained the feeling that was this morning at work within him. It was the first time he and the dowager had met since the marriage, and she brought before him all too prominently the ill-omened past: her unjustifiable scheming  his own miserable weakness. If ever Lord Hartledon felt shame and repentance for his weak yielding, he felt it now  felt it in all its bitterness; and something very like rage against the dowager was bubbling up in his spirit, which he had some trouble to suppress.

He did suppress it, however, though it rendered him less courteous than usual; and the meal proceeded partly in silence; an interchanged word, civil on the surface, passing now and then. The dowager thoroughly entered into her breakfast, and had little leisure for anything else.

What makes you take nothing? she asked, perceiving at length that he had only a piece of toast on his plate, and was playing with that.

I have no appetite.

Have you left off taking breakfast?

To a great extent.

Whats the matter with you?

Lord Hartledon slightly raised his eyebrows. One cant eat much in the heat of summer.

Heat of summer! its nothing more than autumn now. And you are as thin as a weasel. Try some of that excellent raised pie.

Pray let my appetite alone, Lady Kirton. If I wanted anything I should take it.

Let you alone! yes, of course! You dont want it noticed that you are out of sorts, snapped the dowager. Oh, I know the signs. Youve been raking about London  thats what youve been at.

The raking about London presented so complete a contrast to the lonely life he had really passed, that Hartledon smiled in very bitterness. And the smile incensed the dowager, for she misunderstood it.

Its early days to begin! I dont think you ought to have married Maude.

I dont think I ought.

She did not expect the rejoinder, and dropped her knife and fork. Why did you marry her?

Perhaps you can tell that better than I.

The countess-dowager pushed up her hair.

Are you going to throw off the mask outright, and become a bad husband as well as a neglectful one?

Val rose from his seat and went to the window, which opened to the ground. He did not wish to quarrel with her if he could help it. Lady Kirton raised her voice.

Staying away, as you have, in London, and leaving Maude here to pine alone.

Business kept me in London.

I dare say it did! cried the wrathful dowager. If Maude died of ennui, you wouldnt care. She cant go about much herself just now, poor thing! I do wish Edward had lived.

I wish he had, with all my heart! came the answer; and the tone struck surprise on the dowagers ear  it was so full of pain. Maudes coming to Hartledon without me was her own doing, he remarked. I wished her not to come.

I dare say you did, as her heart was set upon it. The fact of her wishing to do a thing would be the signal for your opposing it; Ive gathered that much. My advice to Maude is, to assert her own will, irrespective of yours.

Dont you think, Lady Kirton, that it may be as well if you let me and my wife alone? We shall get along, no doubt, without interference; with interference we might not do so.

What with one thing and another, the dowagers temper was inflammable that morning; and when it reached that undesirable state she was apt to say pretty free things, even for her.

Edward would have made her the better husband.

But she didnt like him, you know! he returned, his eyes flashing with the remembrance of an old thought; and the countess-dowager took the sentence literally, and not ironically.

Not like him. If you had had any eyes as Val Elster, youd have seen whether she liked him or not. She was dying for him  not for you.

He made no reply. It was only what he had suspected, in a half-doubting sort of way, at the time. A little spaniel, belonging to one of the gardeners, ran up and licked his hand.

The time that I had of it! continued the dowager. But for me, Maude never would have been forced into having you. And she shouldnt have had you if Id thought you were going to turn out like this.

He wheeled round and faced her; his pale face working with emotion, but his voice subdued to calmness. Lady Kirtons last words halted, for his look startled even her in its resolute sternness.

To what end are you saying this, madam? You know perfectly well that you almost moved heaven and earth to get me: you, I say; I prefer to leave my wifes name out of this: and I fell into the snare. I have not complained of my bargain; so far as I know, Maude has not done so: but if it be otherwise  if she and you repent of the union, I am willing to dissolve it, as far as it can be dissolved, and to institute measures for living apart.

Never, never had she suspected it would come to this. She sat staring at him, her eyes round, her mouth open: scarcely believing the calm resolute man before her could be the once vacillating Val Elster.

Listen whilst I speak a word of truth, he said, his eyes bent on her with a strange fire that, if it told of undisguised earnestness, told also of inward fever. I married your daughter, and I am ready and willing to do my duty by her in all honour, as I have done it since the day of the marriage. Whatever my follies may have been as a young man, I am at least incapable of wronging my wife as a married one. She has had no cause to complain of want of affection, but

Oh, what a hypocrite! interrupted the dowager, with a shriek. And all the time youve left her here neglected, while you were taking your amusement in London! Youve been dinner-giving and Richmond-going, and theatre-frequenting, and card-playing, and race-horsing  and I shouldnt wonder but youve been cock-fighting, and a hundred other things as disreputable, and have come down here worn to a skeleton!

But if she is discontented, if she does not care for me, as you would seem to intimate, he resumed, passing over the attack without notice; in short, if Maude would be happier without me, I am quite willing, as I have just said, to relieve her of her distasteful husband.

Of all the wicked plotters, you must be the worst! My darling unoffending Maude! A divorce for her!

We are neither of us eligible for a divorce, he coolly rejoined. A separation alone is open to us, and that an amicable one. Should it come to it, every possible provision can be made for your daughters comfort; she shall retain this home; she shall have, if she wishes, a town-house; I will deny her nothing.

Lady Kirton rubbed her face carefully with her handkerchief. Not until this moment had she believed him to be in earnest, and the conviction frightened her.

Why do you wish to separate from her? she asked, in a subdued tone.

I do not wish it. I said I was willing to do so if she wished it. You have been taking pains to convince me that Maudes love was not mine, that she was only forced into the marriage with me. Should this have been the case, I must be distasteful to her still; an encumbrance she may wish to get rid of.

The countess-dowager had overshot her mark, and saw it.

Oh well! Perhaps I was mistaken about the past, she said, staring at him very hard, and in a sort of defiance. Maude was always very close. If you said anything about separation now, I dare say it would kill her. My belief is, she does care for you, and a great deal more than you deserve.

It may be better to ascertain the truth from Maude

You wont say a syllable to her! cried the dowager, starting up in terror. Shed never forgive me; shed turn me out of the house. Hartledon, promise you wont say a word to her.

He stood back against the window, never speaking.

She does love you; but I thought Id frighten you, for you had no right to send Maude home alone; and it made me very cross, because I saw how she felt it. Separation indeed! What can you be thinking of?

He was thinking of a great deal, no doubt; and his thoughts were as bitter as they could well be. He did not wish to separate; come what might, he felt his place should be by his wifes side as long as circumstances permitted it.

Let me give you a word of warning, Lady Kirton. I and my wife will be happy enough together, I daresay, if we are allowed to be; but the style of conversation you have just adopted to me will not conduce to it; it might retaliate on Maude, you see. Do not again attempt it.

How you have changed! was her involuntary remark.

Yes; I am not the yielding boy I was. And now I wish to speak of your son. He seems very ill.

A troublesome intruding fellow, why cant he keep his ailments to his own barracks? was the wrathful rejoinder. I told Maude I wouldnt have him here, and what does she do but write off and tell him to come! I dont like sick folk about me, and never did. What do you want?

The last question was addressed to Hedges, who had come in unsummoned. It was only a letter for his master. Lord Hartledon took it as a welcome interruption, went outside, and sat down on a garden-seat at a distance. How he hated the style of attack just made on him; the style of the dowager altogether! He asked himself in what manner he could avoid this for the future. It was a debasing, lowering occurrence, and he felt sure that it could hardly have taken place in his servants hall. But he was glad he had said what he did about the separation. It might grieve him to part from his wife, but Mr. Carr had warned him that he ought to do it. Certainly, if she disliked him so very much  if she forced it upon him  why, then, it would be an easier task; but he felt sure she did not dislike him. If she had done so before marriage, she had learnt to like him now; and he believed that the bare mention of parting would shock her; and so  his duty seemed to lie in remaining by her side.

He held the letter in his hand for some minutes before he opened it. The handwriting warned him that it was from Mr. Carr, and he knew that no pleasant news could be in it. In fact, he had placed himself in so unsatisfactory a position as to render anything but bad news next door to an impossibility.

It contained only a few lines  a word of caution Mr. Carr had forgotten to speak when he took leave of Lord Hartledon the previous morning. Let me advise you not to say anything to those people  Gum, I think the name is  about G.G. It might not be altogether prudent for you to do so. Should you remain any time at Hartledon, I will come down for a few days and question for myself.

Ive done it already, thought Val, as he folded the letter and returned it to his pocket. As to my staying any time at Hartledon  not if I know it.

Looking up at the sound of footsteps, he saw Hedges approaching. Never free from a certain apprehension when any unexpected interruption occurred  an apprehension that turned his heart sick, and set his pulses beating  he waited, outwardly very calm.

Floyd has called, my lord, and is asking to see you. He seems rather  rather concerned and put out. I think its something about  about the death last summer.

Hedges hardly knew how to frame his words, and Lord Hartledon stared at him.

Floyd can come to me here, he said.

The miller soon made his appearance, carrying a small case half purse, half pocket-book, in his hand, made of Russian leather, with rims of gold. Val knew it in a moment, in spite of its marks of defacement.

Do you recognize it, my lord? asked the miller.

Yes, I do, replied Lord Hartledon. It belonged to my brother.

I thought so, returned the miller. On the very day before that unfortunate race last year, his lordship was talking to me, and had this in his hand. I felt sure it was the same the moment I saw it.

He had it with him the day of the race, observed Lord Hartledon. Mr. Carteret said he saw it lying in the boat when they started. We always thought it had been lost in the river. Where did you find it?

Well, its very odd, my lord, but I found it buried.

Buried!

Buried in the ground, not far from the river, alongside the path that leads from where his lordship was found to Hartledon. I was getting up some dandelion roots for my wife this morning early, and dug up this close to one. Theres where the knife touched it. My lord, added the miller, I beg to say that I have not opened it. I wiped it, wrapped it in paper, and said nothing to anybody, but came here with it as soon as I thought youd be up. That lad of mine, Ripper, said last night you were at Hartledon.

The miller was quite honest; and Lord Hartledon knew that when he said he had not opened it, he had not done so. It still contained some small memoranda in his brothers writing, but no money; and this was noticeable, since it was quite certain to have had money in it on that day.

Those who buried it might have taken it out, he observed, following the bent of his thoughts.

But who did bury it; and where did they find it, to allow of their burying it? questioned the miller. How did they come by it?  thats the odd thing. I am certain it was not in the skiff, for I searched that over myself.

Lord Hartledon said little. He could not understand it; and the incident, with the slips of paper, was bringing his brother all too palpably before him. One of them had concerned himself, though in what manner he would never know now. It ran as follows: Not to forget Val. Poor fellow! Poor Lord Hartledon!

Would your lordship like to come and see the spot where I found it? asked the miller.

Lord Hartledon said he should, and would go in the course of the day; and Floyd took his departure. Val sat on for a time where he was, and then went in, locked up the damp case with its tarnished rims, and went on to the presence of his wife.

She was dressed now, but had not left her bedroom. It was evident that she meant to be kind and pleasant with him; different from what she had been, for she smiled, and began a little apology for her tardiness, saying she would get up to breakfast in future.

He motioned her back to her seat on the sofa before the open window, and sat down near her. His face was grave; she thought she had never seen it so much so  grave and firm, and his voice was grave too, but had a kindly tone in it. He took both her hands between his as he spoke; not so much, it seemed in affection, as to impress solemnity upon her.

Maude, Im going to ask you a question, and I beg you to answer me as truthfully as you could answer Heaven. Have you any wish that we should live apart from each other?

I do not understand you, she answered, after a pause, during which a flush of surprise or emotion spread itself gradually over her face.

Nay, the question is plain. Have you any wish to separate from me?

I never thought of such a thing. Separate from you! What can you mean?

Your mother has dropped a hint that you have not been happy with me. I could almost understand her to imply that you have a positive dislike to me. She sought to explain her words away, but certainly spoke them. Is it so, Maude? I fancied something of the sort myself in the earlier days of our marriage.

He turned his head sharply at a sudden sound, but it was only the French clock on the mantelpiece striking eleven.

Because, he resumed, having waited in vain for an answer, if such should really be your wish, I will accede to it. I desire your comfort, your happiness beyond any earthly thing; and if living apart from me would promote it, I will sacrifice my own feelings, and you shall not hear a murmur. I would sacrifice my life for you.

She burst into tears. Are you speaking at all for yourself? Do you wish this? she murmured.

No.

Then how can you be so cruel?

I should have thought it unjustifiably cruel, but that it has been suggested to me. Tell me the truth, Maude.

Maude was turning sick with apprehension. She had begun to like her husband during the latter part of their sojourn in London; had missed him terribly during this long period of lonely ennui at Hartledon; and his tender kindness to her for the past few fleeting hours of this their meeting had seemed like heaven as compared with the solitary past. Her whole heart was in her words as she answered:

When we first married I did not care for you; I almost think I did not like you. Everything was new to me, and I felt as one in an unknown sea. But it wore off; and if you only knew how I have thought of you, and wished for you here, you would never have said anything so cruel. You are my husband, and you cannot put me from you. Percival, promise me that you will never hint at this again!

He bent and kissed her. His course lay plain before him; and if an ugly mountain rose up before his minds eye, shadowing forth not voluntary but forced separation, he would not look at it in that moment.

What could mamma mean? she asked. I shall ask her.

Maude, oblige me by saying nothing about it. I have already warned Lady Kirton that it must not be repeated; and I am sure it will not be. I wish you would also oblige me in another matter.

In anything, she eagerly said, raising her tearful eyes to his. Ask me anything.

I intend to take your brother to the warmest seaside place England can boast of, at once; to-day or to-morrow. The sea-air may do me good also. I want that, or something else, he added; his tone assuming a sad weariness as he remembered how futile any sea-air would be for a mind diseased. Wont you go with us, Maude?

Oh yes, gladly! I will go with you anywhere.

He left her to proceed to Captain Kirtons room, thinking that he and his wife might have been happy together yet, but for that one awful shadow of the past, which she did not know anything about; and he prayed she never might know.

But after all, it would have been a very moonlight sort of happiness.




CHAPTER XXVIII.

ONCE MORE.

The months rolled on, and Lord and Lady Hartledon did not separate. They remained together, and were, so far, happy enough  the moonlight happiness hinted at; and it is as I believe, the best and calmest sort of happiness for married life. Maudes temper was unequal, and he was subject to prolonged hours of sadness. But the time went lightly enough over their heads, for all the world saw, as it goes over the heads of most people.

And Lord Hartledon was a free man still, and stood well with the world. Whatever the mysterious accusation brought against him had been, it produced no noisy effects as yet; in popular phrase, it had come to nothing. As yet; always as yet. Whether he had shot a man, or robbed a bank, or fired a church, the incipient accusation died away. But the fear, let it be of what nature it would, never died away in his mind; and he lived as a man with a sword suspended over his head. Moreover, the sword, in his own imagination, was slipping gradually from its fastenings; his days were restless, his nights sleepless, an inward fever for ever consumed him.

As none knew better than Thomas Carr. There were two witnesses who could bring the facts home to Lord Hartledon; and, so far as was known, only two: the stranger, who had paid him a visit, and the man Gordon, or Gorton. The latter was the more dangerous; and they had not yet been able to trace him. Mr. Carrs friend, Detective Green, had furnished that gentleman with a descriptive bill of Gordon of the mutiny: a young, slight man, with light eyes and fair hair. This did not answer exactly to the Gorton who had played his part at Calne; but then, in regard to the latter, there remained the suspicion that the red hair was false. Whether it was the same man or whether it was two men  if the phrase may be allowed  neither of them, to use Detective Greens expressive words, turned up. And thus the months had passed on, with nothing special to mark them. Captain Kirton had been conveyed abroad for the winter, and they had good news of him; and the countess-dowager was inflicting a visit upon one of her married daughters in Germany, the baroness with the unpronounceable name.

And the matter had nearly faded from the mind of Lady Hartledon. It would quite have faded, but for certain interviews with Thomas Carr at his chambers, when Hartledons look of care precluded the idea that they could be visits of mere idleness or pleasure; and for the secret trouble that unmistakably sat on her husband like an incubus. At times he would moan in his sleep as one in pain; but if told of this, had always some laughing answer ready for her  he had dreamed he was fighting a lion or being tossed by a bull.

This was the pleasantest phase of Lady Hartledons married life. Her health did not allow of her entering into gaiety; and she and her husband passed their time happily together. All her worst qualities seemed to have left her, or to be dormant; she was yielding and gentle; her beauty had never been so great as now that it was subdued; her languor was an attraction, her care to please being genuine; and they were sufficiently happy. They were in their town-house now, not having gone back to Hartledon. A large, handsome house, very different from the hired one they had first occupied.

In January the baby was born; and Maudes eyes glistened with tears of delight because it was a boy: a little heir to the broad lands of Hartledon. She was very well, and it seemed that she could never tire of fondling her child.

But in the first few days succeeding that of the birth a strange fancy took possession of her: she observed, or thought she observed, that her husband did not seem to care for the child. He did not caress it; she once heard him sighing over it; and he never announced it in the newspapers. Other infants, heirs especially, could be made known to the world, but not hers. The omission might never have come to her knowledge, since at first she was not allowed to see newspapers, but for a letter from the countess-dowager. The lady wrote in a high state of wrath from Germany; she had looked every day for ten days in the Times, and saw no chronicle of the happy event; and she demanded the reason. It afforded a valve for her temper, which had been in an explosive state for some time against Lord Hartledon, that ungracious son-in-law having actually forbidden her his house until Maudes illness should be over; telling her plainly that he would not have his wife worried. Lady Hartledon said nothing for a day or two; she was watching her husband; watching for signs of the fancy which had taken possession of her.

He was in her room one dark afternoon, standing with his elbow on the mantelpiece whilst he talked to her: a room of luxury and comfort it must have been almost a pleasure to be ill in. Lady Hartledon had been allowed to get up, and sit in an easy-chair: she seemed to be growing strong rapidly; and the little red gentleman in the cradle, sleeping quietly, was fifteen days old.

About his name, Percival; what is it to be? she asked. Your own?

No, no, not mine, said he, quickly; I never liked mine. Choose some other, Maude.

What do you wish it to be?

Anything.

The short answer did not please the young mother; neither did the dreamy tone in which it was spoken. Dont you care what it is? she asked rather plaintively.

Not much, for myself. I wish it to be anything you shall choose.

I thought perhaps you would have liked it named after your brother, she said, very much offended on the babys account.

George?

George, no. I never knew George; I should not be likely to think of him. Edward.

Lord Hartledon looked at the fire, absently pushing back his hair. Yes, let it be Edward. It will do as well as anything else.

Good gracious, Percival, one would think you had been having babies all your life! she exclaimed resentfully. Do as well as anything else! If he were our tenth son, instead of our first, you could not treat it with more indifference. I have done nothing but deliberate on the name since he was born; and I dont believe you have once given it a thought.

Lord Hartledon turned his face upon her; and when illumined with a smile, as now, it could be as bright as before care came to it. I dont think we men attach the importance to names in a general way that you do, Maude. I shall like to have it Edward.

Edward William Algernon

No, no, no, as if the number alarmed him. Pray dont have a string of names: ones quite enough.

Oh, very well, she returned, biting her lips. William was your fathers name. Algernon is my eldest brothers: I supposed you might like them. I thought, she added, after a pause, we might ask Lord Kirton to be its godfather.

I have decided on the godfathers already. Thomas Carr will be one, and I intend to be the other.

Thomas Carr! A poor hard-working barrister, that not a soul knows, and of no family or influence whatever, godfather to the future Lord Hartledon! uttered the offended mother.

I wish it, Maude. Carr is the most valued friend I have in the world, or ever can have. Oblige me in this.

Then my brother can be the other.

No; I myself; and I wish you would be its godmother.

Well, its quite reversing the order of things! she said, tacitly conceding the point.

A silence ensued. The firelight played on the lace curtains of the babys bed, as it did on Lady Hartledons face; a thoughtful face just now. Twilight was drawing on, and the fire lighted the room.

Percival, do you care for the child?

The tone had a sound of passion in it, breaking upon the silence. Lord Hartledon lifted his bent face and glanced at his wife.

Do I care for the child, Maude? What a question! I do care for him: more than I allow to appear.

And if her voice had passion in it, his had pain. He crossed the room, and stood looking down on the sleeping baby, touching at length its cheek with his finger. He could have knelt, there and then, and wept over the child, and prayed, oh, how earnestly, that God would take it to Himself, not suffer it to live. Many and many a prayer had ascended from his heart in their earlier married days, that his wife might not bear him children; for he could only entail upon them an inheritance of shame.

I dont think you have once taken him in your arms, Percival; you never kiss him. Its quite unnatural.

I give my kisses in the dark, he laughed, as he returned to where she was sitting. And this was in a sense true; for once when he happened to be alone for an instant with the baby, he had clasped it and kissed it in a sort of delirious agony.

You never had it in the Times, you know!

Never what?

Never announced its birth in the Times. Did you forget it?

It must have been very stupid of me, he remarked. Never mind, Maude; he wont grow the less for the omission. When are you coming downstairs?

Mamma is in a rage about it; she says such neglect ought to be punished; and she knows you have done it on purpose.

She is always in a rage with me, no matter what I do, returned Val, good-humouredly. She hoped to be here at this time, and sway us all  you and me and the baby; and I stopped it. Ho, ho! young sir!

The baby had wakened with a cry, and a watchful attendant came gliding in at the sound. Lord Hartledon left the room and went straight down to the Temple to Mr. Carrs chambers. He found him in all the bustle of departure from town. A cab stood at the foot of the stairs, and Mr. Carrs laundress, a queer old body with an inverted black bonnet, was handing the cabman a parcel of books.

A minute more and youd have been too late, observed Mr. Carr, as Lord Hartledon met him on the stairs, a coat on his arm.

I thought you did not start till to-morrow.

But I found I must go to-day. I can give you three minutes. Is it anything particular?

Lord Hartledon drew him into his room. I have come to crave a favour, Carr. It has been on my lips to ask you before, but they would not frame the words. This child of mine: will you be its godfather with myself?

One moments hesitation, quite perceptible to the sensitive mind of Lord Hartledon, and then Mr. Carr spoke out bravely and cheerily.

Of course I will.

I see you hesitate: but I do not like to ask any one else.

If I hesitated, it was at the thought of the grave responsibility attaching to the office. I believe I look upon it in a more serious light than most people do, and have never accepted the charge yet. I will be sponsor to this one with all my heart.

Lord Hartledon clasped his hand in reply, and they began to descend the stairs. Poor Maude was dreaming of making a grand thing of the christening, he said; she wanted to ask Lord Kirton to come to it. It will take place in about a fortnight.

Very well; I must run up for it, unless you let me stand by proxy. I wish, Hartledon, you would hear me on another point, added the barrister, halting on the stairs, and dropping his voice to a whisper.

Well?

If you are to go away at all, nows the time. Cant you be seized with an exploring fit, and sail to Africa, or some other place, where your travels would occupy years?

Lord Hartledon shook his head. How can I leave Maude to battle alone with the exposure, should it come?

It is a great deal less likely to come if you are a few thousand miles away.

I question it. Should Gorton turn up he is just the one to frighten a defenceless woman, and purchase his own silence. No; my place is beside Maude.

As you please. I have spoken for the last time. By the way, any letters bearing a certain postmark, that come addressed to me during my absence, Taylor has orders to send to you. Fare you well, Hartledon; I wish I could help you to peace.

Hartledon watched the cab rattle away, and then turned homewards. Peace! There was no peace for him.

Lady Hartledon was not to be thwarted on all points, and she insisted on a ceremonious christening. The countess-dowager would come over for it, and did so; Lord Hartledon could not be discourteous enough to deny this; Lord and Lady Kirton came from Ireland; and for the first time since their marriage they found themselves entertaining guests. Lord Hartledon had made a faint opposition, but Maude had her own way. The countess-dowager was furiously indignant when she heard of the intended sponsors  its father and mother, and that cynical wretch, Thomas Carr! Val played the hospitable host; but there was a shadow on his face that his wife did not fail to see.

It was the evening before the christening, and a very snowy evening too. Val was dressing for dinner, and Maude, herself ready, sat by him, her baby on her knee. The child was attired for the first time in a splendidly-worked robe with looped-up sleeves; and she had brought it in to challenge admiration for its pretty arms, with all the pardonable pride of a young mother.

Wont you kiss it for once, Val?

He took the child in his arms; it had its mothers fine dark eyes, and looked straight up from them into his. Lord Hartledon suddenly bent his own face down upon that little one with what seemed like a gesture of agony; and when he raised it his own eyes were wet with tears. Maude felt startled with a sort of terror: love was love; but she did not understand love so painful as this.

She sat down with the baby on her knee, saying nothing; he did not intend her to see the signs of emotion. And this brings us to where we were. Lord Hartledon went on with his toilette, and presently someone knocked at the door.

Two letters: they had come by the afternoon post, very much delayed on account of the snow. He came back to the gaslight, opening one. A full letter, written closely; but he had barely glanced at it when he hastily folded it again, and crammed it into his pocket. If ever a movement expressed something to be concealed, that did. And Lady Hartledon was gazing at him with her questioning eyes.

Wasnt that letter from Thomas Carr?

Yes.

Is he coming up? Or is Kirton to be proxy?

He is  coming, I think, said Val, evidently knowing nothing one way or the other. Hell be here, I daresay, to-morrow morning.

Opening the other letter as he spoke  a foreign-looking letter this one  he put it up in the same hasty manner, with barely a glance; and then went on slowly with his dressing.

Why dont you read your letters, Percival?

I havent time. Dinner will be waiting.

She knew that he had plenty of time, and that dinner would not be waiting; she knew quite certainly that there was something in both letters she must not see. Rising from her seat in silence, she went out of the room with her baby; resentment and an unhealthy curiosity doing battle in her heart.

Lord Hartledon slipped the bolt of the door and read the letters at once; the foreign one first, over which he seemed to take an instants counsel with himself. Before going down he locked them up in a small ebony cabinet which stood against the wall. The room was his own exclusively; his wife had nothing to do with it.

Had they been alone he might have observed her coolness to him; but, with guests to entertain, he neither saw nor suspected it. She sat opposite him at dinner richly dressed, her jewels and smiles alike dazzling: but the smiles were not turned on him.

Is that chosen sponsor of yours coming up for the christening; lawyer Carr? tartly inquired the dowager from her seat, bringing her face and her turban, all scarlet together, to bear on Hartledon.

He comes up by this evenings train; will be in London late to-night, if the snow allows him, and stay with us until Sunday night, replied Val.

Oh! Thats no doubt the reason why you settled the christening for Saturday: that your friend might have the benefit of Sunday?

Just so, madam.

And Lady Hartledon knew, by this, that her husband must have read the letters. I wonder what he has done with them? came the mental thought, shadowing forth a dim wish that she could read them too.

In the drawing-room, after dinner, someone proposed a carpet quadrille, but Lord Hartledon seemed averse to it. In his wifes present mood, his opposition was, of course, the signal for her approval, and she began pushing the chairs aside with her own hands. He approached her quietly.

Maude, do not let them dance to-night.

Why not?

I have a reason. My dear, wont you oblige me in this?

Tell me the reason, and perhaps I will; not otherwise.

I will tell it you another time. Trust me, I have a good one. What is it, Hedges?

The butler had come up to his master in the unobtrusive manner of a well-trained servant, and was waiting an opportunity to speak. He said a word in Lord Hartledons ear, and Lady Hartledon saw a shiver of surprise run through her husband. He looked here, looked there, as one perplexed with fear, and finally went out of the room with a calm face, but one that was turning livid.

Lady Hartledon followed in an impulse of curiosity. She looked after him over the balustrades, and saw him turn into the library below. Hedges was standing near the drawing-room door.

Does any one want Lord Hartledon?

Yes, my lady.

Who is it?

I dont know, my lady. Some gentleman.

She ran lightly down the stairs, pausing at the foot, as if ashamed of her persistent curiosity. The well-lighted hall was before her; the dining-room on one side; the library and a small room communicating on the other. Throwing back her head, as in defiance, she boldly crossed the hall and opened the library door.

Now what Lady Hartledon had really thought was that the visitor was Mr. Carr; her husband was going to steal a quiet half-hour with him; and Hedges was in the plot. She had not lived with Hartledon the best part of a year without learning that Hedges was devoted heart and soul to his master.

She opened the library-door. Her husbands back was towards her; and facing him, his arms raised as if in anger or remonstrance, was the same stranger who had caused some commotion in the other house. She knew him in a moment: there he was, with his staid face, his black clothes, and his white neckcloth, looking so like a clergyman. Lord Hartledon turned his head.

I am engaged, Maude; you cant come in, he peremptorily said; and closed the door upon her.

She went slowly up the stairs again, not choosing to meet the butlers eyes, past the drawing-rooms, and up to her own. The sight of the stranger, coupled with her husbands signs of emotion, had renewed all her old suspicions, she knew not, she never had known, of what. Jumping to the conclusion that those letters must be in some way connected with the mystery, perhaps an advent of the visit, it set her thinking, and rebellion arose in her heart.

I wonder if he put them in the ebony cabinet? she exclaimed. I have a key that will fit that.

Yes, she had a key to fit it. A few weeks before, Lord Hartledon mislaid his keys; he wanted something out of this cabinet, in which he did not, as a rule, keep anything of consequence, and tried hers. One was found to unlock it, and he jokingly told her she had a key to his treasures. But himself strictly honourable, he could not suspect dishonour in another; and Lord Hartledon supposed it simply impossible that she should attempt to open it of her own accord.

They were of different natures; and they had been reared in different schools. Poor Maude Kirton had learnt to be anything but scrupulous, and really thought it a very slight thing she was about to do, almost justifiable under the circumstances. Almost, if not quite. Nevertheless she would not have liked to be caught at it.

She took her bunch of keys and went into her husbands dressing-room, which opened from their bedroom: but she went on tip-toe, as one who knows she is doing wrong. It took some little time to try the keys, for there were several on the ring, and she did not know the right one: but the lid flew open at last, and disclosed the two letters lying there.

She snatched at one, either that came first, and opened it. It happened to be the one from Mr. Carr, and she began to read it, her heart beating.

Dear Hartledon,

I think I have at last found some trace of Gorton. Theres a man of that name in the criminal calendar here, down for trial to-morrow; I shall see then whether it is the same, but the description tallies. Should it be our Gorton, I think the better plan will be to leave him entirely alone: a man undergoing a criminal sentence  and this man is sure of a long period of it  has neither the means nor the motive to be dangerous. He cannot molest you whilst he is working on Portland Island; and, so far, you may live a little eased from fear. I wish

Mr. Carrs was a close handwriting, and this concluded the first page. She was turning it over, when Lord Hartledons voice on the stairs caught her ear. He seemed to be coming up.

Ay, and he would have caught her at her work but for the accidental circumstance of the old dowagers happening to look out of the drawing-room and detaining him, as he was hastening onwards up the stairs. She did her daughter good service that moment, if she had never done it before. Maude had time to fold the letter, put it back, lock the cabinet, and escape. Had she been a nervous woman, given to being flurried and to losing her presence of mind, she might not have succeeded; but she was cool and quick in emergency, her brain and fingers steady.

Nevertheless her heart beat a little as she stood within the other room, the door not latched behind her. She did not stir, lest he should hear her; and she hoped to remain unseen until he went down again. A ready excuse was on her lips, if he happened to look in, which was not probable: that she fancied she heard baby cry, and was listening.

Lord Hartledon was walking about his dressing-room, pacing it restlessly, and she very distinctly heard suppressed groans of mortal anguish breaking from his lips. How he had got rid of his visitor, and what the visitor came for, she knew not. He seemed to halt before the washhand-stand, pour out some water, and dash his face into it.

God help me! God help Maude! he ejaculated, as he went down again to the drawing-room.

And Lady Hartledon went down also, for the interruption had frightened her, and she did not attempt to open the cabinet again. She never knew more of the contents of Mr. Carrs letter; and only the substance of the other, as communicated to her by her husband.




CHAPTER XXIX.

CROSS-QUESTIONING MR. CARR.

Not until the Sunday morning did Lady Hartledon speak to her husband of the strangers visit. There seemed to have been no previous opportunity. Mr. Carr had arrived late on the Friday night; indeed it was Saturday morning, for the trains were all detained; and he and Hartledon sat up together to an unconscionable hour. For this short visit he was Lord Hartledons guest. Saturday seemed to have been given to preparation, to gaiety, and to nothing else. Perhaps also Lady Hartledon did not wish to mar that day by an unpleasant word. The little child was christened; the names given him being Edward Kirton: the countess-dowager, who was in a chronic state of dissatisfaction with everything and every one, angrily exclaimed at the last moment, that she thought at least her family name might have been given to the child; and Lord Hartledon interposed, and said, give it. Lord and Lady Hartledon, and Mr. Carr, were the sponsors: and it would afford food for weeks of grumbling to the old dowager. Hilarity reigned, and toasts were given to the new heir of Hartledon; and the only one who seemed not to enter into the spirit of the thing, but on the contrary to be subdued, absent, nervous, was the heirs father.

And so it went on to the Sunday morning. A cold, bleak, bitter morning, the wind howling, the snow flying in drifts. Mr. Carr went to church, and he was the only one of the party in the house who did go. The countess-dowager the previous night had proclaimed the fact that she meant to go  as a sort of reproach to any who meant to keep away. However, when the church-bells began, she was turning round in her warm bed for another nap.

Maude did not go down early; had not yet taken to doing so. She breakfasted in her room, remained toying with her baby for some time, and then went into her own sitting-room; a small cosy apartment on the drawing-room floor, into which visitors did not intrude. It looked on to Hyde Park, and a very white and dreary park it was on that particular day.

Drawing a chair to the window, she sat looking out. That is, her eyes were given to the outer world, but she was so deep in thought as to see nothing of it. For two nights and a day, burning with curiosity, she had been putting this and that together in her own mind, and drawing conclusions according to her own light. First, there was the advent of the visitor; secondly, there was the letter she had dipped into. She connected the two with each other and wondered WHAT the secret care could be that had such telling effect upon her husband.

Gorton. The name had struck upon her memory, even whilst she read it, as one associated with that terrible time  the late Lord Hartledons death. Gradually the floodgates of recollection opened, and she knew him for the witness at the inquest about whom some speculation had arisen as to who he was, and what his business at Calne might have been with Lord Hartledon and his brother, Val Elster.

Why should her husband be afraid of this man?  as it seemed he was afraid, by Mr. Carrs letter. What power had he of injuring Lord Hartledon?  what secret did he possess of his, that might be used against him? Turning it about in her mind, and turning it again, searching her imagination for a solution, Lady Hartledon at length arrived at one, in default of others. She thought this man must know some untoward fact by which the present Lord Hartledons succession was imperilled. Possibly the late Lord Hartledon had made some covert and degrading marriage; leaving an obscure child who possessed legal rights, and might yet claim them. A romantic, far-fetched idea, you will say; but she could think of no other that was in the least feasible. And she remembered some faint idea having arisen in her mind at the time, that the visit of the man Gorton was in some way connected with trouble, though she did not know with which brother.

Val came in and shut the door. He stirred the fire into a blaze, making some remark about the snow, and wondering how Carr would get down to the country again. Maude gave a slight answer, and then there was silence. Each was considering how best to say something to the other. She was the quicker.

Lord Hartledon, what did that man want on Friday?

What man? he rejoined, rather wincing  for he knew well enough to what she alluded.

The man  gentleman, or whatever he is  who had you called down to him in the library.

By the way, Maude  yes  you should not dart in when I am engaged with visitors on business.

Well, I thought it was Mr. Carr, she replied, glancing at his heightened colour. What did he want?

Only to say a word to me on a matter of business.

It was the same person who upset you so when he called last autumn. You have never been the same man since.

Dont take fancies into your head, Maude.

Fancies! you know quite well there is no fancy about it. That man holds some unpleasant secret of yours, I am certain.

Maude!

Will you tell it me?

I have nothing to tell.

Ah, well; I expected you wouldnt speak, she answered, with subdued bitterness; as much as to say, that she made a merit of resigning herself to an injustice she could not help. You have been keeping things from me a long time.

I have kept nothing from you it would give you pleasure to know. It is not  Maude, pray hear me  it is not always expedient for a man to make known to his wife the jars and rubs he has himself to encounter. A hundred trifles may arise that are best spared to her. That gentlemans business concerned others as well as myself, and I am not at liberty to speak of it.

You refuse, then, to admit me to your confidence?

In this I do. I am the best judge  and you must allow me to be so  of what ought, and what ought not, to be spoken of to you. You may always rely upon my acting for your best happiness, as far as lies in my power.

He had been pacing the room whilst he spoke. Lady Hartledon was in too resentful a mood to answer. Glancing at her, he stood by the mantelpiece and leaned his elbow upon it.

I want to make known to you another matter, Maude. If I have kept it from you

Does it concern this secret business of yours? she interrupted.

No.

Then let us have done with this first, if you please. Who is Gorton?

Who is  Gorton? he repeated, after a dumbfounded pause. What Gorton?

Well, I dont know; unless its that man who gave evidence at the inquest on your brother.

Lord Hartledon stared at her, as well he might; and gulped down his breath, which seemed choking him. But what about Gorton? Why do you ask me the question?

Because I fancy he is connected with this trouble. I  I thought I heard you and Mr. Carr mention the name yesterday when you were whispering together. Im sure I did  there!

As far as Lord Hartledon remembered, he and Mr. Carr had not been whispering together yesterday; had not mentioned the name of Gorton. They had done with the subject at that late sitting, the night of the barristers arrival; who had brought news that the Gorton, that morning tried for a great crime, was not the Gorton of whom they were in search. Lord Hartledon gazed at his wife with questioning eyes, but she persisted in her assertion. It was sinfully untrue; but how else could she account for knowing the name?

Do you suppose I dreamed it, Lord Hartledon?

I dont know whether you dreamed it or not, Maude. Mr. Carr has certainly spoken to me since he came of a man of that name; but as certainly not in your hearing. One Gorton was tried for his life on Friday  or almost for his life  and he mentioned to me the circumstances of the case: housebreaking, accompanied by violence, which ended in death. I cannot understand you, Maude, or the fancies you seem to be taking up.

She saw how it was  he would admit nothing: and she looked straight out across the dreary park, a certain obstinate defiance veiled in her eyes. By the help of Heaven or earth, she would find out this secret that he refused to disclose to her.

Almost every action of your life bespeaks concealment, she resumed. Look at those letters you received in your dressing-room on Friday night: you just opened them and thrust them unread into your pocket, because I happened to be there. And yet you talk of caring for me! I know those letters contained some secret or other you dare not tell me.

She rose in some temper, and gave the fire a fierce stir.

Lord Hartledon kept her by him.

One of those letters was from Mr. Carr; and I presume you can make no objection to my hearing from him. The other  Maude, I have waited until now to disclose its contents to you; I would not mar your happiness yesterday.

She looked up at him. Something in his voice, a sad pitying tenderness, caused her heart to beat a shade quicker. It was a foreign letter, Maude. I think you observed that. It bore the French postmark.

A light broke upon her. Oh, Percival, it is about Robert! Surely he is not worse!

He drew her closer to him: not speaking.

He is not dead? she said, with a rush of tears. Ah, you need not tell me; I see it. Robert! Robert!

It has been a happy death, Maude, and he is better off. He was quite ready to go. I wish we were as ready!

Lord Hartledon took out the letter and read the chief portion of it to her. One little part he dexterously omitted, describing the cause of death  disease of the heart.

But I thought he was getting so much better. What has killed him in this sudden manner?

Well, there was no great hope from the first. I confess I have entertained none. Mr. Hillary, you know, warned us it might end either way.

Was it decline? she asked, her tears falling.

He has been declining gradually, no doubt.

Oh, Percival! Why did you not tell me at once? It seems so cruel to have had all that entertainment yesterday! This is why you did not wish us to dance!

And if I had told you, and stopped the entertainment, allowing the poor little fellow to be christened in gloom and sorrow, you would have been the first to reproach me; you might have said it augured ill-luck for the child.

Well, perhaps I should; yes, I am sure I should. You have acted rightly, after all, Val. And it was a candid admission, considering what she had been previously saying. He bent towards her with a smile, his voice quite unsteady with its earnestness.

You see now with what motive I kept the letter from you. Maude! cannot this be an earnest that you should trust me for the rest? In all I do, as Heaven is my witness, I place your comfort first and foremost.

Dont be angry with me, she cried, softening at the words.

He laid his hand on his wifes bent head, thinking how far he was from anger. Anger? He would have died for her then, at that moment, if it might have saved her from the sin and shame that she must share with him.

Have you told mamma, Percival?

Not yet. It would not have been kept from you long had she known it. She is not up yet, I think.

Who has written?

The doctor who attended him.

Youll let me read the letter?

I have written to desire that full particulars may be sent to you: you shall read that one.

The tacit refusal did not strike her. She only supposed the future letter would be more explanatory. He was always anxious for her; and he had written off on the Friday night to ask for a letter giving fuller particulars, whilst avoiding mention of the cause of death.

Thus harmony for the hour was restored between them; and Lord Hartledon stood the dowagers loud reproaches with equanimity. In possession of the news of that darling angels death ever since Friday night, and to have bottled it up within him till Sunday! She wondered what he thought of himself!

After all, Val had not quite bottled it up. He had made it known to his brother-in-law, Lord Kirton, and also to Mr. Carr. Both had agreed that nothing had better be said until the christening-day was over.

But there came a reaction. When Lady Hartledon had got over her first grief, the other annoyance returned to her, and she fell again to brooding over it in a very disturbing fashion. She merited blame for this in a degree; but not so much as appears on the surface. If that idea, which she was taking up very seriously, were correct  that her husbands succession was imperilled  it would be the greatest misfortune that could happen to her in life. What had she married for but position?  rank, wealth, her title? any earthly misfortune would be less keen than this. Any earthly misfortune! Poor Maude!

It was a sombre dinner that evening; the news of Captain Kirtons death making it so. Besides relatives, very few guests were staying in the house; and the large and elaborate dinner-party of the previous day was reduced to a small one on this. The first to come into the drawing-room afterwards, following pretty closely on the ladies, was Mr. Carr. The dowager, who rarely paid attention to appearances, or to anything else, except her own comfort, had her feet up on a sofa, and was fast asleep; two ladies were standing in front of the fire, talking in undertones; Lady Hartledon sat on a sofa a little apart, her baby on her knee; and her sister-in-law, Lady Kirton, a fragile and rather cross-looking young woman, who looked as if a breath would blow her away, was standing over her, studying the infants face. The latter lady moved away and joined the group at the fire as Mr. Carr approached Lady Hartledon.

You have your little charge here, I see!

Please excuse it; I meant to have sent him away before any of you came up, she said, quite pleadingly. Sarah took upon herself to proclaim aloud that his eyes were not straight, and I could not help having him brought down to refute her words. Not straight, indeed! Shes only envious of him.

Sarah was Lady Kirton. Mr. Carr smiled.

She has no children herself. I think you might be proud of your godson, Mr. Carr. But he ought not to have been here to receive you, for all that.

I have come up soon to say good-bye, Lady Hartledon. In ten minutes I must be gone.

In all this snow! What a night to travel in!

Necessity has no law. So, sir, youd imprison my finger, would you!

He had touched the childs hand, and in a moment it was clasped round his finger. Lady Hartledon laughed.

Lady Kirton  the most superstitious woman in the world  would say that was an omen: you are destined to be his friend through life.

As I will be, said the barrister, his tone more earnest than the occasion seemed to call for.

Lady Hartledon, with a graciousness she was little in the habit of showing to Mr. Carr, made room for him beside her, and he sat down. The baby lay on his back, his wide-open eyes looking upwards, good as gold.

How quiet he is! How he stares! reiterated the barrister, who did not understand much about babies, except for a shadowy idea that they lived in a state of crying for the first six months.

He is the best child in the world; every one says so, she returned. He is not the least  Hey-day! what do you mean by contradicting mamma like that? Behave yourself, sir.

For the infant, as if to deny his goodness, set up a sudden cry. Mr. Carr laughed. He put down his finger again, and the little fingers clasped round it, and the cry ceased.

He does not like to lose his friend, you see, Lady Hartledon.

I wish you would be my friend as well as his, she rejoined; and the low meaning tones struck on Mr. Carrs ear.

I trust I am your friend, he answered.

She was still for a few moments; her pale beautiful face inclining towards the childs; her large dark eyes bent upon him. She turned them on Mr. Carr.

This has been a sad day.

Yes, for you. It is grievous to lose a brother.

And to lose him without the opportunity of a last look, a last farewell. Robert was my best and favourite brother. But the day has been marked as unhappy for other causes than that.

Was it an uncomfortable prevision of what was coming that caused Mr. Carr not to answer her? He talked to the unconscious baby, and played with its cheeks.

What secret is this that you and my husband have between you, Mr. Carr? she asked abruptly.

He ceased his laughing with the baby, said something about its soft face, was altogether easy and careless in his manner, and then answered in half-jesting tones:

Which one, Lady Hartledon?

Which one! Have you more than one? she continued, taking the words literally.

We might count up half-a-dozen, I daresay. I cannot tell you how many things I have not confided to him. We are quite

I mean the secret that affects him she interrupted, in aggrieved tones, feeling that Mr. Carr was playing with her.

There is some dread upon him thats wearing him to a shadow, poisoning his happiness, making his days and nights one long restlessness. Do you think it right to keep it from me, Mr. Carr? Is it what you and he are both doing  and are in league with each other to do?

I am not keeping any secret from you, Lady Hartledon.

You know you are. Nonsense! Do you think I have forgotten that evening that was the beginning of it, when a tall strange man dressed as a clergyman, came here, and you both were shut up with him for I cant tell how long, and Lord Hartledon came out from it looking like a ghost? You and he both misled me, causing me to believe that the Ashtons were entering an action against him for breach of promise; laying the damages at ten thousand pounds. I mean that secret, Mr. Carr, she added with emphasis. The same man was here on Friday night again; and when you came to the house afterwards, you and Lord Hartledon sat up until nearly daylight.

Mr. Carr, who had his eyes on the exacting baby, shook his head, and intimated that he was really unable to understand her.

When you are in town he is always at your chambers; when you are away he receives long letters from you that I may not read.

Yes, we have been on terms of close friendship for years. And Lord Hartledon is an idle man, you know, and looks me up.

He said you were arranging some business for him last autumn.

Last autumn? Let me see. Yes, I think I was.

Mr. Carr, is it of any use playing with me? Do you think it right or kind to do so?

His manner changed at once; he turned to her with eyes as earnest as her own.

Lady Hartledon, I would tell you anything that I could and ought to tell you. That your husband has been engaged in some complicated business, which I have been  which I have taken upon myself to arrange for him, is very true. I know that he does not wish it mentioned, and therefore my lips are sealed: but it is as well you did not know it, for it would give you no satisfaction.

Does it involve anything very frightful?

It might involve the  the loss of a large sum of money, he answered, making the best reply he could.

Lady Hartledon sank her voice to a whisper. Does it involve the possible loss of his title?  of Hartledon?

No, said Mr. Carr, looking at her with surprise.

You are sure?

Certain. I give you my word. What can have got into your head, Lady Hartledon?

She gave a sigh of relief. I thought it just possible  but I will not tell you why I thought it  that some claimant might be springing up to the title and property.

Mr. Carr laughed. That would be a calamity. Hartledon is as surely your husbands as this watch  taking it out to look at the time is mine. When his brother died, he succeeded to him of indisputable right. And now I must go, for my time is up; and when next I see you, young gentleman, I shall expect a good account of your behaviour. Why, sir, the fingers mine, not yours. Good-bye, Lady Hartledon.

She gave him her hand coolly, for she was not pleased. The baby began to cry, and was sent away with its nurse.

And then Lady Hartledon sat on alone, feeling that if she were ever to arrive at the solution of the mystery, it would not be by the help of Mr. Carr. Other questions had been upon her lips  who the stranger was  what he wanted  five hundred of them: but she saw that she might as well have put them to the moon.

And Lord Hartledon went out with Mr. Carr in the inclement night, and saw him off by a Great-Western train.




CHAPTER XXX.

MAUDES DISOBEDIENCE.

Again the months went on, it may almost be said the years, and little took place worthy of record. Time obliterates as well as soothes; and Lady Hartledon had almost forgotten the circumstances which had perplexed and troubled her, for nothing more had come of them.

And Lord Hartledon? But for a certain restlessness, a hectic flush and a worn frame, betraying that the inward fever was not quenched, a startled movement if approached or spoken to unexpectedly, it might be thought that he also was at rest. There were no more anxious visits to Thomas Carrs chambers; he went about his ordinary duties, sat out his hours in the House of Lords, and did as other men. There was nothing very obvious to betray mental apprehension; and Maude had certainly dismissed the past, so far, from her mind.

Not again had Val gone down to Hartledon. With the exception of that short visit of a day or two, already recorded, he had not been there since his marriage. He would not go: his wife, though she had her way in most things, could not induce him to go. She went once or twice, in a spirit of defiance, it may be said, and meanwhile he remained in London, or took a short trip to the Continent, as the whim prompted him. Once they had gone abroad together, and remained for some months; taking servants and the children, for there were two children now; and the little fellow who had clasped the finger of Mr. Carr was a sturdy boy of three years old.

Lady Hartledons health was beginning to fail. The doctors told her she must be more quiet; she went out a great deal, and seemed to live only in the world. Her husband remonstrated with her on the score of health; but she laughed, and said she was not going to give up pleasure just yet. Of course these gay habits are more easily acquired than relinquished. Lady Hartledon had fainting-fits; she felt occasional pain and palpitation in the region of the heart; and she grew thin without apparent cause. She said nothing about it, lest it should be made a plea for living more quietly; never dreaming of danger. Had she known what caused her brothers death her fears might possibly have been awakened. Lord Hartledon suspected mischief might be arising, and cautiously questioned her; she denied that anything was the matter, and he felt reassured. His chief care was to keep her free from excitement; and in this hope he gave way to her more than he would otherwise have done. But alas! the moment was approaching when all his care would be in vain; when the built-up security of years was destroyed by a single act of wilful disobedience to him. The sword so long suspended over his head, was to fall on hers at last.

One spring afternoon, in London, he was in his wifes sitting-room; the little room where you have seen her before, looking upon the Park. The children were playing on the carpet  two pretty little things; the girl eighteen months old.

Take care! suddenly called out Lady Hartledon.

Some one was opening the door, and the little Maude was too near to it. She ran and picked up the child, and Hedges came in with a card for his master, saying at the same time that the gentleman was waiting. Lord Hartledon held it to the fire to read the name.

Who is it? asked Lady Hartledon, putting the little girl down by the window, and approaching her husband. But there came no answer.

Whether the silence aroused her suspicions  whether any look in her husbands face recalled that evening of terror long ago  or whether some malicious instinct whispered the truth, can never be known. Certain it was that the past rose up as in a mirror before Lady Hartledons imagination, and she connected this visitor with the former. She bent over his shoulder to peep at the card; and her husband, startled out of his presence of mind, tore it in two and threw the pieces into the fire.

Oh, very well! she exclaimed, mortally offended. But you cannot blind me: it is your mysterious visitor again.

I dont know what you mean, Maude. It is only someone on business.

Then I will go and ask him his business, she said, moving to the door with angry resolve.

Val was too quick for her. He placed his back against the door, and lifted his hands in agitation. It was a great fault of his, or perhaps a misfortune  for he could not help it  this want of self-control in moments of emergency.

Maude, I forbid you to interfere in this; you must not. For Heavens sake, sit down and remain quiet.

Ill see your visitor, and know, at last, what this strange trouble is. I will, Lord Hartledon.

You must not: do you hear me? he reiterated with deep emotion, for she was trying to force her way out of the room. Maude  listen  I do not mean to be harsh, but for your own good I conjure you to be still. I forbid you, by the obedience you promised me before God, to inquire into or stir in this matter. It is a private affair of my own, and not yours. Stay here until I return.

Maude drew back, as if in compliance; and Lord Hartledon, supposing he had prevailed, quitted the room and closed the door. He was quite mistaken. Never had her solemn vows of obedience been so utterly despised; never had the temptation to evil been so rife in her heart.

She unlatched the door and listened. Lord Hartledon went downstairs and into the library, just as he had done the evening before the christening. And Lady Hartledon was certain the same man awaited him there. Ringing the nursery-bell, she took off her slippers, unseen, and hid them under a chair.

Remain here with the children, was her order to the nurse who appeared, as she shut the woman into the room.

Creeping down softly she opened the door of the room behind the library, and glided in. It was a small room, used exclusively by Lord Hartledon, where he kept a heterogeneous collection of things  papers, books, cigars, pipes, guns, scientific models, anything  and which no one but himself ever attempted to enter. The intervening door between that and the library was not quite closed; and Lady Hartledon, cautiously pushed it a little further open. Wilful, unpardonable disobedience! when he had so strongly forbidden her! It was the same tall stranger. He was speaking in low tones, and Lord Hartledon leaned against the wall with a blank expression of face.

She saw; and heard. But how she controlled her feelings, how she remained and made no sign, she never knew. But that the instinct of self-esteem was one of her strongest passions, the dread of detection in proportion to it, she never had remained. There she was, and she could not get away again. The subtle dexterity which had served her in coming might desert her in returning. Had their senses been on the alert they might have heard her poor heart beating.

The interview did not last long  about twenty minutes; and whilst Lord Hartledon was attending his visitor to the door she escaped upstairs again, motioned away the nurse, and resumed her shoes. But what did she look like? Not like Maude Hartledon. Her face was as that of one upon whom some awful doom has fallen; her breath was coming painfully; and she kneeled down on the carpet and clasped her children to her beating heart with an action of wild despair.

Oh, my boy! my boy! Oh, my little Maude!

Suddenly she heard her husbands step approaching, and pushing them from her, rose and stood at the window, apparently looking out on the darkening world.

Lord Hartledon came in, gaily and cheerily, his manner lighter than it had been for years.

Well, Maude, I have not been long, you see. Why dont you have lights?

She did not answer: only stared straight out. Her husband approached her. What are you looking at, Maude?

Nothing, she answered: my head aches. I think I shall lie down until dinner-time. Eddie, open the door, and call Nurse, as loud as you can call.

The little boy obeyed, and the nurse returned, and was ordered to take the children. Lady Hartledon was following them to go to her own room, when she fell into a chair and went off in a dead faint.

Its that excitement, said Val. I do wish Maude would be reasonable!

The illness, however, appeared to be more serious than an ordinary fainting-fit; and Lord Hartledon, remembering the suspicion of heart-disease, sent for the family doctor Sir Alexander Pepps, an oracle in the fashionable world.

A different result showed itself  equally caused by excitement  and the countess-dowager arrived in a day or two in hot haste. Lady Hartledon lay in bed, and did not attempt to get up or to get better. She lay almost as one without life, taking no notice of any one, turning her head from her husband when he entered, refusing to answer her mother, keeping the children away from the room.

Why doesnt she get up, Pepps? demanded the dowager, wrathfully, pouncing upon the physician one day, when he was leaving the house.

Sir Alexander, who might have been supposed to have received his baronetcy for his skill, but that titles, like kissing, go by favour, stopped short, took off his hat, and presumed that Lady Hartledon felt more comfortable in bed.

Rubbish! We might all lie in bed if we studied comfort. Is there any earthly reason why she should stay there, Pepps?

Not any, except weakness.

Except idleness, you mean. Why dont you order her to get up?

I have advised Lady Hartledon to do so, and she does not attend to me, replied Sir Alexander.

Oh, said the dowager. She was always wilful. What about her heart?

Her heart! echoed Sir Alexander, looking up now as if a little aroused.

Dear me, yes; her heart; I didnt say her liver. Is it sound, Pepps?

Its sound, for anything I know to the contrary. I never suspected anything the matter with her heart.

Then you are a fool! retorted the complimentary dowager.

Sir Alexanders temperament was remarkably calm. Nothing could rouse him out of his tame civility, which had been taken more than once for obsequiousness. The countess-dowager had patronized him in earlier years, when he was not a great man, or had begun to dream of becoming one.

Dont you recollect I once consulted you on the subject  whats your memory good for? She was a girl then, of fourteen or so; and you were worth fifty of what you are now, in point of discernment.

The oracle carried his thoughts back, and really could not recollect it. Ahem! yes; and the result was  was

The result was that you said the heart had nothing the matter with it, and I said it had, broke in the impatient dowager.

Ah, yes, madam, I remember. Pray, have you reason to suspect anything wrong now?

Thats what you ought to have ascertained, Pepps, not me. What dyou mean by your neglect? What, I ask, does she lie in bed for? If her hearts right, theres nothing more the matter with her than there is with you.

Perhaps your ladyship can persuade Lady Hartledon to exert herself, suggested the bland doctor. I cant; and I confess I think that she only wants rousing.

With a flourish of his hat and his small gold-headed black cane the doctor bowed himself out from the formidable dowager. That lady turned her back upon him, and betook herself on the spur of the moment to Maudes room, determined to have it out.

Curious sounds greeted her, as of some one in hysterical pain. On the bed, clasped to his mother in nervous agony, was the wondering child, little Lord Elster: words of distress, nay, of despair, breaking from her. It seemed, the little boy, who was rather self-willed and rebellious on occasion, had escaped from the nursery, and stolen to his mothers room. The dowager halted at the door, and looked out from her astonished eyes.

Oh, Edward, if we were but dead! Oh, my darling, if it would only please Heaven to take us both! I couldnt send for you, child; I couldnt see you; the sight of you kills me. You dont know; my babies, you dont know!

What on earth does all this mean? interrupted the dowager, stepping forward. And Lady Hartledon dropped the boy, and fell back on the bed, exhausted.

What have you done to your mamma, sir?

The child, conscious that he had not done anything, but frightened on the whole, repented of his disobedience, and escaped from the chamber more quickly than he had entered it. The dowager hated to be puzzled, and went wrathfully up to her daughter.

Perhaps youll tell me whats the matter, Maude.

Lady Hartledon grew calm. The countess-dowager pressed the question.

Theres nothing the matter, came the tardy and rather sullen reply.

Why do you wish yourself dead, then?

Because I do.

How dare you answer me so?

Its the truth. I should be spared suffering.

The countess-dowager paused. Spared suffering! she mentally repeated; and being a woman given to arriving at rapid conclusions without rhyme or reason, she bethought herself that Maude must have become acquainted with the suspicion regarding her heart.

Who told you that? shrieked the dowager. It was that fool Hartledon.

He has told me nothing, said Maude, in an access of resentment, all too visible. Told me what?

Why, about your heart. Thats what I suppose it is.

Maude raised herself upon her elbow, her wan face fixed on her mothers. Is there anything the matter with my heart? she calmly asked.

And then the old woman found that she had made a grievous mistake, and hastened to repair it.

I thought there might be, and asked Pepps. Ive just asked him now; and hes says theres nothing the matter with it.

I wish there were! said Maude.

You wish there were! Thats a pretty wish for a reasonable Christian, cried the tart dowager. You want your husband to lecture you; saying such things.

I wish he were hanged! cried Maude, showing her glistening teeth.

My gracious! exclaimed the wondering old lady, after a pause. What has he done?

Why did you urge me to marry him? Oh, mother, cant you see that I am dying  dying of horror  and shame  and grief? You had better have buried me instead.

For once in her selfish and vulgar mind the countess-dowager felt a feeling akin to fear. In her astonishment she thought Maude must be going mad.

Youd do well to get some sleep, dear, she said in a subdued tone; and to-morrow you must get up; Pepps says so; he thinks you want rousing.

I have not slept since; its not sleep, its a dead stupor, in which I dream things as horrible as the reality, murmured Maude, unconscious perhaps that she spoke aloud. I shall never sleep again.

Not slept since when?

I dont know.

Cant you say what you mean? cried the puzzled dowager. If youve any grievance, tell it out; if youve not, dont talk nonsense.

But Lady Hartledon, though thus sweetly allured to confession, held her tongue. Her half-scattered senses came back to her, and with them a reticence she would not break. The countess-dowager hardly knew whether she deserved pitying or shaking, and went off in a fit of exasperation, breaking in upon her son-in-law as he was busy looking over some accounts in the library.

I want to know what is the matter with Maude.

He turned round in his chair, and met the dowagers flaxen wig and crimson face. Val did not know what was the matter with his wife any more than the questioner did. He supposed she would be all right when she grew stronger.

She says its you said the gentle dowager, improving upon her information. She has just been wishing you were hanged.

Ah, you have been teasing her, he returned, with composure. Maude says all sorts of things when shes put out.

Perhaps she does, was the retort; but she meant this, for she showed her teeth when she said it. You cant blind me; and I have seen ever since I came here that there was something wrong between you and Maude.

For that matter, Val had seen it too. Since the night of his wifes fainting-fit she had scarcely spoken a word to him; had appeared as if she could not tolerate his presence for an instant in her room. Lord Hartledon felt persuaded that it arose from resentment at his having refused to allow her to see the stranger. He rose from his seat.

Theres nothing wrong between me and Maude, Lady Kirton. If there were, you must pardon me for saying that I could not suffer any interference in it. But there is not.

Somethings wrong somewhere. I found her just now sobbing and moaning over Eddie, wishing they were both dead, and all the rest of it. If she goes on like this for nothing, shes losing her senses, thats all.

Shell be all right when shes stronger. Pray dont worry her. Shell be well soon, I daresay. And now I shall be glad if youll leave me, for I am very busy.

She did not leave him any the quicker for the request, but stayed to worry him, as it was in her nature to worry every one. Getting rid of her at last, he turned the key of the door, and wished her a hundred miles away.

The wish bore fruit. In a few days some news she heard regarding her eldest son  who was a widower now  took the dowager to Ireland, and Lord Hartledon wished he could as easily turn the key of the house upon her as he had turned that of the room.




CHAPTER XXXI.

THE SWORD SLIPPED.

Summer dust was in the London streets, summer weather in the air, and the carriage of that fashionable practitioner, Sir Alexander Pepps, still waited before Lord Hartledons house. It had waited there more frequently in these later weeks than of old.

The great world  her world  wondered what was the matter with her: Sir Alexander wondered also. Perhaps had he been a less courtly man he might have rapped out obstinacy, if questioned upon the point; as it was, he murmured of weakness. Weak she undoubtedly was; and she did not seem to try in the least to grow strong again. She did not go into society now; she dressed as usual, and sat in her drawing-room, and received visitors if the whim took her; but she was usually denied to all; and said she was not well enough to go out. From her husband she remained bitterly estranged. If he attempted to be friendly with her, to ask what was ailing her, she either sharply refused to say, or maintained a persistent silence. Lord Hartledon could not account for her behaviour, and was growing tired of it.

Poor Maude! That some grievous blow had fallen upon her was all too evident. Resentment, anguish, bitter despair alternated within her breast, and she seemed really not to care whether she lived or died. Was it for this that she had schemed, and so successfully, to wrest Lord Hartledon from his promised bride Anne Ashton? She would lie back in her chair and ask it. No labour of hers could by any possibility have brought forth a result by which Miss Ashton could be so well avenged. Heaven is true to itself, and Dr. Ashton had left vengeance with it. Lady Hartledon looked back on her fleeting triumph; a triumph at the time certainly, but a short one. It had not fulfilled its golden promises: that sort of triumph perhaps never does. It had been followed by ennui, repentance, dissatisfaction with her husband, and it had resulted in a very moonlight sort of happiness, which had at length centred only in the children. The children! Maude gave a cry of anguish as she thought of them. No; take it altogether, the play from the first had not been worth the candle. And now? She clasped her thin hands in a frenzy of impotent rage  with Anne Ashton had lain the real triumph, with herself the sacrifice. Too well Maude understood a remark her husband once made in answer to a reproach of hers in the first year of their marriage  that he was thankful not to have wedded Anne.

One morning Sir Alexander Pepps, on his way from the drawing-room to his chariot  a very old-fashioned chariot that all the world knew well  paused midway in the hall, with his cane to his nose, and condescended to address the man with the powdered wig who was escorting him.

Is his lordship at home?

Yes, sir.

I wish to see him.

So the wig changed its course, and Sir Alexander was bowed into the presence. His lordship rose with what the French would call empressement, to receive the great man.

Thank you, I have not time to sit, said he, declining the offered chair and standing, cane in hand. I have three consultations to-day, and some urgent cases. I grieve to have a painful duty to fulfil; but I must inform you that Lady Hartledons health gives me uneasiness.

Lord Hartledon did not immediately reply; but it was not from want of genuine concern.

What is really the matter with her?

Debility; nothing else, replied Sir Alexander. But these cases of extreme debility cause so much perplexity. Where there is no particular disease to treat, and the patient does not rally, why

He understood the doctors pause to mean something ominous. What can be done? he asked. I have remarked, with pain, that she does not gain strength. Change of air? The seaside

She says she wont go, interrupted the physician. In fact, her ladyship objects to everything I can suggest or propose.

Its very strange, said Lord Hartledon.

At times it has occurred to me that she has something on her mind, continued Sir Alexander. Upon my delicately hinting this opinion to Lady Hartledon, she denied it with a vehemence which caused me to suspect that I was correct. Does your lordship know of anything likely to  to torment her?

Not anything, replied Lord Hartledon, confidently. I think I can assure you that there is nothing of the sort.

And he spoke according to his belief; for he knew of nothing. He would have supposed it simply impossible that Lady Hartledon had been made privy to the dreadful secret which had weighed on him; and he never gave that a thought.

Sir Alexander nodded, reassured on the point.

I should wish for a consultation, if your lordship has no objection.

Then pray call it without delay. Have anything, do anything, that may conduce to Lady Hartledons recovery. You do not suspect heart-disease?

The symptoms are not those of any heart-disease known to me. Lady Kirton spoke to me of this; but I see nothing to apprehend at present on that score. If theres any latent affection, it has not yet shown itself. Then well arrange the consultation for to-morrow.

Sir Alexander Pepps was bowed out; and the consultation took place; which left the matter just where it was before. The wise doctors thought there was nothing radically wrong; but strongly recommended change of air. Sir Alexander confidently mentioned Torbay; he had great faith in Torbay; perhaps his lordship could induce Lady Hartledon to try it? She had flatly told the consultation that she would not try it.

Lady Hartledon was seated in the drawing-room when he went in, willing to do what he could; any urging of his had not gone far with her of late. A white silk shawl covered her dress of green check silk; she wore a shawl constantly now, having a perpetual tendency to shiver; her handsome features were white and attenuated, but her eyes were brilliant still, and her dark hair was dressed in elaborate braids.

So you have had the doctors here, Maude, he remarked, cheerfully.

She nodded a reply, and began to fidget with the body of her gown. It seemed that she had to do something or other always to her attire whenever he spoke to her  which partially took away her attention.

Sir Alexander tells me they have been recommending you Torbay.

I am not going to Torbay.

Oh yes, you are, Maude, he soothingly said. It will be a change for us all. The children will benefit by it as much as you, and so shall I.

I tell you I shall not go to Torbay.

Would you prefer any other place?

I will not go anywhere; I have told them so.

Then I declare that Ill carry you off by force! he cried, rather sharply. Why do you vex me like this? You know you must go?

She made no reply. He drew a chair close to her and sat down.

Maude, he said, speaking all the more gently for his recent outbreak, you must be aware that you do not recover as quickly as we could wish

I do not recover at all, she interrupted. I dont want to recover.

My dear, how can you talk so? There is nothing the matter with you but weakness, and that will soon be overcome if you exert yourself.

No, it wont. I shall not leave home.

Somewhere you must go, for the workmen are coming into the house; and for the next two months it will not be habitable.

Who is bringing them in? she asked, with flashing eyes.

You know it was decided long ago that the house should be done up this summer. It wants it badly enough. Torbay

I will not go to Torbay, Lord Hartledon. If I am to be turned out of this house, Ill go to the other.

What other?

Hartledon.

Not to Hartledon, said he, quickly, for his dislike to the place had grown with time, and the word grated on his ear.

Then I remain where I am.

Maude, he resumed in quiet tones, I will not urge you to try sea-air for my sake, because you do what you can to show me I am of little moment to you; but I will say try it for the sake of the children. Surely, they are dear to you!

A subdued sound of pain broke from her lips, as if she could not bear to hear them named.

Its of no use prolonging this discussion, she said. An invalids fancies may generally be trusted, and mine point to Hartledon  if I am to be disturbed at all. I should not so much mind going there.

A pause ensued. Lord Hartledon had taken her hand, and was mechanically turning round her wedding-ring, his thoughts far away; it hung sufficiently loosely now on the wasted finger. She lay back in her chair, looking on with apathy, too indifferent to withdraw her hand.

Why did you put it on? she asked, abruptly.

Why indeed? returned his lordship, deep in his abstraction. What did you say, Maude? he added, awaking in a flurry. Put what on?

My wedding-ring.

My dear! But about Hartledon  if you fancy that, and nowhere else, I suppose we must go there.

You also?

Of course.

Ah! when your wifes chord of life is loosening what model husbands you men become! she uttered. You have never gone to Hartledon with me; you have suffered me to be there alone, through a ridiculous reminiscence; but now that you are about to lose me you will go!

Why do you encourage these gloomy thoughts about yourself, Maude? he asked, passing over the Hartledon question. One would think you wished to die.

I do not know, she replied in tones of deliberation. Of course, no one, at my age, can be tired of the world, and for some things I wish to live; but for others, I shall be glad to die.

Maude! Maude! It is wrong to say this. You are not likely to die.

I cant tell. All I say is, I shall be glad for some things, if I do.

What is all this? he exclaimed, after a bewildered pause. Is there anything on your mind, Maude? Are you grieving after that little infant?

No, she answered, not for him. I grieve for the two who remain.

Lord Hartledon looked at her. A dread, which he strove to throw from him, struggling to his conscience.

I think you are deceived in my state of health. And if I object to going to the seaside, it is chiefly because I would not die in a strange place. If I am to die, I should like to die at Hartledon.

His hair seemed to rise up in horror at the words. Maude! have you any disease you are concealing from me?

Not any. But the belief has been upon me for some time that I should not get over this. You must have seen how I appear to be sinking.

And with no disease upon you! I dont understand it.

No particular physical disease.

You are weak, dispirited  I cannot pursue these questions, he broke off. Tell me in a word: is there any cause for this?

Yes.

Percival gathered up his breath. What is it?

What is it! her eyes ablaze with sudden light. What has weighed you down, not to the grave, for men are strong, but to terror, and shame, and sin? What secret is it, Lord Hartledon?

His lips were whitening. But it  even allowing that I have a secret  need not weigh you down.

Not weigh me down!  to terror deeper than yours; to shame more abject? Suppose I know the secret?

You cannot know it, he gasped. It would have killed you.

And what has it done? Look at me.

Oh, Maude! he wailed, what is it that you do, or do not know? How did you learn anything about it?

I learnt it through my own folly. I am sorry for it now. My knowing it can make the fact neither better nor worse; and perhaps I might have been spared the knowledge to the end.

But what is it that you know? he asked, rather wishing at the moment he was dead himself.

All.

It is impossible.

It is true.

And he felt that it was true; here was the solution to the conduct which had puzzled him, puzzled the doctors, puzzled the household and the countess-dowager.

And how  and how? he gasped.

When that stranger was here last, I heard what he said to you, she replied, avowing the fact without shame in the moments terrible anguish. I made the third at the interview.

He looked at her in utter disbelief.

You refused to let me go down. I followed you, and stood at the little door of the library. It was open, and I  heard  every word.

The last words were spoken with an hysterical sobbing. Oh, Maude! broke from the lips of Lord Hartledon.

You will reproach me for disobedience, of course; for meanness, perhaps; but I knew there was some awful secret, and you would not tell me. I earned my punishment, if that will be any satisfaction to you; I have never since enjoyed an instants peace, night or day.

He hid his face in his pain. This was the moment he had dreaded for years; anything, so that it might be kept from her, he had prayed in his never-ceasing fear.

Forgive, forgive me! Oh, Maude, forgive me!

She did not respond; she did not attempt to soothe him; if ever looks expressed reproach and aversion, hers did then.

Have compassion upon me, Maude! I was more sinned against than sinning.

What compassion had you for me? How dared you marry me? you, bound with crime?

The worst is over, Maude; the worst is over.

It can never be over: you are guilty of wilful sophistry. The crime remains; and  Lord Hartledon  its fruits remain.

He interrupted her excited words by voice and gesture; he took her hands in his. She snatched them from him, and burst into a fit of hysterical crying, which ended in a faintness almost as of death. He did not dare to call assistance; an unguarded word might have slipped out unawares.

Shut them in; shut them in! they had need to be alone in a scene such as that.

Lord and Lady Hartledon went down to Calne, as she wished. But not immediately; some two or three weeks elapsed, and during that time Mr. Carr was a good deal with both of them. Their sole friend: the only man cognizant of the trouble they had yet to battle with; who alone might whisper a word of something like consolation.

Lady Hartledon seemed to improve. Whether it was the country, or the sort of patched-up peace that reigned between her and her husband, she grew stronger and better, and began to go out again and enjoy life as usual. But in saying life, it must not be thought that gaiety is implied; none could shun that as Lady Hartledon now seemed to shun it. And he, for the first time since his marriage, began to take some interest in his native place, and in his own home. The old sensitive feeling in regard to meeting the Ashtons lingered still; was almost as strong as ever; and he had the good sense to see that this must be overcome, if possible, if he made Hartledon his home for the future, as his wife now talked of doing.

As a preliminary step to it, he appeared at church; one, two, three Sundays. On the second Sunday his wife went with him. Anne was in her pew, with her younger brother, but not Mrs. Ashton: she, as Lord Hartledon knew by report, was too ill now to go out. Each day Dr. Ashton did the whole duty; his curate, Mr. Graves, was taking a holiday. Lord Hartledon heard another report, that the curate had been wanting to press his attentions on Miss Ashton. The truth was, as none had known better than Val Elster, Mr. Graves had wanted to press them years and years ago. He had at length made her an offer, and she had angrily refused him. A foolish girl! said indignant Mrs. Graves, reproachfully. Her son was a model son, and would make a model husband; and he would be a wealthy man, as Anne knew, for he must sooner or later come into the entailed property of his uncle. It was not at all pleasant to Lord Hartledon to stand there in his pew, with recollection upon him, and the gaze of the Ashtons studiously turned from him, and Jabez Gum looking out at him from the corners of his eyes as he made his sonorous responses. A wish for reconciliation took strong possession of Lord Hartledon, and he wondered whether he could not bring himself to sue for it. He wanted besides to stay for the after-service, which he had not done since he was a young man  never since his marriage. Maude had stayed occasionally, as was the fashion; but he never. I beg you not to quarrel with me for the word; some of the partakers in that after-service remain from no higher motive. Certainly poor Maude had not.

On the third Sunday, Lord Hartledon went to church in the evening  alone; and when service was over he waited until the church had emptied itself, and then made his way into the vestry. Jabez was passing out of it, and the Rector was coming out behind him. Lord Hartledon stopped the latter, and craved a minutes conversation. Dr. Ashton bowed rather stiffly, put his hat down, and Jabez shut them in.

Is there any service you require of me? inquired the Rector, coldly.

It was the impulsive Val Elster of old days who answered; his hand held out pleadingly, his ingenuous soul shining forth from his blue eyes.

Yes, there is, Doctor Ashton; I have come to pray for it  your forgiveness.

My Christian forgiveness you have had already, returned the clergyman, after a pause.

But I want something else. I want your pardon as a man; I want you to look at me and speak to me as you used to do. I want to hear you call me Val again; to take my hand in yours, and not coldly; in short, I want you to help me to forgive myself.

In that moment  and Dr. Ashton, minister of the gospel though he was, could not have explained it  all the old love for Val Elster rose bubbling in his heart. A stubborn heart withal, as all hearts are since Adam sinned; he did not respond to the offered hand, nor did his features relax their sternness in spite of the pleading look.

You must be aware, Lord Hartledon, that your conduct does not merit pardon. As to friendship  which is what you ask for  it would be incompatible with the distance you and I must observe towards each other.

Why need we observe it  if you accord me your true forgiveness?

The question was one not easy to respond to candidly. The doctor could not say, Your intercourse with us might still be dangerous to the peace of one heart; and in his inner conviction he believed that it might be. He only looked at Val; the yearning face, the tearful eyes; and in that moment it occurred to the doctor that something more than the ordinary wear and tear of life had worn the once smooth brow, brought streaks of silver to the still luxuriant hair.

Do you know that you nearly killed her? he asked, his voice softening.

I have known that it might be so. Had any atonement lain in my power; any means by which her grief might have been soothed; I would have gone to the ends of the earth to accomplish it. I would even have died if it could have done good. But, of all the world, I alone might attempt nothing. For myself I have spent the years in misery; not on that score, he hastened to add in his truth, and a thought crossed Dr. Ashton that he must allude to unhappiness with his wife on another. If it will be any consolation to know it  if you might accept it as even the faintest shadow of atonement  I can truly say that few have gone through the care that I have, and lived. Anne has been amply avenged.

The Rector laid his hand on the slender fingers, hot with fever, whiter than they ought to be, betraying lifes inward care. He forgave him from that moment; and forgiveness with Dr. Ashton meant the full meaning of the word.

You were always your own enemy, Val.

Ay. Heaven alone knows the extent of my folly; and of my punishment.

From that hour Lord Hartledon and the Rectory were not total strangers to each other. He called there once in a way, rarely seeing any one but the doctor; now and then Mrs. Ashton; by chance, Anne. Times and again was it on Vals lips to confide to Dr. Ashton the nature of the sin upon his conscience; but his innate sensitiveness, the shame it would reflect upon him, stepped in and sealed the secret.

Meanwhile, perhaps he and his wife had never lived on terms of truer cordiality. There were no secrets between them: and let me tell you that is one of the keys to happiness in married life. Whatever the past had been, Lady Hartledon appeared to condone it; at least she no longer openly resented it to her husband. It is just possible that a shadow of the future, a prevision of the severing of the tie, very near now, might have been unconsciously upon her, guiding her spirit to meekness, if not yet quite to peace. Lord Hartledon thought she was growing strong; and, save that she would rather often go into a passion of hysterical tears as she clasped her children to her, particularly the boy, her days passed calmly enough. She indulged the children beyond all reason, and it was of no use for their father to interfere. Once when he stepped in to prevent it, she flew out almost like a tigress, asking what business it was of his, that he should dare to come between her and them. The lesson was an effectual one; and he never interfered again. But the indulgence was telling on the boys naturally haughty disposition; and not for good.




CHAPTER XXXII.

IN THE PARK.

As the days and weeks went on, and Lord and Lady Hartledon continued at Calne, there was one circumstance that began to impress itself on the mind of the former in a careless sort of way  that he was constantly meeting Pike. Go out when he would, he was sure to see Pike in some out-of-the-way spot; at a sudden turning, or peering forth from under a group of trees, or watching him from a roadside bank. One special day impressed itself on Lord Hartledons memory. He was walking slowly along the road with Dr. Ashton, and found Pike keeping pace with them softly on the other side the hedge, listening no doubt to what he could hear. On one of these occasions Val stopped and confronted him.

What is it you want, Mr. Pike?

Perhaps Mr. Pike was about the last man in the world to be, as the saying runs, taken aback, and he stood his ground, and boldly answered Nothing.

It seems as though you did, said Val. Go where I will, you are sure to spring up before me, or to be peeping from some ambush as I walk along. It will not do: do you understand?

I was just thinking the same thing yesterday  that your lordship was always meeting me, said Pike. No offence on either side, I dare say.

Val walked on, throwing the man a significant look of warning, but vouchsafing no other reply. After that Pike was a little more cautious, and kept aloof for a time; but Val knew that he was still watched on occasion.

One fine October day, when the grain had been gathered in and the fields were bare with stubble, Hartledon, alone in one of the front rooms, heard a contest going on outside. Throwing up the window, he saw his young son attempting to mount the grooms pony: the latter objecting. At the door stood a low basket carriage, harnessed with the fellow pony. They belonged to Lady Hartledon; sometimes she drove only one; and the groom, a young lad of fourteen, light and slim, rode the other: sometimes both ponies were in the carriage; and on those occasions the boy sat by her side, and drove.

Whats the matter, Edward? called out Lord Hartledon to his son.

Young lordship wants to ride the pony, my lord, said the groom. My lady ordered me to ride it.

At this juncture Lady Hartledon appeared on the scene, ready for her drive. She had intended to take her little son with her  as she generally did  but the child boisterously demanded that he should ride the pony for once, and she weakly yielded. Lord Hartledons private opinion, looking on, was that she was literally incapable of denying him any earthly thing he chose to demand. He went out.

He had better go with you in the carriage, Maude.

Not at all. He sits very well now, and the ponys perfectly quiet.

But he is too young to ride by the side of any vehicle. It is not safe. Let him sit with you as usual.

Nonsense! Edward, you shall ride the pony. Help him up, Ralph.

No, Maude. He

Be quiet! said Lady Hartledon, bending towards her husband and speaking in low tones. It is not for you to interfere. Would you deny him everything?

A strangely bitter expression sat on Vals lips. Not of anger; not even mortification, but sad, cruel pain. He said no more.

And the cavalcade started. Lady Hartledon driving, the boy-groom sitting beside her, and Eddies short legs striding the pony. They were keeping to the Park, she called to her husband, and she should drive slowly.

There was no real danger, as Val believed; only he did not like the childs wilful temper given way to. With a deep sigh he turned indoors for his hat, and went strolling down the avenue. Mrs. Capper dropped a curtsey as he passed the lodge.

Have you heard from your son yet? he asked.

Yes, my lord, many thanks to you. The school suits him bravely.

Turning out of the gates, he saw Floyd, the miller, walking slowly along. The man had been confined to his bed for weeks in the summer, with an attack of acute rheumatism, and to the house afterwards. It was the first time they had met since that morning long ago, when the miller brought up the purse. Lord Hartledon did not know him at first, he was so altered; pale and reduced.

Is it really you, Floyd?

Whats left of me, my lord.

And thats not much; but I am glad to see you so far well, said Hartledon, in his usual kindly tone. I have heard reports of you from Mr. Hillary.

Your lordships altered too.

Am I?

Well, it seems so to me. But its some few years now since I saw you. Nothing has ever come to light about that pocket-book, my lord.

I conclude not, or I should have heard of it.

And your lordship never came down to see the place!

No. I left Hartledon the same day, I think, or the next. After all, Floyd, I dont see that it is of any use looking into these painful things: it cannot bring the dead to life again.

Thats, true, said the miller.

He was walking into Calne. Lord Hartledon kept by his side, talking to him. He promised to be as popular a man as his father had been; and that was saying a great deal. When they came opposite the Rectory, Lord Hartledon wished him good day and more strength, in his genial manner, and turned in at the Rectory gates.

About once a week he was in the habit of calling upon Mrs. Ashton. Peace was between them; and these visits to her sick-chamber were strangely welcome to her heart. She had loved Val Elster all her life, and she loved him still, in spite of the past. For Val was curiously subdued; and his present mood, sad, quiet, thoughtful, was more endearing than his gayer one had been. Mrs. Ashton did not fail to read that he was a disappointed man, one with some constant care upon him.

Anne was in the hall when he entered, talking to a poor applicant who was waiting to see the Rector. Lord Hartledon lifted his hat to her, but did not offer to shake hands. He had never presumed to touch her hand since the reconciliation; in fact, he scarcely ever saw her.

How is Mrs. Ashton to-day?

A little better, I think. She will be glad to see you.

He followed the servant upstairs, and Anne turned to the woman again. Mrs. Ashton was in an easy-chair near the window; he drew one close to her.

You are looking wonderful to-day, do you know? he began in tones almost as gay as those of the light-hearted Val Elster. What is it? That very becoming cap?

The cap, of course. Dont you see its pink ribbons? Your favourite colour used to be pink, Val. Do you remember?

I remember everything. But indeed and in truth you look better, dear Mrs. Ashton.

Yes, better to-day, she said, with a sigh. I shall fluctuate to the end, I suppose; one day better, the next worse. Val, I think sometimes it is not far off now.

Very far off he knew it could not be. But he spoke of hope still: it was in his nature to do so. In the depths of his heart, so hidden from the world, there seemed to be hope for the whole living creation, himself excepted.

How is your wife to-day?

Quite well. She and Edward are out with the ponies and carriage.

She never comes to see me.

She does not go to see anyone. Though well, shes not very strong yet.

But shes young, and will grow strong. I shall only grow weaker. I am brave to-day; but you should have seen me last night. So prostrate! I almost doubted whether I should rise from my bed again. I do not think you will have to come here many more times.

Oh, Mrs. Ashton!

A little sooner or a little later, what does it matter, I try to ask myself; but parting is parting, and my heart aches sometimes. One of my aches will be leaving you.

A very minor one then, he said, with deprecation; but tears shone in his dark blue eyes.

Not a minor one. I have loved you as a son. I never loved you more, Percival, than when that letter of yours came to me at Cannes.

It was the first time she had alluded to it: the letter written the evening of his marriage. Vals face turned red, for his perfidy rose up before him in its full extent of shame.

I dont care to speak of that, he whispered. If you only knew what my humiliation has been!

Not of that, no; I dont know why I mentioned it. But I want you to speak of something else, Val. Over and over again has it been on my lips to ask it. What secret trouble is weighing you down?

A far greater change, than the one called up by recollection and its shame, came over his face now. He did not speak; and Mrs. Ashton continued. She held his hands as he bent towards her.

I have seen it all along. At first  I dont mind confessing it  I took it for granted that you were on bad terms with yourself on account of the past. I feared there was something wrong between you and your wife, and that you were regretting Anne. But I soon put that idea from me, to replace it with a graver one.

What graver one? he asked.

Nay, I know not. I want you to tell me. Will you do so?

He shook his head with an unmistakable gesture, unconsciously pressing her hands to pain.

Why not?

You have just said I am dear to you, he whispered; I believe I am so.

As dear, almost, as my own children.

Then do not even wish to know it. It is an awful secret; and I must bear it without sympathy of any sort, alone and in silence. It has been upon me for some years now, taking the sweetness out of my daily bread; and it will, I suppose, go with me to my grave. Not scarcely to lift it off my shoulders, would I impart it to you.

She sighed deeply; and thought it must be connected with some of his youthful follies. But she loved him still; she had faith in him; she believed that he went wrong from misfortune more than from fault.

Courage, Val, she whispered. There is a better world than this, where sorrow and sighing cannot enter. Patience  and hope  and trust in God!  always bearing onwards. In time we shall attain to it.

Lord Hartledon gently drew his hands away, and turned to the window for a moments respite. His eyes were greeted with the sight of one of his own servants, approaching the Rectory at full speed, some half-dozen idlers behind him.

With a prevision that something was wrong, he said a word of adieu to Mrs. Ashton, went down, and met the man outside. Dr. Ashton, who had seen the approach, also hurried out.

There had been some accident in the Park, the man said. The pony had swerved and thrown little Lord Elster: thrown him right under the other ponys feet, as it seemed. The servant made rather a bungle over his news, but this was its substance.

And the result? Is he much hurt? asked Lord Hartledon, constraining his voice to calmness.

Well, no; not hurt at all, my lord. He was up again soon, saying hed lash the pony for throwing him. He dont seem hurt a bit.

Then why need you have alarmed us so? interrupted Dr. Ashton, reprovingly.

Well, sir, its her ladyship seems hurt  or something, cried the man.

Lord Hartledon looked at him.

What have you come to tell, Richard? Speak out.

Apparently Richard could not speak out. His lady had been frightened and fainted, and did not come to again. And Lord Hartledon waited to hear no more.

The people, standing about in the park here and there  for even this slight accident had gathered its idlers together  seemed to look at Lord Hartledon curiously as he passed them. Close to the house he met Ralph the groom. The boy was crying.

Twasnt no fault of anybodys, my lord; and there aint any damage to the ponies, he began, hastening to excuse himself. The little lord only slid off, and they stood as quiet as quiet. There wasnt no cause for my ladys fear.

Is she fainting still?

They say shes  dead.

Lord Hartledon pressed onwards, and met Mr. Hillary at the hall-door. The surgeon took his arm and drew him into an empty room.

Hillary! is it true?

Im afraid it is.

Lord Hartledon felt his sight failing. For a moment he was a man groping in the dark. Steadying himself against the wall, he learned the details.

The childs pony had swerved. Ralph could not tell at what, and Lady Hartledon did not survive to tell. She was looking at him at the time, and saw him flung under the feet of the other pony, and she rose up in the carriage with a scream, and then fell back into the seat again. Ralph jumped out and picked up the child, who was not hurt at all; but when he hastened to tell her this, he saw that she seemed to have no life in her. One of the servants, Richard, happened to be going through the Park, within sight; others soon came up; and whilst Lady Hartledon was being driven home Richard ran for Mr. Hillary, and then sought his master, whom he found at the Rectory. The surgeon had found her dead.

It must have been instantaneous, he observed in low tones as he concluded these particulars. One great consolation is, that she was spared all suffering.

And its cause? breathed Lord Hartledon.

The heart. I dont entertain the least doubt about it.

You said she had no heart disease. Others said it.

I said, if she had it, it was not developed. Sudden death from it is not at all uncommon where disease has never been suspected.

And this was all the conclusion come to in the case of Lady Hartledon. Examination proved the surgeons surmise to be correct; and in answer to a certain question put by Lord Hartledon, he said the death was entirely irrespective of any trouble, or care, or annoyance she might have had in the past; irrespective even of any shock, except the shock at the moment of death, caused by seeing the child thrown. That, and that alone, had been the fatal cause. Lord Hartledon listened to this, and went away to his lonely chamber and fell on his knees in devout thankfulness to Heaven that he was so far innocent.

If she had not given way to the child! he bitterly aspirated in the first moments of sorrow.

That the countess-dowager should come down post-haste and invade Hartledon, was of course only natural; and Lord Hartledon strove not to rebel against it. But she made herself so intensely and disagreeably officious that his patience was sorely tried. Her first act was to insist on a stately funeral. He had given orders for one plain and quiet in every way; but she would have her wish carried out, and raved about the house, abusing him for his meanness and want of respect to his dead wife. For peace sake, he was fain to give her her way; and the funeral was made as costly as she pleased. Thomas Carr came down to it; and the countess-dowager was barely civil to him.

Her next care was to assume the entire management of the two children, putting Lord Hartledons authority over them at virtual, if not actual, defiance. The death of her daughter was in truth a severe blow to the dowager; not from love, for she really possessed no natural affection at all, but from fear that she should lose her footing in the house which was so desirable a refuge. As a preliminary step against this, she began to endeavour to make it more firm and secure. Altogether she was rendering Hartledon unbearable; and Val would often escape from it, his boy in his hand, and take refuge with Mrs. Ashton.

That Lord Hartledons love for his children was intense there could be no question about; but it was nevertheless of a peculiarly reticent nature. He had rarely, if ever, been seen to caress them. The boy told tales of how papa would kiss him, even weep over him, in solitude; but he would not give him so much as an endearing name in the presence of others. Poor Maude had called him all the pet names in a fond mothers vocabulary; Lord Hartledon always called him Edward, and nothing more.

A few evenings after the funeral had taken place, Mirrable, who had been into Calne, was hurrying back in the twilight. As she passed Jabez Gums gate, the clerks wife was standing at it, talking to Mrs. Jones. The two were laughing: Mrs. Gum seemed in a less depressed state than usual, and the other less snappish.

Is it you! exclaimed Mrs. Jones, as Mirrable stopped. I was just saying Id not set eyes on you in your new mourning.

And laughing over it, returned Mirrable.

No! was Mrs. Joness retort. Id been telling of a trick I served Jones, and Nance was laughing at that. Silk and crêpe! Its fine to be you, Mrs. Mirrable!

Hows Jabez, Nancy? asked Mirrable, passing over Mrs. Joness criticism.

Hes gone to Garchester, replied Mrs. Gum, who was given to indirect answers. I thought I was never going to see you again, Mary.

You could not expect to see me whilst the house was in its recent state, answered Mirrable. We have been in a bustle, as you may suppose.

Youve not had many staying there.

Only Mr. Carr; and he left to-day. Weve got the old countess-dowager still.

And likely to have her, if alls true thats said, put in Mrs. Jones.

Mirrable tacitly admitted the probability. Her private opinion was that nothing short of a miracle could ever remove the Dowager Kirton from the house again. Had any one told Mirrable, as she stood there, that her ladyship would be leaving of her own accord that night, she had simply said it was impossible.

Mary, cried the weak voice of poor timid Mrs. Gum, how was it none of the brothers came to the funeral? Jabez was wondering. She had a lot, Ive heard.

It was not convenient to them, I suppose, replied Mirrable. The one in the Isle of Wight had gone cruising in somebodys yacht, or hed have come with the dowager; and Lord Kirton telegraphed from Ireland that he was prevented coming. I know nothing about the rest.

It was an awful death! shivered Mrs. Gum. And without cause too; for the child was not hurt after all. Isnt my lord dreadfully cut up, Mary?

I think so; hes very quiet and subdued. But he has seemed full of sorrow for a long while, as if he had some dreadful care upon him. I dont think he and his wife were very happy together, added Mirrable. My lords likely to make Hartledon his chief residence now, I fancy, for  My gracious! whats that?

A crash as if a whole battery of crockery had come down inside the house. A moment of staring consternation ensued, and nervous Mrs. Gum looked ready to faint. The two women disappeared indoors, and Mirrable turned homewards at a brisk pace. But she was not to go on without an interruption. Pikes head suddenly appeared above the hurdles, and he began inquiring after her health. Toothache gone? asked he.

Yes, she said, answering straightforwardly in her surprise. How did you know I had toothache? It was not the first time by several he had thus accosted her; and to give her her due, she was always civil to him. Perhaps she feared to be otherwise.

I heard of it. And so my Lord Hartledons like a man with some dreadful care upon him! he went on. What is the care?

You have been eavesdropping! she angrily exclaimed.

Not a bit of it. I was seated under the hedge with my pipe, and you three women began talking. I didnt tell you to. Well, whats his lordships care?

Just mind your own business, and his lordship will mind his, she retorted. Youll get interfered with in a way you wont like, Pike, one of these days, unless you mend your manners.

A great care on him, nodded Pike to himself, looking after her, as she walked off in her anger. A great care! I know. One of these fine days, my lord, I may be asking you questions about it on my own score. I might long before this, but for

The sentence broke off abruptly, and ended with a growl at things in general. Mr. Pike was evidently not in a genial mood.

Mirrable reached home to find the countess-dowager in a state more easily imagined than described. Some sprite, favourable to the peace of Hartledon, had been writing confidentially from Ireland regarding Kirton and his doings. That her eldest son was about to steal a march on her and marry again seemed almost indisputably clear; and the miserable dowager, dancing her war-dance and uttering reproaches, was repacking her boxes in haste. Those boxes, which she had fondly hoped would never again leave Hartledon, unless it might be for sojourns in Park Lane! She was going back to Ireland to mount guard, and prevent any such escapade. Only in September had she quitted him  and then had been as nearly ejected as a son could eject his mother with any decency  and had taken the Isle of Wight on her way to Hartledon. The son who lived in the Isle of Wight had espoused a widow twice his own age, with eleven hundred a year, and a house and carriage; so that he had a home: which the countess-dowager sometimes remembered.

Lord Hartledon was liberal. He gave her a handsome sum for her journey, and a cheque besides; most devoutly praying that she might keep guard over Kirton for ever. He escorted her to the station himself in a closed carriage, an omnibus having gone before them with a mountain of boxes, at which all Calne came out to stare.

And the same week, confiding his children to the joint care of Mirrable and their nurse  an efficient, kind, and judicious woman  Lord Hartledon departed from home and England for a sojourn on the Continent, long or short, as inclination might lead him, feeling as a bird released from its cage.




CHAPTER XXXIII.

COMING HOME.

Some eighteen months after the event recorded in the last chapter, a travelling carriage dashed up to a house in Park Lane one wet evening in spring. It contained Lord Hartledon and his second wife. They were expected, and the servants were assembled in the hall.

Lord Hartledon led her into their midst, proudly, affectionately; as he had never in his life led any other. Ah, you need not ask who she was; he had contrived to win her, to win over Dr. Ashton; and his heart had at length found rest. Her fair countenance, her thoughtful eyes and sweet smile were turned on the servants, thanking them for their greeting.

All well, Hedges? asked Lord Hartledon.

Quite well, my lord. But we are not alone.

No! said Val, stopping in his progress. Whos here?

The Countess-Dowager of Kirton, my lord, replied Hedges, glancing at Lady Hartledon in momentary hesitation.

Oh, indeed! said Val, as if not enjoying the information. Just see, Hedges, that the things inside the carriage are all taken out. Dont come up, Mrs. Ball; I will take Lady Hartledon to her rooms.

It was the light-hearted Val of the old, old days; his face free from care, his voice gay. He did not turn into any of the reception-rooms, but led his wife at once to her chamber. It was nearly dinner-time, and he knew she was tired.

Welcome home, my darling! he whispered tenderly ere releasing her. A thousand welcomes to you, my dear, dear wife!

Tears rose to his eyes with the fervour of the wish. Heaven alone knew what the past had been; the contrast between that time and this.

I will dress at once, Percival, she said, after a few moments pause. I must see your children before dinner. Heaven helping me, I shall love them and always act by them as if they were my own.

I am so sorry she is here, Anne  that terrible old woman. You heard Hedges say Lady Kirton had arrived. Her visit is ill-timed.

I shall be glad to welcome her, Val.

It is more than I shall be, replied Val, as his wifes maid came into the room, and he quitted it. Ill bring the children to you, Anne.

They had been married nearly five weeks. Anne had not seen the children for several months. The little child, Edward, had shown symptoms of delicacy, and for nearly a year the children had sojourned at the seaside, having been brought to the town-house just before their fathers marriage.

The nursery was empty, and Lord Hartledon went down. In the passage outside the drawing-room was Hedges, evidently waiting for his master, and with a budget to unfold.

When did she come, Hedges?

My lord, it was only a few days after your marriage, replied Hedges. She arrived in the most outrageous tantrum  if I shall not offend your lordship by saying so  and has been here ever since, completely upsetting everything.

What was her tantrum about?

On account of your having married again, my lord. She stood in the hall for five minutes when she got here, saying the most audacious things against your lordship and Miss Ashton  I mean my lady, corrected Hedges.

The old hag! muttered Lord Hartledon.

I think shes insane at times, my lord; I really do. The fits of passion she flies into are quite bad enough for insanity. The housekeeper told me this morning she feared she would be capable of striking my lady, when she first saw her. Im afraid, too, she has been schooling the children.

Lord Hartledon strode into the drawing-room. There, as large as life  and a great deal larger than most lives  was the dowager-countess. Fortunately she had not heard the arrival: in fact, she had dropped into a doze whilst waiting for it; and she started up when Val entered.

How are you, maam? asked he. You have taken me by surprise.

Not half as much as your wicked letter took me, screamed the old dowager. Oh, you vile man! to marry again in this haste! You  you  I cant find words that I should not be ashamed of; but Hamlets mother, in the play, was nothing to it.

It is some time since I read the play, returned Hartledon, controlling his temper under an assumption of indifference. If my memory serves me, the funeral baked meats did coldly furnish forth the marriage table. My late wife has been dead eighteen months, Lady Kirton.

Eighteen months! for such a wife as Maude was to you! raved the dowager. You ought to have mourned her eighteen years. Anybody else would. I wish I had never let you have her.

Lord Hartledon wished it likewise, with all his heart and soul; had wished it in his wifes lifetime.

Lady Kirton, listen to me! Let us understand each other. Your visit here is ill-timed; you ought to feel it so; nevertheless, if you stay it out, you must observe good manners. I shall be compelled to request you to terminate it if you fail one iota in the respect due to this houses mistress, my beloved and honoured wife.

Your beloved wife! Do you dare to say it to me?

Ay; beloved, honoured and respected as no woman has ever been by me yet, or ever will be again, he replied, speaking too plainly in his warmth.

What a false-hearted monster! cried the dowager, shrilly, apostrophizing the walls and the mirrors. What then was Maude?

Maude is gone, and I counsel you not to bring up her name to me, said Val, sternly. Your treachery forced Maude upon me; and let me tell you now, Lady Kirton, if I have never told you before, that it wrought upon her the most bitter wrong possible to be inflicted; which she lived to learn. I was a vacillating simpleton, and you held me in your trammels. The less we rake up old matters the better. Things have altered. I am altered. The moral courage I once lacked does not fail me now; and I have at least sufficient to hold my own against the world, and protect from insult the lady I have made my wife. I beg your pardon if my words seem harsh; they are true; and I am sorry you have forced them from me.

She was standing still for a moment, staring at him, not altogether certain of her ground.

Where are the children? he asked.

Where you cant get at them, she rejoined hotly. You have your beloved wife; you dont want them.

He rang the bell, more loudly than he need have done; but his usually sweet temper was provoked. A footman came in.

Tell the nurse to bring down the children.

They are not at home, my lord.

Not at home! Surely they are not out in this rain!  and so late!

They went out this afternoon, my lord: and have not come in, I believe.

There, that will do, tartly interposed the dowager. You dont know anything about it, and you may go.

Lady Kirton, where are the children?

Where you cant get at them, I say, was Lady Kirtons response. You dont think I am going to suffer Maudes children to be domineered over by a wretch of a step-mother  perhaps poisoned.

He confronted her in his wrath, his eyes flashing.

Madam!

Oh, you need not Madam me. Maudes gone, and I shall act for her.

I ask you where my children are?

I have sent them away; you may make the most of the information. And when I have remained here as long as I choose, I shall take them with me, and keep them, and bring them up. You can at once decide what sum you will allow me for their education and maintenance: two maids, a tutor, a governess, clothes, toys, and pocket-money. It must be a handsome sum, paid quarterly in advance. And I mean to take a house in London for their accommodation, and shall expect you to pay the rent.

The coolness with which this was delivered turned Vals angry feelings into amusement. He could not help laughing as he looked at her.

You cannot have my children, Lady Kirton.

They are Maudes children, snapped the dowager.

But I presume you admit that they are likewise mine. And I shall certainly not part with them.

If you oppose me in this, Ill put them into Chancery, cried the dowager. I am their nearest relative, and have a right to them.

Nearest relative! he repeated. You must have lost your senses. I am their father.

And have you lived to see thirty, and never learnt that men dont count for anything in the bringing up of infants? shrilly asked the dowager. If they had ten fathers, whats that to the Lord Chancellor? No more than ten blocks of wood. What they want is a mother.

And I have now given them one.

Without another word, with the red flush of emotion on his cheek, he went up to his wifes room. She was alone then, dressed, and just coming out of it. He put his arm round her to draw her in again, as he shortly explained the annoyance their visitor was causing him.

You must stay here, my dearest, until I can go down with you, he added. She is in a vile humour, and I do not choose that you should encounter her, unprotected by me.

But where are you going, Val?

Well, I really think I shall get a policeman in, and frighten her into saying what she has done with the children. Shell never tell unless forced into it.

Anne laughed, and Hartledon went down. He had in good truth a great mind to see what the effect would be. The old woman was not a reasonable being, and he felt disposed to show her very little consideration. As he stood at the hall-door gazing forth, who should arrive but Thomas Carr. Not altogether by accident; he had come up exploring, to see if there were any signs of Vals return.

Ah! home at last, Hartledon!

Carr, what happy wind blew you hither? cried Val, as he grasped the hands of his trusty friend. You can terrify this woman with the thunders of the law if she persists in kidnapping children that dont belong to her. And he forthwith explained the state of affairs.

Mr. Carr laughed.

She will not keep them away long. She is no fool, that countess-dowager. It is a ruse, no doubt, to induce you to give them up to her.

Give them up to her, indeed! Val was beginning, when Hedges advanced to him.

Mrs. Ball says the children have only gone to Madame Tussauds, my lord, quoth he. The nurse told her so when she went out.

I wish she was herself one of Madame Tussauds figure-heads! cried Val. Mr. Carr dines here, Hedges. Nonsense, Carr; you cant refuse. Never mind your coat; Anne wont mind. I want you to make acquaintance with her.

How did you contrive to win over Dr. Ashton? asked Thomas Carr, as he went in.

I put the matter before him in its true light, answered Val, asking him whether, if Anne forgave me, he would condemn us to live out our lives apart from each other: or whether he would not act the part of a good Christian, and give her to me, that I might strive to atone for the past.

And he did so?

After a great deal of trouble. Theres no time to give you details. I had a powerful advocate in Annes heart. She had never forgotten me, for all my misconduct.

You have been a lucky man at last, taking one thing with another.

You may well say so, was the answer, in tones of deep feeling. Moments come over me when I fear I am about to awake and find the present a dream. I am only now beginning to live. The past few years have been  you know what, Carr.

He sent the barrister into the drawing room, went upstairs for Anne, and brought her in on his arm. The dowager was in her chamber, attiring herself in haste.

My wife, Carr, said Hartledon, with a loving emphasis on the word. She was in an evening dress of white and black, not having yet put off mourning for Mrs. Ashton, and looked very lovely; far more lovely in Thomas Carrs eyes than Lady Maude, with her dark beauty, had ever looked. She held out her hand to him with a frank smile.

I have heard so much of you, Mr. Carr, that we seem like old friends. I am glad you have come to see me so soon.

My being here this evening is an accident, Lady Hartledon, as you may see by my dress, he returned. I ought rather to apologize for intruding on you in the hour of your arrival.

Dont talk about intrusion, said Val. You will never be an intruder in my house  and Annes smile is telling you the same

Whos that, pray?

The interruption came from the countess-dowager. There she stood, near the door, in a yellow gown and green turban. Val drew himself up and approached her, his wife still on his arm. Madam, said he, in reply to her question, this is my wife, Lady Hartledon.

The dowagers gauzes made acquaintance with the carpet in so elaborate a curtsey as to savour of mockery, but her eyes were turned up to the ceiling; not a word or look gave she to the young lady.

The other one, I meant, cried she, nodding towards Thomas Carr.

It is my friend Mr. Carr. You appear to have forgotten him.

I hope you are well, maam, said he, advancing towards her.

Another curtsey, and the countess-dowager fanned herself, and sailed towards the fireplace.

Meanwhile the children came home in a cab from Madame Tussauds, and dinner was announced. Lord Hartledon was obliged to take down the countess-dowager, resigning his wife to Mr. Carr. Dinner passed off pretty well, the dowager being too fully occupied to be annoying; also the good cheer caused her temper to thaw a little. Afterwards, the children came in; Edward, a bold, free boy of five, who walked straight up to his grandmother, saluting no one; and Maude, a timid, delicate little child, who stood still in the middle of the carpet where the maid placed her.

The dowager was just then too busy to pay attention to the children, but Anne held out her hand with a smile. Upon which the child drew up to her father, and hid her face in his coat.

He took her up, and carried her to his wife, placing her upon her knee. Maude, he whispered, this is your mamma, and you must love her very much, for she loves you.

Annes arms fondly encircled the child; but she began to struggle to get down.

Bad manners, Maude, said her father.

Shes afraid of her, spoke up the boy, who had the dark eyes and beautiful features of his late mother. We are afraid of bad people.

The observation passed momentarily unnoticed, for Maude, whom Lady Hartledon had been obliged to release, would not be pacified. But when calmness ensued, Lord Hartledon turned to the boy, just then assisting himself to some pineapple.

What did I hear you say about bad people, Edward?

She, answered the boy, pointing towards Lady Hartledon. She shant touch Maude. Shes come here to beat us, and Ill kick if she touches me.

Lord Hartledon, with an unmistakable look at the countess-dowager, rose from his seat in silence and rang the bell. There could be no correction in the presence of the dowager; he and Anne must undo her work alone. Carrying the little girl in one arm, he took the boys hand, and met the servant at the door.

Take these children back to the nursery.

I want some strawberries, the boy called out rebelliously.

Not to-day, said his father. You know quite well that you have behaved badly.

His wifes face was painfully flushed. Mr. Carr was critically examining the painted landscape on his plate; and the turban was enjoying some fruit with perfect unconcern. Lord Hartledon stood an instant ere he resumed his seat.

Anne, he said in a voice that trembled in spite of its displeased tones, allow me to beg your pardon, and I do it with shame that this gratuitous insult should have been offered you in your own house. A day or two will, I hope, put matters on their right footing; the poor children, as you see, have been tutored.

Are you going to keep the port by you all night, Hartledon?

Need you ask from whom came the interruption? Mr. Carr passed it across to her, leaving her to help herself; and Lord Hartledon sat down, biting his delicate lips.

When the dowager seemed to have finished, Anne rose. Mr. Carr rose too as soon as they had retired.

I have an engagement, Hartledon, and am obliged to run away. Make my adieu to your wife.

Carr, is it not a crying shame?  enough to incense any man?

It is. The sooner you get rid of her the better.

Thats easier said than done.

When Lord Hartledon reached the drawing-room, the dowager was sleeping comfortably. Looking about for his wife, he found her in the small room Maude used to make exclusively her own, which was not lighted up. She was standing at the window, and her tears were quietly falling. He drew her face to his own.

My darling, dont let it grieve you! We shall soon right it all.

Oh, Percival, if the mischief should have gone too far!  if they should never look upon me except as a step-mother! You dont know how sick and troubled this has made me feel! I wanted to go to them in the nursery when I came up, and did not dare! Perhaps the nurse has also been prejudiced against me!

Come up with me now, love, he whispered.

They went silently upstairs, and found the children were then in bed and asleep. They were tired with sight-seeing, the nurse said apologetically, curtseying to her new mistress.

The nurse withdrew, and they stood over the nursery fire, talking. Anne could scarcely account for the extreme depression the event seemed to have thrown upon her. Lord Hartledon quickly recovered his spirits, vowing he should like to serve out the dowager.

I was thankful for one thing, Val; that you did not betray anger to them, poor little things. It would have made it worse.

I was on the point of betraying something more than anger to Edward; but the thought that I should be punishing him for anothers fault checked me. I wonder how we can get rid of her?

We must strive to please her while she stays.

Please her! he echoed. Anne, my dear, that is stretching Christian charity rather too far.

Anne smiled. I am a clergymans daughter, you know, Val.

If she is wise, shell abstain from offending you in my presence. Im not sure but I should lose command of myself, and send her off there and then.

I dont fear that. She was quite civil when we came up from dinner, and

As she generally is then. She takes her share of wine.

And asked me if I would excuse her falling into a doze, for she never felt well without it.

Anne was right. The cunning old woman changed her tactics, finding those she had started would not answer. It has been remarked before, if you remember, that she knew particularly well on which side her bread was buttered. Nothing could exceed her graciousness from that evening. The past scene might have been a dream, for all traces that remained of it. Out of the house she was determined not to go in anger; it was too desirable a refuge for that. And on the following day, upon hearing Edward attempt some impudent speech to his new mother, she put him across her knee, pulled off an old slipper she was wearing, and gave him a whipping. Anne interposed, the boy roared; but the good woman had her way.

Dont put yourself out, dear Lady Hartledon. Theres nothing so good for them as a wholesome whipping. I used to try it on my own children at times.




CHAPTER XXXIV.

MR. PIKE ON THE WING.

The time went on. It may have been some twelve or thirteen months later that Mr. Carr, sitting alone in his chambers, one evening, was surprised by the entrance of his clerk  who possessed a latch-key as well as himself.

Why, Taylor! what brings you here?

I thought you would most likely be in, sir, replied the clerk. Do you remember some few years ago making inquiries about a man named Gorton  and you could not find him?

And never have found him, was Mr. Carrs comment. Well?

I have seen him this evening. He is back in London.

Thomas Carr was not a man to be startlingly affected by any communication; nevertheless he felt the importance of this, for Lord Hartledons sake.

I met him by chance, in a place where I sometimes go of an evening to smoke a cigar, and learned his name by accident, continued Mr. Taylor. Its the same man that was at Kedge and Recks, George Gorton; he acknowledged it at once, quite readily.

And where has he been hiding himself?

He has been in Australia for several years, he says; went there directly after he left Kedge and Recks that autumn.

Could you get him here, Taylor? I must see him. Tell me: what coloured hair has he?

Red, sir; and plenty of it. He says hes doing very well over there, and has only come home for a short change. He does not seem to be in concealment, and gave me his address when I asked him for it.

According to Mr. Carrs wish, the man Gorton was brought to his chambers the following morning by Taylor. To the barristers surprise, a well-dressed and really rather gentlemanly man entered. He had been accustomed to picturing this Gorton as an Arab of London life. Casting a keen glance at the red hair, he saw it was indisputably his own.

A few rapid questions, which Gorton answered without the slightest demur, and Mr. Carr leaned back in his chair, knowing that all the trouble he had been at to find this man might have been spared: for he was not the George Gordon they had suspected. But Mr. Carr was cautious, and betrayed nothing.

I am sorry to have troubled you, he said. When I inquired for you of Kedge and Reck some years ago, it was under the impression that you were some one else. You had left; and they did not know where to find you.

Yes, I had displeased them through arresting a wrong man, and other things. I was down in the world then, and glad to do anything for a living, even to serving writs.

You arrested the late Lord Hartledon for his brother, observed Mr. Carr, with a careless smile. I heard of it. I suppose you did not know them apart.

I had never set eyes on either of them before, returned Gorton; unconsciously confirming a point in the barristers mind; which, however, was already sufficiently obvious.

The man I wanted to find was named Gordon. I thought it just possible that you might have changed your name temporarily: some of us finding it convenient to do so on occasion.

I never changed mine in my life.

And if you had, I dont suppose youd have changed it to one so notorious as George Gordon.

Notorious?

It was a George Gordon who was the hero of that piratical affair; that mutiny on board the Morning Star.

Ah, to be sure. And an awful villain too! A man I met in Australia knew Gordon well. But he tells a curious tale, though. He was a doctor, that Gordon; had come last from somewhere in Kirkcudbrightshire.

He did, said Thomas Carr, quietly. What curious tale does your friend tell?

Well, sir, he says  or rather said, for Ive not seen him since my first visit there  that George Gordon did not sail in the Morning Star. He was killed in a drunken brawl the night before he ought to have sailed: this man was present and saw him buried.

But theres pretty good proof that Gordon did sail. He was the ringleader of the mutiny.

Well, yes. I dont know how it could have been. The man was positive. I never knew Gordon; so that the affair did not interest me much.

You are doing well over there?

Very well. I might retire now, if I chose to live in a small way, but I mean to take a few more years of it, and go on to riches. Ah! and it was just the turn of a pin whether I went over there that second time, or whether I stopped in London to serve writs and starve.

Val was right, thought the barrister.

On the following Saturday Mr. Carr took a return-ticket, and went down to Hartledon: as he had done once or twice before in the old days. The Hartledons had not come to town this season; did not intend to come: Anne was too happy in the birth of her baby-boy to care for London; and Val liked Hartledon better than any other place now.

In one single respect the past year had failed to bring Anne happiness  there was not entire confidence between herself and her husband. He had something on his mind, and she could not fail to see that he had. It was not that awful dread that seemed to possess him in his first wifes time; nevertheless it was a weight which told more or less on his spirits at all times. To Anne it appeared like remorse; yet she might never have thought this, but for a word or two he let slip occasionally. Was it connected with his children? She could almost have fancied so: and yet in what manner could it be? His behaviour was peculiar. He rather avoided them than not; but when with them was almost passionately demonstrative, exactingly jealous that due attention should be paid to them: and he seemed half afraid of caressing Annes baby, lest it should be thought he cared for it more than for the others. Altogether Lady Hartledon puzzled her brains in vain: she could not make him out. When she questioned him he would deny that there was anything the matter, and said it was her fancy.

They were at Hartledon alone: that is, without the countess-dowager. That respected lady, though not actually domiciled with them during the past twelve-month, had paid them three long visits. She was determined to retain her right in the household  if right it could be called. The dowager was by far too wary to do otherwise; and her behaviour to Anne was exceedingly mild. But somehow she contrived to retain, or continually renew, her evil influence over the children; though so insidiously, that Lady Hartledon could never detect how or when it was done, or openly meet it. Neither could she effectually counteract it. So surely as the dowager came, so surely did the young boy and his sister become unruly with their step-mother; ill-natured and rude. Lady Hartledon was kind, judicious, and good; and things would so far be remedied during the crafty dowagers absences, as to promise a complete cure; but whenever she returned the evil broke out again. Anne was sorely perplexed. She did not like to deny the children to their grandmother, who was more nearly related to them than she herself; and she could only pray that time would bring about some remedy. The dowager passed her time pretty equally between their house and her sons. Lord Kirton had not married again, owing, perhaps, to the watch and ward kept over him. But as soon as he started off to the Continent, or elsewhere, where she could not follow him, then off she came, without notice, to England and Lord Hartledons. And Val, in his good-nature, bore the infliction passively so long as she kept civil and peaceable.

In this also her husbands behaviour puzzled Anne. Disliking the dowager beyond every other created being, he yet suffered her to indulge his children; and if any little passage-at-arms supervened, took her part rather than his wifes.

I cannot understand you, Val, Anne said to him one day, in tones of pain. You are not as you used to be. And his only answer was to strain his wife to his bosom with an impassioned gesture of love.

But these were only episodes in their generally happy life. Never more happy, more free from any external influence, than when Thomas Carr arrived there on this identical Saturday. He went in unexpectedly: and Vals violet eyes, beautiful as ever, shone out their welcome; and Anne, who happened to have her baby on her lap, blushed and smiled, as she held it out for the barristers inspection.

I dare not take it, said he. You would be up in arms if it were dropped. What is its name?

Reginald.

A little while, and she carried the child away, leaving them alone. Mr. Carr declined refreshment for the present; and he and Val strolled out arm-in-arm.

I have brought you an item of news, Hartledon. Gorton has turned up.

Not Gordon?

No. And whats more, Gorton never was Gordon. You were right, and I was wrong. I would have bet a ten-pound note  a great venture for a barrister  that the men were the same; never, in point of fact, had a doubt of it.

You would not listen to me, said Val. I told you I was sure I could not have failed to recognize Gordon, had he been the one who was down at Calne with the writ.

But you acknowledged that it might have been he, nevertheless; that his red hair might have been false; that you never had a distinct view of the mans face; and that the only time you spoke to him was in the gloaming, reiterated Thomas Carr. Well, as it turns out, we might have spared half our pains and anxiety, for Gorton was never any one but himself: an innocent sheriffs officer, as far as you are concerned, who had never, in his life set eyes on Val Elster until he went after him to Calne.

Didnt I say so? reiterated Val. Gordon would have known me too well to arrest Edward for me.

But you admitted the general likeness between you and your brother; and Gordon had not seen you for three years or more.

Yes; I admitted all you say, and perhaps was a little doubtful myself. But I soon shook off the doubt, and of late years have been sure that Gordon was really dead. It has been more than a conviction. I always said there were no grounds for connecting the two together.

I had my grounds for doing it, remarked the barrister. Gorton, it seems, has been in Australia ever since. No wonder Green could not unearth him in London. Hes back again on a visit, looking like a gentleman; and really I cant discover that there was ever anything against him, except that he was down in the world. Taylor met him the other day, and I had him brought to my chambers; and have told you the result.

You do not now feel any doubt that Gordons dead?

None at all. Your friend, Gordon of Kircudbright, was the one who embarked, or ought to have embarked, on the Morning Star, homeward bound, said Mr. Carr. And he forthwith told Lord Hartledon what the man had said.

A silence ensued. Lord Hartledon was in deep and evidently not pleasant thought; and the barrister stole a glance at him.

Hartledon, take comfort. I am as cautious by nature as I believe it is possible for any one to be; and I am sure the man is dead, and can never rise up to trouble you.

I have been sure of that for years, replied Hartledon quietly. I have just said so.

Then what is disturbing you?

Oh, Carr, how can you ask it? came the rejoinder. What is it lies on my mind day and night; is wearing me out before my time? Discovery may be avoided; but when I look at the children  at the boy especially  it would have turned some men mad, he more quietly added, passing his hand across his brow. As long as he lives, I cannot have rest from pain. The sins of the fathers

Yes, yes, interposed Mr. Carr, hastily. Still the case is light, compared with what we once dreaded.

Light for me, heavy for him.

Mr. Carr remained with them until the Monday: he then went back to London and work; and time glided on again. An event occurred the following winter which shall be related at once; more especially as nothing of moment took place in those intervening months needing special record.

The man Pike, who still occupied his shed undisturbed, had been ailing for some time. An attack of rheumatic fever in the summer had left him little better than a cripple. He crawled abroad still when he was able, and would do so, in spite of what Mr. Hillary said; would lie about the damp ground in a lawless, gipsying sort of manner; but by the time winter came all that was over, and Mr. Pikes career, as foretold by the surgeon, was drawing rapidly to a close. Mrs. Gum was his good Samaritan, as she had been in the fever some years before, going in and out and attending to him; and in a reasonable way Pike wanted for nothing.

How long can I last? he abruptly asked the doctor one morning. Neednt fear to say. Shes the only one that will take on; I shant.

He alluded to Mrs. Gum, who had just gone out. The surgeon considered.

Two or three days.

As much as that?

I think so.

Oh! said Pike. When it comes to the last day I should like to see Lord Hartledon.

Why the last day?

The mans pinched features broke into a smile; pleasant and fair features once, with a gentle look upon them. The black wig and whiskers lay near him; but the real hair, light and scanty, was pushed back from the damp brow.

No use, then, to think of giving me up: no time left for it.

I question if Lord Hartledon would give you up were you in rude health. Im sure he would not, added Mr. Hillary, endorsing his opinion rather emphatically. If ever there was a kindly nature in the world, its his. What do you want with him?

I should like to say a word to him in private, responded Pike.

Then youd better not wait to say it. Ill tell him of your wish. Its all safe. Why, Pike, if the police themselves came they wouldnt trouble to touch you now.

I shouldnt much care if they did, said the man. I havent cared for a long while; but there were the others, you know.

Yes, said Mr. Hillary.

Look here, said Pike; no need to tell him particulars; leave them till Im gone. I dont know that Id like him to look me in the face, knowing them.

As you will, said Mr. Hillary, falling in with the wish more readily than he might have done for anyone but a dying man.

He had patients out of Calne, beyond Hartledon, and called in returning. It was a snowy day; and as the surgeon was winding towards the house, past the lodge, with a quick step, he saw a white figure marching across the park. It was Lord Hartledon. He had been caught in the storm, and came up laughing.

Umbrellas are at a premium, observed Mr. Hillary, with the freedom long intimacy had sanctioned.

It didnt snow when I came out, said Hartledon, shaking himself, and making light of the matter. Were you coming to honour me with a morning call?

I was and I wasnt, returned the surgeon. Ive no time for morning calls, unless they are professional ones; but I wanted to say a word to you. Have you a mind for a further walk in the snow?

As far as you like.

Theres a patient of mine drawing very near the time when doctors can do no more for him. He has expressed a wish to see you, and I undertook to convey the request.

Ill go, of course, said Val, all his kindliness on the alert. Who is it?

A black sheep, answered the surgeon. I dont know whether that will make any difference?

It ought not, said Val rather warmly. Black sheep have more need of help than white ones, when it comes to the last. I suppose its a poacher wanting to clear his conscience.

Its Pike, said Hillary.

Pike! What can he want with me? Is he no better?

Hell never be better in this world; and to speak the truth, I think its time he left it. Hell be happier, poor fellow, lets hope, in another than he has been in this. Has it ever struck you, Lord Hartledon, that there was something strange about Pike, and his manner of coming here?

Very strange indeed.

Well, Pike is not Pike, but another man  which I suppose you will say is Irish. But that he is so ill, and it would not be worth while for the law to take him, he might be in mortal fear of your seeing him, lest you betrayed him. He wanted you not to be informed until the last hour. I told him there was no fear.

I would not betray any living man, whatever his crime, for the whole world, returned Lord Hartledon; his voice so earnest as to amount to pain. And the surgeon looked at him; but there rose up in his remembrance how he had been avoiding betrayal for years. Who is he?

Willy Gum.

Lord Hartledon turned his head sharply under cover of the surgeons umbrella, for they were walking along together. A thought crossed him that the words might be a jest.

Yes, Pike is Willy Gum, continued Mr. Hillary. And there you have the explanation of the poor mothers nervous terrors. I do pity her. The clerk has taken it more philosophically, and seemed only to care lest the fact should become known. Ah, poor thing! what a life hers has been! Her fears of the wild neighbour, her basins for cats, are all explained now. She dreaded lest Calne should suspect that she occasionally stole into the shed under cover of the night with the basins containing food for its inmate. There the man has lived  if you can call such an existence living; Willy Gum, concealed by his borrowed black hair and whiskers. But that he was only a boy when he went away, Calne would have recognized him in spite of them.

And he is not a poacher and a snarer, and I dont know what all, leading a lawless life, and thieving for his living? exclaimed Lord Hartledon, the first question that rose to the surface, amidst the many that were struggling in his mind.

I dont believe the man has touched the worth of a pin belonging to any one since he came here, even on your preserves. People took up the notion from his wild appearance, and because he had no ostensible means of living. It would not have done to let them know that he had his supplies  sometimes money, sometimes food  from respectable clerk Gums.

But why should he be in concealment at all? That bank affair was made all right at the time.

There are other things he feared, it seems. Ive not time to enter into details now; youll know them later. There he is  Pike: and there hell die  Pike always.

How long have you known it?

Since that fever he caught from the Rectory some years ago. I recollect your telling me not to let him want for anything; and Lord Hartledon winced at the remembrance brought before him, as he always did wince at the unhappy past. I never shall forget it. I went in, thinking Pike was ill, and that he, wild and disreputable though he had the character of being, might want physic as well as his neighbours. Instead of the black-haired bear I expected to see, there lay a young, light, delicate fellow, with a white brow, and cheeks pink with fever. The features seemed familiar to me; little by little recognition came to me, and I saw it was Willy Gum, whom every one had been mourning as dead. He said a pleading word or two, that I would keep his secret, and not give him up to justice. I did not understand what there was to give him up for then. However, I promised. He was too ill to say much; and I went to the next door, and put it to Gums wife that she should go and nurse Pike for humanitys sake. Of course it was what she wanted to do. Poor thing! she fell on her knees later, beseeching me not to betray him.

And you have kept counsel all this time?

Yes, said the surgeon, laconically. Would your lordship have done otherwise, even though it had been a question of hanging?

I! I wouldnt give a man a month at the treadmill if I could help it. One gets into offences so easily, he dreamily added.

They crossed over the waste land, and Mr. Hillary opened the door of the shed with a pass-key. A lock had been put on when Pike was lying in rheumatic fever, lest intruders might enter unawares, and see him without his disguise.

Pike, I have brought you my lord. He wont betray you.




CHAPTER XXXV.

THE SHED RAZED.

Closing the door upon them, the surgeon went off on other business, and Lord Hartledon entered and bent over the bed; a more comfortable bed than it once had been. It was the Willy Gum of other days; the boy he had played with when they were boys together. White, wan, wasted, with the dying hectic on his cheek, the glitter already in his eye, he lay there; and Vals eyelashes shone as he took the worn hand.

I am so sorry, Willy. I had no suspicion it was you. Why did you not confide in me?

The invalid shook his head. There might have been danger in it.

Never from me, was the emphatic answer.

Ah, my lord, you dont know. I havent dared to make myself known to a soul. Mr. Hillary found it out, and I couldnt help myself.

Lord Hartledon glanced round at the strange place: the rafters, the rude walls. A fire was burning on the hearth, and the appliances brought to bear were more comfortable than might have been imagined; but still  

Surely you will allow yourself to be removed to a better place, Willy? he said.

Call me Pike, came the feverish interruption. Never that other name again, my lord; Ive done with it for ever. As to a better place  I shall have that soon enough.

You wanted to say something to me, Mr. Hillary said.

Ive wanted to say it some time now, and to beg your lordships pardon. Its about the late earls death.

My brothers?

Yes. I was on the wrong scent a long time. And I can tell you what nobody else will.

Lord Hartledon lifted his head quickly; thoughts were crowding impulsively into his mind, and he spoke in the moments haste.

Surely you had not anything to do with that!

No; but I thought your lordship had.

What do you mean? asked Lord Hartledon, quietly.

Its for my foolish and wicked and mistaken thought that I would crave pardon before I go. I thought your lordship had killed the late lord, either by accident or maliciously.

You must be dreaming, Pike!

No; but I was no better than dreaming then. I had been living amidst lawless scenes, over the seas and on the seas, where a lifes not of much account, and the fancy was easy enough. I happened to overhear a quarrel between you and the earl just before his death; I saw you going towards the spot at the time the accident happened, as you may remember

I did not go so far, interrupted Hartledon, wondering still whether this might not be the wanderings of a dying man. I turned back into the trees at once, and walked slowly home. Many a time have I wished I had gone on!

Yes, yes; I was on the wrong scent. And there was that blow on his temple to keep up the error, which I know now must have been done against the estrade. I did suspect at the time, and your lordship will perhaps not forgive me for it. I let drop a word that I suspected something before that man Gorton, and he asked me what I meant; and I explained it away, and said I was chaffing him. And I have been all this time, up to a few weeks ago, learning the true particulars of how his lordship died.

Lord Hartledon decided that the mans mind was undoubtedly wandering.

But Pike was not wandering. And he told the story of the boy Ripper having been locked up in the mill. Mr. Ripper was almost a match for Pike himself in deceit; and Pike had only learned the facts by dint of long patience and perseverance and many threats. The boy had seen the whole accident; had watched it from the window where he was enclosed, unable to get out, unless he had torn away the grating. Lord Hartledon had lost all command of the little skiff, his arm being utterly disabled; and it came drifting down towards the mill, and struck against the estrade. The skiff righted itself at once, but not its owner: there was a slight struggle, a few cries, and he lay motionless, drifting later to the place where he was found. Mr. Rippers opinion was that he had lost his senses with the blow on the temple, and fell an easy prey to death. Had that gentleman only sacrificed the grating and his own reputation, he might have saved him easily; and that fact had since been upon his conscience, making him fear all sorts of things, not the least of which was that he might be hanged as a murderer.

This story he had told Pike at the time, with one reserve  he persisted that he had not seen, only heard. Pike saw that the boy was still not telling the whole truth, and suspected he was screening Lord Hartledon  he who now stood before him. Mr. Rippers logic tended to the belief that he could not be punished if he stuck to the avowal of having seen nothing. He had only heard the cries; and when Pike asked if they were cries as if he were being assaulted, the boy evasively answered happen they were. Another little item he suppressed: that he found the purse at the bottom of the skiff, after he got out of the mill, and appropriated it to himself; and when he had fairly done that, he grew more afraid of having done it than of all the rest. The money he secreted, using it when he dared, a sixpence at a time; the case, with its papers, he buried in the spot where his master afterwards found it. With all this upon the young mans conscience, no wonder he was a little confused and contradictory in his statements to Pike: no wonder he fancied the ghost of the man he could have saved and did not, might now and then be hovering about him. Pike learned the real truth at last; and a compunction had come over him, now that he was dying, for having doubted Lord Hartledon.

My lord, I can only ask you to forgive me. I ought to have known you better. But things seemed to corroborate it so: Ive heard people say the new lord was as a man who had some great care upon him. Oh, I was a fool!

At any rate it was not that care, Pike; I would have saved my brothers life with my own, had I been at hand to do it. As to Ripper  I shall never bear to look upon him again.

Hes gone away, said Pike.

Where has he gone?

The miller turned him off for idleness, and hes gone away, nobody knows where, to get work: I dont suppose hell ever come back again. This is the real truth of the matter as it occurred, my lord; and theres no more behind it. Ripper has now told all he knows, just as fully as if he had been put to torture.

Lord Hartledon remained with Pike some time longer, soothing the man as much as it was in his power and kindly nature to soothe. He whispered a word of the clergyman, Dr. Ashton.

Father says he shall bring him to-night, was the answer. Its all a farce.

I am sorry to hear you say that, returned Lord Hartledon, gravely.

If I had never said a worse thing than that, my lord, I shouldnt hurt. Unless the accounts are made up beforehand, parsons cant avail much at the twelfth hour. Mothers lessons to me when a child, and her reading the Bible as she sits here in the night, are worth more than Dr. Ashton could do. But for those old lessons having come home to me now, I might not have cared to ask your forgiveness. Dr. Ashton! what is he? For an awful sinner  and its what Ive been  theres only Christ. At times I think Ive been too bad even for Him. Ive only my sins to take to Him: never were worse in this world.

Lord Hartledon went out rather bewildered with the occurrences of the morning. Thinking it might be only kind to step into the clerks, he crossed the stile and went in without ceremony by the open back-door. Mrs. Gum was alone in the kitchen, crying bitterly. She dried her eyes in confusion, as she curtsied to her visitor.

I know all, he interrupted, in low, considerate tones, to the poor suffering woman. I have been to see him. Never mind explanations: let us think what we can best do to lighten his last hours.

Mrs. Gum burst into deeper tears. It was a relief, no doubt: but she wondered how much Lord Hartledon knew.

I say that he ought to be got away from that place, Mrs. Gum. Its not fit for a man to die in. You might have him here. Calne! Surely my protection will sufficiently screen him against tattling Calne!

She shook her head, saying it was of no use talking to Willy about removal; he wouldnt have it; and she thought herself it might be better not. Jabez, too; if this ever came out in Calne, it would just kill him; his lordship knew what he was, and how he had cared for appearances all his life. No; it would not be for many more hours now, and Willy must die in the shed where he had lived.

Lord Hartledon sat down on the ironing-board, the white table underneath the window, in the old familiar manner of former days; many and many a time had he perched himself there to talk to her when he was young Val Elster.

Only fancy what my life has been, my lord, she said. People have called me nervous and timid; but look at the cause Ive had! I was just beginning to get over the grief for his death, when he came here; and to the last hour of my life I shant get the night out of my mind! I and Jabez were together in this very kitchen. I had come in to wash up the tea-things, and Jabez followed me. It was a cold, dark evening, and the parlour fire had got low. By token, my lord, we were talking of you; you had just gone away to be an ambassador, or something, and then we spoke of the wild, strange, black man who had crept into the shed; and Jabez, I remember, said he should acquaint Mr. Marris, if the fellow did not take himself off. I had seen him that very evening, at dusk, for the first time, when his great black face rose up against mine, nearly frightening me to death. Jabez was angry at such a mans being there, and said he should go up to Hartledon in the morning and see the steward. Just then there came a tap at the kitchen door, and Jabez went to it. It was the man; he had watched the servant out, and knew we were alone; and he came into the kitchen, and asked if we did not know him. Jabez did; he had seen Willy later than I had, and he recognized him; and the man took off his black hair and great black whiskers, and I saw it was Willy, and nearly fainted dead away.

There was a pause. Lord Hartledon did not speak, and she resumed, after a little indulgence in her grief.

And since then all our aim has been to hide the truth, to screen him, and keep up the tale that we were afraid of the wild man. How it has been done I know not: but I do know that it has nearly killed me. What a night it was! When Jabez heard his story and forced him to answer all questions, I thought he would have given Willy up to the law there and then. My lord, we have just lived since with a sword over our heads!

Lord Hartledon remembered the sword that had been over his own head, and sympathized with them from the depths of his heart.

Tell me all, he said. You are quite safe with me, Mrs. Gum.

I dont know that theres much more to tell, she sighed. We took the best precautions we could, in a quiet way, having the holes in the shutters filled up, and new locks put on the doors, lest people might look in or step in, while he sat here of a night, which he took to do. Jabez didnt like it, but Im afraid I encouraged it. It was so lonely for him, that shed, and so unhealthy! We sent away the regular servant, and engaged one by day, so as to have the house to ourselves at night. If a knock came to the door, Willy would slip out to the wood-house before we opened it, lest it might be anybody coming in. He did not come in every night  two or three times a-week; and it never was pleasant; for Jabez would hardly open his mouth, unless it was to reproach him. Heaven alone knows what Ive had to bear!

But, Mrs. Gum, I cannot understand. Why could not Willy have declared himself openly to the world?

It was evidently a most painful question. Her eyes fell; the crimson of shame flushed into her cheeks; and he felt sorry to have asked it.

Spare me, my lord, for I cannot tell you. Perhaps Jabez will: or Mr. Hillary; he knows. It doesnt much matter, now deaths so near; but I think it would kill me to have to tell it.

And no one except the doctor has ever known that it was Willy?

One more, my lord: Mirrable. We told her at once. I have had to hear all sorts of cruel things said of him, continued Mrs. Gum. That he thieved and poached, and did I know not what; and we could only encourage the fancy, for it put people off the truth as to how he really lived.

Amidst other things, they said, I believe, that he was out with the poachers the night my brother George was shot!

And that night, my lord, he sat over this kitchen fire, and never stirred from it. He was ill: it was rheumatism, caught in Australia, that took such a hold upon him; and I had him here by the fire till near daylight in the morning, so as to keep him out of the damp shed. What with fearing one thing and another, I grew into a state of perpetual terror.

Then you will not have him in here now, said Lord Hartledon, rising.

I cannot, she said, her tears falling silently.

Well, Mrs. Gum, I came in just to say a word of true sympathy. You have it heartily, and my services also, if necessary. Tell Jabez so.

He quitted the house by the front-door, as if he had been honouring the clerks wife with a morning-call, should any curious person happen to be passing, and went across through the snow to the surgeons. Mr. Hillary, an old bachelor, was at his early dinner, and Lord Hartledon sat down and talked to him.

Its only rump steak; but few cooks can beat mine, and its very good. Wont your lordship take a mouthful by way of luncheon?

My curiosity is too strong for luncheon just now, said Val. I have come over to know the rights and wrongs of this story. What has Willy Gum been doing in the past years that it cannot be told?

I am not sure that it would be safe to say while hes living.

Not safe! with me! Was it safe with you?

But I dont consider myself obliged to give up to justice any poor criminal who comes in my way, said the surgeon; and Val felt a little vexed, although he saw that he was joking.

Come, Hillary!

Well, then, Willy Gum was coming home in the Morning Star; and a mutiny broke out  mutiny and murder, and everything else thats bad; and one George Gordon was the ringleader.

Yes. Well?

Willy Gum was George Gordon.

What! exclaimed Hartledon, not knowing how to accept the words. How could he be George Gordon?

Because the real George Gordon never sailed at all; and this fellow Gum went on board in his name, calling himself Gordon.

Lord Hartledon leaned back in his chair and listened to the explanation. A very simple one, after all. Gum, one of the wildest and most careless characters possible when in Australia, gambled away, before sailing, the money he had acquired. Accident made him acquainted with George Gordon, also going home in the same ship and with money. Gordon was killed the night before sailing  (Mr. Carr had well described it as a drunken brawl)  killed accidentally. Gum was present; he saw his opportunity, went on board as Gordon, and claimed the luggage  some of it gold  already on board. How the mutiny broke out was less clear; but one of the other passengers knew Gum, and threatened to expose him; and perhaps this led to it. Gum, at any rate, was the ringleader, and this passenger was one of the first killed. Gum  Gordon as he was called  contrived to escape in the open boat, and found his way to land; thence, disguised, to England and to Calne; and at Calne he had since lived, with the price offered for George Gordon on his head.

It was a strange and awful story: and Lord Hartledon felt a shiver run through him as he listened. In truth, that shed was the safest and fittest place for him to die in!

As die he did ere the third day was over. And was buried as Pike, the wild man, without a mourner. Clerk Gum stood over the grave in his official capacity; and Dr. Ashton, who had visited the sick man, himself read the service, which caused some wonder in Calne.

And the following week Lord Hartledon caused the shed to be cleared away, and the waste land ploughed; saying he would have no more tramps encamping next door to Mr. and Mrs. Gum.




CHAPTER XXXVI.

THE DOWAGERS ALARM.

Again the years went on, bringing not altogether comfort to the house of Hartledon. As Annes children were born  there were three now  a sort of jealous rivalry seemed to arise between them and the two elder children; and this in spite of Annes efforts to the contrary. The moving spring was the countess-dowager, who in secret excited the elder children against their little brothers and sister; but so craftily that Anne could produce nothing tangible to remonstrate against. Things would grow tolerably smooth during the old womans absences; but she took good care not to make those absences lengthened, and then all the ill-nature and rebellion reigned triumphant.

Once only Anne spoke of this, and that was to her father. She hinted at the state of things, and asked his advice. Why did not Val interpose his authority, and forbid the dowager the house, if she could not keep herself from making mischief in it, sensibly asked the Rector. But Anne said neither she nor Val liked to do this. And then the Rector fancied there was some constraint in his daughters voice, and she was not telling him the whole case unreservedly. He inquired no further, only gave her the best advice in his power: to be watchful, and counteract the dowagers influence, as far as she could; and trust to time; doing her own duty religiously by the children.

What Anne had not mentioned to Dr. Ashton was her husbands conduct in the matter. In that one respect she could read him no better than of old. Devoted to her as he was, as she knew him to be, in the childrens petty disputes he invariably took the part of his first wifes  to the glowing satisfaction of the countess-dowager. No matter how glaringly wrong they might be, how tyrannical, Hartledon screened the elder, and  to use the expression of the nurses  snubbed the younger. Kind and good though Lady Hartledon was, she felt it acutely; and, to say the truth, was sorely puzzled and perplexed.

Lord Elster was an ailing child, and Mr. Brook, the apothecary, was always in attendance when they were in London. Lady Hartledon thought the boys health might have been better left more to nature, but she would not have said so for the world. The dowager, on the contrary, would have preferred that half the metropolitan faculty should see him daily. She had a jealous dread of anything happening to the boy, and Annes son becoming the heir.

Lord Hartledon was a busy man now, and had a place in the Government  though not as yet in the Cabinet. Whatever his secret care might have been, it was now passive; he was a general favourite, and courted in society. He was still young; the face as genial, the manners as free, the dark-blue eyes as kindly as of yore; eminently attractive in earlier days, he was so still; and his love for his wife amounted to a passion.

At the close of a sharp winter, when they had come up to town in January, that Lord Hartledon might be at his post, and the countess-dowager was inflicting upon them one of her long visits, it happened that Lord Elster seemed very poorly. Mr. Brook was called in, and said he would send a powder. He was called in so often to the boy as to take it quite as a matter of course; and, truth to say, thought the present indisposition nothing but a slight cold.

Late in the evening the two boys happened to be alone in the nursery, the nurse being temporarily absent from it. Edward was now a tall, slender, handsome boy in knickerbockers; Reginald a timid little fellow, several years younger  rendered timid by Edwards perpetual tyranny, which he might not resent. Edward was quiet enough this evening; he felt ill and shivery, and sat close to the fire. Casting his eyes upwards, he espied Mr. Brooks powder on the mantelpiece, with the stereotyped direction To be taken at bedtime. It was lying close to the jam-pot, which the head-nurse had put ready. Of course he had the greatest possible horror of medicine, and his busy thoughts began to run upon how he might avoid that detestable powder. The little fellow was sitting on the carpet playing with his bricks. Edward turned his eyes on his brother, and a bright thought occurred to him.

Regy, said he, taking down the pot, come here. Look at this jam: isnt it nice? Its raspberry and currant.

The child left his bricks to bend over the tempting compound.

Ill give it you every bit to eat before nurse comes back, continued the boy, if youll eat this first.

Reginald cast a look upon the powder his brother exhibited. What is it? he lisped; something good?

Delicious. Its just come in from the sweet-stuff shop. Open your mouth  wide.

Reginald did as he was bid: opened his mouth to its utmost width, and the boy shot in the powder.

It happened to be a preparation of that nauseous drug familiarly known as Dovers powder. The child found it so, and set up a succession of shrieks, which aroused the house. The nurse rushed in; and Lord and Lady Hartledon, both of whom were dressing for dinner, appeared on the scene. There stood Reginald, coughing, choking, and roaring; and there sat the culprit, equably devouring the jam. With time and difficulty the facts were elicited from the younger child, and the elder scorned to deny them.

What a wicked, greedy Turk you must be! ejaculated the nurse, who was often in hot water with the elder boy.

But Reginald need not have screamed so, testily interposed Lord Hartledon. I thought one of them must be on fire. You naughty child, why did you scream? he continued, giving Reginald a slight tap on the ear.

Any child would scream at being so taken by surprise, said Lady Hartledon. It is Edward who is in fault, not Reginald; and it is he who deserves punishment.

And he should have it, if he were my son, boldly declared the nurse, as she picked up the unhappy Reginald. A great greedy boy, to swallow down every bit of the jam, and never give his brother a taste, after poisoning him with that nasty powder!

Edward rose, and gave the nurse a look of scorn. The powders good enough for him: he is nothing but a young brat, and I am Lord Elster.

Lady Hartledon felt provoked. What is that you say, Edward? she asked, laying her hand upon his shoulder in reproval.

Let me alone, mamma. Hell never be anything but Regy Elster. I shall be Lord Hartledon, and jams proper for me, and its fair I should put upon him.

The nurse flounced off with Reginald, and Lady Hartledon turned to her husband. Is this to be suffered? Will you allow it to pass without correction?

He means nothing, said Val. Do you, Edward, my boy?

Yes, I do; I mean what I say. I shall stand up for myself and Maude.

Hartledon made no remonstrance: only drew the boy to him, with a hasty gesture, as though he would shield him from anger and the world.

Anne, hurt almost to tears, quitted the room. But she had scarcely reached her own when she remembered that she had left a diamond brooch in the nursery, which she had just been about to put into her dress when alarmed by the cries. She went back for it, and stood almost confounded by what she saw. Lord Hartledon, sitting down, had clasped his boy in his arms, and was sobbing over him; emotion such as man rarely betrays.

Papa, Regy and the other two are not going to put me and Maude out of our places, are they? They cant, you know. We come first.

Yes, yes, my boy; no one shall put you out, was the answer, as he pressed passionate kisses on the boys face. I will stand by you for ever.

Very judicious indeed! the once sensible man seemed to ignore the evident fact that the boy had been tutored. Lady Hartledon, a fear creeping over her, she knew not of what, left her brooch where it was, and stole back to her dressing-room.

Presently Val came in, all traces of emotion removed from his features. Lady Hartledon had dismissed her maid, and stood leaning against the arm of the sofa, indulging in bitter rumination.

Silly children! cried he; its hard work to manage them. And Edward has lost his pow

He broke off; stopped by the look of angry reproach from his wife, cast on him for the first time in their married life. He took her hand and bent down to her: fervent love, if ever she read it, in his eyes and tones.

Forgive me, Anne; you are feeling this.

Why do you throw these slights on my children? Why are you not more just?

I do not intend to slight our children, Anne, Heaven knows. But I  I cannot punish Edward.

Why did you ever make me your wife? sighed Lady Hartledon, drawing her hand away.

His poor assumption of unconcern was leaving him quickly; his face was changing to one of bitter sorrow.

When I married you, she resumed, I had reason to hope that should children be born to us, you would love them equally with your first; I had a right to hope it. What have I done that

Stay, Anne! I can bear anything better than reproach from you.

What have I and my children done to you, I was about to ask, that you take this aversion to them? lavishing all your love on the others and upon them only injustice?

Val bent down, agitation in his face and voice.

Hush, Anne! you dont know. The danger is that I should love your children better, far better than Maudes. It might be so if I did not guard against it.

I cannot understand you, she exclaimed.

Unfortunately, I understand myself only too well. I have a heavy burden to bear; do not you  my best and dearest  increase it.

She looked at him keenly; laid her hands upon him, tears gathering in her eyes. Tell me what the burden is; tell me, Val! Let me share it.

But Val drew in again at once, alarmed at the request: and contradicted himself in the most absurd manner.

Theres nothing to share, Anne; nothing to tell.

Certainly this change was not propitiatory. Lady Hartledon, chilled and mortified, disdained to pursue the theme. Drawing herself up, she turned to go down to dinner, remarking that he might at least treat the children with more apparent justice.

I am just; at least, I wish to be just, he broke forth in impassioned tones. But I cannot be severe with Edward and Maude.

Another powder was procured, and, amidst much fighting and resistance, was administered. Lady Hartledon was in the boys room the first thing in the morning. One grand quality in her was, that she never visited her vexation on the children; and Edward, in spite of his unamiable behaviour, did at heart love her, whilst he despised his grandmother; one of his sources of amusement being to take off that estimable old ladys peculiarities behind her back, and send the servants into convulsions.

You look very hot, Edward, exclaimed Lady Hartledon, as she kissed him. How do you feel?

My throats sore, mamma, and my legs could not find a cold place all night. Feel my hand.

It was a childs answer, sufficiently expressive. An anxious look rose to her countenance.

Are you sure your throat is sore?

Its very sore. I am so thirsty.

Lady Hartledon gave him some weak tea, and sent for Mr. Brook to come round as soon as possible. At breakfast she met the dowager, who had been out the previous evening during the powder episode. Lady Hartledon mentioned to her husband that she had sent a message to the doctor, not much liking Edwards symptoms.

Whats the matter with him? asked the dowager, quickly. What are his symptoms?

Nay, I may be wrong, said Lady Hartledon, with a smile. I wont infect you with my fears, when there may be no reason for them.

The countess-dowager caught at the one word, and applied it in a manner never anticipated. She was the same foolish old woman she had ever been; indeed, her dread of catching any disorder had only grown with the years. And it happened, unfortunately for her peace, that the disorder which leaves its cruel traces on the most beautiful face was just then prevalent in London. Of all maladies the human frame is subject to, the vain old creature most dreaded that one. She rose up from her seat; her face turned pale, and her teeth began to chatter.

Its small-pox! If I have a horror of one thing more than another, its that dreadful, disfiguring malady. I wouldnt stay in a house where it was for a hundred thousand pounds. I might catch it and be marked for life!

Lady Hartledon begged her to be composed, and Val smothered a laugh. The symptoms were not those of small-pox.

How should you know? retorted the dowager, drowning the reassuring words. How should any one know? Get Pepps here directly. Have you sent for him?

No, said Anne. I have more confidence in Mr. Brook where children are concerned.

Confidence in Brook! shrieked the dowager, pushing up her flaxen front. A common, overworked apothecary! Confidence in him, Lady Hartledon! Elsters life may be in danger; he is my grandchild, and I insist on Pepps being fetched to him.

Anne sat down at once and wrote a brief note to Sir Alexander. It happened that the message sent to Mr. Brook had found that gentleman away from home, and the greater man arrived first. He looked at the child, asked a few bland questions, and wrote a prescription. He did not say what the illness might be: for he never hazarded a premature opinion. As he was leaving the chamber, a servant accosted him.

Lady Kirton wishes to see you, sir.

Well, Pepps, cried she, as he advanced, having loaded herself with camphor, what is it?

I do not take upon myself to pronounce an opinion, Lady Kirton, rejoined the doctor, who had grown to feel irritated lately at the dowagers want of ceremony towards him. In the early stage of a disorder it can rarely be done with certainty.

Now dont lets have any of that professional humbug, Pepps, rejoined her ladyship. You doctors know a common disorder as soon as you see it, only you think it looks wise not to say. Is it small-pox?

Its not impossible, said the doctor, in his wrath.

The dowager gasped.

But I do not observe any symptoms of that malady developing themselves at present, added the doctor. I think I may say it is not small-pox.

Good patience, Pepps! youll frighten me into it. It is and it isnt  what do you mean? What is it, if its not that?

I may be able to tell after a second visit. Good morning, Lady Kirton, said he, backing out. Take care you dont do yourself an injury with too much of that camphor. It is exciting.

In a short time Mr. Brook arrived. When he had seen the child and was alone with Lady Hartledon, she explained that the countess-dowager had wished Sir Alexander Pepps called in, and showed him the prescription just written. He read it and laid it down.

Lady Hartledon, said he, I must venture to disagree with that prescription. Lord Elsters symptoms are those of scarlet-fever, and it would be unwise to administer it. Sir Alexander stands of course much higher in the profession than I do, but my practice with children is larger than his.

I feared it was scarlet-fever, answered Lady Hartledon. What is to be done? I have every confidence in you, Mr. Brook; and were Edward my own child, I should know how to act. Do you think it would be dangerous to give him this prescription? You may speak confidentially.

Not dangerous; it is a prescription that will do neither harm nor good. I suspect Sir Alexander could not detect the nature of the illness, and wrote this merely to gain time. It is not an infrequent custom to do so. In my opinion, not an hour should be lost in giving him a more efficacious medicine; early treatment is everything in scarlet-fever.

Lady Hartledon had been rapidly making up her mind. Send in what you think right to be taken, immediately, she said, and meet Sir Alexander in consultation later on.

Scarlet-fever it proved to be; not a mild form of it; and in a very few hours Lord Elster was in great danger, the throat being chiefly affected. The house was in commotion; the dowager worse than any one in it. A complication of fears beset her: first, terror for her own safety, and next, the less abject dread that death might remove her grandchild. In this latter fear she partly lost her personal fears, so far at any rate as to remain in the house; for it seemed to her that the child would inevitably die if she left it. Late in the afternoon she rushed into the presence of the doctors, who had just been holding a second consultation.

Sir Alexander Pepps recommended leeches to the throat: Mr. Brook disapproved of them. It is the one chance for his life, said Sir Alexander.

It is removing nearly all chance, said Mr. Brook.

Sir Alexander prevailed; and when they came forth it was understood that leeches were to be applied. But here Lady Hartledon stepped in.

I dread leeches to the throat, Sir Alexander, if you will forgive me for saying so. I have twice seen them applied in scarlet-fever; and the patients  one a young lady, the other a child  in both cases died.

Madam, I have given my opinion, curtly returned the physician. They are necessary in Lord Elsters case.

Do you approve of leeches? cried Lady Hartledon, turning to Mr. Brook.

Not altogether, was the cautious answer.

Answer me one question, Mr. Brook, said Lady Hartledon, in her earnestness. Would you apply these leeches were you treating the case alone?

No, madam, I would not.

Anne appealed to her husband. When the medical men differed, she thought the decision lay with him.

Im sure I dont know, returned Val, who felt perfectly helpless to advise. Cant you decide, Anne? You know more about children and illness than I do.

I would do so without hesitating a moment were it my own child, she replied. I would not allow them to be put on.

No, you would rather see him die, interrupted the dowager, who overheard the words, and most intemperately and unjustifiably answered them.

Anne coloured with shame for the old woman, but the words silenced her: how was it possible to press her own opinion after that? Sir Alexander had it all his own way, and the leeches were applied on either side the throat, Mr. Brook emphatically asserting in Lady Hartledons private ear that he washed his hands of the measure. Before they came off the consequences were apparent; the throat was swollen outwardly, on both sides; within, it appeared to be closing.

The dowager, rather beside herself on the whole, had insisted on the leeches. Any one, seeing her conduct now, might have thought the invalid boy was really dear to her. Nothing of the sort. A hazy idea had been looming through her mind for years that Val was not strong; she had been mistaking mental disease for bodily illness; and a project to have full control of her grandchild, should he come into the succession prematurely, had coloured her dreams. This charming prospect would be ignominiously cut short if the boy went first.

Sir Alexander saw his error. There must be something peculiar in Lord Elsters constitution, he blandly said; it would not have happened in another. Of course, anything that turns out a mistake always is in the constitution  never in the treatment. Whether he lived or died now was just the turn of a straw: the chances were that he would die. All that could be done now was to endeavour to counteract the mischief by external applications.

I wish you would let me try a remedy, said Lady Hartledon, wistfully. A compress of cold water round the throat with oilsilk over it. I have seen it do so much good in cases of inward inflammation.

Mr. Brook smiled: if anything would do good that might, he said, speaking as if he had little faith in remedies now. Sir Alexander intimated that her ladyship might try it; graciously observing that it would do no harm.

The application was used, and the evening went on. The child had fallen into a sort of stupor, and Mr. Brook came in again before he had been away an hour, and leaned anxiously over the patient. He lay with his eyes half-closed, and breathed with difficulty.

I think, he exclaimed softly, theres the slightest shade of improvement.

In the fever, or the throat? whispered Lady Hartledon, who had not quitted the boys bedside.

In the throat. If so, it is due to your remedy, Lady Hartledon.

Is he in danger?

In great danger. Still, I see a gleam of hope.

After the surgeons departure, she went down to her husband, meeting Hedges on the stairs, who was coming to inquire after the patient for his master, for about the fiftieth time. Hartledon was in the library, pacing about incessantly in the darkness, for the room was only lighted by the fire. Anne closed the door and approached him.

Percival, I do not bring you very good tidings, she said; and yet they might be worse. Mr. Brook tells me he is in great danger, but thinks he sees a gleam of hope.

Lord Hartledon took her hand within his arm and resumed his pacing; his eyes were fixed on the carpet, and he said nothing.

Dont grieve as those without hope, she continued, her eyes filling with tears. He may yet recover. I have been praying that it may be so.

Dont pray for it, he cried, his tone one of painful entreaty. I have been daring to pray that it might please God to take him.

Percival! she exclaimed, starting away from him.

I am not mad, Anne. Death would be a more merciful fate for my boy than life. Death now, whilst he is innocent, safe in Christs love!  death, in Heavens mercy!

And Anne crept back to the upper chamber, sick with terror; for she did think that the trouble of his childs state was affecting her husbands brain.




CHAPTER XXXVII.

A PAINFUL SCENE.

Lord and Lady Hartledon were entertaining a family group. The everlasting dowager kept to them unpleasantly; making things unbearable, and wearing out her welcome in no slight degree, if she had only been wise enough to see it. She had escaped scarlet-fever and other dreaded ills; and was alive still. For that matter, the little Lord Elster had come out of it also: not unscathed; for the boy remained a sickly wreck, and there was very little hope that he would really recover. The final close might be delayed, but it was not to be averted. Before Easter they had left London for Hartledon, that he might have country air. Lord Hartledons eldest sister, Lady Margaret Cooper, came there with her husband; and on this day the other sister, Lady Laura Level, had arrived from India. Lady Margaret was an invalid, and not an agreeable woman besides; but to Laura and Anne the meeting, after so many years separation, was one of intense pleasure. They had been close friends from childhood.

They were all gathered together in the large drawing-room after luncheon. The day was a wet one, and no one had ventured out except Sir James Cooper. Accustomed to the Scotch mists, this rain seemed a genial shower, and Sir James was enjoying it accordingly. It was a warm, close day, in spite of the rain; and the large fire in the grate made the room oppressive, so that they were glad to throw the windows open.

Lying on a sofa near the fire was the invalid boy. By merely looking at him you might see that he would never rally, though he fluctuated much. To-day he was, comparatively speaking, well. Little Maude was threading beads; and the two others, much younger, stood looking on  Reginald and Anne. Lady Margaret Cooper, having a fellow-feeling for an invalid, sat near the sick boy. Lord Hartledon sat apart at a table reading, and making occasional notes. The dowager, more cumbersome than ever, dozed on the other side of the hearth. She was falling into the habit of taking a nap after luncheon as well as after dinner. Lady Laura was in danger of convulsions every time she looked at the dowager. Never in all her life had she seen so queer an old figure. She and Anne stood together at an open window, the one eagerly asking questions, the other answering, all in undertones. Lady Laura had been away from her own home and kindred some twelve years, and it seemed to her half a lifetime.

Anne, how was it? she exclaimed. It was a thing that always puzzled me, and I never came to the bottom of it. My husband said at the time I used to talk of it in my sleep.

What do you mean?

About you and Val. You were engaged to each other; you loved him, and he loved you. How came that other marriage about?

Well, I can hardly tell you. I was at Cannes with mamma, and he fell into the meshes. We knew nothing about it until they were married. Never mind all that now; I dont care to recall it, and it is a very sore point with Val. The blame, I believe, lay chiefly with her.

Anne glanced at the dowager, to indicate whom she meant. Lady Lauras eyes followed the same direction, and she laughed.

A painted old guy! She looks like one who would do it. Why doesnt some one put her under a glass case and take her to the British Museum? When news of the marriage came out to India I was thunderstruck. I wrote off at once to Val, asking all sorts of questions, and received quite a savage reply, telling me to mind my own business. That letter alone would have told me how Val repented; it was so unlike him. Do you know what I did?

What did you do?

Sent him another letter by return mail with only two words in it Elsters Folly. Poor Val! She died of heart-disease, did she not?

Yes. But she seemed to have been ailing for some time. She was greatly changed.

Val is changed. There are threads of silver in his hair; and he is so much quieter than I thought he ever would be. I wonder you took him, Anne, after all; and I wonder still more that Dr. Ashton allowed it.

A blush tinged Lady Hartledons face as she looked out at the soft rain, and a half-smile parted her lips.

I see, Anne. Love once, love ever; and I suppose it was the same with Val, in spite of his folly. I should have taken out my revenge by marrying the first eligible man that offered himself. Talking of that  is poor Mr. Graves married yet?

Yes, at last, said Anne, laughing. A grand match too for him, poor timid man: his wifes a lords daughter, and as tall as a house.

If ever man worshipped woman he worshipped you, though you were only a girl.

Nonsense, Laura.

Anne, you knew it quite well; and so did Val. Did he ever screw his courage up to the point of proposing?

Anne laughed. If he ever did, I was too vexed to answer him. He will be very happy, Laura. His wife is a meek, amiable woman, in spite of her formidable height.

And now I want you to tell me one thing  How was it that Edward could not be saved?

For a moment Lady Hartledon did not understand, and turned her eyes on the boy.

I mean my brother, Anne. When news came out to India that he had died in that shocking manner, following upon poor George  I dont care now to recall how I felt. Was there no one at hand to save him?

No one. A sad fatality seemed to attend it altogether. Val regrets his brother bitterly to this day.

And that poor Willy Gum was killed at sea, after all!

Yes, said Anne, shortly. When you spoke of Edward, returning to the other subject, I thought you meant the boy.

Lady Laura shook her head. He will never get well, Anne. Death is written on his face.

You would say so, if you saw him some days. He is excitable, and your coming has roused him. I never saw any one fluctuate so; one day dying, the next better again. For myself I have very little hope, and Mr. Hillary has none; but I dare not say so to Margaret and the dowager.

Why not?

It makes them angry. They cannot bear to hear theres a possibility of his death. Margaret may see the danger, but I dont believe the dowager does.

Their wishes must blind them, observed Lady Laura. The dowager seems all fury and folly. She scarcely gave herself time to welcome me this morning, or to inquire how I was after my long voyage; but began descanting on a host of evils, the chief being that her grandson should have had fever.

She would like him to bear a charmed life. Not for love of him, Laura.

What then?

I do not believe she has a particle of love for him. Dont think me uncharitable; it is the truth; Val will tell you the same. She is not capable of experiencing common affection for any one; every feeling of her nature is merged in self-interest. Had her daughter left another boy she would not be dismayed at the prospect of this ones death; whether he lived or died, it would be all one to her. The grievance is that Reginald should have the chance of succeeding.

Because he is your son. I understand. A vain, puffed-up old thing! the idea of her still painting her face and wearing false curls! I wonder you tolerate her in your house, Anne! Shes always here.

How can I help myself? She considers, I believe, that she has more right in this house than I have.

Does she make things uncomfortable?

More so than I have ever confessed, even to my husband. From the hour of my marriage she set the two children against me, and against my children when they came; and she never ceases to do so still.

Why do you submit to it?

She is their grandmother, and I cannot well deny her the house. Val might do so, but he does not. Perhaps I should have had courage to attempt it, for the childrens own sake, it is so shocking to train them to ill-nature, but that he appears to think as she does. The petty disputes between the children are frequent  for my two elder ones are getting of an age to turn again when put upon  but their father never corrects Edward and Maude, or allows them to be corrected; let them do what wrong they will, he takes their part. I believe that if Edward killed one of my children, he would only caress him.

Lady Laura turned her eyes on the speakers face, on its flush of pain and mortification.

And Val loved you: and did not love Maude! What does it mean, Anne?

I cannot tell you. Things altogether are growing more than I can bear.

Margaret has been with you some time; has she not interfered, or tried to put things upon a right footing?

Anne shook her head. She espouses the dowagers side; upholds the two children in their petty tyranny. No one in the house takes my part, or my childrens.

That is just like Margaret. Do you remember how you and I used to dread her domineering spirit when we were girls? Its time I came, I think, to set things right.

Laura, neither you nor any one else can set things right. They have been wrong too long. The worst is, I cannot see what the evil is, as regards Val. If I ask him he repels me, or laughs at me, and tells me I am fanciful. That he has some secret trouble I have long known: his days are unhappy, his nights restless; often when he thinks me asleep I am listening to his sighs. I am glad you have come home; I have wanted a true friend to confide these troubles to, and I could only speak of them to one of the family.

It sounds like a romance, cried Laura. Some secret grief! What can it be?

They were interrupted by a commotion. Maude had been threading a splendid ring all the colours of the rainbow, and now exhibited it for the benefit of admiring beholders.

Papa  Aunt Margaret  look at my ring.

Lord Hartledon nodded pleasantly at the child from his distant seat; Lady Margaret appeared not to have heard; and Maude caught up a soft ball and threw it at her aunt.

Unfortunately, it took a wrong direction, and struck the nodding dowager on the nose. She rose up in a fury and some commotion ensued.

Make me a ring, Maude, little Anne lisped when the dowager had subsided into her chair again. Maude took no notice; her finger was still lifted with the precious ornament.

Can you see it from your sofa, Edward?

The boy rose and stretched himself. Pretty well. You have put it on the wrong finger, Maude. Ladies dont wear rings on the little finger.

But it wont go on the others, said Maude dolefully: its too small.

Make a larger one.

Make one for me, Maude, again broke in Annes little voice.

No, I wont! returned Maude. You are big enough to thread beads for yourself.

No, shes not, said Reginald. Make her one, Maude.

No, dont, Maude, said Edward. Let them do things for themselves.

You hear! whispered Lady Hartledon.

I do hear. And Val sits there and never reproves them; and the old dowagers head and eyes are nodding and twinkling approval.

Lady Laura was an energetic little woman, thin, and pale, and excessively active, with a propensity for setting the world straight, and a tongue as unceremoniously free as the dowagers. In the cause of justice she would have stood up to battle with a giant. Lady Hartledon was about to make some response, but she bade her wait; her attention was absorbed by the children. Perhaps the truth was that she was burning to have a say in the matter herself.

Maude, she called out, if that ring is too small for you, it would do for Anne, and be kind of you to give it her.

Maude looked dubious. Left to herself, the child would have been generous enough. She glanced at the dowager.

May I give it her, grandma?

Grandma was conveniently deaf. She would rather have cut the ring in two than it should be given to the hated child: but, on the other hand, she did not care to offend Laura Level, who possessed inconveniently independent opinions, and did not shrink from proclaiming them. Seizing the poker, she stirred the fire, and created a divertissement.

In the midst of it, Edward left his sofa and walked up to the group and their beads. He was very weak, and tottered unintentionally against Anne. The touch destroyed her equilibrium, and she fell into Maudes lap. There was no damage done, but the box of beads was upset on to the carpet. Maude screamed at the loss of her treasures, rose up with anger, and slapped Anne. The child cried out.

Why dyou hit her? cried Reginald. It was Edwards fault; he pushed her.

Whats that! exclaimed Edward. My fault! Ill teach you to say that, and he struck Reginald a tingling slap on the cheek.

Of course there was loud crying. The dowager looked on with a red face. Lady Margaret Cooper, who had no children of her own, stopped her ears. Lady Laura laid her hand on her sister-in laws wrist.

And you can witness these scenes, and not check them! You are changed, indeed, Anne!

If I interfere to protect my children, I am checked and prevented, replied Lady Hartledon, with quivering lips. This scene is nothing to what we have sometimes.

Who checks you  Val?

The dowager. But he does not interpose for me. Where the children are concerned, he tacitly lets her have sway. It is not often anything of this sort takes place in his presence.

The noise continued: all the children seemed to be fighting together. Anne went forward and drew her own two out of the fray.

Pray send those two screamers to the nursery, Lady Hartledon, cried the dowager.

I cannot think why they are allowed in the drawing-room at all, said Lady Margaret, addressing no one in particular, unless it was the ceiling. Edward and Maude would be quiet enough without them.

Anne did not retort: she only glanced at her husband, silent reproach on her pale face, and took up Anne in her arms to carry her from the room. But Lady Laura, impulsive and warm, came forward and stopped the exit.

Lady Kirton, I am ashamed of you! Margaret, I am ashamed of you! I am ashamed of you all. You are doing the children a lasting injury, and you are guilty of cruel insult to Lady Hartledon. This is the second scene I have been a witness to, when the elder children were encouraged to behave badly to the younger; the first was in the nursery this morning; and I have been here only a few hours. And you, Lord Hartledon, their head and father, responsible for your childrens welfare, can tamely sit by, and suffer it, and see your wife insulted! Is this what you married Anne Ashton for?

Lord Hartledon rose: a strange look of pain on his features. You are mistaken, Laura. I wish every respect to be shown to my wife; respect from all. Anne knows it.

Respect! scornfully retorted Lady Laura. When you do not give her so much as a voice in her own house; when you allow her children to be trampled on, and beaten  beaten, sir  and she dare not interfere! I blush for you, and could never have believed you would so behave to your wife. Who are you, madam, turning again, in her anger, on the countess-dowager, and who are you, Margaret, that you should dare to encourage Edward and Maude in rebellion against their present mother?

Taken by surprise, the dowager made no answer. Lady Margaret looked defiance.

You and Anne have invited me to your house on a lengthened visit, Lord Hartledon, continued Laura; but I promise you that if this is to continue I will not remain in it; I will not witness insult to my early friend; and I will not see children incited to evil passions. Undress that child, sir, she sharply added, directing Vals attention to Reginald, and you will see bruises on his back and shoulder. I saw them this morning, and asked the nurse what caused them and was told Lord Elster kicked him.

It was the little beggars own fault, interposed Edward, who was standing his ground with equanimity, and seemed to enjoy the scene.

Lady Laura caught him sharply by the arm. Of whom are you speaking! Whos a little beggar?

Regy is.

Who taught you to call him one?

Grandma.

There, go away; go away all of you, cried Lady Laura, turning the two elder ones from the room imperatively, after Anne and her children. Oh, so you are going also, Val! No wonder you are ashamed to stay here.

He was crossing the room; a curious expression on his drawn lips. Laura watched him from it; then went and stood before the dowager; her back to her sister.

Has it ever struck you, Lady Kirton, that you may one day have to account for this?

It strikes me that you are making a vast deal of unnecessary noise, Madame Laura!

If your daughter could look on, from the other world, at earth and its scenes  and some hold a theory that such a state of things is not impossible  what would be her anguish, think you, at the evil you are inculcating in her children? One of them will very soon be with her

The dowager interrupted with a sort of howl.

He will; there is no mistaking it. You who see him constantly may not detect it; but it is evident to a stranger. Were it not beneath me, I might ask on what grounds you tutor him to call Reginald a beggar, considering that your daughter brought my brother nothing but a few debts; whilst Miss Ashton brought him a large fortune?

I wouldnt condescend to be mean, Laura, put in Lady Margaret, whilst the dowager fanned her hot face.

They were interrupted by Hedges, showing in visitors. How much more Lady Laura might have said must remain unknown: she was in a mood to say a great deal.

Mr. and Mrs. Graves.

It was the curate; and the tall, meek woman spoken of by Anne. Laura laughed as she shook hands with the former; whom she had known when a girl, and been given to ridiculing more than was quite polite.

Lord Hartledon had left the room after his wife. She sent the children to the nursery; and he found her alone in her chamber sobbing bitterly.

Certainly he was a contradiction. He fondly took her in his arms, beseeching her to pardon him, if he had unwittingly slighted her, as Laura implied; and his blue eyes were beaming with affection, his voice was low with persuasive tenderness.

There are times, she sobbed, when I am tempted to wish myself back in my fathers house!

I cannot think whence all this discomfort arises! he weakly exclaimed. Of one thing, Anne, rest assured: as soon as Edward changes for the better or the worse  and one it must inevitably be  that mischief-making old woman shall quit my house for ever.

Edward will never change for the better, she said. For the worse, he may soon: for the better, never.

I know: Hillary has told me. Bear with things a little longer, and believe that I will remedy them the moment remedy is possible. I am your husband.

Lady Hartledon lifted her eyes to his. We cannot go on as we are going on now. Tell me what it is you have to bear. You remind me that you are my husband; I now remind you that I am your wife: confide in me. I will be true and loving to you, whatever it may be.

Not yet; in a little time, perhaps. Bear with me still, my dear wife.

His look was haggard; his voice bore a sound of anguish; he clasped her hand to pain as he left her. Whatever might be his care, Anne could not doubt his love.

And as he went into the drawing-room, a smile on his face, chatting with the curate, laughing with his newly-married wife, both those unsuspicious visitors could have protested when they went forth, that never was a man more free from trouble than that affable servant of her Majestys the Earl of Hartledon.




CHAPTER XXXVIII.

EXPLANATIONS.

A change for the worse occurred in the child, Lord Elster; and after two or three weeks sinking he died, and was buried at Hartledon by the side of his mother. Hartledons sister quitted Hartledon House for a change; but the countess-dowager was there still, and disturbed its silence with moans and impromptu lamentations, especially when going up and down the staircase and along the corridors.

Mr. Carr, who had come for the funeral, also remained. On the day following it he and Lord Hartledon were taking a quiet walk together, when they met Mrs. Gum. Hartledon stopped and spoke to her in his kindly manner. She was less nervous than she used to be; and she and her husband were once more at peace in their house.

I would not presume to say a word of sympathy, my lord, she said, curtseying, but we felt it indeed. Jabez was cut up like anything when he came in yesterday from the funeral.

Val looked at her, a meaning she understood in his earnest eyes. Yes, it is hard to part with our children: but when grief is over, we live in the consolation that they have only gone before us to a better place, where sin and sorrow are not. We shall join them later.

She went away, tears of joy filling her eyes. She had a son up there, waiting for her; and she knew Lord Hartledon meant her to think of him when he had so spoken.

Carr, said Val, I never told you the finale of that tragedy. George Gordon of the mutiny, did turn up: he lived and died in England.

No!

He died at Calne. It was that poor womans son.

Mr. Carr looked round for an explanation. He knew her as the wife of clerk Gum, and sister to Hartledons housekeeper. Val told him all, as the facts had come out to him.

Pike always puzzled me, he said. Disguised as he was with his black hair, his face stained with some dark juice, there was a look in him that used to strike some chord in my memory. It lay in the eyes, I think. Youll keep these facts sacred, Carr, for the parents sake. They are known only to four of us.

Have you told your wife yet? questioned Mr. Carr, recurring to a different subject.

No. I could not, somehow, whilst the child lay dead in the house. She shall know it shortly.

And what about dismissing the countess-dowager? You will do it?

I shall be only too thankful to do it. All my courage has come back to me, thank Heaven!

The Countess-Dowager of Kirtons reign was indeed over; never would he allow her to disturb the peace of his house again. He might have to pension her off, but that was a light matter. His intention was to speak to her in a few days time, allowing an interval to elapse after the boys death; but she forestalled the time herself, as Val was soon to find.

Dinner that evening was a sad meal  sad and silent. The only one who did justice to it was the countess-dowager  in a black gauze dress and white crêpe turban. Let what would betide, Lady Kirton never failed to enjoy her dinner. She had a scheme in her head; it had been working there since the day of her grandsons death; and when the servants withdrew, she judged it expedient to disclose it to Hartledon, hoping to gain her point, now that he was softened by sorrow.

Hartledon, I want to talk to you, she began, critically tasting her wine; and I must request that youll attend to me.

Anne looked up, wondering what was coming. She wore an evening dress of black crêpe, a jet necklace on her fair neck, jet bracelets on her arms: mourning far deeper than the dowagers.

Are you listening to me, Val?

I am quite ready, answered Val.

I asked you, once before, to let me have Maudes children, and to allow me a fair income with them. Had you done so, this dreadful misfortune would not have overtaken your house: for it stands to reason that if Lord Elster had been living somewhere else with me, he could not have caught scarlet-fever in London.

We never thought he did catch it, returned Hartledon. It was not prevalent at the time; and, strange to say, none of the other children took it, nor any one else in the house.

Then what gave it him? sharply uttered the dowager.

What Val answered was spoken in a low tone, and she caught one word only, Providence. She gave a growl, and continued.

At any rate, hes gone; and you have now no pretext for refusing me Maude. I shall take her, and bring her up, and you must make me a liberal allowance for her.

I shall not part with Maude, said Val, in quiet tones of decision.

You cant refuse her to me, I say, rejoined the dowager, nodding her head defiantly; shes my own grandchild.

And my child. The argument on this point years ago was unsatisfactory, Lady Kirton; I do not feel disposed to renew it. Maude will remain in her own home.

You are a vile man! cried the dowager, with an inflamed face. Pass me the wine.

He filled her glass, and left the decanter with her. She resumed.

One day, when I was with Maude, in that last illness of hers in London, when we couldnt find out what was the matter with her, poor dear, she wrote you a letter; and I know what was in it, for I read it. You had gone dancing off somewhere for a week.

To the Isle of Wight, on your account, put in Lord Hartledon, quietly; on that unhappy business connected with your son who lives there. Well, maam?

In that letter Maude said she wished me to have charge of her children, if she died; and begged you to take notice that she said it, continued the dowager. Perhaps youll say you never had that letter?

On the contrary, madam, I admit receiving it, he replied. I daresay I have it still. Most of Maudes letters lie in my desk undisturbed.

And, admitting that, you refuse to act up to it?

Maude wrote in a moment of pique, when she was angry with me. But

And I have no doubt she had good cause for anger!

She had great cause, was his answer, spoken with a strange sadness that surprised both the dowager and Lady Hartledon. Thomas Carr was twirling his wine-glass gently round on the white cloth, neither speaking nor looking.

Later, my wife fully retracted what she said in that letter, continued Val. She confessed that she had written it partly at your dictation, Lady Kirton, and said  but I had better not tell you that, perhaps.

Then you shall tell me, Lord Hartledon; and you are a two-faced man, if you shuffle out of it.

Very well. Maude said that she would not for the whole world allow her children to be brought up by you; she warned me also not to allow you to obtain too much influence over them.

Its false! said the dowager, in no way disconcerted.

It is perfectly true: and Maude told me you knew what her sentiments were upon the point. Her real wish, as expressed to me, was, that the children should remain with me in any case, in their proper home.

You say you have that other letter still? cried the dowager, who was not always very clear in her conversation.

No doubt.

Then perhaps youll look for it: and read over her wishes in black and white.

To what end? It would make no difference in my decision. I tell you, maam, I am consulting Maudes wishes in keeping her child at home.

I know better, retorted the dowager, completely losing her temper. I wish your poor dear wife could rise from her grave and confute you. Its all stinginess; because you wont part with a paltry bit of money.

No, said Val, its because I wont part with my child. Understand me, Lady Kirton  had Maudes wishes even been with you in this, I should not carry them out. As to money  I may have something to say to you on that score; but suppose we postpone it to a more fitting opportunity.

You wouldnt carry them out! she cried. But you might be forced to, you mean man! That letter may be as good as a will in the eyes of the law. You darent produce it; thats what it is.

Ill give it you with pleasure, said Val, with a smile. That is, if I have kept it. I am not sure.

She caught up her fan, and sat fanning herself. The reservation had suggested a meaning never intended to her crafty mind; her rebellious son-in-law meant to destroy the letter; and she began wondering how she could outwit him.

A sharp cry outside the door interrupted them. The children were only coming in to dessert now; and Reginald, taking a flying leap down the stairs, took rather too long a one, and came to grief at the bottom. Truth to say, the young gentleman, no longer kept down by poor Edward, was getting high-spirited and venturesome.

Whats that? asked Anne, as the nurse came in with them, scolding.

Lord Elster fell down, my lady. Hes getting as tiresome as can be. Only to-day, I caught him astride the kitchen banisters, going to slide down them.

Oh, Regy, said his mother, holding up her reproving finger.

The boy laughed, and came forward rubbing his arm, and ashamed of his tears. Val caught him up and kissed them away, drawing Maude also to his side.

That letter! The dowager was determined to get it, if there was a possibility of doing so. A suspicion that she would not be tolerated much longer in Lady Hartledons house was upon her, and she knew not where to go. Kirton had married again; and his new wife had fairly turned her out more unceremoniously than the late one did. By hook or by crook, she meant to obtain the guardianship of her granddaughter, because in giving her Maude, Lord Hartledon would have to allow her an income.

She was a woman to stop at nothing; and upon quitting the dining-room she betook herself to the library  a large, magnificent room  the pride of Hartledon. She had come in search of Vals desk; which she found, and proceeded to devise means of opening it. That accomplished, she sat herself down, like a leisurely housebreaker, to examine it, putting on a pair of spectacles, which she kept surreptitiously in a pocket, and would not have worn before any one for the world. She found the letter she was in search of; and she found something else for her pains, which she had not bargained for.

Not just at first. There were many tempting odds and ends of things to dip into. For one thing, she found Vals banking book, and some old cheque-books; they served her for some time. Next she came upon two packets sealed up in white paper, with Vals own seal. On one was written, Letters of Lady Maude; on the other, Letters of my dear Anne. Peering further into the desk, she came upon an obscure inner slide, which had evidently not been opened for years, and she had difficulty in undoing it. A paper was in it, superscribed, Concerning A.W.; on opening which she found a letter addressed to Thomas Carr, of the Temple.

Thomas Carrs letters were no more sacred with her than Lord Hartledons. No woman living was troubled with scruples so little as she. It proved to have been written by a Dr. Mair, in Scotland, and was dated several years back.

But now  did Lord Hartledon really know he had that dangerous letter by him? If so, what could have possessed him to preserve it? Or, did he not rather believe he had returned it to Mr. Carr at the time? The latter, indeed, proved to be the case; and never, to the end of his life, would he, in one sense, forgive his own carelessness.

Who was A.W.? thought the curious old woman, as she drew the light nearer to her, and began the tempting perusal, making the most of the little time left. They could not be at tea yet, and she had told Lady Hartledon she was going to take her nap in her own room. The gratification of rummaging false Vals desk was an ample compensation; and the countess-dowager hugged herself with delight.

But what was this she had come upon  this paper concerning A. W.? The dowagers mouth fell as she read; and gradually her little eyes opened as if they would start from their sockets, and her face grew white. Have you ever watched the livid pallor of fear struggling to one of these painted faces? She dashed off her spectacles; she got up and wrung her hands; she executed a frantic war-dance; and finally she tore, with the letter, into the drawing-room, where Val and Anne and Thomas Carr were beginning tea and talking quietly.

They rose in consternation as she danced in amongst them, and held out the letter to Lord Hartledon.

He took it from her, gazing in utter bewilderment as he gathered in its contents. Was it a fresh letter, or  his face became whiter than the dowagers. In her reckless passion she avowed what she had done  the letter was secreted in his desk.

Have you dared to visit my desk? he gasped break my seals? Are you mad?

Hark at him! she cried. He calls me to account for just lifting the lid of a desk! But what is he? A villain  a thief  a spy  a murderer  and worse than any of them! Ah, ha, my lady! nodding her false front at Lady Hartledon, who stood as one petrified, you stare there at me with your open eyes; but you dont know what you are! Ask him! What was Maude  Heaven help her  my poor Maude? What was she? And you in the plot; you vile Carr! Ill have you all hanged together!

Lord Hartledon caught his wifes hand.

Carr, stay here with her and tell her all. No good concealing anything now she has read this letter. Tell her for me, for she would never listen to me.

He drew his wife into an adjoining room, the one where the portrait of George Elster looked down on its guests. The time for disclosing the story to his wife had been somewhat forestalled. He would have given half his life that it had never reached that other woman, miserable old sinner though she was.

You are trembling, Anne; you need not do so. It is not against you that I have sinned.

Yes, she was trembling very much. And Val, in his honourable, his refined, shrinking nature, would have given his lifes other half not to have had the tale to tell.

It is not a pleasant one. You may skip it if you please, and go on to the last page. Val once said he had been more sinned against than sinning: it may be deemed that in that opinion he was too lenient to himself. Anne, his wife, listened with averted face and incredulous ears.

You have wanted a solution to my conduct, Anne  to the strange preference I seemed to accord the poor boy who is gone; why I could not punish him; why I was more thankful for the boon of his death than I had been for his life. He was my child, but he was not Lord Elster.

She did not understand.

He had no right to my name; poor little Maude has no right to it. Do you understand me now?

Not at all; it was as though he were talking Greek to her.

Their mother, when they were born, was not my wife.

Their mother was Lady Maude Kirton, she rejoined, in her bewilderment.

That is exactly where it was, he answered bitterly. Lady Maude Kirton, not Lady Hartledon.

She could not comprehend the words; her mind was full of consternation and tumult. Back went her thoughts to the past.

Oh, Val! I remember papas saying that a marriage in that unused chapel was only three parts legal!

It was legal enough, Anne: legal enough. But when that ceremony took place  his voice dropped to a miserable whisper, I had  as they tell me  a wife living.

Slowly she admitted the meaning of the words; and would have started from him with a faint cry, but that he held her to him.

Listen to the whole, Anne, before you judge me. What has been your promise to me, over and over again?  that, if I would tell you my sorrow, you would never shrink from me, whatever it might be.

She remembered it, and stood still; terribly rebellious, clasping her fingers to pain, one within the other.

In that respect, at any rate, I did not willingly sin. When I married Maude I had no suspicion that I was not free as air; free to marry her, or any other woman in the world.

You speak in enigmas, she said faintly.

Sit down, Anne, whilst I give you the substance of the tale. Not its details until I am more myself, and that voice  pointing to the next room is not sounding in my ears. You shall hear all later; at least, as much as I know myself; I have never quite believed in it, and it has been to me throughout as a horrible dream.

Indeed Mr. Carr seemed to be having no inconsiderable amount of trouble, to judge by the explosions of wrath on the part of the dowager.

She sat down as he told her, her face turned from him, rebellious at having to listen, but curious yet. Lord Hartledon stood by the mantelpiece and shaded his eyes with his hand.

Send your thoughts into the past, Anne; you may remember that an accident happened to me in Scotland. It was before you and I were engaged, or it would not have happened. Or, let me say, it might not; for young men are reckless, and I was no better than others. Heaven have mercy on their follies!

The accident might not have happened?

I do not speak of the accident. I mean what followed. When out shooting I nearly blew off my arm. I was carried to the nearest medical mans, a Dr. Mairs, and remained there; for it was not thought safe to move me; they feared inflammation, and they feared locked-jaw. My father was written to, and came; and when he left after the danger was over he made arrangements with Dr. Mair to keep me on, for he was a skilful man, and wished to perfect the cure. I thought the prolonged stay in the strange, quiet house worse than all the rest. That feeling wore off; we grow reconciled to most conditions; and things became more tolerable as I grew better and joined the household. There was a wild, clever, random young man staying there, the doctors assistant  George Gordon; and there was also a young girl, Agnes Waterlow. I used to wonder what this Agnes did there, and one day asked the old housekeeper; she said the young lady was there partly that the doctor might watch her health, partly because she was a relative of his late wifes, and had no home.

He paused, as if in thought, but soon continued.

We grew very intimate; I, Gordon, and Miss Waterlow. Neither of them was the person I should have chosen for an intimacy; but there was, in a sense, no help for it, living together. Agnes was a wild, free, rather coarse-natured girl, and Gordon drank. That she fell in love with me theres no doubt  and I grew to like her quite well enough to talk nonsense to her. Whether any plot was laid between her and Gordon to entrap me, or whether what happened arose in the recklessness of the moment, I cannot decide to this hour. It was on my twenty-first birthday; I was almost well again; we had what the doctor called a dinner, Gordon a jollification, and Agnes a supper. It was late when we sat down to it, eight oclock; and there was a good deal of feasting and plenty of wine. The doctor was called out afterwards to a patient several miles distant, and George Gordon made some punch; which rendered none of our heads the steadier. At least I can answer for mine: I was weak with the long illness, and not much of a drinker at any time. There was a great deal of nonsense going on, and Gordon pretended to marry me to Agnes. He said or read (I cant tell which, and never knew then) some words mockingly out of the prayer-book, and said we were man and wife. Whilst we were all laughing at the joke, the doctors old housekeeper came in, to see what the noise was about, and I, by way of keeping it up, took Agnes by the hand, and introduced her as Mrs. Elster. I did not understand the womans look of astonishment then; unfortunately, I have understood it too well since.

Anne was growing painfully interested.

Well, after that she threw herself upon me in a manner that  that was extraordinary to me, not having the key to it; and I  lost my head. Dont frown, Anne; ninety-nine men out of a hundred would have lost theirs; and youll say so if ever I give you the details. Of course blame attached to me; to me, and not to her. Though at the time I mentally gave her, I assure you, her full share, somewhat after the manner of the Pharisee condemning the publican. That also has come home to me: she believed herself to be legally my wife; I never gave a thought to that evenings farce, and should have supposed its bearing any meaning a simple impossibility.

A short time, and letters summoned me home; my mother was dangerously ill. I remember Agnes asked me to take her with me, and I laughed at her. I arranged to write to her, and promised to go back shortly  which, to tell you the truth, I never meant to do. Having been mistaking her, mistaking her still, I really thought her worthy of very little consideration. Before I had been at home a fortnight I received a letter from Dr. Mair, telling me that Agnes was showing symptoms of insanity, and asking what provision I purposed making for her. My sin was finding me out; I wondered how he had found it out; I did not ask, and did not know for years. I wrote back saying I would willingly take all expenses upon myself; and inquired what sum would be required by the asylum  to which he said she must be sent. He mentioned two hundred a-year, and from that time I paid it regularly.

And was she really insane? interrupted Lady Hartledon.

Yes; she had been so once or twice before  and this was what the housekeeper had meant by saying she was with the doctor that her health might be watched. It appeared that when these symptoms came on, after I left, Gordon took upon himself to disclose to the doctor that Agnes was married to me, telling the circumstances as they had occurred. Dr. Mair got frightened: it was no light matter for the son of an English peer to have been deluded into marriage with an obscure and insane girl; and the quarrel that took place between him and Gordon on the occasion resulted in the latters leaving. I have never understood Gordons conduct in the matter: very disagreeable thoughts in regard to it come over me sometimes.

What thoughts?

Oh, never mind; they can never be set at rest now. Let me make short work of this story. I heard no more and thought no more; and the years went on, and then came my marriage with Maude. We went to Paris  you cannot have forgotten any of the details of that period, Anne; and after our return to London I was surprised by a visit from Dr. Mair. That evening, that visit and its details stamped themselves on my memory for ever in characters of living fire.

He paused for a moment, and something like a shiver seized him. Anne said nothing.

Maude had gone with some friends to a fête at Chiswick, and Thomas Carr was dining with me. Hedges came in and said a gentleman wanted to see me  would see me, and would not be denied. I went to him, and found it was Dr. Mair. In that interview I learnt that by the laws of Scotland Miss Waterlow was my wife.

And the suspicion that she was so had never occurred to you before?

Anne! Should I have been capable of marrying Maude, or any one else, if it had? On my solemn word of honour, before Heaven  he raised his right hand as if to give effect to his words such a thought had never crossed my brain. The evening that the nonsense took place I only regarded it as a jest, a pastime  what you will: had any one told me it was a marriage I should have laughed at them. I knew nothing then of the laws of Scotland, and should have thought it simply impossible that that minutes folly, and my calling her, to keep up the joke, Mrs. Elster, could have constituted a marriage. I think they all played a deep part, even Agnes. Not a soul had so much as hinted at the word marriage to me after that evening; neither Gordon, nor she, nor Dr. Mair in his subsequent correspondence; and in that he always called her Agnes. However  he then told me that she was certainly my legal wife, and that Lady Maude was not.

At first, continued Val, I did not believe it; but Dr. Mair persisted he was right, and the horror of the situation grew upon me. I told all to Carr, and took him up to Dr. Mair. They discussed Scottish law and consulted law-books; and the truth, so far, became apparent. Dr. Mair was sorry for me; he saw I had not erred knowingly in marrying Maude. As to myself, I was helpless, prostrated. I asked the doctor, if it were really true, why the fact had been kept from me: he replied that he supposed I knew it, and that delicacy alone had caused him to abstain from alluding to it in his letters. He had been very angry when Gordon told him, he said; grew half frightened as to consequences; feared he should get into trouble for allowing me to be so entrapped in his house; and he and Gordon parted at once. And then Dr. Mair asked a question which I could not very well answer, why, if I did not know she was my wife, I had paid so large a sum for Agnes. He had been burying the affair in silence, as he had assumed I was doing; and it was only the announcement of my marriage with Maude in the newspapers that aroused him. He had thought I was acting this bad part deliberately; and he went off at once to Hartledon in anger; found I had gone abroad; and now came to me on my return, still in anger, saying at first that he should proceed against me, and obtain justice for Agnes. When he found how utterly ignorant of wrong I had been, his tone changed; he was truly grieved and concerned for me. Nothing was decided: except that Dr. Mair, in his compassion towards Lady Maude, promised not to be the first to take legal steps. It seemed that there was only him to fear: George Gordon was reported to have gone to Australia; the old housekeeper was dead; Agnes was deranged. Dr. Mair left, and Carr and I sat on till midnight. Carr took what I thought a harsh view of the matter; he urged me to separate from Maude

I think you should have done so for her sake, came the gentle interruption.

For her sake! the words Carr used. But, Anne, surely there were two sides to the question. If I disclosed the facts, and put her away from me, what was she? Besides, the law might be against me  Scotlands iniquitous law; but in Heavens sight Maude was my wife, not the other. So I temporized, hoping that time might bring about a relief, for Dr. Mair told me that Miss Waterlows health was failing. However, she lived on, and

Lady Hartledon started up, her face blanching.

Is she not dead now? Was she living when you married me? Am I your wife?

He could hardly help smiling. His calm touch reassured her.

Do you think you need ask, Anne? The next year Dr. Mair called upon me again  it was the evening before the boy was christened; he had come to London on business of his own. To my dismay, he told me that a change for the better was appearing in Miss Waterlows mental condition; and he thought it likely she might be restored to health. Of course, it increased the perplexities and my horror, had that been needed; but the hope or fear, or what you like to call it, was not borne out. Three years later, the doctor came to me for the third and final time, to bring me the news that Agnes was dead.

As the relief had been to him then, so did it almost seem now to Anne. A sigh of infinite pain broke from her. She had not seen where all this was tending.

Imagine, if you can, what it was for me all those years with the knowledge daily and nightly upon me that the disgraceful truth might at any moment come out to Maude  to her children, to the world! Living in the dread of arrest myself, should the man Gordon show himself on the scene! And now you see what it is that has marred my peace, and broken the happiness of our married life. How could I bear to cross those two deeply-injured children, who were ever rising up in judgment against me? How take our childrens part against them, little unconscious things? It seemed that I had always, daily, hourly, some wrong to make up to them. The poor boy was heir to Hartledon in the eyes of the world; but, Anne, your boy was the true heir.

Why did you not tell me?  all this time!

I could not. I dared not. You might not have liked to put Reginald out of his rights.

Oh, Percival; how can you so misjudge me? she asked, in tones of pain. I would have guarded the secret as jealously as you. I must still do it for Maude.

Poor Maude! he sighed. Her mother forgave me before she died

She knew it, then?

Yes. She learned

Sounds of drumming on the door, and the countess-dowagers voice, stopped Lord Hartledon.

I had better face her, he said, as he unlocked it. She will arouse the household.

Wild, intemperate, she met him with a volley of abuse that startled Lady Hartledon. He got her to a sofa, and gently held her down there.

Its what Ive been obliged to do all along, said Thomas Carr; I dont believe she has heard ten words of my explanation.

Pray be calm, Lady Kirton, said Hartledon, soothingly; be calm, as you value your daughters memory. We shall have the servants at the doors.

I wont be calm; I will know the worst.

I wish you to know it; but not others.

Was Maude your wife?

No, he answered, in low tones. Not

And you are not ashamed to confess it? she interrupted, not allowing him to continue. But she was a little calmer in manner; and Val stood upright before her with folded arms.

I am ashamed and grieved to confess it; but I did not knowingly inflict the injury. In Scotland

Dont repeat the shameful tale, she cried; I have heard from your confederate, Carr, as much as I want to hear. What do you deserve for your treachery to Maude?

All I have reaped  and more. But it was not intentional treachery; and Maude forgave me before she died.

She knew it! You told her? Oh, you cruel monster!

I did not tell her. She did as you have just done  interfered in what did not concern her, in direct disobedience to my desire; and she found it out for herself, as you, maam, have found it out.

When?

The winter before her death.

Then the knowledge killed her!

No. Something else killed her, as you know. It preyed upon her spirits.

Lord Hartledon, I can have you up for fraud and forgery, and Ill do it. It will be the consideration of Maudes fame against your punishment, and Ill make a sacrifice to revenge, and prosecute you.

There is no fraud where an offence is committed unwittingly, returned Lord Hartledon; and forgery is certainly not amongst my catalogue of sins.

You are liable for both, suddenly retorted the dowager; you have stuck up Maude, Countess of Hartledon, on her monument in the church; and whats that but fraud and forgery?

It is neither. If Maude did not live Countess of Hartledon, she at least so went to her grave. We were remarried, privately, before she died. Mr. Carr can tell you so.

Its false! raved the dowager.

I arranged it, maam, interposed Mr. Carr. Lord Hartledon and your daughter confided the management to me, and the ceremony was performed in secrecy in London

The dowager looked from one to the other, as if she were bewildered.

Married her again! why, that was making bad worse. Two false marriages! Did you do it to impose upon her?

I see you do not understand, said Lord Hartledon. The  my  the person in Scotland was dead then. She was dead, I am thankful to say, before Maude knew anything of the affair.

Up started the dowager. Then is the woman dead now? was she dead when you married her? laying her hand upon Lady Hartledons arm. Are her children different from Maudes?

They are. It could not be otherwise.

Her boy is really Lord Elster?

She flung Lady Hartledons arm from her. Her voice rose to a shriek.

Maude is not Lady Maude?

Val shook his head sadly.

And your children are lords and ladies and honourables, darting a look of consternation at Anne, whilst my daughters

Peace, Lady Kirton! sternly interrupted Val. Let the child, Maude, be Lady Maude still to the world; let your daughters memory be held sacred. The facts need never come out: I do not fear now that they ever will. I and my wife and Thomas Carr, will guard the secret safely: take you care to do so.

I wish you had been hung before you married Maude! responded the aggrieved dowager.

I wish I had, said he.

Ugh! she grunted wrathfully, the ready assent not pleasing her.

With my poor boys death the chief difficulty has passed away. How things would have turned out, or what would have been done, had he lived, it has well-nigh worn away my brain to dwell upon. Carr knows that it has nearly killed me: my wife knows it.

Yes, you could tell her things, and keep the diabolical secret from poor Maude and from me, she returned, rather inconsistently. I dont doubt you and your wife have exulted enough over it.

I never knew it until to-night, said Anne, gently turning to the dowager. It has grieved me deeply. I shall never cease to feel for your daughters wrongs; and it will only make me more tender and loving to her child. The world will never know that she is not Lady Maude.

And the other name  Elster  because you know she has no right to it, was the spiteful retort. I wish to my heart you had been drowned in your brothers place, Lord Hartledon; I wished it at the time.

I know you did.

You could not then have made fools of me and my dear daughter; and the darling little cherub in the churchyard would have been the real heir. Thered have been a good riddance of you.

It might have been better for me in the long run, said he, quietly, passing over the inconsistencies of her speech. Little peace or happiness have I had in living. Do not let us recriminate, Lady Kirton, or on some scores I might reproach you. Maude loved my brother, and you knew it; I loved Miss Ashton, and you knew that; yet from the very hour the breath was out of my brothers body you laid your plans and began your schemes upon me. I was weak as water in your hands, and fell into the snare. The marriage was your work entirely; and in the fruits it has brought forth there might arise a nice question, Lady Kirton, which of us is most to blame: I, who erred unwittingly, or you who

Will you have done? she cried.

I have nearly done. I only wish you to remember that others may have been wrong, as well as myself. Dr. Ashton warned us that night that the marriage might not bring a blessing. Anne, it was a cruel wrong upon you, he added, impulsively turning to her; you felt it bitterly, I shamefully; but, my dear wife, you have lived to see that it was in reality a mercy in disguise.

The countess-dowager, not finding words strong enough to express her feelings at this, made a grimace at him.

Let us be friends, Lady Kirton! Let us join together silently in guarding Maudes good name, and in burying the past. In time perhaps even I may live it down. Not a human being knows of it except we who are here and Dr. Mair, who will for his own sake guard the secret. Maude was my wife always in the eyes of the world; and Maude certainly died so: all peace and respect to her memory! As for my share, retribution has held its heavy hand upon me; it is upon me still, Heaven knows. It was for Maude I suffered; for Maude I felt; and if my life could have repaired the wrong upon her, I would willingly have sacrificed it. Let us be friends: it may be to the interest of both.

He held out his hand, and the dowager did not repulse it. She had caught the word interest.

Now you might allow me Maude and that income!

I think I had better allow you the income without Maude.

Eh? what? cried the dowager, briskly. Do you mean it?

Indeed I do. I have been thinking for some little time that you would be more comfortable in a home of your own, and I am willing to help you to one. Ill pay the rent of a nice little place in Ireland, and give you six hundred a-year, paid quarterly, and  yes  make you a yearly present of ten dozen of port wine.

Ah, the crafty man! The last item had a golden sound in it.

Honour bright, Hartledon?

Honour bright! You shall never want for anything as long as you live. But you must not  he seemed to search for his words you must undertake not to come here, upsetting and indulging the children.

Ill undertake it. Good vintage, mind.

The same that you have here.

The countess-dowager beamed. In the midst of her happiness  and it was what she had not felt for many a long day, for really the poor old creature had been put about sadly  she bethought herself of propriety. Melting into tears, she presently bewailed her exhaustion, and said she should like some tea: perhaps good Mr. Carr would bring her a teaspoonful of brandy to put into it.

They brought her hot tea, and Mr. Carr put the brandy into it, and Anne took it to her on the sofa, and administered it, her own tears overflowing. She was thinking what an awful blow this would have been to her own mother.

Little Maude shall be very dear to me always, Val, she whispered. This knowledge will make me doubly tender with her.

He laid his hand fondly upon her, giving her one of his sweet sad smiles in answer. She could at length understand what feelings, in regard to the children, had actuated him. But from henceforth he would be just to all alike; and Maude would receive her share of correction for her own good.

I always said you did not give me back the letter, observed Mr. Carr, when they were alone together later, and Val sat tearing up the letter into innumerable bits.

And I said I did, simply because I could not find it. You were right, Carr, as you always are.

Not always. But I am sorry it came to light in this way.

Sorry! it is the greatest boon that could have fallen on me. The secret is, so to say, off my mind now, and I can breathe as I have not breathed for years. If ever a heartfelt thanksgiving went up to Heaven one from me will ascend to-night. And the dowager does not feel the past a bit. She cared no more for Maude than for any one else. She cant care for any one. Dont think me harsh, Carr, in saying so.

I am sure she does not feel it, emphatically assented Mr. Carr. Had she felt it she would have been less noisy. Thank heaven for your sake, Hartledon, that the miserable past is over.

And over more happily than I deserved.

A silence ensued, and Lord Hartledon flung the bits of paper carefully into the fire. Presently he looked up, a strange earnestness in his face.

It is the custom of some of our cottagers here to hang up embossed cards at the foot of their bed, with texts of Scripture written on them. There is one verse I should like to hang before every son of mine, though I had ten of them, that it might meet their eyes last ere the evenings sleeping, in the mornings first awakening. The ninth verse of the eleventh chapter of Ecclesiastes.

I dont remember, observed Thomas Carr, after a pause of thought.

Rejoice, O young man, in thy youth: and let thy heart cheer thee in the days of thy youth, and walk in the ways of thine heart, and in the sight of thine eyes: but know thou, that for all these things God will bring thee into judgment.

THE END
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CHAPTER I.

THE LITTLE HEIR.

THE dull sombre light of a November afternoon was rapidly giving place to twilight. The day had been wet and cold; and the sodden leaves that strewed the park of one of Englands fair domains did not contribute to the cheerfulness of the scene. The mansion belonging to it stood on a gentle eminence, well open to view, and looking boldly down on its lands: a long but not high house of red brick, with many windows; a cheerful house, rising behind a wide and gently sloping lawn, which on this ungenial day gave out as wretched an appearance as did all else of outward nature.

But if the weather was rendering the demesne desolate, it seemed not to affect the house itself. Lights were gleaming from many of its numerous windows, were passing from room to room, from passage to passage; and fires added their red glow to the general brightness. A spectator might have said that some unusual excitement or gaiety was going on there. Excitement in, that house there indeed was, but of gaiety none; for grim Death was about to pay it a visit: not to call any waiting for him in weary old age, but to snatch away the young and lovely.

Had you entered the hall, so bright with light, what would have struck you most was the hushed, unusual silence. Nearly all the servants of the establishment were gathered there; but so still were they, so motionless in their repose, that it had something unnatural about it. They stood in small groups, for the most part only half showing themselves, and gazing towards a closed dining-room, sorrow and consternation imprinted on their faces. Two physicians, almost as hushed in manner just now as the servants themselves, were partaking of refreshment within it. The butler himself waited on them; and as he came out and crossed the hall with noiseless tread, he repeated an ominous opinion he had heard hinted at. One of the women-servants, her tears streaming, started up the broad, carpeted staircase with impulsive but soft footfalls, and a younger girl, looking frightened to death, followed her. They stole along the corridor to the right, and halted at a door there. Why, or for what purpose, they could not have told, since they might not presume to enter the chamber; for their lady was lying there at the point of doom.

A handsome, spacious bed-chamber, opening into a dressing-room, but the door was almost closed between them now. Over the dressing-room fire was a tall, upright, middle-aged woman, more intelligent and respectable-looking than are some of her class. She wore a clean print gown, and a close white cap shaded a cheerful countenance. The fire shone full on her brown eyes, and on the tears that glistened in them. Strange sight! for the continuous scenes of sickness, sometimes of death, in which these hired nurses lives are passed, tend to render them callous to outward emotion.

Pacing the carpet slowly and sadly, his eyes cast down in thought, was a little man of ruddy complexion, sharp, thin features, and hair going grey with years. It was Mr. Pym, the family medical attendant. His hands were clasped behind him, as he walked, and his gaze, worn and anxious, was never lifted from the ground.

This will make the second case we have lost this year, suddenly observed the woman, whose name was Dade, in whispered tones. What can make it so unlucky a year?

The surgeon gave no answer. Perhaps he did not like the we in her remark. But he knew that his duty was always performed to the very utmost of his skill and power; that it had been so in the two cases to which she alluded; and his conscience, so far, was at peace before God.

There are no further means that can be tried? resumed the nurse, using the words as an assertion, more than a question, and she glanced towards the partially-open door connecting the two apartments.

None, was the conclusive reply. She is sinking rapidly.

A long pause. The nurse stood motionless, the surgeon pursued his slow and noiseless tread. Suddenly he stopped and turned his head, speaking in quick tones.

Wheres the baby, Mrs. Dade?

Hes in the cradle, sir, by her side. She looked as if she wanted him left there.

And then the doctor remembered, and paced on as before. He had spoken in momentary forgetfulness.

The silence within the sick chamber was as great and more painful: the moments of bustle and anxiety had passed away. The fire in the grate had burnt down to embers; a pale light was emitted from the shaded lamp; the air was redolent, almost to faintness, of perfume. Essences had been sprinkled about in profusion, as if they would make pleasant the way to death! The heavy blue velvet curtains were drawn back from the bed; and, lying there, was a form young and fair, with a pale, exhausted face. Everything in the chamber spoke of wealth, comfort, luxury: but not all the wealth and luxury of the whole world combined, had they been brought together, could have arrested the fast-fleeting spirit already on its wing. On the far side of the bed stood a pretty cradle, ornamented with blue silk and lace: the little child so quietly and unconsciously sleeping in it, had seen the light but yesterday.

Leaning over the bed was a young man bowed down with grief, of attractive features and gentlemanly bearing. Not long had they been man and wife; but a year at most; and now it was hard to part; doubly hard with this new tie which had been born to them. Yet they both knew it must be so, and he had thrown his arm lightly across her, and laid his cheek, wet with tears, against hers, vainly wishing, perhaps half hoping, that his hearts bitter prayers might avail to renew her life. The silence between them had been long and agonizing: each heart was aching with painful thoughts; yet it seemed in that last hour as if they could not give them utterance. May Heaven shed its balm on all such partings!

He raised his face and pushed his hair from his brow as he looked at her, for she had moved restlessly, as if in sudden pain. It was not pain of body: of that she was free in this, the passing: but pain of mind. An anxious care, one of the many she must leave on earth, was pressing upon that ladys brain.

When the months and the years go by, she murmured, breaking the silence, and clasping her hands in feeble supplication to him, and you think of another wife, oh choose one that will be a mother to my child. Be not allured by beauty, be not tempted by wealth, be not ensnared by specious deceit; but take one who will be to him the loving mother that I would have been. Some one whom you know well and can trust. Not a stranger, not a

I shall never marry-again, he interrupted in impassioned tones, when his first surprise allowed him to speak. You, my first and only love, shall be the sole wife ever taken to my bosom. Never shall another woman usurp your place. And here I swear

Hush! hush! she panted, laying her hand upon his lips to stay the incautious words. It were cruel of me to exact such a promise from you: and it would be useless for you to make it, for you would never keep it, save with self-upbraiding. The remembrance of this scene will pass away; the remembrance of me will pass; and then you will ask yourself why should your life be condemned to solitude. No, no. To remain faithful to the dead is not in mans nature.

He thought in his own heart, honestly thought it then, that her opinion was a mistaken one, and he marvelled that she should so speak. He felt as sure as he could feel of anything in this world, that he should prove a living refutation of it. Dying though she was, partially oblivious already to earth and earths interests, she yet saw clearer into human nature than he.

Yet oh, forget me not wholly! she whispered. Let there be brief moments when the remembrance of me shall return to you; when you will dwell upon me as having been the one you once best loved on earth!

Another deep silence from words, for he could not answer: his sobs were choking him; the pulses of his anguished heart were beating wildly. She spoke not from exhaustion; and several minutes passed on.

What will you have him named? he asked abruptly, pointing towards the cradle.

Call him Benjamin, she replied, after a minutes thought, and she spoke now with difficulty. He cost Rachel her life, as this child has cost mine. And oh, may he Be to you the solace that Benjamin was to old Jacob; and may you love and cherish this child as he did his!

Her voice gradually failed her, a spasm smote her features, and she lay more heavily on the pillow. Her husband raised her: he clasped her fluttering heart to his; he wildly kissed her pallid face. But that face was losing its look of consciousness, and no tenderness could arrest the departing spirit. In a paroxysm of alarm: as if, now that the moment had come, it took him by surprise, a thing that had not been looked for: he cried out to the medical man in the adjoining chamber.

Mr. Pym came in, followed by the nurse. He gave one glance at the bed, and then whispered the woman to summon the physicians. He knew their presence would be utterly useless, but at such times man deems it well to fulfil these outward forms.

They hastened up the stairs. They remained but a few minutes in the room, and then left it; soon left the house. The better part of that lovely lady had quitted it before they did.

And it was only the previous day that the joybells had rung out in the adjacent village on account of the birth! Only this same morning that the local newspaper, wet from the press, had given forth the festal news to the world!

On the 10th inst., at Alnwick Hall, the wife of George Carleton St. John, Esquire, of a son and heir.

And the journal went its way, as journals do go their way, into many a neighbouring home, whose inmates made their comments on the one piece of news that was of more interest to them than all the rest, and congratulated each other on the birth of Alnwicks heir, little conscious of the tragedy that was supervening upon it.

Amongst the houses to which the journal penetrated was one on the other side the village of Alnwick. A small, unpretending dwelling, this house, standing a little away from the highroad, but a pretty place withal, hidden amidst its surrounding shrubs and trees. It was called The Cottage. Its mistress had named it so with a sort of affectation of humility, for it was superior to a cottage, even to an elegant one.

Lying back in a lounging chair, in one of the pretty sitting-rooms, where she had just thrown herself, not from illness but from fatigue, was the owner of the house, when the newspaper was taken in. A woman of nearly fifty years, but looking a great deal younger, with her still bright blue eyes and her auburn hair. She was a widow; a widow for the second time. Barely twenty years of age when her first husband, Mr. Norris, died, she had soon espoused another, Colonel Darling. In ten years after that she was a widow again, and had remained so.

She chose to retain the name of Norris, without any right to it, and her cards were printed Mrs. Norris Darling, so that people, especially strangers, hardly knew by which to address her, and sometimes called her Norris and sometimes Darling. The fact is, Mrs. Darling was a little given to pretension, as ladies will be, when conscious of a want of dignity in themselves or their surroundings. She had been packing things all the morning; she, her maid, and two of her daughters; for they were summoned from home unexpectedly; and she was falling into a doze when the footman entered.

What is it? she asked in peevish accents; and the man looked up in surprise at hearing it from his usually easy-tempered mistress.

It is only the newspaper, maam.

Put it down, Tomkins, she answered, too idle to take it. I think I was asleep. I am very tired.

The man laid it on the table and quitted the room, meeting a staid-looking, rather old-fashioned young lady who was entering it, for whom he made way. It was Miss Darling, and she looked thirty years of age if she looked a day. But she was only five-and-twenty.

Well, Mary Anne, is it all done?

It is all done, mamma. Prance is waiting for Tomkins to cord the boxes.

Mrs. Darling closed her eyes again, and her daughter took up the unopened newspaper, when another young lady, very much resembling the first, and looking quite as old, came in. She gave a slight shiver as she passed the window, and began to stir the fire.

What a miserable day it is! I wish we could put off our journey.

Wheres the use of wishing that, Margaret? said Miss Darling. But it is miserable. Has Charlotte found the cover of her desk?

I dont know. I dont suppose Charlotte has looked for it. I heard her tell Prance that none of her things must be forgotten.

True. When did Charlotte ever trouble herself to look for anything? was Mary Anne Darlings response; but she spoke it more in soliloquy than as a reply.

Margaret Darling  she was one year younger than her sister  drew her chair in front of the fire, and put her feet upon the fender.

Is that the newspaper? Is there any news, Mary Anne?

Yes, theres news, was the quiet answer: but Miss Darlings manner was always quiet. A baby is born at the Hall.

What? exclaimed Mrs. Darling, starting up as she caught the words, and all her lethargy was gone. Is the baby born, Mary Anne?

For answer, Miss Darling read out the words: On the 10th inst., at Alnwick Hall, the wife of George Carleton St. John, Esquire, of a son and heir.

I am glad its a boy! exclaimed Mrs. Darling. How proud they will be of it! On the 10th  that was yesterday. Then rely upon it those bells Charlotte said she heard ringing, were for this. And now, how can I manage it? I must contrive to see Mrs. St. John before we go away.

But why, mamma?

Why? repeated Mrs. Darling, turning rather sharply on her daughter Mary Anne, who had asked the question. Because I should like to do so; because its neighbourly to go to her, poor young mother; because it may be months before we are back here, and I have the opportunity of seeing her again; and because Im curious to hear all the interesting particulars. Thats why, Mary Anne: and I shall go.

Mrs. Darling allowed no interference with her will  at least from these daughters, and Mary Anne was dutifully silent. I was only thinking, mamma, what an unpleasant day it would be for you to walk over, she presently said. And I dont see how you will have time for it.

Plenty of time; and for the unpleasantness I dont care; you never yet knew me to stop indoors for weather. Pretty Mrs. St. John! Let me read the announcement for myself.

She took the paper in her hand, and was gazing at the words with a pleased smile, when the door again opened, and some one else entered the room. A tall, elegant girl of apparently only three or four-and-twenty, an imperious, regal, haughty girl, whose raven-black hair was braided over pale, regular features, and whose rich silk attire glistened and rustled as she walked. Who would have believed that she was older by some three or four years than the Miss Darlings?  who would have believed that they were even half-sisters?  she, with her stately beauty, her costly attire, and they with their homely faces, old-fashioned look, and plain green merino gowns.

Mrs. Darling had two daughters who absorbed all the money that she could spare for dress; the eldest, Charlotte Norris, and the youngest, whom you will meet by and by; no wonder that these two middle ones, Mary Anne and Margaret, with their meek spirits and quiet tastes, were obliged to dress in plain merinos.

Charlotte, heres news in the paper, Mary Anne was beginning, but Mrs. Darling drowned the words: and Mary Anne saw with some momentary surprise, that her mother had crushed the paper in her hand, as if not caring that it should be seen.

Charlotte, my darling, would you mind telling Prance that I shall want my black silk cloak taken out of the hair-trunk again? Go to her now, dear, before she has it corded.

Miss Norris, who had still the door-handle in her hand, quitted the room again. Mrs. Darling turned to her daughters.

Say nothing to Charlotte of this announcement. I will tell her of it myself. It is my pleasure to do so.

I beg your pardon, mamma, said Mary Anne. Of course you know best.

Mrs. Darling did know best. At any rate, the two daughters before her were taught to think so. Mary Anne and Margaret Darling had been reared to implicit obedience in one respect  never to question the line of conduct pursued by Mrs. Darling to their half-sister; never to comment on it in the slightest degree. Mrs. Darling folded the newspaper as small as she could, crammed it into her pocket, and followed Charlotte upstairs.

Later in the day she set out to walk to Alnwick Hall. It was growing dark, and she had not intended to be so late as this, but one thing or another had detained her. The Hall was nearly three miles distant from her own home, through the village of Alnwick; but the road was by no means lonely in any part of it. She walked quickly, not stopping to speak to any one she met, and had left the village behind her some time, and was nearing the Hall, when the death-bell of Alnwick church rang out suddenly, but not very distinctly, on the heavy air. It was quite dark then.

Poor old Mother Tipperton must be gone! Mrs. Darling exclaimed to herself, standing for a moment to listen. Pym told me she could not last long. Well, it was time: I suppose she was eighty.

Not another thought, except of old Mother Tipperton, entered her mind; not the faintest suspicion that the bell was tolling for one younger and fairer. She went on, over the broad winding way through the beautiful park, and gained the door of Alnwick Hall.

It might have struck her  but it did not  that besides the man who opened the door to her, other servants came peeping into the hall, as if in curiosity as to the visitor. She stepped over the threshold out of the gloomy night.

How is your mistress, Haines? Going on all right? she asked, rubbing her shoes on the mat.

Oh, maam, shes dead!

Mrs. Darling certainly heard the words, but they appeared not to penetrate her senses. She stared at the speaker.

She is just dead, maam; not an hour ago. Two physicians were had to her, besides Mr. Pym, but nothing could be done.

Down sat Mrs. Darling on the hall bench. Perhaps only once before, in her whole life, had she been so seized with consternation.

Dead! Good Heavens! I came to sit half-an-hour with her before leaving Alnwick, for I may not be back for months. What an awful thing! Poor Caroline Carleton!

Drawing her cloak around her, Mrs. Darling crossed the hall towards the housekeepers room, unconsciously calling the deceased by her maiden name, the one she had longest known her by. I should like to see the nurse, she said, if she can spare a moment to come to me.

The housekeeper, a stout, very respectable woman, who had come to the hall a year ago with its now dead mistress, was at the table writing a note as well as she could for her tears, when Mrs. Darling entered. Laying down her pen, she told all she knew of the calamity, in reply to the low and eager questions. But Mrs. Darling grew impatient.

A fine beautiful baby, you say  never mind the baby, Mrs. Tritton. What can have caused the death?

The stout old lady shook her head. She died from exhaustion, they say, maam. But she had a fall a few days ago, and I believe that had something to do with it. I cant bear to think of it just yet. Alive and well and merry but a day or two since; and now dead! It seems like a dream.

Her sobs deepened. The ready tears filled Mrs. Darlings eyes. She wiped them away, and inquired what would be done about bringing up the child. Mrs. Darling was a practical woman, and had never allowed feeling to interfere with business.

Thats the first great care, was the reply of the housekeeper. Mr. Pym does not know of any one just now that could come in. I suppose it will have to be brought up by hand: and the master, I believe, wishes that it should be. As Mr. Pym says, the boys so big and strong, that hed bring himself up almost, if you put him outside the street-door. And its true.

Does Mr. St. John take it much to heart?

Ay, that he does, was the emphatic reply. He is shut up in his own room where he keeps his business papers and things. But, maam   and the tone was suddenly subdued a body going by, and pausing a moment, may hear his sobs. If any young husband ever loved a wife, Mr. Carleton St. John loved his. Poor child! shes gone early to join her parents!

Mrs. Darling, who had her full share of curiosity  and what woman has not, in a case like this?  stole upstairs to see the baby; to see the babys poor young mother; to talk for a minute or two with the nurse, Mrs. Dade, who could not come to her. And then she stole down again; for time was getting on. The housekeeper asked her to take some refreshment, but she declined, explaining that a summons to her sick mother, who was very old, was taking her and her daughters away from home. They were starting that evening by the seven-oclock night train.

And they are at the station already, I am sure, she said; and I must run all the way to it. Sad news this is, to cheer me on my journey!

Sad indeed. And the public thought so as well as Mrs. Darling. The same week the newspapers put forth another announcement.

On the nth inst., at Alnwick Hall, in her twenty-third year, Caroline, the beloved wife of George Carleton St. John.


CHAPTER II.

FAITHFUL TO THE DEAD.

To remain faithful to the dead is not in mans nature.

Such were the words spoken by Mrs. Carleton St. John in dying; and a greater truth was never recorded by Solomon.

The seasons had gone on; spring had succeeded to winter; summer to spring; autumn was succeeding to summer. Nothing like a twelvemonth had passed since the death, and yet rumour was whispering that George Carleton St. John had begun to think of a second wife.

The baby had thrived from its birth. Mr. St. John appeared to have an invincible repugnance to any womans supplying the place of its mother; and so they fed the child upon the next best food that was proper for it, and it had done well. The housekeeper strongly recommended Mr. St. John a niece of her own to take care of it, and the young woman arrived from a distance; a comely, fair-complexioned, nice-looking young woman, named Honoria Tritton; and she entered upon her charge. All things went smoothly; and Mr. St. Johns first grief yielded to time and change: as all griefs must so yield, under Gods mercy.

Friends had come to visit Mr. St. John during the summer. Relatives, they were, indeed, but distant ones. Gay people they proved to be; and they stayed on, and gradually the Hall held its festal gatherings again, and its master began to go out amongst the county families. Whether it might be to escape the sorrow left on him by his great loss, or to make things pleasanter for these visitors, certain it was that George St. John no longer eschewed gaiety, whether in his own house or abroad. Mrs. Trittons opinion was, that he had invited his relatives to stay with him, because he found his life now at the Hall so monotonously dull. If so, their advent had had the desired effect, and had taken him out of himself and his trouble.

It is surprising, when once an effort of this sort is made, and we awaken from a prolonged grief, how easily that grief is laid aside. Unconsciously it seems to slip away from us, and is forgotten. From that eleventh day of November down to June, Mr. St. John had done nothing but indulge his sorrow. It had grown calmer, of course, by degrees; but he had not in the least striven to lift from himself its bitterness. No very long term, some may say, this seven months; but let me tell you that it is long when given wholly to tears and solitude. A reaction must succeed to all violent emotion, even to that caused by the death of one dearly beloved; and it came to George St. John; came with the sojourn of his visitors. A fortnights association with them, and he was not the same man. As host, he had to exert himself, and with the exertion came the pleasure in it. Ere June was ended, he had forgotten three-parts of his sorrow. It seemed, as he might have described it himself, to have slipped away from his heart, leaving healing and semiforgetfulness in its place. He would have told you that he regretted his wife as much as ever; but he did not do so; for other interests were reasserting their sway within him. Sorrow had nearly spent itself, and was dying out. Do not blame him: man cannot act against his nature; least of all when in the heyday of youth.

He could not offer a churlish reception to his visitors, who had journeyed far to sojourn with him. They were of the world, and expected to be entertained. Mr. St. John invited people to the Hall to meet them; and went out with them in return. In July the county families began to seek their homes after the whirl of the London season, bringing their guests with them, and gay parties were the rule of the hour. Archery, boating, lawn dances, dinners; never a day but something more agreeable to the rest succeeded to the other. Mr. Carleton was pressed to attend all, and did attend a great many. Can you wonder at it? Of great prospective wealth, heir-presumptive to a baronetcy, and withal an attractive man  the world knew how to estimate him. But the prize was not as great as it had been, since no other woman who might succeed in gaining him, or whom he might choose himself irrespective of any seeking on her own part, could reasonably hope to give birth to the heir that should succeed. That heir was already in the world  the little child whose advent had cost a precious life.

It could not be said that Mr. St. John had very much right, especially now, to the name of Carleton. His name had been simply George St. John, until he married the rich heiress, Caroline Carleton: and with her property he had to assume her name, for her dead father had so enjoined it in his will. But for that expectant baronetage, he might have added the new name after his own. As it was, he did not do so. The new name was rather a convenience: there were several branches of the St. John family, one of them far higher in the worlds social scale than George St. John of Alnwick, or even his uncle the baronet; and people fell into the habit of calling him Mr. Carleton, as a distinction. The little child had also been christened Carleton.

And so George Carleton St. John, yielding to the soothing hand of time, forgot in a degree her who had lain on his bosom and made the brief sunshine of his existence. He went out in the world again, and held gatherings of his own, and was altogether reinstated in social life.

On a lovely day in September, Alnwick Hall was filled with guest. Chiefest of all the fêtes by which that autumn and the neighbourhood had been distinguished, was this last one held at the Hall. Mr. St. John had spared neither pains nor money to render it attractive: and he certainly succeeded. Brilliant groups were in the park, in the temporary marquee on the lawn, and in the house itself; a sort of fête-champètre. Was it out of place, all that glittering gaiety, with the closing scene of only ten months before?  the young life so suddenly sacrificed? Perhaps so: but the idea did not once occur to George St. John. It was not likely to do so now, when another was casting her spells upon his heart. I have told you that rumour had already whispered of a second mistress at Alnwick.

In a pleasant room, opening on one side to the conservatory, its front windows looking to the park, several ladies were assembled. They were of various ages, of various degrees of beauty. One stood conspicuous amidst the rest. Not for her beauty, though that was great; not for her dress, though that was all that can be imagined of costly elegance; but for a certain haughty, imperious air, and a most peculiar expression that would now and again gleam from her eyes. An expression that many had observed and that none could fathom; a sort of wild expression of absolute with It was not often noticed; but it was apparent just now. You have seen that tall, finely-formed girl before, her well-set head, her swan-like neck; you have seen the pale features, regular as any ever carved in sculpture, the thin lips so firmly closed, the luxuriant raven hair. Quiet to a degree in bearing and manner, in spite of her haughty air there was an indisputable attraction about her. Could the rumour be true  that the greatest match of the county was about to be laid at Charlotte Norriss feet? If so, what a triumph for her mother; what a triumph for herself, so proud and portionless.

Mrs. Norris (she was Mrs. Darling, you know) stood by her side. Very pretty still, but not half as grand a woman as her daughter. Charlotte looked well to-day; never better; in her pretty white gossamer bonnet and sweeping white bernouse, you could not have thought her to be much past twenty. And the ladies around looked on her with envious eyes, and repeated over to themselves, what a triumph for Mrs. Norris Darling!

Perhaps so; but that lady was as yet unconscious of it. She had no more idea that that particular triumph was in store for her, or that Charlotte had, even in rumour, been given to Mr.

St. John of Alnwick, than had Alnwicks little heir, who was crowing before her eyes at that moment. This was the first time Mrs. Darling had been to the Hall since that melancholy evening visit in the past November. Only the previous day had she returned to her cottage home.

In the centre of the ladies stood a young woman, holding the baby. That he was a fine baby none could dispute. He was not indeed what could be called a pretty child, but a rather unusual look of intelligence for one so young distinguished his features and his clear grey eyes, rendering his face excessively pleasing. And had he possessed all the beauty that since the creation of man has been said or sung, those fair women, displacing one another around him, could not have bestowed more praise upon him  for he was the heir of Alnwick, and Alnwicks possessor was there to hear it.

George St. Johns cheeks were flushed with pleasure, and his eyes shone as he listened to the flattery; for he fondly loved his child. The little boy wore a broad black sash on his white frock, black ribbons tied up his sleeves, and his pretty round fat arms were stretched out to any one who would notice him.

Yes, he is a fine little fellow, observed Mr. St. John, more gratified as the praises increased. He will walk soon.

Pray is that his nurse? inquired Mrs. Norris Darling, scanning the maid through her eye-glass. What is your name, young woman?

My name is Honoria, madam, replied the girl, looking pleased and curtseying, but they call me Honour. Honoria Tritton.

And what is the name of this dear child? asked Miss Norris, drawing nearer. I have always heard him called Baby.

Well, his name gets abbreviated for the same reason that we shorten Honours, laughed Mr. St. John. He was christened Benjamin, but is universally known amongst us as Benja.

Mrs. Norris Darling (let us give her both names once in a way!) continued to examine the nurse by the help of the glass. She needed a glass just as much as you or I, reader; and had she not been surrounded by that fashionable crowd, would as soon have thought of looking at Honour through the ring of her parasol. But pretentiousness is given to many little ways pertaining to pretentiousness, and that is one of them. Mrs. Norris Darling possessed an idea that an eye-glass added immensely in some way to her dignity. She turned her glass on Honour from top to toe, in the same cool manner that other glasses are turned; and she saw a sensible-looking young woman, with a clear, fair skin, a good forehead, and truthful light blue eyes.

Honoria Tritton? she repeated. You must be a relative of Mr. Carleton St. Johns housekeeper! Have you had sole charge of the baby?

Oh yes, madam, the sole charge.

It is a great responsibility, remarked Mrs. Norris Darling, dropping the glass, and speaking, not to Honour, but to the ladies around.

Mr. St. John had taken his child from the nurses arms, and was fondly caressing it. His very actions, his movements, betrayed the depth of his affection, and a sharp feeling of jealousy shot through the heart of the beautiful Miss Norris as she watched him. Will he ever love another child as he loves this one? was the thought that arose unbidden to her mind. No, never, Miss Norris; you need not ask or wish it: man does not love another as he loves his first-born.

But her beautiful features were smooth as polished crystal as she drew near to Mr. St. John. He glanced at her with a welcoming smile.

Do let me nurse him! she said in low tones. I adore children; and this one seems made to be loved.

Mr. St. John resigned the boy to her. She carried him away into the conservatory, to a remote bench out of sight, sat down, and amused him with her gold neck-chain. The little fellow sat confidingly on her knee; one hand enclosing her fore-finger, the other grasping the glittering coil. Mr. St. John followed her.

Look at him! she said, her quiet face changed to rapture as she glanced at Mr. St. John. Look at his nimble little fingers and bright eyes! How happy he is!

Happy in all things save one, whispered Mr. St. John, leaning over the child, but gazing at herself. He has no mother to love and guide him.

Those unfathomable eyes of hers were cast down, so that the eyelids concealed them, and a crimson flush mantled to her usually pale cheeks.

He wants a mother, proceeded Mr. St. John; he must have a mother. Not now will I urge it, when so many are near; but, Charlotte, you know whom I would entreat to be that mother and my beloved wife.

A strange whirl of agitation shook her, impeding instant utterance. Mr. St. John saw the signs, and laid his hand upon her with a smile.

Ought you to talk to me of a beloved wife? she asked, in an impassioned tone, as she glanced momentarily up at him. She who lies buried in her grave was yours.

I did not love her as I shall love you, he hastened to avow  and in the moments fervour it may be that he thought he spoke truth. Had I known you better then, I might never have chosen her.

Yet see how you love her child!

And I will passionately love any that may be born to you, Charlotte, he whispered. But the very remark, had Mr. St. John been cool enough or wise enough to analyze it, might have told him that her heart, even now, before she was anything to him, was shaken by jealousy of the child. He was neither cool nor wise just then.

He bent his head lower and lower; he murmured vows of everlasting tenderness; he suffered his face to rest against hers, as it had once rested against that of his dying wife. She resisted not. But when a host of intruders came flocking in, she raised her haughty head, and swept on with a scornful step, as she resigned the infant into the arms of its nurse.

George St. John had loved his wife with the fresh, rapturous feelings that he could never know again; and he loved her memory. Yet, here he was, ere ten short months had elapsed, willing to swear to another that she was the first who had awakened true passion in his heart! But Caroline Carleton had faded from his sight, and Charlotte Norris stood before him in all her beauty. It is the way of man; ay, and often of woman. To remain faithful to the dead is not in marts nature.

The fête was over, and they were driving home  Mrs. Darling and her daughter. To judge by the manner of the two ladies, one might have thought it was the mother who had received so momentous a proposal; not the daughter. Charlotte sat quiet and calm, leaning back in her corner of the chariot; Mrs. Darling was flushed, restless, evidently disturbed. Mr. St. John had said to her a word of enlightenment in parting, and it startled her out of her equanimity.

Charlotte, she began  and not until they were drawing near the end of their homeward road, and the village of Alnwick was left behind them, did she speak Charlotte, I hope I misunderstood Mr. St. John?

Charlotte lifted her eyes. I do not know to what you allude, mamma. In what do you hope you misunderstood Mr. St. John?

He hinted to me that he should call to-morrow to speak to me about you. Charlotte, it will be of no use: I cannot let you marry Mr. Carleton.

Please not to call him by that name, was the quiet rejoinder.

Mr. St. John, then  what does it matter? I should not like you to marry him. Has he really asked you to be his wife?

Yes.

It must have been very sudden!

Not so. I think we have understood each other for some little time past.

Then he has been in the habit of coming to the cottage?

Oh yes.

Mrs. Darling, who had raised herself in some commotion as she asked the last question, sank back again, and a look of mortification, of mental trouble, settled on her face. The carriage was approaching their door ere she spoke again, her tones betraying an agitation that was ill suppressed.

I cannot spare you, Charlotte! Charlotte, my darling, I cannot spare you! How often have I hoped, and urged, and prayed that you would never leave me  that you would be the one to stay and cheer my old age!

Charlotte shook her head with a smile. Had her mother been less agitated, less evidently in earnest, she might have enlarged on the unreasonableness of such a wish. As it was, she only answered playfully, that her mother need not think of old age these twenty years.

Are you marrying him for his money  his position? resumed Mrs. Darling.

I am tired, mamma; I wish you wouldnt question me. Really I cant exactly particularize why I am marrying him.

You a second wife! Have you reflected, Charlotte, that Caroline Carleton was his first choice; that theres already an heir to Alnwick who will inherit all; that George St. John has hardly a shilling beyond his entailed estates

Dont mamma! was Charlottes interruption, and her brow had contracted as if in pain. It is quite useless your saying this. I should marry George St. John, though I knew that I must beg my bread afterwards from door to door.

A moan, as of one in sorrow too great for utterance, broke from the lips of Mrs. Darling, and she sank back in the carriage and clasped her hands in pain.


CHAPTER III.

THE UNEXPLAINED REASON.

NOT a word was spoken by either mother or daughter as they entered their home. The little French clock in the drawingroom pointed to eleven  for the festivities at the Hall had been prolonged into evening  and Charlotte, perhaps afraid of further contention, said good night, and went up at once to her chamber. Mrs. Darling threw off her cloak and bonnet and began to pace the room. It was rather a habit of hers when disturbed or vexed.

Never had she been so disturbed as now. Her ordinary crosses had been but light ones, which she scolded or talked away; this seemed to be too deep, too real, for any talking.

It might be unreasonable; every one who knew of it said it was so; but Mrs. Darling had lived in the ardent hope that her eldest daughter  more fondly cherished by her than all the rest  would never leave her, never marry. She had planned and schemed against it. Some two or three years ago, a suspicion arose in her mind that Charlotte was falling in love with George St. John, and she checked it by carrying off Charlotte, and keeping her away until the danger was over. He had married Caroline Carleton before they came back again. No one living had suspected this manœuvre on the mothers part, or that Charlotte had been in danger of loving the master of Alnwick  if she had not loved him  except Margaret Darling. Surely it must have been unreasonable. Mr. St. John was a free man then in every sense of the word, and Charlottes son, had she married him and borne one, would have been the heir!

That Mrs. Darlings love for Charlotte had always been inordinate, those about them knew. But, as a woman of the world, she might have foreseen how utterly powerless would be a mothers love to keep her daughter always by her side. Charlotte once said to her in a joking way, that she had better put her into a convent, and make a nun of her: and indeed that would have been about the only way of preventing it. And now, in spite of her precaution, Charlotte was about to marry; to be a second wife. That fact alone brought some gall to Mrs. Darling.

She had deemed Charlotte so secure. She had never dreamt of the treason that was afloat. Their visit to her old mother in Berkshire had been prolonged until June, and all that time Charlotte had been safe under her own eye. In June, old Mrs. Darling (it was the same name, for Mrs. Darlings second husband had been a distant cousin) grew so convalescent that they had no scruple in quitting her; and Mrs. Darling had despatched Charlotte to Alnwick under convoy of Mary Anne, who was so much older than her years, and might be thoroughly trusted. Margaret remained behind with her grandmother, and Mrs. Darling went to France to see her youngest daughter Rose, who was at school there. She only intended to be absent a fortnight; by the end of that time she meant to be at Alnwick; but ere it was concluded, she was summoned back in haste to her old mother, who had had a relapse. So that it was September before Mrs. Darling really returned to Alnwick. She arrived just in time to attend the fête at Mr. St. Johns, and she went to it without any more prevision of what was to happen than a child unborn.

It was the first time that Charlotte had been away from her, and she was blaming herself bitterly. Perhaps self-reproach was never sharper than Mrs. Darlings as she paced the drawingroom this night. It seemed to her, now, that she might have foreseen something of the sort; that she should have kept her attractive daughter under her own eye. But she thought she had taken every precaution. She had charged Mary Anne not to admit gentlemen as visitors during her absence  unless, she had added, they were of a certain standing as to age, and married. Some few she had especially interdicted by name. Above all others would she have interdicted Mr. St. John of Alnwick, had she supposed that this would be the result; and she mentally heaped the most bitter reproaches on Mary Anne, and felt that she should like to shake her.

She turned to the bell with a sudden impulse, and rang it; indeed, Mrs. Darling was always an impulsive woman. All the servants had gone upstairs on Mrs. Darlings entrance, except the ladys-maid; hours were early in the quiet household. Mary Prance came in: a slender woman of five-and-thirty, with dark eyes and brown marks on her thin face; she wore a neat grey alpaca gown and small white linen wristbands and collar. A woman devoted to her mistresss interests, but disliked by the servants, who went so far as to call her a deceitful cat. But Mary Prance was a clever woman, and not deceitful on the whole. She gratefully liked Mrs. Darling, who was always kind to her, and she loved the eldest daughter; but she cared for no one else in the wide world. She had entered the service as housemaid, a young girl, but her mistress had called her Prance from the first. Mrs. Darling  you remember the hint I gave you  could not call her servants by their simple Christian names. She turned sharply as the door opened.

Wheres Miss Darling?

Miss Darling has been in bed some time, maam. She went at eight oclock. Her sore-throat was painful, though a trifle easier.

Prance, who has visited here during my absence? interrupted Mrs. Darling, impatiently drowning the words. What gentlemen?

The ladys-maid considered for a moment, recalling the visitors. Dr. Graves, maam; he has come the oftenest, I think. And Mr. Pym, and old Sir William

Not those old people, Prance; I dont care to hear about them, said Mrs. Darling, peevishly. I mean young men  single men.

Not any, I think, answered Prance, after a pause. Miss Darling was denied to them.

Mr. St. John of Alnwick has come?

Oh yes, Mr. St. John has come. He has come often. With the answer, Mrs. Darling quitted the room for the chamber of her unconsciously offending daughter. The poor girl woke up, hot and startled at the unexpected entrance; at the sharp questions that so rudely assailed her ear. Not for some few moments did she understand sufficiently to answer.

Mr. Carleton St. - John? Yes, he had been there rather frequently in the past few weeks. Had Charlotte had opportunities of seeing him alone? Yes, very likely she had; it might be so.

Did you know, resumed Mrs. Darling, suppressing the storm of reproaches so ready to break from her lips, that any attachment was arising between her and Mr. St. John?

No, mamma, I never knew it, replied Mary Anne, fully awake now. I did not think of such a thing. Has it arisen?

Yes, it has arisen, you unhappy, careless creature, and I fear that shes going to marry him, retorted Mrs. Darling. You are a hundred years older than Charlotte in staid experience. I entrusted her to your charge here as I might a younger sister, and you have suffered her to meet George St. John, and this is the result! I shall never forgive you, Mary Anne. Did I not warn you that I would have no single men calling here during my absence?

But  but  Mr. St. John is not a single man, returned the unfortunate Mary Anne, too bewildered to collect her senses. Im sure I did not think of him as anything but a widower steeped in grief. It seems only the other day that his wife died. I did not think of him at all as a marrying man.

Neither, in point of fact, had Mrs. Darling, or she might have expressly interdicted his visits by name, as she had those of others.

Mary Anne Darling was collecting her wits. She sat up in bed, thinking possibly that might help her. Mamma, you cannot really expect to keep Charlotte unmarried! Remember her beauty. If it were me or Margaret, you might

You or Margaret! screamed Mrs. Darling, excessively incensed at something or other in the words. I wish you were both going to be married to-morrow! or to-night, for the matter of that.

I was going to ask you, mamma, pursued Mary Anne, meek still in spite of the covert sneer, what objection you can possibly have to her marrying Mr. St. John?

Thats my business and not yours, said Mrs. Darling, tartly.

Mary Anne had never heard her mother altogether so cross, never seen her so vexed, and the girl wondered excessively. Hitherto, she had supposed the objection which existed to Charlottes marrying, and which she had not failed to detect, arose from an exalted idea on her mothers part that no one likely to present himself was worthy of Miss Norris in a worldly point of view. But surely this could not apply to Mr. St. John of Alnwick! She spoke again, pursuing her train of thought.

He will be Sir George St. John sometime, mamma; he will be more wealthy than he is now. It is really a better match than even Charlotte could have hoped for.

I would give every shilling I possess in the world, rather than Charlotte should marry him! spoke Mrs. Darling, in low, determined tones. I would sacrifice half the years I have yet to live to keep her with me always! I shall never forgive you, Mary Anne. When you found that George St. John was taking to come here, you ought to have sent me word.

Mamma, listen. I have told you that I never thought of such a thing as that Mr. Carleton St. John came, or could come, with any such idea; he, who has only just lost his wife. But if I had thought of it, if I had known it, what would have been my will against Charlottes? It might have pleased her that he should be admitted; and you know you have taught us to give way to her in all things.

Then you might have written to me. I repeat to you, Mary Anne, that I shall never forgive you.

It must be, that he was previously married  that Charlottes children will not inherit, cried Mary Anne, speaking aloud in her wonder, as she strove to find reasonable grounds for the objection to Mr. St. John. But

Hold your tongue, interrupted Mrs. Darling. You have done mischief enough, without seeking for reasons that may not be disclosed.

More and more surprised grew Mary Anne. The last words were not spoken in reproach or anger, but in a tone of deep, bitter pain. They bore a sound of wailing, of lamentation; and she could only stare after her mother in silence, as Mrs. Darling quitted the room not less abruptly than she had entered it.

Mary Anne Darling lay down again, and curled the clothes round her with a pettish movement, feeling excessively aggrieved. But that was nothing new. She and Margaret had suffered all their lives through Charlotte, and had never rebelled. Miss Norris had been first and foremost; had received all the love, all the consideration, all the care; the house had only seemed to go on in reference to the well-being and convenience of its eldest daughter.

Brought up to this from their earliest years, Mary Anne and Margaret Darling had accepted it as one of lifes obligations. But the young lady was feeling now that she was being unjustly censured. If there did exist any objection to Mr. Carleton St. John, Charlotte should be blamed for falling in love with him, or else be made to relinquish him. But Miss Darling did not believe in any objection: she thought her mother only wished to keep Charlotte to herself in her jealous affection.  that she could not bear to part with her.

I never knew anything so unreasonable, grumbled the young lady, giving the pillow a fierce poke upwards. Charlotte was sure to marry sometime, and but for her mothers great watchfulness, shed have been married before this. I cannot understand mamma. What though Charlotte is the apple of her eye, ought she to wish to prevent her fulfilling womans proper destiny? The love of most mothers causes them to wish their daughters to marry; some to go the length of scheming for it: in this case it is schemed against. It is very selfish, very inconsistent; and yet mamma is not a selfish woman! I cant understand her.

Mrs. Darlings opposition was not yet over. She sat the next day in her own room, thinking what an ill-used woman she was, calling up every little remembered cross of her past life; as many of us are prone to do in moments of annoyance, when things wear a gloomy aspect. She had married  a girl not out of her teens  Mr. Norris, of Norris Court, a gentleman whose standing in the county was almost as good as that of the St. Johns of Alnwick. But ere she had well realized her position as the wife of a wealthy man, the mistress of a place so charming as Norris Court; almost ere her baby was born, Mr. Norris died, and the whole thing seemed to pass from her as a dream. Had the child proved a boy she had been well off, and Norris Court still been hers as a residence; proving a girl, it lapsed from her to the next male heir in the entail. She turned out of it with her baby, the little Charlotte, and a small income of a few hundreds a year. These hundreds, at her own death, would be Charlottes. The pretty house she had since called her home was in point of fact Charlottes, not hers. It had come to Charlotte on her fathers death, but she had it to reside in for her life. Norris Court was two miles distant from Alnwick; and Mrs. Norris in her young widowhood had quarrelled with its new possessors. The breach had never been healed, So that Charlotte was a stranger to her forefathers home. Except for this cottage and the few hundreds a year, all in expectation, Charlotte Norris had nothing. How Mrs. Norris had bewailed these past untoward circumstances, her own heart alone knew.

Her own subsequent marriage with Colonel Darling had not greatly improved her circumstances in the long-run. At the Colonels death, the chief portion of what he had passed to their son. A little was settled on the daughters, and Mrs. Darling had a certain benefit for life. But altogether her income was not a large one, especially considering her many wants, and that she was not one who could make a sovereign go as far as most people; and Mrs. Darling was in the habit of thinking that fate might have been kinder to her. In the lost glories of Norris Court, present benefits, real though they were, were overlooked. But for these comparisons, bred of discontent, some of us would get on better in the world than we do.

She sat in her own room, glancing back at these past grievances, dwelling on others that were more recent. It was the day following the fête. The interview with Mr. Carleton St. John was over, and Charlotte was his promised wife. Mrs. Darling had done what she could to oppose it  to the secret surprise of Mr. St. John; but her opposition was untenable, and had broken down. If you have any tangible objection to me, name it, and let me combat it as I best may, said Mr. St. John. But apparently Mrs. Darling could bring forward none, save the foolishly fond one that she could not part with Charlotte; and the engagement took place. As Mrs. Darling sat now, alone, her mind was still busy with a hundred wild schemes for its frustration.

But she saw clearly that they would all be worse than useless; that unless there was some special interposition of Providence, Charlotte would go to Alnwick. What was the secret of her opposition? Ah, my reader, you must turn over many pages ere you arrive at that. She had one very great and good reason for dreading the marriage of her daughter with George St. John of Alnwick.

Charlotte happened to come into the room as she sat there. Mrs. Darling held out her hand; and Charlotte  who might have looked radiant with happiness but that she and her countenance were of an undemonstrative nature in general  came and sat on a stool at her feet, her dress, bright mauve muslin, floating around, her delicate hands raised from their open lace sleeves to her mothers knee.

I must say a few words to you, Charlotte. Promise to hear me patiently and calmly.

Of course I will, mamma.

Theres no of course in the matter, I fear. Times have been, Charlotte, when

Oh mamma, never mind all that. Im going to be good. Tell me what it is.

Do you remember, some three years ago  yes, it must be quite three years now, for we did not leave London that year until August  that we saw a good deal of George St. John? We had met him in London that season; we met him on our return here; and he fell into the habit of calling on us often.

I remember, replied Charlotte.

The beginning of October we left home for Paris; a sudden resolution on my part, you girls thought; which was true. Charlotte, I must tell you now why I went. I was taking you from danger; I was carrying you away from George St. John.

A momentary glance upwards of Charlottes eyes. Did Mrs, Darling read anger in them? That something made her quail, there was no doubt, and she laid firm hold of both those slender wrists resting on her knee.

For your sake, Charlotte; it was for your sake. I feared you were growing to love him.

And if I were? retorted Charlotte.

There was a long pause. Mrs. Darling appeared to be weighing some question with herself: she looked anxious, troubled, undecided: but she still held the hands with a firm grasp.

Charlotte, I want you to trust me. There is a reason, why you should not become the wife of Mr. Carleton of Alnwick; but I cannot tell you what it is. I cannot so much as hint at its nature. I want you to trust me that this cause does exist; and to act upon it.

To act upon it?

By declining to become Mrs. Carleton St. John.

No, said Charlotte, very quietly. What is the cause?

My darling, I have said that I cannot tell you: and that is why I ask you to trust me as confidently as you did when a little child. The thought came over me just now, while Mr. Carleton was here, to speak openly to him. The next moment I felt faint and sick with dread at the bare thought. I may not tell Mr. Carleton; I will not tell you

I do wish you wouldnt call him by that name! Charlotte interrupted.

My dear, it is that I have fallen into the habit of it, murmured Mrs. Darling.

Its like a scene in a play, exclaimed Charlotte. I may not marry George St. John for some reason, and I may not know what the reason is! He is not going to turn out my brother, or cousin, I suppose? Rather romantic, that, for these matter-of-fact days!

Oh, Charlotte, be serious! Do not indulge in nonsense now. You know that you are Charlotte Norris, and that he is George St. John; and that you never were related yet. It is not that: I wish it were nothing else.

What is it?

I cannot tell you, Charlotte. I cannot; I cannot.

Have you heard anything against him, that you are concealing?

Mrs. Darling lifted her hand to her face, partially hiding it. She did not answer the question.

Charlotte, you knowhow I love you. Well, I would almost rather see you die, than married to George St. John. No mother ever schemed to get her daughter a husband, as I schemed three years ago to keep you from one, when my suspicions were aroused that you were in danger of loving George St. John.

The danger had ripened, said Charlotte, in low tones. I did love him.

My poor girl! -And his love, though I did not know it then, was given to Caroline Carleton

Dont say it! interrupted Charlotte: and for the second time during their interview Mrs. Darling quailed, the tone was so wild, so full of pain. I do not wish to be spoken to of his first wife, she added calmly, after a pause.

You will not, surely, be his second, Charlotte! Charlotte, my Charlotte! You will not break my heart!

You will break mine, if you forbid me to marry Mr. St. John, was the whispered answer. But indeed, mamma, I think we are talking nonsense, broke off Charlotte. I am no longer a child. I am nearly nine-and-twenty; and thats rather too old to be told I may not marry, when theres no real cause why I should not do so.

No real cause! What have I been saying, Charlotte?

I think there is none. I think what you are saying must be a chimera.

Mrs. Darling let fall the hands she held; she had only hoped against hope. Charlotte rose and bent over her mother to kiss her, whispering a few decisive words. Cruel words to her mothers heart.

It is of no use trying to separate us, mamma. You did enough mischief in separating us before  but until this hour, I knew not that you acted intentionally. But for that, I might have been his first wife, chosen before all.

Charlotte Norris was wrong, so far: Mr. St. Johns love had never before been given to her: it never would be given to her as it had been to Caroline Carleton. The first fresh green of the hearts spring had had its day, and was gone for ever.

A few more days; another attempt or two, futile as this one; a short, sharp battle with her secret wishes, and Mrs. Darling gave up opposition, and grew apparently reconciled to what she could not prevent. And in mid-winter, just after the new year came in, the newspapers had another piece of news to relate, concerning Mr. St. John.

On the 2nd of January, at the church of St. Mary, Alnwick, by the Reverend Dr. Graves, George Carleton St. John, Esquire, of Alnwick Hall, to Charlotte Augusta, only child of the late Herbert Norris, Esquire, of Norris Court.


CHAPTER IV.

A NEW MISTRESS AT ALNWICK.

THE mourning habiliments hitherto prevailing at Alnwick Hall were put aside during the wedding-tour of its master, and the servants appeared in gayer colours. Master Benjas grey merino frock was exchanged for a scarlet, and the black sash and sleeve-knots were replaced by white ones. Benja was a sturdy little fellow of fourteen months now, sufficiently forward in walking to get about the room and bring himself into all manner of mischief.

A second marriage, a new mistress suddenly brought to an established home, rarely gives pleasure to its inmates. This applies in an especial degree to its women-servants. Whatever the cause may be, or whence the feeling in the jealous human heart takes its rise, it is an indisputable fact, that the second marriage of a master is rarely liked, and the new bride is regarded with anything but love. The case was such at the Hall. Tritton, the housekeeper, had lived in the family of Miss Carleton before she was Mrs. St. John; had come with her to the Hall when she married; and it was only natural, perhaps chat she should look upon her successor somewhat in the light of a usurper. Honour shared the feeling. Ardently attached to her young charge, having been trusted with him, possessing almost full control over him, the prospect of a new mother for the boy and a mistress for herself could not be palatable. But both Tritton and Honour were conscientious, good women; and there is no doubt this feeling would have soon worn itself out, but for circumstances that occurred to increase it.

Mrs. Darling was not wise. Her intentions no doubt were good, but her judgment was not so. From the day following that of the ceremony, when Mr and Mrs. St. John were fairly away, Mrs. Darling haunted the Hall. Anxious for the comfort of Charlotte as she had never been for anything in her life, she fell into the mistake of interfering with Charlottes future home before she entered upon it. She went about the house, peering here, peeping there; she had changes wrought in the rooms, in the furniture; she found fault with the arrangements made by the servants, who had done their best, and superseded them at will. She changed the position of beds, she examined linen, she turned Benja and Honour from their day-nursery into another; she ordered this to be done, she countermanded that. This might have been tolerated in Mrs. Darling; indeed it must have been; but what the servants could not and would not tolerate, was a second edition of it in Prance. Prance generally accompanied her mistress to the Hall; one or two nights was left to sleep there; Mrs. Darlings worrying orders were often transmitted through Prance; and Prance, as unwise as her mistress, assumed a supercilious superiority (which indeed was partly her natural manner) excessively distasteful to Mr. St. Johns rather indulged but most respectable household.

It was a sad mistake. It was perhaps the first link in a heavy chain, whose fetters would have to be worn for ever. Mrs. Darling ought to have waited until her daughter came home, she could then have suggested these alterations privately to her if she deemed them so essential, and suffered Charlottes own authority to carry them out. How Mrs. Darling, a shrewd, sensible, easy woman in general, fell into the error, must remain a marvel. It caused the servants to look upon her as a meddling, underbred woman, who was interfering most unjustifiably in what did not concern her. She was really nothing of the sort; it all arose from her surpassing anxiety for Charlottes comfort.

This, I say, must have been borne from Mrs. Darling; but when that unfortunate Prance came in, all the resentment was turned upon her. Prance ordered after her mistress. Worse still, she did not order as from her mistress, but as from herself; and her cold, you-must-obey-me tones, exasperated the maids at the Hall almost to rebellion. Putting present ill-feeling apart, the result was unfortunate: for it created a prejudice against their new mistress, which Mrs. St. John would have to live down. Altogether, what with the advent of the new wife, the perpetual visitation of Mrs. Darling, and the hatred to Prance, Alnwick Hall was kept in a state of internal commotion.

In the midst of this, the day came round for the return of Mr. St. John and his bride. In the afternoon, Master Benja, in apple-pie order, the short scarlet frock and the white ribbons  for they were expected to arrive every hour  was toddling about the nursery, drawing a horse. Honour, in a new cap with white satin trimming, sat watching him, and talking to one of the housemaids, Edy, who had looked in for a gossip.

It may be as well that you should notice how these nurseries were situated. They were at the side of the house facing the east. Mr. St. Johns bedroom was at the end, looking on to the park, and forming as it were an angle on that side the house. You saw the room once; some one was dying in it. His room opened to two others, one on either side of it. The one looking to the front was his own dressing-room; the other looking to the side, had been called the dressing-room of the late Mrs. St. John; and all three rooms opened to the gallery. It was this last room that had been Benjas nursery, and out of which Mrs. Darling had turned him. The next room to this, which opened to no other room, was the new day-nursery. Honour and Benja are in it now. And beyond it, the last room on this side the house, was the one in which Honour and Benja slept. The next to this, the first one looking to the north at the back of the house, was Mrs. Trittons  but it is unnecessary to mention that. The passage in which the doors of these nurseries were situated was narrow, not like the wide front corridor or gallery. Immediately opposite the door of Benjas bed-chamber was the back staircase used by the servants. Honour, with her charge, was the only one who assumed the privilege of passing up and down the front stairs. It was as well to mention this: you will see why, later. Honour bitterly resented being turned from the nursery. It was unreasonable that she should do so (though perhaps not unnatural), as the room would be required for the new Mrs. St. John.

She was gossiping with the housemaid in the manner that servants like to gossip, when a voice in the next room startled them both. It was the voice of Prance; and the servants had not known she was in the house.

Theres that woman here again! exclaimed Edy, in a whisper.

Honour had her finger to her lip in an attitude of listening. She wondered to whom Prance was talking. Tones that could not be mistaken for any but Mrs. Darlings, answered her. In point of fact, Mrs. Darling had come over to receive her daughter, bringing Prance to carry a few last trifling belongings of Charlottes.

Of course! ejaculated Honour. I knew theyd be here.

Honour was good in the main; sincere, thoroughly trustworthy; but she was not exempt from the prejudice to which her class is especially prone. You cannot help these things. It was her custom, whenever she found Mrs. Darling and her maid appeared upstairs, to catch up Benja and dart down to the housekeepers room, with a vague feeling, arising from resentment, of carrying Benja out of their reach. She took him up now, horse and all, and was making her way to the back-stairs when Mrs. Darling suddenly looked out of a chamber and called to her.

There could be no pretending not to hear. She had been seen, and therefore was obliged to arrest her steps. It had not come to open rebellion against Mrs. Darling.

I want you, Honour. Step here a minute.

Carry the baby down, Edy, whispered Honour, giving her the child. Tell Mrs. Tritton that they are up here, if she does not know it, she added, as a parting fling.

When Edy reached the housekeepers room, she found it empty, except for the presence of a woman in black, who sat there with her things on, and who laid siege to the baby as if she had a right to him. It was the nurse, Mrs. Dade, who came occasionally to see the child, as she had opportunity. Edy, only a few months in the service, did not recognize her. Edy willingly resigned the charge, and made her way to the hall as fast as her feet could carry her: for a bustle in it warned her that their new mistress had arrived, and all her womans curiosity was aroused.

She was crossing the hall on Mr. St. Johns arm, a smile of greeting on her pale face as she glanced to the right and left. Mr. St. John laughed and talked, and mentioned two or three of the principal servants by name to his wife. Edy stood in a nook behind the rest, and peeped out; and just then Mrs. Darling, having become aware of the arrival, came down the stairs with loud words of welcome.

The bustle over, Mrs. Tritton went back to her own room, shutting the door upon Edy. Nurse Dade had the boy on her knee, talking to him; and Honour, a privileged visitor, came in. Honours tongue could be rather a sharp one on occasion; but the unexpected sight of the nurse arrested it for the moment.

I should not have come up to-day, had I known, Nurse Dade was -saying to the housekeeper. It must be a busy day with you.

Middling for that: not very. You heard of the marriage, I suppose?

I saw it in the newspapers. I had not heard of it till then. I have been away for six months, you see, and news came to me slowly. How well this little fellow gets on, Honour! You have done your part by him, thats certain.

Honour gave a sort of ungracious assent to the remark.

What do you think she wanted with me? asked she, turning to the housekeeper, alluding to Mrs. Darling. You know that pretty sketch that master drew of Benja in the straw hat, one day in the garden, and hung it up in his bedroom? Well, she called me in to say she thought it had better be taken down and put elsewhere. I told her I must decline to meddle with my masters things, and especially with that, though it was done only on the leaf of a copy-book; and I wouldnt touch it. She first looked at me and then at the sketch; but just then there was a bustle in the hall; she ran down and I came away.

And its left hanging?

Its left hanging. Ah!   and Honour drew a long breath Nurse Dade, we have changes here.

Theres changes everywhere, I think, responded the nurse. But I must say I was surprised when I read it in the papers. So soon! and to recollect what his grief was then! But law! its the way of the world.

Honour took Benja, carried him to the far end of the room, and began amusing him with his horse. They made a considerable amount of noise, almost drowning the voices of the two women by the fire.

Do you happen to know her? the housekeeper had asked, and the nurse knew by intuition that she spoke of the bride.

Ive known her ever since she was a baby. My mother was nursing at Norris Court, and I went there for a day and a night, and they let me hold the baby on my lap, to say I had had it. I was quite a young woman then; a growing girl, as one may say.

I dont know anything of her, hardly, said the housekeeper. Ive not chosen to ask questions of the servants, and I and Honour, as you are aware, are strangers in the neighbourhood. Her father was a colonel, was he not?

A colonel! No; it was Mrs. Norriss second husband that was a colonel  Colonel Darling. Miss Norriss father was Mr. Norris of Norris Court. Very grand, rich people they were: but as there was no boy, it nearly all went from the widow when Mr. Norris died. She married Colonel Darling when the first year was out.

She must have been very young, remarked the housekeeper. She does not look old now.

Very young. I remember the first time I saw her in her widows cap. I began wondering how I should look in a widows cap, for she did not look much older than I was. She was very pretty. People said what a pity it was Mr. Norris should have died so soon and left her.

What did Mr. Norris die of?

I cant tell you. I have never known. There was some mystery about it. My mother always said she did not know: and I dont think she did, she was so curious over it. He was ill about a week or ten days, but nobody was let go near him, except Mr. Pym and the valet, and a man-nurse they had. Some of the servants thought it was some infectious disorder: but nobody knew.

And he died?

He died. The little baby, Miss Charlotte, as she was named afterwards, was born whilst he lay ill. My mother said Mr. Pym took her in to show her to her father; which was very wrong if it was fever; and when Mr. Pym came out his face was white, as if he had gone through some painful scene.

The housekeeper, who was by no means one to deal in mysteries, stared at the nurse. She had hushed her voice to that tone we are apt to use when speaking of things that must not be openly discussed. She sat gazing at the fire, as if recalling the past, the black strings of her bonnet hanging down.

How do you mean, Mrs. Dade?

Mean?

You speak as if you were scared.

Do I? I suppose I caught the tone from mother: she used to speak so when she talked of it. It was her way, when there was any sort of mystery in her places. Whether she came to the bottom of it herself, or whether she didnt, she always used a tone in speaking of it that partly scared you and partly sent you rampant to know more.

But what mystery could there be in regard to Mr. Norris?

Thats just what I am unable to tell you. There was a mystery: everybody knew that; but I dont believe anybody fathomed it. Whether it lay in his illness, or in his death, or in neither, mother never knew. Sometimes she thought it was connected with his wife. They had been a loving couple until one night, when some dispute occurred between them, and there ensued an awful quarrel: one of those dreadful disturbances that terrify a household. Mrs. Norris, a gentle, loving, merry young girl, as she had seemed until then, dashed her hand through a cheval glass in her passion, and cut it terribly. It all took place in their own room. Mr. Pym was fetched; and altogether there was a fine hullabaloo.

Were you there?

I was not there; nor mother either. It was not for some days afterwards that she was sent for to Mrs. Norris: but the servants told her of it. Mr. Norris had been ill ever since; and three days later he was dead. The butler said  and he no doubt had it from the valet, for they were great friends  that it was that nights quarrel that killed his master.

How could the quarrel kill him? cried the wondering housekeeper.

Nurse Dade shook Her head. I dont know. All sorts of things were said  as things in such cases often are, and perhaps not a word of truth in any of em. At any rate, Mr. Norris died, and nobody knew for certain how he died or what was the matter with him, or what could have given rise to the dreadful quarrel that led to it. There were but two persons who could have told the truth  Mrs. Norris and Mr. Pym.

Mr. Pym must have been a young man then, observed the housekeeper, after a pause.

About thirty, I suppose. He must be sixty now.

Mr. Pyms not sixty!

He is hard upon it. Nobody would take him for it, though, he is so active. Mrs. Norris had to leave the Court when she got well, for the new people to come to it; she went straight to the house shes in now, which of right belongs to Miss Charlotte  I should say Mrs. St. John.

I hope shes amiable? observed the housekeeper.

She is when she likes, I believe. I dont know much of her myself. She has a temper, they say  but then she has been so much indulged.

She is very handsome. But shes not in the least like Mrs. Darling.

She is very much like her father. Mrs. Darlings fair, Mr. Norris was  :

A clear, sonorous voice, calling Benja, interrupted the words. Honour heard it, for it penetrated even above the shouts of the boy and the creaking of the steed. It was a call she was accustomed to. Often and often, in passing through the hall, going out or coming in, had Mr. St. John thus summoned his child.

Not the horse, said Honour to the boy, as she picked him up. Papas calling. Benja shall come back to the horse by-and-by.

Mr. St. John was in the hall, waiting. He took the child from Honour, kissed him lovingly many times, and then carried him into the drawing-room. Honour followed. She had not been told to go down, and there was an irrepressible curiosity in her mind to see Mrs. St. John.

She was seated alone, near the window, with a work-box before her and some embroidery in her hand, looking as much at home as though she had always lived there. Her raven hair was partially turned from her forehead, showing off the finely-cut but very thin features. Turning her head quickly at the opening of the door, she saw her husband enter.

I have brought you Benja, Charlotte. He must make acquaintance with his mamma.

She rose with a smile, her dark-blue silk dress gleaming brightly from its ample folds, met them midway in the room, and took Benja. The boy, rather astonished perhaps at the summary proceeding, stared at her from his wide-open great grey eyes.

You will love mamma, Benja? she said, kissing him tenderly; and she placed him on her knee and held up to him her shining gold chain, as she had done some two or three months before. Mamma means to love Benja.

But Benja was impervious to bribes to-day, and would have nothing to say to the gold chain. Suddenly, in the midst of his prolonged stare, he burst into tears, with a great deal of unnecessary noise.

I am strange to him, said Mrs. St. John. He will know me better in a day or two. See! what have I here for Benja!

She took up a sweet biscuit from a plate that happened to be on the table. What with the biscuit, and her persuasive words, her kisses, Benja suffered himself to be coaxed, hushed his sobs, and kissed his new mamma.

Friends from this minute, she said triumphantly, glancing up at her husband, who had stood by, smiling. I will try and be a good mother to him, George.

I shall like her better than I thought, decided Honour from the door, who could find no fault, even in her prejudice, with her new mistress. I shall like her much if she will only love the child.

And thus the future lady of Alnwick had entered on her home.


CHAPTER V.

ON ST. MARTINS EVE.

AT Alnwick Hall, on St. Martins Eve, the wife of George Carleton St. John, Esquire, of a son.

This was the next announcement in the local papers; some ten months, or a trifle more, having elapsed since the last one. And I hope you will have patience with these notices, and not find fault with their frequency: they are not yet over.

On St. Martins Eve! Was Mr. Carleton St. John a Roman Catholic, that he should chronicle the birth of his children by the saints days? No. And it was not by Mr. St. Johns wish that it had been so worded, but by Mrs. Darlings.

It was no doubt a somewhat singular coincidence that this second child should have been born on the same day as Benja, the 10th of November. Mrs. Darling, who was temporarily sojourning at Alnwick Hall, and was naturally a little inclined to be superstitious, regarded it as a most ominous event. What, she thought, if the advent of this child should be Succeeded by the dreadful tragedy that had so fatally characterized the last? And it would perhaps hardly be believed, but that some of you may have had opportunities of witnessing these foolish fancies, that she dreaded the announcement being made in the newspapers in the same words as the last.

I cannot bear it, she said to Mr. St. John, I could not look at it without a shudder. Put anything else you like, but dont put On the 10th of November!

Mr. St. John laughed outright; he could not help it. Charlotte is as well as she can be, he rejoined.

I know; but a change might take place at any moment. Pray do not laugh at me, Mr. St. John. Call it folly; superstition; what you will; only dont word this announcement as you worded the last.

But how am I to word it? he asked. If the child was born on the tenth, I cant put it the ninth or the eleventh. I wont send any notice at all, if you like; I dont care about it.

Not send any notice of Charlottes child! she echoed in displeasure. That would be a slight indeed.

As you please. But you see the little fellow has chosen to come on the tenth, and we cant send him back again to await a more convenient day.

Put On St. Martins Eve, said Mrs. Darling, after a pause of somewhat blank consideration.

St. Martins Eve!

Yes; why not? It is St. Martins Eve, you know.

Indeed I dont know, returned Mr. St. John, very much amused. Im not sure that I knew we had a St. Martin at all in the calendar.

That comes of your having lived so little out of England. The English pay no attention to the saints days. I have been abroad a good deal with my children, and know them all. St Martins is a great day in some parts of France. Please let it be so worded, Mr. St. John.

He took a pen and wrote it as she desired, laughing much. I should like to see Dr. Gravess eyes when he reads this, quoth he, as he put it into the envelope.

A rubbishing old Low Churchman! slightingly spoke Mrs. Darling. Hes nobody.

So the notice was sent off; and in due time returned to the house in the newspapers. Mrs. Darling carried one upstairs proudly to her daughter. See, Charlotte! How well it looks!

Mrs. St. John took the paper in her delicate hand and read it in silence; read it twice. How came George to put it in like that St. Martins Eve?

Because I requested it. You are quite well now, darling, as may be said: but I would not have the announcement made to the world in the same words as the last.

It never could have been so made, mamma.

Yes it could. Were not the two children born on the same day of the year?

Oh, that, coldly returned Mrs. St. John, as if the fact were not worth a thought. The other had an addition which this must lack. It ran in this way: the wife of George Carleton St. John, of a son and heir?

Mrs. Darling made no rejoinder. But she cast a keen, stealthy glance at Charlotte from time to time, as she busied herself with some trifle at a distance.

Things had gone on very smoothly at the Hall during the past few months. Mrs. St. John had been at least kind to Benja, sufficiently loving in manner; and Honour liked her new mistress tolerably well. The girls feeling towards her may best be described as a negative one; neither like nor dislike. She did not dislike her as she had formerly believed she should do; and she did not very much like her.

Perhaps if there had been a characteristic more prominent than another in the disposition of Charlotte Norris, it was jealousy. Mrs. Darling had been obliged to see this  and to see it exercised, too  during the course of her daughters past life; and one of her objections to the master of Alnwick Hall, as a husband for Charlotte, was the fact that he had been once married and his heir was already born. That Charlotte would be desperately jealous of the little Benja, should she bear a son of her own, jealous perhaps to hatred, Mrs. Darling felt sure of: she devoutly hoped there would be no children; and an uncomfortable feeling had been upon her from the hour she learnt of the anticipated arrival. So long as Charlotte was without a son, there could be no very formidable jealousy of Benja. But there might be afterwards.

Certainly, there existed a wide difference between the future of the two-year-old boy, sturdily stamping about the gravel-path underneath, the great St Bernards dog, Brave, harnessed with tape before him; and that of the young infant lying in the cradle by the fireside. Many a mother, far more gentle and self-forgetting than was Charlotte St. John, might have felt a pang in contemplating the contrast. Benja had a title in prospective; he would be rich amidst the rich. George (by that name the infant was already registered) might count his future income by a few hundreds. The greater portion of the Alnwick estate (not a very large one) was strictly entailed; and the large fortune brought to Mr. St. John by his first wife, was now Benjas. Mr. St. John would probably have wished to do as well by one child as by the other, but he could not help himself; he could not alter the existing state of things. The settlement he had been enabled to make on Miss Norris was very, very small; but he intended to redeem this by putting by yearly some of his large income for her and her children. Still the contrast was great, and Mrs. Darling knew that Charlotte was dwelling upon it with bitterness, when she laid that emphasis just now on the son and heir.

That Mrs. St. John would inordinately love this child of hers, there was no doubt about  far more so than might be well for herself or for him. Mrs. Darling saw it as she lay there  lay looking with eager, watchful eyes at the little face in the cradle; and Mrs. Darling decided within herself  it may have been from experience  that such love does not bring peace in its wake. I wish it had been a girl! thought Mrs. Darling.

Charlotte Norris had all her life been subject to taking likes and dislikes  occasionally violent ones; and she took a strong dislike to the nurse that was now in attendance upon her, barely suffering her in the room, and insisting on Prances seeing to the baby instead, for Prance was at the Hall with her mistress. The result was, that when, at the end of a fortnight, Mrs. Darling quitted the Hall, Prance was transferred to Mrs. St. Johns service, and remained as nurse to the infant.

Some months went on, and spring came round. Mr. Carleton St. John, who was in parliament, had to be in London; but his wife remained at Alnwick with her baby, who seemed delicate. Not to have brought to herself all the good in the world, would she have stirred without him. The frail little infant of a few days had become to her the greatest treasure earth ever gave; her love for him was of that wild, impassioned, all-absorbing nature, known, it is hoped, but to few, for it never visits a well-regulated heart.

And in proportion to her love for her own child, grew her jealousy of Benja  nay, not jealousy only, but dislike. Mrs. Darling had foreseen correctly: the jealousy and the dislike had come  the hatred would only too surely follow. Charlotte strove against this feeling. She knew how wrong it was, how disloyal to her husband, how cruel to Benja; and she fought against it well. She would take Benja on her knee and fondle him; and the child grew to love her, to run into her at all moments when he could triumphantly escape from Honour, and she would take him and pretend to hide him, and tell Honour to go into the woods and see if the little wild boy had flown thither. It is true that once or twice, upon some very slight provocation, she had fallen into a storm of passion that literally rendered Honour motionless with alarm, seizing the child somewhat after the manner of a tiger, and beating him furiously. Honour and Benja were alike frightened; even Prance looked on aghast.

Matters were not improved by the conduct of the two nurses. If dislike and dissatisfaction had reigned between them when Prance was only an occasional visitor at the house, how much more did it reign now! They did not break frequently into a quarrel, but a perpetual system of what the other servants called nagging was kept up between them. Fierce and fiery was the disposition with which each regarded the other; a war of resentment, of antipathy  call it what you will  smouldering ever in their hearts.

It did not want fuel. Honour naturally wished Benja to be regarded as first and foremost in right of his seniority and position as the heir. Prance held up the infant as the chief; and it need not be said that she was tacitly, if not openly, supported by Mrs. St. John. It was doubly unfortunate. The squabbles of the nurses need not have done harm, but their rivalry in regard to the children enhanced the feeling in their mistress. To do Mrs. Darling justice, she absolutely discouraged any difference being made, even in thought, between the children, if such came under her notice in her temporary visits at the Hall; and once, when she heard a sneer given by Prance to Honour and Benja, she had called the woman to her privately, and taken her sharply to task.



Well, the time went on to Easter. On the Thursday in Passion-week Mr. St. John was expected home; and his wife, who loved him much, anticipated his return in a sort of impassioned eagerness, not the less strong because it was controlled under her usual cold and calm demeanour. The pony-carriage went to the station in the afternoon to meet the train; and Alnwicks mistress took her place at an open window that overlooked the approach, long and long before the carriage could return.

It was a warm, brilliant day; one of those lovely days that sometimes come in spring, presenting so great a contrast with the past winter, and raising many a heart to Heaven. As she sat there, Benja darted in. The door was not firmly closed, and the child pushed it open triumphantly and flew to Mrs. St. John, black as any little tinker: hands, face, dress, a sight to be seen. She wore a charming gown of apple-green figured silk, and a coquettish little lace head-dress, fastened with large gold pins.

Benja, what have you been doing to yourself?

Benja laid his little black hands on her gown, and told her a tale not very easy to be understood  his grey eyes laughing, his pretty teeth glistening. Brave had run somewhere, and Benja had run after him, and the two  or perhaps only Benja  had fallen down by the cocks and hens, where it was dirty. And they had stayed down apparently, and rolled about together.

Then Benjas a naughty boy to get himself into such a state, she cried, having quickly interposed her handkerchief between the silk and the dirty hands. Wheres Honour?

Benja broke into a merry laugh. He had contrived to double upon Honour and evade her, while she was looking for him.

The child kept his place at her knee, and chattered on in his imperfect language. Mrs. St. John did not give herself further trouble to understand it; she fell into a reverie, her fingers unconsciously rambling amidst the childs fair curls.

Oh! so you are here, sir! exclaimed Honour, looking in. My goodness! Ive been all over the house after you.

Me wid mamma, chattered Benja.

And a fine pickle you are in, to be with your mamma, naughty child!

You should not let him get into this state, Honour.

Its not my fault, maam; he ran away from me after the dog,

Take him into the nursery, concluded Mrs. St. John, turning her eyes again to the window and the winding road.

Honour carried him away, talking lovingly to him  that he was a sad little boy to make himself so dirty, and dirty little boys never went to heaven, unless they got clean again. And Mrs. Carleton St. John sat on, dreamily watching.

The first thing that aroused her from it was the sound of voices outside. She looked out and saw Honour and Benja. Master Benja was now dressed in a handsome green velvet tunic, and looked as if he had just come out of a bandbox. Honour had her things on for walking.

Where are you going? inquired Mrs. St. John.

Me going to see papa, responded Benja, before Honour could speak, his eyes bright, and his cheeks glowing.

I am taking him to meet the carriage, maam.

But Mrs. St. John was beginning, and then suddenly stopped; and Honour was half scared at the blank look and the momentary flash of anger that succeeded each other on her face. Why should you take him there? she resumed. He will see his papa soon enough at home.

Why should I not take him, maam? rejoined Honour, quite respectfully, but in a bold spirit.

And Mrs. Carleton St. John could not say why; she had no plea for refusal at hand. Honour waited a minute, but no words came Its as well to walk that way as any other, maam, she said, taking Benjas hand. His papa might be disappointed, else. When he used to return home last year, and did not meet Master Benja in the avenue, hed cry out for him before he got well inside the doors.

Oh, very well, said Mrs. St. John. Keep in this upper part, within view.

They turned away slowly, Honour secretly rebelling at the mandate; and the mistress of Alnwick looked after them. She had been lost in a reverie, anticipating the moment of her husbands entrance, when, after her first welcome to him was over, she should summon her child and place it lovingly in his arms. It seemed that another child was to be first in those arms; and she had not bargained for it. One wild, unhealthy longing was ever haunting, half-unconsciously, the mind of Mrs. St. John  that her husband should love her child better than that other one.

She ran upstairs to Prance. She bade Prance hasten to attire the baby, and take him out to meet his papa. The child was asleep. Prance glanced at it as if she would have said so; but her mistresss tone was imperative, evidently admitting neither contradiction nor delay.

Oh, so youve come! was Honours salutation, not very graciously expressed, when she found herself joined by Prance. Whats the matter with him?

The question applied to the crying baby, fractious at being awakened out of its sleep. Prance, who rarely condescended to quarrel in words, went on with her quiet step and supercilious manner, her head in the air.

Ive as much right here as you, she said: and Master George as the other. Mind your own business, and dont talk to me.

Presently the carriage came in view, Mr. St. John driving. He pulled up when he found himself near the children, gave the reins to the groom, and leapt out. Little Benja danced about his papa in an ecstasy of joy, and Mr. St. John clasped him in his arms.

Two minutes at the least elapsed before he remembered Prance, who had stood perfectly still, she and her charge. He turned to the baby to caress it, but his voice and face were strange, and of course it set up a loud cry, the more loud that it had not recovered its temper. Mr. St. John left it and walked across the grass with Benja, his whole attention absorbed by his first-born. The boy was sometimes caught up in his arms for a fresh embrace, sometimes flitting along by his side on the grass, hand in hand, the steel buttons on the childs green velvet tunic flashing in the sun. He had taken off his cap, throwing it to Honour, and his pretty curls blew away from his brow with every movement, displaying that winning expression of feeling and intelligence of which his features had given promise in his infancy.

Mr. St John waved his hat to his wife at the open window. She had seen it all; the loving meeting with the one child, the neglect of the other. Passion, anger, jealousy, waged war within her. She could no more have controlled them than she could control the wind that was making free with her husbands hair. All she saw, all she felt, was that he had betrayed his ardent love for Benja, his indifference to her child. In that one moment she was as a mad woman.

What exactly occurred upon his entrance, George St. John could not afterwards remember; he was too much scared, too terrified, it may be said, to receive or retain any correct impression. A strange, wild look on his wifes face, telling, as it seemed to him, of madness; a wail of reproaches, such as had never been addressed to him from womans lips; Benja struck to the ground with a violent blow, and his cheek bleeding from it, passed before his eyes as in a troubled vision. It appeared to last but a moment; but a moment: the next, she had sunk on a sofa; pale, trembling, hysterical.

George St. John collected his scattered senses, and picked up the child. He wiped his poor little outraged face with a handkerchief, laid it on his bosom for an instant to soothe him to composure, and carried him into the hall to Honour. The girl cried out when she saw the cheek, and looked up at her master with inquiring eyes. But his were averted.

An accident, he quietly said. Wash it with a little warm water.

He returned to the room, closing the door on himself and his wife. He did not reproach her by so much as a word: he did not speak to her: he went to the window and stood there in silence, looking out, his back turned to her, and his forehead pressed against one of the panes.

She began to utter reproaches now, sobbing violently; fond reproaches, that all his affection was lavished upon Benja, leaving none for her child. He replied coldly, without turning round, that his affection was as lively for one child as for the other; he was not conscious of any difference, and hoped he never should be: but an infant of five months old who cried at his approach, could not yet be made the companion to him that Benja was.

Oh, George, forgive me! she sobbed, coming close to him, and laying her hand on him caressingly. I love  I love you; and I could not bear it. He is our child, you know; yours and mine; and it seemed as if he was nothing to you beside Benja. Wont you forgive me?

He could not resist the pleading words; he could not throw back the soft hand that was stealing itself into his. I forgive it; if you think forgiveness lies with me, Charlotte, he answered, turning round at last, but speaking sadly and quietly.

You have not kissed me, she whispered, the tears chasing each other down her cheeks.

He bent to kiss her at once: just in the same cold, quiet manner in which he had spoken; as if his mind were withdrawn from the present. She felt it bitterly; she blamed her quick feelings aloud; and when her tears were dried, she ran up to the nursery in a sudden impulse, seized Benja, and sat down with him upon Honours rocking-chair.

There she fondled him to her; she pushed his hair from his brow; she laid his hot cheek, clear again under the influence of the warm water, against her own.

Benja love mamma still? she murmured softly in his ear. Mamma did not mean to hurt him.

And the noble little fellow broke into a loving smile in her face, by way of answer, and kissed her many times with his rosy lips.

Be very gentle with his poor cheek, Honour, she said, as she put him down and left the room. It is only a little bruised, I see,

Then it was an accident, as master said, decided the wondering Honour. I declare if I did not think at the time she had done it herself!

Mr. Carleton St. John had not stirred from his place at the window. He stood there still, looking out, but seeing nothing. The entrance of his wife into the room did not arouse him.

I have been to make my peace with him, George, she said, almost as inaudibly as she had spoken above. Dear little Benja!  We are better friends than ever, and he has been giving me a hundred kisses of forgiveness. Oh, George, my husband, I am so sorry! Indeed, indeed, I will strive to subdue my fits of passion. I will not strike him again.

But George Carleton St. John stood as one who understands not. He did not hear: his thoughts were in the past. The injunction  nay, the prayer  of his dying wife was present to him; the very look on her sweet face as she spoke it; the faint tones of her loving voice, soon to be silent for ever.

When the months and the years go by, and you think of another wife, oh, choose one that will be a mother to my child. Be not allured by beauty, be not tempted by wealth, be not ensnared by specious deceit; but take one who will be to him the loving mother that I would have been.

Bitterly, bitterly, the prayer came back to him. How had he fulfilled it? He glanced round at the wife he had chosen, and could have groaned aloud in the anguish of his remorseful heart.


CHAPTER VI.

THE ALNWICK SUPERSTITION.

THE time went on at Alnwick Hall just as it goes on everywhere, and the two boys grew with it. It was autumn weather. Benja was a sturdy gentleman of nearly four, strong and independent; George, a delicate little fellow of nearly two, with fair curls and a bright rose-tint in his cheeks.

Mr. Carleton St. John spent more time in London than was absolutely demanded by his parliamentary duties, frequently remaining there when the House was not sitting; and during his sojournings at the Hall, it seemed that he never wanted an excuse for being away from home. Shooting, fishing, coursing, hunting, riding about the land with his steward, superintending improvements; presiding on the small magisterial bench of Alnwick; going over to the county-town for more important meetings; staying a day or two with bachelor neighbours  with one plea or another, the master of Alnwick Hall was nearly always out. What his wife thought of these frequent absences cannot be told. A dark cloud often sat upon her brow, but things went on smoothly between them, so far as the servants knew. It was whispered that George St. John had not found in Charlotte Norris the angel he had anticipated: how many men have secured angels in marrying for beauty?

It was autumn weather, I say  September; and Mr. St. John was at home. He had thought of taking a walking-tour in Belgium during the month of October; but an illness that attacked Mrs. St. John caused him to be summoned to Alnwick.

A serious if not dangerous illness, and brought on by some unseemly and violent fit of temper. Mr. St. John was growing accustomed to hearing of these violent fits of temper now. Four or five he had heard of during their married life, but the one described in the last chapter was all he had himself witnessed. Some temporary hurt to her child, through the carelessness of a servant, had this time caused it; and the immediate result to herself was disastrous. Mr. St. John -found Mrs. Darling at the Hall, and Mr. Pym was in frequent attendance; but she was already beginning to improve.

Mr. St. John sat on a bench on the grassy slope before the windows, idly revelling in the calm beauty of the September day. The trees were glowing with the warm tints of autumn; and the blue sky, flecked here and there with delicate white clouds, seemed to rise to a wondrous and beautiful height. The two children, attended by their nurses, were gambolling in the park with the favourite dog, Brave: their shouts and Braves deep bark reaching the ears of Mr. St. John.

He was plunged in thought, as he sat  rather lazy thought. The children before him, the sick wife upstairs, and the not very comfortable state of affairs altogether, furnishing its chief themes. It had carried him back to his second marriage. Caught by the beauty of Charlotte Norris, he had rushed into the union headlong, giving himself no time for proper deliberation; no time, in fact, to become well acquainted with her. Marry in haste, and repent at leisure, he murmured to himself; and just then he became aware of the proximity of Mrs, Darling. She was coming across the park, having walked to her own house that morning, and back again. She was a great walker, enjoying it thoroughly: and she came up with a merry smile on her bright and still pretty face, as she nodded to her son-in-law.

How idle you look, Mr. Carleton! she exclaimed, as he made room for her beside him. She generally called him by that name.

I have felt idle lately, I think. Did you find all well at home?

Quite well. Mary Anne has the mumps; but she is subject to them. I told her to lie in bed and rub hartshorn on her face. Is Charlotte up?

I dont know. I have been sitting here these two hours.

Mr. Pym said she might get up to-day for a short time, provided she lay on the sofa. How those little ones are enjoying themselves.

She pointed to the park. Mr. St. John was also looking at the children, to all appearance. His right elbow rested on the arm of the bench; his hand supported his chin, and his eyes gazed out straight before him. In reality he neither saw nor heard; he was buried just then in the inward life of thought.

What causes these illnesses of Charlotte? he suddenly asked, without altering his position. This is the second time.

If ever there was a startled look on a womans face, it was on Mrs. Darlings then. She is delicate, I think, was the answer given, after a pause.

I think not; not naturally so, dissented Mr. St. John, with emphasis. I hear of fits of temper, Mrs. Darling, so violent as to suggest the idea of madness for the time being, he resumed. That was the source of this illness, I understand. The result was only a natural consequence.

Who told you that? eagerly asked Mrs. Darling. Mr. Pym?

No; Mr. Pym has never spoken a word to me on the subject in his life. I mentioned it to him on the occasion of the other illness, ten months ago; but he would not understand me  turned it off in an unmistakably decisive manner. Mrs. Darling bit her lips. That she was in some great and annoying perplexity, none could doubt who saw her countenance; but she kept it turned from Mr. Carleton.

I have witnessed one of these scenes of violence myself, he resumed. I declare that I never was so alarmed in my life. I thought Charlotte had suddenly become mad.

Mrs. Darlings lips grew white. But the revelation  that he had witnessed this  did not come upon her by surprise: for Prance had told her of it at the time.

If I mention this to you now, Mrs. Darling, it is not done in the light of a complaint. I married your daughter, and I must abide he paused here, as if he would have altered or softened the phrase, but went on with it immediately by the bargain. She is my wife; the mistress of my house; and I have no wish that it should be otherwise: but my object in speaking to you is, to inquire whether you can suggest any means by which these violent attacks of temper can be prevented.

Still there was no answer. Mrs. Darling looked cold, white, frightened; and she turned her head further away than before.

You have had a lifes experience with her; you must know a great deal more of this failing than I, resumed Mr. St. John. Has she been subject to it all her life?

Yes, said Mrs. Darling, speaking at last. But not often. I speak the truth in all sincerity, when I say that until she married I cannot remember that she had been so put out more than three or four times. It is an unhappy failing; I acknowledge it to be so; but it is over in a minute, Mr. Carleton.

But think of what it is for the minute! She might  she might kill some one in one of them. I am sure she had no control whatever over herself the day I saw her.

Mrs. Darling looked distressed, and spoke in pleading tones of excuse. She is always so sorry for it afterwards, Mr. Carleton; she is repentant as a child. You are very sweet-tempered yourself, and perhaps cannot make allowance for those who are otherwise, she added, turning to him with a smile. If you only knew how many thousands of violent tempers there are in the world! Charlottes is only one amongst the number.

That is not the question, he hastily replied. I have said I am not complaining of the fact, and I am vexed at having to speak to you at all; I only wish to know whether they can be in any way prevented.

I dont know of any. It is very stupid of Charlotte; very. One might have thought her last illness would be a warning to her; and now this one again! She will never have another child to live, if this is to go on.

It is not only the injury she does herself; theres the fear of her doing injury to others. She might, I say, strike a fatal blow; she is mad in these

No, no; not that, interrupted Mrs. Darling. Pray do not say so, Mr. St. John. She is not mad.

I am sorry to pain you. I mean, of course, that while the paroxysm is upon her, she is no more capable of self-control than a woman absolutely mad would be. If there were any means, any line of conduct we could adopt, likely to act as a preventive, it should be tried. I thought it possible you might have learnt how to check it in the past years.

I never knew yet that there was any effectual remedy for violent temper. A clergyman will tell you it may be controlled by prayer; a surgeon, by the help of drugs; but I suppose neither is certain always to answer. I had a servant once, a very good and valuable servant too, who would fly into the most frightful passion once or twice a year, and break all the crockery.

Mrs. Darling spoke with a laugh, as if she would make light of the whole. It jarred on the feelings of Mr. St. John, and he knit his brow.

Then theres nothing at all that you know of to be suggested, Mrs. Darling?

I really do not. But I think they will wear out of themselves: as Charlotte grows older, she must grow wiser. I will take an opportunity of speaking to her. And she is so sweet-tempered in a general way, Mr. Carleton, though a little haughty, perhaps, that these few lapses may surely be pardoned.

Mr. St. John made no answering remark. He rose and stretched himself, and was moving away. Mrs. Darling detained him with a question.

How did you learn that this illness was so brought on? Did Honour tell you?

No! I was not aware that Honour knew of it.

Neither am I aware that she does. I mentioned Honour, because I should suppose her to be more of a confidential servant to you than are the rest, and might acquaint you with what takes place here in your absence.

Mr. St. John brought his clear truthful eyes to bear steadfastly on those looking at him. He was open, honourable, unsuspicious as the day; but he could not help wondering whether the words concealed any double meaning.

I have no confidential servant, Mrs. Darling. If I had, I should not allow him, or her, to repeat tales to me of the home of which my wife is mistress. When Honour speaks to me, it is of Benja; and all the world might hear, patience permitting, for I believe she takes him to be a cherub without wings. The one to tell me of it was Charlotte.

Charlotte!

The echo fell upon empty air. Mr. St. John had turned off in the direction of the children.

Is it this that has been worrying you in London? asked Mrs. Darling, following him.

Worrying me in London? Nothing has been worrying me in London.

Has it not? You were looking so ill when you got down here: thin, and worn, and changed. I said nothing, for fear of alarming Charlotte.

I have not felt well for some little time. But it is really my health that is in fault, Mrs. Darling; not worry.

You were worn out with the long session: those late hours do fag a man. This country air will restore you.

I hope so, he replied in a dreamy tone, and his eyes had a far-off dreamy look in them. It would not be well just yet for you little fellow to be the master of Alnwick.

Mrs. Darling thought nothing of the remark: perhaps George St. John thought as little. It was an indisputable fact that he was looking thin, ill, not so strong as he used to look: but many men, wearied with the late hours, the wear and tear of a London season, look so every autumn, and grow robust again by spring.

The fact was, he began to suspect that his health was failing. And when a man, neither a coddler nor a hypochondriac, suspects this, rely upon it, it is time he looked into the cause. Mr. St. John was careless of himself, as men mostly are; a year ago he would have laughed outright at the idea of going to a doctor. But the feeling of intense weariness, of almost utter want of strength, which had come upon him in London, coupled with a rapid wasting away, and all without any cause, had forced him to wonder what was the matter. He had made an engagement for a walking-tour, and then doubted whether his strength would be equal to it. That somewhat aroused him; not to alarm, more to a curiosity as to what could be wrong; and close upon that, came the summons to Alnwick.

For a day or two after his return, he felt refreshed, stronger, better in all ways. But the momentary renovation faded again, and by the time he had been a week at Alnwick he felt weaker than he had felt at all. The day previous to this conversation with Mrs. Darling, he spoke to Mr. Pym, telling that gentleman that he thought he wanted tonics.

Tonics! repeated Mr. Pym. Whats the matter with you?

Nothing that I know of. There it is. I havent an ailment in the world, and yet I feel so weak and get so thin. It seems a sort of wasting away.

A recollection, sharp as a needle, and causing a great deal more pain, darted into Mr. Pyms mind as he looked at him. Other of the St. Johns of Alnwick had wasted away without apparent cause; wasted to death.

Well soon set you right again, said he, a shade more quickness in his speech than usual. You shall have some tonics.

The tonics came; and Mr. St. John took them. He tried other means; cold bathing, driving out, living almost in the open air; but he did not grow stronger.

Didnt my father waste away like this? he suddenly said to Mr. Pym, one day.

Oh, pooh, no! quite angrily replied the surgeon. Your father had a peck of troubles upon him  and Im sure you cant remember anything about him, for you were only five years old when he died.

George St. John laughed. You need not fear frightening me, Pym. I think he did waste away; but thats no reason, you know, why I should do so.

He said nothing to his wife of this feeling of indisposition, or that he was consulting Mr. Pym. This was from no particular wish of suppressing it; more, that he really did not think it sufficiently important to speak about. But it came to her knowledge incidentally.

She grew strong again, and was sitting on the slopes one afternoon with her embroidery, quiet, gentle, smiling, as if not a cloud of anger had ever distorted her fair features, when she saw Mr. Pym approach and enter the house. It suddenly occurred to her that she had so seen him once or twice lately, and had wondered, in a passing way, what he wanted. Certainly his visits were not to her now.

What can it be that he comes for? she said aloud, pausing in her work, and gazing at the door through which Mr. Pym had disappeared.

If the question was not addressed to air, it must have been meant for Benja, that young gentleman being the only person within sight and hearing. He was sitting astride on the arm of the bench at Mrs. St. Johns elbow, absorbed in a new picture-book that Honour had bought him, and teasing Mrs. St. Johns patience out with his demands that she should admire its marvels.

Mr. Pym comes for papa, said quick Benja.

For papa! she repeated. Nonsense, Benja! Papas not ill. Hes looking very thin, but I am sure hes not ill.

Mr. Pym comes for him, and he sends him physic, persisted Benja. For I was in the room yesterday, mamma, and heard them talking.

Mrs. St. John thought this rather singular. Presently she saw Mr. Pym and her husband come out and go strolling down the avenue together. The latter soon turned back.

Benja, go and tell papa that I want him.

Mr. St. John caught up Benja when the boy met him, kissed him, fondly put him down again, and the two came on together; Benja leaping and holding his papas hand. Mrs. St. John was watching with compressed lips. Even still she could not bear to see the love of her husband for Benja. It was very foolish of her, very wrong, and she knew herself that it was so: but, strive against it as she would, as she did, the feeling kept its mastery over her.

George, what is the matter with you? she asked, as her husband sat down beside her, and Benja ran off with his pictures. Why does Mr. Pym come?

I think he comes partly because he likes the walk, was the answer, given with a smile. I asked him for some tonics during the time he was attending you, and he constituted me a patient directly. Its the way with doctors.

Dont you feel well?

I dont feel strong. Its nothing, I suppose. You need not look alarmed, Charlotte.

Mrs. St. John was looking more surprised than alarmed. She wondered her husband had concealed it, she said, half reproachfully.

My dear, there was no concealment in the case. I felt languid, and spoke to Pym: that was all. It was not worth mentioning.

You have no complaint, George?

None whatever, that I know of.

And are in no pain?

None.

Then it cant be anything serious, she said, reassured.

Of course it cant. Unless any one chooses to look at it ominously. I accuse Pym of doing so, and he retorts by wanting to know if I think him superstitious. Theres an old belief abroad, you must know, Charlotte, that the St. Johns of Alnwick never live to see their thirty-third birthday.

She looked up at him. He was speaking half jestingly, half seriously; with a smile, but not a gay one, on his lips.

But thats not true, George?

As true as most of such sayings are, invented by old women over their tea-cups. It need not alarm either of us, Charlotte.

But I mean, it is not true that such a belief is abroad?

Oh, thats true enough. Ask Pym. A great many of us have died just about that age; theres no denying it; and I presume that this has given rise to the popular fancy.

What have they died of?

Some of one thing, some of another. A large proportion of the whole have fallen in battle. My great-grandfather died early, leaving seven little sons. Three of them were taken in childhood; the other four lived to see thirty, but not one of them saw thirty-three. I imagine that the premature death of so large a number of sons must have chiefly given rise to the superstition. Any way, theres no denying the fact that the St. Johns of Alnwick have not been long-lived.

And the St. Johns of Castle Wafer?

It does not apply to them. Why, Isaac St. John is now all but fifty. It is owing to this mortality that Alnwick has been so often held by a minor. The Hall came to me when I was five years old.

But George  and she spoke hesitatingly and wistfully you dont think theres anything in it?

Of course I dont. Should I be telling you this gossip if I did?

She thought not, either. She glanced at his fresh complexion, so bright and clear; at the rose-red on his cheeks, speaking, apparently, of health; and her mind grew easy, and she laughed with him.

George! you are now thirty-three!

No. I shall be thirty-three next May, if I live until then.

If you live till then, she echoed. Does that imply a doubt of it in your own mind?

Not at all. I dare say I am in no more danger of dying than others  than Mr. Pym  than old Dr. Graves  than any man you like to think of. In one sense we are all in danger of it, danger continually; and, Charlotte, when any circumstance brings this fact to our minds  for we forget it too much  I think it should serve to make us very regardful of each other, more cautious to avoid inflicting pain on those we love.

His words and tone conveyed a pointed meaning. She raised her eyes inquiringly.

Subdue those fits of temper for my sake, Charlotte, he whispered, letting his hand fall on hers. You dont know how they pain me. I might recall to you their unseemliness, I might urge the sad example they give the children; but I would rather ask it by your love for me. A little effort of will; a little patient self-control, and you would subdue them.

I will, George, I will, she answered, with earnest, willing acquiescence. And there was a look that told of resolution in her strange and dreamy eyes, as they seemed to gaze before her into a far-off vision of the future.

And all in a moment a thought rose up within her  a conviction, if you will  that this fancy, belief, superstition  call it what you please  of the premature deaths of the masters of Alnwick, must have been the secret and still unexplained cause of her mothers opposition to the match.


CHAPTER VII.

A SHADOW OF THE FUTURE.

OCTOBER came in, and was passing. George St. John sat at his desk, reading over a letter he had just penned, preparatory to folding it. It may facilitate matters if we read it also.

MY DEAR MR. ST. JOHN, It behoves all sane men to make a will. Do you recognize the sentence? It was from your own lips I heard it spoken, years ago, when I was a little chap in tunics, and somehow it has never left my memory. Then, you will say, why have you, George St. John, lived to your present age and never made one? And in truth I can only plead carelessness as the excuse. I am about to remedy the omission. Not that there would be much trouble with my affairs were I to die without leaving a will, as Benja takes nearly all I possess; and theres my wifes marriage-settlement  you know how poor it is  to claim the remainder. On that score, therefore, the obligation is not a very onerous one; and perhaps that fact may have induced the carelessness I admit. But there is another phase of the question that has latterly forced itself on my attention  the necessity for providing proper guardians for my children in the event of my death.

Will you, Isaac St. John, good and true man that you are, be this guardian? I say, this guardian; for though another will be associated with you for forms sake, I shall wish you to be the acting one. The other of whom I have thought is General Carleton, my late wifes uncle; and the General, being a bilious old Indian, will not like to have any active trouble thrust upon him. I hope, however, the charge would not entail trouble upon you, any more than upon him; as my present wife will be constituted the childrens personal guardian. Let me have an answer from you at your convenience, but do not refuse my request.

Give my kind regards to Mrs. St. John. Is Fred with you? What about Lady Anne?



Believe me, 

Ever your sincere friend and cousin, 

GEORGE CARLETON ST. JOHN.



The letter was folded, sealed, and addressed to Isaac St. John, Esquire, of Castle Wafer. George St. John laid it aside with others for the post, and then turned to a mass of papers, which he began to sort and look into. Indeed, he seemed latterly to have taken quite a mania for arranging his affairs and putting them in order: and his steward said privately to a friend, that Mr. St. John was growing as methodical as he had formerly been careless.

Whilst he was thus engaged, his wife came in, Georgy in her arms, whom she was making believe to scold. The two-year-old boy, indulged, wilful, rather passionate, did just as he liked, and he had now chosen to pull his mammas hair down. He was a loving, charming little fellow; and whatever there was of wilfulness in his conduct, was the fault of his mothers great indulgence.

Look at this dreadful little boy, papa! she exclaimed, standing before her husband, her luxuriant hair, dark and shining as a gipsys, flowing on to her light muslin dress. See what he has done to poor mamma. Dont you think we must sell him to the old cobbler at Alnwick?

Mr. St. John looked up from his crowded desk, speaking half crossly. The interruption annoyed him.

How can you let him pull you about so, Charlotte? George, you want a whipping.

She sat down, clasping the boy to her heart in an access of love. Whipping for Georgy! she fondly murmured in the childs ear. No, no: Georgy pull mammas hair down if he likes. But Honour could have told a tale to prove that she was not always so tolerant. Benja had once pulled her hair down in play  it was just after she came to the Hall  and she had left the marks of her fingers on his face for it. It is true she seemed sorry afterwards, and soothed him when he cried: but she did it.  .

Letting George sit on her knee, she did up her hair as well as she could. George laughed and chattered, and tried to pull it down again; altogether there was a great noise. Mr. St. John spoke.

I wish youd take him away, Charlotte: I am very busy.

Busy! But I came to talk to you, George, she answered.

What about?

Something that I want to do  something that I have been thinking of. Here, Georgy, amuse yourself with these, and be quiet, she said, taking up a small plate containing a bunch of grapes, which happened to be on the table, and giving it to the restless, romping child. Eat them whilst I talk to papa.

Wont another time do, Charlotte?

I shall not keep you a minute. Next week November will come in. And the 10th will be  do you remember what the 10th will be?

Benjas birthday, said Mr. St. John, speaking without thought, his attention wholly given to the papers before him.

You should have seen the change in her face  it wore an evil look just then.

And Georges also!

The tone jarred on Mr. St. Johns ear, and he raised his eyes quickly.

Georges also, of course. What of it, Charlotte?

The angry emotion had raised a storm within her, and her breath was laboured. But she strove for self-control, and pressed her hand to her heart to still it.

You can think of Benja, you cannot think of Georgy! It is ever so.

Nay, you are mistaken, said Mr. St. John, warmly. I think as much of one as I do of the other: I love one as much as I do the other. If I answered you shortly, it is because I am busy.

Mrs. St. John was silent for a few moments, apparently playing with the childs pretty curls. When she spoke, all temper appeared to have been subdued, and she was cordial again.

I want to keep their birthday, George.

With all my heart.

But to keep it grandly, I mean: something that will be remembered. We will have an outdoor fête

An outdoor fête! was the surprised and involuntary interruption.

Yes; why not? Similar to the one you gave three years ago. Ah, George! dont you remember it, and what you asked me then? We have never had one since.

But that was in September; this will be November  too late for that sort of thing.

Not too late if this fine weather lasts. It is lovely yet.

The chances are that it will not last.

It may. At any rate, George, if it does not, we must entertain the crowd indoors instead of out. But I have set my heart on keeping this day.

Very well: I have not the least objection.

And now, George, shall we invite

If you will kindly leave me alone for half-an-hour, Charlotte, I shall have done what I am about, and will talk it over with you as much as you please, he interrupted. I expect the steward in every minute, and am not ready for him.

Well go then, Georgy, and leave papa alone. Make haste.

The make haste applied to eating the grapes, which Master Georgy was already accomplishing with tolerable speed. Mrs. St. John, her arm round him, held the plate on his little knees; the other hand was still wandering amidst his hair. A charming picture! The childs generally bright complexion looked very bright to-day; the fair skin white as snow, the cheeks a lovely rose colour. It might have been taken for paint; and the thought seemed to strike Mrs. St. John.

If he could only sell that, she said to her husband, as she pointed to the bloom; how many women there are who would give a fortune for it!

I would rather see him like Benja, though, was the prompt and prosaic answer. That rose-red has been found a fatal sign before now in the St. Johns of Alnwick.

You have it yourself, said Mrs. St. John.

Something like it, I believe.

Then, how can you say it is fatal? You;  you  dont mean anything, surely, George?

George St. John laughed out merrily; a reassuring laugh. Not as to him, at least, Charlotte. He is a healthy little fellow  as I hope and believe.

Georgy made an end of the grapes, and, by way of finale, tossed the plate up. Mrs. St. John caught it, so there was no damage done. Putting him down, he ran up to his papa, eager to see whether there was anything else on the table, either to eat or to play with. His mamma took his hand, and was rewarded with a cry and a stamp.

You have been writing to Isaac St. John? she exclaimed, her eyes falling on the letter that lay there. Do you correspond with him?

Not often.

Why have you been writing to him now?

Only to ask him a question.

Oh! she concluded, taking Georgy up by force, who resisted with all his might. I thought you might have been writing to invite him here, and he would be such a trouble.

He wouldnt come, if I did.

Is he so very unsightly, George?

No: not unsightly at all.

And the other one  Frederick? Is he so very beautiful?

George St. John burst into another laugh, Beautiful! What a term to apply to a man! But I suppose he is what you women would call so. He is good-looking: better-looking, I think, than any one I ever saw. There, thats enough, Charlotte. Put off anything else you have to ask me until by-and-by.

This fête, as projected by Alnwicks mistress, was carried out. It need not have been mentioned at all, but for a misfortune that befel Benja while it was being held. The weather, though growing gradually colder, still retained its fineness; and when the day rose, the 10th of November, it proved to be bright and pleasant.

Crowds flocked to Alnwick. As it had been on the 10th of November, during Mr. St. Johns widowhood, the fête or fêtes, so it was now  a gathering to be remembered in the county. The invitations had gone out far and wide; visitors were staying in the house, as many as it would hold; day-guests came from all parts, near and distant. It was one of those marked days that never fade from the memory.

But the guests, as it drew towards the close of the afternoon, might have searched for their host in vain, had they happened to want him. Mr. St. John was then in his own sitting-room (the one where you last saw him), leaning back in an easy-chair, and looking tired to death. A little thing fatigued him now: for there could be no mistake that the weakness he complained of was growing upon him. He lay back in the chair in that perfectly still attitude indicative of great weariness; listlessly conscious of the noise outside, the music, the laughter, the gay and joyous sounds; and amidst them might be caught distinctly the shouts and cries of the two boys, Benja and George, who were busiest of the busy that festal day.

Presently George St. John stretched out his hand, and took a letter from his desk  the answer from Isaac St. John. It had arrived only that morning, and Mr. St. John, engaged with his guests at breakfast, had only glanced at its contents. He opened it now again.



Castle Wafer, November 9th.



MY DEAR GEORGE, 

You will think I have taken a great deal of time in replying to you, but I wished to give the question mature consideration, and could only snatch brief moments between my sufferings, which are just now very great.

I accept the charge. Partly because you were always a favourite of mine (as I believe you know), and I dont like to refuse you; partly because I assume that I shall never (speaking in accordance with probability and human foresight) be called upon to exercise my office: for I hope and trust you have no reason to expect this. I had fully made up my mind never to accept another guardianship: not that I had reason to suppose one was likely to be offered me: the bringing up Frederick has been a great responsibility for one situated as I am.

However, as you say in this case there would be no personal guardianship required, I dare say I could manage the money matters, and therefore consent to accept it. Hoping at the same time, and assuming, that I shall never be called upon to fulfil it.

Why dont you come and see me? I am very lonely: Frederick is only here by fits and starts, once in a summers day, and gone again; and Mrs. St. John writes me word that she is prevented coming down this autumn. You can go about at will, and why not come? So much can scarcely be said of me. I should like to make the acquaintance of your wife and of my future charges, who, I hope, never will be my charges. You ask about Anne: nothing is decided; and Frederick holds back mysteriously.



Ever truly yours, dear George, 

ISAAC ST. JOHN.



George St. John folded the letter again, and sat with it on his knee. He was beginning to think  with that unmistakable conviction that amounts to a prevision  that his cousin would be called upon to accept the charge. Perhaps at no very distant period. Pym was getting cross and snappish: a sure and certain sign to one who knew him as well as George St. John did, that he thought him ill: had he been improving, the surgeon would have been gay as a lark. But it needed not Pym or any one else to confirm the fact of his increasing illness: the signs were within himself.

He was glad that Mr. St. John had accepted the charge: though he had felt almost sure that he would do so, for Isaac St. John lived only to do good to others. A man, as personal joint guardian to his children, could not be proposed; if they were left, as it was only right they should be left, under the guardianship of his wife. There had been moments in this last month or two when, remembering those violent fits of passion, a doubt of her perfect fitness for the office would intrude itself upon him; but he felt that he could not ignore her claims; there was not sufficient pretext for separating the mother from the child.

As he sat, revolving these and many thoughts in his mind, he became conscious that the sounds outside had changed their character. The gay laughter was turning into a murmur of alarm, the joyous voices to hushed cries. He held his breath to listen, and in that moment a wild burst of terror rent the air. With one bound, as it almost seemed, Mr. St. John was out and amongst them.

The crowd was gathering round the lake, and his heart flew to his children. But he caught sight of his wife standing against a tree, holding George to her side against the folds of her beautiful dress. That she was agitated with some great emotion, there could be no doubt: her breath was laboured, her face white as death.

What is the matter? What has happened? cried Mr. St. John, halting for a moment his fleet footsteps.

They say  that  Benjas  drowned, she answered, hesitating between every word.

He did not wait to hear the conclusion: he bounded on to the brink of the lake, throwing off his coat as he ran, ready to plunge in after his beloved child. But one had been before him: and the first object Mr. Carleton saw as the crowd parted for him, was the dog Brave, swimming to shore with Benja.

Good dog! Brave! Brave! Come on, then, Brave! Good old dog! Save your playfellow! Save the heir of Alnwick!

All safe. Only on the bank did the good dog loose the clothes from between his firm teeth, and release Benja. Mr. St. John, more emotion on his face than had been seen there since the death of that childs mother, caught the boy with one hand and caressed Brave with the other.

His wife had not stirred. She stood there, calm, still, as one stunned. Was she frightened? those who had leisure to glance at her asked it. Had her love for her step-son, her dread at losing him, transformed her into a statue?

It was not that she was so much frightened; it was not that she loved Benja. Perhaps she was as yet unconscious of what feelings the moment had served to arouse; partially unconscious that the thought which had blanched her face with emotion and wildly stirred the pulses of her beating heart, was one fraught with danger: if Benja were drowned, her child would be the heir.

Voices were calling out that the boy was dead, and Mrs. St. John lifted her face, a sort of haggard, yearning look upon it. But Mr. Carleton, the boy pressed in his warm arms, knew that he was only insensible. He was hastening to the house, Honour, half frightened to death, at his side, and eager sympathizers following in his wake, when he bethought him of his wife.

Honour, just run and tell your mistress that hell be all right soon. Shes there; under the elm-trees.

Is he dead? she asked ere Honour could speak, as the girl went up.

Oh no, madam, hes not dead, thank Heaven! My master has sent me to tell you that he is all right.

Mrs. St. John did not appear to understand. It seemed to Honour  and the girl was a quick observer  as if her mistress had been so fully persuaded he was dead that her senses were at first sealed to the contrary impression, and could not admit it.

Not dead? she repeated, mechanically.

He is not dead, said Honour. He is in no danger of dying now.

For one single moment  for one moment only  a wild sort of glare, of angry disappointment, shot from the eyes of Mrs. St. John. Honour drew back scared, shocked: it had betrayed to the attendant more than she ought to know.

But do not set down Charlotte St. John as a wicked woman. She was not wicked yet. The feeling  whatever its precise nature  had arisen unbidden: she could not help it; and when she became conscious of it, she shuddered at it just as much as Honour could have done. But she did not detect its danger.

The party dispersed. And Mrs. St. John, in a soft muslin wrapper, was watching by the cradle of Benja, who was in a sweet sleep now. She had kissed him and cried over him when they first met; and George St. Johns heart throbbed with pleasure at these tokens of her affection for the child. Benja had slipped into the lake himself, and for two or three minutes was not observed; otherwise there had been no danger.

The danger, however, was over now, and Mr. Pym had gone home, loudly promising Benja a hatful of physic as a punishment for his carelessness. Mrs. St. John and the household went to rest at midnight, leaving Honour sitting up with the boy. There was not the least necessity for her sitting up, but she would not hear of his not being watched till morning. The child, in fact, was her idol.

Presently Mr. St. John came in, and Honour started and rose. She had been half asleep in her chair, and she had thought her master had gone to bed.

He lay with his little face, unusually flushed, on the pillow, his silken hair rather wild, and one arm outside the clothes; a charming picture, as most children are when asleep. Mr. St.. John bent over the boy on the other side the crib, apparently listening to his breathing; but Honour thought her master was praying, for his eyes were closed, and she saw his lips moving.

We should not have liked to lose him, Honour, he observed with a smile, when he looked up.

To lose him! Oh, sir! I would rather have died myself.

It might have been a care less for me to leave, though! he resumed in an abstracted tone. His mother gone, and I gone: the world may be a cold one for Benja.

But you are not  you are not fearing for yourself, sir! exclaimed Honour, quite forgetting, in the shock the words gave her, that it was no business of hers to answer the thoughts of her master.

I dont know, Honour. I have fancied of late that I may not be here very long.

Heaven grant you may be mistaken, sir! was the impulsive aspiration of the girl: for this childs sake!

Her master looked at her, struck by the tone of terror, as much as by the words. Why for his sake? Should anything happen to me, Honour, you must all take the greater care of him. Your mistress; you; all of you.

An impulse came over Honour to speak out somewhat of her thoughts; one of those strange impulses that bear the will with them as a torrent not to be controlled.

Sir, for the love of mercy  and may God forgive me for saying it, and may you forgive me!  if you fear that you will be taken from us, dont leave this child in the power of Mrs. St. John!

Honour!

I know; I know, sir; I am forgetting myself; I am saying what I have no right to say; but the child is dearer to me than any living thing, and I hope youll overlook my presumption for his sake. Leave him in the power of anybody else in the world, but dont leave him to Mrs. St. John.

Mrs. St. John is fond of him.

No, sir, she is the contrary. She tries to like him, but she cant And if you were gone, thered no longer be a motive  as I believe  for her seeming to do so. I think  I think  and Honour lowered her voice beseechingly that she might become cruel to him in time.

Bold words. George St. John did not check them, as perhaps he ought to have done; rather, he seemed to take them to him and ponder over their meaning.

To any one else in the world, sir! she resumed, the tears forcing themselves down her cheeks in her earnestness. To any of your own family  to Mrs. Darling  to whom you will; but do not, do not leave him in the power of his stepmother!

What instinct caused Honour Tritton thus to speak? And what made Mr. St. John quit the room without a word of reproof, as if he silently bowed to it?


CHAPTER VIII.

WASTING AWAY.

BUT though Honours words certainly aroused Mr. St. John to a sense of precaution, they did not cause him to act upon it. A doubt lay almost in his mind as to whether his wife did, or could, like Benja: it was based upon her unmistakably jealous disposition, and on the blow she had once given Benja when she was as a mad woman: but with her daily conduct before him, her love displayed as much for Benja as for her own child, he could only believe that the boy was safe in her care. Certainly the words of Honour recalled those unpleasant doubts forcibly before him; but he suffered the impression to wear away again. We all know how time, even if you count it only by days or hours, softens the aspect of things; and before November was out, the master of Alnwick had made his will, leaving both the children under the personal guardianship of his wife.

And the winter went on, and George St. John grew weaker and weaker. Not very perceptibly so to the eyes about him; the decline was too gentle for that. In February, instead of going up to London when Parliament met, he resigned his seat, and then people grew sensible of the change in him, and wondered what was wrong with Mr. Carleton St. John. Mr. Pym came up constantly, and was more and more testy at every visit. He sent drugs; he brought other doctors with him; he met a great physician from the metropolis; but the more he did, the worse seemed to be the effect upon his patient.

Youd better give me up for a bad job, Pym, and leave off worrying yourself, Mr. St. John said to him one day as they were strolling down the park together  for Mr. St. John liked to go out with the doctor when he had paid his visits. I do you no credit.

Its because you wont do it, gruffly retorted the surgeon. I order you to a warm climate, and you wont go.

No; I wont. I am best here. Send me away to those hot places, and I should only die the sooner. Pym, dear old fellow  and Mr. St. John put his hand into the surgeons you are feeling this for me more than I feel it for myself. I have settled my business affairs; I have settled  I humbly hope  other affairs of greater moment; and I can wait my summons tranquilly.

Have you made your will? asked Mr. Pym, after a pause, which seemed to be chiefly occupied in clearing his throat.

No end of weeks ago. The chief thing I had to settle was the guardianship of the children. Of Benja, I may say. George would have naturally fallen to his mother without a will.

And you have left him  Benja  ?

To my wife, just as I have the other. Mr. St John, of Castle Wafer, and General Carleton, are the trustees. I thought of my wifes half-brother, Captain Darling, as one of them; but his regiment will probably be ordered abroad, and he may be away for years.

They walked on a few steps further in silence, to the spot that Mr. St. John called his turning-place, for it was there he generally quitted the surgeon. As they were shaking hands, Mr. Pym retained his patients fingers in his, and spoke.

Will you forgive an old man for his advice? He is double your age, and has had twenty times the experience. For acquiring good practical lessons of life, commend me to a doctor.

Ill take it, said Mr. St. John, in anything except quitting Alnwick.

Dont leave Benja under your wifes charge.

Why not? came the question, after a pause of surprise.

I have my reasons. For one thing, she is not very strong, and the charge of the two children, with you gone, might be found a heavy task.

I think thats nonsense, Pym, quietly replied Mr. St. John. She has plenty of servants, and at a proper age Benja will go to school. George also. You must have some other reason.

True. But I am not sure that you would like me to mention it.

Mention what you will, Pym. Say anything.

Has it occurred to you that it is within the range of possibility your wife may marry again?

My widow may. Yes.

Then, should this prove the case, and she formed new ties about her, Benja might find himself neglected. George is her own child, secure in her love, whatever betide; Benja is different. Have you provided in any way for the contingency I have mentioned?

No. I have left my wife personal and resident guardian at Alnwick until Benja shall be twenty-one. At that period she must leave it, or only remain there as Benjas guest. It is right, I believe, that it should be so. And I have a precedent in my fathers will.

But his widow was your own mother.

Mr. St. John made no immediate reply. The distinction had probably not occurred to him.

Take my advice, George St. John, said the surgeon impressively; do not leave Benja under the charge of your wife. I would rather not discuss with you the why and the wherefore; but rely upon it some other plan will be better both for the boy and for Mrs. St. John.

He went away as he spoke, and George St. John turned slowly back to the Hall. The conversation recalled to his mind with vivid force the almost-forgotten words of Honour; and an uncomfortable feeling of indecision crept into it.

Still he did not see any feasible way of altering the arrangements he had made. When he died, Alnwick Hall would be Benjas, and must be the boys chief home during his minority; he could not turn his wife out of it, and he could not place any one else in it as Benjas personal guardian. He had no means of providing a suitable residence for his widow if she left the Hall: in fact, it was only as the heirs guardian that he could at all adequately provide for her. Neither, it must be confessed, did Mr. St. John himself see any great necessity for separating them: but he was a man amenable to counsel, open to advice, and the opinion of two friends (surely both may be called so!) so attached to him as Mr. Pym and Honour, bore weight with him. It had not been George St. John had he ignored it.

May God help me to do right! he murmured, as he entered the house.

He dwelt much upon it during the remainder of the day; he lay awake part of the night: and only when he came to a decision did he get to sleep. Early the next morning he rang for his servant; and at eight oclock the pony-carriage conveyed him to the railway station at Alnwick to take the train. As the market people looked at him, passing them betimes in the fresh February morning, at the bright colour in his face, the wavy brown hair stirred by the gentle breeze, they said to themselves, how well Mr. Carleton St. John was looking, though thin.

He was going over to Castle Wafer. An hour and a-quarters journey brought him to a certain town; there he waited twenty minutes, and took another train. Rather more than another hour and a-quarter of very quick travelling, for this last was an express, conveyed him to Lexington, and thence he took a fly to Castle Wafer.

It was one of the most charming houses ever seen, nestling in lovely grounds, amidst rising trees of many species. A modern house, built by its present owner, Isaac St. John, who possessed a rare taste for the beautiful, and had made it exquisite. That house was his hobby in life; his care was his half-brother, Frederick St. John. The estate of Castle Wafer was the entailed inheritance of these St. Johns; and Frederick was heir presumptive: the positive heir, said the world; for it was beyond the range of probability that its present owner would ever marry.

They were second-cousins to the St. Johns of Alnwick, and were next in succession. Of great wealth themselves, far more so than was George St. John, and of more note in the world, they were yet below him in succession to what might be called the original family property. That was not Alnwick. An old baronet of eighty-one, Sir Thomas St. John, held it; he was childless, and therefore it would come at his death to George St. John, and to George St. Johns sons after him. Had he, George St. John, also been childless, the whole, including the title, including Alnwick, would lapse to Isaac St. John.

George St. John had nearly a two-mile drive. He noted the familiar points on the road and in the fine landscape, as they stood out in the clear but not very bright February day. The sprinkling of cottages near Castle Wafer; the solitary public-house, called the Barley Mow, with its Swinging sign-board; and the old-fashioned red-brick house, Lexington Rectory, which the wiseacres of other days had built nearly two miles from its church and Lexington proper. It stood close to the grounds of Castle Wafer; was the only house of any social standing very near to it; and as George St. John glanced at its windows as he passed, he remembered that its present possessor had received his title to orders from a church in the neighbourhood of Alnwick, of which his father was patron; but he had been a very, very little boy at the time. The house looked empty now; its windows were nearly all closed: and he supposed its incumbent, Dr. Beauclerc, Rector of Lexington and Dean of Westerbury, was away at his deanery.

Mr. St. John is at home? he asked, as the woman came out to throw back the lodge gates.

Oh yes, sir. And indeed George St. John had little need to ask, for Mr. St. John rarely, very rarely, was away from Castle Wafer.

A few minutes turning and winding, and then the front of the house burst upon George St. Johns view, and he was close upon it. The sun broke out at the moment, and he thought he had never before seen any place so beautiful; he always did think so, whenever he thus came upon Castle Wafer. The glistening white front, long rather than high, with its elaboration of ornament; the green terraces, covered with their parterres of flowers, already in bloom, and stretching beyond to the less open grounds; the low French windows, open to the breeze  never did any dwelling impart so cheerful, so attractive a look as did Castle Wafer. To a stranger, having no idea of the sort of house he was going to see, perhaps surprise would be the first feeling; for the place was as unlike a castle as any place could be. Isaac St. John said laughingly sometimes that he ought to change its appellation. There might have been a castle on the lands in the old feudal ages, but no trace remained of it: and the house, which had been pulled down to give place to this fairy edifice, had looked like a companion to the Rectory  red, gaunt, and gloomy.

As the hall-door was thrown open, and the bright colours fell on its mosaic pavement from the stained-glass windows, gladdening the eye of George St. John, a tall, portly man, rather solemn and very respectable, not to say gentlemanly, was crossing it, and turned his head to see who the visitor might be. Mr. St. John at once stepped past the footman and greeted him. It was Mr. Brumm, Castle Wafers chief and most respected servant; the many years personal attendant, and in some respects a confidential one, of its master. George St. John held out his hand, as affable men will do by these valued servants, after years of absence.

How are you, Brumm? I see I have taken you by surprise.

You have indeed, sir, said Mr. Brumm, in the slow manner natural to him. Not more so, I am sure, sir, than you will take my master. It was only this morning that he was mentioning your name.

How is he now?

Better, sir, than he has been. But he has suffered much of late.

Mr. Brumm was leading the way into an inner hall, one light and beautiful as the first, with the same soft colours thrown from its several windows. Opening a door here, he looked in and spoke.

A visitor, sir  Mr. Carleton St. John.

By a bright fire in this light and charming room  and if you object to the reiteration of the term, I can only plead in excuse that everything was light and charming at Castle Wafer  with its few fine paintings, its glittering mirrors, its luxuriant chairs and sofas, its scattered books, and its fine harmonium, sat a deformed gentleman. Not any hideous phase of deformity that repels the eye, but simply with a hump upon his back: a small hump, the result of an accident in infancy. He had a pale, wan face, with the sharp chin usually accompanying these cases; a face that insensibly attracted you by its look of suffering, and the thoughtful earnestness of its bright, clear, well-opened hazel eyes. Of nearly middle height, that hump was the only unsightly point about him; but he was a man of suffering; and he lived chiefly alone, he and his pain. His hair was dark, silken, rather scanty; but not a thread of silver could be seen in it, though he was close on his fiftieth year.

Laying down the book he was reading, Isaac St. John rose at the mention of the name; and stepped forward in the quiet, undemonstrative way characteristic of him, a glad smile lighting up his face.

George! how pleased I am to see you! So you have thought of me at last?

I was half ashamed to come, Mr. St. John, remembering that it is five years since I came before. But I have met Mrs. St. John repeatedly in London, and sometimes Frederick; so that I have, as it were, seen you at second-hand. I have not been well, too.

Suitable, perhaps, to the difference in their ages, it might be observed that while the elder man called the younger George, he himself was addressed as Mr. St. John. But Mr. St. John had been almost grown up when George was a baby, and could remember having nursed him.

You do not look well, George, he said, scanning the almost transparent face before him. And  are you taller? You look so.

Thats because Im thinner. See!  opening his coat Im nothing but a skeleton.

What is wrong?

I cant tell you. I grow thinner and thinner and weaker and weaker, and thats about all I know. I may pick up as spring comes on, and get right again; but  it may be the other way..

Isaac St. John did not answer. An unpleasant reminiscence of how this young mans father had wasted away eight-and-twenty years ago kept him silent.

What will you take, George? Have you come to stay with me?

I have come to stay with you two hours: I must be home again by nightfall if I can. And I wont take anything until my business with you is over; for I confess it is my own selfish affairs that have brought me here. Let me speak to you first.

As you will. I am ready.

Ever ready, ever willing to help us all! returned George St. John, warm gratitude in his tone. It is about the guardianship that I wish to speak. I thank you for accepting it.

Isaac smiled. I did not see that I could do otherwise for you.

Say for my children. Well, listen to me. I have left my wife personal guardian to my children. She will reside at the Hall until Benja is of age, and they with her, subject of course to their school and college intervals. This is absolute with regard to the younger, but in regard to the elder I wish it to be dependent upon your discretion.

Upon my discretion?

George St. John had his hands upon his knees, leaning forward in his great earnestness; he did not appear to notice the interruption.

I wish you (when I shall be gone, and the boys have only their mother) to take means of ascertaining from time to time that Benja is happy under his step-mothers care, and that she is doing her part by him in kindness. Should you find occasion to doubt this, or to think from any other cause that he would be better elsewhere, remove him from her, and place him with any one you may consider suitable. I dare not say take him yourself: children are noisy, and your health is imperfect; but place him where you can be sure that he will be well done by. Will you undertake this, Mr. St. John?

Why do you ask this? was the reply of Isaac St. John. Is it a new thought  a sudden thought?

It is a new thought, imparted to me chiefly through a conversation I had yesterday with Pym, our surgeon and old friend. He does not think it well that Benja should be left under the absolute control of Mrs. St. John, as he is not her own child. He said, for one thing, that she might marry again, and Benja would be as it were isolated amidst new ties; but when I pressed him for other reasons  for I am sure he had others  he would not give them; preferred not to discuss it, he said. He was  I could see that  for having the boy entirely away from her, but that is not to be thought of. I reflected a good deal on what he said, and have come to the conclusion that it may be as well there should be some clause inserted in the will that shall take absolute power from her, and hence I come to you.

Your wife is kind to the boy? asked Mr. St. John. Pardon me the question, George.

Very much so. When George was born, she showed some jealousy of the oldest boy, but all that has passed away. Benja was nearly drowned last November, and she was quite hysterical afterwards, crying and sobbing over him like a child. The nurse, a most faithful woman, thinks, I know, with Pym, but thats nothing.

You wish me, in the event of the children being left fatherless, to ascertain whether the elder is well done by at the Hall, and is happy there. If not, I am to remove him? This is what you ask, as I understand it?

Precisely so. Should you, in your judgment, deem that Benja would be better elsewhere, take him away. I shall endow you with full power.

But how am I to ascertain that?

In any way you please. Use any means that may suggest themselves. Go over and see for yourself, or send some suitable substitute, or question Honour

Who is Honour?

Benjas nurse. She took to him when my poor Caroline died. My present wife does not seem strong; at least she has had one or two serious illnesses lately; and Pym says the care of the two boys is more than I ought to put upon her. Perhaps it would be.

Why not at once leave Benja under another guardianship?

I should not like to do so. The world would regard it as a slight, a tacit want of confidence in my wife: and besides, in that case I should be divided as to whether to leave the Hall as a present residence to her or to Benja. I  mark me, Mr. St. John  I place full reliance upon my wife; I believe she will do her duty by Benja, and make him happy; and in that case there is no harm done. I am only providing for a contingency.  

I see. Well, I accept the charge, George, though it might be well that you should entrust it to a more active man.

No, no; you and you only.

They continued talking together for the brief space George St. John had allotted for his stay. Little more was said on the one subject, for George quitted it somewhat abruptly, and they had other topics in common; family matters, news on either side, as is the case when relatives meet after a prolonged separation. At the appointed time he was driven back to Lexington in Mr. St. Johns carriage, took the return train, and reached Alnwick about six in the evening.

His wife had sent the close carriage for him, fearing the night air. George St. John directed the coachman to drive round by Mr. Drake, the lawyers; and when that gentleman came out to him he asked him to step up to the Hall on the morrow, on a little matter of business relative to an alteration in his recently-made will.

But Mr. St. John of Castle Wafer, pondering on these matters after his relatives departure, remained puzzled, and could by no means arrive at a satisfactory conclusion as to whether there was danger that Mrs. Carleton St. John might be cruel to Benja, after the fashion of the vindictive uncle of the Babes in the Wood, or whether it was feared that she would kill him with kindness.


CHAPTER IX.

CHANGES AT ALNWICK.

ON a charming summer day in that favourite room whose windows overlooked the broad lands of Alnwick, sat Mrs. Carleton St. John in widows weeds. Opposite to her, in mourning also, her travelling shawl unpinned and slipping from her slim, falling shoulders, her bonnet dusty, was Mrs. Darling, not five minutes arrived.

Changes had come to Alnwick, as these signs betrayed. Its master, so much loved and respected during life, was no more. In the month of May the deceitful, as poets have it, the crisis came for George Carleton St. John, and the Hall passed to another owner  the little boy too young to be conscious of his full loss, and whose chief idea connected with it was the black attire with which officious attendants hastened to invest him.

Death at the last was sudden, and Mrs. St. John was alone when it came. Her mother, Mrs. Darling, had gone abroad, and beyond a very brief note, just telling her of the event, Mrs. Darling received no direct news from her. She wrote letter after letter, for it was not convenient to return home immediately; but all the replies  when she received any  came from Prance. And Prance, who was in a degree in the confidence of Mrs. Darling, ventured to intimate that her mistress was sulking, and much annoyed by the will.

The last item of intelligence stirred all the curiosity possessed by Mrs. Darling. It also troubled her. She was aware that George St. John had little actual property to bequeath to his wife  and George St. Johns own private opinion had been that Mrs. Darlings opposition to his marriage with her daughter arose from that sole fact  but there were ways and means of remedying this; and now Mrs. Darling supposed they had not been taken. As soon as she was able, after June came in, she made arrangements for returning to England, and hastened down to Alnwick Hall.

But for the escutcheon on the outer walls, and the badge of widowhood worn by her daughter, Mrs. Darling might have thought things were as they had been  that no change had occurred. The windows were open, the sun was shining, the park was green and flourishing: even Charlotte was not changed. And Mrs. Darling scanned her with a critical eye.

My dear, you are looking better than I hoped for.

I am pretty well, mamma. I wish Prance would come in with Georgy! she continued fretfully. I want you to see him, he is so grown!

Dear little fellow! I was so sorry that I could not come over at the time, Charlotte, but

It did not matter, interrupted Mrs. St. John, speaking quickly. Indeed I think I was best alone. You know, mamma  turning her deep eyes full upon her mother I was always given to being independent. How is Rose?

Oh, dear! returned Mrs. Darling, with a groan, as if recalled to some very annoying subject. Dont talk of Rose.

A half smile crossed the young widows lips. Has she been doing anything very dreadful?

No: but she is so rebellious.

Rebellious!

At being kept at school. Mary Anne and Margaret fully expected she would break bounds and conceal herself on board the boat. We had sighted Folkestone before they felt any sort of assurance that she was not there.

Did Mary Anne and Margaret come over with you?

Yes; I left them in London. Frank is expected.

I think Frank might come down to see me! said Mrs. St. John, haughtily.

My dear, I am sure he will. But he cannot always get leave when he would.

There was a pause. Charlotte, cool, haughty, reserved, as she had ever been, even to her mother, turned to the window again, looking out for her little son. Mrs. Darling was burning to ask various particulars of things she wanted to know, but did not just now see her opportunity. She rose from her chair.

I think I will go, Charlotte, and take off my travelling things.

I am as dusty as I can be.

Do so, mamma. Your old room. Prance will not be long.

Prance was entering the house even then: she had brought Georgy in the back way. There was a boisterous meeting; Mrs. St. John coming out to join in it. Georgy chattered, and shook his fair curls from his pink cheeks, and was altogether lovely. Mrs. Darling did not wonder at the faint cry of pain  that intense love, whose expression amounts to pain  with which his mother caught him to her heart.

Where is Benja? asked Mrs. Darling of Prance.

Oh, Master St. John would becoming in sometime, Prance supposed. Honour had begun with her insolence, as usual, so they parted company. And Mrs. Darling, as if she would ignore the words, made her way hastily towards the staircase, Prance following in attendance.

Mrs. Darling scarcely gave the woman time to close the chamber-door before she began to question her eagerly. Remember that Prance was, so far as Mrs. Darling was concerned, a confidential servant, and she imparted all she knew. Mrs. St. John was to remain at the Hall as Master St. Johns guardian, with four thousand a-year.

I heard the will read, said Prance. Old Drake the lawyer came to us after they returned from the funeral, and said we were wanted in the large drawing-room. Mrs. St. John was there in her new mourning and her widows cap; and she looked very cross and haughty as we filed-in. The gentlemen who had gone to the funeral were there, and Dr. Graves, and Mr. Pym. I had the little one, and Honour came in with Master St. John

Why do you call him Master St. John?  he was always called Master Benja, interrupted Mrs. Darling.

He has been called so since that same time, maam, was the womans answer. A gruff old gentleman who was one of the mourners, upright and stiff as a backboard and yellow as gold  it was General Carleton, I believe  heard one of us call the boy Master Benja, and he spoke up very severely, saying he was not Master Benja, but Master St. John, and must be nothing else to us until he should be Sir Benjamin. The servants were quite taken to, and have called him Master St. John ever since.

Well, go on.  We found we had been called in to hear the will read. I did not understand it altogether; but I am quite certain that Mrs. St. John is to reside at the Hall and to be paid four thousand a-year as the heirs guardian. There was something I was unable to catch, through Master Georgys being troublesome at the moment, about the four thousand being reduced to two if Master St. John went away. And, on the other hand, it is to be increased by two, whenever he comes into the title and the other estates. Which will make six thousand a-year.

Then what did you mean, Prance, by sending me word that your mistress was annoyed at the terms of the will? Four thousand a-year now, and six in prospective! She cannot find fault with that. It is munificent.

You may depend upon it, maam, that she is so, was the unhesitating reply of Prance. She is very much annoyed at it, and she has shown it in her manner. It is some clause in the will that vexes her. That precious Honour

Stay, Prance, interrupted Mrs. Darling. How often have I warned you not to encourage this ill-feeling against Honour!

Its Honours fault, promptly answered Prance.

It is the fault of both of you, returned Mrs. Darling; of the one as much as the other. It is a strange thing you cannot be at peace together! You will arouse jealousy between the two children next!

It never comes to open quarrelling between us, rejoined Prance. But shes uncommonly aggravating.

Be quiet, Prance! I desire once for all that there may be more pleasantness between you. It is a scandal that the two upper maids of the Hall should be ever at variance, and its a thoroughly bad example for the children; and its  you know its not well for your mistress. Mrs. St. John requires peace, not

Prance uttered an exclamation: it caused Mrs. Darling, who was looking into a bandbox at the time, to turn sharply. Mrs. St. John was standing there, behind the bed-curtains  to the startled ladys intense dismay. How much had she heard?

Charlotte, my dear, I did not know you were there. I was just giving Prance a lecture upon this ill-feeling that seems always to be going on between her and Honour. Have you come to stay with me, child, whilst I unpack? added Mrs.

Darling, seeing that her daughter was seating herself comfortably in an easy-chair. Then, Prance, I think you may go now.

But while she so spoke, Mrs. Darling was tormenting herself, as much as one of her easy disposition can do so, as to whether she had caught a word of her conversation with Prance  that part of it relating to money. There had been some noise in the room from the opening of drawers and moving of boxes, which must have prevented their hearing her come in. Ill speak of it, thought Mrs. Darling. Its better to take the bull by the horns and make the best of it, when one does get into these dilemmas.

She stole a glance at her daughter, while busily intent to all appearance in straightening the trimmings of a bonnet she had just taken out of a bandbox. Mrs. St. John looked cold and stern. Had she heard anything?

Charlotte, my dear, I am so very anxious about you: as to how things are left, and all that. I dropped a remark to poor Prance, but she seems to think it is all right; that you are left well-off and remain here. These simple servants cant know much, of course. I am glad your husband made a just and proper will.

He made an infamous will, cried the young widow, her cheeks flaming. 

The words completely took Mrs. Darling aback, and she forgot to enlarge on the opinion, she had just expressed of poor, simple Prances imperfect knowledge. An infamous will, Charlotte! she exclaimed, when you have the Hall and four thousand a-year.

It is infamous. I am left dependent upon the heir.

The heir! Do you mean Benja?

Theres no other heir but he. Why did George leave me dependent upon him?

I dont quite understand you, my dear. In what way are you dependent upon Benja?

The four thousand a-year is paid to me as his guardian only,  as his guardian and Georgys. I only remain at the Hall as Benjas guardian. Its all on sufferance.

But, my dear, your husband had it not in his power to leave you comfortably off in any other manner. All the settlement he could make on you at your marriage  I really dont think it will amount to more than six hundred a-year  he did make.

This, of course, is yours in addition; and it will be your childs after you.

Think of the contrast, was the rejoinder; and Mrs. St. Johns bosom heaved ominously, as if the wrong were almost too great to bear. The one with his thousands upon thousands, his title, his state, everything thats high and mighty; the other, with his few poor hundreds and his obscurity.

But, my dear Charlotte, there was no help for this. Benja was born to it, and Mr. Carleton could no more alter it than you could.

It is not the less unjust.

Unjust is not the right word. The law of entail may not be an equitable law, but Englishmen live under it, and must obey it. You should not blame your husband for this.

I do not blame him for it.

You blame his will, which is the same thing.

Mrs. St. John was leaning back, the broad lappets of her cap thrown from her face; her elbows rested on the arms of the chair, and she pressed the tips of her fingers nervously together. The slight storm had passed outwardly, and all her habitual coldness of manner had returned to her.

Why did he add that codicil to it?

Was there a codicil? What was it? But I dont know what the will itself was, Charlotte.

He had left the children under my exclusive guardianship. They were to reside at the Hall here with me, subject to their absences for education, and he willed that a sum of four thousand a-year should be paid to me.

Well? said Mrs. Darling, for she had stopped.

That was in the will. But the codicil altered this, and Benjas residence with me is subject to the pleasure of Mr. Isaac St. John. He has it in his power to remove Benja from me if he sees fitting; and if Benja is so removed, two thousand of the four are to be withdrawn, and my allowance reduced thereby one half. Why did George do this? Why did he do it secretly, and never say a word to me about it?

Im sure I dont know, said Mrs. Darling, who was revolving the news in her mind. Benja to be removed from you at the pleasure of Isaac St. John? But is he not a helpless invalid?

Physically he may be next door to it, but he is all powerful as to Benja. This codicil was dated the day subsequent to a visit George paid Castle Wafer at the close of winter, a long time after the will was made. Isaac St. John must have, put him up to it that day. I will pay him out, if I live.

Well, I cant tell why he should have done it, cried Mrs. Darling, who felt altogether puzzled. He does not want the two thousand a-year; he is rich and an invalid. Did you question him of his motives, Charlotte? I should have done so.

Question whom?  Isaac St. John? I have never seen him.

Did he not come to the funeral?

No; he was too ill, they said. His brother came  handsome Fred. Mamma, I hate Isaac St. John.

Hush, my dear. It is more than likely that he will never interfere with you. I have always heard him spoken of as one of the most just and honourable men breathing.

I dont like it to have been done. I dont like the world to know that George could put so great a slight upon me. It is known everywhere. The servants know it. He desired that they should be present while the will was read. Did you ever hear of such a thing?

Your husband desired it?

He did; at least, Mr. Drake says so. When they were about to read the will, and I had come down into the drawingroom before them all, Mr. Drake said to me, I am going to call in the servants, with your permission; Mr. Carleton St. John desired me to do so. I objected, but it was of no use; Mr. Drake appeared not to hear me; and I could not make a fuss at a moment like that. But now, mamma, dont you see the drift of all this?

N  o, said Mrs. Darling, gathering no idea of Charlottes meaning.

I do, said Charlotte, the keen look sometimes seen in them gleaming from her unfathomable eyes. That will was read out to the servants on purpose that they might know they have it in their power to carry tales to Isaac St. John. I hate him! I hate him! But for him, I am sure my husband would have entrusted me absolutely with Benja. Who is so fitting to bring him up as I?

And I think you will bring him up, Charlotte. I dont understand all this that you are telling me; but I feel little doubt Isaac St. John will be all that is courteous and kind.

Whilst you do your part by Benja, there can be no plea for removing him. You will do it?

I shall do it, certainly; and Mrs. St. John fully meant what she said; I shall make no distinction between the boys. If Benja needs correcting, I shall correct him. If Georgy needs correcting, I shall correct him. The things easy enough, and simple enough; and there was not the least need for interfering with me. What I dislike most, is Georges having kept it from me.

I dare say he did not think to mention it to you, said Mrs. Darling, soothingly; and it was notable that she was in the habit of smoothing things to her daughter always, as though she were afraid of her. And you are quite right, my dear, not to make any difference between the children; your husband did not.

Not outwardly, or in a general way. In his heart, though, he loved the one and not the other; and I love the other and not the one. Oh, Georgy! Georgy! if you were only the heir!

Thats an unprofitable thought, Charlotte. Dont indulge it. Benja was the first-born.

How can I help indulging it? Georgy is my first-born, and it seems as a wrong done him  done to us both.

My dear, wheres the use of this? You married George Carleton St. John with your eyes open, in defiance of me. It is too late to repent now.

I dont repent. I would marry him again to-morrow, though he had two heirs instead of one. But I cant help  I cant help

What cant you help?

Never mind. The position is unalterable, and it is useless to dwell upon it. Mamma, I shall never speak of this again. If you want any other particulars of the will, you can get them from old Drake. Tell me now all about Rose and her rebellion. I have often thought I should like her to live here when she leaves school.

Why, Mrs. Darling could not have told; but she felt the greatest relief when Charlotte thus quitted the subject. It was next to impossible that any child could have been born with a disposition so jealous as had Charlotte Norris; and Mrs. Darling had been pleased, but for curtailing her income, that Benja should be removed from her. She had no fear that Charlotte would be unkind to him; systematically unkind she believed Charlotte would not be to any one; but, so long as the boy was with her, he must and would keep alive the jealousy she felt on Georgys account. Two thousand a-year, however, in Mrs. Darlings estimation, was  two thousand a-year.

Willingly she turned to the topic named by Charlotte  her youngest, her troublesome, but most lovable daughter. And it is quite time, my reader, that you made her acquaintance also. To do which it will be necessary to cross the water.


CHAPTER X.

MISS ROSE DARLING.

You all know that crowded seaport town on the other side the water  Belport-on-the-Sea; and are therefore aware that its educational establishments, good, bad, and indifferent, are numerous. But I must ask you not to confound the one you are about to enter, Madame de Ninos, with any of those others, no matter what their merits may be. The small, select, and most costly establishment of Madame de Nino was of the very highest standing; it was intended solely for the reception of gentlemens daughters  was really confined to them; and no pupil could be admitted to it without an undeniable introduction. It was perhaps the only French school to which anxious parents could confide a daughter free from doubt on the score of her associations: whatever her fellow-pupils might be in mind and manners, they were sure to be of gentle birth.

On that very same day that took Mrs. Darling down to Alnwick Hall on the visit to her widowed daughter, Madame de Ninos pupils were gathered in the large schoolroom. Class was over for the day, and the girls were tired enough. They hated Fridays. There was no dancing, no drawing, no walking; nothing but hard unbroken learning, writing, and practising.

Look at this class of elder girls, their ages varying from sixteen to twenty, sitting on a bench at the first-class table. Those in the middle sit very back, their spines crooked into a bow, those beyond them on either side sit rather forward, and the two end girls are turned, each sideways, an elbow on the desk; so that they form a semicircle. They are gossiping away in English, which is against the rules; but the teachers are also fatigued with the long and hot day, and do not pay attention. The studying for prizes had begun, and during that period the work was greatly augmented, both of pupils and teachers.

Look well at the three middle girls. We shall have little to do with the others, but a great deal with them. And they are noticeable besides, for two of them are beautiful, but so unlike in their beauty. The one is a very Hebe, with laughing blue eyes, brilliant complexion, and a shower of golden curls; and she is Mrs. Darlings youngest daughter, Rose. The other is Adeline de Castella, a name and face fit for a romance in history. She is graceful, charming, with dark-brown eyes and hair, and more exquisite features than were ever carved in marble. The third is Mary Carr, quiet and ladylike, whose good sense served to keep the wildness of Miss Rose Darling somewhat in check. For Rose was one of the wildest girls that had ever kept alive Madame de Ninos staid and most respectable school; wild, wilful, clever, careless; and vain as a peacock.

Had Rose been of a more sedate disposition, less given to random ways, Mrs. Darling might not have kept her at school so long, for Rose was eighteen. She was dreadfully rebellious over it, and perhaps the judiciousness of the measure, as a restriction, may be questioned. Mrs. Darling, by way of soothing the pill, allowed Rose to visit much; and when the girls came to this age Madame de Nino acquiesced in the parents wishes, but Rose went out more than any previous pupil had ever been known to do. She had many friends sojourning in the town, and was courted on her own account, being excessively liked by every one.

Always in scrapes of one sort or another, or getting out of them, was she: and she had her own way in the school, and would have it.

One of Miss Rose Darlings propensities was to be continually falling in love. Almost every time she went out, she would favour the envious girls, on her return, with a description of some fresh cavalier who had laid siege to her heart; for half her pleasure in the thing lay in these boasts to her companions. The last idea of the kind had prevailed longer than usual. A gentleman, whom she had only seen at church or in their walks, was the new gallant. Rose did not know his name, but he was very handsome, and she raved of him. The school called him her fiancé; not in the least to Roses displeasure. On this evening, as you look at them, Rose is in a state of semi-explosion, because one of the other girls, Miss Caroline Davis, who had been fetched out that evening by her friends, was now telling Rose that she had seen this gentleman as she was being conducted back to Madame de Ninos.

That comes of my being kept at school. Mamma ought to be punished. You be quiet, Mary Carr! I shall talk against my mother if I like. Where did you see him, Carry Davis?

In the Grand Rue. He was strolling up it. My aunt bowed to him.

I know he was watching for me! These horrid Friday evenings! I wish the school could take scarlet fever, or something of that sort, and then perhaps Madame might send us out every day! Your aunt must know him, Davis, if she bowed: didnt you ask his name?

No, I forgot to ask it.

What an idiot you are! If I dont learn it in a day or two I shall go mad. He

Hush! whispered Caroline Davis. See how those French are listening! Theyll go and tell Mademoiselle that we are speaking English. Theres a new pupil come in to-night, she added aloud, in the best French she could call up.

Not a pupil, dissented Adeline de Castella. She used to be a pupil, but is coming now on a sort of visit to Madame, during her mothers absence in England. They have been travelling lately in Italy.

Who is she? asked Rose. Whats her name?

Eleanor Seymour. Her mother is the Honourable Mrs. Seymour; she was the daughter of Lord Loftus, continued Adeline, who spoke English perfectly, and understood our grades of rank as well as we do. Eleanor Seymour is one of the nicest girls I know; but I suppose she will not be Eleanor Seymour very long, for she is engaged to Mr. Marlborough.

Whos Mr. Marlborough? asked Rose again.

I dont know him, said Adeline. He is very rich, I believe; he is staying at Belport.

Le souper, mesdemoiselles, called out Mademoiselle Henriette, the head-teacher.

As Adeline de Castella said, Eleanors mother was the Honourable Mrs, Seymour and the daughter of Lord Loftus. Being this, Mrs. Seymour held her head higher, and was allowed to do it, than any one else in the Anglo-French watering-place, and prided herself on her blood. It sometimes happens that where this blood predominates, other requisites are in scarcity; and it was so with Mrs. Seymour. She was so poor that she hardly knew how to live: her aristocratic relatives helped her out, and they had paid Eleanors heavy school bills, and so she got along somehow. Her husband, Captain Seymour, dead this many a year ago, had been of even higher connections than herself; also poor. Lord Loftus had never forgiven his daughter for marrying the portionless young officer; and to be even with her, erased her name from his will. She was a tall, faded lady now, with a hooked nose and supercilious grey eyes.

When Eleanor left school  as accomplished a young lady as ever Madame de Ninos far-famed establishment turned out  she went on a visit to her aristocratic relatives on both sides, and then travelled to Italy and other places with her mother. This spring they had returned, having been away two years, and settled down in the old place. The tattlers said (and if you want tattle in perfection, go to any of these idle continental watering-places) that Eleanor would never get the opportunity of changing away the name of Seymour: men of rank would not be very likely to seek one situated as she was, and Mrs. Seymour would never allow Eleanor to marry any other. The battle was soon to come.

There came into Belport one day, on his road to Paris, a good-looking young fellow named George Marlborough. Mrs. Seymour was introduced to him at the house of a friend, and though she bowed (figuratively) to his personal attractions, she turned up her haughty nose afterwards when alone with Eleanor, and spoke of him contemptuously. One of the rich commoners of England, indeed! she slightingly said; she hated commoners, especially these rich ones, for they were apt to forget the broad gulf that lay between them and the aristocracy. The old Marlborough, Mr. Georges father, had begun life as a clerk or a servant  she could not tell which, neither did it matter  and had plodded on, until he was the proprietor of an extensive trade, and of great wealth. Iron works, or coal works; or it might be cotton works; something down in the North, she believed; and this George, the eldest son, had been brought up to be an iron man too  if it was iron. She desired Eleanor to be very distant with him, if they met again: he had seemed inclined to talk to her.

Now poor Eleanor Seymour found this difficult to obey. Mr. George Marlborough remained in the town instead of going on to Paris, and was continually meeting Eleanor. She, poor girl, had not inherited her mothers exclusive notions; labour as Mrs. Seymour would, she had never been able to beat them into her; and Eleanor grew to like these meetings just as much as Mr. Marlborough did. It was the old tale  they fell in love with each other.

Mrs. Seymour, when the news was broken to her, lifted her haughty eyelids on George Marlborough, and expressed a belief that the world was coming to an end. It might not have been disclosed to her quite so soon, but that she was about to depart for England on a lengthened visit to an elder sister, from whom she cherished expectations, during which absence Eleanor was to be the guest of Madame de Nino. Mr. Marlborough, who had never once been admitted within Mrs. Seymours house, took the opportunity of asking for an interview one evening that he had walked from the pier in attendance on them, by Eleanors side. With a slight gesture of surprise, a movement of her drooping eyelids, the lady led the way to the drawingroom, and Eleanor escaped upstairs.

She sat in her own room, listening. About ten minutes elapsed  it seemed to Eleanor as many hours  and then the drawing-room bell was rung. Not loud and fast, as though her mother were in anger, but quietly. The next moment she heard Mr. Marlboroughs step, as he was shown out of the house. Was he rejected? Eleanor thought so.

The bell rang sharply now, and a summons came for Eleanor. She trembled from head to foot as she went down.

Eleanor! began her mother, in her sternest tone, you knew of this application to me?

Eleanor could not deny it. She burst into frightened, agitated tears.

The disgrace of having encouraged the addresses of an iron man! It is iron: he made no scruple of avowing it. Indeed, you may well cry! Look at his people  all iron too: do you think they are fit to mate with ours? His father was nothing but a working man, and has made himself what he is by actual labour, and the son didnt blush when he said it to me! Besides  I hope I may be forgiven for plotting and planning for you  but I have always hoped that you would become the wife of John Seymour.

His wife, sobbed Eleanor. Oh, mamma, John Seymours nobody.

Nobody! echoed the indignant lady. Lord John Seymour nobody!

But I dont like him, mother.

Ugh! growled Mrs. Seymour. Listen. I have not accepted the proposals of this Mr. Marlborough; but I have not rejected them. I must say he seems liberal enough and rich enough; proposing I dont know what in the way of settlements: but these low-born people are often lavish. So now, if you have made up your mind to abandon your rank and your order, and every good that makes life valuable, and to enter a family who dont possess as much as a crest, you must do so. Mr. Marlborough obligingly assured me your happiness was centred in him.

Ah, what mattered the contempt of the tone, while that sweet feeling of joy diffused itself through Eleanors heart?

No reply now, continued Mrs. Seymour, sternly. The decision lies with you; but I will not have you speak in haste. Take the night to reflect on the advantages you enjoy in your unblemished descent; reflect well before you take any step to sully it. To-morrow you can announce your answer.

You need not ask what Eleanors answer was. And so, when she entered on her visit at Madame de Ninos, she was an engaged girl; and the engagement was already known to the world.

Miss Seymour requested that she might be treated entirely as a pupil. She asked even to join the classes, laughingly saying to Madame de Nino that it would rub up what she had forgotten. She took her place in the schoolroom accordingly. Rose Darling saw a pale girl, with dark hair and a sweet countenance; and Rose criticized her mercilessly, as she did every one. Another of the schoolgirls, named Emma Mowbray, a surly, envious girl, whom no one liked, made ill-natured remarks on Eleanor. Miss Seymour certainly presented a contrast to some of them, with her beautifully arranged hair, her flowing muslin dress, and her delicate hands. Schoolgirls, as a whole, are careless of their appearance in school; and, as a rule, they have red hands. Madame de Ninos pupils were no exception. Rose was vain, and therefore always well-dressed; Adeline de Castella was always well-dressed; but Emma Mowbray and others were not. Emmas hands, too, were red and coarse, and more so than even those of the careless schoolgirls. Adelines were naturally beautiful; and Rose took so much care of hers, wearing gloves in bed in winter, with some mysterious pomade inside.

Rose made little acquaintance with Eleanor that day. She, Rose, went out to tea in the afternoon, and came back very cross: for she had not once set eyes on her fiancé. The story was told to Eleanor Seymour; who sympathized with her of course, having a lover of her own.

The next day was Sunday. The French girls were conducted at ten oclock to mass; the English would leave the house as usual for church a quarter before eleven. Rose was dressed and waiting long before; her impatience on Sunday mornings was great. Rose was in mourning, and a source of secret chagrin that fact was, for she liked gay clothes better than sombre ones.

And so would you be worrying if you had some one waiting for you at the church as I have, retorted Rose, in answer to a remark on her restless impatience, which had been proffered to Miss Seymour by Emma Mowbray.

Waiting for you? returned Eleanor, looking at Rose, but not understanding.

She means her lover, Miss Seymour, said Emma Mowbray.

Yes, I do; and I dont care if I avow it, cried Rose, her face glowing. I know he loves me. He never takes his eyes off me in church, and every glance speaks of love.

He looks up at the other schools as much as he looks at ours, said Emma Mowbray, who could rarely speak without a sneer. Besides, he only returns the glances you give him: love or no love, he would be a sorry gallant not to do that.

Last Thursday, cried Rose, unmindful of the reproof, he smiled and took off his hat to me as the school passed him in the street.

But little Annette Duval said she saw you nod to him first! said Charlotte Singleton, the archdeacons daughter.

Annette Duvals a miserable little story-teller. Ill box her ears when she comes in from mass. The fact is, Miss Seymour, added Rose, turning to the stranger who had come amidst them, the girls here are all jealous of me, and Emma Mowbray doubly jealous. He is one of the divinest fellows that ever walked upon the earth. You should see his eyes and his auburn hair.

With a tinge of red in it, put in Emma Mowbray.

Well, you must point him out to me, said Eleanor, and then hastened to change the conversation, for she had an instinctive dread of any sort of quarrelling, and disliked ill-nature. Emma Mowbray had not favourably impressed her: Rose had, in spite of her vanity and her random avowals. You are in mourning, Miss Darling?

Yes, for my eldest sisters husband, Mr. Carleton St. John. But I have a new white bonnet, you see, though he has not been dead many weeks: and I dont care whether mamma finds it out or not. I told the milliner she need not specify in the bill whether the bonnet was white or black. Oh dear! where is Mademoiselle Clarisse?

Mademoiselle Clarisse, the teacher who took them to church (and who took also a book hidden under her own arm to read surreptitiously during the sermon, not a word of which discourse could her French ears understand) came at last. As the school took its seats in the gallery of the church, the few who were in Roses secret looked down with interest, for the gentleman in question was then coming up the middle aisle, accompanied by a lady and a little girl.

There he is! whispered Rose to Eleanor, next to whom she sat, and her voice was as one glow of exultation, and her cheeks flushed crimson. Going into the pew below. There: he is handing in the little girl. Do you see?

Yes, replied Eleanor. What of him?

It is he. He whom the girls tease me about, my fiancé, as they call him, I trust my future husband. That he loves me, I am positive.

Eleanor answered nothing. Her face was as red as Roses just then; but Rose was too much occupied with something else to notice it. The gentleman  who was really a handsome young man  was looking up at the gallery, and a bright smile of recognition, meant for one of them, shone on his face. Rose naturally took it to herself.

Did you see that? did you see that? she whispered right and left. Emma Mowbray, who took first notice now? The service began. At its conclusion Rose pushed unceremoniously out of the pew, and the rest followed her, in spite of precedent, for the schools waited until last; and in spite of Mademoiselle Clarisse. But, on the previous Sunday, Rose had been too late to see him: he had left the church. On this, as the event proved, she was too early, for he had not come out; and Mademoiselle Clarisse, who was in a terrible humour with them for their rudeness, marched them home at a quick pace.

If ever truth and faith were in man, I know they are in him! raved Rose, when they got home, and were in the dressing-room. Hell make the best husband in the world.

You have not got him yet, cried Emma Mowbray.

Bah! Did you see the look and smile he gave me? Did you see it, Miss Seymour?  and I dont suppose you are prejudiced against me as these others are. There was true love in that smile, if ever I saw love. That ugly Mademoiselle Clarisse, to have dragged us on so! I wish she had been taken with apoplexy on the steps! He  Wheres Miss Seymour gone to? broke off Rose, for Eleanor had quitted the dressing-room without taking off her things.

I heard her say she was invited to dine at Mrs. Marlboroughs, answered Mary Carr.

I say! theres the dinner-bell. Make haste, all of you! I wonder they dont ring it before we get home!

That afternoon Madame de Nino conducted the girls to church herself. A truly good Catholic, as she was, she was no bigot, and now and then sat in the English church. The young ladies did not thank her. They were obliged to be on church-behaviour then: there could be no inattention with her; no staring about, however divine might be the male part of the congregation; no rushing out early or stopping late, according to their own pleasure. Roses lover was not there, and Rose fidgeted on her seat; but just as the service began, the lady and little girl they had noticed in the morning came up the aisle, and he followed by the side of Eleanor Seymour. The girls did not dare to bend forward to look at Rose, Madame being there. The tip of her pretty nose, all that could be seen of her, was very pale.

The forward creature! the deceitful good-for-nothing! broke from Rose Darlings lips when they got home. You girls have called me bold, but look at that brazen Eleanor Seymour! She never saw him until this morning: I pointed him out to her in church for the first time; and she must go and make acquaintance with him in this barefaced manner! As sure as she lives, Ill expose her to Madame de Nino! A girl like that would contaminate the school! If our friends knew we were exposed to her companionship, theyd remove

Roses passionate words were cut short by the entrance of Madame herself, who came in to give some instructions to the teachers, for she was going out for the evening. Rose, too angry to weigh her words or their possible consequences, went up to Madame, and said something in a fast, confused tone. Madame de Nino, a portly, dark-eyed, kind woman, concluded her directions, and then turned to Rose, who was a favoured pupil.

What do you say, Mademoiselle Rose? Did I see the gentleman who was at church with Miss Seymour? Yes; a very prepossessing young man. I spoke with him to-day when they came for her.

A moments puzzled wonder, and then a frightful thought took hold of Rose.

Do you know him, Madame? she gasped. Who is he?

Young Mr. Marlborough. Mademoiselle Eleanor is betrothed to him.

Madame left the room. And the girls sat breathless with astonishment, scarcely daring to steal a glance at Rose Darlings white and stony features.

The weeks went on to the sultry days of August, and most of the girls were studying away might and main for the prizes. A day-pupil had temporarily entered the school, Anna Marlborough, the youngest of the Marlborough family, and the only one who had come abroad with her mother. It was not Madame de Ninos habit to admit day-pupils, but she had made an exception in favour of this child, who was to be in the town but a few weeks.

Will it be credited that Rose Darling was still pursuing her preposterous flirtation with George Marlborough, in the face of the discovery that he was engaged to Eleanor Seymour? But there was something to be urged in her favour, though you are no doubt surprised to hear me say it. Had a jury been trying Rose, they might have returned a verdict, Guilty, with extenuating circumstances. Rose seemed bewitched. There is no doubt that a real, an ardent passion for George Marlborough had arisen in her heart, filling its every crevice; and she regarded Eleanor (she could not help it) with a fierce, jealous rivalry. But the girl, with all her random folly, was no fool; and but for certain events that arose, might have remained as quiescent as she could, until her ill-starred love died out.

It did not, and could not, contribute to any good resolutions she might have had strength and sense to form, to find herself on intimate terms with Mr. Marlborough, a frequent visitor to his house. That mistake was, in the first instance, Eleanor Seymours. Eleanor had been commissioned by Mrs. Marlborough to invite three or four of the young ladies to accompany her there to dinner; something was said in the school about her not daring to ask Rose; and Eleanor invited Rose forthwith. Rose went. It had been more prudent had she stayed at home: but Rose was not one of the prudent sort: and the temptation was irresistible. Mrs. Marlborough was charmed with her, and so was George. Whether the gentleman detected Roses feelings for himself, and was flattered, or whether he had no objection to a flirtation with a pretty girl, although engaged to another, certain it was he paid Rose considerable attention, and laughed and joked with her much.

Joked with her. It was all done on his part in the spirit of joking, as Eleanor Seymour might have seen; but joking sometimes leads to something more. Messages from one to the other, begun in folly, often passed; and Anna Marlborough, a giddy girl of twelve, was the go-between. Just upon this, Roses brother, Captain Darling, came to Belport; he soon struck up a friendship with Mr. Marlborough, and here was another link in Roses chain. She would meet the two young men in the street, and leave the ranks, in defiance of rules, ostensibly to shake hands with Frank, really to talk nonsense with Mr. Marlborough. Even Eleanor Seymour, when out with the school, would conform to its rules and only bow and smile as he passed. Not so Rose. The girls would have gone the length of the street, two sometimes, before she caught them up, panting and flushed and looking radiant, and boasting of what George had said to her. It was of no use the teachers remonstrating and forbidding; do it she would, and do it she did.

This was what may be called the open, harmless stage of the affair. But it was to go on to another.

There was a large party given one night at a Scotch lairds, Sir Sandy Maxwell, and Miss Seymour and Rose were invited. You may be aware, perhaps, that it is the custom in French schools, generally speaking, for the pupils to visit or not, according to the directions left by the parents. This had been accorded to Rose by Mrs. Darling; and Eleanor Seymour was not as a schoolgirl  therefore Madame de Nino, though openly expressing her disapprobation of these large parties while young ladies were pursuing their studies, did not refuse. Emma Mowbray offered a bet to the school that Mr. Marlborough would dance more dances with Rose than with Eleanor; and so eager were the girls to hear the result, that those in the large dortoir kept awake until they came home. It had struck one oclock, and Madame was up in arms; she had only given them to half-past eleven, and they had kept the coach waiting all that time, while Madames own maid, old Félicité, was inside it. After all, there was nothing to hear, for Mr. Marlborough had not made his appearance at the party.

Class was not over the next morning until very late; it always was late just before giving the prizes. It was the third Thursday in August, the sorti day, and three of the girls were going with Eleanor to dine at Mrs. Marlboroughs: Rose, Mary Carr, and Adeline de Castella. The invitations were left to Miss Seymour, and she always fixed on Rose, in a sort of bravado, but she never once chose Emma Mowbray; and this gave that young lady considerable offence, as was known to the school. They were to partake of the usual dinner at school by way of luncheon, the Marlboroughs not dining until six. While the cloth was being laid, the girls dispersed about, some in the courtyard, some in the garden, all in the shade, for it was very sultry. There was certainly something more than common the matter with Rose: she appeared half-crazy with joy.

It is because shes going out, remarked Mary Carr to Eleanor.

Is it, though! put in Emma Mowbray; thats only a little item in the cause. She has just had a love-letter from Mr. Marlborough.

Eleanor Seymours cheek changed.

Dont talk absurdities, said Mary Carr to the Mowbray girl.

Absurdities! she retorted, moving away. If I can, Ill convince you.

A minute or two, and she came back with a letter in her hand  an open letter, addressed in George Marlboroughs hand to Rose  and handed it to Mary Carr.

Am I to read it? asked the latter.

If you choose. It is pro bono publico, Rose says. And Miss Carr read the letter aloud.



MY DEAREST, 

You must have been surprised not to see me at Sir Sandys. I was dressing to come, when a message arrived for me from the Hôtel du Nord; poor Priestley had met with a sad accident to his hand from the bursting of a gun. I have been sitting up with him until now, four oclock a m., but I write this to you before I sleep, for you have a right now to my every thought, to know every movement. You dine here to-day, my fair fiancée also; but I wish you were coming alone.

Ever yours only, 

GEORGE MARLBOROUGH.



Was there any mistake in the letter? Mary Carr had often heard of such. Could it have been written to Rose? Alas, yes! it was all too plain. The writing was George Marlboroughs; the address, Miss Rose Darling, En Ville, was his; and the seal, G. M., was his also. Mary rose, and stood before Eleanor, shielding her from observation, as she beckoned to Anna Marlborough: while Emma Mowbray looked defiant, and asked whether they would believe her next time.

The child was dancing about the courtyard. She was young, and the school made her a sort of plaything: she came dancing up to Miss Carr.

Now, Anna, I have something to ask you; and if you equivocate by so much as a word, I will acquaint Madame de Nino that theres a letter-carrier in the school; you would be expelled that same hour. Did you bring a note here from your brother this morning?

Yes, I did, stammered Anna. Dont tell of me, please.

Ill not tell, if you speak the truth. To whom did you, bring it?

To Miss Darling.

Did he send it to her? What did he say when he gave it to you?

He told me to give it into her own hands when nobody was by, and to give his love with it, answered Anna. Oh, pray dont tell of me, Miss Carr! Its nothing much more than usual; he often sends his love by me to Miss Darling.

Was this the letter you brought? holding out the one she still retained in her hand.

Yes, it was that. Ill never do it again, continued Anna, growing frightened, and bursting into tears.

Which caused Miss Mowbray to rate her for a little fool; and Anna ran away, glad to be released. Close upon that, up dashed Rose in agitation, having discovered the loss of her note. The note had not been declared by Rose to be pro bono publico, and Emma Mowbray had dishonourably abstracted it from her apron pocket. Rose got possession of it again, but she was in a great passion with Emma Mowbray: in fact, with them all.

And poor Eleanor Seymour! She was white as marble when Mary turned to her. Sitting there, on the old wooden bench, so outwardly calm and still, she had heard the whole. Clasping Mary Carrs hands with a painful pressure, she burst into an uncontrollable fit of weeping, and glided in at the porch-door to gain the staircase. Make any excuse for me at the dinner-table, Mary, she whispered.

Need you be told that that letter was really written to Eleanor? The words fair fiancee in it alone related to Rose, and Mr. Marlborough had penned them in laughing allusion to the joke in the school. The plot was Emma Mowbrays, a little bit of revenge on Eleanor and Rose, both of whom she envied and disliked. She had made Anna her tool. The child, at her prompting, wrote a letter to Rose, and got her brother to direct and seal it; and Emma Mowbray opened the two envelopes cleverly by means of passing a penknife under the seals, and substituted the one note for the other. Thus Eleanors letter was conveyed to Rose; the other Emma Mowbray burnt; and she promised a whole charrette full of good things to Anna to keep her counsel. Being a mischief-loving little damsel, Miss Anna did so; though she was nearly frightened out of it by Miss Carr.

This may sound very shallow, very weak, but I assure you the circumstances took place just as they are described. Had George Marlborough only put Eleanors name in the note, the trick could not have been played. But he did not do so. And neither Rose nor Eleanor suspected for a moment that there was anything about the note not genuine; or that it had not been written to Rose.

They went to dinner at Mrs. Marlboroughs  Eleanor with her beating heart of resentment and her outraged love, Rose radiant with happiness and beauty. The evening did not mend matters, but rather added very much to the broil. May the word be forgiven?  I was thinking of the French one. Eleanor, cold, haughty, contemptuous, was almost insulting to Mr. Marlborough; and Rose, it is to be feared, let him see, that evening, where her best love was given. He took more than one opportunity of asking Eleanor how he had offended her, but he could get no answer. If she had only given him a clue to it, how much trouble and misery would have been saved! but the very asking on his part seemed to Eleanor only adding insult to injury. You see they were all at cross-purposes, and just for the want of a little word of explanation.

From that hour there was no peace, no mutual understanding between Eleanor and Mr. Marlborough. He repeatedly sought an explanation of the sudden change in her behaviour, sometimes by letter, sometimes in words. She never would give an answer to either. She returned his letters in blank envelopes, or tore them to pieces before the messengers eyes; she refused to see him if he called; she haughtily held aloof from him when they met. Mrs. Marlborough saw that something was wrong, but as neither of them made her their confidant, she did not interfere, and she supposed it to be only a lovers quarrel. She had not known Eleanor long, having come to Belport only the week before that Sunday Rose first saw her at church. Rose alone seemed in a state of happiness, of ecstatic delight; and Anna now carried no end of notes and messages to and fro, and kept it secret from the school. Rose had committed one great folly  she had written to Mr. Marlborough after the receipt of that first letter. But then, it must be always remembered that no suspicion had yet crossed her mind that it was not written to her and meant for her. Rose fully believed  let it be her excuse  that Mr. Marlborough had transferred his affections from Eleanor to herself: the school believed it. Whether she really hoped she should succeed in supplanting Eleanor in the offer of marriage, in becoming afterwards his wife, cannot be told. The girls thought she did, and they were sharp observers. At any rate, Rose now deemed the field as legitimately open to her, as it was to Eleanor.

The day for awarding the prizes was a great day. The girls were attired in white, with blue sashes and blue neck-ribbons; and the hairdresser arrived very early in the morning to get done in time. A large company arrived by invitation; and just before the hour for going in, some of the girls saw Rose in the garden talking to a gentleman. Madéleine de Gassicourt, usually so short-sighted, espied her out.

It must be her brodare wid her, cried Madeleine, who was not in the secret. She will derange her hair before we do go in.

Emma Mowbray peered through the trees. It was no brodare, but Mr. Marlborough. He was bending down to Rose; she appeared to be crying, and he held her hand in his as he talked to her earnestly. Emma Mowbray glanced round at Eleanor, who was at the window, and saw it all. She was very pale and still, her lips compressed.

But Roses stolen interview could have lasted only a few fleeting minutes. The hands of the clock were then pointing towards two, and as the hour struck she was amongst them, and they were being marshalled for the entrance to the prize-room. It was a pleasing sight when they went in, making their reverences to the assembled visitors. Two pretty young English girls walked first  sisters; and certainly the two prettiest of the elders walked last; Rose Darling and Adeline de Castella; both beautiful, but so unlike in their beauty. Adeline gained nine prizes; Rose only two. But Rose had been studying for another sort of prize.

The holidays succeeded  dull and quiet. Of the elder girls, Adeline, Rose, and Mary Carr alone remained, and there was, of course, Miss Seymour. Mrs. Marlborough was leaving the town; George was not. Eleanor, who seemed to be visibly declining, would not go out anywhere, so she did not meet him; but Rose, always out, met him constantly.

One afternoon, when Eleanor was growing paler day by day, a bit of folded paper was brought to her in the schoolroom. She opened it, and saw a few words in pencil  

I am now waiting in the salon. You have been denied to me as usual; yet, Eleanor, let me entreat you to grant me, for this once, an interview. I leave by the boat for London tonight, but if I can see you now, my voyage may not be necessary. By the love we once bore each other, I beseech you, Eleanor, come.  G. M.

Eleanor read it, tore the paper deliberately in two, and handed the pieces to Clotilde. Give that to the gentleman, she haughtily said. There is no other answer.

Rose followed the maid from the room. Clotilde, she whispered, who is in the salon?

The handsome monsieur that was going to marry himself, as people said, with Mademoiselle Seymour, was the servants rejoinder.

Give me the answer, said Rose, taking the torn pieces from her hand. I want to send a message to Madame, his mother, and will deliver this. I say, Clotilde, dont tell Madame that hes here.

The unsuspicious servant went about her business; and Miss Rose tripped to the salon, and stayed as long as she dared.

That same evening Eleanor Seymour was giving Mary Carr a description of Rome; they were seated in a corner of the small class-room; and Adeline de Castella corrected her when she was wrong, for she knew Rome well. Mademoiselle Josephine (Mamselle Fifine, the school called her in general), the only teacher remaining, was at her table in front of the window, writing letters. When it grew too dark to see, she closed her desk, turned round, and suddenly, as if surprised not to see her with the others, asked where Rose was.

The young ladies did not know. Rose had been upstairs in the bedroom since the afternoon. She came down for collation, and went up again directly.

Mamselle Fifine began to scold; she was the crossest of all the teachers, except Mamselle Clarisse. It was not likely Miss Rose was stopping upstairs in the dark; she must have got a light, which, as Mesdemoiselles knew well, was contrary to rules. And she told Miss Carr to go and desire her to come down.

Mary Carr rose with a yawn; they had been sitting there long, and she felt cramped. Who will go with me? she asked.

Both the young ladies responded, and all three stumbled up the dark staircase together. They found no light in the bedrooms, and could see nothing of Rose. Thinking it possible she might have fallen asleep on one of the beds, Adeline ran down and got a candle from one of the servants.

There was no Rose; but on her bed lay a sealed note, addressed to Miss Carr:  



DEAR MARY, I know you have been against me for some time. Miss Seymour and I were rivals  equals on a fair ground; you would have helped her on, though it left me to a broken heart. I believe it has been a neck-and-neck race between us, but I have won. I hope mamma will reconcile herself to the step I am taking; I always longed to make a runaway marriage, it is so romantic; and if Frank flies out about it, I shant care, for I shant hear him. When next you see me I shall be 

ROSE MARLBOROUGH.



Look to Miss Seymour! broke from the quivering lips of Adeline de Castella. And it was timely spoken, for Eleanor was fainting. Scarcely had she revived, when Mamselle Fifine came up, angry at the delay.

The note they did not dare to show; but were obliged to confess to the absence of Rose, saying, tout bonnement, as Adeline called it, that they could not find her.

Rose not to be found! Madame de Nino was dining out, and Mamselle Fifine was terrified out of her sober senses. In the midst of the hubbub that ensued, Julie, the head fille-de-chambre, put her head in at the door, and said, The Honourable Mrs. Seymour.

At a time of less commotion they would have burst out laughing. Julie had been nurse in a noblemans family in England; she had there become familiar with British titles, and was as fond of using them as she was of using her English. One day Ethel Daws mother came to see her; a very fine lady, all flounces, and feathers, and gold chains. It was Julies luck to show her to the salon; and she came to the schoolroom afterwards, flung open the door, and called out, Mrs. Daw, Esquire. Julie did not hear the last of that. The girls called her ever after Squire Daw.

The Honourable Mrs. Seymour.

With a sharp cry Eleanor started up, and flew into her mothers arms, sobbing convulsively.

Oh, mamma, take me home! take me home!

Mrs. Seymour was thunderstruck, not only at Eleanors cry of pain, but at the change in her appearance. She had just returned from London. Mary Carr disclosed a little of the truth. She thought it best; and, indeed, was unable to evade the keen questioning of Mrs, Seymour. But Roses note, with the information it contained, was buried in silence still. Mrs. Seymour took her daughter home at once; and there Eleanor told the whole  that Rose had really gone away with Mr. Marlborough. Mrs. Seymour folded her aristocratic hands, and distinctly desired that no further allusion to it should ever pass her daughters lips, as it would not her own. It was a retribution on them, she said, for having trusted an iron man.

Meanwhile, Adeline de Castella and Mary Carr kept their own counsel through sheer obligation: as they had not declared all they knew at once, they dared not declare it now. And Madame de Nino verily believed Rose had been spirited away to the skies.

It was three days afterwards. Mrs. Seymour sat in her drawing-room, the green Venetian shutters partially closed, and the blinds down, for Eleanor lay on the sofa quite prostrated. Mrs. Seymour was in a state of as much indignation as was consistent with her high birth and her proclaimed assertion that they were well rid of him; for, in spite of the iron drawback, she had grown to hug to her heart the prospect of this most desirable establishment for Eleanor.

Suddenly the door opened, and the iron man himself walked in. Eleanor struggled up from the sofa, and Mrs. Seymour rose in hauteur, all the blood of the Loftuses flashing from her light grey eyes. Then ensued a contest; each side struggling for the mastership; Mrs. Seymour refusing to hold commune with him, and Mr. Marlborough insisting upon being heard.

He had gone to England three days ago in search of her, he said; he then found she had left for France, and he had followed her. His object was to request that she would lay her commands on Eleanor to afford him an explanation. Eleanor had been his promised wife; and without offence on his part, without any known cause, her behaviour had suddenly changed to him. In vain he had sought an explanation of her; she would afford him none; and his only resource was to appeal to Mrs. Seymour. If Eleanor refused to fulfil her engagement with him, he could not insist upon it; but he must insist upon knowing the reason for the change: to that he had a right.

You had better leave the room quietly, sir, said Mrs. Seymour in frigid tones. It will not be pleasant to you if I call my servants.

I will not leave it without an explanation, he replied. Mrs. Seymour, you cannot refuse it; if Eleanor will not give it me in courtesy, I repeat that I must demand it as a right. Eleanors conduct at the time seemed to imply that there was some cause of complaint against me. What was it? I declare to you solemnly that I was unconscious of it; that I was innocent of offence against her.

His words and manner were painfully earnest and truthful, and Mrs. Seymour hesitated.

Has there been any mistake, Eleanor? she hesitated, appealing to her daughter.

Oh, let me know what it is, he implored, before Eleanor could speak. Whatever it may be  mistake  cause  reality  let me know it.

Well, sir, cried Mrs. Seymour, making a sudden resolution, I will first ask you what you have done with that unfortunate young lady, whom you took away from her sheltering roof and her duties, three days ago?

I took no young lady away, replied Mr. Marlborough.

What have you done with Miss Darling?

Not anything.

You did not induce her to elope with you? You did not take her to London?

Indeed, no. I saw Miss Darling on the port the evening I went away, and left her there. She was with her brother. But this is no explanation, Mrs. Seymour. Eleanor, he added, walking up, and standing before her, I once again appeal to you. What was the cause of your first and sudden coldness?

Speak out, Eleanor, said her mother. I know almost as little as Mr. Marlborough, but I now think the matter should be cleared up, that we may come at the truth. There must be a strange mystery somewhere.

Eleanor pressed her thin hands upon her side in agitation. She could only speak in a whisper, in uneven sentences: and she told of the love-letter written to Rose the day following the dance at Sir Sandy Maxwells.

It was written to you, Eleanor, said Mr. Marlborough.

I read that note, she answered, gasping for breath. It was written to Rose.

It was written to you, Eleanor. I have never written a loving note, as that was, to Rose Darling in my life; on my sacred word of honour.

You have written several notes to Rose!

True; since; but never loving ones: they might all have been posted up on the schoolroom walls, and even Madame de Nino herself could not have found fault with them. If this note was given to Rose, Anna must have changed the envelopes. I remember directing one for her to Miss Darling that morning. Eleanor, he gravely said, I fear you have been running your head against a chimera.

Rose loves you, she whispered, her heart and voice alike softening.

No; nonsense!  but for all his denial there was a glow of consciousness on Mr. Marlboroughs countenance. Eleanor, I honestly believe that you have been listening to the folly talked by those schoolgirls, and taken it for gospel. Rose Darling is very pretty, and likes to be admired; and if I have been thrown a good deal with her, who threw me? You, Eleanor, by your coldness and avoidance of me. I dont deny that I have talked lightly and gaily with Rose, never seriously; I dont deny that I have kissed her, he was going to add in his candour, but thought it might be as well to leave that out before Mrs. Seymour. But my love and my allegiance have never swerved from you, Eleanor.

She burst into happy tears. Mrs. Seymour cut them short sternly.

Eleanor, this note that you talk of, left by Miss Darling on her bed the other night, must have been meant as a hoax upon you and the two credulous young ladies, your companions. I did think it a most strange thing that a young lady of position should be guilty of anything so vulgar as an elopement. Not but that it was excessively bad to make it the subject even of a jest.

I suppose it must have been, sobbed Eleanor. And it seemed so earnest!

Mr. Marlborough could have disclosed how earnest, had he chosen. In that interview in the salon with Rose, when he told her he was going away, he learnt how much she loved him. In the anguish of parting, Rose dropped words that sufficiently enlightened him  if he had not been enlightened before. He passed it all off as a jest; he said something to the effect that he had better take her with him to Gretna, all in jest, in simple folly: and he spoke in this light manner for Roses sake: he would not suffer her to think she had betrayed her secret. What, then, was his astonishment when, in coming out of the permit office at night on the port, preparatory to stepping on board the boat, to see Rose! She had taken his words seriously. What he would have done to save the boat in his dilemma  for he must inevitably have lost it while he escorted Rose back to Madame de Ninos  he did not know; but at that moment who should come up but Captain Darling. He gave the young lady into her brothers charge, with a halfword of explanation; and he never supposed but that Rose had been safely lodged at school within the hour. But Mr. Marlborough was a man who could keep his counsel on these particulars, even to Eleanor, and he did keep it.

Let this be a warning to your wedded life, Eleanor, observed Mrs. Seymour. Never have any concealments from your husband. Had you frankly spoken to Mr. Marlborough of that first misdirected letter, which seems to have been the primary cause of all the mischief, the affair would have been cleared up at once.

Its enough to make a man swear he will never use another envelope, exclaimed Mr. Marlborough, with his old happy smile of love. But you need not have doubted me, Eleanor.

Meanwhile, where was Rose? Madame de Nino, in the eleventh stage of desperation and perplexity, sent ten times a day to Captain Darlings lodgings; but he had disappeared also. Mamselle Fifine, who of course came in for the blame, alternately sobbed and scolded aloud; and Adeline and Mary Carr felt sick with the weight of the secret they were keeping. This state of things, stormy within doors as the weather was without, lasted for three days, and then Rose returned, escorted by her brother.

But what a shocking plight she was in! Drenched with rain and sea-water; clothes soaked and clinging round her; quite prostrated with three days sea-sickness; lying half-dead all that time in a rolling fishing-smack, the wind blowing great guns and she nearly dead with fright; nothing to eat and drink on board but salt herrings and sour beer, even supposing she could have eaten at all!  no wonder Rose forgot her good manners and told her brother he was a brute for taking her. Rose had happened to put on her best things, too: a white chip bonnet and pearl-grey damask dress. You should have seen them when she came in!

So it was quite a mistake, Miss Carr and Adeline found, a trick, no doubt, played them purposely by Rose, and there had been no elopement at all, or thought of one: nothing but a three-days cruise round the coast with her brother, in the fishing-smack of some honest, rough, hard-working sailors! Captain Darling made a thousand apologies to Madame de Nino when he brought her home  the object that Rose presented upon his handing her out of the coach!  and laid it all to the fault of that treacherous wind; which had kept them at sea three days, when he had only contemplated treating her to a little excursion of an hour for the good of her health.

Madame was appeased at length. But Mamselle Fifine is sore upon the point to this day. As she justly observed, there must have been something out of the common amiss with that particular fishing-boat. Granted the rough wind; but other boats made the port fast enough, so why not that one? Rose could or would give no explanation, and was as sullen as a bear for a whole month.

And ere that month had well run its course, news came down from Paris of the marriage of George Marlborough and Miss Seymour.


CHAPTER XI.

GEORGINA BEAUCLERCS LOVE.

WE must go to Castle Wafer. Isaac St. John has his writing-table drawn to the open window this mellow September day, and sits at it. But he is not writing now. He leans back in his padded chair, and the lines of thought  of care  lie on his otherwise serene face. Care for Isaac St. John the recluse? Verily, yes; even for him. If we could live lives of utter isolation from our species, we might escape it; otherwise, never.

Looking at him now, his back buried in the soft chair, his face, so pleasant to the eye, turned rather upwards, and his thin white hands resting listlessly, one on the elbow of the chair, one down on his knee, a stranger would have failed to detect anything amiss with the person of Isaac St. John, or that it was not like other mens. For the first forty years of Isaac St. Johns existence, his days had been as one long, everpresent mortification; that disfiguring hump and his sensitiveness doing battle together. Why it should be so, I know not, but it is an indisputable fact, that where any defect of person exists, any deformity  two of the qualities pertaining to our nature exist in the mind in a supereminent degree, sensitiveness and vanity, perhaps for the good of the soul, certainly to the marring of its peace. It has been so since the world began; it will be so to its ending. Isaac St. John was no exception. There never can be an exception; for this seems to be a law of nature. Remember the club-foot of Byron, and what it did for him. This shrinking sensitiveness, far more than his health, had converted Mr. St. John into a hermit. It was terrible to him to go forth unto the gaze of his fellow-men, for  he carried his deformity with him. Now that he was advancing in years, growing onwards to be an old man, the feeling was wearing off; the keen edge of the razor which had cut all ways was becoming somewhat blunt: but it must ever remain with him in a greater or lesser degree.

He was not thinking of it now. It was when he was in the presence of others, or when making up his mind to go into their presence, that the defect was so painfully present to him. As he sat there, his brow knit with its lines, two things were troubling him: the one was a real, tangible care, the other was only a perplexity.

His own mother had lived to bring him up; and how she had cherished and loved her unfortunate son, the only heir to the broad lands of the St. Johns, that sons heart ached even now to think of. At the time she died, he wished he could die also; his happiest thoughts now were spent in her remembrance; his most comforting moments those when he lost himself in the anticipation of the meeting that awaited them hereafter. He was a grown-up man, getting old it almost seemed to his lonely heart, when the little half-brother was born, the only issue of his fathers second marriage. How Isaac St. John took to this little baby, loved it, fondled it, played with it, he might have been half ashamed to tell in words. The boy had been his; as his own; since the death of their father, he had been his sole care; and now that boy, grown to manhood, was going the way of the world and bringing trouble into his home. No very great and irremediable trouble yet: but enough to pain and worry the sensitive heart that so loved him.

As if to compensate for the malformation of the one brother, the other was gifted with almost surpassing beauty. The good looks of Frederick St. John had become a proverb in the gay world. But these favoured sons of men are beset by temptations in an unusual degree, and perhaps they may not be much the better for the beauty in the long-run. Had Frederick St. John been less high-principled by nature; or been less carefully and prayerfully trained by his brother Isaac, things might have been a great deal worse with him than they were. He had not parted with honour, but he had parted with money; a handsome patrimony which he had succeeded to when he became of age, was mortgaged thick and threefold, and Mr. Frederick was deep in debt and embarrassment.

Mr. St. John glanced towards some letters lying on his table. The letters had brought the trouble to him. It would seem as if Fredericks affairs had in some way come to a sudden crisis, for these letters, three of them, had all arrived in the course of the past week. They were ugly letters from ugly creditors asking him to pay them; and until their reception Mr. St. John had not possessed any knowledge of the state of affairs. He had believed Frederick to be in the habit of getting rid of a great deal more money than he had need to do; but he had not glanced at debt, or embarrassment. It had so completely upset him  a little thing did that in his delicate health  that for a day and a night he was incapable of action; he could only nurse his pain. Then he sent answers to the parties, saying that the matters should be examined into; and he wrote to Frederick, who was in London, to come to him without delay. He was waiting for him; the senses of his ears were opened now, listening for his footsteps: he was growing anxious and weary, for Frederick might have responded to the call on the past day.

That was the trouble. The other care mentioned, the perplexity, regarded his little cousin at Alnwick. He had promised George Carleton St. John (as you may remember) to take means of ascertaining whether Benja was well done by, happy, and cared for by his step-mother; but now that it came to action, Isaac St. John did not quite see how he was to set about it. Something he must do; for the promise lay on his conscience: and he was, of all men, the most conscientious. Mr. Carleton St. John had died in May; it was now September; and Isaac knew little or nothing of the affairs at Alnwick. He had corresponded a little with Mrs. Carleton St. John in the intervals of his own illness  for he had been seriously ill twice this summer; at the time of the death, and for some time after it, and again in July  and he had addressed two letters to Benja, simple letters fit for a child, and desired that that young gentleman would answer him by deputy. Somebody had scrawled these answers, probably the nurse, or guided Benjas fingers to do it. He was very well, and Brave was very well, and he thanked his guardian, Mr. Saint John, for writing to him, and he hopped he was very well, and he sent his love. This did not tell Mr. St. John much: and the involuntary thought crossed him that had Benja been her own child Mrs. St. John might herself have helped him with the answers.

He had therefore been making up his mind to go over to Alnwick, much as he disliked to show himself amidst strangers. But for this news concerning Frederick which had so troubled him, and the expected arrival of his brother, he would have been already away 3 but now he had put it off for a day or two. This was Tuesday; and he thought, if all went well, and Frederick came to-day, he should go on Thursday. It was not the loss of the money that brought care to Isaac St. John; his coffers were deep; but the great fear that this young man, dear to him as ever son could be to father, might be falling into evil.

He was aroused from thought by the entrance of his attendant, Mr. Brumm. The master of Castle Wafer looked up wistfully: he had thought it might be another entering.

Will you have luncheon brought in here to-day, sir, or take it with Mrs. St. John and Lady Anne?

Oh, I dont know  and the sweet voice bore its sound of weariness. I will take it with them to-day, I think, Brumm: they say I neglect them. Is it one oclock?

Hard upon it, sir.

Mr. St. John rose. Ah, how changed from the delicate-faced man whose defects of form had been hidden! The hump was all too conspicuous now. Passing out of the room, he crossed the inner hall, so beautiful with its soft rose-coloured hues, its tesselated pavement, and opened a door on the other side, where luncheon was laid. Two ladies entered almost at the same moment. The one was a tall, fine, still elegant woman, not much older than Mr. St.

John himself, though she stood to him in the relation of stepmother; the other was an orphan daughter of the highest branch of the St. John family, the Lady Anne: a nice-looking girl of two or three and twenty, with dark-brown eyes and a pointed chin. Castle Wafer belonged exclusively to Isaac St. John; but his step-mother frequently resided at it. The utmost good-feeling and courtesy existed between them; and Frederick, her only son, and his half-brother, was the link that drew them together. Mrs. St. John never stayed there in the character of visitor: Isaac would not allow it: but as its undisputed mistress. At these times, however, he lived a good deal in his own rooms. She had been there about a month now, and had brought with her this young cousin, Lady Anne. It had been a cherished project in the St. John family, that Lady Anne St. John should become the wife of Frederick. All wished it. The relatives on both sides wished it: they were several degrees removed from each other in relationship, she was an heiress, he would inherit Castle Wafer: altogether it was very suitable. But the parties themselves  were they anxious for the tie? Ah, less was known about that.

Mrs. St. John gave an exclamation of pleasure, for the sight of her step-son amidst them was somewhat rare. He shook hands with her, and then Anne St. John came merrily up to be kissed. She was very fond of Isaac, and he of her. Nearly the only friend he had had in life, as these men of rare minds count friendship, had been the earl, Annes father.

Mrs. St. John, he said, as they were at table, Brumm alone being in the room in attendance on his master, for sometimes the merest trifle of exertion, even the lifting of a plate, the filling of a glass, was a trouble to Isaac, will you believe that I am contemplating a journey?

A journey! You, Isaac! exclaimed Lady Anne. Is it a drive round the farm in your low carriage?

It is a longer journey than that. It will take me five or six hours hard posting, with good roads and four good horses.

Oh, Isaac! How can you continue to travel post when you can take the railway?

I do not like the railway, said Isaac, quietly.

Well, I hope you will find relays. I thought all the old posting horses were dead and buried.

I have not found any difficulty yet, Anne. Brumm sends on to secure them.

But where are you going, Isaac? asked Mrs. St. John. To Alnwick. I think I ought to go, continued Isaac, speaking in his grave, earnest, thoughtful manner. Poor George left his boy partly in my charge, as you know; but what with ill-health, and my propensity to shut myself up, which gets harder to break through every year, I have allowed too long a time to elapse without seeing him. It has begun to lie upon my conscience: and whenever a thing does that, I cant rest until I take steps to remedy it.

The little boy is in his own home with his mother, observed Mrs. St. John. He is sure to be all right.

I do not fear that he is not. I should be very much surprised to find that he is not. But that probable fact does not remove from me the responsibility of ascertaining it. I think I shall go on Thursday, and return on Friday.

How dull we shall be without you, said Lady Anne.

Mr. St. John smiled, and raised his soft dark eyes to hers. The fingers of one thin hand had been wandering amidst the crumbs of his bread, putting them into circles or squares: a habit of his when he talked at table, though perhaps an unconscious one. He did not eat much, and had generally finished long before others.

I hope, Anne, you and Mrs. St. John will have some one here by Thursday, who will be a more effectual remedy for dulness than I could be at my best. Mrs. St John, I am expecting Frederick.

Oh! The mothers heart leaped within her; the bright flush of expectancy rose to her cheek; a fair and soft cheek still, for all her fifty years. When?

I hope he will be here to-day. I think he may even have come by this mornings train. I wish to see him on a little matter of business, and have written to him to come down. Are you glad, Anne?

lam more glad than I can tell you, was the warm, eager answer. I wish he could be here always.

Ah, Isaac St. John, why that inward glow of satisfaction at the words? Are you so little skilled in the signs of love as not to read them more correctly? Dont you know that if there were any love, of the sort you have been hoping, in that fair girls heart, she would go by the rules of contrary, and protest that it was a matter of perfect indifference to her whether Mr. Frederick came or not? There is no blush on her cheek; there is no faltering in her tone: why should you deceive yourself?

The surmise was correct: Frederick St. John had come down by the mornings express train. You may see him as he walks out of the station at Lexington: it is that tall, slender, aristocratic man, with dark hair, pale refined features, and eyes of the deepest blue. The people at the station touch their hats to him and smile a greeting, and he smiles and nods at them in return, kindly, genially, as if he really thanked them for their welcome. There was neither heartlessness nor hypocrisy in Frederick St. John: he was a true gentleman at heart.

Would you like a fly, sir? I dont see any carriage come down for you.

No, thank you, Williams. I prefer walking such a day as this. Is Mr. St. John well, do you happen to know?

As well as usual, I think, sir, was the mans reply, who drove his own fly. He walked through the fields to church on Sunday. The ladies came in the basket-carriage.

What a fine harvest you have had!

Beautiful, sir. Couldnt be better. My little stock of corn never was finer.

By the way, Williams, I had a portmanteau somewhere in the train: the guard put it out, I suppose. You can bring it up if you like.

Thank you, sir.

Frederick St. John walked on. Striking into a path on the left, he continued his way through the fields, and came in due course to the back of the Rectory. From thence the way was through the cultivated grounds, the lovely gardens of Castle Wafer: the whole way being not much more than a mile and a half. By the highway it was a good deal longer.

Seated under a projecting rock, a sketch-book and pencils lying beside her, was one of the fairest girls ever seen. She was reading. Going out to sketch, that mellow day, she had yielded to idleness (as she often did), and was passing the time in reading, instead of working. She was the Dean of Westerburys niece, Sarah Beauclerc: and the dean was wont to tell her that she should not take a book with her when she went out to sketch. It might come to the same thing, so far as working went, she would answer in her independence: if she did not read, she might only sit and dream. But the dean was not at the Rectory just now: only his wife, daughter, and niece. This young ladys home had been with them since the death of her mother, the Lady Sarah Beauclerc: her father was in India.

The soft bloom mantled in Sarah Beauclercs cheeks when she saw who had turned the corner and was upon her. His appearance took her by surprise: neither she nor any one else had known that he was coming. She put down her book and was about to rise: but he laid his hand upon her and sat down on the bench beside her. He kept her hand in his; he saw the blushes on her cheeks; and that her eyes fell beneath the gaze of his own.

But the liking between them was not destined to go on to love: though indeed on her part, and perhaps also on his, the feeling had been very like love once. In her behaviour to him she had been a finished coquette: he set it down to caprice, to a want of real affection for him; in reality it grew out of her love. She believed that, come what would, he was to marry Lady Anne St. John; she believed that he accepted the destiny, though he might not be unwilling to amuse himself before he entered on it: and, one moment she had been gentle, tender, yielding, in obedience to her secret love; the next she would be cold, repelling, the very essence of scorn. This had partially worked his cure: but in a meeting like the present, coming suddenly upon her in all her beauty, the old feelings would rise again in his heart. Ah! how different might things have been in this life for one other woman, had Sarah Beauclerc only known the real state of affairs between him and Lady Anne!

But she still retained enough of the past feeling to be confused  confused in manner as in mind. She put questions as to his unexpected appearance, not hearing one syllable of the answers; and Frederick St. John detected the secret joy, and his voice grew more low and tender as he bent over her, and a smile, than which earth could possess nothing sweeter, sat on his lips. Perhaps even now, had he remained at Castle Wafer  but of what use speculating upon what might have been?

I think you are glad to see me, Sarah.

One flash of answering avowal, and then the lovely consciousness on the face faded, the light of love died out of it; it grew hard, satirical, half angry. That she should so have betrayed herself! She raised her head, and looked out straight before her from the depths of her cold light-blue eyes.

We are glad to see any one in this lonely desert, where the only gentleman of degree is Mr. St. John. Not but that I would rather see him than many others. Did you leave London this morning?

Frederick St. John dropped the hand and rose.

I shall never understand you, Sarah. Yes, I left it this morning. Wheres Georgina? She will be glad to welcome me, if you are not.

Theres one will be glad to welcome you at Castle Wafer, she rejoined, laughing now, but the laugh sounded cold and cheerless. Lady Anne has been wishing for you for some time.

Yes, I think she has. I must go on now. I shall see you again, no doubt, by-and-by.

He hastened on his way, utterly unconscious that a pair of eyes, more lovely than those he had been gazing on, behind the grove of trees, had been unintentional witnesses to the interview. Georgina Beauclerc had been strolling about when she saw his approach through the trees. She was the deans daughter  a lithe, active girl of middle height with a pleasing, piquant, rather saucy face, these wide-open grey-blue eyes, light-brown hair, and a healthy blood mantling under the sunburnt skin of the dimpled cheeks  a daring, wild, independent young lady, but one all truth and ingenuousness; and that is saying a very great deal in these days of most detestable artificially. Georgina had no end of faults, but Dr. Beauclerc knew her heart, and he would not have exchanged his daughter for any girl in the world.

She, Georgina Beauclerc, had looked on from between the trees, all her veins throbbing, her pulses beating. A stronger, a purer, a more enduring love never made glad the heart of woman, than this one that filled Georgina Beauclercs for Frederick St. John. To hear his step was rapture; to touch his hand was as a ray of that unforgiven fire filched for us from heaven; to see him thus unexpectedly was as if the whole earth had become suddenly flooded with a brilliant, rose-coloured light. But, even as she watched that other meeting with her cousin, the sharp pain  often enough felt there before  seized her heart, the loving light faded from her face, and her lips paled with anguish. Of keen, discerning faculties, she had seen all along that it was not from Lady Anne danger was to be feared, but from Sarah herself. A faint, low cry, as of a bird in pain, escaped her as she watched the meeting, and drank in its signs.

Did anything in the world ever run so crookedly as this course of love? Every one  uncles, aunts, guardians  wanted Frederick St. John to wed Lady Anne. Frederick did not want to marry her at all; did not intend to marry her; and she, on her part, hoped to marry some one else. But that was a secret not yet to be breathed to the world; Frederick alone shared it; and if things came to a crisis he intended to take on himself the whole onus of declining the match, and so spare Anne. They understood each other perfectly; and that is more than can be said for any other two actors in our story. Nothing so very crooked there, you will say; but look a little further. Georgina loved Frederick St. John with her whole heart; and he never gave a thought to her. He must have known of her love; there had been things to reveal it to him  trifles in the past; but he passed her by, and felt all too inclined to give his love to her cousin. She, Sarah, could have made him her hearts resting-place, ah! how willingly! but her head was filled ever with Lady Anne, and she met his incipient love with scorn. It was curing him, as I have told you; but if the whole truth could have been laid bare, the lives of some of them would have been widely different.

Georgina was obliged to come forth from her hiding-place, for his path lay through the shrubbery, and he must have seen her. Her colour went and came fitfully as she held out her hand; her bosom heaved beneath the thin summer dress, a flowing robe of muslin, adorned with blue ribbons. Her large straw hat was hanging from her arm; and she began to talk freely and wildly  anything to cover her agitation. Their intercourse was familiar as that of brother and sister, for they had been intimate from childhood.

Well, Georgie! In the wars as usual, I see, amidst the brambles.

He pointed to her robe, and she caught it up; a long bramble was trailing to it.

It is your fault, sir. Hearing a strange voice, I came through the thorns to see who might be the intruder. What a strange, flighty way you have got into! Coming down by fits and starts, when no one expects you! We heard you were off to Finland, or some other of those agreeable spots. Youll frighten Castle Wafer into fits.

Wrong, young lady. Castle Wafer sent for me.

Thats one of your stories, politely returned Georgina. I was at Castle Wafer after breakfast this morning, and Mrs. St. John was regretting that you did not come down this autumn; some one else also, I think, though she did not say it.

He looked down at her as she spoke. There were times when he thought she divined the truth as regarded himself and Lady Anne St. John.

I wonder, she continued, that you have kept away so long.

How is the dean?

He is not here  only mamma. Tell me; what has brought you down?

I have told you. I was sent for.

By

Isaac. You are as curious as ever, Georgina. But now, can you tell me why I am sent for; for that is a puzzle to me. I fear

He stopped suddenly. Miss Beauclerc raised her eyes to his face. There was a shade of uneasiness in his tones, as if he were ill at ease.

I know nothing about it, she answered, earnestly. I did not even know you were sent for. I would tell you if I did know.

He nodded an acknowledgment, courteously enough, but very abstractedly, as if he thought little of Georgina or of anything she could tell him, and walked on alone, never once looking back. She leaned her forehead against a tree, and gazed after him; her wild love shining forth from her yearning blue eyes; her whole heart longing to call after him ere he should be quite beyond view, and the days sunshine have gone out in darkness: Oh, stay with me, my love! stay with me!

He went on to the house, straight into the presence of Isaac, who was then in his own room, and learnt why he had been summoned. That his embarrassments would, of necessity, become known to his brother some time, he had entertained no shadow of doubt; but he was one of those high-bred, honourable men who look upon debt as little less than crime; and now that the moment had come, it brought him terrible mortification.

I have no excuse to offer, he said. But do not think worse of me than you can help. Not one shilling of it has gone in dishonour.

That he spoke the truth Isaac knew, and his heart went out to him  him whom he had ever loved as a son.

I will set you straight, only be more cautious in future, he said, never speaking, in his generosity, one word of reproach. And, Frederick, this had better be kept from your mother. It would pain her, and perhaps alarm Anne. Dont you think it is time you married? Theres nothing to wait for. Im sure  I fancy at least  that Anne is ready.

And Frederick St. John, bound by a promise to Lady Anne, did not speak out openly, as he might have done, but evaded the question.

On the following Thursday, in the long, low room at the Rectory, its windows opening to the lawn, sat Sarah Beauclerc, practising a piece of difficult music. She and her cousin were contrasts. The one, cold, calm, calculating, did things by rule; the other did all by impulse, and could not be cold if she tried. Sarah was the least in the world artificial; Georgina was too natural.

Mrs. Beauclerc, thin and discontented-looking as of yore, the red tip of her nose growing redder year by year, sat at the French window of the room, talking to Georgina. Georgina, in a clear pink muslin dress, with open lace sleeves on her pretty wrists, stood just outside the window. She was partly listening to her mother,  as much as she ever did listen to Mrs. Beauclercs grumblings,  partly humming to herself the piece that Sarah was playing, as her eyes wandered wistfully, far far out in the distance, seeking one who did not come.

What are you looking at? Mrs. Beauclerc suddenly asked in sharp tones. You never pay attention to me, Georgina.

I thought  I thought and though the answer was given with hesitation, she spoke the straightforward truth I thought I saw Frederick St. John. Some one was there, but he has turned away again, whoever it was. What do you want to say, mamma?  .

Mrs. St. John and Anne partly promised to come in and dine with us, sans ceremonie, this evening. I want you to go and ask them whether they are really coming.

She stepped gaily over the threshold into the room, all her inertness gone. The short secluded walk through the private grounds would be charming enough on that warm autumn day; but had it been one of stones and brambles, Georgina had deemed it Eden, with the prospect of his presence at the end of it. She halted for a moment to ask a question; to ask it indifferently, as if it were of no moment to her, and she tossed her handkerchief carelessly about as she spoke it.

Is Frederick to come with them?

Dear me, Georgina! Is he to come! He can come if he likes.

Absorbed in her music, Sarah Beauclerc had heard nothing of this. Georgina came in again with her bonnet on. Sarah, I am going up to Castle Wafer. Will you come?

The light of assent shone all too eagerly for a moment in Sarahs eyes; but she recollected her resolution  to forget  and declined.

Not this morning.

Very well, said Georgina. Dont say I didnt ask you. You said so once before, if you remember, Sarah, and a great passion you were in.

Sarah Beauclercs lip curled. I dont think I was ever in a passion in my life. It is only the uncontrolled, the ill-regulated, who so forget themselves.

I would rather go into a good hearty passion and get it over, than be cold as an icicle. What a passion I once put Fred St. John into! added Georgina, half losing herself in the remembrance. He can be passionate, if you like!

I dont believe it.

Disbelieve it, then, equably returned Georgina. I have seen him in more rages than one. Its not a thing to forget, I can tell you. He is sweet-tempered in ordinary life; ay, very; but on rare occasions he can be roused. Ask Mrs. St. John; ask Anne.

She stepped out from the window, nodding to Mrs. Beauclerc, who was now at a distance bending over her favourite flowerbed, and pursued her walk.

Suddenly a butterfly crossed her path; she was then getting near to Castle Wafer. It was one of those beautiful insects, its wings purple and gold; and Georgina, no better than a butterfly herself and variable as one, began to give chase to it. In turning suddenly the corner of a hedge of variegated evergreens, she came upon a stranger.

Springing back as one startled, her heart beat a shade quicker.

Not that there was anything particularly to startle her, except that he was unknown, and that he stood in a stealthy attitude. He wore a rather remarkable hat, inasmuch as its crown was higher than those of ordinary hats and went tapering off in sugar-loaf fashion; his clothes were shabby-genteel. Altogether he put Georgina in mind of the portrait of Mephistopheles, as represented on the cover of one of her pieces of music.

He had been bending forward, peering through the trees at Castle Wafer; the position he held commanded full view of the front of the house. But he appeared equally startled with Miss Beauclerc, at being interrupted, glided away, and was lost to view.

What a strange-looking man! exclaimed Georgina. And what was he doing there? Perhaps wanting to take a photograph of Castle Wafer! That tall hat must have been the one I saw from our house.

She emerged from the sheltered path, crossed the lawn, stepped over the terrace, and into the drawing-room. The families were too intimate to stand on any sort of ceremony with each other, and as frequently entered each others houses in this manner as by the more formal doorway. The room was empty, but almost immediately Frederick St. John came into it.

His eye fell upon her for a moment only, and she caught the half-wistful, half-eager glance that went roaming round in search of another.

Are you alone? he asked, as he shook hands with her.

Sarah is not with me, was the petulant answer. It was utterly impossible to Georgina Beauclerc not to betray her moods: and none but herself knew how cruel was the pain ever rankling in her heart. But I did not come to pay a visit to you, she went on pointedly. Wheres Mr. St. John?

He has gone out, and will not be back until to-morrow.

She had only asked the question in that listless fashion that requires no answer. The answer, however, aroused her surprise. Isaac St. John gone out until to-morrow!

He left this morning for Alnwick, said Frederick. He has gone to see his little ward, Benja St. John. A long journey, for he is posting. Did you want him, Georgina?

No; I came to see Mrs. St. John. Mamma supposes she and Anne remember their engagement to come in this afternoon and remain to dinner. Will you come also?

Is it a dinner-party?

A dinner-party here! Dont expect that. You may find nothing but mutton, she added, with a laugh. Its ourselves only. Will you come?

I think not, Georgie. Perhaps, though: Ill see between now and dinner-time.

He stepped out without further word or look. Ah, it needed not his coldness of manner to convince Georgina Beauclerc how utterly indifferent she was to him! Lady Anne came in, and she began laughing and talking as though there were not such a thing as misplaced love in the world. In a few minutes Georgina left again, bearing Mrs. St. Johns message of acceptance of the invitation. As she was walking leisurely along she caught sight of Frederick in the distance. He was standing still, apparently examining something in his hand. Georginas quick thought wondered whether it was the beautiful butterfly of purple and gold. Suddenly, in this same moment, as she looked, she saw the strange man go rather swiftly up to him and touch him on the shoulder.

She saw Frederick St. John wheel round; she saw him fling the mans arm off with a haughty gesture. And after a few minutes parleying, during which the man showed him a paper  minutes of hesitation as it seemed, for Mr. St. John looked about him as a man uncertain of his course  they finally walked away together. Georgina went home wondering.

Mrs. St. John and Lady Anne came in about four oclock, bringing their work with them. Lady Anne was making a collection of ferns, and she began doing something to a dried leaf with water and a sponge. Mrs. St. John and Mrs. Beauclerc were each knitting a soft woollen counterpane of divers colours, and began comparing progress.

Wheres Frederick? asked Mrs. Beauclerc. Is he not coming?

I dont know where he is, cried Mrs. St. John, in quick tones and looking up, as though the question recalled something to her recollection. We have seen nothing of him since the morning, and just now I received a pencilled note from him, saying he might not be in until to-night, or perhaps not at all, if he found his business detained him very late.

Has he gone to Lexington?

We dont know where he has gone. But it is very strange he should go out for any length of time, without mentioning it to me. The note was not dated, and the servants said a strange boy brought it. So very thoughtless of Frederick, to go out in this flighty manner! Anne was dreaming of him this afternoon.

Dreaming of him! repeated Mrs. Beauclerc.

Lady Anne laughed. Mrs. St. John insisted at the time that I was dreaming, she said. We drove out in the pony-carriage after luncheon, and on passing the Barley Mow, I could have declared that I saw Frederick at one of the upper windows. But when we drew closer he had turned into a strange man in a tall hat. I suppose I must have been thinking of him, and so fancied it: or else the sun, which was full in my face, caused the mistake. Georgina, what is the matter?

It was time to ask. Georgina Beauclerc was standing as one transfixed. She was as clever a girl at putting two and two together as could well be found; and the whole mystery seemed to suddenly clear itself. Very rapidly she drew her conclusions: Frederick St. John had been arrested for debt, and the man was keeping him prisoner at the Barley Mow!

A mist gathered before her sight: her heart sank within her. Georgina had long known that he was in some temporary embarrassment; it came to her knowledge through an incautious word of his own; and she had cherished the knowledge as a secret link between them. But she had not suspected this, and it came upon her with a crushing fear.

She burst into laughter, for the question of Lady Anne recalled her to herself, making some evasive excuse. She would have died rather than betray him.

I know, she said. He has gone over to Lexington to avoid dining with so many women. You could not expect him to stay for us, Mrs. St. John.

Very true, my dear; the same thought had occurred to me, was the satisfied answer. But I dont see why he should hint at not coming home to sleep.

There may be a thousand things to detain him, said Georgina, throwing back her pretty head, as if to cool the fever crimsoning her cheeks. And who knows but he may have gone on to Sir John Ingrams? I made him so mad one day last year, teasing him about that gawky Jane Ingram! Mamma nearly boxed my ears for it.

Watching her opportunity, Georgina stole away, snatched her hat and a garden mantle from the peg in the hall, and went out. Where was she going, this wild girl? Need you ask? In her impulsive, free, careless fashion, she was hastening to the Barley Mow, to see Frederick St. John.

It sounds very bad, no doubt to the readers ears. The name of the Barley Mow itself would be enough to alarm modest people, without the gentleman. But in this quiet little spot, the Barley Mow was as sedate and respectable a house to enter as any private one; and Georgina had many a time gone into it with Dr. Beauclerc to sit ten minutes with one of its daughters, who had been an invalid for years.

She went flying onwards, and gained the door in a few minutes. The landlord, a respectable, simple old yeoman, in a yellow waistcoat and top-boots, who was a farmer as well as an innkeeper, met her at the entrance.

Mary aint quite so well, miss, he began, more hastily than he was in the habit of speaking. Shes lying down. Im afeared I cant ask you to go up this afternoon.

I have not come to see her, returned Georgina, ignoring ceremony. Is Mr. Frederick St. John here?

The man seemed taken back. He might not admit it; he could not conscientiously deny it; and he only stared by way of answer.

I know he is here, said Georgina. You need not hesitate.  

Well, miss, he is here, and thats the truth. But I mightnt say it.

I want to see him, she continued, walking into the family parlour, then vacant. Ask him to come to me.

It appeared that he could not come without his attendant in the curious hat, for when Mr. St. John, who came down immediately, entered the room, that gentlemans hat and head appeared over his shoulder. Very haughtily Mr. St. John waved him off, and closed the door to shut him out.

Georgina, what brings you here?

How did it happen? she asked eagerly. Are you really arrested?

Really and truly, he said, speaking in a tone of hauteur that perhaps veiled a feeling of bitter mortification. The marvel does not lie in that, but in how you came to know of it.

I guessed it, said Georgina.

Guessed it!

She quietly told him the whole from the beginning: her meeting with the man in the morning, the news Mrs. St. John brought about the note, the fancied view of Lady Anne.

The truth seemed to come over me in a moment, she concluded. I knew you were arrested; I was sure it was nothing else. And I ran all the way here to ask if I can do anything for you. I saw by the note that you dare not tell Mrs. St. John.

Dare is not quite the word, Georgina. If I can spare her I will do so, for I know it would grieve her cruelly. The affair would not have been the trouble of a quarter-of-an-hour, but for Isaacs being away. Things always do happen by contraries.

You think he would  he would  what could he have done? she asked, her anxious face and its earnest eyes turned up to him.

He would have paid the claim and set me free. As it is, nothing can be done until he comes home to-morrow.

How much is the claim?

Frederick St. John drew in his lips. It is amidst the hundreds. Nay, how scared you look! It was a clever trick, their sending the fellow down here after me.

Who is he? asked Georgina, lowering her voice, with an instinctive conviction that the individual in question was rather near the outside of the door.

Hes nobody, was the reply. But, nevertheless, he is master of me just now, by virtue of the law. He considers himself a model of consideration and benevolence, and will expect me to acknowledge it substantially: otherwise he would have taken me off pretty quickly.

Where to?

To  it is an ugly word, Georgina  prison.

Oh! But you will stop that, wont you?

Isaac will. The annoying part of the business is, that he should be away just this day of all days. It is rather singular, too, considering that he is at home from years end to years end. Theres no help for it, however, and here I must stop until he does return, hiding myself like a mouse, lest I should be seen, and the news carried to my mother.

Cant I help you?  cant I do anything for you?

Thank you always, Georgina. You are a good little girl, after all. No, nothing.

She pouted her pretty lips.

Except keep the secret. And go home again as soon as possible. What would your mamma say if she knew you had come? he asked.

Scold me for a week. Will Mr. St. John be home early to-morrow?

I wish I knew. Any time, I suppose, from midday up to night. We must set some one to watch for him. He is posting, and therefore goes and comes the upper road, not passing here. I dare not send a note to Castle Wafer to await his arrival, for my mother, seeing my handwriting, would inevitably open it; neither can I entrust the matter to any of the servants to inform their master: they might make a mystery of it, and so bring it in that way to the ears of my mother. Besides, to tell the truth, I dont care that the servants should know of it. Brumm alone would be safe, and he is with his master.

Entrust it to me, said Georgina, eagerly. Let me manage it for you. I will take care to tell Mr. St. John the moment of his arrival. If I cant see him, Ill tell Brumm.

Mr. St. John paused a minute. The proposal certainly solved a difficulty.

But I dont like you to do this, Georgina, he said, following out his thoughts.

I will do it, she answered, the colour mantling to her cheeks. You cant prevent me now.

He smiled at her eagerness; he saw how pleasant it was to her to serve him. She laid her hand on the door to depart.

Be it so, Georgina. I shall call you henceforth my friend in need.

She opened the door quickly. On the opposite side of the narrow passage, his back propped against the wall, a cautious sentinel, stood the man. Mr. St. John saw him, closed his lips on what he was about to say, and motioned her into the room again.

You will not speak of this misfortune, Georgina, at your own house? Is it known there? he continued, a sudden fear betraying itself in his voice. Does Sarah know of it?

And if she did, retorted Georgina, the old pain seizing upon her heart again, she does not know of it from me.

Throwing back the door, she went straight out of the house, running all the way home lest she should be missed, her brain busy with the one thought.

Sarah, Sarah! It is all he cares for in life!


CHAPTER XII.

THE FAIR AT ALNWICK.

IN the long, straggling street, which chiefly comprised the village of Alnwick, there was a break in the houses on the left-hand side. This was filled up by the common, or waste land; it belonged to the lord of the manor, and no one might build upon it. It was a wide, untidy piece of ground, branching off into far-away corners and dells, which did very well for harbouring trampers and gipsies. Once a year, for three days in September, this common was delivered over to all the bustle and confusion of a fair. Shows and booths, containing (if you could believe them) the wonders of the world, living and dead; caravans; drinking-tents; stalls for fruit, gingerbread, and penny trumpets; and here shoals of pleasure-seekers reigned in triumph during those three days. Sober shopkeepers, driven half wild with opposition drums and horns, talked a great deal about getting the nuisance done away with; but the populace generally believed that no man living could put the threat into execution, except the lord of the manor: and he could only do it by refusing the use of the ground. However that may have been, the ground had not been refused yet, and the populace was triumphant.

It was a bright September day, and the fair was in full glory; as far as was consistent with the comparative quiet and respectability of the first day. Things on that day were ordered with a due regard to decorum: the music was kept within bounds, the bawling showmen were subdued and persuasive, the ladies dresses and dancing were gentility itself. For on this first day the better families around would send their children to the fair (some had been known to go to it themselves), and ladies-maids and butlers congregated there in great force. The second and third days were given over to what these domestics called the riff-raff.

The fair was in its full radiance on this fine September day. Drums were beating, fifes were playing, pantaloons were shouting, ladies were dancing, and rival showmen in scarlet and gold tunics were shouting out their seductive attractions, when two respectable-looking maid-servants, each in charge of a little boy, might have been observed in the street, about to enter the enchanted regions. The children were attired in black velvet, trimmed with crape, and their straw hats had black ribbon round them. The younger, a lovely child with a bright complexion and a mass of fair curls, looked nearly three years old; the other was nearly five; not a pretty child, but his countenance one of noble intelligence. An insignificant little fellow enough in years and stature, this elder one; no one to look at: and yet a great many people touched their hats to him, child though he was, and that very fair was being held upon his own land; for he was lord of the manor, and inheritor of Alnwick.

Benja and George had been wild to set off to it. Indeed, for a week beforehand, from the raising of the first plank for the booths, it could hardly be said that either servants or children for miles round were in their sedate senses. Prance, however, was an exception. Prance seemed to have no affinity with fairs; and she had drawn in her thin lips in withering contempt at Honours open longing for it. There was no more cordiality between the two servants than there used to be, and a sharp quarrel would occur now and again, in which Honour, as far as words went, had the best of it. Honour was free-spoken; there was no denying it. This fair had caused a desperate quarrel that same morning. Honour said everything she could to enhance its glories to the children; Prance contradicted every word, and protested it was not a fit place to take them to.

Mrs. Carleton St. John favoured Honour in the matter, told Prance she would not deprive the children of the shows for anything, and finally ordered her to be quiet. George took his nurses part, and said Honour was a nasty beast. Benja retaliated that Prance was, and George struck him. Mrs. Carleton St. John for once reproved George, and kissed and soothed Benja. It was a curious thing, not noticed at the time, but recalled by Honour in the future, that this little graciousness on the part of her mistress, this displayed affection for Benja, should have occurred on the day afterwards characterized by the unexpected visit of Mr. Isaac St. John. As if it had been on purpose! Honour was wont to repeat to herself with a groan. However, all this partisanship for herself and Benja only put her into a good humour at the time; she could not see the future; and when they started, after an early dinner, Honour was in a state of great delight, satisfied with everything and every one.

Excepting, perhaps, with Prance. Prance showed no signs whatever of her discomfiture, but followed to the fair with George, impassive and silent as ever. As they were entering the bustle, and the little legs already began to dance to the drums, and the charmed eyes caught the first glimpse of the spangles and all the other enchantments, a dusty travelling carriage-and-four came bowling down the street, and stopped at the Bell Inn, which was situated opposite to the common. Such travelling equipages had become sufficiently rare to be almost a curiosity in the county, and both the maids turned to stare, utterly unsuspicious that it contained one who, as guardian, had all power over the heir of Alnwick.

The first show they entered (on the principle of keeping the best to the last) was a very sober sort of affair, and purporting to be An Emporium of Foreign Curiosities. The admission was threepence, the trumpet was loud, and the showman was magnificent both in person and persuasion.

I shall go into this, said Honour. I should think you neednt be afraid of what youd see inside, she added to Prance in tones, it must be confessed, of aggravation. Theres no dancing here.

Prances only answer was to draw down the corners of her thin lips and walk off with George to a leviathan booth whose company were executing a complicated quadrille before it. Honour paid her threepence, disputed with the money-taker about admitting Benja for three-halfpence, that functionary protesting that there was no half-price for gentlemens children, and went into the show.

Like many other shows, its interior did not realize the outward promise. There was a crocodile in stone, and a few more dead wonders, which Honour turned up her nose at, saying something about demanding back her money: but Benjas attention had become riveted by the pretty model of a church rising from the midst of green moss. It was white, and its coloured windows were ingeniously shown up by means of a light placed within it. It really was a pretty and conspicuous article in the dark booth, and Benja could not be moved from it. How little did Honour think that that sight was to exercise so terrible an influence on the unconscious child!

Come along, she said, rather impatiently. I could make you as good a one any day, Benja.

How could you make it? promptly asked Benja.

With white paper and thin strips of wood for the frame. Master Benja, then! we shall have Prance going home and telling your mamma that we lost her on purpose. Shes as deceitful as yonder crocodile.

Couldnt you buy it for me, Honour? returned Benja, not stirring a peg.

Of course I couldnt, answered Honour. What a little simpleton you must be, to ask it! The things here are not for sale; the folks get their living by showing them. And a fine set of worthless rubbish it is! Once for all, are you coming, Master St. John?

Will you promise to make me one? persisted Benja.

Yes, I will. There!

When?

As soon as I can get the things together. Now come.

Benja reluctantly moved away; but his head and eyes were turned for the last glance, up to the moment when Honour pulled him through the low green-baize opening.

Meanwhile Mrs. Carleton St. John was sitting alone. She was of remarkably quiet habits by inclination, a great stay-at-home, rarely seeking society or amusement abroad; and the still recent death of her husband tended to keep the Hall pretty free from idle visitors. One sole passion seemed to absorb her whole life, to the exclusion of every other; it filled every crevice of her heart, it regulated her movements, it buried even her natural grief for her husband  and this was love for her child. The word love most inadequately expresses the feeling: it was a passion, threatening to consume every healthy impulse. She was quite aware of it: indeed, her conscience did not allow her to be otherwise.

One thought was ever present to her; it may be said that it had never left her mind since the day her husband died: that Benja was chief of Alnwick Hall, with all its wealth and dignity; that she, Charlotte St. John, so arrogant by nature; was there only on sufferance, a home accorded to her as his personal guardian; and that George was as nobody. They were as a sharp thorn, these reflections, ever piercing her. They ate into her ill-regulated heart and rankled there. And they went on to another thought, an unwholesome thought, which would have been a wicked thought but that it was not there of her own will; a thought that carried danger in its train. In the first waking of early morning, in the fevered dreams of midnight solitude, in the glare and bustle of noon day, it was ever thrusting itself forward  if Benja were to die, her child would be the inheritor.

Was she aware of its danger? No. And yet she was fond of tracing it back to its original source  the accident to Benja. When the boy was taken out of the water, drowned as was supposed, and as some one called out, the wild beating of Mrs. St. Johns bosom  not with sorrow  called into life the thought that had certainly never existed there before, or else had lain dormant, Her increasing dislike of Benja should have acted as a warning to her. It was generated by the false view she took of the existing state of things: that Benja was a sort of ogre, whose sole mission on earth was to stand in the light of her child and deprive him of what might have been his birthright. She strove against this dislike  it might be better to call it hatred, for it had grown into that  and she had to exercise a constant check upon herself in her behaviour towards him. None but she knew what it cost her to treat Benja with a semblance of love, or to make no very apparent difference between the children. She did strive against it  let us do her justice!  not from any suspicion of danger, but from her own sense of equity. That very morning, in taking Benjas part and kissing him, she had acted from an impulse of good principle, an endeavour to do right. But no sooner were the children out of her sight, than the old bad feelings got the better of her, and she sat indulging all sorts of foolish dreams and visions of what she would do were Alnwick Georges instead of Benjas. Will you believe that she had fallen into the habit of repeating their Christian names to herself, with the prospective title before them? Sir Benjamin St. John,

Sir George St. John; and she thought the one (you need not ask which of the two) sounded a thousand times more charming than the other.

Though very conscious of all this, she yet detected no danger in it. The night of her husbands death, she made a resolve to do her duty by her little step-son; and when the codicil to the will was read, giving Mr. St. John of Castle Wafer the power to remove him from her, she resented it bitterly as a mark of want of confidence in her shown by her husband. No woman could have been more willing in intention to do right by a step-son than Charlotte St. John. If only her strength of will did not fail her, she might succeed. One result of the desire to carry out her resolve, was retaining Honour in her service. She very much disliked the girl, for her strong attachment to Benja in contradistinction to George, and her always taking his part against that rather capricious younger gentleman; but she would not discharge her. To this desire to do her duty, rather than because her husband in dying had expressed a wish that Honour should be retained about Benja, the girl owed the fact that she was still in her place. Honour alone of the servants, save and except perhaps Prance, had detected all along the second Mrs. St. Johns dislike to her little charge. She was aware, as surely as though she had seen it recorded, that her mistress regarded George as he who ought to be the heir, Benja as a usurper; and it aroused within her a feeling of indignation, which sometimes peeped out in her manner. Not sufficiently so for Mrs. St. John openly to find fault with; and she only thought the girl quick in temper. And now I think I have said as much as I can say about the state of mind of Mrs. Carleton St. John. She deliberately intended to do right: but passion and prejudice are strong; unusually strong were they in her; and her mind was undisciplined and ill-regulated.

As she sat there to-day, the approach of a vehicle in the avenue attracted her attention. She soon saw that it was a fly from the Bell Inn, and all her motherly fears were at once up in arms, lest any accident had happened to Georgy, and he was being brought home, or she fetched to him. But it seemed to contain only one gentleman; and he a stranger; a delicate-looking man, who sat low in the fly.

Not for a long time had she been so surprised as when the card was brought to her, and she found that her visitor was Mr. St. John of Castle Wafer. Had he come to remove Benja? The thought awoke a momentary affection for the child in her heart, and called up a resentful flush to her cheeks. But resentment faded away as Isaac came in, and held out his hand to her in his open courtesy. She saw she had nothing underhand to fear from him.

What was perhaps more agreeable to her, as it is to all vain women  and Charlotte St. John was one of them  was the look of honest admiration that shone out of Isaacs face and manner. She presented a picture deeply interesting  in her young widowhood, in her beauty, in her manner so quiet and subdued. She burst into tears as they talked of her husband, of Benja; and she told Mr. St. John that if he removed Benja from her it would break her heart.

It was only a figure of speech. And it is very probable that the fact of two thousand a-year of her income being in peril, may have swayed her to earnestness more than any other feeling. Mr. St. John took it all for loving earnestness, and assured her he thought no cause would ever be likely to arise for his removing Benja. In point of fact, Isaac St. John was most warmly impressed in her favour; it was almost as if she had fascinated him.

Will you answer me a question? asked Mrs. St. John. I cannot get it solved by any one else. Why did my husband leave this power in your hands? Did he doubt me?

I do not know why he left it, was the answer of Mr. St. John: unless he thought that you might be too kind to the boy  might indulge him to his detriment. I remember, too, his saying that you were not very strong, and the charge of the two children might be a tax upon you.

She did not answer. She began to speak of more general things, and Isaac St. John sat talking with her for some time. She expressed her regret that Benja should happen to be at the fair, and laughed when Mr. St. John spoke of the noise that had assailed his ears from the drums. She pressed him to take up his quarters at the Hall until the morrow, but this he declined; he was only an invalid at best, he said. He had engaged rooms at the Bell for himself and his servant, and he invited Benja to come and breakfast with him on the following morning. Mrs. St. John readily assented to the invitation.

You will allow his nurse to attend him, he said to her, as he rose to leave. I should like to see and converse with the attendant of my little ward, and offer her a gratuity as an earnest of my favour.

As readily as the other request was this acceded to, and Mr. St. John departed, taking final leave of his cousins widow  for he intended to leave Alnwick soon after breakfast the following morning.

The fly had conveyed him almost through the park on his return to the Bell, when he saw two women-servants, in charge of two children. Rightly guessing who they were, he stopped the fly, opened the door, and talked to them from his seat.

A noble boy, his ward, with an open, intelligent countenance; a pretty little toy-boy the other, with his bright face, his fair curls, and his indulged petulance peeping out even then. The children were at home with him at once, showing him the fairings they carried  one a childs kaleidoscope, the other a drum. Benja told him some unintelligible story of a church Honour was going to make for him; Georgy sounded the rataplan on his drum. He inquired of Honour whether she was the nurse mentioned to him by her late master, who had been with the child from his birth. Upon her saying she was, he told her she was to be at the Bell with Master St. John the next morning at nine oclock; he handed a sovereign to Prance; he won the boys hearts by a promise of a whole cargo of fairings to be sent up that evening; and then he drove on. Not one of them had noticed his hump; but they thought what a little low gentleman he was in stature.

Benja had taken home a fairing for his mamma  a blue-and-white smelling-bottle, flat as a half-crown, with a narrow neck in which was a little cork as stopper. It had cost threepence, and he kissed her as he gave it to her. Georges fairing to his mamma had been a Banbury cake, but he had unfortunately eaten it on his way home. Whether the contrast touched her, or that with Mr. St. John in the vicinity she did not choose to be otherwise than loving, certain it was that she kissed Benja heartily in return, praised his present as she put it into her waistband, and told Georgy he was a selfish little fellow. How gratified Honour was, and how, in manner, she crowed over Prance, Prance would not condescend to observe. Mrs. St. John was all graciousness, bade Honour make Master Benja very nice indeed for the following morning, and said the pony-carriage should take them down.

The appointment was kept. Benja was treated to jam and other good things as he sat at breakfast with Mr. St. John  Brumm and Honour waiting on them. Afterwards, when the cloth was removed, Mr. Brumm had orders to take Master St.

John to the fair and show him the elephant, or anything else Mr. Brumm might deem expedient; and Honour was requested to take a seat while Mr. St. John talked to her.

He really saw no means of ascertaining whether Benja was well done by at the Hall, excepting this  the putting a direct question to the nurse. After what he had seen of the Halls mistress the previous day, he would as soon suspect himself of being ill treated, as any child over whom she had control. Still it was as well to make sure upon the point.

Honour answered his questions as straightforwardly as she could. But, it should be remarked, that in her present mood of graciousness towards her mistress (or it should perhaps rather be said of that ladys graciousness to her), she spoke more favourably of Mrs. St. John than she would have done at almost any previous time. She was not indulgent to Master Benja; but on the other hand she was not generally unkind to him, was the substance of her answer.

This rather surprised Mr. St. John. I should have thought her in danger of being too kind, he said.

Honour shook her head. Mrs. St. John is too kind by a great deal to her own child, sir; she indulges him dreadfully; but theres no fear that she will ever do that by Master Benja.

I suppose you do not mean to say that Mrs. St. John is unkind to him? returned Mr. St. John, rather at a loss how to frame his words with a due regard to what was due to the dignity of that lady, when speaking of her to her servant.

Well, no, sir, I cant say that she is unkind. She treats the two very much alike, only that she is always kissing and clasping the little one, and has him so much more with her. She boxed Master Benjas ears the other day and made him cry. For no fault, either, that I could find out.

Mr. St. John smiled. A little wholesome correction is good for boys, you know.

Im not saying that it isnt, sir. Altogether, things have gone on much more comfortably since my masters death than I used to fancy they would. Theres not much to complain of.

On the whole, then, you cannot see cause for any interference on my part? You see no reason why Master St. John should not remain at the Hall under his step-mothers charge?

No, sir; I cannot say that I do. And of course I am always with him, and can take care of him there as well as I could anywhere else. I shall never let harm come nigh him from any one.

It was conclusive, and Mr. St. John intimated that the conference was over.

You see, I speak to you as the confidential attendant of the child, he said. You were named to me by your late master as one in whom every confidence might be placed. Do me the favour to regard what I have said as between ourselves, in the interest of this little orphan. And always remember, that in case of any emergency arising, where any  any counsel, or advice, or interference on my part should be desirable, a letter will find me at Castle Wafer. I shall come over from time to time  not often, for my health does not permit it; and I shall hope to have a letter frequently from the little boy.

He pressed a very handsome present into her hand as he concluded, saying it was in recompense of her trouble and attention to the child. Honours eyes filled with tears as she took it; it needed not money to enhance her jealous love for Benja.

And the boy came back with Mr. Brumm in a state of ecstatic delight, for he had seen the elephant and everything else. He was despatched to the Hall with Honour, bearing compliments to its mistress, and a cargo of good things for himself and Georgy. And Mr. St. John set off on his homeward journey to Castle Wafer.


CHAPTER XIII.

ONLY AS BROTHER AND SISTER.

THE September afternoon was passing into the twilight of evening ere the master of Castle Wafer drew near his home. Miss Georgina Beauclerc was almost at her wits end. Determined to carry out her promise of informing him of the mishap that had befallen his brother, she yet saw no means of doing it without its coming to the observance of Mrs. St. John, but by speaking to him in the moment that intervened between his stepping from his carriage and entering the house. For this purpose had she been hovering about almost ever since midday, keeping out of range of the windows, and ready to walk quietly forward as any ordinary visitor, as soon as the carriage came in sight. But the carriage did not come; and Georgina, conscious that the Rectory dinner-hour was approaching, knew not really what to do.

Just as she was ready to take some desperate step, had she only known what, she heard the sound of wheels, and the dusty carriage with its four horses drew quickly up. Georgina was not less quick. But ere she had well gained the entrance, ere the carriage door was opened, who should come out of the house, but Mrs. St. John, her hands raised, her voice lifted in consternation.

It was a very unusual proceeding, and Georgina halted: she would not approach Isaac then. Devoutly wishing Mrs. St. John over in Asia, Georgina listened, and caught sufficient of what passed to hear that Castle Wafer was in alarm about Frederick. He had not been seen or heard of since the preceding day. It turned out afterwards that he had written a second note to Mrs. St. John, which the messenger, sent with it, had never delivered. Georgina could not approach; and while she looked, Mr. St. John and his step-mother disappeared within doors together.

Excitement was rendering Georgina ill. Have you realized what an arrest such as this must be to a young lady, shielded from the ways of the world? a threatened prison for one all too dear? As she stood there, crouching behind the dwarf shrubs on the lawn, not very conspicuous in the evening light, Mr. Brumm came to the carriage, opened the door to take something from the seat, and she darted up to him.

Brumm, she said, emotion lending a catching sound to her voice, I want to see Mr. St. John. I must see him, and without delay. If I go round by the other door and get into his sitting-room, will you contrive to send him to me? I dare say he is in the drawing-room with Mrs. St. John.

For a minute or two Brumm only stared. He looked upon the deans daughter, if the truth must be told, as a rather flighty damsel; and he did not believe she could want anything with Mr. St. John. That is to say, nothing of importance.

My master is excessively fatigued, Miss Beauclerc, he said at length. I fear he will not be able to see any one to-night.

Dont be an idiot, Brumm, peremptorily retorted the young lady. I tell you I must see him: the matter is almost one of life or death. You get him to me in some way; but take care you do it without arousing suspicion in Mrs. St. John.

She stole round the house as she spoke, on her way to Mr. St. Johns own sitting-room  the pleasant room you have sometimes seen him in. Brumm, in doubt still, yet seeing no remedy but to obey, collected the things from the carriage, handed them to a footman, and then went to the drawing-room.

His master was not seated, but standing. By this Brumm knew that he did not intend to remain in the room. Mrs. St. John was telling him of what she called Freds mysterious conduct, and showed him the note received on the previous day. She spoke complainingly, and avowed her belief that her roving son had taken French leave to go back to London.

At any rate, there was nothing Mr. St. John could do in the matter; and in point of fact his fatigue was such he could not in any case have done much. Excessive bodily fatigue takes from the power of the mind; and he did not seem to attach much importance to what Mrs. St. John was saying. He went out of the room, carrying the note with him; and there he was arrested by Brumm.

Will you be so kind, sir, as step into your sitting-room for an instant?

I am going upstairs, Brumm. I have not felt so tired for years.

But  I beg your pardon, sir, resumed Brumm, speaking in the covert tone he had before used, and which a little surprised his master you  you are wanted there. If you will step this way, sir, I will explain.

Mr. St. John quitted the proximity of the drawing-room, which was evidently what Brumm wished. Miss Beauclerc was waiting to speak to him, he whispered as he crossed the hall. She said she wanted a word with him in private.

Miss Beauclerc! Wondering very much, not perhaps at her wishing to speak to him, there was nothing extraordinary in that, but at the air of secrecy that Brumm seemed to invest the affair with, Mr. St. John went to his sitting-room. Georgina was pacing it somewhat like a caged bird, hardly able to suppress her impatience.

I have been waiting outside for you since twelve oclock! she exclaimed, ignoring all ceremonious greeting. I thought you would never come!

Do you want me? asked Mr. St. John.

Do I want you! I never wanted any one so much in my life. Has Mrs. St. John been telling you that Frederick has disappeared?

Yes. She thinks he has gone to London.

What nonsense! ejaculated Georgina, pushing back her bonnet from her flaming cheeks. As if he would go off to London in that manner! I have come to tell you about him, Mr. St. John. He had no one to trust, and so he trusted me. He could not send a letter to await you, lest Mrs. St. John should open it. He is at the Barley Mow all this time; a prisoner.

A what! exclaimed Mr. St. John.

He was arrested yesterday morning. I saw it done, but I did not understand it then. Its a horrible man in a great high hat, and he has got him at the Barley Mow, until you release him.

Isaac St. John sank into a seat, in his pain  his consternation. Living always completely out of the world, never having been brought into contact with its rubs and crosses, a thing of this nature was calculated to shock him in scarcely a less degree than it had shocked the young girl before him, who stood there looking at him with her large grey-blue eyes.

Arrested! he murmured. Frederick!

You will go and release him, wont you? said Georgina, anxiously. It is a great deal of money; he told me it was some hundreds; but you will pay it for him?

Yes, I will pay it, replied Mr. St. John, speaking as one lost in thought. How came he to tell you about it, Georgina?

Oh, I went and saw him there. I guessed what had happened; theres no time to tell you how; and I went. I promised to keep his counsel. He is in a fever lest Mrs. St. John should get to know it.

And you will keep it, my dear! cried Mr. St. John, seizing her hand and speaking in imploring accents. It is a cruel disgrace for a St. John.

Trust me; trust me ever, was the girls earnest answer, as she said a word of farewell and stole away.

Little more than an hour later, Frederick St. John was sitting in that same room with his brother  a free man. He was disclosing to him the whole of his embarrassments; which he had not done previously. Not disclosing them altogether willingly, but of necessity; for Mr. St. Johns questionings were searching. The more Frederick told, the more amazed grew Isaac St. John; it maybe said the more utterly astounded and angry. He had never himself been exposed to the temptations that beset a young man of position on entering the world, and he judged them in by no means a tolerant spirit.

Frederick, I could not have believed that any human being, gifted with reasoning faculties, had been guilty of such extravagance!

The money seems to have melted, I had no idea it was diminishing so fast.

It has been recklessness, not simple extravagance.

Frederick St. John was seated at the table opposite his brother, one elbow leaning on it, the hand of the other playing with the seal attached to his watch-chain. The attitude, the voice, the bearing altogether, seemed to display a carelessness; and it vexed Mr. St. John.

How has the money gone? Is it of any use my asking?

It would be of no use if I could tell you, was the reply. I declare, on my honour, that I do not know. As I say, the money seems to have melted. I was extravagant; I acknowledge that; I spent it thoughtlessly, heedlessly; and when once the downward path in money-spending is entered upon, a man finds himself going along with a run, and cant pull up.

Cant? reproachingly echoed Mr. St. John.

Well, Isaac, it is more difficult than you could imagine. I have found it so. And the worst is, you glide on so easily that you dont see its danger; otherwise one might sit down halfway and count the cost. I wish you would not look so grieved.

It is not the wilful waste of money that is grieving me, returned Isaac; it is the  the thought that you should have suffered yourself to fall into these evil ways.

Frederick St. John raised his earnest dark-blue eyes to his brother. Believe me, Isaac, a man can get out of money without running into absolute evil. I can with truth say that it has been my case. A very great portion of mine has gone in what you and my mother have been wont to call my hobby: buying pictures and running about after them. Wherever there was a gallery of paintings to be seen, I went after it, though it might be at the opposite end of Europe. I bought largely, thoughtlessly; never considering how I was to pay. I assisted a great many struggling artists, both English and foreign, and set them on their legs. I always travelled  and you know how very much I have travelled  as if I were a wealthy man; and that is costly. But of evil, in your acceptation of the word, those vices that constitute it, I have not been guilty. Of extravagance, even, I have not been so guilty as you may think.

Mr. St. John lifted his eyebrows. Not guilty of extravagance?

Isaac, I said not so guilty as you may deem me; not so guilty as appears on the surface. I fell into that dangerous practice of drawing bills. When I bought pictures and could not pay for them, I would give a bill for the amount. When the bill was due, if I could not meet it, I borrowed money upon another, and so patched up the deficiency in that way. It is that that has ruined me. If I owed a hundred pounds I had to pay two for it, sometimes three. Let a man once enter upon this system, and he wont be long above water.

Did you never think of the ending?

Yes, often. But I could not pull up. There it is! Fairly enter on the downhill path, and theres no getting back again. I can redeem myself in time, Isaac. If I choose to give up all sources of expense, and live upon a shilling a day, as the saying runs, things will right themselves.

How long do you think you would be doing it?

Four or five years, I suppose.

Just so. The best years of your life. I should not like to see it, Frederick.

It might do me good.

It would scarcely be a position for the heir of Castle Wafer.

Isaac, believe me, I have never presumed upon that idea; have never acted upon it. There have not been wanting insidious advisers urging me to forestall my possible right to its revenues, but I never listened to them. Though I squandered my own property, I have not trenched on yours.

Quite right, said Mr. St. John. If anything in the world could make me wish to deprive you of that heirship, it would be the finding that you had presumed upon it for unjustifiable purposes. Though you are as much the heir-apparent to Castle Wafer, Frederick, as though you were my son, instead of younger brother, and I have assured you of this before, it is well that the world should remember that the doubt exists.

I wish to remember it also, Isaac. It would be simple folly on my part not to do so. So long as you live, your intentions may change.

Well now, listen to me. This matter has shocked me very greatly, but I see that it might have been worse; and if it has purchased for you that experience without which I conclude you worldly young men cannot settle down, I shall not think the cost too dear. You must begin again upon a fresh footing. A totally different one. I will help you upon two conditions.

What are they?

The first is, that you give me your word of honour never to put your name to another bill.

I will give it with all my heart. It is only these embarrassments that have caused me to draw bills, and I had already made a firm resolution never to touch another, if once clear, I hate bills.

Very well then, so far. The other condition is, that you marry.

For a minute Frederick St. John was silent. The avowal seemed to cause him no surprise. He did not look up, only paused in thought. It may be that he had anticipated it.

I fear I must demur to that, Isaac.

Hear me farther. It has always been my intention to resign to you Castle Wafer on your marriage. If I have made the abode beautiful, Frederick, I have only done it for you. I shall go to that little place of mine in the North, and when I come to Castle Wafer, it will be as your guest. Do not interrupt me. No right to deprive me of it? Nonsense! I dare say I should be here six months in the year. Let me go on. Your own property I will free at once from its encumbrances; and I should make over a liberal income to you besides; one fitting for the occupant of Castle Wafer. The settlements on your wife also shall be liberal. Is there anything more that you would desire?

I do not desire half this, was the warm reply. You have ever been too generous to me, Isaac. But  and Frederick St. John laughed gaily before I can say that I will marry, it is necessary to fix upon a wife.

That, I hope, has been done long ago, Frederick.

Not by me, he answered, speaking very quietly. It has not of course escaped my observation that you and my mother have had your wishes turned towards Anne: but  I  I  have not encouraged this.

It has been the universal wish of the St. John family that you and Anne should marry.

I dare say it has. But the fact is, Isaac, I and Anne do not care for each other. As well perhaps avow it, now it has come to a point. Hitherto I have only evaded the question.

Could you wish for a better wife than Anne?

I could not find a better in real worth. But we marry for love, not for worth: at least, worth goes for little when there is no love. My inclinations do not lie towards Anne.

Mr. St. Johns face looked deathly pale as he leaned forward. The fatigue of the day was making itself acutely felt: and at these times crosses tell upon the heart.

Do you know that her father wished it? he said in low tones. He mentioned it to me more than once when he was dying  how glad he should be if he thought you would marry Anne. You were but a boy then; but you were a favourite with the earl.

Fathers wishes go for little in such matters, was the unwelcome reply.

Let me ask you a question, Frederick. Have you formed any other attachment?

No. At least  and he laughed again I am not sure but I had a fancy of the sort once. I believe it has passed.

Is there anything between you and Georgina Beauclerc? asked Isaac. Any love?

Not on my side, had all but escaped him in his impulsiveness. But he was in time to alter the phrase. Not anything.

Then it is not she who is keeping you from Anne?

Neither she nor any one else. I decline Anne of my own free will. But indeed, Isaac, one great and essential objection is, that I do not care to marry at present.

Why dont you?

I am unable to give you any particular reason, except that I dont. And I really do not know who would have me.

Anne would have you.

A peculiar smile hovered for a moment on his lips. It was followed by words that bitterly offended Mr. St. John.

I shall not ask her.

Bit by bit the dissension grew. One word led to another, and a grievous quarrel ensued. It was the first that had ever taken place between the brothers. Hasty words were spoken on both sides: things that leave a sting upon the mind: and when, an hour later, Frederick dashed out of the room, it was because he could not control his passion within it.

Lady Anne was the first he encountered. The sounds had penetrated outside, and she was in a paroxysm of alarm and uneasiness. Oh, Frederick, what has been the matter? Is it anything about me?

Even then he was generous. Putting the cause upon himself, rather than on her, and disclosing what at a calmer moment he would not have done. I was arrested, Anne, and Isaac and I have been quarrelling over it. Wheres my mother?

Waiting dinner all this time. We thought you were never coming. They are coming in for the evening from the Rectory, and will be here before we have dined.

He was turning away in search of his mother, when Lady Anne caught him by the arm, speaking in a whisper:

Nothing came out about Captain Saville?

Not a word. Be easy. Have I not told you you might trust me?

Seeking the presence of his mother, he startled her by saying he was at once going up to London, by a night train. In vain Mrs. St. John strove to combat his resolution, to ascertain particulars of the stormy interview just passed. Even as she was pressing for it, he kissed her, and was gone; asking Brumm to see that his things were sent after him.

Swinging away from the door in his independence, he commenced his walk to the station at Lexington, with a step firm and fleet, as became an angry man. For a very short way his road lay through the covered walk, and here, as he was going along in his haste, he encountered Mrs. Beauclerc, her niece and daughter.

Were you coming to escort us? asked Georgina, her words ready as usual.

I am hastening to Lexington, he said. I am going back to London by the first train that passes.

What for?

He made no reply. He turned to Mrs. Beauclerc, asking if he could do anything for her in town.

Nothing, thank you, she answered, unless you should see the dean. He was to be in London about this time, I believe. If you do see him, tell him that the sooner he joins us the better it may be for Miss Georgina. I can do nothing with her; shes placing herself beyond my control. Would you believe that she was out some hours to-day, never coming in until dark, and she will not tell me what was keeping her or who she was with!

Frederick St. John hardly heard the complaint. He turned to Sarah, who had walked on, as if impatient at the encounter.

Will you not say God speed to me? I may not be here again for à long, long time.

She did not put out her hand. She simply wished him good evening. Just this same freezing conduct had she observed to him in the one or two interviews that had taken place since his arrival. Who knows but it was the turning-point in their destiny? But for this repellent manner, made unnecessarily so, and which had told so disagreeably on him, he might in this contest with his brother have said: Not Anne my wife; change her for another, and I will not say you nay. That it would have been listened to by Isaac St. John, there was little doubt.

I never saw mamma in such a passion, whispered the giddy girl to him when the others went on. I had kept dinner waiting, you see, and nothing exasperates her like that. Then she wanted to know where I had been: Out with the gipsies, I answered. I couldnt tell the truth, you know. She was so mad!

And where had you been?

Where had I been! Thats good! In this very grove; here; watching for the carriage of Mr. St. John. I came into it at half-past twelve, and never got out of it until between six and seven!

You are a good and true girl, Georgina, though you are random, he said, taking her hand and speaking in a softer tone than she generally heard from him. How shall I repay you for what you have done for me?

Oh, its not much, she said, her large grey eyes raised to his, discernible in the clear night. He might have thought he saw a moisture in them, but for her light tone, her careless laugh. Its not much, I say. Tell me why you are going to London?

Because I have had a dispute with Isaac. Fare you well, Georgina; take care of yourself, child. Thank you ever for what you have done for me.

The eyes had tears in them now, unmistakably; and her hand rested in his with a lingering pressure. Mr. St. John stooped in his heedlessness and left a kiss upon her lips.

Theres no harm in it that I know of, Georgina. We have ever been as brother and sister.

Her cheeks crimsoned, her pulses beating, her whole frame thrilling with a rapture hitherto unknown, she stood motionless as he disappeared round the turning of the walk. But ere she had realized the emotion to her own soul, it gave place to sober fact, untinged with sentiment. The delusive mist cleared away from her eyes, and she saw things as they were, not as they might have been.

As brother and sister! she murmured in her pain. Only as brother and sister!


CHAPTER XIV.

ST. MARTINS EVE.

IT was the 10th of November, St. Martins Eve, the birthday of the young chief of Alnwick, and of his little brother George; the first birthday, as you will remember, since the death of Mr. Carleton St. John, and of the boys inheritance. Benja was five, George three, that day.

The day was one of ovation for Benja. With early morning a serenade of music had been heard underneath the windows, proceeding from some of the tenantry; the servants came in with their respectful congratulations; and sundry visitors drove up after breakfast to pay the same. A present had arrived for Benja in the morning from General Carleton  a handsome gold watch, which must have cost twenty or thirty guineas. The General had never married, and knew far less about children than he did about Hottentots, so no doubt thought a gold watch was a suitable present for a young gentleman of five. Benja was highly pleased with the costly toy, and of course wished to appropriate it forthwith; so Honour attached some black watered-ribbon to it, which she put round his neck, and let him display the watch and key from his belt. It was a key and seal in one; Master Benjas crest and initials were engraved on it, and it was attached to the watch by a short gold chain.

Matters were not progressing favourably between Prance and Honour. And if you think, my readers, that the squabbles of two maid-servants are, or ought to be, too insignificant to be thus frequently alluded to, I can only say that the fact bears so much upon the tragic event soon to be related, that the allusion could not be avoided. About a fortnight before this, Honour had had a days holiday to go and see some relatives; she had wished to take Benja with her, but Mrs. St. John would not allow it, and he was left under the charge of Prance. In the course of the afternoon, Mrs. St. John drove over to Alnwick Cottage, taking George. They remained there to dinner, and during this absence of hers Prance and Benja came to an issue. When Honour returned to the Hall  and she reached it before Mrs. St. John did  she found that Benja had not only been whipped with more severity than was seemly, but that he had been locked up alone in an isolated room, where his cries could not be heard. She found him exhausted with weeping, marks raised on his back  altogether in a sad state. Whether, as Prance affirmed, Master Benja had been unbearably insolent to her; whether, as Honour said and believed, she must maliciously have taken the opportunity to pay off old scores of dislike to him, was not satisfactorily settled. Probably the real fact might lie between the two. But you may judge what sort of an explosion came from Honour. Prance shut herself up in her chamber, and would vouchsafe no answer to it; the servants took part with Honour, for Prance had never yet found favour with them. Mrs. St. John returned home in the midst of the commotion. Honour carried Benja and the complaint to her; but she seemed to treat it with indifference, and did not reprove Prance, as far as the household could learn. Honour had been in a state of indignation from that day to this, and her animosity to Prance was bitter. Shed kill the boy if she could, was a remark of hers that went openly through the house.

Mrs. St. John sat in her drawing-room, waiting for the boys. She had promised to dine with them that day at two, and cut the birthday-pudding, foregoing her usual late dinner. Being a rather strict disciplinarian as to the children taking their meals regularly, she preferred to change her own hour for once, not theirs. The boys were being attired, and she sat waiting for them, her outward demeanour calm as usual, her mind a very chaos of rebellious tumult.

The marks of honour shown to Benja that day had not been extended to George. They were paid to the boy as the heir, not simply as Benja St. John. People had kissed Georgy, and wished him many happy returns, but there it ended. There had been no court paid to him, no music, no set congratulations; they had been rendered to the chief of Alnwick. And Mrs. St. John was resenting this; ah, how bitterly! It was the first time the wide contrast between the position of the boys had been brought palpably before her, and but for the very greatest control, she had burst into a frenzy.

I cant bear it; I cant bear it, she exclaimed to herself, clasping her hands in pain. Why should my boy be displaced for that other  despised  passed over as nothing! My darling! my life! my all! If he had only been born first; if he had only been born first!

She unclasped her hands, and bent her head down on them, striving to subdue her emotion; striving, indeed, to put away the unhealthy train of thought None knew better than herself how utterly futile it was to indulge it, how much happier it would be for her if she could drive it away to some far-off Lethe, whence it would never rise again. There is not the least doubt that this poor young woman, who had been born into the world with unwholesome passions, and had not had them checked in childhood, was really trying to do a good part by her step-son; and she believed she was doing it. She relied entirely on her own strength: she had not learnt yet where to look for any other. The daily struggle was getting rather formidable. It was directed to two points: on the one hand, she strove partially to hide her most passionate love for her own child; on the other, she tried to overcome her jealous dislike of Benja. But there were times, as to-day, when this jealousy raged within her, seeming to scorch her breast to madness.

The children came in, radiant with good humour and happiness: Benja with his face of intelligence, Georgy with his shower of fair curls and pretty ways. Mrs. St. John lifted her pale face and kissed them both: she was striving, in her own feeble way, against her evil spirit. They wore new black velvet birthday-dresses, with narrow crimped cambric frills round the neck, and on the left sleeve of each dress was a knot of crape, badge of their mourning. From Benjas belt was conspicuously displayed the new watch; and Benja did not tire of rattling the chain. Even that little trifle, the present of the watch, was made a subject of resentment by Mrs. St. John. Benja had two watches now. In the last days of his fathers illness he had taken his watch off and given it to Benja. When he shall be twelve years old, Charlotte, let him take it into use, he said to his wife. Yes; Benja had two watches; Georgy none.

Georgy began, in his noisy fashion, to climb on his mothers knee, and Mrs. St. John threw back the white crape lappets of her cap as she clasped the boy to her. Georgy, however, did not favour clasping as a rule, and he struggled out of it now.

Whats that? cried he, snatching at a note that lay on the table at his mothers elbow.

Thats a note from grandmamma, Georgy; she cannot come to us to-day.

Oh, I am so sorry, cried Benja, who was exceedingly fond of Mrs. Darling, always kind and good-humoured to the children. Why cant she come, mamma?

Shes not well, answered Mrs. St. John, languidly, but in a tone that seemed to indicate she did not care much about the matter, one way or the other. Mrs. Darling had been invited to spend the birthday with them; but in the note just received from her by Mrs. St. John, she intimated that she was very unwell indeed. A rare excuse for Mrs. Darling to put forward, who was always in the possession of rude health.

Mamma, me want a watch.

You shall have one, my son.

When? continued Georgy.

As soon as I can get out to buy you one.

One that goes, like Benjas? demanded Master Georgy.

It shall be the best gold watch that I can buy for money, answered Mrs. St. John, allowing the passionate emotion that the subject called up to become momentarily apparent.

An opportune interruption intervened: the butler came in and announced dinner. Mrs. St. John, feeling a relief, she could not tell from what, went quickly to the dining-room, Georgy held in her hand, Benja following.

It was a sumptuous repast. The housekeeper had put forth her strength to do honour to the birthdays; but, had you asked her why she had so exerted herself, she might have said it was the heir she had thought of, more than the little one. Inviting as the entertainment was, however, there was one of the three who did little justice to it, and that was Mrs. St. John. She could not eat: but, as if the fire of her restless spirit had imparted itself to her body, she drank frequently, as one parched with thirst. Sherry and champagne were the wines used with dinner. She was kind and attentive to the boys, helping both to whatever dishes they chose, and to as much as they chose. Prance, who was in attendance upon Master George, seeing that his birthday-dress did not come to grief, forgot her good manners by telling him that he ate enough for a little pig: of which Mrs. St. John took no manner of notice, but continued to heap his plate according to his fancy. Honour was not present, Master Benja being considered old enough now to be waited on by the men-servants.

Dinner came to an end, the servants and Prance withdrew, and the children were left to take dessert with their mamma. Mrs. St. John was drinking port wine then and cracking walnuts, of which fruit she was very fond. By-and-by, when the boys grew tired of sitting, they slid off their chairs, and began to look out for some amusement. Had Mrs. St. John been wise, she would have rung the nursery-bell then, and sent them to The nursery, where they might play at leisure; but she was absorbed with her walnuts and port wine, and did nothing of the sort. After capering about for a short time, George went up to Benja.

Let me have the watch on now, he began.

No, said Benja, youll break it.

Me shant break it, lisped Georgy.

Im afraid, returned Benja, rather undecidedly. Honour said you would.

Mamma, Benja wont let me have his watch!

Dont ask him, my darling, said Mrs. St. John, her mothers heart more resentful at the refusal than Georgys was, for the conversation had penetrated to her senses. I will buy you a better one than that.

But me want that now, retorted resolutely Master George, who had a will of his own. Me wont break it, Benja.

Benja possessed one of the kindest hearts beating. He looked at his watch, thinking he should not like it to be broken, and then he looked at Georgy, who stood turning up his pretty face, eagerly protesting he would take care of it. In another moment, Benja had hung the watch round the younger ones neck.

Gratification enough for the time. Georgy paraded up and down the room, the watch hanging before him on his velvet tunic, as if the walls were alive with eyes, and he was challenging their admiration. Presently he stood still, took off the watch, and began to open it.

Dont do that, interposed Benja, who had been watching all the time. Youll spoil it. Give it back to me.

No, said Master George, very positively.

Give it back to me, I tell you, Georgy.

Give him back his watch, Georgy, my dearest, interrupted Mrs. St. John. Let him keep it to himself if he is so selfish.

Benja, child though he was, felt a sense of injustice. But the reproach told, and he made no further remonstrance. There was ever a certain timidity in his heart when in the presence of Mrs. St. John. So George thought he could go as far as he pleased with impunity, and his next movement was to take firm hold of the short gold chain and swing the watch round and round after the manner of a rattle.

Oh, mamma, mamma! cried Benja, in an agony, running up to Mrs. St. John and laying his hands upon her knee, to attract her attention, do not let him spoil my watch. See what he is doing with it!

Mrs. St. Johns usual self-control deserted her. That selfcontrol, I mean, which enabled her to treat Benja and George with equal justice. Whether the mornings doings, the ovations to Benja, were really exciting her more than she could bear, or whether  but let that pass for the present. However it might be, she tacitly refused to interfere, and pushed Benja from her with a gesture of dislike. The boy, finding he could get no redress where it ought to have been afforded, ran back to Georgy and seized him just as he was flying to his mother for protection. The naughty, spoiled child, finding he might no longer retain possession of the watch, dashed it into a far corner, and they heard its glass crash on the floor, beyond the turkey carpet.

Benja was by nature a sweet-tempered child: he had also been kept under by Mrs. St. John; but this was more than he could bear. He burst into a loud fit of weeping, and struck out at Georgy with all his might and main. Georgy roared, screamed, kicked, and tried to bite.

As a tigress flies to protect its young, up rose Mrs. St. John, her voice loud, her eyes wearing that strangely wild look at times observable there. A passion, mad and fierce as that you once saw her in, in the presence of her husband, overpowered her now. As she had hurled Benja to the ground that ever-to-be-remembered day, so she would have hurled him this; but the boy was older and stronger now, and he struggled against it. Better that he had yielded! It might in a degree have appeased the mad woman who was upon him: and his strength was as nothing compared with hers. His little head was struck against the table, his costly new birthday-dress was torn. He screamed with pain, Georgy screamed with terror, and Honour, who happened to be near the door at the time, came rushing in.

Good Heavens! she exclaimed, what is it? What has he done?

Me took his watch, sobbed little Georgy, in a fit of remorseful generosity. Me not want mamma to hit him like that.

How can you for shame treat him in such a manner, maam? cried Honour, indignantly, as her own passion rose; and she spoke to her mistress as she had never dared to speak before. Poor orphan child! Nobody to protect him! How can you reconcile it to the memory of my dead master?

Mrs. Carleton St. John stood glaring at the girl, her hand pointed imperiously, her voice low now with command. It was as if some soothing oil had been thrown on the wounds of passion.

To-morrow morning you quit my service, Honour Tritton? I never tolerate insolence, and I find that you have been here too long. Take that boy out of my sight.

Somehow in the fray, they had all hemmed themselves into a corner, and the broken glass was cracking under Mrs. St. Johns feet. Honour picked up the watch with a jerk which bespoke the temper she was in, clasped the sobbing boy tenderly in her arms, and went upstairs with him, meeting Prance at the diningroom door, as she was gliding in.

Its a burning shame! broke forth Honour, sitting down by the nursery fire and dashing the coals about with the poker, while she held Benja to her with the other hand its a burning shame that he should be so treated! If she does turn me away, Ill go every step of the way to Castle Wafer and tell all I know to your guardian, Benja. If I dont do it, may Heaven never prosper me!

Poor little ill-treated child! He lay there in her lap, smarting with the pain, his trembling heart beating.

Let the worst come to the worst, my precious lamb, it can only be for a few years, began Honour again. I know it said in my masters will that you were to be sent early to Eton.

Whats Eton? sobbed Benja.

Something very good, rejoined Honour, who had no definite ideas on the subject herself. And when you are of age, my darling, all Alnwick will be yours, and she and Master Georgy must turn out of it.

Where will they go? asked Benja.

I dont know where, and it dont matter where, continued the woman in her injudicious partisanship. You will be master at Alnwick, and nobody can live here then unless you choose to let them.

Who is master now? questioned Benja.

You are, my pretty boy, and have been ever since your papa died; only she lives in it and gives orders because you are not old enough. Masters wits must have gone a wool-gathering, added the exasperated Honour in soliloquy, when he left her with any power over the child at all.

Honour was right in the main.

Benja remained on her lap, his sobs gradually subsiding. He lay thinking of many things, such as occur to children, his ideas running from one topic to another. Presently he spoke.

Honour, when is my church to be finished?

Suppose I finish it this afternoon, cried Honour, starting up. Theres scarcely anything left of it to do, and if I am turned away it may never get done at all.

Opening a closet-door, she took from it what seemed to be the model of a very pretty country church, with its spire, begun in pursuance of her promise to Benja after the visit to the Emporium of Foreign Curiosities. Like many another thing entered upon in haste, this coveted treasure had not yet been completed. The fact was, Honour found more trouble over it than she had anticipated, and Benja, in the protracted waiting, forgot his eagerness. All that was left to be done now was the pasting on of the coloured windows. They were cut out of thin rose paper; the walls of the structure being of thicker paper and white, and the framework of thin wood.

Honour collected her materials, and soon accomplished her task, though she had not been sparing of her windows. Benja forgot his troubles in watching her. She had taken off his velvet dress, with many a lamentation over the rent, and put on him a brown-holland tunic, handsomely trimmed with black silk braid. Over that she tied a white pinafore, lest he should make too free acquaintance with the paste.

At dusk all was completed, and this famous church lighted up by means of the bit of candle inside. Benja clapped his hands with delight. It was a novel, ingenious, picturesque sight, especially to a child. The fire had burned low and there was no other light in the room, so that the church was shown off to perfection, and was a really striking and conspicuous object. Suddenly the flame inside began to whiffle.

Its the draught from that door, observed Honour. Shut it, Benja; shut it gently.

She spoke of the door which opened into Mrs. St. Johns dressing-room. It is possible that you may remember there was formerly no door there; but Mrs. St. John had caused one to be made at the birth of George, that she might pass into the nursery at will, without going into the corridor. Now that George was beyond babyhood, this door was generally kept bolted, the bolt being on Mrs. St. Johns side, not any on that of the nursery; but it was sometimes, as now, left open.

Honour turned her head to the door as she spoke, and saw the little boy place his hands upon the panel to push it to, after the manner of children, and it closed gently. Benja came to the table again to feast his eyes. The flame was steady now.

There ought to be moss all round here, observed Honour, pointing to the board on which the church rested. But its too late to put it on to-night: and, for the matter of that, I have no moss. If I stop, we will ask the gardener to get some.

Benja did not care for the moss. To his admiring eyes nothing could improve its present aspect. He gazed at it on the drawers, he danced before it on the table, he carried it to and fro in the room, obeying Honours injunctions to keep it upright and steady. In this manner some time passed, and they allowed the fire to go out.

Bother take the fire! ejaculated Honour. And I have neither wood nor matches up here.

She had her hand upon the bell, when it suddenly occurred to her that she would go down for the things herself. No one living liked a gossip better than she, and the scene in the dining-room was burning her tongue. Placing the church on the table, and strictly charging Benja not to touch it while she was away, Honour went out by the ordinary door, and descended the back-stairs. To this door, and I would have you note the difference, the fastening was inside. It was not a bolt, but a common button, placed high up beyond reach of the children.

Never had Honour relished a gossip more than the one she now entered on with the servants. Every little detail of the dining-room affray, so far as she had been a witness to it, was related by her to the servants, who did not spare their comments or their sympathy. Honour was quite unable to tear herself away, until by the striking of the clock she found she must have been there nearly half-an-hour. Hardly believing her ears, she caught up a bundle of faggots and a box of matches, popped them into her apron, together with a pair of snuffers and an extinguisher, and ran up the stairs. Turning the handle of the door to enter hastily, she was surprised to find that she could not open it.

Master Benja, why have you fastened the door? she called out. Come and undo it.

There was no reply.

He must have got upon a chair and turned the button, soliloquized Honour. But at that moment she became conscious of a smell of burning, as of wool. Letting the things she carried fall with a crash, she flew along the passage and turned into her mistresss dressing-room, that she might obtain entrance that way. That door was also fastened, but on the outer side. It was no unusual occurrence  in fact, it was usually kept bolted, as was just now observed, and Honour at the moment thought nothing of it. Slipping back the bolt, she went in.

Oh! what did Honour see! Where was the young heir of Alnwick? A dark mass smouldering on the floor at the far end of the room, the carpet smouldering, no trace whatever remaining of the pretty and dangerous toy she had made, no trace of him, save that shapeless heap from which the spirit had flown!

With awful cries, with wild shrieks of terrified alarm, Honour flew through the dressing-room, and down the grand staircase, her cries arousing the household, arousing Mrs. St. John.


CHAPTER XV.

CONFLICTING STATEMENTS.

How the night subsequently went on, few at the Hall could tell. For some time it was one scene of horror and confusion. One of the grooms, unbidden, saddled a horse and went galloping for Mr. Pym; and in an almost incredibly short space of time, the surgeon was there. But what could he do? That one precious little spirit had gone, never to be recalled by leech of this world. Another, however, wanted the attentions of Mr. Pym,  and that was little George. The child, aroused by the cries of Honour from a sleep he had fallen into in the dining-room, had escaped upstairs into the nursery. A rush of terror overtook him, baby though he was, at what he saw there, and at being told it was Benja, and he fell into a succession of fits of sickness and shivering.

It must be assumed  it was so assumed in the house  that this burning was the result of accident; the result, it may also be said, of Honour Trittons carelessness. She had gone down secure in the belief that the boy would obey her mandate and not touch the church. Oh, how could she have been so foolish! To look at a new toy and not touch it, to gaze at its attractions from a distance and not examine them, is philosophy beyond a child. Perhaps the little boy  for he was an obedient boy naturally  tried for some minutes to exercise his patience; but no doubt could be entertained that he at length took the church in his hands again. In how short a time the accident occurred, and how it occurred, was as yet unknown  it may be said, it was hidden in mystery.

The position of those in the house during this time appeared to be as follows. The servants were all downstairs, with the exception of Prance; and Honour, as you have heard, was with them. Mrs. St. John and George were shut up in the dining-room, the latter asleep, the former, as she said, nearly if not quite asleep also. Where Prance was at the time did not as yet appear, neither had any question been raised in regard to it.

But in the midst of the dreadful horror which had taken possession of the unhappy Honour, two points thrust themselves prominently forward in her brain. The one was, How did the child get fastened in the room? the other was, that she had seen Prance hiding in a recess of the passage as she ran along it. This was not so much a remembrance as a conviction; and it seemed to Honour as if she had not noticed, or had very superficially noticed, Prances being there at the time, but the fact had flashed into her mind afterwards. On the opposite side of the passage, about midway between the nursery-door and the dressing-room door, the recess was situated  a small arched recess. Poor Mr. Carleton St. John in his life-time had wondered laughingly whether the architect Lad put it there for ornament or for use.

The first person Mr. Pym sought on his arrival, after he had taken a hopeless look at that sight in the nursery, where the floor was now half-inundated by the water employed to put the fire out, was Mrs. St. John. She was in the dining-room, and he found her almost unnaturally calm and collected; some people are so in these moments of calamity. The only sign of emotion was her death-like pallor. She gave him the account of what had occurred, so far, she observed, as she knew it; candidly confessing to the fracas that had taken place in the room after dinner. Benja had set upon George unmercifully, and in return she had corrected Benja: boxed his ears, and, she really believed, had shaken him. It was very rare indeed that she was so hasty with either of the children; and she would give the whole world not to have touched him, now that he was gone. After Honour took him away to the nursery, she had remained in the dining-room, not quitting it until disturbed by the shrieks of Honour. Prance came in once or twice to ask if she should take George, but she did not let him go. The boy went to sleep in his papas large chair, and she sat down by him and took his legs upon her lap. She was nearly asleep herself when the cries began, and she had felt startled almost to death. The whole fault, she feared, lay with Honour. The woman had confessed the facts in the first moment of terror: she had left Benja alone with some dangerous paper toy lighted up with a candle, while she went downstairs and stayed gossiping with the servants. The poor little fellow must have set himself on fire.

But did no one hear his cries? asked Mr. Pym, who had not previously interrupted the narrative.

Mrs. St. John supposed not. All she knew was, that they had not penetrated to the dining-room. The surgeon listened. He knew the walls on that side the house were massive, and if the child was shut up in the nursery  as it appeared he had been  it was hardly likely that he would be heard, unless any one had happened to be upstairs. The dining-room was in the other wing of the house, its doors were double; and the kitchens were beyond the dining-room.

The odd thing to me is, that he did not run out of the room, cried Mr. Pym. A strong lad of five years old would hardly stop in a room to be burnt, for the want of escaping out of it. The first thing most of us attempt -in a similar calamity is to run from the room: often a fatal step. But he does not seem to have attempted it.

Mrs. St. John shook her head. She did not know any of the details: they must of course be left to supposition. Honour deserved hanging for having left the child alone with a lighted toy.

It was at this juncture that Mr. Pyms attention was called to George. The child was very sick; had been sick at intervals since the fright After attending to him; Mr. Pym went in search of Honour. He found her alone, in a lamentable state of distress, in the bedroom that had been hers and the unhappy childs.

And now it must be mentioned that Honour had been arriving at a sudden and very dreadful doubt. As the mists cleared away from her brain and she was able to reflect more calmly upon the probabilities of the accident, she began to think whether it had not been wilfully caused. And the doubt was assuming the aspect of certainty in her mind, when Mr. Pym came in.

For some minutes she could not speak; she could only cry and sob, and cover her face with her apron in very shame and remorse. Mr. Pym did not reproach her in her distress: he rather set himself, when she had gathered calmness, to learn what he could of the particulars. Honour freely confessed all. She told of the affair in the dining-room, giving a different colouring to it from that her mistress had done, and causing Mr. Pyms grey eyebrows to scowl themselves into ugliness. She told how she had afterwards finished the church for him, describing what it was, and where the idea had been taken from. She said she had left it with him lighted, had gone down for wood, and stayed talking the best part of half-an-hour. Not a thing did she conceal; not a point that could tell against herself did she gloss over.

He was always an obedient boy, she wailed, and I did not think he would touch it when I bade him not. And I never thought I had been down so long, till I heard the clock strike!

It is strange you did not hear his cries!

The kitchens are too far off.

And it is very strange that the boy did not run out of the room: unless smoke overpowered him from the first. I cannot make out why he did not. It is a bad plan in general, but in this instance it might have saved his life by bringing help to him.

Honour made no immediate remark. She had been sitting in a low chair, swaying her body backwards and forwards in her distress. Suddenly she looked up at the surgeon and spoke in a low tone.

I want to know who fastened the doors.

What do you mean? asked Mr. Pym, after a pause of surprise.

I dont think he was burnt by accident, sir, she continued, glancing at the walls as if afraid of being overheard, and speaking in the faintest possible whisper. I think it was done on purpose.

Good Heavens, woman! exclaimed the astonished surgeon, really wondering whether the trouble was turning her brain.

There are things connected with it that I cant understand, she continued. They did not strike me particularly at the moment, but they do now that I can think of them. He couldnt get out of the room; he was fastened in.

That she was not suffering from mental aberration at present, was apparent enough to the surgeon; the girl was as sane as he was. Honour thought he was never going to leave off staring at her.

When I left him upstairs, I left both doors open; that is, unfastened, she went on, When I got back again, both were fastened; the one on the inside, the other on the out. I want to know who did it.

It might have been a fancy of Honours, but she thought the doctor changed countenance. Are you sure of this? he asked.

As sure as I am that I am living and my darling child is dead.

Mr. Pyms eyebrows contracted themselves yet more. Just describe to me consecutively what occurred, will you? he said. How did you know that the doors were fastened?

Because I couldnt get in, said Honour, thinking it rather a simple question. When I got back with my little bundle of faggots, I found the door was buttoned inside. I thought the child had got upon the chair and done it; but, short as the moment was that I had for thought, it struck me as being strange, for I had never known him to do such a thing before. As I called to him to unfasten it, I fancied there was a smell of burning, and I ran round through my mistresss dressing-room and turned the handle of the door to open it, and found that door was also fastened, bolted on the outside. The smell was very strong then, and in my frenzy I forgot the strangeness of the circumstance, for the door is in general kept bolted

Then why should you be surprised at finding it bolted then? interrupted Mr. Pym.

Because it was not bolted when I went down, returned Honour. It was open while I was finishing the church, and I told the child to shut it, as the draught caused the flame inside the paper walls to whiffle about. He pushed the door to with his dear little hands, and I watched him. Thats how I know it was unfastened then, sir.

In your flurry afterwards, when you attempted to enter, you perhaps only fancied it was fastened, suggested Mr. Pym.

No, sir. When I tried to open it and could not, I found the bolt was pushed into the grove to its full extent. The end came beyond the grove, and I pushed it back with my fingers.

Mr. Pym rose impulsively, as if he would look at the door for himself; but halted suddenly and sat down again.

That could not have been done without hands, proceeded Honour. And why was it done?

The surgeon made no attempt to answer the question. He seemed very greatly put out, as if the revelation had alarmed or unnerved him, scarcely noticing Honour.

Mrs. St. John says she heard nothing, he presently observed to himself, as one in abstraction. Honour, he continued in straightforward tones to the girl, I think you must be mistaken. There appears to have been no one upstairs who would have bolted it. Mrs. St. John tells me she did not quit the dining-room: the servants say they never came up at all during the afternoon.

One of them was up, rejoined Honour in the same low voice, and the same roving gaze round the walls, and that was Prance. I saw her myself; I cant be mistaken. Does she say she was not upstairs, sir?

She has said nothing to me one way or the other, replied Mr. Pym. I heard it said generally that the servants had not been upstairs.

Prance was; and if she says she was not, she tells a lie. She was hidden in the recess outside, opposite the doors.

Hidden in the recess. When?

After I dropped the things from my apron, and was running round to the dressing-room, I saw Prance standing inside the recess; she was squeezing herself against the wall, sir, as if afraid I should see her.

Did you speak to her?

No, sir; and you may feel surprised at what I am going to say, but its the truth. I was so flurried at the time, what with finding the first door fastened and with the smell of burning, that I did not seem then to be conscious of seeing her. I suppose my eyes took in the impression without conveying it to my mind. But afterwards it all came into my mind, and I remembered it, and how she was standing. It was just as if she had fastened the doors, and then put herself there to listen to the childs dying cries.

Hush, authoritatively reproved Mr. Pym. You are not yourself, girl, or you would not say it.

I dont think I am, candidly acknowledged Honour, bursting into tears. My brain feels as if it were on the turn to madness. Prance has been cross and hard and cruel to the child always, and Im naturally excited against her.

But she would not shut the doors upon him if he were burning, retorted the surgeon, some anger in his tone. You should be careful what you say.

I wish I could be put out of my misery! sobbed Honour. I wish theyd hang me for my carelessness in leaving him alone with a lighted toy! I did do that; and I hope I shall be punished for it. I shall never know another happy moment. Thus far the fault is mine. But I did not fasten the doors upon him, so that he could not escape for his life: and I am perfectly certain that in any fright, or calamity, or danger, the childs first impulse would have been to fly down the backstairs to me.

She threw her apron over her head, sobbing and crying, and swaying her body backwards and forwards on the chair as before, in the intensity of her emotion. The surgeon sat still a few moments, endeavouring to recall his scattered senses, and then rose and touched her shoulder to command attention. She let fall her apron.

This thing that you affirm must be investigated, look you, Honour. For  for  for the sake of all, it must be sifted to the bottom. No one in their right minds, he emphatically added, would shut the doors upon a burning child; and that appears to be the theory you have adopted, so far as I can gather it. Have you stated these facts to your mistress?

I have not seen her since, answered Honour. Except at the first moment, when I ran down in my terror.

And she came out of the dining-room then?

She did, sir. The little child  he is the heir now  ran out after her.

Honour, said the surgeon, gravely and earnestly, I do not fancy the bent of your thought just now is a wholesome one. You had better put it from you. I want you to come with me and tell your mistress about the doors being fastened. He went out of the room, Honour following. In the passage outside, suspiciously near to the door, was Prance. She made a feint of being in a hurry, and was whisking down the back-stairs.

Here, Prance, I want you, said the surgeon. I was about to ask you to come to me.

The woman turned at once, quite readily, as it appeared, and quite unruffled. She stood calm, cool, quiet, before Mr. Pym, in her neat black gown and silk apron, the black ribbon strings of her close cap tied underneath her chin. Not a shade of change was observable on her impassive face, not the faintest hue of emotion lighted her pale, sharp features.

This is a very dreadful thing, Prance, he began.

It is, indeed, sir, she answered in her measured tones, which, if they had not any demonstrative feeling in them, had certainly no irreverence.

How did the doors get fastened on the unfortunate boy?

Prance paused for about the hundredth part of a minute. I was not aware they were fastened, sir. And the answer appeared to be really genuine.

Honour says they were. Upon returning from the kitchen, and attempting to enter by this door  pointing to the one still closed on the miserable scene she found she could not enter. The inside button had been turned during her absence below. Did you go into the nursery yourself and fasten it? No one else, I believe, is in the habit of frequenting the nursery but you and Honour.

I did not go, sir. I did not go into the nursery at all during the afternoon. Master George was downstairs with his mamma, and I had nothing to take me into it. If the button was turned in the manner described, I should think Master Benja must have got upon a chair and done it himself.

Still the same impassive face; and still, it must be acknowledged, the same air of truth.

That may be, remarked Mr. Pym. The same thought had occurred to me. But theres another point not so easily got over. Honour says that the other door was also fastened, the one leading into the dressing-room  was bolted on the outside.

Im sure I dont know, sir, replied Prance; and this time there was a shade of uncertainty, of hesitation, in her voice; not, however, very perceptible to ordinary ears. That door generally is kept bolted, she added more freely, raising her eyes to the doctors. My mistress took to keep it so, because Master George was always running in while she was dressing.

But

Be quiet, Honour, said Mr. Pym, cutting short the interruption. You are in the habit of attending on your mistress, I believe, Prance, and therefore are sometimes in her dressing-room, he continued. Do you remember whether that door was open to-day?

No, sir, I dont, said Prance, after a minutes consideration. I dressed my mistress this morning for the early dinner, and put the room straight afterwards, but I do not remember whether the door was open or shut. I should think it was shut.

It was wide open this afternoon, burst forth Honour, unable to keep quiet any longer, and believing Prance could remember if she chose. The poor dear child shut it with his own hands while I was finishing his church.

Is it possible? responded Prance, her perfect coolness of demeanour, her propriety of tone, presenting a contrast to the excitement of the miserable Honour. I cannot remember how it was when I was dressing my mistress, and I had nothing to do in the room after that.

And did not go into it? pursued the surgeon.

And did not go into it? repeated Prance.

Then you know nothing at all as to how the doors could have got fastened? proceeded Mr. Pym.

No, sir, I do not. I could take an oath, if need be, that I did not know the doors were bolted until you spoke to me how, added the woman, the least possible sound of emotion, arising as it seemed from earnestness, at length perceptible in her tones. I assure you, sir, I had no idea of it until this moment. I  I should scarcely think it could have been so. There was an ominous glare in Honours eye at the expressed doubt. Mr. Pym did not want a passage-at-arms between the two then, and raised his hand to command silence.

Did you hear the childs cries, Prance? he asked. It is incredible to suppose that he did not cry; and yet no one seems to have heard him.

You mean when he was on fire, sir?

Of course I mean when he was on fire.

I never heard them, sir. A child could not burn to death without making cries, and desperate cries, but I did not hear them, she continued, more in soliloquy than to the surgeon. It is an unfortunate thing that no one was within earshot. Honour looked keenly at her from her swollen eyes. Mr. Pym spoke carelessly.

By the way, you were in the recess, Prance, just about the time. Did you neither see nor hear anything then?

In the recess, sir? rejoined Prance, turning her impassive face full on Mr. Pym in apparently the utmost astonishment. But not her eyes. I was in no recess, sir.

Yes you were. In that recess; there, pointing to it. Honour passed you when you were in it..

It is quite a mistake, sir. What should I do in the recess? If Honour says she saw me there, her sight must have deceived her.

How do you account for your time at the period of the occurrence? inquired Mr. Pym. What part of the house were you in?

I suppose I must have been in the dining-room, sir, she answered readily. I was in there until just before the alarm was given, and then I had come up to my bedroom.

Lets see. That is the room on the other side Mrs. St. Johns bedroom?

Yes, sir; formerly my masters dressing-room. After his death, Mrs. St. John placed me and Master George in it. She felt lonely with no one sleeping near her.

And thats where you were when you heard the alarm?

I was in there with the door shut when I heard Honour come screaming along the passage, running towards the grand staircase. I had not been in my room above a couple of minutes at the most. I had come straight up from the diningroom.

And you did not go into the recess?

Certainly not, sir What object could I have in doing so? Id rather keep out of the place.

Mr. Pym looked at Honour. His expression said plainly that he thought she must have been mistaken.

What had you done with yourself all the afternoon? he demanded of Prance.

I was about in one place or another, she answered. Part of the time I was in the onion-room. I went there for a handful of a particular herb I wanted, and stayed to pick the leaves from the stalks. And I was twice in the dining-parlour with my mistress, and stayed there pretty long each time.

Talking to her?

No, sir, scarcely a word passed. My mistress rarely does talk much, to me or to any of us, and she seemed a good deal put out with the scene there was after dinner with Master Benja. Master George was put out, too, in his little way, and I stayed in the room soothing him. My mistress gave me a glass of wine then, and bade me drink the childrens health. I went in later a second time, and stayed longer than the first, but I was waiting for Master George to awake that I might bring him up to the nursery, for it was getting the childrens tea-time.

But you did not bring him?

No, sir, he did not awake, and I got tired of waiting. I came straight upstairs, and went into my room, and I had not been there two minutes when Honours cries broke out. I had not had time to strike a match and light any candle, and when I ran out of the room to see what was the matter, I had the match-box in my hand.

This seemed to be as comprehensive an account as Prance could give; and Mr. Pym himself saw no reason to doubt her. Honour did. She had done nothing but doubt the woman ever since she came to the house. Honour believed her to be two-faced, thoroughly sly and artful; a very cat in deceit. But in a calmer moment even Honour might not have brought herself to think that she would deliberately set fire to an innocent child, or close the doors on him that he might burn to death.

Again Mr. Pym went into the presence of Mrs. St. John, the two servants with him. She looked more ghastly than before, and she was sitting with Georgy on her lap, the child sick and trembling still. Mr. Pym mentioned to her what Honour said about the doors being fastened, asking if she could remember whether the one leading from her dressing-room was open in the morning. She answered at once  and she spoke with the calmest and coldest self-possession, which seemed as a very contrast to her ghastly face  that she could not say with any certainty whether the dressing-room door was open that day or not. She remembered quite well that she had unbolted it that same morning while she was getting up, upon hearing the childrens voices in the nursery. She had gone in to kiss them and wish them happiness on their birthday. Whether she had rebolted the door afterwards or not, she could not say. She generally rebolted it when she had been that way into the nursery, but it was possible she had not done so this morning. I wish you would not ask these questions, she concluded, momentarily raising her eyes to Mr. Pym, for she had spoken with her face bent down, almost hidden.

But I must ask them, said the surgeon.

It frightens George so, she added. See how he is shivering.

And in truth the child was shivering; shivering and trembling as one in an ague. Almost as his mother spoke, he raised himself with a cry, and was violently sick: and all Mr. Pyms attention had to be given to him.


CHAPTER XVI.

INVESTIGATION.

THE inquest was held the day following the death. A somewhat hurried arrangement; but in these small local places the convenience of the coroner has to be studied. It happened that the county coroner was coming to Alnwick that day to hold an inquest on a poor old man who had been accidentally killed; and the Alnwick parish officials, represented chiefly by the beadle, decided that the second inquest should take place as soon as the first was over.

It did so. The first was held at the workhouse, and was over and done with in half-an-hour; the second was held at a public-house nearer the Hall: the Carleton Arms. The same jury sworn for the other inquest, attended for this one; and the witnesses were hurriedly collected without any formal process of summons-serving.

It was universally believed that the ill-fated little child had taken the lighted church, in defiance of the nurses injunction and had then fastened the door to prevent her surprising him in his disobedience. Honours conviction alone protested against this; in silence, not openly; she was weary of arguing against the stream. That he had taken the church in his hands, she feared was too probable, but not that he had fastened the door to conceal his disobedience. A more open, honourable nature than his, child never possessed: he was always the first to tell candidly of a fault; and she thought he would rather have thrown wide the door that Honour might see him at his disobedience, than close it against her. This, however, was not the popular view of the case: that was, that the child had taken the dangerous toy in his hand, had slipped the button, not to be caught, and then by some means set himself on fire; the remote distance at which all the inmates of the Hall happened to be, just then, preventing them from hearing his cries.

The fastening of the dressing-room door, which was spoken of by Honour, who was the principal witness, gave rise to some discussion. Nothing could be clearer or more positive than her sworn testimony that the dressing-room door was not fastened when she went downstairs, and that it was fastened when she came up  bolted on the outer side. The puzzle was, who had fastened it? No person whatever had been in the rooms, so far as could be learned. Witnesses were examined on this point, but nothing was elicited that could throw any light on the affair. It was Honours word against facts  facts so far as they seemed to be known. The housemaid, whose duty it was to attend to Mrs. St. Johns rooms, proved that she had not been into them since the morning. From the time of putting them to rights after breakfast, she was not in the habit of again entering them until about seven oclock in the evening, after Mrs. St. John had dressed for dinner; neither did she on this unfortunate day. The other servants said they had not been upstairs at all: some wine had been given to them, and they were making themselves comfortable below. Honour was with them, talking, but not Prance. Prance was not downstairs, so far as the servants knew, after she left the housekeepers room at the conclusion of dinner. Prance herself was called as a witness, and accounted for her time. Had gone into the dining-room whilst her mistress was at dessert with Master George, she said, Honour having then taken Master St. John upstairs. Had stayed there some little time. Her mistress had given her a glass of wine. She (witness) said that she had already taken a glass downstairs, but her mistress answered that she could no doubt take another. She did so, drinking to the two young gentlemens health. After that, went upstairs to her room; stayed there some time, doing a bit of work for herself, and putting up Master Georges morning things, which she had not had time to see to after dressing him to dine with his mamma. Yes, she said in answer to a question from the coroner, this room was very near the dressing-room; Mrs. St. Johns bedroom only dividing them; but could swear most positively that she did not go into the dressing-room. She entered no room whatever except this, her own.

A juryman interrupted with a question. Where was deceased at this time?

With Honour in the nursery, the witness answered. It was then that the paper toy, spoken to, was being finished and lighted up  as the Hall had learnt subsequently. Afterwards, witness continued, pursuing her evidence, she had gone downstairs into the onion-room, as it was called, a place where herbs were kept; had stayed there some time, getting an herb she wanted, and plucking its leaves from the stalks. Then  

Another juryman interrupted, a worthy grocer and oilman, with whom the Hall dealt. What might witness have wanted with the herb?

The witness replied, with exemplary patience and the impressive manner that always characterized her, that she occasionally took a decoction of this herb medicinally. The cook was in the habit of preparing it for her, but when it was left entirely to that functionary, as much stalk as leaf was put in, and the decoction suffered in consequence; therefore she liked to pluck it herself.

Very good, the juryman answered. She could go on with her evidence.

After preparing the proper quantity of herb, had taken it to the scullery and laid it on what was called the cooks shelf. Did not see any of the servants except the under-housemaid, who was lighting up the lower passages, but heard their voices in conversation. Could not tell whether the under-housemaid saw her; thought not. Went then into the dining-room, to ask if she should not take Master George, as it was getting the hour for the nursery tea. Did not take Master George. He was asleep in the large chair. Waited some time, hoping he would wake; but he did not. At last got tired of waiting, and left the dining-room, Master George still asleep, with his feet on his mammas lap. Went straight upstairs then, and was about to get a light in her own room, when she heard alarming cries from Honour. Could only see the outline of her form as she flew along the corridor to the grand staircase. The upper part of the house had not been lighted up, only the lower, and a very faint reflection came upstairs. The cries were alarming, full of terror. Witness was frightened, and it was not a little thing that frightened her. Ran down after Honour, and saw Mrs. St. John come out of the dining-room, frightened also at the cries. For the next few minutes could not give a precise account of what happened. The chief thing she remembered was running back with others to the nursery. Poor little Master George also went. He stole up unnoticed in the confusion, and saw what was left of his brother burning, or, rather, smouldering. That was all she knew.

Mrs. St. John was not called as a witness. Having been shut up  as was understood  the whole of the time in the dining-room with little George, her evidence could not be of importance, and the jury had respect to her feelings and did not call her. It was announced to the jury that she freely acknowledged having gone from her dressing-room into the nursery in the morning, and that it was very possible she had omitted to fasten the door afterwards. That, however, was of no consequence: the door had been left open as Honour had proved: by whom did not matter.

All the evidence was taken, and a discussion ensued in regard to the point not cleared up, the fastening of this door. Half the jury, including Mr. Pym, inclined to the view that it had not been bolted at all, only shut; but that Honours state of haste and agitation had prevented her getting the door open at the first moment, and caused her to fancy that it was fastened. The other half of the jury including the coroner, thought that when the unfortunate little child had pushed-to the door in obedience to Honour, the bolt had shot into the groove with the movement: and this appeared the more reasonable solution. In vain Honour protested that neither was correct: that the door was bolted, and that it could not have bolted itself when the child closed it; he shut it very gently, and she must have heard the movement had there been any. She might as well have talked to the wind: and to her excessive surprise Mr. Pym approached her with a stern whisper and a warning look.

I wouldnt say any more about this, Honour.

Will it be believed that Mrs. Darling only heard of this calamity when the jury were sitting? Living some distance on the other side of Alnwick, news did not at all times penetrate quickly to her house. At any rate, this had not done so: reversing for once the popular saying that ill news travels fast. Mrs. St. John had omitted to send to her  perhaps it was excusable in the dreadful confusion  and it was a positive fact that the inquest was being held before the tidings were carried to Mrs. Darling.

She might not have heard it even then, but that she happened to send a servant into the village to execute a commission, and the maid brought back the news. As is usual in such cases, she ran open-mouthed with it to her mistress. Mrs. Darling, who had been feeling very poorly ever since the previous day, and was saying to herself that if no better on the following one she should send for Mr. Pym, was lying on the sofa, when the door abruptly opened, and the servant burst in with the news, her very haste rendering her incoherent. Mrs. Darling started from the sofa in terror, only half comprehending t What do you say has happened, Cole?

One of the little boys is killed, spoke up the servant eagerly. Oh, maam, its true! He was killed last night, and they are already holding the inquest on him. It was the heir, Master Benja.

Almost as one turned to Stone, stood Mrs. Darling. If ever woman looked in awful fear, it was she. She could not speak at first: she only gazed at the maid-servant, her lips apart, her eyes wild.

Killed! Master Benja! she gasped.

He was burnt to death, cried the woman, with sobs of emotion. I dont know the rights of it, though the place is full of nothing else; some said one thing and some another. Any way, the fault was Honours. She left him alone with a lighted candle, and he set himself on fire. There is a tale that somebody fastened the doors upon him to let him burn; but you know, maam, it cant be true. Not a bit of business is doing at Alnwick, and most of the shops have a shutter or two up. The inquest is on now, at the Carleton Arms.

With a prolonged shudder, Mrs. Darling seemed to come to herself. How is it that I was not sent for? she asked: and though the servant took the question to herself, and answered that she did not know, it was evident that it was not put to her.

All her indisposition forgotten, her bodily pain no longer felt in the greater mental pain, Mrs. Darling put on her cloak and bonnet and went out. The maid remonstrated that she was not fit to walk; wished her to at least wait until a fly could be sent for: she was as one who heard not. Striking into the field-path, by which means she avoided the gossiping village  and she was in no mood for it then, Mrs. Darling emerged from the fields almost close to Alnwick Hall, just below the Carleton Arms. Had there been any way to avoid passing the inn, Mrs. Darling had surely chosen it: but there was none. As she came within view of it, and saw the idlers congregated around it in small groups, a sick feeling of dread took possession of her, and she shuddered as she had done in her own drawing-room. Dread of what? Perhaps Mrs. Darling could not precisely have defined what: but she did think it would be a mercy had the earth opened and let her through to the opposite side of the globe, away from all trouble and care.

Not a word did she speak to any one, not a question ask. She drew her veil over her face, pulled her cloak more closely around her, and was hastening on, looking neither to the right nor to The left, when she nearly ran against Mr. Pym the surgeon, who had just strolled outside from the heat and bustle of the crowded inquest-room.

Is it you, Mrs. Darling?

What is all this? was the rejoinder of Mrs. Darling, throwing back her veil for a moment, and then seeming to recollect herself, and putting it down again. Is Benja really dead?

Really dead! echoed Mr. Pym. He has been dead since yesterday evening. Had you not heard of it?

I never heard a word until half-an-hour ago. What was it? How was it done?

Honour left him alone in the nursery with some paper toy that had a candle in it. When she got back he was burnt to death.

Mr. Pym was speaking strangely, in a cold, hard sort of manner; and, instead of looking at Mrs. Darling, his eyes were directed straight over her head.

Then it was an accident, said Mrs. Darling, after a pause.

That will no doubt be the verdict of the jury.

The two stood in silence. Mr. Pym with his far-away gaze, Mrs. Darling stealing surreptitious glances at him through her veil. Presently she spoke, scarcely above a whisper.

What tale is it that people have got hold of, about the child being locked in the room?

Ah, said Mr. Pym, thats Honours tale. She says that when she left the boy, to go downstairs, the nursery doors were unbolted; that when she returned, both were fastened. Her theory is, implied if not avowed, that the doors had been deliberately closed upon the burning child.

Mrs. Darling turned her face away. She was as little given as any one to betraying signs of emotion, but the eyes, for all they were not looking at her, saw that the face was turning livid.

It cant be true, she whispered.

As I tell Honour. Are you going to the Hall? Most of its inmates are here, at the inquest.

Charlotte is not here! exclaimed Mrs. Darling, turning to him in what looked like alarm.

No. The jury dispense with her evidence.

Is  is  little Benja here?

Mr. Pym shook his head. The coroner and jury went up to look at the remains, and adjourned here. It is a dreadful thing; very dreadful.

At the emphasized word, a sound, that was as much like a groan as anything, escaped Mrs. Darlings lips. The surgeon turned towards the inn door, she continued her way. Striking into the avenue amongst the fine old park trees, she threw back her veil where no eye was on her, gasping as it seemed for air, in the twilight of the coming night.

A servant answered her summons, and she walked straight through the hall to a small sitting-room, where the man said he believed his mistress was. She went in gently, not to disturb her: but Mrs. St. John was standing still in the midst of the room in an attitude of breathless expectation; of what looked like terrified expectation; and unless the darkness of the evening deceived her, Mrs. Darling had never seen her face so intensely pale, or with that haggard look upon it.

Charlotte!

Is it you, mamma? I thought you were ill.

I was ill; ill for me, who never ail anything. But this  this  Whats that?

Mrs. Darling sprang aside. A heap of something covered over on the sofa had startled her. Surely her nerves were unstrung to-night!

Its Georgy, answered Mrs. St. John. He has been ill since yesterday. Hush! dont wake him.

She took off her cloak and untied her bonnet, and sat down by the fire near her daughter. Mrs. St. John did not speak.

Charlotte, I have been dreadfully shocked. You should not have allowed me to hear of this by accident. How did it happen?

You must ask Honour that.

Was no one with him? Could no one hear his cries?

It seems not.

Will you not give me the details, Charlotte?

I only know them from hearsay.

But you  were  in the house at the time?

I was in the dining-room.

Mrs. St. John was evidently not inclined to be communicative. She sat looking at the fire, and Mrs. Darling stole surreptitious glances at her face, as she had recently done at Mr. Pyms; not that the face was very discernible in the increasing gloom of the November evening.

Do give me the particulars, Charlotte!

I cant, I tell you, mamma. I only know them myself from hearsay. I was shut up in the dining-room with Georgy, and knew nothing until startled by Honours cries.

You were shut up in the dining-room!

Just as you found me shut up in this room now. Georgy was asleep, and I had his feet on my lap. I wish you wouldnt ask me about it. It is not a pleasant thing to talk of. I am sorry now for having beaten him.

You beat him?  Benja?

He was naughty after dinner. He had a new watch, and would not lend it to Georgy, and they got quarrelling. He beat Georgy, and I beat him. I am sorry for it now.

But it was not then that he was burnt! exclaimed Mrs. Darling, scarcely understanding.

No. Honour took him away, and I stayed in the dining room with Georgy.

Did the accident happen immediately?

Not for a long while. Two hours, perhaps, I dont know how long exactly. I had been to sleep. It was daylight when he went away, and it was dark when we heard the screams.

And you, my poor child, had never moved from the diningroom!

Dont I say so, mamma! came the answer, a shade of peevishness at being questioned in the otherwise impassive tone. I had kept Georgy with me.

Mrs. Darling drew a long sigh: it seemed like a relief from some nightmare. How came Honour to leave him with a lighted candle? she exclaimed in anger.

Mamma, I wish you would not ask me these things! I dont care to talk of them.

For some minutes there was silence, but Mrs. Darling was an impulsive woman, and it was almost impossible for her to think of any fresh point without breaking out with a question. She did so now; suddenly, abruptly.

Is it true that the doors were fastened?

Who told you they were? exclaimed Mrs. St. John.

Mr. Pym. I saw him as I came up here.

Mr. Pym told you the doors were fastened? repeated Mrs, St. John, fixing her strange eyes upon her mother.

Yes. At least  What he said was, that Honour asserts they were fastened.

Ay, thats true. But no one believes her. Mr. Pym does not believe her; he told her she must be careful what she said. Prance thinks Honour was so flurried at the time, that her recollection is not clear.

Again there was a pause. Mrs. St. John sat as before, gazing at the fire, her haggard face  yes, it certainly was unnaturally haggard  bent on her hand. Mrs. Darling seemed buried in perplexity, and her fingers unconsciously smoothed down her bonnet-strings. Georgy stirred in his sleep, and they both looked at the sofa; but he did not awake, and both were silent for a moment.

Is the inquest over, do you know? asked Mrs. St. John.

It was not when I came past. Charlotte, have you written to Castle Wafer?

I have not written to any one. Surely theres time enough!

My dear, I did not mean to anger you. I Whats this? They must be coming back from the inquest!

The noise of many steps outside had called forth the interruption. Mrs. St. John rose from her seat and stood in the middle of the room, facing the door; waiting defiantly, as it seemed, to confront any who might enter. It was just the same position, the same look that had surprised Mrs. Darling when she arrived. The butler came in.  .

The verdict is Accidental Death, he said. Appended to which was a severe censure on Honour Tritton for leaving the child alone with so dangerous a toy. And maam, he emphatically added to his mistress, she deserves it: and she seems to think so.

The mistress of Alnwick sat down again. Mrs. Darling caught up her cloak and went out of the room, her curiosity on the rack for the sad details withheld by her daughter.

Honour did seem to think she deserved the censure, as the butler had observed. Fully, fully had her repentant heart echoed the condemnation of the jury. A never-dying remorse had taken up its abode within her. Mrs. Darling came upon her on the staircase. The girls face looked flushed, her eyes glistening; and there was a wildness in their expression that spoke of incipient fever, had any been at leisure to note the signs, or been capable of understanding them.

Oh Honour! what an awful thing this is! breathed Mrs. Darling.

Its more than awful, answered Honour. I suppose I shall get over it sometime, if I live: I dont know. Perhaps God will be pleased to take me.

She spoke almost with the unnatural calmness of her mistress. That alone would have told of something mentally wrong, or becoming so.

Honour  indeed I dont wish to reproach you, for Im sure your pain must be too great to need it; but I must speak  how could you leave the child alone with that lighted candle?

Will you see him?  whats left of him? was the rejoinder. And without waiting for reply, Honour went into the nursery. Something was resting there on trestles with a sheet thrown over it. Whether it was a coffin, whether it was not, Mrs. Darling did not stay to inquire. She arrested Honours hand.

No, she said. I dont know that I could bear the sight.

Honour dropped the corner of the sheet again. Well, she said, he is there; my darling treasure that was dearer to me than anything in life. They were beating him black and blue in the dining-room, and I brought him out, and I finished the paper toy to soothe and comfort his poor little sobbing heart, and I did leave him alone with it, the candle lighted inside it. If I ever forget my folly, or cease to mourn for it in repentance, I hope God will forget me. But, I am not the sole author of his death; Mrs. Darling, I am not. Those who came and fastened the doors upon him, and so let him burn, are more guilty of it than me.

Hush, Honour! You were mistaken. The doors could not have been so fastened.

Honour laid her hand upon the sheet again, touching what was beneath it.

Mrs. Darling, dont you be deceived. Some do not believe what I say, and some are wishing to hush the matter up. I swear that it was as I assert: I swear it by this, all thats left of him. They say Benja must have buttoned the one door himself; let it go so: I dont think he did, but let it go so: but he could not have bolted the other on the outside. They are hushing the matter up; and I must do the same: I am only one against many.

Who is hushing it up? asked Mrs. Darling, from between her white lips.

Mr. Pym, for one. I say nothing about others, I am only one amongst them. From this time I shall drop the matter, and speak of it no more: but I should like you to remember what I say, and to believe me. It is the truth. Heaven knows it is. The doors were fastened upon him, and he was left there  in a living tomb  to burn to death. When the facts come to light, as they will sometime, if theres justice in the world, we shall learn the truth. At present I dont pretend to understand it.

Mrs. Darling felt frightened at the girls words, at her resolute manner (her impassiveness had now changed to passion), at her hectic cheeks and wild eyes  all the symptoms of threatening fever or insanity. She quitted the room, retaining a last glimpse of Honours throwing herself beside the trestles in a burst of anguish, and sought Prance. Scarcely able to speak from an agitation which she vainly endeavoured to suppress, Mrs. Darling commanded Prance to furnish her with the particulars, to the minutest detail.

Prance obeyed without the slightest hesitation, her account differing in no wise from the one she had just given to the coroner and jury. Mrs. Darling questioned her as to the alleged fastening of the doors: Prance maintained that the one door, at any rate, had been fastened in Honours fancy only. It was possible, nay probable, that the poor little boy had himself fastened the one; but as to the other, nothing but Honours haste (as she, Prance, believed) had prevented her opening it. The fact is, concluded Prance, Honour was half paralyzed with fear at the time, through smelling the burning; and she has been as one mad ever since.

And your mistress was shut up, I hear, in the dining-room all the time with little George.

Oh yes, said Prance, and the servants were shut up downstairs. Nobody could have gone near the room. If that door was fastened, why, the bolt, must have slipped as well as the latch when the child closed it, added Prance. The coroner and jury thought so.

Mrs. Darling sighed in very perplexity. She could not get over Honours positive and solemn assertion; but it seemed equally impossible to believe any one had been near the door to bolt it. This last suggestion, that the bolt had slipped, was a welcome one, and Mrs. Darling would have given half her remaining lifetime to have been able fully to believe in it.

There went forth another announcement in the local papers, Mrs. Darling wording it.

Died, on St. Martins Eve, at Alnwick Hall, on his fifth birthday, Benjamin Carleton St. John, eldest son and heir of the late George Carleton St. John, Esquire.


CHAPTER XVII.

HONOURS RAVINGS.

IT needed not many days for Honour Tritton to be in a fever, accompanied by delirium, the symptoms of which had been plainly showing themselves. Mr. Pym pronounced it a malady of the brain, brought on by grief, horror, and remorse. It would prolong her stay at the Hall, for she could not be removed; otherwise Mrs. St. John had given her notice to quit it as soon as the funeral was over. Mrs. St. John had taken a shuddering dislike to her. The word is used advisedly. Once or twice, when she met Honour in the corridors, she was seized with a fit of shuddering that affected her whole frame. Freely she avowed that she could not bear the sight of the girl; but for her, she said, Benja would be still living. But when the girl was taken ill they could not turn her out; and Honour lay in bed, in the room that had been hers and Benjas. The pretty rosewood cot, shorn for ever of its occupant, was yet in the corner. At first she was not dangerously ill; hot and feverish, and a little excited at times; but not in danger. It was the day before the funeral that she took to her bed.

Mrs. St. John seemed more affected by the death than was apparent to ordinary observers. Not a shade of emotion had been seen on her impassive face; not a tear, so far as any one could trace, had been shed. But that she was grievously affected by it, those about her saw plainly. A species of nervousness  if the word may be applied to one so outwardly calm  seemed to have taken possession of her. She was ever brooding on the dreadful event; she was afraid to go about the house alone after dark; not all the cordage of a seventy-gun ship would have dragged her into the dressing-room, for it was next to the nursery where Benja was lying. She chiefly sat nursing George, who was ill still  remaining for an hour or two intensely calm and quiet, then starting up and pacing the room violently, as if unable to bear her own reflections  her grief for Benja. My dear, be still, be calm, Mrs. Darling remonstrated one afternoon as she paced the room with wild steps. All the sorrow in the world cannot bring him back: in a little time, if you can only realize it, you will gather comfort from the fact that he is better off.

Mamma, I would hang Honour Tritton if I could! was the only answer.

What Mrs. St. John would have done without her mother at this time, it was impossible to tell; though perhaps, had necessity imposed it on her, she might have been aroused to exert herself. Mrs. Darling, forgetting her own ailments, and she was feeling really ill, took everything upon herself, and had to do it. It was she who wrote letters to apprise friends of the calamity; it was she who made arrangements for the funeral: Charlotte would take neither act nor part in it. Mrs. Darling did what she could to amuse her daughter, and divert her mind from the fatal night. She talked to her of family interests, she read letters to her from her daughter Margaret, who was in Berkshire; she enlarged upon the letters from her son Frank. There had been some trouble or escapade, or something unpleasant with Rose, during his visit to Belport in the autumn, she said, but she could not get to the bottom of it, and perhaps never should: she expected it all arose from Roses rebellion at being kept at school. These, and similar topics, did Mrs. Darling pursue; but her daughter was as one who heard not. It might, in fact, be questioned whether she did hear; and if she answered it was only mechanically.

The day of the funeral arrived, and friends and relatives came from far and near to follow to his last resting-place the ill-fated little heir of Alnwick. As it had been in the days when George St. John died, so it was again. Mr. St. John of Castle Wafer was too ill to attend, but Frederick St. John came down from London in his place. Captain Darling also came. Neither of them stayed beyond the day, and they agreed to travel back to town together. Indeed, none of the guests were asked to remain: the Hall was not in a mood for welcoming visitors just now.

Mrs. Darling took the opportunity of asking her son what the hinted escapade of Roses might have been; but he only laughed it off, and did not explain. He had corrected her for it, he said, and he didnt think she would attempt a second.

So the child was laid in the vault with his father and his poor young mother, whose life he had cost; and the train of mourners and attendants returned to the Hall, and then dispersed, none of them, Captain Darling excepted, having seen Alnwicks mistress. Something had been said about little Georgy  now the heir  going to the funeral; but it was decided that he was too young. And besides, he was not well.

There was estrangement still between Isaac St. John and his brother; but the aspect of affairs had changed, and Isaac, on his part, would have been all too willing to be reconciled. Lady Anne St. John was on the point of marriage with Captain Saville, who had unexpectedly come into a large inheritance. Anne confessed all to Isaac. How there had been a secret understanding between her and Captain Saville, and Frederick was keeping league with them, and to screen Anne, taking on himself the blame of refusing to marry her. Isaac St. John would then have been reconciled to his brother. He did not make any decisive move towards it, but he allowed his wishes to become known to Frederick through Mrs. St. John. Mr. Frederick, however, had a spice of obstinacy in his composition, and chose to hold on his own way. He had recently come into some money through an aunt, and this he was applying to liquidating his own debts, living meanwhile quietly in London, and spending all his time at his favourite art  painting.

The day of the funeral came to an end. Everything had passed off quietly, without undue bustle and agitation, which might perhaps have been expected under the circumstances of the case. Little George had burst into wailing sobs when the mourning carriages came back to the Hall, saying he wanted Benja. They told him Benja was gone to heaven to be happy for ever, and to play upon a golden harp. But the child still cried bitterly. Captain Darling carried him out on the slopes, and in due time brought him back soothed; having entered upon some magnificent promises touching a live pony, when the young gentleman should have grown as tall as Benja was.

On the following morning Mrs. St. John was to leave the Hall for a time. It was her own proposition, but Mrs. Darling seconded it. At first she was only going to the cottage, her mothers residence; later she would take Georgy to some watering-place, and return to the Hall for Christmas.

You cannot keep gossiping tongues still. Since the inquest, a great deal of discussion had taken place as to the disputed question of the dressing-room door. In the Hall, and out of it for miles, it formed the theme of conversation, and speculation was rife as to the real truth. Once establish the fact of the doors having been previously bolted, and there was an end to all mystery. Honours unwavering assertion that it was bolted when she arrived, made weight gradually and silently; the almost as indisputable fact that no one had been near to bolt it received full credence; and the solution gradually arrived at was, that when the little boy had closed the door, the bolt had slipped. It appeared to be the only feasible explanation. The more it was talked of and dwelt upon, the more certain did it appear, and by the day of the funeral it was received as an undoubted fact. Mr. Pym so received it; Mrs. Darling spoke of it as a discovery, not a supposition. Even Honour, weak, ill, and miserable, was brought to acknowledge that such might have been the case.

What a mercy that its cleared up! cried Mrs. Darling to her daughter. It was so very unpleasant to have any mystery connected with it: the event was unhappy enough in itself, without that. We can so far dismiss the unpleasantness from our minds now, Charlotte.

Mrs. Darling intended to return to the cottage with her daughter. She was busy in her room after breakfast on the morning of departure, putting together the few things which had been sent over for her use from home, when one of the housemaids happened to mention that Honour was worse, and saying queer things.

What queer things? asked Mrs. Darling, in the midst of folding a crape collar.

Oh, maam, about the accident; about the bolting of the door, that there has been so much talk over

The door bolted itself when Honour caused it to be closed; it has been conclusively decided so, sharply interrupted Mrs. Darling.

I know it has, maam, replied the maid. But Honour is off her head, and does not know what she is saying. She has been raving about her mistress, fancying shes at the bedside, and asking her whether she did not bolt the doors on Master Benja when he was burning, or whether she set him on fire? Its dreadful to hear her, poor thing.

If ever a sudden change was seen in a woman, you might have seen it then in Mrs. Darling. Her ruddy, good-humoured countenance assumed the hue it had worn when shunning Mr. Pyms look that night before the Carleton Arms  though for the matter of that, he had equally shunned hers.

Ill go to her, she said, presently. Poor creature, she must be quite mad! Ill go and see what can be done for her. Perhaps a strait-waistcoat will be necessary.

Accordingly Mrs. Darling made her way along the corridor. Crouching against the nursery-door, as she turned the corner, was what at first looked like a huge black balloon. It proved to be the petticoats of her daughter, who appeared to be listening to something in the nursery.

Charlotte!

Mrs. St. John lifted her scared face: a white face, not so much of terror as of some great anguish, with wild eyes gazing from it. Softly rising, she spoke in a whisper.

I can hear his cries  his.  I heard them last night, all night long.

Mrs. Darlings heart leaped, as the saying runs, into her mouth. Was she going mad  was every one going mad?

Listen! There it is again!

Charlotte, my dear child, you cannot be well this morning. These troubles have unhinged you. When you

Mrs. Darling suddenly stopped, and began to feel a little unhinged herself. There certainly was a sound within the room; a repetition of faint whining or moaning.

I knew they could never take him out of it! whispered Mrs. St. John. Hark! But his cries were louder then.

Mrs. Darling looked at her. Could she be succumbing to superstitious fears? Mrs. Darling hardly thought it possible, being herself so very practical a woman, in contradistinction to an imaginative one. She no more believed in ghosts than she did in the spirits recently become fashionable: and she opened the nursery-door very gingerly and peeped in.

It was the dog Brave. Poor Brave must have found his way into the room on the previous day, on the removal of the coffin, and had been shut in ever since. Not barking, not making any noise to attract attention, simply sitting there under the trestles, whining and crying. There had been some trouble with Brave since the death: he would find his way into the corridor, and there howl and moan.

See, Charlotte! said Mrs. Darling, in reassuring tones. Poor dumb creature!

Deeming it well that her daughter should see, as the most effectual antidote to any such fears as those alluded to above, she gently took her arm to pull her forward. Charlotte drew back in sudden fear.

I cant look! she gasped. You dare not force me! Is he walking about with the lighted church?

Oh, Charlotte, do, do just glance in! You are not yourself, I see  and poor Mrs. Darling looked as terrified as her, as she was looking at the door. It is only poor Brave; he must have been shut in here.

She threw the door open, went in, and drove out the dog. Mrs. St. John stood against the wall as it passed her, carefully avoiding all sight of the chamber. Her mood changed to anger when she saw Brave.

I gave orders that he should not be allowed to enter the house  that he should be kept chained up in the stables  sent away  sold  anything. How dare they disobey me!

Mrs. Darling put her daughters arm within her own and led her to her own chamber. I will see that the dog does not annoy you again, Charlotte. Lie on the sofa and keep yourself quiet: we shall be ready to go in half-an-hour.

Closing the door on Charlotte, she proceeded to Honours chamber at the end of the passage. The girl was in bed, lying in all the restlessness of delirium. Her head was turning from side to side, her face was flushed, her speech rambled. Mrs. Darling involuntarily asked herself whether the whinings of the dog through the night in the adjoining chamber, which must have penetrated to Honours ears, had contributed to this increase of the malady.

No less than three maid-servants were posted round the bed, staring, listening, whispering. The sound of Mrs. Darlings entrance seemed to attract the attention of the patient, who looked momentarily towards her; but the ominously-bright eyes evidently saw nothing: they turned to the opposite wall, gazing, as it were, beyond it. The words that escaped from her lips  not consecutively as they are about to be written, but by fits and snatches  startled Mrs. Darling as few things had ever startled her in all her life before. They were equivalent to accusing her mistress of the murder of her step-son.

He was the heir, you see, sir, she said, addressing some imaginary personage; he was keeping her own flesh and blood out of the inheritance. I saw all along that it was more than she could bear. Dont you remember the scene that day when you came home from London, and we took the two children to meet you in the park? You took up Benja and carried him in, but the little one cried and we left him. Dont you remember it, sir?  she struck Benja to the ground and bruised him. You said it was an accident, but I knew better. Oh, sir, why did you leave him under her charge? Wasnt it as well to make your will one way as the other?

She was evidently in the past, and he whom she was addressing in imagination, was her dead master.

It was so easy to accomplish! went on Honour, her head turning faster than ever, but her eyes fixed as before. It was only the running up the stairs from the dining-room, where she was shut in, and setting fire to him, and bolting the doors on his screams, and running back again. Oh, why did you leave him to her? Didnt you remember that he was keeping out Georgy? She says she never left the dining-room, but dont you believe her. She did, and I can speak to it.

Mrs. Darling, who had been slowly gathering her presence of mind, and could not do it all at once, turned her ashy countenance on the gaping servants. Perhaps she hardly knew what to say, or how to treat the ravings.

It is a very bad case of brain fever, she said, striving to speak with unconcern. Her mind is quite gone, poor thing,  as indeed it was. I had a governess once who suffered under an attack of the same. She persisted that I had killed my youngest daughter, Miss Rose Darling, and all the time the child was alive and well at her elbow. The two cases seem precisely similar. Go down, will you? I think the room ought to be kept quiet: and send one of the men instantly to hasten Mr. Pym.

They filed out of the room in obedience, and Mrs. Darling sat down to remain, thinking, poor woman, that her lines were hard just now. She sat there until the doctor entered.

Ah, ha, said he, so the brains touched in earnest. I thought it would be so.

She is quite deranged, Mr. Pym; she has been saying the strangest things.

What things?

Mrs. Darling turned the question off. All sorts of nonsense, she said, coughing. Mr. Pym, I think I shall stop here and nurse her myself. She is too ill to be left to servants.

And let Mrs. St. John go alone?

I think I must. Prance will be with her, and she will have her child. Perhaps in a few hours Honour may be better.

Mr. Pym had drawn nearer to the bed. Honour was wandering again; was repeating again the same nonsense, as Mrs. Darling had called it. Alas! she must go on repeating it until some turn to the malady came. The excited brain had its task to perform, and could only go over it, over it, over it, until better moments should dawn. The surgeon listened and heard as much as Mrs. Darling had heard.

Yes, said he, it maybe as well that you should nurse her. Servants are such gossips.

Three of them were in, listening, just now. Mr. Pym, how is it that these false notions take possession of an invalids brain? asked Mrs. Darling.

Mr. Pym paused before he replied. How is it that dreams take possession of it? he returned. The girl has had an awful shock, and the brain is suffering. The imagination is apt to be erratic at these times, indulging in absurd and fantastic fancies.

Very absurd and fantastic in this case! pronounced Mrs. Darling. Well, I shall stay with her. It must be either myself or Prance.

Prance wont do, said the surgeon. She and Honour hate each other like poison.

The plan was carried out. Mrs. St. John, her child, and Prance departed for the cottage; Mrs. Darling remained at the Hall in attendance on Honour; and Mr. Pym did hardly anything but dodge in and out of it all day, walking to and from Alnwick at the pace of a steam-engine. Honour was dangerously ill.

In the dusk of evening, when the house was quiet, and Mrs. Darling sat by the bedside, her brain almost as busy as the one she was there to guard, the thought arose to her that she would put at rest (as far as it could be put to rest) a question that troubled her. In closing the nursery-door quietly  as it had been represented the unfortunate child did close it  would the bolt slip into its groove? Was it possible that it could do so? Mrs. Darling had pondered the doubt that day more than she would have cared to tell. Rising from her chair, she was about to cross the room when some one came in.

Whos that? sharply called out Mrs. Darling, somewhat startled.

It was only one of the under-maids, bringing in some beef-tea in a cup. How quietly you must have come up!  exclaimed Mrs. Darling.

I have list shoes on, maam, replied the girl.

She put down the cup and advanced on tiptoe to take a glance at Honour. The fever still continued, the brain was still at work; but just now the head was quiet.

She seems a trifle better! cried the girl.

I fear not in mind, answered Mrs. Darling. Her last fancy seems to be that she set fire to the child, and then ran away and left him.

Poor creature! Well, so in a manner she did, maam, for it was through her want of caution that it happened.

The girl gazed a few minutes and went down. Mrs. Darling  by the way, was that last assertion of hers a true one or a flight of fancy?  listened to the receding footsteps. She thought she heard them come back again, those or others, but silence supervened, and she concluded she was mistaken.

Now or never! She did want to try that door, and the opportunity seemed favourable: for she would not for the whole world, no, nor for ten worlds, suffer it to be known that any doubt could enter her mind, or any ones mind, upon the point. Quitting Honours room, she stepped to the nursery-door, and there  paused.

What feeling came over Mrs. Darling at the moment she could never afterwards tell. Had she been of a superstitious nature it might have been accounted for; but she was not. Some feeling or impulse, however, did cause her to walk away from the door without entering, and go on to the dressing-room, intending to see if she could try the experiment from that side.

As she quitted it she could have declared she heard a chair move within, only that she knew she must be mistaken.

She went with soft tread across the dressing-room carpet in the twilight of the evening. The door stood half open; to her surprise; for since the fatal night it had been kept rigidly shut. She was about to pull it to, when it was closed from the other side, pretty smartly. In her consternation she opened it at once, and  stood face to face with Surgeon Pym. He had been trying the experiment on his own score.

Their eyes met; and it was curious to note the difference in the demeanour of the two as they stood gazing at each other. Mrs. Darling, agitated, nervous, almost terrified; the surgeon, collected, keen, perfectly self-possessed. She tried to frame an excuse.

I was going to look into the nursery, to see whether the servants have set it to rights to-day. I fancy they have not.

And I, said the surgeon, was seeing whether the bolt would slip if a person merely shut the door. I find it wont.

Honour Trittons ravings, the effect of a diseased brain, ceased with her recovery; and there remained with her no recollection whatever of having uttered them, for Mr. Pym tested her on the point. With her restoration to reason, Mrs. Darling was less confined, and she divided her time between the Hall and the Cottage, but did not yet finally quit the former. Mrs. Darling resolved to speak to her, and the opportunity came. One evening when she was alone in the drawing-room, Honour knocked at the door and came in. The girl looked the wreck of her former self; thin, pale, shadowy, her black gown seemed much too large for her, and the dark circles under her eyes were excessively conspicuous on her naturally light skin.

Could I speak to you for a few minutes, maam? she asked.

Yes, said Mrs. Darling, a feeling of nervousness arising within her at the request. You had better sit down, Honour; you are weak still.

Honour obeyed. She had come to speak of her own departure; to thank Mrs. Darling for her care of her, and to say that the sooner she was away now, the better. She thought of going on the following day, or the day after, if Mrs. Darling would allow it.

Mrs. Darling heaved a sigh of relief, perhaps she could hardly tell why or wherefore. I did not think you were strong enough to go anywhere yet. But as you please. Are you aware, Honour, what cruel things you said of your mistress? she resumed, in low tones.

Honour looked up in genuine surprise. I said cruel things, maam! What did I say?

I hardly like to tell you what you said, replied Mrs. Darling. You accused her over and over again of having set fire to the child and left him to burn to death. Were you to say such words in your right senses, you might be in danger of transportation for speaking them.

Honour burst into tears. She had no recollection whatever of her fault, and humbly begged pardon for it.

Of course we do not look upon you as responsible for what you said, continued Mrs. Darling; the ravings of a diseased mind go for nothing. But they are not the less unpleasant to hear, and your mistress feels enough grief from this matter without its being unnecessarily added to. You, of all persons, should be careful not to add to her sorrow. It was only this very day, when we were speaking of Benja, that she fervently exclaimed, if her whole fortune could bring him back to life, it should be given. There are moments  Mrs. Darling dropped her voice as though she were speaking to herself, rather than to Honour when I have fancied she would sacrifice even Georges life, could that bring his brother back again. Believe me, she regrets him as much as you can do.

Subdued, weak, humble, Honour could only give vent to excuses and penitent tears. She had never really suspected her mistress, she said, and, indeed, she had never suspected any one of her own good will; it was her wicked thoughts that would rise up in spite of her. Not her mistress, however; if she had indulged these thoughts, it was of Prance. It was desperately wicked, she knew, but the boys death seemed to take her reason from her. She hoped Prance would not come to hear of it; and for herself, she would never, never harbour such fancies again.

So Honour left Alnwick Hall. She had to go first of all to Castle Wafer, Mr. St. John having sent for her. The fact was, the occurrence had made a most startling and unhappy impression on the master of Castle Wafer. The account he had received of it was a very partial one, and he naturally wished for correct details. When the summons came, Honour had flung up her hands in a sort of terror. How should she dare to meet Mr. Isaac St. John, and proclaim to him personally her wicked carelessness? Mrs. Darling also had seemed much put out: but there was no help for it, and she cautioned Honour.

Take care, she gravely said, that not a hint of those wicked and foolish suspicions is dropped to Mr. St. John.

In anything but an enviable frame of mind, did Honour enter on the interview with Mr. St. John at Castle Wafer. He sat on the sofa in his own sitting-room, his back propped up with soft pillows, and Honour, whom he invited to a seat, sat in her new mourning, and wept before him. The first timidity over, she confessed the whole; made, as it were, a clean breast of it, and told how her own thoughtlessness, in leaving the child alone with the lighted toy, had been the cause of the calamity. Mr. St. John was painfully interested in the little coincidence she mentioned  that the first idea of the toy, the lighted church, had been gathered at the fair that was being held the very day he came to Alnwick. It was at this point that Honour burst into tears, which she was quite unable to control.

However Mr. St. John might have been disposed to condemn the carelessness, he could only feel compassion for the sufferer. She should never know another truly happy moment, she sobbed, should never cease to reproach herself as long as life should last. She gave herself the whole blame; she said not a word of the old doubts; and when Mr. St. John questioned her as to the fastening of the doors, she declared that she could not tell herself how they had become fastened, but mentioned the conclusion come to by the household and the coroner. They decided that the little boy had himself fastened the one; and for the other, some thought it had never been fastened at all; only she, Honour, had fancied it in her flurry; others thought it must have bolted itself when the little boy shut it, and she could only suppose that it did so bolt. She spoke of the great sorrow of her mistress, as testified to by Mrs. Darling, and told how she had left the Hall because she could not yet bear the sight of it: and not a whisper did she breathe of the unseemly scene which had occurred on that memorable afternoon. In short, it seemed that Honour was striving to make amends for the harsh and unjustifiable words she had used of her mistress in her delirium.

Mr. St. John inquired whether she was going back to the Hall. Never, never! she answered; she should take service as far away from it as possible, where folks would not point at her as having caused the death of an innocent child. Not as a nurse  who would be likely to trust her in that capacity now?  but as a house or laundry maid. A moments deliberation with himself, and then Mr. St. John offered her a service in his own household. One of the housemaids was about to leave to be married; if Honour would like the situation the housekeeper should engage her.

Again burst forth the tears. Not suppressed sobs this time, but soft tears of gratitude. For there was a tone of compassion in Mr. St. Johns voice that found its way to the heart of the unhappy woman; none had addressed such to her since that miserable day, the Eve of St. Martin; and she could have been his slave in all reverence for life. Thankfully did she accept the offered situation; and it was decided with the housekeeper afterwards that she should enter upon it in a months time, when both health and spirits might be somewhat renewed.

Before the first week of that month had elapsed, Mr. St. John made an effort, and went over to Alnwick. In his courteous sympathy he deemed that a visit was due to Mrs. Carleton St. John; the more especially that he had not been able to make it at the time, or to attend the funeral. There were also certain little matters of business to be mentioned to her, now that George was the heir, to whom he was also guardian; but without any of the additional power vested in him, as it had been in regard to Benja.

He went this time by rail. Brumm said so much of the additional length of the journey by road in his masters present weak state, that Mr. St. John yielded for once, and a compartment was engaged, where he would be alone, with Brumm to attend upon him. On arriving at Alnwick, they found Mrs. Carleton St. John was still at her mothers cottage; and to the cottage Isaac went.

Had he arrived only a day later, he would not have seen her whom he came to see. Mrs. Carleton St. John was on the wing. She was starting for Scarborough that very evening, as Mrs. Darling sharply expressed it, as if the travelling by night did not meet her approbation; but she had allowed Charlotte to have her own way as a child, she whispered to Mr. St. John, and Charlotte chose to have it still.

What struck Mr. St. John more than anything else in this visit, was the exceeding stillness that seemed to pervade Mrs. Carleton St. John. She sat in utter quietness, her hands clasped on her knee, her black dress falling around her slender form in soft folds, the white crape lappets of her cap thrown behind. The expression of her bent face was still, almost to apathy; her manner and voice were subdued. So young and pretty did she look in her grief, that Mr. St. Johns heart went out to her in compassion. He saw a slight shiver pass through her frame when she first spoke of Benja: she grieved for him, she murmured; and she told the tale of how she had struck him that fatal afternoon  oh, if she could only recall that! it weighed so heavily upon her. Oh, if she could  if she could  and Mr. St. John saw the fervour with which the wish was aspirated, the drawn lines about the pretty but haggard mouth, the hands lifted for once and clasped to pain  if she could only recall him back to life!

She wanted change, she said; she was going to Scarborough. George did not seem to grow strong again, and she thought it might do him good; he was fractious and ailing, and perpetually crying for Benja. Mamma was angry at her travelling by night, but no one but herself knew how long and tedious her nights were; she seemed to be always seeing Benja. When she went to sleep she dreamt he was alive again, and to awake up from that to the reality was more cruel than all.

Isaac St. John, as he sat and listened to the plaintive voice, pitied her beyond everything. There had not been wanting people, even within his small sphere of daily life, to comment on the gratification it must be to Mrs. Carleton St. John (apart from the loss of the child and its peculiar horror) to see her own son the inheritor. Isaac St. John resentfully wished they could see her and hear her now. He acquiesced in the expediency of change, both for herself and the child, and warmly urged her to exchange Scarborough for Castle Wafer. His step-mother, Mrs. St. John, was there, and they would make her so much more comfortable than she could be at any watering-place. But he urged in vain. She thanked him for his kindness, saying she would prefer to go to Scarborough now, but would keep his invitation for a future opportunity.

To the business matters she declined to listen. If it was at all necessary that he should discuss them, let it be with her mamma; or perhaps with Mr. Drake the lawyer. Mr. Drake knew all about everything, she supposed; and he would attend on Mr. St. John if requested.

So, after a two hours sojourn at the cottage, Isaac St. John quitted it, and the following day he returned to Castle Wafer. He had not mentioned that Honour was about to enter on service at Castle Wafer. Upon Honours name occurring in conversation in connection with the accident on St. Martins Eve, Mrs. Carleton St. John had shown symptoms of excitement: she wished Honour had died, she said, before she had wrought such ill: and Isaac, perhaps feeling rather ashamed to confess that his household was going to shelter her, let the subject drop.

Mrs. St. John and the child started for Scarborough, Prance and three or four other servants in attendance upon her. Not Mrs. Darling. The younger lady had civilly but firmly declined her mothers companionship. She would rather be alone, she said, and Mrs, Darling yielded  as she had done all through Charlottes life.

But it appeared that Scarborough did not please her. She had been in it little more than a week, when Mrs. Darling heard that she had gone to some place in Westmoreland. From thence, after another short sojourn, she made her way to Dover. It was getting close to Christmas then, and Mrs. Darling, feeling an uneasiness she could not well define, hastened to her, under the pretext of accompanying her home. She found Charlotte anything but benefited by her travellings, if looks might be trusted, for she was more thin, more wan, more haggard than before; and George was ill still.

Whether George St. John had eaten too much at that memorable birthday dinner, or whether the shock and horror of seeing Benja, as he had seen him, was telling upon his system, certain it was the child had declined from that night. Mr. Pym had treated him for indigestion, and he seemed a little better for a few days, but the improvement did not continue. Never again was he the merry boy he had been: fractious, irritable, and mourning incessantly for Benja; his spirits failed, his appetite would not return. He had not derived benefit from the change of scene any more than his mother, and that, Mrs. Darling on her arrival saw.

What can be the matter with him? was the first question Mrs. St. John addressed to her mother, and the anxiety visible in the wild eyes alarmed Mrs. Darling.

Charlotte, calm yourself, my dear; indeed there is no cause for uneasiness. I think you have moved him about too much; children want repose at times as well as we do. The quiet of the Hall and Mr. Pyms care will soon bring him round. We will go back at once.

I am not going back to the Hall, said Charlotte.

Not going back! repeated Mrs. Darling.

Not at present.

My dear Charlotte, you must go back. How is the Hall to get on at Christmas without you?

Must? significantly returned Charlotte. I am my own mistress; accountable to none.

Of course, my love; of course. But, Charlotte  and Mrs. Darling seemed unduly anxious it is right that you should spend Christmas there. Georgy is the heir now.

He is the possessor, said Charlotte, calmly. He is the possessor of Alnwick, he will be the inheritor of more; he will be Sir George Carleton St. John  as his father would have been had he but lived.

Yes, said Mrs. Darling, stealing a side glance at her daughter, who was resting her cheek upon her slender fingers, her gaze fixed upwards.

But, mamma, I wish now it were Benja; I wish Georgy was as he used to be. I think a complete change of scene may do him good, she added after a pause, and I shall take him abroad: immediately: for perhaps a year.

Mrs. Darling stood aghast. But, whats to become of the Hall? whats to be done with it?

Anything, was the indifferent reply. It is mine to do what I choose with  that is, its Georgys  and who is to question me? Live in it yourself, if you like; let it; leave servants in it; I dont care. Georgy is my only care now, mamma, and I shall take him abroad to get him strong.

Yes, Alnwick Hall and its broad acres were Georges now, but they did not seem to have brought pleasure in their train. Was it that the almost invariable law of nature was obtaining in this case, and the apples, coveted, proved bitter ashes in possession? Charlotte St. John looked back to the days and nights of warfare with existing things, to the rebellion of her own spirit at her childs secondary position, to the vain, ardent longing that he should be the heir and supplant Benja. Well, she had her wish. But where was the pleasure she had looked forward to as in a vision, where the triumph? It had not come; it seemed to have vanished utterly and outwardly, even as had poor Benja. What was, what could be, the cause for this?

She crossed over at once to the Continent, hoping there to find relief for the new ailments of Georgy as for her own worn spirits; and Mrs. Darling went back to her cottage in dudgeon, and then took wing to her mothers to spend Christmas. And servants alone reigned at Alnwick Hall.


CHAPTER XVIII.

ADELINE DE CASTELLA.

CHRISTMAS came for other lands, just as surely as it did for England; and the young ladies of Madame de Ninos finishing establishment at Belport were gathered round the schoolroom stove on that festal morning. Rose Darling taking the best place as usual; and also, as usual, swaying all minds to her own imperious will. Rose was in a vile humour; believing herself to be the worst-used mortal in the world. She had fully reckoned on going home for Christmas  or at least into Berkshire; and Mrs. Darlings excuses about the uncertainty of her own movements only angered her the more.

Dont bother here about your privileges and advantages! she wrathfully exclaimed, elbowing the girls away from her, and tossing back her shower of golden curls. What do the French know about keeping Christmas? France is a hundred years behind England in civilization, just as the French girls are behind us.

Well done, Rose! cried Adeline de Castella.

Adeline excepted, of course, went on Rose, addressing no one in particular. Why, the French dont know as much as the use of the mistletoe!  and our friends send us here to be trained and educated! No Christmas! no holidays  except a month in autumn, which you are not expected to take! It is a pernicious country; an unnatural state of things; and the British government ought to interfere and forbid the schools to receive English girls.

But dont the French keep Christmas? asked a new girl, and a very stupid one, Grace Lucas.

Bah! ejaculated Rose. As if they kept anything except the Jour de lAn!

The what? timidly asked Grace Lucas.

Quelle est bête! cried Rose in her careless manner.

Have some consideration, Rose, spoke Adeline in French.

Why, she has heard it fifty times! retorted Rose in English.

Every one is not so apt as you.

Apt at what? asked Rose fiercely, a glowing colour rising to her face. Since the episode connected with Mr. Marlborough, Roses conscience was prone to conjure up hidden sarcasm in every sentence addressed to her.

I meant at picking up French, laughed Adeline. What else should I mean?

Oh, thank you, chafed Rose. I understand.

Dont be cross, Rose. Have I not elected to spend my Christmas here, with you all? You show me no gratitude.

You can afford to laugh  and to make a merit of stopping here, retorted Rose. When in seven days from this you leave for good!

If Rose could only change places with you! interrupted Mary Carr.

Speak for yourself, if you please, Mary Carr, was Roses fiery answer: who wants to change places with her? But, Adeline, I do envy you the balls and gaiety between now and Carême.

The Castella family must not be classed with the ordinary run of people frequenting Belport. Monsieur de Castella  in his own family chiefly called Signor de Castella  was descended from a noble Spanish family on the paternal side; his mother had been a proud and well-born Italian. His usual place of residence was Paris. But some years previous to this present time, symptoms of delicacy became apparent in Adeline; the medical men strongly recommended the seaside, and she was brought to Belport. It appeared to agree with her so well, so establish her health and strength, that Monsieur de Castella took on lease one of the handsomest and largest houses in the town. Sometimes he had to make long absences in Paris, in Spain, and in Italy; Madame de Castella always accompanied him, and Adeline would then be left at Madame de Ninos. This winter would probably be their last in Belport; the summer was to be spent at the French château of Madame de Castellas mother, an English lady by birth; and after that they intended to resume their residence in Paris. They were very wealthy, highly connected and considered, and Adeline was their only child. There had been an elder girl, Maria, but she died: and this made Adeline all the more precious to them, As you read on, you will know her better  and love her.

She was now about to be introduced to the world. New Years Day was her birthday, when she would be eighteen; and I dare say you are aware that it is about the greatest fête the French keep, always excepting All Saints Day. Madame de Castella had issued cards for an assembly in the evening, and Adeline was to be introduced. The schoolgirls called it Adelines inauguration ball.

Amidst other hidden secrets, sedulously guarded from the teachers, Madame de Ninos pupils were in possession of a pack of what they called fortune-telling cards. They were not playing cards, but thin, small, transparent squares, made from the leaf of the sensitive-plant. On each square was a carefully painted flower, purporting to be an emblem. Rose, happy love; cross-of-Jerusalem, sorrow; snowdrop, purity; bachelors-button, vanity; hyacinth, death; and so on. Three or four of these squares were placed on the palm of the hand, the flowers downwards, so that one square could not be distinguished from another. They would in most cases curl slightly and leap from the hand; but should any one adhere to it, it was deemed a proof of affinity with the owner, a foreshadowing of her fate to come. For instance: if it were the cross-of-Jerusalem that remained, the holder was pronounced to be destined to sorrow; if the bachelors-button, the girls life was to be passed in vanity. It was at the best but a silly pastime, meet only for those silly girls; but there are of those schoolgirls who, to this hour, would confess to a superstitious belief in them, unexplainable alike to themselves and to any known law of reason. Else why, they would ask, should one particular leaf have clung always to Adeline de Castella, and been so singularly exemplified in her destiny? That it did cling to her is a fact: otherwise, I should never have thought of noticing any pastime so puerile.

The first time these cards were tried, the girls were in their room, supposed to be in bed. Mamselle Fifine had gone down with the light, and Rose had lighted one of her large wax tapers, which she kept locked up from prying eyes. Adeline had both her hands stretched out, three squares on each. Five of the squares rolled off quickly, more quickly than usual; the sixth slightly fluttered, and then settled down, quiet and passive on her palm. Janet Duff took it up at length, but dropped it again as one startled.

Oh! it is bad! she said, in a whisper.

Mary Carr turned the square. It was a French marigold.

French marigold: unhappy love; its end possible death, read Janet Duff from the explanations. It is about the worst in the pack.

Some of the girls shivered  that dortoir was always cold. Adeline laughed merrily. It is only nonsense, she said: and she spoke as she thought.

And the singular part was, that Adeline de Castella had tried those cards since, a dozen times at least; and this ill-omened French marigold had always clung to her whenever it was of those placed on her hand. The hyacinth had been dreaded so much from the first, that Janet Duff took it out of the pack. And the French marigold, so far as was seen, never rested on any other hand than Adeline de Castellas.

It is certainly singular, mused Adeline, when she tried her fate at the cards for the last time before leaving school, and the French marigold clung to her as usual.

New Years Day came in: and with its evening a clash of many carriages, impatient horses, and quarrelsome coachmen filled the streets, for the gay world of Belport was flocking to the house of Signor de Castella.

It was a brilliant scene, those reception-rooms, brilliant with their blaze of light and their exotics. Adeline de Castella stood by her mother. The guests had known and thought of her but as a plainly attired, simple schoolgirl, and were not prepared to recognize her as she stood before them in her costly attire and wondrous beauty. Her robes of white lace, flowing and elegant, sparkled with emeralds; single chains of emeralds encircled her neck, her arms, and confined in their place the waves of her silken hair; lustrous emeralds, heirlooms of the ancient family of de Castella. Her features, pure and regular as if chiselled from marble, were glowing with the crimson flush of excitement, rendering more conspicuous her excessive loveliness.

Oh, Adeline, whispered Mary Carr, when she could steal a few words with her, how beautiful you are!

What! have you turned flatterer too!

Flattery  to you! How mistaken they were to-night, when they supposed Rose would outshine all! If they could only see you now!

Miss Carr brought her words and her breath to a standstill, for, coming in at the door were Mr and Mrs. Marlborough.

Yes, said Adeline, answering her exclamation of astonishment; mamma met them to-day, just as they arrived from Paris, and made them promise to look in to-night. They are on their road to England. Lord John Seymour is with them.

What will Rose say? ejaculated Mary Carr.

Mr and Mrs, Marlborough, Adeline, and others were standing together when Rose came up. Rose was not aware in whose presence she was, till she stood face to face with George Marlborough. A random remark she had been about to make to Adeline died upon her lips, and her face turned white. Eleanor was crimson; and there might have been an awkward pause, but for the readiness of Mr. Marlborough.

How do you do, Miss Darling? he said, with a pleasant smile. Nearly frozen up with this winter cold? It has been very severe in Paris.

Rose recalled her scattered senses, and began to talk with him at random: but she barely exchanged courtesies with Eleanor.

Ellen, whispered Mr. Marlborough to his wife, later in the evening, may I dance a quadrille with her?

How silly!  to ask me that! I think it is the best thing you can do. But there was a shy, conscious blush on Mrs. Marlboroughs cheek, as she answered. Her husband saw it, and went off laughing, and the next minute Rose was dancing with him.

Which of my presents do you admire most? asked Adeline of Mary Carr, directing her attention to an extensive display of articles ranged together in the card-room: all offerings to her that day from friends and relatives, according to French custom on New Years Day.

What a lovely little clock in miniature! exclaimed Rose, looking over Marys shoulder.

It is a real clock, said Adeline, it plays the chimes at the hours, and those are real diamonds. My grandmamma always said she should give me something worth keeping on my eighteenth birthday, and she sent me this. I am so sorry she was not well enough to come to us for to-night! Stay, I will touch the spring.

As Adeline raised her right hand hastily, anxious that Rose and Mary Carr should hear the melodious chimes of this ingenious ornament, the chains of her emerald bracelet caught in the button of a gentlemans coat, who made one of the group pressing round her. With a slight jerk she disentangled the chain, but it brought away with it a flower he had held in his hand. It was a French marigold!

The brilliant hue deepened upon Adelines cheek as she looked at the flower. She turned and held it out to the owner.

He was a stranger, a young and most distinguished-looking man, possessing in no common degree that air of true nobility which can neither be concealed nor assumed. His countenance was one of rare beauty, and his eyes were bent with a pleasant earnest expression of admiration upon Adeline. You have met him before, reader, but Adeline had not.

She addressed an apology to him, as she restored the flower, speaking intuitively in English: it required not an introduction to know that that tall, high-bred man was no Frenchman. He was answering a few words of gallantry, as he received it  that the fair hand it had been in invested the flower with an extrinsic interest  when M. de Castella came into the circle, an aged man by his side, Adeline, he said to his daughter, have you forgotten your old friend, the Baron de la Chasse?

With an exclamation of pleasure, Adeline held out her hand. She had been so much with the English, that she had fully acquired their habit of hand-shaking. The old baron did not seem to understand her, but he took her hand and placed it within his arm. They moved away, and there was a general breaking up of the group.

Lottie Singleton, began Rose, do you know who that handsome man is?

Handsome! returned Miss Singleton. Everybodys handsome with you. I call him old and ugly.

I dont mean the French baron. That distinguished-looking Englishman with the marigold.

He! I know nothing of him. He came in with the Maxwells. I saw Sir Sandy introduce him to Madame de Castella.

Where could he have found that French marigold at this season of the year? wondered Rose.

Oh, Miss Maxwell has all sorts of odd flowers in that box of hers, four feet square, which she calls her conservatory, returned the archdeacons daughter. He must have found it there.  

Lord John, cried Rose, summarily arresting Lord John Seymour, who was passing, and whom she had never seen but once in her life, and that months before, who is that handsome man I saw you talking with just now?

It is my cousins husband, Miss Darling, lisped Lord John, who had an impediment in his speech. Young Marlborough.

I dont speak of him cried Rose, impatiently, an association dyeing her cheeks. A tall, pale man, features very refined.

You must mean St. John.

Who? repeated Rose.

Frederick St. John. Brother to St. John of Castle Wafer. Rose Darling drew a deep breath in her utter astonishment. And so thats Frederick St. John! I have heard of him and his beauty.

He is handsome, assented Lord John, and hes more pleasing than handsome. Fred St. Johns one of the best fellows going. We were together at Christchurch.

Is he staying at Belport?

Only passing through, he tells me. He has been dining at the Maxwells and they brought him here this evening.

I wish youd introduce him to me.

(Well done, Rose, thought Mary Carr, who was near.) With pleasure, replied Lord John: and he offered his arm to Rose.

No, said Rose, in her changeable, capricious, but most attractive manner, withdrawing her own as soon as she had taken it, I think Ill go up to him myself. We are relatives, you know.

Indeed! said Lord John.

Connections, at any rate, concluded Rose.

She chose a moment when Mr. St. John was alone, and approached him. Beginning the self-introduction by holding out her hand. Mr. St. John looked surprised.

You dont know me, said Rose, Lord John Seymour offered to introduce you to me, but I said it was not needed between relatives. I have heard a great deal of Frederick St. John: we are cousins in a degree, you know. I am Rose Darling.

The name did not recall any association to Mr. St. John. He stood smiling on the bright girl before him, with her sunny blue eyes and her mass of golden hair.

You forget, I see, and I must be more explanatory. My half-sister, Charlotte Norris, married Mr. Carleton St. John. Mamma saw you recently at Alnwick Hall. My brother Frank was there.

His answer was to take both Roses hands into his, as an apology for his stupidity, and assure her that he was proud and pleased to find such a cousin. Rose remained talking to him.

What a dreadful thing it was, that little boys death! she exclaimed. I had heard of him often; little Benja St. John! And to be burnt to death!  oh, it was terrible! Who was in fault?

The nurse. She left him alone with a paper toy that had a lighted candle within it, and by some means he set himself on fire. It was at his funeral that I met Captain Darling.

So much about the accident, mamma has told me in her letters; but particulars she has given none, said Rose. It is too shocking a thing to write about, she says. Poor little fellow! I wish he had been saved. What do you think of Charlotte?

Of Mrs. Carleton St. John? I never saw her. She did not appear the day of the funeral. The childs sad death has had a great effect upon her, I hear; both on her health and spirits. She has left the Hall for a time, and is travelling.

I know that, returned Rose with emphasis, in which there was a world of resentment. Charlotte has been whirling about from place to place like a troubled spirit. It has kept mamma in a most unsettled state, and prevented her having me over for Christmas. I was so mad when I found I was not to go home! Such a shame, you know, keeping me at school! I shall be nineteen next birthday. We have had to give way to Charlotte all our lives.

Mr. St. John smiled on the pretty, pouting, rebellious face. I fear your sister has been grievously shocked by the death, he said. Change of scene may be absolutely requisite for her.

Well then, all I can say is, that it is most unusual, for it is not in Charlottes nature to be much affected by any earthly thing. She is apathetic to a degree. Of course, she could not help being shocked and grieved at the death; but I dont understand its making this lasting impression on her and affecting her health, as mamma says it does. And now that her son is the heir  you are thinking me hard and cruel to say such things, Mr. St. John, broke off Rose, but you dont know Charlotte as I do. I am certain that the succession of her own child, George, has been to her a long day-dream, not the less cherished from its apparent impossibility.

I think you dont regard your sister with any great degree of affection, Miss Darling, Mr. St. John ventured to say, smiling on her still.

I dont, and thats the truth, candidly avowed Rose. If you only knew how mamma has made us bend to Charlotte and her imperious will all our lives, you wouldnt wonder at me. I was the only one who rebelled; I would not; and to tell you a secret, I believe thats why mamma sent me to school.

The strains of music warned Mr. St. John that he must listen to no more; and, as Rose was herself led away, she saw him dancing with Adeline. He was with her a great deal during the rest of the evening.

The play has begun, Adeline, whispered Rose when she and Mary Carr were leaving.

What play?

You are already taken with this new stranger: I can see it in your countenance: and he with you. What think you of the episode of the French marigold? Rely upon it, that man, Frederick St. John, will exercise some powerful influence over your future life.

Oh Rose, Rose! remonstrated Adeline, her lips parting with merriment, we are not all so susceptible to influence, as you.

We must all fall under it once in our lives, rejoined Rose, unheeding the reproof. Dont forget my counsel to you here after, Adeline. Beware of this stranger: the French marigold is an emblem of unhappy love.

Adeline de Castella laughed: a slighting, careless, triumphant laugh of disbelief: laughed aloud in her pride and power, as she quitted Rose Darlings side, on her way to play her brilliant part in the crowd around her. It was spring-time with her then.



There was a singular fascination attaching to her, this child of many lands. It is no fable to call her such. England, France, Spain, Italy; it was singular that she should be, through her grandparents, a descendant of all. But her nature was essentially English. Her rare beauty of form and feature is seldom found united with brilliancy of complexion, as it was in her, save in the patrician daughters of our own land: and the retiring, modest sweetness of her manners, their graceful self-possession, were English to the core. A stranger could have taken her to belong to no other country, and her perfect knowledge of the language, the absence of all foreign accent, would contribute to the delusion. She had been familiar with it from her infancy: Madame de Castella, speaking it herself as a native, took care of that. She had placed English nurses about her children; and subsequently an English governess, a lady of good birth and breeding but fallen fortunes, had taken charge of them until Maria de Castellas death. It was from this lady that Adeline especially learnt to appreciate and love the English character; insensibly to herself, her own was formed after the model. In short, Adeline de Castella, in spite of her name and her mixed birth, was an English girl.

A month or two rolled away. Adeline de Castella paid an occasional visit to her old schoolfellows at Madame de Ninos; but her time was taken up with a continuous scene of gaiety and visiting. Balls, theatres, soirees  never was she in bed before two or three oclock in the morning, and sometimes it was later than that. Madame de Castella, still a young woman in every sense of the word, lived but for the world. The schoolgirls noticed that Adeline wore a pale, wearied look, and one afternoon that she came in, she coughed frightfully.

Thats like a consumptive cough! exclaimed Rose, with her usual want of consideration.

I have coughed a great deal lately, observed Adeline; and coming in from the cold air to the atmosphere of your stifling stove, has brought it on now.

No one, however, thought anything serious of the cough, or the weariness. But that time was to come.

It was Ash-Wednesday: and Mary Carr was invited to spend the day at Signor de Castellas. Madame de Castella had given a fancy-dress ball the previous Monday night, Lundi gras.

Rose and Mary had been invited to it, but Madame de Nino refused the invitation for them, point-blank, which nearly drove Rose wild with exasperation. After church, one of the servants attended Miss Carr to Madame de Castellas  for I suppose you know that in France a young unmarried lady never goes out alone.

The house seemed to be in some extraordinary commotion. Servants ran hither and thither with a look of consternation on their faces, and Madame de Castella, when Mary reached her presence, was walking about in her dressing-gown, sobbing hysterically, her breakfast cold and untouched at her side, and her maid, Susanne, standing by her.

What is the matter? cried Mary, in terror.

Oh, it is dreadful! ejaculated Susanne, by way of answer. Unhappy Mademoiselle Adeline!

She is dying! sobbed Madame de Castella. My darling child! my only child! She is dying, and I am the cause. Heaven forgive me!

Oh, Susanne! exclaimed Miss Carr, turning to the maid, what is it all?

Susanne and Madame explained between them, both weeping, the latter violently.  

They were engaged, on the previous night, Mardi gras, to assist at the crowning ball of the Carnival; but when it became time to dress, Adeline felt so ill and weary that she gave up the task in despair. Madame de Castella urged her to exert herself and shake the illness off, but the Signor interfered, and said Adeline had better go to bed. And to bed she went, at nine oclock. Madame departed at ten for the ball, but came home before twelve, anxious about Adeline. She went into the latters bedroom, and found her coughing violently, with every appearance of serious illness upon her. Adeline could say nothing, except that she had coughed like that for many nights. Terror-stricken, the unhappy lady alarmed the household, and the medical attendant was sent for. He came at once, aroused out of his slumbers.

He thought consumption had set its seal upon Adeline. The seeds of it were, no doubt, inherent in her constitution, though hitherto unsuspected, and the gay scenes she had indulged in, that winter, had brought them forth: the exposures to the night air, to heat and cold, the thin dresses, the fatigue, and the broken rest. He did not say she would not be restored to health; but he wished for a consultation.

So, when the early hours gave place to day, the faculty were called together, both French and English. They said just what the family doctor had said, and no more.

I suppose I may not ask to see Adeline, said Mary Carr, when she had learnt these particulars.

Not for the world, interposed the ladys-maid. Perfect quiet is ordered. Mademoiselle has now a blister on her chest, and a sick-nurse is with her.

But, just then, Louise, Adelines maid, came into the room, with her young ladys love to Miss Carr, and an inquiry why she was so long going up to see her.

There! sobbed Madame de Castella, they have told her you are here. Just go to her for five minutes. I rely upon you not to stay longer.

Mary Carr followed Louise into Adelines room, and went on tiptoe to her bedside. The tears came into her eyes when she saw her lying there, so pale and wan.

So their fears have infected you, Mary! was her salutation, as she looked up from the pillow, and smiled. Is it not a ridiculous piece of business altogether? As if no one ever had a cough before! Do you know we had half-a-dozen doctors here to-day?

Susanne said there had been a consultation.

Yes, I could scarcely help laughing. I told them all it was very ridiculous: that beyond the cough, which is nothing, and a little fatigue from the pain in my side, I was no more ill than they were. Dr. Dorré said it was his opinion also, and that I should outlive them all yet.

I hope and trust you will, Adeline! Is that the nurse?

A sick-nurse they have sent in. She is English, and accustomed to the disease. Her names Brayford. You know consumption is common enough in your island.

Mary Carr thought then  thinks still  that it was a grievous error, their suffering Adeline to know the nature of the disease they dreaded. It was Madame de Castella who betrayed it, in her grief and excitement.

There is so much more fuss being made than is necessary, resumed Adeline. They have put a blister on my chest, and I am to lie in bed, and live upon slops. I dislike slops.

Is your appetite good? asked Mary.

I have not any appetite, was Adelines reply. But in illness we fancy many things, and Louise would have brought me up anything I asked for. Theres no chance of it, with this nurse here. She seems tiresomely particular, and determined to obey orders to the letter. I asked her, just before you came in, for some wine-and-water, I almost prayed for it, I was so painfully thirsty. I could have coveted that three-sous beer some of the English girls at school are so fond of.

Did she let you have it?

No. She told me she would not give me a drop of wine if I paid her for it in gold. I cried about it, I was so disappointed and thirsty. What with the flurry and excitement there has been all the morning, and,  papa and mammas anxiety, my spirits were low, and I actually cried. But she would not give it me. She brought me some toast-and-water, and said she was going to make me something nice, better than wine. There she is, coddling at it over the fire  very nice I dare say it is!

Mrs. Brayford came forward, and whispered Miss Carr to take her leave. Talking was bad for Mademoiselle de Castella.

Farewell, dearest Adeline! I shall soon come to see you again. I know I shall find you better.

She was half-way across the room when Adeline called to her. The nurse, who was again leaning over her saucepan, looked up, a remonstrance in her eye if not on her tongue, but Miss Carr returned.

Mary, she whispered, go in to mamma, assure her, convince her, that I am not so ill as she fears: that it is her love for me which has magnified the danger.

Oh, its nothing, cried Rose Darling, slightingly, when Miss Carr carried the tale of Adelines illness back to school. She will soon be well.

Or die, said Mary Carr.

Die! You are as absurd as the French doctors, Mary. As if people died of a little night visiting! I wish they would let me run the risk!

If you had seen the house to-day, and Madame de Castella  

I am glad I did not, interrupted Rose; such scenes are not to my taste. And nothing at all to judge by. The French are always in extremes  ecstasies or despair. So much the better for them. They feel the less.

That is a harsh remark, if intended to apply to Madame de Castella, observed Miss Carr. More intense grief I never care to witness.

No doubt. As intense as it is in her nature to feel; and shown as the French always do show it, in ravings and hysterics. But I can tell you one thing, Mary Carr, that the only grief to be feared, that which eats into the heart, and tells upon it, is borne in silence!

What a remark from Rose Darling!

Adeline de Castella grew gradually better; apparently quite well. But the cold winds and frosts of winter continued that year very late, even to the end of April, and for all that period she was kept a close prisoner to the house. The medical men recommended that she should spend the following winter in a warmer climate. It was therefore decided that the summer should be passed at the Château de Beaufoy, as had been previously agreed upon, and, with the autumn, they would go south.

A new rumour reached the schoolgirls  that Adeline was about to be married. It was brought to them by Madéleine de Gassicourt, and her friends were intimate with the Castellas.

That was a singular year, so far as weather went. Frost and snow, drizzling rain, bleak and biting winds, alternated with each other to the beginning of May: there had been no spring; but, with that month, May, there came in summer. It was hotter than it often is in July. And this hot weather lasted for several months.

It was the second day of this premature summer, and the usual Thursday holiday at Madame de Ninos. The girls were in the inner court, Rose in a furious state of indignation, and ready to quarrel with every one, because she had not been fetched out, when the roll of carriage-wheels was heard, and they peeped through a slit in the great wooden door so as to get a glimpse of the gate of the outer courtyard.

Springing down the steps of the carriage, came Adeline de Castella, followed by her mother. A shout of delight arose, excited fingers pushed back the great lock, and a group burst into the outer courtyard. Adeline ran towards them, as delighted as they were. Madame de Castella, with an amused laugh and a pleasant word, passed on to the apartments of Madame de Nino, and Mademoiselle Henriette ordered forth Julie, and had the door double-locked.

Adeline looked infinitely beautiful: for though the face had little more colour in it than there is in Parian marble, the features retained all their exquisite contour, the flowing hair its silky waves, the dark-brown, lustrous eyes their sweet and sad expression. In the midst of Adeline de Castellas brilliant loveliness, there was, and always had been, a peculiar expression of sadness pervading her countenance. It never failed to strike on the notice of the beholder, investing such a face as hers with a singular interest, but it was more than usually observable since her illness. Was it that the unearthly part of her, the spirit, conscious of and mourning for what was in store for her, cast its shadow upon her features? The girls crowded round silently to look at Adelines teeth, for one day, during the time she lay ill, Charlotte Singleton had said that the transparent teeth of Adeline de Castella were an indication of a consumptive tendency, and the girls could not agree amongst themselves whether they were so very transparent.

So I have come to see you at last, began Adeline, as she sat down with her two friends, Rose and Mary, on the bench outside the schoolroom windows. What hot weather has come in all at once!

Adeline, how long your illness has been! We heard you were going to Nice.

Not until autumn. And I dont know whether it will be Nice.

Theres Julie! cried Rose, springing up. Julie, whos fetched?

Pas vous, mademoiselle, answered the servant, laughing at Roses anxiety.

Ah bah! Adeline, we have heard something else. Ah! you know what I mean. Is it true?

I believe it is, she answered, a faint blush upon her face, and a careless smile.

Is he handsome? continued Rose. Of course the first thought that would arise to her.

I have never seen him.

Oh, Adeline! uttered Mary Carr, involuntarily, whilst Rose stared with unqualified amazement.

Not yet. He comes from Paris this week to pay us a visit.

Who is he?

The Baron de la Chasse. Do you recollect seeing, on my ball night, an old gentleman who remained most of the evening by the side of papa?

Yes. Well? answered Rose, impatiently.

It seems he made overtures then to papa for my hand, though I did not know it, and

It is a sin, an unholy thing, to sacrifice you to an old man! interrupted Mary Carr, starting up in her sharp disappointment. Why, his sands of life must be well-nigh run out!

A moment, Mary, rejoined Adeline, calmly laying her hand upon Miss Carrs arm: who is hasty now? That old mans sands are run out. He died soon after he had played his part in that festal night, which he had come down from Paris purposely to join in. He and papa were old and very dear friends; closer friends it would not be possible to conceive, though there was a difference of twenty years in their ages. His nephew inherits his fortune and title, and it is for him they destine me.

How old is he? inquired Rose.

I have not asked, said Adeline. Mamma says he is good-looking. It appears that this scheme of uniting the families has been a project of years, though they never told me. Had my sister lived, the honour was to have fallen to her.

I hope you will be happy, observed Miss Carr.

Thank you, Mary. But you speak with hesitation.

Not as to the wish. The hope might be more assured if you already knew, and loved, him who is to be your husband. It is a great hazard to promise to marry one whom we have never seen.

It is the way these things are managed in France, said Adeline.  

And the cause that such doubtful felicity condescends to alight on a French menage, broke forth Rose, who had been temporarily silent. The wives make it out in their intrigues, though. It is a dangerous game, Adeline. Take care.

I hope you do not consider it necessary to warn me against such danger, exclaimed Adeline, the crimson flying to her cheeks.

No; for you have not a particle of the French nature about you, fearlessly returned Rose. To you, strong in right principle, in refinement of feeling, it can bring only suffering  a yearning after what must never be.

Englishwomen do not always marry where they love, mused Adeline.

Seldom or never, answered Rose. With them the passion is generally over. They go more into society, have opportunities of mixing freely, as girls, with the other sex, which you have not, and so the years pass, and by the time their marriage comes, the heart is at rest; its life has left it.

Then their marriage, even by your own showing, seems to be much on a par with what mine will be.

Their marriage is, Adeline, but their love is over, yours has to come. There lies the difficulty: and the danger.

Where did you get all these wise ideas from? inquired Adeline, much amused.

Im not an idiot, was Roses answer. And I am apt to speak freely when I feel disappointed. I thought you would be sure to marry an Englishman. You have often said so, and you admire the English so much more than you do the French. You remember that handsome Englishman, of French-marigold memory? I set it down in my mind that your destiny and his were to be linked together.

You have set many things down in your mind, Rose, that never had place out of it, retorted Adeline, with a merry laugh. I have not seen him since that night, and probably never shall see him again.

Mademoiselle Rose Darling, exclaimed Clotilde, putting her head out at the schoolroom window.

Oh the joy! cried Rose, as she flew away. I know its the Singletons.

The Baron de la Chasse arrived from Paris, and was betrothed to Adeline de Castella. A small circle of friends were invited to meet him on the evening of the betrothment, and Adeline did not forget a promise she had made to invite Rose and Mary Carr.

A man of thirty years, of middle height, and compact, well-made figure; pleasing features, regular in their contour; auburn hair, curly and luxuriant by nature, but sheared off to bristles; yellow whiskers, likewise sheared, and a great fierce yellow moustache with curled corners. Somehow Rose, when Adeline said he was good-looking, had pictured to herself a tall, handsome man: she caught sight of the cropped hair and the moustache, and went through the introduction with her handkerchief to her mouth, splitting with laughter. Yet there was no mistaking the baron for anything but a gentleman and a high-bred man.

Mary! whispered Rose, when she found the opportunity, what a sacrifice for Adeline!

How do you mean? Domestic happiness does not lie in looks. And if it did, the barons are not so bad.

But look at his sheared hair, and those frightful moustaches! Why does he not cut the ends off, and dye them brown?

Perhaps he is afraid of their turning green  if he has read Ten Thousands Year.

Oh, Adeline! Adeline! I wonder if she is really betrothed to him?

Thats a superfluous wonder of yours, Rose, said Mary Carr. The white wreath is on her head, and the betrothal ring on her finger.

If a shaven goat  and thats what he is  put the ring upon mine, I should look out for some one else to take it off again, retorted Rose. Dear Adeline! she continued, as the latter advanced, let me see your ring.

Adeline drew off her glove and her ring together.

You should not have taken it from your finger, remarked Mary Carr. We hold a superstition in Holland  some do  that a betrothal ring, once removed from the finger, will never be exchanged for a nuptial one.

Sheer nonsense, like most other superstitions, said Adeline; and her perfect indifference of manner proved that no love had entered into her betrothal  as, indeed, how should it?

What had you both to do?

Only sign some writings, and then he placed the ring on my finger. Nothing more.

Except a sealing kiss, said Rose, saucily.

The colour stole over Adelines face. Even her fair open brow, as it met the chaplet of white roses, became flushed.

Who but you, Rose, would dream of these vulgar familiarities? she remonstrated. Amongst the French, they would be looked upon as the very essence of bad taste.

Taste! ejaculated Rose, contemptuously. If you loved, you would know better. Wait until you do, Adeline, and then remember my words  and yours. It does not require much time for love to grow, if it will grow at all, she continued, in that half-abstracted manner which was now frequent with her  as if she were communing with herself, rather than talking to another.

Probably not, remarked Adeline, with indifference. But even you, Rose, susceptible as you are known to be, will scarcely admit that a few hours are sufficient to call it forth.

Nor a twelvemonth either, situated as you and he are, replied Rose, vehemently. The very fact of being expected and required to love in any given quarter, must act as a sure preventive.

M. de la Chasse drew up, and entered into conversation with them. He appeared a sensible, agreeable man, at home in all the polite and literary topics of the day. In his manner towards Adeline, though never losing the ceremonious politeness of a Frenchman, there was a degree of gallantry (I dont know any better word: the French would say empressement) not unpleasing to witness, and, Rose thought, he had a large share of vanity. But where you would see one of his nation superior to him, you might see ninety-nine inferior.

It may be a happy marriage after all, Rose, observed Miss Carr, when they were once more alone Possibly. If she can only induce him to let his hair grow, and to part with those yellow tails.

Be serious if you can, reproved Mary Carr. He seems to be in a fair way to love Adeline.

He admires Adeline, dissented Rose; is proud of her, and no doubt excessively gratified that so charming a girl should fall to his lot without any trouble on his part. But if you come to speak of love, it sets one wondering how much of that enters into the composition of a French husband.

No shadow, or doubt of the future, appeared that night to sit upon the spirit of Adeline de Castella. There was a radiant look in her countenance, rarely seen; hiding, for the moment, that touching expression of sorrow and sadness, so natural to it. As the betrothed of a few hours, in a few months to be a wife, she was the worshipped idol of those around her, and this called forth what latent vanity there was in her heart, and she was happy. She could only think it a great thing to be an engaged girl. All do. Why should Adeline de Castella be an exception?

How little did she know, or think, or suspect, the true nature of the contract she had that day made in her blindness!  what it involved, what it was to bring forth for her!

The Château de Beaufoy, formerly belonging to the Chevalier de Beaufoy, was now the property and residence of his widow. She was of English birth, as you have heard. Of her two children, the younger was the wife of Signor de Castella; the other, Agnes de Beaufoy, a maiden lady, had never left her. The property was situated near to Odesque, a small town some leagues from Belport on the Paris line of railroad.

The Castellas departed for the château on their promised summers visit. Mary Carr accompanied them at the pressing invitation of Adeline. But Madame de Nino would only grant her leave for a week.

Adeline de Castella had represented the château in glowing colours; which caused Mary Carr to be surprised, not to say disappointed, when she saw it. A long, straight, staring, whitish-grey building, all windows and chimneys, with a primly-laid-out garden stretched before it, flat and formal. Precise flower-beds, square, oval, round; round, square, oval; and long paths, straight and narrow; just as it is the pride of French château-gardens to be. The principal entrance to the house was gained by a high, broad flight of steps, on either side of which was a gigantic lion, grinning its fierce teeth at all visitors. And these lions, which were not alive, but carved out of stone, and the steps, were the only relief given to the bare, naked aspect of the edifice. Before the house were two fountains, the carriage approach running between them. Each was surrounded by eight smaller lions, with another giant of the same species spouting up water from its mouth.

Very ugly and devoid of taste it all looked to Mary Carr. But on the western side of the château improvements were visible. A stone terrace, or colonnade, wide, and supported by pillars, with a flight of steps at each end and in the middle, rose before its windows, and lovely pleasure-grounds extended out to the far distance. A verdant, undulating lawn; fragrant shrubs; retired walks, where the trees met overhead; sheltered banks, grateful to recline upon in the noonday sun; a winding shrubbery; a transparent lake: all of their kind charming. For all this, Beaufoy was indebted to the taste of its English mistress.

In the neighbourhood, within easy drives, were located other châteaux, forming a pleasant little society. The nearest house was only half-a-mile distant, and the reader is requested to take especial notice of it, since he will sometimes go there. It was not a château, not half large enough for one, and Beaufoy, with its English ideas, had christened it The Lodge.

It was a compact little abode, belonging to the Count dEstival, an intimate friend of the Beaufoy family. This M. dEstival was gifted by nature with an extraordinary love for painting and the fine arts. He had built a room to the lodge expressly for the reception of pictures, had travelled much, and was continually adding to his collection. Whilst other people spent their money in society and display, he spent his (and he had plenty of it) in paintings. Mary Carr was a connection of his: her eldest brother, an English clergyman, now dead, had married his niece, Emma dEstival. You have heard of these Carrs before, in a previous work: of their birth and residence in Holland; of the singular romance attending the early history of their father and mother; of the remarkable action at law in Westerbury, by which their rights were established. You will not hear more of them in this history, for I dont suppose you like rechauffes more than I do.


CHAPTER XIX. 

TAKING A PORTRAIT.

MADAME DE BEAUFOY, née Maria Goldingham, was a genial old lady, stout and somewhat helpless. Her daughter Agnes, with her grey hair and her fifty years, looked nearly double the age of Madame de Castella  she was some ten years older. They were not in the least alike, these sisters: the elder was plain, large-featured, eyes and complexion alike pale; Madame de Castella was a slight, small, delicate-featured woman, with rich brown eyes, and a bright rose-colour on her cheeks. To Mary Carrs surprise  for Adeline had never mentioned it  she saw that Miss de Beaufoy was lame. It was the result of an accident in infancy, On the morning following their arrival at Beaufoy, Adeline asked her grandmother if she knew whether M. dEstival was at the Lodge, and was answered in the negative. He had come down from Paris with visitors, it was said; but had gone away again almost immediately, the old lady thought to Holland.

So much the better, remarked Adeline, we can go as often as we like to his picture-gallery. You are fond of paintings, Mary; you will have a great treat, and you have a sort of right there. Suppose we go now?

Now? said Madame de Castella. It is so hot!

It will be hotter later in the day, said Adeline. Do come with us, mamma.

Somewhat unwillingly, Madame de Castella called for her scarf and bonnet to accompany them, casting many dubious glances at the cloudless sky and blazing sun. They took their way through the shrubbery; it was the longest road, but the most shady. And whilst they are walking, let us take a look at this said painting-room.

It bore an indescribable appearance, partaking partly of the character and confusion of an artists studio, partly of a gorgeous picture-gallery. The apartment was very long in proportion to its width, and was lighted by high windows, furnished with those green blinds, or shades, which enable artists to procure the particular light they may require. The room opened by means of glass doors upon a lovely pleasure-ground, but there were shutters and tapestry to draw before these doors at will, so that no light need enter by them. Opposite, at the other end of the room, a smaller door connected it with the house.

That same morning, about seven oclock, there stood in this apartment a young man arranging French chalks, crayons, painting-brushes, and colours, which lay about in disorder, just as they had been last used. A tall, pointed easel stood a few feet from the wall, near it a stand with its colour-box and palettes. There were classical vases scattered about; plaster-casts from the best models; statues and busts of porphyry, and carving from the marbles of Lydia and Pentelicus. The sculptured head of a warrior; a group of gladiators; a Niobe, in its weeping sorrow, and the Apollo Belvedere; bas-reliefs, copied from the statue of the Discobolon, and other studies from the antique. There was beauty in all its aspects, but no deformity, no detached limbs or misshapen forms: as if the collector cared not to excite unpleasing thoughts. On the walls hung copies from, and chefs-dœuvre of, the masters of many lands: Michael Angelo, Salvator Rosa, Rembrandt; groups by Raphael; beautiful angels of Guido; Carlo Dolce, Titian, all were represented there, with Leonardo da Vinci, the highly-gifted and unhappy. Of the Spanish school there were few specimens, Velasquez, Murillo, and one after Zurbarban; and less of the French, Nicholas Poussin, Le Brun, and Watteau; but there were several of the Flemish and Dutch masters, copies and originals, Van Dyck, Ruysdael, William Van de Welde, and the brothers Abraham and Isaac Ostade.

The gentleman finished his preparations, arranged his palettes, rolled the stand nearer, and sat down before his easel. But, ere he began his task, he glanced up at the window nearest him, and, rising, stood upon a chair, and pulled the green shade lower down to regulate the light. Then he began to work, now whistling a scrap of a popular melody, now humming a few bars, and then bursting out, in a voice of the deepest melody, with a full verse. He was copying a portrait by Velasquez, and had made considerable progress towards its completion. It was a lovely female head, supposed to be a representation of Mary Magdalen. But not even the head on which he was working; not all the portraits and sculptured busts around; not Girodets Endymion by his side, betrayed more winning beauty than did the artists own face and form.

The rare intellect of his open brow, the sweet smile on his delicate lips, the earnest glance from his deep-blue eyes, these could not be imitated by painters brush or Parian marble. Yet, though his head was cast in the most shapely mould, not to be hidden by the waves of the dark, luxuriant hair, and the pale features, regular to a fault, were of almost womanish beauty, it was not all this, but the expression which so won upon a beholder. Lord John Seymour was right when he said the countenance was more prepossessing than handsome  for you have been prepared no doubt to hear that the painter was Frederick St. John  because in the singular fascination of the expression was forgotten the beauty of the features.

Mr. St. John worked assiduously for some hours, until it was hard upon mid-day. He then rose, stretched himself, walked across the room, drew aside the tapestry and shutters, and opened the glass doors.

This part of the room seemed to be consecrated to indolent enjoyment; all vestiges of work were towards the other end. An ottoman or two, some easy-chairs, and a sofa were here, on which the tired artist might repose, and admire the scene without  or the many scenes within. How beautiful was the repose of that outside prospect!  It was but a small plot of ground, yet that, of itself, seemed fit for Eden. A green level lawn, from which arose the spray of a fountain, with its jets of crystal and its mossy banks; clustering flowers of the sweetest scent on the lawns edge; high, artificial hills of rock beyond, over which dripped a cascade, its murmurs soothing the ear; all very lovely. The whole, not an acre in extent, was surrounded by towering trees, through whose dancing leaves the sun could penetrate but in fitful gleams; fragrant linden-trees, which served to shut the spot out from the world.

Mr. St. John threw himself upon an ottoman and looked out. He had a book in his hand, but did not open it. He was too hungry to read, for he had only taken a cup of coffee and a crust of bread that morning at half-past six, and he fell into an idle reverie.

Shall I be able to keep my resolution and bear on with this monotony? he said, half aloud, as he watched unconsciously the flickering sunlight upon the lawn. A few months of this inexpensive life, and I shall see my way out of embarrassment more clearly than I do now. I will not be indebted to Isaac for my deliverance  no, I wont; and if there were only some break in the life here  some relief  if dEstival himself were only back

The door at the opposite end of the room opened, and a portly, pleasant-looking woman, who might be the mistress of the house in her plain morning costume, or its respectable housekeeper, looked in, and told Mr. St. John his breakfast was served.

Thank you, Madame Baret, he said, not in the least sorry to hear it. And as he followed her from the room, in all the alacrity of hunger, he did not observe that his pocket-handkerchief fell to the ground.

It was about this time that the party from Beaufoy reached the Lodge, Madame de Castella grumbling dreadfully. She had borne the heat pretty patiently through the shaded shrubbery, but in the open ground, and in that brazen cornfield, which had not so much as a hedge, or a green blade of grass on which to rest the dazzled eye, it had been intensely felt. A shocking state her complexion would be in! She could feel incipient blisters on it already.

Dear mamma, it is not so bad as that, laughed Adeline, it is only a little red. Let us go in by the gate at once to the painting-room! Madame Baret will keep us talking for an hour, especially when she gets to know who Mary is.

I am too hot to look at paintings, querulously returned Madame de Castella. You may go to the painting-room, but I shall seek Madame Baret, and get a draught of milk. I never was so hot in my life.

She went on to the house as she spoke. Adeline and Mary passed through the little gate of the secluded garden, and sat down in the painting-room.

Oh, how delightful it was there! how delightful! They had come in from the broad glare, the sultry mid-day heat, to that shady place; the eye, fatigued with the dazzling light, had found a rest; the fields looked burnt up and brown, but here the grass was fresh and green; the cool, sparkling waters of the fountain were playing, and those lovely flower-beds emitted the sweetest perfume. It was grateful as is the calm, silvery moonlight after a day of blazing heat. Never had Mary Carr seen a place that so forcibly spoke to her mind of rest and peace.

Adeline was the first to rise from her seat: something in another part of the room attracted her attention.

Mary! look at this! a painting on the easel! and in progress! Grandmamma said M. dEstival was away!

Miss Carr turned her head, and in that glance, the first she had really bestowed on the apartment, thought its contents the most heterogeneous mass she had ever beheld. Adeline continued to look at the easel.

There are touches here of a masters hand. It must be M. dEstival. He paints beautifully. Many of these copies are by him. Or can it be an artist he has here?

Adeline, you have dropped your handkerchief, said Miss Carr, rising, and picking up one from the floor. She turned to its four corners. In the first three there was no name; in the last, not A. L. de C, as she expected, but, worked in hair, and surmounted by a crest, Frederick St. John.

A presentiment of the truth flashed across her brain. A confused remembrance of a young man of noble presence, a French marigold, and Rose Darlings superstitious fears that he would exercise some blighting influence over her future life. She called to Adeline with breathless interest, and the latter came to her immediately, aroused by the tone.

See this, Adeline! pointing to the name. It is neither yours nor mine.

Adeline read it quite indifferently.

Dont you remember  on your ball-night  he with the French marigold?

Frederick St. John, said Adeline, carelessly, taking the handkerchief in her hand. Yes, it is the same name. Probably the same person.

How calmly she spoke; how indifferently! An utter stranger, a name she had never heard, could not have excited in her less interest. There was no shadow on her spirit of what was to come.

At that moment the inner door opened, and Mr. St. John entered. Mary Carr started with surprise, for she had not observed that any door was there. Mr. St. John also stood, momentarily transfixed, wondering, no doubt, who they were, and how they got there, like the flies in amber. He at once apologized for having so unceremoniously entered the room, not being aware that it was occupied.

The apology is due from us, Mr. St. John, interrupted Adeline. You do not recollect me? she continued, seeing his surprised look at the mention of his name.

Was it likely? He had seen her but once, months before, in her brilliant ball-dress; now she was in morning attire, her face shaded by a bonnet.

It seems my fate to be in unlawful possession of your property, continued Adeline, holding out the handkerchief. The first time we met, I deprived you of a flower, and now

My dear Mademoiselle de Castella! he interrupted, his features lighting up with pleasure as he took both her hands. Pray pardon me. Do not think I had forgotten you. But indeed you were almost the last person I could have expected to meet here. True. That there was such a place as Beaufoy in the neighbourhood he knew, but not that the Castellas were in any way connected with it.

Are you staying here? asked Adeline.

Yes. And he explained how it happened that he was so. He had met the Count dEstival (whom he had known previously) in Paris this spring, and had accepted an invitation to accompany him home. Soon after their arrival the count had received a summons to Holland on family business, and he had made St. John promise to await his return.

This young lady is a connection of M. dEstivals, said Adeline. You have heard of the Carrs of Holland  of Rotterdam?

Mr. St. John smiled. The Carrs of Holland are renowned people in my county. Westerbury boasts of its famous trial still.

And you know, then, that the Reverend Robert Carr married Emma dEstival, continued Adeline. This is Mary Carr, his only sister.

A saddened light came into Frederick St Johns eyes as he took her hands in greeting. The reminiscences brought all too palpably to his mind one who had been very dear to him  the dead college boy.

Madame de Castella entered the room, and they all seemed at home with each other at once. Mr St. John went round the walls with them, pointing out the beauties and merits of the paintings, though the Castellas had seen them before.

I perceive you are an artist, observed Madame de Castella, looking at the painting on the easel.

I have only the talents of an amateur, greatly as I love the art, much as I have practised it. If I ever wish myself other than what I am, it is that I could be one of our great painters. How little is known in England of Velasquez portraits! he exclaimed, looking lovingly on the original he was copying.

Or in France either, returned Madame de Castella. Believe me, Mr. St. John, no one can appreciate the Spanish school of painting until they obtain a knowledge of the collections in Spain.

You are quite right, he answered.

Have you been in Spain?

I believe I have been everywhere, so far as Europe goes where there is a gallery of paintings to be seen.

And do you like the Spanish school?

Pretty well.

Only that? I am sorry to hear you say so.

Spanish painting has a character peculiar to itself, resumed Mr. St. John. At least, I have always thought so. The artists were not free: they were compelled to bend to those laws that restricted their pencils to delineations of religious subjects. Had they been at liberty to exercise their genius unfettered, they would have left more valuable mementos behind them. Imagination is the very life and soul of painting; curb that, and you can expect but little.

I suppose you are right, said Madame de Castella.

Madame Baret came in, and joined the party. She was related to the Count dEstival. Some years before, her husband, who was then a small proprietor, risked his money in a speculation, and was ruined. M. dEstival stepped in, and offered them an asylum with him. They accepted it, upon condition that they should be permitted to be useful. Madame became the active mistress and manager of the house, her husband the superintendent of the land and farm. But though they did make themselves useful, both indoors and out, somewhat after the manner of upper servants, they were gentle people still, and received due consideration and respect.

Who is that painting by? inquired Madame de Castella, stopping before a group of portraits.

It is a copy of one of Van Dycks, said Mr. St. John. There hangs the original. But it is admirably executed.

It is, indeed, replied Madame de Castella. To my unpractised eye, it looks equal to the original.

Almost, assented Mr. St. John. Except in the transparency of the skin, and there Van Dyck cannot be rivalled.

Whose is that gorgeous landscape?

An original of Claude Lorraines.

To be sure. I might have told it by the colouring. And that next, Mr. St. John?

One of Correggios.

I dont much admire it.

It is cold, but faultless, was Mr. St. Johns reply, as Correggios productions generally are.

Do you paint portraits from life, Mr. St. John?

I have done so; and would again, if I found a subject to my taste.

What better study, for a fine old head, than your good hostess, here? rejoined Madame de Castella, lowering her voice.

St. John laughed; a pleasant laugh. To Mary Carrs ear it seemed to imply that he did not care to paint old women. Will you permit me to try my hand at yours? he said to Madame de Castella.

No, indeed, thank you, she answered. Mine has already been taken three times, and I dont like the fatigue of sitting. The silvery chimes of the antique clock on its pedestal told three before they took their departure. Not half the time appeared to have elapsed: could it be the charm of St. Johns conversation that caused it to fly so rapidly, or the merits of the pictures? He escorted them across the fields to the gate of their own shrubbery: and Madame de Castella invited him to visit them in the evening.

At dinner, the conversation fell upon Mr. St. John. Madame de Castella expressed herself delighted that so agreeable a man should be located near them, and laughed at her sister, Mademoiselle Agnes, for not having found him out before. He was a thorough gentleman, a high-bred man of the world, she said, and his society would help them to pass away the time pleasantly during M. de Castellas absence in Paris. Before they had done talking of him, St. John entered.

He was in slight mourning, his evening attire very plain and quiet, but he bore about him always a nameless elegance. Mary Carr looked at him with admiration  as did probably the rest; but for them she could not answer. There was a peculiar charm in his manner she had never seen in any other mans. Describe in what it lay, she could not; but it attracted to him all with whom he came in contact. His conversation was eloquent and animated, but his bearing calm and still. Before he left, he promised M. de Castella to dine with them the next evening.

In the morning, M. de Castella, Adeline, and Mary Carr, walked over to the lodge, where they stayed some hours. M. de Castella, unlike his wife, could never tire of looking at the paintings. The time seemed to fly. It is scarcely to be described how very much they had become at home with Mr. St. John  they were as familiar and dear friends.

Something was said in jest about his taking Adelines likeness; but these jests grow into earnest now and then. Mary Carr could hardly tell how it came to be decided, but decided it was when he came up to dinner in the evening. Signor and Madame de Castella were delighted at the idea of possessing a portrait of her, and the old lady was so eager, she wanted it to be begun off-hand. Adeline, too, was nothing loth: it was gratifying to her innocent and pardonable vanity.

On the Friday morning  unlucky day!  Adeline sat to Mr. St. John for the first time. Her father and Miss Carr were with her. Afterwards he again went to dine at the château: the evening seemed dull now that did not bring them Mr. St. John. Truly the acquaintance was short enough to say this. On the following morning early, M. de Castella departed for Paris, and after breakfast Adeline and Mary Carr proceeded to the lodge with Madame de Castella. The sitting was long, and Madame de Castella could not conceal her weariness. To many, the opportunity of examining the paintings would have been pleasure sufficient, but not to her. In point of fact, she had no taste for the fine arts, and after Tuesdays cursory renewed view of them, the task proved irksome. She complained much, too, of the walk in the morning heat. The truth was  and it is as well to confess it  that during these periodical visits to the Château de Beaufoy, Madame de Castella lived in a chronic state of ennui. Young and good-looking still, fond of the world, the dulness of Beaufoy was a very penance to her. She went through it willingly as a duty: she loved her mother; but she could not help the weariness affecting her spirits.

The sitting this first morning was long and weary: but for talking with Mr. St. John, she never could have sat through it. Their conversation turned upon Rome  a frequent theme. Mary Carr thought that were she to remain long with them she should become as well acquainted with the Eternal City as though she had visited it. St. John seemed wonderfully attached to it; as were the Castellas. He had a portfolio of drawings of it, from his own pencil: some of them highly-finished coloured specimens; others bare sketches, to be filled up from memory; the lines of genius apparent in all. The portefeuille was often referred to: even Madame de Castella had been content to look over it for a full hour. It was a motley collection. A sketch of the lovely Alban hills; the ruins of an aqueduct; a temple of Pæstum; the beauties of Tivoli; the ruins of the Cæsars palaces; St. Peters in its magnificence; a view from the Appian Way; a drawing of the Porta San Giovanni; an imaginative sketch of a gorgeous palace of Rome in its zenith; a drawing of one of its modern villas; a temple of Jupiter; Sallusts garden; and the tomb, still so perfect, of Cecilia Metella. There were fanciful moonlight views of the now almost uninhabited hills, Paltaino, Celio, and Aventino. There was one masterly, gloomy painting of a grove of pines and cypress trees, overlooking a heap of ruins. Lying side by side with it, was one of a life-like garden, with its marble fountains, its colonnades, its glimpses of tinted flowers, its blooming orange and lemon trees, its cascades and pillars, its wreathing vines, its polished statues, and its baths of Alexandrian marble; and, over all, the bright blue of an Italian sky, and the glowing beams of an Italian sun.

May I ask a favour of you? said Madame de Castella, addressing Madame Baret when they were going away.

As many as you like, returned the smiling dame, ever good-humoured.

I cannot possibly endure these hot walks every day until the sittings are over. When I do not come myself, will you kindly bear my daughter company while she is here, and take charge of her? Louise can attend her in walking hither.

With the greatest pleasure, returned Madame Baret. I will take every care of her. But there is nothing here that can harm Mademoiselle.

I will take care of her, interrupted St. John, in low, earnest tones to Madame de Castella. No harm shall come near her. I will guard her from all: more anxiously than if she were my own sister.

Adeline partly caught the words, and blushed at their earnestness. It was impossible to doubt the young mans honourable feeling, or his wish to save her from all harm, real or imaginary. What his exact meaning was, Mary Carr did not know, but some of the others, it would appear, were thinking of outward, visible danger. Madame Baret had been cautioning Adeline never to come through the field where the savage bull was let loose, though it did cut off a portion of the road; and Madame de Castella besought her not to sit with the two doors open, and always to keep her bonnet on for a few minutes after she came in, that she might become cool before removing it. Adeline laughed, and promised obedience to all.

Louise, the ladys-maid, commenced her attendance on the Monday. She did not appear to relish the walk more than did her mistress, and displayed an enormous crimson parapluie, which she held between her face and the sun. At the door of the painting-room, she handed the young ladies over to the charge of Mr. St. John, and then left them. Madame de Castella never understood but that Louise remained with her young mistress in the painting-room: does not understand the contrary to this day. She certainly intended her to do so, notwithstanding her request to Madame Baret. But Louise was a most inveterate gossip, and to sit silent and restrained before her superiors in the painting-room, gaping at its beauties, which she could not comprehend, when she might be exercising her tongue with Madame Barets housemaid and bonne, Juliette, in her sewing-chamber, or with Madame Barets stout maid-of-all-work in the kitchen, was philosophy beyond Mademoiselle Louise. Neither did Madame Baret always sit with Adeline. Her various occupations, as active mistress of the house, and especially of those two idle servants, frequently called her away. Nor did she give a thought to there being any necessity for her doing so. What harm, as she had observed, could come near Adeline?

How long have you been here, Mr. St. John? inquired Mary Carr, as, the sitting over  sooner than it need have been  they strolled into the garden.

Nearly a month. Perhaps I may stay here until winter.

In this dull place! Why?

He laughed as he avowed the truth. That he had been extravagant  imprudent  and had outrun his income. In the world he should only get deeper into the mire, but there he was spending next to nothing. A little patience: it would all come right in time.

What shrub do you call this, Adeline? inquired Mary Carr, by way of changing the conversation, and vexed at her inquisitiveness.

Candleberry myrtle, in English, replied Adeline. We were staying at Rambouillet some years ago, and brought some suckers from the forest. It grows there in great abundance. Mamma gave some to M. dEstival, and he planted them here.

Suddenly, Mr. St. John made a motion of silence, and, bending stealthily towards Adeline, half closed his hand, and swept it quickly over the side of her throat. A wasp had settled on her neck.

There it goes, he said, dashing it into the water of the fountain. You know, he continued, half playfully, half tenderly, gazing into her face, and interrupting her efforts at thanks, that I have undertaken to shield you from harm. It shall be my earnest care to do so, now and ever.

A shade crossed Adelines countenance. Did she already regret her marriage contract? or was she in danger of forgetting it altogether? There was nothing to remind her of it: even the engagement-ring was no longer on her finger. It was too large for her, and quite a source of trouble to keep on, so she had put it into her jewel-box: where it lay, uncared for.

Mr. St. John! the wasp has stung your hand!

Yes, he revenged himself by leaving his sting there. It is nothing. And, indeed, will serve as an excuse to Madame de Castella for my idleness to-day.

You know I leave to-morrow, said Mary, turning to him. Will you send me up a bouquet of these beautiful flowers to take to Rose Darling?

You shall be obeyed, fair lady. How large will you have it? The size of Louises parapluie?

With the next morning came the bouquet, Mr. St. John himself being the bearer. His visit had a twofold purport, he observed: to bid adieu to Miss Carr, and to walk with Adeline down to the Lodge. He had been thinking it might be better, he said to Madame de Castella, that he should escort Adeline to and fro, until the return of M. de Castella. Mary Carr glanced at his countenance as he spoke: she saw that his words were honest; that there was no hidden meaning; that the protection of Adeline was then the sole motive which actuated him.

Ten oclock struck as they were talking, and, with the last stroke, came round the carriage to convey Miss Carr to Odesque, where she was to take the train.

May I whisper a caution to you? said Mary, pressing her lips to Adelines, in parting.  

A caution! Fifty, if you like.

Do not fall in love with Frederick St. John.

Mary!

From the position in which you stand  engaged to another  it might lead to endless misery.

There is no danger of it, returned Adeline, breathlessly. If there were, do you suppose papa and mamma would suffer me to be with him? How could any such idea enter your head, Mary Carr? You are taking a leaf from Roses book. Papa and mamma! Truth was in her accent, but how little she understood.

I am willing to believe that there is no danger, was Miss Carrs reply. I hope you will be able so to speak when we next meet Do not feel angry with me, Adeline. I have but your interest at heart.

Mr. St. John conducted Miss Carr to the carriage, and, in shaking hands, he jestingly begged her to give his love to Rose: they had talked much of her. As he stood there on the stone steps, bareheaded, until Mary should drive away, her last look lingered on him; and again that uneasy doubt shot through her mind  how impossible that Adeline should live in continual companionship with such a man, and not learn to love him!

Miss Carr was received by Madame de Nino with a scolding and a threat of punishment. She had exceeded her time of absence by a day. But Mary laid the blame upon Madame de Castella, and handed in a note of apology from that lady. Madame was only half soothed; but she graciously remitted the punishment.

Mary drew Rose Darling aside. Wont you admire these lovely flowers? They were sent for you.

Rose was sulky. She had been in a furious state of envy during Marys visit, because she was not invited herself.

Of all the human race, Rose, playing out their course upon this variable world of ours, who do you suppose is located just now within a stones throw of the Château de Beaufoy?

I dare say its nobody I know, said Rose, cross still.

You know and admire him. A young and handsome man. He gathered these flowers for you  see how rare they are!  and he sent them with his love.

She looked up sharply; and her mind reverted to one who, perhaps, was seldom absent from it. But another moment sufficed to show how idle was the thought: and the current of ideas led her to another.

Not Lord John Seymour?

No; what should bring him there? Frederick St. John.

He! You are joking, Mary Carr.

I am not. He is staying quite close to them. We saw a great deal of him. And  Rose!  he is taking Adelines portrait!

Allez toujours, exclaimed Rose, using a familiar French expression. I told you once before, Mary Carr, that that man, my pseudo-cousin, would exercise some extraordinary influence over Adeline de Castellas future life; and I now tell it you again.


CHAPTER XX.

LOVES FIRST DREAM.

HOURS, days, weeks, rolled on, after the departure of Miss Carr from the Château de Beaufoy, and no outward change had taken place in its occupants. But in the inward heart of one, how much!

The portrait progressed towards its completion, though not rapidly. It was a good likeness of Adeline, and admirably executed. St. John had exactly caught that sad expression which sometimes sat on her features, forming their chief interest: earths sorrow mingling with the heavenly beauty of an angel. Had the portrait been preserved, people might have said afterwards they could read her history there.

St. John was also teaching Adeline drawing: or, rather, trying to improve her in it. One day Madame de Castella desired her to produce her school-drawings  and she had done none since she left. Accordingly, some chalk-heads and a few landscapes came forth. There was not much taste displayed in the heads, St. John observed; more in the landscapes, in two of them especially  a glimpse of the Nile and some lotus lilies, its fountains surrounded by their date-trees; and a charming scene in her own fair land. That there was great room for improvement, every one could but acknowledge, and Mr. St. John offered to give her some lessons. All of them  Madame de Castella, Aunt Agnes, and the old grandmother  were pleased at his offer. How could they be so blind? How could they be so thoughtless? St. John had acquired an extraordinary influence over them all. Madame de Castella was much attached to him; she seemed to feel a sort of pride in him, as a fond mother will feel in the perfections of an only son. He frequently dined with them; all his evenings were spent there as a matter of course. He had become necessary to their every-day life. When he was away, nothing went right; when he was present, it was sunshine to all. And yet they forgot that there was another who might be equally awake to the charms his presence brought; the only one to whom it could bring real danger. Perhaps the thought of danger to Adelines heart never entered the head of Madame de Castella: perhaps, if it ever did momentarily cross her, she deemed that Adeline, from her engagement, was safe.

Many an hour, when Madame de Castella innocently deemed that Adeline was sitting mumchance in the painting-room, Louise embroidering her own caps, at which she was a famous hand, by her side, and Mr. St. John working hard at the portrait, without a thought beside it, would two out of those three be idling their morning underneath the lime-trees, St. John reading to her, chiefly books of poetry, its theme often love. Then he would lay down the book, and talk to her, in that tender, persuasive voice so soothing to the ear but dangerous to the heart. Thus they would sit on for hours, her hand sometimes clasped in his, he the reader, she the listener, devouring together this sweet and subtle poetry, which has in it so much of fascination. Oh, the hazardous life for the hearts peace!  when both were in the heyday of youth, singularly attractive, and one, at least, had never loved. And yet it was neither stopped nor interfered with, nor was its danger suspected.

One day they were standing at the open doors of the painting-room, Mr. St. John was speaking of Castle Wafer. He had before described its attractions, natural and imparted, to Adeline, had made sketches for her of some of its points, from memory. He was saying that when Castle Wafer was his own  and it would be some time  he should build a room similar to the one they were now in, for himself and his work, and lay out a plot of ground as the plot before them was laid out: it would serve as a momento of this period of their early acquaintance. And in that room, Adeline, he continued, we will spend a great portion of our time.

We! exclaimed Adeline.

The interruption awoke him to reality; for he had been as one buried in a dream, and was unconscious at the moment that he spoke aloud. Laughing as he made his apology, he bent his head towards her; but even then his voice took a dangerously sweet and persuasive tone.

He had spoken inadvertently. But, the truth was, he had latterly been so accustomed, in his inmost self, to associate Adeline with hereafter  his future plans, his future home, his future happiness  that he had unguardedly given utterance to his presumptuous thoughts: he would not so offend again.

She glanced timidly at him, earnest tears in her eyes, glowing blushes on her cheeks. In her heart she would have wished to tell him how far he had been from giving her offence.

Another time he was walking home with Adeline, Louise and her great crimson parapluie streaming, as usual, a good way behind them, when, in jumping from a stile, Adeline twisted her foot. The pain for the moment was intense: Mr. St. John saw it, by her countenance; and he stole his arms round her and sheltered her head on his arm. All these signs must mean  something.

That time had come for Adeline which must come for us all  the blissful period of loves first dream. She did not at first understand the magic of the charm that was stealing over her, making all, within and without, a paradise. She had assured Miss Carr that there was no danger of her loving Mr. St. John, yet even then, though she suspected it not, the golden links of the net were fastening on her heart And when she awoke to the real nature of these sweet sensations, it was too late to fly the danger  the power and the will to do so were alike over.

How many varied degrees of the passion called love there are, can never be ascertained, for one human being cannot experience the feelings of another. The love  so called  felt by the generality of mortals, every-day, practical men and women, is so essentially different from that which takes root in a highly passionate, imaginative temperament, refined and intellectual, that the two have no affinity one with the other. This last passion is known but to few, and apart from themselves, can be imagined by none. The world could not understand this love; it is of a different nature from anything they can know; they would laugh at, while they disbelieved in it. It has been asserted that this highly-wrought passion, the ecstatic bliss of which, while it lasts, no earthly language could express, never ends happily. I believe that it never does. The dream comes to an end, and the hearts life with it. Perhaps nearly a whole existence has yet to be dragged through, but all enjoyment in the world and the worlds things is gone, and nothing can ever again awaken a pulse in the veins, a thrill in the worn and beaten heart. The smile may sit upon the lip, the jest may issue from it; gay beaming glances may dart from the eye, and their hollowness is not suspected, nor the desolation that has long settled within. You who read this, may meet it in a spirit of dispute and ridicule: then it is because you cannot understand it. And be thankful that it is so  that to you the power, so fatally to love, has been spared.

It was a passion of this latter and rare description which had taken root in the bosom of Adeline de Castella. She could not have loved as the world loves, for she was one of those who live but in the inward life. There was a mine of sentiment and poetry within her, and it wanted but a touch like this to awaken it. Now, she lived in the present; before, she had lived in the future; hereafter, she would live in the past She rose in the morning, and there was no wish beyond the day, the seeing Mr. St. John; she retired to rest at night, only to dream of him, and to awake to the bliss of another day. Nature had never looked to her as it looked now: the grass had been green, but not of this green; the fragrance of the flowers had been fragrance, but they had not borne their present sweetness; the song of the birds, hitherto unmeaning, seemed now a carol of joyous praise to their Creator; there was music in the winds and in the fluttering breeze; there was rapture in the whole bright earth. Adeline was living in a dream, not of this world but of Paradise; it could be called nothing else; she was walking on the wings of the morning, treading on the yielding flowers. It was well for her that it was not destined to last; it is well for us all: or we should never ask, or wish, for the heaven that is to come.

And what of Mr. St. John? Did he love her? Beyond all doubt he loved her, and would have made her his wife, and cherished her as such: but whether in the idolatry of a first and impassioned attachment, or whether in but the passing preference which some men will feel ten times for as many women, can hardly be known. It was not given to the world to penetrate Mr. St. Johns secret feelings; but events shall be faithfully related as they occurred.

And meanwhile, as if Fate determined fully to have her fling, news came from M. dEstival, begging Mr. St. John to remain on at the Lodge. That gentleman was detained in Holland by the lingering illness of his brother; but he was happy, knowing that his cherished pictures were under the care of his friend.

And Mr. St. John did stay on, nothing loth, making the sunshine of the château and the life of Adeline.

Existence was somewhat monotonous in itself at Beaufoy, as you may readily conceive, if you have had the honour of sojourning in any of these half-isolated French country houses: but there arrived an invitation one day at Beaufoy, for dinner at a neighbouring dwelling. Madame de Beaufoy had given up dinner-parties, but the others went. Adeline would have liked to decline, but she dared not.

She entered the carriage on the appointed evening, and sat in it listless and absorbed. Mr St. John was not going, and the hours not spent with him were to her now as dead and lost Madame de Castella noticed her abstraction, and inquired if she were ill.

I have only a headache, replied Adeline, who was too English not to have acquired the common excuse.

Maria! exclaimed Mademoiselle de Beaufoy, suddenly addressing her sister, I declare, theres Mr. St. John! Where can he have been walking to in this heat?

Adeline turned and saw him, a thrill of rapture rushing through her veins. They returned his greeting, and drove on.

Where can he be walking to? She surmised  that it was but to obtain a glimpse of her as their carriage passed. She was no longer pensive: a heightened colour shone in her cheek, a brilliancy in her eye: her spirits rose to exultation, and she went the rest of the way as one on fairy wings.

They sank again ere the evening was half over, the long, tame, spiritless evening. To others it might seem gay; but not to her: her heart was far away, and she only cared that it should end and the morrow be nearer. No singing, after his voice, brought music to her ear; the dancing was no longer the dancing of other days.

The next day was the birthday of Mademoiselle de Beaufoy; a fête always kept with much ceremony. A dinner was to be given in the evening, and M de Castella was expected to arrive for it from Paris. In the course of the day a note was handed to Adeline, its handwriting bringing a wild flush of pleasure to her cheeks. It was from Mr. St. John, stating that he was called to Odesque to meet a friend, who would be passing through it on his way to Paris, and he did not know whether he could return for dinner. It was only a short note, worded as a brother might write to a sister; yet she hung enraptured over its few lines, and held it to her heart; she almost cried aloud in her excess of ecstasy; and stealthily, her cheeks a rosy red, and her face turned to the darkest corner of the room, she pressed to her lips its concluding words Frederick St. John.

The first letter from one we love!  what an epoch it is in life! It stands alone in memory; the ONE letter of existence; bearing no analogy to the stern real ones of later years.

The return of Signor de Castella, after an absence, had once been a joyous event to Adeline. Now, she looked forward to it with indifference. It was not that she loved her father less; but other feelings had grown tame in comparison with this new passion that absorbed her. The day wore on, however, and the Signor did not come.  

The guests arrived, all save one, and dinner would be announced immediately. Adeline was waiting and hoping for Mr. St. John: but she waited in vain. How inexpressibly lovely she looked in her evening dress, with the rose-flush of excitement on her cheeks, some of those guests remember to this day. A strange, sick feeling of expectancy had taken possession of her; she scarcely knew what was passing. Questions were addressed to her, which she answered at random, scarcely hearing their purport. Was another evening to pass without seeing him?

A sudden opening of the door. The servant threw it wide upon its portals. Adeline caught one glimpse beyond it, and heard the mans words:

Monsieur de Saint John. For those French servants always put in the de when speaking of him.

She turned, in her agitation, to one who sat next to her, and spoke rapid sentences to cover it. She did not look, but she felt he had advanced to Madame de Beaufoy, now to Madame de Castella, and now he was speaking a few whispered words of congratulation to Agnes. She hoped he would not come to her just then; her tremor was already too great for concealment. Oh, the rapture, the unspeakable rapture that thrilled through her whole soul at his presence! That a human being, one like ourselves, should bring such!

They were pairing off to the dining-room. St. John was talking with one of the lady guests, and Adeline saw him turn sharply round, as if he would have advanced to her. But a wealthy neighbouring proprietor, rejoicing in the long-sounding title of Monsieur le Comte Le Coq de Monty, took the white tips of Adelines gloved fingers within his own.

But he sat next her. Whether by accident, or successful manoeuvring, or original design, he sat next her. More than once, in the course of the elaborate dinner, their hands  their hands!  met, under cover of the table-linen, and then the whole world around was to her as nothing.

Frederick St. John shone to advantage in society. Handsome without affectation, gay without levity, accomplished without display, he yet possessed, amidst all his solid conversational powers, that apt gallantry which wins its way, that readiness at light phrases which takes captive the ear. He had the great advantage also of speaking French almost as a native: only by a slight accent once in a way, could a Frenchman detect the foreigner. If he held those guests spell-bound that evening, in what sort of spell do you suppose he must have held Adeline! It was a man of subtle wisdom who first recorded that phrase of truth  Mans heart is lost through the eye, but womans through the ear.

Mr. St. John remained after the guests had departed. When he said farewell, Madame de Castella, in talking, stepped out with him to the colonnade, and descended the steps. Her sister and Adeline followed, It was a lovely night. The transition from the hot rooms, with their many lights, to the cool pure atmosphere without was inexpressibly grateful, and they walked with him to the shrubbery and part of the way down it Madame de Castella suddenly recollected Adeline. Her voice, as she spoke, had a tone of alarm in it.

This change to cool air may not be well for you, Adeline. You have nothing on. Let us run back; who will be indoors first? Good night, Mr. St. John.

She turned with Agnes de Beaufoy, and the windings of the shrubbery soon hid them from view. Adeline would have followed, but a beloved arm had encircled her and held her back. Frederick St. John drew her towards him, and snatched the first sweet tremulous kiss of love. Maidenly reserve caused her to draw away from him, otherwise she could have wished that kiss to last for ever. Oh, Frederick! if mamma was the only agitated rejoinder that came from her lips, and she sped away, her hand lingering, to the last, in his.

Why, Adeline! exclaimed her aunt, as she came up, lame as I am, I can beat you at running.

She went up to her chamber. She stood at the window, looking out on the lovely scene, yet scarcely heeding it; her hands pressed upon her bosom to keep down its agitation and its excess of happiness. She glanced up at the starry heavens, and wondered if the bliss, promised there, could exceed this of earth. She seemed to be realizing some ecstatic fairy-dream of her childhood. How long she stood there, she knew not. Silently she paced her chamber, unable to rest. She recalled his whispered words: she recalled those fleeting moments which had been an era in her life: and when she at last sank into a wearied slumber, it was only to live the reality over again; to dream that that light touch of Mr. St. Johns on her lips was present, not past.

The next morning Madame de Beaufoy was ill: she had an indigestion; a very favourite malady with the French. Madame de Castella was anxious, somewhat uneasy; for no letter had arrived from her husband to account for his non-appearance. She hoped it might come by the evening post. They had many visitors that day, and Adeline thought it would never end.

After dinner Madame de Beaufoy was well enough to sit up and play at cards in her dressing-room, her two daughters bearing her company. Adeline was downstairs alone, privately expecting Mr. St. John; now, standing before a mirror, hastily passing a finger over the braids of her luxuriant hair: now glancing, with conscious vanity, at the rich crimson which expectancy called to her cheeks; now, stealing to the colonnade, and looking and listening.

Suddenly the room-door opened, and Adeline stepped in from the colonnade, her heart beating wildly. But it was only her mother: who began to rummage amongst the silks and worsteds of an ivory basket. Only her mother! How full of ingratitude is the heart to those who have cherished us from infancy, when this all-potent passion for a stranger takes root in it!

Adeline, your aunt has mislaid her green floss-silk. Will you look in my work-box?

Adeline unlocked the box, found the silk, and handed it to her mother. Again the door opened, and this time her pulse did not quicken in vain. It was Mr. St. John.

I am glad to see Madame de Beaufoy is better, he observed as he came in. She nodded to me from her dressing-room.

Oh yes, thank you. Ah, heres news at last! exclaimed Madame de Castella, as the old Spanish servant, Silva, entered with a letter. And with a pardon to Mr. St. John, she broke the seal. She was very French sometimes.

M. de Castella has been detained, she explained, skimming the contents: he will not be here for a week. The truth is, Mr. St. John, he always finds Beaufoy painfully triste, and makes excuses for remaining away from it. Adeline, here is a message for you.

Adeline glanced up half frightened. These instincts are rarely wrong.

Your papa desires his love to you, and  You are quite a family friend now, Mr. St John, broke off Madame de Castella, so I do not hesitate to speak before you. I dare say the subject is as well known to you as it is to ourselves; you are like a son of the house, a brother to Adeline.

Mr. St. John bowed.

This is what your papa says, Adeline, continued Madame, translating as she read:  Make my love to my dear Adeline; tell her not to be vexed at my additional weeks delay, for I shall bring De la Chasse with me when I come. You are no doubt aware, I say, Mr. St. John, of the position the baron holds in our family in regard to Adeline.

Another bow from Mr. St. John.

And now I must ask you to excuse me for a few minutes, while I take this silk to my mother, pursued Madame. When not well she is a little exacting. I will be down almost immediately. Adeline, do your best to entertain Mr. St. John.

He closed the door after Madame de Castella, and returned to Adeline. She was leaning against the window-frame, endeavouring to look all unconscious and at ease, but evidently hardly able to support herself. Her face had turned pale; a sort of startled despair had settled on it. The evil moment, which throughout all this golden time she had never dared to look in the face, was at hand now.

Mr. St. John wound his arm round her, and became himself her support. He called her by the most endearing names, he pressed the sweetest kisses on her lips: he besought her not to give way to despondency: he assured her there was no cause for it, for that never, never should she be any others wife than his.

He had been silent hitherto, so far as open avowal went; but that was over now. He spoke cheeringly of his plans and prospects; of winning the consent of Signor de Castella to their union. He pictured their future home in the land of his birth  the land which she had always loved. And Adeline, as she listened to his soothing words, never a shade of doubt clouding them, grew reassured and calm. She almost felt, as she stood there by his side and looked into his honest earnest eyes, that no power on earth could avail to separate them, if he willed that it should not.

When Madame de Castella returned to the room, delightfully unconscious, words which no time could obliterate, at least in one heart, had been spoken. They had betrothed themselves, each to the other, until death should divide them. A less formal betrothal, it is true; but oh, how much more genuine than that other in which Adeline de Castella had borne a part.


CHAPTER XXI.

A FADING CHILD.

THERE arrived one morning a missive at the house of Madame de Nino, addressed to that renowned preceptress herself. It was from Madame de Castella, and contained a pressing invitation for two of her pupils  you will be at no loss to divine which  to spend some weeks at Beaufoy.

Madame called the two young ladies up after morning class, told them of the invitation, and handed to each a little sealed note from Adeline, which had been enclosed in the letter. This much certainly must be said for Madame de Ninos establishment: bad as the soup and bouilli were, she never opened the girls letters.

Of course you cannot go, observed Madame. It would be unreasonable to suppose it.

Oh, Madame!  exclaimed Rose.

You would lose all chance of the prizes, my children, cried Madame. And this is your last term at school, remember.

But we are too old, Madame, to care for school prizes.

Well, said Madame, of course the decision as to Mademoiselle Rose does not lie with me. Madame Darling being at present in the town, I yield my authority to hers. If she chooses to allow such an absence at the most busy portion of the year, of course it must be so; but I can only say that it will be more unreasonable than anything I have met with in all my experience. In that case, Mademoiselle Mary  

In that case, pray, pray dear Madame, suffer me to accompany her, interrupted Mary Carr, in her pleading, soft, quiet tone. My friends would like me to do so, I know. Beaufoy is close to M. dEstivals.

I think you are both in league against me, returned Madame. You English demoiselles never do care properly for the prizes.

And she went away, saying no more then. Mary Carr wrote a little note to her brother Roberts widow, in England, once Emma dEstival, asking her to intercede for her with Madame de Nino.

Mrs. Darling, as you have gathered from Madames words, was at Belport. She had come to it only within a day or two, with her two daughters, Margaret and Mary Anne. Not to see Miss Rose; that was not the object of her visit; but hoping to meet her eldest daughter Charlotte.

All these past months, since she first quitted her native shores, had Mrs. Carleton St. John been travelling about the Continent. Travelling about; the word is put advisedly. Now hither, now thither; to-day in one place, to-morrow in another; ever restless, ever on the wing. France, Germany, Savoy, Switzerland: and now back on the coast of France again and intending to try Flanders and Belgium. It seemed that some power impelled her forward, forced change upon her; for no sooner had she settled down in one spot, saying she should remain in it, than she would suddenly start away for another. Her attendants wondered whether she were quite sane: but she appeared more as one labouring under the torture of a troubled spirit. It seemed like remorse. Remorse for what? Ah, none could tell. That first foolish supposition of Honours was surely not a correct one  that the young heir, who stood in her own sons light, had owed his death to her hands! Nonsense! It was not likely. But, if so, why, how fearful a retribution had overtaken her! She must know now that she had perilled her soul for worse than nought; for the halls of Alnwick and their rich lands were passing rapidly away from her into the hands of strangers; passing away with her childs life.

It was a singularly strange thing  and people talk of it yet  but George St. John never recovered that memorable birthday night. The puzzle was  what had harmed him? Had he taken too much?  a fit of over-eating, of indigestion if you will, is soon cured in a child. Had he suffered a shock from fright?  that was not likely to bring on the bodily ailment, the weakness, under which he now laboured. His mother had asked, asked with feverish lips and eager eyes, what could be the matter with him. No one could answer her then; he would soon get well, they supposed. She knew  it must be that she knew  all too surely now. George St John was in a decline  the same disease that had killed his father.

In writing to her mother in England, with whom she communicated from time to time, Mrs. St. John had mentioned that she intended to take Belport on her way into Flanders from Normandy, where she now was. She should endeavour to get an experienced English sick-nurse in that Anglo-French town, to travel with them and attend on George, and she should of course see Rose. Mrs. Darling read the letter, and determined she should also see some one else  herself. Charlotte had been dexterously evading her all these months  as it seemed to the anxious heart of Mrs. Darling. All her overtures to join her had been declined; all her plans to reach someplace where her daughter spoke of staying were frustrated, because before she could start for it, news came, generally from Prance (who was a private correspondent), that Mrs. Carleton St. John was on the wing again and had left it. But in the very hour that she read of this projected journey to Belport, Mrs. Darling packed up her things in haste, and started. Mrs. St. John had not arrived when she got there; and Mrs. Darling allowed Rose to think the visit was paid for her especial benefit. This was from no wish to deceive; Mrs. Darling was of too open a nature for that; but she had an invincible dislike to speak of the affairs of Charlotte.

Rose did not exhibit any particular gratitude. She was in a state of chronic resentment at being kept so long at school; and she was shy at first with her mother, not knowing how much Frank might have communicated to her of the previous autumns trip in the fishing-boat. As to those two staid ladies, her sisters, Rose made no secret of the contempt in which she held them. Rose was in perpetual hot water with both: they were severe upon what they were pleased to term her wildness; and Rose quietly shrugged her shoulders, French fashion, in return, and called them old maids in their hearing.

Rose carried Madame de Castellas invitation to her mother, and at once received her sanction for the visit. Mrs. Darling, unless interest led her the other way, was a most indulgent mother  just such a one as Rose herself would make in time. She mentioned that Frederick St. John of Castle Wafer was located close to the château, with some of Mary Carrs friends. Is he rich? asked Rose.

Rich! echoed Mrs. Darling. Frederick St. John! He is rich in debts, Rose. Frederick St. John came into a great deal of money when he was twenty-one, but it is all gone; mortgaged, or something. Frank told me about it. He went the pace, I conclude, as other young men do, and theres no doubt that he gave away a great deal: he is large-hearted. But what had helped to ruin him is his love for what he calls  high art, his passion for pictures. He is half mad upon the point, I should say: and what with buying up pictures of the old masters, and lavishing money upon the painters of modern ones, and dancing all over the world after galleries that nobody in their senses would ride a mile to see, Frederick St. John and his means parted company. It is impossible to help liking him, though, with all his imprudence. I knew he was out of England  to the reputed sorrow of Sarah Beauclerc.

Rose pricked up her ears. Sarah Beauclerc! One of those Gorgon girls in Eaton Place?

No, no; quite the other branch of the family. The daughter of General and Lady Sarah Beauclerc. Since Lady Sarahs death she has resided with the Dean of Westerbury.

I think I saw her once, mused Rose, speaking slowly. One of the loveliest girls living.

Frederick St. John seemed to think so, I believe. But your sister Margaret can tell you more about it than I can: she used to meet them last year in town. Captain Budd said there was nothing in it; it was only a case of flirtation; but Frank thought he was jealous; and wanted to make up to Miss Beauclerc himself. By the way, Rose, he has come into his title and is no longer Captain Budd. He is still in the regiment, though: it was said that his uncle, old Lord Raynor, wished it.

Mamma, interrupted Rose, if anything should happen to little George St. John, if he should die  would not Frederick St. John be the heir to Alnwick Hall? And his brother of Castle Wafer its possessor?

Mrs. Darling started; she glanced over her shoulder, as though fearing the walls had ears. Hush, Rose! Better not think of such things. Were you so to speak before Charlotte, I dont know what the consequences might be. No one must breathe a hint that the childs life is in danger  that theres so much as a chance of his dying.

If he be as ill as you give me to understand  and I suppose you have your information from Prance, added Rose, in a spirit of hardihood, for that subject also was interdicted Charlotte cant avoid seeing his state herself. She possesses just as much keen sense as you do, mamma, I can tell you that.

It is not a question of sense. Love blinds fond eyes to the very worst, Rose.

Rose threw back her golden curls. Why does Charlotte go about in this manner? One would think she had St. Vituss dance. George might stand a better chance of recovery if she would let him be at rest.

Rose, you are not to reflect on Charlotte, or on anything she chooses to do, sharply reproved Mrs. Darling. If she considers constant change necessary for the child, she is right in giving it him. I hope we shall find him better than we anticipate.

Rose shrugged her shoulders  the retort for the reproof. Im sure I hope we shall find him well, poor little fellow. My firm belief is, that Charlotte worries herself with straws  shes afraid for her own sake of losing Alnwick.

And Mrs. Darling replied by a deprecating gesture. Rose always would have the last word, and always did have it.

But ah! how false were these hopes. Charlotte St. John arrived at Belport; and from the first moment that Mrs. Darling threw her eyes upon the child, she saw that his days were numbered. There was no particular disease; neither had there been any in the case of his father; he was simply wasting gradually away; almost imperceptibly so to those who were about him.

Oh, Charlotte! how thin and worn he looks. He is like a shadow.

Mrs. Darlings incautious greeting broke from her in the first startled moment. He was like a shadow; like nothing else. His face was wan and thin, his cheeks and his blue eyes were unnaturally bright, his little hands were transparent, and his fair and pretty curls looked damp and dead.

It is because he is tired, said Charlotte. He will be all right to-morrow.

Was she really deceived as to the truth, or did she but wilfully deceive herself? Mrs. Darling thought it was the former; she had not yet admitted to herself the possibility  not yet seen it  of the boys death. She was changed, if you will; changed even more than George; her beautiful cheeks were haggard and crimson, her eyes had a wasting fire in them. She was quite well, she said; and so far as bodily health went, there might be no reason to doubt the assertion. Her disease lay in the mind.

The meeting took place at the Hôtel du Nord, for Mrs. St, John declined to accept of her mothers hospitality, even could space have been found in that ladys apartments for their accommodation. Rose had accompanied her mother to the hotel: Mrs. Darling was ever indulgent to Rose over the other two sisters.

Do you know who I am? cried Rose, lifting the little boy upon her knee; and so fragile did he seem, that a tremor ran through her, lest he should fall to pieces. I have never, never seen you, George; do you know my name?

George looked up at the smiling face; he raised his poor little weak hand, and pushed away the blue ribbons of her pretty bonnet from her chin; he touched the golden hair.

No, I dont know you, he said.

Of course not, returned Rose, in resentment. Charlotte  your mamma would not talk to you about me, I suppose? I am your Aunt Rose, Georgy; your mammas sister.

Will you come along with us when we go away? he asked, much taken with his new aunt. I wish you would.

I wish I could, said Rose; though I dont know whether I should get on with  with every one. But I cant; I am at school; is not that a shame, Georgy? And I am going out on a visit in a day or two.

A pause ensued. Georgy was silent, and breathing, oh, so quickly; Mrs. Darling stood as one not at ease; Charlotte, apathetical as ever, save for the restless fire in the eyes, was looking down into the street between the crimson curtains of the somewhat high salon. Presently George spoke, looking at Rose.

I want to go back to Alnwick. I want Benja.

Oh, child! exclaimed Rose, in a sort of awe. Benja is not there.

Hes gone to heaven, continued George; but I might see him, you know. Mamma sees him sometimes. She saw him the other night when she cried out: she squeezed hold of me so that she hurt me.

Rose cast an involuntary glance at her impassive sister. Believe she saw a ghost!  she, Charlotte, the mocker! No, no; it could not have come to that.

I should have all Benjas playthings; I should ride his pony, went on Georgy. I should see Brave, Aunt Rose. I want to go home to Alnwick.

And the best place for you, my little darling, answered Rose. Charlotte, do you hear? This child says he would like to go back home. Im sure I should think it is only the worry of his being hurried about so from place to place that makes him thin. He is nothing but a bag of bones.

I have come to think that Alnwick is not healthy, observed Charlotte, with her usual equanimity. All the St. Johns die there.

Dont you intend to go back to it? asked Rose, breathlessly.

Not at present; when George shall have grown strong again.

Alnwick, his native air, might be the very place where he would grow strong, cried Rose, persistently. Wouldnt I go to it if it were mine. Healthy or not healthy, Id reign there, with the county at my feet.

She laughed merrily; Mrs. Darling seemed uneasy. Indeed, there is little doubt that the appearance of both Charlotte and the child had seriously disturbed her. She moved past the crimson sofa to the side of her daughter, who was still looking listlessly into the street below.

Do you think it well, Charlotte, to abandon Alnwick Hall so entirely to servants? I dont.

You may go and live in it yourself, mamma, if you choose. Im sure I dont care who lives there. The servants keep it in order, I suppose  in readiness for my return? It is all my own now; that is, its Georgys; and I am responsible to no one.

She spoke quietly, indifferently, smoothing back the braids of her most luxuriant hair. But for the strange fire in her eyes, the consuming hectic of her cheek, it might have been affirmed that she took no interest in any earthly thing.

I am glad to see you have left off your widows caps, Charlotte, resumed her mother. They always look sad upon a young woman.

There was no help for leaving them off; we could not get any abroad. Prance contrived to manage them in some way as long as I wore them, but they were never tidy. Wheres Honour? she suddenly exclaimed, turning her eyes, ablaze with sudden angry fire, on Mrs. Darling.

Mrs. Darling positively recoiled. And some feeling, which she did not stay to account for, and perhaps could not have accounted for, prompted her to withhold the fact that Honour had been taken in at Castle Wafer.

She procured some other situation, I believe, Charlotte, after quitting the Hall. I have never heard from her.

A situation! Where? Not at Alnwick?

Oh dear no; not at Alnwick; in a different county; not very far, I think, from her native place.

Mamma, if ever you see her, ask her whether the boys spirit comes and haunts her in the night? It may; for she murdered him. She ought to suffer on the scaffold for her work. I wish she could; I might be more at rest.

Oh, Charlotte! Charlotte! soothingly spoke Mrs. Darling from the depths of her fearful heart,  fearful she knew not of what. Come and look here! interrupted Rose in a whisper. They both turned. The little lad had fallen into a light doze on her lap, his wan hand clasping Roses blue ribbons, and the upright line on his pale forehead seeming to denote that he had gone to sleep in pain.

Charlotte, said Rose, earnestly, Im not used to children, and dont pretend to understand them as you must do; but my belief is, that this child wants rest  repose from travelling. It cannot be good for him to be hurried about incessantly. It is wearing him out.

You do not understand them, returned Mrs. St. John. It is for him that I move about. He grows so languid whenever we settle down. What should you know about children, Rose? Are you a nurse, or a doctor? You are not a mother. A chacun son métier.

Comme vous voulez, returned Rose, with her pretty shrug. Charlotte, I am going to visit where I shall see something of a sort of cousin of yours  Mr. St. John.

Mr. St. John of Castle Wafer? quickly asked Mrs. St. John, with more interest than she had yet displayed.

The heir to Castle Wafer, Frederick.

Oh  he, slightingly returned Mrs. St. John, and she relapsed into apathy.

How long shall you remain at Belport, Charlotte? asked Rose, speaking softly, not to awaken the child.

I dont know yet; I shall see how the place suits George. Do you happen to know of a good sick-nurse here, Rose  English? I hear they abound.

I know of one, said Rose, rather eagerly. And she is excellent in these cases of  of Rose caught back the ominous word she had so nearly uttered  consumption; substituting one for it, however, that proved little better of wasting away. It is her spécialité.

Who says he is wasting away? Who says it?

Nay, said Rose, I only thought it, seeing him so thin. I dare say its natural to children to be thin. She is a most excellent nurse, Charlotte; a Mrs. Brayford. I saw her several times in the spring, when she was nursing Adeline de Castella.

What was her complaint?

They feared she was going into a decline. Mrs. Brayford nursed her into perfect health, and she is as strong and well now as I am. I should think she would be the very nurse to suit you, and she is a pleasant sort of woman.

Where can I find her?

Well, I dont know, said Rose. It can readily be ascertained, though. The concierge at Signor de Castellas is sure to know her address. Of course, she may not be at liberty just now, Charlotte; neither may she be inclined to take a place that involves travelling.

Is she one of those monthly nurses? asked Mrs. St. John. I dont like them.

No; I believe not. I will get you her address, Charlotte, and you can send to her or not, as you please. How this child starts!

He would lie more comfortably on a bed, interposed Mrs. Darling, lifting him gently from Roses knee. Ill take him to Prance.

It was what she had been longing to do  to get to Prance. For ten minutes conversation with the serving-woman, Mrs. Darling would have given an earldom. The servant met her at the chamber-door, and the child was laid on his bed without awaking.

Prance, he is surely dying, breathed Mrs. Darling, as they stood over him.

Prance glanced round, making sure there were no other listeners. He is as surely dying, maam, as that his father died before him; and of the same complaint  wasting away. A month or two longer, and then  the end.

Your mistress does not seem to see it. Does she see it, do you think?

I think not. I think she really believes that he will get well.

Why does she go about from place to place in this restless manner?

The woman stooped to brush a fly from Georges forehead, and she answered with her head and eyes bent down.

She says it is for the benefit of the child: that he gets more languid and fretful when we stay quietly in a place than when we are moving about. But in her anxiety, she a little overdoes it: theres a medium in all things. In some of the towns she has not liked the doctors, and then she has gone away immediately.

I wish she would come back to Alnwick, lamented Mrs. Darling. Pym knows the constitution of the St. Johns. No one could treat the child so well as he.

I wish she would! heartily acquiesced Prance. I wish you could persuade her

Prance stopped, and hastily busied herself straightening Georges petticoats. Mrs. St. John had entered the room.

But there was no persuading her to Alnwick  or to put a stop to this incessant travelling. Only a few days and she had quitted Belport again, taking her retinue with her, amidst whom was the nurse, Mrs, Brayford.

How strangely do the links in that chain we call fate, fit themselves one into the other, unconsciously to ourselves.


CHAPTER XXII.

ALL ABOUT A STUPID FRENCH MARIGOLD.

THE invitation sent to the young ladies by Madame de Castella had been given at the pressing instigation of Adeline. The nervous, anxious tones of the little notes enclosed from herself, praying them to accept it, at once proved the fact to Mary Carr.

The return of Signor de Castella to Beaufoy, and consequently the visit of the Baron de la Chasse, had been subjected to another postponement of a week; but then the time was positively fixed, and Adeline knew it would be kept. Her suspense and fears were becoming intolerable. How avoid being often in the society of the baron, when he would be the only visitor in the house? It was this grave question that suggested to her the thought of asking for the presence of her schoolfellows. Madame de Castella fell all innocently into the snare, and acquiesced at once. Adeline had ever been an indulged child.

It was almost impossible for Adeline to conceal her terror as the days drew on. She knew her fathers haughty, unbending character, his keen sense of honour. He would have been the last to force her into an unpalatable union, and had Adeline expressed the slightest repugnance to M. de la Chasse when it was first proposed, the affair would have been at an end. But she had cheerfully consented to it; the deeds of betrothal were signed on both sides, and M. de Castellas word and honour had been pledged. Never, Adeline feared, would he allow that betrothal, that word to be broken; never would he consent to entertain proposals for her from another, Now that her eyes were opened, she saw how fearfully blind and hazardous had been the act by which she consented to become the wife of the Baron de la Chasse, a personal stranger. There are thousands who consent in the same unconscious haste, and know not what they do, until it is too late. It is gratifying to a young girls vanity to receive an offer of marriage; to anticipate an establishment of her own; to leave her companions behind. Marriage is to her a sealed book, and she is eager to penetrate its mysteries. If a voice from a judicious friend, or a still small voice in her own conscience, should whisper a warning to wait, to make sure she is on the right path ere she enter its enclosures irrevocably, both are thrust aside unheeded. So the wedding-day comes surely on; and soon the once eager careless girl awakes to her position, and beholds herself as she really is  sacrificed. She is the wife of one whom she cannot love; worse still, perhaps not respect, now that she knows him intimately: there is no sympathy between them; not a feeling, not a taste, it may be, in common. But the sacrifice was of her choosing, and she must abide by it. Deliberately, of her own free will, she tied herself to him, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, until death shall them part. She has linked herself to him by a chain which divides her from the rest of the world; every thought of her heart belongs, of right, to him; she is his companion and no others, and must obey his behests; at uprising and down-sitting, at the daily meals and in the midnight chamber she is his, his own, for evermore.

A strong impression, call it a presentiment if you will, had taken hold of Adeline, that the very first word of disclosure to her father, though it were but a hint of it, would be the signal for her separation from Mr. St. John. She spoke of this to him, and she wrung a promise from him that he would be for the present silent; that at least during this few days visit of the Barons he should continue to appear as he did now  an acquaintance only. Rose would be there, and St. Johns intimacy with the family, his frequent presence at Beaufoy, might be accounted for by his relationship to her, No relationship whatever in point of fact, as the reader knows; but Adeline chose to construe it into one. Mr. St. John at first hesitated to comply with her wish. It is true that he would have preferred, for reasons of his own  his debts and his estrangement from his brother  not to speak to Signor de Castella just yet; but he was given to be ultra honourable, and to maintain silence in such a case, though it were but for a week or two, jarred against his nature. Only to her imploring petition, to her tears, did he at length yield, and then conditionally. He must be guided, he said, by the behaviour of de la Chasse. Should he attempt to offer you the smallest endearment, should he begin to whisper tender speeches in your ear, I should throw prudence to the winds, and step between you.

Oh, Frederick!  she answered, her cheek a burning red, her face bent in its maidenly confusion: endearment  tender speeches  they are not known in France, in our class of society. Of such there is no fear. The Baron will be as politely ceremonious to me as though we were ever to remain strangers.

And Adeline was right.

Late in the afternoon of as hot and brilliant a day as the July sun ever shone upon, the carriage, containing the young-lady guests, which had been sent to Odesque to meet them, drew up at the château, in the very jaws of the lions. Mary Carr looked out There, on the broad steps, in the exact spot where she had last seen him, looking as though not an hour had passed over his head since, stood Mr. St. John.

He assisted them to alight, and Adeline ran out to receive them, so charmingly lovely in her white morning dress and pink ribbons. Madame de Castella also appeared, and after a cordial welcome, ordered the coachman to speed back with haste to Odesque, or he would not be in time for the arrival of the Paris train.  

I expect my husband and M. de la Chasse, she explained, addressing her visitors. Mary Carr looked involuntarily at Adeline. She met the gaze, and a burning crimson rushed over her face and neck.

Before six the party had re-assembled, including Mr. St. John. They were in the yellow drawing-room, a very fine apartment, kept chiefly for show and ceremony, and one that nobody ever felt at home in. The windows overlooked the approach to the château; every one was gazing for the first appearance of the momentarily expected travellers, Adeline growing more pale, more agitated with every minute; so pale, so agitated, that she could not escape notice.

See, see! exclaimed old Madame de Beaufoy, hobbling to the window. Is not that the carriage?  far off, there;  at the turn by the windmill.

It was the carriage: the aged eyes were the quickest, after all: and it came speedily on. Two dusty-looking figures were in it, for they sat with it open. Madame de Castella and her sister hastened to the hall to receive the travellers, and the old lady thrust her head out at one of the windows. Adeline had risen in terrible agitation, and was leaning on the back of a chair. Her very lips were white. Mr. St. John advanced and bent over her.

My dearest love, he whispered, you are ill, and I dare not protect you as I could wish. Be under no apprehension of any unwelcome scene with him: sooner than suffer it I will declare all.

He took up a flacon of eau de Cologne, and saturated her handkerchief. Mary Carr was looking on. She could not hear his words; but she marked his low, earnest voice, his looks, his actions; she saw how it was from that hour. There will be tribulation in the house, ere this shall be over! was her mental exclamation. But she little anticipated the deep tribulation that was indeed to come.

The Baron did not make his appearance until he had been to his dressing-room. He looked very presentable when he came in, though his hair was shorter than ever, and the curled corners of his yellow moustache were longer. His greeting of Adeline was in this fashion: advancing quickly towards her until he came within three paces, he there made a dead standstill, and placing his feet in the first position, as dancing-masters say, slowly bowed his head nearly down to the ground, and in ceremonious words,  hoped he had the honour of finding mademoiselle in perfect health. That was all; he did not presume even to touch her hand: any such familiarity would, in good French society, be deemed the perfection of bad taste. Rose just smothered a scream of delight when she saw the bow, and gave Mr. St. John such a pinch on the arm, that the place was blue for days afterwards. But what a bow St. John received the Baron with when they were introduced  distant, haughty, and self-conscious; conscious of his own superiority. Certainly, in outward appearance, there was a wide contrast, and Mr. St. John, on this particular evening, seemed quite aware of his own personal gifts. De la Chasse was superbly dressed: a blue satin vest, curiously-fine linen of lace and embroidery, with various other magnificent et ceteras. St. John was in slight mourning attire; black clothes, a plain white waistcoat, and not a bit of finery about him; but he looked, as Rose Darling said, fit for a prince.

Dinner was announced. The Baron de la Chasse advanced to the aged mistress of the house, St. John to Madame de Castella, and Signor de Castella to Rose. Miss de Beaufoy, Adeline, and Mary Carr, went in together. It was a formal dinner, and Adeline was sick at heart.

It happened, in the course of the following morning, that the three young ladies and the Baron were alone in the western drawing-room  the one, you may remember, opening to the colonnade. The conversation flagged. De la Chasse, though a sensible man, did not shine in that flowing, ready style of converse so natural to Frederick St. John; and Adeline seemed utterly spiritless. Mary Carr went upstairs to her chamber, but before she had been there five minutes, Rose came dancing in.

Where have you left Adeline? inquired Miss Carr.

Where you did  with the Baron. I thought I might be de trop, and so came away. It is not pleasant to reflect that you may be spoiling a scene, all tenderness and sweetmeats, as Charlotte Singleton calls it. I say, though, Mary, did you see St. John whispering last night to her at the piano, whilst he was pretending to be engaged turning over for me? Its satisfactory to have two strings to ones bow.

Before another word could be said, in rushed Adeline, in high excitement. Mary! Rose!  Rose! dear Mary! never you leave me alone with that man again! Promise it!  promise it to me!

What is it? What has he done? they asked, in excessive astonishment.

He has done nothing. But I dare not be alone with him, lest he should talk of the future. He has been inquiring after the engagement-ring. Hush! do not ask me any questions now, concluded Adeline. I wish to Heaven, Rose, you could induce the Baron to fall in love with you!

Much obliged for the transfer, said Rose, with a laugh. Perhaps youll get him first to dye those appendages to his face: yellow is not a favourite colour of mine.

De la Chasse intended to remain but a week. He purposed leaving on Tuesday morning. His visit was passing quietly enough: there had been no outbreak between him and St. John, only excessive coolness. Had de la Chasse been an Englishman, an explanation could scarcely have been avoided; for an Englishman would inevitably, by speech, manner, or action, have shown that he was the young ladys lover: but in France these things are managed differently.

Madame de Beaufoy issued invitations for Monday evening to as many neighbours as were within driving-distance. A soirée dansante, the cards said, when they went out.

On the Monday afternoon, when the three young ladies were in the western drawing-room together, the Baron entered, and addressing Adeline, formally requested her to grant him the honour of a few minutes conversation.

A strange rising in the throat; a dread, that caused her frame to quiver; a terrified, imploring, but unavailing look at Rose and Mary; and the door closed on them, and Adeline and her acknowledged lover were left alone.

She need not have feared. The Baron did not say a word to her that he might not have said to her mother. But he produced from his pocket the engagement-ring, which had been taken to Paris to be made smaller  it was a plain circlet of gold  and requested she would grant him the honour of allowing him to replace it on her finger.

Without a word of remonstrance  for what could she say?  and sick at heart, Adeline held out her hand; and the Baron ventured ceremoniously to touch it, while he slipped on the ring: in the very act and deed of doing which, the door opened, and into the room strode Mr. St. John, twirling in his hand a French marigold.

He saw them standing together, Adelines hand stretched out, and meeting both of his; and he looked black as night. It has been said, in this book or another, that Frederick St. John was of quick temperament: on rare occasions he gave way to violent explosions of passion. It is probable that an outburst would have come then; but the Baron, with a polite bow to Adeline, quitted the room. And Mr. St. John, though certain as man could well be that he had no cause for jealousy, gave way to the irritation of his hasty spirit.

So, Mademoiselle de Castella, he broke forth, you have been enjoying a stolen interview with your lover! I must beg your pardon for having unintentionally interrupted it.

She turned deprecatingly to him; she did not speak, or defend herself from the charge; but the look of anguish on her countenance was so keen, the glance at himself so full of pure, truthful love, that the gentlemans better nature revolted at the temper he had shown, and he caught her to his heart.

But they were cruel words, she sobbed; and just now I have enough to bear.

Let this be my peace-offering, my darling, he said, placing in her hand the French marigold.

St. John had long ago heard the tale of the French marigold, and Miss Rose Darlings sombre forebodings touching himself. He had been assiduously cultivating the flower in the garden at the Lodge, and this, that he now gave to Adeline, was the first which had appeared.  

This ring, Adeline, he said, drawing it from her finger. He placed it there, I suppose?

You saw him doing so, she answered.

He slipped it into his waistcoat pocket, and then drew out his watch.

Give me back the ring, Frederick.

No, Adeline. It shall never encircle your finger again.

But what am I to say if its absence is noticed? He said mamma had given him permission to replace it. She will be sure to ask where it is.

Say anything. That it fell off  or wear a glove until evening. I will then tell you what to do. I cannot stay longer now.

When Mary Carr was dressed for the evening ball, she went into Adelines room. Louise was putting the finishing strokes to her young ladys toilette, and very satisfactory they were, when Madame de Castella entered, holding in her hand a small circular case.

Look here, Adeline, she said, opening it and displaying a costly bracelet, one of beauty and finish so rare, that all eyes were riveted on it. Exquisitely wrought, fine gold links, in the different crossings of which were inserted brilliants of the purest water, with pendant chains flashing with brilliants and gold.

Oh, mamma! was the enraptured exclamation. What a lovely bracelet!

It is indeed, Adeline. It is yours.

Ciel! ejaculated Louise, lifting her hands.

Mamma, how can I thank you! she exclaimed, taking the jewels.

You need not thank me at all, Adeline. It is the Barons present. Make your acknowledgments to him.

Had the bracelet been a serpent, Adeline could not have dropped it quicker, and, but for Mary Carr, it would have fallen to the ground. Madame de Castella thought it was an accident.

Dont be careless, child. Put it on. You must wear it to-night.

Oh no, no, mamma! she returned, her cheek flushing, Not to-night.

What nonsense! exclaimed her mother; you are as shy as a young child. When the Baron presented it to me for you, he said, Un petit cadeau pour ce soir. Clasp it on, Louise.

Mamma, she implored, a great deal more energetically than Madame de Castella thought the case could demand, do not oblige me to appear in this bracelet to-night,

Adeline, I insist on its being worn. Persons who know you less well than we do, would suspect that affectation, more than delicacy, induced your refusal to wear a gift from one who will soon be your husband.

Not my husband yet, faltered Adeline. Not until next year.

Indeed he will, Adeline, said Madame de Castella. Before we go to the South.

Her colour came and went painfully. She sat down, gasping out rather than speaking, the words that issued from her white lips.

We go to the South in two months!

Dear child, laughed Madame de Castella, dont look so scared. Theres no reason for it: a wedding is quite an everyday affair, I can assure you. This week I write to order your trousseau.

Louise fastened the bracelet on Adelines arm, and she went down to the reception-rooms as one in a dream. If the younger guests, as they gazed on her excessive beauty, could but have read the bitter despair at her heart, the strife and struggle within, they would have envied her less. A single string of pearls was entwined with her hair, and she wore a pearl necklace; no other ornament, save this conspicuous bracelet of de la Chasses. But in the bosom of her low white dress, almost hidden by its trimmings of lace, was enshrined St. Johns French marigold.

The guests had nearly all arrived, and Adeline had done her best towards greeting them, when in passing in the direction of the colonnade, the Baron came up to her. She was longing for a breath of the evening air  as if that would cool the brows inward fever!

Permit me to exchange this flower with the one you have there, mademoiselle, he said, holding out a white camellia of rare beauty. And, with a light, respectful touch, he removed the French marigold from the folds of the lace.

Did de la Chasse suspect who had been the donor of that cherished French marigold? Did he remember seeing it in St. Johns hand that same afternoon? It is impossible to tell; but he seemed more urgent over this trifling matter than a Frenchman in general allows himself to be.

Sir, you forget yourself! exclaimed Adeline, angry to excitement. Return me my flower.

It is unsuitable, mademoiselle, he rejoined, retaining his hold of the French marigold. A vulgar, ordinary garden-flower is not in accordance with your dress to-night  or with you.

You presume upon your position, retorted Adeline, pushing aside the white camellia, and struggling to keep down her anger and her tears. Do not insult me, sir, but give me back my own flower,

What is all this? demanded M. de Castella, coming up. Adeline, you are excited.

I have incurred your daughters displeasure, it would seem, sir, explained the Baron, showing symptoms of excitement in his turn. Mademoiselle appeared in the rooms wearing this flower  a worthless, common garden-flower!  and because I wished to present her with one more suitable, she seems to imply that I only do it by way of insult. I dont understand, ma foi!

Nor I, returned M. de Castella. Take the camellia, Adeline, he added, sternly and coldly. Caprice and coquetry are beneath you.

The Baron put the camellia in her now unresisting hand, and amused himself with pulling to pieces the petals of the other flower. Adeline burst into a violent paroxysm of tears, and hurried on to the colonnade.

And all about a stupid French marigold!

Let her go and have a cry to herself, said M. de Castella, walking off with the Baron; it will bring her to reason. The coquetry of women passes belief. They are all alike. It appears I was mistaken when I deemed my daughter an exception.

Adeline, in her tears and excitement, rushed across the lawn. It was certainly a senseless thing to cry about, but, just then, a straw would have ruffled her equanimity. She had been compelled to wear the hated bracelet: she had been told that she would very speedily be made the wife of de la Chasse; she had stood by him, recognized by the crowd of guests as his future wife; and, blended with all this, was a keen sensation of disappointment at the non-appearance of Mr. St. John. She stood with her forehead pressed against the bark of a tree, sobbing aloud in her anguish where none could hear her. Presently, her ear caught the sound of footsteps, and she prepared to dart further away: but they were some that she knew and loved too well. He was coming through the shrubbery at a rapid pace, and she stood out and confronted him.

Why, Adeline! he exclaimed, in astonishment. And, then, the momentary restraint on her feelings removed, she fell forward in his arms, and sobbed aloud with redoubled violence.

Oh, Adeline, what ails you? What has happened? Be calm, be calm, my only love! I am by your side now: what grief is there that I cannot soothe away?

He became quite alarmed at her paroxysm of grief, and, half leading, half carrying her to the nearest bench, seated her there and laid her head upon his arm, and held her gently to him, and spoke not a word until she was calmer.

By degrees she told him all. The gift of the bracelet, her mothers threats of the coming marriage  threats they sounded to Adeline  and the dispute with the Baron. Upon this last point she was rather obscure. I had a simple flower in my dress, and he wanted me to replace it with a rare one, a camellia. She did not say it was the one he had given her; she would rather have led him to think that it was not: never, until she should be indeed his, could she tell him how passionately and entirely she loved. But he divined all; he required no telling. And yet, knowing this; knowing, as he did, how her very life was bound up in his; how could he, only a few weeks later, doubt, or profess to doubt, of this enduring love?

Adeline, he said, as he paced the narrow path restlessly in the moonlight, she still sitting on the bench, I have done very wrong: wrong by you and your friends, wrong by myself, wrong by de la Chasse. I see it now. I ought to have declared all before he came to Beaufoy. I will see M. de Castella tomorrow morning.

She shivered, as if struck by a cold wind. Remember your promise.

It must be done, he answered. I yielded too readily to your wishes, perhaps to my own motives for desiring delay. But for you to be looked upon as his future wife  condemned to accept and wear his presents  this shall not be. It is placing us all three in a false position; you must see that it is. Neither did I know that the marriage was being hastened on.

He goes away to-morrow morning, and all immediate danger will be over, she urged. Do not yet speak words that might  nay, that would  lead to our separation! Let us have another week or two for consideration; and of  of happiness.

I cannot imagine why you entertain these gloomy anticipations, he rejoined; why think that my speaking to your father will be the signal for warfare. Believe me, Adeline, the St. Johns of Castle Wafer are not accustomed to find their overtures for an alliance despised; they have mated with the noblest in their own land.

Oh, it is not that; it is not that! Frederick, you know it is not.  Hark! she suddenly broke off, starting from her seat as if to fly. There are footsteps approaching from the house. If it should be papa!  or de la Chasse!

And what if it be? he answered, drawing her hand within his arm and raising himself to his full height, in the haughty spirit that was upon him, to stand and confront the intruders. I will explain all now: and show that you are doing neither wrong nor harm in being here with me, for that you are my affianced wife.  

But the footsteps, whosesoever they might be, passed off in a different direction: and they strolled on, talking, to the borders of the miniature lake. It was nearly as light as day, very warm, very beautiful. White fleecy clouds floated around the moon; the air, redolent with the odour of flowers, was one balmy breath of perfume; and Adeline forgot her trouble in the peaceful scene.

What made you so late? she asked. I had fancied you would come early.

I have been to Odesque.

To Odesque!

He was drawing a small paper from his waistcoat pocket. Adeline saw that it contained a ring of plain gold. Motioning to her to take her glove off  and she obeyed mechanically  he proceeded to place it on her finger; speaking solemn words:

With this ring I will thee wed: with my body I thee worship; with all my worldly goods I will thee endow, until death us do part: and thus do I plight unto thee my troth. She knew the slightly altered words were in the English Protestant marriage-service, for she had heard Rose, and some of the other schoolgirls as foolish as Rose was, repeat them in their thoughtless pastime. There was a solemnity in Mr. St. Johns voice and manner which imparted an awe to her feelings, never before experienced. The tears of deep emotion rose to her eyes and her frame trembled: she could not have been more strongly moved, had she in very truth been plighting her troth to him before the holy altar.

Take you care of it, Adeline. Let none remove it from your finger as I removed the other. It shall be your weddingring.

It is not the same ring? she whispered, unable quite to recover herself. His.

His! Look here, Adeline.

He took another ring from his pocket as he spoke. It was cut in two parts; and he threw them into the water.

There goes his ring, Adeline. May his pretensions go with it!

It is for this you have been to Odesque?

It is.

They turned to the house, walking quickly now, neither caring for Adelines absence to be so prolonged as to attract notice. Long as it may have seemed to take in the telling, she had yet been away from the house but a few minutes. Adeline could not quite forget her fears.

If mamma could only be kept from ordering the trousseau! she suddenly exclaimed, more in answer to her own thoughts than to him.

Wheres the necessity of preventing her?

She looked up wonderingly, and caught his smile full of meaning, all apparent in the moonlight.

The things ordered and intended for Madame de la Chasse  will they not serve equally well for Mrs. Frederick St. John?

Oh  but  and her downcast face felt glowing with heat nothing will be wanted at all yet for  any one.

Indeed! I think they will be wanted very soon. Do you suppose, he added, laughing, I should be permitted to carry you away with me to the South without an outfit?

I am not going to the South now, she quickly said.

Yes, Adeline. I hope you and I shall winter there.

I am quite well now.

I know you are: and that it will be almost a superfluous precaution. Nevertheless, it is well to be on the safe side. My darling! and he bent over her, you would not be dismayed at the prospect of passing a whole winter alone with me?

Dismayed! To the uttermost parts of the earth with him, and for a whole lifetime Father, mother, country, home  what were they all, in comparison with him?

As they gained the open lawn, a dark figure swept across their path. Adeline shrank at being seen alone with Mr. St. John. It was Father Marc, the officiating priest of the little neighbouring chapel, and the family confessor, a worthy and very zealous man. He turned and looked at Adeline, but merely said, Bon soir, mon enfant, and took off his hat to Mr. St. John. Mr. St. John raised his in return, saying nothing, and Adeline bent low, as one in contrition.

Bon soir, mon père.

She glided onwards to a side door, that she might gain her chamber and see what could be done towards removing the traces of emotion from her face. Whilst Mr. St. John strode round to the front entrance, and rang such a peal upon the tinkling old bell that half-a-dozen servants came flying to the door.

And as Adeline stood by his side that night in the brilliant ball-room, and watched the admiration so many were ready, unsought, to accord him, and marked the cordial regard in which both her father and mother held him, and remembered his lineage and connections, the fortune and position that must eventually be his, she almost reasoned that overtures for her from such a man could never be declined.

But the Baron saw that she had thrown away the white camellia. Petite coquette! he exclaimed to himself, in tolerant excuse: not in anger. It never entered into the French brains of the Baron de la Chasse to imagine that the young lady, being under an engagement to marry him, could have the slightest wish to marry any one else.


CHAPTER XXIII.

JEALOUSY.

THE grey walls of the Chateau de Beaufoy basked idly in the evening sun. In the western drawing-room, M. and Madame de Castella, the old lady, and Agnes de Beaufoy were playing whist. Its large window was thrown open to the terrace or colonnade, where had gathered the younger members of the party, the green-striped awning being let down between some of the outer pillars. Mary Carr and Adeline were seated, unravelling a heap of silks, which had got into a mess in the ivory work-basket; Rose Darling flitted about amongst the exotics, her fine hair shining like threads of gold when, ever and anon, it came in contact with the sunlight, as she flirted  it was very like it  with Mr. St. John. But Rose began to turn cross, for he teased her.

Did you write to England for the song to-day?  she asked. Ah, dont answer: I see you forgot it. Most of the writing you are guilty of goes to one person, I expect. No wonder you forget other matters.

Indeed! To whom?

I wont betray you now, glancing at Adeline. I will be compassionate.

Pray dont trouble yourself about compassion for me, ma belle, returned Mr. St. John, in a provokingly slighting manner. It will be thrown away.

Compassion for you, Mr. St. John! Dont flatter yourself. I was thinking of another.

Adeline looked up: a sharp, perplexed glance.

You are mysterious, Rose, said he, laughing.

Yes. But I could speak out if I would.

I dare you, answered Mr. St. John. Speak away.

You know there is one in England, who monopolizes all your letters  not to speak of your dreams.

Rose!  exclaimed Mary Carr, a dim shadow of Roses meaning darting uneasily across her. How can you talk this nonsense to Mr. St. John?

He asked for it. But he knows it is true. Look at his conscious face now!  she saucily continued.

The only lady in England honoured with my correspondence, said he, in a more serious tone than he had hitherto spoken, is Mrs. St. John.

Thats almost true, cried the provoking girl almost. She is not Mrs. St. John yet, only to be.

A strange wild spasm caught Adeline de Castellas heart. Would Rose have continued, had she known it? Did St. John suspect it?

I spoke of my mother, Rose, he said. She is the only lady who claims, or receives, letters from me.

Honour bright? asked Rose.

Honour bright, repeated Mr. St. John: the honour of her only son.

Oh, faithless that you are then! burst forth Rose. Will you deny that there is one in England to whom your letters are due, if not sent; one whose shadow you were for many, many months  if not years  one, beautiful as a painters dream?

Bah, Rose! he said, his lips curling with a proud, defiant smile, you are lapsing into ecstasies.

Shall I tell her name  the name of his own true ladylove? asked Rose, turning round, a world of triumph on her bright, laughing brow. Mary Carr knows it already.

You are out of your senses! exclaimed Mary Carr, all too eagerly. Dont impose your fabulous tales on us.

Shall I tell it? repeated Rose, maintaining her ground and her equanimity.

Tell it, said Mr. St. John, carelessly. Did he think she knew so much!

Tell it, repeated Adeline, but it was the motion of the syllables, rather than the words, that came from between her white and parted lips.

Sarah Beauclerc.

A transient surprise crossed Mr. St. Johns countenance, and was gone again. Adeline saw it; and from that wild, bitter moment, a pang of anguish took root within her, which was never to be erased during life.

You are under a slight misapprehension, Rose, said Mr. St. John, with indifference.

Am I? The world was under another, perhaps, when it asserted that the honour of Mr. St. Johns hand would fall to Sarah Beauclerc.

That it certainly was  if it ever did assert it. And I might believe it possible, were the world peopled with Rose Darlings.

Look here, exclaimed Rose, snatching his pocket-handkerchief from a gilt cage, where he had thrown it to protect the beautiful bird from the rays of the setting sun. Look at this,  Frederick St. John, worked in hair!

It happened to be the handkerchief they had picked up that first morning in the painting-room. Rose talked on, in the recklessness of her spirits; and Adeline sat, drinking-in her words.

She did this for him, I have not the least doubt. Look how elaborately it is worked, even to the finishings of the crest. It is her hair, Sarah Beauclercs.

A random assertion. Rose neither knew nor cared whether she was right. In her present humour she would have stood to anything. It is possible: not likely, but barely possible: that she had stumbled on a bit of fact. Mr. St. John remained supremely indifferent, denying nothing. She talked on in her access of gaiety.

This is his favourite handkerchief: I have noticed that. The others are marked with ink. I dare say she gave the handkerchief, as well as marked it. Let it alone, Mr. St. John: I shall show it round, if I like. A rather significant present from so lovely a girl! But its known she was folle after him. He reciprocated the compliment then: he was always at the deans. I dont know how if may be now, she added, after a pause, and there was a significant meaning in her tone as she looked to Adeline. Then, with a saucy glance at Mr. St John, she sang out, in her clear, rich voice, to a tune of her own, 



It is well to be off with the old love.

Before you are on with the new.



Adeline rose, and passed quietly into the drawing-room, her step self-possessed, her bearing calm: the still exterior covers the deepest suffering. But Mr. St. John suspected nothing.

Rose, he said, quoting a French axiom, vous aimez bien à rire, mais rien nest beau que le vrai.

Ah, she answered, with another, ce nest pas être bien aise que de rire. Perhaps the deepest truth she had uttered that evening.

With outward calmness there, but oh! the whirlwind of despairing agony which shook Adelines frame as she sank down by the bedside in her own chamber! That in one short minute, desolation so complete should have swept over her heart, and she be able to endure it and live! I tell you no false story: I am writing of one of those sensitive hearts which must thus suffer and be shaken. To have given up her whole love to one, in a passion little short of idolatry; to have forgotten early ties and kindred in the spell of this strong devotion  and now to be told there was another to claim his vows, another to whom they had first been offered!

The dream in which she had been living for months was over  or, at least, it had been robbed of its golden colouring. The serpent DOUBT had found its entrance into her heart: the fiend JEALOUSY had taken possession of it, never to be wholly eradicated.

Frederick St. John was certainly one of earths favoured people, with his manly beauty and his master intellect It seemed to her that the world might worship him without a blush. He had made her life the Elysium that poets tell of; and now she found that he loved, or had loved, another. Like an avalanche falling down the Alps and crushing the hapless traveller, so had these tidings fallen upon her heart, and shattered it.

Adeline de Castella smoothed her brow at last, and returned downstairs. She had taken no account of the time; but, by the advanced twilight, it would seem she had been away an hour, and Rose inquired whether she had been buried.

Following Adeline on to the colonnade, where the whole party were now seated, came the old Spanish servant, Silva, bearing a letter for Mr. St. John. The ominous words, très pressée, written on it, had caused Madame Baret to despatch it with haste to the château:

Does any one wait? he inquired, Si, Senor.

It is well, he said, and retreated inside the room.

You have received bad news! exclaimed Madame de Castella, when he reappeared.

I have, he said, with controlled emotion. I must depart instantly for England. And it was well the shades of evening were gathering, or they would inevitably have seen the death-like pallor on Adelines stricken face.

Mr. St. John handed them the letter to read. A dangerous accident had happened to his mother. The horses of her carriage took fright, and she opened the door and jumped out. The physicians feared concussion of the brain.

Are you going? exclaimed M. de Castella, as St. John held out his hand.

Yes. I feel every moment wasted that does not speed me on my journey.

And in another instant he was gone. Without a word more of adieu to Adeline than he gave to the rest. There was no opportunity for it.

I dont know that I would have angered him, had I foreseen this, cried Rose, candidly, as she lingered on the terrace with Adeline.

Did you anger him?

I think I did. A little bit. He should not have dared me to it.

Adeline looked over the balustrades as she listened, seeing nothing. A painful question was upon her lips; but her poor sensitive heart  how unfit it was for the wear and tear of life!  beat so violently that she had to wait before she put it.

What you said was not true, Rose?

What did I say? rejoined Rose, whose thoughts had veered to fifty other things in her light carelessness.

That he loved  what was the name?  Sarah Beauclerc.

The pretty assumption of forgetfulness! What was the name? As if the name, every distinct letter of it, had not engraved itself on her brain in letters of fire, when it was first spoken! Rose answered impulsively.

It was quite true, Adeline. He knows that it is true. I as certainly believed that he loved her, as that we are standing here. People say she would have been his wife before this, but for the dispute, or estrangement, or whatever it is, between him and his brother. He cant marry until his debts are cleared: and he is living quietly to clear them. You should hear what Margaret says about it; she told me a great deal the very day before I came here.

Her crushed heart fluttered against her side. She is nice-looking, you say?

Nice-looking! shes beautiful! One of the loveliest girls in society. A fair, proud face, just as proud as his own. Georgina Beauclerc is very pretty; but shes nothing beside her.

She could have cried aloud in her anguish as she listened to these praises of her rival: and how she schooled her voice to maintain its calm indifference, she knew not.

Who is Georgina Beauclerc?

Her cousin. Shes the daughter of the Dean of Westerbury: Fred St. Johns native place, you know. Sarah is the daughter of the deans brother, General Beauclerc. Her mothers dead, the Lady Sarah; and since then she has lived with the dean. In point of family it would be a suitable match; and I dare say in point of fortune,

And in point of love?

There was a peculiar sound in the hesitation, a tremor which struck on Roses ear. She turned her face full on Adelines.

I believe with all my heart, from what Ive heard, that there was love between them, answered Rose. Perhaps is. Adeline, I dont say this in ill-nature, but because it may be good for you to know it. I am careless and random in general, but I can be serious; and I am speaking seriously now. He is a gay-mannered man, you know, a general admirer; those attractive men usually are so; but I have little doubt that his love was given to Sarah Beauclerc.

Rose went into the room with the last sentence. She had really spoken from a good motive. Believing that Adeline was getting to like Frederick St. John more than was good for her, consistently with her engagement to the French baron, a word in season might act as a warning. Little did Rose suspect how far things had gone between them.

An hour passed. All save Adeline were gathered in the lighted room. Some were playing chess, some écarté, some were telling Father Marc, who had dropped in, of the young Englishmans sudden departure for England and its cause. Rose was at the piano, singing English songs in a subdued voice. Never was there a sweeter voice than hers: and old Madame de Beaufoy could have listened always to the bygone songs of her native land.

Adeline had not stirred from the terrace; she was leaning still on its balustrades, gazing forth apparently into the night. But that Madame de Castella did not observe her absence, she had been called in long ago, out of the night air.

Oh, beware, my lord, of jealousy!

It is a green-eyed monster, which doth make The food it feeds on.

That reader of the human heart never put forth a greater truth, a more needed warning. How vainly! We can smile now, we can wonder at the trifles that once mocked us; but we did not smile at the time. It is asserted that where there is love, impassioned love, there must be jealousy; and who shall venture to dispute it? Love is most exacting. Its idol must not listen to a tender word, or bestow a look of admiration on another. The faintest shadow of a suspicion will invoke the presence of jealousy; what then when facts and details are put forth, as they had been by Rose? It had aroused the most refined torments of the distressing passion; and let none doubt that they were playing their part cruelly on Adelines heart. Not that she believed quite all: the hint that he might be intending to marry Sarah Beauclerc but touched her ear and fell away again. She knew enough of his honourable nature to be certain that he would never have spoken of marriage to herself, had he been under the slightest obligation of it to another. But that he loved the girl with deep intensity, or had loved her, Adeline never doubted. And so she stood on: bitterly giving way to this strange anguish which had fallen on her; wondering how long he would stay in England, and how often during his stay there he would see her beautiful rival. The very fact of his having gone without a loving word of adieu seemed a knell of unlucky omen.

But what is that movement which her eye has caught at a distance? Who or what is it, advancing with a hasty step from the dark trees? Ah! the wild rising of her pulse has told her, before the outlines of his form become distinct, as he emerges into that plot of pale light! It was he  he whom she thought to have looked upon at present for the last time; and the ecstatic feeling which rushed over her spirit was such as almost momentarily to obliterate the cruel doubts that oppressed her, He had changed his dress, and was habited in travelling costume. His tread over the lawn was noiseless, and little less so as he ran up the steps to the colonnade.

How fortunate that you are here, Adeline! he whispered. I could not go without endeavouring to obtain a word with you, though I doubted being able to accomplish it.

Adeline, painfully agitated, trembling to excess, both in her heart and frame, murmured some confused words about the time he was losing.

I am not losing one precious moment, he explained. My own preparations were soon made: not to those necessary to convey me to Odesque. As it always happens in these emergencies, the spring chaise  and theres nothing else to take me  had been lent out to Farmer Pichon. Baret is gone for it, and will come on with it here, which is all in the way. We shall catch the first train. Why do you tremble so, my love? he added, as the fit of ague, which seemed to possess her, shook even his arm. Are you cold?

Cold! But most men would have had but the same idea.

Now, Adeline, for one moments grave consultation. Shall I write, and lay my proposals before M. de Castella, or shall they wait until I return?

Oh, wait to do so! she implored. In mercy, wait!

I would prefer it myself, said Mr. St. John, for I feel I ought to be present to support you through all that may then occur. But, Adeline, should I be detained long, there will be no alternative: the preparations for your wedding will soon be actively begun, and render my speaking an act of imperative necessity.

She laid her head upon his arm, moaning.

Cheer up, he whispered: I am only putting the worst view of the case. I trust that a few days may bring me back to you. Write to me daily, Adeline: everything that occurs: I shall then be able to judge how long I may be absent with safety. I was thinking, Adeline, as I came along, that it might be better if my letters to you are sent under cover to Rose or Mary. You are aware that I do not mention this for myself  I should be proud to address you without disguise  but for your own peace. Were I to write openly, it might force explanations on you before my return.

Ever anxious for her! Her heart bounded with gratitude. Under cover to Mary Carr, she said.

We must part now, he whispered, as a faint rumbling broke upon their ears from the distance, you hear my signal. It is fast approaching.

You will come back as soon as you are at liberty? she sighed. Ay, the very instant. Need you question it, Adeline?

He strained her to his heart, and the painful tears coursed down her cheeks. God bless you, and take care Of you, and keep you in peace until I return; my dear, my dear, my only love! And when he had passed away, Adeline asked herself if that last lingering farewell kiss, which he had pressed upon her lips  she asked herself, with burning blushes, if she were sure it had not been returned.

And during the brief moments of this sudden interview, she had lost sight of the torment about Sarah Beauclerc.

The second evening after Mr. St. Johns departure, before they had risen from the dinner-table, Silva brought in the letters. Two from England amongst them, bearing on their seals, as Rose Darling expressed it, the arms and quarterings of all the St. Johns. The one was addressed to Madame de Castella; the other was handed to Miss Carr.

Mary looked at it with unqualified surprise. The fact was, Adeline, not expecting they could hear from Mr. St. John till the following day, had put off the few words of explanation she meant to speak, feeling shy at the task.

Why should Mr. St. John write to me? exclaimed Mary Carr. But Adeline, who was sitting next her, pressed her hand convulsively, under cover of the tablecloth, to prevent her opening it. Miss Carr began dimly to understand, and laid the letter down by the side of her dessert-plate.

Why dont you open it, Mary? repeated Rose, impatiently.

No, said Miss Carr, in a half-joking manner, there may be secrets in it that I dont care to read before people. And Rose, whose curiosity was excited, could have boxed her ears.

Mr. St. John writes that his mother is better, said Madame de Castella; the injuries prove less serious than they were at first supposed. By the next post, he hopes to send us word that she is out of danger.

This letter, Adeline, exclaimed Mary Carr, when they were alone I fancy it may not be meant for me.

You can open it, replied Adeline, timidly. Perhaps  I think  there may be one for me inside it.

Mary Carr opened the letter. It contained a few polite words from Mr. St. John, requesting her to convey the enclosed one to Adeline at a convenient opportunity.

You see how it is? faltered Adeline to her.

I have seen it long, Adeline.  

Adeline carried the letter to her chamber to read, bolting the door that she might be free from interruption. It was a long letter, written far more sensibly than are love-epistles in general, for it was impossible to Mr. St. John to write otherwise; but there was a vein of impassioned tenderness running through it, implied rather than expressed, which surely ought to have satisfied even Adeline. But the bitter doubts imparted by Rose that fatal night cast their shadow over all. Not a moment of peace or happiness had she known since. Her visions by day, her dreams by night, were crowded by images of Frederick St. John, faithless to her, happy with another. Nor did Sarah Beauclerc want a shape to the mind. The day after St. Johns departure, they were looking over the last years Book of Beauty, when Rose suddenly exclaimed, as she came to one, This is very like Sarah Beauclerc!

It was great nonsense, Rose, that tale you were telling us! cried Adeline, with a desperate struggle to speak calmly.

It was sober sense, and sober truth, retorted Rose.

Not it, said Mary Carr. It was but a flirtation, Rose.

Very likely, assented Rose, volatile as usual. Being an attractive man, Mr. Frederick St. John no doubt goes in for the game, roaming from flower to flower, a very butterfly, kissing all, and settling upon none. And she brought her careless speech to a conclusion with the first lines of an old song, once in great vogue at Madame de Ninos:  



The butterfly was a gentleman 

Of no very good repute; 

And he roved in the sunshine all day long, 

In his scarlet and purple suit.

And he left his lady wife at home 

In her own secluded bower, 

Whilst he, like a bachelor, flirted about, 

With a kiss for every flower.



Adeline gazed at the portrait. It was that of a fair girlish face, wearing a peculiarly sweet look of youth and innocence, blended with pride. No impartial observer could have pronounced it so lovely as her own, but the jealous film just now before her eyes caused her to take an exaggerated view of its charms, and to see in it something more than loveliness. It may have been little, if at all, like the young lady to whom Rose compared it; but no matter: to Adeline it was Sarah Beauclerc and no Other, and from that moment the image fixed itself indelibly in her mind as that of her envied rival. And yet she believed in Mr. St. John; she knew he was seeking to win herself for his wife! Truly they are unfathomable, the ways and fears of jealousy.

At length, in her intolerable misery and suspense, she took courage, in one of her letters to him, to hint at his former intimacy with Sarah Beauclerc. What he answered was never disclosed by Adeline; but that it must have been satisfactory, dispelling even her strong jealousy, may be judged from the significant fact that her face grew radiant again.

Meanwhile Mr. St. John lingered at his mothers bedside in London. All danger was over; and in point of fact the accident had not been so severe as was at first feared. Lady Anne Saville was with her. Isaac St. John was ill at Castle Wafer. It was Fredericks intention to pay his brother a visit ere he returned to France, and get his sanction to the proposals he intended to carry back to M. de. Castella. But this visit was frustrated.  

One afternoon the inmates of Beaufoy were startled by the unexpected arrival of the Baron de la Chasse. Wishing to consult M. de Castella on a little matter of business, he explained, he had done himself the honour and pleasure to come personally, instead of writing. All expressed themselves delighted to see him, except one; and she was nearly beside herself with consternation. Terrified and dismayed Adeline indeed was; and she wrote to Mr. St. John before she slept.

An evening or two later, the whole party were assembled in the billiard-room; soon about to separate for the night. A night of intense heat, but there was a strong breeze, and it blew in through the open windows, fluttering the lights and causing the wax to drop. It was nearly eleven oclock: the last game was being finished  but the Baron was a remarkably slow, deliberate player  when, without the slightest preparation, the door opened, and Mr. St. John walked in. Adeline started from her seat, scarcely suppressing an involuntary cry; she had not thought he would be back so soon. It seemed that her letter had surprised him in the act of setting out for Castle Wafer. He turned his steps to the Continent instead.

He looked very well; very handsome. It seemed to strike them all, after this short absence, though he had no advantages from dress, being in his travelling attire. How could Adeline be blamed for loving him? A hundred inquiries were made after Mrs. St. John. She was quite out of danger, he answered, and progressing towards recovery.

Will you allow me the honour of half-an-hours interview with you to-morrow morning, sir? he said, addressing M. de Castella, in a tone which the whole room might hear.

Certainly, returned M. de Castella. But he looked up, as if surprised. Name your hour.

Ten oclock, concluded Mr. St. John. And he took his leave.

The interview the following morning in Signor de Castellas cabinet lasted an hour. An hour!  and Adeline in suspense all that time. She could not remain for an instant in one place  now upstairs, now down. She was crossing the hall, for about the hundredth time, when the cabinet door opened, and Mr. St. John came out. He seized her hand and took her into the yellow drawing-room. She trembled violently from head to foot, just as she had trembled the night of his departure for England. It was the first moment of their being alone together, and he embraced her tenderly, and held her to his heart.

You have bad news for me! she said, at length. We are to be separated!

We will not be separated, Adeline. Strange! strange! he continued, as he paced the room, that people can be so infatuated as to fancy an engagement of form must necessarily imply an engagement of hearts! M. de Castella does not understand  he cannot understand that your happiness is at stake. In short, he laughed at that.

Is he very angry?

No; but vexed. I have not time now to relate to you all that passed, liable as we are to interruption. I told him that the passion which had arisen between us was not of will  that I had not purposely placed myself in your path to gain your love  that we had been thrown together by circumstances, and thus it had arisen. I pointed out that no blame could by any possibility attach to you, though it might be due to me; for I did not deny that when I saw an attachment was growing up between us, I might have flown before it was irrevocably planted, and did not.

Did you part in anger? she asked.

On the contrary. M. de Castella is anxious to treat the affair as a jest, and hinted that it might be dropped as such. I do believe he considers it one, for he asked me to dinner.

Frederick! You will surely come?

I shall come, Adeline, for your sake.

Oh! she exclaimed, with à shiver, how will it end?

My dearest, he said earnestly, you must be calm. Fear nothing, now I am by you. Rely upon it, you shall be my wife.

Mr. St. John, cried Rose, as they went into the west drawing-room, you have brought some music for me, a writing-case for Mary Carr, but what have you brought for Adeline?

Myself, he quietly answered.

Theres many a true word spoken in jest, said Rose, with a laugh. You dont think you have been taking me in all this time, Mr. St. John, with your letters to Mary Carr, and her envelopes back again? Bah! pas si bête.

She went, waltzing, on to the colonnade. Mr. St. John turned to Miss Carr, and thanked her for the very thing Rose had named. I presume you know, he said, that our correspondence was perfectly justified, though I did not wish it declared until my return  that we are affianced to each other?  

I have feared it some time, Mr. St. John.

Feared it?

Yes. Adeline is promised to another: and the French look upon such engagements as sacred.

In a general way. But there are cases of exception. We have your good wishes, I hope?

Indeed you have. For I fear it may be a matter of life or death to Adeline  according as it may be decided. She is a sensitive plant.

And shall be cherished as one.

It was a most uncomfortable dinner that day. Mr. St. John was present, looking quiet and resolute; de la Chasse furious. During the afternoon some inkling of the pretensions of Mr. St. John had oozed out, and de la Chasse aspersed him in his absence before them all. After dinner, Signor de Castella led the way to the billiard-room, hoping, probably, that the knocking about of balls might dissipate the constraint. But it came to an open rupture. Some difference of opinion arose about the game. St. John was haughty and unbending: de la Chasse gave way to his anger, and so far forgot himself as personally to attack, by words, Mr. St. John. A spendthrift, who had run through his own fortune, to come hunting after Adelines

Vous êtes menteur! shouted Mr. St. John, forgetting his manners, and turning short upon the Baron. But what further he might have said was stopped by Adeline, who, terrified out of self-control, darted across the room, and, touching St. Johns arm, whispered him to be calm for her sake. De la Chasse advanced and offered his hand to remove Adeline, but St. John held her by him in haughty defiance.

Mademoiselle, you are degrading yourself! said M. de la Chasse. Come from his side.

There was no answer from St. John, save a quiet smile of power, and his retaining hold of Adeline. The Baron looked at M. de Castella, but the scene had really passed so quickly that the latter had found no breath to interfere. Is it fit that my promised wife should thus be subjected to insult in my presence, sir? he asked.

Adeline, interposed M. de Castella, sternly, return to your mother.

She is my promised wife, said Mr. St. John to the Baron, and I have a right to retain her here  the right of affection. A right that you will never have.

De la Chasse was foaming  presenting a very contrast to the cool equanimity of Mr. St. John. I will not bandy words with him: I will not. Signor de Castella, when your salon shall be freed from that man, I will re-enter it.

Wheeling round upon his heel, he went out, banging the door after him. For a moment there was silence: St. John, his hold still on Adeline, remained at the far end of the room; Signor de Castella, half paralyzed with the scandal, was near the billiard-table; the rest were in a group by the crimson ottoman, Agnes de Beaufoy crossing herself perpetually, Madame de Castella the very image of dismay.

Mademoiselle, spoke the Signor to his daughter, who was sobbing aloud in her terror and agitation, do you dare to disobey me? I told you to go to your mother.

She does not disobey you, sir, and never would do so willingly, returned Mr. St. John. The fault was mine.

He released his hold on Adeline as he spoke, took her hand with almost ceremonious politeness, and conducted her across the room to the side of her mother.

These scenes must be put a stop to, Mr. St. John, cried the Signor. You received my answer this morning on the subject.

Only to re-enter upon it, sir. The particulars which I spared then, I will relate now.

I do not wish to hear them, said Signor de Castella, speaking irritably.

Sir, calmly interposed Mr. St. John, I demand it as a right. The Baron has been freely remarking upon me and my conduct to-day, I understand, in the hearing of all now present, and I must be permitted to justify myself.

You must allow for the feeling of irritation on the Barons part. You are neither devoid of cool judgment nor sound sense, Mr. St. John.

That is just what I have allowed for, replied Mr. St. John, frankly, He feels, no doubt, that he is an injured man; and so I have been willing to show him consideration. Any other man, speaking of me as de la Chasse has done, would have  have  been treated differently.

Let this unpleasant matter be dropped, Mr. St. John, was the resolute answer.

Sir, I beg you to listen to my explanation; I ask it you in courtesy: it shall be given without disguise. When I came of age, I obtained possession of a handsome fortune. It is all dissipated. I was not free from the faults of youth, common to my inexperience and rank, and I was as extravagant as my worst enemy could wish. But I solemnly assert that I never have been guilty of a bad thought, of a dishonourable action. There is not a man or woman living, who can bring a word of reproach against me, save that of excessive imprudence in regard to my money  and a good part of that went to help those who wanted it worse than I do. Well, about a twelvemonth ago, I was cleared out, and had liabilities to the amount of a few thousands besides

Pray do not enter upon these details, Mr. St. John, interrupted Signor de Castella.

Sir, I must go on  with your permission. My brother, Mr. Isaac St-. John, sent for me to Castle Wafer. He pointed out to me the errors of my career: bade me reflect upon the heedless course I was pursuing. I had been reflecting on it, had become quite as awake to its ills as he could be, and I had firmly resolved that it should end: but to a man deep in debt, good resolutions are sometimes difficult to carry out. My brother offered to set me free; making it a condition that I should marry. He proposed in that case to give up to me Castle Wafer  it has always been his intention to do so when I married  and a very liberal settlement he offered to make on my wife, whom they had already fixed upon

Was it Sarah Beauclerc? interrupted Rose, who never lost her equanimity in her life.

It was my cousin Anne, resumed Mr. St. John, with scarcely a glance at Rose. But the marriage suited neither her nor me. She was engaged, unknown to her friends, to Captain Saville, and I was keeping her secret. I took upon myself all the brunt of the refusal  for Captain Savilles position, at that period, did not justify his aspiring openly to Lady Anne St. John  and informed my brother I could not marry Anne. High words rose between us; we parted in anger, and I returned to London. Just then my mothers sister died, leaving me some money. It was not very much; but it was sufficient to pay my debts, and to this purpose it is being applied, as it is realized. By next November every shilling I owe will be discharged. I should have preferred not appearing again before my brother until I was a free man, but circumstances have ordered it otherwise. I was about setting out for Castle Wafer the day information reached me that de la Chasse had again made his appearance here, and I came off at once, without the credentials I should otherwise have brought with me. But you cannot doubt me, M. de Castella?

Doubt what?

My ability  my power  to offer a suitable position to your daughter.

Sir, the question cannot arise. Though I should very much doubt it. My daughter is not Lady Anne St. John.

I should have added that Lady Anne is married; a change having occurred in Captain Savilles prospects; and she has cleared up the past to Isaac. My brother is most anxious to be reconciled to me. And I can take upon myself to say that all the favourable projects and settlements he proposed for Lady Anne, will be renewed for Adeline.

Then you would take upon yourself to say too much, Mr. St. John: you cannot answer for another. But to what end pursue this unprofitable conversation? My daughter is promised to the Baron de la Chasse, and no other man will she marry.

Sir, cried Mr. St. John, speaking with agitation, will you answer me one question? If I were in a position to offer Adeline ample settlements; to take her to Castle Wafer as her present home  and you know it must eventually descend to me  would you consider me a suitable parti for her?

It is a question that never can arise.

I pray you answer it me  in courtesy, pleaded Mr. St. John. Would you deem me eligible in a worldly point of view?

Certainly. It is an alliance that a higher family than mine might aspire to.

Then, sir, I return this night to England. And will not again present myself to you, until I come armed with these credentials.  

Absurd! absurd! ejaculated Signor de Castella, whilst Adeline uttered a smothered cry of fear. I have allowed this conversation to go on, out of respect to you, Mr. St. John, but I beg to tell you, once for all, that Adeline never can be yours.

I will not urge the subject further at present, said Mr. St. John, as he held out his hand to bid adieu to Madame de Castella. We will resume it on my return from England.

You surely do not mean to persist in this insane journey? abruptly spoke M. de Castella.

Signor de Castella, said Mr. St. John, his pale face and his deliberate manner alike expressive of resolute firmness, I will not resign your daughter. If I could forget my own feelings, I must remember hers. To marry her to de la Chasse would be to abandon her to the grave. She is not strong; you know it; not fitted to battle with misery. Adeline, he added, turning to her, for she was sobbing hysterically, why this distress? I have repeatedly assured you, when your fears of these explanations were great, that I would never resign you to de la Chasse, or to any other. Hear me repeat that assertion in the presence of your parents  by the help of Heaven, my love, you shall be my wife.

Meanwhile, said M. de Castella, sarcastically, as you are yet, at least, under my authority, Adeline, permit me to suggest that you retire from this room.

She rose obediently, and went towards the door, sobbing.

A moment, cried Mr. St. John, deprecatingly, if it is from my presence you would send her. I am going myself. Adieu to all.

He opened the door, and stood with it in his hand, glancing hesitatingly at Adeline. Her feelings were wrought to a high pitch of excitement, control forsook her, and darting forward she clung to the arm of Mr. St. John, sobbing out hysterically.

You will return  you will not desert me  you will not leave me to him?

He laid his hand tenderly on her shoulder, just as though they had been alone. It is only compulsion that takes me from you, Adeline, he answered. Be assured I will not let the grass grow under my feet. When three days shall have passed, look every minute for my return: and then, my darling, we shall part no more.

Lower yet he bent his head, and kissed her fervently. Then resigned her, turned, and was gone. He was a bold man.

Adeline flung her hands over her crimsoned face. To describe the astonished consternation of the spectators, would be a difficult task: a kiss upon a young ladys lips in France is worse than the seven cardinal sins. Madame de Castella escorted Adeline at once to her chamber, and Miss de Beaufoys grey hair stood on end.

Bah! said the dear old lady. He is a good and honourable man, Ferdinand, turning to her son-in-law and he means no harm. It is nothing, in English manners. Ive had a kiss myself in my young days, and was none the worse for it.


CHAPTER XXIV. 

FOILED

A MOST uncomfortable night; a still more uncomfortable morning. Adeline lay in bed with headache; and the Baron departed for Paris at mid-day. He believed, with Signor de Castella  though it may be questioned if the latter did believe it, except in speech  that Mr. St. John had taken himself to England for good. He did not cast blame on Adeline: his rage was vented on St. John. As to any affection Adeline might be suspected of entertaining for Mr. St. John, the Baron neither thought of it nor would have understood it.

The banns of the marriage were put up at the Mairie, and would shortly be published in the newspapers, according to the custom of the country, Alphonse Jean Hippolite, Baron de la Chasse, and Adeline Luisa de Castella. The wedding plan was already sketched out: and there is no doubt that this trouble regarding Mr. St. John was hastening matters on. The religious ceremony was to take place at the neighbouring chapel, the civil one at the Mairie at Odesque. A banquet would be given at Beaufoy in the evening, and on the following morning the bride and bridegroom would leave the château for Paris. In the course of a few days, Signor and Madame de Castella would join them there, and all four would proceed to the South together.

Rose was gratuitously free in her remarks on the programme.

Id have seen them further, Adeline, with their French ideas, before they should have made such arrangements for me! Three days passed, and no Mr. St. John. Adeline was in a sad state of excitement. Good Father Marc, who had loved her since she was a little child, and had her interest warmly at heart, looked at her with deep concern whenever they met. On the evening of this third day he spoke.

My child, I am grieved to see you unhappy. This young Englishman was attractive, and it is natural, perhaps, that you should regret him: but his departure renders your course of duty all the more easy.

The priest thought he had gone for good, then! Adeline was silent: but she could have thrown herself on the good priests breast and wept out her sorrow.

It is well that he should thus have terminated it, my poor child. Nothing but fruitless dissatisfaction could have attended his remaining. Never, under any circumstances, could you have allowed yourself to espouse one of the heretical faith. Best as it is, my child! May the care of all the saints be given to you!

When the fourth morning arose and did not bring St. John, Adelines state grew distressing. To what compare her restless anxiety? You are all familiar with the old tale of Bluebeard. Sister Anne, Sister Anne, do you see anybody coming?

Alas, my sister, I see only the dust from a flock of sheep.

Sister Anne, Sister Anne, can you see anybody coming? Thus it was with Adeline. When her eyes ached with looking out, and she retired momentarily to ease them, it would be, Rose, Rose, do you see him coming?

No, I dont see a soul.

And then, Mary! go to the window. Can you see him coming?

And the day passed like the others, and he never came. It was, indeed, an anxious time with her. Left to herself, the marriage would inevitably take place, for, unsupported by St. John, she should not dare to oppose her father. But, on the fifth morning  ah, what relief!  he returned. Adeline, dear girl, look at him: what do you read? A self-possessed step of triumph, a conscious smile on his fine features, a glance of assured satisfaction in his truthful eye. He comes, indeed, as St. John of Castle Wafer.

Miss de Beaufoy, Adeline, and Mary were alone: the rest had gone over to the farm. He took Adelines hands in his: he saw how she had been suffering. But it is over, over, he whispered to her; I shall never leave you more.

It was unwise of you to come back, Mr. St. John, said Aunt Agnes, as she shook hands with him.

It was wise of me to go, he cried, a happy flush of triumph on his brow. Ah, dear Miss Beaufoy, you will soon pay us a visit at Castle Wafer. Where is Monsieur de la Chassé?

He has left for Paris.

I am sorry for it. He styled me an adventurer  a hunter after Adelines fortune. Had he remained until to-day, he might have eaten his words.

What is there to hope? Adeline could not help whispering.

Hope all, hope everything, my love, was his reply. I tell you to do so.

St. John, like an ambassador, had brought his credentials with him. All that he had so confidently asserted to M. de Castella was realized. His brother had received him with open arms, joying over the reconciliation. Solicitors were at once employed to liquidate Fredericks remaining debts, and to set free his property. Castle Wafer would be resigned to him on his marriage, and a brilliant income. He had represented Adeline in glowing colours to his brother, not enlarging on her beauty, which he said would speak for itself, but on her numerous endearing qualities of mind and heart. And Isaac, as he listened, became reconciled to the frustration of the marriage with Lady Anne St. John, and wrote to Adeline that he was prepared to love and welcome her as a daughter. His offered settlements for her were the same as those proposed for Lady Anne, and undeniable.

Never had Signor de Castella been so thoroughly put out. We are apt to believe what we wish, and he had been suffering himself to assume that Mr. St. John would really not return. Matters seemed to be becoming serious. With a bad grace he received the letter presented to him from Mr. Isaac St. John. It contained formal proposals for Adeline, with an explanatory detail of what has been stated above, submitting the whole to Signor de Castellas approval. The letter also preferred a request, which Frederick was to urge in person, that the Signor and his family would at once visit Castle Wafer and become acquainted with the home to which he consigned his child. The marriage could then take place as soon as was convenient, either in England or France, as might be agreed upon; after which, Frederick would take her to a warmer clime for the winter months.

Annoyed as M. de Castella was, he could not but be flattered at the honour done him, for he well knew that Isaac St. John of Castle Wafer might aspire, for his brother, to a higher alliance than this would be. But he showed his vexation.

You have acted improperly, Mr. St. John, both towards me and towards your brother. Pray, did you tell him that Adeline was all but the wife of another?

I told him everything, said Mr. St. John, firmly; and he agreed with me, that for Adelines own sake, if not for mine, she must be rescued from the unhappiness which threatens her.

You are bold, sir, cried M. de Castella, a flush of anger rising to his brow.

I am, returned Mr. St. John, bold and determined. You must pardon the avowal. It would ill become me to be otherwise, when so much is at stake.

M. de Castella wheeled back his easy-chair as he sat, the only diversion from the uncomfortable straight-backed seats which graced his cabinet. Listen to me, he said; I hope finally. Your journey to Castle Wafer, as I warned you it would be, has been worse than profitless: our conversation is the same. No human entreaty or menace  could such be offered me  would alter my determination one iota. Adeline will marry de la Chasse.

I have abstained from urging my own feelings, said Mr. St. John, warmly, but you must be aware that my happiness is at stake. My whole future, so to speak, is bound up in Adeline.

You do well not to urge them; it would make no difference. I am sorry; but it would not. This must end, Mr. St. John. I have already expressed my acknowledgments to you for the honour done me in your wish for an alliance; I shall express them presently to your brother. And I have no objection to confess, that, under other circumstances, I might have been tempted to entertain it, in spite of the difference in our faith. But the barriers between you and Adeline are insuperable.

Oh, M. de Castella, pray reflect. I have been bred with as nice a sense of honour as you: I venture to say it: and I trust I shall never be guilty of aught to tarnish that honour. But I should deem it an unrighteous thing to sacrifice to it a fellow-creatures happiness, and she an only child.

Oh, tush! Sacrifice!  happiness! These chimeras of the imagination are not recognized by us. Adeline may rebel in spirit  may repine for a week or two, but when once she is married to the Baron, she will settle down contentedly enough.

You are killing her, exclaimed St. John, in some excitement. You may not see it, but what I tell you is true. The painful suspense and agitation she has been exposed to lately, if continued, would kill her.

Then if such be your opinion, Mr. St. John, returned the Signor, sarcastically, you should put an end to it by withdrawing yourself.

I will not withdraw; I will not give up Adeline. I am more worthy of her than he is.

You have been highly reprehensible throughout the affair. You knew that Adeline was promised to another, and it was your duty to fly the place, or at least absent yourself from her, when you found an attachment was arising.

I dont know that I was awake to it in time. But if I had been, most likely I should not have flown. Had I been needy, as that man called me, or one whose rank were inferior to hers, then my duty would have been plain; but the heir to Castle Wafer has no need to fly like a craven.

Not on that score  not on that score. Had Adeline been but a peasant and engaged to another, you should have respected that engagement, and left her free.

I did not set myself out to gain her love. I assure you, Signor, that the passion which grew up between us was unsought on either side. It was the result of companionship, of similar tastes and sympathies; and it was firmly seated, I am convinced, in both our hearts, before I ever uttered a word, or gave way to an action that could be construed into a wooing one. And you will forgive me for reminding you, that had Adeline regarded de la Chasse with the feelings essential to render a marriage with him happy, she must have remained indifferent to me.

Our conference is at an end, observed M. de Castella, rising: I beg to state that I can never suffer it to be renewed. Finally: I feel obliged, flattered, by the honour you would have done Adeline, but I have no alternative but to decline it.

You have an alternative, Signor de Castella.

I have none. I have none, on my honour. Will you be the bearer of my despatch to Castle Wafer?

No. I shall remain where I am for the present.

I cannot pretend to control your movements, Mr. St. John, but it will be well that you absent yourself until after my daughters marriage. Where you to come in contact with the Baron, much unpleasantness might ensue.

He is not here. Therefore at present that question cannot arise.

I have no wish that our friendship should terminate: I may add that I do not wish it even to be interrupted, if you will but be reasonable. You must be aware  and for a moment the Signor relapsed into a tone of warm cordiality that we have all liked you very much, Mr. St. John, and have enjoyed your society in an unusual degree. Indeed it is this very feeling for you which has thrown difficulties in the way: but for that, the house would have been closed to you on your first rejection. You may stay where you are, and welcome; you may come still and see us, and welcome; provided you will exercise common sense, and allow matters to take their proper course. Mr. St. John made no reply whatever. He said good morning, and left the cabinet, nearly running against Father Marc, who was waiting to enter it.

After that there ensued what might be called a lull in the storm. St. John came occasionally to Beaufoy, sometimes met Adeline, by chance as it seemed, out of doors; but nothing more was heard of his pretensions. Meanwhile active preparations for the wedding went on: and the two young lady visitors prolonged their stay, having obtained leave from home and from Madame de Nino to do so.

And now we have to approach a phase of the history upon which it is not pleasant to touch. Mr. St. John made one final effort to shake the resolve of Signor de Castella; or, rather, attempted to make it, but was met by a peremptory command never to introduce the subject again. After that, it appeared to him that there was only one alternative, and he cautiously ventured to break it to Adeline  that of flying with him. It was received with terror and reproach  as was only natural; she felt indeed inexpressibly shocked, not only at the proposition itself, but that he should make it. But Mr. St. John persevered. He attempted reason first: if she did not take this step, how would she avoid the marriage with de la Chasse?

He brought forth arguments of the most persuasive eloquence: and reasoning eloquence is convincing, when it comes from beloved lips.

Let us give St. John his due. He truly thought, in all honour, that he was acting for the best, for Adelines welfare. It could scarcely be called an elopement that he was urging, since he took measures for it to be countenanced and assisted by his family. He told them the whole case, the entire truth; he implored them, for Adelines sake, to save her. To follow the progress of the matter day by day, step by step, would be useless: it is sufficient to say that he at length wrung a tardy and most reluctant consent from Adeline.

It wanted but three days to that fixed for the grand wedding, when she stood with him in the shrubbery in the twilight of the hot evening. There was indeed little time to lose, if she was to be saved. He put into her hand a letter addressed to her by his mother.

MY DEAR MADEMOISELLE DE CASTELLA, Frederick writes me word that you demurred to the arguments of my last letter, as being used only out of courtesy to you. You judge perfectly right in believing that I look upon elopements with a severe eye; every gentlewoman does so, if she be conscientious. But your case appears to be a most peculiar one. Your whole future happiness, perhaps life, is at stake; and I really do think Frederick is right in saying that it is a duty before Heaven to save you from this obnoxious marriage that is being forced upon you. It is a cruel thing to sacrifice you merely to the pledging of a word  and that is so, if I understand the matter rightly. Signor de Castella has stated (in his letter to my step-son, Mr. Isaac St. John) that were it not for this unlucky previous contract to which he is plighted, he should be proud of the alliance with Frederick; that to him personally he has no sort of objection. To tell you the truth, it appeared to me, from the wording of this letter (which my step-son sent up for my perusal) that your father would be glad of a pretext for breaking the contract, but that it seemed to him a simple impossibility that any such pretext could be found. It is this fact  though it may be better to call it opinion  which was my chief inducement to countenance the step now contemplated by Frederick. And if it must take place (and, as I say, I see no other way of escape for you), it is better that it should be done with my sanction: which will absolve you afterwards in the judgment of the world.

I am not sufficiently recovered to travel to the coast, as Frederick wished, but Lady Anne Saville has offered to supply my place. She leaves with her husband for Folkestone the day after to-morrow, and will receive you there from Fredericks hands. She will conduct you at once to London, to my house, where you will remain my guest until the marriage, which of course must take place at once; after which, you will leave for Castle Wafer, and pass there a brief sojourn before you start for the South. The settlements are here, waiting for your signature and Fredericks: Mr. Isaac St. John has already affixed his, and he will be in London before you arrive.

I am impatient to receive and welcome you. Believe me, my dear child, that I will always endeavour to be to you an affectionate mother.

SELINA ST. JOHN.

You will be in readiness to-morrow night, he whispered, as she closed the letter.

When are we to be married? she asked, after a pause. She might well bend her sweet face downwards as she asked it.

Adeline, you see what my mother says. I have written to procure a special licence, so that the Protestant ceremony shall be performed on our arrival, securing us from separation. Should the forms of your own religion require any delay, which I do not anticipate, you will remain with my mother until they can be completed. My home in town is at Mivarts.

You  you will be kind to me? she faltered, bursting into tears. I am leaving a happy home, my mother, my father, the friends of my childhood, I am leaving all for you; you will be ever kind to me?

Adeline, he interrupted, how can you ask the question? I am about to make you my dear wife; I will cherish you as you never yet were cherished. Your parents have loved you dearly, but not with such a love as mine. Heaven helping me, your life shall be one dream of happiness. No mother ever watched over her first-born, as I will watch over and cherish you.

Save for the wild beating of her heart, as his hand lay against it, he might have thought her cold, so still did she stand. It was the impassioned repose of all-perfect love, too deep, too pure for utterance, You are leaving this home for one more beautiful, he continued: you will forgive me for saying so when you see Castle Wafer. A home where you will reign its idol. I speak not now of myself. Its retainers are tried and faithful: they have been ours from generation to generation. They served my father, they have served my brother, they will serve me; and you, their mistress, will be revered and worshipped. It will be a happy home. We may sojourn occasionally in foreign lands; mingle in the gaieties of the world; but we shall return to it with a zest that in time will render us loth to quit it. There we will bring up our children, training them to goodness; there we will learn to live, so that we may become worthy to inherit a better world: the mode of worship may be different, but the faith and end are the same  one hope, one heaven, one God. Oh, Adeline, put away all fear for the future, all doubt of me, if indeed you could have such! I would bid another trust to my honour, I conjure you to confide in my love.

As they turned to the house, after a few hasty moments given to the arrangement of their plans, a sudden cough, sounding very near, startled them. St. John stepped aside a few paces, and saw, seated on a bench, Father Marc. Could he have been there long? If so, he must have heard more than was expedient, for he understood English. St. John bit his lip with vexation.

Are you there, father?

I have this instant sat down, my son. I am no longer young, and my legs pain me when I walk far. My course this evening has been a long one.

He may have come up only now, was the mental conclusion of Mr. St. John.

Is that Mademoiselle with you? resumed the priest  for Adeline, in her vexation, did not come prominently forward. Should the child be abroad in the night-air?

No. I am going to take her indoors. But it is not night yet.

Not yet: it was twilight still: but a dampness was already arising, the effect of the days heat. The weather was very sultry, even for the close of August, the days being one blaze of sunshine. Adeline hastened in: she had been away not much more than five minutes, but she dreaded being missed.

The plan for getting away was this. On the following night Adeline was to retire to her chamber early, under plea of headache, or some other slight indisposition; and, after dismissing Louise, to habit herself as she deemed suitable for her journey. She was then to steal downstairs and out of the house, before it was locked up for the night, and join Mr. St. John in the garden, who would be awaiting her. The same nondescript vehicle, which was a sort of long gig with a white calico head to it, that had served Mr. St. John on a previous occasion, and was both light and fleet, would be in readiness to convey them to Odesque. There they would take the night-train from Amiens to Boulogne and go at once on board the Folkestone steamer, Mr. St. John having taken care to ascertain that the tide served at a suitable hour for them, the steamer staring early in the morning. Once at Folkestone, he resigned her into the charge of Captain and Lady Anne Saville. By these means they hoped to get a whole nights start before the absence of Adeline was discovered at Beaufoy. The scheme appeared feasible enough in theory. But  in practice? that remained to be proved.

The eventful day arose; and what a day it was for Adeline! Not only was Adeline de Castella a bad one to carry on any sort of deception, but she looked upon the act she was about to commit, the quitting clandestinely her fathers home, as a very heinous crime indeed. It was not her love for Mr. St. John that took her: swayed by that alone, she had not dared to do it: it was her intense horror of becoming the wife of Alphonse de la Chasse. Could she only have changed natures for that one day with Miss Rose Darling!

But the day was got through somehow, even by Adeline, and evening drew on. After dinner they were sitting in the favourite room, the western drawing-room, when Mr. St. John came in. Some of them looked up in surprise: his visits latterly had been rare. He was unusually silent and thoughtful, and little was said by any one. Signor de Castella was playing chess with Agnes, and did not speak to him after the first greeting. Old Madame de Beaufoy was playing écarté with Mary Carr.

An ominous spirit of dulness seemed to sit upon them all. The room seemed so intensely still. Rose, who hated dulness as she hated poison, started up and opened the piano, hoping perhaps to dispel it, and began to look amidst the pile of music. She chose an old song; an out-of-date by gone song that she had not sung for months, perhaps years. How came she to hunt it up? It was a strange coincidence; little less than a fatality. The song was Kathleen Mavourneen. Had any one asked Rose to sing it, she would have cast back a sarcasm on the perverted taste, on English ideas,

vandalism, and commenced instead some new Italian or German thing, and screamed it through in defiance. On this night she began the song of her own accord; and I say it was a fatality.



To think that from Erin and thee I must part  

It may be for years, and it may be for ever



Thus far had Rose sung, when deep sobs startled her. They came from Adeline. She had been leaning back in her grandmammas fauteuil, pale and quiet, but full of inward agitation. The song seemed singularly applicable to her, and she had listened to its words as they went on with an oppressed heart. Singularly applicable! She was leaving her country, her home, and her dear parents, it might be for years, or it might be for ever, In these moments of sadness, a straw will unhinge the outward composure. Adelines sobs burst forth with violence, and it was entirely beyond her power to control them. The whole room looked up in amazement, and Rose brought her song to a sudden standstill.

Mr. St. John, who was near the piano, strode forward impulsively towards Adeline; but arrested his steps half way, and strode as impulsively back again. Anxious inquiries were pressed upon Adeline, and her mother laid down her embroidery and went to her. Adeline seemed to recover herself by magic, so far as outward calmness went. She excused herself in few words: it was a fit of low spirits; she had not felt well all day, and Roses song had affected her; the feeling had passed now. Mr. St. John whispered to Rose to begin another song, and she did so. He then wished the party good night, an d left. By-and-by, Adeline, pleading fatigue, said she would go to bed.

Do so, dear child, acquiesced her mother; you dont seem very well.

Good night, dear, dear mamma, she said, clinging round her mothers neck, while the rebellious tears again streamed from her eyes. She would have given half the anticipated happiness of her future life for her mother to have blessed her, but she did not dare to ask it. She approached her father last, hesitatingly; kissed him  a most unusual thing, for he was not a man to encourage these familiarities, even from his daughter  and left the room struggling convulsively to suppress her sobs.  

After sitting in her chamber a few minutes, to recover serenity, she rang for Louise. Up came that demoiselle, in open surprise that her young lady should have retired so early. Adeline said she had a headache, let her take off her dress, and then dismissed her.

Adeline bolted the door and began to look around her. Shock the first: her wardrobe was locked and the key gone. The dress and bonnet she meant to wear were in it; so she had to ring again.

I want the key of the wardrobe, she said, when Louise entered. It is locked.

Louise felt in her pocket, brought forth the key, and threw the doors back on their hinges. What should she give to mademoiselle?

This was difficult to answer. At any other time Adeline would have ordered her to leave the wardrobe open, and go. But her self-consciousness and dread of discovery caused her to hesitate then.

I want  a  pocket-handkerchief, stammered Adeline.

Sharply the doors were flung to again, locked, and the key returned to Louises pocket. Parbleu, mademoiselle, was her exclamation, turning to a chest of drawers, as if your handkerchiefs were kept in the wardrobe!

Adeline knew they were not as well as Louise, but just then she had not her wits about her. She was growing desperate.

One would think we had a thief in the house, by the way you keep places locked, she exclaimed. Leave the wardrobe open, Louise.

Indeed, and we have something as bad as a thief, answered Louise, grumblingly. If Susanne wants anything for madame, and thinks she can find it here, she makes no scruple of coming and turning about mademoiselles things. Only three days ago it took me an hour to put them straight after her.

Well, leave the wardrobe open for to-night, said Adeline: you can lock it again to-morrow, if you will. And Mademoiselle Louise swung the doors back again, and quitted the room.

Adeline proceeded to dress herself. She put on a dark silk dress, a light thin cashmere shawl, and a straw bonnet trimmed with white ribbons. She also threw over her shoulders a costly silk travelling cloak, lined and trimmed with ermine. It had been a present to her from Madame de Beaufoy against her journey to the South. She was soon ready, but it was scarcely time to depart. She was pale as death; so pale that the reflection of her own face in the glass startled her. Her head swam round, her limbs trembled, and she felt sick at heart. She began to doubt if she should have strength to go. She sat down and waited.

The minutes passed rapidly: it would soon be time, if she went at all. She felt in her pocket: all was there. Her purse, containing a few Napoleons; her handkerchief; a small phial of Cologne water; and a little case containing his gifts and letters.

She arose and placed her hands upon the lock of the door; but, too ill and agitated to proceed, turned round, drank a glass of water, and sat down again. The longer she stopped, the worse she grew; and, making a desperate effort, she extinguished the light, opened the door, and glided to the top of the stairs.

All seemed quiet. She could hear the murmur of the servants voices in their distant apartments, nothing else, and she stole noiselessly down the staircase, and across the lighted hall. As she was opening the front door, some one came out of the western drawing-room, and Adeline, with a quick, nervous effort, passed through, before whoever it was should be in sight, pulling the door gently after her.

Oh, misery! oh, horror! Planted at the foot of the steps, right in front of her, as if he had stopped on the spot and fallen into a reverie, was the priest, Father Marc. He glided up the steps, and seized her arm; and Adeline cried out, with a shrill, startled cry.

It was heard by Mademoiselle de Beaufoy, who was crossing the hall, and she came running out. It was heard by Mr. St. John from his hiding-place, behind one of the lions of the fountain, and he hastened forward.

Oh, Adeline, mistaken child, what is this? exclaimed her aunt. You would leave your home clandestinely! you, Adeline de Castella!

Aunt! aunt! have mercy on me! I  I do believe I am dying! I would rather die than go through what I have gone through lately!

And better for you, was the stern reply. Death is preferable to dishonour.

She was interrupted by the appearance of Mr. St. John. Adeline broke from her aunt and the priest, and fell forward in his arms, with a smothered cry; Oh, Frederick! Frederick! protect me in this dreadful hour!

Agnes de Beaufoy flew into the drawing-room, crying out that Mr. St. John was running away with Adeline, and they all went flocking out. St. Johns first effort was an attempt to soothe Adeline: his second to bear her into the house. The priest, a kind-hearted man, went away in the direction of his chapel.

For some time all was astonishment and confusion. Every one seemed to be talking at once, reproaching Mr. St. John. She still clung to him, as if to part with him would be to part with life; and he protected her valiantly. The first distinguishable words were from Signor de Castella.

So this is the recompense we receive from you! basely to betray her! to lead her to dishonour!

St. John was paler than they ever remembered to have seen him, but his voice and bearing were perfectly calm. I was leading her away to happiness, he answered; ere many hours had elapsed she would have been my honoured wife. Had my mother been well, she would have received her at Folkestone, but she is unable yet to quit her room, and Lady Anne Saville, than whom one of higher character and consideration does not exist, is there awaiting her, accompanied by her husband. My brother vacates Castle Wafer for her reception; the settlements, as they were proposed to you, are drawn up, awaiting our signatures; and until the marriage could have taken place  had there been but an hours delay  Adeline would have remained under my mothers roof and protection, conducted to it by Lady Anne. There are the vouchers for what I assert, he added, throwing some letters on the table, I lead her to dishonour! Had you, Signor de Castella, evinced the consideration for her happiness, that I have for her honour, there would not now be this dispute.

And you, shameless girl, thus to disgrace your name!

Reproach her not, interrupted Mr. St. John. I will not suffer a harsh word to her in my presence. For this step I alone am to blame. Adeline was resolute in refusing to listen or accede to it, and she never would have done so but for the countenance afforded to her in it by my family. Signor de -Castella, this is no moment for delicacy: I therefore tell you openly she shall be my wife. Our plans of to-night are frustrated, and should we not be able to carry out any other for her escape, Adeline must renounce at the altar the husband you would thrust upon her.

You are insolent, sir, said M. de Castella.

Not insolent, he replied, but determined.

There is no time to pursue the discussion. It was long and stormy. Madame de Castella cried all the time, but old Madame de Beaufoy was a little inclined to favour St. John. Not that she approved of the attempted escapade, but he was so wondrous a favourite of hers, that she could not remain in anger with him long, and she kept rapping her stick on the floor at many things he said, to indicate approval, something after the manner of a certain house of ours, when it cries out Hear, hear! Adeline stood by Mr. St. John, shaking with convulsive sobs, her white veil covering her face, the costly cloak falling from her shoulders and sweeping the ground. Her father suddenly turned to her.

Adeline de Castella, are you determined to marry this man?

Speak out, Adeline, said Mr. St. John, for no answer came from her.

I  cannot  marry de la Chasse, she faltered.

And you are determined to marry him  this Protestant Englishman?

If I may, she whispered, her sobs growing violent.

To-morrow morning I will discuss with you this subject, proceeded M. de Castella, still addressing his daughter. At the conclusion of our interview, you shall be free to choose between  between the husband I marked out for you, and him who now stands by your side.

On your honour? exclaimed Mr. St. John, surprised by the remark.

My word, sir, is valuable as yours, was the haughty reply. When my daughter shall have heard what I have to say, she shall then be free to follow her own will. I will not further influence her.

You will permit me to receive her decision from her own lips?

I tell you I will, not further control her. She shall be as free to act as I am. And now, Mr. St. John, good night to you.

Would to Heaven I might remain and watch over you this night! he whispered, as he reluctantly released Adeline. You need all soothing consolation, and there are none to offer it. Yet be comforted, my dear love, for if M. de Castella shall keep his word, it is our last parting.

He is a noble fellow, with all his faults, mentally ejaculated Agnes de Beaufoy, as she watched Mr. St. Johns receding form. And all his faults, what were they? That he would have interfered in anothers marriage contract, and stolen away the bride, to make her his own.

I did not think Adeline had it in her! exclaimed Rose, in a glow of delight, partly to the company, chiefly to herself. Rose had stood in a rapture of admiration the whole time. Adeline and Mary could not cast old scores at her, now.


CHAPTER XXV.

A CRISIS IN A LIFE.

THE dreaded interview with M. de Castella was all but over, and Adeline leaned against the straight-backed chair in the cabinet, more dead than alive, so completely had her fathers words bereft her of hope and energy.; When Mr. St. John first opened the affair, Signor de Castella had felt considerably annoyed, and would not glance at the possibility of breaking the contract with de la Chasse. But the Signor, cold as he was in manner, was not, at heart, indifferent to Adelines happiness. And when he found how entirely she was bound up in Mr. St. John, and the latter brought forth his munificent proposals and departed for England to get them triumphantly confirmed, then he began in secret to waver. But now stepped in another.

You, who read this, are of course aware that in many Roman Catholic families, especially foreign ones, the confessor exercises much influence over temporal matters as well as spiritual. And though the confessor to the Castellas, Father Marc, had not hitherto seen cause, or perhaps had opportunity, to put himself forward in such affairs, he felt himself bound to do so now. But you must not jump to a mistaken conclusion, or fancy he was one of those overbearing priests sometimes represented in works of fiction. That there are meddlers in all positions of life  in the Romish Church as well as in our Reformed one  every one knows. But Father Marc was not one of these. He was a good and conscientious man, and though an over-rigid Romanist, it was only in zeal for the Faith of his country, the religion to which he had been born and reared. No other Faith, according to his tenets, to his firm belief, would lead a soul to Heaven: and he deemed that he was acting for the best, nay, for the immortal interest of Adeline. Do not blame him! He loved the child, whom he had watched grow up from infancy. He honestly believed that to suffer Adeline to marry an Englishman and a heretic and make her home in Protestant England, would be to consign her to perdition. He therefore placed his veto upon it, a veto that might not be gainsaid, and forbid the contract to be interrupted with de la Chasse. If he interfered, with what may appear to us desperate measures, he believed the cause to be desperate which justified them; and he acted in accordance with the dictates of his own conscience; with what he deemed his duty to Adeline, to his religion, and to God.

She knew it all now: the secret of her fathers obstinacy, and why she must give up Mr. St. John and marry de la Chasse. She knew that if her father consented to her heretical marriage, or if she of herself persisted in contracting it, the Curse of the Church was to alight upon her, and upon her fathers house. The Curse of the Church! Adeline had been reared in all the belief and doctrines of the Romish faith, and she could no more have dared to act in defiance of that awful curse, than she would have dared to raise her hand against her own life. She leaned her head back on the uncomfortable chair, and moaned aloud in her overwhelming anguish. It might be cruel of Father Marc to have whispered of such a thing, but he had done it in his zealous love. Desperate diseases require desperate remedies.

The alternative of a convent, she gasped, cannot that be given me?

No, replied M. de Castella, who was painfully frigid throughout the interview, perhaps as a guard to his own feelings. You must marry. Your mother and I cannot consent to lose you from our sight, as, in the will of Providence, we lost Maria. You must choose between this Englishman and him to whom you are betrothed. If you marry the Englishman, you  and I, Adeline  will be put beyond the pale of Heaven. Marry him who expects, ere three days, to be your husband, and you will lead a tranquil life here, with sure hope of a Hereafter.

Does my mother know of this? she asked.

No. She will know it soon enough if your decision be against us.

Oh papa, papa! she burst forth, in momentary abandonment to the feelings that seemed to be killing her, can I not live on with you and mamma always, unmarried?

You cannot, Adeline. The only child that is left to us must fulfil womans appointed destiny on earth. And not shrink from it, he sternly added.

There was little more to be said, nothing more to be understood. She comprehended it all, and the situation she was placed in. She knew that, for her, all of peace and joy on earth was over. A mirror of the future flashed before her minds eye: she saw herself battling with its waves, and it was one broad sea of never-ending agony. Her heart fluttered violently, as it had never before fluttered: there was a strange sensation within her, as of some mighty weight, some torment rushing to her brain. She tottered as she rose from the chair, and laid hold of the table to steady herself. There  there is nothing more? she whispered.

Nothing, Adeline. Save to give your reply to Mr. St. John.

She was passing to the door when a word arrested her. She leaned against one of the secretaires as her father spoke.

I do not ask what your decision will be, Adeline. I have laid the case before you, as it exists, without circumlocution and without disguise. I said last night I would not bias your choice by a word of mine, and I will not.

The words sounded in her ear very like a mockery, and wild thoughts came across her, as she stood, of falling at her fathers feet, and beseeching him to have mercy. But she remembered that mercy, for her, did not rest with him.

Signor de Castella became alarmed at her ghastly look. He went forward and took her hands, speaking with more emotion than he had ever betrayed.

Adeline, may our holy Mother support you through this!

I have but your welfare at heart, and were your temporal interests alone in question, I would not oppose your inclinations. Child, I would give the half of my fortune, now, to ensure your happiness here. But  when it comes to pass that the interests of Eternity are at stake, no choice, as it seems to me, is left us. The Church has you in its keeping, and must be obeyed: I, at least, have no alternative: act, you, as you please. I have said that I would not coerce you; I do not. If your decision be against us, you shall depart for England to-day under the protection of your Aunt Agnes, who will remain and see you married. Hush! do not tell your decision to me; indeed, I am trying to keep my promise of leaving it entirely to you. Make your choice, and then give it to Mr. St. John.

He had released her as he was speaking. She was laying her hand upon the door, when her father spoke again. She turned towards him.

There is one thing, Adeline. Whatever be your decision you must not impart the nature of the impediment to Mr. St. John.

Not tell him the cause! she gasped  and the very words spoke all too plainly of what the decision would be not tell him!

Holy saints, no! he rejoined, his voice rising between surprise, anger, and emotion. I had scarcely thought it necessary to caution you. Not a word must be breathed. Our Church permits not her modes of dealing to be revealed to  to heretics.

He had made a pause at the last word, as if unwilling to speak it. With all his coldness and his bigotry, he was an essentially courteous man at heart. Adeline clasped her hands in piteous beseeching, but he interrupted the prayer hovering upon her lips.

It must not be, Adeline: Mr. St. John is not one of us. Surely you are not growing disaffected! he continued, in a sharp tone. It has occurred to me at times that I may have done wrong in allowing you to be so much here in your grandmothers home. When she married she quitted her Protestant faith and embraced ours, but I doubt whether she has ever been zealous in it at heart.

The tears shone in her eyes at the accusation, but she was too miserable, too agitated to let them fall.

Only a hint to him, papa! she implored. Permit it to me in mercy. Only a hint!

Not a hint; not a word, he sternly rejoined. I forbid it. The Church forbids it. Promise this.

I promise, she faintly said, yielding to the compulsion.

Kiss the crucifix.

He took down the small, beautiful image of our Saviour, in carved ivory, that was wont to hang over the mantelpiece, and held it to her lips. She did as she was told, and so sealed the secret.

There was nothing more. Adeline, a very ghost of despair, quitted the cabinet. Outside she encountered Rose.

What a long time you have been in there! was the young ladys eager exclamation. Your wedding-dress is come, with lots more things, nearly a fourgon full, Louise says. They are gone upstairs to inspect them, and I have been waiting for you, all impatience. No reason why we should not admire them, you know, though matters are cross. But  Adeline!

Adeline lifted her eyes at the sudden exclamation.

How ill you look!

Is Mr. St. John in the drawing-room? was the only rejoinder.

He has been there this half-hour. I left him there, all alone in his glory, for I could stay away from the view no longer. I shall go upstairs without you, if you are not coming.

I will follow you presently, she murmured.

Adeline, let me into a secret. I wont tell. Will the dress be worn for the purpose it was intended  de la Chasses wedding?

Yes, she feebly answered, passing on to the west drawingroom.

Rose arrested her impatient steps, and gazed after her.

Whatever is the matter? How strangely ill she looks! And she says the marriage is to come off with de la Chasse! I wonder whether thats gospel: or nothing but a blind? When the wedding-morning comes, we may find Jock o Hazeldean enacted in real life. It would be glorious fun!

Mr. St. John was pacing the room when Adeline went in. He met her with a sunny smile, and would have held her to him. But Adeline de Castella was possessed of extreme rectitude of feeling: and she now knew that in two days time she should be the wife of the Baron de la Chasse. Alas! in spite of the fears that sometimes assailed her, she had, from the beginning, too surely counted on becoming the wife of Mr. St. John. She evaded him, and walked forward, panting for breath.

He was alarmed as he gazed upon her. He saw the agitation she was in; the fearful aspect of her features, which still wore the ghastly hue they had assumed in the cabinet. He took one of her hands within his, but even that she withdrew.

In the name of Heaven, Adeline, what is this?

She essayed to answer him, and could not. The palpitation in her throat impeded her utterance. The oppression on her breath increased.

Adeline! have you no pity for my suspense?

I  I  am frying to tell you, she gasped out, with a jerk between most of her words. I am going  to  marry him  de la Chasse.

He looked at her for some moments without speaking. You have been ill, Adeline, he said at length. I saw last night the state you were in, and would have given much to remain by you.

I am not wandering, she answered, detecting the bent of his thoughts. I am telling you truth. I must marry him.

Adeline  if you are indeed in full possession of your senses  explain what you would say. I do not understand.

It is easy enough to be understood, she replied, leaning against the side of the large window for support. On Saturday, their fixed wedding-day, I shall marry him.

Oh, this is shameful! this is dreadful! he exclaimed. How can they have tampered with you like this?

They have not tampered with me, Frederick. I decide of my own will.

It is disgraceful! disgraceful! he uttered. Where is Signor de Castella? I will tell him what I think of his conduct. He talk of honour!

She placed her hand upon his arm to detain him, for he was turning from the room. He can tell you nothing, she said. He does not yet know my decision. Do not blame him.

He said last night that you should be free to choose, impatiently returned Mr. St John.

And I am free. He  laid  (she hardly knew how to frame her words and yet respect her oath) he laid the case fully before me, and left me to decide for myself. Had I chosen you, he said my Aunt Agnes should accompany us to-day to England, and see me married. But  I  dared not  I  (she burst into a flood of most distressing tears) I must marry de la Chasse.

Explain, explain. He was getting hot and angry.

I have nothing to explain. Only that my father left it to me, and that I must marry him: and that my heart will break.

When he perfectly understood her, understood that there was no hope, the burst of reproach that came from him was terrible. Yet might it not be excused? He had parted from her on the previous night in the full expectation that she would be his wife: now could he think otherwise after all that had occurred, and the concluding promise of M. de Castella? Yet now, without preface, without reason, she told him that she renounced him for his rival. A reason, unhappily, she dared not give.

Oh, once more, in spite of her resistance, Mr. St. John held her to his heart. He spoke to her words of the sweetest and most persuasive eloquence; he besought her to fly with him, to become his beloved wife. And she was obliged to wrest herself from him, and assure him that his prayers were wasted; that she was compelled to be more obdurate than even her father had been.

It was a fault, you know, of Mr. St. Johns to be hasty and passionate, when moved to it by any great cause; but perhaps a storm of passion so violent as that he gave way to now, had never yet shaken him. His reproaches were keen: entirely unreasonable: but an angry man does not weigh his words.

False and fickle that you are, you have never loved me! I see it all now. You have but led me on, to increase at the last moment the triumph of de la Chasse. It may have been a planned thing between you! Your true vows have been given to him, your false ones to me.

Adeline placed her hands on his, as if imploring mercy, and would have knelt before him; but he held her up, not tenderly.

If I thought you did not know your words are untrue, it would kill me, she faltered. Had we been married, as, until this day, I thought and prayed we should be, you would have known how entirely I love you; how the love will endure unto death. I can tell you this, now, because we are about to separate, and it is the last time we must ever be together in this world. Oh, Frederick! mercy! mercy!  do not profess to think I have loved another.

You are about to marry him.

I shall marry him, hating him; I shall marry him, loving you; do you not think I have enough of misery?

As I am a living man, spoke Mr. St. John, I cannot understand this! You say your father told you to choose between us?

I feel as if I should die, she murmured; I have felt so, at times, for several weeks past. There is something hanging over me, I think, she continued, passing her hand across her forehead, abstractedly.

Adeline, he impatiently repeated, are you deceiving me? Did your father give you free liberty to choose between us?

Yes; he gave it me  after placing the whole case before me, she was obliged to answer.

And you tell me that you have deliberately chosen de la Chasse? You give me no explanation; but cast me off like this?

I dare not give it. That is  striving to soften the words that were wrung from her I have no explanation to give. Oh, Frederick, dearest Frederick  let me call you so in your presence, for the first and last and only time  do not reproach me? Indeed, I must marry him.

Of your own free deliberation, you will, on Saturday next, walk to the altar and become his wife? he reiterated. Do you mean to tell me that?

She made a gesture in the affirmative, her sobs rising hysterically. What with her confused state of feeling, and the anxiety she was under to preserve inviolate the obligation so solemnly undertaken, she was perhaps even less explanatory than she might have been. But who, in these moments of agitation, can act precisely as he ought?

Fie upon you! fie upon you! he cried, contemptuously. You boast of loving! you may well do so, when you had two lovers to practise upon. I understand it all, now; your objection to my speaking, until the last moment, to M. de Castella; you would keep us both in your train, forsooth, incense to your vanity! You have but fooled me by pretending to listen to my love; you have led me on, and played with me, a slave to be sacrificed on his shrine! I give you up to him joyfully. I am well quit of you.

Mercy! mercy! she implored, shrinking down, and clasping her hands together.

Fool that I was to be so deceived! Light and fickle that you are, you are not worthy to be enshrined in an honourable mans heart. I will thrust your image from mine, until not a trace, not a recollection of it, is left. I thank God it will be no impossible task. The spell that bound me to you is broken. Deceitful, worthless girl, thus to have betrayed your falseheartedness at the last: but better for me to have discovered it before marriage than after. I thank you for this, basely treated as I have been.

She made an effort to interrupt him, a weak, broken-hearted effort; but his fierce torrent of speech overpowered it.

I go now; and, in leaving this place, shall leave its memories behind. I will never willingly think of you again in life. Contemptuously as you have cast off me, so will I endeavour in my heart to cast off you, and all remembrance of you. I wish you good-bye, for ever. And I hope, for de la Chasses sake, your conduct to him, as a wife, may be different from what it has been to me.

There was a strange, overwhelming agony, both of body and mind, at work within her, such as she had never experienced or dreamt of;  a chaos of confused ideas, the most painful of which was the conviction that he  was leaving her for ever in contempt and scorn. A wild desire to detain him; to convince him that at least she was not the false-hearted being he had painted her; to hear some kinder words from his lips, and those recalled, crowded to her brain, mixing itself up with the confusion and despair already there.

With his mocking farewell he had hastened from the room by way of the colonnade; it was  the nearest way  to the path leading to his home, and he was  in no mood to  stand upon ceremony. Adeline went after him, but his strides were quick, and she did not gain upon his steps. She called aloud to him, in her flood-tide of despair.

He turned and saw her, flying down the steps after him. One repellent, haughty gesture alone escaped him, and he quickened his pace onwards. She saw the movement of contempt; but she still pressed on, and got half-way across the lawn. There she sank upon the grass, at first in a kneeling posture, her arms outstretched towards him, as if they could bring him back, and a sharp, wailing cry of anguish escaping from her lips.

Why did he not look round? There was just time for it, ere he was hidden in the dark shrubbery: he would have seen enough to drive away his storm of anger. But waxing stronger, in his wrath, he strode on, without deigning to cast another glance behind.

They were in the chamber over the western drawing-room, examining the things just arrived from Paris. Rose happened to be at the window, and saw Adeline fall. Uttering an exclamation, which caused Mary Carr also to look, she turned from it, and ran down to her. Mary followed, but her pace was slow, for she suspected nothing amiss, and thought Adeline had but stooped to look at something on the grass. When Mary reached the colonnade, Rose was up with Adeline, and seemed to be raising her head.

What was it? Miss Carr strained her eyes in a sort of bewildered wonder. Of their two dresses, the one was white, the other a delicate lilac muslin, and strange spots appeared on each of them, spots of a fresh bright crimson colour, that glowed in the sun. Were they spots of  blood? And  was Adelines mouth stained with it? Mary turned sick as the truth flashed upon her. Adeline must have broken a bloodvessel.

Terrified, confused, for once Mary Carr lost her habitual presence of mind. She not only rang the bell violently, but she shrieked aloud, crying still as she hastened to the lawn. The servants came running out, and then the family.

Rose was kneeling on the grass, pale with terror, supporting Adelines head on her bosom. Roses hair, the ends of her long golden ringlets, were touched with the crimson, her hands marked with it; and Adeline  Madame de Castella fell down in a fainting-fit.

Yes, she had broken a blood-vessel. The anguish, the emotion, too great to bear had suddenly snapped asunder one of those little tenures of life. Ah! the truth flashed upon more than one of those standing around her in their consternation  those frail lungs had but been patched up for a short time; not healed.

They bore her round, gently as might be, from the lawn into the yellow drawing-room, avoiding the steps of the colonnade, not daring to carry her up to the bed-chambers, and laid her on the costly, though somewhat old-fashioned and large sofa. What a sight she looked! the white face, the closed eyes, telling scarcely of life, and the red stains contrasting with the amber-velvet pillows. A groom went riding off to Odesque at full gallop  that is, as much of a gallop as French by-roads will allow  to bring back the Odesque doctor, the nearest medical man. He was also charged to send a telegraphic message to Belport for the French gentleman who had attended her in the spring; and he was requested to bring with him an English physician.

How prone are we to cheat ourselves! that is, to try to cheat ourselves. Signor de Castella, the first shock past, affected to talk cheerfully  cheerfully for him  of its being only a little vessel that had given way on the chest, not the lungs. Adeline lay on the sofa, passive. She was quite conscious, fully awake to all that was passing around her; as might be seen by the occasional opening of the eyes. Madame de Castella, really ill, as these impressionable natures are apt to be, was in her room, falling from one fainting-fit into another. Madame de Beaufoy sat with her; and the Signor, a most devoted husband, made repeated pilgrimages to the chamber. The poor old lady had taken one look at Adeline, and been led away by her maid, wringing her hands in shuddering dismay. So that in point of fact the yellow drawing-room was left very much to the two sympathizing, but terrified young ladies, the upper women-servants, and Aunt Agnes. As she lay there, poor child, the angry indignation cast upon her ever since the previous night calmed down. Better perhaps that they had let her go to her runaway wedding. It would not have much mattered either way: a loving bride, or a disappointed, unhappy girl, life for her could not last very long. How far the sense of shame, so ripe in her mind for the last few hours, had contributed its quota to the attack, will never be known. The most indignant of them all had been Agnes de Beaufoy; and she could not quite recover it yet.

Adeline turned her head as Rose was passing near her. Am I dying? she asked.

Oh, Adeline, you must not speak! was Roses startled rejoinder. The doctor will be here soon. Dying! of course you are not.

Wheres papa?

Pray dont attempt to speak! He was here a minute or two ago: he will be here again.

Rose, came the soft whisper, in spite of the injunction, think I am dying. I should like to see Frederick St. John. Only for a minute, tell him.

Rose, consulting no one, penned a hasty note to Mr. St. John, her tears dropping all the time: she also thought death was at hand. It was written in her own rather wild fashion, but was clear and peremptory. Louise was called out of the yellow drawing-room and despatched with it. And the time passed slowly on.

The most perfect quiet, both of mind and body, was essential for Adeline; yet there she lay, evidently anxious, inwardly restless, her eyes seeking the door, expecting the appearance of Mr. St. John. But he did not come; neither did Louise. Had Rose done well to pen that note? Adeline was exhausted and silent, but not the less excited.

In came Louise at last, looking, as usual, fiery hot, her black eyes round and sparkling. Her proper course would have been to call Rose from the room; but she stalked direct into the presence of Adeline, bringing her news. It happened that none of the elders were in the room at the moment: Signor de Castella had again gone to his wifes chamber; and Miss de Beaufoy was outside the large entrance-door, looking in her impatience for signs of the doctor from Odesque. Louise had made haste to Madame Barets and back, as desired, and came in at once, without waiting even to remove her gloves, the only addition (except the parapluie rouge) necessary to render her home-costume a walking one. What would an English ladys-maid say to that? In her hand she bore a packet, or very thick letter, for Adeline, directed and sealed by Mr. St. John. Adeline followed it with her eyes, as Rose took it from Louise.

Shall I open it? whispered Rose, bending gently over her.

Adeline looked assent, and Rose broke the seal, holding it immediately before her face. It was a blank sheet of paper, without word or comment, enclosing the letters she had written to him. They fell in a heap upon her, as she lay. Rose, at home in such matters, understood it as soon as Adeline, and turned with a frown to Louise.

Did Mr. St. John give you this?

Ah, no, mademoiselle. Mr. St. John is gone.

Gone!

Gone away to England. Gone for good.

Rose gathered the letters into the sheet of paper, as if in abstraction, amusing herself by endeavouring to put together the large seal she had broken. Truth was, she did not know what to say or do. Adelines eyes were closed, but she heard  by the heaving bosom and crimsoned cheeks, contrasting with their previous ghastly paleness. Louise, like a simpleton, continued in an undertone to Rose, and there was no one by to check her gossip.

He had not been gone three minutes when I got there  

Oh, by the way, mademoiselle, heres the note you gave me for him. Madame Baret was changing her cap to bring up the thick letter, for Mr. St. John had said it was to be taken special care of, and given into Mademoiselle Adelines own hands, so she thought she would bring it herself. Shes in a fine way at his going, is mother Baret, for she says she never saw any one that she liked so much.

But what took him off in this sudden manner? demanded Rose, forgetful of Adeline in her own eager curiosity.

Madame Baret says shed give her two ears to know, responded Louise. She thought something must have happened up here  a dispute, or some unpleasant matter of that sort. But I told her, No. Something had occurred here unfortunately, sure enough, but it could have had nothing to do with Mr. St. John, because he had left the château previously. She then thought he might have received ill news from England; though no letters came for him in the morning. But whatever it might be, he was in an awful passion. He has spoilt the picture.

Which picture? quickly asked Rose.

Before recording the answer, it may be well to explain that Adelines portrait had been finished long ago, and taken to the château. But on the return of M. de Castella from Paris, he had suggested some alteration in the back-ground and in the drapery, so it was sent back to the Lodge. Events had then crowded so fast, one upon another, coupled with Mr. St. Johns two visits to England, that the change was not at once effected. During the last few days, however, St. John had been at work, and completed it. Only the previous evening, when he was secretly expecting to leave with Adeline, he had given orders that it should be conveyed the next day to Beaufoy.

Which picture? was the impatient demand of Rose.

Mademoiselles likeness that he had been taking himself, answered Louise. He went into the painting-room after he got home just now, and began flinging his things together, Madame Baret heard sounds and went to look who was there; but she only peeped in at the door, for she had not changed her night-cap, and there she saw him. There was some blue paint on a palette at hand, and he dabbed a wet brush in it and smeared it right across the face. My faith! the way he must have been in, to destroy his own work. And such a beautiful face as he had made it!

A pause. Rose, in her astonishment, could only stare. She knew nothing, be it remembered, of the breach between him and Adeline. No one did know of it.

I knew he could be furiously passionate on occasions, was her first remark. I told him so one day.

It was a shame, Madame Baret said in telling me, to vent his anger upon that. resumed Louise. So senseless: and quite like an insult to Mademoiselle Adeline  just as if she had offended him. Of course I agreed with the Mère Baret that it was a shame, a wicked shame: and then, if youll believe me, mademoiselle, she flew out at me for saying it, and vowed that nobody should speak a word against Mr. St. John in her hearing. He was of a perfectly golden temper, she went on, he always behaved like a prince to everybody, and she was sure something out of common must have occurred to shake him, for he seemed to be quite beside himself  to know no more what he was doing than a child.

Rose glanced at Adeline, whom, perhaps, she suddenly remembered. The crimson had faded on the wan cheeks; the quivering eyes were closed. What effort might it be costing her, let us wonder, to lie there and make no sign?

I am sure I dont want to speak against him, continued Louise, in an injured tone, meant as a reproach for the absent mistress of the Lodge. I only chimed in with the Dame Baret for politeness sake  and what had taken her, to be so capricious, I cant think: one mood one minute, another the next. Mr. St. John was a thorough gentleman, always behaving like one to us servants: and you know, besides, Mademoiselle Rose, he spoke French like a true angel.

Comme un vrai ange, were the maids words. It may be as well to give them. Rose nodded.

Which is what cant be said of most Englishmen, added Louise.

But what has he gone away for so suddenly? questioned Rose.

Nobody knows, mademoiselle. As he was going in, he met Victor  that lazy fellow Père Baret keeps about the place; I wouldnt  and ordered a horse to be got ready for him and brought round. Then he went into the painting-room, where Madame peeped in and saw him, but didnt show herself on account of her cap. He was in there ever so long, and then he went up to his chamber. By the time he came out his anger was over, and he was never more calm or pleasant than when he called to Dame Baret and gave her the packet for Mademoiselle Adeline, asking her to oblige him by bringing it up herself. Then he told her he was going to leave. She says you might have knocked her down with a whiff of old Barets pipe. And I dont wonder at it; what with the unexpected news, and what with the consciousness of her cap, which she hadnt had time to change. Its not once in six months that Madame Barets coiffure is amiss, but they have the sweeps to-day.

Let her cap and the sweeps alone, cried Rose, impatiently. I wish youd go on properly, Louise.

Well, mademoiselle, when Dame Baret had recovered the shock a little, she asked him whether he was going away for long, and when he should be back. He told her he should never come back; never; but would write and explain to M. dEstival. He thanked her for all her attention, and said she and M. Baret should hear from him. With that he rode off; giving orders that his clothes and other things should be packed and sent after him, and leaving a mint of money for all who had waited on him.

And where is he gone? questioned Rose. To England?

Mother Baret supposes so, mademoiselle. Its where his things are to be sent, at any rate. He is riding to Odesque now, so he must be going to take the train either for Paris or the coast.

It is impossible to say how much more Louise would have found to relate, and Rose to listen to, but the clattering hoofs of a horse were heard outside, and Louise hastened to the window, hoping it might be the surgeon from Odesque. Hazardous, perhaps, it had been for Adeline to listen to this: and yet well. As he had gone, it was better that she should know it; and be, so far, at rest.

The surgeon from Odesque it proved to be. Ah! how strangely do things fall out in this world! When the two horsemen had met in the road some half-hour before, each of them spurring his steed to its fleetest pace, and had exchanged a passing salutation of courtesy, how little was Mr. St. John conscious that the surgeon was speeding to her whom he had quitted in anger, against whom he was even then boiling over with resentment; speeding to her in her sore need, as she lay a-dying!

Not dying quite immediately; not that day, perhaps not for some short weeks; but still dying. Such was the fiat of the surgeon, as whispered to Miss de Beaufoy; from whom it spread to the awe-struck household. Some of them refused to receive it: M. de Castella for one; Rose for another. Well, the doctor answered, it was his fatal opinion; but no one would be more thankful than he to find it a mistaken one; and he was truly glad that other medical men were telegraphed for; he felt his responsibility.

He assisted to carry Adeline upstairs to her chamber. Very gently was she borne to it: and Rose carried the packet up after her, and put it away safely in the sight of Adeline. Of course the chief thing was to keep her perfectly quiet, mentally and bodily, the doctor said. If further hemorrhage could be prevented and the wound healed, she might  might go on. He spoke the words in a hesitating manner, as if himself doubting it: and Rose, who had stolen into the conference, which was taking place downstairs, said afterwards she should have liked to gag him.

Late in the evening, arrived the two doctors from Belport, le Docteur Dorré and an English physician. They were more reticent than the surgeon of Odesque had been, not saying that Adeline was in any sort of danger; not thinking it, so far as could be seen. The Englishman was old, the Frenchman comparatively young. Adeline was considerably better then, to all appearance: perhaps they did not really detect cause for alarm. She lay quite tranquil, smiled at them, and talked a little; neither did she look very ill, except that she was pale; and all traces of the sudden malady had been removed. Indeed the wild commotion of the morning had given place to a very different state of things. All was tranquil; and Madame de Castella was about again, and cheerful.



After the doctors had seen Adeline, they retired to a room alone, emerging from it after a few minutes consultation. The chief thing, as the other one had said, was to keep her still and quiet; no talking, no excitement. One person alone must be in the room with her at a time; and that, as they strongly recommended, should be a sick-nurse. Madame de Castella assented eagerly, hanging, as it were, upon the very words that issued from their lips. Dr. Dorré spoke of the Englishwoman who had attended her in the spring: she had struck him as being one of the best and most efficient nurses he had ever in his life seen.

Ill inquire after her the first thing to-morrow morning, said the young doctor; I think I know her address: and Ill send her over.

They were to be over themselves also on the morrow, to meet the doctor from Odesque; for their visits could not be frequent. Belport was too far off to allow of their coming daily.

See after Nurse Brayford! exclaimed Rose, when this item of intelligence reached her ears after the doctors had departed. It will be of no use, dear Madame de Castella. She went away with my sister, Mrs. Carleton St. John. They are travelling somewhere in Germany. Did I not tell you Charlotte had taken her?

But has she kept her all this time? The nurse may have returned.

She may, replied Rose, speaking slowly in her deliberation. I dont think she has, though. The last time I heard from London, from mamma, she said she feared dear Charlotte was being tried sadly, for that she never could get a letter from her now. Charlotte was always first and foremost with mamma, the rest of us nothing. Its more than she was with me, though, added Rose, lifting her nose in the air as she shook back her golden ringlets. A domineering thing!

If the little child has got better, the nurse may have been dismissed, observed Madame de Castella, who now remembered to have heard the circumstances under which Nurse Brayford had been taken.

But I fear he has not got better, answered Rose. I fear he is getting worse. Mary Anne said so when she wrote to me. About the nurse we shall see: I hope, for Adelines sake, she is back again.

It should have been mentioned that Signor de Castella had sent an express to the Baron de la Chasse, to arrest his journey to Beaufoy. But he came, nevertheless: much concerned, of course. He saw Adeline for a few minutes in the presence of her mother and aunt. It was on the very day they were to have been married. He was excessively shocked at her death-like appearance  to which theres not the least doubt the sight of himself contributed  but endeavoured to express many a kind hope of her speedy recovery, hinting that he was an interested party in it.

She is very ill! he exclaimed to Rose, when they met downstairs, before his departure.

Very, lamented Rose. And to think those beautiful wedding things, that were to have been worn to-day, are shut up out of sight in drawers and boxes!

Wheres that presuming Anglais? asked the Frenchman.

Oh, hes gone back to his own country, replied Rose, carelessly. Ages ago, it seem now. I dont think you and he need have quarrelled over her, Monsieur le Baron.

He detected her meaning  that Adeline would not live to belong to either  and he bent his head in sorrow, and stroked his silky yellow moustache, and began to speak in a feeling, thoughtful manner of her illness; of the mischief of the spring which had broken out again, when they had all deemed it cured. He had no idea, and never could have any, that this had been brought on by the misery and emotion that were too great to bear.  

Meanwhile Mrs. Brayford had been sought for in vain. She was still absent from Belport, in attendance on the little heir of Alnwick. A French nurse came to Beaufoy to occupy her place. A tall, thin, dark-eyed, quick woman, dressed in black; kind enough, and very capable; but with a gossiping tongue that rivalled at least that of Louise.


CHAPTER XXVI.

THE SICK CHAMBER.

DRAW aside the curtain, Rose, said Adeline de Castella, feebly. The sun has passed.

You can take a look at her as she lies. Some few weeks have passed since the sad occurrence just related, but there is no visible improvement in her appearance. Her face is wan, thinner than it was then, and dark circles have formed round her eyes. There had been no recurrence of the alarming symptoms from the lungs: indeed, the hurt seemed to have healed itself immediately; but a great deal of fever had supervened, and this had left her in a sad state of weakness. The doctors seemed a little puzzled at this condition of fever and its continuance; some of those around her were not, but knew it for the result of her unhappy state of mind. That consumption had set its seal upon her, there was no longer any doubt, but it was thought probable the disease might linger in its progress.

Rose and Mary were with her still. Adeline could not bear to hear of their leaving. They must spare you to me until the end, she said, alluding to their friends, and the young ladies seemed quite willing to accept the position. They were her chief companions; the French nurse remained, but her office was partly a sinecure, and just now she was occupied with Madame de Beaufoy, who was confined to her bed with illness. Signor de Castella was in Paris on business  he always seemed to have business on hand, but no one could ever quite find out what it was. Agnes de Beaufoy sat much with her mother. Madame de Castella was almost as ill as Adeline; grieving, fretting, repining continually. She paid frequent visits to Adelines room, but seldom stayed in it long, for she was apt to suffer her feelings to get ahead, and to become hysterical. A frequent visitor to it was Father Marc; the most cheerful, chatty, pleasant of all. He brought her no end of entertaining anecdotes of the neighbourhood, and sometimes succeeded in winning a smile from her lips. He never entered with her upon religious topics, so far as the two young ladies saw or heard; never appeared to anticipate that the end of lifes race was entered upon. Rose had put aside much of her giddy vanity, and they all loved her. She was in bitter repentance for her unnecessary and exaggerated revelations touching Sarah Beauclerc;  there, in her knowledge of that, lay the keenest sting of Adelines misery, Adeline remained silent as to her inward life, silent as the grave; but something had been gathered of it. She had more than once fallen into a sort of delirium  I dont know any better name for it; partly sleep, partly a talking and waking dream, and some painful thoughts had been spoken in it. It always occurred at the dusk of evening, and Adeline herself seemed unconscious of it when she woke up to reality. You may meet with such a case yourselves; when you do, suspect the patients state of alarming bodily weakness.

Adelines former chamber had been changed for one with a southern aspect. The bed was in a recess, as is customary in the country, or rather in a smaller room, for there were windows and two doors in it. A large cheerful chamber, or sitting-room, the chief, the windows lofty, the fire-place handsome, the little Turkey-carpet mats, scattered on the polished floor, of bright colours. Adelines sofa just now faced the windows; it was light, and could be turned easily any way on its firm castors; Madame de Castella leaned back in an easy-chair, nearly as pale and worn as Adeline; Mary Carr was working; Rose listlessly turned over the leaves of one of the pretty books lying on the large round table.

Draw aside the curtain, Rose, Adeline said. The sun has passed.

Rose drew it aside. An hour or so before, the weak, watery sun had come forth from behind the lowering grey clouds and sent his beams straight into Adelines eyes, so they had shut him out. Diminished in force though the rays were, they were yet too bright for the invalids sight. Surely, when you come to think of it, there was a singular affinity between the weather and Adelines health and happiness. Cold, wet, boisterous, and gloomy had it been in the spring, during the time of her long illness, up to the period, within a few days, of her arrival at Beaufoy and commencing intimacy with Frederick St. John; warm, brilliant and beautiful it was all through the months of that intimacy; but with its abrupt termination, the very day subsequent to the miserable one of his departure and of Adelines dangerous accident, it had abruptly changed, and become cold, wet, dreary again. Weeks, as you have heard, had elapsed since, and the weather still wore the same gloomy aspect, in which there seemed no prospect of amendment on this side winter. A feeling of awe, almost of superstition, would creep over Mary Carr, as she sat by Adelines bedside in the dim evenings, listening to the moaning, sighing wind, as it swept round the unprotected château and shook off the leaves from the nearly bare trees on the western side. It sounded so like a dirge for the dying girl who was passing from them! The watchers would look up with a shiver, and say how dreary it was, this gloomy weather, and wish it would change, forgetting that the sweetest summers day, the brightest skies, cannot bring joy to a house where joy exists not, or renew the peace of a heart from which hope has flown. Very fanciful all this, no doubt, you will say; what has the weather to do with events in this busy world of ours? Nothing, of course. Still, it had been a curious year; winter, summer, and now winter again; but neither spring nor autumn.

As Rose drew aside the curtain, humming a scrap of a song at the same time, for she was always gay, and nothing could take it out of her, Adeline left the sofa where she had been lying, and sat down near the fire in any easy-chair of white dimity.

Mamma, she said, catching sight of Madame de Castellas lifeless, sickly aspect, why do you not go out? It is not raining to-day, and the fresh air would do you good.

Oh, Adeline, sighed the unhappy mother, nothing will do me good while I see you as you are.

Now, Madame de Castella! remonstrated Rose. You persist in taking a wrong view of things! Adeline is getting better and stronger every day.

True, in a degree. But would it last? Perhaps Rose herself, in her inmost heart, knew that it would not. Madame de Castella rose abruptly, and quitted the room; and Rose gave a shrug to her pretty shoulders. There were times, as she privately confided to Mary Carr, when she could have shaken Madame for her line of conduct. She vented her anger just now on the pillow behind Adelines back, knocking it unmercifully, under the plea of smoothing it to comfort.

Im putting it straight for you, Adeline.

No matter, dear Rose. It will do very well. Thank you all the same.

I wish youd taste this jelly; its delicious.

But I dont care for it; I dont care to eat, was the apathetic reply.

Shall I read to you? asked Rose.

As you will, dear Rose; it seems all one to me. But thank you very much.

Thus had she been all along; thus she continued. Quiet, passive, grateful for their cares, but showing no interest in any earthly thing. No tidings whatever had been heard of Mr. St. John since he left; what quarter of the known world he might be in, whether or not he was aware of Adelines state, they could not conjecture. It was assumed that he was in London; Adeline, for one, never thought of doubting it. All this while, and not a single remembrance from him!

Rose went to the table, turned over the books collected there, and took up a volume of Tennyson.

Not that, said Adeline, quickly glancing up with a faint colour. Something else.

No, not that. He had given her the book, and been accustomed to read it to her. How could she bear to hear it read by another?

Rose tried again: Béranger. That wont do, she said. A pretty laugh you would have at my French accent!

Your accent is not a bad one, Rose.

It may pass in conversation. But to read poetry aloud in any language but ones own, is  Whats this? continued Rose, interrupting herself as she opened another volume; which she as quickly dropped again. It was Bulwers Pilgrims of the Rhine.

That will do as well as another, said Adeline.

No, shortly answered Rose, avoiding the book with a gesture that was half a shrug and half a shudder. Adeline stretched out her hand and drew her near, speaking in a low murmuring tone.

You fear to remind me of myself, Rose, in telling of Gertrude. Indeed, there is no analogy to be traced between the cases, she added, with a bitter smile, save in the nature of the disease; and that we must both die. One might envy her fate.

I dont like the book, persisted Rose.

I do, said Adeline. One tale in it I could never be tired of. I forget its title, but it begins, The angels strung their harps in Heaven, and the

I know, interrupted Rose, rapidly turning over the pages. Here it is. The Soul in Purgatory; or, Love stronger than Death. It is a tale of womans enduring love.

And its reward sighed Adeline. Read it. It is very short.

Rose began her reading. It was quite impossible to tell whether Adeline listened or not: she sat silent, in her chair, her hand over her face; and, when it was over, she remained in the same position, making no comment, till the nurse came in to give the medicine.

Im not wanted in there just now, said she, with that freedom of manner which is so characteristic of the dependents in a French family, but which is never offensive, or even borders on disrespect; so Ill sit here a bit.

You can wheel the sofa nearer to the fire, nurse, said Adeline.  

It was done, and Adeline lay down upon it. Rose began another tale, and read till dusk.

Shall I stir the fire into a blaze, Adeline, and finish it now; or wait until candle-light?

There came no answer. Mary Carr stole forward and bent over Adeline. She had fallen asleep. Stay: not sleep; but into one of those restless, dreamy stupors akin to it. The thought had more than once crossed them  did that Odesque doctor, who chiefly saw to the medicine, put laudanum in it, and were these feverish wanderings the result? The uncertain light of the wood fire played fitfully upon Adelines face, revealing its extreme beauty of feature and its deathly paleness. Rose closed her book; and Mary left Adelines sofa, and stood looking through the window on the dreary night. The nurse, who had dropped into a doze herself, soothed by the monotonous and incomprehensible tones of the foreign tongue, rose and went downstairs for some wood.

Mary Carr had laid her finger with a warning gesture on Rose Darlings arm, for sounds were heard from Adeline. Turning from the darkened window where they had been holding a whispered colloquy, they held their breath to listen. Very distinct were the words in the silence of the room:

Dont say it! dont say it!  murmured Adeline. I tell you there is no hope. He has been gone too long: one  two  three  four  do you think I have not counted the weeks?  Why does he not come?  Why does he not write?  Whats this? My letters? thrust back upon me with scorn and insult!  What is he whispering to Sarah Beauclerc? Oh, mercy! mercy!

The nurse re-entered the room, her arms laden with wood. By some mishap she let a log fall to the floor, and the noise aroused Adeline. Rose ran to the sofa, her eyes full of tears.

Oh, Adeline, she sighed, leaning over her, you should not take it so heavily to heart. If things were at an end between you and Mr. St. John, there was something noble rather than the contrary in his returning you your letters. Indeed, we have always seen him honourable in all he does. Another might have kept them  have boasted of them  have shown them to the world. I only wish, broke off Rose, going from Adelines affairs to her own, in the most unceremonious way, that I could get back all the love-letters I have written! What a heap thered be of them!

What do you mean? demanded Adeline, sitting up on the sofa in her alarm. Have I been saying anything in my sleep?

Not much  only a few words, said Mary Carr, stepping forward and speaking in a calm, soothing tone, a very contrast to Roses excited one. But we can see how it is about Mr. St. John, Adeline. He left in ill-feeling, and the inward grief is killing you by inches. If your mind were at rest, time might restore you to health; but, as it is, you are giving yourself no chance of life.

There is no chance for me, she answered; you know it. If I were happy as I once was, as I once thought I should be; if I were even married to Mr. St. John, there would be no chance of prolonged life for me; none.

Mary Carr did know it; but she strove to soothe her still.

I might have expected all that has happened to me, smiled Adeline, trying to turn the subject to a jest, the first approach to voluntary smile or jest they had marked on her lips. Do you remember your words, Rose, on that notable first of January, my ball-night  that some ill-fate was inevitably in store for me?

Rubbish! said Rose. I was an idiot, and a double idiot: and I dont remember it.

But Rose did remember it, all too vividly. She remembered how Adeline had laughed in ridicule, had spurned her words, then; in her summer-tide of pride and beauty. It was winter with her now!

There could be no further erroneous opinions on the point. Physically, she was dying of consumption, as a matter of course, and as the doctors said: but was she not just as much dying of a broken heart? The cruel pain was ever torturing her: though her lungs had been strong and healthy, it might have worked its work.

I hardly know how to continue this portion of the history, and feel a great temptation to make a leap at once to its close. Who cares to read of the daily life of a sick-chamber? There is so little variation in it: there was so little in hers. Adeline better or worse; the visits of the doctors, and their opinions; a change in her medicine, pills for mixture, or mixture for pills; and there you have about the whole history. Which medicine, by the way, was ordered by the English physician. A French one never gives any. He would not prescribe one dose, where the English would choke you with five hundred. It is true. Pills, powders, mixture; mixture, powders, pills: five hundred at the very least, where a Frenchman would give none. Warm baths and fasting in abundance they order, but no medicine. They are uncommonly free with the lancet, however; with leeches; with anything else that draws blood. The first year Eleanor Seymour (if you have not forgotten her) was at school at Madame de Ninos, an illness broke out amidst the pupils, and the school medical attendant was sent for. It was this very Dr. Dorré, now attending Adeline de Castella. Five or six of the younger girls seemed heavy and feverish, and there were signs of an eruption on the skin. Monsieur le docteur thought it would turn out to be measles or scarlatina, he could not yet pronounce which; and he ordered them to bed and to take a few quarts of eau sucrée: he then sent for the rest of the pupils one by one, and bled them all round. (NOTE: A fact in all its details) A simple measure of precaution, he said to Madame.

If this history of the sick-chamber is to be continued, we must borrow some extracts from the diary of Mary Carr. A good thing she kept one: otherwise there would have been little record of this earlier period in the closing scenes of life.

Meanwhile it may be as well to mention that a sort of wild wish  in its fervour it could be called little else  had taken hold of Adeline: she wanted to return to Belport. Every one at first opposed it. The cold would be greater in the seaport town than it was at Beaufoy; and the journey might do her harm. There appeared to be only one consideration in its favour; but that was a strong one: they would be on the spot with the doctors. She seemed to get better and stronger. Signor de Castella came home and was astonished at the improvement. Perhaps it was what he had not looked for.





EXTRACT FROM THE DIARY OF MARY CARR.

Nov. 3rd.  What can make her so anxious to return to Belport? She is growing feverish about it, and the Signor and Madame see that she is. Rose has been offering to bet me a pair of gloves that it will end in our going. I hope it will. This house seems to be dedicated to illness. Madame de Beaufoy does not improve, and one of the servants has taken gastric fever.

Belport, Belport! It is the one wish of her existence; the theme of her daily prayer. Has she an idea that she may there be in the way of hearing of him, perhaps of seeing him? Or is it that she would bid adieu to this place, hoping to bid adieu at the same time to its remembrances?

She is so much better! She comes downstairs now, dressed as she used to be, except the hair. It is braided under a pretty little lace cap: the French are such people for keeping the head warm! Often on her shoulders she wears a light cashmere shawl: the one she put on the night when she attempted to go away with Mr. St. John. I wonder if she thinks of it? I said yesterday to Rose. What a donkey you are! was the complimentary reply: as if she did not think of that miserable night and its mishaps continually!

We now know that Mr. St. John is in London. In looking over the Times  which comes regularly to Madame de Beaufoy  I saw his name amidst a host of others, as having attended a public meeting: Frederick St. John, Esq., of Castle Wafer. I put the paper into Adelines hand, pointing to the list, and then quitted the room. On my return to it the journal was lying on the table, and her face was buried amidst the cushions of the armchair.

Is this improvement to turn out a deceitful one? It might not, but for the ever-restless, agitated mind. A calm without, a torrent within! The weakness is no longer apparent; the cough is nearly gone. But she is inert and indifferent as ever; buried within herself. This apparently languid apathy, this total indifference to life and its daily concerns, is set down by her friends to bodily weakness; and so they let it remain unchecked and unaroused, and she indulges, unmolested, in all the bitter feelings of a breaking heart.

6th.  These last few fine days have afforded the pretext for complying with Adelines wish, and here we are, once more, at Belport, she wonderfully improved. Still better, still better! for how long? Rose has resumed her wild gaiety of spirits, and says she will sing a Te Deum for having left the dreary old château and its ghosts behind us.

A bed has been placed on the first-floor for Adeline, in the back drawing-room. This is better; for she can now reach the front drawing-room, where we sit, without being exposed to the cold air of the staircase. And should she be confined to her room at the last, as may be expected, it will be more convenient for the servants; and indeed in all respects.

7th.  Madame de Nino called to-day, bringing two of the elder girls. Adeline asked them innumerable questions about the school, and seemed really awakened to interest. Many other friends have also called; compared with the gloomy solitude of the château, each day since our arrival has been like a levee. The doctors apparently see no impropriety in this, for they dont forbid it. I think Adeline is better for it: she has not the leisure to brood so entirely over the past. She is still silent on the subject of her misery, never hinting at it. Mr. St. Johns name is not mentioned by any one, and the scenes and events of the last six months might be a dream, for all the allusion ever made to them. Never was she so beautiful as she is now; delicate and fragile of course, but that is a great charm in womans loveliness. Her features are more than ever conspicuous for their exquisite contour, her soft brown eyes are of a sweeter sadness, her cheeks glow with a transparent rose colour. Visitors look at her with astonishment, almost question the fact of her late dangerous illness, and say she is getting well. But there is no exertion: listless and inanimate she sits, or lies, her trembling, fevered hands holding one or other of the English journals  looking in them for a name that she never finds.

Yesterday Rose was reading to her in a volume of Shelley, when a letter from England was brought in, its superscription in the handwriting of Mrs. Darling. Adeline looked up, eager and flushed, signing to Rose to open it. Madame de Castella has stared in her ladylike way at this betrayed emotion whenever letters come for Rose. We understand it: and Rose always reads them to her. The Darlings are in London, know people that Mr. St. John knows, and Adeline thinks there may be a chance that his name will be mentioned in these letters. The letter will keep, said Rose, glancing cursorily into it; and she laid it down and resumed her book.



I love, but I believe in love no more, 

I feel desire, but hope not. Oh, from Sleep 

Most vainly must my weary brain implore 

Its long-lost flattery now: I wake to weep, 

And sit, the long day, gnawing through the core 

Of my bitter heart



I looked up at her, involuntarily, it was so applicable; Rose also made a momentary stop, and her glance wandered in the same direction. Adelines eyes met ours. It was one of those awkward moments that will happen to all; and the flush on Adelines cheek deepened to crimson. It was very applicable:



I wake to weep, 

And sit, the long day, gnawing through the core 

Of my bitter heart.



Alas! alas!

Roses letter contained ill news of the Darling family. Her quick sight saw what it was, and she hastened to put the letter up, not caring to speak of it at once to Adeline. Really she is growing more cautious than she used to be! That poor little child, the heir, in whose life was bound up so much of worldly prosperity, is dead: he died more than a week ago. Rose is in a state of what she is pleased to call dumps. Firstly, for the childs own sake: she never saw him but once, this summer at Belport, but took a real liking for the little fellow; secondly, because Rose has orders to put herself into mourning. If Rose hates one thing in this world more than another, it is a black bonnet.

Adeline was standing by the fire to-day when the English physician came in. He was struck with the improvement in her looks. You are cheating us all, he said. We shall have a wedding yet.

Or a funeral, doctor, quietly answered Adeline.

I speak as I think, he seriously said. I do believe that now there is great hope of your recovery. If we could but get you to the South!

Adeline, I exclaimed, as the physician went out, and she and I were alone, you heard what he said. Those words were worth a kings ransom.

They were not worth a serfs, was her reply. I appreciate his motives. He imagines that the grave must of necessity be a bitter and terrible prospect, and is willing to cheer me with hopes, whether they prove true or false: as all doctors do; it is in their trade. But he knows perfectly well that I must die.

How calmly you speak! One would think you coveted the approach of death!

Well  I dont know that I regret it.

Has life no longer a charm for you? Oh, that you had never met Frederick St. John!

Dont say so! He came to me in mercy.

A burst of tears succeeded to the words, startling me nearly out of my senses.

There! thats your fault, she cried, with a wretched attempt at gaiety. In talking of regret, you made me think of my dear papa and mamma. Their grief will be dreadful.

Oh, Adeline, dont try to turn it off in this way, I stammered, not knowing what to say, and horribly vexed with myself. What do you mean  that he came to you in mercy with this wretchedness upon you, the crushed spirit, the breaking heart? I see what you go through day by day, night by night. Is there any cessation to the pain? Is it not as one never-ending anguish?

Adeline was strangely excited; her eyes glistening, her cheeks a burning crimson, and her white, fragile, feverish hands fastening upon mine.

It is all you say, she whispered. And now he is with another!

I can understand the misery that thought brings.

No, you cant. If my heart were laid bare before you, and you saw the wretchedness there as it really is, it would appear to you all as the mania of one insane; and to him as to the rest.

And yet you say this has come to you in mercy!

It has  it has. I see it all now. How else should I have been reconciled to die? The germs of consumption must have been in me from the first, she concluded, after a pause. You schoolgirls used to tell me I inherited all the English characteristics; and consumption, I suppose, made one of them.

9th.  Miss de Beaufoy is here for a day or two, and we had a quiet little soirée yesterday evening. Aunt Agnes, in the plentitude of her delight at the improvement visible in Adeline, limped down, poor lady, in a splendid canary-coloured silk gown, all standing on end with richness. Who should come in unexpectedly after tea, but Monsieur le Comte le Coq de Monty! (I do love, after the fashion of the good Vicar of Wakefield, to give that whole name  I, not Miss Carr). Business with the Sous-Préfet brought him to Belport. He inquired very mal à propos, whether we had recently seen or heard of Mr. St. John; and while we were opening our mouths, deliberating what to say, Rose, always apt and ready, took upon herself evasively to answer that he was in England, at Castle Wafer. Adelines face was turned away, but the rest of the family looked glum enough. De Monty, very unconsciously, but not the less out of time and tune, entered into a flowery oration in praise of Mr. St. John, saying he was the most attractive man he ever came in contact with; which, considering St. John is an Englishman, and de Monty French, was very great praise indeed.

She looked so lovely this morning, as she sat in the great chair, that I could not forbear an exclamation. But it is all the same to her, admiration and indifference; nothing arouses her from that dreamy apathy.

Ours is a handsome family, she answered. See how good-looking papa is! I have inherited his features.

Not the slightest sign of gratified vanity as she spoke. Alt that had passed away with Frederick St. John.

That Signor de Castella was excessively handsome, I did not deny; but she was much more so.

The complexion makes a difference, said Adeline, in answer. Papa is pale; sallow you may term it, and in complexion I am like mamma. She owes hers, no doubt, to her English origin. You never saw a Frenchwoman with that marvellous complexion, at once brilliant and delicate.

I marvelled at her wondrous indifference. You were formerly sufficiently conscious of your beauty, Adeline; you seem strangely callous to it now.

I have outlived many feelings that were once strong within me. Vanity now for me!

Outlived? It is a remarkable term for one of your age.

It is appropriate, she rejoined, quickly. In the last few months I have aged years.

Can this be?

You have read of hair turning grey in a single night, she whispered; it was thus with my feelings. They became grey. I was in a dream so blissful that the earth to me was as one universal paradise; and I awoke to reality. That awaking added the age of a whole life to my heart.

I cannot understand this, I said. And I really cant.

I hope you never will. Self-experience alone could enlighten you, nothing else; not all the books and arguments in the world.

You allude to the time when Mr. St. John went away in anger.

Not so, she murmured, scarcely above her breath. When I learnt that he loved another.

I think it is fallacy, that idea of yours, Adeline, I said, determined to dispute it for her own sake. How could he have cared for Sarah Beauclerc and for you at the same time? He could not love you both.

No, he could not, she said, a vivid, painful flush rising to her cheeks. But he knew her first, and he is with her now. Can you draw no deduction?

We dont know where he is, I said. Was your sister good-looking, Adeline?

Maria was beautiful, she replied. We were much alike, resembling papa in feature, and mamma in figure and complexion.

And she also died of consumption. What an insidious disease it is! How it seems to cling to particular families!

What is running in your head now, Mary? Maria died of scarlet fever. She was delicate as a child, and I believe they feared she might become consumptive. I dont know what grounds they had to judge by: perhaps little other than her fragile loveliness.

If consumption is fond of attacking great beauties, perhaps Rose will go off in one.

Rose! answered Adeline  and there was a smile on her lip if Rose goes off in anything, it will be in a coach-and-four with white favours.

And so the days pass on; Adeline, I fear, not really better. To look at her, she is well  well, and very lovely; but so she was before. If they could but get her to the South! But with this winter weather it is impossible: the doctors say she would die on the road. If they had but taken advantage, while they might have done it, of the glorious summer weather! If!  if!  if! These ifs follow too many of us through life; as they may henceforth follow the Signor and Madame de Castella.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE LITTLE CHILD GONE.

You have not failed to notice the one item of news in Miss Carrs diary  the death of a little heir  or to recognize it for the young heir of Alnwick.

Since quitting Belport, Mrs. Carleton St. John had pursued the same course of restless motion until within two or three weeks of the final close. Whether she would have arrested her wandering steps then of her own accord, must be a question; but the sick-nurse, Mrs. Brayford, interfered. You are taking away every chance for his life, madam, she said, one day. If you persist in dragging the child about, I must leave you, for I cannot stay to see it. It will surely prove fatal to him before his time.  

A sharp cry escaped from Mrs. St. John as she listened. The words seemed to tear the flimsy make-believe veil from her eyes: the end was very near: and who knows how long she had felt the conviction? They had halted this time at Ypres, a city of Belgium, or West Flanders, famous for its manufactures of cloths and serges. Handsome apartments were hastily procured, and George was moved into them. Not very ill yet did the child appear; only so terribly worn and weak. Mrs. St. Johns anguish, who shall tell of it? She loved this child, as you have seen, with a fierce, jealous love. He was the only being in the world who had filled every crevice of her proud and impassioned heart. It was for his sake she had hated Benja; it was by Benjas death  and she alone knew whether she had in any shape contributed to that death, or whether she was wholly innocent  that he had benefited. That some dread was upon her, apart from the childs state, was evident  clinging to her like a nightmare.

The disease took a suddenly decisive form the second day after their settling down at Ypres, telling of danger, speaking palpably of the end. He could not have been moved from Ypres now, had it been ever so much wished for. Mrs. St. John called in, one after another, the chief doctors of the town; she summoned over at a great expense two physicians from London; she sent an imperative mandate to Mr. Pym; and not one of them saw the slightest chance of saving the boys life. She watched his fair face grow paler; his feverish limbs waste and become weaker. She never shed a tear. For days together she would be almost unnaturally calm; but once or twice a burst of anguish had broken from her, fearful in itself, painful to witness. One of these paroxysms was yielded to in the presence of the child. Yielded to? Poor thing! perhaps she could not help it! George was frightened almost to death. She flung herself about the large old foreign room as one insane, tearing her hair, and calling upon the child to live  to live.

Mamma, dont, dont! panted the little lad, in his terror. Dont be so sorry for me! I am going to heaven, to be with Benja.

At his first cry she had stopped and fallen on her knees beside him. Up again now; up again at the words, and darting about as if possessed by a demon, her hands to her temples.

Oh, mamma, dont frighten me, shrieked the child. I shall be glad to go to Benja.

Cease, Georgy, cease! for every innocent word that you utter seems but renewed torture to your poor mother. Look at her, as she sinks down there on the floor, and groans aloud in her sharp agony.

It was on the day of this outbreak, an hour or two after it, that Mr. Pym arrived. The good man, utterly innocent of French, and not accustomed to foreign travel  or indeed to much travelling of any sort, for he was quite a fixture at Alnwick  had contrived to reach Ypres some two days later than he should have done; having been taken off, perplexity alone knew whither. In the first place, he had called the town Wypers  which was not the surest way of getting to Ypres. However, here he was at last, a little ruffled certainly, and confused in mind, but on the whole thankful that he was found, and not lost for good.

George was lying on some pillows when the surgeon entered; a very wan, white, feeble George indeed  a skeleton of a George. But he held out his little transparent hand, with a glad smile of welcome at the home-face.

Ive not forgotten you! he panted, his poor breath very short and laboured now. Mamma said you were coming; she thought youd come yesterday.

Ay, so did I. But I  lost my way, Georgy.

Mr. Pym drew a chair close to the boy, and sat looking at him. Perhaps he was thinking that in all his practice he had rarely seen a childs frame so completely worn. But a few days of life were left in it; perhaps not that. The blue eyes, large and lustrous, were cast up at the surgeons face; the hot fragile hand lay passively in the strong firm palm.

Did you see Benjas pony?

Benjas pony! mechanically repeated the doctor, whose thoughts were far away from ponies. I think it is still in the stable at Alnwick.

I was to ride it when I went home. Prance said so. Grandmamma said so. I wanted to go home to ride it; and to see Brave; but Im not going now.

Not just yet, said the surgeon. You are not strong enough, are you, Georgy? How is mamma?

Ill tell Mrs. St. John that you are here, sir! interposed a respectable-looking woman, rising from a chair at the other end of the large room.

It startled Mr. Pym. He had not observed that any one was present. She went out and closed the door.

Who was that, George?

Its Mrs. Brayford!

Oh, ay; Nurse Brayford. I heard of her from Mrs. Darling.

Mamma wont let her be called nurse. She said I did not want a nurse. We call her Brayford. Have you seen Benja? continued the lad, speaking better, now that the excitement arising from the doctors entrance had subsided; but with the last words his voice insensibly dropped to a low tone.

Seen Benja! echoed Mr. Pym, in his surprise. Do you mean Benjas tomb? It is a very nice one: on rather too large a scale, though, for my taste, considering his age.

No, said George; I mean Benja.

Why, child, how could I see Benja? He is gone away from our eyes; he is safe in heaven.  

Mamma sees him.

Oh no, she does, not, said Mr. Pym, after a slight pause.

But she does, persisted Georgy. She sees him in the night, and she lays hold of me and hides her face. She sees the lighted church; it blazes up sometimes.

There was a curious look of speculation in Mr. Pyms eyes as he gazed at the unconscious speaker. Mamma dreams, he said; as we all do. Do you remember my old horse Bob, Georgy? Well, he died this summer, poor fellow, of old age. I dream of him some nights, Georgy; I think hes carrying me along the road at a sharp trot.

Georgys imaginative young mind, quickened by bodily weakness, took hold of the words with interest. Do you see his saddle and bridle, Mr. Pym?

His saddle, and bridle, and stirrups, and all; and his old mane and tail. They had grown so grey, Georgy. He was a faithful, hard-working servant to me: I shall never have his like again.

Have you got another horse? Is his name Bob?

I have another, and his names Jack. Hes not a second Bob, Georgy. When he has to stand before peoples doors in my gig, he gets impatient and begins to dance. One day when I was on him, he tried to throw me, and we had a fight for the mastery: another day, when I wanted him to turn down Bellyard, he wished to walk into the brush-shop, and we had another fight.

Georgy laughed, with all the little strength left in him. I wouldnt keep him. Benjas pony never did all that.

Well, you see, Georgy, I am trying to train him into better ways; thats why I keep him. But hes a naughty Jack.

Why shouldnt you have Benjas pony? Im sure mamma would give it you: she says she doesnt care what becomes of anything left at Alnwick. It was for me; but Im not going back now; Im going to heaven.

Ah, my little generous lad, Benjas pony would not carry me; Im heavier than you and Benja. And what about the French tongue, Georgy? Are you picking it up?

Its not French they talk here, said Georgy; its Flemish. We have two Flemish servants, and you should hear them jabbering.

Mr. Pym stroked back the childs flaxen hair: to his touch it felt damp and dead. In mind, in speech, he seemed to have advanced quite three years, though it was not yet a twelvemonth since he quitted Alnwick.

The door opened, and Mrs. St. John came into the room. Not the anguished excited woman who had gone into that insane paroxysm an hour or two before; but a cold high-bred gentlewoman, whose calm exterior and apparently impassive feelings were entirely under self-control. Her dark hair, luxuriant as ever, was elaborately dressed, and her black silk gown was of rich material and the most fashionable make.

I have been expecting you these two days, she said as she advanced. I thought this morning you must have given up all intention of coming, and I looked for a letter instead.

Ah, said Mr. Pym, holding out his hand to her, I got lost, as I have been telling Georgy. Never was abroad before in my life: never got puzzled by any language but once, and that was in Wales.

She heard nothing in the sentence except the one word, Georgy.

How do you think he is looking, Mr. Pym?

Well  there might be more flesh upon his bones, was all the surgeon answered, his tone bordering upon jocularity rather than dismay. Doubtless he knew what he was about.

I thought, if any one could do him good, it was you, said Mrs. St. John. The doctors here say they cannot; the physicians I had over from London said they could not, and went back again: and then I sent for you.

Ah, yes, answered Mr. Pym, in an unmeaning tone. Im glad to see my little friend again. Georgy and I always got on well together, except on the score of physic. Do you remember those powders, Georgy, that you and I used to have a battle over?  

Dont I! answered Georgy. But you won  you made me take them.

The surgeon laughed.

Can you give him some powders now? asked Mrs. St. John; and there was nothing of eagerness in her voice and manner, only in her glittering eyes.

Im not sure that it is exactly powders he requires now, was the answer, spoken in evasion. Well see.

Mrs. St. John walked to the distant window and stood there. For a moment her face was pressed against its cold glass, as one whose brow is in pain; the next, she stood up  tall, haughty, commanding; not a symptom of care upon her handsome face, not a shade of sorrow in her resolute eye. It is very probable that this enforced self-control, persisted in as long as Mr. Pym was at Ypres, cost her more than even he dreamt of.

Turning her head, she beckoned to the surgeon. Mr. Pym, waiting only to cover George with the silken coverlet, for the boy had settled down on his pillow exhausted, and seemed inclined to sleep, approached her. The house on this side faced the green fields; there was no noise, no bustle; all that was on the other side. A quaint old Flemish tower and clock, from which the hands were gone, stared them in the face at a fields distance: the Flemish cook had tried to make Prance understand that it was about to be taken down, when that fastidious ladys-maid protested against its ugliness.

I have sent for you for two purposes, Mr. Pym, began Mrs. St. John, taking a seat, and motioning the surgeon to another, both of them beyond the reach of Georges ears. The medical men I have called in to him, say, or intimate, that he cannot live; they left one by one, all saying it. The two who attend him regularly were here this morning. I saw them go out whispering, and I know they were saying it. I have sent for you to confirm or dispute this: you know what is the constitution of the St. Johns, and are acquainted with his. Must George die?

Not a sign of emotion was there about her. Could this be the same woman whose excitement for months had been a worlds wonder, whose anguish, when uncontrolled, had been a terror to her servants? She sat with an impassive face, her tones measured, her voice cold and calm. One very small sign of restlessness there was, and it lay in her fingers. A thin cambric handkerchief was between them, and she was stealthily pulling at one of its corners; when the interview was over, the fine texture of threads had given way, leaving a broad hole there.

Mr. Pym knew that the child must die: it had required but one moments glance to see that the angel of death was already on the wing; but to say this to Mrs. St. John might be neither kind nor expedient. He was beginning some evasive reply, when she stopped him peremptorily.

I sent for you to know the truth, and you must tell it me. Must George die?

That she was in no mood to be trifled with, the surgeon saw. To attempt it might not be wise. Besides, the signs on Georges face were such this day, that she must see what the truth was as clearly as he saw it.

I think him very ill, Mrs. St. John. He is in danger.

That is not a decisive answer yet. Cant you give me one?  you have come far enough to do it. Will he die?

I fear he will.

He has gone too far to recover? He will shortly

A momentary pause, but she recovered instantly. A few hours will see the end?

I do not say that. A few days will no doubt see it.

Mrs. St. John looked across at the handless clock, as if asking why it did not go on. The surgeon glanced at her face, and was thankful for its composure. She resumed:

Then the other motive with which I sent for you need scarcely be entered upon. It was, that you, who have watched him from his birth, might perhaps suggest some cure that the others could not.

Some mode of treatment, I dare say you mean, Mrs. St. John. No, I fear nothing would have been effectual. I could not save his father; there is no probability that I could have saved him.

Why is it that the St. Johns of Alnwick die in this way? she returned, her voice taking a passionate tone.

Nay, returned Mr. Pym, soothingly, none may question the will of God. It is not given to us always to discern causes: we see here through a glass darkly. Of one thing we may ever rest assured, Mrs. St. John  that at the Great Final clearance we shall see how merciful God has been, how all happened for the best.

Is he dying of the same wasting disease that his father died of? she resumed after a pause. Or of  of  of what he took the evening of the birthday dinner?

What did he take the evening of the birthday dinner? returned Mr. Pym, asking the question in surprise. He took nothing then, that I know of.

He took a fright  if nothing else. I have never understood what it was that ailed him.

Pooh! A momentary childish fright, and a fit of indigestion, said the surgeon, lightly. They are not things to injure a boy permanently.

He has never been well since, she said, in low tones. Never for an hour.

The disease must have been stealing upon him then, I suppose, and the little derangement to the system that night brought out its first symptoms. observed Mr. Pym. Who knows but he might have caught it from his father during the latters illness?

You think, then, that nothing could have saved him?

I think it could not. Where there is a strong tendency to hereditary disease, it is sure to show itself.

And  I have not taken him about too much? It has not injured him?

I hope not, cheerfully replied Mr. Pym. Where was the use of his saying it had, whatever his opinion might be?

She had her finger right up through the hole in the handkerchief now, and was looking at it;  at the finger, not the hole. Mr. Pym watched every turn of her features, seeming to keep his eyes quite the other way.

What right had George St. John to marry? she suddenly cried. If people know themselves liable to any disease that cuts off life, they should keep single; and so let the curse die out.

Ay, if people would! Some have married who had a less right to do so than George St. John.

The remark seemed to have escaped him unwittingly. Mrs. St. John turned her eyes upon him, and he hastened to resume: No blame could attach to your husband for marrying, Mrs. St. John. When he did so, he was, to all appearance, a hale, healthy man.

He might have suspected that the waste would come upon him. It had killed the St. Johns of Alnwick who had gone before him.

It had killed one or two of them. But how was George St. John to know that it would attack him? He might have inherited his mothers constitution: hers was a sound one.

And why  and why  could not Georgy inherit mine? The pauses were evidently made to recall calmness, to subdue the rebellious breath, which was shortening. A very peculiar expression momentarily crossed the surgeons face. All is for the best, Mrs. St. John. Rely upon it.

A little feeble voice was calling out for mamma, and Mr. Pym hastily quitted his seat at the sound. Any one might have said he was glad of the interruption. The childs sweet blue eyes were raised as the surgeon bent over him, and his wan lips parted with a smile.

Best as it is; oh, thank God, best as it is! he murmured to himself, as he gently drew the once pretty curls from the white and wasted brow, and suffered his hand to rest there. A short time, and then  one of God s angels. Here, had he lived  better not think of it. Alls for the best.

The surgeon remained twenty-four hours at Ypres, and then took his departure. Not once, during all that time, was Mrs. St. John off her guard, or did she lose her self-possession.

The hour came for the child to die, and he was laid in his little grave in Belgium. For a day or two, Mrs. St. John was almost unnaturally calm, but the second night, at midnight, her cries of despair aroused the house, and a violent scene came on. Prance shut herself up in the room with her, and silence at length supervened. So far as Mrs. Brayford could make out  but that was not very much, through Prances jealous care  the unhappy lady laboured under some perpetual terror  fancying she saw a vision of Benja coming towards her with a lighted church. These paroxysms occurred almost nightly: and Mrs. St. John grew into a terribly nervous state from the very dread of them. She sometimes drank a quantity of brandy, to the dismay of Prance: not, poor thing, from love of it, but as an opiate.

What would be her career now? It would seem that the old restlessness, the hurrying about from place to place, would form a feature in it. No sooner were the childs remains removed from her sight, than the eagerness for change came on. It had been thought by all around her that George would have been taken to Alnwick, to be interred with his forefathers, but it had not pleased Mrs. St. John to give orders to that effect. Indeed, she gave no orders at all; and but for Prance, the tidings had not been conveyed even to Mrs. Darling. The blow fallen, all else in the world seemed a blank to the bereaved mother. Apart from the childs personal loss, his death took from her state and station; and she was not one to disregard those benefits. That the boy had been more precious to her than heaven, was unhappily too true; and all else had died with him. If she had indeed any sin upon her conscience connected with that fatal night, what terrible retribution must now have been hers. Were Benja living, she would still be in the enjoyment of wealth, pride, power; would still be reigning at the once much-coveted Hall of Alnwick, its sole mistress. With the death of the children, all had gone from her. No human care or skill could have saved the life of her own son; but Benja?  Heaven did not call him.

It seemed that the ill-fated boys image was rarely absent from her. Not the burning figure, flying about and screaming (as there could be no reasonable doubt he did fly about and scream), but the happy child, marching to and fro in the room, all pleased with his pretty toy, the lighted church. After Georges death, when grief was telling upon her system and calling forth all of nervousness inherent in it, she hardly dared to be alone in the dark, lest the sight should appear to her; she dreaded the waking up at night, and Prances bed was removed into her room. A little time to renew her strength of body, and these nervous fancies would subside; but meanwhile there was one great comprehensive dread upon her  the anniversary of the fatal day, the 10th of November,  St. Martins Eve. It was close at hand,  the intervening hours were slipping past with giant strides; and she asked herself how she should support its remembrances. Oh, that he had lived! that he were at my side now! that I could give to him the love I did not give him in life! she murmured, alluding to poor Benja.

From Ypres she hastened away to Lille, and there spent a day or two; but she thought she would go back to England. That renowned saints vigil was dawning now, for this was the ninth. Should she spend the tenth in travelling?  or remain where she was, at rest, until the eleventh? At rest!  while this state of mind was upon her? It were mockery to call it so. Rather let her whirl over the earth night and day, as the fierce raven whirled over the waters on being set loose from the Ark; but not again let her hope for rest!

The tenth day came in, and she was to all appearance calm. But a fit of restlessness came upon her in the course of the morning, and she gave orders to depart at once for a certain town on the coast  a town belonging to France now, but whose population still cling to their Flemish tongue. A steamer was about to leave the port of this town for London that night, and the sudden idea had taken her that she would go by it  to the intense indignation of Prance, who had never in all her life heard of civilized beings crossing the Channel except by the short passage.

They quitted Lille, and arrived at the town about four in the afternoon, putting up at the large hotel. Mrs. Brayford was still in her train: her services had been useful during the recent excited state of Mrs. St. John; but she was not to attend her to England, and here they would part company.

Will Madame dine in her salon, or at the table-dhôte? inquired the head-waiter of the man-servant, in sufficiently plain English.

At the table-dhôte, no doubt, was the mans reply, speaking in accordance with his own opinion. Madame has lost her two children, and is in low spirits, not caring to be much alone. To-day is the anniversary of the eldests death.

Tiens! returned the waiter. To-day is the eve of St. Martin. All the children in the town will be gay to-night.

Yes, its the eve of St. Martin, assented the servant, paying no attention to the other remark, and not in the least understanding it.

The domestic proved correct in his surmises. At five oclock, when the bell rang for table-dhôte, Mrs. Carleton St. John entered the dining-room. Very few were present; all gentlemen, except herself, and mostly pensionnaires; the hotels on the coast are empty at that season. The dinner was excellent, but it did not last long; and the gentlemen, one by one, folded their large serviettes, and quitted the room.

She was seated facing the mantelpiece, its clock in front of her. The hands were approaching six  the very hour when, twelve months before, while she sat in her dining-room at Alnwick, Benja was on fire with none near to rescue him. Nervousness tells in various ways upon the human frame, and it seemed to Mrs. St. John that the striking of the hour would be her own knell. Every symptom of one of those frightful paroxysms was stealing over her, and she dreaded it with an awful dread. As long as the rest of the dinner-guests were present, endurance was possible, though her brain had throbbed, her hands had trembled. But they were gone, those gentlemen. They had gazed on her beauty as she sat before them, and wondered that one so young could be so wan and careworn. A choking sensation oppressed her; her throat seemed to swell with it; and that sure minute-hand grew nearer and nearer. Invalids have strange fancies; and this poor woman was an invalid both in body and mind.

The agitation increased. She glanced round the large space of the darkened room  for the waiter, as was his custom, had put out the side-lamps now that dinner was over  almost believing that she should see Benja. The hands were all-but pointing to the hour; the silence was growing horrible, and she suddenly addressed an observation to the waiter at the sideboard behind her; anything to break it. There was no answer. Mrs. Carleton St. John turned sharply round, and became aware that the man had gone out; that she was alone in that dreary room. Alone! The nervous climax had come; and with a cry of horror, she flew out at the door, and up the broad lighted staircase.

What is it that comes over us in these moments of superstitious fear? Surely we have all experienced this sensation: ay, even we who pride ourselves upon our clear consciences  the dread of looking behind us. Yet look we must, and do. The unhappy lady had only taken a few steps up the stairs, when she turned her head in the impulse of desperation, and there  there  at the foot of the stairs, as if he had but stepped in through the open doors of the courtyard, stood the indistinct form of a boy, bearing a lighted church; the very facsimile of the one that other boy had borne on his birthday night, while a dull, wild, unearthly sound, apparently proceeding from him, smote upon her ear.

She knew not how she got up the stairs, how she burst into her chamber in the long corridor. Prance ought to have been there; but Prance was not: there was only the wood-fire in the grate; the two wax lights on the mantelpiece.

And at the same moment she became conscious of hearing a strange noise; the wildest sounds that ever struck on the ear of man. They seemed to come from the street; the very air resounded with them; louder and louder they grew; loud enough to make a deaf man hear, to strike the most equable mind with a vague sense of momentary terror. The same basilisk impulse that had caused her to glance round on the staircase, drew her now to the window. She dashed it open and leaned out  perhaps for company in her desperate loneliness, poor thing! But  what was it she beheld?

In all parts of the street, in every corner of it, distant, near, nearer, pouring into it from all directions, as if they were making for the hotel, as if they were making for her, flocking into it in crowds,  from the Place Jean Bart, from the Rue de lEglise, from the Rue Nationale, from the Rue David-dAngers, from the Place Napoleon,  came shoals upon shoals of lighted churches, toys, similar to the one she had just seen below, to the one carried by that unfortunate child a year ago, at Alnwick. Of all sizes, of all forms, of various degrees of clearness and light, a few were red and a few were green, came on these conspicuous things: paper models of cottages, of houses, of towers, of lanterns, of castles, and many models of churches; on, on they pressed; accompanied by the horrible din of these hollow and unearthly sounds. With an awful cry, that was lost in the depths of the room  what could be heard amidst that discordant babel?  Mrs. St John turned to fly, and fell to the floor in convulsions. She had only imagined that she saw Benja in those previous nervous dreams of hers: now it seemed that the dream had passed into reality, and these were a thousand Benjas, in flesh and blood, come to mock at her.

And where was Prance? Her mistress had said to her on going down to dinner, Wait for me in my room; but Prance for once neglected to observe the mandate. For one thing, she had not supposed dinner would be over so soon. Prance was only in the next chamber: perfectly absorbed, both she and Mrs. Brayford, in this strange sight, which was all real; not supernatural, as perhaps poor Mrs. St. John had been thinking. They stood at the window both of them, their necks stretched out as far as they could stretch, gazing with amazed eyes at all this light and din. Nothing of the supernatural did it bear for them: they saw the scene as it was, but wondered at its, cause and meaning. It was a wonderfully novel and pretty sight, though the two women kept petulantly stopping their ears and laughing at the din. The lighted toys, lanterns, churches, or whatever you please to call them, were chiefly composed of paper, the frames of splinters of wood; a few were of glass. They were borne aloft on long sticks or poles, chiefly by children; but it seemed as if the whole population had turned out to escort them; as indeed it had. The Flemish maids, in their white caps, carried these toys as well as the children, all in a state of broad delight, except when one of the lanterns took fire and was extinguished for evermore. It was a calm night: it generally is so, the inhabitants of that town will tell you, on St. Martins Eve. The uproar proceeded from horns; cows horns, clay horns, brass horns, any horns; one of which every lad under twenty held to his lips, blowing with all his might. Prance, who rarely exhibited curiosity about any earthly thing, was curious as to this, and sought for an explanation amidst the servants of the hotel. The following was the substance of it  

When the saint, Martin, was on earth in the flesh, sojourning in this French-Flemish town, his ass was lost one dark night on the neighbouring downs. The holy man was in despair, and called upon the inhabitants to aid him in his search. The whole population responded with a will, and turned out with horns and lanterns, a dense fog prevailing at the time. Tradition says their efforts were successful, and the lost beast was restored to its owner. Hence commenced this annual custom, and most religiously has it been observed ever since. On St. Martins Eve and St. Martins Night, the 10th and nth of November, as soon as darkness comes on, the principal streets of the town are perambulated by crowds carrying their horns and lanterns. It is looked upon almost as a religious fête, and is sanctioned by the authorities. Police keep the streets clear; carriages, carts, and horses are not allowed to pass during the two or three hours that it prevails; and, in short, every consideration gives way to the horns and lanterns on St. Martins Eve and Night.

It was a strange coincidence that had taken thither Mrs. St. John; one of those inexplicable things that we cannot explain, only wonder at. The women, their number augmented by two of the Flemish maid-servants, remained at the window, enduring the din, admiring some particularly tasty church or castle; laughing at others that took fire, to the intense irritation of their bearers. In the midst of this, Prance suddenly bethought herself of her mistress, and hastened into the adjoining room.

A sharp cry from Prance summoned Nurse Brayford. Their lady was lying on the floor, to all appearance insensible.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

MRS. BRAYFORDS BELIEF.

THE deceitful improvement in the state of Adeline de Castella still continued. Herself alone (and perhaps the medical faculty) saw it for what it was  a temporary flickering up of the life-flame before going out. Now and then she would drop a word which betrayed her own convictions, and they did not like to hear it.

Rose had put on her mourning, as slight as was consistent with any sort of decency; but she heard few particulars of the last days of the little heir, except that he died at Ypres, and was buried there. Ypres! of all the places in the world! ejaculated Rose, in astonishment. Mrs. St. John had gone to England, but not to Alnwick. Alnwick had passed into the hands of the other branch  the St. Johns of Castle Wafer.

What a miserable succession of misfortunes! mused Rose, one day, upon reading a letter from her mother. All Charlottes grandeur gone from her! First her husband, then the little stepson, next her own boy, and now Alnwick.

Has she nothing left? asked Adeline. No fortune?

Just a pittance, I suppose, rejoined Rose. About as adequate a sum to keep up the state suited to the widow of George St. John of Alnwick, as five pounds a year would be to find me in bonnets. There was something said about George St. Johns not being able to make a settlement at the time of the marriage. Most of his money had come to him through his first wife, and his large fortune in prospective has not yet fallen in.

Will it fall to your sister?

Not now. It passes on to Isaac St. John. How rich hell be, that man!

Adeline was looking so well. She sat at the table, writing a note to one of the girls at Madame de Ninos. Her dress was of purple silk; its open lace cuffs, of delicate texture, shading her wrists; its white collar, of the same, falling back from her ivory throat. And the face was so lovely still! with its delicate bloom, and its rich dark eyes. Madame de Castella came in.

Adeline, that English nurse is downstairs  the one who nursed you in the spring, she said. Would you like to see her?

What, Nurse Brayford! exclaimed Rose, starting up. I should like to see her. I shall hear about little Georgy St. John.

Stay a minute, Rose, said Madame de Castella, laying her hand upon the impulsive girl. Adeline, this person is very skilful; her judicious treatment did you a great deal of good in the spring. I feel inclined to ask her to come here now for a week.

Adeline looked up from her writing, the faint colour in her cheeks becoming a shade brighter.

Surely, mamma, you do not think I require two nurses! It has seemed to me of late that the one already here is superfluous.

My dear child! dont suppose I wish her to come here as a nurse. Only for a few days, my child! it would be the greatest satisfaction to me. Ill say a word of explanation to the garde added Madame, or we shall make her jealous. These nurses can be very disagreeable in a house, if put out.

She rang the bell as she spoke, and Rose made her escape, finding Mrs. Brayford in one of the downstairs rooms. Rose, a very Eve of curiosity, liking to know every ones business, whether it concerned her or not, as her mother did before her, poured out question upon question. Mrs. Brayford, not having the slightest objection to answer, told all she knew. Rose was rather indignant upon one point: why had they left the poor little fellow at Ypres? Why was he not taken to Alnwick? The nurse could not tell: Prance had been surprised too. She supposed Mrs. St. John was too much absorbed by grief to think of it.

Does Charlotte  does Mrs. St. John feel it very much? asked Rose.

Oh, miss! my firm belief is, that  the woman stopped, glanced over her shoulder to see that they were alone, and lowered her voice to a whisper the sorrow has turned her brain.

Nonsense! uttered Rose, after a pause. You dont mean it!

Its the truth, Miss Darling, Im afraid. She was always having visions of  did you know, miss, that the eldest little boy died through an accident, a paper church taking fire that his nursemaid had left him alone with?

Of course I know it, replied Rose. That nursemaid ought to have been transported for life!

Well, miss, poor Mrs. St. John used to fancy that she saw the boy with his lighted church. I heard of this first from little George; but after his death she was worse, and I witnessed one of these attacks myself. She seemed to have an awful dread of the vision. If her brains not affected, my names not Nancy Brayford.

I never heard of such a thing, cried Rose. Fancies she sees  Oh, it cant be.

It is, miss. Ive not time to tell you now, excepting just the heads, but we had such a curious thing happen. At the last place we stopped at, where Mrs. St. John went to take the steamer direct for London, there was a street show at night, consisting of these very churches and lanterns, all lighted up and carried about on poles. Its their way of keeping St. Martins Eve; and I dont say it wasnt pretty enough, but of all the noises ever heard, which was caused by about a thousand horns, all being blowed together, that was the worst. We found Mrs. St. John on the floor in her room in a sort of fit; and when she came to, she said the wildest things  about having, or not having, we couldnt make it out, set fire herself to the child. She was as mad that night, Miss Darling, as anybody ever was. The sight of the lighted things had put the finishing touch to her brain.

Rose hardly knew whether to recoil in fear, or to laugh in derision. The tale sounded very strange to her ear.

Prance was frightened, for once, went on the woman, and its not a little that can frighten her  as perhaps you know, miss. She telegraphed to Mrs. Darling, and we got Mrs. St. John on board the London boat  which was starting at three in the morning. She was calm then, from exhaustion, and seemingly sensible. Prance brought her up one or two of the lanterns and a horn to show her that they were real things and quite harmless.

She is very well, now, said Rose. I had a letter from mamma this morning; and she says how glad she is that Charlotte is recovering her spirits.

Ah, well, miss, Im rejoiced to hear it, was the answer, its tone one of unmistakable disbelief. I hope shell keep so. But that she was mad in the brain then, I could take my affidavit upon. Bless you, miss, Ive seen a great deal of it: the notions that some sick people take up passes belief. Ive known em fancy themselves murderers and many other things thats bad,  delicate ladies, too, who had never done a wrong thing in their lives.

My sister was always so very calm.

And so she was throughout, except at odd moments; quite unnaturally calm. She  but Ill tell you more about it another opportunity, Miss Darling, broke off the woman, as Madame de Castella entered the room. Its no disparagement to the poor young lady  and she is young: sick folks are not accountable for the freaks their minds take.

Rose returned a slighting answer, as if the words had made little impression on her. But as the hours went on, she somehow could not get rid of their remembrance: they seemed to grow deeper and deeper. What a horrible thing if the woman were right! if the grief and trouble should have turned Charlottes brain!

EXTRACT FROM MISS CARRS DIARY.

Dec. 10th.  Oh this deceitful disease! all the dreadful weakness has returned. Adeline cannot go downstairs now. She just comes from her chamber into the front room, and lies on the sofa the best part of the day. Madame de Castella, who fully believed in the amendment, giving way more than any one of us to the false hopes it excited, is nearly beside herself with grief and despair. She is perpetually reproaching herself for allowing Nurse Brayford to leave. The woman stayed here for a few days, but Adeline was so well it seemed a farce to keep her, and now she has taken another place and cannot return. I am glad shes gone, for my part. She could not do Adeline the slightest good, and she and the garde kept up an incessant chatter in strange French. Brayfords French was something curious to listen to: Le feu est sorti, she said one day, and sent Rose into a screaming fit. Signor de Castella we rarely see, except at dinner; now and then at the second déjeûner; but he is mostly shut up in his cabinet. Is it that the sight of his fading child is more than he can bear? Cold and reserved as he has always been, theres no doubt that he loves Adeline with the deepest love.

15th.  Five days, and Adeline not out of her bedroom! The cough has come back again, and the doctors say she must have taken cold. I dont see how she could; but Dr. Dorrés as cross as can be over it.

A fancy has taken her these last few days to hear Rose sing English songs. On the first evening, Rose was in the front room, the intervening door being open, singing in a sweet, low voice to amuse herself; but Adeline listened and asked for more. More songs, only they must be English.

I think I have come to the end of my stock, answered Rose;  that is, all I can remember. Stay!  what was that long song so much in request this year at school? Do you remember the words, Mary Carr?

How am I to know what song you mean? I asked.

Some of us set it to music,  a low, soft chant. Last spring it was, after Adeline had left. You must remember it.

It was strummed over for everlasting weeks by the whole set of us.  It begins thus, added Rose, striking a few chords.

I recollected then. They were lines we saw in a book belonging to that Emma Mowbray, an old, torn magazine, which had neither covers nor title-page. Some of the girls took a violent fancy to them, and somebody  Janet Duff, was it?  set them to music.

I have it, cried Rose, striking boldly into the song. Nearly with the first words Adeline rose into a sitting posture, her eyes strained in the direction of Rose though she could not see her, and eagerly listening.



When womans eye grows dim, 

And her cheek paleth; 

When fades the beautiful, 

Then mans love faileth.

He sits not beside her chair, 

Clasps not her fingers, 

Entwines not the damp hair 

That oer her brow lingers.



He comes but a moment in, 

Though her eye lightens, 

Though the hectic flush 

Feverishly heightens.

He stays but a moment near, 

While that flush fadeth; 

Though disappointments tear 

Her dim eye shadeth.



He goes from her chamber, straight 

Into lifes jostle:

He meets, at the very gate, 

Business and bustle.

He thinks not of her, within, 

Silently sighing; 

He forgets, in that noisy din, 

That she is dying.



There is another verse, I called out, for Rose had ceased.

I know, there is, she said, but I cannot recollect it. Only its purport!

Try, try, exclaimed Adeline; sing it all.

Rose looked round, astonished at the anxious tone, as was I. What was the matter with her?  she who never took interest in anything.  

Mary Carr, said Rose, do you recollect the last verse?

Not a word of it.

Rose struck the notes of the chant upon the piano, murmuring some words to herself, and stopping now and then. Presently she burst out, something after the manner of an improvisatrice  



And when the last scenes oer, 

And cold, cold her cheek, 

His minds then all despair, 

And his heart like to break.

But, a few months on,  

His constancy to prove  

He forgets her who is gone, 

And seeks another love.



They are not exactly the original words, said Rose, but they will do.

They will do, they will do, murmured Adeline, falling back on the sofa. Sing it all again, Rose.

And every evening since has this song been sung two or three times to please her. What is it she sees in it?

23rd.  I fear the day of life is about to close for Adeline. All the ominous symptoms of the disease have returned: pain oppresses her continually, and now she experiences a difficulty in breathing. Ah, Mr. St. John, if you were to come now and comfort her with all your love, as of yore, you could not restore her to health, or prolong her life by one single day. How strange it is we never hear of him! Is he in London?  is he at Castle Wafer?  is he abroad?  where is he?

26th.  It is astonishing that Madame de Castella continues to cheat herself as to Adelines state  or, rather, make believe to cheat herself, as the children do at their play. She was determined there should be only one dinner-table yesterday, Christmas Day; so it was laid in the drawing-room, and Adeline went in, the nurse and Louise making a show of dressing her up for it. But all the dress, and the dinner, and the ceremony, could not conceal the truth  that she was dying. Madame de Castella was in most wretched spirits; her silent tears fell, in spite of her efforts, with every morsel she put into her mouth. The Signor was gloomy and reserved; latterly he had never been otherwise. Had it not been for Rose, there would have been no attempt at conversation; but Rose, with all her faults, is a downright treasure in a house, always gay and cheerful. We gathered round the fire after dinner, Rose cracking filberts for us all.

Do you remember our Christmas dinner last year? she said to Adeline.

At Madame de Ninos? Quite well.

And our sly draw at night at Janet Duffs cards, and the French marigold falling, as usual, to you?

Adeline answered by a faint gesture, it may have been of assent, it may have been of denial, and Rose bit her repentant tongue. She had spoken without reflection: does she ever speak with it?

29th.  A dark, murky day has this been, but one of event for Adeline. The lights were brought in early in the afternoon, for Rose was reading to her, and it grew too dusk to see. It was the second volume of a new English novel, and Rose was so deeply interested in it, that when Susanne came in with a letter for her, she told her to put it down anywhere, and read on.

Not so, said Adeline, looking eagerly up; open your letter first. Who is it from?

From Mary Anne, of course: Margaret never writes to me, and mamma but seldom, replied Rose, breaking the seal. And, not to lose time, she read it out at once. Mrs. Darling and her family are spending Christmas with old Mrs. Darling, in Berkshire.

MY DEAR ROSE, We arrived here on Christmas Eve, but I have found no time to write to you until now. Grandmamma is breaking fast; it is apparent to us all: she has aged much in the past twelve months. She was disappointed you did not make one of us, and particularly hopes you have grown steady, and are endeavouring to acquire the reserve of manner essential to a gentlewoman. (Or an old maid, ejaculated Rose, in a parenthesis.) Charlotte is here: she has recovered her spirits wonderfully, and is as handsome as ever. Frank joined us on Christmas morning: he has only got leave for a fortnight. He reports Ireland  the part he is now quartered in  as being in a shocking state. For my part, I never listen to anything he may have to say about such a set of savages. Frank lays down the law beautifully  says he only wishes they would make him Viceroy for a spell: hed do this, and hed do that. I dont doubt he does wish it.

In your last letter you ask about Frederick St. John

Rose looked off, and hesitated; but Adelines flushed, eager gaze, the parted lips, the breathless interest, told her there was nothing for it but to continue. We met him lately at one of the Dowager Revels assemblies  very crowded it was, considering the season. It was whispered last year that he was ruined, obliged to leave the country, and I dont know what. People ought to be punished for inventing such falsehoods. Instead of being ruined, he enjoys a splendid income, and has not a single debt in the world. It is reported that his brother has made over to him Castle Wafer, which I should think to be only a report: it may be true, though, now he has come into Alnwick. He is again the shadow of Sarah Beauclerc; at least he was her shadow this evening at Lady Revels, and I should think it will s inevitably be a match. I wish we knew him but did not dare ask for an introduction, he looks so haughty, and mamma was not there. Grandmamma sends her love, and

I went forward and raised Adeline on her pillows. The emotion that she would have concealed was struggling with her will for mastery. Once more the burning red spot we thought gone for ever shone on her hollow cheeks, and her hands were fighting with the air, and the breath had stopped.

Oh, Adeline! cried Rose, pushing me aside without ceremony, forgive, forgive me! Indeed I did not know what there was in the letter until I had entered upon the words: I did not know his name was mentioned. What is to be done, Mary? this excitement is enough to kill her. La garde, la garde! called out Rose in terror; que faut-il faire. Mademoiselle se trouve malade!

The nurse, who was in the next room, glided up with a rapid step; but, in regaining her breath, Adelines self-possession returned to her. It is nothing, she panted; only a spasm. And down she sank on her pillow, whispering for them to remove the lights.

Into the next room  for a little while  they hurt my eyes.

The nurse went out with the tapers, one in each hand, and I knelt down by the sofa.

What of your deductions now, Mary? she whispered, after a while, referring to a former conversation. He is with his early love, and I am here, dying.

Adeline, I said, have you no wish to see him again? Did I do wrong in asking it?

She turned her face to the wall and did not answer.

I know that you parted in anger, but it all seems to me a great mystery. Whatever cause he may have had for estranging himself, I did not think Mr. St. John was one to forsake you in this heartless way, with the grave so near.

He forsook me in health, she said, and her voice now had assumed that hollow tone it would never lose in this world; you might admit there was an excuse for him if you knew all. But  all this time  never to make inquiry after me  never to seek to know if I am dead, or living, or married to another! Whilst to hear of him, to see him, I would forfeit what life is left to me.

New Years Day.  And a fearful commotion the house has been in, by way of welcome. This morning Adeline was taken alarmingly worse; we thought she was dying, and doctors, priests, friends and servants, jostled each other in the sick chamber. The doctors gained possession, expelled us all in a body, and enforced quiet. She will not die yet, they say, if she is allowed tranquillity  not for some days, perhaps weeks, but will rally again. I think they are right, for she is much better this evening. Adeline is nineteen to-day. This time last year! this time last year! it was the scene and hour of her brilliant ball-night. How things have changed since then!

Yesterday Adeline showed her hands to young Docteur H  . It has struck her as being very singular that their nails should have turned white. It strikes me so too. He seemed to intimate that it was a very uncommon occurrence, but said he had seen it happen from intense anxiety of mind. Which, he added, cannot be your case, my dear Mademoiselle de Castella. Adeline hastily drew her hands under the blue silk sofa cover, and spoke of something else.

Jan. 5th.  Could you not wheel the chair into the other room  to the window? Adeline asked suddenly to-day. I should like to look out on the world once more.

Louise glanced round at me, and I at the nurse, not knowing what to do. But the nurse made no objection, and she and Louise wheeled the large chair, with as little motion as possible, to one of the drawing-room windows, and then raised her up, and supported her while she stood.

It was no cheering prospect that she gazed upon. A slow, small rain was falling; the snow, fast melting on the housetops, was running down in streams of water, and patches of snow lay in the streets, but they were fast turning into mud and slop. Through an open space a glimpse of the distant country was obtained, and there the snow lay bleak, white, and dreary. What few people were passing in the street hurried along under large cotton umbrellas, some as red and round as Louises, the women with their heads tied up in blue and yellow kerchiefs. Dreary, dreary! she murmured as she gazed; dreary and void of hope, as my later life has been!

Old Madame G   s cook came out of their house with an earthen pan, and placed it underneath the spout to catch the water.

Is that Madame G  herself? cried Adeline, watching the movement. Where can her two servants be?

Its nobody but old Nannette, with white bows in her cap, said Louise, laughing. Mademoiselles eyes are deceiving her.

Is not that M. de Fraconville? resumed Adeline, pointing to a gentleman who had just come in view, round the opposite corner.

Something must have taken your eyesight to-day, Adeline, exclaimed Rose, who was at the other window; its a head and half too tall for M. de Fraconville.

You say right, meekly sighed Adeline; my sight is dim, and looking on the white snow has rendered it more so. Take me back again.

It will be her last look at out-door life.

They wheeled her into the other room, and settled her comfortably on her chair, near the fire, her head on the pillows and her feet on a footstool. Rose followed, and took up a light work to read to her.

Not that, said Adeline, motioning away the volume in Roses hands; it is time I had done with such. There is ANOTHER Book there, Rose.

In coming in from church last Sunday, I laid my Bible and Prayer-book down in Adelines room, and forgot them. It was towards these she pointed. Rose took up the Bible.

Where shall I read? she asked, sitting down. Adeline could not tell her. The one was almost as ignorant as the other. The Bible, to Adeline, has been a sealed book, and Rose never opens it but as a matter of form. Rose turned over its leaves in indecision. So many chapters! she whispered to me, pleadingly, Tell me which to fix upon..

Take the Prayer-book, interrupted Adeline, and read me your Service for the Burial of the Dead.

Rose found the place at once, for she knew it was close to the Marriage Service, and began:

I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.

There she stopped, for the tears were falling, and she could not see the page; and, just then, Miss de Beaufoy came into the room, and saw what Rose was reading. For the first time, in our hearing, she interfered, beseeching Adeline to remember she was a Roman Catholic, and recommending that a priest should be sent for.

Dear Aunt Agnes, exclaimed Adeline, impressively, when you shall be as near to death as I am, you will see the fallacy of these earthly differences,  how worse than useless they must appear in the sight of our universal Father, of our loving Saviour. There is but one heaven, and I believe it is of little moment which form of worship we pursue, so that we pray and strive earnestly in it to arrive there. I shall be none the worse for listening to the prayers from this English book: they are all truth and beauty, and they soothe me. The priests will come later.

A bold avowal for a Roman Catholic, and Agnes de Beaufoy crossed herself as she left the room. Rose read the Burial Service to the end.

And so, existence hanging as it were upon a thread, the days still struggle on.

There will be no more extracts from this young ladys diary. And indeed but little more of anything; this portion of the history, like Adelines life, draws near its close.


CHAPTER XXIX.

LOUISES WHISPERED WORDS.

YOU could see at a first glance that it was only a temporary bed-chamber  a drawing-room converted into one, to serve some special occasion. Its carpet was of unusual richness; its chairs and sofa, handsomely carved, were covered with embossed purple velvet; its window-curtains, of white flowered muslin, were surmounted by purple velvet and glittering yellow cornices; and fine paintings adorned the walls. The bed alone seemed out of place. It was of plain mahogany, a French bed, without curtains, and was placed in the corner which made the angle between the two doors, one of which opened on the corridor, the other on the adjoining room, a large, magnificent drawing-room, furnished en suite with the one in which the bed was.

On a couch, drawn before the fire, she lay, her sweet face white and wasted. The sick-nurse sat near the sofa, and the ladys-maid, Louise, was busy with the pillows of the bed. Adeline was about to be moved into it, but as they were disrobing her, she suddenly fell back, apparently without life or motion.

She has fainted, screamed Louise.

She is taken for death, whispered the nurse.

Louise flew into a fit of anger and tears, abusing the nurse for her hard-hearted ideas. But the nurse was right.

You had better summon the family, Mademoiselle Louise, persisted the nurse; they must have done dinner; and let the doctors be sent to,  though they can do nothing for her, poor young lady.

She has not fainted, whispered Louise. She is conscious.

No, no, it is no fainting-fit, was the brief answer. I have seen more of these things than you have. She will rally a little, I dare say.

No one went to bed that night at Signor de Castellas: it was a general scene of weeping, suspense, and agitation. Adeline was tranquil, except for her laboured breathing.

Early in the morning, she asked to see her father. He remained with her about twenty minutes, shut up with her alone. What passed at the interview none can tell. Did she beg forgiveness for the rebellion she had unintentionally been guilty of in loving one whom, perhaps, she ought not to have loved? Or did he implore pardon of her, for having been instrumental in condemning her to misery? None will ever know. When Signor de Castella left the chamber, he passed along the corridor on his way to his cabinet with his usual measured, stately step; but there were traces of emotion on his face  they saw it as he strode by the drawing-room door. Mary Carr opened the door between the two rooms, and went in, knowing that Adeline was alone, and she gathered a little of the interview. Adeline was sobbing wildly. She had heard the last words of impassioned tenderness from her much-loved father  always deeply loved by her; tenderness that he would never have given vent to in the presence of a third person, or under any circumstances of less excitement: but when these outwardly-cold natures are aroused, whether for anger or for tenderness, their emotion is as that of the rushing whirlwind. Adeline had clung round him with the feeble remnant of her strength, whispering how very dear he had always been to her, dearer far than he had ever suspected: and the Signor had given his consent (now that it was too late) to the true facts of the separation being disclosed to Frederick St. John.  

The day grew later. The nurse, for the twentieth time, was arranging the uneasy pillows, when Susanne went in to tell her to go to dinner, taking herself the nurses place, as she in general did, during her absence. Madame de Castella, quite exhausted with grief, had just gone away for a little repose. Adeline, though comparatively free from pain, was restless to an extreme degree, as many persons are, in dying. When not dozing, and that was rare, she was never still for two minutes together, and the pillows and bedclothes were continually misplaced. Scarcely had the nurse left the room, when Miss Carr had to lean over her to put them straight.

Who is that? inquired Adeline, in her hollow voice, her face being turned to the wall. She detected, probably, the difference of touch, for in this the sick are very quick.

It is I  Mary. Nurse has gone down to her dinner.

She took Miss Carrs hand, and held it for some time in silence. I have been wanting  all day  to speak to you  Mary  but I  have waited. She could say now but few words consecutively.

What is it you would say, dearest Adeline?

Who is in the room?

Susanne. No one else.

Tell her to go. I want you alone.

She does not understand our language.

Alone, alone, repeated Adeline. Susanne.

The ladys-maid heard the call, and went to the bedside.

Help me to turn round, Susanne. I have not strength. With some difficulty they turned her, for they were not so clever at it as the nurse. Adeline then lay looking at them, as she panted for breath. Susanne wiped the cold dew from her pale forehead, and some tears from her own face.

Leave us alone, Susanne. I have something to say to Mademoiselle Carr.

Stay in the next room, within call, Susanne, whispered Miss Carr to the servant. It may seem strange, but dearly as Mary Carr loved Adeline, she experienced an indescribable awe at being left alone with her. She did not stay to analyze the sensation, but it must have had its rise in that nameless terror-which, in the mind of the young, attaches itself to the presence of the dead and dying.

I am about to entrust you with a commission to him, Mary, she panted. You will faithfully execute it?

Faithfully and truly.

And, stretching out her white and wasted hand, she held out the key of her writing-desk. There is a secret spring in the desk, on the right, as you put in your hand, she continued; press it.

With some awkwardness, Mary Carr did as she was desired, and several love-tokens were disclosed to view. Two or three trinkets of value, a few dried flowers, and some letters, the edges much worn.

Throw the flowers in the fire, murmured Adeline, and put all the rest in a parcel, and seal it up.

How the notes are worn, Adeline! exclaimed Mary. One would think them twenty years old.

Yes, she said, until I took to my bed I carried them here, touching her bosom. They are his letters.

Miss Carr speedily made up the packet, and was about to seal it.

Not that seal, said Adeline. Take my own; the small one, that has my initials on it. Mary, do you think I could direct it?

You direct it! exclaimed Miss Carr, in surprise. I dont see how.

If you could raise me up  and hold me  it would not take more than a minute. I wish to write the address myself.

Let me call Susanne.

No, no, I will have no one else here. Put the letter before me on a book, and try and raise me.

It was accomplished after some trouble, Mary Carr was nervous, and feared, besides, that the raising her up might do some injury: but she knew not how to resist Adelines beseeching looks. She supported her up in bed, and held her, whilst she wrote his name, Frederick St. John. No Mr., no Esquire; and written in a straggling hand, all shakes and angles, bearing not any resemblance to what Adelines had been. Mary laid her down again, and Adeline, in a few words, explained the secret of their being parted, and charged her to enlighten him.  

Tell him I have returned all except the ring, and that will be buried with me. That it has never been off my finger since he placed it there.

What ring? exclaimed Mary Carr, surprised, even at such a moment, into curiosity. The ring you wear is de la Chasses engagement-ring, she continued, looking down at the plain circlet of gold, that was only kept on Adelines emaciated finger by the smaller guard worn to protect it.

She shook her head feebly. He will know.

What else, Adeline?

Tell him my heart will be faithful to him in death, as it ever was in life. Nothing more.

Why did you not write to him asked Mary Carr, a last letter?

He might not have cared to receive it. There is another now.

The close of the afternoon came on. The nurse was sitting in her chair on one side the fireplace; Louise silently seesawed herself backwards and forwards upon another; Mary Carr was standing, in a listless attitude, before the fire, her elbow lodging on the mantelpiece; and Rose Darling sat on a low stool, half asleep, her head resting against Adelines bed. They were all fatigued. In the next room were heard murmurings of conversation: M. de Castella talking with one of the medical men. Adeline, just then, was quiet, and appeared to be dozing.

I say, la garde, began Louise, in a low whisper, is it true that mademoiselle asked old H  this morning how many hours she should live?

The nurse nodded.

Chère enfant! apostrophized Louise, through her tears. And what did he say?

What should he say? retorted the nurse. He does not know any more than we do,

What do you think?

The nurse shook her head, rose from her seat, and bent over the bed to look at Adeline, who was lying with her face turned away.

She sleeps, I think, nurse, observed Rose, whom the movement had disturbed; and her own eyes closed again as she spoke.

I suppose she does, mademoiselle. I cant see her face; but, if she were not asleep, she wouldnt remain so quiet.

I heard a word dropped to-day, cried Louise, in a mysterious voice, as the nurse resumed her chair.

What word?

But there Louise stopped, pursed up her mouth, and dried her eyes, which, for the last fortnight or so, had been generally overflowing.

I dont know, resumed Louise. It maynt be true, and I am sure, if it should turn out not to be, I shouldnt choose to say anything about it. So I had better hold my tongue.

Now the most effectual way to induce Louise not to hold her tongue, was to exhibit no curiosity as to anything she might appear disposed to communicate. The garde knew this, and for that reason, probably, sat silent. After awhile, Louise began again.

But it can do no harm to mention it amongst ourselves. It was Susanne told me, and of course she must have gathered it from madame. She said  you are sure shes asleep? broke off Louise, looking round at the bed.

Shes asleep, fast enough, repeated the nurse; she is too quiet to be awake. And Louise resumed, in the hushed, peculiar tone she had been using; it sounded awfully mysterious, taken in conjunction with her subject, through the space of that dying room.

Susanne thinks that mademoiselle will be exhibited.

What? ejaculated the nurse, in a startled tone.

Quelle sera exposée après sa mort. (I prefer to give this sentence in the language in which the conversation was carried on.)

What in the world do you mean? demanded Rose, waking up from her semi-sleep.

That Mademoiselle Adeline will hold a reception after death, mademoiselle.

Louise, what do you mean? persisted Rose, opening her eyes to their utmost width.

But Mary Carr had taken in, and understood, the full meaning of the words; she was more generally acquainted with French manners and customs than Rose: and as her eye caught the reflection of her own face in the large pier-glass, she saw that it had turned of a ghastly whiteness.

You dont follow this fashion in your country, mademoiselle, so I have learnt, whispered the nurse, addressing Rose. Neither is it kept up here as it used to be. We scarcely ever meet with a case now. But I have heard my mother say  she was a sage-femme, mademoiselle, as well as a garde-malade  that when she was a girl there was scarcely a young gentlewoman of good family, who died unmarried, but what held her reception after death. And in my time, also, I have seen many splendid exhibitions.

Oh, nurse, nurse, shivered Mary Carr, dont talk so.

Whats the matter, mademoiselle? asked the woman, kindly gazing at Miss Carrs scared face. You look ill.

I feel sick, was Mary Carrs faint answer. I cannot help it. I think what you are talking of is horrible.

Do explain what it is you are talking of, interrupted Rose, impatiently. La garde! what is it all?

I will tell you one instance, mademoiselle, said the woman, and that will explain the rest. My aunt was housekeeper in Madame Marsacs family. Madame was a widow with three children, and lived in a grand old château near to our village. The eldest, Mademoiselle Marsac, was married to an officer in the army, and had gone away with him, the Saints know where, but a long way off, for it was in the time of Napoleon, and we were at war with half Europe then. Young Marsac, the only son, was a captain in the same regiment; he was also away with it; and Mademoiselle Emma was the only one left at home, and madame her mother doted on her. A fine, blooming young lady she was, with a colour like a rose: you might have taken a lease of her life. But, poor thing, she fell suddenly ill. Some said she had taken cold, others thought she had eaten something that did her harm, but an inward inflammation came on, and she was dead in a week. Madame was nearly crazed, and my aunt said it was pitiful to hear her shrieks the night after the death, and her prayers to the good Virgin to be taken with her child. But madames sister came to the château with the early light, and she forthwith gave orders that poor Mademoiselle Emma should be exhibited.

Do go on, nurse, pleaded Rose, whose cheek was getting as white as Mary Carrs, the woman having stopped, in thought.

I was but a little child then, mademoiselle, as you may suppose, for it was in 1812; but my aunt suddenly sent for me up to the château, to assist. They did not keep many servants; my aunt had only one under her, besides the old gardener, for Madame Marsac was not rich; so I was put to do what I could. My faith! I shall never forget it: it was the first thing of the sort I had seen. They dressed the corpse up in rich white robes, as if for her bridal, with flowers and jewels, and white gloves, and white satin shoes. And then she was placed upright at the end of the grand salon, and all the neighbouring people for miles round, all the rich, and as many of the poor as could get admission, came to visit her. My aunt slipped me into the room, and I was there for, I should think, five minutes. It had the strangest effect! That dressed-up dead thing, at one end, and the live people, all dressed up in their best too, and mostly looking white and awestruck, coming in at the other. There was a long table going down the room, and they walked once round it, looking at her as they passed, and going out in silence. I dont think it was the thing, mademoiselle, for that aunt of mine to send a timid young child of five or so, as I was then, to see such a sight; but she was always indulgent to me, and thought it would be a treat. I could scarcely keep down my terror whilst I stayed in the room, and I am sure I must have looked as white and shocking as Mamselle Mary looks just now. I did not dare to go about in the dark for long afterwards, and I could not overcome the feeling for years. Though I have seen many such a sight since, none have stayed upon my memory as that first did. I did not seem to see much, at the time, either: I never looked, but once, to  to that part of the room where the bridal robes were.

But why dress them in bridal robes? questioned Rose, breathlessly.

As a symbol that they are going to be the bride of Heaven. At least, that is the interpretation I have always put upon it, mademoiselle, answered the woman.

The first one I ever saw, interposed Louise, jealous that the nurse should have all the talking, was a young priest who died at Guines. Stay  I dont think he was quite a priest, but would have been one if he had lived. His name was Théodore Borne. He died of an accident to his hand, and they made him hold a reception after death. I have never seen but two beside him. One was the sister of the Count Plessit, a lady about forty, but she had never been married; and the other was a young girl in this very town, the daughter of a couple who kept a general-furnishing shop, hired out, and sold furniture, and that; and a mint of money they had made. Wasnt she dressed out, that girl! She was an only child, poor thing, and they spared no money on her reception. Her veil was real Brussels; and her dress was half covered with Brussels lace, and little sprigs of orange-blossoms, and bows of white satin ribbon. Their shop faced the market-place, and they stuck her up at the window, looking down on to the Place. It was market-day, and the Place was full of people; crowds of them, for the news spread, and everybody came. It was a wet day, too. Many children were frightened at the sight. Susanne had not met with the custom till she came to these parts: she says they never heard of it where she comes from, just beyond Paris; at least, she never did. That Théodore Borne

At this moment, Adeline stirred. Louises tongue stopped as still as if it had been shot through, and the nurse made a quiet rush to the side of the bed. She was awake, and wanted her mouth moistened.

As the nurse was putting down the tea and the teaspoon, Dr. Dorré, who had been talking in the other room, came in to look at Adeline before he quitted the house. She was quite sensible, and said she felt easy. In the bustle of his leaving, the nurse going out to attend him to the staircase, Adeline put out her hand and touched Mary Carr, who was now standing by the bed. Her voice was very faint, and Mary had to lean close to hear.

I  was not asleep  when Louise said  that. I heard it. Mary! do not let it be done.

Miss Carr felt much distressed. She knew not what to say.

I  I am sure nothing will be done that you do not wish, Adeline, she stammered. I think it must have been a misapprehension on the part of Louise. Shall I speak to Madame de Castella?

Not now. When I am dead  you will see if they are making preparations  speak to mamma then.

Do not let this distress you, Adeline, proceeded Mary, wishing Louise had been at the bottom of the sea before she had introduced so unfitting a subject in Adelines hearing. Rely upon it, every wish of yours will be sacredly respected.

It does not distress me, was the feeble reply. But I would rather be left in peace after death.

Madame de Castella came down, but soon went away to her chamber again, for her hysterical grief disturbed Adeline; Agnes de Beaufoy remained with her sister, endeavouring, by persuasions and remonstrances, to keep her there. Old Madame de Beaufoy was expected; and, a little before five, M. de Castella went to the railway station to receive her. Rose and Mary were in the drawing-room then, drinking some tea, when the old servant, Silva, came in with a letter on a salver.

Pour qui! demanded Mary.

Pour Mademoiselle Rose Darling, responded the old man.

Rose, who was sitting before the fire, her feet on the fender, took the letter, without turning her head to look at it, and threw it on the table.

That worrying Mary Anne! Theres no end to her letters: and they are nothing but prosy lectures of admonition. If they think I am going to answer all she chooses to write, theyll find their mistake. If mamma made it a condition for a double allowance for me, I wouldnt do it.

It is not your sisters handwriting, observed Mary Carr. No? And Rose condescended languidly to turn her eyes towards the epistle. Why, I do believe it is from Frank! she exclaimed, snatching it out of Marys hand. What can he have to write about? Perhaps grandmammas dead, and has left us all a fortune! But its a red seal.

And, breaking the red seal, she skimmed hastily over it.

Good Heavens! how singular! Mary! Mary!

Miss Carr looked at her in wonder. Her countenance, which had been pale all day with anxiety and the previous nights watching, was now glowing with colour and excitement.

He is coming to Belport. How passing strange! Mary, can it be some unknown sympathy that attracts him hither at this hour?

Your brother!

He! Do you think his coming here could put me out like this? What a stupid you are, Mary Carr! Do listen:  

MY DEAR ROSE, Our dear and venerable grandmother, whom may all good angels preserve  though her long life does keep us an unreasonable time out of our own  entrusted me with a mission concerning you upon my coming to London two days ago. She had made, or purchased, or in some way prepared for you, a splendid article, but whether it is intended to represent a purse or a bag, I am unable to say, being, in my uninitiated opinion, too large for the one, and too small for the other. A magnificent affair it is, redolent of silver beads and gleaming silks, and it was lined with her usual Christmas present to you. Being in a generous mood myself, I slipped in another lining, knowing your partiality for feathers and laces, and any other sort of trumpery that costs money. This cadeau, duly prepared for transportation, and directed for you to the care of Madame de Nino, I brought to town, and was to have handed over to a quondam schoolfellow of yours, Miss Singleton, who was returning to Belport. Now you have frequently honoured me by saying I have a head that can retain nothing, and in this instance certainly the bag and the commission slipped clean out of it. In packing my carpet-bag this morning, preparatory to starting for Ireland, for which delectable spot of the globe I am bound, what should I come upon but this unlucky parcel. What was to be done? I called a hansom, and galloped to Miss Singletons address, invoking blessings on my forgetfulness all the way. No result. Miss Singleton and the archdeacon had started for Belport. I was walking down Brook Street, on my return, wondering what I should do with the money, and who, amongst my fair friends in Ireland, would come in for the bag, when I nearly ran over Fred St. John, or he over me, coming out of Mivarts.

 Why, where have you been buried? said I.

At Castle Wafer, for nearly the last month. And I am off to-morrow for Paris. Any commands?

I should just think I had, if your route lies through Belport. And forthwith I delivered to him the unlucky parcel and its history.

So the long and short of it is, Rose, that you may expect to receive your bag safe and sound. Not so sure, though, as to the day, for St. John is proverbially uncertain in his movements.

I hope your friend Mademoiselle de Castellas health is improving. I would beg my remembrance to her, but have no doubt I have long since gone out of hers. She has my best wishes for her recovery.



Your affectionate brother, dear Rose, F. DARLING.



What news for Adeline! Get out of the way, Mary Carr.

Rose, said Miss Carr, in a tone of remonstrance, it will not do to tell her.

Not tell her! exclaimed Rose.

She is resigned and quiet now. Let her die in peace. News of him will only excite and disturb her.

Dont talk to me! Let me go! for Mary had laid hold of her dress to detain her.

Rose, you are doing very wrong. She is almost in the last agony. Earthly hopes and interests have flitted away.

You dont understand these things, rejoined Rose, with a curl upon her lip how should you? Has she not for months been yearning to see him  has not the pain of his cold neglect, his silence, his absence, hastened her to the grave  and, now that he is coming, you would keep it from her? Why, I tell you, Mary Carr, it will soothe her heart in dying. She broke away impetuously, and went into the bed-chamber. Adeline unclosed her eyes at her approach. What Rose said, as she leaned over her and whispered, Mary Carr could not hear; but even in that last hour, it brought the red hectic to her faded cheek. How wildly and eagerly she looked up!

But it is too late, she sighed, in a troubled whisper it is too late; I shall be gone. If he had but come a day earlier!

She closed her eyes again, and remained silent. The next words she uttered, some time afterwards, were to Miss Carr.

Mary  you  that which Louise was saying to-day

Yes. I understand.

If mamma wishes it  do not prevent it. I  I  should like him to see me  the wreck I am. And then he could come  you would bring him.

Rose assented eagerly, before Mary Carr could speak.

And otherwise  if he had not been here  I have been reflecting  that it would answer no end to oppose my mother  what can it matter to me, then? If I  had a child  and she died  it is possible I might wish the same. Dont interfere. But  you will bring him?

Dearest Adeline, YES, cried Rose, if he is to be found. I promise it to you solemnly.

And now  dear friends of my girlhood, Rose! Mary! she breathed, holding out her hands, I have but to say farewell. All things are growing dim around me. You know not how grateful I have been for your care of me. You will think of me sometimes in after-life.

The pause that ensued was only broken by Roses sobs. Mary Carrs aching grief was silent.

Remember  you especially, Rose  that life  will not last for ever  but  there is one beyond it; that will. Endeavour to inherit it. Will you not kiss me for the last time?

They leaned over her, one by one, their aching hearts beating against the counterpane, the tears raining from their eyes.

You  will  come  to me  in heaven?

Barely had the words left her lips  and they were the last that either of them heard her utter  when Louise, with a solemn face, full of mighty importance, threw the corridor door wide open, and whispered something which only the nurse caught. She jumped up, thrust her chair behind her, and dropped down upon her knees where she stood.

What in the world has taken her? ejaculated Rose.

Dont you understand? was Marys hurried answer, drawing Rose after her, and escaping to the drawing-room.

They saw it through the open door. The line of priests, in their white robes, coming up the stairs; the silver crucifix borne before them; the Bon Dieu sacredly covered from observation. Louise, sank on her knees in the passage, as the nurse had done in the room, and they swept past her with solemn step, towards Adelines chamber, looking neither to the right nor left. They had come to bestow absolution, according to the rights of the Roman Catholic faith  to administer to her the Sacrament of the dying.


CHAPTER XXX.

THE RECEPTION OF THE DEAD.

IT was a sad day to describe  that next one. Adeline had died a little before midnight, fully conscious to the last, and quite peaceful; all her relatives, and they only, surrounding her bed.

Not only a sad day to describe, but a strange one; and I hardly know how to do it. You may look upon its chief incident as a disagreeable fiction; but it was sober fact, truthful reality. Perhaps you have never met with the like in your experience? I will transcribe it for you as exactly and faithfully as I can. The anecdotes of the same nature mentioned in the last chapter, were all facts too.

Louise was right: the corpse of Adeline de Castella was to hold a reception.

It was rumoured in the house that Signor de Castella was averse to the exhibition, but yielded the concession to his broken-hearted wife. Old Madame de Beaufoy made no secret of being against it; every English idea within her revolted from it. But Madame de Castella carried her point. There was perhaps a negative soothing to her wild grief in the reflection that before her beautiful and idolized child should be hidden away for all time, the world would once more look upon her, arrayed in all the pomp and splendour of life.

Early in the morning  the printers had been set to work betimes  the black-bordered death-circulars went forth to Belport.

Monsieur et Madame de Castella; Madame de Beaufoy; Mademoiselle de Beaufoy:

Ont lhonneur de vous faire part de la perte douloureuse quils viennent de faire en la personne de Mademoiselle Adeline Luisa de Castella, leur fille, petite fille, et nièce; décédée à Belport le 8 Janvier, à lage de 19 ans.

Priez pour elle.

The invitations to the reception  or it may be more correct to say the intimations that it was to be held, for no invitations went out  were conveyed privately to the houses of friends by one or other of the Castella servants; by word of mouth, not officially. And I can tell you that it caused a commotion in the town, not forgotten yet.

It was about midday when Silva came to a little boudoir on the ground-floor, tenanted by Rose and Mary only, for the family kept their chambers. He said one of Madame de Ninos maid-servants was asking to see Miss Darling.

She can come in, Silva, said Rose, getting up from her low chair by the fire, and passing her hand across her heavy eyes.

The woman came in  Julie. She handed a packet to Rose, which the latter divined at once must be the one her brother had written about. It was left at the school for you this morning, mademoiselle.

Who left it? asked Rose.

A tall handsome Englishman, for I happened to answer the gate myself, responded Julie. He inquired for you, mademoiselle, and when I said you were not with us now, but visiting in the town, he handed in his card. Youll see it if you turn the parcel, Mademoiselle Rose: I slipped it inside the string for safety, coming along.

Rose scarcely needed to look at the card. She knew it was Frederick St. Johns.

Did he say where he was staying?  at what hotel?

He said nothing else, mademoiselle, but just left the parcel and card, with his compliments. Madame charged me to ask you, mesdemoiselles, at what hour it would be best for her to come to see the poor young lady? continued Julie, dropping her voice.

It begins at two, Julie. Any time between that hour and five.

I wish I might come and see her too! cried Julie. I think us servants who served her so long at Madame de Ninos, might be allowed it.

I dare say you might, said Rose. Of course, you might. Tell Madame I say so.

Julie, interposed Mary Carr, I shall see her, of course; it would be looked upon as a slight in the house if I did not; but I can tell you I would rather walk ten miles away from it.

But think of the beautiful sight it will be, Mademoiselle Carr! remonstrated Julie. We hear she is to wear her real wedding-dress  to be adorned with flowers and jewels. Ah, poor, poor thing! broke off the girl, giving way to her ready tears. But a few months ago, well and happy, and going to be married; and now, dead.

Mary, said Rose, when they were alone, I shall go out and find him, now I know he is in the town. Will you come?

Mary Carr hesitated. Would it be a proper thing, Rose, for us to go about to hotels, inquiring after gentlemen? I dont much like it.

We have to do many things in this life that we dont like, was Roses sarcastic answer. Do you fear the hotels would eat you?

It is not the thing.

Not for you, I dare say, so you can stay away: Im sorry I asked. I promised that poor girl I would bring him to see her, were there any possibility of doing it; and I will.

Then I shall go with you.

Oh, retorted Rose.

The preparations for the great event were all but completed. The preparations! I feel nearly as ill, now that I am writing it, as I felt then; and some years have gone by. The large salon, next to the room in which she died, was laid out for the visitors, part of the furniture removed, and a barrier placed down the middle  a space being left clear at either end. It was a very long, large room, and so far suitable. She  Adeline  was placed against the wall at the far end, upright, standing, facing the company who were to come in, as if waiting to receive them and give them welcome. I cannot tell you how they fixed and supported her: I never asked then; I would as little ask now; I knew none of the details; the broad facts were enough.

As Mary Carr went creeping upstairs to put on her bonnet, she heard voices in the death-chamber, and looked in. They were dressing Adeline. The French nurse was standing before the upright corpse, supporting it on her shoulder, her own face turned aside from it; and the hairdresser stood behind, dressing the hair. Louise seemed to be helping to hold the dead weight; Susanne handed hair-pins to the man. If ever there was a revolting task on earth, that seemed one; and Mary Carr turned sick as she hastily closed the door again, and leaned against the wall to recover, if that might be, from her faintness.

THE RECEPTION OF THE DEAD.

What hotel do you mean to try? she inquired, when she went out with Rose into the broad daylight, a welcome relief from the darkened house and what was being transacted in it.

I shall try them all in succession, until I find him, returned Rose. I think he must use the Hôtel des Bains. I know Frank does.

Rose bent her steps towards that renowned hostelry, and turned boldly into the yard. A man came forward with a cloth on his arm, waiter fashion.

Monsieur de Saint John, she began, est-il descendu ici?

The man stammered something in wretched French, comprenais pas, and Rose found he was a very native Englishman.

Mr. St. John was staying there, but was going on to Paris in the evening. He was out just then.

Out! cried Rose, not expecting this check to her impatience. Wheres he gone?

Of course the waiter could not say where. Rose intimated that her business was of importance; that she must see him. The group stood looking at each other in indecision.

If you would like to go to his room and wait, ladies, I have the key, suggested the man. It is only on the first floor.

What is to be done, Mary Carr? cried Rose, tapping her foot in pettish annoyance.

Dont ask me. It is your expedition, not mine.

What Rose would have done, is uncertain. She was looking at the man in hesitation, perhaps thinking of the room and the key, when who should turn into the yard with a light quick step but Mr. St. John himself Not changed  not a whit changed. The same high bearing, the same distinguished form and face, the same frank manners, possessing for all so irresistible a fascination.

Rose, in a somewhat confused, anything but an explanatory, greeting  for she would not tell him the truth of what she wanted, lest he should decline it  said she had come to request him to accompany her for a short time. He answered that he was at her service, and in another moment the three were walking down the street together.

Of all the sticklers for etiquette, I think Mary Carrs the worst, began Rose. I wonder she does not apply for a post as maid-of-honour at court. The man asked us to go and wait in your rooms, and I should have gone had you not come in. She looked fit to faint at the bare idea.

Mr. St. John laughed; his old low musical laugh.

Where would have been the harm? went on Rose. We are cousins, you know.

Of course we are, said Mr. St. John. I thought you both expected to have been in England before this?

We shall be there shortly now. At least, I shall. Mary, I believe, is going first to Holland. And you? You are going to Paris, we hear.

Yes, but not to stay. My old roving love of travel has come upon me, and I think I shall gratify it. A friend of mine leaves Paris next week for a prolonged exploration of the Holy Land, and I feel inclined to accompany him.

It does not look as though he were on the point of marrying Sarah Beauclerc, thought Rose to herself. For a wonder, she did not put the question.

But not a word of inquiry from him after Adeline! And yet, only a few months before, they had been on the nearest and dearest terms, but a few hours removed from the closest tie that can exist in this world  that of man and wife. Oh, the changes that take place in this transitory world of ours. She was dead, sleeping well after lifes fitful fever; and he was walking there in all the pomp and pride of existence, haughtily indifferent, never unbending so far as to ask whether she was married to another, whether she was living or dead.

And so they reached the residence of Signor de Castella, and entered the courtyard, St. John unconscious where he was going. He had never gone to the house but once, and then it was at night, and in Sir Sandy Maxwells carriage. The hall-door was placed wide open. Silva stood on one side of it, bareheaded, another servant opposite to him, and as the various visitors passed between them, they bowed to each group in silence. It was the manner of receiving them. Mr. St. John, talking with Rose, advanced close to the door; but when he caught sight of Silva, he drew back. The old man looked at him with a pleasant look: St. John had always been a favourite with the Castella servants. Mary Carr left them then, and ran upstairs.

Why have you brought me here? he demanded of Rose. This is Signor de Castellas!

I have not brought you without a motive, Mr. St. John. Pray come in with me.

You must excuse me, he said, very coldly.

I cannot, answered Rose. Do you think I should go dancing after you to the hotels, shocking Mary Carr and the waiters out of their notions of propriety, without an urgent motive? Pray come along: we are obstructing the entrance. Mr. St. John indeed saw that a group of several ladies were gathered close behind him, waiting to go in. He stepped inside the hall  he had no other alternative  and so allowed them to pass. They moved noiselessly towards the broad staircase; but he drew aside with Rose.

Rose, this is beyond a joke, he said. Why did you bring me here? I will wish you good morning.

Indeed, she murmured, clasping her agitated hands on his arm, in her fear lest, after all, he should escape her, this is no joke. Do you suppose Mary Carr would lend herself to one? and she came with me. Pray come upstairs with me, Mr. St. John.

You forget, he began, in answer more to her evident excitement than to her words, that  putting aside any objection I may experience  my presence here may not be acceptable to the family.

You will not see the family. They are not visible to-day.

Who are all these people going up the stairs? he said, looking on in amazement, as more groups were silently bowed in by Silva. It seems like a reception.

It is one, said Rose: nevertheless the family do not hold it. There comes Madame de Nino! She is directing those strict eyes of hers towards us, and I shall catch a sharp lecture for standing whispering with you. Do come, Mr. St. John.

I cannot understand this, Rose. These visitors, flocking to the house, while, you say, the family are not visible! Why do they come, then? Why do you wish me to go up?

Theres  theres  a show upstairs to-day, stammered Rose That is why they come. And I want you to see it.

A flower-show? said Mr. St. John, somewhat mockingly. A faded one, murmured Rose, as she took his hand, and drew him towards the staircase.

His manner was hesitating, his step reluctant; and but for the young ladys pertinacity, which he could not resist without downright rudeness, he had certainly retreated. Involuntarily, he could not tell why or wherefore, the remembrance of a past scene came rushing to his mind; when he, Frederick St. John, had in like manner forced a resisting spirit up the stairs and into the room of a college-boy who was dying.

At the head of the stairs they met Mary Carr, who held out a small sealed packet.

A commission was intrusted to me yesterday, Mr. St. John, she said, that I would deliver this into your own hands. I have also a message

Which you can give him presently, interrupted Rose.

He glanced at the packet; he glanced at the seal, A. L. de C.; he looked at the other side, at the strange, sprawling address.

Not a very elegant superscription, he observed, carelessly, as he slipped the parcel into the breast-pocket of his coat. I dont recognize the handwriting.

Yet you were once familiar with it, Mr. St. John.

Oh, never! answered he. Not, certainly, to my recollection.

They were now at the door of the drawing-room. Rose, feeling a sick terror at the thought of what she was going to behold, laid her hand momentarily on Mr. St. John, as if doubting her own capability to support herself.

Are you ill? he inquired, looking at her pale face.

A slight faintness, she murmured. It will go off.

It was in front of them, at the other end of the room as they entered. It! But they could not see it distinctly for a moment together, so many persons were pushing on before them. Mr. St. John, who was taller than most persons present, obtained a more distinct view than Rose.

Who is that  standing yonder  receiving the company? he asked hastily. It looks like  no; it cannot be. Is it Adeline?

Yes, it is Adeline de Castella, replied Rose, under her breath, her teeth chattering. She is holding her reception.

Adeline de Castella. Did the name strike oddly upon Mr. St. John? But if it did, how then came he not to ask why it was not Adeline de la Chasse?

You have deceived me, Miss Darling, he said in severe tones; you assured me the family were not here. What means all this?

They are not here, whispered Rose, whose face and lips were now as white as those of the dead.

Not here! There stands Adeline.

Yes, true; Adeline, she murmured. But she will not speak to you. You  you will pass and look at her: as we look at a picture. You cant go back now, if you would: see the throng. Trust me for once, she added, as she seized his arm: Adeline will not speak to you  she will not, as I live and breathe.

Partly from the extreme difficulty of retreating, for they were in the line of advance, not in that formed for returning according to the arrangements of the room, partly in compliance with Rose Darlings agitated earnestness, and partly yielding to his own curiosity, which was becoming intensely excited, Mr. St. John continued his way, ever and anon catching a glimpse of the rigid form opposite, before which all were filing.

It cannot be Adeline! he exclaimed, involuntarily. And yet it is like her! Who is it? What is it? How strange she looks!

She has been ill, you see, shivered Rose, and is much attenuated. But it is Adeline.

They were nearly up with her. Rose, in her faintness, not having yet dared to look at the sight, clung to the arm of Mr. St. John. He was gazing on her  Adeline; and his face, never very rosy, had turned of a yet paler hue than common. 

Oh, the rich and flowing robes in which they had decked her! white satin, covered with costly lace; white ribbons, white flowers, everything about her white; the festive attire of a bride adorning the upright dead, and that dead worn and wasted! A narrow band of white satin was passed tightly under the chin, to keep the jaw from falling, but it was partly hidden by the hair and the wreath of flowers, and the veil that floated behind her. Never, in health, had those beautiful ringlets been seen on Adeline as they were set forth now, to shade those hollow cheeks: but all the richness of her dress and the flowing hair, all the flowers and the costly lace, could not conceal the ghastliness of the features, or soften the fixed stare of the glazed eyes. Yet, in the contour of the face, there was something still inexpressibly beautiful. To a stranger entering the room, unsuspecting the truth, as Mr. St. John, she looked like one fearfully ill, fearfully strange: and how was Mr. St. John, who had never heard of the custom, to divine the truth? Did the idea occur to him that Adeline was standing in the very spot where he had first met her, a year before, when the French marigold in his button-hole was accidentally caught by her? Did the strange gloomy silence strike ominously upon him; putting him in mind of a funeral or a lying-in-state, rather than a gay reception?

He went close up, and halted in front of her: Rose by him, shaking from head to foot. Forgetting, probably, what Rose had said, that she would not speak to him, or else obeying the impulse of the moment, he mechanically held out his hand to Adeline: but there was no answering impulse on her part.

He stood rooted to the spot, his eyes running rapidly over her. They glanced down on the flounces of the rich lace dress, they wandered up to her face  it was the first close, full view he had obtained of it. He saw the set, rigid features, the unmistakable stare of the glassy eye; and, with a rushing sensation of sickening awe and terror, the terrible truth burst upon his brain.

That it was not Adeline de Castella, but her CORPSE which stood there.

He was a strong-minded man  a man little given to betray his feelings, or to suffer them to escape beyond his own control: yet he staggered now against the wall by her side, in what seemed a fainting-fit. Rose, alarmed for the consequences of what she had done, burst into tears, knelt down, and began to rub his hands.

Open the windows  give some air here, called out little Monsieur Durante, who had come all the way from Ostrohove to see the sight. Heres a gentleman in an attack.

Nothing of the sort, returned an Englishman, who made one of the company; he has nearly fainted, thats all. Theres no cause for alarm, young lady. I suppose he came in, not knowing what he was going to see, and the shock overpowered him. It is an odd fashion, this. See: he revives already.

Consciousness came to Mr. St. John. He rose slowly, shook himself out of a shuddering-fit, and with a last wild yearning glance at the dead, fell into the line of the retreaters. But it was Miss Carr who now detained him: Adelines message had yet to be given.

The address on the packet was in her handwriting, Mr. St. John, she whispered; she wrote it yesterday, only a few hours before she died. She charged me to say that everything is there, except the ring, which has never been off her finger since you placed it there, and will be buried with her; and to tell you that she had been ever faithful to you; as in life, so unto death.

Mr. St. John listened, and nodded in reply, with the abstracted air of one who answers what he does not hear, touching unconsciously the breast-pocket of his coat, where lay the packet.

There was something else, continued she, but I dare not venture to breathe that here. Later, perhaps?

Again he nodded with the same look of abstraction, never speaking; and began to follow in the wake of the crowd, who had taken their fill of gazing, and were making their way from the room.

He is a fine young man, though, exclaimed M. Durante, looking after St. John with eyes of admiration. But he is very pale: he has scarcely recovered himself.

To think that he should have dropped at seeing a corpse, just as one might drop a stone, a fine strong man like him! responded a neighbouring chemist, who had stepped in to have a look at the reception. Quils sont drôles, ces Anglais-là!


CHAPTER XXXI.

UNAVAILING REPENTANCE.

ROSE DARLING struggled out of the room with Mr. St. John; not caring to remain in it, possibly, without his sheltering presence. They went downstairs with the crowd  all silent and well-behaved, but still a crowd  and then Rose drew him into the small snug room that had been her abiding place and Marys for the day.

Mr. St. John sat down, and leaned his head upon his hand. In a shock like this, he could not make believe not to feel it, or to gloss it over; indeed he was an independent man at all times, utterly refusing to give in to the false artificialities of society. Rose slipped away, and brought him a glass of wine; but he shook his head, declining to take it. Mary Carr had not come with them; it turned out afterwards that she thought he had left the house.

When did she die? was the first question he presently asked.

Last night; a few minutes before twelve.

Just as I was stepping on board the steamer at Folkestone, he murmured to himself. Why is she  there, Rose?  dressed  in that form? Are they mad?

It is a custom they have in France, as it seems; but I had never before heard of it, answered Rose. Hark at the people passing up still!

A shiver of remembrance took him, but it was conquered immediately. Rose untied the black string of her straw bonnet, and put it on the table.

I suppose we are both in mourning for the same person, she remarked, in allusion to the narrow band of crape on his hat: little George St. John.

Yes, he shortly answered. What did she die of?

Of consumption: at least, that is what the doctors would tell you. I wont say anything about a broken heart.

Mr. St. John made no reply. Rose resumed:, From the moment that blood-vessel burst, there has been, I suppose, no real hope, no possibility of cure. But she rallied so greatly, and seemed so well, that I, for one, believed in it. He looked at Rose; the words seemed to arouse his curiosity. When did she burst a blood-vessel?

It was at Beaufoy. It was  why, yes, it was the very day you were last there, Mr. St. John, almost in your sight. You remember the morning you quitted the house, and never came back again?  did you notice Adeline running down the steps of the colonnade after you, imploring you to stop?  did you notice that she sank down on the grass, as if from fatigue?

I think I did, he answered, in allusion to the last question. I know she followed me down the steps.

It was then the blood-vessel broke; through emotion, no doubt. Had you but looked back once again, you might have seen what was amiss. I never shall forget the sight. Just at first I had thought her foot slipped and threw her down, next I thought she was kneeling for a joke: but when I reached her, I saw what it was. One minute longer, and you would have seen the whole house gathered round her on the lawn. She was got indoors, and the doctors were sent for.

What a house it was! She thought she was dying; and I believe the chiefest wish of her heart then was to see you.

Why did you not send for me?

We did send. I wrote to you, and Louise took the note at once to the Lodge. But you had already gone  turning Madame Barets brains upside down with the shock.

You might have sent it after me to England.

Of course I might  if I had only known you were gone to England. How was I to know it? I might be wishing to get a note to some one in the moon, but not see my way clear to writing the address. It was weeks, and weeks, and weeks, Mr. St. John, before we ever heard a syllable of you, whether you were in England or in any other part of the known world, or whether you were at the bottom of the sea.

And she never married de la Chasse?

The words seemed spoken as a remark, not as a question. Rose, who seemed to have a touch of one of her ironical moods coming on, answered it:

Would you have had her marry him when death had set in? After the doctors had met that day, it was known throughout the house that nothing could save her. At least, they said so. The old malady of the spring had but been lying dormant; it was in her still; and the terrible trouble she went through had brought it forth again. Under the very happiest circumstances, had she married you, even  and I suppose that might have been her idea of happiness, added Rose, satirically she could not have lived long. De la Chasse saw her for a few minutes on the day they were to have been married, and expressed himself very much concerned, and all that, as a matter of course; I dont suppose he broke his heart over it.

And she has been ill ever since?

Ever since. The disease has fluctuated, as you may imagine; some weeks she would be at deaths door, some weeks comparatively well; but it has all the while been progressing on gradually to the ending. Frederick St. John  and Rose stepped up to him in her excitement I dont believe you were ever absent for one minute from her mind; by day and by night it was filled with that miserable love for you; and the yearning wish, destined not to be gratified, was ever upon her  that you would come and see her before she died.

Why did you not let me know it?  why could you not have written to me? he asked, in a sharp tone of pain.

For one thing, I tell you, I did not know where to write. For another, Adeline would not have let me. She had an idea that you did not care to come to her  that you perhaps would not, if summoned. And!  Rose paused a moment, and angrily compressed her repentant lips I could wish my tongue had been bitten out for a share I took in the past. Theres not the least doubt that one ingredient in Adelines cup of bitterness was worse than all the rest  the thought of Sarah Beauclerc.

He uttered an exclamation.

And of your love for her. And I say I wish Sarah Beauclerc had been smothered, and I with her, if you like, before I had ever breathed her name to Adeline. But for that, but for deeming that she was your true love, and would some time be your wife, Adeline would have sent to the far ends of the earth after you for a parting interview.

He sat, leaning his head upon his fingers, looking into the fire.

What a miserable business it seems altogether! Nothing but cross-purposes, the one with the other. Sarah Beauclerc!

Are you still engaged  perhaps at a moment like this I may be pardoned for asking it  to Sarah Beauclerc?

I never was engaged to Sarah Beauclerc. I had once a sort of passing fancy for her; I dont know that it was more. I have had no thought of her, or of any one else, since I parted from Adeline.

In a letter I had from London, not very long ago, resumed Rose, slowly, your name was coupled with Miss Sarah Beauclercs. It said you were her shadow.

Who said it?

Never mind. It was a lady.

Your correspondent laboured under a mistake, Rose; you may tell her so, for her satisfaction. Sarah Beauclerc will very soon be a wife, but not mine.

Who is she going to marry?

Lord Raynor.

Rose exhausted her surprise in ejaculations. She had thought Sarah Beauclerc would be Frederick St. Johns chosen wife; had felt utterly certain of it in her own mind. He sat in silence, never heeding her. Remembrances of the past were crowding upon him. That he had been very near loving Sarah Beauclerc, was indisputable: and but for the meeting with Adeline, this might have come to fruition: there was no knowing now. At Lady Revels  the evening spoken of to Rose by Miss Mary Anne Darling  he had learnt that she, Sarah, was going to be married to the Viscount Raynor, a man who, as Captain Budd, had been attached to her for years. She herself told him of this. In her calm, cold, cutting manner, she spoke of his contemplated marriage to Mademoiselle de Castella: was any covert reproof intended in this? any secret intimation that that justified her own engagement? However that might be, all chance of their being one in this world, had any such chance ever existed, was at an end; and Frederick St. John had no regret left in regard to it. All his regrets were for another.

If Adeline had but known it! murmured Rose, genuine tears of vexation filling her eyes. Did you not know she was dying, Mr. St. John?

No. I knew nothing about her.

Have you been in England ever since you quitted us that day?

I went straight to London from Beaufoy, saw my brother Isaac, explained matters to him, and then accompanied him to Castle Wafer. Subsequently I went to Scotland, deer-stalking; running over once to London from thence, to see my mother. Before Christmas, I was again for a week in London, and then I escorted my mother to Castle Wafer. Now you know what my movements have been, Rose. I heard nothing of Adeline.

Perhaps you kept yourself out of the way of hearing of her?

I did.

That was your temper!

Just so. Our faults generally bring their own punishment.

We heard you were in an awful passion at Madame Barets, remarked Rose, who plunged into things irrelevant without mercy.

I thought I had cause to be. I thought so then. I do not know the reason now why she rejected me.

Mary Carr will tell you that. Ill-fated Adeline! She would have given her poor life to have been allowed to whisper it to you then, to justify herself in your eyes. The fact is, added Rose, after a pause, the Church interfered to prevent the marriage, and Adeline was sworn to silence on the crucifix. I did not know it until to-day. She thought of you until the last, Mr. St. John, and in her dying moments got permission from her father for the truth to be disclosed to you. Mary was charged with it.

Mr. St. Johns eyes blazed up with an angry light. Then I know that was the work of Father Marc!

I dare say it was. He was very fond of Adeline, and no doubt thought her marriage with a heretic would be perdition here and hereafter. I dont see that you can blame him: you would have done the same in his place, had you been true to your creed. Father Marcs one of the best gossipers living. We saw a great deal of him in Adelines sick-room, after you left. I fell in love with the charming old père.

Would she ever be serious! The question might have crossed Mr. St. John at a less bitter moment.

And I think his gossip did Adeline good, continued Rose. It was a sort of break to her misery. How could you have doubted her  have doubted for a single moment, whatever your passionate rage might have been, that her whole love was yours?

How indeed? But perhaps in his inmost heart he never had doubted it. He sat there now, bearing the bitter weight of remembrance as he best might, his eyes looking back into the past, his delicate lips drawn in to pain.

They have no portrait of her, went on Rose, not in her mercilessness, but in her giddy, gossiping lightness. And the one you took of her, you defaced.

Dont, Rose!

The words came from him with a wail. His remorse wanted no feeding; it was already as great as he well knew how to bear. Rose was not quite without feeling, and the words and their tone checked her. She sat thinking how unkind she had been, and began flirting the strings of her bonnet about, as it lay near her on the table.

But it was not in her nature to remain silent long. Something, perhaps the black ribbon, took her thoughts to another subject: and in truth she did not like to say more of Adeline.

Does it not seem like a fatality? All three of them to have died, one after the other!

Mr. St. John came slowly out of his pain, and looked at her for an explanation. Three of whom?

Oh, I was thinking of Alnwick. Mr. Carleton St. John first and then his two boys. I suppose you have inherited?

My brother has. Yes, it is a very sad thing. Quite a fatality, as you say.

What fortune has Charlotte now? Much?

I really do not know. I fear not much.

She reckoned so surely  I know she did  upon being Lady St. John!

That seems to be a chief portion of lifes business, I think, he remarked: the reckoning upon things that never come to pass.

I suppose you have not seen her since?

Mrs. Carleton St. John? Yes, I have. I heard she was staying with Mrs. Darling in town, the week I spent there before Christmas, and I called.

How was she looking? How did she seem? asked Rose, rather eagerly.

She seemed quite well, and she looked well. Very thin: but in good health and spirits.

There was no  excitement in her manner, was there?

On the contrary. She struck me as being one of the calmest, quietest-mannered women I ever saw.

Did you think her pretty?

No. I thought her handsome.

What did mamma say to you about me?  and Margaret and Mary Anne? No good, I know. They are always abusing me.

I did not see them. Mrs. Carleton St. John said they had all gone out to call on some old friend.

You had no loss. Mamma you know; I dont say anything against her, though it was a shame of her to keep me at school so long; but Mary Anne and Margaret are the primmest old creatures you can picture. Why, they are going on for thirty! I sent them over a cap apiece the other day, in return for a little interference of theirs. Lottie Singleton took the parcel. Didnt it make them wild!

A faint smile parted his lips.

Where is Charlotte going to live? resumed Rose. Have you heard?

I have heard nothing. I believe my brother wrote to beg of her to go back to Alnwick, and remain there as long as she chose. But she declined.

I know one thing  that I hope shell not live with us, cried Rose, tossing back her golden curls. Charlotte always was so domineering, and now  especially  You are sure you observed no undue excitement of manner? she broke off, after a pause.

Why do you ask it? To me she appeared to be almost unnaturally calm.

I think Ill tell you why, said thoughtless Rose. And forthwith she disclosed to Mr. St. John all she had heard from Nurse Brayford. It was lamentably imprudent of her, without doubt; but she meant no harm. And the notion she herself had gathered from the story was, that the trouble had temporarily touched Charlottes brain, just as a passing fever will touch it. That was all the real thought of her heart; but her expressions were exaggerated as usual, meaning less than they implied. It had the effect of fully arousing Frederick St. John from his own care: and Rose was surprised to see him make so much of it.  

That Charlotte  that your sister at the time of the childs death was mad! he repeated. Surely not, Rose!

It was nothing less. How else could she fancy she saw all sorts of visions of the child? Not her child; I dont mean him: the little heir, Benja. He was always walking before her with the lighted toy, the church; the one that caused his death, you know. She had awful fits of this terror, frightening Georgy nearly to death.

Mr. St. John made no reply. His eyes were fixed on Rose, and he was revolving what she said.

It was Mrs. Brayford told me this; the nurse who was with Adeline in the spring. You heard that she had gone from Belport with Mrs. Carleton St. John to watch George. But I dont think the woman told me quite all, added Rose, casting her thoughts back: she seemed to reserve something. At least, so it struck me.

It must have been a sort of brain fever, remarked Mr. St. John.  

It must have been downright madness, returned Rose. They hold a curious custom, it seems, in one of the towns of France: on St. Martins Eve every one turns out at night with horns and lighted paper lanterns, which they parade about the streets for a couple of hours. It happened that Charlotte was there this very night: she had gone to the town to take the steamer for London. The lanterns were of various forms and devices, many of them being churches; and Charlotte was in her room when the show began, and saw it all. She had a sort of fit from terror, continued Rose in a whisper. She was quite mad when she came to, fancying it was a thousand Benjas coming after her to torment her. Prance had always locked Brayford out of the room before, when these attacks came on; but she couldnt do it that night, for Charlotte had to be held; she was raving.

It is very strange, said Mr. St. John.

That is why I asked you whether you saw anything unusual in her manner,  any excitement. Of course I cant write and ask; I cant hint at it. They say Charlotte is well, but if she were not I know they would never tell me, and I like to be at the top and bottom of everything. Im mammas true daughter for that.

Rose, I wish you had not told me this.

Why? exclaimed Rose, opening her eyes very wide.

He seemed to have spoken involuntarily. The retort and its surprised tone woke him from his dream, and all his senses were in full play again.

It is not pleasant to hear of women suffering. I cant bear it. Your sister must have gone through a great deal.

Oh, poor thing, yes she must. Ill not call her hard names again. And I do hope and trust the brain trouble has really left her.

She seemed quite well. I saw no trace whatever of the minds being affected. It must have been a sort of temporary fever. Rose, were I you, I think I would never talk of this.

I dont. I only said it to you. I assure you I wouldnt say a word of it to mamma to be made Empress to-morrow. Shed box my ears for me, as she used to do when I was a little girl.

Mr. St. John rose to leave. Theres nothing more you have to say, Rose?

She knew as well as he that he alluded to Adeline. There was nothing more, just then, she answered. Mary Carr would, no doubt, see him later.

He shook hands with Rose and was leaving the room, when Miss Carr came in. She uttered an exclamation of surprise.

I thought you had gone, she said. Will you come with me and see old Madame de Beaufoy? I was in her room just now, and told her you had been here; she thought I ought to have taken you up to her; and she cried when she said how great a favourite you had been in those happy days, now gone by for ever.

With some hesitation  for he did not care to see the family again, especially on that day  Mr. St. John suffered himself to be conducted to her room. The show people were still silently jostling each other on the staircase, passing up and down it.

Madame de Beaufoy was in her chamber: it is the custom you know to receive visitors in the bed-chambers in France: a handsomely furnished room, the counterpane a blue satin, richly quilted, and the large square pillows, lying on it, of the finest cambric edged with choice Mechlin lace. As she held Mr. St. Johns hand in greeting and drew him to the fire, the tears coursed freely down the fine old face.

Ah, my friend, my friend! she said, speaking in English, if they had but suffered her to marry you, she might not be lying low this day. A hundred times I have said to Maria, that she should not have been severed from Frederick St. John. But Maria, poor thing, had no hand in it; she is not a dévote; it was the Church that did it. And we must suppose alls for the best, though it sacrificed her.

No tears shone in his eyes, his grief was too deep for that. It could be read in every line of his face, of his rigid features.

I wish to Heaven things had been allowed to take a different course, he answered in low tones. But they tell me that no care, no amount of happiness could have saved her.

Tush! returned the old lady. The greatest mistake they made was in not taking her to a warmer climate while they had the opportunity. Had that been done, and had you been allowed to marry her, she might have enjoyed years of life. I dont say she could have lived to be old: they insist upon it that she could not: but she would have had some enjoyment of this world, poor child, and not have been cut off from it, as she is now.

The thought crossed him  and it came in spite of his regrets, and he could not help it  that all things might still be for the best. Had she lived to bear him children  and to entail upon them her fragility of constitution  

You did love her, Mr. St. John.

With my whole heart and soul.

Ay, ay; and she was bound up in you. I dont see why you should have been parted  and we all liked you. For my part, continued the tolerant old lady but you know it doesnt do to avow such sentiments to the world  I think one religion is as good as another, provided people do their duty in it. She had as sure a chance of going to heaven as your wife, as she had if she had married that de la Chasse, whom I never liked.

Indeed I trust so.

I became a Roman Catholic to please my husband and his family, but I was just as near to heaven when I was a Protestant. And I say that Adeline need not have been sacrificed. You have been in to see her, I hear.

Yes. Not knowing what I was going to see.

Was ever such a barbarous custom heard of! But Maria would listen to no sort of reason: and Agnes upheld her. I wonder the Signor allowed it. They will not get me in. I shall see the dear lost one in her coffin to-night; but I will not see her the actor in all that mummery.

The old lady was interrupted by the entrance of Madame de Castella. She did not know St. John was there; and her first surprised movement was that of retreat. But a different feeling came over her, and she stepped forward sobbing, holding out both her hands.

A few broken sentences of mutual sorrow, and then the scene became disagreeably painful to Mr. St. John. Madame de Castellas sobs were loud and hysterical, her mothers tears rained down quietly. He took his leave almost in silence.

Would you like to attend the funeral? asked the old lady. It takes place to-morrow.

To-morrow! he echoed: the haste striking upon his English ideas as unseemly.

To-morrow at eleven.

Perhaps Mr. St. John would not like it? interposed Madame de Castella between her sobs. The Baron de la Chasse is coming for it.

And what if he is! cried her mother. Surely their animosities must have ended now. Be here a quarter before eleven, my friend, if it would be any satisfaction to you to see the last of her.

Ah yes, all animosities had ended then, and St. John did not fail to be there. It was one of the grandest funerals ever seen in Belport. Amidst the long line of priests was Father Marc: and he recognized St. John and saluted him courteously and cordially, as if entirely oblivious of the past, and of the share he had taken in it. Signor de Castella walked bareheaded after the coffin; de la Chasse and another near friend were next. St. John was lost amid the crowd of followers, and his companion was Monsieur le Comte le Coq de Monty.

So happy to have the honour of meeting you again, though it is upon this melancholy occasion! cried the Comte, who was very fond of talking and had hastened to fasten himself on Mr. St. John. What a sad thing that consumption is! And de la Chasse is here! How he must feel her loss! the engaging, beautiful demoiselle that she was!

The procession moved on. To the church first, and then to the grave. But amidst all its pomp and show, amidst the tall candles, the glittering crucifixes, the banners of silver and black, amidst the array of priests and their imposing vestments; through the low murmurs of their soothing chant, lost in the echoes of the streets; even beyond that one dark mass, the cheaf feature of the pageant, borne by eight men with measured tread, through his regrets for what was in it  his buried love  there came something else, totally foreign to all this, and uncalled for by will, floating through the mind of Mr. St. John.

The curious tale whispered to him by Rose Darling the previous day, touching the fancies of Mrs. Carleton St. John, was connecting itself, in a haunting fashion, with certain words he had heard dropped by Honour at Castle Wafer.


CHAPTER XXXII.

SOME MONTHS ONWARDS.

IT was August weather. The glowing sunlight of the day had faded, and the drawing-rooms were lighted at Castle Wafer. A small group of guests had gathered there; it may almost be said a family group; had been spending there some five or six weeks. Changes have taken place since you met them last. Its master has come into the inheritance so coveted by Mrs. Carleton St. John for her own child: and he is also in stronger health than he has been for years. Look at him as he sits in the remotest corner of the room, his table covered with books and bearing a small shaded reading-lamp. But he is not reading now; he is listening with a fond smile to a charming girl in white evening attire, as she sits close to him and talks in a low voice. Her great eyes, of a blue grey, are raised to his face, and the gold chain glistens on her fair white shoulders as she bends towards him, and she seems to be petitioning some favour; for he keeps shaking his head in the negative, as if to tantalize her; but the kindly look in his eyes, and the sweet smile on his face are very conspicuous. You have met her before: it is Miss Beauclerc, the daughter of the Dean of Westerbury.

Unpleasantly conspicuous, that smile and that tender look, to one of the distant group. The glittering chandelier  and only one chandelier has been lighted to-night, as is usual on these quiet evenings  is reflected as in a thousand prisms by the wax-lights, and the glitter shines full on the face of this one lady, who sits back in the satin chair unnoticed, her dark eyes disagreeably fierce and eager. Is she a young girl? She really looks like one, in her black silk dress with its low simple body and short sleeves, edged only with a narrow ruching of white crape; looks almost as young as Miss Beauclerc. But she is not young; she has passed her thirtieth year, and more than that; and you have met her before, for she is the widow of George Carleton St. John of Alnwick. They call her here at Castle Wafer Mrs. Carleton, in a general way, as her additional name would interfere with Mrs. St. Johns. We had better do the same. Sometimes they call her Charlotte; and she likes that best, for she hates the name of Carleton, simply because it was the name of her late husbands first wife.

Right underneath the chandelier, both of them at some sort of work, sit Mrs. St. John and Mrs. Darling. Mrs. St. John has recovered the accident of a year ago; it left a languor upon her which she is rather too fond of indulging. Isaac St. John is glad that visitors should be staying at Castle Wafer, for they divert his step-mother, whom he greatly esteems and respects, from her own fancied ailments. That accident would seem to have aged her ten years, and you would take her to be nearly sixty. Lastly, talking and laughing at the open glass doors, now halting inside, now stepping forth on the terrace in the balmy summers night, are Rose Darling and Frederick St.

John. Frederick has been but a few days arrived, after an absence of many months, chiefly spent in the Holy Land; the rest have been for six weeks at Castle Wafer.

Six weeks, and they went for only one! Isaac pressed the visit upon Mrs. Carleton, whose position he much pitied, and politely invited Mrs. Darling to accompany her with any of the Miss Darlings she might like to bring. Mrs. Darling accepted the invitation and brought Rose. The other two were staying with old Mrs. Darling in Berkshire, who was flourishing and seemed likely to live to be a hundred. It almost seemed to Isaac St. John, in his refined sensitiveness, that he had committed a wrong on Charlotte St. John, by succeeding to the property that would have been her husbands and then her sons, had they lived. Could he have done it with any sort of delicacy, he had made over to her a handsome yearly income. Indeed, he had hinted at this to Mrs. Darling, but that lady said she felt sure it could not be done with Charlottes proud spirit. Isaac hoped still: and meanwhile he pressed Charlotte to stay with them at Castle Wafer, not to run away, as her mother talked of doing. Mrs. Darling had been talking of it this month past; and her departure was now really fixed for the morrow. She was going with Rose to Paris; but Charlotte had accepted the invitation to remain.

Her fate really deserved sympathy. Bereft of her husband, of her cherished son, bereft not only of the fortune but also of the position she had thought to secure in marrying the master of Alnwick, she had perforce retired into a very humble individual again, who could not keep up much of an establishment of her own. In health she was perfectly well: all that dark time seemed to have passed away as a dream: she was better-looking than ever, and the inward fever that used to consume her and render her a very shadow, did not waste her now. Mrs Darling had spoken to her seriously of what her future plans should be: that lady herself would probably have desired nothing better than to keep her favourite daughter with her always: but her other daughters rose rather rebelliously against it, and some unpleasantness had been the result.

Rose spoke out freely, as was her custom. If Charlotte did remain with them, she should not stand any domineering; and Mary Anne and Margaret Darling intimated that they should not leave grandmamma until home was free for them. Charlotte had brought this ill-will upon herself by the very line of conduct Rose spoke openly about  domineering. Mrs. Darling was a little perplexed: but she was an easy-tempered woman, and was content to let trifles take their chance. There was no immediate hurry: Charlottes visit at Castle Wafer was to be extended, against the wish of Mrs. Darling, and might be continued for an indefinite time. Who knew but that Charlotte might captivate its bachelor master? And who knew but Charlotte herself was entertaining the same possibility? Mrs. Darling feared so; and, in all cases where Charlotte was concerned, she was a keen observer. What, though Isaac St. John had a hump upon his back, he was, apart from that, a lovable man  a man that even an attractive woman might covet for her own.

Mrs. Darlings employment this evening was some intricate working of gold beads on canvas. And every time she looked off to take up a bead upon the long needle, she seized the opportunity to glance at Charlotte. How entirely still she was!  leaning back in the armchair; her delicate hands lying motionless on her lap. But for the eyes, directed to one part of the room, and the angry glare beginning now to shine in them, Mrs. Darling had deemed her entirely at rest. She, Mrs. Darling, moved her chair, apparently to get some better light for the beads, and the change of position enabled her to look towards the spot herself.

Miss Beauclerc, her fair face bending forward in its eagerness, her wide open, fine grey eyes raised to his, had laid her two hands on Isaac St. Johns; and he had playfully made prisoner of them and was keeping them fast. In the stillness of the room their voices were distinctly heard.

You will promise it to me, then!

Isaac laughed and shook his head. You dont know how incorrigible the man has been, Georgie.

All the more reason for your forgiving him.

If the dean were here, Im not sure that he would say so. He has had the greatest trouble with him, Georgina.

Thats just why Im asking you, cried the girl prettily and saucily. Papa might refuse me; you must not. You know you cant?

What will you give if I say yes?

Ill give you she dropped her voice and laughed.

Isaac bent and kissed her crimson cheek. Kissed it as a father might kiss a child; but she drew back shyly, and blushed to her fingers ends, half glancing towards the window.

Something like a faint sound of anger came from Charlotte. It was smothered beneath a sudden cough. No ears heard it save those of the anxious mother; no eyes, save hers, saw the involuntary clenching of the impassive hands. She  Mrs. Darling  sat upright in her chair and turned her eyes in the direction where her daughters were fixed.

Did you obtain that information to-day, Sir Isaac?

Sir Isaac was again laughing  oh, how much better in health was he now than of yore!  and did not hear the question.

Are you speaking to me, Mrs. Darling?

That information you said you would obtain for me about the conjunction of the trains. Did you do so?

Brumm did. I thought he had given you the paper. He has all particulars set down, I know, in black and white. Perhaps he gave it to Miss Rose?

Who is taking my name in vain? cried Rose, looking in, her bright face aglow with mirth.

Mr. St. John had been standing for the last few minutes inside the room, Rose on the threshold. As he talked to her, his eyes had unconsciously rested on the face of Mrs. Carleton; and the strange expression in hers, their look of fierce anger, had struck him with amazement; even the movement of the hands, telling of suppressed pain, was not wholly hidden from him. With a rush and a whirl there came back to his mind certain facts connected with Mrs. Carleton St. John, which had almost faded out of his remembrance. But what could be the cause of her antipathy to Miss Beauclerc? And there was antipathy in those eyes, if he ever read eyes in this world.

It was over directly,  quick as a flash of lightning,  and the relative situations of the parties changed. Georgina Beauclerc came to the table with a light step, as gay and careless as Rose; Sir Isaac followed more slowly, and sat down by Mrs. Carleton.

You look pleased, my dear, observed Mrs. St. John, glancing up at Georgina.

I have been teasing Sir Isaac, and I have gained my wish. But  you didnt see  and she bent her lips with a smile I had to give him a kiss for the concession.

Rather a hazardous favour to grant in a general way, observed Mrs. Darling, whose ears the whispered words had reached. Some gentlemen, in the bachelor position of Sir Isaac, might deem the gift significant.

SOME MONTHS ONWARDS.

She put down her beads and her canvas, and looked full at Georgina, expecting a protest against such motives. But in this she was mistaken. Georgina only threw back her pretty head with a laugh; and in it  at least to Mrs. Darlings ears  there was a sound of triumph.

What was your petition to him, my dear? asked Mrs. St. John.

Ah, thats a secret; its something between himself and me; and Miss Georgina Beauclerc went dancing towards the window, as if desiring a breath of the fresh night air.

The scene was almost more lovely than by day, with that moon, brighter than you often see it in August, shining on the landscape, and bringing out its light and its shade. Mrs. Carleton, every vestige of dissatisfaction removed, talked to Sir Isaac St. John. The tones of her voice were low and tender; the pale, passive countenance was singularly attractive. Sir Isaac had grown to like her very much indeed; and she knew it. But, what perhaps she did not know, liking with him had hitherto been confined to respect, esteem, friendship,  as the case might be. Never had the probability of its going further occurred to any one. He had always expressed a determination to live and die unmarried, and it was accepted as a matter of certainty.

Mr. St. John leaned against the wall, partly shaded by the blue satin window-curtains. He was watching her keenly. All that old gossip which had reached him, creating a strange suspicion in his mind, was rising up bit by bit. She mad! Surely not! In that low, modulated voice; in that composed, self-controlled countenance; in those dark eyes, lighted now with a pleasant smile, there was no madness to be traced, past, present, or to come,  not a symptom of it. What had Rose meant by taking up the idea seriously?  by speaking of it to him? Nay, his was the fault for having listened to her. Rose! vain, giddy, careless as of old. Mr. St. John had wondered two or three times this past week what she was coming to.

As he looked, an idea flashed over him. He had noticed this last week, since his residence with them, little odds and ends in Mrs. Carletons conduct. How she strove incessantly to make herself, agreeable to Sir Isaac; how she walked out with him, drove out with him, sat with him oftentimes in his morning-room, how suave she was to Mr. Brumm; how, in short, she seemed to have one object in life  and that, to devote herself to Sir Isaac. It was very kind of her  very considerate, had been Fredericks only thought until now, and he felt grateful to her, though rather wondering; he felt grateful to any one who appreciated his brother; but now the truth seemed to have opened his eyes, and removed the scales that were before them. She was hoping to become Lady St. John.

Every feeling of Frederick St. John rose up in arms against it. Not against his brother marrying. If it would be for his comfort and happiness, Frederick would have been glad to see him marry on the morrow. But to marry her  with that possibility of taint in her blood? Any one in the wide world, rather than Charlotte Carleton. The room suddenly felt too hot for him, and he turned from it impetuously, his hand lifted to his brow.

Whos this? Dont run over me, Mr. St. John.

He had nearly run over her; she was so still; gathered there against the wall, just beyond the window.

I beg your pardon, Georgina; I was deep in thought.

Is it not a lovely night?

Yes, I suppose so. How long  he dropped his voice is Mrs. Carleton going to remain here? Do you know?

Not I. How should I? Mrs. Darling and Rose leave tomorrow.

There was a pause. He held out his arm to Georgina, and began slowly to pace the terrace with her. She looked very fair, very lovely in the moonlight.

How came Mrs. Carleton to prolong her stay beyond that of her mother and sister?

As if I knew! Sir Isaac pressed it, I think. I heard him say to her one day that as Mrs. St. John intended to spend the winter at Castle Wafer, she could not do better than promise him to remain also. Dont you like her?

Not very much, I think.

I did like her. I cannot tell you how much I pitied her. It seems so hard a fate to lose her husband and her two children, and now to have lost Alnwick. But she wont let me like her; she is so very distant with me; repellant might be the better word; and so I think she is making me dislike her. I like Rose.

He laughed. No one can help liking Rose; with all her faults she is open as the day. Do you know, Georgina, I used at times to think Rose very much like you.

In face?

No. And yet there may be a certain resemblance even there: both of you are fair, and both  pretty. You need not fling away from me as if it were treason to say so. But I meant in manner. You were once as wild as Rose is now.

You saw a great deal of her this time last year, did you not, when she was staying with Adeline de Castella?

Yes, he laconically answered.

Georgina Beauclerc turned to the terrace railings, and leaned over them, looking far away. He stood by her side in silence.

Do you think I am wild in manner now? she presently asked.

No; you have greatly changed.

Those old, old days in Westerbury  and I know I was wild in them  have faded away as a dream. It seems so long ago!  and yet, marked by the calendar, it is only a short time. One may live years in a few months, Mr. St. John.

With the privileged freedom of his boyhood he turned her face towards him, and saw what he had suspected. The blue eyes were filled with tears.

What is it, child?

Nothing. Past days are often sad to look back to.

Do you know that you have changed  wonderfully changed?

From my wildness? Yes, I think I have been tamed.

And what has tamed you?

Oh,  there was a slight pause nothing but my own good sense.

And now please tell me why you call me Mr. St. John. You have been doing it all the week.

The tears vanished, and a slight smile parted the pretty lips. You are Mr. St. John now.

Not to you, I should have thought.

I remember the lecture you once gave me for calling you Fred.

No doubt. I gave you little else than lectures then; some of them in earnest, some in fun. The lecture you speak of was of the latter description.

I know how vexed you used to get with me. You must have hated me very much.

Wrong, young lady. Had I cared for you less, I should not have lectured you. We dont get vexed with those we dislike. I should lecture you still, if I saw cause to do it. Georgina laughed. They were again pacing the terrace, for he had placed her arm in his.  

I always believed in you, Georgina, though you did require so much keeping in order. You were as wild a young damsel as I ever wish to see. It is well your mood has changed.

I dare say you mean to say my manners.

Call it what you will. I like you best as you are. Whats that, shooting up like a bonfire?

They paused and watched the appearance he spoke of: a flaming light in a distant field.

I know, cried Georgina. Old Phipps is burning that dead tree of his. Sir Isaac told him this morning not to let it lie there across the path.

Were you there with Isaac this morning? So far off as that!

He and I and Mrs. Carleton had walked there. He is a famous walker now.

A little bird whispered a tale to me about you, Georgina, as I came through London, he said, resuming their walk. Shall I tell it?

Tell it if you like. What is it?

That you might, at no very distant time, be mistress of Hawkhurst. His lordship

What a wicked untruth, she burst forth, as impulsively as ever she had spoken in former days. Who told it you? It was Sarah, Im sure; and she knows I refused him.

Im sure he is a well-meaning young man; easy, good-tempered, and very fond of you.

He is as stupid as an owl, returned Georgina, in her anger. Oh  I see: you are only laughing at me.

Tell me why you would not have him. We used to tell each other mutual secrets in bygone days. Do you remember that real secret  that accident  when you nearly set the deanery on fire, by placing the lamp too close to the window-curtains, and I burnt my hands in putting the fire out, and then took down the curtains afterwards, to remove all traces of fire from them? I suppose the dean does not know the truth to this day.

 Mamma does not; and that is a great deal more to the purpose. She still believes the curtains were mysteriously stolen. They were fortunately very beautiful.

Fortunately! But you have not told me why you dismissed Hawkhurst and his coronet.

I wouldnt have him if he had ten coronets. I wouldnt have any one.

Do you intend never to marry, Miss Georgina?

Never, never. Papa and mamma have no one but me, and I shall not leave them.

Her blushes were conspicuous even in the moonlight. But she raised her head, as if in defiance of the emotion, and looked straight out before her.

So you did see Sarah as you came through London! She has made a good marriage, has she not?

Very good, in all senses of the word. She has rank, wealth; and her husband, for a Viscount, is really a superior man.

For a Viscount! What next? Is Sarah as beautiful as ever?

Well  no. She was both thin and pale. Shell get up her looks again by-and-by, I dare say.

Im sure shes happy, and thats the chief thing. They are to come to us at Westerbury next winter. Talking of Westerbury, continued Georgina, Rose Darling had a letter from Westerbury this morning.

Indeed! I was not aware that Rose was acquainted with Westerbury, or any one in it. Here she comes.

She had been standing outside the window, and came forward as he spoke. She had caught the sound of her own name, and wanted to know  as she had just before, in the drawing-room  why they were taking it in vain.

Miss Beauclerc says you heard from Westerbury this morning,

Well, so I did, cried Rose. The letter was from Mary Carr. She is staying with some friends there: whats their name?  Mr and Mrs. Travice Arkell.

Ah, yes, said Mr. St. John. I heard from Travice not long ago.

Did he mention Lucy? asked Georgina.

He said Lucy had sent her love to me, and that that was all he could get out of her, for she was rapturously absorbed in her new toy, the baby.

Mary Carr says you are to be its godfather, remarked Rose.

Oh, are you? cried Georgina. Which is it  a boy or a girl?

Mr. St. John considered, and then laughed. I declare I dont know, he said; its one of the two. Travice told me, I think, but I forget. Knowing who the godmother is to be, I forgot all about the baby.

And who is it to be  Mrs. Dundyke?

Not at all. It is a lady of a great deal more importance  in size, at any rate. Miss Fauntleroy.

Georgina laughed Rose was a little puzzled: the bygone histories were strange to her. And she was feeling cross besides. Where Rose took a fancy  and she had taken one long ago to Frederick St. John  she did not like to see attentions given to any one but her own sweet self. She tossed her head, throwing back her blue ribbons and golden curls.

Is your sister going to make a long stay with us, Rose? he quietly asked.

My opinion is, that shell make it just as long as you choose to ask her: for ever and a day if Sir Isaac should please. Take care of her, Frederick St. John! I never saw Charlotte put forth her attractions as she is doing now.

She spoke at random  in her wild carelessness: she had never given a suspicion to the truth  that her sister was purposely trying to attract Isaac St. John. Cold, proud, arrogant; to do so, would be against Charlottes nature, as Rose had always believed.

Mrs. Darling and Rose took their departure from Castle Wafer, leaving Charlotte and Georgina Beauclerc its only guests. It was lovely weather, and the weeks went on. The mornings were chiefly spent out of doors. Isaac St. John, so much stronger than he used to be, had never gone about his grounds as he was going now. His companions were always Charlotte Carleton and Georgina; Frederick often strolling by their side. In the afternoon one or other of them would be driven out by Sir Isaac in his low pony-carriage, and the other would be with Mrs. St. John, sitting at home with her or going out in the close carriage, as the case might be. As to Frederick, he was apparently leading a very idle life. In point of fact, he was secretly busy as ever was a London detective, watching Mrs. Carleton. He had been watching her closely ever since the departure of Mrs. Darling and Rose, now three weeks ago, and he persuaded himself that he did detect signs of incipient madness.

One thing he detected in which there could be no mistake  her hatred of Georgina Beauclerc. Not by any ordinary signs was this displayed, by rudeness, by slight, or anything of that sort. On the contrary, she was studiously polite to Georgina, even cordial at times. But every now and then, when Georgina crossed her, there would blaze forth a wild, revengeful fire in the eye, there would be an involuntary contraction of the long thin fingers, as though they were tightening on somebodys throat. It would all pass in a moment and was imperceptible to general observation: but Frederick was watching.

He also observed that whenever she was put out in this way, it was always with reference to Isaac. One day in particular, it almost came to open warfare.

Sir Isaac had ordered round his pony-carriage in the morning, having to go farther than he could walk. Frederick and Mrs. Carleton were in the morning-room, and it was somehow arranged, in haste, that Mrs. Carleton should accompany him. Frederick had not been particularly attentive at the moment: he was writing letters: but he thought it was Mrs. Carleton herself who offered to go, not Isaac who asked her. Be that as it might, she put on her things, and came back to the room. At almost the same moment, Georgina flew in, a mantle and bonnet in her hand.

Are you going out? asked Mrs. Carleton, drawing her shawl more closely around her slender and stately form.

I am going with Sir Isaac, replied Georgina: and Mrs. Carleton made an almost imperceptible pause before she spoke again.

I am going with Sir Isaac.

That Im sure you are not, cried Georgina, in her spoilt, girlish way. Sir Isaac is going to Hatherton, and knows why I must go there with him: why he must take me in preference to any one else. Dont you, Sir Isaac? she added, entwining her arm within his.

You petted child! he fondly said. Who told you I was going to Hatherton?

Brumm. I asked him what the pony-carriage had come round for this morning. You will take me? she continued, her voice and manner irresistible in their sweetness.

I suppose I must, he answered. If Mrs. Carleton will allow me  will excuse the trouble she has had in putting on her things. There! put on your bonnet, my wilful, troublesome child; you would charm a bird from its nest.

That any feeling of rivalry could be entertained by either, never once crossed the brain of Sir Isaac St. John. He had watched Georgina Beauclerc grow up from a baby, and he looked upon her still as a child: he gave way to her moods as we give way to those of a child who is very dear to us. He loved her fondly; he would have liked her for his daughter: and since the project of marrying Frederick to Lady Anne St. John had failed, he had cherished a secret and silent wish down deep in his heart, that Lady Anne might be supplanted by the deans daughter. But he was cautious not to breathe a hint of this, not to further it by so much as lifting a finger. If it came to pass, well and good, but he would never again plot and plan, and be made miserable by failure, as he had been in the case of Lady Anne. That Mrs. Carleton could be seriously annoyed at his disappointing her for Georgina, did not occur to him: it never would have occurred to him that she could look on the young lady as anything but a lovable and loving child.

They went out to the pony-carriage, Georgina on his arm and prattling in her pretty way. Sir Isaac placed her in, solicitous for her comfort, and took his seat beside her. Her bright face and its sparkling grey eyes were beaming with triumph, and she turned back with a saucy farewell.

Dont expect us home until you see us.

Let us give Georgina Beauclerc her due. She never suspected, any more than did Sir Isaac, that Mrs. Carleton could by any possibility regard her as a rival. Had she been told that Mrs. Carleton was laying siege to the master of Castle Wafer, Georgina had retired to a respectful distance and looked on. From her light-hearted youth, they appeared very old to her. Mrs. Carleton was a widow, who had lost all she cared for in life; Sir Isaac was a second father to her, looking older, in his hump, than her own, and she was at liberty to be free and familiar with him as a daughter.

Mrs. Carleton stood at the window as they drove off. She was wholly mistaking matters, as we all do when ill-nature or prejudice is upon us. The triumphant look in the girls face and eyes, really shining forth in her warm-hearted joyousness, and unsuspicious of offence to any, was regarded by Charlotte Carleton as a displayed triumph over her; the saucy farewell, which was more saucy in tone than in words, and which was meant for no one in particular, but for Frederick if any one, was taken by the unhappy lady to herself. That strange evil look arose in her eyes as she gazed after the carriage, and a shiver passed through her frame.

Frederick St. John was half frightened. If ever a woman looked mad, she looked so in that moment. Her long fingers quivered, her lips were drawn, her face was white as death. He rose silently.

I beg your pardon, Mrs. Carleton: you are dropping your shawl.

In truth the shawl, which had become unfastened, was falling from her shoulders, and he made it an excuse for interfering, speaking in quiet, soothing tones, to be near her and prepared, should there be any act of violence. She turned and glared at him. No other word will express the blaze that was in her eyes at the moment. One whole minute did she so stand before she recollected herself, or seemed to know what she was looking at or where she was. Then she gathered up the shawl on her arm, and sat down quietly.

Thank you, she said; this silk shawl is given to slipping off.

In a moment she had obtained perfect mastery of herself: her pale face was calm again, nay, impassive; her eyes had lost their frightful expression, and were ordinary eyes once more. Frederick asked whether he should drive her out; there was Mrs. St. Johns basket-carriage: if she would like a little fresh air, he was at her service.

At first she said no; but recalled the negative and thought she would trouble him. It was so quiet indoors this morning without Sir Isaac, and that gay, foolish girl, Georgina. Yes; if not interrupting those apparently important letters, she would accept his offer.

So the basket-carriage  rather a rickety affair, for Mrs. St. John never used it now, and it was given over to neglect  was ordered round. Mrs. Carleton put on her shawl again, and they started. And there he was, driving this, as he verily believed, half-mad woman, who was calm as an angel now; conversing with him sensibly and placidly, a pleasant smile in her dark eyes.

But this mornings doings were an exception. In a general way it was Mrs. Carleton who was the companion of Isaac St. John. She walked with him in the morning; Georgina and Frederick generally falling into the background; she drove out with him in the afternoon; she sat by his side, speaking in soft whispers, at night. That she was either really in love with Isaac St. John, or striving to make him in love with her, there could no longer be any doubt on the mind of Frederick. He wondered whether it was apparent to others; but he could not tell.

Over and over again he asked himself the question  were these signs of madness, or not? People were rather in the habit of turning white with passion; he himself, to wit, on occasion; and jealousy and dislike of a pretty girl were nothing new. All that was as nothing: but he could not forget that awful look in the eyes, that movement of the hands, that peculiar shiver of the frame; and he believed that she, Charlotte Carleton, was either mad or in danger of becoming so. You see, the doubt had been already implanted in him by Rose Darling; but for that, he might never have so much as glanced at the possibility; and he very seriously pondered the question, whether this fear arose solely from that whispered communication, and had no place in reality.



It is possible the affair altogether might not have continued to trouble him, but for a word dropped by his mother. Mrs. Carleton sat by Sir Isaac that evening in the drawing-room, her low words breathed in the softest whisper. She was trying to learn, so ladylike and candid all the while, what business he and Georgina had had at Hatherton. Isaac made no very particular reply: and indeed there was none to make. A man lived at Hatherton who had been a protégé of the deans, but he fell into evil habits, ill-treated his poor sick wife, and finally was discarded. It was for this man Georgina had been begging grace of Isaac  that Sir Isaac would take him on, and give him a trial; and it was to see the wife that Georgina went to Hatherton. No great news to tell; and Sir Isaac did not perceive that Mrs. Carleton was anxious to hear it. Presently Sir Isaac rose, went out, and sat down on the terrace; it was a sultry night, and every breath of air was grateful. Mrs. Carleton also went out and sat by him.

Frederick, whispered Mrs. St. John, in the impulse of the moment, should you be very much disappointed were Isaac to give Castle Wafer a mistress? So his mother had noticed it! Not if the mistress were suitable.

He might give it a worse, Frederick; I like her.

Frederick St. John drew in his breath. A worse! Surely, never a worse, if his fears were correct, than she; not though Isaac searched the whole world through. Mrs. St. John looked up at her son.

You are silent, Frederick. Should you not like her?

I think not.

It is only a suggestion that crossed me; it does seem next door to an impossibility that Isaac should marry, after all. Dont let it make you uncomfortable.

Nay, mother mine, you mistake me, he said. None would more heartily welcome the thought of a wife for Isaac, should such be his own desire; but I  I think I should not like the wife to be Mrs. Carleton.

He spoke calmly, but a flush passed over his brow at the thought, a chill to his heart. He quitted his mother and strolled outside.

Georgina was with Isaac then. She had edged herself between him and the arm of the bench, and was taking up his attention, to the exclusion of Mrs. Carleton. If the girl had only known the sin she was committing in that ladys sight! Luring him away in her pretty wilfulness to walk with her on the lower walks under the bright stars; and he went without so much as a word of apology or regret to Mrs. Carleton: and the sound of their voices as they paced together, came up with a joyous ring on the still night air. Frederick St. John watched her attentively under cover of the darkness; he saw the distorted countenance, the fearful eyes, and he decided that she was mad, and was meditating some revenge on Miss Beauclerc.

It troubled him greatly. At one moment he recalled all the queer and horrible tales he had heard of people killing or injuring others in their madness, previously unsuspected; the next, he asked himself whether he were awake or dreaming, that he should call up ideas so unlikely and fantastical. By-and-by, when they were all indoors again, Mrs. Carleton sat down to the piano, and sang some low, sweet music, charming their ears, winning their hearts. Had all the doctors connected with Bethlehem Hospital come forward then to declare her mad, people would have laughed at them for their pains; and Mr. St. John amidst the rest.

Have you ever observed with what a different aspect we see things in the morning from what we saw them at night? In the broad light of the bustling day, if we by chance glance back at our evening fancies  seeming true enough then  it is with a shrug of compassion at their folly. All the time Mr. St. John was dressing, the sun shining gaily into his chamber, he was feeling rather ashamed of himself. How could he have allowed those horrible thoughts to obtain a moments ascendency the previous night? Was he not doing Mrs. Carleton an unpardonable injury? He had positively no grounds whatever to go upon, except that past communication made by Rose, which might have had no truth in it. Ive a great mind to go away! quoth Mr. St. John, and pick up some common sense before I come back again.

As he went along the corridor, Mrs. Carleton was coming out of her own room, pale, quiet, handsome, her head raised a little haughtily as usual. She held out her hand to Mr. St. John with a smile; and he, in his new fit of repentance, placed it within his arm, and led her downstairs.

I have had a letter from Rose, she said. Would you like to see it? She speaks of Paris as of an elysium.

She sat down to preside at the breakfast-table. Mrs. St. John rarely quitted her room until midday. The windows opened to the terrace, and he went out, the letter in his hand. Georgina was leaning on some railings, and did not turn to greet him. He asked her what she was looking at.

Im not looking: I am thinking. I was trying to recollect whether I really had an adventure in the night, or whether it was only a dream.

The words, without perhaps sufficient cause, seemed to sharpen every faculty he possessed. Crushing Roses letter in his hand, as a thing of no moment, he asked Georgina to explain what she meant.

Something awoke me in the middle of the night, she said; and I saw, or thought I saw, a face bending over my bed, close to mine. I called out, Who is it? What do you want? but there was no answer, only the curtain seemed to stir, and then the door closed very quietly, as if whoever it was had left the room. I dont think I was yet quite awake, but I ran to the door, opened it, and looked out. I saw  at least I fancied I saw  that quiet maid of Mrs. Carletons, Prance; she was standing in the corridor in a white petticoat or nightdress, and I could have declared that I heard her speaking in an angry whisper. But the next moment I could see no trace of any one; and when my eyes grew accustomed to the grey light, I saw that all the chamber doors were shut.

He paused an instant before replying. Are you sure it was Prance in the corridor? Did you see her distinctly?

I saw only the white things she was wrapped in; the outline of her figure. It was by that outline I took it to be Prance, and because she was standing at Mrs. Carletons door, which was then open, or seemed to be.

Could it have been Mrs. Carleton herself, standing there?

No. It was nothing like tall enough. If it was anybody, it was Prance; that is, if anything of the sort did take place, and it was not a dream; and she was speaking angrily to some one inside Mrs. Carletons room.

Do you, yourself, think it was a dream, Georgina?

I should have felt quite certain that it was not a dream, that it was all reality, only that Prance positively denies it. She says she never was out of the room at all last night after Mrs. Carleton came up to bed. She says, she thinks I must have had a nightmare.

Where does Prance sleep? Somewhere at the back, I suppose.

She sleeps in Mrs. Carletons room. Did you not know it? There was a little bed put into the room for her the day they came. Mrs. Carleton does not like sleeping in a room alone.

When did you speak to Prance about it?

Just now. I saw her in the corridor. I asked whether anything was the matter last night, but she did not seem to know what I meant, and I explained. She quite laughed at me, saying I must have been suffering from nightmare.

And denying that she was in the corridor?

Entirely. She says its not possible any one could have been there, for she slept very badly last night, and must have heard the slightest movement outside, had there been any, her bed being close to the door. What do you think? concluded Georgina.

Mr. St. John did not say what he thought: he chose rather to treat it lightly. It might have been a sort of nightmare.

But I never had nightmare before in my life. I seemed to see the outline of a head and face over me, though indistinctly.

Did you think the face was Prances?

It seemed to belong to somebody taller than Prance. I dare say it was a dream, after all. Dont laugh at me.

A dream, no doubt, he said. But Georgina, I would not mention this if I were you. Ill not laugh at it, but others might: and Mrs. Carleton would not like the idea of her door being open, or supposed to have been open in the middle of the night. If Prance has to sleep in her room, I suppose she must be of a timid nature, and she might be getting thieves and robbers into her head should she hear of this.

I did not intend to say anything to her. But Prance most likely will.

Prance can do as she chooses. There is another thing  I would advise you to lock your chamber-door just at present. She looked up at him with surprise. Lock my chamber-door! What for?

Well, he answered, after a brief hesitation, you could not then fancy that any one came in.

I could not sleep with my door locked. If a fire took place in the house, I might be burnt up before any one could arouse me.

Georgina, trust me, he said, impressively, and he laid his hand upon her shoulder, I will take care of you in case of fire, and if your door is locked, burst it open. Turn the key of your door just now, to oblige me.

Tell me what you suspect  that you should thus caution me.

I  think it  just possible  that some one may walk in their sleep. Perhaps one of the maids.

Oh! I should not like that, exclaimed Georgina, unsuspiciously. I should be far more frightened if some one asleep came into my room in the night, than if they were awake.

Just so: therefore you will lock your door. Promise me.

I promise, Frederick.

He turned from her, and crossed the terrace to enter the breakfast-room, she looking after him, a whole world of love shining unconsciously from her wistful eyes. No, it was of no use: she had striven against her love; but it was all in vain. Passionately as she had loved Frederick St. John in the old days, before he had given signs of liking any one  unless it had been her cousin Sarah,  before he ever saw Adeline de Castella, so passionately she loved him still.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

A TELEGRAM.

GEORGINA BEAUCLERCS revelation was a complete overthrow to Mr. St. Johns more tolerant feelings of the morning. He fully believed it. He believed that the face leaning over the girls bed must have been Mrs. Carletons, that she had glided away when Georgina awoke; and that Prance, who must have suddenly discovered her absence from the room, had then come in search of her. Why did Prance sleep in her chamber? That seemed rather an odd thing to Mr. St. John.  And  assuming that it was Mrs. Carleton  what motive could have taken her to Georginas room?  have caused her to hang over her when asleep? Had she done it in restlessness?  become weary, and so have risen and prowled about the corridor and the rooms to while away the hours? Mr. St. John strove to think so: perhaps, rather, to deceive his own heart into thinking so. As to her having any intention of injuring Georgina, his mind shrank from entertaining the idea. He could not bear even to glance at it: apart from the horror of the thing, it partook too much of the sensational and romantic.

And how, indeed, could he think it? Look at her now. Sitting there so calm, so gentle, by Georginas side, handing the cup of tea to Isaac she had just poured out, speaking with a sunny smile.

I wont transgress this time, Sir Isaac, and give you too much sugar. Indeed, I forgot before. I must have thought I was sweetening for Mr. St. John.

Ay, no doubt, replied Sir Isaac. He can take any amount of sugar. Do you remember when you were a little fellow, Fred, I would half melt the lumps in my tea, and you would eat them for me?

Frederick laughed. I remember you indulged me in many things a great deal more than I deserved.

I have had a letter from Alnwick this morning, observed Sir Isaac, turning to Mrs. Carleton. Drake remonstrates against the Hall being left empty any longer. He says if I would only go to it for a week, it would be an earnest that it will sometime be occupied again. What should you all say to a weeks visit there  provided Mrs. St. John shall think herself well enough to undertake the journey?

No one replied. Mrs. Carleton gave one startled glance upwards, and then busied herself with her tea-making.

The alterations in the conservatory are finished, continued Isaac: a very nice thing they have made of it, Drake says. You remember that awkward-looking corner by the stove, Mrs. Carleton? That also has been remedied.

Mrs. Carleton looked up now, her face quietly impassive. Sir Isaac, I would rather not hear anything about Alnwick. I try to put my past happiness from me as much as possible, and do not care to be reminded of it.

I beg your pardon, cried Sir Isaac, in warm, considerate tones; I ought to have remembered. Then you would not like to go there?

No. Not yet.

Of course that ended it, Sir Isaac intimated, and the conversation dropped. He was ever solicitous for the comfort of Mrs. Carleton, in small things as in great. This may have arisen solely from his sympathy with her position, from the feeling that he was in possession of the revenues she had once expected would be hers: but that she attributed it to a warmer sentiment, there could be little doubt.

Will you go out with me in the pony-carriage this morning? asked Sir Isaac. I have not felt so strong the last day or two, and think, perhaps, I have been walking too much.

I will go with you, dear St. Isaac, was Mrs. Carletons honeyed answer; and Frederick St. John did not like to see the gratified look that illumined his brothers face as he thanked her.

They went out. Georgina disappeared within the apartments of Mrs. St. John, to write a long-delayed letter to her mother; and Frederick buried himself and his thoughts in the shadiest nook of his painting-room  for he had one at Castle Wafer. He had intended to go out shooting that morning, after breakfast, in his lazy fashion, for September was passing; but he felt in no mood for it now. A horrible dread had taken possession of him  that, not interfered with, his brother would be led on to marry her.

Not interfered with! Who was to interfere? In moments of difficulty we always think, If the case were different, I could meet it. He was thinking so. If I were not Isaacs heir, then I might speak out fearlessly. As it is  it would appear as though I interfered from interested motives; and I cannot do it.

Perhaps he was right. He might have seen his way more clearly, had there been tangible proof to bring forward concerning Mrs. Carletons state of mind; but there was none. To say, I fear she is not quite sane, or that she may hereafter become insane, would naturally be met by the question, What grounds have you for thinking so?  and he had really no good grounds to advance. And yet he felt that Isaac ought to be warned, lest he should compromise himself.

Grumbling at the untowardness of things, tired to death with worry, flinging a palette here, a painting there, striding the room with slow and uneven steps, Mr. St. John contrived somehow to live through the morning. Suddenly, when he was stretching himself, and rather wishing for wings that he might fly to the uttermost parts of the earth, it occurred to him that he would speak to Honour. The girl had once dropped some inadvertent words in his hearing, and she might be able to tell him more. It seemed that he would give half his own undoubted inheritance to set the question at rest.

He rang the bell, and told the servant who answered it to send Honour to him. He had not seen the girl, as far as he remembered, since his present sojourn at home. The fact was, Honours duties had been changed, and lay downstairs now, instead of above. She had given up the place of housemaid, which she found did not suit her, to become assistant to the housekeeper, and was learning cooking and confectionery. Not once in six months now would her duties take her up the grand staircase, or bring her in contact with the guests.

Where have you been hiding yourself? asked Mr. St. John, when she appeared in obedience to his orders. I never see you by any chance.

Honour explained now. She looked just the same as ever, and she still wore mourning for her beloved Benja.

Honour, I want to ask you a question. And you must answer it, for it is essential that you should do so. But you may rely upon my discretion, and no trouble shall accrue to you from it. You once spoke a word or two which led me to infer that your late mistress, Mrs. Carleton St. John, was not altogether of sound mind. Did you mean what you said?

Honour paused. Not from fear of speaking, but in doubt what to say. Mr. St. John, attributing it to the former motive, again assured her that she might trust him.

It is not that, sir; it is that I dont well know how to answer you. I remember what I said  you were asking me about that dreadful night, saying that from the manner in which he had been burnt to death it looked as though somebody had done it for the purpose; and I answered, in the moments haste, that nobody could have done that, unless it was Mrs. St. John in her madness.

But did you mean anything, Honour? That is the point to be considered now.

I did, and I didnt, sir. I had seen my mistress two or three times in a most awful passion; a passion, sir, that you would hardly believe possible in a lady, and I meant that if she had done it, it must have been in one of those mad fits of passion. But I did not really mean that she had done it, resumed Honour, and I could have bitten my tongue out afterwards for answering so carelessly; it was the very thing Mrs. Darling warned me against. There was no reason for supposing the calamity to have been anything but pure accident.

What had Mrs. Darling warned you against?

It occurred in this way, sir. After it was all over and the poor lamb buried, I had brain fever; and they tell me I made all sorts of wild accusations in it, amidst others that my mistress had set fire to Benja and bolted the door upon him. After I got well, Mrs. Darling told me of this. Nothing could be kinder than what she said, but she warned me never to breathe such words again. I should not have had such a thought, even in my delirium, but for the bolted doors; I couldnt get over that at the time; but I came to the same conclusion at last as other people  that poor Benja must have fastened the one to keep me out, and that the other was not bolted at all. Its likely enough, for I never was in such a flurry before, smelling the burning so strong.

And in your delirium you accused your mistress of having caused the mischief?

So they tell me, sir. How I came to fancy such wicked thoughts is the wonder. Its true that she was always jealous of Benja after her own child was born, always hated him; and I suppose I remembered that, even in my unconsciousness. Not an hour before the accident she had beaten him cruelly.

Beaten him! interrupted Mr. St. John.

She did, sir. Its over now, and I said nothing about it: where was the use? Well, all these things must have got jumbled together in my poor fevered brain, and caused me to say what I did. I was very sorry for it, sir, when I got well; I should never have thought of such a thing in my senses.

Then  although you used the word madness, you never had cause to think her really insane?

Oh no, never. In those frightful passions she was as one mad, sir, but they were over directly. I hope youll pardon me, sir, for having been so foolish as to say it.

Nay, Honour, it is nothing to me. We all make slips occasionally in talking. Thats all I wanted to ask you.

She turned to leave the room. Mr. St. John took a rapid summary in his mind of what he had heard. It seemed only to increase his difficulties. There was not the slightest corroborative testimony as to her possible insanity; but there were other hints which tended to render her a most unfit wife for Isaac. If   

His reflections were brought to a sudden conclusion by a scream outside. This studio of his was situated in an angle of the staircase, where it was rather dark. Honour had not yet closed the door: but the scream did not appear to have come from her. He hastened out.

It had come from Mrs. Carleton. Standing in the opposite angle, gathered closely against the wall, as if hiding from a ghost, her eyes were fixed with a glare of terror upon Honour, her face was white as death. She had just come in from the drive with Sir Isaac, and was on her way to her room to take off her bonnet for luncheon. Honour saw the effect her appearance caused, and stood irresolute, curtseying, not liking to go down, because she would have to brush past Mrs. Carleton. Before Mr. St. John had recovered from his astonishment, Prance came gliding up and took her mistress by the arm.

Its only Honour Tritton, maam; do you not know her? You fool, why did you put yourself in her sight! added the woman to Honour in whispered exasperation. I told you to keep out of it  that she didnt know you were here. The sight of you cannot be pleasant to her remembrance.

Almost by force, as it seemed, she led her mistress away to her bedroom and closed the door. A good way down the corridor Mrs. Carletons white face was turned back on Honour, with its look of wild, desperate fear.

Mr. St. John seemed equally stunned with Honour. What is the meaning of this? he asked.

Im sure I dont know, sir, was the girls answer, as she burst into tears.

Prance said she had warned you to keep out of Mrs. Carletons sight. Is that true?

Yes, sir, its true. She said her mistress did not know I was at Castle Wafer, and I had better take care and not show myself to her.

But why?

I dont know, sir. All she said was that Mrs. Carleton St. John was fearfully angry with me still, knowing that, but for my carelessness in leaving the child he would be alive now. I had kept out of her sight until to-day. But it seemed to me now that she looked more terrified than angry.

As it had to Mr. St. John. Honour went out about her business, and he felt bewildered with the complication of events that seemed to be arising. There came down an apology to the luncheon-room from Mrs. Carleton, delivered by Prance. Her lady had a headache, brought on by being so long in the hot sun without a parasol, and was now lying down.

How sorry I am! exclaimed Sir Isaac. She complained of the sun when we were out.

Late in the afternoon, she came into the drawing-room, dressed for dinner. Frederick happened to be there alone. As a matter of politeness, he condoled with her on her indisposition, hoping it was gone.

Not quite. To tell you the truth, Mr. St. John, she continued in quiet, confidential tones, the sight of that woman, Honour Tritton, had as much to do with my headache as the heat. You know who she was, I presume  nurse to my poor little step-son; the woman to whose unpardonable carelessness his death was attributable. I have never been able to think of the woman since without horror, and the unexpected sight of her  for I had no idea she was at Castle Wafer  was almost too much for me.

She is one of the servants here, observed Frederick, not very well knowing what else to answer.

As I hear. I wonder Sir Isaac should have engaged her. However, of course, that is no business of mine. I hope she will not come into my way again, for I have a perfect horror of her. But for her wickedness, we might all still have been happy at Alnwick.  

She rose as she spoke, and went on the lawn. Mrs. St. John was there. Sir Isaac was then in his own sitting-room, and Frederick went in to him. The table was strewed with papers, and he was writing rapidly.

Look at this, he said to Frederick, holding out a letter, and in his voice might be traced a sound of annoyance. It is incomprehensible how people can be so stupid.

Are you writing to stop it? asked Frederick, when he had read the note.

I am writing; but whether it will be in time to stop it, is another matter. The letter only came by this afternoons post.

I should telegraph, said Frederick.

Sir Isaac laid down his pen. It might be the better plan. But you can say so little in a message.

Do both, advised the younger brother. I will go off at once and send the message, and you can post your letter afterwards. You will then have the satisfaction of knowing that all has been done that can be done.

Yes, that will be better. If you dont mind the trouble. But you will hardly be back by dinner-time.

Yes I shall. And as to trouble, Isaac, I think its doing me a kindness. I have been in a cross-grained mood all day, for want perhaps of something to do.

Sir Isaac wrote the message, and Frederick started with it, leaping down the slopes buoyant as a schoolboy. It was a sensible relief, perhaps, to what he had called his cross-grained mood., He had only a short walk; for the railway had now been extended from Lexington, and its small station was not far from the lodge gates of Castle Wafer.

Mr. St. John entered the little telegraph office. He gave in his message, and was exchanging a few words with the clerk, when the rustle of petticoats was heard, and a female voice addressed the clerk in hurried accents. Mr. St. John at the moment was behind the partition, and unseen by the newcomer.

Young man, can I send a telegraph off at once? Its in a hurry.

You can send a telegram, responded the clerk. Wheres it to?

Paris.

Whats the message?

Ive wrote it down here, so that there may be no mistake. Its quite private, if you please, and must be kept so: a little matter that dont concern anybody. And be particular, for its from Castle Wafer. Will it be in Paris to-night?

Yes, said the clerk, confidently, as he counted the words.

Whats to pay?

Twelve-and-sixpence.

Twelve-and-sixpence! repeated the voice. What a swindle.

You neednt pay it if you dont like.

But then the telegram would not go?

Of course it wouldnt.

The clink of silver was heard, dashed down upon the counter. I cant stop to argue about the charge, so I must pay it, grumbled the voice. But its a great shame, young man.

The charges aint of my fixing, responded the young man. Good afternoon, maam.

She bustled out again as hurriedly as she had come in, not having seen Mr. St. John, or suspected that the wooden partition had any one behind it. He went to the door, looked after her, and recognized Prance: he thought he had not been mistaken in the voice. She was walking very fast indeed in the direction of Castle Wafer.

I must see that message, Jones, said Mr. St. John, turning back into the little room.

Mr. Jones hesitated; but there was an air of quiet command in the words  and the speaker was the heir of Castle Wafer. He laid the written message on the desk.

Mary Prance to Mrs. Darling.

Please come back as quick as you can. I dont like her symptoms. I am afraid of something that I had better not write down here.

Is it to go, sir? asked the clerk.

Oh yes, it is to go. Thank you. Its all right. I had a reason for wishing to see it.

He walked back to the house; not quickly, as Prance was doing, but slowly and reflectively. Sufficient food for reflection he had, in truth. They had not gone in to dinner; and Georgina Beauclerc, her beautiful grey eyes sparkling with excitement, crossed the lawn to meet him, wearing a blue silk evening dress, and pearls in her hair.

Oh, Frederick, guess the news! It has come to me only now. I wont tell it you unless you guess it.

He took both her hands in his, and gazed steadfastly into her excited face. The blushes began to rise.

News  and I am to guess it? Perhaps it is that you are going to be a sober girl.

She laughed, and would have drawn her hands away. But he held them still.

I cant wait: I must tell you. Papa and mamma are on their way home. They will be at the Rectory to-morrow night.

How have you heard it?

They have had news at the Rectory and sent up to tell me. I am so glad! It seems ages and ages since I saw papa. Only think how I might have been spared the trouble of wanting that long letter to mamma to-day, had I known?

I am glad too, he said, his tone changing to seriousness. We shall get rid of you now.

One hasty glance at his face. What she saw there puzzled her. He really did look as though he meant it.

Why do you say that?

Because its the truth. I shall be glad when you are away from here, safe in the deans charge again.

There was an earnestness in his tone which caused her large eyes to open.

You have not been rude to me once this time until now, she pouted. Sir Isaac would not say that.

Rude?

It is rude to tell me you want to get rid of me. I never said a ruder thing to you than that, in my wildest days.

I do want it, he answered, laughing. But he laid his hand upon her head as he spoke, and looked fondly at her. Her eyelids fell.

You know I dont care for you, Georgina.

But the words were spoken as though he did care for her. Georgina ran away from him into the drawing-room. He followed, and found them going in to dinner, Charlotte Carleton leaning on the arm of Sir Isaac.

What are you going to do with Alnwick, Sir Isaac?

The question came from Mrs. Carleton, and it may be that it took Sir Isaac somewhat by surprise, after her previous avoidance of the subject. They were at dessert, not on this same day, but on the next, for four-and-twenty hours have gone on.

In what way do you mean? Sir Isaac asked, consideration very distinguishable in his tone. But it was called up by the subject alone.

Shall you ever live at it?

I am not sure. I have a place in the North, you know, hitherto held in reserve should I leave Castle Wafer.

But you would never leave Castle Wafer!

As its master, yes, should Frederick marry. It has always been my intention to resign it to him. But I dare say they would have me as their guest for six months of the year.

Her handsome face was bent downwards; her raven hair, with the perfumed white rose in it, was very close to her host.

Is he likely to marry?

Not that I am aware of. I wish he was!

Let him take Alnwick as a residence, and remain yourself at Castle Wafer. The idea of your having to quit this beautiful place when you have made it what it is !

Sir Isaac smiled. Frederick says as you do, Mrs. Carleton. He protests he will never reign at Castle Wafer so long as I live. It may end in our living here together, two old bachelors; or, rather, an old bachelor and a young one.

But shall you never marry? she softly asked. Why should you not form ties of your own? Oh, Sir Isaac, it is what every one would wish you to do.

Sir Isaac slightly shook his head. Frederick St. Johns ears were strained to catch the conversation, although he was giving his attention to Miss Beauclerc.

Do you know what I should like to do with Alnwick?  and Sir Isaacs voice dropped to a whisper. I should like to see you in it.

A streak of crimson crossed her cheek at the words. I never, never could live again at Alnwick. Oh, Sir Isaac  and the handsome face was raised pathetically to his think of the trouble it brought me! You could not expect me to go back to it.

He answered the look with eyes as pitying as her own.

Give Alnwick to your brother, Sir Isaac. Remain yourself at Castle Wafer: never think of leaving it.

You like Castle Wafer?

I never was in any place that I liked so much.

Then you must not run away from it, said Sir Isaac, smiling.

I dont want to run away from it, she answered, her eyes lifted pleadingly to his. I have nowhere to run to. It is so hard  so very hard to make a fresh home! And I have so little to make one with. I lost all when I lost Alnwick.

A movement. Mrs. St. John was rising, and Frederick gave his mother a mental blessing as he opened the door. Sir Isaac passed the claret to him as he sat down, and he poured out a glass mechanically, but did not touch it. In the last twenty-four hours his doubts, as to Mrs. Carletons designs on Sir Isaac, had become certainties, and his spirit was troubled.

You have been inviting Mrs. Carleton to prolong her stay here, Isaac?

I invited her, when she first came, to stay as long as she liked, was Sir Isaacs reply. I hope she will do so.

Do you like her?

Very much indeed. I liked her the first time I ever saw her. Poor thing! so meek, so gentle, and so unfortunate! she has all my sympathy.

Frederick St. John took up his dessert-knife and balanced it on one of his fingers, supremely unconscious of his actions. He by no means saw his way clear to saying what he should like to say.  

She urges me to give you Alnwick as a residence, Fred.

She is very generous, returned Fred: and Sir Isaac did not detect the irony of the remark. I heard her say it would be a sin for you to quit Castle Wafer; or something to that effect. It has been always my own opinion, you know, Isaac.

We shall see.

Isaac, I am going to be rather bold, and attack one of your  I had almost said prejudices. You like Charlotte Carleton. I dont like her.

Not like her!

No, I dont. And I am annoyed beyond measure at her staying on here, with no chance, as far as I can see, of her leaving. Annoyed, for  for your sake.

The words evidently surprised Sir Isaac. He turned his keen eyes upon the speaker. Fredericks were not lifted from the balancing knife.

What do you see in her to dislike?

For one thing, I dont think shes sincere. For another

Down fell the knife on the dessert-plate, chipping a piece off its edge. The culprit was vexed. Sir Isaac smiled.

The old action, Fred. Do you remember breaking that beautiful plate of Worcester porcelain in the same way?

I do: and how it vexed my mother, for it spoilt the set. They had better not put me a knife and fork; make me go without, as they do the children. I am sure to get playing with them.

But about Mrs. Carleton? Go on with your catalogue of grievances against her.

When the mind is hovering in the balance, how a word, a tone, will turn it either way! The slight sound of amusement, apparent in Isaacs voice, was a very mockery to his listener; and he went on, hating his task more than before, almost inclined to give it up.

For another thing, I was going to say, Isaac  I am not sure that she is sane.

You are not sure of  what?

That Charlotte Carleton is quite in her sane senses.

Sir Isaac stared at his brother as though asking whether he was in his, Are you jesting, Frederick?

No. I am in sober earnest.

Then perhaps you will tell me what grounds you have for saying this.

And here was Fredericks dilemma. What grounds had he? None. The reasons that seemed weighty enough to his own mind, were as nothing when spoken; and it suddenly struck him that he was not justified in repeating the gossip of a girl as careless as Rose.

I have seen a strange look in her face more than once, he said; a wild, awful expression in her eyes, that I dont believe could visit the perfectly sane. Isaac, on my honour I dont speak without believing that I have good reason  and that it lies in my duty to do so.

I think you speak without grounds, Frederick, said Sir Isaac, gravely. Many of us look wild enough at times. I have noticed nothing of this.

She is on her guard before you.

That is nonsense. Insane people are no more on their guard before one person than another. Did you go to sleep and dream this?

Frederick winced. He saw that Isaac was laughing at him. There are other indications, he said.

What are they?

Could he answer? Could he tell the doubt, spoken by Georgina  that the lady had been in her room in the night? Could he tell of the meeting with Honour on the stairs? Of the telegram he had surreptitiously read? And if he did, what proofs were they? Georgina might have had nightmare: Mrs. Carletons horror at sight of Honour was not unnatural: and Prances telegram need not refer to her mistress. No; it was of no use mentioning these: they might weaken rather than strengthen Isaacs belief.

Isaac, I am almost sorry that I spoke to you, he resumed. To my own mind, things are pretty conclusive, but I suppose they would not be so to yours.

Certainly not, unless you have other grounds than looks  to go upon. Why did you mention the matter at all?

Frederick was silent. The true motive  the fear that Isaac might be drawn into marrying her  he could not reveal. He might have been misconstrued.

Did you enter on this to prejudice me against her?

Well  yes; in a sense I did.

That you might get her away from Castle Wafer?

Yes, also.

Then all I can say is, I dont understand you: unless, indeed, you are more insane than she is. She may stop here for ever if she likes. Remember, I enjoy the revenues that were once hers. And please dont attempt anything of this sort again, Frederick.

Sir Isaac left the dining-room as he spoke, and Frederick took his hat and went out, his veins tingling with a sense of shame and failure. He could not speak to more effect than he had spoken now; that wretched self-consciousness withheld him: and yet he felt that Isaac ought to be warned. Were he indeed to marry her, and find out afterwards that she was insane, Frederick believed that it would kill him.

Ill at ease, he strode on towards the Rectory, Georgina having exacted a promise from him that he would go and learn at what hour Dr and Mrs. Beauclerc were expected. They had already arrived. The dean was in his study alone, his genial face bent over sundry letters he was opening. A few threads of silver mingled now with his light auburn hair, and his shoulders were slightly stooping; but his eyes, the very counterpart of his daughters, were frank and benevolent as ever, and his hand was as cordial.

Losing his own father at an early age, and being much with Dean Beauclerc, it is possible that Frederick St. John had insensibly grown to look upon him almost in the light of a father. Certain it was, that as he shook hands now with the dean, an impulse came over him to confide his trouble to him. None would give him wiser and more honest counsel than this good man. With Frederick St. John to think of a thing was to do it impulsively; and, without an instants deliberation, he entered on his story. Not, however, mentioning Georgina as in any way connected with it.

The dean listened attentively to its conclusion, and shook his head. Very slight grounds indeed, my young friend, on which to suspect a woman of insanity.

I know it, answered Frederick; there lies my stumbling-block. Were they only a little stronger, I should feel more at liberty to pursue any course of action that might appear advisable.

Your chief fear is  if I take your meaning  that this lady is making herself too agreeable to Sir Isaac.

Yes; but pray dont misunderstand me, Dr. Beauclerc, was the eager rejoinder. Were she a person likely to bring Isaac happiness, I would further the matter to the utmost; I would indeed. Do you not see how difficult it is for me to interfere? Ninety-nine persons out of a hundred would say I did so from interested motives; a fear of losing the inheritance. I declare before Heaven, that it is not so: and that I have only my brothers happiness at heart. He is one of the justest men living, and if he were to marry, I know he would first of all secure me an ample fortune.

My opinion is that he never will marry, said the dean.

I dont know. I have the fear upon me; the fear of her. Were he to marry her, and afterwards discover that she was not quite right, I believe it would kill him. You know, sir, his great sensitiveness.

Just go over again what you have said, returned the dean. I mean as to Mrs. Carletons symptoms.

Frederick St. John did so. He related what Rose had told him; he mentioned the wild and excited looks he had himself observed in Mrs. Carleton; he spoke of meeting Honour on the stairs; of the telegram sent by Prance. Somewhat suspicious circumstances, perhaps, when taken together, but each one nothing by itself. Nevertheless, I believe in them, he concluded. I believe that she is not sane.

I wonder if there has ever been insanity in her family? mused the dean  who by no means saw things with Fredericks eyes. Let me see  who was she?

She was a Miss Norris. Daughter of Norris, of Norris Court. Mrs. Darling  

Oh, to be sure, interrupted the dean, as recollection came to him. I knew her father. I was once a curate in that neighbourhood.

Mr. St. John looked up at the high-church dignitary before him. You once a curate!

The dean laughed. We must all begin as curates, Frederick.

The young man laughed also. You knew Mr. Norris, then?

Yes; slightly. I once dined at his house. My church was on the confines of Alnwick parish, not very far from Norris Court. Mr. Norris died just as I was leaving. He died rather suddenly, I think. I know it took the neighbourhood by surprise. And, if I remember rightly, there seemed to be some mystery attaching to his death.

What did he die of?

No one knew. It was in that that the mystery lay. Report said he died of fever, but Mr. Pym, the surgeon who attended him, told me it was not fever; though he did not say what it was.

Is that Pym of Alnwick?

Mr. Pym was in practice then at Alnwick. He may be still, for aught I know.

He is. I met him twice at Alnwick Hall when I went down to the funerals; George St. Johns and poor Benjas. Isaac was too ill to go each time, and I had to represent him. Do you  he paused a moment in hesitation, and then went on think it likely that Mr. Norris died insane? I am sure there is no insanity on Mrs. Darlings side.

I have no reason for thinking so, replied the dean. I was in want of a servant at the time, and a man who had lived with Mr. Norris applied to me for the situation. It was the surgeon, Pym, who spoke to his character: Mrs. Norris was ill and could not be seen. I engaged him. He had been the personal attendant of Mr. Norris in his last illness.

Did he ever say what Mr. Norriss disease was?

No. He was very reserved. A good servant, but one of the closest men I ever came across. I once asked him what illness his master had died of, and he said fever. I observed that Mr. Pym had told me it was not fever. He replied he believed the illness had a little puzzled Mr. Pym, but he himself felt sure it was fever of some description; there could be no doubt whatever about it.

Is he with you now?

No, poor fellow, he is dead. My place was too hard for him, for I kept only one man then, and he left me for a lighter one. After that he went back to his late mistress, who had just married Colonel Darling. A little later I heard of his death.

Frederick St. John was paying no attention to this last item of explanation: he had fallen into a train of thought. The dean looked at him.

Dr. Beauclerc, if any one could throw light upon this subject, it is Pym. I wish you would write and ask him.

Ask him what?

What Mr. Norris really died of. It might have been insanity.

People dont generally die of insanity.

But theres no harm in writing. If you have no objection.

Ill think it over, said the dean.

And now I must go back, said Frederick, rising. Will you walk with me, and see Georgina?

Ah, Frederick, you know how to tempt me! I would walk further than to Castle Wafer to see her. My only darling: I believe no one in the world knows her real worth.

They went out together. Looking into the drawing-room for a minute first of all, to tell Mrs. Beauclerc. She was there with Miss Denison, a middle-aged lady who had come home with them for a long visit, and who was one of the bêtes noires of Georginas life.

Georgina was watching: whether for the possible sight of her father, or for the more certain one of his companion  there she stood, half in, half out of the open French window. Frederick stole a march upon her. He made the dean creep round the corner of the house, so that she did not see them until they were close upon her. He watched the meeting; he saw the clinging, heartfelt embrace, the glad tears rising to her eyes: never after that could he doubt the girls loving nature. Perhaps, with all her lightness, he had not doubted it before.

And wheres mamma. Could she not also come?

I left her to entertain Miss Denison.

Georgina gave a scream. Papa! You have never brought her home!

Mamma has done so. She has come for two months, Georgie.

Georgie groaned. Then I shall remain at Castle Wafer.

No, you wont, cried Frederick, and then hastened to turn his apparent discourtesy into a laugh. We wouldnt keep you, Georgina.

And I could not spare you, said the dean.

They entered the room, Georgina  who so proud as she?  on her fathers arm. Sir Isaac, who was playing chess with Mrs. Carleton, rose to welcome him. Mrs. Carleton rose also. She had never seen the Dean of Westerbury, and the introduction took place. Calm, impassive, perfectly self-possessed, she stood; exchanging a few words of courtesy with the dean, her handsome features looking singularly attractive, one of the beautiful crystal chessmen held between her slender fingers. Not a woman in the world could look much less insane than did Charlotte Carleton; and the dean turned his eyes on Frederick, in momentary wonder at that gentlemans hallucination.

Georgina stole up to the master of Castle Wafer.

Youll let me stay here, wont you, Sir Isaac?

You know I will. Let you stay!

But youll ask papa to let me stay?

My dear, yes. Does he want to take you away?

Of course he will want it.  And  do you know what mamma has done? Brought home with her that horrible Miss Denison. I wonder papa let her. The last time she was with us  but that was at Westerbury  there was no peace in the house for her. She was always quarrelling with me, and of course I quarrelled with her again. Nothing that I did was right; and one day she actually got mamma to lock me in my room for two hours, because she said I had been insolent to her. Youll get leave for me to stay, Sir Isaac?

He gave her a reassuring smile, and sat down to chess again. The dean talked with Mrs. St. John, Georgina flitted incessantly from them to the chess-players, making every one as merry as she was; Frederick alone seemed quiet and abstracted. He sat apart, near the tea-table, a cup before him, as if tea-drinking was his whole business in life.

The evening wore on. When ten oclock struck, the dean rose, saying he had not supposed it to be so late.

You will spare Georgina to us a little longer? said Sir Isaac. They were still at chess, of which it seemed Mrs. Carleton never tired; and he rose as he spoke to the dean.

Until to-morrow. She must come home then.

Oh, papa! broke in the really earnest voice, do let me stay longer. You know why I wish to  its because of that Miss Denison.

The dean looked grave.

Only a few days longer, papa; just a few days. Then I will come home. It will take me all that time to get over the shock.

But there was a merry twinkle in her eye; and the dean smiled. Whilst he was shaking hands with Mrs. Carleton, Georgina turned suddenly to Frederick. Wont you say a word for me? You once called Miss Denison an old hag yourself.

It must have been when I was a rude boy, he answered.

But wont you?

No, he said, in a low and unmistakably serious tone. I would rather you did not stay, Georgina.

While Georgina was recovering from her surprise, she became conscious of some commotion in the room. Turning, she saw a lady in travelling costume, and recognized Mrs. Darling. Her appearance was exciting universal astonishment: Frederick in particular rubbed his eyes to be sure he was not dreaming. How quickly she had answered the telegram!

It happened that the dean, the only one of the party not pressing forward either in surprise or welcome, was close to Mrs. Carleton, and had leisure to note her looks, though indeed chance alone caused his glance to fall upon her in the first instance. Instead of pressing forward, Mrs. Carleton drew back, seemed to stagger; her face turned livid, her eyes were ablaze with a wild, curious light; and one of the costly chessmen fell and was broken in pieces. It almost seemed to have been crushed in her hand. Another had seen it too, Frederick St. John. Was it a habit, then, of hers to be so unpleasantly excited under any surprise? Or were these indeed signs of incipient insanity? If the crystal had broken in her hand and not in the fall, she must possess a strength beyond that of ordinary women. He, Frederick St. John, had just time to see that the deans gaze was riveted upon her, before the stir became universal, every one talking at once, Mrs. Darling laughing gaily.

She knew she should take them by surprise, she was saying, as she shook hands with one and another; had been enjoying it in anticipation the whole day. From a communication received from her cottage at Alnwick, she found her orders were wanted in some repairs that were being done; so had started quite on a moments impulse; and  here she was, having determined to take Castle Wafer on her way, and see whether Charlotte was ready to return home. Rose? Oh, Rose was quite well, and staying with some friends in Paris, the Castellas. Darling Charlotte! How well she was looking!

Darling Charlotte had recovered from her emotion, and was herself again,  calm, sweet, impassive Charlotte. After submitting to the embrace of her mother, she turned in contrition to Sir Isaac. Frederick and Georgina were both stooping to gather up the broken crystal.

Would Sir Isaac ever forgive her? That lovely set of chessmen! And how it came to slip out of her hand, she could not imagine: how it came to break on the soft carpet (unless indeed it struck against the foot of the chess-table) she could not tell. In vain Sir Isaac begged her not to think more of so trifling a misfortune: it seemed that she could not cease her excuses.

Mrs. Carleton! look at your hand. You must have broken the bishop yourself.

The words came from Georgina Beauclerc. The fair white hand had sundry cuts within it, and the red spots oozing from them had caught Georginas gaze as she rose from the carpet. One angry, evil glance from Mrs. Carletons eyes at the outspoken young lady, and then she resigned the white hand to Sir Isaac to be bound up.

Strange, that we rarely can tell how these things happen, she said, with a genial smile. Miss Beauclerc must have a curious idea of strength, to suppose my fingers could have broken that bishop. Thank you very much, Sir Isaac.

Frederick St. John went out with the dean. I do hope you will write to Mr. Pym? he said.

I intend to, answered the dean.


CHAPTER XXXIV.

WALKING OUT TO DINNER.

IF Mrs. Darlings hurried visit to England was caused by the fact of the repairs in progress at her cottage, being at a standstill, the repairs must be at a stand-still yet; for the lady did not go farther than Castle Wafer. On the morning following her arrival, Sir Isaac politely asked whether she would not remain a few days with them before going on; and Mrs. Darling took him at his word and did remain. Georgina also remained, and things seemed to go on very smoothly and quietly, but Mrs. Carleton remained a great deal in her own room; and to Mr. Frederick St. Johns eyes her mothers face wore a strangely haggard, anxious look.

Is Mrs. Carleton well? he asked her one day.

Quite well, thank you, responded Mrs. Darling, stooping, as she spoke, to pluck a geranium.

I have not liked her look at times, continued Frederick, boldly. I was fearing she was not in  altogether good health.

She is in excellent health, was the reply, and Mrs. Darling faced the speaker with a look intended to express surprise. Charlotte was always strong. She and Rose are like myself, blessed with rude health: I cannot say as much for the other two. I want to take Charlotte away with me; but she does not feel inclined to come, and was quite angry when she saw me arrive. She is very happy here.

No more was said, for Mrs. Darling sauntered leisurely away. Frederick St. John had gained nothing by his move.

The dean, who had written to Mr. Pym, received in due course that gentlemans answer. Mr. Norris, of Norris Court, had died mad. The widow, subsequently Mrs. Darling, had hushed the matter up for the sake of her child, and succeeded in keeping it secret. He, Mr. Pym, had never disclosed it to mortal ears; but the high character of the Dean of Westerbury was such that he knew he might safely confide the fact to him. Indeed, from the tenour of the deans letter, he felt there might be some essential reason for not remaining silent.

You see, cried Frederick, when the dean showed him the letter, I was right.

Nay, dissented the dean. Right as to your suspicion that madness was in the family; but this does not prove that it has yet attacked Mrs. Carleton.

I suppose it would not prove it to most minds; it does to mine, in a very great degree. You will at least admit that this renders her a most undesirable wife for Isaac.

Granted. But, Frederick, my opinion is that Sir Isaac is in just as much danger from her as you are, and no more. Rely upon it he has no idea of marrying.

Frederick was silent. In a sense he agreed with the dean; but he knew how subtle is the constant companionship of a designing and attractive woman; and that the danger was all the greater where that companionship had been previously held aloof from, as in the case of Sir Isaac.

Two or three days passed on, and nothing occurred to disturb the peace even of fanciful Frederick St. John. The old routine of life was observed at Castle Wafer, varied with visits to the Rectory, or with the Rectorys visits back again. But for the suspicion he was making so great a trouble of, Mr. St. John would have felt supremely happy. A strangely bright feeling was stealing over him; a feeling whose source he did not question or analyze. The influence of Georgina was quietly making its way in his heart; perhaps, unconsciously to himself, it had ever in a degree lain there.

Mrs. Darling sat in her room, writing letters. Mrs. Carleton was with her, looking from the window, the folds of her silver-grey brocade rustling with every movement. She wore very slight mourning now.

Charlotte, my dear child, suddenly cried Mrs. Darling, I am writing to the cottage. Let me once again ask you when you will be ready to go with me?

Never  to Alnwick. When I left the cottage to become George St. Johns wife, I left it, as a residence, for ever.

Where will you go? Will you go into Berkshire?  will you go to London?  to Brighton?  to Paris? Only say where  I dont wish to force you to Alnwick.

Mamma, I beg you not to worry me on this point. I am very comfortable at Castle Wafer, and you need not try to force me away from it. It is lost labour.

Mrs. Darling made no reply. It would have been useless. All her life she had found it lost labour to endeavour to force Charlotte to do anything against her will; and sometimes she felt the yoke upon her was a very heavy one. She bent over her writing again in silence. Presently Charlotte spoke, abruptly:

How long is that girl going to remain here?

Mrs. Darlings train of thought just then was roaming to many things, pleasant or unpleasant, and she thought that girl must mean Honour Tritton. Charlottes eyes were ablaze with light at the mistake; and Mrs. Darling could have bitten her tongue out for her incaution in mentioning the name. What she next said, did not mend it.

Charlotte, my darling, I really beg your pardon. Im sure I dont know how I came to think of her, unless it was that I was talking to her this morning. You  

Talking to her! came the imperative interruption. I should like to know, mamma, what you can have to say to her. If every one had their deserts, Honour Tritton would be  would be  What did she presume to say of me?

My dear Charlotte! cried the unfortunate mother, half aghast at the tone in which the last sentence was spoken, she did not presume to speak of you at all. It was only a casual meeting in one of the lower passages. She just dropped a curtsey, and asked how I was: that was all.

She presumed to put herself in my way the other day, that woman; I know that, scornfully returned Mrs. Carleton.

But that it might be said I made too much of a trifle utterly beneath me, I should ask Sir Isaac to banish her from Castle Wafer.

Oh, Charlotte! What, because she  she happened to meet you?

No. For the misery she wrought in the years gone by. I wonder what brought her here  why she came?

Mrs. Darling had heard of the meeting with Honour on the stairs, and knew as much of the scene as though she had been present. She passed to another topic.

Then it was of Miss Beauclerc you spoke, Charlotte?

It was of Miss Beauclerc. I want to know what she stops here for.

The low, impressive whisper in which this was spoken, astonished Mrs. Darling. What had Charlotte got in her head now?

My dear, it cannot matter to you whether she stays here or whether she goes home.

But it does matter: it matters very much. She is staying as a spy upon me.

A spy? Charlotte!

She is. She is doing what she can to turn Sir Isaac against me.

Oh, Charlotte! Indeed you are mistaken. I am quite sure she is doing nothing of the sort.

I tell you yes. Look there!

Mrs. Darling rose in obedience, and glanced from the window in the direction in which Charlotte had pointed. Georgina Beauclerc, in her flowing dinner-dress of a clear white muslin, was marching about with Sir Isaac, both her hands clasped upon his arm, her pretty head and its silken hair almost touching his face as she talked to him. That Sir Isaac was bending down to the fair head, a great deal of tender love in his face, might be discerned even at this distance.

He promised to ride out with me this afternoon; he was going on his pony, and I was to try Mr. St. Johns grey horse, and she came and took him from me. He gave me up for her with scarcely a word of apology, and they have been away together for hours somewhere on foot. She cannot let him rest. The moment she is dressed for dinner, you see, she lures him to her side again. And you say she is not plotting against me?

What could Mrs. Darling reply? The idea had taken possession of Charlotte, and she knew that no earthly argument would turn it by so much as a hairs-breadth. The shadow of a trouble that she should not have strength to combat fell upon her; and as Charlotte abruptly left the room, she took a letter from her pocket and read it with a gleam of thankfulness, for it told of the speedy arrival of one who might be of use.

Mrs. Carleton descended, glancing to the left and right of the broad staircase, into all its angles, over the gilded balustrades down on the inner hall, as had been her custom since that encounter with Honour. Not with open look, but with stealthy glance, as if she dreaded meeting the woman again. She went into the drawing-room, and stood gazing through the open window with covert glances, partially shielding herself behind the blue satin curtains. Georgina was on the terrace with Sir Isaac, and on them her regard was fixed. A gaze, evil, bitter, menacing. Her eyes shone with a lurid light, her lips were pale, and her hands were contracted as with irrepressible anger. In the midst of these unwholesome signs, as if instinct whispered to her that she was not alone, she turned and saw, quietly seated at a table near, and as quietly regarding her, Frederick St. John.

She came up to him at once, her brow smoothed to its ordinary impassiveness.

What a warm afternoon it has been, Mr. St. John!

Very warm.

You are ready for dinner early, she said, in allusion to his notably late appearance for that meal; often coming in after they had sat down to table.

I dont dine at home to-day. I am going with Miss Beauclerc to the Rectory.

And Sir Isaac also? she quickly asked.

I think not.

Sir Isaac and Georgina approached the window. They, with Frederick, had walked to the Rectory that afternoon, and the dean asked them to come in to dinner. It was very dull, he said, with only Miss Denison, who generally contrived to act as a wet blanket. So it was arranged that Georgina and Frederick should go; but Sir Isaac could not promise. It appeared that Georgina was now urging him to accompany them. Her voice was heard in the room.

It is very uncharitable of you, Sir Isaac. You know what papa said it was for him, with that statue of a woman there. If you were shut up in a house with a female Hottentot, and you asked papa to come in as a relief, he would not think of refusing.

But I cant go, returned Sir Isaac, in laughing tones. I told the dean that Mrs. St. John was not well enough to come down.

And you will let me walk all that way without you! Its not kind, Sir Isaac. Suppose I get run away with? There may be kidnappers in the shrubbery.

You will have a more efficient protector with you than I could make; one young and powerful  I am old and weak.

Never old to me  never old to me. Oh, I wish you would come!

I wish I could, Georgina; you know that when you leave me, half my sunshine goes also. But I must head the table at home, in the absence of Mrs. St. John: I cannot leave my visitors.

Tiresome people! apostrophized Georgina, in allusion to the lady visitors. I know you would rather be with us. I shall tell papa that if he is fixed with Miss Denison, you are fixed with Mrs. Carleton. I dont see how you would get through your days with her just now, if it were not for me.

She stepped into the room, a saucy expression on her charming face; a loving smile on Sir Isaacs. Mrs. Carleton was in time to catch a glimpse of each as she swiftly glided away in the distance; and neither had the remotest suspicion that their conversation had been overheard.

Frederick St. John rose. I think we shall be late, Georgina.  

Shall we! I shall say it was your fault, cried the happy girl, as she caught up her white mantle and straw hat from a chair. Im ready now.

Wont you put your cloak on?

No. I am only taking it to come back in to-night. You may carry it for me.

She placed it on his arm; and with her face shaded only by her little dainty parasol, they went out. Mrs. Carleton was at one of the other windows watching the departure.

Do you know the time, Georgina? he asked.

Oh  more than five, I suppose.

He held his watch towards her. It wanted only twenty-five minutes to six. Of course you can say it is my fault if you like; but Mrs. Beauclerc will be excessively angry with both of us.

Not as angry as Miss Denison will be, returned Georgina, laughingly. Fanciful old creature! saying she gets indigestion if she dines later than half-past five. If I were papa, I should let her dine alone, and order the regular dinner at seven. See how quickly shed come to her senses.

If you were your papa youd do just as he does cried Frederick. And when you have a house of your own, Georgina, you will be just as courteous as he is.

Shall I? Not to Miss Denison. But I should take care not to have disagreeable people staying with me. I wouldnt have Mrs. Carleton, for instance.

Do you think Mrs. Carleton disagreeable? he asked. I have heard you say you liked her.

So I did at first. I pitied her. But she gets very disagreeable. She looks at me sometimes as if she would like to kill me, and  see what she did yesterday.

Georgina extended her wrist towards her companion. There was a blue mark upon it, as from pressure.

How did she do this! he exclaimed, examining the wrist. Not purposely, of course; that is, not intending to hurt me. I differed from her: it was about going out with Sir Isaac. She said it was too hot for me, and I said the hotter the pleasanter; and she caught me by the wrist as I was running away. I cried out with the pain; indeed it was very sharp; and Sir Isaac heard it outside and looked back. She laughed then, and so did I, and I ran away. This morning I saw that my wrist had turned blue.

Did you tell Isaac of this?

I dont remember. Stay, though  I think I told him Mrs. Carleton had been preaching morality to me, as connected with sunstrokes and freckles, continued the careless girl. Please loose my hand, Mr. St. John.

He released her hand, saying nothing. Georgina floated on by his side, her blue ribbons and her fair hair flashing in the setting sun as they passed through the shrubbery.

I think she must be frequently out of temper, continued Georgina, alluding still to Mrs. Carleton. Did you see her as we passed the window just now? She looked so cross at me.

I presume she thinks she has cause for it, observed Mr. St. John.

What cause?

She is jealous of you.

Jealous of me?

Of you and Sir Isaac.

Georginas grey eyes opened to their utmost width as she stared at the speaker.

Jealous of me and Sir Isaac? Why, what could put such an idea into her stupid head? How could she be jealous of me, in relation to Sir Isaac? She might as well be jealous of papa.

I suppose she thinks that she, as chief guest, ought to receive more of the hosts attention than any one else, he said, not caring to be more explanatory. And therefore she does not like your monopolizing Isaac.

Oh! cried Georgina, turning up her pretty nose. I declare I thought you meant it in another light. Ill take up Sir Isaacs attention all to-morrow, just to tease her.

He made no reply. He was thinking. It had not been his fault that Georginas stay at Castle Wafer was prolonged; but he had seen no feasible way of preventing it. And yet there was always an undercurrent in his heart  a wish that she was away from it, beyond the risk of any possible harm.

Please put the mantle over my shoulders, Mr. St. John.

Ah, you are getting cold! You should have put it on at first.

Getting cold this warm afternoon! Indeed no. But in one minute we shall be in the Rectory grounds, liable to meet mamma or her charming guest. They would sing a duet all dinner-time at my walking here in nothing but my dinner-dress. Miss Denison comes out before dinner, and creeps round the paths for half-an-hour. She calls it taking her constitutional. Thank you; she cant find fault now.

Mrs. Beauclerc was a fretful lady of forty-five; Miss Denison was a fretful lady of somewhat more: and Georgina was greeted with a shower of reproaches, for having kept dinner waiting. She laid the blame on Mr. St. John; and Miss Denison looked daggers at him to her hearts content.

I could not make him believe you were dining at the gothic hour of half-past five, cried the imperturbable girl. The more I told him to hasten the less he did so. And, mamma, Mrs St. John says will we all go to Castle Wafer for the evening. She stole a glance at him. He was standing calm, upright; a half-tender, half-reproving look cast upon her for her nonsense. But he contradicted nothing.

The dean and Mr. St. John were sitting alone after dinner, when a servant came in and said a gentleman was asking if he could see Dr. Beauclerc. The dean inquired who it was, but the servant did not know: when he requested the name, the gentleman said he would tell it himself to the doctor.

You can show him in here, said the dean, who was one of the most accessible men living.

The servant retired, and ushered in a little grey-haired man in spectacles. The dean did not recognize him: Frederick St. John did, and with some astonishment. It was Mr. Pym of Alnwick.

He explained to the dean that a little matter of business had brought him into the neighbourhood, and he had taken the opportunity (following on the slight correspondence which had just taken place between them) to call on Dr. Beauclerc. Dr. Beauclerc  who was not addressed as Mr. Dean out of his cathedral city as much as he was in it  inquired how long he had been in the neighbourhood, and found he had only just arrived by the evening train,  had come straight to the Rectory from the station.

A suspicion crossed the deans mind, and he spoke in accordance with it. Did Mr. Pym come from Alnwick on purpose to see him?

No, said the little surgeon, taking the glass of wine the dean passed to him, but declining other refreshment. I have been summoned to the neighbourhood of Lexington to see a patient; and as I was on the spot, I thought I would call upon you, Dr. Beauclerc. My chief motive in doing so, he added, after a brief pause, was to inquire whether you had any particular reason for asking me those questions.

The dean looked at Frederick St. John, as much as to say, Shall we, or shall we not confide in this medical man?

I do not inquire from motives of idle curiosity, Dr. Beauclerc, resumed the surgeon, marking the deans hesitation. Believe me, I have an urgent reason for wishing to know.

Better tell him everything, cried Frederick, who had read the deans look, and was vehement in his earnestness. I am sure Mr. Pym may be trusted; and perhaps he can help us with his advice.

Very well, said the dean. But you know, Frederick, the suspicion is more yours than mine.

Yes, yes; I take it all upon myself, was the young mans impatient answer, so fearful was he of losing this new ally.

Mr. Pym, you have known Mrs. Carleton St. John all her life, have you not? She was Charlotte Norris.

Yes, it may be said that I have known her all her life. I brought her into the world.

Well, a disagreeable suspicion has recently come upon us in regard to her  upon me, that is. An awful suspicion; one that I do not like to mention.

What is it? cried the surgeon.

I fear that she is showing symptoms of insanity.

Frederick St. John looked at Mr. Pym as he spoke, expecting a start of surprise. Far from evincing any, that gentleman quietly raised his wine to his lips, sipped it, and put the glass down again.

Ah, said he. Well?

Then Mr. St. John poured forth his tale. He who was usually almost coldly impassive, who had every tone of his voice, every pulse of his veins under control, seemed this evening to have become all impulse and excitement. But in telling his story, he grew gradually calm and cool.

Mr. Pym listened in silence. At the conclusion of the story he waited a minute or two, apparently expecting to hear more, but the narrator had ceased. He spoke then.

You are sure about that telegram  that it was Prance who sent it?

Quite sure. There can be no mistake about that.

A cautious woman, observed the surgeon. She mentioned no name. You see it might have applied to any one as much as to Mrs. Carleton.

The very remark I made, interposed the dean, and it was the first word he had spoken. I tell Mr. St. John that the symptoms and facts he thinks so much of are very slight.

Too slight to pronounce any one insane upon, said the doctor. Will you be so good as tell me, Mr. St. John, what first gave rise to suspicion in your mind? It is a rare thing, however eccentric our friends actions may be, for us to take up the notion that they are insane.

What first gave rise to the suspicion in my mind? repeated Frederick. Why, I dont suppose I ever should have thought of it but for  but I forgot to tell you that, he broke off, suddenly remembering that he had omitted to mention what Rose Darling had told him at Belport.

He related it now. The assertions of the nurse Brayford that Mrs. Carleton was mad; her terror at the sight of the lighted lanterns in the Flemish town on St. Martins Eve. Still Mr. Pym said nothing: he only took out a note-book and entered something in it.

Can you not help us, Mr. Pym? Do you not think she must be insane?

I cannot say that. But I may tell you that I have always feared it for her.

Her father died mad, you wrote word to the dean.

He died raving mad. You have confided in me, and I see no reason why I should not tell you all I know  premising, of course, that it must not be repeated. His madness, as I gathered at the time, was hereditary; but he had been (unlike his daughter) perfectly well all his life, betraying no symptoms of it. I was sent for in haste one night to Norris Court. I was only a young man then  thirty, perhaps; Im turned sixty now. My predecessor and late partner, Mr. Jevons, had been the usual attendant there, but he had retired from business, and was very infirm. I thought I was wanted for Mrs. Norris, whom I was to attend in her approaching confinement; but when I reached the Court, I found what it was. Mr. Norris had suddenly become mad; utterly, unmistakably mad; and Mrs. Norris, poor thing, was nearly as much so with terror. He had always been of a remarkably jealous disposition; some slight incident had caused him to become that day jealous of his wife, without, I am certain, the least foundation, and after an awful scene, he attempted her life with his razor. In her endeavour to escape from him, she dashed her hand through a mirror, whether accidentally or purposely she could not afterwards remember. Never shall I forget her dismay and terror when I reached the Court. Her husband was tolerably quiet then; exhausted, no doubt, from violence; and his own man, James, was keeping guard over him. That night we had to put him into a strait-waistcoat.  Mrs. Norris, poor young lady  and she was not twenty then  cried most bitterly as she told me the tale of her husbands jealousy. She could not imagine what had given rise to it. She had only received some gentleman, a friend of theirs who had often called, and had sat and talked with him in the drawing-room, as she would with any other visitor; but the jealousy, as I explained to her, preceded the attack of madness. In three or four days the child Charlotte was born. I took the baby in to Mr. Norris, thinking it might possibly have a soothing effect upon him. It had just the contrary  though it is unnecessary to recall minor particulars now. He had seemed better that day, quite collected, and his servant had removed the strait-waistcoat. An accession of violence came on at sight of the child; he sprang out of bed and attempted to seize it; I put the baby down under the bed, while I helped James to overpower his master; but it was the hardest struggle I had ever been engaged in. Mr. Norris never was calm afterwards, and died in a few days, raving mad.

But, interrupted the dean, how was it possible to keep this state of things from transpiring in the house? The domestics understood, I believe, that their master died of fever.  

True, Dr. Beauclerc. Fortunately the room to which Mr. Norris was taken was shut in by other surrounding apartments, and no sound penetrated beyond it. The servants were kept away by a hint of infection; a confidential man from an asylum was had in to assist James and take turn in watching  the servants supposing him to be merely a sick-nurse. Poor Mrs. Norris entreated for her childs sake that the nature of its fathers malady might be suppressed, if possible; and the secret was kept. Whether it was well in the long-run that it should be so kept, I have often asked myself.

Mr. Pym paused in thought. Frederick St. John interrupted it.

You say this madness was hereditary?

Mr. Jevons managed to get to the Court when he found what had happened. It appeared that some near relatives of Mr. Norris  two, I think  had died abroad, insane. Mr. Norris was aware of this, and had been fond of talking of it to Mr. Jevons: the latter thought he had feared the malady for himself. He had used to say that he should never marry; and that resolution Mr. Jevons emphatically endorsed. However, he did marry, and, of course, Mr. Jevons had no power to prevent it. These particulars I learned of Mr. Jevons as I was driving him to the Court. Mrs. Norris begged to be made acquainted with all details; and after her husbands death Mr. Jevons disclosed them to her, suppressing nothing. What a changed woman she was from that time! and I believe would then have been thankful had her baby died. It must be my care to prevent its marrying, should it live to grow up, she said to Mr. Jevons in my presence; and ten times over during that one interview she begged him to tell her whether he thought the child would inherit the fatal disease.

But the child did marry, interrupted the dean. Married Mr. Carleton St. John.

Yes. I believe Mrs. Darling did try to prevent it, but it was of no use. Whilst she concealed the reason, arguments could not fail to prove powerless. It might have been better  I dont know  had she allowed her daughter to become acquainted with the truth. My opinion is, that Charlotte has more than once, even before her marriage, been on the verge of insanity. In her attacks of temper the violence displayed was very great for a person perfectly sane.

Did Mrs. Darling ever attempt to excuse this violence to you?

Mrs. Darling has never spoken to me on the subject at all since her first husbands death, replied Mr. Pym. She has ignored it. But for an expression at times in her face, I might suppose she fancied that all recollection of the tragedy had faded from my mind. When I heard that George St. John was about to marry Miss Norris, I called on Mrs. Darling, and in the course of conversation I said, incidentally, as it were, Will this marriage be for your daughters benefit, think you? and she seemed offended, and said, Of course it would  what did I mean?

Could you not  Frederick St. John hesitated as he spoke have whispered a word of warning to Mr. George St. John?

I suppose not. The thought crossed me, but I could not see that I was justified in carrying it out. Had Mrs. Darling met me in a different manner, I might have ventured. I dont think it would have done any good, though. George St. John was in love with Miss Norris, or fancied himself so; and would most likely have married her in spite of caution.

In her life, subsequently to her marriage, were there at any time indications of insanity?

I feel tempted to say there were, though I could not bear witness to it in a court of law, was the reply of Mr. Pym. One thing is indisputable  that she inherited her fathers jealousy of disposition. I dont know what it might have been in him; but in her it was in excess so great as to be in itself a species of madness. She was not, that I ever heard, jealous of her husband; it displayed itself in her jealous love for her child. Until he was born, I dont think she had one of those paroxysms of violence that those about her called temper. George St. John could not understand them. These fits of passion, coupled with the fierce jealousy that was beyond all reason, all parallel in my experience, were very like madness.

- There was a pause. Frederick St. John broke it with a question.

 Did you suspect  I mean, was there any cause to suspect  that she had a hand in the little boys death  Benjas?

I did suspect it. That is, I doubted whether it might not be so, said Mr. Pym, in low tones. There was an ugly point in the matter that I have never liked  that of the doors being fastened. But I am bound to say there was no proof against her. Still I could not get rid of my doubts, and I think her mother entertained them also.

Mrs. Darling!

I think so. We both caught each other in the act of trying whether the bolt would slip when the door closed, in the manner asserted. You see, when a suspicion of insanity attaches to a man or woman, we are prone to imagine things that we should never think of doing under ordinary circumstances.

Very true, emphatically assented the dean.

The most bitter person upon the tragedy was Honour; it was only natural she should be so; but even she did not suspect Mrs. Carleton. She spoke against her in her ravings, but ravings go for nothing. If Honour suspected any one, it was Prance rather than Mrs. Carleton.

Prance! echoed Mr. St. John.

She told some tale, at the time, of having seen Prance hiding in a niche of the corridor, opposite the nursery door. I did not think much of it, from the state of confusion in which Honour must then have been; and Prance denied it in toto: said she had never been there.

Then you cannot give me any help? said Frederick St. John, in tones of disappointment. You are unable to bear out my suspicions of her present madness?

How can I bear them out? asked Mr. Pym. I have not seen her.

Frederick drummed for a minute on the table. Dont you think it strange that Prance should telegraph for Mrs. Darling in the manner she did, and that Mrs. Darling should hasten to respond to it  on the wings of the wind, as one may say  and stay on at Castle Wafer?

I do, was the surgeons reply: assuming that the message related to Mrs. Carleton, of which I suppose there can be no doubt. Mrs. Carleton is not ill in body; therefore it must have had reference to her mind.

I wish you could see her! impulsively spoke Frederick, and watch her as I have done.

I intend to see her, said Mr. Pym. I thought of calling at once on Mrs. Darling; now, as I leave you.

Do so, cried Frederick, Contrive to remain a few days at Castle Wafer, You can say that you are my guest. Stay; Ill give you the invitation in a careless sort of way before them all to-night, and you can accept it.

We will see about that, said the surgeon, rising. I had better be going, if Dr. Beauclerc will excuse me, or it may look late to call. Perhaps you will direct me the nearest way to Castle Wafer.

I will go with you, said Mr. St. John. The nearest way is through the shrubberies. We shall be there in five minutes.

They went out together, the dean saying he would follow with the ladies, as they were all to spend the evening at Castle Wafer. But when the dean reached the drawing-room he found they had already gone, and he did not hurry himself.

It was a lovely moonlight night, clear and bright, and Mr. St. John and the surgeon commenced their walk, talking eagerly. Mr. St. John told him, what he had not liked to mention before the dean  Mrs. Carletons jealousy of Miss. Beauclerc; the occasional wildness of her eyes when she looked at her, and the little adventure in Georginas chamber at midnight. It is an awful responsibility that rests upon us, he remarked. I feel it so, Mr. Pym, now that I have heard your story tonight. If her father went mad from jealousy, and attempted the life of his wife, Mrs. Carleton may be attempting some violence to Miss Beauclerc.

Miss Beauclerc is young and good-looking, I suppose.

Both; and her manners are perfectly charming. She is just the girl that would be obnoxious to a rival.

It is all fancy, I presume, on Mrs. Carletons part. There is nothing between Miss Beauclerc and Sir Isaac?

Frederick St. John broke into a laugh. Sir Isaac loves her as he would a child of his own; and she venerates him as a father. There is no other sort of love between them, Mr. Pym.

Mr. Pym took a side glance at the speaker. Something in the tone had struck him that some one else might be a lover of Miss Beauclercs, if Sir Isaac was not.

Even allowing that Mrs. Carleton has been sane hitherto, and my suspicion a myth, it would never do for her to marry Sir Isaac, resumed Frederick. You would say so if you knew my brother and his extreme sensitiveness. The very thought of his wife being liable to insanity would be to him perfectly horrible.

It would be to most people, said the doctor.

I think he must be told now. I have abstained from speaking out hitherto, from a fear that my motives might be misconstrued. My brother, a confirmed old bachelor, has brought me up to consider myself his heir; and it would look as though I were swayed by self-interest.

I understand, said the surgeon. But he must be saved from Mrs. Carleton.

I cannot bring myself to think that he is in real danger; I believe still that he has no thought of marrying, and never will have. But Mrs. Carleton is undeniably attractive, and stranger things have been known.

The better plan would be to lay the whole case before Sir Isaac. It need not be yourself. I should suggest Dr. Beauclerc. And then  

The surgeon ceased, arrested by the warning hand of Frederick. They had turned into the dark labyrinth of a place where the artificial rocks rose on the confines of the Rectory grounds. Georgina Beauclerc was walking very deliberately towards them. Not at her did Frederick lift his hand; but at a swift, dark figure, who was following her silently as a shadow, stealthily as an omen of evil. Frederick St. John sprang forward and clasped Georgina in his arms.

The dark figure turned suddenly and vanished; but not before its glaring eyes and its white teeth had been seen by the unwelcome intruder. He recognized Mrs. Carleton, her black lace shawl thrown over her head.

Well, Im sure! exclaimed Georgina.

It all passed in an instant. Georgina had heard nothing, seen nothing; and she felt inclined to resent Mr. St. Johns extraordinary movement, when the first surprise was over. He held her for a moment against his beating heart; beating more perceptibly than usual just then.

What did you do that for? Were you going to smother me?

I did it to shield you from harm, my darling, he whispered, unconscious, perhaps, that he used the endearing term. Rarely had Frederick St. John been less himself than he was at that moment. Miss Beauclerc looked at him in surprise; in the midst of her bounding pulses, her glowing blushes, she saw that something had disturbed his equanimity.

What are you doing out here alone?

You need not be cross  and indeed his sharp quick question had sounded so. As if I could not take a stroll by moonlight if I like! Perhaps you are afraid of the moon, as mamma is.

But what were you doing? Had you come from Castle Wafer? You must not go out at night alone, Georgina.

Oh indeed; who says so? she returned, with wilful impertinence; but it was all put on to hide the ecstatic rapture his one word had brought to her. If you must know, mamma and Miss Denison kept up such a chorus of abuse of me as we went to Castle Wafer, that I would not go on with them. I came slowly back to meet you and papa.

He had drawn her arm within his own, and was leading her back to the Rectory. She could hardly keep up with him.

Where are you hurrying me to?

To the dean. He will take care of you to Castle Wafer.

It may be that she thought some one else might have taken care of her. But she said nothing. Just before they reached the Rectory door, Mr. St. John stopped under the shade of the laurels.

Georgina, I must say a serious word to you. Put away nonsense for a minute, and hear me. I think I have saved you from a great danger; will you make me a promise in return?

From a great danger! she repeated, the words rendering her as serious as he was. What danger? What can you mean?

I cannot tell precisely what danger, neither can I say more particularly what I mean. Nevertheless I think I am right. It is not good for you to be about alone just now, whether  before nightfall or after it. You must give me your promise not to be so.

What is there to harm me? she whispered, involuntarily clinging more closely to his arm.

Leave that with me for the present. Only trust me, and do as I say. Will you promise?

Yes, if there is a necessity for it. I promise you.

Her earnest face was raised in the moonlight. She had never seen him so solemn as now. He bent his head.

Will you seal the compact, Georgina?

Instinct, and the grave tender tone, told her what he meant. Her eyes filled with tears; but she did not draw her face away, and he left a kiss upon her lips.

Mind, Georgina, thats as binding as an oath, he said, as he walked on. Take care that you strictly keep your promise. There is urgent necessity why you should do so. Sometime I may tell you why, if you are good. I may be telling you all sorts of things besides.

Her face was bent to conceal its hot blushes. Heaven seemed suddenly to have opened for Georgina Beauclerc.

Halloa! cried the dean, as he met them in the hall. I thought you had gone on with your mamma, Georgina.

She came back to walk with you, sir, said Mr. St. John, only waiting to speak the words and then hastening away again.

Mr. Pym was standing near the rocks as he got up to him. Where did you hide yourself? cried Frederick. You seemed to vanish into air. I could see you nowhere.

I slipped behind here, answered the surgeon, indicating the rocks. Was not one of those ladies Mrs. Carleton?

Yes.

Well, I thought it might be as well for her not to see me here. I wish to call at Castle Wafer by accident, you understand.

Frederick St. John nodded. Could you see her teeth and her glistening eyes? She was stealthily following Miss Beauclerc. For what purpose? I am thankful we were here.

Where is Miss Beauclerc now?

She is coming on with the dean. I have cautioned her not to go out alone. Mr. Pym, what is to be done? This state of things cannot be allowed to go on. I call upon you, as a good and true man, to aid us, if it be in your power.

Mr. Pym made no reply. He walked on in his favourite attitude, his hands clasped behind his back, just as he was walking in that sorrowful chamber, the evening you first beheld him; and his face wore, to Mr. St. Johns thinking, a strangely troubled look in the moonlight.


CHAPTER XXXV.

ON THE TERRACE.

MR. PYM went to the house alone. Frederick St. John met him in the hall as if by accident, and took him at once into the dining-room. Any suspicion that they had met before at the Rectory and come away from it together, was as far from the minds of the assembled company, as that they had both dropped from the clouds.

Mrs. St. John, who was better and had come down since dinner, Mrs. Beauclerc, Mrs. Carleton, and Sir Isaac, had sat down to whist. Mrs. Darling and Miss Denison were talking to each other at the centre table; Miss Denison abusing Georgina as the wildest girl in Christendom, Mrs. Darling protesting that she could not be half so wild as her own daughter Rose. Mrs. Darling was all wonder and astonishment when Mr. Pym came in. What could have brought him to Lexington?  how very kind of him to call and see her. And it was she who took him up to introduce him to Sir Isaac.

One moments recoil, one startled look at the face, and Mrs. Carleton held out her hand to the little surgeon, and was her own calm and gracious self. Seated at whist there, opposite to Sir Isaac, her voice low and sweet, her manner so gentle and collected, it would never have entered into any ones mind to imagine that she had been gliding about stealthily in the moonlight like a ghost, or a female poacher on forbidden ground: and perhaps the surgeon might have been excused his momentary doubt whether it was really Mrs. Carleton that they had seen.

How well you are looking! he exclaimed, as he shook hands with her.

And it was no hollow compliment. The woman he saw before him now, radiant in beauty, was no more like the distressing shadow he had visited at Ypres, than he himself was like a lamp-post. Mrs. Carleton laughed. Yes, she said, she was quite well now.

Mr. Pym begged he might not interrupt the game, and drew away. Close upon that, the dean and his daughter came in, and then came tea. Ere the surgeon had well swallowed his, he was pacing the terrace outside with Mrs. Darling, no one paying attention to them.

You see I have obeyed your summons, Mrs. Darling, he began; have called at Castle Wafer by accident, as you desired. What is the business that you wish to consult me upon?

Mrs. Darling had caught up her daughters black lace shawl as she left the room, and put it over her head; just as Charlotte had so recently worn it upon hers. She pulled it tightly round her silk gown as she answered  

I wish to speak to you about my daughter: I fear she is ill.

In body, or in mind?

A moments struggle with herself ere she should answer. But no; even now, although she had summoned the surgeon, at a great cost and trouble, to her aid, she could not bring her lips to admit a hint of the fatal malady.

In mind! she echoed, rather indignantly. I dont know what you mean, Mr. Pym. What should be wrong with Mrs. Carletons mind?

As you please, he said, with indifference. I can go back to-night if I am not wanted.

They had come to the end of the gravel walk, and Mrs. Darling stood still, apparently contemplating the lovely prospect to be seen from Castle Wafer. How anxious looked her face in the moonlight; but for those betraying beams the surgeon might not have read the struggle that was going on within her breast.

Why should you think anything was wrong with her mind? she again asked, but this time the tones were of pain, not of resentment.

Mrs. Darling, it may be as well that we should understand each other, said he. I did not come here to be trifled with. Either let there be confidence between us, or let me go back whence I came. It may facilitate matters if I tell you I have cause to suspect your daughters mind to be at present not altogether in a healthy state. If I do go back, I fear it will be my duty to intimate as much beforehand to Sir Isaac St. John.

She looked perfectly aghast, What do you mean, Mr. Pym?

I mean just what I say, and no more. Oh, Mrs. Darling, what nonsense this is  you and I to play at bo-peep with each other! We have been doing it all the years of your daughters life. You cannot forget how much I know of the past: do you think I have drowned my memory in a draught of Lethes waters? Surely if there is one man on earth whom you might consult confidentially, it is myself. I know as much as you know.

Mrs. Darling burst into tears, and sobbed for some minutes. I shall be better now, she said; it will do me good. Heaven alone knows what the tension has been.

And now just tell me the whole, from beginning to end, said Mr. Pym, in a more kindly tone, you ought to have done it years ago. You may be sure I will do what I can for the best: and there may be safety in counsel.

Now that the ice was broken, she entered pretty freely into details, and soon experienced that relief, and it may also be said that satisfaction in talking, which this confidential disclosure of some long-secret trouble is sure to bring. She told Mr. Pym how, ever since Benjas death, she had had her doubts of Charlottes perfect sanity: and she freely confessed that her hasty return to Castle Wafer was caused by a telegraphic message from Prance, who was growing alarmed at her mistresss symptoms.

What symptoms were they? inquired the doctor.

I dont know that I can enumerate them to you; they were little odds and ends of things that Prance has noticed. Not much, taken separately, but curious in the aggregate. Of course the message did not contain them: I have learnt them since I arrived. One thing I disliked more than all the rest  Prance awoke one night and found her mistress was out of the room. She was hastening away in search of her, and saw her coming out of Miss Beauclercs chamber. Now, for some reason or other, Charlotte has taken a prejudice against Miss Beauclerc

A moment, Mrs. Darling. If I am to help you with advice, you must speak without disguise. Do not say for some reason or other; tell the reason, if you know it.

Another struggle with herself: must she confess? Mrs. Darling clasped her hands in pain.

Oh, how cruel it is to have to say these things! And of Charlotte, who has always been so reticent, so honourable, whatever her other failings. There! let me speak out and have done with it. I believe she is jealous of Miss Beauclerc: of Miss Beauclerc and of Sir Isaac St. John.

Your daughter would like to remain here for ever  mistress of Castle Wafer, and Sir Isaacs wife?

Yes, I do believe it is so. And I could have believed such planning of any one in the world rather than of Charlotte. I have striven to persuade her to leave with me, and it is of no use. I would not for the world that she should marry again.

She ought not to have married at all, remarked the surgeon.

I could not help it. I did my best. You dont know what a care Charlotte has always been to me!

To return to Miss Beauclerc. Do you fear Mrs. Carleton might injure her?

Not if she retains her reason. But  should that leave her, even momentarily,  Mr. Pym, she broke off, it was because I found myself incompetent to deal with these troubles that I wrote for you.

You must take her away from Castle Wafer without delay.

But she will not be taken away. In all ordinary matters she is as sane as I am; as capable of judging, of arguing, and of sensibly acting. It is only now and then that a sort of paroxysm comes over her. It may be only violent passion, to which you know she has ever been subject; but, it may be something worse. She is then, as I believe, incapable of controlling her actions; and should she find an opportunity of doing an injury at these times she might do it. There are two people in this house against whom I can see she is desperately incensed: Miss Beauclerc and Honour Tritton. Should she find herself alone with either of them in one of these paroxysms  

Mrs. Darling stopped. The subject was too painful to continue. But the surgeon took up the thread in a quiet tone.

We might have a second edition of the Alnwick tragedy. Mrs. Darling  he could see it in the bright night  seemed to recoil a step. But she strove to answer with more than customary calmness.

The Alnwick tragedy! I do not understand.

When Alnwicks heir was  killed.

Oh, Mr. Pym, Mr. Pym! you cannot think that was anything but a miserable accident? cried the unfortunate mother. It was nothing else. Honour alone was in fault.

It may be that we shall never know, he answered. My impression  nay, my belief  you and I had better be outspoken now, Mrs. Darling  always was, that Mrs. Carleton had something to do with that. I think at the time you entertained the same opinion.

Mrs. Darling made no answer. She walked on, her scared face raised in that tell-tale moonlight; her very lips white.

I thought the probabilities, knowing what you and I know, were greatly against her at the time, repeated the surgeon; I think them greater now. You are aware, I presume, that the imaginary image of Benja and the lighted church haunted her for months? And in that show of lanterns in France, on St. Martins Eve

How did you hear of that? interrupted Mrs. Darling. Oh, I get to hear of many things, was the reply. It does not matter how. I fear this terror, in one so cold and impassive as your daughter has always been, is rather suggestive of a guilty conscience.

Why recall this? asked Mrs. Darling, with a sob. I think you are wrong in your suspicions.

I do not recall it to give you pain. Only to impress upon you how essential it is, with these doubts upon our minds, that Mrs. Carleton should be removed from Castle Wafer.

Indeed, I see it as strongly as you do. But you know what her will has always been. And if our suspicion of her state of mind is wrong, and she is really sane, we are not justified in forcing her actions. Can you remain a few days and watch her, so as to form an opinion of her state? Theres a plain, comfortable inn at hand, the Barley Mow, and you could be here very much in the daytime.

For the matter of that, I could contrive to get invited to stay here, observed the surgeon, with a cough. That good-natured brother of Sir Isaacs is sure to ask me. And, to tell you the truth, Mrs. Darling, if I undertake to watch her at all, it must be a close and uninterrupted watch.

Close and uninterrupted! repeated Mrs. Darling, whom the words did not altogether please. I am so very fearful of any suspicion being excited abroad as to Charlottes state.

That suspicion already exists, remarked the doctor. Your daughters manners  these paroxysms that you speak of  have been observed and commented on. It was only a post or two before I got your summons, that I received a letter from this neighbourhood, implying doubts of Mrs. Carletons state of mind, and inquiring if I could inform the writer whether insanity had been in her family.

Mrs. Darlings breath was nearly taken away with astonishment. Who could have sent the letter? Surely, not Sir Isaac!

The letter was a confidential letter, and I cannot name the writer.

If it was not Sir Isaac, it must have been Frederick St. John. Why need he meddle?

It was neither Frederick St. John nor Sir Isaac: I may tell you that much. I only mention this to prove to you that even were we willing to allow matters to go on as they have been going, it is now impossible. A weighty responsibility lies upon me, Mrs. Darling: and something must be done in one shape or another. Had I received no summons from you, I think I should still have come to Lexington.

Mrs. Darling walked to the end of the terrace before replying. Matters seemed to be growing complicated. Was the time of exposure really come? It had always lain upon her with an awful dread.

But what can you do? she asked. Suppose, after watching Charlotte, you come to the conclusion that theres nothing really the matter with her

But I should not come to that conclusion, he interrupted. Were I to remain in the house a month, and see no proof whatever of insanity, I could not be sure that it did not exist.

We know how cunning these people are, and

Oh, Mr. Pym, how cruelly you speak!

I am sorry to do so. What I was about to say, in answer to your question, is this. Allowing that I perceive no present grounds for alarm, I must still assume that such grounds do exist; in short, both you and I know they do: and there will be one of two courses to pursue. Either you must remove your daughter from Castle Wafer before I quit it: or I must get rid of my responsibility by disclosing my fears to Sir Isaac St. John.

No, no; not to him  not to any one if it can be prevented, implored Mrs. Darling. I will get Charlotte away. Anything rather than make the dread public. Think how long I have succeeded in concealing it.

To speak to Sir Isaac would not be to make it public. And I have already told you, Mrs. Darling, it is not so entirely a secret as you have supposed. However, if you remove Charlotte, undertaking that she does not return, there will be no cause for my speaking to any one.

Ill do it all; Ill try and do it, said Mrs. Darling. And now about your own stay at Castle Wafer. How shall you manage it?

Leave it to me, replied Mr. Pym. We medical men often possess a pass-key in an emergency. I think Mrs. Carleton will not like my staying. She did not seem pleased to see me.

No?

It struck me that she did not. I observed a strange sort of shiver, a look of terror, pass over her face when she saw me.

How observant you are! was Mrs. Darlings comment, I saw nothing of it.

It is our business to be observant.

Of course. And very useful I dare say you find the habit.

You spoke of Honour Tritton, resumed the surgeon, passing by the other remark. Why do you suppose

Hush! breathed Mrs. Darling in a warning voice, and she laid her hand upon his arm to enforce the caution more emphatically. Is that Charlotte?

Some one had cautiously raised the window of an upper room, and was peeping out. Mr. Pyms quick eyes saw at once that it was not Charlotte, but Prance. Mrs. Prance had her share of curiosity as well as more demonstrative people.

We had better go in, Mrs. Darling, remarked the surgeon. Should Mrs. Carleton come out and see us talking together, she might fancy my visit here had reference to her, and be forthwith on her guard accordingly. As she was  I know she was  on her guard when I went to Ypres.

The evening was not quite over, when the anxious pacers on the terrace re-entered the drawing-room; the whist players were just rising. Mrs. Carleton came over at once to Mr. Pym. Handsome and stately did she look, her rich dress sweeping the ground; her face calm, her manner gracious, she seemed just as sane as Mr. Pym himself. He happened to be looking with some interest at Miss Beauclerc; a fair, lovely, attractive girl, in her pretty white dress, and with her grey-blue honest eyes.

When did you come to Lexington, Mr. Pym?

The question proceeded from Mrs. Carleton, who had slipped into a seat beside him. He answered that he had arrived only that evening; had been sent for to see a patient.

Who is it? she asked.

A young man suffering from heart disease, promptly responded Mr. Pym, deeming this positive evasion justifiable under the circumstances.

And so you took the opportunity to call at Castle Wafer! she said. And there might have been the slightest possible resentment perceptible in the tone, though not to an ear less quick than the surgeons.

Just so, he answered. When we have nothing particular to do with ourselves, we are apt to make use of any past civilities that may be available. I remembered that Mr. Frederick St. John, when I met him at Alnwick, proffered me an invitation to call at Castle Wafer, should I ever travel to its vicinity.

Oh! she said. Fred St. Johns rather fond of those impromptu invitations. Do you go back to-morrow?

Not unless my patient shall have done with me.

Mr. Pym remained at Castle Wafer, a temporary guest. In the most natural manner conceivable, Frederick St. John, without being suspected of any ulterior motive, pressed the invitation on the little surgeon. Castle Wafer would be a more comfortable roof for him than the Barley Mow, and his sojourn there would afford him, Frederick, an opportunity of improving the acquaintance begun at Alnwick, he graciously observed, when they had met at the funeral of Mr. Carleton St. John. Mr. Pym suffered himself to be persuaded. And thus the surgeon took up his task of watching Mrs. Carleton, a very private-detective; installed thereunto by two anxious parties, neither of whom suspected the connivance of the other. What wheels within wheels there are in this world!

In one sense of the word, the step might have been dispensed with, for it did not serve to prevent the disclosure to Sir Isaac St. John. Mrs. Darlings great hope from the respite of the two or three days watching, was, that she should in the meanwhile succeed in inducing Charlotte to bid adieu to Castle Wafer, and thus obviate the necessity for any appeal to Sir Isaac. It might have proved so, so far as Mr. Pym was concerned; but the initiative was taken by the dean.

Very disagreeably impressed by the fresh doubts of Mrs. Carletons sanity, acquired during the evening visit of Mr. Pym to the Rectory, the dean considered that there was now sufficient matter to justify a communication to Sir Isaac. He resolved to make it himself; and on the following morning, the one succeeding Mr. Pyms arrival, he went up for that purpose to Castle Wafer, and procured a private interview with Sir Isaac in his sitting-room.

A very different story, this, from the one sought to be told the other evening by Frederick. As the dean, calm, sensible, reliable, went through the whole, point by point, concluding with the fact that Mr. Pym was at Castle Wafer for no other purpose than to watch Charlotte Carleton, Sir Isaac listened with increasing wonder.

And you say Frederick knew of this! he exclaimed. Why did he not tell me?

He did attempt to tell you; but failed. I suppose his ultra self-consciousness and the fear that even you might misconstrue his motives, withheld him from saying more.

How could I be likely to misconstrue them?

The dean said how. Which certainly did not tend to decrease the wonder of Sir Isaac.

He has been assuming that Mrs. Carleton was looking after me! That she had designs upon me! Me! You must be mistaking me for Frederick.

Certainly not for Frederick. Fredericks private opinion is, that the young woman hates him. I fancy theres not much doubt that she would have no objection to your making her Lady St. John.

When Sir Isaac fully comprehended this hypothesis as to himself, which he had little difficulty in doing, he burst into an uncontrollable fit of laughter. The dean saw how it was: Isaac St. John had been so firmly fixed in his resolution never to marry, had lived so in it, that the very notion of his breaking it, or of any womans thinking she could induce him to break it, seemed to him nothing less than an impossibility.

Then you never had an idea of Mrs. Carleton? observed the dean.

I never had an idea of Mrs. Carleton in that sense of the word, or of any one else, answered Sir Isaac. I should as soon think of getting hanged as of getting married. And I do believe you must be wrong in supposing she has entertained such a notion. A young and pretty woman want to tie herself to me! Why, look at me; at what I am. No, no: it is not likely. And it was only the other day she lost her husband and her child; her heart must be buried with them for some time yet to come.

Well, there lay the cause of Fredericks hesitation, said the dean. With this idea upon him, no wonder he was tenacious of speaking. I confess I did not agree with him. I thought you were no more likely to take a wife than I am  who possess one already.

It will be a joke against Frederick for the rest of my days, said Sir Isaac, I marry? I wish, by the way, he would marry! But about poor Mrs. Carleton? I should like to see Mr. Pym.

The surgeon was summoned to the conference. And after the deans departure, he disclosed to Sir Isaac the fear of her attempting some injury to Miss Beauclerc or to Honour: of which the dean remained in ignorance.

There is only one thing to do, was the conclusion come to by Sir Isaac. Inhospitable though any such measure may seem, Mrs. Carleton must this day quit Castle Wafer.


CHAPTER XXXVI.

LOCKED IN.

MR. PYM appeared to make himself at home at Castle Wafer. One of the best chambers had been assigned him, its door opening exactly opposite to the room occupied by Mrs. Carleton and by Prance. And that gentleman retired to rest with his door propped back, and his gaze on the corridor. Perhaps he slept with his eyes open.

In the morning he was up betimes. Going downstairs, he sought Honour, and sat in the housekeepers room while he talked to her. He had really no ulterior motive in this; but he was a sociable man, and he merely wished to be civil to the girl, whom he had once seen so much of as Benjas nurse.

Honour was excessively gratified. In the first place at seeing the surgeon again; in the next at indulging her gossiping propensities. She had heard little or nothing of Alnwick since she quitted it: Mrs. Tritton having left the Hall and the neighbourhood soon after herself. Question after question did she ask Mr. Pym of the changes, and would probably have gone on for an hour of her own good will, but that Mr. Pym, who was remarkably quick of sight and hearing, and why he wore glasses no one ever could make out  detected some faint sound or movement at the partially closed door, as if somebody were listening at it.

Is any one wanting to come in, Honour?

Honour pulled the door open, and saw nothing. But a faint rustling, as of some person turning from the door as soon as he spoke, had caught Mr. Pyms ears.

Look out, said he, sharply.

Honour looked out, and was just in time to see the petticoats of a lady disappearing round the corner of the passage, and to recognize them as Mrs. Carletons.

Mrs. Carleton, was it? observed the surgeon carelessly, as she made the remark. Does she often pay you a visit here, Honour?

I never saw her here before, sir. Perhaps she was coming in search of you.

Ah, perhaps so, replied Mr. Pym, carelessly. What were you saying, Honour?  that you heard I went over to Germany to see the boy? Well, its true. Whether it was Germany or France, or any other habitable part of the globe, though, I cant take upon myself to say. I could not do him any good. He was at deaths-door then. How did you hear it?

From Mrs. Darling, sir. She often said a word to me when she was staying here the last time, and she mentioned that you had been had over to Master George, but it was of no use. What a sad thing it was that the child could not be cured!

Ay. There are many sad things in the world, Honour; sadder even than that. Well, I must go, or I shall keep breakfast waiting. Youll see me again before I leave.

He made his way to the breakfast-room, and sat down to breakfast with the rest. Mrs. Carletons face was impassive as usual: but the surgeon saw that she watched him just as keenly as he did her. After breakfast, as if to defeat the purpose for which he was staying at Castle Wafer, she shut herself up in Mrs. St. Johns room, and no one could get near her. It was during this time that the interview took place between the dean and Sir Isaac.

I entrust it all to you, Mr. Pym, Sir Isaac had said. Perhaps speaking to Mrs. Darling will be sufficient: but  you know the laws of hospitality  I would rather not appear at all in this matter if I can help it. Let the departure be your doing  you understand. Only in case of necessity bring in my name.

Mr. Pyms first step was to seek Mrs. Darling. She was shut up in her room too; so, after waiting for some time, he sent a message to her, and she came to him. The observant surgeon saw that there was a blank, disappointed look in her face.

I can do nothing with Charlotte, she exclaimed. She refuses most positively to quit Castle Wafer: and when I urged it, she put an end to the colloquy by leaving me. What is to be done?

The surgeon could not say what was to be done. Only that to get away Mrs. Carleton that day was indispensable.

Mrs. Darling, poor woman, began to temporize. Charlotte was perfectly well now, she was sure, and a day or twos delay could make no difference. To-morrow, perhaps, or the next day, she might be induced to hear reason. At length Mr. Pym  for Mrs. Darling seemed inclined to become obstinate in her turn  was obliged to hint at the commands of Sir Isaac.

Mrs. Darling was bitterly incensed, believing that Mr. Pym had been the informant. I did not think you would have been so treacherous, she exclaimed. You promised me not to speak to Sir Isaac until all means had been tried to get Charlotte away.

I did not speak to him. He spoke to me.

He spoke to you! First?

Yes. He sent for me into his room, and entered upon it.

Who could have told him?  cried Mrs. Darling, after a mortified pause. And Mr. Pym remained silent: it was not his business to speak of the dean.

The less we discuss this matter the better, Mrs. Darling. It would bring no profit. All we have to do is to remove your daughter. And if I were you I would let this hint about Sir Isaac be as if it had not been spoken. It would be painful to you to show consciousness of it; doubly painful to him. He is a true gentleman: but tales have been carried to him of Mrs. Carletons state of mind, and he deems it necessary that she should not remain.

I would give half I am worth to know who it is that has been meddling! exclaimed Mrs. Darling. What is to be done? Will you speak to Charlotte?

Of course I will. If you cannot persuade her, I must try my powers. It will be a very awkward thing if we have to get her away by force or stratagem.

By stratagem we shall never accomplish it, said Mrs. Darling. Charlotte is too keen to be imposed upon.

He waited until luncheon-time. He thought it better to lead to an interview with Mrs. Carleton, than to send and demand it. She came down with Mrs. St. John, and the luncheon passed off as usual, every one being at table except Sir Isaac. Mr. Brumm said his master was taking luncheon in his room, but offered no other apology for his absence, and Georgina went boldly in to him.

But Mr. Pym was destined to be defeated, at least in a degree. He whispered to Mrs. Carleton to come and walk with him on the terrace as they rose from table, and drew her hand within his arm and went out with her. It was a dull lowering day, threatening rain, and she looked up at the skies with rather a vacant look. Mr. Pym told her as gently as he could, that it was deemed necessary she should have change of air; that he and Mrs. Darling were both anxious on the score of her health, and thought immediate change of scene essential. She laughed in his face; she set him and her mother at defiance; she spoke of appealing to Sir Isaac: and then Mr. Pym hinted  as he had done to her mother  that Sir Isaac acquiesced in the measure.

No sooner had the words left his lips, than a change passed over her face. Medical man though he was, Mr. Pym shrank from it: never had its aspect been more livid, its expression so wildly terrible. He caught her arm, put it within his, and began to speak words of soothing kindness. But she broke from him; muttered something incoherently about the plot against her, which those in the house had been planning to carry out, and escaped indoors. Mr. Pym had little doubt that by those in the house, she meant Miss Beauclerc and Honour. It is very likely she included himself and Mrs. Darling.

He followed her; he called Mrs. Darling to his aid. That she had secreted herself in her own room, they found at once, since the door was fastened inside, and no reply was given to their knocks. The surgeon grew alarmed. This state of things was more than likely to end in a paroxysm of insanity. By-and-by mutterings were heard inside; violent pacings of the room; short derisive laughs; and one shrill scream. Mrs. Darling was nearly beside herself; and Prance  Prance the impassive  for once betrayed terror.

I shall break open the door, said Mr. Pym.

But he went first of all to apprise Sir Isaac of what he was going to do. Sir Isaac gave him carte blanche to do what he pleased; but urged that poor Mrs. Carletons comfort should be studied as much as was practicable. And under the circumstances he did not press for her departure; only stipulating that Mr. Pym should undertake the charge of her until she did leave.

When Mr. Pym got back to the corridor, he found the dismayed watchers and waiters outside it, Mrs. Darling and Prance, had been joined by another  Honour Tritton.

It is not possible for a commotion such as this to occur in a house without its sounds transpiring to the household. Quietly as these knockings and callings had been carried on, news of them penetrated to the servants below. Mrs. Carleton had bolted herself in her chamber, and could not be got at. Honour, in her interest, it may be in her curiosity, went upstairs at once. Perhaps she deemed she had a sort of right to do so, from her former relations with Mrs. Carleton.

Mr. Pym scarcely noticed her. The noise inside the room had increased; that is, the pacings to and fro were louder and quicker. Mrs. Darling clasped her hands in helpless dismay: she lifted her imploring face to the surgeon; she put her lips to the key-hole for the twentieth time.

Charlotte! my darling Charlotte! I want to come in. I must come in. I  I have left a key in your room. It will soon be time to dress for dinner.

There was no response. But the pacings increased to a run.

The dull day had become darker, and Honour turned into Miss Beauclercs room, and brought out a tall wax candle, lighted, in a silver candlestick.

Mrs. Carleton, I must beg of you to unlock the door, cried out the surgeon. If you do not, I shall be compelled to break it open. Pray undo it.

It was of no avail. A mocking laugh was again heard, but there was no other response.

Take care of yourselves, said Mr. Pym.

The door flew open with a burst. The first object they saw was Mrs. Carleton, standing against the opposite wall and glaring at them. Glaring! the word has been used often in regard to her eyes at times, but there is no other so applicable. Mr. Pym went straight up to her. She eluded him with a spring, pounced upon the unsuspecting and terrified Honour, and in another moment was grappling with her, a fight for dear life.

Poor lady! What her thoughts had been during that selfimprisonment she alone knew. That they had tended rapidly to increase the minds confusion, to speed her on to the great gulf of insanity, already so near at hand, perhaps to have been its very turning-point, there could be no doubt of. And it may be that the sight of Honour amidst her enemies, of Honour bearing a lighted candle, recalled her mind to that dreadful night not yet two years gone by.

Whatever it may have been, whether any single cause, or many causes combined: the mortification of being turned from Castle Wafer, the visit of Mr. Pym, the seeing him that morning with Honour, or the opposition and confusion of this one afternoon: certain it was, that the moment her mother and Prance had been dreading in secret so long, had come. Mrs. Carleton was insane.

It took all three, the surgeon, Mrs. Darling, and Prance, to secure her in her violence: just as it had taken more than one to secure her father in the years gone by. Honour was released, terrified nearly to death, bruises on her arms, and a bite on her cheek, of which she would never lose the mark.

When she was secured from doing harm to herself or others, Mr. Pym touched Prance, and motioned her to a room apart. Had Prance been capable of astonishment at anything, she might have felt it then. He closed the door and pointed to a chair.

The time for evasion has gone by, he began. To-morrow will see your mistress in an asylum, Prance, from which she can never more be released in safety. And  do you know for what cause I have brought you here?

No, sir, answered Prance; but in some hesitation, as if she half-divined what the cause might be.

I am about to speak of that past night at Alnwick; the burning of Benja. I feel as sure  and he raised his finger to her impressively that your mistress had something to do with that, and that you knew it, as I am that you are before me there. Few persons can deceive me; and your manner that night and subsequent to it, clever as you may have thought yourself, convinced me there was a tale to tell. I did not press for it then; I had my reasons; but I must hear it now.

I had nothing to do with it, sir, replied Prance, not daring to equivocate; feeling perhaps, with him, that the time for suppression had gone by.

I dont suppose you had, returned Mr. Pym. But you were in that niche, where Honour saw you, for all that. Come! You must acquaint me with the particulars of that night: they may be a guide to my treatment of your mistress. I must know them, whether or not. Did she set the child on fire?

No, sir, I dont think she did. At least, not intentionally.

At any rate, she was in the room at the time?

Yes, she was. But I think he caught fire accidentally. There was some scuffle, and I fancy his white pinafore set alight.

But she bolted the door upon him?

Prance actually for a moment looked distressed. Im afraid she did, sir: the one door. The other, I have always believed, and always shall believe, the child fastened himself.

She bolted it on him when he was burning?

Ah, I dont know that, sir; I dont know it for certain.

You have feared it.

Yes; only that.

Mr. Pym sat down in a chair opposite Prance, the table being between them. Begin at the beginning, Prance, he said. This is a waste of time. How much of that nights occurrences did you see and hear?

You  you are not asking for the purpose of proving the crime against her, are you, sir? demanded Prance.

Of proving the crime against her, woman! echoed Mr.

Pym, wrathfully. Your mistress is past having anything of that sort proved against her: past its consequences, for that is, I presume, what you mean. Had I wished to bring it home to her, I should have stirred in it at the time. I have been as quiet and careful as you. Now then, begin. Let us hear what you had to do with it, and what brought you in the niche. You have not forgotten, I suppose?

No, indeed, sir! I have thought of it all a great deal too often to be pleasant, she said, leaning her head upon her hand. The account I gave before had very much of truth in it: though not the whole of the truth, she added, after a pause.

Then tell the whole now, said Mr. Pym, growing impatient at the delay.

The substance of Prances communication was as follows. After she had been in the herb-room, she went upstairs to wash her hands, which had become soiled from picking the herbs. Whilst in her chamber, which was next to Mrs. Carletons, she heard her mistress come up from the dining-room and go into her chamber, and she followed her in, to ask whether she wanted a light or anything, for it was getting quite dusk. Mrs. Carleton was not in her room, but had gone through the dressing-room, and was standing in the nursery, just inside the door, apparently gazing at something, as one transfixed: a dull sort of light came from the nursery, enabling Prance to see her distinctly. Being rather curious, she peeped in, and saw Master Benja slowly parading a lighted church about, which he carried before him: it was on this her mistresss eyes were fixed. It was really a pretty object, Prance said, lighted up in the dark room. The child was speaking; words calculated to irritate Mrs. Carleton  

What were they! interrupted Mr. Pym, when Prance had got thus far in her narrative. Can you repeat them?

Ill tell you what I shall do, Honour, when I am master of Alnwick, repeated Prance. You shall be mistress, and give all the orders, and well have a great wall built up, so that mamma cant come near us. But well have Georgy, and keep him to ourselves. Those were the words, Prance continued, and they seemed to irritate her mistress: she darted forward, and gave the child a sharp blow on the ear. She (Prance) went away, leaving a sound of noise and crying behind her. Declared, if it were the last word she had to speak, that she had no thought of real injury. She went through the dressing-room, through the bedroom, which door she shut, and went - down into the dining-room. Georgy was asleep on the large chair, his legs hanging down. A very short while  immediately, indeed  her mistress followed her down; noticed, and thought it very singular, that she bolted the dining-room door after her. Seemed greatly excited; walked about in a strange manner; Prance thought she must have been quarrelling with Honour. Presently she sat down, and took Georgys feet upon her lap. This gave Prance an opportunity of slipping back the bolt, and quitting the room. Had not liked to do so before; must have been there at least a quarter-of-an-hour. Went up to her room; heard no noise whatever; never supposed but that Honour was in the nursery with Master Benja. Stood a minute or two in the passage, listening; thought she might hear them speaking of the quarrel. Heard nothing  all was quite still, and then supposed Honour had taken Master Benja down to the servants hall, which had been forbidden by Mrs. Carleton. Was stealing along the passage to find this out, intending to tell of her, when Honour came running up the back-stairs, and Prance, not to be seen, slipped into the niche until Honour should have entered the nursery. Found then that Master Benja was in the nursery. Honour could not open the door, and called out to ask why he had turned the button. Was peeping out of the niche, and saw Honour drop a load of things from her apron, and come flying past her into the dressing-room. Did not think at the time she was seen; passage was pretty dark. Took the opportunity to escape into her own room, and was lighting a candle when Honours cries startled her. Came out of her room, saw Honour running down the front staircase, her cries awful. It brought the servants from the kitchen, it brought Mrs. Carleton and Georgy out of the dining-room; and then she (Prance) found out what had happened. That was all.

And you mean to tell me you did not suspect anything wrong until then?  asked Mr. Pym, as she concluded.

As I am a living, breathing woman, sir, I never suspected it, answered Prance, showing for once some emotion. I dont think Honour herself was more shocked than I was.

And why did you not tell the truth about your being in the niche?

Ah, sir, I did not dare. Might it not, in the questioning that would have ensued, have directed suspicion to my mistress? The moment I discovered that Honour was not in the room when my mistress attacked Master Benja, I felt frightened to death, fearing she had done it. I

Stay a minute. I dont understand, interrupted Mr. Pym. You say you looked into the nursery. You must have seen that Honour was not there.

Indeed, sir, I did not. I saw but a very small portion of the room; the door opens inwards to the wall, and obstructs the best part of the room to any one standing as I did. I never supposed but that Honour was present in her usual seat; otherwise I should not have left my mistress alone with the child. The boy himself, helped to mislead me: those few words he said appeared to be spoken to Honour. I concluded afterwards, that when he heard his mamma enter, he must have thought it was Honour who had gone in, and was too much occupied with his toy to turn his head to look.

Its an awful thing! ejaculated Mr. Pym.

It has driven my mistress mad, returned Prance. But, sir  she did not purposely set him on fire: she did not. I have gathered a great deal from words she has let drop in her paroxysms, and I know it was not done purposely. The church fell and set fire to his pinafore, in blazing up, she said one night when she was moaning: and I am sure it did.

But she bolted the door on him.

Ah, yes, she did that; bolted it upon him, knowing he was on fire; theres no doubt of it I have gathered that much. I think at the moment she was mad, unconscious of what she did. She is not naturally cruel, only in these uncontrollable attacks. And then  and then

And then, what? asked the surgeon.

She had taken too much wine that afternoon, continued Prance, lowering her voice. Not intentionally; not from the love of drinking: unthinkingly, as it were. You see, sir, she had dined at the hour when she usually took her luncheon, and she did not eat much, I noticed; made a luncheon more than a dinner. But she seemed to have a great thirst upon her, and drank a good deal of wine; champagne, and sherry, and port; altogether, I think her head was a little confused; indeed, Im sure it was. She would not have beaten Benja in the dining-room, but for that. Oh, the remorse that has been hers!

I suppose so.

It is remorse that has turned her brain. I thought in Flanders it would come on then; it did in a measure; but she got over it. Over and over again would she have given her own life to recall the boys; I think she would even have given Georgys. What she did, she did in a moment of passion; of aberration; and she has repented it ever since, and lived in dread of detection. Her horror of Honour has arisen from the feeling that had the girl not left Benja alone, it could not have happened, and she had not had the sin upon her. Indeed, sir, she is to be pitied; to be pitied more than condemned.

Let us think so, at any rate, Prance, remarked Mr. Pym. Does Mrs. Darling know this?

Well, sir, no; not exactly. I have dropped a word or two, and I know she guesses the rest; but I have not said it.

Best not, perhaps, said the surgeon. It is a secret that may remain between you and me.


CHAPTER XXXVII.

A MEETING IN PARIS.

I WONDER why I am kept a prisoner here? exclaimed Georgina Beauclerc.

She stood at the open French window of the Rectory drawing-room as she said it, partly indoors, partly out, and her auditor was Frederick St. John, who was coming along the gravel path, in the twilight of the autumn evening, on his road from Castle Wafer. Georgina had happened to walk over to the Rectory early in the afternoon, and a message followed her from Sir Isaac, that she was not to go back to Castle Wafer until sent for. The young lady was surprised, indignant, and excessively curious. The message had arrived about three oclock: it was now very nearly dinner-time, and she was not released. The dean, Mrs. Beauclerc, and their guest were at Lexington; consequently, Miss Georgina had passed the hours by herself, and very dull they had been.

He came up, taking off his hat as he approached, as if he were warm from fast walking. Georgina retreated inside the room, but waited for him at the window.

I have come to release you, he said, in answer to her question. I am glad you obeyed me, and stayed.

Obeyed you! I obeyed Sir Isaac.

It was I who sent the message, Georgina.

I wish I had known that! she exclaimed, after a breathless pause. I never should have stayed.

He laughed. Thats why I used Isaacs name. I thought you might not be obedient to me.

Obedient to you, indeed, Mr. St. John! I should think not. Things would have come to a pretty pass!

She tossed back her shapely head, to show her indignation. Mr. St. John only laughed again.

Are they all out, Georgina?

Yes, they are out, and I have been alone all these hours. I wonder you dont take contrition to yourself.

I wonder at it too.

I should like to know the reason of my having been kept here? In all the course of my experience I never met with so outrageous a thing.

Your experience has been so long a one, Georgie!

Well, I am not going to be ridiculed. I shall go back to Castle Wafer: perhaps Sir Isaac will be able to enlighten me. You can stay behind here; theyll be home sometime.

She tied her bonnet, fastened her mantle  having stood in them all the afternoon, momentarily expecting to be released, as he had called it  and was hastening through the window. Frederick laid a detaining hand upon her.

Not yet, Georgina. I have come to stop your return to Castle Wafer.

I thought you said you had come to release me!

I meant release you from suspense  to satisfy your curiosity, which has, I suppose, been on the rack. You are not to come back to Castle Wafer at all: we wont have you.

You can let things alone, returned Georgina, throwing off her bonnet. But I think you might have told me before now  keeping me with my things on all these hours!

I could not conveniently come before. Well, shall I relieve that curiosity of yours?

Again she threw up her face petulantly. Thats just as you like. I dont care to hear it.

You know you do care to hear it, he said. But indeed, Georgina  and his half-mocking, half-tender tone changed to seriousness it is a subject that I shrink from entering upon. Mrs. Carleton is ill. That is the reason we are banishing you for the present from Castle Wafer.

Georginas mood changed also: the past one had been all make-believe, not real.

Ill! I am so sorry. Is it anything infectious?

I will tell you what it is, Georgina: it is insanity. That she was not quite sane, I have suspected some little time; but this afternoon she has become very much worse. She locked herself in her room, and Mr. Pym was obliged to burst the door open, and now she is  very excited indeed. Mr. Pym told me he feared some crisis was approaching. This was just after she fastened herself in her room; and I sent that message to you at once. Isaac agrees with me that you had better remain at home to-night: Castle Wafer will not be a very sociable place this evening; and we must respect Mrs. Darlings feelings.

Oh, I see, I see!  impulsively interrupted Georgina, all her good qualities in full play. Of course it would not be right for strangers to be there. Poor Mrs. Darling! But is it true, Frederick? Insane!

I fear so.

Perhaps it is some temporary fever that will pass off?

Well  we must hope for the best. And now  will you regard this as a confidential communication?

Yes, certainly; if you wish it.

I think it is better to do so. She may recover; and in that case it would be very sad for the report to have been spread abroad. I knew I might trust you; otherwise I should not have spoken. We have had secrets together before.

Shall you not tell papa?

I shall tell him, because he knows of the matter already. No one else. Should her malady be confirmed, of course it will become generally known.

Do you know, I thought you had bad news when I saw your face, resumed Georgina. You looked so worn and anxious. But you have looked so for some days past.

Have I? Ive been tired, I suppose, from want of sleep. I have not been in bed for some nights. I have been watching.

Watching! Where?

In the corridor at home.

Georgina looked at him in surprise. What were you watching for?

Oh  for ghosts.

Please be serious. Do tell me what you mean. I dont understand you in the least.

It is so pleasant to share a secret that I think I must tell it you, Georgina. You remember your nightmare?

My nightmare? Oh yes, when I fancied some one came into my room. Well?

Well  I thought it just possible, that instead of a nightmare it might have been reality. That Mrs. Carleton, in her restlessness, had wandered out of her room. It was not an agreeable thought, so I have watched every night since, lest there should be a repetition of it.

Georgina was as quick as lightning at catching an idea. You were afraid for me! You watched to take care of me!

Something of that sort. Did you lock your door as I desired?

Yes: all but one night, when I forgot to do it.

Just so. Knowing what a forgetful, careless young lady I had to deal with, I concluded that I must depend upon myself, instead of her. A pretty thing, if Mrs. Carleton had run away with you!

A few bright rays were perceptible in the western horizon, illumining the twilight of the hitherto dull day. Georgina Beauclerc was gazing straight out to them, a very conscious look in her face. Suddenly she turned it to Mr. St. John.

Will you tell me  had your words to me last evening, warning me not to be abroad, anything to do with this?

He nodded. Suspecting Mrs. Carletons malady, I did not know who might be safe from her, who not: and I saw her in the grounds then.

Last night?

Last night. She was close to you.

A moments thought, which was a revelation to Georgina, and she drew nearer to him with a start. I see it all, Frederick. I remember what you said about her jealousy: you have been protecting me.

Trying to do it.

How shall I thank you? And I have been so impertinent and cross! Perhaps I owe even my life to you!

I have not done it for nothing, I can tell you, young lady. I have been thinking of my repayment all through it.

He put his arm round her before she could get away, and drew her close to him. His voice became low and tender; his face, bent to hers, was radiant with persuasive eloquence.

I told you last night that I thought I had saved you from a great danger

And you repaid yourself, interrupted Georgina, with a dash of her native sauciness, and a glow on her blushing cheeks.

No, I did not. I  dont know whether its this watching after your safety, or what else it may be; but I have arrived at the conviction, that I shall have to take care of you for life. Georgina, we might have known years ago that it would come to this.

Known that! When you only hated me!

If I hated you then  which I did not  I love you now. I cannot part with you. Georgina, my darling, I shall never part with you. I dont think you would like to part with me.

Her heart beat as it had never beaten before in her life; her eyes were blinded with tears. Joy so great as this had never been foreshadowed, except in some rare dream. He kissed the tears away.

But it cannot be that you love me, she whispered.

I love you dearly; although I once told a friend of yours that I would not marry Georgina Beauclerc though there were not another English girl extant. He saw into the future, it may be also into my heart, more clearly than I did.

You said that? To a friend of mine! Who was it?

One who lies buried in the cloisters at Westerbury.

Her eyes went far out again to that light in the west. The words carried her back again to those past days,  to the handsome boy who had so loved her.

You never cared for him, poor fellow! observed Mr. St. John.

No; I never cared but for one in my life, she softly whispered.

I know that. He was the first to tell me of it. Not that I  as I believe now  needed telling. Georgina, they say marriages are made in heaven; I think we might have seen, even then, that we were destined for each other  Whats the matter?

Georgina darted away from him as if she had been shot.

Her ears were quicker than his. The deans carriage was approaching; was close upon them.

I suppose I may speak to him, Georgina?

Perhaps if I said no, you wouldnt listen to me. You always did contrive to have your own way, and I suppose you will take it still. But I think you are very unfeeling  very cruel; and I am as bad.

I know what you mean: that we should allow  this  to ensue upon the news I came to tell you. Poor Mrs. Carleton! We shall have time and to spare, I fear, for all our best sympathies. Oh, child! you dont know what my anxiety on your score has been! But it has served to show me, what I was only half convinced of before: my love for you.

The dean came in. Georgina escaped to her mother and Miss Denison. The latter spoke crossly to her. Ah, thought Georgina, would she dare to abuse me if she only knew whose wife I am going to be? and she actually kissed the astonished Miss Denison, in her great happiness.

Mr. St. John spoke to the dean. Of Mrs. Carleton first: and the dean was both shocked and surprised to find the crisis had come on so quickly. He then said that he and Sir Isaac thought it better that Georgina should for the moment quit Castle Wafer.

Quite right, said the dean. She ought not to have stayed there so long. Of course she should not, had I been aware of this. The fact is, she would not come home; you heard her; she has a great affection for Castle Wafer.

Would you very much mind, sir, if she some time came back to it for good?

Eh? said the dean, turning his surprised eyes sharply on Mr. St. John. Who wants that?

I do. I have been asking her if she will do so.

And what does she say?

A smile crossed Mr. St. Johns lips. She said I generally contrived to have my own way, and she supposed I should have it now.

Ah, well; I have thought it might come to that! But I cannot bear to part with her. Frederick St. John  and the dean spoke with emotion as he wrung his hand I would rather you took her from me than any other man in the world.

It was a lovely day in the following spring, and Paris was gay and bright. In a handsome house in one of its best quarters, its drawing-rooms presenting that blended aspect of magnificence and lightness which you rarely see out of the French capital, were a group of three people; two ladies, both brides of a week or two, and a gentleman. Never did eye gaze on two more charming brides, than Madame de la Chasse, that houses mistress, and Mrs. Frederick St. John.

Are you prepared to hear that that mistress was Rose? She sat laughing gaily, throwing back, as was her wont of old, that mass of golden curls. Her marriage had taken many by surprise, Frederick St. John for one; and he was now joking her about it.

It was quite impossible to believe it, you know, Rose. I thought you would not have condescended to marry a Frenchman.

Id rather have married you, freely confessed Rose, and they all laughed. But he has changed now; he has become presentable, thanks to me; and I dont intend to let him lapse again.

I am sure you are happy! said Georgina. I see it in your face.

Well, the truth is, I do like him a little bit, answered Rose, with a shy sort of blush, which spoke more plainly than her words. And then he is so fond and proud of me; and heaps such luxuries upon me. It all arose through my staying at the Castellas last autumn; he was always coming there.

You know, Rose  and Mr. St. John took her hand and spoke in all seriousness, that I wish you both, from my very heart, every happiness.

And Im sure I wish it to you, she said. And I think you might have told me when I used to tease you about Sarah Beauclerc, that I was wrong in the Christian name. I suspected it last year when I saw you both together at Castle Wafer.

Not then, interrupted Georgina; you could not have seen it then.

I did, though; Im clever in that line, Mrs. St. John. I used to see his eyes follow you about, and he would leave me at any moment for you. How is Sir Isaac?

Quite well, answered Mr. St. John, and as happy in my marriage as a child. Our ostensible home, after all, is to be Alnwick; but I dare say we shall spend with him eight months out of every year at Castle Wafer.

And my ill-fated half-sister, Mrs. Carleton St. John? asked Rose, a deep shade of sadness clouding her radiant face. Is there no hope of her restoration?

I fear none, he replied.

I wonder sometimes whether they are quite kind to her in that private asylum?

Theres no doubt they are. Mr. Pym sees her sometimes; your mamma often. But that of course you know better than I do.

I wanted mamma to take me to see her before I left England for good; but she would not.

And so much the better, said Mr. St. John. It could not be well for you, Madame de la Chasse.

Madame de la Chasse! she echoed. Well, it sounds curious to hear you call me so. Ah! how strange! that he should have married me; and you  Poor Adeline! Does your wife know about her? suddenly questioned Rose, in her careless way.

Yes, spoke up Georgina.

Old loves go for nothing when we come to be married. We laugh at the past then, and think what love-sick silly children we were. I have settled down into the most sober wife living.

It looks like it, cried Mr. St. John.

I have retorted Rose, whether it looks like it or not. I shall be as good and steady a matron as your wife there, who loves you to her fingers ends.

Georgina laughed and blushed as they rose to leave, promising plenty of visits to the young Baroness during their stay in Paris.

In going out, they met the Baron. Georgina was surprised to see so good-looking a man; for Mr. St. John had described to her his close-cut hair and his curled moustache. That was altered now; the hair was in light waves; the moustache reduced to propriety: Rose said she had made him presentable.

He was very cordial; had apparently forgotten old scores against Mr. St. John, and pressed the hospitality of his house upon them as long as they were in Paris. Their frequent presence in it, he said, would complete the bliss of himself and his wife.

Frederick, exclaimed Georgina, thoughtfully, when they had returned to their hotel, should you think the Baron ever loved Adeline as he does Rose? He is evidently very fond of her.

Perhaps he did not. His intended marriage with Adeline was a contract; with Rose he had time to fall in love.

And  perhaps  you never loved her so very, very deeply! timidly rejoined Georgina, raising to him her grey-blue eyes.

I must say one thing, he answered, smiling; that if a certain young lady of my particular acquaintance is not satisfied with her husbands love

She did not let him go on; she threw herself into his sheltering arms, the tears of emotion falling from her eyes.

Oh, my husband, my darling; you know, you know! I think you must have loved me a little all through; even when we used to quarrel at Westerbury.

I think I did, Georgina. Of one fact you may be very sure, that I would not exchange my wife for any other, living or dead. I hope, I believe, under Heavens blessing, that I may so love her to the end.

Amen, softly breathed Georgina.

THE END


ROLAND YORKE
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A SEQUEL TO THE CHANNINGS

This sequel to The Channings appeared in 1869. It was first serialised in The Argosy, a periodical that Ellen Wood bought in 1867 and edited until her death in 1887. The periodical specialised in sensational fiction of a milder sort (thus making it acceptable to a middle-class reading public) and carried most of Woods later fiction. This was the second of her novels to be serialised in the Argosy, the first being Anne Hereford, which began to appear in December 1867.
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And Deerings Woods are fresh and fair, 

And with joy that is almost pain 

My heart goes back to wander there, 

And among the dreams of the days that were

I find my lost youth again.

And the strange and beautiful song, 

The groves are repeating it still:

A boys will is the winds will, 

And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.



LONGFELLOW.


PROLOGUE.


CHAPTER I.

In the Moonlight.

THE scene of this Prologue to the story about to be written was a certain cathedral-town, of which most of you have heard before, and the time close upon midnight.

It was a warm night at the beginning of March. The air was calm and still; the bright moon was shedding her pure light with unusual brilliancy on the city, lying direct underneath her beams. On the pinnacles of the time-honoured cathedral; on the church-spire, whose tapering height has made itself a name; on the clustering roofs of houses; on the trees of what people are pleased to call the Park; on the river, silently winding its course along beneath the city walls; and on the white pavement of its streets: all were steeped in the soft and beautiful light of the Queen of Night.

Surely at that late hour people ought to have been asleep in their beds, and the town hushed to silence! Not so. A vast number of men  and women too, for the matter of that  were awake and abroad. At least, it looked a good number, stealing quietly in one direction along the principal street A few persons, comparatively speaking, assembled together by daylight, will look like a crowd at night. They went along for the most part in silence, one group glancing round at another, and being glanced at, back again: whether drawn out by curiosity, by sympathy, by example, all seemed very much as if they were half ashamed to be seen there.

Straight through the town, past the new law-courts, past the squares and the good houses built in more recent years, past the pavements and the worn highway, telling of a citys bustle, into the open country, to where a churchyard abuts upon a side-road. A rural, not much frequented churchyard, dotted with old graves, its small, grey church standing in the middle. People were not buried there now. On one side of the churchyard, open to the side way, the boundary hedge had disappeared, partly through neglect. The entrance was on the other side, facing the city; and where was the use of raising up again the trodden-down hedge, destroyed gradually and in process of time by boys and girls at play? So, at least, argued the authorities  when they argued about it at all.

People were not buried there now: and yet a grave was being dug. At the remotest corner of this open side of the churchyard, so close to the consecrated ground that you could scarcely tell whether they were on it or off it, two men with torches were working at the nearly finished, shallow, hastily-made grave. A pathway, made perhaps of custom more than of plan, led right over it into the churchyard  if any careless person chose to enter it by so unorthodox a route  and the common side-road, wide enough to admit of carts and other vehicles, crossed it on the exact spot where the grave was being dug. So that a spectator might have said the graves destined occupant was to lie in a cross-road.

Up to this spot came the groups, winding round the front hedge silently, save from that inevitable hum which attends a number, their footsteps grating and shuffling on the still air. That there was some kind of reverence attaching to the feeling in general, was proved by the absence of all jokes and light words; it may be almost said by the absence of conversation altogether, for what little they said was spoken in whispers. The open space beyond the grave was a kind of common, stretching out into the country, so that there was room and to spare for these people to congregate around, without pressing inconveniently on the sides of the shallow grave. Not but what every soul went close to give a look in, taking a longer or shorter time in the gaze as curiosity was slow or quick to satisfy itself.

The men threw out the last spadeful, patted the sides well, and ascended to the level of earth. Not a minute too soon. As they stamped their feet, like men who have been in a cramped position, and put their tools away back, the clock of the old grey church struck twelve. It was a loud striker at all times; it sounded like a gong in the stillness of the night, and a movement ran through the startled spectators.

With the first stroke of the clock there came up a wayfarer. Some traveller who had missed his train at Bromsgrove, and had to walk the distance. He advanced with a jaunty though somewhat tired step along the highway, and did not discern the crowd until close upon them, for the road wound just there. To say that he was astonished would be saying little. He stood still, and stared, and rubbed his eyes, almost questioning whether the unusual scene could be real.

What on earths the matter? demanded he of some one near him. What does it all mean?

The man addressed turned at the question, and recognised the speaker for Mir. Richard Jones, an inhabitant of the town. At least he was nearly sure it was he, but he knew him by sight but sightly. If it was Mr. Jones, why this same crowd and commotion had to do with him, in one sense of the word. Its cause had a great deal to do with his home.

Cant you answer a body? continued Mr. Jones, finding he got no reply.

Hush! breathed the other man. Look there.

Along the middle of the turnpike-road, on their way from the city, came eight men with measured and even tread, bearing a coffin on their shoulders. It was covered with what looked like a black cloth shawl, whose woollen fringe was clearly discernible in the moonlight. Mr. Jones had halted at the turning up to the churchyard, where he first saw the assembly of people; consequently the men bearing the coffin, whose heavy tread and otherwise silent presence seemed to exhale a kind of unpleasant thrill, passed round by Mr. Jones, nearly touching him.

What is it? he repeated in a few seconds, nearly wild to have his understanding enlightened.

Dont you see what it is?  a coffin. Its going to be buried in that there cross grave up younder.

But who is in the coffin?

A gentleman who died by his own hand. The jury brought it in self-murder, and so hes got to be put away without burial service.

Lawk a mercy! exclaimed Mr. Jones, who though a light, shallow, unstable man, given to make impromptu excursions from his home and wife, and to spend too much money in doing it, was not on the whole a bad-hearted one. Poor gentleman! Who was it?

One of them law men in wigs that come in to the sizes.

Mr. Jones might have asked more but for two reasons. The first was, that his neighbour moved away in the wake of those who were beginning to press forward to see as much as they could get to see of the closing ceremony; the next was, that in a young woman who just then walked past him, he recognised his wifes sister. Again Mr. Jones rubbed his eyes, mentally questioning whether this second vision might be real. For she, Miss Rye, was a steady, good, superior young woman, not at all likely to come out of her home at midnight after a sight of any sort, whether it might be a burying or a wedding. Mr. Jones really doubted whether his sight and the moonlight had not played him false. The shortest way to solve this doubt would have been to accost the young woman, but while he had been wondering, she disappeared. In truth it was Miss Rye, and she had followed the coffin from whence it was brought, as a vast many more had followed it. Not mixing with them; walking apart and alone close to the houses, in the deep shade cast by their walls. She was a comely young woman of about seven-and-twenty, tall and fair, with steady blue eyes, good features, and a sensible countenance. In deep mourning for her mother, she wore on this night a black merino dress, soft and fine, and a black shawl trimmed with crape, that she held closely round her. But she had disappeared; and amidst so many Mr. Jones thought it would be useless to go looking for her.

A certain official personage or two, perhaps deputies from the coroner, or from the parish, or from the undertaker furnishing the coffin and the two sets of bearers  who can tell?  whose mission it was to see the appointed proceedings carried out, cleared by their hands and gestures a space around the grave. The people fell back obediently. They pressed and elbowed each other no doubt, and grumbled at others crushing them; but they kept themselves back in their places. A small knot, gentlemen evidently, and probably friends of the deceased, were allowed to approach the grave. The grave-diggers stood near, holding the torches. But for those flaring torches, the crowd would have seen better: they saw well enough, however, in the bright moonlight.

In the churchyard, having taken up his station there behind an upright tombstone, where tombstones were thick, stood an officer connected with the police. He was in plain clothes  in fact, nobody remembered to have seen him in other ones  and had come out to-night not officially but to gratify himself personally. Ensconced behind the stone, away from everybody, he could look on at leisure through its upper fretwork and take his own observations, not only of the ceremony about to be performed, but of those who were attending it. He was a middle-sized, spare man, with a pale face, deeply sunk green eyes, that had a habit of looking steadily at people, and a small, sharp, turned-up nose. Silent by nature and by habit, he imparted the idea of possessing a vast amount of astute keenness as a detector of crime: in his own opinion he had not in that respect an equal. Nobody could discern him, looking on, and he did not intend they should.

Amidst a dead silence, save for the creaking of the cords, amidst a shiver of sympathy, of pity, of awful thoughts from a great many of the spectators, the black covering was thrown aside and the coffin was lowered. There was a general lifting off of hats; a pause; and then a rush. One in the front rank  a fat woman, who had fought for her place  stepped forward in her irrepressible curiosity to take a last look inside the grave; another followed her; the movement was contagious, and there was a commotion. Upon which the men holding the torches swept them round; it threw out the flame rather dangerously, and the rushers drew back again with a half cry. Not quite all. A few, more adventurous than the rest, slipped round to the safer side, and were in time to read the inscription on the lid:



JOHN OLLIVERA.

AGED 28.



Short enough, and simple enough, for the sad death. Only a moment after the cords were drawn away did it remain visible; for the gravediggers, flinging their torches aside, threw in the earth, spadeful upon spadeful, and covered it up from sight The shallow grave was soon filled in; the gravediggers flattened it down level with spades and feet: no ceremony accorded, you see, to such an end as this poor man had made. Before it was quite accomplished, those officially connected with the burial, or with the buried, left the ground and departed. Not so the mob of people: they stayed to see the last; and would have stayed had it been until morning light. And they talked freely now, on with another, but were orderly and subdued still.

Mr. Jones stayed. He had not mixed with the people, but stood apart in the churchyard, under the shade of the great yew-tree. Soon he began to move away, and came unexpectedly upon the detective officer standing yet behind the gravestone. Mr. Jones halted in surprise.

Halloa! cried he. Mr. Butterby!

Just look at them idiots! rejoined Mr. Butterby, with marked composure, as if he had seen Richard Jones from the first, and expected the address. So you are back! he added, turning his head sharply on the traveller.

I come in from Bromsgrove on my legs; missed the last train there, said Mr. Jones, rather addicted to a free-and-easy kind of grammar in private life: as indeed was the renowned gentleman he spoke to. When I got past the last turning and see these here folks, I thought the world must be gone mad.

Did you come back on account of it? asked Mr. Butterby. Did they write for you?

On account of what? As to writing for me, theyd be clever to do that, seeing I left em no address to write to. I have been going about from place to place; to-day there, to-morrow yonder.

On account of that answered the detective, nodding his head in the direction of the grave, to which the men were then giving the last finishing strokes and treads of flattening.

To Mr. Joness ear there was something so obscure in the words that he only stared at their speaker, almost wondering whether the grave officer had condescended to a joke.

I dont understand you, sir.

Mr. Butterby saw at once how the matter stood: that Dicky Jones  the familiar title mostly accorded him in the city  was ignorant of recent events.

The poor unfortunate man just put in there, Jones  with another nod to the grave was Mr. Ollivera, the counsel.

Mr. Ollivera! exclaimed the startled Jones.

And he took his life away at your house.

Lawk a mercy! cried Mr. Jones, repeating his favourite expression, one he was addicted to when overwhelmed With surprise. Whatever did he do it for?

Ah, thats just what we cant tell. Perhaps he didnt know himself what.

How was it, sir? Poison?

Shot himself with his own pistol, briefly responded the officer.

And did it knowingly?  intentional?

Intentional for sure, or hed not have been put in there to-night. They couldnt have buried a dog with much less ceremony.

Well, I never knew such a thing as this, cried Mr. Jones, scarcely taking in the news yet. When I went away Mr. Ollivera hadnt come; he was expected; and my wife  Halloa!

The cause of the concluding exclamation was a new surprise, as great as any the speaker had met with yet Mr. Butterby, his keen eyes strained forward from their enclosed depths, touched him on the arm with authority to enjoin silence.

The young woman  it would be no offence against taste to call her a lady, with her good looks, her good manners, her usually calm demeanour  whom Mr. Jones had recognised as his wifes sister, had come forward to the grave. Kneeling down, she bent her face in her hands, perhaps praying; then lifted it, rose, and seemed about to address the crowd. Her hands were clasped and raised before her; her bonnet had fallen back from her face and her bright flaxen hair.

It is Alletha Rye, isnt it, sir? he dubiously cried.

Hold your noise! said Mr. Butterby.

I think it would be a wicked thing to let you disperse this night with a false belief on your minds, began Miss Rye, her clear voice sounding quite loud and distinct in the hushed silence. Wicked in the sight of God; unkind and unjust to the dead. Listen to my words, please, all you who hear me. I believe that a dreadful injury has been thrown upon Mr. Olliveras memory; I solemnly believe that he did not die by his own hand. Heaven hears me assert it.

The solemn tone, the strange words, the fair appearance of the young woman, with her good and refined face, deathly pale now, and the moonlight playing on her light hair, awed the listeners into something like statues. The silence continued unbroken until Miss Rye moved away, which she did at once and with a rather quick step in the direction of the road, pulling her bonnet on her head as she went, drawing her shawl round her. Even Mr. Jones made neither sound nor movement until she had disappeared, so entire was his astonishment.

Was there ever heard the like of that? he exclaimed, when he at length drew breath. Do you think shes off her head, sir?

He received no answer, and turned to look at Mr. Butterby. That gentleman had his note-book out, and was pencilling something down in it by moonlight.

I never see such a start as this  take it for all in all, continued Mr. Jones to himself and the air, thus thrown upon his own companionship.

And Id not swear that youve seen the last of it, remarked Mr. Butterby, closing his note-case with a click.

Well, sir, good-night to you, concluded Mr. Jones. I must make my way home afore the house is locked up, or I shall get a wigging from my wife. Sure to get that in any case, now this has happened, he continued, ruefully. Shell say Im always away when Im wanted at home in particular.

He went lightly enough over the graves to the opposite and more frequented side of the churchyard, thus avoiding the assemblage; and took his departure. There being nothing more to see, the people began to take theirs. Having gazed their fill at the grave  just as if the silent, undemonstrative earth could give them back a response  they slowly made their way down the side-path to the high road, and turned towards the city, one group after another.

By one oclock the last straggler had gone, and Mr. Butterby came forth from his post behind the sheltering gravestone. He had his reasons, perhaps, for remaining behind the rest, and for wishing to walk home alone.

However that might be, he gave their progress a good margin of space, for it was ten minutes past one when he turned out of the churchyard. He had just gained the houses, when he saw before him a small knot of people emerge from a side-turning, as if they had not taken the direct route in coming from the heart of the city. Mr. Butterby recognised one or two of them, and whisked into a friendly doorway until they had passed by.

Letting them get on well ahead, he turned back and followed in their wake. That they were on their way to the grave, appeared evident: and the acute officer wondered why. A thought crossed him that possibly they might be about to take up what had been laid there.

He went into the churchyard by the front gate, and made his way cautiously across it, keeping under the shadow of the grey church walls. Thence, stooping as he crossed the open ground, and dodging behind first one grave then another, he took up his former position against the high stone. They were at the grave now, and he began to deliberate whether, if his thought should prove correct, he should or should not officially interrupt proceedings. Getting his eyes to the open fretwork of the stone, Mr. Butterby looked out. And what he saw struck him with a surprise equal to any recently exhibited by Mr. Jones: he, the experienced police official, who knew the world so thoroughly as to be surprised at little or nothing.

Standing at the head of the grave was a clergyman in his surplice and hood. Four men were grouped around him, one of whom held a lantern so that its light fell upon the clergymans book. He was beginning to read the burial service. They stood with bowed heads, their hats off. The night had grown cold, but Mr. Butterby took off his.

I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.

The solemn words, doubly solemn at that time and place, came distinctly to the official ears. Perhaps in all the times he had heard them during his whole life  many and many that it had been  they had never so impressed him. But habit is strong; and Mr. Butterby found himself taking observations ere the psalm had well commenced, even while he was noticing how heartily the alternate verses were given by the spectators.

Three of them around the grave he recognised; the other one and the clergyman he did not. Of those three, one was a tall fine man of forty years, Kene, the barrister; the next was a cousin of the deceased, Frank Greatorex, whom Mr. Butterby only knew by seeing him in the inquest-room, where he tendered some slight evidence; the third was a gentleman of the city. Neither the clergyman nor the one who held the light did Mr. Butterby remember to have seen before. The elder and other cousin of the deceased was not present, though Mr. Butterby looked for him; he had been the principal witness on the inquest  Mr. Bede Greatorex.

The officer could but notice also how singularly solemn, slow, and impressive was the clergymans voice as he read those portions of the service that relate more particularly to the deceased and the faith in which he has died. In sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal life. He almost made a pause between each word, as if he would impress on his hearers that it was his own belief the deceased had so died. And again, Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord. And towards the end, in the collect, in the beseeching prayer that when we depart this life we may rest in Christ, as our hope is this our brother doth. It was not to be mistaken that the clergyman, at least, held firm faith in the absence of guilt of the deceased in regard to his own death. As indeed the reading of the service over him proved.

With the Amen of the concluding benediction, there ensued a silence; every head was bowed in prayer. The clergyman was the first to look up. He waited until the rest did.

Allow me to say a word ere we depart, he began then, in a low tone; which nevertheless quickeared Mr. Butterby distinctly caught. From the bottom of my heart, I believe a foul deed of murder to have been committed on my good and dear brother. It shall be the business of my life to endeavour to bring it to light, to clear his name from the cruel stain pronounced upon it; and my whole time, apart from what must be spent in my appointed duties, shall be devoted to this end. So help me, Heaven!

Amen! responded the young man who stood by Mr. Kene.

So! hes the deceased mans brother, was Mr. Butterbys comment on the clergyman, as he saw him take off his surplice and roll it up.

Blowing out the light in the lantern, they silently took their departure. Mr. Butterby watched them away, and then finally took his, his mind in full work.

Just the same thing that the girl, Alletha Rye, said! Its odd. I didnt see any doubt about the business: in spite of what Kene said at the inquest; neither did the coroner; and Im sure the jury didnt. Dicky Jones was right, though. Take it for all in all, its the queerest start weve had in this town for many a day.


CHAPTER II.

Up to the Monday Evening.

ON the Saturday previous to the events recorded in the last chapter, the cathedral city had been the scene of unusual bustle. The judges came in from Oxford to hold the Spring Assize, bringing in their wake the customary multiplicity of followers: attendants, officers, barristers, and others. Some of the witnesses in the different cases to be tried, civil and criminal, also came in that day, to remain until they should be wanted the following week: so that the town was full.

Amidst the barristers who arrived was Mr. Ollivera. He was a young man; and it was only the second time he had come on circuit. After leaving college he had travelled a good deal, and also sojourned in different foreign countries, acquiring legal experience, and did not take up his profession at home as early as some do. A fresh-coloured, pleasing, bright looking man was he, his curly hair of a light auburn, his eyes blue, his figure elastic and of middle height. All the world liked John Ollivera. He was essentially of a practical nature, of sound sense, of pure mind and habits, holding a reverence for all things holy; and in every respect just the last man who could have been suspected of a tendency to lay violent hands on himself.

He had written to secure his former lodgings at Mr. Joness in High Street, and proceeded to them at once on arriving at the station. It was the third time he had lodged there. At the previous assizes in July he had gone there first: and the whole of the month of October, during the long vacation, he had been there again, having, as people supposed, taken a liking to the town. So that this was the third time.

He got in between six and seven on the Saturday evening. Ordered tea and two mutton chops, which were got for him at once; and then went out to pay a visit to a lady who lived within the precincts of the cathedral. She was a widow; her husband, Colonel Joliffe, having died about a year before, leaving her with a slender income and three expensive daughters. During the colonels lifetime they had lived in good style, about two miles from the town; but a great part of his means died with him, and Mrs. Joliffe then took a small house in the city and had to retrench in all ways. Which was a terrible mortification to the young ladies.

To this ladys house Mr. Ollivera took his way when his frugal tea-dinner was over. He spent a couple of hours with them, and then returned to his rooms and got out his law papers, over which he remained until twelve oclock, when he went to bed. He occupied the drawing-room, which was on the first floor over the shop, and looked to the street; and the bed-room behind it. On the following day, Sunday, he attended early prayers in the cathedral at eight oclock, staying to partake of the Sacrament, and also the later service at eleven, when the judges and corporation were present. In the afternoon he attended the cathedral again, going to it with the Miss Joliffes; dined at home at five, which was also Mrs. Joliffes dinner hour, and spent the rest of the evening at her house. Mrs. Jones, his landlady, who had a vast amount of shrewd observation  and a shrewd tongue too on occasions, as well as a sharp one  gave it as her opinion that he must be courting one of the Miss Joliffes. He had been with them a little in his few days sojourn at the July assizes, and a great deal with them during his stay in October.

On Monday morning the trials commenced, and Mr. Ollivera, though he had no cause on, was in court a great portion of the day. He left it in the afternoon, telling Mr. Kene that he had an appointment for half-past three, a disagreeable commission that had been entrusted to him, he added, and must go and keep it. About half-past four he appeared at his rooms; Mrs. Jones met him in the hall, and spoke to him as he went up stairs. When his dinner was sent up at five, the maid found him buried in a heap of law papers. Hastily clearing a space at one end of the table, he told her to put the dinner there. In less than half an hour the bell was rung for the things to be taken away, and Mr. Ollivera was then bending over his papers again.

The papers no doubt related to a cause in which he was to appear the following day. It was a civil action, touching some property in which Mrs. Joliffe was remotely though not actively interested. The London solicitors were the good old firm of Greatorex and Greatorex; Mr. Ollivera was a relative of the house; nephew of old Mr. Greatorex, in fact; and to him had been confided the advocacy of the cause. The name of the local solicitor it does not signify to mention. It was not a very important cause: but a new barrister thinks all his causes important, and Mr. Ollivera was an earnest, painstaking man, sparing himself no trouble that could conduce to success. He had declined a proffered dinner engagement for that evening, but accepted an invitation for the next. So much was known of his movements up to the Monday evening.

On that same evening, Mr. Bede Greatorex arrived at the station by the six oclock train from London; took a fly, and was driven to the Star and Garter Hotel. He was the son of old Mr. Greatorex, and the second partner in the firm. His journey down had reference to the next days action: something new had unexpectedly arisen; some slight information been gained of a favourable nature, and Mr. Greatorex, senior, had despatched his son to confer with Mr. Ollivera in preference to writing or telegraphing. Bede Greatorex was nothing loth, and entered on his flying journey with high good humour, intending to be back in London by the following mid-day. He was a tall, fine-looking man, in face not unlike Mr. Ollivera, except that his hair and eyes were dark, and his complexion a clear, pale olive; his age about thirty-four. The cousins were cordial friends.

On arriving at the Star and Garter he declined refreshment then, having taken an early dinner before leaving town, and asked to be directed to Mr. Olliveras lodgings in High Street: which was readily done, High Street being in a direct line with the hotel. Mr. Bede Greatorex gained the house, and found it to be one of commodious proportions, the lower part occupied as a hosiers shop, whose windows were of plate glass. Over the door in the middle was inscribed Richard Jones, hosier and patent shirt-front maker. There was a side entrance, wide and rather handsome; the house altogether being a good one. Ringing at the side bell, he enquired of the answering servant for Mr. Ollivera, and was at once shown up to him.

Mr. Ollivera was seated at the table, his back to the door. The papers he had been engaged upon were neatly stacked now, as if done with; he appeared to be writing a note; and a pistol lay at his elbow. All this was shown both to Mr. Bede Greatorex and the maid, by the bright flame of the moderator lamp, then lighted.

Well, John! cried the visitor, in a gay, laughing tone, before the girl could speak. Dont be surprised at seeing me.

Mr. Ollivera turned round at the voice and evidently was surprised: surprised and pleased.

Why, Bede! he cried, starting up. Id as soon have expected to see a ghost.

They shook hands heartily, and Mr. Bede Greatorex sat down. The maid, to save coming up again to ask, took the opportunity of inquiring when Mr. Ollivera would like tea; and was answered that he might not want any; if he did, hed ring: he might be going out. As the servant shut the door she heard the visitor begin to explain his errand, and that his father had sent him in preference to writing. Her ears were always full of curiosity.

In about an hours time, Mr. Bede Greatorex departed. A young man belonging to the house, Alfred Jones, who happened to be passing up the stairs when Mr. Greatorex was quitting the drawing-room, heard that gentleman make an appointment with Mr. Ollivera for the morning.

Mr. Bede Greatorex walked back to the hotel, ordered a fire made in his bed-room against night, took a glass of brandy-and-water, for he felt cold, washed the travelling dust off his face and hands, which he had not done before, had his coat brushed, and went out again. It was nine oclock then, and he bent his steps quickly towards the cathedral to call on Mrs. Joliffe, having to inquire the way. It took him through High Street again, and as he passed his cousins lodgings, the same servant who had shown him in was standing at the front-door, recognized him and dropped a curtsey.

In the drawing-room with Mrs. Joliffe were her three daughters, Louisa, Clare, and Mary; some three or four friends were also assembled. They were astonished to see Mr. Bede Greatorex: none of them knew him well, except Louisa, who had paid a long visit to his fathers house the previous year. She changed colour when he was announced: and it may have been that his voice took a tenderer tone as it addressed her; his hand lingered longer in clasping hers than it need have done. She was an excessively fashionable young lady: not very young, perhaps six or seven-and-twenty: and if Bede Greatorex coveted her for a wife it was to be hoped his pockets were well lined. He spoke just a word to Mrs. Joliffe of having come down on a mission to Mr. Ollivera; not stating explicitly what it was; and said he was going back home in the morning.

We are expecting Mr. Ollivera here to-night, observed Mrs. Joliffe. He is late.

Are you? was the reply of Mr. Greatorex. John said he might be going out, I remember, but I did not know it was to your house. Dont make too sure of him, Mrs. Joliffe. He seemed idle, and complained of headache.

I suppose he is busy, remarked Mrs. Joliffe. All you law people are busy at assize time.

Louisa, is it as it should be between us? whispered Bede Greatorex, in an opportunity that occurred when they were alone near the piano.

Dont be silly, Mr. Greatorex, was the answer.

Silly!

She bent her head, not speaking.

What do you mean, Louisa? Our engagement was entered upon deliberately: you gave me every hope. You cannot play with me now. Speak Louisa.

He had taken possession of her hand, and was keeping her before him; his dark eyes, gleaming with their doubt and love, looked straight into hers.

What? she faintly asked. Why do you question it?

Because your manner is strange: you have avoided me ever since I came in.

The surprise was so great.

Surely a pleasant surprise. I intended it as such. Do you suppose I should have cared to come down on this business to Mr. Ollivera, when writing would have answered every purpose? No: I came to see you. And to learn why

Not now. Dont you see mamma is looking at me?

And what though she is? I should have liked to speak to your mother to-night, but for

Not to-night. I pray you not to-night. Take another opportunity.

The words reassured him.

Then, Louisa, it is all right between us.

Yes, yes, of course it is. You offended me, Bede, last January, and I  I have been vexed. Ill write to you as soon as you get back home, and explain everything.

He pressed her hand with a lingering touch, and then released it. There was nothing in the wide world so coveted by Bede Greatorex as that false hand of hers: as many things, fair outside, false within, are coveted by us poor mortals, blind at the best. But Miss Joliffe looked half scared as she left him for a safer part of the room; her eyes and manner were alike restless. Bede followed her, and they were talking together at intervals in an under tone during the rest of the evening, Louisa being evidently ill at ease, but striving to conceal it.

At a quarter to eleven Mr. Bede Greatorex took his departure. In passing up High Street, his cousins lodgings were on the opposite side of the way. He momentarily halted and stepped off the pavement as if he would have crossed to go in, and then hesitated, for the sitting-room was in darkness.

The lights out: hes gone to bed, I dare say, said Mr. Greatorex, speaking aloud. No good to disturb him. And a tradesman, who happened to be fastening his side-door and had got it about an inch open, overheard the words, Mr. Greatorex having doubtless been quite unaware that he spoke to an auditor.

Towards the top of High Street he met Mr. Kene, the barrister. The latter, after expressing some surprised seeing him, and assuming he had come direct from Mr. Olliveras, asked whether the latter was in.

In, and in bed, replied Mr. Greatorex.

Indeed! Why, its not eleven oclock.

At any rate, theres no light in his room, or I should have gone up. He complained of headache: perhaps he has gone to bed early to sleep it off.

I want to see him particularly, said the barrister. Are you sure he is in bed?

You can go and ascertain, Kene. Ring the people of the house up, should they have gone to bed too. I could see no light anywhere.

Mr. Kene did not care to ring people up, and decided to leave his business with Mr. Ollivera until the morning. He had been dining with some fellows, he said, and had no idea how the time was running on. Linking his arm within that of Bede Greatorex, they walked together to the Star, and there parted. Mr.

Greatorex went up at once to his chamber, stirred the fire into a blaze, rang for the waiter, and ordered another glass of hot brandy-and-water.

I think I must have taken cold, he observed to the man when it was brought to him. There has been a chill upon me ever since I came here.

Nothing more likely, sir, returned the waiter. Them trains are such draughty things.

However, Mr. Greatorex hoped he should be all right in the morning. He gave directions to be called at a quarter before eight, and the night wore on.

Some time before that hour chimed out from the cathedral clock, when the morning had come, he found himself aroused by a knocking at his door. A waiter, speaking from the outside, said that something had happened to Mr. Ollivera. Mr. Bede Greatorex, thinking the words odd, and not best pleased to be thus summarily disturbed, possibly from dreams of Louisa Joliffe, called out from the downy pillow (in rather a cross tone, it must be confessed) to know what had happened to Mr. Ollivera: and was answered that he was dead.

Springing out of bed, and dressing himself quickly, Bede Greatorex went down stairs, and found that Kene, who had brought the news, was gone again, leaving word that he had gone back to High Street. Mr. Greatorex hastened to follow him.

The tale to be told was very singular, very sad, and Bede Greatorex could not help shivering as he heard it. His cold was upon him still. It appeared that nothing more had been seen or heard of Mr. Ollivera after Mr. Greatorex left him the previous evening. Mrs. Jones, the mistress of the house, had gone out at seven, when the shop closed, to sit by the bedside of a dying relative; her sister, Miss Rye, was also out; the maid left in charge, the only servant the house kept, had taken the opportunity to spend her time in the street; standing now at her own door, now at other doors half a score yards off, as she could get neighbours servants to gossip with. About halfpast ten it occurred to the maid that she might as well go up and enquire if Mr. Ollivera wanted anything: perhaps the fact of his not having rung at all struck her as singular. She knew he had not gone out, or she must have seen him, for she had contrived to keep a tolerably steady look-out on the street-door, however far she had wandered from it. Up she went, knocked at the door, got no answer, opened it, saw that the room was in darkness, and regarded it as a sure proof that Mr. Ollivera had left the room for the night, for he never put the lamp out in any other case.

Hes gone to bed early to-night, thought the girl, shutting the door again. I hope to goodness he didnt ring, and me not hear it. Wouldnt missis fly out at me!

And when Mrs. Jones came in, as she did soon after the girl got down stairs again, and enquired after Mr. Ollivera, she was told he had gone to bed.

Now it appeared that Miss Rye sat over the sitting-room fire (a parlour behind the shop, underneath Mr. Olliveras bed-room) for some time after the rest of the house had retired to rest. When at length she went to bed, she was unable to sleep. Towards morning she dropped into a doze, and was awakened (according to her own account) by a dream. A very vivid dream, that startled and unnerved her. She dreamt she saw Mr. Ollivera in his sitting-room  dead. And, as she seemed to look at him, a terrible amount of self-reproach, far greater than any she could ever experience in life, rushed over her mind, for not having gone in earlier to discover him. It was this feeling that awoke her: it had seemed that he cast it on her, that it came out direct to her from his dead presence, cold and lifeless though he was. So real did it all appear, that for some minutes after Miss Rye awoke, she could not believe it to be only a dream. Turning to look at her watch she saw it was half-past six, and the sun had risen. An early riser always, for she had to get her living by dress-making, Miss Rye got up and dressed herself: but she could not throw off the impression made upon her; and a little before seven she went down and opened the door of Mr. Olliveras sitting-room. Not so much to see whether it might be true, or not, as to show to herself by ocular demonstration that it was not true: she might forget the impression then.

But it was true. What was Miss Ryes horror and astonishment at seeing him, Mr. Ollivera, there! At the first moment of opening the door, she observed nothing unusual. The white blinds were down before the windows; the tables, chairs, other furniture were as customary; but as she stood looking in, she saw in an easy chair near the table, whose back was towards her, the head of Mr. Ollivera. With a strange bounding-on of all her pulses; with a dread fear at her heart, that caused it to cease beating, Miss Rye went in and looked at him, and then flew out of the room, uttering startled cries.

The cries arose the house. Mrs. Jones, the young man Alfred Jones, and the servant-maid came flocking forth: the two former were nearly dressed; the maid had been about her work down-stairs. Mr. Ollivera lay back in the easy-chair, dead and cold. The right arm hung down over the side, and immediately underneath it on the carpet, looking as if it had dropped from the hand, lay the discharged pistol.

The servant and Alfred Jones ran two ways: the one for a doctor, the other to Mr. Kene the barrister, who had been intimate with Mr. Ollivera; Mrs. Jones, a shrewd, clever woman, locking the room up exactly as it was, until they should arrive.

But now, by a singular coincidence, it happened that Mr. Butterby, abroad betimes, was the first to meet the running servant-maid, and consequently, he was first on the scene. The doctor and Mr. Kene came next, and then Bede Greatorex. Such was the story as it greeted Bedes ears.

On the table, just as both he and the servant had seen them the night before, were the neatly-stacked law papers. Also a folded legal document that had been brought from town by himself, Bede Greatorex. There were also pens, ink, and a sheet of note-paper, on which some lines were written. They were as follows:  



MY DEAR FRIEND,  It is of no use. Nothing more can be done. Should I never see you again, I beg you once for all to believe me when I say that I have made efforts, though they have been ineffectual. And when The pistol is ready to my hand. Good-bye.

The first portion of this letter, up to the point of the abrupt breaking off, was written in Mr. Olliveras usual steady hand. The latter portion was scrawling, trembling, and blotted; the writing bearing but a faint resemblance to the rest. Acute Mr. Butterby remarked that it was just the kind of writing an agitated man might pen, who was about to commit an evil deed. There was no clue as to whom the note had been intended for, but it appeared to point too evidently to the intention of self-destruction. Nevertheless, there was one at least who doubted.

Is it so, think you? asked Mr. Kene, in a low tone, as he stood by the side of Bede Greatorex, who was mechanically turning over the papers on the table one by one.

Is it what? asked Bede, looking up, his tone sharp with pain.

Self-destruction. There never lived a man less likely to commit it than your cousin, John Ollivera.

As I should have thought, returned Mr. Greatorex. But if it is not that, what else can it be?

There is one other possible solution, at least: putting any idea of accident aside.

The supposition of accident had not occurred to Bede Greatorex. A gleam of surprised cheerfulness crossed his face.

Do you indeed think it could have been an accident, Kene? Then

No; I think it could not have been, interrupted the barrister. I said, putting the idea of that aside: it is the most improbable of any. I alluded to the other alternative.

Mr. Greatorex understood his meaning, and shrunk from its unpleasantness. Who would harm Ollivera, Kene? He had not an enemy in the world.

So far as we know. But I declare to you, Greatorex, I think it the more likely thing of the two.

Bede Greatorex shook his head. The facts, so far as they were yet disclosed, seemed decisive and unmistakable.

They passed into the bed-room. It was all just as the servant had left it the past evening, ready for the occupation of Mr. Ollivera. On a small table lay his Prayer-book, and the pocket Bible he was wont to carry with him in travelling. Bede Greatorex felt a sudden faintness steal over him as he looked, and leaned for a few moments against the wall.

But he had no time for indulging grief. He went out, enquired for the telegraph office, and sent a message with the news to his father in town, softening it as well as circumstances allowed: as we all like to do at first when ill news has to be told. He simply stated that John (the familiar name Mr. Ollivera was known by at home) had died suddenly. The message brought down his brother, Frank Greatorex, some hours later.

To say that the town was thrown into a commotion almost equal to that of Mrs. Joness house, would be superfluous. A young barrister, known to many of the inhabitants, who had come in with the judges only on Saturday; who was to have led in a cause in the Nisi Prius Court on that very morning, Tuesday, and to be junior in another cause set down for Wednesday, in which Mr. Kene, the experienced and renowned Queens Counsel, led, had been found dead! And by such a death! It took the public by storm. Mrs. Joness shop was besieged to an extent that she had to put up her shutters: High Street was impassable: and all those in the remotest degree connected with the deceased or with the circumstances, were followed about and stared at as though they were wild animals. Five hundred conjectures were hazarded and spoken: five hundred tales told that had no foundation. Perhaps the better way to collect the various items of fact together for the reader, will be to transcribe some of the evidence given before the coroner. The inquest was fixed to take place on the Wednesday morning, in the club-room of an inn lying conveniently near.


CHAPTER III.

Before the Coroner.

THE coroner and jury assembled at an unusually early hour, for the convenience of Mr. Kene, who wished to be present. It had been thought that the only brother of the deceased, a clergyman, would have come down; but he had not arrived. After viewing the body, which lay still at Mrs. Joness, the proceedings commenced. Medical testimony was given as to the cause of death  a pistol-shot that had penetrated the heart The surgeon, Mr. Hurst, who had been called in at the first discovery on Tuesday morning, stated that to the best of his belief, death (which must have been instantaneous) had taken place early the previous evening, he should say about seven or eight oclock. And this view was confirmed in rather a singular manner. Upon examining the quantity of oil in the lamp, which Mrs. Jones had herself filled, it was seen that it could not have burnt very much more than an hour: thus leaving it to be inferred that the deceased had put it out before committing the rash deed, and that it must have been done shortly after Mr. Bede Greatorex left him.

Alletha Rye was called. She spoke to the fact of finding Mr. Ollivera, dead; and electrified the court, when questioned as to why she had gone to the sitting-room, seeing that it was an entirely unusual thing for her to do, by saying that she went in to see whether Mr. Ollivera was there dead, or not. In the quietest, most composed manner possible, she related her singular dream, saying it had sent her to the room.

Surely, said the coroner, you did not expect to see Mr. Ollivera dead?

I cannot say I did; I went, rather, to convince myself he was not there dead, was the witnesss answer. But the dream had been so vivid that I could not shake it from my mind; it made me uneasy, although my better reason did not put any faith in it whatever that it could be true. That is why I went to the room. And Mr. Ollivera lay dead in his chair, exactly as I had seen him in my dream.

The coroner, a practical man, did not know what to make of this statement: such evidence had never been tendered him before, and he eyed the witness keenly. To see her stand there in her black robes, tall, upright, of really dignified demeanour, with her fair features and good looks  but there were dark circles round her eyes to-day, and the soft colour had left her cheeks  to hear her tell of this in her sensible, calm accents, was something marvellous.

Were you at home on the Monday night? asked the coroner. And it may as well be remarked that some of the questions put by him during the inquest, miscellaneous queries that did not appear to be quite in order, or have much to do with the point in question, had very probably their origin in the various rumours that had reached him, and in the doubt breathed into his ears by Mr. Kene. The coroner did not in the least agree with Mr. Kene; rather pitied the barrister as a visionary, for allowing himself to glance at such a doubt; but he was fond of diving to the bottom of things. Living in the same town, knowing all the jury personally, in the habit of exchanging a word of news with Mrs. Jones whenever he met her, the coroner may have been excused if the proceedings were slightly irregular, involving some gossip as well as law.

No, replied the witness. Except that I ran in for a few minutes. I had been at work that afternoon at a neighbours, helping her to make a gown. I went in home to get a pattern.

What time was that?

I cannot be particular as to the exact time. It must have been nearly eight.

Did you see the deceased then?

No. I did not see any one except the servant. She was standing at the open street door. When I had been up stairs to get what I wanted I went out again.

Did you hear any noise as you passed Mr. Olliveras rooms?

Not any. I do not know anything more of the details, sir, than I have told you.

The next witness called was Mr. Bede Greatorex. He gave his evidence clearly, but at portions of it was evidently under the influence of some natural emotion, which he contrived to suppress. A man does not like to show such.

My name is Bede Greatorex. I am the son of Mr. Greatorex, the well-known London solicitor, and second partner in the firm Greatorex and Greatorex. The deceased, John Ollivera, was my cousin, his father and my mother having been brother and sister. A matter of business arose connected with a cause to be tried in the Nisi Prius Court, in which Mr. Ollivera was to be the leading counsel, and my father despatched me down on Monday to communicate with him. I arrived by the six oclock evening train, and was with him before half-past six. We held a business conference together; I stayed about an hour with him, and then went back to my hotel. I never afterwards saw him alive.

I must put a few questions to you with your permission, Mr. Greatorex, for the satisfaction of the jury, observed the coroner.

Put as many as you like, sir; I will answer them to the best of my ability, was the reply.

First of all  what was the exact hour at which you reached Mr. Olliveras rooms?

I should think it must have been about twenty minutes after six. The train got in to time, six oclock; I took a fly to the Star and Garter, and from thence walked at once to Mr. Olliveras lodgings, the people at the hotel directing me. The whole could not have taken above twenty minutes.

And how long did you remain with him?

An hour: perhaps rather more. I should think I left him about half-past seven. I was back at the hotel by a quarter to eight, having walked slowly, looking at the different features of the streets as I passed. I had never been in the town before.

Well, now, Mr. Greatorex, what was the manner of the deceased while you were with him? Did you perceive anything unusual?

Nothing at all. He was just as he always was, and very glad to see me. We  the witness paused to swallow his emotion we had ever been the best of friends and companions. I thought him a little quiet, dull. As he sat, he bent his forehead on his hand and complained of headache, saying it had been close in court that day.

(True enough, murmured Mr. Kene.)

The news you brought down to him was not bad news? questioned the coroner.

Quite the contrary. It was good: favourable to our cause.

Did you see him write the note found on his table, or any portion of it?

When the servant showed me into the room, he appeared to be writing a note. As he sat down after shaking hands with me, he put the blotting paper over what he had written. He did not take it off again, or write at all while I remained.

Was it the same note, think you, that was afterwards found?

I should think it likely.  I noticed that some few lines only were written. About  the witness paused a moment about the same quantity as in the first portion of the note.

Did he put the blotting paper over it to prevent you seeing it, do you suppose, Mr. Greatorex?

I do not know. I thought he was only afraid it might get blotted. The ink was wet.

Did any one come in while you were with him?

No. I wished him good night, intending to see him in the morning, and was shown out by some young man.

Do you know to whom that note was written?

I have not the slightest idea. Neither do I know to what it alludes.

Then  your theory, I presume, is  that he added that blotted concluding line after your departure? In fact, just when he was on the point of committing the rash act?

I do not see what else can be believed. The pen lay across the words when found, as if thrown there after writing them, and appeared to have caused the blots.

Did he say anything to you about any appointment he had kept that afternoon?

Not anything.

And now about the pistol, Mr. Greatorex. Did you see one on the table?

Yes.

Did it not strike you as singular that it should be there?

Not at all. Mr. Ollivera never travelled anywhere without a pistol; it was a fancy he had. Some years ago, when in a remote part of Spain, he was attacked in his chamber at night, robbed, and rather seriously hurt; since then he has always when travelling taken a pistol with him. I asked him what brought it on the table, and he said he had been putting a drop of oil on the lock.

Did you know that it was loaded?

I did not. I really did not think much about it, one way or the other. We were busy over the business on which I came down: and I knew, as I have said, that he used to carry a pistol with him in travelling.

Then  in point of fact, Mr. Greatorex, you can throw no positive light on this affair for us?

The witness shook his head. I wish I could. I have told you all I know.

Do you think there can be any reasonable doubt  any doubt whatever  that he committed suicide?

I fear there can be none, replied Mr. Greatorex, in a low tone, and he shivered perceptibly as he gave it. It was a crime which Bede Greatorex had always held in shrinking, pitying abhorrence.

One question more, and then we will release you and thank you for the clear manner in which you have given your evidence, said the coroner. Did you see cause to suspect in that last interview that his mind was otherwise than in a sane sate?

Oh no; certainly not.

It was calm and clear as usual, for all you saw?

Quite so.

Stay. Theres one other point. Was the deceased in any kind of embarrassment, so far as your cognizance goes, pecuniary, or else?

I feel quite sure that he was in no pecuniary embarrassment whatever, returned the witness warmly, anxious to do justice to his cousins memory. As to any other kind of embarrassment, I cannot speak. I am aware of none; and I should think he was one of the least likely men to get into any.

That was all. Mr. Bede Greatorex bowed to the coroner and gave place to another witness. A little dark woman in black, with an old-fashioned black chip bonnet on, and silver threads beginning to mix with her black hair; but her eyebrows were very black still. Certainly no two women could present a greater contrast in appearance than she and Miss Rye, although they were sisters.

Your name is Julia Jones, began the coroners man, who knew Mrs. Jones intimately in private life.

Yes, it is Julia Jones, emphatically replied the lady, in a tart voice, and with an accent on the Jones, as if the name grated on her tongue. And Mrs. Jones was sworn.

After some preliminary evidence, touching Mr. Olliveras previous visits to her, and the length of time he had stayed, which she entered upon of her own accord and was not checked, Mrs. Jones was asked what she knew of the calamity. How it was first brought to her knowledge.

The first was through my sister Alletha Rye shrieking out from the first-floor landing below, a little before seven oclock on Tuesday morning, responded Mrs. Jones, in the same tart tone; which was, in fact, habitual to her. I was in my bed-room, the front room on the second floor, dressed up to my petticoat, and out I flew, thinking she must be on fire. She said something about Mr. Ollivera, and I ran down, and saw him lying in the chair. Joness nephew, in his waistcoat and shirt-sleeves, and his face all in a lather, for he was shaving, got into the room when I did.

When did you see the deceased last, Mrs. Jones? was the next question put, after the witness had described the appearance of the room, the pistol on the carpet, the blotted note on the table, the quantity of oil in the lamp, and so forth.

When did I see him last? why on the Monday afternoon, when he came in from court responded Mrs. Jones. I was crossing the hall at the foot of the stairs, between the parlour and the shop, as he came in. He looked tired, and I said so; and he answered that he had been about all day, in the court and elsewhere, and was tired. Thats when I saw him last: never after, till I saw him in his chair, dead.

You heard nothing of his movements on that evening?

I wasnt likely to hear it, seeing I went out as soon as the shop was shut. Before it, in fact, for I left Joness nephew to put up the shutters. Old Jenkins is dying, as all the parish knows, and I went to sit with him and take him some beef-tea. Joness nephew, he went out too, to his debating club, as he calls it. And precious debating it must be, continued Mrs. Jones, with additional tartness, if the debaters are all as green and soft as he! Alletha Rye, she was at work at Mrs. Wilsons: and so, as ill-luck had it, all the house was out.

Except your servant, Susan Marks, observed one of the jury. She was left at home to keep house, we hear.

And in a very pretty manner she did keep it! retorted Mrs. Jones, as if she had taken a pint of vinegar to set her teeth on edge; while Susan Marks, at the back, gave a kind of groan, and burst into fresh tears. Up the street here, down the street there, over the way at the doors yonder, staring, and gossiping, and gampusing  thats how she kept it. And on an assize night, of all nights in the year, to be airing her cap in the street, when barristers and other loose characters are about!

The gratuitous compliment paid to the barristers raised a laugh, in spite of the sad enquiry the court had met upon. Mrs. Joness epithet sounded, however, worse to others than to herself.

And she could tell me, when I got in just before eleven, that Mr. Ollivera had gone to bed! resumed that lady, in intense aggravation: which, of course, I believed, and we all went up to our rooms, suspecting nothing. Let me ever catch her out at the street door again! home shell go to Upton Snodsbury.

Groans from the back, in the vicinity of Susan Marks.

Had you known previously, Mrs. Jones, that Mr. Ollivera was in the habit of bringing with him a loaded pistol?

Yes; for he told me. One day last October, when I was up dusting his drawing-room, he had got it out of the case. I said I should not like to have such a weapon near me, and he laughed at that. He used to keep it on the chest of drawers in his bed-room: that is, the case; and I suppose the thing itself was inside.

Your husband was not at home when this unfortunate event happened, Mrs. Jones?

No, he was not, assented Mrs. Jones; and it was as if she had swallowed a whole gallon of vinegar now. He has been off to Wales last week and this, and is as likely as not to be there next.

Another question or two, not of much import, and Mrs. Jones gave place to her husbands nephew. He was known in the town for a steady, well-conducted young man, quite trustworthy. He had not very much to tell.

My name is Alfred Jones, he said, and I live with my uncle, Richard Jones, as assistant in the shop

  Which wouldnt want any assistant at all, if Jones stayed at home and stuck to his duties, put in Mrs. Joness sharp voice, from the back. Upon which she was admonished to hold her tongue: and the witness continued.

On Monday night, I put up the shutters at seven, as usual in the winter season; I changed my coat, washed my hands, and went to the debating club in Goose Lane. Soon after I got there I found I had forgotten a book that I ought to have taken back to the clubs library. The time for my keeping it was up, and as we are fined twopence if we keep a book over time, I went back to get it. It was then halfpast seven. The street door was open, and Susan, the servant, was standing at it outside. As I ran up the stairs, the book being in my bed-room at the top of the house, I heard the drawing-room door open just after I passed it; I turned my head, and saw a gentleman come out. He

Did you know him, witness?

No, sir, he was a stranger to me. I know him now for Mr. Greatorex. He was talking to Mr. Ollivera. They were making an appointment for the next morning.

Did you hear what was said?

Yes, sir. As I looked round at the gentleman he was turning his head back to the room, and said, Yes, you may rely upon my coming early; Ill be here before nine oclock. Good night, John. Those were, I think, the exact words, sir.

Did you see Mr. Ollivera?

No, sir, he did not come out, and the gentleman only pushed the door back a little while he spoke. If it had been wide open I couldnt have seen in; I was too far, some two or three steps up the stairs. I turned back then to attend Mr. Greatorex to the street door. After that I ran up for my book, and left the house again. I was not two minutes in it altogether.

Did you see Mr. Ollivera as you came down?

No, sir. The drawing-room door was closed, as Mr. Greatorex had left it. I never saw or heard of Mr. Ollivera again until Miss Ryes screams brought me down the next morning. That is all I know.

At what hour did you go home on Monday evening?

It was close upon eleven, sir. We generally disperse at half-past ten, but we stayed late that night. Mrs. Jones and Miss Rye had not long come in, and were in the sitting-room.

The next witness called was Susan Marks. The young woman, what with her own heinous offences on the eventful night, the dreadful calamity itself, and the reproaches of her mistress, had been in a state of tears ever since, fresh bursts breaking forth at the most unseasonable times.

Susan Marks, aged nineteen, native of Upton Snodsbury, cook and servant-of-all-work to Mrs. Jones. Such was the young womans report of herself, as well as could be heard for her sobs and tears. She was attired neatly and well; in a print mourning gown and straw bonnet trimmed with black; her face, that would otherwise have been fresh and clear, had small patches of red upon it, the result of the many tears and of perpetual rubbing.

Now, young woman, said the coroner briskly, as if he thought time was being lost, what have you to tell us of the events of Monday night?

Nothing, sir, replied the young woman, in a fresh burst of grief that could be called nothing Jess than a howl. I never see Mr. Ollivera at all after I showed the gentleman up to him.

Well, let us hear about that. What time was it?

It was past six, sir; I dont know how much. I had washed up Mr. Olliveras dinner things, and was putting the plates and dishes on the dresser shelves, when Mr. Olliveras bell rang. It was for his lamp, which I lighted and took in: he always wanted it afore daylight was well over when he was busy. He seemed in a hurry, and drew down the window-blinds himself. I lighted the gas-burner outside the drawing-room door, and went back to the kitchen. No sooner was I there  leastways it couldnt have been five minutes  when there came a ring at the street door bell. I went to answer it, and saw a tall gentleman, who asked for Mr. Ollivera, and I showed him upstairs to the drawingroom.

Who was that gentleman?

It was Mr. Greatorex. But I didnt know him then, sir. I thought it was a barrister; he didnt give no name.

Did you see Mr. Ollivera when you took this gentleman up?

Yes, sir. He was sitting with his back towards us, writing at the table, and I see the things on it. I hadnt noticed them much when I took the lamp in. I see the papers put together tidy, which had been all about when he was at his dinner. I think he was very busy that evening, urged the witness, as if the fact might plead an excuse for what afterwards took place: when I removed the dinner things he told me to put the sherry wine away on the sideboard; sometimes, if he wanted to drink any, hed have it left on the table.

Did he seem glad to see Mr. Greatorex?

Yes, sir, very. They shook hands, and Mr. Greatorex began telling him what he had come down about, and said his father had sent him in place of telegrumming. I asked Mr. Ollivera what time hed like to have tea, but he said he didnt know whether he should take any, he might be going out; if he wanted it, hed ring. How was I to think, after that, that I ought to have went up to him, to see how he might be getting on, which missis has been a going on at me ever since for not doing? demanded the witness, with a stream of tears.

Come, come! there, wipe your face, said one of the jury, with gruff kindness. And the questions went on, and the witnesss replies.

It was about an hour that Mr. Greatorex stayed, she thought. She saw him come out at the street door, and go away. Well, yes, she was a yard or two off, at a neighbours door, next house but one. After missis went out and the shop was shut, and Alfred Jones went out, and there wasnt nobody indoors to want her, she had thought it no harm to stand at the street door a bit: and if she did go a step or two away from it, she never took her eyes off the door, and no person could go in or out without her seeing them, and that shed swear. She saw Mr. Greatorex come out and walk away up High Street; and she never heard no sound in the house whatsoever.

Did any one go in? the coroner asked.

No, sir, not a soul  barring Alfred Jones and Miss Rye. Alfred Jones came back after he first went out, saying he had forgot something, and he went upstairs to fetch it. He wasnt there no time; and it was while he was up there that Mr. Greatorex came down and left. Soon after that, Miss Rye, she come in, and went up-stairs, and was there ever so long.

What do you call ever so long?

Well, sir, Im sine she was there a quarter of an hour, returned the witness, in a quick, positive sort of tone, as if the fact of Miss Ryes being there so long displeased her. I ought to know; and me a-standing inside the door-sill, afraid to move off it for fear she should come out.

Were you alone?

Well, yes, sir, I was. Mary, the housemaid at the big linendrapers, next door but one, can bear me out that I was, for she was there all the time, talking to me.

Perhaps the coroner thought the answer savoured of Hibernianism, for something like a smile crossed his face.

And you heard no sound whatever upstairs all the evening, Susan Marks? You saw no one, except the persons mentioned, go in or come out; no stranger?

I never heard no sound, and never saw no stranger at all, said the witness, earnestly. I never even saw Godfrey Pitman leave. But I blieve he was away earlier.

The concluding assertion fell with some surprise on the room; there ensued a pause, and the coroner lifted his head sharply. Godfrey Pitman? Who was Godfrey Pitman?

Who is Godfrey Pitman, witness?

It was the lodger at the top of the house, sir. He had the front bed-room there  and a fine dance it was to carry his meals up. Missis gave him the offer of eating them in the little room off the kitchen, but I suppose he was too proud to come down. Any way, he didnt come.

Is he lodging there now?

Oh no, sir, he was only there a week and a day, and left on the Monday. He was a traveller in the spectacles line, he told me, passing through the town; which he likewise wore himself sometimes. Well, sir, I never see him go at all, and he didnt give me never a shilling for having waited on him and carried his trays up all them stairs.

The girl had told apparently what she knew, and the coroner requested Mrs. Jones to come in again. He questioned her about the lodger.

It was a person of the name of Pitman, she answered, readily. He was only passing through the town, and occupied the room for a week.

Who was he? asked the coroner. Did you know him?

I didnt know him from Adam, answered Mrs. Jones, tartly; I didnt know anything about him. I called him Alletha Ryes lodger, not mine, for it was she who picked him up. He may have told her all about himself, for aught I can say: she seemed to take a desperate fancy to him, and mended his travelling bag. He didnt tell me. Not but what he seemed a civil, respectable man.

When did he leave you, Mrs. Jones?

On Monday, about half-past four, when he took the five oclock train for Birmingham. He came to the inner shop door as he was going out, and thanked me for my kindness, as he called it, in taking him in at a pinch; he said it was not what every one would do for a stranger. Neither is it.

You are sure he left you at that hour?

Have I got the use of my eyes and senses? demanded Mrs. Jones. Sure! I walked to the side door after him, and saw him go up the street towards the railway with his blue bag. Of course I am sure. It was as I crossed the hall, on my way back, that Mr. Ollivera came in, and I spoke to him, as I have told you.

It was therefore placed beyond doubt that the lodger, Mr. Pitman, could have no part or act in what took place in the house later. The coroner would have dismissed the subject summarily, but that one of the jury, a man who liked to hear himself talk, expressed an opinion that it might be satisfactory if they questioned Miss Rye. With a gesture of impatience the coroner called for her.

She came in, was asked what she knew of Mr. Pitman, and stood before them in silence, her face a little bent, her fore-finger, encased in its well-fitting black kid glove, pressed lightly on her lip, her clear blue eye looking out straight before her. It was as if she were trying to recall something to her memory.

I recollect now, she said, after a minute: I could not remember what took me up by the railway station, where I met him. It was on last Sunday week, in the afternoon. Mrs. Hillman, who lives up there, was ill, and I had been to see her. As I was leaving her house, towards dusk, a few passengers were coming down from the station. I stood on the door-step until they should have passed; and one of them, who had a blue bag in his hand, like those that lawyers clerks carry, stopped and asked me if I had a room in my house that I could let him occupy for a week. I supposed he took the house where I stood for mine. He went on to say he was a traveller and stranger, had never before been to the town, felt very poorly, and would very much wish to be spared the bustle of an hotel. I knew that my sister, Mrs, Jones, had a bedroom ready for letting, continued Miss Rye, and I thought she might not object to oblige him; he spoke quite as a gentleman, and I felt rather sorry for him, for he looked haggard and ill. That is how it happened.

And your sister admitted him, and he stayed the week? cried the juror.

Strictly speaking, I admitted him; for when we reached home I found Mrs. Jones had gone to sit with old Jenkins for the rest of the day. So I took it upon myself to do so. On Saturday last Mr. Pitman said he would, with our permission, remain a day over the week, and leave on Monday.

And did he pay the rent, Miss Rye? asked the juror, who perhaps had a doubt on the point.

He paid the first weeks rent as soon as he was admitted to the house, and gave a sovereign towards the purchase of his provisions, was the answer. What remained he settled for on the Monday, previous to his departure by the five oclock train for Birmingham.

Who was he, witness? Where did he come from?

I really cannot tell much about him, was Miss Ryes reply. I understood him to say he was a traveller; his name, as he wrote it down for us, was Godfrey Pitman. He was laid up with a bad cold and relaxed throat all the time he stayed, and borrowed some books of me to read.

There appeared to be no further scope for the exercise of the jurors powers; no possible loop-hole for bringing this departed Mr. Godfrey Pitman into connection with the death of Mr. Ollivera; and Miss Rye was allowed to depart.

Little more evidence was to be gleaned. Mr. Kene, tendering evidence, spoke of his long intimacy with the deceased, and of their last interview, when he was just the same that he ever had been: calm, cheerful, earnest-purposed. He could not understand, he added, how it was possible for Mr. Ollivera to have laid violent hands on himself  unless, indeed, the headache, of which he had complained, had proceeded from some derangement of the functions of the brain, and induced temporary insanity.

But this suggested theory was wholly incompatible with the letter that had been found, and with Mr. Bede Greatorexs testimony of the sane mind of the deceased when he quitted him. The jury shook their heads: keen-eyed Mr. Butterby, looking on unobtrusively from a remote nook of the room, shook his.

The inquest drew to a close; the one fatal element in the evidence being the letter found on the table. The coroner and jury debated upon their verdict with closed doors, and only re-admitted the public when they had decided. It did not take them long.

Felo-de-se.

In accordance with the customary usage, a mandate was issued for a night interment, without Christian rites; and the undertaker promised to be ready for that same night.

The crowd filed out of the room, talking eagerly. That it was undoubtedly a case of self-murder, and that in the most unhappy sense of the word, none doubted. No, not one: even Mr. Kene began to waver.

As they were dispersing hither and thither along the street, there came hastily up a young man in the garb of a clergyman. It was the Reverend Henry William Ollivera, brother of the deceased gentleman. He had just arrived by train. In as few words as possible, his cousin, Frank Greatorex, and Mr. Kene imparted to him some hasty particulars of the unhappy event.

He never did it, said the clergyman, solemnly. Bede  for at that moment Bede Greatorex joined the speakers how could you suffer them to bring in a verdict so horrible?

But Mr. Ollivera had not heard the full details yet. By common consent, as it were, they had not at first told him of the letter. Bede would not tell it now. Let the worst come out to him by degrees, thought he.

I am going up to town, said Bede Greatorex. If

And not stay for to-night? interrupted one of them, in an accent that savoured of reproach.

Nay, I must consider my father, was the grave reply of Bede. He is in suspense all this while, waiting for news.

So they parted. Bede Greatorex hastened to catch the departing train for London. And the others remained to see the last of the illfated John Ollivera.

He was carried out of Mr. Joness in the bright moonlight, soon after eleven oclock had struck. Whether intentionally, as best befitting the scanty ceremony to be performed, or whether in accidental forgetfulness, the undertaker had failed to provide a covering for the coffin. And Mrs. Jones, with sundry sharp and stinging words of reprimand to the man, as it was in the nature of Mrs. Joness tongue to give, brought down a long woollen black scarf-shawl, and helped to spread it over the coffin with her own hands.

Thus the procession started, preceded by many curious gazers, followed by more, Alletha Rye stealing on amidst the latter number; and so went on to the place of interment.

You have seen what took place there.


CHAPTER IV.

Going Home with the News.

IN the vicinity of Bedford Square, so near to it that we may as well designate the locality by that name throughout the story, stood the large professional residence of Greatorex and Greatorex. It was large in every sense of the word; both as to the size of the house, and to the extent of the business transacted in it. A safe, good, respectable firm was that of Greatorex and Greatorex, standing as well in the public estimation as any solicitors could stand: and deservedly so. Mr. Greatorex was a man of nice honour; upright, just, trustworthy. He would not have soiled his hands with what is technically called dirty work: if any client wanted underhand business done, swindling work (although it might be legal) that would not bear the light of day, he need not take it to Greatorex and Greatorex.

The head of the firm, John Greatorex, was still in what many call the prime of life. He was fifty-eight, active and energetic. Marrying when he was very young, he really did not look a great deal older than his son Bede. And Bede was not his first-born. The eldest son had entered the army; he was in India now, Captain Greatorex. He also had married young, and his little daughter and only child had been sent home to her grand-parents in accordance with the prevailing custom.

The wife of Mr. Greatorex had been Miss Ollivera, sister to the father of John Ollivera the barrister, whose sad end has been lately recorded. Mrs. Greatorex had fallen into ill health for some time past now; in fact she was slowly dying of an incurable complaint. But for not liking to leave her, Mr. Greatorex might have hastened down as soon as the sad news reached him of his nephews premature end. I say he might; but Mr. Greatorex was, himself, only recovering from an attack of illness, and was scarcely strong enough to travel. And so he waited at home with all the patience he could call up, understanding nothing but that his nephew John, who had been as dear to him as were his own children, was dead. His children had been many: eight. James (Captain Greatorex), the eldest; Bede the second, one year younger; next came two daughters, who were married and away; then a son, Matthew, who was working his way to competency in Spain; the two next had died, and Francis was the youngest. The latter, called Frank always, was in the house in Bedford Square, but not yet made a partner.

The young barrister just dead, John Ollivera, left no relations to mourn for him, except his brother Henry William, and the Greatorex family. The two brothers had had to make their own way in the world, their uncle Mr. Greatorex helping them to do it; the elder one choosing the Bar (as you have seen); Henry William, the Church. John had his chambers in Lincolns Inn, and would certainly have risen into note had he lived; Henry William was a curate.

Three oclock was striking in London on Wednesday afternoon, as a train slackened its speed and drew into the Paddington terminus. One of the first of its passengers to alight was Mr. Bede Greatorex. He had a small black bag in his hand, and jumped with it into a hansom cab.

Bedford Square!

The cabman answered with a nod as he touched his hat. He had driven Mr. Bede Greatorex before, who was sufficiently well known in London. Instead, however, of being permitted to dash up to the well-known door, the man found himself stopped a few yards short of it.

Ill get out here, said Bede Greatorex.

Paying the fare, he went on with his bag, and glanced up at the windows as he crossed to the house. All the blinds were down. It was a very large house: it had been two originally. In the old, old days, some thirty or more years ago, Mr. Greatorex had rented only one of the houses. As his family and business increased, he bought the one he occupied and the next adjoining, and made them into one. There were two entrances still; the one pertained to the house and Mrs. Greatorex; the other was the professional entrance. The rooms on the ground floor  and there were several  were taken up by the business; one of them, looking to the garden, was the sitting-room of Mr. Greatorex.

Bede went to the private entrance, and let himself in with his latch-key. Lodging his small bag at the foot of the handsome staircase, he walked through some passages to his fathers sitting-room; which was empty. Retracing his steps he went upstairs; a maidservant happened to meet him on the first landing; he handed her the bag and opened the door of the dining-room. A spacious, well-fitted up apartment, its paper white and gold, with streaks of crimson slightly intermingled to give it colour.

Mr. Greatorex was there. He sat over the fire and had fallen asleep. It surprised Bede: for Mr. Greatorex was a man not given to idleness or indulgence of any kind. Indeed, to see him sitting upstairs in the day time was an event almost unknown. Bede closed the door again softly. There was a haggard look in the elder mans face, partly the effect of his recent illness; and Bede would not disturb him.

Outside the door, he stood a moment in hesitation. It was a spacious landing-place, something like an upper hall. The floor was carpeted with dark green; painted windows  yellow, blue, crimson  threw down a bright light of colour; there was a small conservatory at one end, containing odoriferous plants on which the sun was shining; and a chaste statue or two imparted still life to the whole.

Bede hesitated. None but himself knew how horribly he hated and dreaded the tale he had to tell about poor John Ollivera. All the way up he had been rehearsing to himself the manner in which he should break it for the best, but the plan had gone clean out of his head now.

Ill go up and wash my hands first, at any rate, decided Bede. The dust was worse than we had it on Monday.

Ascending to the second landing, he was quietly crossing it to his own room, when a door was flung open, and a pretty little girl in blue, her curling hair bound back with ribbons, came flying out. It was the daughter of Captain Greatorex. The young lady had naturally a will of her own; and since her arrival from India, the indulgence lavished on her had not tended to lessen it. But she was a charming child, and wonderfully keen.

Oh, Bede, have you come back! Grandmamma has been asking for you all the day.

Hush, Jane! Ill go in to grandmamma presently.

Miss Jane did not choose to hush. She evaded Bedes hand, flew across the soft carpet of the landing, and threw open a bed-room door, calling out that Bede had come. As to styling him Uncle Bede, she had never done anything of the kind.

He heard his mothers voice, and could almost have boxed the childs ears. Back she came again, laying hold of him this time, her saucy dark brown eyes, grave now, lifted to his face.

Bede, how came John Ollivera to die?

Hush, Jane, he said again. This was precisely the point on which he did not care to hold present communication with his mother. He wished, if possible, to spare her; but the little girl was persistent.

Is he dead, Bede?

Yes, child, he is dead.

Oh, dear! And he can never kiss me again, or bring me new dolls! I broke the last one in two, and threw it at him.

Her eyes filled with tears. Bede, deep in thought, put away the little hands that had fastened on his arms.

I liked him better than you, Bede. What made him die?

Bede! Bede! is that you? called out his mother.

Bede had to go in. Mrs. Greatorex was on the sofa, dressed, her back supported by pillows. Her complexion was of dark olive, showing her Spanish extraction; a capable, kindly woman she had ever been in life; and was endeavouring now to meet the death that she knew could not be far off, as a Christian should. He stooped and kissed her. In features he resembled her more than any of her children.

Do you feel better, mother?

My dear, you know that there can be no better for me here. The pain is not heavy to-day. Have you just come up to town?

Just got in now.

And what have you to tell me? I cannot believe that John is dead. When the telegram came yesterday morning, your father happened to be with me, and they brought it up. But for that, I dare say he would not have told me yet. He spares me all the trouble that he can, you know, dear. I fainted, Bede; I did indeed. The death must have been very sudden.

Yes, replied Bede.

Was it a fit? Jane, run to the schoolroom. Your governess will be angry at your staying away so long. Janes answer to this mandate was to perch herself on the arm of the sofa, side by side with the speaker, and to fix her eyes and her attention on the face of Bede.

None of the Olliveras have been subject to fits; remember that, Bede, continued Mrs. Greatorex. Neither did John himself look at all likely for one. To think that he should go before me! Jane, my little dear one, you must indeed go to Miss Ford.

I am going to stay here, grandma, and to hear about John.

Theres nothing much to hear, or to tell, spoke Bede, as much perhaps for his mothers ear as for the childs. If you do not obey your grandmamma, Jane, I shall take you myself to the schoolroom.

No, you wont, Bede, Why dont you answer grandma about John?

Mrs. Greatorex had nearly left off contending with Miss Jane; weary, sick, in pain, it was too much effort, and she generally yielded to the dominant little will. As she appeared to do now, for it was to Bede she spoke.

Bede, dear, you are keeping me in suspense. Was it a fit?

No; it could not be called a fit.

The heart, perhaps?

His death must have been quite sudden, said Bede, with pardonable evasion. Instantaneous, the doctors thought: and therefore without pain.

Poor John! poor John! The veil is lifted for him. Bede!

Bede had begun to turn his attention to the young lady, and was putting her down from the sofa. He wheeled round at the word, and Miss Jane mounted again.

What, mother?

Mrs. Greatorex dropped her voice reverently; and her dark eyes, looking large from illness, had a bright, hopeful, yearning light in them as she spoke.

I think he was fit to go.

Yes, answered Bede, swallowing a lump of emotion. It is the one drop of comfort amidst much darkness. At least  . But I must keep my word, he added, breaking suddenly off, and seizing the child again, as if glad of an excuse to cease; you go now to Miss Ford, young lady.

She set up a succession of cries. Bede only carried her away the faster.

Youll come back and tell me more, Bede, said Mrs. Greatorex.

I will come by-and-by, he turned to say. I have pressing things to do; and I have not yet spoken with my father. Try and get your afternoons sleep, mother dear.

Miss Ford, a nursery governess, stood at the schoolroom door, and began to scold her pupil as she received her from the hands of Mr. Bede Greatorex. He shut himself into his room for a few minutes, and then descended the stairs in deep thought. He had begun to ask himself whether the worst could not be kept from his mother; not for very long could she be spared to them now.

Mr. Greatorex was then coming out of the diningroom. He shook hands with his son, and they went back and sat down together. Bede grew quite agitated at the task before him. He hated to inflict pain; he knew that John Ollivera had been dear to his father, and that the blow would be keenly felt. All the news as yet sent up by him to Bedford Square was, that John was dead.

Whence, then, that grey look on his fathers face?  the haggard mouth, the troubled, shrinking eyes, going searchingly out to Bedes? Mr. Greatorex was a fresh-looking man in general, with a healthy colour and smooth brown hair, tall and upright as his son. He looked short and shrinking and pale now.

Bede, how came he to do it?

Something like a relief came into Bedes heart as he heard the words. It was so much better for the way to have been paved for him!  the shock would not be so great.

Then you know the particulars, sir.

I fear I know the truth, Bede; not the particulars. The Times had a short paragraph this morning, saying that John Ollivera had died by his own hand. Was it so?

Bede gravely nodded. His breath was coming and going faster than is consistent with inward calmness.

My God! cried Mr. Greatorex, from between his quivering lips, as he sank into a chair, and covered his face with his hands. But the sacred word was not spoken in irreverence; no, nor in surprise; rather, as it seemed, in the light of an appealing prayer.

And what could have induced it? came the question presently, as he let his hands fall.

I had better tell you the whole from the beginning, said Bede, you will then

Tell it, of course, interrupted Mr. Greatorex. Begin at the beginning.

Bede stood up, facing the fire; his elbow on the mantel-piece, his back partially turned to his father, while he told it: he did not care to watch the anguish and horror of the usually placid face. He concealed nothing: relating how he had reached the City and held an interview with his cousin; how he had left him after the lapse of an hour, promising to be with him in the morning before starting for town; and how he had been aroused from his bed by the tidings that John was dead. He described the state of the room when found; the pistol lying underneath the hand; the note on the table. As well as Bede Greatorex could repeat the details, as testified to before the coroner  and we may be very sure they were implanted with painful exactitude on his memory  he gave them all faithfully.

It might have been an accident, urged Mr. Greatorex, in an imploring kind of tone, as if he wanted to be assured that it was.

Bede did not answer.

I forgot the writing, Bede; I forgot the writing, said Mr. Greatorex, with a groan.

Whatever it might be, whether accident or selfintended, it is an awful shame to bury him as they are going, to do, burst forth Bede, in a sudden access of anger.

And the words served to tell Mr. Greatorex what the verdict had been.

It is a sin, sir; yes, it is. I could not stay to see it.

So it may be, Bede; but thats the least of it,  thats the least of it. Id as soon have believed myself capable of such a thing as that John Ollivera was. Oh, John! John!

A painful silence. Bede felt glad that his task was so far over.

His motive, Bede? What could have been his motive?

There was no motive, father; as far as I can see.

You were young men together, Bede; of the same pursuits  frequent companions; did you ever suspect he had any care, or embarrassment, or trouble?

No. He had none, I feel sure.

Those first words of the note, as you have related them, sound curious, resumed Mr. Greatorex. What was it that he was trying to accomplish?

We cannot discover; no clue whatever has come to light. It would almost seem as though he had written them to the air, without foundation.

That would be to say his senses had deserted him.

Kene thinks that the headache of which he had complained may have proceeded from some disordered function of the brain, and induced insanity.

Do you think it? asked Mr. Greatorex, looking at his son. You were the last person who saw him alive.

I should be glad to think it if I could. He was quite calm and collected when I was with him; just as usual.

The extraordinary thing to me is, that nobody should have heard the discharge of the pistol.

The people of the house were all out. Even the servant-girl had gone about the neighbourhood gossiping.

It might have been heard in the street.

If the street were quiet, perhaps yes. But on assize nights, they tell me, there is an unusual deal of out-door bustle.

Mr. Greatorex sat looking at the fire, and revolving the different points of the dreadful history. Bede resumed.

I was wondering whether the worst of the details could be kept from my mother. They would try her terribly. She only thinks as yet, I find, that he died suddenly.

Because she only knows as much as your telegram said. It will be impossible to keep it from her; the newspapers will be full of it. Three times to-day has your mother sent down for The Times, and I have returned an excuse. Theres no help for it, Bede.

Then you shall tell her, sir. I cant. It must be broken to her by degrees. How was it William Ollivera was so late in coming down? he suddenly resumed. He only arrived to-day as I was departing.

William Ollivera was out of town, and did not return until last night. You have said nothing about our cause, Bede.

Thats all right. It was taken yesterday afternoon. Kene led in the place of John, and we got the verdict.

Where are Johns papers and things?

His brother and Frank will take charge of them. I have his private letters. I thought it best to come up to you at once, knowing you were in suspense.

A suspense that has been grievous since I read that paragraph this morning, Bede. I have been fit for nothing.

Neither was Bede that day. Mr. Greatorex rose to go to his wifes room, there to enter upon his task,  just as his son had been entering upon it with him. Bede paced the carpet for a few minutes alone. It was a long room; the furniture not dark and heavy, but light-looking and pleasant to the eye, though comprising all the requisites for a well-appointed diningroom. Bede took a look at himself in the pier-glass, and pushed his hair off his forehead  his sisters used to accuse him of inordinate vanity. And then quitted the room and the house.

He was bending his steps to Lincolns Inn, to the chambers occupied by his cousin. Not many yards had he gone, before some one darted across the street and pounced upon him.

Halloa, Greatorex! Whats this, thats up about Ollivera?

It was a Chancery barrister, who had known John Ollivera well. Bede Greatorex explained in a few short words, and hurried off.

I cant stay to tell you more now, he said in apology. Theres a great deal to do and to be thought of, and I hardly know whether our heads are on our shoulders or off. Im on my way to his chambers to search if there may be any paper, or aught else, that can throw light on it.

A hansom passed at the moment, and Bede jumped into it. He might have met fifty questioners, else, and reached his destination after dark. The chambers were on the third floor, and he went up to them. Mr. Olliveras clerk, a small youth of nineteen, was at his post; and the laundress, who waited on Mr. Ollivera, was there also. The news had brought her up in tears.

Perhaps it was excusable that they should both begin upon Mr. Bede Greatorex in their thirst for information. Respectfully, of course, but eagerly. He responded in a few quiet words, and passed into the rooms, the womans sobs following him.

Here was the sitting-room where John saw people; next to it his bed-room; all in neat order. Near the bed was a small mahogany stand, and a cushioned chair. On the stand lay his Bible  just as the other one was seen but yesterday resting on its stand elsewhere. Bede knew that his cousin never failed to read that Bible, and to fall on his knees before the chair, morning and evening. He turned away with a groan, and proceeded to his work of search.

Only a casual search to-day; there was no time for minute examination. Just a look here and there, lest haply he might come upon some paper or letter of elucidation. But he could not find any.

I am going to lock the rooms up, Jenner, he said to the clerk. Things must be left as they are until the Reverend Mr. Ollivera comes to town. He will have the arrangement of matters. I dont suppose theres any will.

Am I to leave the service at once, sir?  now? asked Mr. Jenner, in excessive surprise.

You must leave the rooms now  unless you would like to be locked up in them, returned Bede Greatorex. Call in Bedford Square to-morrow morning; we may be able to recommend you to something: and perhaps you will be wanted here again for a few days.

They quitted the chambers together; and Mr. Bede Greatorex took possession of the key. I suppose, he said to the clerk, as they went down, that you never observed any peculiarity of manner in Mr. Ollivera that might tend to induce suspicion of aberration of mind?

The young man turned round and stared, scarcely taking in the sense of the question. Certainly there had not been anything of the kind observable in Mr. Ollivera.

He was cheerful and sensible always, sir: be didnt seem to have a care.

Bede sighed, and proceeded homeward. A recollection came over him, as he went along in the dusk, of the last evening he had walked home from his cousins chambers; it was only the night before John had gone on circuit. Oh, the contrast between that time and this! And Bede thought, in the bitter grief and sorrow of the moment, that he would willingly forfeit his own life could he recall that of John Ollivera.


CHAPTER V.

Mr. Butterby in Private life.

THE bustle of the assizes was over; the tramp and tread and hum had gone out of the streets; the judges, the barristers, and the rest of the transitory visitors had departed, to hold their assize at the next county town.

A great deal of the bustle and the hum of another event had also subsided. It does not linger very long when outward proceedings are over, and sensational adjuncts have ceased; and Mr. Ollivera, at the best, had been but a stranger. The grave where he lay had its visitors still; but his brother and other friends had left for London, carrying his few effects with them. Nothing remained to tell of the fatal act of the past Monday evening; but for that grave, it might have seemed never to have had place in reality.

The Reverend Mr. Ollivera had been firm in refusing to admit belief in his brothers guilt. He did not pretend to judge how it might have happened, whether by accident or by some enemys hand; but he felt convinced the death could not have been deliberately self-inflicted. It was an impossibility, he avowed to Mr. Butterby  and he was looked upon, by that renowned officer, as next door to a lunatic for his pains. There was no more shadow of a doubt on Mr. Butterbys mind that the verdict had been in accordance with the facts, than there was on other peoples.

Always excepting Alletha Ryes. She had been silent to the public since the avowal at the grave; but, in a dispute with Mrs. Jones, had repeated her assertion and belief. Upon a report of the display coming to Mrs. Joness ears, that discreed matron  who certainly erred on the side of hard, correct, matter-of-fact propriety, if on any  attacked her sister in no measured terms. There were several years between them, and Mrs. Jones considered she had a right to do it. Much as Mrs. Jones had respected Mr. Ollivera in life, she entertained no doubt whatever on the subject of his death.

My opinion is, you must have been crazy, came the sharp reprimand. Go off after that tramping tail to the grave! I wish Id seen you start. A good names easier lost than regained, Alletha Rye.

I am not afraid of losing mine, was the calm rejoinder.

Folks seldom are till they find it gone, said Mrs. Jones, tartly. My goodness! not content with trapesing off there in the middle of the night, you must go and make an exhibition of yourself besides!  kneeling down on the damp earth to pray, in the face and eyes of all the people; and then rising to make a proclamation, just as if you had been the town bellman! Jones says it struck him dumb.

Alletha Rye was silent. Perhaps she had felt vexed since, that the moments excitement had led her to the act.

Who are you, that you should put yourself up against the verdict? resumed Mrs. Jones. Are you cleverer and sharper than the jury, and the coroner, and me, and Mr. Olliveras friends, and the rest of the world, all of us put together? There cant be a doubt upon the point, girl.

Let it drop, said Alletha, with a shiver.

Drop! Id like to see it drop. Id like the remembrance of it to drop out of mens minds, but youve took care that shant be. What on earth induced you to go and do it?

It was a dreadful thing that Mr. Ollivera should lie under the imputation of having killed himself, came the answer, after a pause.

Now, you just explain yourself, Alletha Rye. You keep harping on that same string, about Mr. Ollivera; what grounds have you for it?

The girls pale face flushed all over. None, she presently answered. Ive never said I had grounds. But theres that vivid dream upon me always. He seemed to reproach me for not having sooner gone into the room to find him; and Im sure no selfmurderer would do that. Theyd rather lie undiscovered for ever. Had I kept silence, she passionately added, I might have become haunted.

Mrs. Jones stared at the speaker with all the fiery fervour of her dark, dark eyes.

Haunted! Haunted by what?

By Mr. Olliveras spirit; by remorse. Remorse for not doing as I am sure he is wishing me to do  clear his memory.

Mrs. Jones lifted her hands in wonder, and for once made no retort. She began to question in real earnest whether the past matters had not turned her sisters brain.

Dicky Jones was present during this passage-at-arms, which took place on the Thursday, after breakfast. He had just been enduring a battery of tongue on his own score; various sins, great and small, being placed before him in glaring colours by his wife, not the least heinous of which was the having arrived home from his pleasure trip at the unseasonable hour of half after one oclock in the morning. In recrimination he had intimated that others of the family could come in at that hour as well as himself; not to do Alletha Rye harm, for he was a good-natured man, as people given to plenty of peccadilloes are apt to be; but to make his own crime appear the less. And then it all came out; and Mrs. Joness ears were regaled with Alletha Ryes share in the doings at the interment.

On this same Thursday, but very much later in the day, Frank Greatorex and the Reverend Mr. Ollivera departed from the city, having stayed to collect together the papers and other effects of the deceased gentleman. Which brings us (the night having passed, and a great portion of the ensuing day) to the opening of the chapter.

Mr. Butterby sat in his parlour: one of two rooms he occupied on the ground floor of a private house very near a populous part of the city. He was not a police-sergeant; he was not an inspector; people did not know what he was. That he held sway at the police-station, and was a very frequent visitor to it, everybody saw. But Mr. Butterby had been so long in the town that speculation, though rife enough at first upon the point, had ceased as to what special relations he might hold with the law. When any one wanted important assistance, he could, if he chose, apply to Mr. Butterby, instead of to the regular police inspector; and, to the mind of the sanguine inquirer, that application appeared to constitute a promise of success.

Mr. Butterbys parlour faced the street. Its one sash window, protected outside by shutters thrown back in the day, and by green dwarf Venetian blinds and a white roller-blind inside, was not a very large one. Nevertheless Mr. Butterby contrived to keep a tolerable look-out from it on those of his fellow citizens who might chance to pass. He generally had the white blinds drawn down to meet, within an inch, the mahogany top of the Venetian ones; and from that inch of outlet, Mr. Butterby, standing up before the window, was fond of taking observations. It was an unpretending room, with a faded carpet and rug on the floor; a square table in the middle, a large bureau filled with papers in a corner; some books in a case opposite, and a stock of newspapers on the top of that; and a picture over the mantel-piece representing Eve offering the apple to Adam.

Mr. Butterby sat by the fire at his tea, taking it thoughtfully. He wore an old green coat with short tails sprouting out from the waist, not being addicted to fashion in private life, and a red-and-black check waistcoat. It was Friday evening and nearly dusk. He had been out on some business all the afternoon; but his thoughts were not fixed on that, though it was of sufficient importance; they rested on the circumstances attending the death of Mr. Ollivera.

Before the brother of the deceased quitted the town, he had made an appointment with Mr. Butterby, and came to it accompanied by Frank Greatorex; the fly, conveying them to the station, waiting at the door. The purport of his visit was to impress upon that officer his full conviction that the death was not a suicide, and to request that, if anything should arise to confirm his opinion, it might be followed up.

He was a good, pure-minded man; he was of calm, clear, practical mind, of sound good sense; he was fond of his profession, anxious to excel in it; hopeful, earnest, and without a care in the world, urged the Reverend Mr. Ollivera, with emotion. How, sir, I ask you, could such a man take away his own life?

Mr. Butterby shook his head. It might be unlikely, he acknowledged; but it was not impossible.

I tell you it is impossible, said Mr. Ollivera. I hold a full, firm, positive conviction that my brother never died, or could have died, by his own wilful hands: the certainty of it in my mind is so clear as to be like a revelation from heaven. Do you know what I did, sir? I went to the grave at night after he was put into it, and read the burial service over him.

I see you doing it, came the unexpected answer of Mr. Butterby. The surplice you wore was too long for you and covered your boots.

It belonged to a taller man than I am  the Reverend Mr. Yorke, the clergyman explained. But now, sir, do you suppose I should have dared to hold that sacred service over a man who had wilfully destroyed himself?

But instead of there being proof that he did not wilfully destroy himself, theres every proof that he did, argued Mr. Butterby.

Every apparent proof; I admit that; but I know  I know that the proofs are in some strange way false; not real.

The death was real; the pistol was real; the writing on the note-paper was real.

I know. I cannot pretend to explain where the explanation may be hidden; I cannot see how or whence elucidation shall come. One suggestion I will make to you, Mr. Butterby: it is not clear that no person got access to the drawing-room after the departure from it of Mr. Bede Greatorex. At least, to my mind. I only mention this thought, concluded Mr. Ollivera, rising to close the interview; for he had no time to prolong it. Should you succeed in gleaning anything, address a communication to me, to the care of Greatorex and Greatorex.

Stop a moment, cried Mr. Butterby, as they were going out. Who holds the paper that was found on the table?  , I do, said Frank Greatorex. Some of them would have had it destroyed; Kene and my brother amidst them; they could not bear to look at it. But I thought my father might like to see it first, and took it into my own possession.

A smile crossed the lip of the police agent. Considering the two gentlemen you mention are in the law, it doesnt say much for their forethought, to rush at destroying the only proof there may remain to us of anybody elses being guilty.

But then, you know, they do not admit that any one else could have been guilty, replied Frank Greatorex. At least, my brother does not; and Kene only looks upon it as a possible case of insanity. Do you want to see the paper? I have it in my pocket.

Perhaps youd not mind leaving it with me for a day or two, said Mr. Butterby. Ill forward it up safe to you when Ive done with it.

Frank Greatorex took the paper from his pocket-book and handed it to the speaker. It was folded inside an envelope now. Mr. Butterby received possession of it and attended his guests to the door, where the fly was waiting.

Youll have to drive fast, Thompson, he said to the man. And Thompson, touching his hat to the officer, who was held in some awe by the city natives, whipped his horse into a canter.

It was upon this interview that Mr. Butterby ruminated as he took his tea on the Friday evening. In his own opinion it was the most unreasonable thing in the world, that anybody should throw doubt upon the verdict. Nothing but perversity. He judged it  and he was a keen-sighted man  to be fully in accordance with the facts, as given in evidence. Excepting perhaps in one particular. Had he been on the jury he should have held out for a verdict of insanity.

They are but a set of bumble-heads at the best, soliloquised Mr. Butterby, respectfully alluding to the twelve men who had returned the verdict, as he took a large bite out of his last piece of well-buttered pikelet.

Junes for the most part always are: if they have got any brains they send them a wool-gathering then. Hemming, the butter-and-cheese man, told me he did say something about insanity; and he was foreman, too; but the rest of em and the coroner wouldnt listen to it. It dont much matter, for he got the burial rites after all, poor fellow: but if Id been them, I should have gave him the benefit of the doubt.

Stopping in his observations to put the rest of the pikelet in his mouth, Mr. Butterby went on again as he ate it.

It might have been that, insanity; but as to the other suspicion, theres no grounds whatever for it on the face of things at present. If such is to be raised I shall have to set to work and hunt em up. Create em as it were. Dont spare money, says that young clergyman last night when he sat here; your expenses shall be reimbursed to you with interest. As if I could make a case out of nothing! Im not a French Procureur-Imperial.

Drinking down his tea at a draught, Mr. Butterby tried the tea-pot, lest a drop might be left in it still, turning it nearly upside down in the process. The result was, that the lid came open and a shower of tea-leaves descended on the tray.

Bother! said Mr. Butterby, as he hastily set the tea-pot in its place, and went on with his arguments.

Theres something odd about the case, though, straightforward as it seems; and Ive thought so from the first. That girls dream, for example, which she says she had; and her conduct at the grave. It was curious that Dicky Jones should just be looking on at her, added Mr. Butterby, slightly diverging from the direct line of consecutive thought: curious that Dicky should have come up then at all. First, Alletha Rye vows he didnt do it; and, next, the parson vows it, Reverend Ollivera. Kene, too  but he points to insanity; and now the young fellow, Francis Greatorex. Suppose I go over the case again?

Stretching out his hand, Mr. Butterby pulled the bell-rope  an old-fashioned twisted blue cord with a handle at the end; and a young servant came in. Shut the shutters, said he.

While this was in process, he took two candles from the mantel-piece, and lighted them. The girl went away with the tea-tray. He then unlocked his bureau, and from one of its pigeon-holes brought forth a few papers, memoranda, and the like, which he studied in silence, one after the other.

The parsons right, he began presently; if there is a loophole its where he said  that somebody got into the room after the departure of Mr. Greatorex. Lets sum the points up.

Drawing his chair close to the table on which the papers lay, Mr. Butterby began to tell the case through, striking his two fore-fingers alternatively on the tables edge as each point came flowing from his tongue. Not that flowing is precisely the best word to apply, for his speech was thoughtfully slow, and the words dropped with hesitation.

John Ollivera, counsel-at-law. He comes in on the Saturday with the other barristers, ready for the sizes. Has a cause or two coming on at em, in which he expects to shine. Goes to former lodgings at Joness, and shows himself as full of sense and sanity as usual; and hed got his share of both. Spends Saturday evening at his friends, Mrs. Joliffes, the colonels widow; is sweet, Mrs. Jones thinks, on one of the young ladies; thought so when he was down last October. Gets home at ten like a decent man, works at his papers till twelve, and goes to bed.

Mr. Butterby made a pause here, both his fingers jesting on the table. Giving a nod, as if his reflections were satisfactory, he lifted his hands and began again.

Sunday. Attends public worship and takes the sacrament. Thats not like the act of one who knows he is on the eve of a bad deed. Attends again after breakfast, with the judges, and hears the sheriffs chaplain preach. (And it was not a bad sermon, as sermons go, critically pronounced Mr. Butterby in a parenthesis). Attends again in the afternoon to hear the anthem, the Miss Joliffes with him. Dines at Joness at five, spends evening at Joliffes. Home early, and to bed.

Once more the hands were lifted. Once more their owner paused in thought. He gave two nods this time, and resumed.

Monday. Up before eight. Has his breakfast (bacon and eggs), and goes to the Nisi Prius Court. Stays there till past three in the afternoon, tells Kene he must go out of court to keep an appointment that wasnt a particularly pleasant one, and goes out. Arrives at Joness at half-past four; passes Mrs. Jones in that there small back hall of theirs; she tells him he looks tired; answers that he is tired and has got a headache; court was close. Goes up to his sitting-room and gets his papers about; (papers found afterwards, on examination, to relate to the cause coming on on Tuesday morning). Girl takes up his dinner; he eats it, gets to his papers again, and she fetches things away. Rings for his lamp early, quarter-past six may be, nearly daylight still; while girl puts it on table, draws down blinds himself as if in a hurry to be at work again. Close upon this Mr. Bede Greatorex calls, (good firm that, Greatorex and Greatorex, interspersed Mr. Butterby, with professional candour). Bede Greatorex has come down direct from London (sent by old Greatorex) to confer with Ollivera on the Tuesdays cause. Stays with him more than an hour. Makes an appointment with him for Tuesday morning. Joness nephew, going up stairs at the time, hears them making it, and shows Mr. Bede Greatorex out. Might be half-past seven then, or two or three minutes over it; call it half-past. Ollivera never seen again alive. Found dead next morning in arm-chair; pistol fallen from right hand, shot penetrated heart. Same chair he had been sitting in when at his papers, but drawn aside now at corner of table. Alletha Rye finds him. Tells a cock-and-bull of having been frightened by a dream. Dreamt he was in the sitting-room dead, and goes to see (she says) that he was not there, dead. Finds him there dead, however, just as (she says) she saw him in her dream. Servant rushes out for doctor, meets me, and I am the first in the room. Doctor comes, Hurst; Kene comes, Joness nephew fetching him; then Kene fetches Bede Greatorex. Doctor says death must have took place previous evening not later than eight oclock. Mrs. Jones says lamp couldnt have burnt much more than an hour: is positive it didnt exceed an hour and a half; but shes one of the positive ones at all times, and womens judgment is fallible. Now then, lets stop.

Mr. Butterby put his hands one over the other, and looked down upon them, pausing before he spoke again.

It draws the space into an uncommon narrow nutshell. When Bede Greatorex leaves at half-past seven, Ollivera is alive and well  as he and Joness nephew both testify to  and, according to the evidence of the surgeon, and the negative testimony of the oil in the lamp, he is dead by eight. If he did not draw the pistol on himself, somebody came in and shot him.

Did he draw it on himself? I say Yes. Coroner. and jury say Yes. The public say Yes. Alletha Rye and the Reverend Ollivera say No. If we are all wrong  and I dont say but that theres just a loophole of possibility of it  and them two are right, why then it was murder. And done with uncommon craftiness. Lets look at the writing.

Those high-class lawyers are not good for much in criminal cases, cant see an inch beyond their noses; they dont practise at the Old Bailey, they dont, remarked Mr. Butterby, as he took from the papers before him the unfinished note found on Mr. Olliveras table, the loan of which he had begged from Frank Greatorex. The idea of their proposing to destroy this, because they couldnt bear to look at it! Kene, too; and Bede Greatorex! they might have known better. Ill take care of it now.

Holding it close to one of the candles, the detective scanned it long and intently, comparing the concluding words, uneven, blotted, as if written with an agitated hand, with the plain collected characters of the lines that were undoubtedly Mr. Olliveras. When he did arrive at a conclusion it was a summary one, and he put down the paper with an emphatic thump.

May I be shot myself if I believe the two writings is by the same hand!

Mr. Butterbys surprise may plead excuse for his grammar. He had never, until this moment, doubted that the writing was all done by one person.

HI show this to an expert. People dont write the same at all times; theyll make their capitals quite different in the same day, as anybody with any experience knows. But they dont often make their small letters different  neither do men study to alter their usual formation of letters when about to shoot themselves; the pen does its work then, spontaneous; naturally. These small letters are different, several of them, the r, the p, the e, the o, the d; all them are as opposite as light and dark, and I dont think the last was written by Mr. Ollivera.

It was a grave conclusion to come to; partially startling even him, who was too much at home with crime and criminals to be startled easily.

Lets assume that it is so for a bit, and see how it works that way, resumed the officer. Weve all been mistaken, lets say; Ollivera did not shoot himself, some one goes in and shoots him. Was it man or woman; was it an inmate of the house, or not an inmate? How came it to be done? what was the leading cause? Was the pistol (lying convenient on the table) took up incidental in the course of talking and fired by misadventure?  Or did they get to quarrelling and the other shot him of malice?  Or was it a planned, deliberate murder, one stealing in to do it in cold blood? Halt a bit here, Jonas Butterby. The first  done in misadventure? No: if any honest man had so shot another, hed be the first to run out and get a doctor to him. No. Disposed of. The second  done in malice during a quarrel? Yes; might have been. The third  done in planned deliberation? That would be the most likely of all, but for the fact (very curious fact in the supposition) of the pistols having been Mr. Olliveras, and put (so to say) ready there to hand. Looking at it in either of these two views, theres mystery. The last in regard to the point now mentioned; the other in regard to the secrecy with which the intruder must have got in. If that dratted girl had been at her post indoors, as she ought to have been, with the chain of the door up, it might never have happened, concluded Mr. Butterby, with acrimony.

Between half-past seven and eight? Neednt look much before or much beyond that hour. Girl says nobody went into the house at all, except Joness nephew, and Joness sister-in-law. Joness nephew did not stay; he got his book and went off again at half-past seven, close on the heels of Bede Greatorex, Mr. Ollivera being then alive. Presently, nearer eight, Alletha Rye goes in, for a pattern, she says, and she stays upstairs, according to the girls statement, a quarter of an hour.

Mr. Butterby came to a sudden pause. He faced the fire now, and sat staring into it as if he were searching for what he could not see.

It does not take a quarter of an hour to get a pattern. I should say not. And there was her queer dream, too. Leastways, the queer assertion that she had a dream. Dreams, indeed!  moonshine. Did she invent that dream as an excuse for having gone into the room to find him? And then look at her persistence from the first that it was not a suicide! And her queer state of mind and manners since! Dicky Jones told me last night when I met him by the hop-market, that she says shes haunted by Mr. Olliveras spirit. Why should she be, I wonder? I mean, why should she fancy it? Its odd; very odd. The young woman, up to now, has always shown out sensible, in the short while this city has known her.

That Godfrey Pitman, resumed the speaker. The way that mans name got brought up by the servant-girl was sudden. I should like to know who he is, and what his business might have been. He was in hiding; thats what he was. Stopping in-doors for a cold and a relaxed throat! No doubt! But it does not follow that because he might have been in some trouble of his own, he had anything to do with the other business; and, in fact, he couldnt have had, leaving by the five oclock train for Birmingham. So well dismiss him.

And now for the result? concluded Mr. Butterby, with great deliberation. The result is that I feel inclined to think the young parson may be right in saying it was not a suicide. What it was, I cant yet make my mind up to give an opinion upon. Suppose I inquire into things a bit in a quiet manner?  and, to begin with, Ill make a friendly call on Dicky Jones and madam. She wont answer anything that it does not please her to, and it never pleases her to be questioned; on the other hand, what she does choose to say is to be relied upon, for shed not tell a lie to save herself from hanging. As to Dicky  with that long tongue of his, he can be pumped dry.

Mr. Butterby locked up his papers, changed his ornamental coat for a black one, flattened down the coal on his Are, blew out the candles, took his hat, and went away.


CHAPTER VI.

Godfrey Pitman.

MRS. JONES was in her parlour, doing nothing; with the exception of dropping a tart observation from her lips occasionally. As the intelligent reader cannot have failed to observe, tartness in regard to tongue was essentially an element of Mrs. Joness nature; when anything occurred to annoy her, its signs increased four-fold; and something had just happened to annoy her very exceedingly.

The parlour was not large, but convenient and well fitted-up. A good fire burnt in the grate, throwing its ruddy light on the bright colours of the crimson carpet and hearth-rug; on the small sideboard, with its array of glass; on the horsehair chairs, on the crimson cloth covering the centre table, and finally on Mrs. Jones herself and on her sister.

Mrs. Jones sat at the table, some work before her, in the shape of sundry packages of hosiery, brought in from the shop to be examined, sorted, and put to rights. But she was not doing it. Miss Rye sat on the other side the table, stitching the seams of a gown-body by the light of the moderator lamp. The shop was just closed.

It had happened that Dicky Jones, about tea-time that evening, had strayed into his next-door neighbours to get a chat: of which light interludes to business Dicky Jones was uncommonly fond. The bent of the conversation fell, naturally enough, on the recent calamity in Mr. Joness house: in fact, Mr. Jones found his neighbour devouring the full account of it in the Friday evening weekly newspaper, just damp from the press. A few minutes, and back went Dicky to his own parlour, his mouth full of news: the purport of which was that the lodger, Godfrey Pitman, who had been supposed to leave the house at half-past four, to take the Birmingham train, did not really quit it until some two or three hours later.

It had not been Mrs. Jones if she had refrained from telling her husband to hold his tongue for a fool; and of asking furthermore whether he had been drinking or dreaming. Upon which Dicky gave his authority for what he said. Their neighbour, Thomas Cause, had watched the lodger go away later, with his own eyes.

Mr. Cause, a quiet tradesman getting in years, was fetched in, and a skirmish ensued. He asserted that he had seen the lodger come out of the house and go up the street by lamplight, carrying his blue bag; and he persisted in the assertion, in spite of Mrs. Joness tongue. She declared he had not seen anything of the sort; that either his spectacles or the street lights had deceived him. And neither of them would give in to the other.

Leaving matters in this unsatisfactory state, the neighbour went out again. Mrs. Jones exploded a little, and then had leisure to look at her sister, who had sat still and silent during the discussion. Still and silent she remained; but her face had turned white, and her eyes wore a wild, frightened expression.

What on earths the matter with you? demanded Mrs. Jones.

Nothing, said Miss Rye, catching hold of her work with nervous, trembling fingers. Only I cant bear to hear it spoken of.

If Mr. Pitman didnt go away till later, that accounts for the tallow-grease in his room, suddenly interposed Susan Marks, who, passing into the parlour, caught the thread of the matter in dispute.

Mrs. Jones turned upon her. Tallow-grease!

I didnt see it till this afternoon, explained the girl. With all the commotion there has been in the house, I never as much as opened the room-door till to-day since Mr. Pitman went out of it. The first thing I see was the carpet covered in drops of tallow-grease; a whole colony of them: and I know they were not there on the Monday afternoon. They be there still.

Mrs. Jones went up-stairs at once, the maid following her. Sure enough the grease drops were there. Some lay on the square piece of carpet, some on the boarded floor; but all were very near together. The candlestick and candle, from which they had no doubt dropped, stood on the wash-hand-stand at Mrs. Joness elbow, as she wrathfully gazed.

He must have been lighting of his candle sideways, remarked the girl to her mistress; or else have held it askew while hunting for something on the floor. If he stopped as late as old Cause says, why in course hed need a candle.

Mrs. Jones went down again, her temper by no means improved. She did not like to be deceived or treated as though she were nobody; neither did she choose that her house should be played with. If the lodger missed his train (as she now supposed he might have done) and came back to wait for a later one, his duty was to have announced himself, and asked leave to stay. In spite, however, of the tallow and of Mr. Cause, she put but little faith in the matter. Shortly after this there came a ring at the side-door, and Mr. Butterbys voice was heard in the passage.

Dont say anything to him about it, said Miss Rye hastily, in a low tone.

About what? demanded Mrs. Jones, aloud.

About that young mans not going away as soon as we thought he did. Its nothing to Butterby.

There was no time for more. Mr. Butterby was shown in and came forward with a small present for Mrs. Jones. It was only a bunch of violets; but Mrs. Jones, in spite of her tartness, was fond of flowers, and received them graciously: calling to Susan to bring a wine-glass of water.

I passed a chap at the top of High Street with a basket-full; he said hed sold but two bunches all the evening, so I took a bunch, explained Mr. Butterby. It was that gardeners man, Reed, who met with the accident and has been unfit for work since. Knowing you liked violets, Mrs. Jones, I thought Id just call in with them.

He sat down in the chair, offered him, by the fire, putting his hat in the corner behind. Miss Rye, after saluting him, had resumed work, and sat with her face turned to the table, partially away from his view; Mrs. Jones, at the other side of the table, faced him.

Wheres Jones? asked Mr. Butterby.

Jones is off, as usual, replied Joness wife. No good to ask where he is after the shops shut; often not before it.

It was an unlucky question, bringing back all the acrimony which the violets had partially soothed away. Mr. Butterby coughed, and began talking of recent events in a sociable, friendly manner, just as if he had been Mrs. Joness brother, and never in his life heard of so rare an animal as a detective.

Its an uncommon annoying thing to have had happen in your house, Mrs. Jones! As if it couldnt as well have took place in anybody elses! Theres enough barristers lodging in the town at assize time, I hope. But there! lucks everything. Id have given five shillings out of my pocket to have stopped it.

So would I; for his sake as well as for mine, was Mrs. Joness answer. And she seized one of the parcels of stockings, and jerked off the string.

Have you had any more dreams, Miss Rye?

No, replied Miss Rye, holding her stitching closer to the light for a moment. That one was enough.

Dreams is curious things; not to be despised, observed crafty Mr. Butterby; than whom there was not a man living despised dreams, as well as those who professed to have them, more than he. But Ive knowed so-called dreams to be nothing in the world but waking thoughts. Are you sure that one of yours was a dream, Miss Rye?

I would rather not talk of it, if you please, she said. Talking cannot bring Mr. Ollivera back to life.

What makes you persist in thinking he did not kill himself?

Mr. Butterby had gradually edged his chair forward on the hearthrug, so as to obtain a side view of Miss Ryes face. Perhaps he was surprised, perhaps not, to see it suddenly flush, and then become deadly pale.

Just look here, Miss Rye. If he did not do it, somebody else did. And I should like to glean a little insight as to whether or not there are grounds for that new light, if theres any to be gleaned.

Why, what on earth! are you taking up that crotchet, Butterby?

The interruption came from Mrs. Jones. That goes without telling, as the French say. Mr. Butterby turned to warm his hands at the blaze, speaking mildly enough to disarm an enemy.

Not I. I should like to show your sister that her suspicions are wrong: shell worrit herself into a skeleton, else. See here: whatever happened, and how ever it happened, it must have been between half-past seven and eight. You were in the place part of that half-hour, Miss Rye, and heard nobody.

I have already said so.

Shut up in your room at the top of the house; looking for  what was it?  a parcel?

A pattern  a pattern of a sleeve. But I had to open parcels, for I could not find it, and stayed searching. It had slipped between one drawer and another at the back.

It must have took you some time, remarked Mr.

Butterby, keeping his face on the genial fire and his eyes on Miss Rye.

I suppose it did. Susan says I was upstairs a quarter of an hour, but I dont think it was so long as that. Eight oclock struck after I got back to Mrs. Wilsons.

Mr. Butterby paused. Miss Rye resumed after a minute.

I dont think anyone could have come in legitimately without my hearing them on the stairs. My room is not at the top of the house, it is on the same floor as Mrs. Joness; the back room, immediately over the bedroom that was occupied by Mr. Ollivera. My door was open, and the drawers in which I was searching stood close to it. If any

What dye mean by legitimate? interrupted Mr. Butterby, turning to take a full look at the speaker.

Openly; with the noise one usually makes in coming up stairs. But if any one crept up secretly, of course I should not have heard it. Susan persists in declaring she never lost sight of the front door at all; I dont believe her.

Nobody does believe her, snapped Mrs. Jones, with a fling at the socks. She confesses now that she ran in twice or thrice to look to the fires.

Oh! she does, does she, cried Mr. Butterby. Leaving the door open, I suppose?

Leaving it to take care of itself. She says she shut it; I say I know she didnt. Put it at the best, it was not fastened; and anybody might have opened it and walked in that had a mind to, and robbed the house.

The visitor, sitting so unobtrusively by the fire, thought he discerned a little glimmer of possibility breaking in amidst the utter darkness.

But, as the house was not robbed, why we must conclude nobody did come in, he observed. As to the verdict  I dont see yet any reason for Miss Ryes disputing it. Mr. Ollivera was a favourite, I suppose.

The remark did not please Miss Rye. Her cheek flushed, her work fell, and she rose from her seat to turn on Mr. Butterby.

The verdict was a wrong verdict. Mr. Ollivera was a good and brave and just man. Never a better went out of the world.

If I dont believe you were in love with him! cried Mr. Butterby.

Perhaps I was, came the unexpected answer; but the speaker seemed to be in too much agitation to heed greatly what she said. It would not have hurt either him or me.

Gathering her work, cotton, scissors in her hands, she went out of the room. At the same moment there arrived an influx of female visitors, come, without ceremony, to get an hours chat with Mrs. Jones. Catching up his hat, Mr. Butterby dexterously slipped out and disappeared.

The street was tolerably empty. He took up his position at the edge of the facing pavement, and surveyed the house critically. As if he did not know all its aspects by heart! Some few yards higher up, the dwellings of Mr. Cause and the linendraper alone intervening, there was a side opening, bearing the euphonious title of Bear Entry, which led right into an obscure part of the town. By taking this, and executing a few turnings and windings, the railway station might be approached without touching on the more public streets.

Yes, said the police agent to himself, calculating possibilities, thats how it might have been done. Not that it was, though: Im only putting it. A fellow might have slipped out of the door while that girl was in at her fires, cut down Bear Entry, double back again along Goose Lane, and so gain the rail.

Turning up the street with a brisk step, Mr. Butterby found himself face to face with Thomas Cause, who was standing within the shade of his side door. Exceedingly affable when it suited him to be so, he stopped to say a good evening.

How dye do, Cause? A fine night, isnt it?

Lovely weather; shall pay for it later. Has she recovered her temper yet? continued Mr. Cause. I saw you come out.

Which was decidedly a rather mysterious addition to the answer. Mr. Butterby naturally enquired what it might mean, and had his ears gratified with the story of Godfrey Pitmans later departure, and of Mrs. Joness angry disbelief in it. Never had those ears listened more keenly.

Are you sure it was the man? he asked cautiously.

If it wasnt him it was his ghost, said Mr. Cause. I was standing here on the Monday night, just a step or two forarder on the pavement, little thinking that a poor gentleman was shooting himself within a few yards of me, and saw a man come out of Joness side door. When he was close up, I knew him in a moment for the same traveller, with the same blue bag in his hand, that I saw go in with Miss Rye on the Sunday week previous. He came out of the house cautiously, his head pushed forward first, looking up the street and down the street, and then turned out sharp, whisked past me as hard as he could walk, and went down Bear Entry. It seemed to me that he didnt care to be seen.

But that detectives hearts are too hard for emotion, this ones might have beaten a little faster as he listened. It was so exactly what he had been fancifully tracing to himself as the imaginary course of a guilty man. Stealing out of the house down Bear Entry, and so up to the railway station!

What time was it?

What time is it now? returned Mr. Cause: and the other took out his watch.

Five-and-thirty minutes past seven.

Then it was as nigh the same time on Monday night, as nigh as nigh can be. I shut up my shop at the usual hour, and Id stood here afterwards just about as long as Ive stood here now. I like to take a breath of fresh air, Mr. Butterby, when the labours of the day are over.

Fresh airs good for all of us  that can get it, said Mr. Butterby, with a sniff at the air around him. What sort of a looking man was this Godfrey Pitman?

A well-grown, straight man; got a lot of black hair about his face; whiskers, and beard, and moustachios.

Young?

Thirty. Perhaps not so much. In reading the account in the Herald this evening, I saw Joness folks gave evidence that he had left at half-past four to catch the Birmingham train. I told Jones it was a mistake, and he told his wife; and didnt she fly out! As if she need have put herself in a tantrum over that! twas a matter of no consequence.

In common with the rest of the town, not a gleam of suspicion that the death was otherwise than the verdict pronounced it to be, had been admitted by Mr. Cause. He went on enlarging on the grievance of Mrs. Joness attack upon him.

Shed not hear a word: Jones fetched me in there. She told me to my face that, between spectacles and the deceitful rays of street lamps, one, come to my age, was unable to distinguish black from white, round from square. She said I must have mistaken the gentleman, Mr. Greatorex, for Godfrey Pitman, or else Joness nephew, both of them having gone out about the same time. I couldnt get in a word edgeways, I assure you, Mr. Butterby, and Dicky Jones can bear me out that I couldnt. Let it go; tis of no moment; I dont care to quarrel with my neighbours wives.

Mr. Butterby thought it was of a great deal of moment. He changed the conversation to something else with apparent carelessness, and then took a leisurely departure. Turning off at the top of High Street, he increased his pace, and went direct to the railway station.

The most intelligent porter employed there was a man named Hall. It was his duty to be on the platform when trains were starting; and, as the detective had previous cause to know, few of those who departed by them escaped his observation. The eight oclock train for London was on the point of departure. Mr. Butterby waited under some sheds until it had gone.

Now for Hall, thought he. As if to echo the words, the first person to approach the sheds was Hall himself. In a diplomatic way, Mr. Butterby, when he had made known his presence, began putting enquiries, about a matter totally foreign to the one he had come upon.

By the way, Hall, he suddenly said, when the man thought he was done with, there was a friend of mine went away last Monday evening, but Im not sure by which train. I wonder if you happened to see him here? A well-grown, straight man, with black beard and whiskers  about thirty.

Hall considered, and shook his head. Ive no recollection of any one of that description, sir.

Got a blue bag in his hand. He might have went by the five oclock train, or later. At eight most likely; this hour, you know.

Was he going to London, or the other way, sir?

Cant tell you. Try and recollect.

Monday?  Monday? cried Hall, endeavouring to recal what he could. I ought to remember that night, sir, the one of the calamity in High Street; but the fact is, one day is so much like another here, its hard to single out any in particular.

Were you on duty last Sunday week, in the afternoon?

Yes, sir; it was my Sunday on.

The man I speak of arrived by train that afternoon, then. You must have seen him.

So I did, said the porter, suddenly. Just the man you describe, sir; and I remember that it struck me I had seen his face somewhere before. It might have been only fancy; I had not much of a look at him; he got mixed with the other passengers, and went away quickly. I recollect the blue bag.

Just so; all right. Now then, Hail, did you see him leave last Monday evening?

I never saw him, to my recollection, since the time of his arrival. Stop a bit. A blue bag? Why, it was a blue bag that  And that was Monday evening. Wait an instant, sir. Ill fetch Bill.

Leaving the detective to make the most of these detached sentences, Hall hurried off before he could be stopped. Mr. Butterby turned his face to the wall, and read the placards there.

When Hall came back he had a lad with him. And possibly it might have been well for that lads equanimity, that he was unconscious the spare man, studying the advertisements, was the citys renowned detective, Jonas Butterby.

Now then, said Hall, you tell this gentleman about your getting that there ticket, Bill.

Twas last Monday evening, began the boy, thus enjoined, and we was waiting to start the eight oclock train. In that there dark corner, I comes upon a gentleman set down upon the bench; which he called to me, he did, and says, says he, This bags heavy, says he, and I dont care to carry it further nor I can help, nor yet to leave it, says he, for its got valable papers in it, says he; if youll go and get my ticket for me, says he, third class to Oxford, says he, Ill give you sixpence, says he: which I did, and took it to him, concluded the speaker; and he give me the sixpence.

Did he leave by the train?

Why in course he did, was the reply. He got into the last third class at the tail o the train, him and his bag; which were blue, it were.

An old gentleman, with white hair, was it? asked Mr. Butterby, carelessly.

The boys round eyes opened. White hair! Why, twas as black as ink. And his beard, too. He warnt old; he warnt.

Mr. Butterby walked home, ruminating; stirred up his fire when he arrived, lighted his candles, for he had a habit of waiting on himself, and sat down, ruminating still. Sundry notes and bits of folded paper had been delivered for him from his confrères at the police-station  if Mr. Butterby will not be offended at our classing them with him as such  but he pushed them from him, never opening one. He did not even change his coat for the elegant green-tailed habit, economically adopted for home attire, and he was rather particular in doing so in general. No: Mr. Butterbys mind was ill at ease: not in the sense, be it understood, as applied to ordinary mortals; but things were puzzling him.

To give Mr. Butterby his due, he was sufficiently keen of judgment; though he had made mistakes occasionally. Taking the surface of things only, he might have jumped to the conclusion that a certain evil deed had been committed by Godfrey Pitman; diving into them, and turning them about in his practised mind, he saw enough to cause him to doubt and hesitate.

The mans names as much Pitman as mine is, quoth he, as he sat looking into the fire, a hand on each knee. He arrives here on a Sunday, accosts a Stranger he meets accidentally in turning out of the station, which happened to be Alletha Rye, and gets her to accommodate him with a weeks private lodgings. Thought, she says, the house she was standing at was hers: and its likely he did. The man was afraid of being seen, was flying from pursuit, and dare not risk the publicity of an inn. Stays in the house nine days, and never stirs out all the mortal time. Makes an excuse of a cold and relaxed throat for stopping in; which was an excuse, emphatically repeated the speaker. Takes leave on the Monday at half-past four, and goes out to catch the Birmingham train. Is seen to go out. What brought him back?

The question was not, apparently, easy to solve, for Mr. Butterby was a long while pondering it.

He couldnt get back into the house up through the windows or down through the chimneys; not in any way but through the door. And the chances were that he might have been seen going in and coming out. No: dont think he went back to harm Mr. Ollivera. Rather inclined to say his announced intention of starting by the five oclock train to Birmingham was a blind: he meant to go by the one at eight tother way, and went back to wait for it, afeard of hanging about the station itself or loitering in the streets. It dont quite wash, neither, that; chances were he might have been seen coming back, debated Mr. Butterby.

Wonder if he has anything to do with that little affair that has just turned up in Birmingham? resumed the speaker, deviating to another thought. Young mans wanted for that, George Winter: might have been this very self-same Godfrey Pitman; and of course might not. Lets get on.

It dont stand to reason that hed come in any such way into a town and stop a whole week at the top of a house for the purpose of harming Mr. Ollivera. Why twas not till the Tuesday after Pitman was in, that the Joneses got the barristers letter saying he was coming and would occupy his old rooms if they were vacant. No, decided Mr. Butterby; Pitman was in trouble on his own score, and his mysterious movements had reference to that: as Im inclined to think.

One prominent quality in Mr. Butterby was pertinacity. Let him take up an idea of his own accord, however faint, and it took a vast deal to get it out of him. An obstinate man was he in his self-conceit. Anybody who knew Mr. Butterby well, and could have seen his thoughts as in a glass, might have known he would be slow to take up the doubts against Godfrey Pitman, because he had already them up against another.

I dont like it, he presently resumed. Look at it in the best light, she knows something of the matter; more than she likes to be questioned about. Put the case, Jonas Butterby. Heres a sober, sensible, steady young woman, superior to half the women going, thinking only of her regular duties, nothing to conceal, open and cheerful as the day. Thats how she was till this happened. And now? Goes home on the Monday night at nigh eleven oclock (not to speak yet of what passed up to that hour), sits over the parlour-fire after other folks had went to bed, thinking, as she puts it. Goes up later; cant sleep; drops asleep towards morning, and dreams that Mr. Olliveras dead. Gets flurried at inquest (I saw it, though others mightnt); tramps to see him buried, stands on the fresh grave, and tells the public he did not commit suicide. How does she know he didnt? Come. Mrs. Jones is ten times sharper-sighted, and she has no doubt. Says, next, to her sister in confidence (and Dicky repeats it to me as a choice bit of gossip) that shes haunted by Olliveras spirit.

I dont like that, pursued Mr. Butterby, after a revolving pause. When folks are haunted by dead mens spirits  leastways, fancy they are  it bodes a conscience not at rest in regard to the dead. Tonight her face was pale and red by turns; her fingers shook so they had to clutch her work; she wont talk of it; she left the room to avoid me. And, continued Mr. Butterby, she was the only one, so far as can be yet seen, that was for any length of time in the house between half-past seven and eight on Monday evening. A quarter of an hour finding a sleeve-pattern!

I dont say it was her; Ive not got as far as that yet, by a long way. I dont yet say it was not as the jury brought it in. But she was in the house for that quarter of an hour, unaccounting for her stay in accordance with any probability; and Im inclined to think that Godfrey Pitman must have been out of it before the harm was done. Nevertheless, appearances is deceitful, deductions sometimes wrong, and while I keep a sharp eye on the lady, I shall look you up, Mr. Godfrey Pitman.

One drawback against the looking up was  and Mr. Butterby felt slightly conscious of it as he rose from his seat before the fire  that he had never seen Godfrey Pitman in his life; and did not know whence he came or whither he might have gone.





END OF THE PROLOGUE.


PART THE SECOND. THE STORY.


CHAPTER VII.

In the Office.

THE morning sun was shining on the house of Greatorex and Greatorex. It was a busy day in April. London was filling; people were flocking to town; the season was fairly inaugurated, the law courts were full of life.

The front door stood open; the inner door, closed, could be pushed back at will. It bore a brass plate with the inscription, Greatorex and Greatorex, Solicitors, and it had a habit, this inner door, of swinging-to upon clients heels as they went out, for the spring was sharp. In the passage which the door closed in, was a room on either hand. The one on the left was inscribed outside, Clerks Office; that on the right, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

Mr. Bede Greatorex was in his room to-day: not his private room; that lay beyond. It was a moderate sized apartment, the door in the middle, the fire-place opposite to it. On the right, between the door and the near window, was the desk of Mr. Brown; opposite to it, between the fire-place and far window, stood Mr. Bede Greatorexs desk; two longer desks ran along the walls towards the lower part of the room. At the one, in a line with that of Mr. Bede Greatorex, the fireplace being between them, sat Mr. Hurst, a gentleman who had entered the house for improvement; at the one on the other side the door, in a line with Mr. Browns, sat little Jenner, a paid clerk. Sundry stools and chairs stood about; a huge map hung above the fire-place; a stone bottle of ink, some letter-scales, and various other articles more useful than ornamental, were on the mantle-shelf: altogether, the room was about as bare and dull as such offices usually are. The door at the end, marked Private, opened direct to the private room of Mr. Bede Greatorex, where he held consultations with clients.

And he generally sat there also. It was not very often that he came to his desk in the front office: but he chose to be there on occasions, and this was one. This side of the house was understood to comprise the department of Mr. Bede Greatorex; some of the clients of the firm were his exclusively; that is, when they came they saw him, not his father; and Mr. Brown was head-clerk and manager under him.

Bede Greatorex (called generally in the office, Mr. Bede, in contradistinction to his father, Mr. Greatorex) sat looking over some papers taken out of his locked desk. Four years have gone by since you saw him last, reader; for that prologue to the story with its sad event, was not enacted lately. And the four years have aged him. His father was wont to tell him that he had not got over the shock and grief of John Olliveras death; Bedes private opinion was that he never should get over it. They had been as close friends, as dear brothers; and Bede had been a changed man since. Apart from this grief and regret and the effect it might have left upon him, suspicions had also arisen latterly that Bede Greatorexs health was failing; in short there were indications, fancied or real, that the inward complaint of which his mother died, might, unless great care were used, creep upon him. Bede had seen a physician, who would pronounce no very positive opinion, but believed on the whole that the fears were without foundation, certainly they were premature.

Another cause that tended to worry Mr. Bede Greatorex, lay in his domestic life. More than three years ago now, he had married Miss Joliffe; and the world, given you know to put itself into everybodys business and whisper scandal of the best of us, said that in marrying her, Bede Greatorex had got his pill. She was wilful as the wind; spent his money right and left; ran him in debt; plunged into gaiety, show, whirl, all of which her husband hated: she was in fact a perfect, grave exemplification of that undesirable but expressive term that threatens to become a household word in our once sober land fast. Three parts of Bedes life  the life that lay apart from his profession, his routine of office duties  was spent in striving to keep from his father the extravagance of his wife, and the sums of money he had to draw for personal expenditure. Bede had chivalric ideas upon the point; he had made her his wife, and would jealously have guarded her failings from all: he would have denied, had he been questioned, that she had any. So far as he was able he would indulge her whims and wishes; but there was one of them that he could not and did not: and that related to their place of dwelling. Bede had brought his wife to the home that had been his mothers, to be its sole mistress in his late mothers place. It was a large, convenient, handsome residence (as was previously seen), replete with every comfort; but after a time Mrs. Bede Greatorex grew discontented. She wanted to be in a more fashionable quarter; Hyde Park, Belgrave Square; anywhere amidst the great world. After their marriage Bede had taken her abroad; and they remained so long there that Mr. Greatorex began to indulge a private opinion that Bede was never coming back again. They sojourned in Paris, in Switzerland, in Germany; and though, when they at length did return, Bede laughingly said he could not get Louisa home, he had in point of fact been as ready to linger away from it as she was. The Bedford Square house had been done up beautifully, and for two years Mrs. Bede found no fault with it; she had taken to do that lately, and it seemed to grow upon her like a mania.

Upstairs now, now at this very moment, when her husband is poring over his law-puzzles with bent brow, she is studying the advertisements of desirable houses in the Times, almost inclined to go out and take one on her own account. A charming one (to judge by the description) was to be had in Park Lane, rent only six hundred a-year, unfurnished. Money was as plentiful as sand in the idea of Mrs. Bede Greatorex.

You can go and see her. Through the passages and the intervening door to the other house; or else go out into the street and make a call of state at the private entrance. Up the wide staircase to the handsome landing-place already told of, with its rich green carpet, its painted windows, its miniature conservatory, and its statues; on all of which the sun is shining as brightly as it was that other day four years ago, when Bede Greatorex came home, fresh from the unhappy scenes connected with the death of Mr. Ollivera. Not into the dining-room; theres no one in it; theres no one in the large and beautiful drawing-room; enter, first of all, a small apartment on the side that they call the study.

At die table sat Jane Greatorex, grown into a damsel of twelve, but exceedingly little and childlike in appearance. She was writing French dictation. By her side, speaking the words in a slow, distinct tone, with a good and pure accent, sat a young lady, her face one of the sweetest it was ever mans lot to look upon. The hazel eyes were deep, honest, steady; the auburn hair lay lightly away from delicate and well-carved features; the complexion was pure and bright. A slender girl of middle height, and gentle, winning manners, whose simple morning dress of light cashmere sat well upon her.

Surely that modest, good, thoughtful young woman could not be Mrs. Bede Greatorex! No: you must wait yet an instant for introduction to her. That is only Miss Janes governess, a young lady who has but recently entered on her duties as such, and is striving to perform them conscientiously. She is very patient, although the little girl is excessively tiresome, with a strong will of her own, and a decided objection to lessons of all kinds. She is the more patient because she remembers what a tiresome child she was herself, at that age, and the vast amount of trouble she gave wilfully to her sister-governess.

No, Jane; it is not facture; it is facteur. We are speaking of a postman, you know. The two words are essentially different; different in meaning, in spelling, and in sound. I explained this to you yesterday.

I dont like doing dictation, Miss Channing, came the answering response.

Go on, please. Le facteur, qui

Im tired to death. I know Ive done a whole page.

You have done three lines. One of these days I will give you a whole page to do, and then youll know what a whole page is. Le facteur, qui arrive

Miss Jane Greatorex suddenly took a large penful of ink, and shook it deliberately on the copy-book. Leaving them to the contest, in which be you very sure the governess would conquer, for she was calm, kind, and firm, we will go to an opposite room, one that Mrs. Bede called her boudoir. A beautiful room, its paper and panelling of white and gold, its velvet carpet of delicate tints, its silk curtains of a soft rose-colour. But neither Mrs. Bede Greatorex, who sat there, nor her attire was in accordance with the room.

And, to say the truth, she had only come down from her chamber to get something left in it the night before: it was her favourite morning room, but Mrs. Bede was not wont to take up her position in it until made up for the day. And that was not yet accomplished. Her dark hair was untidy, her face pale and pasty, her dressing-gown, of a dull red with gold sprigs on it, sat loose. Seeing the Times on the table, she had caught it up, and thrown herself back in a reclining chair of satin-wood and pink velvet, while she looked over the advertisements. Mrs. Bede Greatorex was tall and showy, and there her beauty ended. As Louisa Joliffe, she had exercised a charm of manner that fascinated many, but she kept it for rare occasions now; and, they, always public ones. She had no children, and her whole life and being were wrapt in fashion, frivolity, and heartlessness. The graver duties of existence were wholly neglected by Louisa Greatorex: she seemed to live in ignorance that such things were. She never so much as glanced at the solemn thought that there must come a life after this life; she never for a moment strove to work on for it, or to help another on the pilgrimage: had she chosen to search her memory, it could not have returned to her the satisfaction of having ever performed a kind action.

One little specimen of her selfishness, her utter disregard for the claims and feelings of others, shall be given, for it occurred opportunely. As she sat, newspaper in hand, a young woman opened the door, and asked leave to speak to her. She was the ladys-maid, and, as Mrs. Bede looked at her, knitting her brow at the request, she saw tears stealing down from the petitioning eyes.

Could you please let me go out, madam? A messenger has come to say that my mother is taken suddenly worse: they think she is dying.

You can go when I am dressed, replied Mrs. Bede Greatorex.

Oh, madam, if you could please to let me go at once! I may not be in time to see her. Eliza says she will take my place this morning, if you will allow her.

You can go when I am dressed, was the reiterated, cold, and decisive answer. You hear me, Tallet. Shut the door. And the maid withdrew, her face working with its vain yearning.

Shes always wanting to go out to her mother, harshly spoke Mrs. Bede Greatorex, as she settled herself to the newspaper again.

One; two; three; four; five. Five houses that seem desirable. Bede may say what he chooses: in this miserable old house, with its professional varnish, we dont stay. Ill write at once for particulars, she added, going to her writing-table, a costly piece of furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl.

The writing for particulars took her some little time, three-quarters of an hour about, and then she went up to be dressed; which ceremony occupied nearly an hour longer. Tallet might depart then. And thus you have a specimen of the goodness of heart of Louisa Greatorex.

But this has been a digression from the mornings business, and we must return to the husband, whose wish and will she would have liked to defy, and to the office where he sat. The room was very quiet; nothing to be heard in it but the scratching of three pens; Mr. Browns, Mr. Hursts, and Mr. Jenners. This room was not entered indiscriminately by callers; the opposite door inscribed Clerks Office, was on the swing perpetually. This room was a very sedate one: as a matter of course so in the presence of Mr. Bede Greatorex; and the head of it in his absence, Mr. Brown, allowed no opportunity for discursive gossip. He was as efficient a clerk as Greatorex and Greatorex had ever possessed; young yet: a tall, slender, silent man, devoted to his business; about three years, or so, with them now. He wore a wig of reddish brown, and his whiskers and the hair on his chin were sandy.

Bede Greatorex shut some papers into his desk with a click, and began opening another parchment. Did you get an answer yesterday, from Garnetts people, Mr. Hurst? he suddenly asked.

No, sir. I could not see them.

Their clerk came in last evening to say we should hear from them to-day, interposed Mr. Brown, looking up from his writing to speak.

It was in these moments  when the clerks eyes unexpectedly met those of Mr. Bede Greatorex  that the latter would feel a kind of disagreeable sensation shoot through him. Over and over again had it occurred: the first time when Mr. Brown had been in the office but a day. They were standing talking together on that occasion, when a sudden fancy took Bede that he had seen the man somewhere before. It was not to be called a recognition; but a kind of semi-recognition, vague, indefinite, uncertain, and accompanied by a disagreeable feeling, which had its rise perhaps in the very uncertainty.

Have we ever met before? Mr. Bede Greatorex had questioned; but Mr. Brown shook his head, and could not say. A hundred times since then, when he met the steady gaze of those remarkably light grey eyes (nearly always bent on their work), had Bede stealthily continued to study the man; but the puzzle was always there.

Mr. Browns eyes and face were bent on his desk again to-day. His master, holding a sheet of parchment up before him, as if to study the writing better, suffered his gaze to wander over its top and fix itself on Mr. Brown. The clerk, happening to glance up unguardedly, caught it.

He was one of the most observant men living, quiet though he seemed, and could not fail to be aware that he was thus occasionally subjected to the scrutiny of his master  but he never appeared to see it.

Did you speak, sir? he asked, as if he had looked up to ask the question.

I was about to speak, said Mr. Bede Greatorex. Theres a new clerk coming in to-day to replace Parkinson. Nine oclock was the hour fixed, and now it is half-past ten. If this is a specimen of his habits of punctuality, I fear hell not do much good. You will place him at Mr. Hursts desk.

Very good, sir, replied Mr. Brown, making no comment. The out-going clerk, Parkinson, had been at Jenners desk.

I am going over to Westminster, continued Mr. Bede Greatorex, gathering some papers in his hand. If Garnetts people come in, they must wait for me. By the way, what about that deed  

The words were cut short by a clatter. A clatter and bustle of feet and doors; some one was dashing in from the street in a desperate hurry, with a vast deal of unnecessary noise. First the swing-door gave a bang, then the clerks door opened and banged; now this one was sent back with a breeze; and a tall fine-looking young man came bustling in, head foremost  Mr. Roland Yorke.

Not so very young, either. For more than seven years have elapsed since he was of age, and went careering off on a certain hopeful voyage of his to Port Natal, told of in history. He is changed since then. The overgrown young fellow of twenty-one, angular and awkward, has become quite a noble-looking man in his great strength and height. The face is a fine one, good-nature the predominant expression of the somewhat rough features, which are pale and clear and healthy: the indecision that might once have been detected in his countenance, has given place to earnestness now. Of regular beauty in his face, as many people count beauty, there is none; but you would scarcely pass him in the street without turning to look at him. In manner he is nearly as much of a boy as a grown man can be, just as he ever was, hasty, thoughtless, and impulsive.

I know Im late, he began. How dye do, Mr. Greatorex?

Yes, you are late, Mr. Yorke, was the response of Mr. Bede Greatorex, submitting to the hearty handshake offered. Nine was the hour named.

It was the boats fault, returned Roland, speaking with loud independence, just as he might had he been a ten thousand a-year client of the house. I went down to see Carrick off at eight oclock, and if youll believe me, the vessel never got away before ten. They were putting horses on board. Carrick says theyll lose their tide over yonder; but he didnt complain, hes as easy as an old shoe. Since then Ive had a pitch out of a hansom cab.

Indeed!

I told the fellow to drive like mad; which he did; and down went the horse, and I out a-top of him, and the man a-top of me. There was no damage, only it all served to hinder. But Im ready for work now, Mr. Greatorex. Which is to be my place?

To witness a new clerk announce himself in this loud, familiar kind of way, to see him grasp and shake the hand of Mr. Bede Greatorex: above all to hear him speak unceremoniously of the Earl of Carrick, one of the houses noble clients, as if the two were hail-fellow-well-met, caused the whole office to look up, even work-absorbed Mr. Brown. Bede Greatorex indicated the appointed desk.

This is where you will be, by the side of Mr. Hurst, a gentleman who is with us for improvement. Mr. Brown, the manager in this room  pointing out the clerk with the end of his pen will assign you your work. Mr. Hurst, Mr. Roland Yorke.

Roland took his seat at once, and turned up his coat-cuffs as a preliminary step to industry. Mr. Bede Greatorex, saying no more, passed through to his private room, and after a minute was heard to go out.

Whats to do? asked Roland.

Mr. Brown was already giving him something; a deed to be copied. He spoke a few instructions in a concise, quiet tone, and Roland Yorke set to work.

What ink dye call this? began Roland.

It is the proper ink, said Mr. Brown.

Its uncommon bad.

Have you ever been used to the kind of work, Mr. Yorke? enquired the manager, wondering whether the new corner might be a qualified solicitor, brought to grief, or a gentleman-embryo just entering on his noviciate.

Oh, havent I! returned Mr. Yorke; I was in a proctors office once, where I was worked to death.

Then youll soon find that to be good ink.

I had all the care of the office on my shoulders, resumed Roland, holding the pen in the air, and sitting back on his stool while he addressed Mr. Brown. There were three of us in the place altogether, not counting the old proctor himself, and we had enough work for six. Well, circumstances occurred to take the other two out of the office, and I, who was left, had to do it all. What do you think of that?

Mr. Brown did not say what he thought. He was writing steadily, giving no encouragement for the continuance of the conversation. Mr. Hurst, his elbow on the desk, had his face turned to the speaker, surveying him at leisure.

I couldnt stand it; I should have been in my grave in no time; and so I thought Id try a part of the world that might be more desirable  Port Natal. I say, what are you staring at?

This was to Mr. Hurst. The latter dropped his elbow as he answered.

I was looking whether you were much altered. You are: and yet I think I should have known you, after a bit, for Roland Yorke. When the name was mentioned I might have been at fault, but for your speaking of Lord Carrick.

Hes my uncle, said Roland. Who are you?

Jos Hurst, from Helstonleigh. Have you forgotten me? I was at the college school with your brothers, Gerald and Tod.

Roland stared. He had not forgotten Josiah Hurst; but the rather short and very broad young man by his side, as broad as he was high, bore no resemblance to the once slim college boy. Roland never doubted: he got off his stool, upsetting it in the process, to shake heartily the meeting hand. Mr. Brown began to think the quiet of the office would not be much enhanced through its new inmate.

My goodness! you are the first of the old fellows Ive seen. And what are you, Hurst,  a lawyer?

Yes; Ive passed. But the old doctor (at home, you know) wont buy me a practice, or let me set up for myself, or anything, until Ive had some experience: and so I have come to Greatorex and Greatorex to get it, concluded Mr. Hurst, ruefully.

And whos he? continued Roland, pointing to Jenner. Greatorex said nothing about him.

He was one of the least men ever seen, but he had a vast amount of work in him. Mr. Hurst explained that Jenner was only a clerk, but a very efficient one.

Hed do twice the amount of work that I could, Yorke: Im slow and sure; Jenner is sure and quick. How long have you been home from Port Natal?

Dont bother about that now, said Roland.

Did you make your fortune out there?

What a senseless question! If Id made a fortune there, it stands to reason I should not have to come into an office here.

How was I to know? You might have made a fortune and dissipated it?

Dissipated it in what? cried Roland, with wide-open eyes. And to Mr. Hurst, who had gained some knowledge of what is called life, the look and the question bore earnest that Roland Yorke, in spite of his travelling experiences, was not much tainted by the world and its ways.

Oh, in many things. Horse-racing, for instance.

Roland threw back his head in the old emphatic manner. If ever I do get a fortune, Jos,  which appears about as likely as that Port Natal and Ireland should join hands and spin a waltz with each other  Ill take care of it.  

Possibly in the notion occurring to him that idleness was certainly not the best way to acquire a fortune, Roland tilted his stool on its even legs, and began to work in earnest. When he had accomplished two lines, he took it to the manager.

Will this do, Mr. Brown? Im rather out of practice..

Mr. Brown signified that it would. He knew his business better than to give anything of much consequence to an unknown and untried clerk.

Are you related to Sir Richard Yorke? he asked of Roland.

Yes, I am; and Im ashamed of him. Old Dicks my uncle, my late fathers brother; and his son and heir, young Dick, is my cousin. Old Dick is the greatest screw alive; hed not help a fellow to save him from hanging. Hes as poor as Carrick; but I dont call that an excuse for him; his estate is mortgaged up the neck.

Mr. Brown needed not the additional information, which Roland proffered so candidly. His nature had not changed a whit. Nay, perhaps the free and easy life at Port Natal, about which we may hear somewhat later, had only tended to render him less reticent, if that were possible. Greatorex and Greatorex were the confidential solicitors to Sir Richard Yorke, and Mr. Brown was better acquainted than Roland with the baronets finances.

I thought it must be so, remarked Mr. Brown. I knew there was some connection between Sir Richard and Lord Carrick. Are you likely to stay in our office long? he questioned, inwardly wondering that Roland with two uncles so puissant should be there at all.

Im likely to stay for ever, for all I know. They are going to give me twenty shillings a week. I say, Mr. Brown, why do you wear a wig?

Doubtless Mr. Brown thought the question a tolerably pointed one upon so brief an acquaintance. He settled to his work again without answering it. A hint that the clerk, just come under his wing, might return and settle to his. Which was not taken.

My hair is as plentiful as ever it was, said Roland, giving his dark hair a push backwards. I dont want a wig; and you cant be so very much my senior; six or seven years, perhaps. Im eight-and-twenty.

And I am three-and-thirty, sir. My hair came off in a fever a few years back, and it does not grow again. Be so good as to get on with what you have to do, Mr. Yorke.

Thus admonished, Roland obediently sought his place. And what with renewed questions to Mr. Brown  that came ringing out at the most unexpected moments  what with a few anecdotes of life at Port Natal with which he confidently regaled Mr. Hurst, what with making the acquaintance of little Jenner, which Roland accomplished with great affability, and what with slight interludes of writing, a line here and a line there, the morning wore away agreeably.


CHAPTER VIII.

Arrival from Port Natal.

MR. ROLAND YORKES emigration to Port Natal cannot be said to have turned out a success. He had gone off in high spirits, a chief cabin passenger, Lord Carrick having paid the passage-money, forty pounds. He had carried with him, from the same good-natured source, fifty pounds, to begin life with when he should land, a small but sufficient outfit, and a case of merchandize consisting of frying-pans. Seven years, before, when Roland resolved to emigrate and run away from work at home, he became imbued with the conviction (whence derived, he scarcely knew, but it lay on his mind as a positive certainty) that frying-pans formed the best and most staple article on which to commence trading at Port Natal, invariably the foundation of a fortune. Some friend of his, a Mr. Bagshaw, who had previously emigrated, had imparted this secret to him; at least, Roland was impressed with the belief that he had; a belief which nothing could shake. Frying-pans and fortune were associated together in his dreams. He stood out strongly for the taking out forty dozen, but Lord Carrick declined to furnish them, allowing only the miserable number of four-and-twenty. When ye see for yereself out there that theres a market for them, send me word, and Ill dispatch loads to ye by the first steamer, me boy, said his lordship sensibly; and Roland was fain to put up with the advice and with the two dozen accorded. He arrived at Port Natal, all youth and joy and buoyancy. Seen from the deck of the vessel, when she anchored in the beautiful harbour, calm as a lake, Natal looked a very paradise. Ranges of hills on the west of the fair town were dotted with charming houses and pleasure grounds; and Roland landed fresh and full of hope as a summers morning: just as too many an emigrant from the dear old mother-country does land, at other parts besides Natal. And he bought experience as they do.

In the first place, Roland began life there as he had been accustomed to do it in England; that is, as a gentleman. In the second place there proved to be no especial market for frying-pans. That useful culinary article might be bought in sufficient abundance, he found, when inquired for, without bringing into requisition the newly-arrived supply. The frying-pans being thus left upon his hands, lying like a dead weight on them, metaphorically speaking, brought the first check to his hopes; for they had been relied upon (as the world knows) to inaugurate and establish the great enterprizes, commercial or otherwise, that had floated in rose-coloured visions through Rolands brain. He quitted the port town, Durban, and went to Maritzburg, fifty miles off, and then came back to Durban. Thrown upon his own resources (through the failure of the frying-pans), Roland had leisure to look about him, for some other fertile source in which to embark his genius and energy, and lead him on to speedy fortune. Such resources did not appear to be going begging; they were coyly shy; or at least came not flowing in Rolands way; and meanwhile his money melted. Partly in foolish expenditure on his own account, partly in helping sundry poor wights, distressed steerage passengers with whom he had made acquaintance on board (for Roland had brought out his good-nature with him), the money came to a summary end. One fine morning, Roland woke up from a dream of idle carelessness, to find himself changing the last sovereign of all the fifty. It did not dismay him very much: all he said was, I must set about money-making in earnest now.

Of course the great problem was  how to do it. You, my reader, may be, even now, trying to solve it. Thousands of us are, every day. Roland Yorke made but one more of a very common experience; and he had to encounter the usual rubs incidental to the process. He came to great grief and was reduced to a crust; nay, to the not knowing where the crust could be picked up from. The frying-pans went first, disposed of in a job lot, almost literally for an old song. Some man who owned a shed had, for a consideration, housed the case that contained them, and they were eating their handles off. Rolands wardrobe went next, piecemeal; and things fell to the pass that Roland was not sure but he himself would have to go after it. It came to one of two things  starvation or work. To do Roland justice, he was ready and willing to work; but he knew no mechanical trade; he had never done an hours hard labour, and in that lay the difficulty of getting it. He would rush about from office to store, hunger giving him earnestness, from store to workshop, from workshop to bench, and say, Employ me. For the most part, the answer would be that he was not wanted; the labour market of all kinds was overstocked; but if the application appeared, by rare chance, likely to be entertained, and Roland was questioned of his experience and capabilities, rejection was sure to follow.

He was too honest, too shallow in the matter of tact, to say he had been accustomed to work when he had not; and the experience in copying which he acknowledged and put forth, was somehow never required to be tested. To hear Roland tell of what he had accomplished in this line at home, must have astonished the natives of Port Natal.

Well, time went on; it does not stand still for any one; and Roland went on with it, down and down and down. Years went on; and one rainy day, when about four winters had gone by from the date of his departure, Roland returned to England. He landed in St. Katharines Docks, his coat out at elbows and nine-pence in his pocket: as an old friend of his, Mr. Galloway, had once prophesied he would land, if he lived to get back at all.

Mr. Roland Yorke had sailed for Port Natal in style, a first-class cabin passenger; he came home in the steerage, paying twelve pounds for the passage, and working out part of that. From thence he made his way to Lord Carrick in Ireland, very much like a bale of returned goods.

The best account he gave of his travels to Lord Carrick, perhaps the best account he could give, was that he had been knocking about. Luck had not been with him, he said: and there really did seem to have been a good deal in that. To hear him tell of his adventures was something rich; not consecutively as a history, he never did that: but these chance recollections were so frequent and diffuse, that a history of his career at Natal might have been compiled from them. The Earl would hold his sides, laughing at Rolands lamentations for the failure and sacrifice of his frying-pans, and at the reminiscences in general. A life of adventure one week, a life of starvation the next. Roland said he had tried all kinds of things. He had served in stores; at bars where liquor was dispensed; he had been a hired waiter at half the hotels in Natal; he had worked on the shore with the half-naked Zulu Kaffirs at lading and unlading boats; once, for a whole week, when he was very hard up, or perhaps very low down, he had cried hot potatoes in the streets. He had been a fanners labourer and driven a waggon, pigs, and cattle. He had been subeditor in a newspaper office, The Natal Mercury, and one unlucky day sent the journal out with its letters printed upside down. He had hired himself out as chemists assistant, and half ruined his master by his hopeless inability to distinguish between senna and tincture of laudanum, so that the antidotes obliged to be supplied to the hapless customers who came rushing for them, quite outweighed the profits. Occasionally he met with friends who assisted him, and then Roland was at ease  for his propensity to live as a gentleman was for ever cropping up. Up and down; down and up; now fortune smiling a little, but for the most part showing herself very grim, and frowning terribly. Roland had gone (as he called it) up the country, and amidst other agreeable incidents came to a fight with the Kaffirs. He took out a licence, the cost thirty shillings, and opened a retail store for pickled pork, candles, and native leeches, the only articles he could get supplied him on trust. His fine personal appearance, ready address, evident scholarship, and hearty frank manners, obtained for him a clerkship in the Commercial and Agricultural Bank, recently opened. and he got into so hopeless a maze with the books and cash by the weeks end, that he was turned off without pay. Architecture was tried next. Roland sent in a graphic plan as competitor for the erection of a public building; and the drawing  which he had copied from a model, just as he used to copy cribs in the college school at Helstonleigh  looked so well upon paper that the arbitrators were struck with admiration at the constructive talent displayed, until one of them made the abrupt discovery that there were no staircases, and no room left to build any. So, that hope was abandoned for a less exalted one; and Roland was glad to become young man at a general store, where the work was light: alternating between dispensing herrings and treacle (called there golden syrup) to customers over the counter, and taking out parcels in a wheelbarrow.

But there was good in Roland. And a great deal of it too, in spite of his ill-luck and his careless improvidence. The very fact of his remaining away four years, striving manfully with this unsatisfactory life of toil and semi-starvation, proved it. The brown bread and pea-soup Mr. Galloway had foreseen he would be reduced to live on, was often hungered for by Roland in vain. He put up with it all; and not until every chance seemed to have failed, would he go home to tax his uncles pocket, and to disappoint his mother. A sense of shame, of keen, stinging mortification, no doubt lay at the bottom of this feeling against return. He had been so sanguine, as some of my readers may remember; and as he, sitting one day on a roadside stone in the sand, towards the close of his stay in Natal, recalled; so full of hopeful, glowing visions in the old home, that his mother, the Lady Augusta Yorke, had caught their reflection. Rolands castles in the air cannot have slipped yet out of peoples memory. He had represented to his mother; aye, and believed it, too; that Port Natal was a kind of Spanish El Dorado, where energetic young men might line their pockets in a short while, and come home millionaires for life. He had indulged large visions and made magnificent promises on the strength of them, beginning with a case of diamonds to his mother, and ending  nobody but Roland could have any conception where. Old debts were to be paid, friends benefited, enemies made to eat humble-pie. Mr. Galloway was to be passed in the street by Mr. Roland Yorke, the millionaire; the Reverend William Yorke to have the cold shoulder turned upon him. Arthur Channing was to be honoured; Jenkins, the hard-working clerk, who had thought nothing of doing Rolands work as well as his own, to be largely patronised; within three months after his arrival in Port Natal, funds were to be despatched home to settle claims that might be standing against Roland in Helstonleigh. That there could be the slightest doubt he should come back worth millions, Roland never supposed; he had talked of it everywhere  and talked faithfully. Poor Jenkins had long gone where worldly patronage and gifts could not follow him, but others had not. Roland remembered how his confident anticipations had so won upon his mother, that she went to bed and dreamt of driving about a charming city, whose streets were paved with Malachite marble.

And so, recalling these visions and promises, Roland, for very disappointment and shame, was not in a hurry to go back, but rather lingered on in Port Natal, struggling manfully with his ill-luck, as he called it.

Pride and good-feeling alike prevented him. To appear before Lady Augusta, poor, starving, hatless, and bootless, would be undoubtedly a worse blow to her than that other alternative which he (forgetting his height and weight) had laid before her view: the one, he said, might happen if he did not get to Port Natal  the riding as a jockey on Helstonleigh race-course, in a pink silk jacket and yellow breeches.

No. He did try heartily with all his might and main; tried at it for four mortal years. Beyond a scrap of writing he now and again sent home, in which he always said he was well, and happy, and keeping straight, and getting on, but which never contained a request for home news, or an address to which it might be sent, Lady Augusta heard nothing. Nobody else heard. One letter, indeed, reached a bosom friend of his, Arthur Channing, which was burnt when read, as requested, and Arthur looked grieved for a month after. He had told Arthur the truth; that he was not getting on; but under an injunction of secresy, and giving no details. Beyond that, no news reached home of Roland.

His fourth year of trial at Port Natal was drawing to a close when illness seized hold of him, and for the first time Roland felt as if he were losing heart. It was not serious illness, only such as is apt to attack visitors to the country, and from which Rolands strength of frame, sound constitution, and good habits  for he had no bad ones, unless a great appetite might be called such  had hitherto preserved him. But, what with the wear and tear of his chequered life, its uncertain food, a plentiful dinner to-day, bread and beans to-morrow, nothing the following one, and its harassing and continuous disappointments, Roland felt the illness as a depressing calamity; and he began to say he could not make head against the tide any longer, and must get away from it. He might have to eat humble-pie on landing in England; but humble-pie seems tolerable or nauseous according to the existing state of mind; and it is never utterly poisonous to one of the elastic temperament of Roland Yorke, in a fit of impulse he went down to the ships and made the best bargain for getting home that circumstances allowed. He had been away more than four years, and never once, during that time, had he written home for money.

And so, behold him, out at pocket (except for ninepence) and out at elbows, but wonderfully improved in tone and physique, arriving in London early one rainy morning from Port Natal, and landing in the docks.

The first thing he did was to divide the ninepence with one who was poorer than he; the second was to get a cup of coffee and a slice of bread at a street coffee-stall; the third was to hasten to Lord Carricks tailor  and a tremendous walk it was, but that was nothing to Roland  and get rigged out in any secondhand suit of clothes returned on hand that might be decent. There ill news awaited him; it was the time of year when Lord Carrick might, as a rule, be found in London; but he had not come; he was, the tailor believed, in Ireland. Roland at once knew, as sure as though it had been told him, that his uncle was in some kind of pecuniary hot water. Borrowing the very smallest amount of money that would take him to Ireland, he went off down the Thames in a return cattleboat that very day.

Since that period, hard upon three years, he had been almost equally knocking about, and experienced nearly as many ups and downs in Ireland as at Port Natal. Sometimes living in clover with Lord Carrick, at others thrown on his own resources and getting on somehow. Lord Carriers will was good to help him, but not always his ability; now and again it had happened that his lordship (who was really more improvident than his nephew, and had to take flights to the Continent on abrupt emergencies and without a days warning) was lost to society for a time, even to Roland. Roland hired himself out as a kind of overlooker to some absentees estate, but he could not get paid for it. This part of his career need not be traced; on the whole, he did still strive to do something for himself as strenuously as he had at Port Natal, and not to be a burthen to anybody, even to Lord Carrick.

To this end he came over to London, and presented himself one day to his late fathers brother, Sir Richard Yorke, and boldly asked him if he could not put him into something. The request caused Sir Richard (an old gentleman with a fat face) to stare immensely; he was very poor and very selfish, and had persistently held himself aloof from his late brothers needy family, keeping them always at arms length. His son and heir had been content to do the same: in truth, the cousins did not know each other by sight. Sir Richards estate was worth four thousand a-year, all told; and as he was wont to live at the rate of six, it will be understood that he was never in funds. Neither had he patronage or influence in any way. To be thus summarily applied to by a stalwart young man, who announced himself as his nephew, took the baronet aback; and if he did not exactly turn Roland out of the house, his behaviour was equivalent to it. Ill be shot if I ever go near him again, cried Roland. Id rather cry hot pies in Poplar streets.

A day or two previously, in sauntering about parts of London least frequented by men of the higher class  for when we are very much down in the world we dont exactly choose the region of St. Jamess for our promenades, or the sunny side of Regent Street  Roland had accidentally met one of the steerage passengers with whom he had voyaged home from Port Natal. Ever open-hearted, he had frankly avowed the reason of being unable to treat his friend; namely, empty pockets: he was not sure, he added, but he must take to crossing-sweeping for a living; he heard folks made fortunes at it. Upon this the gentleman, who wore no coat and very indifferent pantaloons, confided to him the intelligence that there was a first-rate opening in the perambulating hot-pie trade, down in Poplar, for an energetic young man with a sonorous voice. Roland, being great in the latter gift, thought he might entertain it.

Things were at a low ebb just then with Roland. Lord Carrick, as usual, was totally destitute of ready money; and Roland, desperately anxious though he was to get along of his own accord, was fain to write to his mother for a little temporary help. One cannot live upon air in London, however that desirable state of things may be accomplished at Port Natal. But the application was made at an inopportune moment. Every individual boy Lady Augusta possessed was then tugging at her purse strings; and she returned a sharp answer to Roland, telling him he ought to be ashamed of himself not to be helping her, now that he was the eldest, instead of wanting her to keep him. George, the eldest son, had died in India, which brought Roland first.

Its true, said Roland, in a reflective mood, I ought to be helping her. I wonder if Carrick could put me into anything, as old Dick wont. Once let me get a start, Im bound to go on, and the mother should be the first to benefit by it.

A short while after this, and when Roland was far more at his wits end for a shilling than he had ever been at Port Natal  for there he had no appearance to keep up, and here he had; there he could encamp out in the sand, here he couldnt  Lord Carrick arrived suddenly in London, in a little trouble as usual. Some warm-hearted friend had induced his good-natured lordship to accept a short bill, and afterwards treacherously left him to meet it. So Lord Carrick was again en route for the Continent, until his men of business, Greatorex and Greatorex, could arrange the affair for him by finding the necessary money. Halting in London a couple of days, to confer with them on that and other matters  for Lord Carricks affairs altogether were complicated and could not be touched upon in an hour  Roland seized on the opportunity to prefer the application. And this brings us to the present time.

When under a cloud, and not quite certain that the streets were safe, the Earl was wont to eschew his hotel at the west end, and put up at a private one in a more obscure part. Roland, having had notice of his arrival, clattered in to breakfast with him on the morning of the second day, and entered on his petition forthwith  to be put into something.

Anything for a start, Uncle Carrick, he urged. No matter how low I begin: Ill soon go along swimmingly, once I get the start. I cant go about here, you know, with my toes out, as I have over yonder. Its awful work getting a dinner only once a week. Ive had thoughts of crying hot pies in Poplar. To judge by the breakfast Roland was eating, he had been a week without that meal as well as dinner. Lord Carrick, looking at the appetite with admiration, sat pulling his white whiskers in perplexity; for the grey hair of seven years ago had become white now. His heart was good to give Roland the post of Prime Minister, or any other trifling office, but he did not see his way clear to accomplish it.

Me boy, theres only one thing I can do for ye just now, he said after silently turning the matter about in all its bearings, and hearing the explanation of the Poplar project. Ye know I must be off tomorrow by the early French steamer, and I cant go about looking after places to-day, even if I knew where they could be picked up, which I dont. I must leave ye to Greatorex and Greatorex.

What will they do? asked Roland.

You can come along with me there, and see. Accordingly, when the Earl of Carrick went forth to his appointed interview that day with Mr. Greatorex, he presented Roland; and simply told the old lawyer that he must put him in a way of getting along, until he, Lord Carrick, was in funds again. Candid and open as ever Roland could be, the Earl made no secret whatever of that gentlemans penniless state, enlarging on the fact that to go dinnerless, as a rule, could not be good for him, and that he should not exactly like to see him set up as a hot-pie man in Poplar. Mr. Greatorex, perhaps nearly as much taken to as Sir Richard Yorke had been on a similar occasion, glanced at his son Bede who was present, and hesitated. He did not refuse point blank  as he might have done by almost anybody else. Lord Carrick was a valuable client, his business yearly bringing in a good share of feathers to the Greatorex nest, and old Mr. Greatorex was sensible of the fact. Still, he did not see what he could do for one who, like Roland, was in the somewhat anomalous position of being nephew to an earl and a baronet, but reduced to contemplate the embarking in the hot-pie trade.

We might give him a stool in our office, Lord Carrick, for it happens that we are a clerk short: and pay him  pay him  twenty shillings a week. As a temporary thing, of course.

To one who had not had a dinner for days, twenty shillings a week seems an ample fortune; and Roland started up and grasped the elder lawyers hand.

Ill earn it, he said, his tone and eyes alike beaming with gratitude. Ill work for you till I drop. Mr. Greatorex smiled. The work will not be difficult, Mr. Yorke; writing, and going on errands occasionally. If you do come, he pointedly added, you must be ready to perform anything you may be directed to do, just as a regular clerk does.

Ready and willing too, responded Roland.

We have room for a certain number of clerks only, proceeded Mr. Greatorex, who was desirous that there should be no misunderstanding in the bargain; each one has his appointed work and must get through it. Can you copy deeds?

Cant I, unceremoniously replied Roland. I was nearly worked to death with old Galloway, of Helstonleigh.

Were you ever with him? cried Mr. Greatorex in surprise, to whom Mr. Galloway was known.

Yes, for years; and part of the time had all the care of the office on my shoulders, was Rolands ready answer. There was only Galloway then, beside myself, and he was not good for much. Why! the amount of copying I had to do was so great, I thought I should have (hopped into my grave. Lord Carrick knows it.

Lord Carrick did, in so far as that he had heard Roland repeatedly assert it, and nodded assent. Mr. Greatorex thought the services of so experienced a clerk must be invaluable to any house, and felt charmed to have secured them.

And that is how it arose that Roland Yorke, as you have seen, was entering the office of Greatorex and Greatorex. He was to be a clerk there to all intents and purposes; just as he had been in the old days at Mr. Galloways; and yet, when he came in that morning, after his summerset out of the hansom cab, with a five-pound note in his pocket that Lord Carrick had contrived to spare for him, and an order for unlimited credit at his lordships tailors, hatters, and bootmakers, Rolands buoyant heart and fate were alike radiant, as if he had suddenly come into a fortune.


CHAPTER IX.

Unexpected Meetings.

You can go to your dinner, Mr. Yorke.

The clocks were striking one, as Brown, the manager, gave the semi-order. Roland, to whom dinner was an agreeable interlude, especially under the circumstances of having money in his pocket to pay for it, leaped off his stool forthwith, and caught up his hat.

Are you not coming, Hurst?

Mr. Hurst shook his head. Little Jenner goes now. I stay until he comes back.

Little Jenner had been making preparation to go of his own accord, brushing his hat, drawing down his waistcoat, pushing gingerly in order his mass of soft fair hair. He was remarkably small; and these very small men are often very great dandies. Roland, who had shaken off the old pride in his rubs with the world, waited for him outside.

Jenner, dye know of a good dining-place about here? he asked, as they stood together, looking like a giant and a dwarf.

The clerk hesitated whether to say he did or did not. The place that he considered good might not appear so to the nephew of Sir Richard Yorke.

I generally go to a house in Tottenham Court Road, sir. Its a kind of cooks shop, clean, and the meat excellent; but one sees all kinds of people there, and you may not think it up to you.

Law, bless you! cried Roland. When a fellow has been knocked about for four years in the streets of Port Natal, he doesnt retain much ceremony. Lets get on to it. Do you know of any lodgings to be let in these parts, Jenner? he continued again. I shall get some as near to Greatorexs as I can. One does not want a three or four miles dance night and morning.

Jenner said he did not know of any, but would help Mr. Yorke to look for some that evening if he liked. And they had turned into Tottenham Court Road, when Jenner halted to speak to some one he encountered: a little woman, very dark, who was bustling by with a black and white flat basket in her hand.

How dye do, Mrs. Jones? Hows Mr. Ollivera?

Now, Ive not got the time to stand bothering with you, Jenner, was the tart retort. Call in any evening you like, as Ive told you before; but Im up to my eyes in errands now.

Roland Yorke, whose attention had been attracted to something in a shop-window, wheeled round on his heel at the voice, and stared at the speaker. Jenner had called her Mrs. Jones; but Roland fully believed no person in the world could own that voice, save one. A voice that struck on every chord of his memory, as connected with Helstonleigh.

It is Mrs. Jenkins! cried Roland, seizing the strangers hands. What on earth does he mean by calling you Mrs. Jones?

Ah, she groaned, I am Mrs. Jones, mores the shame and pity. Let it pass for now, young Mr. Yorke. I should have known you anywhere.

You dont mean to say you are living in London? returned Roland.

Yes, I am. In Gower Street. Come and see me, Mr. Yorke; Jenner will show you the house. Did you make your fortune at Port Natal? Youd always used to be telling Jenkins, you know, that you should.

And I thought I should, said Roland, with emphasis; but I got no luck, and it turned out a failure. Wont I come and see you! I say, Mrs. Jenkins, do you remember the toasted muffins that Jenkins wouldnt eat?

Mrs. Jones nodded twice to the reminiscence. She went bustling on her way, and they on theirs. Roland for once was rather silent. Mingling with the satisfaction he experienced in meeting any one from Helstonleigh, especially one so associated with the old familiar daily life as Mrs. Jenkins had been, came the thoughts of the years since; of the defeats and failures; of the mortification that invariably lay on his heart when he had to tell of them and of what they had brought him. He had now met two of the old people in one day; Hurst and Mrs. Jones; or, as Roland still called her, Mrs. Jenkins. Cords would not have dragged Roland to Helstonleigh: his mother, with the rest of them at home, had come over to Ireland to stay part of the summer at Lord Carricks, soon after Rolands return from Port Natal; but he would not go to see them at the old home city. With the exception of scraps of news learnt from Hurst that day, Roland knew nothing about Helstonleighs later years.

Look here, Jenner! What brings her name Jones? It used to be Jenkins.

I think I have heard that it was Jenkins once, replied Jenner, reflectively. She must have married Jones after Jenkins died. Did you know him?

Did I know him? echoed Roland, to whom the question sounded a very superfluous one. I should just think I did know him. Why, he was chief clerk for years to Galloway, that cantankerous old proctor I was with. Jenkins was a good fellow as ever lived, meek and patient, and of course Mrs. J. put upon him. Shed not allow him to have his will in the smallest way: he couldnt dress himself in a morning unless she chose to let him. Which she didnt always.

Not let him dress himself?

Its true, affirmed Roland, diving down into the depth of the old grievances. Our office was in an awful state of work at that time; and because Jenkins had a cough shed lock up his pantaloons to keep him at home. It wasnt his fault; hed have come in his coffin. Jones, whoever he may be, must have had the courage of a wolf to venture on her. Does he look like one?

I never saw him, said Jenner. I think hes dead, too.

Couldnt stand it, I suppose? My opinion is, it was her tongue took off poor Jenkins. He was mild as honey. Not that shes a bad lot at bottom, mind you, Jenner. I wonder what brought her to London?

I dont know anything about her affairs, said Jenner. The Rev. Henry William Ollivera has his rooms in her house. And I go to see him now and then. Thats all.

Who is the Rev. William Ollivera?

Curate of a parish hard by. His brother, a barrister, had chambers in Lincolns Inn, and I was his clerk. Four years ago he went the Oxford circuit, and came to his death at Helstonleigh. It was a shocking affair, and happened in the Joneses house. They lived at Helstonleigh then. Mrs. Joness sister went in one morning and found him dead in his chair.

My goodness! cried Roland. Was it a fit?

Worse than that. He took away his own life. And I have never been able to understand it from that hour to this, for he was the most unlikely man living to do such a thing  as people all said. The Greatorexes interested themselves to get me a fresh place, giving me some temporary work in their office. It ended in my remaining with them. They find me useful, and pay me well. Its four years now, sir, since it happened.

Just one year before I got home from Natal, casually remarked Roland.

He sends for me sometimes, continued Mr. Jenner, pursuing his own thoughts, which were running on the clergyman. When any fresh idea occurs to him, hell write off for me, post haste; and when I get there he puts all sorts of questions to me, about the old times in Lincolns Inn. You see, he has always held that Mr. Ollivera did not kill himself, and has been ever since trying to get evidence to prove he did not. The hope never seems to grow old with him, or to rest; it is as fresh and near as it was the day he first took it up.

Roland felt a little puzzled. Did Mr. Ollivera kill himself, or didnt he? Which do you mean? Jenner shook his head. I think he did, unlikely though it seemed. All the circumstances proved it, and nobody doubted it except the Rev. Mr. Ollivera. Bede Greatorex, who was the last person to see him alive, thinks there can be no doubt whatever; I overheard him say it was just one of William Olliveras crotchets, and not the first by a good many that he had taken up. The clergyman used to be for ever coming into the office talking of it, saying should he do this or do the other, until Bede told him he couldnt have it; that it interrupted business.

What has Bede Greatorex to do with it? Why should Ollivera come to him?

Bede Greatorex has nearly as much to do with it as the clergyman. He and the two Olliveras were cousins. Bede Greatorex was awfully cut at the death: hed be glad to see that there was doubt attending it; but he, as a sensible man, cant see it. They buried Mr. Ollivera like a dog.

What did they do that for?

The verdict was felo-de-se. Mr. Hurst can tell you all about it, sir; he was at Helstonleigh at the time: he says he never saw such a scene in his life as the funeral. It was a moonlight night, and half the town was there.

Ill get it all out of him, quoth Roland, who had not lost in the smallest degree his propensity to indulge in desultory gossip.

Dont ask him in the office, advised Jenner. Brown would stop you at the first word. He never lets a syllable be dropped upon the subject. I asked him one day what it was to him, and he answered that it was not seemly to allude to the affair in the house, as Mr. Ollivera had been a connection of it. My fancy is that Brown must have known something of it at the time, and does not like it mentioned on his own score, confidentially added little Jenner, who was of a shrewd turn. I saw him change colour once over it.

Who is Brown? questioned Roland.

Thats more than I can say, was the reply. Hes an uncommonly efficient clerk; but, once out of the office, he keeps himself to himself, and makes friends with none of us. Here we are, sir.

The eating-house, however unsuitable it might have been to one holding his own as the nephew of an English baronet, to say nothing of an Irish peer, was welcome as sun in harvest to hungry Roland. He ordered a magnificent dinner, off-hand: three plates of meat each, three of tart; vegetables, bread and beer ad libitum: paid for the whole, changing his five-pound note, and gave a shilling to the man who waited on them. Little Jenner went out with his face shining.

We must make the best of our way back, Mr. Yorke. Times up.

Oh, is it, though, cried Roland. Im not going back yet. I shall take a turn round to see Mrs. Jenkins; there are five hundred things I want to ask her.

One can only be civil to a man who has just treated one to a good dinner, and Jenner did not like to tell Roland point-blank that he had better not go anywhere but to the office.

They are awfully strict about time in our place, cried he; and we are busy just now. I must make haste back, sir.

All right, said easy Roland. Say I am coming.

His long legs went flying off in the direction of Gower Street, Jenner having given him the necessary instructions to find it; and he burst clattering in upon Mrs. Jones in her sitting-room without the least ceremony, very much as he used to do in the old days when she was Mrs. Jenkins. Mrs. Jones had been for. some time now given to wish that she had not changed her name. Doing very well as the widow Jenkins, years ago, in her little hosiers shop in High Street, Helstonleigh, what was her mortification to find one day that the large and handsome house next door, with its shop-windows of plate-glass, had been opened as another hosiers by a Mr. Richard Jones. Would customers continue to come to her plain and unpretending mart, when that new one, grand, imposing, and telling of an unlimited stock within, was staring them in the face? The widow Jenkins feared not; and fretted herself to fiddle-strings.

The fear might have had no cause of foundation: the show kept up at the adjoining house was perhaps founded on artificial bases, rather than real. Richard Jones (whom the city had already begun to designate as Dicky) turned out to be of a sociable nature; he made her acquaintance whether she would or no, and suddenly proposed to her to unite the two businesses in one, by making herself, and her stock, and her connection, over to him. Mrs. Jenkinss first impulse was to throw at his head the nearest parcel that came to hand. Familiarity with an idea, however, sometimes reconciles the worst adversary; as at length it did Mrs. Jenkins to this. To give her her due, she took no account whatever of Mr. Jones in the matter; he went for nothing, a bale of waste flung in to make weight, she should rule him just as she had ruled Jenkins; her sole temptation was the flourishing shop, à côté, and the good, well-furnished house. So Mrs. Jenkins exchanged her name for that of Jones, and removed, bag and baggage; resigning the inferior home that had so long sheltered her. It was close upon this, that one of the barristers, coming in to the summer assizes at Helstonleigh, took apartments at Mrs. Joness. That was Mr. Ollivera: and in the following March, when he again came in, occurred his tragical ending.

Before this, long before it, Mrs. Jones had grown to realize to herself the truth of the homely proverb, Alls not gold that glitters. Mr. Joness connection did not prove to be of the most extensive kind; far from it; the large, imposing stock turned out to be three parts dummies; and she grew to believe  to see  that his motive in marrying her was to uphold his newly-established business by beguiling to it her old customers. The knowledge did not tend to soothe her naturally tart temper; neither did the fact that her husband took a vast deal of pleasure abroad, spent money recklessly, and left her to do all the work. Mr. Joness debts came out, one after the other; more than could be paid; and one morning some men of the law walked quietly in, and put themselves in possession of the effects. Things had come to a crisis. Mr. Jones, after battling out affairs with the bankruptcy commissioner, started for America; his wife went off to London. Certain money, her own past savings, she had been wise enough to have secured to her separate special use, and that could not be touched. With a portion of it she bought in some of the furniture, and set up as a letter of lodgings in Gower Street.

But that Roland Yorke had not seen the parlour at Helstonleigh (which the reader had the satisfaction of once entering with Mr. Butterby), he would have gone well nigh to think this the same room. The red carpet on the floor, the small book-shelves, the mahogany sideboard with its array of glasses, the horse-hair chairs, the red cloth on the centre table, all had been transplanted. When Roland bustled in, he found Mrs. Jones knitting away at lambs-wool socks, as if for her life. In the intervals of her home occupation, or when her house was slack of lodgers, she did these for sale, and realized a very fair profit.

Now then, said Roland, stirring up the fire of his own accord, and making himself at home, as he liked to do wherever he might be, I want to know all about everybody.

Mrs. Jones turned her chair towards him with a jerk; and Roland put question after question about the old city, which he had so abruptly quitted more than seven years before. It may be that Mrs. Jones recognized in him a kind of fellow-sufferer. Neither of them cared to see Helstonleigh again, unless under the auspices of a more propitious fate than the present. Any way, she was gracious to Roland, and gave him information as fast as he asked for it, repeating some things he had heard before. He persisted in calling her Mrs. Jenkins, saying it came more natural than the other name.

Mr. Channing was dead. His eldest son Hamish was living in London. Arthur was Mr. Galloways right hand; Tom was a clergyman, and just made a minor canon of the old cathedral; Charley Mrs. Jones knew nothing about, except that he was in India. The college school had got a new master. Mr. Ketch was reposing in a damp green nook, side by side with old Jenkins the bedesman. Hamish Channings bank had come to grief, Mrs. Jenkins did not know how. In the panic, she believed.

And that beautiful kinsman of mine, William Yorke, reigns at Hazeldon, and old Galloway is flourishing in his office, with his flaxen curls! burst forth Roland, suddenly struck with a weighty sense of injustice. The bad people get the luck of it in this world, Mrs. Jenkins; the deserving ones go begging. Hamish Channings bank come to grief;  bright Hamish! And look at me!  and you! I never saw such a world as this, with its miserable ups and downs.

Ah, said Mrs. Jones with a touch of her native tartness, its a good thing theres another world to come after. We may find that a better one.

The prospect (probably from being regarded as rather far-off) did not appear to afford present satisfaction to Roland. He sat pulling at his whiskers, moodily resenting the general blindness of Fortune in regard to merit, and then suddenly wheeled round to his own affairs.

I say, Mrs. J.  a compromise between the two names and serving for both I want a lodging. Couldnt you let me come here?

She looked up briskly. What kind of a lodging? I mean as to position and price.

Oh, something comfortable, said Roland.

Perhaps for old acquaintance sake, perhaps because she had some apartments vacant, Mrs. Jones appeared to regard the proposition with no disfavour, and began to talk of her houses accommodation.

The rooms on the first floor are very good and well furnished, she said. When I was about it, Mr.

Yorke, I thought I might as well have things nice as not, one finds the return; and the drawing-room floor naturally gets served the best. Theres a piano in the front room, and the bed in the back room is excellent.

Theyd be just the thing for me, cried Roland, rising to walk about in pleasurable excitement. Whats the rent?

They are let for a pound a week. Mr.

Thatll do; I can pay it, said he eagerly. I dont play the piano myself, but it may be useful if I give a party. Youll cook for me?

Of course well cook, said Mrs. Jones. But I was about to tell you that those rooms are let to a clergyman. If you

Roland had come to an abrupt anchor at the edge of the table, and the look of blank dismay on his face was such as to cut short Mrs. Joness speech. Whats the matter? she asked.

Mrs. J., I couldnt give it; I was forgetting. They are to pay me a pound a-week at Greatorexs; but I cant spend it all in lodgings, Im afraid. Therell be other things wanted.

Other things! ejaculated Mrs. Jones. I should think there would be other things. Food, and drink, and firing, and light, and wear and tear of clothes, and washing; and a hundred extras beside.

Roland sat in perplexity. Ways and means seem to have grown dark together.

Couldnt you let me one room? A room with a turn-up bedstead in it, Mrs. Jenkins, or something of that? Couldnt you take the pound a-week, and do for me?

I dont know but I might make some such arrangement, and let you have the front parlour, she slowly said. Weve got a Scripture reader in the back one.

Roland started up impulsively to look at the front parlour, intending to take it, off-hand. As they quitted the room  which was built out at the back, on the staircase that led down to the kitchen  Roland saw a tall, fair, good-looking young woman, who stopped and asked some question of Mrs. Jones. Which that lady answered sharply.

I have no time to talk about trifles now, Alletha.

Whos that? cried Roland, as they entered the parlour: a small room with a dark paper and faded red curtains.

Its my sister, Mr. Yorke.

I say, Mrs. J., this is a stunning room, exclaimed Roland, who was in that eager mood, of his, when all things looked couleur-de-rose. Can I come in today?

You can come to-morrow, if we agree. That sofa lets out into a bedstead at night. You must not get into my debt, though, Mr. Yorke, she added, in the plain, straightforward way that was habitual with her. I couldnt afford it, and I tell you so beforehand.

Ill never do that, said Roland, impulsively earnest in his sincerity. Ill bring you home the pound each week, and then I shant be tempted to change it. Look here  taking two sovereigns from his pocket thats to steer on ahead with. Does she live here? he added, going back without ceremony to the subject of Miss Rye. Alletha, do you call her? What an odd name!

The name was a mistake of the parsons when she was christened. It was to have been Allethea. Ive had her with me four or five years now. She is a dressmaker, Mr. Yorke, and works sometimes at home, and sometimes out.

Shed be uncommonly good-looking if she were not such a shadow, commented Roland with candour.

Mrs. Jones gave her head a toss, as if the topic displeased her. Shadow, indeed! Yes, and shes likely to be one. Never was any pig more obstinate than she.

Pigs! cried Roland with energy, you should see the obstinacy of Natal pigs, Mrs. J. I have. Drove em too.

It couldnt equal hers, disputed Mrs. J., with intense acrimony. She is wedded to the memory of a runaway villain, Mr. Yorke, thats what she is! A good opportunity presented itself to her lately of settling, but shed not take it. Shed sooner fret out her life after him, than look upon an honest man. Tie two pigs together by the tail, and let em pull two ways till they drop, theyd not equal her. And for a runaway; a man that disgraced himself!

What did he do? asked curious Roland.

Its not very good to repeat, said Mrs. Jones tartly. She lived in Birmingham, our native place, till the mother died, and then she came to me at Helstonleigh. First thing she tells me was, that she was engaged to be married to some young man in an office there, George Winter: and over she goes to Birmingham the next Christmas on a visit to her aunt, on purpose to meet him: stays there a week, and comes home again. Well, Mr. Yorke, this grand young man, this George Winter, about whom I had my doubts, though Id never seen him, got into trouble before three more months had gone by: he and a fellow-clerk did something wrong with the money, and Winter decamped.

I wonder if he went to Port Natal? mused Roland. We had some queer people over there.

It dont much matter where he went, returned Mrs. Jones, hotly. He did go, and he never came back, and he took Allethas common sense away with him: what with him and what with the dreadful affair at our house of that poor Mr. Ollivera, she has never been herself since. It both happened about the same time.

Roland recalled what he had recently heard from Jenner regarding the death of the barrister, and felt a little at sea. What was Ollivera to her? he asked.

What! why, nothing, said Mrs. Jones. And shes no better than a lunatic to have taken it as she did. Whether its that, or whether its the pining after the other precious runaway, I dont know, but one of the twos preying upon her. Theres Mr. Ollivera!

Roland went to the window. In the street, talking, stood a dark, small man in the garb of a clergyman, with a grave but not unpleasant face, and sad dark eyes.

Oh, thats Mr. Ollivera, is it? quoth Roland. He looks another shadow.

And it is another case of obstinacy, rejoined Mrs. Jones. He has refused all along to believe that his brother killed himself; you could as soon make him think the sun never shone. He comes to my parlour and talks to me about it by the hour together, with his note-case in his hand, till Alletha cant sit any longer, and goes rushing off with her work like any mad woman.

Why should she rush off? What harm does it do to her?

I dont know: its one of the puzzles to be found out. His coming here was a curious thing, Mr. Yorke. One day I was standing at the front door, and saw a young clergyman passing. He looked at me, and stopped; and I knew him for Henry Ollivera, though we had only met at the time of the death. When I told him I had rooms to let, and very nice ones, for it struck me that perhaps he might be able to recommend them, he looked out in that thoughtful, dreamy way he has, (look at his eyes now, Mr. Yorke!) seeing nothing, Im certain; and then said hed go up and look at the rooms; and we went up. Would you believe that he took them for himself on the spot?

What a brick! cried Roland, who was following out suggested ideas but imperfectly. Ill take this one.

Alletha gave a great cry when she heard he was coming, and said it was Fate. I demanded what she meant by that, but shed not open her lips further. Talk of Natal pigs, forsooth, shes worse. He took possession of the rooms within the week; and I say, Mr. Yorke, that, Fate or not Fate, he never had but one object in coming  the sifting of that past calamity. His poor mistaken mind is ever on the rack to bring some discovery to light. Its like that search one reads of, after the philosophers stone.

Roland laughed. He was not very profound himself, but the philosophers stone and Mrs. Jones seemed utterly at variance.

It does, she said. For theres no stone to be found in the one case, and no discovery to be made in the other, beyond what has been made. I dont say this to the parson, Mr. Yorke; I listen to him and humour him for the sake of his dead brother.

Well, I shant bother you about dead people, Mrs. J., so you let me the room.

The bargain was not difficult. Every suggestion made by Mrs. Jones, he acceded to before it had well left her lips. He had fallen into good hands. Whatever might be Mrs. Joness faults of manner and temper, she was strictly just, regarding Rolands interests at least in an equal degree with her own.

Do you know, said Roland, nursing his knee as the bargain concluded, I have never felt so much at home since I left it, as I did just now by your fire, Mrs. J.? Im uncommon glad I came here.

He was genuine in what he said: indeed Roland could but be genuine always, too much so sometimes. Mrs. J.  as he called her  brought back so vividly the old home life of his boyhood, now gone by for ever, that it was like being at Helstonleigh again.

My eldest brother, George, is dead, said Roland. Gerald is grand with his chambers and his club, and is married besides, but Ive not seen him. Tod is in the army: do you remember him? an awful young scamp he was, his face all manner of colours from fighting, and his clothes torn to that degree that Lady Augusta used to threaten to send him to school without any. Wheres your husband, number two, Mrs. J.?

It is to be hoped he is where he will never come away from; he went sailing off three years ago from Liverpool, she answered sharply; for, of all sore subjects, this of her second marriage was the worst. Any way, I have made myself and my goods secure from him.

Perhaps hes at Port Natal, driving pigs. Hell find out what they are if he is.

Mr. Ollivera was turning to the house. Roland opened the parlour door when he had passed it; to look after him.

Some one else was there. Peering out from a dark nook in the passage, her lips slightly apart, her eyes strained after the clergyman with a strange kind of fear in their depths, stood Alletha Rye. Mr. Ollivera suddenly turned back, as though he had forgotten something, and she shrank out of sight. Mrs. Jones introduced Roland. Mr. Roland Yorke.

Mr. Olliveras face was thin; his dark brown eyes shone with a flashing, restless, feverish light. Be you very sure when that peculiar light is seen, it betokens a mind ill at rest. The eyes fixed themselves on Roland: and perhaps there was something in the tall, fine form, in the good-nature of the strong-featured countenance, that recalled a memory to Mr. Ollivera. Any relative of the Yorkes of Helstonleigh?

I should think so, said Roland, I am a Yorke of Helstonleigh. But Ive not been there since I went to Port Natal, seven years and more ago. Do you know them, Mr. Ollivera?

I know a little of the minor-canon, William Yorke, and

Oh! he! curtly interrupted Roland, with a vast amount of scorn. He is a beauty to know, he is.

The remark, so like a flash of boyish resentment, excited a slight smile in Mr. Ollivera.

Bill Yorke showed himself a cur once in his life, and its not me thats going to forget it. Hed have cared for my telling him of it, too, had I come back worth a few millions from Port Natal, and gone about Helstonleigh in my carriage and four.

Mr. Ollivera said some courteous words about hoping to make Rolands better acquaintance, and departed. Roland suddenly remembered the claims of his office, and tore away at full speed.

Never slackening it until he reached the house of Greatorex and Greatorex; and there he very nearly knocked down a little girl who had just come out of the private entrance. Roland turned to apologise; but the words died on his lips, and he stood like one suddenly struck dumb, staring in silence.

In the pretty young lady, one of two who were talking together in the passage, and looked round at the commotion, Roland thought he recognised an old friend, now the wife of his cousin William Yorke. He bounded in, and seized her hands.

You are Constance Channing?

No, replied the young lady, with wondering eyes, I am Annabel.

Mr. Roland Yorkes first movement was to take the sweet face between his hands, and kiss it tenderly. Struggling, blushing, almost weeping, the young lady drew back against the wall.

How dare you? she demanded in bitter resentment. Are you out of your mind, sir?

Good gracious, Annabel, dont you know me? I am your old playfellow, Roland Yorke.

Does that give you any right to insult me? I might have known it was no one else, she added in the moments anger.

Why, Annabel, it was only done in my great joy. I had used to kiss you, you remember: you were but a little mite then, and I was a great big tease. Oh, I am so glad to see you! Id rather have met you than all the world. You cant be angry with me. Shake hands and be friends.

To remain long at variance with Roland was one of the impossibilities of social life. He possessed himself of Annabel Channings hand and nearly shook it off. What with his hearty words, and what (may it be confessed, even of Annabel) with the flattery of his praises and genuine admiration, Annabels smiles broke forth amidst her blushes. Rolands eyes looked as if they would devour her.

I say, I never saw anybody so pretty in all my life. It is the nicest face; just like what Constances used to be. I thought it was Constance, you know. Was she not daft, though, to go and take up again with that miserable William Yorke?

Standing by, having looked on with a smile of grand pity mingled with amusement, was a lady in most fashionable attire, the amount of hair on her head something marvellous to look at.

I should have known Roland Yorke anywhere, she said, holding out her hand.

Why, if I dont believe its one of the Joliffes!

Hush, Roland, said Annabel, hastening to stop his freedom, and the tone proved that she had nearly forgiven him on her own score. This is Mrs. Bede Greatorex.

Formerly Louisa Joliffe, put in that lady. Now do you know me?

Well, I never met with such a strange thing, cried Roland. That makes three  four  of the old Helstonleigh people I have met to-day. Hurst, Mrs. J., and now you two. I think there must be magic in it.

You must come and see me soon, Roland, said Mrs. Greatorex as she went out. Miss Channing waited for the little girl, Jane Greatorex, who had run in her wilful manner into her uncle Bedes office. Roland offered to fetch her.

Thank you, said Miss Channing. Do you know which is the office?

Know! law bless you! cried Roland. What do you suppose I am, Annabel? Clerk to Greatorex and Greatorex.

Her cheeks flushed with surprise. Clerk to Greatorex and Greatorex! I thought you went to Port Natal to make your fortune.

But I did not make it. It has been nothing but knocking about; then and since. Carrick is a trump, as he always was, but he gets floored himself sometimes; and thats his case now. If they had not given me a stool here (which he got for me) Im not sure but I should have gone into the hot-pie line.

The  what?

The hot-pie line; crying them in the streets, you know, with a basket and a white cloth, and a paper cap on. Theres a fine opening for it down in Poplar.

Miss Channing burst out laughing.

It would be nothing to a fellow who has been over yonder, avowed Roland, jerking his head in the direction Port Natal might be supposed to lie. And then leaping to a widely different subject in his volatile lightness, he said something that brought the tears to her eyes, the drooping tremor to her lips.

It was so good in the old days; all of us children together; we were no better. And Mr. Channing is gone, I hear! Oh, I am so sorry, Annabel!

Two years last February, she said in a hushed tone. We have just put off our mourning for him. Mamma is in the dear old house, and Arthur and Tom live with her. Will you please look for the little girl, Mr. Yorke?

Now I vow!  burst forth Roland in a heat. Ill not stand that, you know. One would think you had put on stilts. If ever you call me Mr. Yorke again, Ill go back to Port Natal.

She laughed a little pleasant laugh of embarrassment. But, please, I want my pupil. I cannot go myself into the offices to look for her.

At that moment Jane Greatorex came dancing up, and was secured. Roland stood at the door to watch them away, exchanged a few light words with a clerk then entering, and finally bustled into the office.

Am I late? began Roland, with characteristic indifference. Im very sorry, Mr. Brown. I was looking at some lodgings; and I met an old friend or two. It all served to hinder me, but Ill soon make up for it.

You have been away two hours and a half, Mr. Yorke.

Its more, I think, said Roland. I assure you I did my best to get back. Youll soon find what I can get through, Mr. Brown.

Mr. Brown made no reply whatever. Jenner was absent, but Hurst was at his post, writing, and the faint hum of voices in the adjoining room, told that some client was holding conference with Mr. Bede Greatorex.

Roland resumed his copying where he had left off, and wrote for a quarter of an hour without speaking. Diligence unheard of! At the end of that time he looked off for a little relaxation.

Hurst, where do you think I am going to lodge?

How should I know? responded Mr. Hurst. And Roland told him where in an under-tone.

Jenner and I were going along Tottenham Court Road, and met her, he resumed presently, after a short interlude of writing. She looks twenty years older.

Thats through her tongue, suggested Mr. Hurst.

In the old days down there, Id as soon have gone to live in a Tartars house as in hers. But werent her teas and toasted muffins good! Here, in this desert of a place  and its worse of a desert to me than Port Natal  to get into her house will seem like getting into home again.

Mr. Brown, looking off his work to refer to a paper by his side, took the opportunity to direct a glance at the opposite desk. Whether Roland took it to himself or not, he applied sedulously for a couple of minutes to his writing.

I say, Hurst, what a row there is about that dead Mr. Ollivera!

Wheres the row?

Well, it seems to crop up everywhere. Jenner talked of it; she talked of it; I hear that other Mr. Ollivera talks of it. You were in the thick of it, they say.

Hurst nodded. My father was the surgeon fetched to him when he was found dead, and had to give evidence at the inquest. I went to see him buried; it was a scene. They stole a march on us, though.

Who did?

They let us all disperse, and then went and read the burial service over the grave; Ollivera the clergyman, and three or four more. Arthur Channing was one.

Arthur Channing!

Had any close observer been in the office, he might perchance have noticed that while Mr. Browns eyes still sought his work, his pen had ceased to play. His lips were slightly parted; his ears were cocked; the tale evidently bore for him as great an interest as it did for the speakers  an interest he did not choose should be seen. Had they been speaking aloud, he would have checked the conversation at once with an intimation that it could not concern anybody: as they spoke covertly, he listened at leisure. Mr. Hurst resumed.

Yes, Arthur Channing. The rumour ran that William Yorke had promised to be present, but declined at the last moment, and Arthur Channing voluntarily took his place, out of sympathy for the feelings of the dead mans brother.

Bravo, old Arthur! hes the trump he always was. Thats the Reverend Bill all over.

The Reverend Bill let them have his surplice. And there they stood, and read the burial service over the poor fellow by stealth, just as the old Scotch covenanters held their secret services in caves. Altogether a vast deal of romance encircled the affair, and some mystery. One Godfrey Pitmans name was mixed up in it.

Who was Godfrey Pitman?

Hurst dipped his pen slowly into the ink. Nobody ever knew. He was lodging in the house, and went away mysteriously the same evening. Helstonleigh got to say in joke that there must have been two Godfrey Pitmans. The people of the house swore through thick and thin that the real Godfrey Pitman left at half-past four oclock and went away by rail at five; others saw him quit the house at dark, and depart by the eight oclock train. It got to a regular dispute.

But had Godfrey Pitman anything to do with Mr. Ollivera?

Not he.

Then where was the good of bringing him up? cried Roland.

I am only telling you of the different interests that were brought to bear upon it. It was an affair, that death was!

The entrance of Mr. Frank Greatorex broke up the colloquy, recalling the clerks to their legitimate work. But the attention of one of them had become so absorbed that it was with difficulty he could get himself back again to passing life.

And that one was Mr. Brown.


CHAPTER X.

Going into Society.

THE year was growing a little later; the evenings were lengthening, and the light of the setting sun, illumining the west with a golden radiance, threw some of its cheering brightness even on the streets and houses of close, smoky London.

It shone on the person of the Reverend Henry William Ollivera, as he sat at home, taking his frugal meal, a tea-dinner. The room was a good one, and well furnished in a plain way. The table had been drawn towards one of the windows, open to the hum of the street; the rose-wood cabinet at the back was handsome with its sheet of plate-glass and its white marble top; the chairs and sofa were covered with substantial cloth, the pier-glass over the mantlepiece reflected back bright ornaments. Mr. Ollivera was of very simple habits, partly because he really cared little how he lived, partly because the scenes of distress and privation he met with daily in his ministrations read him a lesson that he was not slow to take. How could he pamper himself up with rich food, when so many within a stones throw were pining for want of bread? His landlady, Mrs. Jones, gave him sound lectures on occasion, telling him to his face that he was trying to break down. Sometimes she prepared nice dinners in spite of him: a fowl, or some other luxury, and Mr. Ollivera smiled and did not say it was not enjoyed.

The district of his curacy was full of poor; poverty, vice, misery reigned, and would reign, in spite of what he could do. Some of the worst phases of London life were ever before him. The great problem, What shall be done with these? arose to his mind day by day. He had his scripture readers; he had other help; but destitution both of body and mind reared itself aloft like a many-headed monster, defying all solution. Sometimes Mr. Ollivera did not come in to dinner at all, but took a mutton-chop with his tea; as he was doing now.

Four years had elapsed since his brothers mysterious death (surely it may be called so!) and the conviction on the clergymans mind, that the verdict was wholly at variance with the facts, had not abated one iota. Nay, time had but served to strengthen it. Nothing else had strengthened it. No discovery had been made, no circumstance, however minute, had arisen to throw light upon it one way or the other. The hoped-for, looked-for communication from the police-agent, Butterby, had never come. In point of fact, Mr. Butterby, in regard to this case, had found himself wholly at sea. Godfrey Pitman did not turn up in response to the threatened looking after; Miss Rye departed for London with her sister when affairs at the Joness came to a crash; and, if truth must be told, Mr. Butterby veered round to his original opinion, that the verdict had been a correct one. Once, and once only, that renowned officer had presented himself at the house of Greatorex and Greatorex. Happening to be in London, he thought he would give them a call. But he brought no news. It was but a few weeks following the occurrence, and there might not have been time for any to arise. One thing he had requested  to retain in his possession the scrap of writing found on the table at the death. It might be useful to him, he said, for of course he should still keep his eyes open: and Mr. Greatorex readily acquiesced. Since then nothing whatever had been heard from Mr. Butterby, or from any other quarter; but the sad facts were rarely out of the clergymans mind; and the positive conviction, the expectation of the light, to break in sooner or later, burnt within him with a steady ray, sure and true as Heaven.

Not of this, however, was Mr. Olliveras mind filled this evening. His thoughts were running on the disheartening scenes of the day; the difficult men and women he had tried to deal with  some of them meek and resigned, many hard and bad; all wanting help for their sick bodies or worse souls. There was one case in particular that interested him sadly. A man named Gisby, discovered shortly before, lay in a room, dying slowly. He did not want help in kind, as so many did; but of spiritual help, none could be in greater need. Little by little, Mr. Ollivera got at his history. It appeared that the man had once been servant in the house of Kene, the Queens counsel  Judge Kene now: he had been raised to the bench in the past year. During his service there, a silver mug disappeared; circumstances seemed to point to Gisby as guilty, and he was discharged, getting subsequently other employment.

But now, the man was not guilty  as he convinced Mr. Ollivera, and the suspicion appeared to have worked him a great deal of ill, and made him hard. On this day, when the clergyman sat by his bed-side, reading and praying, he had turned a deaf ear. Wheres the use? he roughly cried, Sir Thomas thinks me guilty always. It struck Mr. Ollivera that the man had greatly respected his master, had valued his good opinion, and craved for it still; and the next morning this was confirmed. Youll go to him when Im dead, sir, and tell him the truth then, that I was not guilty? I never touched the mug, or knew how or where it went.

Returning home with these words ringing in his ears, Mr. Ollivera could not get the man out of his mind. So long as the sense of being wronged lay upon Gisby, so long would he encase himself in his hard indifference, and refuse to hear. I must get Kene to go to see the man, decided Mr. Ollivera. He must hear with his own ears, and see with his own eyes that he was not guilty, and tell him so; and then Gisby will come round. I wonder if Kene is back from circuit.

Excessively tired with his days work, for his frame was not of the strongest, Mr. Ollivera did not care to go out that evening to Sir Thomas Kenes distant residence on the chance of not finding him. And yet, if the judge was back, there ought to be no time lost in communicating with him, for Gisby was daily getting nearer to death. Bede Greatorex will be able to tell me, suddenly thought Mr. Ollivera, when his tea had been long over and twilight was setting in. Ill send and ask him.

Moving to his writing-table, he wrote a short note, reading it over before enclosing it in an envelope.



DEAR BEDE, Can you tell me whether Sir Thomas Kene is in London? I wish particularly to see him as soon as possible. It is on a little matter connected with my parish work.

Truly yours, 

WILLIAM OLLIVERA.



It was a latent thought that induced Mr. Ollivera to add the concluding sentence; and the motive shall be told. He and Bede Greatorex had come to an issue twice upon the subject of his so persistently cherishing the notion that the now long-past death was anything but a suicide; or rather, that he should pursue it. Bede heard so much of it from him that he grew vexed, and at length vowed he would listen to him no more. And Mr. Ollivera thought that if Bede fancied he wanted to see Sir Thomas Kene on that subject, he might refuse to answer him.

Ringing the bell, he gave the note to the servant, with a request (preferred with deprecation and a plea of his own tired state, for he was one of those who are sensitively chary of giving any extra trouble) that it should be taken to Mr. Bede Greatorex, and an answer waited for.

But when the girl got down stairs, there arose some slight difficulty; she was engaged in a necessary household occupation  ironing  and her mistress did not care that she should quit it. Miss Rye stood by with her things on, about to go out on some errand of her own. Ah me! these apparently trifling chances do not happen accidentally.

Cant you just step round to Bedford Square, with it, Alletha? asked Mrs. Jones. It wont take you far out of your way.

Miss Ryes silent answer  she seemed always silent now  was to pick up the note and go out with it. She knew the house, for she worked occasionally for Mrs. Bede Greatorex, and was passing to the private entrance when she encountered Frank Greatorex, who was coming out at the other door. He wished her good evening, and she told him her errand, showing the note directed to Bede.

He is in his office still, said Frank, throwing open the door for her. Walk in. Mr. Brown, attend here, please.

Miss Rye stepped into the semi-lighted room, for there was only a shaded lamp on Mr. Browns desk; and Frank Greatorex, closing the door, was gone again. Mr. Brown, at work as late as his master, came forward.

For Mr. Bede Greatorex, said Miss Rye, handing him the note. I will wait

The words were broken off with a faint, sharp cry. A cry, low though it was, of surprise, of terror, of dismay. Both their faces blanched to whiteness, they stood gazing at each other, she with strained eyes and drawnback lips, he with a kind of forced stillness on his features, that nevertheless told of inward emotion.

Oh, my good heaven! she breathed in her agitation. Is it you?

Miss Rye had heard speak of Mr. Brown, the managing clerk in the department of Mr. Bede Greatorex. Jenner had mentioned him: Roland Yorke had commented on him and his wig. But that Mr. Brown should be the man now standing before her, she had never suspected; no, not in her wildest dreams.

Sit down, Miss Rye. You are faint. She put his arm from her, as he would have supported her to a seat, and staggered to one of herself. He followed, and stood by her in silence.

What are you called here? she began  and, it may be, that in the moments agitation she forgot his ostensible name and really put it as a question, not in mocking, condemnatory scorn: Godfrey Pitman? Every instinct of terror the man possessed seemed to rise up within him at sound of the name. He glanced round the room; at the desks; at the walls; as if to assure himself that no ear was there.

Hush  sh  sh! with a prolonged note of caution. Never breathe that name, here or elsewhere.

What if I were to? To speak it aloud to all who ought to hear it?

Why then you would bring a hornets nest about heads that you little wot of. Their sting might end in worse than death.

Death for you?

No: I should be the hangman.

What do you mean?

Listen, Miss Rye. I cannot tell you what I mean: and your better plan will be never to ask me. If

Better for whom? she interrupted.

For  well, for me, for one. The fact is, that certain interests pertaining to myself and others  certain reminiscences of the past, he continued with very strong emphasis, have become so complicated, so interwoven as it were one with the other, that we must in all probability stand or fall together.

I do not understand you.

I can scarcely expect that you should. But  were any proceeding on your part, any word, whether spoken by design or accident, to lead to that fall, you would rue it to the last hour of your life. That you can at least understand.

The faintness was passing off, and Miss Rye rose, steadying herself against the railings of Mr. Hursts desk. At that moment the inner door was unlatched, and the clerk, recalled to present duties, caught the note from her unresisting hand.

For Mr. Bede Greatorex, he said aloud, glancing at the superscription. I will give it to him.

It was Mr. Bede Greatorex who came forth. He took the note, and glanced at Alletha.

Ah, Miss Rye! Is it you?

Our maid was busy, so I brought it down, she explained. Mr. Ollivera is waiting for an answer. Bede Greatorex went back to his room, leaving the intervening door open. She sat and waited. Mr. Brown, whose work was in a hurry, wrote on steadily at his desk by the light of a shaded lamp. A minute or two, and Bede Greatorex brought her a bit of paper twisted up, and showed her out himself.

With the errand she had come abroad to execute for herself gone clean out of her head, Alletha Rye went back home, her brain in a whirl. The streets she passed through were crowded with all the bustle and jostle of London life; but, had she been traversing an African desert, she could not have felt more entirely alone. Her life that night lay within her: and it was one of confused tumult.

The note found Mr. Ollivera asleep: as the twilight deepened, he had dropped, in sheer weariness, into an unconscious slumber. Untwisting the scrap of paper, he held it near a lighted candle and read the contents:  



DEAR HENRY, Kene is back, and is coming to us this evening; we expect two or three friends. Louisa will be pleased if you can join us. Faithfully yours, 

B. G.



The Rev. Mr. Ollivera eschewed gaiety of all kinds, parties included. Over and over again had he been fruitlessly invited to the grand dinners and soirées of Mrs. Bede Greatorex, until they left off asking him. Two or three friends, he repeated as he put down the note. I dont mind that, for I must see Kene.

Dressing himself, he was on the point of setting out, when a messenger arrived to fetch him to a sick person; so that it was half-past ten when he reached the house of Mr. Greatorex. And then, but for his mission to the Judge, he would have quitted it again without entering the reception-rooms.

Two or three friends! Lining the wide staircase, dotting the handsome landing, crowding the numerous guest-rooms, there they were; a mob of them. Women in the costly and fantastic toilettes of the present day; men bowing and bending with their evening manners on. Mr. Ollivera resented the crowd as a personal wrong.

Two or three friends, you wrote me word, Bede, he reproachfully said, seeing his cousin in a corner near the entrance-door. You know I do not like these things and never go to them.

On my word, Henry, I did not know it was going to be this cram, returned Bede Greatorex. I thought we might be twenty, perhaps, all told.

How can you put up with this? Is it seemly, Bede  in this once staid and pattern house?

Seemly? repeated Bede Greatorex.

Forgive me, Bede. I was thinking of the dear old times under your mothers rule. The happy evenings, all hospitality and cheerfulness; the chapter read at bed-time, when the small knot of guests had departed. Friends were entertained then; but I dont know what you call these.

Perhaps Bede Greatorex had never, amid all his provocations, felt so tempted to avow the truth as now  that he abhorred it with his whole heart and soul. Henry William Ollivera could not hate and despise it more than he. As to the good old days of sunshine and peace thus recalled, a groan well nigh burst from him at their recollection. It was indeed a contrast, then and now: in more things than this. The world bore a new aspect for Bede Greatorex, and not a happier one.

Is Kene here, Bede?

Not yet. What is it that you want with him? Mr. Ollivera gave a brief outline of the case; Bede left him in the middle of it to welcome fresh arrivals. Something awfully fine loomed up, in pink silk and lace, and blazing emeralds. It was Mrs. Bede Greatorex. Her chignon was a mile high, and her gown was below her shoulder-blades. The modest young clergyman turned away at the sight, his cheeks flushing a dusky red. Not in this kind of society of late years, the curiosities of fashionable attire were new to him.

Is Bede mad? he inwardly said, or has he lost all control over his wifes actions?

Somebody else, not used to society, was staring on with all the eyes of wonder he possessed. And that was Roland Yorke. Leaning against the wall in a new suit of dress-clothes, with a huge pair of white gloves on that would have been quite the proper thing at Port Natal, stood Roland. Mr. Ollivera, trying to get away from everybody, ran against him. The two were great friends now, and Roland was in the habit of running up to Mr. Olliveras drawing-room at will.

I say, began Roland, this is rather strong, is it not?

Do you mean the crowd?

I mean everything. Some of the girls and women look as if they had forgotten to put their gowns on. Why do they dress in this way?

Because they fancy its the fashion, I suppose, replied Mr. Ollivera, drawing down the corners of his thin lips.

They must have taken the fashion from the Zulu Kaffirs, returned Roland. When one has been knocked about amidst that savage lot  fought with em, too, men and women  one loses superfluous fastidiousness, Mr. Ollivera; but I dont think this is right.

Mr. Ollivera intimated that there could not be a doubt it was all wrong.

Down in Helstonleigh, where I come from, they dress themselves decently, observed Roland, forgetting that his reminiscences of the place dated more than seven years back, and that fashion penetrates to all the strongholds of society, whether near or distant.

The girls there are lovely, too. Just look if they are not.

Mr. Ollivera, in some slight surprise, followed the direction of the speakers eyes, and saw a young lady sitting back in a corner; her white evening dress, her banded hair, the soft, pure flush on her delicate face, all as simple, and genuine, and modest as herself.

Thats what the girls are in my native place, Mr. Ollivera.

Mrs. Bede Greatorex is a native of Helstonleigh, also, observed the clergyman, dryly. And for a moment Roland was dumb. The pink robe, the tower of monstrous hair, and the shoulder-blades were in full view just then.

No, she is not, cried he, triumphantly. The Joliffe girls were born in barracks; they only came among us when the old colonel settled down.

Who is the young lady?

Miss Channing. Her brother and I are old chums. He is the grandest fellow living; the most noble gentleman the world can show. He  why, if I dont believe you know him! broke off Roland, as a recollection of something he had been told flashed across his mind.

I! returned Mr. Ollivera.

Was Arthur Channing not at a  a certain night funeral? asked Roland, dropping his voice out of delicacy. You know. When that precious cousin of mine, Bill Yorke, lent you his surplice.

Yes, yes, said Mr. Ollivera, hastily; I had forgotten the name. And so that is Arthur Channings Sister!

She is governess to that provoking little wretch, Jane Greatorex, said polite Roland, forgetting in his turn that he was speaking of his listeners cousin, and she ought to be a queen. She ought, Mr. Ollivera, and you would say so if you knew her. She looks one, does she not? Shes as like Arthur as two pins, and hes fit for the noblest king in the world.

The clergyman slightly smiled. He had become accustomed to his new friends impulsive mode of speech.

Yes, we are both of us down just now, dependents of the Greatorex house  she teacher in it, I office-clerk, went on Roland. Never mind: luck may turn some day. I told Annabel so just now, but she sent me away. I was talking to her too much, she said, and made people stare. Perhaps it was so: I know her cheeks turned red every other minute.

And to make them paler, you take up your position here and gaze at her, observed Mr. Ollivera with another smile  and smiles were rare from him.

Oh, law! cried Roland. Im always doing something wrong. The fact is, theres nobody else worth looking at. See there! a yellow gown and no petticoats under it. If this is fashion, I hope my mother and sisters are not going in for it! I shall go back to her, he added, after a moments pause. Its a shame she should sit there alone, with nothing to look at but those Models, passing and repassing right before her eyes. If Arthur were here, I believe hed take her away. I do.

Roland, vegetating in that unfashionable region, Port Natal, had not yet become accustomed to the exigencies of modern days; and he spoke freely. Just then the throng was great in front of him, and he remained where he was. Taller than almost any one in the room, he could look at Annabel at will; Mr. Ollivera, about up to Rolands shoulder, could get but occasional glimpses of her. Many a one glanced at Roland with interest, wondering who the fine, strong young man was, leaning against the wall there, with the big white gloves on, and the good-natured face, unsophisticated as a boys.

Elbowing his way presently across the room, something after the manner he might have elbowed through a crowd on the quay at Durban, Roland once more took up his position by Miss Channing. The old playfellows had become new friends, and Roland contrived that they should often meet. When Miss Channing was walking in the Square with her pupil, he was safe to run up, and stay talking; quite oblivious to the exigencies of the office waiting for his services. Jane Greatorex had learned to look for him, and would walk where she was likely to see him, in defiance of Miss Channing. In spite of Rolands early fever to quit his native place, in spite of his prolonged rovings, he was essentially a home-bird, and could have been content to talk of the old days and the old people with Annabel for ever.

Wheres Jane to-night? he began, as he joined her.

In bed. She was very naughty this evening, and for once Mr. Bede Greatorex interfered and sent her.

Poor child! She is awfully troublesome, though, and one gets tired of that in the long run. If you  Halloa!

Roland stopped. He was gazing in surprise at some one standing near: a man nearly his own age, tall and strong, and bearing altogether a general resemblance to himself. But the others face had a cynical cast, expressive of ill-nature, and the lips were disagreeably full. Roland recognized him for his brother, although they had not met for more than seven years.

Thats Gerald, if ever I saw him in my life.

Yes, it is Gerald, said Miss Channing, quietly. He generally comes to Mrs. Bedes soirées.

Isnt he got up!

Rolands expression was an apt one. Gerald Yorke was in the very pink of male fashion. His manners were easy; entirely those of a man at home in society.

He does it grand, does he not? cried Roland, who had made one advance towards making friends with his brother since coming to London, and was not responded to in kind.

Miss Channing laughed. Gerald Yorke had entered on some kind of public career and was very prosperous, she believed, moving amidst the great ones of the land. Roland, quite forgetting where he was, or perhaps not caring, set up a whistle by way of attracting the attention of Gerald, who turned amidst others at the strange sound.

How dye do, Gerald, old boy? Come and shake hands.

The voice was loud, glad, hearty; the great hand, with its great white glove drawn up over it, minus a button, was stretched above intervening heads. Gerald Yorkes face grew dark with the light of annoyance, and he hesitated before making the best of the situation, and getting near enough to shake the offered hand.

He would far rather have become conveniently deaf, and walked off in an opposite direction. Alike though the two brothers were in general personal resemblance, no contrast could be greater than they presented in other respects. Gerald, fine and fashionable, with his aristocratic air and his slow, affected drawl, was the very type of all that is false, of that insincerity and heartlessness obtaining in what is called society. Roland, hot, thoughtless, never weighing a word before he spoke it, impulsive, genuine, utterly unsophisticated as to the usages and manners that go to make up the meetings of fashionable life, was just as single-hearted and true.

Gerald, as Roland put it, went in for grandeur, and he was already prejudiced against his brother. In a communication from Lord Carrick, apologizing for not being able to answer satisfactorily Geralds appeal for a loan, that nobleman had confidentially avowed that he could not at present assist even Roland effectually, and had got him a place as clerk temporarily, to save him from embarking in the hot-pie line. It may therefore be readily understood that Gerald did not consider an intimacy with Roland likely to conduce to his own advancement (to say nothing of respectability) and his annoyance and surprise at seeing him now where he did were about equally great.

The hands were shaken, and a few words of greeting passed; warm and open on Rolands part, cool and cautious on Geralds. A friend of Geralds, the Honourable Mr. Somebody, who was by his side and begged for an introduction, was more cordial than he.

I have not seen him since we parted seven years ago, when I went off to Port Natal, explained Roland with his accustomed candour. Havent I had ups and downs since then, Gerald! he continued, turning his beaming face upon his brother. You have heard of them I dare say, through Carrick.

You did not make a fortune, drawled Gerald, wishing he could get away.

A fortune! Law bless you, Ger! I was glad to work on the port with the Kaffirs, unloading boats; and to serve in stores, and to drive cattle and pigs; anything for bread. You cant think how strange all this seems to me  pointing to the waving crowd in the room, several of whom had gathered round, attracted by this fraternal meeting.

Aw! Surprised to see you amidst them, minced Gerald, who could not resist the little ill-natured hint, in his growing rage.

Mrs. Greatorex invited me, said Roland, his honest simplicity detecting not the undercurrent of sarcasm. I am in Greatorexs office; I dont suppose you knew it, Gerald. They give me twenty shillings a week; and Carrick goes bail for my rigging out. I got this coat from his tailors to-night.

The crowd laughed, the Honourable roared, and Gerald Yorke was half mad.

Id not acknowledge it, at any rate, if I were you, he said, imprudently, his affectation lost in a gust of temper. After all, you were born a Yorke.

Acknowledge what, Ger? returned Roland.

The  the  the shame of taking a common clerkship at twenty shillings a week; and all the rest of the degradation, burst forth Gerald, setting conventionality at defiance. My uncle, Lord Carrick, warned me of this; my mother, Lady Augusta, spoke of it in a recent letter to me, he added for the benefit of the ears around.

Why, Ger, wheres the use of being put out? retorted Roland, but with no symptom of ill-humour in his good-natured tone. I was down, and had nobody to help me. Carrick couldnt; old Dick Yorke wouldnt; Lady Augusta said she had all of you pulling at her: and so Carrick talked to Greatorex and Greatorex, and they put me into the place. The pound a week keeps me; in clover too; you should hear what I sometimes was reduced to live on at Port Natal. There was an opening for a hot-pie man down at Poplar, and the place was offered me; if I had gone into that line you might have grumbled.

The ladies and gentlemen shrieked with merriment: they began to think the fine young fellow, who looked every whit as independent a man as his fastidious brother, was chaffing them all. Gerald ground his teeth, and tried to get away.

Youll come and see me, old fellow? said Roland. Ive a stunning room, bed-room and sitting-room in one, the bedsteads let out at night. It is at Mother Joness; poor soft Jenkinss widow, you know, that we used to wot of in the days gone by.

Gerald made good his escape: and when they were quiet again, Roland had leisure to look at Miss Channing. Her bent face shone like a peony, the effect of vexation and suppressed laughter.

Why, whats the matter? he asked.

You should not say such things, Roland. It was quite out of place in a room like this.

What things?

About yourself. It is so different, you know, from anything young men experience here.

But it is all true, returned Roland, unable to see the argument.

Still it need not be proclaimed to an indiscriminate crowd. You might show more tact. Gerald was fit to die of mortification. And you who used to have so much pride!

Roland Yorke, honestly willing to please everybody and vex none, stood looking ruefully. As to pride, Annabel, if a fellow wants that knocked out of him, he had better go over to Port Natal, and get buffeted as I did, he concluded. I left it all behind me there, Im afraid. And, of tact, I dont think I ever possessed any.

Which was perfectly true.

Meanwhile Mr. Ollivera, waiting in vain to see Sir Thomas Kene enter, grew sick of the ever-changing, ever-moving panorama that jostled him, and went down stairs to his uncles small and comfortable room, leaving word with the servants where he might be found if the Judge came in. Mr. Greatorex very rarely joined these large parties. He was sitting in quiet now, a bit of bright fire in the grate, for the evenings were still chilly, and a reading-lamp, newspapers, and books on the table. Slender, active, upright still, he scarcely looked his age, sixty-two: his face was fresh yet, and not a thread of grey mingled with the smooth brown hair.

Henry, is it you! he exclaimed; for he was surprised to see his nephew enter at that late hour. And Mr. Ollivera, as he took a chair, apologized for interrupting him, but said he had grown so weary of the turmoil above.

You dont mean to say you have been making one of them!

I have for once, uncle. It will serve me for ten years to come. People say to me sometimes, Why dont you go into society? Good heavens! to think that rational beings, Gods people who have souls to be saved, can waste their precious hours in such, evening after evening! The women for the most part are unseemly to behold; their bodies half dressed, their faces powdered and painted, their heads monstrosities, their attire sinfully lavish. The men affect to be heartless, drawling coxcombs. It is a bad phase of life, this that we have drifted into, rotten at its core; men and women alike artificial. Do you like this in your house, Uncle Greatorex?

When Bede married, I resigned to him the mastership of the house, so far as these things were concerned, replied Mr. Greatorex.

I know. Does Bede like it?

He countenances it. For myself, I trouble them but little now. Even my dinner I often cause to be served here. Bedes wife was civil enough to come down this evening and press me to join them.

Bede looks more worried than usual  and that need not be, observed William Ollivera. What is it, I wonder? To me he has the air of a man silently fretting himself into his grave.

You know what it is, William, said Mr. Greatorex, in a low tone, and calling his nephew, as he often did, by his second Christian name. Bedes wife is his great worry. But theres another.

What is it?

Illness, breathed Mr. Greatorex. Symptoms that we dont like have shown themselves in him lately. However  they may pass away. The doctors think they will.

I came here to meet Kene, whom I very particularly wish to see, resumed the clergyman, after a pause. Bede said he expected him.

Ay; some magnet must have drawn you, apart from that pointing his thumb at the rooms above. And Mr. Ollivera explained why he was seeking the Judge.

I thought something fresh might have arisen in the old case; or at least that you fancied it, observed Mr. Greatorex. You must be coming round to our way of thinking, William. Time goes on, but that stands still.

I shall never come round to it.

John has been dead four years and two months, now, pursued Mr. Greatorex. And it has stood still all that time.

William Ollivera leaned forward in his chair, and the fire and the lamp alike played on his wasted face, on the bright flush of emotion that rose in his thin cheeks.

Uncle! Uncle Greatorex! it is as fresh in my mind now as it was the first day I went down to Helstonleigh, and saw him lying white and cold and dead, with the ban of the coroners verdict upon him. I cannot shake it off: and of late I am not sure but I have tried to do so, in the sheer weariness of prolonged disappointment. Tarry yet awhile, and wait, a voice seems saying ever to me: and I am content to wait. I cannot rest; I find no peace. When I wake in the morning, I say, This day may bring forth fruit; when I go to rest at night, the thought, that it has not, is the last upon me. There will be neither rest nor peace for me until I have solved the enigma of my brothers death; and I am always working on for it.

Sir Thomas Kene has come, sir, interrupted a servant at this juncture, opening the door.

Henry Ollivera rose; and, wishing Mr. Greatorex good night, went forth to his interview with the Judge.


CHAPTER XI.

Day-Dreams.

THE house was almost within a stones-throw of Bedford Square; one of a good street. Its drawingroom windows were thrown open to the fine evening twilight, and a lady sat at one of them in a musing attitude. She was very nice looking, with a clear healthy colour on her cheeks, and soft bright dark eyes that had a thought in them beyond her years, which may have been six or seven-and-twenty. The features were well-formed; the shapely mouth, its rather thin and decisive lips, and the pretty pointed chin, spoke of innate firmness. Her hand, displaying its weddingring and keeper, was raised to support lightly her head, the slender fingers touching the smooth dark brown hair. She was perfectly still; not a movement betrayed that she heard or saw aught but her own thoughts; not a rustle stirred the folds of her soft silk dress, lying around her.

Shall I tell him, or not? she murmured at length. I have never had any concealment from him yet, nor he from me: but then I know it will pain and worry him. He has certainly changed a little: in the old days it seemed that anxiety could never touch him; that he would always throw it from him with a light word. Heigho! I suppose it comes with the cares of life.

A moments pause, during which she was again still as before, and then the soliloquy was resumed.

I could keep it from him, if needs were: the postman gave me the letter as I was going out, and no one knows of its arrival. But still  I dont like to begin it; and he might feel vexed afterwards: for of course he must come to know of it sometime. Oh dear! I never felt so irresolute before. They used to say at home I was so very downright. I wonder which would be right to do? If I were sure he

The room door was bushed open with a sudden whirl, and a little child came flying in with outstretched arms and a shouting, joyous laugh.

Mamma, mamma!

Nelly!

The arms were entwined together, the golden head with its shower of silken curls, nestled on the mothers bosom. Oh, but she was of rare loveliness, this child; with the delicately fair features, the great blue eyes, the sunny hair, and ever-sunny temperament.

Now, Nelly! You know you have been told over and over again not to be so boisterous. Fancy a little lady, just five years old, coming in like that! It might have been a great rude dog.

Another sweet, joyous laugh in answer, a host of kisses pressed by way of peace-offering on the gentle face, bent down in reproof more mock than real.

Nurse was running to catch me. She says its bedtime. And, to confirm the assertion, the French clock on the mantle-piece at that moment told out eight.

So it is. Come and say good-night to papa, Nelly.

Taking the childs hand she went out into what seemed a flood of light, after the gradually darkening room. The hall-lamp threw its rays upwards; on the gleaming silk of her pale blue dress, on the white fairy robes of the child, on the well-carpeted stairs. In the front room below, the tea stood ready by the evening fire: they went through to another room; and the mother spoke.

Nelly has come to wish papa good-night.

Seated at the table of this inner room was a gentleman writing fast by a shaded candle. He looked up with a sunny smile of welcome, and you saw the likeness then between the child and the father. The winning, beautiful features; the fair, bright complexion; the laughing blue eyes; the gay, happy temperament: all were the same.

It was James Channing. Sunny Hamish, as he used to be called. He was but thirty; a tall, well-proportioned, but as yet very slender man; rising over six feet, altogether attractive, handsome to look upon. Nelly, forgetting her lecture, flew into his arms with a shout and a laugh, as she had into those of her mother.

And what may this young lady have been about that she has not come to see me before, this evening? he asked.

Nurse kept her out rather late, Hamish, for one thing, and I knew you were busy, came the answer; not from the child, but from Mrs. Channing.

Yes, I am very busy. I have not any minutes to give even to my darling Nelly to-night, he fondly said, kissing the bright hair and the rosy lips. Nelly must go to bed and dream of papa instead.

Youll have time when the ship comes home, papa, said the child.

Lots of time then.

The ship is to be a book.

Ay.

And it will bring great luck?

Yes. Please God.

The last words were murmured in a tone suddenly hushed to reverence; low and happy; hopeful with a great, glad, assured hope, cheering to listen to; a trusted hope that lighted up the whole countenance of the man with its radiance, and shone forth in beams from his blue eyes. But he said no more; not even to his wife and his little child could he speak of the sanguine joy that anticipation wrought within him.

With too many kisses to be counted, with good nights spoken yet and yet again, Nelly was released and disappeared with her mother. The child bad been trained well. There was some indulgence on the parents side  perhaps that is indispensable in the case of an only child  but there was neither trouble nor rebellion on hers. Little Nelly Channing had been taught to obey good laws; and, to do so, came to her naturally.

Mrs. Channing took her up stairs and turned into her own dressing-room, as usual. She deemed it well that the child should say her prayers in solitude, and, always when practicable, in the same place. Nelly sat down of her own accord by her mother, and was quite still and quiet while a very few easy verses from the Bible were read to her; and then she knelt down to say her simple prayers at her mothers knee.

God bless my darling little Nelly, and make her a good girl! said Mrs. Channing, as she took her out and resigned her to the nurse.

Are you ready for tea, Hamish? she asked when she went down stairs again.

Quite. But, Ellen, I think I shall have to trouble you to bring it to me to-night.

Are you so very busy?

Ay. Look here.

He pointed with his pen to some papers on the table. Those are proof sheets: and I must get this manuscript in to-morrow, or they will not insert it in the next months number.

Hamish, I hope you are not doing too much, she gravely said. I dont like this night-work.

He laughed gleefully. Too much! I only wish I had too much to do, Ellen. Never fear, dear.

I wish you would teach me to correct the proofs.

What an idea!

I shall teach myself, sir.

It would be waste of time, young lady. I could not let anybody go over my proofs but myself.

You vain fellow! I wonder if self-conceit is indigenous to you literary men? Are they all as vain as Hamish Channing?

He took up the pen-wiper and threw it at her. But somehow Ellen was not in a mood for much jesting to-night. She put the pen-wiper  a rosette of red cloth  on the table again, and went and stood in silence with her hand on his shoulder. He turned his head.

What is it, love?

Hamish, I would bring in your tea willingly; you know it; but I think it would do you more good to leave this work, if only for five minutes. And I have something to say to you.

Very well. I cant come for a quarter of an hour. You are a regular martinet.

Ellen Channing left him and sat down in the other room to wait; and this will afford the opportunity for a word of explanation. Amidst the very very many people in all classes of life, high and low, on whom a certain recent panic had wrought its disastrous effects, was Hamish Channing. The bank, of which he had been manager in Helstonleigh, was drawn into the vortex by the failure of another bank, and went in its turn. Honourable men had to do with it; they sacrificed their own property in the emergency, and not a creditor suffered; every one was paid in full. It could not be reorganized, and it left Hamish without employment His wifes father, Mr. Huntley, had been one of the principal shareholders, and on him had fallen the greater weight of the heavy loss. It fell, too, at a time when Mr. Huntley could not afford to sustain it He possessed a large property in Canada, but it had latterly begun to yield him little or no return.

Whether in consequence of local depreciation, or of mismanagement (or perhaps something worse) on the part of his agents there, he knew not, and he sent his son out to see. The young man (he was three or four years younger than Mrs. Channing, and quite inexperienced) seemed not to be able to grapple with the business; he wrote home most confused and perplexing accounts, of which Mr. Huntley could make nothing. At length that gentleman resolved to go out himself; and the letter we have heard Mrs. Channing alluding to to-day was from him. It was the second news they had received, the first having merely announced his safe arrival: and the accounts this last contained were so gloomy that Ellen Channing would fain have kept them from her husband.

It must be distinctly understood that the failure of the bank in Helstonleigh was in no way connected with ill-management. Had a quorum of the wisest business-men in the world been at its head, they could neither have foreseen its downfall nor averted it. Therefore Hamish Channing came out of that, as he had out of every untoward thing all his life, untarnished in honour and in character. A small secretaryship was offered him in London, which he accepted; and he removed to the great city, with his wife and little daughter, his goods and chattels, there to set up his tent. A very small income had been settled on Ellen when she married; the larger portion of her fortune was to accrue to her on her fathers death. Whether it would be much, or little, or any, under the altered state of affairs, it was impossible now to say.

But it was not on the secretaryship that Hamish Channing depended for fame or fortune. A higher and dearer hope was his. That Hamish possessed in a high degree that rarest of all Gods gifts, true genius, he had long known. Writers of talent the world has had, and had in abundance, men and women; of real genius but few. Perhaps, after all, the difference is not very distinguishable by the general mass of readers. But, to those who possess it, its characteristics are unmistakable. The divine light (is it too much to call it so?) that lies within them shines as a very beacon, pointing on to fame; to honour; above all, to appreciation: the knowledge that they are different from their fellow-mortals, of a higher and nobler and rarer order, and that the world will sometime recognize the fact and bow down in worship, is never absent from the consciousness of the inner heart.

But, with the gift, James Charming also possessed its almost invariably accompanying attribute: a refined sensitiveness of feeling. And that is a quality not too well calculated to do battle with rude, every-day life. Should the great hope within him ever meet with a stem, crushing disappointment, his inability to bear the shock would in all probability show itself in some very marked degree. No one but himself knew or suspected the extreme sensitiveness of his every feeling; it had been hidden hitherto under the nonchalant ease of manner, the sunny temper which made Hamish Channings great charm. When the bank was broken up, and with it his home and his greater means of living, it was not felt by him as many another man would have felt it: for it seemed only to render more feasible the great aim of his life  the devoting himself to literature. Years ago he had begun to write: and the efforts were first efforts, somewhat crude, as all first efforts, whether given to the world or not, must of necessity be, but they bore unmistakably the stamp of genius. His appointment to the bank and his marriage interrupted his writing; and his genius and pen had alike lain dormant for some six years. His wifes father, Mr. Huntley, had procured his later appointment to the London secretaryship, and Hamish did not venture to decline it and devote himself wholly to literature, as he would have liked to do. The pay, though small, was sure; Ellens income was smaller still, and they must live; so he accepted it. His duties there occupied him from nine to four: and all his available time beyond that, early and late, was devoted to writing. The days employment was regarded as but a temporary clog, to be given up as soon as he found his income from literature would justify it. To accomplish this desirable end, he was doing a great deal more than was good for him and taking too little rest. In point of fact, he had, you see, two occupations, each one of which would have been sufficient for an industrious man. What of that? Hamish never so much as cast a thought to it.

Oh, with what a zest had he re-commenced the writing, laid aside for so long! It was like returning to some glad haven of rest. Joy filled his whole being. The past six years had been heavy with suppressed yearning; the yearning to be about the work for which he knew God had pre-eminently fitted him: but his duties had been onerous, his time nearly fully taken up; and when he would have snatched some moments from night for the dearer work, his wife and his anxious friends had risen up in arms against it, for he was not over-strong, and some delicacy of constitution was preached about.

Besides, as Mr. Huntley said, a writing manager might alarm the banks patronizers. But he had it all his own way now, and made good profit of his writings. Papers on social questions of the day, essays, stories, were in turn written, and taken by different periodicals. They had to be written, apart from other hopes and views, for the style in which they lived required additional means to support it, beyond his salary and his wifes money. It was not much style, after all, no extravagance; three maid-servants, and little company; but everybody knows how money seems to melt in London.

He had been at this work now for a year. And his wife was beginning to grow anxious, for she knew he was doing too much, and told him he was wearing himself out. If he could but resign the secretaryship! was ever in her secret hopes and thoughts just as much as his; and she wished her father could get his Canadian affairs well settled, so as to allow the necessary addition to her income. Hamish laughed at this. He was living in a glad dream of future fame and fortune: that it would inevitably come, he felt as sure of as though it lay at hand now, ready to be picked up. He was writing a long work; a work in three volumes; and this was the precious gem on which all his hopes and love and visions were centred. The periodical writing had to be done, for its returns were needed; but every spare moment, apart from that, was devoted to the book. A light of gladness beamed from his eyes; a joy, sweet as the chords of some soothing melody, lay ever on his spirit. Oh, what is there of bliss and love in the world that can compare with this! And it is known to so few; so few: by all else it can never be so much as imagined. Do not mistake it, you who read, for the pleasurable anticipation of a man or woman who may from chance causes have taken up the profession of literature, and look for the good, substantial and otherwise, that it is to bring. The two are wholly different: the one is born of heaven, the other of earth. But that man must live, Hamish Channing amidst the rest, the thought of money being one of the returns, would be distasteful; never, as I honestly believe, accepted as such without a blush: the dross of earth mingling with the spiritualized, exalted, pure joy of Eden. It is well that this same gift of genius with its dear pleasures and its attendant after-pains  for they come  should be vouchsafed to a unit amidst tens of thousands!

Mrs. Channing sat waiting for him; the tea standing before her, herself thoughtful. The room was of good size and handsomely furnished, its chairs and curtains of rich purple cloth. Their furniture had been a present from Mr. Huntley when they married, who was not one to do things niggardly. As Mrs. Channing sat, facing the inner door, the windows were behind her; the fire-place, with its ornaments and its large chimney-glass on her left; a piano on one side it, a white marble-topped cabinet with purple silk lining to its glass-doors on the other; and on her right, stood the sideboard, and other furniture. The inner room, used exclusively by Hamish for writing, had horsehair chairs, and a book-case running all along the side of the wall.

The door opened, and Hamish came in. He had a small bundle in his hand; proof sheets done up for the post, and sent them out at once by the maid, as he sat down to tea. Which he seemed inclined to swallow at a gulp, and to eat his piece of bread-and-butter wholesale, ever anxious to get back to his labour and the glowing visions of promise connected with it.

Hamish, I do believe you like your writing better than you like me! Ellen said to him one day almost passionately. And for answer, Mr. Hamish in his sauciness had said he was not sure but he did.

He sat there at tea, now, talking gaily as usual. His wife interrupted him, telling of the letter she had received, and its unfavourable news. He listened with his sunny smile.

I had great mind not to tell you at all, Hamish, she confessed. Papas temperament is nearly as sanguine as yours; and if he writes in poor spirits, saying he fears it may turn out that he is a ruined man, I know things must be very bad.

But why have hesitated to tell me, Ellen?

To save you anxiety. Dont you see what it implies? If papa loses his property, the fortune that would have been mine sometime will be lost too.

Had she been speaking of the probable loss of some mere trifle, he could scarcely have heard it with more equanimity. It seemed to Hamish that the future was, according to human foresight, in his own hands.

Never mind, Ellen, we have a resource that cannot be lost. I will take care of you, Heaven aiding me; you shall have every needful and substantial good in abundance.

Yes, that is just it. You work too much already: you would work more then.

Hamish laughed. Do you know what I wish, Ellen? I wish the day were four-and-twenty hours long instead of twelve, and that I had two sets of brains and hands.

How are you getting on?

Oh, so well. It is all right, my darling. And will be.

They were interrupted by a visitor  Mr. Roland Yorke. There had been a casual meeting once or twice, but this was the first time he had been there. They invited him to come; but Roland had the grace to be ashamed of a certain escapade of his in the days gone by, which brought disgrace for the time being on Arthur Channing, and he had rather held back from appearing. This he partially confessed.

It would have been so different, you know, Hamish, had I returned with a few millions from Port Natal, and gone home to atone to Arthur in the face and eyes of all the town, and done honour to him for what he is, the best man living, and heaped a fortune upon him. But I have not been able to do that. Id rather rush off again to Port Natal and its troubles, than Id go within miles of Helstonleigh.

And so, to mend it, you thought you would keep miles away from me, said Hamish, with his glad smile of welcome. I think theres only one person in the world would be more glad to see you than I, and thats Arthur himself.

I know. I know what a good fellow you always were. But I hadnt the face to come, you see. It was Annabel made me now.

Suddenly shaking both their hands in the heartiest manner, with a grip that brought pain to Mrs. Channing, who wore rings, Roland fell to at the tea. Hamish, remembering his appetite of old, rang the bell for some good things to be brought in; and Roland was speedily in the midst of the most comfortable enjoyment, mentally and bodily. He gave them his own confidence without the least reserve, both as to present and past; gravely telling everything, including the nearly-embraced hot-pie scheme of commerce, which made Hamish hold his sides, and the having met Gerald at Mrs. Bede Greatorexs party.

I rather expect Gerald here this evening, remarked Hamish.

Do you? said Roland, his mouth full of savoury pie. He wont be too pleased to see me; he means to cut me, Im nearly sure. Do you see much of him, Hamish?

Hamish explained that he did. They were both in the literary line; and Gerald had some good engagements as a reviewer.

Wheres his wife? asked Roland. Yes, please, Mrs. Channing, another cup; plenty of milk and sugar.

In the country; somewhere in Gloucestershire. Gerald is not too communicative on that score.

Dont you think, Hamish, he must have been a great duffer to go and marry before he knew how he could keep a wife?

Hamish raised his eyebrows with the good-natured indifferent manner that Roland so well remembered in the days gone by; but answer made he none. Where Hamish Channing could not praise, he would not blame. Even by his immediate relatives Geralds imprudent marriage was tacitly ignored, and the Lady Augusta Yorke bad threatened to box Rolands ears in Ireland, when he persisted in asking about it.

I always knew Gerald would not go into the Church, remarked Roland. I wouldnt; they say Tod threatened to run off to sea if they talked to him of it: somehow we boys have a prejudice against following my fathers calling. Ill tell you a secret, Hamish: if a fellow wants to be made, to have his nonsense knocked out of him, he must go to Port Natal. Do you remember the morning you saw me decamping off for London on my way to it?

Dont I, said Hamish, his lips parting with merriment at the remembrance. There was commotion that day at Helstonleigh, Roland; in Galloways office especially.

And dear old Arthur buried his wrongs and went to the rescue; and poor dying Jenkins got out of his bed to help. He was nothing but a calf, poor fellow, a reed in Mrs. J.s hands, but he was good as gold. I say, shes altered.

Is she?

Roland nodded. The going to Port Natal made me, Hamish, he resumed; and Hamish was slightly surprised at the serious tone. I should have been one of the idlest of the family batch but for the lesson I got read to me there. I went out to make my fortune; instead of making it, I had to battle with ill-fate, and ill-fate won the day. They call it names of course; a mistaken enterprise, a miserable failure; but it was just the best thing that could have happened for me. I was a proud, stuck-up ignoramus; I should have depended on Carrick, or anybody else, to get my living for me; but I mean now to earn it for myself.

When Hamish went to his work later, leaving Ellen to entertain their guest, Roland followed him with his eyes.

There was a change in Hamish Channing, apparent to one even as unobservant as Roland. The face was thinner than of yore; its refined features were paler; they looked etherealized, as it seemed to Roland. The sweet-natured temperament was there still, but some of its once gay lightness had given place to thought. The very frequent mocking tone had been nearly entirely laid aside for one of loving considerateness to all.

What are you looking at? questioned Ellen, struck with Rolands fixed gaze and unusual seriousness.

At him. He is so changed.

Older, do you mean?

Law bless you, no. Of course he is older by more than seven years; but he is very young-looking still; he does not look so old as I do, and I am two years his junior. I used to think Hamish Channing the handsomest fellow living, but he was nothing then to what he is now. I hope you wont consider its wrong of me to say it, Mrs. Channing, but theres something in his face now that makes one think of Heaven.

Mr. Yorke!

There! I knew what it would be. Mr. Ollivera flies out at me when I say wrong things. Other people dont say them. It must have been that Port Natal. I thought I was dead once, over there, added Roland, passing on to another topic with his usual abruptness.

Ellen smiled; she had spoken in surprise only. Roland Yorke, who had brought his chair round to the fire, sat opposite to her, his elbow on his knee, his head bent forward.

I dont mean that it makes one think he is going to Heaven  going to die before his time; you need not be afraid, Mrs. Channing It was not that kind of thought at all; only that the angels and people about, up there, must have just such faces as Hamishs; good, and pure, and beautiful; and just the same sweet expression, and the same loving-kindness in the tone of voice.

Roland stopped and pulled at his dark whiskers. Mrs. Channing began to think he had also changed for the better.

Many a one, remembering the past, would have just turned their backs upon me, Mrs. Channing. Instead of that, he is as glad to see me, and makes me as cordially welcome as if I were a lord, or a prize pig sent him at Christmas. What did I nearly die of? you ask. Well, of fever; but I got all sorts of horrid torments. I had the eye-epidemic; its caused by the dust, and I thought I was going blind. Then I had what they call Natal sores, a kind of boil; then I nearly had a sun-stroke; the heats something awful, you know. And I got the ticks everlastingly.

Do you mean the tic-douloureux?

Law bless you! A Port Natal tick is an insect. It sits on the top of the grass waiting for you to pass by and darts into your legs; and no earthly thing will get it off again, except tugging at it with tweezers. They have no wings or mouth, nothing but a pair of lancets and a kind of pipe for a body, covered with spikes. Oh, they are nice things. When I set up that store for leeches and candles and pickled pork, I used to go and get the leeches myself, to save buying; lots of them grow in the rivulets round about; but I would bring home a vast many more ticks than leeches, and that didnt pay, you know. Wheres the little thing?

Nelly? She has gone to bed.

She is the prettiest child I ever saw.

She is just like her papa, said Mrs. Channing, whose cheeks were flushing softly with pardonable love and pride at the praise of her child.

So she is. When will his book be out?

Ah, I dont know. He is getting on quickly, he tells me. I think he is a ready writer.

I suppose most men of genius are that, remarked Roland. He does not talk much about it, does he?

Not at all. A very little to me. These wonderful hopes and dreams that lie down deep within us, and go to make up the concealed inner life of our dearest feelings, cannot be spoken of to the world. I have none, she added, slightly laughing; I am more practical.

Hamish is so hopeful! It is his temperament.

Hopeful! repeated Mrs. Channing; indeed he is: like nothing I ever saw. You have heard of daydreams, Mr. Yorke; well, this book is his day-dream. He works at it late and early, almost night and day. I tell him sometimes he must be wearing himself out.

One never does really wear out from work, Mrs. Channing. I used to think I was wearing out at old Galloways; but I didnt know what work was until I got to Natal. I learnt it then.

Did you sit up to work at nights at Port Natal?

Only when I had not got a bed to go to, answered candid Roland. Mine was not that kind of work, sitting up to burn the mid-night oil; it lay in knocking about.

Thats quite different.

What puzzles me more than anything is, that Gerald should have turned author, resumed Roland. Henry Ollivera was talking about genius at our place the other day. Why, according to what he described it to be, Gerald Yorke must have about as much genius as a walking gander.

Ellen laughed. Hamish says Gerald has no real genius, she said. But he has a good deal of talent. He is what may be called a dashing writer.

Well, I dont know, disputed Roland, who was hard of belief in these alleged qualities of his brother. I remember in the old days at home, when Gerald was at the college-school, he couldnt be got to write a letter. If Lady Augusta wanted him to write a letter to Carrick, or to George out in India, she would have to din at him for six months. He hated it like poison.

That may have been idleness.

Oh, we all went in for that, acknowledged Roland. I should have been a very lazy beggar to the end of time but for the emigration to Port Natal.


CHAPTER XII.

Commotion in the Office of Greatorex and Greatorex.

THE summer sun, scorching the walls of houses and the street pavements with its heat and its glare, threw itself in great might into the offices of Greatorex and Greatorex. Josiah Hurst and Roland Yorke were at their desk, writing side by side. Jenner was at his, similarly occupied; Mr. Brown was holding a conversation in an undertone with some stranger, who had entered with him as he came in from an errand: a man of respectable, staid appearance. Something in the cut of his clothes spoke of the provinces; and Roland Yorke, who never failed to look after other peoples affairs, however pressing his own might be, decided that the stranger was a countryman, come up to see the sights of London.

Which I cant, except from the outside, grumbled Roland to himself. Its an awful sell to have to go about with empty pockets. I wonder who the fellow is?  he has been whispering there twenty minutes if hes been one. He looks as if he had plenty in his.

Mr. Bede Greatorex came in and took his place at his desk. The head-clerk drew his head away from close proximity with his friends, and commenced work; a hint to the stranger that their gossip must be at an end.

The latter asked for a pen and ink, wrote a few words on a leaf he tore from his pocket-book, folded it in two, and gave it to Mr. Brown.

That is my address in town, he said. Let me see you to-night. I leave to-morrow at mid-day.

Good, replied Mr. Brown, glancing at the writing on the paper; The stranger went out, lifting his hat to the room generally, and Mr. Brown put the paper away in his pocket.

Who was that? asked Mr. Bede Greatorex.

A gentleman I used to know, sir, a farmer, was the reply. I met him outside just now, and he came in with me. We got talking of old times.

Oh, I thought it was some one on business for the office, said Mr. Bede Greatorex, half in apology for inquiring. His face looked worn as usual, his eyes bright and restless. Some of the family could remember that when the late Mrs. Greatorex had first shown symptoms of the malady that killed her, her eyes had been unnaturally bright.

The work went on. The clocks drew near to twelve, and the sun in the heavens grew fiercer. Roland began to look white and flustered. What with the work and what with the heat, he thought he might as well be roughing it at Port Natal. He was doing pretty well on the whole  for him  and did not get lectures above four times a week. To help liking Roland was impossible; with his frank manners, his free good-nature, his unsophisticated mind, and his candid revelations in regard to himself, that would now and again plunge the office into private convulsions. It was also within the range of possibility that his good connections, and the fact of his being free of the house, running up at will to pay unexpected visits to Mrs. Greatorex, had their due weight in Mr. Browns mind; for breaches of office etiquette were tolerated in Roland that certainly would not have been in any other clerk, whether he was a gentleman or not. Roland had chosen to constitute himself a kind of enfant de la maison; he and his brothers and sisters had been intimate with the Joliffe girls; he could remember once having nearly got up a fight with Louisa, now Mrs. Bede Greatorex; and, to make Roland understand that in running up-stairs when he chose, darting in upon Mrs. Greatorex as she sat in her boudoir or drawingroom, darting in upon Miss Channing as she gave lessons to Jane Greatorex, he was intruding where he ought not, would have been a hopeless task. Once or twice Mr. Bede Greatorex had voluntarily invited him up to luncheon or dinner; and so Roland made himself free of the house, and in a degree swayed the office.

They were very busy to-day. The work which he and Hurst and Jenner had in hand was being waited for, so that Roland had to stick to it, in spite of the relaxing heat, and fully decided he could not be worse off at Port Natal. The scratching of the pens was going on pretty equally, when Frank Greatorex came in.

I want a cheque from you, Bede.

Wheres Mr. Greatorex? returned Bede in answer; for it was to him such applications were made in general.

Gone out.

Bede put aside the deed he had been sedulously examining, went into his private room, and came back with his cheque-book.

How much? he asked of his brother, as he sat down.

Forty-four pounds. Make it out to Sir Richard Yorke.

With a simultaneous movement, as it seemed, two of those present raised their heads to look at Frank Greatorex: Roland Yorke and Mr. Brown. The former was no doubt attracted by the sound of his kinsmans name; what aroused Mr. Browns attention did not appear, but he stared for a moment in a kind of amazement.

Upon consideration, I dont think Ill take the cheque with me now; I will call for it later in the day, when Ive been into the city, spoke a voice at the door; and Sir Richard Yorke appeared. Bede, who was just then signing the cheque, Greatorex and Greatorex, finished the signature, and came forward to shake hands.

How dye do, sir, spoke up Roland.

Sir Richards little eyes peered out over his fat face, and he condescended to recognise his nephew by a nod. Bede Greatorex spoke a few words to the baronet, touching the matter in hand, and turned back to his desk, leaving Frank to escort the old gentleman out. Bede, about to cross the cheque, hesitated.

Did Mr. Frank say a crossed cheque? he asked, looking up.

No, sir; he said simply a cheque, said Jenner, finding nobody else answered.

Yes, broke out Roland, its fine to be that branch of the family. Getting their cheques for forty-four pounds! I wish I could get one for fourty-for shillings.

Have the goodness to attend to your own business, Mr. Yorke.

Bede Greatorex left the cheque uncrossed. In a few minutes, after putting things to rights on his desk, he gathered up his papers, including the cheque and cheque-book, and went into his room. Putting the things altogether into his desk there,  for he had an engagement at twelve, and the hour was within a minute or two of striking,  he locked it and went out by the other door, not coming into the front room again.

Now it happened that Bede Greatorex, who had expected to be absent half an hour at the longest, was unavoidably detained, so that when Sir Richard Yorke returned for his cheque it could not be given to him. Mr. Greatorex, however, was at home then, and drew out another. And the day went on.

You must cancel that cheque, Bede, Mr. Greatorex casually observed to his son that same evening, after office-hours. It was very unbusiness-like to leave it locked up, when you were not sure of coming back in time to give it to Sir Richard.

But I thought I was sure. It does not matter.

If you will bring me those title-deeds of Cardwells, Ill go over them myself quietly, and see what I can make out, said Mr. Greatorex.

Bede crossed the passage to his private room, and unlocked his deck. The deeds Mr. Greatorex asked for were the same that he had been examining in the front office in the morning. Some flaw had been discovered in them, or was suspected, and it was likely to give the office some trouble, which would fall on Bedes head. There they lay inside the desk, just as Bede had placed them in the morning, with the paperweight upon them; detained at Westminster until a late hour, he had not been to his desk since. Reminded by his father to destroy the cheque  useless now  Bede thought he would do it at once.

But he could not find it. Other papers, besides the title-deeds, cheque, and cheque-book, he had placed within, and he went carefully over them all, one by one. Nothing was missing, nothing had apparently been touched, but the cheque certainly was not there. He searched his desk in the front office, quite for forms sake, for he knew that he had carried the cheque with him to his private room.

One would think you had been drawing out the deeds, remarked Mr. Greatorex when he returned.

I cant find that cheque, answered Bede.

Not find the cheque! repeated Mr. Greatorex. What do you mean, Bede?

Bede gave a short history of the affair. He had been in a hurry; and, instead of staying to put the cheque and cheque-book into his cash-box, had left them loose in his table-desk with the title-deeds and sundry other papers.

But you locked your desk? cried Mr. Greatorex.

Assuredly. I have only unlocked it now. The cheque would be as safe there as in the cash-box.

You could not have put it in, Bede; it must be somewhere about.

I am just as certain that I put it in, as I am that it is not there now,

Mr. Greatorex did not believe it. Bede had been for some time showing himself less the keen, exact man of business he used to be. Trifling mistakes, inaccuracies, negligences, would come to light now and again; vexing Mr. Greatorex beyond measure.

I dont know what to make of you of late, Bede, he said after a pause. You know the complaints we have been obliged to hear. These very title-deeds  putting his hand on those just brought in it was you who examined and passed them. One negligence or another comes cropping up continually, and they may all be traced to you. Is your state of health the cause?

I suppose so, replied Bede, who felt conscious the reproach was merited.

You had better take some rest for a time. If  .

No, came the hasty interruption, as though the proposal were unpalatable. Work is better for me than idleness. Put me out of harness, and I should knock up.

Bede, said Mr. Greatorex, in a tone of considerate kindness, but with some hesitation, it appears to me that you get more of a changed man day by day. You have not been the same since your marriage. I fear the cause, or a great portion of it, lies in her; I fear she gives you trouble. As you know, I have never spoken to you before of this; I have abstained from doing so.

A flush, that had shown itself in the clear olive face when Mr. Greatorex began to speak, faded to whiteness; the hand, that accidentally touched his fathers, felt fevered in all its veins.

At least, my wife is not the cause of my illness, he answered in a low tone.

I dont know that, Bede. That a great worry lies on your heart continually, that a kind of restless, nervous anxiety never leaves you by night or by day, is sufficiently plain to me; I know that it can only arise from matters connected with your wife: and I also know that this, and this alone, tells upon your bodily health. Your wifes extravagance is bringing you care: ruin will surely supervene if you do not check it.

Bede Greatorex opened his lips to speak, but seemed to think better of it, and closed them again. His brow was knitted into two upright lines.

Unless you can do so, Bede, I shall be compelled to make an alteration in our arrangements. In justice to myself and to my other children, your name must be withdrawn from the firm. Not yourself and your profits: only the name, as a matter of safety.

Bede Greatorex bit his lips. His fathers heart ached for him. For a long while Mr. Greatorex had seen that his sons unhappy state of mind (and that it was unhappy no keen observer, much with him, could mistake) arose through his wife. And he thought Bede a fool for putting up with her.

You need not be afraid, said Bede. I will take care the firms interests are not affected.

How can you take care? retorted Mr. Greatorex, in rather a stern tone. When debts are being made daily in the most reckless manner: debts that you know nothing of, until the bills come trooping in and you are called upon to pay, can you answer for what it will go on to? Can I? Many a richer man than either of us, Bede, has been brought to the Bankruptcy Court through less than this. Ay, and I will tell you what else, Bede  it has brought husbands to the grave. When people remark to me, Your son Bede looks ill,

I quietly answer Do you think so? when all the while I am secretly wondering that you can look even as well as you do.

Who remarks on it? asked Bede.

Who! Many people. Only the other night, when Henry Ollivera was here, he spoke of it.

Let Henry Ollivera concern himself with his own affairs, was the fierce answer. Does he want to be a

Bedes voice dropped to an inaudible whisper. But the concluding words had sounded like curse amongst us.

Bede! Did you say curse?

I said king, answered Bede. His nostrils were working, his lips were quivering, his chest was heaving; all with a passion he was trying to suppress. Mr. Greatorex looked at him, and waited. He had seen Bede in these intemperate fits of anger before: sometimes for no apparent cause.

We will go back to the starting-point, this cheque, Bede, he quietly said. You must have overlooked it. Go and search your desk again.

Bede was leaving the room when he met a servant coming to it with a message. Mr. Yorke had called, and wished to see Mr. Greatorex for a couple of minutes: his business was important.

The notion of Roland Yorke and important business being in connexion, brought a smile to the face of Mr. Greatorex. He told the servant to sent him in.

But instead of Roland, it was the son of Sir Richard Yorke who advanced. A very fashionable gentleman in evening dress, small and slight, with white hands, a lisp, and a silky moustache. He had come about the cheque.

Sir Richard, fatigued with his visit to the city, had gone straight home to Portland Place, after receiving the cheque from Mr. Greatorex, and sent his son to the bankers to get it cashed: a branch office of the London and Westminster. The clerk, before he cashed it, looked at it rather attentively, and then went away for a minute.

We have cashed one cheque before to-day, sir, precisely similar to this, he said on his return. Would Sir Richard be likely to have two cheques from Greatorex and Greatorex in one day, each drawn for the same amount  forty-four pounds?

Greatorex and Greatorex are my fathers men of business: he went to get some money for them to-day, I know; I suppose he chose to receive it in two cheques instead of one, replied Mr. Yorke haughtily, for he deemed the question an impertinence. Sir Richard may have wished to pay the half of it away.

The clerk counted out the money and said no more. The cheques were undoubtedly genuine, the first made out in the well-known hand of Bede Greatorex, the last in that of his father, and the clerk supposed it was all right. Mr. Yorke sent the money up to Sir Richard when he got home, and went out again. At dinner-time, he mentioned what the clerk had said Insolent fellah!  and the old baronet, who knew of the fact of two cheques having been drawn, took alarm.

Hed not let me wait an instant; sent me off here before Id well tasted my soup, grumbled Mr. Yorke. One of you had better come and see him if the cheque has been lost and cashed; or hell ask me five hundred questions which I cant answer, and fret himself into a fit. He has had one fit, you know. As to the cheque, it must have got into the hands of some clever thief, who made haste to reap the benefit of it.

And your desk must have been picked, Bede, if you are sure you put it in, observed Mr. Greatorex.

I am sure of that, answered Bede. But I dont see how the desk can have been picked. Not a thing in it was displaced, and the lock is uninjured.

Bede had a frightful headache  which was the cause of his looking somewhat worse than usual that evening, so Mr. Greatorex went to Sir Richard Yorkes. And in coming home he passed round by Scotland Yard.

On the following morning, sitting in his room, he held a conference with his two sons, whom he had not seen on his return the previous night.

They think at Scotland Yard it must inevitably have been one of the clerks in your room, Bede, said Mr. Greatorex.

One would think it, but that it seems so very unlikely, answered Bede. Brown and Jenner have been with us quite long enough for their honesty to be proved; and the other two are gentlemen.

Their theory is this; that some one, possessing easy access to your private room, opened the desk with a false key.

For the matter of that, the clerks on our side the house could obtain nearly if not quite as easy access to Bedes room through its other door, observed Frank Greatorex.

Yes. But you forget, Frank, that none of them on our side the house knew of the cheque having been drawn out and left there. Jelf will be in by-and-by.

The mornings letters, presently delivered, lay before Mr. Greatorex in a stack, and he began to look at them one by one before opening; his common custom. He came to one addressed to Bede, marked Private on both sides, and tossed it to his son!

Bede opened it. There was an inner envelope, sealed, and addressed and marked just like the outer one, which Bede opened in turn. Frank Greatorex, standing near his brother, was enabled to see that but a few lines formed its contents. Almost in a moment, before Bede could have read the whole, he crushed the letter together and thrust it into his pocket. Frank laughed.

Your correspondent takes his precautions, Bede. Was he afraid that Mrs. Bede

The words were but meant in jest, but Frank did not finish them. Bede turned from the room with a kind of staggering movement, his face blanched, his whole countenance livid with some awful terror. Frank simply stared after him, unable to say another word.

What was that? cried Mr. Greatorex, looking up at the abrupt silence.

I dont know, said Frank. Bede seems moonstruck with that letter he has had. It must contain tidings of some bother or other.

Then rely upon it, it is connected with his wife, severely spoke Mr. Greatorex.

The news relating to the cheque fell upon the office like a clap of thunder. Every clerk in it felt uncomfortable, especially those attached to Mr. Bedes department. The clerk at the bank, who had cashed the cheque, was questioned. It had been presented at the bank early in the afternoon, about half-past one oclock he said, or between that and two. He had not taken notice of the presenter, but seemed to remember that he was a tall dark man, with black whiskers. Had taken it and cashed it quite as a matter of course; making no delay or query; it was a common thing for strangers, that is strangers to the bank, to present the cheques of Greatorex and Greatorex. No; he had not taken the number of the notes, for the best of all possible reasons  that he had paid it in gold, as requested. This clerk happened also to be the one to whom Sir Richard Yorkes son had presented the second cheque; he spoke to that gentleman of the fact of having cashed one an hour or two before, exactly similar; but Mr. Yorke seemed to intimate that it was all right; in short appeared offended at the subject being named to him.

At present that comprised all the information they possessed.

It was Mr. Bede Greatorex who made the communication to the clerks in his room. He was sitting at his desk in the front office when they arrived,  an unusual circumstance; and when all were assembled and had settled to their several occupations, then he entered upon it. The cheque he had drawn out, as they might remember, on the previous morning for Sir Richard Yorke, and which he had locked up subsequently in his table-desk in the other room, had been abstracted from it, and cashed at the bank. He spoke in a quiet, friendly manner, just in the same tone he might have related it to a friend, not appearing to cast the least thought of possible suspicion upon any one of them. Nevertheless, no detective living could have watched their several demeanours, as they heard it, more keenly than did Mr. Bede Greatorex.

The clerks seemed thunderstruck. Three of them gazed at him, unable for the moment to shape any reply; the other burst out at once.

The cheque gone! Stolen out of the desk, and cashed at the bank! My goodness! Who took it, sir?

That the words came from nobody but Roland, you may be sure. Mr. Bede Greatorex went on to give a few explanatory details; and Rolands next movement was to rush into the adjoining room without asking permission, and give a few tugs to the lid of the table-desk. Back he clattered in a commotion.

And here let it be remarked, en passant, that it is somewhat annoying to have to apply so frequently the word clatter to Rolands progress, imparting no doubt a good deal of unnecessary sameness. But there is really no other graphic expression that can be found to describe it. His steps were quick, and the soles of his boots made noise enough for ten.

I say, Mr. Bede Greatorex, he exclaimed, it is no light hand that could open that desk without a key. Ive had experience in lifting weights over at Port Natal when helping to load the ships with coal

Kindly oblige me by making less noise, Mr. Yorke, came the interrupting reproof.

Which Roland seemed not to heed in the least. He tilted himself on to a high stool in the middle of the room, his legs dangling, just as though he had been at a free-and-easy meeting; and there he sat, staring in consternation.

Will the bank know the fellow again that cashed it?

My opinion is that the desk was opened with a key in the ordinary way, observed Mr. Bede Greatorex, referring to a previous remark of Rolands, but passing over his present question.

Perhaps you left your keys about? suggested Roland.

I did not leave them about, Mr. Yorke. I had them with me.

Well, this is a go! I say! he resumed, with quite a burst of excitement, his eyes beaming, his face glowing, wholl be at the loss of the money? Old Dick Yorke?

Ah, that is a nice question, said Bede Greatorex.

I beg your pardon, sir, interposed Mr. Brown, who had been very thoughtful. Dont you think you must be mistaken in supposing you put the cheque in the desk? I could understand it all so easily if

I know I put it in my desk, and left it there locked up, said Mr. Bede Greatorex, stopping the words. What were you about to say?

If you had carried the cheque out inadvertently, and dropped it in the street, concluded Mr. Brown, it would have been quite easy to understand then. Some unprincipled man might have picked it up, and made off at once to the bank with it, hazarding the risk.

But I did nothing of the sort, said Bede: and Mr. Brown shock his head, as if he were hard of conviction.

Of course theres not much difference in the degree of guilt, but many a man who would not for the world touch a locked desk might appropriate a picked-up cheque, sir.

I tell you, the cheque was taken from my desk, reiterated Mr. Bede Greatorex, slightly irritated at the persistency.

Well, sir, then all I can say is, that it is an exceedingly disagreeable thing for every one of us, said the head-clerk.

I do not wish to imply that it is, said Bede Greatorex. Mr. Yorke, allow me to suggest that sitting on that stool will not do your work.

I hope old Dick will be the one to lose it! cried Roland, with fervour, as he quitted the stool for his place by Mr. Hurst. Forty-four pounds! its stunning. Hes the meanest old chap alive, Mr. Greatorex. Id almost have taken it myself from him.

Did you take it? questioned Hurst in a whisper.

Whats that? retorted Roland.

He faced Hurst as he spoke, waiting for a reply. All in a moment the proud countenance and bearing changed. The face fell, the clear eyes looked away, the brow became suffused with crimson. Hurst saw the signs, and felt sorry for what he had said; had said in thoughtlessness rather than in any real meaning. For he knew that it had recalled to Roland Yorke a terrible escapade of his earlier life.


CHAPTER XIII.

Taking the Place of Jelf.

IT will stick in my gizzard for ever. I can see that. An awful clog, it is, when a fellow has dropped into mischief once in his life, and repented and atoned for it, that it must be cast in his teeth always; cropping up at any hour, like a dead donkey in the Thames; I might as well have stayed at Port Natal!

Such was the inward soliloquy of Mr. Roland Yorke as he bent over his writing after that overwhelming question of Hursts, Did you take it? Hurst, really grieved at having hurt his feelings, strove to smooth away what he had said.

I beg your pardon, old fellow, he whispered. On my honour I spoke without thought.

I dare say you did! retorted Roland.

I meant no harm, Roland; I did not indeed. Nothing connected with the past occurred to me.

You know it did was the answer, and Roland turned his grieved face full on Hurst. You know you wanted to bring up that miserable time when I stole the twenty-pound note from old Galloway, and let the blame of it fall on Arthur Channing. Because I took that, you think I have taken this!

Hush! Youll have them hear you, Yorke.

Thats what you want. Why dont you go and tell them? demanded Roland, who was working himself into a passion. Proclaim it aloud. Ring the bell, as the town-crier does at home on a market-day. Call Greatorex and Brown and Jenner up from their desks. Wheres the good of taunting me in private?

Hurst kept his head down and wrote on in silence, hoping to allay the storm he had inadvertently provoked. In spite of his protestations, he had spoken in reference to that past transaction, and the tone showed the truth to Roland; but still he had spoken thoughtlessly. Roland, as he believed, was no more guilty of this present loss than he himself was; and he felt inclined to clip his tongue out for its haste.

Pushing his hair from his hot face, biting his lips, drawing deep breaths in his anger and emotion, stood Roland. Presently the pen was dashed down on the parchment before him, blotting it and defacing it for use, but of course that went for nothing, and Roland stalked to the desk of Mr. Bede Greatorex.

I wish to say, sir, that I did not steal the cheque.

The words took Mr. Bede Greatorex by surprise. But he had by this time become pretty well acquainted with Roland and his impulsive ways; he liked him in spite of his faults as a clerk; otherwise he would never have put up with them. A pleasant smile crossed his lips as he answered; answered in jest.

You know the old French proverb, I dare say, Mr. Yorke: Qui sexcuse saccuse?

Roland made nothing of French at the best of times: at such as these, every pulse within him agitated to pain, it was about as intelligible as Hebrew. But, had he understood every word of the joking implication, he could not have responded with more passionate earnestness.

I did not touch the cheque, sir; I swear it. I never saw it after you took it from this room, or knew where you put it, or anything. It never once came into my thoughts.

But why do you trouble yourself to say this? asked Mr. Bede Greatorex, speaking seriously when he noticed the anxious tone, the emotion accompanying the denial. No one thought of supposing you had taken it.

Hurst did, sir. He accused me.

Hurst, in his vexation, pushed his work from him in a heap. Of all living mortals, surely Roland was the simplest! he had no more tact than a child. Mr. Bede Greatorex looked from one to the other.

I did nothing of the kind, said Hurst, speaking quietly. The fact is, Roland Yorke cant take a joke. When he made that remarked about his uncle, Sir Richard, I said to him, Did you take the cheque? speaking in jest of course; and he caught up the question as serious.

There, go to your place, Mr. Yorke, said Bede.

Id not do such a thing as touch a cheque for the world; or any other money that was not mine: no, not though it did belong to old Dick Yorke, earnestly reiterated Roland, keeping his ground.

Of course you would not. Dont be foolish, Mr. Yorke.

You believe me, I hope, sir.

Certainly. Do go to your desk. I am busy.

Roland went back to it now, his face brighter. And Bede Greatorex thought with a smile how like a boy he was, in spite of his eight-and-twenty years, and his travels in Port Natal. These single-minded natures never grow old, or wise in the worlds ways.

Another minute, and a stranger had entered the office. And yet, not quite a stranger; for Bede Greatorex had seen him some few years before, and Hurst and Roland Yorke knew him at once. It was Mr. Butterby; more wiry than he used to be, more observant about the keen eyes. He had come in reference to the loss of the cheque, and saluted Mr. Bede Greatorex: who looked surprised and not best pleased to see him. Jelf, the officer expected, was a man in whom Bede had confidence; of this ones skill he knew nothing.

It was Sergeant Jelf whom we desired to see, said Bede, speaking with curt sharpness.

It was, amicably replied Mr. Butterby. Jelf got a telegram this morning, and had to go off unexpected. Im taking his place for a bit.

Have you changed your abode from Helstonleigh to London?

Only temporary. My head-quarters is always at Helstonleigh. And now about this matter, Mr. Bede Greatorex?

I think we need not trouble you. It can wait until Sergeant Jelf returns.

It might have to wait some time then, was Mr. Butterbys answer. Jelf is off to Rooshia first; St. Petersburgh; and its hard to say how long hell stay there or where he may have to go to next. Its all right, sir; Ive been for this ten minutes with Mr. Greatorex, have learnt the particulars of the case, and got his instructions.

Bede Greatorex bit his lip. This man, associated in his mind with that past trouble  the death of John Ollivera, who had been so dear to him, who was so bitterly regretted still  was rather distasteful to Bede than otherwise, and for certain other reasons he would have preferred Jelf. There seemed however no help for it, as his father had given the man his instructions.

Mr. Butterby turned his attention on the clerks. As a preliminary step to proceedings, he peered at them one by one under his eyebrows, while apparently studying the maps on the walls. Hurst favoured him with a civil nod.

How dye do, Butterby? said Roland Yorke. You dont get much fatter, Butterby.

Mr. Butterbys answer to this was to stare at Roland for a full minute; as if he could not believe his own eyes at seeing him there.

That looks like Mr. Roland Yorke!

And it is him, said Roland. He is a clerk here. Now then, Butterby!

I beg to state that I have full confidence in all my clerks, interposed Mr. Bede Greatorex.

Just so, acquiesced the detective. Mr. Greatorex senior thinks the same. But it is requisite that I should put a few questions to them, for all that. I cant see my way clear until I shall have ascertained the movements of every individual clerk this house employs, from the time the cheque was put into your desk yesterday, sir. And I mean to do it, he concluded with equable composure.

He was proceeding to examine the clerks, holding a worn note-book in his hand to pencil down any answer that might strike him, when Bede Greatorex again interposed, conscious that this might be looked upon by some of them as an unpardonable indignity.

I cannot think this necessary, Mr. Butterby. We place every confidence in our clerks; I repeat it emphatically. Mr. Brown and Mr. Jenner have been with me for some years now; Mr. Hurst and Mr. Yorke are gentlemen.

I know who they two are; knew them long before you did, sir; and their fathers too. Dr. Yorke, the late prebendary, put some business into my hands once. But now, just leave this matter with me, Mr. Bede Greatorex. Your father has done me the honour to leave it in my hands; and, excuse me for saying it, so must you. All these four, now present to hear you mention their names with respect, understand just as well that what I do is an ordinary matter of form the laws officers require to be gone through, as if I paid em the compliment to say so.

Oh, very well, said Bede, acquiescing more cheerfully. Step in to my private room with me for a moment first, Mr. Butterby.

He held the door open as he spoke; but, before the officer could turn to it, Mr. Greatorex came in. Bede shut the door again, and nodded to Mr. Butterby as much as to say, Never mind now.

And so the questioning of the clerks began. Mr. Greatorex stayed for a short while to listen to it, and talked to them all in a friendly manner, as if to show that the procedure was not instituted in consequence of any particular suspicion, rather as an investigation in which the house, masters and clerks, were alike interested. The head-clerk went on with his work during the investigation as calmly as if Mr. Butterby had been a simple client; the questions put to him, as to his own movements on the previous day, he answered quietly, calmly, and satisfactorily. Roland never wrote a single line during the whole time; he did nothing but stare; and made comments with his usual freedom. When his turn came to receive the officers polite attention, he exploded a little and gave very insolent retorts, out of what Mr. Butterby saw was sheer contrariness.

The inquiry narrowed itself to this side of the house; the rest of the clerks being able to prove, individually, that they had not been near Mr. Bedes room during the suspicious hours on the previous day. Whereas it appeared, after some considerable sifting, that each one of these four could have entered it at will, and unseen. What with the intervening dinner-hour, and sundry out-door commissions, every one of them had been left alone in the office separately for a greater or less period of time. It also came out that, with the exception of Jenner, each had been away from the office quite long enough to go to the bank with the cheque, or to send it and secure the money. Roland Yorke, taking French leave, had stayed a good hour and a quarter at his dinner, having departed for it at a quarter past one. Mr. Brown had been out on business for the house from one till half-past two; and Mr. Hurst, who went to the stamp office, was away nearly as long. In point of fact, the chief office-keeper had been little Jenner, who came back from dinner at halfpast one.

And now, said the detective, after putting up the pocket-book, in which he had pencilled various of the above items of intelligence, I should like to get a look at this desk of yours, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

Bede led the way to his room and shut himself in with the detective. While apparently taking no notice whatever of the questions put to his clerks, keeping his head bent over some papers as if his very life depended on their perusal, he had in reality listened keenly to the answers of all. Handing over the key of his table-desk, he allowed the officer to examine it at will, and waited. He then sat down in his own handsome chair of green patent leather and motioned the other to a seat opposite.

Mr. Butterby, I do not wish any further stir made in this business.

Had Mr. Butterby received a cannon-ball on his head he could scarcely have experienced a greater shock of surprise, and for once made no reply. Bede Greatorex calmly repeated his injunction, in answer to the perplexed gaze cast on him. He wished nothing more done in the matter.

What on earth for? cried Mr. Butterby.

I shall have to repose some confidence in you, pursued Mr. Bede Greatorex. It will be safe, I presume?

Butterby quite laughed at the question. Safe! With him! It certainly would be. If the world only knew the secrets he held in his bosom!

And yet I can but trust you partially, resumed Bede Greatorex. Not for my own sake; I have nothing to conceal, and should like things fully investigated; but for the sake of my father and family generally. Up to early post-time this morning I was more anxious for Jelf, that he might take the loss in hand, than ever my father was.

Bede Greatorex paused. But there came no answering remark from his attentive listener, and he went on again.

I received a private note by this mornings post which altered the aspect of things, and gave me a clue to the real taker of the cheque. Only a very faint clue: a suspicion rather; and, that, vague and uncertain: but enough to cause me, in the doubt, to let the matter drop. In fact there is no choice left for me. We must put up with the loss of the money.

Mr. Butterby sat with his hands on his knees, a favourite attitude of his: his head bent a little forwards, his eyes fixed on the speaker.

I dont quite take you, Mr. Greatorex, said he. You must speak out more plainly.

Bede Greatorex paused in hesitation. This communication was distasteful, however necessary he might deem it, and he felt afraid of letting a dangerous word slip inadvertently.

The letter was obscure, he slowly said, but, if I understand it aright, the proceeds of the cheque have found their way into the hands of one whom neither my father nor I would prosecute. To do so would bring great pain upon us both, perhaps injury. The pain to my father would be such that I dare not show him the letter, or tell him I have received it. For his sake, Mr. Butterby, you and I must both hush the matter up.

Mr. Butterby felt very much at sea. A silent man by nature and habit, he sat still yet, and listened for more. There will be no difficulty, I presume?

Let us understand each other, sir. If I take your meaning correctly, it is this. Somebody is mixed up in the affair whose name it wont do to bring to light. One of the family, I suppose?

Mr. Butterby had to wait for an answer. Bede Greatorex paused ere he gave it.

If not an actual member of the family, it is one so nearly connected with it, that he may almost be called such.

Its a man, then?

It is a man. Will you work with me in this, so as to keep suspicion from my father? Tacitly let him think you are doing what you can to investigate the affair. When no result is brought forth, he will suppose you have been unsuccessful.

Of course, sir, if you tell me I am not to go on with it, why I wont, and it is at an end. Law bless me! Lots of things are put into our hands one day; and, the next, the family comes and says, Hush em up.

So far good, Mr. Butterby. But now, I wish you, for my own satisfaction, to make some private investigation into it. Quite secretly, you understand: and if you can learn anything as to the thief, bring the news quietly to me.

Mr. Butterby thought this was about as complete a contradiction to what had gone before as it had been ever his lot to hear. He took refuge in his silent gaze and waited. Bede Greatorex put his elbow on the table and his hand to his head as he spoke.

If I were able to confide to you the whole case, Mr. Butterby, you would see how entirely it is encompassed with doubts and difficulties. I have reason to fancy that the purloiner of the cheque out of this desk must have been one of the clerks in my room. I think this for two reasons; one is, that I dont see how anybody else could have had access to it.

But, sir, you stood it out to their faces just now that you did not suspect them.

Because it will not do for them to know that I do. I assure you, Mr. Butterby, this is a most delicate and dangerous affair. I wish to my heart it had never happened.

Do you mean that the clerk, in taking it  if he did take it  was acting as the agent of some other parly?

Bede Greatorex nodded. Yes, only that.

But thats enough to transport him, you know, cried Butterby, slightly losing the drift of the argument.

I we could bring him to book, yes. But that must not be done. I dont see who else it could have been, added Bede, communing with himself rather than addressing Mr. Butterby; and his face wore a strangely perplexed look.

Could any of the household  the maidservants, for instance  get into this here room? asked Mr. Butterby. ; Theres not one of them would dare to risk it in the day-time. They are in the other house. No, no; I fear we must look to one of the young men in the next room.

Mr. Butterby nodded with satisfaction: matters seemed to be taking a more reasonable turn.

Lets see; theres four of them, he began, beginning to tell the clerks off on his fingers. The manager, Brown, confidential, you said, I think

I did not say confidential, interrupted Bede Greatorex. I said we placed great confidence in him. Theres a distinction, Mr. Butterby.

Of course. Then theres the little man, Jenner; and the others, Hurst and Yorke. Have you any doubt yourself as to any one of them? quickly asked Mr. Butterby, looking full at the lawyer.

Bede Greatorex hesitated. I cannot say I have. It would be so wrong, you know, to cast a doubt on either, when there is not sufficient cause; nothing but what may be a passing, foundationless fancy.

Speak out, Mr. Bede Greatorex. Its all in the days work. If there is really nothing, it wont hurt him; if there is, I may be able to follow it up. Perhaps its one of the two gentlemen?

If it be any one of the four. Mr. Hurst.

The detective so far forgot his good manners as to break into a low whistle.

Mr. Hurst! or Mr. Yorke, do you mean? he cried, in his surprise.

Not Mr. Yorke, certainly. Why should you think of him?

Oh, for nothing, carelessly answered Butterby. Hurst seems an upright young man, sir.

It is so trifling a doubt I have of him, the lifting of a straw, as may be said, that I should be sorry to think he is not upright. Still, I have reason for deciding that he is the most likely, of the four, for doubt to attach to.

At that moment, the gentleman in question interrupted them  Josiah Hurst; bringing a message to Mr. Bede Greatorex. An important client was waiting to see him. Mr. Butterby took a more curious look at the young mans countenance than he had ever done in the old days at Helstonleigh.

The lawyers wrong, thought he to himself. He is no thiever of cheques, he isnt.

I shall be at liberty in one minute, Mr. Hurst.

Shut the door. You understand? he added in a low tone to the detective, as they stood up together in parting. All that I have said to you must be kept secret; doubly secret from my father. He must suppose you at work, [investigating; whereas, in point of fact, the thing must drop. Only, if you can gain any private information, bring it to me.

Mr. Butterby answered by one of his emphatic nods. You see theres nothing come up yet about that other thing, he said.

What other thing?

The death of Mr. Ollivera.

And not likely to, returned Bede Greatorex. That was over and done with at the time..

Just my opinion, said the detective. Jenner was his clerk in chambers.

Yes. A faithful little fellow.

Looks it. Whos the other one  Mr. Brown?

I can only tell you that he is Mr. Brown; I know nothing of his family. We have had him three or four years.

Had a good character with him, I suppose? Knew where hed been, and all that?

Undoubtedly. My father is particular. Why do you ask?

Only because he is the only one in your room that I dont know something of. Good morning, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

Bede shut the door, and Mr. Butterby walked away, observing things indoors and out with a keen eye, while he ruminated on what he had heard. Sundry reports, connected with the domestic life of Bede Greatorex, were familiar to his comprehensive ears.

Its a rum go, this, quoth he, making his comments. He meant his wife, he did; Id a great mind to say so. Hush it up? of course they must. And Madam keeps the forty-four pounds. But now  does he suspect it might have been one of the clerks helped her to it, or was it only a genteel way of stopping my questions as to how the member of the family could have got indoors to the desk? She grabbed his key, she did, and took out the cheque herself: leastways I should say so. Stop a bit, though. Who cashed it at the bank? Perhaps one of em did help her. Twasnt Hurst, I know; nor little Jenner, either. Dont think it was young Yorke, in spite of that old affair at Galloways. Tother, Brown, I dont know. Any way, concluded Mr. Butterby, his thoughts recurring to Bede Greatorex, and his wife, he has got his torment in her; and he shows it. Never saw a man so altered in all my life: looks, spirits, manners: its just as though there was a blight upon him.

That the presence of the police-agent in the office had not been agreeable to the clerks, will be readily understood. It had to be accepted for an evil; as other evils must be for which there is no help. Roland Yorke felt inclined to resent it openly, and thought the fates were against him still, as they had been at Port Natal. What with that unlucky question of Hursts and the appearance of Butterby on the scene, both recalling the miserable escapade of years ago that he would give all the world to forget, Roland, alike hotheaded and hot-hearted, was in a state of mind to do any mad thing that came uppermost. And the morning wore away.

Why dont you go to dinner, Mr. Yorke?

The question came from the manager. Roland in his perplexity of mind and feelings, had unconsciously let the usual time slip by. Catching up his hat, he tore through the street at speed until he reached the bank, into which he went with a burst.

I want to see one of the principals.

What with the haste, the imperative demand, and the imposing stature and air, Roland was at once attended to, and a gentleman, nearly as little as Jenner, came forward.

Look here, said Roland. Just you bring me face to face with the fellow who cashed that cheque yesterday. The clerk, you know.

Which cheque? came the very natural question from the little gentleman, as he gazed at the applicant.

The one theres all this shindy over at Greatorex and Greatorexs. Drawn out in favour of old Dick Yorke.

Of course it was not precisely the way to go about things. Before Rolands request was complied with, a little information was requested as to what his business might be, and who he was.

I am Mr. Roland Yorke.

Any relation to Sir Richard Yorke?

His nephew by blood; none at all by friendliness. Old Dick  but never mind him now. If youll let me see the clerk, sir, you will hear what I want with him.

The clerk, standing at elbow behind the counter, had heard the colloquy. Roland dashed up to him so impulsively that the little gentleman could with difficulty keep pace.

Now, then, began Roland to the wondering clerk, look at me  look well. Am I the man who presented that cheque yesterday?

No, sir, certainly not, was the clerks reply. Theres not the least resemblance.

Very good, said Roland, a little calming down from his fierceness. I thought it well to come and let you see me; thats all.

But why so? asked the principal, thinking Sir Richard Yorkes nephew, though a fine man, must be rather an eccentric one.

Why! why, because I am in Bede Greatorexs office, and weve had a policeman amongst us this morning, looking us up. They say the cheque was brought here by a tall fellow with black whiskers. As that description applies to me, and to none of the others, I thought Id come and let you see me. Thats all. Good morning.

Dashing out in the same commotion that he had entered, Roland, still neglecting his dinner, went skimming back to the house of Greatorex and Greatorex. Not to enter the office, but to pay a visit to Mrs. Bedes side of it.

Not very long before this hour, Mr. Bede Greatorex, all the cares of his business on his shoulders, not the least of them (taking it in all its relations) being the new one connected with the abstracted cheque, went up stairs for luncheon and a few minutes relaxation. He found his wife full of her cares. Mrs. Bede Greatorex had cards out for that afternoon, bidding the great world to a Kettle-drum; and she was calculating what quantity of ices and strawberries to order in, with sundry other momentous questions.

The rooms were turned upside-down. A vast crowd was expected, and small articles of impeding furniture, holding fragile ornaments, were being put out of the way, lest they should come to grief in the turmoil.

Yes, that quantity of ice will be sufficient; and be sure take care that you have an abundance of strawberries, concluded Mrs. Bede Greatorex to the attendant, who had been receiving her orders. Chocolate? Of course. Wheres the use of asking senseless questions? Bede, she added, seeing her husband standing there, I know how you detest the smell of chocolate, saying it makes you as sick as a dog, and brings on headaches; but I cannot dispense with it in my rooms. Other people give it, and so must I.

Give what you like, he said wearily. What is it you are going to hold? A ball?

A ball in the afternoon! Well done, Bede! Its a drum.

The house is never free from disturbance, Louisa, he rejoined, as a man pushed by with a table.

You should let me live away from it. And then youd not smell the chocolate. And the doors would not be impeded for ever with carriages, as you grumble they are. With a house in Hyde Park

Hush! said Bede in a whisper. What did I tell you the other day?  That our expenses are so large, I could not live elsewhere if I would. Dont wear me out with this everlasting theme, Louisa.

It was not precisely the hearth for a man, oppressed with the worlds troubles, to find refuge in; neither was she the wife. Bede sighed in very weariness, and turned to go away, thinking how welcome to him, if he could but get transplanted to it, would be the corner of some far-off desert, never before trodden by the foot of man.

A great noise on the stairs, as if a coach-and-six were coming up in fierce commotion, followed by a smart knocking at the room door. Bede turned to escape, thinking it might possibly be the advance guard of the Drum. Nobody but Mr. Roland Yorke. And Roland (who had come up on a vain search after Miss Channing) seeing his master there, at once began to tell of where he had just been and for what purpose. To keep his own counsel on matter whatever, would have been extremely difficult to Roland.

It is said, you know, Mr. Bede Greatorex, that the man, who cashed the cheque and got the money, was a tall fellow with black whiskers; so I thought it well to go and show myself. I am tall, drawing up his head; Ive got black whiskers, pushing one side forward with his hand; and nobody else in your room answered to the description.

It was very unnecessary, Mr. Yorke. You were in Port Natal.

In Port Natal! echoed Roland, staring. What has Port Natal to do with this?

Bede Greatorex slightly laughed. In his selfabsorption, he had suffered his mind to run on other things.

As to unnecessary  I dont think so, after what that ill-natured Hurst said. And perhaps youd not, sir, if you knew all, added simple Roland, thinking of Mr. Galloways bank-note. Any way, I have been to the bank to show myself.

What did the bank say to you? questioned Bede Greatorex, his tone one of light jest.

The bank said I was not in the least like the fellow; he was tall, but not as tall as me, and they are nearly sure he had a beard as well as whiskers. I thought Id tell you, sir.

Mrs. Bede Greatorex, listening to this with curious ears, enquired what the trouble was, and heard for the first time of the loss of the cheque, the probable loss of the forty-four pounds. Had Mr. Butterby been present to mark her surprise, he might have put away his opinion that she was the recipient alluded to by Bede Greatorex, and perhaps have mentally begged her pardon for the mistaken thought.

Will you come to my kettle-drum, Mr. Roland?

No, I wont, said Roland. Thank you all the same, he added a minute after, as if to atone for the bluntness of the reply. Ive been put out to-day uncommonly, Mrs. Bede Greatorex; and when a fellow is, he does not care for drums and kettles.

However, when the Kettle-drum was in full swing about five oclock in the afternoon, and the stairs were crowded with talkers and trains, Roland, thinking better of it, elbowed his way up amidst. People who did not know him, thought he must be from the Court at least; the Lord Chamberlain, or some such great man, for Roland had a way of holding his own and tacitly asserting himself, like nobody else. He caught sight of Gerald, who averted his head at once; he saw Mrs. Hamish Channing, and she was the only guest he talked to. Roland was again looking for Annabel. He found her presently in the refreshment room, seeing that Miss Jane did not make herself ill with strawberries and cream.

Into her ear, very much as though it had been a rock of refuge, Roland confided his wrongs: Mr. Hursts semi-accusation of him in regard to the loss, his errand to the bank, and in short all the events of the morning.

I couldnt have done it by him said Roland. Had he made a fool of himself when he was young and wicked, I could no more have flung it in his teeth in after-years, to twist his feelings, than I could twist yours, Annabel. When Ive been repenting of the mad act ever since; never going to my bed at night or rising in the morning, without thinking of it and  dashing it: but I was going to say another word: and hoping and planning how best to recompense every soul that suffered by it! It was too bad of him.

Yes it was, warmly answered Annabel, her cheeks flushing with the earnestness of her sympathy. Roland, I never liked that Josiah Hurst.


CHAPTER XIV.

Gerald Yorke in Dilemma.

MR. GERALD YORKE stood in his chambers  as he was pleased to style the luxurious rooms he occupied in a most fashionable quarter of London. Gerald liked both luxury and fashion, and went in for both. He was occupied very much as Mrs. Bede Greatorex had been earlier in the day  namely, casting a glance round his rooms, and the supplies of good things just brought into them. For Gerald was to give a wine and supper party that night.

Running counter to the career planned for him  the Church  Gerald had embarked on one of his own choosing. He determined to be a public man; and had private ambitious visions of a future premiership. He came to London, got introductions through his family connections, and hoped to be promoted to some government appointment to start with. As a preliminary step, he plunged into society and high living; going out amidst the great world and receiving men in return. This requires some amount of cash, as everybody who has tried it knows, however unlimited the general credit may be; and Gerald Yorke laboured under the drawback of possessing none. A handsome present from Lord Carrick when his lordship was in funds, of a five-pound note, screwed out of his mothers shallow purse, constituted his resources. So Gerald did as a vast many more do  he took to writing as a temporary means of living. Of genius he had none; but after a little practice he became a sufficiently ready writer. He tried political articles, he wrote short stories for periodicals, he obtained a post on one or two good papers as a reviewer. Gerald liked to review works of fiction best: they gave him the least trouble: and no one could cut and slash a rivals book to shreds, more effectively than he. Friendly with a great many of the literary world, and with men belonging to the press, Gerald found plenty of work put into his hands, for which he was well paid. At last he began to try his hand at a book himself. If he could only get through it, he thought, and it made a hit and brought him back money, what a glorious thing it would be!

As the time went on, so did Geralds hopes. The book progressed towards completion (in spite of sundry stumbling blocks, where he had seemed stuck), and success, with its attendant golden harvest, drew almost as near to his view, as its necessity was in reality. For the ready money earned by his stray papers and reviews, was verily but as a drop of water in the great ocean of Geralds needs.

Look at him as he stands there with his back to the fire-place; the tall, fine man in his evening dress. But there is a savage frown of perplexity and temper on his generally cynical face, for something has occurred to annoy him.

And yet, that had been in its earlier part such a red-lettered day! In the morning Gerald had put the finishing conclusion to his book, and complacently written the title. In the afternoon he had been introduced to a great literary don at Mrs. Bede Greatorexs drum, who might prove of use in the future. Calling in later upon a friend, he had taken some dinner with him, and then returned home and dressed for the opera, his supper guests being bidden for twelve oclock. He was just going out on his way to the opera, when two letters met his eye, which he had overlooked on entering. The one, he saw, was in the handwriting of a creditor who was becoming troublesome; the other in that of his wife and marked Immediate.

Gerald Yorke had been guilty of one imprudent act, for which there was no cure. When only twenty-one, he had married. The young lady, Winnifred Eales, was of no family, so to say, and did not possess a fraction of money. Gerald was taken by her pretty face, and was foolish enough to marry her offhand; saddling himself with a wife without having the wherewithal to keep one. Little did Gerald Yorkes acquaintances in London suspect that the fast and fashionable young man, (only in his twenty-sixth year now, though looking older) had a wife and three children! Had the question been put to Gerald Are you married? he would have briefly acknowledged it; but he never volunteered the information. His wife was his wife; he did not wish to repudiate either her or the children; but he had long ago found them an awful incumbrance, and kept them in the background. To do so was less cost. Had Gerald come into two or three thousand a year, he would have set up his tent grandly, have had his family home to it forthwith, and introduced them to the world: until that desirable time should arrive, he had meant them to remain in the little country cottage-home in Gloucestershire, where he had placed them, and where they knew nobody. But that his wife was tolerably patient and very persuadable, she would have struck long before. She did grumble; when Gerald visited her she was fretful, tearful, fractious, and complaining. In fact, she was little better than a child herself, and not by any means a strong-minded one.

But the crisis had come. Gerald tore open the letter, with its ominous word Immediate, and found unwelcome news. For two or three blissful moments, he did not believe his eyesight, and then the letter was dashed down in vehement passion.

Winnys mad!

Winny (as Geralds wife was generally called) tired of her lonely home, of the monotonous care of her children, tired above all of waiting month after month, year after year, for the fulfilment of his promises to put matters upon a more satisfactory footing, had taken the initiative into her own hands. She informed her husband that she had given up the cottage, sold off its furniture by auction, and should arrive with the children in London (Paddington terminus) at three oclock the next day, where he must meet her if he could: if not, they should drive at once to him at his chambers, or to his club, the Young England. A slight concluding hint was annexed that he need not attempt to stop her by telegraph, for the telegraph people had received orders not to bring her up any messages that might arrive.

A pretty announcement, that, for a man in society to get! Gerald stood very much as if he had received a blow that blinded him. What was he to do with them when they came? Never in all his life had he been so pushed into a comer. The clock went ticking on, on; but Gerald did not heed it.

His servant came in, under pretence of bringing a dish of fruit, and ventured to remind him of the engagement at the opera, truly thinking his master must have forgotten it. Gerald sent the opera very far away, and ordered the man to shut the door.

In truth he was in no mood for the opera now. Had there been a possibility of doing it, he would have put off his supper-party. The other letter, which he opened in a kind of desperation, contained threats of unpleasant proceedings, unless a debt, long sued for, was paid within twenty-four horns. Money, Gerald must have, and he did not know where to get it. His literary pay had been forestalled wherever it could be. He had that day applied to young Richard Yorke (or Vincent, as Gerald generally called him, being the finer name of his cousins two baptismal ones) for a loan, and been refused. Apart from the future difficulties connected with Winny and the children, it would take some cash in pocket to establish them in lodgings.

Winny wants a good shaking for causing me this trouble, earnestly soliloquised Gerald in his dilemma, that fashionable drawl of his, kept for the world, not being discernible in private life. Suppose she should turn restive, and insist on coming here? Good heavens! a silly, untidy wife, and three ill-kept children!

He walked to the side-board, dashed out a glass of some cordial with his shaking hand, and drank it, for the picture unnerved him.

If I could get my book accepted by a publisher, and an advance made upon it, thought Gerald, resuming his place on the hearthrug, I might get along. Some of those confounded publishers are so independent; theyll keep a manuscript for twelve months and never look at it.

A short while before this, Gerald had tried his hand at a play, which ill-natured managers had hitherto refused to accept. Gerald of course thought the refusal arose from nothing but prejudice, as some others do in similar cases. He went on with his soliloquy.

I think Ill get some fellow to look over my novel and give me an opinion upon it  which I can repeat over to a publisher. Write it down if necessary. Thats what I ought to have done by the drama: one is apt to be overlooked in these days without a special recommendation. Lets see? Who is there? Hamish Channing. Nobody so good. His capabilities are first-rate, and Ill make him read it at once. If Vincent Yorke

The soliloquy was brought to a stand-still. Some -commotion outside, as if a visitor had sought to enter and was stopped, caught Geralds startled ear; but he knew his servant was trustworthy. The next moment the door opened, and the man spoke.

Mr. Yorke, sir.

Who should walk in, with his usual disregard to the exigencies of ceremonious life, but Roland! Gerald stared in utter astonishment; and, when satisfied that it was in truth his brother, frowned awfully. Gerald in his high sphere might find it difficult to get along; but to have an elder brother who was so down in the world as to accept any common employment that offered, and put up with one room and a turn-up bedstead, and not scruple to own it, was a very different matter. And Geralds intention was to wash his hands of Roland and his low surroundings, as entirely as Sir Richard Yorke could do.

Roland took a survey of things in general, and saluted his brother with off-hand cordiality. He knew his presence there was unacceptable, but in his goodnature would not appear to remember it. The handsome rooms, lacking no signs of wealth and comfort, the preparations for the entertainment that peeped out here and there, Gerald himself (as Roland would have expressed it) in full fig; all seemed to denote that life was sunny in this quarter, and Roland thought it was fine to be Gerald.

Gerald slowly extended one unwilling finger in response to Rolands offered grasp, and waited for him to explain his business, not inviting him to sit. It was not he that would allow Roland to think he might be a visitor there at will. Roland, however, put himself into a comfortable velvet lounging-chair of his own accord, as easily as he might have put himself into the old horse-hair thing at Mrs. Joness: and then proceeded to tell his errand.

It was this. Upon going home that night at seven  for he had to stay late in the office to make up for the time lost at Mrs. Bedes kettle-drum  Roland found a letter from Lord Carrick, who was in the shade still. Amidst some personal matters, it contained a confidential message for Gerald, which Roland was charged to deliver in person. This was no other than a reminder to Gerald that a certain pecuniary obligation for which he and Lord Carrick were equally responsible (the latter having made himself so, to accommodate Gerald, but receiving no benefit) was becoming due, and that Gerald would have to meet it. Tell him, my boy, that Id willingly find the means for him if I could, and as much more at the back of it, wrote the good-natured peer; but Im regularly out of everything for the time being, and cant.

It may be easily conceived that the errand, when explained, did not tend to increase Rolands welcome. Gerald bit his full lips with suppressed passion, and could willingly have struck his brother. Vincent Yorke, perhaps as an ostensible plea for not responding in kind to Geralds application for the loan of twenty pounds that day, said they might have to lose forty-four, and had disclosed to him the particulars of the appropriated cheque, adding that he should think suspicion must lie on some one of the four clerks in Bede Greatorexs office. That was quite enough for Gerald.

In anything but a temperate way he now attacked his brother, not saying, Did you steal the cheque? but accusing him of doing it, and bringing up the old transaction at Mr, Galloways. There ensued a sharp, short quarrel: which might have been far sharper on Rolands side but for the aspersion already cast on him by Hurst: that seemed to have paved the way for this, and deadened its sting.

Look here, Gerald, said Roland, calming down from anger, but speaking with an emotion at which Gerald stared. My taking that twenty pound note from Galloway was an awful mistake; the one great mistake of my life, for I shall never

Call it a theft, roared Gerald.

For I shall never make such another, went on Roland, just as though he had not heard the interruption. It will stick to me always more or less, be cropping up everlastingly; but, for all that, it was the best thing that could have happened to me.

Gerald answered by a sneer.

It sent me out to Port Natal. I should never have gone but for that, however much I might have talked of it. I wanted to put Arthur Channing straight with the world, and I couldnt stay and face the world while I did it. Well, I went out to Port Natal: and I stayed there, trying to get into funds, and come home with some redeeming money in my hand. I stayed long enough to knock out of me a great deal that wanted to come out; idleness, and folly, and senseless pride. Im not one of the good and brave ones yet, such as Arthur Channing is; but Ive learnt at any rate to do a little for myself and be tolerant to others; Ive learned not to be ashamed to work honestly for my bread before eating it. There.

The sooner you take yourself out of my rooms, the better, said Gerald. I am expecting friends.

Dont fancy Im going to wait till they come; Id not intrude on either you or them, retorted Roland, turning to depart. I came up on your business, Gerald, to-night, to oblige Carrick; but I shall tell him to choose somebody else for a messenger if he wants to send again. Good night.

Gerald gave no answer. Unless the banging-to the door after Roland with his foot could be called one.

He stood ruminating for a short while alone. The message certainly tended to a further complication of Geralds perplexities. Although he had originally assured Lord Carrick that he should not look to him to meet the bill, he really had done so: for nobody looked in vain to that imprudent and good-hearted man, when he had it in his power to help.

Theres nothing for it but the novel, decided Gerald presently. Whats the time?

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that it was not yet half-past nine. As his guests would not arrive until twelve, there was time, and to spare, for a visit to Hamish Channing. So, packing up his manuscript, he went forth.

Hamish sat in his writing-room as usual this evening, working closely. His face wore a weary look as the light from the candle, the shade temporarily removed, fell upon it. Ever good-humoured, ever full of sweet hope, of loving-kindness to the whole world, he cared not for his weariness; nay, was not conscious of it.

An arrival at the street-door, and a bustle in the next room following close upon it; a childs joyous laughter and light chatter. Hamish knew the cause. Little Miss Nelly had returned home from childs party, her hands laden with fairy gifts. In she came; papa could not keep the door quite closed from her; in her white muslin frock with the broad blue sash and sleeve ribbons, and the bit of narrow blue on her neck, suspending the locket with Grandpapa Channings likeness in it. Hamish caught up the lovely little vision and began fondling it; kissing the bright cheeks, the chattering lips, the pretty neck.

And now Nelly must go, he said, for I have my work to do.

A great great deal of work?

Oceans of it, Nelly.

Mamma says you work too much, returned Nelly, looking full at him with her brilliant, sweet blue eyes, so like his own.

Tell mamma I say she knows nothing about it.

Jane Greatorex was there, papa, and Aunt Annabel. She told me to tell you, too, not to work so much.

Jane Greatorex did?

Now, papa, you know! Annabel.

Well have mamma and Annabel taken up for conspiracy. Good night, my little treasure: Id keep you here always if I could.

Let me say my prayers to you to-night, papa, whispered the child.

He was about to say no, but seemed to change his mind, and quitted the chair at the writing-table for another. Then Nelly, throwing all her gifts on the table in a heap, knelt down and put up her hands to say her prayers. When she had concluded them, he did not let her rise, but laid his hand upon her head and kept it there in silence, as if praying himself. And Nelly went out with some awe, for papas eyes looked as if they had tears in them.

Hamish had settled to work again, and Nelly would be a myth until the next morning, when Gerald Yorke arrived, dashing up in a hansom. He came in to Hamish at once, carrying his manuscript.

Youll do me a favour, wont you, old friend?

What is it? asked Hamish, the sunny smile on his face already an earnest of compliance. And Gerald undid his manuscript.

I want you to read this; to go over it carefully and attentively; and then give me your opinion of it. I thought once of asking Caustic, but your judgment is worth more than his, because I know youll give a true report.

Gerald had either been in too great haste to make a fair copy for the press, or else had deemed that point superfluous. As Hamish caught sight of the blurred and blotted lines in Geralds notably illegible hand, he hesitated. He was so full of work, and this would be indeed a task. Only for the tenth part of a moment, however; he could sit up at night and get through it.

At once, said Gerald. If you could put away your own work for it, I should be obliged; I have a reason for wishing to get it back directly. And Hamish, youll mind and give me your real opinion in strict candour.

Do you say that seriously? asked Hamish, his tone one of grave meaning.

Of course I do. Or why should I ask you to read it at all?

Not very long ago, a friend brought me a work he had written, begging me to look over it, and tell him what I thought of it, without disguise or flattery, just as you do now, spoke Hamish. Well, I thought he meant it, and did as he requested. Above all, he had said, point out to me the faults. I did point out the faults. I told him my opinion candidly and kindly, and it was not a favourable one. Gerald, I lost my friend from that hour.

Gerald laughed. The cases, he thought, were totally dissimilar. Had an angel from Heaven come down and said an unfavourable opinion could be pronounced upon this work of his, he had not believed it.

Dont be afraid, Channing. I shall thank you to give me your true opinion just as though the manuscript belonged to some stranger, who would never know what you said.

I dont like the title, observed Hamish, accepting the conditions.

Not like the title?

No.

Gerald had called it by a title more wonderful than attractive. The good sense of Hamish Channing discovered the mistake at once.

We made it up between us one night over our drink; one put in one word and one another, said Gerald, alluding to sundry confrères of his. After all, Hamish, its the book that makes the success, not the title.

But a good book should possess a good title.

Well, the title can go for now; time enough to alter that later, concluded Gerald, rather testily. Youll lose no time, Channing?

No more than I can help. To put all my work away you must know to be impracticable, Gerald. But Ill make what haste I can. Hamish went with him to the other room where Mrs. Channing was sitting, and Gerald unbosomed himself to them of his great care; the dilemma which the evenings post had put him in, as to the speedy arrival of his wife.

What on earth to do, I cant tell, he said with a groan. Lodgings for a family are not found in an hour; and thats the best thing I can do with them yet awhile. If Winny were not an utter simpleton, shed at least have given me a clear days warning. And only look at the impossibility of my getting dinner and tea for them to-morrow, and all the rest of the necessaries. I shant know how to set about it.

Hamish glanced at his wife and she at him, and they spoke almost simultaneously.

If you would like to bring them here first, Gerald, do so. You know we shall be happy to see Winny. It may give you a few hours more to fix on lodgings, and they need not move into them until night.

Gerald twirled his watch-chain as he stood, and did not at once accept. He was looking very cross.

Thank you, he said at length, but not very graciously, then they shall come here. I suppose you could not make it convenient to meet them for me at Paddington, Hamish?

That I certainly could not, replied Hamish. You know my hours in the city, Gerald. If you are unable to go yourself, why dont you ask Roland? I dont suppose  and Hamish broke into a smile his services are so valuable to Greatorex and Greatorex that theyd make an objection.

The mention of his brother was enough for Gerald. He called him a few contemptuous names, and went out to the cab, which had waited to drive him back to his chambers, and to the entertaining of his friends. Who arrived in due course, and did not separate too soon.

Hamish finished his own work, and then he commenced for Gerald. He sighed a little wearily, as he adjusted his light. Ellen thought him long, and came in.

Not ready yet, Hamish!

My darling, I must sit late to-night. I thought you had gone to bed.

I have been waiting. You said at tea-time you had not so very much to do. It is twelve oclock. Whatevers that?

Gerald Yorkes manuscript. He wants me to read it.

Hamish! As if you had not too much work of your own!

One must do a little kindness now and then, he said cheerfully. You go on, love. Ill come by-and-by.

It was of no use saying more, as Ellen knew by experience. This was not the first friends manuscript he had toiled through: and she went up-stairs. Hamish glanced at the light, saw that he had another candle in readiness, coughed a little, as he often did now, applied himself closely to his task until three oclock, and then left off. In heart and mind ever genial, he thought nothing of the extra toil: it was to do a good turn for Gerald. Surely these unselfish, loving natures shall find their deeds recorded on high, and meet with their reward!

He was up with the lark. Six oclock saw him in his room again, that he might give a few more hours to the manuscript before proceeding to his daily work in the city.

Hamish Charmings was no eye-service, either to heaven or to man.


CHAPTER XV.

Visitors for Mrs. Jones.

WHEN the exigencies of a story require that two parts of it should be related at once, the difficulty is, which to take first; or rather which may be delayed with the least inconvenience: and very often, as is the case with other things in life, we choose the wrong.

Mrs. Jones sat in her parlour at the twilight hour; and a very dark twilight, too, but light enough for the employment she was so busy over  knitting. Not woollen socks this time, but some complicated affair of silk, more profitable than the stockings. Roland Yorke had just started on that visit, already told of, to Geralds chambers, after enjoying a sumptuous tea and toasted muffins in Mrs. Joness parlour, where, for the sake of company, his meals were sometimes taken. Miss Rye was out at work; Mr. Ollivera had an evening service; and so the house was quiet, and Mrs. Jones at leisure to pursue her occupation.

Not for very long. A double knock at the street-door gave forth its echoes, and the servant-maid came in, after answering it.

A gentleman wants to know if theres not a room to let here, maam.

Mrs. Jones looked up as if she meant to snap the girls nose off. How should he know any rooms to let? Theres no bill up.

Ive asked him into Mr. Yorkes parlour, said the girl, aware that it was worse than profitless to contend with her mistress. He has got spectacles on, and he says his names Mr. Brown.

Mrs. Jones shook out her gown and went to the visitor: a tall gentleman with those slightly-stained glasses on that are called smoke-coloured. He generally took them off in-doors, wearing them in the street to protect his eyes from the sun, but on this occasion he kept them on. It was the Mr. Brown who belonged to the house of Greatorex and Greatorex; Mrs. Jones had heard his name, but did not know him personally: and he had to introduce himself as well as his business.

Mr. Roland Yorke, in his confidential communications to Josiah Hurst and the office generally, touching other peoples concerns as well as his own  for gossiping, as an agreeable interlude to his hard work, still held its sway over Roland  had told of the departure of the scripture reader for another district, and the vacancy, in consequence, in Mrs. Joness household. Mr. Brown, listening to all this, but saying nothing, had come to the conclusion that the room might suit himself; hence his visit to-night. He related these particulars quite candidly, and asked to see the room if it were not already let. He should give very little trouble, he said, took nothing at home but his breakfast and tea, and had his boots cleaned out of doors.

Mrs. Jones marshalled him to the room: the back-parlour, as the reader may remember: and the bargain was concluded at once, without a dissentient voice on the strangers part. Mrs. Jones remembered afterwards that when she held the candle aloft for him to see its proportions and furniture, he scarcely gave a single glance before saying it would do, and laid the first weeks rent down in lieu of references.

Who asked for references? tartly demanded Mrs. Jones, not a whit more courteous to him, her lodger in prospective, than she was to others. Time enough to speak of references when youre told theyre wanted. Little Jenner has often talked of you. Take up the money, if you please.

But I prefer to pay my rent in advance, said Mr. Brown. It has been my custom to do so where I am.

He spoke decisively, in a tone that admitted of no appeal, and Mrs. Jones caught up the money with a jerk and put it loose in her pocket. Saying he would let her know the time of his entrance, which might probably be on the following evening, he wished her good-night, and departed: leaving an impression on his future landlady that his voice was in some way not altogether unfamiliar to her.

Im not as cute in remembering faces as Alletha is, acknowledged Mrs. Jones to herself, while she watched him down the street from the front door, but Ill back my ear against hers for voices any day. Not lately; I hardly think that; its more like a remembrance of the far past. Still I dont remember his face.

Heard him speak perhaps in some railway train; or  

Goodness heart alive! Is it you?

This sudden break was occasioned by the appearance of another gentleman, who seemed to have sprung from nowhere, until he halted close before her. It was the detective officer, Butterby: and Mrs. Jones had not seen him since she quitted her country home.

I thought it looked like you, cried Mr. Butterby, giving his hand. Says I to myself, as I strolled along, If thats not the exact image of my old friend, Mrs. Jones, its uncommon like her. It is you, maam! And how are you? So you are living in this quarter!

Crafty man! Mrs. Jones had assuredly dealt him a box on the ear could she have divined that he was deceiving her. He had been watching her house for some minutes past, knowing just as well as she did that it was hers. Mrs. Jones invited him indoors, and he went under protest, not wishing, he said, to intrude: but the going indoors was what he intended doing all along.

They sat gossiping of old times and new. Mr. Butterby took a friendly glass of beer and a biscuit; Mrs. Jones, knitting always, took none. Without seeming to be at all anxious for the information, he had speedily gathered in every particular about Roland Yorke that there was to gather. Not too charitably disposed to the world in general, in speech at any rate, Mrs. Jones yet spoke well of Roland.

He is no more like the proud, selfish aristocrat he used to be than chalks like cheese, she said. In his younger days Roland Yorke thought the world was made for him and his pleasure, no matter who else suffered: he doesnt think it now.

Sowed his wild oats, has he? remarked Mr. Butterby.

For the matter of wild oats, I never knew he had any particular ones to sow, retorted Mrs. Jones. Whether or not, he has got none left, that I can see.

Wouldnt help himself to another twenty pound note, said Mr. Butterby carelessly, stretching out his hand to take a second biscuit.

No, that he would not, emphatically pronounced Mrs. Jones. And I know this  that there never was an act repented of as he repents of that. His thoughts are but skin-deep; hes not crafty enough to hide them, and those that run may read. If cutting off his right hand would undo that past act, hed cut it off and be glad, Mr. Butterby.

Shouldnt wonder, assented the officer. Many folks is in the like case. Have you ever come across that Godfrey Pitman?

Not I. Have you?

The officer shook his head. Godfrey Pitman had hitherto remained a dead failure.

The man was disguised when he was at your house at Helstonleigh, Mrs. Jones, theres no doubt of that; and the fact has made detection difficult, you see.

The assumption, as reflecting disparagement on her and her house, mortally offended Mrs. Jones. She treated Mr. Butterby to a taste of the old tongue he so well remembered, and saw him with the barest civility to the door on his departure. Miss Rye happened to be coming in at the time, and Mr. Butterby regarded her curiously with his green eyes in saluting her. Her face and lips turned white as ashes.

What brings him here? she asked under her breath, when Mrs. Jones came back to her parlour from shutting the door.

His pleasure, I suppose, was Mrs. Joness answer, a great deal too much put out to say that he had come (as she supposed) accidentally. Disguised men lodging in her house, indeed! Whats the matter with you?

Alletha Rye had sat down on the nearest chair, and seemed labouring to get her breath. The ghastly face, the signs of agitation altogether, attracted the notice of Mrs. Jones.

I have got that stitch in my side again; I walked fast, was all she said.

Mrs. Jones caught up her knitting.

Did Butterby want anything in particular? presently asked Miss Rye.

No, he did not. He is in London about some business or other, and saw me standing at the door this evening as he passed by. Have you got your work finished?

Yes, replied Alletha, beginning to unfasten her mantle and bonnet-strings.

Ive let that back parlour, remarked Mrs. Jones; so if theres any of your pieces in the room, the sooner you fetch them out, the better. Brown, the managing clerk to Mr. Bede Greatorex, has taken it.

Who? cried Alletha, springing out of her seat.

Its a good thing theres no nerves in this house; youd startle them, snapped Mrs. Jones. What ails you to-night?

Alletha Rye turned her back, apparently searching for something in the sideboard drawer. Her face was growing paler, if possible, than before; her fingers shook, the terror in her eyes was all too conspicuous. She was silently striving for composure, and hiding herself while she did so. When it had in a degree come, she faced Mrs. Jones again, who was knitting furiously, and spoke in a quiet tone.

Who did you say had taken the room, Julia? Mr. Brown? Why should ht take it?

You can go and ask him why.

I would not let it to him, said Alletha, earnestly. Dont; pray dont.

Down went the knitting with a fling. Now just you explain yourself, Alletha Rye. What has the man done to you, that you should put in your word against his coming in?

Nothing.

Oh! Then why should he not come, pray? His worst enemy cant say hes not respectable  after being for years confidential clerk to Greatorex and Greatorex. Do you hear?  what have you to urge against his coming?

Alletha Rye was at a loss for an answer. The real season she dared not give; and it was difficult to invent one. But the taxed brain is wonderfully apt.

It may not be agreeable to Mr. Yorke.

Mrs. Jones was never nearer going into a real passion: and, in spite of her sharp tongue, passion with her was exceedingly rare. She gave Alletha what she called a taste of her mind; and it was rather a bitter one while it lasted. Mrs. Jones did not drop it easily, and it was she who broke the ensuing silence.

Dont bring up Mr. Yorkes name under any of your false pretences, Alletha Rye. You have taken some crotchet in your head against the man, though I dont know how or when you can have seen him, just as you did against Parson Ollivera. Any way, I have accepted Brown as tenant, and he comes into possession to-morrow night.

Then I may as well move my work out at once, said Alletha, meekly, taking up a candle.

She went into the back parlour, and caught hold of an upright piece of furniture, and pressed her aching head upon it as if it were a refuge. The candle remained on the chest of drawers; the work, lying about, was ungathered: but she stood on, moaning out words of distress and despair.

It is the hand of fate. It is bringing all things and people together in one nucleus; just as it has been working to do ever since the death of John Ollivera.

But the events of the evening were not entirely over, and a word or two must be yet given to it. There seemed to be nothing but encounters and reencounters. As Mr. Butterby was walking down the street on his departure, turning his eyes (not his head) from side to side in the quiet manner characteristic of him, observing all, but apparently seeing nothing, though he had no object in view just now, there came up a wayfarer to jostle him; a tall, strong young man, who walked as if the street were made for him, and nearly walked over quiet Mr. Butterby.

Halloa! cried Roland, for it was nobody else. Its you, is it! What do you do up here?

Rolands tone was none of the pleasantest, savouring rather of the haughty assumption of old days. His interview with Gerald, from which he was hastening, had not tended to appease him, and Mr. Butterby was as much his bête noire as he had ever been. The officer did not like the tone: he was a greater man than he used to be, having got up some steps in the official world.

Looking after you, perhaps, retorted Mr. Butterby. The streets are free for me, I suppose.

It would not be the first time you had looked after the wrong man. How many innocent people have you taken into custody lately?

Now you just keep a civil tongue in your mouth, Mr. Roland Yorke. Youd not like it if I took you.

I should like it as well as Arthur Channing liked it when you took him, said bold Roland. Theres been a grudge lying on my mind against you ever since that transaction, Butterby, and I promise you Ill pay it off if I get the chance.

Did you make free with that cheque yesterday, Mr. Yorke  as you did by the other money? asked Mr. Butterby, slightly exasperated.

Perhaps I did and perhaps I didnt, said Roland. Think so, if you like. You are no better than a calf in these matters, you know, Butterby, Poor meek Jenkins, who was too good to stop in the same atmosphere that other folks breathed, was clearer-sighted than you. Its Arthur Channing, your worships, and Ive took him prisoner to answer for it, says you to the magistrates. It never was Arthur Channing, says Jenkins, nearly going down on his knees to you in his honest truth. Pooh, pooh, says you, virtuously indignant, I know a thief when I see him  

Now I vow, Mr. Roland Yorke

Dont interrupt your betters, Butterby; wait till Ive done, cried aggravating Roland, over-bearing the quieter voice. You took up Arthur Channing, and moved heaven and earth to get him convicted. Had the wise king, Solomon, come express down from the stars on a frosty night, to tell you Arthur was innocent, youd have pooh-poohed him as you did poor Jenkins. But it turned out not to be Arthur, you know, old Butterby; it was me. And now if you think youd like to go in for the same mistake again, go in for it. You would, if you took me up for this second thing.

I can tell you what, Mr. Roland Yorke  youd look rather foolish if I walked into Greatorexs office to-morrow morning, and told them of that past mistake.

I dont much care whether you do or dont, said candid Roland. As good let it come out as not, for somebody or other is always casting it in my teeth. Hurst does; my brother Gerald does  Ive come now straight from hearing it. I thought I should have lived that down at Port Natal; but it seems I didnt.

Youll not live it down by impudence, said Mr. Butterby.

Then I must live it up, was the retort, for impudence is a fault of mine. Ive heard you say I had enough for the devil. So good-night to you, Butterby. I am to be found at my lodgings, if youd like to come after me there with a pair of handcuffs.

Roland went striding off, and the officer stood to look after him. In spite of the impudence received, a smile crossed his face; it was the same impulsive, careless, boyish Roland Yorke of past days, good-natured under his worst sting. But whatever other impression might have been left upon Mr. Butterbys mind by the encounter, one lay very dear  that it was not Roland who was guilty this time, and he must look elsewhere for the purloiner of the cheque.


CHAPTER XVI.

Winny.

FIVE minutes past three at the Paddington station, and all the bustle and confusion of a train just in. Gerald Yorke stood on the platform, welcoming a pretty little fair-haired woman, whose unmeaning dolls face was given to dimple with smiles one minute, and to pout the next. Also three fair-haired children, the eldest three years old, the youngest just able to walk. Mrs. Gerald Yorke was not much better than a child herself. To say the truth, she was somewhat of a doll in intellect as well as face; standing always in awe of big, resolute, clever Gerald, yielding implicitly to his superior will. But for a strong-minded sister, who had loudly rebelled against Winnys wrongs, in being condemned to an obscure country cottage, while he flourished in high life in London, and who managed privately the removal for her, she had never dared to venture on the step; but this was not to be confessed to her husband. She felt more afraid than ever of the consequences of having taken it, now that she saw him face to face.

How many packages have you, Winny?

Nineteen.

Nineteen!

But they are not all large, Gerald. Some of them are small bundles, done up in kitchen towels and pillow-cases.

Gerald bit his lip to avoid an ugly word: to anybody but his wife on this her first arrival in London, he would have flung it out.

Have you brought no nursemaid, Winny?

Good gracious, no! How could I tell I might afford to bring one, Gerald? You know I had but one maid for everything, down there.

Hurrying them into a cab, Gerald went in search of the luggage, suppressing a groan, and glancing over his shoulder on all sides. Bundles done up in kitchen towels and pillow-cases! If Gerald Yorke had never before offered up a prayer, he did then: that no ill-chance might have brought any of his fashionable friends to the station that unlucky afternoon.

Drive through the obscurest streets, he said in the cabmans ear on his return, as he mentioned Hamish Channings address. Never mind taking a round; Ill pay you. And the man put his whip to the bridge of his nose, and gave a confidential nod in answer: for which Gerald could have knocked him down.

And now, Winny, tell me how you came to do this mad thing, he said sternly, when he was seated with them.

For answer, Mrs. Yorke broke into a burst of sobs. It was coming, she thought. But Gerald had no mind for a scene there; and so held his tongue to a better opportunity. But the tears continued, and Gerald angrily ordered her not to be a child.

Youve never kissed one of us, sobbed Winny. Youve not as much as kissed baby.

Would you have had me kiss you on the platform? he angrily demanded. Make a family embracing of it, for the benefit of the public! Ill kiss you when we get in. You are more ridiculous than ever, Winny.

The three little things, sitting opposite, were still as mice, looking shyly at him with their timid blue eyes. Gerald took one upon his knee for a moment and pressed its face to his own, fondly enough. Fortune was very unkind to him he thought, in not giving him a fine house for these children, and a thousand or two per annum to keep them on.

Are we going to your chambers, Gerald?

That is another foolish question, Winny! My chambers are hardly large enough for me. I have taken lodgings for you this morning; the best I could at a minutes notice. London is full of drawbacks and inconveniences: if you have to put up with some, you must remember that you have brought them on yourself.

Will there be any dinner for us? asked Winny timidly. The poor little girls are very hungry.

You are going to Mrs. Hamish Channings until to-night. I daresay shell have dinner ready for you. Afterwards you can call at the rooms, and settle with the landlady what you will want got in.

The change in Mrs. Yorkes face was like magic; a glad brightness overspread it. Once when she was ill in lodgings at Helstonleigh, before her husband removed her into Gloucestershire, her eldest child being then an infant, Hamish Channings wife had been wonderfully kind to her. To hear that she was going to her seemed like a haven of refuge in this wilderness of a London, which she had never until now visited. Oh, thank you, Gerald. I am so glad.

I suppose you have brought some money with you, said Gerald.

I think I have about sixteen shillings, she answered, beginning to turn out her purse.

Wheres the rest?

What rest?

The money for the furniture. You wrote me word you had sold it.

But there were the debts, Gerald. I sold the furniture to pay them. How else could I have left?  theyd not have let me come away. It was not enough to pay all; theres six or seven pounds unpaid still. An exceedingly blank look settled on Geralds face. The one ray of comfort looming out of this checkmating step of his wifes, reconciling him to it in a small degree, had been the thought of the money she would receive for the furniture. But what he might have said was stopped by a shriek from Winny, who became suddenly aware that the cab, save for themselves, was empty.

The luggage, Gerald, the luggage! O Gerald, the luggage!

Hold your tongue, Winny, said Gerald angrily, pulling her back as she was about either to spring out or to stop the driver. The luggage is all right. It will be sent to the lodgings.

But we want some of the things at once, said Winny piteously. What shall we do without them?

The best you can, coolly answered Gerald. Did you suppose you were going to fill Hamish Channings hall with boxes and bundles?

Mrs. Channing stood ready to receive them with her face of welcome, and the first thing Winny did was to burst into tears and sob out the grievance about the luggage in her arms. If Gerald Yorke had married a pretty wife, he had also married a silly and incapable one: and Gerald had known it for some years now. Just waiting to hand them over to Mrs. Channings care, and to give the written address of the lodgings, Gerald left. He was engaged that afternoon to dine with a party at Richmond, and would not see his wife again before the morrow.

Dont  you  mean  to live with us?  she ventured to ask, on hearing him say this, her face growing white with dismay.

Of course I shall live with you, sharply answered Gerald. But I have my chambers, and when engagements keep me out, shall sleep at them.

And Gerald, lightly vaulting into a passing hansom, was cantered off. Winny turned to her good friend Ellen Channing for consolation, who gave her the best that the circumstances admitted of.

Hamish, beyond his bright welcome, saw Very little of Winny that evening; he was shut up with her husbands manuscript. He took her home at night. The lodgings engaged by Gerald consisted of a sitting-room and two bed-chambers, the people of the house to cook and give attendance. Hamish paid the cab and accompanied her indoors. The first thing Mrs. Gerald Yorke did, was to sit down on the lowest chair, and begin to cry. Her little girls, worn out with the days excitement and the happy play in Nelly Channings nursery, were fit to drop with fatigue, and put themselves quietly on the carpet.

Oh, Mr. Channing! do you think he is not going to forgive me! It is so cruel of him to send us into this strange place all alone.

He had an engagement, you know, answered Hamish, his tone taking, perhaps unconsciously, the same kind of soothing persuasion that he would have used to a child. London engagements are sometimes not to be put off.

I wish I was back in Gloucestershire! she bewailed.

It will be all right, Mrs. Yorke, he returned gaily. One always feels unhappy in a fresh place. The night Ellen first slept in London she cried to be back at Helstonleigh.

A servant, who looked untidy enough to have a world full of work upon her back, showed Hamish out, In answer to a question, she said that she was the only one kept, and would have to wait on the new lodgers. Hamish slipped some money into the girls hand and bade her do all she could for the lady and the little children.

And so, leaving Geralds wife in her new home, he went back to his work.

He, Hamish Channing, with his good looks and his courtly presence, was treading the streets gaily on the following morning. Many a man, pressing on to business, spared a moment to turn and glance at him, wondering who the fine, handsome fellow was, with the bright and good face. It was a face that would be bright always, bright in dying; but it had more than two shades of care on it to-day. For if any one living man hated, more than another, to inflict pain and disappointment, it was Hamish Channing. He was carrying back Geralds manuscript, and had no good report to give of it.

However clever Gerald might be at dashing off slashing articles in the review line, he would never be able to succeed in fiction. This first attempt proved it indisputably to Hamish Channing. The story was unconnected, the plot scarcely distinguishable, and there were very grave faults besides, offending against morality and good taste. Not one reader in fifty, and that must be some school-girl, inveterate after novels, could get through the first volume. Certainly, in plunging into a long work of fiction, Gerald Yorke had mistaken his vocation. How entirely different this crude and worthless book was from the high-class work Hamish was writing, his cheeks glowed to contemplate. Not in triumph over Gerald; never a tarnish of such a feeling could lie in his generous heart; but at the consciousness of his own capability, the gift given him by God, and what the work would be to the public. But that he deemed it lay in his duty, in all kindliness, not to deceive Gerald, he would not have told him the truth; no, in spite of the promise exacted of him to give a just, unvarnished report.

Gerald sat at breakfast, in a flowery dressing-gown, in the rooms he was pleased to call his chambers, his breakfast and its appointments perfect. Silver glittered on the table, its linen was of the fairest damask, the chocolate and cream sent its aroma aloft. Geralds taste was luxurious: he could not have lived upon a sovereign a-week as Roland was doing: perhaps Roland had never learnt to do it but for that renowned voyage of his.

Halloa, Hamish, old fellow! What brings you here so early?

Oh, one or two matters, answered Hamish, keeping the manuscript out of sight at first, for he really shrank from having to report of it. I was not sure you would be up.

I had to be up early this morning. Tell your news out, Hamish; I suppose the gist of it is that Winny is in a state of rebellion. Stay! Ill send the things away. One has no appetite after a Star-and-Garter dinner and pipes to wind up with till three in the morning. You have breakfasted?

An hour ago.

It is an awfully provoking step for Winny to have taken, said Gerald, as his servant disappeared with the breakfast-tray. She has no doubt been grumbling to you and Mrs. Channing about her wrongs  its what she called it yesterday  but I know mine are worse. Fancy her taking such a mad start! What on earth I am to do with them in town, I cant guess. Youve not got her outside, I suppose? You know, Hamish, I couldnt help myself; I had to leave her.

Qui sexcuse saccuse, returned Hamish, with one of his sunny smiles, chancing on the very common French proverb that Mr. Bede Greatorex had applied but recently to Geralds brother.

Oh bother, said Gerald. Did Winny strike last night, and refuse to go into lodgings?

She went all right enough; but she didnt like your leaving her to go in alone. My wife seized hold of the occasion to read me a lecture, saying she should not like it at all; Im not sure but she said not put up with it.

Your wife is a different woman from mine, growled Gerald; for Hamishs gay, half mocking tone, covering a kinder and deeper feeling, jarred somewhat on his perplexed mind. You knew what Winny is before to-day. I shall go down and see her by-and-by.

Shall you keep these chambers on?
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I Keep these chambers on! echoed Gerald, why, of course I must keep them on. And live at them too, in a general way. Though how I shall afford the cost of the two places, the devil only knows.

You have been affording it hitherto. Winny has had a separate home.

What keeps a cottage down yonder, wont pay lodgings in London. You must know that, Hamish. Hamish did not immediately speak: if he could not agree, he would not disagree. He did not see why Gerald should not take either a small house, or apartments sufficiently commodious, in a neighbourhood good enough for his fashionable friends not to be ashamed to resort to. Hamish and Gerald understood things in so different a light: Gerald estimated people (and fashion) by their drawl, and dress, and assumption of fast life: Hamish knew that all good men, no matter though they were of the very highest rank, were proud to respect worth and intellect and sincere nature in a poor little home, as in a palace perched aloft on Hyde Park gates. Ah me! I think one must be coming near to quit this world and its frivolity, ere the curtain of dazzling gauze that falls before our eyes is lifted.

Are you getting on with my manuscript, Hamish?

I have brought it, said Hamish, taking it from his pocket. I put away my own work

Oh, thank you, old fellow, was the quick interruption.

Now dont thank me for nothing, Gerald. I was about to say that one can judge so much better of a book in reading it without breaks given to other work, that I stretched a point; for my own pleasure, you know,

Gerald drew the parcel towards him, and opened it tenderly, undoing the string as if it fastened some rare treasure. Hamish saw the feeling, the glad expectation, and his fine blue eyes took a tinge of sadness. Gerald looked up.

I think Ill tell you how it is, Hamish. Upon this manuscript

What was it that happened? Gerald broke off abruptly and looked at the door; his mouth slightly opened, his ear was cocked in the attitude of one, listening anxiously. Hamish, unused to the sounds of the place, heard nothing whatever.

Say Im out, Hamish, old fellow; say Im out, whispered Gerald, disappearing noiselessly within an invisible closet; invisible from being papered like the walls and opening with a nob no bigger than a nut. Hamish sat in a trance of inward astonishment, easy as ever outwardly, a half smile upon his face.

He opened the door in answer to a knock. A respectable-looking man at once stepped inside, asking to see Mr. Yorke.

Hamish with a gesture of his hand pointed to the empty room, indicating that Mr, Yorke was not there to be seen. The applicant looked round it curiously; and at that moment Geralds servant came up with a rush, and glanced round as keenly as the applicant.

My masters gone out for the day, Mr. Brookes.

How many more times am I to have that answer given me? demanded Mr. Brookes. Its hardly likely hed be gone out so soon as this.

Likely or not, hes gone, said the servant, speaking with easy indifference.

Well, look here; theres the account, delivered once more and for the last time, said Mr. Brookes, handing in a paper. If its not paid within four-and-twenty hours, I shall summons him to the county-court.

And he means it, emphatically whispered the servant in Hamishs hearing, as Mr. Brookess descending footsteps echoed on the stairs.

Hamish pulled back the closet-door by the knob to release Gerald. He came forth like a whirlwind  if a furious passion may be called one. Hamish had not heard so much abuse lavished on one person for many a day as Gerald gave his servant. The man had been momentarily off his usual vigilant guard, and so allowed Geralds sanctum (and all but his person) to be invaded by an enemy.

I owe the fellow a trifle for boots, said Gerald, when he had driven his servant from the room. He is an awful dun, and will not be put off much longer. Seven pounds ten shillings,  dashing open the bill. And for that paltry sum hell county-court me!

Pay him, said Hamish.

Pay him! I should like to pay him, returned Gerald, gloomily. Id pay him to-day and have done with him, if I could, and think it the best money ever laid out. Im awfully hard up, Hamish, and thats a fact.

Hamish began mentally to deliberate whether he was able to help him. Gerald stood on the hearthrug, very savage with the world in general.

Id move heaven and earth to avoid the county-court, he said. It would be sure to get about. Everything is contrary and cross-grained just now:

Carricks not to the fore; Vincent Yorke says he has neither cross nor coin to bless himself with, let alone me. I never got but one loan from the fellow in my life, and be hanged to him!

Your expenses are so heavy, Gerald.

Who the devil is to make them lighter? fiercely demanded Gerald. One cant live as a hermit. I beg your pardon, old fellow, Im cross, I know, but I have so much to worry me. Things come upon one all at once. Because I had not enough ways for my ready money just now, Winny must come up and want a heap.

What is pressing you particularly?

That, said Gerald, flicking his hand in the direction of the boot bill. Theres nothing else very much at the present moment. But the present moment with Gerald meant the present actual hour that was passing.

About my manuscript, he resumed, his tone brightening a little as he sat down to the table to face Hamish.

Still, for an instant or two, Hamish hesitated. He drew the sheets towards him and turned them over, as if in deliberation what to say.

You charged me to tell you the truth, Gerald.

Of course I did, loudly answered Gerald. The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

Well, Gerald, I should not but for your earnest wish, and that it is I suppose the more real kindness to do so, as it may prevent you from wasting time upon another. I am afraid it wont do, old friend.

What wont do? asked Gerald, with wide-open eyes that showed the wonder in them.

Delicately, gently, considerately, as he could have imparted ill news to the dearest friend he had on earth, Hamish Channing told him the story would not do, would not, at least, be a success, and pointed out why he thought so. The book was full of mistakes and faults; these for the most part he passed lightly over: speaking rather of the defects of the work as a whole.

Go on; lets have it all, said Gerald, when there was a pause: and Hamish saw nothing of the suppressed passion, or of the irony that lay at the bottom of the following words. You think I cannot succeed in fiction?

Not in a long work

Why the works a short one, interrupted Gerald.

Very short indeed. Some writers of fiction (and as a rule they are the best, Gerald) put as much in a volume and a half as you have written for the three volumes. I dont think you could write a successful work of fiction in even one volume, Gerald  as I count success. It must have a plot; it must have consecutiveness in the working out; it must have

It must have, in short, just the qualities that my work lacks, interposed Gerald with a laugh: and Hamish felt relieved that he was receiving things so easily.

If I thought that any hints or help of mine would enable you to accomplish a work likely to be successful, I would heartily put myself at your service, Gerald. But I dont. I am sure you have mistaken your vocation in attempting a work of fiction.

Thank you, said Gerald. Four work has not been tried yet. Thats sure to prove a success, I suppose?

The bright glow of anticipation lighted Hamish Channings sensitive face. It would have betrayed the all-powerful hope lying within him, apart from the involuntary smile, checked on his lips.

I could hardly bring myself to make the report, Gerald. And should not, I think, but that I care for your interests as for those of my own brothers. You know I do, and therefore will not mistake me. I debated whether I should not get up some excuse for giving no opinion, except that you had better submit it to a publisher. Of course you can do that still.

Let me understand you, said Gerald. You wish to inform me that no publisher would be likely to take it.

Hamish paused slightly. I do not say that. Publishers take all kinds of works. The chief embarrassment on my mind is this, Gerald: that, if published, it could not bring you much honour or credit; or  I think  returns.

They shook hands; and Hamish, who would be late at his office, departed, leaving Gerald alone. He went along with a light, glad step, wondering whether he could afford to help Gerald out of the money difficulty of the day. Sixteen guineas were due to him for literary work; if he got it paid, he would enclose the receipt for the boot-bill to Gerald, saying nothing.

Leaving Gerald alone. Alone with his bitter anger; with an evil look on his face, and revenge at his heart There was only one thing could have exceeded Gerald Yorkes astonishment at the veto pronounced and that was the utter incredulity with which he received it. He had looked upon his book as a rara avis, a black swan: just as we all look on our productions, whether they may be bad or good. The bad ones perhaps are thought most of: they are more trusted to bring back substantial reward. Of course, therefore, Gerald Yorke could but regard the judgment as a deliberately false one, spoken in jealous envy; tendered to keep him back from fame. He made the great mistake that many another has made before him, when receiving honest advice in a similar case, and many will make again. And the book gained in his opinion, rather than lost.

Curse him for his insolence! curse him for a false, self-sufficient puppy! foamed Gerald, rapping out unorthodox words in his passion. Ware to yourself, Mr. Hamish Channing! you shall find, sooner or later, what it is to make an enemy of me.

But Gerald received some balm ere the day was over, for Mr. Brookess receipted bill came to him by post in a blank envelope. Arid he wondered who on earth had been civil enough to pay the money.


CHAPTER XVII.

At Fault.

IT was easier for Mr. Bede Greatorex to say to the police-agents Drop the investigation, than it was for them to do it. Had he been the sole person to whom they were responsible, the thing would have lain in a nut-shell; but their employer was his father. And Mr. Greatorex was pushing discovery to an issue as he had never pushed anything yet. He looked up details himself; he went backwards and forwards to Scotland Yard; he was altogether troublesome.

As the days went on, and Mr. Butterby brought forth no result, only presented himself once in a way to say there was none to bring, Mr. Greatorex grew angry. Surely such a thing was never heard of!  as for a cheque to be stolen out of one of their desks at midday, carried to the bank and openly cashed, and for the police to say they could not trace the offender! Mr. Greatorex avowed that the police ought to be ashamed to confess it; that, in his opinion, they must be getting incapable of their duties.

One thing had struck Mr. Greatorex in the matter  that his son Bede seemed not to be eager for the investigation: if he did not retard it, he certainly did not push it. Perhaps the best word to express Bedes state of mind in regard to it, as it appeared to Mr. Greatorex, was indifference. Why was this? Bede ought to be as anxious as himself. Nay, more so: it was from his possession and his desk that the cheque was taken. Mr. Greatorex supposed that the laxity in regard to business affairs, which appeared latterly to have been creeping upon his son, must be extending itself even to the stealing of money. Was he more seriously ill than he allowed them to know? The fear, that it might be so, crossed the mind of Mr. Greatorex.

The solicitor sat one morning in his private room, Jonas Butterby opposite to him. The detective was there in answer to a peremptory mandate sent by Mr. Greatorex to Scotland Yard the previous day. Whether Mr. Butterby was responsible to himself alone for the progress or non-progress of the investigation; or, if not, whether he had imparted a hint at head-quarters of Bede Greatorexs private communication to him, was locked up within his own breast. One thing appeared clear  that he was at liberty to do as he pleased.

It is not the loss of the money; it is not that the sum of forty-four pounds is of so much moment to me that I must needs trace it out, and if possible regain it, Mr. Greatorex urged, his fine, fresh, honest face bent full on the detective, sternness in its every line. It is the unpleasantness of knowing that we have a thief about us: it is the feeling of insecurity; the fear that the loss will not stop here. Every night of my life, when the offices close, I seem to prepare myself for the discovery that some other one has taken place during the day.

Not at all an unlikely thing to happen, acknowledged Mr. Butterby, who probably felt himself less free under existing circumstances than he usually was, and therefore spoke with deprecation.

That the cheque must have been taken by one of the clerks attached to my sons room, I think there can be little doubt of. The difficulty is

Mr. Bede thinks so himself, interrupted Butterby. He charged me specially to look after them; after one of em in particular.

Which was it?

Hurst.

Hurst! repeated Mr. Greatorex in surprise.

But Mr. Bede is mistaken, sir. It was no more Hurst than it was me.

Instincts are subtle. And one came unbidden into the mind of the detective officer as he spoke  that he had made a mistake in repeating this to Mr. Greatorex. The truth was  carrying within him his private instructions, and the consciousness that they must be kept private  he found these interviews with the head of the firm slightly embarrassing.

Why should he suspect Hurst if he

The door opened, and the person in question appeared at it  Bede Greatorex. Catching a glimpse of the detectives head, he was going out of it a vast deal quicker than he had entered; but his father stopped him.

Bede! Bede! Come in. Come in and shut the door. Heres a fine thing I have just beard  that you are suspecting one person in particular of having taken the cheque. Over and over again, you have told me there was nobody in particular to be suspected.

A lightning glance from Bede Greatorexs fine dark Spanish eyes flashed out on the detective. It said as plainly as glance could speak, How dare you presume to betray my confidence?

That gentleman sat unmoved, and nodded a good morning with his customary equanimity.

Mr. Greatorex  doing me the honour to call upon me to report progress  observed that he fully thought it was one of the clerks in your room we must look to, sir, spoke Butterby in a slow calm tone. I told him your opinion was the same; and you had charged me to look well after them, especially Mr. Hurst. That was all. Bede Greatorex bit his lip in anger. But the communication might have been worse.

What is there against Hurst? impatiently asked Mr. Greatorex.

Nothing at all, said Bede quietly. If I said to Mr. Butterby that one of my clerks might have taken the cheque, it was only because access to my room was more obtainable by them than by anybody else I can think of. And of the four, Hurst spends the most money.

Hurst has the most money to spend, observed Mr. Greatorex.

Of course he has. I make no doubt Hurst is as innocent as I.

This was very different from suspecting Hurst, from desiring that he should be specially looked after, and perhaps Mr. Greatorex felt the two accounts the least in the world contradictory. The keen-sighted observer sitting by, apparently sharpening the point of his broken lead-pencil, noticed that the eyes of Bede Greatorex never once went openly into the face of his father.

If it was my case, thought the officer, I should tell him the truth out and out. No good going about the bush this way, saying he suspects one and suspects another, when he does not suspect em: far better that old Greatorex should hear the whole and see for himself that it cant be gone into. He dont care to worrit the old gentleman: thats what it is.

That is just what it was. But Mr. Butterby was not right in all his premises.

I am fully persuaded that every clerk on my side the house is as innocent as are those on yours, sir, spoke Bede Greatorex, a kind of tremor in his tone; which tremor did not escape the officers notice, or that it was caused by anxious, painful eagerness: and that astute man knew in a moment that old Greatorex must not have his suspicions turned actively on Bedes employés. I believe it was Butterby who first mentioned them. Upon that, I ran them over in my mind, and remembered that Hurst was the only one spending much money  he lives in fashionable lodgings as a gentleman. Was it not so, Mr. Butterby?

The detective was professionally prepared for most accidents. Therefore when Bede Greatorex turned upon him with startling rapidity, a second flash darting forth from his dark eyes, he never moved a muscle. You are right, sir.

Bede, said Mr. Greatorex, in a still tone of meaning, if the same facility for getting access to your room attached to the clerks on my side the house, I should not say to you so positively that they were not guilty. You seem to resent the very thought that suspicion can attach to them.

Not at all, father. Perhaps I felt vexed that Hursts name should have been mentioned to you without grounds.

Understand me, Mr. Butterby, spoke the elderly gentleman sharply. I expect to have this matter better attended to than it has been. And I repeat to you that I think the clerks in my sons room should be  I do not say suspected, but sufficiently thought of. It is monstrous to know that a theft like this can have been openly committed in a professional mans house, and you officers should avow yourselves at fault We may be losing some of our clients deeds next.

The detective glanced at Mr. Bede Greatorex, and was answered, as he thought, by the faintest of signs in return. It was not the first time he had been concerned in cases where sons wished things kept from knowledge of fathers.

We dont give it up, sir. Allow us more time, and perhaps we may satisfy you better.

I shall expect you to do so, returned Mr. Greatorex with sufficient emphasis. And the officer rose to quit his presence.

Go round by the other door to my room, and wait.

Surely these words were breathed into Mr. Butterbys ear! Faint though the whisper was, he could not have fancied it. Bede Greatorex was crossing his path at the moment, as if he wished to look from the window.

Fancy or not, the officer acted upon it. Going round by the street to the professional entrance, and so on up the passage to the private room. When Bede Greatorex returned to it, he saw him seated against the wall, underneath the map of London.

You did wrong to mention Mr. Hurst to my father, Bede began with imperative quickness, as he slipped the bolt of the middle door.

Thats as it may be, was the rejoinder, cool as usual. If theres not some outlet of suspicion given to your father, it will be just this, Mr. Bede Greatorex  that hell make one for himself. Leastways, thats my opinion.

Be it so. I do not want it to take the direction of my clerks.

He lays the blame on us: says we are lax, or else incapable; and it is only natural he should think so. Anyway theres no harm done about Mr. Hurst: you made it right with him there. Do you suspect Hurst still, sir?

Yes. At least more than I do any one of the others.

Mr. Butterby put his hands on his knees and bent a little forward. If you wish me to do you any service in this, sir, you must not keep me quite so much in the dark. What I want to get at, Mr. Bede Greatorex, is the true reason of your pitching upon Hurst yourself.

I cannot give it to you, said Bede promptly. What I told you at our first interview, I repeat now  that the suspicion against him is but a faint one. Still it is sufficient to raise a doubt; and I have no reason to doubt the other three. Jenner is open and honest as the day; Brown valuable and trustworthy; and Mr. Yorke must of course be exempt.

Oh, of course, he must, dryly acquiesced the detective with a cough. He knew he was sure of Roland in this case, but he thought Bede Greatorex might not have spoken so confidently had he been cognizant of a certain matter connected with the past.

I would not much mind answering for Jenner myself, remarked Mr. Butterby. Brown seems all right too.

Browns honesty has been sufficiently proved. Very large sums have passed through his hands habitually, and he has never wronged us by a shilling. Had he wished to help himself, he would have done it before now: he has had the opportunity.

Then that leaves us back at Hurst again. Where is your objection, sir, to the doubt of him being mentioned to your father?

A kind of startled look crossed Bedes face: a look of fear: and he spoke hastily.

Have you forgotten what I said? That the fact of Mr. Hursts knowing he was suspected (assuming he is guilty) would be attended with danger. Awful danger, too. If it were possible to disclose all to my father, he would forfeit a great deal that he holds dear in life, rather than incur it.

Well it seems to me that I can be of little use in this matter, said Butterby, turning somewhat crusty. I have had dangerous secrets confided to me in my life-time, sir; and the parties they were told of are none the wiser or the worse for it yet.

And I wish I could confide this to you, said Bede, steadily and candidly. Id be glad enough to get it out of my keeping, for I dont know what to do with it. If no one but myself were concerned; if I could disclose it to you without the risk of injuring others, you should hear it this next minute. For their sakes, Mr. Butterby, my lips are tied. I dare not speak.

Does he mean his wife, or doesnt he? thought Butterby. And the question was not solvable. Ill look after Hurst a bit, he said aloud. Truth to tell, I considered him the safest of them all, in spite of your opinion, Mr. Bede Greatorex, and have let him be. He shall get a little of my private attention now. And so shall one of the others, the detective mentally added.

Unsuspected by Hurst himself, enjoined Bede, a shade of anxiety in his voice.

Could Mr. Butterby have been suspected of so far forgetting professional dignity as to indulge in winks, it might have seemed that he answered by one, as he rose from his chair.

Ill just take a look in upon them now, he remarked. And let me advise you, sir, to get your father into a more reasonable frame of mind, if possible. If he calls in fresh aid, as he threatens, there might be the dickens to pay.

Bede Greatorex crossed the room hastily, as though he meant to guard the middle door, and spoke in a low tone.

I do not care that they should know you have been with me. Not for the world would I let it come to their knowledge that I doubt either of them.

Now do you suppose I am a young gosling? demanded Butterby. You have done me the honour to confide this private business to my hands, Mr. Bede Greatorex, and you may safely leave it in em. After being at the work so many years, theres not much left for me to be taught. He departed by the passage, treading lightly, and halted when he came to the clerks door. He was in deep thought. This matter which, as he phrased it, Mr. Bede Greatorex had done him the honour to put into his hands, was no such great matter after all; a mere trifle in professional quarters: but few things had so much puzzled the detective. Not in his way to discovery: that, as it seemed to him, would be very easy, could he pursue it openly. Bede Greatorex puzzled him; his ambiguous words puzzled him; the thing itself puzzled him. In most cases Mr. Butterby could at least see where he was; in this he stood in a sea-encompassed fog, not understanding where he was going, or what he was in search of.

Giving the swing-door a dash backwards, as though he had just entered, he went into the room. Mr. Brown was at his desk, Roland Yorke at his; but the other two were absent. So if the visit had been intended as a special one to Josiah Hurst, it was a decided failure.

When was the great Butterby at fault? He had just looked in upon them in passing, he said, to give the good-morrow, and enquire how they relished the present state of the thermometer, which he should pronounce melting. How did Mr. Yorke like it?

Mr. Yorke, under the circumstances of not knowing whether he stood on his head or his heels, had not thought about the thermometer. Since the receipt of a letter that morning, containing the news that one, whom he cared for more than a brother, might probably be coming to London shortly on a visit, Roland had been three parts mad with joy. He was even genial to the intruder, his bête noire.

Is it you, Butterby? How are you getting on, Butterby? Take a stool if you like, Butterby.

Cant stop, said Butterby. Just meant to give a nod round and go out again. Not come in on business to-day. You look spruce, Mr. Yorke.

Ive got on my Sunday suit, answered Roland  who in point of fact was uncommonly well got-up, and had a rosebud in his button-hole. Carricks tailor has not a bad cut. You have heard of red-letter days, old Butterby: this is one for me. One should not put on ones every-day coat on such occasions: they dont come too often.

Got a fortune bequeathed? enquired Mr. Butterby.

Its better than that, said enthusiastic Roland, who in these moments, when his heart and affections were touched, could but be more impulsively genuine than ever. Somebodys coming to London; somebody that you know, Butterby.

Mr. Galloway, perhaps

No; you are wrong this time, returned Roland, not in the least taken aback: though perhaps the detective, to judge by his significant tone, meant that he should be. Youd not see me dressed up for him. There are two men in Helstonleigh Id put on shirtsleeves to welcome, rather than a good coat: the one is old Galloway, the other William Yorke. Guess again.

Instead of doing anything of the sort, by which perhaps his professional reserve might have been compromised, Mr. Butterby turned his attention on the manager. Pursuing his work steadily, he had taken no heed of Mr. Butterby, beyond a civil salute at first.

Youve not heard more of this mysterious loss, I suppose?

Nothing more, sir, was Mr. Browns answer, looking up full at the speaker, perhaps to show that he did not shrink from intercourse with a detective officer. It seems strange, though, that we should not.

Thieves are clever when they are professional ones; and Ive got to think it was no less a man did the job for Mr. Greatorex, said Butterby, in quite a fatherly tone of confidence. There has been a regular band of em at work lately in London; and in spite of opinions when I was here last, I say they might have gone in through the passage straight and bold, and done the job easy, and you unsuspicious young men, shut up in this here first room, never have heard a sound of what was going on.

I think that is how it must have been; failing the other thought  that Mr. Bede Greatorex took the cheque abroad and dropped it, said the manager with quiet decision.

Of course. And unless Im mistaken, Mr. Bede thinks the same. I should like to have three minutes chat with you some evening, Mr. Brown, all by our two selves. You are naturally anxious for discovery, so am I: theres no knowing but what something or other may come out between us.

Perhaps to any eye save the watchful one of a police-officer, the slight hesitation before replying might have passed unnoticed. Mr. Brown had no particular wish to be questioned; it was no affair of his, and he thought the detective and Mr. Bede Greatorex quite enough to manage the matter without him. But, when his answer came, it was spoken readily.

Whenever you please. I am generally at home by eight oclock.

He gave his new address  Mrs. Joness. At which the crafty detective expressed surprise, inwardly knowing the very day and hour when Mr. Brown had moved in.

There! Do you live there? The Joneses and I used to be old acquaintances; knew em well when they were at Helstonleigh. Knew Dicky must be making a mess of it long before the smash came. Youll see me then, Mr. Brown, one of these first evenings.

Dont be in a hurry, Butterby, spoke Roland, who had been amusing himself by trying how far he could tilt his stool backwards without capsizing, while he listened. Its not old Galloway, its Arthur Channing.

Is there anything so remarkable in Arthur Channings coming to London? questioned Butterby.

To me there is. I tell you it is a red-letter day in my life, and Ive not had many such since I sailed from Port Natal. If I were not in this confounded old office, with one master in the next room and another there  flinging a ball of paper at the manager I should sing and dance and leap my joy off. Three copies have I begun to take of a musty old will, and spoilt em all. Brown says Im out of my senses; ask him.

You never were famous for not spoiling copies  or for particular industry, either, you know, Mr. Yorke. The rejoinder rather nettled Roland. Id rather be famous for nothing, than for what you are famed for in Helstonleigh, Butterby  taking up the wrong man. It was not your fault that Arthur Channing didnt get transported.

Nor yours, quietly retorted Mr. Butterby.

There! Go on. Bring it all out. If youve come to do it, do it, Butterby. I told you to, the other night. And when Arthur Channing is in London, you put up a prayer every morning not to meet him at Charing Cross. The sight of him couldnt be pleasant to your mind, and passers-by might see your brow redden: which for a bold, fear-nothing police-detect

Is Mr. Bede Greatorex in?

The interrupting questioner was the Reverend Henry William Ollivera. As he entered, the first man his eyes fell on was Butterby. It was a mutual recognition: and they had not met since that evening in Butterbys rooms on the occasion of the clergymans visit to Helstonleigh.

Before a minute had well elapsed, as it seemed to the two spectators, they were deep in that calamity of the past, recalling some of its details, lamenting the non-success that had attended the endeavour to trace it out. It did not much interest Roland, and his mind also was filled to the brim with matter more agreeable. Apparently it did not interest Brown the manager, for he kept his head bent on his work. In the midst of it Bede Greatorex came in.

I tell you, Mr. Officer, my faith has never wavered, or my opinion changed, the clergyman was saying with emotion, scarcely interrupting himself to nod a salutation to Bede. My brother did not commit suicide. He was barbarously murdered; as every instinct warned me at the time, and warns me still. The waiting seems long; the time rolls by, day after day, year after year: weariness has to be subdued, patience cherished; but, that the hour of elucidation will come, is as sure as that you and I stand here, facing each other.

Mr. Greatorex told me that the Reverend Ollivera stood to his opinion as strongly as he ever did, was the answering remark of the officer; and it might be that there was a shade of compassion in his tone  compassion for the mistaken folly of the man before him.

It has occurred to me at times, that if I were a member of the detective police, endowed with all the acuteness for the discovery of crime that their occupation and (we may suppose) natural aptitude for it must give, I should have brought the matter to light long ago. Do not think I reflect on your individual skill or care, sir; I speak generally.

Ah! said Mr. Butterby with complacent jocularity, we all are apt to picture to ourselves how much wed do in other folkss skins.

It is strange that you have never been able to find traces of the man whose name was afterwards mixed up in the affair. Godfrey Pitman.

There you are right, sir, readily avowed the officer. I should uncommonly like to come across that Godfrey Pitman on my own score: setting aside anything he might have had to do with the late Mr. Ollivera.

The clergyman quickly took up the words. Do you think he had anything to do with his death?

I dont go as far as that. It might have been. Any way, as circumstances stand at present, he seems the most likely to have had, of all those who were known to have been in the house that evening.

Happening to raise his eyes, Mr. Brown caught those of Mr. Bede Greatorex. They were fixed on the speaker with a kind of eager, earnest light. To many a man it might have told the tale  that he, Bede Greatorex, had also doubts of Pitman. But then, Bede Greatorex had expressed his belief in the suicide: expressed it still. One thing was certain, had Bede chosen to confess it  that Godfrey Pitman was in his mind far oftener than the world knew.

How is it that you have never found him? continued Mr. Ollivera, to Butterby.

I dont know. We are not usually at fault for a tithe of the time. But the man, you see, was under false colours; his face and his name were alike changed.

You think so?

Think so! repeated Mr. Butterby with a second dose of compassion for the parsons intellect. That mass of hair on his face was hardly likely to be real. As to the name, Pitman, it was about as much his as it was mine. However, we have not found him, and theres no more to be made of it than that. Mr. Bede Greatorex asked me about the man the other day, whether I didnt think he might have gone at once out of the country. It happens to be what Ive thought all along.

I do not see what he could have had against my brother, that he should injure him, spoke the clergyman, gazing on vacancy, the dreamy look, so often seen in them, taking possession of his eyes. So far as can be known, they were strangers.

Now, sir, dont you run your head again a stone wall. Nobody says he did injure him; only that its within the range of possibility he could have done it. As to being strangers, he might have turned out to be one of Counsellor Olliveras dearest friends, once his disguises were took off.

Under the reproof, Mr. Ollivera drew in, and there was a short pause of silence. He broke it almost immediately, to ask about the letter so often mentioned.

Have you taken care of the paper?

I have, said Mr. Butterby rather emphatically. And I mean to do it, being permitted. This house wrote for it to be sent up, but I gave Mr. Greatorex my reasons for wishing to keep it, and he charged me not to let it go. If ever the time comes that that document may be of use, Reverend Sir, it will be forthcoming.

As the officer went out, for there was nothing more to remain for, Mr. Ollivera began speaking to Bede in a low tone. This conversation lasted but a minute or two, and was over, Bede retiring to the other room.

Arthur Channing is coming to London, Mr. Ollivera.

That the interruption came from nobody but Roland need not be affirmed. He was the only one in the office who presumed to interlard its business with personal matters. The clergyman, who was going out, turned his head.

You will have the opportunity of making his better acquaintance, Mr. Ollivera. He is the noblest and grandest man the world ever saw. I dont mean in looks  though he might compete for a prize on that score  but for goodness and greatness. Hamish is at the top of the tree, but Arthur caps him.

Arthur Channing and his qualities did not bear interest for Mr. Ollivera just then; he had no time to attend to them. Saying a pleasant word in answer, he departed. Almost close upon that, Sir Richard Yorke came in, and went into the private room.

Perhaps something has turned up about the cheque, and hes come to tell it, cried idle Roland. I say, Mr. Brown, did you ever hear how they all keep up the ball about that Godfrey Pitman? Mrs. J. was describing him to me the other night. She and Miss Alletha came to an issue about his personal charms: the one saying his eyes were blue, the other brown. Remembering the fable of the chameleon, I decided they must have been green. Id not like to joke about him, though  dropping his light tone if he really had a hand in John Olliveras death. What do you think?

What I think is this, Mr. Yorke. As the person in question has nothing to do with my work or yours, I am content to let him alone. I should be exceedingly obliged to you to get that copy done for me.

Ill get it done, said ready Roland. There are such interruptions in this office, you see.

He was working away at a steaming pace, when Sir Richard Yorke came forth again, talking with Bede Greatorex. Roland slipped off his stool, and brought his tall self in his uncles path.

How are you, Sir Richard?

Sir Richards little eyes went blinking out, and he condescended to recognize Roland.

Oh, ah, to be sure. You are one of the clerks here! Hope you keep out of debt, young man.

I try to, said Roland. I get a pound a week, and live upon it. It is not much for all things. One has to enjoy champagne and iced turtle through the shop-windows.

Ah, said Sir Richard slowly, rubbing his hands together as if he were washing them of undesirable connections, this comes of being a rover. You should do as Gerald does: work to keep up a position. I read an able article in the Snarler last night, that was pointed out to me as Gerald Yorkes. He works to some purpose, he does.

If Gerald works, he spends, was on the tip of Rolands tongue. But he kept it in: it was rare indeed that his good-nature failed him. How is Vincent? he asked.

Vincent was very well, Sir Richard vouchsafed to reply, and went out, rubbing his hands still.

So, with one interlude or another, Rolands morning was got through. When released, he went flying in search of Annabel Charming, to impart to her the great news contained in her brothers letter.

She was not in the school-room. She was not in the dining-room. She was not anywhere that Roland could see. He turned to descend the stairs again more slowly than he had gone up, when Jane Greatorex came running from the landing above.

Jane! Jane! I told you you were not to go down.

The voice, calling after the child, would have been like Annabels but for a choking sound in it. He looked up and saw her: saw her face inflamed with tears, heard the sobs of grief. It took Roland more completely aback than any sight he had witnessed at Port Natal. The face disappeared swiftly, and Miss Jane jumped into his arms in triumph.

Jenny, what is it? he asked in a kind of dumb whisper, as if motion were suddenly struck out of him. What is amiss with Miss Channing?

Its through Aunt Bede. She puts herself into passions. I thought shed have hit her this morning. She told her she was not worth her salt.

Rolands face grew white with indignation.

Your Aunt Bede did!

Oh, its nothing new, said the child carelessly. Aunt Bede goes on at her nearly as much every day.


CHAPTER XVIII.

Mr. Brown at Home.

THAT the managing clerk of Mr. Bede Greatorex was anything but a steady man, his worst enemy could not have said. Mr. Browns conduct was irreproachable, his industry indefatigable. At the office to the very minute of opening, quitting it always last at night, occupying all his spare time at home in writing, except that necessary to be consumed in sleep; and of habits so moderate, that even Roland Yorke, with all his experiences of Port Natal deprivations, would have marvelled at them, it might have been surmised that Mr. Brown had set in to acquire a modest fortune. The writing he did at home was paid for. It was so thoroughly to be depended on for correctness and swift completion, that Greatorex and Greatorex were glad to give it him, and kept it a tacit secret from the other clerks. For Mr. Brown did not care that it should be known in the office, lest he should lose his standing. To carry copying home for remuneration, might have been deemed infra dig for the manager.

For his breakfast he took a hard-boiled egg, or a sausage, or a herring, as might be; tea, and bread. At dinner-time, the middle of the day, his food did not differ from the above, a glass of beer being substituted for the tea. He invariably called it his luncheon, saying he dined out later; and hurried over it to get to his writing. In the evening he had tea again, butter, bread, and one or other of the aforementioned luxuries, with radishes or some light garden production of that kind that might happen to be in season. Shrewd Mrs. Jones, after a few days experience of her lodgers habits, came to the private conclusion, that the daily dinner out had place only in fable. On Sundays he dined at home, openly, upon potatoes and meat  generally a piece of steak. The maid found out that he blacked his boots overnight, keeping his brushes and blacking-bottle locked up; put on but one clean shirt a week, with false wristbands and fronts the rest of the time. Given to arrive at rapid decisions, Mrs. Jones set all this down, not to parsimony, but to needful economy, for which she concluded there must be some good cause; and honoured his self-denial.

Police-officer Butterby, having scraped acquaintance (of course by chance) with the landlord where Mr. Brown had previously lived, gathered sundry details over a pipe, into his capacious ears. The house, situated in an obscure quarter, was let out in rooms  chambers it might be said, of a poor and humble grade, with a wide, dark, common staircase of stone. One lodger did not interfere with another; and all the landlord and his wife had to do was to take the weekly money. Mr. Brown had been with them between three and four years, the landlord said; was most steady and respectable. Gentleman Brown they always called him. They did his room, though most of the others did their own. Never went to theatres, or smoking-places; never, in short, spent a sixpence in waste; saved up what he could for his mother and sick sister in the country, who were dependent on him. Had not the least idea why he left; might have knocked him (the landlord) down with a feather when Gentleman Brown tapped at his door one evening late, saying business was calling him away on the morrow or next day, and put down a full weeks rent in lieu of notice; was the best and most regular man that ever lodged in a decent house; should be right down glad to have him back again.

A good character, certainly; as Mr. Butterby could but mentally acknowledge; steady, self-denying, working always to support a mother and sick sister! He had no cause to dispute it; having come on a fishing expedition rather than a suspicious one.

Mr. Brown sat working to-night in his room at Mrs. Joness, the evening of the day mentioned in the last chapter: a shaded lamp was at his elbow; his spectacles, which he always took off in writing, lay on the table beside him. The room was of fair size for its situation; a folding screen standing cornerwise concealed the small bed. A high bureau stood opposite the fire-place, near it a dwarf-cupboard of mahogany with a flat top, which served for a side-table. Mr. Brown had drawn the larger table to the window, that he might catch the last light of the summers evening. He sat sideways; the right hand cuff of his worn coat turned up. Out of doors he appeared as a gentleman; indoors he was economically careful in dress, as in other things.

A light tap at the door; followed by the entrance of Miss Rye. He rose at once, and turned down the coat-cuff. She came to bring a letter that the postman had just left. Never, unless when forced to it by the very rare absence of the maid, did Miss Rye make her appearance in his room. The servant was out this evening; and Mrs. Jones had handed her the letter with a decisive command that might not be disregarded, Take it in, Alletha,

She put the letter on the table, and was turning out without a word. Mr. Brown went to the door, and held it close while he spoke, that the sound of voices might not be heard outside.

What is the reason that you shun me, Miss Rye? Is it well? Is it kind?

She suddenly lifted her hand to her bosom, as if a spasm took her, and the little colour that was in her face faded out of it.

It is well. As to kind  you know all that is over.

I do not know it. I neither admit it, nor its necessity. Civility at least might remain. What has been my motive, do you suppose, in coming here, but to live under the same roof that shelters you? Not to renew the past, as it once existed between us; I do not ask or wish it; but to see you now and then, to exchange an unemotional, calm word with you once in a way.

I cannot stay. Please to let me pass, sir!

The old place, where I lodged so long, suited me, for it was private; and I need privacy, as you know, he continued, paying no attention to her request. It was also reasonable enough to satisfy even me. Here I pay nearly double; here I am more liable to be seen by those who might do me harm. But I have braved it all for you. Perhaps the former friendship  I do not wish to offend even by a name, you see, Miss Rye  was a terrible mistake for you, but I at least have been true to it.

The best and kindest thing you can do for me, sir, is to go back to your late lodgings.

I shall stay in these. You told me, in the only interview I have held with you since I came here, that I was a man of crime. I admit it. But criminals have affections as well as other people. You are cruel to me, Alletha Rye.

It is you who are cruel, she returned, losing in emotion the matter-of-fact reserve, as between waitress and lodger, she had been studying to maintain. You must know the pain your presence brings me. Mrs. Jones has invited you to dine with her on Sunday next, I hear; let me implore of you not to come in.

Off a piece of boiled beef, he rejoined in a plain, curt tone, as if her manner and words were hardening him. The offer is too good a one to be refused.

Then I shall absent myself from table.

Dont drive me quite wild, Alletha Rye. You have me in your power: the only one in London who has  so far as I hope and believe. Id almost as soon you went and gave me in charge.

Who is cruel now? she breathed. You know that you can trust me; you know that I would rather forfeit my own life than put yours in jeopardy: but I take shame to myself in saying it. It is just this, she added, struggling with her agitation, you are safe with me, but you are not welcome.

I told you somewhat of my secrets in our last interview: I would have told you more, but you would not listen  why I am living as I do, trying to atone for the miserable sins of the past

Atone!

Yes, it is well to catch me up. One of them, at least, never can be atoned for. It lies heavier on my mind than it does on yours. If

The sharp voice of Mrs. Jones, from above stairs, demanding what was the matter with Allethas ears, that they did not hear the door-bell, put a stop to the interview. A hectic spot shone on her cheeks as she hastened to answer it.

The red glow had given place to a ghastly whiteness when she came in again. Mr. Brown had already settled to his writing and turned back his cuff. She closed the door of her own accord, and went up to him; he stood gazing in surprise at her face. Its every lineament expressed terror. The lips were drawn and cold; the eyes wild. However bad might have been the contamination of his touch, he could not help taking her trembling hands. She suffered it, entwining her lingering fingers within his.

What has happened? he asked in a whisper.

That man has come; Butterby, the detective officer from Helstonleigh. He says he must see Mr. Brown  you. Heaven have mercy on us! Has the blow fallen at last?

Theres nothing to fear. I expected a call from him. He only knows me as Mr. Brown, manager to Greatorex and Greatorex. Let him come in.

I have shut him up in Mrs. Joness parlour.

You must go and send him to me. I am but your lodger to him, you know. Get a little colour into your face first.

A minute or two and Mr. Butterby was introduced, amicably telling Miss Rye, that, to judge by appearances, London did not appear to agree with her. Mr.

Brown, composedly writing, put down his pen in the middle of a word, and rose to receive him.

It was a chatty interview. The great man was on his agreeable manners, and talked of many things. He made some fatherly enquiries after the welfare of Mr. Hurst; observing that some of them country blades liked their fling when in London, but he fancied young Hurst was tolerably steady. Mr. Brown quietly said that he had no reason to suppose him otherwise.

You have been from thirteen to fourteen years with the Greatorexes, I think, remarked the detective.

Mr. Brown laughed. From three to four.

Oh, I made a mistake. And before you came to them?

With a solicitor, now deceased. Mr. Greatorex can tell you anything of him you wish to know. He had me direct from him.

Me wish to know? Not a bit. Who on earth is it walking about over-head? His boots have been on the go ever since I came in.

It must be Mr. Ollivera. He does walk in his rooms sometimes.

I should say his mind was restless. Thinking always of his brother, they say. It was a curious case, that, take it for all in all. Ever heard the particulars, Mr. Brown?

Yes, Mr. Greatorex once related them to me. The young men in the office get speaking of it.

Ah, they had all something to do with Counsellor Ollivera, so to say. Jenner was his clerk in chambers. Hursts father was the surgeon called in at the death; Yorke was in Port Natal at the time, but his folks knew him. Talkative young fellows, all the lot; like gossip, Ill be bound, better than work. Ill answer that one of em does  Mr. Roland Yorke.

A smile crossed the managers face at thought of Rolands work. When I hear them begin to speak of the late Mr. Olliveras death, I stop it at once, he remarked. Jenner is very much given to it, never considering whose office he is in. The name of a man who has committed self-destruction, cannot be pleasant to his relations.

As to self-destruction, spoke Mr. Butterby, with a nod, I dont say it was that in Olliveras case. I dont say it was not. Theres only two people have held out against it; and theyve been obstinate enough in the cause for two thousand. Parson Ollivera, and the young woman in this house, Alletha Rye.

On the other hand, observed the clerk, some are as positive that he did commit it. Mrs. Jones for one, Mr. Bede Greatorex for another. They possess the same knowledge of details that the other two do, and are certainly as able of conclusion.

Jonas Butterby opened his mouth, as if to let in a whiff of air to his teeth, for he closed it again without speaking. In the heat of argument his usual cautious reticence had for once nearly failed him, and he all but betrayed his private opinion  that Bede Greatorex had grown to suspect Godfrey Pitman.

Who told you that Bede Greatorex holds to that view, Mr. Brown?

It is well known he does. I have heard him say so myself.

He did, and no mistake, nodded the shrewd detective, who, upon reflection, saw no reason why he should not speak out. He made as sure that it was suicide, at the time, as you are that thats a inkpot afore you. But if he has not drawed round a bit to the contrary opinion, my names not Jonas Butterby. Bede Greatorex, in his innard breast, has picked up doubts of the missing man, that worthy Pitman.

Mr. Brown got up to do something to the window-blind, and the peculiar look that crossed his face  not a smile, not a spasm of pain, not a sharp contraction of fear, but something of all three  was thereby hidden from his visitor. He was calm enough when he came back again.

Did Mr. Bede Greatorex tell you so?

Not he. He let drop a word or two, and I could see at once the man was on his mind. But thats not our business, Mr. Brown, neither must it be made so, you understand. What I want to talk about, is the cheque affair. Lets go over the particulars quietly together.

Not so very quietly to begin with. A swinging-open of the street-door as if the house itself were being pushed back; a stamping of feet in the passage; a shouting out to everybody  Mrs. J., Miss Rye, the servant Betsey  to bring him hot water, announced the arrival at home of Mr. Roland Yorke.


CHAPTER XIX.

A Fountain shivered.

THE day is not yet over. It had been a busy one at the house of Greatorex and Greatorex. What with business, what with inward vexation, of one or two kinds, Mr. Greatorex felt cross and weary as the evening drew on.

There had been some unnecessary delay in the prosecution of a cause being tried at Westminster, for which Bede was in fault. A large bill for fripperies had been presented to the office that day, and by mistake to Mr. Greatorex instead of to Mrs. Bedes husband. The capricious treatment being dealt out to Miss Channing had been spoken of by Jane to her grandpapa; and preparations for another enormous reception for that night were in active progress. All these matters, as well as others, were trying the usually placid temper of Mr. Greatorex.

He did not appear at the dinner-table that evening, but had a chop taken to his private sitting-room. Calling for his son Bede, he found he was not forthcoming. Bede, Mr. Greatorex was told, had gone to London Bridge to meet a steamer from France, by which his wifes sister was expected. Jane Greatorex ran in to her grandpapa, and asked, spoilt child that she was, if he would not invite her and Miss Channing to drink tea with him: Mrs. Bede not having bidden them to the soirée. Yes, Mr. Greatorex said; they should spend the evening in his room. Closed in there quietly and snugly, they heard only as from a distance the turmoil of the large gathering above, and Mr, Greatorex partially forgot his cares, Mrs, Bede Greatorexs rooms were lighted up, shutting out the remains of daylight, when Roland Yorke entered them. For it was to get himself up for this soirée that Roland had gone home in a commotion, calling for half the people in the house to wait on him. The company was large, elbowing each other as usual, and fighting for space on the staircase and landing with the beauteous plants that lined the walls. Whatever might be Mrs. Bedes short-comings in some of the duties of life, she never failed in one  that of gathering a vast crowd at her bidding. This evening was to be great in music; and some of the first singers and performers of the day had been secured to delight the company; at what cost, was known only to Bedes pocket.

Rolands chief motive in coming to it  for he did not always attend when invited  was to get an interview with Miss Channing. The vision of her tearful face, seen in the morning, the revelation contained in the careless words of Jane Greatorex, had been making a hot place in his breast ever since. Roland wanted to know what it meant, and why she put up with it. His eyes went roaming into every corner in search of Annabel; but he could not see her.

Ill-conditioned old she-stork! ejaculated Roland, apostrophising the unconscious Mrs. Bede Greatorex. She has gone and kept her out of the way to-night.

In consequence of this failure in his expectations, Roland had leisure to concentrate his attention on the general company; and he did it in a slightly ungracious mood; his blood was boiling up with the awful injustice (imaginary rather than real) dealt out to the governess.

And all because that nasty conceited little pig, Jane Greatorex, must get an education.

Whats that, Roland?

Roland, in his indignation, had spoken so as to be overheard. He turned to see the bright face of Hamish Charming, who had entered the room with his wife on his arm.

You here, Hamish! Well, I never!

Ive come out of my shell for once, said Hamish. One cannot be a hermit always, when one has an exacting wife. Mine threatened me with unheard-of penalties if I didnt bring her to-night.

Hamish! exclaimed Mrs. Channing. He does nothing but talk against me, Roland. It is good for him to come out sometimes.

I say, I cant see Annabel, cried Roland, in a most resentful tone, as he, still hoping against hope, cast his eyes in search of her over peoples heads. Its a thundering shame! she is a prisoner up-stairs to-night, I suppose, taking care of Jane Greatorex.

But thats no reason why you should call the little lady names, laughed Hamish.

I called her a little pig, avowed Roland. I should like to call somebody else a great pig; to her face too; only she might turn me out for my bad manners. If theres one thing I hold in contempt more than another, Hamish, it is a Tyrant.

Does that apply to Miss Annabel Channing?

Bad manners to you then, Hamish, for speaking such a word! burst forth Roland. Annabel a tyrant! Youll tell me Im a Mormon next! Shes the sweetest-tempered girl in the world; shes meek and gentle and friendless here, and so that woman puts upon her.

You used to snub her at home when she was a child; they snub her here: but theres not one of the lot of you fit to tie her shoe. There.

Roland backed against the wall in dudgeon, and stood there, pulling at his whiskers. Hamish enjoyed these moods of Rolands beyond everything; they were so genuine.

And if I were getting on as my fathers son ought to be, with a decent home, and a few hundreds a year to keep it up, its not long she should be left to the mercy of any of you, I can tell you that, Mr. Charming. Hamish Channings laugh was interrupted by Mrs. Bede Greatorex that woman as Roland had just disrespectfully called her. Mr and Mrs. Channing had been slowly threading their way to her, a difficult matter from the impeding crowd. She welcomed them with both hands. Hamish, a favourite of hers, was the courtly, sunny Hamish as of yore; making the chief attraction of whatever society he might happen to be in.

I am very glad to see you; but I wonder you like to show your face to me, said Mrs. Bede.

What is my offence? enquired Hamish.

As if you need ask! I dont think youve been to one of my gatherings for three months. If it were not for your wife, Id leave off sending you cards, sir.

It was my wifes doings to come this evening; she dragged me out, answered saucy Hamish. Youve no idea how she puts upon a fellow, Mrs. Greatorex. Ellen laughed. The real truth is, Mrs. Greatorex, that he was a little less pressed for work than usual, and came of his own accord.

That horrid work! spoke Mrs. Bede. You are a slave to it.

Wait until my fortunes made, said Hamish.

That will be when your books out!

Oh yes, of course.

The answer was given banteringly. But a slight hectic came into his face, his voice unconsciously took a deeper tone. Heaven alone knew what that anticipated book already was to his spirit.

When will it be finished?

It is finished.

How glad you must be! concluded Mrs. Bede.

The evening went on. Roland kept his place against the wall, looking as if everybody were his natural enemy. On the whole, Roland did not like soirées; there was no room for his elbows; and the company never seemed to be in their natural manners; rather on artificial stilts. Having come out to this one for the specific purpose of meeting Annabel, Roland could but regard the disappointment in the light of a personal wrong, and resent it accordingly.

In the midst of a grand, tremendous cavatina, loud enough to split the ceiling, while the room was preparing itself to applaud, and Roland was thinking it might have been more agreeable to ears if given out of doors, say on the quai at Durban, he happened to raise his head, and saw Gerald opposite. Their eyes met. Roland nodded, but Gerald gave no response. Gerald happened to be standing next to Hamish Channing.

And the two were attracting some attention, for they were known by many present to be rising stars in the literary world. Perhaps Hamish was also gaining notice by his personal attributes; it was not often so entirely good-looking a man was seen in the polite society of soirées and drums. Side by side they stood, the aspiring candidates for literary honours, soon to be enrolled amidst the men who have written Books. Which of them  that is, which work  would be the most successful? That remained to be learnt. Hamish Channing had the advantage (and a very great one) in looks; anybody might see that: Hamish had the advantage in scholarship; and he had the advantage, though perhaps the world could not see it yet, of genius. Hamish Channings education had been also sound and comprehensive: he was a College man. Gerald was not. Mr. Channing the elder had been straitened for means, as the public has heard of, but he had contrived to send his eldest son to Cambridge. A wonderful outward difference was there in the two men, as they stood side by side: would there be as much contrast in their books?

Gerald was looking fierce. The sight of Hamish Channing brought to his mind the adverse opinion pronounced on his manuscript. His resentment had grown more bitter; his determination, to be revenged, into a firm and fixed resolve. He could not completely cut Hamish, as it was his pleasure to cut his brother Roland, but he was haughty and distant. Hamish, of genial temper himself, and his attention distracted by the large assembly, observed it not.

The crashing came to an end, the applause also, and in the general move that succeeded, Roland got away. Seeing a vacant sofa in a comparatively deserted room, he took possession of one end of it. A fashionable young woman seated herself at the other end and took a survey of him.

I am sure you are one of the Yorkes of Helstonleigh! Is it Roland?

Roland turned to the speaker: and saw a general resemblance (in the chignon and shoulder-blades) to Mrs. Bede Greatorex.

Yes, I am Roland, he answered, staring.

Dont you remember me?  Clare Joliffe?

Good gracious! cried Roland, seizing her hand and shaking it nearly off. Clare Joliffe had never been a particular favourite of his; but, regarded in the light of a home face, she was agreeably welcome. Whatever brings you here, Miss Joliffe?

I am come over on a visit, said the young lady. Louisa has invited me for the first time since her marriage. I only got here at seven oclock to-night; we had a rough passage and the boat was late.

Over from where? What boat?

Boulogne.

Have you been staying there?

We are living there. We have left Helstonleigh  oh, ever so long ago. Mamma got tired of it, and so did I and Mary.

Rolands ill-humour disappeared with the old reminiscences, for they plunged into histories past and present. Home days and home people, mixed with slight anecdotes of Port Natal life. Mrs. Joliffe had quitted Helstonleigh very shortly after that occurrence that had so startled the town  the death of John Ollivera. It was perhaps natural, perhaps only a curious accident, that the sad fact should be reverted to between them now as they talked: we all know how one subject leads to another. Clare Joliffe grew confidential about that and other things. One bond she and Roland seemed to have between them this night  a grievance against Mrs. Bede Greatorex. Rolands consisted in that ladys unkind treatment (real or fancied) of Miss Channing, the notion of which he had but picked up that self-same day. Clare Joliffes resentment appeared to be more general, and of longer standing.

It is such an unkind thing of her, Roland  I may call you Roland, I suppose?

Call me Ro if you like, said easy Roland. Heres Louisa in this nice position, servants, and carriages, and company about her, no children, living like a queen; and never once has she invited me or Mary inside her doors. Its a great shame. She should hear what mamma thinks of it. I dont suppose shed have asked me now, only she could not well avoid it, as I am passing through London to visit some friends in the country. Mamma wrote to ask her to give me a nights lodging, and then she wrote back, inviting me to stay a week or two.

Why should she not have had you before?

Oh, I dont suppose there has been any reason, except that she has not thought of it. Louisa was always made up of self. We never fancied shed marry Bede Greatorex.

Why not?

At least, what we thought was, that Bede would not marry her. He must have cared for her very much, or he would not, after the affair about John Ollivera.

What had that to do with it? questioned Roland, opening his eyes  for he supposed the young lady was alluding to the barristers death.

She engaged herself to both of them.

Who did?

Louisa.

Did she!

Clare Joliffe nodded. We never quite understood how it was. She was up here on a visit for ever so long, weeks and weeks; it was in the time of Mrs. Greatorex; and if she did not promise herself to Bede, there was at least a good deal of flirtation going on between them. We got to know that after Louisa returned home. The next year, when John Ollivera was at Helstonleigh, she had a flirtation with him. I know she used to write to both of them. Any way, at the time of his last visit, when the death occurred, she had managed to engage herself to the two.

Ive heard of two wives, but I never heard of two engagements going on together, observed Roland. Which of the fellows did she like best?

I think she liked John Ollivera. But Bede had a good income ready made to his hand, and money went for a great deal with Louisa. She could not marry both of them, that was certain; and how she would have got out of the dilemma but for poor John Olliveras death, it is impossible to imagine. I never shall forget her look of fright the night Bede Greatorex came in unexpectedly. We had a few friends with us; mamma had invited Mr. Ollivera, and the tea waited for him. There was a ring at the bell, and then the room-door opened for somebody to be shown in. Heres your counsellor, I whispered to Louisa. Instead of him, the servant announced Mr. Bede Greatorex; Louisas face turned ghastly.

I dont understand, said Roland, rather at sea, When was it?

It was the night that John Ollivera came by his death. He was in Helstonleigh for the assizes, you know; he was to have pleaded the next day in a cause mamma was interested in. He said he would come in to tea if he were able; and when Bede Greatorex appeared we were all surprised, not knowing that he was at Helstonleigh. We still expected Mr. Ollivera, and Louisa kept casting frightened glances to the door every time it opened. I know she felt at her wits end; for of course with both her lovers on the scene, a crisis was inevitable, and her deceit would have to come out. Bede Greatorex was whispering to her at times throughout the evening; there seemed to be some trouble between them. Mr. Ollivera did not come  Bede told us he had left him busy, and complaining of a headache. I thought Bede seemed very angry with Louisa; and as soon as he left, she bolted herself in her chamber, and we did not see her again that night. The next morning she sent word down she was ill, and stayed in bed. Mary said she knew what it was that ailed her  worry; but I thought she only wished to avoid being down stairs if the two called. We were at breakfast when Hurst, the surgeon, came in  he was attending mamma at the time  and brought the dreadful news to us, that Mr. Ollivera had been found dead. I carried the tidings up to Louisa, and told her that she must have gone out and killed him. Nothing else could have extricated her so completely from the dilemma.

But  you dont mean that she  that she went out and killed him? cried Roland in puzzled wonder. Could she have got out without being seen?

Of course I dont mean it; I said it to her in joke. Why, Roland, you must be stupid to ask such a thing.

To be sure I must, answered Roland, in contrition. Its all through my having been at Port Natal.

The last word was drowned in a shiver of glass. Both of them turned hastily. Mr. Bede Greatorex, in taking his elbow from the ormolu cabinet behind the sofa, had accidentally knocked down a beautiful miniature fountain of Bohemian glass, which had been throwing up its choice perfume.

He certainly heard me, breathed Clare Joliffe, excessively discomfited. I never knew he was there.

The breakage caused some commotion, and must have annoyed Mr. Bede Greatorex. He rang the bell loudly for a servant, and those who caught a view of his face, saw that it had a white stillness on it, painful as death.

Roland made his escape. The evening, so far as he was concerned, seemed a failure, and he thought he would leave the rooms without further ceremony. Leaping down the staircase a flight at a time, he met Jane Greatorex ascending attended by her coloured maid.

Halloa! what brings you sitting up so late as this? cried free Roland.

Weve been spending the evening with grandpapa in his room, answered Jane. He gave us some cakes and jam, and Miss Channing made the tea. Ive got to go to bed now.

Wheres Miss Channing?

Shes there, in grandpapas room, waiting to finish the curtain I tore.

Away went Roland, casting thought to the winds in the prospect of seeing Annabel at last, and burst into Mr. Greatorexs room, after giving a smart knock at the door. The wonder was that he knocked at all. Annabel was alone, mending the crimson silk curtain of the lower book-case. Jane, dashing it open to look after some book, had torn the curtain woefully; so Miss Channing took it from its place and set to work to repair it. To be thus unceremoniously invaded brought a flush to her cheeks  perhaps she could not have told why  and Roland saw that her eyes were red and heavy. Sitting at the table, near the lamp, she went on quietly with her work.

Wheres old Greatorex? demanded Roland. I thought he was here.

Mr. Greatorex is gone into his consulting-room. Some one came to see him.

Down sat Roland on the other side the table; and, as a preliminary to proceedings, pulled his whiskers and took a long stare right into the young ladys face.

I say, Annabel, why are you not at the party tonight?

I dont always care to go in. Mrs. Greatorex gives so many parties.

Well, I came to it for only one purpose; and that was to see you. I should not have bothered to dress myself for anybody else. Hamish and his wife are there.

I did not feel very well this evening.

No, I dont suppose you did. And, besides that, I expect the feet is, that Mrs. Bede never invited you. She is a beauty!

Roland!

You may go on at me till to-morrow if you like.

Annabel; I shall say it. Shes a tyrannical, mean-spirited, heartless image; and I shall be telling her so some day to her face. You should hear what Clare Joliffe says of her selfishness.

In the midst of her vexation, Miss Channing could not forbear a smile. Roland was never more serious in his life.

And I want to know what it was she had been doing to-day, to put you into that grief.

Annabel coloured almost to tears. It was a home question, and brought back all the troubles connected with her position in the house. Whether Mrs. Bede Greatorex had taken a dislike to her, or whether that ladys temper was alone in fault, Miss Channing did not know; but a great deal of petty annoyance was heaped upon her almost daily, sometimes bordering upon cruel insult. Roland, however, was much mistaken if he thought she would admit anything of the kind to him.

I see what it is; you are too generous to 6ay its true, he observed, after vainly endeavouring to get some satisfactory answer. You are too good for this house, Annabel, and I only wish I could take you out of it.

Oh, thank you, she said with a quiet smile, not in the least suspecting his meaning.

And into one of my own.

One of your own!

The remark was elicited from her in simple surprise. She looked up at Roland.

Yes, one of mine. But for bringing you to the fate of Geralds wife, Id marry you to-morrow, Annabel.

In spite of the matter-of-fact, earnest tone in which he spoke, almost as if he were asserting hed take a voyage in the clouds but for its impossibility, Annabel was covered with confusion.

Some one elses consent would have to be obtained to that bargain, she said in a hesitating, lame kind of way, as she bent her head low over a tangle in the red sewing-silk.

Some one elses consent! You dont mean to say youd not marry me, Annabel!

l dont say I would.

Roland looked fierce. You couldnt perjure yourself; you couldst, Annabel; dont you know what you always said  that you would be my wife?

But I was only a senseless little child then.

I dont care if you were. I mean it to be carried out. Why, Annabel, who else in the world, but you, do you suppose Id marry?

Annabel did not say. Her fingers were working quickly to finish the curtain.

I can tell you I am looking forward to it, if you are not. I vowed to Hamish to-night that you should not stay here another day if I could  good evening, sir.

Mr. Greatorex, returning to the room, looked a little surprised to see a gentleman in it, who rose to receive him. Recognising Roland, he greeted him civilly.

Is it you, Mr. Yorke? Do you want me?

No sir. Coming down from the kick-up, I met Jenny, who said Miss Channing was here; so I turned in to see her. Shes as unhappy in this house as she can be, Mr. Greatorex; folks have tempers, you know; and in catching a glimpse of her face to-day, I saw it red with grief and tears. Look at her eyes now, sir. So I came in to say that if I could help it by taking her out and marrying her, she should not be here another day. I was saying it when you came in, Mr. Greatorex.

To hear the single-minded young fellow avow this, standing there in his earnest simplicity, in his great height, was something to laugh at. But Mr. Greatorex detected the rare good-feeling.

I am afraid Miss Channing may think your declaration is premature, Mr. Yorke. You are scarcely in circumstances to keep yourself, let alone a wife.

Thats just the misfortune of it, said candid Roland. My pound a week does for me, and thats all. But I thought Id let her know it was the power to serve her that was wanting, not the will. And now that its said, Ive done with the matter, and will wish you good night, Mr. Greatorex. Good night, Annabel. Hark at that squalling up-stairs! I wonder the cats dont set up a chorus!

And Mr. Yorke went out in commotion.

He does not mean anything, sir, said Annabel Channing rather piteously to Mr. Greatorex. I hope you will pardon him; he is just like a boy.

I am sure he does not mean any harm, was the lawyers answer, his lips parting with a smile. Never were two so much alike in good-hearted simplicity as he and his Uncle Carrick. Dont let his thoughtless words trouble you, child.

Roland, clearing the streets at a few bounds, dashed home, and into Mrs. Joness parlour, a light through the half-open door showing him that that lady was in it. It was past eleven: as a rule Mrs. Jones liked to keep early hours; but she appeared to have no intention of going to bed yet.

Are you working for a wager, Mrs. J.? asked Roland, in allusion to the work in her nimble fingers.

Im working not to waste my time, Mr. Yorke, while I sit up for Alletha Rye. She is not in yet.

Out on the spree? cried Roland.

She and sprees dont have much to do with each other, said Mrs. Jones. Theres a little child ill a few doors higher up, and Allethas gone in to sit with her. But she ought to have been home by eleven. And how have you enjoyed yourself, Mr. Yorke?

I say, Mrs. J., dont you go talking about enjoyment, spoke Roland resentfully. It has been a miserable failure altogether. Not a soul there; the men and women howling like mad; and ones elbows crushed in the crowd. Catch me dressing for another! Mrs. J. thought the answer slightly inconsistent. If there was not a soul there, Mr. Yorke, how could your elbows get crushed?

There was not a soul I cared for. Plenty of idiots. I dont say Hamish Channing and his wife are that, though. Clare Joliffe was there. Do you remember her at Helstonleigh?

Clare? Let me see  Clare was the second: next to Mrs. Bede Greatorex. And very much like her. Roland nodded. She and I were sitting on a sofa, nobody to be seen within ear-shot, and she began talking of the night Mr. Ollivera died. You should have heard her, Mrs. J.: she went on like anything at her sister, calling her selfish and false and deceitful, and other good names. All in a minute there was a crash of glass behind us, and we turned to see Bede Greatorex standing there, I had not spoken treason against his wife, but I didnt like him to have seen me listening to it. It was an awkward situation. If I had a wife, I should not care to hear her abused.

But what caused the crash of glass? asked practical Mrs. J.

Oh, Bedes elbow had touched a perfume fountain of crimson glass, and sent it over, said Roland carelessly. It was a beautiful thing, costing Im sure no end of money, and Mrs. Bede had filled it with scent for the evening. Shell go in a tantrum over it when the company departs. Were! Bede I should tell her it blew up of itself.

Is Miss Clare Joliffe staying there?

Got there to-day by the boat. The Joliffes are living in France now. She says it is the first time Mrs. Bede has invited any of them inside the doors: it was the thought of that, you know, that caused her to go on so. Not that I like Mrs. Bede much better than she does. She can be a Tyrant when she likes, Mrs. J.!

To her husband?

Oh, I dont know anything about that. Bedes big enough to put her down if she tries it on with him. She is one in the house.

Like a good many other mistresses, remarked Mrs. J. I wish Alletha would make haste.

She never asked Miss Channing and little Greatorex to her party to-night, continued Roland. Not that it was any loss for Miss Channing, you know; only I went there thinking to see her. Old Greatorex had them to spend the evening in his parlour. Had I been Hamish I should just have said, Wheres my sister that she is not present? Oh, yes, she can be a Tyrant! And do you know, what with one cross thing and another, I forgot to ask Hamish if he had heard the news about Arthur. It went clean out of my mind. Mrs. Jones, rather particularly occupied with a knot in her work, made no reply. Roland, thinking perhaps his revelations as to Mrs. Bede had been sufficiently extensive, sat for some minutes in silence; his face bent forward, his elbow on his knee, and pulling at his whiskers in deep thought.

I say, Mrs. J., how much do you think two people could live upon? he burst forth.

That depends upon who they are, Mr. Yorke.

Well, I mean  I dont mind telling you in confidence  me and another. A wife, for instance.

Had Roland said Me and a Kangaroo, Mrs. Jones could not have looked at him with more surprise  albeit not one to be surprised in general.

Id like to take her from there, for shes shamefully tyrannized over. We need not mention names, but you guess I dare say whos meant, and you are not to go and repeat it to the parish. If I could get my pay increased to three or four times what it is, by dint of doing extra work and putting my shoulder to the wheel in earnest; and if she could get a couple of nice morning pupils at about fifty pounds a-piece, that would make three hundred a year. Now dont you think, Mrs. Jenkins, we might get along with that?

Well  yes, answered Mrs. Jones, speaking with some hesitation, and rather to satisfy the earnest, eager face waiting for her decision, than in accordance with her true belief. The worst of it is that prospects rarely turn out as they are expected to.

Now what do you mean, Mrs. J.? Three hundred a-year is three hundred a-year. Let us be on the safe side, if you like, and put it down at two hundred: which would be allowing for my present pay being only doubled. Do you mean to say two people could not live on two hundred a-year? I know we could; she and I.

Two people might, when both are economically inclined. But then you see, Mr. Yorke, one ought always to allow for interruptions.

What interruptions? demanded Roland. Sickness. Or pay or pupils falling off.

We are both as healthy as ever we can be, said Roland, heartily. If I had not been strong and sound as a young lion, should I have stood all that knocking about at Port Natal? As to pay and pupils, we might take care to make them sure.

There might be things to increase expenses, persisted Mrs. Jones, maintaining her ground as usual. Children, for instance.

Roland stared with all his eyes. Children!

It would be within the range of possibility, I suppose, Mr. Yorke. Your brother Gerald has some.

Oh law! cried Roland, his countenance falling. And nobody knows what a trouble they are and how much they cost  except those who have tried it. A regular flock of them may come trooping down before you are well aware.

The vista presented to Roland was one his sanguine thoughts had never so much as glanced at. A flock of children had not appeared to him less likely to arrive. than that he should set up a flock of parrots; and he candidly avowed it.

But we shouldnt want any children, Mrs. J.

Mrs. J. gave a rather derisive sniff. Ive known them that want the fewest get bothered with the most.

Roland had not another word to answer. He was pulling his whiskers in much gloom when Miss Rye was heard to enter. Mrs. Jones began to roll her work together, preparatory to retiring for the night.

Look here, Mrs. Jones. Im uncommon fond of children  you should see how I love that sweet Nelly Channing  Id not mind if I had a score about the place; but what becomes of the little monkeys when theres no bread and cheese to feed them on?

Thats the precise difficulty, Mr. Yorke.


CHAPTER XX.

Grand Reviews.

GERALD YORKES book was out. An enterprising firm of publishers had been found to undertake it, and they brought it forth in due course to the public. Great reviews followed closely upon its advent, lauding its merits and beauties to the skies. Three critiques appeared in one week. The great morning paper gave one, as did the two chief weekly reviewing journals. And each one in its turn sung or said that for ages the public had not been so blest as in this most valuable work of fiction.

In his writing-room, the three glorious reviews before him, sat Hamish Channing, his heart and face alike in a glow. Had the praises been bestowed upon himself, he could scarcely have rejoiced more. How Gerald must have altered the book, he thought: and he felt grieved and vexed to have passed so uncompromising a judgment upon his friends capabilities as a writer of fiction, when the manuscript was submitted to him. It must have been that he wrote it too hastily, and has now taken time and consideration to his aid, decided Hamish.

Carrying the papers in his hand he sought his wife, and in the fulness of his heart read out to her the most telling sentences. Bitter though the resentment was, that Gerald was cherishing against Hamish Channing, he could but have experienced gratification had he witnessed the genuine satisfaction of both, the hearty emphasis which Hamish gave to the laudations bestowed on the author How hard he must have worked at it, Ellen.

Yes; I did not think Gerald had the application in him.

With his arm on the elbow of his chair, and his refined face a little raised as it rested on his hand, Hamish took a few moments for thought. The eyes seemed to be seeking for something in the evening sky; the sweet light of hope pervaded unmistakably the whole bright countenance. Hamish Channing was but gazing at the vision that had become so entirely his; one that was rarely absent from him; that seemed to be depicted in all its radiant colouring whenever he looked out for it. Fame, reward, appreciation; all were stirring his spirit within, in the vivid light of buoyant expectancy.

And, if Geralds book has received this award of praise, what will not mine obtain? ran his thoughts.

For Hamish knew that, try as Gerald would, it was not in him to write as he himself could.

He took his hat and went forth to congratulate Gerald, unable to be silent under this great fame that had fallen on his early friend. Being late in the day, he thought Gerald might be found at his wifes lodgings, for he knew he had been there more than usual of late.

True. Gerald sought the lodgings as a kind of refuge. His chambers had become disagreeably hot, and it was only by dint of the utmost caution on his own part, and diligence on his servants, that he could venture into them or out of them. The lodgings were less known, and Gerald felt safer there. Things were going very cross with him just now; money seemed to be wanted by his wife and his children and his creditors, all in a hurry, not to speak of the greatest want, himself; and there were moments when Gerald Yorke felt that he might have to seek some far-off city of refuge, as Roland had done, and sail for a Port Natal.

There was no one in the sitting-room when Hamish Channing entered it. The maid said Mr. Yorke had gone out; Mrs. Yorke was putting her children to bed. On the table, side by side with the papers containing the three great reviews, lay a copy of the work. Hamish took it up eagerly, anxious to see the new and good writing that had superseded the old.

He could not find it. One or two bad passages, that he specially remembered, caught his eye; they were there still, unaltered. Had Gerald carelessly overlooked them? Hamish was turning over the pages in some wonder, when Winny came in.

Came in, cross, fractious, tearful. Lonely as Mrs. Gerald Yorkes life had been in Gloucestershire, she had long wished herself back, for the one in London was becoming too trying. Winny had none of the endurance that some wives can show, and love and suffer on.

She came up to Hamish with outstretched hand. But that he and Ellen proved the generous friends they did, she could not have borne things. Many and many a day there would have been no dinner for the poor little girls, no stop-gap for the petty creditors supplying the daily wants, no comforts of any sort at home, save for the unobtrusive, silently aiding hand of Hamish Channing.

What is the matter, Winny? asked Hamish, in relation to the tears. And he spoke very much as he would to a child. In fact, Mrs. Gerald Yorke had mostly to be treated as one.

Gerald has been so cross; he boxed little Kittys ears, and nearly boxed mine, pleaded poor Winny, putting herself into, a low rocking-chair, near the window. It is so unreasonable of him, you know, Mr. Channing, to vent it upon us. Its just as if it were our fault.

Vent what? asked Hamish, taking a seat at the table, and turning to face her.

All of it, said Winny, in her childish, fractious way. His shortness of money, and the many bothers he is in. I cant help it I would if I could, but if I cant, I cant, and Gerald knows I cant.

In bothers as usual? spoke Hamish, in his gay way.

He is never out of them, Mr. Channing; you know he is not; and they get worse and worse. Gerald has no certain income at all; and it seems to me that what he earns by writing, whether its for magazines or whether its for newspapers, is always drawn beforehand, for he never has any money to bring home. Of course the tradespeople come and ask for their money; of course the landlady expects to be paid her weekly rent; and when they insist on seeing Gerald, or stop him when he goes out, he comes back in such a passion you never saw. She made him savage this evening, and he took and boxed Kitty.

She! Who?

The landlady  Miss Cook.

Winny, I paid Miss Cook myself, last week.

Oh, but I didnt tell you there was more owing to her; I didnt like to, answered helpless Winny. There is; and she has begun to worry always. She gets things in for us, and wants to be paid for them.

Of course she does, thought Hamish. Wheres Gerald? he asked.

Gone out somewhere. You know that money you let me have to pay the horrible bill I couldnt sleep for, and didnt dare to give to Gerald, she continued, putting up her hands to her little distressed face. Ive got something to tell you about it.

Hamish was at a loss. The bills he and his wife had advanced money for were getting numerous. Winny, rocking herself gently, saw he did not recollect.

It was for the shoes and stockings for the children and the boots for me; we had nothing to our feet. Ellen brought me the money last Saturday  three pounds  though the bill was not quite that.

Well, (Jerald saw the sovereigns lying in the dressing-table drawer  it was so stupid of me to leave them there!  and he took them. First he asked me where Id got them from; I said I had scraped them up to pay for the childrens shoes. Upon that, he put them in his pocket, saying he had bills far more pressing than childrens shoe-bills, and must take them for his own use. O-o-o-o-o-oh! concluded the young wife, with a burst of her childish grief, I am very miserable.

You should have told your husband the money belonged to Mrs. Channing  and was given to you by her for a special purpose.

Good gracious! cried Winny, astonishment arresting the tears in her pretty eyes. As if I would dare to tell him that! If Gerald thought you or Ellen helped me, he would be in the worst passion of all. Im not sine but hed beat me.

Why?

He would think I was running up a great debt on my own score for him to pay back sometime. And he has such oceans of pride, besides. You must never tell him, Mr. Channing.

How does he think the accounts get paid? asked Hamish.

He does not think about it, she answered, eagerly. So long as he is not bothered, he wont be bothered. He will never look at a single bill, or hear me speak of one. As far as he knows, the people and Miss Cook come and worry me for money regularly. But oh! Mr. Channing! if I were to be worried to any degree, I should die. I should wish to die, for I could not bear it. Ellen knows I could not.

Yes; in a degree, Hamish and his wife both knew this. Winny Yorke was quite unfitted to battle with the storms of the world; they could not see her breasting them, and not help. A brother of hers  and Gerald was aware of this  who had been overwhelmed with the like, proved how ill he was fitted to bear, by putting a terrible end to them and all else.

And so, that bill for the shoes and stockings was not paid, and they came after it to-day, and abused Gerald  for I had said to them it would be ready money, pursued Winny, rocking away. Oh, he was so angry! he forbid me to buy shoes; he said the children must go barefoot until he was in a better position. If the man comes to-morrow, and insists on seeing me, I shall have to run away. And Fredys ill. The wind-up was rather unexpected, and given in a different tone. Fredy was the eldest of the little girls, Kitty the second, Rosy the third.

If she should be going to have measles, the others will be sure to catch it, and then what should I do? went on Winny, piteously. Thered be a doctor to pay for, and medicine to be got, and I dont think druggists give credit to strangers. It may turn out to be only a bad cold.

To be sure it may, said Hamish, cheerily. Hope for the best, Mrs. Yorke. Ellen always does.

Mrs. Yorke sighed. Ellens husband was very different from hers.

Gerald is in luck; he will soon, I think, be able to get over his difficulties. Have you read these reviews? continued Hamish, laying his hand upon the journals at his elbow.

Oh yes, Ive read them, was the answer, given with slighting discontent.

I never read anything finer  in the way of praise  than this review in the Snarler spoke Hamish. He wrote that himself.

Wrote what?

That review in the Snarler.

Who wrote it? pursued Hamish rather at sea. Gerald did.

Nonsense, Winny. You must be mistaken.

Im sure Im not, said Winny. He wrote it at this very table. He was three hours writing it, and then he was nearly as long altering it: taking out words and sentences and putting in stronger ones.

Hamish, when his surprise was over, laughed slightly. It had a little destroyed his romance.

And two friends of Geralds wrote the other reviews, said Winny, continuing her revelations. Gerald has great influence with the reviewing people; he says he can get any work made, or marred.

Oh, can he? quoth Hamish, with light goodnature. At least, these reviews will tell well with the public and sell the book. Why, Winny, instead of being low-spirited, you have cause to be just the other way. It is a great thing to have got this book so well out. It may make Geralds fortune.

Winny sat bolt upright in the rocking-chair, and looked at Hamish, with a puzzled, cross face. He supposed that she did not understand.

What I mean, Winny, is that this book may lead really to fortune in the end. If Gerald once becomes known as a successful author

The bringing out of the book has caused him to be ten times more worried than before, interrupted Winny. Of course it is known that he has a book out, and the consequence is that everybody who has got sixpence owing by either of us, is dunning him for money  just as if the book had made his fortune! He cannot go to his chambers, unless he shoots in like a cat; and he is getting afraid to come here. My opinion is, that hed have been better off without the book than with it.

This was not a particularly pleasant view of affairs; but Hamish was far from subscribing to all Winny said. He answered with his cheering smile, that was worth its weight in gold, and rose to leave.

Things are always darkest just before dawn, Mrs. Yorke. And I must repeat my opinion  that this book will lay the foundation of Geralds fortune. He will soon get out of his embarrassments.

Well, I dont understand it, but I know he says the book has plunged him into fresh debt, returned Winny, gloomily. I think he has had to pay an immense deal to get it out.

Hamish was turning over the leaves of the book as he stood. Winny at once offered to lend it him: there were two or three copies about the house, she said. Accepting the offer, for he really wished to see the good and great alterations Gerald must have made, Hamish was putting the three volumes under his arm, when the street door opened, and Gerald came running up.

Well, old friend! cried Hamish, heartily, as he shook Geralds hand. I came to wish you joy. Winny disappeared. Never feeling altogether at ease in the presence of her clever, stern, arbitrary husband, she was glad to get away from it when she could. Hamish and Gerald stood at the window, talking together in the fading light, their theme Geralds book, the reviews, and other matters connected with it. Hamish spoke the true sentiments of his heart when he said how glad and proud he was, for Geralds sake.

I have been telling your wife that it is the first stepping-stone to fortune. It must be a great success, Gerald.

Ah, I thought you were a little out in the opinion you formed of it, said Gerald loftily.

I am thankful that it has proved so. You have taken pains to alter it, Gerald.

Not much: I thought it did very well as it was. And the result proves I was right, added Gerald complacently. Have you read the reviews?

I should think I have, said Hamish warmly. They brought me here to-night. Reviews such as those will take the public by storm.

Yes, they tell rather a different tale from the verdict passed by you. You assured me I should never succeed in fiction; had mistaken my vocation; got no elements for it within me; might shut up shop. What do the reviews say? Look at that one in the Snarler, continued Gerald, snatching up that noted authority, and holding it to the twilight, formed by the remnant of day and the light of the street-lamps, while he read an extract from its pages aloud.

We do not know how to find terms of praise sufficiently high for this marvellously beautiful book of fiction. The grateful public, now running after its three volumes, cannot be supplied fast enough. From the first page to the last, attention is rapturously enchained; one cannot put the book down

And so on, and so on, continued Gerald breaking off the laudatory recital suddenly, and flinging the paper behind him again. No good to continue, as youve read it. Yes, that is praise from the Snarler. Worth having, I take it, he concluded in unmistakable triumph over his fellow-man and author, quite unconscious that poor simple Winny had let the cat out of the bag.

If reviews ever sell a book, these must sell yours, Gerald.

I think so. We shall see whether your book gets such; its finished, I hear, spoke Gerald, leaning from the window to survey a man who had just crossed the street. One never can tell what luck a work will have while it is in manuscript.

One can tell what it ought to have.

Ought! oughts dont go for much now-a-days; favour does, though. The devil take the fellow.

This last genial wish applied to the man, who had made for the house-door and was ringing its bell. Gerald grew just a little troubled, and betrayed it.

Dont let these matters disturb your peace, Gerald, advised Hamish in his kindest and most impressive manner. You cannot fail to get on now. Have the publishers paid you anything yet?

Paid me! retorted Gerald rather savagely, they are asking for the money I owe them. It was arranged that I should advance fifty pounds towards bringing the book out. And Ive not been able to give it them yet.

Gerald spoke truly. The confiding publishers, not knowing the true state of Mr. Yorkes finances, but supposing there could be no danger with a man in his position  living in the great world, of aristocratic connections, getting his name up in journalism  had accepted in all good faith his plausible excuses for the non-prepayment of the fifty pounds, and brought out the book at their own cost. They were reminding him of it now; and more than hinting that a bargain was a bargain.

And how I am to stave them off, the deuce only knows, observed Gerald. I want to keep in with them if I can. The notion of my finding fifty pounds!

There must be proceeds from a book with such reviews as these, said Hamish. Let them take it out of their first returns.

Oh, ah! thats all very well; but I dont know, was the answer given gloomily.

Well, good night, old friend, for I must be off; you have my best wishes in every way. I am going to take home the book for a day; I should like to look over it; Winny says you have other copies.

Take it if you like, growled Gerald, who heard the maids step on the stairs, and knew he was going to be appealed to. Now then! he angrily saluted her, as she came in. Ive told you before you are not to bring messages up to me after dusk. How dare you disobey?

Its that gentleman that always will see you, sir, spoke the discomfited girl.

I am gone to bed, roared Gerald; be off and say so.

And Hamish Channing, running lightly down stairs, heard the bolt of the room slipped, as the servant came out of it. That Gerald had a good deal of this kind of worry, there was no doubt; but he did not go the best way to work to prevent it.

As soon as Hamish got home, he sat down to his writing-table, and set himself to examine Geralds book. Gradually, as he turned page after page of the three volumes in rotation, a perplexed, dissatisfied look, mixed with much disappointment, seated itself in his face.

There had been no alterations made at all. All the objectionable elements were there, just as they had been in the manuscript. The book was, in fact, exactly what Hamish had found it  utterly worthless and terribly fast. It had not a chance of ultimate success. Not one reader in ten, beginning the book, would be able to call up patience to finish it. And Hamish was grievously vexed for Geralds sake; he could have set on to bewail and bemoan aloud.

Suddenly the reviews flashed over his mind; their glowing descriptions, their subtle praise, their seductive, lavish promises. In spite of himself, of his deep feeling, his real vexation, he burst into a fit of laughter, prolonged until he had to hold his sides, at the thought of how the very innocent and helpless public would be taken in.


CHAPTER XXI.

Roland Yorkes Shoulder to the Wheel THE weeks went on. Roland Yorke was hard at work, carrying out his resolve of putting his shoulder to the wheel. Vague ideas of getting into something good, by which a fortune might be made, floated through his brain in rose-coloured clouds. What the something was to be he did not exactly know; meanwhile, as a preliminary to it, he sought and obtained copying from Greatorex and Greatorex, to be done in spare hours at home. Of which fact Roland (unlike Mr. Brown) made no secret; he talked of it to the whole office; and Mr. Brown supplied him openly.

It was an excessively hot evening, getting now towards dusk. Roland had carried his work to Mrs. Joness room, not so much because his own parlour was rather close and stuffy, as that he might obtain slight intervals of recreative gossip. He had it to himself, however, for Mrs. Jones was absent on household cares. The window looked on a back-yard, in which the maid, who had come out, was hanging up a red table-cover to dry, that had evidently had something spilled on it. Of course Roland arrested his pen to watch the process. He was sitting in his shirt-sleeves, and had just complained aloud that it was hotter than Africa.

Who did that? he called out through the open window. You?

Mr. Ollivera, sir. He upset some ink; and mistress have been washing the place out in layers of cold water. She dont think itll show.

What dye call layers?

Different lots, sir. About nineteen bowlfuls she swilled it through; and me a emptying of em at the sink, and droring off fresh water ready to her hand.

The hanging-out and pulling the damaged part straight took a tolerably long time; Roland, in the old seduction of any amusement being welcome as an accompaniment to work, continued to look on and talk.

Suddenly, he remembered his copying, and the young lady for whose sake he had undertaken the labour.

This is not sticking to it, he soliloquised. And if I am to have her, I must work for her. Wont I work, thats all! Ill stick at it like any brick! But this copying is poor stuff to get a fellow on. If I could only slip into something better!

Considering that Mr. Roland Yorkes earnings the past week, what with mistakes and other failures, had been one shilling and ninepence, and the week previous to that fifteenpence, it certainly did not look as though the copying would prove the high road to fortune. He began casting about other projects in his mind, as he wrote.

If theyd give me a place under Government, it would be the very thing. But they dont. Old Dick Yorkes as selfish as a camel, and Carricks hiding his head, goodness knows where. So I am thrown on my own resources. Bless us all! when a fellow wants to get on in this world, he cant.

At this juncture Roland came to the end of his paper. As it was a good opportunity for taking a little respite, he laid down his pen, and exercised his thoughts.

Theres those photographing places  lots of them springing up. You cant turn a corner into a street but you come bang upon a fresh establishment. They cant require a fellow to have any previous knowledge, they cant. I wonder if any of them would take me on, and give me a couple of guineas a-week, or so? Nothing to do there, but talk to the visitors, and take their faces. I should make a good hand at that. But, perhaps, shed not like it! She might object to marry a man of that sort. What a difficulty it is to get into anything! I must think of the other plan.

The other plan meant some nice place under Government. To Roland that always seemed a sure harbour of refuge. The doubt was, how to get it?

Theres young Dick  Vincent, as he likes to be called now, soliloquised Roland. Ive never asked him to help me, but perhaps he might: hes not ill-natured where his pockets not called in question. Ill go to him to-morrow; see if I dont. Now then, are you dry?

This was to the writing. Roland rose up to get more paper, and then found that he had left it behind him at the office  some that he ought to have brought home.

Theres a bother! I wonder if I could get it by going round? Of course the offices are closed, but Id not mind asking Bede for the key if hes in the way.

To think and to act were one with Roland. He put on his coat, took his hat, and went hastening along on his expedition. Rather to his surprise, as he drew to his walks end, his quick eyes, casting themselves into dark spots as well as light ones, caught sight of Bede Greatorex standing in the shade opposite his house, apparently watching its lighted windows, from which sounds of talking and laughing issued forth. Roland conjectured that some gaiety was as usual going on in the house, which its master would escape. Over he went to him, without ceremony.

You dont like all that, sir? he said, indicating the supposed company.

Not too much of it, replied Bede Greatorex, startled out of his reverie by the unexpected address. The fact is, he condescended to explain to his curious clerk, perhaps as an excuse for standing there, certain matters have been giving me trouble of late. I was in deep thought.

Mrs. Bede Greatorex does love society: she did as Louisa Joliffe, remarked Roland, meaning to be confidential.

I was not thinking of Mrs. Bede Greatorex, but of the loss from my office, spoke his master in a cold, proud tone of reproof.

Crossing the road, as if declining further conversation, he went in. Roland saw he had offended him, and wished his tongue had been tied, laying down his thoughtless speech as usual to the having sojourned at Port Natal. It might not be a propitious moment for requesting the loan of the office keys, and Roland had the sense to foresee it.

Who should come out of the house at that moment, but Annabel Channing, attended by a servant. The sight of her put work, keys, and all else, out of Rolands head. He leaped across, seized her hands, and learnt that she had got leave to spend the evening with Hamish and his wife.

Ill take care of you; Ill see you safely there, cried Roland, impetuously. You can go back, old Dalla.

Old Dalla  a middle-aged yellow woman who had brought Jane Greatorex from India and remained with the child as her attendant  made no more ado, but took him at his word; glad to be spared the walk, she turned in-doors at once. And before Annabel well knew what had occurred, she found herself being whirled away by Roland in an opposite direction to the one she wished to go. It was only twilight yet. Roland had her securely on his arm, and began to pace the square. To say the truth, he looked on the meeting as a special chance, for he had not once set eyes on the young lady, save in the formal presence of others, since that avowal of his a fortnight ago, in Mr. Greatorexs room.

What are you doing? she asked, when she could collect herself. This is not the way to Hamishs.

This is the way to get a few words with you, Annabel; one cant talk in the street with its glare and its people. We are private here; and Ill take you to Hamishs in a minute or two.

In this impulsive fashion, he began telling her his plans and his dreams. That he had determined to make an income and a home for her: as a beginning, until something better turned up, he was working all his spare time at copying deeds, nearly night and day. One less unsophisticated than Roland Yorke, might have suppressed a small item of the programme  that which related to Annabels contributing to the fund herself, by obtaining pupils. Not he. He avowed it just as openly as his own intention of getting something under Government, In short, Roland made the young lady a regular offer. Or, rather, did not so much make the offer, as assume that it had been already made, and was, so far, settled. His arguments were sensible; his plans looked really feasible; the daydreams tolerably bright.

But I have not said I would have you yet, spoke Annabel all in a flutter, when she could get a word in edge-ways. You should not make so sure of things.

Not make sure of it! Not have me! cried Roland, in indignant remonstrance. Now look you here, Annabel  you know youll have me: it is all nonsense to make believe you wont. I dont suppose Ive asked you in the proper way, or put things in the proper light; but you ought to make allowance for a fellow who has had his manners knocked out of him at Port Natal. When the time arrives that Ive got a little house and a few chairs and tables in its rooms, youll come home to me; and Ill try and make you happy in it, and work for you till I drop! There! If I knew how to say it better, I would: and you need not despise a man for his incapable way of putting it. Not have me! Id like to know who you would have, if not me!

Annabel Channing offered no further remonstrance. That she had contrived to fall in love with Roland Yorke, and would rather marry him than anybody else in the world, she knew all too well. The home and the chairs and the tables in it, and the joint working together to keep it going, wore a bright vista to her heart, looked at from a distance with youths hopeful eyes. But she did not speak: and Roland, mistaking her silence, regarded it as a personal injury.

When I and Arthur are the dearest friends in the world! Hed give you to me off-hand; I know it. It is not kind of you, Annabel. We engaged ourselves to each other when you were a little one and I was a tall donkey of fourteen, and if Ive ever thought of a wife at all since I grew up, it was of you. I have done nothing but think of you since I came back. I wonder how youd feel if I turned round and said, I dont know that I shall have you. Not jovial, I know.

You should not bring up the nonsense we said when we were children, returned Annabel, at a loss what else to answer. Im sure I could not have been above seven. We were playing at oranges and lemons: I remember the evening quite well: and you

Now just you be open, Annabel, and say what it is your minds harbouring against me, interrupted Roland, in a tone of deep feeling. Is it that twenty-pound note of old Galloways?  or is it because I went knocking about at Port Natal?

Oh, Roland, how foolish you are! As if I could think of either!

And there was something in the words and tone, in the pretty, shy, blushing face that reassured Roland. From that moment he looked upon matters as irrevocably settled, gave Annabels hand a squeeze against his side, and went on to enlarge upon his dreams of the future.

Ive taken counsel with myself and with Mrs. J., and I dont think the pair of us are likely to be led astray by romance, Annabel, for she is one of the strong-minded ones. She agrees with me that we might do well on three hundred a year; and, what with my work and your pupils, we could make that easily. But, I said to her, lets be on the safe side, and put it down at only two hundred. Just to begin with, you know, Annabel. She said Yes, we might do on that if we were both economical  and Im sure if Ive not learnt to be that Ive learnt nothing. I would not risk the temptation of giving away  which I am afraid Im prone to  for you should be cash-keeper, Annabel; just as Mrs. J. keeps my sovereign a week now. My goodness! the having no money in ones pocket is a safeguard. When I see things in the shop windows, whether its eatables, or what not, I remember my lack of cash, and pass on. I stopped to look at a splendid diamond necklace yesterday in Regent Street, and thought how much I should like to get it for you; but with empty pockets, where was the use of going in to enquire the price?

I do not care for diamonds, said Annabel.

You will have them some time, I hope, when my fortunes made. But about the two hundred a year? Mrs. J. said if we could be sure of making that regularly, she thought we might risk it; only, she said there might be interruptions. It would not be Mrs. J. if she didnt croak.

Interruptions! exclaimed Annabel, something as Roland had interrupted Mrs. Jones, and quite as unsuspicious as he. Of what kind?

Sickness, Mrs. J. mentioned, and  but I dont think Ill tell you that, considered Roland. Lets say, and general contingencies. Im sure I should as soon have thought of setting up a menagerie of owls, but for her putting it into my head. A fellow who has helped to land boats at Port Natal cant be expected to foresee everything. Would you be afraid to encounter the two hundred a year?

I fear mamma would for me. And Hamish.

Now Annabel, dont you get bringing up objections for other people. Time enough for that when they come down with them of their own accord. I intend to speak to Hamish to-night if I can get the opportunity. I dont want you to keep your promise a secret. You are a dear good girl, and the little home shall be ours before a twelvemonths gone by, if I have to work my hands off.

The little home! Poor Roland! If he could but have foreseen what twelve months would bring forth.



Hamish Charmings book had come out under more favourable auspices than Geralds. The publisher, far from demanding money in advance for expenses, had made fair terms with him. Of course the result would depend on the sale. When Hamish held the first copies in his hand, his whole being was lighted up with silent enthusiasm; the joy it was to bring, the appreciation, had already set in. He sent a copy to his mother; and he sent one to Gerald Yorke, with a brief, kind note: in the simplicity of his heart, he supposed Gerald would rejoice, just as he at first had rejoiced for him.

How good the book was, Hamish knew. The publisher knew. The world, Hamish thought, would soon know. He did not deceive himself in its appreciation, or exaggerate the real worth and merits of the work: in point of fact, the praise meted out to Geralds would have been really applicable to his. Never did Hamish, even in his moments of extremest doubt and diffidence, cast a thought to the possibility that his book would be cried down. Already he was thinking of beginning a second; and his other work, the occasional papers, went on with a zest.

He sat with his little girl, Nelly, on his knee, on this self-same evening that Roland had pounced on Annabel. The child had her blue eyes and her bright face turned to him as she chattered. He looked down fondly at her and stroked the pretty curls of her golden hair.

And when will the ship be home, papa?

Very soon now. It is nearing the port.

But when will it be quite, quite, quite home?

In a few days I think, Nelly. I am not sure, but I ought to say it has come.

It was those books that came in the parcel last night? said shrewd little Nelly.

Even so, darling.

Mamma has been reading them all day. I saw  Nelly put her sweet face close up and dropped her voice I saw her crying at places of them.

A soft faint crimson stole into Hamish Channings cheeks; his lips parted, his breath came quicker; a sudden radiance illuminated his whole countenance. This whisper of the childs brought to his heart its first glad sense of that best return  appreciation.

Company arrived to interrupt the quiet home happiness. Mrs. Gerald Yorke and her three meek children. Winny had a face of distress, and made a faint apology for bringing the little ones, but it was over early to leave them in bed. Close upon this, Roland and Annabel entered, and had the pleasure of being in time to hear Geralds wife tell out her grievances.

They were of the old description. No money, importunate creditors, Gerald unbearably cross. Annabel felt inclined to smile; Roland was full of sympathy. Had the prospective fortune (that he was sure to make) been already in his hands, he would have given a purse of gold to Winny, and carried off the three little girls to a raree-show there and then. The next best thing was to promise them the treat: which he did largely.

And me too, Roland, cried eager Nelly, dancing in and out amid the impromptu visitors in the highest glee, her shining curls never still.

Of course you said Roland to the fair child who had come to an anchor before him, flinging her arms upon his knees. Id not go anywhere without you, you know, Nelly. If I were not engaged to somebody else, Id make you my little wife.

Who is the somebody else? Kitty?

Not Kitty. Shes too little.

Let it be me, then.

Roland laughed, and looked across at Hamish. If I dont ask you for her, I may for somebody else. So prepare.

Im sure I hope, Roland, if ever you do marry, that youll not be snappish with your wife and little girls, as your brother is with us, interposed Winny with a sob. I think it is something in Mr. Channings book that has put him out to-day. As soon as it came this morning, he locked himself in the room alone with it, and never came out for hours; but when he did come  oh, was he not in a temper! He pushed Winnifred and she fell on the carpet, and he shook Rosy till she cried; and nobody knows for what. Im sure they are like little mice for quietness when hes there; they are too much afraid of him to be otherwise.

It was well for Gerald Yorke that he committed no grave crimes; for his wife, in her childish simplicity, in her inability to bear in silence, would be safe to have betrayed them. She was right in her surmises  in fact, Winny, with all her silliness, had a great deal of discernment  that the cause of her husbands temper being worse than usual was Hamish Channings book. Seizing upon it when it came, Gerald locked himself up with it, forbidding any interruption in terms that might not be disobeyed. On the surface alone he could see that it was no sham book: Geralds book had about twenty lines in a page, and the large, wide, straggling type might have been read a mile off. This was different: it was closely printed, rather than not, as if the writer were at no fault for matter. In giving a guinea and a half for this work, the public would not find itself deluded into finding nothing to read. Gerald sat down. He was about to peruse this long-expected book, and he devoutly hoped to find it bad and worthless.

But, if Gerald York could not write, he could appreciate: and with the first commencing pages he saw what the work really was  rare, good, of powerful interest; essentially the production of a good man, a scholar, and a gentleman.

As he read on and on, his brow grew dark with a scowl, his lips were angrily bitten: the book, properly noticed, would certainly set the world a-longing: and Gerald might experience some difficulty in writing it down. The knowledge did not tend to soften his generally ill-conditioned state of mind, and he flung the last volume on the table with a harsh word. Even at that early stage, some of the damnatory terms he would use to extinguish the book passed through his active brain.

Emerging from his retreat towards evening in this genial mood, he made those about him suffer from it. Winny, the non-enduring, might well wish to escape with her helpless children! Gerald departed; to keep an engagement at a white-bait entertainment; and she came to Hamish Channings.

How different were the two men! Hamish Channings heart had ached to pain at the badness of Geralds book, for Geralds sake; had he been a magician, he would have transformed its pages, with a stroke of his wand, to the brightest and best ever given to the world. Gerald Yorke put on the anger of a fiend because Hamishs work was not bad; and laid out his plans to ruin it.

Man, vain man, dressed in a little brief authority.

Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven As make the angels weep.

If the world is not entirely made up of these two types of men, the bad and the good, the narrow-hearted and the wide, the kindly generous and the cruelly selfish, believe me there are a vast many of each in it.

Its getting worse and worse, sobbed Winny, continuing her grievances over the tea-table. I dont mean Gerald now, but the shortness of money and the worry. I know we shall have to go into the workhouse!

Bless you, dont lose heart! cried Roland with a beaming face. I can never lose that again, after the ups and downs in Africa. Ill tell you of one, Mrs. Gerald.  Another piece of muffin, Kitty? there it is.  I and another fellow had had no food to speak of for two days; awfully low we were. We went into a store and they gave us some advertising bills to paste on the walls. Well, somehow I lost the fellow and the bills, for he had taken possession of them. I went rushing about everywhere, looking for him  and thats not so pleasant when your insides as hollow as an empty herring barrel  but he never turned up again. Whether he decamped with the bills, or whether he was put out of the way by a knock on the head, I dont know to this hour. Anyhow I had to go back to the store the next day, and tell about it. If youll believe me they accused me of swallowing the bills, or otherwise making away with them, and called for a man to take me into custody. A day and a night I lay in their detention-cell, with nothing to eat and the rats running over me. Oh, wasnt it good! One cant be nice, over there, our experiences dont let us be; but I always had a horror of rats. Well, I got over that, Mrs. Gerald.

Did they try you for it? questioned Mrs. Gerald, who had suspended her tea to listen, full of interest.

Good gracious, no! They let me out. Oh, but I could tell you of worse fixes than that. You take heart, I say; and never trouble your thoughts about workhouses. Things are safe to turn round when they seem at the worst.

The tea over, Mrs. Yorke said she must take her departure: the children were weary; she scarcely knew how she should get them back. Hamish had a cab called: when it came he went out and lifted the little ones into it. Winny looked at it dubiously.

Youll not tell Gerald that I said he was in a temper about your book, Mr. Channing? she said pleadingly, as she took her seat.

Ill not tell Gerald tales of any sort, answered Hamish with his gay smile. Take heart, as Roland tells you to do, and look forward to better days both for you and your husband. Perhaps there is a little glimmer of their dawn already showing itself, though you cannot yet see it.

Do you mean through Geralds book? she asked half crossly.

Oh dear no. What I mean has nothing to do with Geralds book. Who has the paper of cakes?  Fredy. All right. Good night. The cabs paid, Mrs. Yorke.

Mrs. Yorke burst into tears, leaned forward, and clasped Hamishs hand. The intimation, as to the cab, had solved a difficulty running through her mind. It was a great relief.

God bless you, Mr. Channing! You are always kind.

Only trust in God, he whispered gravely. Trust Him ever, and He will take care of you.

The cab drove off, and Hamish turned away, to encounter Roland Yorke. That gentleman, making his opportunity, had followed Hamish out; and now poured into his ear the tale he had to tell about himself and Annabel. Hamish did not hear it with altogether the stately dignity that might be expected to attend the reception of an offer of marriage for ones sister. On the contrary, he burst out laughing in Rolands face.

Come now! be honest, cried Roland, deeply offended. Is it me youd despise, Mr. Channing, or the small prospect I can offer her?

Neither, said Hamish, laughing still. As to yourself, old fellow, if Annabel and the mother approve, I should not object. I never gave a heartier hand-shake to any man than I would to you as my brother-in-law. I like you better than I do the other one, William Yorke; and theres the truth.

Oh  him! you easily might, answered Roland, jerking his nose into the air, with his usual depreciation of the Reverend William Yorkes merits. Then why do you laugh at me?

I laughed at the idea of your making two hundred a year at copying deeds.

I didnt say I should. You couldnt have been listening to me, Hamish  I wish, then, youd not laugh so, as if you only made game of a fellow! What I said was, that I was putting my shoulder to the wheel in earnest, and had begun with copying, not to waste time. I have been thinking Id try young Dick Yorke.

Try him for what?

Why, to get me a post of some sort. I think hell do it if he can. Im sure its not much I shall ask for  only a couple of hundreds a year, or so. And if Annabel secures a nice pupil or two, thered be three hundred a year to start with. Youd not mind her teaching a little, would you, Hamish, while I was waiting for the skies to rain gold?

Not I. That would be for her own consideration.

And when we shall have got the three hundred a year in secure prospect, youll talk to Mrs. Channing of Helstonleigh for me, wont you?

Hamish thought he might safely say Yes. The idea of Rolands putting his shoulder to the wheel sufficiently to earn two hundred pounds income, seemed to be amidst the worlds improbabilities. He could not get over his laughing, and it vexed Roland.

You think I cant work. Youll see. Ill go off to young Dick Yorke this very hour, and sound him.

Nothing like taking time by the forelock. He is likely to be married, I hear.

Who is?

Young Dick. They call him Vincent now, but before I went to Port Natal Dick was good enough for him. My father never spoke of them but as old Dick and young Dick. Not that we had anything to do with the lot: they held themselves aloof from us. I never saw either of them but once, and that was when they came down to Helstonleigh to my fathers funeral. He died in residence, you know, Hamish.

Hamish nodded: he remembered all the circumstances perfectly. Dr. Yorkes death had been unexpected until quite the last. Ailing for some time, he had yet been sufficiently well to enter on what was called his close residence of twenty-one days as Prebendary of the cathedral, of which he was also sub-dean. The disease made so rapid progress that before the residence was out he had expired.

Old Dick made some promises to George that day, saying hed get him on: because George was the eldest, I suppose; he took little notice of the rest of us, resumed Roland. It was after we came in from the funeral, in our crape scarfs and hat-bands. But he never did an earthly thing for him, Hamish  as poor George could tell you, if he were alive. My father always said his brother Dick was selfish.

You may find young Dick the same, said Hamish. So I should if it were his pocket I wanted to touch. But its not, you know. And now Ill be off to him. I had intended to spend this evening at my copying, but I left the paper in the office, and there was likely to be a hitch about my getting it. Ill make up for it to-morrow night. I shall be back in time to tell you of my success, and to help you take Annabel home.

Rolands way of taking time by the forelock was to dash through the streets at his utmost speed, no matter what impediments he might have to overthrow in his way, and into the fashionable club-house frequented by Vincent Yorke, who dined there quite as often as he did at his fathers house in Portland Place. Roland was in luck, and met him coming out.

I say, Vincent, do stay and hear me for a minute or two. It is something of consequence.

Vincent Yorke, not altogether approving of this familiar mode of salutation from Roland, although fate had made them cousins, did not yet quite see his way to refuse the request. As Roland had said, young Dick was sufficiently good-natured where his pocket was not attacked. He led the way to a corner in a room where they could be private, sat down, and offered a chair to Roland.

It was declined. Roland was a great deal too excited and too eager to sit. He poured forth his wants and hopes  that he wished to work honestly for just bread and cheese, and to get his own living, and be beholden to nobody: would he, Dick, help him to a place? He did not mind how hard he worked; till his shirt-sleeves were wet with honest sweat, if need be; and live on potatoes and half a pint of beer a day; so that he might just get on a little, and make a sum of two hundred pounds a year: or one hundred to begin with.

The word Dick slipped out inadvertently in Rolands heat. Not a man living so little capable, as he, of remembering conventionalities when thus executed. Vincent Yorke, detecting the earnest purpose, the sanguine hope, the real single-mindedness of the applicant, could but stare and laugh, and excuse mistakes under the circumstances. The very boldness of the request, preferred with straightforward candour and without the slightest reticence, told on him favourably, because it was so opposite to the crafty diplomacy that most men would have brought to bear on such an application. Favourably only, you understand, in so far as that he did not return a haughty repulse offhand, but condescended to answer civilly.

Such things are not in my line, he said, and  face to face with that realistic Port Natal traveller, he for once put aside his beloved fashionable attribute, the mincing lisp. I dont go in for politics; never did go in for em; and Government places are not likely to come in my way. You should have applied to Sir Richard. He knows one or two of the Cabinet Ministers.

I did apply to him once, replied Roland, and he sent me off with a flea in my ear. I said then Id never ask him for any thing again, though it were to keep me from starving.

Vincent Yorke smiled. Look here, said he; you take him in his genial moods. Go up to him now; hell just have dined. If anything can be got out of him, thats the time.

Mr. Vincent Yorke hit upon this quite as much to get rid of Roland, as in any belief in its efficacy. In the main what he said was true  that Sir Richards after-dinner moods were his genial ones; but that Roland had not the ghost of a chance of being helped, he very well knew. That unsophisticated voyager, however, took it all in.

Ill run up at once, he said. Im so much obliged to you, Vincent. I say, are you not soon going to be married? I heard so.

Eh  yes, replied Vincent, with frigid coldness, relapsing into himself and the fine gentleman.

I wish you the best of good luck, returned Roland, heartily shaking the somewhat unwilling hand with a grip that he might have learned at Port Natal. And I hope shell make you as good a wife as I know somebody else will make me. Good night, Vincent, Im off.

Vincent nodded. It struck him that, with all his drawbacks and deficiencies, Roland was rather a nice young fellow.

Outside the club door stood a hansom. Roland, in his eagerness and haste, was only kept from bolting into it by the slight deterrent accident of having no change in his pocket to pay the fare. He did not lose much. The speed at which he tore up Regent Street might have kept pace with the wheels of most cabs; and the resounding knock and ring he gave at Sir Richards door in Portland Place, must surely have caused the establishment to think it announced the arrival of a fire-escape.

The door was flung open on the instant, as if to an expected visitor. But that Roland was not the one waited for, was proved by the surprise of the servant. He arrested the further entrance.

You are not the doctor!

Doctor! said Roland, I am no doctor. Let me pass if you please. I am Mr. Roland Yorke.

I beg your pardon, sir, said the man, recognizing the name as one borne by a nephew of the house. You can go up, sir, of course if you please, but my master is just taken ill. He has got a stroke.

Bless me! cried Roland, in concern. Is it a bad one?

Im afraid it is for death, sir, whispered the man. We left him at his wine after dinner, all comfortable; and when we went in a few minutes ago, there he was, drawed together so that you couldnt know him, and no breath in his body that we could hear. The nearest doctors coming, and James is running to fifteen likely places to see if he can find Mr. Vincent.

Ill go for him; I know where he is, cried Roland. And without further reflection he hailed another hansom that happened to be passing, jumped into it and ordered it to the club-house. Vincent was only then coming down the steps. He took Rolands place, and galloped home.

I hope hell be in time, thought Roland. Poor old Dick!

He was not in time. And the next morning London woke up to the news of Sir Richard Yorkes sudden death from an attack of apoplexy. And his son, the third baronet, had succeeded to the family estates and honours as Sir Vincent Yorke.


PART THE SECOND.

(CONTINUED.)


CHAPTER XXII.

A little more Light.

SOMETHING fresh, though not much, had turned up, relating to the case of the late Mr. Ollivera. That it should do so after so many years had elapsed  or, rather, that it should not have done so before  was rather remarkable. But as it bears very little upon the history in its present stage, it may be dismissed in a chapter.

When John Ollivera departed on the circuit which was destined to bring him his death, a young man of the name of Willett accompanied the bar. He had been called, but in point of fact only went as clerk to one of the leading counsel. There are barristers and barristers; just as there are young men and young men. Mr. Charles Willett had been of vast trouble to his family; and one of his elder brothers, Edmund, who was home from India on a temporary sojourn to recruit his health, had taken up the cause against him rather sharply: which induced a quarrel between them and lasting ill-feeling.

An intimacy had sprung up between Edmund Willett and John Ollivera, and they had become the closest of friends. They took a (supposed) final leave of each other when Mr. Ollivera departed on his circuit, for Mr. Willett was on the point of returning to India. His health had not improved, but he was obliged to go back; he was in a merchants house in Calcutta; and the probabilities certainly were that he would not live to come home again. However, contrary to his own and general expectations, as is sometimes the case, the result proved that everybodys opinion was mistaken. He not only did not die, but he grew better, and finally lived: and he had now come to England on business matters. The minute details attendant on John Olliveras death had never reached him, either through letters or newspapers, and he became acquainted with them for the first time in an interview with the Rev. Mr. Ollivera. When the unfinished letter was mentioned, and the fact that they had never been able to trace out the smallest information as to whom it was intended for, Mr. Willett at once said that it must have been intended for himself. He had charged John Ollivera (rather against the latters will) to carry out, if possible, an arrangement with Charles Willett upon a certain disagreeable matter which had only come recently to the knowledge of his family, and to get that young mans written promise to arrest himself in, at least, one of his downward courses towards ruin. The letter to Mr. Ollivera, urging the request, was written and posted in London on the Saturday; Mr. Ollivera (receiving it on Sunday morning at Helstonleigh) would no doubt see Charles Willett in the course of Monday. That this was the disagreeable commission he had spoken of to Mr. Kene, as having been entrusted to him, and which he had left the Court at half-past three oclock to enter upon, there could be no manner of doubt. Mr. Willett had expected an answer from him on Tuesday morning  it was the last day of his stay in London, for he would take his departure by the Dover mail in the evening  which answer never came. That Mr. Ollivera was writing the letter for the nine oclock night despatch from Helstonleigh, and that the words in the commencing lines, should I never see you again, referred solely to Mr. Willetts precarious health, and to the belief that he would not live to return again from India, also appeared to be indisputable. If this were so, why then, the first part of the letter, at any rate, was the sane work of a perfectly sane man, and no more pointed at self-destruction than it did at self-shampooing. The clergyman and Mr. Willett, arriving at this most natural conclusion, sat and looked at each other for a few moments in painful silence. That unexplained and apparently unexplainable letter had been the one sole stumbling-block in Henry William Olliveras otherwise perfect belief.

But, to leave no loop-hole of uncertainty, Charles Willett was sought out. When found (with slippers down at heel, a short pipe in his mouth, and a pewter pint-pot at his elbow) he avowed, without the smallest reticence, that John Olliveras appointment for halfpast three on that long-past Monday afternoon in Helstonleigh, had been with him; and that, in answer to Mr. Olliveras interference in his affairs, he had desired him to mind his own business and to send word to his brother to do the same.

This left no doubt whatever on the clergymans mind that the commenced letter had been as sensible and ordinary a letter as any man could sit down to pen, and that the blotted words were appended to it by a different hand  that of the murderer.

In the full flush of his newly-acquired information, he went straight to the house of Mr. Greatorex, to pour the story into his uncles ear. It happened to be the very day alluded to in the last chapter  in the evening of which you had the pleasure of seeing Mr. Roland Yorke industriously putting his shoulder to the wheel, after the ordinary hours of office work were over.

Mr. Greatorex had been slightly discomposed that day in regard to business matters. It seemed to him that something or other was perpetually arising to cause annoyance to the firm. Their connection was on the increase, requiring the unwearied, active energies of its three heads more fully than it had ever done; whereas one of those heads was less efficient in management than he used to be  the second of them, Bede Greatorex. Mr. Greatorex, a remarkably capable man, always had more hard, sterling, untiring work in him than Bede, and he had it still. With his mothers warm Spanish blood, Bede had inherited the smallest modicum of temperamental indolence. As he had inherited (so ran the suspicion), the disease which had proved fatal to her.

I cannot reproach him as I would, thought Mr. Greatorex, throwing himself into a chair in his room, when he quitted the office for the day, urged to despair almost at this recent negligence, or whatever it was, that had been brought home to them, and which had been traced to some forgetfulness of Bedes. With that wan, weary look in his face, just as his mothers wore when her sickness was coming on, it goes against me to blow him up harshly, as I should Frank. He must be very ill; he could not, else, look as he does; perhaps already nearly past hope: it was only when she was past hope that she suddenly failed in her round of duties and broke down. And he has one misery that his mother had not  trouble of mind, with that wife of his.

It was at this juncture that Mr. Greatorex was broken in upon by Henry William Ollivera. The clergyman, standing so that the bright slanting rays of the hot evening sun, falling across his face, lighted up its pallor and its suppressed eagerness, imparted the tale that he had come to tell: the discovery that he and Edmund Willett had that day made.

It a little excited Mr. Greatorex. Truth to say, he had always looked upon that unfinished letter as a nearly certain proof that his nephews death had been in accordance with the verdict of the jury. To him, as well as to the dead mans brother, the apparent impossibility of discovering any cause for its having been penned, or person for whom it could have been intended, had remained the great gulf of difficulty which could not be bridged over.

In this, the first moment of the disclosure, it seemed to him a great discovery. We all know how exaggerated a view we sometimes take of matters, when they are unexpectedly presented to us. Mr. Greatorex went forth, calling aloud for his son Bede: who came down, in return to the call, in dinner attire. As Bede entered, his eye fell on his cousin Henry  or William, as Mr.

Greatorex generally liked to call him  whose usually placid countenance was changed by the scarlet hectic on its thin cheeks. Bede saw that something, great or little, was about to be disclosed, and wished himself away again: for some time past he had felt no patience with the fancies and crotchets of Henry Ollivera.

It was Mr. Greatorex who disclosed what there was to tell. Bede received it ungraciously; that is, in spite of disbelieving mockery. Henry Ollivera was accustomed to these moods of his. The clergyman did not resent it openly; he simply stood with his deep eyes fixed watchingly on Bedes face, as if the steady gaze, the studied silence, carried their own reproof.

I believe, if some wight came down on a voyage from the moon, and fed you with the most improbable fable ever invented by the erratic imagination of man, you would place credence in it, said Bede, turning sharply on Mr. Ollivera.

Edmund Willett has not come from the moon, quietly spoke the clergyman.

But Charles Willett  lost man!  is no better than a lunatic in his drinking bouts, retorted Bede.

At any rate, he was neither a lunatic nor drunk to-day.

His story does not hold water, pursued Bede. Is it likely  is it possible, I should almost say,  that had he been the man with whom the appointment was held that afternoon, he would have kept the fact in until now?  and when so much stir and enquiry were made at the time?

Edmund Willett says it is just exactly the line of conduct his brother might have been expected to pursue, said Mr. Ollivera. He was always of an ill-conditioned temper  morose, uncommunicative. That what Charles Willett says is perfectly true, I am as sure of as I am that I stand here. You had better see him yourself, Bede.

To what end?

That you may be also convinced.

And if I were convinced? questioned Bede, after a pause. What then?

I think the enquiry should be reopened, said Mr. Ollivera, addressing chiefly his uncle. When I have spoken of pursuing it before, I was always met, both by Butterby and others, with the confuting argument that this letter was in my way. To say the truth, I found it a little so myself always. Always until this day.

Dont bring up Butterby as an authority, William, interposed Mr. Greatorex. If Butterby cannot conduct other cases better than he has conducted the one concerning our lost cheque, Id not give a feather for him and his opinions.

For the purloiner of that cheque remained an undiscovered puzzle; and the house of Greatorex and Greatorex (always excepting one of them) felt very sore upon the point, and showed it.

William is right, Bede. This discovery removes a mountain of uncertainty and doubt. And if, by ventilating the unhappy affair again, we can unfold the mystery that attaches to it, and so clear Johns name and memory, it ought to be done.

But what can be tried, sir, or done, more than has been? asked Bede, in a tone of reasoning.

I dont know. Something may be. Of one thing I have felt a conviction all along  that if Johns life was rudely taken by mans wicked hand, heaven will in time bring it to light. The old saying, that Murder will out, is a very sure one.

I do not think it has proved so in every instance, returned Bede, dreamily carrying his recollection backwards. Some cases have remained undiscovered always.

Yes, to the world, acquiesced Mr. Greatorex. But there lies a firm belief in my mind that no man  or woman either  ever committed a wilful murder, but some one or other suspected him in their secret heart, and saw him in all his naked, miserable sin.

Dont bring womans name in, father. I never like to hear it done.

Bede spoke in the somewhat fractious tone he had grown often to use; that it was but the natural outlet of some inward pain none could doubt. Mr. Greatorex put it down chiefly to bodily suffering.

Women have done worse deeds than men, was the elder mans answer. And Mr. Ollivera took a step forward.

Whether man or woman did this  that is, took my dear brothers life  and then suffered the slur to rest on his own innocent self  suffered him to be buried like a dog  suffered his best relatives to think of him as one who had forfeited Heavens redeeming mercy, I know not, said the clergyman. But from this time forward, I vow never to slacken heart, or hand, or energy, until I shall have brought the truth to light. The way was long and dark, and seemed hopeless; it might be that I lost patience and grew slack and weary: perhaps this discovery has arisen to reprove me and spur me on.

But what can you do in it? again asked Bede.

Whatever I do in it, I shall not come to you to aid me, Bede, was the reply. It appears to me  and I have told you this before  that you would rather keep the dark cloud on my brothers name than help to lift it. What had he ever done to you in life that you should so requite him?

Heaven knows my heart and wish would be good to clear him, spoke Bede, with an earnestness that approached agitation. But if I am unable to do it,  if I cannot see how it may be done,  if the power of elucidation does not lie with me  what would you?

You have invariably thrown cold water upon every effort of mine. My most earnest purposes you have all but ridiculed.

No, Henry. I have been sorry, vexed if you will, at what I thought the mistaken view you take up. Over-reiteration of a subject leads to weariness. If I was unable to see any other probable solution than the one arrived at by the coroner and jury, it was not my fault. As to John  if by sacrificing my own life, at any moment since I saw him lying dead, could have restored his, I would willingly have offered it up.

I beg your pardon, Bede; I spoke hastily, said the man of peace. Of course I had no right to be vexed that you and others cannot see with my eyes. But, rely upon it, the avowal now made by Charles Willett is true.

Yes, perhaps it may be, acknowledged Bede.

William, interrupted Mr. Greatorex, lifting his head after a pause of thought  and his voice had sunk to a whisper. It could not be that  that  Charles Willett was the one to slink in, and harm him?

A kind of eager light flashed into the dark eyes of Bede Greatorex, as he turned them on his cousin. If it did not express a belief in the possibility of the suggestion, it at least betrayed that the idea stirred up his interest.

No, said Mr. Ollivera. No, no. Charles Willett has not behaved in a straightforward manner over it, but he is cool and open now. He says he has made it a rule for many years never to interfere voluntarily in the remotest degree with other peoples business; and therefore he did not mention this until questioned to-day. Had he never been questioned, he says, he would never have spoken. I cannot understand such a man; it seems to me a positive sin not to have disclosed these facts at the time; but I am sure he tells the whole of the truth now. And now I must wish you good evening, for I have an engagement.

Bede went along the passage with his cousin, and thence was turning to ascend the staircase. His father called him.

What is it? Bede asked, advancing.

What is it?  why I want to talk to you about this.

Another time, father. The dinners waiting.

You would go to dinner if the house were falling, spoke Mr. Greatorex, in his hasty vexation.

Will you not come, sir?

No. I dont want dinner. I shall get tea here and a chop with it. Things that are happening worry me, Bede; if they dont you.

Bede went away with a heavy sigh. Perhaps he was more worried, and had greater cause for it too, than his father; but he did not choose to let more of it than he could help be seen.

Guests were at his table this evening, only some three or four; they were bidden by Mrs. Bede, preparatory to going to the opera together. It is more than probable that the suspicion of this assembly of guests kept Mr. Greatorex away.

The dinner was elaborate and expensive as usual. Bede ate nothing. He sat opposite to his wife and talked with the company, and took viand after viand on his plate when handed to him; but only to toy with the morsel for a few moments, and send it away all but untasted. Why did his wife gather around her this continual whirl of gaiety?  he nearly asked it aloud with a groan. Did she want to get rid of care? as, heaven knew, he did. A looker-on, able to dive into Bedes heart, might rather have asked, Nay, why did he suffer her to gather it?

The heat of the room oppressed him; the courses were long, but he sat on  on, until quiescence became intolerable. When lights came in, he rose abruptly, went to the furthermost window, and threw it wide open. Twilight encompassed the earth with her soft folds; the days bold garishness was over for at least some welcome hours. A woman was singing in the street below, her barefooted children standing round her with that shrinking air peculiar to such a group, and she turned up a miserable, sickly, famine-stricken face to Bede, in piteous, mute appeal. It was not ineffectual. Whatever his own cares and illness might be, he at least could feel for others. Just as he flung the woman a shilling, his wife came to him with a whisper, whose tone had an unpleasant ring of taunt in it.

Have you, as usual, the headache, to-night?

Headache and heartache, both, Louisa.

I should suppose so, by your quitting the table. You might have apologized.

And you might give the house a little rest. How far I am from wishing to complain or interfere unnecessarily, you must know, Louisa; but I declare that this incessant strain of entertaining people will drive me crazy. It is telling upon my nerves. It is telling in a different way upon my father.

I shall entertain people every day, when I am not engaged out myself, said Mrs. Bede Greatorex. Take a house for me away, in Hyde Park, or Belgravia; or Id not mind Portland Place; and then we should not annoy Mr. Greatorex. As long as you are obstinate about the one, I shall be about the other. Bede seized her hand; partly in anger, partly  as it seemed  in tenderness; and drew her nearer, that she might hear his impressive whisper.

I am not sure but your wish, that we should quit the house, will be gratified  though not as you expect. My fathers patience is being tried. He is the real owner of the house; and any moment he may say to us, Go out of it. Louisa, I have thought of mentioning this to you for some little time; but the subject is not a pleasant one.

I wish he would say it.

But dont you see the result? You are thinking of a west-end mansion. My means would not allow me to take a dwelling half so good as this one. Thats the simple truth, Louisa.

She flung his hand from her with a defiant laugh of power, as she prepared to rejoin her guests. You might not, but I would.

And Bede knew that to run him helplessly into debt would have been fun, rather than otherwise, to his wife.

Coffee came in at once, and Bede took the opportunity to escape. There was no formal after-dinner sitting this evening, or withdrawal of the ladies. As he passed along the corridor, Miss Channing was standing at the door of the study. He enquired in a kind tone if she wanted anything.

I am waiting for Mrs. Greatorex  to ask her if I may go for an hour to my brothers, answered Annabel. Old Dalla will take me.

Go by all means, if you wish, he said. Why did you think it necessary to ask? Do make yourself at home with us, Miss Channing, and be as happy as you can.

Annabel thanked him, and he went down-stairs, little supposing how very far from happy it was possible for her to be, exposed to all the caprices of his wife. Halting at the door for a moment he wandered across the street, and stood there in the shade, mechanically listening to the ballad womans singing, wafted faintly from the distance, just as he mechanically looked up at his own lighted windows, and heard the gay laughter that now and again came forth from them.

I never ought to have married her, said the voice of conscience, breathing its secrets from the cautious depths of his inmost heart. Every law, human and divine, should have warned me against it. I was infatuated to blindness: nay, not to blindness; I cannot plead that: but to folly. It was very wrong: it was horribly sinful: and heaven is justly punishing me. The fault was mine: I might have kept aloof from her after that miserably eventful night. I ought to have done so; to have held her at more than arms distance evermore. Ought!  lives there another man on the face of the earth, I wonder, who would not? The fault of our union was mine wholly, not hers; and so, whatsoever trials she brings on me I will bear, patiently, as I best may. I sought her. She would never have dared to seek me, after that night and the discovery I made the day subsequently in poor Johns room: and the complication of ill arising, or to arise, from our marriage, I have to answer for. I am nearly tired of the inward warfare: three years of it! Three years and more, since I committed the mad act of tying myself to her for life: for better or for worse: and it has been nothing for me but one prolonged, never-shifting scene of self-repentance. We are wearing a mask to each other: God grant that I may go to my grave without being forced to lift it! For her sake; for her sake!

He paused to raise his hat from his brow and wipe the sweat that had gathered there. And then he took a step forward and a step backward in the dim shade. But he could not drive away, even for a moment, the care ever eating away his heart, or turn his vision from the threatening shadow that always seemed looming in the distance.

Of all the wild infatuation that ever took possession of the heart of man for woman, surely mine for Louisa Joliffe was the worst! Did Satan lead me on? It must have been so. Be sure your sin shall find you out! Since that fatal moment when I stood at the altar with her, those ominous words have never, I think, been quite absent from my memory. Every hour of my life, every minute of the day and night as they pass, does my sin find me. Knowing what I did know, could I not have been content to let her go her own way, while I went mine? Heaven help me! for I love her yet, as man rarely has loved. And when my father, or any other, casts a reflection on her, it is worse to me than a daggers thrust. So long as I may, I will shield her from

It was at this moment that the soliloquy, so pregnant with weighty if vague revelation, was broken in upon by Mr. Roland Yorke. Little guessed careless Roland what painful regrets he had put a temporary stop to. Bede, as was previously seen, went indoors, and Roland departed with Miss Channing on her evening visit, dismissing Dalla without the smallest ceremony.

The carriage, to convey Mrs. Bede Greatorex and her friends abroad, drove up. Bede, somewhat neglectful of the rest, came out with his wife and placed her in it.

Are you not coming with us? she bent forward to whisper, seeing he was about to close the door.

Not to-night. I have some work to do.

Sulky as usual, Bede?

His lips parted to retort, but he closed them, and endured meekly. Sulky to her he had never been, and she knew it. The carriage moved away with her; and Bede lifted his hat; a smile, meant to deceive the world, making his face one of careless gaiety.

Whether he had work to do, or not, he did not get to it. Sauntering away from the door, away and away, hardly knowing and not heeding whither, he found himself presently in the Strand, and thence at the river-side. There he paced backwards and forwards with unequal steps, his mind lost in many things, but more especially in the communication made that day by Henry Ollivera.

The fragmentary letter connected with that long-past history, and the appointment, spoken of by Mr. Kene, that John Ollivera went out of court to keep, had been as much of a puzzle to Bede Greatorex as it was to other people. Upon reflection, he came now to think that the present solution of the affair was the true one. Would it lead to further discovery? Very fervently he hoped that it would not. There were grave reasons, as none knew better than Bede, for keeping all further discovery back; for, if it came, it would hurl down confusion, dismay, and misery, upon innocent heads as well as guilty ones.

The river, flowing on in its course, was silent and dull in the summers night. A line of light illumined the sky in the west where the sultry sun had gone down in heat: and as Bede looked towards it and thought of the All-seeing Eye that lay beyond that light, he felt how fruitless it was for him to plot and plan, and to say this shall be or this shall not be. The course of the future rested in the hands of one Divine Ruler, and his own poor, short-sighted, impotent will was worse than nothing.


CHAPTER XXIII.

Laid with his Forefathers.

So great a man as Sir Richard Yorke must of course be honoured with a great funeral. He had died on a Thursday; the interment was fixed for the next Friday week: which, taking the heat of the weather and sundry other trifles into consideration, was a little longer than it need have been. Sir Vincent, his new dignity as head of the Yorke family lying upon him with a due and weighty self-importance, was determined (like Jonas Chuzzlewit of wide memory) that the public should see he did not grudge to his late father any honour in the shape of plumes and mutes and coaches and show, that it was in his power to accord to him. There were three costly coffins, one of them of lead, and at the very least three and sixty sets of towering feathers. So that Portland Place was as a gala that day, and windows and pavements were alike filled with sight-gazers.

The Rev. William Yorke, Minor Canon of Helstonleigh Cathedral, Chaplain of Hazledon, and Rector of Coombe Lee, was bidden to it. He was not very nearly related to the deceased (his father and Sir Richard had been second cousins), but he was undoubtedly a rising man in the Church, and Sir Vincent thought fit to remember the connection. The clergyman stood in the relationship of brother-in-law to Hamish Channing; and it was at Hamishs house he stayed during the brief stay  two days  of his sojourn in town.

Another, honoured with an invitation, was Gerald Yorke. Roland was not of a particularly exacting disposition, but he did think he, the eldest, ought not to have been passed over for his younger brother. Oughts dont go for much, however, in some things, as Roland knew. Gerald belonged to the great world: he had fashionable chambers, fashionable friends, fashionable attire, and a fashionable drawl; his private embarrassments were nothing to Sir Vincent; in fact they might be said to be fashionable too: and so Gerald, the consequential, was bidden to a seat in a mourning-coach, with feathers nodding on the four horses heads.

Roland was ignored. Not more entirely so than if Sir Vincent had never heard there was such a man in the world. A lawyers clerk, enjoying a pound a week and a turn-up bedstead, who took copying home to do at twopence a page, and avowed he had just been nearly on the point of turning hot-pie vendor, was clearly not an individual fit to be suffered in contact with a deceased baronet, even though it were only to follow him to the tomb of his forefathers. But, though Roland was not there, his master was, Mr. Greatorex. And Mr. Greatorex, as solicitor and confidential man of business to the late Sir Richard, occupied no unimportant post in the procession.

It was late in the afternoon; and the mortal remains, bereft of all their attendant pomp and plumes and scutcheons, had been left in their resting-place, when a mourning coach drew up to Mr. Channings, out of which stepped William and Gerald Yorke. Roland, happening to be there, watched the descent from the drawing-room window side by side with Nelly Channing, and it may be questioned which of the two looked on with the more unsophisticated interest. Mr. Greatorex had not been quite so unmindful of Rolands claims to be considered as Sir Vincent was, and had told him he might take holiday on the day of his uncles funeral, by remaining away from the office.

Roland obeyed one portion of it literally  the taking holiday. It never occurred to Roland that he might turn the day to profit, by putting his shoulder to the wheel, and his fingers to copying; holiday was holiday, and he took it as such. Rigged out in a handsome new suit of black (made in haste by Lord Carricks tailor), black gloves, and a band of cloth on his hat, Roland spent the fore-part of the day in sightseeing. As many show-places as could be gone into for nothing, or next to nothing, he went to; beginning with Madame Tussauds wax-work, for which somebody gave him admission, and ending with a live giantess down in Whitechapel. Late in the afternoon, and a little tired, he arrived at Hamish Channings, and was rewarded by seeing Annabel. Mrs. Bede Greatorex (gracious that day) had given Miss Channing permission to spend the evening there to meet her sisters husband, the Rev. William Yorke. Hamish, just in from his office, sat with them. Nelly Channing, her nose flattened against the window-pane, shared with Roland the delight of the descent from the coach. Its four black horses and their lofty plumes, struck on the childs mind with a sensation of awe that nearly overpowered the admiration. She wore a white frock with black sash, and had her sleeves tied up with black ribbons. Mrs. Channing, herself in black silk, possessed a large sense of the fitness of things, and deemed it well to put the child in these ribbons today, when two of the mourners would be returning there from the funeral.

They came upstairs, William and Gerald Yorke, and entered the drawing-room, the silk scarves on their shoulders, and the flowing hat-bands of crape sweeping the ground. Nelly backed into a comer, and stood there staring at the attire. It was the first time the clergyman and Roland had met for many years. As may have been gathered during back pages, Roland did not hold his cousin in any particular admiration, but he knew good manners (as he would himself have phrased it) better than to show aught but civility now. In fact, Rolands resentment was very much like that of a great many more of us  more talk than fight. They shook hands, Roland helped him to take off the scarf, and for a few moments they were absorbed in past interests. Whatever Rolands old prejudices might have been, he could not deny that the Rev. William Yorke was good-looking as of yore; a tall, slender, handsome man of four-and-thirty now, bearing about him the stamp of a successful one; his fresh countenance was genial and kind, although a touch of the noted Yorke pride sat on it.

That pride, or perhaps a consciousness of his own superiority, for William Yorke was a good man and thought well of himself for it, prevented his being so frankly cordial with Roland as he might have been. Rolands many faults in the old days (as the clergyman had deemed them), and the one great fault which had brought humiliation to him in two ways, were very present to his mind to-night. Slighting remarks made by Gerald on his brother during the day, caused Mr. Yorke to regard Roland as no better than a mauvais sujet, down in the world, and not likely to get up in it. Gerald, on the contrary, he looked upon as a successful and rising man. Mr. Yorke saw only the surface of things, and could but judge accordingly.

How is Constance? enquired Roland. I sent her word not to marry you, you know.

Constance is well and happy, and charged me to bring you a double share of love and good remembrances, answered the clergyman, slightly laughing.

Dear old Constance! I say, and Roland dropped his voice to a mysterious whisper, is not Annabel like her? One might think it the same face.

Mr. Yorke turned and glanced at Annabel  she was talking apart with Gerald. Yes, there is a good deal of resemblance, he carelessly said, rather preoccupied with marvelling how the young man by his side came to be so well dressed.

Roland, his resentments shallow as the wind, and as fleet in passing, would have shaken hands with Gerald as a matter of course. Gerald managed to evade the honour without any apparent rudeness; he had the room to greet and his silk scarf to unwind, and it really seemed to Roland that it was quite natural he should be overlooked.

A magnificent funeral, spoke Gerald, glancing askance at Rolands fine suit of mourning, every whit as handsome as his own. Seven mourning coaches and-four, and no end of private carriages.

But I cant say much for their manners, they did not invite me, put in Roland. Im older than you, Gerald.

Aw  ah  by a year or two, croaked Gerald in his worst tone, as to affectation and drawl. One has, I take it, to  aw  consider the position of a  aw  party on these  aw  occasions, not how old they may be.

Oh, of course, said Roland, some slight mockery in his good-natured voice. You are a man of fashion, going in for white-bait and iced champagne, and Im only an unsuccessful fellow returned like a bad shilling, from Port Natal, and got to work hard for my bread and cheese and beer.

As the hour of William Yorkes return from the funeral was uncertain, but expected to be a late one, it had been decided that the meal prepared should be a tea-dinner  tea and cold meats with it. Gerald was asked to remain for it. A few minutes, and they were seated in the dining-room at a well-spread board, Mrs. Channing presiding; Hamish, with his bright face, his genial hospitality, and his courtly manners, facing her. Roland and Annabel were on one side, the clergyman and Gerald on the other. Miss Nelly, on a high chair, wedged herself in between her mamma and Roland.

Treason! cried Hamish. Who said little girls were to be at table?

Mamma did, answered quick Nelly. Mamma said I should have a great piece of fowl and some tongue.

Provided you were silent, and not troublesome, put in Mrs. Channing.

Ill keep her quiet, said Roland. Nelly shall whisper only to me.

Miss Nellys answer was to lay her pretty face close to Rolands. He left some kisses on it.

Gerald sat next to Hamish and opposite to Annabel. Remembering the state of that gentlemans feelings towards Mr. Channing, it may be wondered that he condescended to accept his hospitality. Two reasons induced him to it. Any quarters were more acceptable than his own just now, and he had no invitation for the evening, even had it been decent to show himself in the great world an hour after leaving his uncle in the grave. The other reason was, that he was just now working some ill to Hamish, and wished to appear extra friendly to avert suspicion.

I hope you have not dined, Roland, remarked Hamish, supplying him with a large plate of pigeon-pie.

Well, I have, and Ive not, replied Roland, beginning upon the tempting viands. I bought three sausage-rolls at one oclock, down east way: it would have been my dinner but for this.

Gerald flicked his delicate cambric handkerchief out of his pocket and held it for a moment to his nose, as if he were warding off some bad odour that brought disgust to him. Sausage-rolls! Whether they, or the unblushing candour of the avowal were the worst, he hardly knew.

Sausage-rolls must be delicacies! he observed with a covert sneer. And Roland looked across.

They are not as good as pigeon-pie. But they cost only twopence apiece: and I had but sixpence with we. I have to regulate my appetite according to my means, he added with a pleasant laugh and his mouth full of crust and gravy.

Roland  as you have, in a manner, touched upon the subject  I should like to ask what you think of doing, interposed William Yorke, in a condescending but kindly tone. You seem to have no prospects whatever.

Oh! shall get along, cheerfully answered Roland with a side glance at Miss Channing. Perhaps youll see me in housekeeping in a years time from this.

In housekeeping!

Yes: with a house of my own,  and, something else. Im not afraid. I have begun to put my shoulder to the wheel in earnest. If I dont get on, it shall not be from lack of working for it.

How have you begun to put your shoulder to the wheel?

Well  I take home copying to do in my spare time after office hours. I have been doing it in earnest over three weeks now.

And how much do you earn at it weekly? continued William Yorke.

A slight depression from its bright exultation passed over Rolands ingenuous face. Hamish saw it, and laughed. Hamish was quite a confidant, for Roland carried to him all his hopes and their tiresome drawbacks.

I can tell you: I added it up, said Roland. Taking the three weeks on the average, it has been two-and-twopence a week.

Two-and-twopence a week! echoed William Yorke, who had expected him (after the laudatory introduction), to say at the least two pounds two. Roland detected the surprise and disappointment.

Oh, well, you know, William Yorke, a fellow cannot expect to make pounds just at first. What with mistakes, when the writing has to be begun all over again, and the paying for spoilt paper, which Brown insists upon, two-and-twopence is not so much amiss. One has to make a beginning at everything.

Are you a good hand at accounts? enquired Mr. Yorke, possibly in the vague notion that Rolands talents might be turned to something more profitable than the copying of folios.

I ought to be, said Roland. If the counting up, over and over, and over again, of those frying-pans I carried to Port Natal, could make a man an accountant, it must have made one of me. I used to be at it morning and evening. You see, I thought they were going to sell for about eight-and-twenty shillings apiece, out there: no wonder I often reckoned them up.

And they did not!

Law, bless you! In the first place nobody wanted frying-pans, and I had to get a Natal store-keeper to house them in his place for me  I couldnt leave them on the quay. But the time came that I was obliged to sell them: they were eating their handles off.

With rust, I suppose.

Good gracious, no! with rent, not rust. The fellow (they are regular thieves, over there) charged me an awful rent: so I told him to put them into an auction. Instead of the eight-and-twenty shillings each that I had expected to get, he paid me about eight-and-twenty pence for the lot, case and all. But if you ask whether I am a ready reckoner, William Yorke, Im sure I must be that.

The Rev. William Yorke privately thought there might be a doubt upon the point. He fancied Rolands present prospects could not be first-rate.

The copying is nothing but a temporary preliminary, observed Roland. I am waiting to get a place under Government. Vincent Yorke I expect can put me up for one, now he has come into power; and I dont think hell want the will, though he did pass me over to-day.

If ever face expressed condemnatory contempt, Geralds did, as he turned it full on his brother. For, this very hope was being cherished by himself. It was he who intended to profit by the interest of Sir Vincent, to be exerted on his behalf. And to have a rival in the same field, although one of so little account as Roland, was not agreeable.

The best thing you can do, is to go off again to Port Natal, he said roughly. Youll never get along here.

But I intend to get along, Gerald. Once let me have a fair start  and I have never had it yet  theres not many shall distance me.

What do you call a fair start? asked Mrs. Channing, who always enjoyed Rolands sanguine dreams.

A place where I can bring my abilities into use, and be remunerated accordingly. I dont ask better than to work, and be paid for it. Only let me earn a couple of hundreds a year to begin with, Mrs. Channing, and youd never hear me ask Vincent Yorke or anybody else for help again.

You had not used to like the prospect of work, Roland, spoke William Yorke.

But then I had not had my pride and laziness knocked out of me at Port Natal.

William Yorke lifted his eyes. Did that happen to you?

It did, emphatically answered Roland. Oh, I shall get into something good by-and-by, where my talents can find play. Of all things, I should best like a farm.

A form!

A nice little farm. And if I had a few hundred pounds, Id take one to-morrow. Do you know anything of butter-making, Annabel? he stopped to ask, dropping his voice.

Annabel bent her blushing face over her plate, and pretended not to hear. Roland thought she was offended.

I didnt mean make it, you know, he whispered; Id not like to see you do such a thing  bringing his face back again to the general company. But its of little good thinking of a farm, you see, William Yorke, when theres no money to the fore.

You dont know anything of farming, said Mr. Yorke, inwardly wondering whether this appeal to Annabel had meant anything, or was only one of Rolands thoughtless interludes of speech.

Dont I? said Roland; I was on one for ever so long at Port Natal, and had to drive pigs. It is astonishing the sight of experience a fellow picks up over there, and the little he learns to live upon.

Because he has to do it, I suppose.

Thats the secret. I am earning a pound a-week now, regular pay, and make it do for all my wants. Youd not think it, would you, William Yorke?

Certainly not, to look at you, said William Yorke, with a smile. Are clothes included?

Oh, Carrick goes bail for all that. Im afraid hell find the bills running up; but a fellow, if hes a gentleman, must look decent. Im as careful as I can be, and sit in my shirt-sleeves at home when its hot.

Lady Augusta has visions of your walking about London streets in a coat out at elbows. I think it troubles her.

Roland paused, stared, and then started up in impulsive contrition, nearly pulling off the table-cloth.

What a thoughtless booby I was, never to let her know! The minute you get down home, you go to her, William Yorke. Tell her how it is  that I have the run of Carricks people for clothes, boots, hats, and all the rest of it. This suit came home at eight this morning, with an apology for not sending it last night  the fellow thought I might be going to the funeral  and a sensible thought, too! Look at it! stretching out his arms, and turning himself about, that Mr. Yorke might get a comprehensive view of the superfine frock-coat and its silken linings, Im never worse dressed than this: only that my things are not on new every day. You tell the mother this, William Yorke.

He had not done it in vanity; of that Roland possessed as little as any one; but in eager, earnest desire to reassure his mother, and atone to her for his ungrateful forgetfulness. Stooping for his table-napkin, he sat down again.

Yes, I am well-dressed, though I do have to work. And for recreation, theres this house to come to; and dear old Hamish and Mrs. Channing receive me with gladness and make much of me, just as though I had always been good; and Nelly jumps into my arms.



When do you mean to come to Helstonleigh?

Never, answered Roland, with prompt decision. As I cant go back as I wanted to  rich  I shall not go at all. What I wish to ask is, when Arthur Channing is coming up here?

Arthur Channing! I cannot tell.

It is a shame of people to get a fellows hopes up, and then damp them. Arthur wrote me word  oh, a month ago  that he was coming to London on business for old Galloway. Close nearly upon that, comes a second letter, saying Galloway was not sure that he should require to send him. I should like to serve him out.

William Yorke smiled. Serve out Arthur?

Arthur! Id like to draw Arthur round the old city in a car of triumph, as we used to chair our city members. I mean that wretch of a Galloway. He ought to be taken up for an impostor. Why did he go and tell Arthur he should send him to London, if he didnt mean to?

Gerald Yorke let his fork fall in a semi-passion, and nearly chipped the beautiful plate of Worcester china: was all the conversation to be monopolised by Roland and his miserable interests? It was high time to interfere. Picking up the fork with an air, he cleared his throat.

Sir Vincent comes into about four thousand a-year, entailed property. We went in to hear the will read by old Greatorex. Its not much, is it?

Not to one reared to the notions Vincent Yorke has been, said Hamish. But he has more than that, I presume?

Some odds and ends, I believe: I asked Greatorex.

And theres the little homestead down in Surrey. Sir Richards liabilities die with him. Perhaps he had wiped them off beforehand?

Im sure he had, said Roland, with good-natured warmth. Oh, we hear a good deal in our office. As to four thousand a-year being little for one man, you should have been at Port Natal, Gerald, and youd estimate it differently.

To a man about town, like myself, it seems a starvation pittance, considering what Sir Vincent will have to do out of it, returned Gerald loftily, speaking to any at table, rather than to his brother.

Thats just it, said Roland. If I were a man about town, and had not been out to Port Natal and learnt the value of money, it might seem so to me. Dick wont find it enough, I daresay. I should think a rent of four hundred a-year riches!

Gerald curled his lip. No doubt; and some pigs to drive.

Id like a pig, Roland, cried Nelly Channing, turning to him, and unconsciously creating a diversion. A pretty little pig, with blue ribbons.

As pretty as you, said Roland, squeezing her. You mean a guinea-pig, little stupid. As to driving pigs, Gerald  its not a very good employment of course; but you see I had to do what I was put to  or starve.

Id rather starve than do it, retorted Gerald. And so would any one with the instincts of a gentleman.

You only go out there and try what starving is; youd tell a different tale, said Roland, maintaining his good-humour. Starving there means starving.

Some one of those turns in conversation, which occur so naturally, brought round the subject to Mr. Ollivera. Roland, imparting sundry revelations of his home-life at Mrs. Joness  or, as he called her still, Mrs. Jenkins  mentioned the clergymans name.

Dont you mean to call and see him? he asked of William Yorke. Youd better.

But Mr. Yorke declined. My time in London is so very short, he said; I go home to-morrow. Besides, I have really no acquaintance with Mr. Ollivera. We never met but on one occasion.

When you lent him your surplice, spoke Roland. And William Yorke looked up in surprise.

What do you know about it?

Oh, I know a great deal, returned Roland. I say  why did you not attend that night, yourself? You promised.

I did not promise. All I said was, that I would consider of it. Upon reflection, I thought it better not to go. The circumstances were very peculiar; and the Dean, had he come to know of it, might have taken me to task.

Not he, said independent Roland. The Deans made of sterling gold.

What sort of a chanter does Tom make? enquired Hamish.  

Very fair; very fair, indeed, replied William Yorke, some patronage in his tone, meant for the absent young minor canon. Consciously vain of his own excellence in chanting, Mr. Yorke could but accord comparative praise to Tom Channings. The vanity was not without cause; Mr. Yorkes sweet and sonorous voice was wont to fill the aisles of the old cathedral with its melody.

Just as the tea was over, one of the servants came in with a folded weekly review hot from the press on her silver waiter, and presented it to her master. Hamish opened it with a slight apology, and was glancing at its pages, when he folded it again with a sudden movement and quietly put it in his pocket. His sight, in the moments happy confusion, partially faded; a bright hectic lighted his cheek; his whole heart leaped up within him, as with a rushing, blissful sense of realised hope. For he had seen that a review of his book was there.


CHAPTER XXIV.

An iron into the Soul.

THE change in his face was remarkable. It was as though a blight had passed over it and withered the hopeful life out.

He sat with the journal in his hand  the authoritative Snarler  and read the cruel lines over and over again. When, in the solitude of his own study, they first met his eager eye, skimming them rapidly, and their purport was gathered in almost at a glance, a kind of sick faintness seized upon his heart, and he hastily put away the paper as though it were some terrible thing he dared not look further upon.

The shock was awful  and the word is not used in its often light sense; the disappointment something not to be described. After the departure of his guests, Roland and Gerald, and William Yorke had gone by his own wish to take home Annabel and to make a late call on Mrs. Bede Greatorex  if haply that fashionable dame might be found at home  Hamish Channing had passed into his study; and there, alone with himself and his emotions, he once more unfolded the paper. All the while he had sat with it in his pocket, a sweet, tumultuous hope had been stirring his bosom; he could hardly forbear, in his eagerness to realize it, telling them to make haste and depart. And when they were really going, it seemed that they were a month over it. He stood up wishing them goodnight.

By the way, Hamish, I should think your book would soon be getting its reviews, spoke crafty Gerald, who had seen the journal brought in, and knew what was in it. I hope youll get good ones, old fellow.

And the wish was spoken with so much apparent genuineness, the tone of the voice had in it so vast an amount of gushing feeling, that Hamish gratefully wrung the offered hand. After that, even had he been of a less ingenuous nature, he would have suspected the whole world of abusing his book, rather than Gerald Yorke.

Shut up in his study, the lamp beside him, he unfolded the paper with trembling expectation, his heart beating with happiness. It was one of those moments, and they come in all our lives, which must stamp itself on the memory for ever. He looked, and looked. And then put the pages away in a kind of terror.

Never, in this age of bitter reviews, had a more bitter one than that been penned. But for his intense unsuspicion, for his own upright single-mindedness, he might possibly have recognized Gerald Yorkes slashing style. Gerald, as its writer, never once occurred to him. After awhile, when the first brunt of the shock had passed  and it was almost as a shock of death  he took up the paper again, and read the article through.

His hair grew damp with perspiration; his face burnt with a hot shame. With this apparently candid, but most damnatory review before his eyes, it seemed to him that his book must be indeed bad. The critique was ably written, and it attacked him from all sides and on all points. Gerald Yorke had taken pains with that as he had never taken pains with any article before. It had been, so to say, days in construction. One portion would be altered to-day, one to-morrow; and the result was that it told. The chief characteristic of the whole was sarcastic mockery. The scholarship of the book was attacked, (and that scholarship  that is, of its writer  formed the chief point of envy in a covert corner of Geralds heart); its taste, its style, its every thing. The pen had been steeped five fathoms deep in gall. Rounded periods spoke of the works utter worthlessness, and affectionately warned the public against reading it, with quite fatherly care. It called the author an impudent upstart; it demanded to know what he meant by fostering such a book on the public; it wondered how he had found a publisher; it almost prayed the gods, that preside over literary careers, to deliver unhappy readers from James Channing. Abuse and ridicule; ridicule and abuse; they rang the changes one upon another. Hamish read; he turned back and read again; and the fatal characters burnt themselves into his brain as with a ruthless fire.

What a reward it was! Speaking only as a recompense for his devotion and labour, leaving aside for the moment the higher considerations, how cruel was the return! The devoted lad, read of in history, concealed a fox in his bosom, and it repaid him by gnawing at his vitals. That reward was not more remorselessly cruel than this. Where was the use of Hamish Channings patient industry, his persevering endurance, his burning the midnight candle, to bring forth this fruit? To what end the never-ceasing toil and care? While Gerald Yorke had been flourishing in society, Hamish Channing was toiling. Burning his candles, so to say, at both ends! The unwearied industry, the patient continuance in labour, the ever-buoyant, trustful hope!  all had been his.

Does the public realize what it is, I wonder, to exercise this brain-work day by day, and often also night by night, week after week, month after month, year after year? A book is put into the hands of a reading man  or say a woman, if you will  and he devours it with ardour or coolness, more or less of either as the case may be, and makes his comments afterwards with complaisance, and says the book is a nice book, and seems almost to think it has been brought out for his special delectation. But does he ever cast a reflection on the toil that book has cost the writer? Does he look up to him with even a thought of gratitude? Generally speaking, no. In the midst, perhaps, of very adverse circumstances, of long-continued sickness, of headache, heartache, many aches; when the inward spirit is fainting at lifes bitter troubles, and it would seem in vain to struggle more, the labour must yet be done. Look at Hamish Channing  his is no ideal case. His days work over, he got to this work  the nights  and wrote on, until his mind and body were alike weary. Whilst others played, he toiled; when others were abroad at their banquetings and revellings, idling away their hours in what the world calls society, and Gerald Yorke making one amidst them, he was shut up in his room, labouring on persistently. And this was his reward!

The best energies of his power and intellect had Hamish Channing given to the book; the great gift of genius, which had certainly been bestowed largely upon him, was exercised and brought to bear. No merit to him for that; he could not help exercising it. It appeared to him, this writing for his fellow men, to be the one special end for which he was sent into the world  where every man has his appointed and peculiar aptitude for some one calling or duty, though it happens that a vast many never find out their own until too late. A man reared, as had been James Channing, to good; anxious to live here in the singleminded fulfilment of every duty, using the world only as a passage to a better, can but write as a responsible agent; whether he may be working at a religious tract or a story of fiction, he does it as to his Creator, imploring day by day that he may be helped in it. Had Hamish been required to write without that sense of responsibility upon him, he would have put aside his pen.

And the disappointment! the rude, pitiless, condemning shock! It might be that such was necessary; that it had been sent direct from heaven. The least sinful man on earth may have need of such discipline.

Again Hamish read the article from beginning to end. Read, and re-read it. It was as if the lines possessed the fatal fascination of the basilisk, attracting him against his will. He writhed under the executioners knife, while he submitted to it. The book was a good and brilliant work, betraying its genius in every line, well conceived, well plotted, ably written. It was one of those that take the whole imagination of the reader captive; one that a man is all the better for reading, and rises up from with a subdued spirit, hushed breath, and a glowing heart. While enchaining mans deepest interest, it yet insensibly led his thoughts to Heaven. Simple though it was in its pure Saxon diction, its sentiments were noble, generous, and exalted. Not a thought was there to offend, not a line that, for its purity, might not have been placed in the hands of his child. Modest, as all gifted with true genius are, yet possessing (for that must always be), a latent consciousness of his great power, Hamish had looked forward for success to his book, as surely as he looked for Heaven. That it could be a failure, he had simply never thought of; that it should be badly received, ridiculed, condemned, written down, had not entered his imagination. Had he been told such might be the result, he would have quietly answered that it was impossible.

In all matters where the mind and feelings, the inward, silent hopes and fears, are deeply touched, it cannot be but that we are sensitively alive to the opinions of our fellow men, and swayed by their judgment. As Hamish Channing read and re-read, learning the cruel sentences almost by rote, his heart failed within him. For the time being, he thought he must have erred in supposing the book so good; that it must be a foolish and mistaken book, deserving only of their sharp criticism; and a sense of humiliation, than which nothing could be more intensely painful, took possession of his spirit.

But the belief could not remain. The mood changed again. The book resumed nearly its estimated place in his mind, and the sense of humiliation was superseded by the smarting conviction of cruel injustice. What had he or his book done that they should be so reviled?

Lord, thou knowest all things! surely I have not deserved this! irrepressibly broke from the depths of his anguish.

No, he had not deserved it. As some others have not, who yet have had to bear it. It is one of the worlds hard lessons, one that very few are appointed to learn. Injustice and evil and oppression exist in the world, and must exist until its end. Only then shall we understand wherefore they are permitted. Pardon, reader, if a line or two seem to be repeated. The many months of toil, the patient night-labour, that but for the hope-spring rising in the buoyant heart might have been found too wearing; the self-denial ever exercised; the weary night watching and working  all had been thrown back upon Hamish Channing, and rendered, as it were, nugatory. Try and picture to yourselves what this labour is; its aspirations of reward, its hopes of appreciation  and for a wickedly disposed man, or simply a carelessly indifferent man, or a vain, presumptuous man, or a man who has some petty spite to gratify against author or publisher, or a rival reviewer, or a man that writes but in wanton idleness, to dash it down with a few strokes of a pen!

Such things have been. They will be again. But if Gerald Yorke, and others like him, would consider how they violate the divine law of enjoined kindness, it might be that the pen would now and then pause.

Would Gerald have to answer for it at the Great Day of Reckoning? Ah, that is a question very little thought of; one perhaps difficult to answer. He had set himself deliberately in his foolish envy, in his ill-conditioned spirit, to work ill to Hamish Channing: to put down and write down the book that he knew was depended on to bring back its return, that was loved and cherished almost as life. It was within the range of possibility that he might work more ill than he bargained for. Heaven is not in the habit of saying to man by way of reminder when he gets up in a morning, I am looking at you: but it has told us such a thing as that every secret work and thought and action shall be brought to light, whether it be good or whether it be evil. Gerald ignored that, after the fashion of this busy world; and was perfectly self-complacent under the ignoring.

Only upon such a mind as Hamish Channings, with his nervous attributes of genius, his refined sensitiveness, could the review have brought home its worst bitterness. Fortunately such minds are very rare. Gerald Yorke had little conception of the extent of its fruit. He would have set on and sworn off his anger, and called the writer, who could thus stab in the dark, a false coward, and sent him by wishes to all kinds of unorthodox places, and vowed aloud to his friends that he should like to horsewhip or shoot him. Thus the brunt, with him, would have been worked off; never so much as touched the vital feelings, if Gerald possessed any. It was another thing with Hamish Channing. He could almost have died, rather than have spoken of the attack to any living man; and if forced to it, as we are sometimes forced to unwelcome things, it would have brought the red blush of shame to his sensitive brow, to his shrinking spirit.

He sat on; on, with his aching heart. One hand was pressed upon his chest: a dull pain had seated itself there. Never again, as it seemed to him, should he look up from the blow. More and more the cruelty and the injustice struck upon him. Does it so strike upon you, reader? The book was not perfection (I never met with one that was, in spite of what the reviews chose to affirm of Mr. Gerald Yorkes), but it was at least written in an earnest, truthful spirit, to the utmost of the abilities God had given him. How had it invoked this requital? Hamish pondered the question, and could not answer it. What had he done to be shown up to the public; a butt for any, that would, to pitch scorn at? There was no appeal; there could be no redress. The book had been held forth to the world  at least to the thousands of it that would read the Snarler  as a bad and incapable book, one they must avoid as the work of a miserably presumptive and incapable man.

A slight movement in the next room, and Mrs. Channing came in with Nelly. Miss Nelly, in consideration of the late substantial tea, had not been sent to bed at the customary hour. Hamish slipped the review inside his table-desk, and greeted them with a smile, sweet-tempered as ever under the blow. But his wife saw that some change lay on his face.

Is anything the matter, Hamish? You look  worn; as if you had received some ill news.

Do I? I am a little tired, Ellen. It has been very hot to-day.

I thought you were not going to work to-night.

Oh, I am not working. Well, young lady, what now?

Miss Nelly had climbed on his knees, She had been brought in to say good-night.

Whens the ship coming home, papa?

He suddenly bent down and hid his face on the childs bright one. Heaven alone knew what the moments suffering was, and how he contrived not to betray it.

Will it come to-morrow, papa?

We shall see, darling. I dont know.

The subdued, patient tone had something of hopelessness in it. Mrs. Channing thought he must be very tired.

Come, Nelly, she said. It is late, you know.

He kissed the child tenderly as ever, but so quietly, and whispered a prayer for God to bless her; his tone sounding like one of subdued pain, almost as though his heart were breaking. And Nelly went dancing out, talking of the ship and the good things it was to bring.

Quite immediately, a gentleman was shown in. It was the publisher of the book. Late though the hour was, he had come in some perturbation, bringing a copy of the Snarler.

Have you any enemy, Mr. Channing? was nearly the first question he asked, when he found Hamish had seen the article.

Not one in the wide world, so far as I know.

The review of your book is so remarkably unjust, so entirely at variance with fact and truth, that I should say only an enemy could have done it, persisted the publisher. Look, besides, at the rancour of its language, its evident animus; I scarcely ever read so aggravated an attack.

But still Hamish could only reiterate his conviction. I have no enemy.

Well, it is a great pity; a calamity, in short. When once an authors reputation is made and he is a favourite with the public, bad reviews cannot harm him: but to a first book, where the author is unknown, they are sometimes fatal.

Yes, I suppose they are, acquiesced Hamish.

We must wait now for the others, Mr. Channing. And hope that they will be the reverse of this. But it is a sad thing  and, I must say, a barefaced injustice.

Nothing more could be said, nothing done. The false review was in the hands of the public, and Hamish and his publisher were alike powerless to arrest or remedy the evil. The gentleman went out, leaving Hamish alone.

Alone with his blow and its anguish. He felt like one who, living all night in a sweet dream, has been rudely awakened to some terrible reality. The sanguine hopes of years were dashed away; lifes future prospects had broken themselves up. If ever the iron entered into the soul of man, it had surely passed into that of James Channing.

The injustice told upon him worse than all; the unmerited stab-wound would damage him for aye. In his bosoms bitter strife, he almost dared to ask how men could be permitted thus to prey one upon another, and not be checked by Heavens lightning. But, to that there might be no answer: others have asked it before him.

So I returned, and considered all the oppressions that are done under the sun: and behold the tears of such as were oppressed, and they had no comforter; and on the side of their oppressors there was power; but they had no comforter. Wherefore I praised the dead which are already dead more than the living which are yet alive.

Involuntarily, with a strange force, these words passed through the mind of James Channing.

But the wise King of Israel  and God had given him more than earthly wisdom  could give no explanation of why this should be.


PART THE THIRD.


CHAPTER XXV.

During the Autumn.

THIS must be called the third part of the story, if we may reckon the short commencing prologue as the first. The year had gone on to October, and that month was quickly passing.

The lapse of time, some three or four months, had not brought any change worth recording: people and things were in the main very much in the position that they had been: but a slight summary of progress must be given.

Bede Greatorex had been on the wing. In early August he went abroad with his wife, choosing Switzerland as his first halting-ground. Bede had proposed some place (if that could be found) less frequented by the English; and Mrs. Bede had retorted that if he wanted to vegetate in an outlandish desert, he might go to it alone. In the invariable kindness and consideration Bede observed to her, even to her whims, he yielded: and they went off in the commotional wake of a shoal of staring tourists, with another commotional shoal behind them.

Mr. Greatorex it was who had insisted on the holiday for Bede. You are getting more incapable of hard work every day, he plainly said to him; a rest will, I hope, restore you; and take it you must. Bede yielded. That he was very much in need of a change of some sort, he knew. And of rest also  if he could only get it. But the latter might be more hard to obtain than Mr. Greatorex suspected or imagined.

So they went to Switzerland first: Bede and his wife, and her maid Tallet. Bede thought the party would have been a vast deal more compact and comfortable without the ladys-maid, not to speak of the additional expense, and he gently hinted as much. The hint was quite lost on Mrs. Bede, who took not the smallest notice of it. In point of fact, that lady (besides being incorrigibly idle, never doing an earthly thing for herself) had absolute need of artistic aid in the matter of making-up: face and shape and hair and attire alike requiring daily renovation. From Switzerland they went rushing about to other places, not at all necessary to note, and got back home the middle of October, after rather more than two months absence; being followed by nearly a fourgon of fashions from Paris: for that seductive capital had been their last resting-place, and Mrs. Bede had found its magazins as seductive as itself. Bede winced at the cheques he had to give.

Mr. Greatorex started with alarm when he saw his son. They got home at night, having come up by the tidal train from Folkestone, which had been somewhat delayed in consequence of the boats rough passage. During their absence, it had been the quietest and happiest home imaginable: Mr. Greatorex, Annabel Channing, and the little girl forming it; Frank Greatorex having holiday as well as Bede. For visitors they had Henry William Ollivera and Roland Yorke, one or the other dropping in to tea twice or thrice a week.

Mr. Greatorex was as a very father to Annabel; and Miss Jane, subjected to regularity and desirable influences only, was on her best behaviour. The old lawyer, in the happy quiet, the relief conferred by the absence of noise and Mrs. Bede, thought the good old times must be coming back again.

All three were sitting together in the drawing-room when Bede and his wife got in. The chandeliers rays flashed full on Bedes face, and Mr. Greatorex started. Far from his sons having derived benefit from the prolonged tour, he looked worse than ever; his cheeks hollow and hectic, his face altogether worn. Perhaps for the first time it struck Mr. Greatorex, as he glanced from one to the other, that she likewise looked thin and worn, with restless eyes and hollow cheeks, hectic also. But in the hectic there was this difference: Bedes was natural, hers was put on. What would they have been without the rouge?

Bede said he was better. When Mr. Greatorex spoke seriously to him on the following morning, recommending that there should be a consultation, Bede laughed. He declared that the rest from business had done him an immense deal of good. Thin? Oh of course he was thin. So was Louisa  did Mr. Greatorex not notice it?  Tallet was the same, for the matter of that: they had gone whirling about from place to place, a little too fast, he supposed, making a toil of pleasure. And then the dreadful sea passage!  of course they looked the worse last night, but they were both all right this morning.

So spoke Bede, and went to work with a will: really with some of his old energy. He appeared fresh and tolerably well after the nights rest; and Mr. Greatorex felt reassured.

Gerald Yorke was another who had taken holiday. Gerald had managed to get an invitation to cruise in the Honourable Mr. Fullers yacht; and Gerald, with two or three other invited guests, went careering off in it for the space of six weeks. Before starting, he had fully accomplished his reviewing work with regard to Hamish Channings book  but that can be left until later. Gerald enjoyed himself amazingly. The yacht put into foreign ports on occasion, and they got a few days land cruise. The honourable owner treated his friends right royally, and Gerald had not felt so much at ease since he was a boy. By a slice of luck, which Gerald hardly believed in at the time, he had induced Vincent Yorke to lend him fifty pounds before starting, and he thought himself laudably generous in dividing this with his wife.

Now mind, Winny, he said to her on the morning of his departure, I shall be away about five weeks. It cant take you five pounds a week to live and pay rent, so I shall expect you to have a good sum in hand when I get back. Ill drop you a letter now and then, but youll not be able to write to me, as we shall be moving about from place to place just as the wind or mood takes us.

Therefore, on the score of his wife and children, Gerald was entirely at ease; and he quite expected, after his charge to Winny, that she would have something like eight or ten pounds left of the twenty-five; at least, that she ought to have. He was out of reach of creditors too; the future he did not allow to trouble him (he never did), and Gerald gave himself wholly up to the enjoyment of the present.

Little did Gerald Yorke suspect, as he leaned over the side of the yacht in seductive indolence, smoking his cigar and sipping his iced Burgundy, that poor Winnys money had come to an end before the second week was over. It might not have cost him a single moments care if he had known it, for Gerald was one upon whom no earthly persons trouble made the smallest impression, unless it touched him personally. Effectually out of the way himself, Winny might just have done as she best could. Gerald would have wished he was at hand to tell her she deserved a shaking for her folly, and dismissed the matter from his mind.

The way the money went so soon, was this. Geralds man-servant in chambers, just as glad as his master to get a respite from troublesome creditors, who went well nigh to wear his patience out, informed one of that ill-used body of men where Mr. Gerald Yorke had gone, on the very day following the departure Cruising over the sea in a lords yacht to foreign parts, and likely to be away till winter. Of course this struck the applicant dumb. He happened to know that Gerald Yorke had a wife and family in town, and he set himself forthwith to learn their address; which he found not very difficult of accomplishment. His own debt was not a heavy one, rather short of six pounds. Down he went, demanded an interview with Mrs. Yorke, and so scared her senses away by insisting upon instant payment there and then, that Winny handed out the money. Other creditors got to know of this; they went down too, and insisted upon the same prompt payment on their score. Winny had many virtues no doubt, but there was one she could certainly not boast of  courage. In all that related to debt and its attendant annoyances, she was timid as a fawn. To be pressed for an account and not pay it if she had the money in her possession, was simply impossible to Winifred Yorke. But this I think has been hinted at before. When the last fraction of the twenty-five pounds had left her (in a payment of four pounds ten to a stern-looking, but by no means abusive man), Winny burst into tears: saying aloud that she did not expect her husband home for weeks, did not know where to write to him, and had not a sixpence left for herself and her poor little children. Upon that the man put the half-sovereign back into Mrs. Yorkes hand without a word, and departed.

So there was Winny, literally without a sixpence, save for this ten shillings, and Gerald not quite two weeks gone. But for Hamish Channing and his wife, she might really have starved; most certainly she would have been turned out of doors; for the landlady, nearly tired of Mr. Gerald Yorkes uncertain finances, had never kept her. Miss Cook said she could not afford to let rooms and get no rent; and no doubt that was true. Away went Winny with her grief and helplessness to Mrs. Channing. It was an awkward dilemma, an embarrassing appeal, and Ellen Channing felt it as such. On the one hand there was this poor helpless woman, and her not much more helpless children; on the other, Ellen was aware that Hamish had already aided her far more extensively than he could afford.

Oh, it was true. Many and many a little luxury (Gerald would have called it a necessary) that Hamish required in his failing health  for it had begun to fail  did he debar himself of for the sake of Gerald Yorkes wife and children. His heart ached for them. He took not the smallest pleasure, he often walked where he ought to have rode, he would eat bread and cheese for his lunch, or a dry roll where he should have had a chop, that he might give the saved money to Mrs. Yorke. In those golden dreams of fame and fortune, when his book was approaching completion, and the realization of its returns had apparently been drawing very near (months ago now, it seemed to be, since they were dreamt out), Hamish had cherished a little delightful plot: of setting Gerald on his legs again anonymously  of putting him straight with the world, and perhaps something over, that he might see his way at least a little clearer towards a more satisfactory state of household matters for himself and Winny jointly. This had been frustrated through the books being written down, as already partially told of, and a corner of the grief in Hamish Channings weary heart was sighing itself out for Geralds sake. Hamish said not a word of the disappointment to a living soul  we are speaking now in regard to Gerald  Ellen had been his sole confidant, and he did not allude to it even to her. To Hamish, it seemed that there was only the more necessity for helping Gerald, in administering to the necessities of his forsaken wife.

And Geralds wife had invented a pleasant fable. As the weeks went on after Winny came to London, it was not possible but that Gerald should see some one must help her with money. Put to it for an excuse, one day that Gerald asked the question point blank, and not daring to say it was Hamish or Ellen Channing, Winny declared it was her mother. Gerald stared a little. Mrs. Eales lived somewhere down in Wales, and existed on an annuity of sixty pounds a year. But though he wondered how the good old mère contrived to help Winny so much, or in fact at all, he inquired no farther. She might be reducing herself to a crust and a glass of water a day; might be, for aught he knew, forestalling her income wholesale; Gerald was complacently content to let it be so.

And thus matters had been going on: Winny in want always, and Hamish taxing himself and his needs to help her. In September, the office he served offered him a fortnights holiday, thinking he looked as if he required it. Hamish thanked them, but declined. He had no spirits for taking holiday, and the helping of Geralds family left him no funds for it.

And when Winny burst into Mrs. Channings one afternoon, with this last confession, that she was utterly penniless, save for the half-sovereign the man threw back, and should be so until Gerald came home, weeks hence, telling it in the hearing of her three little girls, her face woe-begone, her tears and sobs fit to choke her, Ellen Channing felt annoyed and vexed. Mixed with her compassion for Geralds wife, there was a feeling that they had already done more for her than they were justified in doing. Ellen would have liked the fortnights holiday very much indeed on her own score. A suspicion had begun to dawn upon her that her husband was not so strong as he might be, and one morning she spoke to him. It was only the London heat that made him feel weak, Hamish answered, perhaps really thinking so. Very well, argued Ellen, then there was all the more necessity for getting out of it to the sea-side for a change. And he would have been glad enough to take the change had funds allowed it. Considering that the small amounts of help incessantly applied to the need of Mrs. Gerald Yorke would have taken them to the sea-side ever so many times over, Mrs. Channing had felt it. And to have this fresh demand made, when she had supposed Winny was safe for some weeks to come, to hear the avowal that she wanted money for everything  food and lodging and washing and sundries, did strike Mrs. Channing as being a little too much.

Ellen Channing had been, as Ellen Huntley, reared to liberality. She was large-hearted by nature, openhanded by habit. To refuse to continue to aid Mrs. Yorke in her helpless need, would have gone against her inclination, but to continue to supply her at any cost was almost equally so. What to do, and what Winny would do, she could not think. The first thing was, to take Winnys things off and comfort her for the rest of the day; the next was to send the children to Miss Nelly in the nursery; the third to wait till Hamish came in.

He arrived at the usual hour, his face a little brighter than it had been of late. However James Channing might strive to conceal the curious pain  not physical yet, only mental  always gnawing at his heart-strings, and to put on a brave smile before his wife and the world, she detected that all was not right with him. Leaving Winny, on the plea that she would see whether the children were at tea yet, Mrs. Channing followed her husband into his dressing-room.

He had just dried his hands when she entered, and was turning to the glass to brush his hair. She stood by, while telling him of Winnys piteous state, and the impossibility, as it seemed, that they could do much for her.

Yes we can, Ellen, he said, turning to her with his bright smile when the recital was over. I have had a slice of luck to-day.

A slice of luck!

Even so. You remember Martin Pope, poor fellow, who somehow got down in the world at Helstonleigh, and borrowed a little money from me to get him up in it again?

Yes, I remember. It was sixty pounds.

Well, Ellen, he has been rather long getting up, but it is really coming at last. He called in at the office this morning, and repaid me the half of the loan. Poor Martin! he is honourable as the day. He says the not being able to repay me when the bank went, worried him terribly; and all the more so, because I never bothered him.

Did you ask him for it then?

No. I was sure he had it not in his power to refund, and so left him in peace. Ellen, if I were dying for money  if I saw my wife and child dying for it  I think I could not be harsh with those who owed it me, where I knew they were helpless in means, though good in will, to pay.

He had put down the brush, and was taking a small packet of notes from his pocket-book, laughing rather gaily.

Im like a school-boy showing his treasures. See, love. Six five-pound notes. We can help Mrs. Winny. Ellens fair fresh face broke into dimples. And we can take a holiday too, Hamish?

Ah no. At least I cant. Thats over.

But why?

Because when I declined the holiday, the clerk under me was allowed to take one, and another of them is ill. I must stick to my post this year.

The dimples hid themselves: the expectant face clouded over. He noticed it.

I am very sorry, Ellen. If you would like to go, and take Nelly and nurse

Oh, Hamish, you know I would not, she interrupted, vexed that he should even suggest such a thing. I only care for it for your sake; for the rest it would be to you.

I dont care about it for myself, love.

He drew her to him as she passed on her way to quit the room, and kissed her fondly. Ellen let her hand rest for a moment on his neck; she never looked at him now, but a feeling of apprehension darted through her, that he was not as strong as he ought to be.

Hamish closed the door after her, finished his toilet, and then stood looking from the open window. The world had changed to him for some little time now; the sunshine had gone out of it. That one bitter, cruel review had been followed up by others more cruel, if possible, more bitter. The leading papers were all against him. How he battled with it at the time, and made no sign, he hardly knew. To heart and spirit it was a death-blow; for both seemed alike to have had their very life crushed out. He went on his way still, fulfilling every duty every daily obligation in kindly courteousness as of yore, believing that the world saw nothing. In good truth the world did not. Save that his sunny smile had always a tinge of sadness in it, that he seemed to get a trifle thinner, that his voice, though sweet as ever, was low and subdued, the world noticed nothing. Ellen alone saw it; saw that a blight had fallen upon the inward spirit.

But she little guessed to what extent. Hamish himself did not. All he knew was, that a more cruel blow had been dealt to him than he had supposed it possible to be experienced in this life. When by chance his eye would fall on a volume of his work, his very soul seemed to turn sick and faint. It was as if he had cast his whole hopes upon a die, and lost it. His dreams of fame, his visions of that best reward, appreciation, had faded away, and left him nothing but darkness. Darkness, and worse than darkness; for out of it loomed mortification and humiliation and shame. The contrast alone went well nigh to kill him. In the pursuit of his high artistic ideal, he had lived and moved and almost had his being. The ills of life had touched him not; the glorious, expectant aspirations, that made his world, shielded him from lifes frowns. It is ever so with those rare few whom the Divine gift of genius has made its own. As the grand hope of fruition drew nearer and nearer, it had seemed to Hamish, at moments, that realization had actually come. The laurel-crown seemed to rest upon his head; the longed-for prize all but touched his expectant lips. No wonder, when the knell of all this light and hope and blessedness boomed suddenly out, that the better part of Hamish Channings life, his vitality, went with it.

He worked on still. His papers for the magazines were got up as before, for he could not afford to let them cease. Gerald Yorke, borrowing here, borrowing there, might go careering off in yachts, and pass weeks in idleness, sending work and care to his friend the Deuce; but Hamish and Gerald were essentially different men. Even this evening, after Hamish should have dined, he must get to his toilsome work. It was felt as a toil now: the weary pain, never quitting his bosom, took all energy from him.

He stood holding the window-curtain in his rather fragile hand; more fragile than it used to be. The sky that evening was very lovely. Bright purple clouds, bordered with an edge of shining gold, were crowding the west; a brighter sheet of gold underneath them seemed as if it must be flooding the other side of the world, to which the sun was swiftly passing, with its dazzling dawn of burnished radiance. Hamish could but notice it: it is not often that a sunset is so beautiful. Insensibly, as he gazed, thoughts stole over him of that OTHER world, where there shall be no need of the sun to lighten it: where there shall be no more bitter tears or breaking hearts; where sorrow and trouble shall have passed away. These same thoughts came to him very often now, and always with a kind of yearning.

As he took his hand from the curtain, with that deep, sobbing sigh, or rather involuntary catching of the breath, which is a sure token of some long-concealed enduring sorrow  for else it is never heard  the signet-ring fell from his little finger. It had grown too large for him  as we are all apt to say. If I dont take care, I shall lose it, thought Hamish. And that would have been regarded as a misfortune, for it had been his fathers, the one Mr. Channing always wore and used. This was the third time it had slipped off with a run.

Hamish saw his wifes work-box on a table, looked in it, and found some black sewing-silk. This he wound round and round the ring, hastily, for he knew dinner must be ready. Thus secured, he put it on again, and left the room. The children heard his step, and came bounding out of the nursery, Miss Nelly springing into his arms.

He kissed her very tenderly; he lovingly put back her golden hair. He took up the other little things and kissed them in turn, asking if they had had love-letters from papa. Looking into the nursery, he inquired whether they had plenty of jam and such-like good things on the tea-table, telling nurse to see that little Rosy, who could not fight for herself, got her share. And then, leaving them with his pleasant nod, his sunny smile, he went to the drawing-room, and gave their mother his arm to take her down to dinner, whispering to her  for she seemed in a low state, her tears on the point of bursting out  that he would make it all right for her until her husband came home. And it was that husband, that father, who had worked him all the ill! Hamish suspected it not. Cowards and malicious ones, such as Gerald, stab in the dark.

And so September went on, and October drew near, and by and bye Mr. Gerald Yorke arrived at home again. Winny, who had no more tact than her youngest infant, the little Rosy, greeted her husband with a flood of tears, and the news of how she had been obliged to pay away the twenty-five pounds in settling his bills. Gerald called her a fool to her face, and frowned awfully. Winny only sobbed. Next he demanded, with a few more ugly words that might have been well left out, how the devil she had managed to go on. Between choking and shrinking, the answer was nearly inaudible, and Gerald bent his head to catch it: she had had a little more help from mamma.

Was Mrs. Gerald Yorkes deceit excusable? Even under the circumstances few may think it so. And yet  it was a choice between this help, and the very worst discomfort that could fall upon her: debt. Winny was shrewd in some things: she knew all about her husbands ill-feeling to Mr. Channing; she knew about the reviews; and she really did believe that if Gerald got to hear whence her help had come, he would shake her as he shook Kitty. In her utter lack of moral courage, she could but keep up the deception.

But Gerald Yorke had come home in feather, a prize-rose in his button-hole. By dint of plausible statements to Mr. Fuller, he had got that honourable friend to lend him two hundred pounds. Or rather, strictly speaking, to get it lent to him. With this money safely buttoned up in his pocket, Winnys penniless state was not quite so harshly condemned as it might otherwise have been: but when Winny timidly asked for some money to pay mamma back, Gerald shortly answered that he had none, mamma must wait.

And so, at this, the opening of the third part of the story, Gerald Yorke was flourishing. A great man he, in his chambers again, free from duns for a time, giving his wine-parties, entering into the gaieties of social life, with all their waste of time and money. Winny got her rent paid now, regularly, and some new bonnets for herself and the children.

I am so glad to hear you are more at ease, Gerald, Hamish Channing said, meeting him one day accidentally, and speaking with genuine kindness, but never hinting at any debt that might be due to himself. How have you managed it, old friend?

Oh  aw  I  paid the harpies a  aw  trifle, and have  aw  got some credit again, answered Gerald, evading the offered hand. Good day. Im in a hurry.

But Gerald Yorke, though flourishing in funds, was not flourishing in temper. Upon one subject it was chronically bad, and he just as angry and mortified as he could be. And that was in regard to his future prospects in the field of literature. Three or four days after his return, he paid a visit to his publishers, sanguinely hoping there might be a good round sum coming to him, the proceeds of his book. Alas for sublunary expectations! The acting partner met him with a severely cold face and very ill news. The flashing laudatory reviews, written (as may be remembered) by Gerald himself or his bosom friends, had not much served the book, after all, in the long run. When they appeared, it caused demands for it to flow in, and a considerable number of copies went out. But when the public got the book, they could not or would not read it; and the savage libraries returned the copies to the publishers, wholly refusing to pay for them. They sent them back in shoals; they vowed that the puffing of an utterly miserable book in the extraordinary style this one had been puffed, was nothing less than fraud: some went so far as to say that the publishers and the author and the reviewers ought all to be indicted together for conspiracy. In short, the practical result was, that the book might almost be said to be withdrawn, so few copies remained in circulation. In all respects it was an utter failure. No wonder the unhappy publisher, knowing himself wholly innocent in the matter, smarting under a considerable loss, besides the fifty pounds that ought to have been advanced by Gerald, and never yet had been, no wonder he met Mr. Gerald Yorke with a severe face. The only gratification afforded him lay in telling this, and enlarging rather insultingly on the worthlessness of the book.

You, a reviewer, could not have failed to know it was bad, Mr. Yorke; one that was certain to fail signally.

No I didnt, roared Gerald.

Well, Id recommend you never to attempt another. That field is closed to you.

What the devil do you mean?  how dare you presume to give me such advice? I shall write books without end if I think fit. My firm belief is that the failure is your fault. You must have managed badly, and not properly pushed the book.

Perhaps it is my fault that the public cant read the book and wont put up with it, retorted the publisher.

Gerald flung away in a temper. A hazy doubt, augmenting his mortification and anger, kept making itself heard: whether this expressed opinion of the books merits might not be the true one? Hamish Channing, though softening the fiat, had said just the same. Gerald would very much have liked to pitch publisher and public into the sea, and Hamish Channing with them.


CHAPTER XXVI.

Arriving at Euston Square.

ROLAND YORKE had stuck to his copying. During this autumn, now rapidly passing, when all the world and his wife were off on the wing, spending their money, and taking out their fling at pleasure  which Roland thought uncommonly hard on him  he had really put his shoulder to the wheel and drudged on at his evening work. The office had him by day, the folios by night. And if he hindered an evening or two a week by dropping in upon Mr. Greatorex and somebody else who was in Mr. Greatorexs house, he sat up at his work when he got home. Truly Roland had learnt a lesson at Port Natal, for this was very different from what he would have done in the old days at Helstonleigh. It could not be said that he was gaining a fortune. The writing came to grief sometimes; Roland was as fond of talking as ever, by way of recreative accompaniment to labour, and the result would be that words were left out in places and wrong ones penned in others: upon which fresh paper had to be got, and the sheet begun again. Therefore he was advancing rather more surely than swiftly: his present earnings amounting in the aggregate to two sovereigns! And these were deposited for safety in Mrs. Joness hands.

But Roland is not writing this October evening: which, all things considered, was destined to turn out rather a notable one. A remark was made in a former chapter, that Roland, from the state of ecstatic delight he was thrown into by the news that Arthur Channing was about to visit London, did not quite know whether he stood on his head or his heels. Most assuredly that same remark might be applied to him this evening. Upon dashing into his room, a little before six oclock, Roland found on his tea-table a letter awaiting him that had come by the day-mail from Helstonleigh. Recognizing Arthurs handwriting, he tore it open, read the few lines it contained, and burst forth into a shout so boisterous and prolonged, that the Reverend Mr. Ollivera, quietly reading in the drawing-room above, leaped off his seat with consternation, fully believing that somebody was on fire.

Arthur Channing was coming to London! Then. That same evening. Almost at that very hour he ought to be arriving at the Euston Square Station. Roland did not give himself leisure to digest the why and the wherefore of the journey, or to speculate upon why the station should be Euston Square and not Paddington. Arthur was coming, and that was sufficient for him.

Neglecting his tea, brushing himself up, startling Mrs. Jones with the suddenness of the tidings, which he burst into her room to deliver, Roland set off for the Euston Square terminus. As usual, he had not a fraction of money. That was no impediment to his arriving in time: and the extraordinary manner in which he pushed his way along the streets, striding over or through all impediments, caused a crowd of ragamuffins to collect and follow him on the run, believing that, like Johnny Gilpin, he was doing it for a wager.

Charles, the youngest of the Channing family, was coming home overland, viâ Marseilles, from India, where he had an excellent appointment. He had gone to it at eighteen, two years ago, and been very well until recently. All at once his health failed, and he was ordered home for a six months sojourn. It was to meet him in London, where he might be expected in a day or two, and take him down to Helstonleigh, that Arthur Channing was now coming.

Panting and breathless with haste, looking wild with excitement, Roland went striding on to the platform just as the train came steadily in. It was a mercy he did not get killed. Catching sight of the well-remembered face  though it was aged and altered now, for the former stripling of nineteen had grown into the fine man of seven-and-twenty  Roland sprang forward and held on to the carriage. Porters shouted, guards flew, passengers screamed  it was all one to him.

They stood together on the platform, hand locked in hand: but that French customs do not prevail with us, Roland might have hugged Arthurs life out. The tears were in his eyes with the genuineness of his emotion. Rolands love for his early friend, who had once suffered so much for his sake, was no simulated one. The spectators spared a minute to turn and gaze on them  the two noteable young men. Arthur was nearly as tall as Roland, very noble and distinguished. His face had not the singular beauty  as beauty  of Hamishs, but it was good, calm, handsome: one of those that thoughtful men like to look upon. His grey eyes were dark and deep, his hair auburn.

Arthur, old friend, I could die of joy. If you only knew how often I have dreamt of this!

Arthur laughed, pressing his hand warmly, and more warmly, ere he released it. I must see after my luggage at once, Roland. I think I have lost it.

Lost your luggage?

Yes; in so far as that it has not come with me. This, showing a rather high basket, whose top was a mound of tissue-paper, that he brought out of the carriage with his umbrella and a small parcel, is something Lady Augusta asked me to convey to Gerald.

What is it?

Grapes, I fancy. She charged me not to let it be crushed. I sent my portmanteau on to the station by Galloways man, and when I arrived there myself could not see him anywhere. When we reached Birmingham it was not to be found, and I telegraphed to Helstonleigh. The guard said if it came to Birmingham in time he would put it in the van. I only got back to the station as the train was starting, and had no time to look.

But what took you round by Birmingham?

Business for Galloway. I had three or four hours work to do for him there.

Bother Galloway! How are the two mothers? continued Roland, as they walked arm-in-arm down the platform. Hows everybody?

Yours is very well; mine is not. She has never seemed quite the thing since my fathers death, Roland. Everybody else is well; and I have no end of messages for you.

They stood round the luggage-van until it was emptied. Nothing had been turned out belonging to Arthur Channing. It was as he feared  the portmanteau was not there.

They will be sure to send it on from Birmingham by the next train, he remarked. I shall get it in the morning.

Where was the good of your coining by this duffing train? cried Roland. Its as slow as an old cart-horse. I should have taken the express.

I could not get away before this one, Roland. Galloway made a point of my doing all there was to do.

The cantankerous, exacting old beauty! Are his curls flourishing?

Arthur smiled. Charming still; but growing a little thin.

And you are getting on well, Arthur?

Very. My salary is handsome; and I believe the business, or part of it, will be mine some day. We had better take a cab, Roland. Ill get rid of Geralds parcel first. This small one is for Hamish. Stay a moment, though.

He wrote down the name of a private hotel in the Strand, where he intended to stay, requesting that the portmanteau should be sent there on its arrival.

Jumping into a hansom, Roland, who had not recovered his head, gave the address of Geralds chambers. As they were beginning to spin along the lighted streets, however, he impulsively arrested the man, without warning to Arthur, and substituted Mrs. Gerald Yorkes lodgings. They were close at hand; but that was not his motive.

If we leave the grapes at the chambers, Ger will only entertain his cronies with them  a lot of fast men like himself, explained Roland. By taking them to Winnys, those poor meek little mites may stand a chance of getting a few. I dont believe theyd ever taste anything good at all but for Mrs. Hamish Channing.

Arthur Charming did not understand. Roland enlightened him. Gerald kept up, as might be said, two establishments: chambers for himself and lodgings for his wife.

But that must be expensive, observed Arthur.

Of course it is. Ger goes in for expense and fashion. All well and good if he can do it  and keep it up. I think he has had a windfall from some quarter, for he is launching out uncommonly just now. It cant be from work; he has been taking his ease all the autumn in Tom Fullers yacht.

I dont quite understand yet, Roland. Do you mean that Gerald does not live with his wife and children?

He lives with them after a fashion: gives them one third of his days and nights, and gives his chambers the other two. Youd hardly recognise him now, Arthur, he is so grand and stilted up. Hed not nod to me in the street.

Roland!

Its true. Hes as heartless as an owl; Ger always was, you know.

But you are his brother.

Brothers and sisters dont count for much with Gerald. Besides, Im down in the world, and hed not take a pitch-fork to lift me up in it again. Would you believe it, Arthur, he likes nothing better than to fling in my teeth that miserable old affair at Galloways  the bank-note. The very last time we ever met  I had run into Winnys lodgings to take some dolls- clothes for Kitty from little Nelly Channing  Ger taunted me with that back affair, and more than hinted,; not for the first time, that Id helped myself to some. money lost last summer by Bede Greatorex. If Id known Ger was at home, Id never have gone: Miss Nelly might have done her errand herself. Have you read his book?

Ye-es, I have, answered Arthur, in a rather dubious tone. Have you?

No; for I couldnt, candidly avowed Roland. I got nearly through one volume, and it was a task. It was impossible to make head or tail of it. I know Im different from other folks, have not half the gumption in me I ought to have, and dont judge of things as they do, which is all through having gone to Port Natal; but I thought the book a rubbishing book, Arthur, and a bad one into the bargain. Wheres the use of writing a book if people cant read it?

Did you read the reviews on it?

Oh law! Ive heard enough about them. Had they been peacocks feathers, Ger would have stuck them in his cap. And he pretty nigh did. Ill tell you what book I read  and cried over it too  and got up from it feeling better and happier  and thats Hamishs.

A light, like a glow of gladness, shone in Arthur Channings honest grey eyes. When I read that book, I felt thankful that a man should have been found to write such, he said in a hushed tone. I should have felt just the same if he had been a stranger.

Ay, indeed: it was something of that I meant to say. And I wish all the world could read it! added impulsive Roland.

And did you read the reviews on it?

Oh my goodness, cried Roland, a blank look taking the place of his enthusiasm. Arthur, do you know, if those horrible reviews come across my mind when I am up at Hamishs, my face goes hot with shame. Ive never said a syllable to him about them on my own score; I shouldnt like to. When I get rich, I mean to go against the papers for injustice.

We cannot understand it down with us, said Arthur. On the Saturday night that William Yorke got back to Helstonleigh after attending your uncles funeral, I met him at the station. He had the Snarler with him  and told me before hed let me open it, that it contained a most disgraceful attack on Hamishs book: in fact, on Hamish himself. Putting aside all other feeling when I read it, my astonishment was excessive.

Roland relieved his feelings by a few stamps, and it was well that the cab bottom was pretty strong. If I could find out who the writer was, Arthur, Id get him ducked.

That review was followed by others, all in the same strain, just as bad as it is possible for reviews to be made.

The wicked old reptiles! interjected Roland.

What struck me as being rather singular in the matter, was this, observed Arthur: That the selfsame journals which so very extravagantly and wrongly praised Geralds work, just as extravagantly and wrongly abused Hamishs. It would seem to me that there must have been some plot afoot, to write up Gerald and write down Hamish. But how the public can submit to be misled by reviewers in this manner, and not rise against it, I cannot understand.

If those were not the exact words of old Greatorex! exclaimed Roland. He read both the books and all the reviews. It was a sin and a shame, and a puzzle, he said; a humbug altogether, and he should just like, for the satisfaction of his curiosity, to be behind the scenes in the performance. But what else do you think he said, Arthur?

I dont know.

That the reviews and the books would find their level in the end. It was impossible, he declared, that Geralds book could live; all the fulsome praises in Christendom could not make it: just as it was impossible for such a work as the other to be written out; it would be sure to find its way with the public eventually. Annabel told me that; and I went off the same evening to Hamishs and told him. He and old Greatorex are first-rate friends.

What did Hamish say?

Oh, nothing. He just smiled in his sad way, and said Yes, perhaps it might be, as if the words made no impression upon him.

Why do you say his sad way? Hamish always had the sweetest and gayest smile in the world. We used, if you remember, to call him Sunny Hamish.

I know. But somehow he has altered, Arthur. He was changing a little before, seemed thoughtful and considerate instead of gay and mocking; but that was nothing to the way he has changed lately. Id not say it to any soul but you, old Arthur, not even to Annabel, but my belief is just this  that the reviews have done it.

The reviews!

Roland nodded. Taken the shine out of him for a time. Oh, hell come-to again soon; never fear. All the sooner if I could find out who the snake was, and kick him.

We cannot judge for others; we cannot put ourselves in their places, observed Arthur. Or else it seems to me that, after producing such a book as Hamishs, I should rest on its obvious merits, and be little moved by what adverse friends could say.

Im sure theyd not move me, avowed candid Roland. The newspaper writers might lay hold of all my flounderings at Port Natal, and print them for the public benefit in big text-type to-morrow, and direct a packet to Annabel. What should I care? I say, how about poor Charley? He has been ill.

Very ill. They have kindly given him six months leave, and pay his over and passage out and home.

And how much leave have you got for London, Arthur?

That depends on Charley. If he comes straight on from Marseilles, he may be here in a day or two: but should his health have improved on the voyage, he will probably make a stay in Paris. I am to wait for him here until he comes, Galloway says.

Very condescending of Galloway! I dare say he has given you plenty of business to do as well, Arthur.

Thats true, laughed Arthur. I shall be engaged for him all day to-morrow; I have some small accounts to settle for him amidst other things.

Wheres the money? asked Roland, in a resentful tone.

Arthur touched the breast-pocket of his under-coat. I have brought it up with me.

Then I devoutly hope youll get robbed of it tonight, Arthur, to serve him out! It is a shame! Taking up the poor bit of time youve got in London with his work! Thats Galloway all over! I meant to get holiday myself, that we might go about together.

Plenty of time for that, Roland.

I hope so. Ive got something to tell you. Its about Annabel. But we are close at Mrs. Yorkes, so Ill not go into the thing now. Oh! and, Arthur, old chum, Im so vexed, so ashamed, I shant know how to look you in the face.

Why not?

Ive no money about me to pay the cab. Twill be a shilling. Its awfully lowering, having to meet friends upon empty pockets. Id like to have met you with a carriage and four, and outriders; Id like to have a good house to bring you into, Arthur, and Ive got nothing.

Arthurs good, earnest eyes fixed themselves on him with all their steady affection. You have yourself, Roland, dear old friend. You know thats all I care for. As to funds, I am rich enough to pay for you and myself, though I stayed here for a month.

Its uncommonly mortifying, nevertheless, Arthur. It makes a fellow wish to be back at Port Natal. Mother Jenkins has got two sovereigns of mine, but I never thought of it before I came out.

The cab stopped at Mrs. Gerald Yorkes door, and Roland dashed up with the prize. Mrs. Yorke sat with the youngest child on her lap, the other two little ones being on the carpet. Roland could hardly see them in the dusk of the room.

Its grapes, said he, from Lady Augusta. Arthur Channing says she sent them for Gerald. If I were you, Mrs. Yorke, I should feed the three chickens on them, and just tell Gerald I had done it Halloa! whats the matter now?

For Mrs. Yorke broke out into sobs. It was so lonely, she said, by way of excuse. Gerald was away nearly always. To-night he had a dinner and wine party in his chambers.

Then Im downright glad I didnt deposit the grapes there, was Rolands comment. As to Geralds leaving you always alone, Mrs. Yorke, I should just ask him whether he called that manners. I dont. Good gracious me! If I were rich enough to have a wife, and played the truant from her, I should deserve hanging. Cheer up; it will all come right; and youd say so if you had tried the ups and downs at Port Natal. Fredy, Kitty, Rosy, you little pussy cats, tell mamma to give you some grapes.

Im sure Id not dare to touch the basket, though the grapes stayed tied up in it till they were rotten, was the last sobbing sound that caught Rolands ears from Mrs. Yorke as he leaped down stairs.

Their appearance at Hamishs was unexpected  for Arthur had advertised himself to Roland only  but not the less welcome. Of course Hamish and his wife thought Arthur had come to be their guest, and were half inclined to resent it when he said no. It had been arranged that he should take up his sojourn at a private hotel in Norfolk Street, where he had stayed before; his room had been engaged in it some days past, and Charles would drive to it on his arrival in London. All this was explained at once. And in the pleasure his presence brought, Hamish Channing seemed quite like his own gay self again; his cheeks bright, his voice glad, his whole manner charming.

But later, when the excitement had worn itself away, and he calmed down to sobriety and ordinary looks, Arthur sat with hushed breath, half petrified at the change he saw. Even Roland, never famous for observation, could but mark it. As if the recent emotion were taking its revenge, the change in Hamish Channing seemed very, very marked to-night. The hollow face, the subdued voice with its ring of hopelessness, the feverish cheek and hand  all were sad to hear, to feel, to look upon.

It was but a brief visit; Arthur did not stay. He wanted to see about his room, and had one or two purchases to make; and he also expected to find at the hotel letters to answer. He promised to dine with them on the morrow, and to give them as much time as he could during his stay, which might possibly last a fortnight, he laughingly acknowledged, if Mr. Charley prolonged his stay in Paris; as he was not unlikely, if well enough, to do. So youll probably have enough of me, Hamish, he concluded, as they shook hands.

Roland, he is strangely altered, were the first words spoken by Arthur, when they went out together.

Didnt I tell you so? replied Roland. It is just what strikes me.

Arthur walked on in silence, saying no more of what he thought. It was just as if the hearts life had gone out of Hamish; as if some perpetual weight of pain, that would never be lifted, lay on the spirit.

They walked to the Strand, and there Arthur made his small purchases, rendered necessary by the nonarrival of his portmanteau. It was striking eight by St. Marys Church, as Roland stood with him at the door of the hotel in Norfolk Street.

These letters that you expect are waiting for you and that you have to answer, said he, resentfully, for he thought Arthurs whole time ought to be given to himself on this, the first evening, what are they? who are they from?

Only from Galloways agents, and one or two more business people. I expect they will make appointments with me for to-morrow, or ask me to make them. There may be a letter from Galloway himself. I quitted Helstonleigh an hour before the day-mail left, and I may have to write to him.

Roland growled; he thought himself very ill-used.

It is only eight oclock, Arthur, and Ive said as good as nothing. All youve got to do wont take you more than an hour. Cant you come at nine to lodgings? Youd have the felicity of seeing Mrs. J.

I fear not to-night, Roland.

They talked a little while longer, shook hands, and Arthur went into the hotel. Roland, turning away, decided to air himself in the Strand for an hour, and then return to the hotel and get Arthur to come home with him. He had not the smallest objection, taking it in the abstract, to spend the time before the shop windows. The pawnbrokers and eating-houses would be sure to be open, if no others were. Roland liked the pastime of looking in. Debarred from being a purchaser of desirable things, on account of the state of his exchequer, the next best thing was to take out his fill of gazing at them.

Wandering up and down, he had got on the other side of Temple Bar, and had his face glued to the glass of an oyster shop, his mouth watering at the delicacies displayed within, when the clock of St. Clement Danes struck out nine. Springing back impulsively with its first stroke, Roland came in awkward contact with some one, bearing on towards the Strand. But the gentleman, who was as tall as himself, seemed scarcely to notice the touch, so absorbed was he in his own thoughts. Save that he put out one of his hands, cased in a lavender glove of delicate hue, and slightly pushed the awkward intruder aside, he took no further heed. The face was never turned, the eyes were never removed from the straight-out look before them. Onward he passed, seeing and hearing nothing.

What on earth has he been up to?  He looked as scared as though he had met a ghost! mentally commented Roland with his accustomed freedom, as he stared after the wayfarer. For in him he had recognised Mr. Bede Greatorex.

He did not suffer the speculation to detain him. Taking to his heels with the last stroke of the clock, Roland gained the small hotel in Norfolk Street; into which he bolted head foremost, with his usual clatter, haste, and want of ceremony, and nearly into the arms of a tall waiter.

I want Mr. Arthur Channing. Which room is he in?

Mr. Arthur Channing is gone out, sir.

Gone out!

Yes, sir. Some time ago.

He found he had no letters to write, and so went on to me, thought Roland, as he shot out again. And I have been cooling my heels in this precious street, like a booby!

Full speed went he home now, through all the cross-cuts and nearest ways he knew, never slackening it for a moment; arriving there with bated breath and damp hair. Seizing the knocker in one hand and the bell in the other, he worked at both frantically until the door was opened. Mr. Ollivera, flinging up his window above, put out his alarmed head; Mrs. Jones, Miss Rye, two visitors, and the maid Betsey, came rushing along the passage with pale faces, Mrs. J. herself opening the door, Betsey absolutely refusing the office, Roland, without the least explanation or apology, dashed through the group into the parlour. It was dark and empty.

Wheres Arthur Channing? he demanded, darting out again. Mrs. J., where have you put him?

And when Mrs. J. could gather the sense of the question sufficiently to answer it, Roland had the satisfaction  or, rather, non-satisfaction  of finding that Arthur Channing had not been there.


CHAPTER XXVII.

A private Interview.

PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL.

  Cuff Court, Off Fleet Street. No. I,   October the twenty second.



MR. BEDE GREATOREX.

SIR,  A small leaf has been turned over in the matter of your cheque, lost mysterious in June last. Leastways in something that might turn out to be connected with it. Remembering back orders, and wishing to act in accordance with the same, Id be glad to hold a short interview with you, and would wait upon you at any hour or place you may appoint. Or if it suited your convenience to come to me, I am to be found as above, either this evening or to-morrow evening after seven oclock.

Your obedient servant, JONAS BUTTERBY.

The above note, amidst two or three other letters, reached Mr. Bede Greatorex about four oclock in the afternoon. He happened to be at his desk in the front room, and was giving some directions to Mr. Brown, who stood by him. As Bede ran his eyes over the lines, a deep flush, a frown, followed by a sickly paleness, overspread his face. Mr. Brown, looking at him quite by accident, remarked the signs of displeasurable emotion, and felt curious to know what the news could be that had caused it. He had, however, no opportunity for prolonged observation, for Bede, carrying the letter in his hand, went into his room and shut the door.

The note angered Bede Greatorex as well as troubled him. Who was this Butterby, that he should be continually crossing his peace? What brought the man to London?  he had gone back to Helstonleigh in the summer, and had never, so far as Bede knew, come up from it since. Was he, Bede, ere he had been a couple of weeks home from his Continental holiday, to be followed up by this troublesome detective, and his life made a worry again? In the moments angry impulse, Bede sat down to his desk-table, and began dashing off an answer, to the effect that he could not accord an interview to Mr. Butterby.

But the pen was arrested ere it had completed the first line. Self-preservation from danger is a feeling implanted more or less strongly within us all. What if this persistent officer, denied to him, betook himself and his news to Mr. Greatorex? Bede was as innocent in regard to the purloining of the cheque and certainly as ignorant of the really guilty party as Butterby could be; he had refunded the forty-four pounds with anything but a hand of gratification; but nevertheless there were grave reasons why the matter should not be re-opened to his father.

Catching up the letter, he paced the carpet for a moment or two in deep thought; halted by the window, and read it again. Yes, Ill see him; it will be safer, said he, with decision.

He wrote a rapid note, appointing eleven oclock the next morning for the interview, at his own office. And then again paused as he was folding it; paused in deliberation.

Why not go to him? spoke Bede Greatorex, his eyes fixed on the opposite wall, as if he thought the map there could solve the query. Yes, I will; Ill go to-night. Thats safest of all.

Noting down the given address, he held Mr. Butterbys letter and his own two answers, perfect and imperfect, over the grate, lighted a match, and burnt them to ashes. There was no fire; the weather was uncertain, warm to-day, cold to-morrow, and the fire was sometimes let go out in a morning as soon as lighted.

Evening came. And at ten minutes past seven Bede Greatorex was on the search for Mr. Butterby. Cuff Court, Off Fleet Street. He did not know Cuff Court; and supposed that Off Fleet Street might indicate some turning or winding beginning in that well-known thoroughfare, and ending it was hard to say where. Bede, however, by dint of inquiry found Cuff Court at last. No. I had the appearance of a small private house; as in fact it was. The great Butterby generally lodged there when he came to town. The people residing in it were connections of his and accommodated him; it was, as he remarked, convenient to places.

Bede was shown upstairs to a small sitting-room. At a square table, examining some papers taken from his open pocket-book, by the light of two gas-burners over head, sat Jonas Butterby; the same thin wiry man as ever, in apparently the same black coat, plaid trousers, and buttoned-up waistcoat; with the same green observant eyes, and generally silent lips. He pushed the papers and pocket-book away into a heap when his visitor appeared, and rose to receive him.

Take a seat, sir, he said, handing a chair by the hearth opposite his own, and stirring the bit of fire in the grate. You dont object to this, I hope: it aint hardly fire-time yet, but a morsel looks cheery at night.

I like it, said Bede. He put his hat on a side-table, and unbuttoned a thin overcoat he wore, as he sat down, throwing it a little back from the fine white shirt front, but did not take off his lavender gloves. It had always struck Mr. Butterby that Bede Greatorex was one of the finest and most gentlemanly men he knew, invariably dressed well; it had struck him that far-off time at Helstonleigh, when they met over John Olliveras death chair, and it struck him still. But he was looking ill, worn, anxious; and the detective, full of observation by habit, could not fail to see it.

Im uncommon glad youve come in, Mr. Bede Greatorex. From a fresh turn some business Im engaged on has took to-day, Im not sure but I shall have to go back to Helstonleigh the first thing in the morning. Shall know by late post to-night.

Are you living in London?

Not I. I come up to it only yesterday, expecting to stop a week or so. Now I find I may have to go back to-morrow: the chances is about equal one way and tother. But if I do, I should not have got to see you this time, sir, and must have come up again for it.

I felt very much inclined to say Id not see you, answered Bede, candidly. We are busy just now, and I would a great deal rather let the whole affair relating to the cheque drop entirely, than be at the trouble of raking it up again. The loss of the money has been ours, and, of course, we must put up with it I began a note to you to this effect; but it struck me while I was writing that you might possibly be carrying your news to my father.

No, I shouldnt have done that. It concerns you, so to say, more than him. Been well lately, Mr. Bede Greatorex?

As well as I usually am. Why?

Well, sir, you are looking, if I might make bold to say it, something like a shadder. Might amost see through you.

I have been doing too much lately. Mrs. Bede Greatorex and myself were on the Continent for two months, rushing about from kingdom to kingdom, and from place to place, seeing the wonders, and taking what the world calls a holiday  which is more wearing than any hard work, Bede condescended to explain, but in rather a haughty tone, for he thought it did not lie in the detectives legitimate province to offer remarks upon him. In regard to business, Mr. Butterby: unless you have anything very particular to communicate, I would really rather not hear it. Let the affair drop.

But I should not be doing my duty either way, to you or to me, in letting it drop, returned Butterby. If anything worse turned up later, I might get called over the coals for it at head-quarters.

Be so good as hasten over what you have to say, then, said Bede, taking out his watch and looking at it with anything but marked courtesy.

It produced no effect on Mr. Butterby. If his clients chose to be in a hurry, he rarely was. But in his wide experience, bringing, as he generally did, all keen observation to bear, he felt convinced of one thing  that the gentleman before him dreaded the communication he had to make, and, for that reason and, for that reason and no other, wished to shun it When that cheque was lost in the summer, Mr. Bede Greatorex, you did me the honour to put a little matter into my hands, confiding to me your confident opinion that one of your clerks must have been the purloiner of it, if not on his own score, on somebody elses that he was acting for. You asked me to give an eye privately to the four. Not having got any satisfactory news from me up to the present time, you have perhaps thought that Ive been neglecting the charge, and let it fall through.

Oh, if it concerns them, Ill be glad to hear you! briskly spoke Bede Greatorex; and to the acute ear listening, the tone seemed to express relief as well as satisfaction. Have you found out that one of them did take it?

Not exactly. What I have found out, though, tells me that it is not improbable.

Go on, please, said Bede, impatiently. Was it Hurst?

Now, dont you jump to conclusions in haste, Mr. Bede Greatorex; and you must just pardon me for giving you the advice. Its a good rule to be observed in all cases; and if youd been in my part of the law as long as I have, youd not need to be told it. My own opinion was, that young Hurst was not one to help himself to money, or anything else that wasnt his; but of course when you

Stop an instant, interrupted Bede Greatorex, starting up as a thought occurred to him, and looking round in alarm. This house is small, the walls are no doubt thin; can we be overheard?

You may sit down again in peace, sir, was the phlegmatic answer. It was a child of twelve, or so, that showed you up, wasnt it?

Yes.

Well, except her, and her missis  who is as deaf as a stone post, poor thing, though she is my cousin  theres not a living soul in the house. The husband and son never get home till ten. As to the walls, they are seven times thicker than some modern ones, for the old house was built in substantial days. And if not  trust me for being secure and safe, and my visitors too, wherever I may stop, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

It was for Hursts sake I spoke, said Bede, in the light of a rather lame apology. It may suit me to hush it up, even though you tell me he is guilty.

When you desired me to look after your clerks, and gave me your reasons  which I couldnt at first make top nor tail of, and am free to confess have not got to the bottom of yet  my own judgment was that young Hurst was about the least likely of all to be guilty, pursued the officer, in his calmest and coolest manner. However, as you persisted in your opinion, I naturally gave in to it, and looked up Hurst effectually. Or got him looked up; which amounts to the same thing.

Without imparting any hint of my reasons for it? again anxiously and imperatively interrupted Bede Greatorex. And it nettled the detective.

Id like to ask you a question, Mr. Bede Greatorex, and to have it answered, sir. Do you think I should be fit for my post unless I had more cute discretion about me than ordinary folks, such as  excuse me  you? Why, my whole work, pretty nigh, is made up of ruses and secresy, and pitching people off on wrong scents. Says I to my friend  him that I set about the job that young Mr. Hurst has been making a undesirable acquaintance, quite innocent, lately; he may get drawed into unpleasant consequences afore he knows it; and as Ive a respect for his father, a most skilful doctor of physic, I should like to warn the young man in time, if theres danger. You just turn him inside out; watch all he does and all he doesnt do, and let me know it. Well, sir, Hurst was turned inside out, so to say; if wed stripped his skin off him, we couldnt have seen more completely into his in ard self and his doings than we did see; and the result was (leastways, the opinion I came to), that I was right and you were wrong. He had no more hand in the taking of that there cheque, or in any other part of the matters you hinted at, than this pocket-book here of mine had. And when I tell you that, Mr. Bede Greatorex, you may believe it.

A short silence ensued. Bede Greatorexs left elbow rested on the table; his hand, the glove off now, was pressing his temple as if in reflective thought, the beautiful diamond ring on his little finger glittering in the gas-light. His mother had given the ring to him when she was dying, expressing a hope that he would wear it always in remembrance of her. It appeared to Bede almost as a religious duty to obey, though few men hated ornaments, in connection with himself, so much as he. His eyes were fixed on the fire; Mr. Butterbys on him.

Well, Mr. Greatorex, Hurst being put out of the field, I naturally went on to the others. Jenner I never suspected at all, twas not him; and I felt morally sure, in spite of his impudence to me, that this time it was not Roland Yorke. Notwithstanding, I looked a little after both those gents; and I found that it was not either of em.

What do you mean by this time in connection with Mr. Yorke? inquired Bede, catching up the words, which, perhaps, had been an inadvertent slip.

Butterby coughed. But he was not a bad man at heart, and had no intention of doing gratuitous damage even to impudent Roland.

Oh well, come, Mr. Bede Greatorex  a young fellow who has been out on the spec to Port Natal, seeing all sorts of life, is more likely, you know, to tumble into scrapes than steady-natured young fellows who have never been let go beyond their mothers apron-strings.

True, assented Bede Greatorex. But in spite of his travelling experiences, Roland Yorke appears to me to be one of the most unsophisticated young men I know. In the ways of a bad world he is as a very boy.

He is just one of them shallow-natured, simple-minded chaps that never will be bad, pronounced Butterby, except in the matter of impudence. He has got enough of that to set up trading on in Cheapside. What hed have been, but for having got pulled up by a unpleasant check or two, Im not prepared to say. Well, sir, them three being disposed of  Hurst, Jenner, and Yorke  there remained only Mr. Brown, your manager. And it is about him Ive had the honour to solicit an interview with you.

Bede turned his eyes inquiringly from the fire to Mr. Butterby.

You said from the first you did not suspect Mr. Brown. No more did I. You thought it couldnt be him; he had been some years with you, and his honesty and faithfulness had been sufficiently tested. Im sure I had no reasons to think otherwise, except one. Which was this: I could not find out anything about Mr. Brown prior to some three or four years back; his appearance on the stage of life, so to say, seemed to date from then. However, sir, by your leave, well put Brown aside for a minute, and go on to other people.

Mr. Butterby paused almost as though he expected his hearer to give the leave in words. Bede said nothing, only waited in evident curiosity, and the other resumed.

There was a long-established firm in Birmingham, Johnson and Teague. Accountants ostensibly, but did a little in bill-broking and what not; honest men, well thought of, very respectable. Johnson (who had succeeded his father) was a man under forty; Teague was old. Old Teague had never married, but he had a great-nephew in the office, Samuel Teague; had brought him up, and loved him as the apple of his eye. A nice young fellow in public, a wild spendthrift in private; thats what Sam Teague was. His salary was two hundred a year, and he lived free at his uncles residence, outside Birmingham. His spendings were perhaps four hundred beyond the two. Naturally he came to grief. Do you take me, Mr. Bede Greatorex?

Certainly.

In the office, one of its clerks, was a young man named George Winter. A well-brought-up young fellow too, honest by nature, trusted, and thought much of. He and young Teague were uncommonly intimate. Now, how much blame was due to Winter Im not prepared to say; but when Samuel Teague, to save himself from some bother, fogged a bill on the office, and got it paid by the office, Winter was implicated. Hed no doubt say, if you asked him, that he was drawed into it innocently, did say it in fact; but he had been the one to hand over the money, and the firm and the world looked upon him as the worse of the two. When the fraud was discovered, young Teague decamped. Winter, in self-defence and to avert consequences, went straight the same afternoon, which was a Saturday, to old Teagues private residence, and there made a clean breast of young Teagues long course of misdoings. It killed old Teague.

Killed him! repeated Bede, for the detective made a slight pause.

Yes, sir, killed him. He had looked upon his nephew up to that time as one of the saints of this here middle world; and the shock of finding him more like an angel of the lower one touched old Teagues heart in some vital spot, and killed him. He had a sort of fit, and died that same night. The next day, Sunday, young Winter was missing. It was universally said that he had made his way to Liverpool, in the track of Samuel Teague  for thats where folks thought he had gone  with a view of getting away to America. Both were advertised for; both looked upon as alike criminal. And it was for such a paltry sum they had perilled themselves  only a little over one hundred pounds! Time went on, and neither of em was ever traced; perhaps Mr. Johnson, when he had cooled down from his first anger, was willing to let Sam Teague be, for the old mans sake, and so did not press the search. Any way Samuel Teague is now in open business in New York, and doing well.

And the other  Winter?

Ah, its him Im coming to, significantly resumed Mr. Butterby. It seems that Winter never went after the other at all. In the panic of finding old Teague had died, and that no quarter was to be expected from Johnson (as it wasnt then) he took a false name, put on false hair and whiskers, and stole quietly off by train on the Sunday afternoon, carrying a shirt or two in a blue bag. It was to Helstonleigh he went, Mr. Bede Greatorex, and he called himself Godfrey Pitman.

Bede Greatorex started from his seat. Up to that period he had been perfectly calm; interested of course, but as if in something that did not concern him.

Yes, sir, Godfrey Pitman. The same that was in Mrs. Joness house at the time of Mr. Olliveras death; the man that Helstonleigh made so much mystery of; who was, so to say, accused of the murder. And Godfrey Pitman, sir, or George Winter, whichever you may please to call him, is one and the same with your managing clerk, Mr. Brown!

No! shouted Bede Greatorex.

I say YES, sir. The very self-same man.

Bede Greatorex, looking forward in a kind of wild manner over Mr. Butterbys head against the opposite wall, seemed to be revolving within him various speculations connected with the disclosure.

Why Brown has always  He brought the words to a sudden standstill. Brown has always unpleasantly puzzled me, had been on the tip of his tongue. But he let the words die away unspoken, and a sickly hue overspread his features. Taking his eyes from the wall and turning them on the fire, he sat as before, his brow pressed on his fingers, quite silent, after the manner of a man who is dreaming.

I see the disagreeable doubt that is working within you, Mr. Bede Greatorex, remarked the observant detective, upon whom not a sign was lost. You are ready to say now it was Pitman did that there deed at Helstonleigh.

How did you find out all this about him? asked Bede Greatorex.

Well, I got a clue accidental. Dont mind saying so. I was about some business lately for a gentleman in Birmingham, named Foster, and in a packet of letters he put into my hand to look over, I found a note from George Winter, written from your office this past summer. It was just one of them curious chances that dont happen often; for Mr. Foster had no notion that the letter was there, thought he had destroyed it. It was but a line or two, and them of no moment, but it showed me that Mr. Brown and George Winter was the same man, and I soon wormed out his identity with Godfrey Pitman.

Johnson and Co will be for prosecuting him, I suppose? observed Bede, still as if he were dreaming.

No, said Mr. Butterby. Ive seen Johnson and Co.: leastways Johnson. In regard to that past transaction of theirs, his opinion has changed, and he thinks that Winter, though culpably careless, and unpardonably blind as to the faith he reposed in Samuel Teague, had not himself any guilty knowledge. Anyway, Winter has been doing what he can since to repair mischief: been living on a crust and working night and day, to transmit sums periodically to Johnson in an anonymous manner  except that he just let it be known they came from him, by giving no clue to where he was, or how he gained them  with a view to wipe off the money Sam Teague robbed them of. Teague has been doing the same from this side the Atlantic, added Mr. Butterby with a knowing laugh; so that Johnson, as he says, is paid twice over.

Then they dont prosecute?

Not a bit of it And Im free to confess that, taking in all aspects of affairs  Browns good conduct since, and the probability that Sam Teague was the sole offender  the man has shown himself in all ordinary pecuniary interests, just as honest and trustworthy as here and there one.

Did he Bede Greatorex hesitated, stopped, and then went on with his sentence take my cheque?

That must be left to your judgment, sir. Ive no cause myself to make sure of it. The letter to Foster was written about the time the cheque was lost, or a few days later; it made an allusion to money, Brown saying he was glad to be out of his debt, but whether the debt was pounds or shillings, Ive no present means of knowing. Foster wouldnt answer me a syllable; was uncommonly savage at his own carelessness in letting the letter get amid the other. Living close and working hard, Brown would have money in hand of his own without touching yours, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

Bede nodded.

On the other hand, a man who has lain under a cloud is more to be doubted than one who has walked about in the open sunshine all his life. The presenter of that cheque at the bank had a quantity of black hair about his face, just as the false Godfrey Pitman had on his at Helstonleigh. But it would be hardly fair to suspect Brown on that score, seeing theres so many faces in London adorned with it natural.

Again Bede nodded in acquiescence.

Of course, sir, if you choose to put it to the test, you might have Mr. Browns face dressed up for it, and let the bank see him. Anyway, twould set the matter at rest.

No, said Bede, quite sharply. No, I should not like to do it. I never thought of Brown in the affair; never. I cant  dont  think of him now.

Did he not now think of him? Butterby, with his keen ears, fancied the last concluding sentence had a false ring in it.

Well, sir, that lies at your own option. Ive done my duty in making you acquainted with this, but Ive no call to stir in it, unless you choose to put it officially into my hands. But theres the other and graver matter, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

What other? questioned Bede, turning to him.

That at Helstonleigh, said the detective. All sorts of notions and thoughts  fanciful some of em  come crowding through my mind at once. I dont say that he had any hand in Mr. Olliveras death; but it might have been so: and this, that has now come out, strengthens the suspicion against him in some points, and weakens it in others. You remember the queer conduct of Alletha Rye at the time, sir  her dream, and her show-off at the grave  which I had the satisfaction of looking on at myself  and her emotion altogether?

Bede Greatorex replied that he did remember it; also remembered that he was unable to understand why it should have been so. But he spoke like one whose mind is far away, as if the questions bore little interest.

George Winter and Alletha Rye were sweethearts, she used to live in Birmingham before she came to Helstonleigh. But for his getting into trouble, theyd soon have been married.

Oh, sweethearts were they, carelessly observed Bede. She is a superior young woman.

Granted, sir. But them superior women are not a bit wiser nor better than others when their lovers is in question. Women have done mad things for mens sakes afore to-day; and it strikes me now, that Alletha Rye was just screening him, fearing he might have done it. I dont see how else her madness and mooning is to be accounted for. On the other hand, it seems uncommon droll that George Winter, hiding in that top room until he could get safely away, should set himself out to harm Mr. Ollivera; a man hed never seen. Which was the view I took at the time.

And highly improbable, murmured Bede.

Well, so I say; and I cant help thinking hell come out of the fiery ordeal unscorched.

What ordeal?

The charge of murder. Mr. Greatorex is safe to give him into custody upon it. I dont know that the Grand Jury would find a true bill.

All in a moment, Bedes face took a ghastly look of fear. It startled even the detective, as it was turned sharply upon him. And the voice in which he spoke was harsh and commanding.

This must not be suffered to come to the knowledge of my father.

Not suffered to come to his knowledge! echoed Butterby, agape with wonder.

No, NO! YOU must not let him know that Brown is Godfrey Pitman. He must never be told that Pitman is found.

Why, Heaven bless you, Mr. Bede Greatorex! my honour has been engaged all along in the tracing out of Pitman. That one man has given me more in ard trouble than any three. We detectives get hold of mortifying things as well as other people, and thats been one of mine. Now that I have trapped Pitman, I cant let the matter drop; and Im sine Mr. Greatorex wont

Bede looked confounded. He opened his mouth to speak, and closed it again.

And if us two was foolish enough, theres another that wouldnt; that would amost make us answer for it with our lives, resumed the detective, in a low, impressive tone and that is Parson Ollivera.

I tell you, Butterby, this must be hushed up, repeated Bede, his agitation unmistakable, his voice strangely hollow. It must be hushed up at any cost. Do nothing.

And if the parson finds Pitman out for himself? asked Butterby, his deep green eyes, shaded by their overhanging eyebrows, looking out steadily at Bede.

That is a contingency we have nothing to do with yet. Time enough to talk of it when it comes.

But, Mr. Bede Greatorex, if Pitman really was the

Hush! Stay! interrupted Bede, glancing round involuntarily, as if afraid of the very walls. For Heavens sake, Butterby, let the whole thing drop; now and for ever. There are interests involved in it that I cannot speak of  that must at all risks be kept from my father. I wish I could unburthen myself of the whole complication, and lay the matter bare before you; but I may not bring trouble on other people. To accuse Pitman would  would re-open wounds partially healed; it might bring worse than death amidst us.

It truly seemed, bending over the table in his imperative, realistic earnestness, that Bede was longing to pour out the confidence he dared not give. Butterby, revolving sundry speculations in his mind, never took his eyes for an instant from the eager face.

Answer me one question, Mr. Bede Greatorex  an you dont mind doing it. If you knew that Pitman was the slayer of your cousin, would you still screen him?

If I knew  if I thought that Pitman had done that evil deed, I would be the first to hand him over to justice, spoke Bede, breathing quickly. I feel sure he did not.

Butterby paused. Sir, as you have said so much, I think you should say a little more. It will be safe. Youve got, I see, some other suspicion.

I have always believed that it was one person did that, said Bede, scarcely able to speak for agitation. If  understand me  if it was not an accident, or as the jury brought it in, why then I think I suspect who and what it really was. Not Pitman.

Can the person be got at? inquired Butterby. Not for any practical use; not for accusation.

Is it any one of them Ive heard mentioned in connection with the death?

No; neither you nor the world. Let that pass. On my word of honour, I say to you, Mr. Butterby, that I feel sure Pitman had no hand in the matter; for that reason, and for other involved reasons, I wish this information you have given me to remain buried; a secret between you and me. I will take my own time and opportunity for discharging Mr. Brown. Will you promise this? Should you have incurred costs in any way, I will give you my cheque for the amount.

There has not been much cost as yet, returned the detective, honestly. Well let that be for now. What you ask me is difficult, sir. I might get into trouble for it later at head-quarters.

Should that turn out to be the case, you can, in self-defence, bring forward my injunctions. Say I stopped proceedings.

Very well, returned Butterby, after a pause of consideration. Then for the present, sir, well say it shall stand so. Of course, if the thing is brought to light through other folks, I must be held absolved from my promise.

Thank you; thank you truly, Mr. Butterby.

Bede Greatorex the naturally haughty-natured man, condescended to shake hands with the detective. Mr. Butterby attended him down stairs, and opened the door for him. It was after he had gained Fleet Street, that Bede came in contact with the shoulders of Roland Yorke, never noticing him, bearing on in his allpowerful abstraction, his face worn, anxious, white, scared, like that of a man, as Roland took occasion to remark, who has met a ghost.

Back up the stairs turned Mr. Butterby, and sat down in front of the fire, leaving the gas-burners to light up his back. There, with a hand on either knee, he recalled all the circumstances of John Olliveras death with mental accuracy, and went over them one by one. That done, he revolved surrounding interests in his silent way, especially the words that had just fallen from Bede Greatorex, one single sentence, during the whole reverie, escaping his lips, Was Louisa Joliffe out that evening, I wonder? And the clock of St. Clement Danes had moved on an hour and a quarter before he ever lifted his hands or rose from his seat.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

Disappeared.

I AM waiting for that, Mr. Yorke.

But for the presence of Bede Greatorex, who sat at his desk in the front office, Roland might have retorted on Mr. Brown that he might wait, for he felt in just as bad a humour as it was well possible for Roland, or anybody else, to feel. Ceasing his covert grumbling to Hurst, who had the convenient gift of listening and writing away by steam at one and the same time, Rolands pen resumed its task.

Never, since Roland had joined the house of Greatorex and Greatorex, did he remember it to have been so pressed as now, as far as Bedes room was concerned. There was a sudden accumulation of work, and hands were short. Little Jenner had been summoned into Yorkshire by the illness of his mother, and Mr. Bede Greatorex had kindly said to him, Dont hurry back if you find her in danger. They could not borrow help from the other side, for it happened that a clerk there was also absent.

Thus it fell out that not only Mr. Brown had to stay in the office the previous night until a late hour, but he detained Roland in it as well, besides warning that gentleman that he must take twenty minutes for his dinner at present, and no more. This was altogether an intense grievance, considering that Roland had fully purposed to devote a large amount of leisure time to Arthur Channing. One whole day, and this one getting towards its close, and Roland had not set eyes on Arthur. Since the moment when he left him at the door of the hotel in Norfolk Street, the last evening but one, Roland had neither seen nor heard of him. He was resenting this quite as much as the weight of work: for when his heart was really engaged, anything like slight or neglect wounded it to the core. Somewhat of this feeling had set in on the first night. After startling the street and alarming the immates of the house, through the bell and knocker, to find that Arthur Channing had left his hotel and not come to him, was as a very pill to Roland. He had been kept all closely at work since, and Arthur had not chosen to come in search of him.

Whatever impression might have been made on the mind of Bede Greatorex by the police officers communication, now nearly two days old, he could not but estimate at its true value the efficiency of Mr. Brown as a clerk. In an emergency like the present, Mr. Brown did that which Roland was fond of talking of  put his shoulder to the wheel. Whatever the demands of the office, Mr. Brown showed himself equal to them almost in his own person; this, combined with his very excellent administrative qualities, rendered him invaluable to Bede Greatorex. In a silent, undemonstrative kind of way, Mr. Brown had also for some months past been on the alert to watch for those mistakes, inadvertent neglects, forgetfulness in his master, which the reader has heard complained of. So far as he was able to do it, these were at once silently remedied, and nothing said. Bede detected this: and he knew that many a night when Mr. Brown stayed over hours in the office, working diligently, it was to repair some failure of his. Once, and once only, Bede spoke. Why are you so late to-night, Mr. Brown? he asked, upon going into the office close upon ten oclock and finding Mr. Brown up to his elbows in work. Im only getting forward for the morning, sir, was the managers quiet answer. But Bede, though he said no more, saw that the clerk had taken some unhappy error of his in hand, and was toiling to remedy it and avert trouble. So that, whatever might be Mr. Browns private sins, Bede Greatorex could scarcely afford to lose him.

Once more, for perhaps the five hundredth time, Bede glanced from his desk at Mr. Brown opposite. No longer need, though, was there to glance with any speculative view; that had been set at rest. The eyes that had so mystified Bede Greatorex, bringing to him an uneasy, puzzling feeling, which wholly refused to elucidate itself, tax his memory as he would, were at length rendered clear eyes to him. He knew where and on what occasion he had seen them: and if he had disliked and dreaded them before, he dreaded them ten times more now.

Ah, how do you do, Mr. Channing?

Bede, leaving his desk, had been crossing the office to his private room, when Hamish entered. They shook hands, and stood talking for a few minutes, not having met since Bede returned from his continental tour. Just as a change for the worse in Bede struck Mr. Butterbys keen eye, so, as it appeared, did some change in Hamish Channing strike Bede.

Are you well? he asked.

As well as London and its hard work will let me be, replied Hamish, with one of his charming smiles, which really was gay and light, in spite of its tinge of sadness. It is of no use to dream of green fields and blue waves when we cannot get to them, you know.

Thats rest  when you can sit down in the one and idly watch the other, remarked Bede. But to go scampering about for a month or two at railroad speed, neither body nor eye getting holiday, wears out a man worse than working on in London, Mr. Channing.

With a slow, lingering gaze at Hamishs refined face, which was looking strangely worn, and, so to say, etherealised, Bede passed on to his room. Hamish turned to the desk of Hurst and Roland Yorke.

How are you? he asked of them conjointly.

As well as cantankerous circumstances and people will let me be, was the cross reply of Roland, without looking up from his writing.

Hamish laughed.

Just because I wanted a little leisure just now, Ive got double work put upon my shoulders, went on Roland. You remember that time at old Galloways, Hamish, when Jenkins and Arthur were both away together, throwing all the work upon me? Well, weve got a second edition of that here.

Who is away? inquired Hamish.

Little Jenner. And he is good for three of us any day, in point of getting through work. The result is, that Mr. Brown  giving a defiant nod to the gentleman opposite keeps me at it like a slave. But for Arthurs being in London, Id not mind some extra pressure, Id be glad to oblige, and do it. Not that Arthur misses me, if one may judge by appearances, he continued in a deeply-injured tone. I would not be two days in a strange place without going to see after him,  

Have you not seen Arthur, then? inquired Hamish.

No, I have not seen him, retorted Roland, with emphasis. He has been too much taken up with you and other friends, to think of me. Perhaps he has gone over to Geralds interests: and his theory is, that Im nobody worth knowing. Mother Jenkins has had her best gown on for two days, expecting him. Live and learn  and confound it all! Id have backed Arthur Channing, for faith and truth, against the world.

Hamish laughed slightly: any such interlude as this in Rolands generally easy nature, amused him always.

You and I and Mrs. Jenkins are in the same box, old fellow, for Arthur has not been to me.

Oh, hasnt he? was Rolands answer, delivered with what he meant to be lofty indifference, and an angry shake of the pen, which blotted his work all over. Its a case of Gerald, then. Perhaps he is taking him round to the Tower and the waxwork and the wild beasts  as I thought to do.

I expect it is rather a case of business, remarked Hamish. You know what Arthur is: when he has work to do, that supersedes all else. Still I wonder he did not come round last night. We waited dinner until half-past seven.

Roland was occupied in trying to repair the damage be had wilfully made, and gave no answer.

I came in now to ask you for news of him, Roland. Where is he staying?

He has not called yet to see Annabel, broke in Roland. And that I do think shameful.

Where is he staying?

Staying! Why at the place in Norfolk Street. He told you where.

Yes, assented Hamish, but he is not staying there. I have just come from the hotel now.

Who says he is-not?

The people at the hotel.

Oh, they say that, do they? retorted Roland, turning his resentment on the people in question. They are nice ones to keep an hotel.

They say he is not there, and has not been there.

Then, Hamish, I can tell you that he is there. Didnt I take him down to it that night from your house, and see him safe in? Didnt he order his missing portmanteau to be sent to the place as soon as it turned up? They had better tell me that he is not there!

What they say is this, Roland. That Arthur went there, but left again the same night, never occupying his bed at all: and they can give me no information as to where he is staying. I did not put many questions, but came off to you, thinking you would know his movements.

And that is just what I dont know. Arthur has not chosen to let me know. He is at the hotel safe enough: why, he was expecting letters and telegrams and all kinds of things there! They have mistaken the name and given you the wrong answer.

Hamish did not think this. He stood in silence, feeling a little puzzled. And in that moment a faint shadow, not of evil yet, but of something or other that was wrong, first dawned on his mind.

I want to find him, said Hamish. If it shall turn out that he is really not at the hotel and they can give me no information, I shall not know where to look for him or what to think. But for your being busy, Roland, I would have asked you to go back with me to Norfolk Street.

Roland looked across at Mr. Brown, the light of eagerness illumining his face. He did not ask to go, but it was a strong silent appeal. Not that he had any doubt on the score of Arthur; but the walking to Norfolk Street was in prospective a very delightful interlude to the evenings hard work. But no answering look of assent did he receive.

Wed be back in an hour, Mr. Brown, and Id set to work like a brick. Or in less than that if we take a cab, briskly added Roland. I have some money to pay for one; Ive gone about since yesterday morning with a sovereign in my pocket, on the chance of standing treat for some sights, in case I found the chance of going out with Arthur Channing. Didnt Mrs. J. read me a lecture on not spending it in waste when she handed it over!

If you would promise to be back within the hour, Mr. Yorke, and really set to work with a will, you should go with Mr. Channing, was the managers answer, who had of course heard the whole colloquy. In Rolands present restless temper, he was likely to retard work more than to advance it, especially if denied the expedition to Norfolk Street: as nobody knew better than Mr. Brown. Roland could work with a will; and no doubt would on his return, if allowed to go. So that it was policy to let him.

Oh, thank you, Brown; that is generous, said he gratefully, as he leaped off his stool and got his hat. Ill work away till morning light for you if its necessary, and make no mistakes.

But Arthur was not to be found at the hotel in Norfolk Street. And the tale told there was rather a singular one. Of course Roland, darting in headforemost in his impetuous way, demanded to see Mr. Arthur Channing, and also what they meant by denying that he was staying at it. The waiter came forward in the absence of the principal, and gave them the few particulars (all he knew) that Hamish had not before stayed to ask. In fact, Hamish had thought that Arthur must have taken some prejudice against the hotel and so quitted it for another. The following was the substance of the tale.

Mr. Arthur Channing had written from Helstonleigh to desire that a room should be prepared for him, and any letters that might come addressed to him be taken care of. Upon his arrival at the hotel (which must have been when Roland left him at it) he was informed that his room was ready, and asked if he would like to see it. Presently, he answered, and went into the coffee-room. The man (this same one telling the story) left him in it reading his letters, after supplying him with writing materials, Arthur saying that when he wanted anything he would ring. It was an exceedingly quiet hotel, not much frequented at any time; the three or four people staying in it were out that evening, so that Arthur was quite alone. By-and-by, the man said, he went in again, and found the room empty. From that time they had neither seen nor heard of Arthur.

This was the substance of the account, and it sounded somewhat incredible. Had Arthur been like Roland Yorke for instance, liable to dart about in random impetuosity, without the smallest concern for others, it might have been thought that he had taken himself off in a freak and forgotten to give notice; but Arthur was not likely to do such a thing. Hamish stood quietly while he listened to this: Roland had put himself upon a table, and sat there pulling fiercely at his whiskers, his long legs dangling downwards.

I came with him to the door my own self, burst forth Roland before the man had well finished, as if that were a disputed point. I watched him come right into it. That was at eight oclock.

Yes, sir; it was about that time, sir, that Mr. Arthur Channing got in, answered the waiter, who gave them his name as Binns.

And when I came down, an hour later, you told me Mr. Arthur Channing had gone out; you know you did, spoke Roland, who seemed altogether out of his reckoning at the state of affairs, and wanted to blame somebody. You never said he had gone for good.

Well, sir; but how was I to think he had gone for good? mildly inquired the waiter. It have puzzled the house, sir: we dont know what to suppose. Towards eleven oclok, when the gentleman did not come in, I began to think the chambermaid must nave showed him to his room, being tired, perhaps; but she said she had not, and we went up and found the room unoccupied. We have never heard of him at all since, gentlemen.

The shadow looming over Hamish grew a little darker. He began to think all this was very strange.

The railway people were to have sent his portmanteau here, cried Roland; who, when much put out, could not reason at all, and spoke any thought that came uppermost.

Yes, sir, the portmanteau came the next morning, sir. I carried it up to his room, sir, and it is there still.  

What! unopened! exclaimed Hamish. I mean, has Mr. Arthur Channing not come here to claim it?

No, sir; its waiting for him against he do.

It grew serious now. Whatever abode Arthur might have removed to, he would not fail to claim his portmanteau, as common sense told Hamish. Roland, hearing the answer, began to stare.

Have you any idea how long he remained in, writing? asked Hamish.

No, sir. It might have been half-past eight or so, when I came back into the room, and found him gone. But I dont think he had written at all, sir, for the ink and things was on the table, just as I placed them; they didnt seem to have been used.

Were many letters waiting for him?

Four or five, sir. And there was a bit of a mishap with one of them, sir, for which I am very sorry. In taking them out of the rack to give to him, sir, I accidentally overlooked one, and left it in, so that Mr. Arthur Channing never had it. Its in there now.

Be so kind as bring it to me.

The man went for the letter, and gave it to Hamish. It was in Charles Channings handwriting, and bore the Marseilles post-mark. A proof that Charley had arrived there safely: which was a bit of gladness for Hamish.

I suppose you will not grumble at my opening this? he said to the man, with a smile, as he took out his card and handed it to him. I am Mr. Arthur Channings brother.

Oh, sir! I can see that by the likeness; no need to tell it to me, was the answer. Its all right, sir, Im sure. These other three letters have come since, sir. The big one by this mornings post, the other two later.

The big one, as the man called it, a thick, official-looking, blue envelope, was in Mr. Galloways handwriting. Roland knew the proctors seal too well. That one Hamish did not feel at liberty to open, but the others he did, and thought the circumstances fully justified it. Running his eyes over Charless first, he found it had been written on board, as the steamer was nearing Marseilles. It stated that he was feeling very much better for the voyage, and thought of staying quite a week in Paris as he came through it. So far, that was good news; and now Hamish opened the other two.

Each of them, dated that morning, proved to be from a separate firm of solicitors in London, and contained a few brief words of inquiry why Mr. Arthur Channing had not kept the appointment with them on the previous day.

Was Arthur lost, then? Hamish felt startled to tremor. As to poor Roland, he could only stare in helpless wonder, and openly lament that he had been such a wicked jackanapes as to attribute unkindness to Arthur.

When I knew in my heart he was the best and truest man, the bravest gentleman the world ever produced, Hamish. Oh! I am a nice one.

Remaining at the hotel would not help them, for the waiter could tell no more than he had told. Hamish pointed to his address on the card already given, and they walked away up Norfolk Street in silence. Roland broke it as they turned into the Strand, his low voice taking a tone of dread.

I say, Hamish! Arthur had a lot of money about him.

A lot of money! repeated Hamish.

He had. He brought it up from old Galloway. You  you  dont think he could have been murdered for it?

Hush, Roland!

Oh, well  But the roughs would not mind doing such a thing at Port Natal.


CHAPTER XXIX.

Restless Wanderings.

THE commotion was great. Six days had elapsed since Arthur Channings singular disappearance, and he had never been heard of.

Six days! In a case of this nature, six days to anxious friends will seem almost like six weeks. Nay, and longer. And, while on the topic, it may be well and right to state that these circumstances, this loss, occurred just as written; or about to be written; and are not a rechauffé from a dish somewhat recently served to the public in real life.

Arthur Channing arrived at the Euston Square Station on a certain evening already told of, and was met there by Roland Yorke later, soon after eight, he went to the private hotel in Norfolk Street, in which a room had been engaged for him, and where he had stayed before. Roland saw him go in: the waiter, Binns, received him, and left him in the coffee-room reading his letters. Upon the waiters entering the room nearly half an hour subsequently, he found it empty. A small parcel and an umbrella belonging to him where there, but he himself was not. Naturally the waiter concluded that he had put stepped out temporarily. He was mistaken, however. From that moment nothing had been seen or heard of Arthur Channing.

If ever Roland Yorke went nigh to lose his mind, it was now. Strangers thought he must be a candidate for Bedlam. Totally neglecting the exigencies of the office, he went tearing about like a lunatic. From one place to another, from this spot to that, backwards and forwards and round again, strode Roland, as if his legs went on wires. His aspect was fierce, his hair wild. The main resting-posts, at which he halted by turns, were Scotland Yard, Waterloo Bridge, and the London docks. The best that Rolands dark fears could suggest was, that Arthur had been murdered. Murdered for the sake of the money he had about him, and then put quietly out of the way. Waterloo Bridge, bearing a reputation for having been a former chosen receptacle for mysterious carpet-bags, was of course pitched upon by Roland as an ill-omened element in the tragedy now. It had also just happened that a man, drowned from one of the bridges, had been found in the London docks: having drifted in, no doubt, with an entering or leaving ship. This was quite enough for Roland. Morning after morning would find him there; and St. Katharines docks, being nearer, sometimes had him twice in the day.

Putting aside Rolands migrations, and his outspoken fears of dark deeds, others, interested, were to the full as much alarmed as he. The facts were more than singular; they were mysterious. From the time that Arthur Channing had entered the hotel in Norfolk Street, or  to be strictly correct  from a few minutes subsequent to that, when the waiter, Binns, had left him in the coffee-room, he seemed to have disappeared. The police could make nothing of it. Mr. Galloway, who had been at once communicated with by Hamish Channing, was nearly as much assailed by fears as Roland, and sent up letters or telegrams every other hour in the day.

The first and most natural theory taken up, as to the cause of the disappearance, was this  that Arthur Channing had received some news, amidst the letters given to him, that caused him to absent himself. But for the circumstance of the letter (written by Charles Channing on board the P. and O. steamer, and posted at Marseilles) not having been handed to Arthur, it might have been assumed that it had contained bad news of Charles, and that Arthur had hastened away to him. As the letter was omitted to be given to him  and it was an exceedingly curious incident in the problem that it should so have fallen out  this hope could not be entertained: Charles was well; and by that time, no doubt, in Paris enjoying himself. But, even had circumstances enabled them to take up this hope, it could not have lasted long: had Arthur been called suddenly away, to Charles, or elsewhere, he would not have failed to let his friends know it.

His portmanteau remained at the hotel unsought for; with his umbrella and small parcel, containing the few articles he had bought earlier in the night; full proof that when he quitted the hotel, he had meant to return to it. Now and again, even yet, a letter would reach the hotel from some stray individual or other, whom he ought to have seen on business during his sojourn in London, and had not. The letters, like the luggage, remained unclaimed, except by Hamish.

In reply to inquiries, Mr. Galloway stated that the amount of money brought up to town by Arthur from himself, was sixty pounds; chiefly in five-pound notes. This was, of course, exclusive of what Arthur might have about him of his own. Mr. Galloway, in regard to the transmission of money, seemed to do things like nobody else: who, save himself, but would have given Arthur an order on his London bankers, Glyn and Co.? Not he. He happened to have the sixty pounds by him, and so sent it up in hard cash.

The first thing the police did, upon being summoned to the search, was to endeavour to ascertain what letters Arthur had received that night upon entering the hotel in Norfolk Street, and who they were from. The waiter said there were either four or five; he was not sure which, but thought the former. He fancied there had been five in all; and, as the one was accidentally left in the rack, it must, he felt nearly sure, have been but four he delivered over. One of them  he was positive of this  had arrived that same evening, only an hour or two before Mr. Arthur Channing. The young person who presided over the interests of a kind of office, or semi-public parlour, where inquiries were made by visitors, and whence orders were issued, was a Miss Whiffin. She was an excessively smart lady in a rustling silk, with frizzy curls of a light tow on the top of her forehead, and a remarkable chignon behind that might have been furnished by the coiffeur of Mrs. Bede Greatorex. Miss Whiffin could not, or would not, recollect what number of letters there had been waiting for Mr. Channing. Being a supercilious young lady  or, at least, doing her best to appear one  she assumed to think it a piece of impertinence to be questioned at all. Yes, she remembered there were a small few letters waiting for Mr. Arthur Channing; foreign or English; she did not notice which: if Binns said it was five, no doubt it was five. She considered it exceedingly unreasonable of any customer, not to say ungentlemanly, to write and order a bed-room, and walk into the house and then walk out again, and never occupy it: it was a thing she neither understood nor had been accustomed to.

And that was all that could be got out of Miss Whiffin. Binns opinion, that the number of letters given to Arthur had been four, was in a degree borne out: for that was just the number they had been able to trace as having been written to him. Three of them were notes from people in London, making appointments for Arthur to call on them the next day; the fourth (the one spoken of by Binns as having arrived just before Arthur himself), was known to be from Mr. Galloway, that gentleman having despatched it by the day-mail from Helstonleigh.

What could have taken Arthur out again? That was the point to be, if possible, solved. Unless it could be, neither the police nor anybody else had the smallest clue as to the quarter their inquiries should be directed to. Had he quitted London again (which seemed highly improbable), then the railway stations must be visited for news of him: had he but strolled out for a walk, it must be the streets.

One of the three notes mentioned came from a firm of proctors in Parliament Street. It contained these words from the senior partner, who was an old friend of Mr. Galloways: If it were convenient for you to call on me the evening of your arrival in town, I should be glad, as I wish to see you myself, and I am leaving home the following morning for a week. I shall remain at the office until nine at night, on the chance that you may come.

That Arthur, on reading the note, might have hastened out to make the call in Parliament Street, was more than probable.  He knew London fairly well, having been up on two previous occasions for Mr. Galloway.  But Arthur never made his appearance there. Though of course that did not prove that he did not set out with the intention of going. Another feasible conjecture, started by Roland Yorke, was, that he might have forgotten some trifling article or other amidst his previous purchases, and gone out again to get it. Allowing that one or other of these suppositions was correct, it did not explain the mystery of his subsequent disappearance.

What became of him? If, according to this theory, he walked, or ran, up Norfolk Street to the Strand, and turned to the right or the left, or bore on across the road in pursuance of his purposed way, wherever that might be, how far did he go on that way? Where had his steps halted? at what point had he turned aside? How, and where, and in what manner had he disappeared? It was in truth a strange mystery, and none were able to answer the questions. A thousand times a day Roland declared he had been murdered  but that assertion was not looked upon as a satisfactory answer.

Upon a barrel, which happened to stand, end upwards, in a corner of an outer office at one of the police stations, into which he had gone dashing with dishevelled hair and agitated mien, sat Roland Yorke. Six days of search had gone by, and this was the seventh. With every morning that rose and brought forth no news of Arthur, Rolands state of mind grew worse and worse. The police for miles round were beginning to dread him, for he bothered their lives out. The shops in the Strand could say nearly the same. When it was found beyond doubt that Arthur was really missing, Roland had gone to the shops ringing and knocking frantically, just as he had at Mrs. Joness door, and bursting into those accessible. It happened to be evening: for a whole day was wasted in inquiring at more likely places, proctors and solicitors offices, Geralds chambers, and the like: and so a great many of the shops were closed. Into all that he could get, dashed Roland, asking for news of a gentleman; a very handsome young fellow nearly as tall as himself, who might have gone in to buy something.

Every conceivable article, displayed or not displayed for sale, did Rolands vivid imagination picture as having possibly been needed by Arthur, from candied rock at a sweet-stuff mart to a stomach-pump at the doctors. Some, serving behind the counters, thought him mad; others that he might have designs upon the till; all threatened to give him into custody. In the excited state of Rolands mind it was not to be expected that he could tell a quiet, coherent tale. When Hamish Channing went later, with his courteous explanation and calm bearing, though his inward anxiety was quite as great as Rolands, it was a different thing altogether, and he was received with the utmost consideration. Threats and denial availed not with Roland; day by day, as each day came round, the shops had him again. In, he was, like a man that stood head downwards and had no mind left; begging them to try and recall every soul who might have gone in to make purchases that night. But the shops could not help him. And, as the days went on, and nothing came of it, Roland began to lay the fault on the police.

I never heard of such a thing, he was saying this morning as he sat tilting on the high barrel, and wiping his hot face after his run; which might have been one of twelve miles, or so, comprising Scotland Yard, and in and out of every shop in the Strand and Fleet Street, and round all the docks and back again. Six days since he was missing, and no earthly news of him discovered yet! Not as much as a scrap of a clue! Wheres the use of a countrys having its police at all, unless they can do better than that?

He spoke in an injured tone; one that he would have liked to make angrily passionate. Rolands only audience was a solitary stout policeman, with a prominent, buttoned-up chest and red face, who stood with his back against the side of the mantle-piece, reading a newspaper.

We have not had no clue to work upon, you see, Mr. Yorke, replied the man, who bore the euphonious name of Spitchcock, and was, so to say, on intimate terms with Roland, through being invaded by him so often.

No skill, you mean, Spitchcock. I know what the English police are; had cause to know it, and the mistakes they make, years ago, long before I went to Port Natal. I could almost say, without being far from the truth, that it was the pig-headed, awful bungling of one of your lot that drove me to Africa.

How was that, sir?

Im not going to tell you. Sometimes I wish I had stayed out there; I should have been nearly as well off. What with not getting on, and being picked short up by having my dearest friend murdered and flung over Waterloo Bridge  for thats what it will turn out to be  things dont look bright over here. I know this much, Spitchcock: if it had happened in Port Natal, he would have been found ere this  dead or alive.

Yes, that must be a nice place, that must, by your description of it, sir, remarked Spitchcock with disparagement, as he turned his newspaper.

It was nicer than this is just now, at any rate, returned Roland. I never heard at Port Natal of a gentleman being pounced upon and murdered as he walked quietly along the public street at half-past eight oclock in the evening. Such a villainous thing didnt happen when I was there.

Youve got to hear it of London yet, Mr. Yorke.

Now dont you be pig-headed, Spitchcock. What else, do you suppose, could have happened to him? I cant say he was actually murdered in the open Strand: but I do say he must have been drawn into one of the alleys, or some other miserable place, with a pitch-plaster on his mouth, or chloroform to his nose, and there done for. Who is to know that he did not open his pocket-book in the train, coming up, and some thief caught sight of the notes, and dodged him? Come, Spitchcock?

Hed be safe enough in the Strand, remarked the man.

Oh, would he, though! fiercely rejoined Roland, panting with emotion and heat. Who is to know, then, but he had to dive into some bad places where the thieves live to do an errand for old Galloway, perhaps pay away one of his notes  and went out at once to do it? Do you mean to say thats unlikely?

No, thats not unlikely. If he had to do anything of the sort that took him into the thieves alleys, thats how he might have come to grief, avowed Mr. Spitchcock. Many a one gets put out of the way during a year, and no bones is made over it.

Roland jumped up with force so startling that he nearly upset the barrel. Thats how it must have been, Spitchcock! What can I do in it? I never cared for any one in the world as I cared for him, and never shall. Except  except somebody else  and thats nothing to anybody.

But this heres altogether another guess sort of thing, remonstrated Mr. Spitchcock. Them cases dont get found out through the party not being inquired for: his friends, if hes got any, thinks hes, may be, gone off on the spree, abroad or somewhere, and never asks after him. This is different.

He spoke in a cool calm kind of way. It produced no effect on Roland. The fresh theory had been started, and that was enough. So many conjectures had been hazarded and rejected in their hopelessness during the past few days, that to catch hold of another was to Roland something like a spring of water would have been, had he come upon one during his travels in the arid deserts of Africa. Ordering Spitchcock to propound this view to the first of his superiors that should look in, Roland went speeding on his course again to seek an interview with Hamish Channing.

Making a detour first of all down Wellington Street: for, to go by Waterloo Bridge without inquiring whether anything had turned up, was beyond Roland. Perhaps it was because Arthur seemed to have disappeared within the radius of what might be called its vicinity, taken in conjunction with its assumed ill-reputation  as a convenient medium over which dead cats and the like might be pitched into the safe, all-concealing river  that induced Roland Yorke to suspect the spot. It haunted his thoughts awake, his dreams asleep. One whole night he had sat on its parapet, watching the water below, watching the solitary passengers above. The police had got to know him now and what he wanted; and if they laughed at him behind his back, were civil to him before his face.

Onward pressed Roland, his head first in eagerness, his long legs skimming after. How many wayfarers and apple-stalls he had knocked over (so to say, walked through) since the search began, he would have had some difficulty to reckon up. As to bringing him to account for damages, that was simply impracticable. Before the capsized individual could understand what had happened to him, or the bewildered apple-woman so much as looked at her fallen wares, Roland was out of sight and hearing. A young shoe-black at the corner had got to think the gentleman, pressing onwards everlastingly up and down the street, never turning aside from his course, might be the Wandering Jew; and would cease brushing to gaze up at Roland whenever he passed.

Look at him now, reader. The tall, fine, well-dressed young fellow, his pale face anxious with not-attempted-to-be-concealed care, his arms swaying, the silk-lined breasts of his superfine frock-coat thrown back, as he strides on resolutely down Wellington Street! Neither to the right nor the left looks he: his eyes are cast forth over the peoples heads, towards the bridge and the river that it spans, as if staring for the information he is going to seek. One great feature in Roland was his hopefulness. Each time he started for Waterloo Bridge, or Scotland Yard, or Hamish Channings, or Mr. Greatorexs, or any other place where news might possibly be awaiting him, renewed hope was to the full as buoyant in his heart as it had been that memorable day when he had anchored in the beautiful harbour off Port Natal, and gazed on the fair shore with all its charming scenery that seemed to Roland as a very paradise. Bright with hope as his heart had been then, so was it now in the intermittent intervals. So was it at this moment as he bore on, down Wellington Street.

Well, said he to the toll-keeper. Anything turned up?

Not a bit ont, responded the man. Nor likely to.

Roland went through, perched himself on the parapet, and took his fill of gazing at the river. Now on this side the bridge, now leaping over to that. A steamer passed, a rowing-boat or two; but Arthur Channing was not in them. Roland looked to the mud on the sides, he threw his gaze forwards and backwards, up and down, round and about. In vain. All features were very much the same that they had been from the day of his first search: certainly, returning to him no signs of Arthur. And down went hope again, as completely as the pears had gone, earlier in the day, at a corner stall. Despair had possession of him now.

You say that no suspicious character went on to the bridge that night, so far as you can recollect, resumed Roland in the gloomiest tone, when he had walked lingeringly back to the man at the gate. Lingeringly, because some kind of clue seemed to lie with that bridge and he was always loth to quit it. If he did not suspect Arthur might be lying buried underneath the stone pavement, it seemed something like it.

I didnt say so, interrupted the gate-keeper, in rather a surly tone. What I said was, as there warnt nothing suspicious chucked over that night.

You cant tell. You might not hear.

Well, I havent got no time to jabber with you to-day.

If I kept this turnstile, I should make it my business to mark all suspicious night characters that went through; and watch them.

Oh, would you! And how ud you know which was the suspicious ones? Come! They dont always carry their bad marks on their backs, they dont; some on em dont look no different from you.

Roland bit his lips to keep down a retort. All in Arthurs interests. Upon giving the man, on a recent visit, what the latter had called sauce, his migration on and off the bridge had been threatened with a summary stoppage. So he was careful.

Well, Ive just had a clue given me by the police. And I dont hold the smallest doubt now that he was put out of the way. And this is the likeliest place for him to have been brought to. I dont think it would take much skill, after he was chloroformed to death, to shoot him over, out of a Hansom cab. Brought up upon the pavement, level with the parapet, hed go as easily over, if propelled, as I should if I jumped it. The toll-keeper answered by a growl and some sharp words. Truth to say, he felt personally aggrieved at his bridge being subjected to these scandalizing suspicions, and resented them accordingly. Roland did not wait. He went off in search of Hamish, and ere he had left the bridge behind out of sight, hope began again to spring up within him. So buoyant is the human heart in general, and Rolands in particular. Not  let it always be understood  the hope that Arthur would be found uninjured, only some news of him that might serve to solve the mystery.

Shooting out of a Hansom cab (not dead, after the manner of a picture just drawn, but alive) came a gentleman, just as Roland was passing it. The cab had whirled round the corner of Wellington Street, probably on its way from the station, and pulled up at a shop in the Strand. It was Sir Vincent Yorke. Roland stopped; seized his hand in his impulsive manner, and began entering upon the story of Arthur Channings disappearance without the smallest preliminary greeting of any kind. Every moment Roland could spare from running, he spent in talking. He talked to Mrs. Jones, he talked to Henry William Ollivera, he talked to Hurst and Jenner, he would have talked to the moon. Mr. Brown had been obliged to forbid him the office, unless he could come to it to work. In his rapid, excited manner, he poured forth the story, circumstance after circumstance, in Sir Vincents ear, that gentleman feeling slightly bewildered, and not best pleased at the unexpected arrest.

Oh  ah  I dare say hell turn up all right, minced Sir Vincent. A fellas not obliged to acquaint his friends with his movements. Just got up to town?  ah  yes  just for a day or two. Good day. Hope youll find him.

You dont understand who it is, Vincent, spoke Roland, resenting the want of interest; which, to say the best of it, was but lukewarm. It is William Yorkes brother-in-law, Annabels brother, and the dearest friend Ive ever had in life. Ive told you of Arthur Channing before. He has the best and bravest heart living; he is the truest man and gentleman the world ever produced.

Ah  yes  good day! Im in a hurry.

Sir Vincent made his escape into the shop. Roland went on to Hamish Channings office. Hamish could not neglect his work, however Roland might abandon his.

But Hamish would have liked to do it. In good truth, this most unaccountable disappearance of his brother was rendering him in a measure unfit for its duties. He might almost as well have devoted his whole time just now to the interests of the search, for his thoughts were with it always, and his interruptions were many. To him the police carried reports; it was on him Roland Yorke rattled in half a dozen times in the course of the day, upsetting all order and quiet, and business too, by the commotion he raised. To see Roland burst in, breath gone, hair awry, face white, chest heaving with emotion, was nothing at all extraordinary; but Hamish did wish, as the doors swung back after Roland once more, on this morning, that he would not burst in quite so often. Perhaps Roland was a little more excited than usual, from the full belief that he had at length got hold of the right clue.

Its all out, Hamish, he panted. Arthurs as good as found. He went out of the hotel to do some errand for Galloway; it took him into those bad, desperate, pick-pocketing places where the police dare hardly go themselves, and thats where it must have been done.

Hamish laid down his pen. The colour deserted his face, a faintness stole over his heart.

How has it been discovered, Roland? he inquired, in a hushed tone.

Spitchcock did it. You know the fellow,  red face, fat enough for two. I was with him just now; and in consequence of what he said, its the conclusion I have come to.

Naturally, Hamish pressed for details. Upon Rolands supplying them, with accuracy as faithful as his state of mind allowed, Hamish knew not whether to be most relieved or vexed. Roland had neither wish nor thought to deceive; and his positive assertion was made only in accordance with the belief he had worked himself into. To find that the present clue, as Roland called it, turned out to be a supposititious one of that impulsive gentlemans mind, on a par with the theory that he entertained in regard to Waterloo Bridge, was a relief undoubtedly to Hamish; but, nevertheless, he would have preferred Rolands keeping the whole to himself.

I wish youd not take up these fancies, Roland, he said, as severely as his sweet nature ever allowed him to speak. It is so useless to bring me unnecessary alarms.

You may take my word for it thats how it will turn out to have been, Hamish.

No. Had Mr. Galloway charged him with any commission to unsafe parts that night  or to safe ones, either  he would have written up since to tell me.

Oh, would he, though! cried Roland, wiping his hot brow. You dont know Galloway as I do, Hamish. Hes just likely to have given such a commission (if he had it to give) and to think no more about it. Somebody ought to go to Helstonleigh.

Hamish made no reply to this. He was busy with his papers.

Will you go, Hamish?

To Helstonleigh? Certainly not. There is not the slightest necessity for it. I am quite certain that Mr. Galloway holds no clue that he has not imparted.

Then, if nobody goes down, I will go, said Roland, his eyes lighting with earnestness, his cheeks flushing. I never thought to show myself in Helstonleigh again until fortune had altered with me; but Id despise myself if I could let my own feelings of shame stand in old Arthurs light

Dont do anything of the kind, advised Hamish. Believe me, Roland, it is altogether an ideal notion you have taken up. Your impulsive nature deceives you.

I shall go, Hamish. I am not obliged to carry your consent with me.

I should not give it, said Hamish, slightly laughing, but speaking in an unmistakably firm accent.

He was interrupted by a hacking cough. As Roland watched him, waiting until it should cease, watched the hectic colour it left behind it, a sudden recollection came over him of one who used to cough in much the same way before he died.

I say, old fellow, youve caught cold, he said.

No, I think not.

Id get rid of that cough, Hamish. It makes me think of Joe Jenkins. Dont be offended: Im not comparing you together. He was the thinnest and poorest lamp-post going, a miserable reed in the hands of Mrs. J.; and you are bright, handsome, fastidious Hamish Channing. But you cough alike.

With the last words Roland went dashing out. When he had a purpose in view, head and heels were alike impetuous, and perhaps no earthly power, unless it had been the appearance of Arthur, could have arrested him in the end he had in view  that of starting for Helstonleigh.


CHAPTER XXX.

A new Idea for Mr. Ollivera.

THE Reverend Henry William Ollivera sat in his room at a late breakfast; he had been called abroad to a sick parishioner just as he was about to sit down to it at nine in the morning. With his usual abandonment of self, he hastened away, swallowing a thimbleful of coffee without milk or sugar, and carrying with him a crust of bread. It was nearly one when he came back again, having taken a morning service for a friend, and this was his real breakfast. Mrs. Jones, who cared for the comforts of the people about her in her tart way, had sent up what she called buttered eggs, a slice of ham, and a hot roll. The table-cloth was beautifully white; the coffee-pot looked as good as silver.

But, tempting as the meal really was, hungry as Mr. Ollivera might be supposed to be, he was letting it get cold before him. A newspaper lay on the stand near, but he did not unfold it. The strangely eager light in his eyes was very conspicuous as he sat, seeing nothing, lost in a reverie; the fevered hands were still. Some months had elapsed now since his wild anxiety, to unfold the mystery enshrouding his brothers death, had set-in afresh, through the disclosure of Mr. Willett; a burning, restless anxiety, that never seemed wholly to quit his mind, by night or by day.

But nothing had come of it. Seek as Mr. Ollivera would, he as yet obtained no result. An exceedingly disagreeable and curious doubt had crossed his thoughts at times  whence arising he scarcely knew  of one whom he would have been very unwilling to suspect, even though the adverse appearances were greater than at present. And that was Alletha Rye. Perhaps what first of all struck him as strange, was Miss Ryes ill-concealed agitation upon any mention of the subject, her startling change of colour, her shrinking desire to avoid it. At the time of Mr. Willetts communication the clergyman had renewed his habit of going into Mrs. Joness parlour to converse upon the topic; previously he had been letting it slip into disuse, and then it was that the remarkable demeanour of Miss Rye dawned gradually on his notice. At first he thought it an accident, next he decided that it was strange, afterwards he grew to introduce the topic suddenly on purpose to observe her. And what he saw was beginning to make a most unpleasant impression on him. A verry slight occurrence, only the unexpected meeting of Mr. Butterby that morning, had brought the old matter all back to him. As he was hastening home from church, really wanting his breakfast, he encountered Jonas Butterby the detective. The latter said he had been in town nearly a week on business, (the reader saw him at the commencement, in conjunction with Mr. Bede Greatorex), but was returning to Helstonleigh that night or on the morrow. For a few minutes they stood conversing of the past, Butterby saying that nothing had turned up.

Have you not heard of Godfrey Pitman? suddenly asked Mr. Ollivera.

The question was put sharply: and for once the clever man was at fault. Did Mr. Ollivera mean to imply that he had heard of Pitman?  that he, the clergyman, was aware that he had heard? Or, was it but a simple question? In the uncertainty, Mr. Butterby made a pause, evidently in some kind of doubt or hesitation, and glanced keenly at the questioner from under his eyebrows. Mr. Ollivera marked it all.

Have you heard of him, then?

The way that folkss thoughts get wandering! exclaimed Butterby, with a charming air of innocence. Pitman, says you: if I wasnt a running of my head on that other man  Willett. And he has got an attack of the shivers from drinking; thats the last gazetted news of him, sir. As to that Godfrey Pitman  the less we say about him, the better, unless we could say it to some purpose. Good morning, Reverend Sir; Ive got my work cut out for me to-day.

One moment, said Mr. Ollivera, detaining him. I want your opinion upon a question I am going to ask. Could a woman, think you, have killed my brother?

Perhaps the question was so unexpected as slightly to startle even the detective. Instead of answering it, his green eyes shot out another keen glance at Mr. Ollivera, and they did not quit his face again. The latter supposed he was not understood.

I mean, could a woman, think you, have had the physical strength and courage to fire the pistol?

Do you ask me that, sir, because you suspect one?

I cannot say I go so far as to suspect one. It has occurred to me latterly as being within the range of possibility. I wish you would answer my question, Mr. Butterby?

In course, from the point you put it, it might have been a woman just as well as a man; some women be every bit as strong, and a sight bolder, was Mr. Butterbys answer. But I cant wait, sir, now, he added, as he turned away and said good morning once more.

It was queer, his asking that, very softly repeated Mr. Butterby, between his lips, as he walked on at a quicker pace than usual.

Mr. Ollivera got home with his head full of this; and, as usual under the circumstances, was letting his late breakfast grow cold before him. Mrs. Jones, entering the room on some domestic errand, gave him the information that Roland Yorke had just come in in a fine state of commotion (which was nothing unusual), saying Arthur Charming was as good as found murdered; and that he was, in consequence, off to Helstonleigh. Before Mr. Ollivera, setting to his breakfast then with a will, could get down stairs, Roland had gone skimming out again. So the clergyman turned his steps to the house of Greatorex and Greatorex.

It could not be but that the singular and prolonged disappearance of Arthur Channing should be exciting commotion in the public mind. Though it had not been made, so to say, a public matter, at least a portion of the public knew of it. The name did not appear in the papers; but the mysterious disappearance of a gentleman was becoming quite a treasure to the news-compilers. Greatorex and Greatorex had taken it up warmly, as much from real, intrinsic interest in the affair itself, as that Annabel was an inmate of their house. Arthur Channing had stood, unsolicited, over John Olliveras grave at the stealthy midnight burial service; and Mr. Greatorex did not forget it. He had offered his services at once to Hamish Channing. We have, he said, a wide experience of London life, and will do for you in it all that can be done. Bede, though kindly anxious, wished the matter could be set at rest, for it was costing him a clerk. Roland candidly avowed that he was no more fit for his work at present, than he would be to rule the patients in St. Lukes; and Bede privately believed this was only truth. Little Jenner was home again, and took Rolands work as well as his own.

One very singular phase of the attendant surroundings was this  so many people appeared to be missing. The one immediately in question, Arthur Channing, was but a unit in the number. Scarcely an hour in the day passed but the police either received voluntary news of somebodys disappearance; or, through their enquiries after Arthur, gained it for themselves. If space allowed, and these volumes were the proper medium for it, a most singularly interesting account might be given of these facts, every word of which would be true.

Henry Ollivera found Mr. Greatorex in the diningroom finishing his luncheon. In point of fact it was his dinner, for he was going out of town that afternoon and would not be home until late. Bede, who rarely took luncheon, though he sometimes made a pretence of going up for it, was biting morsels off a hard biscuit, as he stood against the wall by the mantle-piece, near the handsome pier-glass that in his days of vanity he had been so fond of glancing in. Mrs. Bede Greatorex was at table; also the little girl, Jane, whose dinner it was. The board was extravagantly spread, displaying fish and fowl and other delicacies, and Mrs.

Bede was solacing herself with a pint of sparkling hock, which stood at her elbow. She looked flushed; at least, as much so as a made-up face can look, and in her eyes there shone an angry light: perhaps at the nonappearance of two visitors she had expected, perhaps because she had just come from one of her violent-tempered attacks on Miss Channing. Mr. Greatorex, like his son Bede, did not appear to appreciate the good things: he was making his dinner off one plain dish and a glass of pale ale.

You will sit down and take some, William?

Mr. Ollivera declined; he had but just swallowed his breakfast. From the absence of Miss Channing at the table, he drew an augury that the ill news spoken of by Mrs. Jones must be correct. But Mr. Greatorex said he was not aware of anything fresh; and a smile crossed his lips upon hearing that Roland was the author of the report. Bede laughed outright.

If you only knew how often he has come in, startling us with extraordinary tales, youd have learnt by this time what faith to put in Roland Yorke, said Bede. A man more sensitively nervous than he is, or ever will be, would have had brain-fever with all this talking and walking and mental excitement.

He says, I understand, that he is going down to Helstonleigh, to get some information from Mr. Galloway, said the clergyman.

Oh, is he? As good go there as stay here, for all the work he does. Hed start for the moon if there were a road to convey him to it.

I wonder you give him so much holiday, Bede, remarked Mr. Ollivera.

He takes it, answered Bede. He is of very little use at his best, but we dont choose to discharge him, or in fact make any change until Lord Carrick comes over, who may now be expected shortly. I believe one thing  that he tries to do his utmost: and Brown puts up with him.

Do you know, began Mr. Ollivera, in a low, meaning tone, when the door closed upon the luncheon-tray, and the three gentlemen stood round the fire, Mrs. Bede having betaken herself to a far-off window, I have half a mind to go to Helstonleigh myself.

In search of Arthur Channing, William?

No, uncle. In quest of that other search that has been upon my mind so long. An idea has forced itself upon me lately that it  might have been a woman.

For heavens sake drop it, exclaimed Bede, with strange agitation. Dont you see Louisa?

She could not have heard  but Bede was always thus. He had his reasons for never allowing it to be spoken of before her. One of them was this: In the days gone by, just before their marriage, Clare Joliffe, suddenly introducing the subject of Mr. Olliveras death, when Bede was present, said to her sister in a tone between jest and earnest, that she (Louisa) had been the cause of it. Clare meant no more than that her conduct had caused him to end his life  as it was supposed he did. But Louisa, partly with passion, had gone into a state of agitation so great as to alarm Bede. Never, from that time, would he suffer it to be mentioned before her if he could guard against it.

But, William, what do you mean about a woman? asked Mr. Greatorex, dropping his voice to a lower key.

Uncle Greatorex, I cannot explain myself. I must go on in my own way, until the time to speak shall come. That the clearance of the past is rapidly advancing I feel sure of. A subtle instinct whispers it to me. My dreams tell it me. Forget for the present what I said. I ought not to have spoken.

You are visionary as usual, said Bede, sarcastically.

I know that you always think me so, was the clergymans answer, and he turned to depart.

There was a general dispersion. Only Mr. Greatorex remained in the room: and he had fallen into deep thought: when Roland Yorke, in his chronic state of excitement, dashed in. Without any ceremony he flung himself into a chair.

Mr. Greatorex, I am nearly dead-beat. What with cutting about perpetually, and meeting depressing disappointments, and catching up horrible new fears, its enough to wear a fellow out, sir.

Roland looked it: dead-beat. He had plenty of strength; but it would not stand this much overtaxing. In the last six days it may be questioned if he had sat down, with the exception of coming to a temporary anchor on upright barrels or parapets of bridges; and then he and his legs were so restless from excitement that a spectator would have thought he was afflicted with St. Vituss Dance.

Been taking a round this morning as usual, I suppose, Mr. Yorke, said the lawyer.

Ever so many of them, sir. I began with the docks: I cant help thinking that if anything was done with Arthur in conjunction with a carpet-bag, he might turn up there, after drifting down. Then I walked back to Scotland Yard, then looked into a few shops and police-stations. Next I went to Waterloo Bridge, then down to Hamish Channings, then back to Mrs. Joness; then to Vincent Yorkes; and now Im come here to tell you Im going down to Helstonleigh, if you dont mind sparing me.

If you dont mind sparing me! For the use he was of to the house, it did not matter whether he went or stayed. But that Roland had improved in mind and manners, he had surely not asked it. Time was when he had gone off on a longer journey than the one to Helstonleigh and never said to his master With your leave or by your leave; but just quitted the office impromptu, leaving his compliments as a legacy.

And if you please Id like to see Miss Channing before I start, sir; to tell her what Im doing, and to ask if she has any messages for her people.

Mr. Greatorex rang the bell. He fancied Miss Channing might be out, as she had not appeared at luncheon.

Not out, but in her bedroom. The pretty bedroom with its window-curtains of chintz and its tasty furniture. When gaiety or discord reigned below, when Mrs. Bede Greatorexs temper tried her as with a heavy cross, Annabel could come up here and find it a sure refuge. In one of the outbreaks of violence that seemed to be almost like insanity, Mrs. Bede had that morning attacked Miss Channing  and for no earthly reason. There are such tempers, there are such women in the world. Some of us know it too well.

Weeping, trembling, Annabel gained her chamber, and there sobbed out her heart. It had needed no additional grief to-day, for Arthurs strange disappearance filled it with a heavy, shrinking, terrible weight. Jane ran up to say luncheon was ready  their dinner; Annabel replied that she could not eat any. Taking the child in her arms, kissing her with many gentle kisses, she whispered a charge not to mention what had passed: if grandpapa or uncle Bede happened to remark on her absence from table, Jane might say she had a headache, and it would be perfectly true, for her head did ache sadly. It was ever thus; even Mrs. Bede Greatorex she endeavoured to screen from condemnation. Trained to goodness; to return good for evil whenever it was practicable; to bear sweetly and patiently, Annabel Channing strove to carry out certain holy precepts in every action of her daily life. Too many of us keep them for the church and the closet. Annabel had learnt the one only way. Praying ever, as she had been taught from childhood, for the Holy Spirit spoken of by Jesus Christ to make its home in her heart, and direct and restrain her always, she certainly knew the way to Peace as well as it can be known here; and practised it. The fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make peace.

But it was hard to bear. Her nature was but human. There were times, as on this day, when she thought she could not endure it; that she must give up her situation. And that she was loth to do. Loth for more reasons than one. Putting aside these trying outbreaks, the place was desirable. She was regarded as an equal, treated as a lady, well paid: and, what weighed greatly with Annabel in her extreme conscientiousness, she was unwilling to abandon Jane Greatorex. For she was doing the child good: good in the highest sense of the word. Left to some governesses (conscientious ones too in a moral and scholastic point of view) Jane would grow up a selfish, careless, utterly worldly woman: Annabel was ever patiently working by gentle degrees to lead her to wish to be something better; and she had begun to see a little light breaking in on her way. For this great cause she wished to remain: it seemed to be a duty to do so.

Drawing her desk towards her, she had sat down to write to her sister Constance, William Yorkes wife. Constance was her great resource. To her, when the worlds troubles were pressing heavily, Annabel poured out her sorrow  never having hinted at any particular cause, only saying the situation had its trials  and Constance never failed to write by return of post an answer that cheered Annabel, and helped her on her way. The very fact of writing seemed often to do her good, as on this day, and the tears had dried on her cheeks, and her face grew cheerful with hopeful resolution, as she folded the letter.

I must balance the good I enjoy here against the trouble, she said; that will help me to bear it better. If Jane

She was interrupted by the young lady in question; who came running in, followed by one of the maids.

Miss Channing, Roland Yorke wants to see you in the dining-room.

Roland Yorke! repeated Annabel, dubiously. With all his lack of attention to conventionalities, Mr. Roland had never gone so far as to send up for her.

It was Mr. Greatorex who desired me to tell you, miss, spoke up the servant, possibly thinking Miss Janes news needed confirmation. He rang to know whether you were at home, and then told me to come and say that Mr. Yorke wished to see you.

Annabel smoothed down the folds of her grey silk dress, and looked to see that her pretty auburn hair was tidy. She saw something else; her swollen eyes, and the vivid blushes on her cheeks.

Ill come with you, whispered Miss Jane. Ill tell him about Aunt Bede.

And the conviction that she might tell, in spite of all injunction against it, startled Annabel. Roland was the young ladys prime favourite, regarded by her as a big playfellow.

You cannot come with me, Jane. Mary, be so kind as to take Miss Jane to Dalla. Say that she must remain in the nursery until I am at liberty.

Roland was alone in the dining-room when she entered it. With a delicacy that really was to be commended in one who had been to Port Natal, he would not tell her of the theory he had caught up, or why he was going to Helstonleigh; only that he was about to start for that city.

But what are you going for, Roland? was the very natural question that ensued.

To see old Galloway, he replied, standing by her on the hearth-rug where Mr. Greatorex and Henry Ollivera had been standing but just before. I think Galloway must have given  at least  that is  that he could find some clue to Arthurs movements, if he were well pumped; and Im going to do it. Somebody ought to go; Hamish wont, and so it falls upon me.

Annabel made no answer.

I shant like appearing in the old place, he candidly resumed. I said I never would until I could take a fortune with me; but one has to do lots of things in this world that go against the grain; one soon lives long enough to find that boasting turns out to be nothing but emptiness.

Oh Roland! she said, as the utter fallacy of the expectation struck upon her, I fear it will be a lost journey. Had Mr. Galloway been able to furnish ever so small a clue, he would have been sure to send it without being asked.

Thats what Hamish says. But I mean to try. Id be off to-day to the North Pole as soon as to Helstonleigh, if I thought it would find him. And to think, Annabel, that while he was being kept out of the way by fate or ruffians, I was calling him proud!  and neglectful!  and hard-hearted! Ill never forgive myself that. If, through lack of exertion on my part, he should not be found, I might expect his ghost to come back and stand at the foot of my bed every night.

But  Roland  you have not given up all hope? she questioned, her clear, honest hazel eyes cast up steadily and beseechingly at his.

Well, I dont know. Sometimes I think hes sure to turn up all right, and then down I go again into the depths of mud. Last night I dreamt he was alive and well, and I was helping him up some perpendicular steps from a boat moored under Waterloo Bridge. When I awoke I thought it was true; oh! I was so glad! Even after I remembered, it seemed a good omen. Dont be down-hearted, Annabel. Once, at Port Natal, a fellow I knew was lost for a year. His name was Crow. We never supposed but what he was dead, but he came to life again with a good crop of red whiskers, and said hed only been travelling. I say! whats the matter with your eyes?

The sudden question rather confused her. She answered evasively.

Youve been crying, Annabel. Now, you tell me what the grievance was. If Mrs. Bede Greatorex makes you unhappy  good gracious! and I cant help you, or take you out of here! I do not know when I shall: I dont get on at all. Its enough to make a man swear.

Hush, Roland! I am very unhappy about Arthur.

Why, of course you are  how came I to forget it? he rejoined, easily satisfied as a child. And here am I, wasting the precious time that might be spent in looking after him! Have you anything to send to Helstonleigh?

Only my love. My dear love to them all. You will see mamma?

Roland suddenly took both her hands in his, and so held her before him, stooping his head a little, and speaking gently.

Annabel, I shall have to see your mamma, and tell her

She did not mean that at all; it had not so much as occurred to her. Naturally the cheeks became very vivid now. Without further ado, asking no leave, bold Roland kissed the shrinking face.

Good-bye, Annabel. Wish me luck.

Away he clattered, waiting for neither scolding nor answer, and was flying along the street below, before Annabel had at all recovered her equanimity.

To resolve to go to Helstonleigh was one thing, to get to it was another; and Roland Yorke, with his customary heedlessness, had not considered ways and means. It was only when he dashed in at his lodgings that morning (as, we have heard, was related by Mrs.

Jones to Mr. Ollivera), that the question struck him how he was to get there. He had not a coin in the world. Rolands earnings (the result of having put his shoulder to the wheel these three or four months past) had been deposited for safety with Mrs. Jones, it may be remembered, and they amounted to two sovereigns, These had been spent in the search after Arthur. In the first commotion of his disappearance, Roland had wildly dashed about in Hansoms; for his legs, with all their length and impatience, would not carry him from pillar to post fleet enough. He made small presents to policemen, hoping to sharpen their discovering powers; he put two advertisements in the Times, offering rewards for mysterious carpet-bags. But that a fortunate oversight caused him to omit appending any address, it was quite untellable the number of old bags that might have been brought him. All this had speedily melted the gold pieces. He then got Mrs. Jones to advance him (grumblingly) two more, which went the same way, and were not yet repaid. So, there he was, without money to take him to Helstonleigh, and nobody that he knew of likely to lend him any.

I cant walk, debated he, standing stock-still in his parlour, as his penniless state occurred to him. Theyd used to call it a hundred and eleven miles in the old coaching days. It would be nothing to me if I had the time, but I cant waste that now. Hamish has set his face against my going, or Id ask him. I wonder  I wonder whether Dick Yorke would let me have a couple of pounds?

To wonder, meant to do, with Roland. Out he went again on the spur of the moment, and ran all the way to Portland Place. Sir Vincent was not at home. The man said he had been there that morning on his arrival from Sunny Mead (the little Yorke homestead in Surrey), but had gone out again directly. He might be expected in at any moment, or all moments, during the day.

Roland waited. In a fine state of restlessness, as we may be sure, for the precious time was passing. He was afraid to go to the club lest he might miss him. When one oclock had struck, Roland thought he might do his other errand first: which was to acquaint Greatorex and Greatorex with his departure, and see Miss Channing. Therefore, he started forth again, leaving a peremptory message for Sir Vincent should he return, that he was to wait in for him.

And now, having seen Mr. Greatorex and Annabel, he was speeding back again to Portland Place. All breathless, and in a commotion, of course; driving along as if the pavement belonged to him, and nobody else had any claim to it. Charging round a corner at full tilt, he charged against an inoffensive foot-passenger, quietly approaching it: who was no other than Mr. Butterby.

Roland brought himself up. It was an opportunity not to be missed. Seizing hold of the official buttonhole, he poured the story of Arthur Channings disappearance into the official ear, imploring Mr. Butterbys good services in the cause.

Dont you think any more of the uncivil names Ive called you, Butterby. You knew all the while I didnt mean anything. Ive said Id pay you out when I got the chance, and so I will, but it shall be in gold. If you will only put your good services into the thing, we shall find him. Do, now! You wont bear malice, Butterby.

So impetuous had been the flow of eloquence, that Mr. Butterby had found no opportunity of getting a word in edgeways: he had simply looked and listened. The loss of Arthur Channing had been as inexplicable to him as to other people.

Arthur Channing aint one of them sort o blades likely to get into a mess, through going to places where drinking and what nots carried on, spoke he.

Of course he is not, was Rolands indignant answer. Arthur Channing drink! hed be as likely to turn tumbler at a dancing-booth! Look here, Butterby, you did work him harm once, but Ill never reproach you with it again as long as I live, and Ive known all along you had no ill-meaning in it: but now, you find him this time, and that will be tit for tat. Perhaps I may be rich some day, and Ill buy you a silver snuffbox set with diamonds.

I dont take snuff, said Mr. Butterby.

But it was impossible to resist Rolands pleading, in all its simple-hearted energy. And, to give Mr. Butterby his due, he would have been glad to do his best to find Arthur Channing.

I cant stay in London myself, said he; Ive been here a week now on private business, and must go down to Helstonleigh to-morrow; but Ill put it special into Detective Jelfs hands. Hes as cute an officer, young Mr. Yorke, as here and there one, and of more use in London than me.

Bless you, Butterby! cried hearty Roland; tell Jelf Ill give him a snuff-box, too. And now Im off. I wont forget you, Butterby.

Mr. Butterby thought the chances that Roland would ever have tin snuff-boxes to give away, let alone silver, were rather poor; but he was not a bad-natured man, and he detained Roland yet an instant to give him a friendly word of advice.

Theres one or two folks, in the old place, that you owe a trifle to, Mr. Yorke

Theres half-a-dozen, interrupted candid Roland.

Well, sir, Id not show myself in the town more than I could help. They are vexed at being kept out of their money, thinking some of the family might have paid it; and they might let off a bit if you went amid em: unless, indeed, you are taking down the money with you.

Taking the money with me!  why, Butterby, Ive not got a sixpence in the world, avowed Roland, opening his surprised eyes. If Dick Yorke wont lend me a pound or so, I dont know how on earth to get-down, unless they let me have a free pass on the top of the engine.

There was no time for more. Away he went to Portland Place, and thundered at the door, as if he had been a king. But his visit did not serve him.

Sir Vincent Yorke had entered just after Roland departed. Upon receiving the peremptory message, the baronet marvelled what it could mean, and whether all the Yorke family had been blown up, save himself. Nothing else, he thought, could justify the scapegoat Roland in desiring him, Sir Vincent, to stay in. To be kept waiting at home when he very particularly wanted to be out  for Sir Vincent had come to town to meet the lady he was shortly to marry, Miss Trehern  made him frightfully cross. So that when Roland re-appeared he had an angry-tempered man to deal with.

And, in good truth, had Roland announced the calamity, so pleasantly anticipated, it would have caused Sir Vincent less surprise; certainly less vexation. When he found he had been decoyed into staying in for nothing but to be asked to lend money to take Mr. Roland careering off somewhere by rail  he was in too great a passion to understand where  Sir Vincent exploded. Roland, quietly braving the storm, prayed for just a pound, as if he were praying for his life. Sir Vincent finally replied that hed not lend him a shilling if it would save him from hanging.

So Roland was thrown on his beam ends, and went back to Mrs. Joness with empty pockets, revolving ways and means in his mind.


CHAPTER XXXI.

Mr. Galloway invaded.

In was night in the old cathedral town. The ten oclock bell had rung, and Mr. Galloway, proctor and surrogate, at home in his residence in the Boundaries, was thinking he might prepare to go to rest. For several days he had been feeling very much out of sorts, and this evening the symptoms had culminated in what seemed a bad cold, attended with feverishness and pain in all his limbs. The old proctor was one of those people whose mind insensibly sways the body; and the mysterious disappearance of Arthur Channing was troubling him to sickness. He had caused a huge fire to be made up in his bed-room, and was seated by it, groaning; his slippered feet on a warm cushion, a railway rug enveloping his coat, and back, and shoulders; a white cotton night-cap with a hanging tassel ornamenting gracefully his head. One of his servants had just brought up a basinful of hot gruel, holding at least a quart, and put it on the stand by his easy chair. Mr. Galloway was groaning at the gruel as much as with pain, for he hated gruel like poison.

Thinking it might be less nauseous if disposed of at an unbroken draught, were that possible  or at least soonest over  Mr. Galloway caught up the basin and put it to his lips. With a cry and a splutter, down went the basin again. The stuff was scalding hot. And whether Mr. Galloways tongue, or teeth, or temper suffered most, he would have been puzzled to confess.

It was at this untoward moment  Mr. Galloways face turning purple, and himself choking and coughing  that a noise, as of thunder, suddenly awoke the echoes of the Boundaries. Shut up in his snug room, hearing sounds chiefly through the windows, the startled Mr. Galloway wondered what it was, and edged his white night-cap off one ear to listen. He had then the satisfaction of discovering that the noise was at his own front door. Somebody had evidently got hold of the knocker (an appendage recently made to the former naked panels), and was rapping and rattling as if never intending to leave off. And now the bell-handle was pulled in accompaniment  as a chorus accompanies a song  and the alarmed household were heard flying towards the door from all quarters.

Is it the fire-engine? groaned Mr. Galloway to himself. I didnt hear it come up.

It appeared not to be the fire-engine. A moment or two, and Mr. Galloway was conscious of a commotion on the stairs, some visitor making his way up; his man-servant offering a feeble opposition.

What on earth does John mean? He must be a fool  letting people come up here! thought Mr. Galloway, apostrophising his many years servitor. Hark! It can never be the Dean!

That any other living man, whether church dignitary or ordinary mortal, would venture to invade him in his private sanctum, take him by storm in his own chamber, was beyond belief. Mr. Galloway, all fluttered and fevered, hitched his white night-cap a little higher, turned his wondering face to the door, and sat listening.

If hes neither in bed nor undressed, as you say, I can see him up here just as well as below; so dont bother, old John, were the words that caught indistinctly the disturbed invalids ear: and somehow the voice seemed to strike some uncertain chord of memory. I say, old John, you dont get younger, it went on; wheres your hair gone? Is this the room? it used to be.

Without further ado, the door was flung open; and the visitor stepped over the threshold. The two, invader and invaded, gazed at each other. The one saw an old man, who appeared to be shrunk in spite of his wraps, with a red face surmounted by a cotton nightcap, a flaxen curl or two peeping out above the amazed eyes, and a basin of steaming gruel: the other saw a tall, fine, well-dressed young fellow, whose face, like the voice, struck on the chords of memory. John spoke from behind.

Its Mr. Roland Yorke, sir. Hed not be stayed: he would come up in spite of me.

Goodness bless me! exclaimed the proctor.

Putting down his hat and a small brown paper parcel that he carried, Roland advanced to Mr. Galloway, nearly turning over the stand and the gruel, which John had to rush forward and steady  and held out his hand.

I dont know whether youll shake it, sir, after the way we parted. I am willing.

The way of parting was yours, Mr. Roland, not mine, was the answer. But Mr. Galloway did shake the hand, and Roland sat down by the fire, uninvited, making himself at home, as usual.

Whats amiss, sir? he asked, as John went away. Got the mumps? Is that gruel? Horrid composition! I think it must have been invented for our sins. You must be uncommon ill, sir, to swallow that.

And what in the world brings you down here at this hour, frightening quiet people out of their senses? demanded Mr. Galloway, paying no heed to Rolands questions. Im sure I thought it was the parish engine.

The train brought me, replied matter-of-fact Roland. I had meant to get here by an earlier one, but things went cross and contrary.

That was no reason why you should knock my door down.

Oh, it was all my impatience: my minds in a fright-fill worry, penitently acknowledged Roland. I hope youll forgive it, sir. Ive come from London, Mr. Galloway, about this miserable business of Arthur Channing. We want to know where you sent him to?

Mr. Galloway, his doubts as to fire-engines set at rest, had been getting cool; but the name turned him hot again. He had grown to like Arthur better than he would have cared to tell; the supposition flashed into his mind that a discovery might have been made of some untoward fate having overtaken him, and that Rolands errand was to break the news.

Is Arthur dead? he questioned, in a low tone.

I think so, answered Roland. But he has not turned up yet, dead or alive. Im sure its not for the want of looking after. Ive spent my time pretty well, since he was missing, between Waterloo Bridge and the East India docks.

Then youve not come down to say he is found?

No: only to ask you where you sent him that night, that he may be.

When the explanation was complete, Roland discovered that he had had his journey for nothing, and would have done well to take the opinion of Hamish Channing. Every title of information that Mr. Galloway was able to give, he had already written to Hamish: not a thought, not a supposition, but he had imparted it in full. As to Rolands idea, that business might have carried Arthur to dishonest neighbourhoods in London, Mr. Galloway negatived it positively.

He had none to do for me in such places, and Im sure hed not of his own.

Roland sat pulling at his whiskers, feeling very gloomy. In his sanguine temperament, he had been buoying himself with a hope that grew higher and higher all the way down: so that when he arrived at Mr. Galloways he had nearly persuaded himself that  if Arthur, in person, was not there, news of him would be. Hence the loud and impatient door-summons.

I know he is at the bottom of the Thames! I did so hope you could throw some light on it that you might have forgotten to tell, Mr. Galloway.

Forgotten! returned Mr. Galloway, slightly agitated. If I remembered my sins, young man, as well as I remember all connected with him, I might be the better for it. His disappearance has made me ill; thats what it has done; and Im not sure but it will kill me. When a steady, honourable, God-fearing young man like Arthur Channing, whose heart I verily believe was as much in heaven as earth; when such a man disappears in this mysterious manner at night in London, leaving no information of his whereabouts, and who cannot be traced or found, nothing but the worst is to be apprehended. I believe Arthur Channing to have been murdered for the sake of the large sum of money he had about him.

Mr. Galloway seized his handkerchief, and rubbed his hot face. The night-cap was pushed a little further off in the process. It was the precise view Roland had taken; and, to have it confirmed by Mr. Galloways, seemed to drive all hope out of him for good.

And I never had the opportunity of atoning to him for the past, you see, Mr. Galloway! It will stick in my memory for life, like a pill in the throat. Id rather have been murdered myself ten times over.

I gave my consent to his going with reluctance, said Mr. Galloway, seeming to repeat the fact for his own benefit rather than for Rolands. What did it signify whether Charles was met in London, or not? if he could find his way to London from Marseilles alone, surely he might find it to Helstonleigh! Our busy time, the November audit, is approaching: but it was not that thought that swayed me against it, but an inward instinct. Arthur said he had not had a holiday for two years; he said there was business wanting the presence of one of us in London: all true, and I yielded. And this is what has come of it!

Mr. Galloway gave his face another rub; the nightcap went higher and seemed to hang on only by its tassel, admitting the curls to full view. In spite of Rolands despairing state, he took advantage of the occasion.

I say, Mr. Galloway, your hair is not as luxuriant as it was.

Its like me, then, returned Mr. Galloway, whose mind was too much depressed to resent personal remarks. What will become of us all without Arthur (putting out of sight for a moment the awful grief for himself) I cannot imagine. Look at his mother! He nearly supported the house: Mrs. Channings own income is but a trifle, and Tom cant give much as yet. Look at me! What on earth I shall do without him at the office, never can be surmised!

My goodness! cried modest Roland. Youll be almost as much put to it, sir, as you were when I went off to Port Natal.

Mr. Galloway coughed. Almost, assented he, rather satirically. Why, Roland Yorke, he burst forth with impetuosity, if you had been with me from then till now, and abandoned all your lazy tricks, and gone in for hard work, taking not a days holiday or an hours play, you could never have made yourself into half the capable and clever man that Arthur was.

Well, you see, Mr. Galloway, my talents dont lie so much in the sticking to a desk as in knocking about, good-humouredly avowed Roland. But I do go in for hard work; I do indeed.

I hear you didnt make a fortune at Port Natal, young man!

Roland, open as ever, gave a short summary of what he did instead  starved, and did work as a labourer when he could get any to do, and drove pigs, and came back home with his coat out at elbows.

Nobody need reproach me; it was worse for me than for them  not but what lots of people do. I tried my best; and Im trying it still. It did me one service, Mr. Galloway  took my pride and my laziness out of me. But for the lessons of life I learnt at Port Natal, I should have continued a miserable humbug to the end, shirking work on my own score, and looking to other folks to keep me. Im trying to do my best honestly, and to make my way. The returns are not grand yet, but such as they are Im living on them, and they may get better. Rome was not built in a day. I went out to Port Natal to set good old Arthur right with the world; I couldnt bring myself to publish the confession, that you know of, sir, while I stopped here. I thought to make my fortune also, a few millions, or so. I didnt do it; it was a failure altogether, but it made a better man of me.

Glad to hear it, said Mr. Galloway.

He watched the earnest eager face, bent towards him; he noted the genuine, truthful, serious tone the words were spoken in; and the conclusion he drew was that Roland might not be making an unjustifiable boast. It seemed incredible though, taking into recollection his former experience of that gentleman.

And when Ive got on, so as to make a couple of hundred a year or so, I am going to get married, Mr. Galloway.

In  deed! exclaimed Mr. Galloway, staring very much. Is the lady fixed upon?

Well, yes; and I dont mind telling you, if youll keep the secret and not repeat it up and down the town: I dont fancy shed like it to be talked of yet. Its Annabel.

Annabel Channing! uttered Mr. Galloway, in dubious surprise. Has she said shell have you?

Im not sure that she has said it. She means it.

Why she  she is one of the best and sweetest girls living; she might marry almost anybody; she might nearly get a lord, burst forth Mr. Galloway, with a touch of his former gossiping propensity.

Rolands eyes sparkled. So she might, sir. But shell wait for me. And she does not expect riches, either; but will put her shoulder to the wheel with me and be content to work and help until riches come. Mr. Galloway gave a sniff of disbelief. He might be pardoned if he treated this in his own mind as a simple delusion on Rolands part. He liked Annabel nearly as well as he had liked Arthur; and he looked upon Mr. Roland as a wandering knight-errant, not much likely to do any good for himself or others. Roland rose.  

I must be off, he said. Ive got my mother to see. Well, this is a pill  to find youve no clue to give me. Hamish said it would be so.

I hear Hamish Charming is ill?

He is not ill, that I know of. He looks it: a puff of wind youd say would blow him away.

Disappointed in his book?

Well, I suppose so. Its an awful sin, though, for it to have been written down  whoever did it.

I should call it a swindle, corrected Mr. Galloway. A bare-faced, swindling injustice. The public ought to be put right, if there were any way of doing it.

Did you read the book, Mr. Galloway?

Yes; and then I went forthwith out and bought it. And I read Geralds.

That was a beauty, wasnt it? cried sarcastic Roland.

Without paint, pursued Mr. Galloway, in the same strain. It was just worth throwing on the fire leaf by leaf, thats my opinion of Geralds book. But it got the reviews, Roland.

And be shot to it! We cant understand the riddle up in London, sir.

Im sure we cant down here, emphatically repeated Mr. Galloway. Well, good night: Im not sorry to have seen you. When are you going back?

To-morrow. And Id rather have gone a hundred miles the other way than come near Helstonleigh. I shall take care to go and see nobody here, except Mrs. Channing. If  

You must not speak of Arthur to Mrs. Channing, interrupted the proctor.

Not speak of him!

She knows nothing of his loss: it has been kept from her. She thinks he is in Paris with Charles.

In her weak state of health she would hardly stand the prolonged suspense.

Its a good thing you told me, said Roland, heartily. I hope I shant let it out. Good night, sir. I must not forget this, though, he added, turning to take up the parcel. It has got a clean shirt and collar in it.

Where are you going to sleep?

Roland paused. Until that moment the thought had never struck him where he was to sleep.

I dare say they can give me a shake-down at the mothers. The hearth-rug will do: Im not particular. Id used to go in for a feather bed and two pillows. My goodness! what a selfish young lunatic I was!

If they cant, perhaps we can give you a shakedown here, said Mr. Galloway. But dont you ring the house down if you come back.

Thank you, sir, said Roland, gratefully. I wonder all you old friends are so good to me.

He clattered down in a commotion, and found himself in the Boundaries. When he passed through them ten minutes before, he was bearing on too fiercely to Mr. Galloways to take notice of a single feature. Time had been when Roland would not have cared for old memories. They came crowding upon him now: the dear life associations, the events and interests of his boyhood, like fresh green resting-places mid a sandy desert. The ringing out of the cathedral clock, telling the three-quarters past ten, helped the delusion. Opposite to him rose the time-honoured edifice, worn by the defacing hand of centuries. Renovation had been going on for a long while; the pinnacles were new; old buildings around, that formerly partially obscured it, had been removed, and it stood out to view as Roland had never before seen it. It was a bright night; the moon shone as clearly as it had done on that early March night which ushered in the commencing prologue of this story. It brought out the fret-work of the dear old cathedral; it lightened up the gables of the quaint houses of the Boundaries, all sizes and shapes in architecture; it glittered on the level grass enclosed by the broad gravel walks, which the stately dames of the still more stately church dignitaries once cared to pace. But where were the tall old elm-trees  through whose foliage the moonbeams ought to have glittered, but did not? Where were the rooks that used to make their home in them, wiling the poor college boys, at their Latin and Greek hard by, with the friendly chorus of caws? Gone. Roland looked up, eyes and mouth alike opening with amazement, and marvelled. A poor apology for the trees was indeed left; but topped and lopped to discredit. The branches, towering and spreading in their might, had been removed, and the homeless rooks driven away, wanderers.

Its nothing but sacrilege, spoke bold Roland, when he had done staring. For certain itll bring nobody good luck.

He could not resist crossing the Boundaries to the little iron gate admitting to the cloisters. It would not admit him to-night: the cloister porter, successor to Mr. John Ketch of cantankerous memory, had locked it hours ago, and had the key safely hung up by his bed-side in his lodge. This was the gate through which poor Charley Channing had gone, innocently confiding, to be frightened all but to death, that memorable night in the annals of the college school. Charley, who was now a flourishing young clerk in India (at the present moment supposed to be enjoying Paris), and likely to rise to fame and fortune, health permitting. Many a time and oft, had Roland himself dashed through the gate, surplice on arm, in a white heat of fear lest he should be marked late. How the shouts of the boys used to echo along the vaulted roofs of the cloisters! How they seemed to echo in the heart of Roland now! Times had changed. Things had changed. He had changed. A new set of boys filled the school: some of the clergy were fresh in the cathedral. The bishop, gone to his account, had been replaced by a better: a once great and good preacher, who was wont in times long gone by to fill the cathedral with his hearers of jostling crowds, had followed him. In Mr. Rolands own family, and in that of one with whom they had been very intimately associated, there were changes. George Yorke was no more; Gerald had risen to be a great man; he, Roland, had fallen, and was of no account in the world. Mr. Channing had died; Hamish was dying  

How came that last thought to steal into the mind of Roland Yorke? He did not know. It had never occurred to him before: why should it have done so now? Ah, he might ask himself the question, but he could not answer it. Buried in reflections of the past and present, one leading on to another, it had followed in as if consecutively, arising Roland knew not whence, and startling him to terror. He shook himself in a sort of fright; his pulse grew quick, his face hot.

I do think I must have been in a dream, debated Roland, or else moonstruck. Sunny Hamish! as if the world could afford to lose him! Nobody but a donkey whose brains had been knocked out of him at Port Natal, would get such wicked fancies.

He went back at full gallop, turned the corner, and looked out for the windows of his mothers house. They were not difficult to be been, for in every one of them shone a blaze of light. The sweet white radiance of the moon, with its beauteous softness, never to be matched by earthly invention, was quite eclipsed in the garish red of the flaming windows. Lady Augusta Yorke had an assembly  as was plain enough by the signs.

Was ever the like bother known! spoke Roland aloud, momentarily halting in the quiet spot. Shes got all the world and his wife there. And I didnt want a soul to know that I was at Helstonleigh!

He took his resolution at once, ran on, and made for a small side door. A smart maid, in a flounced gown and no cap to make mention of, stood at it, flirting with a footman from one of the waiting carriages. Roland went in head foremost, saying nothing, passing swiftly through tortuous passages and up the stairs. The girl naturally took him for a robber, or some such evil character, and stood agape with wonder. But she did not want for courage, and went after him. He had made his way to what used to be his sisters school-room in Miss Charmings time; the open door displayed a table temptingly set out with light refreshments, and nobody was in it. When the maid got there, Roland, his hat on a chair and parcel on the floor, was devouring the sandwiches.

Why, what on earth! she began. My patience! who are you, sir? How dare you?

Who am I? said Roland, his mouth nearly too full to answer. You just go and fetch Lady Augusta here. Say a gentleman wants to see her. Tell her privately, mind.

The girl, in sheer amazement, did as she was bid: whispering her own comments to her mistress.

Id be aware of him, my lady, if I were you, please. It might be a maniac. Im sure the way hes gobbling up the victuals dont look like nothing else.

Lady Augusta Yorke, slightly fluttered, took the precaution to draw with her her youngest son, Harry, a stalwart Kings Scholar of seventeen. Advancing dubiously to the interview, she took a peep in, and saw the intruder, a great tall fellow, whose back was towards her, swallowing down big table-spoonfuls of custard. The sight aroused Lady Augustas anger: thered be a famine; thered be nothing left for her hungry guests. In, she burst, something after Rolands own fashion, words of reproach on her tongue, threats of the police. Harry gazed in doubt; the maid brought up the rear.

Roland turned, full of affection, dropped the spoon into the custard-dish, and flew to embrace her.

How are you, mother, darling? Its only me.

And the Lady Augusta Yorke, between surprise at the meeting, a little joy, and vexation on the score of her diminishing supper, was somewhat overwhelmed, and sunk into a chair in screaming hysterics.


CHAPTER XXXII.

In the Cathedral.

THE college bell was tolling for morning prayers: and the Helstonleigh College boys were coming up in groups and disappearing within the little cloister gate, with their white surplices on their arms, just as Roland Yorke had seen them in his reminiscential visions the previous night. It was the first of November: a saints day; and a great one, as everybody knows; consequently the school had holiday, and the kings scholars attended Divine service.

Roland was amidst them, having come out after breakfast to give as he said a look round. The morning was well on when he awoke up from the couch prepared for him at Lady Augustas  a soft bed with charming pillows, and not a temporary shakedown on the hearth-rug. They had sat up late the previous night, after Lady Augustas guests had left, talking of old times and new ones. Roland freely confessed his penniless state, his present mode of living, with its shifts and drawbacks, the pound a week that Mrs. Jones made do for all, the brushing of his own clothes, the sometimes blacking of his own boots: which sent his mother into a fit of reproachful sobs. In his sanguine open-heartedness he enlarged upon the fortune that was sure to be his some time (a few hundreds a-year and a house of his own), and made her and his two sisters the most liberal promises on the strength of it. Caroline Yorke turned from him: he had lost caste in her eyes. Fanny, with her sweet voice and gentle smile, whispered him to work on bravely, never to fear. The two girls were essentially different. Constance Channing had done her utmost with them both: they had gone to Hazeldon with her when she became William Yorkes wife; but her patient training had borne different fruit.

Roland dashed first of all into Mr. Galloways, to ask if he had news of Arthur. No, none, Mr. Galloway answered with a groan, and it would surely be the death of him. As Roland left the proctors house, he saw the college boys flocking into the cloisters, and he went with them. Renovation seemed to be going on everywhere; beauty had succeeded dilapidations, and the old cathedral might well raise her head proudly now. But Roland did wonder when the improvements and the work would be finished; they had been going on as long as he could remember.

But the cloisters had not moved or changed their form, and Roland lost himself in the days of the past. One of the prebendaries, a fresh one since Rolands time, was turning into the chapter-house; Roland, positively from old associations, snatched off his hat to him. In imagination he was kings scholar again, existing in mortal dread, when in those cloisters, of the Dean and Chapter.

I say  you, said he, seizing hold of a big boy, who had his surplice flung across his shoulder in the most untidy and crumpled fashion possible, show me Joe Jenkinss grave.

Yes, sir, answered the boy, wondering what fine imperative gentleman had got amidst them, and speaking civilly, lest it might be a connection of some one of the prebendaries. Its round on the other side.

Running along to the end of the north cloister, near to the famous grave-stone Miserrimus, near to the spot where a ghost had once appeared to Charles Channing, he pointed to an obscure corner of the green grave-yard, which the cloisters enclosed. Many and many a time had Roland perched himself on those dilapidated old mullioned window-frames in the days gone by.

Its there, said the boy. Old Ketch, the cloister porter, lies on this side him.

Oh, Ketch does, does he! I wonder whose doings that was! Its a shame to have placed him, a cross-grained old wretch, side by side with poor Jenkins.

Jenkins was cross-grained too, for the matter of that, cried the boy. He was always asking the fellows for a tip to buy baccy, and grumbling if they did not give it.

Roland stared indignantly. Jenkins was! Why, what are you talking of? Jenkins never smoked.

Oh, didnt he, though! Why, he died smoking; he was smoking always. Pretty well, that, for an old one of seventy-six.

Im not talking of old Jenkins, cried Roland. Who wants to know about him?  what a senseless fellow you are! Its young Jenkins. Joe: who was at Galloways.

Oh, him! He was buried in front, not here. I cant go round to show you, sir, for times up.

The boy took to his heels, as schoolboys only can take to them, and Roland heard him rattle up the steps of the college hall to join his comrades. Propped against the frame-work, his memory lost itself in many things; and the minutes passed unheeded by. The procession of the kings scholars aroused him. They filed along the cloisters from the college hall, two and two, in their surplices and trenchers, his brother Harry, one of the seniors, nearly the last of them. When they had disappeared, Roland ran round to the front grave-yard. Between the cathedral gates and those leading to the palace, stood a black-robed verger, with his silver mace, awaiting the appearance of the Dean. Roland accosted the man and asked him which was Joe Jenkinss grave.

Thats it, sir, and the verger, indicating a flat stone, which was nearly buried in the grass. You cant miss it: his names there.

Roland went into the burial-ground, treading down the grass. Yes, there it was. Joseph Jenkins. Aged thirty-nine. He stood looking at it for some minutes.

If ever I get rich, Joe, poor meek old fellow, you shall have a better monument, spoke Roland aloud. This common stone, Mrs. J.s no doubt, shall be replaced by one of white marble, and well have your virtues inscribed on it.

The quarter-past ten chimed out; the bell ceased, and the swell of the organ was heard. Service had begun in the cathedral. Roland went about, reading, or trying to read, other inscriptions; he surveyed the well-remembered houses around; he shaded his hand from the sun, and looked up to take leisurely notice of the outer renovations of the cathedral. Tired of this, it suddenly occurred to him that he would go in to service; just for old memories sake.

In, he went; never heeding the fact that the service had commenced, and that it used not to be the custom for an intruder to enter the choir afterwards. Straight on, went he, to the choir gates, not making for either of the aisles, as a modest man would, pushed aside the purple curtain, and let himself into a stall on the decani side; to the intense indignation of the sexton, who marvelled that any living man should possess sufficient impudence for it. When Roland looked up, and had opened the large prayer-book lying before him, the chanter had come to that portion of the service, O Lord, open Thou our lips. It was a melodious, full, pleasant voice. A thorough good chanter, decided Roland, reared to be critical in such matters; and he took a survey of him. The chanter was on the cantori side, nearly opposite to Roland; a good-looking, open-countenanced young clergyman, with brown hair, whose face seemed to strike another familiar chord on Rolands memory.

If I dont believe its Tom! thought Roland.

Tom it was. But it slightly discomposed the equanimity of the Reverend Thomas Channing to find the stalwart, bold disturber, at whom everybody had stared, and the Dean himself glanced at, telegraphing him a couple of nods, in what seemed the exuberance of gratified delight. The young chanters face turned red; he certainly did not telegraph back again.

Thus tacitly repulsed, Roland had leisure to look about him, and did so to his hearts content, while the Venite and the Psalms for the day were being sung. Nearly side by side with himself, at the chanting desk, but not being used for chanting to-day, he discovered his kinsman, William Yorke. And the Reverend William kept his haughty shoulder turned away; and had felt fit to faint when Roland had come bursting through the closed curtains. He, and Tom Channing, and the head-master of the school, were the three minor canons present.

Oh, how like the old days it was! The Dean in his stall; the sub-dean on the other side, and the new prebendary, whom Roland did not know. There stood the choristers at their desks; here, on the flags, extended the two facing lines of kings scholars, all in their white surplices. There was a fresh head-master in Mr. Pyes place, and Roland did not know him. The last time Roland had attended service in the cathedral  and he well remembered it  Arthur Channing took the organ. He had ceased for several years to take it now, except on some chance occasion for pleasure. Where was Arthur now? Could it be that he was not? What with the chilliness of the thought and the chilliness of the edifice, Roland gave a shiver.

But they are beginning the First Lesson  part of a chapter in Wisdom, William Yorke reading it. With the first sentences Arthur was brought more forcibly into Rolands mind.

But the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God, and there shall no torment touch them. In the sight of the unwise they seemed to die: and their departure is taken for misery, and their going from us to be utter destruction: but they are in peace.



And so on to the end of the verses. Sitting back in his stall, subdued and quiet now, all his curiosity suppressed, Roland could but think how applicable the Lesson was to Arthur. Whether living or dead, he must be at peace, for God had surely proved him and found him worthy for Himself. Roland Yorke had not learnt yet to be what Arthur was; but a feeling, it might be called a hope, stole over him then for the first time in his life that the change would come. Annabel will help me, he thought.

When service was over, Roland greeted all he cared to greet of those who remembered him. Passing back up the aisle to join Tom Channing in the vestry (where the first thing he did was try on the young parsons surplice and hood), he met his kinsman coming from it. Roland turned his shoulder now, and his cold sweeping bow, when the minor canon stopped to speak, would have done honour to a monarch. William Yorke walked on, biting his lips between amusement and vexation. As Roland and Thomas Channing were passing through the Boundaries, a rather short, redfaced, pleasant looking young man met them, and stayed to shake hands with the minor canon. It was Stephen By water. Roland knew him at once: his saucy face had not altered a whit. Bywater had come into no end of property in the West Indies (as Roland heard explained to him by Tom afterwards), and was now in Europe for a short sojourn.

Hows Ger? asked Bywater, when they had spoken of Arthur and general news.

A great man, answered Roland. Looks over my head if he meets me in the street. I might have knocked him down before now, Bywater, but for having left my manners at Port Natal.

Oh, thats it, is it! cried Bywater. Ger is Ger still, I see. Does he remember the ink-bottle?

What ink-bottle?

And the tanning of birch Pye gave him?

Roland did not understand. The termination of that little episode of school-boy life had taken place after he quitted Helstonleigh, and it was never imparted to him. Stephen Bywater recited it with full flavour now.

Gers not so white himself, then, remarked Roland. Hes always throwing that bank-note of Galloways in my teeth.

Is he? I once told him he was a cur, added Bywater, quietly. Good-bye, old fellow; we shall meet again, I hope.

Mrs. Channing was delighted to see Roland. But when he spoke to her of Annabel she burst out laughing, just as her son Hamish had done; which slightly disconcerted the would-be bridegroom. Considering that in three or four months, as he now openly confessed, he had saved up two pounds towards commencing housekeeping (and those were spent), Mrs. Channing thought the prospect for him and Annabel about as hopeless a one as she had ever heard of. Roland came to the private conclusion that he must be making the two hundred a year before speaking again. He remembered the warning Mr. Galloway had given him in regard to Arthur, and got away in safety.

Home again then to Lady Augustas, where he stayed till past mid-day, and then started for the station to take the train for London. Fearing there might be a procession to escort him off, the old family barouche ordered out, or something of that, for Roland remembered his mother of old, he stole a march on them and got out alone, his brown paper parcel in his hand and three or four smaller ones, containing toys and cakes that Fanny was sending to Geralds children.

His intention had been to dash through the streets at speed, remembering Mr. Butterbys friendly caution. But the once well-known spots had charms for Roland, and he halted to gaze at nearly every step. The Guildhall, the market-house, the churches: all the old familiar places that had grown to his memory when far away from them. Before Mrs. Jenkinss house he came to a full stop: not the one in which Mr. Ollivera had met his death, but the smaller dwelling beside it. From the opposite side of the way stood Roland, while he gazed. The shop sold a different kind of wares now; but Roland had no difficulty in recognising it. In the parlour behind he had revelled in the luxurious tea and toasted muffins; in that top room, whose windows faced him, poor humble Jenkins had died. Away on at last up the street, he and his parcels, looking to the right and the left. Once upon a time, the Lady Augusta Yorke, seduced by certain golden visions imparted to her by Roland, had gone to bed and dreamt of driving about a charming city whose streets were paved with malachite marble, all brilliant to glance upon; many a time and oft had poor Roland dreamt of the charms of these Helstonleigh streets when he was fighting a fight with starvation at Port Natal. Looking upon them now, he rubbed his eyes in doubt and wonder. Could these be the fine wide streets of the former days? They seemed to have contracted to a narrow width, to be mean and shabby. The houses appeared poor, the very Guildhall itself small. Ah me! The brightness had worn off the gold.

Roland walked on with the slow step of disappointment, scanning the faces he met. He knew none. Eight years had passed since his absence, and the place and the people were changed to him. Involuntarily the words of that ever-beautiful song, that most of us know by heart, came surging up his memory, as he gazed wistfully from side to side.



Strange to me now are the forms I meet 

When I visit the dear old town.



Strange enough. Was it for this, he had come back? Often and often during his wanderings in the far-away African land, had other lines of the same sweet song beaten their refrain in his brain when yearning for Helstonleigh. There was a certain amount of sentiment in Roland Yorke, for all his straight-forward practicability.



Often I think of the beautiful town 

That is seated by the sea; 

Often in thought go up and down 

The pleasant streets of that dear old town, 

And my youth comes back to me.

And a verse of a Lapland song 

Is haunting my memory still:

A boys will is the winds will, 

And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.



I can see the shadowy lines of its trees, 

And catch in sudden gleams  

The sheen of the far-surrounding seas 

And islands that were the Hesperides 

Of all my boyish dreams.

And the burden of that old song, 

It murmurs and whispers still:

A boys will is the winds will, 

And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.



There were no seas around Helstonleigh, but the resemblance was near enough for Roland, as it has been for others. Other verses of the song seemed to be strangely realized to him now, as he walked along.



There are things of which I may not speak; 

There are dreams that cannot die; 

There are thoughts that make the strong heart weak 

And bring a pallor into the cheek, 

And a mist before the eye.

And the words of fatal song 

Come over me like a chill:

A boys will is the winds will, 

And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.



I can see the breezy dome of groves, 

The shadows of Deerings woods; 

And the friendships old and the early loves 

Come back with the Sabbath sound, as of doves 

In quiet neighbourhoods.

And the verse of that sweet old song, 

It flutters and murmurs still; 

A boys will is the winds will, 

And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.

And Deerings woods are fresh and fair, 

And with joy that is almost pain 

My heart goes back to wander there; 

And among the dreams of the days that were 

I find my lost youth again.

And the strange and beautiful song, 

The groves are repeating it still:

A boys will is the winds will, 

And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.



Believe it or not as you will, of practical, matter-of-fact Roland, these oft-quoted lines (but never too often) told their refrain in his brain as he paced the streets of Helstonleigh, just as they had done in exile.

He went round by Hazledon; and William Yorke came forward in the hall to meet him, with out-stretched hand.

I knew you would not leave without coming in.

Its to see Constance, not you, answered Roland.

Constance was ready for him; the same sweet woman Roland in his earlier days had thought the perfection of all that was fair and excellent. He thought her so still. She had her children brought down, and took the baby in her arms. Roland made them brilliant offerings in prospective, in the shape of dolls and rocking-horses: and whispered to their mother his romance about Annabel. She wished him luck, laughing all the while.

When William was in London this summer he thought Hamish was looking a little thin, said Constance. Is he well?

Oh, hes well enough, answered Roland. But his face flushed a dusky red as he spoke, for the question recalled the strange idea that had flashed into his mind, unbidden, the past night; and Mr. Roland thought himself guilty for it, and resented it accordingly. You never saw such a lovely little fairy as Nelly is.

But he had no time to stay. Roland went out on the run; and just fell into the arms of a certain Mr. Simms: one of the few individuals he had particularly hoped to avoid.

Mr. Simms knew him. That it was a Yorke there could be no doubt; and a minutes pause sufficed to show him that it was no other than the truant Roland. Civilly, but firmly, Mr. Simms arrested progress.

Is it you, Mr. Roland Yorke?

Yes, its me, said Roland. Im only at Helstonleigh for a few hours and was in hopes of getting off again without meeting any of you, he candidly added. Youre fit to swear at me, I suppose, Simms, for never having sent you the money?

I certainly expected to be paid long before this, Mr. Yorke.

So did I, said Roland. Id have sent it you had I been able. I would, Simms; honour bright. How much is it? Five pounds?

And seven shillings added on to it.

Ay. Ive got the list somewhere. Its over forty pounds that I owe in the place altogether, getting on for fifty: and every soul of you shall be paid with interest as soon as I can scrape the money together. Ive had nothing but ill-luck since I left here, Simms, and it has not turned yet.

It was said you went to foreign parts to make your fortune, sir. My lady herself told me you were safe to come home with one.

And I thought I was, gloomily answered Roland. Instead of that, Simms, I got home without a shirt to my back. Ive gone in for work this many a year now, but somehow fortunes not with me. I work daily, every bit as hard and long as you do, Simms; perhaps harder; and I can hardly keep myself. Ive not been able to do a stroke since this dreadful business about Arthur Channing  which brought me down here.

Is he found, sir? We shouldnt like to lose such a one as him.  

Hes neither found nor likely to be, said Roland, shaking his head. Old Galloway declares it will be his death: Im not sure but itll be mine. And now I must be off, Simms, and I leave you my honest word that Ill send you the money as soon as ever it is in my power. Id like to pay you all with interest. You shall be the first of them to get it.

I suppose you couldnt pay me a trifle off it now, Mr. Yorke? A pound or so.

Bless your heart! cried Roland, in wide astonishment. A pound or so! I dont possess it. I pawned my black dress-suit for thirty shillings to come down upon, and travelled third class. Good-bye, old Simms; I shall lose the train.

He went off like a shot. Mr. Simms, looking after the well-dressed gentleman, did not known what to make of the plea of poverty.

Roland went whirling back to London again, third class, and arrived at the Paddington terminus in a fever. That the worst had happened to Arthur, whatever that worst might be, he no longer entertained a shadow of doubt. His thirty shillings (we might never have known he had been so rich but for the candid avowal to Mr. Simms) were not quite exhausted, and Roland put his parcels into a hansom and drove down to Mrs. Gerald Yorkes.

To find that lady in tears was nothing unusual; the rule, in fact, rather than the exception; she was seated on the floor by the firelight in the evenings approaching dusk, and the three little girls with her. The grief was not much more than usual. Gerald had been at home, and in a fit of bitter anger had absolutely forbidden her to take the children to drink tea with little Nelly Channing at four oclock, as invited. Four oclock had struck; five too; and the disappointed mother and children had cried through the hour.

It is too bad of Gerald, cried sympathising Roland, putting his parcels on the table.

Yes it is; not to let us go there, sobbed Mrs. Yorke. All Geralds money is gone, too, and he went off without answering me when I said I must have some. I dont possess as much as a fourpenny-piece in the world; and weve not got an atom of tea or butter in the house and can have no tea at home, and weve only one scuttle of coals left, for Ive just rung for some and the girl says so, and  oh, I wish I was dead!

Roland felt in his pockets, and found three shillings and twopence. It was all he possessed. This he put on the table, wishing it was fifty times as much. His heart was good to help all the world.

Im ashamed of its being such a trifle, said he, pulling at his whiskers in mortification. If I were rich Id be glad to help everybody. Perhaps itll buy a quarter of butter and a bit of tea, and half a hundred of coals.

And for him to deny our going there! repeated Winny, getting up to take the money, and then rocking herself violently. You know the state we were in all the summer: Gerald next door to penniless and going about in fear of the bum-bailies, she continued, adhering in moments of agitation to her provincial expressions. We wanted everything; rent, and clothes, and food; and if it had not been for a friend who continually helped us we might just have starved.

It was your mother, said Roland.

But it was not my mother, answered Mrs. Yorke, ceasing her rocking to lean forward, and her cheeks and eyes looked alike bright in the flashing firelight. It was Mr. Charming.

What?

She could not be reticent, and explained all. How Hamish, or his wife for him, had helped them, even to the paying of boot-bills for Gerald. Roland sat amazed. Things that had somewhat puzzled even his careless nature were becoming clear.

And did Gerald not know of this?

As if I should dare to tell him! He thinks it all comes from my mother. Oh, Roland, you dont know how good and kind Hamish Channing is! he is more like one of Heavens angels. I think, I do really think, I must have died, or come to a bad end, but for him. He is the least selfish man I ever knew in the world; the most thoughtful and generous.

I know what Hamish is, assented Roland, with energy. And to think that he has got to bear all this awful sorrow about his best brother  Arthur!

Oh, Arthur is found. He is all right, said Mrs. Yorke, quietly.

What! shouted Roland, starting from his chair. Arthur has been at Marseilles all the while. Hamish had a letter from him this morning.

A prolonged stare; a rubbing of the amazed face that had turned to a white heat; and Roland caught up his hat, and went out with a bang. Half a moment, and he was back again, sweeping his parcels from the table to the children on the carpet.

Its cakes and toys from Fanny, said he. Go into them, you chickens. That others a shirt, Mrs. Yorke: I cant stay for it now.

On the stairs, as he was leaping down, Roland unfortunately encountered the servant maid carrying up a scuttle of coals. It was not a moment to consider maids and scuttles. Down went the coals, down went the maid. Roland took a flying leap over the débris, and was half way on his road to Hamish Channings before the bewildered landlady, arriving on the scene, could understand what the matter was.

The explanation of what had been a most unpleasant mystery was so very simple and natural, that the past fright and apprehension seemed almost like a take-in. It shall be given at once; though the reader will readily understand that at present Hamish knew nothing of the details, only the bare fact that Arthur was alive and well. He would have to wait for them until Arthurs return.

Amidst the letters handed to Arthur Channing by the waiter of the hotel that night in Norfolk Street, was one from Marseilles, stating that Charles, just before landing, had had a relapse, and was lying at Marseilles dangerously ill  his life despaired of. Perhaps in the flurry of the moment, Arthur did not and could not act so reasonably as he might have done. All his thoughts ran on the question  How could he in the shortest space of time get to Marseilles? By dint of starting on the instant  on the instant, mind  and taking a fleet cab, he might get to London Bridge in time to catch the Dover mail-train. Taking up his hat and letters, he ran out of the coffee-room calling aloud for the waiter. Nobody responded: nobody, as it would appear, was at that moment in the way to hear him. Afraid of even an instants detention, he did not wait, but ran out of the hotel, up Norfolk Street, hailed a passing hansom, and reached London Bridge Station before the train started. From Dover to Calais the boat had an exceedingly calm passage, and Arthur was enabled to write some short notes in the cabin, getting ink and paper from the steward: one to the hotel that he had, as may be said, surreptitiously quitted, one to Hamish, one to Roland, one to Mr. Galloway, one to Mr. Galloways London agents. Arthur, always considerate, ever willing to spare others anxiety and-pain, did not say why he was hastening to Marseilles, but merely stated that he had determined on proceeding thither, instead of awaiting Charles in London. These letters he gave to a French commissionaire on landing in Calais, with money to buy the necessary stamps, and a gratuity to himself; ordering him to post them as soon as might be. Whether the man quietly pocketed the money and suppressed the letters, or whether he had in his turn entrusted them to some one else to post, who lost or forgot them, would never be ascertained. Arthur, all unconscious of the commotion he was causing at home, arrived quietly at Marseilles, and there found Charles very ill, not quite out of danger. For some days he was wholly occupied with him, and did not write at all: as he had said nothing about the illness, he knew there could be no anxiety. Now that he did write, Charles was getting better rapidly. It may just be observed, that the letter left in the rack of the hotel (that came on with the rest of the steamers letters from Marseilles) had served to complicate matters; but for that letter it would have been surmised that Arthur had received unfavourable news of Charles, and had gone on to him. The accident was indeed a singular one, which left that letter in the rack: and even the thought that there should have been a second from Marseilles never occurred to them. All these, and other details, Hamish Channing would have to wait for. He could afford to do so  holding that new letter of relief in his hand, which stated that Charles was eager to continue his journey homewards, so that they should probably be in London soon after its receipt.

Oh, Hamish, it is good! cried Roland, who had sat listening with all his heart and eyes. Its like a great bright star come down from Heaven. Its like a gala-day.

I dare say there is a letter waiting for you at Mrs. J.s, friend.

Of course there is, decided Roland. As if Arthur would forget me! Old Galloway wont die yet.

But, even in that short absence of a day and a night, Roland seemed to see that Hamish Channings face had grown thinner: the fine skin more transparent, the genial blue eyes brighter.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

A startling Avowal.

CUFF COURT, Fleet Street; and a frosty day in December. The year has gone on some six or seven weeks since the last chapter, and people are beginning to talk of the rapidly-advancing Christmas.

Over the fire, in the little room in Cuff Court, where you once saw him by gas-light, sits Mr. Butterby. The room is bright enough with sunlight now; the sunlight of the cold, clear day; a great deal brighter than Mr. Butterby himself, who is dull as ditch-water, and in a sulky temper.

Ive been played with; thats what Ive been, says Butterby in soliloquy. Bede Greatorex bothers me to be still, to be passive; and when I keep still and passive, and stop down at Helstonleigh, taking no steps, saying nothing to living mortal, letting the thing die away, if it will die, he makes a mull of it up here in town. Why couldnt he have kept his father and Parson Ollivera quiet? Never a lawyer going, but must be sharp enough for that. Not he. He does nothing of the sort, but lets one or both of em work, and ferret, and worry, and discover that Godfrey Pitman has turned up, and find out that I knew of it, and go to head-quarters and report me for negligence! I get a curt telegram to come to town, and heres the deuce to pay!

Mr. Butterby turned round, snatched up a few papers that lay on the table, glanced over the writing, and resumed his soliloquy when he had put them down again.

Jelf has it in hand here, and Ive not yet got to see him. Not of much use my seeing him before Ive heard what Bede Greatorex has to say. One thing theyve not been sharp enough to discover yet  where Godfrey Pitman is to be found. Foster in Birmingham holds his tongue, Johnson shows Jelf the door when he goes to ask about Winter: and there they are, Jelf and the Parson, or Jelf and Mr. Greatorex  whichever of them two it is thats stirring  mooning up and down England after Pitman, little thinking hes close at home, right under their very noses. I and Bede Greatorex hold that secret tight; but I dont think I shall feel inclined to hold it long. Where is Pitman? says the sergeant to me yesterday, at head-quarters. Ah! says I, thats just the problem we are some of us trying to work out.

Mr. Butterby stopped, cracked the coal fiercely, which sent up a blaze of sparks, and waited. Resuming after a while.

And it is a problem; one I cant make come square just yet. Theres Brown  as good call him by one alias as another  keeping as quiet as a mouse, knowing that he is being looked after for the murder of Counsellor Ollivera. Whats his motive in keeping dark? The debts he left behind him in Birmingham are paid; Johnson and Teague acknowledge his innocence in that past transaction of young Master Samuels; they are, so to say, his friends, and the man knows all this. Why, then, dont he come forward and reap the benefit of the acquittal, and put himself clear before the world, and say  Neither am I guilty of the other thing  the counsellors death? Of course, when Jelf and Jelfs masters know he is hiding himself somewhere, and does not come forward, they assume that he dare not, that he was the man who did it. Id not swear but he was, either. Looking at it in a broad point of view, one cant help seeing that he must have some urgent motive for his silence  and what that motive is, one may give a shrewd guess at: that he is screening himself or somebody else. Theres only one other in the world that he would screen, I expect, and thats Alletha Rye.

A long pause. A pause of silence. Mr. Butterbys face, with all his professional craft, han as puzzled a look on it as any ordinary mortals might wear.

I suspected Alletha Rye more than anybody at the time. Dont suspect her now. Dont think it was her; wouldnt swear it wasnt, though. And, in spite of your injunction to be still, Mr. Bede Greatorex, Ill go into the thing a bit for my own satisfaction.

Looking over the papers on the table again, he locked them up, and sat down to write a letter or two. Somebody then came in to see him on business  which business does not concern us. And so time passed on, and when the sunlight had faded into dusk, Mr. Butterby put on a top pilot-coat of rough blue cloth, and went out. The shows were lighted, displaying their attractions for the advancing Christmas, and Mr. Butterby had leisure to glance at them with critical approval as he passed.

These past few weeks had not brought forth much to tell of in regard to general matters. Arthur and Charles Channing had passed through London on their way to Helstonleigh; Roland Yorke had resumed his daily and evening work, and had moreover given his confidence to Sir Vincent Yorke (nothing daunted by that gentlemans previous repulse) on the subject of Annabel Channing, and in his sanguine temperament was looking ever for the place Vincent was to get him; and James Channing drew nearer and nearer to another world. But this world was slow to perceive it  Hamish, the bright! Three or four times a week Roland snatched a minute to dart down to the secondhand furniture shops in Tottenham Court Road, there to inquire prices, and lay in a stock of practical information as to the number and nature of articles, useful and ornamental, indispensable for a gentleman and lady going into housekeeping.

But Mr. Butterby was on his way to Mrs. Joness residence, and we must follow him. Halting opposite the house to take a survey of it, he saw that there was no light in Mr. Olliveras sitting-room; there was no light anywhere, that he could see. By which fact he gathered that the clergyman was not at home: and that was satisfactory, and he did not much care to come in contact with him just at the present uncertain state of affairs.

Crossing the street, he knocked gently at the door. Miss Rye answered it, nobody but herself being in the house. A street gas-lamp shone full on her face, and the start she gave was quite visible to Mr. Butterby. He walked straight in to Mrs. Joness parlour, saying he had come to see her; her, Alletha Rye. Her work lay on the red table-cover by the lamp; Mr. Butterby sat down in the shade and threw back his coat; she stood by the fire and nervously stirred it, her hands trembling, her face blanching.

When that there unhappy event took place at Helstonleigh, the death of Counsellor Ollivera, now getting on for five years back, there was a good deal of doubt encompassing it round about, Miss Rye, he suddenly began.

Doubt? she rejoined, faintly, sitting down to the table and catching up her work.

Yes, doubt. I mean as to how the death was caused. Some said it was a murder, and some said it was his own doing  suicide.

Everybody said it was a suicide! she interrupted, with trembling eagerness, her shaking fingers plying the needle as if she were working for very life. The coroner and jury decided it to be one.

Not quite everybody, dissented Mr. Butterby, listening with composure until she had finished.  You didnt. I was in the church-yard when they put him into the ground, and heard and saw you over the grave.

But I had cause to  to  alter my opinion, later, she said, her face turning hectic with emotion. Heaven alone knows how bitterly I have repented of that nights work! If cutting my tongue out afterwards, instead of before, could have undone my mistake

Now look here; dont you get flurried, interposed Mr. Butterby. I didnt come here to put you out, but just to have a rational talk on a point or two. I thought at the time it was a suicide, as you may remember: but Im free to confess that the way in which the ball has been kept rolling since has served to later my opinion. Counsellor Ollivera was murdered! She made no reply. Taking up her scissors, she began cutting away at the work at random, and the hectic red faded to a sickly whiteness.

There was a stranger lodging at Mrs. Joness at the time, you remember, one Godfrey Pitman. Helstonleigh said, you know, Miss Rye, that if anybody did it, it was him. That Godfrey Pitman is an uncommonly sharp card to have kept himself out of the way so long! Dont you think so?

I dont think anything about it, she answered. What is it to me?

Well, Miss Rye, Ive the pleasure of telling you that Godfrey Pitmans found!

The little presence of mind left in Alletha Rye seemed to quit her at the words. Perhaps she was no longer so capable of maintaining it as she once had been: the very best of our powers wear out when the souls burthen is continued long and long.

Found! she gasped, her hands falling on her work, her wild eyes turned to Mr. Butterby.

Leastways, so near found, that it maynt be a age afore hes took, added the detective, with professional craft. Our friends in the blue coats have got the clue to him. Id not lay you the worth of that silver thimble of yours, Miss Rye, that hes not standing in a certain dock next March assizes.

In what dock? What for? came from her trembling lips.

Helstonleigh dock. For what he did to Mr. Ollivera. Come, come, I did not want to frighten you like this, my good young woman. And why should it? It is not certain Pitman will be brought to trial, though he were guilty. Years have gone by since, and the Greatorexes and Parson Ollivera may hush it up. They are humane men; Mr. Bede especially.

You dont believe Godfrey Pitman was guilty? she exclaimed, and her eyes began to take a hard look, her voice a defiant tone.

Oh, dont I! returned Butterby. Whats more to the purpose, Miss Rye, the London officers and their principals, who have got it in hand, believe it.

And what if I tell you that Godfrey Pitman never was guilty; that he never raised his hand against Mr. Ollivera? she broke forth in passionate accents, rising to confront him. What if I tell you that it was I?

Standing there before him, her eyes ablaze with light, her cheeks crimson, her voice ringing with power, it was nearly impossible to disbelieve her. For once, the experienced, cool man was taken aback.

You, Miss Rye!

Yes, I. I, Alletha Rye. What, I say, if I tell you it was I did that terrible deed? Not Godfrey Pitman. Now then! you must make the most of it, and do your best and worst.

The avowal, together with the various ideas that came crowding as its accompaniment, struck Mr. Butterby dumb. He sat there gazing at her, his speech utterly failing him.

Is this true? he wispered, when he had found his tongue.

Should I avow such a thing if it were not? Oh, Mr. Butterby! hush the matter up if it be in your power, she implored, clasping her hands in an attitude of beseeching supplication, and her breath came in great gasps, so that the words were jerked out, rather than spoken. In pity to me, hush it; it has lain at rest all these years. Let Godfrey Pitman be! for my sake, let him be! I pray you, in Heavens name!

She sat down in her chair, tottering back to it, and burst into a flood of hysterical tears. Mr. Butterby waited in silence till they were over, and then buttoned his coat to go out. Putting out her timid hand, she caught his arm and held it with a nervous grasp.

You will promise me, Mr. Butterby?

I cant promise anything on the spur of the moment, said he in a grave, but not unkind tone. You must let me turn things over in my mind. For one thing, neither the hushing of the matter up, nor the pursuing of it, may lie with me. I told you others had got it in hand, Miss Rye, and I told you truth. Now theres no need for you to come to the door; I can let myself out.

And Mr. Butterby let himself out accordingly, making no noise over the exit.

Im blest if I can see daylight, he exclaimed with energy, as he went down the street at a brisk pace. Did she do it herself?  or is she trying to screen Master George Winter? Its one of the two; and Im inclined to think it is the last. Anyway, shes a brave and a bold woman. Whether she did it, or whether she didnt, its no light matter to accuse herself of mur

Mr. Butterby came to a full stop: both in words and steps. It was but for a second of time; and he laughed a little silent laugh at his own obtuseness as he passed on.

I forgot her avowal at the grave. If she had done it herself, shed never have gone in for that public display, lest it should turn attention on her. Yes, yes; she is screening Winter. Perhaps the man, hiding in that top floor, with nothing to do but torment his wits, got jealous of the counsellor below, fancying she favoured him, and so

The break in Mr. Butterbys sentence this time was occasioned by his shooting into an entry. Approaching towards him came Mrs. Jones, attended by her servant with a huge market-basket: and as he had neither time nor wish for an encounter with that lady at the present moment, he let her go by.


CHAPTER XXXIV.

A Telegram to Helstonleigh.

THAT same evening, just as suddenly as Detective Butterby had shot into the entry, did he seem to shoot into the private room of Mr. Bede Greatorex. The clerks had just left the office for the evening; Bede, putting things straight on his desk, was thinking of going up stairs to dinner. To be thus silently invaded was not pleasing: but Bede could only resign himself to his fate.

In a spirit of reproach Mr. Butterby entered on the business of the interview, stating certain facts. Bede took alarm. Better, as he thought, that the earth should be arrested in its orbit, than that the part Godfrey Pitman played in connection with his cousins death at Helstonleigh should be brought to light.

It is the very charge, above all others, that I gave you, Mr. Butterby  the keeping secret what you had learnt about the identity of Godfrey Pitman, broke forth Bede.

And it is because I obeyed you and did keep it, that head-quarters have it but into others hands and are hauling me over the coals, spoke M. Butterby in an injured tone.

Have you told them that it was by my desire you remained passive?

Ive told them nothing, was the answer. I let em think that I was looking after Godfrey Pitman still myself, everywhere that I could look, high and low.

Then they dont know yet that he and my clerk Brown are the same? said Bede, very eagerly.

Not a bit ont. Theres not a living soul of the lot has been sharp enough to turn that page yet, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

And it must be our business to keep it closed, whispered Bede. I will give you any reward if you can manage to do it.

Look here, sir, spoke Butterby. Im willing to oblige you as far as I can in reason; Ive showed you that I am; but to fill you up with hopes that that secret will be a secret long, would be nothing but wilful deceit: and deceits a thing that dont answer in the long run. When I want to throw people off a scent, or worm things out of em for the laws purposes, I send their notions off on all sorts of air journeys, and think it no wrong: but to let you suppose I can keep from the world what I cant keep, and take your thanks and rewards for doing it, is just the opposite case. As sure as us two be a talking here, this matter wont stand at its present page; therell be more leafs turned in it afore many days is gone over.

Leaning forward, his face and eyes wearing their gravest look, his elbow on the table that was between them, his finger and thumb pointed to give force to his argument, there was that altogether in the speakers aspect, in his words, that carried a shiver of conviction to the mind of Bede Greatorex. His heart grew faint, his face was white with a sickly moisture.

You may think to stop it and I may think to stop it, Mr. Bede Greatorex: but, take my word, it wont be stopped. Theres no longer a chance of it.

If you  could get  Brown out of the way? spoke Bede, scarcely knowing what it was he said, and speaking in a whisper. Mr. Butterby received the suggestion with severity.

Its not to me, sir, that you should venture to say such a thing. Ive been willing to help your views when it didnt lie against my position and duty to do it; but I dont think youve seen anything in me to suppose I would go beyond that. As good step into Scotland Yard and ask them to help a criminal to escape, as ask me. Well let that drop, sir; and Ill go on to a question I should like to put. What do you want Godfrey Pitman out of the way for?

Bede did not answer. His hand was pressed upon his brow, his eyes wore their saddest and most dreamy look.

If Pitman had any share in the business at Helstonleigh, you ought to be the one to give him into custody, sir.

For the love of Heaven, dont pursue Pitman! spoke Bede earnestly. I have told you before, Mr. Butterby, that it was not he. So far as I believe, he never lifted his hand against John Ollivera; he did not hurt a hair of his head. Accuse any one in the world that you please, but dont accuse him.

What if I accuse a woman? spoke Mr. Butterby, when he had gazed at Bede to his satisfaction.

Their eyes met. Bedes face, or the detective fancied it, was growing whiter.

Who?  What woman? asked Bede, scarcely above his breath.

Alletha Rye.

With a sudden movement, looking like one of relief, Bede Greatorex dropped his hand and leaned back in his chair. It was as if some kind of rest had come to him.

Why should you bring in Alletha Ryes name? Do you suspect her?

Im not clear that I do; Im not clear that I dont. Any how, I think she stands a chance of getting accused of it, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

Better accuse her than Pitman, said Bede, who seemed to be again speaking out of his uncomfortable dream.

Mr. Butterby, inwardly wondering at various matters, and not just yet able to make them meet in his official mind, rose to conclude the interview. A loud bell was ringing up stairs; most probably the announcement of dinner.

Just a parting word, sir. What I chiefly stepped in to say, was this. So long as the case rested in my hands, and Mr. Godfrey Pitman was supposed to have finally disappeared from the world, I was willing to oblige you, and let it, and him, and the world be. But from the moment that the affair shall be stirred publicly, in short, that action is forced upon me by others, I shall take it up again. Counsellor Olliveras case belongs of right to me, and must be mine to the end.

With a civil good-night, Mr. Butterby departed, leaving Bede Greatorex to his thoughts and reveries. More unhappy ones have rarely been entertained in this world. Men cannot strive against fate for ever, and the battle had well nigh worn him out. It almost seemed that he could struggle no longer, that he had no power of resistance left within him. Mind and body were alike weary; the spirit fainted, the heart was sick. Life had long been a burden to Bede Greatorex, but never did its weight lie heavier than to-night, in its refined and exquisite pain.

He had to bear it alone, you see. To lock the miserable secret, whatever might be its precise nature, and whoever might have been guilty, within his own bosom. Could he but have spoken of it to another, its anguish had been less keen; for, when once a great trouble can be imparted  be it of grief, or apprehension, or remorse; be it connected with ourselves, or (worse) one very near and dear to us  it is lightened of half its sting.

But that relief was denied to Bede Greatorex.

It had been the dinner-bell. Bede did not answer to it; but that was not altogether unusual.

They sat around the brilliantly-lighted, well-appointed banquet. Where Mrs. Bede Greatorex procured her fresh hot-house flowers from daily, and at what cost, she alone knew. They were always beautiful, charming to the eye, odoriferously pleasant to the senses. At the head of the table to-night was she, wearing amber silk, her shoulders very bare, her back partially shaded by the horses tail that drooped from her remarkable chignon. It was not a dinner-party; but Mrs. Bede was going out later, and had dressed beforehand.

The place at her left-hand was vacant  Bedes  who never took the foot of the table when his father was present. Mr. Greatorex supposed his son was detained in the office, and sent a servant to see. Judge Kene sat on the right of Mrs. Bede; he had called in, and stayed to dinner without ceremony. Clare Joliffe and Miss Channing sat on either side Mr. Greatorex. Frank was dining out. Clare was returning to France for Christmas, after her many months stay in the country. Her chignon was more fashionable than a quartern loaf, and certainly larger, but lacking that great achievement, the tail. Annabels quiet head presented a contrast to those two of the mode.

Bede came up. Shaking hands with Sir Thomas Kene, he passed round to his chair; his manner was restless, his thin cheeks were hectic. The judge had not seen him for some little time. Gazing at him across the table, he wondered what malady he could be suffering from, and how much more like a shadow he would be able to become  and live. Mr. Greatorex, anxiously awake to every minute glance or motion bearing on his sons health, spoke.

Are you thinking Bede looks worse, Sir Thomas?

He does not look better, was the reply. You should see a doctor and take some tonics, Bede.

I am all right, Judge, thank you, was Bedes answer, as he turned a whole lot of croûtons into his purée de pois  and would afterwards send it away nearly untasted.

Dinner was just over when a servant whispered to Mr. Greatorex that he was wanted. Going down at once to his room he found Henry William Ollivera.

Why did you not come up, William? Kene is there.

I am in no fit mood for company, uncle, was the clergymans reply. The trouble has come at last.

In all the phases of agitation displayed by Henry Ollivera, and when speaking of the affair he generally displayed more or less, Mr. Greatorex never saw him so much moved as now. Leaning forward on his chair, his eyes bright, his cheeks burning as with the red of an autumn leaf, his hands feverish, his voice sunk to a whisper, he entered on the tale he had to tell.

Do you remember my saying to you one day in the dining-room above, that I thought it was a woman? Do you remember it, uncle?

Quite well.

In the weeks that have gone by since, the suspicion has only gained ground in my mind. Without cause: I am bound to say it, without further cause. Nay, almost in the teeth of what might have served to diminish suspicion. For, if Godfrey Pitman be really somewhere in existence, and hiding himself, the natural supposition would be, as Jelf thinks, that he was the one.

Mr. Greatorex nodded assent. And yet you suspect the woman! Can you not say who she is, Henry?

Yes, I can say now. I have come here to say it  Alletha Rye!

Mr. Greatorex evinced no surprise. He had fancied it might be upon her that his nephews doubts had been running. And he deemed it a crotchet indeed.

I think you must be entirely mistaken, he said with emphasis. What little I know of the young woman, tends to give me a very high opinion of her. She appears to be almost the last person in the world capable of such a crime as that, or of any crime.

She might have done it in a moments passion; she might have been playing with the pistol and fired it accidentally, and then was afraid to avow it; but she did it, uncle.

GO on.

I have been distracted with doubt. Distracted, emphatically repeated Mr. Ollivera. For of course I knew that my suspicions of her, strong though they have been growing, did not prove her guilty. But tonight I have heard her avow it with her own lips.

Avow what?

That she murdered John!

What!  has she confessed to you? exclaimed Mr. Greatorex.

No. I heard it accidentally. Perhaps I ought to say surreptitiously. And, hearing it in that manner, the question arises in my mind whether or not I should make use of the knowledge so gained. I cannot bear anything like dishonourable or under-hand dealing; no, not even in this cause, uncle.

Mr. Greatorex made no reply. He was taken up with noting the strangely eager gaze fixed on him. Something in it, he knew not what, recalled to his memory a dead face, lying alone on the border of a distant church-yard.

It is some few weeks ago now that Mrs. Jones gave me a latch-key, resumed Mr. Ollivera. In fact, I asked her for it. Coming in so often, and sometimes detained out late at night with the sick, I felt that it would be a convenience to me, and save trouble to the maid. This evening, upon letting myself in with it about tea-time, I found the passage in darkness; the girl, I supposed, had delayed to light the lamp. My movements are not noisy at any time, as you know, and I went groping on in silence, feeling my way: not from any wish to be stealthy  such a thought never entered my head  but because Mr. Roland Yorke is given to leave all kinds of articles about and I was afraid of stumbling over something. I was making for the table at the end of the passage, on which matches are generally kept, sometimes a chamber-candle. Feeling for these, I heard a voice in Mrs. Joness parlour that I have not heard many times in my life, but nevertheless I knew it instantly  Butterbys, the detective.

Butterbys! exclaimed Mr. Greatorex. I did not know he was in London.

Uncle! It was Alletha Ryes voice that answered him. Her voice, and no others, disguised with agitation though it was. I heard her say that it was herself who killed my brother; that Godfrey Pitman had never raised a hand against him.

You  really heard her say this, William? breathed Mr. Greatorex.

It is true as that I am a living man. It seemed to me that the officer must have been accusing Godfrey Pitman of the crime. I heard the mans surprised answer You, Miss Rye! I heard her again reiterate her self-accusing avowal. Yes, I, she said, I, Alletha Rye, not Godfrey Pitman. I heard her go on to tell Butterby that he might do his best and his worst.

Mr. Greatorex sat like one bereft of motion. This confounds me, William, he presently said.

It confounded me, replied Mr. Ollivera. Nearly took my senses from me, for Im sure I had no rational reason left. She first thought that came to me was, that they had better not see me there, or discover they had been overheard, until I had decided what my course should be. So I stepped silently up to my room, and the detective went away; and, close upon that, Mrs. Jones and the maid came in together. Mrs. Jones called her sister to account for not having lighted the hall-lamp, little thinking how the darkness had served me.  

But for your telling me this yourself, William, I had not believed it.

It is true as Heavens gospel, spoke the clergyman in his painful earnestness. I sat a short while in my room, unable to decide what I ought to do, and then I came down here to tell you of it, uncle. It is very awful.

Awful that it should have been Alletha Rye, you mean?

Yes. I have been praying, seeking, working for this discovery ever since John died; and, now that it has come in this most sudden manner, it brings nothing but perplexity with it. Oh, poor helpless mortals that we are! added the clergyman, clasping his hands. We set our hearts upon some longed-for end, spend our days toiling for it, our nights supplicating for it; and when God answers us according to our short-sighted wish, the result is but as the apples of Sodom, filling our mouths with ashes. Anybody but Alletha Rye; almost anybody; and I had not hesitated a moment. But I have lived under the same roof with her, in pleasant, friendly intercourse; I have preached to her on Sundays; I have given her Christs Holy Sacrament with my own hands: in a serious illness that she had, I used to go and pray by her bedside. Oh, Uncle Greatorex, I cannot see where my duty lies; I am torn with conflicting doubt!

To the last words Mr. Ollivera had a listener that he had not bargained for  Judge Kene. About to take his departure, the Judge had come in without ceremony to say Good-night to Mr. Greatorex.

Why, what is amiss? he cried, noting the signs of agitation as well as the words.

And they told him; told him all; there was no reason why it should be kept from him; and Mr. Ollivera begged for his counsel and advice. The Judge gave it, and most emphatically; deciding as a judge more than as a humane man  and Thomas Kene was that.

You cannot hesitate, Ollivera. This poor unhappy woman, Alletha Rye, must be brought to answer for her crime. Think of him, your brother, and my once dear friend, lying unavenged in his shameful grave! Humanity is a great and a good virtue, but Johns memory must out-weigh it.

Yes, yes; I am thinking of him always, murmured the clergyman, his face lighting.

The initiative was taken by Mr. Greatorex. On the departure of the Judge and the clergyman, who went out together, Mr. Greatorex dropped a line to Scotland Yard. Butterby happened to be there, and answered it in person. Shortly and concisely Mr. Greatorex gave his orders.

And I have no resource but to act upon them, coolly observed the imperturbable Butterby. But I dont think the party was Alletha Rye.

You dont! exclaimed Mr. Greatorex.

No, sir, I dont. Leastways, to my mind, theres grave reasons against it. The whole affair, from beginning to end, seems encompassed with nothing but doubts; and thats the blessed truth.

I would like to ask you if Alletha Rye has or has not made a confession to you this evening, Mr. Butterby  to the effect that she was the one who killed Mr. Ollivera?  

If nobody was in the house but her  as she said  shes been talking, thought the detective. Confound these women for simpletons! Theyd prate their necks away.

But Mr. Greatorex was looking at him, waiting for the answer.

I was with Alletha Rye this evening; I went there for my own purposes, to see what I could get out of her; little suspecting shed say what she did. But I dont believe her any the more for having said it. The fact is, Mr. Greatorex, that in this case theres wheels within wheels, amost more than in any Ive ever had to do with. I cant yet disclose what they are, even to you; but Im trying to work them round and make one spoke fit into another.

Do you know that Alletha Rye was not guilty of it?

No, sir, I do not.

Very good. Lose no time. Get a warrant to apprehend Alletha Rye, and execute it. If you telegraph to Helstonleigh at once, the warrant may be up, and she in custody before midday to-morrow.

No more dallying with the law or with fate now. That was over. Mr. Butterby went straight to the telegraph office, and sent a message flying to Helstonleigh.

And Bede Greatorex went out to take part in an evenings gaiety with his wife, and came home to his rest, and rose the next morning to go about his occupation, unconscious of what the day was destined to bring forth.


CHAPTER XXXV.

Lifes Sands Running on.

A COLD brisk air, with suspicion of a frost. It was a day or two previous to the one told of in the last two chapters, when Mr. Butterby was paying visits. Being convenient to record that renowned officers doings first, we yielded him the precedence, and in consequence have to go back a little.

The brightness of the afternoon was passing. In his writing-room, leaning back in a large easy-chair before the fire, sat Hamish Charming. Some papers lay on the table, work of various kinds; but, looking at Hamish, it almost seemed as though he had done with work for ever. A face less beautiful than Hamish Channings would have appeared painfully thin: his, spite of its wasted aspect, had yet a wondrous charm. The remark was once made that Hamish Channings was a face that would be beautiful always; beautiful to the end; beautiful in dying. See it now. The perfect contour of the features is shown the plainer in their attenuation; the skin seems transparent, the cheeks are delicately flushed, the eyes are very blue and bright. If the countenance had looked etherealized earlier in the history, and any cavilled at the word, they would scarcely have cavilled at it now. But in the strangely spiritual expression, speaking, one knew not how, of Heaven, there was an ever-present sadness, as if trouble had been hard at work with him; as if all that was of the earth, earthy, had been crucified away.

Nobody seemed certain of it yet  that he was dying. He bore up bravely; working still a little at home; but not going to the office; that was beyond him. The doctors had not said there was no hope: his wife, though she might inwardly feel how it was, would not speak it. He sat at the head of his table yet; he was careful of his appearance as of yore. His smile was genial still; his loving words were cheerful, sometimes gay; his sweet kindliness to all around was more marked. Oh, it was not in the face only that the look of Heaven appeared: if ever a spark of the Divine spirit of love and light had been vouchsafed to mans soul, it surely had been to that of Hamish Channing.

He wore a coat of black velvet, a vest of the same, across which his gold chain passed, with its drooping seal. The ring, formerly Mr. Channings, no longer made believe to fit the little finger; it was worn on the second. His hair, carefully brushed as ever, looked like threads of dark gold in the sunlight. Certainly it could not be said that Hamish gave in to his illness. Whatever his complaint might be, the medical men did not call it by any name; there was a little cough, a strange want of tone and strength, a quick, continual, almost perceptible wasting. Whether Hamish had cherished visions of recovery for himself could not be known; most earnestly he had hoped for it. If only for the sake of his wife and child, he desired to live: and existence itself, even in the midst of a great and crushing disappointment, is hard to resign. But the truth, long dawning on his mind, had shown itself to him fully at last, as it does in similar cases to most of us; whether Hamishs weakness had taken a stride, and brought conviction of its formidable nature, or whether it might be that he was temporarily feeling worse, a sadness, as of death itself, lay upon him this afternoon.

It had been a short life  as men count lives; he had not yet numbered two and thirty years. But for the awful disappointment that was drying its fibres away, he might say that it had been a supremely happy one. Perhaps no man, with the sweet and sunny temperament of Hamish Channing, possessing the same Christian principles, could be otherwise than happy. He did not remember ever to have done ill wilfully to mortal man, in thought, word, or deed. It had been done to him: but he forgave it. Nevertheless, a sense of injustice, a bitter pang of disappointment, of hopeless failure as to this world, lay on his heart, when he recalled what the past few months had brought him. Leaning there on his chair, his sad eyes tracing figures in the fire, he was recalling things one by one. His never-ceasing, ever-hopeful work, and the bright dreams of future fame that had made its sunshine. He remembered, as though it were to-day, the evening that first review met his eye  when he had been entertaining his brother-in-law, the Reverend William Yorke, and others  and the shock it gave him. Think of it when he would even now, it brought him a sensation of sick faintness. Older men have become paralyzed from a similar shock. That first review had been so closely followed by others, equally unjust, equally cruel, that they all seemed as one blow. After that there appeared to be a sort of pause in his life, when time and events stood still, when he moved as one in a dream of misery, when all things around him were as dead, and he along with them. The brain (as it seemed) never stopped beating, or the bosoms pain working; or the sense of humiliation to quit him. And then, as the days went on, bodily weakness supervened; and  there he was, dying. Dying! going surely to his God and Saviour; he felt that; but leaving his dear ones, wife and child, to the frowns of a hard world; alone, without suitable provision. And the book  the good, scholarly, attractive book, upon which he had bestowed the best of his bright genius, that he had written as to Heaven  was lying unread. Wasted!

Papa, shall I put on her blue frock or her green? She is going out for a walk.

The interruption came from Miss Nelly, who sat on the hearth-rug, dressing her doll. There was no reply, and Nelly looked up: she wore a blue frock herself; its sleeves and the white pinafore tied together with blue ribbon. Her pretty little feet in their shoes and socks were stretched out, and her curls fell in a golden shower.

Shall baby wear her blue frock or her green, papa? Papa, then! Which is prettiest?

Hamish, aroused, looked down on the child with a smile. The blue, I think; and then baby-doll will be like Nelly.

But Mrs. Channing, sewing at the window, turned her head. Something in her husbands face or in his weary tone struck her.

Do you feel worse, Hamish?

No, love. Not particularly.

Sadder yet, the voice; a kind of hopeless, weary sadness, depressing to hear. Ellen quitted her seat, and came to him.

What is it? she whispered.

Not much, dear. The future has cleared itself, thats all.

The future?  

I cannot struggle any longer, Ellen. I have preached faith and patience to others, but they seem to have deserted me. I  I almost think the very strife itself is helping on the end.

Sharp though the pang was, that pierced her breast, she would not show it. Miss Nelly chattered below, asking questions of her doll, and making believe to answer.

The  end, Hamish!

He took her hand and looked straight in her face as she stood by him. Have you not seen it, Ellen?

With a heart and bosom that alike quivered,  with a standing still of all her pulses,  with a catching-up of breath, as a sob, Mrs. Channing was conscious of a stab of pain. Oh yes  yes  she had seen it; and the persuading herself that she had not, had been but a sickly, miserable pretence at cheating.

But for leaving you and the little one, Ellen, there would be no strife, he whispered, letting his forehead rest for a moment on her arm. It is a long while now that my dreams  I had almost said my visions  have been of that world to which we are all journeying, which every one of us must enter sooner or later. There will be no pain, or trouble, or weariness there. Only the other night, as I lay between sleep and wake, I seemed to have passed its portals into a soft, bright, soothing light, a haven of joyous peace and rest.

And if dollys good, and does not spoil her new blue frock, she shall go out for a walk, was heard from the hearth-rug. Hamish put his elbow on the arm of the chair, and covered his face with his slender fingers.

But when I think of my wife and child  and I am always thinking of them, Ellen,  when I realise the bitter truth that I must leave them, why then at times it seems as if my heart must break with its intense pain. Ellen, my darling, I would not, even yet, have spoken, but that I know you must have been waiting for it.

I could have borne any trouble better than this, she answered, pressing her hands together.

It will be softened to you, I am sure, Ellen. I am ever praying that it may.

But

Visitors in the drawing-room: Mrs. Bede Greatorex and Miss Joliffe. A servant came to announce them. She had said that her mistress was at home, and Ellen had to go up. Hamish, with his remaining strength, lifted Miss Nelly on his knee, doll and all.

Hush, papa, please! Baby is fatigued with making her toilette. She wants to go to sleep.

What would Nelly say if papa told her he also wanted to go to sleep?

Miss Nelly lay back in papas arms while she considered the question, the doll hushed in hers. Ah me, it is ever thus! We clasp and love our children: they love others, who are more to them than we are.

Why? Are you tired, papa?

A little weary, dear.

Then go to sleep. Doll shall be quiet.

The sleeps not coming just yet, Nelly. And  when it does come  papa may not awake from it.

Not ever, ever, ever? asked Nelly, opening her blue eyes in wonder, but not taking in at all the true sense of the question.

Not ever  here.

The princess went into a sleep in my tale-book, and lay on the bed with roses in her hair, and never awoke, never, never, till the good old fairy came and touched her, said Miss Nelly.

There ensued a pause. Hamish Channings lip quivered a little; but no one, save himself, could have guessed how every fibre of his heart was aching.

Nelly, he resumed, his voice and manner alike gravely earnest, his eyes reading hers, I want to give you a charge. Should papa have to go on a long journey, you would be all that mamma has left. Take you care, my child, to be ever dutiful to her; to be obedient to her slightest wish, and to love her with a double love.

A long, long, long journey? demanded Miss Nelly.

Very long.

And when would you come back again to this house?

Not ever.

Where would it be to, papa?

Heaven, he softly whispered.

Nelly rose up in his arms, the blue eyes more wondering than before.

But that would be to die!

And if it were?

Down fell the doll unheeded. The childs fears were aroused. She threw her little arms about his neck.

Oh papa, papa, dont die! Dont die!

But if I must, Ellen?

Only once in her whole life could she remember that he had called her by her true name, and that was when her grandpapa died. She began to tremble.

Who would take care of me, papa?

God.

She hid her face upon his velvet waistcoat, strangely still.

He would guide, and guard, and love you ever, Ellen. Loving Him, you would be His dear child always, and He would bring you in time to me. Look up, my dear one.

Must you go the journey?

I fear so.

Oh, papa!  and dont you care  dont you care for mamma and me, that you must leave us?

Care!

He could say no more; the word seemed to put the finishing stroke to his breaking heart. Sobs broke from his lips; tears, such as man rarely sheds, streamed down on the little nestling head. A cry of anguish, patient and imploring, that the parting might be soothed to them all, went up aloft to his Father in Heaven.  

After dusk came on, when the visitors were got rid of,  for Clare Joliffe had stayed an unconscionable time, talking over old interests at Helstonleigh  Mrs. Channing found her husband asleep in his chair. Closing the door softly on him, she sat down by the dining-room fire, and the long pent-up tears burst forth. Hamish Channings wife was a brave woman: but there are griefs that go well-nigh, when they fall, to shatter the bravest of us. Miss Nelly, captured ever so long ago by nurse, was at tea in the nursery.

Roland Yorke surprised Mrs. Channing in her sorrow. Roland never came into the house with a clatter now (at least when he thought of its masters sick state), but with as softly decorous a step as his boots could be controlled to. Down he sat in silence, on the opposite side of the hearth, and saw the reflection of Mrs. Channings tears in the fire-light.

Is he worse? asked Roland, when he had stared a little.

No, she answered, scarcely making a pretence to conceal her grief. I fear there will not be very much worse in it at all, Roland: a little more weakness perhaps, and that will be all. I am afraid the end is very near. I fancy he thinks so.

Roland grew hot and cold; a dart took him under his waistcoat.

Lets understand, Mrs. Channing. Dont play with a fellow. Do you mean that Hamish is  going  to die?

Yes, I am sure there is no more hope.

My goodness!  and Roland rubbed his hot and woe-stricken face. Why he was better yesterday. He was laughing and talking like anything.

Not really better. It is as I say, Roland.

If ever I saw such a miserable world as this! exclaimed Roland: who, though indulging at times some private despondency upon the case, had perhaps not realized its utter hopelessness until now, when the words put it unmistakably before him. I never thought  at least, much  but what hed get well again: the fine, good, handsome man. Id like to know why he couldnt, and what has killed him.

The reviews have done it, said Ellen, in a low tone.

Roland groaned. A suspicion, that they must have had something to do with the decay, had been upon himself. Hamish had never been quite the same after they appeared: his spirit had seemed to fade away in a subdued sadness, and subsequently his health followed it The cruel reviews broke his heart, resumed Mrs. Channing. I am certain of it, Roland. A less sensitive man would not have felt it vitally; a man, physically stronger, could not have suffered in health. But he is sensitive amidst the most sensitive; and he never, with all his bright face and fine form, was physically strong. And so  he could not bear the blow, and it has killed him.

Roland sat pulling at his whiskers in desperate gloom. Mrs. Channing shaded her eyes with her hand.

If I could but pitch into the reviewers! he cried. Were I rich, Id offer a thousand pounds reward to anybody who would bring me their names. Hang the lot! And if you were not by, Mrs. Channing, its a worse word than that Id say.

She shook her head. Pitching into the reviewers, Roland, would not give him back his life. The publisher thinks that one man wrote them all: or got them written. Some one who must have had a grudge against Hamish. It does seem like it.

Rolands picture might have been taken as an emblem of Despair. Suddenly the face brightened a little, the sanguine temperament resumed its sway.

Dont you lose heart, Mrs. Channing. Ill tell you something that happened to me at Port Natal. Uncommon hard-up, I was, and lying in a place with a strong fever upon me. I thought I was dying; I did indeed. I was dreaming of Helstonleigh and all the old people there; I seemed to see Arthur and Hamish, and Hamish smiled at me in his bright way, and said Cheer up, it will be all right, old friend. Upon that, somebody was standing by the bed  which was nothing but a sack of sand that you rolled off unpleasantly  laying hold of my pulse and looking down at me. I mean really, you know. A chap in the room said it was a doctor; perhaps it was; but he got me nothing but some herb-tea to drink. Take courage, says he to me, its half the battle! I got well in time, and so may Hamish. You take courage, Mrs. Channing.

She smiled a little. My taking courage would not help my husband, Roland.

Well  no; perhaps it mightnt, acknowledged Roland, resuming his gloom. Where is he?

She pointed to the other room. Asleep before the fire.

Roland softly opened the door and looked in. The fire-light played on Hamish Channings wasted features; and his dreams seemed to be of a pleasant nature, for a smile sat on the delicate lips: lips that had always shown so plainly the mans remarkable refinement. Nevertheless, sleeping and dreaming peacefully, there was something in the face that spoke of coming death. And Roland could have burst into sobs as he stood there.

Going back again, and closing the door quietly, Roland found the company augmented in the person of his brother Gerald. For some time past Gerald Yorke had heard from one and another of Hamish Channings increased illness, which made no impression upon him, except a slightly favourable one; for, if Hamish were incapacitated from writing, it would be a rival removed from Geralds path. This afternoon he was told that Hamish was thought to be past recovery; in fact, dying. That did arouse him a little; the faint spark of conscience Gerald Yorke possessed took a twinge, and he thought as he was near the house hed give a call in.

You are quite a stranger, Mrs. Channing was saying, meeting Gerald with a cordial hand and a grasp of welcome. What has kept you away?

Aw  been busy of late; and  aw  worried, answered Gerald, according a distant nod to Roland. Whats this I hear about Hamish?  That he is dying!

Well, I dont think you need blurt out that strong word to Mrs. Channing, Gerald, interposed hot Roland. Dying, indeed! Do you call it manners? I dont.

I beg Mrs. Charmings pardon, Gerald was beginning, half cynically; but Ellens voice rose to interrupt.

It makes no difference, Roland, she kindly said. It is the truth, you know; and I am not blind to it.

Whats the matter with him? asked Gerald.

The matter with him? Ellen Channing told the brief story in a few words. The cruel reviews had broken his heart. Gerald listened, and felt himself turn into a white heat inside and out.

The reviews! he exclaimed. I dont understand you, Mrs. Channing.

Of course you read them, Gerald, and must know their bitter, shameful injustice, she explained. They were such that might have struck a blow even to a strong man: they struck a fatal one to Hamish. He had staked his whole heart and hope upon the book; he devoted to it the great and good abilities with which God had gifted him; he made it worthy of all praise; and false men rose up and blasted it. A strong word you may deem that, Gerald, for me to use; but it is a true one. They rose up, and  in envy, as I believe  set themselves to write and work out a deliberate lie: they got it sent forth to the world in effectual channels, and killed the book. Perhaps they did not intend also to kill the writer.

Geralds white face looked whiter than usual. His eyes, in their hard stare, were very ugly.

Still I cant understand, he said. The critiques were, of course, rather severe: but how can critiques kill a man?

And if you, being a reviewer yourself, Gerald, could only get to find out who the false-hearted hound was,  for its thought to have been one fellow who penned the lot  youd oblige me, put in Roland. Id repay him, as Ive seen it done at Port Natal. His howling would be something fine.

You do not yet entirely understand, I see, Gerald, sadly answered Ellen, paying no attention to Rolands interruption, while Gerald turned his shoulder upon him. In one sense the reviews did not kill. They did not, for instance, strike Hamish dead at once, or break his heart with a stroke. In fact, you may think the expression, a broken heart, but a figure of speech; and in a degree of course it is so. But there are some natures, and his is one, which are so sensitively organized that a cruel blow shatters them. Had Hamish been stronger he might have borne it, have got over it in time; but he had been working beyond his strength; and I think also his strangely eager hope in regard to the book must have helped to wear out his frame. It was his first work, you know. When the blow came he had not strength to rally from it; mind and body were alike stricken down, and so the weakness set in and laid hold of him.

What are these natures good for? fiercely demanded Gerald, in a tone as if he were resenting some personal injury.

Only for Heaven, as it seems to me, she gently answered.

Gerald rubbed his face; he could not get any colour into it, and there ensued a pause. Presently Ellen spoke again.

I remember, when I was quite a girl, reading of a somewhat similar case in one of Bulwer Lyttons novels. A young artist painted a great picture  great to him  and insisted on being concealed in the room while a master came to judge of it. The judgment was adverse; not, perhaps, particularly harsh and cruel in itself, only sounding so to the painter; and it killed him. Not at the moment, Gerald; I dont mean that; he lived to become ill, and he went to Italy for his health, his heart gradually breaking. He never spoke of what the blow had been to him, or that it had crushed out his hope and life, but died hiding it. Hamish has never spoken.

What I want to know is, wheres the use of people being like this? pursued Gerald. What are they made for?

Scarcely for earth, she answered. The too-exquisitely-refined gold is not meant for the worlds coinage.

Id rather be a bit of brittle china, than made so that I couldnt stand a review, said Gerald. Its to be hoped theres not many such people.

Only one in tens of thousands, Gerald.

Does it  trouble him? asked Gerald, hesitatingly.

The advance of death?  yes, in a degree. Not for the death, Gerald: but the quitting me and Nelly.

Im not yet what Hamish and Arthur are, safe to be heard up there when they ask for a thing, again interrupted Roland, jerking his head upwards: but I do pray that from the day that bad base man hears of Hamish Channings death, hell be haunted by his ghost for ever. My goodness! Id not like to have murder on my conscience. Its as bad as the fellow who killed Mr. Ollivera.

Gerald Yorke rose. Ellen asked him to wait and see Hamish, but he answered, in what seemed a desperate hurry, that he had an engagement.

You might like to take a peep at him, Gerald, spoke Roland. His face looks as peaceful as if it were sainted.

Geralds answer was to turn tail and go off. Roland, who had some copying on hand that was being waited for, stayed to shake hands with Mrs. Channing.

Look here, he whispered to her. Dont you let him worry his mind about you and Nelly: in the way of money, you know. I shall be sure to get into something good soon; Vincent will see to that; and Ill take care of both of you. Good-bye.

Poor, penniless, good-hearted Roland! He would have taken care of all the world.

With a run he caught up Gerald, who was striding along rapidly. Oblivious of all save the present distress, even of Geralds past coldness, Roland attempted to take his arm, and got repulsed for his pains.

My way does not lie the same as yours, I think, was Geralds haughty remark. Roland would not resent it.

I say, Ger, is it not enough to make one sad? It wouldnt have mattered much had it been you or me to be taken: but Hamish Channing! we cant afford to lose such a one as him.

Thank you, said Gerald. Speak for yourself.

And with Hamish the bread and cheese dies. She has but little money. Perhaps shell not feel the want of it, though. Id work my arms off for that darling little Nelly  and for her too, for Hamishs sake.

I dont believe he is dying at all, said Gerald. Reviews kill him, indeed! its altogether preposterous. Women talk wretched nonsense in this world.

Without so much as a parting Good-night, Gerald struck across the street and disappeared. By the time he arrived at his chambers, his mind had fully persuaded itself that there was nothing serious the matter with Hamish Channing: and he felt that he could like to shake Winny (who had been his informant) for alarming him.

His servant brought him a letter as he entered, and Gerald tore it open. It proved to be from Sir Vincent Yorke, inviting Gerald down to Sunny Mead on the morrow for a couple of days shooting.

Hurrah! shouted Gerald. Vins coming round, is he! Ill go, and get out of him a hundred or so, to bring back with me to town. Thats good. Hurrah!


CHAPTER XXXVI.

Gerald Yorke at a Shooting Party.

IT was a pretty place; its name, Sunny Mead, an appropriate one. For the bright sun (not far yet above the horizon) of the clear and cold December day, shone on it cheerily: on the walls of the dwelling-house  on the green grass of the spreading lawn, with its groups of flowering laurestina and encompassing trees, that in summer cast a grateful shade. The house was small, but compact; the prospect from the windows, with its expanse of wood and hill and dale, a charming one. At its best it was a simple, unpretending place, but as pleasant a homestead for moderate desires as could be found in the county of Surrey.

In a snug room, its fire blazing in the grate, its snowy breakfast cloth, laden with china and silver, drawn near the large window that looked upon the lawn, sat the owner, Sir Vincent Yorke, and his cousin Gerald. As soon as breakfast should be over, they were going out shooting; but the baronet was by no means one who liked to disturb his mornings comfort by starting at dawn: shooting, as well as everything else in life, he liked to take easily. Gerald had arrived the previous night: it was the first time Gerald had seen Sunny Mead; and the very unpretending rank it took amidst baronets dwelling-places, surprised him, Sir Vincents marriage was fixed for the following month. January; and he gratified Gerald much by saying that he thought of asking him to be groomsman.

Aw!  very happy  immensely so, responded Gerald with his most fashionable drawl, that so grated on a true and honest ear.

Sunny Mead has this advantage; one can come to it and be quiet, observed Sir Vincent. Theres not room for more than three or four servants in it. My father used to call it the homestead: thats just what it is, and it doesnt pretend to be aught else. More coffee? Try that partridge pie. Have you seen Roland lately?

The cynical expression of disparagement that pervaded Geralds face at the question, made Sir Vincent smile.

Aw  I say, dont you spoil my breakfast by bringing up him, spoke Gerald. The best thing he can do is to go out to Port Natal again. A capital pie!

This devilled turkeys good, too. Youll try it presently? spoke the baronet. How is Hamish Channing?

Geralds skin turned of a dark hue. Was Sir Vincent purposely annoying him? Catching up his coffee-cup to take a long draught, he did not answer.

I never saw so fine a fellow in all my life, resumed Sir Vincent. Never was so taken with a face at first sight as with his. William Yorke was staying there at the time of my fathers funeral, and I went next day to call. Thats how I saw Channing. He promised to come and see me; but somebody told me the other day he was ill.

Aw  yes, drawled Gerald. Seedy, I believe.

Whats the matter with him?

Temper, said Gerald. Wrote a book, and had some reviews upon it, and it put him out, I hear.

But it was a first-rate book, Gerald; I read it, and the reviews were all wrong: suppose some contemptible raven of envy scrawled them. The books working its way upwards as fast as it can now.

Who says so? cried Gerald.

I do. I had the information from a reliable source. By-the-way, is there anything in that story of Rolands  that he is engaged to Channings sister? or is it fancy?

I do wish youd let the fellows name be; hes not so very good to talk of, retorted Gerald, in a rage.

But Roland was not so easily put out of the conversation. As luck had it, when the servant brought Sir Vincents letters in, there was one from Roland amidst them. Vincent laughed outright as he read it:  

DEAR VINCENT, I happened to overhear old Greatorex say yesterday that Sir Vincent Yorke wanted a working bailiff for the land at Sunny Mead. I! wish! to! offer! myself! for! the! situation! There! I put it strong that you may not mistake. Of course, I am a relative, which I cant help being; and a working bailiff is but a kind of upper servant. But Ill be very glad of the place if youll give it me, and will do my duty in it as far as I can, putting my best shoulder to the wheel; and Ill never presume upon our being cousins to go into your house uninvited, or put myself in your way; and my wife would not call on Lady Yorke if she did not wish it. Ill be the bailiff  you the master.

I dont tell you I am a first hand at farming; but, if perseverance and sticking to work can teach, I shall soon learn it. I picked up some experience at Port Natal; and had to drive waggons and other animals. Im great in pigs. The droves I had to manage of the grunting, obstinate wretches, out there, taught me enough of them. Of course I know all about haymaking; and Id used to be one of the company at old Pierces harvest homes, on his farm near Helstonleigh. I dont suppose youd want me to thresh the Wheat myself; but Im strong to do it, and would not mind. I would be always up before dawn in spring to see to the young lambs; and Id soon acquire the ins and outs of manuring and draining. Do try me, Vincent! Ill put my shoulder to the wheel in earnest for you. Thered be one advantage in taking me  that I should be honest and true to your interests. Whereas some bailiffs like to serve themselves better than their masters.

As to wages, Id leave that to you. Youd not give less than a hundred a year to begin with; and at the twelvemonths end, when I had made myself qualified, you might make it two. Perhaps youd give the two hundred at once. I dont wish to presume because I am a relative; and if the two hundred would be too much at first (for, to tell the truth, I dont know how bailiffs pay runs), please excuse my having named it. I expect there are lots of pretty cottages to be hired down there; may be theres one on the estate appropriated to the bailiff. I may as well mention that I am a first-rate horseman, and could gallop about like a fire-engine; having nearly lost my life more times than one, learning to ride the wild cattle when up the country at Port Natal.

I think thats all I have to say. Only try me! If you do, you will find how willing I am. Besides being strong, I am naturally active, with plenty of energy: the land should not go to ruin for the want of being looked after. My object in life now is to get a certainty that will bring me in something tolerably good to begin, and go on to three hundred a year, or more; for I should not like Annabel to take pupils always. I dont know whether a bailiff ever gets as much.

Bede Greatorex can give you a good character of me for steadiness and industry. And if I have stuck to this work, I should do better by yours; for writing I hate, and knocking about a farm Id like better than anything.

Youll let me have an answer as soon as convenient. If you take me I shall have to order leggings and other suitable toggery from Carricks tailor; and he might be getting on with the things.

Wishing you a merry Christmas, which will soon be here (dont I recollect one of mine at Port Natal, when I had nothing for dinner and the same for supper), I remain, dear Vincent, Yours truly, ROLAND YORKE.

Sir Vincent Yorke.

To watch the curl of Geralds lips, the angry sarcasm of his face, as he perused this document, which the baronet handed to him with a laugh, was amusing. It might have made a model of scorn for a painters easel. Dropping the letter from his fingers, as if there were contamination in its very touch, he flicked it across the table.

Youll send it back to him in a blank envelope, wont you?

No; why should I? returned Sir Vincent, who was good-natured in the main, easy on the whole. Ill answer him when Ive time. Do you know, Gerald, I think you rather disparage Roland.

Gerald opened his astonished eyes. Disparage him! How can he be disparaged?  he is just as low as he can be. An awful blot, and nothing else, on the family escutcheon.

The family dont seem to be troubled much by him  saving me. He appears to regard me as a sheet-anchor  who can provide for the world, himself included. I rather like the young fellow; he is so genuine.

Dont call him young, reproved Gerald; hell be twenty-nine next May.

And in mind and manners he is nineteen!

He talks of pigs  see what he has brought his to, exclaimed Gerald, somewhat forgetting his fashion. The  aw  low kind of work he condescends to do  the mean way he is not ashamed to confess he lives in! Every bit of family pride has gone out of him, and given place to vulgar instincts.

As Roland has tumbled into the mire, better for him to be honest and work, returned Sir Vincent, mincing with his dry toast and one poached egg, for he was delicate in appetite. What else could he do? Of course theres the credit system and periodical whitewashings, but I should not care to go in for that kind of thing myself.

Are you in want of a bailiff? growled Gerald, wondering whether the last remarks were meant to be personal.

Greatorex has engaged one for me. How are you getting on yourself, Gerald?

Not  aw  at all. Im awfully hard up.

You always are, Ger, according to your story, was the baronets remark, laughing slightly.

And somehow the laugh sounded in Geralds ear as a hard laugh  as one that boded no good results to the petition he meant to prefer before his departure  that Sir Vincent would accommodate him with a loan.

Hes close-fisted as a miser, was Geralds mental comment. His father all over again. Neither of them would part with a shilling save for self-gratification: and both could spend enough on that. Ill ask him for a hundred, point blank, before I leave; more, if I can feel my way to do it. Fortune is shamefully unequal in this life. Theres Vin with his baronetcy, and his nice little place here and every comfort in it, and his town house, and his clear four thousand a year, and no end of odds and ends of money besides, nest eggs of various shapes and sizes, and his future wife a seventy thousand pounder in her own right; and heres myself by his side, a better man than he any day, with not a coin of my own in the whole world, nor likely to drop into one by inheritance, and afraid to venture about London for fear of being nabbed! Curse the whole thing! He is shabby in trifles too. To give me a miserable two days invitation. Two days! Ill remain twenty if I can.

You dont eat, Gerald.

Ive made a famous breackfast, thank you. Do you spend Christmas down here, Vincent?

Not I. The day after to-morrow, when you leave me, I start for Paris.

For Paris! echoed Gerald, his mouth falling at the sudden failure of his pleasant scheme.

Miss Trehern and her father are there. We shall remain for the jour de lan, see the bonbon shops, and all that, and then come back again.

And I hope the bonbon shops will choke him! thought kindly Gerald.

Sir Vincent Yorke did not himself go in for keepers and dogs. There was little game on his land, and he was too effeminate to be much of a sportsman. He owned two guns, and that comprised the whole of his shooting paraphernalia. Breakfast over, he had his guns brought, and desired Gerald to take his choice.

Now the handling and understanding of guns did not rank amidst Gerald Yorkes accomplishments. Brought up in the cathedral town, only away from it on occassions at Dr. Yorkes living (and that happened to be in a town also), the young Yorkes were not made familiar with out-door sports. Dr. Yorke had never followed them himself, and saw no necessity for training his sons to them. Even riding they were not very familiar with. Rolands letter has just informed Sir Vincent that he had nearly lost his life learning to ride the wild horses when up the country at Pot Natal. Probably he had learnt also to understand something about guns: we may be very sure of one thing, that if he did not understand them, he would have voluntarily avowed it. Not so Gerald. Gerald, made up of artificialisms  for nothing seemed real about him but his ill-temper  touched the guns here, and fingered the guns there, and critically examined them everywhere, as if he were the greatest connoisseur alive, and had invented a breech-loader himself; and finally said he would take this one.

So they went out, each with his gun, and a favourite dog of the baronets, Spot, and joined a neighbours shooting party, as had been arranged. Colonel Cluttons land joined Sir Vincents; he was a keen lover of sport, always making up parties for it, and if Sir Vincent went out at all, it was sure to be with Colonel Clutton.

To-day and to-morrow will be my last turn-out this season, observed the baronet, as they walked along. Not sorry for it. One gets a large amount of fatigue: dont think the slaughter compensates for that.

Reaching the meeting-place, they found a party of some three or four gentlemen and two keepers. Gerald was introduced to Colonel Clutton, an elderly man with snow-white hair. The sport set in. It was late in the season, and the birds were getting scarce or wary, but a tolerably fair number fell.

The gentleman dont seem to handle his gun gainly, sir, as if hed played with one as a babby, observed one of the keepers confidentially in Sir Vincents ear.

He alluded to Gerald Yorke. Sir Vincent turned and looked. Though not much addicted to shooting, he was thoroughly conversant with it: and what he saw, as he watched Gerald, a little surprised him.

I say, Gerald Yorke, you must take care, he called out. Did you never handle a gun before?

The suggestion offended Gerald: the question nettled him. His face grew dark.

What do you mean, Sir Vincent? was his angry answer. He would have liked to affirm his great knowledge of shooting: but his chief practice had been with a pop-gun at school.

Sir Vincent laughed a little. Dont do any mischief, thats all.

It might have been that the public caution caused Gerald to be more careless, just to prove his proficiency; it might have been that it tended to flurry him. Certainly he would not have caused harm wilfully; but nevertheless it took place.

Not ten minutes after Sir Vincent had spoken, he was crossing a narrow strip of open ground towards a copse. Gerald, leaping through a gap in the hedge not far behind, carrying his gun (like a senseless man) on full cock, contrived, in some inextricable manner, to discharge it. Whether his elbow caught in the leafless branches, or the trigger caught, or what it was, Gerald Yorke never knew, and never will know to his dying day. The charge went off; there was a cry, accompanied by shouts of warning, somebody on the ground in front, and the rest running to surround the fallen man.

You have no right to come out, sir, unless you can handle a gun properly! spoke Colonel Clutton to Gerald, in the moments confusion. I have been watching your awkwardness all the morning.

Gerald looked pale with fear, dark with anger. He made no reply whatever: only pressed forward to see who was down, the men, in their velveteen coats and leggings, looking much alike. Sir Vincent Yorke.

Its not much, I think, said the baronet, good-naturedly, as he looked up at Gerald. But I say, though, you should have candidly answered me that you were not in the habit of shooting, when I sent you the invitation.

No, it was not much. A few shots had entered the calf of the left leg. They got out pocket-handkerchiefs, and tied them tightly round to stop the hemorrhage. The dog, Spot, laid his head close to his masters face, and whined pitiably.

What sense them dumb animals have!  amost human! remarked the keeper.

This will stop my Paris trip, observed Sir Vincent, as they were conveying him home.

Better that was stopped than your wedding, replied Colonel Clutton, with a jesting smile. You keep yourself quiet, now, that you may be well for that. Dont talk.

Sir Vincent acquiesced readily. At the best of times he was sensitive to pain, and somewhat of a coward in regard to his own health. At home he was met by a skilful surgeon. The shots were extracted, and Sir Vincent was made comfortable in bed. Gerald Yorke waylaid the doctor afterwards.

Is it serious? Will he do well? Sir Vincent is my cousin.

Oh  Mr. Yorke: the gentleman whose gun unfortunately caused the mishap, was the answering remark. Of course these accidents are always serious, more or less. This one might have been far worse than it is.

He will do well?

Quite well. At least, I hope so. I see nothing to hinder it. Sir Vincent will be a tractable patient, you see; and a good deal lies in that.

Theres no danger, then?

Oh no: no danger.

Gerald, relieved on the score of apprehension of consequences, had the grace to express his regret and sorrow to the baronet. Sir Vincent begged him to think no more about it: only recommended him not to go out with a party in future, until he had had some practice. Gerald, untrue to the end, said he was a little out of practice; should soon get into it again. Sir Vincent made quite light of the hurt; it was nothing to speak of, the doctor had said; would not delay his marriage, or anything. But he did not ask Gerald to remain: and that gentleman, in spite of his hints, and his final offer to stay, found he was expected to go. Sir Vincent expressed his acknowledgments, but said he wished for perfect quiet.

So, on the day following the accident, Gerald Yorke returned to town; which was a day sooner than, even at the worst, he had bargained for; and arrived in a temper. Taking one untoward disappointment with another, Geralds mood could not be expected to be heavenly. He had fully intended to come away with his pockets lined  if by dint of persuasion Sir Vincent could be seduced into doing it. As it was, Gerald had not broached the subject. Sir Vincent was to be kept entirely quiet; and Gerald, with all his native assurance, could not ask a man for money, whom he had just shot.


CHAPTER XXXVII.

In Custody.

PACING his carpet, in the worst state of perturbation possible, was the Reverend Mr. Ollivera. He had so paced it all the morning. Neglecting his ordinary duties, staying indoors when he ought to have been out, unable to eat or to rest, he and his mind were alike in a state of most distressing indecision. The whole of the night had he tossed and turned, and rose up again and again to walk his room, struggling with his conscience. For years past, he had, so to say, lived on the anticipation of this hour: when the memory of his dear brother should be cleared of its foul stain, and the true criminal brought to light. And, now that it had come, he was hesitating whether or not to take advantage of it: whether to let the stain remain, and the criminal escape.

Torn to pieces with doubt and pain, was he. Unable to see where his duty lay, more than once, with lifted hands and eyes and heart, a cry to Heaven to direct him broke from his lips. Passages of Scripture, bearing both ways, crowded on his mind, to puzzle him the more; but there was one great lesson he could not ignore  the loving, merciful teaching of Jesus Christ.

About one oclock, when the remembrance of the miserable grave, and of him who had been so miserably put into it, lay very strong upon him, Alletha Rye came into the room with some white cravats of the parsons in her hand. She was neat and nice as usual, wearing a soft merino gown with white-worked cuffs and collars, her fair hair smooth and abundant.

I have done the best I could with them, sir: cut off the edges and hemmed them afresh, she said. After that, I passed the iron over them, and they look just as if fresh got up.

Thank you, murmured Mr. Ollivera, the colour flushing his face, and speaking in a confused kind of manner, like a man overtaken in a crime.

Great heaven, can I go on with it? he exclaimed, as she went out, leaving the neckerchiefs on the table. Is it possible to believe that she did it?  with her calm good face, with her clear honest eye? he continued in an agony of distress. Oh, for guidance!  that I may be shown what my course ought to be!

As a personal matter, to give Alletha Rye into custody would cause him grievous pain. She had lived under the same roof with him, showing him voluntarily a hundred little courtesies and kindnesses. These white cravats of his, just put to rights, had been undertaken in pure good will.

How very much of our terrible seasons of distress might be spared to us, if we could but see a little further than the present moment; than the atmosphere immediately around. Henry William Ollivera might have been saved his: had he but known that while he was doubting, another was acting. Mr. Greatorex had taken it into his own hands, and the houses trouble was, even then, at the very door. In after life, Henry Ollivera never ceased to be thankful that it was not himself who brought it.

A commotion below. Mr. Roland Yorke had entered, and was calling out to the house to bring his dinner. It was taken to him in the shape of some slices of roast mutton and potatoes. When Mrs. Jones had a joint herself, Roland was served from it. That she was no gainer by the bargain, Mrs. Jones was conscious of; the small sum she allowed herself in repayment out of the weekly sovereign, debarred it: but Roland was favoured for the sake of old times.

Close almost upon that, there came a rather quiet double knock at the street door, which Miss Rye went to answer. Roland thought he recognised a voice, and ran out, his mouth full of mutton.

Why, its never you, old Butterby! What brings you in London again?

Whatever brought Mr. Butterby to London, something curious appeared to have brought him to Mrs. Joness. A policeman had followed him in, and was shutting the street door, with a manner quite at home. There escaped a faint cry from Alletha, and her face turned white as ashes. Roland stared from one to the other.

What on earths the matter? demanded he.

Id like to speak to you in private for a minute, Miss Rye, said Mr. Butterby, in a low civil tone. Tomkins, you wait there.

She went higher up the passage and looked round something like a stag at bay. There was no unoccupied room to take him to. Mr. Browns frugal dinner tray (luncheon, as he called it) was in his, awaiting his entrance. That the terrible man of law with his officer had come to arrest him Alletha never doubted. A hundred wild ideas of telegraphing him some impossible warning, not to enter, went teeming through her brain. Tomkins stood on the entrance mat; Roland Yorke, with his accustomed curiosity, put his back against his parlour door-post to watch proceedings.

Miss Rye, Id not have done this of my own accord, leastways not so soon, but it has been forced upon me, whispered Mr. Butterby. Ive got to ask you to go with me.

To ask me? she tremblingly said, while he was showing her a paper: probably the warrant.

Are you so much surprised: after that there avowal you made to me last night? If Id gone and told a police officer that I had killed somebody, it would not astonish me to be took.

Her face fell. The pallor of her cheeks was coloured by a faint crimson; her eyes flashed with a condemning light.

I told you in confidence, as one friend might speak to another; in defence of him who was not there to defend himself, she panted. How could I suppose you would hasten treacherously to use it against me?

Ah, said Mr. Butterby, in things of that sort us law defenders is just the wrong sort to make confidants of. But now, look here, Miss Rye, I didnt go and abuse that confidence, and though it is me that has put the wheels of the law in motion, it is done in obedience to orders, which I had no power to stop. Im sorry to have to do it: and Ive come down with the warrant myself out of respect to you, that things might be accomplished as genteel as might be.

Now then, Alletha! Do you know that your dinners getting cold? What on earth are you stopping there for? Who is it?

The interruption was from Mrs. Jones, called out through the nearly closed door of her parlour. Alletha, making no response, looked fit to die.

Have you come to arrest me? she whispered.

Well, its about it, Miss Rye. Apprehend, that is. Well get a cab and youll go in it with my friend there, all snug and quiet. Im vexed that young Yorke should just be at home. Tried to get here half an hour earlier, but

Mrs. Joness door was pulled open with a jerk. To describe the aggravated astonishment on her face when she saw the state of affairs, would be a work of skill. Alletha with a countenance of ghastly fear; Mr. Butterby whispering to her; the policeman on the door mat; Roland Yorke looking leisurely on.

Well, Im sure! exclaimed Mrs. Jones. What may be the meaning of this?

There could be no evasion now. Had Alletha in her secret heart hoped to keep it from her tart, condemning, and strong-minded sister, the possibility was over. She went down the few steps that led to the room, and entered it; Mr. Butterby close behind her. The latter was shutting the door, when Roland Yorke walked in, taking French leave.

Which of the two stared the most, Mrs. Jones or Roland, and which of the two felt inclined to abuse Mr. Butterby the most, when his errand became known, remains a question to this day. Rolands championship was hot.

You know you always do take the wrong people, Butterby!

Now, young Mr. Yorke, just you concern yourself with your own business, and leave other folkss alone, was the detectives answering reprimand. I dont see what call you have to be in this here room at all.

In all the phases of the affair, with its attendant conjectures and suspicions, from the first moment that she saw John Ollivera lying dead in her house, the possibility of Allethas being cognisant of its cause, much less connected with it, had never once entered the head of Mrs. Jones. She stared from one to the other in simple wonder.

What is it you charge my sister with, Butterby?  the death of Counsellor Ollivera?

Well, yes; thats it, he answered.

And how dare you do it?

Now, look you here, Mrs. Jones, said Butterby, in a tone of reason, putting his hand calmly on her wrist, Ive told Miss Rye, and I tell you, that these proceedings are instituted by the law, not by me; if I had not come to carry them out, another would, who might have done it in a rougher manner. A woman of your sense ought to see the matter in its right light. I dont say shes guilty, and I hope shell be able to prove that shes not; but I can tell you this much, Mrs. Jones, theres them that have had their suspicions turned upon her from the first.

Being a woman of sense, as Mr. Butterby delicately insinuated, Mrs. Jones began to feel a trifle staggered. Not at his words: they had little power over her mind, but at Allethas appearance. Leaning against the wall there, white, faint, silent, she looked like one guilty, rather than innocent. And it suddenly struck Mrs. Jones that she did not attempt a syllable in her own defence.

Why dont you speak out, girl? she demanded, in her tartest tone. You can, I suppose?

But the commotion had begun to cause attention in the quiet house. Not so much from its noise, as by that subtle instinct that makes itself heard, we cannot tell how; and Mr. Ollivera came in.

Who has done this? he briefly asked of the detective.

Mr. Greatorex, sir.

The next thing theyll do may be to take me up on the charge, spoke Mrs. Jones with acrimony.

What on earth put this into their miserable heads? You dont suspect her, I hope, Mr, Ollivera!

He only looked at Mrs. Jones in silence by way of answer: a grave meaning in his sad face. It spoke volumes: and Mrs. Jones, albeit not one to give way to emotion, or any other kind of weakness, felt as if a jug of cold water were being poured down her back. Straightforward, always, she put the question to him with naked plainness.

Do you suspect her?

I have suspected her, came the low tones of Mr. Ollivera in answer. Believe me, Mrs. Jones, whatever may be the final result of this, I grieve for it bitterly.

I say, why cant you speak up, and say you did not do it? stamped Roland, in his championship. Dont be frightened out of your senses by Butterby. He never pitches upon the right person; Mrs. J. remembers that.

As this here talking wont do any good  and Im sure if it would Id let it go on a bit  suppose we make a move, interposed Butterby. If youd like to put up a few things to take with you, Miss Rye, do so. Youll have to go to Helstonleigh.

Oh, law! cried Roland. I say, Butterby, its a mistake, I know. Let her go. Come! you shall have all my dinner.

Dont stand there like a statue, as if you were moon-struck, said Mrs, Jones, seizing her sister to administer a slight shaking. Tell them you are innocent, girl, if you can; and let Butterby go about his business.

And in response, Alletha neither spoke nor moved.

But at this moment another actor came upon the scene. A knock at the front door was politely answered at once by the policeman, glad, no doubt, to have something to do, and Mr. Brown entered, arriving at home for his mid-day meal. Roland dashed into the passage.

I say, Brown, here is a stunning shame. Old Butterbys come to take up Alletha Rye.

Take her up for what? Mr. Brown calmly asked.

For the killing and slaying of Counsellor Ollivera, he says. But in these things he never was anything but a calf.

Mr. Brown turned into his room, put down his hat and a small paper parcel, and went on to the scene. Before he could say a word, Alletha Rye burst forth like one demented.

Dont come here, Mr. Brown. Weve nothing to do with strangers. I cant have all the world looking at me.

Mr. Brown took a quiet survey of matters with perfect self-possession, and then drew Mr. Butterby towards his room, just as though he had possessed the authority of Scotland Yard. Mrs. Jones was left alone with her sister, and caught hold of her two hands.

Now then! What is the English of this? Had you aught to do with the death of Mr. Ollivera?

Never, said Alletha; I would not have hurt a hair of his head.

Mrs. Jones, at the answer, hardly knew whether to slap the young womans face or to shriek at her. All this disgrace brought upon her house, and Alletha to submit to it in unrefuting tameness! As a preliminary, she began a torrent of words.

Hush! said Alletha. They think me guilty, and at present they must be let think it. I cannot help myself: if Butterby conveys me to Helstonleigh, he must do it.

Mrs. Jones was nearly staggered out of her passion. The cold water went trickling down again. Not at once could she answer.

Lord help the wench for a fool! Dont you know that if you are conveyed to Helstonleigh it would be to take your trial at the next assizes? Would you face that?

I cannot tell, wailed Alletha, putting up her thin hand to her troubled face. I must have time to think.

But we must follow Mr. Brown. As he passed into his room and closed the door, he took a tolerably long look into Butterbys eyes: possibly hoping to discover whether that astute officer knew him for Godfrey Pitman. He obtained no result. Had Mr. Butterby been a born natural he could not have looked more charmingly innocent. That he chose to indulge this demand for an interview for purposes of his own, those who knew him could not doubt. They stood together before the fireless hearth; however cold the weather might be, Mr. Browns fire went out after breakfast and was not re-lighted until night.

I beg your pardon, Mr. Butterby. With so much confusion in there  nodding in the direction of Mrs. Joness parlour I am not sure that I fully understood. Is it true that you are about to take Miss Rye into custody on suspicion of having caused the death of John Ollivera?

I have took her, was the short answer. It is nothing to you, I suppose.

It is this much to me: that I happen to be in a position to testify that she did not do it.

Oh, you think so, do you, said Butterby, in a civil but slightly mocking tone. Ive knowed ten men at least swear to one mans innocence of a crime, and him guilty all the while. Dont say it was perjury: appearances is deceptive, and human natures soft.

I affirm to you, in the hearing of Heaven, that Alletha Rye was innocent of the death of John Ollivera, said Mr. Brown in a solemn tone that might have carried conviction to even a less experienced ear. She had nothing whatever to do with it. Until the following morning, when she found him, she was as ignorant as you that he was dead.

Then why dont she speak up and say so? not that it could make any difference at the present stage of affairs.

Will you let me ask who it is that has had her apprehended? Mr. Bede Greatorex?

Bede Greatorex has had nothing to do with it. Twas his father.

Well now, I have a favour to ask you, Mr. Butterby, continued the other after a pause. The good name of a young woman is a great deal easier lost than re-gained, as no one can tell better than yourself. It will be an awful thing if Alletha Rye, being innocent  as I swear to you she is  should be accused of this dreadful crime before the world. You have known her a long while: will you not stretch a point to save it?

That might depend a good deal upon what the point was, replied Mr. Butterby.

A very simple one. Only this  that you would stay proceedings until I have had time to see Bede Greatorex. Let her remain here, in custody of course  for I am not so foolish as to suppose you could release her  but dont molest her; dont take her away. In fact, treat her as though you knew she were wrongfully accused. You may be obliged to me for this later, Mr. Butterby  I wont say in the interests of humanity, but of justice.

Various thoughts and experiences of the past, as connected with Bede Greatorex, came crowding into the mind of Butterby. His lips parted with a smile, but it was not a favourable one.

I think that Bede Greatorex could join with me in satisfying you that it was not Miss Rye, urged the petitioner. I am almost sure he can do this if he will.

Which is as much as to say that both he and you have got your suspicions turned on some other quarter, rejoined Butterby. Who was it?

That Mr. Browns cheeks took a darker tinge at the direct query, was plain to be seen. He made no answer.

Come! Who did that thing? You know.

If I do not know  and I am unable to tell you that I do, Mr. Butterby  I can yet make a shrewd guess at it.

And Bede Greatorex too, you say?

I fancy he can.

Looking into each others eyes, those two deep men, there ensued a silence. If it wasnt this we man, whispered Butterby, perhaps it was another.

The clerk opened his lips to speak in hasty impulse: but he closed them again, still looking hard at the officer.

Whether it was or not, the woman was not Alletha Rye.

Then, said Mr. Butterby, following out his own private thoughts, and giving the table an emphatic slap, which caused the frugal luncheon tray to jingle, this thing will never be brought to trial.

I dont much think it will, was the significant answer. But you will consent to what I ask? I wont be away long. A quarter of an hour will suffice for my interview with Bede Greatorex.

Weighing chances and possibilities, as it lay in the business of Mr. Butterby to do; knowing who the man before him was, with the suspicion attaching to him, he thought it might be as well to keep him under view. There was no apparent intention to escape; the clerk seemed honest as the day on this present purpose, and strangely earnest; but Mr. Butterby had learnt to trust nobody.

Ill go with you, said he. Tomkins will keep matters safe here. Come on. Hang me if this case ever had its fellow: it turns one about with its little finger.


CHAPTER XXXVIII.

Between Bede and his Clerk.

THEY stood near each other, Bede Greatorex and his managing clerk, while Mr. Butterby paced the passage outside.

When interrupted, Bede had his elbow on the mantle-piece, his brow bent on his thin fingers. A good blazing fire here, the coal crackling and sparkling cheerily. Bede dropped his elbow.

What is it, Mr. Brown? he rather languidly asked.

Mr. Brown, closing the door, went straight up and said what it was: Alletha Rye had been apprehended. But he looked anywhere, as he spoke, rather than into the face of his master. A face that grew suddenly white and cold: and Mr. Brown, in his delicacy of mind, would not appear to see it.

What a cursed meddler that Butterby is! exclaimed Bede.

I fancy he had no option in this, sir; that it was not left to his choice.

Who did it, then?

Mr. Greatorex. This must be remedied at once, sir.

By the authoritative manner in which he spoke, it might have been thought that Bede Greatorex was the servant, Brown the master. Bede put his elbow on the shelf again, and pushed back his hair in unmistakable agitation. It was growing thin now, the once luxuriant crop; and silver threads were interwoven with the black ones.

She must be saved, repeated Mr. Brown.

I suppose so. Who is to do it?

I must, sir. If no one else does.

Bede raised his eyes to glance at his clerk; but it was not a full free glance, and they were instantly dropped again.

You are the Godfrey Pitman, they tell me, who was in the house at the time.

Yes, I am. But have you not known it all along, Mr. Bede Greatorex?

All along from when?

Mr. Brown hesitated. From the time that I came here as clerk.

No; certainly I have not.

There were times, sir, when I fancied it.

A long silence. Even now, whatever secret, or association, there might be between these two men, neither was at ease with the other. Bede especially seemed to shrink from further explanation.

I have known but for a short while of your identity with Godfrey Pitman, he resumed. And with George Winter. I have been waiting my own time to confer with you upon the subject. We have been very busy.

We have been very busy! If Bede put that forth as an excuse, it did not serve him: for his hearer knew it was not the true one. He simply answered that they had been very busy. Not by so much as a look or a syllable would George Winter  let us at last give him his true name  add to the terrible pain he knew his master must be suffering.

About Miss Rye, sir? She must be extricated from her unpleasant position.

Yes, of course.

And her innocence proved.

At the expense of another? asked Bede, without lifting his eyes.

No, answered the other in a low tone. I do not think that need be.

Bede looked straight into the fire, his companion full at the window-blind, drawn half way down; neither of them at one another.

How will you avoid it? asked Bede.

I think it may be avoided, sir. For a little while past, I have forseen that some such a crisis as this would come: and I have dwelt and dwelt upon it until I seem to be able to track out my way in it perfectly clear.

Bede cracked the coal in the grate; which did not require cracking. Do you mean that you have foreseen Miss Rye would be taken? Such a thought in regard to her never crossed my mind.

Nor mine. I alluded to myself, sir. If once I was discovered to be the so-called Godfrey Pitman  and some instinct told me the discovery was at last approaching  I knew that I should, in all probability, be charged with the murder of Mr. Ollivera. I  an innocent man  would not suffer for this, Mr. Greatorex; I should be obliged, in self-defence, to repel the accusation: and I have been considering how it might be done without compromising others. I think it can be.

How? repeated Bede shortly.

By my not telling the whole truth. By not knowing  I mean not having recognised the  the one  who would be compromised if I did tell it. I think this is feasible, sir.

Just a momentary glance into each others eyes; no more; and it spoke volumes. Bede, facing the fire again, stood several minutes in deep consideration. George Winter seemed occupied with one of his gloves that had a refractory button.

In any case it must now be known who you are, said Bede.

That will not signify. In throwing the onus of the he seemed to hesitate, as he had once hesitated in the last sentence the death off Miss Rye, I throw it equally off my own shoulders. I have for some months wished that I could declare myself.

Why have you not done it?

George Winter looked at his master, surprise in his eyes. It is not for my own sake that I have kept concealed, sir.

No. Bede Greatorex knew that it was for his; at least for his interests; and felt the obligation in his heart. He did not speak it; pride and a variety of other unhappy feelings kept him silent. Of all the miserable moments that the death of John Ollivera had entailed upon him, this confidential interview with his clerk was not the least of them. Forced though he was to hold it, he hated it with his whole soul.

You took that cheque from my desk, said Bede. And wrote me the subsequent letter.

I did not take it from the desk, sir. Your expressed and continuous belief  that you had put it in  was a mistaken one. It must have slipped from your hands when about to lock up the other papers you held, and fluttered under the desk-table. Perhaps you will allow me to give you the explanation now.

Bede nodded.

In the morning of the day that the cheque was lost, you may remember coming into the front room and seeing a stranger with me. His name was Foster; a farmer and corn-dealer near Birmingham. I had been out on an errand; and, on turning in again, a gentleman stopped me to enquire the way. While I was directing him there ensued a mutual recognition. In one sense I owed him some money: forty-four pounds. Samuel Teague, of whom you may have heard

I know, interrupted Bede.

Samuel Teague, just before he ran away, had got me to put my name to a bill for him; Mr. Foster, in all good faith, had let him have the money for it. It had never been repaid. But upon Mr. Fosters meeting me that morning, he gave me my choice  to find the money for him before he left London, or be denounced publicly as George Winter. I thought he would have denounced me then. He came into the office and would not be got rid of: saying that he had looked for me too long to let me go, now that I was found. What I was to do I did not know. I had no objection to resume my own name, for I had cleared myself with Johnson and Teague, but it must have involved the exposure relating to the affair at Helstonleigh. The thought occurred to me of declaring the dilemma to you, letting you decide whether that exposure should come, or whether you would lend me the forty-four pounds to avert it But I shrank from doing that.

Why? again interposed Bede.

Because I thought you would dislike my entering upon the subject, sir. I have shrunk from it always.

Now that the necessity is forced upon me, I am shrinking from it as I speak.

Ah, but not so much as Bede was. Go on.

While I sat at my desk, inwardly deliberating, Mr. Frank came in, asking you to draw out a cheque for Sir Richard Yorke for forty-four pounds. The strange coincidence between the sum and the money demanded of me, struck me as being most singular. It strikes me so still. Later in the morning, I came into this room with some deeds, and saw a piece of paper lying under the table. Upon picking it up  which I did simply to replace it on the desk  I found it was the cheque. My first thought was that it must be a special, almost a supernatural, intervention in my favour; my second, that it was just possible you had left it there for me to take. Both ideas very farfetched and imaginatory, as I saw at once. But I used the cheque, Mr. Bede Greatorex. I went home, put on the false hair I had worn as Godfrey Pitman, for I have it by me still, and got the cheque cashed in gold. It was not for my sake I did this; I hated it bitterly. And then I hesitated to use the money. At night I went to Mr. Fosters hotel, and told him that I would get the money for him by the following night if I could; if I could not, he must carry out his threat of denouncing me to the public and Mr. Greatorex. Foster consented to wait. I returned to my lodgings and wrote that anonymous note to you, sir, not telling you who had taken the cheque; merely saying that exposure was threatened of the private circumstances, known only to one or two, attendant on Mr. Olliveras death at Helstonleigh; that the money had been taken to avert the exposure, and would be applied to that purpose, provided you were agreeable. If not, and you wished the money returned, you were requested to drop a note without loss of a moment to a certain address: if no such note were written, the money would be used in the course of the day, and things kept silent as heretofore. You sent no answer, and I paid it to Foster in the evening. I have never been able to decide whether you suspected me as the writer, or not.

No. I fancied it might be Hurst.

Hurst! exclaimed George Winter in great surprise.

Bede looked up for a moment. I felt sure the cheque must have been taken by one of you in the next room. Not knowing you then for Godfrey Pitman, my thoughts fell on Hurst. His father was the attendant surgeon, and might have made some critical discovery.

I dont see how he could have done that, sir, was the dissenting answer.

Nor did I. But it is the doubt in these cases that causes the fear. I should like to ask you a question  was it by accident or purposed design that you came to our house as a clerk?

Purely by accident. When the misfortunes fell upon me in Birmingham, and I was unwise enough to follow Samuel Teagues example and run away, I retained one friend, who stood by me. After quitting Helstonleigh on the Monday night, I concealed myself elsewhere for three or four days, and then went to him in Essex, where he lived. He procured me a clerkship in a lawyers office in the same county, Mr. Cales, with whom I stayed about a year, Mr. Cale found me very useful, and when his health failed, and he retired in consequence from practice, he sent me up here to Mr. Greatorex with a strong recommendation.

You have served us well, said Bede. Was not your quitting Birmingham a mistake?

The worst I ever made. I solemnly declare that I was entirely innocent. Not only innocent myself, but unsuspicious of anything wrong on the part of Samuel Teague. He took me in, as he took in everybody else. Johnson and Teague know it now, and have at length done me the justice to acknowledge it. I knew of young Teagues profuse expenditure: he used to tell me he had the money from his uncle, old Mr. Teague, and it never occurred to me to doubt it. Where I erred, was in going to the old man and blurting out the truth. He died of the shock. I shall never forgive myself for that: it seemed to me always as though I had murdered him. With his dead form, as it seemed, pursuing me, with the knowledge that I was to be included in the charge of forgery, I lost my sober senses. In my fright, I saw no escape but in flight; and I got away on the Sunday afternoon as far as Helstonleigh. It was in the opposite direction to the one Samuel Teague was thought to have taken, and I wanted to see Alletha Rye, if it were practicable, and assure her before we finally parted, that, though bad enough, I was not quite the villain people were making me out to be. There  there are strange coincidences in this life, Mr. Bede Greatorex.

You may well say that, answered Bede.

And one of the strangest was that of my accidentally meeting Alletha Rye five minutes after I reached Helstonleigh. Forgetting my disguise, I stopped to accost her  and have not forgotten her surprise yet. But I had not courage then to tell her the truth: I simply said I was in trouble through false friends, and was ill  which was really the case  and I asked her if she could shelter me for a day or two, or could recommend me to a place where I might be private and to myself. The result was, that I went to Mrs. Joness house, introduced as a stranger, one Godfrey Pitman. I hit upon the name hap-hazard. And before I left it I was drawn into that business concerning Mr. Ollivera.

Bede Greatorex made no answer. A coincidence! Aye; one of heavens sending.

Why so much ill-luck should have fallen upon me I cannot tell, resumed George Winter. I started in life, hoping and intending to do my duty as conscientiously as most men do it; and Ive tried to, thats more. Fate has not been kind to me.

There are others that it has been less kind to, spoke Bede, his tone marked with ill-suppressed agitation. Your liabilities in Birmingham? Are they wiped out?

Others liabilities you mean, sir; I had none of my own. Yes, I have scraped, and saved, and paid; paid all. I am saving now to repay you the forty-four pounds, and have about twenty towards it. But for having my good old mother on my hands  she lives in Wales  I should have been clear earlier.

You need not trouble yourself about the forty-four pounds, said Bede, recognising the wondrous obligations he and his were under to this silent, self-denying man.

If it were forty-four hundred, sir, I should work on until I paid it, life being granted me.

Very well, replied Bede. I may be able to recompense you in another way.

If Bede Greatorex thought that any simple order of his would release Miss Rye from custody, he found himself mistaken. Butterby, called into the conference, was almost pleasantly derisive.

Youll assure me she was not guilty! and Mr. Brown there can assure me she was not guilty! And, following them words up, you say, Let her go, Butterby! Why, you might about as well tell me to let the stars drop out of the sky, Mr. Bede Greatorex. Ive no more power over one than I have over the other.

But she is innocent, reiterated Bede. Mr. Brown here  you know who he is  can testify to it. Butterby gave a careless nod in the direction of Mr. Brown  as much as to say that his knowing who he was went for a matter of course. But he was sternly uncompromising.

Look here, Mr. Bede Greatorex. Its all very well for you to say to me, Miss Ryes innocent; and for that there clever gentleman by your side to say shes innocent  and himself too, I suppose hed like to add; but you, as a lawyer, must know that all that is of no manner of use. If you two will bring forward the right party, and say, This is the one that was guilty, and prove it to the satisfaction of the law and Mr. Greatorex, that would be another thing. Only in that case can Miss Rye be set at liberty.

You  you do not know what family interests are involved in this, Mr. Butterby, Bede said in a tone of pain.

Can guess at em, responded Butterby.

Bede inwardly thought the boast was a mistaken one, but he let it pass.

If my father were acquainted with the true facts of the case, spoke he, he would never bring it to a public trial; I tell you this on my honour.

You know yourself who the party was; I see that, said Butterby.

I do  Heaven spare me!

There was a strange tone of helplessness mingling with the anguish of the avowal, as if Bede could contend with fate no longer. Even the officer felt for him. George Winter looked round at him with a glance of caution, as much as to say there was no necessity to avow too much. Bede bent his head, and strove to see, as well as the hours trouble and perplexity would allow him, what might and what might not be done. Butterby, responsible to the magistrates at Helstonleigh who had granted the warrant, would have to be satisfied, as well as Mr. Greatorex.

Another minute, and Bede went forth to seek an interview with his father, who was alone in his room. Bede, almost as though he were afraid of his courage leaving him, entered upon the matter before he had well closed the door. Not in any torrent of words: he spoke but a few, and those with almost painful calmness: but his breath was laboured, himself perceptibly agitated.

Give my authority to Butterby to release Alletha Rye from custody, because you happen to know that she is innocent! exclaimed Mr. Greatorex in surprise, Why, what can you mean, Bede?

Bede told his tale. Hampered by various doubting fears lest he might drop an unsafe word, it was rather a lame one. Mr. Greatorex leaned back in his chair, and looked up at Bede as he listened. They held, unconsciously, much the same position as they had that March day nearly five years ago in another room, when the tale of the death was first told, Bede having then just got up with it from Helstonleigh: Mr. Greatorex sitting, Bede standing with his arm on the mantle-piece, his face partly turned away. Bede had grown quite into the habit of standing thus, to press his hand on his brow: it seemed as though some weight or pain were always there.

I dont understand you, Bede, spoke Mr. Greatorex frankly. You tell me that you know of your own cognisance Alletha Rye was innocent? That you knew it at the time?

Almost of my own cognisance, corrected Bede.

Which must be equivalent to saying that you know who was guilty.

No; I dont know that, murmured Bede, his face growing damp with the conscious lie.

Then what do you know, that you should wish to interfere? You have always said it was a case of suicide.

It was not that, father, was Bedes low, shrinking answer. But he looked into his fathers eyes with thrilling earnestness as he gave it.

Mr. Greatorex began to feel slightly uncomfortable. He detested mystery of all kinds; and there was something unpleasantly mysterious in Bedes voice and looks and words and manner.

Did you know at the time that it was not suicide? pursued Mr. Greatorex.

How should Bede get through this? say what he must say, and yet not say too much? He inwardly asked himself the question.

There was just a suspicion of it on my mind, sir. Any way, Alletha Rye must be set at liberty.

I do not understand what you say, Bede; I do not understand you. Your manner on this subject has always been an enigma. William Ollivera holds the opinion that you must be screening some one.

A terrible temptation, hard to battle with, assailed Bede Greatorex at the charge  to avow to his father who and what he had been screening ever since the death. He forced himself to silence until it had passed.  

What is troubling you, Bede?

Mr. Greatorex might well ask it; with that sad countenance in front of him, working with its pain. In his grievous perplexity, Bede gave the true answer.

I was thinking if it were possible for Pitmans explanation to be avoided, father.

What! Is Pitman found?

Yes, he is found, quietly answered Bede. He  

The room door was opening to admit some visitors, and Bede turned. Surely the propitious star to the House of Greatorex could not be in the ascendant! For they were Judge Kene and Henry William Ollivera.

And the concealment that he had striven and toiled for, and worn out his health and life to keep; fighting ever, mentally or bodily, against Fates relentless hand, was felt to be at an end by Bede Greatorex.


CHAPTER XXXIX.

Nearer and Nearer.

ON a sofa, drawn at right angles with the fire lay Hamish Channing; his bright head raised high, a crimson coverlid of eider down thrown over his feet. In the last day or two he had grown perceptibly worse; that is, weaker. The most sanguine amidst his friends, medical or others, could not say there was hope now. But, as long as he could keep up, Hamish would not give in to his illness: he rose in the morning and made a pretence of going about the house; and when he was tired, lay on the sofa that had been put into his writing-room. It was the room he felt most at home in, and he seemed to cling to it.

On the other side the hearth, bending forward in his chair, staring at Hamish with sad eyes, and pulling at his whiskers in grievous gloom, sat Roland Yorke. Roland had abandoned his home-copying for the past two days, and spent all his spare time with Hamish. Mrs. Jones, snatching a moment to go and visit Mr. Channing for old associations sake, had been very much struck with what she saw in him, and carried home the news that he was certainly dying. Roland, believing Mrs. J. to be as correct in Judgment as she was tart in speech, had been looking out for death from that moment. Previously he was given to waver; one moment in despair; the next, up in the skies with exultation and thinking recovery had set in. The wind could not be more variable than Roland.

It was the twilight hour of the winters day. The room was not lighted yet, but the blaze from the fire played on Hamishs face as he lay. There was a change in it to-night, and it told upon Roland: for it looked like the shadow of death. Things seemed to have been rather at sixes and sevens in the office that afternoon: Mr. Brown was absent, Hurst had gone home for Christmas, Bede Greatorex did not show himself, and there was nobody to tell Roland what work to be about. Of course it presented to that gentlemans mind a most valuable opportunity for enjoying a spell of recreation, and he took French leave to abandon it to itself and little Jenner. Rushing home in the first place, to see what might be doing there  for it was the day that Miss Rye had been captured by Butterby. Roland had his run for his pains. There was nothing doing, and his curiosity and good nature alike suffered. Miss Rye was a prisoner still; she, and Mrs. Jones, and the policeman left in charge, being shut up in the parlour together. Its an awful shame of old Butterby! cried Roland, to himself, as he sped along to Hamishs. There he took up his station in his favourite chair, and watched the face that was fading so rapidly away. With an etherealized look in it that spoke of heaven, with a placid calm that seemed to partake of the fast approaching rest; with a sweet smile that told of altogether inward peace, there the face lay; and Roland thought he had never seen one on earth so like an angels.

Hamish had dropped into a doze; as he often did, at the close of day, when darkness is silently spreading over the light. Nelly Channing, who had learnt  by that subtle warning that sometimes steals, we know not how, over the instinct of little ones about to be made orphans  that some great and sad change was looming in the air, sat on a stool on the hearth-rug as sedately as any old woman. Nellys boisterous ways and gleeful laugh had left her for a while: example perhaps taught her to be still, and she largely profited by it.

On her lap lay a story book: papa had bought it for her yesterday: that is, had given the money to Miss Nelly and nurse when they went out, and wrote down the title of the book they were to buy, and the shop they might get it at, with his own trembling fingers, out of which the strength had nearly gone. It was one of those exquisite story books that ought to be in all childrens hands, Mrs. Sherwoods; belonging of course to a past day, but nothing has since been written like them.

With every leaf that she silently turned, Nelly looked to see that it did not wake the invalid. When she grew tired, and her face was roasted to a red heat, she went to Roland, resting the open book upon his knee. He lifted her up.

It is such a pretty book, Roland.

All right. Dont you make a noise, Nelly.

Margaret went to heaven in the book: she was buried under the great yew tree, whispered Nelly. Papas going there.

Roland caught the little head to him, and bent his face on the golden hair. He knew that what she said was true: but it was a shock nevertheless to have it repeated openly to him even by this young child.

Papa talks to me about it. It will be so beautiful; he will never be tired there, or have any sorrow or pain. Oh, Roland; I wish I was going with him!

Her eyes were filled with tears as she looked up; Rolands were filled in sympathy. He had cried like a schoolboy more than once of late. All on a sudden, happening to glance across, he saw Hamish looking on with a smile.

You be off, Nelly, said arbitrary Roland, carrying her to the door and shutting it upon her and her book. Im sure your tea must be ready in the nursery.

Dont grieve, Roland, said Hamish, when he sat down again.

I wish you could get well, returned Roland, seeing the fire through a mist.

And I have nearly ceased to wish it, Roland. Its all for the best.

Ceased to wish it! Hows that?

Through Gods mercy, I think.

The words silenced Roland. When anything of this kind was mentioned it turned him into a child, so far as his feelings went; simple as Miss Nelly, was he, and a vast deal more humble-minded.

Things are being cleared for me so wonderfully, Roland. But for leaving some who are dear to me, the pain would be over.

I wish I could come across that fiend who wrote the reviews! was Rolands muttered answer to this. I wish I could!

What? said Hamish, not catching the words.

I will say it, then; I dont care, cried impetuous Roland  for no one had ever spoken before Hamish of what was supposed to have caused him the cruel pain. Roland blurted it all out now in his explosive fashion; his own long-suppressed wrath, and what he held in store for the anonymous reviewer, when he should have the good fortune to come across him.

A minutes silence when he ceased, a wild hectic spreading itself into the hollow cheeks  that it should so stir him even yet! Hamish held out his hand, and Roland came across to take it. The good sweet eyes looked into his.

If ever you do come across him, Roland, say that I forgive, came the low, earnest whisper. I did think it cruel at the time; well nigh too hard to bear; but, like most other crosses, I seem to see now that it came to me direct from heaven.

That is good, Hamish! Come!

We must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom, whispered Hamish, looking up at him with a yearning smile. You have in all probability a long life before you, Roland: but the time may come when you will realise the truth of those words.

Roland swallowed down a lump in his throat as he turned to the fire again. Hamish resumed, changing his tone for one almost of gaiety.

I have had good news to-day. Our friend the publisher called; and what do you think he told me, Roland? That my book was finding its way at last.

Of course it will. Everybody always thought it must. If you could but have put off for a time your bother over the reviews, Hamish! Roland added piteously.

Ay. He says that in three months time from this, the book will be in every ones hands. In the satisfaction of the news, I sat down and eat some luncheon with him and Ellen,

Dont you think the news might be enough to cure you? asked sanguine Roland.

Hamish shook his head. If I were able to feel joy now as I felt the sorrow, it might perhaps go a little way towards it. But that is over, Roland. The capability of feeling either in any degree was crushed out of me.

Roland rubbed up his hair. If he had but that enemy of his under his hand, and a spacious arena that admitted of pitching-in!

And now for some more good news, Roland. You must know how I have been troubled at the thought of leaving Ellen and the child unprovided for

I say, dont you! Dont you trouble, Hamish, came the impulsive interruption. Ill work for them. Ill do my very best for them, as well as for Annabel.

It wont be needed, dear old friend, and Hamishs face, with its bright, grateful smile, almost looked like the sunny one of old. Ellens father, Mr. Huntley, is regaining the wealth he feared he had lost. As an earnest of it, he has sent Ellen two hundred pounds. It was paid her to-day.  

Oh, now isnt that good, Hamish!

Very good! answered Hamish, reverently and softly, as certain words ran through his mind: So great is His mercy towards them that trust in Him. And so, Roland, all things are working round pleasantly that I may die in peace.

Mrs. Channing, coming in with her things on, for she had been out on some necessary business, interrupted the conversation. She mentioned to Roland that she had seen Gerald drive up to his wifes rooms, and that he had promised to come round.

Why I thought he was at Sunny Mead with Dick!

He told me he had just returned from it, said Mrs. Channing.

I say, Hamish, who knows but he may have brought me up a message! cried Roland.

Hamish smiled. Roland had disclosed the feet in family conclave, of his having applied for the place of bailiff to Sir Vincent; Annabel being present. He had recited, so far as he could remember them, the very words of the letter, over which Hamish had laughed himself into a coughing-fit.

To be sure, answered Hamish, with a touch of his old jesting spirit. Gerald may have brought up your appointment, Roland.

That was quite enough. Ill go and ask him, said Roland eagerly. Any way he may be able to tell me how Dick received it.

Away went Roland, on the spur of the moment. It was a dear, cold evening, the air sharp and frosty; and Roland ran all the way to Mrs. Gerald Yorkes.

That lady was not in tears this evening; but her mood was a gloomy one, her face fractious. The tea was on the table, and she was cutting thick bread-and-butter for the three little girls sitting so quietly round it, before their cups of milk-and-water. Gerald had gone out again; she did not know where, whether temporarily, or to his chamber for the night, or anything about him.

I think something must have gone wrong at Sunny Mead, observed Winny. When I asked what brought him back so soon, he only swore. Perhaps Sir Vincent refused to lend money, and they had a quarrel. I know Gerald meant to ask him: he is in dreadful embarrassment.

Mamma, pleaded a little voice, theres no butter on my bread.

Theres as much as I can afford to put, Kitty, was Mrs. Yorkes answer. I must keep some for the morning. Suppose your papa should find no butter for breakfast, if he comes home to sleep to-night! My goodness!

Bread and scrapes not good, is it Kitty? said Roland.

No, plaintively answered the child.

Roland clattered out, taking the stairs at a leap. Mrs. Yorke supposed he had left without the ceremony of saying good-night.

Just like his manners! she fractiously cried. But oh! dont I wish Gerald was like him in temper!

Roland had not gone for the night. He happened to have a shilling in his pocket, and went to buy a sixpenny pot of marmalade. As he was skimming back with it, his eye fell on some small shrimps, exposed for sale on a fishmongers board. The temptation (with the loose sixpence in his hand) was not to be resisted.

He carried in the treasures. But that the three little ones were very meek spirited, they would have shouted at the sight. Roland lavishly spread the marmalade on the bread-and-scrape, and began pulling out shrimps for the company round, while he talked of Hamish.

They are saying that those reviews that were so harsh upon his book, have helped to kill him, said Mrs. Yorke, in a low tone, turning from the table to face Roland.

But for those reviews hed not have died, answered Roland. I never will believe it. Illness might have come on, but hed have had the spirit to throw it off again.

Yes. When I sit and look at him, Roland, it seems as if I and Gerald were wretches that ought to hide ourselves. I say to myself, it was not my fault; but I feel it for all that.

Why what do you mean? asked Roland.

About the reviews. I cant bear to go there now.

What about the reviews?

It was Gerald who wrote them.

Roland, for convenience sake, had the plate of shrimps on his knee during the picking process. He rested from his work and stared in a kind of puzzle. Winny continued.

Those reviews were all Geralds doings. That dreadful one in the Snarler he wrote himself, here, and was two days over it, getting to it at times as ideas and strong words occurred to him to make it worse and worse  just as he wrote the one of praise on his own book. The other reviews, that were every bit as bad, he got written. I read every word of the one in the Snarler in manuscript. I wanted to tell him it was wicked, but he might have shaken me. He said he owed Hamish Channing a grudge, and should get his book damned. Thats not my word, you know, Roland. And, all the while, it was Hamish who was doing so much for me and the poor children; finding us in food when Gerald did not.

No whiter could Hamish Channings face look when the marble paleness of death should have overshadowed it, than Rolands was now. For a short while it seemed as though the communication were too astounding to find admittance to his mind. Suddenly he rose up with a great cry. Down went shrimps, and plate, and all; and he was standing upright before Mrs. Yorke.

Is it true? Is it true?

Why of course its true, she fractiously answered, for the movement had stardled her. Gerald did it all. Id not tell anybody but you, Roland.

Throwing his hat on his head, hind part before, away dashed Roland. Panting, wild, his breath escaping him in great sobs, like unto one who has received some strong mental shock, he arrived at Mr. Channings in a frantic state. Vague ideas of praying at Hamishs feet for forgiveness, were surging through his brain  for it seemed to Roland that he, as Geralds brother, must be in a degree responsible for this terrible thing.

The door opened, he turned into the dining-room, and found himself in the presence of  Gerald. Hamish, feeling unusually weak, had gone up to bed, and Gerald was waiting the signal to go to him. As he supposed he must call to see Hamish before it should be too late  for Ellen had told him how it was, that afternoon  he had come at once to get the visit over.

Of all the torrents of reproach ever flung at a man, Gerald found himself astounded by about the worst. It was not loud; loudness might have carried off somewhat of the sting; but painfully sad and bitter. Roland stood on the hearth-rug in front of Gerald as he had but now stood before Geralds wife; with the same white and stricken face; with the same agitation shaking him from head to foot. The sobbing words broke from him in jerks; the voice was a wail.

Was it not enough that I brought disgrace on Arthur Channing in the years gone by, but you, another of us ill-doing Yorkes, must destroy Hamish? panted Roland. Good Lord! why did heaven suffer us two to live! As true as we are standing together here, Gerald, had I known at the time those false reviews were yours, I should have broken your bones for you.

You shut up, retorted Gerald. Its nothing to you.

Nothing to me! Nothing to me  when one of the best men that ever lived on earth has been wilfully sent to his grave? Yes; I dont care how you may salve-over your conscience, Gerald Yorke; it is murder, and nothing less. What had he done to you? He was a true friend, a true, good friend to you and to me: what crime against us had he committed, that you should treat him like this?

If you dont go out of the house, I will, said Gerald. But Roland never seemed to so much as hear it Who do you suppose has been helping you all this year? demanded Roland. When you were afraid of the county-court over a boot bill, somebody paid the money and sent you the receipt anonymously: who has kept your wife and children in rent and clothes and food and all kinds of comforts, while you gave wine parties in your chambers, and went starring it over the seas for weeks in peoples yachts? Hamish Channing. He deprived himself of his holiday, that your wife and children might be fed, you abandoning them: he has lived sparingly in spite of his failing health, that you and yours might profit. You and he were brought up in the same place, boys together, and he could not see your children want. Theyve never had a fraction of help but what it came from Hamish and his wife.

It is a lie, said Gerald. But he was staggered, and he half felt that it was not.

It is the truth, as heaven knows, cried Roland, breaking down with a burst. Ask Winny, she told me. Id have given my own poor worthless life freely, to save the pain of those false and cruel reviews to Hamish.

Sheer emotion stopped Rolands tongue. Mrs. Channing, entering, found the room in silence; the storm was over. Roland escaped. Gerald, amazingly uncomfortable, had a mind to run away there and then.

Will you come up, Gerald? she said.

Hamish lay in bed in his large cheerful chamber, bright with fire and light. His head was raised; one hand was thrown over the white coverlid; and a cup of tea waited on a stand by the bed-side. Roland stood by the fire, his chest heaving.

But what is it, old fellow? demanded Hamish. What has put you out?

It is this, Hamish  that I wish I could have died instead of you, came the answer at last, with a burst of grief.

He sat down in the shade in a quiet comer, for his brothers step was heard. As Gerald approached the bed, he visibly recoiled. It was some time since he had seen Hamish, and he verily believed he stood in the presence of death. Hamish held out his hand with a cheering smile, and his face grew bright.

Dear old friend! I thought you were never coming to see me.

Gerald Yorke was not wholly bad, not quite devoid of feeling. With the dying man before him, with the truths he had just heard beating their refrain in his ears, he nearly broke down as Roland had done. Oh, that he could undo his work! that he could recall life to the fading spirit as easily as he had done his best to take it away! These regrets always come rather late, Mr. Gerald Yorke.

I did not think you were so ill as this Hamish. Can nothing be done?

Dont let it grieve you, Gerald. Our turns must all come, sooner or later. Dont, old fellow, he added in a whisper. I must keep up for Ellens sake. God is helping me to do it: oh, so wonderfully.

Gerald bent over him: he thought they were alone. Will you forgive me?

Forgive you! repeated Hamish, not understanding what there was to forgive.

And Gerald, striving against his miserably pricking conscience, could not bring himself to say. No, though it had been to save his own life, he dared not confess to his cowardly sin.

I have not always been the good friend to you I might, Hamish. Do say you forgive me, for Heavens sake!

Hamish took his hand, a sweet smile upon his face. If there is anything you want my forgiveness for, Gerald, take it. Take it freely. Oh Gerald, when we begin to realize the great fact that our sins are forgiven, forgiven and washed out, you cannot think how glad we are to forgive others who may have offended us. But I dont know what I have to forgive in you. Geralds chest heaved. Rolands, in his distant chair in the shade, heaved rebelliously.

I had ambitious views for you, Gerald. I meant to do you good if I could. I thought when my book was out and had brought funds to me, I would put you straight, I was so foolishly sanguine as to fancy the returns would be large. I thought of you nearly as much as I thought of myself: one of my dear old friends of dear old Helstonleigh. The world is fading from me, Gerald; but the old scenes and times will be with me to the last, Yes, I had hoped to benefit you, Gerald, but it was otherwise ordained. God bless you, dear friend. God love and prosper you, and bring you home to Him!

Gerald could not stand it any longer. As he left the room and the house, Roland went up to the bed with a burst, and confessed all. To have kept in the secret would have choked him.

Gerald was the enemy who had done it all; Gerald Yorke had been the one to sow the tares amid wheat in his neighbours field.

A moment of exquisite pain for Hamish; a slight, short struggle with the human passions, not yet quite dead within his aching breast; and then his loving kindness resumed its sway, never again to quit him.

Bring him back to me, dear Roland; bring him back that I may send him on his way with words of better comfort, he whispered, with his ineffable smile of peace.


CHAPTER XL.

Godfrey Pitmans Tale.

SHUT in with closed doors, George Winter told his tale. Not quite all he could tell; and not the truth in one very important particular. If that single item of fact might be kept secret to the end, the speakers will was good for it.

They were all standing. Not one sat. And the room seemed filled with the six men in it, most of whom were tall. The crimson curtain, that Annabel Channing had mended, was drawn before the bookcase: on the table-cover lay pens and ink and paper, for Mr. Greatorex sometimes wrote at night in his own room. He and Judge Kene were near each other; the clergyman was almost within the shadow of the window-curtain; Bede a little further behind. On the opposite side of the table, telling his tale, with the light of the bright winters day falling full upon him, illumining every turn of his face, and, so to say, every word he uttered, was George Winter. And, at right angles with the whole assemblage, his keen eyes and ears taking in every word and look in silence, stood the detective, Jonas Butterby.

Mr. Greatorex, in spite of his son Bedes protestations, had refused to sanction any steps for the release of Alletha Rye from custody. As for Butterby, in that matter he seemed more inexorably hard than a granite stone. Show us that the young woman is innocent before you talk about it, said they both with reason.

And so George Winter was had in to relate what he knew; and Mr. Greatorex  not to speak of some of the rest  felt that his senses were temporarily struck out of him, when he discovered that his efficient and trusted clerk, Brown, was the long-sought after and ill-reputed Godfrey Pitman.

With a brief summary of the circumstances which had led him, disguised, and under the false name of Pitman, to Mrs. Joness house at Helstonleigh, George Winter passed on to the night of the tragedy, and to the events which had taken him back to the house after his departure from it in the afternoon. If ever Mr. Butterbys silent eyes wore an eager light, it was then: not the faintest turn of a look, not the smallest syllable was lost upon him.

When I had been a week at Mrs. Joness, I began to think it might be unsafe to remain longer, he said; and I resolved to take my departure on the Monday. I let it transpire in the house that I was going to Birmingham by the five oclock train. This was to put people off the scent, for I did not mean to go by that train at all, but by a later one in an opposite direction  in fact, by the eight oclock train for Oxford: and I had thought to wait about, near the station, until that hour. At half-past four I said Good day to Mrs. Jones, and went out: but I had not gone many yards from the door, when I saw one of the Birmingham police, who knew me personally. I had my disguises on, the spectacles and the false hair, but I feared he might recognize me in spite of them. I turned my back for some minutes, apparently looking close into a shop window, and when the officer had disappeared, stole back to Mrs. Joness again. The door was open, and I went up-stairs without being seen, intending to wait until dusk.

A moment, if you please, interrupted Mr. Greatorex. It would seem that this was about the time that Mr. Ollivera returned to Mrs. Joness. Did you see him?

I did not, sir; I saw no one.

Go on.

I waited in my room at the top of the house, and when night set in, began to watch for an opportunity of getting away unseen by the household, and so avoid questionings as to what had brought me back. It seemed not too easy of accomplishment: the servant girl was at the street door, and Alfred Jones (as I had learnt his name to be) came in and began to ascend the stairs. When half-way up, he turned back with some gentleman who came out of the drawing-room  whom I know now, but did not then, to be Mr. Bede Greatorex. Alfred Jones saw him to the front door, and then ran up again. I escaped to my room, and locked myself in. He went to his own, and soon I heard him go down and quit the house. In a few minutes I went out of my room again with my blue bag, ready for departure, and stood on the stairs to reconnoitre

Can you explain the cause of those grease spots that we have heard of? interrupted Bede Greatorex at this juncture. And it might almost have seemed from the fluttering emotion of his tone, which could not be wholly suppressed, that he dreaded the revelation he knew must be coming, and put the question only to delay it.

Yes, sir. While Alfred Jones was in his room, I dropped my silver pencil-case, and had to light a candle to seek it. I suppose that, in searching, I must have held the candle aside and let the drops of tallow fall on the carpet.

Go on, again interposed Mr. Greatorex, impatiently. You went out on the stairs with your bag. What next?

The witness  if he may be termed such  passed his hand slowly over his forehead before answering. It appeared as though he were recalling the past.

As I stood there, on the top of the first flight, the sound of voices in what seemed like angry dispute, came from the drawing-room. One in particular was raised in passionate fury; the other was less loud. I did not hear what was said; the door was shut  

Were they both mens voices? interrupted Mr. Ollivera  and it was the first question he had put.

Yes, came the answer; but it was given in a low tone, and with somewhat of hesitation. At least, I think so.

Well.

The next thing that I heard was the report of a pistol, followed by a cry of pain. Another cry succeeded to it in a different voice, a cry of horror; and then silence supervened.

And you did not go in? exclaimed Mr. Ollivera in agitation, taking a step forward.

No. I am aware it is what I ought to have done; and I have reproached myself later for not having done it; but I felt afraid to disclose to any one that I was yet in the house. It might have led to the discovery of who and what I was. Besides, I thought there was no great harm done; I declare it, upon my honour. I could still hear sounds within the room as of some one, or more, moving about, and I certainly heard one voice speaking low and softly. I thought I saw my opportunity for slipping away, and had crept down nearly to the drawing-room door, when it suddenly opened, very quietly, and a face looked out. Whoever it might be, I suppose the sight of me scared them, for they retreated, and the door was reclosed softly. It scared me also, sending me back up-stairs; and I remained up until the same person (as I supposed) came out again, descended the stairs, and left the house. I got out myself then, gained the railway station by a circuitous route, and got safely away from Helstonleigh.

As the words died upon the ear, there ensued a pause of silence. The clergyman broke it. His mind seemed to be harping on one string.

Mr. Brown, was that person a man or a woman?

Oh, it was a man, answered Mr. Brown, looking down at his waistcoat, and brushing a speck off it with an air of carelessness. But something in his demeanour at that moment struck two people in the room as being peculiar  Judge Kene and Mr. Butterby.

Should you recognise him again? continued the clergyman.

I cannot say. Perhaps I might.

And you can stand there, Mr. Brown, and deliberately avow that you did not know a murder had been committed? interposed the sternly condemning voice of Mr. Greatorex.

On my sacred word of honour, I declare to you, sir, that no suspicion of it at the time occurred to me, answered the clerk, turning his eyes with fearless honesty on Mr. Greatorex. When I got to learn what had really happened  which was not for some weeks  I wondered at myself. All I could suppose was, that the fear and apprehension I lay under on my own score, had rendered me callous to other impressions.

Was it you who went in, close upon the departing heels of Mr. Bede Greatorex, and did this cruel thing? asked Judge Kene, with quiet emphasis, as he gazed in the face of the narrator.

No, as quietly, and certainly as calmly, came the answer, I had no cause to injure Mr. Ollivera. I never saw him in my life. I am not sure that I knew there was a barrister of the name. I dont think I ever heard of him until after he was in the grave where he is now lying.

But  you must have known Mr. Ollivera was so-yourning in Mrs. Joness house at the same time that you were?

I beg your pardon, Sir Thomas; I did not know that anyone was lodging there except myself. Miss Rye, whom I saw for a few minutes occasionally, never mentioned it, neither did the servant, and they were the only two inmates I conversed with. For all I knew, or thought, Mrs. Jones occupied the drawing-room herself. I once saw her sitting there, and the maid was carrying out the tea-tray. No, emphatically concluded the speaker, I did not know Mr. Ollivera was in the house; and if I had known it, I should not have sought to harm him.

The words were simple enough; and they were true. Judge Kene, skilled in reading tones and looks, saw that much. The party felt at a non-plus: as far as Alletha Rye went, the taking her into custody appeared to have been a mistake.

You will swear to this testimony of yours, Mr.  Winter?

When you please. The slight amount of facts  the sounds  that reached me in regard to what took place in Mr. Olliveras room, I have related truthfully. Far from Miss Ryes having had ought to do with it, she was not even in the house at the time: I affirm it as before heaven.

Who was the man? asked Judge Kene  and Mr. Butterby, as he heard the question, gave a kind of derisive sniff. Come; tell us that, Mr. Winter.

I cannot tell you, was George Winters answer. Whoever it was, he went down the stairs quickly. I was looking over top balustrades then, and caught but a transient glimpse of him.

But you saw his face beforehand?  when he looked out of the room?

I saw some ones face. Only for a minute. Had I known what was to come of it later, I might have noticed better.

And this is all you have to tell us? cried Henry William Ollivera in agitation.

Indeed it is all. But it is sufficient to exonerate Miss Rye.

And now, Bede, what do you know? suddenly spoke Mr. Greatorex. You have acknowledged to me that you suspected at the time it was not a case of suicide.

Bede Greatorex came forward. All eyes were turned upon him. That he was nerving himself to speak, and far more inwardly agitated than appeared on the surface, the two practised observers saw. Judge Kene looked at him critically and curiously: there was something in the case altogether, and in Bede himself, that puzzled him.

It is not much that I have to tell, began Bede, in answer to his father, as he put his hand heavily on the table, it might be for a support to rest on: and his brow seemed to take a pallid hue, and the silver threads in his once beautiful hair were very conspicuous as he stood. A circumstance caused me to suspect that it was not a case of suicide. In fact, that it was somewhat as Mr. Brown has described it to be  namely, that some one else caused the death.

A pause of perfect silence. It seemed to Bede that the very coals, cracking in the grate, sounded like thunder.

What was the circumstance? asked Mr. Greatorex, for no one else liked to interrupt. Why did you not speak of it at the time?

I could not speak of it then: I cannot speak of it fully now. It was of a nature so  so  so  . Bede came to a full stop: was he getting too agitated to speak, or could he not find a word? What I would say is, he continued, in a firm low tone, rallying his nerves, that it was sufficient to show me the facts must have been very much as Mr. Brown now states them.

Then you only think that, Bede?

It is more than thinking. By all my hopes of Heaven, I declare that Alletha Rye had not, and could not have had, anything to do with Johns death, he added with emotion. Father, you may believe me: I do know so much.

But why can you not disclose what it is you know?

Because the time has not come for it. William, you are looking at me with reproachful eyes: if I could tell you more, I would. The secret  so much as I know of it  has lain on me with a leaden weight: I would only have been too glad to disburthen myself of it at first, had it been possible.

And what rendered it impossible? questioned the clergyman.

That which renders it so now. I may not speak; if I might, I should be far more thankful than any of you who hear me.

Is it a secret of trust reposed in you?

Bede paused. Well, yes; in a degree. If I were to speak of what I know, I do not think there is one present  and Bedes glance ran rapidly over each individual face but would hush it within his own breast, as I have done.

And you have a suspicion of who the traitor was?

A suspicion I may have. But for aught else  for elucidation you and I must be content alike to wait.

Elucidation! spoke the clergyman, in something like derision. It will not, I presume, ever be allowed to come.

Yes, it will, William, answered Bede, quietly. Time  events  heaven  all are working rapidly on for it. Alletha Rye is innocent; I could not affirm that truth to you more solemnly if I were dying. She must be set at liberty.

As it was only on the question of her guilt or innocence that the council had been called, it seemed that there was nothing more to do than to break it up.

An uncomfortable sensation of doubt, dissatisfaction, and mystery, lay on all. The clergyman stalked away in haughty displeasure. Bede Greatorex, under cover of the crowd, slid his hand gratefully for a moment into that of George Winter, his sad eyes sending forth their thanks. Then he turned to the Judge.

You can give the necessary authority for the release, Sir Thomas.

Can I? was the answer, as Sir Thomas looked at him. Ill talk about it with Butterby. But I should like to have a private word first with Mr. Winter.

Why! you do not doubt that she is innocent?

Oh dear no; I no longer doubt that. Winter, he added in a whisper, laying his hand on the clerks shoulder to draw him outside, whose face was it that you saw at the door of the room?

Tell him, said Bede suddenly, for he had followed them. You will keep the secret, Kene, as I have kept it?

If it be as I suspect, I will, emphatically replied the Judge.  

Tell him, repeated Bede, as he walked away. Tell him all that you know, Winter, from first to last. It caused Mr. Greatorex and Butterby to be left alone together. The former, not much more pleased than William Ollivera, utterly puzzled, hurt at the want of confidence displayed by Bede in not trusting him, was in a downright ill-temper.

What the devil is all this, Butterby? demanded he. What does it mean?

Mr. Butterby, cool as a cucumber, let his eyelashes close for a moment over his non-betraying eyes, and then answered in meek simplicity.

Ah, thats just it, sir  what it means. Wait, says your son Mr. Bede; wait patiently till things has worked round a bit, till such time as I can speak out. And depend upon it, Mr. Greatorex, he has good cause to give the advice.

But what can it be that he has to tell? And why should he wait at all to tell it?

Well, I suppose hed like to be more certain of the party, answered Butterby, with a dubious cough. Take a word of advice from me too, Mr. Greatorex, on this here score, if I may make bold to offer it  do wait. Dont force your son to disclose things afore they are ripe. It might be better for all parties.

Mr. Greatorex looked at him. Who is it that you suspect?

Me! exclaimed Butterby. Me suspect! Why, what with one odd thought or another, Id as lieve say it must have been the man in the moon, for all the clue weve got. It was not Miss Rye: there cant be two opinions about that. I told you, sir, I had my strong doubts when you ordered her to be apprehended.

At any rate, you said she confessed to having done it, sharply spoke Mr. Greatorex, vexed with everybody.

Confound the foolish women! what would the best of em not confess to, to screen a sweetheart? Alletha Rye has been thinking Winter guilty all this while, and when it came to close quarters and there seemed a fear that hed be taken up for it, she said what she did to save him. I see it all. I saw it afore Godfrey Pitman was half way through his tale: and matters that have staggered me in Miss Rye, are just as clear to read now as the printing in a big book. When she made that there display at the grave  which youve heard enough of, may be, Mr. Greatorex  she had not had her doubts turned on Godfrey Pitman; shed thought he was safe away earlier in the afternoon: when she got to learn he had come back again in secret, and was in the house at the time, why then she jumped to the conclusion that he had done the murder. I remember.

Mr. Butterby was right. This was exactly how it had been. Alletha Rye had deemed George Winter guilty all along; on his side, he had only supposed she shunned him on account of the affair at Birmingham. There had been mutual misunderstanding; tacit, shrinking avoidance of all explanation; and not a single word of confidence to clear it up. George Winter could not seek to be too explicit so long as the secret he was guarding had to be kept: if not for his own sake, for that of others, he was silent.

As to what Bedes driving at, and who he suspects, I am in ignorance, resumed Mr. Greatorex. I am not pleased with his conduct: he ought to let me know what he knows.

Now, dont you blame him afore you hear his reasons, sir. Hes sure to have em: and I say let him alone till he can take his own time for disclosing things. Which wont be of one while, was the detectives mental conclusion.

About Miss Rye? Are you here, Butterby?

The interruption came from Judge Kene. As he walked in, closing the door after him, they could but be struck with the aspect of his face. It was all over of a grey pallor; very much as though its owner had received some shock of terror.

What is the matter, Judge? hastily asked Mr. Greatorex. Are you ill?

Ill? No. Why do you ask? Look so!  Oh, I have been standing in a room without fire and grew rather cold there, carelessly replied the Judge.


CHAPTER XLI.

A Telegram for Roland Yorke.

LOUNGING quite back in the old elbow horsehair chair, his feet stretched out on the hob on either side the fire, which elegant position he had possibly learnt at Port Natal, sat Mr. Roland Yorke. He had just come home to his five oclock tea, and took the occasion to indulge in sundry reminiscences while waiting for it to be brought to him. Christmas had passed, these two or three days now; the brief holiday was over, and working days were going on again.

Rolands mood was a subdued one. All things seemed to be, more or less, tinted with gloom. Hamish Channing was dying; a summons had been sent for his friends; the last hour could not now be very far off: and Roland felt it deeply. The ill, worked by his brother Gerald, seemed never to go out of his mind for a moment, sleeping or waking. Vexation of a different kind was also his. Day after day in his sanguine temperament he had looked for a letter from Sir Vincent Yorke, appointing him to the post of bailiff; and no such letter came. Roland, who had heard nothing of the slight accident caused by Gerald (you may be very sure Gerald would not be the one to speak of it), supposed the baronet was in Paris with Miss Trehern. A third source of discomfort lay in the office. Bede Greatorex, whose health since the past few days had signally failed, avowed himself at last unequal to work, and an extra amount of it fell upon his clerks. Roland thought it a sin and a shame that before Christmas Day had well turned, he should have, as he phrased it, to stick to it like any dray-horse. A rumour had arisen in the office that Bede Greatorex was going away with his wife for change and restoration, and that Mr. Brown was to be head of the department in Bedes place. Roland did not regard the prospect with pleasure: Mr. Brown being a regular martinet in regard to keeping the clerks to their duty.

The grievance that lay uppermost on his mind this evening, was the silence of Sir Vincent. For Hamish he had grieved until it seemed that he could grieve no longer; the rumoured change in the office might never be carried out; but on the score of Sir Vincents neglect there was no palliation.

Id not treat him so, grumbled Roland, his complaint striving to find relief in words. Even if the place was gone when I applied, or he thought Id not suit, he might write to me. Its all very fine for him, kicking up his heels in Paris, and dining magnificently in the restaurants off partridges and champagne, and forgetting a fellow as he forgets me; but if his whole hopes in life lay on the die, hed remember, I know. If I knew his address over there, Id drop him another letter and tell him to put me out of suspense. For all the answer that has come to me, one might think he had never had that first letter of mine. He has had it though, and its a regular shame of him not to acknowledge it, when my heart was set on being able to carry Hamish the cheering news, before he died, that Annabel was provided for. If Dick would only give ns a pretty little cottage down yonder and a couple of hundreds a-year! It wouldnt be much for Dick to give, and Id serve him bravely day and night. I declare I go into Hamishs room as sheep-faced as a calf, with the shame of having no news to tell. Annabel says  Oh, its you, Miss Rye, is it! Precious cold to-night!

Miss Rye had come in with the small tea-tray: the servant was busy. She wore a knot of blue ribbon in her hair, and looked otherwise bright. Since a private interview held with Mr. Butterby and George Winter, when they returned to release her from custody, she had appeared like a different woman. Her whole aspect was changed: the sad, despairing fear on her face had given place to a look of rest and hope. Roland had taken occasion to give Mr. Butterby a taste of what that gentleman called sauce, as to his incurable propensity for apprehending the wrong person, and was advised in return to mind his own business. While Mrs. Jones had been existing since in a chronic state of tartness; for she could not come to the bottom of things, and Alletha betrayed anything but a readiness to enlighten her.

Whats for tea? asked Roland, lazily, turning his head to get a view of the tray.

They have boiled you an egg, replied Miss Rye. There was nothing else in the house. Have you seen your letter, Mr. Yorke?

A letter! exclaimed Roland, starting up with so much alacrity as to throw down the chair, for his hopes suddenly turned to the vainly-expected communication from Sir Vincent. Where is it? When did it come? Good old Dick!

It had come just as he went out after dinner, she answered, as she took the letter  which bore a foreign post-mark  from the mantlepiece to hand to him. And eager Rolands spirits went down to zero as he tore it open, for he recognised the writing to be, not Dick Yorkes, but Lord Carricks.

Oh, come though, its rather good, said he, running his eyes down the plain and sprawling hand  very much like his own. Carrick has come out of his troubles; at least, enough of them to show himself by daylight again in the old country; he will be over in London directly. I say, Miss Rye, Ill bring him here, and introduce him to you and Mrs. J.

And Miss Rye laughed as she left the room more freely than she had laughed for many a day.

Perhaps Carrick can put me into something! self-communed Roland, cutting off the top of his egg, and taking in a half-slice of inch-thick bread-and-butter at a bite. I know hell not want the will when I tell him about Annabel.

The last morsel was eaten, and Roland was on the point of demanding more, for his appetite never failed, when he heard some one come to the house and enquire for Mr. Yorke. Visions of the arrival of Lord Carrick flashed over him; he made a dash to the passage, and very nearly threw down a meek little gentleman, who was being shown into his room.

Halloa! said Roland, the corners of his mouth dropping with disappointment. Is it only you?

For the visitor was nobody but little Jenner. He had brought a communication from Mr. Greatorex, and took off his hat while he delivered it.

You are to go back with me to the office at once, if you please, Mr. Yorke. Mr. Greatorex wants you.

What have I done now? questioned Roland, anticipative of a reprimand.

It is not for anything of that sort, sir. I believe Sir Vincent Yorke has telegraphed for you to go down to him at Sunny Mead. The despatch said you were to lose no time.

Whether Roland leaped highest or shouted loudest, the startled house could not have decided. The anticipated bailiffs place was, in his imagination, as surely his, as though he had been installed in it formally. To wash his hands, brush his hair, and put on a superfine coat took but a minute, before he was striding to the office, little Jenner on the run by his side, and to the presence of Mr. Greatorex.

Into which he went with a burst. The lawyer received him calmly and showed the message from Surrey.

Sir Vincent Yorke to Mr. Greatorex.

Send Roland Yorke down to me by first train. Lose no time.

Good old Dick! repeated Roland, in the fulness of his heart. I thought hed remember me; and there was I, reproaching him like an ungrateful Tomcat! It is to appoint me to the bailiffs place, Mr. Greatorex.

Well  it may be, mused Mr. Greatorex. But I had fancied the post was filled up.

Not it, sir. Long live Dick! When did he come back from Paris?

I know nothing about Sir Vincents recent movements, Mr. Yorke. You had better be getting to the Waterloo Station. Have you money for the journey?

Ive got about sevenpence-halfpenny, sir.

Mr. Greatorex took a half-sovereign from his desk, and ten shillings in silver. I dont know how often the trains run, he observed, but if you go at once to the station, you will be all right for the first that starts.

Not to the station, let it start as soon as it would, without first seeing Annabel, and telling her of his good fortune. Away up the stairs went Roland, in search of her, leaping over some boxes that stood packed in the hall; and there he encountered Mr. Bede Greatorex. It was four whole days since Roland had met him, and he thought he had never seen a face so changed in the short space of time. Annabel was not at home, Bede said; she had gone to Mr. Charmings.

You dont look well, sir.

Not very, I believe. I am about to try what a month or twos absence will do for me.

And leave us to old Brown!  that will be a nice go! exclaimed Roland in blank dismay. But I may not have to stay, he added more brightly, as recollection returned to him. Vincent Yorke has telegraphed for me, sir, and I and Mr. Greatorex think that he is about to appoint me his bailiff.

A smile crossed the haggard face of Bede. I wish you success in it, he kindly said.

Thank you, sir. And Im sure I wish you and Mrs. Greatorex heaps of pleasure, and I heartily hope youll come home strong. Oh! and, Mr. Bede  Carricks coming back.

Bede nodded in answer. Greatorex and Greatorex knew more of the matter than Roland, since it was they who had intimated to the peer that the coast was now sufficiently clear for him.

Roland leaped into a cab, and was taken to Mr. Channings. He waited in the empty dining-room; and when Annabel came to him, told her hurriedly of what had happened. The cab was waiting at the door, Roland was eager, and her pale cheeks grew rosy with blushes as he talked and held her hands.

It cant be for anything else, you know, Annabel. He is going to instal me off-hand for certain, or else he would have written and not telegraphed: perhaps the new bailiff (if he did appoint one) has turned out to be no good. Therell be a pretty cottage, I daresay, its walls all covered with roses and lilies, with two hundred a year; and we shall be as happy as the days long. Youll not mind trying it, will you?

No, Annabel whispered, the cheeks deepening to crimson, she would not mind trying it. I think  I think, Roland, she added, bending down her pretty face, that I might have a pupil if I liked; and be well paid for her.

Thats jolly, said Roland. We might do, with that, if Dick only offered me one hundred. He is uncommonly close-fisted. Thered be a house free, and no end of fruit and garden-stuff; and living in the country is very cheap.

It is Jane Greatorex.

Oh she cried Roland, his countenance falling.

She is a regular little toad, Annabel. Id not like you to be bothered with her.

She would be always good with me. Mr and Mrs. Bede are going away, and Mr. Greatorex does not want us there any longer. He said a few words to me to-day about my returning home to mamma at Helstonleigh and taking Jane with me: that is, if mamma has no objection. He said he would like Jane to be with me better than with any one; and hed make it worth my while in point of salary.

Then, Annabel, if you dont object to the young monkey, thats settled, and I shall look upon it that we are as good as married. What a turn in fortunes wheel! Wont I serve Dick with my best blood and marrow! Ill work for him till my arms drop. I say! couldnt I just see Hamish? Id like to tell him.

He ran softly up the stairs as he spoke. Hamish was in bed; and just now alone, save for Miss Nelly, who had rolled herself upon the counterpane like a ball, her cheek close to his. Roland whispered all the items of good news exultantly: it never occurred to him to think that they might turn out to be castles in the air. A smile, partaking somewhat of the old amused character, flitted across Hamishs wasted but still beautiful face and sat in his blue eyes as he listened.

Youll leave Annabel especially to me, wont you, Hamish; and wish us both joy and happiness?

I wish you both the best wishes I can wish, Roland  Gods blessing, was the low, earnest answer. His blessing through this life, and in that to come. Roland bent his face down to Nellys to hide its emotion, and began kissing her. His grief for Hamish Channing sometimes showed itself like any girls.

I have left you her guardian, Roland.

Me! exclaimed Roland, the surprise sending him and his wet eyes bolt upright.

You and Arthur jointly. You will take care of her interests, I know.

Oh, Hamish, how good of you! Nellys guardian! Wont I take care of her! and love her, too. Ill buy her six-penorth of best sugared almonds every day. Hamish smiled. Not her personal guardian, Roland; her mother will be that. I meant as to her property.

Never mind; its all one. Thank you, Hamish, for your trust in me. Oh, I am proud! And mind that you are a good girl, Miss Nelly, now that I shall have the right to call you to order.

Roland did not seem quite to define the future duties in his own mind. Nelly raised her tear-stained face, and looked at him defiantly.

Im going away with papa.

Not with him, my child, whispered Hamish. You must stay here a little while. You and mamma will come later.

Nelly burst into sobs. Heaven is better than this. I want to go there.

We shall all get there in time, Nelly, observed Roland in much gloom, but I wish I could have gone now in his stead. Oh, Hamish, I do! I do indeed! Geralds black work will never be out of my heart. And theres your book getting its crown of laurels at last, and you not living to wear them!

The gentle face, bright with a light not of this world, was turned to Roland. A better crown is waiting for me, he murmured. My Lord and Master knows how thankfully I shall go to it.

A stamping outside as of an impatient cab-horse on the frosty street, reminded Roland that he was bound on a non-delayable mission. On the stairs he met Annabel, caught hold of her without ceremony, and gave her shrinking face a few farewell kisses.

Good-bye, darling. When I come back it will be as bailiff of Sunny Mead.

Rolands delay had been just enough to cause him to miss a train, and the evening was considerably later when he was at length deposited at the small station near Sunny Mead. Looking up the road and down the road in the cold moonlight, uncertain which was his way, he found himself accosted by a man in the garb of a groom.

I beg pardon, sir: are you Mr, Yorke?

Yes.

Ive got the dog-cart here, sir.

Oh, have you? returned Roland; I thought Sunny Mead was close to the station.

Its a matter of ten minutes walk, sir; but they gave me orders to be down, and wait for every train until you came.

How long has Sir Vincent been back from Paris? questioned Roland, as they bowled along.

From Paris, sir? He havent been to it: not lately. The accident stopped his going.

What accident?

Ah! what accident! Rolands eyes opened to their utmost width with surprise, as he listened to the answer.

Good heavens! And it was caused, you say, by Gerald Yorke?

That it was, sir,

Why, hes my brother.

Well, sir, accidents happen unintentional to the best of us, observed the man, striving to be polite. Some of em said that the gentleman didnt show himself cute at handling of a gun.

I dont believe he ever handled one in his life before, avowed impulsive Roland. What a fool he must have been! How is Sir Vincent going on? Im sure I hope it was no great damage.

Sir Vincent was going on all right till to-day, sir; and as to the damage, it was not thought to be much. We hear now that it has taken a turn for the worse. They talk of erysipelas.

Oh, thats nothing, said Roland. I knew a fellow who got erysipelas in the face at Port Natal till it was as big as a pumpkin, but he did his work all the same. Thats it, he mentally decided, as they approached the house. Poor Dick, confined in-doors, cant look after things himself, and is going to put me to do it.

Upon a flat bed, or couch, in the down-stairs room, where we saw him breakfasting with Gerald, lay Sir Vincent Yorke, his dog beside him. He held out his hand to greet Roland. Impulsively and rather explosively, that unsophisticated African traveller burst out with regrets on the score of the accident, and the more especially that it should have been caused by Gerald.

Ay, it was a bad job, said Sir Vincent, quietly. Sit down, Roland. Here, near to me. I am in a good bit of pain, and dont care to talk at a distance.

Roland took the chair pointed to, not a yard off Sir Vincent as he lay, and the two looked at each other. A kind of honest shame was on Rolands face: he was inwardly asking himself how much more disgrace Gerald meant to bring on him. The moderator lamp, a soft, thin perforated paper thrown over to subdue its brightness, was behind the invalid.

I hope youll soon be about again, Vincent.

I hoped so, too, until this morning, was Sir Vincents answer. My leg was very uneasy all last night, and I sent at daybreak for the surgeon. He came, and was obliged to tell me that an unfavourable change had taken place: in fact, that dangerous symptoms had set in.

But you can be cured? cried Roland.

No, not now.

Not be cured! exclaimed Roland, starting up with wild eyes, and hardly knowing what to understand. Do you mean, that it will be long first?

I mean, that I shall never be cured at all in this world. Sit down, Roland, and listen quietly. The wound, regarded at first as a very simple one, and apparently continuing to progress well, has taken a turn for the worse; and must shortly end in death. Now, do be tranquil, old fellow, and listen. You are my heir, you know, Roland.

Roland, constrained to patience and his chair, stared, and pulled at his whiskers, and stared again.

Your heir?

Certainly. My heir.

The contingency had never, in the whole course of his life, entered into the imagination of simple Roland. He sat in speechless bewilderment.

The moment the breath goes out of this poor frail body  and the doctors tell me it will not be many more hours in it now  you will be Sir Roland Yorke. The fourth baronet, and the possessor of the Yorke estates  such as they are.

Oh, my gracious! uttered Roland, a vast deal more startled at the prospect than he had been at that of crying hot-pies in Poplar. Do you mean it, Vincent?

Mean it! Where are your wits gone, that you need ask? You must know as well as I do that you come next in succession.

I never thought of it; never once. I dont want it, Vincent, old fellow; I dont, indeed. I hope, with all my heart, youll get well, and hold it for yourself. Oh, Dick, I hope you will!

Roland had risen and caught the outstretched hand. As Sir Vincent heard the earnest tones, and saw the face of genuine concern shining out in all its guileless simplicity, the tears in the honest eyes, he came to the conclusion that Roland had been somewhat depreciated among them.

Nothing can save me, Roland; the doctors have pronounced me to be past human skill, and I feel for myself that I am so. It has not been long, one day, to set my house in order, has it?

Amidst Rolands general confusion, nothing had struck him more than the change in Vincents tone. The old, mincing affectation was utterly gone. A man cannot retain such when brought face to face with death.

If you could but get well! repeated poor Roland, rubbing his hot face as he got back to his chair.

Doctors, lawyers, and parsons  I have had them all here to-day, resumed Sir Vincent. The first man I sent for, after the fiat was pronounced, was a lawyer from the village hard by: there might not be time, I feared, to get down old Greatorex. He made a short will for me: and it was only when I began to consider what its provisions should be, that I (so to say) remembered you as my heir and successor.

Roland sat, hopelessly listening, unable to take in too much at once.

The entailed property lapses to you; but there is some, personal and else, at my own disposal. With the exception of a few legacies, I have bequeathed it all to you, Roland  and youll be poor enough: and Ive appointed you sole executor. But I think you will make a better man, as the familys head, than I might have made in the long run; and I am truly glad that it is you to succeed, and not Gerald.

Roland gave a groan.

I allude to his disposition, which I dont think great things of, and to his propensity for spending, continued Sir Vincent. Gerald would have every acre of the estate mortgaged in a couple of years: I think you will be different. Dont live beyond your means, Roland; thats all.

Ill try to do my very best by everybody, replied Roland. As to living beyond my means, Annabel will see to that, and take care of me. Dick! Dick! it seems so wicked of me to talk coolly of it, as if I were speculating on your death. I wish youd try and live! I dont want the estate and the money; I never thought of such a thing as coming into it. I rushed down here to-night, hoping you were going to make me your bailiff; and I thought how well Id try to serve you, and what a good fellow you were for doing it.

Ah, was the dying mans slight comment, as he drew himself a trifle higher in the bed. You will be master instead of bailiff; thats all the difference. I had just engaged a bailiff when you wrote: and Id advise you to keep him on, Roland, unless you really feel competent to the management yourself.

Ill keep him on until Ive learnt it; that wont be long first. I must have something to employ my time in, Vincent.

True: I wish I had had it. An idle man must, almost of necessity, glide into various kinds of mischief: of which debt is one.

You need not fear debt for me, Vincent, was the earnest answer. I have lived too long on empty pockets, and earned a crust before I eat it, to have ill ways for money or inclination to spend. Why, my best dress suit has been in pawn these two months: and old Greatorex had to advance me twenty shillings to bring me down here.

Something like a smile flitted over Sir Vincents lips. He pointed to a desk that stood on a side-table, When I am gone, Roland, you can open that: theres a little loose cash in it. It will be enough to repay Greatorex and redeem your clothes.

But Id not like to take it, Vincent, thank you. Id not, indeed.

Why, man! it will be your own then.

Oh, well  I never! cried Roland softly: quite unable to realize his fast-approaching position.

The danger to some people might lie in being thus suddenly raised from poverty to affluence, remarked Sir Vincent. It has shipwrecked many a one.

Dont fear for me, or for the estate either, Vincent. Had this happened some seven or eight years ago, when I was a lazy, conceited, ignorant young fool, nearly as stuck-up as Gerald, I cant say how it might have been. But I went to Port Natal, you know; and I gained my lifes lesson there. Hamish Channing has left me guardian to Nelly. I can guess why he did it, too  that the world may see he thinks me worthy to be trusted at last. He had always the most delicately generous heart in Christendom.

Hamish and I! murmured Sir Vincent, in self-communing, on the wing nearly together.

Yes, it was so. And Roland, with all his lamentation, could not alter the fiat.

What was the lesson you learnt at Port Natal?

Not to be a reckless spendthrift; not to be idle and useless. Vincent, added Roland, bending his face forward in its strange earnestness, and dropping his voice till it was scarcely louder than a whisper, I learnt in Port Natal that there was another world to live for after this: I learnt that our time was not our own to waste in sin, but Gods time, given us to use for the best. A chum of mine out there, named Bartle, was struck down by an accident; the doctor said hed not live the day out  and he didnt. It was a caution to hear his moans and groans, Vincent. He had not been very bad, as far as I knew, in the ways that the world calls bad; he had only been careless and idle, and wasted his days, and never thought of what was to come after. I wish everybody thats the same had seen him die, Vincent, and heard his dreadful cries for mercy. If ever I forget to remember it, I think God would forget me. I saw many such sudden deaths, and plenty of remorse with them, but none as trying as his. It taught me a lesson: brought me to thought, you know. Dont you fear for me, Vincent; it will be all right, I hope: and if I could ever be so foolhardy as to look at a step on the backward route, Annabel would not let me take it.

Roland had spoken in characteristic oblivion that the case, as to the sudden striking down, bore so entire an analogy to the one before him. Sir Vincent recalled it to him.

Yes. Just as it is with me, Roland.

Oh  but  youve got time yet, you know, Dick, he said, a little confused. A parson, who was knocking about, over there, in a threadbare coat, came in and saw Bartle, and talked to him about the thief on the cross. Bartle couldnt see it; his fears didnt let him; you may.

Yes, yes, replied Sir Vincent, with a half smile, but Roland thought it looked like a peaceful one. I have had a parson with me also, Roland.

Rolands face lighted up with a kind of reverence. Sir Vincent put out his hand and stroked the dog. Youll be kind to him, Roland?

Oh, wont I, Dick! Whats his name?

Spot.

Here! Spot, Spot!

Go, Spot. Go to your future master.

Come, then, old fellow. Spot! Spot!

The dog made a sudden leap to the side of Roland at the call, and rubbed his nose against the extended hand.

Ill be as good to him as if he were a child, spoke Roland, in his earnestness. See! we are friends already, Vincent.

And this simple-hearted young fellow was the scapegoat they had all despised! Sir Vincent caught the strong hand and clasped it within his delicate one.


CHAPTER XLII.

A wide black Band on Rolands Hat.

EARLY in the afternoon and the Waterloo Railway Station. A gentleman got out of a first-class carriage, and made his way to one of the waiting hansoms.

Stop at the first hatters you come to, he said to the driver.

Leaping out when his directions were obeyed, he entered the shop, and asked for a mourning band to be put on his hat; a deep one. You do not need to be told who it was, and what the black band was for. Vincent had died about eight oclock in the morning, and the Natal traveller was Sir Roland Yorke.

Save for the fact that he had some money in his pockets, in actual reality, which afforded a kind of personal ease to the mind, he was anything but elated at the change of position. On the contrary, he felt very much subdued. Roland could not be selfish, and the grief and shock brought him by the unexpected death of his cousin Vincent, outweighed every thought of self. He had already tasted some of the fruits of future power. Servants and others had referred to him that morning as the new baronet and their master; his pleasure had been consulted in current matters touching the house and estate, his orders been requested as to the funeral. Roland was head of all now, the sole master. Setting aside the sadness that filled his heart to the exclusion of all else, the very suddenness of the change would prevent him as yet realizing it in his own mind.

With the conspicuous band on his hat, stretching up rather above the top of the crown, Roland entered the cab again, and ordered it to the office. There he presented himself to Mr. Greatorex.

Well? said the lawyer, turning round from his desk. So you are back again! What did Sir Vincent want with you? Has he made you his bailiff?

Roland sadly shook his head. And Mr. Greatorex saw that something was wrong.

Whats amiss? he hastily enquired.

If you please, sir, I am Sir Roland now.

You are what? exclaimed Mr. Greatorex.

Its only too true, groaned Roland. Poor Vincent is dead. Mr. Greatorex, Id work on all fours for a living to the end of my days if it could bring him to life again. I never thought to come in, Im sure; and I wouldnt willingly. He died at eight oclock this morning.

Mr. Greatorex leaned back in his chair and relieved his mind by a pastime he might have caught from Roland  that of staring. Not having heard of Sir Vincents accident, this assertion of his death sounded only the more surprising. Was Roland telling the truth? He almost questioned it. Roland, perceiving the doubt, gave a summary of particulars, and Mr. Greatorex slowly realized the facts.

Sir Roland Yorke! The light-headed, simple-minded clerk, who had been living on a pound a week and working sufficiently hard to get it, suddenly transformed into a powerful baronet! It was like a romance in a childs fairy tale. Mr. Greatorex rose and held out his hand.

I must congratulate you on your succession, Sir Roland, sad though the events are that have led to it.

Now dont! please dont! interrupted Roland. I hope nobody will do that, sir: it sounds like a wrong on poor dead Dick. Oh, Id bring him to life again if I were able.

I trust you will make us your men of business, Sir Roland, resumed Mr. Greatorex, still standing. We have been solicitors to the head of the Yorke family in succession for many years now.

Im sure if youll be at the trouble of acting for me, I should like nothing better, sir: bad manners to me if I could have any different thought! And Ive put your name and Mr. Bedes down in the list for the funeral, if youll please attend it. Therell be but a few of us in all. Gerald (though I shouldnt think he will show his face at it), William Yorke, Arthur Channing, two or three of Dicks friends, and you and Mr. Bede. Poor Dick said to me when he was dying not to have the same kind of show he had for his fathers funeral, he saw the folly of it now, but the quietest I could order. I think he has gone to heaven, Mr. Greatorex.

But that the subject was a solemn one, Mr. Greatorex had certainly laughed at the quaint simplicity of the concluding sentence. One reminiscence in connection with the past funeral rose forcibly in his mind  of the slighting neglect shown to the young man now before him. He, the real heir-presumtive, only that nobody had the wit to think of it, was not deemed good enough to follow his uncle to the grave. But he stood in his place now.

Bede would not be able to attend the ceremony, Mr. Greatorex said aloud: he was already in France, having crossed over with his wife by the night mail train.

What is the matter with him? asked Roland. He looked as ill as he could look yesterday.

I dont know what the matter is, said Mr. Greatorex. He has an inward complaint, and I fear it must be making great strides. His name will be taken out of the firm to-morrow, and give place to Franks. It was Bedes own request: it is as if he fears he may never be capable of business again.

Im sure I hope he will, cried Roland in his sympathy. About me, Mr. Greatorex? Of course Id not like to leave you at a pinch; Ill come to the office to-morrow morning and do my work as usual for a day or two, until youve found somebody to replace me. I should like to take this afternoon for myself.

But Mr. Greatorex, with a smile, thought they should not need to trouble Sir Roland: which was no doubt an agreeable intimation: and Roland really had a good deal to do in connection with his new position.

If Im not forgetting! he exclaimed, just as he was taking his departure. Theres the money you lent me, sir, and I thank you for the loan of it.

In taking the sovereign from his pocket, he pulled out several. Mr. Greatorex jokingly remarked that he had apparently no longer need to borrow.

It is from poor Dicks desk, sadly observed Roland. He told me there was enough money in it to repay the pound to you and get my clothes out of pawn, and that it would be all my own when he died. Well, what do you think I found there when I opened it to-day?  Nearly a hundred pounds in gold and bank notes!

But you have not got all that about you, I hope?

Yes I have, sir; it was safer to bring it up than to leave it. I shall pay it into the bankers. Ive got to show myself there, I suppose, and leave my signature in their books; it wont be so neat a one as poor Dicks.

Roland departed. Looking in for a moment at the office as he went out, and announcing himself as Sir Roland Yorke, upon which Mr. Hurst burst out laughing in his face. He dashed in on Mrs. Jones with his news, eat nearly the whole of a shilling Madeira cake that happened to be on the table, while he talked, and made a voluntary promise to that tart and disbelieving matron to refurnish her house from top to bottom. Then the cab was ordered to the bankers, where his business was satisfactorily adjusted. Geralds chambers were not far off, and Roland took them next. The servant met him with the bold assertion that his master was out.

Dont bother yourself to deny him, my good man; I saw his face at the window, said Roland, with frankness. You may safely show me in: I am not a creditor.

Well, sir, we are obliged to be excessively cautious, just now, and thats the truth, apologised the man in a tone of confidence. Mr. Yorke, I think?

Sir Roland Yorke, corrected Roland.

Sir? returned the man, looking at him as if he thought he saw a lunatic.

Sir Roland Yorke, was the emphatic repetition. Have the goodness to announce me.

And the servant opened the room door and did it. As Roland saw Geralds quick look of surprise, he would, under other circumstances, have shaken in his shoes at the fun. But sadness wholly reigned over him to-day. And  if truth must be told  a terrible aversion to Gerald for his work and its fruits held possession of the new heir.

Oh its you, cried Gerald, roughly. What on earth possessed the fellow?

The fellow did right, Gerald. I gave him my name, and he announced it.

Dont come here with your fools blabber. He said Sir Roland Yorke.

And it is what I am.

Geralds face grew dark with passion. He had an especial dislike to be played with.

Vincents dead, Gerald.

It is a lie.

Vincent died this morning at eight oclock, repeated Roland. I was with him: he telegraphed for me yesterday. Look at this mourning band  showing his hat Ive just been to get it put on. Do you think Id have the face to invent a jest on this subject? Vincent Yorke is dead, poor fellow, and I have come into things as Sir Roland. Not that I can fully believe it myself yet.

The tone of the voice, the deep black band, and a kind of subtle instinct within himself brought conviction of the truth home to Gerald Yorke. Had it been to save his fame, he could not have helped the loud brazen tone from going out of his voice, or the dread took possession of his whole aspect.

What  has  he  died  of?

The gunshot wound.

A pause. Gerald broke it.

It was going on well. I heard so only two days ago.

But it took a sudden turn for the worse; and he is dead.

Geralds face assumed a tinge as of bluish chalk. Was he to have two lives on his soul? Hamish Channings had surely been enough for him without Vincent Yorkes. Pushing back his damp hair, he met Rolands steady look, and so made believe to feel nothing, went to the fire, and stirred it gently.

Why did the doctors let it take this turn? he asked, flinging down the poker. It was as simple a wound as ever was given.

I suppose theyd have helped it, if they could.

Another pause.

Well  of course  as you have succeeded, I must congratulate you, said Gerald stiffly and lamely. Absently, too, for he was buried in thought, reflecting on what an idiotic policy his, to Roland, had been: but this contingency had never occurred to him more than it had to Roland.

Vincent had a good lot of property that was not entailed, resumed Gerald. Do you know who he has willed it to? Did he make a will?

He made a will yesterday, before telegraphing for me.

Gerald lifted his face with a transient hope.

I wonder if he has remembered me?

I think not. Except some legacies to the servants, and a keepsake for Miss Trehem  his watch and diamond ring, I fancy  he said nobodys name was mentioned in the will but mine. It has not been opened: I thought Id leave it till after the funeral. I am the executor.

You!  you dont want his ready money as well as his inheritance, spoke Gerald, in a foam.

Im sure I didnt want any of it, I only thought to be his bailiff; but I cant help it if it has come to me, was Rolands quiet answer, as he turned to depart. Good afternoon, Gerald. I thought it right to call and tell you of his death: you may like to draw your blinds down.

Thanks, said Gerald, sarcastically.

You will receive an invitation to the funeral, Gerald. But Id like to intimate that if you do not care to attend, I shall not look upon it in the light of a slight, added candid Roland, who really spoke in simple good nature. We shall be enough without you if youd rather stay away.

Before Geralds awful rage at the speech was over, for he looked upon it as bestowed in a patronising light from the new baronet, Roland was vaulting into the waiting cab. Gerald had the pleasure of peeping on from the window.

Sir Roland Yorke!  Sir Roland Yorke! he spoke aloud in his horrible mortification. Sunny Mead for his home, and four thousand a year landed property, and heaps of ready money. Curse the beggar! Curse the shot that has brought him the luck of the inheritance! Id sell my soul for it to have been mine. I should wear the honours better than he. I wish to heaven he could die to-night!

And Mr. Gerald Yorke, looking after the receding cab with a dark and sullen countenance, could indeed have sold his soul; if by so doing he might have annihilated his brother and stepped into his place. He was in that precise frame of mind for which some few men in the worlds actual history, and a vast many in fiction, have stained their hands with crime for the greed of gain.

* * * * *

Tread lightly, speak softly; for death is already hovering in the chamber. As Roland enters on tiptoe he takes in the scene at a glance. Hamish lying with closed eyes, and the live ball, Miss Nelly, tucked outside beside him, her golden curls mingling with his damp hair. A sea of old Helstonleigh faces seems to be gathered round; save that Roland silently clasps Arthurs hand, he takes notice of none. Edging himself between Annabel and Tom Channing, as they stand side by side, he bends his face of concern downwards. The slight stir arouses Hamish, he opens his eyes, and holds up his feeble hand with a remnant of the old smile.

Back again! Head bailiff?

Roland bit his lip. His chest was heaving with emotion, his face working. Hamish, who retained his keenest perceptive faculties to the last, spoke again in his faint voice.

Is it good news?

Its good news. Good news, Hamish, and at the same time awfully bad. Vincents dead, and Im  Im in his shoes.

Hamish did not seem to understand. Neither did the others.

Its me to come after him, poor fellow, you see. I am Sir Roland now.

As the words fell upon the previously silent room, you might have heard a pin drop. Cheeks flushed, eyes looked out their questioning surprise at the speaker. Upon Hamish alone the communication seemed to make no impression: earthly interests were to him now as nothing.

You will give me Annabel with a will, Hamish, now that I have come into the family inheritance?

I had already given her to you, so far as my best will was good to do it. Roland

The voice seemed to be fading away altogether, but in the eyes there was an eager gaze. Roland bent his head lower to catch the sounds about to issue from the lips.

Theres a different and a better inheritance, Roland; one of love, and light, and everlasting peace. You will both of you strive for that.

Yes, that we will. And gain it too. Oh, Hamish, if you could but stop with us a bit longer! burst forth Roland, letting his suppressed emotion come out with a choking sob. Its nothing all round but dying. First Vincent, and now you! I never knew such a miserable world as this. Id have laid down my own life to keep either of you in it.

There stole a smile of ineffable peace over the dying face. It seemed to have caught a ray of the heavenly light in which it would so soon be shining.


CHAPTER XLIII.

Dreams Realized.

IT is certainly not often in this life that improbable dreams of fame and fortune get to be realized as they were in the case of Roland Yorke. Down he went to his native place, Helstonleigh, in all the glory of fame and fortune that his imagination had been wont to picture; the dog, Spot, with him. He paid his creditors their debts twice over; he made presents to his mother and the world; he went knocking at old Galloways door, and caused himself to be fully announced, as he had at Geralds  Sir Roland Yorke. He ran in and out of the proctors office at will, took possession of his former stool there, and answered callers as if he were the veritable clerk he used to be. He promised a living to Tom Channing, promotion in India to Charley; made a sweeping bow to William Yorke the first time he met him in the street, and called out to know whether he might be considered a scape-goat still. He put up a tombstone to commemorate the virtues of Jenkins. Meeting Harry Huntley, he nearly cried over Hamish. Hamish Channings book was at length in every heart and home  ah, that he had lived to see it! The good had all come too late for him. Ellen would be wealthy from henceforth, for her father had regained his fortune; her aunt, stiff Miss Huntley, had died, and bequeathed to her the whole of hers; and little Miss Nelly was an heiress.

Not immediately, however, had Roland hastened to quit London for Helstonleigh, and theres something to tell about it. He had affairs to attend to first; and it took him some time to forget his daily sorrow for the dead. Rolands private belief was that he should never cease to mourn for Hamish; should never rise in the morning, or go to rest at night, without thinking of him and Geralds miserable work. He entered on his abode at Sunny Mead, his home from henceforth, made himself acquainted with his future position, and what his exact revenues would be. In his imperfect way, but honest wish to do right, he apportioned out plenty of work for himself, and not much to spend, resolving above all things to eschew a life of frivolity and idleness. Roland would rather have followed the ploughs tail day by day, than sink to that.

The first few weeks he divided his time between Sunny Mead and London. When in town, he dropped in upon his old friends with native familiarity: prosperity and a title could not change Roland. The office and clerks saw him very often; Mrs. Joness tea and muffins occassionally suffered by a guest who had a large appetite. He re-furnished that tart ladys house for her after a rather sharp battle; for at first Mrs. J. would not accept the boon. The first visitor Roland had the honour of entertaining was Lord Carrick. His white-haired lordship was flourishing in London again, and gave Roland a whole week of his hearty, genial, good-natured company at Sunny Mead.

The thorn in the flesh was Gerald, and it happened that Mr. Geralds career came to a crisis during the week of Lord Carricks stay at Sunny Mead. On the last day of it, when they were out in the frost, and the peer was imparting to his nephew sundry theories for the best cultivation of land, a servant ran out to announce the arrival of a lady, who had come in great haste from the railway station. She appeared to be in distress, the man added, and said she must at once see Sir Roland.

In distress beyond doubt: for when Roland went clattering in, wondering who it could be, there met him the tear-stained face of Winny. She had brought down a piteous tale. Gerald, arrested the previous day, had lodgings in that savoury prison, Whitecross Street; he had boldly sent her to ask Roland to pay his debts and set him free. Winny, sobbing over some luncheon that Roland good-naturedly set her down to at once, protested that she felt sure one at least of the three little girls would be found in the fire when she got back to them.

Lord Carrick drew Roland aside.

Im not ill-natured, me boy, as ye knew long ago, and Id do a good turn for anybody; but Id like to give ye a caution. Dont begin by paying Geralds debts. If ye do, as sure as yere a living man, yell never have a minutes peace for him to the last day of yere life. Set him free now, and all his thanks would be to run up more for ye to pay. In a years time hed be in the same plight again; and he or his creditors would be bothering ye always. Dont begin it. Let him fight out his debts as he best can.

Its just what Id like to do, said Roland. Id not mind allowing a couple of hundred a year, or so, for Winny and the children. I meant to offer it. It might be paid to her weekly, you know, uncle, and I could slip something more into her hand whenever we met. She might get a bit of peace then. But I dont think it would be doing Gerald any real kindness in the long run to release him from his debts.

Lord Carrick nodded most emphatically.

I need not tell Winny this, Uncle Carrick  only that she and the kittens shall be taken care of from henceforth. She can carry a sealed note back to Gerald.

Ill see to him, said Lord Carrick. If he is to get any help at all, it must be from me. Ye can write the note to him. It would be the worst days work ye ever entered on if ye attempted to help him. It is nothing else but helping people, Roland, me boy, that has kept me down, and Id not like to see you begin it. If Gerald cant get clear without assistance, I may come to the rescue later. But hell have to try.

Perhaps I might be got to allow him a hundred a year, or so, for himself later, added relenting Roland. But Ill never have anything to do with his debts, or suffer him to look to me to pay them.

Could Gerald, in his distant and gloomy abode, but have heard this, he had surely been ready to shoot the pair of speakers; and with more intentional malignity, too, than he had shot Sir Vincent.

But we began the chapter at Helstonleigh. For once in its monotonous life that faithful city had found something to arouse it from its jog-trot course; and people flew to their doors and windows to gaze after Sir Roland Yorke. It did not seem much less improbable that the time-honoured cathedral might some night disappear altogether, than that the once improvident school-boy of not too good repute, the careless run-a-gate who had made a moonlight flitting, and left some fifty pounds worth of debts behind him, should come back Sir Roland, like a hero of romance.

Fruition never answers to anticipation  as Roland found, now that his golden visions came to be realised. The romantic charm of the oft-pictured dream was wanting; the green freshness of sanguine boyhood no longer threw its halo on his heart; the vivid glow of imaginative hope had mellowed down to a sober tint. In manner, in gleeful frankness, Roland was nearly as impulsive and boyish as ever; but his mind had gained a good deal of experience, and reflection had come to him. The chances and changes of the world had worked their effect; and the deaths, caused directly or indirectly by Gerald, sat heavily on his generous heart. Adams curse lies on all things, and there can be no pleasure without pain.

Roland did not miss it. Enough of charm was left to him. Annabel was staying with her mother, and things seemed to have gone back again to the dear old days before Roland had known the world, or tasted of its cares. Roland went calling upon his acquaintance continually, distant and near, making himself at home everywhere. Ellen Channing, worn to a thread-paper with grief, was visiting her father in her maiden home. Nelly made its charm now. The young widow would probably take up her abode at Helstonleigh, in spite of Rolands strong advice it should be near Sunny Mead.

I told you I should be sure to get on and make my fortune sometime, Mr. Galloway.

The old proctor, whose health was failing hopelessly, returned a slighting answer. Roland, without ceremony as usual, had dashed into the office, and was sitting on a high desk with his legs dangling. The remark was given in return for some disparaging observation as to Rolands former doings.

You made it! Ugh! A great deal of that.

Oh  well  Ive come into one, at any rate.

The only way you were ever likely to attain to one. Left to your own exertions, youd have got back here with holes in your breeches.

Now dont you be personal, sir, was the laughing rejoinder. Im Sir Roland Yorke, you know.

And a fine Sir Roland youll be!

Ill try and be a good one, said Roland emphatically, as he caught Arthurs eye  who was seated in the place of state as the head of the office, for the proctor had virtually resigned it. Arthur knows he can trust me now: ask him, else, sir. Hamish knew it also before he died.

I should like to hear what business he had to die, and who killed him? cried old Galloway explosively. It was done amongst you, I know. A nice thing for my old friend Mr. Huntley to get back to England and find his son-in-law dead: the bright, true young fellow that he loved as the apple of his eye.

Yes, I think he was killed among us, up there, sadly avowed Roland, his honest face kindling with shame. But I did not help in it, Mr. Galloway; Id have given my life to save his. I wish I could!

Wishes wont bring him back. I saw his wife yesterday  his widow, that is. Im sure I couldnt bear to look at her.

Did you see sweet little Nelly? cried Roland eagerly, his thoughts taking a turn. If ever I have a girl of my own, I hope shell be like that child.

Now just you please to take yourself off, Sir Roland, and come in when were a little less busy, returned the proctor, who was very much out of sorts that morning. You are hindering business, just as you used to.

But perhaps the greatest of all small delights was that of encountering Mr. Butterby. Roland had just emerged from the market house one Saturday, where he had been in the thick of the throng, making himself at home, and enquiring affably the price of butter of all the faces he remembered, and been seduced into buying a tough old gander, on the grave assurance that it was a young and tender goose, when he and the detective met face to face.

Well? said Roland, dangling the goose in his hand, as unblushingly as though it had been a bouquet of choice flowers.

Well? returned Mr. Butterby. How are you, sir? I heard you were down here.

Ay. Ive come to set things straight that I left crooked. And glad to be able to do it at last. Youve heard about me, I suppose, Butterby?

Ive heard, assented Butterby. You are Sir Roland Yorke, and have come into the family estates and honours, through the untimely death of Sir Vincent. A lucky shot for you, sir.

Lucky? groaned Roland. Well, in one sense I suppose it was: but dont go and think me a heartless camel, Butterby. I declare to you that if I could bring Sir Vincent back, though I had to return to my work again, and the turn-up bedstead at Mrs. J.s, Id do it this minute cheerfully. When I sat by, watching him die, knowing he was going to make room for me, I felt downright wicked: almost as bad as my nice brother must have felt, who shot him. Did you read about it in the newspapers?  they had got it all as pat as might be. I cant think, for my part, how they lay hold of things.

Butterby nodded assent. There was little he did not read, if it could in the remotest degree concern him.

Im paying up, Butterby. Paying everybody, and something over. If ever I get into debt again call me an owl. Galloway groans and grunts, and says I shall; but I fancy he knows better. What do you think? He took his hat off to me in the street yesterday! formerly hed hardly nod to me over his shoulder sideways.

How were the folks up yonder, Sir Roland, when you left? asked Butterby, jerking his head in the direction of London. Is Miss Rye all right?

Oh, shes uncommon jolly. The last day I called there, Mrs. J. said she supposed she and Winter  they call him Winter now  would be making a match of it. Upon that, I told Miss Rye Id buy her the wedding dress. Instead of being properly grateful, she advised me not to talk so fast. I say, Butterby, that was a mistake of yours, that was  the taking her into custody for the one that killed John Ollivera.

Ay, carelessly returned Mr. Butterby, with a kind sniff. The best of us go in for mistakes, you know.

I suppose you cant help it, just as some people cant help dreaming, observed Roland with native politeness. I went up and saw his grave yesterday. I say, shall you ever pitch upon the right one?

But that Mr. Butterby turned his eyes away towards the Guildhall opposite before he answered, Roland might have observed a peculiar shade cross their steady light. Whatever curious outlets his speculations had drifted to in the course of years, as to the slayer of Mr. Ollivera, he knew the truth now.

Shant try at it, sir. Take it from first to last, it has been about the queerest case that ever fell under mortal skill; and we are content for the future to let it be.

I wont forget you, Butterby. Youve not been a bad one on the whole. A snuffbox would be of no use, you said; but you shall have something else. And look here, if ever you should come withing range of my place in Surrey, Id be glad to see you there for half an hours chat. Good-day, old Butterby. Isnt this a prime goose? Ive just been giving seven shillings for it.

He and his ancient goose went vaulting off. Roland frequently took articles home to help garnish Lady Augustas dinner-table; very much to the wrath of the cook, who found she had double work.

But it must not be thought Roland led entirely an idle life at Helstonleigh. Apart from personal calls on his friendship, in the shape of dropping in upon people, he had work on his hands. By Mrs. J.s permission he was replacing the plain stone on poor Jenkinss grave with one of costly marble. Roland himself undertook the inscription. Not being accustomed to composition, he found it a puzzling task.

Heres to the memory of JOSEPH JENKINS. He was too good for this world, inoffensive as a young sparrow, and did everybodys work as well as his own. Put upon by the office and people in general, he bore it all meekly, according to his nature, never turning again. A cough took him off to Heaven, leaving Mrs. J. behind, and one or two to regret him, who knew his virtues. This tribute is erected by his attached friend, (who was one of the worst to put upon him in life,) and sorrowful, ROLAND YORKE.

Such was the inscription for the marble tomb-stone, as it went in to the sculptor. That functionary suggested some slight alterations, which Sir Roland was reluctant to accede to. There ensued writing and counter writing, and the epitaph, finally inscribed, contained but little (like some bills that pass through Parliament) of the original.

And so the sweet days of spring glided on, and the time came for Roland to depart. To depart until June, when he would return to claim his bride. Tom Channing should marry them, and nobody else, avowed Roland; and if the Reverend Bill put up his back at not having the first finger in the pie, why he must put it up. Annabel was his confident in all things; and Annabel thought she should rather be married by her brother, than by William Yorke.

The once happy home of the Channings bore the marks of times chances and changes. The house was the same, as were its elements for peace, but some of its inmates had quitted it for ever. Mrs. Channing, Arthur, Tom, Charles, and Annabel: they moved about in their mourning garments, with their regretful faces, thinking ever of him who had whilom made its sunshine, Hamish the bright. He had gone to a better world, where there was neither pain nor tears, neither cruel injustice nor heart-breaking sorrow; but this consolation is always hard to realize, and their grief was lasting. Mrs. Channing looked aged and worn; the boys and girls had grown into men and women; in old Judith and her snow-white mob-cap, there alone appeared to be no change.

It was at length the day of Rolands departure, and he was holding a final interview with Annabel. They stood at the glass doors of the study window, open to the garden, and the warm May sun shone in gaily, making the crape on Annabels silk dress look hot and rusty. The once untidy study, when they were all boys and girls together, had been renovated with a green carpet and delicately-papered walls; the young parson now called it his.

Considering Rolands deficiencies on the score of forethought, he had really organized the plans for his future life with a great deal of wisdom. Sunny Mead was to be their sole home, and Annabel chief cash-keeper in regard to ready money. On that he was resolved, honestly avowing that he was not to be trusted with money in his pocket: it was sure to go. The residence in Portland Place, which Sir Richard had only held on a lease, had been given up: there was to be no town house, no fashion, no gaiety. Annabel seconded him in all, urging moderation strenuously. He was going up now to make his bow to the Prince of Wales at a levée: and it was to be hoped he would accomplish it with passable decorum: and Annabel would be presented to the Queen on the first favourable opportunity, after she should be Lady Yorke. So far, that was due from their position; but there the exigencies of fashionable society would for them end. Sunny Mead would be their home; and, it could not be doubted, a very happy one. They are talking of the prospect, now as they stand together: and to both it is one of rose colour.

But for going to Port Natal, Annabel, theres no knowing how I might have turned out  a regular drawling idler about town, as some of the Yorkes have been before me. I might have gone in for all kinds of folly, and come to no end of grief. We shall be safe down at Sunny Mead, and live like  like Roland stops for a simile.

Rational people, puts in Annabel with a smile.

Fighting-cocks, says Roland. I shall make a good farmer.

But, Roland, she rejoins, dubiously, I hope youll not discharge the bailiff until you feel that you are fully competent to the management. You dont know much of farming yet.

Not know much of farming! exclaims Roland, his eyes opening with surprise. After all my experience at Port Natal! Look at the pigs I had to manage  obstinate, grunting animals  and the waggons and carts I was put to drive  filled with calves sometimes! Im not obliged to take the threshing and mowing myself, you know. As to the bailiff, he shall stay on until you send him away, if its two years to come.

She bends her blushing face a little forward, plucking an early rose-bud. Roland takes it from her and puts it in his coat. On her finger flashes a valuable diamond ring, the pledge of their engagement.

We wont have a frying-pan in the house, Annabel. I cant bear to see one since that failure at Port Natal.

She turns her laughing eyes on him. Roland honestly thinks they are the truest, sweetest, best the world ever contained, and feels he can never be thankful enough that he is to call them his.


CHAPTER XLIV.

Conclusion.

THE summer and the day were alike on the wane. It was the end of July, and a dull evening. Mr. Greatorex was sitting alone in the coming twilight, in the large and handsome dining-room, where we first saw him at the beginning of this history. Haggard he had looked then, waiting to hear the particulars of his favourite nephews death; far more haggard he looked now, for the truth in regard to it was at length disclosed to him.

He wore deep mourning. The son, whose appearance of ill health had of late given him so much concern, was dead: Bede. Alas! it was not illness of body that had ailed Bede Greatorex, and turned his days to one ever-moving, never-ceasing tumultuous sea of misery, but that far worse affliction, illness of mind. In bodily sickness there may arise intervals of light, when the suffering is not felt so keenly, or the heavenly help is nearer for support; in mental sickness, grave as Bedes was, such intervals never come.

After quitting home at the turn of Christmas, and travelling for a month or two hither and thither, Bede settled down in a remote French town. There was a very small colony of English in it, and an English chaplain, who did the duty for nothing. Bede had not intended to make it a permanent halting place, but his weakness increased greatly, and he seemed never willing to attempt another move onwards. Mrs. Bede grumbled woefully: she called the town a desert and their lodgings a barn: truth to say, the rooms were spacious and had as good as nothing in them. She amused herself  such amusement as it was  by taking drives in the early spring freshness, and talking French, for improvement, with a fashionable Parisian femme de chambre, whom she had found herself lucky enough to engage. In June Bede died: and the date of his death happened, by a rather singular coincidence, to be that of Roland Yorkes wedding day. But that can pass.

With Bedes death, a month ago now, things in the office had undergone some fresh arrangements. Frank Greatorex was his fathers sole partner in the practice. Frank was soon to bring home his wife: and it was to be hoped she would make a happier home of the dwelling than its late mistress had done. There could be little doubt of it: and Mr. Greatorex stood a fair chance of regaining some of his domestic comfort. The prospects of Bedes widow were not flourishing. Bede had not left a shilling behind him; a little debt, in fact, instead; that is, she was in debt: and the bills for his funeral and other incidental expences, had come over to Mr. Greatorex. There had been no marriage settlement on Louisa Joliffe: she was now left to the mercy of her father-in-law: and though a generous man by nature and habit, Mr. Greatorex was not showing himself generous in this. In a cool, business-like letter, conveyed to her personally by a trust-worthy clerk, Mr.

Greatorex had informed her that henceforward she would be allowed two hundred pounds a year. One hundred pounds in addition he made her a present gift of. The clerk, despatched with the letter and money, was Mr. Brown, who had entirely resumed his name of Winter: the office, not getting into the new habit readily, usually called him Mr. Brown-Winter. Mr. Winter was commissioned to discharge the above-mentioned bills, and to see a stone placed over the grave, the inscription for which had been written down by Mr. Greatorex. It was short as might be: only the following words, with the date of death.



BEDE GREATOREX

AGED THIRTY-NINE.



Come unto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden.



Mr. Winter had executed his charges, and was back again. The clerks heard with very little surprise that he was to be promoted amidst them: the confidential manager in future under Mr. Greatorex and his son; one to whom the office would have to look up to as a master. Rumour went that Mr. Winter was about to become a qualified solicitor: not from any view of setting up for himself, but that he might be more efficient for his duties in the house of Greatorex and Greatorex. His salary would be handsome: it had been already considerably augmented since the month of January last. Mr. Winter had taken a small, pretty house, and would soon bring a wife home to it: Alletha Rye was to exchange her name to Alletha Winter. The clerks in general looked upon it that Mr. Winters promotion took its rise in his undoubted business merit and capacity: but in point of fact it was owing to a few lines written by Bede to his father. The man is of sterling merit: he has forgotten self in striving patiently to benefit and shield me: reward him for my sake. I am sure he will repay in faithfulness all you can do for him.

Little more than this did Bede say; not a word as to the nature of what the benefit or the shielding had been. Mr. Greatorex knew now, for a revelation had been made to him through Judge Kene. Bede, only the day before his death, had posted a letter to Sir Thomas Kene, one that he had spent a week in writing, getting to it at intervals.

The anguish that communication, and other things, brought to Mr. Greatorex, was very sharp still. He was feeling it as he sat there in the evening twilight. Bedes death he had, in one sense, almost ceased to mourn: knowing now what a happy release from mental pain it must have been. But he could not think with the smallest patience of Bedes wife: never again, never again. She had been the primary author of all the misery: but for her, his son  ay, and some one else, dear to him as a son  had been, in all human probability, living now, happy, peaceful, and playing a good and busy part on the worlds stage.

Will you admit visitors, sir?

Eh! what!  and Mr. Greatorex started up half in alarm as the servant spoke, so deeply had he been buried in far-away thoughts. Visitors this evening!  no. Stay, Philip. Who are they?

Sir Roland and Lady Yorke, sir.

Oh, Ill see them, said Mr. Greatorex. Ask them to walk up.

Roland and his wife, passing through London from their wedding tour, part of which had been spent in Ireland, at Lord Carricks, had halted for a night at one of the hotels. To see old friends, said Roland. Not that he had many to see: Mrs. J. and Mr. Greatorex nearly comprised them. Winny Yorke and her children were in Wales with her mother. Gerald had sent them, as a temporary thing, till he could get a bit straight. When that desirable epoch might be expected to dawn, was hidden in the mystery of the future. Gerald had been a good month in Whitecross Street prison, done to death pretty nearly with his creditors reproaches, who used to go down in a body to abuse him, when they found there was no chance of their getting a farthing. He and his chambers had been sold up; and altogether Gerald had come to considerable grief. Just now he was in Paris, enjoying himself on a sum of money that Lord Carrick had been induced to give him, and on the proceeds from an article that he supplied twice a week to a London newspaper. He thought himself terribly hard worked; and slightly relieved his bile by telling everybody that his brother Roland was the greatest villain under the sun. Roland meant to find him a post if he could, and meanwhile took care of Winny and the little ones: Gerald quietly ignored that.

Sir Roland and Lady Yorke.

Mr. Greatorex met them with outstretched hands, giving Annabel a fatherly kiss on her blushing face. He quite forgot her new elevation, remembering her only as the sweet and simple girl who had made sunshine in his house at odd moments. She looked sweet and simple, still quite unaltered. Roland, on his part, had not attained the smallest additional dignity: he clattered in just as of yore. They were going to Sunny Mead on the morrow, and he began telling of his future plans for the happy home life.

Mr. Greatorex smiled as he listened. I dont fancy you will give us much work, Sir Roland, in the way of incurring debts and trouble, and coming to us to get you clear of them, he observed.

No thank you, I leave that to Gerald. Mr. Greatorex, added Roland, his eyes shining with honest light, his face meeting that of his ex-master, I promised Vincent when he was dying that Id keep clear of trouble; I as good as promised Hamish: Id not go from my word to them, you know. And, whats more, I shall never wish to.

I see. You will be a dead loss to us. The Yorkes in general have been profitable clients.

Roland took the words seriously, and his mouth fell a little.

Im very sorry, sir. I  Ill give you a present every year to make up for the deficiency, if youll accept it. A golden inkstand, or something of that sort.

Mr. Greatorex looked at him with a smile, never speaking. Roland resumed, thoroughly in earnest, his voice low.

Its such an awful deal of money, you see; four thousand a year, besides a house and lots of other things. Two people could never spend it, and if we could, we dont think it would be doing right. Annabel and I see things alike. We mean to put aside half of our income; against a rainy day, say; or  there are so many people who want help. You see, M. Greatorex, we had both learnt to live on little. But Im sure I shall be sorry, if you look upon me as a loss.

You can repay me, Roland, better than by a golden inkstand, said Mr. Greatorex, laying his hand on the young mans shoulder. Let me come to you for a week annually when the summer roses are in bloom; and do you tell me, year by year, that you have adhered to your proposed simple mode of life.

Roland was in the skies at once. It is a bargain, mind that, he said. You will come to us always with the summer roses. As to a week only, well talk about that.

And Jane shall meet you, sir, interposed Annabel with shy joy. She is very happy at her school; I often have letters from her. Roland and I were thinking of having her at Christmas, if you dont mind.

And Nelly Channing too, if her mother will spare her, put in Roland. And we have talked about those three little mites in Wales. It would be good to have the lot together, and give them a bit of pleasure. They should have a jolly Christmas tree; and wed get over some boxes of Lumps of Delight from Turkey, by one of the P. and O. steamers; and Id bring them up to the waxwork. Annabel and I both love children.

And I hope to my heart you may have some of your own to bless you! rejoined Mr. Greatorex with unaccountable emotion. To bless you when they are young; to bless you when they  when they  shall be grown. God grant you may never have cause to weep for them in tears of blood! Many of earths sorrows are hard to bear, but that is the weightiest that Heaven can inflict upon us.

Roland stared a little. The thing seemed nearly as incomprehensible to his view of social life as that he should have to weep for some defect in the moon.

Wed bring them up in the best way, Mr. Greatorex, was the simple answer. Annabel would, you may be sure, and Id try to. I dont think I got brought up in the best way myself: there was too much scuffling and scrambling. Mrs. J. once said  I beg your pardon, Annabel.

For Annabel was trying to express to Mr. Greatorex their regret at his sons death. The strange emotion that had shaken him she knew must be felt for Bede.

We are both of us very sorry, sir, for him and for you, she said.

My dear, you need not be, spoke Mr. Greatorex, in a low, sad tone. His life had grown weary; and death, to him, must have been like a welcome rest at the close of day. A little sooner, a little later  what does it matter?

And for the muffs of doctors not to be able to cure him! Mr. Greatorex, when I remember him, and Vincent Yorke, and Hamish Channing, my respect for the medical profession does not go up. Halloa! whos this? broke off Roland.  

Philip was coming in with a cloud of surprise on his face, while a rustle as of extensive petticoats might be heard in his rear. He addressed his master with deprecation, conscious of something to tell that might not be very agreeable.

It is Mrs. Bede Greatorex, sir.

Who? hurriedly exclaimed Mr. Greatorex.

Mr. Bedes widow, sir. She has arrived with a French maid and a cab full of boxes.

No need to reiterate the news, for Mrs. Bede stood in view. Mr. Greatorex seized his servant by the coat like one in alarm, and gave a private order.

Keep the cab. Dont unload the boxes. Mrs. Bede Greatorex will not remain here.

Mrs. Bede Greatorex, a widow of a month, was not less fashionable in appearance than when she was a wife. Rather more so, of the two. Her dress of rich silk and crape was a model for the mode books, her hair was wonderful to behold. A small bob of something white peeped out atop of the chignon; looking close, it might be discovered to be an inch of quilled net: and its wearer called it a widows cap with all the brass in life.

She held out her hand to Mr. Greatorex, but he seemed not to see it. That his resentment against this woman was one of bitterness, could not be mistaken. Mrs. Bede did not appear to notice the coldness of the greeting. Brushing past Annabel, she cast a rather contemptuous look towards her, and said some slighting words.

What! are you here again? I thought the house was rid of you.

This is my wife; Lady Yorke, spoke Roland in as haughty a tone as it was possible for him to assume. Dont forget it, if you please, Mrs. Bede Greatorex.

She looked from one to the other of them. That Roland had succeeded to the family honours, she knew, but she had not heard of his marriage. The poor young governess, whom she had put upon and made unhappy, Lady Yorke! A moments pause: Mrs. Bedes manner changed as if by magic, and she kissed Annabel on both cheeks, French fashion. Nobody knew better than she on which side her bread was buttered.

Ah, dear me, its fine to be you, Annabel! What changes since we last met. You a wife, and I a widow.

Mr. Greatorex took an impatient step forward, as if to speed her departure. She turned to him, speaking of her husband.

I think Bede might have got well if he would. I used to tell him so. The doctors made an examination afterwards, and found, as you have heard, that there was no specific disease whatever. He wasted away; wasted and wasted; it was like as though there were a consuming fire ever within him, burning him away to death.

My goodness! cried Roland. Poor Bede.

It was most unsatisfactory: I never saw anything like it in my life before, tartly retorted Mrs. Bede, for her husbands death had not pleased her, and she resented it openly. Not for the loss or love of him, but for the loss of his means. I think he might have got well had he struggled for it. If youll believe me, only the day before he died, he went out in a carriage to the post-office, that he might post a letter himself to Sir Thomas Kene.

No one answered her, or made any comment.

Is my old room ready for me?

Mr. Greatorex, to whom the question was more particularly put, motioned her towards the door, and moved thither himself. I wish to speak with you in private for a minute, he said. Pardon me, Sir Roland, I will be back directly.

That Mrs. Bede Greatorex had come to take the house by storm, hoping thereby to resume her late footing in it, Mr. Greatorex knew just as well as she. His letter to her, delivered by George Winter, was unmistakably plain; and he did wonder at the hardihood which had brought her hither, after its receipt.

You cannot have misunderstood my communication, he said to her as they turned into the room that had once been her boudoir. I must beg to refer you to it. This house can never shelter you again.

But it must, she answered.

Never again; never again.

At least, I must stay here for some days, until I can decide where my residence shall be, she persisted, her voice taking the unpleasant shriek that it always took in anger. You cant deny me that.

Mr. Greatorex raised his hand as if to waive off the argument and the words. Philip shall see you to an hotel, if you feel incompetent to drive to one with your maid, he said, slightly sarcastic. But, under my roof; it once sheltered in happiness my poor son; you may not remain.

I was your sons wife, she passionately said.

I will tell you what you were to him, if you wish. I dont press it.

Well?

His curse.

Thank you.

His curse before marriage; his curse after it.

As he stood there, with his face of pain, speaking not in an angry tone, but one mournfully subdued, certain items connected with the past rose up to fill the mind of Mrs. Bede Greatorex. She was aware then that he knew all; she had some little shame left in her, and her very brow grew crimson.

I cannot imagine what you may have heard, or be suspecting, she said, falteringly. The past is past. I did nothing very wrong. Nothing but what plenty of other girls do.

May God forgive you, Louisa Greatorex; as I know He has forgiven him.

It was surging up in her mind like angry waves, that far gone-by time, one event replacing another. During her prolonged visit to this very house as Louisa Joliffe, she had suffered Bede to become passionately attached to her. Suffered?  it was she who drew him and drew him on. She engaged herself to him privately; a solemn engagement; and Bede acceded to her request that it should be kept secret for a time. She did not like Bede; she was playing an utterly false part; she coveted the good income and position that would be hers as his wife, but she rather disliked him. Her motive in demanding that their engagement should he concealed, was a hope that some offer more desirable might turn up. Oh that Bede had suspected it! He looked for her to be his wife as surely as he looked for Heaven. After her return home from her visit, and John Ollivera was sojourning at Helstonleigh, she played exactly the same game over with him. Drawing him on to love her, and engaging herself to him in private. She liked him, but she did not like to have to wait an indefinite number or years, until the young barrister should find himself in a position to marry. Which of the two she would eventually have chosen, was a matter that must remain in uncertainty for ever; most likely (she acknowledged so to herself) Bede and his wealth. Things went on smoothly enough, she corresponding ardently with both of them in secret, until the time of the March assizes  so often told of  and the fatal night when Bede Greatorex came down to Hestonleigh on a mission to his cousin. The contretemps, the almost certainty of discovery, the very probable fear that she should lose both her lovers, nearly drove Louisa out of her senses. That something in connection with it had passed between Bede and his cousin, she knew from Bedes manner that evening at her mothers; how much, she did not dare to ask. The following morning, when the news was brought to her that Mr. Ollivera had destroyed himself, she felt like a guilty woman. Whatever might have been the mystery of the death: whether he had really committed suicide, or whether Bede had shot him in the passion of his hot Spanish blood  and it was impossible but that she should have her latent doubts  she was the primary cause; and she knew it, and felt it. Had she gone out and killed him herself, she could not have felt it more. She became aware of another thing  that Bede Greatorex, searching amidst the effects of the dead on the following day, must have found her love-letters: more impassioned letters than she was wont to write to him. Bede did not visit her again during his stay at Helstonleigh, and she would not have dared to seek him. Some months later they met by accident in London: were thrown together three or four times. Bede renewed his offer of marriage, and she accepted him at once; the doubt in her mind, as to the part he might have taken in John Olliveras death, never having been solved. She conveniently ignored it, for the glowing prospect of an establishment was all in all. But what sort of a wife did she make him?  how much did Bede, in his chivalric devotion, have to bear? She alone knew; she knew it now as she stood there; and her attempt to carry it off with a high hand to Mr. Greatorex failed signally. If ever the true sense of her sin should be brought home by Heaven to Louisa Greatorex, its weight, as connected with the treatment of her husband, would be well-nigh greater than she could bear. A curse to him before marriage; a curse to him after: Mr. Greatorex had well said it.

Am I to starve in future, that you wont give me a home? she burst forth, driving other thoughts away from her. Whats two hundred a-year? How am I to live?

My recommendation to you was, that you should live in Boulogne; with, or near your mother, Mr. Greatorex answered calmly. The two hundred pounds will be amply sufficient for that.

Two hundred pounds! she retorted, rudely. I shall spend that on my dress.

As you please, of course. It is the sum that will be paid you in quarterly instalments of fifty pounds, as long as I live. At my death, the half of it only would be secured to you. Should you marry again, the payments would altogether cease. All this I stated to you in my letter: I repeat it now. Not another shilling will you receive from me  in life, or after death.

She saw her future; saw it all laid out before her as on a map; and her face took a blank look, betraying mortification and despair. No more ravishing toilettes or French waiting maids; no more costly dinner-givings, or magnificent kettle-drums. Mrs. Bede Greatorex and society must henceforth live tolerably far apart. The home she had so despised, this that she was now being turned from, would be a very palace compared to the lodgings in Boulogne.

To prolong this interview will not be productive of further result, spoke Mr. Greatorex, taking a step towards the door. I must beg to remind you that friends are waiting for me.

And my clothes, that I left here? And the ornaments that were mine?

Everything belonging to you has been packed ready for removal. The cases shall be all sent to whatever place you may name.

She turned away without another word. Mr. Greatorex rang the bell. Outside, sitting underneath one of the white statues, near the small conservatory, was the French maid, inwardly railing against the want of politeness of these misérable Anglishe. Trusty Philip had warned her that she need not go up higher.

The cab drove away with them, and Mr. Greatorex returned to the dining-room with a relieved heart.

She is done with at last, thank Heaven! Let us have tea together, Roland, he added, with a hearty smile. Lady Yorke will take off her bonnet, and make it for us; as she did when she was my little friend Annabel Channing.

* * * * *

Copy of the letter received by Judge Kene from Bede Greatorex.

As you know so much, Sir Thomas, I owe it to you and to myself to afford some further explanation. You have shown yourself a true friend: add to the obligation, by imparting the details I now write to Henry William Ollivera.

When I was despatched to Helstonleigh on that fatal mission, I was engaged to be married to Louisa Joliffe, and loved her passionately. The engagement had existed several months, but it was at her request kept a secret to ourselves. After delivering the message and business I was charged with to John, we sat on, in his room, talking of indifferent matters. I said that I should spend the evening with the Joliffes: John laughed a little, and said perhaps he should. One word led to another, and at last he told me, premising it must be in confidence, that he was engaged to Louisa. I thought he was joking; my answer annoyed him; and he went on to say things about Louisas love for him and their future marriage that nearly drove me wild. What, I hardly know now. It seemed to me that he had treacherously stepped in to strive to take my bride from me, to win her for himself, my one little ewe lamb. We recriminated on each other: she had deceived us both, but neither of us suspected it then: and we felt something like rival tiger cats; at least I know I did. Whenever my Spanish blood got up I was a madman  as you may remember, Kene, for you saw me so once or twice in earlier days  I was nothing else that wicked evening. At some taunt of his, or it sounded like one to me, I took up the pistol, that lay on the table underneath my hand, and fired it at him. Before Heaven, where I shall so soon stand. I declare that I had no deliberate intention of killing him. I did not know whether the pistol was loaded or not. I do not even think I knew what I was doing, or that I had caught up the pistol: in my mad rage I was conscious of nothing. The shot killed him instantaneously, even in the midst of his cry. I cried out too  with horror at what I had done; my passion faded and I stood still as he was. Before I crossed the step or two his succour, I saw that he was dead. How horribly I have repented since that I did not fling open the door and call out for assistance, none, save myself, can know. Self-preservation lies instinctively within us all, and I suppose that stopped me. Oh, the false coward that I have since ever called myself!  the years of concealment and misery it would have saved! All I thought of then, was  to get away. A short while I listened, but no sound told that any one had been within earshot; I softly opened the door to escape, putting out my head first to reconnoitre; and  found myself nearly face to face with a man. He stood on the stairs in an attitude of listening, and our eyes met in the gas-light. I never forgot his; they seemed to shine out from a mass of black hair; those same eyes afterwards puzzled my memory for years. When the eyes of my subsequent clerk, Mr. Brown, had used to strike some unpleasant chord on my memory, but what I could not fathom, I never connected them with those other eyes; for Brown had put off his disguise then, and looked entirely another person. Ah, Kene! dont you see the obligation I lie under to this man, George Winter? Not at that moment did he know I had committed murder, but in a short period of time, as soon as the newspapers supplied details of the nights doings, he could but become aware of it. Had a doubt remained on his mind, when he entered our office and knew me for Bede Greatorex, the thing must have been made clear to him as daylight. To shield me he has remained under a cloud himself: I hope my father will reward him. Even when he was giving his evidence before you and the rest, he told a lie to save me. For he said that when he saw the face at the door it was after the departure of Mr. Bede Greatorex. It was my face he saw, Kene; no other. All through these years he has watched my misery; and in his great compassion for what he knew my sufferings must be, has been silently lightening life to me where he could. But, to go back to the time.

I should think we gazed at each other for the space of half a minute, the man on the stairs and I: the fright of seeing some one there nearly paralysed me; and then I went in again and shut the door. It was perhaps the sight of him that caused me to attempt to throw the suspicion off myself: certainly I had not thought of it before. I put the pistol on the carpet by the chair, as if it had fallen from Johns right hand; and next, looking about on the table, I found the unfinished letter, and added the lines you know of. I seemed to be doing it in a dream; that it was not myself but somebody else, and all in a desperate hurry, for I grew afraid of stopping. Then it occurred to me to put out the lamp; I dont know why; and, upon that, I went out resolutely, for I did not like the dark. Luck seemed to be against me. As I opened the door this second time, some young man (not the first) was passing by. Instinct caused me to turn round and make believe to be speaking to John. What words I really said, I should never have remembered but for hearing the young man, Alfred Jones, repeat them at the coroners inquest. They served me more than I thought: for Alfred Jones unconsciously took up the natural supposition that John was also speaking to me; this version went forth to the public, and it was assumed that what happened, happened after my departure. Theres no doubt that it was the chief element in throwing suspicion off me. He showed me out of the house, and thenceforward I had to try and act the part of an innocent man. I went to the Star and Garder and drank some brandy-and-water; I went thence to Mrs. Joliffes: how I did it all, with that horrible thing upon me, I have never known. I said a few cautious words to Louisa, and by her answers, I felt sure that Johns boast had been (at least in part) a vain one. As I returned up High Street, some tradesman was standing just within his side-door. He did not know I saw him. Halting, I looked at John Olliveras windows, just opposite, and said something to the effect that John must have gone to bed  all for the man to hear me. Just afterwards I met you, Kene,  do you remember it? You were going to call on John, but I said he had gone to bed and the people of the house, too, I supposed, as there was no light to be seen. I shrunk from the discovery, and would fain have put it off for ever. What a night that was for me! As I had stirred the tea at Mrs. Joliflfes, as I stirred the brandy-and-water at the hotel, Johns face seemed to be in the liquid, staring up at me. In the dark of the bed-room, after the candle had burnt out, I saw him in his chair, just as I had left him. I had not dared to ask for a night-light, lest it might excite suspicion: how could I answer for it that the hotel would not get to learn I was not in the habit of burning one?

You know the rest: the discovery and the inquest that followed. Did I act my part well, Kene? I suppose so, by the result. That day  the first  you were with me when we examined Johns desk: it was advised that I should look over his letters for any clue that perhaps they might show to the motive of his self-inflicted death. The large bundle of letters, Kene, came I found from Louisa Joliffe, and poor Johns was no vain boast: she had been all to him that she had professed to be to me, and a traitor to both.

Why did I marry her, you will naturally ask. Ah, why! why! Because my love for her fooled me into it: because, if you will, I was mad. When we met again, months afterwards, the passion that I thought I had killed within me, rose up with ten-fold force, and I yielded to it. To do so was not much less sinful (looking at it as I look now) than the other and greater crime. I saw it even as I stood with her before the altar, I saw it afterwards clearer and clearer. But I loved her even in spite of my better judgment; I love her even yet: and I have striven to do my duty by her in all indulgence, to shield her from the cares of the world.

And theres my lifes history. Oh, Kene, if I have been more sinful than other men, my merciful God knows what my expiation has been. Can you even faintly picture it to yourself? From a few minutes after the breath went out of poor Johns body, my punishment set in. It was only fear just at first; it was the bitterest remorse afterwards that ever made a wreck of mortal man. I am not a murderer by nature, and John and I were dear friends. My days have been one long, wearing penance: regret for him and his shortened life, dread of my crimes discovery; one or the other filling every moment: remorse and repentance, repentance and remorse: and that it has been so is owing to Heavens mercy. Not an hour of the day or night, but I would gladly have given up my own life to restore his. After the first confused horror had passed, I should have declared the truth at the time but for my mothers sake: in her state of health it would have killed her. When she died, the time had gone by for it: I had my father and my wife to consider later, and remained perforce silent. My father has thought my bodily health failed: in one sense so it did, for I have been wasting away from the first, dying slowly inch by inch.

And thats all, Kene. When you shall have heard news of my death  it will be with you very close upon this letter  disclose the whole to Henry William Ollivera. With regard to my father, I leave the matter to you. If he in the slightest degree suspects me  and I can but think he must, after Winters confession, and from the easy acquiescence he gave to my coming on the Continent for an indefinite period  then tell him the whole. Heaven bless you all, and grant you the peace that can spring alone of Jesus Christs atonement! I have dared to think it mine for some little time now.

BEDE GREATOREX.

When the tidings of Bedes death reached him, Sir Thomas Kene went out to seek an interview with Mr. Ollivera. The clergyman read the letter, and bent his head in prolonged silence.

After all, I suppose Johns grave will have to remain undisturbed, spoke the Judge. Winter cleared his memory.

Yes; better so, perhaps, was the slow, thoughtful reply. If I had never before been thankful that I read the burial service over him, I should be so now. You see, I was right, Kene. God be merciful to us all, for we are miserable sinners!


WITHIN THE MAZE
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A NOVEL

This novel was first published in 1872. The Maze of the title is the name of a cottage on the estate, which is home to the main characters  the Andinnian family. The plot revolves around the repercussions of the imprisonment of Sir Adam Andinnian for murder. 

Throughout the Victorian era, Woods novels were translated into many languages, including Russian. Interestingly, Leo Tolstoy, in a 9 March 1872 letter to his older brother Sergei, noted that he was "reading Mrs. Wood's wonderful novel In the Maze". 
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VOLUME I.


CHAPTER I.

Mrs. Andinnians Home.

THE house was ugly and old-fashioned, with some added modern improvements, and was surrounded by a really beautiful garden. Though situated close upon a large market town of Northamptonshire, it stood alone, excluded from the noise and bustle of the world.

The occupant of this house was a widow lady, Mrs. Andinnian. Her husband, a post-captain in the Royal Navy, had been dead some years. She had two sons. The elder, Adam, was of no profession, and lived with her: the younger, Karl, was a lieutenant in one of Her Majestys regiments. Adam was presumptive heir to his uncle, Sir Joseph Andinnian, a baronet of modern creation: Karl had his profession alone to look to, and a small private income of two hundred a year.

They were not rich, these Andinnians: though the captain had deemed himself well-off, what with his private fortune, and what with his pay. The private fortune was just six hundred a year; the pay not great: but Captain Andinnians tastes were simple, his wants few. At his death it was found that he had bequeathed his money in three equal parts: two hundred a year to his wife, and two hundred each to his sons. Adam and his mother will live together, he said in the will; shed not be parted from him: and four hundred pounds, with her bit of pension, will be enough for comfort. When Adam succeeds his uncle, they can make any fresh arrangement that pleases them. But I hope when that time shall come they will not forget Karl.

Mrs. Andinnian resented the will, and resented these words in it:  Her elder boy, Adam, had always been first and foremost with her: never a mother loved a son more ardently than she loved him. For Karl she cared not. Captain Andinnian was not blind to the injustice, and perhaps thence arose the motive that induced him not to leave his wifes two hundred pounds of income at her own disposal: when Mrs. Andinnian died, it would lapse to Karl. The captain had loved his sons equally: he would willingly have left them equally provided for in life, and divided the fortune that was to come sometime to Adam. Mrs. Andinnian, in spite of the expected rise for Adam, would have had him left better off from his fathers means than Karl.

There had been nearly a life-long feud between the two family branches. Sir Joseph Andinnian and his brother the captain had not met for years and years: and it was a positive fact that the latters sons had never seen their uncle. For this feud the brothers themselves were not in the first instance to blame. It did not arise with them, but with their wives. Both ladies were of a haughty, over-bearing, and implacable temper: they had quarrelled very soon after their first introduction to each other; the quarrel grew, and grew, and finally involved the husbands as well in its vortex.

Joseph Andinnian, who was the younger of the two brothers, had been a noted and very successful civil engineer. Some great work, that he had originated and completed, gained him his reward  a baronetcy. While he was in the very flush of his new honours, an accident, that he met with, laid him for many months upon a sick-bed. Not only that: it incapacitated him for future active service. So, when he was little more than a middle-aged man, he retired from his profession, and took up his abode for life at a pretty estate he had bought in Kent, called Foxwood Court, barely an hours railway journey from London: by express train not much more than half one. Here, he and his wife had lived since: Sir Joseph growing more and more of an invalid as the years went on. They had no children; consequently his brother, Captain Andinnian, was heir to the baronetcy: and, following on Captain Andinnian, Adam, the captains eldest son.

Captain Andinnian did not live to succeed. In what seemed the pride of his health and strength, just after he had landed from a three years voyage, and was indulging in ambitious visions of a flag, symptoms of a mortal disease manifested themselves. He begged of his physicians to let him know the truth; and they complied  he must expect but a very few weeks more of life. Captain Andinnian, after taking a day or two to look matters fully in the face, went up to London, and thence down to Sir Josephs house in Kent. The brothers, once face to face, met as though no ill-blood had ever separated them: hands were locked ill hands, gaze went out to gaze. Both were simple-minded, earnest-hearted, affectionate-natured men; and but for their wives  to whom, if the truth must be avowed, each lay in subjection  not a mis-word would ever have arisen between them.

I am dying, Joseph, said the captain, when some of their mutual emotion had worn away. The doctors tell me so, and I feel it to be true. Naturally, it has set me on the thought of many things  that I am afraid I have been too carelessly putting off. What I have come down to you chiefly for, is to ask about my son  Adam. Youll tell me the truth, wont you, Joseph, as between brothers?

Ill tell you anything, Harry, was Sir Josephs answer. The truth about what!

Whether he is to succeed you or not!

Why, of course he must succeed: failing yourself. What are you thinking of, Harry, to ask it! Ive no son of my own: its not likely I shall have one now. He will be Sir Adam after me.

Its not the title I was thinking of, Joseph. Failing a direct heir, I know that must come to him. But the property!  will he have that! It is not entailed; and you could cut him out absolutely.

Dye think Id be so unjust as that, Harry! was the half indignant reply. A baronets title, and nothing to keep it up upon! I have never had an idea of leaving it away from you; or from him if you went first. When Adam succeeds to my name and rank, he will succeed to my property. Were my wife to survive me, shed have this place for life, and a good part of the income: but Adam would get it all at her death.

This takes a weight off my mind, avowed Captain Andinnian. Adam was not brought up to any profession. Beyond the two hundred a year hell inherit from me

A bad thing that  no profession, interrupted Sir Joseph. If I had ten sons, and they were all heirs to ten baronetcies, each one should be brought up to use his brains or his hands.

Its what I have urged over and over again, avowed the captain. But the wife  you know what she is  set her face against it. Hell be Sir Adam Andinnian of Foxwood, shed answer me with, and he shall not soil his hands with work. I have been nearly always afloat, too, Joseph: not on the spot to enforce things: something has lain in that.

I wonder the young man should not have put himself forward to be of use in the world!

Adam is idly inclined. I am sorry for it, but it is so. One thing has been against him, and thats his health. Hes as tall and strong a young fellow to look at as youd meet in a summers day, but he is, I fear, anything but sound in constitution. A nice fellow too, Joseph.

Of good disposition?

Very. We had used to be almost afraid of him as a boy; he would put himself into such unaccountable fits of passion. Just as  as  somebody else used to do, you know, Joseph, added the sailor with some hesitation.

Sir Joseph nodded. The somebody else was the captains wife, and Adams mother: Sir Josephs own wife was not exempt from the same kind of failing: but in a less wild degree than Mrs. Andinnian. With her the defects of temper partook more of the nature of sullenness.

But Adam seems to have outgrown all that: Ive seen and heard nothing of it since he came to manhood, resumed the captain. I wish from my heart he had some profession to occupy him. His mother always filled him up with the notion that he would be your heir and not want it.

Hell be my heir, in all senses, safe enough, Harry: though Id rather have heard he was given to industry than idleness. How does he get through his time? Young men naturally seek some pursuit as an outlet for their superfluous activity.

Adam has a pursuit that he makes a hobby of; and that is his love of flowers; in fact his love of gardening in any shape. Hell be out amidst the plants and shrubs from sunrise to sunset. Trained to it, hed have made a second Sir Joseph Paxton. I should like you to see him: he is very handsome.

And the young one  what is he like? Whats his name by the way? Henry?

No. Karl.

Karl? repeated Sir Joseph in surprise, as if questioning whether he heard aright Ay, Karl. His mother was in Germany when he was born, it being a cheap place to live in  I was only a poor lieutenant then, Joseph, and just gone off to be stationed before the West Indies. A great friend of hers, there, some German lady, had a little boy named Karl. My wife fell in love with the name, and called her own infant after it.

Well, it sounds an outlandish name to me, cried the baronet, who was entirely unacquainted with every language but his own.

So I thought, when she first wrote me word, assented Captain Andinnian. But after I came home and got used to call the lad by it, you dont know how I grew to like it. The name gains upon your favour in a wonderful manner, Joseph: and I have heard other people say the same. It is Charles in English, you know.  

Then why, not call him Charles!

Because the name is really Karl, and not Charles. He was baptized in Germany, but christened in England, and in both places it was done as Karl. His mother has never cared very much for him.

For him or his name, do you mean!

Oh, for him.

Sir Joseph opened his eyes. Why on earth not!

Because all the love her natures capable of  and in her its tolerably strong  is given to Adam. She cant spare an atom from him: her love for him is as a kind of idolatry. For one thing, she was very ill when Karl was born, and neither nursed nor tended him: he was given over to the care of her sister who lived with her, and who had him wholly, so to say, for the first three years of his life.

And whats Karl like? repeated Sir Joseph.

You ought to see him, burst forth the Captain with animation. Hes everything thats good and noble and worthy. Joseph, there are not many young men of the present day so attractive as Karl.

With a tendency to be passionate, like his brother!

Not he. A tendency to patience, rather. They have put upon him at home  between ourselves; kept him down, you know; both mother and brother. He is several years younger than Adam; but they are attached to each other. A more gentle-natured, sweet-tempered lad than Karl never lived: all his instincts are those of a gentleman. He will make a brave soldier. He is ensign in the  regiment.

The  regiment, repeated Sir Joseph. Rather a crack corps that, is it not!

Yes: Karl has been lucky. He will have to make his own way in the world, for I cant give him much. But now that I am assured of your intentions as to Adam, things look a trifle brighter. Joseph, I thank you with all my heart.

Once more the brothers clasped hands. This reunion was the pleasantest event of their later lives. The captain remained two days at Foxwood. Lady Andinnian was civilly courteous to him, but never cordial. She did not second her brothers pressing wish that he should prolong his stay: neither did she once ask after any of his family.

Captain Andinnians death took place, as anticipated. His will, when opened, proved to be what was mentioned above. Some years had gone by since. Mrs. Andinnian and her son Adam had continued to live together in their quiet home in Northamptonshire; Karl, lieutenant now, and generally with his regiment, paying them an occasional visit. No particular change had occurred, save the death of Lady Andinnian. The families had continued to be estranged as heretofore: for never a word of invitation had come out of Foxwood. Report ran that Sir Joseph was ailing much; very much indeed since the loss of his wife. And, now, that so much of introduction is over, we can go on with the story.

A beautiful day in April. At a large window thrown open to the mid-day sun, just then very warm and bright, sat a lady of some five and fifty years. A tall, handsome, commanding woman, resolution written in every line of her haughty face. She wore a black silk gown with the slightest possible modicum of crape on it, and the guipure cap  or, rather, the guipure lappets, for of cap there was not much to be seen  had in it some black ribbon. Her purple-black hair was well preserved and abundant still; her black eyes were stern, and fearlessly honest. It was Mrs. Andinnian.

She was knitting what is called a night-sock. Some poor sick pensioner of hers or her sons  for both had their charities  needed the comfort. Her thoughts were busy; her eyes went fondly out to the far end of the garden, where she could just discern her son against the shrubs: the fairest and dearest sight to Mrs. Andinnian that earth had ever contained for her, or ever would contain.

It is strange Sir Joseph does not write for him, ran her thoughts  and they very often did run in the same groove. I cannot imagine why he does not. Adam ought to be on the spot and get acquainted with his inheritance: his uncle must know he ought. But that I have never stooped to ask a favour in my life, I would write to Sir Joseph, and proffer a visit for Adam, and  for  yes, for me. During that womans lifetime Adam was not likely to be welcomed there: but the womans gone: it is two months this very day since she died.

The woman, thus unceremoniously alluded to, was Lady Andinnian: and the slight mourning, worn, was for her. Some intricacy in the knitting caused Mrs. Andinnian to bend her head: when she looked up again, her son was not to be seen. At the same moment, a faint sound of distant conversation smote her ear. The work dropped on her lap; with a look of annoyance she lifted her head to listen.

He is talking to that girl again! I am sure of it.

Lift her head and her ears as she would, she could not tell positively whose voices they were. Instinct, however, that instinct of suspicion we all feel within us on occasion, was enough.

A very respectable man-servant of middle age, thoughtful in face, fair in complexion, with a fringe of light hair round the sides of his otherwise bald head, entered the room and presented a note to his mistress. Who is it from? she asked as she took it off the silver waiter. An old waiter, bearing the Andinnian crest.

Mrs. Poles housemaid has brought it, maam. She is waiting for an answer.

It was but a friendly note of invitation from a neighbour, asking Mrs. Andinnian and her two sons to go in that evening. For Karl, the second son, had come home for a two days visit, and was just then writing letters in another room.

Yes, we will go  if Adam has no engagement, said Mrs. Andinnian to herself, but half aloud. Hewitt, go and tell Mr. Andinnian that I wish to speak with him.  

The man went across the garden and through the wilderness of shrubs. There stood his master at an open gate, talking to a very pretty girl with bright hair and rosy cheeks.

My mistress wishes to see you, Mr. Adam.

Adam Andinnian turned round, a defiant expression on his haughty face, as if he did not like the interruption. He was a very fine man of some three-and-thirty years, tall and broad-shouldered, with his mothers cast of proud, handsome features, her fresh complexion, and her black hair. His eyes were dark grey, deeply set in the head, and rarely beautiful. His teeth also were remarkably good; white, even, and prominent, and he showed them very much.

Tell my mother Ill come directly, Hewitt.

Hewitt went back with the message. The young lady who had turned to one of her own flower-beds, for the gardens joined, was bending over some budding tulips.

I think they will be out next week, Mr. Andinnian, she looked round to say.

Never mind the tulips, he answered after a pause, during which he had leaned on the iron railings, looking dark and haughty. I want to hear more about this.

Theres nothing more to hear, was the young ladys answer.

That wont do, Rose. Come here.

And she went obediently.

The house to which this other garden belonged was a humble, unpretending dwelling, three parts cottage, one part villa. A Mr. Turner lived in it with his wife and niece. The former was in good retail business in the town: a grocer: and he and his wife were as humble and unpretending as their dwelling. The niece, Rose, was different. Her father had been a lawyer in small local practice: and at his death Rose  her mother also dead  was taken by her uncle and aunt, who loved both her and her childish beauty. Since then she had lived with them, and they educated her well. She was a good girl: and in the essential points of mind, manner, and appearance, a lady. But her position was of necessity a somewhat isolated one. With the tradespeople of the town Rose Turner did not care to mix: she felt that, however worthy, they were beneath her: quite of another order altogether: on the other hand, superior people would not associate with Miss Turner, or put so much as the soles of their shoes over the door-sill of the grocers house. At sixteen she had been sent to a finishing school: at eighteen she came back as pretty and as nice a girl as one of fastidious taste would wish to see.

Years before, Adam and Karl Andinnian had made friends with the little child: they continued to be intimate with her as brothers and sister. Latterly, it had dawned on Mrs. Andinnians perception that Adam and Miss Turner were a good deal together; certainly more than they need be. Adam had even come to neglect his flowers, that he so much loved, and to waste his time talking to Rose. It cannot be said that Mrs. Andinnian feared any real complication  any undesirable result of any kind; the great difference in their ages might alone have served to dispel the notion: Adam was thirty-three; Miss Turner only just out of her teens. But she was vexed with her son for being so frivolous and foolish: and, although she did not acknowledge it to herself a vague feeling of uneasiness in regard to it lay at the bottom of her heart. As to Adam, he kept his thoughts to himself. Whether this new propensity to waste his hours with Miss Turner arose out of mere pastime, or whether he entertained for her any warmer feeling, was his own secret.

Things  allowing for arguments sake that there was some love in the matter  were destined not to go on with uninterrupted smoothness. There is a proverb to the effect, you know. During the last few weeks a young medical student, named Martin Scott, had become enamoured of Miss Turner. At first, he had confined himself to silent admiration. Latterly he had taken to speaking of it. Very free-mannered, after the fashion of medical students of graceless nature, he had twice snatched a kiss from her: and the young lady, smarting under the infliction, indignant, angry, had this day whispered the tale to Adam Andinnian. And no sooner was it done, than she repented: for the hot fury that shone out of Mr. Andinnians face, startled her greatly.

They were standing together again at the small iron gate, ere the sound of Hewitts footsteps had well died away. Rose Turner had the true golden hair that ladies have taken to covet and spend no end of money on pernicious dyes to try and obtain. Her garden hat was untied, and she was playing with its strings.

Rose, I must know all; and I insist upon your telling me. Go on.

But indeed I have told you all, Mr. Andinnian.

Mr. Andinnian gazed steadfastly into Miss Roses eyes, as if he would get the truth out of their very depths. It was evident that she now spoke unwillingly, and only in obedience to his strong will.

It was last night, was it, that he came up, this brute of a Scott?

Last night, about six, she answered. We were at tea, and my aunt asked him to take some

Which he did of course? savagely interrupted Mr. Andinnian.

Yes; and eat two muffins all to himself, laughed Miss Turner, trying to turn the anger off. Mr. Andinnian did not like the merriment.

Be serious if you please, child; this is a serious matter. Was it after tea that he  that he dared to insult you? and the speaker shut his right hand with a meaning gesture as he said it.

Yes. Aunt went to the kitchen to see about something that was to be prepared for my uncles supper  for she is fidgety over the cooking, and never will trust it to the servant. Martin Scott then began to tease as usual; saying how much he cared for me, and asking me to wait for him until he could get into practice.

Well? questioned Adam impatiently as she stopped.

I told him that he had already had his answer from me and that he had no right to bring the matter up again; it was foolish besides, as it only set me more against him. Then I sat down to the piano and played the Chatelaine  he only likes rattling music  and sang a song, thinking it would pass the time in peace until aunt returned. By-and-by I heard my uncles latch-key in the front door, and I was crossing the room to go out and meet him, when Martin Scott laid hold of my arm, and  and kissed me,

Mr. Andinnian bit his lips almost to bleeding. His face was frightful in its anger. Rose shivered a little.

I am sorry I told you, Mr. Andinnian.

Now listen, Rose. If ever this Martin Scott does the like again, Ml shoot him.

Oh, Mr. Andinnian!

I shall warn him. In the most unmistakable words; words that he cannot misconstrue; I will warn him of what I mean to do. Let him disregard it at his peril; if he does, Ill shoot him as I would shoot a dog.

The very ferocity of the threat, its extreme nature, disarmed Miss Turners belief in it. She smiled up in the speakers face and shook her head, but was content to let the subject pass away in silence. Adam Andinnian, totally forgetting his mothers message, began talking of pleasanter things.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Andinnians patience was growing exhausted: she hated to keep other peoples servants waiting her pleasure. Her fingers were on the bell to ring for Hewitt, when Karl entered the room, some sealed letters in his hand. A slender man of seven-and-twenty, slightly above the middle height, with pale, clearly-cut features and a remarkably nice expression of countenance. He had the deeply-set, beautiful grey eyes of his brother; but his hair, instead of being black and straight, was brown and wavy. An attractive looking man, this Karl Andinnian.

I am going out to post these letters, said Karl. Can I do anything for you in the town, mother!

The voice was attractive too. Low-toned, clear, melodious, full of truth; a voice to be trusted all over the world. Adams voice was inclined to be harsh, and he had rather a loud way of speaking.

Nothing in the town, replied Mrs. Andinnian: and, now that you notice it, her voice was harsh too. But you can go and ask your brother why he keeps me waiting. He is behind the shrubbery.

Karl left his letters on the table, traversed the garden, and found Adam with Miss Turner. They turned to wait his approach. A half doubt, he knew not wherefore, dawned for the first time on his mind.

How are you this morning, Rose? he asked, raising his hat with the ceremony one observes to an acquaintance, rather than to an intimate friend. Adam, the mother seems vexed: you are keeping her waiting, she says, and she wishes to know the reason of it.

I forgot all about it, cried Adam. Deuce take the thorn!

For just at that moment he had run a thorn into his finger. Karl began talking with Miss Turner: there was no obligation on him to return forthwith to the house.

Go back, will you, Karl, and tell the mother I am sorry I forgot it. I shall be there as soon as you are.

A genteel way of getting rid of me, thought Karl with a laugh, as he at once turned to plunge into the wide shrubbery. Good day to you, Rose. But when he was fairly beyond their sight Karls face became grave as a judges. Surely Adam is not drifting into anything serious in that quarter! ran his thoughts. It would never do.

Well  have you seen Adam? began Mrs. Andinnian, when he entered.

Yes. He is coming immediately.

Coming!  and she curled her vexed lips. He ought to come. Who, is he with, Karl?

With Miss Turner.

What nonsense! Idling about with a senseless child!

I suppose it is nothing but nonsense] spoke Karl, incautiously. She  Miss Turner  would scarcely be the right woman in the right place.

His mother glanced at him sharply. In what place]  what woman?

As Lady Andinnian.

Karl had angered his mother before in his lifetime, but scarcely ever as now. She turned livid as death, and took up the first thing that came to her hand  a silver inkstand, kept for show, not use  and held it as if she would hurl it at his head.

How dare you, sir, even in supposition, so traduce your brother?

I beg your pardon, mother. I spoke without thought.

As she was putting down the inkstand, Adam came in. He saw that something was amiss. Mrs. Andinnian spoke abruptly about the invitation for the evening, and asked if he would go. Adam said he could go, and she left the room to give, herself, a verbal answer to the waiting servant.

What was the matter, Karl?

The mother was vexed at your staying with Rose Turner, instead of coming in. It was nonsense, she said, to be idling about with a senseless child. I  unfortunately, but quite unintentionally  added to her anger by remarking that I supposed it was nonsense, for she, Miss Turner, would scarcely be suitable for a Lady Andinnian.

Just attend to your own affairs, growled Adam. Keep yourself in your place.

Karl looked up with his sweet smile; answering with his frank and gentle voice. The smile and the voice acted like oil on the troubled waters.

You know, Adam, that I should never think of interfering with you, or of opposing your inclinations. In the wide world, theres no one, I think, so anxious as I am for your happiness and welfare.

Adam did know it, and their hands met in true affection. Few brothers loved each other as did Adam and Karl Andinnian. Seeing them together thus, they were undoubtedly two fine young men  as their sailor father had once observed to his brother. But Karl, with his nameless air of innate goodness and refinement, looked the greater gentleman.


CHAPTER II.

Lucy Cleeve.

LINGERING under the light of the sweet May moon, arm within arm, their voices hushed, their tread slow, went two individuals, whom few, looking upon them, could have failed to mistake for anything but lovers. Lovers they were, in heart, in mind, in thought: with as pure and passionate and ardent a love as ever was felt on this earth. And yet, no word, to tell of it, had ever been spoken between them.

It was one of those cases where love, all unpremeditated, had grown up, swiftly, surely, silently. Had either of them known that they were drifting into it, they might have had sufficient prudence to separate forthwith, before the danger grew into certainty. For he, the obscure and nearly portionless young soldier, had the sense to see that he would be regarded as no fit match for the daughter of Colonel and the Honourable Mrs. Cleeve; both of high lineage and inordinately proud of it into the bargain; and she, Lucy Cleeve, knew that, for all her good descent, she was nearly portionless too, and that her future husband, whomsoever he might turn out to be, must possess a vast deal more of this worlds goods than did Lieutenant Andinnian. Ay, and of family also. But, there it was: they had drifted into this mutual love unconsciously: each knew that it was for all time: and that, in comparison, family and goods were to them as nothing.

And so Miss Blake is back, Lucy?

The words, spoken by Mr. Andinnian, broke one of those long pauses of delicious silence, that in themselves seem like tastes of paradise. Lucy Cleeves tones in answer were low and soft as his.

She came to-day. I hardly knew her. Her hair is all put on the top of her head: and  and

Lucy stopped. And is of another colour, she had been about to conclude. But it might not be quite good-natured to say it, even to one to whom she would willingly have given her whole hearts confidence. Reared in the highest of all high and true principles, and naturally gifted with them, Lucy had a peculiar dread of deceit: her dislike of it extended even to the changing of the colour of the hair. But she was also of that sweet and generous disposition that shrinks from speaking a slighting word of another. She resumed hastily and with a slight laugh.

Theresa is in love with Rome; and especially with its cardinals. One of them was very civil to her, Karl.

About this picnic to-morrow, Lucy. Are you to be allowed to go?

Yes, now Theresas here. Mamma would not have liked to send me without some one from home: and the weather is scarcely hot enough for herself to venture. Do  you  go? she asked timidly.

Yes.

There was silence again: each heart beating in unison. The prospect of a whole day together, spent amidst glens, and woods, and dales, was too much for utterance.

For the past twelve months, Lieutenant Andinnians regiment had been quartered at Winchester. On his arrival, he had brought with him a letter of introduction to one of the clergy there  a good old man, whose rectory was on the outskirts of the town. The Rev. Mr. Blake and his wife took a great fancy to the young lieutenant, and made much of him. Living with them at that time was a relative, a Miss Blake. This lady was an orphan: she had a small fortune, somewhere between two and three hundred a year: and she stayed sometimes with the Blakes, sometimes with the Cleeves, to whom she and the Blakes were likewise related.

A novel writer has to tell secrets: not always pleasant ones. In this case, it must be disclosed that the one secret wish of Theresa Blakes life, to which her whole energies (in a lady-like way) were directed, was  to get married, and to marry well. If we could see into the hearts of some other young ladies, especially when they have left the bloom of youth behind, we might find them filled with the same ardent longing. Hitherto Miss Blakes hopes had not been realized. She was not foolish enough to marry downright unwisely: and nothing eligible had come in her way. Considering that she was so very sensible a young woman  for good common sense was what Miss Blake prided herself upon  it was very simple of her to take up the notion she did  that the attractive young lieutenants frequent visits to the rectory were made for her sake. She fell over head and ears in love with him: she thought that his attentions (ordinary attentions in truth, and paid to her as the only young lady of a house where the other inmates were aged) spoke plainly of his love for her. Of what are called flirtations Theresa Blake had had enough, and to sparer but of true love she had hitherto known nothing. She ignored the difference in their years  for there was a difference  and she waited for the time when the young officer should speak out: her income joined to his and his pay, would make what she thought they could live very comfortably upon. Love softens difficulties as does nothing else in life; before she knew Karl Andinnian, Miss Blake would have scorned the notion of taking, any man who could not have offered her a settlement of a thousand pounds a year at least.

But now  what was Karl Andinnians share in all this? Simply none. He had no more notion that the young lady was in love with him than that old Mrs. Blake was. If Miss Blake did not see the years she had come to, he did; and would nearly as soon, so far as age went, have offered to marry his mother. To a young man of twenty-six, a woman of thirty-four looks quite old. And so, in this misapprehension  the one finding fresh food for her hopes day by day, the other at ease in his utter unconsciousness  the summer and autumn had passed. At the close of autumn Miss Blake departed with some friends for the Continent, more particularly to visit Paris and Rome. But that it was a long-since-made engagement, and also that she had so wished to see those renowned places, she would not have tom herself away from the locality that contained Mr. Andinnian.

Shortly afterwards the Cleeves returned to Winchester, after a long absence. They resided without the town, just beyond Mr. Blakes rectory. Lucy Cleeve had been in the habit of spending nearly as much time at the rectory as at home: and it was from the never-tiring training of him and his good wife that Lucy had learnt to be the truly excellent girl she was. On the very day of her return, she and Karl Andinnian met: and  if it was not exactly love at first sight with them, it was something very like it; for each seemed drawn to the other by that powerful, sympathetic attraction that can no more be controlled than explained or accounted for. A few more meetings, and they loved for all time: and since then they had gone on living in a dream of happiness.

There they were, pacing together the rectory garden under the warm May moonlight. The rector had been called to a sick parishioner, and they had strolled out with him to the gate. Mrs. Blake, confined to her sofa, was unsuspicious as the day. Lucy, twenty years of age, was looked upon by her as a child still: and the old are apt to forget the sweet beguilements of their own long-past youth, and that the young of the present day can be drifting into the same.

It is very pleasant; quite warm, spoke Mr. Andinnian. Would you like another turn, Lucy?

They both turned simultaneously without a word of assent from her, and paced side by side to the gate in a rapture of silence. Lucy quitted him to pluck a spray from the sweet-briar hedge; and then they turned again. The moon went behind a cloud.

Take my arm, Lucy. It is getting quite dark.

She took it; the darkness affording the plea; and the night hid the blushes on her transparent cheeks. They were half-way down the walk, and Karl was bending his head to speak to her; his tones low, though their subject was nothing more than the projected party for the morrow; when some one who had approached the gate from the road, stood still there to look at them.

It was Miss Blake. She had that day returned from her continental excursion, and taken up her abode, as arranged, at Colonel Cleeves. Whether at the rectory or at Colonel Cleeves, Miss Blake paid at the rate of one hundred a year for the accommodation; and then, as she said, she was independent. It was a private arrangement, one that she insisted on. Her sojourn abroad had not tended to cool one whit of her love for Mr. Andinnian; the absence had rather augmented it. She had come home with all her pulses bounding and her heart glowing at the prospect of seeing him again.

But  she saw him with some one else. The moon was out again in all her silvery brightness, and Miss Blake had keen eyes. She saw one on his arm, to whom he seemed to be whispering, to whose face his own was bent; one younger and fairer than she  Lucy Cleeve. A certain possibility of what it might mean darted through her mind with a freezing horror that caused her to shiver. But only for a moment. She drove it away as absurd  and opened the gate with a sharp click. They turned at the sound of her footsteps and loosed arms. Mr. Andinnian doffed his hat in salutation, and held out his hand.

Miss Blake!

I came with old John to fetch you, Lucy, wishing to see dear Mrs. Blake, she carelessly said in explanation, letting her hand lie in Karls, as they turned  to the house. And it is a lovely night.

Coming into the light of the sitting-room you could see what Miss Blake was like  and Lucy, also, for that matter. Miss Blake was tall, upright; and, if there was a fault in her exceedingly well-made figure, it was that it was too thin. Her features and complexion were very good, her eyes were watchful and had a green tinge; and the hair originally red, had been converted into a kind of auburn that had more than one shade of colour on it. Altogether, Miss Blake was nice-looking; and she invariably dressed well, in the height of any fashion that might prevail. What with her well-preserved face, her large quantity of youthful hair, and her natty attire, she had an idea that she looked years and years less than her real age; as in fact she did.

And Lucy? Lucy was a gentle girl with a soft, sweet face; a face of intellect, and goodness, and sensibility. Her refined features were of the highest type; her clear eyes were of a remarkably light brown, the long eyelashes and the hair somewhat darker. By the side of the upright and always self-possessed Miss Blake  I had almost written self-asserting  she looked a timid shrinking child. What with Miss Blakes natural height and the un-natural pyramid of hair on the top of her head, Lucy appeared short. But Lucy was not below the middle height of women.

I wonder  I wonder how much he has seen of Lucy? thought Miss Blake, beginning to watch and to listen, and to put in prompting questions here and there.

She contrived to gather that the lieutenant had been a tolerably frequent visitor at Colonel Cleeves during the spring. She observed  and Miss Blakes observance was worth having  that his good night to Lucy was spoken in a different tone from the one to herself: lower and softer.

There cannot be anything between them! There cannot, surely, be!

Nevertheless the very thought of it caused her face to grow cold as with a mortal sickness.

I shall see to-morrow, she murmured. They will be together at the picnic, and I shall see.

Miss Blake did see. Saw what, to her jealous eyes  ay, and to her cool ones; was proof positive. Lieutenant Andinnian and Miss Lucy Cleeve were lost in love the one for the other. In her conscientious desire to do her duty  and she did hope and believe that no other motive or passion prompted the step  Miss Blake, looking upon herself as a sort of guardian over Lucys interests, disclosed her suspicions to Mrs. Cleeve. What would be a suitable match for herself, might be entirely unsuitable for Lucy.

Colonel Augustus and the Honourable Mrs. Cleeve were very excellent people, as people go: their one prominent characteristic  perhaps some would rather call it failing  being family pride. Colonel Cleeve could claim relationship, near or remote, with three lords and a Scotch duke: Mrs. Cleeve was a peers daughter. Their only son was in India with his regiment: their only daughter, introduced and presented but the last year, was intended to make a good marriage, both as regards rank and wealth. They knew what a charming girl she was, and they believed she could not fail to be sought. One gentleman, indeed, had asked for her in London; that is, had solicited of the Colonel the permission to ask for her. He was a bankers son. Colonel Cleeve thanked him with courtesy, but said that his daughter must not marry beneath her own rank: he and her mother hoped she would be a peeress. It may therefore be judged what was the consternation caused, when Miss Blake dropped a hint of her observations.

The remark already made, as to Mrs. Blakes blind unsuspicion, held good in regard to Colonel Cleeve and his wife. They had likewise taken a fancy to the attractive young lieutenant and were never backward in welcoming him to their house. And yet they never glanced at Lucys interests in the matter; they never supposed that she likewise could be awake to the same attractions; or that her attractions had charms for the lieutenant. How frequent these cases of blindness occur in the world, let the world answer. Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve would as soon have suspected that Lucy was falling in love with the parish clerk. And why? Because the notion that any one, so much beneath them in family and position as Mr. Andinnian, should aspire to her, or that she could stoop to think of him, never would have entered into their exclusive imaginations, unless put there.

Mrs. Cleeve, dismayed, sick, frightened, but always mild and gentle, begged of Lucy to say that it was a cruel mistake; and that there was nothing between her and Mr. Andinnian. Lucy, amidst her blinding tears, answered that nothing whatever had been spoken between them. But she was too truthful, too honest, to deny the implication that there existed love. Colonel Cleeve sent for Mr. Andinnian.

The young man was just coming in from a full-dress parade when the note arrived. It was a peremptory one. He walked up at once, not staying to put off his regimentals. Colonel Cleeve, looking the thorough gentleman he was, and wearing his customary blue frock-coat with a white cambric frill at his breast, met him at the door of his library. He was short and slight, and had mild blue eyes. His white hair was cut nearly close, and his forehead and head were so fair that at first sight it gave him the appearance of being powdered. The servant closed the door upon them.

That Karl Andinnian was, as the phrase runs, taken to by the plain questioning of the Colonel cannot be denied. It was plunged into without preface. Is it true that there is an attachment between you and my daughter? Is it true, sir, that you have been making love to her?

For a short while Karl was silent. The Colonel saw his embarrassment. It was only the momentary embarrassment of surprise, and, perhaps, of vexation: but Karl, guileless and strictly honourable, never thought of not meeting the matter with perfect truth.

That there does exist affection between me and your daughter, sir, I cannot deny, he replied with diffidence. At least, I can answer for myself  that the truest and tenderest love man is, or, as I believe, can be, capable of, I feel for her. As to making love to her, I have not done it consciously. But  we have been a great deal together; and I fear Miss Cleeve must have read my heart, as  as  

As what, Mr. Andinnian? was the stern question. As I have read hers, I was going to presume to say, replied Karl, his voice and eyes alike drooping.

Colonel Cleeve felt confounded. He would have called this the very height of impudence, but the young man standing before him was so indisputably refined, so modest, and spoke as though he were grieved to the heart.

And, pray, what could you have promised yourself by thus presuming to love my daughter?

I promised myself nothing. On my word of honour as a gentleman, sir, I have not been holding out any kind of hopes or promises to myself. I believe, added the young man, with the open candour so characteristic of him, that I have been too happy in the present, in Miss Cleeves daily society  for hardly a day passed that we did not see each other  to cast so much as a thought to the future.

Well, sir, what excuse have you to make for this behaviour? Do you see its folly?

I see it now. I see it for the first time, Colonel Cleeve. For  I  suppose  you will not let me aspire to win her?

The words were given with slow deprecation: as if he hardly dared to speak them.  

What do you think, yourself, about it? sharply asked the Colonel. Do you consider yourself a suitable match for Miss Cleeve? In any way? In any way, Mr. Andinnian?

I am afraid not, sir.

You are afraid not! Good Heavens! Your family  pardon me for alluding to it, Mr. Andinnian, but there are moments in a life-time, and this is one, when plain speaking becomes a necessity.. Your family have but risen from the ranks, sir, as we soldiers say, and not much above the ranks either. Miss Cleeve is Miss Cleeve: my daughter, and a peers grand-daughter.

It is all true, sir.

So much for that unsuitability. And then we come to means. What are yours, Mr. Andinnian? The young man lifted his head and his honest grey eyes to the half-affrighted but generally calm face. He could but tell the truth at all times without equivocation.  

I fear you will consider my means even more ineligible than my family, he said. I have my pay and two hundred pounds a year. At my mothers death another two hundred a year will come to me. Colonel Cleeve drew down his lips. And that is all  in the present and in the future?

All I can reckon upon with any certainty. When my brother shall succeed Sir Joseph Andinnian, he may do something more for me. My father suggested it in his last testamentary paper: and I think he will do it: I believe he will. But of this I cannot be certain; and in any case it may not be much.

Colonel Cleeve paused a moment. He wished the young man would not be so straightforwardly candid, so transparently single-minded, putting himself, as it were, in all honour in his hands. It left the Colonel  the mildest man in the world by nature  less loophole to get into a proper passion. In the midst of it all, he could not help liking the young fellow.

Mr. Andinnian, every word you say only makes the case worse. Two barriers, each in itself insurmountable lie, by your own showing, between you and my daughter. The bare idea of making her your wife is an insult to her; were it carried into a fact  I condemn myself to speak of so impossible a thing unwillingly  it would blight her life and happiness for ever.

Karls pale face grew red as his coat. These are harsh words, Colonel Cleeve.

They are true ones, sir: and justifiable. Lucy has been reared in the notions befitting her rank. She has been taught to expect that when she marries her home will be at least as well-appointed as the one she is taken from. My son is a great expense to me and my means are limited as compared with my position  I am plain with you, you see, Mr. Andinnian; you have been so with me  but still we live as our compeers live, and have things in accordance about us. But what could you offer Lucy?  allowing that in point of family you were entitled to mate with her. Why, a lodging in a barracks; a necessity to tramp with you after the regiment at home and abroad. Karl stood silent, the pain of mortification on his closed lips. Colonel Cleeve put the case rather extremely; but it was near the truth, after all.

And you would wish to bring this disgrace, this poverty, this blight on Lucy! If you

No, sir, I would not, was the impulsive interruption. What do you take me for? Lucys happiness is a great deal dearer to me than my own.

If you have one spark of honour, Mr. Andinnian  and until now I believed you had your full share of it  if you do care in ever so small a degree for my daughters comfort and her true welfare; in short, if you are a man and a gentleman, you will aid me in striving to undo the harm that has been done.

I will strive to do what is best to be done, replied Karl, knowing the fiat that must come, and feeling that his heart was breaking.

Very well. Our acquaintance with you must close from this hour; and I must ask you to give me your word of honour never to attempt to hold future communication with my daughter in any way: never to meet her in society even, if it be possible for you to stay away and avoid it. In future you and Miss Cleeve are strangers.

There was a dead silence. Karl seemed to be looking at vacancy, over the Colonels head.

You do not speak, Mr. Andinnian.

He roused himself with a sort of shudder. I believe I was lost in glancing at the blighted life mine will be, Colonel Cleeve And the Colonel, in spite of his self-interest, felt a kind of pity for the feelings that he saw were stung to the quick.

Do you refuse to comply with my mandate?

No, sir. Putting the affair before me in the light you have put it, no alternative is left me. I see, too, that circumstanced as I am  and as she is  my dream of love has been nothing but madness. On my word of honour, Colonel Cleeve, could I have looked at the matter at first as I look at it now, and foreseen that we were destined to  to care for each other, I would have flown Miss Cleeves presence.

These regrets often come late in the day, Mr. Andinnian, was the rather sarcastic answer.

They have in this case.

Then I may rely on your honour?

You may indeed, sir. But that I see how right and reasonable your fiat is; how essential for Lucys sake, I could hardly have complied with it; for to part with her will be rending myself from every joy of life. I give you my sacred word of honour that I will not henceforth attempt to hold communication of any kind with her: I will not meet her if I can avoid it. That I should live to say this calmly! added Karl to himself.

I expected no less from you, Mr. Andinnian, spoke the Colonel, stiffly but courteously. I am bound to say that you have met this most lamentable affair in a proper spirit. I see I may rely upon you.

You may rely upon me as you would rely upon yourself, said the young officer earnestly. Should the time ever come that my fortunes ascend  it seems next door to an impossibility now, but such things have been heard of  and Lucy be still free

That could make no alteration: want of fortune is not the only bar, haughtily interrupted Colonel Cleeve. The present is enough for us, Mr. Andinnian: let us leave the future.

True. The present is greatly enough; and I beg your pardon, Colonel Cleeve. I will keep my word both in the spirit and the letter. And now, I would make one request to you, sir  that you will allow me to see Lucy for an instant before we finally part.

That you may gain some foolish promise from her?  of waiting, or something of that kind! was the angry rejoinder.

I told you that you might rely upon me, replied Karl with sad emphasis. Colonel Cleeve, dont you see what a bitter blow this is to me? he burst forth, with an emotion he had not betrayed throughout the interview. It may be bitter to Lucy also. Let us say a word of good-bye to each other for the last time.

Colonel Cleeve hardly knew what to do. He did not like to say No; he did not like to say Yes. That it was bitter to one, he saw; that it might be bitter to the other, he quite believed: and he had a soft place in his heart.

I will trust you in this as I trust you in the other, Mr. Andinnian. It must be good-bye, only, you understand: and a brief one.

He quitted the room, and sent Lucy in. Almost better for them both that he had not done so  for these partings are nearly as cruel as death. To them both, this severing asunder for all time seemed worse than death. Lucy, looking quiet and simple in her muslin, stood shivering.

I could not depart without begging you to forgive me, Lucy, Karl said, his tone less firm than usual with emotion and pain. I ought to have exercised more thought; to have foreseen what must be the inevitable ending. Colonel Cleeve has my promise that I will never again seek you in any way: that from henceforth we shall be as strangers. Oh my darling!  I may surely call you so in this last hour!  this is painful I fear to you as to me.

She went quite close to him, her eyes cast up to his with a piteous mourning in their depths; eyes too sad for tears.

They have told me the same, Karl. There is no hope at all for us. But I  I wish in my turn to say something to you. Karl  and her voice sank to a whisper, and she put out her hand as if inviting him to take it I shall never forget you; I shall never care for you less than I do now.

He did not take her hand. He took her. Almost beside himself with the bitter pain, Karl Andinnian so far forgot himself as to clasp this young girl to his heart: as to rain down on her sweet face the sad kisses from his lips. But he remembered his promise to Colonel Cleeve, and said never a word of hope for the future.

Forgive me, Lucy; this and all. Perhaps Colonel Cleeve would hardly grudge it to us when it is to be our last meeting on earth.

In the years to come, she sobbed, her face lying under his wet tears, when we shall be an old man and woman, they may let us meet again. Oh, Karl, yes! and we can talk together of that best world, Heaven, where there will be no separation. We shall be drawing near its gates then, looking out for it.

A slight tap at the door, and Miss Blake entered. She had come to summon Lucy. Seeing what she did see  the tears, the emotion, the intertwined hands, Miss Blake looked  looked very grim and stately.

Lucy, Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve have sent me to request you to go to them.

God bless you, Lucy, he whispered. God bless you, my best and dearest. Good-bye, for ever.

With what seemed a cool bow to Miss Blake and never a word, for in truth he was unequal to speaking it, Lieutenant Andinnian passed into the hall, caught up his hat and sword that he had left there, and let himself out, buckling on the latter. Lucy had her hands to her face, hiding it. Miss Blake waited.  

My dear Lucy, what am I to say?

Tell them that I wish to stay here alone for a few minutes. Tell them that Mr. Andinnian is gone. Miss Blake, her hard, thin lips compressed with the cruellest pain woman can ever feel, took her way back again. Only herself knew, or ever would know, what this dreadful blow was to her  the finding that she had been mistaken in Karl Andinnians love. For anguish such as this women have lost life. One small drop, taking from the bitterness, there was  to know that he and his true love had bidden each other adieu for ever.

Perhaps  in a few weeks, or months to come  when he shall have recovered his folly  he and I may be friends again, she murmured. Nay  who knows  may even become something warmer and dearer: his feeling for that child can only be a passing fancy. Something warmer and dearer, softly repeated Miss Blake, as she traversed the hall.

Lucy will come to you presently, Mrs. Cleeve. Theres no hurry now: Mr. Andinnian is gone.

What is Lucy doing, Theresa?

Sobbing silently, I think: she scarcely spoke to me. Fancy her being so foolish!

Mrs. Cleeve went at once to the library. She and her husband were as much alike as possible: mild, good, unemotional people who hated to inflict pain: with a great love for their daughter, and a very great sense of their own importance and position in the world, as regarded pride of birth.

Oh, Lucy dear, it was obliged to be. You are reasonable, and must know it was. But from my very heart I am sorry for you: and I shall always take blame to myself for not having been more cautious than to allow you to become intimate with Mr. Andinnian. It seems to me as though I had been living with a veil before my eyes.

It is over now: let it pass, was Lucys faint answer.

Yes, dear, it is over. All over for good. By this time twelvemonth, Lucy, I hope you will be happily married, and forget this painful episode in your life. Not, my child, that we shall like to part with you: only  it will be for your own welfare and happiness.

Lucy pressed her slender white fingers upon her brow, and looked at her mother. There was a puzzled, doubting expression in her eyes that spoke of bewilderment.

Mamma, she said slowly, I think perhaps I did not understand you. I have parted with Mr. Andinnian, as you and papa wished, and as  as I suppose it was right I should do; I shall never, I hope, do anything against your will. But  to try to make me marry will be quite a different thing. Were you and papa to tell me that you insisted on it, I could only resist. And I should resist to the end.

Mrs. Cleeve saw that she had not been wise. To allude to any such future contingency when Lucy was smarting under the immediate pain of separation, was a mistake. Sighing gently, she sat down and took her daughters hand, stroking it fondly.

Lucy, my dear, I will relate to you a little matter of my own early experience, she began in a hushed tone. I once had one of the affairs of the heart, as they are called. The young man was just as attractive as Mr. Andinnian, and quite worthy. But circumstances were unfavourable, and we had to part. I thought that all worth living for in life was over. I said that I should never care for any one else, and never marry. Not so very long afterwards, Captain Cleeve presented himself. Before he said a word to me, Lucy, before I knew what he was thinking of, I had learnt to like and esteem him: and I became his wife.

And did you love him? questioned Lucy, in great surprise.

Oh dear no. Not with the kind of love I had felt for another  the kind of love that I presume you are feeling for Mr. Andinnian. Such love never comes back to the heart a second time. But, Lucy, my married life has been perfectly successful and happy.

Once that great passion is over, you see, the heart is at rest, calmness and reason have supervened. Rely upon it, my dear, your married life will be all the happier for this little experience connected with Mr. Andinnian.

Lucy said no more. She knew. And Mrs. Cleeve thought how dutiful her daughter was.

On the following day, a letter came to the Colonel from Karl. A well-written and sensible letter; not of rebellion, but of acquiescence. While it deplored his fate in separating from Lucy; it bowed to the necessity that enforced it. A note was enclosed for Lucy: it was unsealed, in case the Colonel should wish to read before giving it to her. The Colonel did so: he did not fear treason from Karl, but it was as  well to be on the safe side and assure himself there was none. It contained only a few words, rather more coherent than Karls emotion of the previous day had allowed him to speak: and it bade her adieu for ever. Colonel Cleeve sent both notes to his daughter, and then lost himself in a reverie: from which he was aroused by the entrance of his wife.



Lucinda, that is really a most superior young man: high-principled, true-hearted. A pity but he had rank and money.

Who is a superior young man? asked Mrs. Cleeve, not having the clue.

Lieutenant Andinnian.


CHAPTER III.

Done at Sunset.  

THE warm June sun rode gaily in the bright-blue skies, and the sweet June Roses were in bloom. Mrs. Andinnian, entirely unconscious of the blight that had fallen on her younger son, was placidly making the home happiness (as she believed) of the elder. Had she known of Karls sorrow, she would have given to it but a passing thought.

There was peace in the home again. The vexation regarding their young lady-neighbour had long ago subsided in Mrs. Andinnians mind. She had spoken seriously and sharply to Adam upon the point  which was an entirely new element in his experience; telling him how absurd and unsuitable it was, that he, one of Englands future baronets, and three-and-thirty years of age already, should waste his hours in frivolous talk with a girl beneath him. Adam heard her in silence, smiling a little, and quite docile. He rejoined in a joking tone.

All this means, I suppose, mother, that you would not tolerate Miss Turner as my wife!

Never, Adam, never. You would have to choose between myself and her. And I have been a loving mother to you.

All right. Dont worry yourself. Theres no cause for it.

From this time  the conversation was in April, at the close of Karls short visit to them  the trouble ceased. Adam Andinnian either did not meet the girl so much: or else he timed his interviews more cautiously. In May Miss Turner went away on a visit: Adam seemed to have dismissed her from his mind: and Mrs. Andinnian forgot that she had ever been anxious.

Never a word of invitation had come from Sir Joseph. During this same month, May, Mrs. Andinnian, her patience worn out, had written to Foxwood, proffering a visit for herself and Adam. At the end of a fortnights time, she received an answer. A few words of shaky writing, in Sir Josephs own hand. He had been very ill, he told her, which was the cause of the delay in replying, as he wished to write himself. Now he was somewhat better, and gaining strength. When able to entertain her and her son  which he hoped would be soon  he should send for them. It would give him great pleasure to receive them, and to make the acquaintance of his heir.

That letter had reached Mrs. Andinnian the first day of June. Some three weeks had elapsed since, and no summons had come. She was growing just a little impatient again. Morning after morning, while she dressed, the question always crossed her mind: will there be a letter to-day from Foxwood? On this lovely June morning, with the scent of the midsummer flowers wafting in through the open chamber window, it filled her mind as usual.

They breakfasted early. Adams active garden habits induced it. When Mrs. Andinnian descended, he was in the breakfast-room, scanning the pages of some new work on horticulture. He wore a tasty suit of grey, and looked well and handsome: unusually so in his mothers eyes, for he had only returned the past evening from a few days roving absence.

Good morning, Adam.

He advanced to kiss his mother: his even white teeth and his grey eyes as beautiful as they could well be. Mrs. Andinnians fond and admiring heart leaped up with a bound.

The nonsense people write whose knowledge is superficial! he said, with a gay laugh. I have detected half a dozen errors in this book already.

No doubt. What book is it?

He held it out to her, open at the title-page. I bought it yesterday at a railway-stall.

What a nice morning it is! observed Mrs. Andinnian, as she was busy with the cups.

Lovely. It is Midsummer Eve. I have been out at work these two hours.

Adam, I think that must be the postmans step, she remarked presently. Some one is going round to the door.

From Karl, perhaps, he said with indifference, for he had plunged into his book again.

Hewitt came in; one letter only on the silver waiter. He presented it to his master. Adam, absorbed in his pages, took the letter and laid it on the table without looking up. Something very like a cry from his mother startled him. She had caught up the letter and was gazing at the address. For it was one that had never before been seen there.

Sir Adam Andinnian, Bart.

Oh my son! It has come at last.

What has come? cried he in surprise. Oh, I see:  Sir Joseph must be dead. Poor old fellow! What a sad thing!

But it was not exactly Sir Josephs death that Mrs.

Andinnian had been thinking of. The letter ran as follows:  



FOXWOOD, June 22nd.



DEAR SIR,  I am truly sorry to have to inform you of the death of my old friend and many years patient, Sir Joseph Andinnian. He had been getting better slowly, but we thought surely; and his death at the last was sudden and quite unexpected. I have taken upon myself to give a few necessary orders in anticipation of your arrival here.



I am, Sir Adam, very sincerely yours, 

Sir Adam Andinnian. WILLIAM MOORE.



The breakfast went on nearly in silence. Mrs. Andinnian was deep in thoughts and plans. Sir Adam, poring over his book while he ate, did not seem to be at all impressed with the importance of having gained a title.

When shall you start, Adam?

Start? he returned, glancing up. For Foxwood? Oh, in a day or two.

In a day or two! repeated his mother, with surprised emphasis. Why, what do you mean?

Just that, mother.

You should be off in half an hour. You must, Adam.

Not I. Theres no need of hurry, he added, with careless good humour.

But there is need of it, she answered.

Why? Had Sir Joseph been dying and wished to see me, Id not have lost a single moment: but it is nothing of the kind, poor man. He is dead, unfortunately: and therefore no cause for haste exists.

Some one ought to be there.

Not at all. The Mr. Moore who writes  some good old village doctor, I conclude  will see to things.

But why should you not go at once, Adam? she persisted. What is preventing you?

Nothing prevents me. Except that I hate to be hurried off anywhere. And I  I only came back to the garden yesterday.

The garden!  thats what it is, resentfully thought Mrs. Andinnian. He read on in silence.

Adam, if you do not go, I shall.

Do, mother, he said, readily. Go, if you would like to, and take Hewitt. I hate details of all kinds, you know; and if you will go, and take them on yourself, I shall be truly obliged. Write me word which day the funeral is fixed for, and I will come for it. Perhaps in all her life Mrs. Andinnian had never resented anything in her favourite son as she was resenting this. She had looked forward to this accession of fortune with an eager anxiety which none could suspect: and now that it was come, he was treating it with this cool indifference! Many a time and oft had she indulged a vision of the day when she should drive in to take possession of Fox wood, her handsome son, the inheritor, seated beside her.

One of my sons ought to be there, she said, coldly. If you will not go, Adam, I shall telegraph to Karl.

I will telegraph for you, he replied, with provoking good-humour. Karl will be the very fellow: he has ten times the head for business that I have. Let him act for me in all things, exactly as though it were he who had succeeded: I give him carte blanche. It will save all trouble to you.

Sir Adam Andinnian declined to be shaken out of his resolve and his inertness. In what might be called a temper, Mrs. Andinnian departed straight from the breakfast-table for the railway-station, to take the train. Her son duly accompanied her to see her safely away: she had refused to take Hewitt: and then he despatched a telegram to Karl, telling him to join his mother at Foxwood. Meantime, while these, the lady and the message, went speeding on their respective ways, the new baronet beguiled away the days passing hours amidst his flowers, and shot a few small birds that were interfering with some choice seedlings just springing up.  

Lieutenant Andinnian received the message promptly. But, following the fashion much in vogue amidst telegraphic messages, it was not quite as clear as daylight. Karl read that Sir Joseph was dead, that his mother was either going or gone to Foxwood; that she was waiting for him, and he was to join her without delay. But whether he was to join her at her own home and accompany her to Foxwood, or whether he was to proceed direct to Foxwood, lay in profound obscurity. The fault was not in Sir Adams wording; but in the telegraph peoples carelessness.

Now which is it that I am to do? debated Karl, puzzling over the sprawling words from divers points of view. They did not help him: and he decided to proceed home; he thought his mother must be waiting for him there. It must be that, he said: Adam has gone hastening on to Foxwood, and the mother is staying for me to accompany her. Poor Uncle Joseph! And to think that I never once saw him in life!

Mr. Andinnian had no difficulty in obtaining leave of absence: and he started on his journey. He was somewhat changed. Though only a month had gone by since the severance from Lucy Cleeve, the anguish had told upon him. His brother officers, noting the sad abstraction he was often plunged in, the ultrastrict fulfilment of his duties, as if life were made up of parades and drill and all the rest of it, told him in joke that he was getting into a bad way. They knew naught of what had happened; of the fresh spring love that had made his heart and this earth alike a paradise, or of its abrupt ending. My poor horse has had to be shot, you know  which was a fact; and I cant forget him, Mr. Andinnian one day replied, reciprocating the joke.

The shades of the midsummer night were gathering as Karl neared the house of his mother. He walked up from the terminus, choosing the field-path, and leaving his portmanteau to be sent after him. The glowing fires of the departed sun had left the west, but streaks of gold where he had set illumined the heavens. The air was still and soft, the night balmy; a few stars flickered in the calm blue firmament: the moon was well above the horizon. This pathway over the fields ran parallel with the high road. As Mr. Andinnian paced it, his umbrella in his hand, there suddenly broke upon his ears a kind of uproar, marring strangely the peaceful stillness of the night. Some stirring commotion, as of a mass of people, seemed to be approaching.

What is it, I wonder? he said to himself: and for a moment or two he halted and stared over the border of the field and through the intervening hedge beyond. By what his sight could make out, he thought some policemen were in front, walking with measured tread; behind came a confused mob, following close on their heels: but the view was too uncertain to show this distinctly.

Some poor prisoner they are bringing in from the country, thought Mr. Andinnian, as the commotion passed on towards the town, and he continued his way.

This is a true Midsummer Eve night, he said to himself, when the hum of the noise and the tramping had died away, and he glanced at the weird shadows that stood out from hedges and trees. Just the night for ghosts to come abroad, and  Stay, though: it is not on Midsummer Eve that ghosts come, I think. What is the popular superstition for the night? Young girls go out and see the shadowy forms of their future husbands? Is that it? I dont remember. What matter if I did? Such romance has died out for me.

He drew near his home. On the left lay the cottage of Mr. Turner. Its inmates seemed to be unusually astir within it, for lights shone from nearly every window. A few yards further Karl turned into his mothers grounds by a private gate.  

Their own house looked, on the contrary, all dark. Karl could not see that so much as the hall-lamp was lighted. A sudden conviction flashed over him that he was wrong, after all; that it was to Foxwood he ought to have gone.

My mother and Adam and all the world are off to it, no doubt, he said as he looked up at the dark windows, after knocking at the door. Deuce take the telegraph!

The door was opened by Hewitt: Hewitt with a candle in his hand. That is, the door was drawn a few inches back, and the mans face appeared in the aperture. Karl was seized with a sudden panic: for he had never seen, in all his life, a face blanched as that was, or one so full of horror.

What is the matter? he involuntarily exclaimed, under his breath.

Ay, what was the matter? Hewitt, the faithful serving man of many years, threw up his hands when he saw Karl, and cried out aloud before he told it. His master, Sir Adam, had shot Martin Scott.

Karl Andinnian stood against the doorpost inside as he listened; stood like one bereft of motion. For a moment he could put no questions: but it crossed his mind that Hewitt must be mad and was telling some fable of an excited brain.

Not so. It was all too true. Adam Andinnian had deliberately shot the young medical student, Martin Scott. And Hewitt, poor Hewitt, had been a witness to the deed.

Is he dead? gasped Karl. And it was the first word he spoke.

Stone dead, sir. The shot entered his heart. Twas done at sunset. He was carried into Mr. Turners place, and is lying there.

A confused remembrance of the lights he had seen arose to Karls agitated brain. He pressed his hand on his brow and stared at Hewitt. For a moment or two, he thought he himself must be going mad.

And where is he  my brother?

The police have taken him away, Mr. Karl. Two of them happened to be passing just at the time.

And Karl knew that the prisoner he had met in custody, with the guardians of the law around and the trailing mob, was his brother, Sir Adam Andinnian, 


CHAPTER IV.

The Trial.

THE tidings of the unfortunate act committed by Adam Andinnian (most people said it must have been an accident) were bruited abroad far and wide. Circumstances conspired to give to it an unusual notoriety; and for more than the traditional nine days it remained a wonder in mens minds. Sir Adams recent accession to the family honours; the utter want of adequate motive; the name of the young lady said to be mixed up with it: all this tended to arouse the public interest. That a gentleman of peaceful tendencies, an educated man and new baronet should take up his gun and shoot another in calm deliberation, was well nigh incredible. All kinds of reports, true and untrue, were floating. Public interest was not allowed to flag. Before a sufficient space of time had elapsed for that, the period of the trial came on.  

Sir Adam Andinnian was not fated, as top many prisoners are, to languish out months of suspense in prison. The calamity occurred towards the end of June; the assizes were held in July. Almost before his final examination by the magistrates had concluded, or the coroners inquest (protracted after the fashion of inquests, but in this case without any sufficient reason) had returned its verdict, the summer assizes were upon the county. The magistrates had committed Sir Adam Andinnian to take his trial for wilful murder; the coroners jury for manslaughter.

But now  what effect does the reader suppose this most awful blow must have had on Mrs. Andinnian?

If any one ever deserved commiseration it was surely she. To every mother it would have been terrible; to her it was worse than terrible. She loved her son with the love only lavished on an idol; she had gone forth to his new inheritance in all the pride of her fond heart, counting every day, ay, and every hour, until he should gladden it with his presence. If any mortal man stood on a pinnacle just then above all his fellows in her estimation, that man was her handsome son, Sir Adam Andinnian. And oh! the desolation that fell upon her when the son for whom she cared not, Karl, arrived at Foxwood to break the news.

And Karl? Hardly less keen, if any, was the blow upon him. Until then, he did not know how very warm and true was his affection for his brother. Staggering back to the town the same night after his interview with Hewitt  and it seemed to Karl Andinnian that he did really stagger, under the weight of his affliction  he found the prisoner at the police station, and was allowed to see him. Adam did not appear to feel his position at all. Karl thought the passion  or whatever other ill feeling it might have been that prompted him to the fatal deed  was swaying him still. He was perfectly calm and self-possessed, and sat quite at ease while the chief of the station took down sundry reports in writing from the policemen who brought in the prisoner.

I have done nothing that I regret, he said to Karl. The man has but got his deserts. I should do it again to-morrow under the same provocation.

But, Adam, think of the consequences to yourself, gasped Karl, aghast with dismay at this dangerous admission in the hearing of the officers.

Oh, as to consequences, I shall be quite ready to take them returned the prisoner, drawing himself up haughtily. I never yet did aught that I was ashamed to acknowledge afterwards.

The Inspector ceased writing for a moment and turned round. Sir Adam Andinnian, I would advise you for your own sake to be silent Least said is soonest mended, you know, sir. A good rule to remember in all cases.

Very good indeed, Wall, readily assented Sir Adam  who had previously been on speaking terms with the Inspector. But if you think I shall attempt to disown what Ive done, you are mistaken.

It must have been an accident, urged poor Karl in a low tone, almost as though he were suggesting it. I told Hewitt so.

Hewitt knows better: he saw me take up the gun, level it, and shoot him, was the reply of Sir Adam, asserted openly. Look here, Wall. The fellow courted his fate; courted it. I had assured him that if he dared to offend in a certain way again, I would shoot him as Id shoot a dog. He set me at defiance and did it. Upon that, I carried out my promise, and shot him. I could not break my word, you know.

Just then a doubt crossed the Inspectors mind  as he related afterwards  that Sir Adam Andinnian was not in his right senses.

And the mother? breathed Karl.

Theres the worst of it, returned Sir Adam, his tone quickly changing to grave concern. For her sake, I could almost regret it. You must go off to Foxwood to-morrow, Karl, and break it to her.

What a task it was! Never in all Karls life had one like unto it been imposed upon him. With the early morning he started for Fox wood: and it seemed to him that he would rather have started to his grave.

It was perhaps somewhat singular that during the short period of time intervening before the trial, Lieutenant Andinnian should have been gazetted to his company. It gave Karl no pleasure. The rise he had hoped for, that was to have brought him so much satisfaction, could now but be productive of pain. If the trial resulted in the awful sentence  Condemnation  Karl would not of course continue in the army. No, nor could he with any inferior result; save and except acquittal. Karl felt this. It was a matter that admitted of no alternative. To remain one amidst his fellow officers with his only brother disgraced and punished, was not to be thought of. And Karl would rather have remained the nameless lieutenant than have been gazetted captain.

The truest sympathy was felt for him, the utmost consideration evinced. Leave of absence was accorded him at his request, until the result of the trial should be known. He wanted his liberty to stand by his brother, and to make efforts for the defence. Make efforts! When the accused persisted in openly avowing he was guilty, what efforts could be made with any hope of success?

One of the hottest days that July has ever given us was that of the trial. The county town was filled from end to end: thousands of curious people had thronged in, hoping to get a place in court; or, at least, to obtain a sight of the baronet-prisoner. It was reported that but for the earnest pleadings of his mother there would have been no trial  Sir Adam would have pleaded guilty. It was whispered that she, the hitherto proud, overbearing, self-contained woman, went down on her knees to entreat him not to bring upon his head the worst and most extreme sentence known to Englands law  as the said pleading guilty would have brought  but to give himself a chance of a more lenient sentence: perhaps of an acquittal. It was said that Captain Andinnian would have taken his place in the dock to countenance and stand by his brother, but was not permitted.

The trial was unusually short for one involving murder, and unusually interesting. Immediately after the judge had taken his seat in the morning, the prisoner was brought in. The crowded court, who had just risen to do homage to the judge, rose again amidst stir and excitement. Strangers, straining their eager eyes, saw, perhaps with a momentary feeling of surprise, as grand a gentleman as any present. A tall, commanding, handsome man, with a frank expression of countenance when he smiled, but haughty in repose; his white teeth, that he showed so much, and his grey eyes beautiful. He wore deep mourning for his uncle, Sir Joseph; and bowed to the judge with as much stately ceremony as though he were bowing before the Queen. On one of his fingers flashed a ring of rare beauty: an opal set round with diamonds. It had descended to him from his father. Captain Andinnian, in deep mourning also, sat at the table with the solicitors.

The chief witnesses, it may be said the only ones of consequence, were Thomas Hewitt the man servant, and Miss Rose Turner. A surgeon spoke to the cause of death  a shot through the heart  and a policeman or two gave some little evidence. Altogether not much. The story that came out to the world through the speeches of counsel, including those for the defence as well as for the prosecution, may be summed up as follows:

Mr. Andinnian (now Sir Adam) had a great friendship for a young lady neighbour who lived close by, with whom he and his mother had been intimate, and for whose best interests he had a lively regard. This was a Miss Rose Turner: a young lady (the counsel emphatically said) worthy of every consideration, and against whom not a breath of slight had been, or could be whispered. Some few months ago Miss Turner was introduced at a friends house to a medical student (the deceased) named Martin Scott. It had been ascertained, from inquiries set on foot since Martin Scotts death, that this mans private pursuits and character were not at all reputable: but that was of course (the counsel candidly added) no reason why he should have been killed. In spite of Miss Turners strong objection, Martin Scott persisted in offering her his attentions; and two or three times, to the young ladys great disgust, he had forcibly kissed her. These facts became known to Mr. Andinnian: and he, being of a hasty, passionate nature, unfortunately took up the matter warmly. Indignant that the young lady should have been subjected to anything so degrading, he sought an interview with the offender, and told him that if ever he dared to repeat the insult to Miss Turner, he, Mr. Andinnian, would shoot him. It appeared, the counsel added, that Mr. Andinnian avowed this in unmistakable terms; that the unfortunate deceased fully understood him to mean it, and that Mr, Andinnian would certainly do what he said if provoked. Proof of which would be given. In spite of all this, Martin Scott braved his fate the instant he had an opportunity. On the fatal evening, June the twenty-third, Miss Turner having only just returned home from an absence of some weeks, Martin Scott made his appearance at her uncles house, followed her into the garden, and there, within sight of Mr. Andinnian (or, rather, Sir Adam Andinnian, for he had then succeeded to his title, said the counsel, stopping to correct himself) he rudely took the young lady in his arms, and kissed her several times. Miss Turner, naturally startled and indignant, broke from him, and burst into a fit of hysterical sobs. Upon this, the prisoner caught up his loaded gun and shot him dead: the gun, unhappily, lying close to his hand, for he had been shooting birds during the day. Such was the substance of the story, as told to the court.

Thomas Hewitt, the faithful serving man, who deposed that he had lived in the Andinnian family for many years, and who could hardly speak for the grief within him, was examined. Alas! he was called for the prosecution: for all his evidence told against his master, not for him.

That evening, he said, about eight oclock, or from that to half-past, I had occasion to see my master, Sir Adam, and went across the garden and beyond the shrubbery of trees to find him. He was standing by the gate that divides his grounds from Mr. Turners; and all in the same moment, as I came in view, there seemed to be a scuffle going on in Mr. Turners wide path by the rose bushes. Just at first I did not discern who was there, for the setting sun, then going below the horizon, shone in my face like a ball of fire. I soon saw it was Miss Turner and Martin Scott. Scott seemed to be holding her against her will. She broke away from him, crying and sobbing, and ran towards my master, as if wanting him to protect her.

Well?  go on, cried the examining counsel, for the witness had stopped. What did you see next?

Sir Adam caught up his gun from the garden seat close by, where it was lying, presented it at Martin Scott, and fired. The young man sprang up into the air a foot or two, and then fell. It all passed in a moment. I ran to assist him, and found he was dead. That is all I know.

But the witness was not to be released just yet, in spite of this intimation. Wait a bit, said the counsel for the prosecution. You saw the prisoner take up the gun, point it at the deceased and fire. Was all this done deliberately?

It was not done hurriedly, sir.

Answer my question, witness. Was it deliberately done?

I think it was. His movements were slow. Perhaps, added poor Hewitt, willing to suggest a loophole of escape for his master, perhaps Sir Adam had forgotten the gun was loaded, and only fired it off to frighten Scott. It was in the morning he had been shooting the birds: hours before; he could easily have forgotten that it was loaded. My master is not a cruel man, but a humane one.

How came he to leave the gun out there for so many hours, if he had done with it? asked the judge.

I dont know, my lord. I suppose he forgot to bring it in when he came in to dinner. Sir Adam is naturally very careless indeed.

One of the jury spoke. Witness, what was it that you wanted with your master when you went out that evening?

A telegram had come for him, sir, and I went to take it to him.

What did the telegram contain? Do you know?

I believe it came from Foxwood, sir.

From Foxwood?

The telegram was from my mother, Mrs. Andinnian, spoke up the prisoner, in his rather loud, but perfectly calm voice, thereby electrifying the court. It was to tell me she had arrived safely at Foxwood Court: and that the day for my uncle Sir Josephs funeral was not then fixed.

The prisoners solicitor, in a great commotion, leaned over and begged him in a whisper to be silent.

Nay, said the prisoner aloud, if any information, that I can give is required, why should I be silent? Surely there had never before been a prisoner like unto this one!

The next witness was Rose Turner. She was accompanied by her uncle and a solicitor; was dressed handsomely in black, and appeared to be in a state of extreme nervous agitation. Her face was ashy pale, her manner shrinkingly reluctant, and her voice was so low that its accents could not always be caught. In the simple matter of giving her name, she had to be asked it three times.

Her evidence told little more than had been told by the opening counsel.

Mr. Scott had persecuted her with his attentions, she said. He wanted her to promise to marry him when he should be established in practice, but she wholly refused, and she begged him to go about his business and leave her alone. He would not; and her aunt had rather encouraged Mr. Scott; they did not know what kind of private character he bore, but supposed of course it was good. Martin Scott had twice kissed her against her will, very much to her own annoyance; she had told Mr. Andinnian of it  who had always been very kind to her, quite like a protector. It made Mr. Andinnian very angry; and he had then threatened Martin Scott that if he ever again attempted to molest her, he would shoot him. She was sure that Martin Scott understood that Mr. Andinnian was not joking, but meant to do what he said. So far, the witness spoke with tolerable readiness: but after this not a word would she say that was not drawn from her. Her answers were given shrinkingly, and some of them with evident reluctance.

You went out on a visit in May: where was it to? questioned the counsel.

Birmingham.

How long did you stay there?

I was away from home five weeks altogether.

When did you return home?  You must speak a little louder, if you please.  

On the evening of the twenty-second of June.

That was the day before the murder?

It was not a murder, returned the witness, with emotion. Sir Adam Ardinnian was quite justified in what he did.

The judge interposed. You are not here to state opinions, young lady, but to answer questions. The counsel resumed.

Did the deceased, Martin Scott, come to your uncles residence on the evening of the twenty-third?

Yes. My uncle was at home ill that evening, and he kept Mr. Scott in conversation, so that he had ho opportunity of teasing me.

You went later, into the garden?

Yes. Martin Scott must have seen me pass the window, for I found he was following me out. I saw Sir Adam standing at his gate, and went towards him.  

With what motive did you go?

A pause. I intended to tell him that Mr. Scott was there.

Had you seen Sir Adam at all since the previous evening?  

Whether the young lady said Yes or No to this question could not be told. Her answer was inaudible.

Now this wont do, cried the counsel losing patience. You must speak so that the jury can hear you, witness; and you must be good enough to lift your head. What have you to be ashamed of?

At this sting, a bright flush dyed the young ladys pale cheeks: but she evidently did not think of resisting. Lifting her face, she spoke somewhat louder.

I had seen Sir Adam in the morning when he was shooting the birds. I saw him again in the afternoon, and was talking with him for a few minutes. Not for long: some friends called on my aunt, and she sent for me in.

Was anything said about Martin Scott that day, between you and Sir Adam?

Not a word. We did not so much as think of him.

Why, then, were you hastening in the evening to tell Sir Adam that Scott was there?

The witness hesitated and burst into tears. Her answer was impeded by sobs.

Of course it was a dreadful thing for me to do  as things have turned out I had no ill thought in it I was only going to tell him that Scott had come and was sitting with my uncle. There was nothing in that to make Sir Adam angry.

You have not replied to my question. Why did you hasten to tell Sir Adam?

There was no very particular cause. Before I left home in May, I had hoped Mr. Scott had ceased his visits: when I found, by his coming this evening, that he had not, I thought I would tell Sir Adam. We both disliked Martin Scott from his rudeness to me. I began to feel afraid of him again.

Afraid of what?

Lest he should be rude to me as he had been before.

Allow me to ask  in a case of this sort, would it not have been your uncles place to deal with Mr. Scott, rather than Sir Adam Andinnians?

The witness bent her head, and sobbed. While the prisoner, without affording her time for any answer, again spoke up.  

When Martin Scott insulted Miss Turner before, I had particularly requested her to inform me at once if he ever attempted such a thing again. I also requested her to let me know of it if he resumed his visits at her uncles house. I wished to protect Miss Turner as efficiently as I would have protected a sister.

The prisoner was ordered to be silent. Miss Turners examination went on.

You went out on this evening to speak to the prisoner, and Martin Scott followed you. What next?

Martin Scott caught me up when I was close to the bed of rose bushes: that is, about half way between the house and the gate where Sir Adam was standing. He began reproaching me; saying I had not given him a word of welcome after my long absence, and did I think he was going to stand it. Before  before  

Before what? Why do you hesitate?

The witnesss tears burst forth afresh: her voice was pitiable in its distress. A thrill of sympathy moved the whole court; not one in it but felt for her.

Before I was aware, Martin Scott had caught me in his arms, and was kissing my face. I struggled to get away from him, and ran towards Sir Adam Andinnian for shelter. It was then he took up his gun.

What did Sir Adam say?  

Nothing. He put me behind him with one hand, and fired. I recollect seeing Hewitt standing beside me then, and for a few moments I recollected no more. At first I did not know any harm was done: only when I saw Hewitt kneeling down in the path over Martin Scott.  

What did the prisoner do, then?  

He put the gun back on the seat again, quite quietly, and walked down the path towards where they were. My uncle and aunt came running out, and  and that ended it.

With a burst of grief that threatened to become hysterical, she covered her face. Perhaps in compassion, only two or three further questions of unimportance were asked her. She had told all she knew of the calamity, she said; and was allowed to retire: leaving the audience most favourably impressed with the pretty looks, the innocence, and the modesty of Miss Rose Turner.

A young man named Wharton was called; an assistant to a chemist, and a friend of the late Martin Scott He deposed to hearing Scott speak in the spring  he thought it was towards the end of April  of Mr. Andinnians threat to shoot him. The witness added that he was sure Martin Scott took the threat as a serious one and knew that Mr. Andinnian meant it as such; though it was possible that with the lapse of weeks the impression might have worn away in Scotts mind. He was the last witness called on either side; and the two leading counsel then addressed the jury.

The judge summed up carefully and dispassionately, but not favourably. As many said afterwards, he was dead against the prisoner. The jury remained in deliberation fifteen minutes only, and then came back with their verdict.

Wilful murder: but with a very strong recommendation to mercy.

The judge then asked the prisoner if he had any thing to urge against the sentence of Death that was about to be passed upon him.

Nothing but this, the prisoner replied, speaking courteously and quietly. That he believed he had done only his duty: and that Martin Scott had deliberately and defiantly rushed upon his own fate; and that if young, innocent, and refined ladies were to be insulted by reprobate men with impunity, the sooner the country went back to a state of barbarism the better. To this the judge replied, that if for trifling causes men might with impunity murder others in cold blood, the country would already be in a state of barbarism, without going back to it.

But the trial was not to conclude without one startling element of sensation. The judge had put the black cap on his head, when a tall, proud-looking, handsome lady stepped forward and demanded to say a word in stay of the sentence. It was Mrs. Andinnian. Waving the ushers away who would have removed her, she was, perhaps in very astonishment, allowed to speak.

Her son had inherited an uncontrollable temper, she said; her temper. If anything occurred greatly to exasperate him but this was very rare) his transitory, passion was akin to madness. In fact it was madness for the short time it lasted, which was never more than for a few moments. To punish him by death for any act committed by him during this irresponsible time would be, she urged, murder. Murder upon him.

Only these few words did she speak. Not passionately; calmly and respectfully; and with her dark eyes fixed on the judge. She then bowed to the judge and retired. The judge inclined his head gravely to her in return, and proceeded with his sentence.

Death. But the strong recommendation of the jury should be forwarded to the proper quarter.

The judge, as was learnt later, seconded this recommendation warmly: in fact, the words he used in passing sentence as good as conveyed an intimation that there might be no execution.

Thus ended the famous trial. Within a week afterwards the fiat was known: and the sentence was commuted into penal servitude for life!

Penal servitude for life! Think of the awful blight to a man in the flower of his age and in the position of Adam Andinnian! And all through one moments mad act!


CHAPTER V.

Unable to get strong.  

IN an invalids chair by the side of a fire, at midday, reclined Lucy Cleeve. Her face was delicate and thin; her sweet brown eyes had almost an anxious look in them; the white wrapper she wore was not whiter than her cheeks. Mrs. Cleeve was in the opposite chair reading. At the window sat Miss Blake, working some colours of bright silks on a white satin ground.

As Mrs. Cleeve turned the page, she chanced to look up, and saw in her daughter a symptom of shivering.

Lucy! My darling, surely you are not shivering again!

N  o, I think not, was the hesitating answer, The fire is getting dull, mamma.  

Mrs. Cleeve stirred the fire into brightness, and then brought a warm shawl of chenille silk, and folded it over Lucys shoulders. And yet the August sun was shining on the world, and the blue skies were dark with heat.

The cruel pain that the separation from Karl Andinnian had brought to Lucy, was worse than any one thought for. She was perfectly silent over it, bearing all patiently, and so gave no sign of the desolation within. Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve said in private how reasonable Lucy was, and how well she was forgetting the young man. Miss Blake felt sure that she had never really cared for him: that the love had been all childs play. All through the month of June Lucy had gone about wherever they chose to take her: to flower-shows, and promenades, and dances, and picnics. She talked and laughed in society as others did; and no mortal wizard Or witch could have divined she was suffering from the effects of a love-fever, that had been too rudely checked.

Very shortly she was to suffer from a different fever: one that sometimes proves to be just as difficult of cure. In spite of the gaiety and the going-out, Lucy seemed to be somewhat ailing: her appetite failed, and she grew to feel tired at nothing. In July these symptoms had increased, and she was palpably ill. The medical man called in, pronounced Miss Cleeve to be suffering from a slight fever, combined with threatenings of ague. The slight fever grew into a greater one, and then became intermittent. Intervals of shivering coldness would be succeeded by intervals of burning heat; and they in their turn by intense prostration. The doctor said Miss Cleeve must have taken cold; probably, he thought, had sat on damp grass at some picnic. Lucy was very obedient. She lay in bed when they told her to lie, and got up when they told her to get up, and took all the medicine ordered without a word, and tried to take the food. The doctor, at length, with much self-gratulation, declared the fever at an end; and that Miss Cleeve might come out of her bed-room for some hours in the day. Miss Cleeve did so come: but somehow she did not gain strength, or improve as she ought to have done. Seasons of chilling coldness would be upon her still, the white cheeks would sometimes be bright with a very suspicious-looking dash of hectic. It would take time to re-establish her, said the doctor with a sigh: and that was the best he could make of it.

Whether Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve would have chosen to speak much before their daughter of the lover she had been obliged to resign, cannot be said. Most probably not. But circumstances over which they had no control led to its being done. When, towards the close of June, the news of that strange tragedy enacted by Adam Andinnian broke upon the world, all the world was full of it. Not a visitor, calling to see them, but went over the marvellous wonders of the tale in Lucys hearing, and, as it seemed to her, for her own special benefit. The entirely unprovoked (as was at first said and supposed) nature of the crime; the singular fact that it should have been committed the very day of his assuming his rank amidst the baronetage of the kingdom; the departure of Mrs. Andinnian on the journey that he ought to have taken, and the miserable thought, so full of poignancy to the Andinnian family, that if he had gone, the calamity could not have happened; the summons to the young lieutenant at Winchester, his difficulty with the telegram, and his arrival at night to find what had happened at the desolate house! All these facts, and very many more details, some true, some untrue, were brought before Lucy day after day. To escape them was impossible, unless she had shut herself up from society, for men and womens mouths were full of them; and none had the least suspicion that the name of Andinnian was more than any other name to Lucy Cleeve. It was subsequent to this, you of course understand, that she became ill. During this period, she was only somewhat ailing, and was going about just as other people went.

The subject  it has been already said  did not die out quickly. Before it was allowed to do so, there came the trial; and that and its proceedings kept it alive for many a day more. But that the matter altogether bore an unusual interest, and that a great deal of what is called romance, by which public imagination is fed, encompassed it, was undeniable. The step in rank attained by Lieutenant Andinnian, his captaincy, was discussed and re-discussed as though no man had ever taken it before. So that, long ere the period now arrived at, August, Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve talked of the Andinnian affairs before their daughter with as little thought of reticence as they would have given to the most common questions of everyday life, and perhaps had nearly forgotten that there had ever been a cause why they should observe it.

A word of Miss Blake. That the perfidy  she looked upon it as such  of Lieutenant Andinnian in regard to herself, was a very bitter blow and tried her heart nearly as the separation was trying Lucys, may at once be admitted. Nothing, in the world or out of it, would have persuaded her that the young man did not at an early period love her, that he would have ultimately married her but for the stepping in between them of Lucy Cleeve: and there lay a very angry and bitter feeling against Lucy at the bottom of her heart. Not against Mr. Andinnian. The first shock over, she quite exonerated him, and threw all the weight of blame on Lucy. Is it not ever so  that woman, in a case of rivalry such as this, detests and misjudges the woman, and exempts the man?

But Miss Blake had a very strict conscience. In one of more gentle and tender nature, this would have been an admirable thing; in her, whose nature was exceptionally hard, it might cause her to grow into something undesirably stem. There was a chance for her yet. Underlying her every thought, word, action, her witty sallies in the ball-room, her prayers in church, remained ever the one faint hope  that Karl Andinnian would recover his senses and return to his first allegiance. If this ever came to pass, and she became Mrs. Andinnian, the little kindness existing in Theresa Blakes nature would assert itself. For, though she was very just, or strove to be, she was not kind.

With this strict conscience, Miss Blake could not encourage her ill-feeling towards Lucy. On the contrary, she put it resolutely from her, and strove to go on her way in a duteous course of life and take up her own sorrow as a kind of appointed cross. All very well, this, so far as it went: but there was one dreadful want ever making itself heard  the want to fill the aching void in her lonely heart. After a disappointment to the affections, all women feel this need; and none unless they have felt it, can know or imagine the intense need of it. When the heart has been filled to the uttermost with a beloved object, every hour of the day gladdened with his sight, every dream of the night rejoicing with the thought of the mornings renewed meeting, and he is compulsorily snatched away for ever, the awful blank left is almost worse than death. Every aim and end and hope in life seems to have died suddenly out, leaving only a vacuum: a vacuum that tells of nothing but pain. But for finding some object which the mind can take up and concentrate itself upon, there are women who could go mad. Miss Blake found hers in religion.

Close upon that night when you saw Mr. Andinnian and Lucy Cleeve pacing together the garden of the Reverend Mr. Blakes rectory, Mr. Blake was seized with a fit. The attack was not in itself very formidable, but it bore threatening symptoms for the future. Perfect rest was enjoined by his medical attendants, together with absence from the scene of his labours. As soon, therefore, as he could be moved, Mr. Blake departed; leaving his church in the charge of his many-years curate, and of a younger man who was hastily engaged to assist him. This last was a stranger in the place, the Reverend Guy Cattacomb. Now, singular to say, but it was the fact, immediately after Mr. Blakes departure, the old curate was incapacitated by an attack of very serious illness, and he also had to go away for rest and change. This left the church wholly in the hands of the new man, Mr, Cattacomb. And this most zealous but rather mistaken divine, at once set about introducing various changes in the service; asking nobodys permission, or saying with your leave, or by your leave.

The service had hitherto been conducted reverently, plainly, and with thorough efficiency. The singing was good; the singers  men and boys  wore white surplices: in short, all things were done decently and in order: and both Mr. Blake and his curate were excellent preachers. To the exceeding astonishment of the congregation, Mr. Cattacomb swooped down upon them the very first Sunday he was left to himself, with what they were pleased to term vagaries. Vagaries they undoubtedly were, and not only needless ones, but such as were calculated to bring a wholesome, and sound Protestant church into disrepute. The congregation remonstrated, but the Reverend Guy persisted. The power for the time being, lay in his hands, and he used it after his own heart.



Man, proud man, dressed in a little brief authority, 

Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven as make the angels weep.



How applicable are those lines of Shakespeares to some of the over-zealous young divines of the present day!

The progress of events in Mr. Blakes church need not be traced. It is enough to say that the Reverend Mr. Cattacomb  whose preaching was no better than the rest of him: a quarter of an hours rant, of which nobody could make any sense at all  emptied the church. Nearly all the old congregation left it In their places a sprinkling of young people began to frequent it We have had examples of these things.

The Reverend Guy led, and his flock (almost the whole of them ardent young girls of no experience) followed. There were banners and processions, and images of saints and angels, and candlesticks and scrolls and artificial flowers, and thrown-up incense, and soft mutterings coming from nowhere, and all kinds of odd services at all kinds of hours, and risings-up and sittings-down, and bowings here and bowings there, and private confessions and public absolutions. Whether the worship, or, in fact, the church itself was meant to represent the Roman Catholic faith or the Protestant no living soul could tell. It was ultra-foolish  that is really the only name for it  and created some scandal. People took to speak of its frequenters slightingly and disrespectfully as Mr. Cattacomb and his tail. The tail being the ardent young ladies who were never away from his heels.

Never a one amidst them more ardent than Miss Blake. In the Rev. Guy and his ceremonies she found that outlet for the superfluous resources of her heart that Karl Andinnian had left so vacant. Ten times a day, if the church had ten services, or scraps of services, was Miss Blake to be seen amid the knot of worshippers. At early morning she went to Matins; at sunset she went to Vespers. Once a week she was penned up in a close box which the Reverend Guy had put up as a confessional, confessing her sins. Some ladies chose the Reverend Mr. Cattacomb as their father priest in this respect; some chose his friend and coadjutor the Reverend Damon Puff: a very zealous young man also, whom the former had appointed to his assistance. One confessional box was soon found quite insufficient, and a second was introduced. Lookers-on began to wonder what would come next. Miss Blake did not neglect the claims of society in her new call to devotion; so that, what with the world and what with the church, she had but little spare time on her hands. It was somewhat unusual to see her, as now, seated quietly at her needle. The work was some beauteous silken embroidery, destined to cover a cushion for Mr. Cattacombs reverend knees to rest upon when at his private devotions. The needle came to a sudden pause.

I wonder if I am wrong, she exclaimed, after regarding attentively the leaf that had been growing under her hands. Mrs. Cleeve, do you think the leaves to this rose should be brown? I fancy they ought to be green.

Do not ask me anything about it, Theresa.

Mrs. Cleeves answer wore rather a resentful accent. The fact was, both herself and Colonel Cleeve were sadly vexed at Miss Blakes wholesale goings in for the comprehensive proceedings of Mr. Cattacomb. They had resigned their pew in the church themselves, and now walked regularly to the beautiful services in the cathedral. Colonel Cleeve remonstrated with Miss Blake for what he called her folly. He told her that she was making herself ridiculous; and that these ultra innovations could but tend to bring religion itself into disrepute. It will therefore be understood that Mrs. Cleeve, knowing what the embroidery was destined for, did not regard it with approbation.

Theresa, if I thought my dear child, here, Lucy, would ever make the spectacle of herself that you and those other girls are doing, I should weep with sorrow and shame.  

Well Im sure! cried Miss Blake. Spectacle!

What else is it! To see a parcel of brainless girls running after Guy Cattacomb and that other one  Puff! Their mothers ought to know better than to allow it. Gods pure and reverent and holy worship is one thing; this is quite another.

Lucy asked for some of the cooling beverage that stood near: her mouth felt always parched. As her mother brought it to her, Lucy pressed her hand and looked up in her face with a smile. Mrs. Cleeve knew that it was as much as to say There is no fear of me.

Colonel Cleeve came in as the glass was being put down. He looked somewhat anxiously at his daughter: he was beginning to be uneasy that she did not gain strength more quickly.

How do you feel now, my dear?

Only a little cold, papa.

Dear me  and it is a very hot day! remarked the colonel, wiping his brows, for he had been walking fast.  

Is there any news stirring in the town? asked Mrs. Cleeve.

Nothing particular. Captain Andinnian has sold out. He could not do anything else under the circumstances.  

It is a dreadful blight upon the young mans career! said Mrs. Cleeve.

There was no help for it, Lucinda. Had he been a general he must have done the same. A man who has a brother working in chains, cannot remain an officer in the Queens service. Had the brother been hanged, I think the Commander-in-chief would have been justified in cashiering Captain Andinnian, if he had not taken the initiative, added the colonel, who was very jealous of his order.

Miss Blake turned with a flush of emotion. This news fell on her heart like lead. Her first thought when the colonel spoke had been  If he has left the army, there will be nothing to bring him again to Winchester.

Captain Andinnian cannot be held responsible for what his brother did, she said.

Of course not, admitted the colonel.

Neither ought it to be visited upon him.

The worst of these sad things, you see, Theresa, is, that they are visited upon the ralatives: and theres no preventing it. Captain Andinnian must go through life henceforth as a marked man; in a degree as a banned one: liable to be pointed at by every stranger as a man who has a brother a convict.

There was a pause. The last word grated on their ears. Miss Blake inwardly winced at it: should she become the wife of Karl Andinnian  

Will Sir Adam be sent to Australia? asked Mrs. Cleeve of her husband, interrupting Theresas thoughts.

No. To Portland Island. It is said he is already there.

I wonder what will become of his money? His estate, and that?

Report runs that he made it all over to his mother before the trial. I dont know how far that may be true. Well, it is a thousand pities for Captain Andinnian, summed up the colonel: he was a very nice young fellow.

They might have thought Lucy, sitting there, her face covered by her hand, was asleep, so still was she. Presently, Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve were called away to receive some visitors; and Miss Blake began folding her silks and white satin in tissue paper, for the hour of some service or other was at hand. Halting for a moment at the fire to shake the ends of silk from her gown into the hearth, she glanced at Lucy.

Suppose you had been married to Karl Andinnian, Lucy!

Well?

What an awful fate it would have been for you!

I should only have clung to him the closer, Theresa, was the low answer. And it must be premised that neither Lucy nor any one else had the slightest notion of Miss Blakes regard for Karl.

Miss Blake glanced at her watch. She had two minutes yet. She turned and stood before Lucy. In her unselfish judgment  and she did try to judge unselfishly always  a union with Captain Andinnian now, though she herself might stoop to put up with it in her great love, would be utterly beneath Lucy Cleeve.

You  you do not mean to imply that you would marry Captain Andinnian, as things are?

I would. My father and mother permitting.

You unhappy girl! Wheres your pride?

I did not say I was going to do it, Theresa. You put an imaginary proposition; one that is altogether impossible, and I replied to that. I do not expect ever to see Karl Andinnian again in this world.

Something in the despairing accent touched Miss Blake, in spite of her wild jealousy. You seem very poorly to-day, Lucy, she gently said. Are you in pain?

No, replied Lucy, with a sigh: not in pain. But I dont seem to get much better, do I, Theresa? I wish I could, for papa and mammas sake.


CHAPTER VI.

An Atmosphere of Mystery.

IT seemed to Mrs. Andinnian and to her son, Karl, that trouble like unto theirs had never yet fallen upon man. Loving Adam as they did, for his sake it was more than they knew how to bear. The disgrace and blight to themselves were terrible; to Karl especially, who was, so to say, only entering on life. There are some calamities that can never be righted in this world; scarcely softened. This was one. Calamities when we can only bear, bear always here; when nothing is left us but to look forward to, and live on for, the next world, where no pain will be. In Karls mind this was ever present.

The bare fact of the selling-out was to Karl Andinnian a bitter blow. He was attached to his profession: and he had been looking forward to finding, in the active discharge of its duties, a relief from the blank left by the loss of Lucy Cleeve. Now he must be thrown utterly upon himself; an idle man. Everyone was very kind to him; from the Commander-inchief, with whom he had an interview, downwards evincing for him the truest respect and sympathy: but not one of them said, Wont you reconsider your determination and remain with us? His Royal Highness civilly expressed regret at the loss Her Majesty would sustain in so good a servant; but he took the withdrawal as a matter that admitted of no question. There could be none. Captain Andinnians only brother, escaping the gallows by an accorded favour, was working in chains on Portland Island: clearly the captain, brave and unsullied man though he individually was, could but hasten to hide his head in private life.

It was a happy thing for Karl that he had plenty of business on his hands just now. It saved him in a degree from thought. Besides his own matters, there were many things to see to for his mother. The house in Northamptonshire was given up, its furniture sold, its household, except Hewitt, discharged. Karl was on the spot and saw to it all. Whilst there, he had rather a struggle with himself. His natural kindliness of feeling prompted him to call and see Miss Turner: personally he shrunk from it, for he could not forget that it was through her all the misery had happened. He did violence to his inclination, and called. The young lady seemed to be in very depressed spirits, and said but little. The event seemed to have tried her much, and she was pale and thin. During the interval that had elapsed since the trial, her uncle, to whom she was much attached, had died. She told Karl that her aunt, Mrs. Turner, intended to remove at once to her native place, a remote district of Cumberland: Rose supposed she should have to remove with her. Mr. Turner had left a very fair amount of property. His wife was to receive the interest of it for her life; at her death the whole of it would come to Rose. As Karl shook hands with her on leaving, and wished her well, something he said was taken by her as alluding to the unhappy tragedy, though he had intended nothing of the sort. It had a strange effect upon her. She rose from her seat, her hands trembling; her face became burning red, then changed to a ghastly whiteness. Dont speak of it, Captain Andinnian, she exclaimed in a voice of horror; dont hint at it, unless you would see me go mad. There are times when I think that madness will be my ending. Again wishing her well, he took his departure. It was rather unlikely, he thought, that their paths would cross each other again in life.

Hewitt was sent to Foxwood. It would probably be made the future home of Mrs. Andinnian and her younger son; but at present they had not gone there. For some little time, while Karl was busy in London, Northamptonshire, or elsewhere, he had lost sight of his mother. She quitted the temporary home she occupied, and, so to say, disappeared. While he was wondering what this meant, and where she could be, he received a letter from her dated Weymouth. She told him she had taken up her abode there for the present, and she charged him not to disclose this to any one, or to let her address be known. Just for a moment, Karl was puzzled to imagine what her motive could be in going to a place that she knew nothing of. All at once the truth flashed upon him  she would be as near as possible to that cruel prison that contained her ill-fated son.

It was even so. Adam Andinnian was on Portland 

Island; and his mother had taken up her residence at Weymouth to be near him. Karl, who knew not the place, or the rules observed, wondered whether a spectator might stroll about on the (so-called) island at will, or ever get a chance glimpse of the gangs at their labour.

In the month of October, Captain Andinnian  to call him by this title for a short while longer  went to Weymouth. He found his mother established in a small, mean, ready-furnished house in an obscure part of the town. It was necessary for him to see her on matters connected with the Foxwood estate, of which he had now the management; but she had charged him to come to her in as private a manner as he well could, and not to make himself or his name known at the station or elsewhere, unless under necessity. She is right, thought Karl; the name of Andinnian is notorious now. That was true; and he did not suppose she had any other motive for the injunction.

But, my dear mother, why are you here? he asked within five minutes of his entrance, as he looked at the confined walls of the mean abode. You might at least have been more comfortably and suitably lodged.  

What I choose to do, I do, she answered, in the distant tones of former days. It is not for you to question me.

Mrs. Andinnian was altered. Mental suffering had told upon her. The once fresh hues of her complexion had given place to a fixed pallor; the large dark eyes had acquired a fierce and yet restless look. In manner alone was she unaltered, at least to Karl: and as to her pride, it seemed to be more dominant than ever.

I was only thinking of your comfort, mother, he replied to her fierce rejoinder. This is so different from what you have been accustomed to.

Circumstances are different, she said curtly.

Have you but one servant in the whole house? For everything?

She is enough for me: she is a faithful woman.

I tell you that circumstances are not what they were.

Some are not  unhappily, he answered. But others, pecuniary ones, have changed the other way. You are rich now.

And do you think I would touch a stiver of the riches that are my dear Adams? she retorted, her eyes blazing. Save what may be necessary to keep up Foxwood, and to  to  No, she resumed, after the abrupt breaking off, I hoard them for him.

Karl wondered whether trouble had a little touched her brain. Poor Adam could have no further use for riches in this world. Unless, indeed, in years to come, he should obtain what was called a ticket of leave. But Karl fancied that in a case like Adams  Condemnation commuted  it was never given.

Mrs. Andinnian began asking the details of the giving-up of her former home. In answering, Karl happened to mention incidentally the death of their neighbour, Mr. Turner, and his own interview with Rose. The latters name excited Mrs. Andinnian beyond all precedent: it brought on one of those frightful fits of passion that Karl had not seen of late years.

I loathe her, she wildly said. But for her wicked machinations, my darling son had not fallen into this dreadful fate that is worse than death. May my worst curses light upon the head of Rose Turner!

Karl did what he could to soothe the storm he had unwittingly evoked. He told his mother that she would never, in all probability, be grieved with the sight of the girl again, for she was removing to the out-of-the-world district of Cumberland.

The one servant, alluded to by Karl, was a silent-mannered, capable woman of some forty years. Her mistress called her Ann, but Karl found she was a Mrs. Hopley, a married woman. That she appeared to be really attached to her mistress, to sympathise with her in her great misfortune, and to be solicitous to render her every little service that could soothe her, Captain Andinnian saw and felt grateful for.

Where is your husband? he one day inquired.

Hopleys out getting his living, sir, was the answer. We have had misfortunes, sir: and when they come to people such as us, we must do the best we can to meet them. Hopleys working on his side, and me on mine.  

He is not in Weymouth then?

No, he is not in Weymouth. We are not Weymouth people, sir. I dont know much about the place. I never lived at it till I came to Mrs. Andinnian.

By this, Karl presumed that his mother had brought Mrs. Hopley with her when she came herself: but he asked no further. It somewhat explained what he had rather wondered at  that his mother, usually so reticent, and more than ever so now, should have disclosed their great calamity to this woman. He thought the servant must have been already cognisant of it.

What misfortune was it of your own that you allude to? he gently asked.

It was connected with our son, sir. I and my husband never had but him. He turned out wild. While he was quite a lad, so to say, he ruined us, and we had to break up the home.

And where is he now?

She put her check apron before her face to hide her emotion. He is dead, was the low answer. He died a dreadful death, sir, and I cant yet bear to talk of it. If s hardly three months ago.

Karl looked at the black ribbon in her cap, at the neat black-and-white print gown she did her work in: and his heart went out to the womans sorrow. He understood better now  she and her mistress had a grief in common. Later, he heard somewhat more of the particulars. Young Hopley, after bringing his parents to beggary, had plunged into crime; and then, to avoid being taken, had destroyed himself.

But, as the days went on, Karl Andinnian could not help remarking that there was an atmosphere of strangeness pervading the house: he could almost have said of mystery. Frequently were mistress and maid closeted together in close conference; the door locked upon them, the conversation carried on in whispers. Twice he saw Ann Hopley go out so be-cloaked and be-large-bonneted that it almost looked as though she were dressed for disguise. Karl thought it very strange.

One evening, when he was reading to his mother by candle-light, the front door was softly knocked at, and some one was admitted to the kitchen. In the small house, all sounds were plainly heard. A minute or two elapsed, and then Ann came in to say a visitor wished to speak to her mistress. While Karl was wondering at this  for his mother was entirely unknown in the place  Mrs. Andinnian rose without the least surprise, looked at her son, and hesitated.

Will you step into another room, Karl? My interview must be private.

So! she had expected this visit. Captain Andinnian went into his bed-room. He saw  for his curiosity was excited, and he did not quite close the door  a tall, big, burly man, much wrapped up, and who kept his hat on, walk up the passage to the sitting-room, lighted thither by Ann. It seemed to the captain as though the visitor wished his face not to be looked at. The interview lasted about twenty minutes. Ann then showed the man out again, and Karl returned to the parlour.

Who was it, mother?

A person to see me on private business, replied Mrs. Andinnian, in a voice that effectually checked further inquiries.

The days passed monotonously. Mrs. Andinnian was generally buried in her own thoughts, scarcely ever speaking to him; and when she did speak, it was in a cold or snappish manner. If she would but make a true son of me, and give me her confidence! Karl often thought. But, to do anything of the kind was evidently not the purport of Mrs. Andinnian.

He one day went over to Portland Island. The wish to make the pilgrimage, and see what the place was like, had been in his mind from the first: but, in the midst of the wish, a dreadful distaste to it drew him back, and he had let the time elapse without going. October was in its third week, and the days were getting wintry.

It is a dreary spot  and it struck with a strange dreariness on Captain Andinnians spirit. Storms, that seemed to fall lightly on other places, rage out their fury there. Half a gale was blowing that day, and he seemed to feel its roughness to the depth of his heart. The prospect around, with its heaving sea, romantic enough at some times, was all too wild to-day; the Race of Portland, that turbulent place which cannot be crossed by vessel, gave him a fit of the shivers. As to the few houses he saw, they were as poor as the one inhabited by his mother.

In one of the quarries, amidst its great masses of stone, Captain Andinnian halted, his eyes fixed on the foaming sea, his thoughts most bitter. Within a few yards of him, so to say, worked his unfortunate brother; chained, a felon; all his hopes in this world blighted; all his comforts in life gone out for ever. Karl himself was peculiarly susceptible to physical discomfort, as sensitive-natured men are apt to be; and he never thought without a shudder of what Adam had to undergo in this respect.

Subjected to endless toil; to cruel deprivation; to isolation from all his kind! groaned Karl aloud to the wild winds. Oh, my brother, if

His voice died away in very astonishment. Emerging from behind one of the blocks, at right angles with him, but not very near, came two people walking side by side, evidently conversing in close whispers. In the cloaked-up woman, with the large black bonnet and black crape veil over her face, Karl was sure he saw their servant, Ann Hopley. The other must be, he thought, one of the warders: and, unless Karl was greatly mistaken, he recognised in his strong, burly frame the same man who had come a night or two before to his mothers house. They passed on without seeing him, but he saw the mans face distinctly.

A light dawned on his mind. His mother was striving to make a friend of this warder, with a view to conveying messages, perhaps also, it might be, physical comforts, to Adam: yes, that was undoubtedly the solution of the mystery. But why need she have hidden it from him, Karl?

When he got home that night  for he stayed out until he was tired and weary  Ann Hopley, in her usual home attire, was putting the tea-tray on the table.

I fancied I saw Ann out to-day, he observed to his mother, when they were alone.

She went out on an errand for me, replied Mrs. Andinnian.

I have been over to the Island, continued Karl. It was there I thought I saw her.

Mrs. Andinnian was pouring some cream into the tea-cups when he spoke. She put down the small frail glass jug with a force that smashed it, and the cream ran over the tea-board.

You have been to the Island! she cried in a voice that betrayed some dreadful terror. To the Island?

Karl was rising to see what he could do towards repairing the mishap. The words arrested him. He had again been so unlucky as to raise one of her storms of passion: but this time he could see no reason in her anger: neither did he quite understand what excited it.  

To-day is the first time I have been to the Island, mother. I could not summon up the heart before.

How dared you go?

I am thinking of going again, he answered, believing her question to relate to physical bravery. And of getting  if it be possible to obtain  permission to see him.

The livid colour spreading itself over Mrs. Andinnians face grew more livid. I forbid it, Karl. I forbid it, do you hear? You would ruin everything. I forbid you to go again on the Island, or to attempt to see Adam. Good heavens! you might be recognised for his brother.

And if I were? cried Karl, feeling completely at sea.

Mrs. Andinnian sat with her two hands on the edge of the tea-tray, staring at him, in what looked like dire consternation.

Karl, you must go away to-morrow. To think that you could be such a fool as to go there! This is worse than all: it is most unfortunate. To-morrow you leave.

Mother, why will you not place trust in me? he asked, unable to fathom her. Do you think you could have a truer confidant? or Adam a warmer friend? I guess the object of Anns visits to the Island. I saw her talking with one of the warders to-day  the same man, or I fancied it, that came here the other night. That moment solved me the riddle, and

Hush  sh  sh  sh! breathed Mrs. Andinnian, in a terrified voice, ringing the bell, and looking round the walls of the room as if in dread that they had ears. Not another word, Karl; I will not, dare not, hear it.

As you please, mother, he rejoined, feeling bitterly hurt at her lack of trust.

Have you more cream in the house, Ann! said Mrs. Andinnian, calmly, when the woman appeared. And you had better change the tray.

The meal was concluded in silence. Karl took up a newspaper he had brought in; Mrs. Andinnian sat moodily gazing into the fire. And so the time went on.

Suddenly there arose the distant sound of guns, booming along on the still night air. To Captain Andinnian it suggested no ulterior thought; brought no cause for agitation: but his mother started up in wild commotion.

The guns, Karl! the guns!  

What guns are they! he exclaimed, in surprise. What are they firing for?

She did not answer; she only stood still as a statue, her mouth slightly open with the intensity of listening, her finger lifted up. In the midst of this, Ann Hopley opened the door without sound, and looked in with a terror-stricken face.

Its not him, maam; dont you be afeared. Its some other convicts that are off; but it cant be him. The plans not yet organized.

And Karl learnt that these were the guns from Portland Island, announcing the escape, or attempted escape, of some of its miserable prisoners.

Well for him if he had learned nothing else! The true and full meaning of what had been so mysterious flashed upon him now, like a sheet of lightning that lights up and reveals the secrets of the darkness. It was not Adams comforts they were surreptitiously seeking to ameliorate; they were plotting for his escape.

His escape! As the truth took possession of Captain Andinnian, his face grew white with a sickening terror; his brow damp as with a death sweat.

For he knew that nearly all these attempted escapes result in utter failure. The unhappy, deluded victims are re-captured, or drowned, or shot. Sitting there in his shock of agony, his dazed eyes gazing out to the fire, a prevision that death in one shape or other would be his brothers fate, if he did make the rash venture, seated itself firmly within him, as surely and vividly as though he had seen it in some fortunetellers magic crystal.

Mother, he said, in a low tone, as he took her hand, and the door closed on Ann Hopley, I understand it all now. I thought, simple that I was, that I had understood it before: and that you were but striving to find a way of conveying trifles in the shape of comforts to Adam. This is dreadful.  

What is the matter with you! cried Mrs. Andinnian. You look ready to die.

The matter is, that this has shocked me. I pray Heaven that Adam will not be so foolhardy as to attempt to escape!

And why should he not? blazed forth Mrs. Andinnian.

Karl shook his head. In nine cases out of ten, the result is nothing but death.

And the tenth case results in life, in liberty! she rejoined, exultantly. My brave son does well to try for it.

Karl hid his eyes. The first thought, in the midst of the many tumultuously crowding his brain, was the strangely different estimation different people set on things. Here was his mother glorying in that to-be-attempted escape as if it were some great deed dared by a great general: he saw only its results. They could not be good; they must be evil. Allowing that Adam did escape and regain his liberty: what would the liberty be? A life of miserable concealment; of playing at hide-and-seek with the law; a world-wide apprehension, lying on him always, of being retaken. In short, a hunted man, who must not dare to approach the haunts of his fellows, and of whom every other man must be the enemy. To Karl the present life of degrading labour would be preferable to that.

Do you wish to keep him there for life  that you may enjoy the benefit of his place at Foxwood and his money? resumed Mrs. Andinnian, in a tone that she well knew how to make contemptuously bitter. The words stung Karl. His answer was full of pain: the pain of despair.

I wish life had never been for him, mother. Or for me, either. If I could restore Adam to what he has forfeited by giving my own life, I would do it willingly. I have not much left to live for.

The tone struck Mrs. Andinnian. She thought that even the reflected disgrace, the stain on his name, scarcely justified it. Karl said a few words to her then of the blight that had fallen on his own life  the severance from Lucy Cleeve. She told him she was sorry: but it was quite evident that she was too much pre-occupied with other things to care about it. And the sad evening passed on.  

With the morning, Weymouth learnt the fate of the poor convict  it was only one  who had attempted to escape, after whom the guns were let loose like so many blood-hounds. He was retaken. It was a man who had attempted escape once before, and unsuccessfully.

The plans were badly laid, calmly remarked Mrs. Andinnian.

She did not now insist upon Karls quitting her: he knew all; and, though he could not approve, she knew he would not do anything to frustrate. The subject was not again brought up: Mrs. Andinnian avoided it: and some more days wore on. Karl fancied, but could not be sure, that the other attempt at escape caused the action of this to be delayed: perhaps entirely abandoned. His mother and Ann Hopley seemed to be always in secret conference, and twice again there came stealthily to the house at night the same warder, or the man whom Karl had taken for one.


CHAPTER VII.

At the Charing-Cross Hotel.

ON All Saints Day, the first of November  and it was as bright a day for the festival as the saints, whether in that world or this, could wish  Captain Andinnian took leave of his mother, and went to London. His chief business there was to transact some business with the family lawyers, Plunkett and Plunkett. Their chambers were within the precincts of the Temple, and for convenience sake he took up his quarters at the Charing Cross Hotel.

In the course of the afternoon, as he was turning out of Essex Street, having come through the little court from Plunkett and Plunketts, he ran against a gentleman passing down the Strand. I beg your pardon, Karl was beginning, and then became suddenly silent. It was Colonel Cleeve.  

But, instead of passing on, as Karl might have expected him to do, the Colonel stopped and shook him cordially by the hand. To pass him would have jarred on every kindly instinct of Colonel Cleeves nature. As to the affair with his daughter, he attached no importance to it now, believing it had made no permanent impression on Lucy, and had himself three-parts forgotten it.

You have sold out, Captain Andinnian. I  I have been so very sorry for the sad causes that induced the step. Believe me, you have had all along my very best sympathy.

Karl hardly knew what he answered. A few words of murmured thanks; nothing more.

You are not well, returned the Colonel, regarding the slender form that looked thinner than of yore, very thin in its black attire. This has told upon you.

It has; very much. There are some trials that can never be made light in this life, Karl continued, speaking the thoughts that were ever uppermost in his mind. This is one of them. I thank you for your sympathy, Colonel Cleeve.

And thats true, unfortunately, cried the Colonel, warmly, in answer. You dont know how you are regretted at Winchester by your brother officers.

With another warm handshake, the Colonel passed on. Karl walked back to his hotel. In traversing one of its upper passages, a young lady came out of a sitting-room to cross to an opposite chamber. Captain Andinnian took a step back to let her pass in front of him; she turned her head, and they met face to face.

Lucy!

Karl!

The salutation broke from each before they well knew where they were or what had happened, amidst a rush of bewildering excitement, of wild joy. They had, no doubt, as in duty bound, been trying to forget each other; this moment of unexpected meeting proved to each how foolish was the fallacy. A dim idea made itself heard within either breast that they ought, in that duty alluded to, to pass on and linger not: but we all know how vain and weak is the human heart. It was not possible: and they stood, hand locked within hand.

Only for an instant. Lucy, looking very weak and ill, withdrew her hand, and leaned back against the door-post for support. Karl stood before her.

I have just met Colonel Cleeve, he said: but I had no idea that you were in London. Are you staying here?

Until to-morrow, she answered, her breath seeming to be a little short. We came up yesterday. Papa chose this hotel, as it is convenient for the Folkestone trains. Mamma is here.

Lucy, how very ill you look!

Yes. I had fever and ague in the summer, and do not get strong again. We are going to Paris for change. You do not look well either, added Lucy.

I have not had fever: but I have had other things to try me, was his reply.

Oh, Karl! I have been so grieved! she earnestly said. I did not know your brother, but I  I seemed to feel all the dreadful trouble as much as you must have felt it. When we are not strong, I think we do feel things.

You call it by its right name, Lucy  a dreadful trouble. No one but myself can know what it has been to me.

They were gazing at each other yearningly: Lucy with her sweet brown eyes so full of tender compassion; Karls grey-blue ones had a world of sorrowful regret in their depths. As she had done in their interview when they were parting, so she now did again  put out her hand to him, with a whisper meant to soothe.

You will live it down, Karl.

He slightly shook his head: and took her hand to hold it between his.

It is only since this happened that I have become at all reconciled to  to what had to be done at Winchester, Lucy. It would have been so greatly worse, had you been tied to me by  by any engagement.

Not worse for you, Karl, but better. I should have helped you so much to bear it.

My darling!

The moment the words had crossed his lips, he remembered what honour and his long-ago-passed word to Colonel Cleeve demanded of him  that he should absolutely abstain from showing any tokens of affection for Lucy. Nay, to observe it strictly, he ought not to have stayed to talk with her.

I beg your pardon, Lucy, he said, dropping her hand.

She understood quite well: a faint colour mantled in her pale face. She had been as forgetful as he.

God bless you, Lucy, he whispered. Farewell.

O Karl  a moment, she implored with agitation, hardly knowing, in the pain of parting, what she said. Just to tell you that I have not forgotten. I never shall forget. My regret, for what had to be, lies on me still.

God bless you, he repeated, in deep emotion. God bless and restore you, Lucy!

Once more their fingers met in a brief handshake. And then they parted; he going one way, she the other; and the world had grown dim again.

Later in the day Karl heard it incidentally mentioned by some people in the coffee-room, that Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve with their daughter and two servants were going to make a prolonged stay on the Continent for the benefit of the young ladys health, who had been suffering from fever. Little did they think that the quiet, distinguished looking man in mourning, who had but come in to ask for some information, and was waiting while the waiter brought it, had more to do with the young ladys failing health than any fever.

Captain Andinnian took his breakfast next morning in private: as he sat down to it, the waiter brought him a newspaper. While listlessly unfolding it, he took the opportunity to ask a question.

Have Colonel Cleeve and his family left the hotel?

Yes, sir. Just gone off for Folkestone. Broiled ham, sir; eggs; steak with mushrooms, continued the man, removing sundry covers.

Thank you. You need not wait.

But  ere the man had well closed the door, a startled sound like a groan of agony burst from Karls lips. He sprung from his seat at a bound, his eyes riveted on the newspaper in one stare of disbelieving horror. The paragraph had a heading in the largest letters  



ATTEMPTED ESCAPE FROM PORTLAND ISLAND. DEATH OF THE PRISONER, SIR ADAM ANDINNIAN.



Karl let the newspaper fall, and buried his face on the table-cloth to shut out the light. He had not courage to read more at once. He lay there praying that it might not be true.

Alas! it was too true. Two prisoners had attempted to escape in concert; Sir Adam Andinnian and a man named Cole. They succeeded in reaching the water, and got off in a small boat lying ready in wait. Some warders pursued them in another boat; and, after an exciting chase in the dark night, came up with them as they reached the Weymouth side. Sir Adam was shot dead by a pistol; the small boat was upset, and one of the warders drowned. Cole was supposed to have made his escape.

Such was the statement given in the newspapers. And, however uncertain the minor details might be at this early stage, one part appeared to admit of no doubt  Adam Andinnian was dead.

I seemed to foresee it, moaned Karl. From the very first, the persuasion has lain upon me that this would be the ending.

Ere many minutes elapsed, ere he had attempted to touch a morsel of breakfast, a gentleman was shown in. It was Mr. Plunkett: a stout man in spectacles, with a large red nose. He had the Times in his hand. Captain Andinnians paper lay open on the breakfast table; Captain Andinnians face, as he rose to receive his visitor, betrayed its own story.

I see; you have read the tidings, began Mr. Plunkett, sitting down. It is a dreadful thing.

Do  do you think theres any chance that it may not be true? he rejoined in an imploring tone.

Theres not the slightest as to the main fact  that Sir Adam is dead, replied the lawyer decisively. What could he have been thinking of, to hazard it?

Karl sat shading his face.

Ill tell you what it is, sir  there was a spice of madness in your brothers composition, I said so when he shot Scott. There must have been. And who, but a madman, would try to get away from Portland Island]

Nay. A rash act, Mr. Plunkett; but not one that implies madness.

There ensued a silence. These interviews are usually attended by embarrassment I have intruded on you this morning to express my best sympathy, and to ask whether I can be of any service to you, Captain Andinnian, resumed the lawyer. I beg your pardon: Sir Karl, I ought to say. If

Karl had raised his head in resentment  in defiance. It caused the lawyers break, Nay, but you are Sir Karl, sir. You succeed to your brother.

The reminder grated on me, Mr. Plunkett.

The titles yours and the estates are yours. Every earthly thing is yours.

Yes, yes; I suppose so.

Well, if we can do anything for you, Sir Karl, down there  indicating with a nod of his head the direction in which Portland Island might be supposed to lie or at Foxwood, you have only to send to us. I hope you understand that I am not speaking now with a view to business, but as a friend, concluded Mr. Plunkett. Ill say no more now, for I see you are not yourself.

Indeed I am not, replied Karl. I thank you all the same. As soon as I can I must get down to my mother.

The lawyer said good morning, and left him to his breakfast. But Karl had no appetite: then, or for many a day to come. Calling for his bill, he took his departure.

Never had Karl imagined distress and anguish so great as that which he witnessed on his arrival at Weymouth. For once all his mothers pride of power had deserted her. She flung herself at the feet of Karl, demanding why he did not persist in his objection to the contemplated attempt, and interfere openly, even by declaring all to the governor of Portland prison, and so save his brother. It was altogether too distressing for Karl to bear.

The first account was in the main correct. Adam Andinnian and the warder were both dead: the one shot, the other drowned.

It was understood that the body might be given up to them for burial. Though whether this was a special favour, accorded to the entreaties of Mrs. Andinnian, or a not-unusual one, Karl knew not. He was glad of this, so far: but he would have thought it better that the place of interment should be Weymouth, and the ceremony made one of the utmost privacy. Mrs. Andinnian, however, ruled otherwise. She would have her unfortunate son taken to Foxwood, and she at once despatched Karl thither to make arrangements.

On the day but one after Karl reached Foxwood, all that remained of poor Sir Adam arrived. Mrs. Andinnian came in company. She could not bear to part even with the dead.

I wish I could have seen him, remarked Karl sadly, as he stood with his hand on the coffin.

I have seen him, Karl, she answered amid her blinding tears. They suffered me to look at him. His face was peaceful.

They, and they only, saving Hewitt, attended the funeral. He was buried in the family vault, in Foxwood churchyard, side by side with Sir Joseph and Lady Andinnian.

What an ending, for a young man who, but a few short months before, had been full of health and hope and life!

But the world, in its cold charity, said it was better so.


CHAPTER VIII.

In the Avenue dAntin.

NEW YEARS DAY. Or, as the French more emphatically term it, the Jour de lAn. Gay groups went strolling along the Boulevards in the glowing sunshine, gazing at the costly étrennes displayed in the tempting shops: women glancing at the perfect attire of other women that passed; men doffing their hats so perpetually that it almost seemed they might as well have kept them off altogether; children in their fantastic costumes chattering to their mothers, and turning their little heads on all sides: all, men, women, and children, apparently free from every care, save that of pleasure, which constitutes so observable a feature in Parisian life.

Amidst the crowd, passing onwards with a listless step, as if pleasure had no part in his heart and he had no use for étrennes, was a solitary individual: a distinguished looking man of pleasing features and altogether refined face, whom few of the traversers could have mistaken for aught but an Englishman. His mourning apparel and a certain air of sadness that pervaded his face seemed to be in unison. Several women  ingrained coquettes from their birth, as French women nearly always are born to be  threw glances of admiration at the handsome man, in spite of the fact that their husbands  for that one day  were at their side; and wondered what near relative he had lost. But the gentleman passed on his listless way, seeing them not, and utterly unconscious that any answering glances from his own eyes were coveted. It was Sir Karl Andinnian.

Close upon the burial of his ill-fated brother Adam, Mrs. Andinnian, prostrate with grief and trouble, took to confine herself to her own apartment at Foxwood Court: for it was at that residence she thenceforth took up her abode. Karl found himself nearly altogether excluded from her presence. Even at meals she declined to join him, and caused them to be served for herself apart. Do you wish me away from Foxwood? Karl one day asked her. I do; I would be entirely alone, was her reply. I am aware that Foxwood is yours now, Karl, and you may think I have no right even to express a hint that you might for a time leave it; but I feel that the chance of my regaining strength and spirits would be greater if left entirely to myself: your presence here is a strain upon me.

The answer was to Karl welcome as sunshine in harvest He had been longing to travel; to try and find some relief from his thoughts in hitherto untrodden scenes: consideration for his mother  the consciousness that it would be wrong both in duty and affection to leave her  had alone prevented his proposing it Within four-and-twenty hours after this he had quitted Foxwood.

But Karl was not so soon to quit England. Various matters had to be settled in regard to the estate; and when he reached London his lawyers, Plunkett and Plunkett, said they should want him for a little while. The crime committed by Sir Adam so immediately upon the death of Sir Joseph, had caused a vast deal of necessary business to remain in abeyance. Certain indispensable law proceedings to be gone through, had to be gone through now. So Karl Andinnian perforce took up his temporary abode in London; and at the end of a week or two, when he found himself at liberty, he crossed over the water, Vienna being his first halting place. The sojourn there of a former brother officer, Captain Lamprey, who had been Karls chiefest friend and stuck to him in his misfortunes, induced it. Captain Lamprey was staying in Vienna with his newly married wife, and he wrote to ask Karl to join them. Karl did so. Captain Lampreys term of leave expired the end of December. He and his wife were going home to spend the Christmas, and Karl accompanied them as far as Paris. Mrs. Andinnian, in answer to a question from Karl, whether she would like him to return to her for Christmas, had written back to him a resolute and ungracious No.

So here he was, in Paris. It was all the same to him; this resting-place or that resting-place. His life had been blighted in more ways than one. Of Lucy Cleeve he thought still a great deal too much for his peace. She was far enough removed from him in all senses of the word. In a letter received by Captain Lamprey from some friends at Winchester, it was stated that the Cleeves were wintering in Egypt. Where Karls own place of sojourn was next to be, he had not decided, but his thoughts rather turned towards every chief continental city that was famed for its gallery of paintings. He thought he would make a pilgrimage to all of them. Karl had the eye of a true artist: to gaze at good paintings was now the only pleasure of his life. He had not yet anything like done with those in Paris and Versailles.

On, upon his course along the Boulevards, passed he. Now and again his eyes turned towards the lovely étrennes with a longing: once in a way, when the throngs allowed him, he halted to look and admire: a longing to buy étrennes himself, and that he had some one to give them to when bought. It was not well possible for any body to feel more completely isolated from the happy world than did Karl Andinnian.

How dye do, Sir Karl? Charming day for the holiday, is it not!

Sir Karl made some answering assent, raised his hat, bowed, and passed on. The remark had come from an Englishman with whom he had a slight acquaintance, who had come out shop-gazing with his flock of daughters.

He went straight home then to his hotel  Hotel Montaigne, Rue Montaigne. As he crossed the courtyard, the landlord  a ponderous gentleman with a ponderous watch-chain  came out and gave him some letters. From some cause the English delivery had been late that morning.

One of the letters was from Captain Lamprey, the other from Plunkett and Plunkett. Neither contained any interest; neither thought to wish him happiness for the New Year. It was all the same to Karl Andinnian: the New Year could not have much happiness in store for him.

He strolled out again, turning his steps towards the Champs Elysées. It was but one oclock yet, and the brightest part of the day. At one of the windows of the palace he fancied he caught a transient glimpse of the Empress. Shortly afterwards, the peculiar clatter of the Prince Imperials escort was heard advancing, surrounding the little prince in his carriage.

The Champs Elysées were bright to-day. Children attired in silks and satins were playing in the sun, their bonnes sitting by in their holiday costume. New Years Day and All Saints Day are the two most dressy epochs in the year in France  as everybody knows. Invalids sat in the warmth: ladies flitted hither and thither like gay butterflies. By a mere chance, Karl always thought it so, his eyes fell on two ladies seated alone on a distant bench. Involuntarily his steps halted; his heart leaped up with a joyous bound. They were Mrs and Miss Cleeve.

But, ah! how ill she looked  Lucy. The bounding heart fell again as though some dead weight were pressing it. Thin, worn, white; with dark circles round the eyes, and lips that seemed to have no life in them. For a moment Karl wondered whether he might not approach and question her: but he remembered his bargain with Colonel Cleeve.

They did not see him: they were looking at some children in front of them, playing at Marlborough sen va-t-en guerre. Karl pursued the path he was on, which would carry him away from their bench at right angles. He resolved that if they saw him he would go up and speak: if they did not, he must continue his way.

And he had to continue it. Mrs. Cleeve, who did not look to be in strong health either, seemed absorbed by the play and the childish voices chanting the chanson; Lucy had now bent her forehead upon her hand, as though some ache were there. Karl went on, out of sight, his brow aching too, Bon jour, monsieur.

The salutation, which had a touch of surprised pleasure in its tone, came from a natty-looking little Frenchwoman, with a thin red face and shrewd grey eyes. She might have been given five-and-thirty years: but in the register of her native Mairie she would have been found hard upon forty. Sir Karl stopped. She was Lucys maid: formerly Lucys nurse.

Cest vous, Aglaé!

Mais oui, monsieur.

I thought I saw Mrs and Miss Cleeve sitting on a bench just now, continued Karl, changing his language. Are you staying in Paris?

Oh, very long since, replied Aglaé, to whom both languages were nearly alike. Our apartment is close by, sir  a small house in the Avenue dAntin. The delight to find myself in my proper land again, where I can go about without one of those vilain bonnets and hear no street gamins hoot at me for it, is untellable.

I understood that Colonel Cleeve and his family had gone to Egypt for the winter, observed Karl.

To Egypt, or to some other place of barbarisme: so it was projected, sir. But my young lady, Miss Lucy, is not strong enough to be taken.

What is the matter with her? asked Karl, with assumed quietness.

The matter? Oh! The matter is, that she has got no happiness left in her heart, sir, cried Aglaé, explosively, as if in deep resentment against things in general. Its dried up. And if they dont mind, she will just go unwarningly out of life. Thats my opinion: and, mind, sir, I do not go to say it without reason.

A slight blush mantled in Karls face. He seemed to be watching a red paper kite, that was sailing beneath the blue sky.

They see it now, both of them; the Colonel and Madame; they see that shes just slipping away from them, and they are ill. Ah but! the senseless  what you call it?  distinctions  that the English set up!

But what is the cause? asked Karl. Though it seemed to him that he could discern quite well without being answered.

Aglaé threw her shrewd eyes into his.

I think, sir, you might tell it for yourself, that She has not been well since that fever. She was not well before the fever, since  since about the month of May.

He drew in his lips. Aglaé, with native independence, continued to stare at him.

Why dont you call and see her, sir?

Because  well, I suppose you know, Aglaé. I should not be welcome to Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve.

And the poor young lady, who never did harm to living soul, is to be let shrink down into her grave for the sake of English prejudice! I can see. Ive got my wits about me, and have seen it all along. My service to you, sir. Bon jour.

The maid went on in a rage, her dainty cap nodding, her smart boots going down rather more noisily than was needful. Sir Karl passed on his way, thinking deeply. He walked about until the daylight was fading, and then strode back rapidly to his hotel, with the air of a man who is about to carry out some resolution that will not wait. He was. A resolution that had been floating in his mind before he saw Lucy or encountered her maid.

Colonel Cleeve was seated alone that evening in his dining-room in the Avenue dAntin, when a letter was delivered to him. For a few minutes he let it lie unheeded. The thoughts he was buried in were very sad ones  they ran on the decaying strength of his only daughter. It seemed to him and Mrs. Cleeve that unless some wonderful change  say a miracle, for instance  interposed, Lucys life was not worth many weeks purchase. They knew now  he and his wife  that the parting with Karl Andinnian had been too cruel for her.

Arousing himself from his gloomy visions, the Colonel opened the note  which had been left by hand. Why here was a strange thing!  he started in surprise. Started when he saw the contents of the letter and the signature appended. Had the miracle come?

It was one of the plain, candid, straightforward letters, so characteristic of Karl Andinnian. He said that he had chanced to see Miss Cleeve that day, that he had been shocked by her appearance; that he had happened to hear from Aglaé subsequently how very alarmingly she was failing. He went on to add with shrinking deprecation, every word of which told of the most sensitive refinement, that he feared the trouble of last May might have had something to do with it, and be still telling upon her. He then put a statement of his affairs, as to possessions and income, before Colonel Cleeve, and asked whether he might presume again to address Lucy now that he could offer a good settlement and make her Lady Andinnian.

Three times over Colonel Cleeve read the note, pausing well to reflect between each time. Then he sent for his wife.

He is of no family  and theres that dreadful slur upon it besides, remarked the Colonel, talking it over. But it may be the saving of Lucys life.

It is a good letter, said Mrs. Cleeve, reading it through her eye-glass.

Its as good and proper a letter as any young man could write. All his instincts are honourable. Some men might have written to Lucy herself. Putting aside his lack of family and the other disrepute, we could not wish a better son-in-law than Sir Karl Andinnian.

Yes, deliberated Mrs. Cleeve, after a pause. True. The disadvantages are great: but they seem little when balanced against the chance of restoring Lucys life. She will be a baronets wife; she will be sufficiently rich; and  I think  she will be intensely happy.

Then Ill send for him, said Colonel Cleeve.

The interview took place on the following morning. It was a peculiar one. Just as plainly open as Karl had been in his letter, so was the Colonel now.

I think it may be the one chance for saving my childs life, he said; for there is no denying that she was very much attached to you, Sir Karl. Sitting alone after dinner last evening, I was telling myself that nothing short of a miracle could help her: the doctors say they can do nothing, the malady is on her mind  though for my part I think the chief ill is the weakness left by that ague-fever. Your letter came to interrupt my thoughts; and when I read it I wondered whether that was the miracle.

If you will only give me Lucy, my whole life shall be devoted to her best comfort, sir, he said in a low tone. My happiness was wrecked equally with hers: but I am a man and therefore stronger to bear.

Nothing would have induced me to give her to you had your brother lived, resumed the Colonel. If I am too plain in what I say I must beg you to excuse it: but it is well that we should understand each other thoroughly. Yourself I like; I always have liked you; but the disgrace reflected upon you was so great while your brother was living, a convict, that to see Lucy your wife then would I think have killed both me and Mrs. Cleeve. Take it at the best, it would have embittered our lives for ever.

Had my unfortunate brother lived, I should never have attempted to ask for her, Colonel Cleeve.

Right I have observed that on most subjects your ideas coincide with my own. Rather than that  the disgrace to her and to us; and grievous though the affliction it would have brought to me and her mother  we would rather have laid our child to rest. The deep emotion with which Colonel Cleeve spoke  the generally self-contained man whose calmness almost bordered upon apathy  proved how true the words were, and how terribly the sense of disgrace would have told upon him.

But your unhappy brother has paid the forfeit of his crimes by death, he continued, and it is to be hoped and expected that in time the remembrance of him and of what he did will die out of peoples minds Therefore we have resolved to trust to this hope, and give you Lucy. It will be better than to let her die.

Sir Karl Andinnian drew in his slender lips. But that he had passed through a course of most bitter humiliation  and that, wherever it falls, seems for the time to wash out pride  he might have shown resentment at the last words. The Colonel saw he felt the sting: and he wished it had not been his province to indict it It was best to explain this, Sir Karl. Pardon me for its sound of harshness. And now that it is over and done with, let me say that never for a moment have I or Mrs. Cleeve blamed you. It was not your fault that your brother lost himself; neither could you have helped it: and we have both felt almost as sorry for you as though you had been a relative of our own. I beg that henceforth his name may never be mentioned between you and us: the past, so far as regards him, must be as though it had never been. You will observe this reticence?

Unquestionably.

The affair is settled then, Andinnian. Will you see Lucy?

If I may, replied Karl, a bright smile succeeding to the sadness on his face. Does she know I am here?

She knows nothing. Her mother thought it might be better that I should speak to you first You can tell her all yourself. But mind you do it quietly, for she is very weak.

Lucy happened to be alone in the salon. She sat in a red velvet arm-chair as big as a canopy, looking at the pretty étrenne her mother had given her the previous day  a bracelet of links studded with turquoise and a drooping turquoise heart. A smile of gratitude parted her lips; though tears stood in her eyes, for she believed she should not live to wear it long.

Lucy, said her father, looking in as he opened the door. I have brought you a visitor who has called  Sir Karl Andinnian.

Lucy rose in trembling astonishment; the morocco case, which had been on her lap, failing to the ground. She wore a dress of violet silk, and Aglaé had folded about her a white shawl  for chillness was present with her still. Karl advanced, and the Colonel shut them in together.

He took both her hands in his, slipping the bracelet on to her attenuated wrist,  and quietly held them. The poor wan face and the hectic colour his presence had called up, had all his attention just then.

I saw you in the Champs Elysées yesterday, Lucy. It pained me very much to see you so much changed.

Did you see me? I was there with mamma. It is the fever I had in the summer that hangs about me and does not let me yet get strong.

Is it nothing else, Lucy?

The hectic deepened to crimson. The soft brown eyes drooped beneath the gaze of his.

I fancied there might be another cause for it, Lucy, and I have ventured to say so to Colonel Cleeve. He agrees with me.

You  you were not afraid to call here! she exclaimed, as if the fact were a subject of wonder.

What I had to say to Colonel Cleeve I wrote by letter. After that, he invited me to call.

Karl sat down on the red sofa opposite the chair, and put Lucy by him, his arm entwining her waist I want you, he said, to tell me exactly what it is that keeps you from getting strong, Lucy.

But I cannot tell you, for I dont know, she answered with a little sob. I wish I could get well, Karl  for poor papa and mammas sake.

Do you think I could do anything towards the restoration, Lucy? he continued, drawing her closer to his side.

What could you do?

Watch you, and tend you, and love you. And  and make you my wife.

Dont jest, Karl, she said, whispering and trembling. You know it may not be.

But if Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve say that it may be?  

The tone of his voice was redolent of anything but jesting: it was one of deep truthful emotion. Lucy looked questioningly up at him.

Oh Karl, dont play with me! What do you mean?

He caught the sweet face, and held it to his. His own hands were trembling, his face was pale as hers. But she could not mistake his grave earnestness.

It means, my darling, that you are to be mine for ever. My wife. They are going to give you to me: your father brought me here that I might myself break it to you.

A minutes doubting look; a slight shiver as if the joy were too great; and then with a sigh she let her head fall on his breast  its future resting-place.

And whats this that you were looking at, Lucy? he asked after a while, turning the pretty bracelet round and round her wrist.

Mamma bought it me yesterday for my New Years étrenne. I was thinking  before you came  that I might not live to wear it.

I was thinking yesterday, Lucy, as I walked along the Boulevards, that I would give a great deal to have some one to buy étrennes for. It is not too late, is it? Meanwhile

Breaking off his sentence, he took a very rare ring from his finger, one of the most brilliant of opals encompassed by diamonds. She had never seen him wear it before.

Oh, how very beautiful! she exclaimed, as it flashed in a gleam of reflected sunlight.

I do not give it you, Lucy, he said, putting it upon her finger. I lend it you until I can find another fit to replace it. That may be in a day, or so. This ring was my fathers: made a present of to him by an Eastern Sultan, to whom he was able to render an essential service. At my fathers death it came to my brother: and  later  to me.

Karls voice dropped as he was concluding. Lucy Cleeve felt for him; she knew what he must feel at the allusion. She glided her hand into his, unsought.

So until then this ring shall be the earnest of our betrothal, Lucy. You will take care of it: and of my love.

The ring was the same that had been seen on Sir Adams finger at the trial. On that same day, after his condemnation, he had taken it off, and caused it to be conveyed to Karl  his, from henceforth. But Karl had never put it on his own finger until after his brothers death.


CHAPTER IX.

Down at Foxwood.

As Sir Karl Andinnian was leaving the house, he saw Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve in the dining-room. The latter held out her hand to Karl. He clasped it warmly.

I am glad it is settled, she said, in a low, impressive tone. You will take good care of her, I know, and make her happy.

With the best energies of my heart and life, was his earnest answer. Dear Mrs. Cleeve, I can never sufficiently thank you.

The voices penetrated to a dressing-chamber at the end of the short passage, the door of which was ajar. A lady in travelling attire peeped out. It was Miss Blake, who had just arrived from England somewhat unexpectedly. Karl passed out at the front door. Miss Blakes eyes, wide open with astonishment, followed him.

Surely that was Captain Andinnian! she exclaimed, advancing towards the dining-room.

Captain Andinnian that used to be, Theresa, replied Colonel Cleeve. He is Sir Karl Andinnian now.

Yes, yes; but one is apt to forget new titles, was her impatient rejoinder. I heard he was staying in Paris. What should bring him in this house? Is he allowed to call at it?  

For the future he will be. He is to have Lucy. Mrs. Cleeve will tell you about it, concluded the Colonel. I must write my letters.

Mrs. Cleeve was smiling meaningly. Theresa Blake, utterly puzzled, looked from one to the other. Have Lucy! she cried. Have her for what?

Why, to be his wife, said Mrs. Cleeve. Could you not have guessed, Theresa?

To  be  his  Wife! echoed Miss Blake. Karl Andinnians wife! No, no; it cannot be.

But it is, Theresa. It has been settled to-day. Sir Karl has now gone out from his first interview With her. Why, thy dear, I quite believe that if we had not brought it about, Lucy would have died. They are all the World to each other.

Miss Blake went back to her room With her shock of agony. From white to Scarlet, from scarlet to white, changed her face, as she sat down to take in the full sense of the news, and What it inflicted on her. A cry went up aloud to Heaven for pity, as She realized the extreme depth of her desolation.

This second blow was to Miss Blake nearly, if not quite, as cruel as the first had been. It stunned her. The hope that Karl Andinnian would return to her had been dwelt on and cherished as the weeks had gone on, until it became as a certainty in her inmost heart. Of course, his accession to wealth and honours augmented the desirability of a union with him, though it could not augment her love. She had encouraged the secret passion within her; she had indulged in sweet dreams of the future; she had rashly cherished an assurance that she should, sooner or later, become Sir Karls wife. To find that he was indeed to have Lucy was truly terrible.

Miss Blake had undergone disappointment on another score. The new modes of worship in Mr. Blakes church, together with the Reverend Guy Cattacomb, had collapsed. Matters had gone on swimmingly until the month of December. Close upon Christmas the rector came home: it should, perhaps, be mentioned that his old curate had died. Mr. Blake was hardly fit to return to his duties; but the reports made to him of the state of things in his church (they had been withheld during his want of strength), brought him back in grief and shame. His first act was to dismiss the Rev. Guy Cattacomb: his second to sweep away innovations and restore the service to what it used to be. Miss Blake angrily resented this: but she was unable to hinder it Her occupation in Winchester was gone; she was for the present grown tired of the place, and considered whither her steps should be next directed. She had a standing invitation to visit the Cleeves, and felt inclined to do so; for she loved the gay Parisian capital with all her heart Chance threw her in the way of Captain Lamprey. She heard from him that Sir Karl Andinnian was in Paris; and it need not be stated that the information caused the veering scale to go down with a run. Without writing to apprise Colonel and Mrs, Cleeve, she started. And, in the first few minutes of her arrival at their house, she was gratified by the sight of Karl; and heard at the same time the startling tidings that destroyed her hopes for ever.

It was like a fate. Comme un sort, as Mademoiselle Aglaé might have phrased it. Only a few months before, when Miss Blake got home to Winchester from Paris, her heart leaping and bounding with its love for Karl Andinnian, and with the prospect of again meeting him, she had been struck into stone at finding that his love was Lucys; so now, hastening to Paris from Winchester with somewhat of the same kind of feelings, and believing he had bade adieu to Lucy for ever, she found that the aspect of matters had altered, and Lucy was to be the wife of his bosom. Miss Blakes state of mind under this shock was not an enviable one. And  whereas she had hitherto vented her silent anger on Lucy, woman fashion, she now turned it on Karl. What right, she asked herself, forgetting the injustice of the question, what right had he to go seeking Lucy in Paris, when she had been so unequivocally denied to him for ever? It was a worse blow to her than the first had been.

Waiting until the trace of some of the anguish had passed from her white face, until she had arranged her hair and changed her travelling dress, and regained composure of manner, she went into the presence of Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve. They were yet in the dining-room, talking of Lucys future prospects; getting, in fact, with every word more and more reconciled to them.

The alliance will be an everlasting disgrace to you, quietly spoke Miss Blake. It will degrade Lucy.

I do not see it, Theresa, said the Colonel I do not think any sensible people will see it in that light. And consider Lucys state of health! Something had to be sacrificed to that, This may, and I believe will, restore her; otherwise she would have died. The love they bear for each other is marvellous  quite out of the common.

Theresa bit her pale lips to get a little colour in them. A man whose brother was tried and condemned for wilful murder, and who died a convict striving to escape from his lawful fetters! He is no proper match for Lucy Cleeve.

The man is dead, Theresa. His crimes and mistakes have died with him. Had he lived, the convict, we would have followed Lucy to the grave rather than allowed one of the Andinnian family to enter ours.

Theresa played with a tremendously big wooden cross of black wood, that she wore appended to a long necklace of black beads  the whole thing most incongruously unbecoming, and certainly not in the best of taste in any point of view. That she looked pale, vexed, disturbed, Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve saw: and they set it down in their honest and simple hearts to her anxiety for Lucy.

Against Sir Karl Andinnian nothing can be urged, Theresa: and his brother, as I say, is dead, pursued the Colonel. In himself he is everything that can be desired: a sweet-tempered, honourable gentleman. He is a baronet of the realm now, you know; and his proposed settlement on Lucy is good.

I dont call him rich, doggedly returned Miss Blake. Compare him with some baronets.

And compare him, on the Other hand, with others! His income averages about seven thousand a-year, I believe. Out of that he will accord his mother a good portion while she lives. Compare that with my income, Theresa  as we are on the subject of comparisons; I cannot count anything like two thousand.

Are you sure that he is worthy of Lucy in other ways? resumed Miss Blake, her tone unpleasantly significant. I have heard tales of him.

What tales?

Words dropped from the officers at Winchester. To the effect that he is wild.

I can hardly believe that he is, said the Colonel, uneasily, after a pause. I should dislike to give Lucy to any man of that kind.

Oh, well, it may not be true, returned Miss Blake, her suggestive conscience reminding her that she was saying more than she ought: or, rather, giving a colouring to it that she was not altogether justified in. You know little Dennet. More than a year ago  it was before I went abroad  he was talking at the rectory one day about the officers generally, hinting that they were unsteady. I said  of course it was an absurd thing for me to say  that I felt sure Mr. Andinnian was steady: and Dennet rejoined, in a laughing kind of way, that Andinnian was as wild as the rest. Thats the truth, concluded Miss Blake, honestly, in obedience to her conscience.

Not very much, you will think; but Colonel Cleeve did not like the doubt it implied; and he resolved to set it at rest, if questioning could do it. That same evening, when Karl arrived to dinner, as invited, the Colonel caused him to be shown into a little apartment, that was as much a boot-closet as anything else: but they were cramped for room in the Avenue DAntin. Colonel Cleeve was standing by the fire.

He and Karl were very much alike in one particular  that of unsophistication. In his direct, non-reticent manner, he mentioned the hint he had received, giving as nearly as possible the words Theresa had given.

Is it true, or is it not, Sir Karl?

It is not true: at least, in the sense that I fear you may have been putting upon it, was the reply: and Karl Andinnians truthful eyes went straight out to the Colonels. When I was with the regiment I did some foolish things, sir, as the others did, especially when I first joined: a young fellow planted down in the midst of careless men can hardly avoid it, however true his own habits and principles may be. But I soon drew in. When my father lay on his dying bed, he gave me some wise counsel, Colonel Cleeve.

Did you follow it?

If I did not quite always, I at any rate mostly tried to. Had I been by inclination one of the wildest of men, events would have surely sobered me. My acquaintance with Lucy, the love for her that grew up in my heart, would have served to keep me steady; and since then there has been that most dreadful blow and its attendant sorrow. But I was not wild by inclination: quite the contrary. On my word, Colonel Cleeve, I have not gone into the reckless vice and folly that some men go into; no, not even in my days of youth and carelessness. I can truly say that I have never in my life done a wrong thing but I have been bitterly ashamed of it afterwards, whatever its nature; and  and  have asked forgiveness of God.

His voice died away with the last hesitating sentence. That he was asserting the truth as before Heaven, Colonel Cleeve saw, and judged him rightly. He took Karls hands in his: he felt that he was one amid a thousand.

God keep you, for a true man and a Christian! he whispered. I could not desire one more worthy than you for my daughter.

When they reached the drawing-room, Lucy was there: Lucy, who had not joined in the late dinner for some time past. She wore pink silk; she had a transient colour in her face, and her sweet brown eyes lighted up at sight of Karl. As he bent low to speak to her, Theresa Blake covered her brow, as though she had a pain there.

Madame est servie.  

Sir Karl advanced to Mrs. Cleeve, as in duty bound. She put him from her with a smile. I am going on by myself, Karl. Lucy needs support, and you must give it her. The Colonel has to bring Miss Blake.

And as Karl took her, nothing loth, under his arm, and gave her the support tenderly, Miss Lucy blushed the rosiest blush that had been seen in her face for many a month. Mademoiselle Aglaé, superintending the arrangement of the round table, had taken care that their seats should be side by side. Theresas fascinated eyes, opposite, looked at them more than there was any need for.  

Lucy has got a prize, whispered the Colonel to her, as she sat on his right hand. A prize if ever there was one. I have been talking to him about that matter, Theresa, and he comes out nobly. And  do you see how changed Lucy is, only in this one day? how well and happy she looks? Just think! it was only this time last night that his note was brought in.

Miss Blake did see. Saw a great deal more than was agreeable; the unmistakable signs of mutual love amidst the rest. Her own feelings were changing: and she almost felt that she was not far off hating her hearts cherished idol, Karl Andinnian, with a jealous and bitter and angry hatred. But she must wait for that. Love does not change to hate so quickly.

It was decided that the marriage should take place without delay; at least, with as little delay as Lucys health should allow. Perhaps in February. Day by day, she grew better: appetite returned, spirits returned, the longing to get well returned: all three very essential elements in the case. At a week or twos end Lucy was so much stronger that the time was finally fixed for February, and Sir Karl wrote to tell Plunkett and Plunkett to prepare the deeds of settlement. He also wrote to his mother  which he had somewhat held back from doing: for instinct told him the news would terribly pain her; that she would accuse him of being insensible to the recent loss of his brother. And he found that he had judged correctly; for Mrs. Andinnian did not vouchsafe him any answer.

It grieved him much: but he did not dare to write again. It must be remembered that the relations between Karl and his mother were quite exceptional ones. She had kept him at a distance all his life, had repressed his instincts of affection; in short, had held him in complete subjection. If she chose not to accord him an answer, Karl knew that he should only make matters worse by writing to ask why she would not.

He has forgotten his ill-fated brother: he casts not a thought to my dreadful sorrow; he is hasting with this indecent haste to hear the sound of his own gay wedding bells! As surely as though he had heard her speak the complaints, did Karl picture to himself the manner of them. In good truth, he would not have preferred to marry so soon himself; but it was right that private feelings should give way to Lucy. They were in a hurry to get her to a warmer place; and it was deemed better that Karl should go with her as her husband than as her lover. In the latter case, Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve must have gone  and he, the Colonel, wanted to be in England to attend to some matters of business. Sir Karl and his wife were to stay away for a year; perhaps more; the doctors thought it might be well for Lucy. Karl was only too glad to acquiesce: for the arrangement, as he candidly avowed, would leave him at liberty to allow his mother a years undisturbed possession of Foxwood. And so the month of January came to an end, Lucy gaining ground regularly and quickly. As to Miss Blake, she stayed where she was, hardening her heart more and more against Karl Andinnian.

On the 6th of February Sir Karl went to London. The marriage was to take place in Paris on the 12th. He had various matters to transact, especially with his lawyers. The deeds of settlement on Lucy, previously despatched to Paris by Plunkett and Plunkett, had been already signed. When in London Karl wrote a short note to his mother, saying he was in town, and should run down to Foxwood to see her. In her reply, received by return of post, she begged he would not go down to Foxwood, as it might only upset her.

 if, the words ran, she might so far presume to deny his entrance to his own house.

It was rather a queer letter. Karl thought so as he studied it. By one of the sentences in it, it almost seemed as though Mrs. Andinnian were not aware of his projected marriage. The longer he reflected, the more desirable did it appear to him that he should see her. So he wrote again, craving pardon for disobeying her, but saying he must come down.

About six-oclock in the evening he reached Foxwood. It was the last day of his stay; on the following one he must depart for Paris. A servant-maid admitted him, and Hewitt came out of the diningroom. The mans face wore a look of surprise.

I suppose my mother is expecting me, Hewitt.

I think not, Sir Karl. I took a telegram to the station this morning, sir, to stop your coming, he added in a confidential tone, as he opened the door to announce his master.

Mrs. Andinnian was dining in solitary state in the solitary dining-room. She let fall her knife and fork, and rose up with an angry glare. Her dress was of the deepest mourning, all crape. Save the widows cap, she had not put on mourning so deep for her husband as she wore for her ill-fated son.

How did you dare to come, after my prohibitory telegram, Karl! she exclaimed, imperiously.

I have had no telegram from you, mother, was his reply. None whatever.

One was sent to you this morning.

I missed it, then. I have been about London all day, and did not return to the hotel before coming here.

He had been standing close to her with his hand extended. She looked fixedly at him for a few moments, and then allowed her hand to meet his.

It cannot be helped, now; but I am not well enough to entertain visitors, she remarked. Hewitt, Sir Karl will take some dinner.

You surely do not look on me as a visitor, he said, smiling, and taking the chair at table that Hewitt placed. But, for all the smile, there was pain at his heart My stay will be a very short one, mother, he added, for I must be away long before dawn tomorrow morning.

The shorter the better, answered Mrs. Andinnian. And Sir Karl could not help feeling that it was scarcely the thing to say to a man coming to his own house.

He observed that only Hewitt was waiting at table: that no one else was called to bring in things required by the fact of his unexpected intrusion. Hewitt had to go backwards and forwards. During one of these absences Karl asked his mother why she should have objected to his coming.  

You have been told, she answered. I am not in a state to bear the least excitement or to see any one. No visitor whatever is welcomed at Foxwood. My troubles are great, Karl.

I wish I could lighten them for you, mother.

You only increase them. But not willingly, I am sure, Karl. No fault lies with you.

It was the kindest thing she had said to him. As they went on talking, Karl became more and more convinced, from chance expressions, that she was in ignorance of his engagement and approaching marriage. When Hewitt had finally left them together after dinner, Karl told her of it. It turned out that Mrs. Andinnian had never received the letter from Paris: though where the fault lay, Karl could not divine. He remembered that he had given it to the waiter of the Hôtel Montaigne to post  a man he had always found to be very exact. Whether he had neglected it, or whether the loss lay at the door of the post itself, the fact was the same  it had never reached Mrs. Andinnian.

She started violently when Karl told her. He noticed it particularly, because she was in general so cold and calm a woman. After staring at Karl for a minute or two she turned her gaze to the fire and sat in silence, listening to him.

Married! she exclaimed, when he had stopped. Married!  and your brother scarcely cold in his dishonoured grave! It must not be, Karl.

Karl explained to her why it must be. Lucys health required a more genial climate, and he had to take her to one without delay. When respect for the dead and consideration for the living clash, it was right and just that the former should give way, he observed. Mrs. Andinnian did not interrupt him; and he went on to state the arrangements he had completed as to Lucys settlement. He then intimated, in the most delicate words he could use, that their proposed prolonged residence abroad would afford his mother at present undisturbed possession of Foxwood; and he mentioned the income (a very liberal one) he had secured to her for life.

She never answered a word. She made no comment whatever, good or bad; but sat gazing into the fire as before. Karl thought she was hopelessly offended with him.

He said that he had a letter to write. Mrs. Andinnian gave a dash at the bell and ordered Hewitt to place ink and paper before Sir Karl. When tea came in she spoke a few words  asking whether he would take sugar and such like  but, that excepted, maintained her silence. Afterwards, she sat at the fire again in her arm-chair; buried in disturbed thought; and then she rose to pace the room with uncertain steps, like one who is racked by anxious perplexity. At first Karl felt both annoyed and vexed, for he thought she was making more of the matter than she need have done; but soon he began to doubt whether she had not some trouble upon her apart from him and his concerns. A word, that unwittingly escaped her, confirmed him in this.

Mother, he said, you seem to be in great distress of your own: for I cannot believe that any proceedings of mine would thus disturb you.

I am, Karl. I am.

Will you not let me share it, then?  and, if possible, soothe it? You will find me a true son.

Mrs. Andinnian came back to her seat and replied calmly. If you could help me in any way, Karl, you should hear it. But you cannot  you cannot, that I can see. Man is born to trouble, you know, as the sparks fly upwards.

I thought that I had offended you: at least pained you by my coming marriage. It grieved me very much.

My trouble is my own, she answered.

Karl could not imagine what it could be. He tried to think of various causes  just as we all do in a similar case  and rejected them again. She had always been a strangely independent, secretive woman: and such women, given to act with the daring independence of man, but possessing not mans freedom of power, may at times drift into troubled seas. Karl greatly feared it must be something of this kind. Debt? Well, he did not think it could be debt. He had never known of any outlets of expense: and surely, if this were so, his mother would apply to him to release her. But, still the idea kept coming back again: for he felt sure she had not given the true reason for wishing to keep him away from Foxwood, and he could not think of any other trouble. Sunk in these thoughts, he happened to raise his glance and caught his mothers sharp eyes inquisitively fixed on him.

What are you deliberating upon, Karl?



I was wondering what your care could be.

Better not wonder. You could not help me. Had my brave Adam been alive, I might have told him. He was daring, Karl; you are not.

Not daring, mother? I? I think I am sufficiently so. At any rate, I could be as daring as the best in your interests.

Perhaps you might. But it would not serve me, you see. And sympathy  the sympathy that my poor lost Adam gave me  I have never from you sought or wished for.

She was plain at any rate. Karl felt the stab, just as he had felt many other of her stabs during his life. Mrs. Andinnian shook off her secret thoughts with a kind of shiver; and, to banish them, began talking with Karl of ordinary things.

What has become of Ann Hopley? he enquired. She was much attached to you: I thought perhaps you might have kept her on.

Ann Hopley?  oh, the servant I had at Weymouth. No, I did not keep her on, Karl. She had a husband, you know.

At ten oclock Mrs. Andinnian wished him goodnight and good-bye, and retired. Karl sat on, thinking and wondering. He was sorry she did not place confidence in him, and so give him a chance of helping her: but she never had, and he supposed she never would. At times  and this was one  it had almost seemed to Karl as though she could not be his mother.


CHAPTER X.

Mrs. Andinnians Secret.

WILL you take anything, Sir Karl?  

The question came from Hewitt, who had looked in to ask for orders for the morning, arousing his master from a curious train of thought.

I dont mind a drop of hot brandy and water, Hewitt. Half a glass. Something or other seems to have given me the shivers. Is it a cold night!

No, Sir Karl; the nights rather warm than cold.

Has my mother any particular trouble or worry upon her, Hewitt, do you know! he asked, as he mechanically watched the mixing of the spirit and water. She seems to be very much put out.

I have noticed it myself, sir; but I dont know what the cause is, was the answer. For my part, I dont think she has been at all herself since Sir Adams death. Loving him as she did  why, of course, sir, it was a heavy blow; one not to be got over easily.

And thats true, Hewitt. How many servants have you here! resumed Karl, asking the question not really with any particular care to know, but simply to turn the subject Theres me and two maids, sir.

You and two maids! echoed Karl, in surprise. Yes, sir, me and two maids. Thats all; except the out o door gardeners.

But thats not enough for Foxwood. It is only what we had in Northamptonshire. How does the work get done! Why does my mother not keep more?

My mistress says she cant afford more, Sir Karl, returned Hewitt, who seemed sore upon the point, and spoke shortly.

But she can afford more, returned Karl, impulsively; a great many more. Her income is a large one now.

Hewitt rubbed his bald head with an air of perplexity. Karl spoke to him of things that he would not have entered on with any less esteemed and faithful servant. Hewitt had been so long in the family that he seemed like an old confidential friend. From his boyhoods days, Karl had looked up to Hewitt with respect. The man stood before his master, as if intending to wait and see him drink the brandy-and water.

There can be no debts, you know, Hewitt, spoke Sir Karl, hastily.

Hewitt did not evince any surprise whatever at the implied suggestion. It seemed to be rather the contrary.

I have fancied that my mistress had some embarrassment on her mind, sir, such as debt might cause, was the rejoinder, much to Karls astonishment. I have fancied her money goes somewhere  though I should never hint at such a thing to anybody but you, sir; nor to you if you had not asked me. Perhaps Sir Adam left some debts behind him.

No, he did not, Hewitt. Any debts left by Sir Adam would have been paid out of the estate before it came to me. Plunkett and Plunkett informed me at once that there were no debts at all: except the costs of the trial.

Then it must be some that have cropped up since: that is, the claim for them, surmised Hewitt. It is what Ive thought myself, Sir Karl.

But why have you thought it?

Well, sir, one cant help ones thoughts, answered Hewitt, falling away from the question  but not intentionally. One evening, sir, when my mistress seemed fit to die with trouble, I asked her if anything had happened to vex her: and she answered  after looking at me sternly in silence  No, nothing fresh; only some sorrow of a good many years ago. It was the evening after that gentleman called, Sir Karl: a gentleman who came and stayed with her ever so long.

What gentleman? asked Karl.

Some stranger, sir; I didnt know him. He came up to the house and asked for Mrs. Andinnian. I told him (they were my general orders) that Mrs. Andinnian was not well enough to see visitors. Oh, indeed, he said, and asked to come in and write a note. I was standing by when he began to write it, and he ordered me to the other end of the room: I suppose he feared I might look over. It seemed to me that he wrote but one or two words, Sir Karl; not more: quite in a minute the paper was folded and sealed  for he told me to light the taper. There said he, take that to Mrs. Andinnian: I think shell see me. My mistress was very angry when I took it to her, asking why I disobeyed orders; but when she opened it, her face went deadly white, and she bade me show the gentleman up to her sitting-room. He was there about two hours, sir.

Karl thought this rather strange. What sort of man was he, Hewitt?

A well-dressed gentleman, sir; tall. He had had a hurt to his left arm, and wore it in a black silk sling. When he took it out of the sling to seal the note, he could hardly use it at all. It was that same evening after he had been, sir, that my mistress seemed so full of trouble: a great deal more so than usual.

Did you hear his name?

No, sir, I didnt hear his name. A tray of luncheon was ordered up for him; and by the little that I heard said when I took it in and fetched it away, I gathered that he was a gentleman applying for the agency of your estate.

But I do not require an agent, cried Karl in some wonder.

Well, sir, Im sure thats what the gentleman was talking of. And my mistress afterwards said a word or two to me about the place being neglected now Sir Karl was absent, and she thought she should appoint an agent to look after it.  

But the place is not neglected, reiterated Karl. How long was this ago?

About three weeks, Sir Karl. Ive not heard anything of it since, or seen the gentleman. But my mistress seems to have some secret care or uneasiness, apart from the death of Sir Adam. She seems always to be in an inward worry  and you know how different from that she used to be. It has struck me, Sir Karl, that perhaps that stranger came to prefer some claims left by Sir Adam.  

Karl did not think this likely, and said so. But neither of them could be at any certainty.

I wish you would write to me from time to time during my absence, Hewitt, and let me know how my mother is, resumed Karl, dropping the unsatisfactory subject.

And that I will with pleasure, Sir Karl, if you will furnish me with an address to write to.

And be sure, Hewitt, that you send to me in any trouble or sickness. I wish my poor mothers life was a less lonely one!

Hewitt shook his head as he left the room. He felt sure that his mistress would never more allow her life to be anything but a lonely one: the light of it had gone out of it for ever with her beloved son.

Sir Karl went up to his chamber shortly. Before he had well closed his door, a maid knocked at it, and said Mrs. Andinnian wished to see him. Karl had supposed his mother to be in bed: instead of that, he found her standing by the fire in her little sitting-room, and not undressed.

Shut the door, Karl, she said  and he saw that her face was working with some painful emotion. I have been debating a question with myself the better part of this evening, down stairs and up  whether or no I shall disclose to you the trouble that is upon us: and I have resolved to do so. Of two evils, it may, perhaps, be the least.

I am very glad indeed, my mother.

Hush! she solemnly said, lifting a warning hand. Speak not before you know. Glad! It has been consideration for you, Sir Karl, she added, in that stern and distant tone that so pained him, that has alone kept me silent. You have no doubt been thinking me unnaturally cold and reserved; but my heart has been aching. Aching for you. If I have not loved you with the passionate love I bore for your poor brother  and oh, Karl, he was my firstborn!  I have not been so neglectful of you as you may imagine. In striving to keep you away from Foxwood, I was but anxious that your peace should not be imperilled earlier than it was obliged to be.

Let me hear it mother. I can bear it, I daresay.

You may bear it, Karl. A man can bear most things. But, my son, I dread to tell it you. You will regard it as an awful calamity, a frightful perplexity, and your spirit may faint under it.

Karl smiled sadly. Mother, after the calamities I have undergone within the past year I do not think Fate can have any worse in store for me.

Wait  and judge. Your anger will naturally fall on me, Karl, as the chief author of it. Blame me, my son, to your hearts content: it is my just due. I would soften the story to you if I knew how: but it admits not of softening. What is done cannot be undone.

Mrs. Andinnian rose, opened the door, looked up and down the corridor, shut it again, and bolted it. I do not need to fear eaves-droppers in the house, she observed, and the doors are thick: but this secret is as a matter of life or death. Sit down there, Karl,  pointing to a chair opposite her own.

I would rather stand, mother.

Sit down, she reiterated: and Karl took his elbow from the mantel-piece, and obeyed her. He did not seem very much impressed with what he was about to hear: at least not to the extent that her preparation seemed to justify. Each leaned forward, looking at the other. Mrs. Andinnian had her arms on the elbows of her chair; Karls were crossed.

First of all, Karl, you will take an oath, a solemn vow to God, that you will never disclose this secret to any human being without my consent.

Is this necessary, mother?

It is necessary for you and for me, she sharply answered, as if the question vexed her. I tell you nothing unless you do.

Karl rose, and took the oath. Resuming his seat as before, he waited.

No, she could not say it. They sat, gazing at each other, she in agitation, he in expectancy; and for a minute or two she literally could not say what she had to say. It came forth at last. Only four words.

Only four words. But Karl Andinnian as he heard them sprang up with a cry: almost as the ill-fated man Martin Scott had sprung, when shot to death by his brother.

Mother! This cannot be true!

Mrs. Andinnian went over to him and pushed him gently into his chair. Hush, Karl; make no noise, she soothingly whispered. It would not do, you see, for the household to be alarmed.

He looked up at his mother with a kind of frightened gaze. She turned away and resumed her seat. Karl sat still, tumultuous ideas crowding on him one after another.

You should have disclosed this to me before I engaged myself to marry, he cried at last with a burst of emotion.

But dont you see, Karl, I did not know of your intended marriage. It is because you have informed me of it to-night that I disclose it now.

Would you have kept it from me always?

That could not have been. You must have heard it some time. Listen, Karl: you shall have the story from beginning to end.

It was one oclock in the morning, before Karl: Andinnian quitted his mothers room. His face seemed to have aged years. Any amount of perplexity he could have borne for himself, and borne it calmly; but he did not know how to grapple with this. For what had been disclosed to him ought to do away with his proposed marriage.

He did not attempt to go to bed. The whole of the rest of the night he paced his room, grievously tormented as to what course he should take. The wind, howling and raging around the house  for it was one of the most turbulent of nights  seemed but an index of his turbulent mind. He knew that in honour he was bound to disclose the truth to Colonel Cleeve and Lucy; but this might not be. Not only was he debarred by his oath; but the facts themselves did not admit of disclosure. In the confusion of his mind he said to his mother, May I not give a hint of this to Lucy Cleeve, and let her then take me or leave me? and Mrs. Andinnian had replied by demanding whether he was mad. In truth, it would have been nothing short of madness.

What to do? what to do? In dire distress Karl Andinnian strode the carpet as he asked it. He might make some other excuse, if indeed he could invent one, and write to break off the marriage  for, break it off to their faces he could not. But, what would be the effect on Lucy? Colonel Cleeve had not concealed that they gave her to him to save her life. Were he to abandon her in this cowardly and heartless manner, now at the eleventh hour, when they were literally preparing the meats for the breakfast table, when Lucys wedding robe and wreath were spread out ready to be worn, it might throw her back again to worse than before, and verily and indeed kill hen It was a dilemma that has rarely fallen on man. Karl Andinnian was as honest and honourable a man as any in this world, and he could see no way out of it: no opening of one. He might not impart to them so much as a hint of the dreadful secret; neither could he inflict the stab that might cost Lucys life: on the other hand, to make Lucy his wife, knowing what he now knew, would be dishonour unutterable. What was he to do? What was he to do? There was absolutely no loophole of escape, no outlet on either side.

Karl Andinnian knelt down and prayed. Man, careless, worldly man, rarely does these things. He did. In his dire distress he prayed to be guided to the right. But all the uncertainty came back as he rose up again, and he could not see his course at all. Very shortly Hewitt knocked at his door: saying it was time for Sir Karl to get up, if he would catch the passing train. When Sir Karl came forth Hewitt thought how very quickly he had dressed.

It is a rough morning, sir, said Hewitt, as he opened the hall door.

Ay, I can hear that. Farewell, Hewitt.

Delayed a tide by the non-controllable winds and waves, Sir Karl reached Paris only on the evening of the eleventh. He drove at once from the station to the Avenue dAntin, and asked to see Lucy in private. Torn by conflicting interests, he had at length resolved to sacrifice his own sense of honour to Lucys life. At least, if she should not decide against it.

She was looking radiant. She told him (in a jest) that they had considered him lost, that all had prophesied he had decamped and deserted her. Karls smile in answer to this was so faint, his few words were so spiritless and subdued, that Lucy, a little sobered, asked whether anything was the matter. They were standing on the hearth-rug: Karl a few steps apart from her.

What should you say if I had deserted you, Lucy?

I should just have said Bon voyage, monsieur, she answered gaily, never believing the question had a meaning.

Lucy, my dear, this is no time for jesting. I have come back with a great care upon me. It is a fact, believe it or not as you will, that I had at one time determined to desert you: to write and give you up.

There was no immediate answer, and Karl turned his eyes on her. The words told home. Her blanched face had a great terror dawning on it.

Sit down, Lucy, while you listen to me, he said, placing her in a chair. I must disclose somewhat of this to you, but it cannot be much.

Remaining standing himself, he told her what he could. It was a most arduous task to speak at all, from the difficulties that surrounded it. A great and unexpected misfortune had fallen upon him, he said; one that from its nature he might not further allude to. It would take away a good deal of his substance; it ought in short to debar his marriage with her. He went on to tell of the conflict he had passed through, as to whether he should quit her or not, and of his final resolve to disclose so much to her, and to leave with her the decision. If she decided against him, he would invent some other plea to Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve for breaking off the marriage; or let the act appear to come from her, as she should will. If she decided for him, why then

Tell me one thing, Karl, she said as he broke down. Has this matter had its rise in any dishonour or ill-doing of yours?

No, was the emphatic rejoinder. I am as innocent in it, and until a day or two ago, was as unconscious of it as you can be. You need not fear that, Lucy.

Then on your part you need not have doubted me, Karl, she said, the glad tears rising to her eyes with the intensity of her relief. It was cruel of you to think of a separation now. I am yours.

Lucy, look fully into the future. At least as fully as these indefinite words of mine will admit of. I hope  I trust  that no further complication may come of it; that it may be never known to the world. But it may, and probably will, be otherwise. A great calamity may fall upon us; in the worlds eyes we should both be dishonoured  dishonoured, Lucy; I through others, you through me.

I am yours; yours for all time, was the reiterated answer.

Very well, Lucy. So be it. But, my darling, if that blow should fall, you may repent of your marriage with me. I know your parents would repent it for you.

Hush, Karl! she whispered, rising from her seat to the arms opening to receive her. I repent! That can never be. My dearest friend, my almost husband, I am yours for weal or for woe. Have you forgotten the vows I shall take to you to-morrow in the sight of God! For richer for poorer, for better for worse.

God bless you, Lucy! May God bless and protect us both. And as Sir Karl held her to him, his frame shook with its own emotion, and a scalding tear fell on her face from an aching heart.

The second week in March, just as nearly as possible a month after the marriage, Sir Karl Andinnian received at Florence, where he and his wife were staying, a telegram from Hewitt at Foxwood. It stated that Mrs. Andinnian was ill with some kind of fever; it had taken a dangerous turn, and her life might be a question of a few hours.

As quickly as it was practicable for them to travel, Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian reached Paris. Mrs. Cleeve and Miss Blake were still there; the Colonel was in London. The Cleeves had let their house at Winchester, and could not yet get back to it. Sir Karl left Lucy with her mother: not daring, as he said, to take her on to Foxwood, lest the fever should be infectious. The change in Lucy was wonderful: her cheeks were plump and rosy, her eyes told their own unmistakable tale of happiness. Mrs. Cleeve could do nothing but look at her.

We did well to give her to him, said she to Theresa. But, for answer, Miss Blake only drew in her lips. The sting had not left her.

O Karl, my darling, dont stay long away from me! whispered Lucy, clinging to him in the moment of his departure. And be sure take care of yourself, Karl, and do not run any risk, if you can help it, of the fever.

With many a sweet word of reassurance, murmured between his farewell kisses of passionate tenderness, Karl answered her. To part with one another, even for this short and temporary space of time, seemed a great trial.

A change for the better had taken place in Mrs. Andinnian, when Karl arrived at Foxwood. She was in no immediate danger. Mr. Moore, the surgeon at Foxwood, informed him that he must not trust to this improvement. The fever had in a degree subsided, but her state of prostration was so great that he feared she might yet die of the weakness. Karl inquired the nature of the illness: Mr. Moore replied that it was a species of low fever more than anything else, and appeared to have been induced chiefly by the sad state of mind Mrs. Andinnian had been brought into, grieving over the fate of her elder son. Dr. Cavendish of Basham (the neighbouring market town) had attended regularly with Mr. Moore. Sir Karl at once telegraphed to London for a physician of world-wide reputation. When this great doctor arrived, he only confirmed the treatment and opinion of the other two; and said that nothing could well be more uncertain than the recovery of Mrs. Andinnian.

Karl wrote these various items of information to his wife in Paris, and showed her how impossible it was that he could quit his mother during the uncertainty. Lucy replied by saying she should think very ill of him if he could; but she begged him to allow her to come to Foxwood and help him in the nursing, saying she was not afraid of the fever. She added a pretty and affectionate message to Mrs. Andinnian  that she would find in her a loving daughter. The same post brought Karl a letter from Mrs. Cleeve, who evidently was afraid of the fever. Do you take precautions for yourself, dear Sir Karl, and do you fumigate all letters before you send them out? Such was its chief burthen.

Karl believed there was no danger from the fever: but, alas, he dared not have Lucy. He had reached Foxwood only to find more complication than ever in the unhappy secret disclosed to him by his mother. Only a word or two dropped by her  and in her weak, and sometimes semi-lucid state, he could not be sure she would not drop them  and Lucy might know as much as he did. Besides, there was no establishment at Foxwood sufficient to receive Lady Andinnian.

Hour after hour, day after day, he sat by his mothers bedside. When they were alone, she could only whisper of the trouble she had disclosed to him. Karl felt that it was wearing her out. He told her so, and she did not deny it. Never for a moment did she let the subject rest: it filled her mind to the exclusion of everything else in the world.

Karl felt that death would inevitably end it: and he watched her grow weaker. The strain upon his own mind was great. Brooding over the matter as he did  for, in truth, to think of any other theme was not practicable  he saw what a wrong he had committed in marrying Lucy. Sir Karls only interludes of change lay in the visits of the medical men. Dr. Cavendish came once a day; Mr. Moore twice or thrice. The latter was rather brusque in his manner, but kindly, keen, and sensible. He was plain, with a red face and nose that turned up; and brown hair tinged with grey. The more Karl saw of him, the more he liked him: and he felt sure he was clever in his calling.

It is a great misfortune that Mrs. Andinnian should have taken poor Sir Adams death so much to heart, Mr. Moore one day observed to Karl, when he found his patient exhausted, restless, in all ways worse. While she cultivates this unhappy frame of mind, we can do nothing for her.

Her love for my brother was a great love, Mr. Moore; quite passing the ordinary love of mothers.

No doubt of that. Still, Sir Karl, it is not right to let regret for his death kill her.

Karl turned the conversation. He knew how wrong - were the surgeons premises. Her regret for his brothers death had been terrible: but it was not that that was killing Mrs. Andinnian.

The days went on, Mrs. Andinnian growing weaker and weaker. Her mind had regained unfortunately all its activity: unfortunately because she had not strength of body to counterbalance its workings. Karl had a great deal to do for her: consultations to hold with her and letters to write; but even yet he was not admitted to her full confidence. During that nights interview with her, when he had learned so much, he had enquired who the gentleman was that had called and taken luncheon. Mrs. Andinnian had declined to answer him, further than it was a Mr. Smith who had applied for the agency of Sir Karls estate. Hewitt informed him that Mr. Smith had called again the very day succeeding Sir Karls departure. He had held a long interview with Mrs. Andinnian, and she had never been well since that hour.

It was very strange: strange altogether. Karl now found out that Mr. Smith had been appointed the agent, and had had a house side by side with Foxwood Court assigned to him as his residence. The information nearly struck Karl dumb. He felt sure there was more behind, some inexplicable cause for this: but no more satisfactory explanation could he obtain from his mother. She was ill, he was going to live abroad, therefore it was necessary some responsible person should be on the spot to look after things, was all she said. And Mr. Smith arrived at Foxwood and took up his abode: and Sir Karl did not dare to forbid it.

To Karls intense surprise, the next letter he had from his wife was dated London. They had left Paris and come over. With his whole heart Karl hoped they would not be coming to Foxwood; and in his answering letter he talked a good deal about the fever.

As to himself, he was wearing to a shadow. One might surely have thought he had a fever, and a wasting one. In writing to Mrs. Cleeve he admitted he was not well; and she wrote him back four pages full of instructions for fumigation, and beseeching him not to come to them. There is nothing like trouble to wear out a man.

The event that had been prognosticated by the doctors and feared by Karl took place  Mrs. Andinnian died. In the midst of praying for a few days longer life, she died. Only a few days, had run her incessant prayer; a few days! Karls anguish, what with the death, and what with the weight of other things, seemed more than he could bear. Mrs. Andinnians grave was made close to that of her son Adam: and the funeral was a very quiet one.

Karl remained at Foxwood, ostensibly fumigating the house and himself preparatory to joining his wife in town. He looked as much like a skeleton as a man. Mr. Moore noticed it, and asked what was coming to him.

One day Mr. Smith, the agent, called, and was shown in to Sir Karl. The interview lasted about twenty minutes, and then the bell was rung.

Is the gentleman going to remain here as your agent, sir? enquired Hewitt, with the familiarity of an old servant, when he had closed the door on the guest.

Why, yes, Hewitt, while I am away. My mother appointed him. She thought it better some one should be here to act for me  and I suppose it is right that it should be so.

Freely and lightly spoke Karl. But in good truth Mr. Smith fairly puzzled him. He knew no more who he was or whence he came than he had known before; though he did now know what his business was at Foxwood. Mr. Smiths conversation during the interview had turned on the Foxwood estate: but he must have been aware Sir Karl saw all the while that his agency was only a blind  a blind to serve as a pretext for his residence at Foxwood. The two were playing a shallow part of pretence with one another. Mrs. Andinnian had fixed the amount of salary he was to receive, and Sir Karl meant to continue the payment of it. Why?  the reader may ask. Because Sir Karl dared not refuse; for the man knew too much of Mrs. Andinnians dangerous secret: and it lay in his power to render it more dangerous still.

At length Sir Karl went up to London to rejoin his wife. Lucy gave a startled cry when she saw him  he was looking so ill; and Mrs. Cleeve accused him of having had the fever. Karl turned it off lightly: it was nothing, he said, but the confinement to his mothers sick-room.

But Miss Blake, who was growing very keen in her propensity for making the world better than it is, could not understand two things. Why Karl need have lingered so long at Foxwood, or why he could not have had his wife there.


CHAPTER XI.

At the Gate of the Maze.

A MORE charming place than Foxwood Court presented in the summer months when the rare and sweet flowers by which it was surrounded were in bloom, could not have been found in the Kentish county. The mansion was not very large, but it was exceedingly gay and pretty to look upon; a white building with a goodly number of large windows, those on the lower floor mostly opening to the ground, so that the terrace could be gained from the rooms at will. The terrace  a gravel walk with brilliant flower beds on either side  ran along the front and the two sides of the house. A marble step or two in four places descended to a lower walk, or terrace, and from thence there was spread out the level lawn, a wide expanse, dotted with beds of flowers, and bounded with groves of beautiful trees. The chief entrance to the house was in its centre: a pillared portico, surmounting a flight of steps that led down to the broad walk dividing the lawn. At the end of this walk between the bank of trees were the large iron gates and the lodge; and there were two or three small private gates of egress besides in the iron palisades that enclosed the grounds beyond the trees. If there was a fault to be found with the locality altogether, it perhaps was that it had too many trees about it.

The iron gates opened upon a broad highway: but one that from circumstances, now to be explained, was not much used, except by visitors to Foxwood Court. To the left of the gates a winding road led round to the village of Foxwood; it lay in front, distant about a quarter of a mile. To the right the road went straight to the little railway station: but as there was also a highway from the village to the station direct, cutting off all the round by Foxwood Court, it will readily be understood why that part of the road was rarely used. In the village of Foxwood there were a few good and a few poor houses; some shops; a church and parsonage, the incumbent an elderly man named Sumnor; Mr Moore, the surgeon; and a solicitor, Mr. St. Henry, who was universally called in the place Lawyer St. Henry. Some good mansions were scattered about in the vicinity; and it was altogether a favoured and attractive neighbourhood.

In a small but very pretty room of Foxwood Court, at the side of the house that looked towards the railway station, and faced the north, sat Mrs. Cleeve and Miss Blake at breakfast. It was a warm and lovely June morning. The table, set off with beautiful china from the Worcester manufactories, with silver plate, and with a glass of choice flowers, was drawn close to the window, whose doors were wide open. By Mrs. Cleeves hand lay a letter just received from her daughter, Lady Andinnian, saying that she and Karl were really commencing their journey home.

But for interference, how well the world might get on! After Karl Andinnian quitted Foxwood to rejoin his wife in London  as was related previously  Lucy had so far regained her health and strength that there was really no need for her to go, as had been arranged, to another climate. She herself wished not to go, but to take up her abode at once at Foxwood Court, and Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve seeing her so well, said they would prefer that she should remain in England. Karl, however, ruled it otherwise; and to the Continent he went with his wife. Nothing more would have been thought of this, but for Miss Blake. She was very keen-sighted, and she was fond of interference. Somewhat of love still, anger, and jealousy rankled in her heart against Karl Andinnian. Anything she could say against him she did say: and she contrived to impress Mrs. Cleeve with a notion that he, in a sort, had kidnapped Lucy and was taking her abroad for some purposes of his own. She boldly averred that Sir Karl had been keeping his wife away from Foxwood by statements of the fever, and such like, false and plausible: and that he probably meant to hide her away from them in some remote place for ever.

This served to startle Mrs. Cleeve  though she only half believed it. She wrote to Sir Karl, saying that both herself and the Colonel wished to see Lucy home, and begged of him to return and take up his abode at Foxwood. Karl replied that Foxwood was not ready for them; there was no establishment. Mrs. Cleeve wrote again  urging that she and Theresa should go down and engage two or three servants, just enough to receive himself and Lucy: afterwards they could take on more at will. A few days delay and Karls second answer came. He thanked Mrs. Cleeve for the trouble she offered to take, and accepted it: specifying a wish that the servants should be natives of the locality  and who had always lived in it.

Karl wishes to employ his poor neighbours, observed Mrs. Cleeve. He is right, Theresa. You must see how good and thoughtful he is.

Theresa could find no cause to confute this much. But she was more and more persuaded that Sir Karl would have kept Lucy away from Foxwood if he could. And we must admit that it looked like it.

Mrs. Cleeve lost no time in going down with Miss Blake to Foxwood Court. Hewitt, who had been left in charge, with an elderly woman, received them. They thought they had never seen a more respectable or thoroughly efficient retainer than Hewitt. The gardeners were the only other servants employed. They lived out of doors: the chief one, Maclean, inhabiting the lodge with his wife.

While Miss Blake was looking out for some young women servants, two or three of whom were speedily found and engaged, she made it her business to look also after the village and its inhabitants. That Miss Blake had a peculiar faculty for searching out information, was indisputable: never a better one for the task than she: and when an individual is gifted with this quality in a remarkable degree, it has to be more or less exercised. Miss Blake might have been a successful police detective: attached to a private inquiry office she would have made its fortune.

And what she learnt gave her a profound contempt for Foxwood. We are speaking of the village now: not the Court. In the first place, there was no church: or, at least, what Miss Blake chose to consider none. The vicar, Mr. Sumnor, set his face against views of an extreme kind, and that was enough for Miss Blake to wage war with. Old Sumnor, to sum him up in Miss Blakes words, might be conscientious enough, but he was as slow as a tortoise. She attended his church the first Sunday, and found it unbearably tame.

There were no candles or flowers or banners or processions: and there was no regular daily service held. Miss Blake thought one might as well be without breakfast and dinner. Foxwood was a benighted place and nothing less.

Mr. Sumnors family consisted of an invalid daughter left him by his first wife; a second wife and two more daughters. Mrs. Sumnor kept him in subjection, and her two daughters were showy and fast young ladies. The surgeon, Mr. Moore, a widower, had four blooming girls, and a sister, Aunt Diana, a kind of strong-minded female, who took care of them. The young ladies were pretty, but common-place. As to the lawyer, St. Henry, he had no children of his own, but had taken to a vast many of his dead brothers. There were many other young ladies in the vicinity; but it was an absolute fact that there were no gentlemen  husbands and fathers of families excepted; for the few sons that existed were gone out to make their way in the world. Miss Blake considered it not at all a desirable state of things, and accorded it her cool contempt. But the place showed itself friendly, and came flocking in its simple manners and hearty good will to see the Hon. Mrs. Cleeve, Lady Andinnians mother, and to ask what it could do for her. So that Miss Blake, whether she liked it or not, soon found herself on terms of sociability with Foxwood.

One morning an idea dawned upon her that seemed like a ray from heaven. Conversing with the Miss St. Henrys, those ladies  gushing damsels with enough brown hair on their heads to make a decent-sized hayrick, and in texture it was nearly as coarse as hay  informed her confidentially that they also considered the place dead, in the matter of religion. Often visiting an aunt in London  whose enviable roof-top was cast within the shadow of a high ritualistic establishment, boasting of great hourly doings and five charming curates  it might readily be imagined the blight that fell upon them when doomed to return to Foxwood Church and plain old Sumnor: and they breathed a devout wish that a church after their own hearts might be established at Foxwood, This was the ray of light that flashed upon Miss Blake. She started at its brightness. A new church at Foxwood! If the thing were possible to be accomplished, she would accomplish it. The Rev. Guy Cattacomb, what with prejudiced bishops and old-world clergymen, did not appear to be appreciated according to his merits, and had not yet found any active field for his views and services. Miss Blake was in occasional correspondence with him, and knew this. From being a kind of dead-and-alive creature under the benighting torpidity of Foxwood, Miss Blake leaped at once into an energetic woman. An object was given her: and she wrote a long letter to Mr. Cattacomb telling him what it was. This morning his answer had been delivered to her.

She chirped to the birds as she sat at breakfast: she threw them crumbs out at the window. Mrs. Cleeve was quitting Foxwood that day, but hoped to be down again soon after Karl and her daughter reached it.

You are sure, Theresa, you do not mind being left alone here? cried Mrs. Cleeve, eating her poached egg.  

But Theresa, buried in her own active schemes, and in the letter she had just had from Mr. Cattacomb  though she did not mention aloud the name of the writer  neither heard nor answered. Mrs. Cleeve put the question again.

Mind being left here? Oh dear no, I shall like it. I hated the place the first few days, but I am quite reconciled to it now.

And you know exactly what there is to do for the arrival of Sir Karl and Lucy, Theresa?

Why of course I do, Mrs. Cleeve. Theres Hewitt, too: he is a host in himself.

Breakfast over, Miss Blake, as was customary, went out. Having no daily service to take up her time, she hardly knew how to employ it. Mr. Cattacombs letter had told her that he should be most happy to come to officiate at Fox wood if a church could be provided for him: the difficulty presenting itself to Miss Blakes mind was  that there was no church to provide. As Miss Blake had observed to Jane St. Henry only yesterday, she knew they might just as well ask the Dean of Westminster for his abbey, as old Sumnor for his church, or the minister for his Dissenting chapel opposite the horse-pond.

Revolving these slight drawbacks in her brain, Miss Blake turned to the right on leaving the gates. Generally speaking she had gone the other way, towards the village. This road to the right was more solitary. On one side of it were the iron palisades and the grove of trees that shut in Foxwood; on the other it was bounded by a tall hedge that had more trees behind it. A little farther on, this tall hedge had a gate in the middle, high and strong, its bars of iron so closely constructed that it would not have been well possible for ill-intentioned tramps to mount it.

The gate stood back a little, the road winding in just there, and was much shut in by trees outside as well as in. Opposite the gate, over the road, stood a pretty red-brick cottage villa, with green Venetian shutters, creeping clematis around its parlour windows, and the rustic porch between them. It was called Clematis Cottage, and may be said to have joined the confines of Foxwood Court; there being only a narrow side-lane between, which led to the Courts stables and back premises. Miss Blake had before noticed the cottage and noticed the gate: she had wondered in her ever-active curiosity who occupied the one; she had wondered whether any dwelling was enclosed within the other. This morning as she passed, a boy stood watching the gate, his hands in his pockets and whistling to a small dog which had contrived to get its one paw into the gate and seemed to be in a difficulty as to getting it back again. Miss Blake, after taking a good look at Clematis Cottage, crossed the road; and the boy, in rustic politeness, turned his head and touched his shabby cap.

Where does this gate lead to? she asked. To any house?

Yes, um, replied the boy, whose name, as he informed Miss Blake in reply to her question, was Tom Pepp. Its the Maze.

The Maze, she repeated, thinking the name had an odd sound. Do you mean that it is a house, boy?  a dwelling place?

It be that, um, sure enough. Old Mr. Throcton used to live int. Folks said he was crazy.

Why is it called the Maze?

It is a maze, said the boy, patting his dog, which had at length regained its liberty. See that there path, um  pointing to the one close within the gate and see them there trees ayont it?  

Miss Blake looked through the interstices of the gate at the trees beyond the path. They extended on all sides farther than she could see. Thick, clustering trees, and shrubs full of leafy verdure, with what looked like innumerable paths amidst them.

Thats the maze, said the boy, and the place is called after it. Once get among them there trees, um, and youd never get out again without the clue. The house is in the middle ont; a space cleared out, with a goodish big garden and grass-plat. Ive been in three or four times when old Mr. Throcton lived there.

Did you get in through the maze? asked Miss Blake.

Yes, um; there aint no other way. Twere always along of mother; she knowed the housekeeper. The man servant hed take us through the trees all roundabout and bring us out again.

Where does this path lead to? was the next question, speaking of the one inside between the labyrinth and the gate.

He goes round and round and round again, was the lucid answer. Ive heard say that a door in it leads right to the house, um, but nobody can find the door save them that know it.

What an extraordinary place! exclaimed Miss Blake, much impressed with the narration. One would think smugglers lived there  or people of that kind.

The boys eyes  and intelligent eyes they were  went up to Miss Blakes. He did not particularly understand what a smuggler might be, but felt sure it could not apply to Mr. Throcton.

Mr. Throcton was a rich gentleman that had always lived here, he said. There warnt nothing wrong with him  only a bit crazy. For years afore he died, um, hed never see nobody; and the house, mother said, were kept just like a prison.

Miss Blake, very curious, looked at the lock and tried to shake the gate. She might as well have tried to shake the air.

Who lives in it now, Tom Pepp?

A young lady, um.

A young lady? echoed Miss Blake. Who else?

Not nobody else, said the boy.

Why, you dont mean to say a young lady lives alone there?

She do, um. She and a old servant or two.

Is she married or single?

Tom Pepp could not answer the last question. Supposed, now he came to think of it, she must be single, as no husband was there. He did not know her name.

What is she like? asked Miss Blake.

Ive never seed her, said Tom Pepp. Ive never seed her come out, and never seed nobody go in but the butchers boy. He dont go in, neither: he rings at the gate and waits there till they come to him. A woman in a poke bonnet comes out and does the other errands.

Well, it must be a very lively place for a young lady! mentally observed Miss Blake with sarcasm. She must want to hide herself from the world.

Mother seed her at church once with her veil up. Shed never seed nothing like her so pretty at FoxWood.  

Turning to pursue her walk, Tom Pepp, who worked for Farmer Truefit, and who was in fact playing truant for half an hour and thought it might be policy not to play it any longer, turned also, the farm lying in that direction. At that moment, Miss Blake, happening to cast her eyes across the road, saw the head and shoulders of a gentleman stretched out of one of the sash windows of Clematis Cottage, evidently regarding her attentively.

Who is that gentleman, Tom Pepp?

Him! Well now, what did I hear his name was again? returned the lad, considering. Smith. Thats it. Its Mr. Smith, um. He be a stranger to the place, and come here just afore Mrs. Andinnian died. Its said he was some friend of hern.

Rather a curious person, that Mrs. Andinnian, was she not? remarked Miss Blake, invited to gossip by the intelligence of the boy.

I never seed her, was the reiteration. Ive never yet seed the new master of Foxwood, Sir Karl Andinnian. Its said Sir Karl is coming home himself soon, added the boy; him and his lady. Hope hell be as good for the place as Sir Joseph was. They passed on; the opposite gentlemans eyes following Miss Blake: of which she was quite conscious. Soon they came to the road on the left hand that led direct to the village. Miss Blake glanced down it, but continued her walk straight onwards, as if she had a mind to go on to the railway station. Casting her eyes this way and that, she was attracted by a pile of ruins on the other side the road, with what looked like a kind of modern room amidst them.

Why, whats that? she cried to Tom Pepp, standing still to gaze.

Oh, them be the ruins, um, answered Tom Pepp. It had used to be the chapel belonging to the grey friars at the monastery.

What friars?  what monastery? eagerly returned Miss Blake, much interested.

The friars were dead years ago, and the monastery had crumbled to pieces, and Mr. Truefits farm was built upon were it used to stand, was the substance of the boys answer; delivered in terrible fright, for he caught sight of his master, Mr. Truefit, at a distance.

The farmhouse lay back beyond the first field. Miss Blake glanced at it; but all her interest was concentrated in these ruins close at hand.

Surely they have not desecrated sacred ruins by putting up a bam amidst them! she exclaimed, as she crossed the road to explore. There were half-crumbled walls around, part of an ivied stone block that she thought must have been the basement of a spire, and other fragments.

Its not a bam, said Tom Pepp; never was one. They mended some o the old walls a few years ago, and made it into a school-room, and the children went to school in it  me for one. Not for long, though. Lady Andinnian and Sir Joseph  it was more her than him  fell out with Parson Sumnor and the trusts; and my lady said the children should never come to it again. After that, the trusts built em a school-room in the village; and twas said Sir Joseph sent em a five-hundred pound in a letter and never writ a word to tell where it come from. He was a good man, he was, when my lady ud let him be.

Miss Blake did not hear half; she was lost in an idea that had taken possession of her, as she gazed about inside the room. It was narrow, though rather long, with bare white-washed walls and rafters above, the windows on either side being very high up.

If this place was the chapel in the old times, it must have been consecrated! cried she breathlessly.

Very like, um, was the lads answer, in blissful ignorance of her meaning. Them grey friars used to eat their meals in it, Ive heard tell, and hold jollifications.

Preoccupied, the sinful insinuation escaped Miss Blake. The conviction, that this consecrated place would be the very thing needed for Mr. Cattacombs church, was working in her brain. Tom Pepp was ensconced in a dark corner, his dog in his arms, devoutly hoping his master would not come that way until he had made his escape. The ruins belonged to Farmer Truefit, the boy said. The fact being, that they stood on the land the farmer rented; which land was part of the Andinnian estate.

Has nothing been done with the room since it was used for the school? asked Miss Blake.

Nothing, was the boys reply. It was kept locked up until Lady Andinnians death: since then, nobody, so far as he knew, had taken notice of it.

What a beautiful little chapel it will make! thought Miss Blake. And absolutely theres a little place that will do for a vestry! Ill lose no time.

She went off straight to an interview with Mr. Truefit; which was held in the middle of a turnip-field. The farmer, a civil man, stout and sturdy, upon hearing that she was a relative of his new landlords wife, the young Lady Andinnian, and was staying at Foxwood Court, took off his hat and gave her leave to do what she liked to the room and to make it into a place of worship if she pleased; his idea being that it was to be a kind of Methodist chapel, or a mission-room.

This sublime idea expanding within her mind, Miss Blake walked hurriedly back to Foxwood  for Mrs. Cleeve was to depart at midday. In passing the Maze, the interest as to what she had heard induced her to go up to the gate again, and peer in. Turning away after a good long look, she nearly ran against a rather tall gentleman, who was slowly sauntering amid the trees outside the gate. A gentleman in green spectacles, with a somewhat handsome face and black whiskers  the same face and whiskers, Miss Blake thought, that had watched her from the opposite window. He wore grey clothes, had one black glove on and his arm in a sling.

Mr. Smith took off his hat and apologised. Miss Blake apologised. Between them they fell into conversation. She found him a very talkative, pleasant man.

Curious place, the Maze? he echoed in answer to a remark of Miss Blakes. Well, yes, I suppose it may be called so, as mazes are not very common.

I have been told a young lady lives in it alone.

I believe she does. In fact, I know it, for I have seen her, and spoken with her.

Oh, have you! cried Miss Blake, more curious than ever.

When I went to receive the premium for Sir Karl Andinnian  due on taking the house, quietly explained Mr. Smith.
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And who is she?  

She is a Mrs. Grey.

Oh  a married woman.

Certainly. A single lady, young as she is, would scarcely be living entirely alone.

But where is her husband?

Travelling, I believe. I understood her to say so.

She is quite young then?

Quite.

Is she good-looking? continued Miss Blake.

I have rarely seen anyone so pretty.

Indeed! What a strange thing that she should be hiding herself in this retired place!

Do you think so? It seems to me to be just the spot a young lady might select, if obliged to live apart for a time from her husband.

Of course, theres something in that, conceded Miss Blake. Does she visit at all in the neighbourhood?

I think not I am sure not. If she did I should see her go in and out She takes a walk occasionally, and sometimes goes to church on Sundays. But she mostly keeps in her shell, guarded by her two old domestics.

In talking, they had crossed the road, and now halted again at the little gate of Clematis Cottage. Miss Blake asked if he knew anything about the ruins she had noticed further up: and Mr. Smith (who had introduced himself to her by name in a light, gentlemanly manner) said he did not, but he had a book of the locality indoors which he would refer to, if she would do him the honour of stepping into his little drawing-room, Rather fascinated by his courteous attentions, Miss Blake did so: and thought what a bright-looking, pretty drawing-room it was. The gentleman took off his green glasses (casually mentioning that he wore them out of doors as a protection against the sun, for his eyes were not strong,) and searched for the guidebook. The book, however, proved to be chiefly a book of roads, and said very little more of the monastery and the ruins than Miss Blake had heard from Tom Pepp.

You have hurt your arm, she at length ventured to observe, as he slowly drew it once or twice out of the sling, and seemed to use it with trouble. Any accident?

An accident of long standing, madam. But the wrist continues weak, and always will continue so, next door to useless; and I wear the sling for protection.

Miss Blake took her departure; the gentleman escorting her to the garden gate with much ceremony. In fact, it almost seemed as though he wished to make a favourable impression on her.

He is a gallant man, was Miss Blakes mental comment and a well-informed and pleasant one. I wonder who he is?

But her thoughts, veering round to many other matters, at length settled themselves upon the Maze and its young lady inmate. They quite took hold of her mind and held possession of it, even to the partial exclusion of Mr. Cattacomb and the promising ruins.

In later days, Miss Blake said this must have been nothing less than instinct.  


CHAPTER XII.

Taking an Evening Stroll.

Miss BLAKE carried her point. In a very short space of time the little way-side room in the ruins  call it chapel, school-room, bam, what you will  was converted into a church and styled St. Jerome. Setting to work at once with a will, Miss Blake had left not a stone unturned to accomplish her purpose. She pressed several of the young ladies in the village into the service. Nothing loth, they. Having heard of the divers merits of the Reverend Guy Cattacomb, they could but be desirous so shining a light should be secured amidst them. Miss Blake herself brought all her rare energy, her unflagging perseverance to the task. When she took a cause to heart, no woman was so indomitable as she. As may readily be supposed, a good deal had to be done to the room before it could be made what was wanted; but contrivance worked wonders. All the money Miss Blake could spare she freely applied: it was not sufficient, and she wrote to sundry friends, begging contributions. She next went, with Miss St. Henry and Miss Moore, to some of the houses in the vicinity, to every one where it might be safe to go, asking for aid. This personal canvass was not always successful. Some professed not to understand why a second church was required, and gave shillings instead of pounds. One old lady, however, had her generous instincts so worked upon by the eloquence of Miss Blake (as much as she could hear of it, for she was very deaf, and her companion declared afterwards that she believed all the while she was giving to a new industrial school possessing a resident chaplain) that she handed over a cheque for fifty guineas. Miss Blake could not believe her eyes when she saw it: and she assured the old lady that every blessing of heaven would be showered down on her in return. Miss Blakes personal friends also contributed well  and the matter was accomplished. Not only was the chapel itself set up, but the stipend of Mr. Cattacomb assured for the first few months. To do Miss Blake justice, she wished all things to be religiously right, and she never entertained a doubt that the place had once been duly consecrated. Her whole heart was in the work  always excepting a slight small corner of it that was still filled with her wrongs and Karl Andinnian.

The early afternoon sun shone down on the bright flowers, the well kept lawns of Foxwood Court, as Miss Blake stepped out of one of its windows, her walking costume perfect. She was always well dressed: but to-day her toilet was more elaborate than usual. Standing for a moment to look round at the beautiful place, at its complete order, there rose up in her heart one wild, angry thought But for Lucy, this would have been my own. A very mistaken assumption on Miss Blakes part, but who was to convince her of that? Banishing the thought resolutely, she walked along at a brisk pace, as if running a race with time. It was a great day this. Two events were coming off in it that stirred Miss Blake to the core. The Reverend Mr. Cattacomb was expected by the four oclock train; and Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian would arrive at home for dinner.

Miss Blake took the way to St. Jeromes Church, a very choice bouquet of hothouse flowers in her hand. Glancing at the gate of the Maze  in regard to which place her interest had not in the least abated  she bore onwards, and soon joined some groups of ladies, who were advancing to St. Jeromes by the more direct route from the village. They had appointed to meet that afternoon and put the finishing touches to the room ere it should be seen by its pastor  if indeed any touches remained to be done. A matter such as this could not but have excited much comment at Foxwood ever since the first day that Miss Blake took it in hand. Prudent mothers, full of occupation themselves, warned their daughters against being led away. The daughters, whose hands were idle, rushed to the new attraction, stealthily at first, openly afterwards. They grew to be as energetic as Miss Blake herself, and were in a fervour of eagerness for the arrival of Mr. Cattacomb.

Miss Blake opened the door and allowed the rest to file in. She stayed looking at something that did not please her  a wheel-barrow full of earth lodging right against St. Jeromes outside walls.

I should not wonder but its that Tom Pepp who has left it there! said Miss Blake severely. The boy is for ever dodging about here  and brings other boys in his train. When Mr. Cattacomb

Good afternoon, madam!

Miss Blake turned at the address, and recognized Mr. Smith  his green spectacles on and his arm in a sling as usual. She had seen him once or twice since that first meeting, but he had only bowed in passing.

May I be permitted to enter? he asked, waving his hand at the church door.

Oh, certainly, she replied. Indeed I hope you will become one of St. Jeromes constant worshippers. So he went in with the crowd of ladies.

It certainly looked a sweet little place  as Jane St. Henry remarked aloud. Candles, flowers, crosses, scrolls  for Miss Blake knew exactly what would please Mr. Cattacomb. The common whitewashed walls were nearly hidden: mottoes, a painting or two, and prints lay thickly on them, all of course of a sacred character. The plain, segged-seated chairs stood pretty thickly. The other arrangements were as good as funds, time, and space had allowed. Leading off on one side at the upper end, was a small vestry; with a sort of corner box in it that was to serve as a confessional. This vestry  which used to be the place where the school children put their hats and bonnets  had an objectionable, modem window in it; before which was hung a blind of printed calico, securing the vestrys privacy from sun and gazers.

Mr. Smith might have been a travelled man, but in all his travels he had seen no place of worship like unto this. He was saying so to himself as he turned and gazed about through his green glasses. He took them off and gazed again.

Is it not charming, sir? asked Jane St. Henry.

It is rather small, was the response.

Oh, thats the worst, said the young lady. One cannot have everything at the beginning: there must always be some drawbacks. I know a church in London, not very much larger than this, where there are three sweet little private sanctuaries: here we have only one.

Sanctuaries? repeated the agent, evidently not understanding.

Confessionals. For confession, you know. We have only one here, and that is obliged to be in the vestry.

Oh, then the place is Roman Catholic! said Mr. Smith, quietly. I thought so.

He had no intention to offend: it was simply what he inferred: but Miss St. Henry gave a little shriek and put her two hands to her ears. Martha Sumnor, a free, showy girl, stepped up.

For goodness sake dont call it that, she said. Papa would go on at us, for coming here, worse than he does.

Mr. Smith bowed and begged pardon. He could not help thinking this was a daughter of the vicar of the old church, but was not sure: and he wondered much.

Even so. The two daughters of Mr. Sumnor had joined St. Jeromes. They and their mother had long set the vicar at defiance.

Foxwood was deemed to be a particularly healthy place; in the summer months, invalids were wont to resort to it from the neighbouring town of Basham. To meet requirements, lodgings being scarce, a row of houses had been run up in the heart of the village, near where the old pound used to stand. They were called Paradise Row. Very pretty to look at; perhaps not quite so good to wear; stuccoed white fronts outside, lath and plaster within. If the door of one banged, the whole of the houses shook; and the ringing of a sitting-room bell was heard right and left throughout the Row.

It was in the middle house of these favoured dwellings, No. 5, kept by Mrs. Jinks, that the ladies had secured apartments for the Reverend Guy Cattacomb. The bow-windowed front parlour, and the bed-room behind it. Mrs. Jinks, familiarly called by her neighbours and friends the Widow Jinks, was beyond the middle age  to speak politely  with a huge widows cap nearly as black as the chimney, and a huge black bonnet generally tilted on the top of it She had deemed herself very lucky to find her rooms taken by the ladies for the new clergyman, boasting to her neighbours that it was of course a permanent let: but before the clergyman arrived, she had grown somewhat out of conceit of the let, so worried was she by the young ladies. Parties of them were always calling, bringing this, that, and the other for the comfort of their expected pastor, and calling the Widow Jinks to the door a dozen times in a day.

Upon leaving St. Jeromes this afternoon, the ladies went in a body to Paradise Row, intending to await the advent of the Reverend Guy, and to see that butter and other essentials had been got in for him. Miss Blake could have dispensed with so large a party  but what was she to do?  There they were, and stuck to her. All the way to the house they had been talking of Mr. Smith; wondering who he was and why he had come to live at Foxwood. Miss St. Henry at length remembered to have heard he was a friend of the Andinnian family, and had been looking after things as agent during the absence of Sir Karl.

An agent! exclaimed Miss Blake, drawing herself up.

Not a common agent, of course. Does what he does out of friendship. Here we are.

Oh, thats very different, returned Miss Blake, giving a loud, long, important knock at the Widow Jinkss door.

Well, that is a shame of old Jinks! cried Jemima Moore, in an undertone to the rest as they got admittance and went into the parlour.

For the Widow Jinks had not deemed it necessary to smarten herself up to receive her new lodger. She answered the door in her ordinary working costume: rusty black gown, huge cap, and bonnet. Her face and hands were black too, as if she had been disturbed in cleaning the pots and kettles.

She ought to be told of it. And did you see how sour she looked?

Miss Blake put the beautiful bouquet of hothouse flowers  which she had been guarding carefully  into a vase of water, for it was for Mr. Cattacomb they had been destined. Some light refreshment in the shape of wine and cake stood ready on the table; and Mrs. Jinks was examined as to other preparations. All was in readiness, and the ladies waited with impatience.

An impatience that at length subsided into doubt, and that into disappointment. The clock had gone ticking on; the train must have been in long ago, and it became evident Mr. Cattacomb had not come. Miss Blake walked home slightly vexed: and there she found Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian.

Things often go cross and contrary. They had not been expected until later, and Miss Blake had intended to preside  if it may be called so  at both arrivals. As it happened, she had presided at neither. It was in crossing the lawn, that Lucy, radiant, blooming, joyous, ran out to meet her.

Good gracious! cried Miss Blake.

Oh, Theresa, how beautiful and happy everything is! cried the young wife, pushing back her bonnet to give and take the kiss of greeting. Karl has been showing me the rooms. Hewitt said you would not be long.

But when did you come, Lucy?

We came in by the four oclock train, and took a fly. Heres my husband. Karl, do you see Theresa?  

Karl was coming down the terrace steps to greet her. Miss Blake advanced coldly.

How do you do, Sir Karl? and the hand she put into his seemed limp and cold. He did not look blooming; but worn, ill, and depressed.

They entered the hall together, the rays from the coloured windows shining on them and on the tesselated floor, lighting all up with a cheerful brightness. The reception-rooms were on either side the hall: they were what Sir Karl had been showing to his wife. Lucy declared it was the prettiest house she was ever in.

I like this room better than any of the grand ones, spoke Miss Blake, leading to the little north room she generally sat in, where we saw her breakfasting with Mrs. Cleeve.

It shall be called your room then, Theresa, said Lucy. Oh yes, it is very pretty, she continued, looking at the light paper, flecked with gold, the light furniture with its crimson satin coverings, the various tasty objects scattered about, and the glass doors, wide open to the terrace, to the sweet flowers, and to the smooth lawn beyond.

I believe this was the late Lady Andinnians favourite room, observed Karl.

Let me see, said Lucy, stepping outside, this must look towards the railway station. Oh yes; and Foxwood lies the other way.

Opposite to this window some steps descended to the lawn from the terrace. In very lightness of heart, she ran down and up them. Karl was talking to Miss Blake.

Theres a room answering to this in size and position on the other side the house; as of course you know, he observed. Sir Joseph, I hear, made it his business room.

Hewitt calls it Sir Karls room, now, interrupted Miss Blake. You smoke in it, dont you, Sir Karl?

I did smoke in it once or twice when I was staying down here during the time of my mothers illness, he replied. But I am not a great smoker. Just one cigar at night: and not always that.

Did I see that room, Karl? asked his wife.

No, Lucy. It was hardly worth showing you.

Oh, but I shall like it better than all the rest, if its yours.

Come and see it then.

She put her arm within his, and he looked down on her with a smile as they went through the house. Miss Blake walked behind with drawn-in lips. Sir Karl was greatly altered in manner, she thought; all his life and spirits had left him: and he did not seem in the least glad to see her.

The room on the other side had grey walls and looked altogether rather dowdy. Books and maps were on the shelves, a large inkstand stood on the table, and the chimney-piece was ornamented with a huge Chinese tobacco-box.

Now, Karl, that great arm-chair shall be yours, and this little one mine, said Lucy. And you must let me come in when I please  although I can see it is to be your business room, just as it was Sir Josephs.

As often as you will, my darling.

He threw open the glass doors as he spoke, stepped across the terrace, and down the steps to the lawn  for this room answered in every respect to the other. This room faced the south; the front of the house the west, and Miss Blakes favourite room the north. The sun came slantwise across the flower beds. Sir Karl plucked one of the sweetest roses, and brought it to his wife. Lucy said nothing as she took it; but Miss Blake, observant Miss Blake, saw the lingering touch of their hands; the loving glance from Lucys eyes to his.

Shall I show you your rooms upstairs, Lady Andinnian? If you have not been up.

Thank you, Ill take Lucy myself, said Karl. No, we have not been up.

The rooms they were to occupy lay in front, towards the northern end of the corridor. The bedroom was large and beautifully fitted up. Just now Aglaé had it in confusion, unpacking. Two dressing-rooms opened from it. Sir Karls on the right  the last room at that end; Lucys on the left: and beyond Lucys was another bed-room. These four rooms all communicated with each other: when their doors stood open you might see straight through all of them: each one could also be entered from the corridor.

But what do we want with this second bedroom? asked Lucy, as she stood in it with her husband.

A full minute elapsed before he answered her, for it was the room where that strange communication, which was oershadowing his life, had been made to him by his mother. The remembrance of the turbulent night and its startling disclosures was very present with him, and he turned to the window, and put his head out, as though gasping for a breath of air.

They have not made any change, you see, Lucy: I did not give orders. It was my mothers chamber during her short span of residence here. The next, that little dressing-room of yours, she made her upstairs sitting-room. Perhaps you would like to have this made into a sitting-room for yourself.

Nay, Karl, if I want to sit upstairs, theres my dressing-room. We will let this be as it is. Is that Foxwood? she added, pointing to the roofs of houses and a church-spire in the distance.

Yes, thats Foxwood.

And what are all those trees over the way? turning her finger rather towards the right: in fact to the Maze. There are some chimneys amidst them. Is it a house?

Yes.

A gentlemans house? It must be pleasant to have neighbours so near, if they are nice people. Is it occupied, Karl?

I  I fancy so. The truth is, Lucy,  breaking into rather a forced laugh that I am as yet almost as much of a stranger here as yourself. Shall I call Aglaé? Im sure you must want to get your bonnet off.

Aglaés there, you know; I am going to her. But first of all clasping her arms fondly round him and lifting her sweet face to his let me thank you for this beautiful home. Oh, Karl! how happy we shall be in it.

God willing! he answered in a beseeching tone of exquisite pain. And, as he held her to him in the moments tenderness, his chest heaved with a strange emotion.

How he loves me, thought Lucy, passing to her own rooms. For she put the emotion down to that. I wonder if there ever was such love before in the world as his and mine] Aglaé, I must wear white today.

She went down to dinner in white muslin and white ribbons, with a lily in her hair, a very bride to look at. Poor girl! it was a gala-day with her, this coming home, almost like her wedding day. Poor wife!

The only one to talk much at dinner was Lucy. Miss Blake was not in one of her amiable moods: Sir Karl and Lucy had both dressed for dinner: she had not, not supposing they would, and that helped to put her out. In this retired spot, and with her head filled with Mr. Cattacomb and St. Jeromes, Miss Blake had been almost forgetting that there existed such a thing as dressing for dinner. Karl was silent and grave as usual, just like a man preoccupied. His wife had become used to his air of sadness. She set it down, partly to the cause of the mysterious communication he had made to her the night before their marriage, and which had never since been mentioned between them, and partly to his ill-fated brothers trouble and shocking death. Therefore Lucy took the sadness as a matter of course, and never would appear to notice it.

Miss Blake began to converse at last. She spoke of St. Jeromes: telling with much exultation all that had been done. But Sir Karl looked grave. The good sound doctrines and worship of what used to be called High-Church were his own: but he did not like these new and extreme movements that caused scandal.

You say that this St. Jeromes is on my land, Miss Blake?  

On your land, Sir Karl: but in Farmer Truefits occupation. The consent lay with him and he gave it.

Well, I hope you will have the good sense not to go too far.  

Miss Blake lifted her head, and asked Hewitt for some bread. Lucys pretty face had flushed, and she glanced timidly at her husband. Remembering past days, she had not much faith in Theresas moderation.

When Mrs. Cleeve, knowing Lucys inexperience and youth, suggested that I should stay here for some time after her return home, Sir Karl, if agreeable to you and to her, and I acquiesced, wishing to be useful to both of you in any way that might be, I had no conception there was not a church open for daily worship in the place. I must go to daily worship, Sir Karl. It is as essential to me as my bread and cheese.

Im sure I can say nothing against daily worship  to those who have the time for it, rejoined Karl. It is not that I fear, Miss Blake; think how beautiful the daily service was in Winchester Cathedral!

Oh, of course; yes, replied Miss Blake, in a slighting tone; the cathedral service was very well as far as it went. But you need not fear, Sir Karl.

Thank you, he replied; I am glad to hear you say so. And the subject dropped.

The two ladies were alone for a few minutes after dinner in the North room. Lucy was standing at the open window.

Of course you know all about the place by this time, Theresa, she suddenly said. Theres a house over there amidst those trees: who lives in it?

Some lady, I believe, who chooses to keep herself very retired, replied Miss Blake.

Oh, I asked Karl, but he could not tell me: he says he is nearly as much a stranger here as I am. Theresa! I do think thats a nightingale! Listen.

Yes we have nightingales here, said Miss Blake, indifferently.

Lucy crossed the lawn, and paced before the clusters of trees. The bird was just beginning its sweet notes. Karl came out, drew her hand within his arm, and walked with her until Miss Blake called out that the tea was waiting.

But Lucy yet was not very strong. She began to feel tired, and a sudden headache came on. When tea was over Karl said she must go to bed.

I think I will, she answered, rising. If you will pardon my leaving you, Theresa. Good night.

Karl went up with her and stayed a few minutes talking. In coming down he went straight to his smoking-room and shut the door.

Very polite, Im sure! thought Miss Blake, resentfully.

But the next moment she heard him leave it and come towards the sitting-room.

I will wish you good night too, Miss Blake, he said, offering his hand. Pray ring for anything you may require; you are more at home, you know, than we are, he concluded with a slight laugh.

Are you going to bed also, Sir Karl?

I? Oh no. I am going into my smoking-room. I have a letter to write.

Now Miss Blake resented this frightfully. Lucy might go to bed; it was best for her as she was fatigued; but that Sir Karl should thus unceremoniously leave her to her own company at nine oclock, she could not pardon. As to letter writing, the post had gone out It was evident he thought nothing of her even as a friend; nothing.

Dropping her forehead upon her hands, she sat there she knew not how long. When she looked up it was nearly dark. Her thoughts had wandered to Mr. Cattacomb, and she wondered whether he would be arriving by the last train.

Throwing a shawl over her shoulders, Miss Blake went into the garden, and thence by one of the small private gates into the lonely road. It was still and solitary. The nightingales were singing now, and she paced along, lost in thought, past the Maze and onwards.

She had reached nearly as far as the road to Foxwood, not having met a soul, when the advance of two or three passengers from the station told her the train was in. They turned off to the village, walking rapidly: but neither of them was the expected clergyman.

What can have kept him? she murmured, as she retraced her steps.

There was no moon, but the summer sky was light: not much of it, however, penetrated to the sides of the road through the overshadowing trees. Miss Blake had nearly gained the Maze when she heard the approach of footsteps. Not caring to be seen out so late alone, she drew back between the hedge and the clump of trees at the gate, and waited.

To her vexation, peeping forth from her place of shelter, she recognised Sir Karl Andinnian. He was stealing along under shadow of the hedge too  stealing along, as it seemed to Miss Blake, covertly and quietly. When he reached the gate he looked up the road and down the road, apparently to make sure that no one was within sight or hearing: then he took a small key from his pocket, unlocked the strong gate with it, entered, locked it after him again, and disappeared within the trees of the veritable maze.

To say that Miss Blake was struck with amazement would be saying little. What could it mean? What could Sir Karl want there? He had told his wife he knew not who lived in it. And yet he carried a private key to the place, and covertly stole into it on this, the first night of his return! The queer ideas that floated through Miss Blakes mind, rapidly chasing each other, three parts bewildered her. They culminated in one emphatically spoken sentence.

I should like to get inside too!

Softly making her way across the road to enter the Courts grounds by the nearest gate, she chanced to lift her eyes to Clematis Cottage. The Venetian shutters were closed. But, peering through one of them from the dark room, was a face that she was sure was Mr. Smiths. It looked just as though he had been watching Sir Karl Andinnian.


CHAPTER XIII.

Miss Blake gets in.

STILL no signs of the Rev. Guy Cattacomb. The morning following the night told of in the last chapter rose bright and sunny. Miss Blake rose with it, her energetic mind full of thought.

I wonder how I am to begin to keep house? said Lucy with a laugh, when she got up from the breakfast table, her cheeks as bright as the pink summer muslin she wore. Do I go into the kitchen, Theresa?

You go with the cook to the larder, replied Theresa, gravely. See what provisions remain in it from yesterday, and give your orders accordingly. Shall I go with you this morning, Lady Andinnian?

I wish you would! I wish youd put me in the way of it. In Paris, when I was going to be married, mamma regretted she had not shown me more of housekeeping at home.

You have, I believe, a careful and honest cook: and that is a great thing for an inexperienced mistress, said Miss Blake.

As if cooks were ever dishonest in the country! cried Sir Karl, laughing  and it was the first laugh Miss Blake had heard from his lips. You must go to your grand London servants for that  making their perquisites out of everything, and feeding their friends and the policeman!

And then, Karl, when I come back, you will take me about everywhere, wont you? whispered Lucy, leaning fondly over his shoulder as Miss Blake went on. I want to see all about the grounds.

He nodded and let his cheek rest for a moment against hers. Go and order your roast beef. And  Lucy!

His manner had changed to seriousness. He turned in his chair to face her, his brow flushing as he took her hands.

You will not be extravagant, Lucy his voice sinking to a whisper lower than hers. When I told you of that  that trouble, which had fallen upon me and might fall deeper, I said that it would cost me a large portion of my income. You remember?

Oh Karl! do you think I could forget? We will live as quietly and simply as you please. It is all the same to me.

Thank you, my dear wife.

Theresa stood at the open hall door, looking from it while she waited. I was thinking, she said, when Lady Andinnians step was heard, that it really might be cheaper in the end if you took a regular housekeeper, Lucy, as you are so inexperienced. It would save you a great deal of trouble.

The troubles nothing, Theresa; and I should like to learn. I would not think of a housekeeper. I should be afraid of her.

Oh, very well. As you please, of course. But when you get your whole staff of servants, the house full of them, the controlling of the supplies for so many will very much embarrass you.

But we dont mean to have our house full of servants, Theresa. We do not care to set up on a grand scale, either of us. Just about as papa and mamma live, will be enough for us indoors.

Nonsense, said Miss Blake.

We must have a coachman  Karl thinks he shall take on Sir Josephs; the man has asked to come  and, I suppose, one footman to help Hewitt, and a groom. Thats all. I think we have enough maids now.

You should consider that Sir Karls income is a large one, Lucy, spoke Miss Blake in a tone of lofty reproach. It is absurd to take your papas scale of living as a guide for yours.

But Sir Karl does not mean to spend his income: he has a reason for saving it.

Oh thats another thing, said Miss Blake. What is his reason?

The young Lady Andinnian could have punished her rebellious tongue. She had spoken the hasty words he has a reason for saving it in the heat of argument, without thought. What right, either as a wife or a prudent woman, had she to allow allusion to it to escape her lips? Her rejoinder was given slowly and calmly.

My husband is quite right not to begin by spending all his income, Theresa. We should both of us think it needless extravagance. Is this the kitchen? Let us go in here first. I must get acquainted with all my places and people.

The business transacted, Lucy went out with Karl. Theresa watched them on to the lawn and thence round the house, Lucy in her broad-brimmed straw hat, and her arm within her husbands. Miss Blake then dressed herself and walked rapidly to St. Jeromes. Some faint hope animated her that Mr. Cattacomb might have arrived, and be already inaugurating the morning service. But no. St. Jeromes was closely shut, and no Mr. Cattacomb was there.

She retraced her steps, lingering to rob the hedges of a wild honeysuckle or a dog-rose. This non-arrival of Mr. Cattacomb began to trouble her, and she could not imagine why, if he were prevented coming, he had not written to say so. Reaching the Maze, Miss Blake woke up from these thoughts with quite a start of surprise: for the gate was open and a woman servant stood there, holding colloquy with the butchers boy on horseback: a young man in a blue frock, no hat, and a basket on his arm, A middle-aged and very respectable looking servant, but somewhat old-fashioned in her appearance: a spare figure straight up and down, in a black-and-white cotton gown and white muslin cap tied with black ribbon strings. In her hand was a dish with some meat on it, which she had just received from the basket, and she appeared to be reproaching the boy on the score of the last joints toughness.

This hot weather one cant keep nothing properly, said the boy, in apology. I was to ask for the book, please, maam.

The book! returned the woman. Why I meant to have brought it out. Wait there, and Ill get it.

The boy, having perhaps the spirit of restlessness upon him, backed his steed, and turned him round and round in the road like a horse in a mill. Miss Blake saw her opportunity and slipped in unseen. Gliding along the path, she concealed herself behind a huge tree-trunk near the hedge, until the servant should have come and gone again. Miss Blake soon caught sight of her skirts amid the trees of the maze.

Heres the book, said she to the boy. Ask your master to make it up for the month, and Ill pay. And shutting and locking the gate, she retreated into the maze again and disappeared.

When people do covert things in a hurry, they cant expect to have all their senses about them, and Miss Blake had probably forgotten that she should be locked in. However  here she was in the position, and must make the best of it First of all, she went round the path, intending to see where it led to. It was fenced in by the garden wall, the high hedge and shrubs on one side, by the trees of the maze on the other. Suddenly she came to what looked like a low vaulted passage built in the maze, which probably communicated with the house: but she could not tell. Its door was fast, and Miss Blake could see nothing.

Pursuing her way along the walk, it brought her round to the entrance gate again, and she remembered Tom Pepps words about the path going round and round and leading to nowhere. Miss Blake was not one to be daunted. She had come in to look about her, and she meant to do it. She plunged into the maze.

Again had she cause to recall Master Pepps account, Once get into that there maze and youd never get out again without the clue. Miss Blake began to fear there was only too much truth in it. For a full hour in reality, and it seemed to her like two hours, did she wander about and wander again. She was in the maze and could not get out of it.

She stood against the back of a tree, her face turning hot and cold. It took a great deal to excite that young womans pulses: but she did not like the position in which she had placed herself.

She must try again. Forward thither, backward hither, round and about, in and out. No; no escape; no clue; no opening: nothing but the same interminable trees and the narrow paths so exactly like one another.

What will become of me? gasped Miss Blake.

At that moment a voice very near rose upon her ear  the voice of the servant she had seen. Yes, maam, Ill do it after dinner.  

Unconsciously Miss Blake had wandered to the confines of the maze that were close on the house. A few steps further and she could peep out of her imprisonment A small, low, pretty-gabled house of red brick. A sitting-room window, large and thrown open, faced Miss Blake; the porch entrance, of which she could get a slanting glimpse, fronted a grass-plat, surrounded by most beautiful flower-beds, with a greenhouse at the end. It was a snug, compact spot, the whole shut in by a high laurel hedge. On the grass stood the woman servant, spreading some bits of linen to dry: Miss Blake made them out to be cambric handkerchiefs: her mistress had probably been speaking to her from the porch, and the answer was what she heard. An old man, with either a slight hump on his back or a dreadful stoop, was bending over a distant flowerbed. He wore a wide, yellow straw hat, and a smock-frock similar to that of the butchers boy, only the latters was blue and the old mans white. His hair was grey and he appeared to be toothless: but in his prime he must have been tall and powerful. Miss Blake made her comments.

What an extraordinary solitude for a young person to live in! But what choice flowers those look to be! That toothless old man must be the gardener! he looks too aged and infirm for his work. Why does she live here? There must be more in it than meets the eye. Perhaps

The soliloquy was arrested. The door of the sitting-room opened, and a young lady entered. Crossing to the window, she stood looking at something on the table underneath, in full view of Miss Blake. A fair girl, with a delicate face, soft damask cheeks, blue eyes, and hair that gleamed like threads of light gold.

Good gracious! how lovely she is! was Miss Blakes involuntary thought. Could this young girl be Mrs. Grey?

The young lady left the window again. The next minute the keys of a piano were touched. A prelude was played softly, and then there rose a verse Of those lines in the Vicar of Wakefield that you all know so well, the voice of the singer exceedingly melodious and simple:



When lovely woman stoops to folly, 

And finds too late that men betray



Miss Blake had never in her life cared for the song, but it bore now a singular charm. Every word was distinct, and she listened to the end. A curious speculation crossed her.

Was this young girl singing the lines in character? Heaven help her then! cried Miss Blake  for she was not all hardness.

But how was she, herself, to get away? She might remain there unsought for ever. There was nothing for it but boldly showing herself. And, as the servant was then coming back across the lawn with some herbs which she had apparently been to gather, Miss Blake wound out of the maze, and presented herself before the womans astonished eyes.

She made the best excuse she could. Had wandered inside the gate, attracted by the mass of beautiful trees, and lost herself amidst them. After a pause of wondering consideration, the servant understood how it must have been  that she had got in during her temporary absence from the gate when she went to fetch the butchers book; and she knew what a long while she must have been there.

Ill let you out, she said. Its a pity you came in.

Very rapidly the woman walked on through the maze, Miss Blake following her. There were turnings and twistings, amid which the latter strove to catch some clue to the route. In vain. One turning, one path seemed just like another.

Does your mistress live quite alone here? she asked of the servant.

Yes, maam, was the reply, more civilly spoken  for, that the servant had been at first much put out by the occurrence, her manner testified. Shes all alone, except for me and my old man.

Your old man? exclaimed Miss Blake questioningly.

My husband, explained the woman, perceiving she was not understood. Hes the gardener.

Oh, I saw him, said Miss Blake. But he looks quite too old and infirm to do much.

Hes not as old as he looks  and he has a good deal of work in him still. Of course when a man gets rheumatics, he cant be as active as before.

How very dull your mistress must be!

Not at all, maam. She has her birds, and flowers, and music, and work. And the garden shes very fond of: shell spend hours in the greenhouse over the plants.

Mrs. Grey, I think I have heard her called.

Yes, Mrs. Grey.

Well now  wheres her husband?

Shes not got a hus  At least,  her husbands not here.

The first part of the answer was begun in a fierce, resentful tone: but at the break the woman seemed to recollect herself, and calmed down. Miss Blake was silently observant, pondering all in her inquisitive mind.

Mr. Grey is travelling abroad just now, continued the woman, Here we are.

Yes, there they were escaped from the maze, the iron gate before them. The woman took a key from her pocket and unlocked it  just as Sir Karl had taken a key from his pocket the previous night. Miss Blake saw now what a small key it was, to undo so large a gate.

Good morning, she said. Thank you very much. It was exceedingly thoughtless of me to stroll in.

Good day to you, maam.

Very busy was Miss Blakes brain as she went home. The Maze puzzled her. That this young and pretty woman should be living alone in that perfect seclusion with only two servants to take care of her, one of them at least old and decrepid, was the very oddest thing she had ever met with. Miss Blake knew the world tolerably well; and, so far as her experience went, a man whose wife was so young and so lovely as this wife, would wish to take her travelling with him. Altogether, it seemed very singular: and more singular still seemed the stealthy and familiar entrance, that she had witnessed, of Sir Karl Andinnian.

Meanwhile, during this bold escapade of Miss Blakes, Lady Andinnian had gone out on a very different expedition. It could not be sand that Lucy had no acquaintance whatever at Foxwood before she came to it She knew the vicars eldest daughter, Margaret, who had occasionally stayed with Mr and Mrs. Blake at Winchester: the two clergymen were acquainted, having been at college together. On this morning Lucy had started to see Miss Sumnor; walking alone, for Karl was busy. The church, a very pretty, one, with a tapering spire, stood in its churchyard, just through the village. The vicarage joined it: a nice house, with a verandah running along the front; a good garden and some glebe land.

On a couch in a shaded room, lay a lady of some thirty, or more, years of age; her face thin, with upright lines between the eyebrows, telling of long-standing trouble or pain, perhaps of both; her hands busy with some needle-work. Lady Andinnian, who had not given her name, but simply asked to see Miss Sumnor, was shown in. She did not recognize her at the first moment.

Margaret! It cannot be you.

Margaret Sumnor smiled her sweet, patient smile, and held Lady Andinnians hand in hers. Yes it is, Lucy  if I may presume still to call you so. You find me changed. Worn and aged.

It is true, candidly avowed Lucy, in the shock to her feelings. You look altogether different. And yet, it is not three years since we parted. Mrs. Blake used to tell me you were ill, and had to lie down a great deal.

I lie here always, Lucy. Getting off only at night to go to my bed in the next room. Now and then, if I am particularly well, they draw me across the garden to church in a hand-chair: but that is very seldom. Sit down. Here, close to me.

And what is the matter with you?

It has to do with the spine, my dear. A bright young girl like you need not be troubled with the complication of particulars. The worst of it is, Lucy, that I shall be as I am for life.

Oh Margaret!

Miss Sumnor raised her work again and set a few stitches, as if determined not to give way to any kind of emotion. Lady Andinnians face wore quite a frightened look.

Surely not for always, Margaret!

I believe so. The doctors say so. Papa went to the expense of having a very clever man down from London; but he only confirmed what Mr. Moore had feared.

Then, Margaret, I think it was a cruel thing to let you know it. Hope and good spirits go so far to help recovery, no matter what the illness may be. Did the doctors tell you?

They told my father, not me. I learnt it through  through a sort of accident, Lucy, added Miss Sumnor: who would not explain that it was through the carelessness  to call it by a light name  of her stepmother. After all, it is best that I should know it. I see it is now, if I did not at the time.

How it must have tried you!

Oh it did; it did. What I felt for months, Lucy, I cannot describe. I had grown to be so useful to my dear father: he had begun to need me so very much; to depend upon me for so many things: and to find that I was suddenly cut off from being of any help to him, to be instead only a burden!  even now I cannot bear to recall it. It was that that changed me, Lucy: in a short while I had gone in looks from a young woman into an aged one.

No, no, not that. And you have to bear it always!

The bearing is light now, said Miss Sumnor, looking up with a happy smile. One day, Lucy, when I was in a sad mood of distress and inward repining, papa came in. He saw a little of what I felt; he saw my tears, for he had come upon me quickly. Down he sat in that very chair that you are sitting in now. Margaret, are you realizing that this calamity has come upon you from God  that it is His will? he asked: and he talked to me as he had never talked before. That night, as I lay awake thinking, the new light seemed to dawn upon me. It is, it is Gods will, I said; why should I repine in misery? Bit by bit, Lucy, after that, the light grew greater. I gained  oh such comfort!  in a few weeks more I seemed to lie right under Gods protection; to be, as it were, always in His sheltering Arms: and my life is happier now than I can tell you of, in spite of very many and constant trials.

And you manage to amuse yourself, I see, resumed Lucy, breaking the pause that had ensued.

Amuse myself! I can assure you my days are quite busy and useful ones. I sew  as you perceive, resting my elbows on the board; see, this is a pillowcase that I am darning. I read, and can even write a note; I manage the housekeeping; and I have my class of poor children here, and teach them as before. They are ten times more obedient and considerate, seeing me as I am, than when I was in health.

Lucy could readily believe it. And now tell me, Margaret, what brought this illness on!

Nothing in particular. It must have been coming on for years, only we did not suspect it. Do you remember that when at the rectory I never used to run or walk much, but always wanted to sit still, and dear Mrs. Blake would call me idle? It was coming on then. But now, Lucy, let me hear about yourself. I need not ask if you are happy.

Lucy blushed rosy red: she was only too happy: and gave an account of her marriage and sojourn abroad, promising to bring her husband some day soon to see Miss Sumnor. Next, they spoke of the new place  St. Jeromes, and the invalids brow wore a look of pain.

It has so grieved papa, Lucy. Indeed, theres no want of another church in the place; even if it were a proper church, theres no one to attend it: our own is too large for the population. Papa is grieved at the movement, and at the way it is being done; it is anything but orthodox. And to think that it should be Theresa Blake who has put it forward!

The excuse she makes to us is that she wanted a daily service.

A year ago papa took to hold daily service, and he had to discontinue it, for no one attended. Very often there would be only himself and the clerk.

I do not suppose this affair of Theresas will last, said Lucy, kindly, as she took her leave, and went home.

Karl was out at luncheon, but they all three met at dinner: he, Lucy, and Miss Blake. Lucy told him of her visit to Margaret Sumnor, and asked him to go there with her on his return from London, whither he was proceeding on the morrow. Miss Blake had not heard of the intention before, and inquired of Sir Karl whether he was going for long.

For a couple of days; perhaps three, he answered. I have several matters of business to attend to.

I think I might as well have gone with you, Karl,

said his wife.

Not this time, Lucy. You have only just come home from travelling, you know, and need repose. Miss Blake, having previously taken her determination to do it, mentioned, in a casual, airy kind of way, her adventure of the morning: not however giving to the intrusion quite its true aspect, and not saying that she had seen the young lady. She had strolled accidentally into the place called the Maze, she said, seeing the gate open, and lost herself. A woman servant came to her assistance and let her out again; but not before she had caught a glimpse of the interior: the pretty house and lawn and flowers, and the infirm old gardener.

To Miss Blakes surprise  or, rather, perhaps not to her surprise  Sir Karls pale face turned to a burning red. He made her no answer, but whisked his head round to the butler, who stood behind him.

Hewitt, he cried sharply, this is not the same hock that we had yesterday.

Yes, Sir Karl, it is. At least I  I believe it is. Hewitt took up the bottle on the sideboard and examined it. Miss Blake thought he looked as confused as his master. He plays tricks with the wine, was the mental conclusion she drew.

Hewitt came round, grave as ever, and filled up the glasses again. Karl began talking to him about the wine in the cellar: but Miss Blake was not going to let her subject drop.

Do you know this place that they call the Maze, Sir Karl?

Scarcely.

Or its mistress, Mrs. Grey?

I have seen her, shortly replied Karl.

Oh, have you! When?

She wrote me a note relative to some repairs that were required, and I went over.

Since you were back this time, do you mean?

Oh no. It was just after my mothers death.

Dont you think it very singular that so young a woman should be living there alone?

I suppose she likes it The husband is said to be abroad.

You have no acquaintance with the people? persisted Miss Blake.

Oh dear no.

And going in with a key from his own pocket! thought Miss Blake, as she drew in her lips.

Foxwood and its inhabitants, as I told Lucy, are tolerably strange to me, added Sir Karl. Lucy, you were talking of Margaret Sumnor. What age is she?  

He was resolute in turning the conversation from the Maze: as Miss Blake saw. What was his motive? All kinds of comical ideas were in her mind, not all of them good ones.

Ill watch, she mentally said. In the interests of religion, to say nothing of respectability, Ill watch.


CHAPTER XIV.

Miss Blake on the Watch.

LUCY, you will come with me to the opening service?

Lady Andinnian shook her head. I think not, Theresa.  

Why, it would be quite a distraction for you, urged Miss Blake, using the word in the French sense.

Sir Karl had been in London some three or four days now; and Lucy, all aweary without him, was longing and looking for his return every hour of the live-long summers day. But she was proof against this offered temptation.

I dont think Karl would like me to go to St. Jeromes, Theresa. Thank you all the same.

Do you mean to make Sir Karl your guide and model through life, Lucy?   and Lady Andinnian, sincere and simple herself, detected not the covert sarcasm.

I hope I shall never do, or wish to do anything that he would object to, was her answer, a sweet blush dyeing her cheeks.

Well, if you wont appear at church, will you attend the kettle-drum afterwards, Lucy?

The kettle-drum! echoed Lucy. What kettledrum?

We are going to hold one at Mrs. Jinkss  that is, in Mr. Cattacombs rooms  for the purpose of introducing him to some of his friends, and to organize the parish work.

Lady Andinnian looked up in surprise. The parish work? What can you be talking of, Theresa?

Oh, there will be district visiting, and that. It must all be arranged and organized.

Will it not be interfering with Mr. Sumnor? Lucy ventured to ask, after a pause of silence.

Not at all, was the answer, given loftily. Shall I come round this way and call for you as we return from the service?

Thank you, no, Theresa; I would rather not. I do not think I should myself much care for the kettledrum.

Very well, coolly replied Miss Blake. As you please, of course, Lady Andinnian.

The service at St. Jeromes was at length about to be inaugurated: for the Reverend Guy Cattacomb had duly appeared after a few days delay, for which he satisfactorily accounted. It was to be held in the afternoon, this afternoon, he having arrived in the morning; and Miss Blake, while talking to Lady Andinnian, was already dressed for it She started forth alone: just as other eager young women, mostly young, some middle-aged, were starting for it, and flocking into St. Jeromes.

Much inward speculation had existed as to what the new parson would be like; and the ladies looked at him eagerly when he entered from the vestry to commence the service. They saw a tall young man in a narrow surplice, with a sheep-skin tippet worn hind before, and a cross at the back in the opening: spectacles; no hair on his face, and not over much on his head, a few tufts of it only standing up like young carrots; eyes very much turned up. Certainly, in regard to personal beauty, the new pastor could not boast great things; but he made up for it in zeal, and  if such a thing may be said of a clergyman  in vanity; for that he was upon remarkably good terms with himself and his looks, every tone and gesture betrayed. It was rather a novel service, but a very attractive one. Mr. Cattacomb had a good sonorous voice  though it was marred by an affected accent and a drawling kind of delivery that savoured of insincerity and was most objectionably out of place. Miss Jane St. Henry played the harmonium; the ladies sang: and their singing, so far as it went, was good, but mens voices were much wanted. There was a short sermon, very rapidly delivered, and not to be understood  quite after a new fashion of the day. During its progress, little Miss Etheridge happened to look round, and saw Mr. Moore, the surgeon, at the back of the room.

If youll believe me, old Moores here! she whispered to Mary St. Henry.

Yes, the surgeon was there. He had laughed a little over this curious new place that was being called a church, and said at home that day that he should look in and see what its services were to be like. He was more surprised than pleased. Just as Mr. Smith, the agent, asked, Is it Roman Catholic or Protestant? so did Mr. Moore mentally ask the question now. The place was pretty full. Some few people had come over from Basham to be present. Mr. Moores eyes went ranging amid the chairs, scanning the congregation. His daughters were not there. They are too sensible, thought the doctor: though he did not give them credit for overmuch sense in general. The fact was, the Misses Moore had been afraid to come. Hearing their father say he should look in, they deemed it wise to keep away  and did so, to their own deep mortification and disappointment. Mr. Moore was an easy-tempered man, and an indulgent father; but if once in a way he did by chance issue an edict, they knew it might not be disobeyed  and had he seen them there with his own eyes, he might have prohibited their going for the future. So they allowed policy to prevail, and stayed at home.

What with the opening service, and what with the coming party at Mrs. Jinkss, Foxwood was that day stirred to its centre. The preparations for the kettledrum were on an exhaustive scale, the different ladies having vied with each other in sending in supplies. Butter, cream, delicate bread and cakes, jam, marmalade, choice fruit, biscuits, and other things too numerous to mention. Miss Blake had taken a huge packet of tea, and some beautiful flowers, the latter offering cajoled out of old Maclean, the head gardener at the Court.

The walk to St Jeromes and back, together with the excitement of the new service, had made them thirsty, and it was universally agreed to take tea first, though only four oclock, and proceed to business afterwards. The table groaned under the weight of good things on it, and Miss Blake was president-inchief. The room was too small for the company, who sat or stood as they could, elbowing each other, and making much of Mr. Cattacomb. Tongues were going fast, Mr. Cattacombs amidst them, and Miss Blake was getting hot with the work of incessantly filling cups from the tea-pots, when a loud knock, announcing further visitors, shook the street door and Paradise Row.

Who can it be? Im sure we have no room for more!

Mrs. Jinks went to see. Throwing open the front door, there stood the Misses Moore. Though debarred of the opening service, they would not be done out of the kettle-drum.

Are they here yet, Mrs. Jinks? cried the young ladies eagerly.

Yes, they are here, replied the Widow Jinks, her. cap (clean for the occasion, and no bonnet) trembling with suppressed wrath.

Oh dear! Has tea begun?

Begun, Miss Jemima! its to be hoped its three-parts over. Ill tell you what it is, young ladies: when I agreed to let my parlours to the Reverend Cattakin, I didnt bargain to keep the whole parish in kettledrumming. Leastways, not to wait on em; and bile kettles for em, and toast muffins for em by the hour at a stretch. I thought what a nice quiet lodger I should have  a single man, and him a minister! Instead of which I might just as well keep an inn.

The young ladies walked on, wisely giving no answer, and entered the parlour. There they were presented to Mr. Cattacomb, and joined the tea-table.

Kettle-drums, as we are all aware, cannot last for ever, and before six oclock Miss Blake was on her way back to Foxwood Court. The discussion as to district visiting and other matters was postponed to another day, Mr. Cattacomb pleading fatigue (and no wonder); and Miss Blake  who was in point of fact the prime mover and prop and stay of it all  inwardly thinking that a less crowded meeting would be more conducive to business. As she was nearing the gate at Foxwood Court, she met Mr. Smith sauntering along, apparently out for an airing.

Good afternoon, madam!

He would have passed with the words, but she stopped to talk with him. The truth was, Miss Blake had taken, she knew not why or wherefore, a liking for Mr. Smith. From the first moment she saw him he had possessed a kind of attraction for her. It must be said that she believed him to be a gentleman.

You were not at the opening service at St. Jeromes this afternoon, Mr. Smith? she said, half-reproachfully.

Well, to tell you the truth, I thought I should be out of place there, as the congregation was comprised only of ladies, was his reply. Happening to be walking that way, I saw lots of them go in.

Foxwood cannot boast of gentlemen in the middle of the day; the few who reside here are off to Basham for their different occupations. But you are an idle man, Mr. Smith.

I am not always idle, I assure you, Miss Blake. I have Sir Karl Andinnians interests to look after.

Oh, indeed! As a friend, I presume?

Just so.

Well, you would not have been quite solitary if you had come into the church. Mr. Moore was there.

Ay. He looked in for five minutes, and came out laughing. I dont know what amused him, unless it was to see the Misses Sumnor there.

I think you must have been watching us all  all who went in, and all who came out, said Miss Blake. The agent smiled as he disclaimed the imputation: and with that they parted.

Those flowers were so much admired and appreciated, Maclean, said Miss Blake to the gardener as she passed the lodge  where he sat at tea with his wife  the door open. There are no such hot-house flowers anywhere as yours.

Maclean rose and thanked her for the compliment. She passed rapidly on, and entered the house by the window of the North room.

I wonder where Lucy is?  Dressing, perhaps; or seated at the window looking out for her husband. Foolish child! Does he deserve that love?

Treading softly on the carpeted staircase, her knock at Lady Andinnians door and her entrance were simultaneous. Lucy, in her white morning dress with its blue ribbons, was standing up beside her husband. His arm was round her waist, her face lay upon his breast, his own bent down upon it.

It was an awkward moment for Miss Blake; she bit her lips as she stammered an apology. Lucy, blushing and laughing, drew away. Karl stood his ground, laughing too.

I did not know you had returned, Sir Karl.

I have just come; three minutes ago, he said, holding out his hand. Lucy was telling me you had gone to a kettle-drum, and I saucily assured her she must have dreamt it. Fancy kettle-drums at Foxwood! They separated for the purpose of dressing, Miss Blake biting her lips still as she went to her room. The little matter had turned her hot and cold. Do as she would, she could not get rid entirely of her love for Karl Andinnian, in spite of the chronic resentment she indulged towards him.

If this is jealousy, she murmured, sitting down to think, and undoing her veil with fingers that thrilled to their extreme ends, I must indeed school myself. I thought I had learned to bear calmly.

At dinner Sir Karl seemed in better spirits than usual. He told them he had been to the Opera to hear the new singer, Ilma di Murska, in Robert le Diable.

Oh, Karl!  and not to have had me with you! cried Lucy.

I will take you up on purpose, Lucy. You must hear her. In the song Robert, toi que jaime she electrified us all. I never heard anything like it in my life. And she is most elegant on the stage. Her dresses are splendid.

Was anyone there that you knew?

I hardly looked at the house at all. I was in the stalls. The Prince and Princess of Wales were in the royal box.

I am sure, Karl, it is a wonder to hear that you went!

True, Lucy; but my evenings hung heavily on my hands. What with Plunkett and Plunkett and other business matters, the days were busy enough: I used to wish the evenings were. I felt very dull.

Just as I have been feeling here, Karl, without you.

His answer to his wife was but a look; but Miss Blake wished she had not caught it. What had she done, that his love should have missed her to be lavished on this girl-child?

Sir Karl, she cried somewhat abruptly, who is Mr. Smith?  

I dont know, carelessly replied Sir Karl, whose thoughts were preoccupied.

Not know! but is he not your agent?  and a friend also?

Sir Karl was fully aroused now. Know who Mr. Smith is? he repeated  and he wished to heaven in his secret heart that he did know. How do you mean, Miss Blake? He is Mr. Smith, and  yes  a kind of agent to me on the estate.

The latter part of the answer was given lightly, half merrily, as if he would pass it off with a laugh. Miss Blake resumed.

Is he not an old friend of the Andinnian family?

Of some of them, I believe. I did not know him myself.

Who gave him his appointment?

My mother. She considered it well to have some responsible person here to look after my interests, as I was living abroad.

Do you not intend, Sir Karl, to make an acquaintance of him?  a friend?

For a moment Sir Karls brows were heavily knitted. I do not suppose I shall, he quietly said.

He seems a well-informed, agreeable man; and is, I conclude, a gentleman, returned Miss Blake, quite in a tone of remonstrance.

I am glad to hear it, replied Sir Karl, his manner somewhat freezing. And so, Lucy, you have had some of the neighbours calling here? he continued, addressing his wife and turning the conversation.

Oh, Karl, yes! And you were not here to help me; and I did not know them, and confused their names hopelessly with one another.

I should not have known them either, laughed Sir Karl.

Miss Blake had some letters to write, and got to them after dinner: she had been too much engaged with other things during the day. Tea was taken in early to the drawing-room, and afterwards she went back early to her own room, the North room, to finish her writing by what little light remained. She saw Sir Karl and Lucy in the garden arm-in-arm, conversing together in low, confidential tones. Evidently they were all-sufficient for each other and did not miss her.

Say what we will, it could but seem to Miss Blake a neglect and something worse, looking upon past matters in her own light; and it told upon her cruelly.

The evening dusk drew on. She heard Lucy at the piano in the drawing-room, seemingly alone, trying a bit of one song and a bit of another. There was no doubt that Lucy thought Theresa was still busy and would not interrupt her. Miss Blake put up her desk and sat at the open window. By and by, when it was nearly dark, she threw a shawl on her shoulders, stepped out, crossed the lawn, and lost herself amidst the opposite trees. Miss Blake was that night in no mood for companionship: she preferred her own company to that of Lucy or her husband. As we say by the cross little children, the black dog was on her back; she did not listen even to the sweet melody of the nightingales.

But for St. Jeromes I would not stay another day here, ran her thoughts. I almost wish now I had not stirred in the church matter, but let the benighted place alone. As it is  and Mr. Cattacombs come  why, I must make the best of it, and do my duty. Stay! stay, Theresa Blake! she broke off in self-soliloquising sternness. Is this fulfilling your good resolution  to give up all and bear all? Let me put away these most evil thoughts and work bravely on, and stay here cheerfully for Lucys sake. It may be that she will want a friend, and I  Oh, there he is!

The last sentence related to Karl. She had gradually got round the house to the other side, which brought her in face of Sir Karls room. The doors of the window stood wide open; a lamp was on the table, by the light of which he seemed to be reading a note and talking to Hewitt, who stood near. Crossing over on the soft grass she drew within ear-shot, not really with any intention of listening, but in her minds abstraction  what was there likely to pass between Sir Karl and his servant that concerned her to hear? With the bright lamp inside and the darkness out, they could not see her.

You must be very cautious, Hewitt, Sir Karl was saying. Implicitly silent.

I have been, sir, and shall be, was the answer. Theres no fear of me. I have not had the interests of the family at heart all these years, Sir Karl, to compromise them now.

I know, I know, Hewitt. Well, thats all, I think, for to-night.

Miss Blake passed back again out of hearing, very slowly and thoughtfully. She had heard the words, and was dissecting them: it almost sounded as though Sir Karl and his man had some secret together. Stepping on to the terrace, she was about to go in, when she heard Sir Karl enter the drawing-room and speak to his wife.

I think I shall take a bit of a stroll, Lucy.

To smoke your cigar? Do so, Karl.

I  wonder  whether it is an excuse to go where he went the other night? thought Miss Blake, the idea striking her like a flash of lightning. Ill watch him. I will. I said I would, and I will. His family may have interests of their own, but Lucy and her family have theirs, and for her sake Ill watch.

Drawing the shawl over her head, she passed out at one of the small gates, crossed the road, and glided along under cover of the opposite hedge as far as the Maze. There she stood, back amidst the trees, and sheltered from observation. The dress she wore happened to be black, for it was one of St. Jeromes fast-days, the shawl was black, and she could not be seen in the shade.

It was a still night. The dew was rising, and there seemed to be some damp exhaled from the trees. The time passed, ever so many minutes, and she began to think she had come on a fruitless errand. Or was it that Sir Karl was only lingering with his wife?

Good gracious! What was that?

A shrill shriek right over Miss Blakes head had caused the words and the start. It must have been only a night bird; but her nerves  what few she had  were on the tension, and she began to tremble slightly. It was not a pleasant position, and she wished herself away.

Ill go, she mentally cried. I wish I had not come. I  hope  Mr. Smiths  not looking out, or he will see me! she added, slowly and dubiously.

The doubt caused her to stay where she was and strain her eyes at the opposite cottage. Was it fancy? One of the windows stood open, and she thought she saw a head and eyes peeping from it. Peeping, not openly looking.

He must have seen me come! decided Miss Blake. But surely hed not know me, wrapped up like this! Hark!

A very slight sound had dawned upon her ear. Was it Sir Karl advancing? Surely the sound was that of footsteps! At the same moment, there arose another and separate sound; and that was close to her, inside the gates by which she stood.

Some one must be coming out! breathed Miss Blake. Its getting complicated. I wish I was safe away. Two pairs of eyes may see what one would not.

Sir Karl Andinnian  for the footsteps were his advanced. Very quietly and cautiously. Miss Blake could see that he had changed his dress coat for another, which he had buttoned round him, though the night was close. Halting at the gate he drew the key from his pocket as before, unlocked it, and passed in. Some one met him.

Karl! I am so glad you have come! I thought you would! I knew you had returned.

It was a soft, sweet voice: the same voice, Miss Blake could have laid a wager on it, that had sung When lovely woman stoops to folly. Their hands met: she was sure of that. Perhaps their lips also: but she could not see.

Why, how did you know I was back? he asked.

Oh, Ann came to the gate to answer a ring, and saw you pass by from the station.

Why are you out here? he resumed. Is it prudent?

Twas restless, expecting you. I have so much to say; and, do you know, Karl

The voice sank into too low a tone to be audible to the thirsty ears outside. Both had spoken but in whispers. Miss Blake cautiously stretched forth her head, so as to get a glimpse through the closely-barred gate. Yes: it was the lovely girl she had seen during that stealthy visit of hers: and she had taken Sir Karls arm while she talked to him. Another minute, and they both disappeared within the trees of the maze.

Whether Miss Blake was glued to the trunk of the tree she stood at, or whether it was glued to her, remains a problem to be solved. It was one of the two. There she stood; and leave it she could not. That the flood-gates of a full tide of iniquity had suddenly been opened upon her was as clear to her mind as the light of day. Much that had been incomprehensible in the Maze and its inmates admitted of no doubt now. An instinct of this had been playing in her fancy previously: but she had driven it away as fancy, and would not allow herself to dwell on it. And now  it seemed as though she stood at the edge of a yawning precipice looking down on a gulf of almost unnatural evil, from the midst of which Sir Karl Andinnian shone prominently out, the incarnation of all that was wicked and false and treacherous. But for the necessity of stillness and silence, Miss Blake could have groaned aloud.

A few minutes, and she stole away. There was nothing to wait or watch for: she knew all. Forgetting about Clematis Cottage and the eyes that might be peeping from it, she got back into the grounds of Foxwood and sat down on the bare terrace in the night to commune with herself. What should her course be? Surely she ought to impart the secret to that poor girl, Lucy, whom the man had dared to make his wife.

Let us render justice to Miss Blake. Hard though she was by nature, she strove to do her duty in all conscientiousness at all times and in all places. Sin she detested, no matter of what nature; detested it both as sin and for its offence against God. That Sir Karl Andinnian was living in secret, if not open sin, and was cruelly deceiving his innocent and unsuspicious wife, was clearly indisputable. It must not be allowed to go on  at least so far as Lucy was concerned. To allow her to remain the loving and unsuspicious partner of this man would be almost like making her a third in the wickedness, was what Miss Blake thought in her anger. And she decided on her course.

And I  if I did not enlighten her, knowing what I know  should be countenancing and administering to the sin, she said aloud. Good heavens! what a pit seems to be around us! may I be helped to do right!

Rising, and shaking the night dew from her hair, she passed upstairs to her own chamber. Lady Andinnian was moving about her dressing-room. Impulse induced Miss Blake to knock at the door. Not that she intended to speak then.  

Are you undressing, Lucy? she asked, an unconscious pity in her voice for the poor young wife.

Not yet, Theresa. Aglaés coming up, though, I think. It was dull downstairs by myself, and I thought I might as well come on. I could not find you anywhere. I thought you must have gone to bed.

I was out of doors.

Were you? I called to you outside on the terrace, but no one answered.

Sir Karl is out, then?

He is strolling about somewhere, replied Lucy. He does not sleep well, and likes to take half an hours stroll the last thing. It strikes me sometimes that Karls not strong, Theresa: but I try to throw the fear off.

Miss Blake drew in her lips, biting them to an enforced silence. She was burning to say what she could say, but knew it would be premature.

I will wish you good-night, Lucy, my dear. I am tired, and  and out of sorts.

Good night, Theresa: dormez bien, was the gay answer.

To waste her love and solicitude upon him! thought Miss Blake, as she stepped along the corridor with erect head and haughty brow. I told Colonel Cleeve before the marriage that he was wild  little Dennet had said so  but I was put down. No wonder Sir Karl cannot spend his income on his home! he has other ways and means for it. Oh, how true are the words of holy writ! The heart of man is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked.


CHAPTER XV.

Revealed to Lady Andinnian.  

THE morning sun had chased away the dew on the grass, but the hedge-rows were giving out their fragrance, and the lark and blackbird sang in the trees. Miss Blake was returning from early service at St. Jeromes, or, as St. Jerome people called it, Matins, In spite of the nearly sleepless night she had passed, Miss Blake looked well. Her superabundance of hair, freshly washed up with its cunning cosmetics and adorned to perfection, gleamed as if so many golden particles of dust were shining on it: her morning robe was of light muslin, and becoming as fashion could make it. It was very unusual for Miss Blake to get little sleep: she was of too equable a temperament to lie awake: but the previous nights revelation of iniquity had disturbed her in no common degree, and her head had ached when she rose. The headache was passing now, and she felt quite ready for breakfast. A task lay before her that day: the disclosure to Lady Andinnian. It was all cut and dried: how she should make it and when she should make it: even the very words of it were already framed.

She would not so much as turn her eyes on the gate of the Maze: had she been on that side of the road she would have caught up her flounces as she passed it. Never, willingly, would she soil her shoes with that side of the way again by choice  the place had a brand on it. It was quite refreshing to turn her eyes on Clematis Cottage, sheltering the respectable single bachelor who lived there.

Turning her eyes on the cottage, she turned them on the bachelor as well. Mr. Smith in a light morning coat, and his arm as usual in a black sling, was out of doors amidst the rose trees on the little lawn, gazing at one of them through his green spectacles. Miss Blake stopped as he saluted her, and good mornings were exchanged.

I am no judge of flowers, he said, have not lived among them enough for that; but it appears to me that this rose, just come out, is a very rare and beautiful specimen.

Obeying the evident wish  given in manner alone, not in words  that she should go in and look at the rose, Miss Blake entered. It was a tea-rose of exquisite tint and sweetness. Miss Blake was warm in her admiration; she had not noticed any exactly like it at the Court. Before she could stop the sacrilege Mr. Smith had opened his penknife, cut off the rose, and was presenting it to her.

Oh, how could you! she exclaimed. It was so beautiful here, in your garden.

Madam, it will be more beautiful there, he rejoined, as she began to put it in her waistband.

I should be very sorry, but that I see other buds will soon be out.

Yes, by to-morrow. Earth does not deal out her flowers to us with a niggardly hand.

Accompanying the resolution Miss Blake had come to the previous evening and perfected in the night  in her eyes a very righteous and proper resolution; namely, to disclose what she knew to Lady Andinnian  accompanying this, I say, was an undercurrent of determination to discover as many particulars of the ill-savoured matter as she possibly could discover. Standing at this moment on Mr. Smiths grass-plat, that gentleman beside her and the gates of the Maze in full view opposite, an idea struck Miss Blake that perhaps he knew something of the affair.

She began to question him. Lightly and apparently carelessly, interspersed with observations about the flowers, she turned the conversation on the Maze, asking this, and remarking that.

Lonely it must be for Mrs. Grey? Oh, yes. How long has she lived there, Mr. Smith?

She came  let me see. Shortly, I think, before Mrs. Andinnians death.

Ah, yes. At the time Sir Karl was staying here.  

Was Sir Karl staying here? By the way, yes, I think he was.

Miss Blake, toying with a spray of the flourishing clematis, happened to look suddenly at Mr. Smith as he gave the answer, and saw his glance turned covertly on her through his green glasses. He knows all about it, she thought, and is screening Sir Karl. That last answer, the pretended non-remembrance, was an evasion. Men invariably hold by one another in matters of this kind. Just for a moment there was a silence.  

Mr. Smith, you may trust me, she then said in a low tone. I fancy that you and I both know pretty well who it was brought the lady here and why she lives in that seclusion. But I could never have believed it of Sir Karl Andinnian.

Mr. Smith in his surprise  and it looked like very genuine surprise  took off his glasses and gazed at Miss Blake without them. He had rather fine brown eyes, she noticed. Not a word spoke he.

You wonder that I should speak of this, Mr. Smith  I see that.

I dont understand you, maam, and thats the truth.

Oh, well; I suppose you will not understand. Sir Karl ought to be ashamed of himself.

Whether it was her tart tone that suddenly enlightened Mr. Smith, or whether he had but been pretending before, there could be no mistake that he caught her meaning now. He put on his green spectacles with a conscious laugh.

Hush, said he, making believe playfully to hide his face. We are content, you know, Miss Blake, to ignore these things.

Yes, I do know it, dear sir: it is the way of the world. But they cannot be ignored in the sight of Heaven.

The striking of nine oclock inside the house reminded Miss Blake that the morning was getting on, and that she had best make haste if she wanted any breakfast. Mr. Smith held the gate open for her, and shook her offered hand. She stepped onwards, feeling that a mutual, if silent, understanding had been established between them  that they shared the disgraceful secret.

Had Miss Blake wanted confirmation in her belief, this admission of Mr. Smiths would have established it. But she did not. She was as sure of the fact as though an angel had revealed it to her. The sight of her own good eyes, the hearing of her true ears, and the exercise of her keen common sense had established it too surely.  

My task lies all plain before me, she murmured. It is a disagreeable one, and may prove a thankless one, but I will not shrink from it. Who am I that I should turn aside from an appointed duty? That it has been appointed me, events show. I have been guided in this by a higher power than my own.

An appointed duty! Perhaps Miss Blake thought she had been appointed to watch the Maze gates in the shade of the dark night, to track the private steps of her unsuspicious host, Karl Andinnian! There is no sophistry in this world like self-sophistry; nothing else so deceives the human heart: more especially when it is hidden under a guise of piety.

Miss Blake found her opportunity in the course of the morning. A shade of pity crossed her for the happiness she was about to mar, as she saw the husband and wife out together after breakfast, amid the flowers. Now Lucys arm entwined fondly in his, now tripping by his side, now calling his attention to some rare or sweet blossom, as Mr. Smith had called Miss Blakes in the morning, went they. In Lucys bright face, as she glanced perpetually at her lord and husband, there was so much of love, so much of trust: and in his, Sir Karls, there was a whole depth of apparent tenderness for her.

Men were deceivers ever, angrily cried Miss Blake, recalling a line of the old ballad. Its enough to make one sick. But I am sorry for Lucy; it will be a dreadful blow. How I wish it could be inflicted on him instead of her! In a measure it will fall on him  for of course Lucy will take active steps.

Later, when Sir Karl, as it chanced, had gone over to Basham, and Lucy was in her pretty little dressing-room, writing to some girl friend, Miss Blake seized on the opportunity. Shutting herself in with Lady Andinnian, she made the communication to her. She told it with as much gentle consideration as possible, very delicately, and, in fact, rather obscurely. At first Lady Andinnian did not understand, could not understand; and when she was made to understand, her burning face flashed forth its indignation, and she utterly refused to believe.

Miss Blake only expected this. She was very soothing and tender.

Sit down, Lucy, she said. Listen. On my word of honour, I would not have imparted this miserable tale to inflict on you pain so bitter, but that I saw it must be done. For your sake, and in the interests of everything thats right and just and seemly, it would not have done to suffer you to remain in ignorance, a blind victim to the dastardly deceit practised on you by your husband.

He could not so deceive me, Theresa; he could not deceive any one, she burst forth passionately.

My dear, I only ask you to listen. You can then judge for yourself. Do not take my word that it is, or must be, so. Hear the facts, and then use your own common sense. Alas, Lucy, there can be no mistake: but for knowing that, should I have spoken, think you? It is, unfortunately, as true as heaven.

From the beginning to the end, Miss Blake told her tale. She spoke out without reticence now. Sitting beside Lucy on the sofa, and holding her hands in hers with a warm and loving clasp, she went over it all. The mystery that appeared to encompass this young lady, living alone at the Maze in strict seclusion with her two old servants, who were man and wife, she spoke of first as an introduction. She said how curiously it had attracted her attention, unaccountably to herself at the time, but that now she knew a divine inspiration had guided her to the instinct. She avowed how she had got in, and that it was done purposely; and that she had seen the girl, who was called Mrs. Grey, and was beautiful as an angel, and heard her sing the characteristic song (which might well indeed have been written of her), When lovely woman stoops to folly. Next, she described Sir Karls secret visits; the key he let himself in with, taken from his pocket; the familiar and affectionate words interchanged between him and the girl, who on the second occasion had come to the gate to wait for him. She told Lucy that she had afterwards had corroborative evidence from Mr. Smith, the agent: he appeared to know all about it, to take it as a common matter of course, and to be content to ignore it after the custom of the world. She said that Sir Karl had brought Mrs. Grey to the Maze during the time he was staying at Foxwood in attendance on his sick mother: and she asked Lucy to recall the fact of his prolonged sojourn here, of his unwillingness to leave it and rejoin her, his wife; and of the very evident desire he had had to keep her altogether from Foxwood. In short, as Miss Blake put the matter  and every syllable she spoke did she believe to be strictly true and unexaggerated  it was simply impossible for the most unwilling listener not to be convinced.

Lady Andinnian was satisfied: and it was as her death-blow. Truth itself could not have appeared more plain and certain. After the first outburst of indignation, she had sat very calm and quiet, listening silently. Trifles excite the best of us, but in a great calamity heart and self alike shrink into stillness. Save that she had turned pale as death, there was no sign.

Lucy, my poor Lucy, forgive me! I would have spared you if I could: but I believe the task of telling you was laid on me.

Thank you, yes; I suppose it was right to tell me, Theresa, came the mechanical answer from the quivering lips.

My dear, what will be your course? You cannot remain here, his wife.

Would you please let me be alone, now, Theresa? I do not seem to be able to think yet collectedly.

The door closed on Miss. Blake, and Lady Andinnian bolted it after her. She bolted the other two doors, so as to make sure of being alone. Then the abandonment began. Kneeling on the carpet, her head buried on the sofa pillow, she lay realizing the full sense of the awful shock. It shook her to the centre. Oh, how dreadful it was! She had so loved Karl, so believed in him: she had believed that man rarely loved a maiden and then a wife as Karl had loved her. This, then, must have been the secret trouble that was upon hint!  which had all but induced him to break off his marriage! So she reasoned, and supposed she reasoned correctly. All parts of the supposition, had she thought them well out, might not perhaps have fitted-in to one another: but in a distress such as this, no woman  no, nor man either  is capable of working out problems logically. She assumed that the intimacy must have been going on for years: in all probability long before he knew her.

An hour or so of this painful indulgence, and then Lady Andinnian rose from the floor and sat down to think, as well as she could think, what her course should be. She was truly religious, though perhaps she knew it not. Theresa Blake was ostensibly so, and very much so in her own belief: but the difference was wide. The one had the real gold, the other but the base coin washed over. She, Lucy, strove to think and to see what would be right and best to do; for herself, for her misguided husband, and in the sight of God.

She sat and thought it out, perhaps for another hour. Aglaé came to the door to say luncheon was served, but Lady Andinnian said Miss Blake was to be told that she had a headache and should not take any. To make a scandal and leave her husbands home  as Theresa seemed to have hinted  would have gone well nigh to kill her with the shame and anguish it would entail. And oh, she hoped, she trusted, that her good father and mother, who had yielded to her love for Karl and so sanctioned the marriage, might never, never know of this. She lifted her imploring eyes and hands to Heaven in prayer that it might be kept from them. She prayed that she might be enabled to do what was right, and to bear: to bear silently and patiently, no living being, save Sir Karl, knowing what she had to endure.

For, while she was praying for the way to be made clear before her and for strength to walk in it, however thorny it might be, an idea had dawned upon her that this matter might possibly be kept from the world,  might be held sacred between herself and Sir Karl. Could she? could she continue to live on at the Court, bearing in patient silence  nay, in impatient  the cruel torment, the sense of insult? And yet, if she did not remain, how would it be possible to conceal it all from her father and mother? The very indecision seemed well nigh to kill her.

Visitors drove up to the house in the course of the afternoon  the county families were beginning to call  and Lady Andinnian had to go down. Miss Blake was off to one of St. Jeromes services  of which the Reverend Guy Cattacomb was establishing several daily. Sir Karl came home while the visitors were there. After their departure, when he came to look round for his wife, he was told she had hastily thrown on bonnet and mantle and gone out. Sir Karl rather wondered.

Not only to avoid her husband, but also because she wanted to see Margaret Sumnor, and perhaps gain from her a crumb of comfort in her utter wretchedness, had Lady Andinnian run forth to gain the vicarage. Margaret was lying as before, on her hard couch, or board; doing, for a wonder, nothing. Her hands were clasped meekly before her on her white wrapper, her eyelids seemed heavy with crying. But the eyes smiled a cheerful greeting to Lady Andinnian.

Is anything the matter, Margaret?

It was but the old story, the old grievance; Margaret Sumnor was pained by it, more or less, nearly every day of her life  the home treatment of her father: the contempt shown to him by his second family; ay, and by his wife.

It is a thing I cannot talk of much, Lucy. I should not speak of it at all, but that it is well known to Foxwood, and commented on openly. Caroline and Martha set papa at naught in all ways: the insolence of their answers to him, both in words and manner, brings the blush of pain and shame to his face. This time the trouble was about that new place of Miss Blakes, St. Jeromes. Papa forbid them to frequent it; but it was just as though he had spoken to a stone  in fact, worse; for they retorted and set him at defiance. They wanted daily service, they said, and should go where it was held. So now papa, I believe, thinks of resuming his daily services here, at Trinity, hoping it may counteract the other. There, thats enough of home and my red eyes, Lucy. You dont look well.

Lady Andinnian drew her chair quite close to the invalid, so that she might let her hand rest in the one held out for her. I have a trouble too, Margaret, she whispered. A dreadful, sudden trouble, a blow; and I think it has nearly broken my heart. I cannot tell you what it is; I cannot tell any one in the world

Except your husband, interposed Miss Sumnor. Never have any concealments from him, Lucy.

Lady Andinnians face turned red and white with embarrassment. Yes, him; I shall have to speak to him, she said, in some hesitation: and Miss Sumnors deep insight into others hearts enabled her to guess that the trouble had something to do with Sir Karl. She suspected it was that painful thing to a young wife  a first quarrel.

I am not like you, Margaret  ever patient, ever good, faltered poor Lady Andinnian. I seem to be nearly tom apart with conflicting thoughts  perhaps I ought to say passions  and I thought I would come to you for a word of advice and comfort. There are two ways in which I can act in this dreadful matter; and indeed that word is no exaggeration, for it is very dreadful. The one would be to make a stir in it, take a high tone, and set forth my wrongs; that would be revenge, just revenge; but I hardly know whether it would be right, or bring right. The other would be to put up with the evil in silence, and bear; and leave the future to God. Which must I do?

Margaret Sumnor turned as much as she could turn without assistance, and laid both her hands imploringly on Lady Andinnians.

Lucy! Lucy! choose the latter. I have seen, oh, so much of this revenge, and of how it has worked. My dear, I believe in my honest heart that this revenge was never yet taken but it was repented of in the end. However grave the justifying cause and cruel the provocation, the time would come when it was heartily and bitterly regretted, when its actor would say, Oh that I had not done as I did, that I had chosen the merciful part!

There was a brief silence. Miss Sumnor resumed.

Vengeance is mine; I will repay; you know who says that, Lucy: but you cannot know what I have seen and marked so often  that when that vengeance is taken into human hands, it somehow defeats itself. It may inflict confusion and ruin on the adversary; but it never fails to tell in some way on the inflictor. It may be only in mental regret: regret that may not set in until after long years; but, rely upon it, he never fails, in his remorseful heart, to wish the past could be undone. A regret, such as this, we have to carry with us to the grave; for it can never be remedied, the revengeful act cannot be blotted out. It has been done; and it stands with its consequences for ever: consequences, perhaps, that we never could have foreseen.

Lady Andinnian sat listening with drooping face. A softer expression stole over it.

There is one thing we never can repent of, Lucy; and that is, of choosing the path of mercy  of leniency. It brings a balm with it to the sorely-chafed spirit, and heals in time. Do you choose it, my dear. I urge it on you with my whole heart.

I think I will, Margaret; I think I will, she answered, raising for a moment her wet eyes. It will mortify my pride and my self-esteem: be always mortifying them; and I shall need a great deal of patience to bear.

But you will be able to bear; to bear all; you know where to go for help. Do this, Lucy; and see if in the future you do not find your reward. In after years, it may be that your heart will go up with a great bound of joy and thankfulness. I did as Margaret told me, you will say, and bore. Oh, if men and women did but know the future that they lay up for themselves according as their acts shall be!  the remorse or the peace.

Lucy rose and kissed her. It shall be so, Margaret, she whispered. And she went away without another word.

She strove to keep the best side uppermost in her mind as she went home. Her resolution was taken; and, perhaps because it was taken, the temptation to act otherwise and to choose revenge, rose up in all manner of attractive colours. She could abandon her ill-doing husband and start, even that night, for her parents home; reveal the whole, and claim their protection against him. This would be to uphold her pride and her womanly self-respect: but oh, how it would pain them! And they had given their consent to the marriage against their better judgment for her sake; so to say, against their own will. No; she could not, for very shame, tell them, and she prayed again that they might never know it.

I can take all the pain upon myself, and bear it without sign for their sakes, she mentally cried. Oh yes, and for mine, for the exposure would kill me. I can bear this; I must take it up as my daily and nightly cross; but I could not bear that my own dear father and mother, or the dear friends of my girlhood, should know he is faithless to me  that he never could have loved me. Theresa, the only one cognisant of it, will be silent for my sake.

Bitter though the decision was, Lucy could but choose it. She had believed Karl Andinnian to be one of the few good men of the earth; she had made him her idol; all had seen it. To let them know that the idol had fallen from his pedestal, and so fallen, would reflect its slighting disgrace on her, and be more than human nature could encounter.

Her interview with Sir Karl took place that evening. She had managed, save at dinner, to avoid his presence until then. It was held in her dressing-room at the dusk hour. He came up to know why she stayed there alone and what she was doing. In truth, she had been schooling herself for this very interview, which had to be got over before she went to rest. The uncertainty of what she could say was troubling her, even the very words she should use caused her perplexity. In her innate purity, her sensitively refined nature, she could not bring herself to speak openly to her husband upon topics of this unpleasant kind. That fact rendered the explanation more incomplete and complicated than it would otherwise have been. He had come up, and she nerved herself to the task. As good enter on it now as an hour later.

I  I want to speak to you, Sir Karl.

He was standing by the open window, and turned his head quickly. Sir Karl! Whats amiss, Lucy? he asked.

I  I  I know all about your secret at the Maze, she said with a great burst of emotion, her chest heaving, her breath coming in gasps.

Sir Karl started as though he had been shot His very lips turned of an ashy whiteness.

Lucy! You cannot know it!

Heaven knows I do, she answered. I have learnt it all this day. Oh, how could you so deceive me?

Sir Karls first act was to dart to the door that opened on the corridor and bolt it. He then opened the two doors leading to the chambers on either side, looked to see that no one was in either of them, shut the doors again, and bolted them.

Sir Karl, this has nearly killed me.

Hush! he breathed. Dont talk of it aloud, for the love of God!

Why did you marry me? she asked.

Why, indeed, he retorted, his voice one of sad pain. I have reproached myself enough for it since, Lucy.

She was silent. The answer angered her; and she had need of all her best strength, the strength she had so prayed for, to keep her lips from a cruel answer. She sat in her low dressing-chair, gazing at him with reproachful eyes.

He said no more just then. Well-nigh overwhelmed with the blow, he stood back against the window-frame, his arms folded, his face one of pitiful anguish. Lucy, his wife, had got hold of the dreadful secret that was destroying his own peace, and that he had been so cunningly planning to conceal.

How did you learn it? he asked.

I shall never tell you, she answered with quiet firmness, resolved not to make mischief by betraying Theresa. I know it, and that is enough. Put it down, if you choose, that it was revealed to me by accident  or that I guessed it.

But, Lucy, it is necessary I should know.

I have spoken, Sir Karl. I will never tell you.

The evening breeze came wafting into that room of pain; cooling, it might be, their fevered brows, though they were not conscious of it. Lady Andinnian resumed.

The unpardonable deceit you practised on my father and mother

Sir Karls start of something like horror interrupted her. They must never know it, Lucy. In mercy to us all, you must join with me in concealing it from them.

It was very wicked in you to have concealed it from them at all. At least, to have married me with such a secret  for I conclude you could not have really dared to tell them. They deserved better at your hands. I was their only daughter: all they had to love.

Yes, it was wrong. I have reproached myself since worse than you can reproach me. But I did not know the worst then.  

She turned from him proudly. I  I wanted to tell you, Sir Karl, that I for one will never forgive or forget your falsehood and deceit; and, what I am about to say, I say for my father and mothers sake. I will keep it from them, always if I can; I will bury it within my own breast, and remain on here in your home, your ostensible wife. I had thought of leaving your house for theirs, never to return; but the exposure it would bring frightened me; and, in truth, I shrink from the scandal.

What do you mean? he exclaimed. My ostensible wife?

I shall never be your wife again in reality. That can be your room  pointing to the one they had jointly occupied; this one is mine, indicating the chamber on the other hand. Aglaé has already taken my things into it.

Sir Karl stood gazing at her, lost in surprise.

No one but ourselves need know of this, she resumed, her eyes dropping before the tender, pitiful gaze of his. The arrangements are looked upon by Aglaé as a mere matter of convenience in the hot weather; the servants will understand it as such. I would spare us both gossip. For your sake and for mine I am proposing this medium course  to avoid the scandal that otherwise must ensue. I shall have to bear, Karl  to bear her heart nearly failed her in its bitter grief but it will be better than a public separation.

You cannot mean what you say, he exclaimed. Live apart from me! The cause cannot justify it.

It scarcely becomes you to say this. Have you forgotten the sin? she added, in a whisper.

The sin? Well, of course it was sin  crime, rather. But that is of the past.

She thought she understood what he wished to imply, and bit her lips to keep down their bitter words. He was surely treating her as the veriest child, striving to hoodwink her still! That he was agitated almost beyond control, she saw: and did not wonder at.

The sin is past, he repeated. No need to recall it or talk of it.

Be it so, she scornfully said. Its results remain. This, I presume, was the great secret you spoke of the night before our marriage.

It was. And you see now, Lucy, why I did not dare to speak more openly. I grant that it would have been enough to prevent our marriage, had you then so willed it: but, being my wife, it is not any sufficient cause for you to separate yourself from me. And, in answer to a question of mine, he could boast that night of his innocence! ran her indignant thoughts.

I am the best judge of that, she said aloud, in answer. Not sufficient cause! I wonder you dare say it. It is an outrage on all the proprieties of life. You must bring  them  to the Maze here, close to your roof and mine!

In her shrinking reticence, she would not mention to him the girl in plain words; she would not even say her, but substituted the term them, as though speaking of Mrs. Grey and her servants collectively. Sir Karls answer was a hasty one.

That was not my doing. The coming to the Maze was the greatest mistake ever made. I was powerless to help it.

Again she believed she understood. That when Sir Karl had wished to shake off certain trammels, he found himself not his own master in the matter, and could not.

And so you submitted? she scornfully said.

I had no other choice, Lucy.

And you pay your visits there!

Occasionally. I cannot do otherwise.

Does it never occur to you to see that public exposure may come? she continued, in the same contemptuous tone. For the time, Lucy Andinnians sweet nature seemed wholly changed. Every feeling she possessed had risen up against the bitter insult thrust upon her  and Sir Karl seemed to be meeting it in a coolly insulting spirit.

The fear of exposure is killing me, Lucy, he breathed, his chest heaving with its painful emotion. I have been less to blame than you imagine. Let me tell you the story from the beginning, and you will see that

I will not hear a word of it, burst forth Lucy. It is not a thing that should be told to me. At any rate, I will not hear it.

As you please, of course; I cannot force it on you. My life was thorny enough before: I never thought that, even if the matter came to your knowledge, you would take it up in this cruel manner, and add to my pain and perplexity.

It is for the Maze that we have to be economical here! she rejoined, partly as a question, her hand laid on her rebellious bosom.

Yes, yes. You see, Lucy, in point of fact

I see nothing but what I do see. I wish to see no further.

Sir Karl looked searchingly at her, as though he could not understand. Could this be his own loving, gentle Lucy! It was indeed difficult to think so.

In a day or two when you shall have had time to recover from the blow, Lucy  and a blow I acknowledge it to be  you will, I hope, judge me more leniently. You are my wife and I will not give you up: there is no real cause for it. When you shall be calmer you may feel sorry for some things you have said now.  

Sir Karl, listen: and take your choice. I will stay on in your home on the terms I have mentioned, and they shall be perfectly understood and agreed to by both of us; or I will leave it for the protection of my fathers home. In the latter case I shall have to tell him why. It is for you to choose.

Have you well weighed what your telling would involve?

Yes; exposure: and it is that I wish to avoid. If it has to come, it will be your fault The choice lies with you. My decision is unalterable.

Sir Karl Andinnian wiped his brow of the fever-drops gathered there. It was a bitter moment: and he considered that his wife was acting with most bitter harshness. But no alternative was left him, for he dared not risk exposure and its awful consequences.

And so, that was the decision. They were to live on, enemies, under the same roof-top: or at best, not friends. The interview lasted longer; but no more explicit explanation took place between them: and when they parted they parted under a mutual and total misapprehension which neither of the two knew or suspected. Misapprehension had existed throughout the interview  and was to exist. It was one of those miserable cases that now and then occur in the world  a mutual misunderstanding, for which no one is to blame. Sometimes it is never set right on this side the grave.  

Her heart was aching just as much as his. She loved him passionately, and she was calming down from her anger to a softer mood, such as parting always brings. Will you not send the  the people away? she whispered in a last word, and with a burst of grief.

If I can I will, was his answer. I am hemmed in, Lucy, by all kinds of untoward perplexities, and I cannot do as I would. Good-night. I never could have believed you would take it up like this.

They shook hands and parted. The affair had been at last amicably arranged, so so say: and the separation was begun.

And so Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian were henceforth divided, and the household knew it not.

Miss Blake did not suspect a word of it. She saw no signs of any change  for outwardly Karl and his wife were civil and courteous to each other as usual, meeting at meals, present together in daily intercourse. After a few days Miss Blake questioned Lady Andinnian.

Surely you have not been so foolishly soft as to condone that matter, Lucy?

But Lucy wholly refused to satisfy her. Nay, she smiled, and as good as tacitly let Miss Blake suppose that she might have been soft and foolish. Not even to her, or to any other living being, would Lucy betray what was sacred between herself and her husband.

I am content to let it rest, Theresa: and I must request that you will do the same. Sir Karl and I both wish it.

Miss Blake caught the smile and the gently evasive words, and was struck mute at Lucys sin and folly. She quite thought she ought to have an atonement offered up for her at St. Jeromes. Surely Eve was not half so frail and foolish when she took the apple!


CHAPTER XVI.

A Night at the Maze.

THE Maze was an old-fashioned, curious house inside, full of angles and passages and nooks and corners. Its rooms were small, and not many in number, the principal ones being fitted up with dark mahogany wainscoting. The windows were all casement windows with the exception of two: into those, modern sashes of good size had been placed by the late owner and occupant, Mr. Throcton. At Mr. Throctons death the property was put up for sale and was bought by Sir Joseph Andinnian, furniture and all, just as it stood. Or, it may rather be said, was bought by Lady Andinnian; for the whim to buy it was hers. Just after the purchase had been entirely completed Lady Andinnian sickened and died. Sir Joseph, ill at the time, did nothing whatever with the new place; so that on his death it came into the possession of his heirs in exactly the same state as when it was purchased. They let it be also, and it remained shut up. According to what Mr. Smith informed Miss Blake  and he was in the main correct, though not quite  Mrs. Grey had come to it and taken possession while Mrs. Andinnian lay ill at Foxwood and her son Karl was in attendance on her. But the little fable the agent had made use of  that he had gone over to the Maze to receive the premium from Mrs. Grey on taking possession  had no foundation in fact. He had certainly gone to the Maze and seen the lady called Mrs. Grey, but not to receive a premium, for she paid none.

The two rooms into which sash windows had been placed were  the one that faced Miss Blake when she had penetrated to the confines of the Maze on that unlucky day, and within which she had seen the unconscious Mrs. Grey; and the one above it. They were at the end of the house, looking towards the entrance gates. Into this upper room the reader must pay a night visit. It was used as a sitting-room. The same dark mahogany wainscoting lined the walls as in the room below, the furniture was dark and heavy looking; and, in spite of the sultry heat of the night, the shutters were closed before the window and dull crimson curtains of damask wool were drawn across them. There was nothing bright in the appendages of the room, save the lighted lamp on the table and a crystal vase of hot-house flowers.

Seated at the table at work  the making of an infants frock  was Mrs. Grey. Opposite to her, in the space between the table and the fire-place, sat Sir Karl; and by her side, facing him  Adam Andinnian.

It is more than probable that this will he no surprise; that the reader has already divined the truth of the secret, and all the miserable complication it had brought and was bringing in its train. It was not Adam Andinnian who had died in that fatal scuffle off Portland Island  or more strictly speaking, off Weymouth  but one of the others who had been concerned in it.

Yes, there he sat, in life and in health; his speech as free, his white and beautiful teeth not less conspicuous than of yore  Sir Adam Andinnian. Karl, sitting opposite with his grave, sad face, was not in reality Sir Karl and never had been.

But Adam Andinnian was altered. The once fine black hair, which it had used to please him to wear long in the neck, was now short, scanty, and turned to grey; his once fine fresh colour had given place to pallor, and he was growing a beard that looked grey and stubbly. Decidedly old-looking now, as compared with the past, was Adam Andinnian. He wore evening dress: just as though he had been attired for a dinner party  say  at Foxwood Court. Mrs. Grey  as she was called, though she was in reality Lady Andinnian  wore a summer dress of clear white muslin, through which might be seen her white neck and arms. It was the pleasure of her husband, Sir Adam, that in the evening, when only he dared to come out of his hiding-shell, they should keep up, in attire at least, some semblance of the state that ought to have been theirs.

I can tell you, Karl, that I dont approve of it, Sir Adam was saying, with all his old haughty bearing and manner. Its a regular scandal. What business has any one to set up such a thing on my land?

Its Truefits land for the time being, you know, Adam. He gave the consent.

A parcel of foolish people  be-vanitied boys of self-called priests, and be-fooled girls, running and racing to the place four or five times a day under pretence of worship! continued Sir Adam, getting up to pace the room in his excitement, as though he would have burst through its small confines. I wont permit it, Karl.

He seemed to have got somewhat shorter, and his walk had a limp in it. But he was the same hasty, fiery, Adam Andinnian. A man cannot well change his nature.

I do not see how it is to be prevented, was Karls answer. It will not do in our position, to raise a stir over anything, or to make enemies. I daresay it will bring itself to an end some way or other.

The whole parish is making fun of it, I find: Ann hears it talked of when she goes on errands. And it is a downright insult on Mr. Sumnor. What a curious-minded person that Miss Blake must be! Rose  Sir Adam halted close to his wife if ever you put your foot inside this St. Jeromes Ill not forgive you.

She lifted her eyes to his from the babys frock. I am not likely to go to it, Adam.

The empty-headed creatures that girls are, now-a-days! If bull-baiting came up, theyd run off to it, just as readily as the good girls of former days would run from any approach of evil to take shelter under their mothers wing. Does your wife frequent St. Jeromes, Karl?

Oh no.

She shows her sense.

Karl Andinnian smiled. You have not lost the old habit, Adam  the putting yourself into a heat for nothing. I came over this evening to have some serious talk with you. Do sit down.  

Yes do, Adam, added his wife, turning to him; you will get the pain in your hip again. Do you wish me to go away? she added to Karl, as she prepared to gather up her working materials.

No, no, Rose: its only the old story, I know  the wanting to get rid of me, interposed Sir Adam, sitting down himself. Stay where you are, wife. Now for it, Karl.  Wait a moment, though he added, ringing the bell.

It was answered by the same staid, respectable looking servant seen by Miss Blake; the same confidential woman who had lived with Mrs. Andinnian at Weymouth  Ann Hopley.

Ann, I am as thirsty as a fish, said her master. Bring up a bottle of soda-water and a dash of brandy.

Yes, sir, she replied  not daring now or at any other time to give him his title.

He opened the soda-water himself when it was brought, put in the brandy, drank it, and sat down again. Karl Andinnian began to speak, feeling an innate certainty that his words would be wasted ones.

But some explanation of the past is necessary, and it may as well be given here.

When Karl Andinnian went down from London to Weymouth upon the news of his brothers attempted escape and death, he found his mother in a dreadful state of distress  as already related. This distress was not put or: indeed such distress it would not be possible to assume: for Mrs. Andinnian believed the public accounts  that Adam was dead. After she had despatched Karl to Foxwood to make arrangements for the interment, the truth was disclosed to her. Sir Adam had escaped with life, and was lying concealed in Weymouth; but he had been terribly knocked about in the scuffle, and in fact had been considered dead. By the careless stupidity of one of the warders, or else by his connivance, Mrs. Andinnian never entirely knew which, he was reported at the prison as being dead  and perhaps the prison thought itself well rid of so obstreperous an inmate. The warders had said one to another from the time he was first put there, that that Andinnian gentleman had mischief in him. Further explanation may be given later on in the story: at present it is enough to say that Adam Andinnian escaped.  

When Mrs. Andinnian arrived with the body (supposed to be her sons) at Foxwood, she then knew the truth. Adam wa9 not dead. He was lying somewhere in great danger; they would not, from motives of prudence, allow her to know where; but, dead he was not. Not a hint did she disclose of this to Karl; and he stood by her side over the grave, believing it was his brother that was placed in it. She called him Sir Karl; she never gave him a hint that his succession to the title and estates was but a pseudo one; she suffered him to depart in the false belief. Perhaps she did not dare to speak of it, even to him. Karl went abroad, re-met Lucy Cleeve, and became engaged to her. He caused the marriage settlements to be drawn up and signed, still never dreaming that he had no legal right to settle, that the revenues were not his. Only when he went down to Foxwood, a day or two before his marriage, did he become acquainted with the truth.

That was the dread secret disclosed to him by his mother; that, in her fear, she had made him take an oath to keep Adam is not dead. Just at the first moment Karl thought her intellects must be wandering: but as she proceeded in a few rapid words to tell of his escape, of his dangerous illness, of his lying even then, hidden away from the terrors of the law, all the dreadful position of his ill-fated brother rushed over Karl as in one long agony. He saw in vivid colours the hazard Adam was running  and must ever run, until either death or recapture should overtake him; he saw as if portrayed in a mirror the miserable future that lay before him, the lonely fugitive he must be.

To Karl Andinnians mind, no fate in this world could be so miserable. Even death on the scaffold would to himself have been preferable to this lifetime of living dread. He had loved his brother with a keen love; and he felt this almost as a death-blow: he could have died in his love and pity, if by that means his brother might be saved. Mingling with this regret had come the thought of his own changed position, and that he ought not to marry.

This he said. But Mrs. Andinnian pointed out to hint that his position would not be so very materially altered. Such was her conviction. That she herself, by connivance with one of the warders, had mainly contributed to the step Adam had taken, that she had been the first to put it into his head, and set him on to attempt it, she was all too remorsefully conscious of. Now that he had escaped, and was entered in the prison rolls as dead, and lay hidden away in some hole or corner, not daring to come out of it, or to let into it the light of day, she saw what she had done. Not even to her might his hiding-place be disclosed. She saw that his future life must be, at the very best, that of a nameless exile  if, by good fortune, he could make his escape from his own land. If? His person was rather a remarkable one, and well known to his enemies the police force. Not one, perhaps, but had his photograph. A fugitive in some barren desert, unfrequented by man, where he must drag on a solitary life of expatriation! Not much of his income would be needed for this.

You will have to occupy Foxwood as its master; you must be Sir Karl to the world as you are now, spoke Mrs. Andinnian; and it is your children who will inherit after you. There is no reason whatever for breaking off your marriage, or for altering any of the arrangements. You will have to pay a certain sum yearly to Adam out of the estate. He will not need it long, poor fellow; a mans life, banned to the extent his will be, eats itself away soon.

Hemmed in by perplexities of all kinds, Karls interview with his mother ended, and he went forth with his care and trouble. His own trouble would have been enough, but it was as nothing to that felt for his brother. He dared not tell the truth to Colonel Cleeve or to Lucy, or impart the slightest hint that his brother was alive; he almost as little dared, for Lucys sake, to break off the marriage. And so it took place.

After that, he heard no more until he was again at Foxwood, summoned thither by his mothers illness. Mrs. Andinnian had fretted herself sick. Night and day, night and day was the fear of her sons discovery ever before her mind; she would see the recapture in her dreams: remorse wore her out, and fever supervened. She would have given all she possessed in the world could he be safely back at Portland Island without having attempted to quit it. Karl, on his arrival, found her in this sad states and it was then she disclosed to him a further complication in the case, which she had but recently learnt herself. Sir Adam Andinnian was married.

It may be remembered that he was for a few days absent from his home in Northamptonshire, returning to it only on the eve of the day that news came of Sir Josephs death, the fatal day when he killed Martin Scott. He had left home for the purpose of marrying Rose Turner, who was staying in Birmingham, a measure which had previously been planned between them. But for his mothers prejudices  as he called them  he would have married the young lady in the face of day; but he knew she would never consent, and he did not care openly to set her at naught. We will be married in private, Rose, he decided, and I will feel my way afterwards to disclose it to my mother. And Miss Rose Turner cared for him too much to make any objection. Alas, the time never came for him to disclose it. On the very day after his return to his home, the young lady returning to hers, to her unsuspicious friends, he was thrown into prison on the charge of murder. It was not a time to speak; he wished to spare comment and annoyance to her; and she gave evidence at the trial  which she could not have done had she been his acknowledged wife. All this had been disclosed to Mrs. Andinnian the day after Karl left to celebrate his marriage. The stranger, Mr. Smith, spoken of by Hewitt as presenting himself again that day at Foxwood, and demanding an interview with its mistress, told her of it then.

It was another bitter blow for Mrs. Andinnian, and the distress of mind it induced no doubt helped to bring on the fever. This, in her turn, she disclosed to Karl later from her sick-bed; and for him it made the complication ten times worse. Had he known his brother had a wife, nothing would have induced him to marry Lucy. Mrs. Andinnian told him more; that Adam had escaped safely to London, where he then lay hidden, and where his wife had joined him; and that they were coming to inhabit the Maze at Foxwood. The last bit of news nearly struck Karl dumb.

Is Adam mad? he asked.  

No, very sane, replied Mrs. Andinnian. He wants to be at least on his own grounds: and we all think  he and I and  no matter  that he may be safer here than anywhere. Even were there a suspicion abroad that he is alive  which there is not, and I trust never will be,  his own place is the very last place that people would look into for him. Besides, there will be precautions used  and the Maze is favourable for concealment.

It will be utter madness, spoke Karl. It will be putting himself into the lions mouth.

It will be nothing of the sort  or Mr. Smith would not approve of it, retorted Mrs. Andinnian. I must see my son, Karl: and how else am I to see him? I may not go to him where he is: it might bring suspicion on him; but I can go over to the Maze.

Who is Mr. Smith?  and what has he to do with Adam?  and how comes he in the secret? reiterated Karl.

But to this he could get no answer. Whether Mrs. Andinnian knew, or whether she did not know, she would not say. The one fact  that Mr. Smith held the dangerous secret, and must be conciliated, was quite enough, she said, for Karl. Mr. Smith had Adams safety and interest at heart, she went on to state; he wished to be near the Maze to watch over him; and she had given him the pretty cottage opposite the Maze gates to live in, calling him Sir Karls agent, and appointing him to collect a few rents, so as to give a colouring of ostensibility to the neighbourhood. In vain Karl remonstrated. It was useless. The ground seemed slipping from under all their feet, but he could do nothing.

After all, poor Mrs. Andinnian did not live to see her most beloved son. Anxiety, torment, restlessness, proved too much for her, and brought on the crisis sooner than was expected. On the very day after she died, the tenants came to the Maze  at least, all the tenants who would be seen openly, or be suspected of inhabiting it. They arrived by the last evening train; Mrs. Grey and her attendants, the Hopleys; and took two flies, which were waiting in readiness, on to the Maze; the lady occupying one, Hopley and his wife the other. How Adam Andinnian reached the place, it is not convenient yet to state.

In the course of the next evening, Karl Andinnian went over to the Maze and saw his brother. Adam was much altered In the fever, which had supervened on his injuries received at the escape, he had lost his hair and become pale and thin. But his spirits were undaunted. He should soon pick up now he was in the free open country air and on his own grounds, he said. As to danger, he seemed not to see it, and declared there was less risk of discovery there than anywhere else. Karl could play the grand man and the baronet for him at Foxwood  but he meant, for all that, to have a voice in the ruling of his own estate. Poor Karl Andinnian, on the contrary, saw the very greatest danger in the position of affairs. He would have preferred to shut up Foxwood, leaving only Hewitt to take care of it, that no chance of discovery should arise from either servants or other inhabitants there. But Sir Adam ruled it otherwise; saying hed not have the Court left to stagnate.

Hewitt was in the secret. It might have been neither expedient nor practicable to keep it from him: but the, question was decided of itself. One evening just before Mrs. Andinnians death, when Hewitt had gone to her sick-room on some errand at the dusk hour, she mistook him for Karl; and spoke words which betrayed all. Karl was glad of it: it seemed a protection to Adam, rather than not, that his tried old servant should be cognizant of the truth. So Karl went abroad again with his wife, and stayed until his keeping aloof from Foxwood began to excite comment in his wifes family; when he deemed it more expedient to return to it.

And now does the reader perceive all the difficulties of Karl Andinnian? There he was, in a false position: making believe to be a baronet of the realm, and a wealthy man, and the owner of Foxwood: and obliged to make believe. A hint to the contrary, a word that he was not in his right place, might have set suspicion afloat  and Heaven alone knew what would then be the ending. For Adams sake he must be wary and cunning; he must play, so to say, the knaves part and deceive the world. But the dread of his brothers discovery lay upon him night and day, with a very-present awful dread: it was as a burning brand eating away his heart.

And again  you, my reader, can now understand the complication between Karl and his wife. He believed she had discovered the fact that Adam was alive and living concealed at the Maze; she, relying on Miss Blakes information, put down the Maze mystery to something of a very different nature. How could he suppose she meant anything but the dangerous truth? How could she imagine that the secret was any other than Miss Blake had so clearly and convincingly disclosed to her? In Lucys still almost maidenly sensitiveness, she could not bring her lips to allude openly to the nature of her charge: and there was no necessity: she assumed that Karl knew it even better than she did. In his reluctance to pronounce his brothers name or hint at the secret, lest even the very air should be treacherous and carry it abroad, he was perhaps less open than he might have been. When he offered to relate to her the whole story, she stopped him and refused to listen: and so closed up the explanation that would have set the cruel doubt right and her heart at rest.

Sitting there with Adam to-night, in that closely curtained room, Karl entered upon the matter he had come to urge  that his brother should get away from the Maze into some safer place. It was, as Sir Adam expressed it, but the old story  for Karl had never ceased to urge it from the first  and he wholly refused to listen. There was no risk, he said, no fear of discovery, and he should not go away from his own land. Either from this little particular spot of land which was individually his, or from the land of his birth. It was waste of words in Karl to speak further. Adam had always been of the most obstinate possible temperament. But the (supposed) discovery of his wife had frightened Karl worse than ever. He did not mention it to them, since he was not able to say how Lucy had made it.

As sure as you are living, Adam, you will some day find the place entered by the officers of justice! he exclaimed in pain.

Let them enter it, recklessly answered Sir Adam. Theyll not find me.

Oh, Adam, you dont know. They are lynx-eyed and crafty men.

No doubt. I am all safe, Karl.

Karl had been there longer than usual, and he rose to say good night. Mrs. Grey  for convenience sake we must continue to call her by that name, and Lucy Lady Andinnian  folded up her work and went downstairs with him. She was changed too; but for the better. The very pretty, blooming-faced Rose Turner had come in for her share of the worlds bitter trouble, and it had spiritualized her. The once round face was oval now, the lovely features were refined, the damask cheeks were a shade more delicate, the soft blue eyes had a sad light in them. Miss Blakes words were not misapplied to her beautiful as an angel.

Karl, she whispered, the dread of discovery is wearing me out. If we could but get away from England!

I am sure it will wear out me, was Karls answer.

Adam is afraid of Mr. Smith, I am sure. He thinks Smith would stop his going. Karl, I fully believe, as truly as I ever believed any great truth in my life, that Mr. Smith is keeping us here and will not let us go. Mr. Smith may appear to be a friend outwardly, but I fear he is an inward enemy. Oh, dear! it is altogether a dreadful situation.

Karl went on home, his brain active, his heart sinking. The manner in which his wife had taken up the matter, distressed him greatly. He supposed she was resenting it chiefly on the score of her father and mother. The colonel had told him that they would rather have followed Lucy to the grave than see her his wife had Sir Adam lived.

I wonder how she discovered it? ran his thoughts  but in truth the fact did not excite so much speculation in his mind, because he was hourly living in the apprehension that people must suspect it. When we hold a dangerous secret, this is sure to be the case. Perhaps Hewitt let drop an incautious word, he went on musing, and Lucy caught it up, and guessed the rest. Or  perhaps I dropped one in my sleep.

Crossing the lawn of the Court, he entered by the little smoking-room, his hand pressed upon his aching brow. No wonder that people found fault with the looks of Sir Karl Andinnian! He was wearing to a skeleton. Just as his mother, when she was dying, used to see the re-capture of Adam in her dreams, so did Karl see it in his. Night after night would he wake up from one of the dreadful visions. Adam, the re-taken convict, held fast by a heap of scowling, threatening warders, and a frightful scaffold conspicuous in the distance. He would start up in bed in horror, believing it all real, his heart quivering, and once or twice he knew that he had cried out aloud.

Yes, yes, thats how it must have been, he said, the mystery becoming apparently clear to his eyes as the light of day. Hewitt is too cautious and true. I have betrayed it in my sleep. Oh, my brother! May Heaven help and save him!


CHAPTER XVII.

Before the World.

FOXWOOD COURT was alive with gaiety. At least, what stood for gaiety in that inwardly sad and sober house. Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve had come for a fortnights stay. Visits were being exchanged with the neighbours; dinner parties reigned. It was not possible for Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian to accept hospitality and not return it: and  at any rate during the sojourn of the Colonel and his wife  Sir Karl dared not shut themselves up as hermits lest comment should be excited. So the Court held its receptions, and went out to other peopled: and Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian dressed, and talked, and comported themselves just as though there was no shadow between them.

Lady Andinnian was growing graver day by day: her very heart seemed to be withering. That Sir Karl paid his secret visits to the Maze at night two or three times a week, she knew only too well. One of the most innocent and naturally unsuspicious persons in the world was she: but, now that her eyes had been opened, she saw all clearly. Without watching and tracking the movements of her husband as Miss Blake had tracked them; in her guileless honour she could never have done that; Lady Andinnian was only too fully awake now to the nightly strolls abroad of her husband, and instinct told her for what purpose they were taken.

Life for her at this present time seemed very hard to bear. The task she had imposed on herself  to endure in patience and silence  seemed well nigh an impracticable one. The daily cross that she had apportioned herself to take up felt too heavy for mortal frame to carry. Humiliation, jealousy, love, waged war with each other within her, and rendered her very wretched. It needed all the good and gentle and patient principles instilled into her from early childhood, it needed all the strength she was ever praying for, to hold on perseveringly in her bitter path, and make no sign. At times she thought that the silence to which she was condemned must eat away her heart; but a chance occurrence or two showed her that silence was not the worst phase she might have to bear.

On the day after Mrs. Cleeves arrival, she was upstairs in her daughters chamber. Miss Blake was also there. Lucy had come in, hot and tired, from an afternoon walk to Margaret Sumnors, and Aglaé had been summoned to help her to change her silk dress for an unpretending muslin.

I did not know it was so hot before I went out, or I would not have put on the silk, observed Lucy. Sitting so quietly with you all the morning, mamma, in that cool drawing-room, talking of old times, I forgot the heat.

Mrs. Cleeve made no particular reply. She was looking about her; taking silent notice. The doors of communication to the further chamber stood open, as was usual during the day: Lucy took care of that, to keep down suspicion in the house of there being any estrangement between herself and her husband.

And you have made this your sleeping room, Lucy, my dear? observed Mrs. Cleeve.

Yes, mamma.

And that further one is Sir Karls! Well, Im sure you are getting quite a fashionable couple  to have separate rooms. I and your papa never had such a thing in our lives, Lucy.

Lucy Andinnian grew crimson; as if a flush of the summer heat were settling in her face. She murmured, in reference to the remarks, some words about the nights being so very hot, and that she had felt a sort of fever upon her. The very consciousness of having the truth to conceal caused her to be more urgent in rendering some plea of excuse. Aglaé, whose national prejudice had been particularly gratified at the alteration, and who had lived too long in Mrs. Cleeves service to keep in whatever opinion might rise to her tongues end, hastened to speak.

But, and is it not the most sensible arrangement, madame, that my lady and Sir Karl could have made, when the summer is like an Afric summer for the hotness? Mademoiselle here knows that.

Dont appeal to me, Aglaé, cried Miss Blake, in a frozen tone.

Yes, yes, Aglaé; I say the fashion is coming up in England; and perhaps it induces to comfort, said Mrs. Cleeve.

But certainly. And, as madame sees  pointing through the little sitting-room to the further chamber it is but like the same chamber. When Sir Karl is in that and my lady in this, they can look straight at one another.

Aglaé, see to these shoulder-knots, sharply interposed Lady Andinnian. You have not put them on evenly.

And talk to each other too, if they please, persisted Aglaé, ignoring the ribbons to uphold her opinion. Madame ought to see that the arrangement is good.

At any rate, Lucy, I think you should have kept to the large room yourself, and Sir Karl have come to the smaller one, said Mrs. Cleeve.

Its the very remark I made to my lady, cried Aglaé, turning at length to regard the ribbons with a critical eye. But my lady chose herself this. It is commodious; I say nothing to the contrary: but it is not as large as the other.

Oh how Lucy wished they would be silent. Her poor flushed face knew not where to hide itself; her head and heart were aching with all kinds of perplexity. Taking up the eau-de-cologne flask, she saturated her handkerchief and passed it over her brow.

Has my lady got ache to her head?

Yes. A little. Alter these ribbons, Aglaé, and let me go.

It is because of this marvellous heat, commented Aglaé. Paris this summer would not be bearable.

Aglaé was right in the main; for it was an unusually hot summer. The intense heat began with Easter, and lasted late into autumn. In one sense it was favourable to Lucy, for it upheld her given excuse in regard to the sleeping arrangements.

Miss Blake had stood all the while with in-drawn lips. It was a habit of hers to show it in her lips when displeased. Seeing always the doors open in the day-time, no suspicion of the truth crossed her. She believed that what she had disclosed to Lucy was no more to her than the idle wind, once Sir Karl had made good his own false cause.

A question was running through Miss Blakes mind now  had been in it more or less since Mrs. Cleeve came: should she, or should she not, tell that lady what she knew? She had deliberated upon it; she had set herself to argue the point, for and against; and yet, down deep in her heart from the first had laid the innate conviction that she should tell. In the interests of religion and morality, she told herself that she ought not to keep silence; for the suppression of iniquity and deceit, she was bound to speak. Had Lucy but taken up the matter rightly, there would have been no necessity for her to have again interfered: neither should she have done it. But Lucy had set her communication at naught: and therefore, in Miss Blakes judgment, the obligation was laid upon her. Why  how could she, who was only second to the Rev. Guy Cattacomb in the management and worship at St. Jeromes, and might have been called his lay curate; who prostrated herself there in prayer ever so many times a day, to the edification and example of Foxwood  how could she dare to hold cognizance of a mine of evil, and not strive to put an end to it, and bring it home to its enactors? Every time she went to that holy shrine, St. Jeromes, every time she came back from it, its sacred dust, as may be said, hallowing her shoes, she had to pass those iniquitous gates, and was forced into the undesirable thoughts connected with them!

If Miss Blake had wavered before, she fully made her mind up now; now, as she stood there in the chamber, the conversation dying away on her ears. Aglaé was attending to the shoulder-knots; Lucy was passive under the maids hands; and Mrs. Cleeve had wandered into the little intermediate sitting-room. No longer a dressing-room; Lucy had given it up as such when she changed her chamber. She had some books and work and her desk there now, and sat there whenever she could. Miss Blake stood on, gazing from the window and perfecting her resolution. She thought she was but acting in the strict line of wholesome duty, just as disinterestedly as the Archbishop of Canterbury might have done: and she would have been very much shocked had anybody told her she was only actuated by a desire of taking vengeance on Karl Andinnian. She wanted to bring home a little confusion to him; she hoped to see the young lady at the Maze turned out of the village amidst an escorting flourish of ironical drums and shrieking fifes, leaving Foxwood Court to its peace. But Miss Blake was in no hurry to speak: she must watch her opportunity.

They were engaged to dine the following day at a distance, four or five miles off; a ball was to follow it. When the time came, Lady Andinnian, radiant in her white silk bridal dress, entered the reception-room leaning on the arm of her good-looking husband. Who could have dreamt that they were living on ill terms, seeing them now? In public they were both cautiously courteous to each other, observing every little obligation of society: and in truth Karl at all times, at home and out, was in manner affectionate to his wife.

Two carriages had conveyed them: and, in going, Lucy had occupied one with her father; Karl, Mrs. Cleeve, and Miss Blake the other. Lucy had intended to return in the same order, but found she could not. Colonel Cleeve, unconscious of doing wrong, entered the carriage with his wife and Miss Blake: Lucy and her husband had to sit together. The summers night was giving place to dawn.

I fear you are tired, Lucy, he kindly said, as they drove off.

Yes, very. I wish I was at home.

She drew her elegant white cloak about her with its silken tassels, gathered herself into the corner of the carriage, and shut her eyes, seemingly intending to go to sleep. Sleep! her heart was beating too wildly for that. But she kept them resolutely closed, making no sign; and never another word was spoken all the way. Sir Karl helped her out: the others had already arrived.

Good night, she whispered to him, preparing to run up the stairs.

Good night, Lucy.

But, in spite of Lady Andinnians efforts to make the best of things and show no sign, a mothers eye could not be deceived; and before Mrs. Cleeve had been many days in the house, she was struck with the underlying aspect of sadness that seemed to pervade Lucy. Her cheerfulness appeared to be often forced; this hidden sadness was real. Unsuspecting Mrs. Cleeve could come to but one conclusion  her daughters health must be deranged.

Since when have you not felt well, Lucy? she asked her confidentially one day, when they were alone in Lucys little sitting-room.

Lucy, buried in a reverie, woke up with a start at the question. I am very well, mamma. Why should you think I am not?

Your spirits are unequal, Lucy, and you certainly do not look well; neither do you eat as you ought. My dear, I think  I hope  there must be a cause for it.

What cause? returned Lucy, not taking her meaning.

We should be so pleased to welcome a little heir, my dear. Is it so?

Lucy  she had just dressed for dinner, and dismissed Aglaé  coloured painfully. Mrs. Cleeve smiled.

No, mamma, I think there is no cause of that kind, she answered, in a low, nervous tone. And only herself knew the bitter pang that pierced her as she remembered how certain it was that there could be no such cause for the future.

But Mrs. Cleeve held to her own private opinion. The child is shy in these early days, even with me, she thought. Ill say no more.

One morning during this time, Karl was sitting alone in his room, when Hewitt came to him to say Smith the agent was asking to see him. Karl did not like Smith the agent: he doubted, dreaded, and did not comprehend him.

Will you see him, sir? asked Hewitt, in a low tone, perceiving the lines on his masters brow.

I suppose I must see him, Hewitt, was the reply  and the confidential, faithful servant well understood the force of the must. Show him in.

Beg pardon for disturbing you so early, Sir Karl, said the agent, as Hewitt brought him in and placed a chair. Theres one of your small tenants dropping into a mess, I fancy. He has got the brokers in for taxes, or something of that kind. I thought Id better let you know at once.

Hewitt shut the door, and Karl pushed away the old letters he had been sorting. Sir Josephs papers and effects had never been examined yet; but Karl was settling to the work now. That Mr. Smith had spoken in an unusually loud and careless tone, he noticed: and therefore judged that this was but the ostensible plea for his calling, given lest any ears should be about.

Which of my tenants is it, Mr. Smith? he quietly asked.

Mr. Smith looked round to be sure that the door was closed, and then asked Sir Karl if hed mind having the window shut; he felt a bit of a draught. And he shut the glass doors himself with his one hand, before Karl could assent to the proposal, or rise to do it himself.

It is Seaford the miller, he answered. And  dropping his voice to the lowest and most cautious tone it is a fact that he has the brokers in for some arrears of Queens rates. But the man has satisfied me that it is but a temporary embarrassment; and I think, Sir Karl, your rent is in no danger. Still it was right that you should know of it; and it has served, just in the nick of time, to account for my object in coming.

What is the real object? inquired Karl, in a voice as cautious as the other voice.

Mr. Smith took a newspaper out of the pocket of his light summer coat; borrowed his disabled hand from the sling to help unfold it, and then pointed to a small paragraph. It ran as follows:  

Curious rumours are afloat connected with a recorded attempt at escape from Portland Island, in which the unfortunate malefactor met his death. A mysterious whisper has arisen, we know not how or whence, that the death was but a fiction, and that the man is at large.  

What paper is it? cried Karl, trying to force some colour into his white lips.

Only one in which all kinds of stories are got up, rejoined Mr. Smith, showing the title of a sensational weekly paper. The paragraph may have resuited from nothing but the imagination of some penny-a-liner, Sir Karl, at fault for real matter.

I dont like it, observed Karl, after a pause. Assume that it may be as you suggest, and nothing more, this very announcement will be the means of drawing peoples thoughts towards it.

Not it, spoke Mr. Smith. And if it does?  nobody will think it points to Sir Adam Andinnian. Another prisoner has been killed since then, trying to escape.

How do you know that?

I do know it, replied Mr. Smith, emphatically. But he advanced no further proof. It was a curious thing, my getting this paper, he continued. Yesterday I was over at Basham, mistook the time of the returning train, and found when I reached the station that I had to wait three-quarters of an hour. The only newspapers on the stand were these weekly ones; I bought this to while away the time, and saw the paragraph.

These events, looked upon as chances and errors, are in reality ordained, spoke Karl dreamily. What can be done, Mr. Smith?

Nothing; nothing, Sir Karl. Theres nothing to do. He is safe enough where he is  even if the rumour did come to be looked into by the laws authorities. Rely upon it the Maze will never be suspected,

I wish to heaven he had never come to the Maze! was Karl Andinnians pained rejoinder.

It might be better on the whole that he had not, acknowledged Mr. Smith. The plan originated with himself and with the late Mrs. Andinnian  and they carried it out.  

I wish, said Karl, speaking upon sudden impulse, that you would allow me to know how you became connected with this affair of my unfortunate brother  and what you still have to do with it.

How I became connected with it does not signify, was the short and ready answer. As to what I have to do with it still, you know as well as I. I just watch over him  or rather the place that contains him  and if danger should arise I shall be at hand to, I hope, give him warning and to protect him from it.

He ought to be got away from the Maze, persisted Karl.

Hed never get away in safety. Especially if theres anything in this  striking his hand on the newspaper paragraph. With my consent, he will never try to.  

Karl did not answer; but he thought the more. That this man was the true impediment to his brothers escape; that he was in fact keeping him where he was, he believed with his whole heart. Once Sir Adam could be safe away from the kingdom, Mr. Smith no doubt foresaw that he might no longer enjoy Clematis Cottage to live in, or the handsome sum which he received quarterly. A sum that Mrs. Andinnian had commenced to pay, and Karl did not dare to discontinue. The words were but a confirmation of his opinion. Mr. Smith was Adams enemy, not friend; he was keeping him there for his own self-interest: and Karl feared that if Adam attempted to get away in spite of him, he might in revenge deliver him up to justice. In dangers of this secret kind, fear has no limit.

He could not be as safe anywhere in England as here, concluded Mr. Smith, as if he divined Karls thoughts. The police would suspect every hole and corner of the country, every town, little and big, before they would suspect his own home. As to the sailing away for another land, the danger of his recognition would be too great both on the voyage and on embarking for it, for him to dare it. Hed be discovered as sure as apple-trees grow apples.

Will it be better to tell him of this? cried Karl, alluding to the newspaper.

I think not. Just as you please, though, Sir Karl. Rely upon it, it is only what I suggest  ah emanation from some penny-a-liners inventive brain.

The paper had better be burnt, suggested Karl. The very instant I get home, said Mr. Smith, putting the paper in his pocket and taking his hat from the table. I wish I could burn the whole impression  already gone forth to the world. Ill go out this way, Sir Karl, if you will allow me.

Opening the glass doors again, he stepped across the terrace to the lawn, talking still, as though continuing the conversation. Other windows stood open, and the agent was cautious.

Ill be sure to see Seaford in the course of the day. You may trust to me not to let any of them get behind-hand with their rents. Good morning, Sir Karl. The agent, however, did not turn into his house.

Deep in thought, he strolled on, up the road, his free hand in his light coat pocket, his head bent in meditation. He wished he could obtain some little light as to this mysterious announcement; he fancied he might be able to. On he strolled, unthinkingly, until he came to St. Jeromes, the entrance door of which edifice was ajar.

Holding one of their services, thought the agent. Ill have a look in, and see Cattacomb surrounded by his flock of lambs.

Mr. Smith was disappointed: for the reverend gentleman was not there. It appeared to be the hour for cleaning the room, instead of one for holding service. Four or five young ladies, their gowns turned up round their waists and some old gloves on, were dusting, sweeping, and brushing with all their might and main; Miss Blake presiding as high priestess of the ceremonies.

Theyd not do such a thing in their own homes to save their lives, laughed the agent, coming softly out again unseen. Cattacomb must be in clover among em!

He went home then, looked attentively once more at the alarming paragraph, and burnt the newspaper. After that, he paced his little garden, as if in a fit of restlessness, and then leaned over the gate, lost in reflection. The trees of the Maze were perfectly still in the hot summer air; the road was dusty and not a single passenger to be seen on it.

A few minutes, and footsteps broke upon his ear. They were Miss Blakes, bringing her home from St. Jeromes. She stopped to shake hands.

Well, said he, with a laugh, all the scrubbing done?

How do you know anything about the scrubbing? returned Miss Blake.

I looked in just now, and saw you all at it, dusting and brushing, and thought what an enviable young priest that Cattacomb must be. Now, my lad! dont ride over us if you can help it.

The very same butcher-boy, in the same blue frock, had come galloping up to the Maze gate, rung the bell, and was now prancing backwards across the road on his horse, which was very restive. Something appeared to have startled the animal; and it was to the boy the last remark had been addressed. Miss Blake stepped inside the garden gate, held open for her  for the horse seemed to think the path his own ground as well as the highway.

He have been shoed this morning, and hes always in this dratted temper after it, spoke the boy gratuitously.

The woman-servant came out with her dish, received some meat, and disappeared again, taking care to lock the gate after her. She had never left it unlocked since the unlucky day when Miss Blake got in. Glancing over the road, she saw the lady and the agent watching her, and no doubt recognized the former.

Looks like a faithful servant, that, remarked Mr. Smith.

Faithful, echoed Miss Blake well yes, she does. But to what a mistress! Fidelity to such a person does her no credit.

Mr. Smith turned as grave as a judge. Hush! said he, impressively. Unless one has sure and good ground to go upon, it is better not to assume evil.

No ground was ever surer than this.

My dear young lady, you maybe utterly mistaken. She liked the style of address from him  my dear young lady: it flattered her vanity. But she would not give way.

I have seen what I have seen, Mr. Smith. Sir Karl Andinnian would not be stealing in there at night, if it were proper for him to be going in the open day.

Never speak of it, cried Mr. Smith, his tone one of sharp, strong command. What could you prove? I ask, Miss Blake, what you could prove  if put to it? She did not answer.

Why, nothing, madam. Absolutely nothing. How could you?

Miss Blake considered. I think theres a good deal of negative proof, she said, at length.

Moonshine, cried Mr. Smith. Negative proof in a case of this kind always is moonshine. Listen, my dear Miss Blake, for I am advising you now as a good friend. Never breathe a word of this matter to living soul. You dont know what the consequences to yourself might be.

Consequences to myself!

To yourself, of course: theres no one else in question  at least in my mind. You might be sued for libel, and get sentenced to pay heavy damages and to a term of imprisonment besides. For goodness sake, be cautious! Remember Jane Shore! She had to stand in the pillory in a white sheet in the face and eyes of a gaping multitude, a lighted taper in her hand.

Jane Shore! cried Miss Blake, who at the above suggestion had begun to go as pale as she could well go. Jane Shore! But that was not for libel. It was for  for

Miss Blake broke down.

Shoreditch is named after her, you know, put in Mr. Smith. Poor thing! she was very lovely: raven hair and eyes of a violet blue, say the old chronicles. Keep your own counsel, young lady, implicitly  and be silent for your own sake.  

Miss Blake said good morning, and walked away. The prospect suggested to her, as to the fine and imprisonment, looked anything but a pleasant one. She resolved henceforth to be silent; to Mrs. Cleeve and to all else: and, under the influence of this new and disagreeable suggestion, she wished to her heart she had never opened her lips to Lady Andinnian.

Meddlesome tabby cat, aspirated the gallant Mr. Smith. She might play up Old Beans with her tongue. Women are the very deuce for being ill-natured to one another.


CHAPTER XVIII.

A Night Alarm.

COLONEL and Mrs. Cleeve had departed again, and the time went on. Foxwood Court was comparatively quiet. The opening visits on all sides had been paid and returned, and there was a lull in the dinner parties. The weather continued most intensely hot; and people were glad to be still.

Never had poor Lucy Andinnian felt the estrangement from her husband so cruelly as now. At first the excitement of resentment had kept her up, and the sojourn of her father and mother, together with the almost daily gaiety, had served to take her out of herself: it was only at night during the lonely hours, when trouble prevented sleep, that she had felt its keenest sting. But now: now when she and Karl were alone, save for Miss Blake: when she sat in her lonely room hour after hour, and had leisure to realize her true position, Lucy gave way to all the abandonment of grief her trial brought. It was indeed a bitter one; a fiery trial: and when she looked back to it in after days, she could never imagine how she had contrived to bear it.  

Love is an all-powerful master: an overruling tyrant. In the first torments of awakened jealousy, it is all very well to take refuge in revengeful anger, and snap our fingers metaphorically at the beloved one, and say he may go promener. The reaction comes. Jealousy, alas, does not tend to extinguish love, but rather to increase it. Lucy Andinnian found it so to her cost. Her love for Karl had in no whit abated: and the very fact of knowing he paid these stolen night visits to the Maze, while it tortured her jealousy, in no way diminished her love. She was growing pale and thin; she questioned whether she had done wisely in undertaking this most cruel task of bearing in silence and patience, hoping it might bring him back to his true allegiance; for she knew not whether she could endure on to the end.

There were moments when in her desolation she almost wished she was reconciled to her husband on any terms, even to the extent of condoning the wrong and the evil. The strict reader must pardon her, for she was very desolate. The idea always went away at once, and she would arouse herself with a shiver. Perhaps, of all phases of the affair, the one that told most upon her, that she felt to be more humiliating than the rest, was the fact of its having been brought close to her home, to its very gates: and a thousand times she asked herself the ambiguous question  Why could not Sir Karl rid the Maze of its inmates, and convey them to a distance?

She might have schooled her heart to care for Karl less had they been separated: he at the North Pole, say: she at the South. But they were living under the same roof, and met hourly. They went to church together, and paid visits with each other, and sat at the same breakfast and dinner tables. For their public intercourse was so conducted that no suspicion of the truth should get abroad, within doors or without. As to Karl, he was waiting on his side with what patience he might until his wifes mood should alter; in fact, he had no other alternative; but he treated her with the most anxious kindness and consideration. That she had taken the matter up with unjustifiable harshness, he thought; but he excused it, knowing himself to be the real culprit for having married her. And thus they went on; Lucys spirit wounded to the core, and her anguished heart pining for the love that she believed was not hers.

She was sitting one Saturday evening under the acacia tree, in the delicate muslin she had worn in the day, when Karl came down from his dressing-room ready for dinner, and crossed the lawn to her. He had been to Basham, and she had not seen him since the morning.

You are very pale, Lucy.

My head aches badly: and it was so pleasant to remain here in the cool that I did not go in to dress, she said to him in a tone of apology.

And why should you? returned Karl. That is as pretty a dress as any you have. What has given you the headache?

I  always have it now, more or less, had been on the tip of her tongue; but she broke off in time. The heat, I think. I got very hot to-day, walking to Margaret Sumnors.

It is too hot for walking, Lucy. You should take the carriage.

I dont like the parade of the carriage when I go to Margarets.

Would you like a little pony-chaise? I will buy you one if you  

No, thank you, she interrupted hastily, her tone a cold one. I prefer to walk when I go about Foxwood. The heat will pass away sometime.

You were saying the other day, Lucy, to some one who called, that you would like to read that new book on the Laplanders. I have been getting it for you.

He had a white paper parcel in his hand, undid it, and gave her a handsomely-bound volume. She felt the kindness, and her sad face flushed slightly.

Thank you; thank you very much. It was good of you to think of me.

And I have been subscribing to the Basham library, Lucy, and brought home the first parcel of books. It may amuse you to read them.

Yes, I think it will. Thank you, Sir Karl.

She had never called him Karl when they were alone, since the explosion. Now and then occasionally before people, she did, especially before her father and mother. But he understood quite well that it was only done for appearance sake.

The dinner hour was at hand, and they went in. Very much to the surprise of both, Mr. Cattacomb was in the drawing-room with Miss Blake. Lucy had neither heard nor seen him: but the acacia tree was out of sight of the front entrance.

I have been telling Mr. Cattacomb  he came to me in the heat, on business of St. Jeromes  that you will be charitable enough to give him some dinner, said Miss Blake, introducing Mr. Cattacomb to Sir Karl in form  for it was the first time he had met that reverend man. Of course Karl could only return a civil answer; but he had not been at all anxious for the acquaintanceship of Mr. Cattacomb, and was determined not to treat him precisely as though he had been an invited guest.

I think you may perhaps prefer to take in your friend Miss Blake, as Lady Andinnian is a stranger to you, he said, when Hewitt announced dinner. We are not on ceremony now.

And Sir Karl caught his wifes hand within his. I was not going to leave you to him, Lucy, he whispered.

So they went parading in to dinner arm-in-arm, this estranged man and wife, brushing past Hewitt and the tall new footman, who wore powdered hair.

It is just as though he did care for me! thought Lucy, glancing at her husband as he placed her in her seat at the tables head.

Mr. Cattacomb and Miss Blake, seated opposite each other, talked a great deal, Karl scarcely at all. When alone, the dinners at the Court were simply served, Sir Karl carving. He was attentive to his impromptu guest, and sent him of the best: but he thought he had never in all his life been in company with so affected and vain a man as that belauded clergyman. Once, with the fish before him, Karl fell into a reverie. He woke up with a start, looking about him like a man bewildered.

Some more fish, Lucy, my darling?

Lucys plate had gone away long before. They all saw that he had been, so to speak, unconscious of what he said. He rallied then; and did not lose himself again.

Dinner over, Mr. Cattacomb, making an apology, hurried away for some slight service at St. Jeromes, Miss Blake accompanying him as a matter of course. Lucy disappeared: and Karl, thus abandoned, went to his smoking-room. Not to smoke; but to muse upon the acute angles of his position  as he was too much given to do. Karl Andinnian was as a man in a net: as things looked at present, there seemed to be no chance of freedom from it, no hope of it at present or in the future. And his ill-fated brother again! The past night he, Karl, had dreamt one of those ugly dreams. He thought he saw Adam fleeing from his pursuers; a number of them, and they all looked like warders of Portland Prison. Panting, crying, Adam rushed in, seized hold of Karl, and begged him, as he valued salvation hereafter, to hide and save him. But the warders burst in and surrounded them. Poor Karl woke up as usual in fright and agony. This dream had been recurring to his mind all day: it was very vivid now in the silent evening hour after sunset.

Id give my life to place him in safety, ran his thoughts. Not much of a gift, either, for I verily believe this constant, distressing suspense will kill me. If he were but safe in some distant land! He might  Why, what is Lucy doing?

Opposite this south window there was a beautiful vista through the trees of the grounds beyond. Sir Karl had seen his wife running swiftly from one walk to another, and suddenly stoop  as he fancied. Looking still, he found she did not get up again.

She must have fallen, he exclaimed, and rushed out.

He was with her in a minute. She was getting up after her fall, but her ankle felt intolerably painful. Karl was very tender: he had her in his arms, and took her to a leafy arbour close by. There he put her to sit down, and held her to him for support.

I have twisted my ankle, she said. Its nothing.

But the tears of pain stood in her eyes. He soothed her as he would have soothed her in the bygone days; holding her in his firm protection, whispering terms of sweet endearment. What with the ankles sharp twinges, what with his loving words, and what with her chronic state of utter wretchedness, poor Lucy burst into sobs, and sobbed them out upon his breast.

My darling! The ankle is giving you pain.

The ankles nothing, she said. It will soon be well. But she lay there still and sobbed pitiably.

He waited in silence until she should grow calmer, his arm round her. A distant nightingale was singing its love-song.

Lucy, began Karl, then, I would ask you  now that we seem to be for the moment alone with the world and each other  whether there is any sense in living in the way we do? Is there any happiness for either of us? I want you to forgive all, and be reconciled: I want you to see the matter in its proper light, apart from prejudice. The past is past and cannot be recalled: but it leaves no just reason in the sight of God or man for our living in estrangement.

Her head was hidden against him still. She did not lift her eyes as she whispered her answer.

Is there no reason for it now, Karl? Now, at the present time. None?

No. As I see it, NO; on my word of honour as a gentleman. The notion you have taken up is an unsound and utterly mistaken one. You had grave cause to complain: granted: to resent; I admit it all: but surely it was not enough to justify the rending asunder of man and wife. The past cannot be undone  Heaven knows I would undo it if I could. But there is no just cause for your visiting the future upon me in this way, and making us both pay a heavy penalty. Wont you forgive and forget? Wont you be my own dear wife again? Oh, Lucy, I am full of trouble, and I want your sympathy to lighten it.

Her whole heart yearned to him. He drew her face to his and kissed her lips with the sweetest kisses. In the bliss and rest that the reconciliation brought to her spirit, Lucy momentarily forgot all else. Her kisses met his; her tears wet his cheeks. What with one emotion and another  pain, anguish, grief and bliss, the latter uppermost  poor Lucy felt faint The bitter past was effaced from her memory: the change seemed like a glimpse of Paradise. It all passed in a moment, or so, of time.

Oh, Karl, I should like to be your wife again! she confessed. The estrangement we are living in is more cruel for me than for you. Shall it be so?

Shall it! repeated Karl. Is there need to ask me, Lucy?  

It lies with you.

With me! Why, how? How does it lie with me? You know, my darling

A slight ruffle, as if some one were brushing past the shrubs in the opposite path, caused Sir Karl to withdraw his arm from his wife. Miss Blake came up: a note in her hand. Sir Karl politely, in thought, wished Miss Blake at York.

As I was coming in, Sir Karl, I overtook a woman with this note, which she was bringing you. It was the servant at the Maze  or some one very like her.

Miss Blake looked full at Sir Karl as she spoke, wishing no doubt that looks were daggers. She had added the little bit of information, as to the messenger, for Lucys especial benefit. Karl thanked her coolly, and crushed the note, unopened, into his pocket. Lucy, shy, timid Lucy, was limping away. Miss Blake saw something was wrong and held out her arm.

What is the matter, Lucy? You are in paint You have been crying!

I slipped and hurt my ankle, Theresa. It was foolish to cry, though. The pain is much less already.

Miss Blake helped her indoors in lofty silence. Anything like the contempt she felt for the weakness of Lucy Andinnian, she perhaps had never felt for any one before in all her life. Not for the weakness of crying at a hurt: though that was more befitting a child than a woman: but for the reprehensible weakness she was guilty of in living on terms of affection with her husband. Must even sit in a garden arbour together hand in hand, listening to the nightingales, shrieked Miss Blake mentally, with rising hair. And yet  she knows what I disclosed to her!  

The note was from Mrs. Grey. Had Miss Blake herself presided at its opening, she could not reasonably have found fault with it. Mrs. Grey presented her compliments to Sir Karl Andinnian, and would feel obliged by his calling to see her as soon as convenient, as she wished to speak with him on a little matter of business concerning the house.

There was nothing more. But Karl knew, by the fact of her venturing on the extreme step of writing to the Court, that he was wanted at the Maze for something urgent. It was several days since he had been there: for he could not divest himself of the feeling that some one of these nightly visits of his, more unlucky than the rest, might bring on suspicion and betrayal. To his uneasy mind there was danger in every surrounding object. The very sound of the wind in the trees seemed to whisper it to him as he passed; hovering shades of phantom shape glanced out to his fancy from the hedges.

He stayed a short while pacing his garden, and then went indoors. It was getting dusk. Miss Blake had her things off and was alone in the drawing-room. The tea waited on the table.

Wheres Lucy? he asked.

She went to her room to have her ankle seen to. I would have done anything for her, but she declined my services.

Karl knocked at his wifes little sitting-room door, and entered. She was leaning on the window-sill, and said her ankle felt much better after the warm water, and since Aglaé had bound it up. Karl took her hand.

We were interrupted, Lucy, when I was asking an important question, he began for indeed I think I must have misunderstood you. How does the putting an end to our estrangement lie with me?

It does lie with you, Karl, she answered, speaking feelingly and pleasantly, not in the cold tone of reserve she had of late maintained when they were alone. The estrangement is miserable for me; you say it is for you; and the efforts we have to make, to keep up the farce before the household and the world, make it doubly miserable for both of us. We cannot undo our marriage: but to continue to live as we are living is most unsatisfactory and deplorable.

But it is you who insisted on living so, Lucy  to my surprise and pain.

Could I do otherwise? she rejoined. It is a most unhappy business altogether: and at times I am tempted to wish that it had been always kept from me. As you say  and I am willing to believe you, and do believe you  the past is past: but you know how much of the consequences remain. It seems to me that I must give way a little: perhaps, having taken my vows as your wife, it may be what I ought to do; a duty even in Gods sight.

Do you recollect your words to me on the eve of our wedding-day, Lucy, when I was speaking of the possibility that a deeper blow might fall: one that would dishonour us both in the worlds eyes, myself primarily, you through me, and cause you to repent of our union? You should never repent, you said; you took me for richer for poorer, for better or for worse.

But I did not know the blow would be of this kind, murmured Lucy. Still, I will do as you wish me  forget and forgive. At least if I cannot literally forget, for that would not be practicable, it shall be as though I did, for I will never allude to it by word or deed. That will be my concession, Karl. You must make one on your side.

Willingly. What is it?

Clear the Maze immediately of its tenants.

He gave a slight start, knitting his brow. Lucy saw the proposal was unpalatable?

Their being there is an insult to me, Karl, she softly said, as if beseeching the boon. You must get them away.

I cannot, Lucy, he answered, his face wrung with pain. I wish I could! Dont you understand that I have no control over this?

I think I understand, she said, her manner growing cold. You have said as much before. Why can you not? It seems to me, if things be as you intimate, that the matter would be easily accomplished. You need only show firmness.

He thought how little she understood. But he could not bear to enlarge upon it, and said nothing.

There are houses enough, and to spare, in the world, Karl.

Plenty of them.

Then why not let the Maze be left?

More things than one are against it, Lucy. There are wheels within wheels, he added, thinking of Smith the mysterious agent. One great element against it is the risk  the danger.

Danger of exposure, do you mean?

Of discovery. Yes.

Never had Karl Andinnian and his wife been so near coming to an enlightenment on the misunderstanding that lay between them and their peace. It passed off  just as many another good word passes off, unsaid, in life.

My hands are tied, Lucy. If wishing the Maze empty would effect it, it would be vacant to-morrow. I can do nothing.

I understand, she said bitterly, even as she had said once before, all the old resentful indignation rising up within her. I understand, Sir Karl. There are complications, entanglements; and you cannot free yourself from them.

Precisely so.

Is the sin of the past? she asked with flashing eyes and a rising colour; her voice betraying her frame of mind. He gazed at her, unable to understand.

Why of course it is past, Lucy. What can you mean?

Oh, you know, you know. Never mind. We must go on again as we have been going on.

No, Lucy.

YES, Sir Karl. As long as those people remain in the Maze, tacitly to insult me, I will never be more to you than I am now.

It was a strangely harsh decision; and one he could not account for. He asked for her reasons in detail, but she would not give any. All she said further was, that if he felt dissatisfied, she could  and should  seek the protection of her father and declare the truth.

So they parted again as they had parted before. Hemmed in on all sides, afraid to move an inch to the left or the right, Karl could only submit; he could do nothing.

I was charged by Miss Blake to tell you that tea is ready, he said, turning on his heel to quit the room.

Ask her to send me a cup by Aglaé, please. I shall stay here to rest my ankle. And as Karl closed the door upon her, poor Lucy burst into a flood of tears, and sobbed as though her heart would break. Underlying all else in her mind was a keen sense of insult, of slight, of humiliation: and she asked herself whether she ought to bear it.

Pacing the gravel path round the trees of the Maze after dark had fallen  as much dark as a summers night ever gives us  were Karl Andinnian and Mrs. Grey. She, expecting him, went to wait for him just within the gate: as she did the evening Miss Blake had the satisfaction of watching and seeing. It was a still, hot night, and Mrs. Grey proposed that they should walk round the outer circle once, before going in: for she had things to say to him.

Why have you kept away these last few days, Karl? she asked, taking the arm he offered her. Adam has been so vexed and impatient over it: but I should not have ventured to write to you for only that  I hope you were not angry with me.

He told her he was not angry. He told her why he had kept away  that an instinct warned him it might be imprudent to come in too often. It seemed to him, he added, that the very hedges had eyes to watch him. She shivered a little, as though some chill of damp had struck her; and proceeded to relate what she had to say.

By a somewhat singular coincidence, a copy of the same newspaper that contained the mysterious paragraph had been bought at the little newsvendors in Fox wood by Ann Hopley, who was fond of reading the news when her days work was over. She saw the paragraph, took alarm, and showed it to her master and mistress.  

It has nearly frightened me to death, Karl, said Mrs. Grey. The paper was a week old when Ann bought it: and I am glad it was, or I should have been living upon thorns longer than I have been.

He told her that he had seen it. And he did what he could to reassure her, saying it was probably but an unmeaning assertion, put in from dearth of news.

That is just what Mr. Smith says, she replied.

He thinks it is from the brain of some poor penny-a-liner  

Mr. Smith! exclaimed Karl How do you know?

Adam would see him about it, and I sent for him. He, Smith, says theres nothing for it now but staying here; and Adam seems to be of the same opinion.

Were you present at their interview?

No. I never am. The man is keeping us here for purposes of his own. I feel sure of it. He has been a good friend to us in many ways: I dont know what we should have done without him; but it is his fault that we are staying on here.

Undoubtedly it is.

Adam is just as careless and gay as ever in manner, but I think the announcement in the newspaper has made him secretly uneasy. He is not well to-night.

What is the matter with him?

It is some inward pain: he has complained of it more than once lately. And he has been angry and impatient of an evening because you did not come. It is so lonely for him, you know.

I do know it, Rose. Nothing brings me here at all but that.  

It was he who at last made me write to you today. I was not sorry to do it, for I had wanted to see you myself and to talk to you. I think I have discovered something that may be useful; at least that we may turn to use. First of all  Do you remember a year or two ago there was a public stir about one Philip Salter?

No. Who is Philip Salter?

Philip Salter committed a great crime: forgery, I think: and he escaped from the hands of the police as they were bringing him to London by rail I have nearly a perfect recollection of it, continued Mrs. Grey, for my uncle and aunt took great interest in it, because they knew one of the people whom Salter had defrauded. He was never retaken. At least, I never heard of it.

How long ago was this?

More than two years. It was in spring-time, I think.

Karl Andinnian threw his recollection back. The name, Philip Salter, certainly seemed to begin to strike on some remote chord of his memory; but he had completely forgotten its associations.

What of him, Rose? he asked.

This, she answered, her voice taking even a lower tone: I should not be surprised if this Mr. Smith is the escaped man, Philip Salter! I think he may be.

This man, Smith, Philip Salter! exclaimed Karl. But what grounds have you for thinking it?

I will tell you. When Mr. Smith came over a day or two ago, it was in the evening, growing dusk. Adam saw him in the upstairs room. They stood at the window  perhaps for the sake of the light, and seemed to be looking over some memorandum paper. I was walking about outside, and saw them. All at once something fell down from the window. I ran to pick it up, and found it was a pocket-book, lying open. Mr. Smith shouted out, Dont touch it, Mrs. Grey: dont trouble yourself, and came rushing down the stairs. But I had picked it up, Karl; and I saw written inside it the name, Philip Salter. Without the least intention or thought of prying, I saw it: Philip Salter. Mr. Smith was up with me the next moment, and I gave him the pocket-book, closed.

His Christian name is certainly Philip, observed Karl after a pause of thought. I have seen his signature to receipts for rent Philip Smith. This is a strange thing, Rose.

Yes  if it be true. While he is planted here, spying upon Adam, he may be hiding from justice himself, a criminal.

Karl was in deep thought. Was the name in the pocket-book on the fly-leaf, Rose  as though it were the owners name?

I think so, but I cannot be sure. It was at the top of a leaf certainly. If we could but find it out  find that it is so, it might prove to be a way of release from him, she added; I mean some way or other of release might come of it. Oh, and think of the blessing of feeling free! I am sure that, but for him, Adam would contrive to escape to a safer land.

There was no time to say more. The night was drawing on, and Karl had to go in to his impatient brother. Impatient! What should we have been in his place? Poor Adam Andinnian! In his banned, hidden, solitary days, what interlude had he to look forward to but these occasional visits from Karl?

I will think it over, Rose, and try and find something out, said Karl as they went in. Have you told Adam?

No. He is so hot and impulsive, you know. I thought it best to speak to you first.

Quite right. Say nothing to him at present.

In quitting the Maze that evening, Adam, in spite of all Karl could say or do, would walk with him to the gate: only laughing when Karl called it dangerous recklessness. There were moments when the same doubt crossed Karls mind that had been once suggested to him by Mr. Plunkett  Was Adam always and altogether sane? This moment was one. He Absolutely stood at the gate, talking and laughing in an undertone, as Karl went through it.

Rubbish, Karlo, old fellow, said he to the last remonstrance. Its a dark night, and not a soul within miles of us. Besides, who knows me here?

Karl had locked the gate and was putting the key in his pocket, when a sound smote his ear and he turned it to listen. The tramp, tramp, as of policemen walking with measured steps was heard, coming from the direction of the railway-station, and with it the scuffle and hum of a besetting crowd. It brought into his mind with a rush and a whirl that fatal night some twelve months before, when he had heard the tramp of policemen on the other side the hedge  and their prisoner, though he knew it not, was his brother, Adam Andinnian.

Adam, do you hear! he cried hoarsely. For the love of heaven, hide yourself. And Sir Adam disappeared in the Maze.

What with the past recollection, what with his brothers near presence, what with the approach of these police  as he took them to be  what with the apprehension ever overlying his heart, Karl was seized with a panic of terror. Were they coming in search of Adam? He thought so: and all the agony that he often went over in his dreams, he suffered now in waking reality. The hubbub of exposure; the public disgrace; the renewed hard life for him at Portland Island; even perhaps  Karls imagination was vivid just then  the scaffold in the distance as an ending! These visions surging through his brain, Karl flew to the other side of the road  lest his being on the side of the Maze might bring suspicion on it  and then walked quietly to his own entrance gates. There he stood, and turned to await the event, his head beating, his pulses leaping.

With a relief that no tongue could express, Karl saw them pass the Maze and come onwards. Presently, in the nights imperfect light, he distinguished a kind of covered stretcher, or hand-barrow, borne by a policeman and other men, a small mob following.

Is anything amiss? he asked, taking a few steps into the road, and speaking in the quietest tones he could just then command.

Its poor Whittle, Sir Karl, replied the policeman  who knew him. There were a few scattered cottages skirting the wood beyond the Court, and Karl recognized the name, Whittle, as that of a man who lived in one of them and worked at the railway-station.

Is he ill? asked Karl.

He is dead, Sir Karl. He was missed from his work in the middle of the afternoon and not found till an hour ago: there he was, stretched out in the field, dead. We got Mr. Moore round, and he thinks it must have been a sun-stroke.

What a sad thing! cried Karl, in his pitying accents. Does his wife know?

Weve sent on to prepare her, poor woman! Theres four or five little children, Sir Karl, mores the pity!

Ay; I know there are some. Tell her I will come in and see her in the morning.

A murmur of approbation at the last words arose from the bystanders. It seemed to them an earnest that the new baronet, Sir Karl, would turn out to be a kind and considerate man; as good for them perhaps as Sir Joseph had been.

He listened to the tramp, tramp, until it had died away, and then turned in home with all his trouble and care: determined to search the newspapers  filed by Sir Joseph  before he went to rest, for some particulars of this Philip Salter.

Oh that Adam were but safe in some less dangerous land! was the refrain, ever eating itself into his brain.


CHAPTER XIX.

In the same Train.

You must step out sharp, Sir Karl. The train is on the move.

Sir Karl Andinnian had gone hastening into the railway-station, late, on Monday morning, to catch the eleven oclock train, and was taking a ticket for London. It was the station-master who had addressed him, as he handed him his ticket One of the porters held open the door of a first-class compartment, and Sir Karl jumped in.

A lady was gathered into the corner beyond him, her veil down: there was no one else in the carriage. Karl did not look round at her until the train had left the station. And when he saw who it was, he thought his eyes must be playing him false.

Why, Rose! he exclaimed. Can it be you?

She smiled and threw her veil back, leaning towards him at the same moment to explain why she was there. The whistle set up a shriek at the time, and though Sir Karl, his ear bent close to her, no doubt heard the explanation, the air of the carriage did not. Slight accident  last night  quite useless  would have me come  Rennet were all the disconnected words that caught.  

I quite shrunk from the journey at first, she said, when the whistle had subsided. I feel always shy and timid now: but I am not sorry to go, for it will give me the opportunity of making some needful purchases. I would rather do it in London than Basham; in fact, I should not dare to go to Basham myself: and I did not care to trust Ann Hopley to buy these fine little things.

Is Adam better?

Yes, I think so: he seemed pretty well yesterday. You did not come to the Maze last night, Karl. He was wishing for you.

Karl turned off the subject. The fright he had had, coming out on Saturday night, would serve to keep him away for some days to come. In his heart of hearts he believed that, in the interests of prudence, the less he went to the Maze the better: instinct was always telling him so.  

I suppose you will return to-night, Rose?

If I can, she answered. It depends on Rennet. Should I be obliged to wait until to-morrow, I shall have to sleep at an hotel: Adam has directed me to one. And so the conversation innocently progressed, and the train went on.

But now, as capricious fortune had it, who should be in that self-same train but Miss Blake! Miss Blake was going up to London en cachette. That is to say, she had not intended Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian to know of the journey. Some grand piece of work, involving choice silks and much embroidery, was being projected by Miss Blake for Mr. Cattacombs use at St. Jeromes: she had determined to get the silks at first hand, which she could only do in London; and took the train this morning for the purpose. If I am not in to luncheon, dont think anything of it: I can get a biscuit out, she said to Lucy: and Miss Blakes general out-of-door engagements appeared to be so numerous  what with the church services, and the hunting-up little ragamuffins from their mothers cottages for instruction  that Lucy would have thought nothing of it had she been away all day long. Miss Blake, however, intended to get back in the afternoon.

Seated in her compartment, waiting for the train to start, she had seen Sir Karl Andinnian come running on to the platform; and she drew her face back out of sight. She saw him put into a carriage just behind her own: and she felt a little cross that he should be going to London at all.

What is taking him, I wonder? she thought. He never said a word about it at breakfast. I dont believe Lucy knows it.

Arrived at the terminus, Miss Blake, knowing that gentlemen mostly leap out of a train before it has well stopped, held back herself. Cautiously peeping to see him pass and get fairly off, she saw what she had not expected to see  Sir Karl helping out a lady. They passed on quickly: Sir Karl carrying a large clasped reticule bag, and the lady clinging to his arm. She was closely veiled: but Miss Blakes keen eyes knew her through the veil for Mrs. Grey.

Miss Blake could have groaned the roof off the carriage. She was the only passenger left in it. The deceitful villain! she exclaimed: and then she burst on to the platform, and sheltered herself behind a projecting board to look after the criminals.

Sir Karl was putting Mrs. Grey into a four-wheeled cab. He handed in her reticule bag after her, shook hands, gave a direction to the driver, and the cab went off. Then he looked round for a hansom, and was driven away in his turn. Miss Blake, making good her own departure, believed she had not yet suspected, half the tricks and turns there must be in this wicked world.

Poor Lucy! poor wife! she murmured, pityingly. May Heaven look down and shield her!

Karls errand in London was to find out what he could about Philip Salter. On the Saturday night, patiently searching the file of newspapers  the Times  he at length came upon the case. One Philip Salter had been manager to a financial firm in London, and for some years managed it honestly and very successfully. But he got speculating on his own account, lost and lost, and continued to lose, all the while using the funds, that were not his, to prop him up, and prevent exposure. To do this, unsuspected, he was forced to resort to forgery: to fabricate false bonds; to become, in short, one of the worst of felons. The day of discovery came; but Mr. Salter had not waited for it. He was off, and left no trace, as he thought, behind him. Some clue, however, fancied or real, was obtained by a clever ordinary police officer. He went down to Liverpool, seized Philip Salter on board an American vessel just about to steam out of port, and started with him for London at once by the night train, disguised as he was. Midway on the road, Salter did what only a desperate man, fighting for very life, would have dared to do  he jumped from the carriage and made his escape.

So much Karl read: but, though he searched onwards, he could see nothing else. Some of the newspapers were missing; had not been filed; and, it might be, that they were the very papers that spoke further. He then resolved to seek information elsewhere.

All day on the Sunday it had been floating through his mind. His wifes ankle was better. He walked to church with her as usual, sitting by her side in their conspicuous pew  placed sideways to the pulpit and exposed to the eyes of all the congregation. Throughout the service, throughout the sermon, Karls mind was dwelling on the suspicion connecting Philip Smith with Philip Salter. Lucy thought him very still: as still and sad as herself. The only other conspicuous pew was opposite; it belonged to the vicarage. Margaret Sumnor was in it alone, in the half-reclining seat that had been made for her; Mrs. Sumnor rarely went to church in the morning: the younger daughters were of course at St. Jeromes.

I will go to London to-morrow, decided Karl in his own mind that night. Could Smith be got away from his post of espionage it might be Adams salvation. And thats what brought him taking the eleven oclock train on Monday morning.

His hansom cab conveyed him to Plunkett and Plunketts. That he must conduct this inquiry in the most cautiously delicate manner, he knew well; or he might only make bad worse, and bring the hornets nest, that he was always dreading, about his brothers head. Once let Smith  if he were really Salter  suspect that inquiries were being made about himself, and he might in revenge denounce Sir Adam.

Mr. Plunkett, with whom Karl as well as the rest of the family had always transacted business, was not in town. Mr. George Plunkett saw him, but he was to Karl comparatively a stranger. Even this seemed to fetter him and make him feel more uneasily, but without reason, the necessity of caution. In a decidedly hesitating way, he said that he had a reason for wishing to learn some particulars about a man who had cheated the community a year or two ago and had made his escape, one Philip Salter: he wanted to know whether he had been re-caught; or, if not, where he was now supposed to be. Mr. George Plunkett immediately asked  not supposing there was any reason why he should not be told  for what purpose Sir Karl wished for the information. Was it that any of his friends had been sufferers and were hoping to get back what they had lost? And Karl contrived, without any distinct assertion, to leave this impression on the lawyers mind. Mr. Plunkett, however, could give him no information about Salter, beyond the fact  or rather, opinion, for he was not sure  that he had never been retaken. The matter was not one they had any interest in, he observed; and he recommended Sir Karl to go to Scotland Yard.

I will write a note of introduction for you to one of the head officers there, Sir Karl, he said. It will insure you attention.

But Karl declined this. If I went to Scotland Yard at all, he said, it would be as an unknown, private individual, not as Sir Karl Andinnian. I dont much care to go to Scotland Yard.

But why? exclaimed Mr. George Plunkett. And then, all in a moment an idea flashed across him. He fancied that Sir Karl was shy of presenting himself there as the brother of the unfortunate man who had stood his trial for murder.

I have reasons for not wishing it to be known that I am stirring in this, admitted Karl. Grave reasons. At Scotland Yard they might recognize me, and perhaps put questions that at present I would rather not answer.

Look here, then, said the lawyer. I will give you a letter to one of the private men connected with the force  a detective, in fact You can see him at his own house. He is one of the cleverest men they have, and will be sure to be able to tell you everything you want to know. Theres not the least necessity for me to mention your name to him, and hell not seek to learn it. I shall say you are a client and friend of ours, and that will be sufficient.

Thank you, that will be best, replied Karl. Mr. George Plunkett wrote the note there and then, and gave it to Karl. It was addressed to Mr. Burtenshaw, Euston Road. He took a cab and found the house  a middling-sized house with buff-coloured blinds to the windows. A maid servant came to the door, and her cap flew off as she opened it.

Can I see Mr. Burtenshaw? asked Sir Karl.

Mr. Burtenshaws out, sir, she replied, stooping to pick up the cap,  a piece of bordered net the size of a five-shilling piece. He left word that he should be back at five oclock.

If I were a detective officer, my servants should wear caps on their heads, thought Karl, as he turned away, and went to get some dinner.

The church clocks were striking five when he was at the door again. Mr. Burtenshaw was at home; and Karl, declining to give his name, was shown to an upstairs room. A little man of middle age, with a sallow face and rather nice grey eyes, was standing by a table covered with papers. Karl bowed, and handed him Mr. George Plunketts note.

Take a seat, sir, pray, while I read it, said Mr. Burtenshaw, instinctively recognising Karl for a gentleman and a noble one. And Karl sat down near the window.

Very good; I am at your service, sir, said the detective, drawing a chair opposite Karls. What can I do for you?

With less hesitation than he had shown to Mr. George Plunkett, for he was gathering courage now the ice was broken, Karl frankly stated why he had come, and what he wanted  some information about the criminal, Philip Salter.

Do you know much about the case? continued Karl  for Mr. Burtenshaw had made no immediate reply, but sat in silence.

I believe I know all about it, sir. I was wondering whether you had unearthed him and were come to claim the reward.

The reward! Is there an offered reward out against him?

Five hundred pounds. It was offered after he had made his desperate escape, and it stands still.

He has not been retaken then?

No, never. We have failed in his case, I am ashamed to say. What particulars are they, sir, that you wish to hear of him? Those connected with his frauds and forgeries?

Not those: I have read of them in some of the old papers. I want to know where he is supposed to be; and what he is like in person.

Our belief is that he is still in Great Britian; strange though it may sound to you to hear me say it. England or Scotland. After that escapade, all the ports were so thoroughly guarded and watched, that I dont think he could have escaped. We have a more especial reason, which I do not speak of, for suspecting that he is here still: at least that he was three months ago.

There are a hundred places in England where he may be hiding, spoke Karl impulsively. Where he may be living as an ordinary individual, just like the individuals about him.

Exactly so.

Living openly as may be said, but cautiously. Perhaps wearing a disguise.

No doubt of the disguise. False hair and whiskers, spectacles, and all that.

Karl remembered Mr. Smiths green spectacles. His hair might not be his own: he wished he had taken better note of it.

And in person? What is he like?

That I cannot tell you, said Mr. Burtenshaw. I never saw him. Some of us know him well. Grimley especially does.

Who is Grimley?

The man who let him escape. He has been under a cloud since with us. My wonder is that he was not dismissed.

Then you dont know at all what Salter is like?

No.

Are there no photographs?

I think not I have seen none. Is it very essential your ascertaining this?

The most essential point of all. Is this Grimley to be got at? If I could see him to-day and get Salters description from him, I should be more than glad.

Mr. Burtenshaw took some ivory tablets from his pocket and consulted them. I will send for Grimley here, sir. Will eight oclock be too late for you?

Not at all, replied Karl, thinking he could get away by the half-past nine train.

Mr. Burtenshaw escorted him to the head of the stairs, and watched him down, making his mental comments.

I wonder who he is? He looks too full of care for his years. But he knows Salters retreat as sure as a gun  or thinks he knows it. Wont denounce him till hes sure.

When Karl got back at eight oclock, some disappointment was in store for him. Grimley was not there. The detective showed the scrap of message returned to him, scribbled in pencil on a loose bit of paper. Karl read as follows, Cant get to you before eleven: might be a little later. Suppose its particular? Got a matter on hand, and have to leave for the country at five in the morning.

Will you see him at that late hour, sir?

Karl considered. It would involve his staying in town for the night, which he had not prepared for. But he was restlessly anxious to set the question at rest, and resolved upon waiting.

He walked away through the busy London streets, seemingly more crowded than usual that Monday evening, and sent a telegraphic message to his wife, saying he could not be home until the morrow. Then he went into the Charing Cross Hotel and engaged a bed. Before eleven he was back again at Mr. Burtenshaws. Grimley came in about a quarter past: a powerful, tallish man with a rather jolly face, not dressed in his official clothes as a policeman, but in an ordinary suit of pepper-and-salt.

You remember Philip Salter, Grimley? began the superior man at once, without any circumlocution or introduction.

I ought to remember him, Mr. Burtenshaw.

Just describe his person to this gentleman as accurately as you can.

Hes not dropped upon at last, is he? returned the man, his whole face lighting up.

No. Dont jump to conclusions, Grimley, but do as you are bid. Upon which rebuke Grimley turned to Sir Karl.

He was about as tall as I am, sir, and not unlike me in shape: that is, strongly made, and very active. His real hair was dark brown, and almost black  but goodness only knows what its changed into now.

And his face? questioned Karl. As yet the description tallied.

Well, his face was a fresh-coloured face, pleasant in look, and he was a free, pleasant man to talk to you. His eyes  I cant be sure, but I think they were dark brown: his eyebrows were thick and rather more arched than common. At that time his face was clean-shaved, whiskers and all: daresay its covered with hair now.

Was he gentlemanly in his look and manners?

Yes, sir, I should say so. A rather bustling, business-kind of gentleman: I used to see him often before he turned rogue. Leastways before it was known. Youd never have thought it of him: youd have trusted him through thick and thin.

Smith at Foxwood was not bustling in his manners: rather quiet But, as Sir Karls thoughts ran, there was nothing there for him to be bustling over: and, besides, the trouble might have tamed him. In other particulars the description might have well served for Smith himself, and Karls hopes rose. Grimley watched him keenly.

Have you a photograph of him! asked Karl. No, sir. Twas a great pity one was never took. I might have had it done at Liverpool that day; but I thought Id got himself safe, and it didnt occur to me. Ah! live and learn. I never was done before, and Ive not been since.

You let him escape you in the train?

I let him: yes, sir, thats the right word; as things turned out. Dont put the handcuffs on me, Grimley, says he, when we were about to start for the up-night train. Its not pleasant to be seen in that condition by the passengers who sit opposite you. Ill not give you any trouble: youve got me, and I yield to it.

On your honour, sir? says I. On my word and honour, says he. To tell you the truth, Grimley, he goes on, Ive led such a life of fear and suspense lately that Im not sorry its ended. Well, sir, I put faith in him: youve heard me say it, Mr. Burtenshaw: and we took our seats in the carriage, me on one side, my mate, Knowles, on the other, and Salter, unfettered, between us. He had got a great thick fluffy grey wrapper on, half coat, half cloak, with them wide hanging sleeves: we touched the sleeves on both sides, me and Knowles, with our arms and shoulders. There was one passenger besides; he sat opposite Knowles, and slept a good deal. Salter slept too  or seemed to sleep. Well, sir, we had got well on in our journey, when from some cause the lamp goes out. Soon after, the train shoots into a tunnel, and we were in utter darkness. Salter, apparently, was sleeping fast. A glimmer of light arose when we were half way through it, from some opening I suppose, and I saw the opposite passenger, as I thought, leaning out at the far window, the one next Knowles. The next minute there was a sound and a rush of air. Good heavens he has fell out, I says to Knowles: and Knowles  I say he had been asleep too  rouses up and says Why the doors open. Sir, when we got out of the tunnel, the rays of the bright lamp at its opening shone in; the opposite passenger was safe enough, his head nodding on his breast, but my prisoner was gone.

Karl caught up his breath; the tale excited him. How could it have been done? he exclaimed.

The dickens knows. There was his thick rough coat again our arms, but his arms was out of it. How he had managed to slip em out and make no stir, and get off his seat to the door, I shall never guess. One thing is certain  he must have had a railway key hid about him somewhere and opened the door with it: he must have been opening it when I thought it was the passenger leaning out.

What did you do?

We could do nothing, sir. Except shout to arouse the guard; we did enough of that, but the guard never heard us. When the next station was reached, a deal of good time had been lost. We told what had occurred, and got the tunnel searched. That Salter would be found dead, everybody thought. Instead of that he was not found at all; not a trace of him.

He must have received injuries, exclaimed Karl.

I should say so, returned Grimley. Injuries that perhaps he carries from that day to this. And Karl half started as he remembered the arm always in a sling.

Just for a single moment the temptation to denounce this man came over him, in spite of his wish and will. Only for the moment: he remembered the danger to his brother. Besides, he would not have betrayed Smith for the world.

What age is Salter? he resumed.

He must be about five-and-thirty now, sir. He was said to be three-and-thirty when it happened.

That was the first check. Smith must be quite forty. Did Salter look older than his years? he asked.

No, I think not. Ah, he was a cunning fox, continued Mr. Grimley, grating his teeth at the remembrance. Ive known since then what it is to trust to the word and honour of a thief. Can you tell me where to find him, sir? he suddenly cried, after a pause. To retake that man would be the most satisfactory piece of work Ive got left to me in life.

No, I cannot, replied Karl, gravely: which Mr. Grimley did not appear to like at all. So the interview came to an end without much result; and Karl departed for his hotel. Both Grimley and Mr. Burtenshaw, bowing him out, remained, firmly persuaded in their own minds that this unknown gentleman, who did not give his name, possessed some clue or other to the-criminal, Salter.

We must return for a few minutes to Foxwood Court Miss Blake got back by an early afternoon train as she had intended, and found some visitors with Lady Andinnian. It was old General Lloyd from Basham with two of his daughters. They were asking Lady Andinnian to take luncheon with them on the morrow, and accompany them afterwards to the flower-show that was to be held at the Guildhall. Sir Karl and Miss Blake were included in the invitation. Lucy promised: she seemed worn and weary with her solitude, and she loved flowers greatly. For Sir Karl she said she could not answer: he was in London for the day: but she thought it likely he would be able to accompany her. Miss Blake left it an open question: St Jeromes was paramount just now, and tomorrow was one of its festival-days.

They dined alone, those two, Sir Karl not having returned for it: and, in spite of troubles, it seemed very dull to Lucy without her husband.

Did you know Sir Karl was going to London! asked Miss Blake.

Yes, said Lucy; he told me this morning. He had business with Plunkett and Plunkett.

Miss Blake suddenly pushed her hair from her forehead as if it troubled her, and bit her lips to enforce them to silence.

After dinner Miss Blake went out. Tom Pepp, who was appointed bell-ringer to St. Jeromes, in his intervals of work, had played truant at Matins in the morning and wanted looking up; so she went to do it This bell was a new feature at St. Jeromes, and caused much talk. It was hung over the entrance-door, communicating with a stout string inside: which string Tom Pepp had to pull  to his intense delight.

When Miss Blake got back, Lucy was still alone. The evening passed on, and Sir Karl did not come. Soon after nine oclock a telegraphic dispatch arrived from him, addressed to Lady Andinnian. Her heart beat a little faster as she opened and read it.



I cannot get my business done to-night, and must sleep in town. Shall be home to-morrow.



I wonder what business it is that is detaining him! spoke Lucy, mechanically, after handing the dispatch to Theresa, her thoughts bent upon her absent husband.

 Theresa Blake was trembling to her fingers ends. She flung down the dispatch after reading it, and flung after it a contemptuous word. The action and the word quite startled Lady Andinnian.

Ill tell you, Lucy; Ill tell you because you ought to know it, she cried, scattering prudence to the winds in her righteous indignation; scattering even all consideration touching Jane Shore, the pillory, the white sheet, and the lighted taper. The plea of business is good to assume: very convenient! Sir Karl did not go to London alone this morning. That girl was with him.

What girl? faltered Lucy.

She at the Maze. She with the angel face.

Lucy slightly shivered. For a moment she made no comment. Her face turned ghastly.

Oh, Lucy, my dear, forgive me! cried Miss Blake. Perhaps I have been wrong to tell you; but I cannot bear that you should be so deceived. I went up to London myself this morning after some embroidery silks that I could not get at Basham. Sir Karl and she were in the same train. I saw them get out together at the terminus.

It was cruel to hear and to have to bear; but Lucy said never a word. Her tell-tale face had betrayed her emotion, but she would not let anything else betray it.

Perhaps both happened to have business in London, she quietly said, when she could trust her voice to be steady. I am sure Karl went up to go to Plunkett and Plunketts.

And not another allusion did she make to it Ringing for Hewitt, she calmly told him his master would not be home: and after that talked cheerfully to Theresa until the evening was over. Miss Blake wondered at her.

Calm before her and the world. But when she got upstairs and was alone in her chamber, all the pent-up anguish broke forth. Her heart seemed breaking; her sense of wrong well nigh overmastered her.

And it was only on Saturday he vowed to me the sin was all of the past! she cried. And she lay in torment through the live-long summers night.


CHAPTER XX.

Only one Ely at the Station.

THE railway station at Basham seemed to be never free from bustle. Besides pertaining to Basham proper, it was the junction for other places. Various lines crossed each other; empty carriages and trolleys of coal stood near; porters and others were always running about.

Four oclock on the Tuesday afternoon, and the train momentarily expected in from London. A few people had collected on the platform: waiting for friends who were coming by it, or else intending to go on by it themselves. Amidst them was a young and lovely lady, who attracted some attention. Strangers wondered who she was: one or two knew her for the lady of Foxwood Court, wife of Sir Karl Andinnian.

There had been a flower-show at Basham that day: and Lady Andinnian, as may be remembered, had promised to attend it with the family of General Lloyd, taking luncheon with them first. But when the morning came, she heartily wished she had not made the engagement. Sir Karl had not returned to accompany her. Miss Blake declared that she could not spare the time for it: for it happened to be a Saints Day, and services prevailed at St. Jeromes. Another check arose: news was brought in from the coachman that one of the horses had been slightly hurt in shoeing, and the carriage could not be used that day.

Upon that, Lady Andinnian said she must go by train: for it would never have occurred to her to break her promise.

I think, Theresa, you might manage to go with me, she said.

Miss Blake, calculating her hours, found she had two or three to spare in the middle of the day, and agreed to do so: provided she might be allowed to leave Mrs. Lloyds when luncheon was over and not be expected to go to the town-hall. You will only be alone in returning, for just the few minutes that you are in the train, Lucy, she said. The Lloyds will see you into it, and your servants can have a fly waiting for you at Foxwood Station. This programme had been carried out: and here was Lucy waiting for the four oclock train at Basham, surrounded by General Lloyd and part of his family.

It came steaming slowly in. Adieux were interchanged, and Lucy was put into what is called the ladies carriage. Only one lady was in it besides herself; some one travelling from London. They looked at each Other with some curiosity, sitting face to face. It was but natural; both were young, both were beautiful.

What lovely hair! and what charming blue eyes! and what a bright delicate complexion! thought Lucy. I wonder who she is.

I have never in all my life seen so sweet a face! thought the other traveller. Her eyes are beautiful: and theres such a loving sadness in them! And what a handsome dress!  what style altogether!

Lucys dress was a rich silk, pearl grey in colour; her bonnet white; her small parasol was grey, covered with lace, its handle of carved ivory. She looked not unlike a bride. The other lady wore black silk, a straw bonnet, and black lace veil thickly studded with spots; which veil she had put back as if for air, just after quitting Basham; and she had with her several small parcels. Why or wherefore neither of them knew, but each felt instinctively attracted by the appearance of the other.  

They were nearing Foxwood Station  it was but about eight minutes distance from Basham  when Lucy, in changing her position, happened to throw down a reticule bag which had lain beside her. Both of them stooped to pick it up.

Oh, I beg your pardon! I ought to have moved it when you got in, said the stranger, placing it on her own side amidst her parcels. And Lucy, on her part, apologised for having thrown it down.

It served to break the ice of reserve: and for the next remaining minute or two they talked together. By the stranger beginning to gather together her parcels, Lucy saw she was preparing to get out at Foxwood.

Are you about to make a stay in this neighbourhood? she asked.

For the present.

It is a very charming spot. We hear the nightingales every evening.

You are staying in it too, then?

Yes. It is my home.

The train came to a stand-still, and they got out. Foxwood station, after the manner of some other small rural stations, had its few buildings on one side only: the other was open to the high road, and to the fields beyond. In this road, drawn up close to the station, was a waiting fly, its door already open. The stranger, carrying some of her parcels, went straight up to it, supposing it was there for hire, and was about to get in.

Beg pardon, maam, said the driver, this here flys engaged.  

She seemed vexed, disappointed: and looked up at him. Are you sure? she asked. Lucy was standing close by and heard.

Its brought here, maam, for the Lady Andinnian.

For whom? she cried, her voice turning to sharpness with its haste; her face, through her veil, changing to a ghastly white.

The driver stared at her: he thought it was all temper. Lucy looked, too, unable to understand, and slightly coloured.

For whom did you say the fly was brought? the lady repeated.

For Lady Andinnian of Foxwood Court, explained the man in full. I shouldnt go to tell a untruth about it.

Oh!  I misunderstood, she said, her voice dropping, her look becoming suddenly timid as a hares: and in turning away with a sudden movement, she found herself face to face with Lucy. At that same moment, a tall footman with a powdered head  who had strayed away in search of amusement, and strayed a little too far  came bustling up to his mistress.

This is your fly, my lady.  

By which the stranger knew that the elegant girl she had travelled with and whose sweet face was then close to her own, was the young Lady Andinnian. Her own white face flushed again.

I  I beg your pardon, she said. I did not know you were Sir Karl Andinnians wife. The fly, I thought, was only there for hire.

Before Lucy could make any answer, she had disappeared from the spot, and was giving some of her parcels to a porter. Lucy followed.

Can I offer to set you down anywhere! The fly is certainly waiting for me, but  there is plenty of room.

Oh thank you, no. You are very kind: but  no! I can walk quite well. I am obliged to you all the same.

The refusal was spoken very emphatically; especially the last No. Without turning again, she rapidly walked from the station, the porter carrying her parcels.

I wonder who she is? murmured Lucy aloud, looking back as she was about to enter the fly, her powdered servant standing to bow her in. For she saw that there was no luggage, save those small parcels, and was feeling somewhat puzzled.

It is Mrs. Grey, my lady; she who lives at the Maze.

Had the footman, Giles, said it was an inhabitant of the world of spirits, Lucy would not have felt more painfully and disagreeably startled. She! And she, Lucy, had sat with her in the same carriage and talked to her on pleasant terms of equality! She, Mrs. Grey! Well, Theresa was right: the face would do for an angels.

Why, my dear Lady Andinnian, how pale you look! Its the heat, I suppose.

Lucy, half bewildered, her senses seeming to have gone she knew not whither, found herself shaking hands with the speaker, Miss Patchett: an elderly and eccentric lady who lived midway between the station and the village of Foxwood. Lucy mechanically asked her if she had come in the train.

Yes, answered Miss Patchett. Ive been to London to engage a housemaid. And I am tired to death, my dear, and the London streets were like fire. I wish I was at home without having to walk there.

Let the fly take you.  

Its hardly worth while, my dear: its not far. And it would be taking you out of the way.

Not many yards out of it. Step in, Miss Patchett. The old lady stepped in, Lucy following her; Giles taking his place by the driver. Miss Patchett was set down at her house, and then the horses head was turned round in the direction of Foxwood Court. The old lady had talked incessantly; Lucy had comprehended nothing. St. Jeromes absurd little bell was being swayed and tinkled by Tom Pepp, but Lucy had not given it a second glance, although it was the first time she had had the gratification of seeing and hearing it.

I could almost have died, rather than it should have happened, she thought, her face burning now at the recollection of the encounter with Mrs. Grey, so mortifying to every good feeling within her. How white she turned  how sharply she spoke  when they told her the fly was there for Lady Andinnian! And to think that I should have offered to set her down! To think it! Perhaps those parcels contained things that Karl bought for her in London!

The fly, bowling on, was nearing the Maze gate. Lucys fascinated gaze was, in spite of herself, drawn to it. A middle-aged woman servant had opened it and was receiving the parcels from the porter. Mrs. Grey had her purse out, paying him. As she put the coin into his hand, she paused to look at Lady Andinnian. It was not a rude look, but one that seemed full of eager interest. Lucy turned her eyes the other way, and caught a full view of Mr. Smith, the agent. He was stretched out at one of his sitting-room windows, surveying the scene with undisguised curiosity. Lucy sank into the darkest corner of the fly, and flung her hands over her burning face.

Was any position in the world ever so painful as mine? she cried with a rising sob. How shall I live on, and bear it?

The fly clattered in by the lodge gate and drew up at the house. Hewitt appeared at the door, and Giles stood for his mistress to alight.

Has Sir Karl returned, Hewitt? questioned Lucy.

Not yet, my lady.

She stood for a moment in thought, then gave orders for the fly to wait, and went indoors. An idea had arisen that if she could get no comfort whispered to her, she should almost go out of her mind. Her aching heart was yearning for it.

Hewitt, I shall go and see poor Miss Sumnor. I should like to take her a little basket of strawberries and a few of Macleans best flowers. Will you see to it for me, and put them in the fly?

She ran up stairs. She put off her robes alone, and came down in one of her cool muslins and a straw bonnet as plain as Mrs. Greys. Hewitt had placed the basket of strawberries  some of the large pine-apple beauties that the Court was famous for  in the fly, a sheet of tissue paper upon them, and some lovely hot-house flowers on the paper. Lucy got in; told the footman she should not require his attendance; and was driven away to the vicarage.

Am I to wait for you, my lady? asked the driver, as he set her down with her basket of fruit and flowers.

No, thank you; I shall walk home.

Margaret was lying alone as usual, her face this afternoon a sad one. Lucy presented her little offering; and when the poor lonely invalid saw the tempting, luscious fruit, smelt the sweet perfume of the gorgeous flowers, the tears came into her eyes.

You have brought all this to brighten me, Lucy. How good you are! I have had something to try me to-day, and was in one of my saddest moods.

The tears and the admission tried Lucy sorely. Just a moment she struggled with herself for composure, and then gave way. Bursting into a flood of grief, she knelt down and hid her face on Margarets bosom.

Oh Margaret, Margaret, you cannot have as much to try you as I have! she cried out in her pain. My life is one long path of sorrow; my heart is breaking. Cant you say a word to comfort me?

Margaret Sumnor, forgetting as by magic all sense of her own trouble, tried to comfort her. She touched her with her gently caressing hand; she whispered soothing words, as one whispers to a child in sorrow: and Lucys sobs exhausted themselves.

My dear Lucy, before I attempt to say anything, I must ask you a question. Can you tell me the nature of your sorrow?

But Lucy made no reply.

I see. It is what you cannot speak of.

It is what I can never speak of to you or to any one, Margaret. But oh, it is hard to bear.

It seems so to you, I am sure, whatever it may be. But in the very darkest trial and sorrow there is comfort to be found.

Not for me, impetuously answered Lucy. I think God has forgotten me.

Lucy, hush! You know better. The darkest cloud ever oershadowing the earth, covers a bright sky. We see only the cloud, but the brightness is behind it; in time it will surely show itself and the cloud will have rolled away. God is above all. Only put your trust in Him.

Lucy was silent. There are times, when the heart is so depressed that it admits not of comfort; when even sympathy cannot touch it. She bent her face in her hands and thought. Look out where she would, there seemed no refuge for her in the wide world. Her duty and the ills of life laid upon her seemed to be clashing with each other. Margaret had preached to her of patiently bearing, of resignation to Heavens will, of striving to live on, silently hoping, and returning good for evil. But there were moments when the opposite course looked very sweet, and this moment was one. But one thought always held her back when this retaliation, this revenge appeared most tempting  should she not repent of it in the future?

Lucy, my dear, broke in the invalids voice, always so plaintive, I do not pretend to fathom this trouble of yours. It is beyond me. I can only think it must be some difference between you and your husband

And if it were? interrupted Lucy, recklessly.

If it were! Why then, I should say to you, above all things, bear. You do not know, you cannot possess any idea of the bitter life of a woman at real issue with her husband. I know a lady  but she does not live in these parts, and you have never heard of her  who separated from her husband. She and my own mother were at school together, and she married young and, it was thought, happily. After a time she grew jealous of her husband; she had cause for it: he was altogether a gay, careless man, fond of show and pleasure. For some years she bore a great deal in silence, the world knowing nothing of things being wrong between them. Papa could tell you more about this time than I: I was but a little child. How he and my mother, the only friends who were in her confidence, urged her to go on bearing with what patience she might, and trusting to God to set wrong things right. For a long while she listened to them; but there came a time when she allowed exasperation to get the better of her; and the world was astonished by hearing that she and her husband had agreed to separate. Ah Lucy! it was then that her life of real anguish set in. Just at first, for a few weeks or so, perhaps months, she was borne up by the excitement of the thing, by the noise it made in the world, by the gratification of taking revenge on her husband  by I know not what. But as the long months and the years went on, and all excitement, I may almost say all interest in life, had faded, she then saw what she had done. She was a solitary woman condemned to an unloved and solitary existence, and she repented her act with the whole force of her bitter and lonely heart. Better, Lucy, that she had exercised patience, and trusted in God; better for her own happiness.

And what of her now? cried Lucy, eagerly.

Nothing. Nothing but what I tell you. She lives away her solitary years, not a day of them passing but she wishes to heaven that that one fatal act of hers could be recalled  the severing herself from her husband.

And he, Margaret?

He? For aught I know to the contrary, he has been as happy since as he was before; perhaps, in his complete freedom, more so. She thought, poor woman, to work out her revenge upon him; instead of that, it was on herself she worked it out. Men and women are different. A separated man  say a divorced man if you like  can go abroad; here, there, and everywhere; and enjoy life without hindrance, and take his pleasure at will: but a woman, if she be a right-minded woman, must stay in her home-shell, and eat her heart away.

Lucy Andinnian sighed. It was no doubt all too true.

I have related this for your benefit, Lucy. My dear little friend, at all costs, stay with your husband.

I should never think of leaving him for good as that other poor woman did, sobbed Lucy. I should be dead of grief in a year.

True. Whatever your cross may be, my dear  and I cannot doubt that it is a very sharp and heavy one  take it up as bravely as you can, and bear it. No cross, no crown.

Some of the school children came in for a lesson in fine work  stitching and gathering  and Lady Andinnian took her departure. She had not gained much comfort; she was just as miserable as it was possible to be.

The church bell was going for the five oclock evening service. Since the advent of St. Jeromes, Mr. Sumnor had opened his church again for daily service, morning and evening. This, however, was a Saints day. A feeling came over poor Lucy that she should like to sob out her heart in prayer to God; and she slipped in. Not going down the aisle to their own conspicuous pew, but into an old-fashioned, square, obscure thing near the door, that was filled on Sundays with the poor, and hidden behind a pillar. There, unseen, unsuspected, she knelt on the floor, she lifted up her heart on high, sobbing silent sobs of agony, bitter tears raining from her eyes; asking God to hear and help her; to help her to bear.

She sat out the service and grew composed enough to join in it. The pillar hid her from the clergymans view; nobody noticed that she was there. So far as she could see, there were not above half-a-dozen people in the church. In going out, Mr. Sumnor and Mr. Moores sister, Aunt Diana, came up to join her.

I did not know you were in church, Lady Andinnian, said the clergyman.

The bell was going when I left your house: I had been to see Margaret: so I stepped in, she replied. But what a very small congregation!

People dont care to attend on week-days, and thats the truth, put in Miss Moore  a middle-aged, stout lady, with her brown hair cut short and a huge flapping hat on. And the young folks are all off to that blessed St. Jeromes. My nieces are there; I know it; and so are your two daughters, Mr. Sumnor. More shame for them!

Ay, sighed Mr. Sumnor, whose hair and face were alike grey, and his look as sad as his tone. Their running to St. Jeromes, as they do, is nothing less, in my eyes, than a scandal. I dont know what is to be the end of it all.

End of it all, echoed Aunt Diana, in her strong-minded voice. Why, the end will be nothing but a continuation of the folly; or perhaps worse  Rome, or a convent, or something of that kind. I truly believe, Mr. Sumnor, that heaven above was never so mocked before, since the world began, as it is now by this semblance of zeal in boys and girls for religious services and worship. The true worship of a Christian, awakened to his state of sin and to the need he has of Gods forgiveness and care, of Christs love, is to be revered  but that is totally different from this business at Jeromes. This is hollow at the core; born of young mens and young girls vanity. Does all the flocking thither come of religion, think you? Not it.

Indeed no, said Mr. Sumnor.

And therefore I say it is a mockery of true religion, and must be a sin in the sight of heaven. They run after Mr. Cattacomb himself: nothing else. I went to St. Jeromes myself this morning; not to say my prayers; just to watch my nieces and see what was going on. They had all sorts of ceremonies and foolish folly: three of the girls had been there beforehand, confessing to the Reverend Guy: and there was he, performing the service and turning up the tails of his eyes.  

O Miss Diana, involuntarily exclaimed Lucy, hardly knowing whether to laugh or reprove.

It is true, Lady Andinnian. Mr. Sumnor here knows it is. Why does Cattacomb go through his service with all that affectation? Of course the girls like it: but they are little fools, all of them; theyd think anything right that was done by him. I fancy the young man has some good in him; I acknowledge it; but he is eaten up with vanity, and lives in the incense offered by these girls. Ah well, its to be hoped they will all, priest and children, come to their senses sometime.  

She turned into her home as she spoke, after wishing them good-bye. Lucy stayed to shake hands with the clergyman.

Miss Diana is given to expressing herself strongly, but she is right in the main, said Mr. Sumnor. St. Jeromes is giving me a great deal of trouble and sorrow just now, in more ways than one. But we have all something to bear, he added, after a pause. All.

Sometimes I think that the more painful it is, the more God is caring for us. Fare you well, my dear young lady. Give my kind regards to Sir Karl.

Lucy walked homewards, a feeling of peace insensibly diffusing itself over her afflicted soul. The clergyman words had touched her.

Verses of Holy Writ and thoughts connected with them kept rising in her mind like messages of consolation. In her misery, she felt how very weak and weary she was; that there was nothing for her but to resign herself to Heavens protecting hand, as a helpless child. The cry for it broke out involuntarily from her lips.

Lord, I am oppressed. Undertake for me!


CHAPTER XXI.

Hard to Bear.

DINNER was waiting when Lady Andinnian entered, and the first person she saw was her husband. He met her in the hall with outstretched hand, his face clear and open, showing no signs of shame or guilt. Did you think I was lost, Lucy?

She suffered her hand to touch his; for Hewitt and the tall footman, Giles, were standing in the hall, looking on. Sir Karl saw how red her eyes were.

I meant to have returned by an earlier train; but as I had the day before me I took the opportunity of seeing after a few things I wished to purchase  and the time slipped on, said Karl. How have you been, Lucy?

Oh, quite well, thank you.

Whom do you think I travelled down with, Lucy? My old friend, Lamprey. He had to come to Basham on some matter of business: so I have brought him here to dinner. Make haste, he added, as she turned to the staircase: I think it must be ready.

I will be down directly, she answered.

Aglaé was waiting; and in five minutes Lucy came down again, dressed. Captain Lamprey was introduced to her  for it happened that they had not been personally acquainted when at Winchester  and gave her his arm into the dining-room. Miss Blake fell to Karl.  

But in Lucys heart-sickness, she could scarcely be cheerful. Her tell-tale eyes were heavy; there arose ever and anon one of those rising sobs of the breath that speak most unmistakably of hidden grief: and altogether Captain Lamprey felt somewhat disappointed in Lady Andinnian. He remembered how beautiful Lucy Cleeve used to be: he had heard of the renewed gaiety of heart her marriage with Karl brought her: but he saw only a sad woman, who was evidently not too happy, and whose beauty was marred by sadness and paleness. Karl was more cheerful than usual; and Miss Blake seemed not to tire of inquiring after Winchester and its people. But in the midst of all his observations, Captain Lamprey never suspected that there was anything but perfect cordiality between Sir Karl and his wife. And the dinner came to an end.

After coffee, Captain Lamprey set off to walk to Basham. Karl went out with him, to put him in the right road and accompany him part of it. Miss Blake had gone to Vespers. Lucy was alone.

It seemed to her to be dull everywhere; especially dull indoors, and she stepped out to the lawn: turning back almost immediately to get a shawl for her shoulders, in obedience to an injunction of her husbands. On the Sunday evening, when he found her sitting out of doors without one, he had fetched one at once, and begged her not to be imprudent or to forget her ague-fever of the previous year. She remembered this now and went back for the shawl. Some wives, living in estrangement from their husbands, might have studiously set his commands at naught, and have risked ague, or what not, rather than obey them. Not so Lucy Andinnian. She was meek and gentle by nature. Moreover, in spite of the ill-feeling he had caused to rise up between them, in spite of her sense of wrong and insult, she loved him in her heart, and could not help it, as truly as ever. Visions would steal over her in unguarded moments, of the present trouble being hushed to rest; of all that was amiss being done away with, and she and he reconciled and at peace again. Unhappily for the demands of pride, of self-assertion, Lucy was by no means one of your high-spirited and strong-minded heroines, who rashly overlook all interests to indulge in reprisals and revenge.

She folded the shawl about her  one of substantial white silk crape  as carefully as Karl could have folded it; and she stayed, she knew not how long, in the open air. Pacing the lawn; sitting amidst the flowers; standing under the shade of the trees; always in deep thought. The nightingale sang, and the tears gathered in her eyes as she listened to the strain. What a sweet place this would be to live in, thought Lucy, if only we could but have peace with it!

But the nightingales song and the oppressive thoughts, together with the falling dusk, brought back all her low spirits again. There will never be any more happiness for me in this world, never, never, she sighed, and the tears were dropping as she went up to her own room.

By and by Sir Karl returned. Not seeing his wife downstairs, he went up and knocked at the door of her little sitting-room. He had not had an opportunity of speaking a private word to her since his return. There came no answer, and he entered. The room was empty: but as he stood for a moment in the deep silence of twilight, the sound of sobs in Lucys bedchamber smote his ear. He knocked at it.

Lucy!

She had indeed once more given way to all the abandonment of grief. Which was very foolish: but perhaps its indulgence brought a kind of relief, and indeed her spirit was very sore. The knock startled her: but she had not heard the call.  

Whos there? she asked, stepping to the door and stifling her sobs as she best could.

I want to speak to you, Lucy.

She dried her eyes, and unlocked the door, and made believe to be calmly indifferent, as she stepped into the sitting-room.

I beg your pardon, Sir Karl. I was busy, and did not hear you.

You are looking very ill, Lucy, he said, with grieved concern. I thought so when I first saw you this afternoon. Then, as now, your eyes were red with weeping.

She strove for calmness; she prayed for it. Her determination had been taken to bury in haughty silence all she had learnt of the London journey, its despicable deceit, and insult to her. She could not have spoken of it; no, not even to reproach him and to bring his shame home to him: it would have inflicted too much humiliation on her sensitive spirit Besides, he must know what she suffered as well as she did.

I have had rather a tiring day, she answered, leaning sideways against the open window. There was the elaborate luncheon with General and Mrs.

Lloyd, and the flower-show afterwards. The weather was very warm and oppressive.

That may account for your being tired and not looking well: but not for the weeping, Lucy. As I stood here waiting for you to answer my knock, I heard your sobs.

Yes,

she said, rather faintly, feeling how useless it would be to deny that there had been some weeping. I get a little low-spirited sometimes in the evening.

But why? wherefore?

Is life so pleasant with us just now that I can always be gay, think you? she retorted, after a pause, and her voice took a tone of resentment.

But the unpleasantness is of your making; not mine. You know it, Lucy.

Then  then it is right that I should be the one to suffer, was her impatient answer  for his words were trying her almost beyond endurance. Let it go so: I do not wish to speak of it further.

Karl was standing at the opposite corner of the window, facing her, his arms folded. On his part he was beginning to be a little out of patience too, with what he deemed her unreasonable caprice. For a few moments there was silence.

What I want to tell you is this, Lucy. My visit to London was connected with that wish which you seem to have so much at heart  though I cannot exactly understand why

I have no wish at heart, she resentfully interrupted.

Nay, but hear me. The wish you expressed to me I think you must have at heart, since on its fulfilment you say depends our reconciliation. I speak of the removal of  of the tenants of the Maze, he added, half breaking down, in his sensitive hesitation. Since my conversation with you on Saturday, during which, if you remember, this stipulation of yours was made, there occurred, by what I should call, a singular chance, only that I do not believe anything is chance that affects our vital interests in this life  there occurred to me a slight circumstance by which I thought I saw a possibility of carrying out your wish

You said then that it was your wish also, again interrupted Lucy. Or affected to say it.

Your wish for it cannot be as hearty as mine, he impulsively answered. I pray for it night and day.

And Lucy could not well mistake the emotional earnestness. She believed him there.

Well, I thought I saw a chance of it, he resumed, and I went to get some information, that I fancied might help me, from Plunkett and Plunkett

Is it fitting that you should give these details to me? she haughtily interposed.

I wish you to understand that I am doing my best. Plunkett and Plunkett could not give me the information: but they directed me to some people where I might obtain it. To enable me to see one of these people, I had to stay in town all night; and that was the reason of my not getting home.

Lucy had taken a spray of jessamine from her waist-band, and stood pulling it to pieces, listening with an air of indifference.

I do not really know more than I did before I went to town, as to whether or not the Maze can be left empty, he went on. But I have a good hope of it. I think I may be able to accomplish it, though perhaps not quite immediately. It may take time.

As you please, of course, answered Lucy coldly. It is nothing to me.

Karl Andinnian had one of the sweetest tempers in the world, and circumstances had taught him patience and endurance. But he felt grieved to his very heart at her cutting indifference, and for once his spirit rebelled against it.

Lucy, how dare you treat me so? What have I done to deserve it from you? You must know and see what a life of tempest and apprehension mine is. There are moments when I feel that I could welcome death, rather than continue to live it.

She was not ungenerous. And, as he so spoke, it struck her that, whatever her wrongs, she had been petty and ungracious to him now. And perhaps  Heaven knew  he was really striving to rid himself of Mrs. Grey as earnestly as she could wish it. Her countenance softened.

I am as a man tied down in a net from which there is no extrication, he resumed with increased emotion. My days are so full of care that I envy the poor labourers at work by the road-side, and wish I was one of them  anything in the world, good or bad, but what that world calls me  Sir Karl Andinnian. And my wife, whom I have loved with my hearts best love, and whom I might have fondly hoped would pity my strait and comfort me  she turns against me. God forgive you for your harshness, Lucy.

The reproaches wrung her heart terribly. In the moments repentance, she believed she had judged him more hardly than he deserved. Her tone was gentle, her eyes had tears in them.

I have to bear on my side too, Karl. You forget that.  

No, he did not forget it. But the temporary anger was pre-eminent just then. A hot retort was on his lips; when the sight of her face, sad with its utter sorrow, struck on every generous chord he possessed, and changed his mood to pity. He crossed over and took her unresisting hands in his.

Forgive my words, Lucy: you tried me very much. We have both something to forgive each other.

She could not speak; sobs were rising in her throat. Karl bent forward and kissed her passionately.

Need we make life worse for one another than it is? he asked.

I cannot help it, she sobbed. Dont blame me, for I cannot help it.

Suppose I take the matter into my own hands, Lucy, and say you shall help it.

You will not do that, she said, the implied threat restoring her coldness and calmness, though her face turned as pale as the blossoms of the jessamine. Things are bad enough as they are, but that would make them worse. I should leave your home for good and all  and should have to say why I do so.

She knew how to subdue him. This exposure, if she carried it out, might cost his brothers safety. Karl, feeling his helplessness most bitterly, dropped her hands, and went back to his post at the opposite side of the window.

I have not said quite all I wish to say, he began, in a voice from which emotion had passed. As I had the day in London before me, I thought I would look after a pony-chaise for you, Lucy, and I found a beauty. It will be home in a day or two.

But you have not bought it?

Yes, I have.

Oh, Im sorry! I did not want one. But it was very kind of you to think of me, Karl, she added in her gratitude.

And theres a pretty pony to match: a small, quiet, gentle creature. I hope you will like him. I cannot have you running about the place on foot, making yourself ill with the heat.

Thank you; thank you. But I never drove in my life. I fear I should be a coward.

I will drive you until you get used to him. That is, if you will permit me. Lucy, believe me, amidst all my care and trouble, your happiness lies next my heart.

On his way to leave the room, he stopped and shook hands with her: perhaps as an earnest of his friendliness. Theresa Blake, walking on the lawn beneath, had seen them conversing together at the window. She thought a taste of Jane Shores pillory might not have been amiss for bringing Lady Andinnian to her senses.

Presently Lucy went down and had tea with Theresa, presiding herself at the cups and saucers by moonlight  for there was little light of day left. Sir Karl did not appear. He was in his room on the other side the house, holding some colloquy with Hewitt.



I am going to have a pony-chaise, Theresa.

Oh, indeed, returned Miss Blake, who seemed in rather a crusty humour. I thought I heard you say that you did not require one.

Perhaps I may be glad of it, for all that. At any rate, Sir Karl has bought it, pony, and chaise, and all; and they will be down this week.

Miss Blakes face was a scornful one just then, in her condemnation of wrong-doing. He bribes her into blindness, was the thought that ran through her mind.  

Why are your eyes so red and heavy, Lucy! They were so at dinner.

My eyes red! artfully responded Lucy. Are they? Well, I have had rather a tiring day, Theresa; and it has been so very hot, you know. You ought to have waited for the flower-show. It was one of the best I ever saw.

Yes, I should have liked it.

I took home poor Miss Patchett in my fly, from the station, went on Lucy, who seemed to be running from one topic to another, perhaps to divert attention from herself. She had been to London to engage a servant, and looked ready to drop with the heat. Did you ever know it so hot before, Theresa?

I think not. Not for a continuancy. Is Sir Karl going to take any tea? Theres nothing else so refreshing these sultry evenings.

He says tea only makes him hotter, returned Lucy with a smile. Ring the bell, please, Theresa: you are nearer to it than I am.

Giles appeared, in answer, and was sent by Lucy to inquire whether his master would take tea, or not. The message brought forth Karl. The moon was shining right on the table.

Ill drink a cup of tea if you will put in plenty of milk to cool it, said he. How romantic you look here, sitting in the moonlight! Thank you, Lucy.

We are glad to do without lights so long as we can in this weather, observed Miss Blake. They make the room warmer.

He drank the tea standing, and went back again. Lucy sent the tray away, and presently ordered the lights. She then ensconced herself in an easy chair with one of the romances Karl had brought her on the Saturday: and Miss Blake strolled out of doors.

At first Lucy held the book upside-down. Then she read a page three times over, and could not comprehend it. Ah, it was of no use, this playing at light-hearted ease. She might keep up the farce tolerably well before people; but when alone with herself and her misery, it was a senseless mockery.

Leaving the book behind her, she went wandering about from room to room. The windows of all were put open, to catch what little air there might be. As she stood in one of the unlighted rooms, Sir Karl passed along the terrace. She drew back lest he should see her, and heard him go into the lighted drawing-room and call her.

Lucy!

Not a word would she answer. She just stood back against the wall in the dark beyond the curtain, and kept still. He went out again, and began pacing the opposite path in the shade cast by the overhanging trees. Lucy watched him. Suddenly he plunged in amidst the trees, and she heard one of the private gates open and close.

He is gone there, she said, the pulses of her heart quickening and her face taking a ghastly tinge in the moonlight.

Miss Blake, who had been also lingering in the garden, in some of its shaded nooks and corners, her thoughts busy with Guy Cattacomb and with certain improvements that reverend man was contemplating to introduce at St. Jeromes, had also seen Sir Karl, and watched his stealthy exit. She immediately glided to another of the small private gates of egress, cautiously opened it, and looked out.

Yes, I thought so: he is off to the Maze, she mentally cried, as she saw Sir Karl, who had crossed the road, walking towards that secluded spot, and keeping close against the opposite hedge. The moonlight was flung pretty broadly upon the road to-night, but the dark hedge served to screen him in a degree. Miss Blakes eyes were keen by moonlight or by daylight. She watched him pass under the trees at the entrance: she watched him open the gate, and enter. And Miss Blake, religious woman that she was, wondered that the skies did not drop down upon such a monster in human shape; she wondered that the same pure air from heaven could be permitted to be breathed by him and by that earthly saint, The Reverend Guy.

Some few of us, my readers, are judging others in exactly the same mistaken manner now: and have no more suspicion that we are wrong and they right than Miss Theresa Blake had.  


CHAPTER XXII.

With his Brother.

SIR KARL locked the gate safely, wound himself through the maze of trees, and soon reached the open space before the house. Part of the grass-plat was steeped in light, and he saw Mrs. Grey walking there. He crossed it to accost her.

Did you get back yesterday, Rose? he inquired, after shaking hands.

No, not until this afternoon. Rennet kept me. I saw him when I drove there yesterday: but he was then preparing to go out of town for the rest of the day on business, and it was impossible for him to do what was wanted before this morning. So I had to wait in town.

I wonder we did not chance to travel down together, then! observed Karl. I did not return until this afternoon. Would you like to take my arm, Rose, while you walk?

Thank you, she answered, and took it. She had on the black dress she had worn in London, and her golden hair gleamed with all its beauty in the moonlight. Karl remarked that she leaned upon him somewhat heavily.

You are tired, Rose!

I felt very tired when I got home. But Ann Hopley preaches to me so much about the necessity of taking exercise, that I thought I would walk about here for half-an-hour. I have had scarcely any walking to-day; I was so fatigued with the journey and with the shopping yesterday that I had to keep as still as I could this morning. But there was a good deal to do; what with Rennet and some errands I had left.

Wheres Adam?

In-doors. He is complaining of that sensation of pain again. I do not like it at all, Karl.

And while he is lying concealed here he cannot have medical advice. At least I dont see how it would be possible.

It would not be possible, said Rose, decisively. Oh, but I forgot  I have to tell you something, Karl. Whom do you think I travelled with from Basham to Foxwood?

I dont know.

Your wife.

My wife!

It is true. I was in the ladies carriage alone all the way from London. At Basham a young and elegant lady in pearl-grey silk and white bonnet, with the daintiest parasol I ever saw was put in. An old gentleman  she called him General  and some ladies were with her on the platform. We were alone in the carriage, she and I; and I think we looked at each other a good deal. What she thought of me I dont know; but I thought that she had one of the sweetest and gentlest faces my eyes ever rested on. She had a sweet voice, too, for we spoke a little just as we got to Foxwood.

But did you know her?  did she know you? interrupted Karl.

No, no. I should have had no idea who she was, but that there arose some question about the one fly waiting there, and some one said it had been brought for Lady Andinnian. Karl, if ever I. felt startled in my life, it was then.

Why were you startled?

Dont you see? Lady Andinnian! I took it at the moment to mean myself, and I felt my face turn white at the danger. Fear is quiet; and I am living in it always, Karl. What I thought was, that Adam had sent that fly for me, supposing I might come by that train; and that, in his incaution, or perhaps out of bravado, he had given my true name. Of course nothing could have been more absurd than this fancy of mine  but it was what arose to me. Almost at once I recognized my mistake, and saw how it was  that she was the Lady Andinnian meant, Sir Karls wife. I think I said something to her, but I was so confused I hardly know. I only have wondered since that I did not guess who she was at first, from her attire and her beauty.

Lucy did not tell me of this.

Oh dear no, she would not be likely to recall it, or to know me from any other stranger one may meet in travelling. Adam says you love her to excess: I am sure, Karl, I dont wonder at it.

He made no answer. Yes, he loved his wife with a wondrous love: but just now she was trying that love sharply.

And about the matter you went up upon? resumed Mrs. Grey. Did you succeed in learning anything of Philip Salter?

Not much. I joined you on the grass here to tell you what I did learn, before going in to Adam. Salter has never been retaken: and the police have an idea that he is still in concealment in England. Theres a reward of five hundred pounds out against him.

Why do they think he is in England? asked Rose, quickly.

I dont know. They would not tell me.

You communicated with the police, then, Karl. You were not afraid?

Not with the police as a body, but with one of their private detectives: a Mr. Burtenshaw. Plunkett and Plunkett gave me a note to him. It was he who said he believed Salter to be still in the country: but the reason for believing it he would not give me.

And did you get him described?

Yes, by the very man who let him escape: a policeman named Grimley: Burtenshaw sent for him. In nearly every particular his description tallies with Smith.

Oh, Karl! he is certainly Salter.

Does Smith wear his own hair?

Yes. At least, she added, less decisively, if it were false I think I should not have failed to notice it. It is very dark; his whiskers are nearly black and his hair is only a shade lighter.

Just so. But  I should say Smith was forty.

About that.

Well, Salter, they say, would be now only five-and-thirty. I dont attach much importance to the disparity! added Karl: Salters trouble may have prematurely aged him.

What shall you do in it? she resumed after a pause. It seems to me that if we could get Smith removed so as to leave Adam, in that sense, free, the half of our dreadful trouble would be over.

I dont know what I shall do, replied Karl. It will not do to stir an inch, as to the bringing it home to Smith, unless I am sure and certain. At present, Rose, it seems to be for me only another care added to the rest.

Karlo, old fellow, is that you? interrupted a voice from the passage window over the porch. What on earth do you stay chattering to the wife for? I want you.

Karl looked up, nodded to his brother, and went in. Adam was in his customary evening attire, and just as gay as usual. He waited for Karl at the head of the stairs and they went together into the sitting-room that was always used at night. This sitting-room had a second door; one in the paneling, not visible to a casual observer. It communicated with a passage that nothing else communicated with; the passage communicated with a spiral staircase, and that with nobody knew what or where. Had Adam Andinnian been surprised in his retreat by his enemies, it was by that private door he would have made his escape, or tried to do it Rose says you are not very well, Adam: that you are feeling the pain again, began Karl. What do you think it is?

Goodness knows: I dont, returned Adam. My opinion is, that I must in some way have given my inside a deuce of a wrench. I dont tell Rose that: shed set on and worry herself.

I hope it is nothing serious  that it will soon pass off. You see, Adam, the cruel difficulty we should be in, if you were to require medical advice.

Oh, bother! cried Adam.

Why do you say bother?

Because it is bother, and nothing else. When did I ever want medical advice? In general health, Im as strong as a horse.

When we were young men at home, they used to say I had twice the constitution that you had, Adam, in spite of your strong looks.

Home fallacy! said Adam lightly. It was the father used to say that, I remember. For the most part, the preaching that people make over constitution is worth no more than the breath wasted on it. The proof of a pudding is in the eating: and the proof of a sound constitution lies in a mans good strength. I am stronger than you, Karl.

As regards muscular strength, you are.

And whats muscular strength a proof of, pray, but constitutional strength? Come, old wise-acre!

To argue with Adam Andinnian had been always about as profitable as to tell a ship to sail against the wind. So Karl said no more about strength.

The chance that such a necessity may arise, Adam, and the difficulty and danger that would attend it

What necessity? interrupted Adam.

Of your requiring a medical man. Your wife will want one; but thats different: she is supposed to live here alone, and you will of course take care to keep out of the way at that time. But the other thought does cross my mind anxiously now and again.  

Karlo, old man, you were always one of the anxious ones. I am content to leave problems alone until they arise. It is the best way.

Sometimes it may be; not always. Of course all these thoughts turn round to one point, Adam  the urgent expediency there exists for your quitting the Maze.

And I am not going to quit it.

The advance of those people on Saturday night; the studied tramp, as I thought it, of policemen, gave me a fright, Adam. Let us suppose such a thing for a moment as that they were coming after you! No earthly aid could have shielded you.

But they were not coming after me, you see; they were but carrying some poor dead man to his home on my estate. The same fear may apply wherever I go.

No, it could not. It could apply to nowhere as it does to here. In some place abroad, Adam, you would be comparatively secure and safe. I am convinced that this locality is, of all, the most dangerous.

If I were already at the same place you mention, wherever that may be  an inaccessible island in the icy seas, say  I should undoubtedly be more out of the reach of English constables and warders than I am now: but as matters stand, Karl, I am safer here, because the danger to me would lie in getting away. I shall not attempt to do it.

Karl paused for a few minutes before he resumed. His brother, sitting near the shaded lamp, was turning over the pages of the Art Journal, a copy of which Mrs. Grey had brought from London.

How came you to know Smith, Adam!

How came I to know Smith! repeated Sir Adam. To tell you the truth, Karl, Smith saved me. But for his sheltering me in the time you know of, I should not be at liberty now; probably not in life. Until then he was a stranger.

And for saving you he exacts his black mail.

Little blame to him for it, returned Sir Adam, with a half laugh.

I believe that the man is keeping you here, continued Karl; that you dare not go away unless he lifts his finger.

Naturally he is anxious for my safety, Karl; for the sake of his own self-interest.

Precisely so. He would rather keep you here in danger than suffer you to escape to freedom. Do you know anything of his antecedents!

Nothing. For all I can tell, as to who or what the man was before that night he rescued me, he might have dropped from the moon.

And since then it has been the business of your life to conciliate him, Adam!

What would you! The man knows that I am Adam Andinnian: and, knowing it, he holds a sword over me. Is it worth my while, or not, to try to keep it from falling!

Karl sighed deeply. He saw all the intricacies of the case; and, what, was worse, he saw no outlet from them. If only he could but feel that his brother was passably safe at the Maze, he would have been less uneasy: but a secret instinct, that he surely believed was a prevision, warned him of danger.

I wish, with my whole heart, Adam, that you had never come here! broke from him, in his dire perplexity, the reiterated cry. Sir Adam threw down the Art Journal, and turned to confront his brother, leaning a little forward in his chair. His face was flushed, his voice took a tone of passion, even his beautiful teeth looked stem.  

Karl, did you ever try to realize to yourself all the horrors of my position at Portland? he asked. I, a gentleman, with a gentlemans habits  and a man to whom freedom of will and of limb was as the very essence of life  was condemned for ever to a manacled confinement; to mate with felons; to be pointed at as one of a herd of convict labourers. A felon myself, you will perhaps say; but I do not recognize it. Had I been guilty of aught disgraceful? No. What I did, in shooting that man Scott, I was perfectly justified in doing, after my solemn warning to him. Remember, it was my wife he insulted that evening; not simply, as the world was allowed to believe, my young neighbour, Miss Rose Turner. What should you feel if some low reprobate seized your wife, Lucy, before your eyes, and pressed his foul kisses on her innocent face? Your blood would be up, I take it.

Adam, since I knew she was your wife I have almost held you justified.

To go on. Can you realize a tithe of what it was for me on Portland Island?

From the time you went there until I heard of your death, I never ceased to realize it in my own soul night or day.

Karl, I believe it. I remember what your sensitively tender nature always used to be. And we did care for each other, old fellow.

Ay, and do.

Well, compare that life I escaped from with this that I lead now. Here I am, so to say, a free man, at perfect liberty within these small bounds, my wife for my companion, my table at my command, master on my own estate, the revenues of which I divide with you that you may be the baronet to the world and keep up Foxwood. As fate has fallen, Karl, I could not be so happy anywhere as here.

I know; I know. But it is the risk I fear.

There must be some risk everywhere.

Answer me truly  as you would to your own heart, Adam. If by some miracle you could be transported safely to a far-off land, would you not feel more secure there than here?

Yes. And for Roses sake I would go if I could; she is just as apprehensive here as you. But I cant. When Smith says I must not attempt to get away, he is right. I feel that he is. The mans interest lies in my safety, and I believe he thinks my safety lies in my remaining here.  

Just so, said Karl. Smith is the stumbling-block.

Well, he holds the reins, you see. It is no use trying to fight against his opinion: besides, I think he is right. However that may be, I cant afford to come to a rupture with him. Good heavens, Karl! fancy his sending me back in irons to Portland! That will never be, however, added Sir Adam more calmly, for I would not be taken alive. I or my capturers should fall.  

He put his hand inside his white waistcoat, and showed the end of a pistol. One he kept close to him night and day, always loaded, always ready. Karls arguments failed him, one by one. As he was helpless to combat the decisions of his wife, so was he helpless here.

And so the interview ended in nothing, just as others had ended.

A black cloud, threatening thunder, had come over the summers night when Karl went out. It did not seem to him half so dark as the trouble at his own heart. He would have given his life freely, to purchase security for his brother.


VOLUME II.


CHAPTER I.

The Maze Invaded 

THE previous nights black cloud had culminated in a thunder-storm, and the morning air felt fresh and cool; but the blue sky was clear, the sun as bright as ever.

Lucy came down with sad eyes and a pale face. Her night had been one of mental pain. She was wondering how much longer she could keep up this mask of cheerfulness  which she would especially have to wear that day; and she knew that she could not have done it at all, then or at any other time, but for the very present help of God. Karl, waiting in the breakfast-room, turned to shake hands with her. But for their being alone, he would not have ventured on this eminently suggestive action.

How are you to-day, Lucy?

Oh, quite well, thank you. Did you hear the storm?

Yes. It has cleared away some of the sultry heat. We shall have a lovely day.

The Lloyds were expected from Basham. When at the flower-show the previous day, Lucy had remarked that some of the hot-house plants were not as fine as those at Foxwood: upon that, the General and one of his daughters had simultaneously expressed a wish to see those at Foxwood. Lucy at once gave the invitation; and it was arranged that they should spend the next day at the Court She had told her husband of this while Captain Lamprey was present; but it had not been alluded to afterwards. She spoke again now, while she and Karl were waiting breakfast for Miss Blake, who was at Matins at St. Jeromes.

I could not do less than ask them, she observed. I hope you are not vexed.

You did quite right, Lucy, he cheerfully answered. I shall be glad to see them.

I dont know how many will come. Perhaps all; except Mrs. Lloyd, who never goes out anywhere. I hope Theresa will give up St. Jeromes for the rest of the day, and stay at home to help me entertain them. Karl smiled. To make sure of that you should invite Mr. Cattacomb.

But you would not like that, would you?

No. I was only joking, Lucy. Here she is.

The Lloyds had said they would come early, and Karl strolled out to meet the eleven oclock train, leaving his wife decorating her drawing-room with flowers. Unhappy though Lucy was, she was proud of her home, and pleased that it should find admiration in the eyes of the world.

As Karl was passing Clematis Cottage, he saw Mr. Smith seated at the open window, leisurely enjoying the freshened air, and smoking a cigar. Karl had been wanting to take a close, observant view of him; and he turned in on the spur of the moment The asking for something which he really required afforded an excuse. Mr. Smith rose up to receive him graciously, and threw his half-smoked cigar out at the window.

I think you have the plan of the out-lying lands of the estate, Mr. Smith, where the new cottages are to be built? Will you spare it to me in the course of the day? I will send Hewitt for it.

Certainly, Sir Karl; it is at your service. Wont you take a seat? The bit of a breeze at this open window is quite refreshing.

Karl sat down. Mr. Smiths green glasses lay on the table, and he could enjoy as clear a view of him as he pleased. The agent talked away, all unconscious no doubt that notes were being taken of his face and form.

It is his own hair, mentally spoke Karl. Very dark brown, they said; nearly black. Just so. At the time of the escape Salter had neither whiskers nor beard nor moustache: the probability being, they thought, that he had now a full crop of all. Just so, again. Eyebrows: thick and arched, Grimley said: these are not thick; nor, what I should call, arched: perhaps there may be some way of manipulating eyebrows, and these have undergone the process. Eyes brown: yes. Face fresh and pleasant: yes. Voice and manners free and genial: yes. Age?  there I cant make the two ends meet. I am sure this mans forty. Is it Salter, or is it not? finally summed up Karl. I dont know, I think it is: but I dont know.

Truefit the farmer spoke to me yesterday, Sir Karl, broke in Mr. Smith on his musings. He was asking whether you and Lady Andinnian viewed this new farce on his grounds with approbation. Thats what he called it  farce. Meaning St. Jeromes.

I suppose he does not like it, observed Karl.

I fancy he does not really care about it himself, one way or the other, Sir Karl; in fact, he signified as much. But it seems his better-half, Mrs. Truefit, has taken a prejudice against it: calling the ceremonies goings-on, and rubbish, and scandal, and all sorts of depreciating things. It is a pity Mr. Cattacomb cant confine himself to tolerable common-sense. The idea of their hanging that bell outside over the door, and pulling it perpetually!  .

Yes, said Karl. So much nonsense takes all solemnity away.

They are going to dress Tom Pepp in a white garment now, while he rings it, with a red cross down the back. Its that, I fancy, that has put up Mrs. Truefit. I told the farmer that I believed Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian did not favour the place: at least, that I had never seen them attend it.

And you never will, returned Karl, as he rose.

There was nothing to stay for; his observations were taken, and he departed, having to walk quickly to be in time at the station. Had he been free in mind the matters connected with St. Jeromes might have vexed him more than they did: but all annoyances were lost sight of in his one great care.

The train came in, and the party arrived by it; six of them. Captain Lloyd, who was at home on leave; two Miss Lloyds; a married sister and her husband, Mr and Mrs. Panton, at present staying on a visit; and the General.

Karl had expressed pleasure at his wifes invitation; perhaps had felt it; but he could not foresee the unlucky contretemps that the visit was to bring forth. To his unbounded astonishment, his inward confusion, no sooner had his guests entered Foxwood Court, than they expressed a wish to see the place called the Maze, and requested Sir Karl to conduct them to it I was telling Panton about the Maze last night  talking of the Court and its surroundings, observed the General. Panton does not believe it possible that one could lose oneself in any maze whatever: so I promised him he should have a try at it. You will afford us the opportunity of seeing it, Sir Karl.

I  I am not sure, stammered Karl, utterly taken aback, while his wifes face flushed a burning red. I hardly think it is in my power, General. The lady who inhabits it desires to keep herself so very quiet, that I should not feel justified in intruding upon her. She is not in strong health, I believe.

But we would not think of disturbing the lady, called out all the voices together. We only wish to see the maze of trees, Sir Karl: not the dwelling-house. Whats her name?

Grey.

Well, we shall not hurt her. Does she live by herself?

While her husband is abroad. I am sure she will not choose to be intruded upon.

Sir Karl might as well have talked to the winds. All opposed him. Of course there was no suspicion that he had any personal objection; only that he wished to respect the scruples of his lady-tenant. At length, the General declared he would go over to Mrs. Grey, ask to see her, and personally prefer the request.

Poor Karl was at his wits end. He saw that he should not be able to stem the storm  for he dared not be resolute in the denial, so fearful was he always of arousing any suspicion of there being a mystery in the place  and he was fain to yield. He would take them over, he said; but not before he had sent a note to say that they were coming. This he insisted on; it would be but common politeness, he urged; and they all agreed with him.

Hastily writing a few words to Mrs. Grey in his own room, he called Hewitt to take the note over, and gave him at the same time a private message to deliver to Ann Hopley. Of course Karls object was to warn his brother to keep out of sight  and Mrs. Grey too. Hewitt looked more scared than his master.

To think of their wanting to go over there! he exclaimed in a low tone of covert fear.

It cant be helped, Hewitt. Go.

A few minutes, and Hewitt came back with a message: which he delivered to his master in public. Mrs. Greys compliments to Sir Karl Andinnian, and he was at liberty to bring his friends within her gates if he pleased. So they all started; Lucy with them.

Lucy with them!

The ladies had assumed it to be so much a matter of course that their hostess should accompany them, that Lucy, timid in her self-consciousness, saw not her way clear to any plea of excuse. And it might be that, down deep in her womans frail heart, there was a hankering longing to see the inside of that place which contained her rival. In the midst of her indecision she glanced at Karl and hesitated. But he saw not the look or the hesitation: for all the sign he gave out, she was as welcome to go to the place as these guests were. It is true that Miss Blake fixed her eyes upon her, and Lucy coloured under it: but perhaps the very fact only served to speed her on the way.

The party started, passing out at the grand gates of Foxwood. Between that spot and the Maze, short though it was, they encountered Mr. Cattacomb. Miss Blake took upon herself to introduce him, and to ask him to accompany them, saying they were going to see that renowned show-place, the Maze.

I did not know we had a show-place in the neighbourhood, drawled Mr. Cattacomb in his affectation.

Neither have we, curtly rejoined Sir Karl, who would willingly have pitched Mr. Cattacomb over a mile elsewhere, but did not see an excuse for doing it. The Maze was never constituted a show-place yet, Miss Blake. I feel anything but comfortable at intruding there to-day, I assure you. Between my wish to gratify my friends, and my fear that it may be objectionable to the occupant of the Maze, I am in a blissful state of uncertainty, he added in a laughing kind of way, for the general benefit, fearing he might have spoken too pointedly and shown that he was really ill at ease.

Sir Karl is ultra-sensitive, remarked Miss Blake  and a keen observer might have fancied there was some sarcasm in her tone.

Karl rang the clanging bell  which might be heard far and wide; and Ann Hopley appeared, the key of the gate in her hand. She curtsied to the company as she admitted them.

My mistress desires me to say, Sir Karl, that she hopes the gentle-people will see all they wish to see, cried the woman aloud, addressing the rest as much as she did Sir Karl. Mrs. Grey begs they will pardon her not appearing to welcome them, but she is not well to-day, and has to keep her room.

Mrs. Grey is very kind, returned Sir Karl. We shall be cautious not to disturb her.

They filed of their own accord into the maze. The old trees had not been so beset with gay tongues and laughter for many a day. One ran here, another there; they were like school boys and girls out for a holiday. Ann Hopley was about to follow them in when the clanging bell at the gate once more sounded, and she turned back to open it. Karl, never at rest  as who could be, knowing what he knew  looked after her while he talked with the rest; and he saw that the visitor was a policeman.

His heart leaped into his mouth. Careless, in the moments terror, of what might be thought of him, he broke off in the middle of a sentence to the General, and returned to the gate. His face was never very rosy, but every vestige of colour had forsaken it now. At a collected moment, he would have remembered that it was not in that way his brother would have been sought out  in the person of one solitary unarmed policeman  but fear scares probability away: as Rose had observed to him only the previous evening. Worse than all, the rest came flocking to the gate after him.

Grey, aint it? the policeman was saying to Ann Hopley. He had a paper in his hand and a pencil. Mrs. Grey, replied the servant, Mrs. Grey. There aint no husband, I think?

No.

Whats her Chrisen name?

A warning glance shot from Sir Karls eyes, cautioning Ann Hopley to be on her guard. In truth it was not needed: the woman was caution itself, and had her ready wits at hand always. Karl saw what it was  some parish paper about to be left  and was recovering his inward equanimity.

My mistresss Christian name? Mary.

Mrs. Mary Grey, repeated the policeman, writing down the name on the paper. Youll please to give it her, he added, handing the paper in. It have got to be attended to.

All tax-papers for Mrs. Grey must come to Foxwood Court, interposed Sir Karl. Mrs. Grey takes, the house furnished, and has nothing to do with the taxes.

Beg pardon, Sir Karl, but that theres a voting-paper for a poor-law guardian, said the man, touching his hat.

Oh, a voting-paper. Let it go in then, concluded Sir Karl. Mrs. Grey had no more to do with voting than she had with taxes; but Sir Karl let it pass.

They were in the maze again; Ann Hopley having wound herself out of sight with the paper. Mr. Panton, the disbeliever, wound himself in and out of the trees and about the paths; but the voices always guided him back again.

What a delightful place, Sir Karl! cried Mrs. Panton. Quite like a Fair Rosamonds Bower.

Sir Karl laughed in reply. And  as Miss Blake noticed  there was not a trace of shame in his face. Lucys colour, though, rose painfully.

Let me see! it was a silken thread, was it not, that guided Queen Eleanor to her rival? continued Mrs. Panton. A cruel woman! I wonder whether she carried the bowl of poison in her hand?

I wonder if the woman who destroyed the Queens happiness, had any forewarning in her dreams of the fate in store for her? retorted Miss Blake, sharply  for she was thinking of another case, very near to her, that she judged to be analogous. For her punishment, it is to be hoped she had.

Oh, but you know she was so lovely, poor thing! One can but pity her; can we, Lady Andinnian?

I know nothing of it, spoke Lucy, in so chafed a tone that Karl turned to look at her.

My opinion is, that the King should have taken half the bowl, said Miss Blake. That would have been even justice, Mrs. Panton.

Well, well, judge it as you will, Fair Rosamond was very beautiful; and her fate was shocking. Of course the Queen was incensed; naturally: and the crime of poisoning in those days was, I suppose, looked upon as no crime at all. I have always wished the Queen had been lost in the maze and the poison spilt.

Suppose we get lost in this one!

It was Miss Lloyd who spoke, hurriedly and somewhat anxiously. It brought most of them around her.

There is no danger here, is there? Sir Karl, you know the way out, I suppose?

Karl evaded the question. If the worst come to the worst, we can set on and shout, he observed.

But dont you know the clue? Is there not a clue? There must be!

I see nothing of the kind, returned Karl. You forget that I am almost a stranger in the neighbourhood. We shall be all right Dont fear.

How Lucy despised him for his deceit! She felt that he must have the clue: why else need he let himself within the gate with his key  at least, with any purpose of finding his way further in after it? Miss Blake caught her eye; and Lucy turned away, sick at heart, from the compassion Miss Blakes glance wore.

Sir Karls Dont fear had been reassuring, and they dispersed about the Maze and lost themselves in it, very much as Miss Blake had once done. Mr. Cattacomb kept asking questions about the mistress of the Maze: why she lived there alone, where her husband was: for all of which Sir Karl could have struck him. He, Karl, would have contrived to keep them from the boundaries near the house: but they were as nine to one, and went whither they would: and, as had been Miss Blakes case, they got within view of it at last What a pretty place! was the involuntary exclamation from more than one.

It did look pretty: pretty and very cheerful. The windows of the house were open; the door of the porch was fastened back, as if to invite entrance. Not a sign or symptom existed of there being any cause for concealment So far good, and Karl felt satisfied. But, as his eyes went ranging far and wide in their longed-for security, there was no doubt that he somewhere or other caught sight of his imprudent brother; for his face changed to an ashy paleness, and he groaned in spirit.

Adam is surely mad, was his mental cry.

Ann Hopley, who had probably been waiting about, stepped up at this moment, and asked with much civility if they would like to walk in-doors and rest. Sir Karl, looking at his friends, as if for acquiescence in his denial, declined. We have no right to intrude, he whispered: and the General said so too.

This might really do for a Rosamonds Bower! cried Mrs. Panton. It is a sweetly pretty place.

The lawn was level as a bowling-green; the flowers and shrubs surrounding it were well-kept, fragrant, and blooming. Mounted on a ladder, nailing some branches against a wall that probably belonged to a tool-house, was the toothless old gardener, his knees swollen and bent, his white smock frock rolled up around him.

Thats the gardener at his work, I suppose? observed the General, whose eyes were dim.

Yes, thats Hopley, said Karl.

What dye call his name, Sir Karl?

Hopley. He is the womans husband.

I had a servant once of that name when I was quartered at Malta. A good servant he was, too.

That man yonder looks ill, remarked Mrs. Panton. I fancy he is subject to rheumatism, said Sir Karl. How is your husband? he enquired of Ann Hopley.

Pretty middling, sir, thank you, she answered. He is getting in years you see, gentlefolks, and is not as strong as he was.

Will you be so good as precede us through the Maze and let us out, said Karl to her. I think it is time we went, he added to the others: we have seen all there is to see.

Ann Hopley, key in hand, went winding through the Maze, in and out of the numberless paths. It seemed to those following her that they only went round and round  just as it had seemed to Miss Blake that former day; and it took some time to get through it The Reverend Mr. Cattacomb called it a pilgrimage.

She was crafty, that faithful woman. Just as she had led Miss Blake a needlessly round-about way, so she led them now. Had she taken them direct through, who knew but they might have caught some inkling of the duel While opening the gate, General Lloyd would have put half-a-crown into her hand. She would not take it.

Id rather not, sir; Ive done nothing to merit it. Our mistress pays us both well. Thank you, sir, all the same.

A good, respectable, honest servant, that, remarked the General, slipping the money into his pocket again.

Crossing the road from the Maze, the party came right in view of Clematis Cottage and Mr. Smith, who was leaning over the gate of it and staring with all his might. He raised his hat to the ladies generally, and then accosted Sir Karl, saying he had taken the plan, asked for, to the Court.

Thank you, replied Karl.

Who is that man? cried Captain Lloyd with some energy as they went on. I am sure I know him.

His names Smith, replied Karl. He is a sort of agent on my estate.

Smith  Smith! I dont recollect the name. His face is quite familiar to me, though. Where can I have seen it?

Karl longed in his heart to ask whether the face had ever belonged to the name of Salter; but he did not dare. There had been a peculiar expression in Mr. Smiths eyes as he spoke to him just now, which Karl had read rightly  he was sure Smith wanted to speak to him privately. So, after the rest had entered the home gates, he turned back. The agent had not stirred from his place.

What have those people been doing there, Sir Karl? he asked, with a peremptory action of his hand towards the Maze.

Karl explained. He did not dare do otherwise. Explained in full.

Curious fools! cried the man angrily. Well, no harm seems to have been done, sir. Seeing you all come out of the gate, I could not believe my eyes, or imagine what was up.

I fancied you wished to speak to me, Mr. Smith.

And so I do, Sir Karl. The letters were late this morning  did you know it? Theyve only just been delivered. Some accident, I suppose.

I only know that none came to Foxwood Court this morning.

Just so. Well, Sir Karl, Ive had one; ten minutes ago. I wrote to make inquiries about that paragraph in the newspaper, and this letter was the answer to mine. It is as I thought. Theres nothing known or suspected at all at headquarters; neither at Scotland Yard nor Portland Island. It was the work of the penny-a-liner, hang him!  just an invention, and nothing else.

To whom did you write?

Well, thats my business, and I cannot tell you. But you may rely upon what I say, Sir Karl, and set your mind at rest. I thought youd like to know this, sir, as soon as possible.

Thank you, replied Karl.

He went back to his guests, his brain busy. Was this true, that Smith said? Who then was Smith that he could get this information? Or, was it that Smith was saying it for a purpose?


CHAPTER II.

Recognised.

THE buff-coloured blinds were down before Mr. Burtenshaws windows in the Euston Road, shutting out the glare of the afternoon sun, and throwing an unwholesome kind of tint over the rooms. In one of them, the front room on the first floor, sat the detective himself. It was indeed a kind of office as well as a sitting-room: papers strewed the table; pigeon holes and shelves, all filled, were ranged along the walls.

Mr. Burtenshaw had a complicated case in hand at that period. Some fresh information had just come in by a private letter, and he was giving the best attention of his clear mind to it: his head bent over the table; his hands resting on the papers immediately before him. Apparently he arrived at some conclusion: for he nodded twice and then began to fold the papers together.

The servant-maid, with the flaunty cap tilted on her head, entered the room, and said to her master that a gentleman had called and was requesting to see him.

Who is it? asked Mr. Burtenshaw.

He gave no name, sir. Its the same gentleman who called twice or thrice in one day about a fortnight ago: the last time late at night. Hes very nice-looking, sir; might be known for a gentleman a mile off.

The detective carried his thoughts back, and remembered. You can show him up, he said. Or  stay, Harriet, he suddenly added, as the girl was leaving the room. Go down first of all and ask the gentleman his name.

She went as desired; and came up again fixing her absurd cap on its tottering pinnacle.

The gentleman says, sir, that you dont know him by name, but his solicitors are Messrs. Plunkett and Plunkett.

Ay. Show him up, said Mr. Burtenshaw. He has a motive for withholding his name, mentally added the detective.

The reader need not be told that it was Karl Andinnian who entered. The object of his visit was to get, if possible, some more information respecting Philip Salter.

Day by day and week by week, as the days and weeks went on, had served to show Karl Andinnian that his brothers stay at the Maze was growing more full of risk. Karl and Mrs. Grey, conversing on the matter as opportunity occurred, had nearly set it down as a certainty that Smith was no other than Salter. She felt sure of it Karl nearly so. And he was persuaded that, once Smiths influence could be removed, Adam might get safely away.

The question ever agitating Karls brain, in the midnight watches, in the garish day, was  what could he do in the matter?  how proceed in it at all with perfect security? The first thing of course was to ascertain that the man was Salter; the next to make a bargain with him: You leave my brother free, and I will leave you free. For it was by no means his intention to deliver Salter up to justice. Karl had realized too keenly the distress and horror that must be the portion of a poor fugitive, hiding from the law, to denounce the worst criminal living.

The difficulty lay entirely in the first step  the identification of Smith with Salter. How could he ascertain it? He did not know. He could not see any means by which it might be accomplished with safety. Grimley knew Salter  as in fact did several of Grimleys brotherhood  but, if he once brought Grimley within a birds-eye view of Smith (Smith being Salter) Grimley would at once lay his grasping hands upon him. All would probably be over then: for the chances were that Salter in revenge would point his finger to the Maze, and say There lives a greater criminal than I; your supposed dead convict, Adam Andinnian.

The reader must see the difficulty and the danger. Karl dared not bring Grimley or any other of the police in contact with Smith; he dared not give them a clue to where he might be found: and he had to fall back upon the uncertain and unsatisfactory step of endeavouring to track out the identity himself.

If I could but get to know Burtenshaws reason for thinking Salter was in England, he exclaimed to himself over and over again, perhaps it might help me. Suppose I were to ask Burtenshaw again  and press it on him? Something might come of it. After all, he could but refuse to tell me.

Just as Karl, after much painful deliberation, had determined to do this, there arrived at Foxwood a summons for his wife. Colonel Cleeve was attacked with sudden illness. In the first shock of it, Mrs. Cleeve feared it might prove fatal, and she sent for Lucy. Karl took her to Winchester and left her, and at once took up his own abode for a few days in London. The Court had none too much attraction for him as matters stood, and he did not care to be left to entertain Miss Blake. So long as his wife stayed away, he meant to stay.

The following afternoon saw him at the detectives. Mr. Burtenshaw had thought his unknown visitor looking ill before: he looked worse now. A delicate man with some great care upon him, summed up the officer to himself.

Karl, opening his business, led up to the question he had come to ask. Would Mr. Burtenshaw confide to him the reason for his supposing Philip Salter to be still in England? At first Mr. Burtenshaw said No; that it could not, he imagined, concern him or any one else to hear it. Karl pleaded, and pleaded earnestly.

Whatever you say shall be kept strictly sacred, he urged. It cannot do harm to any one. I have a powerful motive for asking it.

And a painful one, too, thought the detective. Karl was leaning forward in his chair, his pale face slightly flushed with inward emotion, his beautiful grey eyes full of eager entreaty, and a strange sadness in their depths.

Will you impart to me, sir, your motive for wishing to know this?

No, I cannot, said Karl. I wish I could, but I cannot.

I fancy that you must know Salters retreat, sir  or think you know it: and you want to be assured it is he before you denounce him, spoke the detective, hazarding a shrewd guess.

Karl raised his hand to enforce what he said, speaking solemnly. Were I able to put my finger this moment upon Salter, I would not denounce him. Nothing would induce me. You may believe me when I say that, in asking for this information, I intend no harm to him.

The detective saw how true were the words. There was something in Karl Andinnian strangely attractive, and he began to waver.

It is not of much consequence whether I give you the information or whether I withhold it, he acknowledged, giving way. The fact is this: one of our men who knew Salter, thought he saw him some three or four months ago. He, our man, was on the Great Western line, going to Bath; in passing a station where they did not stop, he saw (or thought he saw) Salter standing there. He is a cool-judging, keen-sighted officer, and I do not myself think he could have been mistaken. We followed up the scent at once, but nothing has come of it.

Karl made no answer: he was considering. Three or four months ago? That was about the time, he fancied, that Smith took up his abode at Foxwood.

Previous to that, he might have been all over England, for aught Karl could tell.

Just before that, resumed the detective, another of the men struck up a cock-and-bull story that Salter was living in Aberdeen. I forget the precise reason he had for asserting it. We instituted inquiries: but, like the later tale, they resulted in nothing. As yet, we have no sure clue to Salter.

That is all you know! asked Karl.

Every word. Has the information helped you?

Not in the least degree.

There was nothing else for Karl to wait for. His visit had been a fruitless one. I should have liked to see Grimley once again, he said as he rose. Is he in town?

Grimley is in the house now. At least, he ought to be. He is engaged in a case under me, and was to be here at three oclock for instructions. Will you see him?

If you please.

It had occurred to Karl more than once that he should like to describe Smith accurately to Grimley, and ask whether the description tallied with Salters. Tie could do it without affording any clue to Smith or his locality.

Mr. Burtenshaw rang, and told the maid to send up Grimley, if he had come. In obedience to this, Grimley, in his official clothes, appeared, and another officer with him.

Oh, I dont want you just yet, Watts, said Mr. Burtenshaw. Wait down stairs.

Very well, sir, replied the man. I may as well give you this, though, he added, crossing the room and placing a small box the size of a five-shilling-piece on the table. Mr. Burtenshaw looked at it curiously, and then slipped it into the drawer at his left hand.

From Jacob, I suppose?

Yes, sir.

The man left the room. Karl, after a few preliminary words with Grimley, gave an elaborate and close description of Smiths figure and features. Is it like Salter? he asked.

If it isnt him, sir, its his twin brother, was Grimleys emphatic answer. As to his looking forty, it is only to be expected. Nothing ages a man like living a life of fear.

Karl remembered how Adam had aged and was ageing, and silently acquiesced. He began to think he saw his way somewhat more clearly; that the man at Foxwood was certainly Salter. Handing over a gratuity to Grimley, and taking leave of Mr. Burtenshaw, he departed, leaving the other two talking of him.

He has dropped upon Salter, remarked Grimley.

Yes, said Mr. Burtenshaw. But he does not intend to deliver him up.

No! cried the other in amazement Why not, sir?

I dont know, said Mr. Burtenshaw. He said he had no intention of the kind  and I am sure he has not. It seemed to me to be rather the contrary  that he wants to screen him.

Then he told you, sir, that he had found Salter?

No, he did not. We were speaking on supposition.

Who is this gentleman, sir?

I dont know who he is. He keeps his name from me.

Mr. Grimley felt anything but satisfied with the present aspect of the affair. What right had this stranger, who wanted to know all about Salter, to refuse to denounce him? Once more he asked Mr. Burtenshaw if he did not know who he was, but the latter repeated his denial. During the discussion, the man Watts entered the room again, and heard what passed. He looked at Mr. Burtenshaw.

Are you speaking of the gentleman just gone out, sir? I know him.

Why, who is he? asked Mr. Burtenshaw, who had taken out the little box again, and was opening it.

Sir Karl Andinnian.

Nonsense! exclaimed the detective, aroused to interest. For Sir Karl Andinnian, brother to the criminal who had made so much stir in the world, was a noted name amongst the force.

It is, said Watts. I knew him the minute I came in. I was present at the trial in Northampton, sir, when his brother was condemned to death; this gentleman sat all day at the solicitors table. I had gone down there on that business of Pattesons.

No wonder he has a sad look, thought the detective. Adam Andinnians was a mournful case, and his death was mournful. But what interest can Sir Karl have in Salter?

There was one, at least, who determined to as certain, if possible, what that interest was  and that was Mr. Policeman Grimley. A shrewd man by nature, a very shrewd one by experience, he drew his own deductions  and they were anything but favourable to the future security of some of the inhabitants of Foxwood. Could Karl Andinnian have seen what his mornings work had done for him, he would have been ready to sit in sackcloth and ashes, after the manner of the mourners of old.

Sir Karls living at Foxwood Court with his young wife, ran Mr. Grimleys thoughts: I know that much. Wherever this Salter is, its not far from him, Ill lay. Hid in Foxwood, and no mistake! Ill get him unearthed if it costs me my place. Lets see; how shall I set about it?

As a preliminary step, he gently sounded Mr. Burtenshaw; but found he could get no help from him: it was not the detectives custom to stir in any matter without orders. Mr. Grimley then slept a night upon it, and in the morning had resolved to strike a bold stroke. Obtaining a private interview with one who was high in the force at Scotland Yard, he denounced Salter, telling of Sir Karl Andinnians visits to Burtenshaw, and their purport.

Salter is in hiding at Foxwood, or somewhere in its neighbourhood, sir, as sure as that my names Dick Grimley, he said. I want him took. I dont care about the reward  and perhaps it would not be given to me in any case, seeing it was me that let the fellow go  but I want him took. Hes a crafty fox, sir, mark you, though; and it will have to be gone about cautiously.

If Salter be retaken through this declaration of yours, Grimley, I daresay youll get some of the reward, was the consoling answer. Who knows the man? It will not do for you to go down.

No, it wouldnt, acquiesced Grimley. He knows me; and, once he caught sight of me, hed make off like a rat sneaking out of a sinking ship. Besides, sir, I couldnt leave that other thing Mr. Burtenshaw has in hand.

Well, who knows Salter, I ask?

Tatton does, sir; knows him as well as I do; but Salter does not know Tatton. Tatton would be the best man for it, too. Burtenshaw himself cant manage a case as Tatton does when it comes to personal acting.

There was a little more conversation, and then Grimley withdrew, and Tatton was sent for. The grass could not be let grow under their feet in the attempt to re-take that coveted prize, Philip Salter.

This Tatton had begun life as an ordinary policeman: but his talents raised him. He was smart in appearance and manner, had received a fairly good education, conversed well on the topics of the day, could adapt himself to any society he might happen to be in, from that of a gentleman to a shoeblack, and was found to possess the rare prudence, the certain tact, necessary to undertake the conduct of delicate cases, and bring them to a successful conclusion. Grimley was correct, in judging that Tatton would be the right man to put on the track of Philip Salter.


CHAPTER III.

A New Lodger in Paradise Row.

THE sun was drawing towards the west, and the summers afternoon was waning, for the days were not so long as they had been a month or two ago, when a gentleman, slight and rather short, with light eyes, fair curly hair, and about thirty years of age, alighted from the London train at Foxwood station. He had a black bag in his hand and a portmanteau in the van, and enquired of the porter the way to Foxwood.

Do you mean Foxwood proper, sir; or Foxwood, Sir Karl Andinnians place? returned the porter.

Foxwood proper, I suppose. It is a village, is it not?

Yes, sir. Go down the road to the left, sir, then take the first turning on your right, and it will bring you into Foxwood.

Thank you, said the gentleman, and slipped a small silver coin into the porters hand. He knew, nobody better, the value of a silver key: and the chances were that he might shortly get gossiping with this station porter about the neighbourhood and its politics.

Bag in hand, and leaving his portmanteau at the station, he speedily found himself in the heart of Foxwood. Casting about his eyes on this side and that, they settled on Paradise Row, on which the sun was shining, and on a white embossed card hanging in the first-floor window of the middle house, which card had on it, in large letters, Apartments furnished.

At the open entrance-door of the same house stood a widow woman in a clean cap and smart black silk apron. Mrs. Jinks was en grande toilette that afternoon.

It looks likely, said the stranger to himself. Madame there will talk her tongue sore, I see, once prompted. And going up to the door, he politely took off his hat as he might to a duchess.

You have apartments to let, I think, madam?

Good gracious! cried the Widow Jinks, taken by surprise  for she was only looking out for the muffin-boy, and the slanting rays of the sun were dazzling her eyes, so that she had not observed the traveller. I beg pardon, sir; apartments, did you say? Yes, sir, Ive got my drawing-room just emptied.

It happened that an elderly lady from Basham and her grand-daughters had been lodging there for a month, the young ladies being ardent disciples of Mr. Cattacomb; but they had now left, and the drawingroom was ready to be let again. Mrs. Jinks went on to explain this, rather volubly.

I will go up and look at it, if you please, said the stranger.

The widow ushered him along the passage towards the stairs, treading softly as she passed the parlour door.

Ive got a Reverend Gent lodging in there, she said, minister of the new church, St. Jeromes. He has a meeting every Thursday evening, for Scripture reading, or something of that  exercises, I think they call it. This is Thursday, and they be all expected. But he wants his tea first, and that there dratted muffin-boys not round yet. The Reverend Gent have dropped asleep on three chairs in his shirt sleeves, while he waits for it.  This is the drawing-room, sir.

The stranger liked the drawing-room very much; the sun made it cheerful, he said; and he liked the bed-room behind it. Mrs. Jinks rather hesitated at letting the two rooms alone. She generally let the bed-rooms at the top of the house with them.

How long shall you be likely to stay, sir? questioned she.

I do not know. It may be a week, it may be a month, it may be more. I am seeking country air and rest to re-establish my health, maam, and want a quiet place to read in. I shall not give you much trouble.

Mrs. Jinks agreed to let him have the rooms at last, demanding a few shillings over the usual terms for the two: a bird in the hand, she thought, was worth two in the bush. Next she asked for references.

I cannot refer you to any one here, he said, for I dont know a soul in the place, and not a soul in it knows me. I will pay you every week in advance; and that I presume will do as well as references.  

He laid down the sum agreed upon and a sovereign beside it. You will be so good as to get in for me a few things to eat and drink, Mrs. Jinks. I should like to have some tea first of all, if convenient, and one of those muffins you spoke of. Well buttered, if you please.

Yes, sir; certainly, sir. We get muffins at Foxwood all the year round, sir, on account of there being company in the place at summer time: in other towns, Basham, for instance, they are only made in winter. Buttered muffins and cress, sir, is uncommonly good together.

Are they? Ill have some cress too.

Telling her, as well as he could remember, what articles he should want besides butter and muffins, and bidding her to add anything else that she thought he might require, he picked up his black bag to take it into the bed-room. Mrs. Jinks in her politeness begged him to let her take it, but he said certainly not.

Is it all the luggage youve got, sir, this?

My portmanteau is at the station. I could not order it on until I knew where I should be; or, in fact, whether I should stay at Foxwood at all. Had I not found lodgings to my mind, maam, I might have gone on somewhere else.

Foxwoods the loveliest, healthiest spot you can find, sir, cried the widow, eagerly. Sweet walks about it, there is.

So I was told by my medical man. One wants nice rural walks, Mrs. Jinks, after reading hard.

So one does, sir. You are reading up for college, I suppose? I had a young gent here once from Oxford. He got plucked, too, afterwards. Theres the muffin-boy! added Mrs. Jinks, in delight, as the fierce ring of a bell and the muffin-call was heard beneath. Oh, I beg pardon, sir, what name?

The gentleman, who had his head and hands just then in his bag, merely responded that he was a stranger. Mrs. Jinks, in the hurry to be gone, and confused with the ringing and the calling below, caught up the answer as Strange.

A Mr. Strange, she said to herself, going down with the money in her hand. And one of the nicest gents Ive ever come across. Put plenty o butter, says he. He aint one asll look sharp after every crumb and odd and end, as too many of em does, and say wheres the rest of this, that it dont come up, and wheres the remainder of that.

Mrs. Jinks had a young help-mate when she was what she considered in full let; a young damsel of fourteen, who wore her hair in a pink net. Sending the girl flying to the general shop for various things, she set on to toast the muffins; and tea was speedily served in both rooms. She took in the clergymans first. Mr. Cattacomb was asleep on the three chairs, in his shirt sleeves. He was beginning to find his work somewhat hard. What with the duties in the church, the services, and sermons, and confessions, and the duties out of church connected with little boys and girls, and with those anxious Christians who never left him alone, the young ladies, Mr. Cattacomb was often considerably fatigued; and it was under consideration whether his former coadjutor, the Reverend Damon Puff, should not be summoned to assist him.

Heres your tea, sir, said Mrs. Jinks, and a beautiful hot muffin. I couldnt get it up afore, for the muffin-boy was late.

My tea, is it, Mrs. Jinks? replied Mr. Cattacomb, slowly rising. Thank you, I am dead tired.

And, perhaps in consequence of the fatigue, or that Mrs. Jinks was not worth any display, it might have been observed that the affectation, so characteristic of the reverend gentleman when in society, had entirely disappeared now. Indeed, it seemed at this undress moment that Mr. Cattacomb was a simple-mannered, pleasant man.

Ive been in luck this afternoon, sir, and have let my drawing-room floor, continued the widow, as she settled the tea-tray before him. Its a Mr. Strange, sir, thats took it; a gent reading for Oxford, and out of health. His doctor have ordered him into the country for change, and told him hed find quiet air and nice walks at Foxwood. You may hear his boots walking about overhead, sir. He seems to be as nice and liberal a gent as ever I had to do with.

Glad to hear it, said Mr. Cattacomb, beginning upon his muffin vigorously. We shall want more chairs here presently, you know, Mrs. Jinks.

The tea-tray had scarcely disappeared, and Mr. Cattacomb put on his coat and his fascinating company manners, before the company began to arrive. On these Thursday evenings Mr. Cattacomb gave at his own home a private lecture, descriptive of some of the places mentioned in holy Scripture. The lectures were attended by all his flock at St. Jeromes and by several young ladies from Basham. Of course it necessitated a great many seats; and the new lodger above was yet at his tea, when Mrs. Jinks appeared, her face redder than usual with running about, and begged the loan of Mr. Stranges chairs, explaining what they were wanted for.

Oh, certainly: take them all, Mrs. Jinks, replied he, in the most accommodating manner possible. I can sit upon the table.

Mrs. Jinks considerately left him one, however, and went down with the rest. He found out she had taken up the notion that his name was Strange, and laughed a little.

Some misunderstanding, I suppose, on her part when I said I was a stranger, thought he. All right; Ill not contradict it.

While the bumping and thumping went on, caused by the progress of chairs down from the chambers and up from the kitchen, and the knocker and the bell kept up a perpetual duet, Mr. Strange (we will call him so at present ourselves) put on his hat to go round and order his portmanteau to be sent from the station. As he passed the parlour door it stood open; no one was looking his way; he had a good view of the interior, and took in the scene and the details with his observant eyes. A comfortable room, containing a dozen or two charming and chattering ladies, surrounded by a perfect epitome of tasty and luxurious objects that had been worked by fair fingers. Cushions, anti-macassars, slippers, scrolls, drawings enshrined in leather frames, ornamental mats by the dozen, cosies for tea-pots, lamp tops and stands, flowers in wax under shades, sweet flowers from hothouses in water, and other things too numerous to mention.

A man beset, that clergyman, thought Mr. Strange, with a silent laugh, as he bent his steps towards the railway. He should get married and stop it. Perhaps he likes it, though: some of them do who have more vanity than brains.

So he ordered his portmanteau to No. 5, Paradise Row, contriving to leave the same impression at the station that he had given Mrs. Jinks  a reading man in search of quiet and health.

Mrs. Jinks presided at the arrival of the portmanteau, and saw some books taken out of it in the drawingroom. While her lodgers back was turned, she took the liberty of peeping into one or two of them; and finding their language was what she could not read, supposed it to be Greek or Latin. Before the night was over, all Paradise Row, upwards and downwards, had been regaled with the news of her new lodger, and the particulars concerning his affairs.

A scholar-gent, by name of Strange, who had come down to read and get up his health, and had brought his Greek and Latin books with him.


CHAPTER IV.

Nurse Chaffen on Duty.

How short a period of time may serve to bring forth vital chances and changes! Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian were absent only a week, yet before they returned a stranger had taken up his abode at Foxwood, indirectly brought to it by Karl himself; and something had happened at the Maze.

Lucy was out amidst her plants and shrubs and flowers the evening of her return, when the shadows were lengthening on the grass. Karl was writing letters in-doors; Miss Blake had hurried up from dinner to attend vespers. In spite of the estrangement and misery that pervaded the home atmosphere, Lucy felt glad to be there again. The meeting with her husband, after the weeks entire separation, had caused her pulses to quicken and her heart to bound with something that was very like joy. Colonel Cleeve was out of all danger; was nearly well again. It had been a sharp but temporary attack of sickness. The Colonel and his wife had pressed Lucy to prolong her stay, had asked Sir Karl to come and join her; and they both considered it somewhat unaccountable that Lucy should have persisted in declining. Theresa was alone at Foxwood, was the chief plea of excuse she urged: the real impediment being that she and Karl could not stay at her mothers home together without risk of the terms on which they lived becoming known. So Karl, on the day appointed, went from London to Winchester, and brought Lucy home.

For the forbearance she had exercised, the patient silence she had maintained, Lucy had in a degree received the reward during this sojourn with her father and mother. More than ever was it brought home to her conviction then, that she would almost rather have died than betray it. It would have inflicted on them so much pain and shame. It would have lowered herself so in their sight, and in the sight of those old and young friends who had known her in her girlhood, and who whispered their sense of what her happiness must now be, and their admiration of her attractive husband. Martyrdom rather than that! said Lucy, clasping her hands with fixed resolution, as she paced the grass, thinking over her visit, on this, the evening of her return.

Karl came up to her with two letters in his hand. She was then sitting under the acacia tree. The sun had set, but in the west shone a flood of golden light. The weather in the daytime was still hot as in the middle of that hot summer, but the evenings and nights were cool. Lucys shawl lay beside her.

It is time to put it on, said Karl  and he wrapped it round her himself carefully. It caused her to see the address of the two letters in his hand. One was to Plunkett and Plunkett; the other to Mrs. Cleeve.

You have been writing to mamma! she exclaimed.

She asked me to be sure and let her have one line to say you got home safely. I have given your love, Lucy.

Thank you, Karl. And now you are going to the post.

And now I am going to the post. And I must make haste, or I shall find the box shut.

He took his hand from her shoulder, where it had momentarily rested, and crossed the grass, Lucy looking after him.

How thoughtful and kind he is! she soliloquised. It is just as though he loved me. And her imagination went off wandering at random, as imagination will. Once more she reverted to that former possibility  of condoning the past and becoming reconciled again. It was very good of him, and she felt it so, to have stayed that week in London. She fancied he had done it that she might know he did not spend his time at the Maze in her absence. And so, the evening shadows came on, and still Lucy sat there, lost in her dreams.

Miss Blake, it has been said, had hurried from dinner, to go to vespers. As she turned into the road from the Court, she saw a boy a little in advance of her on the other side, his basket on his arm. It was the doctors boy, Cris Lumley, against whom Miss Blake had a grievance. She crossed over and caught him up just as he rang at the Maze gate.

Now, Cris Lumley, what have you to say for yourself? For three days you have not appeared at class.

Taint my fault, said Cris Lumley, who was just as impudent as he looked; a very different boy indeed from civil-natured Tom Pepp. It be masters.

How is it your masters?

What master says is this here: I be to attend to him and my place; or I be to give it up, if I wants to kick up my heels all day at school.

I dont believe you, said Miss Blake. I shall speak to Mr. Moore.

Just do then, said the independent boy.

The fact of the case is no doubt this, Cris Lumley  that you play truant for half the day sometimes, on the plea of being all that while at school.

Master said another thing, he did, resumed the young gentleman, ignoring the last accusation. He said as if Parson Sumnor warnt no longer good enough for me to learn religion from, hed get another boy in my place, that he was good enough for. There! you may ask him whether he said it or not. Declining to bandy further words with him until she should have seen the surgeon, Miss Blake was hastening on, when the fringe of her mantle caught against his medicine basket. It reminded her that some one must be ill. Battling for a moment with her curiosity, but not for long, she condescended to inquire who was ill at the Maze.

It be the missis, replied Cris.

The mistress! Do you mean Mrs. Grey?

Mr. Lumley nodded.

What is the matter with her?

Got a baby, said the boy shortly.

For the instant Miss Blake felt struck into herself, and was dumb. She did not believe it.

He were born yesterday, added the boy. This be some physic for him: and this be the mississ.

Throwing back the lid of one end of his basket, Miss Blake saw two bottles, done up in white paper. The larger one was addressed Mrs. Grey, the small one Mrs. Greys infant.

She turned away without another word, feeling ready to sink with the weight of the worlds iniquity. It pressed upon her most unpleasantly throughout the evening service at St. Jeromes, and for once Miss Blake was inattentive to the exhortations of the Rev. Guy. Looking at the matter as Miss Blake looked at it, it must be confessed that she had just cause for condemnation.

To return to Lucy. It grew dusk and more dusk; and she at length went in-doors. Karl came in, bringing Mr. Moore, whom he had overtaken near the gate: and almost close upon that, Miss Blake returned. The sight of the doctor, sitting there with Karl and Lucy, brought back all Miss Blakes vexation. It had been at boiling-point for the last hour, and now it bubbled over. The wisest course no doubt would have been to hold her tongue: but her indignation  a perfectly righteous and proper indignation, as she deemed it  forbade that. The ill-doing of the boy, respecting which she had been about to appeal to Mr.

Moore, was quite lost sight of in this ill-doing. There could be no fear of risking Jane Shores sheet of penance in repeating what she had heard. It was her duty to speak: she fully believed that: her duty to open Lucys obtuse eyes  and who knew but Sir Karl might be brought to his senses through the speaking? The surgeon and Lucy were sitting near the window in the sweet still twilight: Karl stood back by the mantel-piece: and they were deep in some discussion about flowers. Miss Blake sat in silence, gathering her mental forces for the combat, when the present topic should have died away.

I  I have heard some curious news, she began then in a low, reluctant tone: and in good truth she was reluctant to enter on it. I heard it from that boy of yours, Mr. Moore. He says theres a baby at the Maze.

Yes, readily acquiesced Mr. Moore. A baby-boy, born yesterday.

And Miss Blake, rising and standing at angles between the two, saw a motion of startled surprise on the part of Karl Andinnian. Lucy looked up, simply not understanding. After a pause, during which no one spoke, Miss Blake, in language softened to ambiguousness, took upon herself to intimate that, in her opinion, the Maze had no business with a baby.

Mr. Moore laughed pleasantly. That, I imagine, is Mrs. Greys concern, he said.

Lucy understood now; she felt startled almost to sickness. Is it Mrs. Grey who has the baby? was on the point of her tongue: but she did not speak it.

Where is Mrs. Greys husband? demanded Miss Blake, in her most uncompromising tone.

In London, I fancy, just now, said the doctor. Has she one at all, Mr. Moore?

Good gracious, yes, cried the hearty-natured surgeon, utterly unconscious that it could be of particular moment to anybody present whether she had or not. Id answer for it with my life, nearly. Shes as nice a young lady as Id ever wish to attend; and good too.

For Lucys sake, Ill go on; for his sake, standing there in his shame, thought Miss Blake, in her rectitude. Better things may come of it: otherwise Id drop the hateful subject for ever.

Mr. Moore, she continued aloud, Why do you say the husband is in London?

Because Mrs. Grey said something to that effect, he answered. At least, I understood her words to imply as much; but she was very ill at the moment, and I did not question further. It was when I was first called in.

It has hitherto been represented that Mr. Grey was travelling abroad, pursued Miss Blake, with a tone and a stress on the Mr. Grey.

I know it has. But he may have returned. I am sure she said she had been up to London two or three weeks ago  and I thought she meant to imply that she went to meet her husband. It may have been a false conclusion I drew; but I certainly thought it. Sir Karl took a step forward. I can answer for it that Mrs. Grey did go up, he said, for I chanced to travel in the same carriage with her. Getting into the up-train at the station one day, I found Mrs. Grey seated there.

Lucy glanced towards him as he spoke. There was no embarrassment in his countenance; his voice was easy and open as though he had spoken of a stranger. Her own face looked white as death.

You did! cried the doctor. Did she tell you she was going up to meet Mr. Grey?

No, she did not. I put her into a cab at the terminus, and thats all I know about it. It was broiling hot, I remember.

Well, resumed the doctor, whether it was to meet her husband or whether not, to London she went for a day or two in the broiling heat  as Sir Karl aptly terms it  and she managed to fatigue herself so much that she has not been able to recover it, and has been very unwell ever since. This young gentleman, who chose to take upon himself to make his appearance in the world yesterday, was not due for a good couple of months to come.

Lucy rose and left the room, she and her white face. Karl followed her with his eyes: he had seen the whiteness.

Is it a healthy child? he asked.

Quite so, replied the surgeon; but very small. The worst of these little monkeys is, you cant send them back again with a whipping, when they make too much haste, and tell them to come again at proper time. Mrs. Greys very ill.

Is she? cried Karl.

Yes. And theres no nurse and no anything; matters are all at sixes and sevens.

I hope shell do well! breathed Karl.

So do I.

Miss Blake looked at the two speakers. The one seemed just as open as the other. She thought what a finished adept Karl Andinnian was getting to be in deception.

I am going to the Maze now, said the doctor: was on my way to it when you seduced me in here, Sir Karl. Good evening, Miss Blake.

He took his departure hastily as he spoke. He was, as he told them, on his way to the Maze then. Karl went with him to the outer gate, and then paced the lawn in the evening twilight.

After all, it is well its over, ran his thoughts. This expected future illness was always putting itself in view when I was planning to get away Adam. Once Rose is well again, the ground will be, so far, clear. But good heavens! how it increases the risk! Heres Moore going in at any hour of the day or night, I suppose  and Adam so incautious! Well, I think he will take care of himself, and keep in seclusion for his own sake. And for myself  it brings more complication, he added with a sigh. The child is the heir now instead of me: and the whole property must eventually come to him. Poor Lucy! I saw she felt it. Oh, she may well be vexed! Does she quite comprehend, I wonder, who this baby is, and what it will take from us?  Foxwood amidst the rest? I wish I had never married! I wish a merciful heaven had interposed to prevent it.

When Mr. Moore, some eight-and-forty hours previously, received a hurried visit from Mrs. Greys servant, Ann Hopley, at the dusk of evening, and heard what she had to say about her mistress, he was excessively astonished, not having had the slightest idea that his services were likely to be wanted in any such way at the Maze. It is possible that some doubts of Mrs. Greys position crossed his mind at the moment: but he was a good man, and he made it a rule never to think ill if he could by possibility think good; and when he came to see and converse with Mrs. Grey, he felt sure she was all she should be. The baby was born on the following morning. Since then the doctor, as Karl expressed it, had been going in at all hours: Ann Hopley invariably preceding him through the Maze, and conducting him out of it again at his departure. As he marched on to the Maze tonight after the above conversation at the Court, he wondered what Miss Blake had got in her head, and why she should betray so much anger over it.

Three or four days went on. The doctor passed in and out in the care of his patient, and never a notion entered his head that the Maze was tenanted by any save its ordinary inmates, or that one under a ban was lying there in concealment. Ann Hopley, letting her work go how it would, attended on her mistress and the baby; the old gardener was mostly busy in his garden as usual. On the fifth or sixth day from the commencement of the illness, Mr. Moore, upon paying his usual morning visit, found Mrs. Grey worse. There were rather dangerous symptoms of fever.

Has she been exciting herself? he privately asked of Ann Hopley.

She did a little last night, sir, was the incautious admission.

What about?

Well, sir  chiefly talking.

Chiefly talking! repeated the doctor. But what were you about, to let her talk? he demanded, supposing Ann Hopley to be the only other inmate of the house. What possessed you to talk to her?

Ann was silent. She could have said that it was not with her Mrs. Grey had talked, but with her husband.

I must send a nurse in, he resumed. Not only to see that she is kept quiet, but to attend to her constantly. It is not possible that you can be with her always with your housework to do.

But all of this Ann Hopley most strongly combated. She could attend to her mistress, and would, and did attend to her, she urged, and a nurse she would not have in the house. From the first, this question of a nurse had been a bone of contention: the doctor wanting to send one in; Ann Hopley and also Mrs. Grey strenuously objecting. So once more the doctor yielded, and let the matter drop, inwardly resolving that if his patient did not get better during the day, he should take French leave to pursue his own course.

Late in the afternoon he went in again. Mrs. Grey was worse: flushed, restless, and slightly delirious. The doctor said nothing; but when he got home, he sent a summons for Mrs. Chaffen. A skilled nurse, she; and first cousin to the Widow Jinks, both in respect to kin and to love of gossip.

That same evening, after dark, when Adam Andinnian was sitting in his wifes room, and Ann Hopley was concocting something in a saucepan over the kitchen fire, the gate bell clanged out. It had been nothing unusual to hear it these last few days at any hour; and the woman, putting the saucepan on the hob for safety, went forth, key in hand.

No sooner had she unlocked the gate than Mr. Moore brushed past her, followed by a little thin woman with a bundle. Ann Hopley stared: but never a word said he.

Keep close to me, and you wont lose yourself, cried he to the little woman; and went tearing off at a double-quick pace through the intricacies of the maze.

Ann Hopley stood like one bewildered. For one thing, she had not possessed the slightest notion that the surgeon knew his way through, for he had given no special indication of it, always having followed her. He could have told her that he had learnt the secret of the maze long before she came to Foxwood. It had been shown to him in old Mr. Throcktons time, whom he had attended for years. And, to see a second person pass in, startled her. All she could do was to lock the gate, and follow them.

On went the doctor; the little woman keeping close to his coat tails: and they were beyond the maze in no time. Mr. Moore had no private motive for this unusual haste, except that he had another patient waiting for him, and was in a hurry. In, at the open portico, passed he, and made direct for the stairs, the woman after him. Ann Hopley, miles behind, could only pray in agony that her master might escape their view.

But he did not. The doctor had nearly reached the top of the staircase, when a gentleman, tall, and in evening dress, suddenly presented himself in front, apparently looking who it might be, coming up. He drew back instantly, strode noiselessly along the corridor, and disappeared within a door at its extreme end. It all passed in a moment of time. What with the speed, and what with the obscurity of the stairs and passages, any one, less practical than the doctor, might have questioned whether or not it had happened at all.

Thats Mr. Grey, come down, thought he. But he seems to wish not to be noticed. Be it so.

Had he cared to make any remark upon it to Mrs. Grey, he could not have done so, for she was quite delirious that night. And, as he saw no further sign of the gentleman at any subsequent visit, he merely supposed that Mr. Grey had come down for a few hours and had gone again. And the matter passed from his mind.

It did not so pass from the nurses. Mrs. Chaffen had distinctly seen the gentleman in evening attire looking down the stairs at her and the doctor; she saw him whisk away, as she phrased it, and go into the further room. In the obscure light, Mrs. Chaffen made him out to be a very fine-looking gentleman with beautiful white teeth. She had keen eyesight, and she saw that much: she had also a weakness for fine-looking men, and felt glad that one so fine as this should be in the house. It could not make much difference to her; but she liked gentlemen to be in a dwelling where she might be located: they made it lively, were pleasant to talk to; and were generally to be found more liberal in the offers of glasses of wine and what not than the mistresses. Like the doctor, she supposed this was Mrs. Greys husband, come down at last She neither saw nor heard more of the gentleman that night, though she sat up with her patient. Neither did she on the following day  and then she began to think it somewhat odd. At dusk, when Mrs. Grey and the baby were both sleeping, she went down stairs.

When Ann Hopley found the nurse installed there and that she was powerless to prevent it, she had to make the best of the unfortunate occurrence  and most unfortunate it was destined to turn out in the end. She gave the nurse certain directions. One of them was, Ring for everything you want, and I will bring it up. The womans meals also were brought to her punctually: Anns object of course being to prevent her going about the house. But nurses are but human. Mrs. Chaffen was longing for a word of social gossip, and downstairs she went, this night, and made her way to the kitchen. Ann Hopley was in it, ironing at a table under the window.

What do you want? cried she, in a quick startled tone, as the nurse appeared.

I thought Id get you to give me a sup o beer, Mrs. Hopley, was the answer. Im amost faint, stopping so long in that there room with its smell of ether about.

Why could you not have rung? Ill bring it up to you.

In the very teeth of this plain intimation, Mrs. Chaffen sat herself down on a chair by the ironing board, and began fanning her face with a corner of her white apron. The missis is asleep, she said: shes a sight better to-night; and I shall stop here while I drink the beer for a bit of relief and change.

Ann took a small jug that was hanging on the dresser shelves, went down in the cellar, brought up the beer and poured it into a tumbler. Mrs. Chaffen took a good draught and smacked her lips.

That aint bad beer, is it, Mrs. Hopley?

Not at all, said Ann Hopley. Drink it up.

She would not go on with her ironing, lest it might seem an excuse for the nurse to linger; she stood by the fire, waiting, and evidently wanting the nurse gone.

Your husbands a-taking of it easy out there!

Ann glanced from the window, and saw the gardener seated amongst a heap of drying weeds, his back against the tool house, and a pipe in his mouth.

He has done his work, I suppose, for the day, she said.

And he knows his mississ eyes cant be upon him just now, added the nurse, taking another draught He dont hardly look strong enough to do all this here big garden.

You couldnt offend Hopley worse than by telling him that. His mistress says nothing about it now, it puts him up so. Last May, when he was laid up in bed with the rheumatis, she ordered a gardener in for two or three days to clear up some of the rough work. Hopley was not at all grateful: he only grumbled at it when he got about again.

Its just like them good old-fashioned servants that takes pride in their work, said the nurse. Theres not many of the young uns like em. The less work they have to do the better it pleases them. Is that a hump now, or only a stoop of the shoulders? continued she, ignoring good manners in her sociability.

It used to be only a stoop, Mrs. Chaffen. But those things, you know, always get worse with years.

Mrs. Chaffen nodded. And gardening work, when one has a natural stoop, is the worst sort of work a man can take to.

True, assented Ann. She had spoken absently all along, and kept glancing round and listening as though ill at ease. One might have fancied she feared a ghost was coming down the staircase.

What be you a-harkening at? asked Mrs. Chaffen.

For fear the baby should cry.

The babys in a sweet sleep, he is. I wonder whether hell get reared, that baby?  hes very little. Wheres the gentleman? abruptly inquired Mrs. Chaffen, after a pause.

What gentleman?

Mrs. Greys husband. Him we saw here last night.

If Ann Hopley had been apathetic before, she was fully aroused to interest now, and turned her eyes upon the nurse with a long stare.

Why what is it that you are talking of? she asked. There has been no gentleman here. Mrs. Greys husband is abroad.

But I saw him, persisted the nurse. He stood right at the head of the staircase when me and Dr. Moore was a-going up it. I saw him.

Im sure you didnt.

Im sure I did.

Then they went on, asserting and re-asserting.

Nurse Chaffen protesting, by all that was truthful, that she did see the gentleman: Ann Hopley denying in the most emphatic language that any gentleman had been there, or could have been. Poor woman! in her faithful zeal for her masters safety; in her terrible inward fear lest this might bring danger upon him, she went so far as to vow by heaven that no living soul had been in the house or about it, save her mistress and the infant, herself and Hopley.

The assertion had its effect Nurse Chaffen was not an irreligious woman, though she did indulge in unlimited gossip, and love a glass of beer when she could get it; and she could not believe that a thing so solemnly asserted was a lie. She felt puzzled to death: her eyes were good and had never played her false yet Have ye got a ghost in the house? she asked at length, edging a little nearer to the ironing board and to Ann Hopley.

I have never seen or heard of one.

Its a rare old place this house. Folks said all kinds of queer things about it in Miser Throcktons time.

He left no ghost in it, that I know of, repeated Ann.

Well I never! I cant make it out You might amost as soon tell me to believe theres no truth in the Bible. He stood atop o the stairs, looking down at me and the doctor. It was dusk, I grant; amost dark; but I saw him as plain as plain could be. He had got white teeth and a suit of black on; and he went off into that door thats at the fur end of the passage.

A keen observer might have detected a sleeping terror in Ann Hopleys eyes; but she was habitually of calm manner and she showed perfect calmness now, knowing how much was at stake. A great deal had all along depended upon her ready presence of mind, her easy equanimity in warding off suspicion: it depended more than ever on her at this trying time, and she had her wits at hand.

Your eyes and the dusk must have misled you, Mrs. Chaffen, she quietly rejoined. Is it possible  I put it to yourself  that any gentleman could be in this house, and me and Hopley not know it? That night I had run down from my mistresss room, where she was lying off her head with the fever, and the baby asleep in its little bed by the fire, and was making a drop of gruel in the kitchen here, when the ring at the gate came. I had a great mind to send Hopley to open it: I heard him out yonder putting up his tools for the night: but I should have had to go close up to make him understand, for hes as deaf as a post; and his knees would have been a long while making their way through the maze. So I went myself: it seemed less trouble; and I let in you and the doctor. As to any souls having been in the place, save me and Hopley and the missis and baby, its a moral impossibility; and if necessary I could swear to it.

Where do that there end door lead to? questioned Mrs. Chaffen, only half-convinced and that half against her will.

It leads to nowhere. Its a sitting-room. Mrs. Grey does not often use it.

Well, this beats everything, this do. Im sure I could have swore that a gentleman was there.

It was quite a mistake. Hark! there is the baby. Nurse Chaffen flew up the stairs. Ann Hopley went on with her ironing; her face, now that she was alone, allowing its terror scope.

It is so foolish of my master to run risks just at this time, when the house is liable to be invaded by strangers! she ejaculated wearily. But who was to foresee the doctor would come bursting in like that! Pray Heaven master doesnt show himself again like that while the womans here!

Mrs. Chaffen sat in the sick-room, the awakened baby occupying her lap, and the problem her mind. Never in all her life had she felt to be in so entire a mist. Ann Hopley she could not and would not disbelieve: and yet, in her reasoning moments she was as fully persuaded that a gentleman had been there, and that she had seen him, as that the sun shone in the sky.

A day or two went on; and the subject was never out of the womans mind. Now leaning to this side of the question, now wavering to that, she could not arrive at any positive conclusion. But, taking one thing with another, she thought the house was rather a strange house. Why did Ann Hopley want to keep her for ever in that one room?  as she evidently did want to  and prevent her from moving freely about the house? An unfortunate doubt took possession of her  was there a gentleman in the house after all; and, for some reason or other, keeping himself concealed? Unfortunate, because it was to bear unpleasant fruit.

Be whipped if it is not the most likely solution o the matter Ive thought of yet! cried she, striking her hand on the tall fender. But how do he manage to hide himself from Ann Hopley?  and how do he get his victuals? Surely she cant have been deceiving of me  and as good as taking oaths to an untruth! Shed not be so wicked.

From that time Mrs. Chaffen looked curiously about her, poking and peering around whenever she had the opportunity. One morning in particular, when Mrs. Grey was asleep, and she saw Ann go out to answer the bell, and Hopley was safe at the end of the garden, for she could hear him rolling the path there, Mrs. Chaffen made use of the occasion. She went along the passage to the door where the gentleman had disappeared, and found herself in a dull sitting-room wainscoted with mahogany, its wide, modern window looking to the maze. Keenly Mrs. Chaffers eyes darted about the room: but there was no other outlet that she could see. The dark paneling went from the door to the window, and from the window round to the door again. After that, she made her way into the small angular passages that the house seemed to abound in: two of them were bedrooms with the beds made up, the others seemed to be out of use. None of them were locked; the doors of most of them stood open; but certainly in not one of them was there any trace of a hidden gentleman.

That same day when she had finished her dinner, brought up to her as usual, she hastily put the things together on the tray and darted off with it down stairs. Mrs. Grey feebly called to her; but the nurse, conveniently deaf, went on without hearing. The stair-case was angular, the turnings were short, and Mrs. Chaffen, as she went through the last one, gave the tray an inadvertent knock against the wall. Its plates rattled, its glasses jingled, betraying their approach: and  if ever she had heard a bolt slipped in her life, she felt sure she heard one slipped inside the kitchen door.

Its me, Mrs. Hopley, with the tray, she called out, going boldly on. Open the door.

No answer. No signs of being heard. Everything seemed perfectly still. Mrs. Chaffen managed to lodge the tray against the door-post and hold it steady with one hand, while she tried the door with the other. But she could not open it.

Mrs. Hopley, its me with the tray. Please open. It was opened then. Ann Hopley flung it wide and stood there staring, a saucepan in her hand. What, have you brought the things down! she exclaimed in a voice of surprise. Why on earth couldnt you have let them be till I came up?

The nurse carried her tray onwards, and put it on the board under the window. At the table, not having been polite enough to his wife to take off his flapping straw hat in her presence, sat the gardener, munching his dinner as toothless people best can, his back to the light.

Why did you keep me waiting at the door? asked the nurse, not pleased.

Did you wait? returned Ann Hopley. I was in the back place there, washing out the saucepans. You might have come in without knocking.

The door was bolted.

The door bolted!  not it, disputed Ann. The latch has got a nasty trick of catching, though.

This is fine weather, Mr. Hopley! said the nurse, leaving the point uncontested, and raising her voice.

He seemed to be, as Ann had formerly expressed it, as deaf as a post. Neither turning his head nor answering, but keeping on at his dinner. Ann bent her head to his ear.

The nurse, Mrs. Chaffen, spoke to you, Hopley. She says what fine weather it is.

Ay, ay, maam, said he; fine and bright.

What more might have passed was stopped by the ringing of Mrs. Greys bell; a loud, long, impatient peal. The nurse turned to run.

For pitys sake dont leave her again, Mrs. Chaffen! called out Ann Hopley with some irritation. If you do, I shall complain to Mr. Moore. Youll cause the fever to return.

I could be upon my oath that she slipped the bolt to keep me out, thought the nurse, hurrying along. Drat the cross-grained woman! Does she fear I shall poison her kitchen?


CHAPTER V.

Watching the House.

MRS. JINKSS new lodger, Mr. Strange, was making himself at home, not only at Mrs. Jinkss, but in the village generally, and gradually getting familiar with its stories and its politics. Talking with the men at the station one hour, chatting to the field labourers the next; stepping into the shops to buy tobacco, or paper, or lozenges, or what not, and staying a good twenty minutes before he came out again: Mr. Strange was ingratiating himself with the local world.

But, though he gossiped freely enough without doors and with Mrs. Jinks within, he did not appear anxious to cultivate intimacy with the social sphere; but rather avoided it. The Rev. Mr. Cattacomb, relying on the information that the new lodger was a gentleman reading for Oxford, had taken the initiative and made an advance to acquaintanceship. Mr. Strange, while receiving it with perfect civility, intimated that he was obliged to decline it. His health, he said, left him no alternative, and he had come to the country for entire quiet. As to his reading for Oxford, it was a mistake he hinted. He was reading; but not with a view of going to any college. After that, the gentlemen bowed when they chanced to meet in the passages or out of doors, exchanged perhaps a remark on the fine weather; and there it ended.

The reader has not failed to detect that this Mr. Strange, the name caught up so erroneously by Mrs. Jinks, was in reality the shrewd detective officer sent down by Scotland Yard in search of Philip Salter. His instructions were, not to hurry matters to an abrupt conclusion and so miss his game, but to track out Salter patiently and prudently. A case on which he had been recently engaged had been hurried and lost. Circumstances connected with it had caused him to lose sight of his usual prudence: he thought he was justified in doing what he did, and acted for the best: but the result proved him to have been wrong. No fear, with this failure on his mind, and the caution of his masters in his ears, that he would be in over much hurry now. In point of fact he could not if he would, for there was nothing to make hurry over.

For some time not a trace of any kind could Mr. Strange find of Philip Salter. People with whom he gossipped talked to him without any reserve; he was sure of that; and he would artfully lead the conversation and twist it the way he pleased; but he could hear nothing of any one likely to be Salter. The man might as well never have been within a hundred miles of Foxwood; for the matter of that, he might as well never have had existence, for all the trace there was left of him. Scotland Yard, however, was sure that Salter was to be found not far off, and that was enough: Mr. Strange, individually, felt sure of it also.

Knowing what he had been told of the visits of Sir Karl Andinnian to Detective Burtenshaw, and their object, Mr. Stranges attention was especially directed to Foxwood Court. Before he had been three days in the place, he had won the heart of Giles the footman (much at liberty just then, through the temporary absence of his master and mistress) and treated him to five glasses of best ale at different times in different public-houses. Giles, knowing no reason for reticence, freely described all he knew about Foxwood Court: the number of inmates, their names, their duties, their persons, and all the rest of it. Not the least idea penetrated his brain that the gentleman had any motive for listening to the details, save the whiling away of some of the days idle hours. There was certainly no one at the Court that could be at all identified with the missing man; and, so far, Mr. Strange had lost his time and his ale money. Of course he put questions as to Sir Karls movements  where he went to in the day, what calls he made, and what he did. But Giles could give no information that was available. Happily, he was ignorant of his masters visits to the Maze.

In short  from what Mr. Strange could gather from Giles and others, there was no one whatever in or about Foxwood, then or in time past, that at all answered to Philip Salter. He heard Mr. Smith spoken of Smith the agent, an old friend of the Andinnian family  but it did not once occur to him to attempt to identify him with the criminal. Smith the agent (whom by the way Mr. Strange had not chanced yet to see) was living openly in the place, going about amid the tenants on the estate, appearing at church, altogether transacting his business and pursuing his course without concealment: that is not how Salter would have dared to live, and the detective did not give Smith a suspicious thought. No: wherever Salter might be he was evidently in strict concealment: and it must be Mr. Stranges business to hunt him out of it.

In the meantime, no speculation whatever had been aroused in the village as to Mr. Strange himself. He had taken care to account for his stay there at the first onset, and peoples minds were at rest. The gentleman in delicate health was free to come and go; his appearance in the street, or roads, or fields, excited no more conjecture or observation than did that of the oldest inhabitant. The Reverend Mr. Cattacomb was stared at whenever he appeared, in consequence of the proceedings of St. Jeromes: Mr. Strange passed along in peace.

Still, he learnt nothing. Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian had returned home long and long ago; he often saw them out (though he took care they should not see him), together or separately as might be, Sir Karl sometimes driving her in a beautiful little pony-chaise: but he could learn no trace of the man he was sent after. Sir Karl heard that some young student was in the village, out of health and reading for Oxford; he somehow caught up the notion that it was only a lad, and as he never chanced to see him, thought no more of him. And whether Mr. Strange might not have thrown up the game in a short time for utter lack of scent, cannot be told. A clue  or what he thought was a clue  arose at last It arose, too, out of a slight misfortune that happened to himself. Entering the house one evening at dusk before the passage lamp was lighted, he chanced to put his foot into a tray of wine-glasses, that the young maid had incautiously placed on the floor outside the parlour-door. In trying to start back and save the glasses, Mr. Strange slipped, went down with his right hand upon the tray, broke a glass or two, and cut his hand in three or four places. Miss Blake was there at the time, helping to catechise some young children: she felt really sorry for the mishap, and kindly went upstairs to the drawing-room to see its extent. The hand was in a bowl of warm water, and Mrs. Jinks was searching for linen to bind it up.

Why do you put it into warm water, Mr. Strange? she asked. It will make it bleed all the more.

Some bits of glass may have got in, he replied.

Will you have Mr. Moore?

But he laughed at the notion of sending for a doctor to cut fingers, and he bound up the hand himself, saying it would be all right. The next day, in the afternoon, Miss Blake made her appearance in his room to inquire how the damage was progressing, and found Mrs. Jinks in the act of assisting him to dress it with some precious ointment that she vowed was better than gold, and would not fail to heal the cuts in a day or two.

Miss Blake had previously a speaking acquaintanceship with Mr. Strange, having often met him going in and out. She sat down; and the three were chatting amicably when they were pounced in upon by little Mrs. Chaffen. Happening to call in to see her cousin, and hearing from the maid downstairs what Mrs. Jinks was then engaged upon  dressing the gentlemans hand  the nurse ran up to offer her more experienced services.

She took the hand out of Mrs. Jinkss into her own, and dressed it and bound it up as well as Mr. Moore himself could have done. It was nearly over when, by a curious coincidence  curious, considering what was to come of it  the conversation turned upon ghosts. Upon ghosts, of all things in the world! Some noise had been heard in the house the previous night by all the inmates  which noise had not been in any way accounted for. It was like the falling down of a piece of heavy furniture. It had awoke Mr. Cattacomb; it had awoke Mrs. Jinks; it had startled Mr. Strange, who was not asleep. The history of this was being given to Miss Blake, Mr. Strange gravely asserting it could have been nothing but a ghost  and that set Mrs. Chaffen on. She proceeded to tell them with real gravity, not assumed, that she did believe a ghost, in the shape of a gentleman in dinner dress, haunted the Maze: or else that her eyes were taking to see visions.

It should be mentioned that after a weeks attendance on Mrs. Grey, Nurse Chaffen had been discharged. The patient was then going on quite well: and, as Mr. Moore saw that it worried her to have the nurse there  for whom she seemed to have conceived an insurmountable dislike  he took her away. The summary dismissal did not please the nurse: and she revenged herself by reporting that the Maze had a ghost in it As a rule, people laughed at her, and thought no more about it: this afternoon her tale was to bear different fruit.

She told it consecutively. How she had been quite flurried by being called out by Dr. Moore all on a sudden; how he had taken her straight off to the Maze without saying where it was she was going till she got to the gate; how she and the doctor had seen the gentleman at the top of the stairs (which she took it to be the sick ladys husband), and watched him vanish into an end room, and had never seen the least sign of him afterwards; how the servant, Mrs. Hopley, had vowed through thick and thin that no gentleman was, or had been, or could have been in the house, unbeknown to her and Hopley.

Nurse Chaffen talked away to her hearts content, enlarging upon points of her story. Not one of them interrupted her: not one but would have listened with interest had she run on until midnight Mrs. Jinks from her love of marvellous tales; the detective be cause he believed this might be the clue he wanted to Philip Salter; and Miss Blake in her resentful condemnation of Sir Karl Andinnian. For, that the gentleman in dinner dress was no other than Sir Karl, who had stolen in on one of his secret visits, she could have staked her life upon.

A tall gentleman with dark hair, you say it looked like! questioned Mr. Strange indifferently.

Tall for certain, sir. As to his hair, I dont know; it might have been darkish. I see he had nice white teeth.

Salter had good teeth, was the mental comment of the detective. I have found him.

And in dinner dress? added Miss Blake with a cough.

So it looked like, maam. The sort of coat that gentlefolks wears in an evening.

And you mean to say you never see him after; never but that there one time? tartly interposed the Widow Jinks.

Never at all. The rooms was all open to daylight while I was there, but he wasnt in never a one of em.

Then I tell you what, Betsey Chaffen; it was a ghost, and you need not hesitate to stand to it.

Well, you see he didnt look like a ghost, but like an ordinary gentleman, confessed Mrs. Chaffen. What came over me, and what I cant make out, was Ann Hopleys standing it out that neither ghost nor gentleman was there: she said shed take her oath to it.

Thank you, youve done my hand up beautifully, Mrs. Chaffen, said the patient. I should give my credence to the spirit theory. Did Mr. Moore see the appearance of this ghostly gentleman?

Yes he did, sir. Im sure he did. For he lifted his head like at the gentleman, and stood still when he got to the top of the stairs, staring at the room he had vanished into. I told him a day or two afterwards that Mrs. Hopley denied that any one had been there, and the doctor quietly said, Then we must have been mistaken, I did not like to ask whether he thought it was a ghost.

Oh! think you may depend upon the ghost, returned Mr. Strange, biting his lips to prevent a laugh.

Well, sir, queer stories was told of that Maze house in the late tenants time. My cousin Jinks here knows that well enough.

It was haunted by more than one ghost then, if all folks told true, assented Mrs. Jinks. Mr. Throcktons son  a wild young blade he was  hung hisself there. I was but a girl at the time.

Ah, one of the old ghosts come back again; not been laid yet, solemnly remarked the detective, staring at Mrs. Chaffen. Did the lady herself seem alarmed?

Well, sir, I cant say she did then, because she couldnt have seen it, and was too ill besides. But she had got a curious manner with her.

Curious? questioned Mr. Strange.

Yes, sir, curious. As if she was always frightened. When everything was as still as still could be, shed seem to be listening like, as though expecting to hear something. Now and then shed start up in bed in a fright, and cry out What was that?  when there had been no noise at all.

Feverish fancies, quietly remarked Mr. Strange, with a cough.

By and by, the party separated. As Nurse Chaffen was descending to the kitchen, leaving Mrs. Jinks putting the room straight, Miss Blake, who had gone down first, put forth her hand and drew the nurse into Mr. Cattacombs parlour; that reverend man being absent on some of his pastoral calls.

I have been so much interested in this that you have been telling us, nurse, she breathed. It seems quite to have taken hold of me. What was the gentleman like? Did he resemble any one you know  Sir Karl Andinnian, for instance?

Why, maam, how can I tell who he resembled?  I didnt get enough look at him for that, was the answer. I saw his head and the tails of his coat when he turned  and that was all. Except his teeth: I did see them.

And they were white teeth  good teeth?

Oh, beauties. White and even as a die.

Sir Karls teeth are white and even, nodded Miss Blake to herself. Had Mrs. Grey any visitors while you were there, nurse?

Never a one. Never a soul came inside the gates, good or bad, but the doctor. I dont fancy the lady has made friends in the place at all, maam. She likes to keep herself to herself, Ann Hopley thinks, while Mr. Greys away.

Oh, naturally, said Miss Blake. And she dismissed the woman.

The Widow Jinks had a surprise that night. Mr.

Strange, hitherto so quiet and well conducted, asked for the latch-key! She could not forbear a caution as she gave it him: not to stay out too late on account of his health. He laughed pleasantly in answer; saying he expected a friend down by the last train from London, and might stay out late with him.

But he never went near the station, and he met no friend. Keeping as much in the shades of night as the very bright moon allowed him to do, Mr. Strange arrived by a roundabout way at the gate of the Maze, and let himself in with a master-key.

The dolt I was, never to have suspected this shut-in place before! he exclaimed. Salter is lying here in concealment: there can be no doubt of it: and if his careers at an end he may thank his own folly in having allowed himself to be seen by the woman, Chaffen. Wonder who the sick lady is? Perhaps his wife: perhaps not. And now  how to get through this maze that they talk of? Knowing something of mazes, I daresay I shall accomplish it without trouble.

And he did. His keen intelligence, sharpened no doubt by experience, enabled him, if not to hit upon the clue, at least to get through the maze. A small compass was hanging to his watch-guard, and he lighted a match frequently to consult it. So he got through. He regarded the house from all points; he penetrated to the outer path or circle, and went round and round it: he made, so to say, the outer premises his own. Then he went through the maze to reconnoitre the house again.

It lay quiet, steeped in the moonlight. He stood at the back of the lawn, against the laurel trees that were beyond the flower beds, and gazed at it In one of the rooms a night-light was burning faintly, and he fancied he could hear the continuous wail of an infant. To make sure whether it was so, or not  though in truth it mattered not to him, and was a very probable thing to happen  he stood forward a little on the lawn: but as that brought him into the moonlight, he retreated into the shade again. Most of the windows had blinds or curtains drawn before them; the only one that had none was the casement over the portico. Mr. Strange stood there as if rooted to the spot, making his silent observations.

Yes; thats where my gentleman is lying concealed, safe enough! Safe enough as he thinks. There may be some difficulty in as safely unearthing him. Hed not dare to be here without facilities for guarding against surprise and for getting away on the first sound of the alarm bugle. This is a queer old house: there may be all kinds of hiding places in it. I must go to work cautiously, and it may be a long job. Suppose I look again to the door fastenings?

The moon was beginning to wane when the detective officer with his false key got out again; and he thought he had his work tolerably well cut out to his hand.

The faint wailing had not been fancy. For the first week or two of the childs life it had seemed to thrive well, small though it was; but, after that, it began to be a little delicate, and would sometimes wail as though in pain. On this night the child  who slept with its mother  woke up and began its wail. Ann Hopley, whom the slightest noise awoke, hearing that her mistress did not seem to be able to soothe it, left her own bed to try and do so. Presently, in going to fetch some medicine-cordial for the child, she had to pass the casement window in the passage; the one that was uncurtained. The exceeding beauty of the night struck her, and she paused to look out upon it, the old black shawl she had thrown on being drawn closely round her. The grass shone in the moonlight; some of the leaves of the laurels flickered white in its rays. At that self-same moment, as the woman looked, some movement directed her attention to these very laurels: and to her utter horror she thought she saw a man standing there, apparently watching the house.

The sickness of intense fear seized upon her as she drew aside  but the black shawl and the small diamond panes of the casement window had prevented her from being observed. Yes: she was not mistaken. The man came forth for an instant into the moonlight, and then went back again. Ann Hopleys fear turned her heart to sickness. Her first impulse was to rush on through the passages and arouse Sir Adam Andinnian. Her second impulse was to wait and watch. She remembered her masters most dangerous fiery temperament, and the pistols he kept always loaded. This intruding man might be but some wretched night marauder, who had stolen in after the fruit. Watching there, she saw him presently go round in the direction of the fruit-trees, and concluded that her surmise was correct.

So she held her tongue to her master and mistress. The latter she would not alarm; the former she dared not, lest another night he should take up his stand at the window, pistol in hand. Two things puzzled her the next morning: the one was, how the man could have got in; the other, that neither fruit nor flowers seemed to have been taken.

That same day, upon going to the gate to answer a ring, she found herself confronted by a strange gentleman, who said he had called from hearing the house was to let, and he wished to look at it Ann Hopley thought this rather strange. She assured him it was a mistake: that the house was not to let: that Mrs. Grey had no intention of leaving. When he pressed to go in and just look at the house, in case it should be let later, she persisted in denying him admittance, urging her mistresss present sick state as a reason for keeping out all visitors.

Is Mr. Grey still at home! then asked the applicant.

Mr. Grey has not been at home, replied Ann Hopley. My mistress is alone.

Oh, indeed! Not been here at all?

No, sir. I dont know how soon he may be coming. He is abroad on his travels.

What gentleman is it, then, who has been staying here lately?

Ann Hopley felt inwardly all of a twitter. Outwardly she was quietly self-possessed.

No gentleman has been here at all, sir. You must be mistaking the house for some other one, I think. This is the Maze.

A lady and gentleman and two servants, I understand, are living here.

It is quite a mistake, sir. My mistress and us two servants live here  me and my husband  but thats all. Mr. Grey has not been here since we came to the place.

Now thats a disappointment to me, cried the stranger. I have lost sight of a friend of mine, named Grey, for the past year or two, and was hoping I might find him here. You are sure you dont know when Mr. Grey may be expected?

Quite sure, sir. My mistress does not know, herself.

The stranger stepped back from the gate to take his departure. In manner he was a very pleasant man, and his questions had been put with easy courtesy.

And you are equally sure the house is not about to be vacated?

I feel sure of this, that if Mrs. Grey had thoughts of vacating it, she would have informed me. But in regard to any point connected with the house, sir, you had better apply to the landlord, Sir Karl Andinnian.

Thank you; yes, that may be the best plan. Good morning, he added, taking off his hat with something of French civility.

Dont think she is to be bribed, thought he as he walked away. At least not easily. Perhaps I may in time work my way on to it.

Ann Hopley, locking the gate with double strength  at least, in imagination  pushed through the maze without well knowing whether she was on her head or her heels, so entirely had terror overtaken her. In the height and shape of this man, who had been thus questioning her, she fancied she traced a resemblance to the one who was watching the house in the night. What if they were the same?

The end is coming! she murmured, clasping her faithful hands. As sure as my poor master is alive, the end is coming.

Not to her master or his wife, but to Karl Andinnian, did she impart all this. It happened that Karl went over to the Maze that evening. Ann Hopley followed him out when he departed, and told him of it amidst the trees.

It startled him in a more painful degree even than it had startled her: for, oh, what were her interests in the matter as compared with his?

Inside the grounds!  watching the house at night! he repeated with a gasp.

Indeed, indeed he was, sir!

But who is it?

I dont know, said Ann; I hoped it was only some thief who had come after the fruit: I thought he might have got over from the fields by means of a high ladder. That would have been nothing. But if the man who came to the gate to-day is the same man, it must mean mischief.

You have not told my brother?

How could I dare to tell him, sir? He might watch for the man; and, if he came another night, shoot him. That would make things worse.

With a vengeance, thought Karl. What was there to do? What could he do? Karl Andinnian went out, the question beating itself into his brain. Why, there seemed nothing for it but to wait and watch. He took off his hat and raised his bare head to the summer sky, in which some stars were twinkling, wishing he was there, in that blessed heaven above where no pain can come. What with one tribulation and another, earth was growing for him a hard resting-place.


CHAPTER VI.

At Afternoon Service.

THE still quietness of the Sabbath morning shed its peace over Foxwood. Within the Court of that name  where the lawns were green and level, and the sweet flowers exhaled their perfume, and a tree here and there was already putting on its autumn tints  the aspect of peace seemed to be more especially exhaled.

The windows of the rooms stood open. Inside one of them the breakfast was on the table yet, Miss Blake seated at it. Matins at St. Jeromes had been unusually prolonged; and Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian had taken breakfast when she got home. The Reverend Damon Puff had now come to help Mr. Cattacomb; imparting to St. Jeromes an additional attraction.

While Miss Blake took her breakfast, Lucy went out amidst her flowers. The scent of the mignonette filled the air, the scarlet of the geraniums made the beds brilliant. Lucy wore one of her simple muslin dresses; it had sprigs of green upon it  for the weather was still that of summer, though the season was not, and the nightingales were no longer heard of an evening. Trinity church boasted a set of sweet-toned bells, and they were ringing on the air. When the Sacrament was administered  the first Sunday in each month  they generally did ring before service. This was the first Sunday in September. Lucy stooped to pick some mignonette as she listened to the bells. She was getting to look what she was  worn and unhappy. Nothing could be much less satisfactory than her life: it seemed to herself sometimes that she was like a poor flower withering for lack of sunshine. For the first time for several weeks she meant, that day, to stay for the after-service: her mind had really been in too great a chaos before: but this week she had been schooling herself in preparation for it, and praying and striving to feel tranquil Karl came round the terrace from his room and crossed the lawn. In his hand he held a most exquisite rose, and offered it to her. She thanked him as she took it. In manner they were always courteous to one another.

What a lovely day it is! she said. So calm and still.

And not quite so hot as it was a few weeks ago, he replied. Those must be Mr. Sumnors bells.

Yes. I wish they rang every Sunday. I think  it may be all fancy, but I cant help thinking it  that people would go to church more heartily if the bells rang for them as they are ringing now, instead of calling them with the usual ding-dong.

There is something melancholy in the ringing of bells, observed Karl, in abstraction.

But, when the heart is in itself melancholy, the melancholy of the bells brings to it a feeling of soothing consolation, was Lucys hasty answer. And the next moment she felt sorry that she had said it. Never, willingly, did she allude to aught that could touch on their estrangement.

Talking of church, Lucy, resumed Karl, in a different and almost confidential tone, I am beginning to feel really annoyed about that place, St. Jeromes. They are going too far. I wish you would speak a word of caution to Theresa.

I  I scarcely like to, answered Lucy, after a pause, her delicate cheek faintly flushing, for she was conscious that she had not dared to talk much on any score with Theresa lately, lest Theresa might allude to the subject of the Maze. Fearing that she avoided her when she could, so as to give no opportunity for private conversation. She is so much older and wiser than I am

Wiser? interrupted Karl. I think not. In all things, save one, you have ten times the good plain sense that she has. That one thing, Lucy, I shall never be able to understand, or account for, to my dying day,

And, moreover, I was going to add, continued Lucy, flushing deeper at the allusion, I am quite sure that Theresa would not heed me, whatever I might say.

Well, I dont know what is to be done. People are mocking at St. Jeromes and its frequenters folly more than I care to hear, and blame me for allowing it to go on. I should not like to be written to by the Bishop of the Diocese.

You written to! cried Lucy in surprise.

It is within the range of possibility. The place is on the Andinnian land.

I think, were I you, I would speak to Mr. Cattacomb.

Karl made a wry face. He did not like the man. Moreover he fancied  as did Lucy in regard to Miss Blake  that whatever he might say would make no impression. But for this he had spoken to him before. But, now that another was come and the folly was being doubled, it lay in his duty to remonstrate. The whole village gossiped and laughed; Sir Adam was furious. Ann Hopley carried the gossip home to her master  which of course lost nothing in the transit  and he abused Karl for not interfering.

They went to church together, Karl and his wife. It was a thinner congregation than ordinary. Being a grand field-day at St Jeromes with procession and banners, some of them had gone off thither as to a show. Kneeling by her husbands side in their pew, Lucy felt the influence of the holy place, and peace seemed to steal down upon her. Margaret Sumnor was opposite, looking at her: and in Margarets face there was a strange, pitying compassion, for she saw that that other face was becoming sadder day by day.

It was a plain, good sermon: Mr. Sumnors sermons always were: its subject the blessings promised for the next world; its text, And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes. The tears rose to Lucys eyes as she listened. Karl listened too, wrapt in the words. Just for the quarter of an hour it lasted  the sermons were always short the first Sunday in the month  both of them seemed to have passed beyond their cares into Heaven. It almost seemed to matter little what the trouble of this short span on earth might be, with that glorious fruition to come hereafter.

I am going to stay, whispered Lucy, as the service ended. A hint to him that he might depart without her.

Karl nodded, but made no other answer. The congregation filed out, and still he sat on. Lucy wondered. All in a moment it flashed upon her that he also must be going to stay. Her face turned crimson: the question, was he fit for it, involuntarily suggesting itself.

He did stay. They knelt side by side together and received the elements of Christs holy Ordinance. After that, Karl was on his knees in his pew until the end, buried as it seemed in beseeching prayer. It was impossible for Lucy to believe that he could be living an ill life of any kind at that present time  whatever he might have done.

He held out his arm as they quitted the church, and she took it. It was not often that she did. Thus they walked home together, exchanging a sentence or two between whiles. Karl went at once to his room, saying he should not take anything to eat: he had a headache. Miss Blake had snatched a morsel, and had gone out again to hear the childrens catechism, Hewitt said. One thing must be conceded  that she was zealous in her duties.

And so Lucy was alone. She took a morsel too, and went to sit under the acacia tree. When an hour or so had passed, Karl came up, and surprised her with tears on her cheeks.

Is it any new grief? he asked.

No, she answered, half lost in the sorrow her thoughts had been abandoned to, and neglecting her usual reticence. I was but thinking that I am full young to have so much unhappiness.

We both have enough of that, I expect. I know I have. But yours is partly of your own making, Lucy; mine is not.

Not of his own making! ran her thoughts. Of his own planning, at any rate. But she would not say a word to mar the semi-peace which pervaded, or ought to pervade, their hearts that day.

That was a nice sermon this morning, he resumed, sitting down by her on the bench.

Very. I almost forgot that we were not close to Heaven: I forgot that we had, speaking according to earths probabilities, years and years and years to live out here first.

We shall have to live them out, Lucy, I suppose  by Heavens will. The prospect of it looks anything but consolatory.

I thought you seemed very sad, she remarked in a low tone. I had no idea you were going to stay.

Sad, He laid his hand upon her knee, not in any particular affection, but to give emphasis to his word. Sad is not the term for it, Lucy. Misery, rather; dread; despair  the worst word you will. I wished, with a yearning wish, that I was in Mr. Sumnors heaven  the heaven he described  if only some others could go before me, so that I did not leave them here.

Lucy wondered of whom he spoke. She thought it must lie between herself and Mrs. Grey. Karl had been thinking of his poor proscribed brother, for whom the glad earth could never open her arms freely again.

I think what Mr. Sumnor said must be true, resumed Lucy. That the more sorrow we have to endure in this world, the brighter will be our entrance to the next I am sure he has a great deal of sorrow himself: whenever he preaches of it he seems to feel it so deeply.

Karl appeared not to hear. He was gazing upwards, a look of patient pain on his pale face. There were moments  and this was one  when Lucys arms and heart alike yearned to encircle him, and ask for his love to be hers again. She cared for him still  oh, how much!  and wished she could awake to find the Maze, and all the trouble connected with it, a hideous dream.

They sat on, saying nothing. The birds sang as in spring, the trees waved gently beneath the blue sky, and the green grass was grateful for the eye to rest upon. On the handsome house lay the glad sun: not a sound of every-day labour, in-doors or out, broke the stillness. All was essentially peace. Except  except within their own wearied breasts.

The bell of Trinity church rang out for service, arousing Lucy from her reverie. She said she should like to attend it.

What! this afternoon? exclaimed Karl. You are not accustomed to go in the afternoon.

That was true. The heat of the summer weather had been almost unbearable, and Lucy had not ventured to church in it more than once a day.

It is cooler now, she answered. And I always like to go if I can when I have stayed for the communion.

But Karl held back from it: rather, Lucy thought, in an unaccountable manner, for he was ever ready to second any wish of hers. He did not seem inclined to go forth again, and said, as a plea of excuse, that he preferred to retain the impression of the mornings sermon on his mind, rather than let it give place to an inferior one. His head was aching badly.

I do not ask you to come, said Lucy, gently. I should like to go myself, but I can go quite well alone.

When she came down with her things on, however, she found him ready also; and they set off together.

It may be questioned, though, whether Lucy would have gone had she foreseen what was to happen. In the middle of the service, while the Magnificat was being sung, a respectable, staid woman entered the church with an infant in her arms. A beautifully dressed infant. Its long white robe elaborately embroidered, its delicate blue cloak of surpassing richness, its veil of lace dainty as a gossamer thread. The attire, not often seen at Foxwood, caught Lucys eye, and she wondered who the infant was. It seemed to her that she had seen the nurses face before, and began to ransack her memory. In an instant it flashed on her with a shock  it was the servant at the Maze.

She turned her eyes on her husband: not intentionally, but in an uncontrollable impulse. Karl was looking furtively at the woman and child  a red flush dyeing his face. Poor Lucys benefit in the afternoon service was over.

The baby had come to be baptised. Ann Hopley sat down on a bench to which she was shown, just underneath the Andinnian pew. Towards the close of the second lesson, the clerk advanced to her, and entered on a whispered colloquy. Every word of which was distinct to Karl and Lucy.

Have you brought this infant to be christened?

To be baptised, replied Ann Hopley. Not christened.

The clerk paused. Its not usual with us to baptise children unless they are so delicate as to render it necessary, said he. We prefer to christen at once.

But this child is delicate, she answered. My mistress, who is herself still very ill, has got nervous about it and wishes it done. The christening must be left until she is better.

Its the baby at the Maze, I think?

Yes. Mrs. Greys.

The second lesson came to an end. Mr. Sumnors voice ceased, and he stepped out of the reading desk to perform the baptism. Ann Hopley had drawn away the veil, and Lucy saw the childs face; a fair, sweet, delicate little face, calm and placid in its sleep.

The congregation, a very small one always in the afternoon, rose up, and stood on tiptoe to see and hear. Mr. Sumnor, standing at the font, took the child in his arms.

Name this child.

Charles, was the audible and distinct reply of Ann Hopley. And Lucy Andinnian turned red and white; she thought it was, so to say, named after her husband. As indeed was the case.

The child was brought back to the bench again; and the afternoon service went on to its close. There was no sermon. When Lucy rose from her knees, the woman and baby had gone. Karl offered her his arm as they quitted the church, but she would not take it. They walked home side by side, saying never a word to each other.

That was the reason why he wanted to keep me away from church this afternoon! was Lucys indignant thought. And to dress it up like that! How, how shall I go on, and bear?

But Lucy was mistaken. Karl had known no more about it than she, and was struck with astonishment to see Ann Hopley come in. It arose exactly as the woman had stated. During the night the child had seemed so ill that its mother had become nervously uneasy because it was not baptised, and insisted upon its being brought to church that afternoon.

Meanwhile Ann Hopley had hurried homewards. Partly to get out before the rest and avoid observation, partly because she wanted to be back with her mistress. After passing the Court gates, in traversing the short space of road between them and the Maze, she encountered Miss Blake coming home from St. Jeromes. Miss Blake, seeing a baby sumptuously attired, and not at the moment recognizing Ann Hopley in her bonnet, crossed the road to inquire whose child it was. Then she saw it was the servant at the Maze: but she stopped all the same.

I should like to take a peep at the baby, nurse.

Its asleep, maam, and I am in a hurry, was the answer, given in all truthfulness, not in discourtesy; for it must be remembered than Ann Hopley had no grounds to suspect that this lady took any special interest in affairs at the Maze. It slept all through its baptism.

Oh it has been baptised, has it! At Mr. Sumnors church?

Yes, at Mr. Sumnors. There is no other church in the place but that, added the woman, totally ignoring St. Jeromes, but not thinking to give offence thereby.

Miss Blake put aside the lace and looked at the sleeping baby. What is its name, nurse?

Charles.

Oh, said Miss Blake, the same notion striking her, as to the name, that had struck Lucy. It is Mr. Greys name I suppose  or something like it.

No, it is not Mr. Greys name, replied the woman.

Who is the baby considered like? went on Miss Blake, still regarding it. Its father or its mother?

Its not much like anybody, that I see, maam. The childs too young to show any likeness yet.

I declare that I see a likeness to Sir Karl Andinnian! cried Miss Blake, speaking partly upon impulse. For, in looking whether she could trace this likeness, her fancy seemed to show her that it was there. What a strange thing, nurse!

With one startled gaze into Miss Blakes eyes, Ann Hopley went off in a huff. The suggestion had not been palatable.

If hes like Sir Karl, I must never bring him abroad again, lest by that means suspicion should come to my master, she thought, as she took the gate key from her pocket and let herself in. But I dont believe it can be: for Im sure theres not a bit of resemblance between the two brothers!

How plain it all is! sighed Miss Blake, meekly regarding the cross upon her ivory prayer-book as she went over to the Court. And that ridiculously simple Lucy does not see it! Bartimeus was blind, and so is she. He could see nothing until his eyes were opened: her eyes have been opened and yet she will not see!

No, Miss Blake, neither could the self-righteous Pharisee see, when he went into the Temple to thank God that he was better than other men, and especially than the poor publican.

St. Jeromes was prospering. It had taken  as Tom Pepp the bell-ringer phrased it  a spurt A rich maiden lady of uncertain age, fascinated by the Reverend Guy Cattacombs oratory and spectacles, came over once a day in her brougham from Basham, and always put a substantial coin into the offertory-bag during the service.

The Reverend Damon Puff found favour too. He had a beautiful black moustache, which he was given to stroke lovingly at all kinds of unseasonable times, his hair was parted down the middle carefully, back and front, and he had an interesting lisp: otherwise he was a harmless kind of young man, devotedly attentive to the ladies, and not overburdened with brains. Mr. Puff had taken up his abode for the present at Basham, and came over in the omnibus. Two omnibus-loads of fair worshippers arrived now daily: there was frightful scuffling among them to get into the one that contained the parson.

But, flourishing though St Jeromes was, people were talking about it in anything but a reverend manner. Sir Karl Andinnian was blamed for allowing it to go on unchecked  as he told his wife. Had Karl been a perfectly free man, unswayed by that inward and ever-present dread, he had certainly put a stop to it long ago, or obliged Farmer Truefit to do so; but as it was, he had done nothing. Not a single male person attended the services; and most of the ladies who did so were in their teens, or not much beyond them. Karl felt that this was not as it should be: but he had made no move to alter it. The sensitive fear of making enemies swayed him. Not fear for his own sake, but lest it should in some way draw observation on the Maze and on him whom it contained. When the mind is weighed down with an awful secret-danger seems to lie in everything, reasonable and un, reasonable. But Karl found he must do something.

A comic incident happened one day. There came a lady to Foxwood Court, sending in her card as Mrs. Brown and asking to see Sir Karl Andinnian. Sir Karl found she was from Basham. She had come over to pray him, she said with tears in her eyes, that he would put a stop to the goings-on at St. Jeromes and shut up the place. She had two daughters who had been drawn into its vortex and she could not draw them out again. Twice and three times every day of their lives did they come over to Foxwood, by rail, omnibus, or on foot; their whole thoughts and days were absorbed by St. Jeromes: by the services, by cleaning the church, by Mr. Cattacombs lectures at home, or in helping Mr. Puff teach the children. Sir Karl replied that he did not know what he could do in the matter, and intimated very courteously that the more effectual remedy in regard to the Miss Browns would be for Mrs. Brown to keep the young ladies at home. They would not be kept at home, Mrs. Brown said with a burst of sobs; they had learnt to set her at defiance: and  she begged to hint to Sir Karl  that in her opinion it was not quite the right thing for a young girl to be closeted with a young man, for half an hour at a time, under plea of confession, though the man did write himself priest. What on earth had they got to confess, Mrs. Brown wanted to know, becoming a little heated with the argument: if theyd confess how undutiful they were to her, their mother, perhaps some good might come of it.

Well, this occurred. Sir Karl got rid of Mrs. Brown; but he could not shut his ears to the public chatter; and he was conscious that something or other ought to be done, or attempted. He could not see why people should expect that it lay in his hands, and he certainly did not know whether he could effect anything, even with all the good will in the world. Mr. Cattacomb might civilly laugh at him. Not knowing whether any power lay with him, or not, he felt inclined to put the question to the only lawyer Foxwood contained  Mr. St. Henry.

But oh, what was this petty grievance to the great trouble ever lying upon him? As nothing. The communication made to him by Ann Hopley, of the night watches she had seen, of the stranger who afterwards presented himself at the Maze gate with his questions, was so much addition to his tormenting dread. Just about this time, too, it came to his knowledge through Hewitt, that inquiries were being made as to the Maze. Private, whispered inquiries, not apparently with any particular object; more in the way of idle gossip. Who was putting them? Karl could not learn. Hewitt did not know who, but was sure of the fact. The story told by Mrs. Chaffen, of the gentleman she had seen at the Maze the night she entered it, and which it was at her wits end to know whether he were a ghost, or not, was circulating round the village and reached Karls ears, to his intense annoyance and dismay. Added to all this, was the doubt that lay within himself, as to whether Smith the agent was Philip Salter, and what his course in the matter should be. In his own mind he felt persuaded that it was Salter, and no other; but the persuasion was scarcely sufficiently assured to induce him to act. He felt the danger of speaking a word of accusation to Smith wrongfully  the danger it might bring on his brother  and therefore he, in this, vacillated and hesitated, and did nothing.

Do not reproach Karl Andinnian with being an unstable or vacillating man. He was nothing of the kind. But he was living under exceptional circumstances, and there seemed to be risk to his unfortunate brother on the left hand and on the right. If discovery should chance to supervene through any rash step of his, Karls, remorse would never cease from racking him to the end of his bitter life.


CHAPTER VII.

At Lawyer St. Henrys.

LAWYER ST. HENRY sat at his well-spread breakfast table. He was a little man with a bald head and good-natured face, who enjoyed his breakfast as well as all his other meals. Since his nieces had considered it necessary to their spiritual welfare to attend matins at St. Jeromes, the lawyer had been condemned to breakfast alone. The sun shone on the street, and Mr. St. Henry sat in a room that faced it. Through the wire blinds he could see all the passings and repassings of his neighbours; which he very well liked to do; as well as the doings of Paradise Row opposite.

Hallo! he cried, catching sight of a face at Mrs. Jinkss parlour window, Cattacombs not gone out this morning! Puff must have come over early to officiate. Thinks hell take it easy, I suppose, now hes got an underling: no blame to him, either. The girls will be dished for once. Nobody goes down with em like Cattacomb.

Laughing a little at the thought, he helped himself to a portion of a tempting-looking cutlet surrounded with mushrooms. This being nearly despatched, he had leisure to look abroad again and make his mental comments.

There goes the doctor: hes out early this morning. Going to see old Etheredge, perhaps: wonder how the old fellow is. And theres Mother Jinks taking in a sweetbread. Must be for the parsons breakfast. Sweetbreads are uncommonly good, too: Ill have one myself to-morrow morning if it can be got. Why, here comes Sir Karl Andinnian! He is out early, too. That young man looks to me as though he had some care upon him. Its a nice countenance; very: and if  I declare he is coming here! What on earth can he want?

Sir Karl Andinnian was ringing the door-bell. It has been already said that the lawyers offices were in Basham, for which place he generally started as soon as breakfast was over. Therefore, if any client wished to see him at Foxwood, it had to be early in the morning or late in the evening. This was known and understood.

Sir Karl was shown in, Mr. St. Henry glancing at his breakfast-table and the three or four dirty plates upon it He had finished now, and they sat down together at the window. Sir Karl, not to detain him unnecessarily, entered at once upon the question he had come to ask  Had he, or had he not, power to do anything with St. Jeromes! And the lawyer laughed a little; for St. Jeromes afforded him fun, rather than otherwise.

Of course, Sir Karl, if Truefit choose to warn them off the land, he could do it, was the lawyers reply. Not without notice, though, I think: I dont know what the agreement was. As to yourself  well I am not clear whether you could do anything: I should like to see Truefifs lease before giving an opinion. But, if they were shut out of St. Jeromes to-day, theyd contrive to start another place tomorrow.

That is quite likely, said Karl.

My advice to you is this, Sir Karl: dont bother yourself about it, said the easy-going lawyer. People expect you to interfere? Never mind that: let them expect. The thing will die away of itself when winter comes. Once the frost and snow set in, the girls, silly monkeys, wont be trapesing to St. Jeromes; neither will they come jinketing over by omnibusfuls from Basham. Wait and shut it up then. If you attempt to do it now, you will meet with wide opposition: by waiting, you may do it almost without any.

You really think so!

I am nearly sure so, said the hearty lawyer. Theres nothing like bad weather for stopping expeditions of chivalry. But for having had the continuous sunshine the summer has given us, St. Jeromes would not have been the success it is.

They have dressed Tom Pepp in a conical cap, and put a red cross all down his back outside, said Sir Karl.

The lawyer burst into a laugh. I know, he said. I hear of the vagaries from my nieces. Its fun for me. They go in for them wholesale, and come home with their heads full.

But it is not religion, Mr. St. Henry.

Bless me, no. Religion? The girls may give it that name; and perhaps one or two among them may be earnest enough in thinking it so; the rest are only after Cattacomb.

Theres another one now, I hear. One Puff.

And a fine puff of wind he is. Got no more brains than a gander. Ill see Truefit and inquire what agreement it was he made with them, if you like, Sir Karl; but I should certainly recommend you to leave the matter alone a little longer.

Sir Karl thought he would accept the advice; and got up to leave. He often saw Truefit about the land, and could take an opportunity of questioning him himself. As he stood for a moment at the window, there passed down the middle of the street a stranger, walking slowly; that is, a stranger to Karl. It was Mr. Strange.

Now it happened that Karl had never yet seen this man  at least, he had never noticed him. For the detective, being warned by Grimley that Sir Karl had, or seemed to have, some reason for screening Salter  had kept out of Sir Karls way. He thought it would not conduce at all to his success to let Sir Karl know he was down there on the scent. Therefore, whenever he had observed Sir Karl coming along  and he had kept his eyes sharply open  he had popped into a shop, or drawn behind a hedge, or got over a style into another field. And Karl, in his minds abstraction  for it nearly always was abstracted, lost in its own fear and pain  had not thought of looking out gratuitously for strangers. But, standing up at the lawyers window, the street close before him, he could not fail to observe those who passed up and down: and his attention was at once drawn to this man.

Who is that? he asked.

That! oh, thats a Mr. Strange, said the lawyer, laughing again  and in his laugh this time there was something significant. At least, thats his name here.

And not elsewhere?

I fancy not.

Is he staying at Foxwood? What is he doing here?

He is certainly staying at Foxwood. As to his business, I conclude it is something in the private detective line, Sir Karl.

Mr. Strange, whose attention in passing had been directed to some matter on the other side of the way and not to the lawyers window, consequently he did not know that he was being watched, had halted a little lower down to speak to the landlord of the Red Lion. All in a moment, as Karl looked at him, the notion flashed into his mind that this man bore a strong resemblance to the description given by Ann Hopley of the man who had invaded the Maze. The notion came to him in the self-same moment that the words of the lawyer fell on his ears His business, I conclude, is something in the private detective line. What with the notion, and what with the words, Karl Andinnian fell into a confused inward tumult, that caused his hearts blood to stop, and then course wildly on. Business at Foxwood, connected with detectives, must have reference to his brother, and to him alone.

A slight-made gentleman with a fair face and light curly hair, looking about thirty, had been Ann Hopleys description; it answered in every particular to the man Karl was gazing at; gazing until he watched him out of sight. Lawyer St. Henry, naturally observant, thought his guest stared after the man as though he held some peculiar interest in him.

Do you know who that man really is, Mr. St. Henry?

Well, Ill tell you, Sir Karl. No reason why I should not, for I have not been told to keep it a secret. Some little time back, my nieces grew full of the new lodger at Mrs. Jinkss; they were talking of him incessantly: A gentleman reading divinity

Why, thats Mr. Cattacomb, interrupted Sir Karl. He lodges at Mrs. Jinkss.

Not that ladies idiot, cried the lawyer, rather roughly. I beg your pardon, Sir Karl, but the Reverend Guy sometimes puts me out of patience. This man has the upper rooms, Cattacomb the lower

But I  I thought that was a boy: a lad at his studies, reiterated Karl, in some perplexity. I assumed him to be a pupil of Cattacombs.

It is the man you have just watched down the street, Sir Karl. Well, to go on. My nieces were always talking of this new gentleman, a Mr. Strange, who had come to Foxwood to get up his health, and to read up for some divinity examination. That was their account. They said so much about him that I got curious myself: it was a new face, you see, Sir Karl, and girls go wild over that. One morning when I was starting for the office, the gig at the door, Jane ran out to me. Uncle, she said, thats Mr. Strange coming down Mrs. Jinkss steps now: you can see him if you look. I did look, Sir Karl, and saw the gentleman you have just seen pass. His face struck me at once as one that I was familiar with, though at the moment I could not tell where I had seen him. Remembrance came to me while I looked  and I knew him for an officer connected with the detective force at Scotland Yard.

Karl drew a long breath. He was listening greedily.

About a year ago, resumed the lawyer, my agent in London, Mr. Blair, had occasion to employ a detective upon some matter he was engaged in. I was in London for a few days at that time, and saw the man twice at Blairs  and knew him again now. It was this same Mr. Strange.

And you say Strange is not his right name!

No, its not.

What is the right one?

Well, I cant tell you the right one, Sir Karl, for I cannot remember it I am sure of one thing  that it was not Strange. It was a longer name, and I think rather a peculiar name; but I cant hit upon it.

He must be down here on some private business, and has no doubt his own reasons for keeping incog. I recollect Blair told me he was one of the astutest officers in the detective force.

Has he recognised you!

He could not recognise me, said Mr. St. Henry, I dont suppose he ever saw me to notice me. Each time that he called on Blair, it happened that I was in the front office with the clerks when he passed through it. He was not likely to have observed me.

You have not spoken to him, then?

Not I.

And  you dont know what his business here may be.

Not at all. Cant guess at it. It concerns neither you nor me, Sir Karl, and therefore I have not scrupled to tell you so much. Of course you will not repeat it again. If he chooses to remain unknown here, and pass himself off for a student of divinity  doubtless for sufficient reasons  I should not be justified in proclaiming that he is a London detective, and so possibly ruin his game.

Sir Karl made a motion of acquiescence. His brain was whirling in no measured degree. He connected the presence of this detective at Foxwood with the paragraph that had appeared in the newspaper touching the escaped convict from Portland Island.

Would there  would there be any possibility of getting to know his business? he dreamily asked.

Not the slightest, I should say, unless he chooses directly to disclose it Why? You cannot have any interest in it, I presume, Sir Karl, whatever it may be.

No, no; certainly not, replied Sir Karl, awaking to the fact that he was on dangerous ground. One is apt to get curious on hearing of business connected with detectives, he added, laughing; as interested as one does in a good novel.

Ay, true, said the lawyer, unsuspiciously.

At Mrs. Jinkss he is lodging, is he? absently remarked Karl, turning to depart; and inwardly marvelling how he could have caught up the notion that the person there was only a lad, a pupil of Cattacombs.

At Mrs. Jinkss, Sir Karl; got her drawing-room. Wonder how the Rev. Guy would feel if he knew the man over his head was a cute detective officer?

I suppose the officer cannot be looking after him, jested Sir Karl. St. Jeromes is the least sound thing we know at Foxwood.

The lawyer laughed a hearty laugh as he attended Sir Karl to the door; at which Mr. St. Henrys gig was now waiting to take him into Basham.

It was not a hot morning, but Karl Andinnian took off his hat repeatedly on the way home to wipe his brow. The dreadful catastrophe he had been fearing for his unfortunate brother seemed to be drawing ominously near.

But for that confounded Smith, Adam might have been away before, he groaned. I know he might. Smith

And there Karl stopped; stopped as though his speech had been suddenly cut off. For a new idea had darted into his mind, and he stayed to ponder it Was this detective officer down here to look after Philip Salter?  and not after Adam at all?

A conviction, that it must be so, took possession of him; and in the first flush of it the relief was inexpressibly great. But he remembered again the midnight watcher of the Maze and the morning visit following it; and his hopes fell back to zero. That this was the same man who had watched there could remain no doubt whatever.

Passing into his own room, Karl sat down and strove to think the matter out He could arrive at no certain conclusion. One minute he felt sure the object was his brother; the next, that it was only Salter.

But, in any case, allowing that it was Salter, there must be danger to Adam. If this cunning London detective were to get into the Maze premises again and see the prisoner there, all would be over. The probability was, that he was personally acquainted with the noted criminal Adam Andinnian: and it might be, that he had gained a suspicion that Adam Andinnian was alive.

One thing Karl could not conceal from himself  and it brought to him a rush of remorse. If the detective had come down after Salter, he  he, Karl  must have been the means of bringing him there.

But for that unpleasant consciousness he would have gone straight off to Smith the agent, and told him of the trouble that was threatening Adam, and said, What shall we do in it; how screen him? But he did not dare. He did not dare to make a move or stir a step that might bring Smith and the detective in contact. He could not quite understand why, if Smith were really Salter, the detective had not already pounced upon him: but he thought it quite likely that Smith might be keeping himself out of sight. In short, the thoughts and surmises that crossed and re crossed Karls brain, some probable enough, others quite improbable, were legion. Not for the world, if he could help it, would he aid  further than he had perhaps unhappily aided  in denouncing Salter; and knowing what he had done, he could not face the man. He had never intended to harm him.

So there Karl was, overwhelmed with this new perplexity, and not able to stir in it. He saw not what he could do. To address the detective himself, and say whom are you after, would be worse than folly; of all people he, Karl Andinnian, must keep aloof from him. It might be that there was only a suspicion about Adams being alive, that they were trying to find out whether it was so or not. For him, Karl, to interfere or show interest, would help it on.

But this suspense was well nigh intolerable. Karl could not live under it. Something he must do. If only he could set the question at rest, as to which of the two criminals the detective was after, it would be a good deal gained. And he could only do that by applying to Mr. Burtenshaw. It was not sure that he would, but there was a chance that he might.

Lady Andinnian was in her little sitting-room upstairs, when she heard Sir Karls footstep. He entered without knocking: which was very unusual. For they had grown ceremonious one with another since the estrangement and knocked at doors and asked permission to enter, as strangers. Lucy was adding up her housekeeping bills.

I am going to London, Lucy. Some business has arisen that I am very anxious about, and I must go up at once.

Business with Plunkett and Plunkett? she asked, a slight sarcasm in her tone, though Karl detected it not, as she remembered the plea he had urged for the journey once before.

No, not with Plunkett and Plunkett. The business, though, is the same that has been troubling my peace all the summer. I think I shall be home tonight, Lucy: but if I cannot see the person I am going up to see, I may have to wait in town until to-morrow. Should the last train not bring me down, you will know the reason.

Of course your movements are your own, Sir Karl.

He sighed a little, and stood looking from the window. The first train he could catch would not go by for nearly an hour, so he had ample time to spare. Lucy spoke.

I was going to ask you for some money. I have scarcely enough, I think, for these bills.

Can you wait until I return, Lucy? I have not much more in the house than I shall want. Or shall I give you a cheque? Hewitt can go to the bank at Basham and cash it.

Oh! can wait quite well. Theres no hurry for a day or two.

You shall have it to-morrow in any case. If I stay away as long as that I shall be sure to return during banking hours, and will get out at Basham and draw some money.

Thank you.

Good-bye, Lucy.

She held out her hand in answer to his, and wished him good-bye in return. He kept it for a minute in his, stooped and kissed her cheek.

It brought a rush of colour to her face, but she said nothing. Only drew away her hand, bent over her figures again, and began adding them up steadily. He passed round to his chamber, putting a few things in a hand-bag in case he had to stay away the night.

Then he went down to his room and penned a few lines to Adam, entreating him to be unusually cautious. The note was enclosed in an outer envelope, addressed to Mrs. Grey. He rang the bell for Hewitt, and proceeded to lock his desk.

I want you to go over to the Maze, Hewitt, he said in a low tone  and had got so far when, happening to raise his eyes, he saw it was Giles and not Hewitt who had entered. Karl had his wits about him, and Hewitt came in at the moment.

Hewitt, I want you to step over to the Maze and inquire whether the plumbers have been there yet. Theres something wrong with a drain. Ask the servants at the same time how their mistress is getting on. And

Giles had stood gaping and listening. Karl broke off to bid him look for his umbrella.

No message, Hewitt, and no answer, breathed his master, as he handed him the note. Put it in your pocket.

All right, sir, nodded Hewitt, and was away before Giles came back with the umbrella. And Karl got off at last.

Perhaps Mr. Burtenshaw was astonished, perhaps not, to see Sir Karl Andinnian enter that same afternoon. He, the detective, was poring over his papers, as usual, but he turned from them to salute his visitor.

Will you take a seat, Sir Karl, for two minutes, After that, I am at your service.

You know me, then, Mr. Burtenshaw! exclaimed Karl.

The man who happened to come into the room with Grimley, the last time you were here, sir, said you were Sir Karl Andinnian, replied the officer without scruple. Take a seat, sir, pray.

Mr. Burtenshaw placed four or five letters, already written, within their envelopes, directed, and stamped them. Then he quitted the room, probably to send them to the post, came in again, and drew a chair in front of Karl. He is looking worse than ever, was the mental summary of the detective but what a nice face it is!

Ay, it was. The pale, beautiful features, their refined expression, the thoughtfulness in the sweet grey eyes, and the strange sadness that pervaded every lineament, made a picture that was singularly attractive. Karl had one glove off; and the diamond and opal ring he always wore in remembrance of his father flashed in the sunlight. For the buff blinds were not down to-day. He had wished to give the ring back to his brother, when he found he had no right to it himself, but Adam had insisted upon his keeping it and wearing it, lest the world might inquire where the ring was gone. Another little deceit, as it always seemed to Karl.

I have called here, Mr. Burtenshaw, to ask you to answer me a question honestly. Have you  stay though, he broke off. As you know me, I presume you know where I live?

Quite well, Sir Karl. I was at the Court once in Sir Joseph Andinnians time.

Ay, of course you would know it. Now for my question. Have you sent a detective officer down to Foxwood after Philip Salter?

I have not, replied Mr. Burtenshaw, with, Karl thought, a stress upon the I.

But you know that one is there?

Why do you ask me this? cried Mr. Burtenshaw, making no immediate reply.

Because I have reason to believe, in fact to know, that a detective officer is at Foxwood, and I wish to ascertain what he is there for. I presume it can only be to search after Philip Salter.

And what if it were? asked Mr. Burtenshaw. Nothing. Nothing that could in any way affect you. I want to ascertain it, yes or no, for my own private and individual satisfaction.

Well, you are right, Sir Karl. One of our men has gone down there with that object.

Karl paused. I suppose I have led to it, he said. That is, that it has been done in consequence of the inquiries I made of you.

Of those you made of Grimley, sir, not of me. I had nothing to do with sending Tatton down

Karl caught at the name. Tatton, do you call him? he interrupted. And Mr. Burtenshaw nodded. He calls himself Strange down there.

Oh, does he? He knows what he is about, Sir Karl, rely upon it.

Who did send him down?

Scotland Yard. It appears that Grimley, taking up the notion through you that he had found a due to the retreat of Salter, went to Scotland Yard, announced that Salter was in hiding somewhere in the neighbourhood of Foxwood, and asked that a search should be set on foot for him.

Karl sat thinking. If the man Tatton went down after Philip Salter, what brought him within the grounds of the Maze, watching the house at night? Whence also that endeavour to get in by day, and his questions to Ann Hopley? Was it Tatton who did this?  or were there two men, Strange and Tatton?

What sort of a man is Tatton? he asked aloud. Slight and fair?

Slight and fair; about thirty years of age, Sir Karl. Curly hair.

They must be the same, mentally decided Karl. I presume, he said, lifting his head, that Tatton must have started on this expedition soon after I was here last?

The following day, I think.

Then he has been at Foxwood over long. More than long enough to have found Salter if Salters there, Mr. Burtenshaw.

That depends upon circumstances, Sir Karl, replied the detective, with a wary smile. I could tell you of a case where an escaped man was being looked after for twelve months before he was unearthed  and he had been close at hand all the while. They have as many ruses as a fox, these fugitives.

Nevertheless, as Tatton has not yet found Salter, I should consider it a tolerably sure proof that Salter is not at Foxwood.

Mr. Burtenshaw threw a penetrating gaze at his visitor. Will you undertake to give me your word, Sir Karl, that you do not know Philip Salter to be at Foxwood?

On my word and honour I do not know him to be there, said Karl, decisively. I should think he is not there.

He spoke but in accordance with his opinion. The conviction had been gaining upon him the last few minutes that he must have been in error in suspecting Smith to be the man. How else was it, if he was the man, that Tatton had not found him?

Salter is there, said the detective  and Karl pricked up his ears to hear the decisive assertion. We have positive information from Tatton that he is on his trail:  I am not sure but he has seen him. For the first week or two of Tattons sojourn there, he could discover no trace whatever of the man or his hiding-place; but accident gave him a clue, and he has found both: found his hiding-place and found him.

Then why does he not lay his hands upon him? returned Karl, veering round again to the impression that it must be Smith.

It is only a question of time, Sir Karl. No doubt he has good reasons for his delay. To know where a man is hiding may be one thing; to capture him quite another. Too much haste sometimes mars the game.

Tatton is going to remain at Foxwood, then?

Until the capture is accomplished, certainly.

Karls heart sunk within him at the answer While Tatton was delaying his capture of Smith, he might be getting a clue to another escaped fugitive down there  Adam Andinnian. Nay, had he not already the clue? Might not this very delay be caused by some crafty scheme to take both criminals at once  to kill two birds with one stone? He asked one more question.

Mr. Burtenshaw, how was it that suspicion was directed at all to Foxwood?

Grimley took up the notion after your second visit here, Sir Karl, that you had a suspicion of Salter yourself. I thought you understood this. Grimley fancied you were in the habit of seeing some one whom you believed, but did not feel quite sure, might be Salter. And he judged that the individual, whether it was Salter or not, must be in hiding near your dwelling-place  Foxwood.

Ay; Karl saw how it was. He had done this. He and no other, had brought this additional danger upon his ill-fated brother, whom he would willingly have given his own life to shield.

There was nothing more to be asked of Mr. Burtenshaw: he had learnt all he came to hear. And Sir Karl with his load of care returned to Foxwood by the evening train.


CHAPTER VIII.

Another Kettle-Drum.

COMMOTION at Mrs. Jinkss. Another afternoon kettle-drum on a grand scale. The two pastors, and more guests than could squeeze into the parlour. All the Foxwood ladies and an omnibus load or two from Basham.

Mr. Strange sat in his drawing-room on a threelegged stool; the one that supported Mrs. Jinkss tub on washing days. His chairs had been borrowed. He had good-naturedly given up every one: so Mrs. Jinks introduced the wooden stool. These crowded meetings below had amused him at first; but he was getting a little tired with the bustle and the noise. Every time the street door was knocked at, it shook his room; the talking below could be heard nearly as plainly as though he were taking part in it. Still it made a little diversion in Mr. Stranges solitary existence, if only to watch the arrival of the articles needed for the feast, and to smell the aroma of the coffee, made in the kitchen in a huge kettle. The supplies did not concern Mr. Cattacomb; his gentle flock took that on themselves, cost and all. There was no lack of good things, but rather a superabundance: since the Rev. Mr. Puff had come to augment the clerical force, the contributions had been too profuse. So that every one connected with the entertainment was in the seventh heaven of enjoyment and good humour; except Mrs. Jinks.

Perched on the hard stool, Mr. Strange, for lack of other employment, had noted the dainties as they came in. The wisest of us must unbend sometimes. A basket of muffins full to the brim; eleven sorts of jam  since it was discovered that the Reverend Guy loved preserves to satiety, the assortments had never failed; thirteen kinds of biscuits, trays of cake, glass pots of marmalade and honey, ripe rich fruits of all tempting colours, chocolate creams, candied oranges, lovely flowers.

Mr. Strange grew tired of looking; his head ached with the noise, his eyes with the splendour of the ladies dresses. For the company was arriving now, thick and threefold.

There had arisen a slight, a very slight, modicum of displeasure at Mr. Cattacomb. That zealous divine had been met four or five times walking with Mr. Moores third daughter, Jemima: at the last lecture he had distinctly been seen manoeuvring to get the young lady next to him. It gave offence. While he belonged to them all, all adored him; but let him once single out one of them for favour more than the rest, and woe betide his popularity. And that little idiot of a Jemima Moore, too, who had not two ideas in her vain head! as Jane St. Henry confidentially remarked. However, the Reverend Guy, upon receiving a hint from Miss Blake that he was giving umbrage, vowed and protested that it was all accident and imagination  that he hardly knew Miss Jemima from her sisters. So peace was restored, and the kettledrum grew out of it.

I must have my chop all the same, Mrs. Jinks, said Mr. Strange to the widow; who had come upstairs to ask the loan of his sugar tongs, and looked very red and excited over it.

In course, sir, you shall have it. It might be ten minutes later, sir, than ordnary, but I do hope youll excuse it, sir, if it is. You see how Im drove with em.

I see that there seems to be a large company arriving.

Company! returned Mrs. Jinks, the word causing her temper to explode; I dont know how theyll ever get inside the room. I shall have to borrow a form from the school next door but one, and put it in the passage for some of em; and, when that and the chairs is filled, the rest must stand. Never as long as I live, will I take in a unmarried parson-gent again, if hes one of this here new sort that gets the ladies about him all day in church and gives drums out of it Hark at the laughing! Them two parsons be in their glory.

The ladies must be fond of drums, I should think, by their getting them up so frequently, remarked Mr. Strange.

Drat the huzzies!  theyd be fond of fifes too if it brought em round Cattakin, was the widows uncomplimentary rejoinder. Better for em if theyd let the man alone to drink his tea in quiet and write his sermons  which I dont believe ever does get writ, seeing he never has a minute to himself. Hark at that blessed door! she continued; and indeed the knocking was keeping up a perpetual chorus. If theyd only turn the handle they could come in of their-selves. I said so to the Miss St. Henrys one cleaning day that I had been called to it six times while scrubbing down the kitchen stairs, and the young ladies answered me that theyd not come in to Mr. Cattakins without knocking, for the world.

I suppose not, said Mr. Strange, slightly laughing.

Hang that knocker again. There it goes! And me with all the drum on my shoulders. You should see the muffins weve got to toast and butter downstairs, sir; your conscience ud fail you. Betsey Chaffin has come in to help me, and she and the girl is at it like steam. Im afeared that there stools terrible hard for you, Mr. Strange, sir! broke off the widow, in condolence.

Its not as soft as velvet, was the reply. But Im glad to oblige: and I am going out presently. Get my chop and tea up when you can.

Mrs. Jinks disappeared; the hum continued. Whether the two parsons, as Mrs. Jinks surmised, felt in their glory, cannot be told: the ladies were certainly in theirs. These kettle-drums at Mr. Cattacombs were charmingly attractive.

When Mr. Strange did not return home for his chop at mid-day, he took it with his tea. His tray was yet before him when the kettle-drum trooped out to attend vespers. At least, the company who had formed the drum. The two reverend gentlemen hastened on together a little in advance; Miss Blake led the van behind; and curious Foxwood ran to its windows to see.

Mr. Strange, who had nothing particular on his hands or mind that evening, looked after them. Example is infectious. He felt an inclination to follow in their wake  for it had not been his good fortune yet to make one of the worshippers at St Jeromes; he had never indulged himself with as much as a peep inside the place. Accordingly, Mr. Strange started, after some short delay, and gained the edifice.

The first object his eyes rested on, struck him as being as ludicrous as an imp at the play. It was Tom Pepp in a conical hat tipped with red, and a red cross extending down his white garmented back. Tom Pepp stood near the bell, ready to tinkle it at parts of the service. It may as well be stated  lest earnest disciples of new movements should feel or take offence  that the form and make of the services at St. Jeromes were entirely Mr. Cattacombs own; invented by himself exclusively, and not copied from any other standard, orthodox or unorthodox. The description of it is taken from facts. Mr. Strange, standing at the back near to Tom Pepp, enjoyed full view of all: the ladies prostrate on the floor, actually prostrater some of them, the Reverend Guy facing them with the whites of his eyes turned up; Damon Puff on his knees, presenting his back to the room and giving every now and then a surreptitious stroke to his moustache. The detective had never seen so complete a farce in his life, as connected with religion. He thought the two reverend gentlemen might be shut up for a short term as mutinous lunatics, by way of receiving a little wholesome correction: he knew that if he had a daughter, he would shut her up as one, rather than she should make a spectacle of herself as these other girls were doing.

The services over, Tom Pepp set on at the bell to ring them out with all his might  for that was the custom. Most of them filed out; as did Mr. Damon Puff; and they went on their way. A few of them stopped in, for confession to Mr. Cattacomb.

It was growing dusk then. A train was just in, and had deposited some passengers at the station. One of them came along, walking quickly, as if in haste to get home. Happening to turn his head towards St. Jeromes as he passed it, attracted by the bell, he saw there, rather to his surprise, standing just outside the door, Mr. Moores strong-minded sister. She peered at him in the twilight; she was no longer so quick of sight as she had been; and recognized Sir Karl Andinnian.

What, is it you, Miss Diana! he cried, stopping to hold out his hand. Have you gone over to St. Jeromes?

Id rather go over to Rome, Sir Karl, was the candid answer. I may lapse to St. Jeromes when I get childish perhaps, if it lasts so long. Theres no answering for any of us when the mind fails.

Sir Karl laughed slightly. He saw before him the receding crowd turning down towards Foxwood village, and knew that vespers must be just over. The ringing of Tom Pepps bell would have told him that. It was clanging away just above Miss Dianas head.

You have been to vespers, then, remarked Sir Karl again, almost at a loss what to say, and unable to get away until Miss Diana chose to release his hand.

Yes, I have been to what they call vespers, she rejoined tartly; more shame for a woman of my sober years to say it, as connected with this place. Look at them, trooping on there, that Puff in the midst, who is softer than any apple-puff ever made yet! continued Miss Diana, pointing her hand in the direction of the vanishing congregation. They have gone; but there are five staying in for confession. Hark! Hark, Sir Karl! the folly is going to begin.

A sweet, silvery-toned bell rang gently within the room, and the clanging bell of Mr. Pepp stopped at the signal. The Reverend Guy had gone into the confessional box, and all other sounds must cease.

I should think they can hardly see to confess at this hour, said Sir Karl jestingly.

They light a tallow candle, I believe, and stick it in the vestry, said Miss Diana. Five of them are staying to-night, as I told you: I always count. They go in one at a time and the others wait their turn outside the vestry. Do you think I am going to let my nieces stay here alone to play at that fun, Sir Karl? No: and so I drag myself here every confessional night. One of them, Jemima, is always staying. She is a little fool.

It does not seem right, mused Sir Karl.

Right! ejaculated Miss Diana in an angry tone, as if she could have boxed his ears for the mild word. It is wrong, Sir Karl, and doubly wrong. I do not care to draw the curb-rein too tightly; they are not my own children, and might rebel; but as sure as they are living, if this folly of stopping behind to confess is to go on, I shall tell the doctor of it I think, Sir Karl  and you must excuse me for saying so to your face  that you might have done something before now, to put down the pantomime of this St. Jeromes.

Only this very morning I was with St. Henry, asking him what I could do, was the reply. His opinion is, that it will cease of itself when the cold weather comes on.

Will it! was the sarcastically emphatic retort Not if Cattacomb and the girls can help it. Its neither cold nor heat that will stop them!

Well, I am not sure about the law, Miss Diana. I dont know that St. Henry is, either.

Look here, Sir Karl. If the law is not strong enough to put down these places, theres another remedy. Let all the clergy who officiate at them be upwards of fifty years old and married.  It would soon be proved whether, or not, the girls go for the benefit of their souls.

Sir Karl burst into a laugh.

It is these off-shoots of semi-religious places, started up here and there by men of vanity, some of whom, I venture to say it, are not licensed clergymen, that bring the shame and the scandal upon the true church, concluded Miss Diana. There: dont let us talk of it further. Have you come from the train?

Yes. I had to run up to London for an hour or two to-day.

Then I daresay you are tired. Give my love to your wife, added Miss Diana, as she wished Sir Karl good evening and turned into St. Jeromes again to watch over her niece Jemima.

Sir Karl strode onwards He had just come home from his interview with Mr. Burtenshaw. Miss Diana Moore and her sentiments had served to divert his mind for a moment from his own troubles, but they were soon all too present again. The hum of the voices and sound of the footsteps came back to him from the crowd, pursuing its busy way to the village: he was glad to keep on his own solitary course and lose its echo.

Some one else, who had come out of St. Jeromes but who could not be said properly to pertain to the crowd, had kept on the solitary road  and that was Mr. Strange. He knew the others would take the direct way to the village and Mrs. Jinkss, and perhaps that was the reason why he did not. But there was no accounting for what Mr. Strange did: and one thing was certain  he had been in the habit lately of loitering in that solitary road a good deal after dusk had fallen, smoking his cigar there between whiles.

Sir Karl went on. He had nearly reached the Maze, though he was on the opposite side, when at a bend of the road there suddenly turned upon him a man with a cigar in his mouth, the end of it glowing like an ember. The smoker would have turned his head away again, and passed on, but Sir Karl stopped. He had recognized him: and his mind had been made up on the way from London, to speak to this man.

I beg your pardon. Mr. Tatton, I think.

Mr. Tatton might possibly have been slightly taken to at hearing himself addressed by his own name: but there was no symptom of it in his voice or manner.

The same, sir, he readily answered, taking the cigar from his mouth.

I wish to say a few words to you, pursued Sir Karl. As well perhaps say them now as later.

Better, sir. No time like the present: its all we can make sure of.

Perhaps you know me, Mr. Tatton?

Sir Karl Andinnian  unless I am mistaken, replied the detective, throwing away his cigar.

Sir Karl nodded, but made no assent in words. He would have given a portion of his remaining life to discern whether this man of law, whom he so dreaded, knew, or suspected, that he had not a right to the title.

I have just come from London, pursued Sir Karl. I saw Mr. Burtenshaw there to-day. Finding that you were down here, I wished to ascertain whether or not you had come here in search of one Philip Salter. And I hear that it is so.

The officer made no remark to this. It might be, that he was uncertain how far he might trust Sir Karl. The latter observed the reticence: guessed at the doubt We may speak together in perfect confidence, Mr. Tatton. But for me, you would not have been sent here at all. It was in consequence of a communication I made myself, that the suspicion as to Salter reached Scotland Yard.

I know all about that, Sir Karl, was the reply. To tell you the truth, I should have made my presence here at Foxwood known to you at once, and asked you to aid me in my search; but I was warned at Scotland Yard that you might possibly obstruct my work instead of aiding it, for that you wished to screen Salter.

Scotland Yard warned you of that! exclaimed Sir Karl.

Yes. They had it from Grimley.

The case is this, said Sir Karl, wishing with his whole heart he could undo what he had done. Some short while back, I had a reason for making some enquiries respecting Philip Salter, and I went to my solicitors, Plunkett and Plunkett They could not give me any information, and referred me to Mr. Burtenshaw. Burtenshaw introduced Grimley to me, and I saw them both twice. But I most certainly never intended to imply that Salter was in this neighbourhood, or to afford just grounds for sending down to institute a search after him.

But I presume that you do know Salter is here, Sir Karl.

Indeed I do not.

The officer was silent He thought Sir Karl was intending to deceive him.

I can tell you that he is here, Sir Karl  to the best of my belief. I could put out my hand at this minute and almost touch the dwelling that contains him.

They were nearly opposite the Maze gates, close upon the gate of Clematis Cottage. Karl wondered, with an anxiety, amounting to agony, which of the two dwellings was meant. It would be almost as bad for this man to take Salter as to take Adam Andinnian, since the capture of the former might lead to that of the latter.

You say to the best of your belief, Mr. Tatton. You are not sure, then?

I am as sure as I can be, Sir Karl, short of actual sight.

Good night, Sir Karl.

The interruption came from Mr. Smith, who was leaning over his gate, smoking a pipe. Karl returned the salutation and passed on.

He seems to have a jolly kind of easy life of it, that agent of yours, Sir Karl? remarked the officer.

Do you know him? questioned Karl.

Only by sight. I have seen Mr. Smith about on the land; and I took the liberty this afternoon, meeting him by chance near the Brook field, of asking him what the time was. The spring of my watch broke last night as I was winding it.

Karls heart was beating. Had he been mistaken in supposing Philip Smith to be Philip Salter? Had he been nursing a foolish chimera, and running his head  or, rather, his poor brothers head  into a noose for nothing? God help him, then!

You seem to know my agent well by sight, he breathed, in a tone kept low, lest its agitation should be heard.

Quite well, assented the officer.

Is he  does he bear any resemblance to Salter?

Not the slightest.

Karl paused. You are sure of that?

Tatton took a look at Sir Karl in the evening dusk, as if not able to understand him. He is about the height of Salter, and in complexion is somewhat similar, if you can call that a resemblance, said he. There is no other.

Karl spoke not for a few moments: the way before him was darkening. You knew Salters person well, I conclude? he said presently.

As well as I know my own brothers.

Another pause; and then Karl laid his hand upon the officers arm, bespeaking his best attention.

I am sorry for all this, he said; I am vexed to have been the cause of so much trouble. Your mission here may terminate as soon as you will, Mr. Tatton, for it is Smith that I was suspecting of being Salter!

No! cried Tatton in surprised disbelief.

On my solemn word, I assert it. I suspected my agent, Smith, to be Salter.

Why, Sir Karl, I can hardly understand that. You surely could not suppose it to be within the bounds of probability that Philip Salter, the fugitive criminal, would go about in the light of day in England as your agent goes  no matter how secluded the spot might be! And five hundred pounds on his head!

How a word of ridicule, of reason even, will serve to change our cherished notions! Put as the cool and experienced police officer put it, Karl seemed to see how poor and foundationless his judgment had been.

The whole cause of the affair was this, he said, hoping by a candid explanation to disarm the suspicions he had raised. A circumstance  I own it was but a slight one  put it into my head that Philip Smith, of whom I had known nothing until he came here a few months ago as my agent, might be the escaped prisoner Philip Salter. The idea grew with me, and I became anxious  naturally you will say  to ascertain whether there were any real grounds for the suspicion. With this view I went up to see if Plunketts people could give me any information about Salter or describe his person; and they referred me to Mr. Burtenshaw.

Well, sir? interposed Tatton, who was listening attentively.

I am bound to say that I obtained no corroboration of my suspicions, except in regard to the resemblance, continued Sir Karl. Burtenshaw did not know him; but he summoned the man who had let him escape, Grimley. As Grimley described Salter, it seemed to me that it was the precise description of Smith.

There is a kind of general resemblance, I admit, Sir Karl, and the description of one might perhaps sound like that of the other. But if you knew the two, you would see how unlike they are.

Grimleys description seemed to me to be that of Smith went on Karl. I came back here, strengthened in my opinion: but not fully confirmed. It was not a satisfactory state of things, and the matter continued to worry me. I longed to set it at rest, one way or the other; and I went up again to town and saw Grimley and Mr. Burtenshaw. When I came back once more, I felt nearly as sure as a man can feel that it was Salter.

And yet you did not denounce him, Sir Karl. You would never have done it, I suppose?

I should not, admitted Karl. My intention was to tax Smith with it privately, and  and send him about his business. Very wrong and illegal of me, no doubt: but I have suffered too severely in my own family by the criminal law of the land, to give up another man gratuitously to it.

At this reference to Sir Adam Andinnian, Mr. Tatton remained silent from motives of delicacy. He could understand the objection; especially as coming from a refined, sensitive, and merciful natured man, as Sir Karl appeared to be.

Well, sir, I can only say for myself that I wish your agent had been Salter, he resumed: my hands would have been upon him before to-night. But is it true that you have no other suspicion, Sir Karl?

What suspicion?

That the real Salter is in hiding at Foxwood. Karls heart beat a shade faster. So far from having any suspicion of that kind, I am perfectly certain, now that you have proved to me Smith is not Salter, that he is not at Foxwood. I know every soul in the place and around it.

Were you acquainted with the real Salter, Sir Karl?

No.

You take no interest in him, I presume?

None whatever.

During the conversation they had been slowly pacing onwards, had passed the Court gates, and were now fairly on the road to Foxwood. It seemed as if Sir Karl had a mind to escort Mr. Tatton to his home.

By the way, he said, why did you call yourself Strange down here?

I never did, answered Tatton, laughing slightly. The widow Jinks gave me that name: I never gave it myself. I said to her I was a stranger, and she must have misunderstood me; for I found afterwards that she was calling me Mr. Strange. It was rather convenient than otherwise, and I did not set it right.

Karl strolled on in silence, wondering how all this would end and whether this dangerous man  dangerous to him and his interests  was satisfied, and would betake himself to town again. A question interrupted him.

Do you know much of a place here called the Maze, Sir Karl?

The Maze is my property. Why?

Yes, I am aware of that. What I meant to ask was, whether you knew much of its inmates.

It is let to a lady named Grey. Her husband is abroad.

Thats what she tells you, is it? Her husband is there, Sir Karl, if he be her husband. That is where we must look for Philip Salter.

Something born of emotion, of sudden fear, seemed to flash across Karls eyes and momentarily blind him. A wild prayer went up for guidance, for help to confront this evil.

Why do you say this? he asked, his voice controlled to a calm indifference.

I have information that some gentleman is living at the Maze in concealment, and I make no doubt it is Salter. The description of his person, so far as I have it, answers to him. Until to-night, Sir Karl, I have believed that it was to the Maze your own suspicions of Salter were directed.

Certainly not  on my word of honour as a gentleman, was the reply. I feel sure you are mistaken; I know you are. Mrs. Grey lives alone at the Maze, save for her servants: two old people who are man and wife.

I am aware the general belief is that she lives alone. Its not true, though, for all that, Sir Karl.

Indeed it is true, returned Karl, calmly as before, for he did not dare to show too much zeal in Mrs. Greys cause. I have been over there pretty often on one matter or another  the house is an old one, and no end of repairs seem to be wanted to it  and I am absolutely sure that no inmate whatever is there, save the three I have mentioned: the lady, and the man and woman. I do not count the infant.

Ay; there; the infant. What does that prove?

Nothing  as to your argument. Mrs. Grey only came to the place some five or six months ago. Not yet six, I think.

Rely upon it, Sir Karl, the lady has contrived to blind you, in spite of your visits, just as she has blinded the outside world. Some one is there, concealed; and I shall be very much surprised if it does not turn out to be Salter. As to the two old servants, they are bound to her interests; are of course as much in the plot as she is.

I know you are mistaken. I could stake my life that no one else is there. Surely you are not going to act in any way on this idea!

I dont know, replied Mr. Tatton, with inward craft. Time enough. Perhaps I may get some other information before long. Should I require a search-warrant to examine the house, I shall apply to you, Sir Karl. You are in the commission of peace, I believe.

Sir Karl nodded. If you must have one, I shall be happy to afford it, he said, remembering that if it came to this pass, his being able to avert the Maze privately beforehand, would be a boon. And with that they separated: the detective continuing to pace onwards towards Paradise Row, Sir Karl turning back to his own house.

But the events of the evening, as concerning the Maze interests, were not altogether at an end. Miss Blake was the last to come out of the confessional, for the rest had taken their turn before her. It was tolerably late then; quite dark; and both Aunt Diana and Tom Pepp were rampant at being kept so long. They all turned, out of St. Jeromes together, including Mr. Cattacomb; and all, save Miss Blake and the boy, went in the direction of the village. Tom Pepp, having locked up and doffed his bell-ringing garments, proceeded the other way, accompanied by Miss Blake.

She was going to visit a sick woman who lived next door to Toms mother. Miss Blake had her good points, though she was harsh of judgment. This poor woman, Dame Bell, was dying of consumption; the end was drawing near, and Miss Blake often went to sit by and read to her. The boy had told her at vespers that night that it was thought she could hardly live till morning: hence the late visit. She found her very ill, and stayed to do what she could.

It was striking ten when Miss Blake quitted the cottage: she heard the quarters and the strokes told out from the distant church at Foxwood. The night was a still one. Tom Pepp, waiting outside, gallantly offered to attend her home. She accepted the escort readily, not caring to go alone, as it was so late.

But I fear it will be keeping your mother up, Tom, she said, in hesitation. I know you go to bed early.

Thats nothing, um, said Tom. Mother have got her clothes from the wash to fold to-night. She telled me I was not to let you go back alone. It have been a rare good day for drying.

So they set off together, talking all the way, for Tom was an intelligent companion, and often had items of news to regale the public with. When they came within view of the Maze gates and Clematis Cottage, the loneliness of the way was over, and Miss Blake sent the lad back again, giving him a threepenny-bit She was on the Maze side of the way, not having crossed since leaving Mrs. Bells cottage. And she had all but reached the gates, when the sound of advancing footsteps grew upon her ear. Drawing back amidst the trees  not to watch for Sir Karl Andinnian as she had watched at other times, for she believed him to be in London, but simply to shield herself from observation, as the hour was so late  Miss Blake waited until the footsteps should have gone by.

The footsteps did not go by. They halted at the gate: and she, peeping through the leaves, saw it was Sir Karl. He took the key from his pocket as usual, opened the gate, locked it after him, and plunged into the maze. Miss Blake heaved a sigh at mans inventions, and kept still until there was no fear that her rustling away would be heard. Then she moved.

She had never been in all her life so near screaming. Taking one step forward to depart, she found herself right in the arms of somebody who had coat sleeves on; another watcher like herself.

I beg your pardon, maam.

Good gracious, Mr. Strange, how you frightened me! she whispered. Whatever are you doing here!

Nay, I may ask what you were doing, was the smiling retort. On your way home, I take it. As for me, I was smoking my cigar, and it has gone out. That was our friend, Sir Karl Andinnian, I fancy, who let himself in there.

Oh yes, it was Sir Karl, was the contemptuous answer, given as they walked on together. It is not the first night by a good many he has been seen stealing in at those gates.

Paying his court to Mrs. Grey! returned Mr. Strange, really speaking without any sinister motive, and his mind full of Salter.

Miss Blake, in the honest indignation of her heart, and lately come from the upright exhortations of the Reverend Guy, allowed her sentiments their play. Mr. Stranges remark, made in all innocence, had seemed to show her that he too knew of the scandal.

It is shameful! she said. Doubly shameful in Sir Karl, a married man.

Mr. Strange pricked up his ears. He caught her meaning instantly.

Nonsense! said he.

I wish it was nonsense, said Miss Blake. When the woman, Betsy Chaffen, was telling the tale in your rooms that day, of the gentleman she saw, and whom she could never see afterwards, I could hardly contain myself, dear sir, knowing it was Sir Karl.

And  and  do you mean  do you think that theres no Mr. Grey there  no gentleman inmate, I would say? cried the detective, surprised for once.

Mr. Grey! she repeated, scoffingly. The only Mr. Grey that exists is Sir Karl Andinnian; I have known it a long while. One or two others here know it also. It is a scandal.

She wished him good night with the last words, crossed the road, and let herself into the grounds of the Court by one of the small gates, leaving Mr. Strange looking after her like a man in a dream, as he tried to solve the problems set a-working in his brain.


CHAPTER IX.

Only a Night Owl.

THE wide window of the upper sitting-room at the Maze was thrown open to the night air. Gazing forth from it, stood Sir Adam Andinnian and his wife. He was in his usual evening dress, that he so obstinately continued to persist in assuming in the teeth of remonstrance: she wore a loose white robe and a blue cashmere shawl over it. She looked delicately fragile, very weak and ill still; and this was the first day that she had left her chamber for any length of time. There was no light in the sombre room: before light was allowed to come in, the window would be closed and the shutters shut for the night.

Not a word was being spoken between them. She had not long come into the room. A great terror lay on both their hearts. At least, it did on hers: and Sir Adam had grown to feel anything but easy. The suspicions, that appeared to be attaching themselves to the Maze outside the walls, were producing their effects on the comfort of the inmates within: and perhaps these suspicions were feared all the more because they did not as yet take any tangible or distinct form. That a detective officer was in the neighbourhood looking about, Adam had heard from his brother; and that it was the same man who had been seen by Ann Hopley watching the house in the moonlight and who had boldly presented himself at the gate the next day demanding permission to enter, Sir Adam had no doubt whatever of. Karl, too, was taking to write him notes of caution.

Brave though he was, he could not feel safe. There was not a moment of the day or night but he might see the officers of justice coming in to look for him. His own opinion was, that he should be able to evade them if they did come; to baffle their scrutiny; but he could not feel quite as easy as though he were on a bed of rose-leaves, In consequence of this apprehension, the ears of himself and his wife were ever on the alert, their eyes rarely went off the watch, their conscious hearts never lost the quick beat of fear. It was enough to wear them both out Can the reader really realize, I wonder, what the situation was? Can he only imagine one single hour of its terrors, or picture its never-ceasing, prolonged doubt and agony? I think not. It cannot be adequately told of. Behind and before there was the awful vista of that dreadful Portland Island: look which way they would, nothing else presented itself.

A gentle breeze suddenly arose, stirring the trees outside. Never an unexpected sound, however faint, was heard, but it stirred their beating hearts; stirred them to a fast, fluttering, ugly throbbing. It was but the wind; they knew it was only that: and yet the emotion did not subside quickly. Rose had another great anxiety, separate and apart: perhaps he had it also in a degree, but he did not admit it. It was on the score of her husbands health. There could be no doubt that something or other was amiss, for he had occasional attacks of pain that seemed to arise without any explainable cause. Ann Hopley, who considered herself wise in ailments, declared that he ought to see a doctor. She had said it to her master ineffectually; she now began to say it to her mistress. Sir Adam laughed when his wife was present, and ridiculed her advice with mocking words of pleasantry; but Ann Hopley gave nothing but grave looks in return.

The fact was, she knew more than Rose did: more than Sir Adam intended or would allow his wife to know. One day, going to a part of the grounds where she knew she should find her master, she discovered him on the ground amidst the trees in a fainting-fit, his face of a bluish-white. Some acute pain, or spasm, sharper than he had ever felt before, had caused him to lose consciousness, he said, when he recovered; and he threatened the woman with unheard of pains and penalties if she breathed a word to her mistress. Ann Hopley held her tongue accordingly: but when Rose was about again she could see that Adam was not well. And the very impossibility of calling in a medical man to him, without arousing curiosity and comments that might lead to danger, was tormenting her with its own anxiety.

The baby sleeps well to-night, Rose.

He has slept better and has been altogether easier since he was baptised, was her answer. It is just as though he knew he had been made a little Christian, and so feels at rest.

Goose! smiled Sir Adam. Dont you think you are sitting up too late, you young mamma?

I am not tired, Adam. I slept well this afternoon.

It is later than perhaps you are aware of, Rose. Hard upon ten.

Would you like to have lights? she asked.

No. Id rather be without them.

She also would rather be without them. In this extended cause for fear that was growing up, it seemed safer to be at the open window looking out, than to be shut up in the closed room where the approaches of danger could neither be seen nor heard. Perhaps the same kind of feeling was swaying Sir Adam.

You are sure you are well wrapped up, Rose?

Certain. And I could not take cold in this weather. It is like summer still.

All around was quiet as death. The stars shone in the sky: the gentle breeze, that had ruffled the trees just before, seemed to have died away. Breaking just then upon the stillness, came the sound of the church clock at Foxwood, telling its four quarters and the ten strokes of the hour after it The same quarters, the same strokes that Miss Blake also heard, emerging from Dame Bells cottage. The husband and wife, poor banned people, stood on again side by side, they hardly knew how long, hushing the trouble that was making a havoc of their lives, and from which they knew there could be no certain or complete escape so long as time for him should last Presently he spoke again.

Rose, if you stay here longer I shall close the window. This night air, calm and warm though it is, cannot be good for you

She laid her warning hand upon his arm. The ears of both were quick, but he was speaking at the moment, and so she caught the sound first A pause of intense silence, their hearts beating almost to be heard; and then the advance of footsteps, whether stealthy ones or not, might be distinctly traced, coming through the maze.

Go, Adam, she whispered.

But, before Sir Adam could quit the room, the whistle of a popular melody broke out upon the air, and they knew the intruder was Karl. It was his usual advance signal. Ann Hopley heard it below and opened the heavily barred door to him.

You are late to-night, sir.

True. I could not come earlier, Ann: it was not safe.

Poor Karl Andinnian! Had he but known that it was not safe that night, later as well as earlier! That is, that he had not come in unwatched. For, you have understood that it was the night mentioned at the close of the last chapter, when his interview with Mr. Strange had taken place on his return from London, and the detective and Miss Blake had subsequently watched him in.

Now then, Karl, began Sir Adam, when the room was at length closed and lighted, and Ann Hopley had gone down again, what was the precise meaning of the cautionary note you sent me to-day?

The meaning was to enjoin extra caution upon you, replied Karl, after a moments hesitation, and an involuntary glance at Rose.

If you have anything to say and are hesitating because my wife is present, you may speak out freely, cried the very un-reticent Sir Adam. Rose seconded the words.

Speak, Karl, speak, she said, leaning towards him with a painful anxiety in her tone. It will be a relief to me. Nothing that you or any one else can say can be as bad as my own fears.

Well, I have found out that that man is a London detective, said Karl, deeming it best to tell the whole truth. He is down here looking after an escaped fugitive. Not you, Adam: one Salter.

One Salter? echoed Sir Adam, testily, while Rose started slightly. Whos he? What Salter? Is there any Salter at Foxwood?

It seems that the police in London have been suspecting that he was here and they sent this detective, who calls himself Strange, to look after him. Salter, however, cannot be found; theres no doubt that the suspicion was altogether a mistake; but, unfortunately, Strange has had his thoughts directed to the Maze, and is looking after it.

After me? cried Adam.

No. I do not believe there exists the smallest suspicion that you are not in the family vault in Foxwood churchyard. He fancies some one is concealed here, and thinks it must be Salter.

But why on earth should his suspicions be directed to the Maze at all? demanded Sir Adam, with a touch of his native heat Ah, why! We have to thank Moore for that, and your own incaution, Adam, when you allowed yourself to be seen the night he brought Nurse Chaffen in. It seems the woman has talked of it outside; telling people, and Strange amid the rest, that it was either a real gentleman in dinner attire, or a ghost in the semblance of one. Some have taken unhesitatingly to the ghost theory, believing it to be a remnant of the Throcton times; but detectives are wiser men.

And so this man is looking after the Maze!

Just so. He is after Salter, not after you.

Sir Adam made no immediate observation. Rose, listening eagerly, was gazing at Karl.

Is it sure that Salter is not in the place? she asked in a low tone. That he has not been here?

Quite sure, Rose. The idea was a misapprehension entirely, replied Karl, returning her meaning glance. Therefore, you see, he added, by way of giving what reassurance he could, the man you have So dreaded is not on the track of Adam at all; but on the imaginary one of Salter.

One scent leads to another, broke forth Sir Adam. While the fellow is tracking out Salter, he may track out me. Whos to know that he has not a photograph of Adam Andinnian in his pocket, or my face in his memory?

I should like to ask him the question, whether he knew Sir Adam Andinnian personally; but I fear I dare not, remarked Karl. A suspicion once awakened would not end. Your greatest security lies in their not knowing you are alive.

My only security, corrected Sir Adam. Well, Karl, if that man has his eyes directed to the Maze, it puts an end to all hope of my trying to get away. Little doubt, I suppose, but he is watching the outer walls night and day; perhaps with a dozen comrades to help him.

For the present, you can only stay where you are, acknowledged Karl. I have told you all this, Adam, to make you doubly careful. But for your reckless incaution I would have spared you the additional uneasiness it must bring.

Even though the man does know me, the chances are that he would not find me if he came in, mused Sir Adam aloud. With my precautions, the task would be somewhat difficult. You know it, Karl.

Yes, but you are not always using your precautions, returned Karl. Witness you here, sitting amidst us openly this evening in full dress! Dont do so in future, Adam! conceal yourself as you best can  I beseech it of you for the love of Heaven. When this present active trouble shall have subsided  if in Gods mercy it does so subside  why then you may resume old habits again. At least, there will not be so much risk: but I have always considered them hazardous.

Ill see, assented Sir Adam. Which was a concession from him, Be on your guard day and night Let not one moment of either season find you off it, or unready for any surprise or emergency. Strange talked about applying for a search-warrant to examine the house. Should he do so, I will warn you of it, if possible. But your safer course is to be looking for the enemy with every ring that the bell gives, every breath that stirs the trees in the labyrinth, every sound that vibrates on the air.

A pretty state of things! growled Adam. Im sure I wish I never had come here!

Oh that you had not! returned Karl.

Its my proper place, though. It is. My dear little son, heir to all, ought to be brought up on his own property. Karlo, old fellow, that remark must have a cruel ring on your ear: but I cannot put the child out of his birthright.

I should never wish you to do it, Adam.

Some arrangement shall be made for the far-off future; rest assured of that, and tell your wife so. In any case, Foxwood will be yours for one-and-twenty years to come, and the income you now enjoy, to keep it up with. After the boy shall be of age

Let us leave those considerations for the present, interrupted Karl. All of us may be dead and buried before then. As for me, I seem not to see a single step before me, let alone a series of years.

Right, Karl. These dreams lay hold of me sometimes, but it is worse than silly to speak of them. Are you going?

Yes. It is late. I should not have come in to night, but for wishing to warn you. You will try and take care of yourself, Adam? he affectionately added, holding out his hand.

Ill take care of myself; never fear, was Sir Adams light answer as he grasped it. Look here, brother mine, he resumed, after a slight pause, and his voice took a deeper tone. God knows that I have suffered too heavily for what I did; He knows that my whole life, from the rising up of the sun to its going down, from the first falling shade of nights dark curtain to its lifting, is one long, unbroken penance: and I believe in my heart that He will in His compassion shield me from further danger. There! take that to comfort you, and go in peace. In your care for me, you have needed comfort throughout more than I, Karl.

Retaining his brothers hand in his while Karl said good night to Rose, Adam went down stairs with him, and beyond the door after Ann Hopley had unbarred it. It was only since the advent of the new fears that these extra precautions of barring up at sunset had been taken.

Dont come out, urged Karl.

Just a step or two.

Karl submitted: he felt secure enough against active danger to-night. But it was in these trifles that Adams natural incaution betrayed itself.

Karl, did you tell all you knew? he began as they plunged into the maze. Was there more behind that you would not speak before the wife?

I told you all, Adam. It is bad enough.

It might be worse. Suppose they were looking after me, for instance, instead of this fellow Salter! I shall baffle them; I dont fear.

Adam, you shall not come farther. If the man got in one night, he may get in another. Goodbye.

Good-bye, dear old anxious fellow!

Go in, and get the door barred.

All right. A last good night to you!

Karl walked on, through the intricacies of the maze. Adam stood listening for a moment, and then turned to retrace his steps. As he did so, the sharp dart of pain he was growing accustomed to went through him, turning him sick and faint. He seized hold of a tree for support, and leaned against it.

What on earth can be the matter with me? ran his thoughts after it had subsided, and he was getting out his handkerchief to wipe from his brow the cold drops of agony that had gathered there. As Ann Hopley says, I ought to see a doctor: but it is not to be thought of; and less than ever now, with this new bother hanging over the house. Hark! Oh, its only the wind rustling the leaves again.

He stayed listening to it. Listening in a dreamy kind of way, his thoughts still on his malady.

I wonder what it is? If the pain were in a different direction I might think it was the heart. But it is not that. When my father was first taken ill of his fatal illness, he spoke of some such queer attacks of agony. I am over young for his complaint, though. Does disease ever grow out of anxiety, I wonder? If so

A whirl and a rustle just over his head, and Sir Adam started as though a blow had struck him. It was but a night owl, flying away from the tree above with her dreary note and beating the air with her wings; but it had served to startle him to terror, and he felt as sick and faint again as he did just before from the physical pain. What nerves he possessed were on the extreme tension to-night. That Adam Andinnian, the cool-natured equable man, who was the very opposite of his sensitive brother Karl, and who had been unable to understand what nerves were, and to laugh at those who had them  that he could be thus shaken by merely the noise of a night bird, will serve to show the reader what his later life had been, and how it had told upon him. He did not let this appear, even to those about him; he kept up his old role of cool carelessness  and in a degree he was careless still, and in ordinary moments most incautious from sheer want of thought  but there could be no doubt that he was experiencing to the full all the bitter mockery, the never ceasing dread and hazard of his position. In the early days, when the attempted escape from Portland Island was only in contemplation, Karl had foreseen what the life must be if he did escape. An existence of miserable concealment; of playing at hide and seek with the law; a world-wide apprehension, lying on him always, of being retaken. In short, a hunted man who must not dare to approach the haunts of his fellow-men, and of whom every other man must be the necessary enemy. Even so had it turned out: Adam Andinnian was realizing it to the full. A great horror lay upon him of being recaptured: but it may be questioned whether, had the choice been given him, he would not rather have remained a prisoner than have escaped to this. Even as he stood there now, in the damp still night, with all the nameless, weird surroundings of fancy that night sometimes brings when the spirit is in tune for it, he was realizing it unto his soul.

The glitter of the stars, twinkling in their dusky canopy, shone down upon him through the interstices of the trees, already somewhat thinning their leaves with the approach of autumn; and he remained on, amid the gloom, lost in reflection.

I should be better off there, he murmured, gazing upwards in thought at the Heaven that was beyond; and it may be that Thou, O my God, knowest that, in Thy pitiful mercy. As Thou wilt. Life has become but a weary one here, full of pains and penalties.

Master! came to him in a hushed, doubtful voice at this juncture. Master, are you within hearing? My mistress is feeling anxious, and wants the door bolted.

Ay, bolt and bar it well, Ann, he said, going forward. But barred doors will not keep out all the foes of man.

Meanwhile Karl had got through the maze; and cautiously, after listening, let himself out at the gate. No human being, that he could discern, was within sight or hearing; and he crossed the road at once. Then, but not before, he became aware that his agent, Mr. Smith, was in that favourite spot and attitude of his, leaning his arms on the little garden gate, his green glasses discarded  as they generally were after sunset.

Good-night, said Karl in passing. But some words of the agents served to arrest his progress.

Would you mind stepping in for one moment, Sir Karl? I wanted to say just a word to you, and have been watching for you to come out.

Is it anything particular? asked Karl, turning in at the gate at once, which Mr. Smith held open.

Ill get a light, sir, if you will wait an instant.

Karl heard the striking of a match in-doors, and Mr. Smith reappeared in the passage with a candle. He ushered Karl into the room on the left-hand; the best room, that was rarely used.

This one has got its shutters closed, was the explanatory remark. I generally keep the others open until I go to bed.

Tell me at once what it is you want, said Karl. It is late, and I shall have my household wondering where I am.

Well, Sir Karl, first of all, I wish to ask if you are aware that you were watched into the Maze tonight? He spoke in the lowest whisper; scarcely above his breath. The agents one servant had been in bed at the top of the house long before: but he was a cautious man.

No. Who watched me?

Two people, sir. One was Miss Blake, the lady staying with you at the Court; the other was a confounded fellow who is at Foxwood for no good, I guess, and is pushing his prying nose on the sly into everything.

Do you mean Mr. Strange?

Thats the name: a lodger at Mother Jinkss. He and the lady watched you in, Sir Karl; they stood close by the gate among the trees; and then they walked off down the road together.

Karls pulses beat a shade more quickly. Why should they have been watching me? What could be their motive?

Miss Blake did not intend to watch  as I take it. I saw her coming along with a sharpish step from the direction of that blessed St. Jeromes, late as it was  Cattacomb may have been treating his flock to a nocturnal service. When she was close upon the Maze she must have heard your footsteps, for she drew suddenly behind the trees to hide herself. After you were in, she came out of her shelter, and another with her  the man Strange. So he must have been hidden there beforehand, Sir Karl: and, I should say, to watch.

Karl was silent He did not like to hear this. It seemed to menace further danger.

I went in to warn Sir Adam against this man, he observed; to tell him never to be off his guard, day or night. He is a London detective!

What  Strange is? exclaimed the agent, with as much astonishment as his low tones allowed him to express. A London detective, Sir Karl?

Yes, he is.

Mr. Smiths face fell considerably. But  what is he doing down here? he inquired. Whos he after? Surely not Sir Adam?

No, not Sir Adam. He is after some criminal who  who does not exist in the place at all, added Karl, not choosing to be more explicit, considering that it was the man before him whom he had suspected of being the said criminal, and feeling ashamed of his suspicions now that they were dispelled, and he had to speak of it with him face to face. The danger is, that in looking after one man the police may come upon the track of another.

The agent nodded his head. But surely they do not suspect the Maze?

They do suspect the Maze, replied Karl. Owing to the tattling of the woman Mr. Moore took there  Nurse Chaffen  they suspect it.

Mr. Smith allowed a very unorthodox word to issue through his closed teeth, applied not only to the lady in question, but to ladies in general.

The man Strange has been down here looking after some one whom he cant find; who no doubt is not in the neighbourhood at all, and never has been, resumed Karl. Stranges opinion, however, was  and is  that the man is here, concealed. When he heard Chaffens tale of the gentleman she saw in evening dress at the Maze, but whom she never saw again and therefore concluded he was hidden somewhere about the house not to show himself to her, he caught up the notion that it was the man he was after. Hence his suspicions of the Maze, and his watchings.

Its a very unfortunate thing! breathed the agent. You see now, Mr. Smith, how much better it would have been if Sir Adam had never come here. Or, being here, if he had been allowed to go away again.

He cant attempt it now, was the quiet retort of the agent. With a detectives eyes about, it would he only to walk straight into the lions mouth,

Just so. We all know that.

I wish to heaven I could get him away! spoke the agent impulsively, and it was evident that his heart was in his words. Until now I believed he was as safe here as he could be elsewhere  or safer. What the devil brings a confounded detective in this quiet place? The malignant fiend, or some implacable fate must have sent him. Sir Karl, the danger is great We must not shut our eyes to it.

Alas, Karl Andinnian felt that, in a more cruel degree than the agent could. It was his work; it was he who had brought this hornets nest about his unfortunate brothers head. The consciousness of it lay heavily upon him in that moment; throat and tongue and lips were alike parched with the fever of remorse.

May I ask you for a glass of water, Mr. Smith? broke next from the said dry lips.

Ill get it for you in a moment, sir, said the agent, rising with alacrity.

Karl heard another match struck outside, and then the steps of the agent retreating in the direction of the pump. In his restlessness of mind he could not sit still, but rose to pace the room. A small set of ornamental book-shelves, hanging against the wall, caught his attention: he halted before it and took down a volume, mechanically, rather than with any motive. Philip Salter. From his loving mother.

The words met Karls eyes as he opened the book. Just for a moment he questioned whether his sight was deceiving him. But no. There they were, in a ladys hand, the ink dry and faded with time. It was Bunyans Pilgrims Progress.

Is it Salter, after all? mentally breathed Karl.

Mr. Smith came in again with the glass of water as the doubt was running through Karls mind. Thanking his agent for the water, he drank it at a draught, and sat down with the book in his hand.

I have been amongst your books, you see, Mr. Smith. A sound old volume, this.

So it is, Sir Karl. I dip into it myself now and then.

Did you know this  this Mr. Philip Salter?  holding the book open at the words.

For answer the agent threw his eyes straight into Karls face, and paused. Did you know him, Sir Karl?

I never knew him. I have heard somewhat about him.

Ay, few persons but have, I expect, returned the agent, with a kind of groan. He was my cousin, sir.

Your cousin! echoed Karl.

My own cousin: we were sisters sons. He was Philip Salter; I am Philip Smith.

Karls eyes were opened. In more senses than one.

The fool that Philip Salter showed himself! ejaculated Philip Smith  and it was evident by the bitter tone that the subject was a sore one. I was in his office, Sir Karl, a clerk under him; but he was some years younger than I. He might have done so well: none of us had the smallest idea but what he was doing well. It was all through private and illegitimate speculation. He got into a hole where the mire was deep, and he used dangerous means when at his wits end to get himself out of it. It did for him what you know, and it ruined me; for, being his cousin, men thought I must have known of it, and my place was taken from me.

Where is he now? asked Karl.

I dont know. Sometimes we think he is dead. After his escape, we had reason to believe that he got off to Canada, but we were never made certain of it, and have never heard from him in any way. He may be in some of the backwoods there, afraid to write.



And this was his book?

Yes. Most of his small belongings came into my hands. The affair killed his mother: broke her heart. He was all she had, save one daughter. Sir Karl, do you know what Id do if I had the power? fiercely continued Smith. I would put down by penal laws all these cursed speculators who, men of straw themselves, issue their plausible schemes only to deceive and defraud a confiding, credulous public; all these betting and gambling rogues who lay hold of honest natures to lure them to their destruction. But for them, Philip Salter had been holding up his untarnished head yet.

Ay, assented Karl. But that will never be, so long as the greed of gold shall last. It is a state of affairs that can belong only to a Utopian world; not to this.

He put out his hand to Philip Smith when he left  a thing he had never done voluntarily before  in his sensitive regret for having wronged the man in his heart: and went home with his increased burden of perplexity and pain.


CHAPTER X.

One Day in her Life.

LIFE was to the last degree dreary for Lucy Andinnian. But for the excitement imparted to her mind from that mysterious building, the Maze, and the trouble connected with it, she could scarcely have continued to go on, and bear. It was not a healthy excitement: no emotion can be that, which has either jealousy or anger for its origin. Let us take one day of her existence, and see what it was: the day following the one last told of.

A mellow, bright morning. The pleasant sun, so prolific of his bounties that year, was making the earth glad with his renewed light, and many a heart with it Not so Lucys: it seemed to her that never a gleam of gladness could illumine hers again. She sat in her room, partly dressed, after a night of much sleeplessness. What sleep she had was disturbed, as usual, by dreams tinged with the unpleasantness of her waking thoughts. A white wrapper enfolded her, and Aglaé was doing her hair. The woman saw how weary and spiritless her mistress was becoming; but not a suspicion of the true cause suggested itself, for Lucy and her husband took care to keep up appearances, and guarded their secret well. Aglaé attempted to say a word now and again, but received no encouragement: Lucy was buried in a reverie.

We are growing more estranged day by day, ran her thoughts. He went to London yesterday, and never said why; never gave me the least explanation. After he came home at night, and had taken something to eat, he went out again. To the Maze, of course.

Will my lady please to have her hair in rolls or in plats this morning?

As you please, Aglaé And, the weary answer given, her thoughts ran on again.

I fancy Theresa had seen him go there. I cant help fancying it. She had all her severe manner on when she came in last night, but was so pityingly kind to me. And I could bear all so much better if she would not be pitiful. It was past ten. That poor Mrs. Bell is likely to die, and Theresa had been to read to her. I kept hoping she would go to bed, and she did not Is it wrong of me to sit up, I wonder, to see what time he comes in)  would Margaret say it was) She got her silks and her work about, and I had mine. He has hardly ever been so late as last night. It was half-past eleven. What right has she to keep him, or he to stay) He said, in a light, indifferent kind of tone, by way of excuse, that he had been talking with Smith, and the time slipped by unheeded. Theresa drew in her lips till she seemed to have none at all, and gave him just one scornful glance. Yes: she had certainly seen him go in elsewhere, and she knew that the excuse was not true. I took my candle, and came up here  and have had one of my most wretched nights again  and neither I nor Aglaé could find that book that comforts me. It was very cruel of Karl to marry me: and yet  and yet  would I be unmarried if I could) Would I break even from this distressing life, if it involved a separation for ever) I fear not. The not seeing him day by day would be a worse fate even than this is.

Did my lady think to ask Sir Karl whether he had put away that book that is missing? interposed Aglaé, quite unconscious that her lady had not seen Sir Karl since the book was missed, any more than she herself had: and moreover that he was not likely to see it.

I have not asked him yet Perhaps I took it downstairs yesterday.

Which robe, my lady?

The Swiss muslin.

Aglaé left her when she was ready, and Lucy took her Bible for a few minutes, and said her prayers. Never did prayers ascend from a more wrung or troubled heart The book she had mislaid was one of those little gems of consolation that can only be estimated in need. It had been given to Lucy by Miss Sumnor.

She stood a few minutes at the open window, gazing at the sunny morning. The variegated leaves of the changing trees  getting, alas! bare as Lucys heart felt  the smooth lawn, which Maclean was rolling, the still bright flowers, the sunlight glittering on the lodge. All these fair things were hers; and yet, she could enjoy them not.

She went down: putting away all the sadness from her face that she could put, and looking in her pretty dress as fair as the sunshine. Hewitt came in with the coffee, and Lucy took her place at table. They never waited for Miss Blake. St Jeromes was exacting, and Mr. Cattacomb somewhat uncertain as to the precise time at which he let out his flock. Hewitt went across the lawn to tell his master, who was talking to Maclean, that the breakfast was ready.

Karl came in through the open doors of the window. She glanced up and hid her eyes again: the more attractive he looked  and he always did look attractive  the greater her sense of pain. The fresh air was sweet and pleasant, and a good fire burnt in the grate.

Good morning, Lucy.

She put down the sugar-tongs to give him her hand, and wished him good morning in a tone that no eavesdropper could have found fault with. They were quite civil to each other; nay, courteous; their intercourse much like that of true friends, or a brother and sister. After playing so long at this for the sake of keeping up appearances to their household and the world, it had become quite easy  a thing of habit.

What shall I give you? he asked.

An egg, please.

Maclean thinks that fir-tree is dying.

Which fir-tree?

The large one by the ferns. He wants to root it up and make a bed there. What do you think?

I dont mind how it is. Is your coffee sweet enough?

Yes.

Hewitt appeared with the letters. Two for Miss Blake, one for Lady Andinnian, none for Sir Karl. Lucy read hers; glad of the help it afforded to occupation: for she did but toy with her breakfast, having little appetite now.

It is from mamma, said Lucy. She is going to stay with my aunt in London. I suppose you did not call on Lady Southal yesterday?

I? No.

You have promised to do so for some time past.

But I have not been able. When the mind is harassed with worry and business, social calls get put aside. Is Mrs. Cleeve well?

Yes, and papa better. He is going to stay at home himself. They desire to be remembered to you.

Karl bent his head in acknowledgment. And thus, talking indifferently of this and that, the meal came to an end. Karl asked his wife if she would go out to look at the fir-tree, and hear what Maclean said  he was always scrupulous in consulting her wishes as the Courts mistress. She brought her parasol at once.

Karl held out his arm, and she took it. As they went down the steps, Miss Blake appeared. They waited to greet her, and to shake hands.

You must want your breakfast, Theresa. There are two letters for you on the table. Oh, and I have heard from mamma. She is going to stay with Aunt Southal in London.

Lucy took Karls arm again, and they went off with the gardener. Miss Blake probably did want her breakfast; but she spared a minute or two to look after them.

I wonder if anyone was ever so great a hypocrite? ran her comment. And to think that I once believed him to be the most noble and best of men. He dared to speak disparagingly of that pure saint, Mr. Cattacomb, the other day. Good patience! what contrasts there are in the world! And the same Heaven made them both, and permits both! One cannot understand it here. As to Lucy  but I wash my hands of her.

Lucy was soon back again. Miss Blake had but read her letters, and begun her breakfast Karl had passed into his own room.

The morning wore on. Theresa went out again; Karl was shut up and then he went out; Lucy was left in the house alone. It was usually so. She had given her orders, and no earthly thing else remained to do  save let her heart prey upon itself. When she had gone pretty nearly out of her mind, she put her bonnet on, and betook herself to Mrs. Whittle, the widow of the man who had died suddenly at the station in the summer. Passing out at the extreme gate of the Court, Lucy had but to skirt the wood, and in three minutes was at the cottage: one of a row.

She had taken to come here when she was very particularly miserable  as she felt this day. For the lesson it read to her was most salutary, acting as a kind of tonic. That this poor woman was slowly dying, there could not be much doubt of. She had been in ill health before her husbands death, and the blow struck too severely on the weakened frame. But for Karl and his wife the family must have taken refuge in the workhouse. Lucy went in and sat down on a low wooden stool. Mrs. Whittle, about to-day, was in the easy-chair, sent to her from the Court, her three little girls around her, the eldest eight years of age. Two younger children, boys, played on the floor.

I am teaching them to sew, maam, she said to Lucy. Bessy has got her hand pretty well into it; but the other two havent. When I lie awake at nights, my lady, and think how little it is they know of any sort of labour yet, and how soon I may be taken from them, and be able to teach no more, my heart fails me. I can only set on to cry, and to pray God to forgive me all my short-comings.

The tears had come into her eyes, and were falling down her hectic cheeks. She had been very pretty once, but the face was wasted now. Lucys eyelashes were wet But I think you look better, Mrs. Whittle. And as to short-comings  we all might own to those.

It seems to me that I could have brought them on better if Id known what was coming, maam. Until that night when my husband was carried home on a shutter, I had not had a thought of death, as being likely to concern any of us at home here. And now the time seems to be coming to an end, and Im leaving them, and they know nothing.

I hope you will get better yet, said Lucy.

I dont think so, maam. I should like to if I could. The very distress that is upon me about my children seems as if it kept me back. Nobody can know what it is to leave a family of young children to the world, till they come to it themselves. Theres a dreadful yearning upon me always, my lady, an aching like, at the thought of it. Mr. Sumnor, he is very good and kind, and he comes here, and tells me about heaven, and how free from care I shall be, once I get to it. But oh, maam, when I must leave these little ones here, with nobody to say a word to keep them from the worlds bad ways, how do I know that they will ever get to heaven?

The woman had never spoken out as she was speaking to-day. Generally she had seemed calm and resigned  to get well, or to die. Lucy was intensely sorry for her. She would take herself to task for being so miserable with this real distress close at hand, and for at least the rest of the day allow it to read her a salutary lesson.

Passing in at the small gate again, she made her way to the acacia tree and sat down under it, letting her parasol fall to the ground. Karl, who was at home again, could see her from his window, but he did not attempt to go to her. And so she idled away the morning in weariness.

Theresa appeared at luncheon; but Sir Karl did not. Lucy remembered that a parcel she was expecting from London ought to be at the station (only an autumn mantle) and thought she would go in the pony-chaise for it Anything for a change  for a break in her monotonous life. So the chaise was ordered, and the groom to drive it. It came round, and she was getting in when Karl approached.

Are you going to drive yourself, Lucy?

Oh no. Robert is coming.

I will go, then. We shall not want you, Robert.

But I was only going to the station, she said. To the station?

I think my new mantle may be there.

He drove off, turning towards the station. The mantle was not there: and Karl continued his drive as far as Basham. They said very little to one another. Just a remark on the scenery, or on any object passing: nothing more. Karl pulled up at the saddlers shop, to give some direction about a set of harness they were making for him. Just as he got into the chaise again, somebody passed and took off his hat, with a Good afternoon, Sir Karl.

It was Mr. Tatton. Karl wondered what he was doing in Basham. Of course, the detective might be there for fifty things, totally unconnected with his profession: but nevertheless the sight of him awoke uneasiness in Karls mind. When a heavy dread lies upon us, the most trifling event will serve to stir up suspicion and augment fear.

Karl drove home again, and Lucy went up to her little sitting-room. She was owing a letter to Mrs. Cleeve, but held back from writing it. Great though her affection was for her mother, she hated now to write. It was so impossible to fill up a letter  as it seemed to Lucy  and yet guard her secret. She could not say Karl and I are doing this; or Karl and I are doing the other: and yet if she did not say something of this kind of their home life, or mention his name, her fancy suggested that it would look strange, and might arouse doubt. Conscience makes us cowards. She might have sent a letter that day, saying, I have just got home from a drive with Karl; and Karl and I decided this morning to have that old fir-tree by the rocks dug up; and it would be quite true: but Lucy in her strict integrity so disliked the deceit the words would imply, that she shrank from writing them.

Footsteps on the gravel below: his footsteps: and she went to the window to glance out. Yes, he was going straight down the gravel walk, and through the large gates. Going where? Her heart beat a little quicker as the question crept in. To the Maze? The query was always suggesting itself now.

He turned that way  and that was all she could tell, for the trees hid the road from her view. He might be going to his agents; he might be going to some part or other of his estate; but to Lucys jealous mind the probability seemed perfectly clear that his destination was that shut-in house, which she had already begun to hate so much. And yet  she believed that he did not go in by day-time. Lucy wondered whether Fair Rosamund, who had disturbed the peace of her queen, was half as fair as this Rosamund, now turning her own poor heart to sickness.

More footsteps on the gravel: merry tongues, light laughter. Lucy looked out again. Some of the young ladies from the village had called for Theresa, and they were now going on to St. Jeromes. For laughter such as that, for the real lightness of heart that must be its inevitable accompaniment, Lucy thought she would have bartered a portion of her remaining life.

Aglaé came in, her hands and arms full of clouds of tulle and blue ribbon.

Look here, my lady  these English modistes have no taste at all. They cant judge. They send this heavy satin ribbon, saying it is the fashion, and they put it in every part of the beautiful light robe, so that you cannot tell which is robe, the tulle, or the ribbon. My lady is not going to wear that, say I; an English modiste might wear it, but my young lady never. So I take the ribbons off.

Lucy looked round listlessly. What did all these adornments matter to her? Karl never seemed to see now what she was dressed in: and if he had seen, he would not have cared.

But what is it you are asking me, Aglaé?

I would ask my lady to let me put just a quarter of as much ribbon on: and silk ribbon, not satin. I have some silk in the house, and this satin will come in for a heavier robe.

Do whatever you like, Aglaé.

Thats well, said Aglaé. But I wish my lady would not show herself quite so indifferent, added the woman to herself as she withdrew. She could not care less if she were the old grandmother.

The afternoon passed to its close, Lucy reading a bit and working a bit to beguile the time. Whether the book or the work lay before her, her mind was alike far away, brooding over the trouble that could never leave it. Then she went down to dinner in her evening dress of silk. No stranger was present: only herself, Karl, and Theresa. It was generally thus: neither she nor he had spirits to bring guests about them often. Theresa told them of a slight accident that had happened at the station that afternoon, and it served for a topic of conversation. Dinner was barely over when Miss Diana Moore called in. She was not given to time her visits ceremoniously; but she was always welcome, for Karl and Lucy both liked her. Miss Diana generally gave them the news of the place, and she began now. In some inexplicable manner the conversation turned on the Maze. At least, something was said that caused the place to be incidentally mentioned, and it served to draw Miss Dianas thoughts to what they might otherwise not have reverted to. The senseless geese that people are! she cried.

Did you hear of that ghost story that arose about the Maze?

Karl bit his lip. Lucy looked at Miss Diana: she had heard nothing.

Mother Jinks told me to my face the other day that there could not be a doubt it was Mr. Throctons son haunting it. My brother  Mr. Moore  had seen it, she said, as well as Nurse Chaffen: a gentleman in evening dress, who appeared to them and vanished away again. She believed it, too.

I fancy it has been rather more materially accounted for, put in Miss Blake, not at all sorry of the opportunity to give a side fling at Sir Karl.

Well, what I hear people have found out now is, that the ghost was only Sir Karl Andinnian, who had called in there after or before his dinner, said Miss Diana, laughing. What do you say to it, Sir Karl?

Sir Karl did not know what to say. On the one hand it was most essential to do away, if possible, with the impression that any strange gentleman had been at the Maze; on the other, he did not care to admit that he paid evening visits there. Of the two evils, however, the last was the least.

It may have been myself, Miss Diana. I cannot say, Im sure. I remember I went over one evening, and stayed a few minutes.

But it was while Mrs. Grey was ill with fever.

Just so. I went to enquire after her.

Well, I suppose it was you, then. I asked William about it, but he is as close as wax when he likes, and professed not to know what I was talking of. One thing is clear, that he could not have recognised you, Sir Karl. It was nearly dark, I believe. That little baby at the Maze is very delicate.

By the way, Miss Diana, talking of such people, what does Mr. Moore think of poor Whittles widow? asked Sir Karl. My wife says she is very ill.

The conversation was turned  Sir Karls object in speaking. Miss Diana talked of Mrs. Whittle, and then went on to other subjects.

But it will be readily seen how cruelly these and similar incidents tried Lucy Andinnian. Had an angel come down from heaven to assure her the gentleman in evening attire was not Sir Karl, she would have refused to believe it. Nay, he had, so to say, confessed it  in her presence.

Miss Diana departed. Karl went out with her, and did not come in again. Lucy knew he had gone to the Maze. She went up to her room, and stood there in the dark watching for his return. It was nearly ten when he appeared: he had been spending all that time with her rival!

Even so. Sir Karl had spent it at the Maze. As the autumn evenings grew darker, he could go over earlier and come away earlier. Lucy wondered whether this state of things was to last for ever, and how much longer she could continue to bear and make no sign.

To her weary bed again went she. To the anguish of her outraged heart; to her miserable, sleepless hours, and her still more miserable dreams. Jealousy as utterly mistaken and foundationless has too often inflicted torment lively as this.

It is a green-eyed monster, which doth make the food it feeds on.


CHAPTER XI.

Mrs. Chaffen disturbed.

WE have now to return to Mr. Strange. That eminent detective was, to tell the truth, somewhat puzzled by his interview with Sir Karl Andinnian, held in the road; thrown, so to say, slightly on his beam ends. The earnest assurances of Sir Karl  that the individual he had been suspecting was the agent Smith, and that there was not, and could not be, any gentleman residing at the Maze  had made their due impression, for he saw that Sir Karl was a man whose word might be trusted. At the same time he detected, or thought he detected, an undue eagerness on Sir Karls part to impress this upon him; an eagerness which the matter itself did not justify, unless Sir Karl had a private and personal motive for it. Musing on this, Mr. Strange had continued to walk about that evening instead of going on to his lodgings; and when Miss Blake surprised him underneath the trees at the Maze gate  or, rather, surprised herself by finding him there  he had not sought the spot to watch the gate, but as a shelter of seclusion while he thought. The stealthy entrance of Sir Karl Andinnian with a key taken from his pocket, and the whispered communication from Miss Blake, threw altogether another light upon the matter, and served to show what Sir Karls personal motive might be. According to that ladys hints, Sir Karl was in the habit of stealing into the Maze, and that it was no one but Sir Karl himself who had been seen by Nurse Chaffen.

Mr. Detective Strange could not conceal from his acute brain that, if this were true, his own case was almost as good as disposed of, and he might prepare to go back to town. Salter, the prey he was patiently searching out, was at the Maze or nowhere  for Mr. Strange had turned the rest of the locality inside out, and knew that it contained no trace of him. If the gentleman in the evening dress, seen by Nurse Chaffen, was Sir Karl Andinnian, it could not have been Philip Salter: and, as his sole motive for suspecting the Maze was that worthy womans account of him she had seen, why the grounds of suspicion seemed slipping from under him.

He thought it out well that night. Well and thoroughly. The tale was certainly likely and plausible. Sir Karl Andinnian did not appear to be one who would embark on this kind of private expedition; but, as the detective said to himself, one could not answer for ones own brother. Put it down as being Sir Karl that the woman saw, why then the mystery of her not having seen him again was at an end: for while she was there Sir Karl would not be likely to go to the Maze and show himself a second time.

The more Mr. Strange thought it out, the further reason he found for suspecting that this must be the true state of the case. It did not please him. Clear the Maze of all suspicion as to Salter, and it would become evident that they had been misled, and that so much valuable time had been wasted. He should have to go back to Scotland Yard and report the failure. Considering that he had latterly been furnishing reports of the prey being found and as good as in his hands, the prospect was mortifying. This would be the second consecutive case in which he had signally failed.

But it was by no means Mr. Stranges intention to take the failure for granted. He was too wary a detective to do that without seeking for proof, and he had not done with Foxwood yet The first person he must see was Mrs. Chaffen.

Somewhat weary with his night reflections and not feeling quite so refreshed as he ought, for the thing had kept him awake till morning, Mr. Strange sat down to his breakfast languidly. Watchful Mrs. Jinks, who patronized her easy lodger and was allowed to visit his tea, and sugar, and butter, and cheese with impunity, observed this as she whipped off the cover from a dish of mushrooms that looked as though it might tempt an anchorite.

Youve got a headache this morning, Mr. Strange, sir. Is it bad?

Oh, very bad, said Mr. Strange, who did not forget to keep up his rôle of delicate health as occasion afforded opportunity.

What things them headaches are! deplored Mrs. Jinks. Nobody knows whence they come nor how to drive em away. Betsey Chaffen was nursing a patient in the spring, whod had bilious fever and rheumatis combined; and to hear what she said about that poor dear old gentlemans head

By the way, how is Mrs. Chaffen? interrupted Mr. Strange, with scant ceremony, and no regard to the old gentlemans head. I have not seen her lately.

She was here a day or two ago, sir; down in my kitchen. As to how she is, shes as strong as need be: which its thanks to you for inquiring. She never has nothing the matter with her,

Is she out nursing?

Not now. She expects to be called out soon, and is waiting at home for it.

Where is her home?

Down Foxglove Lane, sir, turning off by Mr. Sumnors church. Bull, the stonemason, lives in the end house there, and she have lodged with em for years. Bull tells her in joke sometimes that some of em ought to be took ill, with such a nurse as her in the house. Which they never are, for its as healthy a spot as any in Foxwood.

Mr. Strange had a knack of politely putting an end to his landladys gossip when he pleased, and of sending her away. He did so now: and the widow transferred herself and her attentions to Mr. Cattacombs parlour.

People must hold spring and autumn cleanings, or where would their carpets and curtains be? Mrs. Chaffen, though occupying but one humble room (with a choice piece of furniture in it that was called a bureau by day, and was a bed by night) was not exempt from the general sanitary obligations. Mrs. Bull considered that she instituted these periodical bouts of scrubbing oftener than there was occasion for: but Betsey Chaffen liked to take care of her furniture  which was her own  and was moreover a cleanly woman.

On this self-same morning she was in the thick of it: her gown turned up about her waist, her hands and arms bare to the elbow, plunged into a bucket of soapsuds, herself on her knees, and the furniture all heaped together on the top of the shut-up bureau in the comer, when one of the young Bulls came in with the astounding news that a gentleman was asking for her.

Goodness bless me! cried the poor woman, turning cold all over, it cant be that Im fetched out, can it, Sam?  and me just in the middle of all this mess!

He said, was Mrs. Chaffen at home, and could he see her, replied Sam. Hes a waiting outside.

Mrs. Chaffen sat back on her heels, one hand resting on the bucket, the other grasping the wet scrubbing-brush, and her face the very picture of consternation as she stared at the boy. She had believed herself free for a full week to come.

Is it Mr. Henley himself, Sam?

It aint Mr. Henley at all, said Sam. Its the gentleman whats staying at Mrs. Jinkss.

What the plague brings him here this morning of all others, when Ive got the floor in a sop and not a chair to ask him to set down upon! cried the woman, relieved of her great fear, but vexed nevertheless to be interrupted in her work, and believing the intruder to be Mr. Cattacomb, come on one of his pastoral visits: for that excellent divine made no scruple, in his zeal, of looking in occasionally on Mr. Sumnors flock as well as his own. Parsons be frightful bothers sometimes!

Taint the parson; its the tother one, said Sam Bull.

Mrs. Chaffen rose from her knees, stepped gingerly across the wet floor, and took a peep through the window. There she saw Mr. Strange in the centre of a tribe of young Bulls, dividing among them a piece of lettered gingerbread. Sam, afraid of not coming in for his share of the letters, bolted out of the room.

Ask the gentleman if hell be pleased to step in, Sam, and to excuse the litter, she called after the boy. I dont mind him, she mentally added, seizing upon a mop to mop the wet off the floor, and then letting down her gown, and he must want something particular of me; but Id not have cared to stand Cattakins preaching this busy morning.

Mr. Strange came in in his pleasant way, admiring everything, from the room to the bucket, and assuring her he rather preferred wet floors to dry ones. While she was reaching him a chair and dusting it with her damp apron, he held out his hand, pointing to where the cuts had been.

Look here, Mrs. Chaffen. I have been thinking of coming to you this day or two past, but fancied I might see you in Paradise Row, for Pd rather have your opinion than a doctors at any time. The hand has healed, you see.

Yes, sir; it looks beautiful.

But I am not sure that it has healed properly, though it may look beautiful, he rejoined. Feel this middle cut. Here; just on the seam.

Mrs. Chaffen rubbed her fingers on the same check apron, and then passed them gently over the place he spoke of. What do you feel? he asked.

Well, sir, it feels a little hard, and there seems to be a kind of knot, she said, still examining the place.

Precisely so. Theres a stiffness about it that I dont altogether like, and now and then it has a kind of a prickly sensation. What I have been fancying is, that a bit of glass may possibly be in it still.

But Mrs. Chaffen did not think so. In her professional capacity she talked nearly as learnedly as a doctor could have talked, though not using quite the same words. Her opinion was that if glass had remained in the hand it would not have healed: she believed that Mr. Strange had only to let it alone and have a little patience, and the symptoms he spoke of would go away.

It is not at all improbable that this opinion was Mr. Stranges own; but he thanked her and said he would abide by her advice, and gave her a little more gentle flattery. Then he sat down in the chair she had dusted, as if he meant to remain for the day, in spite of the disorder of affairs and the damp floor, and entered on a course of indiscriminate gossip. Mrs. Chaffen liked to get on quickly with her work, but she liked gossip better; no matter how busy she might be, a dish of that never came amiss; and she put her back against another chair and folded her bare arms in her apron, and gossiped back again.

In a smooth and natural manner, apparently without intent, the conversation presently turned upon the gentleman (or ghost) Mrs. Chaffen had seen at the Maze. It was a theme she had not tired of yet Now you come to talk of that, cried the detective, do you know what idea has occurred to me upon the point, Mrs. Chaffen? I think the gentleman you saw may have been Sir Karl Andinnian.

Nurse Chaffen, contrary to her usual habit, did not immediately reply, but seemed to fall into thought. Was it Sir Karl?

Well now thats a odd thing! she broke forth at last. Miss Blake asked me the very same question, sir  was it Sir Karl Andinnian?

Oh, did she. When?

When we had been talking of the thing in your rooms, sir  that time that I had been a dressing of your hand. In going down stairs, somebody pulled me, all mysterious like, into the Reverend Cattakins parlour: I found it was Miss Blake, and she began asking me what the gentleman looked like and whether it was not Sir Karl.

And was it Sir Karl?

Being took by surprise in that way, went on Mrs. Chaffen, disregarding the question, I answered Miss Blake that I had not had enough time to notice the gentleman and could not say whether he was like Sir Karl or not. Not having reflected upon it then, I spoke promiscuous, you see sir, on the spur of the moment.

And was it Sir Karl? repeated Mr. Strange. Now that you have had time to reflect upon it, is that the conclusion you come to?

No, sir; just the opposite. A minute or two afterwards, if Id only waited, I could have told Miss Blake that it was not Sir Karl. I couldnt say who it was, but twas not him.

This assertion was so contrary to the theory Mr. Strange had been privately establishing that it took him somewhat by surprise.

Why are you enabled to say surely it was not Sir Karl? he questioned, laughing lightly, as if the matter amused him.

Because, sir, the gentleman was taller than Sir Karl. And, when I came to think of it, I distinctly saw that he had short hair, either lightish or grayish: Sir Karls hair is a beautiful wavy brown, and he wears it rather long.

Twilight is very deceptive, remarked Mr. Strange. No doubt of that, sir: but there was enough light coming in through the passage windows for me to see what I have said I am quite positive it was not Sir Karl Andinnian.

Would you swear it was not?

No, sir, Id not swear it: swearings a ticklish thing: but I am none the less sure. Mr. Strange, it was not Sir Karl for certain, she added impressively. The gentleman was taller than Sir Karl and had a bigger kind of figure, broader shoulders like, and it rather struck me at the time that he limped in his walk. That I couldnt hold to, however.

Just the description of what Salter would most likely be now, mused the detective, his doubts veering about uncomfortably. He would have a limp, or something worse, after that escapade out of the railway carriage.

Well, if you are so sure about it, Mrs. Chaffen, I suppose it could not have been Sir Karl.

I can trust my sight, sir, and I am sure. What ever could have give rise to the thought that it was Sir Karl? continued she, after a moments pause.

Why, you must know, Mrs. Chaffen, that Sir Karl Andinnian is the only man in Foxwood who is likely to put on evening dress as a rule. And being a neighbour of Mrs. Greys and her landlord also, it was not so very improbable he should have called in, dont you see?

Thus enlightened, Mrs. Chaffen no longer wondered how the surmise had arisen. She reiterated her assertion that it was not Sir Karl; and Mr. Strange, gliding into the important question of soda for cleaning boards, versus soap, presently took an affable leave.

There he was, walking back again, his thoughts almost as uncertain as the wind. Was Miss Blakes theory right, or was this womans? If the latter, and the man was in truth such as she described him, taller and broader than Sir Karl, why then he could, after all, have staked his life upon the Maze being Salters place of concealment. What if both were right? It might be. Sir Karl might be paying these stealthy visits to Mrs. Grey, and yet be totally ignorant that any such person as Salter was at the Maze. They would hardly dare to tell him; and Salter would take care to conceal himself when Sir Karl was there. At any rate, he  Mr. Strange  must try and put the matter to rest with all speed, one way or the other. Perhaps, however, that resolution was more easy to make than to carry out. As a preliminary step he took a walk to the police station at Basham, and was seen in the street there by Sir Karl Andinnian.


CHAPTER XII.

Baffled.

THE Maze, in all its ordinary quietness, was lying at rest under the midday sun. That is, as regards outward and visible rest: of inward rest, the rest that diffuses peace in the heart, there was but little. It was the day following the expedition of Mr. Strange to the house of Bull the stonemason.

Mrs. Greys baby was lying in its cot Mrs. Grey, who had been hushing it to sleep, prepared to change her morning wrapper for the gown she would wear during the day. A bouquet of fresh-cut flowers lay on the dressing-table, and the chamber window stood open to the free, fresh air. Ann Hopley was in the scullery below, peeling the potatoes for dinner, and the old man servant was out somewhere over his work. As the woman threw the last potato into the pan, there came a gentle ring at the gate bell. She turned round and looked at the clock in the kitchen.

Whos that, I wonder! Its too early for the bread. Any way, youll wait till Ive got my potatoes on, whoever you may be, concluded she, addressing the unknown intruder.

The saucepan on, she went forth. At the gate stood an inoffensive-looking young man with a large letter or folded parchment in his hand.

What do you want! asked Ann Hopley.

Is this the Maze!

Yes.

Does a lady named Grey live here!

Yes.

Then Ive got to leave this for her, please.

Taking the key from her pocket, Ann Hopley unsuspiciously opened the gate, and held forth her hand to take the parchment. Instead of giving it to her, the man pushed past, inside; and, to Ann Hopleys horror, Mr. Strange and a policeman suddenly appeared, and followed him. She would have closed the gate upon them; and she made a kind of frantic effort to do so: but one woman cannot effect much against three determined men.

You can shut it now, said Mr. Strange, when they were inside. Dont be alarmed, my good woman: we have no wish to harm you.

What do you want?  and why do you force yourselves in, in this way? she inquired, frightened nearly to death.

I am a detective officer belonging to the London police force, said Mr. Strange, introducing himself in his true character. I bring with me a warrant to search the house called the Maze and its out-door premises  taking the folded paper from the mans hand. Would you like me to read it to you before I go on?

Search them for what? asked Ann Hopley, feeling angry with herself for her white face. I dont want to hear anything read. Do you think we have got stolen goods here?  Im sure you are enough to scare a bodys senses away, bursting in like this!

Mr. Strange slightly laughed. We are not looking for stolen goods, he said.

What for then? resumed the woman, striving to be calm.

For some one whom I believe is concealed here.

Some one concealed here! Is it me?  or my mistress?  or my old husband?

No.

Then you wont find anybody else, she returned with an air of relief. Theres no soul in the place but us three, and that Ill vow: except Mrs. Greys baby. And we had good characters, sir, I can tell you, both me and my husband, before Mrs. Grey engaged us. Would we harbour loose characters here, do you suppose?

It was so much waste of words. Mr. Strange went without further parley into the intricacies of the Maze, calling to the policeman to follow him, and bidding the other  who was a local policeman also in plain clothes: both of them from Basham  remain near the gate and guard it against anybodys attempted egress. All this while the gate had been open. Ann Hopley locked it with trembling fingers, and then followed the men through the maze, shrieking out words of remonstrance at the top of her voice. Had there been ten felons concealed within, she made enough noise to warn them all.

For goodness sake, woman, dont make that uproar! cried the detective. We are not going to murder you.

The terrified face of Mrs. Grey appeared at her chamber window. Old Hopley was gazing through the chink of the door of the tool-house, which he was about to clean out. The detective heeded nothing. He went straight to the house door and entered it.

Wait here at the open door, and keep a sharp look round inside and out, were his orders to the policeman. If I want you, Ill call.

But Ann Hopley darted before Mr. Strange to impede his progress  she was greatly agitated  and seized hold of his arm.

Dont go in, she cried imploringly; dont go in, for the love of heaven! My poor mistress is but just out of her confinement and the fever that followed it, and the fright will be enough to kill her. I declare to you that what I have said is true. Theres nobody on these premises but those Ive named: my mistress and us two servants, me and Hopley. It cant be one of us you want!

My good woman, I have said that it is not But, if it be as you say  that theres no one else, no one concealed here  why object to my searching?

For her sake, reiterated the agitated woman; for the poor ladys sake.

I must search: understand that, said Mr. Strange. Better let me do it quietly.

As if becoming impressed with this fact, and that it was useless to contend further, Ann Hopley suddenly took her hands off the detective, leaving him at liberty to go where he would. Passing through the kitchen, she began to attend to her saucepan of potatoes.

Armed with his full power, both of law and of will, Mr. Strange began his search. The warrant had not been obtained from Sir Karl Andinnian, but from a magistrate at Basham: it might be that he did not feel sufficiently assured of Sir Karls good faith: therefore the Maze was not averted beforehand.

It was not a large house; the rooms were soon looked into, and nothing suspicious was to be seen. Three beds were made up in three different chambers: the one in Mrs. Greys room and two others. Was one of these occupied by Salter? The detective could not answer the doubt. They were plain beds in plain rooms, and it might be that the two servants did not sleep together. Knocking at the door, he entered Mrs. Greys chamber: the baby slept in its cot: she stood at the glass in her dressing-gown, her golden hair falling about her.

I beg your pardon; madam; I beg your pardon a thousand times, said the detective, with deprecation, as he removed his hat. The law sometimes obliges us to do disagreeable things; and we, servants of it, cannot help ourselves.

At least tell me the meaning of all this, she said with ashy face and trembling lips. And he explained that he was searching the house with the authority of a search-warrant.

But what is it you want? Who is it?

Again he explained to her that they were looking after an escaped fugitive, who, it was suspected, might have taken refuge in the Maze.

I assure you, sir, she said, her gentle manner earnest, her words apparently truthful, that no person whatever, man or woman, has been in the Maze since I have inhabited it, save myself and my two servants.

Nevertheless, madam, we have information that some one else has been seen here.

Then it has been concealed from me, she rejoined. Will you not at least inform me who it is you are searching for? In confidence if you prefer: I promise to respect it.

It is an escaped criminal named Salter, replied the officer, knowing that she would hear it from Sir Karl Andinnian, and wishing to be as civil to her as he could.

Salter! returned Mrs. Grey, showing the surprise that perhaps she did not feel. Salter! Why Salter  at least if it is Salter  is the man who lives opposite these outer gates, and goes by the name of Smith. Salter has never been concealed here.

The very assertion made by Sir Karl Andinnian. Mr. Strange took a moment to satisfy his keen sight that there was no other ingress to this room, save by the door, and no piece of furniture large enough to conceal a man in, and was then about to bow himself out. But she spoke again.

On my sacred word of honour, sir, I tell you truth. Sir Karl Andinnian  my landlord  has been suspecting that his agent, Smith, might turn out to be Salter: I suspected the same.

But that man is not Salter, madam. Does not bear any resemblance to him. It was a misapprehension of Sir Karls.

And  do I understand that you are still looking for him here?  in the Maze? I do not understand.

Not looking for that man Smith, madam, but for the real Salter. We have reason to think he is concealed here.

Then, sir, allow me to affirm to you in all solemnity, that Salter is not, and never has been concealed here, she said with dignity. Such a thing would be impossible without my knowledge.

He did not care to prolong the conversation. He had his work to do, and no words from her or anyone else would deter him from it. As he was quitting the room, he suddenly turned to ask a question.

I beg your pardon, madam. Have you any objection to tell me whether your two servants, Hopley and his wife, occupy the same room and bed?

For a moment or two she gazed at him in silence, possibly in surprise at the question, and then gave her answer almost indifferently.

Not in general, I believe. Hopleys cough is apt to be troublesome at night, and it disturbs his wife. But I really do not know much about their arrangements: they make them without troubling me.

The detective proceeded on his mission. He soon discovered the concealed door in the evening sitting-room, and passed into the passage beyond it. Ah, if Salter, or any other criminal, were in hiding within its dark recesses, there would be little chance for him now! The passage, very close and narrow, had no egress on either side; it ended in a flight of nearly perpendicular stairs. Groping his way down, he found himself in a vault, or underground room. Mr. Strange was provided with matches, and lighted one. It was a bare place, the brick walls dripping moisture, the floor paved with stone. Here he discovered another narrow passage that led straight along, it was hard to say how far, and he had need to strike more than one match before he had traversed it. It ended in a flight of stairs: which he ascended, and  found himself in a summer-house at the extreme boundary of the garden.

So far the search had not realized his expectations. On the contrary, it was so unsatisfactory as to be puzzling to his experienced mind. There had been no tracks or traces of Philip Salter; no indication that the passages were ever used; and the doors had opened at his touch, unsecured by bolt or bar.

Taking a look round him while he strove to solve more than one problem, the detective slowly advanced along the garden. All the garden ground surrounding the house, it must be understood, whether useful or ornamental, was within the circle of the maze of trees.

Turning a corner, after passing the fruit trees and vegetables, he came in view of the lawn and of the green-house; also of Ann Hopley, who was plucking some thyme from the herb bed.

Have you found what you were looking for, sir? she asked, every appearance of animosity gone, as she raised her head to put the question when he came near.

Not yet.

Well, sir, I hope you are satisfied. You may take my word for it that you never will.

Think not? he carelessly said, looking about him.

Any way, I am not sorry that you have been through them subterranean places underground, she resumed. My mistress and I have never ventured to look what was in them, and she has not much liked the thought of their being there. We got Hopley to go down one day, but his shoulders stuck in a narrow part, and he had to force em back and come up again.

The detective stepped into the green-house, and stood a moment admiring the choice flowers and some purple grapes ripening above. Ann Hopley had gathered her herbs when he came out, and stood with them in her hand.

If youd like to take a few flowers, sir, Im sure Mrs. Grey would not wish to object. Or a bunch of grapes. Theres some ripe.

Thank you, not now.

He pulled open the tool-house door, only partly closed, and looked in on Hopley. The old man was cleaning it out. Sweeping the floor with a besom and raising a cloud of dust enough to choke a dozen throats, he was hissing and fizzing over his work.

Hopley looked very decrepid to-day: his swollen knees were bent and tottering: his humped back was all conspicuous as he stood; while his throat was enveloped in some folds of an old scarlet comforter.

Mr. Hopley, I think, said the detective, politely. Will you please tell me the name of the gentleman thats staying here!

But Hopley, bent nearly double over his work, took no notice whatever. His back was towards the detective; and he kept on his hissing and fizzing, and scattering his clouds of dust He does not hear you, sir, said Ann Hopley, advancing. Hes as deaf as a post, and can make out no voice but mine: especially when he has one of his sore throats upon him, as he has to-day. For my part, I think these bad throats have to do with the deafness. He is always getting them.

Stepping into the midst of the dust, she shook her husband by the arm somewhat roughly, and he raised his head with a start Here, Hopley, just listen a minute, she screamed at the top of her voice. This gentleman is asking you to tell him the name of the gentleman who is staying here  thats it, is it not, sir?  and Mr. Strange nodded acquiescence. The name, Hopley, the name.

Ive never seed no lady here but the missis, said old Hopley at length, in his imperfect articulation, caused by the loss of his teeth, as he touched his broad-brimmed hat respectfully to the stranger, and looked up, leaning on the besom.

Not a lady, Hopley; a gentleman, bawled Ann. Ive seed no gentleman here at all.

He is rather stupid as to intellect, is he not? cried the detective to the wife.

She resented the imputation. Not at all, sir; no more than deaf people always seem to be.

What gentleman be it? asked Hopley. Smith the agent comes for the rent at quarter-day, and Sir Karl Andinnian came over one morning about the well.

Neither of those, roared out Mr. Strange. The gentleman thats hiding here.

Not them, Hopley, called Ann in his ear. The gentleman thats hiding here, he says.

Hiding where? asked Hopley. In them underground places? I never knowd as anybody was hiding in em.

Ask him if hell swear that no man whatever is in hiding here, Mrs. Hopley.

The gentleman says will you swear that no man is in hiding here at the Maze? repeated Ann, somewhat improving upon the question.

Ill swear that theres neither man nor woman in the place, sir, to my knowledge, hiding or not hiding, but us two and the missis, was the answer, given directly to Mr. Strange, and as emphatically as his utterly toothless mouth allowed. I swear it to my God.

And you may trust him, sir, said Ann quietly. I dont believe he ever told a lie in his life: much less took an oath to one. Hopleys honest and straightforward as the day, though he is a martyr to rheumatism.

Mr. Strange nodded his head to the man and left him to his sweeping. The work and the hissing began again before he was clear of the door. In both the tool-house and the green-house no possible chance was afforded of concealment  to ascertain which had doubtless been the chief motive for the detectives invasion of them.

I dont believe the old man knows about it, ran his thoughts; but the woman does!

Ann Hopley carried her herbs in-doors, and began picking them. Mr. Strange, calling the policeman to his aid, made as thorough a search out of doors as the nature of the premises and the puzzling maze of trees allowed. There was a closed-in passage of communication through the labyrinth, between the back of the house and the outer circle: but it was built solely with a view to convenience  such as the bringing in of coals or beer to the Maze; or, as Ann Hopley expressed it, the carrying of a coffin out of it The detective had its doors unbolted and unbarred, and satisfied himself that it afforded no facility for concealment. Borrowing a candle of her, he went again to the secret passages underground, both policemen with him, to institute a more minute and thorough examination.

There ensued no result And Mr. Detective Strange withdrew his men and finally departed himself; one mortifying word beating its unsatisfactory refrain on his brain:

BAFFLED.


CHAPTER XIII.

At Scotland Yard.

ONCE more on his weary way to London went Karl Andinnian, on the same weary business that he had gone before; but this time he was proceeding direct to the place he had hitherto shunned  Scotland Yard.

The extreme step, taken by the detective Tatton, in searching the Maze, had alarmed Karl beyond measure. True, the unfortunate fugitive, hiding there, had managed to elude detection: but who could say that he would be able to do so another time, or how often these men of the law might choose to go in? The very fact of their not being actually in search of Sir Adam, but of a totally different individual, made it seem all the more unbearably cruel.

In Mrs. Greys dire distress and perplexity, she had sent that same night for Karl  after the search  and he heard the whole that had taken place. Adam confessed he did not know what was to be done, or how avert the fate  recapture  that seemed closely impending; and Rose almost fell on her knees before Karl, imploring him with tears to try and save her husband from the danger. Karl took his remorse home with him: remorse arising from-the knowledge that he had brought all this about, he, himself, in his insane inquiries after Salter: and, after much anxious consideration, he resolved to go on the morrow to Scotland Yard.

It was past noon when he reached his destination. After he had stated confidentially the nature of his business  that it was connected with the search after Philip Salter, then being carried on at Foxwood by Detective Tatton  he was told that it was Mr. Superintendent Game who must see him upon the point: but that at present the superintendent was engaged. Karl had to wait: and was kept waiting a considerable time.

Could Karls eyes have penetrated through two walls and an intervening room, he might have been greatly astonished to see the person with whom the superintendent was occupied. It was no other than Tatton himself. For the detective, taking a night after the search to think over matters, just as Karl had done, had come to the determination of placing the history of his doings at Foxwood before his superiors, and to leave with them the decision whether he should go on with his search, or abandon it. Accordingly, he also had proceeded to London that morning, but by an earlier train; and he was now closeted with Mr. Superintendent Game  who had given him his original instructions, and had, specially, the Salter affair in hand  and was laying before him a succinct narration of facts, together with his various suspicions and his bafflings. Before the interview was over, the superintendent was as well acquainted with the Maze, its rumours and its mysteries and with sundry other items of Foxwood gossip, as Tatton himself could be.

A gentleman waiting  had been waiting some time  to see Mr. Game on the Foxwood business, was the interruption that was first brought to them: and both Mr. Game and Tatton felt somewhat surprised thereby. What gentleman could be engaged on the Foxwood business, except themselves?

Who is it? asked the superintendent. And a card was handed in.

Sir Karl Andinnian.

A moments pause to revolve matters, and then the superintendent issued his fiat.

See him in five minutes.

The five minutes were occupied with Tatton; but he was safely away ere they had expired, carrying with him his orders to wait; and Sir Karl Andinnian was shown in. The superintendent and the visitor met for the first time, and glanced at each other with some curiosity. The officer saw, in the brother of the noted and unfortunate criminal, a pale, refined, and essentially gentlemanly man, with a sad but attractive face that seemed to tell of sorrow; the other saw a spare man of middle height, who in age might have been his father, and whose speech and manners betokened a cultivation as good as his own.

Taking the seat offered him, Karl entered at once upon his business. Explaining shortly and truthfully the unfortunate suspicion on his own part, that had led to his inquiries about Salter of Mr. Burtenshaw, and to the subsequent dispatch of Tatton to Foxwood. He concealed nothing; not even the slight foundation for those suspicions  merely the having seen the name of Philip Salter in a pocket-book that was in the possession of Philip Smith; and related his recent explanation with Smith; when he learnt that he and Salter were cousins. Karl told it all: and the officer saw, and believed, that he was telling it truly. Karl then went on to relate how he had himself sought an interview with Tatton on his last return from London  whither he had gone to try and convince Mr.

Burtenshaw that it was not Salter; that he had learnt from Tatton then that his suspicions were directed to a house called the Maze, as the place of Salters concealment, and that he, Sir Karl, had assured Tatton on his word of honour as a gentleman that it was altogether a mistaken assumption, for that Salter was not at the Maze, and never had been there. He had believed that Tatton was convinced by what he said: instead of which, he had taken the extreme and, under the circumstances, most unjustifiable step of proceeding to the house with a search warrant and two policemen, to the terror of the lady inhabiting it, Mrs. Grey, and her two old servants. It was to report this to Tattons superiors at head-quarters that he had now come up from Foxwood, Sir Karl added; not, he emphatically said, to complain of Mr. Tatton or to get him reprimanded, for no doubt the man, in doing what he had done, had believed it was but his duty: but to request that instructions might be given him to leave Mrs. Grey in tranquillity for the future. She, feeling much outraged and insulted by the suspicion that she could have a common criminal like Philip Salter concealed in her home, had sent for him, Sir Karl, as her landlord, to beg him to protect her if in his power, and to secure her from further molestation.

Mr. Superintendent Game listened to Sir Karls narrative as attentively and with as much apparent interest as though it comprised information that he had never in all his life heard of: whereas, in point of fact, Tatton had just been going over the same facts with him, or nearly the same. He admitted to Sir Karl that it no doubt did seem to Mrs. Grey an unjustifiable step, an unaccountable intrusion; if indeed Salter were not concealed there and she knew nothing of him.

I assure you, as I assured Tatton, that she does not, spoke Karl, with almost painful earnestness. There is not an iota of foundation for supposing Salter ever was at Foxwood; certainly he was never at the Maze.

Tatton is an experienced officer, Sir Karl. You may depend upon it that he had good reasons for what he did.

That he fancied he had: I admit that. But they were utterly groundless. I should have thought that had any one lady, above another, been exempt from suspicion of any kind, it was Mrs. Grey. She lives a perfectly retired life at the Maze during her husbands absence, giving offence to none. To suppose she would allow the fugitive Salter, a man whom she never knew or saw, to be concealed within her domains is worse than preposterous.

It is hazardous to answer so far for any one, Sir Karl, was the rejoinder  and Karl thought he detected a faint smile on the speakers lips. Especially for a woman. The best of them have their tricks and turns.

I can answer for Mrs. Grey.

Mr. Superintendent Game, whose elbow as he faced Sir Karl was leaning on a desk-table, took it off and fell to pushing together some papers, as though in abstraction. He was no doubt taking time mentally to fit in some portions of Karls narrative with the information possessed by himself. Karl waited a minute and then went on.

I am sure that this lady would be willing to make a solemn affidavit that she knows nothing of Salter; and that he is not, and never has been, concealed there; if by so doing it would secure her exemption from intrusion for the future.

Yes, no doubt, said the officer somewhat absently. Sir Karl Andinnian, he added, turning briskly to face him again after another pause, I assume that your own part in this business was confined to the sole fact of your entering on the misapprehension of taking your agent Smith to be Salter.

Thats all. But do you not see how I feel myself to be compromised: since it was my unfortunate endeavour to set the doubt at rest, by applying to Burtenshaw, that has originated all the mischief and brought the insult on Mrs. Grey?

Of course. But for that step of yours we should have heard nothing of Salter in connection with Foxwood.

Karl maintained a calm exterior: but he could have ground his teeth as he listened. It was too true.

Then, with that one exception, Sir Karl, I am right in assuming that you personally hold no other part or interest in this affair, as regards Salter?

As regards Salter? None whatever.

Well now, resumed the superintendent, in a confidential kind of tone, we can talk at our ease for a minute. Does it not strike you, Sir Karl, as an impartial and impassioned looker-on, that there is something rather curious in the affair, taking one thing with another?

I fail to catch your meaning, sir, replied Karl, gazing at the superintendent. I confess no such idea has occurred to me. Curious in what way?

We shall come to that. Philip Smith has been your agent about six months, I believe.

About that.

Whence did you have him? Where did he live before?

I really do not know. My mother, the late Mrs. Andinnian, who was occupying Foxwood Court during my absence abroad, engaged him. She became ill herself, was unable to attend to anything, and deemed it well to employ some one to look after my interests.

Report runs in Foxwood  all kinds of gossip have come up to me from the place. The superintendent broke off to add that Smith is only your honorary agent, Sir Karl; that he gives it out he is an old friend of the Andinnian family.

I can assure you that Smith is my paid agent. He has a house to live in, and takes his salary quarterly.

The house is exactly opposite the Maze gates?

Yes, said Karl, beginning to feel somewhat uncomfortable at the drift the conversation appeared to be taking.

Is there any truth in the statement that your family knew him in earlier days? You will see in a minute, Sir Karl, why I ask you all this. I conclude there is not.

I understood my mother to imply in her last illness that she had known something of him: but I was not sure that I caught her meaning correctly, and she was too ill for me to press the question. I had never heard of any Smith myself, and the chances were that I misunderstood her. He makes himself useful about the estate, and that is all I have to look to.

Report says also  pardon me for recurring to it, Sir Karl  that he makes himself a very easy kind of agent; seems to do as he likes, work or play, and spends most of his time smoking in his front garden, exchanging salutations with the passers-by and watching his neighbours opposite gate.

Had it been to save his life, Karl Andinnian could not have helped the change that passed over his countenance. What was coming? He strove to be cool and careless, poor fellow, and smiled frankly.

I fancy he is rather idle  and given to smoke too much. But he does well what he has to do for me, for all that. Mine is not a large estate, as you may be aware, and Sir Joseph left it in first-rate condition. There is very little work for an agent.

Well, now, I will ask you a last question, Sir Karl. Do you think Smiths residence at Foxwood is in any way connected with the Maze?

Connected with the Maze! echoed Sir Karl, his face never betraying the uneasiness that his beating and terrified heart was beginning to feel all too keenly. That is, connected with its tenants.

In what way would it be possible?

Look here. Philip Smith presents himself at Foxwood Court about six months ago, soliciting the agency of your estates from Mrs. Andinnian  as there is little doubt he did so present himself to her, and solicit. Now it was a very singular thing for him to do, considering that his previous life (as I happen to know) had in no way whatever qualified him for the situation.

He knew no more of land or the duties of a land-agent than does this inkstand on my table. Why did he attempt to take such a place?

For the want of something else to do, probably, replied Karl. He told me himself the other day, that his cousins fall ruined him also, by causing him to be turned from his situation. As to the duties he has to perform for me, a child might be at home in them in a week.

Granted. Let us go on. Mr. Smiths installation at your place as agent was closely followed by the occupancy of the Maze, Mrs. Grey and her servants arriving as its tenants. Was it not so, Sir Karl?

I  think it was, assented Karl, appearing to be recalling the past to his memory, and feeling himself in a bath of horror as he saw that the all-powerful man before him, powerful to know, to rule, and to act, was quite at home behind the scenes.

Well, I cannot help thinking that the one may have been connected with the other; that Smiths appearance at your place, and the immediately-following occupancy of the Maze, may have been, so to say, connecting links in the same chain, continued the superintendent. A doubt of it was floating in my mind before I had the honour of seeing you, Sir Karl: but I failed to detect any adequate cause; there was none on the surface. You have now supplied that, by telling me who Smith is  Salters relative.

Indeed I cannot understand you, said Karl, turning nevertheless from hot to cold.

The Maze is a place  what with its surrounding labyrinth of trees and its secret passages and outlets  unusually favourable for concealment. A proscribed man might hide himself there for years and years, and never be discovered unless suspicion were accidentally drawn on him. I think the chances are that Salter is there; and that his cousin, Smith, is keeping guard over him for his protection, while ostensibly fulfilling only the duties of your agency. They may have discovered in some way the desirable properties of the Maze and laid their plans to come to it accordingly. It was so faithful a picture of what Smith was really doing at Foxwood  though the one he was watching over was a very different man from Salter  that Karl Andinnian almost thought some treacherous necromancy must have been at work. All he could do was, to speak forcibly against the view, and to declare that there could not be any foundation for it.

That is only your opinion against mine, Sir Karl, observed the superintendent courteously. You may rely upon it, I think, that the fact of Salters being there would be kept from you, of all people.

Do you forget the slur you would cast on Mrs. Grey?

As to that, Salter may be some relative of hers. Even her husband  even her brother. I remember it was said, at the time his case fell, that he had one sister. In either case, of course Mrs. Grey  the name she goes under  would not allow the fact of his concealment there to transpire to you.

How could Karl meet this? Sitting there, in his perplexity and pain, he could not see a step before him.

You have forgotten that Tatton has searched the Maze from roof to basement, Mr. Superintendent.

Not at all. It tells nothing. There are no doubt other hidden places that he did not penetrate to in that first search. At best, it was but a superficial one.

That first search. Was all security slipping from Karls feet, inch by inch?

Believe me, you are wrong, he said; your notion is an utterly mistaken one. I assure you on my word of honour, as truly and solemnly as I shall ever testify to any fact in this world, that Salter is not within the Maze, that he never has been. Mind you, sir, I know this. I go over occasionally to see poor Mrs. Grey in her loneliness, and am in a position to speak positively.

An unmistakable smile sat on the officers face now. Ay, he said, I have heard of your occasional nocturnal visits to her, Sir Karl. The young lady is said to be very attractive.

At the first moment, Sir Karl did not detect the covert meaning. It came to him with a rush of indignation. The superintendent had rarely seen so haughty a face.

No offence, Sir Karl. Twas but a joke.

A joke I do not like, sir. I am a married man.

Est-ce que cela empêche  the other was beginning: for the conclusion he had drawn, on the score of Sir Karls evening visits, was a very decided one; but Karl put a peremptory stop to the subject. He deemed the superintendent most offensively familiar and unwarrantably foolish; and he resented in his angry heart the implied aspersion on his brothers wife, the true Lady Andinnian, than whom a more modest and innocent-natured woman did not exist. And it never entered into the brain of Karl Andinnian to suspect that the same objectionable joke might have been taken up by people nearer home, even by his own wife.

The interview came to an end. Karl went away, uncertain whether he had made sufficient impression, or not, to ensure the Maze against intrusion for the future. The superintendent did not say anything decisive, one way or the other, except that the matter must be left for his consideration. It might all have been well yet, all been well, but for this new complication, this suspicion rather, touching Smith and Salter jointly! He, Karl, had given the greatest rise to this, he and no other, by stating that day that the men were cousins. He asked himself whether Heaven could be angry with him, for whatever step he took for good only seemed to lead to mischief and make affairs worse. One assurance he did carry away with him: that the young lady at the Maze might rest content: her peace personally should not be molested. But that was not saying that the house should not be.

After Sir Karls departure, the superintendents bell rang and Tatton was recalled. A long conversation ensued. Matters known were weighed; matters suspected were looked at: and Mr. Tatton was finally bidden back to Foxwood.

Karl had gone direct from Scotland Yard to take the train. A fast one, which speedily conveyed him home. He walked from the station, and was entering his own gates when Hewitt  who seemed to have been gossiping at the lodge with the gardeners wife, but who had probably been lingering about in the hope of meeting his master  accosted him; and they went up the walk together.

I am afraid something is amiss at the Maze, sir, began the man, looking cautiously around and speaking in a low tone.

Something amiss at the Maze! echoed Karl, seized with a terror that he did not attempt to conceal.

Not that, sir; not the worst, thank Heaven! Sir Adam has been taken ill.

Hush, Hewitt. No names. Ill in what way? How do you know it?

I had been to carry a note for my lady to old Miss Patchett, Sir Karl. Coming back, Ann Hopley overtook me; she was walking from the station at a fine rate. Her master had been taken most alarmingly ill, she said; and at any risk a doctor must be had to him. They did not dare to call in Mr. Moore, lest he might talk to the neighbours, and she had been to the station then to telegraph for a stranger.

Telegraph where?

To Basham, sir. For Dr. Cavendish.

Karl drew a deep breath. It seemed to be perplexity on perplexity: and he saw at once how much danger this step must involve.

What is the matter with him, Hewitt? Do you know?

It was one of those dreadful fainting-fits, sir. But they could not get him out of it, and for some time thought he was really dead. Mrs. Grey was nearly beside herself, Ann said, and insisted on having a doctor. He is better now, sir, added Hewitt, and I think theres no need for you to go over unless you particularly wish. I went strolling about the road, thinking I might hear or see something more, and when Ann Hopley came to the gate to answer a ring, she told me he was quite himself again but still in bed. It was the pain made him faint.

I cannot think what the pain is, murmured Karl. Has the doctor been?

I dont think he has yet, Sir Karl.

Karl lifted his hat to rub his aching brow. He saw his wife sitting under one of the trees, and went forward to join her. The wan, weary look on her face, growing more wan, more weary, day by day, struck on him particularly in the waning light of the afternoon.

Do you do well to sit here, Lucy? he asked, as he flung himself beside her, in utter weariness.

Why should I not sit here?

I fancy the dew must be already rising.

It will not hurt me. And if it did  what would it matter?

The half reproaching, half indifferent accent in which it was uttered, served to try him. He knew what the words implied  that existence had, through him, become a burden to her. His nerves were strung already to their utmost tension; the trouble at his heart was pressing him sore.

Dont you, by your reproaches, make matters worse for me, Lucy, to-day. God knows that I have well-nigh more than I can bear.

The strangely-painful tone, so full of unmistakable anguish, aroused her kindly nature. She turned to him with a sigh.

I wish I could make things better for both of us, Karl.

At least, you need not make them worse. What with one thing and another

Well? she said, her voice softened, as he paused.

Nothing lies around me, Lucy, but perplexity and dread and pain. Look where I will, abroad or at home, theres not as much as a single ray of light to cheer my spirit, or the faintest reflection of it. You cannot wonder that I am sometimes tempted to wish I could leave the world behind me.

Have you had a pleasant day in town? she asked, after a little while.

No, I have had an unsatisfactory and trying day in all ways. And I have come home to find more to try me: more dissatisfaction here, more dread abroad. Man is born to trouble as the sparks fly upwards. Some of us are destined to realise the truth in ourselves all too surely.

He looked at his watch, got up, and walked indoors without another word. Lucy gazed after him with yearning eyes; eyes that seemed to have some of the perplexity he spoke of in their depths. There were moments when she failed to understand her husbands moods. This was one.


CHAPTER XIV.

Ill-omened Chances.

KARL ANDINNIAN was tempted bitterly to ask of his own heart whether he could have fallen under the displeasure of Heaven, so persistently did every fresh movement of his, intended for good, turn into an increased bank of danger. Poor Sir Adam had more need to question it than he; for nothing but ill-omened chances seemed to pursue him.

It is quite probable that when Ann Hopley and her flurried mistress decided to telegraph for Dr. Cavendish of Basham, they had thought, and hoped, that the doctor would come back by train, pass quietly on foot into the Maze, so pass out again, and the public be none the wiser. Dr. Cavendish, however, who was out when the telegram arrived, drove over later in his gig; and the gig, with the groom in it, paced before the Maze gate while the doctor was inside, engaged with his patient Just then there occurred one of those unhappy chances. Mr. Moore, the surgeon, happened to walk by with his daughter, Jemima, and saw the gig  which he knew well  waiting about It took him by surprise, as he had not heard that anyone was ill in the vicinity. The groom touched his hat, and Mr. Moore went up to him.

Waiting for your master, James? Who is he with? Who is ill?

Its somebody down yonder, sir, replied the man, pointing back over his shoulder to indicate the Maze; but which action was not intelligible to the surgeon.

Down where? At the Court?

No, sir. At the Maze.

At the Maze! Why, who can be ill there? cried Mr. Moore.

I dont know, sir. Master had a telegram, telling him to come.

At that moment Dr. Cavendish was seen to leave the gate and come towards his gig. Mr. Moore walked quickly forward to meet him, and the gig turned.

I suppose you have been called to Mrs. Grey, doctor, observed the surgeon, as he shook hands. Has she had a relapse? I wonder she did not send for me. I have but just given up attending her.

Mrs. Grey? returned the Doctor. Oh, no. It is a gentleman I have been called to see.

What gentleman? asked the surgeon in surprise. Theres no gentleman at the Maze.

One is there now. I dont know who it is. Some friend or relative of the ladys, probably. Ah, Miss Jemima! blooming as ever, I perceive, he broke off, as the young lady came slowly up. Could you not give some of us pale, over-worked people a receipt for those roses on your cheeks?

What is it thats the matter with him? interposed the surgeon, leaving his daughter to burst into her giggle.

Dr. Cavendish put his arm within his friends, led him beyond the hearing of Miss Jemima, and said a few words in a low tone.

Why, the case must be a grave one! exclaimed Mr. Moore aloud.

I think so. I dont like the symptoms at all From some cause or other, too, it seems he has not had advice till now, which makes it all the more dangerous.

By the way, doctor, as you are here, I wish you would spare five minutes to see a poor woman with me, said Mr. Moore, passing from the other subject. It wont hinder you much longer than that.

All right, Moore. Who is it?

Its the widow of that poor fellow who died from sun-stroke in the summer, Whittle. The woman has been ailing ever since, and very grave disease has now set in. I dont believe I shall save her; only yesterday it crossed my mind to wish you could see her. She lives just down below there; in one of the cottages beyond Foxwood Court.

They got into the gig, the physician taking the reins, and telling his groom to follow on foot Miss Jemima was left to make her own way home. She was rather a pretty girl, with a high colour, and a quantity of light brown curls, and her manners were straightforward and decisive. When the follies and vanities of youth should have been chased away by sound experience, allowing her naturally good sense to come to the surface, she would, in all probability, be as strong-minded as her Aunt Diana, whom she already resembled in many ways.

The autumn evening was drawing on: twilight had set in. Miss Jemima stood a moment, deliberating which road she should take; whether follow the gig, and go home round by the Court, or the other way. Of the two, the latter was the nearer, and the least lonely; and she might  yes, she might  encounter Mr. Cattacomb on his way to or from St. Jeromes. Clearly it was the one to choose. Turning briskly round when the decision was made, she nearly ran against Mr. Strange. That gentleman had just got back from London, sent down again by the authorities at Scotland Yard, and was on his way from the station. The Maze had become an object of so much interest to him as to induce him to choose the long way round that would cause him to pass its gates, rather than take the direct road to the village. And here was another of those unfortunate accidents apparently springing out of chance; for the detective had seen the gig waiting, and halted in a bend of the hedge to watch the colloquy of the doctors.

Good gracious, is it you, Mr. Strange? cried the young lady, beginning to giggle again. Why, Mother Jinks declared this afternoon you had gone out for the day!

Did she? Well, when I stroll out I never know when I may get back: the country is more tempting in autumn than at any other season. That was a doctors gig, was it not, Miss Jemima?

Dr. Cavendishs of Basham, replied Miss Jemima, who enjoyed the honour of a tolerable intimacy with Mrs. Jinkss lodger  as did most of the other young ladies frequenting the parsons rooms.

He must have come over to see some one. I wonder who is ill?

Papa wondered, too, when he first saw the gig. It is somebody at the Maze.

Do you know who?

Well, they seemed to talk as if it were a gentleman. I did not much notice.

A gentleman?

I think so. I am sure they said he and him. Perhaps Mrs. Greys husband has arrived. Whoever it is he must be very ill, for I -heard papa say the case must be grave, and the doctor called it dangerous. They have gone on together now to see poor Hannah Whittle.

Not since he had had the affair in hand had the detectives ears been regaled with so palatable a dish. That Philip Salter had been taken ill with some malady or another sufficiently serious to necessitate the summoning of a doctor, he fully believed. Miss Jemima resumed.

I must say, considering that papa is the medical attendant there, Mrs. Grey might have had the good manners to consult him first.

It may be the old gardener thats ill, observed the detective slowly, who had been turning his thoughts about.

So it may, acquiesced Miss Jemima. Hes but a poor, creaky old thing by all accounts. But no  they would hardly go to the expense of telegraphing for a physician for him with papa at hand.

Oh, they telegraphed, did they!

So the groom said.

The girl is right, thought the detective. Theyd not telegraph for Hopley. It is Salter. And they have called in a stranger from a distance in preference to Mr. Moore close by. The latter might have talked to the neighbourhood. You have done me a wonderful service, young lady, if you did but know it.

Mr. Strange did not offer to attend her home, but suffered her to depart alone.

Miss Jemima, who was rather fond of a little general flirtation, though she did perhaps favour one swain above all others, resented the slight in her heart. She consoled herself after the manner of the fox when he could not reach the grapes.

Hes nothing but a bear, said she, tossing her little vain head as she tripped away in the deepening gloom of the evening. It is all for the best. We might have chanced to meet Mr. Cattacomb, and then he would have looked daggers at me. Or  my goodness me!  perhaps Aunt Diana.

Mr. Strange strolled on, revolving the aspect of affairs in his official mind. His next object must be to get to speak to Dr. Cavendish and learn who it really was that he had been to see. Of course it was not absolutely beyond the cards of possibility that the sick man was Hopley. It was not impossible that Mrs. Grey might have some private and personal objection to the calling in again of Mr. Moore; or that the old man had been seized with some illness so alarming as to necessitate the services of a clever physician in preference to those of a general practitioner. He did not think any of this likely, but it might be; and only Dr. Cavendish could set it at rest.

Perhaps some slight hope animated him that he might obtain an immediate interview with Dr. Cavendish on the spot, as he returned from Mrs. Whittles cottage. If so, he found it defeated. The gig came back with the two gentlemen in it, and it drove off direct to the village, not passing Foxwood Court at all, or the detective; but the latter was near enough to see it travel along. Mr. Moore was dropped at his own house, and the groom  who had been sent on there  taken up; and then the gig went on to Basham.

I must see him somehow, decided the detective and the less time lost over it, the better. Of course a man in the dangerously sick state this one is represented to be, cannot make himself scarce as quickly as one in health could; but Salter has not played at hide-and-seek so long to expose himself unnecessarily. He would make superhuman efforts to elude us, and rather get away dying than wait to be taken. Better strike while the iron is hot I must see the doctor to-night.

He turned back to the station; and was just in time to watch the train for Basham go puffing out.

That train has gone on before its time! he cried in anger.

After reference to clocks and watches, it was found that it had gone on before its time by more than a minute. The station-master apologised: said the train was up three or four minutes too early; and, as no passengers were waiting to go on by it, he had given the signal to start rather too soon. Mr. Strange gave the master in return a bit of his mind; but he could not recall the train, and had to wait for the next.

The consequence of this was, that he did not reach Basham until past nine oclock. Enquiring for the residence of Dr. Cavendish, he was directed to a substantial-looking house near the market-place. A boy in buttons, who came to the door, said the Doctor was not at home.

I particularly wish to see him, said Mr. Strange. Will he be long?

Well, I dont know, replied the boy, indifferently; who, like the rest of his tribe, had no objection to indulge in semi-insolence when it might be done with safety. Master dont never hardly see patients at this hour. None of em cares to come at night-time.

I am not a patient. My business with Dr. Cavendish is private and urgent I will wait until he comes in.

The boy, not daring to make objection to this, ushered the visitor into a small room that he called the study. It had one gaslight burning; just enough to illumine the book-shelves and a white bust or two that stood in the comers on pedestals. Here Mr. Strange was left to his reflections.

He had plenty of food for them. That Salter was at the Maze, he felt as sure of as though he had already seen him. Superintendent Game had informed him who Smith the agent had acknowledged himself to be  Salters cousin  and stated his own views of the motives that induced his residence at Foxwood. This was an additional thread in the web of belief Mr. Strange was weaving; a confirmatory link that seemed all but conclusive. In the short period that elapsed between his interview with Nurse Chaffen, chez elle, and his run up to London, he had seen his friend Giles, the footman, and by dint of helping that gentleman to trace days back and recall events, had arrived at a fact that could neither be disputed nor controverted  namely, that it could not have been Sir Karl Andinnian who was seen at the Maze by her and the surgeon. On that evening, Sir Karl, his wife, and Miss Blake had gone to a dinner party at a few miles distance. At the self-same minute of time that the event at the Maze took place, they were seated with the rest of the company at the dinner table, Mr. Giles himself standing behind in waiting. This was a fact: and had Miss Blake taken a little trouble to ascertain from Nurse Chaffen which evening it was the mysterious gentleman had presented himself to view, and then recalled the day of the dinner, she would have discovered the fallacy of her belief in supposing him to have been Sir Karl.

Mr. Strange had, however, discovered it, and that was unfortunately more to the purpose. Whatever might be the object of Sir Karls private visits to the Maze  and upon that point Mr. Stranges opinion did not change, and he had laughed quietly over it with the superintendent  it was not Sir Karl who was seen that night. It was a great point to have ascertained: and the detective thought he had rarely held stronger cards at any game of chance than were in his hands now. That Mrs. Grey would prove to be Salters sister, he entertained no doubt of.

But the waiting was somewhat weary. Ten oclock. Unless Dr. Cavendish made his appearance shortly, Mr. Strange would lose the last train, and have the pleasure of walking all the way from Basham. He was standing before one of the busts  the late Sir Robert Peels  when the door opened, and there entered a quiet lady-like woman, with cordial manners and a homely face. It was Mrs. Cavendish.

I am so sorry you should have to wait so long for my husband, she said. If I knew where he was gone, I would send to him: but he did not happen to tell me before he went out. Your business with him is of importance, I hear.

Yes, madam: of importance to myself. Perhaps he will not be much longer now.

I should think not. Will you allow me to send you in a glass of wine?

He thanked her, but declined it; and she went away again. A short while, and a latch-key was heard in the house door, denoting the return of its master. Some few words were exchanged in the hall between Dr. Cavendish and his wife  and the former entered: a short, quick-speaking man, with grey whiskers.

As a matter so much of course that it hardly needs mentioning, the detective had to be no less crafty in conducting this interview than he was in some other matters. To have said to Dr. Cavendish, I want from you a description of the patient you were called to see to-day, that I may ascertain whether it be indeed an escaped criminal of whom I am in search, would have been to close the doctors mouth. It was true that he might open his cards entirely and say, I am Detective Tatton from Scotland Yard, and I require you in the name of the law to give me all the information you can about the patient; and, in that case it was possible that the doctor might deem himself obliged to give it. But he preferred to keep that master-stroke in hand, and try another way.

He possessed pleasant manners, and had a winning way with him  it has been already said; he spoke as a gentleman. Sitting down close to the doctor, he began enquiring in an earnest tone after the new patient at the Maze, and spoke so feelingly about patients in general, that he half gained the physicians heart.

You are some close friend of the gentlemans? observed Dr. Cavendish. And the word gentleman set the one great doubt at rest I am most deeply interested in him, said the detective: and the unsuspicious doctor never noticed the really sophistical nature of the answer.

Well, I am sorry to tell you that I think him very ill. I dont know what they can have been about not to call in advice before. And in a few short words he stated what disease the symptoms seemed to threaten.

It startled the detective. He was sufficiently acquainted with surgery to know that it was one of difficulty and danger.  

Surely, Dr. Cavendish, he is not threatened with that?

I fear he is.

Why, it will kill him! It is not curable, is it?

Rarely, if ever, when once it has certainly set-in.

And it kills soon.

Generally.

Mr. Strange looked very blank. To hear that his prize might escape him by death  or might die close upon his capture, was eminently unsatisfactory. It would be a termination to the great affair he had never thought of; would tarnish all the laurels in a business point of view: and he was, besides, not a hard-hearted man.

He is very young for that kind of thing, is he not, doctor?

Yes. Rather so.

What brings it on, sir, in general?

Oh, various causes.

Will trouble induce it?  I mean great trouble; anxiety; care?

Sometimes. Especially if there should be any hereditary tendency to it in the system.

Well, I did not expect to hear this.

Are you his brother? asked the Doctor, seeing how cut-up the visitor looked. Not that I detect any likeness.

No, I am not his brother; or any other relative. Do you consider it a hopeless case, Dr. Cavendish?

I have not said that I should not be justified in saying it In fact, I have not yet formed a positive opinion on the case, and cannot do so until I shall have examined further into it. All I say at present is, that I do not like the symptoms.

And  if the symptoms turn out to be what you fear; to threaten the malady you speak of  what then?

Why then there will be very little hope for him.

You are going over to him again, then?

Of course. To-morrow. He is not in a state to be left without medical attendance.

How long do you think it has been coming on, doctor?

I cannot tell you that. Not less than a twelvemonth, if it be what I fear.

Mr. Strange played with his watch-chain. He wanted the description of the man yet  though, in fact he felt so sure as hardly to need it, only that detectives do not leave anything to chance.

Would you mind telling me what you think of his looks, Dr. Cavendish?

Oh, as to his looks, they are the best part about him. His face is somewhat worn and pallid, but it is a very handsome face. I never saw a nicer set of teeth. His hair and short beard seem to have gone grey prematurely, for I should scarcely give him forty years.

He is only five-and-thirty, spoke the detective, thinking of Salter. And that, as the reader may recall, was also about the age of Sir Adam.

Only that? Then in looks he has prematurely aged.

In his prime, say two or three years ago, he was as good-looking a man as one would wish to see, observed the detective, preparing to give a gratuitous description of Salter. A fine, tall, upright figure, strongly-built withal; and a pleasant, handsome, frank face, with fine dark eyes and hair, and a colour fresh as a rose.

Ay, acquiesced the physician: I only saw him in bed, and he is now much changed, but I should judge that would be just the description that once applied to him. You seem to hint at some great trouble or sorrow that he has gone through: he gives me just that idea. Of what nature was it?  if I may ask.

It was trouble that was brought on by himself  and that is always the most trying to bear. As to its nature  you must pardon me for declining to particularise it, Dr. Cavendish, but I am really not at liberty to do so. Do not put the refusal down to discourtesy. It is not yet over: and the chances are that you will certainly hear all about it in a day or two.

Dr. Cavendish nodded. He assumed the words to imply that the patient himself would enlighten him. As to the detective, his mission was over; and well over. He had learnt all he wanted: what he had suspected was confirmed.

That beautiful young woman, living alone at the Maze  what relative is she of his? asked the doctor, as his visitor rose and took up his hat.

His sister, was the rather hazardous answer.

Oh, his sister. Mr. Moore could not make out who the patient was. He thought it might be the husband who had returned. When I asked his name, to write a prescription for the chemist, Mrs. Grey said I might put it in hers  Grey.

I thank you greatly for your courtesy, Dr. Cavendish.

You are welcome, said the doctor. Mind, I have not expressed any certain opinion as to his nonrecovery. Dont go and alarm him. What I have said to you was said in confidence.

You may depend upon me. Good night.

Mr. Detective Strange had to walk from Basham, for the last train was gone and his return half-ticket useless. Basham police station was nearly opposite the doctors, and he stepped in there to leave a message on his way. In the satisfaction his visit had afforded him, he did not at all mind the night-walk: on the morrow, the long-sought-for Salter, who had dodged them so vexatiously, would be in their hands, the prey would have fallen. A satisfaction, however, that was not without alloy, in the damping circumstances that encompassed the mans state of health. And for that he could but feel compassion.

Midnight was chiming from the clock at Foxwood as he reached the Maze  for he preferred to take that round-about way. Halting at the gate, he looked about and listened for a minute or two. Then he let himself in with his master-key, and went through the labyrinth.

The house lay in silence. All seemed still as the grave. There was no light, no sound, no token of illness inside; no, nor even of inmates. He gently put the said key in the entrance-door to see if it would yield. No: the door was not only locked but bolted and barred. He went to the summer-house, leading up from the underground places, and found the trapdoor there also bolted and barred within. All was as secure as wary hands could make it.

And it is welcome to remain so until to-morrow, breathed the detective as he turned to thread his silent steps back through the maze; but then, Mr. Philip Salter, you are mine. Neither bolts nor bars can save you then.

And he finally let himself out again at the gate with that ingenious instrument, the key. To be polite, we will apply a French name to it, and call it a passes partout But Dr. Cavendish, reflecting afterwards upon the interview, rather wondered who the stranger was, and whence he had come; and remembered then that he had totally omitted to ask his name.


CHAPTER XV.

Ann Hopley startled.

THE morning sun was chasing the dew from the grass: and the lawn at the Maze, glittering so brightly in the welcome rays, told no tales of the strange feet that had, unbidden and unsuspected, trodden it in the night Mrs. Grey, looking wondrously pretty and delicate in her white morning gown, with her golden hair as bright as the sunshine, sat at breakfast in a little room whose window was beside the entrance porch. Her baby, wide awake, but quiet and good, lay covered up on the sofa in its night-dress. She was talking to it as she eat her breakfast, and the wide-open little eyes were turned to her as if it understood.

Good little darling! Sweet, gentle baby! It does not scream and fight as other babies do: no never. It is mammas own precious treasure  and mamma is going to dress it presently and put on its pretty worked robe. Oh, baby, baby! she broke off, her mood changing, and the distress at her heart rising to the surface, above the momentary make-believe dalliance, if we could but be at rest as others are! We should be happier than the day has hours in it.

The accession of illness, attacking Sir Adam on the previous day, the great risk they ran in calling in a doctor to him, had shaken poor Roses equanimity to the centre. She strove to be brave always, for his sake; she had been in the habit of keeping-in as well as she could the signs of the dread that ever lay upon her, and she had done so in a degree yesterday. But in the evening when the doctor had safely gone, and the day and its troubles were over, she had yielded to a sudden fit of hysterical weeping. Her husband came into the room in the midst of it. He partly soothed, partly scolded her: where was the use of fretting, he asked; better take matters as they came. With almost convulsive efforts she swallowed her sobs and dried her eyes; and turned the tables on him by gently reproaching him with getting up, when Dr. Cavendish had peremptorily enjoined him to stay in bed. Sir Adam laughed at that: saying he felt none the worse for his fainting fit, or whatever it was, and was not going to lie a-bed for all the doctors in Christendom.

The cheery morning sun is a great restorer  a gladdening comforter: and Rose felt its influence. During her sleepless night, nothing could be more disheartening, nothing more gloomy than the view pervading her mind: but this morning, with that glorious light from heaven shining on all things, she and the earth alike revived under it One great thing she felt incessant thankfulness for; it was a real mercy  that that miserable visitation of the detective and his policemen had not been delayed to the day of Sir Adams illness. Had they caught him in bed, no earthly power, she thought, could have saved him. Karl, stealing over for a few minutes at night, to see for himself what this alarm of increased illness of his brothers could mean, had warned them both to be prepared, for he had reason to fancy the search might be repeated.

This spot is getting more dangerous day by day, murmured Rose to herself, pouring out another cup of tea. Oh, if we could but get away from it! London itself seems as though it would be safer than this.

She proceeded with her meal very slowly, her thoughts buried in schemes for their departure. Of late she had been ever weaving a web of possibility for it, a cunning plan of action: and she thought she had formed one. If necessary she would stay on at the Maze with her baby  oh, for months  for years even  so that Adam could but get away. Until this man the detective  more feared by her, more dreadful to contemplate than any man born into the world yet  should take his departure from the place, nothing might be attempted: they could only remain still and quiet; taking what precautions they could against surprise and recapture, and she praying always that her husband might be spared this last crowning calamity: beyond which, if it took place, there would never more be anything in this world but blank despair.

Ann Hopley was upstairs, making the beds, and attending to matters there generally. Until her room was ready, and the fire had burnt up well to dress the baby by, Mrs. Grey would stay where she was: consequently she was at full liberty to linger over her breakfast. There was something in the extreme quietness of the little child, and in its passive face, that to a more experienced eye might have suggested doubts of its well-being: a perfectly healthy infant is apt to be as troublesome as it can be. Mrs. Grey suspected nothing. It had improved much since its baptism, and she supposed it to be getting strong and healthy. A soft sweet plaintive note escaped the childs lips.

Yes, my baby. Mamma has not forgotten you. The room will soon be warm, and baby shall be dressed. And then mamma will wrap it up well and wrap herself up, and sit out of doors in the sunshine. And papa

The words broke off in a low wail of horror; her heart seemed to die away in the faintness of sick despair. Something like a dark cloud had passed the window, shutting out for a moment the glad sunshine on the grass. It was Mr. Detective Strange: and, following closely on his heels, were the two same policemen, both of them this time in official clothes. They had come through the maze without warning, no doubt by the help of the passe-partout, and were making swiftly for the entrance-door  that lay open to the morning air. Her supposition was that they had fathomed Adams system of concealment.

God help us! God save and protect us! breathed the poor wife, clasping her hands, and every drop of blood going out of her ashy face.

Mr. Strange, who had seen her through the window, was in the room without a moments delay. He was courteous as before; he meant to be as considerate as the nature of his mission allowed him to be: and even before he had spoken a word, the keen, practised eye took in the visible signs. The small parlour affording no possibility for the concealment of Salter; the baby on the sofa; the breakfast, laid for one only, of which Mrs. Grey was partaking.

He was very sorry to be obliged to intrude upon her again: but he had orders once more to search the Maze, and could but obey them. And he begged her to believe that she herself, individually, should be subjected to no annoyance or restraint.

She made no answer: she could collect neither thoughts nor words to do so in her terrible fear. Mr. Strange retreated with a bow and closed the door again, making a mental comment upon her evident distress, her ghastly looks.

Theres no mistake, I think, that he is ready to our hands this time: her face alone would betray it The curious thing is  where was he before?

Ann Hopley had finished the rooms, and was kneeling before the fire in her mistresss chamber, coaxing an obstinate piece of coal to burn, and blowing at it with her lips with all her might, when a slight noise caused her to turn. There stood Mr. Strange, a policeman at his elbow. She had not heard the entrance. Up she got, and stood staring; unable to believe her eyes, and startled almost into screaming. But she knew how much lay upon her  almost life or death.

Goodness bless me! cried she, speaking freely, as she strove to brave it out, and shaking inwardly, Whatever brings you folks here again?

We have to go through the house once more.

How did you get in?

Quite legally, replied Mr. Strange. I have to do my duty.

So entirely was she unprepared for this, and perhaps fearing that in her state of dismayed perplexity she might let fall some dangerous word of admission, feeling also that she could do no good to her master by staying, but might do harm, Ann Hopley withdrew, after giving the fire a gentle lift with the poker, and went down to the kitchen with a cool air, as if resolved not to let the affair interrupt her routine of work. Taking up a small basket of what she would have termed fine things, recently washed, consisting of caps and bits of lace, and such like articles pertaining to the baby, she carried it out of doors beyond the end of the lawn, and began putting the things on gooseberry bushes to dry. Old Hopley was pottering about there, doing something to the celery bed. The policeman left on guard below, and standing so that his sight could command all things, surveyed her movements with a critical eye. She did not go out of his sight, but came back with the basket at once. While spreading the things, she had noted him watching her.

I daresay Im a kind of genteel prisoner, ran her thoughts. If I attempted to go where those ugly eyes of his couldnt follow me, he might be for ordering me back, for fear I should be giving warning to the master that they are here. Well, we can do nothing; it is in Heavens hands: better they came in today than yesterday!

Mr. Detective Strange had rarely felt surer of anything than he was that he should find Philip Salter in bed, and capture him without the slightest difficulty in his sick state. It was not so to be. Very much to his amazement, there appeared to be no sign whatever of a sick man in the place. The rooms were all put in order for the day, the beds made; nothing was different from what it had been at the time of his previous entrance. Seek as he would, his practised eye could find no trace  nay, no possibility  of any hidden chamber. In fact, there was none.

Where the deuce can the fellow be? mused Mr Strange, gazing about him with a thoughtful air.

The underground places were visited with as little success, though the search he made was minute and careful. He could not understand it. That Salter had not been allowed time to escape out of doors, so rapid was their first approach, he knew; but, nevertheless, the trees and grounds were well examined. Hopley lifted his poor bent back from his work in the celery-bed  from which, as the watching policeman could have testified, he had not stirred at all  to touch his straw hat when the detective passed. Mr. Strange answered by a nod, but did not accost him. To question the deaf old man would be only waste of time.

There was some mystery about all this; a mystery he  even he  could not at present fathom. Just one possibility crossed his mind and was exceedingly unwelcome  that Salter, alarmed by the stir that was being made, had in truth got away. Got away, in spite of the precautions that he, Strange, in conjunction with the police of Basham, had been for the past day or two taking, secretly and unobserved.

He did not believe it. He did not wish to believe it. And, in truth, it seemed to him not to be possible, for more reasons than one. A man in the condition of health hinted at by Dr. Cavendish would be in no state for travelling. But still  with the Maze turned, as he honestly believed, inside out, and showing no signs or trace of Salter, where was he?

This took up some time. Ann Hopley had got her preparations for dinner forward, had answered the butchers bell and taken in the meat: and by and by went across the garden again to cut two cauliflowers. She was coming back with them in her apron, when Mr. Strange met her, and spoke.

I have a question or two to put to you, Mrs. Hopley, which I must desire of you to answer  and to answer correctly. Otherwise I shall be obliged to summon you before the magistrates and compel your answers on your oath. If you are wise you will avoid giving me and yourself that trouble.

As far as answering you goes, sir, Id as soon answer as be silent, she returned, in a temperate but nevertheless injured tone. But I must say that it puts my temper up to see an innocent and inoffensive young lady insulted as my poor mistress is. What has she done to be signalled out for such treatment? If she were not entirely unprotected here, a lone woman, youd not dare to do it. You told her the other day you were in search of one Salter: and you know that you looked in every hole and corner our house has got, and must have satisfied yourself that no Salter was here. And yet, here you come in, searching again!

It was not Salter, I suppose, who was ill yesterday; for whom Dr. Cavendish was telegraphed? rejoined Mr. Strange, significantly, having allowed her speech to run on to its end. Perhaps you will tell me that?

Salter! That Ill take my oath it was not, sir.

Who was it, then?

Well, sir, it was no one that you could have any concern with.

I am the best judge of that. Who was it? Remember, I ask you in the name of the law, and you must answer me.

That gentleman came down on a short visit to my mistress, and was taken ill while he stayed. It frightened us out of our senses; it was a fainting-fit, or something of that sort, but he looked for all the world like a man dead; and I ran off and telegraphed for a doctor.

The detectives eyes were searching Ann Hopley through and through. She did not flinch: and looked innocent as the day.

What has become of him?

He went away again last night, sir.

Went away, did he!  in a mocking tone of incredulity.

He did, sir. After the doctor left he got up and dressed and came down, saying he was better. He didnt seem to think much of his illness; he had been as bad, he said, before. I confess I was surprised, myself, to hear he was going away, for I thought him not well enough to travel. But I believe he was obliged to go.

What was his name?

I did not hear it, sir. He was here but a few hours in all.

Look here, Mrs. Hopley: if you will tell me where that gentleman came from, and what his name is, I will give you five sovereigns.

Her eyes opened, apparently with the magnitude of the offer.

I wish I could, sir. Im sure I should be glad to earn all that, if it were in my power; for I dont believe Hopley will be able to work over-much longer, and we are laying up what little we can. I think he came from London, but I am not sure: and I think hes going off to some foreign country, for he and my mistress were talking of the sea. She wished him a good voyage and a safe landing. I heard her.

The detective paused. Was this true or false? What was his name? Come, Mrs. Hopley?

Sir, I have said that I did not hear his name. He came without our expecting him, or I might have heard beforehand. My mistress called him Edward: but of course that must be his Christian name. I understood him to be some relation of hers.

I wonder what Hopley could tell me of this? cried the detective, looking at her.

Hopley could tell you nothing  but of course you are welcome to ask him if you please. Hopley never saw him at all, as far as I know; and I did not say anything to the old man about it. If you question Hopley, sir, I must help you  youd be a month making him hear, yourself.

How is it that you keep your husband in ignorance of things?  as you seem to do.

Of what things, sir? rejoined the woman. Im sure I dont keep things from him: I have no things to keep. Its true I didnt tell him of this. I was uncommonly tired last night, for it had been a trying day, and full of work besides; and it takes no little exertion, I can testify, to make Hopley understand. One cant gossip with him, as one can with people who have got their hearing.

This was no doubt true. The detective was frightfully at fault, and did not conceal from himself that he was. The woman seemed so honest, so open, so truthful; and yet he could have staked his professional fame that there lay mystery somewhere, and that the sick man had not gone away. Instinct, prevision  call it what you will  told him that the man was lying close to his hand  if he could only put that hand out in the right direction and lay it on him. Bending his head, he took a few steps about the grass: and Ann Hopley, hoping she was done with, went into the kitchen with her cauliflowers.

Letting them fall on to the dresser out of her apron, she gave a sharp look around, in-doors and out. The detective was then conversing with his two policemen, whom he had called up. Now was her time. Slipping off her shoes  though it was not likely her footsteps could be heard out on the lawn  she went across the passage, and opened the door of the little room: from which Mrs. Grey, in her fear and distress, had not dared to stir.

Mistress, she whispered, I must give you the clue of what I have been saying, lest they come and ask you questions too. It would never do for us to have two tales, you one and me another. Do you mind me, maam?

Go on, Ann. Yes.

The sick gentleman came unexpectedly yesterday, and was taken sick here. You and me got frightened, and sent telegraphing off for a doctor. He got up after doctor left  said he was better  didnt seem to think much of his illness, said he had been as bad before. Went away again at night; had to go; was going off to sea, I thought, as I heard you wish him a good voyage and safe landing. I didnt know his name, I said; only heard you call him Edward: thought it was some near relation of yours.  Can you remember all this, maam?

Oh yes. You had better go back, Ann. If they see you talking to me  oh, go back! Ann, I  I feel as though I should die.

Nay, but you must keep up, returned the woman in a kind tone. Ill bring you in a beat-up egg with a drop of wine in it. And, maam, you might say he was your brother if they come to close questioning: or brother-in-law. Dont fear. Id lay all Im worth they wont light upon the master. Twice they went within a yard or two of him, but

There was some noise. Ann Hopley broke off, closed the door softly, stole back again, and slipped her feet into her shoes. In less than a minute, when one of the men sauntered up, throwing his eyes through all the windows, she was in the scullery pumping water over her cauliflowers with as much noise as she could make.

Ann Hopley had judged correctly. Mr. Strange went to the little room, knocking for permission to enter, and there held an audience of its mistress. The baby lay on her lap now, fast asleep. His questions were tended to get a confirmation  or contradiction  of the servants ready tale. Mrs. Grey, though in evident tremor, and looking only fit for a ghost, had caught the thread of her lesson well, and answered correctly. Some particulars she had to improvise; for his questions were more minute than they had been to Ann Hopley.

His name?  Grey.  What relation?  Brother-in-law. What did he come down for?  To say good-bye before embarking for Australia. Where would he take ship?  She did not know; forgot: oh, now she remembered, it was Gravesend. Was she in the habit of seeing him?  Not often. He was never long together in one place, always travelling about. But was he in a fit state to travel? She did not know. She had thought he looked very ill and begged him to remain at least until to-day, but he said he could not as he might lose his ship. Did he come down to Foxwood by train?  Oh yes, by train: there was no other way. And go up by train?  To be sure. Which train?  One of the evening trains: thought it was past eight when he left the Maze.

Its the time for my mistress to take her egg, interposed Ann Hopley at this juncture, entering the room with the said egg in a tumbler. I suppose shes at liberty to do it.

To this last little fling Mr. Strange answered nothing. Ann Hopley put the tumbler on the table and withdrew. Poor Mrs. Grey looked too weak and ill to lift it to her lips, and let it stay where it was.

Can it possibly be true that you are still in search of Philip Salter?  here? she asked, raising her troubled eyes to the detectives.

It is quite true, he replied.

And that you really believe him to be concealed here?

Madam, I could stake my life upon it.

She shook her head in feeble impotence, feeling how weak she was to combat this fixed belief. It was the old story over again. Nevertheless she made one more effort Mr. Strange was watching her.

Sir, I do not know what to say more than I said before. But I declare to you once again, as solemnly as I can ever speak anything in this life, as solemnly as I shall one day have to answer before my Maker, that I know nothing of Philip Salter. He never was here at all to my knowledge, later or earlier. Why will you not leave me in peace?

Mr. Detective Strange began to think that he should have to leave her in peace. Twice had he carried this fortress by storm to search at will its every nook and corner: and searched in vain. Armed with great power though he was, the law would not justify these repeated forcible entries, and he might be called to account for exceeding his duty. But the man was there  as surely as that the sun was in the heavens: and yet he could not unearth him. He began to think there must be caves underground impenetrable to the eye of man, with some invisible subtle entrance to them through the earth itself  and perhaps a subterranean passage communicating with Mr. Smiths abode opposite.

And so, the second search ended as the first had done  in signal failure. Once more there was nothing left for the detective but to withdraw his men and himself, and to acknowledge that he was for the time defeated, 


CHAPTER XVI.

Up the Spouts and down the Drains.

TURNING his face towards the railway station after quitting the Maze, with the view of making some enquiries, as to what passengers had alighted there the previous day and had gone back again  not that he believed one syllable of the tale told him  Mr. Strange encountered the gig of Dr. Cavendish bowling down. The physician recognised him and pulled up.

Whats this I hear, sir, about my patients having gone off again? cried the doctor in a sharp tone.

I have heard the same, replied Mr. Strange. But I dont believe it.

Oh then  you are not privy to it? You did not send him?

Not I, Dr. Cavendish. I went to the Maze betimes this morning to  to pay him a visit; and I was met with a tale that the bird had flown.

I can tell you, sir, that he was in a most unfit state to travel, said the doctor with angry emphasis. I dont know what the consequences will be.

Ay, if he had gone. But its all moonshine.

What do you mean by moonshine? Has he gone, or has he not?

They say at the Maze he has; but I am sure he has not, was the answer. There was a motive for his being denied to me, Dr. Cavendish; and so  and so  when I went in this morning they concocted an impromptu tale of his departure. Thats what I think.

They must have concocted it last night then, said the doctor. The letter, informing me of the circumstance, was posted last night at Foxwood  and therefore must have been written last night.

Did they write to tell you he had gone! asked the detective, after a slight pause.

Mrs. Grey wrote. I got it by the post this morning. She would not trouble me to come over again, she said, as my patient had found himself obliged to leave last night But I have troubled myself to come, added the doctor, wrathfully, and to see about it; for, of all mad acts, that mans getting up from his bed yesterday, and starting off by a shaking railway train was the maddest. Drive on, James.

The groom touched the horse at the short command, and the animal sprang forward. Mr. Strange thought he would let the station alone for a bit, and loiter about where he was. This letter, written last night, to tell of the departure, somewhat complicated matters.

A very short while, and the doctor came out again. Mr. Strange accosted him as he was about to step into his gig.

Well, Dr. Cavendish, have you seen your patient?

No, I have not seen him, was the reply. It is quite true that he is gone. I find he is embarking on a sea voyage, going off somewhere to the other end of the world, and he had to go up, or forfeit his passage-money.

They told you, then, what they told me. As, of course, they would he added inwardly.

But theres something in it I dont altogether understand, resumed the doctor. Not a syllable was spoken by the patient yesterday to denote that he was on the move, or that he had been on the move, even only to journey down from London. On the contrary, I gathered, or fancied I gathered, from the tenor of his remarks that he had been for some time stationary, and would be stationary for an indefinite period to come. It was when I spoke to him about the necessity of keeping himself quiet and free from exertion. What I dont understand is why he should not candidly have told me that he had this voyage before him.

Mr. Strange did not answer. Various doubts were crowding upon him. Had the man got away? in disguise, say? But no, he did not think it By the way, you did not tell me your name, said the doctor, as he took his seat in the gig.

My name! oh, did I not? My name is Tatton.

Dr. Cavendish bent down his head and spoke in a low tone. His groom was adjusting the apron.

You hinted last night at some great trouble that this gentleman was in, Mr. Tatton. I have been wondering whether that has to do with this sudden departure  whether he had reasons for being afraid to stay?

Just the question that has occurred to me, Dr. Cavendish, confessed the detective. If he has gone away, it is fear that has driven him.

The gig bowled onwards. Mr. Strange stood still as he looked after it: and had the pleasure of seeing Mr. Philip Smith smoking his long pipe at his own window, and regarding the landscape with equanimity. He went on the other way.

Good morning, Mr. Tatton.

Mr. Tatton turned on his heel and saluted Sir Karl Andinnian, who had followed him up. There was a degree of suppressed indignation in Karls face rarely seen.

Is this true that I have just heard, Mr. Tatton, he began, calling the man by his true name that you have been again searching the Maze? My butler informs me that he saw you and two policemen quit it but now.

It is true enough, Sir Karl. Salter is there. At least, he was there yesterday. There cannot be the slightest doubt that the sick man to whom Dr. Cavendish was called was Salter. I obtained a description of him from the doctor, and should have recognized it anywhere.

What was Karl to say? He could not attempt to deny that a sick man had been there. It was an unfortunate circumstance that Sir Adam, in regard to height and colour of hair, somewhat answered to the description of Philip Salter.

Sir Karl, you must yourself see that theres a mystery somewhere, resumed the detective, who (having taken his clue from Superintendent Game) honestly believed that the baronet of Foxwood Court cared hot a rap for Salter, and had no covert interest in the matter, beyond that of protecting his tenant at the Maze. Some one, who is never seen by the public, is living at the Maze, thats certain; or, at any rate, dodging us there. Remember the gentleman in evening attire seen by the surgeon and nurse; and now theres this gentleman sick abed yesterday. These men could not be myths, Sir Karl. Who, then, are they?

From sheer inability to advance any theory upon the point, lest he should do mischief, Karl was silent These repeated trials, these shocks of renewed dread, were getting more than he knew how to bear. Had they come upon Adam this morning? He did not dare to ask.

As to the tale told me by the woman servant and Mrs. Grey  that the sick gentleman was a relative who had come down by train and left again, it will not hold water, contemptuously resumed the detective. Men dont go out for a days journey when they are as ill as he is  no, nor take long sea voyages. Why, if what Dr. Cavendish fears is correct, there cannot be many weeks of life left in the man he saw yesterday; neither, if it be so, can the man himself be unconscious of it.

Karls heart stood still with its shock of pain.

Did Dr. Cavendish tell you that, Mr. Tatton?

Yes. Well, now, Sir Karl, that man is at the Maze still  I am convinced of it; and that man is Salter.

What did you find this morning?

Nothing. Nothing more than I found before. When I spoke of the sick man, and asked where he was, this cock-and-bull tale was told me, which, of course, they had got up among themselves.

As I said before, Mr. Tatton, I feel certain  I am certain  that you will never find Salter at the Maze; from the simple fact that he is not there to find  I am sure of it. I must most earnestly protest against these repeated annoyances to my tenant, Mrs. Grey; and if you do not leave her alone for the future, I shall see whether the law will not compel you. I do not  pray understand  I do not speak this in enmity to you, but simply to protect her.

Of course I understand that, Sir Karl, was the ready answer. Theres no offence meant, and none taken. But if you could put yourself in my place, youd see my difficulty. Upon my word, I never was so mystified before. There Salter is. Other people can see him, and have seen him; and yet, when I search I find no traces of him. A thought actually crossed my mind just now, whether there could be a subterranean passage from the Maze to Clematis Cottage, and that Salter makes his escape there to his cousin on occasion. I should like to search it.

Come and do so at once, said Karl, half laughing. Nothing convinces like ocular demonstration. I give you full permission, as owner of the cottage; I doubt not Smith will, as its tenant. Come and ask him.

The detective was in earnest, and they crossed over. Seeing them making for the gate, Mr. Smith came out of his house, pipe in hand. It was one of those long churchwardens. Karl spoke a few words of explanation. Mr. Detective Tatton suspected there might be secret rooms, or doors, or fugitives hidden in Clematis Cottage, and would like to search it. After the first momentary look of surprise, the agent remained unruffled.

Pass on, sir, said he, extending the thin end of his pipe to indicate the way. You are welcome. Go where you please: search into every nook and corner; up the spouts and down the drains. If you surprise old Betty, tell her youre the plumber.

Mr. Strange took him at his word. Karl and the agent waited in the sitting-room together.

Is it after Sir Adam, sir? breathed the agent, No. No suspicion of him. Its after the other I told you of. Hush! Better be silent.

The agent put his pipe away. Karl stood at the open window. Old Betty, the ancient servant, came in with a scared face. She was a little deaf, but not with a deafness like Hopleys over the way.

Its all right, Betty, called out her master. Only looking to the drains and spouts.

Satisfied in one sense of the word  for in truth it was readily seen by the most unprofessional eye that there were no means afforded for concealment in the shallow-built cottage  the officer soon joined them again. He had not had really a suspicion of the cottage, he said by way of apology: it was merely a thought that crossed him. Mr. Smith, however, did not seem inclined to take the matter quite indifferently now, and accosted him.

Now that you are satisfied, sir, perhaps you will have no objection to tell me who the individual may be, that you have fancied I would harbour in my house. I heard before from Sir Karl that you were after some one.

From the tone he spoke in, a very civil tone, tinged with mockery, the detective caught up the notion that Smith already knew; that Sir Karl must have told him: therefore he saw no occasion for observing any reticence.

When you know that we are looking for Philip Salter, you need not be so much surprised that we have cast a thought to this house as Salters possible occasional refuge, Mr. Smith.

The very genuine astonishment that seized hold of Smith, pervading his every look, and word, and gesture, was enough to convince those who saw it that he was unprepared for the news.

Philip Salter! he exclaimed, gazing from one to the other, as if unable to believe. Philip Salter! Why, is he here? Have you news that he is back in England?

We have news that he is here, said the detective blandly. We suspect that he is concealed at the Maze. Did you not know it, Mr. Smith?

Mr. Smith sat down in the chair that was behind him as if sitting came easier than standing, in his veritable astonishment.

As Heaven is my judge, it is a mistake, he declared. Salter is not at the Maze; never has been. We have never heard that he is back in England.

Did you know that he left England?

Yes. At least, we had good reason to believe that he got away shortly after that dangerous escape of his. Its true it was never confirmed; but the confirmation to his family lies in the fact that we have never since heard of him, or from him.

Never?

Never. Were he in England we should have been sure to have had some communication from him, had it only been an application for aid  for he could not live upon air; and outlets of earning are here closed to him. One thing you and ourselves may alike rest assured of, Mr. Detective  that, once he got safely away from the country he would not venture into it again.

What with one disappointment and another, the detective almost questioned whether it were not as Smith said; and that Salter, so far as Foxwood was concerned, would turn out to be indeed a myth. But then  who was this mysterious man at the Maze? He was passing out with a good day when Mr. Smith resumed.

Have you any objection to tell me what gave rise to your suspicion that Salter was at Foxwood? Or in England at all?

But the officer had tact; plenty of it; or he would not have done for his post; and he turned the question off without any definite answer. For the true originator of the report, he who had caused it to reach the ears of Great Scotland Yard, was Sir Karl Andinnian.

Very conscious of the fact was Karl himself. He raised his hat from his brow as he went home, to wipe away the fever-damp gathered there. He remembered to have read somewhere of one of the tortures devised by inquisitionists in the barbarous days gone by. An unhappy prisoner would be shut in a spacious room; and, day by day, watched the walls contracting by some mysterious agency, and closing around him. It seemed to Karl that the walls of the world were closing around him now. Or, rather, round one who had become dearer to him in his dread position than himself  his most ill-fated brother.

At home or abroad there was not a single ray of light to illumine or cheer the gloom. Abroad lay apprehension; at home only unhappiness, an atmosphere of estrangement that seemed to have nothing homelike or true in it. Karl went in, expecting to see the pony-chaise waiting. He had been about to drive his wife out; but, alarmed by the report whispered to him by Hewitt, and unable to rest in tranquillity, he had gone forth to see about what it meant. But the chaise was not there. Maclean was at work on the lawn.

Has Lady Andinnian gone? he enquired, rather surprised  for Lucy had not learned to drive yet.

My leddy is somewhere about the garden I think, Sir Karl, was the gardeners answer. She sent the chay away again.

He found his wife sitting in a retired walk, a book in her hand, apparently reading it. Lucy was fading. Her face, worn and thin, had that indescribable air of pitiful sadness in it that tells of some deep-seated, ever-present sorrow. Karl was all too conscious of it. He blamed her for her course of conduct; but he did not attempt to conceal from himself that the trouble had originated with him.

I am very sorry to have kept you waiting, Lucy, he began. I had to go to Smiths on a little matter of business. You have sent the chaise away.

I sent it away. The pony was tired of waiting. I dont care to go out at all to-day.

She spoke in an indifferent, almost a contemptuous tone. We must not blame her. Her naturally-sweet temper was being sorely tried: day by day her husband seemed to act so as to afford less promise of any reconciliation.

I could not help it, was all he answered.

She glanced up at the weary accent. If ever a voice spoke of unresisted despair, his did then. Her resentment vanished: her sympathy was aroused.

You look unusually ill, she said.

I am ill, he replied. So ill that I should be almost glad to die.

Lucy paused. Somehow she never liked these semi-explanations. They invariably imbued her with a sense of self-reproach, an idea that she was acting harshly.

Do you mean ill because of our estrangementt.

Yes, for one thing. That makes all other trouble so much worse for me that at times I find it rather difficult to put up with.

Lucy played with her book. She wished she knew where her true duty lay. Oh how gladly, but for that dreadful wrong ever being enacted upon herself, would she fall upon his arm and whisper out her beseeching prayer: Take me to you again, Karl!

Should the estranged terms we are living on, end in a total and visible separation, you will have the satisfaction of remembering in your after life, Lucy, that you have behaved cruelly to me. I repeat it: cruelly.

I do not wish to separate, murmured Lucy. The time may soon come when you will be called upon to decide, one way or the other; when there will be nothing left to wait for; when all will be known to the world as it is known to us.

I cannot understand you, said Lucy.

Let it pass, he answered, declining as usual to speak openly upon the dreaded subject; for, to him, every word, so spoken, seemed fraught with danger. You can guess what I mean, I daresay: and the less said the better.

You seem always to blame me, Karl, she rejoined, her voice softening almost to tears.

Your own heart should tell you that I have cause.

It has been very hard for me to bear.

Yes; no doubt. It has hurt your pride.

And something besides my pride, rejoined Lucy, with a faint flush of resentment.

What has the bearing and the pain for you been, in comparison with what I have had to bear and suffer? he asked with emotion. I, at least, have not tried to make it worse for you, Lucy, though you have for me. In my judgment, we ought to have shared the burden; and so made it lighter, if possible, for one another.

Ay, sometimes she had thought that herself. But then her womanly sense of insult, her justifiable resentment, would step in and scatter the thought to the winds. It was too bad of Karl to reflect on her pride.

Is it to last for ever? she asked, after a pause.

Heaven knows! he answered. Heaven knows that I have striven to do my best. I have committed no sin against you, Lucy, save that of having married you when  when I ought not. I have most bitterly expiated it.

He spoke like one from whom all hope in life has gone; his haggard and utterly spiritless face was bent downwards. Lucy, her love all in force, her conscience aroused, touched his hand.

If I have been more harshly judging than I ought, Karl, I pray you and heaven alike to forgive me.

He gave no answer: but he turned his hand upwards so that hers lay in it. Thus they sat for some time, saying nothing. A singing bird was perched on a tree in front of them; a light cloud passed over the face of the blue sky.

But  you know, Karl, she began again in a half whisper, it has not been right, or well, for  for those to have been at the Maze who have been there.

I do know it I have repeatedly told you I knew it I would almost have given my life to get them out It will not be long now; I fear, one way or the other, the climax I have been dreading seems to be approaching.

What climax?

Discovery. Bringing with it disgrace and pain and shame. It is when I fear that, Lucy, that I feel most bitterly how wrong it was of me to marry. But I did not know all the complication; I never anticipated the evils that would ensue. You must forgive me, for I did it three-parts in ignorance.

He clasped her hand as he spoke. Her tears were gathering fast Karl rose to depart, but she kept his fingers in hers, her tears dropping as she looked up at him.

I ask, Karl, if we are to live this kind of life for ever?

As you shall will, Lucy. The life is of your choosing, not of mine.

One long look of doubt, of compassion, of love, into each others eyes; and then the hand-clasp that so thrilled through each of them was loosed; the fingers fell apart Karl went off to the house, and Lucy burst into a storm of sobs so violent as to startle the little bird, and stop its song.


CHAPTER XVII.

Taken from the Evil to come.

DREADFUL commotion at Mrs. Jinkss. Young ladies coming in, all in excitement; the widow nearly off her head. Their pastor was ill.

On a sofa before his parlour fire, he lay extended, the Reverend Guy; his head on a soft pillow, his feet (in embroidered slippers) on an embroidered cushion. The room was quite an epitome of sacred decorations, crosses lay embedded amid ferns; illuminated scrolls adorned the walls. Something was wrong with the reverend gentlemans throat: his hands and brow were feverish. Whether it was merely a relaxed throat, or a common soreness, or a quinsy threatening him could not be decided in the general dismay. Some thought one way, some another; all agreed in one thing  that it must be treated promptly. The dear man was passive as any lamb in their ministering hands, and submitted accordingly. What rendered the case more distressing and its need of recovering treatment allurgent, was the fact that the morrow would be some great day in the calendar, necessitating high services at St. Jeromes. How were they to be held when the chief priest was disabled? Damon Puff was all very well; but he was not the Reverend Guy Cattacomb.

The Widow Jinks, assuming most experience by reason of years, and also in possessing a cousin who was a nurse of renown, as good as any doctor on an emergency, had recommended the application of plant leaves. The ladies seized upon it eagerly: anything to allay the beloved patients sufferings and stop the progress of the disorder. The leaves had been procured without loss of time; Lawyer St. Henrys kitchen garden over the way having had the honour of supplying them; and they were now in process of preparation in the ladies fair hands. Two were picking, three boiling and bruising, four sewing, all inwardly intending to apply them. The Widow Jinks had her hands full below: gruel, broth, jelly, arrow-root, beef-tea, custard puddings, and other things being alike in the course of preparation over the kitchen fire: the superabundant amount of sick dainties arising from the fact that each lady had ordered that which seemed to her best. What with the care of so many saucepans at once, and the being called off perpetually to answer the knocks at the front door, the widow felt rather wild; and sincerely wished all sore throats at Jericho. For the distressing news had spread; and St. Jeromes fair worshippers were coming up to the house in uninterrupted succession.

It fell to Miss Blake to apply the cataplasm. As many assisting, by dint of gingerly touching the tip of the reverend gentlemans ears or holding back his shirt collar as could get their fingers in. Miss Blake, her heart attuned to sympathy, felt stirred by no common compassion. She was sure the patients eyes sought hers: and, forgetting the few years difference in their ages, all kinds of flattering ideas and sweet hopes floated into her mind  for it was by no means incumbent on her to waste her charms in wearing the willows for that false renegade  false in more ways than one  Karl Andinnian. Looking on passively, but not tendering her own help amid so many volunteers, sat Jemima Moore in a distant chair, her face betokening anything but pleasurable ease. There were times when she felt jealous of Miss Blake.

The leaves applied, the throat bound up, and some nourishment administered in the shape of a dish of broth, nothing remained to be essayed, save that the patient should endeavour to get some sleep. To enable him to do this, it was obvious, even to the anxious nurses themselves, that he should be left alone. Miss Blake suggested that they should all make a pilgrimage to St. Jeromes to pray for him. Eagerly was it seized upon, and bonnets were tied on. A thought crossed each mind almost in unison  that one at least might have been left behind to watch the slumbers: but as nobody would help another to the office, and did not like very well to propose herself, it remained unspoken.

Youll come back again! cried the reverend sufferer, retaining Miss Blakes hand in his, as she was wishing him good-bye.

Rely upon me, dear Mr. Cattacomb, was the response  and Miss Blake regarded the promise as sacred, and would not have broken it for untold gold.

So they trooped out: and Mr. Cattacomb, left to himself and to quiet, speedily fell into the desired sleep. He was really feeling ill and feverish.

The time was drawing on for the late afternoon service, and Tom Pepp stood tinkling the bell as the pilgrims approached. Simultaneously with their arrival, there drove up an omnibus, closely packed with devotees from Basham, under the convoy of Mr. Puff. That reverend junior, his parted hair and moustache and assumed lisp in perfect order, conducted the service to the best of his ability; and the foreheads of some of his fair hearers touched the ground in humility when they put up their prayers for the sick pastor.

The autumn days were short now; the service had been somewhat long, and when St. Jerome turned out its flock, evening had set in. You could hardly see your hand before you. Some went one way, some another. The omnibus started back with its freight: Mr. Puff, however (to the utter mental collapse of those inside it) joined the pilgrims on their return to Mr. Cattacombs. Miss Blake went straight on to Foxwood Court: for, mindful of her promise to the patient, she wished to tell Lady Andinnian that she should not be in to dinner.

Margaret Sumnor was staying with Lucy: her invalid sofa and herself having been transported to the Court. The rector and his wife had been invited to an informal dinner that evening; also Mr. Moore and his sister: so Miss Blake thought it better to give notice that she should be absent, that they might not wait for her. Jemima Moore, a very good-natured girl on the whole, offered to accompany her, seeing that nobody else did; for they all trooped off in the clerical wake of Mr. Puff. As the two ladies left the Court again, they became aware that some kind of commotion was taking place before the Maze gate. It was too dark to see so far, but there was much howling and groaning.

Do let us go and see what it is! cried Miss Jemima. And she ran off without further parley. The irruption into the Maze of Mr. Detective Tatton  who was by this time known in his real name and character  had excited much astonishment and speculation in Foxwood; the more especially as no two opinions agreed as to what there was within the Maze that he could be after. The prevailing belief amid the juvenile population was, that a menagerie of wild beasts had taken up its illegitimate abode inside. They collected at hours in choice groups around the gate, pressing their noses against the iron work in the hope of getting a peep at the animals, or at least of hearing them roar. On this evening a dozen or two had come down as usual: Tom Pepp, having cut short the ringing out, in his ardour to make one, had omitted to put off the conical cap.

But these proceedings did not please Sir Karl Andinnians agent at Clematis Cottage. That gentleman, after having warned them sundry times to keep away, and enlarged on the perils that indiscriminate curiosity generally brought to its indulgers, had crossed the road to-night armed with a long gig-whip, which he began to lay about him kindly. The small fry, yelling and shrieking, dispersed immediately.

Little simpletons! cried Miss Jemima Moore, as the agent walked back with his whip, after explaining to her. Papa says the police only went in to take the boundaries of the parish. And  oh! Theres Tom Pepp in his sacred cap! Miss Blake, look at Tom Pepp. Oh! Oh, if Mr. Cattacomb could but see him!

Miss Blake, who never did things in a hurry, walked leisurely after the offending boy, intending to pounce upon him at St. Jeromes. In that self-same moment the Maze gate was thrown open, and Mrs. Grey, her golden hair disordered, herself in evident tribulation, came forth wringing her hands, and amazing Miss Jemima more considerably than even the whip had amazed the boys.

What she said, Jemima hardly caught. It was to the effect that her baby was in convulsions; that she wanted Mr. Moore on the instant, and had no one to send.

Ill run for papa, cried the good-natured girl. I will run at once; I am his daughter. But you should get it into a warm bath, instantly, you know. Theres nothing else does for convulsions. I would come and help you if there were any one else to go for papa.

In answer to this kind suggestion, Mrs. Grey stepped inside again, and shut the gate in Miss Jemimas face. But she thanked her in a few heartfelt words, and begged her to get Mr. Moore there without delay: her servant was already preparing a bath for the baby.

Jemima ran at the top of her speed, and met her father and aunt walking to Foxwood Court. The doctor hastened to the Maze, leaving his sister to explain the cause of his absence to Sir Karl and Lady Andinnian.

Dinner was nearly over at the Court when the doctor at length got there. The baby was better, he said: but he was by no means sure that it would not have a second attack. If so, he thought it could not live: it was but weakly at the best.

As may readily be imagined, scarcely any other topic formed the conversation at the dinner-table. Not one of the guests seated round it had the slightest notion that it was, of all others, the most intensely unwelcome to their host and hostess: the one in his dread to hear the Maze alluded to at all; the other in her bitter pain and jealousy. The doctor enlarged upon the isolated position of Mrs. Grey, upon her sweetness and beauty, upon her warm love for her child, and her great distress. Sir Karl made an answering remark when obliged. Lucy sat in silence, bearing her cross. Every word seemed to be an outrage on her feelings. The guests talked on; but somehow each felt that the harmony of the meeting had left it.

Making his dinner of one dish, in spite of the remonstrances of Sir Karl and the attentions of Mr. Giles and his fellows, the doctor drank a cup of coffee, and rose to leave again. His sister, begging Lady Andinnian to excuse her, put on her hat and shawl, and left with him.

Are you going over to the Maze, William? she asked, when they got out I am, Diana.

Then I will go with you. Thats why I came away. The poor young thing is alone, save for her servants, and I think it only a charity that some one should be with her.

The surgeon gave a grin of satisfaction in the darkness of the night. Take care, Diana, said he, with assumed gravity. You know the question the holy ones at St. Jeromes are raising  whether that lovely lady is any better than she should be.

Bother to St. Jeromes, independently returned Miss Diana.

If the holy ones, as you call them, would expend a little more time in cultivating St. Pauls enjoined charity, and a little less in praying with those two parsons of theirs, Heaven might be better served. Let the lady be what she will, she is to be pitied in her distress, and I am going to her. Brother William!

Well?

I cannot think what is the matter with Lady Andinnian. She looks just like one thats pining away.

The evening went on at the Court Miss Blake came back, bringing the news that the Reverend Mr. Cattacombs throat was easier, which was of course a priceless consolation. At ten oclock Mr and Mrs.

Sumnor took their departure, Sir Karl walking with them as far as the lodge. Lost in thought, he had gone out without his hat: in returning for it he saw his wife at one of the flower beds.

Lucy! Is it you, out in the damp? What do you want?

I am getting one of the late roses for Margaret, was the answer. She likes to have a flower to cheer her when she lies awake at night She says it makes her think of heaven.

I will get it for you, said Karl. And he chose the best he could in the starlight, and cut it Lucy, I am going over the way, he resumed in a low tone, as they turned to the steps, and I cannot tell when I shall be back. Hewitt will sit up for me.

Of all audacious avowals, this sounded about the coolest to its poor young listener. Her quickened breath seemed to chafe her; her heart beat as though it would burst its bounds.

Why need you tell me of it? she passionately answered, all her strivings for patience giving way before the moments angry pain.

Karl sighed. It lies in my duty to do what I can, Lucy: and as I should have thought you might see and recognize. Should the child have a relapse in the course of the night, I shall be there to fetch Moore: theres no one else to go.

Lucy let fall the train of her dress, which she had been holding, gathered round her, and swept across the hall; vouchsafing back to him neither look nor word.

The chamber lay in semi-light; with that still hush pervading it, common to rooms where death is being waited for, and is seen visibly approaching. Mr. Moores fears had been verified. The infant at the Maze had had a second attack of convulsions, and was dying.

It lay folded in a blanket on its mothers lap. The peaceful little face was at rest now; the soft breathing, getting slower and slower, alone stirring it Miss Diana, her hat thrown off, sat on her heels on the hearth-rug, speaking every now and then a word or two of homely comfort: the doctor stood near the fire looking on; Ann Hopley was noiselessly putting straight some things in a comer.

With her golden hair all pushed from her brow, and her pretty face so delicate and wan, bent downwards, she sat, the poor mother. Save for the piteous sorrow in the despairing eyes, and a deep sobbing sigh that would arise in the throat, no sign of emotion escaped her. She knew the fiat  that all hope was over. The doctor, who saw the end getting nearer and nearer, and was aware that such ends are sometimes painful to see, even in an infant  the little frame struggling with the fleeting breath, the helpless hands fighting for it  had been anxious that Mrs. Grey should resign her charge to some one else. Miss Diana made one more effort to bring it about.

My dear, I know you must be tired. Youll get the cramp. Let me take it, if only for a minutes relief.

Do, Mrs. Grey, said the doctor.

She looked up at them with beseeching entreaty; her hands tightening involuntarily over the little treasure.

Please dont ask me, she piteously said. I must have him to the last. He is going from me for ever.

Not for ever, my dear, corrected Miss Diana. You will go to him, though he will not return to you. The door softly opened, and some one came gently in. Absorbed by the dying child though she was, and by the surroundings it brought, Mrs. Grey glanced quickly up and made a frantic movement to beckon the intruder back, her face changing to some dread apprehension, her lips parting with fear. She thought it might be one who must not dare to show himself if he valued life and liberty: but it was only Karl Andinnian.

Oh Karl, he is dying! she cried in the hasty impulse of the moment  and the dry eyes filled with tears. My darling baby is dying.

I have been so sorry to hear about it, Mrs. Grey, returned Karl, who had his wits about him if she had not, and who saw the surprise of the doctor and Miss Diana, at the familiarity of the address. I came over to see if I could be of any use to you.

He fell to talking to Mr. Moore in an under-tone, giving her time to recover her mistake; and the hushed silence fell on the chamber again. Karl bent to look at the pale little face, soon to put on immortality; he laid his hand lightly on the damp forehead, keeping it there for a minute in solemn silence, as though breathing an inward prayer.

He will be better off there than here, whispered he to the mother, in turning to leave the chamber. The world is full of thorns and care, as some of us too well know: God is taking him from it.

Pacing a distant room like a caged lion, was Sir Adam Andinnian. He wheeled round on his heel when his brother entered.

Was ever position like unto mine, Karl? he broke out, anger, pain, impatience, and most deep emotion mingling together in his tone. Here am I, condemned to hide myself within these four walls, and may not quit them even to see my child die! The blackest criminal on earth can call for his friends on his death-bed. When are that offensive doctor and his sister going?

They are staying out of compassion to Rose, spoke Karl, in his quiet voice. Oh, Adam, I am so sorry for this! I feel it with my whole heart.

Dont talk, said Adam, rather roughly. No fate was ever like my fate. Heaven has mercy for others: none for me. Because my own bitter punishment was not enough, it must even take my son!

It does seem to you cruel, I am sure. But Gods ways are not as our ways. He is no doubt taking him, in love, from the evil to come. When we get up above there ourselves, Adam, we shall see the reason of it.

Sir Adam did not answer. He sat down and covered his face with his hand, and remained in silence. Karl did not break it.

Sounds by and by. The doctor and his sister were departing, escorted by Ann Hopley  who must see them out at the gate and make it fast again. Adam was bursting from the room: but his brother put his arm across the entrance.

Not yet, Adam. Not until Ann is in again, and has the door fast. Think of the consequences if you were seen!

He recognised the good sense, the necessity for prudence, fierce as a caged lion though his mood indeed was. The bolts and bars were shot at last, and Adam went forth.

In its own crib lay the baby then, straight and still. The fluttering heart had ceased to beat; the sweet little peaceful face was at rest. Rose knelt by her own bed, her head muffled in the counterpane. Sir Adam strode up to his child and stood looking at it A minutes silence deep as that of the death that was before him, and then a dreadful burst of tears. They are always dreadful when a man sheds them in his agony.

It was all we had, Karl, he said between his sobs. And I did not even see him die!

Karl took the strong but now passive hands in his. His own eyes were wet as he strove to say a word of comfort to his brother. But these first moments of grief are not best calculated for it.

He is happier than he could ever have been here, Adam. Try and realize it He is already one of Gods bright angels.

And my young Lady Andinnian, over at Foxwood Court, did not choose to go to bed, but sat up to indulge her defiant humour. Never had her spirit been so near open rebellion as it was that night Sir Karl did not come in: apparently he meant to take up his abode at the Maze until morning.

Of course he must be there when his child is dying! spoke she to herself, as she paced the carpet with a step as impatient and a great deal more indignant than those other steps that had paced, that night. Of course she must be comforted! While!

The words were choked by a flood of emotion. Bitter reflections crowded on her, one upon another. The more earnestly and patiently she strove to bear and forbear, the more cruelly seemed to rise up her afflictions. And Lucy Andinnian threw herself down in abandonment, wondering whether all pity had quite gone out of heaven.


CHAPTER XVIII.

News for Mr. Tatton.

WHAT Mr. Detective Tattoos future proceedings would have been, or to what untoward catastrophe, as connected with this history, they might have led had his stay at Foxwood been prolonged to an indefinite period, cannot here be known. He remained on. Social matters had resumed their ordinary groove. The Maze was left undisturbed; Mr. Cattacomb was well again; St. Jeromes in full force.

It might be that Mr. Tatton was waiting  like a certain noted character with whom we all have the pleasure of an acquaintance  for something to turn up. That he was contemplating some grand coup, which would throw his prize into his hands, while to the world and Mrs. Jinks he appeared only to be enjoying the salubrious Kentish air, and amusing himself with public politics generally, we may rest pretty well assured of. But this agreeable existence was suddenly cut short.

One morning when Mr. Tattons hopes and plans were, like Cardinal Wolseys greatness, all a-ripening, he received a communication from Mr. Superintendent Game at Scotland Yard, conveying the astounding intelligence that the real Philip Salter had not been in Foxwood at all, but had just died in Canada.

Mr. Tatton sat contemplating the letter. He could not have been much more astonished had a bombshell burst under him. Of the truth of the information there could be no question: its reliability was indisputable. One of the chief officers in the home police force who was in Canada on business, and had known Salter well, discovered him in the last stage of a wasting sickness, and saw him die.

Ive never had such a fools game to play at as this, ejaculated Mr. Tatton when sufficiently recovered to speak; and never wish to have such another. What the deuce, then, is the mystery connected with the Maze!

Whatever it might be, it was now no business of his; though could he have afforded to waste more time and money, he would have liked very well to stay and track it out. Summoning the Widow Jinks to his presence, he informed her that he was called away suddenly on particular business; and then proceeded to pack up. Mrs. Jinks resented the departure as quite a personal injury, and wiped the soft tears from her eyes.

On his way to the station he chanced to meet Sir Karl Andinnian: and the latters heart went up with a great bound. The black bag in Mr. Tattons hand, and the portmanteau being wheeled along beside him, spoke a whole volume of hope.

Good morning, Sir Karl. You have misled us finely as to the Maze.

Why, what do you mean, Mr. Tatton? asked Karl.

Salter has turned up in Canada. Or, one might perhaps rather say, turned down; for he is dead, poor fellow.

Indeed!

Indeed and in truth. One of our officers is over there, and was with him when he died. It was too bad of you to mislead us in this way, Sir Karl.

Nay, you misled yourselves.

A fine quantity of time I have wasted down here! weeks upon weeks; and all for nothing. I never was so vexed in my life.

You have yourself to blame  or those who sent you here. Certainly not me. The very first time I had the honour of speaking to you, Mr. Tatton, I assured you on the word of a gentleman that Salter was not at Foxwood.

Well, come, Sir Karl  what is the secret being enacted within the place over yonder? pointing his finger in the direction of the Maze.

I am not in the habit of enquiring into the private affairs of my tenants, was the rather haughty answer. If there be any secret at the Maze  though I think no one has assumed it but yourself  you may rely upon it that it is not in any way connected with Salter. Are you taking your final departure?

It looks like it, Sir Karl  nodding towards the luggage going onwards. When the games at the other end of the world, and dead besides, it is not of much use my staying to search after it in this. I hope the next I have to hunt will bring in more satisfaction.

They said farewell cordially. The detective in his natural sociability; Karl in his most abundant gratitude for the relief it would give his brother. And Mr. Detective Tatton, hastening on in the wake of the portmanteau, took the passing up-train, and was whirled away to London.

A minute or two afterwards Karl met his agent. He was beginning to impart to him the tidings about Salter, when Smith interrupted him.

I have heard it, Sir Karl. I got a letter from a relative this morning, which told me all. The information has taken Tatton off the land here, I expect: I saw you speaking to him.

You are right.

As to poor Salter, the release is probably a happy one. He is better off than he ever could have been again in this world. But what on earth put Scotland Yard on the false scent that he was at Foxwood, will always be a problem to me. Tattons gone for good, I suppose, sir?

He said so.

And Sir Adam is, in one sense, free again. There will be less danger in his getting away from Foxwood now, if it be judged desirable that he should go.

Karl shook his head. There was another impediment now to his getting away  grievous sickness.

That Sir Adam Andinnian, the unfortunate fugitive, hiding in peril at the Maze, had some very grave disorder upon him could no longer be doubtful to himself or to those about him. It seemed to develop itself more surely day by day. Adam took it as calmly as he did other evils; but Karl was nearly out of his mind with distress at the complication it brought. Most necessary was it for Adam to have a doctor; to be attended by one; and yet they dare not put the need in practice. The calling in of Dr. Cavendish had entailed only too much danger and terror.

The little baby, Charles Andinnian, was lying at rest in Foxwood church-yard, within the precincts consecrated to the Andinnian family. Ann Hopley chose the grave, and had a fight over it with the clerk. That functionary protested he would not allot it to any baby in the world. She might choose any spot except that, but that belonged to the Foxwood Court people exclusively. Ann Hopley persisted the baby should have that, and no other. It was under the weeping elm tree, she urged, and the little grave would be shaded from the summers sun. Sir Karl Andinnian settled the dispute. Appealed to by the clerk, he gave a ready and courteous permission, and the child was laid there. Ann Hopley then paid a visit to the stone-mason, and ordered a little white marble stone, nothing to be inscribed on it but the initials C. A, and the date of the death. Poor Rose had only her sick husband to attend to now.

He was not always sick. There were days when he seemed to be as well, and to be almost as active, as ever; and, upon that would supervene a season of pain and dread, and danger.

One afternoon, when Karl was driving his wife by in the pony-chaise, Ann Hopley had the gate open, and was standing at it. It was the day following the departure of Mr. Tatton. Something in the womans face  a kind of mute, appealing anguish  struck Karl forcibly as she looked at him. In the sensation of freedom and of safety brought by the detectives absence, Karl actually pulled up.

Will you pardon me, Lucy, if I leave you for one moment? I think Ann Hopley wants to speak to me.

He leaped out of the little low chaise, leaving the reins to Lucy. Her face was turning scarlet. Of all the insults he had thrust upon her, this seemed the greatest To pull up at that very gate when she was in the carriage! Mr. Smith and his churchwarden-pipe were enjoying themselves as usual at Clematis Cottage, looking out on the world in general, and no doubt (as Lucy indignantly felt) making his private comments.

He is very ill again, sir, were the few whispered words of Ann Hopley. Can you come in? I am not sure but it will be for death.

Almost immediately, returned Karl; and he stepped back to the chaise just in time. Lucy was about to try her hand at driving, to make her escape from him and the miserable situation.

Since the night of the babys death, Karl and his wife had lived a more estranged life than ever. Lucy avoided him continually. When he spoke to her, she would not answer beyond a monosyllable. As to any chance of explanation on any subject, there was none. It is true he did not attempt any; and if he had, she would have waived him away, and refused to listen to it This day was the first for some time that she had consented to let him drive her out.

It had happened on their return. Lucys eminently ungracious manner as he took his seat again would have stopped his speaking, even if he had had a mind to speak; but he was deep in anxious thought. The resentful way in which she had from the first taken up the affair of his unfortunate brother, served to tie his tongue always. He drove in, stood to help her out  or would have helped, but that she swept by without touching him  left the pony to the waiting groom, and walked back to the Maze.

Adam was in one of his attacks of pain, nay, of agony. It could be called nothing less. It was not, however, for death; the sharpness of the paroxysm, with its attendant signs, had misled Ann Hopley. Rose looked scarcely less ill than her husband. Her most grievous position was telling upon her. Her little child dead, her husband apparently dying, danger and dread of another sort on all sides. More like a shadow was she now than a living woman.

Do you know what I have been thinking, Rose? said Karl, when his brother had revived. That we might trust Moore. You hear, Adam. I think he might be trusted.

Trusted for what? returned Adam; not in his sometimes fierce voice, but in one very weak and faint.

He was lying on the sofa. Rose sat at the end of it, Karl in a chair at the side.

To see you; to hear who you are. I cannot help believing that he would be true as steel. Moore is one of those men, as it seems to me, that we might trust our lives with.

It wont do to run risks, old fellow. I do not want to be captured in my last hours.

Karl believed there would be no risk. Mr. Moore was a truly good man, sensible and benevolent The more he dwelt on the idea, the surer grew his conviction that the surgeon might be trusted. Rose, who was almost passive in her distress, confessed she liked him. Both he and his sister gave her the impression of being, as Karl worded it, true as steel. Ann Hopley was in favour of it too. She put the case with much ingenuity.

Sir, I should think theres not a doctor in the world  at least, one worthy the name  who would not keep such a secret, confided to him of necessity, even if he were a bad man. And Mr. Moores a good one.

And the decision was made. Karl was to feel his way to the confidence. He would sound the surgeon first, and act accordingly.

Not that it much signifies either way, cried Sir Adam, his careless manner reviving as his strength and spirits returned. Die I soon must, I suppose, now; but Id rather die in my bed here than on a pallet in a cell. So, Karlo, old friend, if you like to see what Moores made of, do so.

I wish it had occurred to me before, cried Karl. But indeed, the outer dangers have been so imminent as to drive other fears away.

It will never matter, bon frère. I dont Suppose all the advice in the kingdom could have saved me. What is to be will be.

Master, put in Ann Hopley, wheres the good of your taking up a gloomy view of it, all at once? Thats not the way to get well.

Gloomy! not a bit of it, cried Sir Adam, in a voice as cheery as a larks on a summers morning. Heaven is more to be desired than Portland Prison, Ann.

So Karl went forth, carrying his commission. In his heart he still trembled at it. The interests involved were so immense; the stake was so heavy for his unfortunate brother. In his extreme caution, he did not care to be seen going to the surgeons house, but sent a note to ask him to call at the Court It was the dusk of evening when Mr. Moore arrived. He was shown in to Sir Karl in his own room. Giles was appearing with two wax-lights in massive silver candlesticks, but his master motioned them away.

I can say what I have to say better by this light than in a glare, he observed to the doctor: perhaps as an opening preliminary, or intimation that the subject of the interview was not a pleasant one. And Giles shut them in alone. Karl sat sideways to the table, his elbow leaning on it; the doctor facing him with his back to the window.

Mr. Moore, began Karl, after a pause of embarrassment, did it ever occur to you to have a secret confided to your keeping involving life or death?

Mr. Moore paused in his turn. The question no doubt caused him surprise. He took it  the life or death  to be put in a professional point of view. A suspicion came over him that he was about to be consulted for some malady connected with the (evident) fading away of Lady Andinnian.

I do not suppose, Sir Karl, there is a single disease that flesh is heir to, whether secret or open, but what I have been consulted upon in my time.

Not disease, returned Karl hastily, finding he was misunderstood. I meant a real, actual secret. A dangerous secret, involving life or death to the individual concerned, according as others should hold it sacred or betray it.

A longer pause yet Mr. Moore staring at Karl through the rooms twilight.

You must speak more plainly, Sir Karl, if you wish me to understand. And Karl continued thoughtfully, weighing every word as he spoke it, that it might not harm his brother.

The case is this, Mr. Moore. I hold in my keeping a dangerous secret. It concerns a  a friend: a gentleman who has managed to put himself in peril of the law. For the present he is evading the law; keeping himself, in fact, concealed alike from enemies and friends, with the exception of one or two who are  I may say  helping to screen him. If there were a necessity for my wishing to confide this secret to you, would you undertake to keep it sacred? Or should you consider it lay in your duty as a conscientious man to betray it!

Goodness bless me, no! cried the doctor. Im not going to betray people: its not in my line. My business is to heal their sickness. You need not fear me. It is a case of debt, I suppose, Sir Karl!

Karl looked at him for a moment steadily. And if it were not a case of debt, but of crime, Moore? What then!

Just the same. Betraying my fellowmen, whether smarting under the ban of perplexity or of sin, does not rest in my duty, I say. I am not a detective officer. By the way, perhaps that other detective  who turns out to be named Tatton, and to belong to Scotland Yard  may have been down here looking after the very man.

Mr. Moore spoke lightly. Not a suspicion rested upon him that the sad and worn gentleman before him held any solemn or personal interest in this, Karl resumed, his voice insensibly taking a lower tone.

An individual is lying in concealment, as I have described. His offence was not against you or against me. Therefore, as you observe, and as I judge, it does not lie even in our duty to denounce him. I am helping to screen him. I want you to undertake to do the same when you shall know who he is.

Ill undertake it with all my heart, Sir Karl. You have some motive for confiding the matter to me.

The motive arises out of necessity. He is grievously ill; in urgent need of medical care. I fear his days are already numbered: and in that fact lies a greater obligation for us to obey the dictates of humanity.

I see. You want me to visit him, and to do what I can for him. I am ready and willing.

He is  mind, I shall shock you  a convicted felon.

Well?  he has a body to be tended and a soul to be saved, replied the surgeon, curiously impressed with the hush of gravity that had stolen over the interview. I will do my best for him, Sir Karl.

And guard his secret?

I will. Heres my hand upon it What would my Maker say to my offences at the Last Day, I wonder, if I could usurp His functions and deliver up to vengeance my fellow-man!

I may trust you, then!

You may. I perceive you are over anxious, Sir Karl. What more assurance can I give you! You may trust me as you trust yourself. By no incautious word or action of mine shall his peril be increased, or harm come nigh him: nay, I will avert it from him if I can. And now  who is he! The sick man at the Maze  to whom Dr. Cavendish was called! Taking one thing with another, that Maze has been a bit of a puzzle in my mind lately.

The same.

Ay. Between ourselves, I was as sure as gold that some one was there. Is it Mr. Grey! The poor young ladys husband; the dead babys father!

Just so. But he is not Mr. Grey.

Who is he, then!

Karl glanced around him, as though he feared the very walls might contain eaves-droppers. Mr. Moore saw his dread.

It is a most dangerous secret, whispered Karl with agitation. You will keep it with your whole heart and life!

Once more, I will, I will. You cannot doubt me. Who is it!

My brother. Sir Adam Andinnian.

The doctor leaped to his feet. Perhaps he had a doubt of Karls sanity. He himself had assisted to lay Sir Adam in his grave.

Hush! said Karl. No noise. It is indeed my most unfortunate brother.

Did he come to life again?  Did Sir Adam come to life again? reiterated the wondering surgeon in his perplexity.

He did not die.

They went together to the Maze after dark, Karl letting the doctor in with his own key. The whole history had been revealed to him. Nothing was kept back, save a small matter or two connected with the means of Sir Adams daily concealment: of those no living soul without the Maze was cognisant, save three: Karl, Hewitt, and Smith the agent. Mr. Moore was entrusted with it later, but not at first. During the lifetime of a medical man, it falls to his lot to hear some curious family secrets, as it had to Mr. Moore; but he had never met with one half so strange and romantic as this.

Sir Adam had dismissed the signs of his illness, and  it will hardly be credited  attired himself in evening dress. With the departure of Mr. Tatton, old habits resumed their sway, with all their surrounding incaution. Mr. Moore saw the same tall, fine man, with the white and even teeth, that he had caught the transient glimpse of in the uncertain twilight some weeks before. The same, but with a difference: for the face was shrunken now, little more than half the size it had been then. In the past week or two he had changed rapidly. He met them when they entered  it was in the upstairs sitting-room: standing at the door erect, his head thrown back. Mr. Moore put out his hand; but the other did not take it Do you know all, sir? he asked.

All, Sir Adam.

And you are not my enemy?

Your true friend, Sir Adam. Never a truer one shall be about you than I.

Their hands met then. But I am not Sir Adam here, you know; I am Mr. Grey. Ah, doctor, what a life it has been!

A life that has done its best to kill him, thought the doctor, as he sat down. Why did you not call me in before? he asked.

Well, we were afraid. You would be afraid of everybody if you were in my place and position. Besides, this disease, whatever it may turn out to be, has developed itself so rapidly that but little time seems to have been lost I do not see how you will come in now, if it is to be a daily visit, without exciting the curiosity of the neighbourhood.

Oh, nonsense, said the surgeon. Mrs. Grey has a renewal of illness and I come in to see her. The curious neighbours will understand if they are exacting upon the point Or old Hopley, your gardener  Im sure his rheumatism must need a doctor sometimes.

Sir Adam laughed. Hopley will do best, he said. And then you know, doctor, if  if the worst comes to the worst; that is, the worst so far as sickness is concerned, I can be carried out as Hopley.

What do you think of him, Mr. Moore? enquired Karl gravely when the interview was over.

I will tell you more about it when I have seen more of him, was the surgeons answer. But his face and tone both assumed, or seemed to Karl to assume, an ominous shade as he gave it.


CHAPTER XIX.

Mrs. Cleeve at Fault.

MRS. CLEEVE was at Foxwood. She had been staying in London with her sister, Lady Southal, and took the opportunity to come down to see her daughter. Lucys appearance startled her. As is well known, we are slow to discern any personal change either for the better or the worse in those with whom we live in daily intercourse: it requires an absence of days or weeks, as the case may be, to perceive it in all its naked reality. Mrs. Cleeve saw what none around Lucy had seen  at least, to the extent  and it shocked and alarmed her. The face was a sad, drawn face; dark rims encircled the sweet brown eyes; the whole air and bearing were utterly spiritless.

What can be the matter with you, my dear? questioned Mrs. Cleeve, seizing on the first opportunity that they were alone together.

The matter with me, mamma! returned Lucy, making believe not to understand why the question should be put: though her face flushed to hectic. Nothing is the matter with me.

There most certainly is, Lucy; with your health or with your mind. You could not be as you are, or look as you do unless there were.

I suffered a great deal from the heat, said poor Lucy.

My dear  you are suffering from something else; and I think you should enlighten me as to its nature. After that fever even you did not look as you are looking now.

But not an iota of acknowledgment from her daughter could Mrs. Cleeve obtain. Lucy would not admit that aught was amiss in any way; at least, that she was conscious of it. Mrs. Cleeve next appealed to Miss Blake.

But that young lady, absorbed by her own pursuits and interests; by the Reverend Mr. Cattacomb and the duties at St. Jeromes, had really not been observant of Lucys fading face. She could be regardful enough in a contemptuous sort of way of Sir Karls delinquencies, and of what she looked upon as his wifes blind infatuation; she did not omit to note the signs of trouble and care too evidently apparent in him, and which she set down as the result of an uneasy conscience: but she had failed to note them in Lucy. One cause of this perhaps was, that in her presence Lucy invariably put on an air of lightness, not to say gaiety: and Miss Blake was rarely at home, except at meals; if she did get an hour there she was up to the ears in silks and church embroidery. What with Matins and Vespers, and the other daily engagements at St. Jeromes; what with looking after St. Jeromes pastors; what with keeping the young fry in order, including Tom Pepp, and seeing to the spiritual interests of their mothers, Miss Blake had so much on her hands that it was no wonder she was not very observant of Lucy.

I do not think there is anything particular the matter with Lucy, was the answer she made to Mrs. Cleeve.

You must see how ill she looks, Theresa.

She is not ill. At least, that I know of. She eats her dinner, and dresses, and goes out, and has company at home. I really had not observed that she was looking ill.

She talks of the heat, continued Mrs. Cleeve; but that is all nonsense. Extreme heat may make a person thin, but it cannot make them sad and spiritless.

Lucy is neither sad nor spiritless  that I have noticed.

Perhaps you have not noticed, Theresa. You have so many out-of-door pursuits, you know. I suppose, continued Mrs. Cleeve, with some hesitation, and lowering her voice to a confidential tone as she put the question, I suppose there is nothing wrong between her and her husband?

Wrong in what way, do you mean? rejoined Miss Blake.

Any misunderstanding or unpleasantness.

I should say not returned Miss Blake, with some acrimony. It is rather the other way. Lucy is blindly, absurdly infatuated with Sir Karl. If he boxed her on the one ear, she would offer him the other.

It cannot be that, then, sighed Mrs. Cleeve. I only thought of it because there was nothing else I could think of. For I cannot help fancying, Theresa, that the malady is on her spirits, more than on her health. I  I wonder whether that ague-fever left unsuspected consequences behind it that are developing themselves now?

Theresa, her attention given to the employment in her hand  a cross she was working in gold thread to adorn some part or other of Mr. Cattacombs canonicals  a great deal more than it was given to the conversation, allowed the doubt to pass undiscussed. Mrs. Cleeve had always been accustomed to worry herself over Lucy: Theresa supposed it was the habit of mothers to do so, who had only one daughter. So the subject of Lucys looks dropped for the time.

What is that for? resumed Mrs. Cleeve, directing her attention to the small gold cords.

This? Oh, a little ornament I am making. Please dont touch it, Mrs. Cleeve, or you will entangle the threads.

Thus rebuked, Mrs. Cleeve sat for some moments in silence, inhaling the fresh air through the open window, and the perfume of the late flowers. The mignonette, in its large clusters, seemed as though it intended to bloom on until winter.

Theresa, how much longer do you intend to remain here? she suddenly asked. Your stay has been a very long one.

Theresa was aware of that She was slightly suspicious that Sir Karl and his wife had begun to think the same thing, though in their courtesy they were not likely to let it appear. In truth the matter was causing her some little reflection: for she would willingly have made the Court her permanent home. While Mr. Cattacomb remained at St. Jeromes, she should remain. It might have been somewhat of a mistake to institute St Jeromes, and to bring Mr. Cattacomb to it: Miss Blake could recognise it now: but as that step had been taken, she could only abide by it.

I am not likely to leave at present, she replied. It would be very dull for Lucy to be here without me. As the winter weather comes on, my out-door duties will be somewhat curtailed, and I shall be able to give her more of my time. Lucy would be lost by herself, Mrs. Cleeve. She was always rather given to moping.

Yes. There was no doubt Lucy did mope. Mrs. Cleeve sighed deeply. A cloud lay on Foxwood Court, and she could not trace out its source.

The cloud, she thought, lay on Sir Karl as well as on Lucy. That is, his sadness, his weary face, and his evident preoccupation were quite as visible to Mrs. Cleeve as were her daughters. But for Theresas emphatic assurance to the contrary, she might still have doubted whether the cloud did not lie between them. She was a single-minded, kind-hearted, simple-natured lady, not given to think ill, or to look out for it: but in this case she did try to observe and notice. She could not help seeing how seldom Karl and his wife were together. Karl would drive Lucy out occasionally; but as a rule they saw but little of him. He was generally present at meals, and always sociable and kind, and he would come into the drawing-room when visitors called, if at home; spending his other time chiefly in his own room, and in walking out alone. Late in the evenings he would usually be absent: Mrs. Cleeve noticed that. She had seen him walk across the lawn in the gloom to one of the little gates; she had seen him come in again after an hour or twos interval; and she wondered where he went to.

The truth was, Karl was obliged to go to the Maze more frequently than he used to go, or than was at all prudent Mr. Moore had not yet pronounced the fatal fiat on Sir Adam that Dr. Cavendish had  doubtfully  imparted to Mr. Detective Tatton; but he concealed from none of them that the case was one of extreme gravity; ay, and of danger. That Sir Adam grew more attenuated might be seen almost daily; he himself assumed that he had but a short span left of life; and he would not allow Karl to be for one single evening absent. Sometimes in the day Karl also went there. The conviction that Adam would not be long among them lay on every heart more or less: and it will be readily understood that Karl should sacrifice somewhat of caution to be with him while he might.

Karlo, brother mine, youll come over to-morrow morning? Sir Adam would say, when their hands met for the evening farewell  and he would keep the hand until the answer should be given.

If I can, Adam.

That wont do. You must. Promise.

I will, then. I will, if I can do it with safety.

And of course he had to go. Under other and happier circumstances, he would never have quitted the invalid night or day.

The lack of what Karl considered safety, as he spoke it in his answer, would have consisted in the highway before the Maze gates being peopled; in his being seen to enter. It was so very unfrequented a road that not a soul would pass up or down for a quarter of an hour together; nay, for half one; and, as a rule, Karl was safe. But he exercised his precaution always. He would saunter towards the gate, as though merely taking a stroll on the shady side path; and then, the coast being clear, ring  for by day-time he never used his own key. His ears and eyes, alike on the alert; he, if by malchance some solitary passenger should appear, would saunter over to Mr. Smith and talk to him: and then slip in when the intruder should have passed, Ann Hopley having the door by that time ready to open. Karl would use the same precaution coming out: and hitherto had escaped observation.

It was not always to be so.

The time passed on: Sir Adam fluctuating, some days fearfully ill, some days feeling well and hearty; and Mrs. Cleeve continuing at Foxwood, for she could not bear to leave Lucy.

Karl went across one morning soon after breakfast. His brother had been very ill indeed the evening before: so ill that Karl had brought most unpleasant thoughts away with him. He was ringing at the gate when it suddenly opened; Ann Hopley was letting out Mr. Moore.

So far as his visits went, there had been no trouble. Foxwood had taken care to inform itself as to what patient at the Maze it was that Mr. Moore was again in regular attendance upon, and found it to be Hopley the gardener. The old man had caught an attack of rheumatic fever, or some other affection connected with age and knee joints  said the Miss Moores to the rest of the fair flock going to and from St Jeromes. There was neither interest nor romance attaching to the poor old man; so the doctor was at liberty to pass in and out at will without the slightest thought being given to it. In the doctors day-book the patient was entered as James Hopley, Mrs. Greys servant. The doctors assistant, a fashionable young man from London, who wore an eye-glass stuck in his eye, could have the pleasure of reading it ten times a day if he chose.

How is he? asked Karl of Mr. Moore.

Oh, better this morning  as I expected he would be, was the surgeons answer. But I have ordered him to lie in bed for the day. This time I think he will obey me, for he feels uncommonly weak.

Every fresh attack makes him weaker, observed Karl.

Why of course it does: it must do so. I dont half like the responsibility that lies on me, continued the doctor. We ought to have another opinion.

How can it be had? remonstrated Karl.

There it is  how? I wish he could be in London under the constant care of one of its practised men.

We wish this, and wish the other, Mr. Moore, said Karl, sadly, and you know how impossible it is for us to do more than we are doing. Answer me truly  for I think you can answer. Would there be a fair chance of his recovery if we had other advice than yours? Would there be any better chance of it?

Honestly speaking I do not think there would. I believe I am doing for him all that can be done.

Ann Hopley drew the gate open again, and the doctor went out. Karl passed on through the labyrinth.

Sir Adam liked to use his own will in all respects, and it was the first time he had made even a semblance of obeying Mr. Moores orders of taking rest by daytime. He looked very ill. The once handsome face seemed shrunk to nothing; the short hair was almost white; the grey-blue eyes, beautiful as Karls, had a strangely wistful, patient look in them.

I thought you would be here, Karlo. I have wanted you ever since daylight.

Are you feeling better, Adam? Free from pain?

Much better. Quite free from it.

Moore has been saying he wishes we could get you to London, that you might have more skilled advice.

What nonsense! cried Adam. As if any advice could really avail me! He knows it would not. Did it avail my father, Karl?

Karl remained silent. There was no answer he could make.

Sit down, old fellow, and tell me all the news. Got a paper with you?

The papers have not come yet, replied Karl, as he drew a chair to the bedside.

Slow coaches, people are in this world! I shall get up presently.

No, Adam, not to-day. Moore says you must not.

Good old man! he is slow too. But he wont keep me in bed, Karl, when I choose to quit it. Why should I not get up? continued Sir Adam, his voice taking a tone of its old defiance. I am the best judge of my own strength. If I lay here for a month of Sundays, Karl, it would not add a day to my life.

Perhaps that was true. At any rate, Adam was one whom it was of no use to urge one way or the other.

Whats the old adage, Karlo? a short life and a merry one? Mine has not been very merry of late, has it?

I wish we could get you well, Adam.

Do you? We are told, you know, that all things as they fall, are for the best. The world would say, I expect, that this is. I wonder sometimes, though, how soon or how late the enemy would have shown itself, had my life continued smooth as yours is.

Smooth as yours is! The unconscious words brought a pang to Karls heart; they sounded so like mockery. Heaven alone knew the distress and turbulence of his.

I got Moore into a cosy chat the other day, resumed Sir Adam: the wife was safe away, trimming the plants in the greenhouse  Rose is nearly as good a gardener as I am, Karl.

I know she is fond of gardening.

Ay, and has been amidst it for years, you see. Well  I led Moore on, saying this, and asking the other, and he opened his mind a bit. The disease was in me always, he thinks, Karl, and must have come out, sooner or later. It was only a question of time. I have said so myself of late. But I did not look to follow the little olive branch quite so quickly.

We may keep you here a long while yet, Adam. It is still possible, I hope, we may keep you for good. Moore has not said to the contrary.

You think he knows it, though?

Karl was really not sure. His own opinion was this  that Adam had less chance of getting well where he was than he would have had under those of the London faculty, whose specialty embraced that class of disease.

Shall you put on mourning for me, old fellow? It will be a risk, wont it? I shant care to be held up to the world as Adam Andinnian, dead, any more than I do, alive. Youll not care to say, either, This black coat is worn for that brother of mine: the mauvais sujet who set the world all agog with his scandal.

What kind of a mood was Sir Adam in this morning? Karls grave eyes questioned it One of real, light, careless mockery?  or was it an underlying current of sadness and regret making itself too uneasily felt in his heart?

Dont, Adam. It jars on every chord and pulse. You and I have cause to be at least more sober than other men.

What have I said? cried Sir Adam, half laughing. That you may have to put on mourning for me. It is in the nature of things that the elder should go before the younger. You look well in black, too, Karl; men with such faces as yours always do.

I hope it will be a long while before I have to wear it, sighed Karl, perceiving how hopeless it was to change his brothers humour.

Id bet Foxwood with you that it will be before Christmas.

Adam, is it right to speak in this way?

Is it particularly wrong?

Why do you do it?

Need of change, I suppose. I have had a solemn night of it, old fellow: and I hardly know yet whether I was asleep or awake. It was somewhat of both, I expect: but I thought I was amidst the angels. I can see them now as they looked; a whole crowd of them gathered about my bed. And, Karlo, when a man begins to dream of angels, and not to be able to decide afterwards whether it be a dream or a shadowed reality, it is a pretty sure sign, I take it, that no great time will elapse before he is with them.

Before Karl left, Adam had talked himself into a doze. With his worn and haggard face turned to the wall, he slept as peacefully as a child. Karl stole away, and went into the greenhouse. Rose was there amid the plants; the sunlight shining on her beautiful hair turned it into threads of gold. She lifted her white face, with its sad expression.

I knew you were with him, Karl, so I did not come in. Dont you think he looks very, very ill this morning.

Yes, he certainly does. He is asleep now.

Asleep! In the daytime!

He had a bad night, I fancy.

Do you think theres hope, Karl? she piteously asked  almost as if all hope had left herself.

I dont know, Rose. Mr. Moore has not told me there is none.

Perhaps it is that he will not say, she rejoined, resting her elbow on the green steps amid the plants, and her cheek on her hand. I seem to see it, Karl; to see what is coming. Indeed, you might tell me the truth. I shall not feel it quite so much as I should had our circumstances been happier.

I have told you as far as I know, Rose.

Theres my little baby gone: theres my husband going: all my treasures will be in the better world. I shall have nothing to do but live on for, and look forward to, the time when I may go to them. Six months ago, Karl, had I known Adam must die, I think the grief would have killed me. But the apprehension we have undergone the last few weeks  Adams dread, and my awful fear for him  has gone a great way to reconcile me. I see  and I think he sees  that Death would not be the worst calamity. Better for him to be at rest than live on in that frightful peril night and day; each moment as it passes one of living agony, lest the next should bring the warders of Portland Island to retake him. No wonder it is wearing him out.

Karl went away echoing the last sentence; every word she had spoken leaving its echo of pain on his heart. No: it was no wonder that fatal illness had seized on Adam Andinnian before its time.

Well, on this day Karl was not to escape unnoticed so easily. Ann Hopley unlocked the gate, and then both of them stood listening according to custom. Not a sound broke the stillness, save the furious chirping somewhere of two quarrelsome sparrows: not a step could be heard awaking the echoes of the ground. Ann Hopley drew back the half of the gate, and Karl went forth.

Went forth to find himself, so to say, in the very arms of Mrs. Cleeve and Miss Blake. They were standing quite still (which fact accounted for their footsteps not being heard) gazing at these same two fighting birds in the hedge. What with Karls naturally nervous organization, and what with the dread secret he had just left, every drop of blood went out of his face. But he did not lose his presence of mind.

Looking on at a fight, Mrs. Cleeve! he exclaimed in a light tone. Birds have their hasty passions as well as men, you see. You wicked combatants! Let one anothers heads alone. Theyll not look any the better without feathers.

One of the noisy birds, as if in obedience, flew away to a distant tree; the other followed it. Karl stayed talking for a minute with the ladies; heard that they had come out for a little walk; and then he went on to his home. Mrs. Cleeve, as she continued her way, glanced inquisitively at the iron gate in passing.

Do the same people live there still, Theresa? Let me see  a Mrs. Grey, was it not?

Oh yes, she lives there, slightingly returned Miss Blake. She had a baby at the close of summer, but it died.

A baby! Why, she was a young widow? Stay  no  what was it?  Oh, her husband was abroad. Yes, I remember now. Has he come home yet?

As much as he ever will come, I expect, observed Miss Blake. The girl has just as much a husband as I have, Mrs. Cleeve.

Why, what is it that you would imply? cried Mrs. Cleeve, struck with the words and the tone.

I once, quite accidentally, heard her sing, When lovely woman stoops to folly? You know the song? It was, in one sense of the word, sung in character.

Oh, dear! cried Mrs. Cleeve! But  but what does Sir Karl do there?

Sir Karl? Oh  he is her landlord.

The taunting kind of way in which Miss Blake said it, turned Mrs. Cleeves delicate cheeks to a rosy red. All kinds of unpleasant thoughts began crowding into her mind.

Theresa, what do you mean? she asked, her voice dropping with its own dread. Have you any meaning?

And the chances were  taking into consideration the love of gossip and of scandal so inherent in woman  that Theresa Blake would there and then have disclosed that she had a meaning, and what the meaning was: but in that self-same moment she happened to turn her eyes on Mr. Smith, the agent. He was leaning over his garden gate, playing with a bunch of late roses; and he gravely lifted his hat to Miss Blake as she looked at him.

There was something in the grave look, or in the sight of the man himself, or in the roses, telling of summer, that recalled most vividly to Miss Blakes mind the private conversation she had once held with Mr. Smith, and the caution he had given her. At any rate, Jane Shore and the lighted taper, and the white sheet, and all the other accessories, rose up before her mental vision as plainly as one can see into a mirror. The penance looked no more palatable to Miss Blake now than it had then. As well keep clear of such risks, great and small. She changed her tone.

I really dont know anything about the young woman, Mrs. Cleeve. Pray do not take up a mistaken notion. She is Sir Karls tenant; that is all.

But if she is not  quite  quite circumspect in her conduct, it must be rather unpleasant to have her close to the Court, said Mrs. Cleeve.

Oh, she lives a perfectly retired life.

She is very pretty, I think?

Beautiful as an angel.

Nothing more passed. The two sparrows came flying to a proximate tree, and began fighting again. But an uneasy impression was left on Mrs. Cleeves mind; for she could not forget the strangely-significant tone in which Miss Blake had spoken, and its too sudden change to cautious indifference.

Karl was pacing one of the broad paths that evening, in his grounds, when he found himself joined by Mrs. Cleeve. She had thrown a warm shawl over her grey silk evening dress. He gave her his arm. The shadows were deepening: the evening star was already twinkling in the clear sky.

I want to tell you of a little plan I have formed, Sir Karl, and get your assent to it. It cannot have escaped your notice that Lucy is looking very ill.

I have seen it for some time, he answered.

And I should have spoken to you of it before, resumed Mrs. Cleeve, only that Lucy herself seems so much annoyed when I allude to it, telling me that nothing is the matter with her, and begging me not to take up fancies. Are you aware of anything being wrong with her general health?

No, I am not: there is nothing wrong with it that I know of, returned Karl, unpleasantly conscious that he was not likely to know more about his wifes general health than any other of the Courts inmates.

Well, what I wish to do is this: to take Lucy to town with me when I leave, and let some physician see her.

But you are not leaving us yet?

Not just yet, perhaps; but when I do go. In fact, I really must take her. I could not be easy to go back home and leave Lucy looking as she is, without having some good medical opinion. Have you any objection to this?

Not the slightest. I do not fancy any physician could do much good to Lucy  she has certainly, as I believe, no specific disease  but I think change of air and scene may be of much benefit to her. I am glad that she should go.

Well, now that I have your permission, Sir Karl, I shall know how to act. Lucy has been telling me that she does not need a physician, and will not see one; and that she does not care to go to London. But that we have never had consumption in our family, I should fear it for Lucy.

Karl was silent That Lucy had taken the unfortunate secret to heart in a strange manner, and that it was telling upon her most unaccountably, he knew.

It is rather ungrateful of her to say she does not care to go to London, considering that she has never stayed with her aunt since that time of illness at Winchester, resumed Mrs. Cleeve. Though, indeed, Lucy seems to have no energy left, and her cheerfulness appears to me more sham than reality. Lady Southal is anxious for her to go up with me.

Are you intending to stay again with Lady Southal yourself?

I shall now; as long as Lucy does. And, armed with your authority, I shall insist on Lucys going up with me. I wish you would come too, Sir Karl: my sister would be so glad to see you.

With his unfortunate brother dying at the Maze, it was not possible for Karl to quit Foxwood. But he was exceedingly glad that Lucy should be absent for a time. It would leave him more at liberty. At least, in spirit. With Lucys intense contempt and hatred for the Maze and its troubles, Karl never went there but he was conscious of feeling something like a school-boy, who is in mischief away from home.

I cannot leave home just now, said Karl. But you must tell Lady Southal that I shall be most happy to take a future opportunity of paying her a visit.

Are you busy, that you cannot leave?

My Uncle Josephs papers are not arranged yet; I am anxious to get on with them, he said, by way of excuse. And in truth that, so far, was so. In his minds terrible distress the sorting of the papers had been much neglected.

At least, you will come to town to fetch Lucy home.

Of course I will.

The affair decided, they strolled the whole length of the walk in silence. Karls thoughts were no doubt busy: Mrs. Cleeve was wishing to say something else, and did not quite know how to begin.

What a nice evening it is! cried Karl. How fair the weather continues to be!

Yes. But the hedges are showing signs of winter. I noticed it particularly when I was out with Theresa this morning. That was the Maze, I think, that we saw you coming out of.

Karl assented. There was no help for it.

Does the young lady live there alone still?

She has her servants with her.

But not her husband.

Mr. Grey, it is understood, spends a good deal of his time in travelling.

Sir Karl, I think I must ask you plainly. I have been wanting to ask you, she said, taking courage. Is there any reason for supposing that this lady is not  is not quite what she ought to be?

Why, what do you mean? returned Karl, standing still in his surprise. Are you speaking of Mrs. Grey?

It is almost impossible to avoid attaching some doubt to a young and lovely woman, when she lives so unaccountably secluded a life, returned Mrs. Cleeve, calling up the most plausible excuse she could for her suspicions.

The very fact of her keeping herself so secluded ought to absolve Mrs. Grey from it, said Karl warmly. She is a good and honourable lady.

You feel sure of that?

I am sure of it. I know it. Believe me, dear Mrs. Cleeve, that Lucy herself is not more pure and innocent than that pure lady is, he added, taking Mrs. Cleeves hands in his earnestness, in his anxiety to convince her. She has had great trouble to try her; she may be said to live in trouble: but heaven knows how good she is, and how persistently she strives to be resigned, and endure.

Mrs. Cleeve kept the sensitive hands in hers; she saw how worthy of trust he was in his earnestness; and every doubt went out of her.

I am very glad to hear it. I hope she and you will pardon my foolish thoughts. You go to see her sometimes, I believe?

When I think I can be of any use, I go. Her husband was once my dear friend: I go there for his sake.

Why does he not live here with her?

He cannot always do just as he would. Just now he is in bad health.

And she lost her baby, I hear.

Yes. It was a great grief to both of them.

The sounding of the dinner-gong stopped the questioning. We may be assured Karl lost no time in conducting Mrs. Cleeve to the house.


CHAPTER XX.

At the Red Dawn.

FOXWOOD was going on quietly with the approach of winter. Mrs. Cleeve had gone to London with her daughter; leaving Miss Blake to keep house at the Court Some ladies, fearing the worlds chatter, might have objected to remain with so young and attractive a man as Sir Karl Andinnian; Miss Blake was a vast deal too strong-minded for any thought of the kind. She was busy as ever with St. Jeromes and its offices; but she nevertheless kept a tolerably keen look-out on the Maze and on Sir Karls movements as connected with it. He went there more than he used to do: by day now as well as by night: and she wondered how long the simple neighbourhood would keep its eyes closed to facts and figures, that, to her, were so offensively plain.

There had been a sharpish frost in the night, but the glorious morning sun had chased its signs away. At midday it was shining hotly; and Karl was almost glad of the thin screen of leaves left in the labyrinth as he made his way through it. Some days had passed now since Adam had had any sharp amount of illness: he was wasting away rapidly, and that was the worst outward sign. But his will in these intervals of ease was indomitable, and it imparted to him a fictitious strength.

As Karl came in view of the lawn, he saw Rose standing by one of the distant beds, talking to Hopley. The old man was digging; and had bent himself nearly double over his work. Karl crossed over, a reprimand on his lips.

Adam, you should not. You promised me you would not again take a spade or other gardening implement in your hand. Your strength is not equal to it, and it must do you harm.

Just hark at him, Rose. It would not be Karlo if he did not find fault with me. What shall you do for somebody to croak at, brother mine, when I am gone?

Was it Hopley who spoke?  or was it Sir Adam? The falling-in mouth and the speech, the crooked back, the tottering and swelling knees, the smock-frock and the red comforter and the broad straw hat, all were Hopleys. But the manner of speech and the eyes too, now you came to see them as he looked up at Karl, were Sir Adams.

Yes. They were one and the same. Poor old Hopley the gardener was but Sir Adam in disguise. With the padded knees and the false hump he had managed to deceive the world, including Mr. Detective Tatton. He might not perhaps have so surely deceived Mr. Tatton had the latter been looking after Sir Adam Andinnian and been acquainted with his person. But the decrepid gardener bore no resemblance to Philip Salter: and, that fact ascertained, it was all that concerned Mr. Tatton.

It may be remembered that when Mrs. Andinnian was staying at Weymouth, she and her servant, Ann Hopley, were in secret communication with one of the warders of Portland Prison: in point of fact, they were negotiating with him the possibilities of Sir Adams escape. This man was James Hopley; a warder  as Karl had taken him to be, and also Anns husband. In the scuffle that took place the night of the escape, the man really killed was the other prisoner, Cole: and it was he who was taken to Foxwood and lay buried in its churchyard. Hopley was drowned.

At that period, and for some little time before it, Philip Smith was at Portland Prison. Not as a prisoner: the man had never in his life done aught to merit incarceration: but seeking employment there, through the interest of one of the chief warders who was a friend of his  a man named OBrian. From the date of the frauds of Philip Salter, Philip Smith had been  as he considered it  a ruined man: at any rate he was unable to obtain employment. A ruined man must not be fastidious, and Smith was willing and was anxious to become a warder if they would make him one. It was while he was waiting and hoping for the post, and employed sometimes as an assistant, and thoroughly trusted, that the attempted escape of the prisoners occurred. Smith was one of those who put off in the boat after the fugitives: the other two being Hopley and OBrian. In the scuffle on the Weymouth shore, Sir Adam was wounded and left for dead. OBrian saw him lying there apparently dead, and supposed him to be so. OBrian, however, afterwards received a blow that stunned him  for the night was dark, and friends and foes fought indiscriminately  and Smith contrived to get Adam away into a place of concealment It is very probable that Smith foresaw in that moment how valuable a prize to him the living and escaped Sir Adam might become. OBrian really believed him to be dead, and so reported him to the authorities. A dead man is worthless: and Sir Adam was allowed to be retained by his friends for interment: the beaten and disfigured Cole, shot in the face, being looked upon as Sir Adam.

After that, the path was easy. Sir Adam, very badly injured, lay for many weeks hidden away. Smith continued at Portland Prison keeping his own counsel, and unsuspected, visiting Sir Adam cautiously at intervals. As soon as it was practicable for him to be moved, the step was ventured on. He was got away in safety to London, and lay in retirement there, in a house that had been taken by Smith: his wife (formerly Rose Turner) coming up to join him; and Ann Hopley, faithful to Sir Adams fortunes through all, waiting on them. She had no one else left to be faithful to now, poor woman. Smith managed everything. He had withdrawn himself from Portland Island, under the plea that he could no longer, in consequence of his disabled arm, aspire to a wardership  for his arm had been damaged that fatal night, and it was thought he would never have the full use of it again. The plea was unsuspiciously recognised by the prison authorities; Smith retained his friendship with OBrian, and occasionally corresponded with him, getting from him scraps of useful information now and then. From that time his services were devoted to Sir Adam. It was he who communicated between Sir Adam and his mother; for, letters they did not dare to transmit It was he who first disclosed to Mrs. Andinnian the fact that Miss Rose Turner was her sons wife; it was he who made the arrangements for Sir Adams taking up his abode at the Maze, and provided the disguise to arrive at Foxwood in, as the decrepid old husband of the servant, Ann Hopley. To do Mr. Smith justice, he had fought against the scheme of coming to the Maze; but Mrs. Andinnian and Adam were both bent upon it; and he yielded. Adam and his wife had stayed in London under the name of Mrs. Grey, and she retained it.

Amidst the injuries Sir Adam received was one to the mouth and jaw. It destroyed those beautiful front teeth of his. After his recovery he sought the services of a clever but not much known dentist named Rennet, went to the pain of having the rest of his teeth extracted, and an entire set of false ones made. Two sets, in fact. The journey Rose took to London, when Miss Blake espied her with Karl, was for the purpose of getting one of these sets of teeth repaired, Sir Adam having broken the spring the night before. The teeth had to be conveyed personally to Mr. Rennet and brought away; for they were too cautious to entrust him with their address.

And now it will be seen how Sir Adam had concealed himself at the Maze. In the daytime he was the toothless, hump-backed, infirm old Hopley, working at his garden with enlarged knees and tottering steps: as soon as dusk came on, his false padding was thrown of with his smock frock and coarse clothes, and he was the well-bred gentleman, Sir Adam Andinnian, in his evening attire and with his white and even teeth. His assumed rôle was maintained always during the day; his meals were taken in the kitchen to be safe in case of any possible surprise, Ann attending upon him with all respect The delay in admitting Nurse Chaffen, kept waiting once on the wrong side of the kitchen door, was caused by Hopleys taking out his set of teeth and putting on his broad-brimmed hat: for it was convenient to assume the teeth during the short period devoted to dinner. The deafness was of course assumed as an additional precaution. Thus he had lived, in a state of semisecurity, tending his flowers and occupied with the care of his garden generally, an employment that he loved so well. The day that General Lloyds party went in, Karl was transfixed with apprehension and amazement to see Hopley showing himself. Adam enjoyed it: it was so like him to brave things; and he feared no danger from a pleasure party like that Well, I think that is all that is needed in the way of explanation; and we can go on. Karl was looking at the digging with regretful eyes.

You ought to be glad to see me at work again, Karl, instead of groaning over it, cried Sir Adam.

And so I should be, Adam, only that I fear you will feel its effects unpleasantly by and by.

I asked him not to do it, but he only laughed at me, said Rose.

Somebody must do it. I cant see the garden quite neglected. Besides, if I am well enough to work theres no reason why I should not. I am not sure, Karl, but I shall cheat you now.

Cheat me?

By getting well. What should you say to that?

Thank heaven for it: and do my best to get you away to a place of safety.

By George, old fellow, I dont know that I shant. I am feeling as blithe as a bee. Rose, take yourself a trifle further off, out of the mould.

He was throwing about the spadefuls almost as well as he had ever thrown them in his strength. Rose was cheated into something like hope, and her face for the moment lost its sadness.

I wish to goodness I had a draught of beer, cried Adam. Wheres Ann, I wonder.

Karl went to fetch it. Ann Hopley shook her head at the idea of hope, when Karl spoke of it as she gave him the beer.

You never saw any person, who was to live on, have the look in his face that he has, sir.

He looks fairly well to-day.

And so he will at times to the last, as it strikes me. I have had a good deal of experience in illness, sir. As to his talking about getting well  why, sir, you know what he is: saying this and that without meaning it. Theres no doubt he feels pretty sure himself how it will be.

Karl sighed as he went back with the beer. Yes, there was no real hope.

That same night  or rather on the following morning, for the dawn was more than glimmering  Karl in his bed began to dream that he was out in a shower of hail. It seemed to be falling with great violence: so much so that a sharper crash awoke him. Lying awake for a moment and questioning where he was, he found the noise to be reality. The hail was beating on the chamber windows.

Was it hail? Scarcely. It was crashing but on one window, and only came at intervals. It sounded more like gravel. Karl rose and opened the window. Smith the agent stood underneath. A prevision of evil shook Karl as he leaned out.

He is very ill indeed, sir, said Smith in the lowest whisper possible to be heard, and extending his finger to indicate the Maze. Mr. Moores there and thinks it will be for death. I thought you would like to know it.

How did you hear it? asked Karl.

Ann Hopley ran over and knocked me up, that I might go for the doctor.

Thank you, replied Karl. Ill be there directly.

Now it so happened that for some purposes of cleaning  for the Court was not exempt from those periodical visitations any more than the humble dwelling of Mrs. Chaffen  Miss Blakes chamber had been temporarily changed to the one next to that recently occupied by Lady Andinnian. Miss Blake was in the habit of sleeping with her window open; and, not being asleep at the time, she had heard Mr. Smiths footsteps and the crashes at Sir Karls window. Of course she was curious as to what could cause the noise, and at first thought of housebreakers. Had Mr. Smith chanced to turn his head in the right direction during the colloquy with Sir Karl, he might have seen an elaborately night-capped head peeping forth cautiously.

Why, it is Mr. Smith! thought Miss Blake, as he walked away. What an extraordinary thing! He must have been calling up Sir Karl.

Listening inside as well as out, Miss Blake heard the bell that was in Hewitts chamber ring gently; and, after a minute or two, the latter proceeding to his masters room. Then they both went down together, and Hewitt let Sir Karl out at the hall door, and came upstairs again. Miss Blake, after a good deal of self-puzzling, arrived at the conclusion that the affair must be in some way connected with poachers  who had been busy on the land latterly  and returned to her bed.

With death on his face, and a look of resignation than which nothing could be more peaceful, lay Sir Adam for the last time. His weary life, with all its bitter turmoil, was nearly at an end; night here was closing, morning there was opening. Karls grey eyes were wet as he bent over him.

Dont grieve too much, said Adam with a smile, as he put his cold hand into Karls clasp. You know how much better off I shall be. Rose knows it

You were so full of hope yesterday, Adam.

Was I? It cheated the wife into a few hours of pleasantness, and did its mission. I did not think I took you in. Why, Karlo, I have just been waiting from day to day for what has now come: moreover, I have seen how much best it all is as it is than anything else would be. I would not accept life if youd give it to me, unless the whole time since that Midsummer Eve could be blotted out

Karl swallowed a sob.

You dont know what it has been, Karl. No one can know what it is to live under a hanging sword, as I have, unless they experience it. And few in this world can do that It was all a mistake together. The shooting of Scott when I ought to have horsewhipped him; the escape from Portland; the taking up my abode here; everything: and these mistakes, Karl, have to be worked out I have paid for mine with life.

Karl did not answer. He was only nervously pressing the wasted hand in his.

It is all, I say, for the best. I see it now. It was best that the little lad should go; it is best that I should; it is best that you should be the true owner of Foxwood. It would have been too much of a complication otherwise. The boy could never have put forth a claim to it while I lived; and, after that, people might but have pointed their scornful finger at him as the son of a convict I thank God for taking him.

Should you talk so much, Adam?

I dont know. A man in my condition, about to leave the world behind, prefers to talk while he can. You will take care of my wife, Karl. There was no settlement, you know, and

I will take care of her to the best of my power, Adam, came the earnest interruption. She shall have a proper and suitable jointure as the widowed Lady Andinnian.

No, Karl; not that. She and I have talked over the future at odd moments, and we do not wish it. Rose does not mean to acknowledge her marriage with me, or to live in any kind of state in accordance with it. She will be Mrs. Grey to the end. Unless, indeed, any occasion were to arise, such as a tarnishing breath of scandal brought against this past period of her life. Then, of course, the truth must be declared, and you, Karl would have to come forward and testify to it I leave that in your hands.

With every surety, assented Karl.

A few hundreds a year, say four or five, are all that she will want from you, or take. Her late uncles money must come to her sometime, and that of itself would be almost enough. She purposes to live a retired life with her aunt; and I think it will be the happiest for her. In my desk, Karl, you will find a paper in my handwriting, setting forth all these wishes of hers and mine; it will serve as a direction for you.  No, he went on, after a pause, for her own peace, the world must never know her as Lady Andinnian. She dreads it too much. See you not the reason? She would have to stand before the public convicted of perjury. That past trial is rarely out of her mind, Karl  when she appeared falsely as Miss Rose Turner. The foolish things people do in their blindness! It was my fault. Her fault lay only in obeying me: but your charitable people would not accept that as an excuse. Be it as it may, Karl, Roses life henceforth will be one of modest position, and strict retirement Ann Hopley goes with her.

Looking at the matter from all points of view, it might be, as Sir Adam said, for the best.

And you will be Sir Karl in reality as well as in seeming, brother mine; and Foxwood will be your true home and your childrens after you. That is only justice. When you arranged to marry Lucy Cleeve, you deemed yourself to be the inheritor, and she deemed it. My death will set all right. And now about Smith, Karl. The man did me a great service, for I should have been retaken but for him; and he has been faithful to me since. I should like you to allow him something in the shape of an annuity  a hundred and fifty pounds a year, or so. Not the cottage: he will not stay in this neighbourhood when I am gone. It was through me that his arm got injured: which, of course, partly incapacitates him for work; and I think I am bound to provide for him.

It shall be done, said Karl. Ungrudgingly.

I have mentioned it in the paper, and the sum. He  he  he

Sir Adams hesitation was caused by faintness. He broke down, and for the time said no more. Nor did he recur to the subject again.

The day went on, Adam partially sleeping through it. At other times he lay in a kind of stupor. Mr. Moore attended at intervals; but nothing further could be done. At dusk Hewitt came over for a last sight of his old master; for a last farewell: and he sobbed bitterly as he said it.

Karl did not go home  at which Miss Blake was in much private wonder. Discarding the poacher theory, she shrewdly suspected now that he must be at the Maze, taking the opportunity of his wifes absence to play the gay bachelor away from home. She asked Hewitt, she questioned Giles; Giles knew nothing, Hewitt fancied Sir Karl might be detained at Basham on some business.

And so, the night set in. When quite awake Adam had the full possession of his senses, and exchanged a few words, sometimes with his wife, sometimes with Karl. About three oclock he fell into a calm sleep. Karl watched on; Rose, weak and sick and weary, dropped into a doze in a distant chair. Ann Hopley was in the kitchen below.

Save for the faint sighing of the wind as it swept round the house, stirring the branches of the trees, there was no sound to be heard. Stillness reigned unbroken in the dying chamber. How many of us have kept these watches! But who has kept them as this was being kept by Karl Andinnian!

With that bitter aching of the heart known but to few, and which when felt in its greatest intensity is the saddest pain the troubles of the world can give, Karl sat gazing on his brother. In his love for him, every pang endured by Adam in the past was a sting for him, every hazard run had reflected on him its dread apprehension. He sat thinking of what might have been; looking on what was: and an awful regret, than which nothing like unto it could be ever again experienced, tore at his heart-strings for the wasted life, cut short ere it had reached its prime. More than willingly in that moment would Karl have given his own remaining days to undo what his brother had done, and to restore to him freedom and honour. It might not be. Adams course was run: and he was passing away in obscurity from the world in which he had virtually no longer a place. Never for a moment did the immunity from perplexity it would bring to himself or the release from the false position he had been compelled to assume, occur to Karl; or, if it did, it was not dwelt upon: all of self and self-interest was lost in the regret and grief for his brother. He saw Adam living at Foxwood Court with his wife; its master; held in repute by men; he saw himself settled near with Lucy; his fortunes advanced by his brothers aid to a position not unacceptable to Colonel Cleeve; he saw his mother alive still and happy: a united family, enjoying comfort the one with the other. This might have been. His mother dead of a broken heart; Adam, dying before his eyes, an escaped fugitive; his own life blighted with pain and sorrow unutterable for Adams sake, his wife estranged from him  this was what was. Be you very sure that no earthly pang could be keener than that despairing heart-ache felt by Karl Andinnian.

How many a night at that still hour had Adam lain in his terror, listening to this moaning wind with supernaturally quick ear, lest it should be only covering other sounds  the approach of his deadly enemies! How many times in a night had he quitted his bed, his heart beating, and stolen a cautious peep beside the blind to see whether they might not be there, in battle array, waiting until the dawn should come and they might get in to take him! Ah, it was all at an end now; the fever, and the fear, and the wasting restlessness. Why! if the men were drawn up round his bed, they would not care to touch him. But the terror from force of habit stayed with him to the last.

He started up. How long he had slept, and how the night was going, Karl in his abstraction hardly knew. Adams eyes looked somewhat wild in the shade of the night-light, and he put up his feeble hand.

What is it? asked Karl gently.

I thought they were here, Karl; I saw them in the room,  he whispered  and his eyes went round it. They had muskets I think. Was it a dream?

Nothing but a dream, Adam. I am with you. Rose is asleep in the arm-chair.

Ay. I have not dreamt of them for a week past Stay by me, Karlo.

Karl would have risen to administer some cordial: but Adam was holding his hand in a tight grasp; had shut his eyes, and seemed to be dropping asleep again.

He slept about half-an-hour, and Karls imprisoned arm went from a state of pins and needles into the cramp. When Adam awoke, there was a smile on his face and a peaceful rest in his eyes. He was quite collected.

Karl, I dreamt of them again: but they had turned to angels. They were here, all about my bed. Oh Karl, I wish you could see them as I saw them! youd never be afraid of anything more in this world. Whats that?

Karl turned round: for Adams eyes were fixed on something or other behind him. He could see nothing save a streak of light, herald of the dawn, that came in at the side of the blind.

Do you mean the light, Adam? Its the dawn breaking.

Ay. My dawn. Draw up the blind. Karl.

Softly, not to awake Rose, Karl drew it up. Rose-coloured clouds, heralds of a beauteous sunrise, flooded the East. Adam lay and gazed at it, the smile on his face changing to a rapt look that seemed to speak of heaven, more than of earth.

It will be better there than here, Karl. For me.

Better for all of us.

I am very happy, Karl. The world is fading from me: heaven opening. Forgive me all that I have cost you.

Karls heart and eyes were alike full.

Just as the men who had troubled me were changed into angels, so my fear has changed to rest The angels are about the bed still, Karl; I know they are; waiting for me. The same lovely light shone on them that is shining yonder; and they told me without words that they were come to bear me up to God. I read it in their tender faces  so full of pitying love for me. It wont be so very long, Karl: youll come later.

Karls tears were falling on the up-turned face.

I should like to have seen your wife, Karl; just once. Tell her so, with my love. Ask her to forgive me the worry I know I have caused her.

I will, I will.

Oh, Karl, it has been a dreadful life for me; you know it has. I began to think that God had forgotten me  how foolish I was! He was full of mercy all the while, and kept me here in safety, and has now changed it all into peace. Listen, Karl! theres a sound of sweet music.

Karl could hear nothing but the wind.

It is the angels singing, whispered Adam, a smile of ineffable beauty on his face. They sing on the journey, you know. Good-bye, Karl, good-bye!

Karl bent his face, his tears streaming, his heart aching. These partings are too bitter to be told of. This was most essentially so.

Wheres Rose, Karl!

She was already by Karls side. He yielded his place to her, and went down to Ann; and there sobbed over the kitchen fire as a woman might have done.

But in the midst of it all, he could say as his brother had done, Thank God. If ever a poor sinful weary man had need to rejoice that he was removed to that better world, it was Adam Andinnian.

Roses bell called Karl up again. The last moment was at hand. Ann Hopley followed: and they all stood round the bed and saw him die. The red clouds had dispersed; the sun was just showing itself above the verge of the horizon.


CHAPTER XXI.

Laid to his Rest.

FOXWOOD heard the news. Mrs. Greys shakey old gardener was dead, James Hopley. Mr. Moore, when applied to for particulars, went into a learned dissertation on chronic rheumatism, and said that he was not able to save him.

Ann Hopley astonished the undertaker. She gave orders for three coffins: and they must be of the best, she said, if it cost her a hundred pounds. Her poor husband and she had saved money, and she should like to spend it on him.

There was again a battle with the clerk. It had been bad enough when Ann Hopley chose the ground for Mrs. Greys little child, within the precincts of that belonging to the Andinnian family; but to insist upon it that her own husband, a servant, should also lie there, was a piece of presumption the equal of which the clerk had never before heard of. However, Sir Karl, not waiting to be appealed to this time, called on the clerk, and said the woman might bury her husband there if she pleased; he did not think it right in people to assume exclusiveness after death, whatever they might do in life. The clerk lifted his hands when Sir Karls back was turned: radical notions such as these would tend to demoralize the best conservative community.

It was while his brother was lying dead, that Sir Karl  truly Sir Karl now  heard from his wife. She was ready to come to Foxwood, as Mrs. Cleeve was about to return to Winchester, and she appointed the following day, Tuesday, for Sir Karl to fetch her. It happened to be the day fixed for the funeral, and Karl wrote back to say that he could not leave home that day, but would fetch her on the Wednesday instead. To this he received no reply; and he of course intended to abide by it.

Tuesday came. About twelve oclock in the day the funeral turned out of the Maze gates; sundry curious ones amid the juveniles being assembled to witness the exit. A funeral was not an every-day event at Foxwood: and, besides, the Maze had been exciting interest of late. It was a simple funeral. The plumed hearse and one mourning coach; the undertaker and carriers walking. In the coach went Ann Hopley, smothered in a hood, with Hewitt to bear her company. Foxwood said it was very neighbourly and civil of the butler: but Miss Blake felt sure he had received private orders from Sir Karl, and she wondered what Sir Karl was coming to.

Now Lucy, Lady Andinnian, looking at things as she had been looking, poor wife, for some time past, was very resentful that Sir Karl would not fetch her on the day she named. She reasoned with herself that his refusal must arise from one of two causes: either he was neglectfully indifferent; or else he had some engagement with Mrs. Grey: for, of deterring occupation, she believed he possessed none. Proudly angry, she determined to take her own way, and return home without him.

Accordingly, on the Tuesday she started with her maid from London. But, like many a one who does things in off-hand inexperience, she made a mistake, and took the wrong train. That is, she took one that did not stop at Foxwood. Lucy discovered this after she was in the carriage, and found they must get out at Basham. Leaving Aglaé and the luggage to wait for the next train, which would not be up for two hours, Lucy took one of the waiting flies, and drove on.

Lucy was full of thoughts and anticipations. She wondered where her husband was, what she should find him doing, and what excuse he would make. It lasted her all the way: and they were close on Foxwood village before anything occurred to arouse her. She woke up to find the driver, who was a Foxwood man, had come very nearly to a standstill, and was staring at a funeral procession just then entering the churchyard.

The first object that caught Lucys eye was Hewitt. Hewitt attired as a mourner, and following the coffin. For a moment Lucys heart beat quicker, and her gaze was strained: who could it be that was inside? Gradually her eyes took in the whole of the scene: the spectators collected in the distance, watching; the person enveloped in a silk hood and cloak at Hewitts side: Mr. Sumnor in his surplice.

All in a moment, as it seemed, just as the clergyman began to read, springing she could not tell from whence, there advanced Sir Karl Andinnian. He was in black attire, but wore neither crape band nor scarf; and it might have been thought he was only an ordinary spectator. Hewitt, however, drew a step back to give his master the place of precedence, as though out of proper respect, as did Ann Hopley: and Sir Karl took off his hat and stood there, close to the coffin, his head bent low.

How very strange it is! thought Lucy. Who can be in the coffin?  and who is the woman in the black silk cloak and hood? There is Mr. Smith, the agent, too!  he is standing near with his hat off now.

Lucy! Can it be you? We did not expect you until to-morrow.

The voice was Miss Blakes. St. Jeromes devotees were no more free from curiosity than their inferiors; and a few of them had chanced to be taking a walk past the churchyard just at the critical moment; of whom Miss Blake was one.

I thought I would come to-day, and not give Sir Karl the trouble of fetching me, replied Lucy. Aglaé is coming on from Basham by the next train with the luggage. How are you, Theresa? Will you come inside?

Miss Blakes answer was to open the fly door, seat herself by Lady Andinnian, and turn her gaze on the churchyard. The scene bore a charm for her as well as for Lucy.

Why, thats Sir Karl there! she exclaimed in surprise, the spectators heads having intercepted her view while on the ground.

Yes, assented Lucy. And theres Hewitt  and Sir Karls agent  and a mourner with her face hidden. Who is it that is being buried, Theresa?

Why, its only the old gardener at the Maze. As to Hewitt, I suppose he had to go to keep the woman in countenance. The old man was her husband, you know.

But what should bring Sir Karl there?

And standing first, as though he were chief mourner! commented Miss Blake, devouring the scene with her condemning eyes, and giving the reins to her thoughts. I dont know why he is there, Lucy. There are several things that I have not attempted to understand for some time past.

Is not that the part of the churchyard where the Andinnians lie?  where their vault is?

It is. But Hopley is being buried there, you see: and that infant, that you know of, was buried there. The clerk is in a fine way over it, people say: but Sir Karl ruled that it should be so.

Thoughts connected with Mrs. Grey, and the inexplicable manner in which Sir Karl seemed to yield to her humours, even to the honouring of her servants, flashed into Lucys brain. It did not tend to appease her previous anger against him.

Why could not Sir Karl come for me to-day, Theresa?

It is of no use to ask me, Lucy. Sir Karl does not explain his motives to me. This funeral perhaps kept him, added Miss Blake, sarcastically, unconscious how very near she was to the truth. After you left he seemed almost to live at the Maze. Last week he was there, as I believe, for a whole day and a whole night. I must speak, Lucy. Out of regard to decency that girl ought to quit the Maze, or you quit Foxwood.

Drive on, cried Lucy to the coachman, in a tone as though the world and all things in it were grating on her. And the man did not dare to disobey the sharp command.

But Miss Blake preferred to get out; and did so. She had said what she did say from good motives: and she took credit for not making worse of the account  as she might have done. Not a word would she say about his being called up in the night  and she knew now that it was to the Maze he was summoned. With her whole heart she pitied Lucy.

May I be forgiven if my duty ought to lie in silence! she muttered as she joined the Miss St. Henrys and others in the crowd. Lucy seems to have no friend about her in the world but me.

The interment was over. The procession  what was left of it  went its way back again, Hewitt and Ann Hopley side by side in the coach. Sir Karl strolled away over the fields, and presently found himself joined by Mr. Smith.

So your mission at Foxwood is over, he sadly cried to the latter. I have no more need to make believe I want an agent now.

Ay, its over, Sir Karl. Better for him almost that he had fallen in the fray off Weymouth; that I had never saved him; than have lived to what his life has since been.

Better for him had he never come to the Maze, rejoined Sir Karl.

It was none of my doing. As you know, sir.

No: but you opposed his leaving it.

As he was here, I did. I had but his interest at heart, Sir Karl: although I know you have thought the contrary. The chances were that he could not have got away in safety. In his own person he dared not have risked it; and a decrepid figure like Old Hopleys must have attracted attention. But for that detectives pitching upon Foxwood to make a hunting place of, I believe Sir Adam would have been most secure here.

Well, it is over, with all its risks and chances, sighed Karl. He did not forget you when he was dying. His wish was that you should enjoy a moderate annuity during your life: which I have undertaken to pay.

The agents thanks, and they appeared very heartfelt and genuine, were cut short by the approach of Mr. Moore. He joined them as they walked along; and the conversation fell on the illness of the deceased.

There was no real hope from the beginning, once the disease had set fairly in, cried the surgeon. There never is. In Sir Adams case, the terrible anxiety he endured day and night brought it on, and caused it to develop with unusual rapidity: there was not a shadow of chance for him.

You did not tell me that, said Karl.

I was not quite sure of it myself at first: though I suspected it I did not tell you, you say, Sir Karl: well, no, not in so many words: but your own eyes might have seen it as its progress went on. Sir Adam knew it himself, I fancy, as surely as I.

Do you remember saying you wished he could have further advice? asked Karl. Did not that prove that you had hope?

I wished it chiefly for the satisfaction of those connected with him. All the advice in the world could not  as I suspected then, and soon saw  have availed to save his life. We sometimes say of people, death has been a happy release for them. In his case, Sir Karl, it has been most unquestionably so: he is at rest.




CHAPTER XXII.

Repentance.

DOWN on her knees, in self-abasement, the tears of contrition raining from her eyes, her face scarlet in its agony of shame, cowered Lucy Andinnian at her husbands feet She would not let him raise her. It seemed to her that a whole lifetime of repentance could never wash out her sin.

The elucidation of the misunderstanding that had kept them apart for months was taking place.

On the day after the funeral, Karl sought his wife in the dressing-room to tell her of what had occurred. She had scarcely spoken a word to him since her return, or allowed him to speak one to her. Very briefly, in half a dozen words, he informed her his brother was dead, and delivered the message Adam had left for her. For a few minutes Lucys bewilderment was utter; and, when she did at length grasp somewhat of the truth, her confusion and distress were pitiable.

Oh, Karl, Karl, do you think you will ever be able to forgive met What can I dot  what can I do to atone for it?

You must get up, Lucy, before I say whether I forgive you or not.

I cannot get up. It seems to me that I ought never to get up again. Your brother at the Maze!  your brothers wife! Oh, what must you have thought of my conduct! Oh, Karl, why do you not strike me as I lie!

Sir Karl put forth his arms and his strength, and raised her to the sofa. She bent her face down on its pillow, to weep out her tears of shame.

Come, Lucy, he said, when he had waited a few minutes, sitting beside her. We shall not arrive at the end in this way. Is it possible that you did not know my brother was alive!

How could I know it, Karl! she asked, amid her streaming tears. How was I likely to know it!

You told me you knew it. You said to me that you had discovered the secret at the Maze. I thought you were resenting the fact of his being alive. Or, rather, of my having married you, knowing that he was.

Why should I resent it! How could you think so! Was that the secret you spoke of in Paris the night before our wedding!  that Adam was alive.

That, and no other. But I did not know then that he was married  or suspect that he ever would marry. I learnt that fact only during my mothers last illness.

Oh, Karl, this is dreadful, she sobbed. What must you have thought of me all this time! I almost wish I could die!

You still care for me, then; a little!

With a burst of anguish she turned and hid her face upon his breast. I have only loved you the better all the while, she whispered.

Lucy, my dear, I say we shall not get to the end in this way. Look up. If you were in ignorance of my brothers existence, and of all the complications for you and for me that it involved, what then was it that you were resenting?

Dont ask me, Karl, she said, her face growing scarlet again. I could not tell you for the very shame.

He drew a little away, making a movement to put her from him. Never had his countenance been so stem to her as it was now; never could he be so little trifled with.

If there is to be an explanation between us, Lucy, it must be full and complete. I insist upon its being so. If you refuse to give it now  why, I shall never ask you for it again. Do you not think you owe me one?

Again she bent her face upon him. I owe you everything, Karl; I owe you more reparation than I can ever pay. Never, as long as our lives shall last, will I have a secret from you again, heaven helping me. If I hesitate to tell you this, it is because I am ashamed for you to know how foolish I could be, and the wicked thoughts I could have.

Not more foolish or wicked, I dare say, than I was for making you my wife. Speak out, Lucy. It must be so, you see, if there is to be a renewal of peace between us.

Keeping her head where it was, her face hidden from him, Lucy whispered her confession. Karl started from her in very astonishment.

Lucy! You could think that! Of me!

She put up her hands beseechingly. Oh, forgive me, Karl; for the sake of the pain, forgive me! It has been killing me all the while. See how worn and thin I am.

He put his arm out and drew her to his side. Go on, my dear. How did you pick up the notion?

It was Theresa. And now that the ice was broken, anxious to tell all and clear herself, Lucy described the past in full: the cruel anguish she had battled with, and her poor, ever-to-be renewed efforts to endure patiently, for his sake and for Gods. Karls arm involuntarily tightened around her.

Why did you not speak to me of this at once, Lucy? he asked, after a pause. It would have cleared it up, you see.

I did speak to you, Karl; and you seemed to understand me perfectly, and to accept it all as truth. You must remember your agitation, and how you begged me not to let it come to an exposure.

But I thought you alluded to the trouble about my poor brother; that it was the fact of his being alive you had discovered and were resenting. That was the exposure I dreaded. And no wonder: for, if it had come, it would have sent him back to Portland Island.

Lucy wrung her hands. What a miserable misapprehension it has been!  and how base and selfish and cruel I must have appeared to you! I wonder, Karl, you did not put me away from you for ever!

Will you go now?

She knew it was asked in jest: she probably knew that neither would have parted from the other for the wealth of the world. And she nestled the least bit closer to him.

Karl!

Well?

Why did you not tell me about your brother when you found I knew nothing, and was resenting it? If I had but known the real truth, we never should have been at issue for a day.

Remember, Lucy, that I thought it was what you knew, and spoke of. I thought you knew he was alive and was at the Maze with his wife. When I would have given you the whole history from the first, you stopped me and refused to hear. I wished to give it; that you might see I was less to blame than you seemed to be supposing. It has been a wretched play at cross-purposes on both sides: and neither of us, that I see, is to blame for it.

Poor Sir Adam! she cried, the tears again falling. Living in that dreadful fear day after day! And what must his poor wife have suffered! And her baby dying, and now her husband! And I, instead of giving sympathy, have thought everything that was ill of her, and hated her and despised her. And Karl  why, Karl  she must have been the real Lady Andinnian.

He nodded. Until Adams death, I was not Sir Karl, you see. The day you came with her from Basham, and they told her the fly waiting at the station was for Lady Andinnian, she was stricken with terror, believing they meant herself.

Oh, if I had known all this time! bewailed Lucy. Stuck up here in my false pride and folly, instead of helping you to shield them and to lighten their burthen! I cannot hope that you will ever quite forgive me in your heart, Karl.

Had it been as I supposed it was, I am not quite sure that I should. Not quite, Lucy, even to our old age. You took it up so harshly and selfishly, looking at it from my point of view, and resented it in so extraordinary a fashion, so bitter a spirit

Oh dont, dont! she pleaded, slipping down to his feet again in the depth of her remorse, the old sense of shame on her burning cheeks. Wont you be merciful to me? I have suffered much.

Why, my darling, you are mistaking me again, he cried tenderly, as he once more raised her. I said, Looking at it from my point of view. Looking at it from yours, Lucy, I am amazed at your gentle forbearance. Few young wives would have been as good and patient as you.

Then do you really forgive me? she asked, raising her eyes and her wet cheeks.

Before I answer that, I think I must ask whether you forgive my having married you  now that you know all.

Oh, Karl!

She fell upon his shoulder, her arms round his neck. Karl caught her face to his. He might take what kisses he chose from it again.

Karl, would you please let me go to see her? she whispered.

See whom? asked Karl, in rather a hard tone, his mind pretty full just then of Miss Blake.

Poor Lady Andinnian.

Yes, if you will, he softly said. I think she would like it. But, my dear, you must call her Mrs. Grey remember. Not only for safety, but that she would prefer it.

They went over in the afternoon. Miss Blake, quite accidentally this time, for she was returning home quietly from confession at St. Jeromes  and a wholesale catalogue of peccadilloes she must have been disclosing, one would say, by the length of the hearing  saw them enter. It puzzled her not a little. Sir Karl taking his wife there! What fresh ruse, what further deceit was he going to try? Oh but it was sinful! Worse than anything ever taken for Mr. Cattacombs absolution at St. Jeromes.

Lucy behaved badly: without the slightest dignity whatever. The first thing she did was to burst out crying, and kiss Mrs. Greys hand: as if  it really seemed so to Mrs. Grey  she did not dare to offer to kiss her cheek. Very sad and pretty she looked in her widows mourning.

It was a sad interview: though in some respects a soothing and satisfactory one. Lucy explained, without entering into any details whatever, that she had not known who it was residing at the Maze, or she should have been over before, Karl and Sir Adam permitting her. Rose supposed that for safetys sake Karl had deemed it well to keep the secret intact. And there the matter ended.

You will come and stay with me at the Court before you leave, pleaded Lucy.

Rose shook her head. It is very kind of you to wish it, Lady Andinnian; very kind indeed under the circumstances; but it could not be. I shall not pass through these gates until I pass through them with Ann Hopley for good, That will be very soon.

At least, you will come and stay with us sometime in the future.

I think not Unless I should get a fever upon me to see the spot once more that contains my husband and child. In that case, I might trespass on you for a day or two if you would have me. Thank you very much, Lady Andinnian.

You will let me come over again before you leave?

Oh, I should be pleased  if Sir Karl has no objection. Thank you, Karl, she added, holding out her hands to him, thank you for all. You have been to us ever the most faithful friend and brother.

The church bell at Foxwood was ringing for the late afternoon service as they quitted the Maze  for Mr. Sumnor, in spite of his discouragement and nonattendance, kept on the daily service. The ting-tang was sounding from St Jeromes, and several damsels, who had come round by the Court to call for Miss Blake, were trooping past. Lucy bowed; Karl lifted his hat: he had ceased to care who saw him going in and out of the Maze gate now.

Karl, said Lucy, I should like to go to prayers this evening. I shall take no harm: it is scarcely dusk yet.

He turned to take her. Mr. Sumnor and the clerk were in the church; hardly anybody else  just as it had been that other evening when Lucy had crept in. Even Miss Diana was off to St. Jeromes, in the wake of her flighty nieces. Lucy went on to her own pew this time.

Oh, what a contrast it was!  this evening and that. Now she was utterly still in her rapt thankfulness; then she had lain on the floor, her heart crying aloud to God in its agony. What could she do to show her gratitude to Him, who had turned the darkness into this radiant light? She could do nothing. Nothing, save strive to let her whole life be spent as a thankoffering. Karl noted her excessive stillness, her blinding tears; and he probably guessed her thoughts.

While he was talking with Mr. Sumnor after the service, Lucy went in to the vicarage. Margaret, lying in the dusk, for the room was only lighted by its bit of fire, could not see who had entered.

Is it you, Martha? she said, thinking it was her sister. You are back early.

It is I  Lucy, said Lady Andinnian. Oh, Margaret, I was obliged to come to you just for a minute. Karl is outside, and we have been to church. I have something to tell.

Margaret Sumnor put out both her hands in token of welcome. Instead of taking them, Lucy knelt by the reclining board, and brought her face close to her friends, and spoke in a hushed whisper.

Margaret, I want to thank you, and I dont know how. I have been thinking how impossible it will be for me ever to thank God: and it seems to be nearly as impossible ever to thank you. Do you remember what you once said to me, Margaret, about bearing and waiting? Well, but for you, I dont think I could have borne or waited, even in the poor way I have; and  and

She broke down: sobs of emotion checked her utterance.

Be calm, my dear, said Margaret You have come to tell me that the trouble is over.

Yes: God has ended it. And, Margaret, I never need have had a shade of it: I was on a wrong track all the while. I  I was led to think ill of my husband; I treated him worse than any one will ever know or would believe: while he was good and loyal to the core in all ways, and in the most bitter trouble the world can inflict. Oh, Margaret, had I been vindictive instead of patient  I might have caused the most dire injury and tribulation, and what would have been my condition now, my dreadful remorse through life] When the thought comes over me, I shiver as I did in that old ague fever.

A fit of shivering took her actually. Miss Sumnor saw how the matter had laid hold upon her.

Lucy, my dear, it seems to me that you may put away these thoughts now. God has been merciful and cleared it to you, you say; and you ought to be happy.

Oh, so merciful! she sobbed. So happy! But it might have been otherwise, and I cannot forget, or forgive myself.

Do you remember, Lucy, what I said? That some day when the cloud was removed your heart would go up with a bound of joyous thankfulness?

Yes. Because I did  and have done  as Margaret told me; and endured.

The affair had indeed laid no slight hold of Lucy. She could not forget what might have been the result, and quite an exaggerated remorse set in.

A few nights afterwards Karl was startled out of his sleep by her. She had awakened, it appeared, in a state of terror, and had turned to him with a nervous grasp as of one who is drowning. Shaking, sobbing, moaning, she frightened her husband. He would have risen for a light, but she clung to him too tightly.

But what has alarmed you, Lucy?  what is it? he reiterated.

A dream, Karl; a dream, she sobbed, in her bitter distress. I am always thinking of it by day, but this time I dreamt it; and I awoke believing it was true.

Dreamt what? he asked.

I thought that cruel time was back again. I thought that I had not been quiet and patient, as Margaret enjoined, leaving vengeance to God, but had taken it into my own hands, and so had caused the Mazes secret to be discovered. You and Adam had both died through it; and I was left all alone to my dreadful repentance, on some barren place surrounded by turbid water.

Lucy, you will assuredly make yourself ill.

But, oh Karl, if it had been true! If God had not saved me from it!


CHAPTER XXIII.

Only a Man like other Men.

THEY stood together in the north parlour: Sir Karl Andinnian and Miss Blake. In the least severe terms he knew how to employ, Sir Karl was telling her of her abuse of his hospitality  the setting his wife against him  and intimating that her visit to them had better for the present terminate.

It took Miss Blake by surprise. She had remarked a difference in their behaviour to one another, in the past day or two. Lucy scarcely left Sir Karl alone a minute: she was with him in his parlour; she clung to his arm in unmistakable fondness in the garden; her eyes were for ever seeking his with a look of pleading, deprecating love. They could not have been two greater simpletons in their honeymoon, severely thought Miss Blake.

Something else had rather surprised her. Walking past the Maze on this same morning, she saw the gate propped open, and a notice, that the house was to let, erected on a board. The place was empty; the late tenants of it, the lady and her maid, had departed. Turning to ask Mr. Smith the meaning of this, she saw a similar board at his house: Mr. Smith was packing up, and Clematis Cottage was in the market.

Good gracious! Are you going to leave us, Mr. Smith? she asked, as that gentleman showed himself for a moment at the open window, with an armful of books and papers.

Sorry to say that I am, madam. Business is calling me to London.

I hear that Mrs. Grey has left, too. What can have taken her away?

Dont know, said Mr. Smith. Does not care to stop in the house, perhaps, after a death has taken place in it Servants must die as well as other people though.

Without another word to her, he went to the back of the room with his load, and began stuffing it into a trunk with his one arm. Miss Blake summed up the conclusion in her mind.

Sir Karl must have summarily dismissed him.

Little did she foresee that Sir Karl was about, so to say, summarily to dismiss herself. On this same day it was that he sought the interview. When the past was touched upon by Karl, and her part in it, Miss Blake, for once in her life, showed signs that she had a temper, and her face turned white.

You might have done me incalculable mischief, Miss Blake: mischief that could never be repaired in this world, he said, standing to face her. I do not allude to the estrangement that might have been caused between myself and my wife, but evil of a different nature. What could possibly have induced you to take up so outrageous a notion in regard to me?

Miss Blake, in rather a shrill tone  for she was one of those unfortunate individuals whose voices grow harsh with annoyance  ventured upon a disparaging word of Mrs. Grey, but evaded the true question. Karl did not allow her to go on.

That lady, madam, he said, raising his hand with a kind of solemnity, was good and pure, and honourable as is my own wife; and my dear wife knows it now. She was sacred to me as a sister. Her husband was my dear and long-tried friend; and he was for some months in great trouble and distress. I wished to do what I could to alleviate it: my visits there were paid to him,

But he was not living there, rejoined Miss Blake, partly in hardy contest, partly in surprise.

Indeed he was living there. He had his reasons for not wishing to make any acquaintance in the place, and so kept himself in retirement; reasons in which I fully acquiesced. However, his troubles are at an end now; and  and the family have ceased to be my tenants.

Whether Miss Blake felt more angry or more vexed, she was not collected enough at the moment to know. It was a very annoying termination to her long and seemingly well-grounded suspicions. She always wished to do right, and had the grace to feel somewhat ashamed of the past.

What I said to Lucy I believed I had perfectly good grounds for, Sir Karl. I had the interests of religion at heart when I spoke.

Religion! repeated Sir Karl, his lips involuntarily curling. Religion is as religion does, Miss Blake.

After all, she did not heed me; so, if it did no good, it did no harm. Lucy is so very weak-minded

Weak-minded! interposed Sir Karl. If to act as she did  to bear patiently and make no stir under extreme provocation, trusting to the future to right the wrong  if this is to be weak-minded, why I thank God that she is so. Had she been strong-minded as you, Miss Blake, the result might have been terribly different.

Miss Blake was nettled. Her manner froze.

I see what it is, Sir Karl; you and your wife are so displeased with me that I feel my presence in your house is no longer welcome. As soon as I can make arrangements I will quit it  thanking you both for your hospitality.

She paused. Sir Karl paused too. Perhaps she had a faint expectation that he would hasten to refute the decision, and request her to stay on. But he did nothing of the kind. On the contrary, he, in a word or two of politeness, acquiesced in the proposal of departure, as though it admitted of no question.

I should not have trespassed on you so long  in fact, I should not have stayed at all after your first return here with Lady Andinnian, but for St. Jeromes, she rejoined, her temper getting up again, while there ran in her mind an undercurrent of thought, as to whether she could find suitable lodgings in Foxwood.

You will not have to regret that, in leaving, he observed. I am about to do away with St. Jeromes.

To do away with St Jeromes!

In a weeks time from this it will be shut up, and all the nonsense within its walls cleared away.

The nonsense! shrieked Miss Blake.

Why you cannot call it sense  or religion either. To tell you the truth, Miss Blake, the place has been an offence to me for some time. It has caused a scandal

For shame, Sir Karl Andinnian! Scandal, indeed!

And this little bit of fresh scandal that has arisen now, people dont like at all, quietly persisted Sir Karl. Neither do I. So, to prevent the bishop coming down upon us here, Miss Blake, I close the place.

Miss Blake compressed her lips. She could have struck him as he stood.

What do you mean by a fresh scandal, pray?

Well, the story runs that Mr. Cattacomb was seen to kiss one of the young ladies in the vestry.

Miss Blake started, Miss Blake shrieked, Miss Blake wondered that the very ceiling did not drop down upon the bold false tongue. To do her justice, she believed St. Jeromes pastor was by far too holy a man for any wickedness of the sort. Not to speak of restraining prudence.

Sir Karl, may you be forgiven! Where do you expect to go to when you die?

To the heaven, I hope, that our merciful God has provided for us, he answered, meeting the query solemnly and with some emotion. Some of those dearer to me than life have gone on thither to wait for me.

At which Miss Blake drew up her pious head, and intimated that she feared it might be another kind of place, unless he should mend his manners. And Sir Karl closed the interview, leaving her to understand that she had received her congé.

The circumstance to which he alluded was this. A day or two before, some prying boys, comrades of Tom Pepps, were about St. Jeromes as usual. For, ever since its establishment, the place had been quite a point of attraction to these young reptiles; and keep off they would not. On the morning in question, hovering around the vestry window and the walls generally, a slight inlet of view was discovered, in consequence of the blinds being accidentally drawn somewhat aside. Of course as many eyes were applied to the chink as could find space; and they had the pleasure of seeing the parson steal a kiss or two from the blushing cheek of Miss Jemima Moore. Rare nuts for the boys to crack! Before the day had closed, it was being talked of in Foxwood, and reached the ears of Miss Diana. She handed the case over to the doctor.

Down he went to St Jeromes on the following morning, and caught Mr. Cattacomb alone in the vestry, just getting into his sheep-skin. Mr. Moore wasted no time in circumlocution or superfluous greeting.

You were seen to kiss my daughter, yesterday, young man.

To be pounced upon in this unprepared manner is enough to try the nerves of almost any hero; what must it have been then for a modest young clergyman, with a character for holiness, like Guy Cattacomb? He stammered and stuttered, and blushed to the very roots of his scanty hair. The tippet itself turned of a rosy hue.

No equivocation, sir. Do you acknowledge it, or do you not?

Gathering up his scared wits, and a modicum of courage, in the best way he could, the Reverend Guy virtually acknowledged it to be true. He added that he and Miss Jemima were seriously attached to each other; that he hoped sometime to win her for his wife; and that a sense of his utter want of means had alone prevented his speaking to the doctor.

Now, look here, said the surgeon, after a pause of consideration, perceiving from the young mans earnest manner that this was the actual state of the case, I say No to you at present It lies with yourself whether I ever say yes. If you and she care for one another, I should be the last to stand in your way, once you have proved yourself worthy of her. Get rid of all the rubbish thats filling up your foolish brain;  and he gave his hand a sweep around become a faithful, honest clergyman of the Church of England, serving your Master to the best of your power; and then you may ask for her. A daughter of mine shall never tie herself to a vain fop. No; though I had to banish her to the wilds of Kamschatka.

Ill do my best, sir, to become what you will approve of, returned the parson humbly, if you will only give me hope of Miss Jemima.

It is because I think you have some good in you, that I do give you hope, Mr. Cattacomb. The issue lies with you.

Now, this was what Sir Karl alluded to. When it fell to Miss Blakes lot to find it was true and to hear the particulars, she thought, in her mortification, that the world must be drawing to an end: at least, it was signally degenerating. That adored saint to have turned out to be only a man after all  with all a mans frail nature! All Miss Blakes esteemed admirers seemed to be slipping from her one by one.

She and the congregation generally were alike incensed. Mr. Cattacomb, lost to any future hopes, fell in their estimation from fever-heat down to zero: and they really did not much care, after this, whether St. Jeromes was shut up or not. So Sir Karl and Farmer Truefit found their way was made plain before them.

What a heap of silk we have wasted on cushions and things for him! cried Charlotte St. Henry, in a passion. And all through that sly little cat, Jemima Moore!


CONCLUSION.

A SWEET calm day in early spring, Sir Karl and his wife stood on the steps of their house, hand in hand, ready to welcome Colonel and Mrs. Cleeve, who were driving up to pay a long visit. Lucy had recovered all her good looks; Karls face had lost its sadness.

Things had been getting themselves straight after the dark time of trouble. Some pleasant neighbours were at the Maze now; Clematis Cottage was occupied by Margaret Sumnor. There was a new vicar of Foxwood. Mr. Sumnor, who had not been without his trials in life, had died in the winter. His widow and second family went to reside in London; Margaret, who had her own mothers fortune now  which was just enough to live upon quietly  removed to Clematis Cottage, to the extreme delight of Lady Andinnian. St Jeromes had been converted into a schoolroom again: its former clergyman had retired into private life for a season, and no more omnibus-loads of young ladies came over from Basham. Sir Karl was earning popularity everywhere. Caring earnestly for those about him, actively promoting the welfare of all unceasingly and untiringly, generous in aiding, chary of fault-finding, Sir Karl Andinnian was esteemed and beloved even more than Sir Joseph had been. Nothing educates and softens the human heart like the sharp school of adversity.

Lucy, you are a puzzle to me, said Mrs. Cleeve, when she had her daughter to herself up stairs. In the autumn you were so ill and so sad; now you are looking so well and so radiantly happy.

I am quite well, mamma, and happy.

But what was the cause of your looking so ill then?

Lucy did not answer, evading the question in the best way she could. That past time would be ever sacred between herself and her husband.

Well, I cannot understand it, concluded Mrs. Cleeve. I only hope you will continue as you are now. Sir Karl looks well, also; almost as he did when we first knew him at Winchester, before his brother brought that trouble on himself and all connected with him. To tell you the truth, Lucy, I thought when I was last here that you were both on the high road to consumption. Now you both look as though you were on the road to  to

A fine old age, put in Lucy, as her mother broke down for want of a simile. Well, mamma, I hope we are  if God shall so will it.

And  why you have made this into a dressing-room again! cried Mrs. Cleeve, as Lucy took down her hair, and rang for Aglaé.

Yes; I wanted it as one when I went back to my own room.

What do you do with the other room  the one you slept in? questioned Mrs. Cleeve, throwing open the door as she spoke  for she had a great love of seeing into house arrangements. You have had the bed taken away!

The room is not being used at present, replied Lucy. Karl  Karl

Karl  what? asked Mrs. Cleeve, wondering at the sudden timidity, and looking round. Lucys sweet face was blushing.

Karl thinks I shall like to make it the day nursery.

Oh, my dear! I am glad to hear that.

Lucy burst into tears of emotion. A very slight occurrence served still to bring back the past and its repentance.

Mamma, you do not know, you can never know, how good God has been to me in all ways; and how little I deserved it.

And so we leave all things at peace. The dark storms had rolled away and given place to sunshine.

THE END
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VOLUME I.


CHAPTER I.

EARLY DAYS.

I, Charles Strange, have called this my own story, and shall myself tell a portion of it to the reader; not all.

* * * * *

May was quickly passing. The drawing-room window of White Littleham Rectory stood open to the sunshine and the summer air: for the years of warm springs and long summers had not then left the land. The incumbent of the parish of White Littleham, in Hampshire, was the Reverend Eustace Strange. On a sofa, near the window, lay his wife, in her white dress and yellow silk shawl. A young and lovely lady, with a sweet countenance; her eyes the colour of blue-bells, her face growing more transparent day by day, her cheeks too often a fatal hectic; altogether looking so delicately fragile that the Rector must surely be blind not to suspect the truth. She suspected it. Nay, she no longer suspected; she knew. Perhaps it was that he would not do so.

Charley!

I sat at the end of the room in my little state chair, reading a new book of fairy tales that papa had given me that morning. He was as orthodox a divine as ever lived, but not strait-laced, and he liked children to read fairy tales. At the moment I was deep in a tale called Finetta, about a young princess shut up in a high tower. To me it was enchanting.

Yes, mamma.

Come to me, dear.

Leaving the precious book behind me, I crossed the room to the sofa. My mother raised herself. Holding me to her with one hand, she pushed with the other the hair from my face and gazed into it. That my face was very much like hers, I knew. It had been said a hundred times in my hearing that I had her dark-blue eyes and her soft brown hair and her well-carved features.

My pretty boy, she said caressingly, I am so sorry! I fear you are disappointed. I think we might have had them. You were always promised a birthday party, you know, when you should be seven years old.

There had been some discussion about it. My mother thought the little boys and girls might come; but papa and Leah said, No  it would fatigue her.

I dont mind a bit, mamma, I answered. I have my book, and it is so pretty. They can come next year, you know, when you are well again.

She sighed deeply. Getting up from the sofa, she took up two books that were on the stand behind her, and sat down again. Early in the spring some illness had seized her that I did not understand. She ought to have been well again by this time, but was not so. She left her room and came downstairs, and saw friends when they called: but instead of growing stronger she grew weaker.

She was never robust, and it has been too much for her, I overheard Leah say to one of the other servants, in allusion to the illness.

What if I should not be here at your next birthday, Charley? she asked sadly, holding me to her side as she sat.

But where should you be, mamma?

Well, my child, I think  sometimes I think  that by that time I may be in heaven.

I felt suddenly seized with a sort of shivering. I neither spoke nor cried; at seven years old many a child only imperfectly realizes the full meaning of anything like this. My eyes became misty.

Dont cry, Charley. All that God does must be for the best, you know: and heaven is a better world than this.

Oh, mamma, you must get well; you must! I cried, words and tears bursting forth together. Wont you come out, and grow strong in the sunshine? See how warm and bright it is! Look at the flowers in the grass!

Ay, dear; it is all very bright and warm and beautiful, she said, looking across the garden to the field beyond it. The grass is growing long, and the buttercups and cowslips and blue-bells are all there. Soon they will be cut down and the field will be bare. Next year the grass and the flowers will spring up again, Charlie: but we, once we are taken, will spring up no more in this world: only in heaven.

But dont you think you will get well, mamma? Cant you try to?

Well, dear  yes, I will try to do so. I have tried. I am trying every day, Charley, for I should not like to go away and leave my little boy.

With a long sigh, that it seemed to me I often heard from her now, she lay for a moment with her head on the back of the sofa and closed her eyes. Then she sat forward again, and took up one of the books.

I meant to give you a little book to-day, Charley, as well as papa. Look, it is called Sintram. A lady gave it me when I was twelve years old; and I have always liked it. You are too young to understand it yet, but you will do so later.

Heres some poetry! I cried, turning the leaves over. The pleasure of the gift had chased away my tears. Young minds are impressionable  and had she not just said she would try to get well?

I will repeat it to you, Charley, she answered. Listen.

Repeat it? I interrupted. Do you know it by heart?  all?

Yes, all; every line of it.

When death is drawing near,
And thy heart sinks with fear,
And thy limbs fail,
Then raise thy hands and pray
To Him who cheers the way,
Through the dark vale.

Seest thou the eastern dawn?
Hearst thou, in the red morn,
The angels song?
Oh! lift thy drooping head,
Thou who in gloom and dread
Hast lain so long.

Death comes to set thee free;
Oh! meet him cheerily,
As thy true friend;
And all thy fears shall cease,
And in eternal peace
Thy penance end.

You see, Charley, death comes not as a foe, but as a friend to those who have learnt to look for him, for he is sent by God, she continued in a loving voice as she smoothed back my hair with her gentle hand. I want you to learn this bit of poetry by heart, and to say it sometimes to yourself in future years. And  and  should mamma have gone away, then it will be pleasant to you to remember that the angels song came to cheer her  as I know it will come  when she was setting out on her journey. Oh! very pleasant! and the same song and the same angel will cheer your departure, my darling child, when the appointed hour for it shall come to you.

Shall we see the angel?

Well  yes  with the eye of faith. And it is said that some good people have really seen him; have seen the radiant messenger who has come to take them to the eternal shores. You will learn it, Charley, wont you  and never forget it?

Ill learn it all, every verse; and I will never forget it, mamma.

I am going to give you this book, also, Charley, she went on, bringing forward the other. You  

Why, thats your Bible, mamma!

Yes, dear, it is my Bible; but I should like it to be yours. And I hope it will be as good a friend to you as it is now to me. I shall still use it myself, Charley, for a little while. You will lend it me, wont you? and later, it will be all your own.

Shall you buy another for yourself, then?

She did not answer. Her face was turned to the window; her yearning eyes were fixed in thought upon the blue sky; her hot hands were holding mine. In a moment, to my consternation, she bent her face upon mine and burst into a flood of tears. What I should have said or done, I know not; but at that moment my father came swiftly out of his study, into the room. He was a rather tall man with a pale, grave face, very much older than his wife.

Do you chance to remember, Lucy, where that catalogue of books was put that came last week? I want  

Thus far had he spoken, when he saw the state of things; both crying together. He broke off in vexation.

How can you be so silly, Lucy  so imprudent! I will not have it. You dont allow yourself a chance to get well  giving way to these low spirits! What is the matter?

It is nothing, she replied, with another of those long sighs. I was talking a little to Charley, and a fit of crying came on. It has not harmed me, Eustace.

Charley, boy, I saw some fresh sweet violets down in the dingle this morning. Go you and pick some for mamma, he said. Never mind your hat: it is as warm as midsummer.

I was ready for the dingle, which was only across the field, and to pick violets at any time, and I ran out. Leah Williams was coming in at the garden gate.

Now, Master Charles! Where are you off to? And without your hat!

Im going to the dingle, to get some fresh violets for mamma. Papa said my hat did not matter.

Oh, said Leah, glancing doubtfully at the window. I glanced too. He had sat down on the sofa by mamma then, and was talking to her earnestly, his head bent. She had her handkerchief up to her face. Leah attacked me again.

Youve been crying, you naughty boy! Your eyes are wet still. What was that for?

I did not say what: though I had much ado to keep the tears from falling. Leah, I whispered, do you think mamma will get well?

Bless the child! she exclaimed, after a pause, during which she had looked again at the window and back at me. Why, whats to hinder it?  with all this fine, beautiful warm weather! Dont you turn fanciful, Master Charley, theres a darling! And when youve picked the violets, you come to me; Ill find a slice of cake for you.

Leah had been with us about two years, as upper servant, attending upon mamma and me, and doing the sewing. She was between twenty and thirty then, an upright, superior young woman, kind in the main, though with rather a hard face, and faithful as the day. The other servants called her Mrs. Williams, for she had been married and was a widow. Not tall, she yet looked so, she was so remarkably thin. Her gray eyes were deep-set, her curls were black, and she had a high, fresh colour. Everyone, gentle and simple, wore curls at that time.

The violets were there in the dingle, sure enough; both blue and white. I picked a handful, ran in with them, and put them on my mothers lap. The Rector was sitting by her still, but he got up then.

Oh, Charley, they are very sweet, she said with a smile very sweet and lovely. Thank you, my precious boy, my darling.

She kissed me a hundred times. She might have kissed me a hundred more, but papa drew me away.

Do not tire yourself any more to-day, Lucy; it is not good for you. Charley, boy, you can take your fairy tales and show them to Leah.

* * * * *

The day of the funeral will never fade from my memory; and yet I can only recall some of its incidents. What impressed me most was that papa did not stand at the grave in his surplice reading the service, as I had seen him do at other funerals. Another clergyman was in his place, and he stood by me in silence, holding my hand. And he told me, after we returned home, that mamma was not herself in the cold dark grave, but a happy angel in heaven looking down upon me.

And so the time went on. Papa was more grave than of yore, and taught me my lessons daily. Leah indulged and scolded me alternately, often sang to me, for she had a clear voice, and when she was in a good humour would let me read Sintram and the fairy tales to her.

The interest of mammas money  which was now mine  brought in three hundred a year. She had enjoyed it all; I was to have (or, rather, my father for me) just as much of it as the two trustees chose to allow, for it was strictly tied up in their hands. When I was twenty-four years of age  not before  the duties of the trustees would cease, and the whole sum, six thousand pounds, would come into my uncontrolled possession. One of the trustees was my mothers uncle, Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar; the other I did not know. Of course the reader will understand that I do not explain these matters from my knowledge at that time; but from what I learnt when I was older.

* * * * *

Nearly a year had gone by, and it was warm spring weather again. I sat in my brown-holland dress in the dingle amidst the wild flowers. A lot of cowslips lay about me; I had been picking the flowers from the stalks to make into a ball. The sunlight flickered through the trees, still in their tender green; the sky was blue and cloudless. My straw hat, with broad black ribbons, had fallen off; my white socks and shoes were stretched out before me. Fashion is always in extremes. Then it was the custom to dress a child simply up to quite an advanced age.

Why it should have been so, I know not; but while I sat, there came over me a sudden remembrance of the day when I had come to the dingle to pick those violets for mamma, and a rush of tears came on. Leah took good care of me, but she was not my mother. My father was good, and grave, and kind, but he did not give me the love that she had given. A mothers love would never be mine again, and I knew it; and in that moment was bitterly feeling it.

One end of the string was held between my teeth, the other end in my left hand, and my eyes were wet with tears. I strung the cowslips as well as I could. But it was not easy, and I made little progress.

Sall I hold it for oo?

Lifting my eyes in surprise  for I had thought the movement in the dingle was only Leah, coming to see after me  there stood the sweetest fairy of a child before me. The sleeves of her cotton frock and white pinafore were tied up with black ribbons; her face was delicately fair, her eyes were blue as the sky, and her light curls fell low on her pretty neck. My child heart went out to her with a bound, then and there.

What oo trying for, ittle boy?

I was crying for mamma. Shes gone away from me to heaven.

Sall I tiss oo?

And she put her little arms round my neck, without waiting for permission, and gave me a dozen kisses.

Now we make the ball, ittle boy. Sall oo dive it to me?

Yes, I will give it to you. What is your name?

Baby. What is oors?

Charles. Do you  

You little toad of a monkey!  giving me this hunt! How came you to run away?

The words were spoken by a tall, handsome boy, quite old compared with me, who had come dashing through the dingle. He caught up the child and began kissing her fondly. So the words were not meant to hurt her.

It was oo ran away, Tom.

But I ordered you to stop where I left you  and to sit still till I came back again. If you run away by yourself in the wood, youll meet a great bear some day and hell eat you up. Mind that, Miss Blanche. The mamsie is in a fine way; thinks youre lost, you silly little thing.

Dat towslip ball for me, Tom.

Master Tom condescended to turn his attention upon me and the ball. I guessed now who they were: a family named Heriot, who had recently come to live at the pretty white cottage on the other side the copse. Tom was looking at me with his fine dark eyes.

You are the parsons son, I take it, youngster. I saw you in the parsons pew on Sunday with an old woman.

She is not an old woman, I said, jealous for Leah.

A young one, then. Whats your name?

Charles Strange.

He dot no mamma, he try for her, put in the child. Oo come to my mamma, ittle boy; she love oo and tiss oo.

When I have made your ball.

Oh, bother the ball! put in Tom. We cant wait for that: the mamsies in a rare way already. You can come home with us if you like, youngster, and finish your ball afterwards.

Leaving the cowslips, I caught up my hat and we started, Tom carrying the child. I was a timid, sensitive little fellow, but took courage to ask him a question.

Is your name Tom Heriot?

Well, yes, it is Tom Heriot  if it does you any good to know it. And this is Miss Blanche Heriot. And I wish you were a bit bigger and older; Id make you my playfellow.

We were through the copse in a minute or two and in sight of the white cottage, over the field beyond it. Mrs. Heriot stood at the garden gate, looking out. She was a pretty little plump woman, with a soft voice, and wore a widows cap. A servant in a check apron was with her, and knew me. Mrs. Heriot scolded Blanche for running away from Tom while she caressed her, and turned to smile at me.

It is little Master Strange, I heard the maid say to her. He lost his mother a year ago.

Oh, poor little fellow! sighed Mrs. Heriot, as she held me before her and kissed me twice. What a nice little lad it is!  what lovely eyes! My dear, you can come here whenever you like, and play with Tom and Blanche.

Some few years before, this lady had married Colonel Heriot, a widower with one little boy  Thomas. After that, Blanche was born: so that she and Tom were, you see, only half-brother-and sister. When Blanche was two years old  she was three now  Colonel Heriot died, and Mrs. Heriot had come into the country to economize. She was not at all well off; had, indeed, little beyond what was allowed her with the two children: all their fathers fortune had lapsed to them, and she had no control over it. Tom had more than Blanche, and was to be brought up for a soldier.

As we stood in a group outside the gate, papa came by. Seeing me, he naturally stopped, took off his hat to Mrs. Heriot, and spoke. That is how the acquaintanceship began, without formal introduction on either side. Taking the pretty little girl in his arms, he began talking to her: for he was very fond of children. Mrs. Heriot said something to him in a low, feeling tone about his wifes death.

Yes, he sighed in answer, as he put down the child: I shall never recover her loss. I live only in the hope of rejoining her THERE.

He glanced up at the blue sky: the pure, calm, peaceful canopy of heaven.


CHAPTER II.

CHANGES.

I shall never recover her loss. I live only in the hope of rejoining her THERE.

It has been said that the vows of lovers are ephemeral as characters written on the sand of the sea-shore. Surely may this also be said of the regrets mourners give to the departed! For time has a habit of soothing the deepest sorrow; and the remembrance which is piercing our hearts so poignantly to-day in a few short months will have lost its sting.

My father was quite sincere when speaking the above words: meant and believed them to the very letter. Yet before the spring and summer flowers had given place to those of autumn, he had taken unto himself another wife: Mrs. Heriot.

The first intimation of what was in contemplation came to me from Leah. I had offended her one day; done something wrong, or not done something right; and she fell upon me with a stern reproach, especially accusing me of ingratitude.

After all my care of you, Master Charles  my anxiety and trouble to keep your clothes nice and make you good! What shall you do when I have gone away?

But you are not going away, Leah.

I dont know that. We are to have changes here, it seems, and Im not sure that they will suit me.

What changes? I asked.

She sat at the nursery window, which had the same aspect as the drawing-room below, darning my socks; I knelt on a chair, looking out. It was a rainy day, and the drops pattered thickly against the panes.

Well, theres going to be  some company in the house, said Leah, taking her own time to answer me. A lot of them. And I think perhaps therell be no room for me.

Oh, yes there will. Who is it, Leah?

I shouldnt wonder but its those people over yonder, pointing her long darning-needle in the direction of the dingle.

Theres nothing there but mosses and trees, Leah. No people.

There is a little farther off, nodded Leah. Theres Mrs. Heriot and her two children.

Oh, do you say they are coming here!  do you mean it? I cried in ecstasy. Are they coming for a long visit, Leah?  to have breakfast here, and dine and sleep? Oh, how glad I am!

Ah! groaned Leah; perhaps you may be glad just at first; you are but a little shallow-sensed boy, Charley: but it may turn out for better, or it may turn out for worse.

To my intense astonishment, she dropped her work, burst into tears, and threw her hands up to her face. I felt very uncomfortable.

What is it, Leah?

Well, it is that Im a silly, she answered, looking up and drying her eyes. I got thinking of the past, Master Charley, of your dear mamma, and all that. It is solitary for you here, and perhaps youll be happier with some playfellows.

I went on staring at her.

And look here, Master Charles, dont repeat what Ive said; not to anybody, mind; or perhaps they wont come at all, concluded Leah, administering a slight shaking by way of enforcing her command.

There came a day  it was in that same week  when everything seemed to go wrong, as far as I was concerned. I had been at warfare with Leah in the morning, and was so inattentive (I suppose) at lessons in the afternoon that papa scolded me, and gave me an extra Latin exercise to do when they were over, and shut me up in the study until it was done. Then Leah refused jam for tea, which I wanted; saying that jam was meant for good boys, not for naughty ones. Altogether I was in anything but an enviable mood when I went out later into the garden. The most cruel item in the whole was that I could not see I had been to blame, but thought everyone else was. The sun had set behind the trees of the dingle in a red ball of fire as I climbed into my favourite seat  the fork of the pear-tree. Papa had gone to attend a vestry meeting; the little bell of the church was tinkling out, giving notice of the meeting to the parish.

Presently the bell ceased; solitary silence ensued both to eye and ear. The brightness of the atmosphere was giving place to the shades of approaching evening; the trees were putting on their melancholy. I have always thought  I always shall think  that nothing can be more depressing than the indescribable melancholy which trees in a solitary spot seem to put on after sunset. All people do not feel this; but to those who, like myself, see it, it brings a sensation of loneliness, nay, of awe, that is strangely painful.

Ho-ho! So you are up there again, young Charley!

The garden-gate had swung back to admit Tom Heriot. In hastening down from the tree  for he had a way of tormenting me when in it  I somehow lost my balance and fell on to the grass. Tom shrieked out with laughter, and made off again.

The fall was nothing  though my ankle ached; but at these untoward moments a little smart causes a great pain. It seemed to me that I was smarting all over, inside and out, mentally and bodily; and I sat down on the bench near the bed of shrubs, and burst into tears.

Sweet shrubs were they. Lavender and rosemary, old-man and sweet-briar, marjoram and lemon-thyme, musk and verbena; and others, no doubt. Mamma had had them all planted there. She would sit with me where I was now sitting alone, under the syringa trees, and revel in the perfume. In spring-time those sweet syringa blossoms would surround us; she loved their scent better than any other. Bitterly I cried, thinking of all this, and of her.

Again the gate opened, more gently this time, and Mrs. Heriot came in looking round. Thomas, she called out  and then she saw me. Charley, dear, has Tom been here? He ran away from me.  Why, my dear little boy, what is the matter? For she had seen the tears falling.

They fell faster than ever at the question. She came up, sat down on the bench, and drew my face lovingly to her. I thought then  I think still  that Mrs. Heriot was one of the kindest, gentlest women that ever breathed. I dont believe she ever in her whole life said a sharp word to anyone.

Not liking to tell of my naughtiness  which I still attributed to others  or of the ignominious fall from the pear-tree, I sobbed forth something about mamma.

If she had not gone away and left me alone, I said, I should never have been unhappy, or  or cried. People were not cross with me when she was here.

My darling, I know how lonely it is for you. Would you like me to come here and be your mamma? she caressingly whispered.

You could not be that, I dissented. Mammas up there.

Mrs. Heriot glanced up at the evening sky. Yes, Charley, she is up there, with God; and she looks down, I feel sure, at you, and at what is being done for you. If I came home here I should try to take care of you as she would have done. And oh, my child, I should love you dearly.

In her place? I asked, feeling puzzled.

In her place, Charley. For her.

Tom burst in at the gate again. He began telling his stepmother of my fall as he danced a war-dance on the grass, and asked me how many of my legs and wings were broken.

* * * * *

They came to the Rectory: Mrs. Heriot  she was Mrs. Strange then  and Tom and Baby. After all, Leah did not leave. She grew reconciled to the new state of things in no time, and became as fond of the children as she was of me. As fond, at least, of Tom. I dont know that she ever cared heartily for Blanche: the little lady had a haughty face, and sometimes a haughty way with her.

We were all as happy as the day was long. Mrs. Strange indulged us all. Tom was a dreadful pickle  it was what the servants called him; but they all adored him. He was a handsome, generous, reckless boy, two years older than myself in years, twice two in height and advancement. He teased Leahs life out of her; but the more he teased, the better she liked him. He teased Blanche, he teased me; though he would have gone through fire and water for either of us, ay, and laid down his life any moment to save ours. He was everlastingly in mischief indoors or out. He called papa sir to his face, the parson or his reverence behind his back. There was no taming Tom Heriot.

For a short time papa took Toms lessons with mine. But he found it would not answer. Toms guardians wrote to beg of the Rector to continue to undertake him for a year or two, offering a handsome recompense in return. But my father wrote word back that the lad needed the discipline of school and must have it. So to school Tom was sent. He came home in the holidays, reckless and random, generous and loving as ever, and we had fine times together, the three of us growing up like brothers and sister. Of course, I was not related to them at all: and they were only half related to each other.

Rather singularly, Thomas Heriots fortune was just as much as mine: six thousand pounds: and left in very much the same way. The interest, three hundred a year, was to maintain and educate him for the army; and he would come into the whole when he was twenty-one. Blanche had less: four thousand pounds only, and it was secured in the same way as Toms was until she should be twenty-one, or until she married.

And thus about a couple of years went on.

* * * * *

No household was ever less given to superstition than ours at White Littleham Rectory. It never as much as entered the mind of any of its inmates, from its master downwards. And perhaps it was this complete indifference to and disbelief in the supernatural that caused the matter to be openly spoken of by the Rector. I have since thought so.

It was Christmas-tide, and Christmas weather. Frost and snow covered the ground. Icicles on the branches glittered in the sunshine like diamonds.

It is the jolliest day! exclaimed Tom, dashing into the breakfast-room from an early morning run half over the parish. People are slipping about like mad, and the ice is inches thick on the ponds. Old Joe Styles went right down on his back.

I hope he was not hurt, Tom, remarked papa, coming down from his chamber into the room in time to hear the last sentence. Good-morning, my boys.

Oh, it was only a Christmas gambol, sir, said Tom carelessly.

We sat down to breakfast. Leah came in to see to me and Tom. The Rector might be  and was  efficient in his parish and pulpit, but a more hopelessly incapable man in a domestic point of view the world never saw. Tom and I should have come badly off had we relied upon him to help us, and we might have gobbled up every earthly thing on the table without his saying yea or nay. Leah, knowing this, stood to pour out the coffee. Mrs. Strange had gone away to London on Wednesday (the day after Christmas Day) to see an old aunt who was ill, and had taken Blanche with her. This was Friday, and they were expected home again on the morrow.

Presently Tom, who was observant in his way, remarked that papa was taking nothing. His coffee stood before him untouched; some bacon lay neglected on his plate.

Shall I cut you some thin bread and butter, sir? asked Leah.

Presently, said he, and went on doing nothing as before.

What are you thinking of, papa?

Well, Charley, I  I was thinking of my dream, he answered. I suppose it was a dream, he went on, as if to himself. But it was a curious one.

Oh, please tell it us! I cried. I dreamt on Christmas night that I had a splendid plum-cake, and was cutting it up into slices.

Well  it was towards morning, he said, still speaking in a dreamy sort of way, his eyes looking straight out before him as if he were recalling it, yet evidently seeing nothing. I awoke suddenly with the sound of a voice in my ear. It was your mammas voice, Charley; your own mothers; and she seemed to be standing at my bedside. I am coming for you, she said to me  or seemed to say. I was wide awake in a moment, and knew her voice perfectly. Curious, was it not, Leah?

Leah, cutting bread and butter for Tom, had halted, loaf in one hand, knife in the other.

Yes, sir, she answered, gazing at the Rector. Did you see anything, sir?

No; not exactly, he returned. I was conscious that whoever spoke to me, stood close to my bedside; and I was also conscious that the figure retreated across the room towards the window. I cannot say that I absolutely saw the movement; it was more like some unseen presence in the room. It was very odd. Somehow I cant get it out of my head  Why, heres Mr. Penthorn! he broke off to say.

Mr. Penthorn had opened the gate, and was walking briskly up the path. He was our doctor; a gray-haired man, active and lively, and very friendly with us all. He had looked in, in passing back to the village, to tell the Rector that a parishioner, to whom he had been called up in the night, was in danger.

Ill go and see her, said papa. Youd be none the worse for a cup of coffee, Penthorn. It is sharp weather.

Well, perhaps I shouldnt, said he, sitting down by me, while Tom went off to the kitchen for a cup and saucer. Sharp enough  but seasonable. Is anything amiss with you, Leah? Indigestion again?

This caused us to look at Leah. She was whiter than the table-cloth.

No, sir; Im all right, answered Leah, as she took the cup from Toms hand and began to fill it with coffee and hot milk. Something that the master has been telling us scared me a bit at the moment, thats all.

And what was that? asked the Doctor lightly.

So the story had to be gone over again, papa repeating it rather more elaborately. Mr. Penthorn was sceptical, and said it was a dream.

I have just called it a dream, assented my father. But, in one sense, it was certainly not a dream. I had not been dreaming at all, to my knowledge; have not the least recollection of doing so. I woke up fully in a moment, with the voice ringing in my ears.

The voice must have been pure fancy, declared Mr. Penthorn.

That it certainly was not, said the Rector. I never heard a voice more plainly in my life; every tone, every word was distinct and clear. No, Penthorn; that someone spoke to me is certain; the puzzle is  who was it?

Someone must have got into your room, then, said the Doctor, throwing his eyes suspiciously across the table at Tom.

Leah turned sharply round to face Tom. Master Tom, if you played this trick, say so, she cried, her voice trembling.

I! thats good! retorted Tom, as earnestly as he could speak. I never got out of bed from the time I got into it. Wasnt likely to. I never woke up at all.

It was not Tom, interposed papa. How could Tom assume my late wifes voice? It was her voice, Penthorn. I had never heard it since she left us; and it has brought back all its familiar tones to my memory.

The Doctor helped himself to some bread and butter, and gave his head a shake.

Besides, resumed the Rector, no one else ever addressed me as she did Eustace. I have not been called Eustace since my mother died, many years ago, except by her. My present wife has never called me by it.

That was true. Mrs. Strange had a pet name for him, and it was Hubby.

I am coming for you, Eustace, said the voice. It was her voice; her way of speaking. I cant account for it at all, Penthorn. I cant get it out of my head, though it sounds altogether so ridiculous.

Well, I give it up, said Mr. Penthorn, finishing his coffee. If you were awake, Strange, someone must have been essaying a little sleight-of-hand upon you. Good-morning, all of you; I must be off to my patients. Tom Heriot, dont you get trying the ponds yet, or maybe I shall have you on my hands as well as other people.

We gave it up also: and nothing more was said or thought of it, as far as I know. We were not, I repeat, a superstitious family. Papa went about his duties as usual, and Leah went about hers. The next day, Saturday, Mrs. Strange and Blanche returned home; and the cold grew sharper and the frozen ponds were lovely.

On Monday afternoon, the last day of the year, the Rector mounted old Dobbin, to ride to the next parish. He had to take a funeral for the incumbent, who was in bed with gout.

Have his shoes been roughed? asked Tom, standing at the gate with me to watch the start.

Yes; and well roughed too, Master Tom, spoke up James, who had lived with us longer than I could remember, as gardener, groom, and general man-of-all-work. Tisnt weather, sir, to send him out without being rough-shod.

You two boys had better get to your Latin for an hour, and prepare it for me for to-morrow; and afterwards you may go to the ponds, said my father, as he rode away. Good-bye, lads. Take care of yourself, Charley.

Bother Latin! said Tom. Im going off now. Will you come, youngster?

Not till Ive done my Latin.

You senseless young donkey! Stay, though; I must tell the mamsie something.

He made for the dining-room, where Mrs. Strange sat with Blanche. Look here, mamsie, said he; let us have a bit of a party to-night.

A party, Tom! she returned.

Just the young Penthorns and the Clints.

Oh, do, mamma! I cried, for I was uncommonly fond of parties. And Do, mamma! struck in little Blanche.

My new mother rarely denied us anything; but she hesitated now.

I think not to-night, dears. You know we are going to have the school-treat tomorrow evening, and the servants are busy with the cakes and things. They shall come on Wednesday instead, Tom.

Tom laughed. They must come to-night, mamsie. They are coming. I have asked them.

What  the young Penthorns?

And the young Clints, said Tom, clasping his stepmother, and kissing her. Theyll be here on the stroke of five. Mind you treat us to plenty of tarts and cakes, theres a good mamsie!

Tom went off with his skates. I got to my books. After that, some friends came to call, and the afternoon seemed to pass in no time.

It is hardly worth while your going to the ponds now, Master Charles, said Leah, meeting me in the passage, when I was at last at liberty.

In looking back I think that I must have had a very obedient nature, for I was ever willing to listen to orders or suggestions, however unpalatable they might be. Passing through the back-door, the nearest way to the square pond, to which Tom had gone, I looked out. Twilight was already setting in. The evening star twinkled in a clear, frosty sky. The moon shone like a silver shield.

Before you could get to the square pond, Master Charley, it would be dark, said Leah, as she stood beside me.

So it would, I assented. I think Ill not go, Leah.

And Im sure you dont need to tire yourself for to-night, went on Leah. Therell be romping enough and to spare if those boys and girls come.

I went back to the parlour. Leah walked to the side gate, wondering (as she said afterwards) what had come to the milkman, for he was generally much earlier. As she stood looking down the lane, she saw Tom stealing up.

He has been in some mischief, decided Leah. Its not like him to creep up in that timorous fashion. Good patience! Why, the lad must have had a fright; his face is white as death.

Leah! said the boy, shrinking as he glanced over his shoulder. Leah!

Well, what on earth is it? asked Leah, feeling a little dread herself. What have you been up to at that pond? Youve not been in it yourself, I suppose!

Papa  the parson  is lying in the road by the triangle, all pale and still. He does not move.

Whenever Master Tom Heriot saw a chance of scaring the kitchen with a fable, he plunged into one. Leah peered at him doubtfully in the fading light.

I think he is dead. Im sure he is, continued Tom, bursting into tears.

This convinced Leah. She uttered a faint cry.

We took that way back from the square pond; I, and Joe and Bertie Penthorn. They were going home to get ready to come here. Then we saw something lying near the triangle, close to that heap of flint-stones. It was him, Leah. Oh! what is to be done? I cant tell mamma, or poor Charley.

James ran up, all scared, as Tom finished speaking. He had found Dobbin at the stable-door, without sign or token of his master.

Even yet I cannot bear to think of that dreadful night. We had to be told, you see; and Leah lost no time over it. While Tom came home with the news, Joe Penthorn had run for his father, and Bertie called to some labourers who were passing on the other side of the triangle.

He was brought home on a litter, the men carrying it, Mr. Penthorn walking by its side. He was not dead, but quite unconscious. They put a mattress on the study-table, and laid him on it.

He had been riding home from the funeral. Whether Dobbin, usually so sure-footed and steady, had plunged his foot into a rut, just glazed over by the ice, and so had stumbled; or whether something had startled him and caused him to swerve, we never knew. The Rector had been thrown violently, his head striking the stones.

Mr. Penthorn did not leave the study. Two other surgeons, summoned in haste from the neighbouring town, joined him. They could do nothing for papa  nothing. He never recovered consciousness, and died during the night  about a quarter before three oclock.

I knew he would go just at this time, sir, whispered Leah to Mr. Penthorn as he was leaving the house and she opened the front-door for him. I felt sure of it when the doctors said he would not see morning light. It was just at the same hour that he had his call, sir, three nights ago. As sure as that he is now lying there dead, as sure as that those stars are shining in the heavens above us, that was his warning.

Nonsense, Leah! reproved Mr. Penthorn sharply.

* * * * *

Chances and changes. The world is full of them. A short time and White Littleham Rectory knew us no more. The Reverend Eustace Strange was sleeping his last sleep in the churchyard by his wifes side, and the Reverend John Ravensworth was the new Rector.

Tom Heriot went back to school. I was placed at one chosen for me by my great-uncle, Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar. Leah Williams left us to take service in another family, who were about to settle somewhere on the Continent. She could not speak for emotion when she said good-bye to me.

It must be for years, Master Charles, and it may be for ever, she said, taking, I fancy, the words from one of the many favourite ditties, martial or love-lorn, she treated us to in the nursery. No, we may never meet again in this life, Master Charles. All the same, I hope we shall.

And meet we did, though not for years and years. And it would no doubt have called forth indignation from Leah had I been able to foretell how, when that meeting came in after-life, she would purposely withhold her identity from me and pass herself off as a stranger.

Mrs. Strange went to London, Blanche with her, to take up for the present her abode with her old aunt, who had invited her to do so. She was little, if any, better off in this second widowhood than she had been as the widow of Colonel Heriot. What papa had to leave he left to her; but it was not much. I had my own mothers money. And so we were all separated again; all divided: one here, another there, a third elsewhere. It is the way of the world. Change and chance! chance and change!


CHAPTER III.

MR. SERJEANT STILLINGFAR.

Gloucester Place, Portman Square. In one of its handsome houses  as they are considered to be by persons of moderate desires  dwelt its owner, Major Carlen. Major Carlen was a man of the world; a man of fashion. When the house had fallen to him some years before by the will of a relative, with a substantial sum of money to keep it up, he professed to despise the house to his brother-officers and other acquaintances of the great world. He would have preferred a house in Belgrave Square, or in Grosvenor Place, or in Park Lane. Major Carlen was accustomed to speak largely; it was his way.

Since then, he had retired from the army, and was master of himself, his time and his amusements. Major Carlen was fond of clubs, fond of card-playing, fond of dinners; fond, indeed, of whatever constitutes fast life. His house in Gloucester Place was handsomely furnished, replete with comfort, and possessed every reasonable requisite for social happiness  even to a wife. And Major Carlens wife was Jessy, once Mrs. Strange, once Mrs. Heriot.

It is quite a problem why some women cannot marry at all, try to do so as they may, whilst others become wives three and four times over, and without much seeking of their own. Mrs. Heriot (to give her her first name) was one of these. In very little more than a year after her first husband died, she married her second; in not any more than a year after her second husbands death, she married her third. Major Carlen must have been captivated by her pretty face and purring manner; whilst she fell prone at the feet of the man of fashion, and perhaps a very little at the prospect of being mistress of the house in Gloucester Place. Anyway, the why and the wherefore lay between themselves. Mrs. Strange became Mrs. Carlen.

Reading over thus far, it has struck me that you may reasonably think the story is to consist chiefly of marrying and dying; for there has been an undue proportion of both events. Not so: as you will find as you go on. Our ancestors do marry and die, you know: and these first three chapters are only a prologue to the story which has to come.

* * * * *

Christmas has come round again. Not the Christmas following that which ended so disastrously for us at White Littleham Rectory, but one five years later. For the stream of time flows on its course, and boys and girls grow insensibly towards men and women.

It had been a green Christmas this year. We were now some days past it. The air was mild, the skies were blue and genial. Newspapers told of violets and other flowers growing in nooks, sheltered and unsheltered. Mrs. Carlen, seated by a well-spread table, half dinner, half tea, in the dining-room at Gloucester Place, declared that the fire made the room too warm. I was reading. Blanche, a very fair and pretty girl, now ten years old, sat on a stool on the hearthrug, her light curls tied back with blue ribbons, her hands lying idly on the lap of her short silk frock. We were awaiting an arrival.

Listen, Charles! cried mamma  as I called her still. I do think a cab is stopping.

I put down my book, and Blanche threw back her head and her blue ribbons in expectation. But the cab went on.

It is just like Tom! smiled Mrs. Carlen. Nothing ever put him out as it does other people. He gives us one hour and means another. He said seven oclock, so we may expect him at ten. I do wish he could have obtained leave for Christmas Day!

Major Carlen did not like children, boys especially: yet Tom Heriot and I had been allowed to spend our holidays at his house, summer and winter. Mrs. Carlen stood partly in the light of a mother to us both; and I expect our guardians paid substantially for the privilege. Tom was now nearly eighteen, and had had a commission given him in a crack regiment; partly, it was said, through the interest of Major Carlen. I was between fifteen and sixteen.

Im sure you children must be famishing, cried Mrs. Carlen. It wants five minutes to eight. If Tom is not here as the clock strikes, we will begin tea.

The silvery bell had told its eight strokes and was dying away, when a cab dashing past the door suddenly pulled up. No mistake this time. We heard Toms voice abusing the driver  or, as he called it, pitching into him  for not looking at the numbers.

What a fine, handsome young fellow he had grown! And how joyously he met us all; folding mother, brother and sister in one eager embrace. Tom Heriot was careless and thoughtless as it was possible for anyone to be, but he had a warm and affectionate heart. When trouble, and something worse, fell upon him later, and he became a towns talk, people called him bad-hearted amongst other reproaches; but they were mistaken.

Why, Charley, how you have shot up! he cried gaily. Youll soon overtake me.

I shook my head. While I am growing, Tom, you will be growing also.

What was it you said in your last letter? he went on, as we began tea. That you were going to leave school?

Well, I fancy so, Tom. Uncle Stillingfar gave notice at Michaelmas.

Thinks you know enough, eh, lad?

I could not say much about that. That I was unusually well educated for my years there could be no doubt about, especially in the classics and French. My father had laid a good foundation to begin with, and the school chosen for me was a first-rate one. The French resident master had taken a liking to me, and had me much with him. Once during the midsummer holidays he had taken me to stay with his people in France: to Abbeville, with its interesting old church and market-place, its quaint costumes and uncomfortable inns. Altogether, I spoke and wrote French almost as well as he did.

What are they going to make of you, Charley? Is it as old Stillingfar pleases?

I think so. I dare say theyll put me to the law.

Unfortunate martyr! Id rather command a pirate-boat on the high seas than stew my brains over dry law-books and musty parchments!

Tastes differ, struck in Miss Blanche. And you are not going to sea at all, Tom.

Tastes do differ, smiled Mrs. Carlen. I should think it much nicer to harangue judges and law-courts in a silk gown and wig, Tom, than to put on a red coat and go out to be shot at.

Hark at the mamsie! cried Tom, laughing. Charley, give me some more tongue. Wheres the Major to-night?

The Major was dining out. Tom and I were always best pleased when he did dine out. A pompous, boasting sort of man, I did not like him at all. As Tom put it, we would at any time rather have his room than his company.

The days I am writing of are not these days. Boys left school earlier then than they do now. I suppose education was not so comprehensive as it is now made: but it served us. It was quite a usual thing to place a lad out in the world at fourteen or fifteen, whether to a profession or a trade. Therefore little surprise was caused at home by notice having been given of my removal from school.

At breakfast, next morning, Tom began laying out plans for the day. Ill take you to this thing, Charley, and Ill take you to that. Major Carlen sat in his usual place at the foot of the table, facing his wife. An imposing-looking man, tall, thin and angular, who must formerly have been handsome. He had a large nose with a curious twist in it; white teeth, which he showed very much; light gray eyes that stared at you, and hair and whiskers of so brilliant a black that a suspicious person might have said they were dyed.

I thought of taking you boys out myself this afternoon, spoke the Major. To see that horsemanship which is exhibiting. I hear its very good. Would you like to go?

Oh, and me too! struck in Blanche. Take me, papa.

No, answered the Major, after reflection. I dont consider it a fit place for little girls. Would you boys like to go? he asked.

We said we should like it; said it in a sort of surprise, for it was almost the first time he had ever offered to take us anywhere.

Charles cannot go, hastily interrupted Mrs. Carlen, who had at length opened a letter which had been lying beside her plate. This is from Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar, Charley. He asks me to send you to his chambers this afternoon. You are to be there at three oclock.

Just like old Stillingfar! cried Tom resentfully. Considering that he did not know much of Serjeant Stillingfar and had very little experience of his ways, the reproach was gratuitous.

Major Carlen laughed at it. We must put off the horsemanship to another day, said he. It will come to the same thing. I will take you out somewhere instead, Blanchie.

Taking an omnibus in Oxford Street, when lunch was over, I went down to Holborn, and thence to Lincolns Inn. The reader may hardly believe that I had never been to my uncles chambers before, though I had sometimes been to his house. He seemed to have kept me at a distance. His rooms were on the first floor. On the outer door I read Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar.

Come in, cried out a voice, in answer to my knock. And I entered a narrow little room.

A pert-looking youth with a quantity of long, light curly hair and an eye-glass, and not much older than myself, sat on a stool at a desk, beside an unoccupied chair. He eyed me from head to foot. I wore an Eton jacket and turn-down collar; he wore a tail coat, a stand-up collar, and a stock.

What do you want? he demanded.

I want Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar.

Not in; not to be seen. You can come another day.

But I am here by appointment.

The young gentleman caught up his eyeglass, fixed it, and turned it on me. I dont think you are expected, said he coolly.

Now, though he had been gifted with a stock of native impudence, and a very good stock it was at his time of life, I had been gifted with native modesty. I waited in silence, not knowing what to do. Two or three chairs stood about. He no doubt would have tried them all in succession, had it suited him to do so. I did not like to take one of them.

Will my uncle be long, do you know? I asked.

Who is your uncle?

Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar.

He put up his glass again, which had dropped, and stared at me harder than before. At this juncture an inner door was opened, and a middle-aged man in a black coat and white neckcloth came through it.

Are you Mr. Strange? he inquired, quietly and courteously.

Yes. My uncle, Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar, wrote to tell me to be here at three oclock.

I know. Will you step in here? The Serjeant is in Court, but will not be long. As to you, young Mr. Lake, if you persist in exercising your impudent tongue upon all comers, I shall request the Serjeant to put a stop to your sitting here at all. How many times have you been told not to take upon yourself to answer callers, but to refer them to me when Michael is out?

About a hundred and fifty, I suppose, old Jones. Havent counted them, though, retorted Mr. Lake.

Impertinent young rascal! ejaculated Mr. Jones, as he took me into the next room, and turned to a little desk that stood in a corner. He was the Serjeants confidential clerk, and had been with him for years. Arthur Lake, beginning to read for the Bar, was allowed by the Serjeant and his clerk to sit in their chambers of a day, to pick up a little experience.

Sit down by the fire, Mr. Strange, said the clerk. It is a warm day, though, for the season. I expected the Serjeant in before this. He will not be long now.

Before I had well taken in the bearings of the room, which was the Serjeants own, and larger and better than the other, he came in, wearing his silk gown and gray wig. He was a little man, growing elderly now, with a round, smooth, fair face, out of which twinkled kindly blue eyes. Mr. Jones got up from his desk at once to divest him of wig and gown, producing at the same time a miniature flaxen wig, which the Serjeant put upon his head.

So you have come, Charles! he said, shaking hands with me as he sat down in a large elbow-chair. Mr. Jones went out with his arm full of papers and shut the door upon us.

Yes, sir, I answered.

You will be sixteen next May, I believe, he added. He had the mildest voice and manner imaginable; not at all what might be expected in a serjeant-at-law, who was supposed to take the Court by storm on occasion. And I understand from your late master that in all your studies you are remarkably well advanced.

Pretty well, I think, sir, I answered modestly.

Ay. I am glad to hear you speak of it in a diffident, proper sort of way. Always be modest, lad; true merit ever is so. It tells, too, in the long-run. Well, Charles, I think it time that you were placed out in life.

Yes, sir.

Is there any calling that you especially fancy? Any one profession you would prefer to embrace above another?

No, sir; I dont know that there is. I have always had an idea that it would be the law. I think I should like that.

Just so, he answered, the faint pink on his smooth cheeks growing deeper with gratification. It is what I have always intended you to enter  provided you had no insuperable objection to it. But I shall not make a barrister of you, Charles.

No! I exclaimed. What then?

An attorney-at-law.

I was too much taken by surprise to answer at once. Is that  a gentlemans calling, Uncle Charles? I at length took courage to ask.

Ay, that it is, lad, he impressively rejoined. Its true youve no chance of the Woolsack or of a judgeship, or even of becoming a pleader, as I am. If you had a ready-made fortune, Charles, you might eat your dinners, get called, and risk it. But you have not; and I will not be the means of condemning the best years of your life to anxious poverty.

I only looked at him, without speaking. I fancy he must have seen disappointment in my face.

Look here, Charles, he resumed, bending forward impressively: I will tell you a little of my past experience. My people thought they were doing a great thing for me when they put me to the Bar. I thought the same. I was called in due course, and donned my stuff gown and wig in glory  the glory cast by the glamour of hope. How long my mind maintained that glamour; how long it was before it began to give place to doubt; how many years it took to merge doubt into despair, I cannot tell you. I think something like fifteen or twenty.

Fifteen or twenty years, Uncle Stillingfar!

Not less. I was steady, persevering, sufficiently clever. Yet practice did not come to me. It is all a lottery. I had no fortune, lad; no one to help me. I was not clever at writing for the newspapers and magazines, as many of my fellows were. And for more years than I care to recall I had a hard struggle for existence. I was engaged to be married. She was a sweet, patient girl, and we waited until we were both bordering upon middle age. Ay, Charles, I was forty years old before practice began to flow in upon me. The long lane had taken a turning at last. It flew in then with a vengeance  more work than I could possibly undertake.

And did you marry the young lady, Uncle Charles? I asked in the pause he came to. I had never heard of his having a wife.

No, child; she was dead. I think she died of waiting.

I drew a long breath, deeply interested.

There are scores of young fellows starving upon hope now, as I starved then, Charles. The market is terribly overstocked. For ten barristers striving to rush into note in my days, you may count twenty or thirty in these. I will not have you swell the lists. My brothers grandson shall never, with my consent, waste his best years in fighting with poverty, waiting for luck that may never come to him.

I suppose it is a lottery, as you say, sir.

A lottery where blanks far outweigh the prizes, he assented. A lottery into which you shall not enter. No, Charles; you shall be spared that. As a lawyer, I can make your progress tolerably sure. You may be a rich man in time if you will, and an honourable one. I have sounded my old friend, Henry Brightman, and I think he is willing to take you.

I am afraid I should not make a good pleader, sir, I acknowledged, falling in with his views. I cant speak a bit. We had a debating-club at school, and in the middle of a speech I always lost myself.

He nodded, and rose. You shall not try it, my boy. And thats all for to-day, Charles. All I wanted was to sound your views before making arrangements with Brightman.

Has he a good practice, sir?

He has a very large and honourable practice, Charles. He is a good man and a gentleman, concluded the Serjeant emphatically. All being well, you may become his partner sometime.

Am I not to go to Oxford, sir? I asked wistfully.

If you particularly wish to do so and circumstances permit it, you may perhaps keep a few terms when you are out of your articles, he replied, with hesitation. We shall see, Charles, when that time comes.

* * * * *

What a shame! exclaimed Mrs. Carlen, when I reached home. Make you a lawyer! That he never shall, Charles. I shall not allow it. I will go down and remonstrate with him.

Major Carlen said it was a shame; said it contemptuously. Tom said it was a double-shame, and threw a host of hard words upon Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar. Blanche began to cry. She had been reading that day about a press-gang, and quite believed my fate would be worse than that of being pressed.

After breakfast, next morning, we hastened to Lincolns Inn: I and Mrs. Carlen, for she kept her word. I should be a barrister or nothing, she protested. All very fine to say so! She had no power over me whatever. That lay with Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar and the other trustee, and he never interfered. If they chose to article me to a chimneysweep instead of a lawyer, no one could say them nay.

Mr. Jones and young Lake sat side by side at the desk in the first room when we arrived. Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar was in his own room. He received us very kindly, shaking hands with Mrs. Carlen, whom he had seen occasionally. Mrs. Carlen, sitting opposite to him, entered upon her protest, and was meekly listened to by the Serjeant.

Better be a successful attorney, madam, than a briefless barrister, he observed, when she finished.

All barristers are not briefless, said Mrs. Carlen.

A great many of them are, he answered. Some of them never make their mark at all; they live and die struggling men. And, leaning forward in his chair  as he had leaned towards me yesterday  he repeated a good deal that he had then said of his own history; his long-continued poverty, and his despairing struggles. Mrs. Carlens heart melted.

Yes, I know. It is very sad, dear Mr. Serjeant, and I am sure your experience is only that of many others, she sighed. But, if I understand the matter rightly, the chief trouble of these young barristers is their poverty. Had they means to live, they could wait patiently and comfortably until success came to them.

Of course, he assented. It is the want of private means that makes the uphill path so hard.

Charles has his three hundred a year.

The faint pink in his cheeks, just the hue of a sea-shell, turned to crimson. I was sitting beyond the table, and saw it. He glanced across at me.

It will take more money to make Charles a lawyer and to ensure him a footing afterwards in a good house than it would to get him called to the Bar, he said with a smile.

Yes  perhaps so. But that is not quite the argument, Mr. Serjeant, said my stepmother. Any young man who has three hundred a year may manage to live upon it.

It is to be hoped so. I know I should have thought three hundred a year a perfect gold-mine.

Then you see Charles need not starve while waiting for briefs to come in to him. Do you not see that, Mr. Serjeant?

I see it very clearly, he mildly said. Had Charles his three hundred a year to fall back upon, he might have gone to the Bar had he liked, and risked the future.

But he has it, Mrs. Carlen rejoined, surprise in her tone.

No, madam, he has it not. Nor two hundred a year, nor one hundred.

They silently looked at one another for a full minute. Mrs. Carlen evidently could not understand his meaning. I am sure I did not.

Charless money, I am sorry to say, is lost, he continued.

Lost! Since when?

Since the bank-panic that we had nearly two years ago.

Mrs. Carlen collapsed. Oh, dear! she breathed. Did you  pray forgive the question, Mr. Serjeant  did you lose it? Or  or  the other trustee?

He shook his head. No, no. We neither lost it, nor are we responsible for the loss. Charless grandfather, my brother, invested the money, six thousand pounds, in bank debentures to bring in five per cent. He settled the money upon his daughter, Lucy, and upon her children after her, making myself and our old friend, George Wickham, trustees. In the panic of two years ago this bank went; its shares and its debentures became all but worthless.

Is the money all gone? quite gone? gasped Mrs. Carlen. Will it never be recovered?

The debentures are Charless still, but they are for the present almost worthless, he replied. The bank went on again, and if it can recover itself and regain prosperity, Charles in the end may not greatly suffer. He may regain his money, or part of it. But it will not be yet awhile. The unused portion of the income had been sunk, year by year, in further debentures, in accordance with the directions of the will. All went.

But  someone must have paid for Charles all this time  two whole years! she reiterated, in vexed surprise.

Yes! it has been managed, he gently said.

I think you must have paid for him yourself, spoke Mrs. Carlen with impulse. I think it is you who are intending to pay the premium to Mr. Brightman, and to provide for his future expenses? You are a good man, Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar!

His face broke into a smile: the rare sweet smile which so seldom crossed it. I am only lending it to him. Charley will repay me when he is a rich man. But you see now, Mrs. Carlen, why a certainty will be better for him than an uncertainty.

We saw it all too clearly, and there was no more remonstrance to be made. Mrs. Carlen rose to leave, just as Mr. Jones came bustling into the room.

Time is up, sir, he said to his master. The Court will be waiting.

Ah, so: is it? Good-morning, madam, he added, politely dismissing her. I shall send for you here again in a day or two, Charles.

Thank you for what you are doing for me, Uncle Charles, I whispered. It is very kind of you.

He laid his hand upon my shoulder affectionately, keeping it there for a few seconds. And as we went out, the last glimpse I had was of his kind, gentle face, and Mr. Jones standing ready to assist him on with his wig and gown.

And we went back to Gloucester Place aware that my destiny in life was settled.


CHAPTER IV.

IN ESSEX STREET.

Henry Brightmans offices were in Essex Street, Strand, near the Temple. He rented the whole house: a capital house, towards the bottom of the street on the left-hand side as you go down. His father, who had been head and chief of the firm, had lived in it. But old Mr. Brightman was dead, and his son, now sole master, lived over the water on the Surrey side, in a style his father would never have dreamt of. It was a firm of repute and consideration; and few legal firms, if any, in London were better regarded.

It was to this gentleman my uncle, Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar, articled me: and a gentleman Henry Brightman was in every sense of the term. He was a slender man of middle height, with a bright, pleasant face, quick, dark eyes, and brown hair. Very much to my surprise, I found, when arrangements were being made for me, that I was to live in the house. Serjeant Stillingfar had made it a condition that I should do so. He and the late Mr. Brightman had been firm friends, and his friendship was continued to Henry. An old lady, one Miss Methold, a cousin of the Brightmans, resided in the house, and I was to take up my abode with her. She was a kind old thing, though a little stern and reserved, and she made me very comfortable.

There were several clerks; and one articled pupil, who was leaving the house as I entered it. The head of all was a gentleman named Lennard, who seemed to take all management upon himself, under Mr. Brightman. George Lennard was a tall spare man, with a thin, fair, aristocratic face and well-formed features. He looked about thirty-five years old, and an impression prevailed in the office that he was well-born, well-connected, and had come down in the world through loss of fortune. A man of few words, attentive, and always at his post, Lennard was an excellent superintendent, ruling with a strict yet kindly hand.

One day, some weeks after I had entered, as I was at dinner with Miss Methold in her sitting-room, and the weather was warm enough for all doors to be open, we heard horses and carriage-wheels dash up to the house. The room was at the head of the stairs, leading from the offices to the kitchen: a large, pleasant room with a window looking towards the Temple chambers and the winding river.

What a commotion! exclaimed Miss Methold.

I went to the door, and saw an open barouche, with a lady and a little girl inside it, attended by a coachman and footman in livery.

It is quite a grand carriage, Miss Methold.

Oh, said she, looking over my shoulder: it is Mrs. Brightman.

Very proud and high-and-mighty, is she not? I rejoined, for the clerks had talked about her.

She was born proud. Her mother was a noblemans daughter, and shell be proud to the end, said the old lady. Henry keeps up great show and state for her. Of course, that is his affair, not mine.

I hear he has a charming place at Clapham, Miss Methold?

So do I, she answered rather bitterly. I have never seen it.

Never seen it? I echoed in surprise.

Never, she answered. I have not even been invited there by her. Never once, Charles. Mrs. Brightman despises her husbands profession in her heart; she despises me as belonging to it, I suppose, and as a poor relation. She has never condescended to get out of her carriage to enter the office here, and has never asked to see me, here or there. Henry has invited me down there once or twice when she was away from home, but I have said, No, thank you.

Mr. Lennard came in. The clerks, one excepted, had gone out to dinner. Do you know whether it will be long before Mr. Brightman comes in, or where he has gone to? he said to Miss Methold.

Indeed, I do not, she answered rather shortly. I only knew he was out by his not appearing now at luncheon.

Charles, go to the carriage and tell Mrs. Brightman that we dont know how long it may be before Mr. Brightman comes in, said he.

I rather wondered why he could not go himself as I took out the message to Mrs. Brightman.

She had a fair proud face, and her air was cold and haughty as she listened to me.

Let this be given to him as soon as he comes in, she said, handing me a sealed note. Regent Street; Carbonells, she added to the footman.

As the carriage turned and bowled away, I caught the childs pretty face, a smile on her rosy lips and in her laughing brown eyes.

I may as well say here that young Lake had struck up an acquaintanceship with me. The reader may remember that I saw him at the chambers of Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar. I grew to like him greatly. His faults were all on the surface; his heart was in the right place. Boy though he was, he was thrown upon himself in the world. I dont mean as to money, but as to a home; and he steered his course unscathed through its shoals. The few friends he had lived in the country. He had neither father nor mother. His lodgings were in Norfolk Street, very near to us. Miss Methold would sometimes have him in to spend Sunday with me; and now and then, but very rarely, he and I were invited for that day to dine with Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar.

The Serjeant lived in Russell Square, in one of its handsomest houses. But he kept, so to say, no establishment; just two or three servants and a modest little brougham. He must have been making a great deal of money at that time, and I suppose he put it by.

Ah! you dont know, Charley, Lake said to me one evening when I was in Norfolk Street, and we began talking of him. It is said his money went in that same precious bank which devoured yours; and it is thought that he lives in this quiet manner, eschewing pomps and vanities, to be able to help friends who were quite ruined by it. Old Jones knows a little, and Ive heard him drop a word or two.

I am sure my uncle is singularly good and kind. Those simple-minded men generally are.

Lake nodded. Few men, I should say, come up to Serjeant Stillingfar.

A trouble had come to me in the early spring. I thought it a great one, and grieved over it. Major Carlen gave up his house in Gloucester Place, letting it furnished for a long term, and went abroad with his wife. He might have gone to the end of the world for ever and a day, but she was like my second mother, and indeed was so, and I felt lost without her. They took up their abode at Brussels. It would be good for Blanches education, Mrs. Carlen wrote to me. Other people said that the Major had considerably out-run the constable, and went there to economise. Tom Heriot was down at Portsmouth with his regiment.

I think that is all I need say of this part of my life. I liked my profession very much indeed, and got on well in it and with Mr. Brightman and the clerks, and with good old Miss Methold. And so the years passed on.

The first change came when I was close upon twenty years of age: came in the death of Miss Methold. After that, I left Essex Street as a residence, for there was no longer anyone to rule it, and went into Lakes lodgings in Norfolk Street, sharing his sitting-room and securing a bedroom. And still a little more time rolled on.

* * * * *

It was Easter-tide. On Easter Eve, it happened that I had remained in the office after the other clerks had left, to finish some work in hand. In these days Saturday afternoon has become a general holiday; in those days we had to work all the harder. On Saturdays a holiday was unknown.

Writing steadily, I finished my task, and was locking up my desk, which stood near the far window in the front room on the ground floor, when Mr. Brightman, who had also remained late, came downstairs from his private room, and looked in.

Not gone yet, Charley!

I am going now, sir. I have only just finished my work.

Some of the clerks are coming on Monday, I believe, continued Mr. Brightman. Are you one of them?

Yes, sir. Mr. Lennard told me I might take holiday, but I did not care about it. As I have no friends to spend it with, it would not be much of a holiday to me. Arthur Lake is out of town.

And Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar on circuit, added Mr. Brightman.

He paused and looked at me, as he stood near the door. I was gathering the pens together.

Have you no friends to dine with, to-morrow  Easter Day?

No, sir. At least, I have not been asked anywhere. I think I shall go for a blow up the river.

A blow up the river! he repeated doubtfully. Dont you go to church?

Always. I go to the Temple. I meant in the afternoon, sir.

Well, if you have no friends to dine with, you may come and dine with me, said Mr. Brightman, after a moments consideration. Come down when service is over. You will find an omnibus at Charing Cross.

The invitation pleased me. Some of the clerks would have given their ears for it. Of course I mean the gentlemen clerks; not one of whom had ever been so favoured. I had sometimes wondered that he never asked me, considering his intimacy with my uncle. But, I suppose, to have invited me to his house and left out Miss Methold would have been rather too pointed a slight upon her.

It was a fine day. The Temple service was beautiful, as usual; the anthem, I know that my Redeemer liveth. Afterwards I went forth to keep my engagement, and in due time reached the entrance-gates of Mr. Brightmans residence.

It was a large, handsome villa, enclosed in fine pleasure-grounds, near Clapham. They lived in a good deal of style, kept seven or eight servants and two carriages: a large barouche, and a brougham in which he sometimes came to town. A well-appointed house, full of comfort and luxury. Mr. Brightman was on the lawn when I reached it.

Well, Charles! I began to think you were late.

I walked down, sir. The first two omnibuses were full, and I would not wait for a third.

Rather a long walk, he remarked with a smile. But it is what I should have done at your age. Dinner will be ready soon. We dine at three oclock on Sundays. It allows ourselves and the servants to attend evening as well as morning service.

He had walked towards the house as he spoke, and we went in. The drawing-room and dining-room opened on either side a large hall. In the former room sat Mrs. Brightman. I had seen her occasionally at the office door in her carriage, but had never spoken to her except that first time. She was considerably younger than Mr. Brightman, who must have been then getting towards fifty. A proud woman she looked as she sat there; her hair light and silky, her blue eyes disdainful, her dress a rich purple silk, with fine white lace about it.

Here is Charles Strange at last, Mr. Brightman said to her, and she replied by a slight bend of the head. She did not offer to shake hands with me.

I have heard of you as living in Essex Street, she condescended to observe, as I sat down. Your relatives do not, I presume, live in London?

I have not any near relatives, was my answer. My great-uncle lives in London, but he is away just now.

You were speaking of that great civil cause, Emma, lately tried in the country; and of the ability of the defendants counsel, Serjeant Stillingfar, put in Mr. Brightman. It is Serjeant Stillingfar, if you remember, who is Charless uncle.

Oh, indeed, she said; and I thought her manner became rather more gracious. And ah, what a gracious, charming lady she could be when she pleased!  when she was amongst people whom she considered of her own rank and degree.

Where is Annabel? asked Mr. Brightman.

She has gone dancing off somewhere, was Mrs. Brightmans reply. I never saw such a child. She is never five minutes together in one place.

Presently she danced in. A graceful, pretty child, apparently about twelve, in a light-blue silk frock. She wore her soft brown hair in curls round her head, and they flew about as she flew, and a bright colour rose to her cheeks with every word she spoke, and her eyes were like her fathers  dark, tender, expressive. Not any resemblance could I trace to her mother, unless it lay in the same delicately-formed features.

We had a plain dinner; a quarter of lamb, pastry and creams. Mr. Brightman did not exactly apologize for it, but explained that on Sundays they had as little cooking as possible. But it was handsomely served, and there were several sorts of wine. Three servants waited at table, two in livery and the butler in plain clothes.

Some little time after it was over, Mr. Brightman left the room, and Mrs. Brightman, without the least ceremony, leaned back in an easy-chair and closed her eyes. I said something to the child. She did not answer, but came to me on tiptoe.

If we talk, mamma will be angry, she whispered. She never lets me make a noise while she goes to sleep. Would you like to come out on the lawn? We may talk there.

I nodded, and Annabel silently opened and passed out at one of the French windows, holding it back for me. I as silently closed it.

Take care that it is quite shut, she said, or the draught may get to mamma. Papa has gone to his room to smoke his cigar, she continued; and we shall have coffee when mamma awakes. We do not take tea until after church. Shall you go to church with us?

I dare say I shall. Do you go?

Of course I do. My governess tells me never to miss attending church twice on Sundays, unless there is very good cause for doing so, and then things will go well with me in the week. But if I wished to stay at home, papa would not let me. Once, do you know, I made an excuse to stay away from morning service: I said my head ached badly, though it did not. It was to read a book that had been lent me, The Old English Baron. I feared my governess would not let me read it, if she saw it, because it was about ghosts, so that I had only the Sunday to read it in. Well, do you know, that next week nothing went right with me; my lessons were turned back, my drawing was spoilt, and my French mistress tore my translation in two. Oh, dear! it was nothing but scolding and crossness. So at last, on the Saturday, I burst into tears and told Miss Shelley about staying away from church and the false excuse I had made. But she was very kind, and would not punish me, for she said I had already had a whole week of punishment.

Of all the little chatterboxes! Is Miss Shelley your governess now? I asked her.

Yes. But her mother is an invalid, so mamma allows her to go home every Saturday night and come back on Monday morning. Mamma says it is pleasant to have Sunday to ourselves. But I like Miss Shelley very much, and should be dull without her if papa were not at home. I do love Sundays, because papas here. Did you ever read The Old English Baron?

No.

Shall I lend it you to take home? continued Annabel, her cheeks glowing, her eyes sparkling with good-nature. I have it for my own now. It is a very nice book. Have your sisters read it? Perhaps you have no sisters?

I have no real sisters, and my father and mother are dead. I have

Oh dear, how sad! interrupted Annabel, clasping her hands. Not to have a father and mother! Was it  after a pause you who lived with Miss Methold?

Yes. Did you know her?

I knew her; and I liked her  oh, very much. Papa used to take me to see her sometimes. With whom do you live now?

I live in lodgings.

She stood looking at me with her earnest eyes  thoughtful eyes just then.

Then who sews the buttons on your shirts?

I burst into laughter: the reader may have done the same. My landlady professes to sew them on, Annabel, but the shirts often go without buttons. Sometimes I sew one on myself.

If you had one off now, and it was not Sunday, I would sew it on for you, said Annabel. Why do you laugh?

At your concern about my domestic affairs, my dear little girl.

But theres a gentleman who lives in lodgings and comes here sometimes to dine with papa  he is older than you  and he says it is the worst trouble of life to have no one to sew his buttons on. Who takes care of you if you are ill? she added, after another pause.

As there is no one to take care of me, I cannot afford to be ill, Annabel. I am generally quite well.

I am glad of that. Was your father a lawyer, like papa?

No. He was a clergyman.

Oh, dont turn, she cried; I want to show you my birds. We have an aviary, and they are beautiful. Papa lets me call them mine; and some of them are mine in reality, for they were bought for me. Mamma does not care for birds.

Presently I asked Annabel her age.

Fourteen.

Fourteen! I exclaimed in surprise.

I was fourteen in January. Mamma says I ought not to tell people my age, for they will only think me more childish; but papa says I may tell everyone.

She was in truth a child for her years; especially as age is now considered. She ran about, showing me everything, her frock, her curls, her eyes dancing: from the aviary to the fowls, from the fowls to the flowers: all innocent objects of her daily pleasures, innocent and guileless as she herself.

A smart-looking maid, with red ringlets flowing about her red cheeks, and wide cap-strings flowing behind them, came up.

Why, here you are! she exclaimed. Ive been looking all about for you, Miss Annabel. Your mamma says you are to come in.

We are coming, Hatch; we were turning at that moment, answered the child. Is coffee ready?

Yes, Miss Annabel, and waiting.

In the evening we went to church, the servants following at some distance. Afterwards we had tea, and then I rose to depart. Mr. Brightman walked with me across the lawn, and we had almost reached the iron gates when there came a sound of swift steps behind us.

Papa! papa! Is he gone? Is Mr. Strange gone?

What is the matter now? asked Mr. Brightman.

I promised to lend Mr. Strange this: it is The Old English Baron. He has never read it.

There, run back, said Mr. Brightman, as I turned and took the book from her. You will catch cold, Annabel.

What a charming child she is, sir! I could not help exclaiming.

She is that, he replied. A true child of nature, knowing no harm and thinking none. Mrs. Brightman complains that her ideas and manners are unformed; no style about her, she says, no reserve. In my opinion that ought to constitute a childs chief charm. All Annabels parts are good. Of sense, intellect, talent, she possesses her full share; and I am thankful that they are not prematurely developed. I am thankful, he repeated with emphasis, that she is not a forward child. In my young days, girls were girls, but now there is not such a thing to be found. They are all women. I do not admire the forcing system myself; forced vegetables, forced fruit, forced children: they are good for little. A genuine child, such as Annabel, is a treasure rarely met with.

I thought so too.


CHAPTER V.

WATTSS WIFE.

Leaving the omnibus at Charing Cross, I was hastening along the Strand on my way home, when I ran against a gentleman, who was swaggering along in a handsome, capacious cloak as if all the street belonged to him.

I beg your pardon, I said, in apology. I   And there I broke off to stare, for I thought I recognised him in the gaslight.

Why! It is Major Carlen!

Just so. And it is Charles. How are you, Charles?

Have you lately come from Brussels? I asked, as we shook hands. And how did you leave mamma and Blanche?

They are in Gloucester Place, he answered. We all came over last Wednesday.

I wonder they did not let me know it.

Plenty of time, young man. They will not be going away in a hurry. We are settling down here again. You can come up when you like.

That will be to-morrow then. Good-night, sir.

But it was not until Monday evening that I could get away. Mr. Lennard went out in the afternoon on some private matter of his own, and desired me to remain in to see a client, who had sent us word he should call, although it was Easter Monday. Mr. Brightman did not come to town that day.

Six oclock was striking when I reached Gloucester Place. Blanche ran to meet me in the passage, and we had a spell of kissing. I think she was then about fourteen; perhaps fifteen. A fair, upright, beautiful girl, with the haughty blue eyes of her childhood, and a shower of golden curls.

Oh, Charley, I am so glad! I thought you were never, never coming to us.

I did not know you were here until last night. You should have sent me word.

I told mamma so; but she was not well. She is not well yet. The journey tired her, you see, and the sea was rough. Come upstairs and see her, Charley. Papa has just gone out.

Mrs. Carlen sat over the fire in the drawing-room in an easy-chair, a shawl upon her shoulders. It was a dull evening, twilight not far off, and she sat with her back to the light. It struck me she looked thin and ill. I had been over once or twice to stay with them in Brussels; the last time, eighteen months ago.

Are you well, mamma? I asked as she kissed me  for I had not left off calling her by the fond old childhoods name. You dont look so.

The journey tired me, Charley, she answered  just as Blanche had said to me. I have a little cold, too. Sit down, my boy.

Have you come back here for good? I asked.

Well, yes, I suppose so, she replied with hesitation. For the present, at all events.

Tea was brought in. Blanche made it; her mother kept to her chair and her shawl. The more I looked at her, the greater grew the conviction that something beyond common ailed her. Major Carlen was dining out, and they had dined in the middle of the day.

Alas! I soon knew what was wrong. After tea, contriving to get rid of Blanche for a few minutes on some plausible excuse, she told me all. An inward complaint was manifesting itself, and it was hard to say how it might terminate. The Belgian doctors had not been very reassuring upon the point. On the morrow she was going to consult James Paget.

Does Blanche know? I asked.

Not yet. I must see Mr. Paget before saying anything to her. If my own fears are confirmed, I shall tell her. In that case I shall lose no time in placing her at school.

At school!

Why, yes, Charley. What else can be done? This will be no home for her when I am out of it. Not at an ordinary school, though. I shall send her to our old home, White Littleham Rectory. Mr. and Mrs. Ravensworth are there still. She takes two or three pupils to bring up with her own daughter, and will be glad of Blanche. There  we will put that subject away for the present, Charley. I want to ask you about something else, and Blanche will soon be back again. Do you see much of Tom Heriot?

I see him very rarely indeed. He is not quartered in London, you know.

Charles, I am afraid  I am very much afraid that Tom is wild, she went on, after a pause. He came into his money last year: six thousand pounds. We hear that he has been launching out into all sorts of extravagance ever since. That must mean that he is drawing on his capital.

I had heard a little about Toms doings myself. At least, Lake had done so, which came to the same thing. But I did not say this.

It distresses me much, Charles. You know how careless and improvident Tom is, and yet how generous-hearted. He will bring himself to ruin if he does not mind, and what would become of him then? Major Carlen says  Hush! here comes Blanche.

I cannot linger over this part of my story. Mrs. Carlen died; and Blanche was sent to White Littleham.

And, indeed, of the next few passing years there is not much to record. I obtained my certificate, as a matter of course. Then I managed, by Mr. Brightmans kindness in sparing me, and by my uncles liberality, to keep a few terms at Oxford. I was twenty-three when I kept the last term, and then I was sent for some months to Paris, to make myself acquainted with law as administered in the French courts. That over, arrangements were made for my becoming Mr. Brightmans partner. If he had had sons, one of them would probably have filled the position. Having none, he admitted me on easy terms, for I had my brains about me, as the saying runs, and was excessively useful to the firm. A certain sum was paid down by Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar, and the firm became Brightman and Strange. I was to receive at first only a small portion of the profits. And let me say here, that all my expenses of every description, during these past years, had been provided for by that good man, Charles Stillingfar, and provided liberally. So there I was in an excellent position, settled for life when only twenty-four years of age.

After coming home from Paris to enter upon these new arrangements, I found Mr. Brightman had installed a certain James Watts in Essex Street as care-taker and messenger, our former man, Dickory, having become old and feeble. A good change. Dickory, in growing old, had grown fretful and obstinate, and liked his own way and will better than that of his masters. Watts was well-mannered and well-spoken; respectable and trustworthy. His wifes duties were to keep the rooms clean, in which she was at liberty to have in a woman to help once or twice a week if she so minded, and up to the present time to prepare Mr. Brightmans daily luncheon. They lived in the rooms on the bottom floor, one of which was their bedroom.

I like them both, I said to Mr. Brightman, when I had been back a day or two. Things will be comfortable now.

Yes, Charles; I hope you will find them so, he answered.

For it ought to be mentioned that, in becoming Mr. Brightmans partner, it had been settled that I should return as an inmate to the house. He said he should prefer it. And, indeed, I thought I should also. So that I had taken up my abode there at once.

The two rooms on the ground floor were occupied by the clerks. Mr. Lennard had his desk in the back one. Miss Metholds parlour, a few steps lower, was now not much used, except that a client was sometimes taken into it. The large front room on the first floor was Mr. Brightmans private room; the back one was mine; but he had also a desk in it. These two rooms opened to one another. The floor above this was wholly given over to me; sitting-room, bedroom, and dressing-room. The top floor was only used for boxes, and on those rare occasions when someone wanted to sleep at the office. Watts and his wife were to attend to me; she to see to the meals, he to wait upon me.

I should let her get in everything without troubling, and bring up the bills weekly, were I you, Charles, remarked Mr. Brightman, one evening when he had stayed later than usual, and was in my room, and we fell to talking of the man and his wife. Much better than for her to be coming to you everlastingly, saying you want this and you want that. She is honest, I feel sure, and I had the best of characters with both of them.

She has an honest face, I answered. But it looks sad. And what a silent woman she is. Speaking of her face though, sir, it puts me in mind of someones, and I cannot think whose.

You may have seen her somewhere or other, remarked Mr. Brightman.

Yes, but I cant remember where. Ill ask her.

Mrs. Watts was then coming into the room with some water, which Mr. Brightman had rung for. She looked about forty-five years old; a thin, bony woman of middle height, with a pale, gray, wrinkled face, and gray hairs banded under a huge cap, tied under her chin.

Theres something about your face that seems familiar to me, Mrs. Watts, I said, as she put down the glass and the bottle of water. Have I ever seen you before?

She was pouring out the water, and did not look at me. I cant say, sir, she answered in a low tone.

Do you remember me? Thats the better question.

She shook her head. Watts and I lived in Ely Place for some years before we came here, sir, she then said. Its not impossible you may have seen me in the street when I was doing the steps; but I never saw you pass by that I know of.

And before that, where did you live?

Before that, sir? At Dover.

Ah! well, I said, for this did not help me out with my puzzle; I suppose it is fancy.

Mr. Brightman caught up the last word as Mrs. Watts withdrew. Fancy, Charles; thats what it must be. And fancy sometimes plays wonderful tricks with us.

Yes, sir; I expect it is fancy. For all that, I feel perplexed. The womans voice and manner seem to strike a chord in my memory as much as her face does.

* * * * *

Captain Heriot, sir.

Sitting one evening in my room at dusk in the summer weather, the window open to the opposite wall and to the side view of the Thames, waiting for Lake to come in, Watts had thus interrupted me to show in Tom Heriot. I started up and grasped his hands. He was a handsome young fellow, with the open manners that had charmed the world in the days gone by, and charmed it still.

Charley, boy! It is good to see you.

Ay, and to see you, Tom. Are you staying in London?

Why, we have been here for days! What a fellow you are, not to know that we are now quartered here. Dont you read the newspapers? It used to be said, you remember, that young Charley lived in a wood.

I laughed. And how are things with you, Tom?

Rather down; have been for a long time; getting badder and badder.

My heart gave a thump. In spite of his laughing air and bright smile, I feared it might be too true.

I am going to the deuce, headlong, Charley.

Dont, Tom!

Dont what? Not go or not talk of it? It is as sure as death, lad.

Have you made holes in your money?

Fairly so. I think I may say so, considering that the whole of it is spent.

Oh, Tom!

Every individual stiver. But upon my honour as a soldier, Charley, other people have had more of it than I. A lot of it went at once, when I came into it, paying off back debts.

What shall you do? You will never make your pay suffice.

Sell out, I expect.

And then?

Tom shrugged his shoulders in answer. They were very slender shoulders. His frame was slight altogether, suggesting that he might not be strong. He was about as tall as I  rather above middle height.

Take a clerkship with you, at twenty shillings a week, if youd give it me. Or go out to the Australian diggings to pick up gold. How grave you look, Charles!

It is a grave subject. But I hope you are saying this in joke, Tom.

Half in joke, half in earnest. I will not sell out if I can help it; be sure of that, old man; but I think it will have to come to it. Can you give me something to drink, Charley? I am thirsty.

Will you take some tea? I am just going to have mine. Or anything else instead?

I was thinking of brandy and soda. But I dont mind if I do try tea, for once. Ay, I will. Have it up, Charley.

I rang the bell, and Mrs. Watts brought it up.

Anything else, sir? she stayed to ask.

Not at present. Watts has gone out with that letter, I suppose?  Why, you have forgotten the milk!

She gave a sharp word at her own stupidity, and left the room. Toms eyes had been fixed upon her, following her to the last. He began slowly pushing back his bright brown hair, as he would do in his boyhood when anything puzzled him.

Oh, I remember, he suddenly exclaimed. So you have her here, Charley!

Who here?

Leah.

Leah! What do you mean?

That servant of yours.

That is our messengers wife: Mrs. Watts.

Mrs. Watts she may be now, for aught I know; but she was Leah Williams when we were youngsters, Charley.

Impossible, Tom. This old woman cannot be Leah.

I tell you, lad, it is Leah, he persisted. No mistake about it. At the first moment I did not recollect her. I have a good eye for faces, but she is wonderfully altered. Do you mean to say she has not made herself known to you?

I shook my head. But even as Tom spoke, little items of remembrance that had worried my brain began to clear themselves bit by bit. Mrs. Watts came in with the milk.

She had put it down on the tray when Tom walked up to her, holding out his hand, his countenance all smiles, his hazel eyes dancing.

How are you, Leah, after all these years? Shake hands for auld lang syne. Do you sing the song still?

Leah gave one startled glance and then threw her white apron up to her face with a sob.

Come, come, said Tom kindly. I didnt want to startle you, Leah.

I didnt think you would know me, sir, she said, lifting her woebegone face. Mr. Charles here did not.

Not know you! I should know you sooner than my best sweetheart, cried Tom gaily.

Leah, I interposed, gravely turning to her, how is it that you did not let me know who you were? Why have you kept it from me?

She stood with her back against Mr. Brightmans desk, hot tears raining down her worn cheeks.

I couldnt tell you, Master Charles. Im sorry you know now. Its like a stab to me.

But why could you not tell me?

Pride, I suppose, she shortly said. I was upper servant at the Rectory; your mammas own maid, Master Charles: and I couldnt bear you should know that I had come down to this. A servant of all work  scrubbing floors and washing dishes.

Oh, thats nothing, struck in Tom cheerfully. Most of us have our ups and downs, Leah. As far as I can foresee, I may be scouring out pots and pans at the gold-diggings next year. I have just been saying so to Mr. Charley. Your second marriage venture was an unlucky one, I expect?

Leah was crying silently. No, it is not that, she answered presently in a low tone. Watts is a steady and respectable man; very much so; above me, if anything. It  it  I have had cares and crosses of my own, Mr. Tom; I have them always; and they keep me down.

Well, tell me what they are, said Tom. I may be able to help you. I will if I can.

Leah sighed and moved to the door. You are just as kind-hearted as ever, Mr. Tom; I see that; and I thank you. Nobody can help me, sir. And my trouble is secret to myself: one I cannot speak of to anyone in the world.

Just as kind-hearted as ever! Yes, Tom Heriot was that, and always would be. Embarrassed as he no doubt was for money, he slipped a gold piece into Leahs hand as she left the room, whispering that it was for old friendships sake.

And so that was Leah! Back again waiting upon me, as she had waited when I was a child. It was passing strange.

I spoke to her that night, and asked her to confide her trouble to me. The bare suggestion seemed to terrify her.

It was a dreadful trouble, she admitted in answer; a nightly and daily torment; one that at times went well-nigh to frighten her senses away. But she must keep it secret, though she died for it.

And as Leah whispered this to me under her breath, she cast dread glances around the walls on all sides, as if she feared that eaves-droppers might be there.

What on earth could the secret be?

* * * * *

And now, for a time, I retire into the background, and cease personally to tell the story.


CHAPTER VI.

BLANCHE HERIOT.

On one of those promising days that we now and then see in February, which seem all the more warm and lovely in contrast with the passing winter, the parsonage of White Littleham put on its gayest appearance within  perhaps in response to the fair face of nature without. A group of four girls had collected in the drawing-room. One was taking the brown holland covers from the chairs, sofa, and footstools; another was bringing out certain ornaments, elegant trifles, displayed only on state occasions; the other two were filling glasses with evergreens and hot-house flowers. It was the same room in which you once saw poor Mrs. Strange lying on her road to death. The parsonage received three young ladies to share in the advantages of foreign governesses, provided for the education of its only daughter, Cecilia.

Whilst the girls were thus occupied, a middle-aged lady entered, the mistress of the house, and wife of the Reverend John Ravensworth.

Oh, Mrs. Ravensworth, why did you come in? We did not want you to see it until it was all finished.

Mrs. Ravensworth smiled. My dears, it will only look as it has looked many a time before; as it did at Christmas

Mamma, you must excuse my interrupting you, cried the young girl who was arranging the ornaments; but it will look very different from then. At Christmas we had wretched weather, and see it to-day. And at Christmas we had not the visitors we shall have now.

We had one of the two visitors, at any rate, Cecilia.

Oh, yes, we had Arnold. But Arnold is nobody; we are used to him.

And Major Carlen is somebody, interposed the only beautiful girl present, looking round from the flowers with a laugh. Thank you, in papas name, Cecilia.

Very beautiful was she: exceedingly fair, with somewhat haughty blue eyes, delicate features, and fine golden hair. Blanche Heriot (as often as not called Blanche Carlen at the Rectory) stood conspicuous amidst the rest of the girls. They were pleasing-looking and lady-like, but that was all. Rather above middle-height, slender, graceful, she stood as a queen beside her companions. Under different auspices, Blanche Heriot might have become vain and worldly; but, enshrined as she had been for the last few years within the precincts of a humble parsonage, and trained in its doctrines of practical Christianity, Blanche had become thoroughly imbued with the influences around her. Now, in her twentieth year, she was simple and guileless as a child.

It was so long since she had seen her father  as she was pleased to call Major Carlen  that she had partly forgotten what he was like. He was expected now on a two days visit, and for him the house was being made to look its best. The other visitor, coming by accident at the same time, was Arnold Ravensworth, the Rectors nephew.

Major Carlens promised visit was an event to the quiet Rector and his wife. All they knew of him was that he was step-father to Blanche, and a man who moved in the gay circles of the world. The interest of Blanche Heriots money had paid for her education and dress. The Major would have liked the fingering of it amazingly; but to covet is one thing, to obtain is another. Blanches money was safe in the hands of trustees; but before Mrs. Carlen died she had appointed her husband Blanches personal guardian, with power to control her residence when she should have attained her eighteenth year. That had been passed some time now, and Major Carlen had just awakened to his responsibilities.

The first to arrive was Arnold Ravensworth, a distinguished-looking man, with a countenance cold, it must be confessed, but full of intellect. And the next to arrive was not the Major. The day passed on to night. The trains came into the neighbouring station, but they did not bring Major Carlen. Blanche cried herself to sleep. She remembered how kind her papa used to be to her  indulging her and taking her about to see sights  and she had cherished a great affection for him. In fact, the Major had always indulged little Blanche.

Neither had he come the next morning. After breakfast, Blanche went to the end of the garden and stood looking out across the field. The shady dingle, where as a little child she had sat to pick violets and primroses, was there; but she was gazing at something else  the path that would bring her father. Arnold Ravensworth came strolling up behind her.

You know the old saying, Blanche: a watched-for visitor never comes.

Oh dear, why do you depress me, Arnold? To watch is something. I shall cross the field and look up the road.

They started off in the sunshine. Blanche had a pretty straw hat on. She took the arm Mr. Ravensworth held out to her. Very soon, a stranger turned into the field and came swinging towards them.

Blanche, is this the Major?

It was a tall, large-limbed, angular man in an old blue cloak lined with scarlet. He had iron-gray hair and whiskers, gray, hard eyes, a large twisted nose, and very white teeth. Blanche laughed merrily.

That papa! What an idea you must have of him, Arnold! Papa was a handsome man with black hair, and had lost two of his front teeth. They were knocked out, fighting with the Caffres.

The stranger came on, staring intently at the good-looking young man and the beautiful girl on his arm. Mr. Ravensworth spoke in a low tone.

Are you quite sure, Blanche? Black hair turns gray, remember; and he has a little travelling portmanteau under that cloak.

Even as he spoke, something in the strangers face struck upon Blanche Heriots memory. She disengaged herself and approached him, too agitated to weigh her words.

Oh  I beg your pardon  are you not papa?

Major Carlen looked at her closely. Are you Blanche?

Yes, I am Blanche. Oh, papa!

The Major tucked his step-daughter under his own arm; and Mr. Ravensworth went on to give notice of the arrival.

Papa, I never saw anyone so much altered!

Nor I, interposed the Major. I was wondering what deuced handsome girl was strolling towards me. You are beautiful, Blanche; more so than your mother was, and she was handsome.

Blanche, confused though she felt at the compliment, could not return it.

Who is that young fellow? resumed the Major.

Arnold Ravensworth; Mr. Ravensworths nephew. He lives in London, and came down yesterday for a short visit.

Oh. Does he come often?

Pretty often. We wish it was oftener. We like him to be here.

He seems presuming.

Dear papa! Presuming! He is not at all so. And he is very talented and clever. He took honours at Oxford, and

I see, interrupted Major Carlen, displaying his large and regular teeth  a habit of his when not pleased. He had rapidly taken up an idea, and it angered him. Is this the parson, Blanche? He looks very sanctimonious.

Oh, papa! she returned, feeling ready to cry at his contemptuous tone. He is the best man that ever lived. Everyone loves and respects him.

Hope its merited, my dear, concluded the Major, as he met the hand of the Reverend John Ravensworth.

Ere middle-day, the Major had scattered a small bombshell through the parsonage by announcing that he had come to take his daughter away. Blanche felt it bitterly. It was her home, and a happy one. To exchange it for the Majors did not look now an inviting prospect. Though she would not acknowledge it to her own heart, she was beginning to regard him with more awe than love. That the resolution must have been suddenly formed she knew, for he had not come down with any intention of removing her.

Papa, my things can never be ready, was her last forlorn argument, when others had failed.

Things? said the Major. Trunks, and clothes, and rattle-traps? They can be sent after you, Blanche.

I have a bird, cried Blanche, her eyes filling. There it is, in the cage.

Leave it as a souvenir to the Rectory. Blanche, dont be a child. I have pictured you as one hitherto, but now that I see you I find my mistake. You must be thinking of other things, my dear.

And thus Blanche Heriot was hurried away. All the parsonage escorted her to the station, the girls in tears, and she almost heart-broken.

Of late years Major Carlen had been almost always in debt and difficulty. His property was mortgaged. His only certainty was his half-pay; but he was lucky at cards, and often luckier at betting. He retained his club and his visiting connection, and dined out three parts of his time. Just now he was up in the world, having scored a prize on some winter racecourse, and he was back in his house in Gloucester Place. It had been let furnished for three years, portions of which time the Major had spent abroad.

It will be very dull for me, papa, sighed Blanche, as they were whirling along in an express train. I dare say you are out all day long, as you used to be.

Not dull at all, said the Major. You must make Mrs. Guy take you out and about.

Mrs. Guy! exclaimed Blanche, her blue eyes opening widely. Is she in London?

Yes, and a fine old guy she is; more ridiculously nervous than ever, replied the Major. She arrived unexpectedly from Jersey one evening last week, and quartered herself upon Gloucester Place; for an indefinite period, no doubt. She did this once before, if you remember, in your poor mammas time.

She will be something in the way of company for me, said Blanche with another sigh.

Aye! She is a stupid goose, but youll be safer under her wing and mine than you would have been ruralising in the fields and the parsonage garden with that Arnold Ravensworth. I have eyes, Miss Blanche.

So had Blanche, especially just then; and they were wide open and fixed upon the Major.

Doing what, papa? cried she.

I saw his drift: Blanche this, and Blanche the other, and his arm put out for you at every turn! No, no; I do not leave you there to be converted into Mrs. Arnold Ravensworth.

Blanche clasped her hands and broke into merry laughter. Oh, papa, what an idea!  how could you imagine it? Why, he is going to marry Mary Stopford.

Major Carlen looked blank. Had he made all this inconvenient haste for nothing?

Who the deuce is Mary Stopford?

She lives in Devonshire. A pale, gentle girl with nice eyes: I have seen her picture. Arnold wears it attached to a little chain inside his waistcoat. They are to be married in the autumn when the House is up. The very notion of my marrying Arnold Ravensworth! broke off Blanche with another laugh. A laugh that was quite sufficient to prove the fact that she was heart-whole.

The House! repeated the Major. Who is he, then?

He is very well off as to fortune, and is  something. It has to do with the House, not as a Member, though he will be that soon, I believe. I think he is secretary to one of the Ministers. His father was the elder brother, and the Reverend John Ravensworth the younger. There is a very great difference in their positions. Arnold is well-off, and said to be a rising man.

Every word increased Major Carlens vexation. Even had his fear been correct, it seemed that the young man would not have been an undesirable match for Blanche, and he had saddled himself with her at a most inconvenient moment!

Well, well, thought he; she will soon make her mark, unless I am mistaken, and theres as good fish in the sea as ever came out of it.

Mrs. Guy, widow of the late Admiral Guy, vegetating for years past upon her slight income in Jersey, was Major Carlens younger sister, and a smaller edition of himself. She had the same generally fair-featured face, with the twisted nose and the gray eyes; but while his eyes were hard and fierce, hers were soft and kindly. She was a well-meaning, but indescribably silly woman; and her nervous fears and fancies had so grown upon her that they were becoming a disease. Lying before the fire on a sofa in her bedroom, she received Blanche with a flood of tears, supplemented by several moans. The tears were caused by the pleased surprise; the moans at her having come home on a Friday, for that must surely betoken ill-luck. Blanche was irreverent enough to laugh.

* * * * *

Major Carlen still counted a few acquaintances of consideration in the social world, and Miss Heriot was introduced to them. Mrs. Guy was persuaded to temporarily forget her ailments, and to act as chaperon. The Major gave his sister a new dress and bonnet, and a cap or two; and as she had not yet quite done with vanity (has a woman ever done with it?), she fell before the bribe.

He had been right in his opinion that Blanches beauty would not fail to make its mark. So charming a girl, so lovely of face and graceful of form, so innocent of guile, had not been seen of late. Before the spring had greatly advanced, a Captain Cross made proposals for her to the Major. He was of excellent family, and offered fair settlements. The Major accepted him, not deeming it at all necessary to consult his daughter.

Blanche rebelled. I dont care for him, papa, she objected.

The Major gave his nose a twist. He did not intend to have any trouble with Blanche, and would not allow her to begin it.

Not care! he exclaimed in surprise. What does that matter? Captain Cross is a fine man, stands six feet one, and youll care for him in time.

But, before I consent to marry him, I ought to know whether I shall like him or not.

Blanche, you are a dunce! You have been smothered up in that parsonage till you know nothing. Do you suppose that in our class of society it is usual to fall in love, as the ploughboys and milkmaids do? People marry first, and grow accustomed to each other afterwards. Whatever you do, my dear, dont betray gaucherie of that kind.

Blanche Heriot doubted. She never supposed but that he whom she called father had her true interest at heart, and must be so acting. Mrs. Guy, too, unconsciously swayed her. A martyr to poverty herself, she believed that in marrying one so well-off as Captain Cross, a girl must enter upon the seventh heaven of happiness. Altogether, Blanche yielded; yielded against her inclination and her better judgment. She consented to marry Captain Cross, and preparations were begun.

Meanwhile, Arnold Ravensworth had been an occasional visitor at Major Carlens, the Major making no sort of objection, now that circumstances were explained: indeed, he encouraged him there, and was especially cordial. Major Carlen had invariably one eye on the world and the other on self-interest, and it occurred to him that a rising man, as Arnold Ravensworth beyond doubt was, might prove useful to him in one way or another.

One evening, when it was yet only the beginning of April, Mr. Ravensworth called in Gloucester Place, and found the Major alone.

Are Mrs. Guy and Blanche out? he asked.

They are upstairs with the dressmaker, replied the Major. We sent to her to-day to spur on with Blanches things, and she has come to-night for fresh orders.

Is the marriage being hurried on, Major?

Time is creeping on, sir, was the gruff answer.

Are they getting ahead with the settlements? When I saw you last week, you were in a way at the delay, and said lawyers had only been invented for ones torment.

They got on, after that, and the deeds were ready and waiting for signature. But I dropped them a note yesterday to say they might burn them, as so much waste paper, returned the Major.

Burn the settlements! echoed Mr. Ravensworth.

The Majors eyes, that could look pleasant on occasion, glinted at his astonishment. Those settlements are being replaced by heavier ones, he said. Blanche does not marry Captain Cross. Its off. A more eligible offer has been made her, and Cross is dismissed.

Mr. Ravensworth doubted whether he heard aright. Major Carlen resumed. And she was making herself miserable over it. She cannot endure Cross.

What a disappointment for Cross! What a mortification! Will he accept his dismissal?

He will be obliged to accept it, returned the Major, pulling up his shirt-collar, which was always high enough for two. He has no other choice left to him. A man does not die of love nowadays; or rush into an action for breach of promise, and become a laughing-stock at his club. Blanche marries Lord Level.

Lord Level! Mr. Ravensworth repeated in a curious accent.

You look as though you doubted the information.

I do not relish it, for your daughters sake, replied Mr. Ravensworth. She never can  can  like Lord Level.

Whats the matter with Lord Level? He may be approaching forty, but  

Mr. Ravensworth laughed. Not just yet, Major Carlen.

Well, say hes thirty-four; thirty-three, if you like. Blanche, at twenty, needs guiding. And if he is not as rich as some peers, he is ten times richer than Cross. He met Blanche out, and came dangling here after her. I did not give a thought to it, for I did not look upon Level as a marrying man: he has been somewhat talked of in another line  

Yes, emphatically interrupted Mr. Ravensworth. Well?

Well! irritably returned the Major: then theres so much the more credit due to him for settling down. When he found that Cross was really expecting to have Blanche, and that he might lose her altogether, he spoke up, and said he should like her himself.

Does Blanche approve of the exchange?

She was rather inclined to kick at it, returned the Major, in his respectable phraseology, and we had a few tears.  But if you ask questions in that sarcastic tone, sir, you dont deserve to be answered. Not that Blanche wanted to keep Cross; she acknowledged that she was only too thankful to be rid of him; but, about behaving dishonourably, as she called it. My dear, said I, theres your absurd rusticity coming in again. You dont know the world. Such things are done in high life every day. She believed me, and was reconciled. You look black as a thunder-cloud, Ravensworth. What right have you to do so, pray?

None in the world. I beg pardon. I was thinking of Blanches happiness.

You had better think of her good, retorted the Major. She likes Level. I dont say she is yet in love with him: but she did not like Cross. Level is an attractive man, remember.

Has been rather too much so, cynically retorted Mr. Ravensworth.

Here she comes. I am going out; so you may offer your congratulations at leisure.

Major Carlen went away, and Blanche entered. She took her seat by the fire, and as Mr. Ravensworth gazed down upon her, a feeling of deep regret and pity came over him. Shame! thought he, to sacrifice her to Level. For in truth that noblemans name was not in the best odour, and Arnold Ravensworth was a man of strict notions.

It has been asserted that some natures possess an affinity the one for the other; are irresistibly drawn together in the repose of full and perfect confidence. It is a mysterious affinity, not born of love: and it may be experienced by two men or women who have outlived even the remembrance of the passion. Had Blanche Heriot been offered to Arnold Ravensworth, he would have declined her, for he loved another, and she had as much idea of loving the man in the moon as of loving him. Nevertheless, that never-dying, unfathomable part of them, the spirit, was attracted, like finding like. Between such, there can be little reserve.

What unexpected changes take place, Blanche!

Do not blame me, she replied, with a rising colour, her tone sinking to a whisper. My father says it is right, and I obey him.

I hope you like Lord Level?

Better than I liked someone else, was her answer, as she looked into the fire. At first the  the change frightened me. It did not seem right, and it was so very sudden. But I am getting over that feeling now. Papa says he is very good.

Papa says he is very good! The old hypocrite of a Major! thought Mr. Ravensworth. But it was not his place to tell her that Lord Level had not been very good.

Oh, Blanche! he exclaimed, I hope you will be happy! Is it to be soon?

Yes, they say so. As soon, I think, as the settlements can be ready. Papa sent to-day to hurry on my wedding things. Lord Level is going abroad immediately, and wishes to take me with him.

They say so! was his mental repetition. This poor child, brought up in the innocence of her simple country home, more childish, more tractable and obedient, more inexperienced than are those of less years who have lived in the world, is as a puppet in their hands. But the awakening will come.

You are going? said Blanche, as he rose. Will you not stay and take tea? Mrs. Guy will be down soon.

Not this evening. Hark! here is the Major back again.

I do not think it is papas step, returned Blanche, bending her ear to listen.

It was not. As she spoke, the door was thrown open by the servant. Lord Level.

Lord Level entered, and took the hand which Mr. Ravensworth released. Mr. Ravensworth looked full at the peer as he passed him: they were not acquainted. A handsome man, with a somewhat free expression  a countenance that Mr. Ravensworth took forthwith a prejudice against, perhaps unjustly. Whos that, Blanche? he heard him say as the servant closed the door.

Lord Level was a fine, powerful man, of good height and figure; his dark auburn hair was wavy and worn rather long, in accordance with the fashion of the day. His complexion was fair and fresh, and his features were good. Altogether he was what the Major had called him, an attractive man. Blanche Heriot had danced with him and he had danced with her; the one implies the other, you will say; and a liking for one another had sprung up. It may not have been love on either side as yet  but that is uncertain.

How lovely! exclaimed Blanche, as he held out to her a small bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley, and their sweet perfume caught her senses.

I brought them for you, whispered Lord Level; and he bent his face nearer and took a silent kiss from her lips. It was the first time; and Blanche blushed consciously.

You did not tell me who that was, Blanche.

Arnold Ravensworth, she replied. You have heard me speak of him.

An ill-tempered looking man!

Do you think so? Well, yes, perhaps he did look cross to-night. He had been hearing about  about us  from papa; and I suppose it did not please him.

Archibald Baron Level drew himself up to his full height; his face assumed its haughtiest expression. What business is it of his? he asked. Does he wish to aspire to you himself?

Oh, no, no; he is soon to be married. He is a man of strict honour, and I fear he thinks that papa  that I  that we have not behaved well to Captain Cross.

They were standing side by side on the hearth-rug, the fire-light playing on them and on Blanches shrinking face. How miserably uncomfortable the subject of Captain Cross made her she could never tell.

See here, Blanche, spoke Lord Level, after a pause. I was given to understand by Major Carlen that when Captain Cross proposed for you, you refused him; that it was only by dint of pressure and persuasion that you consented to the engagement. Major Carlen told me that as the time went on you became so miserable under it, hating Captain Cross with a greater dislike day by day, that he had resolved before I spoke to save you by breaking it off. Was this the case, or not?

Yes, it was. It is true that I felt wretchedly miserable in the prospect of marrying Captain Cross. And oh, how I thank papa for having himself resolved to break it off! He did not tell me that.

Because I have some honour of my own; and I would not take you sneakingly from Cross, or any other man. You must come to me above-board in all ways, Blanche, or not at all.

Blanche felt her heart beating. She turned to glance at him, fearing what he might mean.

So that if there is anything behind the scenes which has been kept from me; that is, if it be not of your own good and free will that you marry me; if you gave up Captain Cross liking him, because  because  well, though I feel ashamed to suggest such a thing  because my rank may be somewhat higher than his, or for any other reason: why then matters had better be at an end between us. No harm will have been done, Blanche.

Blanches face was drawn and white. Do you mean that you wish to give me up?

Wish it! It would be the greatest pain I could ever know in life. My dear, have you failed to understand me? I want you; I want you to be my wife; but not at the sacrifice of my honour. If Captain Cross  

Blanche broke down. Oh, dont leave me to him! she implored. Of course, I could never, never marry him now; I would rather die. Indeed, I do not quite know what you mean. It was all just as you have been told by papa; there was nothing kept behind.

Lord Level pillowed her head upon his arm. Blanche, my dear, it was you who invoked this, he whispered, by talking of Mr. Ravensworths reflection on you in his strict honour. Be assured I would not leave you to Captain Cross unless compelled to do so, or to any other man.

Her tears were falling. Lord Level kissed them away.

Shall I buy you, my love?  bind you to me with a golden fetter? And, taking a small case from his waistcoat-pocket, he slipped upon her marriage finger a hoop of gold, studded with diamonds. His deep-gray eyes were strained upon her through their dark lashes  eyes which had done mischief in their day  and her hand was lingering in his.

There, Blanche; you see I have bought you; you are my property now  my very own. And, my dear, the ring must be worn always as the keeper of the marriage-ring when you shall be my wife.

It was a most exquisite relief to her. Blanche liked him far better than she had liked Captain Cross. And as Lord Level pressed his last kiss upon her lips  for Mrs. Guy was heard approaching  Blanche could never be sure that she did not return it.

A few more interviews such as these, and the young lady would be in love with him heart and soul.

* * * * *

And it may as well be mentioned, ere the chapter quite closes, that Mr. Charles Strange was out of the way of all this plotting and planning and love-making. The whole of that spring he was over in Paris, watching a case involving English and French interests of importance, that was on before the French courts, and of which Brightman and Strange were the English solicitors.


CHAPTER VII.

TRIED AT THE OLD BAILEY.

Oh, Mrs. Guy, he is coming, after all! He is indeed!

Blanche Heriots joyful tones, as she read the contents of a short letter brought in by the evening post, aroused old Mrs. Guy, who was dozing over her knitting one Tuesday evening in the May twilight.

Eh? What, my dear? Who do you say is coming?

Tom. He says he must stretch a point for once. He cannot let anyone else give me away.

The Major is to give you away, Blanche.

I know he intended to do so if Tom failed me. But Tom is my brother.

Well, well, child; settle it amongst yourselves. I dont see that it matters one way or the other. Theres a knock at the door! Dear me! It must be Lord Level.

Lord Level cannot be back again before to-morrow. He is at Marshdale, you know, dissented Blanche. I think it may be Tom. I hope it is Tom. He says here he shall be in town as soon as his letter.

Mr. Strange, announced a servant, throwing wide the drawing-room door.

Charles Strange had only that morning returned from Paris, having crossed by the night mail. The legal business on which he and Mr. Brightman were just now so much occupied, involving serious matters for a client who lived in Paris, had kept Charles over there nearly all the spring. Blanche ran to his arms. She looked upon him as her brother, quite as much as she looked upon Tom.

And so, Blanche, we are to lose you, he said, when he had kissed her. And within a day or two, I hear.

He knew very little of Blanche Heriots approaching marriage, except that the bridegroom was Archibald, Lord Level. And that little he had heard from Mr. Brightman. Blanche did not write to him about it. She had written to tell him she was going to be married to Captain Cross: but when that marriage was summarily broken off by Major Carlen, Blanche felt a little ashamed, and did not send word to Charles.

The day after to-morrow, at eleven oclock in the morning, put in Mrs. Guy, in response to the last remark.

All his attention given to Blanche, Charles Strange really had not observed the old lady. He turned to regard her.

You cannot have forgotten Mrs. Guy, Charles, said Blanche, noticing his doubtful look.

I believe I had for the moment, he answered, in those pleasant, cordial tones that won him a way with everyone, as he went up and shook the old lady heartily by both hands. I heard you were staying here, Mrs. Guy, but I had forgotten it.

They sat down  Blanche and Charles near the open window, Mrs. Guy not moving from her low easy-chair on the hearthrug  and began to talk of the wedding.

Tom is really coming up to give me away, said Blanche, showing him Captain Heriots short note. It is very good of him, for he must be very busy: but Tom was always good. You are aware, Charles, I suppose, that the regiment is embarking for India? Major Carlen saw the announcement this morning in the Times.

At that moment Charles Strange saw, or fancied he saw, a warning look telegraphed to him by Mrs. Guy: and, placing it in conjunction with Blanches words, he fancied he must know its meaning.

Yes, I heard the regiment was ordered out, he answered shortly; and turned the subject. Will Lord Level be here tonight, Blanche? I should like to see him.

No, she replied. He went yesterday to Marshdale House, his place in Surrey, and will not return until to-morrow. I think you will like him, Charles.

I hope you do, replied Charles involuntarily. That is the chief consideration, Blanche.

He looked at her meaningly as he spoke, and it brought a blush to her face. What a lovely face it was  fair and pure, its blue eyes haughty as of yore, its golden hair brilliant and abundant! She wore a simple evening dress of white muslin, and a blue sash, an inexpensive necklace of twisted blue beads on her neck, no bracelets at all on her arms. She looked what she really was  an inexperienced school-girl. Lord Levels engagement ring on her finger, with its flashing diamonds, was the only ornament of value she had about her.

In the momentary silence that ensued, Blanche left her seat and went to stand at the open window.

Oh, she exclaimed, an instant later, I do think this may be Tom! A cab has stopped here.

Charles Strange rose. Mrs. Guy lifted her finger, and he bent down to her. Blanche was still at the window.

She does not know he has sold out, warningly breathed Mrs. Guy. She knows nothing of his wild ways, or the fine market he has brought his eggs to, poor fellow. We have kept it from her.

Charles nodded; and the servant opened the door with another announcement.

Captain Heriot. Blanche flew across the room and was locked in her brothers arms.

Poor Tom Heriot had indeed, as Mrs. Guy expressed it, with more force than elegance, brought his eggs to a fine market. It was some few months now since he sold out of the Army; and what he was doing and how he contrived to exist and flourish without money, his friends did not know. During the spring he had made his appearance in Paris to prefer an appeal for help to Charles, and Charles had answered it to the extent of his power.

Just as gay, just as light-hearted, just as débonnaire as ever was Tom Heriot. To see him and to hear him as he sat this evening with them in Gloucester Place, you might have thought him as free from care as an Eton boy  as flourishing as a duke-royal. Little blame to Blanche that she suspected nothing of the existing state of things.

When Charles rose to say Good-night, Tom Heriot said it also, and they went away together.

Charley, lad, said the latter, as the street-door closed behind them, could you put me up at your place for two nights  until after this wedding is over?

To be sure I can. Leah will manage it.

All right. I have sent a portmanteau there.

You did not come up from Southampton to-day, Tom? Blanche thought you did.

And I am much obliged to them for allowing her to think it. I would have staked my last five-pound note, if youll believe me, Charley, that old Carlen had not as much good feeling in him. I am vegetating in London; have been for some time, Blanches letter was forwarded to me by a comrade who lets me use his address.

And what are you doing in London? asked Charles.

Hiding my diminished head, old fellow, answered Tom, with a laugh. No matter how serious the subject, he could not be serious over it.

How much longer do you mean to stand here? continued Charles  for the Captain (people still gave him his title) had not moved from the door.

Till an empty cab goes by.

We dont want a cab this fine night, Tom. Let us walk. Look how bright the moon is up there.

Ay; my ladys especially bright tonight. Rather too much so for people who prefer the shade. How you stare, Charley! Fact is, I feel safer inside a cab just now than parading the open streets.

Afraid of being taken for debt? whispered Charles.

Worse than that, said Tom laconically.

Worse than that! repeated Charles. Why, what do you mean?

Oh, nothing, and Tom Heriot laughed again. Except that I am in the deuces own mess, and cant easily get out of it. Theres a cab! Here, driver! In with you, Charley.

* * * * *

And on the following Thursday, when his sisters marriage with Lord Level took place, who so gay, who so free from care, who so attractive as Tom Heriot?  when giving her away. Lord Level had never before seen his future brother-in-law (or half brother-in-law, as the more correct term would be), and was agreeably taken with him. A random young fellow, no doubt, given to playing the mischief with his own prospects, but a thorough gentleman, and a very prepossessing one.

And this is my other brother  I have always called him so, whispered Blanche to her newly-made husband, as she presented Charles Strange to him on their return from church to Gloucester Place. Lord Level shook hands heartily; and Charles, who had been prejudiced against his lordship, of whom tales were told, took rather a liking to the tall, fine man of commanding presence, of handsome face and easy, genial manners.

After the breakfast, to which very few guests were bidden, and at which Mrs. Guy presided, as well as her nerves permitted, at one end of the table and Major Carlen at the other, Lord and Lady Level departed for Dover on their way to the Continent.

And in less than a week after the wedding, poor Thomas Heriot, who could not do an unkind action, who never had been anyones enemy in the whole world, and never would be anyones, except his own, was taken into custody on a criminal charge.

The blow came upon Charles Strange as a clap of thunder. That Tom was in a mess of some kind he knew well; nay, in half a dozen messes most likely; but he never glanced at anything so terrible as this. Tom had fenced with his questions during the day or two he stayed in Essex Street, and laughed them off. What the precise charge was, Charles could not learn at the first moment. Some people said felony, some whispered forgery. By dint of much exertion and inquiry, he at last knew that it was connected with Bills.

Certain bills had been put into circulation by Thomas Heriot, and there was something wrong about them. At least, about one of them; since it bore the signature of a man who had never seen the bill.

I am as innocent of it as a child unborn, protested Thomas Heriot to Charles, more solemnly in earnest than he had ever been heard to speak. True, I got the bills discounted: accommodation bills, you understand, and they were to have been provided for; but that any good name had been forged to one of them, I neither knew nor dreamt of.

Yet you knew the good name was there?

But I thought it had been genuinely obtained.

This was at the first interview Charles held with him in prison. Whence did you get the bills? Charles continued.

They were handed to me by Anstey. He is the true culprit in all this, Charles, and he is slinking out of it, and will get off scot-free. People warned me against the fellow; said he was making a cats-paw of me; and by Jove its true! I could not see it then, but my eyes are open now. He only made use of me for his own purposes. He had all, or nearly all, the money.

And this was just the truth of the business. The man Anstey, a gentleman once, but living by his wits for many years past, had got hold of light-headed, careless Tom Heriot, cajoled him of his friendship, and used him. Anstey escaped completely scot-free, and Tom suffered.

Tom was guilty in the eyes of the law; and the law only takes cognizance of its own hard requirements. After examination, he was committed for trial. Charles Strange was nearly wild with distress; Mr. Brightman was much concerned; Arthur Lake (who was now called to the Bar) would have moved heaven and earth in the cause. Away went Charles to Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar: and that renowned special pleader and good-hearted man threw his best energies into the cause.

All in vain. At the trial, which shortly came on at the Old Bailey, Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar exerted his quiet but most telling eloquence uselessly. He might as well have wasted it on the empty air. Though indeed it did effect something, causing the sentence pronounced upon the unfortunate prisoner to be more lenient than it otherwise would have been. Thomas Heriot was sentenced to be transported for seven years.

Transportation beyond the seas was still in force then. And Thomas Heriot, with a cargo of greater or lesser criminals, was shipped on board the transport Vengeance, to be conveyed to Botany Bay.

It seemed to have taken up such a little space of time! Very little, compared with the greatness of the trouble. June had hardly come in when Tom was first taken; and the Vengeance sailed the beginning of August.

If Mrs. Guy had lamented beforehand the market that poor Tom Heriot had brought his eggs to, what did she think of it now?

* * * * *

One evening in October a nondescript sort of vehicle, the German makers of which could alone know the name, arrived at a small village not far from the banks of the Rhine, clattering into the yard of the only inn the place contained. A gentleman and lady descended from it, and a parley ensued with the hostess, more protracted than it might have been, in consequence of the travellers imperfect German, and her own imperfect French. Could madame accommodate them for the night, was the substance of their demand.

Well  yes, was madames not very assured answer: if they could put up with a small bedroom.

How small?

She opened the door of  it was certainly not a room, though it might be slightly larger than a boot-closet; madame called it a cabinet-de-toilette. It was on the ground-floor, looking into the yard, and contained a bed, into which one person might have crept, provided he bargained with himself not to turn; but two people, never. Three of her beds were taken up with a milor and miladi Anglais, and their attendants.

Mrs. Ravensworth  a young wife  turned to her husband, and spoke in English. Arnold, what can we do? We cannot go on in the dark, with such roads as these.

My love, I see only one thing for it: you must sleep here, and I must sit up.

Madame interrupted; it appeared she added a small stock of English to her other acquirements. Oh, but dat meeseraable for monsieur: he steef in legs for morning.

And stiff in arms too, laughed Arnold Ravensworth. Do try and find us a larger bedroom.

Perhaps the miladi Anglaise might give up one of her rooms for dis one, debated the hostess, bustling away to ask.

She returned, followed by an unmistakable Englishwoman, fine both in dress and speech. Was she the miladi? She talked enough for one: vowing she would never give up her room to promiscuous travellers, who prowled about with no avant courier, taking their own chance of rooms and beds; and casting, as she spoke, annihilating glances at the benighted wanderers.

Is anything the matter, Timms? inquired a gentle voice in the background.

Mr. Ravensworth turned round quickly, for its tones struck upon his remembrance. There stood Blanche, Lady Level; and their hands simultaneously met in surprise and pleasure.

Oh, this is unexpected! she exclaimed. I never should have thought of seeing you in this remote place. Are you alone?

He drew his wife to his side. I need not say who she is, Lady Level.

Are you married, then?

Ask Mary.

It was an unnecessary question, seeing her there with him, and Lady Level felt it to be so, and smiled. Timms came forward with an elaborate apology and a string of curtseys, and hoped her room would be found good enough to be honoured by any friends of my ladys.

Lady Levels delight at seeing them seemed as unrestrained as a childs. Exiles from their native land can alone tell that to meet with home faces in a remote spot is grateful as the long-denied water to the traveller in the Eastern desert. And we are writing of days when to travel abroad was the exception, rather than the rule. There is only one private sitting-room in the whole house, and that is mine, so you must perforce make it yours as well, cried Lady Level, as she laughingly led the way to it. And oh! what a charming break it will be to my loneliness! Last night I cried till bedtime.

Is not Lord Level with you? inquired Mr. Ravensworth.

Lord Level is in England. While they are getting Timms room ready, will you come into mine? she added to Mrs. Ravensworth.

How long have you been married? was Lady Levels first question as they entered it.

Only last Tuesday week.

Are you happy?

Oh yes.

I knew your husband long before you did, added Lady Level. Did he ever tell you so? Did he ever tell you what good friends we were? Closer friends, I think, than he and his cousin Cecilia. He used to come to White Littleham Rectory, and we girls there made much of him.

Yes, he has often told me.

Mrs. Ravensworth was arranging her hair at the glass, and Lady Level held the light for her and looked on. The description given of her by Blanche to her father was a very good one. A pale, gentle girl, with nice eyes, dark, inexpressively soft and attractive. I shall like you very much, suddenly exclaimed Lady Level. I think you are very pretty  I mean, you have the sort of face I like to look at. Praise that brought a blush to the cheeks of Mrs. Ravensworth.

The landlady sent them in the best supper she could command at the hour; mutton chops, served German fashion, and soup, which Lady Levels man-servant, Sanders, who waited on them, persisted in calling the potash  and very watery potash it was, flavoured with cabbage. When the meal was over, and the cloth removed, they drew round the fire.

Do you ever see papa? Lady Level inquired of Mr. Ravensworth.

Now and then. Not often. He has let his house again in Gloucester Place, and Mrs. Guy has gone back to the Channel Islands.

Oh yes, I know all that, replied Blanche.

The last time I saw Major Carlen he spoke of you  said that you and Lord Level were making a protracted stay abroad.

Protracted! Blanche returned bitterly; yes, it is protracted. I long to be back in England, with a longing that has now grown into a disease. You have heard of the mal du pays that sometimes attacks the Swiss when they are away from their native land; I think that same malady has attacked me.

But why? asked Mr. Ravensworth, looking at her.

I hardly know, she said, with some hesitation. I had never been out of England before, and everything was strange to me. We went to Switzerland first, then on to Italy, then back again. The longer we stayed away from England, the greater grew my yearning for it. In Savoy I was ill; yes, I was indeed; we were at Chambéry; so ill as to require medical advice. It was on the mind, the doctor said. He was a nice old man, and told Lord Level that I was pining for my native country.

Then, of course, you left for home at once?

We left soon, but we travelled like snails; halting days at one place, and days at another. Oh, I was so sick of it! And the places were all dull and retired, as this is; not those usually frequented by the English. At last we arrived here; to stay also, it appeared. When I asked why we did not go on, he said he was waiting for letters from home.

As Lady Level spoke she appeared to be lost in the past  an expression that you may have observed in old people when they are telling you tales of their youth. Her eyes were fixed on vacancy, and it was evident that she saw nothing of the objects around her, only the time gone by. She appeared to be anything but happy.

Something up between my lord and my lady, thought Mr. Ravensworth. Had your husband to wait long for the expected letters? he asked aloud.

I do not know: several came for him. One morning he had one that summoned him to England without the loss of a moment, and he said there was not time for me to be ready to accompany him. I prayed to go with him. I said Timms could come on afterwards with the luggage. It was of no use.

Would he not take you? exclaimed Mrs. Ravensworth, her eyes full of the astonishment her lips would not express.

Blanche shook her head. No. He was quite angry with me; said I did not understand my position  that noblemens wives could not travel in that unceremonious manner. I was on the point of telling him that I wished, to my heart, I had never been a noblemans wife. Why did he marry me, unless he could look upon me as a companion and friend? abruptly continued Lady Level, perhaps forgetting that she was not alone. He treats me as a child.

What answer could be made to this?

When do you expect him back again? asked Mr. Ravensworth, after a pause.

How do I know? flashed Lady Level, her tone proving how inexpressibly sore was the subject. He said he should return for me in a few days, but nearly three weeks have gone by, and I am still here. They have seemed to me like three months. I shall be ill if it goes on much longer.

Of course you hear from him?

Oh yes, I hear from him. A few lines at a time, saying he will come for me as soon as he possibly can, and that I must not be impatient. I wanted to go over alone, and he returned me such an answer, asking what I meant by wishing to travel with servants only at my age. I shall do something desperate if I am left here another week.

As you once did at White Littleham when they forbade your going to a concert, thinking you were too ill! laughed Mr. Ravensworth.

Dressed myself up in my best frock, and surprised them in the room. I had ten pages of Italian translation for that escapade.

Do you like Italy? he inquired, after a pause.

No, I hate it! And the animus in Lady Levels answer was so intense that the husband and wife exchanged stolen glances. Something must be out of gear.

What parts of Italy did you stay in?

Chiefly at Pisa  that is not far from Florence, you know; and a few days at Florence. Lord Level took a villa at Pisa for a month  and why he did so I could not tell, for it was not the season when the English frequent it: no one, so to say, was there. We made the acquaintance of a Mrs. Page Reid, who had the next villa to ours.

That was pleasant for you  if you liked her.

But I did not like her, returned Lady Level, her delicate cheeks flushing. That is, I did and I did not. She was a very pleasant woman, always ready to help us in any way; but she told dreadful tales of people  making one suspect things that otherwise would never have entered the imagination. Lord Level liked her at first, and ended by disliking her.

Got up a flirtation with her, thought Mr. Ravensworth. But in that he was mistaken. And so they talked on.

It appeared that the mail passed through the village at night time; and the following morning a letter lay on the breakfast-table for Lady Level.

MY DEAR BLANCHE,  I have met with a slight accident, and must
again postpone coming to you for a few days. I dare say it
will not detain me very long. Rely upon it I shall be with you
as soon as I possibly can be.  Ever affectionately yours,
LEVEL.

Short and sweet! exclaimed Blanche, in her bitter disappointment, as she read the note at the window. Arnold, when you and your wife leave to-morrow, what will become of me, alone here? If  

Suddenly, as Lady Level spoke the last word, she started, and began to creep away from the window, as if fearing to be seen.

Arnold! Arnold! who do you think is out there? she exclaimed in a timid whisper.

Why, who? in astonishment. Not Lord Level?

It is Captain Cross, she said with a shiver. I would rather meet the whole world than him. My behaviour to him was  was not right; and I have felt ashamed of myself ever since.

Mr. Ravensworth looked out from the window. Captain Cross, seated on the bench in the inn yard, was solacing himself with a cigar.

I would not meet him for the world! I would not let him see me: he might make a scene. I shall stay in my rooms all day. Why does my husband leave me to such chances as these?

That Captain Cross had not been well used was certain; but the fault lay with Major Carlen, not with Blanche. Mr. Ravensworth spoke.

Take my advice, Lady Level. Do not place yourself in Captain Crosss way, but do not run from him. I believe him to be a gentleman; and, if so, he will not say or do anything to annoy you. I will take care he does not, as long as I remain here.

In the course of the morning Captain Cross and Arnold Ravensworth met. I find Lady Levels here! the Captain abruptly exclaimed. Are you staying with her?

I and my wife arrived here only last night, and were surprised to meet Lady Level.

Wheres he? asked Captain Cross.

In England.

He in England and she here, and only six months married! Estranged, I suppose. Well, what else could she expect? People mostly reap what they sow.

Arnold Ravensworth laughed good-humouredly. He was not going to give a hint of the state of affairs that he suspected himself.

You are prejudiced, Cross. Miss Heriot was not to blame for what happened. She was a child: and they did with her as they pleased.

A child! Old enough to engage herself to one man, and to marry another, retorted Captain Cross, in a burst of angry feeling. And Level, of all people!  with sarcastic scorn. Why does he leave her in Germany whilst he stays gallivanting in England? What do you say? Met with an accident, and cant come for her? Thats his tale, I suppose. You may repeat it to the Marines, old boy; it wont do for me. I know Level; knew him of old.

Lady Level was as good as her word: she did not stir out of her rooms all day. On the following morning when Mr. Ravensworth came out of his chamber, he saw, from the corridor window, a travelling-carriage in the yard, packed. By the coat-of-arms he knew it for Lord Levels. Timms moved towards him in a flutter of delight.

Oh, if you please, sir, breakfast is on the table, and my lady is waiting there, ready dressed. We are going to England, sir.

Has Lord Level come?

No, sir: we are going with you. My lady gave orders, last night, to pack up for home. It is the happiest day Ive known, sir, since I set foot in these barbarious countries.

Lady Level met him at the door of the breakfast-room; ready dressed, as Timms expressed it, for travelling, even to her bonnet.

Do you really mean to go with us? he exclaimed.

Yes, was her decisive reply. That is, you must go with me. Stay here longer, I will not. I tell you, Arnold, I am sick to death of it. If Lord Level is ill and unable to come for me, I am glad to embrace the opportunity of travelling under your protection: he cant grumble at that. Besides  

Besides what? asked Mr. Ravensworth, for she suddenly stopped.

I do not choose to remain at an inn in which Captain Cross has taken up his abode: neither would my husband wish me to do so. After you and Mrs. Ravensworth left me last night, I sat over the wood fire, thinking these things over, and made my mind up. If I have not sufficient money for the journey, and I dont think I have, I must apply to you, Arnold.

Whether Mr. Ravensworth approved or disapproved of the decision, he had no power to alter it. Or, rather, whether Lord Level would approve of it. After a hasty breakfast, they went down to the carriage, which had already its array of five horses harnessed to it; Sanders and Timms perched side-by-side in their seat aloft. The two ladies were helped in by Mr. Ravensworth. Captain Cross leaned against the outer wall of the salle-à-manger, watching the departure. He approached Mr. Ravensworth.

Am I driving her ladyship off?

Lady Level is going to England with us, to join her husband. I told you he had met with an accident.

A merry meeting to them! was the sarcastic rejoinder. And, as the carriage drove out of the inn-yard, Captain Cross deliberately lifted his hat to Lady Level: but lifted it, she thought, in mockery.


CHAPTER VIII.

THE VINE-COVERED COTTAGE AT PISA.

That Archibald, Lord Level, had been a gay man, fond of pleasure, fond of talking nonsense to pretty women, the world knew well: and perhaps, world-fashion, admired him none the less for it. But his wife did not know it. When Blanche Heriot became Blanche Level she was little more than an innocent child, entirely unversed in the worlds false ways. She esteemed her husband; ay, and loved him, in a measure, and she was happy for a time.

It is true that while they were staying in Switzerland a longing for home came over her. They had halted in Paris for nearly a fortnight on their outward route. Some very nice people whom Lord Level knew were there; they were delighted with the fair young bride, and she was delighted with them. Blanche was taken about everywhere, no one being more anxious for her amusement than Lord Level himself. But one morning, in the very midst of numerous projected expeditions, he suddenly told Blanche that they must continue their journey that day.

Oh, Archibald! she had answered in a sort of dismay. Why, it is this very afternoon that we were going to Fontainebleau!

My dear, you shall see Fontainebleau the next time we are in Paris, he said. I have a reason for wishing to go on at once.

And they went on. Blanche was far too good and dutiful a wife to oppose her own will to her husbands, or to grumble. They went straight on to Switzerland  travelling in their own carriage  but instead of settling himself in one of those pretty dwellings on the banks of Genevas lake, as he had talked of to Blanche, Lord Level avoided Geneva altogether, and chose a fearfully dull little village as their place of abode. Very lovely as to scenery, it is true; but quite unfrequented by travellers. It was there that Blanche first began to long for home.

Next, they went on to Italy, posting straight to Pisa, and there Lord Level took a pretty villa for a month in the suburbs of the town. Pisa itself was deserted: it was hot weather; and Blanche did not think it had many attractions. Lord Level, however, seemed to find pleasure in it. He knew Pisa well, having stayed at it in days gone by. He made Blanche familiar with the neighbourhood; together they admired and wondered at the Leaning Tower, in its green plain, backed by distant mountains; but he also went out and about a good deal alone.

One English dame of fashion was sojourning in the place  a widow, Mrs. Page Reid. She occupied the next villa to theirs, and called upon them; and she and Lady Level grew tolerably intimate. She was a talkative, gay woman of thirty  and beside her Blanche seemed like a timid schoolgirl.

One evening, when dinner was over, Lord Level strolled out  as he often did  leaving his wife with Mrs. Page Reid, who had dined with them. The two ladies talked together, and sang a song or two; and so whiled away the time.

Let us go out for a stroll, too! exclaimed Mrs. Page Reid, speaking on a momentary impulse, when she found the time growing monotonous.

Blanche readily agreed. It was a most lovely night; the moon bright and silvery in the Italian sky. Putting on some fleecy shawls, the ladies went down the solitary road, and turned by-and-by into a narrow lane that looked like a grove of evergreens. Soon they came to a pretty dwelling-place on the left, half villa, half cottage. Vines grew up its trellised walls, flowers and shrubs crowded around it.

A charming little spot! cried Mrs. Page Reid, as they halted to peep through the hedge of myrtles that clustered on each side the low entrance-gate. And two people are sitting there  lovers, I dare say, she added, telling their vows under the moonbeams.

In front of the vine-wreathed window, on a bench overhung by the branches of the trailing shrubs, the laurels and the myrtles, sat two young people. The girl was tall, slender, graceful; her dark eyes had a flashing fire even in the moonlight; her cheeks wore a rose-red flush.

How pretty she is! whispered Blanche. Look at her long gold earrings! And he  Oh!

Whats the matter? cried Mrs. Page Reid, the tone of the last word startling her.

It is my husband.

Nonsense! began Mrs. Page Reid. But after one doubting, disbelieving look, she saw that it was so. Catching Blanches hand, she drew her forcibly away, and when they had gained the highroad, burst into a long, low laugh.

Dont think about it, dear, she said to Blanche. Its nothing. The best of husbands like to amuse themselves behind our backs.

Perhaps he was  was  inquiring the way  or something, hazarded Blanche, whose breath was coming rather faster than usual.

Mrs. Page Reid nearly choked. Oh, to be sure! she cried, when she could speak.

You dont think so? You think it was  something else?

You are only a little goose, my dear, in the ways of the world, rejoined Mrs. Page Reid. Wheres the man that does not like to talk with a pretty woman? Lord Level, of all others, does.

He does?

Well, he used to do so. Of course he has mended his manners. And the women, mind you, liked to talk to him. But dont take up the notion, please, that by saying that I insinuate any unorthodox talking, added Mrs. Page Reid as an after-thought, when she caught a look at Lady Levels tell-tale countenance.

I shall ask Lord Level  

Ask nothing, impressively spoke the elder lady, cutting short the words. Say nothing to your husband. Take my advice, Lady Level, for it is good. There is no mortal sin a wife can commit so repugnant in her husbands eyes as that of spying upon his actions. It would make him detest her in the end.

But I was not spying. We saw it by accident.

All the same. Let it pass from your mind as though it had never been.

Blanche was dubious. If there was no harm, why should she not speak of it?  and she could not think there was harm. And if there was  why, she would not have breathed it to him for the world. Dismissing the subject, she and Mrs. Page Reid sat down to a quiet game at cards. When Lord Level came in, their visitor said good-night.

Blanche sat on in silence and torment. Should she speak, or should she not? Lord Level seemed buried in a reverie.

Archibald, she presently began.

Yes, he answered, rousing himself.

I  we  I and Mrs. Page Reid went out for a little walk in the moonlight. And  

Well, my dear?

We saw you, Blanche was wishing to say; but somehow her courage failed her. Her breath was short, her throat was beating.

And it was very pleasant, she went on. As warm and light as day.

Just so, said Lord Level. But the night air is treacherous, apt to bring fever. Do not go out again in it, love.

So her effort to speak had failed. And the silence only caused her to think the more. Blanche Level would have given her best diamond earrings to know who that person was in the gold ones.

An evening or two further on, when she was quite alone, Lord Level having again strolled out, she threw on the same fleecy shawl and betook herself down the road to the cottage in the grove  the cottage that looked like a pretty bower in the evergreens. And  yes  

Well, it was a strange thing  a startling thing; startling, anyway, to poor Blanche Levels heart; but there, on the self-same bench, side by side, sat Lord Level and the Italian girl. Her face looked more beautiful than before to the young wifes jealous eyes; the gold earrings glittered and sparkled in the moonlight. He and she were conversing in a low, earnest voice, and Lord Level was smoking a cigar.

Blanche stood rooted to the spot, shivering a little as she peered through the myrtle hedge, but never moving. Presently the young woman lifted her head, called out Si, and went indoors, evidently in answer to a summons.

Nina, sang out Lord Level. Nina  raising his voice higher I have left my cigar-case on the table; bring it to me when you come out again.

He spoke in English. The next minute the girl returned, cigar-case in hand. She took her place by his side, as before, and they fell to talking again.

Lady Level drew away. She went home with flagging steps and a bitterly rebellious heart.

Not to her husband would she speak; her haughty lips were sealed to him  and should be ever, she resolved in her new pain. But she gave a hint the next day of what she had again seen to Mrs. Page Reid.

That lady only laughed. To her mind it was altogether a rich joke. Not only the affair itself, but Blanches ideas upon it.

My dear Lady Level, she rejoined, as I said before, you are very ignorant of the ways of the world. I assure you our husbands like to chatter to others as well as to us. Nothing wrong, of course, you understand; the mistake is, if we so misconstrue it. Lord Level is a very attractive man, you know, and has had all sorts of escapades.

I never knew that he had had them.

Well, it is hardly likely he would tell you of them before you were his wife. He will tell you fast enough some day.

Wont you tell me some of them now?

Blanche was speaking very equably, as if worldly wisdom had come to her all at once; and Mrs. Page Reid began to ransack her memory for this, that, or the other that she might have heard of Lord Level. As tales of scandal never lose by carrying, she probably converted mole-hills into mountains; most assuredly so to Blanches mind. Anyway, she had better have held her tongue.

From that time, what with one doubt and another, Lady Levels regard for her lord was changed. Her feeling towards him became most bitter. Resentment?  indignation?  neither is an adequate word for it.

At the weeks end they left Pisa, for the month was up, and travelled back by easy stages to Savoy. Blanche wanted to go direct to England, but Lord Level objected: he said she had not yet seen enough of Switzerland. It was in Savoy that her illness came on  the mal du pays, as they called it. When she grew better, they started towards home; travelling slowly and halting at every available spot. That his wifes manner had changed to him, Lord Level could only perceive, but he had no suspicion of its cause. He put it down to her anger at his keeping her so long away from England.

The morning after they arrived at the inn in Germany (of which mention has been made) Lord Level received a letter, which seemed to disturb him. It was forwarded to him by a banker in Paris, to whom at present all his letters were addressed. Telling Blanche that it contained news of some matter of business upon which he must start for London without delay, he departed; declining to listen to her prayer that she might accompany him, but promising to return for her shortly. It was at that inn that Arnold Ravensworth and his wife found Lady Level: and it was with them she journeyed to England.

And here we must give a few words to Lord Level himself. He crossed the Channel by the night mail to Dover, and reached London soon after daybreak. In the course of the day he called at his bankers, Messrs. Coutts and Co., to inquire for letters: orders having now been given by him to Paris to forward them to London. One only awaited him, which had only just then come in.

As Lord Level read it, he gave utterance to a word of vexation. For it told him that the matter of business upon which he had hurried over was put off for a week: and he found that he might just as well have remained in Germany.

The first thought that crossed his mind was  should he return to his wife? But it was hardly worth while doing so. So he took rooms in Holles Street, at a comfortable house where he had lodged before, and looked up friends and acquaintances at his club. But he did not let that first day pass without calling on Charles Strange.

The afternoon was drawing to an end in Essex Street, and Charles was in his own private room, all his faculties given to a deed, when Lord Level was shown in. It was for Charles he asked, not for Mr. Brightman.

What an awful business this is! began his lordship, when greetings had passed.

Charles lifted his hands in dismay. No need to ask to whom the remark applied: or to mention poor Tom Heriot by name.

Could nothing be done, Mr. Strange? demanded the peer in his coldest and haughtiest tones. Were there no means that could have been taken to avert exposure?

Yes, I think there might have been, but for Toms own careless folly: and thats the most galling part of it, returned Charles. Had he only made a confidant of me beforehand, we should have had a try for it. If I could not have found the money myself, Mr. Brightman would have done so.

You need only have applied to me, said Lord Level. I should not have cared how much I paid  to prevent exposure.

But in his carelessness, you see, he never applied to anyone; he allowed the blow to fall upon him, and then it was too late  

Was he a fool? interjected Lord Level.

There is this excuse for his not speaking: he did not know that things were so bad, or that the people would proceed to extremities.

The peer drew in his haughty lips. Did he tell you that pretty fable?

Believe this much, Lord Level: what Tom said, he thought. Anyone more reprehensibly light and heedless I do not know, but he is incapable of falsehood. And in saying that he did not expect so grave a charge, or believe there were any grounds on which it could be made, I am sure he spoke only the truth. He was drawn in by one Anstey, and  

I read the reports of the trial, interrupted Lord Level. Do not be at the pain of going over the details again.

Well, the true culprit was Anstey; theres no doubt of that. But, like most cunning rogues, he was able to escape consequences himself, and throw them upon Tom. I am sure, Lord Level, that Tom Heriot no more knew the bill was forged than I knew it. He knew well enough there was something shady about it; about that and others which had been previously in circulation, and had been met when they came to maturity. This one bill was different. Of course theres all the difference between shady bills of accommodation, and a bill that has a responsible mans name to it, which he never signed himself.

But what on earth possessed Heriot to allow himself to be drawn into such toils?

Ah, there it is. His carelessness. He has been reprehensibly careless all his life. And now he has paid for it. Alls over.

He is already on his passage out in the convict ship Vengeance, is he not? said Lord Level, with suppressed rage.

Yes: ever since early in August, shuddered Charles. How does Blanche bear it?

Blanche does not know it.

Not know it!

No. As yet I have managed to keep it from her. I dread its reaching her, and thats the truth. It is a fearful disgrace. She is fond of him, and would feel it keenly.

But I cannot understand how it can have been kept from her.

Well, it has been. Why, she does not even know that he sold out! She thinks he embarked with the regiment for India last May! We had been in Paris about ten days  after our marriage, you know  when one morning, happening to take up the Times, I saw in it the account of his apprehension and first examination. They had his name in as large as life  Thomas Heriot. Some gross calumny, I thought; Blanche must not hear of this: and I gave orders for continuing our journey that same day. However, I soon found that it was not a calumny: other examinations took place, and he was committed for trial. I kept my wife away from all places likely to be frequented by the English, lest a word should be dropped to her: and as yet, as I tell you, she knows nothing of it. She is very angry with me in her heart, I can see, for taking her to secluded places, and for keeping her away from England so long, but this has been my sole motive. I want the thought of it to die out of peoples minds before I bring her home.

She is not with you, then?

She is in Germany. I had to hasten over here upon a matter of business, and shall return for her when it is finished. I have taken my old rooms in Holles Street for a week. You must look me up there.

I will, said Charles.

Mr. Brightman came in then, and the trouble was gone over again. Lord Level felt it keenly; there could be no doubt of that. He inquired of the older and more experienced lawyer whether there was any chance of bringing Anstey to a reckoning, so that he might be punished; and as to any expense, great or small, that might be incurred in the process, his lordship added, he would give carte blanche for that with greater delight than he had given money for anything in his whole life.

Charles could not help liking him. With all his pride and his imputed faults, few people could help liking Lord Level.

Meanwhile, as may have been gathered in the last chapter, Lord Level was detained in England longer than he had thought for. Lady Level grew impatient and more impatient at the delay: and then, taking the reins into her own hands, she crossed the Channel with Mr. and Mrs. Arnold Ravensworth.


CHAPTER IX.

COMPLICATIONS.

Crossing by the night boat from Calais, the travellers reached Dover at a very early hours of the morning. Lady Level, with her servants, proceeded at once to London; but Mrs. Ravensworth, who had been exceedingly ill on the passage, required some repose, and she and her husband waited for a later train.

Make use of our house, Lady Level, said Mr. Ravensworth  speaking of his new abode in Portland Place. The servants are expecting me and their mistress, and will have all things in readiness, and make you comfortable.

Thank you all the same, Arnold, said Lady Level; but I shall drive straight to my husbands rooms in Holles Street.

I would not  if I were you, he dissented. You are not expected, and may not find anything ready in lodgings, so early in the morning. Drive first to my house and have some breakfast. You can go on to Holles Street afterwards.

Sensible advice. And Lady Level took it.

In the evening of that same day, Arnold Ravensworth and his wife reached Portland Place from the London terminus. To Mr. Ravensworths surprise, who should be swinging from the door as the cab stopped but Major Carlen in his favourite purple and scarlet cloak, his gray hair disordered and his eyes exceeding fierce.

Heres a pretty kettle-of-fish! cried he, scarcely giving Arnold time to hand out his wife, and following him into the hall. You have done a nice thing!

What is amiss? asked Mr. Ravensworth, as he took the Major into a sitting-room.

Amiss! returned the excited Major. I would advise you not to fall into Levels way just now. How the mischief came you to bring Blanche over?

We accompanied Lady Level to England at her request: I took no part in influencing her decision. Lady Level is her own mistress.

Is she, though! Shell find shes not, if she begins to act in opposition to her husband. Before she was married, she had not a wish of her own, let alone a will  and theres where Level was caught, I fancy, added the Major, in a parenthesis, nodding his head knowingly. He thought he had picked up a docile child, who would never be in his way. What with that and her beauty  anyway, he could not think she would be setting up a will, and an obstinate one, as shes doing now, rely upon that.

Major Carlen was striding from one end of the room to the other, his cloak catching in the furniture as he swayed about. Arnold thought he had been drinking: but he was a man who could take a great deal, and show it very little.

The case is this, said he, unfastening the troublesome cloak, and flinging it on to a chair. Level has been in England a week or two; amusing himself, I take it. He didnt want his wife, I suppose; well and good: men like a little society, and as long as they keep their wives in the dark, theres no reason why they shouldnt have it  

Major Carlen! burst forth Mr. Ravensworth. Lord Levels wife is your daughter. Have you forgotten it?

My step-daughter. What if she is? Does that render her different from others? Are you going to climb a pole and cry Morality? You are a young married man, Arnold Ravensworth, and must be on your good behaviour just now; its etiquette.

Mr. Ravensworth was not easily excited, but the red flush of anger darkened his cheek. He could have thrust the old rascal from the house.

Level leaves his wife in France, and tells her to remain there. Germany? Well, say Germany, then. My lady chooses to disobey, and comes to England, under your wing: and I wish old Harry had driven you to any place rather than the one she was stopping at. She reaches town to-day, and drives to Lord Levels rooms in Holles Street, whence he had dated his letters to her  and a model of incaution he was for doing it; why couldnt he have dated from his club? My lady finds or hears of something there she does not like. Well, what could she expect? They were his rooms; taken for himself, not for her; and if she had not been a greater simpleton than ever broke loose from keeping, she would have come away, then and there. Not she. She must persist in putting questions as to this and that; so at last she learned the truth, I suppose, or something near it. Then she thought it time to leave the house and come to mine: which is what she ought to have done at first: and there she has been waiting until now to see me, for I have been out all day.

I thought your house was let?

It was let for the season; the people have left it now. I came home only yesterday from Jersey. My sister is lying ill there.

And may I ask, Major Carlen, how you know that Lord Level has been amusing himself if you have not been here to see? questioned Mr. Ravensworth sarcastically.

How do I know it?  why, common sense tells me, stormed the Major. I have not heard a word about Level, except what Blanche says.

Is he in Holles Street?

Not now. He gave up the rooms a week ago, and went down to Marshdale, his place in Surrey. He is laid up there, having managed to jam his knee against a gatepost; his horse swerved in going through it. A man I met to day, a friend of Levels, told me so. To go back to Blanche. She opened out an indignant tale to me, when I got home just now and found her there, of what she had heard in Holles Street. Serve you right, my dear, I said to her: a wife has no business to be looking at her husband through a telescope. If a man chose to fill his rooms with wild tigers, it would not be his wifes province to complain, provided he kept her out of reach of their claws. But what am I to do? cried Blanche. You must return to France, or wherever else you came from, I answered. That I never will: I shall go down to Marshdale, to Lord Level, asserted Blanche, looking as I had never seen her look before. You cant go there, I said: you must not attempt it. I tell you, papa, I will go, she cried, her eyes flashing. I never knew she had so much passion in her, Ravensworth: Level must have changed her nature. I will have an explanation from Lord Level, she continued. Rather than live on as I am living now, I will demand a separation.  Now, did you put that into her head? broke off the Major, looking at Mr. Ravensworth.

I do not think you know what you are saying, Major Carlen. Should I be likely to advise Lady Level to separate from her husband?

Someone has; such an idea would never enter Blanches head unless put there. You must lend me the means to go down, she went on. I am quite without money, through paying the bill at the hotel: Mr. Ravensworth had partly to supply my travelling expenses. Then more fool Ravensworth for doing it, said I; and more fool you were, repeated the Major.

Anything more, Major?

The idea of my lending her money to take her down to Marshdale! And shed be cunning to get money from me, just now, for I am out at all pockets. The last supplies I had came from Level; I wrote to him when he was abroad. By Jove! I would not cross him now for the universe.

The selfish old sinner! thought Mr. Ravensworth  and nearly said so aloud.

Let me finish; shell be here in a minute; she said she should come and apply to you. Does your husband beat you, or ill-treat you? I asked her. No, said she, shaking her head in a proud fury; even I would not submit to that. Will you lend me some money, papa? she asked again. No, I wont, I said. Then Ill borrow it from Mr. Ravensworth, she cried, and ran upstairs to put her bonnet on. So then I thought it was time to come too, and explain. Mind you dont supply her with any, Ravensworth.

What pretext can I have for refusing?

Pretext be shot! irritably returned the Major. Tell her you wont, as I do. I forbid you to lend her any. There she is! What a passionate knock! Been blundering up wrong turnings, I dare say.

Lady Level came in, looking tired, heated, frightened. Mr. Ravensworth took her hand.

You have been walking here! he said. It is not right that Lady Level should be abroad in London streets at night, and alone.

What else am I to do without money? she returned hysterically.

I sent the servants and the luggage to an hotel this morning, and gave them the few shillings I had left.

Do sit down and calm yourself. All this is truly distressing.

Calm herself! The emotion, so long pent up, broke forth into sobs. Yes, it is distressing. I come to England and I find no home; I am driven about from pillar to post, insulted everywhere; I have to walk through the streets, like any poor, helpless girl. Is it right that it should be so?

You have brought it all upon yourself, my lady, cried Major Carlen, coming forward from a dark corner.

She turned with a start. So you are here, papa! Then I hope you have entered into sufficient explanation to spare it to me.

I have told Ravensworth of your fine exploit, in going to Lord Levels rooms: and he agrees with me that no one except an inexperienced child would have done it.

The truth, if you please, Major Carlen, struck in Mr. Ravensworth.

And that what you heard or met with  though as to what it was Im sure Im all in a fog about  served you right for going, continued the unabashed Major.

Lady Level threw back her head, the haughty crimson dyeing her cheeks. I went there expecting to find my husband; was that an inexperienced or a childish action?

Yes, it was, roared the Major, completely losing his temper, and showing his fierce teeth. When men are away from their wives, they fall back into bachelor habits. If they please to turn their sanctums into smoking dens, or boxing dens, or what not, are you to come hunting them up, as I say, with a spyglass that magnifies at both ends?

Good men have no need to keep their wives away from them.

The Major gave his nose a twist. Good men?  bad men?  wheres the difference? The good have their wives under their thumb, and the bad havent, thats all.

For shame, papa!

Tie Lord Level to your apron-string, and keep him there as long as you can, fired the Major; but dont ferret him up when he is out for a holiday.

Did I want to ferret up Lord Level? she retorted. I went there because I thought it was his temporary home and would be mine. Why did he date his letters thence?

There it all lies, cried the Major, changing his tone to one of wrath against the peer. Better he had dated from the top of the Monument. It is surprising what mistakes men make sometimes. But how was he to think you would come over against his expressed will? You say he had bade you stop there until he could fetch you.

Lady Level would not reply: the respect due to Major Carlen as her step-father was not in the ascendant just then. Turning to Mr. Ravensworth, she requested the loan of sufficient funds to take her down to Marshdale.

I tell you, Blanche, you must not go there, interrupted the Major. Better not. Lord Level does not receive strangers at Marshdale.

Strangers! emphatically repeated Lady Level.

Or wives either. They are the same as strangers in a case such as this. I assure you Level told me, long before he married you, that Marshdale was a little secluded place, no establishment kept up in it, except an old servant or two; that he never received company down there, and should never take you to it. Remain at the hotel with your servants, if you will not come to my house, Blanche  theres only a charwoman in it at present, as you know. Then write to Level and let him know that you are there.

Lady Level had better stay here tonight, at all events, put in Arnold Ravensworth. My wife is expecting her to do so.

Ay, acquiesced the old Major: and write to Marshdale tomorrow, Blanche.

I go down to Marshdale tomorrow, she replied in tones of determination. It is too late to go tonight. The old servants that wait upon Lord Level can wait upon me: and if there are none, I will wait upon him myself. Go there I will, and have an understanding. And, unless Lord Level can explain away the aspect that things have taken, I  I  I  

Of all the imbeciles that ever gave utterance to folly, you are the worst, was the Majors complimentary retort, when she broke down. Madam, do you know that you are a peeress of the realm? he added pompously.

I do not forget it.

And you would stand in your own light! You have carriages and finery; you are to be presented next season; you will then have a house in town: what does the earth contain more that you can want?

Happiness, said Lady Level.

Happiness! repeated the Major, in genuine astonishment. A pity but you had married a country curate and found it, then. Arnold Ravensworth, you must not lend Lady Level the money she desires; you shall not speed her on this insane journey.

Mr. Ravensworth approached him, and spoke in low tones. Do you know of any existing reason that may render it inexpedient for her to go there?

I know nothing about it, replied the Major, too angry to lower his voice; absolutely nothing. The Queen and all the princesses might pay it a visit, for aught I know of any reason to the contrary. But it is not Lady Levels place to follow her husband about in this clandestine manner. If he wants her there, he will send for her, once he knows that she is in London. The place is not much more than a farm, I believe, and used to be a hunting-box in the late Lord Levels time.

Papa, I hope you will forgive me for running counter to your advice  but I shall certainly go down into Surrey tomorrow.

I wash my hands of it altogether, said the angry Major.

And you must lend me the money, Arnold.

I will not refuse you, was his answer: and I cannot dictate to you; but I think it would be better for you to remain here, and let Lord Level know that you are coming.

Lady Level shook her head. Good advice, Arnold, no doubt, and I thank you; all the same, I shall go down as I have said.

You will be very much to blame, sir, if you help on this mad scheme by so much as a sixpence, spoke the Major.

Papa, listen to a word of common sense, she interposed. I could go to a dozen places tomorrow, and get any amount of money. I could go to Lord Levels agents, and say I am Lady Level, and they would supply me. I could go to Mr. Brightman, and he would supply me  Charles Strange is in Paris again. I could go to other places. But I prefer to have it from Mr. Ravensworth, and save myself trouble and annoyance. It is not a pleasant thing for a peeress of the realm  as you just now put it  to go about borrowing a five-pound note, she concluded with a faint smile.

Very well, Blanche. If ill comes of this wild step of yours, remember you were warned against it. I can say no more.

Gathering up his cloak as he spoke, Major Carlen threw it over his shoulders, and went forth, muttering, into the night.

Mr. Ravensworth called his wife, and she took Lady Level upstairs to a hastily-prepared chamber. Sitting down in a low chair, and throwing off her bonnet, Lady Level, worn out with all the excitement she had gone through, burst into a flood of hysterical tears.

Tell me all about it, said Mary Ravensworth soothingly, drawing the poor wearied head to rest on her shoulder.

They meant to stop me from going down to my husband, and I will go, sobbed Blanche half defiantly. If he has met with an accident, and is ill, I ought to be there.

Of course you ought, said Mary warmly. But what is all the trouble about?  And what was it that you heard, and did not like, in Holles Street?

Oh, never mind that, said Blanche, colouring furiously. That is what I am going to ask my husband to explain.

Upon Lady Levels arrival in London that morning, she sent her servants and luggage to an hotel, and drove straight to Portland Place herself: where Mr. and Mrs. Ravensworths servants supplied her with breakfast. Afterwards, she went to Holles Street, arriving there about ten oclock; walked into the passage, for the house door was open, was met by a young person in green, and inquired for Lord Level.

Lord Levels not here now, maam, was the answer, as she showed Blanche into a parlour. He has been gone about a week.

Gone about a week! repeated Blanche, completely taken back; for she had pictured him as lying at the place disabled.

About that time, maam. He and the lady left together.

Blanche stared, and collected her scattered senses. What lady? she asked.

The young person in green considered. Well, maam, I forget the name just now; those foreign names are hard to remember. His lordship called her Nina. A very handsome lady, she was  Italian, I think  with long gold earrings.

Lady Levels heart began to beat loudly. May I ask if you are Mrs. Pratt? she inquired, knowing that to be the name of the landlady.

Dear me, no, maam; Mrs. Pratts my aunt; Im up here on a visit to her from the country. She is gone out to do her marketings. Lord Level was going down to his seat in Surrey, we understood, when he left here.

Was the Italian lady going with him?

The country girl  who was no doubt an inexperienced, simple country maiden, or she might not have talked so freely  shook her head. We dont know anything about that, maam: she might have been. She was related to my lord  his sister-in-law, I think he called her to Mrs. Pratt  or some relation of that sort.

Blanche walked to the window and stood still for a moment, looking into the street, getting up her breath. Did the lady stay with Lord Level all the time he was here? she questioned, presently.

Oh no, maam; she came only the day before he went away. Or, stay  the day but one before, I think it was. Yes; for I know they were out together nearly all the intervening day. Mrs. Pratt thought at his lordships solicitors. It was about six oclock in the evening when she first arrived. My lord had spoken to Mrs. Pratt that day in his drawing-room, saying he was expecting a relative from Italy for a day or two, and could we let her have a bedroom, and any other accommodation she might need; and Mrs. Pratt said she would, for we were not full. A very nice lady she seemed to be, maam, and spoke English in a very pretty manner.

Lady Level drew in her contemptuous lips. Did Lord Level meet with any accident while he was here?

Accident, maam! Not that we heard of. He was quite well when he left.

Thank you, said Blanche, turning away and drawing her mantle up with a shiver. As Lord Level is not here, I will not intrude upon you further.

Wishing the young person in green good-morning, she went away to Gloucester Place, feeling that she must scream or cry or fight the air. Blanche knew Major Carlen was about due in London, as his house was vacant again. Yes, the old charwoman said, the Major had got home the previous day, but he had just gone out. Would my lady (for she knew Blanche) like to walk in and wait until he returned?

My lady did so, and had to wait until evening. Then she partly explained to Major Carlen, and partly confused him; causing that gentleman to take up all kinds of free and easy ideas, as to the morals and manners of my Lord Level.

On the following morning Lady Level, pursuing her own sweet will, took train for Marshdale, leaving her servants behind her.


CHAPTER X.

THE HOUSE AT MARSHDALE.

It was a gloomy day, not far off the gloomy month of November, and it was growing towards mid-day, when a train on a small line, branching from the direct London line, drew up at the somewhat insignificant station of Upper Marshdale. A young and beautiful lady, without attendants, descended from a first-class carriage.

Any luggage, maam? inquired a porter, stepping up to her.

A small black bag; nothing else.

The bag was found in the van, and placed on the platform. A family, who also appeared to have arrived at their destination, closed round the van and were tumultuous over a missing trunk, and the lady drew back and accosted a stolid-looking lad, dressed in the railway uniform.

How far is it to Marshdale?

Marshdale! Why, you be at Marshdale, returned the boy, in sulky tones.

I mean Marshdale House.

Marshdale House?  That be my Lord Levels place, said the boy, still more sulkily. It be a matter of two mile.

Are there any carriages to be hired?

Theres one  a fly; he waits here when the train comes in.

Where is it to be found?

It stands in the road, yonder. But if ye wants the fly, its of no use wanting. It have been booked by them folks squabbling over their boxes: they writed here yesterday for it to be ready for em.

The more civil porter now came up, and the lady appealed to him. He confirmed the information that there was only this one conveyance to be had, and the family had secured it. Perhaps, he added, the lady might like to wait until they had done with it.

The lady shook her head impatiently, and decided to walk. Can you come with me to carry my bag and to show me the way? she asked of the surly boy.

The surly boy, willing or unwilling, had to acquiesce, and they set off to walk. Upon emerging from the station, he came to a standstill.

Now, which way dyou mean to go? began he, facing round upon his companion. Theres the road way, and its plaguy long; two mile, good; and theres the field way, and its a sight nearer.

Is it as good as the road?

Its gooder  barring the bull. He runs at everybody. And he tosses em, if he can catch em.

Not caring to encounter so objectionable an animal, the lady chose the road; and the boy strode on before her, bag in hand. It was downhill all the way. In due time they reached Marshdale House, which lay in a hollow. It was a low, straggling, irregular structure, built of dark red brick, with wings and gable ends, and must originally have looked more like a comfortable farm-house than a noblemans seat. But it had been added to at various periods, without any regard to outward appearance or internal regularity. It was exceedingly retired, and a very large garden surrounded the house, encompassed by high walls and dense trees.

The walls were separated by a pair of handsome iron gates, and a small doorway stood beside them. A short, straight avenue, overhung by trees, led to the front entrance of the house. The surly boy, turning himself and his bag round, pushed backwards against the small door, sent it flying, and branched off into a side-path.

Is not that the front-door? said the lady, trying to arrest him.

Taint no manner of use going to it, replied the imperturbable boy, marching on. The old gentleman and lady gets out o the way, and the maids in the kitchen be deaf, I think. Last time I came up here with a parcel, I rung at it till I was tired, and nobody heard.

He went up to a side-door, flung it open, and put down the bag. A neat-looking young woman, with her sleeves turned up, came forward, and stared in silence.

Is Lord Level within? inquired the lady.

My lords ill in bed, replied the servant; he cannot be seen or spoken to. What do you want with him, please?

She seemed a good-tempered, ignorant sort of girl, but nothing more. At that moment someone called to her from an inner room, and she turned away.

Are there not any upper servants in the house, do you know? inquired the lady of the boy.

I doesnt think so. Theres the missis.

A tinge came over the ladys face. The mistress! Who is she?

Shes Mrs. Edards. An old lady, what comes to church with buckles in her shoes. And theres Mr.  

What is it that you want here? interrupted the servant girl, advancing again, and addressing the visitor in a not very conciliatory tone.

I am Lady Level, was the reply, in a ringing, imperious voice. Call someone to receive me.

It found its way to the girls alarm. She looked scared, doubting, and finally turned and flew off down a long, dark passage. The boy heard the announcement without its ruffling his equanimity in the least degree.

Thats all, aint it? asked he, giving the bag a condescending touch with his foot.

How much am I to pay you? inquired Lady Level.

The boy paused. You baint obliged to pay nothing.

What is the charge? repeated Lady Level.

The charge aint nothing. If folks like to give anything, its gived as a gift.

She smiled, and, taking out her purse, gave him half-a-crown. He received it with remarkable satisfaction, and then, with an air of great mystery and cunning, slipped it into his boot.

But, I say, dont you go and tell, over there, as you gived it me, said he, jerking his head in the direction of the railway station. We are not let take nothing, and thered be the whole lot of em about my ears. You wont tell?

No, I will not tell, replied Lady Level, laughing, in spite of her cares and annoyances. And the promising young porter in embryo, giving vent to a shrill whistle, which might have been heard at the two-mile-off station, tore away as fast as his legs would carry him.

The girl came back with a quaint old lady. Her hair was white, her complexion clear and fresh, and her eyes were black and piercing as ever they had been in her youth. She looked in doubt at the visitor, as the servant had done.

I am told that someone is inquiring for my lord.

His wife is inquiring for him. I am Lady Level.

Had any doubt been wavering in the old ladys mind, the tones dispelled it. She curtseyed to the ground  the stately, upright, old-fashioned curtsey of the days gone by. A look of distress rose to her face.

Oh, my lady! That I should live to receive my lords wife in this unprepared, unceremonious manner! He told me you were in foreign parts, beyond seas.

I returned to England yesterday, and have left my servants in town. What is the matter with Lord Level?

That your ladyship should come to such a house as this, all unfurnished and disordered! and  I beg your pardon, my lady! I cannot take you through these passages, she added, curtseying for Lady Level to go out again. Deborah, go round and open the front-door.

Lady Level, in the midst of much lamentation, was conducted to the front entrance, and thence ushered into a long, low, uncarpeted room on the left of the dark hall. It was very bare of furniture, chairs and a large table being all that it contained. It is of no consequence, said Lady Level; I have come only to see Lord Level, and may not remain above an hour or two. I cannot tell. You are Mrs. Edwards, I think. I have heard Lord Level mention you.

My name is Edwards, my lady. I was housekeeper in the late lords time, and, when a young woman, I had the honour of nursing my lord. Since the late lords death, I and my brother, Jacob Drewitt, have mostly lived here. He used to be house steward at Marshdale.

Lady Level removed her bonnet and cloak, and threw them on the table. She looked impatient and restless, as she listened to the account of her husbands accident. He had received an injury to his knee, when out riding, the day after his arrival at Marshdale; fever had set in, deepening at times to slight delirium.

I should like to see him, said Lady Level. Will you take me to his chamber?

Mrs. Edwards marshalled her upstairs. Curious, in-and-out, wide and shallow stairs they were, with long passages and short turnings branching from them. She gently threw open the door of a large, handsome room. On the bed lay Lord Level, his eyes closed.

He is dozing again, my lady, she whispered. He is sure to fall to sleep whenever the fever leaves him.

There is no fire in the room! exclaimed Lady Level.

The doctor says theres not to be any, my lady. In the room opposite to this, across the passage, you will find a good one. It is my lords sitting-room when he is well. And here, noiselessly opening a door facing the foot of the bed, is another chamber, that can be prepared for your ladyship, if you remain.

The housekeeper left the room as she spoke, scarcely knowing whether she stood on her head or her heels, so completely was she confounded by this arrival of Lady Levels  and nothing wherewith to receive her! Mrs. Edwards had her head and hands full just then.

As Lady Level moved forward, her dress came into contact with a light chair, and moved it. The invalid started, and raised himself on his elbow.

Why!  who  is it?

It is I, Lord Level, she said, advancing to the bed.

He looked strangely amazed and perplexed. He could not believe his own eyes, and stared at her as though he would discover whether she was really before him, or whether he was in a dream.

Dont you know me? she asked gently.

Is it  Blanche?

Yes.

But where have you come from?  what brings you here? he slowly ejaculated.

I came down by train to-day. I have come to speak to you.

You were in Germany. I left you in Germany!

I thought I had been there long enough: too long; and I quitted it. Archibald, I could not stay there. Had I done so, I should have been ill as you are. I think I should have died.

He said nothing for a few moments, and appeared to be lost in thought. Then he drew her face down to his, and kissed it.

You ought not to have come over without my permission, Blanche.

I did not travel alone. Mr. and Mrs. Arnold Ravensworth chanced to put up at the inn on their homeward route, and I took the opportunity to come over with them.

The information evidently did not please Lord Level. His brow contracted.

You wrote me word that you had had an accident, she continued. How could I be contented to remain away after that? So I came over: and I went to your rooms in Holles Street  

Why on earth did you go there? he sharply interrupted. When I had left them.

But I did not know you had left them. How was I to know you had come to Marshdale if you never told me so? When I found you had left Holles Street, I went straight to Gloucester Place. Papa has just come home from Jersey.

You ought to have remained in Germany until I was able to join you, he reiterated irritably; and Blanche could not avoid seeing that he was growing agitated and feverish. Whats to become of you? Where are you to be?

First of all, I want to have an explanation with you, said Blanche. I came over on purpose to have it; to tell you many things. One is, that I will no longer submit to be treated as a child  

Blanche! he curtly interrupted.

Well?

You are acting as a child now, and as nothing else. This nonsense that you are talking  I am not in a condition to hear it.

It is not nonsense, said Blanche.

It is what I will not listen to. It was the height of folly to come here. All you can do now is to go back to London by the next train.

Go back where? she passionately asked. I have no home in London.

I dare say Major Carlen will receive you for a week. Before that time I hope to be well enough to come up, and prepare a home for you. Where are Sanders and Timms?

I did not bring them down with me. They are at an hotel. Why cannot I stay here?

Because I wont have it. There is nothing in the place ready for you, or suited to you.

If it is suited to you, its suited to me. I say I will not be treated as a child any longer. I could be quite happy here. There is nothing I should like so much as to explore this old house. I never saw such an array of ghostly passages anywhere.

Something in the words seemed dangerously to excite Lord Level. The fever was visibly increasing.

I forbid you to explore; I forbid you to remain here! he exclaimed in the deepest agitation. Do you hear me, Blanche?  you must return by the next train.

I will not, she replied, quite as obstinate as he. I will not go hence until I have had an explanation with you. If you are too ill at present, I will wait for it.

He was, indeed, too ill. Quiet, above all things, the doctor had said when he had paid his early morning visit. But quiet Lord Level had not had; his wife had put an end to that. His talk grew random, his mind wandering; a paroxysm of fever ensued. In terror Lady Level rang the bell.

Mrs. Edwards answered it. Blanche gazed at her with astonishment, scarcely recognising her. She had put on her gala dress of days long gone by: a short, full, red petticoat, a chintz gown looped above it in festoons, high-heeled shoes, buckles, snow-white stockings with worked clocks, a mob cap of clear lace, large gold earrings, and black mittens. All this she had assumed out of respect to her new lady.

Is he out of his mind? gasped Lady Level, terrified at her lords words and his restless motions.

It is the fever, my lady, said Mrs. Edwards. Dear, dear! And we thought him so much better today!

Close upon that, Dr. Macferraty, the medical man, came in. He was of square-built frame with broad shoulders, very dictatorial and positive considering his years, which did not number more than seven-and-twenty.

What mischief has been at work here? he demanded, standing over the bed with Mrs. Edwards. Who has been with him?

She explained that Lady Level had arrived and had been talking with his lordship. She  Mrs. Edwards  had begged her ladyship not to talk to him; but  well, the young were heedless and did not think of consequences.

If she has worried him into brain-fever, she will have herself to thank for it, harshly spoke the doctor. And Lady Level, who was in the adjoining room, overheard the words.

Something has happened to agitate my patient! exclaimed Doctor Macferraty, when, in leaving the room, he encountered Lady Level in the passage, and was introduced to her by Mrs. Edwards.

I am very sorry, she answered. We were speaking of family affairs, and Lord Level grew excited.

Then, madam, said the doctor, do not speak of family affairs again, whilst he is in this weak condition, or of any other affairs likely to excite him. You must, if you please, put off all such topics until he is better.

How long will that be? asked Lady Level.

I cannot say; it may be a week, or it may be a month. When once these intermittent fevers get into the system, it is difficult to shake them off again.

It will not go on to  to anything worse? questioned Lady Level timidly, recalling what she had just overheard.

I hope not; but I cannot answer for it. Your ladyship must be good enough to bear in mind that much depends upon his keeping himself tranquil, and upon those around helping to keep him so.

The doctor withdrew as he spoke, telling Mrs. Edwards that he would look in again at night. Lord Level remained very excited throughout the rest of the day; he had a bad night, the fever continuing, and was no better in the morning. Mrs. Edwards had sat up with him.

Lady Level then made up her mind to remain at Marshdale, consulting neither her lord nor anyone else. As Major Carlen had remarked, Blanche was developing a will of her own. Though, indeed, it might not have been right to leave him in his present condition. She sent for Sanders and Timms, the two servants who had attended her from Germany, and for certain luggage belonging to herself. Mrs. Edwards did the best she could with this influx of visitors to a scantily-furnished house. Lady Level occupied the chamber that opened from her husbands; it also opened on to the corridor.

Madam, said Dr. Macferraty to her, taking the bull by the horns on one of the earliest days, you must allow me to give you a word of advice. Do not, just at present, enter Lord Levels chamber; wait until he is a little stronger. He has just asked me whether you had gone back to town, and I did not say no. It is evident that your being here troubles him. The house, as it is at present, is not in a condition to receive you, or he appears to think so. Therefore, so long as he is in this precarious state, do not show yourself to him. Let him think you have returned to London.

Is his mind quite right again?

By no means. But he has lucid intervals. I assure your ladyship it is of the very utmost importance that he should be kept tranquil. Otherwise, I will not answer for the consequences.

Lady Level took the advice in all humility. Bitterly though she was feeling upon some scores towards her husband, she did not want him to die; no, nor to have brain-fever. So she kept the door closed between her room and his, and was as quiet as a mouse at all times. And the days began to pass on.

Blanche found them monotonous. She explored the house, but the number of passages, short and long, their angles and their turnings, confused her. She made the acquaintance of the steward, Mr. Drewitt, an elderly gentleman who went about in a plum-coloured suit and a large cambric frill to his shirt. One autumn morning when Blanche had traversed the long corridor, beyond the rooms which she and Lord Level occupied, she turned into another at right angles with it, and came to a door that was partly open. Passing through it, she found herself in a narrow passage that she had not before seen. Deborah, the good-natured housemaid, suddenly came out of one of the rooms opening from it, carrying a brush and dustpan. Deborah was the only servant kept in the house, so far as Lady Level saw, apart from the cook, who was fat and experienced.

What a curious old house! exclaimed Lady Level. Nothing but dark passages that turn and wind about until you dont know where you are.

It is that, my lady, answered Deborah. In the late lords time the servants took to calling it the maze, it puzzled them so. The name got abroad, and some people call it the maze to this day.

I dont think I have been in this passage before. Does anyone live or sleep here? added Lady Level, looking at the household articles Deborah carried.

It was a dark, narrow passage, closed in by a door at each end. The door at the upper end was of oak; heavy, and studded with nails. Four rooms opened from the passage, two on each side.

All these rooms are occupied by the master and missis, said Deborah, alluding to the steward and his sister. This is Mrs. Edwardss chamber, my lady, pointing to the one she had just quitted. That beyond it is Mr. Drewitts; the opposite room is their sitting-room, and the one beside it is not used.

Where does that heavy door lead to? continued Lady Level.

It leads into the East Wing, my lady, replied Deborah. I have never entered that wing all the two years Ive lived here, continued the gossiping girl. I am not allowed to do so. The door is kept locked; as well as the door answering to it in the passage below.

Does no one ever go into it?

Why, yes, my lady; Mr. Drewitt does, and spends a good part of his time there. He has a business-room there, in which he keeps his books and papers relating to the estate. Mrs. Edwards is in there, too, with him most days. And my lord goes in when he is down here.

Then no one really inhabits that wing?

Oh yes, my lady, John Snow and his wife live in it; hes the head gardener. A many years he has been in the family; and one of the last things the late lord did before he died was to give him that wing to live in. An easy life Snow has of it now; working or not, just as he pleases. When theres any unusual work to be done, our gardener on this side is had in to help with it.

Lady Level did not feel much interested in the wing, or in Snow the gardener. But it happened that not half an hour after this conversation, she chanced to see Mrs. Snow.

Leaning, in her listlessness, out of an open window that was just above the side entrance, to which she had been conducted by the boy on her way from the station, she was noticing how high the wall was that separated the garden of the house from the garden of the East Wing. Lofty trees, closely planted, also flanked the wall, so that not the slightest glimpse could be had on either side of the other garden. The East Wing, with its grounds, was as completely hidden from view as though it had no existence. While rather wondering at this  for the East Wing was, after all, a part of the house, and not detached from it  Lady Level saw a woman emerge from a little sheltered doorway in the wall, lock it after her, and come up the path, key in hand. This obscure doorway, and another at the foot of the East Wing garden opening to the road, were apparently the only means of entrance to it. To the latter door, always kept locked, was attached a large bell, which awoke the surrounding echoes whenever tradespeople or other applicants rang at it.

Is that you, Hannah Snow? cried the cook, stepping forward to meet the other as she came up the path. And how are you to-day? Do you want anything?

Catching the name, Lady Level looked out more closely. She saw a tall, strong, respectable woman of middle age, with a smiling, happy face, and laughing hazel eyes. She wore a neat white cap, a clean cotton gown and gray-checked apron.

Yes, cook, was the answer, given in a merry voice. I want you to give me a handful of candied peel. I am preparing a batch of cakes for my old man, never supposing I had not all the ingredients at hand, and I find I have no peel. Im sure I had some; and I tell John he must have stolen it.

What a shame! cried the cook, taking the words more literally than they were intended. Mrs. Snow laughed.

Fact is, I suppose I used the last of it in the bread-and-butter pudding I made last week, said she.

You are always making cakes for that man o yours, seems to me, Hannah, grumbled the cook. We can smell them over here when theyre baking, and thats pretty often.

Seems I am: hes always asking for them, assented Hannah. He likes to eat one now and then between meals, you see.

Well, hes a rare one for his inside, retorted the cook, as she went in for the candied peel.

They seem to do very much as they like here, was the only thought that crossed Lady Level.

On this same day Lord Level, who had grown so much better as to be out of danger, dismissed his doctor. Presenting him with a handsome cheque, he told him that he required no further attendance. Blanche received the news from Mrs. Edwards.

But is he so well as that? she asked, in surprise.

Well, my lady, he is very much better, theres no doubt of that. He will be out of bed to-morrow or the next day, and, if he takes care, will have no relapse, was the housekeepers answer. No doubt it might be safer for the doctor to continue to come a little longer, if it were only to enjoin strict quiet; but you see my lord does not like him.

I fancied he did not.

He is not our own doctor, as perhaps your ladyship has heard, pursued Mrs. Edwards. He is a Mr. Hill: a clever, pleasant man, of a certain age, who was very intimate with the late lord. They were close friends, I may say. When his lordship met with this accident, it put him out uncommonly that we had to send for the young man, Dr. Macferraty, Mr. Hill being away.

If Lord Level is so well as to do without a doctor, I might go into his room. Dont you think so, Mrs. Edwards?

Better not for a day or two, my lady; better not, indeed. Im afraid my lord will be angry at your having stayed here  there being no fitting establishment or accommodation for your ladyship; and  

That is such nonsense! interrupted Lady Level. With Sanders and Timms here, I am more attended to than is really necessary. And even if I had to put up with discomfort for a short time, I dare say I should survive it.

And it might cause his lordship excitement, I was about to say, quickly continued Mrs. Edwards. A very little thing would bring the fever back again.

Blanche sighed rebelliously, but recognised the obligation to condemn herself a little longer to this dreary existence.


CHAPTER XI.

THE QUARREL.

The following day was charmingly fine: the sun brilliant, the air warm as summer. In the afternoon Lady Level went out to take a walk. Lord Level was not up that day, but would be, all being well, on the morrow. It was the injury to the knee more than his general health that was keeping him in bed now.

Outside the gate Blanche looked about her, and decided to take the way towards the railway station. Upper Marshdale lay close beyond it, and she thought she would see what the little town was like. If she felt tired after exploring it, she could engage the solitary railway fly to bring her home again.

She went along the deserted road, passing a peasants cottage now and then. Very near to the station she met the surly boy. He was coming along with a leap and a whistle, and stopped dead at sight of Lady Level.

I say, said he, in a low tone, all his glee and his impudence gone out of him, be you going there?

Yes, answered Lady Level, half smiling, for the boy amused her. He had pointed to indicate the station, but so awkwardly that she thought he pointed to the roofs and chimneys beyond it. Yes, I am. Why?

His face fell. Not to tell of me? he gasped.

To tell of you! What should I have to tell of you?

About that there half-crown. You give him to me, mind; I never asked. You cant see the station-master if you try: hes a gone to his tea.

Oh, I wont tell of that, said Lady Level. I am going to the village, not to the station.

Theyd make such a row, said the boy, somewhat relieved. The porterd be mad that it wasnt given to him; he might get me sent away perhaps fort. Its such a lot, you see: a whole half-crown: when anything is given, its a sixpence. But taint nothing thats given mostly; nothing.

The intense resentment thrown into the last word made Lady Level laugh.

Its a sight o time, weeks and weeks, since Ive had anything given me afore, barring the three penny pieces from Mr. Snow, went on the grumbling boy. And whats three penny pieces?

Mr. Snow? repeated Lady Level. Who is he?

He is Lord Levels head gardener, he be. He comes up here to the station one day, not long afore you come down; and he collars the fly for the next down-train. The next down-train comes in and brings my lord and a lady with him. Mr. Snow, he puts the lady inside, and he puts what luggage there were outside. Twasnt much, and I helps him, and he dives into his pockets and brings out three penny pieces. And Ill swear that for weeks afore nobody had never given me a single farthing.

Lady Level changed colour. Whats your name? she suddenly asked the boy, to cover her confusion.

It be Sam Doughty. That there lady  

Oh, I know the lady, she carelessly interrupted, hating herself at the same time for pursuing the subject and the questions. A lady with black hair and eyes, was it not, and long gold earrings?

Well, it were. I noticed the earrings, dye see, the sun made em sparkle so. Handsome earrings they was; as handsome as she were.

And Lord Level took her home with him in the fly, did he?

That he didnt. She went along of herself, Mr. Snow a-riding on the box. My lord walked across the fields. The station-master telled him to mind the bull, but my lord called back that he warnt afraid.

There was nothing more to ask; nothing more that she could ask. But Lady Level had heard enough to disturb her equanimity, and she turned without going on to Upper Marshdale. That the lady with the gold earrings was either in the house, or in its East Wing, and that that was why she was wanted out of it, seemed clearer to her than the sun at noonday.

That same evening, Lady Levels servants were at supper in the large kitchen: where, as no establishment was kept up in the house, they condescended to take their meals. Deborah was partly waiting on them, partly gossiping, and partly dressing veal cutlets and bacon in the Dutch oven for what she called the upstairs supper. The cook had gone to bed early with a violent toothache.

You have enough there, I hope, cried Timms, as Deborah brought the Dutch oven to the table to turn the cutlets.

Old Mr. Drewitt has such an appetite; leastways at his supper, answered Deborah.

I wonder they dont take their meals below; its a long way to carry them up all them stairs, remarked Mr. Sanders, when Deborah was placing her dish of cutlets on the tray prepared for it.

Oh, I dont mind it; Im used to it now, said the good-humoured girl, as she went off with a quick step.

Deborah returned with a quieter step than she had departed. They are quarrelling like anything! she exclaimed in a low, frightened voice. Shes gone into my lords room, and they are having it out over something or other.

Timms, who was then engaged in eating some favourite custard pudding, looked up. What? Who? Do you mean my lord and my lady? How do you know, Deborah?

I heard them wrangling as I went by. I have to pass their rooms, you know, to get to Mr. Drewitts rooms, and I heard them still louder as I came back. They are quarrelling just like common people. Has she a temper?

No, said Timms. He has, though; that is, he can be frightfully passionate at times.

He is not thought so in this house, returned Deborah. To hear my master and mistress talk, my lord is just an angel upon earth.

Ah! said Timms, sniffing significantly.

Her supper ended, but not her curiosity, Timms stole a part of the way upstairs, and listened. But she only came in for the end of the dispute, as she related to Mr. Sanders on her return. Lady Level, after some final speech of bitter reproach, passed into her room and shut the door with a force that shook the walls, and probably shook Lord Level, who relieved his wrath by a little delicate language. So much Timms heard; but of what the quarrel had been about, she did not gather the faintest glimmer.

The house went to rest. Silence, probably sleep, had reigned within it for some two hours, and the clock had struck one, when wild calls of alarm, coupled with the ringing of his bell, issued from Lord Levels chamber. The servants rose hastily, in terror. Those cries of fear came not from their lord, but from Lady Level.

Sanders, partly attired, hastened thither; Timms, in a huge shawl, opened her door and stopped him; Deborah came flying down the long corridor. Mrs. Edwards was already in Lord Levels chamber. Lady Level, in a blue silk wrapping-gown, her cries of alarm over, lay panting in a chair, extremely agitated; and Lord Level was in a fainting-fit on his bed, with a stab in his arm, and another in his side, from which blood was flowing.

* * * * *

Some hours later, Mr. and Mrs. Arnold Ravensworth were at breakfast in Portland Place, when Major Carlen entered without ceremony. His purple-and-scarlet cloak, without which he rarely stirred out, had come unfastened and trailed behind him; his face looked scared and crestfallen.

I must see you, I must see you! cried the Major, throwing up his hands, as if apologizing for the intrusion. Its on a matter of life and death.

We have finished breakfast, said Mrs. Ravensworth; and she rose and left them together.

The Major strode up to Arnold, his teeth actually chattering. I told you what it would be, he muttered. I warned you of the consequences, if you helped Blanche to go down there. She has attempted his life.

Mr. Ravensworth gazed at him inquiringly.

By George she has! They had a blowup last night, it seems, and she has stabbed him. It can be no one else who has done it. When these delicate girls are put up; made jealous, and that sort of thing; they are as bad as their more furious sisters. Witness that character of Scotts  whats her name?  Lucy, in the Bride of Lam  

For pitys sake, Major Carlen, what are you saying? interrupted Mr. Ravensworth, scarcely knowing whether the Major was mad or sane, or had been taking dinner in place of breakfast. Dont introduce trashy romance into the woes of real life! Has anything happened at Lord Levels, or has it not?

He is stabbed, I tell you. One of Lord Levels servants, Sanders, arrived before I was up, with a note from Blanche. Here, read it! But the Majors hand and the note shook together as he held it out.

Do, dear papa, hasten down! A shocking event has happened to
Lord Level. He has been stabbed in bed. I am terrified out of
my senses.

BLANCHE LEVEL.

Now, she has done it, whispered the Major again, his stony eyes turned on Mr. Ravensworth in dread. As sure as that her names Blanche Level, it is she who has done it!

Nonsense! Impossible. Have you learnt any of the details?

A few scraps. As much as the man knew. He says they were awakened by cries in the middle of the night, and found Lord Level had been stabbed; and her ladyship was with him, screaming, and fainting on a chair. Who did it, Sanders? said I. Its impossible to make out who did it, sir, said he; there was no one indoors to do it, and all the house was in bed. What do the police say? I asked. The police are not called in, sir, returned he; my lord and my lady wont have it done. Now, Ravensworth, what can be clearer proof than that? I used to think her mother had a tendency to insanity; I did, by Jove! she went once or twice into such a tantrum with me. Though she had a soft, sweet temper in general, mild as milk.

Well, you must go down without delay.

The grim old fellow put up his hands, which were trembling visibly. I wouldnt go down if you gave me a hundred pounds a mile, poor as I am, just now. Look what a state Im in, as it is: I had to get Sanders to hook my cloak for me, and he didnt half do it. I wouldnt interfere between Blanche and Level for a gold-mine. You must go down for me; I came to ask you to do so.

It is impossible for me to go down today. I wish I knew more. How did you hear there had been any disagreement between them?

Sanders let it out. He said the women-servants heard Level and his wife hotly disputing.

Where is Sanders?

In your hall. I brought him round with me.

The man was called in, and was desired to repeat what he knew of the affair. It was not much, and it has been already stated.

Someone must have got in, Sanders, observed Mr. Ravensworth, when he had listened.

Well, sir, I dont know, was the answer. The curious thing is that there are no signs of it. All the doors and windows had been fastened before we went to bed, and they had not been, so far as we can discover, in the least disturbed.

Do you suspect anyone in the house?

Why  no, sir; theres no one we like to suspect, returned Sanders, coughing dubiously.

The servants  

Oh, none of the servants would do such a thing, interrupted Sanders, very decidedly: and Mr. Ravensworth feared they might be getting upon dangerous ground. He caught Major Carlens significant glance. It said, as plainly as glance ever yet spoke, The man suspects his mistress.

Is Lord Levels bedroom isolated from the rest of the rooms?

Pretty well, sir, for that. No one sleeps near him but my lady. Her room opens from his.

Could he have done it himself, Sanders? struck in Major Carlen. He has been light-headed from fever.

Just at the first moment the same question occurred to me, sir; but we soon saw that it was not at all likely. The fever had abated, my lord was quite collected, and the stab in the arm could not have been done by himself.

Was any instrument found?

Yes, sir: a clasp-knife, with a small, sharp blade. It was found on the floor of my ladys room.

An ominous silence ensued.

Are the stabs dangerous? inquired Mr. Ravensworth.

It is thought they are only slight, sir. The danger will be if they bring back the fever. His lordship will not have a doctor called in  

Not have a doctor called in!

He forbids it absolutely, sir. When we reached his room, in answer to my ladys cries, he had fainted; but he soon recovered, and hearing Mrs. Edwards speak of the doctor, he refused to have him sent for.

You ought to have sent, all the same, imperiously spoke Mr. Ravensworth.

Sanders smiled. Ah, sir, but my lords will is law.

Mr. Ravensworth turned to a side-table. He wrote a rapid word to Lady Level, promising to be with her that evening, gave it to Sanders, and bade him make the best of his way back to Marshdale. Certain business of importance was detaining him in town for the day.

When you get down there, Ravensworth, you wont say that I wouldnt go, you know, said the Major. Say I couldnt.

What excuse can I make for you?

Any excuse that comes uppermost. Say Im in bed with gout. I have charged Sanders to hold his tongue.

The day had quite passed before Mr. Ravensworth was able to start on his journey. It was dark when he reached Upper Marshdale. There he found Sanders and the solitary fly.

Is Lord Level better? was his first question.

A little better this evening, sir, I believe; but he has again been off his head with fever, and Dr. Macferraty had, after all, to be called in, replied the man. My lady is pretty nearly beside herself too.

Have the police been called in yet?

No, sir; no chance of it; my lord and my lady wont have it done.

It appears to be an old-fashioned place, Sanders, remarked Mr. Ravensworth, when they had reached the house.

Its the most awkward turn-about place inside, sir, you ever saw; nothing but passages. But my lord never lives here; he only pays it promiscuous visits now and then, and brings down no servants with him. He was kept prisoner here, as may be said, through jamming his knee in a gateway; and then my lady came down, and we are putting up with all sorts of inconveniences.

Who lives here in general?

Two old retainers of the Level family, sir: both of em sights to look upon; she especially. She dresses up like an old picture.

Waiting within the doorway to receive Mr. Ravensworth was Mrs. Edwards. He could not take his eyes from her. He had never seen one like her in real life, and Sanderss words, dresses up like an old picture, recurred to him. He had thought this style of dress completely gone out of date, except in pictures; and here it was before him, worn by a living woman! She dropped him a stately curtsey, that would have served for the prelude to a Court minuet in the palmy days of Queen Charlotte.

Sir, you are the gentleman expected by my lady?

Yes  Mr. Ravensworth.

Ill show you in myself, sir.

Taking up a candle from a marble slab  there was no other light to be seen  she conducted him through the passage, and, turning down another which stood at right angles with it, halted at the door of a room. In answer to a question from Mr. Ravensworth, she said his lordship was much better within the last hour  quite himself again. What would you be pleased to take, sir? she added. I will order it to be brought in to you.

I require nothing, thank you.

But quite a housekeeper of the old school, and essentially hospitable, she would not take a refusal. I hope you will, sir: tea  or coffee  or supper  ?

A little coffee, then.

She dropped another of her ceremonious curtseys, and threw open the door. The gentleman you expected, my lady.

It was another long, bare room, but not the one already mentioned. Singularly bare and empty it looked to-night. A large fire burned in the grate, halfway down the room, and in an easy-chair before it reclined Lady Level  asleep. Two wax-candles stood on the high carved mantelpiece, and the large oak table behind Lady Level was dark with age. Everything about the room was dreary, excepting the fire, the lights, and the sleeper.

Should he awaken her? He looked at Blanche Level and deliberated. Her feet rested on a footstool, and her head lay on the low back of the chair, a cushion under it. She wore an evening dress of light silk, trimmed with white lace. Her neck and arms, only relieved by the lace, looked cold and bare in the dreary room, for she wore no ornaments; nothing of gold or silver was about her  except her wedding-ring. Was it possible that she had attempted the life of him who had put on that ring? There was a careworn look on her face as she slept, which lessened her beauty, and two indented lines rose in her forehead, not usual to a girl of twenty; her mouth, slightly open, showed her teeth; and very pretty teeth were Lady Levels. No, thought Mr. Ravensworth, guilty of that crime she never had been!

Should he arouse her? A coal fell on to the hearth with a rattle, and settled the question, for Lady Level opened her eyes. A moments dreamy unconsciousness, and then she started up, her face flushing.

Oh, Arnold, I beg your pardon! I must have dropped asleep. How good of you to come!

With a burst of tears she held out her hands; it seemed so glad a relief to have a friend there.

Arnold, I am so miserable  so frightened! Why did not papa come down this morning?

He was   Mr. Ravensworth searched for an excuse and did not find one easily Something kept him in town, and he requested me to come down in his stead, and see if I could be of any use to you.

Have you heard much about it? she asked, in a whisper.

Sanders told me and your father what little he knew. But it appeared most extraordinary to both of us. Sit down, Lady Level, he continued, drawing a chair nearer to hers. You look ill and fatigued.

I am not ill; unless uncertainty and anxiety can be called illness. Have you dined?

Yes; but your housekeeper insists on hospitality, and will send me up some coffee.

Did you ever see so complete a picture as she is? Just like those engravings we admire in the old frames.

Will you describe to me this  the details of the business I came down to hear?

I am trying to delay it, she said, with a forced laugh  a laugh that caused Mr. Ravensworth involuntarily to knit his brow, for it spoke of insincerity. I think I will not tell you anything about it until to-morrow morning.

I must leave again to-night. The last up-train passes  

Oh, but you will stay all night, she interrupted nervously. I cannot be left alone. Mrs. Edwards is preparing a room for you somewhere.

Well, we will discuss that by-and-by. What is this unpleasant business about Lord Level?

I dont know what it is, she replied. He has been attacked and stabbed. I only know that it nearly frightened me to death.

By whom was it done?

I dont know, she repeated. They say the doors and windows were all fastened, and that no one could have got in.

Now, strange as it may appear, and firmly impressed as Mr. Ravensworth was with the innocence of Lady Level, there was a tone in her voice, a look in her countenance, as she spoke the last few sentences, that he did not like. Her manner was evasive, and she did not meet his glance openly.

Were you in his room when it happened?

Oh dear no! Since I came down here I have occupied a room next to his; his dressing-room, I believe, when he stays here at ordinary times; and I was in bed and asleep at the time.

Asleep?

Fast asleep. Until something woke me: and when I entered Lord Levels room, I found  I found  what had happened.

Had it just happened?

Just. I was terrified. After I had called the servants, I think I nearly fainted. Lord Level quite fainted.

But did you not see anyone in the room who could have attacked him?

She shook her head.

Nor hear any noise?

I  thought I heard a noise; I am positive I thought so. And I heard Lord Levels voice.

That you naturally would hear. A man whose life is being attempted would not be likely to remain silent. But you must try and give me a better explanation than this. You say something suddenly awoke you. What was it?

I cannot tell you, repeated Lady Level.

Was it a noise?

N  o; not exactly. I cannot say precisely what it was.

Mr. Ravensworth deliberated before he spoke again. My dear Lady Level, this will not do. If these questions are painful to you, if you prefer not to trust me, they shall cease, and I will return to town as wise as I came, without having been able to afford you any assistance or advice. I think you could tell me more, if you would do so.

Lady Level burst into tears and grew agitated. A disagreeable doubt  guilty or not guilty?  stole over Mr. Ravensworth. Oh, heaven, that it should be so! he cried to himself, recalling how good and gentle she had been through her innocent girlhood. I came down, hoping to be to you a true friend, he resumed in a low tone. If you will allow me to be so, if you will confide in me, Blanche, come what may, I will stand by you.

There was a long silence. Mr. Ravensworth did not choose to break it. He had said his say, and the rest remained with Lady Level.

Lord Level has made me very angry indeed, she broke out, indignation arresting her tears. He has made me  almost  hate him.

But you are not telling me what occurred.

I have told you, she answered. I was suddenly aroused from sleep, and then I heard Lord Levels voice, calling Blanche! Blanche! I went into his room, ran up to him, and he put out his arms and caught me to him. Then I saw blood upon his nightshirt, and he told me he had been stabbed. Oh, how I shuddered! I cannot think of it now without feeling sick and ill, without almost fainting, she added, a shiver running through her frame.

Mr. Ravensworths opinion veered round again. She do it  nonsense! Lady Level continued:

Dont scream; dont scream, Blanche, he said. I am not much hurt, and I will take care of you, and he held me to him as though I were in a vice. I thought he did not want me to alarm the house.

Did he keep you there long?

It seemed long to me: I dont suppose it was more than a couple of minutes. His hold gradually relaxed, and then I saw that he had fainted. Oh, the terror of that moment! all the more intense that it had been suppressed. I feared he might bleed to death. I opened the door, and cried and screamed, and called for the servants; I rushed back to the room and rang the bell; and then I fell back in the easy-chair, and could do no more.

Well, this is a better explanation than you gave me at first, said Mr. Ravensworth encouragingly: and she had spoken more readily, without appearance of disguise. Then it was Lord Levels calling to you that first aroused you?

No; oh no; it was not that. It   she stopped in confusion. At least  perhaps it was. It  I cant say. She had relapsed into evasion again, and once more Mr. Ravensworth was plunged in doubt. He leaned towards her.

I am going to ask you a question, Lady Level, and you must of course answer it or not as you please. I can only repeat that any confidence you repose in me shall never be betrayed. Did Lord Level inflict this injury on himself?

No, that was impossible, she freely answered; it must have been done to him.

The weapon, I hear, was found in your room.

Yes.

But how could it have come there?

As if I knew!

Why do you object to the police being called in?

It was Lord Level who objected. When he recovered from his faintness, and heard them speaking of the police, he called Mr. Drewitt to him  who is master of the house under Lord Level  and charged him that nothing of the kind should be done. I would rather they were here, she added after a pause. I should feel safer. This morning I went to my husband and told him if he would not have in the police, the house searched, and the facts investigated, I should die with terror. He replied, jestingly, then if I chose to be so foolish, I must die: the hurt was his, not mine, and if he saw no occasion for having in the police, and did not choose to have them in, surely I need not want them. I was perfectly safe, and so was he, he continued, and he would see that I was kept so. He would not even have the doctor called in at first; but towards midday, when the fever returned and he became delirious, Mr. Drewitt sent for him.

That seems more strange than all  refusing to have a doctor. He  

The arrival of coffee interrupted them. Sanders brought it in in a silver coffeepot on a silver tray, with biscuits and other light refreshments; and Mrs. Edwards attended to pour it out. Mr. Ravensworth repeated to her what he had just said about the doctor.

The fact is, sir, my lord does not like Dr. Macferraty, she rejoined. None of us in this house do like him; we cannot endure him. He has not long been in practice, and we look upon him as an upstart. It is a great misfortune that Mr. Hill is away just now.

The usual attendant, I presume, Mrs. Edwards?

Yes, sir; and a friend besides. He and the late lord seemed almost like brothers, so intimate were they. Mr. Hills mother is going on for ninety; she is beginning to break, and he has gone over to see her. She lives in the Isle of Man. It is almost a month since he went away.

The late lord? Let me see. He was the present lords uncle, was he not?

Why, no, sir; he was his father, returned Mrs. Edwards, surprised at the mistake. The late peer, Archibald Lord Level, had two sons, Mr. Francis the heir, and Mr. Archibald. Mr. Francis died of consumption, and lies buried in the family vault in Marshdale Church; and Mr. Archibald, the only son left, succeeded to his father.

Yes, yes, I had forgotten, said Mr. Ravensworth. An idea was floating in my mind that the present peer had not been always the heir-apparent.


CHAPTER XII.

MYSTERY.

Silence had fallen upon the room. Coffee had been taken, and the tray carried away by Mrs. Edwards. It was yet only eight oclock. Mr. Ravensworth sat in mental perplexity, believing he had not come to the bottom of this dreadful affair; no, nor half-way to it.

But Lady Level was in still greater perplexity, her mind buried in miserable reverie. A conviction that she was being frightfully wronged in some way, and that she would not bear it, lay uppermost with her. Since meeting with the railway boy, Sam Doughty, the previous afternoon, and hearing the curious information he had disclosed, her temper had been gradually rising. It was temper that had caused her to declare herself to Lord Level while the servants (as related in a former chapter) were at supper in the kitchen, and Mrs. Edwards and the old steward were shut up in their sitting-room, waiting for their own supper to be served. The coast thus clear, in went Blanche to her lords chamber. Not to open out the budget of her wrongs  he might not be sufficiently well for that  but to announce herself. To let him see that she was still in the house, that she had disregarded his injunction to quit it; and to assure him, in her rebellious spirit, that she meant to remain in it as long as she pleased. Not a word of suspected and unorthodox matters did Lady Level breathe, and the quarrel that arose between them was wholly on the score of her disobedience. Lord Level was passionately angry, thus to have been set at naught. He told her that as his wife she owed him obedience, and must give it to him. She retorted that she would not do so. The dispute went no further than that; but loud and angry words passed on both sides. And the next episode in the drama, some three or four hours later, was the mysterious attack upon Lord Level.

Arnold, suddenly spoke her ladyship, looking up from her chair, I mean to take a very decisive step.

In what way? he quietly asked, from his seat on the other side of the fireplace. To send for the police?

No, no, no; not that. I shall separate from Lord Level.

Oh, said Mr. Ravensworth, taken by surprise, and thinking she was jesting.

As soon as he is well again, and able to discuss matters, I shall demand a separation. I shall insist upon it. If he will not accord it to me privately, I shall apply for it publicly.

Blanche, you will do no such thing! he exclaimed, rising in excitement. You do not know what you are saying.

And you do not know how much cause I have for saying it, she answered. Lord Level has  has  insulted me.

Hush, said Mr. Ravensworth. I dont quite know what you mean by insult  

And I cannot tell you, she interrupted, her pretty black satin slipper beating its indignation on the hearthrug, her cheeks wearing a delicate rose-flush. It is a thing I can speak of only to himself.

But  I was going to say  Lord Level does not, I feel sure, intrude personal insult upon you. Anything that may take place outside your knowledge you had better neither notice nor inquire into.

Lady Level shook her head defiantly. I mean to do it.

I will not hear another word upon this point, said Mr. Ravensworth sternly. You are as yet not much more than a child, young lady; when you are a little older and wiser, you will see how foolish such ideas are. For your own sake, Blanche, put them away from you.

I wish my dear brother Tom were here! she petulantly returned. It was a shame his regiment should be sent out to India!

Mr. Ravensworth drew in his stern lips. He had suspected that of the dreadful fate of Tom Heriot she must still be ignorant. The suspicion was now confirmed.

At that moment the steward, Mr. Drewitt, appeared; and Lady Level introduced him by name. Mr. Ravensworth saw a pale, venerable man of sixty years, still strong and upright, looking like a gentleman of the old, old school, in his plum-coloured suit and white silk stockings, his silver knee-buckles, his low shoes, and his voluminous cambric shirt-frill. He brought a message from his lord, who wished to see Mr. Ravensworth.

Who told his lordship that Mr. Ravensworth was here? exclaimed Lady Level quickly.

Madam, it was I. My lord heard someone being shown in to your ladyship, and inquired who had come. I am sorry he has asked for you, sir, candidly added the steward, as they left the room together. The fever has abated, but the least excitement will bring it on again.

Lady Level was sorry also. She did not care that Mr. Ravensworths presence in the house should be known upstairs. The fact was that one day when she and her husband were on their homeward journey from Savoy, and Blanche was indulging in odds and ends of grievances against her lord, as in her ill-feeling towards him she was then taking to do, she had spoken a few words in sheer perverseness of spirit to make him jealous of Arnold Ravensworth. Lord Level said nothing, but he took the words to heart. He had not liked that gentleman before; he hated him now. Blanche blushed for herself as she recalled it.

Of course, it was not the visitor likely to give most pleasure to Lord Level. As the steward introduced Mr. Ravensworth and left them together, Lord Level regarded him with a cold, stern glance.

So it is you! he exclaimed. May I ask what brings you down here? Did my lady send for you?

No, answered Mr. Ravensworth, advancing towards the bed. Major Carlen called at my house this morning and requested me to come down. I could not reach Marshdale before to-night.

Major Carlen? Oh! very good. Major Carlen dare not interfere between me and my wife; and he knows that.

So far as I believe, Major Carlen has no intention or wish to interfere. Lady Level sent to him in her alarm, and he requested me to come down in his place.

If Major Carlen has entered into an arrangement with you to come to my house and pry into matters that concern myself alone  

I beg your lordships pardon, was the curt interruption. I do not like or respect Major Carlen sufficiently well to enter into any arrangement with him. I came down here, certainly in compliance with his desire, but in a spirit of kindness towards Lady Level, and to be of assistance to yourself if it were possible.

How came you to bring Lady Level over from Germany?

She wished to come over.

And I wished and desired her to stay there until I could join her. Do you call that interference?

It was nothing of the kind. On the morning of our departure from the inn, Lady Level told my wife and myself that she should take the opportunity to travel with us. She and her servants were even then dressed for the journey, and her travelling-carriage stood ready packed in the yard. If she did this against your wish, I am in no way responsible for it. It was not my place to dictate to her; to say she should go, or should remain. Be assured, my lord, I am the last man in the world unduly to interfere with other people; and my coming down now was entirely brought about by Major Carlen.

Lord Level was not insensible to reason. He remained silent for a time, the angry expression gradually leaving his face. Mr. Ravensworth spoke:

I hope this injury to your lordship will not prove a grave one.

It is a trifle, was the answer; nothing but a trifle. It is my knee that keeps me prostrate here more than anything else; and I have intermittent fever with it.

Can I be of service to you? If so, command me.

Much obliged. No, I do not want anyone to be of service to me, if you allude to this stabbing business. Some drunken fellow got in, and  

The servants say the doors were all left fastened, and were so found.

The servants say so to conceal their carelessness, cried Lord Level, as a contortion of pain crossed his face. This knee gives me twinges at times like a red-hot iron.

If anyone had broken in, especially any  

Mr. Ravensworth, imperatively interrupted Lord Level, it is my pleasure that this affair should not be investigated. I say that some man got in  a poacher, probably, who must have been the worse for drink  and he attacked me, not knowing what he was doing. To have a commotion made over it would only excite me in my present feverish condition. Therefore I shall put up with the injury, and shall be well all the sooner for doing so. You will be so obliging, he added, some sarcasm in his tone, as to do the same.

But now, Mr. Ravensworth did not show himself wise in that moment. He urged, in all good faith, a different course upon his lordship. The presumption angered and excited Lord Level. In no time, as it seemed, and without sufficient cause, the fever returned and mounted to the brain. His face grew crimson, his eye wild; his voice rose almost to a scream, and he flung his uninjured arm about the bed. Mr. Ravensworth, in self-reproach for what he had done, looked for the bell and rang it.

Drewitt, are the doors fastened? raved his lordship in delirium, as the steward hastened in. Do you hear me, Drewitt? Have you looked to the doors? You must have left one of them open! Where are the keys? The keys, I say, Drewitt!  What brings that man here?

You had better go down, sir, out of his sight, whispered the steward, for it was at Mr. Ravensworth the invalid was excitedly pointing. I knew what it would be if he began talking. And he was so much better!

His lordship excites himself for nothing, was the deprecating answer.

Why, of course, said Mr. Drewitt. It is the nature of fever-patients to do so.

Mrs. Edwards came in with appliances to cool the heated head, and Mr. Ravensworth returned to the sitting-room below. Blanche was not there. Close upon that, Dr. Macferraty called. After he had been with his patient and dressed the wounds, he came bustling into the sitting-room. This loud young man had a nose that turned straight up, giving an impudent look to the face, and wide-open, round green eyes. But no doubt he had his good points, and was a skilful surgeon.

You are a friend of the family, I hear, sir, he began. I hope you intend to order an investigation into this extraordinary affair?

I have no authority for doing so. And Lord Level does not wish it done.

A fig for Lord Level! He does not know what hes saying, cried Dr. Macferraty. There never was so monstrous a thing heard of as that a nobleman should be stabbed in his own bed and the assassin be let off scot-free! We need not look far for the culprit!

The last words, significantly spoken, jarred on Mr. Ravensworths ears. Have you a suspicion? he asked.

I can put two and two together, sir, and find they make four. The windows were fast; the doors were fast; there was no noise, no disturbance, no robbery: well, then, what deduction have we to fall back upon but that the villain, he or she, is an inmate of the house?

Mr. Ravensworths pulses beat a shade more quickly. Do you suspect one of the servants?

Yes, I do.

But the servants are faithful and respectable. They are not suspected indoors, I assure you.

Perhaps not; they are out-of-doors, though. The whole neighbourhood is in commotion over it; and how Drewitt and the old lady can let these two London servants be at large is the talk of the place.

Oh, it is the London servants you suspect, then, or one of them?

Look here, said Dr. Macferraty, dropping his voice and bending forward in his chair till his face almost touched Mr. Ravensworths: that the deed was done by an inmate of the house is certain. No one got in, or could have got in; it is nonsense to suggest it. The inmates consist of Lady Level and the servants only. If you take it from the servants, you must lay it upon her.

No answer.

Well, went on the doctor, it is impossible to suspect her. A delicate, refined girl, as she is, could not do so evil a thing. So we must needs look to the servants. Deborah would not do it; the stout old cook could not. She was in bed ill, besides, and slept through all the noise and confusion. The two other servants, Sanders and Timms, are strangers.

I feel sure they no more did it than I, impulsively spoke Mr. Ravensworth.

Then you would fall back upon Lady Level?

No. No, flashed Mr. Ravensworth. The bare suggestion of the idea is an insult to her.

Dr. Macferraty drew himself back in his chair. Theres a mystery in the affair, look at it which way you will, sir, he cried raspingly. My lord says he did not recognise the assassin; but, if he did not, why should he forbid investigation? Put it as you do, that the two servants are innocent  why, then, I fairly own I am puzzled. Another thing puzzles me: the knife was found in Lady Levels chamber, yet she protests that she slept through it all  was only awakened by his lordship calling to her when it was over.

It may have been flung in.

No; it was carried in; for blood had dripped from it all along the floor.

Has the weapon been recognised?

Not that I am aware of. No one owns to knowing it. Anyway, it is an affair that ought to be, and that must be, inquired into officially, concluded the doctor from the corridor, as he said good-night and went bustling out.

Mr. Ravensworth, standing at the sitting-room door, saw him meet the steward, who must have overheard the words, and now advanced with cautious steps. Touching Mr. Ravensworths arm, he drew him within the shadow cast by a remote corner.

Sir, he whispered, my lady told Mrs. Edwards that you were a firm friend of hers; a sure friend?

I trust I am, Mr. Drewitt.

Then let it drop, sir; it is no common robber who has done this. Let it drop, for her sake and my lords.

Mr. Ravensworth felt painfully perplexed. Those few words, spoken by the faithful old steward, were more fraught with suspicion against Lady Level than anything he had yet heard.

Returning to the sitting-room, pacing it to and fro in his perplexity for he knew not how long, he was looking at his watch to ascertain the time, when Lady Level came in. She had been in Lord Levels sitting-room upstairs, she said, the one opposite his bed-chamber. He was somewhat calmer now. Mr. Ravensworth thought that he must now be going.

I have been of no assistance to you, Lady Level; I do not see that I can be of any, he observed. But should anything arise in which you think I can help you, send for me.

What do you expect to arise? she hastily inquired.

Nay, I expect nothing.

Did Lord   Lady Level suddenly stopped and turned her head. Just within the room stood two policemen. She rose with a startled movement, and shrank close to Mr. Ravensworth, crying out, as for protection. Arnold! Arnold!

Do not agitate yourself, he whispered. What is it that you want? he demanded, moving towards the men.

We have come about this attack on Lord Level, sir, replied one of them.

Who sent for you?

Dont know anything about that, sir. Our superior ordered us here, and is coming on himself. We must examine the fastenings of this window, sir, by the ladys leave.

They passed up the room, and Lady Level left it, followed by Mr. Ravensworth. Outside stood Deborah, aghast.

They have been in the kitchen this ten minutes, my lady, she whispered, asking questions of us all  Mr. Sanders and Mrs. Timms and me and cook, all separate. And now they are going round the house to search it, and see to the fastenings.

The men came out again and moved away, Deborah following slowly in their wake: she appeared to regard them with somewhat of the curiosity we give to a wild animal: but Mr. Ravensworth recalled her. Lady Level entered the room again and sat down by the fire. Mr. Ravensworth again observed that he must be going: he had barely time to walk to the station and catch the train.

Arnold, if you go, and leave me with these men in the house, I will never forgive it! she passionately uttered.

He looked at her in surprise. I thought you wished for the presence of the police. You said you should regard them as a protection.

Did you send for them? she breathlessly exclaimed.

Certainly not.

She sank into a reverie  a deep, unpleasant reverie that compressed her lips and contracted her brow. Suddenly she lifted her head.

He is my husband, after all, Arnold.

To be sure he is.

And therefore  and therefore  there had better be no investigation.

Why? asked Mr. Ravensworth, scarcely above his breath.

Because he does not wish it, she answered, bending her face downwards. He forbade me to call in aid, or to suffer it to be called in; and, as I say, he is my husband. Will you stop those men in their search? will you send them away?

I do not think I have power to do so.

You can forbid them in Lord Levels name. I give you full authority: as he would do, were he capable of acting. Arnold, I will have them out of the house. I will.

What is it that you fear from them?

I fear  I cannot tell you what I fear. They might question me.

And if they did?  you can only repeat to them what you told me.

No, it must not be, she shivered. I  I  dare not let it be.

Mr. Ravensworth paused. Blanche, he said, in low tones, have you told me all?

Perhaps not, she slowly answered.

Perhaps!

There! she exclaimed, springing up in wild excitement. I hear those men upstairs, and you stand here idly talking! Order them away in Lord Levels name.

Desperately perplexed, Mr. Ravensworth flew to the stairs. The steward, pale and agitated, met him half-way up. It must not be looked into by the police, he whispered. Sir, it must not. Will you speak to them? you may have more weight with them than I. Say you are a friend of my lords. I strongly suspect this is the work of that meddling Macferraty.

Arnold Ravensworth moved forward as one in a dream, an under-current of thought asking what all this mystery meant. The steward followed. They found the men in one of the first rooms: not engaged in the examination of its fastenings or its closets (and the whole house abounded in closets and cupboards), but with their heads together, talking in whispers.

In answer to Mr. Ravensworths peremptory demand, made in Lord Levels name, that the search should cease and the house be freed of their presence, they civilly replied that they must not leave, but would willingly retire to the kitchen and there await their superior officer, who was on his road to the house: and they went down accordingly. Mr. Ravensworth returned to the sitting-room to acquaint Lady Level with the fact, but found she had disappeared. In a moment she came in, scared, her hands lifted in dismay, her breath coming in gasps.

Give me air! she cried, rushing to the window and motioning to have it opened. I shall faint; I shall die.

What ever is the matter? questioned Mr. Ravensworth, as he succeeded in undoing the bolt of the window, and throwing up its middle compartment. At that moment a loud ring came to the outer gate. It increased her terror, and she broke into a flood of tears.

My dear young lady, let me be your friend, he said in his grave concern. Tell me the whole truth. I know you have not done so yet. Let it be what it will, I promise to  if possible  shield you from harm.

Those men are saying in the kitchen that it was I who attacked Lord Level; I overheard them, she shuddered, the words coming from her brokenly in her agitation.

Make a friend of me; you shall never have a truer, he continued, for really he knew not what else to urge, and he could not work in the dark. Tell me all from beginning to end.

But she only shivered in silence.

Blanche!  did  you  do  it?

No, she answered, with a low burst of heartrending sobs. But I saw it done.


VOLUME II.


CHAPTER I.

SUSPICION.

The church-clock of that small country place, Upper Marshdale, was chiming half-past nine on a dark night, as the local inspector turned out of the police-station and made his way with a fleet step across a piece of waste land and some solitary fields beyond it. His name was Poole, and he was hastening to Marshdale House, as Lord Levels place was called. A mysterious occurrence had taken place there the night before: Lord Level, previously an invalid, had been stabbed in his bed.

The officer rang a loud peal at the outer gate, and a policeman, who had been already sent on, came from the house to answer the summons. He waited when they were both within the gate, knowing that he should be questioned. His superior walked half-way up the avenue, and placed his back against a tree.

What have you learnt, Jekyl? Any clue to the assassin?

The policeman dropped his voice to a whisper, as though afraid the very trees might hear. Speak up, sharply interrupted the inspector. The air carries no tales.

The case seems as clear, sir, as any we ever came across; a clear case against Lady Level.

It takes a great deal to astonish a police inspector, but this announcement certainly astonished Mr. Inspector Poole. Against Lady Level? he repeated.

Shes the guilty one, sir, I fear. But whod think it, to see her? Only about twenty or so, and with beauty enough to knock you over, and blue eyes that look you down in their pride. Shes dressed out like those high-born ladies do dress, in light silk that glistens as she walks, her neck and arms uncovered. Theres a gentleman with her now, some friend of the family, and he wont let us go on with our investigation. He came and stopped it, and said we were acting against Lord Levels wishes.

But why do you suspect Lady Level? inquired the inspector.

Listen, sir. It appears certain that no one got in; the doors and windows were left safe, and were found so; hadnt been disturbed at all; there has been no robbery, or anything of that sort, and no suspicion attaches to any of the servants so far as I see. Then there are the facts themselves. The servants were aroused in the middle of the night by Lord Levels bell ringing violently, and my lady screaming. When they got to his room, there he lay, fainted dead off, stabbed in two places, and she pretty near fainting too, and dropped down in a chair in her silk dressing-gown  

I am acquainted with the facts so far, Jekyl.

Well, sir. Not a sign or symptom was there of anybody else being about, or of anybodys having been about. Her ladyships version is, that she was woke up by Lord Level calling to her, and she found him stabbed and bleeding. That is all she will confess to.

And he?

He says nothing, I hear, except that he will not have the police called in. He did not even want to have a doctor. But his lordship is off his head with fever, and may not know what he is saying.

How does Lady Level account for the knife being found in her room?

There it is, cried the man. Whenever these people, let them be high or low, do an evil deed, they are certain to commit some act of folly which allows suspicion to creep in. They over-do it, or they under-do it. If anyone else had done it and carried the weapon to her ladyships room, she must have seen who it was, and would surely have denounced him. And why did she put it there of all places? Theres a fatality on them, I say, sir, and they cant escape it.

But her motive for attacking him?

They were on bad terms, it seems. The servants heard them quarrelling violently earlier in the evening.

Did the servants tell you this, to confirm their suspicions against her?

They dont suspect her, sir, replied Jekyl. I and Cliff have drawn our own deductions by what they have said, and by personal observation.

The inspector mused. He was a kindly-disposed man, possessed his share of common sense, and did not feel so sure about the matter as his subordinate. It appears scarcely credible that a young woman like Lady Level, hardly six months married, should attempt her husbands life, Jekyl. Where are these servants?

In the kitchen, sir. This way. Theres no establishment to speak of. When my lord was detained here through damage to his knee, my lady followed him down  against his will, its whispered  and brought only her maid and a man-servant.

I think you have been listening to a good deal of gossip, remarked Inspector Poole, as he moved on to the house.

Meanwhile Lady Level, in deep agitation, stood at the window which she had had thrown up for air, while she made the confession to Mr. Ravensworth that she had been a witness to the attack on her husband. This she had denied before; and it might never have been wrung from her, but that she overheard the two policemen, already in the house, whispering their suspicions against her.

She was shocked, indignant, terrified. She leaned for support on the window-frame, panting for breath in the cold night air.

Arnold, am I to bear this?

He stood with folded arms. He felt for her deeply: were she connected with him by near ties of blood, he could not have been more anxious to protect her; but a strong doubt that she might be guilty was working within him. He supposed she must have received some great provocation from Lord Level.

How cruel they are to entertain such a suspicion! If they  if they  Oh, Arnold, they never will arrest me!  they never will publicly accuse me! she uttered, as a new possibility occurred to her.

Blanche, listen, he rejoined, talking to her as he had talked when she was a child. All that can be done for you, I will do; but I cannot work in this uncertainty. Tell me the truth; be it good or be it ill, I will stand by you; but, if I am to be of service to you, I must know it. Was it you who struck Lord Level?

No. Have I not just told you so?

What you told me I do not understand. You say you saw it done  

Then I did not see it done, she petulantly interrupted; and no more questions would she answer.

Let me take you back to the fire, said Mr. Ravensworth, as he shut down the window. You are trembling with cold.

Not with cold, was her reply.

Stirring the fire into a blaze, he drew the easy-chair near it for her. He then stood by, saying nothing.

Suppose they should openly accuse me? she began, after a silence. Would they arrest me?

Blanche, he retorted, in sharp, ringing, imperative accents, are you guilty? Tell me, one way or the other, that I may know what to be at.

Lady Level rose and confronted him, her blue eyes wearing their most haughty expression. You have known me for many years, known me well; how then can you repeat that question? I guilty of attacking Lord Level!

I would rather believe myself  I could as soon believe my own wife guilty of such a thing; but why have you equivocated with me? You have not told me the truth, as to what passed that night.

My husband charged me not to tell anyone.

Five minutes ago you told me yourself that you saw it done; now you say you did not see it. What am I to think?

In saying I saw it done, I spoke hastily; what I ought to have said was, that I saw who did it. And then, to-day, Lord Level insisted that I had been dreaming, she abstractedly continued. Arnold, do you believe that we can see visions or dream dreams that afterwards wear the semblance of realities?

I wish you would not speak in riddles. The time is going on; those men of the law may come in and accuse you, and what defence am I to make for you? You know that you may trust me. What you say shall never pass my lips.

Lady Level deliberated. I will trust you, she said at length: there seems to be no help for it. I went to rest last night angry with Lord Level, for we had spoken irritating words to each other. I lay awake, I dare say for an hour, indulging bitter thoughts, and then I dropped asleep. Suddenly something woke me; I cannot tell you what it was: whether it was any noise, or whether it was the opening of the door, which I had closed, between my room and Lord Levels. All I know is, that door was wide open, and someone stood in the doorway with a lighted candle. It was a strange-looking object, and seemed to be dressed in flannel  either a long flannel shirt or a flannel gown. In the confusion of the moment I believed it must be Lord Level, and I was struck with amazement, for Lord Level is not able to get out of bed without assistance, from the injury to his knee, and I thought how long his hair was, and how dark it had grown  that was, you know, when I was between sleeping and waking. Then I saw that it had large, flashing black eyes, so it could not be Lord Level. It crossed the room  

Blanche, he interrupted, you speak just as if you were describing a vision. It  

That is what Lord Level now says it was. Let me go on. It crossed the room as far as the dressing-table. I started up in bed then, and the wild eyes turned upon me, and at the same moment Lord Level called out from his own bed, apparently in agitation or pain. The figure dropped something, turned round, and darted back again through the open door to the other chamber. I saw the candle fall from its hand to the floor, and the place was in darkness, except for the little light that came from Lord Levels night-lamp. Terror overwhelmed me, and I cried out, and then my husband called to me by name. I ran to his room, flinging on my warm silk dressing-gown as I went, and there I found him hurt in some way, for he was bleeding from the arm and from the side. Arnold, as I live, as I breathe, that is the whole truth, she concluded with emotion.

Did you again see the figure? Was it in Lord Levels room?

It was not there. I saw no trace of it. I remember I picked up the candlestick, for it was right in my path, and I screamed when I saw the blood upon my husband. He caught me to him by the other arm, as I have told you, telling me not to be frightened, that he would protect me; and I saw how white he looked, and that his brow was damp. Presently I asked him who and what it was; and the question seemed to excite him. Say nothing of what you have seen, he cried; I charge you, nothing. I dont quite know what I replied; it was to the effect that the household must be aroused, and the figure searched for. Blanche, you are my wife, he said solemnly; my interests are yours; I charge you, by your duty and obedience to me, that you say nothing. Bury this in silence, as you value your life and mine. Then he fainted and his hold relaxed, and I screamed out and the servants came. Had my life depended upon it I could not have helped screaming. What the figure had dropped in my room proved to be the knife.

This is a very strange account! exclaimed Mr. Ravensworth.

It is so strange that I lose myself at times, wondering whether I was dreaming or awake. But it was true; it was true; though I could not proclaim it in defiance of my husband.

Do you think the figure, as you call it, could have been one of the servants in disguise?

I am certain it was not. Not one of them has that dark Italian face.

Italian face! echoed Mr. Ravensworth. Why do you call it an Italian face?

Lady Level bent her head. The thought somehow struck me, she answered, after a pause. Not at the time, but since. I fancied it not unlike the Italian faces that one sees in pictures.

Was it a man or a woman?

I do not know. At the time I took it to be a man, quite young. But since, recalling the appearance  well, it seems to me that it is impossible to decide which it was.

And you saw no signs of this mysterious figure afterwards?

None whatever. There were no traces, I tell you, of its having been there, except the injury to Lord Level, the knife, and the fallen candlestick. The candlestick may have been left in Lord Levels room the previous night, for it is precisely like those used in the household, so that the figure may have lighted it from the night-lamp.

Mr. Ravensworth could not make much of all this. It puzzled him. The curious thing is, he said aloud, where could the figure have come from?

The curious thing is, that Lord Level wants to persuade me now that this was only a dream of the imagination.

That his wounds are?

Not his wounds, of course  or the knife, but a great deal of what I told him. He ridicules the bare idea of its being a strange figure, strangely dressed. He says he caught a full view of the man who attacked him; that he should know him again; that he was dressed in a sort of soft light fustian, and was no more wild-looking than I am, except such wildness as arose from his state of inebriation, and he suspects he was a poacher who must have got in through one of the windows.

Mr. Ravensworth pondered over the tale: and he could not help deeming it a most improbable one. But that traces of some mysterious presence had been left behind, he would have regarded it as her husband appeared partially to regard it  a midnight freak of Lady Levels imagination. Yet the wounds are realities, said Mr. Ravensworth, speaking aloud, in answer to his own thoughts.

Arnold, it is all a reality, she said impressively. There are moments, I say, when I am almost tempted to question it, but in my sober reason I know it to have been true; and while I ask myself, Was it a dream? I hold a perfect, positive conviction that it was only too terrible a reality.

You have spoken once or twice of its wild appearance. Did it look like a madman?

I never saw a madman, that I know of. This creature looked wild enough to be mad. There was one thing I thought curious in connection with finding the knife, proceeded Lady Level. Timms, who picked it up, while Sanders had gone down for some hot water, brought it into Lord Levels room, calling out that she had found the weapon. Why, thats Mr. Drewitts knife! exclaimed the housemaid, Deborah, as soon as she saw it; and the steward, who had only just reached the room, asked her how she could make the assertion. It is yours, sir, said Deborah; its your new knife; I have seen it on your table, and should know it anywhere. Deborah, if you repeat that again, Ill have you punished, sharply called out the housekeeper, without, you understand, turning from Lord Level, to whom she was attending, to ascertain whether it was or was not the knife. Now, Arnold, added Lady Level, ill and terrified as I felt at the moment, a conviction came across me that it was Mr. Drewitts knife, but that he and Mrs. Edwards were purposely denying it.

It is impossible to suspect them of attacking, or conniving at the attack on Lord Level.

They attack Lord Level! They would rather attack the whole world combined, than that a hair of his head should suffer. They are fondly, devotedly attached to him. And Deborah, it appears, has been convinced out of her assertion. Hark! who is that?

Mr. Ravensworth opened the door to reconnoitre. The inspector was prowling about the house and passages, exploring the outlets and inlets, followed by his two men, who had done the same before him.

I thought you had forbidden the men to search, cried Lady Level. Why are they disobeying you?

Their chief is here now, and of course his orders go before mine. Besides, after what you have told me, I consider there ought to be a thorough search, added Mr. Ravensworth.

In opposition to Lord Level?

I think that Lord Level has not taken a sufficiently serious view of the case. The only solution I can come to is, that some escaped madman got into the house before it was closed for the night, and concealed himself in it. If so, he may be in it now.

Now! In it now! she exclaimed, turning pale.

Upon my word, I think it may be so. The doors and windows were all found safely fastened, you see. Therefore he could not escape during the night. And since the doors were opened this morning, the household, I take it, has been so constantly on the alert, that it might be an extremely difficult matter for him to get away unseen. If he, this madman, did enter yesterday evening, he must have found some place of concealment and hidden himself in it for hours, since it was not until one oclock that he made the attack on Lord Level.

Oh, Arnold, that is all too improbable, she rejoined doubtingly. A madman could not plan and do all that.

Madmen are more cunning than sane ones, sometimes.

But I  I think it was a woman, said Lady Level, lowering her voice and her eyes.

Mr. Ravensworth looked at her. And for the first time, a feeling flashed into his mind that Lady Level had some suspicion which she would not speak of.

Blanche, he said sharply, do you know who it was? Tell me, if you do.

I do not, she answered emphatically. I may imagine this and imagine that, but I do not know anything.

You were speaking, then, from imagination?

Y  es. In a case of mystery, such as this, imagination runs riot, and you cant prevent its doing so.

Again there was something about Lady Level that struck Mr. Ravensworth as being not honestly true. Before more could be said, steps were heard approaching the room; and Lady Level, afraid to meet the police, made her escape from it.

Running swiftly upstairs, she was passing Lord Levels door to enter her own, when she heard his voice, speaking collectedly, and peeped in. He saw her, and held out his hand. He appeared now quite rational, though his fine gray eyes were glistening and his fair face was flushed. Mrs. Edwards was standing by the bedside, and it was to her he had been talking.

Blanche advanced timidly. Are you feeling better? she softly asked.

Oh, much better; nearly well: but for my knee I should be up and about, he answered, as he drew her towards him. Mrs. Edwards, will you close the door? I wish to speak with my wife.

Mrs. Edwards, with a warning glance at her lady, which seemed to say, He is not fit for it  at least Blanche so interpreted it  went out and shut the door. Lord Level drew her closer to his side. He was lying propped up by a mound of pillows, almost sitting up in bed, and kept her standing there.

Blanche, he began in very quiet tones, I hear the police are in the house.

Yes, she was obliged to answer, quite taken aback and feeling very much vexed that he had been told, as it was likely to excite him.

Who sent for them? You?

Oh no.

Then it was your friend; that fellow Ravensworth. I thought as much.

But indeed it was not, she eagerly answered, shrinking from her husbands scornful tones. When the two policemen came in  and we do not know who it was sent them  Mr. Ravensworth went to them by my desire to stop the search. I told him that you objected to it.

Objected to it! I forbade it, haughtily rejoined Lord Level. And if  if  

Oh, pray, Archibald, do not excite yourself; do not, do not! she interrupted, frightened and anxious. You know you will become worse again if you do.

Will you go and end it in my name? End it, and send them away from the house.

Yes, if you tell me to do so; if you insist upon it, she answered. But I am afraid.

Why are you afraid?

Lady Level bent her head until it was on a level with his. For this, Archibald, she whispered: that they might question me  and I should be obliged to answer them.

Lord Level gently drew her cool cheek nearer, that it might rest against his fevered one, and remained silent, apparently pondering the question.

After I told you all that I saw that night, you bade me be silent, she resumed. Well, I fear the police might draw it from me if they questioned me.

But you must not allow them to draw it from you.

Oh, but perhaps I could not help it, she sighed. You know what the police are  how they question and cross-question people.

Blanche, I reminded you last night that you were my wife, and you owed me implicit obedience in all great things.

Yes, and I am trying to obey you; I am indeed, Archibald, she protested, almost torn by conflicting emotions; for, in spite of her doubts and suspicions, and (as she put it to herself) her wrongs, she loved her husband yet.

Well, my dear, you must be brave for my sake; ay, and for your own. Listen, Blanche: you will tell the police nothing; and they must not search the house. I dont care to see them myself to forbid it; I dont want to see them. For one thing, I am hardly strong enough to support the excitement it would cause me. But  

Will you tell me something, Archibald? she whispered. Is the  the  person  that attacked you in the house now?

Lord Level looked surprised. In this house? Why, how could it be? Certainly not.

Was it  was it a woman? she breathed, her voice low and tremulous.

He turned angry. How can you be so silly, Blanche? A woman! Oh yes, changing to sarcasm, of course it was a woman. It was you, perhaps.

That is what they are saying, Archibald.

What are they saying? he returned, in dangerous excitement  if Blanche had only noticed the signs. For all this was agitating him.

Why, that, she answered, bursting into tears. The police are saying so. They are saying that it was I who stabbed you.

Lord Level cried out as a man in agony. And, with that, delirium came on again.


CHAPTER II.

NOT LIFTED.

My Lady Level sat at the open window of her husbands sitting-room, in the dark, her hot face lifted to the cool night air. Only a moment ago Lord Level had been calling out in his delirium, and Mrs. Edwards was putting cool appliances to his head, and damp, hot bricks to his feet. And Blanche knew that it was she who, by her indiscreet remarks and questioning, had brought on the crisis. She had not meant to harm or excite him; but she had done it; and she was very contrite.

It was now between ten and eleven oclock. She did not intend to go to bed that night; and she had already slipped off her evening dress, and put on a morning one of soft gray cashmere. With his lordship in a fresh attack of fever, and the police about, the household did not think of going to rest.

Blanche Level sat in a miserable reverie, her lovely face pressed upon her slender hand, the tears standing in her blue eyes. She was suspecting her husband of all kinds of unorthodox things  this has been said before. Not the least disloyal of them being that an individual named Nina, who wore long gold earrings to enhance her charms, was concealed in that east wing, which might almost be called a separate house, and which owned a separate entrance.

And a conviction lay upon Lady Level  caught up since, not at the time  that it was this Nina who had attacked Lord Level. She could not drive away the impression.

Naturally she was bitterly resentful. Not at the attack, but at all the rest of it. She had said nothing yet to her husband, and she did not know whether she ever should say it; for even to speak upon such a topic reflected on herself a shame that stung her. Of course he forbade the search lest this visitor should be discovered, reasoned she; that is, he told her to forbid it: but ought she to obey him? Lady Level, cowering there in the darkness, would have served as a perfect exemplification of a small portion of Collinss Ode to the Passions.

Thy numbers, Jealousy, to naught were fixed,
Sad proof of thy distressful state;
Of differing themes the veering song was mixed,
And now it courted love, now raving, called on hate.

Thus was it here. One moment she felt that she could  and should  put Lord Level away from her for his falsity, his treachery; the next she was conscious that life without him would be one long and bitter penance, for she had learned to love him with her whole heart and soul.

And until that miserable sojourn at Pisa, she had deemed that he returned her love, truly and passionately. Fie on the deceitful wiles of man!

A stir in the passage without. Was there any change in Lord Level, for better or for worse? Despite her resentment, she was anxious, and she opened the door. Mrs. Edwards had come out from the opposite chamber, a basin in hand.

My lady, he is calmer, whispered the housekeeper, answering the unspoken question which she read in her eyes. If he could only be kept so, if he had nothing to disturb him, he would soon be well again. It is a most unlucky thing that these police should have come here, where they are not wanted. That of itself must bring excitement to his lordship.

It is unlucky that these tales should have been carried to him, haughtily reproved the young lady. I cannot think who does it, or why.

Nay, my lady, but when his lordship questions of this and that, he must be answered.

Closing the door of the sick-chamber very quietly, Mrs. Edwards passed down the stairs. At the same moment, covert steps were heard ascending them. Lady Level caught a glimpse of Mr. Inspector Pooles head, and stole back out of sight.

Meanwhile Mr. Ravensworth had been trying to gain a little explanation from that official. Do you know, he said to him, that you are here against Lord Levels wishes, and in direct opposition to his orders?

No, I do not, replied the inspector. I did not understand it in that light. I certainly was told that his lordship had said he would not have the case officially inquired into, but I understood that he was lightheaded when he spoke, not at all conscious of what he was saying.

From whom, then, did you receive your instructions, Mr. Poole?

From Dr. Macferraty, was the ready answer. He called in at the station this evening.

Ah! cried Arnold Ravensworth.

It would be a grave mistake, he said, if so monstrous a thing  they were the doctors own words  should be left uninvestigated, because his lordship was off his head, added the inspector. May I ask, sir, if you entertain any suspicion  in any quarter?

Not any, decisively replied Mr. Ravensworth. The whole thing is to me most mysterious.

The speakers looked at one another. Mr. Poole was deliberating whether he should give a hint of what Jekyl had said about Lady Level. But he was saved the trouble.

I understand, through overhearing a word or two, that your men have been wondering whether the culprit could have been Lady Level, spoke Mr. Ravensworth in low tones. The very idea is monstrous: you have but now used the right word. Believe me, she is innocent as a child. But she is most terribly frightened.

Well, I thought it very unlikely, admitted the inspector.

But it seems, slowly continued Mr. Ravensworth, weighing well his words, that she caught sight at the time, or thought she caught sight, of a figure curiously attired in white flannel, who dropped, or flung, the knife down in her chamber. Lord Level says it was not white flannel, but light fustian, such as a countryman might wear. According to that, he must also have seen the individual. The difficulty, however, is, to know whether his lordship is speaking in his senses or out of them.

Someone must have got in, then, after all; in spite of the doors being found as they were left.

I think so. I cannot see any other loophole for suspicion to fall back upon. Concealed himself in the house probably beforehand. And, for all we know, may be concealed in it still. I gathered an impression while Lady Level was talking to me that it might really be some escaped madman. All the same, Lord Level persists in forbidding the matter to be investigated.

Keen and practical, the officer revolved what he heard. The story was a curious one altogether, and as yet he did not see his way in it.

I think, sir, he said with deliberation, that I shall take the affair into my hands, and act, in the uncertain state of his lordships mind, upon my own responsibility. First of all, we will just go through the house.

Mr. Ravensworth went with him: they two together. After a thorough search, nothing wrong could they find or discover. The servants and the two policemen remained below; Mrs. Edwards was in close attendance upon his lordship; and the steward, who appeared most exceedingly to resent the presence of these police in the house, had shut himself into his rooms.

In the course of time, the inspector and Mr. Ravensworth approached these rooms. Passing Lord Levels chamber with soft footsteps, they traversed the passages beyond it, until they found themselves stopped by a door, which was fastened.

Mr. Poole shook it. It must lead to some of the remote rooms, he observed, and they are uninhabited. Just the spot for an assassin to conceal himself in  or to try to do so.

I think these may be the stewards apartments, spoke Arnold Ravensworth doubtingly. I remember Lady Level said they were only divided from his lordships chamber by a passage or two.

Whose ever rooms they were, no one came to the door in answer to the summons, and the inspector knocked again.

This time it brought forth Mr. Drewitt. They heard him draw a chain, and then he opened the door a few inches, as far as the chain permitted him.

Will you let us in, Mr. Drewitt? I must search these rooms.

Search for what? asked the old man. Its you, is it, Poole! I cannot have my rooms searched. This morning, after the alarm, I went over them, to be quite sure, and thats sufficient.

Allow me to search for myself, returned the officer.

No, sir, answered the steward, with dignity. No one shall come in to search these rooms in opposition to the wish of my lord. His orders to me were that the affair should be allowed to drop, and I for one will not disobey him, or give help to those who would. His lordship believed that whoever it might be that attacked him came in and went out again. The country might be hunted over, he said, but not his house.

I must enter here, was all the answer reiterated by the officer.

It shall be over my body, then, returned the steward, with emotion. My lord forbade a search, and you have no right whatever to proceed with it.

My good man, I am a police inspector.

You may be inspector-general for all I care, retorted the old gentleman, but you dont come in here. Get my lords authority first, and then you will be welcome. As to reminding me who you are, Mr. Poole, you must know that to be superfluous. And I beg your pardon, sir, he added, addressing Mr. Ravensworth, but I would inquire what authority you hold from my lord, that you, a stranger, should set at naught his expressed wishes?

The door was shut and bolted in their faces, and the inspector leaned against the wall in thought. Did you notice his agitation? he whispered to Mr. Ravensworth. Theres more in this than meets the eye.

It certainly wore that appearance. However, for the present they were foiled, and the steward remained master of the position. To attempt to enter those rooms by force would create noise and commotion in the house that might be disastrous to the health of Lord Level.

Theres something in those rooms that has to be concealed, spoke the astute inspector. If it be the man who attacked Lord Level  

But the steward, devoted as he is to his master, would not harbour him, impulsively interrupted Arnold Ravensworth.

True. Unless  unless, mind you, there exists some cause, which we cannot even guess at, for his lordships shielding him, said the inspector. I must say I should like to get into the rooms.

There is no other way of doing it; no other entrance.

I dont know that, sir. Unless I am mistaken, these rooms communicate direct with the East Wing. By getting into that, we might find an unsuspected entrance.

He made his way downstairs in silence, musing as he went. At the foot of the staircase he encountered Deborah.

Which are the passages in this lower part of the house that lead to the East Wing? he inquired.

Not any of them, sir, answered Deborah promptly. At least, not any that are ever opened. At the end of the stone passage theres a heavy door, barred and bolted, that leads to other passages, I believe, and to other heavy bolted doors, and they lead into the East Wing. Thats what I have heard say. The only entrance in use is the one through Mr. Drewitts rooms.

Opposition seemed only to strengthen the will of Mr. Inspector Poole. Into the rooms I mean to make my way, he said to Mr. Ravensworth, as he retraced his steps up the staircase. Could you not, he hastily added, get Lady Level to bring her authority to bear upon old Drewitt?

It was the appearance of Lady Level that probably induced the thought. She, looking pale, haggard and uneasy, was peeping down at them, and did not escape in time.

Arnold Ravensworth somewhat hesitatingly acceded. They wished to speak to Mr. Drewitt  he put it to her in that way  but he had bolted himself into his rooms; would she use her authority and bid him admit them?

She complied at once, unsuspiciously. Of all parts of the house, that occupied by the steward must be most free from concealment. And she went with them to the barred-up door.

The steward did not presume to dispute Lady Levels mandate, which she gave somewhat imperiously. She entered with them. They found themselves in the old gentlemans sitting-room, and he placed chairs for them. We have not come to sit down, said Mr. Poole; and he passed into the other rooms in rapid succession: the two bed-chambers and the unoccupied room that had nothing in it but a few trunks. A very cursory inspection convinced him that no person was being harboured there.

Why could you not have admitted us just now, Mr. Drewitt? he asked.

Because you brought not the authority of either my lord or my lady, answered the faithful old retainer.

The inspector strode to the end of the passage and stood before the oaken door already spoken of, examining its heavy fastenings. The others had followed him.

This must be the door communicating between the house and the East Wing, he remarked. Will you open it, Mr. Drewitt?

No, sir, I will not.

But we must have it opened, interposed Arnold Ravensworth. The fact is, we have some reason to fear the midnight assassin may yet be hiding himself on the premises. He does not appear to be in the house, so he may be in the East Wing  and we mean to search it.

Are you an enemy of my lords? returned the old man, greatly agitated.

Certainly not. I would rather be his friend. I have been the friend, if I may so express it, of Lady Level since she was a child, and I must see that she is protected, her husband being for the time laid aside.

My lady, called out the old man, visibly trembling, I appeal to you, as my lords second self, to forbid these gentlemen from attempting to enter the East Wing.

Be firm, Blanche, whispered Mr. Ravensworth, as she came forward. We must search the East Wing, and it is for your sake.

She turned to the steward. I am sure that they are acting for the best. Open the door.

For one moment the old man hesitated, and then wrung his hands. That I should be forced to disobey the wife of my lord! My lady, I crave your pardon, but I will not open these rooms unless I have the express authority of his lordship to do so.

But I wish it done, Mr. Drewitt, she said, blushing hotly.

Police inspectors have generally the means of carrying out their own will. Mr. Poole, after critically regarding the fastenings, produced one or two small instruments from his pockets and a bunch of keys. As he was putting one of the keys into the lock for the purpose of trying whether it would fit it, a curious revulsion came over Lady Level. Possibly the piteous, beseeching countenance of the steward induced it. He is my husband, after all, she whispered to her own heart.

Stop! she said aloud, pushing the key downwards. I may not have the right to sanction this in opposition to the wish of Lord Level. He has forbidden any search to be made, and I must do the same.

There was a moments silence. The inspector gazed at her.

When his lordship shall be sufficiently recovered to see you, sir, you can take instructions from him if he sees well to give them, she added to the officer civilly. Until then, I must act for him, and I forbid  

Highty-tighty, and whats the matter here? broke in a hearty voice behind them, at which they all turned in surprise. Making his way along the passage was a portly, but rather short man of sixty years, with an intellectual brow and benevolent countenance, a red face and a bald head. The change in Mr. Drewitts look was remarkable; its piteousness had changed to radiance.

The new-comer shook hands with him. Then he turned and affably shook hands with the inspector, speaking gaily. You look as if you had the business of all the world on your shoulders, Poole.

Have you seen my lord, Mr. Hill? asked the steward.

I got back home to-night and came on here at once, hearing of the hubbub you are in, and I have seen my lord for a few minutes. And this is my lady  and a very charming lady I am sure she is, he added, bowing to Lady Level with an irresistible smile. Will she shake hands with the old man who has been doctor-in-ordinary to her lords family for ages and ages?

Blanche put her hand into his. She, as she was wont sometimes to tell him in days to come, fell in love with him at once.

What a blessing that you are back again! murmured the good old steward.

Ay, assented Mr. Hill, perhaps purposely misinterpreting the remark: we will have Lord Level up and about in no time now.  Mr. Poole, I want a private word with you.

The doctor drew him into the stewards sitting-room, and closed the door. The conference did not last more than a minute or two, but it was very effectual. For when Mr. Inspector Poole came forth, he announced his decision of withdrawing all search at present. To be resumed if necessary, he added, when his lordship should have recovered sufficiently to give his own orders.

The only one who did not appear to be altogether satisfied with this summary check was Arnold Ravensworth. He did not understand it. Upon some remark being made as to Lady Levels safety from any attack by the midnight villain, Mr. Hill at once told her he would guarantee that. And though he spoke with a laugh, as if making light of the matter, there was an assurance in his eye and tone that she might implicitly trust to.

Then  as it seems I cannot be of any further use to you to-night, and as I may just catch the midnight up-train, I will wish you good-bye, Lady Level, said Mr. Ravensworth. I am easy about you, now Mr. Hill is here. But be sure to write for me if you think I can be of service to you or to Lord Level.

I will, I will, she answered. Thank you, Arnold, for coming.

* * * * *

Marshdale House returned to its usual monotony, and a day or two went on. Nothing more was seen or heard of the unknown individual who had so disturbed its peace; the very mention of it was avoided. Nevertheless, Blanche, turning matters over in her mind, could only look at it and at that detestable East Wing with an increased sense of mystery. But for knowing that someone was there who might not be disclosed to the honest light of day, why should he have forbidden the search? ran the argument that she was for ever holding with herself; and she steeled her heart yet more against her husband.

On this, the second afternoon after the commotion, she was sitting reading a newspaper in the garden, where the sun was shining hotly, when Mr. Hill, who had been up with Lord Level, appeared.

Well, said the doctor cheerily, halting before her, he is a great deal better, and the knees ever so much stronger. I shall have him up to-morrow. And in a couple of days after that he may venture to travel to town, as he is so anxious to get there.

Your treatment seems to agree with him better than Dr. Macferratys did, she answered.

Ay: I know his constitution, you see. Good-day, Lady Level. I shall be in again to-night.

Soon after the doctor went out, there was heard a shrill whistle at the gate, together with a kicking about of gravel by a pair of rough boots. Lady Level looked up, and saw the boy from the station bringing in a parcel.

Well, Sam, said she, as the lad approached. What have you come for?

They sent me on with this here parcel  and precious heavy he is for his size, replied Sam Doughty, as without ceremony he tumbled the parcel on to the bench by Lady Levels side. It was addressed to her, and she knew that it contained some books which Mr. Ravensworth had promised to send down. Come down by the mid-day train, curtly added the boy for her information.

Do you get paid for delivering parcels, Sam?

Me get paid! returned the youth, with intense aggravation; no such luck. Unless, added he, a happy thought striking him, anybody likes to give me something for myself  knowing how weighty they be, and what a lug it is for ones arms.

This parcel is not at all heavy, said Lady Level.

Im sure he is, then, for his size. You should lift, though, what I have to drag along sometimes. Why, yesterday that ever was, I brought a parcel as big as a house to the next door; one that come from Lunnon by the mid-day train just as thisn did; and Mother Snow she never gave me nothing but a jam tart, no bigger nor the round o your hand. She were taking a tray on em out o the oven.

Jam tarts for her delectation! was the thought that flashed through Lady Levels mind. Who was the parcel for, Sam? she asked aloud.

Twere directed to Mrs. Snow.

Oh. Not to that lady who is staying there?

What lady be that? questioned Sam.

The one you told me about. The lady with the long gold earrings.

Sams stolid countenance assumed a look of doubt, as if he did not altogether understand. His eyes grew wider.

That un! Her baint there now, her baint. Her didnt stop. Her went right away again the next day after she come.

Did she? exclaimed Lady Level, taken by surprise. Are you sure?

Be I sure as thats a newspaper in your hand? retorted Sam. In course I be sure. The fly were ordered down here for her the next morning, and she come on to the station in it, Mr. Snow a sitting outside.

She went back to London, then!

She went just tother way, contradicted the boy. Right on by the down-train. Dover her ticket were took for.

Lady Level fell into a passing reverie. All the conjectures she had been indulging in lately  whither had they flown? At that moment Mrs. Edwards, having seen the boy from the house, came out to ask what he wanted. Sam put on his best behaviour instantly. The respect he failed to show to the young lady was in full force before Mrs. Edwards.

I come to bring this here parcel, please, maam, for Lady Level, said he, touching his old cap.

Oh, very well, said Mrs. Edwards. Ill carry it indoors, my lady, she added, taking it up. You need not wait, Sam.

Lady Level slipped a sixpence into his ready hand, and he went off contented. Mrs. Edwards carried away the parcel.

Presently Lady Level followed, her mind busy as she went upstairs. She was taking some contrition to herself. What if  if it was all, or a great deal of it, only her imagination  that her husband was not the disloyal man she had deemed him?

His chamber door was closed; she passed it and went into her own. Then she opened the door separating the rooms and peeped in. He was lying upon the bed, partly dressed, and wrapped in a warm dressing-gown; his face was turned to the pillow, and he was apparently asleep.

She stole up and stood looking at him. Not a trace of fever lingered in his face now; his fine features looked wan and delicate. Her love for him was making itself heard just then. Cautiously she stooped to imprint a soft, silent kiss upon his cheek; and then another.

She would have lifted her face then, and found she could not do so. His arm was round her in a trice, holding it there; his beautiful gray eyes had opened and were fixed on hers.

So you care for me a little bit yet, Blanche, he fondly whispered. Better this than calling me hard names.

She burst into tears. I should care for you always, Archibald, if  if  I were sure you cared for me.

You may be very sure of that, he emphatically answered. Let there be peace between us, at any rate, my dear wife. The clouds will pass away in time.

On the Monday morning following, Lord and Lady Level departed for London. The peace, patched up between them, being honestly genuine and hopeful on his lordships part, but doubtful on that of my lady.

Still nothing had been said or done to lift the mystery which hung about Marshdale.


CHAPTER III.

ONE NIGHT IN ESSEX STREET.

We go on now to the following year: and I, Charles Strange, take up the narrative again.

* * * * *

It has been said that the two rooms on the ground-floor of our house in Essex Street were chiefly given over to the clerks. I had a desk in the front office; the same desk that I had occupied as a boy; and I frequently sat at it now. Mr. Lennards desk stood opposite to mine. On the first floor the large front room was furnished as a sitting-room. It was called Mr. Brightmans room, and there he received his clients. The back room was called my room; but Mr. Brightman had a desk in it, and I had another. His desk stood in the middle of the room before the hearthrug; mine was under the window.

One fine Saturday afternoon in February, when it was getting near five oclock, I was writing busily at my desk in this latter room, when Mr. Brightman came in.

Rather dark for you, is it not, Charles? he remarked, as he stirred the fire and sat down in his arm-chair beside it.

Yes, sir; but I have almost finished.

What are you going to do with yourself to-morrow? he presently asked, when I was putting up my parchments.

Nothing in particular, sir. I could not help sometimes retaining my old way of addressing him, as from clerk to master. Last Sunday I was with my uncle Stillingfar.

Then you may as well come down to Clapham and dine with me. Mrs. Brightman is away for a day or two, and I shall be alone. Come in time for service.

I promised, and drew a chair to the fire, ready to talk with Mr. Brightman. He liked a little chat with me at times when the days work was over. It turned now on Lord Level, from whom I had heard that morning. We were not his usual solicitors, but were doing a little matter of business for him. He and Blanche had been abroad since the previous November (when they had come up together from Marshdale), and had now been in Paris for about a month.

Do they still get on pretty well? asked Mr. Brightman: for he knew that there had been differences between them.

Pretty well, I answered, rather hesitatingly.

And, in truth, it was only pretty well, so far as I was able to form a judgment. During this sojourn of theirs in Paris I had spent a few days there with a client, and saw Blanche two or three times. That she was living in a state of haughty resentment against her husband was indisputable. Why or wherefore, I knew not. She dropped a mysterious word to me now and then, of which I could make nothing.

While Mr. Brightman was saying this, a clerk came in, handed a letter to him and retired.

What a nuisance! cried he, as he read it by fire-light. I looked up at the exclamation.

Sir Edmund Claverings coming to town this evening, and wants me to be here to see him! he explained. I cant go home to dinner now.

Which train is he coming by? I asked.

One that is due at Euston Square at six oclock, replied Mr. Brightman, referring to the letter. I wanted to be home early this evening.

You are not obliged to wait, sir, I said. I wished to my heart later  oh, how I wished it!  that he had not waited!

I suppose I must, Charles. He is a good client, and easily takes offence. Recollect that breeze we had with him three or four months ago.

The clocks struck five as he spoke, and we heard the clerks leaving as usual. I have already stated that no difference was made in the working hours on Saturdays in those days. Afterwards, Mr. Lennard came up to ask whether there was anything more to be done.

Not now, replied Mr. Brightman. But I tell you what, Lennard, he added, as a thought seemed to occur to him, you may as well look in again to-night, about half-past seven or eight, if it wont inconvenience you. Sir Edmund Clavering is coming up; I conclude it is for something special; and I may have instructions to give for Monday morning.

Very well, replied Lennard. I will come.

He went out as he spoke; a spare, gentlemanly man, with a fair complexion and thin, careworn face. Edgar Lennard was a man of few words, but attentive and always at his post, a most efficient superintendent of the office and of the clerks in general.

He left and Mr. Brightman rose, saying he would go and get some dinner at the Rainbow. I suggested that he should share my modest steak, adding that Leah could as easily send up enough for two as for one: but he preferred to go out. I rang the bell as I heard him close the frontdoor. Watts answered it, and lighted the gas.

Tell your wife to prepare my dinner at once, I said to him; or as soon as possible: Mr. Brightman is coming back to-night. You are going out, are you not?

Yes, sir, about that business. Mr. Lennard said I had better go as soon as I had had my tea.

All right. It will take you two or three hours to get there and back again. See to the fire in the next room; it is to be kept up. And, Watts, tell Leah not to trouble about vegetables to-day: I cant wait for them.

In about twenty minutes Leah and the steak appeared. I could not help looking at her as she placed the tray on the table and settled the dishes. Thin, haggard, untidy, Leah presented a strange contrast to the trim, well-dressed upper servant I had known at White Littleham Rectory. It was Watts who generally waited upon me. When Leah knew beforehand that she would have to wait, she put herself straight. Today she had not known. My proper sitting-room upstairs was not much used in winter. This one was warm and comfortable, with the large fire kept in it all day, so I generally remained in it. I was not troubled with clients after office hours.

I wonder you go such a figure, Leah! I could not help saying so.

It is cleaning-day, Mr. Charles. And I did not know I should have to come up here. Watts has just gone out.

It is a strange thing to me that you cannot get a woman in to help you. I have said so before.

Ah, sir, nobody knows where the shoe pinches but he who wears it.

With this remark, unintelligible as apropos to the question, and a deep sigh, Leah withdrew. I had finished dinner, and the tray was taken away before Mr. Brightman returned.

Now I hope Sir Edmund will be punctual, he cried, as we sat together, talking over a glass of sherry. It is half-past six: time he was here.

And there he is! I exclaimed, as a ring and a knock that shook the house resounded in our ears. After five oclock the front door was always closed.

Watts being out, we heard Leah answer the door in her charming costume. But clients pay little attention to the attire of laundresses in chambers.

Good heavens! Can Sir Edmund have taken too much! uttered Mr. Brightman, halting as he was about to enter the other room to receive him. Loud sounds in a mans voice arose from the passage; singing, laughing, joking with Leah. Open the door, Charles.

I had already opened it, and saw, not Sir Edmund Clavering, but the young country client, George Coney, the son of a substantial and respectable yeoman in Gloucestershire. He appeared to be in exalted spirits, and had a little exceeded, but was very far from being intoxicated.

What, is Mr. Brightman here? I only expected to see you, cried he, shaking hands with both. Look here! holding out a small canvas bag, and rattling it. What does that sound like?

It sounds like gold, said Mr. Brightman.

Right, Mr. Brightman; thirty golden sovereigns: and I am as delighted with them as if they were thirty hundred, said he, opening the bag and displaying its contents. Last week I got swindled out of a horse down at home. Thirty pounds I sold him for, and he and the purchaser disappeared and forgot to pay. My father went on at me, like our old mill clacking; not so much for the loss of the thirty pounds, as at my being done: and all the farmers round about clacked at me, like so many more mills. Pleasant, that, for a fellow, was it not?

Very, said Mr. Brightman, while I laughed.

I did not care to stand it, went on George Coney. I obtained a bit of a clue, and the day before yesterday I came up to London  and I have met with luck. This afternoon I dropped across the very chap, where I had waited for him since the morning. He was going into a public-house, and another with him, and I pinned them in the room, with a policeman outside, and he pretty soon shelled out the thirty pounds, rather than be taken. Thats luck, I hope. He opened the bag as he spoke, and displayed the gold.

Remarkable luck, to get the money, observed Mr. Brightman.

I expect they had been in luck themselves, continued young Coney, for they had more gold with them, and several notes. They were for paying me in notes, but No, thank ye, said I, I know good gold when I see it, and Ill take it in that.

I am glad you have been so fortunate, said Mr. Brightman. When do you return home?

I did mean to go to-night, and I called to leave with you this small deed that my father said I might as well bring up with me, as I was coming  producing a thin folded parchment from his capacious pocketbook. But I began thinking, as I came along, that I might as well have a bit of a spree now I am here, and go down by Monday nights train, added the young man, tying up the bag again, and slipping it into his pocket. I shall go to a theatre to-night.

Not with that bag of gold about you? said Mr. Brightman.

Why not?

Why not? Because you would have no trace of it left to-morrow morning.

George Coney laughed good-humouredly. I can take care of myself, sir.

Perhaps so; but you cant take care of the gold. Come, hand it over to me. Your father will thank me for being determined, and you also, Mr. George, when you have cooled down from the seductions of London.

I may want to spend some of it, returned George Coney. Lets see how much I have, cried he, turning the loose money out of his pockets. Four pounds, seven shillings, and a few halfpence, he concluded, counting it up.

A great deal too much to squander or lose in one night, remarked Mr. Brightman. Here, added he, unlocking a deep drawer in his desk, put your bag in here, and come for it on Monday.

George Coney drew the bag from his pocket, but not without a few remonstrative shakes of the head, and put it in the drawer. Mr. Brightman locked it, and restored the bunch of keys to his pocket.

You are worse than my father is, cried George Coney, half in jest, half vexed at having yielded. I wouldnt be as close and stingy for anything.

In telling this story twenty years hence, Mr. George, you will say, What a simpleton I should have made of myself, if that cautious old lawyer Brightman had not been close and stingy!

George Coney winked at me and laughed. Perhaps hes right, after all.

I know I am, said Mr. Brightman. Will you take a glass of sherry?

Well; no, I think I had better not. I have had almost enough already, and I want to carry clear eyes with me to the play. What time does it begin?

About seven, I think; but I am not a theatre-goer myself. Strange can tell you.

Then I shall be off, said he, shaking hands with us, as only a hearty country yeoman knows how to.

He had scarcely gone when Sir Edmund Claverings knock was heard. Mr. Brightman went with him into the front room, and I sat reading the Times. Leah, by the way, had made herself presentable, and looked tidy enough in a clean white cap and apron.

Sir Edmund did not stay long: he left about seven. I heard Mr. Brightman go back after showing him out, and rake the fire out of the grate  he was always timidly cautious about fire  and then he returned to my room.

No wonder Sir Edmund wanted to see me, cried he. Theres the deuce of a piece of work down at his place. His cousin wants to dispute the will and to turn him out. They have been serving notices on the tenants not to pay the rent.

What a curious woman she must be!

Mr. Brightman smiled slightly, but made no answer.

He did not stay long, sir.

No, he is going out to dinner.

As Mr. Brightman spoke, he turned up the gas, drew his chair to the desk and sat down, his back then being towards the fire. I must look over these letters and copies of notices which Sir Edmund brought with him, and has left with me, he remarked. I dont care to go home directly.

The next minute he was absorbed in the papers. I put down the Times, and rose. You do not want me, I suppose, Mr. Brightman, I said. I promised Arthur Lake to go to his chambers for an hour.

I dont want you, Charles. Mind you are not late in coming down to me to-morrow morning.

So I wished him good-night and departed. Arthur Lake, a full-fledged barrister now of the Middle Temple, rented a couple of rooms in one of the courts. His papers were in one room, his bed in the other. He was a steady fellow, as he always had been, working hard and likely to get on. We passed many of our evenings together over a quiet chat and a cigar, I going round to him, or he coming in to me. He had grown up a little, dandified sort of man, good-humouredly insolent as ever when the fit took him: but sterling at heart.

Lake was sitting at the fire waiting for me, and began to grumble at my being late. I mentioned what had hindered me.

And I have forgotten my cigar-case! I exclaimed as I sat down. I had filled it, all ready, and left it on the table.

Never mind, said Lake. I laid in a parcel to-day.

But I did mind, for Lakes parcels were never good. He would buy his cigars so dreadfully strong. Nothing pleased him but those full-flavoured Lopez, whilst I liked mild Cabanas: so, generally speaking, I kept to my own. However, I took one, and we sat, talking and smoking. I smoked it out, abominable though it was, and took another; but I couldnt stand a second.

Lake, I cannot smoke your cigars, I said, flinging it into the fire. You know I never can. I must run and fetch my own. There goes eight oclock.

Whats the matter with them? asked Lake: his usual question.

Everything; they are bad all over. I shall be back in a trice.

I went the quickest way, through the passages, which brought me into Essex Street, and had my latch-key ready to open the door with as I approached the house. There were three of these latchkeys. I had one; Lennard another, for it sometimes happened that he had to come in before or after business hours; and Leah had possession of the third. But I had no use for mine now, for the door was open. A policeman, standing by the area railings, recognised me, and wished me good-evening.

Whose carelessness is this? thought I, advancing to the top of the kitchen stairs and calling to Leah.

It appeared useless to call: no Leah made her appearance. I shut the front door and went upstairs, wondering whether Mr. Brightman had left.

Left! I started back as I entered; for there lay Mr. Brightman on the floor by his desk, as if he had pushed back his chair and fallen from it.

What is the matter? I exclaimed, throwing my hat anywhere, and hastening to raise him. But his head and shoulders were a dead weight in my arms, and there was an awful look upon his face, as the gaslight fell upon it. A look, in short, of death, and not of an easy death.

My pulses beat quicker, man though I was, and my heart beat with them. Was I alone in that large house with the dead? I let him fall again and rang the bell violently. I rushed to the door and shouted over the banisters for Leah; and just as I was leaping down for the policeman I had seen outside, or any other help that might be at hand, I heard a latch-key inserted into the lock, and Lennard came in with Dr. Dickenson. I knew him well, for he had attended Miss Methold in the days gone by.

As he hastened to Mr. Brightman, Lennard turned to me, speaking in a whisper:

Mr. Strange, how did it happen? Was he ill?

I know nothing about it, Lennard. I came in a minute ago, and found him lying here. What do you know? Had you been here before?

I came, as Mr. Brightman had directed, he replied. It was a little before eight; and when I got upstairs he was lying there as you see. I tried to rouse him, but could not, and I went off for the doctor.

Did you leave the front door open?

I believe I did, in my flurry and haste. I thought of it as I ran up the street, but would not lose time in going back to shut it.

He is gone, Mr. Strange, said Dr. Dickenson, advancing towards me, for I and Lennard had stood near the door. It is a case of sudden death.

I sat down, bewildered. I could not believe it. How awfully sudden! Is it apoplexy? I asked, lifting my head.

No, I should say not.

Then what is it?

I cannot tell; it may be the heart.

Are you sure he is dead? Beyond all hope?

He is indeed.

A disagreeable doubt rushed over my mind, and I spoke on the impulse of the moment. Has he come by his death fairly?

The surgeon paused before he answered. I see no reason, as yet, to infer otherwise. There are no signs of violence about him.

I cannot describe my feelings as we stood looking down at him. Never had I felt so before. What was I to do next?  how act? A hazy idea was making itself heard that some weighty responsibility lay upon me.

Just then a cab dashed up to the door; we heard it all too plainly in the hushed silence; and someone knocked and rang. Lennard went down to open it, and I told him to send in the policeman and fetch another doctor. Looking over the banisters I saw George Coney come in.

Such a downfall to my plans, Mr. Strange, he began, seeing me as he ascended the stairs. I went round to my inn to brush myself up before going to the play, and there I found a letter from my father, which they had forgotten to give me this morning. Our bailiffs been taken ill, cannot leave his bed, and father writes that I had better let the horse and the thirty pounds go for a bad job, and come home, for he cant have me away longer. So my sprees done for, this time, and I am on my way to the station, to catch the nine oclock train.

Dont go in until you have heard what is there, I whispered, as he was entering the room. Mr. Brightman, whom you left well, is lying on the floor, and  

And what? asked young Coney, looking at me.

I fear he is dead.

After a dismayed pause he went gently into the room, taking off his hat reverently and treading on tiptoe. Poor fellow! poor gentleman! he uttered, after looking at him. What an awful thing! How was he taken?

We do not know how. He was alone.

What, alone when he was taken! no one to help him! returned the young man. That was hard! What has he died of?

Probably the heart, interposed Dr. Dickenson.

Last summer a carter of ours fell down as he was standing near us; my father was giving him directions about a load of hay, and when we picked him up he was dead, spoke the young man. That was the heart, they said. But he looked calm and quiet, not as Mr. Brightman looks. He left seven children, poor chap!

At that juncture Mr. Lennard returned with the policeman. Another doctor, he said, would be round directly. After some general conversation, George Coney looked at his watch.

Mr. Strange, my times up. Would it be convenient to give me that money again? I should like to take it down with me, you see, just to have the laugh against the old folks at home.

I will give it you, I said.

But for the very life of me, I could not put my hand into the dead mans pocket. I beckoned to Lennard. Can you take out his keys?

Let me do it, said Dr. Dickenson, for Lennard did not seem to relish the task either. I am more accustomed to death than you are. Which pocket are they in?

The right-hand pocket of his trousers; he always kept them there, was my answer.

Dr. Dickenson found the keys and handed them to me. I unlocked the drawer, being obliged to bend over the dead to do so, and young Coney stepped forward to receive the bag.

But the bag was not there.


CHAPTER IV.

LEAHS STORY.

Our dismayed faces might have formed a study for a painter, as we stood in my room in Essex Street: the doctor, George Coney, Lennard and myself. On the floor, between the hearthrug and the desk, lay the dead man, the blaze of the fire and the gaslights playing on his features. Mr. Brightman was dead. In my mental pain and emotion I could not realize the fact; would not believe that it was true. He had died thus suddenly, no one near him; no one, so far as was yet known, in the house at the time. And to me, at least, there seemed to be some mystery attaching to it.

But, at this particular moment, we were looking for George Coneys sovereigns, which Mr. Brightman, not much more than an hour before, had locked up in the deep drawer of his desk, returning the keys to his pocket. After Dr. Dickenson had handed me the keys I unlocked and opened the drawer. But the bag was not there.

If the desk itself had disappeared, I could not have been more surprised. Lying in the drawer, close to where the bag had been, was a gold watch belonging to Mrs. Brightman, which had been brought up to town to be cleaned. That was undisturbed. Coney, I exclaimed, the money is not here.

It was put there, replied young Coney. Next to that watch.

I know it was, I answered. I opened the drawer on the other side, but that was full of papers. I looked about on the desk; then on my own desk, even unlocking the drawers, though I had had the key in my own pocket; then on the tables and mantelpiece. Not a trace could I see of the canvas bag.

What bag is it? inquired Dr. Dickenson, who, of course, had known nothing of this. What was in it?

A small canvas bag containing some gold that Mr. George Coney had wished to leave here until Monday, I answered.

Twas one of our sample barley bags; I happened to have it in my pocket when I left home, explained the young man. My fathers initials were on it: S. C.

How much was in it? asked Lennard.

Thirty pounds.

I fear you will be obliged to go without it, after all, I said, when I had turned everything over, for it is not to be found. I will remit you thirty pounds on Monday. We send our spare cash to the bank on Saturday afternoons, so that I have not so much in the house: and I really do not know where Mr. Brightman has put the cheque-book. It is strange that he should have taken the bag out of the drawer again.

Perhaps it may be in one of his pockets, suggested the doctor. Shall I search them?

No, no, interposed George Coney. I wouldnt have the poor gentleman disturbed just for that. Youll remit it to me, Mr. Strange. Not to my father, he added, with a smile: to me.

I went down with him, and there sat Leah at the bottom of the stairs, leaning her head against the banisters, almost under the hall lamp. When did you come in, Leah? I asked.

She rose hastily, and faced me. I thought you were out, sir. I have come in only this instant.

What is the matter? I continued, struck with the white, strange look upon her face. Are you ill?

No, sir, not ill. Trouble is the lot of us all.

I shook hands with George Coney as he got into his cab and departed, and then returned indoors. Leah was hastening along the passage to the kitchen stairs. I called her back again. Leah, I said, do you know what has happened to Mr. Brightman?

No, sir, answered she. What has happened to him?

You must prepare for a shock. He is dead.

She had a cloth and a plate in her hand, and laid them down on the slab as she backed against the wall, staring in horror. Then her features relaxed into a wan smile.

Ah, Master Charles, you are thinking to be a boy again to-night, and are playing a trick upon me, as you used to do in the old days, sir.

I wish to my heart it was so, Leah. Mr. Brightman is lying upon the floor in my room. I fear there can be no doubt that he is dead.

My poor master! she slowly ejaculated. Heaven have mercy upon him!  and upon us! Why, its not more than three-quarters of an hour since I took up some water to him.

Did he ask for it?

He rang the bell, sir, and asked for a decanter of water and a tumbler.

How did he look then, Leah? Where was he sitting?

He was sitting at his table, sir, and he looked as usual, for all I saw, but his head was bent over something he was reading. I put some coals on the fire and came away. Mr. Charles, who is up there with him?

Dr. Dickenson and  

A knock at the door interrupted me. It proved to be the other doctor I had sent for.

The medical men proceeded to examine Mr. Brightman more closely. I had sent for the police, and they also were present. I then searched his pockets, a policeman aiding me, and we put their contents carefully away. But there was no bag containing gold amongst them. How had it disappeared?

A most unhappy circumstance was the fact that I could not send for Mrs. Brightman, for I did not know where she was. Mr. Brightman had said she was out of town, but did not say where.

When Watts came home, I despatched him to the house at Clapham, allowing him no time to indulge his grief or his curiosity. Leah had knelt down by Mr. Brightman, tears silently streaming from her eyes.

The fire in the front room was relighted; the fire, the very coals, which he, poor man, had so recently taken off; and I, Lennard and Arthur Lake went in there to talk the matter over quietly.

Lennard, I said, I am not satisfied that he has died a natural death. I hope  

There are no grounds for any other supposition, Mr. Strange, he interrupted. None whatever. Are there? he added, looking at me.

I trust there are none  but I dont quite like the attendant circumstances of the case. The loss of that bag of money causes all sorts of unpleasant suspicions to arise. When you came to the house, Lennard, did you go straight upstairs? I added, after a pause.

No, I went into the front office, replied Lennard. I thought Sir Edmund Clavering might still be here.

Was Leah out or in?

Leah was standing at the front door, looking  as it seemed to me  down the steps leading to the Thames. While I was lighting my candle by the hall-lamp, she shut the front door and came to me. She was extremely agitated, and  

Agitated? I interrupted.

Yes, said Lennard; I could not be mistaken. I stared at her, wondering what could cause it, and why her face was so white  almost as white as Mr. Brightmans is now. She asked  as earnestly as if she were pleading for life  whether I would stop in the house for a few minutes, as Mr. Brightman had not gone, while she ran out upon an errand. I inquired whether Sir Edmund Clavering was upstairs, and she said no; he had left; Mr. Strange was out, and Mr. Brightman was alone.

Did she go out?

Immediately, replied Lennard; just as she was, without bonnet or shawl. I went up to your room, and tapped at the door. It was not answered, and I went in. At first I thought the room was empty; but in a moment I saw Mr. Brightman lying on the ground. He was dead even then; I am certain of it, added Lennard, pausing from natural emotion. I raised his head, and put a little water to his temples, but I saw that he was dead.

It is an awful thing! exclaimed Lake.

I can tell you that I thought so, assented Lennard. I knew that the first thing must be to get in a doctor; but how I found my way up the street to Dickensons I hardly remember. No wonder I left the front door open behind me.

I turned all this over in my mind. There were two points I did not like  Leahs agitation, and Lennards carelessness in leaving the door open. I called in one of the policemen from the other room, for they were there still, with the medical men.

Williams, I began, you saw me come down the street with my latch-key in my hand?

I did, sir, and wished you good-evening, replied Williams. It wasnt long after the other gentleman, indicating Lennard, had run out.

I did not see you, cried Lennard, looking at him. I wish I had seen you. I wanted help, and there was not a soul in the street.

I was standing in shadow, at the top of the steps leading to the water, said the man. You came out, sir, all in a hurry, and went rushing up the street, leaving the door open.

And it is that doors having been left open that I dont like, I observed. If this money does not turn up, I can only think some rogue got in and took it.

Nobody got in, sir, said the policeman. I had my eye on the door the whole time till you came down. To see two folk running like mad out of a quiet and respectable house roused my suspicions; and I went up to the door and stood near it till you entered.

How did you see two running out of it? I inquired. There was only Mr. Lennard.

I had seen somebody before that  a woman, replied the officer. She came out, and went tearing down the steps towards the river, calling to someone out of sight. I think it was your servant, Mrs. Watts, but I was only half-way down the street then, and she was too quick for me.

Then you are quite sure no one entered?

Quite sure, sir. I never moved from the door.

Setting aside Williamss testimony, there was scarcely time for anyone to get in and do mischief, observed Lake. And no one could take that gold without first getting the keys out of Mr. Brightmans pocket, he rejoined. For such a purpose, who would dare rifle the pockets of the dead?

And then replace the keys, added Lennard.

Besides, I said impulsively, no one knew the money was there. Mr. Brightman, myself, and George Coney were alone cognisant of the fact. The more one thinks of it, the stranger it seems to grow.

The moments passed. The doctors and the police had gone away, and nothing remained but the sad burden in the next room. Lennard also left me to go home, for there was nothing more to be done; and Arthur Lake, who had gone round to his rooms, came in again. His conscience was smiting him, he said, for having deserted me. We sat down in the front room, as before, and began to discuss the mystery. I remarked, to begin with, that there existed not the slightest loophole of suspicion to guide us.

Except one, said Lake quietly. And I may pain you, Charley, if I venture to suggest it.

Nonsense! I cried. How could it pain me? Unless you think I took it myself!

I fancy it was Leah.

Leah?

Well, I do. She was the only person in the house, except Mr. Brightman. And what did her agitation mean  the agitation Lennard has referred to?

No, no, Arthur; it could not have been Leah. Admitting the doubt for a moment, how could she have done it?

Only in this way. I have been arguing it out with myself in my rooms: and of course it may be all imagination. Leah took up some water, she says, that Mr. Brightman rang for. Now, it may be that he had the drawer open and she saw the money. Or it may even be that, for some purpose or other, he had the bag upon the table. Was he taken ill whilst she was in the room? and did she, overcome by temptation, steal the money? I confess that this possibility presents itself forcibly to me, concluded Lake. Naturally she would afterwards be in a state of agitation.

I sat revolving what he said, but could not bring my mind to admit it. Circumstances  especially her agitation  might seem to tell against her, but I believed the woman to be honest as the day.

There is not the slightest doubt that almost every man born into the world is adapted for one especial calling over all others; and it is an unhappy fact that this peculiar tendency is very rarely discovered and followed up. It is the misdirection of talent which causes so many of the failures in life. In my own case this mistake had not occurred. I believe that of all pursuits common to man, I was by nature most fitted for that of a solicitor. At the Bar, as a pleader, I should have failed, and ruined half the clients who entrusted me with briefs. But for penetration, for seizing without effort the different points of a case laid before me, few equalled me. I mention this only because it is a fact: not from motives of self-praise and vanity. Vanity? I am only thankful that my talents were directed into their proper channel. And this judgment, exercised now, told me that Leah was not guilty. I said so to Arthur Lake.

The return of Watts interrupted us. He had brought back with him Mr. Brightmans butler, Perry  a respectable, trustworthy man, who had been long in the family. I shall never forget his emotion as he stood over his dead master, to whom he was much attached. Mrs. and Miss Brightman had gone to Hastings for two or three days, he said, and I determined to go there in the morning and break the sad tidings to them.

Sad tidings, indeed; a grievous calamity for us all. That night I could not sleep, and in the morning I rose unrefreshed. The doubt about Leah and the money also troubled me. Though in one sense convinced that she could not have done it, the possibility that she might be guilty kept presenting itself before me.

She came into the room while I was at breakfast  earlier than I need have been, so far as the train was concerned  and I detained her for a moment.

Very spruce and neat she looked this morning.

Leah, I began, there is an unpleasant mystery attending this affair.

As to what Mr. Brightman has died of, sir?

I do not allude to that. But there is some money missing.

Money! echoed Leah, in what looked like genuine surprise.

Last night, after Mr. Brightman came in from dinner, he put a small canvas bag, containing thirty pounds in gold, in the deep drawer of his desk in my room, locked it and put the keys in his pocket. I had occasion to look for that gold immediately after he was found dead, and it was gone.

Bag and all? said Leah, after a pause.

Bag and all.

Not stolen, surely?

I dont see how else it can have disappeared. It could not go without hands; and the question is, did anyone get into the house and take it?

She looked at me, and I at her: she was apparently thinking. But how could anyone get in, sir? she asked in tones of remonstrance.

I do not see how, unless it was when you went out, Leah. You were out some time, you know. You ran out of the house and down the steps leading to the river, and you were in great agitation. What did it mean?

Leah threw up her hands in distress. Oh, Mr. Charles! she gasped. Please dont question me, sir. I cannot tell you anything about that.

I must know it, Leah.

She shook her head. Her tears had begun to fall.

Indeed you must explain it to me, I continued, speaking gently. There is no help for it. Dont you see that this will have to be investigated, and  

You never suspect me of taking the money, sir? she exclaimed breathlessly.

No, I do not, I replied firmly. It is one thing to be sure of honesty, and quite another thing to wish mysterious circumstances cleared up, where the necessity for doing so exists. What was your mystery last night, Leah?

Must I tell you, sir?

Indeed you must. I dare say to tell it will not hurt you, or to hear it hurt me.

I would die rather than Watts should know of it, she exclaimed, in low, impassioned tones, glancing towards the door.

Watts is in the kitchen, Leah, and cannot hear you. Speak out.

I never committed but one grave fault in my life, she began, and that was telling a deliberate lie. The consequences have clung to me ever since, and if things go on as they are going on now, theyll just drive me into the churchyard. When I lived with your people I was a young widow, as you may remember, sir; but perhaps you did not know that I had a little child. Your mamma knew it, but I dont think the servants did, for I was never one to talk of my own affairs. Just your age, Master Charles, was my little Nancy, and when her father died his sister took to her; old Miss Williams  for she was a deal older than him. She had a bit of a farm in Dorsetshire, and Im afraid Nancy had to work hard at it. But it failed after a time, and Miss Williams died; and Nancy, then about seventeen, had come, I heard, to London. I was at Dover then, not long returned from abroad, and was just married to James Watts; and I found  I found, Leah dropped her voice, that Nancy had gone wrong. Someone had turned her brain with his vows and his promises, and she had come up to London with him.

Why dont you sit down whilst you talk, Leah?

I had told Watts I had no children, she continued, disregarding my injunction. And that was the lie, Mr. Charles. More than once he had said in my hearing that he would never marry a ready-made family. For very shame I could not tell him, when I found how things were with Nancy. After we came to London, I searched her out and went to her in secret, begging her to leave the man, but she would not.

A burst of emotion stopped Leah. She soon resumed:

She would not leave him. In spite of all I could say or do, though I went down on my knees to her, and sobbed and prayed my heart out, she remained with him. And she is with him still.

All this time?

All this time, sir; seven years. He was once superior to her in position, but he has fallen from it now, is unsteady, and drinks half his time away. Sometimes he is in work; oftener without it; and the misery and privation she goes through no tongue can tell. He beats her, abuses her  

Why does she not leave him?

Ah, sir, why dont we do many things that we ought? Partly because shes afraid he would keep the children. There are three of them. Many a time she would have died of hunger but for me. I help her all I can; shes my own child. Sir, you asked me, only yesterday, why I went shabby; but, instead of buying clothes for myself, I scrape and save to keep her poor body and soul together. I go without food to take it to her; many a day I put my dinner away, telling Watts I dont feel inclined for it then and will eat it by-and-by. He thinks I do so. She does not beg of me; she has never entered this house; she has never told that tyrant of hers that I am her mother. Mother, she has said to me, never fear. I would rather die than bring trouble on you.

But about last night? I interrupted.

I was at work in the kitchen when a little gravel was thrown against the window. I guessed who it was, and went up to the door. If Watts had been at home, I should have taken no notice, but just have said, Drat those street boys again! or something of that sort. There she was, leaning against the opposite railings, and she crossed over when she saw me. She said she was beside herself with misery and trouble, and I believe she was. He had been beating her, and she had not tasted food since the previous day; not a crumb. She kept looking towards the steps leading to the Thames, and I thought she might have got it in her head, what with her weak condition of body and her misery of mind, to put an end to herself. I tried, sir, to soothe and reason with her; what else could I do? I said I would fetch her some food, and give her sevenpence to buy a loaf to take home to her children.

Where does she live? I interposed.

In this parish, St. Clement Danes; and there are some parts of this parish, you know, sir, as bad as any in London. When I offered to fetch her food, she said, No, she would not take it; her life was too wretched to bear, and she should end it; she had come out to do so. It was just what I feared. I scolded her. I told her to stay there at the door, and I shut it and ran down for the food. But when I got back to the door, I couldnt see her anywhere. Then I heard a voice from the steps call out Good-bye! and I knew she was going to the water. At that moment Mr. Lennard came up, and I asked him to remain in the house whilst I went out for a minute. I was almost frightened out of my senses.

Did you find her?

I found her, sir, looking down at the river. I reasoned her into a little better mood, and she ate a little of the food, and I brought her back up the steps, gave her the sevenpence, and led her up the street and across the Strand, on her way home. And thats the whole truth, Mr. Charles, of what took me out last night; and I declare I know no more of the missing money than a babe unborn. I had just come back with the empty plate and cloth when you saw me sitting on the stairs.

The whole truth I felt sure it was. Every word, every look of Leahs proclaimed it.

And thats my sad secret, she added; one I have to bear about with me at all times, in my work and out of my work. Watts is a good husband to me, but he prides himself on his respectability, and I wouldnt have him know that I have deceived him for the universe. I wouldnt have him know that she, being what she is, was my daughter. He said hed treat me to Ashleys Circus last winter, and gave me two shillings, and I pretended to go. But I gave it to her, poor thing, and walked about in the cold, looking at the late shops, till it was time to come home. Watts asked me what I had seen, and I told him such marvels that he said hed go the next night himself, for he had never heard the like, and he supposed it must be a benefit night. You will not tell him my secret, sir?

No, Leah, I will not tell him. It is safe with me.

With a long drawn sigh she turned to leave the room. But I stopped her.

A moment yet, Leah. Can you remember at what time you took up the water to Mr. Brightman?

It was some time before the stone came to the window. About ten minutes, maybe, sir, after you went out. I heard you come downstairs whistling, and go out.

No one came to the house during my absence?

No one at all, sir.

Did you notice whether Mr. Brightman had either of the drawers of his desk open when you took up the water?

Leah shook her head. I cant say, sir, she answered. I did not notice one way or the other.


CHAPTER V.

LADY CLAVERING.

The people were coming out of the various churches when I reached Hastings. Going straight to the Queens Hotel, I asked for Mrs. Brightman. Perry had said she was staying there. It was, I believe, the only good hotel in the place in those days. Hatch, Mrs. Brightmans maid, came to me at once. Her mistress was not yet up, she said, having a bad headache.

Hatch and I had become quite confidential friends during these past years. She was not a whit altered since I first saw her, and to me did not look a day older. The flaming ringlets adorned her face as usual, and sky-blue cap-strings flowed behind them this morning. Hatch was glaringly plain; Hatch had a wonderful tongue, and was ever ready to exercise it, and Hatchs diction and grammar were unique; nevertheless, you could not help liking Hatch.

But to hear that Mrs. Brightman was ill in bed rather checkmated me. I really did not know what to do.

My business with your mistress is of very great importance, Hatch, I observed. I ought to see her. I have come down on purpose to see her.

You might see her this afternoon, Mr. Charles; not before, spoke Hatch decisively. These headaches is uncommon bad while they last. Perhaps Miss Annabel would do? She is not here, though; but is staying with her aunt Lucy.

I have brought down bad news, Hatch. I should not like Miss Annabel to be the first to hear it.

Bad news! repeated Hatch quickly, as she stared at me with her great green eyes. Our house aint burnt down, surely! Is that the news, sir?

Worse than that, Hatch. It concerns Mr. Brightman.

Hatchs manner changed in a moment. Her voice became timid. For goodness sake, Mr. Charles! he is not ill, is he?

Worse, Hatch. He is dead, I whispered.

Hatch backed to a chair and dropped into it: we were in Mrs. Brightmans sitting-room. The Lord be good to us! she exclaimed, in all reverence. Her red cheeks turned white, her eloquence for once deserted her.

I sat down and gave her the details in a few brief words: she was a confidential, trusted servant, and had lived with her mistress many years. It affected her even more than I had expected. She wrung her hands, her tears coursed freely.

My poor master  my poor mistress! she exclaimed. What on earth  Mr. Charles, is it sure he is dead? quite dead? she broke off to ask.

Nay, Hatch, I have told you.

Presently she got up, and seemed to rally her courage. Anyway, Mr. Charles, we shall have to meet this, and deal with it as we best may. I mean the family, sir, whats left of em. And missis must be told  and, pardon me, sir, but I think Id best be the one to tell her. She is so used to me, you see, added Hatch, looking at me keenly. She might take it better from me than from you; that is, it might seem less hard.

Indeed, I should be only too glad to be spared the task, was my answer.

But you must tell Miss Brightman, sir, and Miss Annabel. Perhaps if you were to go now, Mr. Charles, while I do the best I can with my missis, we might be ready for the afternoon train. That, you say, will be best to travel by  

I said the train would be the best of the trains to-day, Hatch. It is for Mrs. Brightman to consider whether she will go up to-day or to-morrow.

Well, yes, Mr. Charles, thats what I mean. My heads almost moithered. But I think she is sure to go up to-day.

Miss Brightman, who was Mr. Brightmans only sister, lived in a handsome house facing the sea. Annabel visited her a good deal, staying with her sometimes for weeks together. Mr. Brightman had sanctioned it, Mrs. Brightman did not object to it.

Upon reaching the house, the footman said Miss Brightman was not yet in from church, and ushered me into the drawing-room. Annabel was there. And really, like Hatch, she was not much altered, except in height and years, since the day I first saw her, when she had chattered to me so freely and lent me her favourite book, The Old English Baron. She was fourteen then: a graceful, pretty child, with charming manners; her dark brown eyes, sweet and tender and bright like her fathers, her features delicately carved like her mothers, a rose-blush on her dimpled cheeks. She was twenty now, and a graceful, pretty woman. No, not one whit altered.

She was standing by the fire in her silk attire, just as she had come in from church, only her bonnet-strings untied. Bonnets were really bonnets then, and rendered a lovely face all the more attractive. Annabels bonnet that day was pink, and its border intermingled, as it seemed, with the waves of her soft brown hair. She quite started with surprise.

Is it you, Charley! she exclaimed, coming forward, the sweet rose-blush deepening and the sweet eyes brightening. Have you come to Hastings? Is papa with you?

No, Annabel, he is not with me, I answered gravely, as I clasped her hand. I wanted to see Miss Brightman.

She will be here directly. She called in to see old Mrs. Day, who is ill: a great friend of Aunt Lucys. Did papa  

But we were interrupted by the return of Miss Brightman, a small, fragile woman, with delicate lungs. Annabel left us together.

How I accomplished my unhappy task I hardly knew. How Miss Brightman subsequently imparted it to Annabel I did not know at all. It must be enough to say that we went to London by an afternoon train, bearing our weight of care. All, except Miss Brightman. Hatch travelled in the carriage with us.

In appearance, at any rate, the news had most affected Mrs. Brightman. Her frame trembled, her pale face and restless hands twitched with nervousness. Of course, her headache went for something.

I have them so very badly, she moaned to me once during the journey. They unfit me for everything.

And, indeed, these headaches of Mrs. Brightmans were nothing new to me. She had always suffered from them. But of late, that is to say during the past few months, when by chance I went to Clapham, I more often than not found her ill and invisible from this distressing pain. My intimacy with Mrs. Brightman had not made much progress. The same proud, haughty woman she was when I first saw her, she had remained. Coldly civil to me, as to others; and that was all that could be said.

When about half-way up, whilst waiting for an express to pass, or something of that sort, and we were for some minutes at a standstill, I told Mrs. Brightman about the missing money belonging to George Coney.

It is of little consequence if it be lost, was her indifferent and no doubt thoughtless comment. What is thirty pounds?

Little, I knew, to a firm like ours, but the uncertainty it left us in was a great deal. Setting aside the mystery attaching to the loss, I remarked, there remains a suspicion that we may have a thief about us; and that is not a pleasant feeling. Other things may go next.

Upon reaching London we drove to Essex Street. What a painful visit it was! Even now I cannot bear to think of it. Poor Mrs. Brightman grew nervously excited. As she looked down upon him, in his death-stillness, I thought she would have wept her heart away. Annabel strove to be calm for her mothers sake.

After some tea, which Leah and Hatch brought up to us, I saw them safely to Clapham, and then returned home.

* * * * *

Monday morning rose, and its work with it: the immediate work connected with our painful loss, and the future work that was to fall upon me. The chief weight and responsibility of the business had hitherto been his share; now it must be all mine. In the course of the day I sent a cheque to George Coney.

An inquest had to be held, and took place early on Tuesday morning. Mr. Brightmans death was proved, beyond doubt, to have occurred from natural causes, though not from disease of the heart. He had died by the visitation of God. But for the disappearance of the money, my thoughts would never have dwelt on any other issue.

After it was over, Lennard was standing with me in the front-room, from which the jury had just gone out, when we fell to talking about the missing money and its unaccountable loss. It lay heavily upon my mind. Fathom it I could not, turn it about as I would. Edgar Lennard was above suspicion, and he was the only one, so far as he and I knew, who had been in the room after the bag was put there, Leah excepted. Of her I felt equally certain. Lennard began saying how heartily he wished he had not been told to come back that night; but I requested him to be at ease, for he had quite as much reason to suspect me, as I him.

Not quite, answered he, smiling; considering that you had to make it good.

Well, Lennard, I dare say the mystery will be solved some time or other. Robberies, like murders, generally come out. The worst is, we cannot feel assured that other losses may not follow.

Not they, returned Lennard, too confidently. This one has been enough for us.

Did it ever strike you, Lennard, that Mr. Brightman had been in failing health lately?

Often, emphatically spoke Lennard. I think he had something on his mind.

On his mind? I should say it was on his health. There were times when he seemed to have neither energy nor spirits for anything. You dont know how much business he has of late left to me that he used to do himself.

Well, contended Lennard, it used to strike me he was not at ease; that something or other was troubling him.

Yes, and now that this fatal termination has ensued, we see that the trouble may have been health, I maintained. Possibly he knew that something was dangerously wrong with him.

Possibly so, conceded Lennard.

He was leaving the room for his own, when a clerk met him and said that Sir Edmund Clavering was asking for Mr. Strange. I bade him show up Sir Edmund.

Mr. Brightman had for years been confidential solicitor to Sir Ralph Clavering, a physician, whose baronetcy was a new one. When Sir Ralph gave up practice, and retired to an estate he bought in the country, a Mrs. Clavering, a widow, whose husband had been a distant cousin of Sir Ralphs, entered it with him as his companion and housekeeper. It ended in his marrying her, as these companionships so often end, especially where the man is old, and the woman young, attractive and wily. Mrs. Clavering was poor, and no doubt played for the stake she won. The heir-presumptive to Sir Ralphs title was his nephew, Edmund Clavering, but his fortune he could leave to whom he would.

Sir Ralph Clavering died  only about ten days before Mr. Brightmans own death. The funeral took place on the Tuesday  this very day week of which I am writing. After attending it, Mr. Brightman returned to the office in the evening. The clerks had left, and he came up to my room.

Take this off my hat, will you, Charles? he said. I cant go home in it, of course: and Mrs. Brightman had a superstition against hat-scarves going into the house.

I undid the black silk and laid it on the table. What am I to do with it, sir?

Anything. Give it to Leah for a Sunday apron. My lady treated us to a specimen of her temper when the will was read, he added. She expected to inherit all, and is not satisfied with the competency left to her.

Who does inherit? I asked: for Mr. Brightman had never enlightened me, although I knew that he had made Sir Ralphs will.

Edmund Clavering. And quite right that he should do so: the estate ought to go with the title. Besides, setting aside that consideration, Sir Edmund is entitled to it quite as much as my lady. More so, I think. Theres the will, Charles; you can read it.

I glanced over the will, which Mr. Brightman had brought back with him. Lady Clavering had certainly a competency, but the bulk of the property was left to Sir Edmund, the inheritor of the title. I was very much surprised.

I thought she would have had it all, Mr. Brightman. Living estranged as Sir Ralph did from his brother, even refusing to be reconciled when the latter was dying, the estrangement extended to the son, Edmund, I certainly thought Lady Clavering would have come in for all. You thought so too, sir.

I did, until I made the will. And at one time it was Sir Ralphs intention to leave most of it to her. But for certain reasons which arose, he altered his plans. Sufficient reasons, added Mr. Brightman, in a marked, emphatic manner. He imparted them to me when he gave instructions for his will. I should have left her less.

May I know them?

No, Charles. They were told to me in confidence, and they concern neither you nor me. Is the gas out in the next room?

Yes. Shall I light it?

It is not worth while. That hand-lamp of yours will do. I only want to put up the will.

I took the lamp, and lighted Mr. Brightman into the front room, his own exclusively. He opened the iron safe, and there deposited Sir Ralph Claverings will, to be left there until it should be proved.

That is sufficient explanation for the present. Sir Edmund Clavering, shown up by Lennard himself, came into the room. I had never acted for him; Mr. Brightman had invariably done so.

Can you carry my business through, Mr. Strange? he asked, after expressing his shock and regret at Mr. Brightmans sudden fate.

I hope so. Why not, Sir Edmund?

You have not Mr. Brightmans legal knowledge and experience.

Not his experience, certainly; because he was an old man and I am a young one. But, as far as practice goes, I have for some time had chief control of the business. Mr. Brightman almost confined himself to seeing clients. You may trust me, Sir Edmund.

Oh yes, I dare say it will be all right, he rejoined. Do you know that Lady Clavering and her cousin John  my cousin also  mean to dispute the will?

Upon what grounds?

Upon Sir Ralphs incompetency to make one, I suppose  as foul a plea as ever false woman or man invented. Mr. Brightman can prove  Good heavens! every moment I forget that he is dead, broke off Sir Edmund. How unfortunate that he should have gone just now!

But there cannot fail to be ample proof of Sir Ralphs competency. The servants about him must know that he was of sane and healthy mind.

I dont know what her schemes may be, rejoined Sir Edmund; but I do know that she will not leave a stone unturned to wrest my rights from me. I am more bitter than gall and wormwood to her.

Because you have inherited most of the money.

Ay, for one thing. But theres another reason, more galling to her even than that.

Sir Edmund looked at me with a peculiar expression. He was about my own age, and would have been an exceedingly pleasant man but for his pride. When he could so far forget that as to throw it off, he was warm and cordial.

Her ladyship is a scheming woman, Mr. Strange. She flung off into a fit of resentment at first, which Mr. Brightman witnessed, but very shortly her tactics changed. Before Sir Ralph had been three days in his grave, she contrived to intimate to me that we had better join interests. Do you understand?

I did not know whether to understand or not. It was inconceivable.

And I feel ashamed to enlighten you, said Sir Edmund passionately. She offered herself to me; my willing wife. If you will wed no other woman, I will wed no other man   How runs the old ballad? Not in so many words, but in terms sufficiently plain to be deciphered. I answered as plainly, and declined. Declined to join interests  declined her  and so made her my mortal enemy for ever. Do you know her?

I never saw her.

Take care of yourself, then, should you be brought into contact with her, laughed Sir Edmund. She is a Jezebel. All the same, she is one of the most fascinating of women: irresistibly so, no doubt, to many people. Had she been any but my uncles wife  widow  I dont know how it might have gone with me. By the way, Mr. Strange, did Mr. Brightman impart to you Sir Ralphs reason for devising his property to me? He had always said, you know, that he would not do it. Mr. Brightman would not tell me the reason for the change.

No, he did not. Sir Ralph intended, I believe, to bequeath most of it to his wife, and altered his mind quite suddenly. So much Mr. Brightman told me.

Found out Jezebel, perhaps, at some trick or other.

That I thought all too likely; but did not say so. Sir Edmund continued to speak a little longer upon business matters, and then rose.

The will had better be proved without delay, he paused to say.

I will see about it the first thing next week, Sir Edmund. It would have been done this week but for Mr. Brightmans unexpected death.

Why do you sink your voice to a whisper? asked Sir Edmund, as we were quitting the room. Do you fear eavesdroppers?

I was not conscious that I had sunk it, until recalled to the fact. Every time I approach this door, I said, pointing to the one opening into the other room, I feel as if I were in the presence of the dead. He is still lying there.

What  Mr. Brightman?

It is where he died. He will be removed to his late residence to-night.

I think I will see him, cried Sir Edmund, laying his hand on the door.

As you please. I would not advise you. And he apparently thought better of it, and went down.

I had to attend the Vice-Chancellors Court; law business goes on without respect to the dead. Upon my return in the afternoon, I was in the front office, speaking to Lennard, when a carriage drove down the street, and stopped at the door. Our blinds were down, but one of the clerks peeped out. A gentlemans chariot, painted black, he announced: the servants in deep mourning.

Allen went out and brought back a card. The lady wishes to see you, sir.

I cast my eyes on it Lady Clavering. And an involuntary smile crossed my face, at the remembrance of Sir Edmunds caution, should I ever be brought into contact with her. But what could Lady Clavering want with me?

She was conducted upstairs, and I followed, leaving my business with Lennard until afterwards. She was already seated in the very chair that, not two hours ago, had held her opponent, Sir Edmund: a very handsome woman, dressed as coquettishly as her widows weeds allowed. Her face was beautiful as to form and colouring, but its free and vain expression spoiled it. Every glance of her coal-black eye, every movement of her head and hands, every word that fell from her lips, was a purposed display of her charms, a demand for admiration. Sir Edmund need not have cautioned me to keep heart-whole. One so vain and foolish would repel rather than attract me, even though gifted with beauty rarely accorded to woman. A Jezebel? Yes, I agreed with him  a very Jezebel.

I have the honour of speaking to Mr. Strange? Charles Strange, as I have heard Mr. Brightman call you, she said, with a smile of fascination.

Yes, I am Charles Strange. What can I do for you, madam?

Will you promise to do what I have come to ask you?

The more she spoke, the less I liked her. I am naturally frank in manner, but I grew reserved with her. I cannot make a promise without knowing its nature, Lady Clavering.

She picked up her long jet chain, and twirled it about in her fingers. What a frightfully sudden death Mr. Brightmans has been! she resumed. Did he lie ill at all?

No. He died suddenly, as he was sitting at his desk. And to render it still more painful, no one was with him.

I read the account in this mornings paper, and came up at once to see you, resumed Lady Clavering. He was my husbands confidential adviser. Were you in his confidence also?

I presumed that she meant Mr. Brightmans, and answered accordingly. Partially so.

You are aware how very unjustly my poor childish husband strove to will away his property. Of course the will cannot be allowed to stand. At the time of Sir Ralphs funeral, I informed Mr. Brightman that I should take some steps to assert my rights, and I wished him to be my solicitor in the matter. But no; he refused, and went over to the enemy, Edmund Clavering.

We were solicitors to Mr. Edmund Clavering before he came into the title.

Mr. Brightman was; you never did anything for him, she hastily interrupted; therefore no obligation can lie on you to act for him now. I want you to act for me, and I have come all this way to request you to do so.

I cannot do so, Lady Clavering. I have seen Sir Edmund since Mr. Brightmans death, and have undertaken to carry on his business.

Seen Sir Edmund since Mr. Brightmans death!

I have indeed.

She threw herself back in her chair, and looked at me from under her vain eyelids. Leave him, Mr. Strange; you can easily make an excuse, if you will. Mr. Brightman held all my husbands papers, knew all about his property, and no one is so fitted to act for me as you, his partner. I will make it worth your while.

What you suggest is impossible, Lady Clavering. We are enlisted in the interests  I speak professionally  of the other side, and have already advised with Sir Edmund as to the steps to be taken in the suit you purpose to enter against him. To leave him for you, after doing so, would be dishonourable and impossible.

She shot another glance at me from those mischievous eyes. I will make it well worth your while, I repeat, Mr. Strange.

I could look mischievous too, if I pleased; perhaps did on occasion; but she could read nothing in my gaze then, as it met hers, that was not sober as old Time.

I can only repeat my answer, Lady Clavering.

Not a word spoke she; only made play with her eyes. Did the woman mean to subdue me? Her gaze dropped.

I have heard Mr. Brightman speak of Charles Strange not only as a thorough lawyer, but as a gentleman  very fond of the worlds vanities.

Not very fond, Lady Clavering. Joining in them occasionally, in proper time and place.

I met you once at a large evening party. It was at old Judge Tartars, she ran on.

Indeed! I answered, not remembering it.

It was before I married Sir Ralph. You came in with your relative, Serjeant Stillingfar. What a charming man he is! I heard you tell someone you had just come down from Oxford. Wont you act for me, Mr. Strange?

Indeed, it does not lie in my power.

Well, I did not think a gentleman  with another stress upon the word would have refused to act on my behalf.

Lady Clavering must perceive that I have no alternative.

Who is Edmund Clavering that he should be preferred to me? she demanded with some vehemence.

Nay, Lady Clavering, circumstances compel the preference.

A silence ensued, and I glanced at my watch  the lawyers hint. She did not take it.

Can you tell me whether, amidst the papers Mr. Brightman held belonging to Sir Ralph, there are any letters of mine?

I cannot say.

Some of my letters, to Sir Ralph and others, are missing, and I think they must have got amongst the papers by mistake. Will you look?

I will take an early opportunity of doing so.

Oh, but I mean now. I want them. Why cannot you search now?

I did not tell her why. In the first place, most of the Clavering papers were in the room where Mr. Brightman was lying  and there were other reasons also.

I cannot spare the time, Lady Clavering: I have an appointment out of doors which I must keep. I will search for you in a day or two. But should any letters of yours be here  of which I assure you I am ignorant  you will pardon my intimating that it may not be expedient to give them up.

What do you mean? Why not?

Should they bear at all upon the cause at issue between you and Sir Edmund Clavering  

But they dont, she interrupted.

Then, if they do not, I shall be happy to enclose them to you.

It is of the utmost consequence to me that I should regain possession of them, she said, with suppressed agitation.

And, if possible, you shall do so. I rose as I spoke, and waited for her to rise. She did so, but advanced to the window and pulled the blind aside.

My carriage is not back yet, Mr. Strange. A friend who came up with me has gone to do a commission for herself. It will be here in a few minutes. I suppose I can wait.

I begged her to remain as long as she pleased, but to excuse me, for I was already behind time. She drew up the blind a little and sat down at the window as I left her.

After giving some directions to Lennard, I hastened to keep my appointment, which was at the Temple with a chamber-counsel.

The interview lasted about twenty minutes. As I turned into Essex Street again, Lady Claverings carriage was bowling up it. I raised my hat, and she bowed to me, leaning before another lady, who sat with her, but she looked white and frightened. What had taken her brilliant colour? At the door, when I reached it, stood the clerks, Lennard amongst them, some with a laugh on their countenances, some looking as white and scared as Lady Clavering.

Why, what is this? I exclaimed.

They went back to their desks, and Lennard explained.

You must have seen Lady Claverings carriage, he began.

Yes.

Just before it came for her, cries and shrieks were heard above; startling shrieks, terrifying us all. We hastened up with one accord, and found that Lady Clavering  

Well? I impatiently cried, looking at Lennard.

Had gone into the next room, and seen Mr. Brightman, he whispered. It took three of us to hold her, and it ended with hysterics. Leah came flying from the kitchen, took off her bonnet, and brought some water.

I was sorry to hear it; sorry that any woman should have been exposed to so unpleasant a fright. But it was her own fault, I said to Lennard. How could she think of entering a room of which the door was locked?

What right had she to attempt to enter it at all, locked or unlocked, I should say, Mr. Strange! returned Lennard severely. And the best of it was, she laid the blame upon us, asking what business we had to put dead people into public rooms.

She is a curious sort of woman, I fancy, Lennard.

And the more I thought of her, the more curious I found her. The door between the two rooms had been locked, and the key was lying in the corner of the mantelpiece. Lady Clavering must have searched for the key before she could open the door and enter the room.

With what motive had she entered it?


CHAPTER VI.

THE MISSING WILL.

Mr. Brightman was buried on the Thursday, and Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar came up from circuit for the funeral. Three or four other gentlemen attended, and myself. It was all done very quietly. After that the will was read.

He had not left as much money as might have been expected. I suppose the rate at which they lived had absorbed it. Nearly the whole of it was vested in trustees, who would pay the interest to Mrs. Brightman until her death, when it would all descend unconditionally to Annabel. If she married again, one half the yearly income at once went to Annabel. To my surprise, I was left executor. Mr. Brightman had never told me so. Of the two executors originally appointed  for the will had been made many years  one had recently died, and Mr. Brightman had inserted my name in his place. That all the work would fall upon my shoulders I knew, for the other executor had become a confirmed invalid.

With regard to our own articles of partnership, provided for by a recent codicil, they were very favourable to me, though somewhat peculiar. If Mr. Brightman died before I was thirty years of age, two-thirds of the net profits of the business were to be paid to Mrs. Brightman for three years; but if I had passed my thirtieth year when he died, only half the profits would go to her. After the first three years, one-third of the profits would be hers for three years more; and then all would revert to me absolutely.

I wanted some years yet of thirty. But it was an excellent and lucrative practice. Few men fall into so good a thing when they are still young.

So there you are, Charles, the head of one of the best professional houses in London, remarked my uncle Stillingfar, as he took my arm when we were leaving the house. Rather different from what your fate might have been, had you carried out your wish of going to the Bar. My boy, you may be thankful that you know nothing of the struggles I had to go through.

Do you still feel quite well and strong, uncle? I asked, after a bit.

Yes, I do, Charles. I suppose you think I am growing old. But I believe I am more capable of work than are many of my juniors who are now on circuit with me. With a sound constitution, never played with, and a temperate way of life, we retain our energies, by Gods blessing, to an older age than mine.

That was no doubt true. True also that he must be making heaps of money. I wondered what he meant to do with it. He had been very liberal to me as long as I needed help, but that time was over.

The sad week passed away. On the following Monday I set to professional business in earnest: the previous week had been much given to matters not professional. One of the first things to be attended to was to prove the will of Sir Ralph Clavering, and, in the course of the morning, I unlocked the iron safe in the front room to get it. Nothing was ever placed in that safe but wills and title-deeds, and these were never placed anywhere else. But where this particular will was hiding itself, I could not tell, for I turned over every paper the place contained without coming to it. More haste less speed, cried I to myself, for I had been doing it in a hurry. I must have overlooked it.

So I began again and went through the papers carefully, paper by paper. I had not overlooked it, for Sir Ralphs will was certainly not there.

Now, was I awake or dreaming? Was there a fairy in the walls to remove things, or was the house bewitched?  or what was it? I went and examined the Clavering papers, which were in Mr. Brightmans desk in the adjoining room  my room, which had been cleaned and put straight again. But the will was not amongst them. I searched other drawers and desks in vain. Then I called up Lennard.

Do you know anything of Sir Ralph Claverings will? I cannot find it.

It must be in the safe, he replied.

It is not in the safe. Lennard, this is very strange: first that bag of money, and now the will.

Oh, but it cannot be, returned Lennard, after a pause. That the gold went, appears to be too plain, but who would take a will? Money might be a temptation, if any stranger did enter Mr. Brightmans room that night, but  

It has been proved almost beyond doubt that no one entered, and yet the money went. Lennard, theres something not canny at work in the house, as the Scotch say.

Do not think it, Mr. Strange, he replied warmly. The gold appears to have gone in some mysterious manner, but the will cannot be gone. Depend upon it, it is in the safe.

I had a great respect for Lennards judgment, but I had as great confidence in my own eyesight. I unlocked the safe again, and, taking out the parchments, one by one, handed them to Lennard that he might read their titles. There, said I, when we had reached the last; is the will amongst them?

Lennards face had turned grave. This is very extraordinary! he exclaimed. Mr. Brightman would not put it anywhere else.

He never put a will up in any other place than this since I have been with him, Lennard; and I myself saw him put it in; held the light for him: it was in the evening of last Tuesday week, after he came back from Sir Ralphs funeral. It has gone after the gold.

No, no, he cried, almost in agitation; it has not, it has not: I will never believe it.

One very slight hope came to me. Mr. Brightman might have given it into the custody of Sir Edmund Clavering. But then Sir Edmund would surely have said so when he spoke to me about proving the will. The loss of the money was nothing to this, for that had been easily replaced, and there was an end of the matter; but this loss could not be replaced, and there was no knowing what the end would be. It might be little short of ruin to Sir Edmund Clavering, and nothing short of ruin to me: for who would continue to employ a firm liable to lose wills?

I was greatly occupied that day, but the missing will lay upon me as a nightmare, and I forced time for a dash up to Sir Edmund Claverings hotel in the afternoon, bribing the cabman to double speed. By good luck, I found Sir Edmund in, and inquired if he held possession of the will.

Mr. Brightman holds the will, he replied. Held, I should say: I cannot yet speak of him in the past tense, you see. He took it home with him after Sir Ralphs funeral.

I know he brought it home, Sir Edmund; but I thought it possible he might since then have given it into your possession. I hoped he had, for I cannot find the will. I have searched for it everywhere.

Not find the will! he echoed. Perhaps you have looked in every place but the right one, he added, with a slight laugh. I can tell you where it is.

Where?

In the iron safe in Mr. Brightmans room.

It was placed there  we never put wills anywhere else; never  but it is not there now. May I ask how you knew it was there, Sir Edmund?

Because on the day but one following the funeral I came to town and had an interview with Mr. Brightman in his room. It was on the Thursday. Perhaps you remember that I was with him that day?

Quite well.

During our consultation we differed in opinion as to a certain clause in the will, and Mr. Brightman took it out of the safe to convince me. He was right, and I was wrong; as, indeed, I might have known, considering that he had made the will. He put it back into the safe at once and locked it up. When are you going to prove the will? It ought to be done now.

I was going to set about it this very day; but, as I say, I cannot find the will.

It must be easy enough to find a big parchment like that. If not in the safe, Mr. Brightman must have put it elsewhere. Look in all his pigeon-holes and places.

I have looked: I have looked everywhere.  Just as I looked some days before for the bag of sovereigns, I mentally added.

But Sir Edmund Clavering was determined to treat the matter lightly: he evidently attached no importance to it whatever, believing that Mr. Brightman had only changed its place.

I went home again, feeling as uncomfortable as I had ever felt in my life. An undefined idea, a doubt, had flashed into my mind whilst I had been talking to Lennard. Imagination is quicker with me, I know, than with many people; and the moment a thing puzzles me, I must dive into its why and wherefore: its various bearings and phases, probable and improbable, natural and unnatural. This doubt  which I had driven away at the time, had been driving away during my gallop to Sir Edmunds, and whilst I was conversing with him  now grew into suspicion.

Let me explain how I arrived at this suspicion. When I found the will had disappeared from the safe  when I searched and searched in vain  I could only come to the conclusion that it had been stolen. But why was it taken? From what motive? Why should that one particular parchment be abstracted, and the others left? Obviously, it could only have been from interested motives. Now, who had an interest in getting possession of the will  so that it might not be proved and acted upon? Only one person in the whole world  Lady Clavering. And Lady Clavering had been alone in the room where the safe was for nearly half an hour.

If she had obtained possession of the will, there was farewell to our ever getting it again. I saw through her character at that first interview: she was a woman absolutely without scruple.

But how could she have got at it? Even supposing she knew the will was in the iron safe, she could not have opened it without the key; and how could she have obtained the key?

Again  if Lady Clavering were the guilty party, what became of my very natural suspicions that the will and the gold were both taken by the same hand? And with the gold Lady Clavering could have had nothing to do. Look at it as I would, perplexities arose; points difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile.

Lennard met me in the passage on my return. Is it all right? Has Sir Edmund got it, sir?

No, no; I told you it was a forlorn hope. Come upstairs, Lennard. Sir Edmund has not the will, I continued, as we entered the front room. He says that when he was here last Thursday week, Mr. Brightman had occasion to refer to the will, took it from the safe, and put it back again. Therefore it is since that period that the theft has taken place.

Can you really look upon it as stolen? Lennard uttered, with emphasis. Who would steal so valueless a thing as a will?

Not valueless to everyone.

No one in the house would do such a thing. You have a suspicion? he added.

Yes, I have, Lennard.

He began to pace the room. Lennard was, in truth, completely upset by this loss. Of whom? he presently jerked out. Surely not of Leah!

Of Leah! Oh no!

I fancied you suspected her in the matter of the money. I feel sure she was innocent.

So do I. Leah no more took the money than you or I did, Lennard. And what should she want with the will? If I made her a present of all the wills in the safe, she would only light her fires with them as useless lumber. Try again.

But he only shook his head. I cannot catch your drift, sir.

To all persons, two excepted, the will would be as useless as to Leah. One of those two is Sir Edmund; and he has it not: the other is Lady Clavering.

But surely you cannot suspect her! exclaimed Lennard. You cannot suspect Lady Clavering!

To say that I suspect her would perhaps be too strong a word, Lennard. If my doubts rest upon her at all, it is because she is the only person who could have an interest in getting possession of the will; and she is the only stranger, as far as I can recollect, who has been alone in this room sufficiently long to take it from the safe.

Lennard was incredulous. But she had not the key of the safe. She could not have opened it without it.

I know  I see the improbabilities that encompass my doubts; but I can think of nothing else.

Where was the key of the safe? asked Lennard.

In that back room; and in Mr. Brightmans deep drawer  the drawer from which the gold was taken, was my grave answer. And she could not have got at it without  without passing him.

Lennards face grew hot.

And the key of that drawer was here, in my own pocket, on the bunch. I took out the bunch of keys as I spoke  Mr. Brightmans bunch until within a few days  and shook it before him.

What mystery has come over the house, about keys, and locks, and things disappearing? Lennard murmured, as a man bewildered.

Lennard, it is the question I am asking myself.

She could never have gone in there and passed him; and stood there while she got the key. A young and beautiful woman like Lady Clavering! Sir, it would be unnatural.

No more unnatural for beauty than for ugliness, Lennard. Unnatural for most women, though, whether pretty or plain.

But how could she have divined that the key of the safe was in that drawer, or in that room? urged Lennard. For the matter of that, how could she have known that the will was in the safe?

Truly the affair presented grave perplexities. One curious part of it is that she should have called you up with her screams, Lennard, I remarked. If she had only that moment opened the door, and seen  what frightened her, she could not have been already in the room hunting for the key. Were the screams assumed? Was it all a piece of acting?

It would take a subtle actress to counterfeit her terror, replied Lennard; and the best actress breathing could not have assumed her ghastly look. No, Mr. Strange, I believe what she said was the fact: that, weary of waiting for her carriage, she had walked about the room, then opened the door, and passed into the other without any thought except that of distracting her ennui.

She must have looked about for the key of the door, mind you, Lennard.

A man has rarely been placed in a more disagreeable predicament than I felt to be in then. It was of no use temporising with the matter: I could only meet it boldly, and I sent that evening for Sir Edmund Clavering, and laid it before him. I told him of Lady Claverings visit, and hinted at the doubt which had forced itself on my mind. Sir Edmund jumped to the conclusion (and into a passion at the same time) that she was the culprit, and declared he would apply for a warrant at Bow Street on the morrow, to take her into custody. With extreme difficulty I got him to hear reason against anything of the sort.

Lennard, who had remained, came round to Sir Edmunds opinion that it must inevitably have been Lady Clavering. Failing her, no shadow of suspicion could attach itself to anyone, sift and search into the matter as we would.

But neither was there as to the gold, was my rejoinder.

Then after they were gone, and I sat by the fire in the front room, and went over the details dispassionately and carefully, and lay awake the best part of the night, going over them still, my suspicions of Lady Clavering lessened, and I arrived at the conclusion that they were too improbable to be well founded.

Nevertheless, I intended to pursue the course I had decided on: and that was to call upon her. She, like Sir Edmund, was now staying in London, at an hotel. Not to accuse her, but to see if I could not, indirectly, make out something that would confirm or dissipate my suspicion.

I went up in the course of the morning. Lady Clavering was sitting alone, her widows cap on the sofa beside her. She hurried it on to her head, when the waiter announced me.

It is so hot and ugly, she exclaimed, in tones of excuse. I sit without it when I am alone. So you have condescended to return my visit, Mr. Strange. I thought you gentlemen of the law took refuge in your plea of occupation to ignore etiquette.

Indeed it is not out of deference to etiquette that I have called upon you to-day, Lady Clavering, but  

You have thought better of your refusal: you have come to say you will undertake my business! she interrupted, eyes and looks full of eagerness.

Nor yet that, I was forced to reply, though, in truth, I should have been glad to conciliate her. I am sure you will find many an advocate quite as efficient as I should be. The day you were at our house, did you happen to see  

Mr. Strange, I must beg you, as a gentleman, not to allude to what I saw, she interposed, in tones of alarm. I think it was inexcusable on your part not to have informed me what was in the next room.

Pardon me, Lady Clavering; it would have been an unnecessary and unpleasant piece of information to volunteer: for how could I possibly foresee that you would be likely to enter that room? I might have added  look for the key, unlock it, and go into it.

I never saw a dead person in my life, she rejoined; not even my husband; and I shall not easily recover from the shock. I would give anything rather than have been exposed to it.

And so would I, and I shall always regret it, was my warm apology.

Then why do you introduce the subject?

I did not intend to allude to that; but to your having sat in the front room I must allude; and I know you will excuse my asking you the question I am about to put to you. Did you happen to see a parchment lying in that front room: on the table, or the side-tables, or  anywhere, in short? We have missed one: and if you chanced to have noticed it, it would be a great assistance to us, as a proof that we need not carry our researches further back than that day.

I dont remember that I saw any parchment, she carelessly rejoined. I saw some papers, tied round with pink tape, on the table; I did not notice them particularly. I pray you not to make me think about that afternoon, or you will have me in hysterics again.

It is not possible  your ladyship will pardon me  that it can have caught your dress in any way, and so have been carried downstairs and out of the house, and  perhaps  lost in the street? I persisted slowly, looking at her.

Looking at her: but I could detect no emotion on her face; no drooping of the eye; no rise or fall of colour, such as one guilty would have been likely to display. She appeared to take my question literally, and to see nothing beyond it.

I cannot tell anything about it, Mr. Strange. Had my dress been covered with parchments, I was in too much terror to notice them. Your clerks would be more able to answer you than I, for they had to assist me down to my carriage. But how should a parchment become attached to a ladys dress? she added, shaking out the folds of her ample skirts. The crape is quite soft, you perceive. Touch it.

Quite so, I assented, advancing for a half-moment the extreme tip of my forefinger.

You will take a glass of wine? Now dont say no. Why cant you be sociable?

Not any wine, thank you, I answered with a laugh. We lawyers have to keep our heads clear, Lady Clavering: we should not do that if we took wine in the daytime.

Sit still, pray. You have scarcely been here five minutes. I want to speak to you, too, upon a matter of business.

So I resumed my seat, and waited. She was looking at me very earnestly.

It is about those missing letters of mine. Have you searched for them, Mr. Strange?

Partially. I do not think we hold any. There are none amongst the Clavering papers.

Why do you say partially? she questioned.

I have not had time to search amongst the packets of letters in Mr. Brightmans cupboards and places. But I think if there were any of your letters in our possession they would have been with the Clavering papers.

Her gaze again sought mine for a moment, and then faded to vacancy. I wonder if he burnt them, she dreamily uttered.

Who? Mr. Brightman?

No; my husband. You must look everywhere, Mr. Strange. If those letters are in existence, I must have them. You will look?

Certainly I will.

I shall remain in town until I hear from you. You will go, then!

One more question ere I do go, Lady Clavering. Have you positively no recollection of seeing this lost parchment?

She looked surprised at my pertinacity. If I had, I should say so. I do not think I saw anything of the sort. But if I had seen it, the subsequent fright would have taken it clean out of my memory.

So I wished her good-morning and departed. It is not Lady Clavering, I exclaimed to Lennard, when I reached home.

Are you sure of that, Mr. Strange?

I think so. I judge by her manner: it is only consistent with perfect innocence. In truth, Lennard, I begin to see that I was foolish to have doubted her at all, the circumstances surrounding it are so intensely improbable.

And yet, even while I spoke, something of the suspicion crept into my mind again. So prone to inconsistency is the human heart.


CHAPTER VII.

ANNABEL.

Most men have their romance in life sooner or later. Mine had come in due course, and she who made it for me was Annabel Brightman.

After my first meeting with her, when she was a child of fourteen, and I not much more than a lad of twenty, I had continued to see her from time to time, for Mr. Brightmans first invitation to me was only the prelude to others. I watched her grow up into a good, unaffected woman, lovable and charming as she was when a child. Childhood had passed away now, and thought and gentleness had taken its place; and to my eyes and my heart no other girl in the world could compare with Annabel Brightman.

Her father suspected it. Had he lived only a little longer, he would have learned it beyond doubt, for I should have spoken out more fully upon the matter.

A little less than a year before his death  it was on a Good Friday  I was spending the day at his house, and was in the garden with Annabel. She had taken my arm, and we were pacing the broad walk to the left of the lawn, thinking only of ourselves, when, raising my eyes, I saw Mr. Brightman looking attentively at us from one of the French windows. He beckoned to me, and I went in.

Charles, said he, when I had stepped inside, no nonsense. You and Annabel are too young for anything of that sort.

I felt that his eyes were full upon me as I stood before him, and my face flushed to the roots of my hair. But I took courage to ask a question.

Sir, every year passing over our heads will lessen that objection. Would there be any other?

Be quiet, Charles. Time enough to talk of these things when the years shall have passed. You are too young for them, I say.

I am twenty-five, sir; and Miss Brightman  

Twenty-five? he interrupted. I was past forty when I thought of marriage. You must not turn Annabels head with visions of what the years may bring forth, for if you do I will not have you here. Leave that to the future.

But there was sufficient in Mr. Brightmans manner to prove that he had not been blind to the attachment springing up between us, and undoubtedly regarded me as the possible future husband of his daughter. At any rate he continued to invite me to his house. During the past year Annabel had been a great deal at Hastings with Miss Brightman; I wondered that her father and mother would spare her so much.

But Annabel knew nothing of that conversation, and I had never yet spoken of love to her. And now Mr. Brightman, who would, or at least might, have sanctioned it, was gone; and Mrs. Brightman, who would certainly, as I believed, oppose it, remained.

In the days immediately following Mr. Brightmans death, I was literally overwhelmed with business. Apart from the additional work that naturally fell upon me  his share as well as mine  no end of clients came pouring in; and for no earthly purpose, that I could see, excepting curiosity. Besides this, there was the frightful search for Sir Ralph Claverings will, and the anxiety its loss entailed on me.

On the Wednesday afternoon, just as I had got rid of two clients, Lennard came up with the news that someone else was there. I was then in the front room, seated at Mr. Brightmans desk. Too impatient to hear Lennard out, I told him I could see no one; could not, and would not.

It is Miss Annabel Brightman, rejoined Lennard quietly.

Miss Annabel Brightman? Oh, thats very different; I will see her.

Annabel came in, throwing back her crape veil. She had driven up alone in the carriage to bring me a message from her mother. Mrs. Brightman had made an appointment with me for that evening at her house; she had now sent to tell me not to keep it, as she was not well enough to attend to business.

Mamma wishes you to come to-morrow instead of to-day; early in the afternoon, added Annabel.

That would be impossible, and I said so; my engagements would not at present permit me to give up an afternoon.

Perhaps to-morrow evening will do, I suggested. In fact it must do, Annabel. I dont know when I shall have leisure to come down to you in the daytime.

I dare say it will do, assented Annabel. At any rate, you can come to us. If mamma is not able to enter into business matters, another time can be appointed.

Is your mamma so very ill?

Sometimes I think so  but she fluctuates, replied Annabel. She is extremely weak, and her spirits are depressed. She will pass whole hours shut up in her room in solitude. When I ask to go in, Hatch brings out a message that mamma is not able to see even me.

Her illness must be on the nerves.

I suppose so. Yesterday she came down and walked with me in the garden in the sunshine. She seemed pretty well then, but not strong. In the evening she shut herself up again.

I wish you would sit down, Annabel, I said, offering her a chair for the third time.

I would if I could stay. Mamma charged me to go straight back after leaving the message with you. Are you well? she continued with hesitation. You look harassed.

I am well, Annabel. But you have used the right word  I am harassed; terribly so.

Poor papa! she sighed. It has brought a world of work and care upon you, as well as of grief to us.

I should not mind work. But  we have had another loss, Annabel. A loss as mysterious as that of the gold; and far more important.

What is it? she asked. More money?

No; I wish it were. A will, deposited in the safe there, has disappeared. I cannot even guess at the consequences; ruin probably to me and to one of our best clients. Not only that. If things are to vanish so unaccountably from our strongholds, we must have an enemy at work, and it is impossible to foresee where it may end.

How very strange! What was the will like? I mean, what did it look like? I have a reason for asking you.

It was a folded parchment. You saw your fathers will, Annabel: it looked very much like that. Why do you ask?

Because I remember papas bringing home a parchment exactly like the one you describe. It was an evening or two before he died: the evening before I and mamma went to Hastings. We left on Saturday, so it must have been Friday. Do you think it could be the missing will?

Oh no. I have known Mr. Brightman  though very rarely  take home deeds which required studying; but he was not likely to take home Sir Ralph Claverings will. He made it himself, and knew every word it contained. Annabel, I did not intend to let out the name, but it will be safe with you.

Perfectly so; as safe as with yourself. I will not repeat it, even to mamma.

And what I shall do I cannot tell, I concluded, as I attended her down to the carriage. I would give every shilling I possess to find it.

More work, and then the afternoon came to an end, my dinner came up, and I was at liberty to enjoy a little rest. I had taken to the front room as my sitting-room, and should speedily remove the desk and iron safe into the other, making that exclusively a business-room, and seeing clients in it. After dinner, the fire clear, my reading-lamp lighted, I took up the newspaper. But for habits of order and self-denying rules, I should never have attained to the position I enjoyed. One of those rules was, never to read the Times or any work of relaxation until my work was over for the day. I could then enjoy my paper and my cigar, and feel that I had earned both.

I took up the Times, and almost the very first paragraph my eye fell upon was the following:

We hear that the convict ship Vengeance, after encountering stormy weather and contrary winds on her passage out, has been wrecked upon an uninhabited island. It is said that some of the convicts have escaped.

I started up almost as if I had been shot. Tom Heriot had gone out in the Vengeance: was he one of those who had escaped? If so, where was he? and what would be his ultimate fate?

The ship had sailed from our shores in August; this was February: therefore the reader may think that the news had been long enough in reaching England. But it must be remembered that sailing-vessels were at the mercy of the winds and waves, and in those days telegrams and cablegrams had not been invented.

Throwing my cigar into the fire and the newspaper on the table, I fell into an unpleasant reverie. My lucky star did not seem in the ascendant just now. Mr. Brightmans unhappy death; this fresh uncertainty about Tom Heriot; the certain loss of the gold, and the disappearance of the will  

A ring at the visitors bell aroused me. I listened, as Leah opened the door, curious to know who could be coming after office hours, unless it was Sir Edmund Clavering. Lake was in the country.

Is Mr. Strange in, Leah? And the sound of the sweet voice set my heart beating.

Yes, Miss Brightman. Please go up.

A light foot on the stairs, and Annabel entered, holding up a parchment with its endorsement towards me. Will of Sir Ralph Clavering.

Oh, Annabel! you are my guardian angel!

I seized the deed and her hands together. She smiled, and drew away the latter.

I still thought the parchment I spoke of might be the missing one, she explained, and when I got home I looked in papas secretaire. There it was.

And you have come back to bring it to me!

Of course I have. It would have been cruel to let you pass another night of suspense. I came as soon as I had dined.

Who is with you?

No one; I came in by the omnibus. In two omnibuses really, for the first one only brought me as far as Charing Cross.

You came in by omnibus! And alone?

Why not? Who was to know me, or what could harm me? I kept my veil down. I would not order the carriage out again. It might have disturbed mamma, and she is in bed with one of her worst headaches. And now, Charles, I must hasten back again.

Wait one moment, Annabel, whilst I lock up this doubly-precious will.

Why? You are not going to trouble yourself to accompany me, when you are so busy? It is not in the least necessary. I shall return home just as safely as I came here.

You silly child! That you have come here at night and alone, I cannot help; but what would Mrs. Brightman say to me if I suffered you to go back in the same manner?

I suppose it was not quite right, she returned laughingly; but I only thought of the pleasure of restoring the will.

I locked it up in the safe, and went downstairs with her. Why Mr. Brightman should have taken the will home puzzled me considerably; but the relief to my mind was inexpressible, and I felt quite a gush of remorse towards Lady Clavering for having unjustly suspected her.

The prosy old omnibus, as it sped on its way to Clapham, was to me as an Elysian chariot. And we had it to ourselves the whole way, but never a word passed between us that might not have been spoken before a committee of dowagers. In fact, we talked chiefly of Miss Brightman. I began it by asking how she was.

Aunt Lucy is very delicate indeed, replied Annabel. Papas death has tried her greatly: and anything that tries her at once affects her chest. She says she shall not be able to risk another winter in England, even at Hastings.

Where would she go?

To Madeira. At least, she thinks so now. In a letter mamma received from her yesterday, Aunt Lucy said she should go there in the autumn.

She will find it very dull and lonely  all by herself.

Yes, sighed Annabel. Mamma said she should send me with her. But of course I could not go  and leave mamma. I wish I had a sister! One of us might then accompany Aunt Lucy, and the other remain at home. What do you think that stupid Hatch said? cried Annabel, running on. We were talking about it at lunch, and Hatch was in the room. Its just the best thing you can do, Miss Annabel, to go with your aunt, she declared, following up mammas remark.

Perhaps Mrs. Brightman may take it into her head to go to Madeira also?

Annabel made a movement of dissent. No, I dont think she would do that, Charles. She and Aunt Lucy used to be the very best of friends, but lately there has been some coolness between them. The reason is not known to me, but I fancy Hatch knows it.

Hatch seems to be quite a confidential attendant on your mamma.

Oh yes, she is so. She has lived with us so long, you see; and mamma, when she was Miss Chantry, knew Hatch when she was quite a child. They both come from the same place  near Malvern, in Worcestershire. Aunt Lucy and mamma were intimate in early days, and it was through that intimacy that papa first knew Miss Chantry. Why she and Aunt Lucy should have grown cool to one another now, I cannot tell; but they have done so  and oh, I am sorry for it. I love Aunt Lucy very, very much, added the girl enthusiastically.

And Im sure I love the name  Lucy, I said, laughing. It was my mothers.

The evening was yet early when we reached Mrs. Brightmans, for eight oclock was striking. Hatch, in her new mourning, came stealing down the stairs with a quiet footfall, her black cap-strings flying as usual.

Why, Miss Annabel, where have you been? she cried. I couldnt imagine what had become of you.

I had to go out, Hatch  to take a deed to the office that poor papa had brought home and left here. Why? Has mamma wanted me?

Not she, returned Hatch. She has just dropped off into a doze, and I am trying to keep the house free from noise. I thought you had been spirited away, Miss Annabel, and thats the truth.

Mrs. Brightman has one of her bad headaches? I remarked.

Hatch looked at me; then quickly at her young mistress: as much as to say: Youve been telling him that, Miss Annabel.

It is that bad to-night, Mr. Charles, that her temples is fit to split, she answered. Since masters death she have had em amost constant  and no wonder, with all the worry and the shock it brought her. Are you going already, sir?

Will you not stay for tea? asked Annabel.

Not to-night, thank you, I replied.

Ill let you out quietly, said Hatch, advancing towards the hall-door. And mind, Miss Annabel, you are not to go anigh your mammas room to waken her, she added, looking back dictatorially. When one is racked with pain, body and mind, sleep is more precious than gold.

Hatch had lived there during the whole of Annabels life, and could not always lay aside the authoritative manner she had exercised towards the child; possibly did not try to do so.

Great sway was held by Hatch in the household, and Mrs. Brightman appeared to sanction it. Certainly she never in any way interfered with it. But Hatch, always kindly, was a favourite with the servants.

With her shrewdness, capability and strong sense, it seemed a marvel that she should not have improved in manners and in her way of speaking. But she remained very much the same rough diamond that she had always been. Strangers were wont to feel surprise that Mrs. Brightman, herself so refined a woman, should put up with Hatch as her personal attendant; and in her attacks of illness Hatch would be in her mistresss room for hours together. At this time I knew nothing of Hatchs antecedents, very little of Mrs. Brightmans; or of matters relating to the past; and when circumstances brought me into Hatchs confidence, she enlightened me upon some points of the family history. A few of her communications I cannot do better than insert here, improving somewhat upon her parts of speech.

I recall the scene now. It was a lovely moonlit evening, not long after the time of which I am writing. I had gone to Clapham to inquire after Mrs. Brightman, who was then seriously ill, and kept her chamber. Strolling about the garden in the soft twilight, wishing Annabel was at home instead of at Hastings, Hatch came out and joined me, and at once fell to chatting without ceremony. I made a remark, quite by chance, that touched upon the subject of Mrs. Brightmans early life; it was immediately taken up by Hatch and enlarged upon. I heard much to which I had hitherto been a stranger.

Colonel Chantry and his wife, who was the daughter of Lord Onyx, lived at their seat, Chantry Hall, a beautiful place not far from Malvern in Worcestershire. They had three children  George, Frederic and Emma, who were reared in all the pride and pomp of the Chantry family. The property was strictly entailed. It would descend to George Chantry at his fathers death; and as Colonel Chantry had no other property whatever, and as he lived not only up to his income but beyond it, the future look-out for the younger son and the daughter was not a very great one.

Such a dash they kept up, said Hatch, warming with her subject. The Colonel liked show and parade, and Madam, as we always called her, had been born to it. She was the Honourable Mrs. Chantry, you see, sir, and chose to live according. They visited all the noble families round about, and were visited back again. The Somers at Eastnor Castle, the Lyons at Maddresfield, the Foleys at Whitley, the other Foleys at Stoke Edith, the Coventrys over at Croome, the Lechmeres at the Rhydd, the Hornyholds at Blacknore Park, and the Parkingtons at Ombersley  but thered be no end if I stopped to tell you the half of em. Besides that, Mrs. Chantry counted a near relative in one of the cathedral prebendaries at Worcester  and for pride and exclusiveness some of those old prebendaries capped the world. So that  

But, Hatch, why are you telling me this? I interrupted.

To give you a notion of what my mistress was accustomed to when she was Miss Emma Chantry, promptly replied Hatch. Well, Mr. Charles, they grew up, those three children, and I watched em grow; not that I was as old as they were; and I looked upon em as the finest and grandest young people in the world. The two sons spent a good deal more than they ought. Mr. Frederic especially, and the Colonel had to find a lot o money, for twas wanted on all sides, and folks wondered how he did it. The end to it came all on a sudden  death.

Whose death?

The Colonels, sir. Mr. George, who was then Captain Chantry, and about twenty-seven years old, took the estate. But it was frightfully encumbered, and he complained bitterly to his mother that he should be a poor man for years and years to come. Madam resented what he said, and a quarrel ensued. She would not remain at the Hall, as he had expected her to do, but took a cottage at Malvern, and went into it with her daughter, with a parade of humility. She did not live very long after that, and Miss Emma was thrown on the world. Captain Chantry was married, then, to an earls daughter; but his wife and Miss Emma did not get on together. Miss Emma refused to make her home at the Hall with Lady Grace, and she came to London on a visit to Miss Lucy Brightman, whose mother was living there. She and Miss Lucy had been at a finishing school together years before, and they had kept up their friendship. It was there she first saw Mr. Brightman, who was a great many years older than his sister; and it ended in their being married.

And you came into their service, I suppose, Hatch?

I did, sir. They had been married near upon twelve months when young Mrs. Brightman found occasion to discharge two or three of her servants: and she wrote to the late housekeeper at Chantry Hall, asking her to find her some from our neighbourhood. London servants were frightful, she said: fine, lazy, extravagant and insolent. Mother heard about it, and spoke for me to go as under-housemaid. Well, I was engaged, Mr. Charles, and I came up here to Clapham: and I was called Hatch from the beginning, because my Christian name, Emma, was the same as my ladys. Soon after this, Miss Annabel was born. It was my duty to wait upon the nurse and the sick-room; and my lady  who was ill and weakly for a long while  grew to like to have me there. She would talk about the old place to me, for you see I knew all the people in it as well as she did. Next, she made me upper-housemaid; and in a very few years, for she had found out how clever I was at dressmaking and with the needle generally, I became her maid.

And you are in her confidence, Hatch? I rejoined. Deservedly so, I am sure.

In a measure I am, Mr. Charles. A lady like my Missis, who never loses her pride day nor night, cannot descend to be over-confidential with an inferior. But I know she values me  and so did my poor master. I maynt be polished, Mr. Charles, but Id go through fire and water for them any day.

And I am sure she would have done so.

Well, this was a portion of what Hatch told me. But I must now go back to the night whose events were interrupted for the purpose of recording these details. Not that there is anything more to relate of the night in question. Leaving a message that I would call on Mrs. Brightman in good time the following evening, wishing Annabel good-night, and Hatch also, I returned home.


CHAPTER VIII.

PERRYS REVELATION.

DEAR STRANGE,  Have you seen the news in to-days paper? I have just caught sight of it. If the Vengeance has foundered, or whatever the mishap may be, and Tom Heriot should be one of the escaped prisoners, he will be sure to make his way home. Rely upon it he has not grown less reckless than he was, but probably has become more so. What trouble may not come of it? Do try and get at the particulars officially, as to whether theres truth in the report, or not; and let me know without delay.

Very truly yours,

LEVEL.

Letters from Paris and the Continent generally were then usually delivered about mid-day. I was talking with Lennard in the front office when this one arrived. The clerks had gone to dinner.

Have you heard the rumour about the ship Vengeance, Lennard? I asked, laying down Lord Levels letter.

I read it yesterday, he answered.

I wonder how I could learn whether theres any foundation for it?

Before he could answer me, we were interrupted by Major Carlen. He was in his usual state of excitement; his face lengthened, his arms thrown about, and his everlasting blue cloak trailing about him. I slipped the letter into my desk.

Heres a pretty go, Charles! he exclaimed. Have you heard of it yet? That convict ships gone to the bottom, and Tom Heriot has escaped.

You should not assert that so positively, Major Carlen, I remonstrated. It is not certain that any of the men have escaped, I suppose. If they have, Tom Heriot may not be one of them.

But they have escaped, stuttered the gray old man, plumping himself down on a stool, around which his cloak fell like so much drapery. Five have got off, and Tom is one of them.

How do you know that?

How do I know it? How could I tell you if I didnt know it? Half an hour ago I met Percival in Downing Street, and he told me.

What little hope had been left within me took wings and flew away. Percival was First Lord of the Admiralty. He would certainly know the truth.

Government has had official news of it, went on the Major gloomily; and with it a list of the fugitives.

And Toms name is amongst them?

Toms name is amongst them.

There was a pause. Lennard had gone into the other room. Major Carlen rose, saying something about lunch waiting for him at his club.

Mark you, Charles: if Tom takes it into that rattle-pate of his to worm his way back to these shores, there may be the devil to pay. I hope with all my heart Level wont hear of this. The disgrace has been a precious thorn to him from the first.

Blanche knows nothing at all of the matter as yet. She thinks Tom is with his regiment in India. The last time I saw her in Paris, not long before Mr. Brightmans death, she asked me what could be the reason Tom did not write to her.

Much better tell her, and get it over, spoke the Major. I should, if I were Level. He is more careful of her than she deserves  silly chit!

Major Carlen and his cloak swung out again, the clerks came back, and the day and its duties went on. I wrote to Lord Level; giving him the substance of what the Major had heard, and telling him that I thought there could be little fear of Tom Heriots venturing back to England. He could never be so reckless as to risk the danger.

Dinner over, I started for Mrs. Brightmans, and was admitted by the butler, who told me, in answer to my inquiry, that his mistress had been ill all day and had not come down. Tea waited on the drawing-room table, but no one was in the room. Presently Annabel entered.

I am sorry you should have had the trouble to come, when perhaps you could not spare the time, she said. Mamma is not well enough to see you.

I was not busy to-night, Annabel. Perry has just told me your mamma has not been down to-day. Is her illness anything more than would be caused by these bad headaches? Do you fear anything serious?

Yes  no. I  I hope not.

Her voice and manner were excessively subdued, as if she could scarcely speak from fear of breaking down. She turned to the table, evidently to avoid my notice, and busied herself with the teacups.

What is the matter, Annabel?

Nothing, she faintly answered, though her tears were even then falling. But I knew that some great trouble must be upon her.

Is Mrs. Brightman vexed with you for having come up last night with that deed?

No; oh no! I told mamma about it this morning, and she said I had done quite right to take it up, but that I ought to have gone in the carriage.

What, then, is causing you this grief?

You cannot expect me to be in very good spirits as yet, she replied: which was a decided evasion. There are times  when I feel  the loss  

She fairly broke down, and, sinking into a chair, cried bitterly and without concealment. I waited until she had become calmer.

Annabel, my dear, sorrow for your loss is not all that disturbs your peace to-night. What else is there?

It is true that I have had something to vex me, she admitted after a pause. But I cannot tell you about it.

It is a momentary trouble, I hope; one that will pass away  

It will never pass away, she interrupted, with another burst of emotion. It will be a weight and a grief upon me as long as life shall last. I almost wish I had died with my father, rather than have to live and bear it.

I took her hands in mine, and spoke deliberately. If it be so serious a trouble as that, I must know it, Annabel.

And if it were of a nature to be spoken of, you should know it. But it is not, and I can tell you nothing.

Could you speak of it to your father, were he still living?

We should be compelled to speak of it, I fear. But  

Then, my dear, you can speak of it to me. From henceforth you must look upon me as in his place; your protector; your best friend: one who will share your cares, perhaps more closely than he could have done; who will strive to soothe them with a love that could not have been his. In a short time, Annabel, I shall ask you to give me the legal right to be and do this.

It can never be, she replied, lifting her tearful eyes to mine.

I looked at her with an amused smile. I knew she loved me  and what other obstacle could exist? Mrs. Brightman might oppose it at first, but I did not despair of winning her over in the end.

Not quite yet, I know, I answered her. In a few months time.

Charles, you misunderstand me. I said it could never be. Never.

I certainly do not understand that. Had your father lived, it would have been; and I do not say this without reason for the assertion. I believe that he would have given you to me, Annabel, heartily, with all his good will.

Yes, that may be true; I think you are right; but  

But what, then? One word, Annabel: the objection would not surely come from your heart?

No, it would not, she softly answered, blushing deeply. Please do not speak of these things.

I did not intend to speak of them so soon. But I wish to remind you that I do possess a right to share your troubles, of whatever nature those troubles may be. Come, my darling, tell me your grief.

Indeed I cannot, she answered, and you know I am not one to refuse anything from caprice. Let me go, Charles; I must make the tea.

I did let her go; but I bent over her first, without warning, and kissed her fervently.

Oh, Charles!

As an earnest of a brothers love and care for you, Annabel, if you object for the present to the other, I whispered.

Yes, yes; be a brother to me, she returned, with strange yearning. No other tie can now be ours.

My love, it shall be.

She rang for the urn, which Perry brought in, and then sat down to the table. I placed myself opposite to her and drew the dry toast towards me. Mrs. Brightman prefers this, I believe; shall I prepare some for her?

Annabel did not answer, and I looked up. She was struggling with her tears again. I fear mamma is not well enough to eat, she said, in a stifled voice.

Annabel! I suddenly exclaimed, a light flashing upon me: your mother is worse than you have confessed: it is her illness which is causing you this pain.

Far greater than any that had gone before was the storm of emotion that shook her now. I rose in consternation and approached her, and she buried her face in her hands. It was very singular. Annabel Brightman was calm, sensible, open as the day. She seemed to-night to have borrowed another character. Suddenly she rose, and nervously putting my hand aside, walked once or twice up and down the room, evidently to obtain calmness. Then she dried her eyes, and sat down again to the tea-tray. I confess that I looked on in amazement.

Will you be kind enough to ring, Charles? Twice, please. It is for Hatch.

I did so, and returned to my seat. Hatch appeared in answer to her signal. Annabel held the cup of tea she had poured out.

Mammas tea, Hatch.

She wont take none, miss.

It is impossible to resist the temptation of now and then giving the grammar and idioms Hatch had brought from her country home, and had never since attempted to alter or improve. But what Hatch lacked in accuracy she made up in fluency, for a greater talker never flourished under the sun.

If you could get her to drink a cup, it might do her good, pursued Hatchs young mistress. Take it up, and try.

Hatch flirted round, giving me full view of her black streamers, and brought forward a small silver waiter. But twont be of no manner of use, Miss Annabel.

And heres some toast, Hatch, cried I.

Toast, sir! Missis wouldnt look at it. I might as well offer her a piece of Ingy-rubbins to eat. Miss Annabel knows  

The tea will be cold, Hatch; take it at once, interposed Miss Annabel.

Annabel, who is attending your mamma? Mr. Close, I suppose.

Mr. Close. She never will have anyone else. I fear mamma must have been ill for some time; but I have been so much away with Aunt Lucy that I never noticed it before.

Ay; Hastings and your aunt will miss you. I suppose Mrs. Brightman will not spare you now as she has hitherto done.

Annabel bent her head over the tea-tray, and a burning colour dyed her face. What had my words contained to call up the emotion? Presently she suddenly rose and left the room, saying she must see whether the tea had been taken. She returned with the empty cup, looking somewhat more cheerful.

See, Charles, mamma has taken it: I do believe she would take more nourishment, if Hatch would only press it upon her. She is so very weak and depressed.

Annabel filled the cup again, and Hatch came in for it. Suppose you were to take up a little toast as well; mamma might eat it, suggested Annabel, placing the cup on the waiter.

Oh, well, not to contrairy you, Miss Annabel, returned Hatch. I know what use it will be, though.

She held out the waiter, and I was putting the small plate of toast upon it, when screams arose from the floor above. Loud, piercing screams; screams of fear or terror; and I felt sure that they came from Mrs. Brightman. Hatch dropped the waiter on to the table, upsetting the tea, and dashed out of the room.

I thought nothing less than that Mrs. Brightman was on fire, and should have been upstairs as speedily as Hatch; but Annabel darted before me, closed the drawing-room door, and stood against it to prevent my exit, her arms clasping mine in the extremity of agitation, the shrieks above still sounding in our ears.

Charles, you must not go! Charles, stay here! I ask it of you in my fathers name.

Annabel, are you in your senses? Your mother may be on fire! She must be on fire: do you not hear her screams?

No; it is nothing of that sort. I know what it is. You could do no good; only harm. I am in my own house  its mistress just now  and I tell you that you must not go up.

I looked down at Annabel. Her face was the hue of death, and though she shook from head to foot, her voice was painfully imperative. The screams died away.

A sound of servants was heard in the hall, and Annabel turned to open the door. You will not take advantage of my being obliged to do so, Charles? she hurriedly whispered. You will not attempt to go up?

She glided out and stood before the servants, arresting their progress as she had arrested mine. It is only a similar attack to the one mamma had last night, she said, addressing them. You know that it arises from nervousness, and your going up would only increase it. She prefers that Hatch alone should be with her; and if Hatch requires help, she will ring.

They moved away again slowly; and Annabel came back to the drawing-room.

Charles, she said, I am going upstairs. Pray continue your tea without waiting for me; I will return as soon as possible.

And all this time she was looking like a ghost and shaking like an aspen leaf.

I crossed to the fire almost in a dream and stood with my back to it. My eyes were on the tea-table, but they were eyes that saw not. All this seemed very strange. Something attracted my attention. It was the tea that Hatch had spilt, slowly filtering down to the carpet. I rang the bell to have it attended to.

Perry answered the ring. Seeing what was wrong, he brought a cloth and knelt down upon the carpet. I stood where I was, and looked on, my mind far away.

Curious thing, sir, this illness of mistresss, he remarked.

Is it? I dreamily replied.

The worst is, sir, I dont know how we shall pacify the maids, he continued. I and Hatch both told them last night what stupids they were to take it up so, and that what missis saw could not affect them. But now that she has seen it a second time  and of course there was no mistaking the screams just now  they are turning rebellious over it. The cooks the most senseless old thing in the world! She vows she wont sleep in the house to-night; and if she carries out her threat, sir, and goes away, shell spread it all over the neighbourhood.

Was Perry talking Sanscrit? It was about as intelligible to me as though he had been. He was still over the carpet, and in matter-of-fact tones which shook with his exertion, for he was a fat man, and was rubbing vehemently, he continued:

Im sure I couldnt have believed it. I wouldnt have believed it, sir, but that I have been in the house and a witness to it, as one may say; at any rate, heard the screams. For a more quieter, amiabler, and peaceabler man never lived than my master, kind to all about him, and doing no harm to anybody; and why he should Walk is beyond our comprehension.

Why he should  what? I exclaimed.

Walk, sir, repeated Perry. Hatch says its no doubt on account of his dying a sudden death; that he must have left something untold, and wont be laid till he has told it. Its apparent, I take it, that it concerns Mrs. Brightman, by his appearing to her.

What is it that has appeared to Mrs. Brightman? I asked, doubting my ears.

Perry arrested his occupation, and raised himself to look at me. My dead master, sir, he whispered mysteriously. Masters ghost.

Your masters  ghost! I echoed.

Yes, sir. But I thought my young lady had told you.

I felt an irreverent inclination to laugh, in spite of the serious surroundings of the topic. Ghosts and I had never had any affinity with each other. I had refused to believe in them as a child, and most unhesitatingly did so as a man. When I returned The Old English Baron to Annabel, some years before, she wished she had never lent it to me, because I declined to accept the ghost.

I am sure, sir, I never supposed but what Miss Annabel must have imparted it to you, repeated Perry, as if doubting his own discretion in having done so. But somebody ought to know it, if its only to advise; and who so fit as you, sir, masters friend and partner? I should send for a clergyman, and let him try to lay it; thats what I should do.

Perry, my good man, and I looked at his bald head and rotund form, you are too old, and I should have thought too sensible, to believe in ghosts. How can you possibly listen for a moment to stories so absurd as these?

Well, sir, argued Perry, my mistress did see it or she didnt; and if she didnt, why should she scream and say she did? You heard her screams just now; and they were worse yesterday.

Did you see the ghost?

No, sir; I was not up there. Hatch thought she saw it as she went into the room. It was in a corner, and wore its shroud: but when we got up there it was gone.

When was all this?

Last night, sir. When you left, Miss Annabel took off her bonnet in the drawing-room and rang for tea, which I carried in. Presently Hatch ran in at the front door, and Miss Annabel told me to call her in. Has mamma had her tea, Hatch? said my young lady. Yes, she has, returned Hatch; which was a downright falsehood, for she had not had any. But Hatch is master and missis too, as far as we servants go, and nobody dares contradict her. Perhaps she only said it to keep Mrs. Brightman undisturbed, for she knows her ailments and her wants and ways better than Miss Annabel. So, sir, I went down, and Hatch went up, but not, it seems, into Mrs. Brightmans room, for she thought she was asleep. In two or three minutes, sir, the most frightful shrieks echoed through the house; those to-night were nothing half as bad. Hatch was first in the chamber, Miss Annabel next, and we servants last. My mistress stood at the foot of the bed, which she must have left  

Was she dressed? I interrupted.

No, sir; she was in her night-gown, or a dressing-gown it might have been. She looked like  like  I dont hardly know what to say she looked like, Mr. Strange, but as one might suppose anybody would look who had seen a ghost. She was not a bit like herself. Her eyes were starting and her face was red with terror; almost all alight, as one may say; indeed, she looked mad. As to her precise words, sir, I cant tell you what they were, for when we gathered that it was masters ghost which she had seen, appearing in its shroud in the corner by the wardrobe, the women servants set up a cry and ran away. That stupid cook went into hysterics, and declared she wouldnt stop another night in the house.

What was done with Mrs. Brightman?

Miss Annabel  she seemed terrified out of her senses, too, poor young lady  bade me hasten for Mr. Close; but Hatch put in her word and stopped me, and said the first thing to be done was to get those shrieking maids downstairs. Before I and John had well done it  and youd never have forgot it, sir, had you seen em hanging on to our coat tails  Hatch followed us down, bringing her mistresss orders that Mr. Close was not to be fetched; and indeed, as Hatch remarked, of what use could a doctor be in a ghost affair? But this morning Miss Annabel sent for him.

Mrs. Brightman must have had a dream, Perry.

Well, sir, I dont know; it might have been; but she is not one given to dreams and fancies. And she must have had the same dream again now.

Not unlikely. But theres no ghost, Perry; take my word for it.

I hope it will be found so, sir, returned Perry, shaking his head as he retired; for he had done his work and had no further pretext for lingering.


CHAPTER IX.

SOMEONE ELSE SEEN.

Standing with my back to the fire in the drawing-room, waiting for Annabels return, the tea growing cold on the table, I puzzled over what I had just heard, and could make nothing of it. That Mr. Brightmans spirit should appear to his wife seemed to be utterly incomprehensible; was, of course, incredible. That many people believed in the reappearance of the dead, I well knew; but I had not yet made up my mind to become one of them.

It was inexplicable that a woman in this enlightened age, moving in Mrs. Brightmans station, could yield to so strange a delusion. But, allowing that she had done so, did this sufficiently explain Annabels deep-seated grief? or the remark that her grief would end only with her life? or the hint that she could never be my wife? And why should she refuse to confide these facts to me? why, indeed, have prevented my going upstairs? I might have reassured Mrs. Brightman far more effectually than Hatch; who, by Perrys account, was one of the believers in the ghost theory. It was altogether past comprehension, and I was trying hard to arrive at a solution when Hatch came in, her idioms in full play.

My young ladys complemens, sir, and will you excuse her coming down again to-night? she is not equal to seeing nobody. And she says truth, poor child, added Hatch, for shes quite done over.

How is your mistress now, Hatch?

Oh, shes better, she is. Her nerves have been shook, sir, of late, you know, through the shock of masters unexpected death, and in course she starts at shadders. I wont leave the room again, without the gas a-burning full on.

What is this tale about Mr. Brightman?

Hatch and her streamers swung round, and she closed the door before answering. Miss Annabel never told you that; did she, sir?

No; but I have heard a word or two elsewhere. You fancy you saw a ghost?

Missis do.

Oh, I thought you did also.

I just believe its a delusion of hers, Mr. Charles, and nothing more, returned Hatch confidently. If master had been a bad sort of character, or had taken his own life, or anything of that, why, the likelihood is that he might have walked, dying sudden. But being what he was, a Christian gentleman that never missed church, and said his own prayers at home on his knees regular  which I see him a doing of once, when I went bolt into his dressing-room, not beknowing he was in it  why, it is not likely, sir, that he comes again. I dont say as much to them downstairs; better let them be frightened at his ghost than at  at  anybody elses. I wish it was masters ghost, and nothing worse, abruptly concluded Hatch.

Nothing worse! Some of you would think that bad enough, were it possible for it to appear.

Yes, sir, ghosts is bad enough, no doubt. But realities is worse.

So it was of no use waiting. I finished my cup of cold tea, and turned to go, telling Hatch that I would come again the following evening to see how things were progressing.

Yes, do, Mr. Charles; you had better, assented Hatch, who had a habit, not arising from want of respect, but from her long and confidential services, and the plenitude of her attachment, of identifying herself with the family in the most unceremonious manner. Miss Annabels life hasnt been a bed of roses since this ghost appeared, and I fear it is not likely to be, and if theres anybody that can say a word to comfort her, it must be you, sir; for in course Ive not had my eyes quite blinded. Eyes is eyes, sir, and has their sight in em, and we cant always shut em, if we would.

Hatch was crossing the hall to open the door for me, and I had taken my great-coat from the stand, when Annabel flew down the stairs, her face white, her voice sharp with terror.

Hatch! Hatch! mamma is frightened again!

Hatch ran up, two stairs at a time, and I went after her. Mrs. Brightman had followed Annabel, and now stood outside her chamber-door in her white dressing-gown, trembling violently. He is watching me again, she panted: he stands there in his grave-clothes!

Dont you come, cried Hatch, putting Annabel back unceremoniously. I shall get my missis round best alone; Im not afraid of no ghostesses, not I. Give a look to her, sir, she added, pointing to Annabel, as she drew Mrs. Brightman into her chamber, and fastened the door.

Annabel, her hands clasped on her chest, shook as she stood. I put my arm round her waist and took her down to the drawing-room. I closed the door, and Annabel sat down on the sofa near the fire.

My darling, how can I comfort you?

A burst of grief prevented her from replying  grief that I had rarely witnessed. I let it spend itself; you can do nothing else with emotion so violent: and when it was over I sat down beside her.

Annabel, you might have confided this to me at first. It can be nothing but a temporary delusion of Mrs. Brightmans, arising from a relaxed state of the nervous system. Imaginary spectral appearances  

Who told you about that? she interrupted, in agitation. How came you to hear it?

My dear, I heard it from Perry. But he did not break faith in speaking of it, for he thought you had already told me. There can be no reason why I should not know it; but I am sorry that it has penetrated to the servants.

Poor Annabel laid her head on the arm of the sofa, and moaned.

I do not like to leave you or Mrs. Brightman either, in this distress. Shall I remain in the house to-night? I can send a message to Leah  

Oh no, no, she hastily interrupted, as if the proposal had startled her. And then she continued slowly, hesitatingly, pausing between her words: You do not  of course  believe that  that papa  

Of course I do not, was my hearty reply, relieving her from her embarrassing question. Nor you either, Annabel: although, as a child, you devoured every ghost-story you came near.

She made no confirmatory reply, only looked down, and kept silence. I gazed at her wonderingly.

It terrified me so much last night, she whispered.

What terrified you, Annabel?

I was terrified altogether; at mammas screams, at her words, at the nervous state she was in. Mr. Close has helped to frighten me, too, for I heard him say this morning to Hatch that such cases have been known to end in madness.

Mr. Close is not worth a rush, cried I, suppressing what I had been about to utter impulsively. So he knows of this fancy?

Yes, Hatch told him. Indeed, Charles, I do not see that there was any help for it.

He will observe discretion, I suppose. Still, I almost wish you had called in someone who is a stranger to the neighbourhood.

Mamma will not have a stranger, and you know we must not act in opposition to her will. She seemed so much better this morning; quite herself again.

Of course. With the return of daylight these fancies subside. But as it seems there is nothing I can do for you, Annabel, I must be going, and will come again to-morrow evening.

The conclusion seemed to startle her. Had  you  better come? she cried, with much hesitation.

Yes, Annabel, I had better come, I firmly replied. And I cannot understand why you should wish me not to do so, as I can see you do.

Only  if mamma should be ill again  it is all so uncomfortable. I dare say you never even finished your tea, glancing at the table. All trivial excuses, to conceal her real and inexplicable motive, I felt certain. Good-night, Charles.

She held out her hand to me. I did not take it: I took her instead, and held her to my heart. You are not yourself to-night, Annabel, for there is some further mystery in all this, and you will not tell it me. But the time will soon come, my dearest, when our mysteries and our sorrows must be shared in common. And all the answer I received was a look of despair.

In passing through the iron gates, I met Mr. Close. The moon to-night was obscured by clouds, but the gas-lamps revealed us plainly to each other. How is Mrs. Brightman? he asked.

Very ill and very strange, I answered. Do you apprehend any serious result?

Well  no, said he; not immediately. Of course, it will tell upon her in the long-run.

She has had another attack of nervous terror to-night; in fact, two attacks.

Ay; seen the ghost again, I suppose. I suspected she would, so thought I would just call in.

Would it not be as well  excuse me, Mr. Close, but you are aware how intimately connected I was with Mr. Brightman  to call in a consultation? Not that there is the slightest doubt of your skill and competency, but it appears to be so singular a malady; and in the multitude of counsellors there is safety, you know.

It is the commonest malady we have to deal with, returned he; and the answer was so unexpected that I could only stare in silence.

Have a consultation if you think it more satisfactory, Mr. Strange. But it will not produce the slightest benefit; and the less this matter is allowed to transpire the better. I assure you that all the faculty combined could not do more for Mrs. Brightman than I am doing. It is a lamentable disease, but it is one that must run its course.

He went on to the house, and I got outside an omnibus that was passing the end of the road, and lighted my cigar, more at sea than ever. If seeing ghosts was the commonest malady doctors had to deal with, where had I lived all my life not to have learned it?

The next afternoon I was surprised by a visit from Perry. He brought word from his mistress that she was very much better, though not yet able to see me on business matters; when she felt equal to it, she would let me know. Miss Annabel, concluded the butler, was gone to Hastings.

To Hastings! I exclaimed.

Well, yes, sir. My mistress decided upon it this morning, and I have just seen her off by train, with Sarah in attendance on her. Fact is, sir, added Perry, dropping his voice to a confidential key: Hatch whispered to me that it was thought best the poor young lady should be out of the house while it is so troubled.

Troubled! I repeated, half in scorn.

Why, yes, sir, you know what it is thats in it, rejoined Perry simply. Mr. Close, too, he said Miss Annabel ought to be away from it just now.

* * * * *

When every hour of the day is occupied, time glides on insensibly. A week passed. I heard no news of or from Mrs. Brightman, and did not altogether care to intrude upon her, unbidden. But when the second week was also quickly passing, I determined to take an evening to go to Clapham. Dinner over, I was going downstairs, and met Leah coming up.

If anyone calls, I am out for the evening, Leah, I said to her. And tell Watts when he comes in that I have left the Law Times on the table for Mr. Lake. He must take it round to him.

Very well, sir.

I was nearing the top of Essex Street when I met the postman.

Anything for me? I inquired, for I had expected an important letter all day.

I think there is, sir, he replied, looking over his letters under the gas-lamp. Messrs. Brightman and Strange; there it is, sir.

I opened it by the same light. It was the expected letter, and required an immediate answer. So I returned, and letting myself in with my latch-key, went into the front office to write it.

Leah had not heard me come in. She was upstairs, deep in one of the two favourite ballads which now appeared to comprise all her collection. During office hours Leah was quiet as a mute; but in the evening she would generally croon over one of these old songs in an undertone, if she thought that I was out and she had the house to herself. As she was thinking now, for she sang out in full key, but in a doleful, monotonous sort of chant. Her voice was still very sweet, but had lost much of the power of its earlier days. One of these two songs was a Scotch fragment, beginning Woes me, for my heart is breaking; the other was Barbara Allen. Fragmentary also, apparently; for as Leah sang it there appeared to be neither beginning nor ending to it.

And as she wandered up and down,
She heard the bells a-ringing,
And as they rang they seemed to say,
Hard-hearted Barbara Allen.

She turned her body round and round,
She saw his corpse a-coming;
Oh, put him down by this blades side,
That I may gaze upon him!

The more she looked, the more she laughed,
The further she went from him;
Her friends they all cried out, For shame,
Hard-hearted Barbara Allen!

Whether this is the correct version of the ballad or not, I do not know; it was Leahs version. Many and many a time had I heard it; and I was hearing it again this evening, when there came a quiet ring at the door bell. My door was pushed to but not closed, and Leah came bustling down. Barbara Allen was going on still, but in a more subdued voice.

Do Mr. Strange live here? was asked, when the door was opened.

Yes, he does, responded Leah. He is out.

Oh, I dont want him, maam. I only wanted to know if he lived here. What sort of a man is he?

What sort of a man? repeated Leah. A very nice man.

Yes; but in looks, I mean.

Well, he is very good-looking. Blue eyes, and dark hair, and straight features. Why do you want to know?

Ay, thats him. But I dont know about the colour of his eyes; I thought they was dark. Blue in one light and brown in another, maybe. A tallish, thinnish man.

Hes pretty tall; not what can be called a maypole. A little taller than Mr. Brightman was.

Brightman and Strange, thats it? Tothers an old gent, I suppose? was the next remark; while I sat, amused at the colloquy.

He was not old. He is just dead. Have you any message?

No, I dont want to leave a message; thats not my business. He told me he lived here, and I came to make sure of it. A pleasant, sociable man, aint he; no pride about him, though he is well off and goes cruising about in his own yacht.

No pride at all with those he knows, whether its friends or servants, returned Leah, forgetting her own pride, or at any rate her discretion, in singing my praises. Never was anybody pleasanter than he. But as to a yacht  

Neednt say any more, maam; its the same man. Takes a short pipe and a social dram occasionally, and makes no bones over it.

What? retorted Leah indignantly. Mr. Strange doesnt take drams or smoke short pipes. If he just lights a cigar at night, when business is over, its as much as he does. Hes a gentleman.

Ah, returned the visitor, his tones expressing a patronizing sort of contempt for Leahs belief in Mr. Strange: gents that is gents indoors be not always gents out. Though I dont see why a man need be reproached with not being a gent because he smokes a honest clay pipe, and takes a drop short; and Mr. Strange does both, I can tell ye.

Then I know he does not, repeated Leah. And if you knew Mr. Strange, you wouldnt say it.

If I knew Mr. Strange! Perhaps I know him as well as you do, maam. He dont come courting our Betsy without my knowing of him.

What do you say he does? demanded Leah, suppressing her wrath.

Why, I say he comes after our Betsy; leastways, Im amost sure of it. And thats why I wanted to know whether this was his house or not, for Im not a-going to have her trifled with. Shes my only daughter, and as good as he is. And now that Ive got my information Ill say good-night, maam.

Leah shut the door, and I opened mine. Who was that, Leah?

My patience, Mr. Charles! she exclaimed in astonishment. I thought you were out, sir.

I came in again. Who was that man at the door?

Whos to know, sir  and what does it matter? cried Leah. Some half-tipsy fellow who must have mistaken the house.

He did not speak as though he were tipsy at all.

You must have heard what he said, sir.

I heard.

Leah turned away, but came back hesitatingly, a wistful expression in her eyes. I believe she looked upon me as a boy still, and cared for me as she did when I had been one. It is not true, Mr. Charles?

Of course it is not true, Leah. I neither take drams short, nor go courting Miss Betsys.

Why, no, sir, of course not. I believe I must be getting old and foolish, Mr. Charles. I should just like to wring that mans neck for his impudence! she concluded, as she went upstairs again.

But what struck me was this: either that one of my clerks was playing pranks in my name  passing himself off as Mr. Strange, to appear great and consequential; and if so, I should uncommonly like to know which of them it was  or else that something was being enacted by those people who made the sorrow of Leahs life; that daughter of hers and the husband  as we will call him. For the voice at the door had sounded honest and the application genuine.

Posting my letter, I made the best of my way to Clapham. But I had my journey for nothing, and saw only Perry. His mistress had been getting much better, he said, but a day or two ago she had a relapse and was again confined to her room, unable to see anyone. Mr. Close had ordered her to be kept perfectly quiet. Annabel remained at Hastings.

And what about that fright, Perry, that you were all so scared with a fortnight ago? I asked, as he strolled by my side back to the iron gates: for it was useless for me to go in if I could not see Mrs. Brightman. Has the house got over it yet?

Sir, it is in the house still, he gravely answered.

Do you mean the scare?

I mean the ghost, sir. Poor masters spirit.

I turned to look at his face, plainly enough to be discerned in the dimness of the foggy night. It was no less grave than his words had been.

The figure does not appear every night, sir; only occasionally, he resumed; and always in the same place  in the corner by the wardrobe in Mrs. Brightmans bedroom. It stands there in its grave-clothes.

What with the dark trees about us, the weird evening, and Perrys shrinking tones, I slightly shivered, for all my unbelief.

But, Perry, it is impossible, you know. There must be delusion somewhere. Mrs. Brightmans nerves have been unstrung by her husbands death.

Hatch has seen it twice, Mr. Strange, he rejoined. Nobody can suspect Hatch of having nerves. The last time was on Sunday night. It stood in its shroud, gazing at them  her and the mistress  with a mournful face. Masters very own face, sir, Hatch says, just as it used to be in life; only white and ghastly.

It was a ghastly subject, and the words haunted me all the way back to town. Once or twice I could have declared that I saw Mr. Brightmans face, pale and wan, gazing at me through the fog. Certainly Hatch had neither nerves nor fancies; no living woman within my circle of acquaintance possessed less. What did it all mean? Where could the mystery lie?

Stirring the fire into a blaze when I got into my room, I sat before it, and tried to think out the problem. But the more I tried, the more effectually it seemed to elude me.

With the whir-r-r that it always made, the clock on the mantelpiece began to strike ten. I started. At the same moment, the door opened slowly and noiselessly, and Leah glided in. Mysteriously, if I may so express it: my chamber candlestick carried in one hand, her shoes in the other. She was barefooted; and, unless I strangely mistook, her face was as ghastly as the one Perry had been speaking of that night.

Putting the candlestick on a side-table, slipping her feet into her shoes, and softly closing the door, she turned to me. Her lips trembled, her hands worked nervously; she seemed unable to speak.

Why, Leah! I exclaimed, what is the matter?

Sir, she then said, in the deepest agitation; I have seen to-night that which has almost frightened me to death. I dont know how to tell you about it. Watts has dropped asleep in his chair in the kitchen, and I took the opportunity to steal up here. I wouldnt let him hear it for the world. He is growing suspicious, fancying Im a bit odd at times. Hed be true in this, I know, but it may be as well to keep it from him.

But what is it, Leah?

When I saw him, I thought I should have dropped down dead, she went on, paying no attention to the question. He stood there with just the same smile on his face that it used to wear. It was himself, sir; it was, indeed.

May I be forgiven for the folly that flashed over me. Occupied as my mind was with the apparition haunting the house at Clapham, what could I think but that Leah must have seen the same?

You mean Mr. Brightman, I whispered.

Good heavens! she exclaimed, approaching nearer to me, whilst glancing over her shoulder as if in dread that the ghost were following her: does he come again, Mr. Charles? Have you seen him? Is he in the house?

No, no; but I thought you meant that, Leah. Who is it that you have seen?

Mr. Tom, sir. Captain Heriot.


CHAPTER X.

PROWLING ABOUT.

So the blow had fallen. What we were dreading had come to pass. Tom Heriot was back again.

I sat half-paralyzed with terror. Leah stood before me on the hearthrug, pouring out her unwelcome disclosure with eager words now that her first emotion had subsided. She went on with her tale more coherently, but in undertones.

After you had gone out this evening, Mr. Charles, I was in the kitchen, when one of those small handfuls of gravel I dread to hear rattled against the window. Nancy, I groaned, my heart failing me. I could not go to the door, lest Watts should come up and see me, for I expected him back every minute; and, sure enough, just then I heard his ring. I gave him the Law Times, as you bade me, sir, telling him he was to take it round to Mr. Lake at once. When he was gone I ran up to the door and looked about, and saw Nancy in the shadow of the opposite house, where she mostly stands when waiting for me. I could not speak to her then, but told her I would try and come out presently. Her eldest boy, strolling away with others at play, had been run over by a cab somewhere in Lambeth; he was thought to be dying; and Nancy had come begging and praying me with tears to go with her to see him.

And you went, I suppose, Leah. Go on.

You know her dreadful life, Mr. Charles, its sorrows and its misery; how could I find it in my heart to deny her? When Watts came back from Mr. Lakes, I had my bonnet and shawl on. What, going out? said he, in surprise, and rather crossly  for I had promised him a game at cribbage. Well, I answered, Ive just remembered that I have to fetch those curtains home to-night that went to be dyed; and I must hasten or the shop may be shut up. Ive put your supper ready in case they keep me waiting, but I dare say I shall not be long.

To attempt to hurry Leah through her stories when once she had entered upon them, was simply waste of words; so I listened with all the patience I had at command.

The boy had been carried into a house down Lambeth way, and the doctor said he must not be moved; but the damage was not as bad, sir, as was at first thought, and I cheered Nancy up a bit by saying he would get all right and well. I think he will. Leaving her with the lad, I was coming back alone, when I missed my way. The streets are puzzling just there, and I am not familiar with them. I thought Id ask at a book-stall, and went towards it. A sailor was standing outside, fingering the books and talking to somebody inside that I couldnt see. Mr. Charles, I had got within a yard of him, when I saw who it was  and the fright turned me sick and faint.

You mean the sailor?

Yes, sir, the sailor. It was Captain Heriot, disguised. Oh, sir, what is to be done? The boy that I have often nursed upon my knee  what will become of him if he should be recognised?

The very thought almost turned me sick and faint also, as Leah expressed it. How could Tom be so foolhardy? An escaped convict, openly walking about the streets of London!

Did he see you, Leah?

No, sir; I stole away quickly; and the next turning brought me into the right road again.

How did he look?

I saw no change in him, sir. He wore a round glazed hat, and rough blue clothes, with a large sailor collar, open at the throat. His face was not hidden at all. It used to be clean-shaved, you know, except the whiskers; but now the whiskers are gone, and he wears a beard. Thats all the difference I could see in him.

Could this possibly be Tom? I scarcely thought so; scarcely thought that even he would be as reckless of consequences.

Ah, Mr. Charles, do you suppose I could be mistaken in him? cried Leah, in answer to my doubt. Indeed, sir, it was Captain Heriot. He and the man inside  the master of the shop, I suppose  seemed talking as if they knew one another, so Mr. Tom may have been there before. Perhaps he is hiding in the neighbourhood.

Hiding! I repeated, in pain.

Well, sir  

Leah! have you gone up to bed?

The words came floating up the staircase in Wattss deep voice. Leah hurried to the door.

I came up to bring the masters candle, she called out, as she went down. If you hadnt gone to sleep, you might have heard him ring for it.

All night I lay awake, tormented on the score of Tom Heriot. Now looking at the worst side of things, now trying to see them at their best, the hours dragged along, one after the other, until daybreak. In spite of Leahs statement and her own certainty in the matter, my mind refused to believe that the sailor she had seen could be Tom. Tom was inconceivably daring; but not daring enough for this. He would have put on a more complete disguise. At least, I thought so.

But if indeed it was Tom  why, then there was no hope. He would inevitably be recaptured. And this meant I knew not what of heavier punishment for himself; and for the rest of us further exposure, reflected disgrace, and mental pain.

Resolving to go myself at night and reconnoitre, I turned to my days work. In the course of the morning a somewhat curious thing happened. The old saying says that In looking for one thing you find another, and it was exemplified in the present instance. I was searching Mr. Brightmans small desk for a paper that I thought might be there, and, as I suppose, accidentally touched a spring, for the lower part of the desk suddenly loosened, and I found it had a false bottom to it. Lifting the upper portion, I found several small deeds of importance, letters and other papers; and lying on the top of all was a small packet, inscribed Lady Clavering, in Mr. Brightmans writing.

No doubt the letters she was uneasy about, and which I had hitherto failed to find. But now, what was I to do? Give them back to her? Well, no, I thought not. At any rate, not until I had glanced over them. Their being in this secret division proved the importance attaching to them.

Untying the narrow pink ribbon that held them together, there fell out a note of Sir Ralph Claverings, addressed to Mr. Brightman. It was dated just before his death, and ran as follows:

I send you the letters I told you I had discovered. Read them,
and keep them safely. Should trouble arise with her after my
death, confront her with them. Use your own discretion about
showing them or not to my nephew Edmund. But should she
acquiesce in the just will I have made, and when all things are
settled on a sure foundation, then destroy the letters, unseen
by any eye save your own; I do not wish to expose her
needlessly.  R. C.

Lady Clavering had not acquiesced in the will, and she was still going on with her threatened and most foolish action. I examined the letters. Some were written to her; not by her husband, though; some were written by her: and, take them for all in all, they were about as damaging a series as any it was ever my fate to see.

The senseless things these women are! thought I. How on earth came she to preserve such letters as these?

I sent a messenger for Sir Edmund Clavering. Mr. Brightman was to use his own discretion: I hardly thought any was left to me. It was more Sir Edmunds place to see them than mine. He came at once.

By George! he exclaimed, when he had read two or three of them, his handsome face flushing, his brow knit in condemnation. What a despicable woman! We have the cause in our own hands now.

Yes; she cannot attempt to carry it further.

We consulted a little as to the best means of making the truth known to Lady Clavering  an unthankful office that would fall to me  and Sir Edmund rose to leave.

Keep the letters safely, he said; almost in the very words Sir Ralph had written. Do not bring them within a mile of her hands: copies, if she pleases, as many as she likes. And when things are upon a safe footing, as my uncle says, and theres no longer anything to fear from her, then they can be destroyed.

Yes. Of course, Sir Edmund, I continued, in some hesitation, she must be spared to the world. This discovery must be held sacred between us  

Do you mean that as a caution? he interrupted in surprise. Why, Strange, what do you take me for?

He clasped my hand with a half-laugh, and went out. Yes, Lady Clavering had contrived to damage herself, but it would never transpire to her friends or her enemies.

Leah had noticed the name of the street containing the book-stall, and when night came I put on a discarded old great-coat and slouching hat, and set out for it. It was soon found: a narrow, well-frequented street, leading out of the main thoroughfare, full of poor shops, patronized by still poorer customers.

The book-stall was on the right, about half-way down the street. Numbers of old books lay upon a board outside, lighted by a flaring, smoking tin lamp. Inside the shop they seemed chiefly to deal in tobacco and snuff. Every now and then the master of the shop  whose name, according to the announcement above the shop, must be Caleb Lee  came to the door to look about him, or to answer the questions of some outside customer touching the books. But as yet I saw no sign of Tom Heriot.

Opposite the shop, on the other side the way, was a dark entry; into that entry I ensconced myself to watch.

Tired of this at last, I marched to the end of the street, crossed over, strolled back on the other side the way, and halted at the book-stall. There I began to turn the books about: anything to while away the time.

Looking for any book in particular, sir?

I turned sharply at the question, which came from the man Lee. The voice sounded familiar to my ear. Where had I heard it?

You have not an old copy of the Vicar of Wakefield, I suppose?  the work flashing into my mind by chance.

No, sir. I had one, but it was bought last week. Theres Fatherless Fanny, sir; thats a very nice book; it was thought a deal of some years ago. And theres the Water Witch, by Cooper. Thats good, too.

I remembered the voice now. It was that of Leahs mysterious visitor of the night before, who had been curiously inquisitive about me. Recognition came upon me with a shock, and opened up a new fear.

Taking the Water Witch  for which I paid fourpence  I walked on again. Could it be possible that Tom Heriot was passing himself off for me? Why, this would be the veriest folly of all. But no; that was altogether impossible.

Anxious and uneasy, I turned about again and again. The matter ought to be set at rest, yet I knew not how to do it.

I entered the shop, which contained two small counters: the one covered with papers, the other with smoking gear. Lee stood behind the former, serving a customer, who was inquiring for last weeks number of the Fireside Friend. Behind the other counter sat a young girl, pretty and modest. I turned to her.

Will you give me a packet of birds-eye?

Yes, sir, she answered in pleasant tones; and, opening a drawer, handed me the tobacco, ready wrapped up. It would do for Watts. Birds-eye, I knew, was his favourite mixture.

Thank you, sir, she said, returning me the change out of a florin. Anything else, sir?

Yes; a box of wax matches.

But the matches were not to be found, and the girl appealed to her father.

Wax matches, returned the man from across the shop. Why, they are on the shelf behind you, Betsy.

The matches were found, the girl took the money for them, and thanked me again. All very properly and modestly. The girl was evidently as modest and well-behaved as a girl could be.

So that was Betsy! But who was it that was courting her in my name? One of my office clerks  or Captain Thomas Heriot?

Captain Thomas Heriot did not make his appearance, and I began to hope that Leah had been mistaken. It grew late. I was heartily tired, and turned to make my way home.

Why I should have looked round I cannot tell, but I did look round just as I reached the end of the street. Looming slowly up in the distance was a sailor, with a sailors swaying walk, and he turned into the shop.

I turned back also, all my pulses quickened. I did not follow him in, for we might have betrayed ourselves. I stood outside, occupied with the old books again, and pulled the collar of my coat well up, and my hat well down. Not here must there be any mutual recognition.

How long did he mean to stay there? For ever? He and Lee seemed to be at the back of the shop, talking together. I could not hear the voices sufficiently to judge whether one of them was that of Tom Heriot.

He was coming now! Out he came, puffing at a fresh-lighted pipe, his glazed hat at the back of his head, his face lifted to the world.

Tell you we shall, master. Fine to-morrow? not a bit of it. Rain as sure as a gun. This dampness in the air is a safe sign ont. Let a sailor alone for knowing the weather.

At sea, maybe, retorted Caleb Lee. But I never yet knew a sailor who wasnt wrong about the weather on shore. Good-night, sir.

Good-night to you, master, responded the sailor.

He lounged slowly away. It was not Tom Heriot. About his build and his fair complexion, but shorter than Tom. A real, genuine Jack-tar, this, unmistakably. Was he the man Leah had seen? This one wore no beard, but bushy, drooping whiskers.

Looking for another book, sir?

In momentary confusion, I caught up the book nearest to hand. It proved to be Fatherless Fanny, and I said Id take it. While searching for the money, I remarked that the sailor, just gone away, had said we should have rain to-morrow.

I dont see that he is obliged to be right, though he was so positive over it, returned the man. I hate a rainy day: spoils our custom. Thankye, sir. Sixpence this time. Thats right.

Do many sailors frequent this neighbourhood?

Not many; weve a sprinkling of em sometimes. They come over here from the Kent Road way.

Well, and what else could I ask? Nothing. And just then a voice came from the shop.

Father, called out Miss Betsy, is it not time to shut up?

What do you ask? Getting a little deaf, sir, in my old age. Coming, Betsy.

He turned into the shop, and I walked away for the night: hoping, ah! how earnestly, that Leah had been mistaken.

* * * * *

Mr. Strange, my lord.

It was the following evening. Restlessly anxious about Tom Heriot, I betook myself to Gloucester Place as soon as dinner was over, to ask Major Carlen whether he had learnt anything further. The disreputable old man was in some way intimate with one or two members of the Government. To my surprise, Sanders, Lord Levels servant, opened the door to me, and showed me to the dining-room. Lord Level sat there alone over his after-dinner claret.

You look as if you hardly believed your eyes, Charles, he laughed as he shook hands. Sit down. Glasses, Sanders.

And surprised I may well look to see you here, when I thought you were in Paris, was my answer.

We came over to-day; got here an hour ago. Blanche was very ill in crossing and has gone to bed.

Where is Major Carlen?

Oh, he is off to Jersey to see his sister, Mrs. Guy. At least, that is what he said; but he is not famous for veracity, you know, and it is just as likely that he may be catching the mail train at London Bridge en route for Homburg, as the Southampton train from Waterloo. Had you been half an hour earlier, you might have had the pleasure of assisting at his departure. I have taken this house for a month, and paid him in advance, added Lord Level, as much as to say that the Major was not altogether out of funds.

A short silence ensued. The thoughts of both of us were no doubt busy. Level, his head bent, was slowly turning his wine-glass round by its stem.

Charles, he suddenly said, in a half-whisper, what of Tom Heriot?

I hardly knew how to take the question.

I know nothing more of him, was my answer.

Is he in London, think you? Have you heard news of him, in any way?

Now I could not say that I had heard news: for Leahs information was not news, if (as I hoped) she was mistaken. And I judged it better not to speak of it to Lord Level until the question was set at rest. Why torment him needlessly?

I wrote you word what Major Carlen said: that Tom was one of those who escaped. The ship was wrecked upon an uninhabited island, believed to be that of Tristan dAcunha. After a few days some of the convicts contrived to steal a boat and make good their escape. Of course they were in hope of being picked up by some homeward-bound ship, and may already have reached England.

Look here, said Lord Level, after a pause: that island lies, no doubt, in the track of ships bound to the colonies, but not in the track of those homeward-bound. So the probability is, that if the convicts were sighted and picked up, they would be carried further from England, not brought back to it.

I confess that this view had not occurred to me; in fact, I knew very little about navigation, or the courses taken by ships. It served to strengthen my impression that Leah had been in error.

Are you sure of that? I asked him.

Sure of what? returned Lord Level.

That the island would be out of the track of homeward-bound vessels.

Quite sure. Homeward-bound vessels come round Cape Horn. Those bound for the colonies go by way of the Cape of Good Hope.

My visit here to-night was to ask Major Carlen whether he had heard any further particulars.

I think he heard a few more to-day, said Lord Level. The Vengeance was wrecked, it seems, on this island. It is often sighted by ships going to the colonies, and the captain was in hope that his signals from the island would be seen, and some ship would bear down to them. In vain. After the convicts  five of them, I believe  had made their escape, he determined to send off the long-boat, in charge of the chief officer, to the nearest Australian coast, for assistance. On the 10th of December the boat set sail, and on Christmas Day was picked up by the Vernon, which reached Melbourne the last day of the year.

But how do you know all these details? I interrupted in surprise.

They have been furnished to the Government, and Carlen was informed of them this morning, replied Lord Level. On the following day, the 1st of January, the ship Lightning sailed from Melbourne for England; she was furnished with a full account of the wreck of the Vengeance and what succeeded to it. The Lightning made a good passage home, and on her arrival laid her reports before the Government. Thats how it is.

And what of the escaped convicts?

Nothing is known of them. The probability is that they were picked up by an outward-bound ship and landed in one of the colonies. If not, they must have perished at sea.

And if they were so picked up and landed, I suppose they would have reached England by this time?

Certainly  seeing that the Lightning has arrived. And the convicts had some days start of the long-boat. I hope Tom Heriot will not make his way here! fervently spoke Lord Level. The consequences would three-parts kill my wife. No chance of keeping it from her in such a hullabaloo as would attend his recapture.

I cannot think how you have managed to keep it from her as it is.

Well, I have been watchful and cautious  and we have not mixed much with the gossiping English. What! are you going, Charles?

Yes, I have an engagement, I answered, as we both rose. Good-night. Give my love to Blanche. Tell her that Charley will see her to-morrow if he can squeeze out a minutes leisure for it.

Taking up the old coat I had left in the passage, I went out with it on my arm, hailed a cab that was crossing Portman Square and was driven to Lambeth. There I recommenced my watch upon the book-stall and the street containing it, not, however, disclosing myself to Lee that night. But nothing was to be seen of Tom Heriot.


CHAPTER XI.

MRS. BRIGHTMAN.

Sur this coms hoppin youle excuse blundurs bein no skollerd sur missis is worse and if youle com ive got som things to tell you I darnt keep um any longer your unbil servint emma hatch but doant say to peri as i sent.

This remarkable missive was delivered to me by the late afternoon post. The schoolmaster must have been abroad when Hatch received her education.

I had intended to spend the evening with Blanche. It was the day subsequent to her arrival from France with Lord Level, and I had not yet seen her. But this appeared to be something like an imperative summons, and I resolved to attend to it.

The more haste, the less speed. The proverb exemplifies itself very frequently in real life. Ordering my dinner to be served half an hour earlier than usual, I had no sooner eaten it than a gentleman called and detained me. It was close upon eight oclock when I reached Clapham.

Perry, the butler, received me as usual. Oh, sir, such a house of sickness as it is! he exclaimed, leading the way to the drawing-room. My mistress is in bed with brain-fever. They were afraid of it yesterday, but it has quite shown itself to-day. And Miss Annabel is still at Hastings. I say she ought to be sent for; Hatch says not, and tells me to mind my own business: but  

Hatch herself interrupted the sentence. She came into the room and ordered Perry out of it. The servants, even Perry, had grown into the habit of obeying her. Closing the door, she advanced to me as I stood warming my hands at the fire, for it was a sharp night.

Mr. Strange, sir, she began in a low tone, did you get that epistle from me?

I nodded.

Youve not been down here much lately, sir. Last night I thought you might come, the night afore I thought it. The last time you did come you never stepped inside the door.

Where is the use of coming, Hatch, when I am always told that Mrs. Brightman cannot see me  and that Miss Annabel remains at Hastings?

And a good thing that she do remain there, returned Hatch. Perry, the gaby, says, Send for Miss Annabel: why dont you write for Miss Annabel? But that his brains is no bigger than one o them she-gooses on Newland Common, hed have found out why afore now. Sir, continued Hatch, changing her tone, I want to know what I be to do. Im not a person of edication or book-learning, but my wits is alive, and they serves me instead. For this two or three days past, sir, Ive been thinking that I ought to tell out to somebody responsible what it is thats the matter with my missis, and I know of nobody nearer the family than you, sir. Theres her brother, in course, at the Hall, Captain Chantrey, but my missis has held herself aloof from him and Lady Grace, and I know shed be in a fine way if I spoke to him. Three or four days ago I said to myself, The first time I see Mr. Strange, Ill tell him the truth. Last night she was worse than she has been at all, quite raving. I got frightened, which is a complaint Im not given to, and resolved not to let another day pass, and then, whether she lived or died, the responsibility would not lie upon my back.

Straightening myself, I stood gazing at Hatch. She had spoken rapidly. If I had caught all the words, I did not catch their meaning.

Yes? I said mechanically.

And so, with morning light, sir, I wrote you that epistle.

Yes, yes; never mind all that. What about Mrs. Brightman?

Hatch dropped her voice to a lower and more mysterious whisper. Sir, my missis gives way, she do.

Gives way, I repeated, gazing at Hatch, and still unable to see any meaning in the words. What do you say she does?

Hatch took a step forward, which brought her on the hearthrug, close to me. Yes, sir; missis gives way.

Gives way to what? I reiterated. To her superstitious fancies?

No, sir, to stimilinks.

To   The meaning, in spite of Hatchs obscure English, dawned upon me now. A cold shiver ran through me. Annabels mother! and honoured Henry Brightmans wife!

She takes stimulants! I gasped.

Yes, sir; stimilinks, proceeded Hatch. Amost any sort that comes anigh her. She likes wine and brandy best; but failing them, shell drink others.

Question upon question rose to my mind. Had it been known to Mr. Brightman? Had it been a prolonged habit? Was it deeply indulged in? But Annabel was her child, and my lips refused to utter them.

It has been the very plague of my life and my masters to keep it private these many months past, continued Hatch. Hatch does this in the house, and Hatch does the other, the servants cry. Yes; but my master knew why I set up my authority; and missis knew it too. It was to screen her.

How could she have fallen into the habit?

It has grown upon her by degrees, sir. A little at first, and a little, and then a little more. As long as master was here, she was kept tolerably in check, but since his death there has been nobody to restrain her, except me. Whole days she has been in her room, shutting out Miss Annabel, under the excuse of headaches or lowness, drinking all the time; and me there to keep the door. Im sure the black stories I have gone and invented, to pacify Miss Annabel and put her off the right scent, would drive a parson to his prayers.

Then Miss Annabel does not know it?

She do now, returned Hatch. The first night there was that disturbance in the house about missis seeing the ghost, her room was thrown open in the fright, and all the house got in. I turned the servants out: I dared not turn out Miss Annabel, and she couldnt fail to see that her mother was the worse for drink. So then I told her some, and Mr. Close told her more next morning.

Annabels strange grief, so mysterious to me, was accounted for now. Hatch continued:

You see now, sir, why Miss Annabel has been kept so much at Hastings. Master would never have her at home for long together, afeared her mother might betray herself. He wanted to keep the child in ignorance of it, as long as it was possible. Miss Brightman knew it. She found it out the last time she was visiting here; and she begged my missis on her bended knees to be true to herself and leave it off. Missis promised  and such a bout of crying they two had together afore Miss Lucy went away! For a time she did get better; but it all came back again. And then came masters death  and the shock and grief of that has made her give way more than she ever did. And there it is, sir. The secrets got too weighty for me; I couldnt keep it to myself any longer.

Perry says Mrs. Brightman is now lying ill with brain-fever.

We call it brain-fever to the servants, me and Mr. Close; its near enough for them, was Hatchs cool reply. The curious thing is that Perry dont seem to suspect; he sees more of his missis than the rest do, and many a time must have noticed her shaking. Last night her fit of shaking was dreadful  and her fever too, for the matter of that. She is as close as she well can be upon that disorder that comes of drink. If it goes on to a climax, nothing can save the disgrace from coming out downstairs.

Nothing could or would save it, in my opinion, downstairs or up, indoors or out. What a calamity!

But she is a trifle better to-night, continued Hatch. The medicines have taken effect at last, and put her into a deep sleep, or else I couldnt be talking here.

Did you invent the episode of Mr. Brightmans ghost, Hatch, by way of accounting for Mrs. Brightmans state to the servants? I inquired.

I invent it! returned Hatch. I didnt invent it. My missis did see it. Not, I take it, that there was any ghost to see, in one sense; but when these poor creatures is in the shakes, they fancy they see all kinds of things  monkeys and demons, and such-like. I cant believe it was master. I dont see why he should come back, being a good man; and good men that die in peace be pretty sure to rest in their graves. Still, Id not be too sure. It may be that he comes back, as my missis fancies, to silently reproach her. Its odd that she always sees him in the same place, and in his shroud. Several times she has seen him now, and her description of how he looks never varies. Nothing will ever persuade her, sick or well, that it is fancy.

You have seen him also, I hear?

Not I, said Hatch. I have upheld what my missis says. For which was best, Mr. Strange, sir  to let the servants think she is shaking and raving from fear of a ghost, or to let em get to suspect her the worse for drink?

Hatchs policy had no doubt been wise in this. I told her so.

I have seen the shakes before to-day; was used to em when a child, as may be said, resumed Hatch. I had a step-uncle, sir, mothers half-brother, who lived next door to us; he was give to drink, and he had em now and then. Beer were his chief weakness; wine is mississ. If that step-uncle of mine had been put to stand head downwards in a beer barrel, Mr. Charles, hed not have thought he had enough. Hed be always seeing things, he would; blue and red and green imps that crawled up his bed-posts, and horrid little black devils. He used to start out of doors and run away for fear of em. Once he ran out stark naked, all but his shoes; he tore past the cottages all down the village, and flung himself into the pond opposite the stocks. All the women watching him from their doors and windows followed after him. The men thought it were at least a mad dog broke loose, seeing the women in pursuit like that; whereas it were nothing but my step-uncle in one of his bouts  stripped. Mrs. Brightman would never do such a thing as that, being a lady; but they be all pretty much alike for sense when the fit is on em.

And Mr. Brightman knew of this, you say? Knew that she was given to  to like stimulants?

He couldnt be off knowing of it, sir, habiting, as he did, the same rooms: and it has just bittered his life out. She has never had a downright bad attack, like this one, therefore we could hide it from the servants and from Miss Annabel, but it couldnt be hided from him. He first spoke to me about it six or seven months ago, when he was having an iron bedstead put up in the little room close to hers; until then he had made believe to me not to see it. Sometimes I know he talked to her, all lovingly and persuasively, and I would see her with red eyes afterwards. I once heard her say, I will try, Henry; indeed I will; and I do believe she did. But she got worse, and then master spoke to Mr. Close.

Has it been long growing upon her? I asked, in a low voice.

Sir, returned Hatch, looking at me with her powerful eyes, it has been growing for years and years. I think it came on, first, from idleness  

From idleness!

I mean what I say, sir. She married master for a home, as it were, and she didnt care for him. She cared for somebody else  but things wouldnt work convenient, and they had to part. Miss Emma Chantrey was high-born and beautiful, but she had no money, and the gentleman had no money either, so it would not do. It was all over and done with long before she knew Mr. Brightman. Well, sir, she married and come home here. But she never liked the place; commercial, she said, these neighbourhoods was, round London, and the people were beneath her. So she wouldnt visit, and she wouldnt sew nor read; shed just sit all day long with her hands afore her, a-doing of nothing. I saw that as soon as I took service here. Wait, said I to myself, till the baby comes. Well, it came, sweet little Miss Annabel, but it didnt make a pins difference: missis got a maid for it, and then a governess, and turned her over to them. No more babies followed; pity but what a score of em had; they might have roused her from her apathy.

But surely she did not give way, as you call it, then?

No, not then. She was just ate up with weariness; she found no pleasure in life, and she did no work in it; when morning broke shed wish the day was over; and when night came shed wish it was morning; and so the years went by. Then she got to say  it come on quite imperceptible Hatch, get me a glass of wine; Im so low and exhausted. And I used to get her one, thinking nothing. She took it then, just because she wanted something to rouse her, and didnt know what. That was the beginning of it, Mr. Charles.

A very unfortunate beginning.

But, continued Hatch, after a while, she got to like the wine, and in course o time she couldnt do without it; a glass now and a glass then between her meals, besides what she took with them, and it was a great deal; pretty nigh a bottle a-day I fancy, altogether. Master couldnt make out how it was his wine went, and he spoke sharp to Perry; and when missis found that, she took to have some in on her own account, unbeknowing to him. Then it grew to brandy. Upon the slightest excuse, just a stitch in her side, or her finger aching, she would say, Hatch, I must have half a glass of hot brandy-and-water. Folks dont stop at the first liquor, sir, when it gets to that pitch; my step-uncle would have swallowed vitriol sooner than have kept to beer.

Hatch, this is a painful tale.

And Ive not finished of it, was Hatchs response. Missis had an illness a year or eighteen months back; I dare say you remember it, sir. Weak enough she was when she began to get about; some people thought she wouldnt live. She must take stimilinks to strengthen her, says Close. She dont want stimilinks, says I; shell get better without em; for she was a taking of em then in secret, though he didnt know it. Mrs. Brightman must take stimilinks, says he to master. Whatever you thinks necessary, returns master  though if he hadnt begun to suspect then, its odd to me. And my missis was not backward to take Closes stimilinks, and she took her own as well; and that I look upon as the true foundation of it all; it might never have grown into a habit but for that; and since then matters have been going from bad to worse. Its a dangerous plan for doctors to order stimilinks to weak people, added Hatch reflectively; evil comes of it sometimes.

I had heard that opinion before; more than once. I had heard Mr. Brightman express it to a client, who was recovering from an illness. Was he thinking of his wife?

And for the last six months or so my missis has been getting almost beyond control, resumed Hatch; one could hardly keep her within bounds. Me and master tried everything. We got Miss Annabel out of the way, not letting her come home but for two or three days at a time, and them days  my patience! if I hadnt to watch missis like a cat! She didnt wish to exceed in the daytime when Miss Annabel was here, though she would at night; but you know, sir, these poor creatures cant keep their resolves; and if she once got a glass early, then all her prudence went to the winds. I did my best; master did his best; and shed listen, and be reasonable, and say shed touch nothing. But upon the least temptation shed give way. My belief is, she couldnt help it; when it comes to this stage its just a disease. A disease, Mr. Charles, like the measles or the yellow jaundice, and they cant put it from em if they would.

True.

On the Thursday night, it was the Thursday before the master died, there was a quarrel, Hatch went on. Mrs. Brightman was not fit to appear at the dinner-table, and her dinner was sent up to her room, and master came upstairs afterwards, and they had words. Master said he should send Miss Annabel to Hastings in the morning and keep her there, for it would be impossible to hide matters from her longer if she stayed at home. Mrs. Brightman, who was not very bad, resented that, and called him harsh names: generally speaking, she was as humble as could be, knowing herself in the wrong and feeling ashamed of it. They parted in anger. Master was as good as his word; he sent Miss Annabel with Sarah down to Hastings on the Friday morning to Miss Brightman. In the evening, when he came home to dinner, missis was again the worse for drink. But on the Saturday morning she was up betimes, afore the household even, and had ordered the carriage, and went whirling off with me to the station to take the first train for Hastings. I shall return on Monday and bring back Annabel, she said to master, when she was stepping into the carriage at the door, and he ran out to ask where she was going, for he had not seen nor heard nothing about it. Very well, said he in a whisper; only come back as you ought to come. Mr. Charles, I think those were the only words that passed between them after the quarrel.

You mean the quarrel on the Thursday night?

Yes, sir; there was no other quarrel. We went to the Queens Hotel. And on the Sunday, if you remember, you came down to tell us of the masters sudden death. Mrs. Brightman was ill that morning, really ill, I mean, with one of her dreadful headaches  which she did have at times, and when she didnt they was uncommon convenient things for me to fall back upon if I needed an excuse for her. She had meant to go to church, but was not able. She had had too much on the Saturday night, though she was always more prudent out than at home, and was worried in mind besides. But, to be sure, how she did take on about masters death when alone with me. They had parted bad friends: leastways had not made it up after the quarrel; she knew how aggravating she had been to him in it, and a notion got hold of her that he might have poisoned himself. When she learnt the rights of it, that he had died peaceful and natural, she didnt get much happier. She was perpetually saying to me, as the days went on, that her conduct had made him miserable. She drank then to drown care; she fancied she saw all sorts of things, and when it came to masters ghost  

She could not have been sober when she fancied that.

Nor was she, returned Hatch. Half-and-half like; had enough to betray herself to Miss Annabel. Now dont you go and contradict about the ghost, I says to her, poor child; better let the kitchen think its a ghost than brandy-and-water. Frightful vexed and ashamed missis was, when she grew sober, to find that Miss Annabel knew the truth. She told her she must go to her aunt at Hastings for a time: Mr. Close, he said the same. Miss Annabel would not go; she said it was not right that she should leave her mother, and there was a scene; miss sobbing and crying, mistress angry and commanding; but it ended in her going. I dont want no spies upon me, says missis to me, and she shall stop at Hastings for good. Since then she has been giving way unbearable, and the end of it is, she has got the shakes.

What a life! What a life it had been for Mr. Brightman! Lennard had thought of late that he appeared as a man who bore about him some hidden grief! Once, when he had seemed low-spirited, I asked whether anything was amiss. We all have our trials, Charles; some more, some less, was the answer, in tones that rather shut me up.

Hatch would fain have talked until now: if wine was her mistresss weakness, talking was hers; but she was interrupted by the arrival of Mr. Close, and had to attend him upstairs. On his return he came into the drawing-room.

This is a disagreeable business, Mr. Strange. Hatch tells me she has informed you of the true nature of the case.

A disagreeable business! The light words, the matter-of-fact tone seemed as a mockery. The business nearly overwhelmed me.

When you met me the other night, at the gate, and spoke of Mrs. Brightmans illness, I was uncertain how to answer you, continued Mr. Close. I thought it probable you might be behind the curtain, connected as you are with the family, but I was not sure.

I never had the faintest suspicion of such a thing, until Hatchs communication to me to-night. She says her young mistress, even, did not know of it.

No; they have contrived to keep it from Annabel.

Will Mrs. Brightman recover?

From this illness? oh dear yes! She is already in a fair way for it, having dropped into the needed sleep; which is all we want. If you mean will she recover from the habit  why, I cannot answer you. It has obtained a safe hold upon her.

What is to be done?

What can be done? returned the surgeon. Mrs. Brightman is her own mistress, subject to no control, and has a good income at command. She may go on drinking to the end.

Go on drinking to the end! What a fearful thought! what a fearful life! Could nothing be done to prevent it; to recall her to herself; to her responsibility for this world and the next?

I have seen much of these cases, continued Mr. Close; few medical men more. Before I came into this practice I was assistant-surgeon to one of the debtors prisons up in town: no school equal to that in all Europe for initiating a man into the mysteries of the disorder.

Ay, so I believe. But can Mrs. Brightmans case be like those cases?

Why should it differ from them? The same habits have induced it. Of course, she is not yet as bad as some of them are, but unless she pulls up she will become so. Her great chance, her one chance, I may say, would be to place herself under some proper control. But this would require firm resolution and self-denial. To begin with, she would have to leave her home.

This cannot be a desirable home for Annabel.

No. Were she my child, she should not return to it.

What is to be done when she recovers from this attack?

In what way?

In what way, truly! My brain was at work over the difficulties of the future. Was Mrs. Brightman to live on in this, her home, amidst her household of curious servants, amidst the prying neighbours, all of whom would revel in a tale of scandal?

When she is sufficiently well she should have change of air, proceeded the doctor, and get her nerves braced up. Otherwise she may be seeing that ghost for six months to come. A strange fancy that, for her to take up  and yet, perhaps, not so very strange, taking all things into consideration. She is full of remorse, thinking she might have done her duty better by her husband, made him less unhappy, and all that. Mrs. Brightman is a gentlewoman of proud, elevated instincts: she would be only too thankful to leave off this demoralizing habit; in a way, I believe she strives to do it, but it is stronger than she is.

It has become worse, Hatch says, since Mr. Brightman died.

Undoubtedly, concluded Mr. Close. She had taken it to drown care.


CHAPTER XII.

MY LORD AND MY LADY.

The breakfast-table was laid in Gloucester Place, waiting for Lord and Lady Level. It was the day following the one recorded in the last chapter. A clear, bright morning, the sun shining hotly.

Blanche came in, wearing a dainty white dress. Her face, though thin, was fair and lovely as ever; her eyes were as blue and brilliant. Ringing for the coffee to be brought in, she began turning over the letters on the table: one for herself, which she saw was from Mrs. Guy; three for her husband. Of these, one bore the Paris postmark.

Here is a letter from Paris, Archibald, she said to him as he entered. I think from Madame Sauvage; it is like her writing. I hope it is to say that she has sent off the box.

That you may regain possession of your finery, rejoined Lord Level, with a light, pleasant laugh. Eh, Blanche?

Well, my new lace mantle is in it. So stupid of Timms to have made the mistake!

So it was. I dare say the box is on its road by this time.

Blanche began to pour out the coffee. Lord Level had gone to the window, and was looking up and down the street. As he took his seat to begin breakfast, he pushed the letters away idly without opening them, and remarked upon the fineness of the morning.

They were fairly good friends, these two; always courteous, save when Blanche was seized with a fit of jealousy, persuading herself, rightly or wrongly, that she had cause for it. Then she would be cross, bitter, snappish. Once in a way Lord Level retorted in kind; though on the whole he was patient and gentle with her. In the midst of it all she loved him passionately at heart, and sometimes let him know it.

As it is so fine a day, Archibald, you might take me to Kensington, to call on Mrs. Page Reid, this afternoon. She sent us her address, you know.

I would rather not, Blanche, unless you particularly wish it. I dont care to keep up Mrs. Page Reids acquaintance. Shes good for nothing but to talk scandal.

I do not much care for her either, acknowledged Blanche. We are not in the least obliged to renew her acquaintance.

I will take you somewhere else instead, said he, pleased at her acquiescence. We will go out after luncheon and make an afternoon of it  like Darby and Joan.

Presently, when breakfast was nearly over, Blanche opened her letter from Mrs. Guy; reading out scraps of it to her husband. It told of Major Carlens arrival  so that he had really gone to Jersey. Then she took up the Times. An unusual thing for her to do. She did not care for newspapers, and Lord Level did not have them sent to him when in Paris: he saw the English journals at the club. No doubt he had his reasons for so doing.

Meanwhile he was opening his own letters. The one from Paris came last. Had his wife been looking at him, she might have seen a sudden change pass over his face as he read it, as though startled by some doubt or perplexity.

Archibald, what can this mean? exclaimed Blanche in breathless tones. Listen: The names of the five convicts said to have escaped from the ship Vengeance after her wreck on the island, supposed to be that of Tristan dAcunha, are the following: George Ford, Walter Green, John Andison, Nathaniel Markham, and Thomas Heriot. That is Toms name.

Cramming all his letters into his breastpocket with a hurried movement, Lord Level quietly took the paper from his wifes hands. This was the very contretemps he had so long striven to guard against.

My dear Blanche, do you suppose there is only one Thomas Heriot in the world? cried he carelessly. Ship Vengeance? Escape of convicts? Oh, it is something that has happened over at Botany Bay.

Well, the name startled me, at the moment. Im sure Tom might as well be a convict as anything else for all the news he sends us of himself.

He was always careless, you know, and detested letter-writing.

Carrying away the paper, Lord Level left the room and went to the one behind it, of which he made a sort of study. There he sat down, spread the letter from Paris before him on the table, and reperused it.

Confound the woman! remarked his lordship. I shall have to go down there now!

Breakfast removed, Blanche began at once to write to Mrs. Guy, whose letter required an answer. That over, she put on her bonnet to call on Mrs. Arnold Ravensworth in Langham Place. She had called on the previous day, but found Mr. and Mrs. Ravensworth out of town: they were expected home that evening. So now Blanche went again.

Yes, they had arrived; and had brought with them Blanches old friend, Cecilia Ravensworth, from White Littleham Rectory.

How happy they were together, these two! It seemed an age since they had parted, and yet it was not in reality so very long ago. Lady Level remained the best part of the morning, talking of the old days of her happy, yet uneventful, girlhood.

Strolling leisurely through Cavendish Square on her way home, Blanche fell to thinking of the afternoon: speculating where it might be that her husband meant to take her. Perhaps to Hampton Court: she had never seen it, and would like to do so: she would ask him to take her there. Quickening her pace, she soon reached her own door, and saw an empty cab drawn up before it.

Is any visitor here? she asked of Sanders, when admitted.

No, my lady. I have just called the cab for his lordship.

Lord Level came out of the study at the sound of her voice, and turned with her into the front room. She thought he looked vexed  hurried.

Blanche, he began, I find I have to run down to Marshdale. But I shall not be away more than a night if I can help it. I shall be back to-morrow if possible; if not, you may expect me the next day for certain.

To Marshdale! she repeated, in surprise and vexation. Then you will not be able to take me out this afternoon! I was hoping it might be to Hampton Court.

You shall go to Hampton Court when I return.

Take me with you to Marshdale.

I cannot, he replied decisively. I am going down on business.

Why did you not tell me of it this morning? Why have proposed to  

I did not know of it then, he interrupted. How dismayed you look, Blanche! he added, half laughing.

I shall be very lonely, Archibald  all by myself here!

He said no more, but stooped to kiss her, and left the room, looking at his watch.

I did not think it was quite so late! he exclaimed. Turning sharply, for he had been about to enter the study, he approached the front door, hesitated, then turned again, and went into the study.

No, I cant stop, he said, coming to a final decision, as he once more came forth, shut the study door after him, and locked it, but did not take out the key. Blanche, dont let anyone come in here; I have left all my papers at sixes and sevens. If I wait to put them up I shall not catch Jenning.

Are you going to the train now, Archibald?

No, no; I want to see Jenning. I shall come back before going to the train.

Getting into the cab, Lord Level was whirled away. Sanders closed the house-door. And Blanche, ascending the stairs to her chamber, in the slow manner we are apt to assume after experiencing some unexpected check, and untying her bonnet as she went up, came upon her maid, Timms. Timms appeared to be in trouble: her face was gloomy and wet with tears.

What is the matter? exclaimed her mistress.

My lady, I cant understand it. My belief is she has stole it, and nothing less. But for that dreadful sea-passage, there and back, Id go over myself to-day, if your ladyship would spare me.

Now, Timms, what are you talking about?

Why, of the box, my lady. I was that vexed at its being left behind that I scribbled a few lines to Victorine from Dover, telling her to get Sauvage not to delay in sending it on. And Ive got her answer this morning, denying that any box has been left. Leastways, saying that she cant see it.

While Timms was speaking, she had pulled a note out of her pocket, and offered it to her mistress. It was from their late chambermaid, and written in curious English for Timms benefit, who was no French scholar, and it certainly denied that the box inquired for, or any other box, had been left behind, so far as she, Victorine, could ascertain.

When departing from Paris three days before, Timms, counting over the luggage with Sanders, discovered at the station that one of the boxes was missing, left behind in their apartments by her own carelessness. The train was on the point of starting, and there was no time to return; but Lord Level despatched a message by a commissionaire to the concierge, Sauvage, to send it on to London by grande vitesse. The box contained wearing apparel belonging to Lady Level, and amidst it a certain dark silk dress which Timms had long coveted. Altogether she was in a state of melancholy self-reproach and had written to Victorine from Dover, urging speed. Victorines answer, delivered this morning, had completely upset Timms.

Lady Level laughed gaily. Cheer up, Timms, she said; the box is on its road. His lordship has had a letter from Madame Sauvage this morning. The concierge himself was no scribe, and his wife always did the writing for him.

Timms dashed her tears away. Oh, my lady, how thankful I am! What could Victorine mean, I wonder? When was the box sent off? Does your ladyship know?

No  o. I  dont know what the letter does say, added Lady Level, calling to mind that she was as yet ignorant of its contents. I forgot all about it after Lord Level opened it.

Timms did not quite comprehend. But  I beg your pardon, my lady  I suppose Madame Sauvage does say they have sent it off?

I dare say she does. What else should she write for?

The maids countenance fell considerably.

But, my lady, she remonstrated, wise in her superior age and experience, if  if your ladyship has not read the letter, it may be just the opposite. To pretend, like Victorine, that they have not found the box. Victorine may have spirited it away without their knowledge. She would uncommonly like to get some of those dresses for herself.

This view scarcely appeared feasible to Lady Level. How silly you are, Timms! she cried. You can only look at the dark side of the case. As if Lord Level would not have told me had it been that news! I wonder where he put the letter? I will look for it.

If you would be so kind, my lady! so as to set the doubt at rest.

That she should find the letter on her husbands table, Blanche no more doubted than that it was written by Madame Sauvage to announce the despatch of the box. She ran down to the study, unlocked the door, and entered.

The table was covered with quite a confused mass of papers, heaped one upon another. It seemed as though Lord Level must have been looking for some deed or other. A despatch-box, usually crammed full of papers, stood on the table, open and empty. At the opposite corner was his desk; but that was locked.

For a moment Blanche thought she would abandon her search. The confusion looked too formidable to be meddled with. Well for her own peace of mind that she had not done so!

Bending forward, for papers lay on the carpet as well as the table, she let her eyes range over the litter, slightly lifting with her thumb and forefinger a paper here and there, hoping to discern the required letter. Quite by a stroke of good fortune she came upon it. Good fortune or ill  which?

It lay, together with the two letters which had come with it, under an open parchment, close before Lord Levels chair. One of these letters was from Mr. Jenning, his confidential solicitor, requesting his lordship to be with him at twelve oclock that morning on a special matter; but that had nothing to do with Blanche, or with us either. She opened the envelope of the one she wished to see, and took out its letter.

But it was not a letter; not, at least, as letters run in general. It was only a piece of thin paper folded once, which bore a few lines in a fine, pointed Italian hand, and in faint-coloured ink, somewhat difficult to decipher.

Now it must be premised that Lady Level had no more thought of prying into what concerned her husband, and did not concern herself, than a child could have had. She would not have been guilty of such a thing for the world. Any one of those parchments or papers, lying open before her eyes, she would have deemed it the height of dishonour to read a word of. This letter from the wife of their late concierge, containing news of her own lost box, was a different matter.

But though the address to Lord Level was undoubtedly in the handwriting of Madame Sauvage, the inside was not. Blanche strained her eyes over it.

I arrive to-day at Paris, and find you departed for England
with your wife and servants. I come straight on from Pisa,
without halting, to inform you of a discovery we have made;
there was no time to write. As I am so near, it is well to use
the opportunity to pay a short visit to Marshdale to see the
child, and I start this evening for it; you can join me there.
Pardon the trouble I give you.  NINA.

With her face flaming, with trembling hands, and shortened breath, Lady Level gathered in the words and their meaning. Nina! It was the Italian girl, the base woman who had troubled before her peace of mind, and who must have got Madame Sauvage to address the letter. Evidently she did not mean, the shameless siren, to let Lord Level be at rest. And  and  and what was the meaning of that allusion about the child?

Leaving the letter precisely as she had found it, under the sheet of parchment, Lady Level quitted the room and turned the key in the door again. Not for very shame, now that this shameful secret had been revealed to her, would she let her husband know that she had entered. Had she found only what she sought, she would have said openly to him on his return: Archibald, I went in for Madame Sauvages note, and I found it. I hope you dont mind  we were anxious about the box. But somehow her eyes were now opened to the fact that she had been guilty of a dishonourable action, one that could not be excused or justified. Had he not locked his door against intruders  herself as well as others?

Passing into the front room, where the table was now being laid for luncheon, which they took at one oclock, she drew a chair near the fire, mechanically watching Sanders as he placed the dishes on the table, in reality seeing nothing; her mind was in a tumult, very painful and rebellious.

Timms came stealing in. How any lady could be so indifferent as her lady when a box of beautiful clothes was at stake, Timms could not understand: sitting quietly there over the fire, and never coming back to set a bodys mind at rest with yes or no.

I beg pardon for intruding, began Timms, with deprecation, but did your ladyship find Madame Sauvages letter?

No, curtly replied Lady Level. I dare say the box is lost. Not much matter if it is.

Timms withdrew, lifting her hands in condemning displeasure when she got outside. Not much matter! if ever I heard the like of that! A whole trunk full! and some of em lovely!

Will you sit down, now, my lady, or wait for his lordship? inquired Sanders.

Lady Level answered the question by taking her place at table. She felt as though she should never care to wait for his lordship again, for luncheon or anything else. In a few minutes a cab dashed up to the door, bringing him.

Thats right, Blanche; I am glad you did not wait for me, he began. Sanders, is my hand-bag ready?

Quite, my lord.

Put it into the cab, then.

He hastened into the study as he spoke, and began putting things straight there with a deft and rapid hand. In an incredibly short time, the papers were all in order, locked up in their various receptacles, and the table was cleared.

Good-bye, my love, said he, returning to the front room.

Do you not take anything to eat? asked Blanche, in short and sullen tones, which he was in too great a hurry to notice.

No: or I should lose the train.

He caught her to him. Blanche turned her face away.

You silly child! you are cross with me for leaving you. My dear, believe me, I could not help it. Charley is coming up to dine with you this evening.

Leaving his kisses on her lips, but getting none in return, Lord Level went out to the cab. As it drove away, there came up to the door a railway luggage van. The lost box had arrived from Paris. Timms knelt down with extra fervour that night to offer up her thanksgivings.

* * * * *

Lord Level had snatched a moment to look in upon me, and ask me to dine with Blanche that evening.

She is not pleased at being left alone, he said; but I am obliged to run down to Marshdale. And, Charley, she saw something about Tom in the paper this morning: I had to turn it off in the best way I could: so be cautious if she mentions it to you.

I had meant to look again after Tom Heriot that evening, but could not refuse this. Blanche was unusually silent throughout dinner.

Is anything the matter, Blanche? I asked her, when we were in the drawing-room.

A great deal is the matter, she replied resentfully. I am not going to put up with it.

Put up with what?

Oh  with Lord Level. With his  his deceit. But I cant tell you now, Charles: I shall speak to himself first.

I laughed. More jealousy cropping up! What has he done now, Blanche?

What has he gone to Marshdale for? retorted Blanche, her cheeks flaming. And what did he go to Pisa for when we were last in Paris? continued she, without any pause. He did go. It was in December; and he was away ten days.

Well, I suppose some matter or other called him there, I said. As to Marshdale  it is his place; his home. Why should this annoy you, Blanche? A man cannot carry his wife with him everywhere.

I know, she said, catching up her fan, and beginning to use it sharply. I know more than you do, Charles. More than he thinks for  a great deal more.

It strikes me, my dear, that you are doing your best to estrange your husband from you  if you speak to him as you are speaking now. That will not enhance your own happiness, Blanche.

The fault is his, she cried, turning her hot face defiantly upon me.

It may be. I dont think so.

He does not care for me at all. He cares for  for  somebody else.

You may be mistaken. I should be sorry to believe it. But, even should it be so  listen, Blanche  even should it be so, you will do well to change your tactics. Try and win him back to you. I tell it you for the sake of your own happiness.

Blanche tossed back her golden curls, and rose. How old-fashioned you are, Charles! it is of no use talking to you. Will you sing our old duet with me Ive wandered in dreams?

Ay. But I am out of practice.

She had taken her place on the music-stool, and was playing the first bars of the song, when a thought struck her, and she turned round.

Charley, such a curious thing happened this morning. I saw in the Times a list of some escaped convicts, who had been on their way to Van Diemens Land, and amongst them was the name of Thomas Heriot. For a moment it startled and frightened me.

Her eyes were upon my face, so was the light. Having a piece of music in my hand, I let it fall, and stooped to pick it up.

Was it not strange, Charles?

Not particularly so. There may be a hundred Tom Heriots in the world.

Thats what Archibald said  or something to the same effect. But, do you know, I cannot get it out of my head. And Toms not writing to us from India has seemed to me all day more strangely odd than it did before.

India is a regular lazy place. The heat makes people indolent and indifferent.

Yes, I know. Besides, as papa said to me in the few minutes we were talking together before he went away, Tom may have written, and the letters not have reached us. The mail from India is by no means a safe one, he says; letters often get lost by it.

By no means safe: no end of letters are lost continually, I murmured, seconding old Carlens invention, knowing not what else to say. Let us go on, Blanche. It is I who begin, I think Ive wandered in dreams.

Wandered in dreams! If this misery connected with Tom Heriot were only a dream, and not a reality!


VOLUME III.


CHAPTER I.

ON THE WATCH.

Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar sat at dinner in his house in Russell Square one Sunday afternoon. A great cause, in which he was to lead, had brought him up from circuit, to which he would return when the Nisi Prius trial was over. The cloth was being removed when I entered. He received me with his usual kindly welcome.

Why not have come to dinner, Charles? Just had it, you say? All the more reason why we might have had it together. Sit down, and help yourself to wine.

Declining the wine, I drew my chair near to his, and told him what I had come about.

A few days had gone on since the last chapter. With the trouble connected with Mrs. Brightman, and the trouble connected with Tom Heriot, I had enough on my mind at that time, if not upon my shoulders. As regarded Mrs. Brightman, no one could help me; but regarding the other  

Was Tom in London, or was he not? How was I to find out? I had again gone prowling about the book-stall and its environs, and had seen no trace of him. Had Leah really seen him, or only some other man who resembled him?

Again I questioned Leah. Her opinion was not to be shaken. She held emphatically to her assertion. It was Tom that she had seen, and none other.

You may have seen some other sailor, sir; I dont say to the contrary; but the sailor I saw was Captain Heriot, she reiterated. Suppose I go again to-night, sir? I may, perhaps, have the good luck to see him.

Should you call it good luck, Leah?

Ah well, sir, you know what I mean, she answered. Shall I go to-night?

No, Leah; I am going myself. I cannot rest in this uncertainty.

Rest! I felt more like a troubled spirit or a wandering ghost. Arthur Lake asked what had gone wrong with me, and where I disappeared to of an evening.

Once more I turned out in discarded clothes to saunter about Lambeth. It was Saturday night and the thoroughfares were crowded; but amidst all who came and went I saw no trace of Tom.

Worried, disheartened, I determined to carry the perplexity to my Uncle Stillingfar. That he was true as steel, full of loving-kindness to all the world, no matter what their errors, and that he would aid me with his counsel  if any counsel could avail  I well knew. And thus I found myself at his house on that Sunday afternoon. Of course he had heard about the escape of the convicts; had seen Toms name in the list; but he did not know that he was suspected of having reached London. I told him of what Leah had seen, and added the little episode about Miss Betsy.

And now, what can be done, Uncle Stillingfar? I have come to ask you.

His kindly blue eyes became thoughtful whilst he pondered the question. Indeed, Charles, I know not, he answered. Either you must wait in patience until he turns up some fine day  as he is sure to do if he is in London  or you must quietly pursue your search for him, and smuggle him away when you have found him.

But if I dont find him? Do you think it could be Tom that Leah saw? Is it possible that he can be in London?

Quite possible. If a homeward vessel, bound, it may be, for the port of London, picked them up, what more likely than that he is here? Again, who else would call himself Charles Strange, and pass himself off for you? Though I cannot see his motive for doing it.

Did you ever know any man so recklessly imprudent, uncle?

I have never known any man so reckless as Tom Heriot. You must do your best to find him, Charles.

I dont know how. I thought you might possibly have suggested some plan. Every day increases his danger.

It does: and the chances of his being recognised.

It seems useless to search further in Lambeth: he must have changed his quarters. And to look about London for him will be like looking for a needle in a bottle of hay. I suppose, I slowly added, it would not do to employ a detective?

Not unless you wish to put him into the lions mouth, said the Serjeant. Why, Charles, it would be his business to retake him. Rely upon it, the police are now looking for him if they have the slightest suspicion that he is here.

At that time one or two private detectives had started in business on their own account, having nothing to do with the police: now they have sprung up in numbers. It was to these I alluded.

Serjeant Stillingfar shook his head. I would not trust one of them, Charles: it would be too dangerous an experiment. No; what you do, you must do yourself. Once let Government get scent that he is here, and we shall probably find the walls placarded with a reward for his apprehension.

One thing I am surprised at, I said as I rose to leave: that if he is here, he should not have let me know it. What can he be doing for money? An escaped convict is not likely to have much of that about him.

Serjeant Stillingfar shook his head. There are points about the affair that I cannot fathom, Charles. Talking of money  you are well-off now, but if more than you can spare should be needed to get Tom Heriot away, apply to me.

Thank you, uncle; but I dont think it will be needed. Where would you recommend him to escape to?

Find him first, was the Serjeants answer.

He accompanied me himself to the front door. As we stood, speaking a last word, a middle-aged man, with keen eyes and spare frame, dressed as a workman, came up with a brisk step. Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar met the smile on the mans face as he glanced up in passing.

Arkwright! he exclaimed. I hardly knew you. Some sharp case in hand, I conclude?

Just so, Serjeant; but I hope to bring it to earth before the days over. You know  

Then the man glanced at me and came to a pause.

However, I mustnt talk about it now, so good-afternoon, Serjeant. And thus speaking, he walked briskly onwards.

I wonder what he has in hand? I think he would have told me, Charles, but for your being present, cried my uncle, looking after him. A keen man is Arkwright.

Arkwright! I echoed, the name now impressing itself upon me. Surely not Arkwright the famous detective!

Yes, it is. And he has evidently got himself up as a workman to further some case that he has in hand. He knew you, Charles; depend upon that; though you did not know him.

A fear, perhaps a foolish one, fell upon me. Uncle Stillingfar, I breathed, can his case be Toms? Think you it is he who is being run to earth?

No, no. That is not likely, he answered, after a moments consideration. Anyway, you must use every exertion to find him, for his stay in London is full of danger.

It will readily be believed that this incident had not added to my peace of mind. One more visit I decided to pay to the old ground in Lambeth, and after that  why, in truth, whether to turn east, west, north or south, I knew no more than the dead.

Monday was bright and frosty; Monday evening clear, cold and starlight. The gaslights flared away in the streets and shops; the roads were lined with wayfarers.

Sauntering down the narrow pavement on the opposite side of the way, in the purposeless manner that a hopeless man favours, I approached the book-stall. A sailor was standing before it, his head bent over the volumes. Every pulse within me went up to fever heat: for there was that in him that reminded me of Tom Heriot.

I crossed quietly to the stall, stood side by side with him, and took up a handful of penny dreadfuls. Yes, it was he  Tom Heriot.

Tom, I cried softly. Tom!

I felt the start he gave. But he did not move hand or foot; only his eyes turned to scan me.

Tom, I whispered again, apparently intent upon a grand picture of a castle in flames, and a gentleman miraculously escaping with a lady from an attic window. Tom, dont you know me?

For goodness sake dont speak to me, Charley! he breathed in answer, the words barely audible. Go away, for the love of heaven! Ive been a prisoner here for the last three minutes. That policeman yonder would know me, and I dare not turn. His names Wren.

Three doors off, a policeman was standing at the edge of the pavement, facing the shops, as if waiting to pounce upon someone he was expecting to pass. Even as Tom spoke, he wheeled round to the right, and marched up the street. Tom as quickly disappeared to the left, leaving a few words in my ear.

Ill wait for you at the other end, Charley; it is darker there than here. Dont follow me immediately.

So I remained where I was, still bending an enraptured gaze upon the burning castle and the gallant knight and damsel escaping from it at their peril.

Betsy says the account comes to seven shillings, Mr. Strange.

The address gave me almost as great a thrill as the sight of Tom had done. It came from the man Lee, now emerging from his shop. Involuntarily I pulled my hat lower upon my brow. He looked up and down the street.

Oh, I beg pardon  thought Mr. Strange was standing here, he said. And then I saw my error. He had not spoken to me, but to Tom Heriot. My gaze was still fascinated by the flaming picture.

Anything youd like this evening, sir?

Ill take this sheet  half a dozen of them, I said, putting down sixpence.

Thank you, sir. A fine night.

Yes, very. Were you speaking to the sailor who stood here? I added carelessly He went off in that direction, I think, pointing to the one opposite to that Tom had taken.

Yes, answered the man; twas Mr. Strange. He had asked me to look how much his score was for tobacco. I dare say hell be back presently. Captain Strange, by rights, added Lee chattily.

Oh! Captain of a vessel?

Of his own vessel  a yacht. Not but what he has been about the world in vessels of all sorts, he tells us; one voyage before the mast, the next right up next to the skipper. But for them ups and downs where, as he says, would sailors find their experience?

Very true. Well, this is all I want just now. Good-evening.

Good-evening, sir, replied Caleb Lee.

The end of the street to which Tom had pointed was destitute of shops; the houses were small and poor; consequently, it was tolerably dark. Tom was sauntering along, smoking a short pipe.

Is there any place at hand where we can have a few words together in tolerable security? I asked.

Come along, briefly responded Tom. You walk on the other side of the street, old fellow; keep me in view.

It was good advice, and I took it. He increased his pace to a brisk walk, and presently turned down a narrow passage, which brought him to a sort of small, triangular green, planted with shrubs and trees. I followed, and we sat down on one of the benches.

Are you quite mad, Tom?

Not mad a bit, laughed Tom. I say, Charley, did you come to that book-stall to look after me?

Ay. And its about the tenth time I have been there.

How the dickens did you find me out?

Chance one evening took Leah into the neighbourhood, and she happened to see you. I had feared you might be in England.

You had heard of the wreck of the Vengeance, I suppose; and that a few of us had escaped. Good old Leah! Did I give her a fright?

We were sitting side by side. Tom had put his pipe out, lest the light should catch the sight of any passing stragglers. We spoke in whispers. It was, perhaps, as safe a place as could be found; nevertheless, I sat upon thorns.

Not so Tom. By the few signs that might be gathered  his light voice, his gay laugh, his careless manner  Tom felt as happy and secure as if he had been attending one of her Majestys levées, in the full glory of scarlet coat and flashing sword-blade.

Do you know, Tom, you have half killed me with terror and apprehension? How could you be so reckless as to come back to London?

Because the old ship brought me, lightly returned Tom.

I suppose a vessel picked you up  and the comrades who escaped with you?

It picked two of us up. The other three died.

What, in the boat?

He nodded. In the open boat at sea.

How did you manage to escape? I thought convicts were too well looked after.

So they are, under ordinary circumstances. Shipwrecks form the exception. Ill give you the history, Charley.

Make it brief, then. I am upon thorns.

Tom laughed, and began:

We were started on that blessed voyage, a cargo of men in irons, and for some time made a fair passage, and thought we must be nearing the other side. Such a crew, that cargo, Charles! Such an awful lot! Villainous wretches, who wore their guilt on their faces, and suffered their deserts; half demons, most of them. A few amongst them were no doubt like me, innocent enough; wrongfully accused and condemned  

But go on with the narrative, Tom.

I swear I was innocent, he cried, with emotion, heedless of my interruption. I was wickedly careless, I admit that, but the guilt was anothers, not mine. When I put those bills into circulation, Charles, I knew no more they were forged than you did. Dont you believe me?

I do believe you. I have believed you throughout.

And if the trial had not been hurried on I think it could have been proved. It was hurried on, Charles, and when it was on it was hurried over. I am suffering unjustly.

Yes, Tom. But wont you go on with your story?

Where was I? Oh, about the voyage and the shipwreck. After getting out of the south-east trades, we had a fortnights light winds and calms, and then got into a steady westerly wind, before which we ran quietly for some days. One dark night, it was the fifteenth of November, and thick, drizzling weather, the wind about north-west, we had turned in and were in our first sleep, when a tremendous uproar arose on deck; the watch shouting and tramping, the officers orders and the boatswains mates shrill piping rising above the din. One might have thought Old Nick had leaped on board and was giving chase. Next came distinctly that fearful cry, All hands save ship! Sails were being clewed up, yards were being swung round. Before we could realize what it all meant, the ship had run ashore; and there she stuck, bumping as if she would knock her bottom out.

Get on, Tom, I whispered, for he had paused, and seemed to be spinning a long yarn instead of a short one.

Fortunately, the ship soon made a sort of cradle for herself in the sand, and lay on her starboard bilge. To attempt to get her off was hopeless. So they got us all out of the ship and on shore, and put us under tents made of the sails. The skipper made out, or thought he made out, the island to be that of Tristan dAcunha: whether it was or not I cant say positively. At first we thought it was uninhabited, but it turned out to have a few natives on it, sixty or eighty in all. In the course of a few days every movable thing had been landed. All the boats were intact, and were moored in a sort of creek, or small natural harbour, their gear, sails and oars in them.

Hush! I breathed, or you are lost!

A policemans bulls-eye was suddenly turned upon the grass. By the mans size, I knew him for Toms friend, Wren. We sat motionless. The light just escaped us, and the man passed on. But we had been in danger.

If you would only be quicker, Tom. I dont want to know about boats and their gear.

He laughed. How impatient you are, Charles! Well, to get on ahead. A cargo of convicts cannot be kept as securely under such circumstances as had befallen us as they could be in a ships hold, and the surveillance exercised was surprisingly lax. Two or three of the prisoners were meditating an escape, and thought they saw their way to effecting it by means of one of the boats. I found this out, and joined the party. But there were almost insurmountable difficulties in the way. It was absolutely necessary that we should put on ordinary clothes  for what vessel, picking us up, but would have delivered us up at the first port it touched at, had we been in convict dress? We marked the pursers slop-chest, which was under a tent, and well filled, and  

Do get on, Tom!

Here goes, then! One calm, but dark night, when other people were sleeping, we stole down to the creek, five of us, rigged ourselves out in the pursers toggery, leaving the Government uniforms in exchange, unmoored one of the cutters, and got quietly away. We had secreted some bread and salt meat; water there had been already on board. The wind was off the land, and we let the boat drift before it a bit before attempting to make sail. By daylight we were far enough from the island; no chance of their seeing us  a speck on the waters. The wind, hitherto south, had backed to the westward. We shaped a course by the sun to the eastward, and sailed along at the rate of five or six knots. My comrades were not as rough as they might have been; rather decent fellows for convicts. Two of them were from Essex; had been sentenced for poaching only. Now began our lookout: constantly straining our eyes along the horizon for a sail, but especially astern for an outward-bounder, but only saw one or two in the distance that did not see us. What I underwent in that boat as day after day passed, and no sail appeared, I wont enter upon now, old fellow. The provisions were exhausted, and so was the water. One by one three of my companions went crazy and died. The survivor and I had consigned the last of them to the deep on the twelfth day, and then I thought my turn had come; but Markham was worse than I was. How many hours went on, I knew not. I lay at the bottom of the boat, exhausted and half unconscious, when suddenly I heard voices. I imagined it to be a dream. But in a few minutes a boat was alongside the cutter, and two of its crew had stepped over and were raising me up. They spoke to me, but I was too weak to understand or answer; in fact, I was delirious. I and Markham were taken on board and put to bed. After some days, passed in a sort of dreamy, happy delirium, well cared for and attended to, I woke up to the realities of life. Markham was dead: he had never revived, and died of exposure and weakness some hours after the rescue.

What vessel had picked you up?

It was the Discovery, a whaler belonging to Whitby, and homeward bound. The captain, Van Hoppe, was Dutch by birth, but had been reared in England and had always sailed in English ships. A good and kind fellow, if ever there was one. Of course, I had to make my tale good and suppress the truth. The passenger-ship in which I was sailing to Australia to seek my fortune had foundered in mid-ocean, and those who escaped with me had died of their sufferings. That was true so far. Captain Van Hoppe took up my misfortunes warmly. Had he been my own brother  had he been you, Charley  he could not have treated me better or cared for me more. The vessel had a prosperous run home. She was bound for the port of London; and when I put my hand into Van Hoppes at parting, and tried to thank him for his goodness, he left a twenty-pound note in it. Youll need it, Mr. Strange, he said; you can repay me when your fortunes made and you are rich.

Strange! I cried.

Tom laughed.

I called myself Strange on the whaler. Dont know that it was wise of me. One day when I was getting better and lay deep in thought  which just then chanced to be of you, Charley  the mate suddenly asked me what my name was. Strange, I answered, on the spur of the moment. Thats how it was. And thats the brief history of my escape.

You have had money, then, for your wants since you landed, I remarked.

I have had the twenty pounds. Its coming to an end now.

You ought not to have come to London. You should have got the captain to put you ashore somewhere, and then made your escape from England.

All very fine to talk, Charley! I had not a sixpence in my pocket, or any idea that he was going to help me. I could only come on as far as the vessel would bring me.

And suppose he had not given you money  what then?

Then I must have contrived to let you know that I was home again, and borrowed from you, he lightly replied.

Well, your being here is frightfully dangerous.

Not a bit of it. As long as the police dont suspect I am in England, they wont look after me. Its true that a few of them might know me, but I do not think they would in this guise and with my altered face.

You were afraid of one to-night.

Well, he is especially one who might know me; and he stood there so long that I began to think he might be watching me. Anyway, Ive been on shore these three weeks, and nothing has come of it yet.

What about that young lady named Betsy? Miss Betsy Lee.

Tom threw himself back in a fit of laughter.

I hear the old fellow went down to Essex Street one night to ascertain whether I lived there! The girl asked me one day where I lived, and I rapped out Essex Street.

But, Tom, what have you to do with the girl?

Nothing; nothing. On my honour. I have often been in the shop, sometimes of an evening. The father has invited me to some grog in the parlour behind it, and I have sat there for an hour chatting with him and the girl. Thats all. She is a well-behaved, modest little girl; none better.

Well, Tom, with one imprudence and another, you stand a fair chance  

There, there! Dont preach, Charley. What you call imprudence, I call fun.

What do you think of doing? To remain on here for ever in this disguise?

Couldnt, I expect, if I wanted to. I must soon see about getting away.

You must get away at once.

I am not going yet, Charley; take my word for that; and I am as safe in London, I reckon, as I should be elsewhere. Dont say but I may have to clear out of this particular locality. If that burly policeman is going to make a permanent beat of it about here, he might drop upon me some fine evening.

And you must exchange your sailors disguise, as you call it, for a better one.

Perhaps so. That rough old coat you have on, Charley, might not come amiss to me.

You can have it. Why do you fear that policeman should know you, more than any other?

He was present at the trial last August. Was staring me in the face most of the day. His names Wren.

I sighed.

Well, Tom, it is getting late; we have sat here as long as is consistent with safety, I said, rising.

He made me sit down again.

The later the safer, perhaps, Charley. When shall we meet again?

Ay; when, and where?

Come to-morrow evening, to this same spot. It is as good a one as any I know of. I shall remain indoors all day tomorrow. Of course one does not care to run needlessly into danger. Shall you find your way to it?

Yes, and will be here; but I shall go now. Do be cautious, Tom. Do you want any money? I have brought some with me.

Many thanks, old fellow; Ive enough to go on with for a day or two. How is Blanche? Did she nearly die of the disgrace?

She did not know of it. Does not know it yet.

No! he exclaimed in astonishment. Why, how can it have been kept from her? She does not live in a wood.

Level has managed it, somehow. She was abroad during the trial, you know. They have chiefly lived there since, Blanche seeing no English newspapers; and, of course, her acquaintances do not gratuitously speak to her about it. But I dont think it can be kept from her much longer.

But where does she think I am  all this time?

She thinks you are in India with the regiment.

I suppose he was in a fine way about it!

Level? Yes  naturally; and is still. He would have saved you, Tom, at any cost.

As you would, and one or two more good friends; but, you see, I did not know what was coming upon me in time to ask them. It fell upon my head like a thunderbolt. Level is not a bad fellow at bottom.

He is a downright good one  at least, thats my opinion of him.

We stood hand locked in hand at parting. Where are you staying? I whispered.

Not far off. Ive a lodging in the neighbourhood  one room.

Fare you well, then, until to-morrow evening.

Au revoir, Charley.


CHAPTER II.

TOM HERIOT.

I found my way straight enough the next night to the little green with its trees and shrubs. Tom was there, and was humming one of our boyhoods songs taught us by Leah:

Young Henry was as brave a youth
As ever graced a martial story;
And Jane was fair as lovely truth:
She sighed for love, and he for glory.

To her his faith he meant to plight,
And told her many a gallant story:
But war, their honest joys to blight,
Called him away from love to glory.

Young Henry met the foe with pride;
Jane followed  fought  ah! hapless story!
In mans attire, by Henrys side,
She died for love, and he for glory.

He was still dressed as a sailor, but the pilot-coat was buttoned up high and tight about his throat, and the round glazed hat was worn upon the front of his head instead of the back of it.

I thought you meant to change these things, Tom, I said as we sat down.

All in good time, he answered; dont quite know yet what costume to adopt. Could one become a negro-melody man, think you, Charley  or a Red Indian juggler with balls and sword-swallowing?

How light he seemed! how supremely indifferent! Was it real or only assumed? Then he turned suddenly upon me:

I say, what are you in black for, Charley? For my sins?

For Mr. Brightman.

Mr. Brightman! he repeated, his tone changing to one of concern. Is he dead?

He died the last week in February. Some weeks ago now. Died quite suddenly.

Well, well, well! softly breathed Tom Heriot. I am very sorry. I did not know it. But how am I likely to know anything of what the past months have brought forth?

It would serve no purpose to relate the interview of that night in detail. We spent it partly in quarrelling. That is, in differences of opinion. It was impossible to convince Tom of his danger. I told him about the Sunday incident, when Detective Arkwright passed the door of Serjeant Stillingfar, and my momentary fear that he might be looking after Tom. He only laughed. Good old Uncle Stillingfar! cried he; give my love to him. And all his conversation was carried on in the same light strain.

But you must leave Lambeth, I urged. You said you would do so.

I said I might. I will, if I see just cause for doing so. Plenty of time yet. I am not sure, you know, Charles, that Wren would know me.

The very fact of your having called yourself Strange ought to take you away from here.

Well, I suppose that was a bit of a mistake, he acknowledged. But look here, brother mine, your own fears mislead you. Until it is known that I have made my way home no one will be likely to look after me. Believing me to be at the antipodes, they wont search London for me.

They may suspect that you are in London, if they dont actually know it.

Not they. To begin with, it must be a matter of absolute uncertainty whether we got picked up at all, after escaping from the island; but the natural conclusion will be that, if we were, it was by a vessel bound for the colonies: homeward-bound ships do not take that course. Everyone at all acquainted with navigation knows that. I assure you, our being found by the whaler was the merest chance in the world. Be at ease, Charley. I can take care of myself, and I will leave Lambeth if necessary. One of these fine mornings you may get a note from me, telling you I have emigrated to the Isle of Dogs, or some such enticing quarter, and have become Mr. Smith. Meanwhile, we can meet here occasionally.

I dont like this place, Tom. It must inevitably be attended with more or less danger. Had I not better come to your lodgings?

No, he replied, after a moments consideration. I am quite sure that we are safe here, and there its hot and stifling  a dozen families living in the same house. And I shall not tell you where the lodgings are, Charles: you might be swooping down upon me to carry me away as Mephistopheles carried away Dr. Faustus.

After supplying him with money, with a last handshake, whispering a last injunction to be cautious, I left the triangle, and left him within it. The next moment found me face to face with the burly frame and wary glance of Mr. Policemen Wren. He was standing still in the starlight. I walked past him with as much unconcern as I could muster. He turned to look after me for a time, and then continued his beat.

It gave me a scare. What would be the result if Tom met him unexpectedly as I had done? I would have given half I was worth to hover about and ascertain. But I had to go on my way.

* * * * *

Can you see Lord Level, sir?

It was the following Saturday afternoon, and I was just starting for Hastings. The week had passed in anxious labour. Business cares for me, more work than I knew how to get through, for Lennard was away ill, and constant mental torment about Tom. I took out my watch before answering Watts.

Yes, I have five minutes to spare. If that will be enough for his lordship, I added, laughing, as we shook hands: for he had followed Watts into the room.

You are off somewhere, Charles?

Yes, to Hastings. I shall be back again to-morrow night. Can I do anything for you?

Nothing, replied Lord Level. I came up from Marshdale this morning, and thought I would come round this afternoon to ask whether you have any news.

When Lord Level went to Marshdale on the visit that bore so suspicious an aspect to his wife, he had remained there only one night, returning to London the following day. This week he had been down again, and stayed rather longer  two days, in fact. Blanche, as I chanced to know, was rebelling over it. Secretly rebelling, for she had not brought herself to accuse him openly.

News? I repeated.

Of Tom Heriot.

Should I tell Lord Level? Perhaps there was no help for it. When he had asked me before I had known nothing positively; now I knew only too much.

Why I should have it, I know not; but a conviction lies upon me that he has found his way back to London, he continued. Charles, you look conscious. Do you know anything?

You are right. He is here, and I have seen him.

Good heavens! exclaimed Lord Level, throwing himself back in his chair. Has he really been mad enough to come back to London?

Drawing my own chair nearer to him, I bent forward, and in low tones gave him briefly the history. I had seen Tom on the Monday and Tuesday nights, as already related to the reader. On the Thursday night I was again at the trysting-place, but Tom did not meet me. The previous night, Friday, I had gone again, and again Tom did not appear.

Is he taken, think you? cried Lord Level.

I dont know: and you see I dare not make any inquiries. But I think not. Had he been captured, it would be in the papers.

I am not so sure of that. What an awful thing! What suspense for us all! Can nothing be done?

Nothing, I answered, rising, for my time was up. We can only wait, and watch, and be silent.

If it were not for the disgrace reflected upon us, and raking it up again to peoples minds, I would say let him be re-taken! It would serve him right for his foolhardiness.

How is Blanche?

Cross and snappish; unaccountably so: and showing her temper to me rather unbearably.

I laughed  willing to treat the matter lightly. She does not care that you should go travelling without her, I take it.

Lord Level, who was passing out before me, turned and gazed into my face.

Yes, said he emphatically. But a man may have matters to take up his attention, and his movements also, that he may deem it inexpedient to talk of to his wife.

He spoke with a touch of haughtiness. Very true, I murmured, as we shook hands and went out together, he walking away towards Gloucester Place, I jumping into the cab waiting to take me to the station.

Mrs. Brightman was better; I knew that; and showing herself more self-controlled. But there was no certainty that the improvement would be lasting. In truth, the certainty lay rather the other way. Her mothers home was no home for Annabel; and I had formed the resolution to ask her to come to mine.

The sun had set when I reached Hastings, and Miss Brightmans house. Miss Brightman, who seemed to grow less strong day by day, which I was grieved to hear, was in her room lying down. Annabel sat at the front drawing-room window in the twilight. She started up at my entrance, full of surprise and apprehension.

Oh, Charles! Has anything happened? Is mamma worse?

No, indeed; your mamma is very much better, said I cheerfully. I have taken a run down for the pleasure of seeing you, Annabel.

She still looked uneasy. I remembered the dreadful tidings I had brought the last time I came to Hastings. No doubt she was thinking of it, too, poor girl.

Take a seat, Charles, she said. Aunt Lucy will soon be down.

I drew a chair opposite to her, and talked for a little time on indifferent topics. The twilight shades grew deeper, passers-by more indistinct, the sea less bright and shimmering. Silence stole over us  a sweet silence all too conscious, all too fleeting. Annabel suddenly rose, stood at the window, and made some slight remark about a little boat that was nearing the pier.

Annabel, I whispered, as I rose and stood by her, you do not know what I have really come down for.

No, she answered, with hesitation.

When I last saw you at your own home, you may remember that you were in very great trouble. I asked you to share it with me, but you would not do so.

She began to tremble, and became agitated, and I passed my arm round her waist.

My darling, I now know all.

Her heart beat violently as I held her. Her hand shook nervously in mine.

You cannot know all! she cried piteously.

I know all; more than you do. Mrs. Brightman was worse after you left, and Hatch sent for me. She and Mr. Close have told me the whole truth.

Annabel would have shrunk away, in the full tide of shame that swept over her, and a low moan broke from her lips.

Nay, my dear, instead of shrinking from me, you must come nearer to me  for ever. My home must be yours now.

She did not break away from me, and stood pale and trembling, her hands clasped, her emotion strong.

It cannot, must not be, Charles.

Hush, my love. It can be  and shall be.

Charles, she said, her very lips trembling, weigh well what you are saying. Do not suffer the  affection  I must speak fully  the implied engagement that was between us, ere this unhappiness came to my knowledge and yours  do not suffer it to bind you now. It is a fearful disgrace to attach to my poor mother, and it is reflected upon me.

Were your father living, Annabel, should you say the disgrace was also reflected upon him?

Oh no, no. I could not do so. My good father! honourable and honoured. Never upon him.

I laughed a little at her want of logic.

Annabel, my dear, you have yourself answered the question. As I hold you to my heart now, so will I, in as short a time as may be, hold you in my home and at my hearth. Let what will betide, you shall have one true friend to shelter and protect you with his care and love for ever and for ever.

Her tears were falling.

Oh please, please, Charles! I am sure it ought not to be. Aunt Lucy would tell you so.

Aunt Lucy came in at that moment, and proved to be on my side. She would be going to Madeira at the close of the summer, and the difficulty as to what was to be done then with Annabel had begun to trouble her greatly.

I cannot take her with me, you see, Charles, she said. In her mothers precarious state, the child must not absent herself from England. Still less can I leave her to her mothers care. Therefore I think your proposal exactly meets the dilemma. I suppose matters have been virtually settled between you for some little time now.

Oh, Aunt Lucy! remonstrated Annabel, blushing furiously.

Well, my dear, and I say it is all for the best. If you can suggest a better plan I am willing to hear it.

Annabel sat silent, her head drooping.

I may tell you this much, child: your father looked forward to it and approved it. Not that he would have allowed the marriage to take place just yet had he lived; I am sure of that; but he is not living, and circumstances alter cases.

I am sure he liked me, Miss Brightman, I ventured to put in, as modestly as I could; and I believe he would have consented to our marriage.

Yes, he liked you very much; and so do I, she added, laughing. I wish I could say as much for Mrs. Brightman. The opposition, I fancy, will come from her.

You think she will oppose it? I said  and, indeed, the doubt had lain in my own mind.

I am afraid so. Of course there will be nothing for it but patience. Annabel cannot marry without her consent.

How a word will turn the scales of our hopes and fears! That Mrs. Brightman would oppose and wither our bright prospects came to me in that moment with the certainty of conviction.

Come what come may, we will be true to each other, I whispered to Annabel the next afternoon. We were standing at the end of the pier, looking out upon the calm sea, flashing in the sunshine, and I imprisoned her hand momentarily in mine. If we have to exercise all the patience your Aunt Lucy spoke of, we will still hope on, and put our trust in Heaven.

Even so, Charles. The evening was yet early when I reached London, and I walked home from the station. St. Marys was striking half-past seven as I passed it. At the self-same moment, an arm was inserted into mine. I turned quickly, wondering if anyone had designs upon my small hand-bag.

All right, Charley! Im not a burglar.

It was only Lake. Why, Arthur! I thought you had gone to Oxford until Monday!

Got news last night that the fellow could not have me: had to go down somewhere or other, he answered, as we walked along arm-in-arm. I say, I had a bit of a scare just now.

In what way?

I thought I saw Tom pass. Tom Heriot, he added in a whisper.

Oh, but thats impossible, you know, Lake, I said, though I felt my pulses quicken. All your fancy.

It was just under that gas-lamp at the corner of Wellington Street, Lake went on. He was sauntering along as if he had nothing to do, muffled in a coat that looked a mile too big for him, and a red comforter. He lifted his face in passing, and stopped suddenly, as if he had recognised me, and were going to speak; then seemed to think better of it, turned on his heel and walked back the way he had been coming. Charley, if it was not Tom Heriot, I never saw such a likeness as that man bore to him.

My lips felt glued. It could not have been Tom Heriot, Lake. You know Tom is at the antipodes. We will not talk of him, please. Are you coming home with me?

Yes. I was going on to Barlows Chambers, but Ill come with you instead.


CHAPTER III.

AN EVENING VISITOR.

The spring flowers were showing themselves, and the may was budding in the hedges. I thought how charming it all looked, as I turned, this Monday afternoon, into Mrs. Brightmans grounds, where laburnums drooped their graceful blossoms, and lilacs filled the air with their perfume; how significantly it all spoke to the heart of renewed life after the gloom of winter, the death and decay of nature.

Mrs. Brightman was herself, enjoying the spring-tide. She sat, robed in crape, on a bench amidst the trees, on which the sun was shining. What a refined, proud, handsome face was hers! but pale and somewhat haggard now. No other trace of her recent illness was apparent, except a nervous trembling of the hands.

This is a surprise, she said, holding out one of those hands to me quite cordially. I thought you had been too busy of late to visit me in the day-time.

Generally I am very busy, but I made time to come to-day. I have something of importance to say to you, Mrs. Brightman. Will you hear me?

She paused to look at me  a searching, doubtful look. Did she fear that I was about to speak to her of her failing? The idea occurred to me.

Certainly, she coldly replied. Business must, of course, be attended to. Would you prefer to go indoors or to sit out here?

I would rather remain here. I am not often favoured with such a combination of velvet lawn and sunshine and sweet scents.

She made room for me beside her. And, with as little circumlocution as possible, I brought out what I wanted  Annabel. When the heart is truly engaged, a man at these moments can only be bashful, especially when he sees it will be an uphill fight; but if the heart has nothing to do with the matter, he can be as cool and suave as though he were merely telling an everyday story.

Mrs. Brightman, hearing me to the end, rose haughtily.

Surely you do not know what you are saying! she exclaimed. Or is it that I fail to understand you? You cannot be asking for the hand of my daughter?

Indeed  pardon me  I am. Mrs. Brightman, we  

Pardon me, she interrupted, but I must tell you that it is utterly preposterous. Say no more, Mr. Strange; not another word. My daughter cannot marry a professional man. I did so, you may reply: yes, and have forfeited my proper place in the world ever since.

Mr. Brightman would have given Annabel to me.

Possibly so, though I think not. As Mr. Brightman is no longer here, we may let that supposition alone. And you must allow me to say this much, sir  that it is scarcely seemly to come to me on any such subject so soon after his death.

But   I stopped in embarrassment, unable to give my reason for speaking so soon. How could I tell Mrs. Brightman that it was to afford Annabel a home and a protector: that this, her mothers home, was not fitting for a refined and sensitive girl?

But I pressed the suit. I told her I had Annabels consent, and that I had recently been with her at Hastings. I should like to have added that I had Miss Brightmans, only that it might have done more harm than good. I spoke very slightly of Miss Brightmans projected departure from England, when her house would be shut up and Annabel must leave Hastings. And I added that I wanted to make a home for her by that time.

I am sure she caught my implied meaning, for she grew agitated and her hands shook as they lay on her crape dress. Her diamond rings, which she had not discarded, flashed in the sunlight. But she rallied her strength. All her pride rose up in rebellion.

My daughter has her own home, sir; her home with me  what do you mean? During my illness, I have allowed her to remain with her aunt, but she will shortly return to me.

And when I would have urged further, and pleaded as for something dearer than life, she peremptorily stopped me.

I will hear no more, Mr. Strange. My daughter is descended on my side from the nobles of the land  you must forgive me for thus alluding to it  and it is impossible that I can forget that, or allow her to do so. Never, with my consent, will she marry out of that grade: a professional man is, in rank, beneath her. This is my decision, and it is unalterable. The subject is at an end, and I beg of you never again to enter upon it.

There was no chance of my pursuing it then, at any rate. Hatch came from the house, a folded cloak on her arm, and approached her mistress.

The carriage is at the gate, maam.

Mrs. Brightman rose at once: she was going for a drive. After what had just passed, I held out my arm to her with some hesitation. She put the tips of her fingers within it, with a stiff Thank you, and we walked to the gate in silence. I handed her into the open carriage; Hatch disposed the cloak upon her knees, assisted by the footman. With a cold bow, Mrs. Brightman, who had already as coldly shaken hands with me, drove away.

Hatch, always ready for a gossip, stood within the little iron gate while she spoke to me.

We be going away for a bit, sir, she began. Did you know it?

No. Mrs. Brightman has not mentioned the matter to me.

Well, we be, then, continued Hatch; missis and me and Perry. Mr. Close have got her to consent at last. I dont say that she was well enough to go before; Close thought so, but I didnt. He wants her gone, you see, Mr. Charles, to get that fancy out of her head about master.

But does she still think she sees him?

Not for the past few days, replied Hatch. She has changed her bedroom, and taken to the best spare one; and she has been better in herself. Oh, shell be all right now for a bit, if only  

If only what? I asked, for Hatch had paused.

Well, you know, sir. If only she can control herself. Im certain she is trying to, added Hatch. There aint one of us would be so glad to find it got rid of for good and all as shed be. Shes put about frightfully yet at Miss Annabels knowing of it.

And where is it that you are going to?

Missis talked of Cheltenham; it was early, she thought, for the seaside; but this morning she got a Cheltenham newspaper up, and saw that amid the company staying there were Captain and Lady Grace Chantrey. Im not going where my brother and that wife of his are, she says to me in a temper  for, as I dare say youve heard, Mr. Charles, they dont agree. And now she talks of Brighton. Whatever place she fixes on, Perry is to be sent on first to take lodgings.

Well, Hatch, I said, the change from home will do your mistress good. She is much better. I trust the improvement will be permanent.

Ah, if she would but take care! It all lies in that, sir, concluded Hatch, as I turned away from the gate, and she went up the garden.

* * * * *

We must go back for a moment to the previous evening. Leaving behind us the church of St. Clement Danes and its lighted windows, Lake and I turned into Essex Street, arm-in-arm, went down it and reached my door. I opened it with my latch-key. The hall-lamp was not lighted, and I wondered at Wattss neglect.

Go on up to my room, I said to Lake. Ill follow you in a moment.

He bounded up the stairs, and the next moment Leah came up from the kitchen with a lighted candle, her face white and terrified.

It is only myself, Leah. Why is the lamp not alight?

Heaven be good to us, sir! she cried. I thought I heard somebody go upstairs.

Mr. Lake has gone up.

She dropped her candlestick upon the slab, and backed against the wall, looking more white and terrified than ever. I thought she was about to faint.

Mr. Charles! I feel as if I could die! I ought to have bolted the front door.

But what for? I cried, intensely surprised. What on earth is the matter, Leah?

He is up there, sir! Up in your front sitting-room. I put out the hall-lamp, thinking the house would be best in darkness.

Who is up there? For in the moments bewilderment I did not glance at the truth.

Mr. Tom, sir. Captain Heriot.

Mr. Tom! Up there?

Not many minutes ago, soon after Watts had gone out to church  for he was late to-night  there came a ring at the doorbell, said Leah. I came up to answer it, thinking nothing. A rough-looking man stood, in a wide-awake hat, close against the door there. Is Mr. Strange at home? said he, and walked right in. I knew his voice, and I knew him, and I cried out. Dont be stupid, Leah; its only me, says he. Is Mr. Charles upstairs? Nobody with him, I hope. Theres nobody to come and put his head in the lions mouth, as may be said, there at all, sir, said I; and up he went, like a lamplighter. I put the hall-lamp out. I was terrified out of my senses, and told him you were at Hastings, but I expected you in soon. And Mr. Charles, wound up Leah, I think he must have gone clean daft.

Light the lamp again, I replied. It always is alight, you know. If the house is in darkness, you might have a policeman calling to know what was the matter.

Tom was in a fit of laughter when I got upstairs. He had taken off his rough overcoat and broad-brimmed hat, and stood in a worn  very much worn  suit of brown velveteen breeches and gaiters. Lake stared at him over the table, a comical expression on his face.

Suppose we shake hands, to begin with, said Lake. And they clasped hands heartily across the table.

Did you know me just now, in the Strand, Lake? asked Tom Heriot.

I did, replied Lake, and his tone proved that he meant it. I said to Charley, here, that I had just seen a fellow very like Tom Heriot; but I knew who it was, fast enough.

You wouldnt have known me, though, if I hadnt lifted my face to the lamp-light. I forget myself at moments, you see, added Tom, after a pause. Meeting you unexpectedly, I was about to speak as in the old days, and recollected myself only just in time. I say  turning himself about in his velveteens should you take me for a gamekeeper?

No, I should not: you dont look the thing at all, I put in testily, for I was frightfully vexed with him altogether. I thought you must have been taken up by your especial friend, Wren. Twice have I been to the trysting-place as agreed, but you did not appear.

No; but I think he nearly had me, replied Tom.

How was that?

Ill tell you, he answered, as we all three took chairs round the fire, and I stirred it into a blaze. On the Wednesday I did not go out at all; I told you I should not. On the Thursday, after dusk, I went out to meet you, Charley. It was early, and I strolled in for a smoke with Lee and a chat with Miss Betsy. The old man began at once: Captain Strange, Policeman Wren has been here, asking questions about you. It seems old Wren is well known in the neighbourhood  

Captain Strange? cried Lake. Who is Captain Strange?

I am  down there, laughed Tom. Dont interrupt, please. What questions? I said to Lee. Oh, what your name was, and where you came from, and if I had known you long, and what your ship was called, answered Lee. And you told him? I asked. Well, I should have told him, but for Betsy, he said. Betsy spoke up, saying you were a sailor-gentleman that came in to buy tobacco and newspapers; and that was all he got out of us, not your name, captain, or anything. As Betsy said to me afterwards, it was not our place to answer questions about Captain Strange: if the policeman wanted to know anything, let him apply to the captain himself. Which I thought good sense, concluded Lee. As it was.

Well, Tom?

Well, I thought it about time to go straight home again, said Tom; and thats why I did not meet you, Charley. And the next day, Friday, I cleared out of my diggings in that quarter of the globe, rigged myself out afresh, and found other lodgings. I am nearer to you now, Charley: vegetating in the wilds over Blackfriars Bridge.

How could you be so imprudent as to come here to-night? or to be seen in so conspicuous a spot as the Strand?

The fit took me to pay you a visit, old fellow. As to the Strand  it is a fine thoroughfare, you know, and I had not set eyes on it since last summer. I walked up and down a bit, listening to the church bells, and looking about me.

You turn everything into ridicule, Tom.

Better that, Charley, than into sighing and groaning.

How did you know that Leah would open the door to you? Watts might have done so.

I had it all cut-and-dried. Is Mrs. Brown at home? I should have said, in a voice Watts would never have known. Mrs. Brown dont live here, old Watts would have answered; upon which I should have politely begged his pardon and walked off.

All very fine, Tom, and you may think yourself amazingly clever; but as sure as you are living, you will run these risks once too often.

Not I. Didnt I give old Leah a scare! You should have heard her shriek.

Suppose it had been some enemy  some stickler for law and justice  that I had brought home with me to-night, instead of Lake?

But it wasnt, laughed Tom. It was Lake himself. And I guess he is as safe as you are.

Be sure of that, added Lake. But what do you think of doing, Heriot? You cannot hide away for ever in the wilds of Blackfriars. I would not answer for your safety there for a day.

Goodness knows! said Tom. Perhaps Charley could put me up here  in one of his top bedrooms?

Whether he spoke in jest or earnest, I knew not. He might remember that I was running a risk in concealing him even for an hour or two. Were it discovered, the law might make me answer for it.

I should like something to eat, Charley.

Leaving him with Lake, I summoned Leah, and bade her bring up quickly what she had. She speedily appeared with the tray.

Good old Leah! said Tom to her. That ham looks tempting.

Mr. Tom, if you go on like this, loitering in the open streets and calling at houses, trouble will overtake you, returned Leah, in much the same tone she had used to reprimand him when a child. I wonder what your dear, good mother would say to it if she saw you throwing yourself into peril. Do you remember, sir, how often she would beg of you to be good?

My mother! repeated Tom, who was in one of his lightest moods. Why, you never saw her. She was dead and buried and gone to heaven before you knew anything of us.

Ah well, Master Tom, you know I mean Mrs. Heriot  afterwards Mrs. Strange. It wouldnt be you, sir, if you didnt turn everything into a jest. She was a good mother to you all.

That she was, Leah. Excused our lessons for the asking, and fed us on jam.

He was taking his supper rapidly the while; for, of course, he had to be away before church was over and Watts was home again. The man might have been true and faithful; little doubt of it; but it would have added one more item to the danger.

Lake went out and brought a cab; and Tom, his wide-awake low on his brow, his rough coat on, and his red comforter round about his throat, vaulted into it, to be conveyed over Blackfriars Bridge to any point that he might choose to indicate.

It is an amazing hazard his going about like this, cried Lake, as we sat down together in front of the fire. He must be got out of England as quickly as possible.

But he wont go.

Then, mark my words, Charles, bad will come of it.


CHAPTER IV.

RESTITUTION.

Time had gone on  weeks and weeks  though there is little to tell of passing events. Things generally remained pretty much as they had been. The Levels were abroad again. Mrs. Brightman on the whole was better, but had occasional relapses; Annabel spent most of her time at Hastings; and Tom Heriot had not yet been taken.

Tom was now at an obscure fishing village on the coast of Scotland, passing himself off as a fisherman, owning a small boat and pretending to fish. This did not allay our anxiety, which was almost as great as ever. Still, it was something to have him away from London. Out of Great Britain he refused to move.

Does the reader remember George Coneys money, that so strangely disappeared the night of Mr. Brightmans death? From that hour to this nothing has been seen or heard of it: but the time for it was now at hand. And what I am about to relate may appear a very common-place ending to a mystery  though, indeed, it was not yet quite the ending. In my capacity of story-teller I could have invented a hundred romantic incidents, and worked them and the reader up to a high point of interest; but I can only record the incident as it happened, and its termination was a very matter-of-fact one.

I was sitting one evening in the front room: a sitting-room now  I think this has been said before  smoking my after-dinner cigar. The window was open to the summer air, which all day long had been intensely hot. A letter received in the morning from Gloucestershire from Mr. Coney, to which his son had scrawled a postscript: Has that bag turned up yet? had set me thinking of the loss, and from that I fell to thinking of the loss of the Clavering will, which had followed close upon it. Edmund Clavering, by the way, had been with me that day to impart some news. He was going to be married  to a charming girl, too  and we were discussing settlements. My Lady Clavering, he said, was figuring at Baden-Baden, and report ran that she was about to espouse a French count with a fierce moustache.

Presently I took up the Times, not opened before that day, and was deep in a police case, which had convulsed the court in Marlborough Street with laughter, and was convulsing me, when a vehicle dashed down Essex Street. It was the van of the Parcels Delivery Company.

Mr. Strange live here? was the question I heard from the man who had descended from the seat beside the driver, when Watts went out.

All right, said Watts.

Heres a parcel for him. Nothing to pay.

The driver whipped up his horse, then turned sharply round, and  overturned the van. It was not the first accident of a similar nature, or the last by many, that I have seen in that particular spot. How it is I dont know, but drivers, especially cabmen, have an unconquerable propensity for pulling their horses round in a perilously short fashion at the bottom of Essex Street, and sometimes the result is that they come to grief. I threw down my newspaper and leaned out at the window watching the fun. The street was covered with parcels, and the driver and his friend were throwing off their consternation in choice language. One hamper could not be picked up: it had contained wine loosely packed, and the broken bottles were lying in a red pool. Where the mob collected from, that speedily arrived to assist, was a marvel. The van at length took its departure up the street, considerably shorn of the triumph with which it had dashed down.

This had taken up a considerable space of time, and it was growing too dark to resume my newspaper. Turning from the window, I proceeded to examine the parcel which Watts had brought up on its arrival and placed on the table. It was about a foot square, wrapped in brown paper, sealed and tied with string; and, in what Tony Lumpkin would have called a confounded cramped, up-and-down hand, where you could not tell an izzard from an R, was directed C. Strange, Esquire.

I took out my penknife, cut the string, and removed the paper; and there was disclosed a pasteboard-box with green edges, also sealed. I opened it, and from a mass of soft paper took out a small canvas bag, tied round with tape, and containing thirty golden sovereigns!

From the very depth of my conviction I believed it to be the bag we had lost. It was the bag; for, on turning it round, there were Mr. Coneys initials, S. C., neatly marked with blue cotton, as they had been on the one left by George. It was one of their sample barley bags. I wondered if they were the same sovereigns. Where had it been? Who had taken it? And who had returned it?

I rang the bell, and then called to Watts, who was coming up to answer it, to bring Leah also. It was my duty to tell them, especially Leah, of the moneys restitution, as they had been inmates of the house when it was lost.

Watts only stared and ejaculated; but Leah, with some colour, for once, in her pale cheeks, clasped her hands. Oh, sir, Im thankful you have found it again! she exclaimed. Im heartily thankful!

So am I, Leah, though the mystery attending the transaction is as great as ever; indeed, more so.

It certainly was. They went down again, and I sat musing over the problem. But nothing could I make out of it. One moment I argued that the individual taking it (whomsoever it might be) must have had temporary need of funds, and, the difficulty over, had now restored the money. The next, I wondered whether anyone could have taken the bag inadvertently, and had now discovered it. I locked the bag safely up, wrote a letter to George Coney, and then went out to confide the news to Arthur Lake.

Taking the short cuts and passages that lead from Essex Street to the Temple, as I generally did when bound for Lakes chambers, I was passing onwards, when I found myself called to  or I thought so. Standing still in the shade, leaning against the railings of the Temple Gardens, was a slight man of middle height: and he seemed to say Charley.

Glancing in doubt, half stopping as I did so, yet thinking I must have been mistaken, I was passing on, when the voice came again.

Charley!

I stopped then. And I declare that in the revulsion it brought me you might have knocked me down with a feather; for it was Tom Heriot.

I was almost sure it was you, Charles, he said in a low voice; but not quite sure.

I had not often had such a scare as this. My heart, with pain and dismay, beat as if it meant to burst its bonds.

Can it possibly be you? I cried. What brings you here? Why have you come again?

Reached London this morning. Came here when dusk set in, thinking I might have the luck to see you or Lake, Charley.

But why have you left Scotland? You were safer there.

Dont know that I was. And I had grown tired to death of it.

It will end in death, or something like it, if you persist in staying here.

Tom laughed his gay, ringing laugh. I looked round to see that no one was about, or within hearing.

What a croaker you are, old Charley! Im sure you ought to kill the fatted calf, to celebrate my return from banishment.

But, Tom, you know how dangerous it is, and must be, for you to be here in London.

And it was becoming dangerous up there, he quickly rejoined. Since the summer season set in, those blessed tourists are abroad again, with their staves and knapsacks. No place is safe from them, and the smaller and more obscure it is, the more they are sure to find it. The other day I was in my boat in my fishing toggery, as usual, when a fellow comes up, addresses me as My good man, and plunges into queries touching the sea and the fishing-trade. Now who do you think that was, Charles?

I cant say.

It was James Lawless, Q.C.  the leader who prosecuted at my trial.

Good heavens!

I unfastened the boat, keeping my back to him and my face down, and shot off like a whirlwind, calling out that I was behind time, and must put out. I took good care, Charles, not to get back before the stars were bright in the night sky.

Did he recognise you?

No  no. For certain, no. But he would have done so had I stayed to talk. And it is not always that I could escape as I did then. You must see that.

I saw it all too plainly.

So I thought it best to make myself scarce, Charles, and leave the tourists haunts. I sold my boat; no difficulty in that; though, of course, the two men who bought it shaved me; and came over to London as fast as a third-class train would bring me. Dare not put my nose into a first-class carriage, lest I should drop upon some one of my old chums.

Of all places, Tom, you should not have chosen London.

Will you tell me, old fellow, what other place I could have pitched upon?

And I could not tell.

Go where I will, he continued, it seems that the Philistines are likely to find me out.

We were pacing about now, side by side, keeping in the shade as much as possible, and speaking under our breath.

You will have to leave the country, Tom; you must do it. And go somewhere over the seas.

To Van Diemens Land, perhaps, suggested Tom.

Now, be quiet. The subject is too serious for jesting. I should think  perhaps  America. But I must have time to consider. Where do you mean to stay at present? Where are you going to-night?

Ive been dodging about all day, not showing up much; but Im going now to where I lodged last, down Blackfriars way. You remember?

Yes, I remember: it is not so long ago.

It is as safe as any other quarter, for aught I can tell. Any way, I dont know of another.

Are you well, Tom? I asked. He was looking thin, and seemed to have a nasty cough upon him.

I caught cold some time ago, and it hangs about me, he replied. Oh, I shall be all right now Im here, he added carelessly.

You ought to take a good jorum of something hot when you get to bed to-night  

Tom laughed. I am likely to get anything of that sort in any lodging I stand a chance of to-night. Well done, Charley! I havent old Leah to coddle me.

And somehow the mocking words made me realize the discomforts and deprivations of Tom Heriots present life. How would it all end?

We parted with a hand-shake: he stealing off on his way to his lodging, I going thoughtfully on mine. It was a calm summer evening, clear and lovely, the stars twinkling in the sky, but all its peace had gone out for me.

It was impossible to foresee what the ending would or could be. At any moment Tom might be recognised and captured, so long as he inhabited London; and it might be difficult to induce him to leave it. Still more difficult to cause him to depart altogether for other lands and climes.

Not long before, I had consulted with Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar as to the possibility of obtaining a pardon for Tom. That he had not been guilty was indisputable, though the law had deemed him so. But the Serjeant had given me no encouragement that any such movement would be successful. The very fact, as he pointed out, of Tom Heriots having escaped clandestinely, would tell against him. What, I said then, if Tom gave himself up? He smiled, and told me I had better not ask his opinion upon the practical points of the case.

So the old trouble was back again in full force, and I knew not how to cope with it.

* * * * *

The summer sun, glowing with light and heat, lay full upon Hastings and St. Leonards. The broad expanse of sea sparkled beneath it; the houses that looked on the water were burning and blistering under the fierce rays. Miss Brightman, seated at her drawing-room window, knitting in hand, observed that it was one of the most dazzling days she remembered.

The remark was made to me and to Annabel. We sat at the table together, looking over a book of costly engravings that Miss Brightman had recently bought. I shall leave it with you, Charles, she said, when I go away; you will take care of it. And if it were not that you are tied to London, and it would be too far for you to go up and down daily, I would leave you my house also  that you might live in it, and take care of that during my absence.

Mrs. Brightman had come to her senses. Very much, I confess, to my astonishment, much also I think to Annabels, she had put aside her prejudices and consented to our marriage. The difficulty of where her daughter was to be during Miss Brightmans sojourn in Madeira had in a degree paved the way for it. Annabel would, of course, have returned to her mother; she begged hard to be allowed to do so: she believed it her duty to be with her. But Miss Brightman would not hear of it, and, had she yielded, I should have interposed my veto in Mr. Brightmans name. In Hatchs words, strong in sense but weak in grammar, their home wasnt no home for Miss Annabel.

Mrs. Brightman could only be conscious of this. During her sojourn at Brighton, and for some little time after her return home, she had been very much better; had fought resolutely with the insidious foe, and conquered. But alas! she fell away again. Now she was almost as bad as ever; tolerably sober by day, very much the opposite by night.

Miss Brightman, dating forward, seeing, as she feared, only shoals and pitfalls, and most anxious for Annabel, had journeyed up to Clapham to her sister-in-law, and stayed there with her a couple of days. What passed between them even Hatch never knew; but she did know that her mistress was brought to a penitent and subdued frame of mind, and that she promised Lucy Brightman, with many tears, to strive to overcome her fatal habit for the good Gods sake. And it was during this visit that she withdrew her opposition to the marriage; when Miss Brightman returned home she carried the consent with her.

And my present visit to Hastings was to discuss time and place and other matters; more particularly the question of where our home was to be. A large London house we were not yet rich enough to set up, and I would not take Annabel to an inferior one; but I had seen a charming little cottage at Richmond that might suit us  if she liked the locality.

Closing the book of engravings, I turned to Miss Brightman, and entered upon the subject. Suddenly her attention wavered. It seemed to be attracted by something in the road.

Why, bless my heart, it is! she cried in astonishment. If ever I saw Hatch in my life, that is Hatch  coming up the street! Annabel, child, give me the glasses.

The glasses were on the table, and I handed them to her. Annabel flew to the window and grew white. She was never free from fears of what might happen in her mothers house. Hatch it was, and apparently in haste.

What can be the matter? she gasped. Oh, Aunt Lucy!

Hatch is nodding heartily, as if not much were wrong, remarked Miss Brightman, who was watching her through the glasses. Hatch is peculiar in manner, as you are aware, Mr. Charles, but she means no disrespect by it.

I smiled. I knew Hatch quite as well as Miss Brightman knew her.

Now what brings you to Hastings? she exclaimed, rising from her chair, when Hatch was shown in.

My missis brought me, maam, returned Hatch, with composure. Miss Annabel, you be looking frighted, but theres nothing wrong. Yesterday morning, all in a flurry like, your mamma took it into her head to come down here, and we drove down with  

Drove down?

Yes, maam, with four posters to the carriage. My missis cant abear the rail; she says folks stare at her: and here we be at the Queens Hotel, she, and me, and Perry.

Would you like to take a chair, Hatch? said Miss Brightman.

My legs is used to standing, maam, replied Hatch, with a nod of thanks, and Ive not much time to linger. It was late last night when we got here. This morning, up gets my missis, and downstairs she comes to her breakfast in her sitting-room, and me with her to wait upon her, for sometimes her hands is shaky, and she prefers me to Perry or anybody else  

How has your mistress been lately? interposed Miss Brightman.

Better, maam. Not always quite the thing, though a deal better on the whole. But I must get on about this morning, added Hatch impressively. Waiter, says my missis when the man brings up the coffee. Mum? says he. I am subject to spadical attacks in the chest, says she, and should like to have some brandy in my room: they take me sometimes in the middle of the night. Put a bottle into it, the very best French, and a corkscrew. Or you may as well put two bottles, she goes on; I may be here some time. It shall be done, mum, says he. I was as vexed as I could be to hear it, broke off Hatch, but what could I do? I couldnt contradict my missis and tell the man that no brandy must be put in her room, or else shed drink it. Well, maam, I goes down presently to my own breakfast with Perry, and while we sat at it a chambermaid comes through the room: Ive put two bottles of brandy in the ladys bedroom, as was ordered, says she. With that Perry looks at me all in a fluster  he have no more wits to turn things off than a born idiot. Very well, says I to her, eating at my egg as if I thought nothing; I hopes my missis wont have no call to use em, but shes took awful bad in the chest sometimes, and its as well for us to be ready. Im sure I pities her, says the girl, for there aint nothing worse than spasms. I has em myself occasional  

When once Hatch was in the full flow of a narrative, there was no getting in a word edgeways, and Miss Brightman had to repeat her question twice: Does Perry know the nature of the illness that affects Mrs. Brightman?

Why, in course he does, maam, was Hatchs rejoinder. He couldnt be off guessing it for himself, and the rest I told him. Why, maam, without his helping, we could never keep it dark from the servants at home. It was better to make a confidant of Perry, that I might have his aid in screening the trouble, than to let it get round to everybody. Hes as safe and sure as I be, and when it all first came out to him, he cried over it, to think of what his poor master must have suffered in mind before death took him. Well, maam, I made haste over my breakfast, and I went upstairs, and there was the bottles and the corkscrew, so I whips em off the table and puts them out of sight. Mrs. Brightman comes up presently, and looks about and goes down again. Three separate times she comes up, and the third time she gives the bell a whirl, and in runs the chambermaid, who was only outside. I gave orders this morning, says my lady, to have some brandy placed in the room. Oh, I have got the brandy, says I, before the girl could speak; I put it in the little cupboard here, maam. So away goes the girl, looking from the corners of her eyes at me, as if suspicious I meant to crib it for my own use: and my mistress began: Draw one of them corks, Hatch. No, maam, says I, not yet; please dont. Draw em both, says missis  for there are times, added Hatch, when a trifle puts her out so much that its hazardous to cross her. I drew the cork of one, and missis just pointed with her finger to the tumbler on the wash-handstand, and I brought it forward and the decanter of water. Now you may go, says she; so I took up the corkscrew. I told you to leave that, says she, in her temper, and I had to come away without it, and the minute I was gone she turned the key upon me. Miss Annabel, I see the words are grieving of you, but they are the truth, and I can but tell them.

Is she there now  locked in? asked Miss Brightman.

Shes there now, returned Hatch, with solemn enunciation, to make up for her failings in grammar, which was never anywhere in times of excitement; she is locked in with them two bottles and the corkscrew, and shell just drink herself mad  and whats to be done? I goes at once to Perry and tells him. Lets get in through the winder, says Perry  which his brains is only fit for a gander, as Ive said many a time. You stop outside her door to listen again downright harm, says I, thats what youll do; and Ill go for Miss Brightman. And here Im come, maam, running all the way.

What can I do? wailed Miss Brightman.

Maam, answered Hatch, I think that if youll go back with me, and knock at her room door, and call out that you be come to pay her a visit, shed undo it. Shes more afeared of you than of anybody living. She cant have done herself much harm yet, and you might coax her out for a walk or a drive, and then bring her in to dinner here  anything to get her away from them two dangerous bottles. If I be making too free, maam, youll be good enough to excuse me  it is for the familys sake. At home I can manage her pretty well, but to have a scene at the hotel would make it public.

What is to be the ending? I exclaimed involuntarily as Miss Brightman went in haste for her bonnet.

Why, the ending must be  just what it will be, observed Hatch philosophically. But, Mr. Charles, I dont despair of her yet. Begging your pardon, Miss Annabel, youd better not come. Your mamma wont undo her door if she thinks theres many round it.

Annabel stood at the window as they departed, her face turned from me, her eyes blinded with tears. I drew her away, though I hardly knew how to soothe her. It was a heavy grief to bear.

My days are passed in dread of what tidings may be on the way to me, she began, after a little time given to gathering composure. I ought to be nearer my mother, Charles; I tell Aunt Lucy so almost every day. She might be ill and dead before I could get to her, up in London.

And you will be nearer to her shortly, Annabel. My dear, where shall our home be? I was thinking of Richmond  

No, no, she interrupted in sufficient haste to show me she had thoughts of her own.

Annabel! It shall not be there: at your mothers. Anywhere else.

It is somewhere else that I want to be.

Then you shall be. Where is it?

She lifted her face like a pleading childs, and spoke in a whisper. Charles, let me come to you in Essex Street.

Essex Street! I echoed in surprise. My dear Annabel, I will certainly not bring you to Essex Street and its inconveniences. I cannot do great things for you yet, but I can do better than that.

They would not be inconveniences to me. I would turn them into pleasures. We would take another servant to help Watts and Leah; or two if necessary. You would not find me the least encumbrance; I would never be in the way of your professional rooms. And in the evening, when you had finished for the day, we would dine, and go down to mammas for an hour, and then back again. Charles, it would be a happy home: let me come to it.

But I shook my head. I did not see how it could be arranged; and said so.

No, because at present the idea is new to you, returned Annabel. Think it over, Charles. Promise me that you will do so.

Yes, my dear; I can at least promise you that.

There was less trouble with Mrs. Brightman that day than had been anticipated. She opened her door at once to her sister-in-law, who brought her back to the Terrace. Hatch had been wise. In the afternoon we all went for a drive in a fly, and returned to dinner. And the following day Mrs. Brightman, with her servants, departed for London in her travelling-carriage, no scandal whatever having been caused at the Queens Hotel. I went up by train early in the morning.

It is surprising how much thinking upon a problem simplifies it. I began to see by degrees that Annabels coming to Essex Street could be easily managed; nay, that it would be for the best. Miss Brightman strongly advocated it. At present a large portion of my income had to be paid over to Mrs. Brightman in accordance with her husbands will, so that I could not do as I would, and must study economy. Annabel would be rich in time; for Mrs. Brightmans large income, vested at present in trustees, must eventually descend to Annabel; but that time was not yet. And who knew what expenses Tom Heriot might bring upon me?

Changes had to be made in the house. I determined to confine the business rooms to the ground floor; making Miss Metholds parlour, which had not been much used since her death, my own private consulting-room. The front room on the first floor would be our drawing-room, the one behind it the dining-room.

Leah was in an ecstasy when she heard the news. The workmen were coming in to paint and paper, and then I told her.

Of course, Mr. Charles, it  is  

Is what, Leah?

Miss Annabel.

It should be no one else, Leah. We shall want another servant or two, but you can still be major-domo.

If my poor master had only lived to see it! she uttered, with enthusiasm. How happy he would have been; how proud to have her here! Well, well, what turns things take!


CHAPTER V.

CONFESSION.

October came in; and we were married early in the month, the wedding taking place from Mrs. Brightmans residence, as was of course only right and proper. It was so very quiet a wedding that there is not the least necessity for describing it  and how can a young man be expected to give the particulars of his own? Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar was present; Lord and Lady Level, now staying in London, drove down for it; and Captain Chantrey gave his niece away. For Mrs. Brightman had chosen to request him to accept her invitation to do so, and to be accompanied by his wife, Lady Grace. Miss Brightman was also present, having travelled up from Hastings the day before. Three or four days later on, she would sail for Madeira.

I could not spare more than a fortnight from work, leaving Lennard as my locum tenens. Annabel would have been glad to spare less, for she was haunted by visions of what might happen to her mother. Though there was no especial cause for anxiety in that quarter just now, she could never feel at ease. And on my part I was more anxious than ever about Tom Heriot, for more reasons than one.

The fortnight came to an end, all too soon: and late on the Saturday evening we reached home. Watts threw open the door, and there stood Leah in a silk gown. The drawing-room, gayer than it used to be, was bright with a fire and preparations for tea.

How homelike it looks! exclaimed Annabel. Charles, she whispered, turning to me with her earnest eyes, as she had been wont to do when a child: I will not make the least noise when you have clients with you. You shall not know I am in the house: I will take care not to drop even a reel of cotton on the carpet. I do thank you for letting me come to Essex Street: I should not have seemed so completely your wife had you taken me to any but your old home.

The floors above were also in order, their chambers refurnished. Leah went up to them with her new mistress, and I went down to the clerks office, telling Annabel I should not be there five minutes. One of the clerks, Allen, had waited; but I had expected Lennard.

Is Mr. Lennard not here? I asked. Did he not wait? I wrote to him to do so.

Mr. Lennard has not been here all day, sir, was Allens reply. A messenger came from him this morning, to say he was ill.

We were deep in letters and other matters, I and Allen, when the front door opened next the office door, and there stood Arthur Lake, laughing, a light coat on his arm.

Fancy! Ive been down the river for a blow, cried he. Just landed at the pier here. Seeing lights in your windows, I thought you must have got back, Charley.

We shook hands, and he stayed a minute, talking. Then, wishing good-night to Allen, he backed out of the room, making an almost imperceptible movement to me with his head. I followed him out, shutting the office door behind me. Lake touched my arm and drew me outside.

I suppose youve not heard from Tom Heriot since you were away, breathed Lake, in cautious tones, as we stood together on the outer step.

No; I did not expect to hear. Why?

I saw him three days ago, whispered Lake. I had a queer-looking letter on Wednesday morning from one Mr. Dominic Turk, asking me to call at a certain place in Southwark. Of course, I guessed it was Tom, and that he had moved his lodgings again; and I found I was right.

Dominic Turk! I repeated. Does he call himself that?

Lake laughed. He is passing now for a retired schoolmaster. Says hes sure nobody can doubt he is one as long as he sticks to that name.

How is he? Has any fresh trouble turned up? Im sure youve something bad to tell me.

Well, Charley, honestly speaking, it is a bad look-out, in more ways than one, he answered. He is very ill, to begin with; also has an idea that a certain policeman named Wren has picked up an inkling of his return, and is trying to unearth him. But, added Lake, we cant very well talk in this place. Ive more to say  

Come upstairs, and take tea with me and Annabel, I interrupted.

Cant, said he; my dinners waiting. Im back two hours later than I expected to be; it has been frizzling, I expect, all the time. Besides, old fellow, Id rather you and I were alone. Theres fearful peril looming ahead, unless Im mistaken. Can you come round to my chambers to-morrow afternoon?

No: we are going to Mrs. Brightmans after morning service.

It must be left until Monday, then; but I dont think theres much time to be lost. Good-night.

Lake hastened up the street, and I returned to Allen and the letters.

With this interruption, and with all I found to do, the five minutes absence I had promised my wife lengthened into twenty. At last the office was closed for the night, Allen left, and I ran upstairs, expecting to have kept Annabel waiting tea. She was not in the drawing-room, the tea was not made, and I went up higher and found her sobbing in the bedroom. It sent me into a cold chill.

My love, what is this? Are you disappointed? Are you not happy?

Oh, Charles, she sobbed, clinging to me, you know I am happy. It is not that. But I could not help thinking of my father. Leah got talking about him; and I remembered once his sitting in that very chair, holding me on his knee. I must have been about seven years old. Miss Methold was ill  

At that moment there came a knock and a ring at the front door. Not a common knock and ring, but sharp, loud and prolonged, resounding through the house as from some impatient messenger of evil. It startled us both. Annabels fears flew to her mother; mine to a different quarter, for Lakes communication was troubling and tormenting me.

Charles! if  

Hush, dear. Listen.

As we stood outside on the landing, her heart beating against my encircling hand, and our senses strained to listen, we heard Watts open the front door.

Has Mr. Strange come home? cried a voice hurriedly  that of a woman.

Yes, said Watts.

Can I speak to him? It is on a matter of life and death.

Where do you come from? asked Watts, with habitual caution.

I come from Mr. Lennard. Oh, pray do not waste time!

All right, my darling; it is not from your mother, I whispered to Annabel, as I ran down.

A young woman stood at the foot of the stairs; I was at a loss to guess her condition in life. She had the face and manner of a lady, but her dress was poor and shabby.

I have come from my father, sir  Mr. Lennard, she said in a low tone, blushing very much. He is dangerously ill: we fear he is dying, and so does he. He bade me say that he must see you, or he cannot die in peace. Will you please be at the trouble of coming?

One hasty word despatched to my wife, and I went out with Miss Lennard, hailing a cab, which had just set down its freight some doors higher up. What is the matter with your father? I questioned, as we whirled along towards Blackfriars Bridge, in accordance with her directions.

It is an attack of inward inflammation, she replied. He was taken ill suddenly last night after he got home from the office, and he has been in great agony all day. This evening he grew better; the pain almost subsided; but the doctor said that might not prove a favourable symptom. My father asked for the truth  whether he was dying, and the answer was that he might be. Then my father grew terribly uneasy in mind, and said he must see you if possible before he died  and sent me to ascertain, sir, whether you had returned home.

The cab drew up at a house in a side street, a little beyond Blackfriars Bridge. We entered, and Miss Lennard left me in the front sitting-room. The remnants of faded gentility were strangely mixed with bareness and poverty. Poor Lennard was a gentleman born and bred, but had been reduced by untoward misfortune. Trifling ornaments stood about; antimacassars were thrown over the shabby chairs. Miss Lennard had gone upstairs, but came down quickly.

It is the door on the left, sir, on the second landing, said she, putting a candle in my hand. My father is anxiously expecting you, but says I am not to go up.

It was a small landing, nothing in front of me but a bare white-washed wall, and two doors to the left. I blundered into the wrong one. A night-cap border turned on the bed, and a girlish face looked up from under it.

What do you want? she said.

Pardon me. I am in search of Mr. Lennard.

Oh, it is the next room. But  sir! wait a moment. Oh, wait, wait!

I turned to her in surprise, and she put up two thin white hands in an imploring attitude. Is it anything bad? Have you come to take him?

To take him! What do you mean?

You are not a sheriffs officer?

I smiled at her troubled countenance. I am Mr. Strange  come to see how he is.

Down fell her hands peacefully. Sir, I beg your pardon: thank you for telling me. I know papa has sometimes been in apprehension, and I lie here and fear things till I am stupid. A strange step on the stairs, or a strange knock at the door, sets me shaking.

The next room was the right one, and Lennard was lying in it on a low bed; his face looked ghastly, his eyes wildly anxious.

Lennard, I said, I am sorry to hear of your illness. Whats the matter?

Sit down, Mr. Strange; sit down, he added, pointing to a chair, which I drew near. It is an attack of inflammation: the pain has ceased now, but the doctor says it is an uncertain symptom: it may be for better, or it may be for worse. If the latter, I have not many hours to live.

What brought it on?

I dont know: unless it was that I drank a draught of cold water when I was hot. I have not been very strong for some time, and a little thing sends me into a violent heat. I had a long walk, four miles, and I made nearly a run of it half the way, being pressed for time. When I got in, I asked Leah for some water, and drank two glasses of it, one after the other. It seemed to strike a chill to me at the time.

It was at the office, then. Four miles! Why did you not ride?

It was not your business I was out on, sir; it was my own. But whether that was the cause or not, the illness came on, and it cannot be remedied now. If I am to die, I must die; God is over all: but I cannot go without making a confession to you. How the fear of deaths approach alters a mans views and feelings! he went on, in a different tone. Yesterday, had I been told I must make this confession to you, I should have said, Let me die, rather; but it appears to me now to be an imperative duty, and one I must nerve myself to perform.

Lennard lay on his pillow, and looked fixedly at me, and I not less fixedly at him. What, in the shape of a confession, could he have to make to me? He had been managing clerk in Mr. Brightmans office long before I was in it, a man of severe integrity, and respected by all.

The night Mr. Brightman died, he began under his panting breath, the bag of gold was missing  George Coneys. You remember it.

Well?

I took it.

Was Lennards mind wandering? He was no more likely to take gold than I was. I sat still, gazing at him.

Yes, it was I who took it, sir. Will you hear the tale?

A deep breath, and the drawing of my chair closer to his bedside, was my only answer.

You are a young man, Mr. Strange. I have taken an interest in you since you first came, a lad, into the office, and were under my authority  Charles, do this; Charles, do the other. Not that I have shown any especial interest, for outwardly I am cold and undemonstrative; but I saw what you were, and liked you in my heart. You are a young man yet, I say; but, liking you, hoping for your welfare, I pray Heaven that it may never be your fate, in after-life, to be trammelled with misfortunes as I have been. For me they seem to have had no end, and the worst of them in later years has been that brought upon me by an undutiful and spendthrift son.

In a moment there flashed into my mind my later trouble in Tom Heriot: I seemed to be comparing the one with the other. Have you been trammelled with an undutiful son? I said aloud.

I have been, and am, replied Lennard. It has been my later cross. The first was that of losing my property and position in life, for, as you know, Mr. Strange, I was born and reared a gentleman. The last cross has been Leonard  that is his name, Leonard Lennard  and it has been worse than the first, for it has kept us down, and in a perpetual ferment for years. It has kept us poor amongst the poor: my salary, as you know, is a handsome one, but it has chiefly to be wasted upon him.

What age is he?

Six-and-twenty yesterday.

Then you are not forced to supply his extravagance, to find money for his faults and follies. You are not obliged to let him keep you down.

By law, no, sighed poor Lennard. But these ill-doing sons sometimes entwine themselves around your very heartstrings; far rather would you suffer and suffer than not ward off the ill from them. He has tried his hand at many occupations, but remains at none; the result is always trouble: and yet his education and intellect, his good looks and perfect, pleasant manners, would fit him for almost any responsible position in life. But he is reckless. Get into what scrape he would, whether of debt, or worse, here he was sure of a refuge and a welcome; I received him, his mother and sisters loved him. One of them is bedridden, he added, in an altered tone.

I went first by mistake into the next room. I probably saw her.

Yes, thats Maria. It is a weakness that has settled in her legs; some chronic affection, I suppose; and there she has lain for ten months. With medical attendance and sea air she might be restored, they tell me, but I can provide neither. Leonards claims have been too heavy.

But should you waste means on him that ought to be applied to her necessities? I involuntarily interrupted.

He half raised himself on his elbow, and the effort proved how weak he was, and his eyes and his voice betrayed a strange earnestness. When a son, whom you love better than life itself, has to be saved from the consequences of his follies, from prison, from worse disgrace even than that, other interests are forgotten, let them be what they may. Silent, patient needs give way to obtrusive wants that stare you in the face, and that may bear fear and danger in their train. Mr. Strange, you can imagine this.

I do. It must ever be so.

The pecuniary wants of a young man, such as my son is, are as the cry of the horse-leech. Give! give! Leonard mixes sometimes with distant relatives, young fellows of fashion, who are moving in a sphere far above our present position, although I constantly warn him not to do it. One of these wants, imperative and to be provided for in some way or other, occurred the beginning of February in this year. How I managed to pay it I can hardly tell, but it stripped me of all the money I could raise, and left me with some urgent debts upon me. The rent was owing, twelve months the previous December, and some of the tradespeople were becoming clamorous. The landlord, discerning the state of affairs, put in a distress, terrifying poor Maria, whose illness had then not very long set in, almost to death. That I had the means to pay the man out you may judge, when I tell you that we had not the money to buy a joint of meat or a loaf of bread.

Lennard paused to wipe the dew from his brow.

Maria was in bed, wanting comforts; Charlotte was worn out with apprehension; Leonard was away again, and we had nothing. Of my wife I will not speak: of delicate frame and delicately reared, the long-continued troubles have reduced her to a sort of dumb apathy. No credit anywhere, and a distress in for rent! In sheer despair, I resolved to disclose part of my difficulty to Mr. Brightman, and ask him to advance me a portion of my next quarters salary. I hated to do it. A reduced gentleman is, perhaps, over-fastidious. I know I have been so, and my pride rose against it. In health, I could not have spoken to you, Mr. Charles, as I am now doing. I went on, shilly-shallying for a few days. On the Saturday morning Charlotte came to me with a whisper: That man in the house says if the rent is not paid to-night, the things will be taken out and sold on Monday: it is the very last day theyll give. I went to the office, my mind made up at length, and thinking what I should say to Mr. Brightman. Should I tell him part of the truth, or should I urge some plea, foreign to it? It was an unusually busy day: I dare say you remember it, Mr. Charles, for it was that of Mr. Brightmans sudden death. Client after client called, and no opportunity offered for my speaking to him in private. I waited for him to come down, on his way out in the evening, thinking I would speak to him then. He did not come, and when the clients left, and I went upstairs, I found he was stopping in town to see Sir Edmund Clavering. I should have spoken to him then, but you were present. He told me to look in again in the course of the evening, and I hoped I might find him alone then. You recollect the subsequent events of the night, sir?

I shall never forget them.

When I came in, as he directed me, between seven and eight oclock, there occurred that flurry with Leah  the cause of which I never knew. She said Mr. Brightman was alone, and I went up. He was lying in your room, Mr. Charles; had fallen close to his own desk, the deep drawer of which stood open. I tried to raise him; I sprinkled water on his face, but I saw that he was dead. On the desk lay a small canvas bag. I took it up and shook it. Why, I do not know, for I declare that no wrong thought had then come into my mind. He appeared to have momentarily put it out of the drawer, probably in search of something, for his private cheque-book and the key of the iron safe, that I knew were always kept in the drawer, lay near it. I shook the bag, and its contents sounded like gold. I opened it, and counted thirty sovereigns. Mr. Brightman was dead. I could not apply to him; and yet money I must have. The temptation upon me was strong, and I took it. Dont turn away from me, sir. There are some temptations too strong to be resisted by a man in his necessities.

Indeed, I am not turning from you. The temptation was overwhelmingly great.

Indeed, continued the sick man, the devil was near me then. I put the key and the cheque-book inside, and I locked the drawer, and placed the keys in Mr. Brightmans pocket, where he kept them, and I leaped down the stairs with the bag in my hand. It was all done in a minute or two of time, though it seems long in relating it. Where should I put the bag, now I had it? Upon my person? No: it might be missed directly, and inquired for. I was in a tumult  scarcely sane, I believe  and I dashed into the clerks office, and, taking off the lid of the coal-box, put it there. Then I tore off for a surgeon. You know the rest. When I returned with him you were there; and the next visitor, while we were standing round Mr. Brightman, was George Coney, after his bag of money. I never shall forget the feeling when you motioned me to take Mr. Brightmans keys from his pocket to get the bag out of the drawer. Or when  after it was missed  you took me with you to search for it, in the very office where it was, and I moved the coal-box under the desk. Had you only happened to lift the lid, sir!

Ah!

When the search was over, and I went home, I had put the bag in my breastpocket. The gold saved me from immediate trouble, but  

You have sent it back to me, you know  the bag and the thirty pounds.

Yes, I sent it back  tardily. I could not do it earlier, though the crime coloured my days with remorse, and I never knew a happy moment until it was restored. But Leonard had been back again, and restoration was not easy.

Miss Lennard opened the door at this juncture. Papa, the doctor is here. Can he come up? He says he ought to see you.

Oh, certainly, he must come up, I interposed.

Yes, yes, Charlotte, said Lennard.

The doctor came in, and stood looking at his patient, after putting a few questions. Well, said he, you are better; you will get over it.

Do you really think so? I asked joyfully.

Decidedly I do, now. It has been a sharp twinge, but the dangers over. You see, when pain suddenly ceases, mortification sometimes sets in, and I could not be sure. But you will do this time, Mr. Lennard.

Lennard had little more to say; and, soon after the doctor left, I prepared to follow him.

Theres a trifle of salary due to me, Mr. Strange, he whispered; that which has been going on since Quarter Day. I suppose you will not keep it from me?

Keep it from you! No. Why should I? Do you want it at once? You can have it if you do.

Leonard looked up wistfully. You do not think of taking me back again? You will not do that?

Yes, I will. You and I shall understand each other better than ever now.

The tears welled up to his eyes. He laid his other hand  I had taken one  across his face. I bent over him with a whisper.

What has passed to-night need never be recurred to between us; and I shall never speak of it to another. We all have our trials and troubles, Lennard. A very weighty one is lying now upon me, though it is not absolutely my own  brought upon me, you see, as yours was. And it is worse than yours.

Worse! he exclaimed, looking at me.

More dangerous in its possible consequences. Now mind, I broke off, shaking him by the hand, you are not to attempt to come to Essex Street until you are quite strong enough for it. But I shall see you here again on Monday, for I have two or three questions to ask you as to some of the matters that have transpired during my absence. Good-night, Lennard; keep up a good heart; you will outlive your trials yet.

And when I left him he was fairly sobbing.


CHAPTER VI.

DANGER.

Mrs. Brightman was certainly improving. When I reached her house with Annabel on the following day, Sunday, between one and two oclock, she was bright and cheerful, and came towards the entrance-gates to meet us. She, moreover, displayed interest in all we told her of our honeymoon in the Isle of Wight, and of the places we had visited. Besides that, I noticed that she took water with her dinner.

If shell only keep to it, said Hatch, joining me in her unceremonious fashion as I strolled in the garden later, smoking a cigar. Yes, Mr. Charles, shes trying hard to put bad habits away from her, and I hope shell be able to do it.

I hope and trust she will!

Miss Brightman went back to Hastings the day after the wedding-day, continued Hatch; but before she started she had a long interview with my mistress, they two shut up in mississ bedroom alone. For pretty nigh all the rest of the day, my missis was in tears, and she has not touched nothing strong since.

Nothing at all! I cried in surprise, for it seemed too good to be true. Why, thats a fortnight ago! More than a fortnight.

Well, it is so, Mr. Charles. Not but that missis has tried as long and as hard before now  and failed again.

It was Monday evening before I could find time to go round to Lakes  and he did not come to me. He was at home, poring over some difficult law case by lamp-light.

Been in court all day, Charley, he cried. Have not had a minute to spare for you.

About Tom? I said, as I sat down. You seemed to say that you had more unpleasantness to tell me.

Aye, about Tom, he replied, turning his chair to face me, and propping his right elbow upon his table. Well, I fear Tom is in a bad way.

In health, you mean?

I do. His cough is frightful, and he is more like a skeleton than a living being. I should say the illness has laid hold of his lungs.

Has he had a doctor?

No. Asks how he is to have one. Says a doctor might (they were his own words) smell a rat. Doctors are not called in to the class of people lodging in that house unless they are dying: and it would soon be seen by any educated man that Tom is not of their kind. My opinion is, that a doctor could not do him much good now, added Lake.

He looked at me as he spoke; to see, I suppose, whether I took in his full meaning. I did  unhappily.

And what do you think he is talking of now, Charles? returned Lake. Of giving himself up.

Giving himself up! What, to justice?

Lake nodded. You know what Tom Heriot is  not much like other people.

But why should he think of that? It would end everything.

I was on the point of asking him why, said Lake. Whether I should have had a satisfactory answer, I cannot say; I should think he could not give one; but we were interrupted. Miss Betsy Lee came in.

Who? What? I cried, starting from my chair.

The young lady you told me of who lives in Lambeth  Miss Betsy Lee. Sit down, Charley. She came over to bring him a pot of jelly.

Then he has let those people know where he is, Lake! Is he mad?

Mad as to carelessness, assented Lake. I tell you Tom Heriots not like other people.

He will leave himself no chance.

She seems to be a nice, modest little woman, said Lake; and Ill go bail her visit was quite honest and proper. She had made this jelly, she told Tom, and she and her father hoped it would serve to strengthen him, and her father sent his respects, and hopes to hear that Captain Strange was feeling better.

Well, Lake, the matter will get beyond me, I said in despair. Only a word dropped, innocently, by these people in some dangerous quarter, and where will Tom be?

Thats just it, said Lake. Policeman Wren is acquainted with them.

Did you leave the girl there?

No. Some rough man came into the room smoking, and sat down, evidently with the intention of making an evening of it; he lives in the same house and has made acquaintance with Tom, or Tom with him. So I said good-night, and the girl did the same, and we went down together. Dont you think Captain Strange looks very ill, sir? said she as we got into the street. Im afraid he does, I answered. Im sure he does, sir, she said. Its a woeful pity that somebody should be coming upon him for a big back debt just now, obliging him to keep quiet in a low quarter! So that is what Tom has told his Lambeth friends, concluded Lake.

Lake gave me the address in Southwark, and I determined to see Tom the next evening. In that, however, I was disappointed. One of our oldest clients, passing through London from the country on his way to Pau, summoned me to him on the Tuesday evening.

But I went on Wednesday. The stars were shining overhead as I traversed the silent street, making out Toms lodgings. He had only an attic bedroom, I found, and I went up to it. He was partly lying across the bed when I entered.

I almost thought even then that I saw death written in his face. White, wan, shadowy it looked; much changed, much worn from what it was three weeks before. But it lighted up with a smile, as he got up to greet me.

Halloa, Charley! cried he. Best congratulations! Made yourself into a respectable man. All good luck to yourself and madam. Im thinking of coming to Essex Street to pay the wedding visit.

Thank you, said I, but do be serious. My coming here is a hazard, as you know, Tom; dont let us waste in nonsense the few minutes I may stay.

Nonsense! cried Tom. Why, do you think I should be afraid to venture to Essex Street?  what nonsense is there in that? Look here, Charley!

From some box in a dark corner of the room, he got out an old big blue cloak lined with red, and swung it on. The collar, made of some black curly wool, stood up above his ears. He walked about the small room, exhibiting himself.

Would the sharpest officer in Scotland Yard take me for anyone but old Major Carlen? laughed he. Im sure I look like his double in this elegant cloak. It was his, once.

His! What, Major Carlens?

Just so. He made me a present of it.

You have seen him, then!

I sent for him, answered Tom, putting off the old cloak and coughing painfully after his recent exertion. I thought I should like to see the old fellow; I was not afraid hed betray me; Carlen would not do that; and I dropped a quiet note to his club, taking the chance of his being in town.

Taking the chance! Suppose he had not been in town, Tom, and the note had fallen into wrong hands  some inquisitive waiter, let us say, who chose to open it?

Well  what then? A waiter would only turn up his nose at Mr. Dominic Turk, the retired schoolmaster, and close up the note again for the Major.

And what would Major Carlen make of Mr. Dominic Turk?

Major Carlen would know my handwriting, Charley.

And he came in answer to it?

He came: and blew me up in a loud and awful fashion; seemed to be trying to blow the ceiling off. First, he threatened to go out and bring in the police; next, he vowed he would go straight to Blanche and tell her all. Finally, he calmed down and promised to send me one of his cast-off cloaks to disguise me, in case I had to go into the streets. Isnt it a beauty?

Well, now, Tom, if you can be serious for once, what is going to become of you, and what is to be done? Ive come to know.

Wish I could tell you; dont know myself, said he lightly.

What was it you said to Lake about giving yourself up?

Upon my word of honour, Charley, I sometimes feel inclined to do it. I couldnt be much worse off in prison than I am here. Sick and sad, lad, needing comforts that cant be had in such a place as this; no one to see after me, no one to attend to me. Anyway, it would end the suspense.

I sat turning things about in my mind. It all seemed so full of hazard. That he must be got away from his present quarters was certain. I told him so.

But you are so recklessly imprudent, you see, Tom, I observed, and it increases the risk. You have had Miss Betsy Lee here.

Tom flung himself back with a laugh. She has been here twice, the good little soul. The old man came once.

Dont you think you might as well take up your standing to-morrow on the top of the Monument, and proclaim yourself to the public at large? You try me greatly, Tom!

Try you because I see the Lees! Come, Charley, thats good. They are as safe as you are.

In intention perhaps. How came you to let them know you were to be found here?

How came I? he carelessly rejoined. Lets see? Oh, I remember. One evening when I was hipped, fit to die of it all and of the confinement to this wretched room, I strolled out. My feet took me to the old ground  Lambeth  and to Lees. He chanced to see me, and invited me in. Over some whisky and water, I opened out my woes to them; not of course the truth, but as near as might be. Told them of a curmudgeon creditor of past days that I feared was coming down upon me, so that I had to be in close hiding for a bit.

But you need not have told them where.

Oh, theyll be cautious. Miss Betsy was so much struck with my cough and my looks that she said she should make some jelly for me, of the kind she used to make for her mother before she died; and the good little girl has brought me some over here twice in a jar. They are all right, Charley.

It was of no use contending with him. After sitting a little time longer, I promised that he should shortly see me again or hear from me, and took my departure. Full of doubt and trouble, I wanted to be alone, to decide, if possible, what was to be done.

What to do about Tom I knew not. That he required nursing and nourishment, and that he ought to be moved where he could have it, was indisputable. But  the risk!

Three-parts of the night I lay awake, thinking of different plans. None seemed feasible. In the morning I was hardly fit for my days work, and set to it with unsteady nerves and a worried brain. If I had only someone to consult with, some capable man who would help me! I did think of Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar; but I knew he would not like it, would probably refuse advice. One who now and again sat in the position of judge, sentencing men himself, would scarcely choose to aid in concealing an escaped convict.

I was upstairs in the dining-room at one oclock, taking luncheon with Annabel, when the door was thrown back by Watts and there loomed into the room the old blue cloak with the red lining. For a moment I thought it was the one I had seen the past night in Southwark, and my heart leaped into my mouth. Wattss quiet announcement dispelled the alarm.

Major Carlen, sir.

The Major unclasped his cloak after shaking hands with us, and flung it across the sofa, just as Tom had flung his on the bed. I pointed to the cold beef, and asked if he would take some.

Dont mind if I do, Charles, said he, drawing a chair to the table: Im too much bothered just now to eat as I ought. A pretty kettle of fish this is, lad, that you and I have had brought upon us!

I gave him a warning look, glancing at Annabel. The old fellow understood me  she had not been trusted with the present trouble. That Tom Heriot had effected his escape, Annabel knew; that it was expected he would make his way home, she knew; but that he had long been here, and was now close at hand, I had never told her. Why inflict upon her the suspense I had to endure?

Rather a chilly day for the time of year, observed the Major, as he coughed down his previous words. Just a little, Mrs. Strange; underdone, please.

Annabel, who carved at luncheon-time, helped him carefully. And what kettle of fish is it that you and Charles are troubled with, Major? she inquired, smiling.

Ah  aw  dont care to say much about it, answered the Major, more ready at an excuse than I should have deemed him. Blanche is up to her ears in anger against Level; says shell get a separation from him, and all that kind of nonsense. But you and I may as well not make it our business, Charles, I expect: better let married folk fight out their own battles. And have you heard from your Aunt Lucy yet, Mrs. Strange?

So the subject was turned off for the time; but down below, in my office, the Major went at it tooth and nail, talking himself into a fever. All the hard names in the Majors vocabulary were hurled at Tom. His original sin was disgraceful enough, never to be condoned, said the Major; but his present imprudent procedure was worse, and desperately wicked.

Are Blanche and her husband still at variance? I asked, when he had somewhat cooled down on the other subject.

They just are, and are likely to remain so, growled the Major. Its Blanches fault. Men have ways of their own, and shes a little fool for wishing to interfere with his. Dont let your wife begin that, Charles; its my best advice to you. You are laughing, young fellow! Well, perhaps you and Level dont row in quite the same boat; but you cant foresee the shoals you may pitch into. No one can.

We were interrupted by Lennard, who had come back on the previous day, pale and pulled down by his sharp attack of illness, but the same efficient man of business as ever. A telegram had been delivered, which he could not deal with without me.

Ill be off, then, said the Major; I suppose Im only hindering work. And I wish you well through your difficulties, Charles, he added significantly. I wish all of us well through them. Good-day, Mr. Lennard.

The Major was ready enough to wish that, but he could not suggest any means by which it might be accomplished. I had asked him; and he confessed himself incompetent to advise. I should send him off to sea in a whaling-boat and keep him there, was all the help he gave.

Lennard stayed beyond time that evening, and was ready in my private room to go over certain business with me that had transpired during my own absence. I could not give the necessary attention to it, try as earnestly as I would: Tom and his business kept dancing in my brain to the exclusion of other things. Lennard asked me whether I was ill.

No, I answered; at least, not in body. And as I spoke, the thought crossed me to confide the trouble to Lennard. He had seen too much trouble himself not to be safe and cautious, and perhaps he might suggest something.

Let Captain Heriot come to me, he immediately said. He could not be safer anywhere. Sometimes we let our drawing-room floor; it is vacant now, and he can have it. My wife and my daughter Charlotte will attend to his comforts and nurse him, if that may be, into health. It is the best thing that can be done with him, Mr. Charles.

I saw that it was, seeming to discern all the advantages of the proposal at a grasp, and accepted it. We consulted as to how best to effect Toms removal, which Lennard himself undertook. I dropped a hasty note to Mr. Turk to prepare him to be in readiness the following evening, and Lennard posted it when he went out. He had no sooner gone, than the door of my private room slowly opened, and, rather to my surprise, Leah appeared.

I beg your pardon, sir, for presuming to disturb you here, she said; but I cant rest. Theres some great trouble afloat; Ive seen it in your looks and ways, sir, ever since Sunday. Your face couldnt deceive me when you were my little nursling, Master Charles, and it cant deceive me now. Is it about Mr. Tom?

Well, yes, it is, Leah.

Her face turned white. He has not got himself taken, surely!

No; its not so bad as that  yet.

Thank Heaven for it! she returned. I knew it was him, and Im all in a twitter about him from morning till night. I cant sleep or eat for dreading the news that any moment may bring of him. It seems to me, Mr. Charles, that one must needs be for ever in a twitter in this world; before one trouble is mended, another turns up. No sooner am I a bit relieved about poor Nancy, that unfortunate daughter of mine, than there comes Mr. Tom.

The relief that Leah spoke of was this: some relatives of Leahs former husband, Nancys father, had somehow got to hear of Nancys misfortunes. Instead of turning from her, they had taken her and her cause in hand, and had settled her and her three children in a general shop in Hampshire near to themselves, where she was already beginning to earn enough for a good living. The man who was the cause of all the mischief had emigrated, and meant never to return to Europe.

And Leah had taken my advice in the matter, and disclosed all to Watts. He was not in the least put out by it, as she had feared he would be; only told her she was a simpleton for not having told him before.


CHAPTER VII.

WITH MR. JONES

My Dear Charles,  I particularly wish you to come to me. I want
some legal advice, and I would rather you acted for me than
anyone else. Come up this morning, please.
Your affectionate sister,
BLANCHE.

The above note, brought from Gloucester Place on Monday morning by one of Lady Levels servants, reached me before ten oclock. By the dashing character of the handwriting, I judged that Blanche had not been in the calmest temper when she penned it.

Is Lord Level at home? I inquired of the man Sanders.

No, sir. His lordship went down to Marshdale yesterday evening. A telegram came for him, and I think it was in consequence of that he went.

I wrote a few words to Blanche, telling her I would be with her as soon as I could, and sent it by Sanders.

But a lawyers time is not always his own. One client after another kept coming in that morning, as if on purpose; and it was half-past twelve in the day when I reached Gloucester Place.

The house in Gloucester Place was, and had been for some little time now, entirely rented by Lord Level of Major Carlen. The Major, when in London, had rooms in Seymour Street, but lived chiefly at his club.

Her ladyship has gone out, sir, was Sanderss greeting to me, when he answered my ring at the door-bell.

Gone out?

Just gone, confirmed Major Carlen, who was there, it seemed, and came forward in the wake of Sanders. Come in, Charles.

He turned into the dining-room, and I after him. Blanche ought to have waited in, I remarked. I have come up at the greatest inconvenience.

She has gone off in a tantrum, cried the Major, lowering his voice as he carefully closed the door and pushed a chair towards me, just as if the house were still in his occupancy.

But where has she gone? I asked, not taking the chair, but standing with my elbow on the mantelpiece.

Whos to know? To you, in Essex Street, I shouldnt wonder. She was on the heights of impatience at your not coming.

Not to Essex Street, I think, Major. I should have seen her.

Nonsense! Theres fifty turnings and windings between this and Essex Street, where you might miss one another; your cab taking the straight way and she the crooked, retorted the Major. When Blanche gets her back up, you cant easily put it down.

Something has gone contrary, I expect.

Nothing has gone contrary but herself, replied the Major, who seemed in a cross and contrary mood on his own part. Women are the very deuce for folly.

Well, what is it all about, sir? I suppose you can tell me?

The Major sat down in Lord Levels easy-chair, pushed back his cloak, and prepared to explain.

What its all about is just nothing, Charles; but so far as Madam Blanches version goes, it is this, said he. They were about to sit down, yesterday evening, to dinner  which they take on Sundays at five oclock (good, pious souls!), and limit their fare to roast beef and a tart  when a telegram arrived from Marshdale. My lord seemed put out about it; my lady was no doubt the same. I must go down at once, Blanche, said he, speaking on the spur of the moment. But why? Wheres the need of it? returned she. Surely there can be nothing at Marshdale to call you away on Sunday and in this haste? Yes, said he, there is; theres illness. And then, Blanche says, he tried to cough down the words, as if he had made a slip of the tongue. Who is ill? said Blanche. Let me see the telegram. Level slid the telegram into his pocket, and told her it was Mr. Edwards, the old steward. Down he sat again at the table, swallowed a mouthful of beef, sent Sanders to put up a few things in his small portmanteau, and was off in a cab like the wind. Fact is, added the Major, had he failed to catch that particular train, he would not have got down at all, being Sunday; and Sanders says that catching it must have been a near shave for his lordship.

Is that all?

No. This morning there was delivered here a letter for his lordship; post-mark Marshdale, handwriting a certain Italian one that Blanche has seen before. She has seen the writer, too, it seems  a fair lady called Nina. Blanche argues that as the letter came from Marshdale, the lady must be at Marshdale, and she means to know without delay, she says, who and what this damsel is, and what the tie may be that binds her to Lord Level and gives her the right to pursue him, as she does, and the power to influence his movements, and to be at her beck and call. The probability is, added the shrewd Major, that this person wrote to him on the Saturday, but, being a foreigner, was not aware that he would not receive her letter on Sunday morning. Finding that he did not arrive at Marshdale on the Sunday, and the day getting on, she despatched the telegram. Thats how I make it out, Charles; I dont know if I am right.

You think, then, that some Italian lady is at Marshdale?

Sure of it, returned the Major. Ive heard of it before to-day. Expect she lives there, making journeys to her own land between whiles, no doubt. The best and the worst of us get homesick.

You mean that she lives there in  in  well, in a manner not quite orthodox, and that Lord Level connives at it?

Connives at it! echoed the old reprobate. Why, he is at the top and bottom of it. Levels a man of the world, always was, and does as the world does. And that little ignorant fool, Blanche, ferrets out some inkling of this, and goes and sets up a fuss! Levels as good a husband to her as can be, and yet shes not content! Commend me to foolish women! They are all alike!

In his indignation against women in general, Major Carlen rose from his chair and began striding up and down the room. I was pondering on what he had said to me.

What right have wives to rake up particulars of their husbands private affairs? he demanded fiercely. If Level does go off to Marshdale for a few days sojourn now and again, is it any business of Blanches what he goes for, or what he does there, or whom he sees? Suppose he chose to maintain a whole menagerie of  of  Italian monkeys there, ought Blanche to interfere and make bones over it?

But  

He does not offend her; he does not allow her to see that anything exists to offend her: why, then, should she suspect this and suspect that, and peep and peer after Level as if she were a detective told off expressly to watch his movements? continued the angry man. Only an ignorant girl would dream of doing it. I am sick of her folly.

Well now, Major Carlen, will you listen to me for a moment? I said, speaking quietly and calmly as an antidote to his heat. I dont believe this. I think you and Blanche are both mistaken.

He brought himself to an anchor on the hearthrug, and stared at me under his thick, grizzled eyebrows. What is it that you dont believe, Charles?

This that you insinuate about Marshdale. I have faith in Lord Level; I like Lord Level; and I think you are misjudging him.

Oh, indeed! responded the Major. I suppose you know what a wild blade Level always was?

In his early days he may have been. But you may depend upon it that when he married he left his wild ways behind him.

All right, young Charles. And, upon my word, you are pretty near as young in the worlds depths as Blanche herself is, was the Majors sarcastic remark. Do you wish to tell me theres nothing up at Marshdale, with all these mysterious telegrams to Level, and his scampers back in answer? Come!

I admit that there seems to be some mystery at Marshdale. Something that we do not understand, and that Lord Level does not intend us to understand; but I must have further proof before I can believe it is of any such nature as you hint it, Major. For a long time past, Lord Level has appeared to me like a man in trouble; as if he had some anxiety on his mind.

Well, acquiesced the Major equably, and what can trouble a mans mind more than the exactions of these foreign syrens? Let them be Italian, or Spanish, or French  what you will  theyll worry your life out of you in the long-run. What does that Italian girl do at Marshdale?

I cannot say. For my own part I do not know that one is there. But if she be, if there be a whole menagerie of Italian ladies there, as you have just expressed it, Major  

I said a menagerie of monkeys, he growled.

Monkeys, then. But whether they be monkeys or whether they be ladies, I feel convinced that Lord Level is acting no unworthy part  that he is loyal to his wife.

You had better tell her so, nodded the Major; perhaps shell believe you. I told her the opposite. I told her that when women marry gay and attractive men, they must look out for squalls, and learn to shut their eyes a bit in going through life. I bade her bottle up her fancies, and let Marshdale and her husband alone, and not show herself a simpleton before the public.

What did she say to that?

Say? It was that piece of advice which raised the storm. She burst out of the room like a maniac, declaring she wouldnt remain in it to listen to me. The next thing was, I heard the street-door bang, and saw my lady go out, putting on her gloves as she went. You came up two minutes afterwards.

I was buried in thought again. He stood staring at me, as if I had no business to have any thought.

Look here, Major: one thing strikes me forcibly: the very fact of Lord Level allowing these telegrams to come to him openly is enough to prove that matters are not as you and Blanche suspect. If  

How can a telegram come secretly? interrupted the Major.

He would take care that they did not come at all  to his house.

Oh, would he? cried the old reprobate. I should like to know how he could hinder it if any she-fiend chooses to send them.

Rely upon it he would hinder it. Level is not one to be coerced against his will by either man or woman. Have you any idea how long Blanche will remain out?

Just as much as you have, Charley. She may remain away till night, for all I know.

It was of no use, then, my staying longer; and time, that day, was almost as precious to me as gold. Major Carlen threw on his cloak, and we went out together.

I should not wonder if my young lady has gone to Seymour Street, remarked the Major. The thought has just occurred to me.

To your lodgings, you mean? I asked, thinking it very unlikely.

Yes; Mrs. Guy is there. The poor old thing arrived from Jersey on Saturday. She has come over on her usual errand  to consult the doctors; grows more ridiculously fanciful as she grows older. You might just look in upon her now, Charles; its close by: and then youll see whether Blanche is there or not.

I spared a few minutes for it. Poor Mrs. Guy looked very poorly indeed; but she was meek and mild as ever, and burst into tears as I greeted her. Her ailments I promised to go and hear all about another time. Yes, Blanche was there. When we went in, she was laughing at something Mrs. Guy had said, and her indignation seemed to have subsided.

I could not stay long. Blanche came out with me, thinking I should go back with her to Gloucester Place. But that was impossible; I had already wasted more time than I could well spare. Blanche was vexed.

My dear, you should not have gone out when you were expecting me. You know how very much I am occupied.

Papa vexed me, and drove me to it, she answered. He said  oh, such wicked things, that I could not and would not stay to listen. And all the while I knew it was not that he believed them, but that he wanted to make excuses for Lord Level.

I did not contradict her. Let her retain, and she could, some little veneration for her step-father.

Charles, I want to have a long conversation with you, so you must come to me as soon as you can, she said. I mean to have a separation from my husband; perhaps a divorce, and I want you to tell me how I must proceed in it. I did think of applying to Jennings and Ward, Lord Levels solicitors, but, perhaps, you will be best.

I laughed. You dont suppose, do you, Blanche, that Lord Levels solicitors would act for you against him.

Now, Charles, you are speaking lightly; you are making game of me. Why do you laugh? I can tell you it is more serious than you may think for! and I am serious. I have talked of this for a long time, and now I will act. How shall I begin?

Do not begin at all, Blanche, I said, with earnestness. Do nothing. Were your father living  were your mother living, they would both give you this advice  and this is not the first time I have enjoined it on you. Ah, my dear, you do not know  you little guess what misery to the wife such a climax as this which you propose would involve.

Blanche had turned to the railings round the interior of Portman Square, and halted there, apparently looking at the shrubs. Her eyes were full of tears.

On the other hand, Charles, you do not know, you cannot guess, what I have to bear  what a misery it makes of my life.

Are you sure of the facts that make the misery?

Why, of course I am.

I think not, Blanche. I think you are mistaken.

She turned to me in surprise. But I cant be mistaken, she said. How can I be? If Lord Level does not go to Marshdale to  to  to see people, what does he go for?

He may go for something quite different. My dear, I have more confidence in your husband than you have, and I think you are wrong. I must be off; Ive not another moment; but these are my last words to you, Blanche.  Take no action. Be still. Do nothing.

By half-past four oclock, the most pressing of my work was over for the day, and then I took a cab to Lincolns Inn to see Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar. He had often said to me, good old uncle that he was: Come to me always, Charles, when you are in any legal doubt or difficulty, or deem that my opinion may be of use to you. I was in one of those difficulties now. Some remarkably troublesome business had been laid before me by a client; I could not see my way in it at all, and was taking it to Serjeant Stillingfar.

The old chambers were just as they used to be; as they were on the day which the reader has heard of, when I saw them for the first time. Running up the stairs, there sat a clerk at the desk in the narrow room, where young Lake, full of impudence, had sat that day, Mr. Joness empty place beside it now, as it was then.

Is the Serjeant in? I asked the clerk.

No, sir; hes not out of Court yet. Mr. Jones is in.

I went on to the inner room. Old Jones, the Serjeants own especial clerk, was writing at his little desk in the corner. Nothing was changed; not even old Jones himself. He was not, to appearance, a day older, and not an ounce bigger. Lake used to tell him he would make his fortune if he went about the country in a caravan and called himself a consumptive lamp-post.

My uncle is not back from Court, Graham says, I observed to the clerk, after shaking hands.

Not yet, he answered. I dont think hell be long. Sit down, Mr. Strange.

I took the chair I had taken that first day years ago, and waited. Mr. Jones finished the writing he was about, arranged his papers, and then came and stood with his back to the fire, having kept his quill in his hand. It must be a very hot day indeed which did not see a fire in that grate.

If the Serjeant is not back speedily, I think I must open my business to you, and get your opinion, Mr. Jones, I said. I dare say you could give me one as well as he.

Some complicated case that you cant quite manage? he rejoined.

Its the most complicated, exasperating case I nearly ever had brought to me, I answered. I think it is a matter more for a detective officer to deal with than a solicitor. If Serjeant Stillingfar says the same, I shall throw it up.

Curious things, some of those detective cases, remarked Mr. Jones, gently waving his pen.

They are. I wouldnt have to deal with them, as a detective, for the world. Shall I relate this case to you?

He took out his watch and looked at it. Better wait a bit longer, Mr. Charles. I expect the Serjeant every minute now.

Dont you wonder that my uncle continues to work? I cried presently. He is old now. I should retire.

He is sixty-five. If you were not young yourself, you would not call that old.

Old enough, I should say, for work to be a labour to him.

A labour that he loves, and that he is as capable of performing as he was twenty years ago, returned old Jones. No, Mr. Charles, I do not wonder that he should continue to work.

Did you know that he had been offered a judgeship?

Old Jones laughed a little. I thought it was as much as to say there was little which concerned the Serjeant that he did not know.

He has been offered a judgeship more than once  had it pressed upon him, Mr. Charles. The last time was when Mr. Baron Charlton died.

Why! that is only a month or two ago!

Just about nine weeks, I fancy.

And he declined it?

He declines them all.

But what can be his motive? It would give him more rest than he enjoys now  

I dont altogether know that, interrupted the clerk. The judges are very much over-worked now. It would increase his responsibility; and he is one to feel that, perhaps painfully.

You mean when he had to pass the dread sentence of death. A new judge must always feel that at the beginning.

I heard one of our present judges say  it was in this room, too, Mr. Charles  that the first time he put on the black cap he never closed his eyes the whole night after it. All the Bench are not so sensitive as that, you know.

A thought suddenly struck me. Surely, I cried, you do not mean that that is the reason for my uncles refusing a seat on the Bench!

Not at all. Hed get over that in time, as others do. Oh no! that has nothing to do with it.

Then I really cannot see what can have to do with it. It would give him a degree of rest; yes, it would; and it would give him rank and position.

But it would take from him half his income. Yes, just about half, I reckon, repeated Mr. Jones, attentively regarding the feather of the pen.

What of that? He must be putting by heaps and heaps of money  and he has neither wife nor child to put by for.

Ah! said the clerk, that is just how we all are apt to judge of a neighbours business. Would it surprise you very much, sir, if I told you that the Serjeant is not putting by?

But he must be putting by. Or what becomes of his money?

He spends it, Mr. Charles.

Spends it! Upon what?

Upon other people.

Mr. Jones looked at me from across the hearthrug, and I looked at him. The assertion puzzled me.

Its true, he said with a nod. You have not forgotten that great calamity which happened some ten or twelve years ago, Mr. Charles? That bank which went to pieces, and broke up homes and hearts? Your money went in it.

As if I could forget that!

The Serjeants money, all he had then saved, went in it, continued the clerk. Mortifying enough, of course, but he was in the full swing of his prosperity, and could soon have replaced it. What he could not so easily replace, Mr. Charles, was the money he had been the means of placing in the bank belonging to other people, and which was lost. He had done it for the best. He held the bank to be thoroughly sound and prosperous; he could not have had more confidence in his own integrity than he had in that bank; and he had counselled friends and others whom he knew, who were not as well off as he was, to invest all they could spare in it, believing he was doing them a kindness. Instead of that, it ruined them.

I thought I saw what the clerk was coming to. After a pause, he went on:

It is these people that he has been working for, Mr. Charles. Some of them he has entirely repaid  the money, you know, which he caused them to lose. He considered it his duty to recompense them, so far as he could; and to keep them, where they needed to be kept, until he had effected that. For those who were better off and did not need present help, he put money by as he could spare it, investing it in the funds in their name: I dare say your name is amongst them. Thats what Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar does with his income, and thats why he keeps on working.

I had never suspected this.

I believe it is almost accomplished now, said the clerk. So nearly that I thought he might, perhaps, have taken the judgeship on this last occasion. But he did not. Just a few months longer in harness, Jones, he said to me, and then  ? So I reckon that we shall yet see him on the Bench, Mr. Charles.

He must be very good.

Good! echoed old Jones, with emotion; he is made of goodness. There are few people like him. He would help the whole world if he could. I dont believe theres any man who has ever done a single service for him of the most trifling nature but he would wish to place beyond the reach of poverty. Ive put a trifle by for you, Jones, he said to me the other day, in case you might be at a loss for another such place as this when my times over. And when I tried to thank him  

Mr. Jones broke down. Bringing the quill pen under his eyes, as if he suddenly caught sight of a flaw thereon, I saw a drop of water fall on to it.

Yes, Mr. Charles, he said that to me. It has taken a load from my mind. When a man is on the downhill of life and is not sure of his future, he cant help being anxious. The Serjeant has paid me a liberal salary, as you may well guess, but he knows that it has not been in my power to put by a fraction of it. You are too generous with your money, Serjeant, I said to him one day, a good while ago. Ah no, Jones, not at all, he answered. God has prospered me so marvellously in these later years, what can I do but strive to prosper others? Those were his very words.

And with these last words of Joness our conference came to an end. The door was abruptly thrown open by Graham to admit the Serjeant. Mr. Jones helped him off with his wig and gown, and handed him the little flaxen top that he wore when not on duty. Then Jones, leaving the room for a few moments, came back with a glass of milk, which he handed to his master.

Would not a glass of wine do you more good, uncle? I asked.

No, lad; not so much. A glass of milk after a hard days work in Court refreshes me. I never touch wine except at a dinner. I take a little then; not much.

Sitting down together when Mr. Jones had again left us, I opened my business to the Serjeant as concisely as possible. He listened attentively, but made no remark until the end.

Now go over it all again, Charles. I did so: and this second time I was repeatedly interrupted by remarks or questions. After that we discussed the case.

I cannot see any reason why you should not take up the matter, he said, when he had given it a little silent consideration. I do not look upon it quite as you do; I think you have formed a wrong judgment. It is intricate at present; I grant you that; but if you proceed in the manner I have suggested, you will unravel it.

Thank you, Uncle Stillingfar. I can never thank you enough for all your kindness to me.

Were you so full of anxiety over this case? he asked, as we were shaking hands, and I was about to leave. You look as though you had a weight of it on your brow.

And so I have, uncle; but not about this case. Something nearer home.

What is it? he returned, looking at me.

It is  Perhaps I had better not tell it you.

I understand, he slowly said. Tom Heriot, I suppose. Why does he not get away?

He is too ill for that at present: confined to his room and his bed. Of course, he does not run quite so great a risk as he did when he persisted in parading the streets, but danger is always imminent.

He ought to end the danger by getting away. Very ill, is he?

So ill that I think danger will soon be all at an end in another way; it certainly will be unless he rallies.

What is the matter with him?

I cannot help fearing that consumption has set in.

Poor fellow! Oh, Charles, how that fine young man has spoilt his life! Consumption?  Wait a bit  let me think, broke off the Serjeant. Why, yes, I remember now; it was consumption that Colonel Heriots first wife died of  Toms mother.

Tom said so the last time I saw him.

Ah. He knows it, then. Better not see him too often, Charles. You are running a risk yourself, as you must be aware.

Yes; I know I am. It is altogether a trial. Good-day, uncle.

I shook hands with Jones as I passed through his room, and ran down the stairs, feeling all the better for my interview with him and with his patron, Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar.


CHAPTER VIII.

AN ACCIDENT.

The drawing-room floor at Lennards made very comfortable quarters for Tom Heriot, and his removal from the room in Southwark had been accomplished without difficulty. Mrs. Lennard, a patient, mild, weak woman, who could never have been strong-minded, made him an excellent nurse, her more practical and very capable daughter, Charlotte, aiding her when necessary.

A safer refuge could not have been found in London. The Lennards were so often under a cloud themselves as regarded pecuniary matters, so beset at times by their unwelcome creditors  the butcher, baker and grocer  that the chain of their front door was kept habitually fastened, and no one was admitted within its portals without being first of all subjected to a comprehensive survey. Had some kind friend made a rush to the perambulating policeman of the district, to inform him that the domicile of those Lennards was again in a state of siege, he would simply have speculated upon whether the enemy was this time the landlord or the Queens taxes. It chanced to be neither; but it was well for the besieged to favour the impression that it was one or the other, or both. Policemen do not wage war with unfortunate debtors, and Mr. Lennards house was as safe as a remote castle.

Mr. Brown Tom was called there; none of the household, with the exception of its master, having any idea that it was not his true name. One of the gentlemen clerks in Essex Street, who has no home in London; I have undertaken to receive him while he is ill, Mr. Lennard had carelessly remarked to his wife and daughters before introducing Tom. They had unsuspecting minds, except as regarded their own creditors, those ladies  ladies always, though fallen from their former state  and never thought to question the statement, or to be at all surprised that Mr. Strange himself took an interest in his clerks illness, and paid an evening visit to him now and then. The doctor who was called in, a hard-worked practitioner named Purfleet, did his best for Mr. Brown, but had no time to spare for curiosity about him in any other way, or to give so much as a thought to his antecedents.

And just at first, after being settled at Lennards, Tom Heriot seemed to be taking a turn for the better. The warmth of the comfortable rooms, the care given to him, the strengthening diet, and perhaps a feeling that he was in a safer asylum than he had yet found, all had their effect upon him for good.

* * * * *

Hatch! called out Mrs. Brightman.

Hatch ran in from the next room. Yes, maam.

Let Perry go and tell the gardener to cut some of his best grapes, white and purple, and do you arrange them in a basket. I shall go up to Essex Street and see my daughter this afternoon, and will take them to her. Order the carriage for half-past two oclock.

Miss Annabel will be finely pleased to see you, maam! remarked Hatch.

Possibly so. But she is no longer Miss Annabel. Go and see about the grapes.

When Mrs. Brightmans tones were cold and haughty, and they sounded especially so just now, she brooked no dilatoriness in those who had to obey her behests. Hatch turned away immediately, and went along talking to herself.

Shes getting cross and restless again. Im certain of it. In a weeks time from this we shall have her as bad as before. And for ever so many weeks now she has been as cautious and sober as a judge! Hang the drink, then! Doctors may well call it a disease when it comes to this stage with people. Here  I say, Perry!

The butler, passing along the hall, heard Hatchs call, and stopped. She gave her cap-strings a fling backwards as she advanced to him.

You are to go and tell Church to cut a basket of grapes, and to mix em, white and black. The very best and ripest that is in the greenhouse; they be for Miss Annabel.

All right, Ill go at once, answered Perry. But you need not snap a mans nose off, Hatch, or look as if you were going to eat him. What has put you out?

Enough has put me out; and you might know that, old Perry, if you had any sense, retorted Hatch. When do I snap peoples noses off  which its my tone, I take it, that you mean  except Im that bothered and worried I cant speak sweet?

Well, whats amiss? asked Perry.

They were standing close together, and Hatch lowered her voice to a whisper. The missis is going off again; I be certain sure ont.

No! cried Perry, full of dismay. But, look here, Hatch  suddenly diving into one of his jackets she cant have done it; heres the cellar-key. I can be upon my word that theres not a drain of anything out.

You always did have the brains of a turkey, you know, Perry, was Hatchs gracious rejoinder; and Im tired of reminding you of it. Who said missis had took anything? Not me. She havent  yet. As you observe, theres nothing up for her to take. But shell be ordering you to bring something up before to-morrows over; perhaps before to-day is.

Dear, dear! lamented the faithful servant. Dont you think you may be mistaken, Hatch? What do you judge by?

I judge by herself. Ive not lived with my missis all these years without learning to notice signs and tokens. Her manner to-day and her restlessness is just as plain as the sun in the sky. I know what it means, and youll know it too, as soon as she gives you her orders to unlock the cellar.

Can nothing be done? cried the unhappy Perry. Could I lose the key of the cellar, do you think, Hatch? Would that be of any good?

It would hold good just as long as youd be in getting a hammer and poker to break it open with; youve not got to deal with a pack of schoolboys thats under control, was Hatchs sarcastic reproof. But I think theres one thing we might try, Perry, and that is, run round to Mr. Close and tell him about it. Perhaps he could give her something to stop the craving.

Ill go, said Perry. Ill slip round when Ive told Church about the grapes.

And the carriage is ordered early  half-past two; so mind you are in readiness, concluded Hatch.

Perry went to the surgeons, after delivering his orders to the gardener. But Mr. Close was not at home, and the man came away again without leaving any message; he did not choose to enter upon the subject with Mr. Dunn, the assistant. The latter inquired who was ill, and Perry replied that nobody was; he had only come to speak a private word to Mr. Close, which could wait. In point of fact, he meant to call later.

But the curiosity of Mr. Dunn, who was a very inquisitive young man, fonder of attending to other peoples business than of doing his own, had been aroused by this. He considered Perrys manner rather mysterious, as well as the suppression of the message, and he enlarged upon the account to Mr. Close when he came in. Mr. Close made no particular rejoinder; but in his own mind he felt little doubt that Mrs. Brightman was breaking out again, and determined to go and see her when he had had his dinner.

Perry returned home, and waited on his mistress at luncheon, quaking inwardly all the time, as he subsequently confessed to Hatch, lest she should ask him for something that was not upon the table. However, she did not do so; but she was very restless, as Perry observed; ate little, drank no water, and told Perry to bring her a cup of coffee.

At half-past two the carriage stood at the gate, the silver on the horses harness glittering in the sun. Quickly enough appeared the procession from the house. Mrs. Brightman, upright and impassive, walking with stately step; Hatch, a shawl or two upon her arm, holding an umbrella over her mistress to shade her from the sun; Perry in the background, carrying the basket of grapes. Perry would attend his mistress in her drive, as usual, but not Hatch.

The servants were placing the shawls and the grapes in the carriage, and Mrs. Brightman, who hated anything to be done after she had taken her seat, was waiting to enter it, when Mr. Close, the surgeon, came bustling up.

Going for a drive this fine day! he exclaimed, as he shook hands with Mrs. Brightman. Im glad of that. I had been thinking that perhaps you were not well.

Why should you think so? asked she.

Well, Perry was round at my place this morning, and left a message that he wanted to see me. I  

Mr. Close suppressed the remainder of his speech as his gaze suddenly fell on Perrys startled face. The man had turned from the carriage, and was looking at him in helpless, beseeching terror. A faithful retainer was Perry, an honest butler; but at a pinch his brains were no better than what Hatch had compared them with  those of a turkey.

Mrs. Brightman, her countenance taking its very haughtiest expression, gazed first at the doctor, then at Perry, as if demanding what this might mean; possibly, poor lady, she had a suspicion of it. But Hatch, ready Hatch, was equal to the occasion: she never lost her presence of mind.

I told Perry he might just as well have asked young Mr. Dunn for em, when he came back without the drops, said she, facing the surgeon and speaking carelessly. Your not being in didnt matter. It was some cough-drops I sent him for; the same as those youve let us have before, Mr. Close. Our cooks cough is that bad, she cant sleep at night, nor let anybody else sleep thats within earshot of her room.

Well, I came round in a hurry, thinking some of you might be suffering from this complaint thats going about, said Mr. Close, taking up the clue in an easy manner.

That there spasadic cholera, assented Hatch.

Cholera! Its not cholera. Theres nothing of that sort about, said the surgeon. But theres a good bit of influenza; I have half a dozen patients suffering from it. A spell of bright weather such as this, though, will soon drive it away. And Ill send you some of the drops when I get back, Hatch.

Mrs. Brightman advanced to the carriage; the surgeon was at hand to assist her in. Perry stood on the other side his mistress. Hatch had retreated to the gate and was looking on.

Suddenly a yell, as of something unearthly, startled their ears. A fierce-looking bull, frightened probably by the passers-by on the road, and the prods given to it by the formidable stick of its driver, had dashed behind the carriage on to the foot-path, and set up that terrible roar. Mr. Close looked round, Perry did the same; whilst Mrs. Brightman, who was in the very act of getting into her carriage, and whose nerves were more sensitive than theirs, turned sharply round also and screamed.

Again Hatch came to the rescue. She had closed the umbrella and lodged it against the pillar of the gate, for here they were under the shade of trees. Seizing the umbrella now, she opened it with a great dash and noise, and rushed towards the bull, pointing it menacingly. The animal, no doubt more startled than they were, tore away and gained the highroad again. Then everyone had leisure to see that Mrs. Brightman was lying on the ground partly under the carriage.

She must have fallen in turning round, partly from fright, partly from the moving of the carriage. The horses had also been somewhat startled by the bulls noise, and one of them began to prance. The coachman had his horses well in hand, and soon quieted them; but he had not been able to prevent the movement, which had no doubt chiefly caused his mistress to fall.

They quickly drew her from under the carriage and attempted to raise her; but she cried out with such tones of agony that the surgeon feared she was seriously injured. As soon as possible she was conveyed indoors on a mattress. Another surgeon joined Mr. Close, and it was found that her leg was broken near the ankle.

When it had been set and the commotion was subsiding, Perry was despatched to Essex Street with the carriage and the bad news  the carriage to bring back Annabel.

What was it you really came to my surgery for, Perry? Mr. Close took an opportunity of asking him before he started.

It was about my mistress, sir, answered the man. Hatch felt quite sure, by signs and tokens, that Mrs. Brightman was going to  to  be ill again. She sent me to tell you, sir, and to ask if you couldnt give her something to stop it.

Ah, I thought as much. But when I saw you all out there, your mistress looking well and about to take a drive, I concluded I had been mistaken, said the surgeon.

* * * * *

I had run upstairs during the afternoon to ask a question of Annabel, and was standing beside her at the drawing-room window, where she sat at work, when a carriage came swiftly down the street, and stopped at the door.

Why, it is mammas! exclaimed Annabel, looking out.

But I dont see her in it, I rejoined.

Oh, she must be in it, Charles. Perry is on the box.

Perry was getting down, but was not quite so quick in his movements as a slim young footman would be. He rang the door-bell, and I was fetched down to him. In two minutes afterwards I had disclosed the news to my wife, and brought Perry upstairs that she might herself question him. The tears were coursing down her cheeks.

Dont take on, Miss Annabel, said the man, feeling quite too much lost in the bad tidings to remember Annabels new title. Theres not the least bit of danger, maam; Mr. Close bade me say it; all is sure to go on well.

Did you bring the carriage for me, Perry?

Yes, maam, I did. And it was my mistress herself thought of it. When Mr. Close, or Hatch  one of em it was, I dont know which  told her they were going to send me for you, she said, Let Perry take the carriage. Oh, maam, indeed she is fully as well as she could be: it was only at first that she seemed faintish like.

Annabel went back in the carriage at once. I promised to follow her as early in the evening as I could get away. Relying upon the butlers assurance that Mrs. Brightman was not in the slightest danger; that, on the contrary, it would be an illness of weeks, if not of months, there was no necessity for accompanying Annabel at an inconvenient moment.

It is, in one sense, the luckiest thing that could have happened to her, Mr. Close remarked to me that evening when we were conversing together.

Lucky! How do you mean?

Well, she must be under our control now, he answered in significant tones, and we were fearing, only to-day, that she was on the point of breaking out again. A long spell of enforced abstinence, such as this, may effect wonders.

Of course, looking at it in that light, the accident might be called fortunate. Theres a silver lining to every cloud.

Annabel took up her abode temporarily at her mothers: Mrs. Brightman requested it. I went down there of an evening  though not every evening  returning to Essex Street in the morning. Toms increasing illness kept me in town occasionally, for I could not help going to see him, and he was growing weaker day by day. The closing features of consumption were gaining upon him rapidly. To add to our difficulties, Mr. Policeman Wren, who seemed to follow Toms changes of domicile in a very ominous and remarkable manner, had now transferred his beat from Southwark, and might be seen pacing before Lennards door ten times a day.

One morning when I had come up from Clapham and was seated in my own room opening letters, Lennard entered. He closed the door with a quiet, cautious movement, and waited, without speaking.

Anything particular, Lennard?

Yes, sir; Ive brought rather bad news, he said. Captain Heriot is worse.

Worse? In what way? But he is not Captain Heriot, Lennard; he is Mr. Brown. Be careful.

We cannot be overheard, he answered, glancing at the closed door. He appeared so exceedingly weak last night that I thought I would sit up with him for an hour or two, and then lie down on his sofa for the rest of the night. About five oclock this morning he had a violent fit of coughing and broke a blood-vessel.

What did you do?

I know a little of the treatment necessary in such cases, and we got the doctor to him as soon as possible. Mr. Purfleet does not give the slightest hope now. In fact, he thinks that a very few days more will bring the ending.

I sat back in my chair. Poor Tom! Poor Tom!

It is the best for him, Mr. Charles, spoke Lennard, with some emotion. Better, infinitely, than that of which he has been running the risk. When a mans life is marred as he has marred his, heaven must seem like a haven of refuge to him.

Has he any idea of his critical state?

Yes; and, I feel sure, is quite reconciled to it. He remarked this morning how much he should like to see Blanche: meaning, I presume, Lady Level.

Ah, but there are difficulties in the way, Lennard. I will come to him myself, but not until evening. Theres no immediate danger, you tell me, and I do not care to be seen entering your house during the day while he is in it. The big policeman might be on the watch, and ask me what I wanted there.

Lennard left the room and I returned to my letters. The next I took up was a note from Blanche. Lord Level was not yet back from Marshdale, she told me in it; he kept writing miserable scraps of notes in which he put her off with excuses from day to day, always assuring her he hoped to be up on the morrow. But she could see she was being played with; and the patience which, in obedience to me and Major Carlen, she had been exercising, was very nearly exhausted. She wrote this, she concluded by saying, to warn me that it was so.

Truth to say, I did wonder what was keeping Level at Marshdale. He had been there more than a week now.


CHAPTER IX.

LAST DAYS.

Tom Heriot lay on his sofa in his bedroom, the firelight flickering on his faded face. This was Monday, the third day since the attack spoken of by Lennard, and there had not been any return of it. His voice was stronger this evening; he seemed better altogether, and was jesting, as he loved to do. Leah had been to see him during the day, and he was recounting one or two of their passages-at-arms, with much glee.

Charley, old fellow, you look as solemn as a judge.

Most likely I did. I sat on the other side the hearthrug, gazing as I listened to him; and I thought I saw in his face the grayness that frequently precedes death.

Did you know that that giant of the force, Wren, had his eye upon me, Charley?

No! Why do you say so?

Well, I think he has  some suspicion, at any rate. He parades before the house like a walking apparition. I look at him from behind the curtains in the other room. He paraded in like manner, you know, before that house in Southwark and the other one in Lambeth.

It may be only a coincidence, Tom. The police are moved about a good deal from beat to beat, I fancy.

Perhaps so, assented Tom carelessly. If he came in and took me, I dont think he could do much with me now. He accosted Purfleet to-day.

Accosted Purfleet!

Tom nodded. After his morning visit to me, he went dashing out of the street-door in his usual quick way, and dashed against Wren. One might think a regiment of soldiers were always waiting to have their legs and arms cut off, and that Purfleet had to do it, by the way he rushes about, concluded Tom.

Well?

In a hurry this morning, doctor, says old Wren, who is uncommonly fond of hearing himself talk. And who is it thats ill at Mr. Lennards? I generally am in a hurry, says Purfleet, and so would you be if you had as many sick people on your hands. At Lennards? Why, that poor suffering daughter of his has had another attack, and I dont know whether I shall save her. And, with that, Purfleet got away. He related this to me when he came in at tea-time.

A thought struck me. But, Tom, does Purfleet know that you are in concealment here? Or why should he have put his visits to you upon Maria Lennard?

Why, how could he be off knowing it? Lennard asked him at first, as a matter of precaution, not to speak of me in the neighbourhood. Mr. Brown was rather under a cloud just now, he said. I wouldnt mind betting a silver sixpence, Charley, that he knows I am Tom Heriot.

I wondered whether Tom was joking.

Likely enough, went on Tom. He knows that you come to see me, and that you are Mr. Strange, of Essex Street. And he has heard, Ill lay, that Mr. Strange had a wicked sort of half-brother, one Captain Heriot, who fell into the fetters of the law and escaped them, and  and may be the very Mr. Brown whos lying ill here. Purfleet can put two and two together as cleverly as other people, Charles.

If so, it is frightfully hazardous  

Not at all, interrupted Tom with equanimity. Hed no more betray me, Charley, than hed betray himself. Doctors dont divulge the secrets of their patients; they keep them. It is a point of honour in the medical code: as well as of self-interest. What family would call in a man who was known to run about saying the Smiths next door had veal for dinner to-day, and they ought to have had mutton? If no more harm reaches me than any brought about by Purfleet, I am safe enough.

It might be as he said. And I saw that he would be incautious to the end.

At that moment Mrs. Lennard came in with something in a breakfast-cup. You are a good lady, said Tom gratefully. See how they feed me up, Charley!

But for the hollow tones, the hectic flush and the brilliant eyes, it might almost have been thought he was getting better. The cough had nearly left him, and the weakness was not more apparent than it had been for a week past. But that faint, deep, far-away sounding voice, which had now come on, told the truth. The close was near at hand.

After Mrs. Lennard had left the room with the empty cup, Tom lay back on the sofa, put his head on the pillow, and in a minute or two seemed to be asleep. Presently I moved gently across the hearthrug to fold the warm, light quilt upon his knees. He opened his eyes.

You need not creep, Charley. I am not asleep. I had a regular good sleep in the afternoon, and dont feel inclined for it now. I was thinking about the funeral.

The funeral! I echoed, taken back. Whose funeral?

Mine. They wont care to lay me by my mother, will they?  I mean my own mother. The world might put its inquisitive word in, and say that must be Tom Heriot, the felon. Neither you nor Level would like that, nor old Carlen either.

I made no answer, uncertain what to say.

Yet I should like to lie by her, he went on. There was a large vault made, when she died, to hold the three of us  herself, my father and me. They are in it; I should like to be placed with them.

Time enough to think of that, Tom, when  when  the time comes, I stammered.

The times not far off now, Charley.

Two nights ago, when I was here, you assured me you were getting better.

Well, I thought I might be; there are such ups and downs in a mans state. He will appear sick unto death to-day, and tomorrow be driving down to a whitebait dinner at Greenwich. Ive changed my opinion, Charley; Ive had my warning.

Had your warning! What does that mean?

I should like to see Blanche, he whispered. Dear little Blanche! How I used to tease her in our young days, and Leah would box my ears for it; and I teased you also, Charley. Could you not bring her here, if Level would let her come?

Tom, I hardly know. For one thing, she has not heard anything of the past trouble, as you are aware. She thinks you are in India with the regiment, and calls you a very undutiful brother for not writing to her. I suppose it might be managed.

Dear little Blanche! he repeated. Yes, I teased her  and loved her all the time. Just one visit, Charley. It will be the last until we meet upon the eternal shores. Try and contrive it.

I sat thinking how it might be done  the revelation to Blanche, bringing her to the house, and obtaining the consent of Lord Level; for I should not care to stir in it without his consent. Tom appeared to be thinking also, and a silence ensued. It was he who broke it.

Charles!

Yes?

Do you ever recall events that passed in our old life at White Littleham Rectory? do any of them lie in your memory?

I think all of them lie in it, I answered. My memory is, you know, a remarkably good one.

Ay, said Tom. And then he paused again. Do you recollect that especial incident when your father told us of his dream? he continued presently. I picture the scene now; it has been present to my mind all day. A frosty winter morning, icicles on the trees and frosty devices on the window-panes. You and I and your father seated round the breakfast-table; Leah pouring out the coffee and cutting bread and butter for us. He appeared to be in deep thought, and when I remarked upon it, and you asked him what he was thinking of, he said his dream. Dyou mind it, lad?

I do. The thing made an impression on me. The scene and what passed at it are as plain to me now as though it had happened yesterday. After saying he was thinking of his dream, he added, in a dubious tone, If it was a dream. Mr. Penthorn came in whilst he was telling it.

He was fast asleep; had gone to bed in the best of health, probably concocting matter for next Sundays sermon, resumed Tom, recalling the facts. Suddenly, he awoke at the sound of a voice. It was his late wifes voice; your mother, Charley. He was wide awake on the instant, and knew the voice for hers; she appeared to be standing at the bedside.

But he did not see her, I put in.

No; he never said he saw her, replied Tom Heriot. But the impression was upon him that a figure stood there, and that after speaking it retreated towards the window. He got up and struck a light and found the room empty, no trace of anyones having been in it. Nevertheless he could not get rid of the belief, though not a superstitious man, that it was his wife who came to him.

In the spirit.

In the spirit, of course. He knew her voice perfectly, he said. Mr. Penthorn rather ridiculed the matter; saying it was nothing but a vivid dream. I dont think it made much impression upon your father, except that it puzzled him.

I dont think it did, I assented, my thoughts all in the past. As you observe, Tom, he was not superstitious; he had no particular belief in the supernatural.

No; it faded from all our minds with the day  Leahs perhaps excepted. But what was the result? On the fourth night afterwards he died. The dream occurred on the Friday morning a little before three oclock; your father looked at his watch when he got out of bed and saw that it wanted a quarter to three. On Tuesday morning at a quarter to three he died in his study, into which he had been carried after his accident.

All true. The circumstances, to me, were painful even now.

Well, what do you make of it, Charles?

Nothing. But I dont quite understand your question.

Do you think his wife really came to him?  That she was permitted to come back to earth to warn him of his approaching death?

I have always believed that. I can hardly see how anyone could doubt it.

Well, Charley, I did. I was a graceless, light-headed young wight, you know, and serious things made no impression on me. If I thought about it at all, it was to put it down to fancy; or a dream, as Mr. Penthorn said; and I dont believe Ive ever had the thing in my mind from that time to this.

And why should it come back to you now? I asked.

Because, answered Tom, I think I have had a similar warning.

He spoke very calmly. I looked at him. He was sitting upright on the sofa now, his feet stretched out on a warm wool footstool, the quilt lying across his knees, and his hands resting upon it.

What can you mean, Tom?

It was last night, he answered; or, rather, this morning. I was in bed, and pretty soundly asleep, for me, and I began to dream. I thought I saw my father come in through the door, that one opening to the passage, cross the room and sit down by the bedside with his face turned to me. I mean my own father, Colonel Heriot. He looked just as he used to look; not a day older; his fine figure erect, his bright, wavy hair brushed off his brow as he always wore it, his blue eyes smiling and kindly. I was not in the least surprised to see him; his coming in seemed to be quite a matter of course. Well, Thomas, he began, looking at me after he had sat down; we have been parted for some time, and I have much to say to you. Say it now, papa, I answered, going back in my dream to the language of childhoods days. Theres not time now, he replied; we must wait a little yet; it wont be long, Thomas. Then I saw him rise from the chair, re-cross the room to the door, turn to look at me with a smile, and go out, leaving the door open. I awoke in a moment; at the very moment, I am certain; and for some little time I could not persuade myself that what had passed was not reality. The chair in which he had sat stood at the bedside, and the door was wide open.

But I suppose the chair had been there all night, and that someone was sitting up with you? Whoever it was must have opened the door.

The chair had been there all night, assented Tom. But the door had not been opened by human hands, so far as I can learn. It was old Faiths turn to sit up last night  that worthy old soul of a servant who has clung to the Lennards through all their misfortunes. Finding that I slept comfortably, Faith had fallen asleep too in the big chair in that corner behind you. She declared that the door had been firmly shut  and I believe she thought it was I who had got up and opened it.

It was a dream, Tom.

Granted. But it was a warning. It came  nay, who can say it was not he who came?  to show me that I shall soon be with him. We shall have time, and to spare, to talk then. I have never had so vivid a dream in my life; or one that so left behind it the impression that it had been reality.

Well  

Look here, he interrupted. Your father said, if you remember, that the visit paid to him, whether real or imaginary, by his wife, and the words she spoke, had revived within him his recollections of her voice, which had in a slight degree begun to fade. Well, Charles, I give you my word that I had partly forgotten my fathers appearance; I was only a little fellow when he died; but his visit to me in my dream last night has brought it back most vividly. Come, you wise old lawyer, what do you say to that?

I dont know, Tom. Such things are, I suppose.

If I got well and lived to be a hundred years old, I should never laugh at them again.

Did you tell Leah this when she was here to-day?

Ay; and of course she burst out crying. Take it as its meant, Master Tom, said she, and prepare yourself. It is your warning. Just as she had told your father, Charles, that that other was his warning. She was right then; she is right now.

You cannot know it. And you must not let this trouble you.

It does not trouble me, he answered quickly. Rather the contrary, for it sets my mind at rest. I have had little hope of myself for some time past; I have had none, so to say, since that sudden attack a few nights ago; nevertheless, I wont say but a grain of it may have still deluded me now and again. Hope is the last thing we part with in this world, you know, lad. But this dream-visit of my father has shown me the truth beyond all doubt; and now I have only to make my packet, as the French say, and wait for the signal to start.

We talked together a little longer, but my time was up. I left him for the night and apparently in the best of spirits.

Lennard was alone in his parlour when I got downstairs. I asked him whether he had heard of this fancy of Toms about the dream.

Yes, he answered. He told me about it this evening, when I was sitting with him after tea; but he did not seem at all depressed by it. I dont think it matters much either way, added Lennard thoughtfully, for the end cannot be far off now.

He has an idea that Purfleet guesses who he really is.

But he has no grounds for saying it, returned Lennard. Purfleet heard when he was first called in that Mr. Brown wished to be kept en cachette, if I may so put it; but that he should guess him to be Captain Heriot is quite improbable. Because Captain Heriot is aware of his own identity, he assumes that other people must needs be aware of it.

One might trust Purfleet not to betray him, I fancy, if he does guess it?

That I am sure of, said Lennard warmly. He is kind and benevolent. Most medical men are so from their frequent contact with the dark shades of life, whether of sickness or of sorrow. As to Purfleet, he is too hard-worked, poor man, to have much leisure for speculating upon the affairs of other people.

Wren is still walking about here.

Yes; but I think he has been put upon this beat in the ordinary way of things, not that he is looking after anyone in particular. Mr. Strange, if he had any suspicion of Captain Heriot in Lambeth, he would have taken him; he would have taken him again when in Southwark; and he would, ere this, have taken him here. Wren appears to be one of those gossiping men who must talk to everybody; and I believe that is all the mystery.

Wishing Lennard good-night, I went home to Essex Street, and sat down to write to Lord Level. He would not receive the letter at Marshdale until the following afternoon, but it would be in time for him to answer me by the evening post.


CHAPTER X.

LAST WORDS.

The next day, Tuesday, I was very busy, hurrying forward to get down to Clapham in time for dinner in the evening. Lennards report in the morning had been that Captain Heriot was no worse, and that Mr. Purfleet, who had paid him an early visit, said there might be no change for a week or more.

In the afternoon I received a brief note from Mr. Serjeant Stillingfar, asking me to be in Russell Square the following morning by eight oclock: he wished to see me very particularly.

Knowing that when he named any special hour he meant it, and that he expected everyone who had dealings with him to be as punctual as himself, I came up to town on the Wednesday morning, and was at his house a few minutes before eight oclock. The Serjeant was just sitting down to breakfast.

Will you take some, Charles? he asked.

No, thank you, uncle. I have just come up from Clapham, and breakfasted before starting.

How is Mrs. Brightman going on?

Quite well. It will be a long job, the doctors say, from something unusual connected with the fracture, but nothing dangerous.

Sit down, Charles, he said. And tell me at once. Is Captain Heriot, lowering his voice, in a state to be got away?

The words did not surprise me. The whole night it had been in my mind that the Serjeants mandate concerned Tom Heriot.

No; it would be impossible, I answered. He has to be moved gently, from bed to sofa, and can only walk, if he attempts it at all, by being helped on both sides. Three or four days ago, a vessel on the lungs broke; any undue exertion would at once be fatal.

Then, do I understand you that he is actually dying?

Undoubtedly he is, sir. I was with him on Monday night, and saw in his face the gray hue which is the precursor of death. I am sure I was not mistaken  

That peculiar hue can never be mistaken by those who have learnt from sad experience, he interrupted dreamily.

He may linger on a few days, even a week or so, I believe the doctor thinks, but death is certainly on its road; and he must die where he is, Uncle Stillingfar. He cannot be again moved.

The Serjeant sat silent for a few moments. It is very unfortunate, Charles, he resumed. Could he have been got away it would be better for him, better for you all. Though, in truth, it is not I who ought to suggest it, as you well know; but sometimes ones private and public duties oppose each other.

Have you heard anything, uncle?

I have heard from a sure source that the authorities know that Captain Heriot is in London. They know it positively: but not, I think, where he is concealed. The search for him will now commence in earnest.

It is, indeed, unfortunate. I have been hoping he would be left to die in peace. One thing is certain: if the police find him they can only let him remain where he is. They cannot remove him.

Then nothing can be done: things must take their course, sighed the Serjeant. You must take precautions yourself, Charles. Most probably the movements of those connected with him will now be watched, in the hope that they may afford a clue to his hiding-place.

I cannot abandon him, Uncle Stillingfar. I must see him to the end. We have been as brothers, you know. He wants to see Blanche, and I have written about it to Lord Level.

Well, well, I cannot advise; I wish I could, he replied. But I thought it my duty to let you know this.

A few days will, in any case, see the ending, I whispered as I bade him goodbye. Thank you for all your sympathy, uncle.

My boy, there is One above, raising his hand reverently, who has more pity for us than we have for one another. He can keep him in peace yet. Dont forget that, Charles.

To my office, then, and the morning letters. Amidst them lay Lord Levels answer. Some of its contents surprised me.

Marshdale House,

Tuesday Evening.

DEAR CHARLES,

If you like to undertake the arrangement of the visit you
propose, do so. I have no objection. For some little time now
I have thought that it might be better that my wife should know
the truth. You see she is, and has been, liable to hear it at
any moment through some untoward revelation, for which she
would not be prepared; and the care I have taken to avoid this
has not only been sometimes inconvenient to myself, but
misconstrued by Blanche. When we were moving about after our
marriage, I kept her in unfrequented places, as far as I could,
to spare her the chance of this; mens lips were full of it
just then, as you know. Blanche resented that bitterly, putting
it all down to some curious purposes of my own. Let her hear
the truth now. I am not on the spot to impart it to her myself,
and shall be glad if you will do so. Afterwards you can take
her to see the invalid. I am sorry for what you say of his
state. Tell him so: and that he has my sympathy and best
wishes.

Blanche has been favouring me lately with some letters written
in anything but a complimentary strain. One that I received
this morning coolly informs me that she is about to Take
immediate steps to obtain a formal separation, if not a
divorce. I am not able to travel to London and settle things
with her, and have written to her to tell her to come here to
me. The fact is, I am ill. Strange to say, the same sort of low
fever which attacked me when I was at Marshdale last autumn has
returned upon me now. It is not as bad as it was then, but I am
confined to bed. Spare the time to bring Blanche down, theres
a good fellow. I have told her that you will do so. Come on
Thursday if convenient to you, and remain the night. She shall
hear what I have to say to her; after that, she can talk of a
separation if she likes. You shall hear it also.

Ever truly yours,

LEVEL.

Whilst deliberating upon the contents of this letter, and how I could best carry out its requests, Lennard came in, as usual on his arrival for the day, to give me his report of Tom Heriot. There was not any apparent change in him, he said, either for the better or the worse. I informed Lennard of what I had just heard from the Serjeant.

Then I despatched a clerk to Gloucester Place with a note for Blanche, telling her I should be with her early in the evening, and that she must not fail to be at home, as my business was important.

Twilight was falling when I arrived. Blanche sat at one of the windows in the drawing-room, looking listlessly into the street in the fading light. Old Mrs. Guy, who was staying with her, was lying on the dining-room sofa, Blanche said, having retired to it and fallen asleep after dinner.

How lovely Blanche looked; but how cross! She wore a pale blue silk, her favourite colour, with a gold necklace and open bracelets, from which drooped a heart set with sapphires and diamonds; and her fair, silken hair looked as if she had been impatiently pushing it about.

I know what you have come for, Charles, she said in fretful tones, as I sat down near her. Lord Level prepared me in a letter I received from him this morning.

Indeed! I answered lightly. What did the preparation consist of?

I wrote to him, said Blanche. I have written to him more than once, telling him I am about to get a separation. In answer, my lord commands me down to Marshdale  very resentfully and says you are to take me down.

All quite right, Blanche; quite true, so far. But  

But I dont know that I shall go. I think I shall not go.

A wife should obey her husbands commands.

I do not intend to be his wife any longer. And you cannot wish me to be, Charles; you ought not to wish it. Lord Levels conduct is simply shameful. What right has he to stay at Marshdale  amusing himself down there?

I fancy he cannot help staying there at present. Has he told you he is ill?

She glanced quickly round at me.

Has he told you that he is so?

Yes, Blanche; he has. He is too ill to travel.

She paused for a moment, and then tossed back her pretty hair with a scornful hand.

And you believed him! Anything for an excuse. He is no more ill than I am, Charles; rely upon that.

But I am certain  

Dont go on, she interrupted, tapping her dainty black satin slipper on the carpet; a petulant movement to which Blanche was given, even as a child. If you have come for the purpose of whitening my husband to me, as papa is always doing. I will not listen to you.

You will not listen to any sort of reasoning whatever. I see that, my dear.

Reasoning, indeed! she retorted. Say sophistry.

Listen for an instant, Blanche; consider this one little item: I believe Lord Level to be ill, confined to his bed with low fever, as he tells me; you refuse to believe it; you say he is well. Now, considering that he expects us both to be at Marshdale to-morrow, can you not perceive how entirely, ridiculously void of purpose it would be for him to say he is seriously ill if he is not so?

I dont care, said my young lady. He is deeper than any fox.

Blanche, my opinion is, and you are aware of it, that you misjudge your husband. Upon one or two points I know you do. But I did not come here to discuss these unpleasant topics  you are in error there, you see. I came upon a widely different matter: to disclose something to you that will very greatly distress you, and I am grieved to be obliged to do it.

The words changed her mood. She looked half frightened.

Oh! she burst forth, before I had time to say another word. Is it my husband? You say he is ill! He is not dead?

My dear, be calm. It is not about your husband at all. It is about some one else, though, who is very ill  Tom Heriot.

Grieved she no doubt was; but the relief that crept into her face, tone and attitude proved that the one man was little to her compared with the other, and that she loved her husband yet with an impassioned love.

By degrees, softening the facts as much as possible, I told the tale. Of Toms apprehension about the time of her marriage; his trial which followed close upon it; his conviction, and departure for a penal settlement; his escape; his return to England; his concealments to evade detection; his illness; and his present state. Blanche shivered and cried as she listened, and finally fell upon her knees, and buried her face in the cushions of the chair.

And is there no hope for him, Charles? she said, looking up after a while.

My dear, there is no hope. And, under the circumstances, it is happier for him to die than to continue to live. But he would like to see you, Blanche.

Poor Tom! Poor Tom! Can we go to him now  this evening?

Yes; it is what I came to propose. It is the best time. He  

Shall I order the carriage?

The interruption made me laugh. My Lord Levels state carriage and powdered servants at that poor fugitives door!

My dear, we must go in the quietest manner. We will take a cab as we walk along, and get out of it before turning into the street where he is lying. Change this blue silk for one of the plainest dresses that you have, and wear a close bonnet and a veil.

Oh, of course; I see. Charles, I am too thoughtless.

Wait an instant, I said, arresting her as she was crossing the room. I must return for a moment to our controversy touching your husband. You complained bitterly of him last year for secluding you in dull, remote parts of the Continent, and especially for keeping you away from England. You took up the notion, and proclaimed it to those who would listen to you, that it was to serve his own purposes. Do you remember this?

Well? said Blanche timidly, her colour coming and going as she stood with her hands on the table. He did keep me away; he did seclude me.

It was done out of love for you, Blanche. Whilst your heart felt nothing but reproach for him, his was filled with care and consideration for you; where to keep you, how to guard you from hearing of the disgrace and trouble that had overtaken your brother. We knew  I and Mr. Brightman  Lord Levels motive; and Major Carlen knew. I believe Level would have given years of his life to save you from the knowledge always and secure you peace. Now, Blanche, my dear, as you perceive that, at least in that one respect, you misjudged him then, do you not think you may be misjudging him still?

She burst into tears. No, I dont think so, she said. I wish I could think so. You know that he maintains some dreadful secret at Marshdale; and that  that  wicked Italians are often staying there  singers perhaps; I shouldnt wonder; or ballet-dancers  anyway, people who can have no right and no business to be there. You know that one of them stabbed him  Oh yes, she did, and it was a woman with long hair.

I do not know anything of the kind.

Charles, you look at me reproachfully, as if the blame lay with me instead of him. Cant you see what a misery it all is for me, and that it is wearing my life away? she cried passionately, the tears falling from her eyes. I would rather die than separate from him, if I were not forced to it by the goings on at that wretched Marshdale. What will life be worth to me, parted from him? I look forward to it with a sick dread. Charles, I do indeed; and now, when I know  what  is perhaps  coming  

Blanche suddenly crossed her arms upon the table, hid her face upon them, and sobbed bitterly.

What is perhaps coming?

Im afraid it is, Charles.

But what is?

An heir, perhaps.

It was some moments before I took in the sense of the words. Then I laughed.

Oh well, Blanche! Of course you ought to talk of separation with that in prospect! Go and put your things on, you silly child: the evening is wearing away.

And she left the room.

* * * * *

Side by side on the sofa, Blanches fair head pillowed upon his breast, his arm thrown round her. She had taken off her bonnet and mantle, and was crying quietly.

Be calm, my dear sister. It is all for the best.

Tom, Tom, how came you to do it?

I didnt do it, my dear one. Thats where they were mistaken. I should be no more capable of doing such a thing than you are.

Then why did they condemn you  and say you were guilty?

They knew no better. The guilty man escaped, and I suffered.

But why did you not tell the truth? Why did you not accuse him to the judge?

I told the judge I was innocent; but that is what most prisoners say, and it made no impression on him, replied Tom. For the rest, I did not understand the affair as well as I did after the trial. All had been so hurried; there was no time for anything. Yes, Blanche, you may at least take this solitary bit of consolation to your heart  that I was not guilty.

And that other man, who was? she asked eagerly, lifting her face. Where is he?

Flourishing, said Tom. Driving about the world four-in-hand, no doubt, and taking someone else in as he took me.

Blanche turned to me, looking haughty enough.

Charles, cannot anything be done to expose the man? she cried. Tom spoke again before I could answer.

It will not matter to me then, one way or the other. But, Charley, I do sometimes wish, as I lie thinking, that the truth might be made known and my memory cleared. I was reckless and foolish enough, heaven knows, but I never did that for which I was tried and sentenced.

Now, since we had been convinced of Tom Heriots innocence, the question whether it would be possible to clear him before the world had often been in my mind. Lake and I had discussed it more than once. It would be difficult, no doubt, but it was just possible that time might place some advantage in our hands and open up a way to us. I mentioned this now.

Ay, difficult enough, I dare say, commented Tom. With a hundred barriers in the way  eh, Charley?

The chief difficulty would lie, I believe, in the fact you acknowledged just now, Tom  your own folly. People argue  they argued at the time  that a young man so reckless as you were would not stick at a trifle.

Just so, replied Tom with equanimity. I ought to have pulled up before, and  I did not. Well; you know my innocence, and now Blanche knows it, and Level knows it, and old Carlen knows it; you are about all that are near to me; and the public must be left to chance. Theres one good man, though, I should like to know it, Charles, and thats Serjeant Stillingfar.

He knows it already, Tom. Be at ease on that score.

Does he think, I wonder, that my memory might ever be cleared?

He thinks it would be easier to clear you than it would be to trace the guilt to its proper quarter; but the one, you see, rests upon the other. There are no proofs, that we know of, to bring forward of that mans guilt; and  

He took precious good care there should be none, interrupted Tom. Let Anstey alone for protecting himself.

Just so. But  I was going to say  the Serjeant thinks you have one chance in your favour. It is this: The man, Anstey, being what he is, will probably fall into some worse crime which cannot be hidden or hushed up. When conviction overtakes him, he may be induced to confess that it was he, and not Captain Heriot, who bore the lions share in that past exploit for which you suffered. Rely upon this, Tom  should any such chance of clearing your memory present itself, it will not be neglected. I shall be on the watch always.

There was silence for a time. Tom was leaning back, pale and exhausted, his breath was short, his face gray, wan and wasted.

Has Leah been to see you? Blanche asked him.

Yes, twice; and she considers herself very hardly dealt by that she may not come here to nurse me, he replied.

Could she not be here?

I shook my head. It would not be safe, Blanche. It would be running another risk. You see, trouble would fall upon others as well as Tom, were he discovered now: upon me, and more especially upon Lennard.

They would be brought to trial for concealing me, just as I was brought to trial for a different crime, said Tom lightly. Our English laws are comprehensive, I assure you, Blanche. Poor Leah says it is cruel not to let her see the end. I asked her what good shed derive from it.

Blanche gave a sobbing sigh. How can you talk so lightly, Tom?

Lightly! he cried, in apparent astonishment. I dont myself see very much thats light in that. When the end is at hand, Blanche, why ignore it?

She turned her face again to him, burying it upon his arm, in utmost sorrow.

Dont, Blanche! he said, his voice trembling. Theres nothing to cry for; nothing. My darling sister, cant you see what a life mine has been for months past: pain of body, distress and apprehension of mind! Think what a glorious change it will be to leave all this for Heaven!

Are you sure of going there, dear? she whispered. Have you made your peace?

Tom smiled at her. Tears were in his own eyes.

I think so. Do you remember that wonderful answer to the petition of the thief on the cross? The promise came back to him at once, on the instant: Verily, I say unto thee, To-day shalt thou be with Me in Paradise. He had been as much of a sinner as I, Blanche.

Blanche was crying softly. Tom held her to him.

Imagine, he said, how the change must have broken on that poor man. To pass from the sorrow and suffering of this life into the realms of Paradise! There was no question as to his fitness, you see, or whether he had been good or bad; all the sin of the past was condoned when he took his humble appeal to his Redeemer: Lord, remember me when Thou comest into Thy kingdom! Blanche, my dear, I know that He will also remember me.


CHAPTER XI.

DOWN AT MARSHDALE.

It was Thursday morning, the day on which Blanche Level was to travel to Marshdale. She sat in her dining-room at Gloucester Place, her fingers busy over some delicate fancy-work, her thoughts divided between the sad interview she had held with Tom Heriot the previous night, and the forthcoming interview with her husband; whilst her attention was partially given to old Mrs. Guy, who sat in an easy-chair by the fire, a thick plaid shawl on her shoulders and her feet on the fender, recounting the history of an extraordinary pain which had attacked her in the night. But as Mrs. Guy rarely passed a night without experiencing some extraordinary pain or other, Blanche listened absently.

It is the heart, my dear; I am becoming sure of that, said the old lady. Last year, if you remember, the physician put it down to spleen; but when I go to him tomorrow and tell him of this dreadful oppression, he will change his opinion.

Dont you think you keep yourself too warm? said Blanche, who looked so cool and fresh in her pretty morning dress. That shawl is heavy, and the fire is warm; yet it is still quite summer weather.

Ah, child, you young people call it summer weather all the year round if the sun only shines. When you get to be my age, Blanche, you will know what cold means. I dare say youll go flying off to Marshdale this afternoon in that gossamer dress you have on, or one as thin and flowing.

No, I shant, laughed Blanche; it would be tumbled and spoilt by the time I got there. I shall go in that pretty new gray cashmere, trimmed with silk brocade.

Thats a lovely dress, child; too good to travel in. And you tell me you will be back to-morrow. I dont think that very likely, my dear  

But I intend to be, interrupted Blanche.

You will see, nodded the old lady. When your husband gets you there, he will keep you there. Give my love to him, Blanche, and say I hope he will be in town before I go back to Jersey. I should like to see him.

Blanche was not paying particular attention to this message. Her attention was attracted by a telegraph boy, who seemed to be approaching the door. The next moment there was a loud knock, which made Mrs. Guy start. Blanche explained that it was a telegram.

Oh, dear, cried the old lady. I dont like telegrams; they always give me a turn. Perhaps its come from Jersey to say my house is burned down.

The telegram, however, had come from Marshdale. It was addressed to Lady Level, and proved to be from her husband.

Do not come to Marshdale to-day. Put it off until next week.
I am writing to you. Wait for letter. Let Charles know.

Now my Lady Level, staring at the message, and being in chronic resentment against her husband, all sorts of unorthodox suspicions rife within her, put the worst possible construction upon this mandate.

I knew how much he would have me at Marshdale! she exclaimed in anger, as she tossed the telegram on the table. Dont come down till next week! Wait for letter! Yes, and next week therell come another message, telling me I am not to go at all, or that he will be back here. It is a shame!

But what is it? cried old Mrs. Guy, who did not understand, and knew nothing of any misunderstanding between Blanche and her husband. Not to go, you say? Is his lordship ill?

Oh, of course; very ill, indeed, returned Blanche, suppressing the scorn she felt.

Putting the telegram into an envelope, she addressed it to me, called Sanders, and bade him take it at once to my office. He did so. But I had also received one to the same effect from Lord Level, who, I suppose, concluded it best to send to me direct. Telling Sanders I would call on Lady Level that evening, I thought no more about the matter, and was glad, rather than otherwise, that the journey to Marshdale was delayed. This chapter, however, has to do with Blanche, and not with me.

Now, whether the step that Lady Level took had its rise in an innocent remark made by Mrs. Guy, or whether it was the result of her own indignant feeling, cannot be told. My dear, said the old lady, if my husband were ill, I should go to him all the more. And that was just what Blanche Level resolved to do.

The previous arrangement had been that she should drive to my office, to save me time, pick me up, and so onwards to Victoria Station, to take the four oclock train, which would land us at Marshdale in an hour.

My dear, I thought I understood that you were not going to Marshdale; that the telegram stopped you, said Mrs. Guy, hearing Blanche give orders for the carriage to be at the door at a quarter past three to convey her to Victoria, and perceiving also that she was making preparations for a journey.

But I intend to go all the same, replied Blanche. And look here, dear Mrs. Guy, Charles has sent me word that he will call here this evening. When he comes, please give him this little note. You wont forget?

Not I, child. Major Carlen is always telling me I am silly; but Im not silly enough to forget messages.

The barouche waited at the door at the appointed time, and Lady Level was driven to Victoria, where she took train for Marshdale. Five oclock was striking out from Lower Marshdale Church when she arrived at Marshdale Station.

Get out here, miss? asked the porter, who saw Lady Level trying to open the door.

Yes.

Any luggage?

Only this bag, replied Lady Level.

The man took charge of it, and she alighted. Traversing the little roadside station, she looked to where the fly generally stood; but no fly was there. The station-master waited for her ticket.

Is the fly not here? she inquired.

Seems not, answered the master indifferently. But as he spoke he recognised Lady Level.

I beg your pardon, my lady. The fly went off with some passengers who alighted from the last up-train; its not back yet.

Will it be long, do you know?

Well  I  James, he called to the porter, where did the fly go to?

Over to Dimsdale, replied the man.

Then it wont be back for half an hour yet, my lady, said the station-master to Lady Level.

Oh, I cant wait all that time, she returned, rather impatiently. I will walk. Will you be good enough to send my bag after me?

Ill send it directly, my lady.

She was stepping from the little platform when a thought struck her, and she turned to ask a question of the station-master. Is it safe to cross the fields now? I remember it was said not to be so when I was here last.

On account of Farmer Piggots bull, replied he. The fields are quite safe now, my lady; the bull has been taken away.

Lady Level passed in at the little gate, which stood a few yards down the road, and was the entrance to the field-way which led to Marshdale House. It was a warm evening, calm and sunny; not a leaf stirred; all nature seemed at rest.

What will Archibald say to me? she wondered, her thoughts busy. He will fly into a passion, perhaps. I cant help it if he does. I am determined now to find out why I am kept away from Marshdale and why he is for ever coming to it. This underhand work has been going on too long.

At this moment, a whistle behind her, loud and shrill, caused her to turn. She was then crossing the first field. In the distance she espied a boy striding towards her: and soon recognised him for the surly boy, Sam Doughty. He carried her bag, and vouchsafed her a short nod as he came up.

How are you, Sam? she asked pleasantly.

Didnt think about its being you, was Sams imperturbable answer, as he walked on beside her. When they disturbs me at my tea and says I must go right off that there same moment with a passengers bag for Marshdale House, I took it to be my lords at least.

Did they not let you finish your tea? said Lady Level with a smile.

Catch em, retorted Sam, in a tone of resentment. Catch em a letting me stop for a bite or a sup when theres work to do; no, not if I was starving for t. The master, hes a regular stinger for being down upon a fellows work, and tothers a  I say, broke off Mr. Sam, did you ever know a rat?  one what keeps ferreting his nose into everything as dont concern him? Then youve knowed James Runn.

James Runn is the porter, I suppose? said Lady Level, much amused.

Well, he is, and the biggest sneak as ever growed. What did he go and do last week? We had a lot o passengers to get off by the down train to Dover, the people from the Grange it were, and a sight o trunks. Id been helping to stow the things in the luggage-van, and the footman, as he was getting into his second-class carriage, holds out a shilling, open handed. Id got my fingers upon it, I had, when that there James Runn, that rascally porter, clutches hold of it and says it were meant for him, not for me. I wish he was gone, I do!

The bull is gone, I hear, remarked Lady Level.

Oh, he have been gone this long time from here, replied the boy, shifting the bag from one shoulder to the other. He took to run at folks reglar, he did; such fun it were to hear em squawk! One old woman in a red shawl he took and tossed. Mr. Drewitt up at the House interfered then, and told Farmer Piggot the bull must be moved; so the farmer put him over yonder on tother side his farm into the two-acre meadow, which havent got no right o way through it. I wish he had tossed that there James Runn first and done for him! deliberately avowed Sam, again shifting his burden.

You appear to find that bag heavy, remarked Lady Level.

Its not that heavy, so to say, acknowledged the surly boy; its that I be famishing for my tea. Oh, that there Runns vicious, he is!  a sending me off when Id hardly took a mouthful!

Well, I could not carry it myself, she said laughingly.

He might ha brought it; he had swallowed down his own tea, he had. Its not so much he does  just rushes up to the doors o the trains when they comes in, on the look out for what may be give to him, making believe hes letting folks in and out o the carriages. I see my lord give him a shilling tother day; that I did.

When my lord arrived here, do you mean?

No, twarnt that day, twere another. My lord comes on to the station asking about a parcel he were expecting of. Mr. Noakes, he were gone to his dinner, and that there Runn answered my lord that he had just took the parcel to Marshdale House and left it with Mr. Snow. Upon which my lord puts his hand in his pocket and gives him a shilling. I see it.

Lady Level laughed. It was impossible to help it. Sams tone was so intensely wrathful.

Do you see much of Lord Level? she asked.

Ive not seed him about for some days. Its said hes ill.

What is the matter with him?

Dont know, said Sam. It were Dr. Hills young man, Mitcham, I heard say it. Mother sent me last night to Dr. Hills for her physic, and Mr. Mitcham he said he had not been told naught about her physic, but hed ask the doctor when he came back from attending upon my Lord Level.

Is your mother ill? inquired Sams listener.

She be that bad, she be, as to be more fit to be a-bed nor up, replied the boy: and his voice really took a softer tone as he spoke of his mother. It were twins this last time, you see, and theres such a lot to do for em all, mother cant spare a minute in the day to lie by: and fathers wages dont go so fur as they did when there was less mouths at home.

How many brothers and sisters have you?

Five, said Sam, not counting the twins, which makes seven. I be the eldest, and I makes eight. And, if ever I does get a shilling or a sixpence gived me, I takes it right home to mother. I wish them there two twins had kept away, continued Sam spitefully; mother had her hands full without them. Squalling things they both be.

Thus, listening to the boys confidences, Lady Level came to the little green gate which opened to the side of the garden at Marshdale House. Sam carried the bag to the front door. No one was to be seen. All things, indoors and out, seemed intensely quiet.

You can put it down here, Sam, said Lady Level, producing half-a-crown. Will you give this to your mother if I give it to you?

I always gives her everything as is gived to me, returned Sam resentfully. I telled ye so.

Slipping it into his pocket, the boy set off again across the fields. Lady Level rang the bell gently. Somehow she was not feeling so well satisfied with herself for having come as she felt when she started. Deborah opened the door.

Oh, my lady! she exclaimed in surprise, but speaking in a whisper.

My bag is outside, said Lady Level, walking forward to the first sitting-room, the door of which stood open. Mrs. Edwards met her.

Dear, dear! exclaimed the old lady, lifting her hands. Then Snow never sent those messages off properly after all! My lady, I am sorry you should have come.

I thought I was expected, Mrs. Edwards, and Mr. Strange with me, returned Blanche coldly.

True, my lady, so you were; but a telegram was sent off this morning to stop you. Two telegrams went, one to your ladyship and one to Mr. Strange. It was I gave the order from my lord to Snow, and I thought I might as well send one also to Mr. Strange, though his lordship said nothing about it.

But why was I stopped? questioned Blanche.

On account of my lords increased illness, replied Mrs. Edwards. He grew much worse in the night; and when Mr. Hill saw how it was with him this morning, he said your ladyships visit must be put off. Mr. Hill is with him now.

Of what nature is his illness?

My lady, he has not been very well since he came down. When he got here we remarked that he seemed low-spirited. In a few days he began to be feverish, and asked me to get him some lemonade made. Quarts of it he drank: cook protested thered be a failure of lemons in the village. It is last years fever back again, said his lordship to me, speaking in jest. But, strange to say, he might as well have spoken in earnest, for it turns out to be the same sort of fever precisely.

Is he very ill?

He is very ill indeed to-day, answered Mrs. Edwards. Until this morning it was thought to be a light attack, no danger attending it, nor any symptom of delirium. But that has all changed, and this afternoon he is slightly delirious.

Is there  danger? cried Blanche.

Mr. Hill says not, my lady. Not yet, at all events. But  here he is, broke off Mrs. Edwards, as the doctors step was heard. He will be able to explain more of the illness to your ladyship than I can.

She left the room as Mr. Hill entered it. The same cheerful, hearty man that Blanche had known last year, with a fine brow and benevolent countenance. Blanche shook hands with him, and he sat down near her.

So you did not get the telegram, he began, after greeting her.

I did get it, answered Blanche, feeling rather ashamed to be obliged to confess it. But I  I was ready, and I thought I would come all the same.

It is a pity, said Mr. Hill. You must not let your husband see you. Indeed, the best thing you can do will be to go back again.

But why? asked Blanche, turning obstinate. What have I done to him that he may not see me?

You dont understand, child, said the surgeon, speaking in his fatherly way. His lordship is in a critical state, the disease having manifested itself with alarming rapidity. If he can be kept perfectly calm and still, its progress may be arrested and danger averted. If not, it will assuredly turn to brain-fever and must run its course. Anything likely to rouse him in the smallest degree, no matter whether it be pleasure or pain, must be absolutely kept from him. Only the sight of you might bring on an excitement that might be  well, I was going to say fatal. That is why I suggested to his lordship to send off the telegram.

You knew I was coming down, then? said Blanche.

My dear, I did know; and  But, bless me, I ought to apologize to your ladyship for my familiarity of speech, broke off the kindly doctor, with a smile.

Blanche answered by smiling too, and putting her hand into his.

I lost a daughter when she was about your age, my dear; you put me in mind of her; I said so to Mrs. Edwards when you were here last autumn. She was my only child, and my wife was already gone. Well, well! But thats beside the present question, he added briskly. Will you go back to town, Lady Level?

I would rather remain, now I am here, she answered. At least, for a day or two. I will take care not to show myself to Lord Level.

Very well, said the doctor, rising. Do not let him either hear you or see you. I shall be in again at nine to-night.

Who is nursing him? asked Blanche.

Mrs. Edwards. She is the best nurse in the world. Snow, the head gardener, helps occasionally; he will watch by him to-night; and Deborah fetches and carries.

Lady Level took contrition to herself as she sat alone. She had been mentally accusing her husband of all sorts of things, whilst he was really lying in peril of his life. Matters and mysteries pertaining to Marshdale were not cleared up; but  Blanche could not discern any particular mystery to wage war with just now.

Tea was served to her, and Blanche would not allow them to think of dinner. Mrs. Edwards had a room prepared for her in a different corridor from Lord Levels, so that he would not be in danger of hearing her voice or footsteps.

Very lonely felt Blanche when twilight fell, as she sat at the window. She thought she had never seen trees look so melancholy before, and she recalled what Charles Strange had always said  that the sight of trees in the gloaming caused him to be curiously depressed. Presently, wrapping a blue cloud about her head and shoulders, she strolled out of doors.

It was nearly dark now, and the overhanging trees made it darker. Blanche strolled to the front gate and looked up and down the road. Not a soul was about; not a sound broke the stillness. The house behind her was gloomy enough; no light to be seen save the faint one that burnt in Lord Levels chamber, whose windows faced this way; or a flash that now and then appeared in the passages from a lamp carried by someone moving about.

Blanche walked up and down, now in this path, now in that, now sitting on a bench to think, under the dark trees. By-and-by, she heard the front door open and someone come down the path, cross to the side path, unlock the small door that led into the garden of the East Wing and enter it. By the very faint light remaining, she thought she recognised John Snow, the gardener.

She distinctly heard his footsteps pass up the other garden; she distinctly heard the front door of the East Wing open to admit him, and close again. Prompted by idle curiosity, Blanche also approached the little door in the wall, found it shut, but not locked, opened it, went in, advanced to where she had full view of the wing, and stood gazing up at it. Like the other part of the house, it loomed out dark and gloomy: the upper windows appeared to have outer bars before them; at least, Blanche thought so. Only in one room was there any light.

It was in a lower room, a sitting-room, no doubt. The lamp, standing on the centre table, was bright; the window was thrown up. Beside it sat someone at work; crochet-work, or knitting, or tatting; something or other done with the fingers. Mrs. Snow amusing herself, thought Blanche at first; but in a moment she saw that it was not Mrs. Snow. The face was dark and handsome, and the black hair was adorned with black lace. With a sensation as of some mortal agony rushing and whirling through her veins, Lady Level recognised her. It was Nina, the Italian.

Nina, who had been the object of her suspicious jealousy; Nina, who was, beyond doubt, the attraction that drew her husband to Marshdale; and who, as she fully believed, had been the one to stab him a year ago!

Blanche crept back to her own garden. Finding instinctively the darkest seat it contained, she sat down upon it with a faint cry of despair.


CHAPTER XII.

IN THE EAST WING.

What will not a jealous and angry woman do? On the next morning (Friday) Blanche Level, believing herself to be more ignominiously treated than ever wife was yet, despatched a couple of telegrams to London, both of them slightly incomprehensible. One of the telegrams was to Charles Strange, the other to Arnold Ravensworth; and both were to the same effect  they must hasten down to Marshdale to her protection and rescue. And Mr. Ravensworth was requested to bring his wife.

She will be some little countenance for me; Im sure I dare not think how I must be looked upon here, mentally spoke my Lady Level in her glowing indignation.

Lord Level was better. When Mr. Hill paid his early visit that Friday morning, he pronounced him to be very much better; and John Snow said his lordship had passed a quiet night. If we can only keep him tranquil to-day and to-night again, there will be no further danger from the fever, Mr. Hill then observed to Lady Level.

The day went on, the reports from the sick-room continuing favourable: my lord was lying tranquil, his mind clear. My lady, down below, was anything but tranquil: rather she felt herself in a raging fever. In the evening, quite late, the two gentlemen arrived from London, not having been able to come earlier. Mrs. Ravensworth was not with them; she could not leave her delicate baby. Lady Level had given orders for chambers to be prepared.

After they had partaken of refreshments, which brought the time to ten oclock, Lady Level opened upon her grievances  past and present. Modest and reticent though her language still was, she contrived to convey sundry truths to them. From the early days of her marriage she had unfortunately had cause to suspect Lord Level of disloyalty to herself and of barefaced loyalty to another. Her own eyes had seen him more than once with the girl called Nina at Pisa; had seen him at her house, sitting side by side with her in her garden smoking and talking  had heard him address her by her Christian name. This woman, as she positively knew, had followed Lord Level to England; this woman was harboured at Marshdale. She was in the house now, in its East Wing. She, Blanche, had seen her there the previous evening.

Mr. Ravensworths severe countenance took a stern expression as he listened; he believed every word. Charles Strange (I am not speaking just here in my own person) still thought there might be a mistake somewhere. He could not readily take up so bad an opinion of Lord Level, although circumstances did appear to tell against him. His incredulity irritated Blanche.

I will tell you, then, Charles, what I have never disclosed to mortal man, she flashed forth, in a passionate whisper, bending forward her pretty face, now growing whiter than death. You remember that attack upon Lord Level last autumn. You came down at the time, Arnold  

Yes, yes. What about it?

It was that woman who stabbed him!

Neither spoke for a moment. Nonsense, Blanche! said Mr. Strange.

But I tell you that it was. She was in night-clothes, or something of that kind, and her black hair was falling about her; but I could not mistake her Italian face.

Mr. Ravensworth did not forget Lady Levels curious behaviour at the time; he had thought then she suspected someone in particular. Are you sure? he asked her now.

I am sure. And you must both see the danger I may be in whilst here, she added, with a shiver. That woman may try to stab me, as she stabbed him. She must have stabbed him out of jealousy, because I  her rival  was there.

You had better quit the house the first thing in the morning, Lady Level, and return to London, said Mr. Ravensworth.

That I will not do, she promptly answered. I will not leave Marshdale until these shameful doings are investigated; and I have sent for you to act on my behalf and bring them to light. No longer shall the reproach be perpetually cast upon me by papa and Charles Strange, that I complain of my husband without cause. It is my turn now.

That something must be done, in justice to Lady Level, or at least attempted, they both saw. But what, or how to set about it, neither of them knew. They remained in consultation together long after Blanche had retired to rest.

We will go out at daybreak and have a look at the windows of this East Wing, finally observed Mr. Ravensworth.

Perhaps that was easier said than done. With the gray light of early morning they were both out of doors; but they could not find any entrance to the East Wing. The door in the wall of the front garden was locked; the entrance gates from the road were locked also. In the garden at the back  it was more of a wilderness than a garden  they discovered a small gate in a corner. It was completely overgrown with trees and shrubs, and had evidently not been used for years and years. But the wood had become rotten, the fastenings loose; and by their united strength they opened it.

They found themselves in a very large space of ground indeed. Grass was in the middle, quite a field of it; and round it a broad gravel walk. Encompassing all on three sides rose a wide bank of shrubs and overhanging trees. Beyond these again was a very high wall. On the fourth side stood the East Wing, high and gloomy. Its windows were all encased with iron bars, and the lower windows were whitened.

Taking a survey of all this, one of them softly whispering in surprise, Mr. Ravensworth advanced to peer in at the windows. Of course, being whitened, he had his trouble for his pains.

It puts me in mind of a prison, remarked Charles Strange.

It puts me in mind of a madhouse, was the laconic rejoinder of Mr. Ravensworth.

They passed back through the gate again, Mr. Ravensworth turning to take a last look. In that minute his eye was attracted to one of the windows on the ground floor. It opened down the middle, like a French one, and was being shaken, apparently with a view to opening it  and if you are well acquainted with continental windows, or windows made after their fashion, you may remember how long it has taken you to shake a refractory window before it will obey. It was at length effected, and in the opening, gazing with a vacant, silly expression through the close bars, appeared a face. It remained in view but a moment; the window was immediately closed again, Mr. Ravensworth thought by another hand. What was the mystery?

That some mystery did exist at Marshdale, apart from any Italian ladies who might have no fair right to be there, was pretty evident. At breakfast the gentlemen related this little experience to Blanche.

Madame Blanche tossed her head in incredulity. Dont be taken in, she answered. Windows whitened and barred, indeed! It is all done with a view to misleading people. She was sitting at the open window at work on Thursday night.

After breakfast, resolved no longer to be played with, Blanche proceeded upstairs to Mr. Drewitts rooms, her friends following her, all three of them creeping by Lord Levels chamber-door with noiseless steps. His lordship was getting better quite wonderfully, Mrs. Edwards had told them.

The old gentleman, in his quaint costume, was in his sitting-room, taking his breakfast alone. Mrs. Edwards took her meals anywhere, and at any time, during her lords illness. Hearing strange footsteps in the corridor, he rose to see whose they were, and looked considerably astonished.

Does your ladyship want me? he asked, bowing.

I  yes, I think I do, answered Lady Level. Who keeps the key of that door, Mr. Drewitt? pointing to the strong oaken door at the end of the passage.

I keep it, my lady.

Then will you be kind enough to unlock it for me? These gentlemen wish to examine the East Wing.

The East Wing is private to his lordship, was the stewards reply, addressing them all conjointly. Without his authority I cannot open it to anyone.

They stood contending a little while: it was like a repetition of the scene that had been enacted there once before; and, like that, was terminated by the same individual  the surgeon.

It is all right, Mr. Drewitt. he said; you can open the door of the East Wing; I bear you my lords orders. I am going in there to see a patient, he added to the rest.

The steward produced a key from his pocket, and put it into the lock. It was surprising that so small a key should open so massive a door.

They passed, wonderingly, through three rooms en suite: a sitting-room, a bedroom, and a bath-room. All these rooms looked to the back of the house. Other rooms there were on the same floor, which the visitors did not touch upon. Descending the staircase, they entered three similar rooms below. In the smaller one lay some garden-tools, but of a less size than a grown man in his strength would use, and by their side were certain toys: tops, hoops, ninepins, and the like. The middle room was a sitting-room; the larger room beyond had no furniture, and in that, standing over a humming-top, which he had just set to spin on the floor, bent the singular figure of a youth. He had a dark, vacant face, wild black eyes, and a mass of thick black hair, cut short. This figure, a childs whip in his hand, was whipping the top, and making a noise with his mouth in imitation of its hum.

Half madman, half idiot, he stood out, in all his deep misfortune, raising himself up and staring about him with a vacant stare. The expression of Mr. Ravensworths face changed to one of pity. Who are you? he exclaimed in kindly tones. What is your name?

Arnie! was the mechanical answer, for brains and sense seemed to have little to do with it; and, catching up his top, he backed against the wall, and burst into a distressing laugh. Distressing to a listener; not distressing to him, poor fellow.

Who is he? asked Mr. Ravensworth of the doctor.

An imbecile.

So I see. But what connection has he with Lord Levels family?

He is a connection, or he would not be here.

Can he be  be  a son of Lord Levels?

A son! interposed the steward, and my lord but just married! No, sir, he is not a son, he is none so near as that; he is but a connection of the Level family.

The lad came forward from the wall where he was standing, and held out his top to his old friend the doctor. Do, do, he cried, spluttering as he spoke.

Nay, Arnie, you can set it up better than I: my back wont stoop well, Arnie.

Do, do, was the persistent request, the top held out still.

Mr. Ravensworth took it and set it up again, he looking on in greedy eagerness, slobbering and making a noise with his mouth. Then his note changed to a hum, and he whipped away as before.

Why is he not put away in an asylum? asked Mr. Ravensworth.

Put away in an asylum! retorted the old steward indignantly. Where could he be put to have the care and kindness that is bestowed upon him here? Imbecile though he is, madman though he may be, he is dear to me and my sister. We pass our lives tending him, in conjunction with Snow and his wife, doing for him, soothing him: where else could that be done? You dont know what you are saying, sir. My lord, who received the charge from his father, comes down to see him: my lord orders that everything should be done for his comfort. And do you suppose it is fitting that his condition should be made public? The fact of one being so afflicted is slur enough upon the race of Level, without its being proclaimed abroad.

It was he who attacked Lord Level last year?

Yes, it was; and how he could have escaped to our part of the house will be a marvel to me for ever. My sister says I could not have slipped the bolt of the passage door as usual, but I know I did bolt it. Arnie had been restless that day; he has restless fits; and I suppose he could not sleep, and must have risen from his bed and come to my sitting-room. On my table there I had left my pocket-knife, a new knife, the blades bright and sharp; and this he must have picked up and opened, and found his way with it to my lords chamber. Why he should have attacked him, or anyone else, I know not; he never had a ferocious fit before.

Never, assented Mr. Hill, in confirmation.

Mr. Drewitt continued: He has been imbecile and harmless as you see him now, but he has never disturbed us at night; he has, as I say, fits of restlessness when he cannot sleep, but he is sufficiently sensible to ring a bell communicating with Snows chamber if he wants anything. If ever he has rung, it has been to say he wants meat.

Meat!

The steward nodded. But it has never been given to him. He is cunning as a fox; they all are; and were we to begin giving him food in the middle of the night we must continue to do it, or have no peace. Eating is his one enjoyment in life, and he devours everything set before him  meat especially. If we have any particular dainty upstairs for dinner or supper, I generally take him in some. Deborah, I believe, thinks I eat all that comes up, and sets me down for a cannibal. He has a hot supper every night. About a year ago we got to think it might be better for him to have a lighter one, and we tried it for a week; but he moaned and cried all night long for his hot meat, and we had to give it him again. The night this happened we had veal cutlets and bacon, and he had the same. He asked for more, but I would not give it; perhaps that angered him, and he mistook my lord for me. Mr. Hill thought it might be so. I shall never be able to account for it.

The doctor nodded assent; and the speaker went on:

His hair was long then, and he must have looked just like a maniac when the fit of fury lay upon him. Little wonder that my lady was frightened at the sight of him. After he had done the deed he ran back to his own room; I, aroused by the commotion, found him in his bed. He burst out laughing when he saw me: I got your knife, I got your knife, he called out, as if it were a feat to be proud of. His movements must have been silent and stealthy, for Snow had heard nothing.

At this moment there occurred an interruption. The Italian lady approached the room with timid, hesitating steps, and peeped in. Ah, how do you do, doctor? she said in a sweet, gentle voice, as she held out her hand to Mr. Hill. Her countenance was mild, open, and honest; and a conviction rushed on the instant into Blanches mind that she had been misjudging that foreign lady.

These good gentlepeople are come to see our poor patient? she added, curtseying to them with native grace, her accent quite foreign. The poor, poor boy, tears filling her eyes. And I foretell that this must be my lords wife! addressing Blanche. Will she permit a poor humble stranger to shake her by the hand for her lords sake  her lord, who has been so good to us?

This lady is sister to the unfortunate boys mother, said the doctor, in low tones to Blanche. She is a good woman, and worthy to shake hands with you, my lady.

But who was his father? whispered Blanche.

Mr. Francis Level; my lords dead brother.

Her countenance radiant, Blanche took the ladys hand and warmly clasped it. You live here to take care of the poor lad, she said.

But no, madam. I do but come at intervals to see him, all the way from Pisa, in Italy. And also I have had to come to bring documents and news to my lord, respecting matters that concern him and the poor lad. But it is over now, she added. The week after the one next to come, Arnie goes back with me to Italy, his native country, and my journeys to this country will be ended. His mother, who is always ill and not able to travel, wishes now to have her afflicted son with her.

Back in the other house again, after wishing Nina Sparlati good-day, the astonished visitors gathered in Mr. Drewitts room to listen to the tale which had to be told them. Mrs. Edwards, who was awaiting them, and fonder of talking than her brother, was the principal narrator. Blanche went away, whispering to Charles Strange that she would hear it from him afterwards.

We were abroad in Italy, Mrs. Edwards began: it is many years ago. The late lord, our master then, went for his health, which was declining, though he was but a middle-aged man, and I and my brother were with him, his personal attendants, but treated more like friends. The present lord, Mr. Archibald, named after his father, was with us  he was the second son, not the heir; the eldest son, Mr. Level  Francis was his name  had been abroad for years, and was then in another part of Italy. He came to see his father when we first got out to Florence, but he soon left again. Hell die before my lord, I said to Mr. Archibald; for if ever I saw consumption on a mans face, it was on Mr. Levels. And I remember Mr. Archibalds answer as if it was but yesterday: Thats just one of your fancies, nurse: Frank tells me he has looked the last three years as he looks now. But I was right, sir; for shortly after that we received news of the death of Mr. Level; and then Mr. Archibald was the heir. My lord, who had grown worse instead of better, was very ill then.

Did the late lord die in Italy? questioned Mr. Ravensworth.

You shall hear, sir. He grew very ill, I say, and we thought he would be sure to move homewards, but he still stayed on. Archibald likes Florence, he would say, and its all the same to me where I am. Young Level stops for the beaux yeux of the Tuscan women, the world said  but you know, sir, the world always was censorious; and young men will be young men. However, we were at last on the move; everything was packed and prepared for leaving, when there arrived an ill-favoured young woman, with some papers and a little child, two years old. Its face frightened me when I saw it. It was, as a child, what it is now as a growing man; and you have seen it today, she added in a whisper. What is the matter with him? I asked, for I could speak a little Italian. Hes a born natural, as yet, she answered, but the doctors think he may outgrow it in part. But who is he? what does he do here? I said. Hes the son of Mr. Level, she replied, and I have brought him to the family, for his mother, who was my sister, is also dead. He the son of Mr. Level! I uttered, knowing she must speak of Mr. Francis. Well, you need not bring him here: we English do not recognise chance children. They were married three years ago, she coolly answered, and I have brought the papers to prove it. Mr. Level was a gentleman and my sister not much above a peasant; but she was beautiful and good, and he married her, and this is their child. She has been dying by inches since her husband died; she is now dead, and I am come here to give up the child to his fathers people.

Was it true? interrupted Mr. Strange.

My lord thought so, sir, and took kindly to the child. He was brought home here, and the East Wing was made his nursery  

Then that  that  poor wretch down there is the true Lord Level! interrupted Mr. Ravensworth.

One day, when my lord was studying the documents the woman had left, resumed Mrs. Edwards, passing by the remark with a glance, something curious struck him in the certificate of marriage; he thought it was forged. He showed it to Mr. Archibald, and they decided to go back to Italy, leaving the child here. All the inquiries they made there tended to prove that, though the child was indeed Mr. Francis Levels, there had been no marriage, or semblance of one. All the same, said my lord, the poor child shall be kindly reared and treated and provided for: and Mr. Archibald solemnly promised his father it should be so. My lord died at Florence, and Mr. Archibald came back Lord Level.

And he never forgot his promise to his father, interposed the steward, but has treated the child almost as though he were a true son, consistent with his imbecile state. That East Wing has been his happy home, as Mr. Hill can testify: he has toys to amuse him, the garden to dig in, which is his favourite pastime; and Snow draws him about the paths in his hand-carriage on fine days. It is a sad misfortune, for him and for the family; but my lord has done his best.

It would have been a greater for my lord had the marriage been a legal one, remarked Mr. Ravensworth.

I dont know that, sharply spoke up the doctor. As an idiot I believe he could not inherit. However, the marriage was not a legal one, and my lord is my lord. The mother is not dead; that was a fabrication also; but she is ill, helpless, and is pining for her son; so now he is to be taken to her; my lord, in his generosity, securing him an ample income. It was not the mother who perpetrated the fraud, but the avaricious eldest sister. This sister, the one you have just seen, is the youngest; she is good and honourable, and has done her best to unravel the plot.

That was all the explanation given to Mr. Ravensworth. But the doctor put his arm within that of Charles Strange, and took him into the presence of Lord Level.

Well, said his lordship, who was then sitting up in bed, and held out his hand, have you been hearing all about the mysteries, Charles?

Yes, smiled Mr. Strange. I felt sure that whatever the mystery might be, it was one you could safely explain away if you chose.

Ay: though Blanche did take up the other view and want to cut my head off.

She was your own wife, your loving wife, I am certain: why not have told her?

Because I wanted to be quite sure of certain things first, replied Lord Level. Listen, Charles: you have my tale to hear yet. Sit down. Sit down, Hill. How am I to talk while you stand? he asked, laughing.

When we were in Paris after our marriage a year ago, I received two shocks on one and the same morning, began Lord Level. The one told me of the trouble Tom Heriot had fallen into; the other, contained in a letter from Pisa, informed me that there had been a marriage after all between my brother and that girl, Bianca Sparlati. If so, of course, that imbecile lad stood between me and the title and estate; though I dont think he could legally inherit. But I did not believe the information. I felt sure that it was another invented artifice of Annetta, the wretched eldest sister, who is a grasping intriguante. I started at once for Pisa, where they live, to make inquiries in person: travelling by all sorts of routes, unfrequented by the English, that my wife might not hear of her brothers disgrace. At Pisa I found difficulties: statements met me that seemed to prove there had been a marriage, and I did not see my way to disprove them. Nina, a brave, honest girl, confessed to me that she doubted them, and I begged of her, for truth and rights sake, to help me as far as she could. I cannot enter into details now, Strange; I am not strong enough for it; enough to say that ever since, nearly a whole year, have I been trying to ferret out the truth: and I only got at it a week ago.

And there was no marriage?

Tell him, Hill, said Lord Level, laughing.

Well, a sort of ceremony did pass between Francis Level and that young woman, but both of them knew at the time it was not legal, or one that could ever stand good, said the doctor. Now the real facts have come to light. It seems that Bianca had been married when very young to a sailor named Dromio; within a month of the wedding he sailed away again and did not return. She thought him dead, took up her own name again and went home to her family; and later became acquainted with Francis Level. Now, the sailor has turned up again, alive and well  

The first husband! exclaimed Charles Strange.

If you like to call him so, said Mr. Hill; there was never a second. Well, the sailor has come to the fore again; and honest-hearted Nina travelled here from Pisa with the news, and we sent for his lordship to come down and hear it. He was also wanted for another matter. The boy had had a sort of fit, and I feared he would die. My lord heard what Nina had to tell him when he arrived; he did not return at once to London, for Arnie was still in danger, and he waited to see the issue. Very shortly he was taken ill himself, and could not get away. It was good news, though, about that resuscitated sailor! laughed the doctor, after a pause. Alls well that ends well, and my Lord Level is his own man again.

Charles Strange sought an interview with his sister  as he often called her  and imparted to her these particulars. He then left at once for London with Mr. Ravensworth. Their mission at Marshdale was over.

* * * * *

Lord Level, up and dressed, lay on a sofa in his bedroom in the afternoon. Blanche sat on a footstool beside him. Her face was hidden upon her husbands knee and she was crying bitter tears.

Shall you ever forgive me, Archibald?

He was smiling quietly. Some husbands might say no.

You dont know how miserable I have been.

Dont I! But how came you to fall into such notions at first, Blanche? To suspect me of ill at all?

It was that Mrs. Page Reid who was with us at Pisa. She said all sorts of things.

Ah!

Wont you forgive me, Archibald?

Yes, upon condition that you trust me fully in future. Will you, love? he softly whispered.

She could not speak for emotion.

And the next time you have a private grievance against me, Blanche, tell it out plainly, he said, as he held her to him and gave her kiss for kiss.

My darling, yes. But I shall never have another.


CHAPTER XIII.

CONCLUSION.

I, Charles Strange, took up this story at its commencement, and I take it up now at its close.

* * * * *

It was a lovely day at the end of summer, in the year following the events recorded in the last chapter, and we were again at Marshdale House.

The two individuals who had chiefly marred the peace of one or another of us in the past were both gone where disturbance is not. Poor Tom Heriot was mouldering in his grave near to that in which his father and mother lay, not having been discovered by the police or molested in any way; and the afflicted Italian lad had died soon after he was taken to his native land. Mr. Hill had warned Nina Sparlati that, in all probability, he would not live long. Mrs. Brightman, I may as well say it here, had recovered permanently; recovered in all ways, as we hoped and believed. The long restraint laid upon her by her illness had effected the cure that nothing else might have been able to effect, and re-established the good habits she had lost. But Miss Brightman was dead; she had not lived to come home from Madeira, and the whole of her fortune was left to Annabel. So you can live where you please now and go in for grandeur, Arthur Lake said to me and my wife. All in good time, laughed Annabel; I am not yet tired of Essex Street.

And now we had come down in the sunny August weather when the courts were up, to stay at Marshdale.

You might be slow to recognise it, though. Recalling the picture of Marshdale House as it was, and looking at it now, many would have said it could not be the same.

The dreary old structure had been converted into a light and beautiful mansion. The whitened windows with their iron bars were no more. The disfiguring, unnaturally-high walls were gone, and the tangled shrubs and weeds, the overgrowth of trees that had made the surrounding land a wilderness, were now turned into lovely pleasure-grounds. The gloomy days had given place to sunny ones, said Lord Level, and the gloomy old structure, with its gloomy secrets, should be remembered no more.

Marshdale was now their chief home, his and his wifes, with their establishment of servants. Mr. Drewitt and Mrs. Edwards had moved into a pretty dwelling hard by; but they were welcomed whenever they liked to go to the house, and were treated as friends. The steward kept the accounts still, and Mrs. Edwards was appealed to by Blanche in all domestic difficulties. She rarely appeared before her lady but in her quaint gala attire.

We were taking tea out of doors at the back of the renovated East Wing. The air bore that Sabbath stillness which Sunday seems to bring: distant bells, ringing the congregation out of church, fell melodiously on the ear. We had been idle this afternoon and stayed at home, but all had attended service in the morning. Mr. Hill had called in and was sitting with us. Annabel presided at the rustic tea-table; Blanche was a great deal too much occupied with her baby-boy, whom she had chosen to have brought out: a lively young gentleman in a blue sash, whose face greatly resembled his fathers. Next to Lord Level sat my uncle, who had come down for a weeks rest. He was no longer Serjeant Stillingfar; but Sir Charles, and one of her Majestys judges.

Wont you have some tea, my dear? he said to Blanche, who was parading the baby.

By the way, they had named him Charles. Charles Archibald; to be called by the former name: Lord Level protested he would not have people saying Young Archie and Old Archie.

Yes, Blanche, said he, taking up the suggestion of the judge. Do let that child go indoors: one might think he was a new toy. Here, Ill take him.

Archibald need not talk, laughed Blanche, looking after her husband, who had taken the child from her and was tossing it as he went indoors. He is just as fond of having the baby as I am. Neither need you laugh, Mr. Charles, turning upon me; your turn will come soon, you know.

Leaving the child in its nursery in the East Wing, Lord Level came back to his place; and we sat on until evening approached. A peaceful evening, promising a glorious sunset. An hour after midday, when we had just got safely in from church, there had been a storm of thunder and lightning, and it had cleared the sultry air. The blue sky above, flecked with gold, was of a lovely rose colour towards the west.

The day has been a type of life: or of what life ought to be, suddenly remarked Mr. Hill. Storm and cloud succeeded by peace and sunshine.

The end is not always peaceful, said Lord Level.

It mostly is when we have worked on for it patiently, said the judge. My friends, you may take the word of an old man for it  that a life of storm and trouble, through which we have struggled manfully to do our duty under God, ever bearing on in reliance upon Him, must of necessity end in peace. Perhaps not always perfect and entire peace in this world; but assuredly in that which is to come.

THE END
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The Kings School, Worcester Cathedral. As was usual for Victorian girls, Wood was educated at home  but her close observation of the pupils at the Kings School (including her own brothers) led to what many critics considered a particularly accurate portrait of schoolboys in her early novels.
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THE ELCHESTER COLLEGE BOYS

CHAPTER I. HARE AND HOUNDS.

IT was Saturday afternoon, and the bell of Elchester Cathedral was tolling for service. A fine city is Elchester, with its many churches and its time-honoured and beautiful cathedral; its locality being in the heart of England. Winding out of the college school-room, two and two, came the thirty kings scholars in their white surplices; for they had to attend service on Saturday afternoons. An aggravating shame, thought the boys, for it was their half holiday. The other ten kings scholars (making up the forty, the number for which the school was founded by royal charter) were already in the cathedral: they were the choristers, and their surplices were kept in the vestry of the cathedral, not in the school-room. You should have seen that school-room, you who are only familiar with the rooms of private schools; an enormous room, running along one entire side of the cloisters. The forty boys and the clergymen, their masters, looked lost in it. It had high windows; so high that nothing could be seen but the sky, the tops of the great elm trees, and the old rooks that flew restlessly about, caw-cawing from branch to branch.

The kings scholars entered the cathedral by the door opening from the cloisters, proceeded along the body, crossed the nave, and took their seats in the choir on their appropriate benches,  the senior boy, whose name was Durham, bearing the large keys of the school The choristers were not yet in their places; they waited to come in with the dean and chapter. The under master of the college school, the Rev. Oswald Bourn, a minor canon of the cathedral, sat in his stall, his book open before him: it was his turn for chanting. Opposite to him sat the head master of the school, the Rev. Peter Harkaway, minor canon and sacrist; therefore the kings scholars had to be upon their good behaviour. There was nothing Mr. Harkaway punished more severely than ill behaviour in college. The school had now just met after the summer holidays.

The clock chimed the quarter-past three, the bell ceased, and the organist struck the keys of the organ. Another minute and the procession of the clergy came in. Six old bedesmen in their black gowns, and two vergers bearing their silver maces, headed it. The bishop followed close upon them, and passed on to his throne, the dean and three prebendaries ascended to their stalls, and the choristers ascended to theirs. The choir doors were closed, the cloth curtains drawn, and the service began. With the exception of the clergy and the officials of the cathedral, there were not half-a-dozen people at service. Somewhat anxiously did the kings scholars listen for the giving out of the anthem, lest it should be a long one, for they wanted the service over quickly. Full of congratulation were they that Bourn, as they called him, with their accustomed irreverence, was in the chanting desk, for he was a quick chanter. They had their wish; the anthem was short as need be, and by a few minutes past four, they were out of the cathedral. Demurely enough walked they till they reached the steps leading to the school-room, and then up they dashed, pell-mell, all order over, tore off their surplices, and in a trice were back in the cloisters. A grand scheme was agate for that afternoon; no less than a set-to at hare and hounds. Not above twice or thrice in the year was it entered upon: it was a fatiguing game, even for school-boys, and grief sometimes was the result, in the shape of bruises, damaged clothes, and scratched faces; for they were not particular what hedges or ditches they pushed through. This was a day which had been counted on for some time past; it was summer weather, the days were long, and the boys had full five hours before them for scampering over the country.

They stood in the cloisters, waiting for the choristers. Fine old cloisters were they, forming a quadrangle, the college grave-yard being in the centre: they had two doors of egress, besides the entrances to the, cathedral, the schoolroom, and the chapter-house. The door on the south side led to a large open space at the back of the cathedral, the elm trees in the middle, the deanery and prebendal houses around: it was a favourite play-place of the boys. The door on the west led also to some prebendal residences, and to a narrow alley which led round to the front or north side of the cathedral, where was situated its grand entrance, near also to which was the bishops palace.

The boys, I say, waited for the choristers, waited with loud impatience, the large bag of scent (paper torn up into little bits) crammed full; the senior boy of the lower school held it, to deliver it up to the hare the senior boy of the upper school was too important a man to personally interfere, though he had condescendingly announced his intention of making one of the hounds. He was nearly eighteen; the school being of various ages, from that down to nine. What could the choristers be about? The masters had come through the cloisters and were gone; the dean and canons had been marshalled by the bedesmen to the chapter-house; the lay clerks had departed, and yet the ten boys came not.

Dobbs, cried out Trail, be off into the college, and ask those confounded choristers what they mean by skulking like this. We have been out ten minutes if we have been out one.

Dobbs, a little fellow, flew off; the seniors brooked no delay in being obeyed. There were three seniors in the upper school besides Durham, the head of all  Trail, Jones, and St. Aubin. And there was the senior boy of the lower school, Milbank, but he, comparatively speaking, had little power.

Back came Dobbs in a state of unusual excitement, his face as long as his arm. The choristers cant come! he cried; the organist has kept them to practise!

Unwelcome news, falling upon the gathered heads like a clap of thunder. Without the choristers there was an end of their game, for the gentleman who took the part of hare was one of the renowned singing body. His name was Robinson, and so fleet of foot was he, that his soubriquet in the school was Puss. The senior boys would not put up with anybody else for hare.

Who says they are stopping? demanded Durham.

Please, sir, I know they are, was the response of little Dobbs, as he sat down in one of the niches and nursed his leg disconsolately. They are all up in the organ loft, and the organists practising them.

And what the dickens does the organist mean by staffing and changing his hours like this? haughtily returned the senior boy. His time for practising is after morning prayers on Saturday.

Before another word could be spoken, Robinson, the hare who was to have been, came dashing from the cathedral door into the throng of boys.

I say, isnt it a shame! That horrid Martinet has kept us, and we shall be boxed up for an hour; perhaps two. I wanted to tell you, so I bent myself double, vowing I had got the stomach-ache to excruciating agony, and he let me come out.

Why did he not practise you at eleven oclock this morning, as usual? demanded Durham.

Whos to know why? sullenly answered Robinson. He didnt.

That organist wants his head punched, roared out St. Aubin, savagely. Ill tell you what it is, Puss

Hist  st  st  st! came from some outsiders.

It was a note of warning well known, and the throng simultaneously looked around them. Quite close upon them, in their very midst, was the dean, in his clerical coat, his shoe and knee-breeches, and his laced hat. He had disrobed in the chapter house, and instead of turning into the deanery by his private entrance, was coming through the cloisters. The boys scattered aside to make way for him, and took off their caps, feeling that he had undoubtedly heard St. Aubins pugnacious remark touching the organist.

The dean heard it: but he had been a boy himself, and knew what boys were. He was an urbane, kind-hearted man, and it was a most rare thing for him to make any complaint of the boys to the head master. Giving a general nod around, he passed on.

I say, Puss, dont go back, cried Milbank, when the dean was beyond hearing. Shuffle out of it; and then we shant lose our sport. If that old rat-catcher asks tomorrow why you didnt come back, say the pain wouldnt let you.

Blest if I dare! The last time some of us skulked practice, dont you remember the row there was? Harkaway registered a vow that the punishment next time should be flogging. Besides, theres that precious anthem put up for to-morrow afternoon, Hear my prayer, and he says we are not perfect in it, which is true: theres hardly another anthem but what we are more at home in, than that.

Bother the chanter! fiercely cried St. Aubin. What did he go and put up that one for?

Twasnt the chanter, returned Robinson. The dean took and put up the services himself for to-morrow. But for that, I dont believe thered have been any practising at all to-day. And the organist is in one of his tempers; I suppose at having to stop when he didnt expect it; and was boxing Green, juniors, ears when I came down.

Thatll do, interposed the senior boy. You cut off back at once, Robinson, he continued, in a tone of command. Therell be no hare and hounds to-day.

Robinson turned in obedience, and re-entered the cathedral, and the senior boy went away by the cloister south door. The rest remained to grumble and rebel, which did them no good whatever, and brought their sport no nearer, for nobody but Robinson would undertake to be hare.

Lets have a game at bandy, spoke up Green, senior, who was brother to the chorister, just treated to an earboxing.

I dont mind, returned Jones. Ord, go to Harkaways, and bring my bandy stick.

And bring mine, too, Ord, while you are about it; theres a good fellow, added Winstanley, a boy who was, like Jones, a boarder at the head-masters. Durham and three or four more also boarded there.

I cant awhile to go, replied Ord, looking at Jones, who, you may remember, was one of the four seniors. Please to send somebody else.

Dash your impudence, Bill Ord! was Mr. Joness retort; do you give that answer to me?

Well, Jones, I have not the time. I am not going to play this afternoon  I am going home straight.

Play! I should like to know when you do play, sneered Jones. You are not fit for it: and therefore cant be better employed than in waiting upon us. What are you going home for, pray?

To get my lessons done. Our desk got a heavy punishment set this morning, you know; about the worst Harkaway has ever given us. Double lessons throughout, and forty lines of Hecuba besides.

My! uttered one of the lower school boys. What was it for, Ord?

Oh, he found out about the cribbing. Why, where were your ears in the lower school that you did not hear the fuss? Its just what I have expected all along; the desk will crib, and I knew it would get dropped upon. At any rate, he has given us a teaser for Monday morning.

Now, Bill Ord, interposed Jones, are you going after those bandy sticks?

I have said I cant, Jones. I dont suppose anybodys going home but me, and you can send any one of them. It will be nine oclock at night before I get my lessons done. The boy ran away as he spoke, not very quickly, for he was slightly lame. What a precious muff that Ord is! remarked Jones, always in a worry over his lessons. Henley, you go to Harkaways for the bandy sticks.

Wish you may get it, Mr. Jones. Had we had hare and hounds, I should have gone in for the whole animal, flogging or no flogging on Monday morning, when accounts came to be rendered; but as thats no go, I shall follow Ords example and see about my lessons. I am in the same boat with him, you know, and I can tell you that some of you first desk fellows might find it a sickener, if you had got to do what Harkaway has set us.

Serves you right! What business had you to let it come to his knowledge about the cribbing? How was it?

I cant tell. For one thing, those two ultra jackasses, Perry and Blake, senior, took up the same translation: the very same, copied word for word: both, you see, had got hold of the one crib, not knowing it. Of course that put the master on the scent, for he saw what they had been up to: and he rowed, and questioned, and threatened, till he got out of us that we did crib. It was Ords fault, though; it was he that answered; that fellow cant tell a He.

And be shot to him! growled a voice, from one of the sufferers.

What was that you called me, Fred Henley? A jackass?

A jackass and a double jackass, returned Henley, confronting Blake.  Never was such a stupid trick heard of, as for you and Perry to go in at the same crib.

Well, it was a mistake somehow, and it might have happened to any of you, for there were two copies; and I am no more a jackass than you are, returned Blake, fiercely. After all, it was that fool Ord who was to blame: what right had he to peach?

Just shut up your noise, Blake, and dont throw blame where its not due, interposed Trail, the second senior.

I was by the masters desk and heard all that passed, and I am bound to say that no honourable fellow could have done otherwise than Ord did.

Theres a rule in the school, Mr. Trail, that those who peach about the cribbing shall be sent to Coventry, hotly returned Blake.

Blake! was Trails quiet answer, you are showing yourself what Henley calls you  a jackass. To go sneaking up to the master and peach about the cribbing, is one thing; and if I caught any boy in the school guilty of it, he should not only be sent to Coventry, but get a jolly good hiding into the bargain. But when the master comes down upon a desk with his plain questions, and you must either answer them, or palm him off with lies, thats another affair. A fellow who could meet the master with lies, would deserve sending to Coventry worse than the other.

Ord need not have known: he might have pleaded ignorance.

Rubbish! retorted Trail. Do you suppose Harkaway is so green as to take in that the senior boy of a desk is not cognizant of that desks ways and doings? Had Ord answered him, I dont know anything about it; I am not aware that the desk cribs, Harkaway would have known it to be a lie. I can tell you one thing, Blake; and that is, that Ord has behaved in this matter more honourably than many of you might have done. Ord never cribs, he does his lessons fairly, and he might have said to the master with truth, They crib, but I dont. But no; not he: he kept his mouth closed, and took his punishment the same as the rest.

I dont crib, either, struck in Henley.

Oh, yes, you do, answered Trail, now and then. Ord never does.

At any rate, I never do when I can get time to do my lessons in, persisted Henley.

Theres always time; if you did not waste it, concluded Trail.

William Ord meanwhile was proceeding to his home. He was nearly sixteen, and was the head of the second desk in the upper school, the first desk only being above him. Henley, one of his own age, was next to him; and it was known that they would both be moved to the first desk next half. Clever boys both, superior in attainments, steady, and anxious to get on. Frederick Henley was the eldest son of the Reverend Frederick Henley, a curate of Elchester, a gentleman of small means and large family. It was therefore essential that he, the boy, should use his own exertions manfully, since he had little else to help him forward in the world. Equally essential was it to William Ord. His father, lieutenant Ord, had been killed in Africa, in an encounter with the Caffres, dying a young man: William, indeed, was but two years old, and his sister but one month when news came home of his death. Mrs. Ord had but a slender provision left, little indeed besides her pension: she retired to her husbands native place, Elchester, and there brought up her two children. Brought them up admirably, as perhaps you will say when you have read to the end of this history. And now she was dead, her pension was gone, her home was broken up, and William and his sister were taken to the house of their aunt, Miss Ord; a lady who was somewhat straitened in circumstances, and what was much worse still, somewhat straitened in temper.

William, his mother had said to him in dying, I have one charge above all others to leave to you. You can tell what it is.

His grief was nearly choking him, for he loved his mother with a deep and lasting love: but he strove to speak calmly.

I think I know, mamma. That I will strive to act here so as to inherit eternal life, and come to you hereafter.

Even so, my darling! I have tried to teach you, to the best of my power. I have shown you what your duty is, and how you must fulfil it. Take all care of Annis.

Oh, mamma! when you are gone we shall have no friend! he uttered, his sobs breaking forth.

No friend! William!

You know what I mean, mamma. No friend on earth.

My darling, listen to me. So long as you make a friend of that Great Friend in heaven, you will be rich in all you need. Put your whole trust in Him, in little things as in great, for He cannot fail you. Remember, these are my last words to you, and I have proved the truth of them. Lean upon God as your friend, and never forget that He is always close to you.

She died; William was now in mourning for her; but he strove to act up to her precepts every hour in the day. He was a tall, delicate, fragile boy in frame, independent of his lameness; but with a face infinitely beautiful, betraying the sensitive refinement of his nature. Not often are boys seen with such a face, or met with such a mind as his. The rude coarse boys in the school (there are coarse natures in all schools) would jeer at him and call him deformed. They forgot, or perhaps did not know, that where God has been less lavish of one gift, He generally makes up for it in another. Look out for yourselves, boys, and notice if I do not tell you a fact. The weakly framed will be generally the strong in mind and intellect: the strong, hardy, Herculean frame will probably boast of but mediocre mental powers. William Ord bad been denied strength and vigour of form, what man looks upon as one of the great things to be desired in life; but he was endowed with intellect, with thought, with inward gifts that his boisterous schoolfellows might have envied, had they known their worth. His features were delicate, his complexion was fair and bright as that of a girls, his eyes were large, tender, and earnest; altogether, it was impossible for a discerning spirit to pass him without a look of interest.

He went in, passed directly to the small room his aunt had appropriated to his studies, sat down to the table, and opened his books. But, ere he could begin, his sister ran in, a pretty girl of fourteen, with fair curls falling on her neck.

Oh, William, I am so glad! I was afraid you had gone with those hare-and-hound boys: and you know you cant run. My aunt is going out to tea this evening, and she intends to take us.

Does she? I cant go, Annis.

Hot go! returned Annis, her smiles fading. Why not?

Our desk has got double lessons set; more than double. Mine will take me five or six hours. How the rest will get over theirs is a puzzle to me, for they dont fag at them half as I do, Henley excepted.

Have you no time just to talk to me? she resumed, looking inclined to cry.

He smiled, shook his head, gave her a kiss, and sent her away.

Presently Miss Ord came in, a tall lady, thin and angular. What is this, William? Annis says you cannot go out this evening. I was about to take you with me to the Milbanks to tea.

My lessons will keep me five or six hours, aunt; quite. I must do them.

William, I have thought of mentioning to you  and I may as well speak now as any other time  that you will soon leave the college school. At Michaelmas, I think.

Leave the college at Michaelmas! repeated William, looking at his aunt in the most profound astonishment. What for, aunt? My time wont be up for another year: I did not enter early. And, even then, Harkaway can keep me on, if he pleases.

It is what you would like  to stay on? said Miss Ord.

Of course it is, replied William. I have always looked to stay on.

Has it occurred to you to ask yourself how you axe to be kept?

The sensitive colour flushed into Williams face. To be kept? he stammered.

To be kept in clothes, and food, and houseroom.

The boys heart was beginning to beat wildly; it would do so on occasions of agitation. Miss Ord resumed.

It is a great charge that has fallen upon me  you and Annis. Of course I shall do my best; but I cannot do more. Now, Ill tell you what I have done. I have spoken to the chief partner in the bank here, and he has promised to receive you into it when you leave school  to give you a small salary at the commencement, and to raise it gradually.

Oh, aunt! he exclaimed, in a tone of lively pain, I am to be a clergyman; I must be a clergyman: I cannot go into a bank.

And who is to pay the cost of your becoming a clergyman?

William was silent. He did not know; ways and means had not very much troubled him. It had been his mothers wish to put him into the church, and his own hopes had long been set upon it.

So long as I have you both to keep, with the very trifling assistance in means that come to me with you, I cannot place Annis at school If you enter the bank, and cam a trifle, I will do so. Annis is nearly fourteen, William; she is not forward for her age, and she ought to be there.

He was very conscious that she ought to be at school; he had thought so himself: up to the time of his mothers death she had instructed Annis; Miss Ord did not: and as out-door pupil she would not send her.

You must be aware, William, that you cannot be placed at almost anything, as another boy might. But for your lameness, you would no doubt have received a commission.

There is nothing I should do for so well as for a clergyman, aunt. Mamma always said so. I am not very strong in body, but quite strong enough for that.

We will not discuss impossibilities, William, replied Miss Ord. It is quite impossible for you to enter the church, on account of the cost: therefore dismiss it altogether from your mind. If you get on well in the bank, you may rise in time to be manager and cashier, drawing your seven hundred a year. Why I spoke to you now, was this. I have seen how eager and persevering you are over your studies; but if you enter the bank they will be of less consequence, and Mr. Harkaway will know that. Perhaps, therefore, you need not do so much to-night, but can lay them aside, and go out to tea with me and Annis.

As long as I am in the college I must do my studies, aunt, he replied in a low tone.

Miss Ord said no more, but turned coldly and left the room. William rose, softly bolted the door after her, and, leaning his arms on the table, burst into as bitter a flood of tears as ever boy shed. The iron of keen disappointment had entered into his soul.


CHAPTER II. THE PRECENTORS SCHOLARSHIP.

MONDAY morning dawned, and at seven oclock the boys were tearing in for early school. The second desk began to compare notes. All had accomplished their set tasks, after a fashion, for there might be no trifling with the head master; but some were done in such a manner that punishment would be the inevitable result.

Such a jolly lark we had on Saturday evening, began Henley to William Ord in a whisper. I, and St. Aubin, and Jones, and Milbank, and a few more, went up to the gooseberry grounds. We paid the fellow sixpence a piece, and tucked in what we liked: two hours, I know, we were there stuffing. That was not the lark, though. In coming back

Why, if you were out on Saturday evening, how could you do all this? interrupted William, pointing to Henleys prepared lessons, which he saw were as elaborately and well done as his own.

Thats telling, returned Henley, with a wink.

Ho, but how did you? Lets know.

Well, dont go and split to the school, or they may get up to the same dodge, and I dont know that its orthodox. I did them yesterday.

What  Sunday! uttered William, looking as if he did not believe.

Henley gave a nod. When the hare-and-hounds game was knocked on the head, I did mean to go home then and do them, but somehow I got trapped into stopping for the bandy. After that, St. Aubin asked me home to tea with him, and then we went up to the gardens. Yesterday was passing, and I knew the beastly old things must be done; so, when college was over in the afternoon, I locked myself in my bed-room and set on. Some of em came up to know what I was doing there, and I called out that Id got the headache and wanted to be quiet After tea, when they went to church, I went up again and finished. The governor was in a way at my not appearing at church with the rest: he had gone on first, you know, to get on his surplice, and that  as if one didnt have enough with the college services, without dancing to church again at night!

You ought not to have done the lessons on Sunday, remonstrated William. I would rather have got up by candle light this morning.

Whos to know it? Harkaway doesnt, and my father doesnt, and its nothing to anybody else.

ONE knows it, Henley, was the low-breathed whisper. It was wrong in principle, wrong in action; for my part, I dont believe that this sort of doing ever prospers, or brings a fellow good in the end.

Bother! returned Henley. What am I the worse for it? I dont make a practice of it; twas only once in a way.

Setting aside other considerations, the acting in this way tends to deaden the perception of right and wrong.

Oh, we know you go in for the right  the doing right for the sake of right, answered Henley, half good-humouredly, half in mockery.  Hush! here comes Harkaway.

Frederick Henley was a sufficiently well-disposed boy, and was much liked in the school; but he had a talent for getting into mischief. And as to his principles, they were neither better nor worse than those of the generality of schoolboys. Of religion, although he was the son of a clergyman, he possessed but a slight share; it is what boys, take them as a body, do not shine in.

That same day, at one oclock, when the morning school was over, and the Reverend Mr. Harkaway had gone home to dinner, he received a visit from Miss Ord. She informed Mr. Harkaway that her nephew would leave at Michaelmas, observing that, although she believed it was not the custom to give notice of removals at the college school, she deemed it but a courtesy due to the head master to do sou It is a great pity, observed Mr. Harkaway. The boy is so fond of his studies, so well advanced in them; he seems just cut out, too, for a clergyman.

I should be glad to see him one, replied Miss Ord; but circumstances are unfavourable. When boys evince a strong predilection or aptitude for any particular calling, profession, or trade, I think it is wrong to deny it to them. Quite half the failures and the ill success we see in life arise from young men being put to what they are unfitted.

Quite true; and it would be well if parents generally took the truth home to their hearts. The callings in life of their children are frequently decided at hazard, not with reference to their respective capabilities. We will make Thomas a clergyman, and Harry a lawyer, and Robert shall go to a merchant, say they; whereas perhaps not one of the three boys has capacity or inclination for the pursuit fastened upon him. Rely upon it no one was ever born into this world but was gifted by his Creator with an aptitude for some particular sphere of usefulness beyond all others, and very, very rarely is that sphere found out by the parents, or sought to be found out. Later in life, when it is over, and the man finds that he is tied to what he does not like  what, moreover, nature has not given him capacity for  he says, Pity I was made what I am; had I been so-and-so, I should have loved my work, and shone in it. Let every one, so far as he can, find out what it is his boy is pre-eminently fitted for; it is some one particular thing, never doubt. Place him at it, and he will rise, and spend a life of satisfaction, for his heart will be in his calling; place him at what he is not calculated for, and he will fail, receiving little pleasure from his days and years.

Will he like going to the bank? asked Mr. Harkaway.

He must like it, replied Miss Ord; there is nothing much to like or dislike in it. As I say, I would willingly have consented to his being a clergyman, but who is to bear the cost? It cannot be thought of. How his mother intended to manage it, out of her small income, I am at a loss to imagine; but my means are limited, and I cannot debar myself of every little comfort.

Very true, remarked Mr. Harkaway, and he bowed out Miss Ord, feeling that there was no chance left for William, and that he would leave at Michaelmas.

In the afternoon, the head master called William up. So I hear you are going to leave, he said.

The red emotion dyed his face, for the subject was one of intense pain. I hear so too, sir, he answered.

The master looked keenly at him through his spectacles. I see it is a disappointment to you, he observed. You would rather have remained and pursued your studies.

Yes, sir, was his only answer, in a low, quiet tone.

Ord, said the master, we all have to bend to circumstances, every one of us, from the lowest to the highest; not one but meets with crosses and disappointments in life. There is one thing that will help us to meet them bravely, and that is, to bring our minds to make the best of them; and that is the advice I would give you. Try it, my boy; it will take off half the sting.

William said, Thank you, sir, and returned to his place. The boys were all eager to know what the master wanted him for  what he had been saying, but William did not satisfy them; therefore they jumped to the conclusion that he had been enjoying a blowing up.

A few days went on. William Ord did his lessons as usual, pursued his ordinary duties, but his very spirit seemed to have died within him. Like most thoughtful, meditative natures, he was excessively attached to the place and scenes he had been reared amongst. Unable to join much in the boisterous sports of the boys, he had found his happiness in the inward life, in thought, in imagination, in reading. For the cathedral and its associations he felt a love and reverence bordering upon passion; and hopeful visions had buoyed up his mind of passing his days in connexion with it, until old age should come. My dear boys, you who are blessed with robust health, and run, and leap, and jump, and play at will, can scarcely form an idea of the active mind of a weakly boy, one who cannot bear the fatigue of rough sports; such a one must of necessity live, if I may so express it, in the inward life. He thinks of the future; he plans, he hopes, he anticipates. A doubt that his career would be frustrated  the one planned out for him of going into the church  had never crossed William Ords imagination; his secret ambition had been to become one of the clergy of that cathedral, a minor canon; and there was nothing extravagant in the wish. Three of the present minor canons had been educated in the school. It had been a glowing wish; it had grown into an ardent hope, a positive aim, and now  it was rudely broken.

William, darling, dont grieve, Annis whispered to him more than once. I can see that you are grieving to yourself. Perhaps you will be just as happy in the bank, as you would have been as a clergyman.

Yes, perhaps I shall, he said, smiling faintly. I shall get over the disappointment, I daresay, in time.

You do mean to try it  to try what aunt wishes, she returned, timidly; you do not mean to rebel?

Rebel, Annis! no, I shall not rebel. That would not be the right way of going to work. What my aunt says, has reason in it, and if there are no funds to pay the necessary expenses, it is useless for me to think longer of being a clergyman. I must do as Mr. Harkaway told me  make the best of it.

Just what William Ord was trying to do: he was endeavouring to reconcile himself to the idea. He had a sure and perfect trust in Gods good care; he had been brought up in the trust from his earliest infancy; he knew that, to those who put their entire faith in Him, who resign themselves to His protection and strive to please Him, all things are directed for the best; in great things and in small, it is God who guides and governs them  who is their powerful protector, their firm friend. Therefore there was no rebellion in his heart. Night and morning he knelt and asked God to undertake for him, to order things for the best; and thus he knew that, whatever might turn out, for the best it would be. Boys, how many of you possess this sure reliance upon God? Perhaps you have not yet learnt it. I can tell you that when you shall have learnt it  and I hope you all will some time  you will find it better worth having than anything else in life. Riches, power, pomp, ambition, are as nothing to it. You do not believe me? No, because you have not experienced it, and you can know nothing of what you are as yet in ignorance of; nevertheless, when once you shall have made it yours, you will say that I have told you but the simple truth. William Ord would not have parted with it for the grandest and greatest things in the world.

I am now going to tell you of an incident that occurred, and which you will feel disinclined to believe in, for it looks like one of those put in to make up the story of a romance; but, if you look abroad, you will find as strange ones taking place every day. The senior minor canon of the cathedral was named Parker; he was called the precentor. He was a widower, and his only child, Thomas Parker, had died a few months ago, after a few days illness. Mr. Parker was one of those who had been educated in the college school, a kings scholar; it was natural that he should place his son in it; and, at the time of the boys death, he was the second of the second desk, between Ord and Henley, and about their age. People said how greatly his death had told upon his father; and so it had. In the past few months the precentor s hair had turned from grey to white, and he seemed to have aged twenty years.

In the sultry month of August, two or three weeks after this story opens, the precentor paid a visit to the head master for the purpose of making a communication to him, a communication that greatly astonished the master. It concerned the college school, and will best be explained by transcribing the announcement made to the boys on the following day by the master.

It happened to be the head masters week for chanting, therefore he came in from the cathedral with the choristers at eleven oclock, when morning prayers were over. Instead of the notice, First class, come up for Greek construing, as was expected, the master cleared his throat, took off his spectacles, wiped them and put them on again, and then turned them on the school, speaking in a loud, sonorous tone  

Gentlemen, walk up, and range yourselves in a circle round my desk; upper and lower boys.

With various degrees of consternation the boys walked up, not a few quaking in their shoes, lest some dreadful mischief should have come to light.

What I have to say, more immediately concerns the second upper desk, Ords desk, began the master;  but it is well that you should all hear it. You have not forgotten your late companion, Thomas Parker.

The senior boys, who alone dared speak, hastened to say that they had not. Tom Parker had been a favourite in the school.

The rev the precentor came to me yesterday, and imparted to me his intention of founding a scholarship in remembrance of his son, proceeded the head master. He has invested funds that will bring in fifty pounds yearly for ever. The term for which each boy (who may be fortunate enough to obtain it) shall enjoy the gift, is seven years; and those only who are in the second upper class, the class his son was in when he died, will be eligible to compete for it. It is to take effect on and from the 1st of October next.

The masters voice ceased, and a dead silence reigned in the room. Not one interrupted it Do you quite understand me, boys? I will bring it home to you in detail Suppose that you gained the prize, you, Jackson, for example, said the master, as his eye fell upon Jackson, a great tall fellow next to Henley, you would in October come into my house, one of my boarders, for that is a condition, and remain with me and in the school as private pupil until you were of an ago to proceed to the university, the fifty pounds per annum defraying the cost of your maintenance in my house and of your education; for your term as a kings scholar will soon be out. After that, the fifty pounds would go towards your expenses at Oxford, until you could take orders. You comprehend now.

William Ords heart leaped into his mouth, a strangely wild leap, rousing every vestige of the hope that had died within him. A voice appeared to whisper that he should gain it, and it seemed like a boon sent direct from God.

Please, sir, if I should get it and have it for seven years, whod have it next?

There was a general titter as Jackson put the question; for, of all the class, he was about the least likely, being a thorough dunce, and lazy to a degree.

At the expiration of seven years it would lapse from you, and there would be another trial between those boys who would then form the second upper class, the most deserving gaining it.

What are to be the subjects of the trial, sir? inquired Henley, whose cheeks and eyes were shining.

That I will enter upon later. Greek, Latin, English, and Mathematics will comprise them. The period of competition will be limited to one month, and the examination, day will most probably be fixed for the feast of St. Michael.

The head master ceased, called up the first desk, and the business of the school went on as usual. As one oclock struck, out clattered the boys; but, instead of rushing home to dinner, they forgot their hunger for once, and gathered in the cloisters to discuss the news.

Isnt he a trump, that old Parker! Lets cheer him.

The boys simultaneously raised a shout, such as only college boys can raise. Three times three for old Parker, and one cheer more.

The tug will lie between two of you fellows, observed the senior boy, looking towards the second class, who had formed in a group. No good the rest of you attempting it.

Which two do you mean, Durham?

Ord and Henley, of course. None of the others could come within miles of them, in a downright trial of strength.

Oh, I shant try; and be hanged to it! uttered Jackson. They are not going to make me into a parson. Id rather go in for the clown at the theatre. Itll suit Ord; its in his line.

Suit Henley too, for the matter of that, remarked Jones. Both of em want to be parsons, only the tin runs scarce.

I dont mind freely owning that it would be a stunning windfall for me, spoke up Henley; and I shall try for it with all my might and main.

Right, old fellow! cried Trail Thats being candid. What do you say, Ord?

William Ord smiled. I think the windfall would be even greater to me than to Henley. I shant leave a stone unturned to earn it.

Whats fifty pounds a year? exclaimed St. Aubin, turning up his nose. It wouldnt half keep a fellow at the university. Wheres the good of going there, or making yourselves into parsons, you chaps who dont possess a single coin? My big brother spent seven hundred pounds at Cambridge, besides his college expenses; obliged to do it, he said. Its all bosh, folks trying to get on who have no fortunes.

Pray, whose absurd tongue is that? cried out a stentorian voice from their very midst, and the boys turned to it. Standing there was the Rev. Mr. Turbeville, the oldest of the minor canons in years, not in precedence; a short stout man, with a bald head and a red face. He was a sincere, plain-speaking man, inclined to be jocund by nature, very fond of taking the college boys to task. He would roar at them like any Martinet; making the cloisters echo with his voice, threaten them with unheard of punishments, and then, as he walked off, fling back a handful of halfpence, or perhaps a shilling to be scuffled for!

Blest if it isnt old Turby! cried the boys, sotto voce. He stood there, rapping his stick on the flags, his head thrown back, his mouth thrown forward. He dressed in the old-fashioned clerical style, as some of the higher clergy dress still. A frilled cambric shirt front, and white neckcloth, black knee-breeches, gaiters and silver buckles.

So! it was you, Master St. Aubin, was it! You think its all bosh, do you, folks trying to get along who have no fortunes! Its well for you, young gentleman, that you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth. Dont count upon it too much, sir, or you may find it turn to a leaden one. I am ashamed of you, boys! I thought you had better sense. I have no sons, but, if I had, I would rather turn them into the world with what they stood upright in, and the will and heart to work, than send em out, with twenty thousand pounds apiece. I dont like fortunes; I dont put faith in them; in nine cases out of ten they do harm, not good. A lad says, My father has got plenty of money to leave me, so I need not work; I need not study, I need not cultivate my talents, I need not rough it in the world as others must, who have no expectations. Very good. What does that scapegrace do, boys? He grows up to idleness, which you know is the root of all evil; and, for want of wholesome employment, he gets into mischief, squandering his fortune wholesale: lucky for him if he does not soon come to the dogs; too many such do. Yah, boys! dont get rubbishing notions about fortunes into your heads. Thank God that he has given you hands and brains; make the best of them, and you may set fortunes at defiance. You palm yourself upon your family and fortune, St. Aubin, but youll live yet to see some of these your companions, who have neither, looking down upon you.

What I said was true enough and no harm, Mr. Turbeville, returned St. Aubin, who was rather corky in temper. I said fifty pounds a year, the precentors gift, wouldnt keep Ord or Henley at Oxford, if either should get it. Neither would it, sir.

Stand forth, Ord, stand forth Henley, stand forth all you second-desk boys, resumed the minor canon, his face deepening to a purple. I dont know which of you is likely to get the prize, but its all the same, what I am about to say. If any one of you, I am speaking individually, is all cock-a-hoop with the notion of going to Oxford as a gentleman commoner, and flourishing off, as such, at Christ Church, the fifty pounds per annum will go but a very little way; but if you choose to put your mind and shoulders to the wheel, and enter as a servitor, youll find it more than enough for your expenses.

Oh, a servitor! cried St. Aubin, with that motion towards the skies that he was fond of giving to his nose. Rather lowering, that would be, sir.

Lowering! Lowering for you, perhaps, St. Aubin, who, when brains were being given out, caught but half the average portion, retorted the old clergyman, while the throng shrieked with laughter, and St. Aubin was nearly mad. Boys, listen! Some of the best men in the senate, at the bar, in the church, have climbed to their height step by step, have begun by being servitors, sizars. The precentor was a servitor: what is he the worse for it? he has lived, it seems, to help some of you. The under master was a servitor, and is proud of it, he continued, rapping his stick violently: I have got a nephew, and he will go as a servitor, or he doesnt go at all. Dont tell me! Whichever of you gets the prize, let him make it suffice for his wants: he can, if he will. And when the goal is reached, and you look back on your self-denials, your early struggles, you will feel ten times more pride and satisfaction than you could do had fortune helped you on. Go in and try, boys, all in fairness and honour; no underhand work, mind, no cribbing; and whoever gains it, let him come to me for five shillings.

A deafening cheer, and old Mr. Turbeville knocked his stick and one foot to its time, his wide mouth expanding with good humour.

You know all about the precentors intention, sir, remarked the senior boy.

I knew it before anybody else did, Durham, replied Mr. Turbeville. He consulted me about it first of all. When poor Tom was dying, he said, Father, I wish I could leave the second desk something by which theyd remember me; they are good fellows, and we have been very happy together. Ill think of it, Tom, said his father. And you have heard the result. Dont let me catch you taking up false notions about fortunes again, added the minor canon as he walked away. They are beneath the foundation boys of a royal-chartered school.

The boys tore home to dinner, and William immediately imparted the news  as of course the others did. If I get the prize, aunt, you will give up the plan about the bank, will you not? he asked.

Miss Ord considered a minute before she answered. Perhaps I would, William. She would not at present speak more decisively.

Soon the head master gave out the subjects of competition. The boys would be examined as to their respective proficiency in the ordinary school courses; besides which, each boy must write an essay in Greek, Latin, and English, the three subjects for the essays being furnished them. And it was intimated that upon the merits of the essays the point would chiefly turn.

Those essays will floor Henley, observed Trail to the rest of his desk, when the conditions were made known.

Hes not as good at composition as Ord, especially in Latin.

The desk did not agree with Trail: they thought Henley equal to Ord in composition any day. Unless it was in Latin: in that they did deem him inferior. Hell get help, sub rosa, said Jones.

He cannot do that, haughtily spoke Durham. Harkaway has put them all on their honour, as English gentlemen, not to use unfair means, cribs or help. I am not sure about Henleys Latin, as Trail says: but for that, it would be a drawn battle between him and Ord.

Well, its their affair, not ours; so let them fight it out.


CHAPTER III. THE LOCKING UP IN THE CRYPT.

IT was the middle of September, and the second desk boys, especially Ord and Henley, were working night and day for the prize. Not a boy in the school but had secret bets upon the issue, from the senior boys half guinea, down to the threepence of the extreme juniors  following the example set by their leaders. Ord was the chief favourite, but Henley had supporters; others also, two or three.

One unlucky Friday (if anything bad happened, out of the common, it was sure to be on a Friday, the boys were fond of saying) the second desk got into hot water with the master. Whether they had been attending too much to the essays, certain it is, their lessons that day were most imperfectly performed, even Ords. The Reverend Mr. Harkaway, though a good-hearted man and an excellent master, occasionally had what the school called severe fits, and never a more severe fit did he display than on this day. He caned their hands all round, and then set them their punishment; so many lines to learn, construe, eta It was to be done between morning and afternoon school, would take up the whole of the two hours, from one to three, leaving perhaps a space of ten minutes to snatch a bit of dinner. Ill teach you to brave me, Ill teach you to bring up lessons not looked at, reiterated he. And now mark, sirs, he added, bringing down his cane with a great thump on the desk, if any one of you dares to appear here at three oclock with his task not done, Ill birch that boy, whoever he may be. As true as that I sit here, Ill do it.

One oclock struck, and the last to leave the school was William Ord, for he had been hunting for a book which had been mislaid. As he went through the cloisters, his attention was drawn to a noise down by the entrance to the cathedral, between that and the chapter-house. A few of the juniors of the lower school appeared to have collected there.

Oh, if you please, come and part Winn and Powel, junior, shrieked out a youngster, running up to him, all excitement They are fighting, and Winn has got Powel down, and is kicking him. Come and see, please.

Down the cloisters ran William. The two boys were on the ground, struggling, crying, and kicking, while a third, little Stephens, was urging them on. A very imp of mischief was that young Stephens; careless, daring, impudent: and yet the school could not help liking the little chap. He was from the country, had just lost both father and mother, and was now placed in lodgings in Elchester that he might attend the college school.

Almost side by side with William, as he went along, there came out of the chapter-house the Reverend Mr. Knox, one of the prebendaries. Spectacles on nose, he saw not a pile of caps, over which Stephens was keeping guard, stepped amongst them, and nearly fell. Catching hold of a projecting point of the cloister wall he saved himself, but his face came in contact with it, and his spectacles fell off and were broken. Now, what did that wretched little Stephens do? He laughed: put his hands impudently on his hips, and laughed out loud in the canons face. Little notion had he of the exceeding awe with which the dean and chapter were held by the boys, of the deference paid to them; Her Majesty herself receives no greater submission of manner, than did the prebends of Elchester from the college boys. Stephens was fresh (seven weeks, or so, back) from his late fathers farm, and Stephens was incorrigible.

Mr. Knox caught hold of him: he was a most passionate man, though sufficiently pleasant with the boys in general, when he came in contact with them. How dare you laugh? he uttered.

I laughed at you, grinned Stephens, with what the canon took for deliberate insolence; as any one else, not knowing the young imps nature, would have taken it for. I thought you were going to measure your length on the gravestones: wish you had.

The rest of the youngsters, terrified out of their senses, turned tail and sidled off; the two brave combatants, forgetting hostilities, gathered themselves softly up and followed them. William Ord felt that he should like to do the same. Mr. Knox was nearly black with rage, and stuttered as he brought his words out.

Are you a senior? he asked of William. For it was customary to send complaints to the head master by seniors only.

No, sir.

What is this fellows name?

Its Bob Stephens, if you want to know it, struck in that undaunted gentleman, before William Ord could answer.  .

The canon foamed. And at that moment one of the sextons appeared at the college door in his black gown, keys in hand, looking out to see what the noise was. Sextons as they are termed; but their office consists in showing the congregation into pews on Sundays, and showing the cathedral to strangers on a week day. Mr. Knox beckoned to the man, and motioned him to take Stephens in charge.

Take this wicked boy, and lock him up in the crypt.

Sir? returned the sexton, startled.

Dont you hear me! passionately demanded the prebend. Lock this boy in the crypt, and keep him there until I give you orders to release him.

There might be no appeal against the mandate of one of the chapter, and the sexton drew Stephens with him into the cathedral. The canon walked away with slow and stately step, carrying his damaged glasses. William waited till he was out of the cloisters, and then hastened into the cathedral after the culprit. But, by that time, he and the sexton were down the steps, close to the death-vault. Stephens had made no resistance; seemed, in fact, rather to make a joke of the affair. William followed them down the cold dark steps. At the foot of the steps was an iron gate, then a dark passage, and then came the iron door of the crypt. Stephens was already in, and the sexton back at the second gate, which he was locking behind him. William laid his hand upon the mans arm in agitated excitement.

Oh, Bryant, you never will leave him there! he uttered.

What else am I to do, Master Ord? I cant help myself.

But to keep him locked up with the coffins! with the dead! It  it may drive him mad.

I know its a shocking thing; its not right, replied the man. It would about kill some boys, and thats the fact.

Bryant, dont leave him! panted William. Let him out, for the love of God!

Now you look here, sir. You know that whatever a prebend commands, we must obey, and no shuffling. I should like to catch myself running counter to old Knox: why, the college wouldnt hold him, and I should lose my place.

But if Stephens should become an idiot for life! Such things have been heard of.

It wont be my fault, returned the man. I cant help myself, I say. What did he do, to provoke the prebend like this?

Oh, he was very bad, very insolent; I dont excuse him.  But to leave him there with the dead bodies is awful: its wicked. Stephens, he added, raising his voice to a high pitch, can you hear me?

Halloa! responded Stephens, his voice coming with an echo along the passage.

Bryant, I shall stop here and call out to him. It may keep terror away.

Then youll just do nothing of the sort, Master Ord. Why, that would be nearly as bad as releasing the lad! I tell you I am not going to get into trouble with Mr. Knox.

You have got children of your own, Bryant: how should you like for one of them to be locked up in the crypt, and left alone there?

Come, dont talk nonsense, was Bryants answer, for the question brought the horror of the transaction more palpably home to him. Mine would never come out alive: they are precious young cowards; believing in ghosts and all that sort of stuff.

And yet you would leave Stephens! Suppose, when you come to release him, you find him dead?

Not he: but the man evidently did not feel over comfortable. He is a young dare-devil, is that Stephens, and nothing better.

But some of these dare-alls, in ordinary life, turn out to be the worst cowards, if exposed to terror. Bryant, its of no use; I cant leave him there alone; if anything bad come of it, I should have it on my conscience all my life. You let me stop here, and Ill keep calling out to him.

But I tell you I dare not.

It cannot bring you blame. I pass you my word that I will never let it be known to any one.

The sexton wavered. Suppose Mr. Knox should take it in his head to come?

Now, is it likely? As if he would come down to the crypt!

And wheres the good of it? I dont believe your being here will do him one bit of service, with that long dark passage between you.

You might as well let me into the passage, Bryant. And then I could go nearly close to him.

Youll be asking to be put in the crypt with him next, irascibly returned the man. Thats just like you college gents: give you an inch, and youll take an ell. To let you stop here is risking my post, should it ever come out to Mr. Knox.

It wont come out. I have given you my word; and Stephens will be quiet about it, out of gratitude to you.

Bryant said no more, but began to ascend the stairs, and when he arrived at the top, locked the door safely. So that Stephens was locked in the crypt, and William Ord locked in on the narrow staircase, the passage and the two locked iron gates being between the boys. It was anything but a pleasant situation for either; cold, dark, damp; and smelling of the earth.

Did William Ord forget the task set him by the head master? No: it had been present to his mind during the whole of the colloquy with Bryant. But, like a brave, humane boy as he was, brave in the cause of right, he resolved to endure the birching, rather than abandon poor little Stephens. He had never had a flogging, and he was nearly the only boy in the school who could make the boast; and to endure the shame of one would be a bitter pill to swallow. But, thought he, Stephens might go mad, or die: should I count the ill of a flogging against that?

Are you afraid, Stephens? ho called out, as soon as Bryant had locked the staircase door.

Not much, came the answer back. Im going to count the coffins.

Alls right: theres no fear. I am going to stop here with you, Stephens.

Thats jolly! I say, didnt that fat old parson go thump with his spectacles?

Dont you speak in that way, bawled out William. You will be sure to get expelled.

Hope I shall: I hate school learning. I wish I was back at the farm: uncle lives at it now.

How had you used to spend your time all day? Tell me about it. Pitch your voice high, or I cant hear. Little Stephens went into the narrative, and grew absorbed in it. Precisely what William wished, for it kept him from superstitious fears. And thus two hours passed away.

Three oclock struck, and the college-bell tolled out for service. Bryant, leaving the pews, nearly empty on a week-day, to the care of the under sexton, went sauntering up the cloisters, keys in hand, about the time he knew the prebends would be assembling in the chapter-house. Mr. Knox was sure to be one; for it was he who was in residence: and, when a prebend was taking what was called his close residence, he was regular in his attendance at daily service in the cathedral The bait took. Mr. Knox, in his surplice and hood, his trencher on his head, entered the cloisters by the south door. Bryant touched his hair by way of salute, and Mr. Knoxs eyes fell upon him.

You may release that boy now, Bryant.

Glad enough was Bryant to obey, for he had been upon thorns all along. First, touching the mental and physical state of Master Stephens; secondly, lest young Ords share in the business should be known. Now, you be off out of here first, he said, when he descended the stairs and came to Ord. I am going to unlock him, and I wont have you both go out together.

Has Knox given orders for his release? eagerly asked William.

What a stupid question, Master Ord! As if I should dare to release him without orders!

William ascended the stairs to the body of the cathedral, and for a few moments had to keep his eyes shut, so dazzling was the day-light after the darkness. The sexton went on, and unlocked the crypt, door.

Well, quoth he to Stephens, have you enjoyed yourself.

Oh, stunning! I lay down on one of the coffins! Only Ord couldnt hear what I said then.

You are a cool young gentleman, you! Should you like to be locked up here for a night?

Cant tell till I try it, returned the incorrigible Stephens.

Then, dont you let out that I allowed Ord to stop in here with you, or maybe you will. Theres not another gent in the college, as I believe, who would have done for you what he has to-day; so keep your mouth shut, and dont get him into a row.

William waited outside the schoolroom door for Stephens: it was to give him the same caution that the sexton had done, remembering his promise to the latter. It was ten minutes past three when they entered the school. Stephens scuttered on to his desk, and escaped the notice of Mr. Bourn, although he was down on the roll as being late; but the second-desk boys were already round the head masters desk. William joined them, and Mr. Harkaway observed that he looked very pale. It was the effect of his subterranean sojourn.

You are late, Ord.

Yes, sir; I am sorry.

Well, said the master, good naturedly, it does not often happen with you. Dont let it occur again.

He held out his hand for Williams book, as head of the class. The latter had none to give. If you please, sir, I have not been able to do the task.

This from Ord! Mr. Harkaway questioned whether he heard aright. Do you mean that you have not attempted it r No, sir; I have been  have been  occupied, and have not been able to give a minute to it.

Of all the barefaced avowals, this is about the worst!, exclaimed the master, recovering from his astonishment.

What have you been at?

I cannot tell you, sir.

Not tell! Is it too bad to tell? Is it something you are ashamed of?

William shook his head. It is nothing bad, sir; but it is what I am not at liberty to speak of.

Did you remember what I promised to any boy who should appear at school this afternoon with his task unperformed? demanded the master, in a quiet, concentrated tone.

I remembered it, sir, William was compelled to acknowledge.

And it did not weigh with you? Very well, sir. Return to your desk for the present. Henley, begin.

Henley began, full of consternation at Ords disobedience, as was the whole class. They got through their lesson, badly or worse; at any rate, just sufficiently well to escape punishment, and were despatched to their places. Then the master reached out the birch, laid it on his desk, and called up Ord.

Do you persist in your refusal to tell me why you did not do your punishment lesson?

I should be glad to tell you, sir, if I could. Indeed, I was not hindered by anything wrong  anything to be ashamed of.

That is no answer. Jones!

The whole school was hushed, for they knew why Jones was called. He was the tallest and strongest amongst them, standing nearly six feet high, and it was he who  to use the expression of the boys did the hoisting when a birching took place. The master rose from his desk, and signed to William to make ready. As he obeyed, a strange sort of shiver, plainly visible to the master, ran through and shook his frame.

You have never been flogged, I think, Ord?

No, sir.

And, even as William spoke, a thought came over him to declare the truth, and escape it, for he knew that Mr. Harkaway  a remarkably just man, and also a kind one, as schoolmasters run, treating the boys to threatenings more than to realities  would not flog him if he knew the whole facts. But he remembered his passed word to Bryant, and kept silence.

I am sorry you compel me to it now, was the remark of the master. When a boy has passed years in the school with credit to himself, theres all the more disgrace to him if he comes to a flogging at the last. I hope this will be a warning to you.

With the first stroke of the birch, a sharp cry escaped William, for he was remarkably sensitive to physical pain. What to many another boy would have been trifling, to him was excruciating agony. It is generally so with these refined, gentle natures. But he recollected the jeering that took place afterwards, when any boy cried out under his punishment, and by dint of great effort he preserved silence. The master did not make it heavy; had it been that great insensible Jones, for instance, he would have given him twice as much. But, the pain over, William thought not of that; he thought of the disgrace.

There was some jeering after school; not at the solitary cry  the boys excused that, in consideration of the martyr silence which had succeeded it  but at the model scholar, as they sometimes called Ord, having been flogged at last. William winced; few of the boys but could bear jeering better than he, but his conscience was whispering to him the consolation that he did not deserve it.

Never you mind what they say, Ord, called out Jones. You showed your pluck, in refusing to disclose private movements to the master, and I admire you for it. What right has he to pry into the ins and outs of what we may do out of school?

Hold your tongue, Jones, interposed the senior boy; Ord was wrong. He ought to have told the master the cause of his shirking his task.

But I couldnt, Durham, said William; and yet I declare to you that I was in no mischief: that was not the reason I couldnt tell him. You must believe me or not, as you like; but I declare it upon my honour.

William went home to tea, saying nothing there of his flogging. His lessons for the following day were forward, his exercise was done, for he had intended to devote this evening to preparing for the prize competition. Not he, however; he was too unhinged for study, and soon after tea he put on his trencher and strolled out. His aunt had inquired why he was not at home to dinner, but he answered evasively.

He took his way towards the back of the cathedral, passed underneath the elm trees, through the cloisters, not yet closed for the night, and went round towards the front. He had not met a single boy; nobody but the old cloister porter, Dade. It was dusk, nearly dark, and he leaned in an angle of the dead wall, in the unfrequented alley, and thought over his grievances. About ten yards off him was the little quaint lodge, containing but one room, where lived the cloister-porter. Suddenly he saw a college boy come leaping up by the front entrance of the cathedral, open the door of the porters lodge, and enter it. He came out immediately, a book in his hand, and made off again. The incident aroused William from his thoughts, and he slowly left his resting-place, passed the lodge, and went into the town.

Good-evening, sir.

The salutation came from Hopley the butcher, who was airing himself at his shop door  a respectable, fair-dealing, prosperous tradesman, with whom William had a great acquaintance. His mother had dealt with him during her life, as did his aunt.

You remember them there letters that you wrote to Australia for me, sir?

Yes, said William.

Well, they got there safely, they did, and I have had a answer to em this morning. Im as glad as anything, added the butcher, his honest face shining with satisfaction. I wish, sir, if its not taking upon myself too much to ask it, as youd just write another for me, to say Ive had em?

Ill write it now, if you like, said William.

The butcher took him at his word, and led the way through the shop with alacrity, establishing William at the parlour table. Like many another honest and well-to-do butcher, he could not accomplish a letter, at least one that anybody, himself included, could make top or tail of, though he managed his accounts and bills with exactness. His wife was dead, his two sons had emigrated to Australia (led away by the delusion of coming home in a year or two with at least a plum apiece), and the only letters which appeared to have reached them were those written and addressed by William. The butcher, some months back, had been bewailing the absence of news of them, setting it down to his own imperfect writing, and William had offered his services.

Half-past nine struck before the epistle was concluded, for Mr. Hopley was not over luminous in his mode of dictation, and it was a long one besides.

At length it was folded, sealed, and directed, and William rose to leave.

Would you please to take a glass o wine, Master Ord? Ive got it in the house.

Wine? oh, no, thank you. Let me know when you want another written.

As William spoke, he became conscious that something had been pushed into his hand. It was half a sovereign. His face flushed as he laid it down.

Why, you dont think I have done this for payment, Mr. Hopley!

The butchers face turned red also. Payment! Sir, I humbly beg pardon if Ive offended you. I never thought of paying you for what youve done; I shouldnt offer such a thing. I know I am but a tradesman, sir, and youre a gentleman, but I thought maybe youd be none the worse for accepting a few pears and nuts from me, and such-like things that the young college gentry buy up. It ud make me proud if you would, sir, and they mightnt taste none the sourer, perhaps, for coming from me.

William saw the good faith, the single-hearted, genuine feeling which dictated the offering; he saw how hurt that feeling would be if he declined it. He laughed, took up, the money, and thanked Mr. Hopley, and said he should enjoy the pears and nuts amazingly. In all probability he would; for William Ord was one who had rarely pocket money to spend. Indeed, his lack of it was a byword amongst the kings scholars.

On this same evening, it happened that the head-master encountered Bryant, the sexton, who had just locked up the cathedral for the night. Good-evening, Bryant, said he as he passed him.

But the sexton stopped. The Reverend Mr. Harkaway was a favourite of his, and the two were, so to speak, upon intimate terms. Did you hear of that affair to-day, sir? he asked, looking cautiously round, as if afraid the trunks of the elm-trees might possess ears.

What affair? returned the clergyman.

That of little Stephens being locked up in the crypt. Mr. Knox ordered it for punishment, sir.

Mr. Knox ordered Stephens locked up in the crypt! repeated the head master. What can you possibly mean, Bryant?

Why, sir, I mean that, and nothing less. Stephens was impudent to him in the cloisters, and Mr. Knox called me and ordered me to put him into the crypt. He was there from one oclock till three.

I never heard of such a thing, ejaculated the master, in a tone that betrayed his awe. Why, he might never have come out alive!

And I dont know that he would, if it had not been for young Ord, returned the sexton. He heard Mr.

Knox give the order, and came after me in a state of such excitement, saying the lad might go mad, or die. But you know, sir, I could not help myself.

Well, I dont know, Bryant. I dont think I should lock a child up in the crypt, if ordered by the bishop.

I dont suppose you would, sir; but your position is one thing, and mines another. Ord stopped with him all the time  that is, with the passage and the two gratings between them  and kept calling out to him to keep fear away. He would stop, made me let him, and I locked him in, though I was half afraid, lest it should come to Mr. Knoxs ears. A regular trump, is that Ord, for thoughtfulness: what other of the kings scholars would have stopped there, all voluntary, to keep fright from the lad?

Bless me! exclaimed the master, the past becoming clear. Ord had a particular task to do between one and three, and I flogged him for not doing it. Why could he not open his mouth and tell me the reason?

Well, sir, before I would let him stop, he gave me his promise that hed never tell it to anybody. Im so afraid of its getting to Mr. Knox, you see, sir; but I know you are safe.

Did it do harm to Stephens? I fancy he was at afternoon school.

Harm, no; the little reptile! He boasted to me, with a grin, that he had lain down on the coffins. But it was one thing, as you may judge, sir, to have Ord to call out to him all the time; it might have been another, had he been left alone amongst the dead.

The master nodded, and continued his way. If ever he had felt vexed with himself, he was feeling it then for having flogged Ord. He remembered how pale and weary the boy had looked when he came into school; he remembered the shiver that ran through his frame when told to prepare for the birching. Why could he not speak? chafed the master.

You will be inclined to think that this incident never could have happened: that a young boy never could have been consigned to that fearful place by a clergyman, a high dignitary of the Church. I can assure you that it did happen, precisely as I have related it. Mr. Knox is dead now, but I should have written it all the same had he been alive, for it was beyond doubt a cruel and most unjustifiable act.


CHAPTER IV. THE THEFT IN THE CLOISTER-PORTERS LODGE.

THE boys assembled at seven the next morning for early school, most of them before the hour struck, for they were obliged to be punctual. Somewhat to their surprise the head master entered as the college clock was striking; he was not usually quite so early.

Prayers.

The school rose as the master spoke. He read the Latin prayer, recited the pater-noster, pronounced the benediction, and the school sat down again. The master also resumed his seat for a few moments, and then he rose, took off his spectacles, and addressed the assembly.

Gentlemen choristers, and kings scholars, I have a word to say to you; attend. Yesterday afternoon I flogged William Ord. He has been in the school for some years, and had never, so far as came under my cognizance, deserved a flogging, or any extreme punishment whatever  which is more than can be said of many of you. I flogged him yesterday, believing he merited it I had given him, in common with the rest of his class, a certain task to perform, and he came with it undone, not touched, declining to account to me for the cause of his disobedience. Since then, circumstances have come to my knowledge  not from him  which induce me to declare that he did not merit it. I assert publicly that I am sorry I gave it him. Do not misunderstand me, added the master, raising his voice and speaking in a tone that savoured of sternness; I am not taking blame to myself for having given him that flogging; quite the contrary. I acted as I should act again to-morrow, according to the merits of the case, as they appeared to me. Ord in one sense was to blame, by observing the reticence. Had he imparted to me but a word of the facts, I should have seen that he deserved praise, not blame. Praise, do you hear, not blame. But he deemed himself bound in honour to be silent. It was an impossibility, under the circumstances, that he could do the task; therefore I say that he received a punishment which was not merited, and for his own sake I regret that it was inflicted. I have told you this from a sense of justice towards him, and to put him right again with the school.

The master sat down, put on his glasses, and summoned the first class. The school had listened, thunderstruck; never had such an address been heard from Mr. Harkaway; and William was more surprised than any. After the second desk had been up to their lessons, the master signed to William to remain when he dismissed the rest to their places.

Why did you not tell me, and save yourself? he inquired in a low tone, inaudible to other ears.

The colour rushed into Williams refined face. Do you know about it, sir?

I do. Bryant told me. Why did not you?

I had given him my word, sir, not to tell any one.

You might have trusted me, for all that. You did well with regard to Stephens, Ord: very well, added the master emphatically; and it is probable that to you he owes

Mr. Harkaway was interrupted. Dade, the cloister-porter, had entered the school-room and was advancing towards him. He was a tall, gaunt man, very upright, though nearly seventy, with keen black eyes and grey hair. In his youth he had been a soldier, and retained a military air about him still. He brought the back of his arm up to his brow by way of salute to the master.

Beg pardon, sir, for intruding here, he began; but I have got a complaint to make, and I thought Id come as soon amost as morning school was opened: leastways before it closed. I was robbed, sir, last night.

Indeed! replied the head master, wondering why the complaint was brought to him.

And Im as sure as sure can be, that it was one of these college gentlemen who did it, proceeded the porter.  What were you robbed of?

Of money, sir. A sovereign and a half in gold.

The masters brow grew dark as thunder. The boys were bad and mischievous in many ways; he knew that; if they were not, they had not been schoolboys; but  to lapse into crime? No, no; Mr. Harkaway resented the insinuation.

Dade, you cannot know what you are saying. A college boy rob you, or anybody else, of money! What can possess you to make such an accusation?

Sir, I dont mean no offence to you, and Im sure Id rather have marched ten miles another road than have come to you with the complaint; but facts is facts. Youll permit me to tell em you, sir?

Of course, said the master; while the whole school, upper and lower, forgetting their studies, sat absorbed in the tale.

I gets my bit o pension, sir, paid every three months, and I puts it into the little canvas bag, and takes it out as I wants it. Last night Id got a sovereign and a half left in it, in gold. I unlocked the drawer where its kept, intending to take out the half sovereign, and just as I had got the bag on the table under the window, and was untying it, I saw the bishop come up, as from the town, with a little packet in his hand, looking like a thin book wrapped up. Instead of turning in at his private door to the palace grounds, he come on, past my lodge, which was wide open, just at the very moment as one of the prebends, it was Dr. Trench, come out of the alley and met him. They talked together for a minute, and then the bishop turns round and looks out for me. Here, Dade, says he, just take this round to the deanery. Tell them to give it to the dean at once, with my compliments. Yes, my lord, says I; and his lordship put the little packet in my hands, and went into his own grounds with Dr. Trench.

What time was this? interrupted the master.

Twas twilight, sir; close upon dark, as one may say. I didnt go into my lodge again, but just shut the door, and went to do the bishops bidding. I went straight through the cloisters, left the packet and the message at the deanery, and come straight back again. The first thing I saw when I opened the door was, that the bag was gone. Clean gone, sir; bag and money, and string and all.

Was the money in the bag or out of it?

In, sir. The string even was round the neck of the bag. I had untied it, but hadnt unrolled it  and Im not sure as it was quite untied; for sometimes I ties it in a knot afore I makes the bow, and Id only just pulled the string o the bow when I went out to the bishop. Somebody bad been into my lodge and took the bag off, thats certain.

But why should you suspect the college boys?

Im sure it was one of em, sir, for two or three reasons. An hour or more afore that, as I was a sitting at my tea, some of em trooped past, after five oclock school, and one pitches a book right on to my table, Take care o that, old Dade, says he; for its scant ceremony as they uses with me, I can assure you, sir. And there the book lay; and when I went out I left it there, side by side with my canvas bag. When I got back, sir, the book was gone; gone like the bag. In course, sir, tis but natural to infer that him as took the one took the other. My argument is, that the boy had come back for his book, and, seeing my bag, cribbed that too.

The masters face looked stem and flushed. He was jealous of the honour of the school, and the affair certainly did not show out very clear.

What boy was this? he asked.

Dont know, sir. I had got my back to the door when he flung the book in, so didnt see.

Do the boys often leave their books in your room?

Often! I should just think so. Sometimes theres a pile that high, stretching out his hand. They put em there for safety while they play. But catch me letting em ever do it again, after this.

The head master turned his eyes upon the room. Which of you flung this book into Dades room last evening?

There was a dead silence. Not one made any reply, or seemed likely to make any. The porter continued, As I was going through the cloisters to the deanery, I met one of em. It was Master Ord. I knew him by his way of walking, for it was too dark to see his face. When I came back I saw him leaning against the wall at the corner of the alley, right in view of my lodge; he did not wait till I got up to him, but walked away towards the town. Now I dont suspect him; hes not one, as I fancy, to do such a thing; and Im next to sure it was not him as pitched the book in, for hes not so boisterous.

The master brought his spectacles to bear upon William. Was it you, Ord, who flung this book into the lodge !

No, sir, was the dear, steady answer, as he turned his truthful eyes fearlessly on the master. I did not go home that way after evening school; I went home past the deanery.

I cant fancy it was Ord, I say, struck in the porter; but what I was going to observe was this, that if he had stood there against that wall from the time he passed me in the cloisters, he most likely saw the boy fetch his book, and would know him. Did you, sir?

The question was put to William abruptly, and he coloured to the very roots of his hair. He shook his head by way of denial You did not go into my lodge yourself at that time, sir? resumed the porter.

No, that I did not, was the ready reply.

What were you doing round there, Ord, at that time of evening? demanded the master.

Nothing particular, sir; I was walking about and thinking. I had got my lessons forward for this morning, so went out for a stroll.

The boys smiled. Walking about and thinking! That was so like Ord.

Now, sir, said the porter to Mr. Harkaway, I can see you dont like my coming here with this suspicion against the college boys; but what else am I to think, and what am I to do? Its a loss that I cant afford. I dont get no more money till October, and how am I to live till then? What I was thinking, sir, was this: that most likely the one as took my bag has got it in his pocket still, or at all events the money, if you just order them to be searched. Or, if any young gent took it for a lark, to play me a trick  for they are up to everything  and will give it back, Ill thank him with all my heart.

The masters face brightened up.  That must have been it, Dade; they must have run away with it for a lark, he cried. Come, boys, confess; I daresay several of you were in it.

But there was no confession and no word spoken. Mr. Harkaway grew angry. If you do not speak, you will provoke me to order your pockets to be searched.

No answer.

Have you any objection to be searched?

One and all, from the biggest to the least, declared eagerly that they had no objection  courted it, in fact.

Durham, said the master to the senior boy, are you cognizant of this business in any way?

I am not, sir. This is the first I have heard of it. I dont believe theres a boy in the school would touch the money; unless, as Dade suggests, they did it for a lark.

Turn out your pockets, boys!

Such a collection! Handkerchiefs all the shades of the rainbow, dirt prevailing; string, wood, tops, marbles, Jews harps, toffy, fruit, nuts, pens, pencils, chalk, fishing lines, peashooters, squirts, maggots, cribs, matches, and short pipes, were amongst the items. Master Trail had a packet of love letters tied up with blue ribbon, and a junior produced a dead bird. The master coughed a good deal, but the boys fancied he was laughing; he took no notice of the collection except the pipes; those he sternly took possession of  there were five of them  and read their owners (all in the first class) a sharp lecture about the pernicious effects of learning to smoke as boys; theyd be old men, he said, before they were young ones. And he said true. Id rather see a boy learn to walk on his head, than take to smoking.

With regard to money, very little was produced, and the pockets were all visited by Durham to make sure of fair play. Some had none, some a few halfpence, some a sixpence, some of the elder boys as much as three or four shillings. The only one who showed gold was William Ord: half a sovereign. Nobody had a canvas bag.

You can account for the possession of this? said the master to William.

Oh, yes, sir; if necessary.

Ord had not got a sixpence in his pocket yesterday, spoke up a voice from the midst of the throng. He never does have any. The voice was Henleys.

Quite true, said William, I had none. This halfsovereign was given to me late last evening. But he thought the masters eyes were fixed keenly and doubtingly upon him. He could not tell it out in the school how the half-sovereign came to be his; they would not have understood the motives  high and good motives  which induced him to accept it. They would have called him pitiful; mean; snobbish; anything but a gentleman: therefore he was compelled to silence.

It appears we cannot help you at present, Dade, said the master; but I will endeavour to find out who it was that threw the book in.

Thank you, sir. It lies among em. And, making his military salute, the porter departed.

What a row there was, after school! The boys stopped in the cloisters to talk it out, making more noise than the rooks outside. The head master was hastening home to breakfast, and had reached his own door, which was within view of the cloisters, when he heard somebody following him. He turned and saw Ord.

Could you let me speak with you for a minute, if you please, sir?

The master took him into an unoccupied room. What is it?

I did not choose to speak before the school, sir; but I should like to tell you how I got the half-sovereign. I dont fear that you could suspect me capable of taking it, he ingenuously added; but I daresay it did look odd, my having gold in my pocket, when the rest had none.

The master listened to his tale, comprehending accurately the motives which induced William to accept the money, and also those which caused him to observe a reticence to the boys: his countenance spoke quite as eloquently as his words, and the master, with whom he was a favourite, felt pleased.

I hope you will apply to Hopley, sir, for a confirmation of what I say; and then perhaps you would be so kind as mention to Dade that I have satisfied you as to the possession of the half-sovereign.

Mr. Harkaway nodded. But, the proving this halfsovereign could not have been Dades, does not bring us any nearer the ascertaining where his money went, he observed. Ord, when the man asked you whether you saw any boy go in last night, you changed countenance like a girl; and, instead of giving him a straightforward denial, merely shook your head. Now, it strikes me that you saw more than you would tell.

Ord turned red again, like a girl, as the master said.

I am sure of it, observed Mr. Harkaway, eyeing him keenly. What did you see?

Do not ask me if you please, sir.

Nonsense! I ask to know.

You know the customs of the school, sir, he replied in a low tone: no boy must tell of another in a case like this. If the whole school, sir, knew which boy did it, they would never betray him to you: or, if any one did, he must leave the school, for it would grow too hot to hold him.

Mr. Harkaway was puzzled, for William only spoke to what he knew to be facts: and yet he wanted to unearth the culprit. Ord, he said, I command you to answer me. I shall use my own discretion as to making public what you say, but I shall not suffer blame to fall upon you. Did you see any boy go into Dades lodge last night, as you stood there?

There was no escape when it came to this, and William most reluctantly answered. He had seen a boy coming up, he said, dash into the lodge and dash out again, a book in his hand. He did not believe he had stayed long enough to pick up anything but the book.

Who was it?

I am glad, sir, not to be able to tell you that, he said with a broad smile of satisfaction. It was too dusk to distinguish his features: but for his college cap, I might not have known that he was one of us.

Did no suspicion cross your mind as to who it was? Was there nothing in his appearance by which you might recognise him to be one boy more than another?  or half recognise him?

William struggled for a moment with himself: should it be truth or evasion? Ill speak the truth, he bravely said. I did think he looked like one particular boy; but I assure you, upon my honour, sir, that I was not, and am not, certain that it was he. Please not to press me, as to who I fancied he was like, sir, for indeed I cannot tell you. It would be most unjust were I to do so, and cast suspicion upon perhaps an innocent boy.

It was not your protégé, Stephens?

William laughed. Oh no, sir; a much bigger fellow.

Big Jones, perhaps?

No, sir: not so big as Jones.

You will not tell me?

Indeed I cant, sir; it would be very wrong. I would rather leave the school than tell.

After that, the best thing you can do is to go home to breakfast, said the master, but he did not speak as if he were angry, or in a cross tone. Truth to say, he admired William for his firmness.

As he passed the cloister gate again, some of the boys were but just emerging from it. The first and second classes of the upper school; and a few little ones, who were hanging on, and listening deferentially.

I say, Orel, called out Henley, its deuced odd that you should have that half sov in your pocket, when you know you never possess an earthly sixpence to bless yourself with.

Dont put yourself in a fantique, Henley. I got it all fair and straight.

Well, it looks uncommon queer; taken in conjunction with your skulking round Dades lodge: as he vows you were.

Queerer still if I had happened to see the fellow go in for his book, wouldnt it have been? retorted William.

We wont stand spies in the college school. Nor thieves either.

William faced round on Henley. What do you mean?

Oh, I dont mean much, replied Henley. If the cap fits anybodys head, he may wear it; thats all.

I say, though, Ord, I should have spoken out, in your place, and said where I got the money, observed St. Aubin. Shouldnt you, Durham?

Dont appeal to me, was the reply of Mr. Durham.

Durham, cried William, approaching the senior boy, you said yesterday that I ought to have spoken out my defence to the master, if I had any defence to speak, for not having done the punishment lesson; and I told you that I had a very good defence, and was not to blame, only I could not declare it. Well, you find, by the masters address this morning, that I only said the truth. I now assure you, in like manner, that the half-sovereign came honestly into my possession; and though it does not suit me to proclaim to the school whence I got it, I have been to acquaint Mr. Harkaway. He knows now all about it; knows that its fair and right.

Dont trouble yourself, Ord, returned the senior boy, lazily. Do you suppose we want an explanation? If I thought any kings scholar capable of fingering a poor mans money, in the dirty manner that Dades seems to have been fingered, by Jove! he should go off the rolls, or I would. No college boy has done it.

Ill tell you what I deem almost as much beneath a college boy, returned William, at the top of his voice, the insinuations Henley was giving out but now.

So they would be, if anybody listened to him, replied Durham. Henleys tongue is too sharp for his mouth; and a sharp tongue never gets heard in the long run. Now, you young uns, shove off! What do you want near us?

The young uns flew away, with a spring. Very rarely did the senior boy condescend to notice them; and they were more afraid of him than they were of the masters.

I say, by Jove, though, wasnt that a drop upon our pipes? roared out Jones.

Not worse than the exhibition of Trails love-letters, said Durham, with a quiet laugh, Durham not being a smoker: it was ungentlemanly, he proclaimed. His blushes have scarcely cooled down yet.

You go to Bath! growled Trail Fancy! if Harkaway had read them! chuckled St. Aubin. Tell us, Trail, were they very sweet?

Ill tell you to a thrashing presently; thatll be sweeter, foamed Trail By the way, Ord, interrupted the senior boy,  what was the mystery about your not doing that lesson yesterday?

Thats a secret, and not to be told, Durham. And its not my secret, or you might be welcome to it. I am glad the master knows it, though I could not tell him myself.

Away went William as he spoke; it was nearly a quarter past nine, and he had his breakfast to get, and plenty of lessons to do before ten. He could not afford to be idle another minute between then and Michaelmas day. A whole evening, yesterday, and he had done nothing.

Did you ever hear such a rum address as that which came from Harkaway this morning? cried Jackson. Apologizing for having flogged a boy!

Its all rum together, I think, returned Henley. But I know who I believe forked the money.

Who? was chorused out.

Why, Ord, of course. It couldnt go without hands; and, look at the facts. Ord acknowledges to having been sneaking round the lodge; he cant deny it, for Dade saw him.

Hold your jaw, Henley, interrupted the senior boy. Speak fair, if you speak at all. Ord does not acknowledge to sneaking round the lodge: he acknowledges to having been walking there; but thats a different thing. Theres not one of us but is walking about there often enough. Ord has nothing of the sneak about him.

Well, to having been near the lodge, if you like it better, resumed Henley, in some irritation: to having been there at the very time the money seems to have vanished. And this morning he comes to school with gold in his pocket, he who never has the ghost of even a silver coin. I say the facts are suspicious.

No, persisted Durham, not if you look at them dispassionately, and remember what Ord is  honourable as the day. The only suspicious point is his having the halfsovereign, and he says he has accounted for it to the master, so theres an end of that. Id a thousand times rather suspect you, than suspect Ord.

Oh, thank you, chafed Henley, flying into a passion. Why dont you accuse me? why dont you report me to Harkaway as the thief? You are senior, you know, and will be listened to. Id go and get a warrant from the magistrates, if I were you, and have me taken up.

Durham laughed at him. Go on, go on, Henley; its fun to see you in a tantrum. I said that not a foundation boy was guilty of it, and I am sure they are not. I dont care where the moneys gone, or who has got it; its not an Elchester College boy.

The days passed on, and nothing came to light about the loss, neither the money nor anything else. A disagreeable feeling against William grew in the school, risen in the first instance by Henley: not that Henley was actuated by malicious motives, but he had taken it into his head that William was the offender, and nothing could shake his opinion. It was a precious shame, he said, that all should lie under the ban; and he would willingly have given three months pocket-money to bring the thing to light. Durham retained his own opinion, and a few  not many  thought with him.

One evening, William was deep over his lessons, when a knock came to the door. The servant opened it, and he heard one of his companions ask for him in the unceremonious manner patronised by the college boys.

Is Bill Ord at home?

All right, Jones; come in, he called out, for he recognised the voice.

Well, old fellow! and how are you getting on? demanded Jones, as he brought his great body inside the room. How precious hard you are working for this prize!

I must, if I am to stand a chance of gaining it, replied William. Fred Henley is working quite as hard. I have completed the Latin and English essays, and Im about the Greek one now. I am backward with that, but I shall get it done.

How many nights have you sat up?

Not one entire night, but a great many times till one and two in the morning. Ill tell you how I did. I began with the English essay and wrote it out in the rough, altered, corrected it, and wrote it fairly. Then I put it by, and Went to the Latin, and did just the same by that. Then I turned back to the English, and youd be surprised how much I found to alter and correct again, only in those few days; and then back to the Latin again. I wrote both of them over four times; and I think they are as good now as my abilities will make them.

But what a thundering trouble! ejaculated Jones, with his mouth open.

I dont mind trouble: I thought of the stake. I hope I shall do as well by the Greek, but its harder work.

Ord, said Jones, leaning forward and speaking in a low tone, Ill give you a lift with the Greek. Not a soul will know it; Ill never split. You deserve to get the prize, if its only to pay off Henley for keeping up the ball about that half-sovereign. Ill do the whole essay for you, and you can copy it out.

William did not speak for a few moments, and then he looked at Jones with a pleasant smile. You mean kindly, I know; mean serving me: but I fear it would do me harm in the end; not good.

What are you driving at now? asked Jones, not comprehending.

Well, Jones, Ill speak out. You know we are all, the second class, trying for this prize, and to some of us it would be a very great boon. But we are only allowed to try for it in a just way; it must be all our own work, every letter of it; and, you see, if anybody helped us, it would be a sort of fraud. Instead of bringing us luck, it would bring us just the contrary. I know it would.

Jones could not understand this kind of reasoning at all. Look here, Bill, said he; suppose I did your Greek essay, it would be a deal better done than you could do it, for you know theres not one in the first class better up in Greek than I am. Well, and suppose that good essay, in conjunction with your other things, gained you the prize, wouldnt that be good luck?

William shook his head. If it did bring me the prize, it would never prosper me in the long run. It couldnt. Unfair dealing cannot prosper.

Why not? Nobody would know it was unfair, I say.

Oh, yes, they would, Jones. One who rules and directs everything would know it.

I say, Ord, dont talk moonshine. As if little rubbishing trifles were  were  noticed up there!

Everything that we do, the most trivial action, the slightest thought, is noticed and known. And, as we strive to do right in single-heartedness, committing our cause to Him, so shall we be prospered.

You think so!

Think! I have known it all my life, Jones; and it grows plainer to me day by day. The wonder to me is, that the whole world does not see it.

Jones was biting the feather of a quill pen which he had picked up, looking half-comical, half-serious. I suppose you flap down on your knees every night, and pray that the prize may be yours? quoth he.

Not precisely. I pray that it may be mine, if it shall be Gods good will to give it me; if He shall see that it be well for me. I am quite easy whichever way it may turn out. If I lose it, I shall still know that it is His will, and therefore must be for the best.

Jones paused. Then you wont accept my offer? I came down on purpose to make it, Ord.

William laughed. Would it be to my interest to accept it, believing what I have said?

Well, dont go and split that I made it. Harkaway might hoist me, six feet though I am.

You never need fear my splitting about anything, Jones, and I thank you for your kind feeling, replied William, putting his hand into Joness, and looking into his eyes with his own sincere ones.

Hes a rum un, is that Bill Ord, was Mr. Joness mental comment as he decamped. But hes a sterling fellow at bottom, blest if he isnt, and just the cut for a parson. Ill learn to think like him when I grow to be an old man.

Ah, my boys! Jones never did grow to be an old man; scarcely a young one. In less than two years time, from that, he was dead; was drowned, boating at the university.

Had it been well for him, or not, judge you, that he had learnt to think in his youth like William Ord?


CHAPTER V. THE AWARDING OF THE PRIZE.

You have heard the old saying, that rumour gathers strength as it flies: very much indeed does it gather, especially if it be evil rumour. Before the week came, in which the prize was to be decided, the ill-feeling against William Ord, touching the loss of the porters money, had grown to a height unparalleled in the school, and three parts of the boys simultaneously shunned him.

Michaelmas day fell that year upon a Saturday, and the essays of the boys were to be given in to the head master on the Saturday or Monday previous. Three or four brought them on the Saturday morning at the ten oclock school, the rest would not bring them until Monday. Each essay was separate in itself, and the three were enclosed in a clean sheet of paper, on which was written outside, Latin, Greek, and English Prize Essays. William Ord or whatever the respective name might be. William was one who brought in his; and soon after Mr. Harkaway came in, he took them up to his desk.

Oh! said the master, the essays. Have you all brought them?

No, sir, only four of us. I, and Jackson, and Perry, and Blake, senior. The others will be in on Monday morning.

Well then, I think, said the master, speaking somewhat hesitatingly, that I wont take any of them until Monday. You can put them in your desk, Ord, and I will receive them altogether on Monday.

The boys did as they were told, and left their essays in the school desk. At one oclock, as William was running home, he heard a voice calling to him. It was that of the senior boy.

What a hurry you are in, Ord! I want a word with you. I say, you are aware of this prejudice that has arisen against you in the school?

Of course I am. I have no peace in my life. They chalk my jacket, and throw ink over my books, and steal my themes; all sorts of petty annoyances they are up to. Yesterday, half-a-dozen of them hissed me in High Street. I shall live it down, Durham.

Yes, I dont doubt that, returned Durham in his lazy way: but its thundering unlucky it should have happened just now, because it does not give you fair play. I heard a word dropped this morning that Parker had been influenced against you: I heard it said that if your scholastic merits earned the prize, Parker would not award it you, but pass you over, and give it to the next best. Something very like ice shot through Williams heart. Where did you hear this, Durham?

Thats my business. It was from a friend of yours, not an enemy; at least, a friend so far as that he has not joined the cabal against you. He heard it mentioned, he did not know that it was correct, neither do I; I give it you only as it was given to me. I thought Id tell you, that you may not be overpowered with disappointment when the time comes. With fair play, no prejudice, and no favour, I fancy you would have been the lucky one.

Its a cruel thing, cried William, speaking excitedly, that he who really took the money does not come forward and exonerate me.

So it is, acquiesced Durham, if any one of the fellows did take it; but I cant bring myself to swallow that. Why, Elchester School would never hold up its head again. Id cut it, I know that.

Harkaway would expel him.

Be shot to expelling! That would not pay him out. He ought to be hoisted up to one of the college pinnacles, and left there till his bones whitened in the sun.

Durham turned off, as he spoke, towards the head masters, in a hurry for his dinner, and William went home, gloomily enough. The information seemed to have bowed his spirit down to the very dust, and, but for one thing, he would have given way to hopeless and bitter despair. What was that thing? I wish you had it, boys: his sure reliance upon God. Depression he could not help; but there lay his anchor.

William debated a question with himself that day, and at length came to a resolution. In the evening he went up to St. Matthews vicarage, where Mr, Henley, who was curate of the parish, resided; the vicar living at another incumbency at some distance.

Is Fred in?

Freds young brother came running from the parlour as the question was asked. Freds in his bedroom, quoth he, up to his ears in his lessons, and he wont let any of us go near him; hell give us a tanning if we do.

Just tell, him I want to speak with him, Charlie. I wont hinder him two minutes.

The result was, that William was allowed to go up. Fred sat before a table, busy with his Latin essay. I left the Latin till the last, he remarked, and shall soon have finished it. Theres not above a dozen lines more, and then all will be done. I think its good, he added, as he looked down at it with complacency. I think it will take the shine out of some of em; perhaps out of yours.

Henley, I came up to say a word to you about this persecution thats going on against me, began William, sitting down opposite to him. It was told to me to-day that it is likely to influence the awarding of the prize; that if I deserve it by merit I shall not get it. Dont you think thats too bad?

Henley raised his eyebrows in a cavalier sort of manner.

It would be too bad if you were innocent, but

Stop! thundered William. You dont think me guilty?

Henleys eyes flashed I believe you guilty, from my very soul.

Henley, Henley! it is you who are guilty, he returned impressively, his momentary anger calming down. You have been the chief one to raise this flame against me  to fan it, at all events. How could you do so? knowing that it was you, and you only, who went into Dades lodge that night.

How then! what do you mean? demanded Henley, turning as red as a turkey-cock.

I saw you.

You didnt.

I did. And I have kept it from everybody, never suffering a hint of it to escape me; bearing the brunt of the ill-feeling which ought to have been directed to you. As I stood against the wall that night, I saw a college boy in his trencher come rushing up, go into the lodge, and come out again. It was too dusk to distinguish clearly, but it looked like you; in short, Henley, it was you, theres no doubt, and its of no use your denying it to me. How, if you possess a spark of manly feeling, you will declare this, and move this unjust suspicion away from me. As to the money, if you did take it

Its a lie, burst forth Henley, I never touched the money.

Do you deny that it was you who went in?

Ho, I dont deny it; and what possessed me to be such a fool, as not to acknowledge it at the time, I dont know; I have been in a passion with myself ever since. It happened in this way. When we came out of school that afternoon  which was the afternoon you got the flogging  do you remember?

I am not likely to forget, was Williams answer.

We stopped awhile, some of us, in the cloisters, talking it over, and then Green, senior, called out, Lets go in fur a round at whos the strongest? in front of the cathedral, and we tore off. I was last, some yards behind the rest, and just before I came to old Dades I dropped my gradus, which I was carrying home. Bother the thing! said I, and I pitched it on to Dades table and told him to take care of it. The game was over in an hour, and I ran sweating home, swallowed down my tea, and got to my lessons. Then I remembered my gradus, and had to go back for it. I rushed into the lodge, as you say, took up the book, and rushed out again; and if it was the last word I had to speak, if I knew I was going to die next minute, Id swear that I never saw any money or canvas bag at all, and I dont believe any was there. I dont believe there was a thing on the table, but my book. There!

Why did you help on the suspicion against me? asked William.

Look here. I knew I had not taken it, but I knew if it came out that it was I who had been in the lodge, suspicion would fall upon me, especially as I had not openly declared at first that it was I. Naturally I felt a feeling of resentment against the fellow who had taken it, feeling that he ought to be posted, and so exonerate the rest of us. Who could I suppose it to have been, but you? None of the others were near the lodge.

I was no nearer than the outside. I never went in. The idea of my pilfering money! I dont believe you thought it, Henley.

I swear I did, then. There was that half-sovereign, you know. Who could have had it, if you didnt?

Nay, I say, who could have taken it if you didnt?

Do you think I did now? fired Henley.

No, I dont. I think you have told me the truth. Will you be generous, Fred, and so far do me justice, by telling this to the master and Mr. Parker?

Oh, Im blest, though, returned Henley, going red again. I cant, Ord; theyd say at once that I was guilty. I wish I hadnt been such a torn-fool as to be silent at the time, but Im not going to speak now. If anybody says that this affair is to influence the decision, I dont believe it  not a word of it. Its not likely. I say, mind, I have told you this in confidence, and you cant in honour repeat it again.

No! If you are not generous, I will be. Harkaway pressed me to say what fellow it was I saw going into the lodge, but I refused. Good-night, Henley.

On the following day, Sunday, at eight oclock, the boys attended early prayers in the cathedral as usual The second service began at a quarter past eleven; and, as the clock struck eleven, the kings scholars were marching along the cloisters to take their places  Durham, having locked up the schoolroom, bearing the keys in his hand. At that moment, in rushed Fred Henley, in a white heat; he made his way to the senior boy who walked last.

I say, Durham, let me have the keys, that I may get my surplice. Dont be ill-natured.

Its against the rule. You are late.

A rule that the senior may break if he pleases. Come, its not often I have asked the favour. Our clock at home was wrong.

Durham, one of the best seniors that the school had ever known, too much the gentleman to be a tyrant, lent him the keys, and Henley went to the schoolroom; but he was full ten minutes before he came in to college. His place was on the senior or decani side, and, as he passed Durham, he slipped the keys noiselessly into his hand.

What a time you have been! whispered Jackson, next to whom he sat.

I have been hunting for my prayer-book, and cant find it. I know therell be a row if Harkaway twigs me; he always makes one, if he sees us looking over each others books.

Monday, the next day, the boys different essays were given in. As William was limping towards home, past the elm-trees, he encountered Parson Turbeville.

Halloa, Ord! you look down-hearted. Whats the matter?

Do I, sir? Oh, its nothing.

Anything amiss with the essays? Wont they get on?

They are all right, sir, so far as that goes. They are all gone in.

Are yours all right? proceeded the old parson. Standing on end with talent, eh?

William smiled.  I dont think they are badly done, sir; but if they were found able enough to have come from a University man who had gained his double  first, it seems that they are not to win the prize.

Hows that? asked Mr. Turbeville.

William told him the whole history  all  even how he obtained the half-sovereign; omitting only the mention of Henley in the matter.

Boy! you did not take the money!

It was a cruel question; at least William felt it to be one, coming from Mr. Turbeville, whom he greatly respected and liked. The tears rose to his eyes, and twinkled on their lashes, as he turned them full on the clergyman.

Sir! I would not wrong anybody of a pin.

Who said you would? returned the old gentleman, bringing down his stick with a bang.  I didnt put it as a question; Im sure you would not; but I should like to ask why you are fearful, knowing your own innocence. A clear conscience need fear nothing. Go home, Ord, and sleep well. As to the precentor, had he meant to pass you over from any such cause, I should have heard of it: we were talking over Dades loss only this morning, and I am sure the precentor casts no suspicion to you. Durham vows it was no college boy, and I agree with him.

But, in spite of Mr. Turbevilles words, Williams spirits would not cheer up. Henley maintained a silence now, but the rest were more fierce upon him than ever.

Saturday dawned  Michaelmas day. Being a saints day, the college school had holiday, as was customary  the kings scholars attending prayers in the cathedral at ten oclock. At eleven, the boys trooped back to the schoolroom, not to take off their surplices,  those, they were to wear during the examination. William was nearly the last to enter, and a partial hiss greeted him.

Lets give him some chaff, whispered St. Aubin. Ord, have you ordered a glass case to put the crown prize in?

Because youre sure to get it, you know  over the left.

Oh, bother chaff! cried an ill-tempered boy, Green, senior. You are a big idiot, Bill Ord, for not withdrawing from the competition. You know you cant win; you have got no friends now, and therell be no consideration shown you.

I have one friend, said William quietly, though his heart felt nearly breaking. He is worth more, Green, than all that you could boast.

Hark at him! One friend thats worth more than ours! echoed Green. Is he Prince Albert? Is he the dean? That brag wont do, Ord; that wont wash.

He can stand by me better than Prince Albert could, or the dean either. Let me alone, Green.

Did you buy him with Dades gold? Perhaps hes a grand Indian Nabob, danced St. Aubin. Id trust to him, Ord, if I were you.

I do trust to Him, was Williams answer, and some of the boys noticed how bright his eye looked at the moment he spoke it.

Silence! imperatively commanded Durham, with a wave of his hand towards the door.

The clergy were coming in. The dean, Dr. Trench, the precentor, Mr. Turbeville, and the college masters. The dean! whispered the boys one to another: they had thought the examiner would be Mr. Harkaway.

The clergy ranged themselves in front, the school around them in a half circle  the second class being ordered to stand a little in advance of the rest. The dean took the examination. It lasted about an hour and quarter, and was pronounced by him to be very good, extremely good and, in this portion of the examination, one boy did not particularly outshine another. William was, perhaps, the only one who never faltered or hesitated at any question: but it was known that the tug of strength would lie in the essays.

The dean handed back the books he had been using, and the mathematical papers, and glanced towards the precentor. The latter spoke: The essays, sent in, have been read and carefully considered by the dean, Mr. Harkaway, and myself. The best are those sent in by William Ord and Frederick Henley. Of their Greek and English essays, those written by Ord bear the palm; but his Latin essay is so very inferior that we are unable to pronounce him the successful candidate, as we should otherwise have done. Henleys Latin essay, on the contrary, bears unmistakable marks of ability and good scholarship; it is, in fact, a very superior production, and we therefore to him award the prize, all three of his essays being good. Frederick Henley, you are pronounced the winner.

A murmur, in the school, and some excitement. Those who had leisure to look at William Ord saw his face turn of a death-like hue, and his hand laid upon his chest, underneath his surplice, as if pressing down some pain there. A flush of triumph lighted Frederick Henleys face, and some of the senior boys nodded their congratulations. Nevertheless, the announcement took them greatly by surprise, for they had never believed that Henley could outdo Ord; no, nor come up to him in Latin composition. Why should I feel sick with the disappointment, almost as though it were a death-blow? softly whispered William Ord to his own heart. I know it must be for the best, hard as it is to bear.

Take your seats, said the dean to the school. Mr, Harkaway will oblige us by reading aloud the essays of the successful candidate.

This was another surprise; one certainly not expected by the school. As to the candidates, they never thought to hear or see the essays again when once they were gone in, whether they might be successful or not.

The paper containing Henleys essays was opened by Mr. Harkaway, who had brought them to the school. He began to read them in the order in which they happened to lie; the English first, the Greek second, and then he came to the Latin. It was getting on for two oclock then, and the boys were growing tired; but, nevertheless, they disposed themselves to listen to this famous Latin production, which even the dean had praised Ere the master had well begun half-a-dozen lines of it, there was a movement in the second class. William Ord had risen from his seat, his hands raised, his cheeks burning, his lips apart with excitement. Mr. Harkaway paused.

That is my essay! exclaimed William, the words breaking from him in his emotion.

A pause. Your essay? repeated the dean.

It is indeed, sir. That is how my essay began, word for word. I could go on and repeat the next lines, ever so many of them.

Can you have made any mistake? exclaimed the precentor; have brought away Ords essay in error? Look at the signature, Mr. Harkaway.

This is Henleys essay, replied Mr. Harkaway. It is his writing, and his name is affixed to it Frederick Henley. You must be mistaken, Ord. Do you recognise the few lines I have read as yours, Henley?

Oh yes, sir.

But they are mine, said William in agitation. It is not probable that the two essays would begin precisely alike.

I should think not, said the dean.

It would be a very strange coincidence, Mr. Dean, put in shrewd old Parson Turbeville. Did you see each others essay, boys?

Neither had seen the essay of the other.

Well, let us test you a bit, resumed the old parson. Ord says he can go on repeating the lines of this essay: can you, Henley?

I dont suppose I can, sir, replied Henley, with some hesitation. We were not ordered to learn our essays.

But, in composing a thing, the matter fixes itself upon the memory in a great degree. Is Ords memory better than yours?

I have a good memory, spoke William, looking at the room generally, but more particularly at the dean; and I wrote this essay four times over, altering and making improvements in it each time. I did the same by the Greek and English ones.

You spared no pains, then? said Dr. Trench.

No, sir. I was anxious to do my best. May I repeat what I remember of it?

The dean nodded his head, and William positively repeated more than half the essay, with a few promptings from Mr. Harkaway. His whole heart and soul had been in his work when he was composing and correcting, so no wonder he had retained a great portion of it. He could have gone on longer, but they told him it was enough.

This is very singular, said Mr. Harkaway. Come up, Ord, and look at the essay.

William glanced it over to the end. It is the one I wrote, he said.

Then what brings it in Henleys handwriting and sent in as his? Can you explain this, Henley?

All I know is, sir, that I wrote it, and sent it in with my other two, rejoined Henley. You may see, sir, by the handwriting, that it is mine.

The essay sent in by you, Ord, enclosed with your Greek and English ones, is a very different production from this. It did you no credit.

Was it in my handwriting, sir?

Yes, replied the head master, such writing as it was; very careless. The essay was so short, too, not to be called an essay; about forty lines. Here, Durham, he added, go to my house, and in my private study, on the small table, you will see the different papers containing the essays. Bring Ords; you will know it by his name being outside.

Never mind your surplice, called out Mr. Turbeville, rapping his right foot impatiently on the floor, in lieu of his stick, which he had not with him, as Durham was about to unrobe. The crows wont be frightened, theyll take you for an embryo parson.

Durham laughed, saluted the dean and Dr. Trench as he passed them, stuck his trencher on his head, and went out in his surplice. He soon brought back the essays, and the master handed the Latin one to William.

Why this  this  this is a stupid thing that we did one day out of fun! uttered William. Some of the first class dared us to write an essay on the spur of the moment, told us we couldnt, without cribbing, and we set on, and did one, choosing the subject given out for the prize. This was mine. You must remember it, he added, handing the paper to the first class.

I do, said Durham, looking at the paper. And I am fully persuaded that Ord never sent this thing in as his prize essay, he continued, raising his eyes to the head master.

I thought it very strange myself, said Mr. Harkaway. His Greek and English essays are carefully composed, and beautifully written upon fine paper, while this  look at the scrawl! and upon a leaf torn out of an exercise-book. I concluded that he had driven it off to the last, and was pressed for time; and it certainly bears his signature with the words Latin Prize Essay.

We all put Latin Prize Essay upon them when we tossed them up to the first desk, cried William, smiling.

But I hope, sir, he said, turning to the precentor,  you will not think I could be so ungrateful as to send this thing in for the real prize essay.

I dont know what to think, observed Mr. Parker. If the disputed Latin essay is really yours  and, upon my word, I dont see how we are to doubt it  you have gained the prize. But how came it in Henleys hands?

I dont know, said William. I brought my essays in last Saturday, and Mr. Harkaway said he would not take them till Monday, when the rest brought theirs. So they were left in the desk from the Saturday till Monday.

And anybody could have got at them? cried Parson Turbeville, eagerly.

William did not answer.

I say, could anybody have got at them? sharply repeated the old minor canon.

Not while we were in school, said William, in a low tone. And the senior boy has charge of the keys when we are not.

Now, Durham, returned Parson Turbeville, to whom have you intrusted these keys?

Not to anybody, Mr. Turbeville. By the way, though, I did, he said, breaking off short. I let Henley have them on Sunday to get his surplice; he was late.

The import the words might carry was not calculated or thought of by Durham until they had escaped him, or perhaps he might not have spoken them. Amidst the dead silence that followed, the dean beckoned Henley to him.

Did you play any tricks with this essay?

Henley went green, blue, red, yellow, and finally burst into tears. No, I didnt, sir, he stammered. If the essay came into my papers by mistake, I did not put it there.

Have you forgotten, said the dean in his ear, that it was in your handwriting?

Henley sobbed and choked, and finally turned to the precentor: If theres to be this fuss, sir, he brought out between whiles, Id rather give up all claim to the prize; let Ord have it, or anybody else.

A chap, who can rob a poor man of his paltry bit of money, wouldnt stand at laying claim to an essay that isnt his, and thats what Ord has done, cried out St. Aubin. But no sooner were the words out of his lips, than the senior boy, under cover of big Jones and his surplice, gave him a stinging box on the ear.

You mean-spirited, malicious fellow! do you suppose Ill suffer you to traduce Ord to the dean? Try it on again, St. Aubin, and, by Jove, Ill put you up for punishment.

The fairest way, sir, said William, taking a step towards the precentor, would be to set me and Henley another Latin essay, upon a different subject: and let that decide it. But I have the copies of this essay at home, and I will bring them.

The fairest way, interposed the dean quietly, will be to award the prize at once to William Ord. At least that is my opinion, Mr. Parker. Go back to your place, Henley, and sit down.

Quite right, Mr. Dean, said old Turbeville, before anybody else could speak, as he rapped his two feet upon the floor, by way of applause; quite right, Ord has fairly gained it, and he ought to have it.

It could not be given to a better or more deserving boy, observed the head master. And I am bound to put forth my opinion, as a matter of justice, that I do not believe the disputed essay could have been composed by Henley. He is not equal to it.

No, Im blowed if he is! struck in big Jones, with emphasis, totally oblivious of the presence of the dignitaries. If that Latin came out of Henleys brain, Ill eat him. The prize was formally awarded to William, and the clergy went out. Mr. Turbeville lingered a moment behind them, telling William to come for his five shillings.

Boys, said he, with a significant nod all round, try fair play the next time. Cheating never prospers in the end.

It never does, and most bitterly was Frederick Henley feeling it then. When he took Williams Latin essay from the desk that Sunday morning, he had never bargained for their being publicly read. There was an exemplification of the want of fixed principles  good, honourable, truthful principles. Henley, in one sense, did not deliberately do wrong. He got his surplice, which was what he went in for, and could not find his prayer-book. Thinking it might be in the desk, he looked for the key, and opened it. The first thing he saw was the white parcel containing William Ords essays. Ill just have a peep at em, quoth he to himself, and a peep he accordingly took. He found the Latin essay so superior to his own, that he immediately saw he should stand no chance against it. An evil demon prompted him to take it, and substitute that other paper which happened to be lying in the desk, trusting to the chance of Williams not opening the parcel again, before giving them in. It was the evil temptation of a moment; and in the impulse of the moment, he yielded to it. William Ord, or any other boy with firm principles of right, would have thrown the temptation from him. Henley took the essay home, copied it, and sent it in as his own. He forgot that if no human eye saw the fraud, God saw it: well indeed might William say that he had one Friend, more sure than all on earth.

The boys were taking off their surplices. Durham went up to William, shook hands, and congratulated him. Several followed his example; but many clustered round Henley, who was loudly protesting that he had played no trick; that there must be some magic or mystery about it, which he could not understand.

Id rather crib an essay, than Id fork a poor mans tin, roared out St. Aubin insultingly in Williams face, as he was passing.

So would I, said Green, senior. Look at the deformed fellow, how he limps away!

Another sharp pang for William. Oh, boys! should any companion, of yours be similarly afflicted, never reproach him with it, never allude to it before him. It is the most cruel act of which you can be guilty; bearing for its victim the sharpest and keenest pain. You know not the sensitiveness of these natures; they are not thick-skinned as you are; far better beat them within an inch of their lives, than speak of their infirmity in insulting terms; the pain and trial, would be less. In reproaching a boy for being deformed, you reproach Him who made him so.

William and Durham went out first, and the school trooped after them. But, to their surprise, who should be gathered in a group outside, but the clergy, just as they had left the school-room. And, standing, before them, a humiliating look of contrition on his face, and his hands extended, the one exhibiting a torn and gnawed canvas bag, and the other a sovereign and a half-sovereign, was Dade, the cloister-porter.

Id give the world, sir, not to have accused the young gentlemen, he was saying to Mr. Harkaway; and I hope you and them will pardon it. It was that mischievous young beast, Cato.

Who was Cato? asks the reader, as Mr. Harkaway was doing.

Cato was a young puppy, made very much of by old Dade: perhaps after this discovery of his doings, he would make less of him. Cato had been the thief. Jumping upon the table that night, after Dade went out, as he must have done, theres no doubt he threw the bag to the floor, and then dragged it away behind the old mans wood.

I was a putting the logs straight to-day, your honours, and a cleaning out my place a bit, when I came upon the bag, gnawed in this here fashion, the man deprecatingly said, and presently I lights upon the gold, close by it, on the floor. So I comes straight off to show ye, and to say how vexed I be. And, please, the young gents is at liberty to leave their books in my lodge as they used to do, fifty of em, if they will.

The dean smiled as he proceeded down the cloisters. William, feeling somewhat faint, sat down upon the low projecting ledge which ran along the cloister wall. And the boys? struck with shame, almost with terror, at the ill-feeling they had displayed towards one who was innocent, rushed upon him with eager apology, with warm, kind words, shaking his hands as if they could never make it up to him. Pshaw, you fellows! said Durham, waving them off, you ought to have known better than to suspect a college boy; least of all, one like Ord.

Well make it up to you, Ord, if youll only let us, roared they eagerly. We shall value you as we have never valued you before.

William rose, and approaching Henley with a smile, put his hand into his. Perhaps we have suspected each other, he said, and must mutually forgive. I trust nothing hereafter will happen to interrupt our friendship.

Now, if that was not a graceful act in the sight of the school, after the wicked trick played William by Henley, I never knew a graceful one. And while William is walking home arm in arm with Durham, who chose to display his opinion by accompanying him, you will be wondering what punishment was dealt out to Henley. None. Had the affair been taken notice of, he must have been expelled the school; and out of consideration to his father, who was much respected and had many children to educate, it was passed over. The dean commanded the young gentleman to the deanery, and no doubt lectured him severely, and Mr. Harkaway followed suit; report also went that the Rev. Mr. Henley administered a sound flogging; beyond that, Master Frederick was left to his conscience.

Durham shook hands with William at Miss Ords door, and the latter went in. Annis met him, and ran with him to his room, her lips apart with suspense.

William, William, you dont tell me! Have you won or lost?

Won, Annis! The scholarship is mine.

Oh, how glad I am! Aunt has been so fidgety all day; she was anxious too. You will go to Mr. Harkaways next week now, and I shall go to school. Aunt has gone out to see if she could learn anything: I suppose you came the other way, or you would have met her. Whats that?

It was a prolonged, hearty shout from the collected boys outside; a cheer of congratulation for Williams success, given before they dispersed. The neighbourhood came to its doors in wonder, and William had seventeen invitations to go out to tea that evening, roared out from as many different boys.

Annis clapped her hands and laughed. How pleasant that sounds? how glad they all seem! Are you not glad, William?

More glad, more thankful than I can express, for all that this day has brought forth, was his answer.

To think that you should have gained it, when they were all so against you! exclaimed Annis, watching the boys flocking away. And you have had no friend to help you on!

No friend! why, thats just what the school said this morning. Annis, he continued, drawing her to his side and gazing into her face with his earnest eyes, solemn then, I have had one powerful Friend to help me on and work for me. One that I hope will stand by me through life; and I know He will, so long as I trust to Him.

Oh, boys, boys! you for whom I have written this, try and make Him yours!

THE END


THE GHOST OF THE HOLLOW FIELD
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THE GHOST OF THE HOLLOW FIELD

AN EPISODE IN THE LIFE OF MARY BARBER.

THIS chapter contains an experience that may almost be called the chief event of Mary Barbers life. She considered it as such. It occurred some years before the epoch we are at present writing of, and was essentially supernatural. In fact, a ghost story. Not one born of the fancy or imagination, but real  at least so far as the actors and witnesses in the circumstances connected with it believed. The facts were very peculiar: for my own part I do not see how they could be reasonably accounted for, or explained away. The details are given with simple truth, just as they happened.

The Owens were not then living at Harebell Farm, but at some few miles distance across country, in the rural village of Hollow. Their dwelling house was a commodious one: and Mary Barber the ruling power in it, under her mistress. Mrs. Owen, delicate then, as always, was not capable of active, bustling management.

One Monday afternoon in September, Mrs. Owen was seated alone in her parlour, mending soiled muslins and laces in preparation for the next days wash, when the door opened and Mary Barber came in, neat as usual, superior in appearance, inexpensive though her attire was, to an ordinary servant. She must have been tolerably young then  say six-and-thirty, perhaps  and yet she looked middle-aged.

Ive come to ask a fine thing, mistress, and I dont know what youll say to me, she began, in her strong country accent. I want holiday to-morrow.

Holiday! repeated Mrs. Owen, in evident surprise. Why, Mary, to-morrows washing-day.

Ay, it is; nobody knows it better than me. But heres my sister come over about this wedding of Richards. Nothing will do for em but I must go to it. Shes talking a lot of nonsense; saying it should be the turning-point in our coolness, and the healer of dissensions, and she wont go to church unless I go. As to bringing in dissensions, slightingly added Mary Barber, shes thinking of the two boys, not of me.

Well, Mary, I suppose you must go.

Id not, though, missis, but that she seems to make so much of it. I never hardly. saw Hester in such earnest before. Its very stupid of her. I said, from the first, Id not go. What do them grand Laws want with me  or Richard, either? No, indeed! I never thought theyd get me to it  let alone the wash!

But you do wish to go, dont you, Mary? returned Mrs. Owen, scarcely understanding.

Well, you see, now Hesters come herself, and making this fuss, I hardly like to hold out. Theyd call me more pig-headed than they have done  and that neednt be. So, mistress, I suppose you must spare me for a few hours. Ill get things forward before I start in the morning, and be back early in the afternoon; I shant want to stop with em, not I.

Very well, Mary; we shall manage, I dare say. Ask Mrs. Pickering to come in and see me before she goes. Perhaps shell stay to tea with me.

Not she, replied Mary; shes all cock-a-hoop to get back again. Richard and William are coming home early, she says.

Mary Barber shut the door; she had stood holding the handle in her hand all the time; and returned to the room she had left  a great barn of a room, where the children were accustomed to play. Mary was regarded more as a friend than a servant, but she did the work altogether of any two. She was generally called Mary Barber, one of the children being named Mary. On Mrs. Owens sick days, Mary Barber would shut herself up with the children in this remote bam of a room, and keep them in quietness, leaving the work to be done without her.

Mrs. Pickering was older by some years than Mary. The two sisters were much alike, tall, sensible-looking, hard-featured women, with large, well-formed foreheads, and honest, steady grey eyes. But Mrs. Pickering looked ill and careworn. She wore a very nice violet silk gown, a dark Paisley shawl, and Leghorn bonnet. Mary Barber had been regarding the attire in silent condemnation; except her one best gown, she had nothing but cottons.

Well, Hester, the mistress says shell spare me, was her announcement. But as to getting over in time to go to church, I dont know that I can do it. Therell be a thousand and one things to do to-morrow morning, and I shall stop and put forward.

You might get over in time, if you would, Mary.

Perhaps I might, and perhaps I mightnt, was the plain answer. Its a five-weeks wash; and the missis is as poorly as she can be. Look here, Hester  its just this: I dont want to come. I will come, as you make such a clatter over it, and Ill eat a bit o their wedding-cake, and drink a glass o wine to their good luck; but as to sitting down to breakfast  or whatever the meal is  with the Laws and their grand company, its not to be supposed Id do it. I know my place better. Neither would the Laws want me to.

They said theyd welcome you.

I daresay they did! returned Mary, with a sniff; but theyd think me a fool if I went, for all that. I shouldnt mind seeing em married, though, and Ill get over to the church, if I can. Anyway, Ill be in time to drink health to em before they start on their journey.

Mrs. Pickering rose. She knew it was of no use saying more. She wished good-bye to the children, went to Mrs. Owens parlour for a few minutes, absolutely declining refreshment, and then prepared to walk home again. Mary attended her to the door.

Its fine to be you  coming out in your puce silk on a week-day! she burst out with, her tongue refusing to keep silence on the offending point any longer.

I put it on this afternoon because I was expecting Mrs. Law, was the inoffensive answer. She sent me word shed come up to talk over the arrangements; and then I got a message by their surgery boy, saying she was prevented. Dont it look nice, Mary? she added, taking a bit of the gown up in her fingers. Its the first time Ive put it on since it was turned. I kept it on to come here; it seemed so cold to put it off for a cotton; and Ive been feeling always chill of late.

What be you going to wear to-morrow? demanded Mary Barber.

Mrs. Pickering laughed. Something desperate smart. I cant stay to tell you,

Youve got a gown a-purpose for it, I reckon, continued Mary, detaining her. What sort is it?

A new fawn silk. There! Good-bye; Ive a power of things to do at home to-night, and the boys are coming home to an early tea.

Mrs. Pickering walked away quickly as she spoke. Mary Barber, enjoining the two pretty girls and little Tom to be quiet, and not go in to tease their mamma, ran to the village shop to see if by good luck she could find there some white satin bonnet ribbon. William Owen, the eldest son, was at school in Worcester.

Bather to Mary Barbers surprise, Mrs. Smith produced a roll of white satin, encased carefully in cap-paper. She didnt always have such a thing by her, she said. Mary Barber bought four yards  some narrow to match, for her cap border  and set off home again. Hearing from the children that they had been as quiet as mice, she dived into her pocket, and produced a large mellow summer apple. Cutting it into four parts, she gave one to each.

Mrs. Pickering walked rapidly homewards. Hallow was (and is) situated about three miles from Worcester, and her house was between the two  nearer the city, however, than the village. After Hester Barbers marriage, her husband had got on in the world. A cottage and a couple of fields and a cow grew into  at least the fields did  many fields, and they into hop gardens. From being a successful hop-grower, John Pickering took an office in Worcester, and became a prosperous hop-merchant. He placed his two sons in it  well-educated youths; and on his death, his eldest son, Richard, then just twenty-one, succeeded him as its master. This was four years ago. Richard was to be married on the morrow to Helena Law, daughter of Mr. Law the surgeon; and Mary Barber, as you have heard, considered she should be out of place in the festivities.

And she was right. Over and over again had the Pickerings urged Mary to leave service, as a calling beneath her and them, and to live with themselves. Mary declined. As to living with them, she retorted, they knew as well as she did thered be no getting on together; and help from them to set up a couple of rooms for herself, or an independent cottage, was what shed never accept. She said it was their pride; they said they only wanted her to be more comfortable. The contention ran on for years; in feet, it was continuously running on in a sort of undercurrent, if it did not always rise to the surface; and the result was a coldness, and not very frequent meetings. Mary Barber obstinately remained in her condition of servitude, and was called pig-headed for her pains.

Not much so, however, by Mrs. Pickering; she understood very little of the worlds social distinctions, and cared less; and she had latterly had a great trouble upon her, beside which few things seemed of weight. For some time past there had been ill-feeling between her two sons: in her heart perhaps she most loved the younger, and, so far as she dared, took his part against the elder. Richard was the master, and overbearing; William was four years the younger, and resented his brothers yoke. Richard was steady, and regular as clock-work; William was rather given to go out of an evening, spending time and money. Trifling sums of money had been missed from the office by Richard, from time to time; he was as sure in his heart that William had helped himself to them as that they had disappeared, but William coolly denied it, and set down the accusation to his brothers prejudice. In point of fact, this was the chief origin of the ill-feeling; but Richard Pickering was considerate, and had kept the petty thefts secret from his mother. She, poor woman, fondly hoped that this marriage of Richards would heal all wounds, though not clearly seeing how or in what manner it could bear upon them. In one month William would be of age, and must become his brothers partner; he would also come into his share of the property left by their father.

Mrs. Pickering went home ruminating on these things, and praying  oh how earnestly!  that there should be peace between the brothers. Their house was surrounded by fields; a very pretty, though small, dwelling of bright red brick, with green Venetian outside shutters to the different windows; jessamine trailed over the porch, over the sills of the sitting-room windows, on either side the entrance door. Many-coloured flowers clustered round the green lawn in front; and behind was a fold-yard on a very small scale, for they kept cows, and poultry, and pigs still. The land was somewhat low just here, and no glimpse of the Severn, winding along in front between its banks, could be caught; but there was the fair city of Worcester beyond, with its fine cathedral, and the taper spire of St. Andrews rising high against the blue sky.

The young Pickerings came home early that evening, as agreed upon: not, alas! in the friendly spirit their mother had been hoping for, but in open quarrelling. They were both fine grown young men, with good features, dark hair, and the honest, sensible grey eyes of their mother; Richard was grave in look; William gay, with the pleasantest smile in the world. Poor Mrs. Pickering! hasty words of wrath were spoken on either side, and for the first time she became acquainted with the losses at the office, and Richards belief in his brothers dishonesty. It appeared that a far heavier loss than any preceding it had been discovered that afternoon.

Oh, Richard! she gasped; you dont know what you say. He would never do it.

He has done it, mother  he must have done it, was the elder sons answer. No one else can get access to my desk, except old Stone. Would you have me suspect him?

Old Stone was a faithful servant, a many-years clerk and manager, entirely beyond suspicion, and there was no one else in the office. Mrs. Pickering felt a faintness stealing over her, but she had firm faith in her younger, her bright, her well-beloved son.

Look here, mother, said Richard; we know  at least I do, if you dont  that Williams expenditure has been considerably beyond his salary. Whence has he derived the sums of money he has spent  that he does not deny he has spent? If I have kept these things from you, it was to save you pain: Stone has urged me to tell you of it over and over again.

Hush, Richard! The money came from me.

William Pickering turned round; he had been carelessly standing at the window, looking out on the setting sun. For once his pleasant smile had given place to scorn.

Id not have told him so much, mother: I never have. If he is capable of casting this suspicion on me, why not let him enjoy it. Times and again have I assured him Ive never touched a sixpence of the money: Ive told that interfering old Stone so; and I might as well talk to the wind. Is it likely that I would touch it? I could have knocked the old man down this afternoon when he accused me of being a disgrace to my dead father.

It is of no use to pursue the quarrel, neither is there time for it. That Mrs. Pickering in her love, had privately furnished William with money from time to time was an indisputable fact, and Richard could not disbelieve his mothers word. But instead of its clearing up the matter, it only (so judged Richard) made it blacker. If he had been robbing the office, he had been, legally, robbing his mother; words grew higher and higher, and the brothers, in their anger, spoke of a separation. This evening, the last of Richards residence at home, was the most miserable his mother had ever spent, and she passed a great part of the night at her bed-side, praying that the matter might be cleared up, and the two brothers reconciled.

The morning rose bright and cloudless; and Mary Barber was astir betimes. Washing-day in those days, and in a simple country household, meant washing-day. It most certainly did at Mrs. Owens; everybody was expected to work, and did work, the master excepted. Mary put her best shoulder to the wheel that morning, got things forward, and started about ten oclock. The wedding was fixed for eleven at All Saints Church, and Mary calculated that she should get comfortably to the church just before the hour, and ensconce herself in an obscure corner of it, as she meant to do.

She was in her best: a soft fine grey cashmere gown, kept for high-days, a grey twilled silk shawl with a handsome sewn-on border of lilies and roses, and a cottage straw bonnet trimmed with the white satin ribbon, its inside border of real lace. That shawl might have been worn by a lady; it had been a present to Mary for her own wedding (which had been rudely frustrated through the faithlessness of man, and terribly sore was she upon it unto this day), and was as good as new, never coming out above once a year. She brought with her no cap, intending to be firm on the points of not remaining and not removing her bonnet; shed step into Mr. Laws house, and drink to the bridegroom and bride, and taste the cake, and shed start back home again.

She took the field way; it was pleasanter than the dusty road; and went quickly on with her umbrella, a large green cotton thing, tied with a string round the middle, quite a foot in diameter. The skies were serenely bright, showing no prospect of rain for days to come, but Mary Barber would not have ventured out in her best without an umbrella to guard against contingencies for untold gold.

She had traversed nearly two-thirds of her way, and was in the last field but one before turning into the road. It was a large field, this, called popularly the hollow field, from the circumstance of a hollow or dell being in one part of it. This part Mary Barber had left behind her, and as she walked along the path that led mid-way through it, some church clocks chiming the half hour after ten, came distinctly to her ear in the stillness of the rarified air. Ive stepped out well, quoth she.

It was at this moment that she discerned some one seated on the stile at the end of the path that led into the next field. Very much to her surprise, as she advanced nearer, she saw it was her sister. Mrs. Pickering was sitting sideways, her feet towards Worcester, her face turned to Mary, as if she was waiting for her, and would not take the trouble to get over. To use a common expression, Mary Barber could hardly believe her own eyes, and the proceeding by no means met with her approbation.

Of all the simpletons!  to come and stick herself there to wait for me. And for what she knew I might have took the road way. They be thinking to get me with em to church in the carriage!  but they wont. I told her Id not mix myself up in the grand doings: neither ought I to, and Hesters common-sense must have gone a woolgathering to wish it. Ah! shes been running herself into that stitch in her side.

The last remark was caused by her perceiving that Mrs. Pickering, whose left side was this way, had got her hand pressed upon her chest or heart. The doctors had warned Mrs. Pickering that any exertion by which this pain was brought on, might be dangerous. Serve her right! cried unsympathizing Mary Barber, who had no patience when people did foolish things.

And now she obtained a clear view of her sisters dress. She wore the violet silk gown of the previous afternoon, and a white bonnet and shawl. Mary, on the whole, regarded the attire with disparagement.

Why, if shes not got on her puce gown! Whatevers that for? Wheres the new fawn silk she talked of, I wonder? Id not go to my eldest sons wedding in a turned gown; Id have a new one, be it silk or stuff. Thats just like Hester; she never can bear to put on a new thing; shed rather  If I dont believe the shawls one o them beautiful Chaney crapes.

It looked a very nice shawl, and was glistening in the rays of the sun. That it was a China crape was nearly certain; no other sort of shawl would have had so deep a fringe. China crape shawls in those days cost their price; and Mary Barber condemned it at once, as connected with her sister.

I say, Hester, she called out, as soon as she got near enough for her voice to reach the stile, what on earth made you come here to meet me?

Mrs. Pickering made no reply, gave no token of recognition whatever, and Mary supposed she had not caught the words. Her face looked unusually pale, its expression mournfully sad and serious, its eyes turned on Mary with a fixed stare.

Sure, thought Mary, nothing can have fell out to stop the wedding! Richards girl wouldnt run away as that faithless chap of mine did. Somethings wrong, though, I can see, by her staring at me in that stony way, and never opening her mouth to speak. I say, Hester, is anything  Deuce take them strings again !

The concluding apostrophe was addressed to her shoe-strings. To be smart, Mary Barber had put new galloon ribbon in her shoes, and one or other of them had been coming untied all the way, to her great wrath. Laying down her umbrella on the edge of the grass, and her folded handkerchief, which she had carried in her hand, atop of it, she stooped down and tied the shoe, giving the knot a good tug as additional security.

Now, then, come undone again, and Ill  Bless me! wheres she gone?

In raising her head Mary Barber missed her sister; the stile was vacant. Hastening to it, she climbed over into the next field, and there stood in what might be called a paroxysm of astonishment, for no trace whatever was to be seen of Mrs. Pickering. It was a large field, a hedge dividing it from the one she had just traversed, the path running across it before her. She looked here; she looked there; she looked everywhere: in vain. Mary Barber had once treated herself to witness the performance of a conjuror in the large room of the Bell, at Worcester; she began to think he must have been at work here.

Hester! she called out, raising her voice to its utmost pitch, Hester, where be you got to!

The air took away the sound, and a bird aloft seemed to echo it, but there was no other answer. The woman stood like one moonstruck. Was it conjuring?  or what else was it? The hedge, a trim, well-kept, cropped hedge, afforded no spot for concealment; there was no ditch or any other hiding-place  nothing but the broad open field, and no human being, save herself, stirring in it.

Well, this beats bull-baiting, ejaculated Mary Barber, in the broad country phraseology in vogue in those days. Id better pinch myself to see whether I be awake or dreaming.

She turned herself about from side to side, she went back over the stile to the field she had traversed, and stared about there; but no trace could she see of Mrs. Pickering. Finally she passed over the stile again, and stood a moment to revolve matters.

She must have gone off somewhere on the run while Id got my eyes down on that dratted shoe, was the conclusion the woman came to. And more idiot she, when she knows running always brings on that queer pain at her heart.

It might have been a reasonable solution had there been anywhere to run to: that is, had the field not been too broad and wide to admit a possibility of her running out of sight. In good truth there was no such possibility. Mary Barber continued her way across the field, and then, instead of pursuing her road to Worcester, she turned aside to the house of the Pickerings. That her sister could not have got back to it she knew, for the only way was the one she took. Trying the back door, she found it fastened, and, on passing round to the front, that was fastened also. There was no carriage waiting at the gate; on the contrary, everything seemed silent and shut up. Mary Barber gave a sharp knock.

One would think you were all dead, she cried, as a maid-servant opened the door. They are gone, I suppose.

Yes, they are gone, was the girls reply. My missis left about ten minutes since.

More than that, I know, was the answering remark. What made her come to meet me, Betsey?

She didnt come, said Betsey.

She did come, said Mary Barber.

She did not, maam, persisted the servant.

Why, my goodness gracious me, girl! do you want to persuade me out of my senses? retorted Mary Barber in anger. She came on as far as the Hollow Field, and sat herself down on the stile there, waiting for me to come up. Ive got the use of my eyes, I hope.

Well, I dont know, maam, returned the girl dubiously. I was with her at the moment she was starting, and Im sure shed no thought of going then. She was just going out at this door, eating her bit of bread and butter, when she turned back into the parlour: and put down her green parasol, telling me to bring her small silk umbrella instead: it might rain, she said, fair as it looked. And make haste, Betsey, she says to me, for it dont want two minutes of the half hour, and I shant get to All Saints in time.

What half hour? asked Mary Barber, in a hard, disputing sort of tone.

The half hour after ten. Sure enough, in a minute or two our clock struck it.

Your clock must be uncommon wrong in its reckoning then, was the womans rejoinder. At half-past ten she was stuck on the stile looking out for me. Its about ten minutes ago.

It was about ten minutes since her mistress went out; but Betsey did not venture to contend further. Mary Barber always put down those who differed from her.

After all, she has not took her umbrella, resumed the girl. I couldnt find it in the stand, off by the kitchen; all the rest of the umbrellas was there, but not mississ silk one, and when I ran back to tell her I thought it must be upstairs, she had gone. Gone at a fine pace too, Mary Barber, which you know is not good for her, for she was already out of sight, so I just shut the door, and drew the bolt. Its a pity she drove it off so late.

What made her drive it off?

Well, there was one or two reasons. Her new fawn gown, such a beauty it is, never was sent home till this morning  Id let that fashionable new Miss Reynolds make me another, I would!  and when missis had got it on, it wouldnt come to in the waist by the breadth of your two fingers, and shed got her pain very bad, and couldnt be squeeged. So she had to fold it up again, and put on her turned puce

I saw, interrupted Mary Barber, cutting the revelation short. I say, Betsey, whats her shawl? It looked to me like one o them Chaney crapes.

Its the most lovely Chaney crape you ever saw, replied the girl enthusiastically. Mr. Richard made it a present to her. She didnt want to wear it, she said it was too grand, but he laughed at her. The fringe was that depth.

And now, you obstinate thing, sharply put in Mary Barber, as the girl was extending her hands to show the depth of the fringe, how could I have seen her in her puce gown, and how could I have seen her in the shawl unless she had come to meet me? I should as soon have expected to see myself in a satin train, as her in a Chaney crape shawl: and Richard must have more money than wit to have bought it.

And where is she now, then? asked Betsey, to whom the argument certainly appeared conclusive. Gone on by herself to the church?

Never you mind! returned Mary Barber, not choosing to betray her ignorance upon the unsatisfactory point. Dont you contradict your betters again, Betsey Marsh. Betsey humbly took the reproof.

Why could she not have had a carriage, and went properly? resumed Mary Barber. It might have cost money; but a sons marriage comes but once in a lifetime.

The carriage came, and took off Mr. Richard, and she wouldnt go in it, said the girl. And then she proceeded, dropping her voice to a whisper, to tell of the unpleasantness of the previous evening, and of the subsequent events of the morning. Mr. William was up first, and went out without breakfast, leaving word he was gone to the office as usual, and should not attend the wedding. This she had to tell her mistress and Mr. Richard when they came downstairs; her mistress seemed dreadfully grieved, she looked as white as a sheet, and as soon as breakfast was over she wrote a letter, and sent Hill with it into Worcester to Mr. William. It was to tell him to come back and dress himself, and go with her to the wedding, I know, concluded the girl, and thats why, waiting for him, she would not go with Mr. Richard when the carriage came, and why she stayed, herself, till the last minute. But Mr. William never came: and Hills not come back either.

Then why on earth did she come to meet me, instead of making the best of her way to the church? once more demanded Mary Barber.

Its what I should ha said she didnt do, retorted the girl; she never had no thoughts of going to meet you.

If you say that again, Ill  Why, whos this?

The closing of the little iron gate at the foot of the garden had caused her to turn, and she saw William Pickering. He was flushed with the rapid walk from the town  conveyances were not to be hired at hasty will in Worcester then as they are now  and came up with a smile on his good-humoured face.

I hope my mothers gone, he called out.

Yes, sir, answered Betsey.

So, you and Richard have. been quarrelling again, I hear, and you must go off in a temper this morning, was Mary Barbers reproving salutation. Im glad youve had the grace to think better of it, Master William!

The young man laughed. The truth is, my mothers note was so peremptory  in a sort  that I had no choice but to obey it, he answered, I was not in the office when Hill left it, but I came as soon as I could. Some hot water, Betsey. Look sharp.

Youll not get to All Saints in time, said Mary Barber.

Ill have a try for it; they may be late themselves. What time is it now? he continued, as he bounded up the stairs.

As if to answer him, the large kitchen clock at that moment rang out the quarter to eleven. It was a clock that struck the quarters: as many kitchen clocks did in those old-fashioned days.

Is that clock right? asked Mary Barber, remembering her conclusion that it could not be, and why; and feeling in a maze upon the past yet. Just look at your watch, William, and tell me.

Its never wrong, put in Betsey, as she came hurrying out of the kitchen with the jug of hot water, probably deeming it a convenient juncture tacitly to maintain her own opinion. It dont vary a minute in a year. She said true. Nevertheless William Pickering, in courtesy to the request, halted on the stairs midway, and took his watch from his pocket. It is quite right, he said. Besides, I know that must be just about the time. You wait for me in the parlour, Mary, and well go on together.

She turned into the parlour generally used, and waited for him. The boys had always called her Mary, short, following the habit of their father and mother. On the table lay Mrs. Pickerings green parasol, just as she had put it down.

In five minutes he was downstairs again, dressed; as handsome a young man as might he  upright, frank, merry. Mary Barber told him how his mother had come to meet her, and how she had suddenly disappeared. He laughed, and said Mary must have fallen into a doze while tying her shoe. They were passing through Henwick when the clocks struck eleven.

There! exclaimed Mary Barber, the weddingll have begun?

Never mind, said he, gaily, we shall get in for the tail.

They took the lower road, as being the nearest, cutting off the corner by the suburb of St. Johns, as well as the new road, crossed the bridge over the sparkling Severn, and turned off to All Saints Church just as the tardy bridal party drove up.

I hope they have not been waiting for me! exclaimed William Pickering. Which carriage is my mother in, I wonder? I shall take her in.

She wont be in the carriage; she was going straight into the church; Betsey said so! snapped Mary Barber, excessively aggravated to find herself in the very midst of the alighting company. Richard Pickering drew up to his brother.

Wheres the mother? he asked. We have been waiting for her all this while.

In the church, I think, if shes not with you. I am but come up myself now.

However, range their eyes as they would round the church when they got inside it, there was no sign of Mrs. Pickering. William, burying animosity for the occasion, stood by his brother at the altar, his grooms man, and the ceremony proceeded. Mary Barber ensconced herself behind a remote pillar, peeping surreptitiously round it to watch the party out of church, Richard leading his very pretty bride.

Ill let the ruck of em get into old Laws before me, quoth she to the female pew-opener.

And accordingly the ruck did get in, and then Mary Barber followed. She supposed Mrs. Pickering would be there, as did all. The conclusion drawn was, that she had not arrived in time for the ceremony, and so had gone straight to the surgeons. His residence was not far from the church, and as Mary Barber slowly approached it, she saw quite a crowd of persons coming from the opposite way, in one of whom she recognized an officer of justice. Halting at the door to stare at these  and they seemed to be reciprocating the compliment by staring at her in a curious manner  William Pickering came out.

What can have become of my mother, Mary? he exclaimed. Im going home to see after her. Shes not at Mrs. Laws.

Why, wheres she got to? responded Mary Barber. Ill tell you what, William Pickering, quickly added the woman, an idea flashing across her, shes gone demented with the quarrelling of you two boys, and has wandered away in the fields! I told you how strangely she stared at me from the stile.

Nonsense! said the young man.

Is it nonsense? It  Whatever do you people want! broke off Mary Barber. For the persons she had noticed were surrounding them in a strange manner, hemming them in ominously. The officer laid his arm upon William Pickering.

Im sorry to say that I must take you prisoner, sir.

What for? coolly asked William.

For murder! was the answer. And as the terrible words fell on Mary Barbers ear, a wild thought crossed her bewildered brain  Could he have murdered his mother? Of course it was only her own previous train of ideas, connected with the non-appearance of her sister, that induced it.

Not so, however. Amidst the dire confusion that seemed at once to reign; amid the indignant questionings of the bridal party, who came flocking out in their gay attire, the particulars were made known. Mr. Stone, the old clerk, had been found dead on the office floor, an ugly wound in the back of his head. Richard Pickering, in his terror, cast a yearning, beseeching glance on his brother, as much as to say, Surely it has not come to this!

The events of the morning, as connected with this matter, appeared to have been as follows:  Mr. Stone had gone to the office at nine oclock, as usual, and there, to his surprise, found William Pickering, opening the letters. The latter said he was not going to his brothers wedding, and the old clerk reproved him for it. William did not like this; one word led to another, and several harsh things were spoken. So far the office servant testified, a man named Dance, whose work lay chiefly in the warehouse amongst the hop-pockets, and who had come in for orders. They were still jangling, Dance said, when he left them. Subsequent to this, William Pickering went out to the warehouse, and to one or two more places. On his return, he found that his mothers outdoor man-of-all-work, Hill, had left a note for him; a large brewer in the town, named Corney, was also waiting to see him on business. When Mr. Corney left, he opened the note, the contents of which may as well be given:  



William! you have never directly disobeyed me yet. I charge you, come back at once, and go with me to the church. Do you know that I have passed three parts of the night on my knees, praying that things may be cleared up between you and your brother!

YOUR LOVING MOTHER.



After that nothing clearly was known. William Pickering said that when he quitted the office to go home, in obedience to his mothers mandate, he left Mr. Stone at his desk writing; but a short while afterwards the old clerk was found lying on the floor, with a terrible wound in the back of his head. It was quite evident he had been struck down while bending over the desk. The man Dance, who was sought for in the warehouse, and found, spoke of the quarrelling he had heard; and hence the arrest of William Pickering.

Mary Barbers first thought, amidst the confusion and the shock, was of her sister. If not broken to her softly, the news might kill her; and the woman, abandoning cake, and wine, and company, before she had seen them, started off there and then in search of Mrs. Pickering, not knowing in the least where to look for her, but taking naturally the way to her home.

Surely shell be coming in to join em, and I shall, perchance, meet her, was the passing thought.

Not Mrs. Pickering did Mary Barber meet, but Hill, the man. He was coming down the road in a state of excitement, and Mary Barber stared in blank disbelief at his news: his mistress had been found on her bed  dead.

In an incredibly short time the woman seemed to get there, and met a surgeon coming out of the house. It was quite true. Mrs. Pickering was dead. With her face looking as if it were turned to stone, Mary Barber went up to the chamber. Betsey, the servant, her tears dropping fast, told the tale.

When Mary Barber and Mr. William had departed, she bolted the door again, and went back to her work in the kitchen. By and by, it occurred to her to wonder whether the silk umbrella was safe upstairs, or whether it had been lost from the stand: a few weeks before, one of their cotton umbrellas had been taken by a tramp. She ran up into her mistresss room to look, and there was startled by seeing her mistress. She was sitting in an arm-chair by the bedside, her head leaning sideways on its back, and her left hand pressed on her heart. On the bed lay the silk umbrella, its cover partly taken off, and by its side a bit of bread and butter, half eaten. At the first moment the girl thought she was asleep; but when she saw her face she knew it was something worse. Running out of the house in terror, she met Hill, who was then returning from Worcester, and sent him for the nearest surgeon. He came, and pronounced her to be quite dead. She must have been dead, he said, about an hour.

What time was that? interrupted Mary Barber, speaking sharply in her emotion.

It was half-past eleven.

There could not be the slightest doubt as to the facts of the case. While the servant was sent by her mistress for the umbrella, and delayed through being unable to find it, Mrs. Pickering must have run up-stairs to her chamber, either remembering that it was there, or to look for it. She found it, and was taking off the case, putting down the bread-and butter she was eating, to do so (a piece of bread-and-butter which the maid had just before brought to her), and must have then found herself ill, sat down in the chair, and died immediately. Her own medical attendant had warned her that any great excitement might prove suddenly fatal.

It was the oddest thing, and I thought it at the time, though it went out of my mind again, that she should have disappeared from sight so soon, sobbed Betsey. I dont think I was away much above a minute after the umbrella, and when I came back and found her gone, and looked out at the door, I couldnt see her anywhere. I looked in the garden, I looked down the path as far as my eyes would go. Why, missis must be lost! says I, out loud. And she had left the front door wide open, too  and that ought to have told me she had not gone out of it. And I, like a fool, never to have remembered that she might have run upstairs, but just bolted the door and went about my work.

Mary Barber made no comment; a strange awe was stealing over her. This had occurred at half-past ten. It was at precisely that time she saw her sister on the stile.

Betsey, she presently said, her voice subdued to a whisper, if your mistress had really gone out, as you supposed, was there any possibility of her coming in later without your knowledge?

No, there was not; she couldnt have done it, was the answer to the question; and Mary Barber had felt perfectly certain that it had not been possible, though she asked it. The only way to Mrs. Pickerings from the stile was the path she had taken herself, and she knew her sister had not gone on before her.

I never unbolted either of the doors, back or front, after she (as I thought) went out, except when I undid the front for you, resumed the girl. I dont dare to be in the house by myself with em open since that man frightened me last winter. No, no; missis neither went out nor come in; she just went upstairs to her room, and died. The doctor says he dont suppose she had a moments warning.

It must have been so. Mary Barber gazed upon her as she lay back, upon the holiday attire she wore, all the counterpart of what she had seen on the stile. The puce silk gown looking as good as new; the really beautiful shawl, with its deep rich fringe; the white bonnet, which she now saw was of plain corded silk. The doctor had closed the eyes, and put the left hand down straight; otherwise she was as she was found. On the patchwork quilt of the bed lay the silk umbrella, the cover half taken off, and the bit of bread-and-butter, half eaten, lay beside it. Mary Barber gazed at all; and an awful conviction came over her, that it was her sisters spirit she had seen on the stile. Never from that hour did she quite lose the sensation of nameless dread it brought in its wake.

Yow see, now, Mrs. Barber, you must have been mistaken in thinking my missis went to meet you, said Betsey.

Mary Barber made no answer; she only looked out straight before her with a gaze that seemed to be very far away.

What with one calamity and the other  for the news of William Pickerings apprehension soon travelled up  the house was like a fair the whole of the day. Richard Pickering, bridegroom though he was, was up there; Mr. Law was there, and, on examination, confirmed the other doctors opinion as to the momentarily sudden death; numberless friends and acquaintances came in and went out again. For once in her life, Mary Barber was oblivious of the home wash, and her promise to return early for it. She took her bonnet off, borrowed a cap of her poor sisters, and remained.

William Pickering was taken before the magistrates in the Guildhall for examination, late in the afternoon. His brother attended it, and  very much to her own surprise  so did Mary Barber. The accusation and the facts had revolved themselves into something tangible out of their original confusion; the prisoner was able to understand the grounds they had against him; and the solicitor, whom he called to his assistance, drove up in a to Mrs. Pickerings, and took possession of Mary Barber.

Whats-the good of your whirling me off to the Guildhall? she resentfully asked of him, three times over, as he drove back into Worcester. I dont know anything about it; I never was inside that office of the Pickerings in all my life.

Youll see, said the lawyer, with a smile.

One thing was satisfactory  that old Mr. Stone had come to life again. The blow, though a very hard one, had stunned, but not killed him; he was, in fact, not injured beyond a reasonable probability of recovery. He had no knowledge of his assailant: whoever it was, he had become behind him, as he sat bending over his desk, and struck him down unawares.

The Guildhall was crowded: a case exciting so much interest had rarely occurred in Worcester. Independent of the station in life of the prisoner, and of his good looks, his youth, and his popularity with most people, there were the attendant circumstances  the marriage of his brother in the morning, the death of Mrs Pickering. Of the last sad fact they did not tell him. Let him get his examination over, poor fellow! said they in kindness. And he stood before the court, upright, frank, unfettered by grief. He must have done it in a moment of passion, said his sorrowing friends and the public; for the facts seemed too clear against him for disbelief  the long-continued ill-feeling known to exist between him and the old clerk, who had persistently taken his brother Richards part; the quarrelling of the morning, as heard by Dance, and which the prisoner did not deny; and the absence of any one else in the office. Richard Pickering, his breast beating with a horrible conviction that none else could have been guilty, was not one publicly to denounce his brother. He affected to assume his innocence, and he stood by him to afford him all the countenance in his power.

The facts were testified to  those gathered on the first moment of discovery, and others since. Dance spoke of the jangling  as he still called it  between the clerk and his young master. Mr. Corney proved his visit, and that upon its termination he left Mr. Stone and William Pickering alone, and he could see that they were not friendly. This was about twenty minutes past ten. Mr. Corney added, in answer to a question, that he had heard nothing of William Pickerings intention to depart home; on the contrary, he said he should be at the office all day. Subsequently  

Yes, but then he had not opened his mothers note, interrupted the prisoner, who, up to this point, acknowledged all that was said to be correct. But, he continued, the instant he read the note, he started for home, knowing how little time there was to lose; and he told old Stone that he need not be cross on Richards account any longer, for after all he was going to be his best man. He knew no more.

Mr. Corney resumed: A little before eleven he went back to the office, to say hed take the hops at the price offered, and was horrified to find old Mr. Stone on the ground, as he thought, dead. He raised an alarm; some people ran in from the streets, and he went himself in search of Dance, whom he found in the warehouse; somebody else ran for a constable, others for a surgeon. Of course the conclusion arrived at was, that Mr. William Pickering had done the deed.

The bench appeared to be arriving at the same.

Not so fast, gentlemen, said William Pickerings lawyer; and he put forth another witness.

It was Mr. Kilpin, the hop-merchant, a gentleman well known in the town. He deposed that he had called in at the Messrs. Pickerings office that morning between halfpast ten and eleven. Mr. Stone was alone, writing at his desk. He stayed talking to him three or four minutes, and left at a quarter to eleven. He was enabled to state the time positively from the fact, that  

Why, then, it could not have been William Pickering; he was at home at that very time, burst forth Mary Barber.

The bench silenced her; but she saw now why she had been brought to the Guildhall.

Mr. Kilpin resumed, taking up the thread of his sentence as if no interruption had occurred  

From the fact, that as I passed St. Nicholas Church, it chimed the three-quarters past ten. I was on my way to catch the Pershore coach, for I was going by it as far as Whittington, and it was at that moment turning the corner of Broad Street. I had to make a run for it, and to holloa out, and the coachman pulled up opposite the Old Bank. When I got back from Whittington this afternoon, added the witness, I accidentally met Mr. William Pickerings lawyer, and learnt what had occurred.

Next came the evidence of Mary Barber, that William Pickering was in his mothers house at three-quarters past ten. Of course there could be no further doubt of his innocence after this. Meanwhile the prisoner had been writing a few lines with a pencil on a piece of paper, and it was passed over to his brother. Something in the demeanour of one of the witnesses as he gave his evidence had powerfully struck him.

I have an idea, Richard, that the guilty man is Dance. Take care that he does not escape. If he has done this, he may also have been the pilferer of your petty cash. Try and get it all cleared up, for the sake of the mothers peace.

For the sake of the mothers peace! echoed Richard, with an aching heart. Poor William little dreams of the blow in store for him.

He did not dream, Richard Pickering; he acted. Giving a hint to the officer to look after Dance, he pressed up to his brother, then being released from custody.

William, he whispered, tell me the truth in this solemn moment  and it is more sadly solemn than you are as yet cognisant of  have you really not touched that missing money? As I lay awake last night thinking of it, I began to fancy I might have been making a mistake all through. If so

If so, we shall be the good friends that we used to he, heartily interrupted William, as he clasped his brothers ready hand. On my sacred word, I never touched it; I could not do so: and you must have been prejudiced to fancy it. Ill lay any money Dance will turn out to have been the black sheep. Both looks and tones were false as he gave his evidence.

And William Pickering was right. Dance was so effectually looked after that night, that some ugly facts came out, and he was quietly taken into custody. True enough, the black sheep had been nobody else. He had skilfully pilfered the petty sums of money; he had struck down Mr. Stone as he sat at his desk, to take a couple of sovereigns he saw lying in it. The old gentleman recovered, and gave evidence on the trial at the following March Assizes, and Richard and William Pickering from henceforth were more closely knit together.

But the singular circumstances attendant on the death of Mrs. Pickering  her apparition (for could it be anything less?) that appeared to Mary Barber  became public property. People talked of it with timid glances and hushed voices; and for a long while neither girl nor woman would pass through the two fields alone.

And that is the ending. And if I have been unduly minute in regard to the dress, or other points, I only reiterate the minuteness given at the time by Mary Barber. She fully believed, and she was good, and honest, and truthful, that the spirit of her sister came to lead her to the house (where otherwise she would not have gone), there to meet William Pickering, and be the means of establishing his innocence: and would so believe to her dying day.
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JOHNNY LUDLOW.

We spake of many a vanished scene, Of what we once had thought and said, Of what had been, and might have been, And who was changed, and who was dead. Longfellow.


I.

LOSING LENA.

We lived chiefly at Dyke Manor. A fine old place, so close upon the borders of Warwickshire and Worcestershire, that many people did not know which of the two counties it was really in. The house was in Warwickshire, but some of the land was in Worcestershire. The Squire had, however, another estate, Crabb Cot, all in Worcestershire, and very many miles nearer to Worcester.

Squire Todhetley was rich. But he lived in the plain, good old-fashioned way that his forefathers had lived; almost a homely way, it might be called, in contrast with the show and parade that have sprung up of late years. He was respected by every one, and though hotheaded and impetuous, he was simple-minded, open-handed, and had as good a heart as any one ever had in this world. An elderly gentleman now, was he, of middle height, with a portly form and a red face; and his hair, what was left of it, consisted of a few scanty, lightish locks, standing up straight on the top of his head.

The Squire had married, but not very early in life. His wife died in a few years, leaving one child only; a son, named after his father, Joseph. Young Joe was just the pride of the Manor and of his fathers heart.

I, writing this, am Johnny Ludlow. And you will naturally want to hear what I did at Dyke Manor, and why I lived there.

About three-miles distance from the Manor was a place called the Court. Not a property of so much importance as the Manor, but a nice place, for all that. It belonged to my father, William Ludlow. He and Squire Todhetley were good friends. I was an only child, just as Tod was; and, like him, I had lost my mother. They had christened me John, but always called me Johnny. I can remember many incidents of my early life now, but I cannot recall my mother to my mind. She must have died  at least I fancy so  when I was two years old.



One morning, two years after that, when I was about four, the servants told me I had a new mamma. I can see her now as she looked when she came home: tall, thin, and upright, with a long face, pinched nose, a meek expression, and gentle voice. She was a Miss Marks, who used to play the organ at church, and had hardly any income at all. Hannah said she was sure she was thirty-five if she was a day  she was talking to Eliza while she dressed me  and they both agreed that she would probably turn out to be a tartar, and that the master might have chosen better. I understood quite well that they meant papa, and asked why he might have chosen better; upon which they shook me and said they had not been speaking of my papa at all, but of the old blacksmith round the corner. Hannah brushed my hair the wrong way, and Eliza went off to see to her bedrooms. Children are easily prejudiced: and they prejudiced me against my new mother. Looking at her with the eyes of maturer years, I know that though she might be poor in pocket, she was good and kindly, and every inch a lady.

Papa died that same year. At the end of another year, Mrs. Ludlow, my step-mother, married Squire Todhetley, and we went to live at Dyke Manor; she, I, and my nurse Hannah. The Court was let for a term of years to the Sterlings.

Young Joe did not like the new arrangements. He was older than I, could take up prejudices more strongly, and he took a mighty strong one against the new Mrs. Todhetley. He had been regularly indulged by his father and spoilt by all the servants; so it was only to be expected that he would not like the invasion. Mrs. Todhetley introduced order into the profuse household, hitherto governed by the servants. They and young Joe equally resented it; they refused to see that things were really more comfortable than they used to be, and at half the cost.

Two babies came to the Manor; Hugh first, Lena next. Joe and I were sent to school. He was as big as a house, compared with me, tall and strong and dark, with an imperious way and will of his own. I was fair, gentle, timid, yielding to him in all things. His was the master-spirit, swaying mine at will. At school the boys at once, the very first day we entered, shortened his name from Todhetley to Tod. I caught up the habit, and from that time I never called him anything else.

And so the years went on. Tod and I at school being drilled into learning; Hugh and Lena growing into nice little children. During the holidays, hot war raged between Tod and his step-mother. At least silent war. Mrs. Todhetley was always kind to him, and she never quarrelled; but Tod opposed her in many things, and would be generally sarcastically cool to her in manner.



We did lead the children into mischief, and she complained of that. Tod did, that is, and of course I followed where he led. But we cant let Hugh grow up a milksop, you know, Johnny, he would say to me; and he would if left to his mother. So Hughs clothes in Tods hands came to grief, and sometimes Hugh himself. Hannah, who was the childrens nurse now, stormed and scolded over it: she and Tod had ever been at daggers drawn with each other; and Mrs. Todhetley would implore Tod with tears in her eyes to be careful with the child. Tod appeared to turn a deaf ear to them, and marched off with Hugh before their very eyes. He really loved the children, and would have saved them from injury with his life. The Squire drove and rode his fine horses. Mrs. Todhetley had set up a low basket-chaise drawn by a mild she-donkey: it was safer for the children, she said. Tod went into fits whenever he met the turn-out.

But Tod was not always to escape scot-free, or incite the children to rebellion with impunity. There came a day when he brought himself, through it, to a state of self-torture and repentance.

It occurred when we were at home for the summer holidays, just after the crop of hay was got in, and the bare fields looked as white in the blazing sun as if they had been scorched. Tod and I were in the three-cornered meadow next the fold-yard. He was making a bat-net with gauze and two sticks. Young Jacobson had shown us his the previous day, and a bat he had caught with it; and Tod thought he would catch bats too. But he did not seem to be making much hand at the net, and somehow managed to send the pointed end of the stick through a corner of it.

I dont think that gauze is strong enough, Tod.

I am afraid it is not, Johnny. Here, catch hold of it. Ill go indoors, and see if they cant find me some better. Hannah must have some.

He flew off past the ricks, and leaped the little gate into the fold-yard  a tall, strong fellow, who might leap the Avon. In a few minutes I heard his voice again, and went to meet him. Tod was coming away from the house with Lena.

Have you the gauze, Tod!

Not a bit of it; the old cat wont look for any; says she hasnt time. Ill hinder her time a little. Come along, Lena.

The old cat was Hannah. I told you she and he were often at daggers drawn. Hannah had a chronic complaint in the shape of ill-temper, and Tod called her names to her face. Upon going in to ask her for the gauze, he found her dressing Hugh and Lena to go out, and she just turned him out of the nursery, and told him not to bother her then with his gauze and his wants. Lena ran after Tod; she liked him better than all of us put together. She had on a blue silk frock, and a white straw hat with daisies round it; open-worked stockings were on her pretty little legs. By which we saw she was about to be taken out for show.

What are you going to do with her, Tod?

Im going to hide her, answered Tod, in his decisive way. Keep where you are, Johnny.

Lena enjoyed the rebellion. In a minute or two Tod came back alone. He had left her between the ricks in the three-cornered field, and told her not to come out. Then he went off to the front of the house, and I stood inside the barn, talking to Mack, who was hammering away at the iron of the cart-wheel. Out came Hannah by-and-by. She had been dressing herself as well as Hugh.

Miss Lena!

No answer. Hannah called again, and then came up the fold-yard, looking about.

Master Johnny, have you seen the child?

What child? I was not going to spoil Tods sport by telling her.

Miss Lena. She has got off somewhere, and my mistress is waiting for her in the basket-chaise.

I see her just now along of Master Joseph, spoke up Mack, arresting his noisy hammer.

See her where? asked Hannah.

Close here, a-going that way.

He pointed to the palings and gate that divided the yard from the three-cornered field. Hannah ran there and stood looking over. The ricks were within a short stones throw, but Lena kept close. Hannah called out again, and threw her gaze over the empty field.

The childs not there. Where can she have got to, tiresome little thing?

In the house, and about the house, and out of the house, as the old riddle says, went Hannah. It was jolly to see her. Mrs. Todhetley and Hugh were seated patiently in the basket-chaise before the hall-door, wondering what made Hannah so long. Tod, playing with the mild she-donkeys ears, and laughing to himself, stood talking graciously to his step-mother. I went round. The Squire had gone riding into Evesham; Dwarf Giles, who made the nattiest little groom in the county, for all his five-and-thirty years, behind him.

I cant find Miss Lena, cried Hannah, coming out.

Not find Miss Lena! echoed Mrs. Todhetley. What do you mean, Hannah? Have you not dressed her?

I dressed her first, maam, before Master Hugh, and she went out of the nursery. I cant think where she can have got to. Ive searched everywhere.



But, Hannah, we must have her directly; I am late as it is.

They were going over to the Court to a childrens early party at the Sterlings. Mrs. Todhetley stepped out of the basket-chaise to help in the search.

I had better fetch her, Tod, I whispered.

He nodded yes. Tod never bore malice, and I suppose he thought Hannah had had enough of a hunt for that day. I ran through the fold-yard to the ricks, and called to Lena.

You can come out now, little stupid.

But no Lena answered. There were seven ricks in a group, and I went into all the openings between them. Lena was not there. It was rather odd, and I looked across the field and towards the lane and the coppice, shouting out sturdily.

Mack, have you seen Miss Lena pass indoors? I stayed to ask him, in going back.

No: Mack had not noticed her; and I went round to the front again, and whispered to Tod.

What a muff you are, Johnny! Shes between the ricks fast enough. No danger that shed come out when I told her to stay!

But shes not there indeed, Tod. You go and look.

Tod vaulted off, his long legs seeming to take flying leaps, like a deers, on his way to the ricks.

To make short of the story, Lena was gone. Lost. The house, the outdoor buildings, the gardens were searched for her, and she was not to be found. Mrs. Todhetleys fears flew to the ponds at first; but it was impossible she could have come to grief in either of the two, as they were both in view of the barn-door where I and Mack had been. Tod avowed that he had put her amid the ricks to hide her; and it was not to be imagined she had gone away. The most feasible conjecture was, that she had run from between the ricks when Hannah called to her, and was hiding in the lane.

Tod was in a fever, loudly threatening Lena with unheard-of whippings, to cover his real concern. Hannah looked red, Mrs. Todhetley white. I was standing by him when the cook came up; a sharp woman, with red-brown eyes. We called her Molly.

Mr. Joseph, said she, I have heard of gipsies stealing children.

Well? returned Tod.

There was one at the door a while agone  an insolent one, too. Perhaps Miss Lena  

Which way did she go?  which door was she at? burst forth Tod.

Twas a man, sir. He came up to the kitchen-door, and steps inside as bold as brass, asking me to buy some wooden skewers hed cut, and saying something about a sick child. When I told him to march, that we never encouraged tramps here, he wanted to answer me, and I just shut the door in his face. A regular gipsy, if ever I see one, continued Molly; his skin tawny and his wild hair jet-black. Maybe, in revenge, he have stole off the little miss.

Tod took up the notion, and his face turned white. Dont say anything of this to Mrs. Todhetley, he said to Molly. We must just scour the country.

But in departing from the kitchen-door, the gipsy man could not by any possibility have made his way to the rick-field without going through the fold-yard. And he had not done that. It was true that Lena might have run round and got into the gipsys way. Unfortunately, none of the men were about, except Mack and old Thomas. Tod sent these off in different directions; Mrs. Todhetley drove away in her pony-chaise to the lanes round, saying the child might have strayed there; Molly and the maids started elsewhere; and I and Tod went flying along a by-road that branched off in a straight line, as it were, from the kitchen-door. Nobody could keep up with Tod, he went so fast; and I was not tall and strong as he was. But I saw what Tod in his haste did not see  a dark man with some bundles of skewers and a stout stick, walking on the other side of the hedge. I whistled Tod back again.

What is it, Johnny? he said, panting. Have you seen her?

Not her. But look there. That must be the man Molly spoke of.

Tod crashed through the hedge as if it had been so many cobwebs, and accosted the gipsy. I followed more carefully, but got my face scratched.

Were you up at the great house, begging, a short time ago? demanded Tod, in an awful passion.

The man turned round on Tod with a brazen face. I say brazen, because he did it so independently; but it was not an insolent face in itself; rather a sad one, and very sickly.

Whats that you ask me, master?

I ask whether it was you who were at the Manor-house just now, begging? fiercely repeated Tod.

I was at a big house offering wares for sale, if you mean that, sir. I wasnt begging.

Call it what you please, said Tod, growing white again. What have you done with the little girl?

For, you see, Tod had caught up the impression that the gipsy had stolen Lena, and he spoke in accordance with it.

Ive seen no little girl, master.



You have, and Tod gave his foot a stamp. What have you done with her?

The mans only answer was to turn round and walk off, muttering to himself. Tod pursued him, calling him a thief and other names; but nothing more satisfactory could he get out of him.

He cant have taken her, Tod. If he had, shed be with him now. He couldnt eat her, you know.

He may have given her to a confederate.

What to do? What do gipsies steal children for?

Tod stopped in a passion, lifting his hand. If you torment me with these frivolous questions, Johnny, Ill strike you. How do I know whats done with stolen children? Sold, perhaps. Id give a hundred pounds out of my pocket at this minute if I knew where those gipsies were encamped.

We suddenly lost the fellow. Tod had been keeping him in sight in the distance. Whether he disappeared up a gum-tree, or into a rabbit-hole, Tod couldnt tell; but gone he was.

Up this lane, down that one; over this moor, across that common; so raced Tod and I. And the afternoon wore away, and we had changed our direction a dozen times: which possibly was not wise.

The sun was getting low as we passed Ragley gates, for we had finally got into the Alcester road. Tod was going to do what we ought to have done at first: report the loss at Alcester. Some one came riding along on a stumpy pony. It proved to be Gruff Blossom, groom to the Jacobsons. They called him Gruff because of his temper. He did touch his hat to us, which was as much as you could say, and spurred the stumpy animal on. But Tod made a sign to him, and he was obliged to stop and listen.

The gipsies stole off little Miss Lena! cried old Blossom, coming out of his gruffness. Thats a rum go! Ten to one if you find her for a year to come.

But, Blossom, what do they do with the children they steal? I asked, in a sort of agony.

They cuts their hair off and dyes their skins brown, and then takes em out to fairs a ballad-singing, answered Blossom.

But why need they do it, when they have children of their own?

Ah, well, thats a question I couldnt answer, said old Blossom. Maybe theirn arnt pretty children  Miss Lena, she is pretty.

Have you heard of any gipsies being encamped about here? Tod demanded of him.

Not lately, Mr. Joseph. Five or six months ago, there was a lot camped on the Markiss ground. They warnt there long.



Cant you ride about, Blossom, and see after the child? asked Tod, putting something into his hand.

Old Blossom pocketed it, and went off with a nod. He was riding about, as we knew afterwards, for hours. Tod made straight for the police-station at Alcester, and told his tale. Not a soul was there but Jenkins, one of the men.

I havent seen no suspicious characters about, said Jenkins, who seemed to be eating something. He was a big man, with short black hair combed on his forehead, and he had a habit of turning his face upwards, as if looking after his nose  a square ornament, that stood up straight.

She is between four and five years old; a very pretty child, with blue eyes and a good deal of curling auburn hair, said Tod, who was growing feverish.

Jenkins wrote it down Name, Todhetley. What Christian name?

Adalena, called Lena.

Recollect the dress, sir?

Pale blue silk; straw hat with wreath of daisies round it; open-worked white stockings, and thin black shoes; white drawers, recounted Tod, as if he had prepared the list by heart coming along.

Thats bad, that dress is, said Jenkins, putting down the pen.

Why is it bad?

Cause the things is tempting. Quite half the children that gets stole is stole for what theyve got upon their backs. Tramps and that sort will run a risk for a blue silk that theyd not run for a brown holland pinafore. Auburn curls, too, added Jenkins, shaking his head; thats a temptation also. Ive knowed children sent back home with bare heads afore now. Any ornaments, sir?

She was safe to have on her little gold neck-chain and cross. They are very small, Jenkins  not worth much.

Jenkins lifted his nose  not in disdain, it was a habit he had. Not worth much to you, sir, who could buy such any day, but an uncommon bait to professional child-stealers. Were the cross a coral, or any stone of that sort?

It was a small gold cross, and the chain was thin. They could only be seen when her cloak was off. Oh, I forgot the cloak; it was white: llama, I think they call it. She was going to a childs party.

Some more questions and answers, most of which Jenkins took down. Handbills were to be printed and posted, and a reward offered on the morrow, if she was not previously found. Then we came away; there was nothing more to do at the station.



Wouldnt it have been better, Tod, had Jenkins gone out seeking her and telling of the loss abroad, instead of waiting to write all that down?

Johnny, if we dont find her to night, I shall go mad, was all he answered.

He went back down Alcester Street at a rushing pace  not a run but a quick walk.

Where are you going now? I asked.

Im going up hill and down dale until I find that gipsies encampment. You can go on home, Johnny, if you are tired.

I had not felt tired until we were in the police-station. Excitement keeps off fatigue. But I was not going to give in, and said I should stay with him.

All right, Johnny.

Before we were clear of Alcester, Budd the land-agent came up. He was turning out of the public-house at the corner. It was dusk then. Tod laid hold of him.

Budd, you are always about, in all kinds of nooks and by-lanes: can you tell me of any encampment of gipsies between here and the Manor-house?

The agents business took him abroad a great deal, you know, into the rural districts around.

Gipsies encampment? repeated Budd, giving both of us a stare. Theres none that I know of. In the spring, a lot of them had the impudence to squat down on the Marquiss  

Oh, I know all that, interrupted Tod. Is there nothing of the sort about now?

I saw a miserable little tent to-day up Cookhill way, said Budd. It might have been a gipsys or a travelling tinkers. Twasnt of much account, whichever it was.

Tod gave a spring. Whereabouts? was all he asked. And Budd explained where. Tod went off like a shot, and I after him.

If you are familiar with Alcester, or have visited at Ragley or anything of that sort, you must know the long green lane leading to Cookhill; it is dark with overhanging trees, and uphill all the way. We took that road  Tod first, and I next; and we came to the top, and turned in the direction Budd had described the tent to be in.

It was not to be called dark; the nights never are at midsummer; and rays from the bright light in the west glimmered through the trees. On the outskirts of the coppice, in a bit of low ground, we saw the tent, a little mite of a thing, looking no better than a funnel turned upside down. Sounds were heard within it, and Tod put his finger on his lip while he listened. But we were too far off, and he took his boots off, and crept up close.



Sounds of wailing  of some one in pain. But that Tod had been three parts out of his senses all the afternoon, he might have known at once that they did not come from Lena, or from any one so young. Words mingled with them in a womans voice; uncouth in its accents, nearly unintelligible, an awful sadness in its tones.

A bit longer! a bit longer, Corry, and hed ha been back. You neednt ha grudged it to us. Oh  h! if ye had but waited a bit longer!

I dont write it exactly as she spoke; I shouldnt know how to spell it: we made a guess at half the words. Tod, who had grown white again, put on his boots, and lifted up the opening of the tent.

I had never seen any scene like it; I dont suppose I shall ever see another. About a foot from the ground was a raised surface of some sort, thickly covered with dark green rushes, just the size and shape of a gravestone. A little child, about as old as Lena, lay on it, a white cloth thrown over her, and just touching the white, still face. A torch, blazing and smoking away, was thrust into the ground and lighted up the scene. Whiter the face looked now, because it had been tawny in life. I would rather see one of our faces in death than a gipsys. The contrast between the white face and dress of the child, and the green bed of rushes it lay on was something remarkable. A young woman, dark too, and handsome enough to create a commotion at the fair, knelt down, her brown hands uplifted; a gaudy ring on one of the fingers, worth sixpence perhaps when new, sparkled in the torchlight. Tod strode up to the dead face and looked at it for full five minutes. I do believe he thought at first that it was Lena.

What is this? he asked.

It is my dead child! the woman answered. She did not wait that her father might see her die!

But Tod had his head full of Lena, and looked round. Is there no other child here?

As if to answer him, a bundle of rags came out of a corner and set up a howl. It was a boy of about seven, and our going in had wakened him up. The woman sat down on the ground and looked at us.

We have lost a child  a little girl, explained Tod. I thought she might have been brought here  or have strayed here.

Ive lost my girl, said the woman. Death has come for her! And, when speaking to us, she spoke more intelligibly than when alone.

Yes; but this child has been lost  lost out of doors! Have you seen or heard anything of one?

Ive not been in the way o seeing or hearing, master; Ive been in the tent alone. If folks had come to my aid, Corry might not have died. Ive had nothing but water to put to her lips all day?

What was the matter with her? Tod asked, convinced at length that Lena was not there.

She have been ailing long  worse since the moon come in. The sickness took her with the summer, and the strength began to go out. Jake have been down, too. He couldnt get out to bring us help, and we have had none.

Jake was the husband, we supposed. The help meant food, or funds to get it with.

He sat all yesterday cutting skewers, his hands amost too weak to fashion em. Maybe hed sell em for a few hapence, he said; and he went out this morning to try, and bring home a morsel of food.

Tod, I whispered, I wish that hard-hearted Molly had  

Hold your tongue, Johnny, he interrupted sharply. Is Jake your husband? he asked of the woman.

He is my husband, and the childrens father.

Jake would not be likely to steal a child, would he? asked Tod, in a hesitating manner, for him.

She looked up, as if not understanding. Steal a child, master! What for?

I dont know, said Tod. I thought perhaps he had done it, and had brought the child here.

Another comical stare from the woman. We couldnt feed these of ours; what should we do with another?

Well: Jake called at our house to sell his skewers; and, directly afterwards, we missed my little sister. I have been hunting for her ever since.

Was the house far from here!

A few miles.

Then he have sunk down of weakness on his way, and cant get back.

Putting her head on her knees, she began to sob and moan. The child  the living one  began to bawl; one couldnt call it anything else; and pulled at the green rushes.

He knew Corry was sick and faint when he went out. Hed have got back afore now if his strength hadnt failed him; though, maybe, he didnt think of death. Whist, then, whist, then, Dor, she added, to the boy.

Dont cry, said Tod to the little chap, who had the largest, brightest eyes I ever saw. That will do no good, you know.

I want Corry, said he. Wheres Corry gone?

Shes gone up to God, answered Tod, speaking very gently. Shes gone to be a bright angel with Him in heaven.



Will she fly down to me? asked Dor, his great eyes shining through their tears at Tod.

Yes, affirmed Tod, who had a theory of his own on the point, and used to think, when a little boy, that his mother was always near him, one of Gods angels keeping him from harm. And after a while, you know, if you are good, youll go to Corry, and be an angel, too.

God bless you, master! interposed the woman. Hell think of that always.

Tod, I said, as we went out of the tent, I dont think they are people to steal children.

Whos to know what the man would do? retorted Tod.

A man with a dying child at home wouldnt be likely to harm another.

Tod did not answer. He stood still a moment, deliberating which way to go. Back to Alcester?  where a conveyance might be found to take us home, for the fatigue was telling on both of us, now that disappointment was prolonged, and I, at least, could hardly put one foot before another. Or down to the high-road, and run the chance of some vehicle overtaking us? Or keep on amidst these fields and hedgerows, which would lead us home by a rather nearer way, but without chance of a lift? Tod made up his mind, and struck down the lane the way we had come up. He was on first, and I saw him suddenly halt, and turn to me.

Look here, Johnny!

I looked as well as I could for the night and the trees, and saw something on the ground. A man had sunk down there, apparently from exhaustion. His face was a tawny white, just like the dead childs. A stout stick and the bundles of skewers lay beside him.

Do you see the fellow, Johnny? It is the gipsy.

Has he fainted?

Fainted, or shamming it. I wonder if theres any water about?

But the man opened his eyes; perhaps the sound of voices revived him. After looking at us a minute or two, he raised himself slowly on his elbow. Tod  the one thought uppermost in his mind  said something about Lena.

The childs found, master!

Tod seemed to give a leap. I know his heart did. Found!

Been safe at home this long while.

Who found her?

Twas me, master.

Where was she? asked Tod, his tone softening. Let us hear about it.

I was making back for the town (we supposed he meant Alcester), and missed the way; land about heres strange to me. A-going through a bit of a groove, which didnt seem as if it was leading to nowhere, I heard a child crying. There was the little thing tied to a tree, stripped, and  

Stripped! roared Tod.

Stripped to the skin, sir, save for a dirty old skirt that was tied round her. A woman carried her off to that spot, she told me, robbed her of her clothes, and left her there. Knowing where she must ha been stole from  through youre accusing me of it, master  I untied her to lead her home, but her feet warnt used to the rough ground, and I made shift to carry her. A matter of two miles it were, and I be not good for much. I left her at home safe, and set off back. Thats all, master.

What were you doing here? asked Tod, as considerately as if he had been speaking to a lord. Resting?

I suppose I fell, master. I dont remember nothing, since I was tramping up the lane, till your voices came. Ive had naught inside my lips to-day but a drink o water.

Did they give you nothing to eat at the house when you took the child home?

He shook his head. I saw the woman again, nobody else. She heard what I had to say about the child, and she never said Thank ye.

The man had been getting on his feet, and took up the skewers, that were all tied together with string, and the stick. But he reeled as he stood, and would have fallen again but for Tod. Tod gave him his arm.

We are in for it, Johnny, said he aside to me. Pity but I could be put in a picture  the Samaritan helping the destitute!

Id not accept of ye, sir, but that I have a child sick at home, and want to get to her. Theres a piece of bread in my pocket that was give me at a cottage to-day.

Is your child sure to get well? asked Tod, after a pause; wondering whether he could say anything of what had occurred, so as to break the news.

The man gazed right away into the distance, as if searching for an answer in the far-off star shining there.

Theres been a death-look in her face this day and night past, master. But the Lords good to us all.

And sometimes, when He takes children, it is done in mercy, said Tod. Heaven is a better place than this.

Ay, rejoined the man, who was leaning heavily on Tod, and could never have got home without him, unless he had crawled on hands and knees. Ive been sickly on and off for this year past; worse lately; and Ive thought at times that if my own turn was coming, Id be glad to see my children gone afore me.



Oh, Tod! I whispered, in a burst of repentance, how could we have been so hard with this poor fellow, and roughly accused him of stealing Lena? But Tod only gave me a knock with his elbow.

I fancy it must be pleasant to think of a little child being an angel in heaven  a child that we have loved, said Tod.

Ay, ay, said the man.

Tod had no courage to say more. He was not a parson. Presently he asked the man what tribe he belonged to  being a gipsy.

Im not a gipsy, master. Never was one yet. I and my wife are dark-complexioned by nature; living in the open air has made us darker; but Im English born; Christian, too. My wifes Irish; but they do say she comes of a gipsy tribe. We used to have a cart, and went about the country with crockery; but a year ago, when I got ill and lay in a lodging, the things were seized for rent and debt. Since then its been hard lines with us. Yonders my bit of a tent, master, and now I can get on alone. Thanking ye kindly.

I am sorry I spoke harshly to you to-day, said Tod. Take this: it is all I have with me.

Ill take it, sir, for my childs sake; it may help to put the strength into her. Otherwise Id not. Were honest; weve never begged. Thank ye both, masters, once again.

It was only a shilling or two. Tod spent, and never had much in his pockets. I wish it had been sovereigns, said he to me; but we will do something better for them to-morrow, Johnny. I am sure the Pater will.

Tod, said I, as we ran on, had we seen the man close before, and spoken with him, I should never have suspected him. He has a face to be trusted.

Tod burst into a laugh. There you are Johnny, at your faces again!

I was always reading peoples faces, and taking likes and dislikes accordingly. They called me a muff for it at home (and for many other things), Tod especially; but it seemed to me that I could read people as easily as a book. Duffham, our surgeon at Church Dykely, bade me trust to it as a good gift from God. One day, pushing my straw hat up to draw his fingers across the top of my brow, he quaintly told the Squire that when he wanted peoples characters read, to come to me to read them. The Squire only laughed in answer.

As luck had it, a gentleman we knew was passing in his dog-cart when we got to the foot of the hill. It was old Pitchley. He drove us home: and I could hardly get down, I was so stiff.

Lena was in bed, safe and sound. No damage, except fright and the loss of her clothes. From what we could learn, the woman who took her off must have been concealed amidst the ricks, when Tod put her there. Lena said the woman laid hold of her very soon, caught her up, and put her hand over her mouth, to prevent her crying out; she could only give one scream. I ought to have heard it, only Mack was making such an awful row, hammering that iron. How far along fields and by-ways the woman carried her, Lena could not be supposed to tell: Miles! she said. Then the thief plunged amidst a few trees, took the childs things off, put on an old rag of a petticoat, and tied her loosely to a tree. Lena thought she could have got loose herself, but was too frightened to try; and just then the man, Jake, came up.

I liked him, said Lena. He carried me all the way home, that my feet should not be hurt; but he had to sit down sometimes. He said he had a poor little girl who was nearly as badly off for clothes as that, but she did not want them now, she was too sick. He said he hoped my papa would find the woman, and put her in prison.

It is what the Squire intended to do, chance helping him. But he did not reach home till after us, when all was quiet again: which was fortunate.

I suppose you blame me for that? cried Tod, to his step-mother.

No, I dont, Joseph, said Mrs. Todhetley. She called him Joseph nearly always, not liking to shorten his name, as some of us did. It is so very common a thing for the children to be playing in the three-cornered field amidst the ricks; and no suspicion that danger could arise from it having ever been glanced at, I do not think any blame attaches to you.

I am very sorry now for having done it, said Tod. I shall never forget the fright to the last hour of my life.

He went straight to Molly, from Mrs. Todhetley, a look on his face that, when seen there, which was rare, the servants did not like. Deference was rendered to Tod in the household. When anything should take off the good old Pater, Tod would be master. What he said to Molly no one heard; but the woman was banging at her brass things in a tantrum for three days afterwards.

And when we went to see after poor Jake and his people, it was too late. The man, the tent, the living people, and the dead child  all were gone.


II.

FINDING BOTH OF THEM.

Worcester Assizes were being held, and Squire Todhetley was on the grand jury. You see, although Dyke Manor was just within the borders of Warwickshire, the greater portion of the Squires property lay in Worcestershire. This caused him to be summoned to serve. We were often at his house there, Crabb Cot. I forget who was foreman of the jury that time: either Sir John Pakington, or the Honourable Mr. Coventry.

The week was jolly. We put up at the Star-and-Garter when we went to Worcester, which was two or three times a-year; generally at the assizes, or the races, or the quarter-sessions; one or other of the busy times.

The Pater would grumble at the bills  and say we boys had no business to be there; but he would take us, if we were at home, for all that. The assizes came on this time the week before our summer holidays were up; the Squire wished they had not come on until the week after. Anyway, there we were, in clover; the Squire about to be stewed up in the county courts all day; I and Tod flying about the town, and doing what we liked.

The judges came in from Oxford on the usual day, Saturday. And, to make clear what I am going to tell about, we must go back to that morning and to Dyke Manor. It was broiling hot weather, and Mrs. Todhetley, Hugh, and Lena, with old Thomas and Hannah, all came on the lawn after breakfast to see us start. The open carriage was at the door, with the fine dark horses. When the Squire did come out, he liked to do things well; and Dwarf Giles, the groom, had gone on to Worcester the day before with the two saddle-horses, the Paters and Tods. They might have ridden them in this morning, but the Squire chose to have his horses sleek and fresh when attending the high sheriff.

Shall I drive, sir? asked Tod.

No, said the Pater. These two have queer tempers, and must be handled carefully. He meant the horses, Bob and Blister. Tod looked at me; he thought he could have managed them quite as well as the Pater.



Papa, cried Lena, as we were driving off, running up in her white pinafore, with her pretty hair flying, if you can catch that naughty kidnapper at Worcester, you put her in prison.

The Squire nodded emphatically, as much as to say, Trust me for that. Lena alluded to the woman who had taken her off and stolen her clothes two or three weeks before. Tod said, afterwards, there must have been some prevision on the childs mind when she said this.

We reached Worcester at twelve. It is a long drive, you know. Lots of country-people had arrived, and the Squire went off with some of them. Tod and I thought wed order luncheon at the Star  a jolly good one; stewed lampreys, kidneys, and cherry-tart; and let it go into the Squires bill.

Im afraid I envied Tod. The old days of travelling post were past, when the sheriffs procession would go out to Whittington to meet the judges carriage. They came now by rail from Oxford, and the sheriff and his attendants received them at the railway station. It was the first time Tod had been allowed to make one of the gentlemen-attendants. The Squire said now he was too young; but he looked big, and tall, and strong. To see him mount his horse and go cantering off with the rest sent me into a state of envy. Tod saw it.

Dont drop your mouth, Johnny, said he. Youll make one of us in another year or two.

I stood about for half-an-hour, and the procession came back, passing the Star on its way to the county courts. The bells were ringing, the advanced heralds blew their trumpets, and the javelin-guard rode at a foot-pace, their lances in rest, preceding the high sheriffs grand carriage, with its four prancing horses and their silvered harness. Both the judges had come in, so we knew that business was over at Oxford; they sat opposite to the sheriff and his chaplain. I used to wonder whether they travelled all the way in their wigs and gowns, or robed outside Worcester. Squire Todhetley rode in the line next the carriage, with some more old ones of consequence; Tod on his fine bay was nearly at the tail, and he gave me a nod in passing. The judges were going to open the commission, and Foregate Street was crowded.

The high sheriff that year was a friend of ours, and the Pater had an invitation to the banquet he gave that evening. Tod thought he ought to have been invited too.

Its sinfully stingy of him, Johnny. When I am pricked for sheriff  and I suppose my turn will come some time, either for Warwickshire or Worcestershire  Ill have more young fellows to my dinner than old ones.

The Squire, knowing nothing of our midday luncheon, was surprised that we chose supper at eight instead of dinner at six; but he told the waiter to give us a good one. We went out while it was getting ready, and walked arm-in-arm through the crowded streets. Worcester is always full on a Saturday evening; it is market-day there, as every one knows; but on Assize Saturday the streets are almost impassable. Tod, tall and strong, held on his way, and asked leave of none.

Now, then, you two gents, cant you go on proper, and not elbow respectable folks like that?

Holloa! cried Tod, turning at the voice. Is it you, old Jones?

Old Jones, the constable of our parish, touched his hat when he saw it was us, and begged pardon. We asked what he was doing at Worcester; but he had only come on his own account. On the spree, Tod suggested to him.

Young Mr. Todhetley, cried he  the way he chiefly addressed Tod Id not be sure but that womans took  her that served out little Miss Lena.

That woman! said Tod. Why do you think it?

Old Jones explained. A woman had been apprehended near Worcester the previous day, on a charge of stripping two little boys of their clothes in Perry Wood. The description given of her answered exactly, old Jones thought, to that given by Lena.

She stripped em to the skin, groaned Jones, drawing a long face as he recited the mishap, two poor little chaps of three years, they was, living in them cottages under the Wood  not as much as their boots did she leave on em. When they got home their folks didnt know em; quite naked they was, and bleating with terror, like a brace of shorn sheep.

Tod put on his determined look. And she is taken, you say, Jones?

She was took yesterday, sir. They had her before the justices this morning, and the little fellows knowed her at once. As the sizes was on, leastways as good as on, their worships committed her for trial there and then. Policeman Cripp told me all about it; it was him that took her. Shes in the county gaol.

We carried the tale to the Pater that night, and he despatched a messenger to Mrs. Todhetley, to say that Lena must be at Worcester on the Monday morning. But theres something to tell about the Sunday yet.

If you have been in Worcester on Assize Sunday, you know how the cathedral is on that morning crowded. Enough strangers are in the town to fill it: the inhabitants who go to the churches at other times attended it then; and King Mob flocks in to see the show.



Squire Todhetley was put in the stalls; Tod and I scrambled for places on a bench. The alterations in the cathedral (going on for years before that, and going on for years since, and going on still) caused space to be limited, and it was no end of a cram. While people fought for standing-places, the procession was played in to the crash of the organ. The judges came, glorious in their wigs and gowns; the mayor and aldermen were grand as scarlet and gold chains could make them; and there was a large attendance of the clergy in their white robes. The Bishop had come in from Hartlebury, and was on his throne, and the service began. The Rev. Mr. Wheeler chanted; the Dean read the lessons. Of course the music was all right; they put up fine services on Assize Sundays now; and the sheriffs chaplain went up in his black gown to preach the sermon. Three-quarters of an hour, if youll believe me, before that sermon came to an end!

Ere the organ had well played its Amen to the Bishops blessing, the crowd began to push out. We pushed with the rest and took up our places in the long cathedral nave to see the procession pass back again. It came winding down between the line of javelin-men. Just as the judges were passing, Tod motioned me to look opposite. There stood a young boy in dreadful clothes, patched all over, but otherwise clean; with great dark wondering eyes riveted on the judges, as if they had been stilted peacocks; on their wigs, their solemn countenances, their held-up scarlet trains.

Where had I seen those eyes, and their brightness? Recollection flashed over me before Tods whisper: Jakes boy; the youngster we saw in the tent.

To get across the line was impossible: manners would not permit it, let alone the javelin-guard. And when the procession had passed, leaving nothing but a crowd of shuffling feet and the dust on the white cathedral floor, the boy was gone.

I say, Johnny, it is rather odd we should come on those tent-people, just as the woman has turned up, exclaimed Tod, as we got clear of the cathedral.

But you dont think they can be connected, Tod?

Well, no; I suppose not. Its a queer coincidence, though.

This we also carried to the Squire, as we had the other news. He was standing in the Star gateway.

Look here, you boys, said he, after a pause given to thought; keep your eyes open; you may come upon the lad again, or some of his folk. I should like to do something for that poor man; Ive wished it ever since he brought home Lena, and that confounded Molly drove him out by way of recompense.

And if they should be confederates, sir? suggested Tod.

Who confederates? What do you mean, Joe?



These people and the female-stripper. It seems strange they should both turn up again in the same spot.

The notion took away the Paters breath. If I thought that; if I find it is so, he broke forth, Ill  Ill  transport the lot.

Mrs. Todhetley arrived with Lena on Sunday afternoon. Early on Monday, the Squire and Tod took her to the governors house at the county prison, where she was to see the woman, as if accidentally, nothing being said to Lena.

The woman was brought in: a bold jade with a red face: and Lena nearly went into convulsions at the sight of her. There could be no mistake the woman was the same: and the Pater became redhot with anger; especially to think he could not punish her in Worcester.

As the fly went racing up Salt Lane after the interview, on its way to leave the Squire at the county courts, a lad ran past. It was Jakes boy; the same we had seen in the cathedral. Tod leaped up and called to the driver to stop, but the Pater roared out an order to go on. His appearance at the court could not be delayed, and Tod had to stay with Lena. So the clue was lost again. Tod brought Lena to the Star, and then he and I went to the criminal court, and bribed a fellow for places. Tod said it would be a sin not to hear the kidnapper tried.

It was nearly the first case called on. Some of the lighter cases were taken first, while the grand jury deliberated on their bills for the graver ones. Her name, as given in, was Nancy Cole, and she tried to excite the sympathies of the judge and jury by reciting a whining account of a deserting husband and other ills. The evidence was quite clear. The two children (little shavers in petticoats) set up a roar in court at sight of the woman, just as Lena had done in the governors house; and a dealer in marine stores produced their clothes, which he had bought of her. Tod whispered to me that he should go about Worcester after this in daily dread of seeing Lenas blue-silk frock and open-worked stockings hanging in a shop window. Something was said during the trial about the raid the prisoner had also recently made on the little daughter of Mr. Todhetley, of Dyke Manor, Warwickshire, and of Crabb Cot, Worcestershire, one of the gentlemen of the grand jury at present sitting in deliberation in an adjoining chamber of the court. But, as the judge said, that could not be received in evidence.

Mrs. Cole brazened it out: testimony was too strong for her to attempt denial. And if she had took a few bits o things, cause she was famishing, she didnt hurt the childern. Shed never hurt a child in her life; couldnt do it. Just contrairy to that; she gave em sugar plums  and candy  and a piece of a wig, she did. What was she to do? Starve? Since her wicked husband, that she hadnt seen for this five year, deserted of her, and her two boys, fine grown lads both of em, had been accused of theft and got put away from her, one into prison, tother into a formitory, she hadnt no soul to care for her nor help her to a bit o bread. Life was hard, and times was bad; and  there it was. No good o saying more.

Guilty, said the foreman of the jury, without turning round. We find the prisoner guilty, my lord.

The judge sentenced her to six months imprisonment with hard labour. Mrs. Cole brazened it out still.

Thank you, said she to his lordship, dropping a curtsey as they were taking her from the dock; and I hope youll sit there, old gentleman, till I come out again.

When the Squire was told of the sentence that evening, he said it was too mild by half, and talked of bringing her also to book at Warwick. But Mrs. Todhetley said, No; forgive her. After all, it was only the loss of the clothes.

Nothing whatever had come out during the trial to connect Jake with the woman. She appeared to be a waif without friends. And I watched and listened closely for it, mind you, Johnny, remarked Tod.



It was a day or two after this  I think, on the Wednesday evening. The Squires grand-jury duties were over, but he stayed on, intending to make a week of it; Mrs. Todhetley and Lena had left for home. We had dined late, and Tod and I went for a stroll afterwards; leaving the Pater, and an old clergyman, who had dined with us, to their wine. In passing the cooked-meat shop in High-street, we saw a little chap looking in, his face flattened against the panes. Tod laid hold of his shoulder, and the boy turned his brilliant eyes and their hungry expression upon us.

Do you remember me, Dor? You see, Tod had not forgotten his name.

Dor evidently did remember. And whether it was that he felt frightened at being accosted, or whether the sight of us brought back to him the image of the dead sister lying on the rushes, was best known to himself; but he burst out crying.

Theres nothing to cry for, said Tod; you need not be afraid. Could you eat some of that meat?

Something like a shiver of surprise broke over the boys face at the question; just as though he had had no food for weeks. Tod gave him a shilling, and told him to go in and buy some. But the boy looked at the money doubtingly.



A whole shilling! Theyd think I stole it.

Tod took back the money, and went in himself. He was as proud a fellow as youd find in the two counties, and yet he would do all sorts of things that many another glanced askance at.

I want half-a-pound of beef, said he to the man who was carving, and some bread, if you sell it. And Ill take one of those small pork-pies.

Shall I put the meat in paper, sir? asked the man: as if doubting whether Tod might prefer to eat it there.

Yes, said Tod. And the customers, working-men and a woman in a drab shawl, turned and stared at him.

Tod paid; took it all in his hands, and we left the shop. He did not mind being seen carrying the parcels; but he would have minded letting them know that he was feeding a poor boy.

Here, Dor, you can take the things now, said he, when we had gone a few yards. Where do you live?

Dor explained after a fashion. We knew Worcester well, but failed to understand. Not far from the big church, he said; and at first we thought he meant the cathedral.

Never mind, said Tod; go on, and show us.

He went skimming along, Tod keeping him within arms-length, lest he should try to escape. Why Tod should have suspected he might, I dont know; nothing, as it turned out, could have been farther from Dors thoughts. The church he spoke of proved to be All Saints; the boy turned up an entry near to it, and we found ourselves in a regular rookery of dirty, miserable, tumble-down houses. Loose men stood about, pipes in their mouths, women, in tatters, their hair hanging down.

Dor dived into a dark den that seemed to be reached through a hole you had to stoop under. My patience! what a close place it was, with a smell that nearly knocked you backwards. There was not an earthly thing in the room that we could see, except some straw in a corner, and on that Jake was lying. The boy appeared with a piece of lighted candle, which he had been upstairs to borrow.

Jake was thin enough before; he was a skeleton now. His eyes were sunk, the bones of his face stood out, the skin glistened on his shapely nose, his voice was weak and hollow. He knew us, and smiled.

Whats the matter? asked Tod, speaking gently. You look very ill.

I be very ill, master; Ive been getting worse ever since.

His history was this. The same night that we had seen the tent at Cookhill, some travelling people of Jakes fraternity happened to encamp close to it for the night. By their help, the dead child was removed as far as Evesham, and there buried. Jake, his wife, and son, went on to Worcester, and there the man was taken worse; they had been in this room since; the wife had found a place to go to twice a week washing, earning her food and a shilling each time. It was all they had to depend upon, these two shillings weekly; and the few bits o things they had, to use Jakes words, had been taken by the landlord for rent. But to see Jakes resignation was something curious.

He was very good, he said, alluding to the landlord and the seizure; he left me the straw. When he saw how bad I was, he wouldnt take it. We had been obliged to sell the tent, and there was amost nothing for him.

Have you had no medicine? no advice? cried Tod, speaking as if he had a lump in his throat.

Yes, he had had medicine; the wife went for it to the free place (he meant the dispensary) twice a week, and a young doctor had been to see him.

Dor opened the paper of meat, and showed it to his father. The gentleman bought it me, he said; and this, and this. Couldnt you eat some?

I saw the eager look that arose for a moment to Jakes face at sight of the meat: three slices of nice cold boiled beef, better than what we got at school. Dor held out one of them; the man broke off a morsel, put it into his mouth, and had a choking fit.

Its of no use, Dor.

Is his name Dor? asked Tod.

His name is James, sir; same as mine, answered Jake, panting a little from the exertion of swallowing. The wife, she has called him Dor for dear, and Ive fell into it. She has called me Jake all along.

Tod felt something ought to be done to help him, but he had no more idea what than the man in the moon. I had less. As Dor piloted us to the open street, we asked him where his mother was. It was one of her working-days out, he answered; she was always kept late.

Could he drink wine, do you think, Dor?

The gentleman said he was to have it, answered Dor, alluding to the doctor.

How old are you, Dor?

Im anigh ten. He did not look it.

Johnny, I wonder if theres any place where they sell beef-tea? cried Tod, as we went up Broad Street. My goodness! lying there in that state, with no help at hand!

I never saw anything so bad before, Tod.



Do you know what I kept thinking of all the time? I could not get it out of my head.

What?

Of Lazarus at the rich mans gate. Johnny, lad, there seems an awful responsibility lying on some of us.

To hear Tod say such a thing was stranger than all. He set off running, and burst into our sitting-room in the Star, startling the Pater, who was alone and reading one of the Worcester papers with his spectacles on. Tod sat down and told him all.

Dear me! dear me! cried the Pater, growing red as he listened. Why, Joe, the poor fellow must be dying!

He may not have gone too far for recovery, father, was Tods answer. If we had to lie in that close hole, and had nothing to eat or drink, we should probably soon become skeletons also. He may get well yet with proper care and treatment.

It seems to me that the first thing to be done is to get him into the Infirmary, remarked the Pater.

And it ought to be done early to-morrow morning, sir; if its too late to-night.

The Pater got up in a bustle, put on his hat, and went out. He was going to his old friend, the famous surgeon, Henry Carden. Tod ran after him up Foregate Street, but was sent back to me. We stood at the door of the hotel, and in a few moments saw them coming along, the Pater arm-in-arm with Mr. Carden. He had come out as readily to visit the poor helpless man as he would to visit a rich one. Perhaps more so. They stopped when they saw us, and Mr. Carden asked Tod some of the particulars.

You can get him admitted to the Infirmary at once, can you not? said the Pater, impatiently, who was all on thorns to have something done.

By what I can gather, it is not a case for the Infirmary, was the answer of its chief surgeon. Well see.

Down we went, walking fast: the Pater and Mr. Carden in front, I and Tod at their heels; and found the room again with some difficulty. The wife was in then, and had made a handful of fire in the grate. What with the smoke, and what with the other agreeable accompaniments, we were nearly stifled.

If ever I wished to be a doctor, it was when I saw Mr. Carden with that poor sick man. He was so gentle with him, so cheery and so kind. Had Jake been a duke, I dont see that he could have been treated differently. There was something superior about the man, too, as though he had seen better days.

What is your name? asked Mr. Carden.

James Winter, sir, a native of Herefordshire. I was on my way there when I was taken ill in this place.



What to do there? To get work?

No, sir; to die. It dont much matter, though; Gods here as well as there.

You are not a gipsy?

Oh dear no, sir. From my dark skin, though, Ive been taken for one. My wifes descended from a gipsy tribe.

We are thinking of placing you in the Infirmary, Jake, cried the Pater. You will have every comfort there, and the best of attendance. This gentleman  

Well see  well see, interposed Mr. Carden, breaking in hastily on the promises. I am not sure that the Infirmary will do for him.

It is too late, sir, I think, said Jake, quietly, to Mr. Carden.

Mr. Carden made no reply. He asked the woman if she had such a thing as a tea-cup or wine-glass. She produced a cracked cup with the handle off and a notch in the rim. Mr. Carden poured something into it that he had brought in his pocket, and stooped over the man. Jake began to speak in his faint voice.

Sir, Id not seem ungrateful, but Id like to stay here with the wife and boy to the last. It cant be for long now.

Drink this; it will do you good, said Mr. Carden, holding the cup to his lips.

This close place is a change from the tent, I said to the woman, who was stooping over the bit of fire.

Such a look of regret came upon her countenance as she lifted it: just as if the tent had been a palace. When we got here, master, it was after that two days rain, and the ground was sopping. It didnt do for him  glancing round at the straw. He was getting mighty bad then, and we just put our heads into this place  bad luck to us!

The Squire gave her some silver, and told her to get anything in she thought best. It was too late to do more that night. The church clocks were striking ten as we went out.

Wont it do to move him to the Infirmary? were the Paters first words to Mr. Carden.

Certainly not. The mans hours are numbered.

There is no hope, I suppose?

Not the least. He may be said to be dying now.

No time was lost in the morning. When Squire Todhetley took a will to heart he carried it out, and speedily. A decent room with an airy window was found in the same block of buildings. A bed and other things were put in it; some clothes were redeemed; and by twelve oclock in the day Jake was comfortably lying there. The Pater seemed to think that this was not enough: he wanted to do more.



His humanity to my child kept him from seeing the last moments of his, said he. The little help we can give him now is no return for that.

Food and clothes, and a dry, comfortable room, and wine and proper things for Jake  of which he could not swallow much. The woman was not to go out to work again while he lasted, but to stay at home and attend to him.

I shall be at liberty by the hop-picking time, she said, with a sigh. Ah, poor creature! long before that.

When Tod and I went in later in the afternoon, she had just given Jake some physic, ordered by Mr. Carden. She and the boy sat by the fire, tea and bread-and-butter on the deal table between them. Jake lay in bed, his head raised on account of his breathing, I thought he was better; but his thin white face, with the dark, earnest, glistening eyes, was almost painful to look upon.

The reading-gentleman have been in, cried the woman suddenly. Hes coming again, he says, the night or the morning.

Tod looked puzzled, and Jake explained. A good young clergyman, who had found him out a day or two before, had been in each day since with his Bible, to read and pray. God bless him! said Jake.

Why did you go away so suddenly? Tod asked, alluding to the hasty departure from Cookhill. My father was intending to do something for you.

I didnt know that, sir. Many thanks all the same. Id like to thank you too, sir, he went on, after a fit of coughing. Ive wanted to thank you ever since. When you gave me your arm up the lane, and said them pleasant things to me about having a little child in heaven, you knew she was gone.

Yes.

It broke the trouble to me, sir. My wife heard me coughing afar off, and came out o the tent. She didnt say at first what there was in the tent, but began telling how you had been there. It made me know what had happened; and when she set on a-grieving, I told her not to: Carry was gone up to be an angel in heaven.

Tod touched the hand he put out, not speaking.

Shes waiting for me, sir, he continued, in a fainter voice. Im as sure of it as if I saw her. The little girl I found and carried to the great house has rich friends and a fine home to shelter her; mine had none, and so it was for the best that she should go. God has been very good to me. Instead of letting me fret after her, or murmur at lying helpless like this, He only gives me peace.



That man must have had a good mother, cried out Tod, as we went away down the entry. And I looked up at him, he spoke so queerly.

Do you think he will get better, Tod? He does not seem as bad as he did last night.

Get better! retorted Tod. Youll always be a muff, Johnny. Why, every breath he takes threatens to be his last. He is miles worse than he was when we found him. This is Thursday: I dont believe he can last out longer than the week; and I think Mr. Carden knows it.

He did not last so long. On the Saturday morning, just as we were going to start for home, the wife came to the Star with the news. Jake had died at ten the previous night.

He went off quiet, said she to the Squire. I asked if hed not like a dhrink; but he wouldnt have it: the good gentleman had been there giving him the bread and wine, and he said hed take nothing, he thought, after that. Im going, Mary, he suddenly says to me about ten oclock, and he called Dor up and shook hands with him, and bade him be good to me, and then he shook hands with me. God bless ye both, says he, for Christs sake; and God bless the friends who have been kind to us! And with that he died.

Thats all, for now. And I hope no one will think I invented this account of Jakes death, for I should not like to do it. The wife related it to us in the exact words written.

And I able to do so little for him, broke forth the Squire, suddenly, when we were about half-way home; and he lashed up Bob and Blister regardless of their tempers. Which the animals did not relish.

And so that assize week ended the matter. Bringing imprisonment to the kidnapping woman, and to Jake death.


III.

WOLFE BARRINGTONS TAMING.

This is an incident of our school life; one that I never care to look back upon. All of us have sad remembrances of some kind living in the mind; and we are apt in our painful regret to say, If I had but done this, or had but done the other, things might have turned out differently.

The school was a large square house, built of rough stone, gardens and playgrounds and fields extending around it. It was called Worcester House: a title of the fancy, I suppose, since it was some miles away from Worcester. The master was Dr. Frost, a tall, stout man, in white frilled shirt, knee-breeches and buckles; stern on occasion, but a gentleman to the back-bone. He had several under-masters. Forty boys were received; we wore the college cap and Eton jacket. Mrs. Frost was delicate: and Hall, a sour old woman of fifty, was manager of the eatables.

Tod and I must have been in the school two years, I think, when Archie Hearn entered. He was eleven years old. We had seen him at the house sometimes before, and liked him. A regular good little fellow was Archie.

Hearns father was dead. His mother had been a Miss Stockhausen, sister to Mrs. Frost. The Stockhausens had a name in Worcestershire: chiefly, I think, for dying off. There had been six sisters; and the only two now left were Mrs. Frost and Mrs. Hearn: the other four quietly faded away one after another, not living to see thirty. Mr. Hearn died, from an accident, when Archie was only a year old. He left no will, and there ensued a sharp dispute about his property. The Stockhausens said it all belonged to the little son; the Hearn family considered that a portion of it ought to go back to them. The poor widow was the only quiet spirit amongst them, willing to be led either way. What the disputants did was to put it into Chancery: and I dont much think it ever came out again.

It was the worst move they could have made for Mrs. Hearn. For it reduced her to a very slender income indeed, and the world wondered how she got on at all. She lived in a cottage about three miles from the Frosts, with one servant and the little child Archibald. In the course of years people seemed to forget all about the property in Chancery, and to ignore her as quite a poor woman.

Well, we  I and Tod  had been at Dr. Frosts two years or so, when Archibald Hearn entered the school. He was a slender little lad with bright brown eyes, a delicate face and pink cheeks, very sweet-tempered and pleasant in manner. At first he used to go home at night, but when the winter weather set in he caught a cough, and then came into the house altogether. Some of the big ones felt sure that old Frost took him for nothing: but as little Hearn was Mrs. Frosts nephew and we liked her, no talk was made about it. The lad did not much like coming into the house: we could see that. He seemed always to be hankering after his mother and old Betty the servant. Not in words: but hed stand with his arms on the play-yard gate, his eyes gazing out towards the quarter where the cottage was; as if he would like his sight to penetrate the wood and the two or three miles beyond, and take a look at it. When any of us said to him as a bit of chaff, You are staring after old Betty, he would say Yes, he wished he could see her and his mother; and then tell no end of tales about what Betty had done for him in his illnesses. Any way, Hearn was a straightforward little chap, and a favourite in the school.

He had been with us about a year when Wolfe Barrington came. Quite another sort of pupil. A big, strong fellow who had never had a mother: rich and overbearing, and cruel. He was in mourning for his father, who had just died: a rich Irishman, given to company and fast living. Wolfe came in for all the money; so that he had a fine career before him and might be expected to set the world on fire. Little Hearns stories had been of home; of his mother and old Betty. Wolfes were different. He had had the run of his fathers stables and knew more about horses and dogs than the animals knew about themselves. Curious things, too, hed tell of men and women, who had stayed at old Barringtons place: and what he said of the public school he had been at might have made old Frosts hair stand on end. Why he left the public school we did not find out: some said he had run away from it, and that his father, whod indulged him awfully, would not send him back to be punished; others said the head-master would not receive him back again. In the nick of time the father died; and Wolfes guardians put him to Dr. Frosts.

I shall make you my fag, said Barrington, the day he entered, catching hold of little Hearn in the playground, and twisting him round by the arm.

Whats that? asked Hearn, rubbing his arm  for Wolfes grasp had not been a light one.



Whats that! repeated Barrington, scornfully. What a precious young fool you must be, not to know. Whos your mother?

She lives over there, answered Hearn, taking the question literally, and nodding beyond the wood.

Oh! said Barrington, screwing up his mouth. Whats her name? And whats yours?

Mrs. Hearn. Mines Archibald.

Good, Mr. Archibald. You shall be my fag. That is, my servant. And youll do every earthly thing that I order you to do. And mind you do it smartly, or may be that girls face of yours will show out rather blue sometimes.

I shall not be anybodys servant, returned Archie, in his mild, inoffensive way.

Wont you! Youll tell me another tale before this time to-morrow. Did you ever get licked into next week?

The child made no answer. He began to think the new fellow might be in earnest, and gazed up at him in doubt.

When you cant see out of your two eyes for the swelling round them, and your backs stiff with smarting and aching  thats the kind of licking I mean, went on Barrington. Did you ever taste it?

No, sir.

Good again. It will be all the sweeter when you do. Now look you here, Mr. Archibald Hearn. I appoint you my fag in ordinary. Youll fetch and carry for me: youll black my boots and brush my clothes; youll sit up to wait on me when I go to bed, and read me to sleep; youll be dressed before I am in the morning, and be ready with my clothes and hot water. Never mind whether the rules of the house are against hot water, youll have to provide it, though you boil it in the bedroom grate, or out in the nearest field. Youll attend me at my lessons; look out words for me; copy my exercises in a fair hand  and if you were old enough to do them, youd have to. Thats a few of the items; but there are a hundred other things, that Ive not time to detail. If I can get a horse for my use, youll have to groom him. And if you dont put out your mettle to serve me in all these ways, and dont hold yourself in readiness to fly and obey me at any minute or hour of the day, youll get daily one of the lickings Ive told you of, until you are licked into shape.

Barrington meant what he said. Voice and countenance alike wore a determined look, as if his words were law. Lots of the fellows, attracted by the talking, had gathered round. Hearn, honest and straightforward himself, did not altogether understand what evil might be in store for him, and grew seriously frightened.



The captain of the school walked up  John Whitney. What is that you say Hearn has to do? he asked.

He knows now, answered Barrington. Thats enough. They dont allow servants here: I must have a fag in place of one.

In turning his fascinated eyes from Barrington, Hearn saw Blair standing by, our mathematical master  of whom you will hear more later. Blair must have caught what passed: and little Hearn appealed to him.

Am I obliged to be his fag, sir?

Mr. Blair put us leisurely aside with his hands, and confronted the new fellow. Your name is Barrington, I think, he said.

Yes, it is, said Barrington, staring at him defiantly.

Allow me to tell you that fags are not permitted here. The system would not be tolerated by Dr. Frost for a moment. Each boy must wait on himself, and be responsible for himself: seniors and juniors alike. You are not at a public-school now, Barrington. In a day or two, when you shall have learnt the customs and rules here, I dare say you will find yourself quite sufficiently comfortable, and see that a fag would be an unnecessary appendage.

Who is that man? cried Barrington, as Blair turned away.

Mathematical master. Sees to us out of hours, answered Bill Whitney.

And what the devil did you mean by making a sneaking appeal to him? continued Barrington, seizing Hearn roughly.

I did not mean it for sneaking; but I could not do what you wanted, said Hearn. He had been listening to us.

I wish to goodness that confounded fool, Taptal, had been sunk in his horse-pond before he put me to such a place as this, cried Barrington, passionately. As to you, you sneaking little devil, it seems I cant make you do what I wanted, fags being forbidden fruit here, but it shant serve you much. Theres to begin with.

Hearn got a shake and a kick that sent him flying. Blair was back on the instant.

Are you a coward, Mr. Barrington?

A coward! retorted Barrington, his eyes flashing. You had better try whether I am or not.

It seems to me that you act like one, in attacking a lad so much younger and weaker than yourself. Dont let me have to report you to Dr. Frost the first day of your arrival. Another thing  I must request you to be a little more careful in your language. You have come amidst gentlemen here, not blackguards.

The matter ended here; but Barrington looked in a frightful rage. It was unfortunate that it should have occurred the day he entered; but it did so, word for word, as I have written it. It set some of us rather against Barrington, and it set him against Hearn. He didnt lick him into next week, but he gave him many a blow that the boy did nothing to deserve.

Barrington won his way, though, as the time went on. He had a liberal supply of money, and was open-handed with it; and he would often do a generous turn for one and another. The worst of him was his roughness. At play he was always rough; and, when put out, savage as well. His strength and activity were something remarkable; he would not have minded hard blows himself, and he showered them out on others with no more care than if we had been made of pumice-stone.

It was Barrington who introduced the new system at football. We had played it before in a rather mild way, speaking comparatively, but he soon changed that. Dr. Frost got to know of it in time, and he appeared amongst us one day when we were in the thick of it, and stopped the game with a sweep of his hand. They play it at Rugby now very much as Barrington made us play it then. The Doctor  standing with his face unusually red, and his shirt and necktie unusually white, and his knee-buckles gleaming  asked whether we were a pack of cannibals, that we should kick at one another in that dangerous manner. If we ever attempted it again, he said, football should be stopped.

So we went back to the old way. But we had tried the new, you see: and the consequence was that a great deal of rough play would creep into it now and again. Barrington led it on. No cannibal (as old Frost put it) could have been more carelessly furious at it than he. To see him with his sallow face in a heat, his keen black eyes flashing, his hat off, and his straight hair flung back, was not the pleasantest sight to my mind. Snepp said one day that he looked just like the devil at these times. Wolfe Barrington overheard him, and kicked him right over the hillock. I dont think he was ill-intentioned; but his strong frame had been untamed; it required a vent for its superfluous strength: his animal spirits led him away, and he had never been taught to put a curb on himself or his inclinations. One thing was certain  that the name, Wolfe, for such a nature as his, was singularly appropriate. Some of us told him so. He laughed in answer; never saying that it was only shortened from Wolfrey, his real name, as we learnt later. He could be as good a fellow and comrade as any of them when he chose, and on the whole we liked him a great deal better than we had thought we should at first.

As to his animosity against little Hearn, it was wearing off. The lad was too young to retaliate, and Barrington grew tired of knocking him about: perhaps a little ashamed of it when there was no return. In a twelvemonths time it had quite subsided, and, to the surprise of many of us, Barrington, coming back from a visit to old Taptal, his guardian, brought Hearn a handsome knife with three blades as a present.

And so it would have gone on but for an unfortunate occurrence. I shall always say and think so. But for that, it might have been peace between them to the end. Barrington, who was defiantly independent, had betaken himself to Evesham, one half-holiday, without leave. He walked straight into some mischief there, and broke a street boys head. Dr. Frost was appealed to by the boys father, and of course there was a row. The Doctor forbade Barrington ever to stir beyond bounds again without first obtaining permission; and Blair had orders that for a fortnight to come Barrington was to be confined to the playground in after-hours.

Very good. A day or two after that  on the next Saturday afternoon  the school went to a cricket-match; Doctor, masters, boys, and all; Barrington only being left behind.

Was he one to stand this? No. He coolly walked away to the high-road, saw a public conveyance passing, hailed it, mounted it, and was carried to Evesham. There he disported himself for an hour or so, visited the chief fruit and tart shops; and then chartered a gig to bring him back to within half-a-mile of the school.

The cricket-match was not over when he got in, for it lasted up to the twilight of the summer evening, and no one would have known of the escapade but for one miserable misfortune  Archie Hearn happened to have gone that afternoon to Evesham with his mother. They were passing along the street, and he saw Barrington amidst the sweets.

Theres Wolfe Barrington! said Archie, in the surprise of the moment, and would have halted at the tart-shop; but Mrs. Hearn, who was in a hurry, did not stop. On the Monday, she brought Archie back to school: he had been at home, sick, for more than a week, and knew nothing of Barringtons punishment. Archie came amongst us at once, but Mrs. Hearn stayed to take tea with her sister and Dr. Frost. Without the slightest intention of making mischief, quite unaware that she was doing so, Mrs. Hearn mentioned incidentally that they had seen one of the boys  Barrington  at Evesham on the Saturday. Dr. Frost pricked up his ears at the news; not believing it, however: but Mrs. Hearn said yes, for Archie had seen him eating tarts at the confectioners. The Doctor finished his tea, went to his study, and sent for Barrington. Barrington denied it. He was not in the habit of telling lies, was too fearless of consequences to do anything of the sort; but he denied it now to the Doctors face; perhaps he began to think he might have gone a little too far. Dr. Frost rang the bell and ordered Archie Hearn in.

Which shop was Barrington in when you saw him on Saturday? questioned the Doctor.

The pastrycooks, said Archie, innocently.

What was he doing? blandly went on the Doctor.

Oh! no harm, sir; only eating tarts, Archie hastened to say.

Well  it all came out then, and though Archie was quite innocent of wilfully telling tales; would have cut out his tongue rather than have said a word to injure Barrington, he received the credit of it now. Barrington took his punishment without a word; the hardest caning old Frost had given for many a long day, and heaps of work besides, and a promise of certain expulsion if he ever again went off surreptitiously in coaches and gigs. But Barrington thrashed Hearn worse when it was over, and branded him with the name of Sneak.

He will never believe otherwise, said Archie, the tears of pain and mortification running down his cheeks, fresh and delicate as a girls. But Id give the world not to have gone that afternoon to Evesham.

A week or two later we went in for a turn at Hare and Hounds. Barringtons term of punishment was over then. Snepp was the hare; a fleet, wiry fellow who could outrun most of us. But the hare this time came to grief. After doubling and turning, as Snepp used to like to do, thinking to throw us off the scent, he sprained his foot, trying to leap a hedge and dry ditch beyond it. We were on his trail, whooping and halloaing like mad; he kept quiet, and we passed on and never saw him. But there was no more scent to be seen, and we found we had lost it, and went back. Snepp showed up then, and the sport was over for the day. Some went home one way, and some another; all of us were as hot as fire, and thirsting for water.

If youll turn down here by the great oak-tree, we shall come to my mothers house, and you can have as much water as you like, said little Hearn, in his good-nature.

So we turned down. There were only six or seven of us, for Snepp and his damaged foot made one, and most of them had gone on at a quicker pace. Tod helped Snepp on one side, Barrington on the other, and he limped along between them.

It was a narrow red-brick house, a parlour window on each side the door, and three windows above; small altogether, but very pretty, with jessamine and clematis climbing up the walls. Archie Hearn opened the door, and we trooped in, without regard to ceremony. Mrs. Hearn  she had the same delicate face as Archie, the same pink colour and bright brown eyes  came out of the kitchen to stare at us. As well she might. Her cotton sleeves were turned up to the elbows, her fingers were stained red, and she had a coarse kitchen cloth pinned round her. She was pressing black currants for jelly.

We had plenty of water, and Mrs. Hearn made Snepp sit down, and looked at his foot, and put a wet bandage round it, kneeling before him to do it. I thought I had never seen so nice a face as hers; very placid, with a sort of sad look in it. Old Betty, that Hearn used to talk about, appeared in a short blue petticoat and a kind of brown print jacket. I have seen the homely servants in France, since, dressed very similarly. Snepp thanked Mrs. Hearn for giving his foot relief, and we took off our hats to her as we went away.

The same night, before Blair called us in for prayers, Archie Hearn heard Barrington giving a sneering account of the visit to some of the fellows in the playground.

Just like a cook, you know. Might be taken for one. Some coarse bunting tied round her waist, and hands steeped in red kitchen stuff.

My mother could never be taken for anything but a lady, spoke up Archie bravely. A lady may make jelly. A great many ladies prefer to do it themselves.

Now you be off, cried Barrington, turning sharply on him. Keep at a distance from your betters.

Theres nobody in the world better than my mother, returned the boy, standing his ground, and flushing painfully: for, in truth, the small way they were obliged to live in, through Chancery retaining the property, made a sore place in a corner of Archies heart. Ask Joseph Todhetley what he thinks of her. Ask John Whitney. They recognize her for a lady.

But then they are gentlemen themselves.

It was I who put that in. I couldnt help having a fling at Barrington. A bit of applause followed, and stung him.

If you shove in your oar, Johnny Ludlow, or presume to interfere with me, Ill pummel you to powder. There.

Barrington kicked out on all sides, sending us backward. The bell rang for prayers then, and we had to go in.

The game the next evening was football. We went out to it as soon as tea was over, to the field by the river towards Vale Farm. I cant tell much about its progress, except that the play seemed rougher and louder than usual. Once there was a regular skirmish: scores of feet kicking out at once; great struggling, pushing and shouting: and when the ball got off, and the tail after it in full hue and cry, one was left behind lying on the ground.

I dont know why I turned my head back; it was the merest chance that I did so: and I saw Tod kneeling on the grass, raising the boys head.

Holloa! said I, running back. Anything wrong? Who is it?

It was little Hearn. He had his eyes shut. Tod did not speak.

Whats the matter, Tod? Is he hurt?

Well, I think hes hurt a little, was Tods answer. He has had a kick here.

Tod touched the left temple with his finger, drawing it down as far as the back of the ear. It must have been a good wide kick, I thought.

It has stunned him, poor little fellow. Can you get some water from the river, Johnny?

I could if I had anything to bring it in. It would leak out of my straw hat long before I got here.

But little Hearn made a move then, and opened his eyes. Presently he sat up, putting his hands to his head. Tod was as tender with him as a mother.

How do you feel, Archie?

Oh, Im all right, I think. A bit giddy.

Getting on to his feet, he looked from me to Tod in a bewildered manner. I thought it odd. He said he wouldnt join the game again, but go in and rest. Tod went with him, ordering me to keep with the players. Hearn walked all right, and did not seem to be much the worse for it.

Whats the matter now? asked Mrs. Hall, in her cranky way; for she happened to be in the yard when they entered, Tod marshalling little Hearn by the arm.

He has had a blow at football, answered Tod. Here  indicating the place he had shown me.

A kick, I suppose you mean, said Mother Hall.

Yes, if you like to call it so. It was a blow with a foot.

Did you do it, Master Todhetley?

No, I did not, retorted Tod.

I wonder the Doctor allows that football to be played! she went on, grumbling. I wouldnt, if I kept a school; I know that. It is a barbarous game, only fit for bears.

I am all right, put in Hearn. I neednt have come in, but for feeling giddy.

But he was not quite right yet. For without the slightest warning, before he had time to stir from where he stood, he became frightfully sick. Hall ran for a basin and some warm water. Tod held his head.

This is through having gobbled down your tea in such a mortal hurry, to be off to that precious football, decided Hall, resentfully. The wonder is, that the whole crew of you are not sick, swallowing your food at the rate you do.

I think Ill lie on the bed for a bit, said Archie, when the sickness had passed. I shall be up again by supper-time.

They went with him to his room. Neither of them had the slightest notion that he was seriously hurt, or that there could be any danger. Archie took off his jacket, and lay down in his clothes. Mrs. Hall offered to bring him up a cup of tea; but he said it might make him sick again, and hed rather be quiet. She went down, and Tod sat on the edge of the bed. Archie shut his eyes, and kept still. Tod thought he was dropping off to sleep, and began to creep out of the room. The eyes opened then, and Archie called to him.

Todhetley?

I am here, old fellow. What is it?

Youll tell him I forgive him, said Archie, speaking in an earnest whisper. Tell him I know he didnt think to hurt me.

Oh, Ill tell him, answered Tod, lightly.

And be sure give my dear love to mamma.

So I will.

And now Ill go to sleep, or I shant be down to supper. You will come and call me if I am not, wont you?

All right, said Tod, tucking the counterpane about him. Are you comfortable, Archie?

Quite. Thank you.

Tod came on to the field again, and joined the game. It was a little less rough, and there were no more mishaps. We got home later than usual, and supper stood on the table.

The suppers at Worcester House were always the same  bread and cheese. And not too much of it. Half a round off the loaf, with a piece of cheese, for each fellow; and a drop of beer or water. Our other meals were good and abundant; but the Doctor waged war with heavy suppers. If old Hall had had her way, we should have had none at all. Little Hearn did not appear; and Tod went up to look after him. I followed.

Opening the door without noise, we stood listening and looking. Not that there was much good in looking, for the room was in darkness.

Archie, whispered Tod.

No answer. No sound.

Are you asleep, old fellow?



Not a word still. The dead might be there; for all the sound there was.

Hes asleep, for certain, said Tod, groping his way towards the bed. So much the better, poor little chap. I wont wake him.

It was a small room, two beds in it; Archies was the one at the end by the wall. Tod groped his way to it: and, in thinking of it afterwards, I wondered that Tod did go up to him. The most natural thing would have been to come away, and shut the door. Instinct must have guided him  as it guides us all. Tod bent over him, touching his face, I think. I stood close behind. Now that our eyes were accustomed to the darkness, it seemed a bit lighter.

Something like a cry from Tod made me start. In the dark, and holding the breath, one is easily startled.

Get a light, Johnny. A light!-quick! for the love of Heaven.

I believe I leaped the stairs at a bound. I believe I knocked over Mother Hall at the foot. I know I snatched the candle that was in her hand, and she screamed after me as if I had murdered her.

Here it is, Tod.

He was at the door waiting for it, every atom of colour gone clean out of his face. Carrying it to the bed, he let its light fall full on Archie Hearn. The face was white and cold; the mouth covered with froth.

Oh, Tod! What is it thats the matter with him?

Hush, Johnny! I fear hes dying. Good Lord! to think we should have been such ignorant fools as to leave him by himself!  as not have sent for Featherstone!

We were down again in a moment. Hall stood scolding still, demanding her candle. Tod said a word that silenced her. She backed against the wall.

Dont play your tricks on me, Mr. Todhetley.

Go and see, said Tod.

She took the light from his hand quietly, and went up. Just then, the Doctor and Mrs. Frost, who had been walking all the way home from Sir John Whitneys, where they had spent the evening, came in, and learnt what had happened.

Featherstone was there in no time, so to say, and shut himself into the bedroom with the Doctor and Mrs. Frost and Hall, and I dont know how many more. Nothing could be done for Archibald Hearn: he was not quite dead, but close upon it. He was dead before any one thought of sending to Mrs. Hearn. It came to the same. Could she have come upon telegraph wires, she would still have come too late.



When I look back upon that evening  and a good many years have gone by since then  nothing arises in my mind but a picture of confusion, tinged with a feeling of terrible sorrow; ay, and of horror. If a death happens in a school, it is generally kept from the pupils, as far as possible; at any rate they are not allowed to see any of its attendant stir and details. But this was different. Upon masters and boys, upon mistress and household, it came with the same startling shock. Dr. Frost said feebly that the boys ought to go up to bed, and then Blair told us to go; but the boys stayed on where they were. Hanging about the passages, stealing upstairs and peeping into the room, questioning Featherstone (when we could get the chance of coming upon him), as to whether Hearn would get well or not. No one checked us.

I went in once. Mrs. Frost was alone, kneeling by the bed; I thought she must have been saying a prayer. Just then she lifted her head to look at him. As I backed away again, she began to speak aloud  and oh! what a sad tone she said it in!

The only son of his mother, and she was a widow!

There had to be an inquest. It did not come to much. The most that could be said was that he died from a kick at football. A most unfortunate but an accidental kick, quoth the coroner. Tod had said that he saw the kick given: that is, had seen some foot come flat down with a bang on the side of little Hearns head; and when Tod was asked if he recognized the foot, he replied No: boots looked very much alike, and a great many were thrust out in the skirmish, all kicking together.

Not one would own to having given it. For the matter of that, the fellow might not have been conscious of what he did. No end of thoughts glanced towards Barrington: both because he was so ferocious at the game, and that he had a spite against Hearn.

I never touched him, said Barrington, when this leaked out; and his face and voice were boldly defiant. It wasnt me. I never so much as saw that Hearn was down.

And as there were others quite as brutal at football as Barrington, he was believed.

We could not get over it any way. It seemed so dreadful that he should have been left alone to die. Hall was chiefly to blame for that; and it cowed her.

Look here, said Tod to us, I have a message for one of you. Whichever the cap fits may take it to himself. When Hearn was dying he told me to say that he forgave the fellow who kicked him.

This was the evening of the inquest-day. We had all gathered in the porch by the stone bench, and Tod took the opportunity to relate what he had not related before. He repeated every word that Hearn had said.

Did Hearn know who it was, then? asked John Whitney.

I think so.

Then why didnt you ask him to name him!

Why didnt I ask him to name him, repeated Tod, in a fume. Do you suppose I thought he was going to die, Whitney?  or that the kick was to turn out a serious one? Hearn was growing big enough to fight his own battles: and I never thought but he would be up again at supper-time.

John Whitney pushed his hair back, in his quiet, thoughtful way, and said no more. He was to die, himself, the following year  but that has nothing to do with the present matter.

I was standing away at the gate after this, looking at the sunset, when Tod came up and put his arms on the top bar.

What are you gazing at, Johnny?

At the sunset. How red it is! I was thinking that if Hearns up there now he is better off. It is very beautiful.

I should not like to have been the one to send him there, though, was Tods answer. Johnny, I am certain Hearn knew who it was, he went on in a low tone. I am certain he thought the fellow, himself, knew, and that it had been done for the purpose. I think I know also.

Tell us, I said. And Tod glanced over his shoulders, to make sure no one was within hearing before he replied.

Wolfe Barrington.

Why dont you accuse him, Tod?

It wouldnt do. And I am not absolutely sure. What I saw, was this. In the rush, one of them fell: I saw his head lying on the ground. Before I could shout out to the fellows to take care, a boot with a grey trouser over it came stamping down (not kicking) on the side of the head. If ever anything was done deliberately, that stamp seemed to be; it could hardly have been chance. I know no more than that: it all passed in a moment. I didnt see that it was Barrington. But  what other fellow is there among us who would have wilfully harmed little Hearn? It is that thought that brings conviction to me.

I looked round to where a lot of them stood at a distance. Wolfe has got on grey trousers, too.

That does not tell much, returned Tod. Half of us wear the same. Yours are grey; mine are grey. Its just this: While I am convinced in my own mind that it was Barrington, theres no sort of proof that it was so, and he denies it. So it must rest, and die away. Keep counsel, Johnny.

The funeral took place from the school. All of us went to it. In the evening, Mrs. Hearn, who had been staying at the house, surprised us by coming into the tea-room. She looked very small in her black gown. Her thin cheeks were more flushed than usual, and her eyes had a great sadness in them.

I wished to say good-bye to you; and to shake hands with you before I go home, she began, in a kind tone, and we all got up from the table to face her.

I thought you would like me to tell you that I feel sure it must have been an accident; that no harm was intended. My dear little son said this to Joseph Todhetley when he was dying  and I fancy that some prevision of death must have lain then upon his spirit and caused him to say it, though he himself might not have been quite conscious of it. He died in love and peace with all; and, if he had anything to forgive  he forgave freely. I wish to let you know that I do the same. Only try to be a little less rough at play  and God bless you all. Will you shake hands with me?

John Whitney, a true gentleman always, went up to her first, meeting her offered hand.

If it had been anything but an accident, Mrs. Hearn, he began in tones of deep feeling: if any one of us had done it wilfully, I think, standing to hear you now, we should shrink to the earth in our shame and contrition. You cannot regret Archibald much more than we do.

In the midst of my grief, I know one thing: that God has taken him from a world of care to peace and happiness; I try to rest in that. Thank you all. Good-bye.

Catching her breath, she shook hands with us one by one, giving each a smile; but did not say more.

And the only one of us who did not feel her visit as it was intended, was Barrington. But he had no feeling: his body was too strong for it, his temper too fierce. He would have thrown a sneer of ridicule after her, but Whitney hissed it down.

Before another day had gone over, Barrington and Tod had a row. It was about a crib. Tod could be as overbearing as Barrington when he pleased, and he was cherishing ill-feeling towards him. They went and had it out in private  but it did not come to a fight. Tod was not one to keep in matters till they rankled, and he openly told Barrington that he believed it was he who had caused Hearns death. Barrington denied it out-and-out; first of all swearing passionately that he had not, and then calming down to talk about it quietly. Tod felt less sure of it after that: as he confided to me in the bedroom.

Dr. Frost forbid football. And the time went on.





What I have further to relate may be thought a made-up story, such as we find in fiction. It is so very like a case of retribution. But it is all true, and happened as I shall put it. And somehow I never care to dwell long upon the calamity.

It was as nearly as possible a year after Hearn died. Jessup was captain of the school, for John Whitney was too ill to come. Jessup was almost as rebellious as Wolfe; and the two would ridicule Blair, and call him Baked pie to his face. One morning, when they had given no end of trouble to old Frost over their Greek, and laid the blame upon the hot weather, the Doctor said he had a great mind to keep them in until dinner-time. However, they ate humble-pie, and were allowed to escape. Blair was taking us for a walk. Instead of keeping with the ranks, Barrington and Jessup fell out, and sat down on the gate of a field where the wheat was being carried. Blair said they might sit there if they pleased, but forbid them to cross the gate. Indeed, there was a standing interdiction against our entering any field whilst the crops were being gathered. We went on and left them.

Half-an-hour afterwards, before we got back, Barrington had been carried home, dying.

Dying, as was supposed. He and Jessup had disobeyed Blair, disregarded orders, and rushed into the field, shouting and leaping like a couple of mad fellows  as the labourers afterwards said. Making for the waggon, laden high with wheat, they mounted it, and started on the horses. In some way, Barrington lost his balance, slipped over the side and the hind wheel went over him.

I shall never forget the house when we got back. Jessup, in his terror, had made off for his home, running most of the way  seven miles. He was in the same boat as Wolfe, except that he escaped injury  had gone over the stile in defiance of orders, and got on the waggon. Barrington was lying in the blue-room; and Mrs. Frost, frightened out of bed, stood on the landing in her night-cap, a shawl wrapped round her loose white dressing-gown. She was ill at the time. Featherstone came striding up the road wiping his hot face.

Lord bless me! cried Featherstone when he had looked at Wolfe and touched him. I cant deal with this single-handed, Dr. Frost.

The doctor had guessed that. And Roger was already away on a galloping horse, flying for another. He brought little Pink: a shrimp of a man, with a fair reputation in his profession. But the two were more accustomed to treating rustic ailments than grave cases, and Dr. Frost knew that. Evening drew on, and the dusk was gathering, when a carriage with post-horses came thundering in at the front gates, bringing Mr. Carden.



They did not give to us boys the particulars of the injuries; and I dont know them to this day. The spine was hurt; the right ankle smashed: we heard that much. Taptal, Barringtons guardian, came over, and an uncle from London. Altogether it was a miserable time. The masters seized upon it to be doubly stern, and read us lectures upon disobedience and rebellion  as though we had been the offenders! As to Jessup, his father handed him back again to Dr. Frost, saying that in his opinion a taste of birch would much conduce to his benefit.

Barrington did not seem to suffer as keenly as some might have done; perhaps his spirits kept him up, for they were untamed. On the very day after the accident, he asked for some of the fellows to go in and sit with him, because he was dull. By-and-by, the doctors said. And the next day but one, Dr. Frost sent me in. The paid nurse sat at the end of the room.

Oh, its you, is it, Ludlow! Wheres Jessup?

Jessups under punishment.

His face looked the same as ever, and that was all that could be seen of him. He lay on his back, covered over. As to the low bed, it might have been a board, to judge by its flatness. And perhaps was so.

I am very sorry about it, Barrington. We all are. Are you in much pain?

Oh, I dont know, was his impatient answer. One has to grin and bear it. The cursed idiots had stacked the wheat sloping to the sides, or it would never have happened. What do you hear about me?

Nothing but regret that it  

I dont mean that stuff. Regret, indeed! regret wont undo it. I mean as to my getting about again. Will it be ages first?

We dont hear a word.

If they were to keep me here a month, Ludlow, I should go mad. Rampant. You shut up, old woman.

For the nurse had interfered, telling him he must not excite himself.

My ankles hurt; but I believe it is not half as bad as a regular fracture: and my backs bruised. Well, whats a bruise? Nothing. Of course theres pain and stiffness, and all that; but so there is after a bad fight, or a thrashing. And they talk about my lying here for three or four weeks! Catch me.

One thing was evident: they had not allowed Wolfe to suspect the gravity of the case. Downstairs we had an inkling, I dont remember whence gathered, that it might possibly end in death. There was a suspicion of some internal injury that we could not get to know of; and it is said that even Mr. Carden, with all his surgical skill, could not get at it, either. Any way, the prospect of recovery for Barrington was supposed to be of the scantiest; and it threw a gloom over us.

A sad mishap was to occur. Of course no one in their senses would have let Barrington learn the danger he was in; especially while there was just a chance that the peril would be surmounted. I read a book lately  I, Johnny Ludlow  where a little child met with an accident; and the first thing the people around him did, father, doctors, nurses, was to inform him that he would be a cripple for the rest of his days. That was common sense with a vengeance: and about as likely to occur in real life as that I could turn myself into a Dutchman. However, something of the kind did happen in Barringtons case, but through inadvertence. Another uncle came over from Ireland; an old man; and in talking with Featherstone he spoke out too freely. They were outside Barringtons door, and besides that, supposed that he was asleep. But he had awakened then; and heard more than he ought. The blue-room always seemed to have an echo in it.

So its all up with me, Ludlow?

I was by his bedside when he suddenly said this, in the twilight of the summer evening. He had been lying quite silent since I entered, and his face had a white, still look on it, never before noticed there.

What do you mean, Barrington?

None of your shamming here. I know; and so do you, Johnny Ludlow. I say, though it makes one feel queer to find the worlds slipping away. I had looked for so much jolly life in it.

Barrington, you may get well yet; you may, indeed. Ask Pink and Featherstone, else, when they next come; ask Mr. Carden. I cant think what idea you have been getting hold of.

There, thats enough, he answered. Dont bother. I want to be quiet.

He shut his eyes; and the darkness grew as the minutes passed. Presently some one came into the room with a gentle step: a lady in a black-and-white gown that didnt rustle. It was Mrs. Hearn. Barrington looked up at her.

I am going to stay with you for a day or two, she said in a low sweet voice, bending over him and touching his forehead with her cool fingers. I hear you have taken a dislike to the nurse: and Mrs. Frost is really too weakly just now to get about.

Shes a sly cat, said Barrington, alluding to the nurse, and watches me out of the tail of her eye. Halls as bad. They are in league together.

Well, they shall not come in more than I can help. I will nurse you myself.



No; not you, said Barrington, his face looking red and uneasy. Ill not trouble you.

She sat down in my chair, just pressing my hand in token of greeting. And I left them.

In the ensuing days his life trembled in the balance; and even when part of the more immediate danger was surmounted, part of the worst of the pain, it was still a toss-up. Barrington had no hope whatever: I dont think Mrs. Hearn had, either.

She hardly left him. At first he seemed to resent her presence; to wish her away; to receive unwillingly what she did for him; but, in spite of himself he grew to look round for her, and to let his hand lie in hers whenever she chose to take it.

Who can tell what she said to him? Who can know how she softly and gradually awoke the better feelings within him, and won his heart from its hardness? She did do it, and thats enough. The way was paved for her. What the accident had not done, the fear of death had. Tamed him.

One evening when the sun had sunk, leaving only a fading light in the western sky, and Barrington had been watching it from his bed, he suddenly burst into tears. Mrs. Hearn busy amongst the physic bottles, was by his side in a moment.

Wolfe!

Its very hard to have to die.

Hush, my dear, you are not worse: a little better. I think you may be spared; I do indeed. And  in any case  you know what I read to you this evening: that to die is gain.

Yes, for some. Ive never had my thoughts turned that way.

They are turned now. That is quite enough.

It is such a little while to have lived, went on Barrington, after a pause. Such a little while to have enjoyed earth. What are my few years compared with the ages that have gone by, with the ages and ages that are to come. Nothing. Not as much as a drop of water to the ocean.

Wolfe, dear, if you live out the allotted years of man, three score and ten, what would even that be in comparison? As you say  nothing. It seems to me that our well-being or ill-being here need not much concern us: the days, whether short or long, will pass as a dream. Eternal life lasts for ever; soon we must all be departing for it.

Wolfe made no answer. The clear sky was assuming its pale tints, shading off one into another, and his eyes were looking at them. But it was as if he saw nothing.

Listen, my dear. When Archibald died, I thought I should have died; died of grief and pain. I grieved to think how short had been his span of life on this fair earth; how cruel his fate in being taken from it so early. But, oh, Wolfe, God has shown me my mistake. I would not have him back again if I could.

Wolfe put up his hand to cover his face. Not a word spoke he.

I wish you could see things as I see them, now that they have been cleared for me, she resumed. It is so much better to be in heaven than on earth. We, who are here, have to battle with cares and crosses; and shall have to do so to the end. Archie has thrown-off all care. He is in happiness amidst the redeemed.

The room was growing dark. Wolfes face was one of intense pain.

Wolfe, dear, do not mistake me; do not think me hard if I say that you would be happier there than here. There is nothing to dread, dying in Christ. Believe me, I would not for the world have Archie back again: how could I then make sure what the eventual ending would be? You and he will know each other up there.

Dont, said Wolfe.

Dont what?

Wolfe drew her hand close to his face, and she knelt down to catch his whisper.

I killed him.

A pause: and a sort of sob in her throat. Then, drawing away her hand, she laid her cheek to his.

My dear, I think I have known it.

You  have  known  it? stammered Wolfe in disbelief.

Yes. I thought it was likely. I felt nearly sure of it. Dont let it trouble you now. Archie forgave, you know, and I forgave; and God will forgive.

How could you come here to nurse me  knowing that?

It made me the more anxious to come. You have no mother.

No. Wolfe was sobbing bitterly. She died when I was born. Ive never had anybody. Ive never had a chapter read to me, or a prayer prayed.

No, no, dear. And Archie  oh, Archie had all that. From the time he could speak, I tried to train him for heaven. It has seemed to me, since, just as though I had foreseen he would go early, and was preparing him for it.

I never meant to kill him, sobbed Wolfe. I saw his head down, and I put my foot upon it without a moments thought. If I had taken thought, or known it would hurt him seriously, I wouldnt have done it.

He is better off, dear, was all she said. You have that comfort.

Any way, I am paid out for it. At the best, I suppose I shall go upon crutches for life. Thats bad enough: but dyings worse. Mrs. Hearn, I am not ready to die.

Be you very sure God will not take you until you are ready, if you only wish and hope to be made so from your very heart, she whispered. I pray to Him often for you, Wolfe.

I think you must be one of heavens angels, said Wolfe, with a burst of emotion.

No, dear; only a weak woman. I have had so much sorrow and care, trial upon trial, one disappointment after another, that it has left me nothing but Heaven to lean upon. Wolfe, I am trying to show you a little bit of the way there; and I think  I do indeed  that this accident, which seems, and is, so dreadful, may have been sent by God in mercy. Perhaps, else, you might never have found Him: and where would you have been in all that long, long eternity? A few years here; never-ending ages hereafter!  Oh, Wolfe! bear up bravely for the little span, even though the cross may be heavy. Fight on manfully for the real life to come.

If you will help me.

To be sure I will.



Wolfe got about again, and came out upon crutches. After a while they were discarded, first one, then the other, and he took permanently to a stick. He would never go without that. He would never run or leap again, or kick much either. The doctors looked upon it as a wonderful cure  and old Featherstone was apt to talk to us boys as if it were he who had pulled him through. But not in Henry Cardens hearing.

The uncles and Taptal said he would be better now at a private tutors. But Wolfe would not leave Dr. Frosts. A low pony-carriage was bought for him, and all his spare time he would go driving over to Mrs. Hearns. He was as a son to her. His great animal spirits had been taken out of him, you see; and he had to find his happiness in quieter grooves. One Saturday afternoon he drove me over. Mrs. Hearn had asked me to stay with her until the Monday morning. Barrington generally stayed.

It was in November. Considerably more than a year after the accident. The guns of the sportsmen were heard in the wood; a pack of hounds and their huntsmen rode past the cottage at a gallop, in full chase after a late find. Barrington looked and listened, a sigh escaping him.

These pleasures are barred to me now.

But a better one has been opened to you, said Mrs. Hearn, with a meaning smile, as she took his hand in hers.

And on Wolfes face, when he glanced at her in answer, there sat a look of satisfied rest that I am sure had never been seen on it before he fell off the waggon.


IV.

MAJOR PARRIFER.

He was one of the worst magistrates that ever sat upon the bench of justices. Strangers were given to wonder how he got his commission. But, you see, men are fit or unfit for a post according to their doings in it; and, generally speaking, people cannot tell what those doings will be beforehand.

They called him Major: Major Parrifer: but he only held rank in a militia regiment, and every one knows what that is. He had bought the place he lived in some years before, and christened it Parrifer Hall. The worst title he could have hit upon; seeing that the good old Hall, with a good old family in it, was only a mile or two distant. Parrifer Hall was only a stones throw, so to say, beyond our village, Church Dykely.

They lived at a high rate; money was not wanting; the Major, his wife, six daughters, and a son who did not come home very much. Mrs. Parrifer was stuck-up: it is one of our county sayings, and it applied to her. When she called on people her silk gowns rustled as if lined with buckram; her voice was loud, her manner patronizing; the Majors voice and manner were the same; and the girls took after them.

Close by, at the corner of Piefinch Lane, was a cottage that belonged to me. To me, Johnny Ludlow. Not that I had as yet control over that or any other cottage I might possess. George Reed rented the cottage. It stood in a good large garden which touched Major Parrifers side fence. On the other side the garden, a high hedge divided it from the lane: but it had only a low hedge in front, with a low gate in the middle. Trim, well-kept hedges: George Reed took care of that.

There was quite a history attaching to him. His father had been indoor servant at the Court. When he married and left it, my grandfather gave him a lease of this cottage, renewable every seven years. George was the only son, had been very decently educated, but turned out wild when he grew up and got out of everything. The result was, that he was only a day-labourer, and never likely to be anything else. He took to the cottage after old Reeds death, and worked for Mr. Sterling; who had the Court now. George Reed was generally civil, but uncommonly independent. His first wife had died, leaving a daughter, Cathy; later on he married again. Reeds wild oats had been sown years ago; he was thoroughly well-conducted and industrious now, working in his own garden early and late.

When Cathys mother died, she was taken to by an aunt, who lived near Worcester. At fifteen she came home again, for the aunt had died. Her ten years training there had done very little for her, except make her into a pretty girl. Cathy had been trained to idleness, but to very little else. She could sing; self-taught of course; she could embroider handkerchiefs and frills; she could write a tolerable letter without many mistakes, and was great at reading, especially when the literature was of the halfpenny kind issued weekly. These acquirements (except the last) were not bad things in themselves, but quite unsuited to Cathy Reeds condition and her future prospects in life. The best that she could aspire to, the best her father expected for her, was that of entering on a light respectable service, and later to become, perhaps, a labourers wife.

The second Mrs. Reed, a quiet kind of young woman, had one little girl only when Cathy came home. She was almost struck dumb when she found what had been Cathys acquirements in the way of usefulness; or rather what were her deficiencies. The facts unfolded themselves by degrees.

Your father thinks hed like you to get a service with some of the gentlefolks, Cathy, her step-mother said to her. Perhaps at the Court, if they could make room for you; or over at Squire Todhetleys. Meanwhile youll help me with the work at home for a few weeks first; wont you, dear? When another little one comes, therell be a good deal on my hands.

Oh, Ill help, answered Cathy, who was a good-natured, ready-speaking girl.

Thats right. Can you wash?

No, said Cathy, with a very decisive shake of the head.

Not wash?

Oh dear, no.

Can you iron?

Pocket-handkerchiefs.

Your aunt was a seamstress; can you sew well?

I dont like sewing.

Mrs. Reed looked at her, but said no more then, rather leaving practice instead of theory to develop Cathys capabilities. But when she came to put her to the test, she found Cathy could not, or would not, do any kind of useful work whatever. Cathy could not wash, iron, scour, cook, or sweep; or even sew plain coarse things, such as are required in labourers families. Cathy could do several kinds of fancy-work. Cathy could idle away her time at the glass, oiling her hair, and dressing herself to the best advantage; Cathy had a smattering of history and geography and chronology; and of polite literature, as comprised in the pages of the aforesaid halfpenny and penny weekly romances. The aunt had sent Cathy to a cheap day-school where such learning was supposed to be taught: had let her run about when she ought to have been cooking and washing; and of course Cathy had acquired a distaste for work. Mrs. Reed sat down aghast, her hands falling helpless on her lap, a kind of fear of what might be Cathys future stealing into her heart.

Child, what is to become of you?

Cathy had no qualms upon the point herself. She gave a laughing kiss to the little child, toddling round the room by the chairs, and took out of her pocket one of those halfpenny serials, whose thrilling stories of brigands and captive damsels she had learnt to make her chief delight.

I shall have to teach her everything, sighed disappointed Mrs. Reed. Catherine, I dont think the kind of useless things your aunt has taught you are good for poor folk like us.

Good! Mrs. Reed might have gone a little further. She began her instruction, but Cathy would not learn. Cathy was always good-humoured; but of work she would do none. If she attempted it, Mrs. Reed had to do it over again.

Where on earth will the gentlefolks get their servants from, if the girls are to be like you? cried honest Mrs. Reed.

Well, time went on; a year or two. Cathy Reed tried two or three services, but did not keep them. Young Mrs. Sterling at the Court at length took her. In three months Cathy was home again, as usual. I do not think Catherine will be kept anywhere, Mrs. Sterling said to her step-mother. When she ought to have been minding the baby, the nurse would find her with a strip of embroidery in her hand, or buried in the pages of some bad story that can only do her harm.

Cathy was turned seventeen when the warfare set in between her father and Major Parrifer. The Major suddenly cast his eyes on the little cottage outside his own land and coveted it. Before this, young Parrifer (a harmless young man, with no whiskers, and sandy hair parted down the middle) had struck up an acquaintance with Cathy. When he left Oxford (where he got plucked twice, and at length took his name off the books) he would often be seen leaning over the cottage-gate, talking to Cathy in the garden, with the two little half-sisters that she pretended to mind. There was no harm: but perhaps Major Parrifer feared it might grow into it; and he badly wanted the plot of ground, that he might pull down the cottage and extend his own boundaries to Piefinch Lane.

One fine day in the holidays, when Tod and I were indoors making flies for fishing, our old servant, Thomas, appeared, and said that George Reed had come over and wanted to speak to me. Which set us wondering. What could he want with me?

Show him in here, said Tod.

Reed came in: a tall, powerful man of forty; with dark, curling hair, and a determined, good-looking face. He began saying that he had heard Major Parrifer was after his cottage, wanting to buy it; so he had come over to beg me to interfere and stop the sale.

Why, Reed, what can I do? I asked. You know I have no power.

You wouldnt turn me out of it yourself, I know, sir.

That I wouldnt.

Neither would I. I liked George Reed. And I remembered that he used to have me in his arms sometimes when I was a little fellow at the Court. Once he carried me to my mothers grave in the churchyard, and told me she had gone to live in heaven.

When a rich gentleman sets his mind on a poor mans bit of a cottage, and says, That shall be mine, the poor man has not much chance against him, sir, unless he that owns the cottage will be his friend. I know you have no power at present, Master Johnny; but if youd speak to Mr. Brandon, perhaps he would listen to you.

Sit down, Reed, interrupted Tod, putting his catgut out of hand. I thought you had the cottage on a lease.

And so I have, sir. But the lease will be out at Michaelmas next, and Mr. Brandon can turn me from it if he likes. My father and mother died there, sir; my wife died there; my children were born there; and the place is as much like my homestead as if it was my own.

How do you know old Parrifer wants it? continued Tod.

I have heard it from a safe source. Ive heard, too, that his lawyer and Mr. Brandons lawyer have settled the matter between their two selves, and dont intend to let me as much as know Im to go out till the time comes, for fear I should make a row over it. Nobody on earth can stop it except Mr. Brandon, added Reed, with energy.

Have you spoken to Mr. Brandon, Reed?

No, sir. I was going up to him; but the thought took me that Id better come off at once to Master Ludlow; his word might be of more avail than mine. Theres no time to be lost. If once the lawyers get Mr. Brandons consent, he may not be able to recall it.



What does Parrifer want with the cottage?

I fancy he covets the bit of garden, sir; he sees the order Ive brought it into. If its not that, I dont know what it can be. The cottage can be no eyesore to him; he cant see it from his windows.

Shall I go with you, Johnny? said Tod, as Reed went home, after drinking the ale old Thomas had given him. We will circumvent that Parrifer, if theres law or justice in the Brandon land.

We went off to Mr. Brandons in the pony-carriage, Tod driving. He lived near Alcester, and had the management of my property whilst I was a minor. As we went along who should ride past, meeting us, but Major Parrifer.

Looking like the bull-dog that he is, cried Tod, who could not bear the man. Johnny, what will you lay that he has not been to Mr. Brandons? The negotiations are becoming serious.

Tod did not go in. On second thought, he said it might be better to leave it to me. The Squire must try, if I failed. Mr. Brandon was at home; and Tod drove on into Alcester by way of passing the time.

But I dont think you can see him, said the housekeeper, when she came to me in the drawing-room. This is one of his bad days. A gentleman called just now, and I went in to the master, but it was of no use.

I know; it was Major Parrifer. We thought he might have been calling here.

Mr. Brandon was thin and little, with a shrivelled face. He lived alone, except for three or four servants, and always fancied himself ill with one ailment or another. When I went in, for he said hed see me, he was sitting in an easy-chair, with a geranium-coloured Turkish cap on his head, and two bottles of medicine at his elbow.

Well, Johnny, an invalid as usual, you see. And what is it you so particularly want?

I want to ask you a favour, Mr. Brandon, if youll be good enough to grant it me.

What is it?

You know that cottage, sir, at the corner of Piefinch Lane. George Reeds.

Well?

I have come to ask you not to let it be sold.

Who wants to sell it? asked he, after a pause.

Major Parrifer wants to buy it; and to turn Reed out. The lawyers are going to arrange it.

Mr. Brandon pushed the cap up on his brow and gave the tassel over his ear a twirl as he looked at me. People thought him incapable; but it was only because he had no work to do that he seemed so. He would get a bit irritable sometimes; very rarely though; and he had a squeaky voice: but he was a good and just man.

How did you hear this, Johnny?

I told him all about it. What Reed had said, and of our having met the Major on horseback as we drove along.

He came here, but I did not feel well enough to see him, said Mr. Brandon. Johnny, you know that I stand in place of your father, as regards your property; to do the best I can with it.

Yes, sir. And I am sure you do it.

If Major Parrifer  I dont like the man, broke off Mr. Brandon, but thats neither here nor there. At the last magistrates meeting I attended he was so overbearing as to shut us all up. My nerves were unstrung for four-and-twenty hours afterwards.

And Squire Todhetley came home swearing, I could not help putting in.

Ah, said Mr. Brandon. Yes; some people can throw bile off in that way. I cant. But, Johnny, all that goes for nothing, in regard to the matter in hand: and I was about to point out to you that if Major Parrifer has set his mind upon buying Reeds cottage and the bit of land attached to it, he is no doubt prepared to offer a good price; more, probably, than it is worth. If so, I should not, in your interests, be justified in refusing this.

I could feel my face flush with the sense of injustice, and the tears come into my eyes. They called me a muff for many things.

I would not touch the money myself, sir. And if you used it for me, Im sure it would never bring any good.

Whats that, Johnny?

Money got by oppression or injustice never does. There was a fellow at school  

Never mind the fellow at school. Go on with your own argument.

To turn Reed out of the place where he has always lived, out of the garden he has done so well by, just because a rich man wants to get possession of it, would be fearfully unjust, sir. It would be as bad as the story of Naboths vineyard, that we heard read in church last Sunday, for the First Lesson. Tod said so as we came along.

Whos Tod?

Joseph Todhetley. If you turned Reed out, sir, for the sake of benefiting me, I should be ashamed to look people in the face when they talked of it. If you please, sir, I do not think my father would allow it if he were living. Reed says the place is like his homestead.

Mr. Brandon measured two tablespoonfuls of medicine into a glass, drank it off, and ate a French plum afterwards. The plums were on a plate, and he handed them to me. I took one, and tried to crack the stone.

You have taken up a strong opinion on this matter, Master Johnny.

Yes, sir. I like Reed. And if I did not, he has no more right to be turned out of his home than Major Parrifer has out of his. How would he like it, if some rich and powerful man came down on his place and turned him out?

Major Parrifer cant be turned out of his, Johnny. It is his own.

And Reeds place is mine, sir  if you wont be angry with me for saying it. Please dont let it be done, Mr. Brandon.

The pony-carriage came rattling up at this juncture, and we saw Tod look at the windows impatiently. I got up, and Mr. Brandon shook hands with me.

What you have said is all very good, Johnny, right in principle; but I cannot let it quite outweigh your interests. When this proposal shall be put before me  as you say it will be  it must have my full consideration.

I stopped when I got to the door and turned to look at him. If he would only have given me an assurance! He read in my face what I wanted.

No, Johnny, I cant do that. You may go home easy for the present, however; for I will promise not to accept the offer to purchase without first seeing you again and showing you my reasons.

I may have gone back to school, sir.

I tell you I will see you again if I decide to accept the offer, he repeated emphatically. And I went out to the pony-chaise.

Old Brandon means to sell, said Tod, when I told him. And he gave the pony an angry cut, that made him fly off at a gallop.

Will anybody believe that I never heard another word upon the subject, except what people said in the way of gossip? It was soon known that Mr. Brandon had declined to sell the cottage; and when his lawyer wrote him word that the sum, offered for it, was increased to quite an unprecedented amount, considering the value of the cottage and garden in question, Mr. Brandon only sent a peremptory note back again, saying he was not in the habit of changing his decisions, and the place was not for sale. Tod threw up his hat.

Bravo, old Brandon! I thought hed not go quite over to the enemy.

George Reed wanted to thank me for it. One evening, in passing his cottage on my way home from the Court, I leaned over the gate to speak to his little ones. He saw me and came running out. The rays of the setting sun shone on the childrens white corded bonnets.

I have to thank you for this, sir. They are going to renew my lease.

Are they? All right. But you need not thank me; I know nothing about it.

George Reed gave a decisive nod. If you hadnt got the ear of Mr. Brandon, sir, I know what box I should have been in now. Look at them girls!

It was not a very complimentary mode of speech, as applied to the Misses Parrifer. Three of them were passing, dressed outrageously in the fashion as usual. I lifted my straw hat, and one of them nodded in return, but the other two only looked out of the tail of their eyes.

The Major has been trying it on with me now, remarked Reed, watching them out of sight. When he found he could not buy the place, he thought hed try and buy out me. He wanted the bit of land for a kitchen-garden, he said; and would give me a five-pound bank-note to go out of it. Much obliged, Major, I said; but Id not go for fifty.

As if he had not heaps of land himself to make kitchen-gardens of!

But dont you see, Master Johnny, to a man like Major Parrifer, who thinks the world was made for him, theres nothing so mortifying as being balked. He set his mind upon this place; he cant get it; and he is just boiling over. Hed poison me if he could. Now then, whats wanted?

Cathy had come up, with her pretty dark eyes, whispering some question to her father. I ran on; it was growing late, and the Manor ever-so-far off.



From that time the feud grew between Major Parrifer and George Reed. Not openly; not actively. It could not well be either when their relative positions were so different. Major Parrifer was a wealthy landed proprietor, a county magistrate (and an awfully overbearing one); and George Reed was a poor cottager who worked for his bread as a day-labourer. But that the Major grew to abhor and hate Reed; that the man, inhabiting the place at his very gates in spite of him, and looking at him independently, as if to say he knew it, every time he passed, had become an eyesore to him; was easily seen.

The Major resented it on us all. He was rude to Mr. Brandon when they met; he struck out his whip once when he was on horse-back, and I passed him, as if he would like to strike me. I dont know whether he was aware of my visit to Mr. Brandon; but the cottage was mine, I was friendly with Reed, and that was enough. Months, however, went on, and nothing came of it.

One Sunday morning in winter, when our church-bells were going for service, Major Parrifers carriage turned out with the ladies all in full fig. The Major himself turned out after it, walking, one of his daughters with him, a young man who was on a visit there, and a couple of servants. As they passed George Reeds, the sound of work being done in the garden at the back of the cottage caught the Majors quick ears. He turned softly down Piefinch Lane, stole on tiptoe to the high hedge, and stooped to peep through it.

Reed was doing something to his turnips; hoeing them, the Major said. He called the gentleman to him and the two servants, and bade them look through the hedge. Nothing more. Then the party came on to church.

On Tuesday, the Major rode out to take his place on the magisterial bench at Alcester. It was bitterly cold January weather, and only one magistrate besides himself was on it: a clergyman. Two or three petty offenders were brought before them, who were severely sentenced  as prisoners always were when Major Parrifer was presiding. Another magistrate came in afterwards.

Singular to say, Tod and I had gone to the town that day about a new saddle for his horse; singular on account of what happened. In saying we were there I am telling the truth; it is not invented to give colour to the tale. Upon turning out of the saddlers, which is near the justice-room, old Jones the constable was coming along with a prisoner handcuffed, a tail after him.

Halloa! cried Tod. Heres fun!

But I had seen what Tod did not, and rubbed my eyes, wondering if they saw double.

Tod! It is George Reed!

Reeds face was as white as a sheet, and he walked along, not unwillingly, but as one in a state of sad shame, of awful rage. Tod made only one bound to the prisoner; and old Jones knowing us, did not push him back again.

As Im a living man, I do not know what this is for, or why I am paraded through the town in disgrace, spoke Reed, in answer to Tods question. If Im charged with wrong-doing, I am willing to appear and answer for it, without being turned into a felon in the face and eyes of folks, beforehand.

Why do you bring Reed up in this manner  handcuffed? demanded Tod of the constable.

Because the Major telled me to, young Mr. Todhetley.



Be you very sure Tod pushed after them into the justice-room: the police saw him, but he was a magistrates son. The crowd would have liked to push in also, but were sent to the right-about. I waited, and was presently admitted surreptitiously. Reed was standing before Major Parrifer and the other two, handcuffed still; and I gathered what the charge was.

It was preferred by Major Parrifer, who had his servants there and a gentleman as witnesses. George Reed had been working in his garden on the previous Sunday morning  which was against the law. Old Jones had gone to Mr. Sterlings and taken him on the Majors warrant, as he was thrashing corn.

Reeds answer was to the following effect.

He was not working. His wife was ill  her little boy being only four days old  and Dr. Duffham ordered her some mutton broth. He went to the garden to get the turnips to put into it. It was only on account of her illness that he didnt go to church himself, he and Cathy. They might ask Dr. Duffham.

Do you dare to tell me you were not hoeing turnips? cried Major Parrifer.

I dare to say I was not doing it as work, independently answered the man. If you looked at me, as you say, Major, through the hedge, you must have seen the bunch of turnips I had got up, lying near. I took the hoe in my hand, and I did use it for two or three minutes. Some dead weeds had got thrown along the bed, by the children, perhaps, and I pulled them away. I went indoors directly: before the clock struck eleven the turnips were on, boiling with the scrag of mutton. I peeled them and put them in myself.

I see the bunch of turnips, cried one of the servants. They was lying  

Hold your tongue, sir, roared his master; if your further evidence is wanted, youll be asked for it. As to this defence  and the Major turned to his brother-magistrates with a scornful smile it is quite ingenious; one of the clever excuses we usually get here. But it will not serve your turn, George Reed. When the sanctity of the Sabbath is violated  

Reed is not a man to say he did not do a thing if he did, interrupted Tod.

The Major glared at him for an instant, and then put out of hand a big gold pencil he was waving majestically.

Clear the room of spectators, said he to the policeman.

Which was all Tod got for interfering. We had to go out: and in a minute or two Reed came out also, handcuffed as before; not in charge of old Jones, but of the county police. He had been sentenced to a months imprisonment. Major Parrifer had wanted to make it three months; he said something about six; but the other two thought they saw some slightly extenuating circumstances in the case. A solicitor who was intimate with the Sterlings, and knew Reed very well, had been present towards the end.

Could you not have spoken in my defence, sir? asked Reed, as he passed this gentleman in coming out.

I would had I been able. But you see, my man, when the law gets broken  

The devil take the law, said Reed, savagely. What I want is justice.

And the administrators of it are determined to uphold it, what can be said? went on the solicitor equably, as if there had been no interruption.

You would make out that I broke the law, just doing what I did; and I swear it was no more? That I can be legally punished for it?

Dont, Reed; its of no use. The Major and his witnesses swore you were at work. And it appears that you were.

I asked them to take a fine  if I must be punished. I might have found friends to advance it for me.

Just so. And for that reason of course they did not take it, said the candid lawyer.

What is my wife to do while I am in prison? And the children? I may come out to find them starved. A months long enough to starve them in such weather as this.

Reed was allowed time for no more. He would not have been allowed that, but for having been jammed by the crowd at the doorway. He caught my eye as they were getting clear.

Master Johnny, will you go to the Court for me  your own place, sir  and tell the master that I swear I am innocent? Perhaps hell let a few shillings go to the wife weekly; tell him with my duty that Ill work it out as soon as I am released. All this is done out of revenge, sir, because Major Parrifer couldnt get me from my cottage. May the Lord repay him!

It caused a commotion, I can tell you, this imprisonment of Reeds; the place was ringing with it between the Court and Dyke Manor. Our two houses seemed to have more to do with it than other peoples; first, because Reed worked at the Court; secondly, because I, who owned both the Court and the cottage, lived at the Manor. People took it up pretty warmly, and Mrs. Reed and the children were cared for. Mr. Sterling paid her five shillings a week; and Mr. Brandon and the Squire helped her on the quiet, and there were others also. In small country localities gentlemen dont like to say openly that their neighbours are in the wrong: at any rate, they rarely do anything by way of remedy. Some spoke of an appeal to the Home Secretary, but it came to nothing, and no steps were taken to liberate Reed. Bill Whitney, who was staying a week with us, wrote and told his mother about it; she sent back a sovereign for Mrs. Reed; we three took it to her, and went about saying old Parrifer ought to be kicked, which was a relief to our feelings.

But theres something to tell about Cathy. On the day that Reed was taken up, it was not known at his home immediately. The neighbours, aware that the wife was ill, said nothing to her  for old Duffham thought she was going to have a fever, and ordered her to be kept quiet. For one thing, they did not know what there was to tell; except that Reed had been marched off from his work in handcuffs by Jones the constable. In the evening, when news came of his committal, it was agreed that an excuse should be made to Mrs. Reed that her husband had gone out on a business job for his master; and that Cathy  who could not fail to hear the truth from one or another  should be warned not to say anything.

Tell Cathy to come out here, said the woman, looking over the gate. It was the little girl they spoke to; who could talk well: and she answered that Cathy was not there. So Ann Perkins, Mrs. Reeds sister, was called out.

Wheres Cathy? cried they.

Ann Perkins answered in a passion  that she did not know where Cathy was, but would uncommonly like to know, and she only wished she was behind her  keeping her there with her sister when she ought to be at her own home! Then the women told Ann Perkins what they had intended to tell Cathy, and looked out for the latter.

She did not come back. The night passed, and the next day passed, and Cathy was not seen or heard of. The only person who appeared to have met her was Goody Picker. It was about two oclock in the afternoon, Tuesday, and Cathy had her best bonnet on. Mother Picker remarked upon her looking so smart, and asked where she was going to. Cathy answered that her uncle (who lived at Evesham) had sent to say she must go over there at once. But when she came to the two roads, she turned off quite on the contrairy way to Evesham, and I thought the young woman must be daft, concluded Mrs. Picker.

The month passed away, and Reed came out; but Cathy had not returned. He got home on foot, in the afternoon, his hair cut close, and seemed as quiet as a lamb. The man had been daunted. It was an awful insult to put upon him; a slur on his good name for life; and some of them said George Reed would never hold up his head again. Had he been cruel or vindictive, he might have revenged himself on Major Parrifer, personally, in a manner the Major would have found it difficult to forget.

The wife was about again, but sickly: the little ones did not at first know their father. One of the first people he asked after was Cathy. The girl was not at hand to welcome him, and he took it in the light of a reproach. When men come for the first time out of jail, they are sensitive.

Mr. Sterling called in yesterday, George, to say you were to go to your work again as soon as ever you came home, said the wife, evading the question about Cathy. Everybody has been so kind; they know you didnt deserve what you got.

Ah, said Reed, carelessly. Wheres Cathy?

Mrs. Reed felt obliged to tell him. No diplomatist, she brought out the news abruptly: Cathy had not been seen or heard of since the afternoon he was sent to prison. That aroused Reed: nothing else seemed to have done it: and he got up from his chair.

Why, where is she? Whats become of her?

The neighbours had been indulging in sundry speculations on the same question, which they had obligingly favoured Mrs. Reed with; but she did not think it necessary to impart them to her husband.

Cathy was a good girl on the whole, George; putting aside that shed do no work, and spent her time reading good-for-nothing books. What I think is this  that she heard of your misfortune after she left, and wouldnt come home to face it. She is eighteen now, you know.

Come home from where?

Mrs. Reed had to tell the whole truth. That Cathy, dressed up in her best things, had left home without saying a word to any one, stealing out of the house unseen; she had been met in the road by Mrs. Picker, and told her what has already been said. But the uncle at Evesham had seen nothing of her.

Forgetting his cropped hair  as he would have to forget it until it should grow again  George Reed went tramping off, there and then, the nearly two miles of way to Mother Pickers. She could not tell him much more than he already knew. Cathy was all in her best, her curls iled, and her pink ribbons as fresh as her cheeks, and said in answer to questions that she had been sent for sudden to her uncles at Evesham: but she had turned off quite the contrairy road. From thence, Reed walked on to his brothers at Evesham; and learnt that Cathy had not been sent for, and had not come.

When Reed got home, he was dead-beat. How many miles the man had walked that bleak February day, he did not stay to think  perhaps twenty. When excitement buoys up the spirit, the body does not feel fatigue. Mrs. Reed put supper before her husband, and he ate mechanically, lost in thought.

It fairly mazes me, he said, presently, in local phraseology. But for going out in her best, I should think some accident had come to her. Theres ponds about, and young girls might slip in unawares. But the putting on her best things shows she was going somewhere.

She put em on, and went off unseen, repeated Mrs. Reed, snuffing the candle. I should have thought shed maybe gone off to some wake  only there wasnt one agate within range.

Cathy had no bad acquaintance to lead her astray, he resumed. The girls about here are decent, and mind their work.

Which Cathy didnt, thought Mrs. Reed. Cathy held her head above em, she said, aloud. Its my belief she used to fancy herself one o them fine ladies in her halfpenny books. She didnt seem to make acquaintance with nobody but that young Parrifer. Shed talk to him by the hour together, and I couldnt get her indoors.

Reed lifted his head. Young Parrifer!  what  his son? turning his thumb in the direction of Parrifer Hall. Cathy talked to him?

By the hour together, reiterated Mrs. Reed. Hed be on that side the gate, a-talking, and laughing, and leaning on it; and Cathy, shed be in the path by the tall hollyhocks, talking back to him, and fondling the children.

Reed rose up, a strange look on his face. How long was that going on?

Ever so long; I cant just remember. But young Parrifer is only at the Hall by fits and starts.

And you never told me, woman!

I thought no harm of it. I dont think harm of it now, emphatically added Mrs. Reed. The worst of young Parrifer, that Ive seen, is that hes as soft as a tomtit.

Reed put on his hat without another word, and walked out. Late as it was, he was going to the Hall. He rang a peal at it, more like a lord than a labourer just let out of prison. There was some delay in opening the door: the household had gone upstairs; but a man came at last.

I want to see Major Parrifer.

The words were so authoritative; the mans appearance so strange, with his tall figure and his clipped hair, as he pushed forward into the hall, that the servant momentarily lost his wits. A light, in a room on the left, guided Reed; he entered it, and found himself face to face with Major Parrifer, who was seated in an easy-chair before a good fire, spirits on the table, and a cigar in his mouth. What with the smoke from that, what with the faint light  for all the candles had been put out but one  the Major did not at first distinguish his late visitors face. When the bare head and the resolute eyes met his, he certainly paled a little, and the cigar fell on to the carpet.

I want my daughter, Major Parrifer.

To hear a demand made for a daughter when the Major had possibly been thinking the demand might be for his life, was undoubtedly a relief. It brought back his courage.

What do you mean, fellow? he growled, stamping out the fire of the cigar. Are you out of your mind?

Not quite. You might have driven some men out of theirs, though, by what youve done. Well let that part be, Major. I have come to-night about my daughter. Where is she?

They stood looking at each other. Reed stood just inside the door, hat in hand; he did not forget his manners even in the presence of his enemy; they were a habit with him. The Major, who had risen in his surprise, stared at him: he really knew nothing whatever of the matter, not even that the girl was missing; and he did think Reeds imprisonment must have turned his brain. Perhaps Reed saw that he was not understood.

I come home from prison, into which you put me, Major Parrifer, to find my daughter Catherine gone. She went away the day I was taken up. Where she went, or what shes doing, Heaven knows; but you or yours are answerable for it, whichever way it may be.

You have been drinking, said Major Parrifer.

You have, maybe, returned Reed, glancing at the spirits on the table. Either Cathy went out on a harmless jaunt, and is staying away because she cant face the shame at home which you have put there; or else she went out to meet your son, and has been taken away by him. I think it must be the last; my fears whisper it to me; and, if so, you cant be off knowing something of it. Major Parrifer, I must have my daughter.

Whether the hint given about his son alarmed the Major, causing him to forget his bluster for once, and answer civilly, he certainly did it. His son was in Ireland with his regiment, he said; had not been at the Hall for weeks and weeks; he could answer for it that Lieutenant Parrifer knew nothing of the girl.

He was here at Christmas, said George Reed. I saw him.

And left two or three days after it. How dare you, fellow, charge him with such a thing? Hed wring your neck for you if he were here.



Perhaps I might find cause to wring his first. Major Parrifer, I want my daughter.

If you do not get out of my house, Ill have you brought before me to-morrow for trespassing, and give you a second months imprisonment, roared the Major, gathering bluster and courage. You want another month of it: this one does not appear to have done you the good it ought. Now  go!

Ill go, said Reed, who began to see the Major really did not know anything of Cathy  and it had not been very probable that he did. But Id like to leave a word behind me. You have succeeded in doing me a great injury, Major Parrifer. You are rich and powerful, I am poor and lowly. You set your mind on my bit of a home, and because you could not drive me from it, you took advantage of your magistrates post to sentence me to prison, and so be revenged. It has done me a great deal of harm. What good has it done you?

Major Parrifer could not speak for rage.

It will come home to you, sir, mark me if it does not. God has seen my trouble, and my wifes trouble, and I dont believe He ever let such a wrong pass unrewarded. It will come home to you, Major Parrifer.

George Reed went out, quietly shutting the hall-door behind him, and walked home through the thick flakes of snow that had begun to fall.


V.

COMING HOME TO HIM.

The year was getting on. Summer fruits were ripening. It had been a warm spring, and hot weather was upon us early.

One fine Sunday morning, George Reed came out of his cottage and turned up Piefinch Lane. His little girls were with him, one in either hand, in their clean cotton frocks and pinafores and straw hats. People had gone into church, and the bells had ceased. Reed had not been constant in attendance since the misfortune in the winter, when Major Parrifer put him into prison. The months imprisonment had altered him; his daughter Cathys mysterious absence had altered him more; he seemed unwilling to face people, and any trifle was made an excuse to himself for keeping away from service. To-day it was afforded by the babys illness. Reed said to his wife that he would take the little girls out a bit to keep the place quiet.

Rumours were abroad that he had heard once from Cathy; that she told him she should come back some day and surprise him and the neighbours, that she was all right, and he had no call to fret after her. Whether this was true or pure fiction, Reed did not say: he was a closer man than he used to be.

Lifting the children over a stile in Piefinch Lane, just beyond his garden, Reed strolled along the by-path of the field. It brought him to the high hedge skirting the premises of Major Parrifer. The man had taken it by chance, because it was a quiet walk. He was passing along slowly, the children running about the field, on which the second crop of grass was beginning to grow, when voices on the other side of the hedge struck on his ear. Reed quietly put some of the foliage aside, and looked through; just as Major Parrifer had looked through the hedge in Piefinch Lane at him, that Sunday morning some few months before.

Major Parrifer had been suffering from a slight temporary indisposition. He did not consider himself sufficiently recovered to attend service, but neither was he ill enough to lie in bed. With the departure of his family for church, the Major had come strolling out in the garden in an airy dressing-gown, and there saw his gardener picking peas.

Halloa, Hotty! This ought to have been done before.

Yes, sir, I know it; Im a little late, answered Hotty; I shall have done in two or three minutes. The cook makes a fuss if I pick em too early; she says they dont eat so well.

The peas were for the gratification of the Majors own palate, so he found no more fault. Hotty went on with his work, and the Major gave a general look round. On a near wall, at right angles with the hedge through which Reed was then peering, some fine apricots were growing, green yet.

These apricots want thinning, Hotty, observed the Major.

I have thinned em some, sir.

Not enough. Our apricots were not as fine last year as they ought to have been. I said then they had not had sufficient room to grow. Green apricots are always useful; they make the best tart known.

Major Parrifer walked to the greenhouse, outside which a small basket was hanging, brought it back, and began to pick some of the apricots where they looked too thick. Reed, outside, watched the process  not alone. As luck had it, a man appeared on the field-path, who proved to be Gruff Blossom, the Jacobsons groom, coming home to spend Sunday with his friends. Reed made a sign to Blossom to be silent, and caused him to look on also.

With the small basket half full, the Major desisted, thinking possibly he had plucked enough, and turned away carrying it. Hotty came out from the peas, his task finished. They strolled slowly down the path by the hedge; the Major first, Hotty a step behind, talking about late and early peas, and whether Prussian blues or marrowfats were the best eating.

Do you see those weeds in the onion-bed? suddenly asked the Major, stopping as they were passing it.

Hotty turned his head to look. A few weeds certainly had sprung up. Hed attend to it on the morrow, he told his master; and then said something about the work accumulating almost beyond him, since the under-gardener had been at home ill.

Pick them out now, said the Major; theres not a dozen of them.

Hotty stooped to do as he was bid. The Major made no more ado but stooped also, uprooting quite half the weeds himself. Not much more, in all, than the dozen he had spoken of: and then they went on with their baskets to the house.

Never had George Reed experienced so much gratification since the day he came out of prison. Did you see the Major at it?  thinning his apricots and pulling up his weeds? he asked of Gruff Blossom. And Blossoms reply, gruff as usual, was to ask what might be supposed to ail his eyes that he shouldnt see it.

Very good, said Reed.

One evening in the following week, when we were sitting out on the lawn, the Squire smoking, Mrs. Todhetley nursing her face in her hand, with toothache as usual, Tod teasing Hugh and Lena, and I up in the beech-tree, a horseman rode in. It proved to be Mr. Jacobson. Giles took his horse, and he came and sat down on the bench. The Squire asked him what hed take, and being thirsty, he chose cider. Which Thomas brought.

Heres a go, began Mr. Jacobson. Have you heard whats up?

Ive not heard anything, answered the Squire.

Major Parrifer has a summons served on him for working in his garden on a Sunday, and is to appear before the magistrates at Alcester to-morrow, continued old Jacobson, drinking off a glass of cider at a draught.

No! cried Squire Todhetley.

Its a fact. Blossom, our groom, has also a summons served on him to give evidence.

Mrs. Todhetley lifted her face; Tod left Hugh and Lena to themselves: I slid down from the beech-tree; and we listened for more.

But Mr. Jacobson could not give particulars, or say much more than he had already said. All he knew was, that on Monday morning George Reed had appeared before the magistrates and made a complaint. At first they were unwilling to grant a summons; laughed at it; but Reed, in a burst of reproach, civilly delivered, asked why there should be a law for the poor and not for the rich, and in what lay the difference between himself and Major Parrifer; that the one should be called to account and punished for doing wrong, and the other was not even to be accused when he had done it.

Brandon happened to be on the bench, continued Jacobson. He appeared struck with the argument, and signed the summons.

The Squire nodded.

My belief is, continued old Jacobson, with a wink over the rim of the cider glass, that granting that summons was as good as a play to Brandon and the rest. Id as lieve, though, that theyd not brought Blossom into it.

Why? asked Mrs. Todhetley, who had been grieved at the time at the injustice done to Reed.

Well, Parrifer is a disagreeable man to offend. And he is sure to visit Blossoms part in this on me.



Let him, said Tod, with enthusiasm. Well done, George Reed!

Be you very sure we went over to the fight. Squire Todhetley did not appear: at which Tod exploded a little: he only wished he was a magistrate, wouldnt he take his place and judge the Major! But the Pater said that when people had lived to his age, they liked to be at peace with their neighbours  not but what he hoped Parrifer would get it, for having been so cruelly hard upon Reed.



Major Parrifer came driving to the Court-house in his high carriage with a great bluster, his iron-grey hair standing up, and two grooms attending him. Only the magistrates who had granted the summons sat. The news had gone about like wild-fire, and several of them were in and about the town, but did not take their places. I dont believe there was one would have lifted his finger to save the Major from a months imprisonment; but they did not care to sentence him to it.

It was a regular battle. Major Parrifer was in an awful passion the whole time; asking, when he came in, how they dared summon him. Him! Mr. Brandon, cool as a cucumber, answered in his squeaky voice, that when a complaint of breaking the law was preferred before them and sworn to by witnesses, they could only act upon it.

First of all, the Major denied the facts. He work in his garden on a Sunday!  the very supposition was preposterous! Upon which George Reed, who was in his best clothes, and looked every bit as good as the Major, and far pleasanter, testified to what he had seen.

Major Parrifer, dancing with temper when he found he had been looked at through the hedge, and that it was Reed who had looked, gave the lie direct. He called his gardener, Richard Hotty, ordering him to testify whether he, the Major, ever worked in his garden, either on Sundays or week-days.

Hotty was working himself, gentlemen, interposed George Reed. He was picking peas; and he helped to weed the onion-bed. But it was done by his masters orders, so it would be unjust to punish him.

The Major turned on Reed as if he would strike him, and demanded of the magistrates why they permitted the fellow to interrupt. They ordered Reed to be quiet, and told Hotty to proceed.

But Hotty was one of those slow men to whom anything like evasion is difficult. His master had thinned the apricot tree that Sunday morning; he had helped to weed the onion-bed; Hotty, conscious of the fact, but not liking to admit it, stammered and stuttered, and made a poor figure of himself. Mr. Brandon thought he would help him out.

Did you see your master pick the apricots?

I see him pick  just a few; green uns, answered Hotty, shuffling from one leg to the other in his perplexity. Twarnt to be called work, sir.

Oh! And did he help you to weed the onion-bed?

There warnt a dozen weeds in it in all, as the Major said to me at the time, returned Hotty. He see em, and stooped down on the spur o the moment, and me too. We had em up in a twinkling. Twarnt work, sir; couldnt be called it nohow. The Major, he never do work at no time.

Blossom had not arrived, and it was hard to tell how the thing would terminate: the Major had this witness, Hotty, such as he was, protesting that nothing to be called work was done. Reed had no witness, as yet.

Old Jacobson is keeping Blossom back, Johnny, whispered Tod. Its a sin and a shame.

No, he is not, I said. Look there!

Blossom was coming in. He had walked over, and not hurried himself. Major Parrifer plunged daggers into him, if looks could do it, but it made no difference to Blossom.

He gave his evidence in his usual surly manner. It was clear and straightforward. Major Parrifer had thinned the apricot tree for its own benefit; and had weeded the onion-bed, Hotty helping at the weeds by order.

What brought you spying at the place, James Blossom? demanded a lawyer on the Majors behalf.

Accident, was the short answer.

Indeed! You didnt go there on purpose, I suppose?  and skulk under the hedge on purpose?  and peer into the Majors garden on purpose?

No, I didnt, said Blossom. The field is open to every one, and I was crossing it on my way to old fathers. George Reed made me a sign afore I came up to him, to look in, as he was doing; and I did so, not knowing what there might be to see. It would be nothing to me if the Major worked in his garden of a Sunday from sunrise to sunset; hes welcome to do it; but if you summon me here and ask me, did I see him working, I say yes, I did. Why dyou send me a summons if you dont want me to tell the truth? Let me be, and Id ha said nothing to mortal man.

Evidently nothing favourable to the defence could be got out of James Blossom. Mr. Brandon began saying to the Major that he feared there was no help for it; they should be obliged to convict him: and he was met by a storm of reproach.

Convict him! roared the Major. For having picked two or three green apricots  and for stooping to pull up a couple or so of worthless weeds? He would be glad to ask which of them, his brother-magistrates sitting there, would not pick an apricot, or a peach, or what not, on a Sunday, if he wanted to eat one. The thing was utterly preposterous.

And what was it I did? demanded George Reed, drowning voices that would have stopped him. I went to the garden to get up a bunch of turnips for my sick wife, and seeing some withered weeds flung on the bed I drew them off with the hoe. What was that, I ask? And it was no more. No more, gentlemen, in the sight of Heaven.

No particular answer was given to this; perhaps the justices had none ready. Mr. Brandon was beginning to confer with the other two in an undertone, when Reed spoke again.

I was dragged up here in handcuffs, and told I had broken the law; Major Parrifer said to me himself that I had violated the sanctity of the Sabbath (those were the words), and therefore I must be punished; there was no help for it. What has he done? I did not do as much as he has.

Now you know, Reed, this is irregular, said one of the justices. You must not interrupt the Court.

You put me in prison for a month, gentlemen, resumed Reed, paying no attention to the injunction. They cut my hair close in the prison, and they kept me to hard labour for the month, as if I did not have enough of hard labour out of it. My wife was sick and disabled at the time, my three little children are helpless: it was no thanks to the magistrates who sentenced me, gentlemen, or to Major Parrifer, that they did not starve.

Will you be quiet, Reed?

If I deserved one month of prison, persisted Reed, fully bent on saying what he had to say, Major Parrifer must deserve two months, for his offence is greater than mine. The law is the same for both of us, I suppose. He  

Reed, if you say another word, I will order you at once from the room, interrupted Mr. Brandon, his thin voice sharp and determined. How dare you persist in addressing the Bench when told to be quiet!

Reed fell back and said no more. He knew that Mr. Brandon had a habit of carrying out his own authority, in spite of his nervous health and querulous way of speaking. The justices spoke a few words together, and then said they found the offence proved, and inflicted a fine on Major Parrifer.



He dashed the money down on the table, in too great a rage to do it politely, and went out to his carriage. No other case was on, that day, and the justices got up and mixed with the crowd. Mr. Brandon, who felt chilly on the hottest summers day, and was afraid of showers, buttoned on a light overcoat.

Then there are two laws, sir? said Reed to him, quite civilly, but in a voice that every one might hear. When the law was made against Sabbath-breaking, those that made it passed one for the rich and another for the poor!

Nonsense, Reed.

Nonsense, sir? I dont see it. I was put in prison; Major Parrifer has only to pay a bit of money, which is of no more account to him than dirt, and that he cant feel the loss of. And my offence  if it was an offence  was less than his.

Two wrongs dont make a right, said Mr. Brandon, dropping his voice to a low key. You ought not to have been put in prison, Reed; had I been on the bench it should not have been done.

But it was done, sir, and my life got a blight on it. Its on me yet; will never be lifted off me.

Mr. Brandon smiled one of his quiet smiles, and spoke in a whisper. He has got it too, Reed, unless I am mistaken. Hell carry that fine about with him always. Johnny, are you there? Dont go and repeat what youve heard me say.

Mr. Brandon was right. To have been summoned before the Bench, where he had pompously sat to summon others, and for working on a Sunday above all things, to have been found guilty and fined, was as the most bitter potion to Major Parrifer. The bench would never again be to him the seat it had been; the remembrance of the day when he was before it would, as Mr. Brandon expressed it, be carried about with him always.

They projected a visit to the sea-side at once. Mrs. Parrifer, with three of the Miss Parrifers, came dashing up to peoples houses in the carriage, finer and louder than ever; she said that she had not been well, and was ordered to Aberystwith for six weeks. The next day they and the Major were off; and heaps of cards were sent round with P. P. C. in the corner. I think Mr. Brandon must have laughed when he got his.



The winter holidays came round again. We went home for Christmas, as usual, and found George Reed down with some sort of illness. Theres an old saying, When the minds at ease the bodys delicate, but Mr. Duffham always maintained that though that might apply to a short period of time, in the long-run mind and body sympathized together. George Reed had been a very healthy man, and as free from care as most people; this last year care and trouble and mortification had lain on his mind, and at the beginning of winter his health broke down. It was quite a triumph (in the matter of opinion) for old Duffham.

The illness began with a cough and low fever, neither of which can labourers afford time to lie up for. It went on to more fever, and to inflammation of the lungs. There was no choice then, and Reed took to his bed. For the most part, when our poor people fell ill, they had to get well again without notice being taken of them; but events had drawn attention to Reed, and made him a conspicuous character. His illness was talked of, and so he received help. Ever since the prison affair I had felt sorry for Reed, as had Mrs. Todhetley.

I have had some nice strong broth made for Reed, Johnny, she said to me one day in January; its as good and nourishing as beef-tea. If you want a walk, you might take it to him.

Tod had gone out with the Squire; I felt dull, as I generally did without him, and put on my hat and coat. Mrs. Todhetley had the broth put into a bottle, and brought it to me wrapped in paper.

I would send him a drop of wine as well, Johnny, if youd take care not to break the bottles, carrying two of them.

No fear. I put the one bottle in my breast-pocket, and took the other in my hand. It was a cold afternoon, the sky of a steely-blue, the sun bright, the ground hard. Major Parrifer and two of his daughters, coming home from a ride, were cantering in at the gates as I passed, the groom riding after them. I lifted my hat to the girls, but they only tossed their heads.

Reed was getting over the worst then, and I found him sitting by the kitchen fire, muffled in a bed-rug. Mrs. Reed took the bottles from me in the backus  as they called the place where the washing was done  for Reed was sensitive, and did not like things to be sent to him.

Please God, I shall be at work next week, said Reed, with a groan: and I saw he knew that I had brought something.

He had been saying that all along; four or five weeks now. I sat down opposite to him, and took up the boy, Georgy. The little shaver had come round to me, holding by the chairs.

Its going to be a hard frost, Reed.

Is it, sir? Out-o-door weather dont seem to be of much odds to me now.

And a fall o some sorts not far off, as my wrist tells me, put in Mrs. Reed. Years ago she had broken her wrist, and felt it always in change of weather. Maybe some snows coming.

I gave Georgy a biscuit; the two little girls, who had been standing against the press, began to come slowly forward. They guessed there was a supply in my pocket. I had dipped into the biscuit-basket at home before coming away. The two put out a hand each without being told, and I dropped a biscuit into them.

It had taken neither time nor noise, and yet there was some one standing inside the door when I looked up again, who must have come in stealthily; some one in a dark dress, and a black and white plaid shawl. Mrs. Reed looked and the children looked; and then Reed turned his head to look also.

I think I was the first to know her. She had a thick black veil before her face, and the room was not light. Reeds illness had left him thin, and his eyes appeared very large: they assumed a sort of frightened stare.

Father! you are sick!

Before he could answer, she had run across the brick floor and thrown her arms round his neck. Cathy! The two girls were frightened and flew to their mother; one began to scream and the other followed suit. Altogether there was a good deal of noise and commotion. Georgy, like a brave little man, sucked his biscuit through it all with great composure.

What Reed said or did, I had not noticed; I think he tried to fling Cathy from him  to avoid suffocation perhaps. She burst out laughing in her old light manner, and took something out of the body of her gown, under the shawl.

No need, father: I am as honest as anybody, said she. Look at this.

Reeds hand shook so that he could not open the paper, or understand it at first when he had opened it. Cathy flung off her bonnet and caught the children to her. They began to know her then and ceased their cries. Presently Reed held the paper across to me, his hand trembling more than before, and his face, that illness had left white enough, yet more ghastly with emotion.

Please read it, sir.

I did not understand it at first either, but the sense came to me soon. It was a certificate of the marriage of Spencer Gervoise Daubeney Parrifer and Catherine Reed. They had been married at Liverpool the very day after Cathy disappeared from home; now just a year ago.

A sound of sobbing broke the stillness. Reed had fallen back in his chair in a sort of hysterical fit. Defiant, hard, strong-minded Reed! But the man was three parts dead from weakness. It lasted only a minute or two; he roused himself as if ashamed, and swallowed down his sobs.

How came he to marry you, Cathy?

Because I would not go away with him without it father. We have been staying in Ireland.



And be you repenting of it yet? asked Mrs. Reed, in ungracious tones.

Pretty near, answered Cathy, with candour.

It appeared that Cathy had made her way direct to Liverpool when she left home the previous January, travelling all night. There she met young Parrifer, who had preceded her and made arrangements for the marriage. They were married that day, and afterwards went on to Ireland, where he had to join his regiment.

To hear all this, sounding like a page out of a romance, would be something wonderful for our quiet place when it came to be told. You meet with marvellous stories in towns now and then, but with us they are almost unknown.

Wheres your husband? asked Reed.

Cathy tossed her head. Ah! Where! Thats what Ive come home about, she answered: and it struck me at once that something was wrong.

What occurred next we only learnt from hearsay. I said good day to them, and came away, thinking it might have been better if Cathy had not married and left home. It was a fancy of mine, and I dont know why it should have come to me, but it proved to be a right one. Cathy put on her bonnet again to go to Parrifer Hall: and the particulars of her visit were known abroad later.

It was growing rather dark when she approached it; the sun had set, the grey of evening was drawing on. Two of the Misses Parrifer were at the window and saw her coming, but Cathy had her veil down and they did not recognize her. The actions and manners and air of a lady do not come suddenly to one who has been differently bred; and the Misses Parrifer supposed the visitor to be for the servants.

Like her impudence! said Miss Jemima. Coming to the front entrance!

For Cathy, whose years experience in Ireland had widely changed her, had no notion of taking up her old position. She meant to hold her own; and was capable of doing it, not being deficient in the quality just ascribed to her by Miss Jemima Parrifer.

What next! cried Miss Jemima, as a ring and a knock resounded through the house, waking up the Major: who had been dozing over the fire amongst his daughters.

The next was, that a servant came to the room and told the Major a lady wanted him. She had been shown into the library.

What name? asked the Major.

She didnt give none, sir. I asked, but she said never mind the name.

Go and ask it again.

The man went and came back. It is Mrs. Parrifer, sir.



Mrs. who?

Mrs. Parrifer, sir.

The Major turned and stared at his servant. They had no relatives whatever. Consequently the only Mrs. Parrifer within knowledge was his wife.

Staring at the man would not bring him any elucidation. Major Parrifer went to the library, and there saw the lady standing on one side of the fender, holding her foot to the fire. She had her back to him, did not turn, and so the Major went round to the other side of the hearth-rug where he could see her.

My servant told me a Mrs. Parrifer wanted me. Did he make a mistake in the name?

No mistake at all, sir, said Cathy, throwing up her thick veil, and drawing a step or two back. I am Mrs. Parrifer.

The Major recognized her then. Cathy Reed! He was a man whose bluster rarely failed him, but he had none ready at that moment. Three-parts astounded, various perplexities held him tongue-tied.

That is to say, Mrs. Spencer Parrifer, continued Cathy. And I have come over from Ireland on a mission to you, sir, from your son.

The Major thought that of all the audacious women it had ever been his lot to meet, this one was the worst: at least as much as he could think anything, for his wits were a little confused just then. A moments pause, and then the storm burst forth.

Cathy was called various agreeable names, and ordered out of the room and the house. The Major put up his hands to hurrish her out  as we say in Worcestershire by the cows, though I dont think you would find the word in the dictionary. But Cathy stood her ground. He then went ranting towards the door, calling for the servants to come and put her forth. Cathy, quicker than he, gained it first and turned to face him, her back against it.

You neednt call me those names, Major Parrifer. Not that I care  as I might if I deserved them. I am your sons wife, and have been such ever since I left fathers cottage last year; and my baby, your grandson, sir, which its seven weeks old he is, is now at the Red Lion, a mile off. Ive left it there with the landlady.

He could not put her out of the room unless by force; he looked ready to kick and strike her; but in the midst of it a horrible dread rose up in his heart that the calmly spoken words were true. Perhaps from the hour when Reed had presented himself at the house to ask for his daughter, the evening of the day he was discharged from prison, up to this time, Major Parrifer had never thought of the girl. It had been said in his ears now and again that Reed was grieving for his daughter; but the matter was altogether too contemptible for Major Parrifer to take note of. And now to hear that the girl had been with his son all the time, his wife! But that utter disbelief came to his aid, the Major might have fallen into a fit on the spot. For young Mr. Parrifer had cleverly contrived that neither his father away at home nor his friends on the spot should know anything about Cathy. He had been with his regiment in quarters; she had lived privately in another part of the town. Mrs. Reed had once called Lieutenant Parrifer as soft as a tomtit. He was a great deal softer.

Woman! if you do not quit my house, with your shameless lies, you shall be flung out of it.

Ill quit it as soon as I have told you what I came over the sea to tell. Please to look at this first, sir?

Major Parrifer snatched the paper that she held out, carried it to the window, and put his glasses across his nose. It was a copy of the certificate of marriage. His hands shook as he read it, just as Reeds had shaken a short time before; and he tore it passionately in two.

It is only the copy, said Cathy calmly, as she picked up the pieces. Your son  if he lives  is about to be tried for his life, sir. He is in custody for wilful murder!

How dare you! shrieked Major Parrifer.

It is what they have charged him with. I have come all the way to tell it you, sir.

Major Parrifer, brought to his senses by fright, could only listen. Cathy, her back against the door still, gave him the heads of the story.

Young Parrifer was so soft that he had been made a butt of by sundry of his brother-officers. They might not have tolerated him at all, but for winning his money. He drank, and played cards, and bet upon horses; they encouraged him to drink, and then made him play and bet, and altogether cleared him out: not of brains, he had none to be cleared of: but of money. Ruin stared him in the face: his available cash had been parted with long ago; his commission (it was said) was mortgaged: how many promissory notes, bills, I O Us he had signed could not even be guessed at. In a quarrel a few nights before, after a public-house supper, when some of them were the worse for drink, young Parrifer, who could on rare occasions go into frightful passions, flung a carving-knife at one of the others, a lieutenant named Cook; it struck a vital part and killed him. Mr. Parrifer was arrested by the police at once; he was in plain clothes and there was nothing to show that he was an officer. They had to strap him down to carry him to prison: between drink, rage, and fever, he was as a maniac. The next morning he was lying in brain fever, and when Cathy left he had been put into a strait-waistcoat.



She gave the heads of this account in as few words as it is written. Major Parrifer stood like a helpless man. Taking one thing with another, the blow was horrible. Parents dont often see the defects in their own children, especially if they are only sons. Far from having thought his son soft, unfit (as he nearly was) to be trusted about, the Major had been proud of him as his heir, and told the world he was perfection. Soft as young Parrifer was, he had contrived to keep his ill-doings from his father.

Of course it was only natural that the Majors first relief should be abuse of Cathy. He told her all that had happened to his son she was the cause of, and called her a few more genteel names in doing it.

Not at all, said Cathy; you are wrong there, sir. His marriage with me was a little bit of a stop-gap and served to keep him straight for a month or two; but for that, he would have done for himself before now. Do you think Ive had a bargain in him, sir? No. Marriage is a thing that cant be undone, Major Parrifer: but I wish to my heart that I was at home again in fathers cottage, light-hearted Cathy Reed.

The Major made no answer. Cathy went on.

When the news was brought to me by his servant, that he had killed a man and was lying raving, I thought it time to go and see about him. They would not let me into the lock-up where he was lying  and you might have heard his ravings outside. I did. I said I was his wife; and then they told me I had better see Captain Williams. I went to head-quarters and saw Captain Williams. He seemed to doubt me; so I showed him the certificate, and told him my baby was at home, turned six weeks old. He was very kind then, sir; took me to see my husband; and advised me to come over here at once and give you the particulars. I told him what was the truth  that I had no money, and the lodgings were owing for. He said the lodgings must wait: and he would lend me enough money for the journey.

Did you see him? growled Major Parrifer.

Cathy knew that he alluded to his son, though he would not speak the name.

I saw him, sir; I told you so. He did not know me or anybody else; he was raving mad, and shaking so that the bed shook under him.

How is it that they have not written to me? demanded Major Parrifer.

I dont think anybody liked to do it. Captain Williams said the best plan would be for me to come over. He asked me if Id like to hear the truth of the past as regarded my husband; or if I would just come here and tell you the bare facts that were known about his illness and the charge against him. I said Id prefer to hear the truth  it couldnt be worse than I suspected. Then he went on to the drinking and the gambling and the debts, just as I have repeated it to you, sir. He was very gentle; but he said he thought it would be mistaken kindness not to let me fully understand the state of things. He said Mr. Parrifers father, or some other friend, had better go over to Ireland.

In spite of himself, a groan escaped Major Parrifer. The blow was the worst that could have fallen upon him. He had not cared much for his daughters; his ambition was centred in his son. Visions of a sojourn at Dublin, and of figuring off at the Vice-Regal Court, himself, his wife, and his son, had floated occasionally in rose-coloured clouds before his eyes, poor pompous old simpleton. And now  to picture the visit he must set out upon ere the night was over, nearly drove him wild with pain. Cathy unlatched the door, but waited to speak again before she opened it.

Ill rid the house of me now that I have broke it to you, sir. If you want me I shall be found at fathers cottage; I suppose theyll let me stay there: if not, you can hear of me at the place where Ive left my baby. And if your son should ever wake out of his delirium, Major Parrifer, he will be able to tell you that if he had listened to me and heeded me, or even only come to spend his evenings with me  which its months since he did  he would not have been in this plight now. Should they try him for murder; and nothing can save him from it if he gets well; I  

A succession of screams cut short what Cathy was about to add. In her surprise she drew wide the door, and was confronted by Miss Jemima Parrifer. That young lady, curious upon the subject of the visit and visitor, had thought it well to put her ear to the library door. With no effect, however, until Cathy unlatched it. And then she heard more than she had thought for.

Is it you! roughly cried Miss Jemima, recognizing her for the ill-talked-of Cathy Reed, the daughter of the Majors enemy. What do you want here?

Cathy did not answer. She walked to the hall-door and let herself out. Miss Jemima went on into the library.

Papa, what was it she was saying about Spencer, that vile girl? What did she do here? Why did she send in her name as Mrs. Parrifer?

The Major might have heard the questions, or he might not; he didnt respond to them. Miss Jemima, looking closely at him in the darkness of the room, saw a grey, worn, terror-stricken face, that looked as her fathers had never looked yet.

Oh, papa! what is the matter? Are you ill?

He walked towards her in the quietest manner possible, took her arm and pushed her out at the door. Not rudely; softly, as one might do who is in a dream.

Presently, presently, he muttered in quite an altered voice, low and timid. And Miss Jemima found the door bolted against her.

It must have been an awful moment with him. Look on what side he would, there was no comfort. Spencer Parrifer was ruined past redemption. He might die in this illness, and then, what of his soul? Not that the Major was given to that kind of reflection. Escaping the illness, he must be tried  for his life, as Cathy had phrased it. And escaping that, if the miracle were possible, there remained the miserable debts and the miserable wife he had clogged himself with.

Curiously enough, as the miserable Major, most miserable in that moment, pictured these things, there suddenly rose up before his minds eye another picture. A remembrance of Reed, who had stood in that very room less than twelve months ago, in the dim light of late night, with his hair cut close, and his warning: It will come home to you, Major Parrifer. Had it come home to him? Home to him already? The drops of agony broke out on his face as he asked the question. It seemed to him, in that moment of excitement, so very like some of Heavens own lightning.

One grievous portion of the many ills had perhaps not fallen, but for putting Reed in prison  the marriage; and that one was more humiliating to Major Parrifers spirit than all the rest. Had Reed been at liberty, Cathy might not have made her escape untracked, and the bitter marriage might, in that case, have been avoided.

A groan, and now another, broke from the Major. How it had come home to him! not his selfishness and his barbarity and his pride, but this sorrowful blow. Reeds month in prison, compared with this, was as a drop of water to the ocean. As to the girl  when Reed had come asking for tidings of her, it had seemed to the Major not of the least moment whither she had gone or what ill she had entered on: was she not a common labourers daughter, and that labourer George Reed? Even then, at that very time, she was his daughter-in-law, and his son the one to be humiliated. Major Parrifer ground his teeth, and only stopped when he remembered that something must be done about that disgraceful son.

He started that night for Ireland. Cathy, affronted at some remark made by Mrs. Reed, took herself off from her fathers cottage. She had a little money still left from her journey, and could spend it.

Spencer Gervoise Daubeney Parrifer (the Major and his wife had bestowed the fine names upon him in pride at his baptism) died in prison. He lived only a day after Major Parrifers arrival, and never recognized him. Of course it saved the trial, when he would probably have been convicted of manslaughter. It saved the payment of his hundreds of debts too; post-obits and all; he died before his father. But it could not save exposure; it could not keep the facts from the world. Major and Mrs. Parrifer, so to say, would never lift up their heads again; the sun of their life had set.

Neither would Cathy lift hers yet awhile. She contrived to quarrel with her father; the Parrifers never took the remotest notice of her; she was nearly starved and her baby too. What little she earned was by hard work: but it would not keep her, and she applied to the parish. The parish in turn applied to Major Parrifer, and forced from him as much as the law allowed, a few shillings a week. Having to apply to the parish was, for Cathy, a humiliation never to be forgotten. The neighbours made their comments.

Cathy Reed had brought her pigs to a fine market!

So she had; and she felt it more than the loss of her baby, who died soon after. Better that she had married an honest day-labourer: and Cathy knew it now.


VI.

LEASE, THE POINTSMAN.

It happened when we were staying at our other house, Crabb Cot. In saying we were staying at it, I mean the family, for Tod and I were at school.

Crabb Cot lay beyond the village of Crabb. Just across the road, a few yards higher up, was the large farm of Mr. Coney; and his house and ours were the only two that stood there. Crabb Cot was a smaller and more cosy house than Dyke Manor; and, when there, we were not so very far from Worcester: less than half-way, comparing it with the Manor.

Crabb was a large and straggling parish. North Crabb, which was nearest to us, had the church and schools in it, but very few houses. South Crabb, further off, was more populous. Nearly a mile beyond South Crabb, there was a regular junction of rails. Lines, crossing each other in a most bewildering manner, led off in all directions: and it required no little manœuvring to send the trains away right at busy times. Which of course was the pointsmans affair.

The busiest days had place in summer, when excursion trains were in full swing: but they would come occasionally at other times, driving the South Crabb station people off their heads with bother before night.

The pointsman was Harry Lease. I dare say you have noticed how certain names seem to belong to certain places. At North Crabb and South Crabb, and in the district round about, the name of Lease was as common as blackberries in a hedge; and if the different Leases had been cousins in the days gone by, the relationship was lost now. There might be seven-and-twenty Leases, in and out, but Harry Lease was not, so far as he knew, akin to any of them.

South Crabb was not much of a place at best. A part of it, Crabb Lane, branching off towards Massocks brickfields, was crowded as a London street. Poor dwellings were huddled together, and children jostled each other on the door-steps. Squire Todhetley said he remembered it when it really was a lane, hedges on either side and a pond that was never dry. Harry Lease lived in the last house, a thatched hut with three rooms in it. He was a steady, civil, hard-working man, superior to some of his neighbours, who were given to reeling home at night and beating their wives on arrival. His wife, a nice sort of woman to talk to, was a bad manager; but the five children were better behaved and better kept than the other grubbers in the gutter.

Lease was the pointsman at South Crabb Junction, and helped also in the general business there. He walked to his work at six in the morning, carrying his breakfast with him; went home to dinner at twelve, the leisure part of the day at the station, and had his tea taken to him at four; leaving in general at nine. Sometimes his wife arrived with the tea; sometimes the eldest child, Polly, an intelligent girl of six. But, one afternoon in September, a crew of mischievous boys from the brickfields espied what Polly was carrying. They set upon her, turned over the can of tea in fighting for it, ate the bread-and-butter, tore her pinafore in the skirmish, and frightened her nearly to death. After that, Lease said that the child should not be sent with the tea: so, when his wife could not take it, he went without tea. Polly and her father were uncommonly alike, too quiet to battle much with the world: sensitive, in fact: though it sounds odd to say that.

During the month of November one of the busy days occurred at South Crabb Junction. There was a winter meeting on Worcester race-course, a cattle and pig show in a town larger than Worcester, and two or three markets and other causes of increased traffic, all falling on the same day. What with cattle-trains, ordinary and special trains, and goods-trains, and the grunting of obstinate pigs, Lease had plenty to do to keep his points in order.

How it fell out he never knew. Between eight and nine oclock, when a train was expected in on its way to Worcester, Lease forgot to shift the points. A goods-train had come in ten minutes before, for which he had had to turn the points, and he never turned them back again. On came the train, almost as quickly as though it had not to pull up at South Crabb Junction. Watson, the station-master, came out to be in readiness.

The engine has her steam on to-night, he remarked to Lease as he watched the red lights, like two great eyes, come tearing on. Shell have to back.

She did something worse than back. Instead of slackening on the near lines, she went flying off at a tangent to some outer ones on which the goods-train stood, waiting until the passenger train should pass. There was a short, sharp sound from the whistle, a great collision, a noise of steam hissing, a sense of dire confusion: and for one minute afterwards a dead lull, as if every one and everything were paralyzed.

You never turned the points! shouted the station-master to Lease.

Lease made no rejoinder. He backed against the wall like a man helpless, his arms stretched out, his face and eyes wild with horror. Watson thought he was going to have a fit, and shook him roughly.

Youve done it nicely, you have! he added, as he flew off to the scene of disaster, from which the steam was beginning to clear away. But Lease reached it before him.

God forgive me! God have mercy upon me!

A porter, running side by side with Lease, heard him say it. In telling it afterwards the man described the tone as one of intense, piteous agony.

The Squire and Mrs. Todhetley, who had been a few miles off to spend the day, were in the train with Lena. The child did nothing but cry and sob; not with damage, but fright. Mr. Coney also happened to be in it; and Massock, who owned the brickfields. They were not hurt at all, only a little shaken, and (as the Squire put it afterwards,) mortally scared. Massock, an under-bred man, who had grown rich by his brickfields, was more pompous than a lord. The three seized upon the station-master.

Now then, Watson, cried Mr. Coney, what was the cause of all this?

If there have been any negligence here  and I know there have  you shall be transported for it, Watson, as sure as Im a living man, roared Massock.

Im afraid, gentlemen, that something was wrong with the points, acknowledged Watson, willing to shift the blame from himself, and too confused to consider policy. At least thats all I can think.

With the points! cried Massock. Thems Harry Leases work. Was he on to-night?

Lease is here as usual, Mr. Massock. I dont say this lies at his door, added Watson, hastily. The points might have been out of order; or something else wrong totally different. I should like to know, for my part, what possessed Roberts to bring up his train at such speed.

Darting in and out of the heap of confusion like a mad spirit; now trying by his own effort to lift the broken parts of carriages off some sufferer, now carrying a poor fellow away to safety, but always in the thick of danger went Harry Lease. Braving the heat and steam as though he felt them not, he flew everywhere, himself and his lantern alike trembling with agitation.



Come and look here, Harry; Im afraid hes dead, said a porter, throwing his light upon a mans face. The words arrested Mr. Todhetley, who was searching for Lease to let off a little of his anger. It was Roberts, the driver of the passenger-train, who lay there, his face white and still. Somehow the sight made the Squire still, too. Raising Robertss head, the men put a drop of brandy between his lips, and he moved. Lease broke into a low glad cry.

He is not dead! he is not dead!

The angry reproaches died away on the Squires tongue: it did not seem quite the time to speak them. By-and-by he came upon Lease again. The man had halted to lean against some palings, feeling unaccountably strange, much as though the world around were closing to him.

Had you been drinking to-night, Lease?

The question was put quietly: which was, so to say, a feather in the hot Squires cap. Lease only shook his head by way of answer. He had a pale, gentle kind of face, with brown eyes that always wore a sad expression. He never drank, and the Squire knew it.

Then how came you to neglect the points, Lease, and cause this awful accident?

I dont know, sir, answered Lease, rousing out of his lethargy, but speaking as one in a dream. I cant think but what I turned them as usual.

You knew the train was coming? It was the ordinary train.

I knew it was coming, assented Lease. I watched it come along, standing by the side of Mr. Watson. If I had not set the points right, why, I should have thought surely of them then; it stands to reason I should. But never such a thought came into my mind, sir. I waited there, just as if all was right; and I believe I did shift the points.

Lease did not put this forth as an excuse: he only spoke aloud the problem that was working in his mind. Having shifted the points regularly for five years, it seemed simply impossible that he could have neglected it now. And yet the man could not remember to have done it this evening.

You cant call it to mind? said Squire Todhetley, repeating his last words.

No, I cant, sir: and no wonder, with all this confusion around me and the distress Im in. I may be able to do so to-morrow.

Now look you here, Lease, said the Squire, getting just a little cross: if you had put the points right you couldnt fail to remember it. And what causes your distress, I should like to ask, but the knowledge that you didnt, and that all this wreck is owing to you?



There is such a thing as doing things mechanically, sir, without the mind being conscious of it.

Doing things wilfully, roared the Squire. Do you want to tell me I am a fool to my face?

It has often happened, sir, that when I have wound up the mantel-shelf clock at night in our sleeping-room, Ill not know the next minute whether Ive wound it or not, and I have to try it again, or else ask the wife, went on Lease, looking straight out into the darkness, as if he could see the clock then. I cant think but what it must have been just in that way that I put the points right to-night.

Squire Todhetley, in his anger, which was growing hot again, felt that he should like to give Lease a sound shaking. He had no notion of such talk as this.

I dont know whether you are a knave or a fool, Lease. Killing men and women and children; breaking arms and legs; putting a whole trainful into mortal fright; smashing property and engines to atoms; turning the world, in fact, upside down, so that people dont know whether they stand on their heads or their heels! You may think you can do this with impunity perhaps, but the law will soon teach you better. I should not like to go to bed with human lives on my soul.

The Squire disappeared in a whirlwind. Lease  who seemed to have taken a leaf out of his own theory, and listened mechanically  closed his eyes and put his head back against the palings, like one who has had a shock. He went home when there was nothing more to be done. Not down the highway, but choosing the field-path, where he would not be likely to meet a soul. Crabb Lane, accustomed to put itself into a state of commotion for nothing at all, had got something at last, and was up in arms. All the men employed at the station lived in Crabb Lane. The wife and children of Bowen, the stoker of the passenger-train,  dead  also inhabited a room in that noisy locality. So that when Lease came in view of the place, he saw an excited multitude, though it was then long after ordinary bed-time. Groups stood in the highway; heads, thrust forth at upper windows, were shouting remarks across the street and back again. Keeping on the far side of the hedge, Lease got in by the back-door unseen. His wife was sitting by the fire, trembling and frightened. She started up.

Oh, Harry! what is the truth of this?

He did not answer. Not in neglect; Lease was as civil indoors as out, which cant be said of every one; but as if he did not hear. The supper, bread and half a cold red-herring, was on the table. Generally he was hungry enough for supper, but he never glanced at it this evening.



Sitting down, he looked into the fire and remained still, listening perhaps to the outside hubbub. His wife, half dead with fear and apprehension, could keep silence no longer, and asked again.

I dont know, he answered then. They say that I never turned the points; Im trying to remember doing it, Mary. My senses have been scared out of me.

But dont you remember doing it?

He put his hands to his temples, and his eyes took that far-off, sad look, often seen in eyes when the heart is troubled. With all his might and main, the man was trying to recall the occurrence which would not come to him. A dread conviction began to dawn within him that it never would or could come; and Leases face grew damp with drops of agony.

I turned the points for the down goods-train, he said presently; I remember that. When the goods came in, I know I was in the signal-house. Then I took a message to Hoar; and next I stepped across with some oil for the engine of an up-train that dashed in; they called out that it wanted some. I helped to do it, and took the oil back again. It would be then that I went to put the points right, he added after a pause. I hope I did.

But, Harry, dont you remember doing it?

No, I dont; theres where it is.

You always put the points straight at once after the train has passed?

Not if Im called off by other work. It ought to be done. A pointsman should stand while the train passes, and then step off to right the points at once. But when you are called off half-a-dozen ways to things crying out to be done, you cant spend time in waiting for the points. Weve never had a harder days work at the station than this has been, Mary; trains in, trains out; the place has hardly been free a minute together. And the extra telegraphing!  half the passengers that stopped seemed to want to send messages. When six oclock came I was worn out; done up; fit to drop.

Mrs. Lease gave a start. An idea flashed into her mind, causing her to ask mentally whether she could have had indirectly a hand in the calamity. For that had been one of the days when her husband had had no tea taken to him. She had been very busy washing, and the baby was sick and cross: that had been quite enough to fill incapable Mrs. Leases hands, without bothering about her husbands tea. And, of all days in the year, it seemed that he had, on this one, most needed tea. Worn out! done up!

The noise in Crabb Lane was increasing, voices sounded louder, and Mrs. Lease put her hands to her ears. Just then a sudden interruption occurred. Polly, supposed to be safe asleep upstairs, burst into the kitchen in her night-gown, and flew into her fathers arms, sobbing and crying.

Oh, father, is it true?  is it true?

Why  Polly! cried the man, looking at her, in astonishment. Whats this?

She hid her face on his waistcoat, her hands clinging round him. Polly had awakened and heard the comments outside. She was too nervous and excitable for Crabb Lane.

They are saying you have killed Kitty Bowens father. It isnt true, father! Go out and tell them that it isnt true!

His own nerves were unstrung; his strength had gone out of him; it only needed something of this kind to finish up Lease; and he broke into sobs. Holding the child to him with a tight grasp, they cried together. If Lease had never known agony before in his life, he knew it then.

The days went on. There was no longer any holding-out on Leases part on the matter of points: all the world said he had been guilty of neglecting to turn them; and he supposed he had. He accepted the fate meekly, without resistance, his manner strangely still, as one who has been utterly subdued. When talked to, he freely avowed that it remained a puzzle to him how he could have forgotten the points, and what made him forget them. He shrank neither from reproach nor abuse; listening patiently to all who chose to attack him, as if he had no longer any right to claim a place in the world.

He was not spared. Coroner and jury, friends and foes, all went on at him, painting his sins in flaring colours, and calling him names to his face. Murderer was one of the least of them. Four had died in all; Roberts was not expected to live; the rest were getting well. There would have been no trouble over the inquest (held at the Bull, between Crabb Lane and the station), it might have been finished in a day, and Lease committed for trial, but that one of those who had died was a lawyer; and his brother (also a lawyer) and other of his relatives (likewise lawyers) chose to make a commotion. Mr. Massock helped them. Passengers must be examined; rails tried; the points tested; every conceivable obstacle was put in the way of a conclusion. Fifteen times had the jury to go and look at the spot, and see the working of the points tested. And so the inquest was adjourned from time to time, and might be finished perhaps something under a year.

The public were like so many wolves, all howling at Lease; from the aforesaid relatives and Brickfield Massock, down to the men and women of Crabb Lane. Lease was at home on bail, surrendering himself at every fresh meeting of the inquest. A few wretched malcontents had begun to hiss him as he passed in and out of Crabb Lane.



When we got home for the Christmas holidays, nothing met us but tales of Leases wickedness, in having sent one train upon the other. The Squire grew hot in talking of it. Tod, given to be contrary, said he should like to have Leases own version of the affair. A remark that affronted the Squire.

You can go off and get it from him, sir. Lease wont refuse it; hed give it to the dickens, for the asking. He likes nothing better than to talk about it.

After all, it was only a misfortune, said Tod. It was not wilfully done.

Not wilfully done! stuttered the Pater in his rage. When I, and Lena, and her mother were in the train, and might have been smashed to atoms! When Coney, and Massock (not that I like the fellow), and scores more were put in jeopardy, and some were killed; yes, sir, killed. A misfortune! Johnny, if you stand there grinning like an idiot, Ill send you back to school: you shall both pack off this very hour. A misfortune, indeed! Lease deserves hanging.

The next morning we came upon Lease accidentally in the fields. He was leaning over the gate amongst the trees, as Tod and I crossed the rivulet bridge  which was nothing but a plank or two. A couple of bounds, and we were up with him.

Now for it, Lease! cried Tod. Let us hear a bit about the matter.

How Lease was altered! His cheeks were thin and white, his eyes had nothing but despair in them. Standing up he touched his hat respectfully.

Ay, sir, it has been a sad time, answered Lease, in a low, patient voice, as if he felt worn out. I little thought when I last shut you and Master Johnny into the carriage the morning you left, that misfortune was so close at hand. For, just before it happened, we had been at home for a days holiday.

Well, tell us about it.

Tod stood with his arm round the trunk of a tree, and I sat down on an opposite stump. Lease had very little to say; nothing, except that he must have forgotten to change the points.

And that made Tod stare. Tod, like the Pater, was hasty by nature. Knowing Leases good character, he had not supposed him guilty; and to hear the man quietly admit that he was excited Tods ire.

What do you mean, Lease?



Mean, sir? returned Lease, meekly.

Do you mean to say that you did not attend to the points?  that you just let one train run on to the other?

Yes, sir; that is how it must have been. I didnt believe it, sir, for a long time afterwards: not for several hours.

A long time, that, said Tod, an unpleasant sound of mockery in his tone.

No, sir; I know its not much, counting by time, answered Lease patiently. But nobody can ever picture how long those hours seemed to me. They were like years. I couldnt get the idea into me at all that I had not set the points as usual; it seemed a thing incredible; but, try as I would, I was unable to call to mind having done it.

Well, I must say that is a nice thing to confess to, Lease! And there was I, yesterday afternoon, taking your part and quarrelling with my father.

I am sorry for that, sir. I am not worth having my part taken in anything, since that happened.

But how came you to do it?

Its a question I shall never be able to answer, sir. We had a busy day, were on the run from morning till night, and there was a great deal of confusion at the station: but it was no worse than many a day that has gone before it.

Well, I shall be off, said Tod. This has shut me up. I thought of going in for you, Lease, finding every one else was dead against you. A misfortune is a misfortune, but wilful carelessness is sin: and my father and his wife and my little sister were in the train. Come along, Johnny.

Directly, Tod. Ill catch you up. I say, Lease, how will it end? I asked, as Tod went on.

It cant end better than two years imprisonment for me, sir; and I suppose it may end worse. It is not that I think of.

What else, then?

Four dead already, sir; four  and one soon to follow them, making five, he answered, his voice hushed to a whisper. Master Johnny, it lies on me always, a dreadful weight never to be got rid of. When I was young, I had a sort of low fever, and used to see in my dreams some dreadful task too big to be attempted, and yet I had to do it; and the weight on my mind was awful. I didnt think, till now, such a weight could fall in real life. Sleeping or waking, sir, I see those four before me dead. Squire Todhetley told me that I had their lives on my soul. And it is so.

I did not know what to answer.

So you see, sir, I dont think much of the imprisonment; if I did, I might be wanting to get the suspense over. Its not any term of imprisonment, no, not though it were for life, that can wash out the past. Id give my own life, sir, twice over if that could undo it.

Lease had his arm on the gate as he spoke, leaning forward. I could not help feeling sorry for him.

If people knew how Im punished within myself, Master Johnny, theyd perhaps not be so harsh upon me. I have never had a proper nights rest since it happened, sir. I have to get up and walk about in the middle of the night because I cant lie. The sight of the dawn makes me sick, and I say to myself, How shall I get through the day? When bed-time comes, I wonder how I shall lie till morning. Often I wish it had pleased God to take me before that day had happened.

Why dont they get the inquest over, Lease?

Theres something or other always brought up to delay it, sir. I dont see the need of it. If it would bring the dead back to life, why, they might delay it; but it wont. They might as well let it end, and sentence me, and have done with it. Each time when I go back home through Crabb Lane, the men and women call out, What, put off again! What, aint he in gaol yet! Which is the place they say I ought to have been in all along.

I suppose the coroner knows youll not run away, Lease.

Everybody knows that, sir.

Some would, though, in your place.

I dont know where theyd run to, returned Lease. They couldnt run away from their own minds  and thats the worst part of it. Sometimes I wonder whether I shall ever get it off mine, sir, or if I shall have it on me, like this, to the end of my life. The Lord knows what it is to me; nobody else does.

You cannot always make things fit into one another. I was thinking so as I left Lease and went after Tod. It was awful carelessness not to have set the points; causing death, and sorrow, and distress to many people. Looking at it from their side, the pointsman was detestable; only fit, as the Squire said, to be hanged. But looking at it side by side with Lease, seeing his sad face, his self-reproach, and his patient suffering, it seemed altogether different; and the two aspects would not by any means fit in together.

Christmas week, and the absence of a juror who had gone out visiting, made another excuse for putting off the inquest to the next week. When that came, the coroner was ill. There seemed to be no end to the delays, and the public steam was getting up in consequence. As to Lease, he went about like a man who is looking for something that he has lost and cannot find.

One day, when the ice lay in Crabb Lane, and I was taking the slides on my way through it to join Tod, who had gone rabbit-shooting, a little girl ran across my feet, and was knocked down. I fell too; and the child began to cry. Picking her up, I saw it was Polly Lease.

You little stupid! why did you run into my path like that?

Please, sir, I didnt see you, she sobbed. I was running after father. Mother saw him in the field yonder, and sent me to tell him wed got a bit o fire.

Polly had grazed both her knees; they began to bleed just a little, and she nearly went into convulsions at sight of the blood. I carried her in. There was about a handful of fire in the grate. The mother sat on a low stool, close into it, nursing one of the children, and the rest sat on the floor.

I never saw such a child as this in all my life, Mrs. Lease. Because she has hurt her knees a bit, and sees a drop of blood, shes going to die of fright. Look here.

Mrs. Lease put the boy down and took Polly, who was trembling all over with her deep low sobs.

It was always so, sir, said Mrs. Lease; always since she was a baby. She is the timorest-natured child possible. We have tried everything; coaxing and scolding too; but we cant get her out of it. If she pricks her finger her face turns white.

Id be more of a woman than cry at nothing, if I were you, Polly, said I, sitting on the window-ledge, while Mrs. Lease washed the knees; which were hardly damaged at all when they came to be examined. But Polly only clung to her mother, with her face hidden, and giving a deep sob now and then.

Look up, Polly. Whats this!

I put it into her hand as I spoke; a bath bun that I had been carrying with me, in case I did not get home to luncheon. Polly looked round, and the sight dried the tears on her swollen face. You never saw such a change all in a moment, or such eager, glad little eyes as hers.

Divide it mother, said she. Leave a bit for father.

Two of them came flocking round like a couple of young wolves; the youngest couldnt get up, and the one Mrs. Lease had been nursing stayed on the floor where she put him. He had a sickly face, with great bright grey eyes, and hot, red lips.

Whats the matter with him, Mrs. Lease?

With little Tom, sir? I think its a kind of fever. He never was strong; none of them are: and of course these bad times can but tell upon us.

Dont forget father, mother, said Polly. Leave the biggest piece for father.

Now I tell you all what it is, said I to the children, when Mrs. Lease began to divide it into half-a-dozen pieces, that buns for Polly, because she has hurt herself: you shall not take any of it from her. Give it to Polly, Mrs. Lease.

Of all the uproars ever heard, those little cormorants set up the worst. Mrs. Lease looked at me.

They must have a bit, sir: they must indeed. Polly wouldnt eat all herself, Master Ludlow; you couldnt get her to do it.

But I was determined Polly should have it. It was through me she got hurt; and besides, I liked her.

Now just listen, you little pigs. Ill go to Fords, the bakers, and bring you all a bun a-piece, but Polly must have this one. They have lots of currants in them, those buns, for children that dont squeal. How many are there of you? One, two, three,  four.

Catching up my cap, I was going out when Mrs. Lease touched me. Do you really mean it, sir? she asked in a whisper.

Mean what? That I am going to bring the buns? Of course I mean it. Ill be back with them directly.

Oh, sir  but do forgive me for making free to ask such a thing  if you would only let it be a half-quartern loaf instead?

A half-quartern loaf!

Theyve not had a bit between their lips this day, Master Ludlow, she said, catching her breath, as her face, which had flushed, turned pale again. Last night I divided between the four of them a piece of bread half the size of my hand; Tom, he couldnt eat.

I stared for a minute. How is it, Mrs. Lease? can you not get enough food?

I dont know where we should get it from, sir. Lease has not broken his fast since yesterday at midday.

Dame Ford put the loaf in paper for me, wondering what on earth I wanted with it, as I could see by her inquisitive eyes, but not liking to ask; and I carried it back with the four buns. They were little wolves and nothing else when they saw the food.

How has this come about, Mrs. Lease? I asked, while they were eating the bread she cut them, and she had taken Tom on her lap again.

Why, sir, it is eight weeks now, or hard upon it, since my husband earned anything. They didnt even pay him for the last week he was at work, as the accident happened in it. We had nothing in hand; people with only eighteen shillings a week and five children to feed, cant save; and we have been living on our things. But theres nothing left now to make money of  as you may see by the bare room, sir.

Does not any one help you?

Help us! returned Mrs. Lease. Why, Master Ludlow, people, for the most part, are so incensed against my husband, that theyd take the bread out of our mouths, instead of putting a bit into them. All their help goes to poor Nancy Bowen and her children: and Lease is glad it should be so. When I carried Tom to Mr. Coles yesterday, he said that what the child wanted was nourishment.

This must try Lease.

Yes, she said, her face flushing again, but speaking very quietly. Taking one thing with another, I am not sure but it is killing him.

After this break, I did not care to go to the shooting, but turned back to Crabb Cot. Mrs. Todhetley was alone in the bow-windowed parlour, so I told her of the state the Leases were in, and asked if she would not help them.

I dont know what to say about it, Johnny, she said, after a pause. If I were willing, you know Mr. Todhetley would not be so. He cant forgive Lease for his carelessness. Every time Lena wakes up from sleep in a fright, fancying it is another accident, his anger returns to him. We often hear her crying out, you know, down here in an evening.

The carelessness was no fault of Leases children, that they should suffer for it.

When you grow older, Johnny, you will find that the consequences of peoples faults fall more on others than on themselves. It is very sad the Leases should be in this state; I am sorry for them.

Then youll help them a bit, good mother.

Mrs. Todhetley was always ready to help any one, not needing to be urged; on the other hand, she liked to yield implicitly to the opinions of the Squire. Between the two, she went into a dilemma.

Suppose it were Lena, starving for want of food and warmth? I said. Or Hugh sick with fever, as that young Tom is? Those children have done no more harm than ours.

Mrs. Todhetley put her hand up to her face, and her mild eyes looked nearly as sad as Leases.

Will you take it to them yourself, Johnny, in a covered basket, and not let it be seen? That is, make it your own doing?

Yes.

Go to the kitchen then, and ask Molly. There are some odds and ends of things in the larder that will not be particularly wanted. You see, Johnny, I do not like to take an active part in this; it would seem like opposing the Squire.

Molly was stooping before the big fire, basting the meat, in one of her vile humours. If I wanted to rob the larder, I must do it, she cried; it was my business, not hers; and she dashed the basting spoon across the table by way of accompaniment.

I gave a good look round the larder, and took a raised pork-pie that had a piece cut out of it, and a leg of mutton three parts eaten. On the shelf were a dozen mince-pies, just out of their patty-pans; I took six and left six. Molly, screwing her face round the kitchen-door, caught sight of them as they went into the basket, and rushing after me out of the house, shrieked out for her mince-pies.

The race went on. She was a woman not to be daunted. Just as we turned round by the yellow barn, I first, she raving behind, the Squire pounced upon us, asking what the uproar meant. Molly told her tale. I was a thief, and had gone off with the whole larder, more particularly with her mince-pies.

Open the basket, Johnny, said the Squire: which was the one Tod and I used when we went fishing.

No sooner was it done than Molly marched off with the pies in triumph. The Pater regarded the pork-pie and the meat with a curious gaze.

This is for you and Joe, I suppose. I should like to know for how many more.

I was one of the worst to conceal things, when taken-to like this, and he got it all out of me in no time. And then he put his hand on my shoulder and ordered me to say who the things were for. Which I had to do.

Well, there was a row. He wanted to know what I meant by being wicked enough to give food to Lease. I said it was for the children. Im afraid I almost cried, for I did not like him to be angry with me, but I know I promised not to eat any dinner at home for three days if he would let me take the meat. Mollys comments, echoing through the house, betrayed to Mrs. Todhetley what had happened, and she came down the road with a shawl over her head. She told the Squire the truth then: that she had sanctioned it. She said she feared the Leases were quite in extremity, and begged him to let the meat go.

Be off for this once, you young thief, stamped the Squire, but dont let me catch you at anything of this sort again.

So the meat went to the Leases, and two loaves that Mrs. Todhetley whispered me to order for them at Fords. When I reached home with the empty basket, they were going in to dinner. I took a book and stayed in the parlour. In a minute or two the Squire sent to ask what I was doing that for.

Its all right, Thomas. I dont want any dinner to-day.

Old Thomas went away and returned again, saying the master ordered me to go in. But I wouldnt do anything of the sort. If he forgot the bargain, I did not.



Out came the Squire, his face red, napkin in hand, and laid hold of me by the shoulders.

You obstinate young Turk! How dare you defy me? Come along.

But it is not to defy you, sir. It was a bargain, you know; I promised.

What was a bargain?

That I should not have any dinner for three days. Indeed I meant it.

The Squires answer was to propel me into the dining-room. Move down, Joe, he said, Ill have him by me to-day. Ill see whether he is to starve himself out of bravado.

Why, whats up? asked Tod, as he went to a lower seat. What have you been doing, Johnny?

Never mind, said the Squire, putting enough mutton on my plate for two. You eat that, Mr. Johnny?

It went on so throughout dinner. Mrs. Todhetley gave me a big share of apple pudding; and, when the macaroni came on, the Squire heaped my plate. And I know it was all done to show he was not really angry with me for having taken the things to the Leases.

Mr. Cole, the surgeon, came in after dinner, and was told of my wickedness. Lena ran up to me and said might she send her new sixpence to the poor little children who had no bread to eat.

Whats that Lease about, that he does not go to work? asked the Squire, in loud tones. Letting folks hear that his young ones are starving!

The man cant work, said Mr. Cole. He is out on probation, you know, waiting for the verdict, and the sentence on him that is to follow.

Then why dont they return their verdict and sentence him? demanded the Squire, in his hot way.

Ah! said Mr. Cole, its what they ought to have done long ago.

What will it be! Transportation?

I should take care it was not, if I were on the jury. The man had too much work on him that day, and had had nothing to eat or drink for too many hours.

I wont hear a word in his defence, growled the Squire.



When the jury met for the last time, Lease was ill. A day or two before that, some one had brought Lease word that Roberts, who had been lingering all that time in the infirmary at Worcester, was going at last. Upon which Lease started to see him. It was not the day for visitors at the infirmary, but he gained admittance. Roberts was lying in the accident ward, with his head low and a blue look in his face; and the first thing Lease did, when he began to speak, was to burst out crying. The mans strength had gone down to nothing and his spirit was broken. Roberts made out that he was speaking of his distress at having been the cause of the calamity, and asking to be forgiven.

Mate, said Roberts, putting out his hand that Lease might take it, Ive never had an ill thought to ye. Mishaps come to all of us that have to do with rail-travelling; us drivers get more nor you pointsmen. It might have happened to me to be the cause, just as well as to you. Dont think no more of it.

Say you forgive me, urged Lease, or I shall not know how to bear it.

I forgive thee with my whole heart and soul. Ive had a spell of it here, Lease, waiting for death, knowing it must come to me, and Ive got to look for it kindly. I dont think Id go back to the world now if I could. Im going to a better. It seems just peace, and nothing less. Shake hands, mate.

They shook hands.

I wish yed lift my head a bit, Roberts said, after a while. The nurse she come and took away my pillow, thinking I might die easier, I suppose: Ive seen her do it to others. Maybe I was amost gone, and the sight of you woke me up again like.

Lease sat down on the bed and put the mans head upon his breast in the position that seemed most easy to him; and Roberts died there.

It was one of the worst days we had that winter. Lease had a nights walk home of many miles, the sleet and wind beating upon him all the way. He was not well clad either, for his best things had been pawned.

So that when the inquest assembled two days afterwards, Lease did not appear at it. He was in bed with inflammation of the chest, and Mr. Cole told the coroner that it would be dangerous to take him out of it. Some of them called it bronchitis; but the Squire never went in for new names, and never would.

I tell you what it is, gentlemen, broke in Mr. Cole, when they were quarrelling as to whether there should be another adjournment or not, youll put off and put off, until Lease slips through your fingers.

Oh, will he, though! blustered old Massock. He had better try at it! Wed soon fetch him back again.

Youd be clever to do it, said the doctor.

Any way, whether it was this or not, they thought better of the adjournment, and gave their verdict. Manslaughter against Henry Lease. And the coroner made out his warrant of committal to Worcester county prison: where Lease would lie until the March assizes.

I am not sure but it ought to have been returned Wilful Murder, remarked the Squire, as he and the doctor turned out of the Bull, and picked their way over the slush towards Crabb Lane.

It might make no difference, one way or the other, answered Mr. Cole.

Make no difference! What dye mean? Murder and manslaughter are two separate crimes, Cole, and must be punished accordingly. You see, Johnny, what your friend Lease has come to!

What I meant, Squire, was this: that I dont much think Lease will live to be tried at all.

Not live!

I fancy not. Unless I am much mistaken, his life will have been claimed by its Giver long before March.

The Squire stopped and looked at Cole. Whats the matter with him? This inflammation  that you went and testified to?

That will be the cause of death, as returned to the registrar.

Why, you speak just as if the man were dying now, Cole!

And I think he is. Lease has been very low for a long time, added Mr. Cole; half clad, and not a quarter fed. But it is not that, Squire: heart and spirit are alike broken: and when this cold caught him, he had no stamina to withstand it; and so it has seized upon a vital part.

Do you mean to tell me to my face that he will die of it? cried the Squire, holding on by the middle button of old Coles great-coat. Nonsense, man! you must cure him. We  we did not want him to die, you know.

His life or his death, as it may be, are in the hands of One higher than I, Squire.

I think Ill go in and see him, said the Squire, meekly.

Lease was lying on a bed close to the floor when we got to the top of the creaky stairs, which had threatened to come down with the Squires weight and awkwardness. He had dozed off, and little Polly, sitting on the boards, had her head upon his arm. Her starting up awoke Lease. I was not in the habit of seeing dying people; but the thought struck me that Lease must be dying. His pale weary face wore the same hue that Jakes had worn when he was dying: if you have not forgotten him.

God bless me! exclaimed the Squire.

Lease looked up with his sad eyes. He supposed they had come to tell him officially about the verdict  which had already reached him unofficially.



Yes, gentlemen, I know it, he said, trying to get up out of respect, and falling back. Manslaughter. Id have been present if I could. Mr. Cole knows I wasnt able. I think God is taking me instead.

But this wont do, you know, Lease, said the Squire. We dont want you to die.

Well, sir, Im afraid I am not good for much now. And thered be the imprisonment, and then the sentence, so that I could not work for my wife and children for some long years. When people come to know how I repented of that nights mistake, and that I have died of it, why, theyll perhaps befriend them and forgive me. I think God has forgiven me: He is very merciful.

Ill send you in some port wine and jelly and beef-tea  and some blankets, Lease, cried the Squire quickly, as if he felt flurried. And, Lease, poor fellow, I am sorry for having been so angry with you.

Thank you for all favours, sir, past and present. But for the help from your house my little ones would have starved. God bless you all, and forgive me! Master Johnny, God bless you.

Youll rally yet, Lease; take heart, said the Squire.

No, sir, I dont think so. The great dark load seems to have been lifted off me, and light to be breaking. Dont sob, Polly! Perhaps father will be able to see you from up there as well as if he stayed here.

The first thing the Squire did when we got out, was to attack Mr. Cole, telling him he ought not to have let Lease die. As he was in a way about it, Cole excused it, quietly saying it was no fault of his.

I should like to know what it is that has killed him, then?

Grief, said Mr. Cole. The man has died of what we call a broken heart. Hearts dont actually sever, you know, Squire, like a china basin, and theres always some ostensible malady that serves as a reason to talk about. In this case it will be bronchitis. Which, in point of fact, is the final end, because Lease could not rally against it. He told me yesterday that his heart had ached so keenly since November, it seemed to have dried up within him.

We are all a pack of hard-hearted sinners, groaned the Squire, in his repentance. Johnny, why could you not have found them out sooner? Where was the use of your doing it at the eleventh hour, sir, Id like to know?

Harry Lease died that night. And Crabb Lane, in a fit of repentance as sudden as the Squires, took the cost of the funeral off the parish (giving some abuse in exchange) and went in a body to the grave. I and Tod followed.


VII.

AUNT DEAN.

Timberdale was a small place on the other side of Crabb Ravine. Its Rector was the Reverend Jacob Lewis. Timberdale called him Parson Lewis when not on ceremony. He had married a widow, Mrs. Tanerton: she had a good deal of money and two boys, and the parish thought the new lady might be above them. But she proved kind and good; and her boys did not ride roughshod over the land or break down the farmers fences. She died in three or four years, after a long illness.

Timberdale talked about her will, deeming it a foolish one. She left all she possessed to the Rector, in affectionate confidence, as the will worded it, knowing he would do what was right and just by her sons. As Parson Lewis was an upright man with a conscience of his own, it was supposed he would do so; but Timberdale considered that for the boys sake she should have made it sure herself. It was eight-hundred a year, good measure.

Parson Lewis had a sister, Mrs. Dean, a widow also, who lived near Liverpool. She was not left well-off at all; could but just make a living of it. She used to come on long visits to the Parsonage, which saved her cupboard at home; but it was said that Mrs. Lewis did not like her, thinking her deceitful, and they did not get on very well together. Parson Lewis, the meekest man in the world and the most easily led, admitted to his wife that Rebecca had always been a little given to scheming, but he thought her true at heart.

When poor Mrs. Lewis was out of the way for good in Timberdale churchyard, Aunt Dean had the field to herself, and came and stayed as long as she pleased, with her child, Alice. She was a little woman with a mild face and fair skin, and had a sort of purring manner with her. Scarcely speaking above her breath, and saying dear and love at every sentence, and caressing people to their faces, the rule was to fall in love with her at once. The boys, Herbert and Jack, had taken to her without question from the first, and called her Aunt. Though she was of course no relation whatever to them.



Both the boys made much of Alice  a bright-eyed, pretty little girl with brown curls and timid, winsome ways. Herbert, who was very studious himself, helped her with her lessons: Jack, who was nearer her age, but a few months older, took her out on expeditions, haymaking and blackberrying and the like, and would bring her home with her frock torn and her knees damaged. He told her that brave little girls never cried with him; and the child would ignore the smart of the grazed knees and show herself as brave as a martyr. Jack was so brave and fearless himself and made so little of hurts, that she felt a sort of shame at giving way to her natural timidity when with him. What Alice liked best was to sit indoors by Herberts side while he was at his lessons, and read story books and fairy tales. Jack was the opposite of all that, and a regular renegade in all kinds of study. He would have liked to pitch the books into the fire, and did not even care for fairy tales. They came often enough to Crabb Cot when we were there, and to our neighbours the Coneys, with whom the Parsonage was intimate. I was only a little fellow at the time, years younger than they were, but I remember I liked Jack better than Herbert. As Tod did also for the matter of that. Herbert was too clever for us, and he was to be a parson besides. He chose the calling himself. More than once he was caught muffled in the parsons white surplice, preaching to Jack and Alice a sermon of his own composition.

Aunt Dean had her plans and her plots. One great plot was always at work. She made it into a dream, and peeped into it night and day, as if it were a kaleidoscope of rich and many colours. Herbert Tanerton was to marry her daughter and succeed to his mothers property as eldest son: Jack must go adrift, and earn his own living. She considered it was already three parts as good as accomplished. To see Herbert and Alice poring over books together side by side and to know that they had the same tastes, was welcome to her as the sight of gold. As to Jack, with his roving propensities, his climbing and his daring, she thought it little matter if he came down a tree head-foremost some day, or pitched head over heels into the depths of Crabb Ravine, and so threw his life away. Not that she really wished any cruel fate for the boy; but she did not care for him; and he might be terribly in the way, when her foolish brother, the parson, came to apportion the money. And he was foolish in some things; soft, in fact: she often said so.

One summer day, when the fruit was ripe and the sun shining, Mr. Lewis had gone into his study to write his next Sundays sermon. He did not get on very quickly, for Aunt Dean was in there also, and it disturbed him a little. She was of restless habits, everlastingly dusting books, and putting things in their places without rhyme or reason.

Do you wish to keep out all three of these inkstands, Jacob? It is not necessary, I should think. Shall I put one up?

The parson took his eyes off his sermon to answer. I dont see that they do any harm there, Rebecca. The children use two sometimes. Do as you like, however.

Mrs. Dean put one of the inkstands into the book-case, and then looked round the room to see what else she could do. A letter caught her eye.

Jacob, I do believe you have never answered the note old Mullet brought this morning! There it is on the mantelpiece.

The parson sighed. To be interrupted in this way he took quite as a matter of course, but it teased him a little.

I must see the churchwardens, Rebecca, before answering it. I want to know, you see, what would be approved of by the parish.

Just like you, Jacob, she caressingly said. The parish must approve of what you approve.

Yes, yes, he said hastily; but I like to live at peace with every one.

He dipped his pen into the ink, and wrote a line of his sermon. The open window looked on to the kitchen-garden. Herbert Tanerton had his back against the walnut-tree, doing nothing. Alice sat near on a stool, her head buried in a book that by its canvas cover Mrs. Dean knew to be Robinson Crusoe. Just then Jack came out of the raspberry bushes with a handful of fruit, which he held out to Alice. Robinson Crusoe fell to the ground.

Oh, Jack, how good they are! said Alice. And the words came distinctly to Aunt Deans ears in the still day.

They are as good again when you pick them off the trees for yourself, cried Jack. Come along and get some, Alice.

With the taste of the raspberries in her mouth, the temptation was not to be resisted; and she ran after Jack. Aunt Dean put her head out at the window.

Alice, my love, I cannot have you go amongst those raspberry bushes; you would stain and tear your frock.

Ill take care of her frock, aunt, Jack called back.

My darling Jack, it cannot be. That is her new muslin frock, and she must not go where she might injure it.

So Alice sat down again to Robinson Crusoe, and Jack went his way amongst the raspberry bushes, or whither he would.

Jacob, have you begun to think of what John is to be? resumed Aunt Dean, as she shut down the window.

The parson pushed his sermon from him in a sort of patient hopelessness, and turned round on his chair. To be?  In what way, Rebecca?

By profession, she answered. I fancy it is time it was thought of.

Do you? Im sure I dont know. The other day when something was being mentioned about it, Jack said he did not care what he was to be, provided he had no books to trouble him.

I only hope you will not have trouble with him, Jacob, dear, observed Mrs. Dean, in ominous tones, that plainly intimated she thought the parson would.

He has a good heart, though he is not so studious as his brother. Why have you shut the window, Rebecca? It is very warm.

Mrs. Dean did not say why. Perhaps she wished to guard against the conversation being heard. When any question not quite convenient to answer was put to her, she had a way of passing it over in silence; and the parson was too yielding or too inert to ask again.

Of course, Brother Jacob, you will make Herbert the heir.

The parson looked surprised. Why should you suppose that, Rebecca? I think the two boys ought to share and share alike.

My dear Jacob, how can you think so? Your dead wife left you in charge, remember.

Thats what I do remember, Rebecca. She never gave me the slightest hint that she should wish any difference to be made: she was as fond of one boy as of the other.

Jacob, you must do your duty by the boys, returned Mrs. Dean, with affectionate solemnity. Herbert must be his mothers heir; it is right and proper it should be so: Jack must be trained to earn his own livelihood. Jack  dear fellow!  is, I fear, of a roving, random disposition: were you to leave any portion of the money to him, he would squander it in a year.

Dear me, I hope not! But as to leaving all to his brother  or even a larger portion than to Jack  I dont know that it would be right. A heavy responsibility lies on me in this charge, dont you see, Rebecca?

No doubt it does. It is full eight-hundred a year. And you must be putting something by, Jacob.

Not much. I draw the money yearly, but expenses seem to swallow it up. What with the ponies kept for the boys, and the cost of the masters from Worcester, and a hundred a year out of it that my wife desired the poor old nurse should have till she died, theres not a great deal left. My living is a poor one, you know, and I like to help the poor freely. When the boys go to the university it will be all wanted.



Help the poor freely!  just like him! thought Aunt Dean.

It would be waste of time and money to send Jack to college. You should try and get him some appointment abroad, Jacob. In India, say.

The clergyman opened his eyes at this, and said he should not like to see Jack go out of his own country. Jacks mother had not had any opinion of foreign places. Jack himself interrupted the conversation. He came flying up the path, put down a cabbage leaf full of raspberries on the window-sill, and flung open the window with his stained fingers.

Aunt Dean, Ive picked these for you, he said, introducing the leaf, his handsome face and good-natured eyes bright and sparkling. Theyve never been so good as they are this year. Father, just taste them.

Aunt Dean smiled sweetly, and called him her darling, and Mr. Lewis tasted the raspberries.

We were just talking of you, Jack, cried the unsophisticated man  and Mrs. Dean slightly knitted her brows. Your aunt says it is time you began to think of some profession.

What, yet awhile? returned Jack.

That you may be suitably educated for it, my boy.

I should like to be something that wont want education, cried Jack, leaning his arms on the window-sill, and jumping up and down. I think Id rather be a farmer than anything, father.

The parson drew a long face. This had never entered into his calculations.

I fear that would not do, Jack. I should like you to choose something higher than that; some profession by which you may rise in the world. Herbert will go into the Church: what should you say to the Bar?

Jacks jumping ceased all at once. What, be a barrister, father? Like those be-wigged fellows that come on circuit twice a year to Worcester?

Like that, Jack.

But they have to study all their lives for it, father; and read up millions of books before they can pass! I couldnt do it; I couldnt indeed.

What do you think of being a first-class lawyer, then? I might place you with some good firm, such as  

Dont, theres a dear father! interrupted Jack, all the sunshine leaving his face. Im afraid if I were at a desk I should kick it over without knowing it: I must be running out and about.  Are they all gone, Aunt Dean? Give me the leaf, and Ill pick you some more.



The years went on. Jack was fifteen: Herbert eighteen and at Oxford: the advanced scholar had gone to college early. Aunt Dean spent quite half her time at Timberdale, from Easter till autumn, and the parson never rose up against it. She let her house during her absence: it was situated on the banks of the river a little way from Liverpool, near the place they call New Brighton now. It might have been called New Brighton then for all I know. One family always took the house for the summer months, glad to get out of hot Liverpool.

As to Jack, nothing had been decided in regard to his future, for opinions about it differed. A little Latin and a little history and a great deal of geography (for he liked that) had been drilled into him: and there his education ended. But he was the best climber and walker and leaper, and withal the best-hearted young fellow that Timberdale could boast: and he knew about land thoroughly, and possessed a great stock of general and useful and practical information. Many a day when some of the poorer farmers were in a desperate hurry to get in their hay or carry their wheat on account of threatening weather, had Jack Tanerton turned out to help, and toiled as hard and as long as any of the labourers. He was hail-fellow-well-met with everyone, rich and poor.

Mrs. Dean had worked on always to accomplish her ends. Slowly and imperceptibly, but surely; Herbert must be the heir; John must shift for himself. The parson had had this dinned into him so often now, in her apparently frank and reasoning way, that he began to lend an ear to it. What with his strict sense of justice, and his habit of yielding to his sisters views, he felt for the most part in a kind of dilemma. But Mrs. Dean had come over this time determined to get something settled, one way or the other.

She arrived before Easter this year. The interminable Jack (as she often called him in her heart) was at home; Herbert was not. Jack and Alice did not seem to miss him, but went out on their rambles together as they did when children. The morning before Herbert was expected, a letter came from him to his stepfather, saying he had been invited by a fellow-student to spend the Easter holidays at his home near London and had accepted it.

Mr. Lewis took it as a matter of course in his easy way; but it disagreed with Aunt Dean. She said all manner of things to the parson, and incited him to write for Herbert to return at once. Herberts answer to this was a courteous intimation that he could not alter his plans; and he hoped his father, on consideration, would fail to see any good reason why he should do so. Herbert Tanerton had a will of his own.



Neither do I see any reason, good or bad, why he should not pay the visit, Rebecca, confessed the Rector. Im afraid it was foolish of me to object at all. Perhaps I have not the right to deny him, either, if I wished it. He is getting on for nineteen, and I am not his own father.

So Aunt Dean had to make the best and the worst of it; but she felt as cross as two sticks.

One day when the parson was abroad on parish matters, and the Rectory empty, she went out for a stroll, and reached the high steep bank where the primroses and violets grew. Looking over, she saw Jack and Alice seated below; Jacks arm round her waist.

You are to be my wife, you know, Alice, when we are grown up. Mind that.

There was no answer, but Aunt Dean certainly thought she heard the sound of a kiss. Peeping over again, she saw Jack taking another.

And if you dont object to my being a farmer, Alice, I should like it best of all. Well keep two jolly ponies and ride about together. Wont it be good?

I dont object to farming, Jack. Anything you like. A successful farmers home is a very pleasant one.

Aunt Dean drew away with noiseless steps. She was too calm and callous a woman to turn white; but she did turn angry, and registered a vow in her heart. That presuming, upstart Jack! They were only two little fools, its true; no better than children; but the nonsense must be stopped in time.

Herbert went back to Oxford without coming home. Alice, to her own infinite astonishment, was despatched to school until midsummer. The parson and his sister and Jack were left alone; and Aunt Dean, with her soft smooth manner and her false expressions of endearment, ruled all things; her brothers better nature amidst the rest.

Jack was asked what he would be. A farmer, he answered. But Aunt Dean had somehow caught up the most bitter notions possible against farming in general; and Mr. Lewis, not much liking the thing himself, and yielding to the undercurrent ever gently flowing, told Jack he must fix on something else.

Theres nothing I shall do so well at as farming, father, remonstrated Jack. You can put me for three or four years to some good agriculturist, and Ill be bound at the end of the time I should be fit to manage the largest and best farm in the country. Why, I am a better farmer now than some of them are.

Jack, my boy, you must not be self-willed. I cannot let you be a farmer.



Then send me to sea, father, and make a sailor of me, returned Jack, with undisturbed good humour.

But this startled the parson. He liked Jack, and he had a horror of the sea. Not that, Jack, my boy. Anything but that.

Im not sure but I should like the sea better than farming, went on Jack, the idea full in his head. Aunt Dean lent me Peter Simple one day. I know I should make a first-rate sailor.

Jack, dont talk so. Your poor mother would not have liked it, and I dont like it; and I shall never let you go.

Some fellows run away to sea, said Jack, laughing.

The parson felt as though a bucket of cold water had been thrown down his back. Did Jack mean that as a threat?

John, said he, in as solemn a way as he had ever spoken, disobedience to parents sometimes brings a curse with it. You must promise me that you will never go to sea.

Ill not promise that, off-hand, said Jack. But I will promise never to go without your consent. Think it well over, father; theres no hurry.

It was on the tip of Mr. Lewiss tongue to withdraw his objection to the farming scheme then and there: in comparison with the other it looked quite fair and bright. But he thought he might compromise his judgment to yield thus instantly: and, as easy Jack said, there was no hurry.

So Jack went rushing out of doors again to the uttermost bounds of the parish, and the parson was left to Aunt Dean. When he told her he meant to let Jack be a farmer, she laughed till the tears came into her eyes, and begged him to leave matters to her. She knew how to manage boys, without appearing directly to cross them: there was this kind of trouble with most boys, she had observed, before they settled satisfactorily in life, but it all came right in the end.

So the parson said no more about farming: but Jack talked a great deal about the sea. Mr. Lewis went over in his gig to Worcester, and bought a book he had heard of, Two Years before the Mast. He wrote Jacks name in it and gave it him, hoping its contents might serve to sicken him of the sea.

The next morning the book was missing. Jack looked high and low for it, but it was gone. He had left it on the sitting-room table when he went up to bed, and it mysteriously disappeared during the night. The servants had not seen it, and declared it was not on the table in the morning.

It could not  I suppose  have been the cat, observed Aunt Dean, in a doubtful manner, her eyes full of wonder as to where the book could have got to. I have heard of cats doing strange things.



I dont think the cat would make away with a book of that size, Rebecca, said the parson. And if he had not been the least suspicious parson in all the Worcester Diocese, he might have asked his sister whether she had been the cat, and secured the book lest it should dissipate Jacks fancy for the sea.

The next thing she did was to carry Jack off to Liverpool. The parson objected at first: Liverpool was a seaport town, and might put Jack more in mind of the sea than ever. Aunt Dean replied that she meant him to see the worst sides of sea life, the dirty boats in the Mersey, the wretchedness of the crews, and the real discomfort and misery of a sailors existence. That would cure him, she said: what he had in his head now was the romance picked up from books. The parson thought there was reason in this, and yielded. He was dreadfully anxious about Jack.

She went straight to her house near New Brighton, Jack with her, and a substantial sum in her pocket from the Rector to pay for Jacks keep. The old servant, Peggy, who took care of it, was thunderstruck to see her mistress come in. It was not yet occupied by the Liverpool people, and Mrs. Dean sent them word they could not have it this year: at least not for the present. While she put matters straight, she supplied Jack with all Captain Marryats novels to read. The house looked on the river, and Jack would watch the fine vessels starting on their long voyages, their white sails trim and fair in the sunshine, or hear the joyous shouts from the sailors of a homeward-bound ship as Liverpool hove in view; and he grew to think there was no sight so pleasant to the eye as these wonderful ships; no fate so desirable as to sail in them.

But Aunt Dean had changed her tactics. Instead of sending Jack on to the dirtiest and worst managed boats in the docks, where the living was hard and the sailors were discontented, she allowed him to roam at will on the finest ships, and make acquaintance with their enthusiastic young officers, especially with those who were going to sea for the first time with just such notions as Jacks. Before Midsummer came, Jack Tanerton had grown to think that he could never be happy on land.

There was a new ship just launched, the Rose of Delhi; a magnificent vessel. Jack took rare interest in her. He was for ever on board; was for ever saying to her owners  friends of Aunt Deans, to whom she had introduced him  how much he should like to sail in her. The owners thought it would be an advantageous thing to get so active, open, and ready a lad into their service, although he was somewhat old for entering, and they offered to article him for four years, as midshipman on the Rose of Delhi. Jack went home with his tale, his eyes glowing; and Aunt Dean neither checked him nor helped him.



Not then. Later, when the ship was all but ready to sail, she told Jack she washed her hands of it, and recommended him to write and ask his stepfather whether he might sail in her, or not.

Now Jack was no letter writer; neither, truth to tell, was the parson. He had not once written home; but had contented himself with sending affectionate messages in Aunt Deans letters. Consequently, Mr. Lewis only knew what Aunt Dean had chosen to tell him, and had no idea that Jack was getting the real sea fever upon him. But at her suggestion Jack sat down now and wrote a long letter.

Its purport was this. That he was longing and hoping to go to sea; was sure he should never like anything else in the world so well; that the Rose of Delhi, Captain Druce, was the most magnificent ship ever launched; that the owners bore the best character in Liverpool for liberality, and Captain Druce for kindness to his middies; and that he hoped, oh he hoped, his father would let him go; but that if he still refused, he (Jack) would do his best to be content to stay on shore, for he did not forget his promise of never sailing without his consent.

Would you like to see the letter, Aunt Dean, before I close it? he asked.

Aunt Dean, who had been sitting by, took the letter, and privately thought it was as good a letter and as much to the purpose as the best scribe in the land could have written. She disliked it, for all that.

Jack, dear, I think you had better put a postscript, she said. Your father detests writing, as you know. Tell him that if he consents he need not write any answer: you will know what it means  that you may go  and it will save him trouble.

But, Aunt Dean, I should like him to wish me good-bye and God speed.

He will be sure to do the one in his heart and the other in his prayers, my boy. Write your postscript.

Jack did as he was bid: he was as docile as his stepfather. Exactly as Mrs. Dean suggested, wrote he: and he added that if no answer arrived within two posts, he should take it for granted that he was to go, and should see about his outfit. There was no time to lose, for the ship would sail in three or four days.

I will post it for you, Jack, she said, when it was ready. I am going out.

Thank you, Aunt Dean, but I can post it myself. Id rather: and then I shall know its off. Oh, shant I be on thorns till the time for an answer comes and goes!

He snatched his cap and vaulted off with the letter before he could be stopped. Aunt Dean had a curious look on her face, and sat biting her lips. She had not intended the letter to go.

The first post that could possibly bring an answer brought one. Jack was not at home. Aunt Dean had sent him out on an early commission, watched for the postman, and hastened to the door herself to receive what he might bring. He brought two letters  as it chanced. One from the Rector of Timberdale; one from Alice Dean. Mrs. Dean locked up the one in her private drawer upstairs: the other she left on the breakfast-table.

Peggy says the postman has been here, aunt! cried the boy, all excitement, as he ran in.

Yes, dear. He brought a letter from Alice.

And nothing from Timberdale?

Well, I dont know that you could quite expect it by this post, Jack. Your father might like to take a little time for consideration. You may read Alices letter, my boy: she comes home this day week for the summer holidays.

Not till this day week! cried Jack, frightfully disappointed. Why, I shall have sailed then, if I go, Aunt Dean! I shall not see her.

Well, dear, you will see her when you come home again.

Aunt Dean had no more commissions for Jack after that, and each time the postman was expected, he placed himself outside the door to wait for him. The man brought no other letter. The reasonable time for an answer went by, and none came.

Aunt Dean, I suppose I may get my outfit now, said Jack, only half satisfied. But I wish I had told him to write in any case: just a line.

According to what you said, you know, Jack, silence must be taken for consent.

Yes, I know. Id rather have had a word, though, and made certain. I wish there was time for me just to run over to Timberdale and see him!

But theres not, Jack, mores the pity: you would lose the ship. Get a piece of paper and make out a list of the articles the second mate told you you would want.

The Rose of Delhi sailed out of port for Calcutta, and John Tanerton with her, having signed articles to serve in her for four years. The night before his departure he wrote a short letter of farewell to his stepfather, thanking him for his tacit consent, and promising to do his best to get on, concluding it with love to himself and to Herbert, and to the Rectory servants. Which letter somehow got put into Aunt Deans kitchen fire, and never reached Timberdale.

Aunt Dean watched the Rose of Delhi sail by; Jack, in his bran-new uniform, waving his last farewell to her with his gold-banded cap. The sigh of relief she heaved when the fine vessel was out of sight seemed to do her good. Then she bolted herself into her chamber, and opened Mr. Lewiss letter, which had lain untouched till then. As she expected, it contained a positive interdiction, written half sternly, half lovingly, for John to sail in the Rose of Delhi, or to think more of the sea. Moreover, it commanded him to come home at once, and it contained a promise that he should be placed to learn the farming without delay. Aunt Dean tripped down to Peggys fire and burnt that too.

There was a dreadful fuss when Jacks departure became known at Timberdale. It fell upon the parson like a thunderbolt. He came striding through the ravine to Crabb Cot, and actually burst out crying while telling the news to the Squire. He feared he had failed somehow in bringing John up, he said, or he never would have repaid him with this base disobedience and ingratitude. For, you see, the poor man thought Jack had received his letter, and gone off in defiance of it. The Squire agreed with him that Jack deserved the cat-o-nine tails, as did all other boys who traitorously decamped to sea.

Before the hay was all in, Aunt Dean was back at Timberdale, bringing Alice with her and the bills for the outfit. She let the parson think what he would about Jack, ignoring all knowledge of the letter, and affecting to believe that Jack could not have had it. But the parson argued that Jack must have had it, and did have it, or it would have come back to him. The only one to say a good word for Jack was Alice. She persisted in an opinion that Jack could not be either disobedient or ungrateful, and that there must have been some strange mistake somewhere.

Aunt Deans work was not all done. She took the poor parson under her wing, and proved to him that he had no resource now but to disinherit Jack, and made Herbert the heir. To leave money to Jack would be wanton waste, she urged, for he would be sure to squander it: better bequeath all to Herbert, who would of course look after his brother in later life, and help him if he needed help. So Mr. Hill, one of the Worcester solicitors, was sent for to Timberdale to receive instructions for making the parsons will in Herberts favour, and to cut Jack off with a shilling.

That night, after Mr. Hill had gone back again, was one of the worst the parson had ever spent. He was a just man and a kind one, and he felt racked with fear lest he had taken too severe a measure, and one that his late wife, the true owner of the money and Johns mother, would never have sanctioned. His bed was fevered, his pillow a torment; up he got, and walked the room in his night-shirt.



My Lord and God knoweth that I would do what is right, he groaned. I am sorely troubled. Youth is vain and desperately thoughtless; perhaps the boy, in his love of adventure, never looked at the step in the light of ingratitude. I cannot cut him quite off; I should never again find peace of mind if I did it. He shall have a little; and perhaps if he grows into a steady fellow and comes back what he ought to be, I may alter the will later and leave them equal inheritors.

The next day the parson wrote privately to Mr. Hill, saying he had reconsidered his determination and would let Jack inherit to the extent of a hundred and fifty pounds a year.

Herbert came home for the long vacation; and he and Alice were together as they had been before that upstart Jack stepped in. They often came to the Squires and oftener to the Coneys. Grace Coney, a niece of old Coney, had come to live at the farm; she was a nice girl, and she and Alice liked each other. You might see them with Herbert strolling about the fields any hour in the day. At home Alice and Herbert seemed never to care to separate. Mrs. Dean watched them quietly, and thought how beautifully her plans had worked.

Aunt Dean did not go home till October. After she left, the parson had a stroke of paralysis. Charles Ashton, then just ordained to priests orders, took the duty. Mrs. Dean came back again for Christmas. As if she would let Alice stay away from the Parsonage when Herbert was at home!

The Rose of Delhi did not come back for nearly two years. She was what is called a free ship, and took charters for any place she could make money by. One day Alice Dean was leaning out of the windows of her mothers house, gazing wistfully on the sparkling sea, when a grand and stately vessel came sailing homewards, and some brown-faced young fellow on the quarter deck set on to swing his cap violently by way of hailing her. She looked to the flag which happened to be flying, and read the name there, The Rose of Delhi. It must be Jack who was saluting. Alice burst into tears of emotion.

He came up from the docks the same day. A great, brown, handsome fellow with the old single-hearted, open manners. And he clasped Alice in his arms and kissed her ever so many times before she could get free. Being a grown-up young lady now, she did not approve of unceremonious kissing, and told Jack so. Aunt Dean was not present, or she might have told him so more to the purpose.

Jack had given satisfaction, and was getting on. He told Alice privately that he did not like the sea so much as he anticipated, and could not believe how any other fellow did like it; but as he had chosen it as his calling, he meant to stand by it. He went to Timberdale, in spite of Aunt Deans advice and efforts to keep him away. Herbert was absent, she said; the Rector ill and childish. Jack found it all too true. Mr. Lewiss mind had failed and his health was breaking. He knew Jack and was very affectionate with him, but seemed not to remember anything of the past. So never a word did Jack hear of his own disobedience, or of any missing letters.

One person alone questioned him; and that was Alice. It was after he got back from Timberdale. She asked him to tell her the history of his sailing in the Rose of Delhi, and he gave it in detail, without reserve. When he spoke of the postscript that Aunt Dean had bade him add to his letter, arranging that silence should be taken for consent, and that as no answer had come, he of course had so taken it, the girl turned sick and faint. She saw the treachery that had been at work and where it had lain; but for her mothers sake she hushed it up and let the matter pass. Alice had not lived with her mother so many years without detecting her propensity for deceit.

Some years passed by. Jack got on well. He served as third mate on the Rose of Delhi long before he could pass, by law, for second. He was made second mate as soon as he had passed for it. The Rose of Delhi came in and went out, and Jack stayed by her, and passed for first mate in course of time. He was not sent back in any of his examinations, as most young sailors are, and the board once went the length of complimenting him on his answers. The fact was, Jack held to his word of doing his best; he got into no mischief and was the smartest sailor afloat. He was in consequence a favourite with the owners, and Captain Druce took pains with him and brought him on in seamanship and navigation, and showed him how to take observations, and all the rest of it. Theres no end of difference in merchant-captains in this respect: some teach their junior officers nothing. Jack finally passed triumphantly for master, and hoped his time would come to receive a command. Meanwhile he went out again as first mate on the Rose of Delhi.

One spring morning there came news to Mrs. Dean from Timberdale. The Rector had had another stroke and was thought to be near his end. She started off at once, with Alice. Charles Ashton had had a living given to him; and Herbert Tanerton was now his stepfathers curate. Herbert had passed as shiningly in mods and divinity and all the rest of it as Jack had passed before the Marine Board. He was a steady, thoughtful, serious young man, did his duty well in the parish, and preached better sermons than ever the Rector had. Mrs. Dean, who looked upon him as Alices husband as surely as though they were married, was as proud of his success as though it had been her own.

The Rector was very ill and unable to leave his bed. His intellect was quite gone now. Mrs. Dean sat with him most of the day, leaving Alice to be taken care of by Herbert. They went about together just as always, and were on the best of confidential terms; and came over to the Coneys, and to us when we were at Crabb Cot.

Herbert, said Mrs. Dean one evening when she had all her soft, sugary manner upon her and was making the young parson believe she had no ones interest at heart in the world but his: my darling boy, is it not almost time you began to think of marriage? None know the happiness and comfort brought by a good wife, dear, until they experience it.

Herbert looked taken aback. He turned as red as a school-girl, and glanced half-a-moment at Alice, like a detected thief.

I must wait until I have a living to think of that, Aunt Dean.

Is it necessary, Herbert? I should have thought you might bring a wife home to the Rectory here.

Herbert turned the subject with a jesting word or two, and got out of his redness. Aunt Dean was eminently satisfied; his confusion and his hasty glance at Alice had told tales; and she knew it was only a question of time.

The Rector died. When the grass was long and the May-flowers were in bloom and the cuckoo was singing in the trees, he passed peacefully to his Rest. Just before death he recovered speech and consciousness; but the chief thing he said was that he left his love to Jack.

After the funeral the will was opened. It had not been touched since that long past year when Jack had gone away to sea. Out of the eight-hundred a year descended from their mother, Jack had a hundred and fifty; Herbert the rest. Aunt Dean made a hideous frown for once in her life; a hundred and fifty pounds a year for Jack, was only, as she looked upon it, so much robbery on Herbert and Alice. Out of the little money saved by the Rector, five hundred pounds were left to his sister, Rebecca Dean; the rest was to be divided equally between Herbert and Jack; and his furniture and effects went to Herbert. On the whole, Aunt Dean was tolerably satisfied.

She was a woman who liked strictly to keep up appearances, and she made a move to leave the young parson at the end of a week or twos time, and go back to Liverpool. Herbert did not detain her. His own course was uncertain until a fresh Rector should be appointed. The living was in the gift of a neighbouring baronet, and it was fancied by some that he might give it to Herbert. One thing did surprise Mrs. Dean; angered her too: that Herbert had not made his offer to Alice before their departure. Now that he had his own fortune at command, there was no necessity to wait for a living.

News greeted them on their arrival. The Rose of Delhi was on her way home once more, with John Tanerton in command. Captain Druce had been left behind at Calcutta, dangerously ill. Alices colour came and went. She looked out for the homeward-bound vessels passing upwards, and felt quite sick with anxiety lest Jack should fail in any way, and never bring home the ship at all.

The Rose of Delhi, Captain Tanerton. Alice Dean cast her eyes on the shipping news in the morning paper, and read the announcement amidst the arrivals. Just for an instant her sight left her.

Mamma, she presently said, quietly passing over the newspaper, the Rose of Delhi is in.

The Rose of Delhi, Captain Tanerton, read Mrs. Dean. The idea of their sticking in Jacks name as captain! He will have to go down again as soon as Captain Druce returns. A fine captain I dare say he has made!

At least he has brought the ship home safely and quickly, Alice ventured to say. It must have passed after dark last night.

Why after dark?

Alice did not reply  Because I was watching till daylight faded  which would have been the truth. Had it passed before, some of us might have seen it, mamma.

The day was waning before Jack came up. Captain Tanerton. Jack was never to go back again to his chief-mateship, as Aunt Dean had surmised, for the owners had given him permanent command of the Rose of Delhi. The last mail had brought news from Captain Druce that he should never be well enough for the command again, and the owners were only too glad to give it to the younger and more active man. Officers and crew alike reported that never a better master sailed than Jack had proved himself on this homeward voyage.

Dont you think I have been very lucky on the whole, Aunt Dean? Fancy a young fellow like me getting such a beautiful ship as that!

Oh, very lucky, returned Aunt Dean.

Jack looked like a captain too. He was broad and manly, with an intelligent, honest, handsome face, and the quick keen eye of a sailor. Jack was particular in his attire too: and some sailors are not so: he dressed as a gentleman when on shore.

Only a hundred and fifty left to me! cried Jack, when he was told the news. Well, perhaps Herbert may require more than I, poor fellow, he added in his good nature; he may not get a good living, and then hell be glad of it. I shall be sure to do well now Ive got the ship.

Youll be at sea always, Jack, and will have no use for money, said Mrs. Dean.

Oh, I dont know about having no use for it, Aunt. Anyway, my father thought it right to leave it so, and I am content. I wish I could have said farewell to him before he died!

A few more days, and Aunt Dean was thrown on her beam-ends at a worse angle than ever the Rose of Delhi hoped to be. Jack and Alice discussed matters between themselves, and the result was disclosed to her. They were going to be married.

It was Alice who told her. Jack had just left, and she and her mother were sitting together in the summer twilight. At first Mrs. Dean thought Alice was joking: she was like a mad woman when she found it true. Her great dream had never foreshadowed this.

How dare you attempt to think of so monstrous a thing, you wicked girl? Marry your own brother-in-law!  it would be no better. It is Herbert that is to be your husband.

Alice shook her head with a smile. Herbert would not have me, mamma; nor would I have him. Herbert will marry Grace Coney.

Who? cried Mrs. Dean.

Grace Coney. They have been in love with each other ever so many years. I have known it all along. He will marry her as soon as his future is settled. I had promised to be one of the bridesmaids, but I suppose I shall not have the chance now.

Grace Coney  that beggarly girl! shrieked Mrs. Dean. But for her uncles giving her shelter she must have turned out in the world when her father died and earned her living how she could. She is not a lady. She is not Herberts equal.

Oh yes, she is, mamma. She is a very nice girl and will make him a perfect wife. Herbert would not exchange her for the richest lady in the land.

If Herbert chooses to make a spectacle of himself, you never shall! cried poor Mrs. Dean, all her golden visions fast melting into air. I would see that wicked Jack Tanerton at the bottom of the sea first.

Mother, dear, listen to me. Jack and I have cared for each other for years and years, and we should neither of us marry any one else. There is nothing to wait for; Jack is as well off as he will be for years to come: and  and we have settled it so, and I hope you will not oppose it.

It was a cruel moment for Aunt Dean. Her love for other people had been all pretence, but she did love her daughter. Besides that, she was ambitious for her.

I can never let you marry a sailor, Alice. Anything but that.

It was you who made Jack a sailor, mother, and theres no help for it, said Alice, in low tones. I would rather he had been anything else in the world. I should have liked him to have had land and farmed it. We should have done well. Jack had his four hundred a year clear, you know. At least, he ought to have had it. Oh, mother, dont you see that while you have been plotting against Jack you have plotted against me?

Aunt Dean felt sick with memories that were crowding upon her. The mistake she had made was a frightful one.

You cannot join your fate to Jacks, Alice, she repeated, wringing her hands. A sailors wife is too liable to be made a widow.

I know it, mother. I shall share his danger, for I am going out in the Rose of Delhi. The owners have consented, and Jack is fitting up a lovely little cabin for me that is to be my own saloon.

My daughter sail over the seas in a merchant ship! gasped Aunt Dean. Never!

I should be no true wife if I could let my husband sail without me. Mother, it is you alone who have carved out our destiny. Better have left it to God.

In a startled way, her heart full of remorse, she was beginning to see it; and she sat down, half fainting, on a chair.

It is a miserable prospect, Alice.

Mother, we shall get on. Theres the hundred and fifty a year certain, you know. That we shall put by; and, as long as I sail with him, a good deal more besides. Jacks pay is settled at twenty pounds a month, and he will make more by commission: perhaps as much again. Have no fear for us on that score. Jack has been unjustly deprived of his birthright; and I think sometimes that perhaps as a recompense Heaven will prosper him.

But the danger, Alice! The danger of a sea-life!

Do you know what Jack says about the danger, mother? He says God is over us on the sea as well as on land and will take care of those who put their trust in Him. In the wildest storm I will try to let that great truth help me to feel peace.

Alas for Aunt Dean! Arguments slipped away from her hands just as her plans had slipped from them. In her bitter repentance, she lay on the floor of her room that night and asked God to have pity upon her, for her trouble seemed greater than she could bear.

The mornings post brought news from Herbert. He was made Rector of Timberdale. Aunt Dean wrote back, telling him what had taken place, and asking, nay, almost commanding, that he should restore an equal share of the property to Jack. Herbert replied that he should abide by his stepfathers will. The living of Timberdale was not a rich one, and he wished Grace, his future wife, to be comfortable. Herbert was always intensely selfish, groaned Aunt Dean. Look on which side she would, there was no comfort.

The Rose of Delhi, Captain Tanerton, sailed out of port again, carrying also with her Mrs. Tanerton, the captains wife. And Aunt Dean was left to bemoan her fate, and wish she had never tried to shape out other peoples destinies. Better, as Alice said, that she had left that to God.


VIII.

GOING THROUGH THE TUNNEL.

We had to make a rush for it. And making a rush did not suit the Squire, any more than it does other people who have come to an age when the bodys heavy and the breath nowhere. He reached the train, pushed head-foremost into a carriage, and then remembered the tickets. Bless my heart? he exclaimed, as he jumped out again, and nearly upset a lady who had a little dog in her arms, and a mass of fashionable hair on her head, that the Squire, in his hurry, mistook for tow.

Plenty of time, sir, said a guard who was passing. Three minutes to spare.

Instead of saying he was obliged to the man for his civility, or relieved to find the tickets might still be had, the Squire snatched out his old watch, and began abusing the railway clocks for being slow. Had Tod been there he would have told him to his face that the watch was fast, braving all retort, for the Squire believed in his watch as he did in himself, and would rather have been told that he could go wrong than that the watch could. But there was only me: and I wouldnt have said it for anything.

Keep two back-seats there, Johnny, said the Squire.

I put my coat on the corner furthest from the door, and the rug on the one next to it, and followed him into the station. When the Squire was late in starting, he was apt to get into the greatest flurry conceivable; and the first thing I saw was himself blocking up the ticket-place, and undoing his pocket-book with nervous fingers. He had some loose gold about him, silver too, but the pocket-book came to his hand first, so he pulled it out. These flurried moments of the Squires amused Tod beyond everything; he was so cool himself.

Can you change this? said the Squire, drawing out one from a roll of five-pound notes.

No, I cant, was the answer, in the surly tones put on by ticket-clerks.

How the Squire crumpled up the note again, and searched in his breeches pocket for gold, and came away with the two tickets and the change, Im sure he never knew. A crowd had gathered round, wanting to take their tickets in turn, and knowing that he was keeping them flurried him all the more. He stood at the back a moment, put the roll of notes into his case, fastened it and returned it to the breast of his over-coat, sent the change down into another pocket without counting it, and went out with the tickets in hand. Not to the carriage; but to stare at the big clock in front.

Dont you see, Johnny? exactly four minutes and a half difference, he cried, holding out his watch to me. It is a strange thing they cant keep these railway clocks in order.

My watch keeps good time, sir, and mine is with the railway. I think it is right.

Hold your tongue, Johnny. How dare you! Right? You send your watch to be regulated the first opportunity, sir; dont you get into the habit of being too late or too early.

When we finally went to the carriage there were some people in it, but our seats were left for us. Squire Todhetley sat down by the further door, and settled himself and his coats and his things comfortably, which he had been too flurried to do before. Cool as a cucumber was he, now the bustle was over; cool as Tod could have been. At the other door, with his face to the engine, sat a dark, gentleman-like man of forty, who had made room for us to pass as we got in. He had a large signet-ring on one hand, and a lavender glove on the other. The other three seats opposite to us were vacant. Next to me sat a little man with a fresh colour and gold spectacles, who was already reading; and beyond him, in the corner, face to face with the dark man, was a lunatic. Thats to mention him politely. Of all the restless, fidgety, worrying, hot-tempered passengers that ever put themselves into a carriage to travel with people in their senses, he was the worst. In fifteen moments he had made as many darts; now after his hat-box and things above his head; now calling the guard and the porters to ask senseless questions about his luggage; now treading on our toes, and trying the corner seat opposite the Squire, and then darting back to his own. He wore a wig of a decided green tinge, the effect of keeping, perhaps, and his skin was dry and shrivelled as an Egyptian mummys.

A servant, in undress livery, came to the door, and touched his hat, which had a cockade on it, as he spoke to the dark man.

Your ticket, my lord.

Lords are not travelled with every day, and some of us looked up. The gentleman took the ticket from the mans hand and slipped it into his waistcoat pocket.

You can get me a newspaper, Wilkins. The Times, if it is to be had.



Yes, my lord.

Yes, theres room here, maam, interrupted the guard, sending the door back for a lady who stood at it. Make haste, please.

The lady who stepped in was the same the Squire had bolted against. She sat down in the seat opposite me, and looked at every one of us by turns. There was a sort of violet bloom on her face and some soft white powder, seen plain enough through her veil. She took the longest gaze at the dark gentleman, bending a little forward to do it; for, as he was in a line with her, and also had his head turned from her, her curiosity could only catch a view of his side-face. Mrs. Todhetley might have said she had not put on her company manners. In the midst of this, the man-servant came back again.

The Times is not here yet, my lord. They are expecting the papers in by the next down-train.

Never mind, then. You can get me one at the next station, Wilkins.

Very well, my lord.

Wilkins must certainly have had to scramble for his carriage, for we started before he had well left the door. It was not an express-train, and we should have to stop at several stations. Where the Squire and I had been staying does not matter; it has nothing to do with what I have to tell. It was a long way from our own home, and thats saying enough.

Would you mind changing seats with me, sir?

I looked up, to find the ladys face close to mine; she had spoken in a half-whisper. The Squire, who carried his old-fashioned notions of politeness with him when he went travelling, at once got up to offer her the corner. But she declined it, saying she was subject to face-ache, and did not care to be next the window. So she took my seat, and I sat down on the one opposite Mr. Todhetley.

Which of the peers is that? I heard her ask him in a loud whisper, as the lord put his head out at his window.

Dont know at all, maam, said the Squire. Dont know many of the peers myself, except those of my own county: Lyttleton, and Beauchamp, and  

Of all snarling barks, the worst was given that moment in the Squires face, suddenly ending the list. The little dog, an ugly, hairy, vile-tempered Scotch terrier, had been kept concealed under the ladys jacket, and now struggled itself free. The Squires look of consternation was good! He had not known any animal was there.

Be quiet, Wasp. How dare you bark at the gentleman? He will not bite, sir: he  

Who has a dog in the carriage? shrieked the lunatic, starting up in a passion. Dogs dont travel with passengers. Here! Guard! Guard!

To call out for the guard when a train is going at full speed is generally useless. The lunatic had to sit down again; and the lady defied him, so to say, coolly avowing that she had hidden the dog from the guard on purpose, staring him in the face while she said it.

After this there was a lull, and we went speeding along, the lady talking now and again to the Squire. She seemed to want to grow confidential with him; but the Squire did not seem to care for it, though he was quite civil. She held the dog huddled up in her lap, so that nothing but his head peeped out.

Halloa! How dare they be so negligent? Theres no lamp in this carriage.

It was the lunatic again, and we all looked at the lamp. It had no light in it; but that it had when we first reached the carriage was certain; for, as the Squire went stumbling in, his head nearly touched the lamp, and I had noticed the flame. It seems the Squire had also.

They must have put it out while we were getting our tickets, he said.

Ill know the reason why when we stop, cried the lunatic, fiercely. After passing the next station, we dash into the long tunnel. The idea of going through it in pitch darkness! It would not be safe.

Especially with a dog in the carriage, spoke the lord, in a chaffing kind of tone, but with a good-natured smile. We will have the lamp lighted, however.

As if to reward him for interfering, the dog barked up loudly, and tried to make a spring at him; upon which the lady smothered the animal up, head and all.

Another minute or two, and the train began to slacken speed. It was only an insignificant station, one not likely to be halted at for above a minute. The lunatic twisted his body out of the window, and shouted for the guard long before we were at a standstill.

Allow me to manage this, said the lord, quietly putting him down. They know me on the line. Wilkins!

The man came rushing up at the call. He must have been out already, though we were not quite at a standstill yet.

Is it for the Times, my lord? I am going for it.

Never mind the Times. This lamp is not lighted, Wilkins. See the guard, and get it done. At once.

And ask him what the mischief he means by his carelessness, roared out the lunatic after Wilkins, who went flying off. Sending us on our road without a light!  and that dangerous tunnel close at hand.

The authority laid upon the words Get it done, seemed an earnest that the speaker was accustomed to be obeyed, and would be this time. For once the lunatic sat quiet, watching the lamp, and for the light that was to be dropped into it from the top; and so did I, and so did the lady. We were all deceived, however, and the train went puffing on. The lunatic shrieked, the lord put his head out of the carriage and shouted for Wilkins.

No good. Shouting after a train is off never is much good. The lord sat down on his seat again, an angry frown crossing his face, and the lunatic got up and danced with rage.

I do not know where the blame lies, observed the lord. Not with my servant, I think: he is attentive, and has been with me some years.

Ill know where it lies, retorted the lunatic. I am a director on the line, though I dont often travel on it. This is management, this is! A few minutes more and we shall be in the dark tunnel.

Of course it would have been satisfactory to have a light; but it is not of so much consequence, said the nobleman, wishing to soothe him. Theres no danger in the dark.

No danger! No danger, sir! I think there is danger. Whos to know that dog wont spring out and bite us? Whos to know there wont be an accident in the tunnel? A light is a protection against having our pockets picked, if its a protection against nothing else.

I fancy our pockets are pretty safe to-day, said the lord, glancing round at us with a good-natured smile; as much as to say that none of us looked like thieves. And I certainly trust we shall get through the tunnel safely.

And Ill take care the dog does not bite you in the dark, spoke up the lady, pushing her head forward to give the lunatic a nod or two that youd hardly have matched for defying impudence. Youll be good, wont you, Wasp? But I should like the lamp lighted myself. You will perhaps be so kind, my lord, as to see that theres no mistake made about it at the next station!

He slightly raised his hat to her and bowed in answer, but did not speak. The lunatic buttoned up his coat with fingers that were either nervous or angry, and then disturbed the little gentleman next him, who had read his big book throughout the whole commotion without once lifting his eyes, by hunting everywhere for his pocket-handkerchief.

Heres the tunnel! he cried out resentfully, as we dashed with a shriek into pitch darkness.



It was all very well for her to say she would take care of the dog, but the first thing the young beast did was to make a spring at me and then at the Squire, barking and yelping frightfully. The Squire pushed it away in a commotion. Though well accustomed to dogs he always fought shy of strange ones. The lady chattered and laughed, and did not seem to try to get hold of him, but we couldnt see, you know; the Squire hissed at him, the dog snarled and growled; altogether there was noise enough to deafen anything but a tunnel.

Pitch him out at the window, cried the lunatic.

Pitch yourself out, answered the lady. And whether she propelled the dog, or whether he went of his own accord, the beast sprang to the other end of the carriage, and was seized upon by the nobleman.

I think, madam, you had better put him under your mantle and keep him there, said he, bringing the dog back to her and speaking quite civilly, but in the same tone of authority he had used to his servant about the lamp. I have not the slightest objection to dogs myself, but many people have, and it is not altogether pleasant to have them loose in a railway carriage. I beg your pardon; I cannot see; is this your hand?

It was her hand, I suppose, for the dog was left with her, and he went back to his seat again. When we emerged out of the tunnel into daylight, the lunatics face was blue.

Maam, if that miserable brute had laid hold of me by so much as the corner of my great-coat tail, Id have had the law of you. It is perfectly monstrous that any one, putting themselves into a first-class carriage, should attempt to outrage railway laws, and upset the comfort of travellers with impunity. I shall complain to the guard.

He does not bite, sir; he never bites, she answered softly, as if sorry for the escapade, and wishing to conciliate him. The poor little bijou is frightened at darkness, and leaped from my arms unawares. There! Ill promise that you shall neither see nor hear him again.

She had tucked the dog so completely out of sight, that no one could have suspected one was there, just as it had been on first entering. The train was drawn up to the next station; when it stopped, the servant came and opened the carriage-door for his master to get out.

Did you understand me, Wilkins, when I told you to get this lamp lighted?

My lord, Im very sorry; I understood your lordship perfectly, but I couldnt see the guard, answered Wilkins. I caught sight of him running up to his van-door at the last moment, but the train began to move off, and I had to jump in myself, or else be left behind.

The guard passed as he was explaining this, and the nobleman drew his attention to the lamp, curtly ordering him to light it instantly. Lifting his hat to us by way of farewell, he disappeared; and the lunatic began upon the guard as if he were commencing a lecture to a deaf audience. The guard seemed not to hear it, so lost was he in astonishment at there being no light.

Why, what can have douted it? he cried aloud, staring up at the lamp. And the Squire smiled at the familiar word, so common in our ears at home, and had a great mind to ask the guard where he came from.

I lighted all these here lamps myself afore we started, and I see em all burning, said he. There was no mistaking the home accent now, and the Squire looked down the carriage with a beaming face.

You are from Worcestershire, my man.

From Worcester itself, sir. Leastways from St. Johns, which is the same thing.

Whether you are from Worcester, or whether you are from Jericho, Ill let you know that you cant put empty lamps into first-class carriages on this line without being made to answer for it! roared the lunatic. Whats your name! I am a director.

My name is Thomas Brooks, sir, replied the man, respectfully touching his cap. But I declare to you, sir, that Ive told the truth in saying the lamps were all right when we started: how this one can have got douted, I cant think. Theres not a guard on the line, sir, more particular in seeing to the lamps than I am.

Well, light it now; dont waste time excusing yourself, growled the lunatic. But he said nothing about the dog; which was surprising.

In a twinkling the lamp was lighted, and we were off again. The lady and her dog were quiet now: he was out of sight: she leaned back to go to sleep. The Squire lodged his head against the curtain, and shut his eyes to do the same; the little man, as before, never looked off his book; and the lunatic frantically shifted himself every two minutes between his own seat and that of the opposite corner. There were no more tunnels, and we went smoothly on to the next station. Five minutes allowed there.

The little man, putting his book in his pocket, took down a black leather bag from above his head, and got out; the lady, her dog hidden still, prepared to follow him, wishing the Squire and me, and even the lunatic, with a forgiving smile, a polite good morning. I had moved to that end, and was watching the ladys wonderful back hair as she stepped out, when all in a moment the Squire sprang up with a shout, and jumping out nearly upon her, called out that he had been robbed. She dropped the dog, and I thought he must have caught the lunatics disorder and become frantic.

It is of no use attempting to describe exactly what followed. The lady, snatching up her dog, shrieked out that perhaps she had been robbed too; she laid hold of the Squires arm, and went with him into the station-masters room. And there we were: us three, and the guard, and the station-master, and the lunatic, who had come pouncing out too at the Squires cry. The man in spectacles had disappeared for good.

The Squires pocket-book was gone. He gave his name and address at once to the station-master: and the guards face lighted with intelligence when he heard it, for he knew Squire Todhetley by reputation. The pocket-book had been safe just before we entered the tunnel; the Squire was certain of that, having felt it. He had sat in the carriage with his coat unbuttoned, rather thrown back; and nothing could have been easier than for a clever thief to draw it out, under cover of the darkness.

I had fifty pounds in it, he said; fifty pounds in five-pound notes. And some memoranda besides.

Fifty pounds! cried the lady, quickly. And you could travel with all that about you, and not button up your coat! You ought to be rich!

Have you been in the habit of meeting thieves, madam, when travelling? suddenly demanded the lunatic, turning upon her without warning, his coat whirling about on all sides with the rapidity of his movements.

No, sir, I have not, she answered, in indignant tones. Have you?

I have not, madam. But, then, you perceive I see no risk in travelling with a coat unbuttoned, although it may have bank-notes in the pockets.

She made no reply: was too much occupied in turning out her own pockets and purse, to ascertain that they had not been rifled. Re-assured on the point, she sat down on a low box against the wall, nursing her dog; which had begun its snarling again.

It must have been taken from me in the dark as we went through the tunnel, affirmed the Squire to the room in general and perhaps the station-master in particular. I am a magistrate, and have some experience in these things. I sat completely off my guard, a prey for anybody, my hands stretched out before me, grappling with that dog, that seemed  why, goodness me! yes he did, now that I think of it  that seemed to be held about fifteen inches off my nose on purpose to attack me. Thats when the thing must have been done. But now  which of them could it have been?



He meant which of the passengers. As he looked hard at us in rotation, especially at the guard and station-master, who had not been in the carriage, the lady gave a shriek, and threw the dog into the middle of the room.

I see it all, she said, faintly. He has a habit of snatching at things with his mouth. He must have snatched the case out of your pocket, sir, and dropped it from the window. You will find it in the tunnel.

Who has? asked the lunatic, while the Squire stared in wonder.

My poor little Wasp. Ah, villain! beast! it is he that has done all this mischief.

He might have taken the pocket-book, I said, thinking it time to speak, but he could not have dropped it out, for I put the window up as we went into the tunnel.

It seemed a nonplus for her, and her face fell again. There was the other window, she said in a minute. He might have dropped it there. I heard his bark quite close to it.

I pulled up that window, madam, said the lunatic. If the dog did take it out of the pocket it may be in the carriage now.

The guard rushed out to search it; the Squire followed, but the station-master remained where he was, and closed the door after them. A thought came over me that he was stopping to keep the two passengers in view.

No; the pocket-book could not be found in the carriage. As they came back, the Squire was asking the guard if he knew who the nobleman was who had got out at the last station with his servant. But the guard did not know.

He said they knew him on the line.

Very likely, sir. I have not been on this line above a month or two.

Well, this is an unpleasant affair, said the lunatic impatiently; and the question is  Whats to be done? It appears pretty evident that your pocket-book was taken in the carriage, sir. Of the four passengers, I suppose the one who left us at the last station must be held exempt from suspicion, being a nobleman. Another got out here, and has disappeared; the other two are present. I propose that we should both be searched.

Im sure I am quite willing, said the lady, and she got up at once.

I think the Squire was about to disclaim any wish so to act; but the lunatic was resolute, and the station-master agreed with him. There was no time to be lost, for the train was ready to start again, her time being up, and the lunatic was turned out. The lady went into another room with two women, called by the station-master, and she was turned out. Neither of them had the pocket-book.

Heres my card, sir, said the lunatic, handing one to Mr. Todhetley. You know my name, I dare say. If I can be of any future assistance to you in this matter, you may command me.

Bless my heart! cried the Squire, as he read the name on the card. How could you allow yourself to be searched, sir?

Because, in such a case as this, I think it only right and fair that every one who has the misfortune to be mixed up in it should be searched, replied the lunatic, as they went out together. It is a satisfaction to both parties. Unless you offered to search me, you could not have offered to search that woman; and I suspected her.

Suspected her! cried the Squire, opening his eyes.

If I didnt suspect, I doubted. Why on earth did she cause her dog to make all that row the moment we got into the tunnel? It must have been done then. I should not be startled out of my senses if I heard that that silent man by my side and hers was in league with her.

The Squire stood in a kind of amazement, trying to recall what he could of the little man in spectacles, and see if things would fit into one another.

Dont you like her look? he asked suddenly.

No, I dont, said the lunatic, turning himself about. I have a prejudice against painted women: they put me in mind of Jezebel. Look at her hair. Its awful.

He went out in a whirlwind, and took his seat in the carriage, not a moment before it puffed off.

Is he a lunatic? I whispered to the Squire.

He a lunatic! he roared. You must be a lunatic for asking it, Johnny. Why, thats  thats  

Instead of saying any more, he showed me the card, and the name nearly took my breath away. He is a well-known London man, of science, talent, and position, and of world-wide fame.

Well, I thought him nothing better than an escaped maniac.

Did you? said the Squire. Perhaps he returned the compliment on you, sir. But now  Johnny, who has got my pocket-book?

As if it was any use asking me? As we turned back to the station-masters room, the lady came into it, evidently resenting the search, although she had seemed to acquiesce in it so readily.

They were rude, those women. It is the first time I ever had the misfortune to travel with men who carry pocket-books to lose them, and I hope it will be the last, she pursued, in scornful passion, meant for the Squire. One generally meets with gentlemen in a first-class carriage.

The emphasis came out with a shriek, and it told on him. Now that she was proved innocent, he was as vexed as she for having listened to the advice of the scientific man  but I cant help calling him a lunatic still. The Squires apologies might have disarmed a cross-grained hyena; and she came round with a smile.

If any one has got the pocket-book, she said, as she stroked her dogs ears, it must be that silent man with the gold spectacles. There was no one else, sir, who could have reached you without getting up to do it. And I declare on my honour, that when that commotion first arose through my poor little dog, I felt for a moment something like a mans arm stretched across me. It could only have been his. I hope you have the numbers of the notes.

But I have not, said the Squire.

The room was being invaded by this time. Two stray passengers, a friend of the station-masters, and the porter who took the tickets, had crept in. All thought the ladys opinion must be correct, and said the spectacled man had got clear off with the pocket-book. There was no one else to pitch upon. A nobleman travelling with his servant would not be likely to commit a robbery; the lunatic was really the man his card represented him to be, for the station-masters friend had seen and recognized him; and the lady was proved innocent by search. Wasnt the Squire in a passion!

That close reading of his was all a blind, he said, in sudden conviction. He kept his face down that we should not know him in future. He never looked at one of us! he never said a word! I shall go and find him.

Away went the Squire, as fast as he could hurry, but came back in a moment to know which was the way out, and where it led to. There was quite a small crowd of us by this time. Some fields lay beyond the station at the back; and a boy affirmed that he had seen a little gentleman in spectacles, with a black bag in his hand, making over the first stile.

Now look here, boy, said the Squire. If you catch that same man, Ill give you five shillings.

Tod could not have flown faster than the boy did. He took the stile at a leap; and the Squire tumbled over it after him. Some boys and men joined in the chase; and a cow, grazing in the field, trotted after us and brought up the rear.

Such a shout from the boy. It came from behind the opposite hedge of the long field. I was over the gate first; the Squire came next.



On the hedge of the dry ditch sat the passenger, his legs dangling, his neck imprisoned in the boys arms. I knew him at once. His hat and gold spectacles had fallen off in the scuffle; the black bag was wide open, and had a tall bunch of something green sticking up from it; some tools lay on the ground.

Oh, you wicked hypocrite! spluttered the Squire, not in the least knowing what he said in his passion. Are you not ashamed to have played upon me such a vile trick? How dare you go about to commit robberies!

I have not robbed you, at any rate, said the man, his voice trembling a little and his face pale, while the boy loosed the neck but pinioned one of the arms.

Not robbed me! cried the Squire. Good Heavens! Who do you suppose you have robbed, if not me? Here, Johnny, lad, you are a witness. He says he has not robbed me.

I did not know it was yours, said the man meekly. Loose me, boy; Ill not attempt to run away.

Halloa! here! whats to do? roared a big fellow, swinging himself over the gate. Any tramp been trespassing?  anybody wanting to be took up? Im the parish constable.

If he had said he was the parish engine, ready to let loose buckets of water on the offender, he could not have been more welcome. The Squires face was rosy with satisfaction.

Have you your handcuffs with you, my man?

Ive not got them, sir; but I fancy Im big enough and strong enough to take him without em. Something to spare, too.

Theres nothing like handcuffs for safety, said the Squire, rather damped, for he believed in them as one of the countrys institutions. Oh, you villain! Perhaps you can tie him with cords?

The thief floundered out of the ditch and stood upon his feet. He did not look an ungentlemanly thief, now you came to see and hear him; and his face, though scared, might have been thought an honest one. He picked up his hat and glasses, and held them in his hand while he spoke, in tones of earnest remonstrance.

Surely, sir, you would not have me taken up for this slight offence! I did not know I was doing wrong, and I doubt if the law would condemn me; I thought it was public property!

Public property! cried the Squire, turning red at the words. Of all the impudent brazen-faced rascals that are cheating the gallows, you must be the worst. My bank-notes public property!

Your what, sir?



My bank-notes, you villain. How dare you repeat your insolent questions?

But I dont know anything about your bank-notes, sir, said the man meekly. I do not know what you mean.

They stood facing each other, a sight for a picture; the Squire with his hands under his coat, dancing a little in rage, his face crimson; the other quite still, holding his hat and gold spectacles, and looking at him in wonder.

You dont know what I mean! When you confessed with your last breath that you had robbed me of my pocket-book!

I confessed  I have not sought to conceal  that I have robbed the ground of this rare fern, said the man, handling carefully the green stuff in the black bag. I have not robbed you or any one of anything else.

The tone, simple, quiet, self-contained, threw the Squire in amazement. He stood staring.

Are you a fool? he asked. What do you suppose I have to do with your rubbishing ferns?

Nay, I supposed you owned them; that is, owned the land. You led me to believe so, in saying I had robbed you.

What Ive lost is a pocket-book, with ten five-pound bank-notes in it; I lost it in the train; it must have been taken as we came through the tunnel; and you sat next but one to me, reiterated the Squire.

The man put on his hat and glasses. I am a geologist and botanist, sir. I came here after this plant to-day  having seen it yesterday, but then I had not my tools with me. I dont know anything about the pocket-book and bank-notes.

So that was another mistake, for the botanist turned out of his pockets a heap of letters directed to him, and a big book he had been reading in the train, a treatise on botany, to prove who he was. And, as if to leave no loophole for doubt, one stepped up who knew him, and assured the Squire there was not a more learned man in his line, no, nor one more respected, in the three kingdoms. The Squire shook him by the hand in apologizing, and told him we had some valuable ferns near Dyke Manor, if he would come and see them.

Like Patience on a monument, when we got back, sat the lady, waiting to see the prisoner brought in. Her face would have made a picture too, when she heard the upshot, and saw the hot Squire and the gold spectacles walking side by side in friendly talk.

I think still he must have got it, she said, sharply.

No, madam, answered the Squire. Whoever may have taken it, it was not he.



Then theres only one man, and that is he whom you have let go on in the train, she returned decisively. I thought his fidgety movements were not put on for nothing. He had secured the pocket-book somewhere, and then made a show of offering to be searched. Ah, ha!

And the Squire veered round again at this suggestion, and began to suspect he had been doubly cheated. First, out of his money, next out of his suspicions. One only thing in the whole bother seemed clear; and that was, that the notes and case had gone for good. As, in point of fact, they had.



We were on the chain-pier at Brighton, Tod and I. It was about eight or nine months after. I had put my arms on the rails at the end, looking at a pleasure-party sailing by. Tod, next to me, was bewailing his ill-fortune in not possessing a yacht and opportunities of cruising in it.

I tell you No. I dont want to be made sea-sick.

The words came from some one behind us. It seemed almost as though they were spoken in reference to Tods wish for a yacht. But it was not that that made me turn round sharply; it was the sound of the voice, for I thought I recognized it.

Yes: there she was. The lady who had been with us in the carriage that day. The dog was not with her now, but her hair was more amazing than ever. She did not see me. As I turned, she turned, and began to walk slowly back, arm-in-arm with a gentleman. And to see him  that is, to see them together  made me open my eyes. For it was the lord who had travelled with us.

Look, Tod! I said, and told him in a word who they were.

What the deuce do they know of each other? cried Tod with a frown, for he felt angry every time the thing was referred to. Not for the loss of the money, but for what he called the stupidity of us all; saying always had he been there, he should have detected the thief at once.

I sauntered after them: why I wanted to learn which of the lords he was, I cant tell, for lords are numerous enough, but I had had a curiosity upon the point ever since. They encountered some people and were standing to speak to them; three ladies, and a fellow in a black glazed hat with a piece of green ribbon round it.

I was trying to induce my wife to take a sail, the lord was saying, but she wont. She is not a very good sailor, unless the sea has its best behaviour on.

Will you go to-morrow, Mrs. Mowbray? asked the man in the glazed hat, who spoke and looked like a gentleman. I will promise you perfect calmness. I am weather-wise, and can assure you this little wind will have gone down before night, leaving us without a breath of air.

I will go: on condition that your assurance proves correct.

All right. You of course will come, Mowbray?

The lord nodded. Very happy.

When do you leave Brighton, Mr. Mowbray? asked one of the ladies.

I dont know exactly. Not for some days.

A muff as usual, Johnny, whispered Tod. That man is no lord: he is a Mr. Mowbray.

But, Tod, he is the lord. It is the one who travelled with us; theres no mistake about that. Lords cant put off their titles as parsons can: do you suppose his servant would have called him my lord, if he had not been one?

At least there is no mistake that these people are calling him Mr. Mowbray now.

That was true. It was equally true that they were calling her Mrs. Mowbray. My ears had been as quick as Tods, and I dont deny I was puzzled. They turned to come up the pier again with the people, and the lady saw me standing there with Tod. Saw me looking at her, too, and I think she did not relish it, for she took a step backward as one startled, and then stared me full in the face, as if asking who I might be. I lifted my hat.

There was no response. In another moment she and her husband were walking quickly down the pier together, and the other party went on to the end quietly. A man in a tweed suit and brown hat drawn low over his eyes, was standing with his arms folded, looking after the two with a queer smile upon his face. Tod marked it and spoke.

Do you happen to know that gentleman?

Yes, I do, was the answer.

Is he a peer?

On occasion.

On occasion! repeated Tod. I have a reason for asking, he added; do not think me impertinent.

Been swindled out of anything? asked the man, coolly.

My father was, some months ago. He lost a pocket-book with fifty pounds in it in a railway carriage. Those people were both in it, but not then acquainted with each other.

Oh, werent they! said the man.

No, they were not, I put in, for I was there. He was a lord then.

Ah, said the man, and had a servant in livery no doubt, who came up my-lording him unnecessarily every other minute. He is a member of the swell-mob; one of the cleverest of the gentleman fraternity, and the one who acts as servant is another of them.

And the lady? I asked.

She is a third. They have been working in concert for two or three years now; and will give us trouble yet before their career is stopped. But for being singularly clever, we should have had them long ago. And so they did not know each other in the train! I dare say not!

The man spoke with quiet authority. He was a detective come down from London to Brighton that morning; whether for a private trip, or on business, he did not say. I related to him what had passed in the train.

Ay, said he, after listening. They contrived to put the lamp out before starting. The lady took the pocket-book during the commotion she caused the dog to make, and the lord received it from her hand when he gave her back the dog. Cleverly done! He had it about him, young sir, when he got out at the next station. She waited to be searched, and to throw the scent off. Very ingenious, but theyll be a little too much so some fine day.

Cant you take them up? demanded Tod.

No.

I will accuse them of it, he haughtily said. If I meet them again on this pier  

Which you wont do to-day, interrupted the man.

I heard them say they were not going for some days.

Ah, but they have seen you now. And I think  Im not quite sure  that he saw me. Theyll be off by the next train.

Who are they? asked Tod, pointing to the end of the pier.

Unsuspecting people whose acquaintance they have casually made here. Yes, an hour or two will see Brighton quit of the pair.

And it was so. A train was starting within an hour, and Tod and I galloped to the station. There they were: in a first-class carriage: not apparently knowing each other, I verily believe, for he sat at one door and she at the other, passengers dividing them.

Lambs between two wolves, remarked Tod. I have a great mind to warn the people of the sort of company they are in. Would it be actionable, Johnny?

The train moved off as he was speaking. And may I never write another word, if I did not catch sight of the man-servant and his cockade in the next carriage behind them!


IX.

DICK MITCHEL.

I did not relate this story by my own wish. To my mind theres nothing very much in it to relate. At the time it was written the newspapers were squabbling about farmers boys and field labour and political economy. And, said a gentleman to me, as you were at the top and tail of the thing when it happened, and are well up in the subject generally, Johnny Ludlow, you may as well make a paper of it. That was no other than the surgeon, Duffham.

About two miles from Dyke Manor across the fields, but in the opposite direction to that of the Court where the Sterlings lived, Elm Farm was situated. Mr. Jacobson lived in it, as his father had lived before him. The property was not their own; they rented it: it was fine land, and Jacobson had the reputation of being the best farmer for miles round. Being a wealthy man, he had no need to spare money on house or land, and did not spare it. He and the Squire were about the same age, and had been cronies all their lives.

Not to go into extraneous matter, I may as well say at once that one of the labourers on Jacobsons farm was a man named John Mitchel. He lived in a cottage not far from us  a poor place consisting of two rooms and a wash-house; they call it backus there  and had to walk nearly two miles to his work of a morning. Mitchel was a steady man of thirty-five, with a round head and not any great amount of brains inside it. Not but what he had as much brains as many labourers have, and quite enough for the sort of work his life was passed in. There were six children; the eldest, Dick, ten years old; and most of them had straw-coloured hair, the pattern of their fathers.

Just before the turn of harvest one hot summer, John Mitchel presented himself at Mr. Jacobsons house in a clean smock frock, and asked a favour. It was, that his boy, Dick, should be taken on as ploughboy. Old Jacobson objected, saying the boy was too young and little. Little he might be, Mitchel answered, but not too young  warnt he ten? The lad had been about the farm for some time as scarecrow: that is, employed to keep the birds away: and had a shilling a week for it. Old Jacobson stood to what he said, however, and little Dick did not get his promotion.

But old Jacobson got no peace. Every opportunity Mitchel could get, or dare to use, he began again, praying that Dick might be tried. The boy was cute, he said; strong enough also, though little; and if the master liked to pay him only fourpence a day, theyd be grateful for it; twould be a help, and was wanted badly. All of no use: old Jacobson still said No.

One afternoon during this time, we started to go to the Jacobsons after a one-oclock dinner,  I and Mrs. Todhetley. She was fond of going over to an early tea there, but not by herself, for part of the way across the fields was lonely. Considering that she had been used to the country, she was a regular coward as to lonely walks, expecting to see tramps or robbers at every corner. In passing the row of cottages in Duck Lane, for we took that road, we saw Hannah Mitchel leaning over the footboard of her door to look after her children, who were playing near the pond in the sunshine with a lot more; quite a heap of the little reptiles, all badly clad and as dirty as pigs. Other labourers dwellings stood within hail, and the children seemed to spring up in the place thicker than wheat; Mrs. Mitchels was quite a small family, reckoning by comparison, but how the six were clothed and fed was a mystery, out of Mitchels wages of ten shillings a week. It was thought good pay. Old Jacobson was liberal, as farmers go. He paid the best wages; gave all his labourers a stunning big portion of home-fed pork at Christmas, with fuel to cook it: and his wife was good to the women when they fell sick.

Mrs. Todhetley stopped to speak. Is it you, Hannah Mitchel? Are you pretty well?

Hannah Mitchel stood upright and dropped a curtsey. She had a bundle in her arms, which proved to be the baby, then not much above a fortnight old.

Dear me! its very early for it to be about, said Mrs. Todhetley, touching its little red cheeks. And for you too.

It is, maam; but whats to be done? was the answer. When theres only one pair of hands for everything, one cant afford to lie by long.

You seem but poorly, said Mrs. Todhetley, looking at her. She was a thin, dark-haired woman, with a sensible face. Before she married Mitchel, she had lived as under-nurse in a gentlemans family, where she picked up some idea of good manners.

I be feeling a bit stronger, thank you, said the woman. Strength dont come back to one in a day, maam.



The Mitchel children were sidling up, attracted by the sight of the lady. Four young grubs in tattered garments.

I cant keep em decent, said the mother, with a sigh of apology. Ive not got no soap nor no clothes to do it with. They come on so fast, and make such a many, one after another, that its getting a hard pull to live anyhow.

Looking at the children; remembering that, with the father and mother, there were eight mouths to feed, and that the mans wages were the ten shillings a week all the year round (but there were seasons when he did over-work and earned more), Mrs. Todhetley might well give her assenting answer with an emphatic nod.

We was hoping to get on a bit better, resumed the wife; but Mitchel he says the master dont seem to like to listen. Amost a three weeks it be now since Mitchel first asked it him.

In what way better?

By putting little Dick to the plough, maam. He gets a shilling a week now, hed got two then, perhaps three, and twould be such a help to us. Some o the farmers gives fourpence halfpenny a day to a ploughboy, some as much as sixpence. The master he baint one of the near ones; but Dick be little of his age, he dont grow fast, and Mitchel telled the master hed take fourpence a day and be thankful fort.

Thoughts were crowding into Mrs. Todhetleys mind  as she mentioned afterwards. A child of ten ought to be learning and playing; not working from twelve to fourteen hours a day.

It would be a hard life for him.

True, maam, at first; but hed get used to it. I could have wished the summer was coming on instead o the winter twould be easier for him to begin upon. Winter mornings be so dark and cold.

Why not let him wait until the next winters over?

The very suggestion brought tears into Hannah Mitchels eyes. Youd never say it, maam, if you knew how bad his wages is wanted and the help theyd be. The older children grows, the more they wants to eat; and weve got six of em now. What would you, maam?  they dont bring food into the world with em; they must help to earn it for themselves as quick as anybody can be got to hire em. Sometimes I wonder why God should send such large families to us poor people.

Mrs. Todhetley was turning to go on her way, when the woman in a timid voice said: Might she make bold to ask, if she or Squire Todhetley would say a good word to Mr. Jacobson about the boy: that it would be just a merciful kindness.

We should not like to interfere, replied Mrs. Todhetley. In any case I could not do it with a good heart: I think it would be so hard upon the poor little boy.

Starvings harder, maam.

The tears came running down her cheeks with the answer; and they won over Mrs. Todhetley.

Crossing the high, crooked, awkward stile  over which, in coming the other way, if people were not careful they generally pitched head first into Duck Lane  we found ourselves in what was called the square paddock, a huge piece of land, ploughed last year. The wheat had been carried from it only this afternoon, and the gleaners in their cotton bonnets were coming in. On, from thence, across other fields and stiles; we went a little out of our way to call at Glebe Cottage  a small white house that lay back amidst the fields  and inquire after old Mrs. Parry, who had just had a stroke.

Who should be at Elm Farm, when we got in, but the surgeon, Duffham: come on there from paying his daily visit to Mrs. Parry. He and old Jacobson were in the green-house, looking at the grapes: a famous crop they had that year; not ripe yet. Mrs. Jacobson sat at the open window of the long parlour, making a new jelly-bag. She was a pleasant-faced old lady, with small flat silver curls and a net cap.

Of course they got talking about little Dick Mitchel. Duffham knew the boy; seeing that when a doctor was wanted at the Mitchels, it was he who attended. Mrs. Todhetley told exactly what had passed: and old Jacobson  a tall, portly man, with a healthy colour  grew nearly purple in the face, disputing.

Dick Mitchel would be of as good as no use for the team, he said, and the carters put shamefully upon those young ones. In another year the boy would be stronger and bigger. Perhaps he would take him then.

For my part, I cannot think how the mothers can like their poor boys to go out so young, cried the old lady, looking up from her flannel bag. A ploughboys life is very hard in winter.

Hannah Mitchel says it has to be one of two things  early work or starving, said Mrs. Todhetley. And thats pretty true.

Labourers boys are born to it, maam, and so it comes easy to em: as skinning does to eels, cried Duffham quaintly.

Poor things, yes. But it is very hard upon the children. The worst is, all the labourers seem to have no end of them. Hannah Mitchel has just said she sometimes wonders why God should send so many to poor people.

This was an unfortunate remark. To hear the two gentlemen laugh, youd have thought they were at a Christmas pantomime. Old Jacobson brought himself up in a kind of passion.



What business, in the name of all that was imprudent, had these poor people to have their troops of children, he asked. They knew quite well they could not feed them; that the young ones would be three-parts starved in their earlier years, and in their later ones come to the parish and be a burden on the community. Look at this same man, Mitchel. His grandfather, a poor miserable labourer, had a troop of children; Mitchels father had a troop, twelve; he, Mitchel, had six, and seemed to be going on fair for six more. There was no reason in it. Why couldnt they be content with a moderate number, three or four, that might have a chance of finding room in the world? It was not much less than a crime for these men, next door to paupers themselves, to launch their tens and their dozens of boys and girls into life, and then turn round and say, Why does God send them? Nice kind of logic, that was!

And so he kept on, for a good half-hour, Duffham helping him. He brought up the French peasantry: saying our folks ought to take a lesson from them. You dont see whole flocks of children over there, cried Duffham. One, or two, or at most three, would be found to comprise the number of a family. And why? Because the French were a prudent race. They knew there was no provision for superfluous children; no house-room at home, or food, or clothing; and no parish pay to fall back upon: they knew that however many children they had they must provide for them: they didnt set up, of themselves, a regiment of little famishing mouths, and then charge it on Heaven; they were not so reckless and wicked. Yes, he must repeat it, wicked; and the two ladies listening would endorse the word if they knew half the deprivation and the sufferings these poor small mortals were born to; he saw enough of it, having to be often amongst them.

Why dont you tell the parents this, doctor?

Tell them! returned Duffham. He had told them; told them till his tongue was tired of talking.

Any way, the little things were grievously to be pitied, was what the two ladies answered.

I have often wished it was not a sin to drown the superfluous little mites as we do kittens, wound up Duff.

One of the ladies dropped the jelly-bag, the other shrieked out, Oh!

For their sakes, he added. Its true, upon my word of honour. Of all wrongs the world sees, never was there a worse wrong than the one inflicted on these inoffensive children by the parents, in bringing them into it. God help the little wretches! man cant do much.

And so they talked on. The upshot was, that old Jacobson stood to his word, and declined to make Dick Mitchel a ploughboy yet awhile.

We had tea at four oclock  at which fashionable people may laugh; considering that it was real tea, not the sham one lately come into custom. Mrs. Todhetley wanted to get home by daylight, and the summer evenings were shortening. Never was brown bread-and-butter so sweet as the Jacobsons: we used to say it every time we went; and the home-baked rusks were better than Shrewsbury cake. They made Mrs. Todhetley put two or three in her bag for Hugh and Lena.

Old Duff went with us across the first field, turning off there to take the short-cut to his home. It was a warm, still, lovely evening, the moon rising. The gleaners were busy in the square paddock: Mrs. Todhetley spoke to some as we passed. At the other end, near the crooked stile, two urchins stood fighting, the bigger one trying to take a small armful of wheat from the other. I went to the rescue, and the marauder made off as fast as his small bare feet would carry him.

He havent gleaned, hisself, and wants to take mine, said the little one, casting up his big grey eyes to us appealingly through the tears. He was a delicate-looking pale-faced boy of nine, or so, with light hair.

Very naughty of him, said Mrs. Todhetley. Whats your name?

Its Dick, lady.

Dick  what?

Dick Mitchel.

Dear me  I thought I had seen the face before, said Mrs. Todhetley to me. But there are so many boys about here, Johnny; and they all look pretty much alike. How old are you, Dick?

Im over ten, answered Dick, with an emphasis on the over. Children catch up ideas, and no doubt he was as eager as the parents could be to impress on the world his fitness to be a ploughboy.

How is it that you have been gleaning, Dick?

Mother couldnt, cause o the babby. They give me leave to come on since four oclock: and Ive got all this.

Dick looked at the stile and then at his bundle of wheat, so I took it while he got over. As we went on down the lane, Mrs. Todhetley inquired whether he wanted to be a ploughboy. Oh yes! he answered, his face lighting up, as if the situation offered some glorious prospect. It ud be two shilling a week; happen more; and mother said as he and Totty and Sam and the tothers ud get treacle to their bread on Sundays then. Apparently Mrs. Mitchel knew how to diplomatize.



Ill give him one of the rusks, I think, Johnny, whispered Mrs. Todhetley.

But while she was taking it from the bag, he ran in with his wheat. She called to him to come back, and gave him one. His mother had taken the wheat from him, and looked out at the door with it in her hands. Seeing her, Mrs. Todhetley went up, and said Mr. Jacobson would not at present do anything. The next minute Mitchel appeared pulling at his straw hair.

It is hard lines, he said, humbly, when the lads of a age to be earning, and the master cant be got to take him on. And me to ha worked on the same farm, man and boy; and father afore me.

Mr. Jacobson thinks the boy would not be strong enough for the work.

Not strong enough, and him rising eleven! exclaimed Mitchel, as if the words were some dreadful aspersion on Dick. How can he be strong if he gets no work to make him strong, maam? Strength comes with the working  and nobody dont oughtnt to know that better nor the master. Anyhow, if he dont take him, itll be cruel hard lines for us.

Dick was outside, dividing the rusk with a small girl and boy, all three seated in the lane, and looking as happy over the rusk as if they had been children in a fairy tale. Its Totty, said he, pausing in the work of division to speak, and that uns Sam. Mrs. Todhetley could not resist the temptation of finding two more rusks, which made one apiece.

He is a good-natured little fellow, Johnny, she remarked, as we went along. Intelligent, too: in that he takes after his mother.

Would it be wrong to let him go on the farm as ploughboy?

Johnny, I dont know. Id rather not give an opinion, she added, looking right before her into the moon, as if seeking for one there. Of course he is not old enough or big enough, practically speaking; but on the other hand, where there are so many mouths to feed, it seems hard not to let him earn money if he can earn it. The root of the evil lies in there being so many mouths  as was said at Mr. Jacobsons this afternoon.



It was winter before I heard anything more of the matter. Tod and I got home for Christmas. One day in January, when the skies were lowering, and the air was cold and raw, but not frosty, I was crossing a field on old Jacobsons land then being ploughed. The three brown horses at the work were as fine as youd wish to see.



Youll catch it smart on that there skull o yourn, if ye doant keep their yeads straight, ye young divil.

The salutation was from the man at the tail of the plough to the boy at the head of the first horse. Looking round, I saw little Mitchel. The horses stopped, and I went up to him. Hall, the ploughman, took the opportunity to beat his arms. I dare say they were cold enough.

So your ambition is attained, is it, Dick? Are you satisfied?

Dick seemed not to understand. He was taller, but the face looked pinched, and there was never a smile on it.

Do you like being a ploughboy?

Its hard and cold. Hard always; frightful cold of a morning.

Hows Totty?

The face lighted up just a little. Totty werent any better, but she didnt die; Jimmy did. Which was Jimmy?  Oh, Jimmy was after Nanny, next to the babby.

What did Jimmy die of?

Whooping cough. Theyd all been bad but him  Dick. Mother said hed had it when he was no older nor the babby.

Whether the whooping-cough had caused an undue absorption of Mitchels means, certain it was, Dick looked famished. His cheeks were thin, his hands blue.

Have you been ill, Dick?

No, he had not been ill. Twas Jimmy and the tothers.

Hes the incapablest little villain I ever had put me to do with, struck in the ploughman. More lazy nor a fattened pig.

Are you lazy, Dick?

I think an eager disclaimer was coming out, but the boy remembered in time who was present  his master, the ploughman.

Not lazy wilful, he said, bursting into tears. I does my best: mother tells me to.

Take that, you young sniveller, said Hall, dealing him a good sound slap on the left cheek. And now go on: ye know yeve got this lot to go through to-day.

He took hold of the plough, and Dick stretched up his poor trembling hands to the first horse to guide him. I am sure the boy was trying to do his best; but he looked weak and famished and ill.

Why did you strike him, Hall? He did nothing to deserve it.

He dont deserve nothing else, was Halls answer. Let him alone, and the furrows ud be as crooked as a dogs leg. You dun know what these young uns be for work, sir.  Keep em in the line, you fool!

Looking back as I went down the field, I watched the plough going slowly up it, Dick seeming to have his hands full with the well-fed horses.

Yes, I heard the lad was taken on, Johnny, Mrs. Todhetley said when I told her that evening. Mitchel prevailed with his master at last. Mr. Jacobson is good-hearted, and knew the Mitchels were in sore need of the extra money the boy would earn. Sickness makes a difference to the poor as well as to the rich.

I saw Dick Mitchel three or four times during that January. The Jacobsons had two nephews staying with them from Oxfordshire, and it caused us to go over often. The boy seemed a weak little mite for the place; but of course, having undertaken the work, he had to do it. He was no worse off than others. To be at the farm before six oclock, he had to leave home at half-past five, taking his breakfast with him, which was chiefly dry bread. As to the boys work, it varied  as those acquainted with the executive of a busy farm can tell you. Besides the ploughing, he had to pump, and carry water and straw, and help with the horses, and go errands to the blacksmiths and elsewhere, and so on. Carters and ploughmen do not spare their boys; and on a large farm like this they are the immediate rulers, not the master himself. Had Dick been under Mr. Jacobsons personal eye, perhaps it might have been lightened a little, for he was a humane man. There were three things that made it seem particularly hard for Dick Mitchel, and those three were under no ones control; his natural weakliness, his living so far from the farm, and its being winter weather. In summer the work is nothing like as hard for the boys; and it was a great pity that Dick had not first entered on his duties in that season to get inured to them before the winter. Mr. Jacobson gave him the best wages  three shillings a week. Looking at the addition it must have seemed to Mitchels ten, it was little wonder he had not ceased to petition old Jacobson.

The Jacobsons were kind to the boy  as I can affirm. One cold day when I was over there with the nephews, shooting birds, we went into the best kitchen at twelve oclock for some pea-soup. They were going to carry the basins into the parlour, but we said wed rather eat it there by the big blazing fire. Mrs. Jacobson came in. I can see her now, with a soft white woollen kerchief thrown over her shoulders to keep out the cold, and her net cap above her silver curls. We were getting our second basinfuls.

Do have some, aunt, said Fred. Its the best you ever tasted.

No, thank you, Fred. I dont care to spoil my dinner.

It wont spoil ours.

She laughed a little, and stood looking from the window into the fold-yard, saying presently that she feared the frost was going to set in now in earnest, which would not be pleasant for their journey.  For this was the last day of the nephews stay, and she was going home with them for a week. There had been no very severe cold all the winter; which was a shame because of the skating; if the ponds had a thin coating of ice on them one day, it would all melt the next.

Bless me! theres that poor child sitting out in the cold! What is he eating?  his dinner?

Her words made us look from the window. Dick Mitchel had put himself down by the distant pig-sty, and seemed to be eating something that he held in his hands. He was very white  as might be seen even from where we stood.

Mary, said she to one of the servants, go and call that boy in.

Little Mitchel came in; pinched and blue. His clothes were thin, not half warm enough for the weather; an old red woollen comforter was twisted round his neck. He took off his battered drab hat, and put his bread into it.

Is that your dinner? asked Mrs. Jacobson.

Yesm, said Dick, pulling the forelock of his light hair.

But why did you not go home to-day?

Mother said there was nothing but bread for dinner to-day, and she give it me to bring away with my breakfast.

Well, why did you sit out in the cold? You might have gone indoors somewhere to eat it.

I were tired, m, was all Dick answered.

To look at him, one would say the tired state was chronic. He was shivering slightly with the cold; his teeth chattered. Mrs. Jacobson took his hand, and put him to sit on a low wooden stool close to the fire, and gave him a basin of pea-soup.

Let him have more if he can eat it, she said to Mary when she went away. So the boy for once was well warmed and fed.

Now, it may be thought that Mrs. Jacobson, being a kind old lady, might have told him to come in for some soup every cold day. And perhaps her will was good to do it. But it would never have answered. There were boys on the farm besides Dick, and no favour could be shown to one more than to another. No, nor to the boys more than to the men. Nor to the men on this farm more than to the men on that. Old Jacobson would have had his brother farmers pulling his ears. Those of you who are acquainted with the subject will know all this.

And theres another thing I had better say. In telling of Dick Mitchel, it will naturally sound like an exceptional or isolated case, because those who read have their attention directed to this one and not to others. But, in actual fact, Dicks was only one of a great many; the Jacobsons had employed ploughboys and other boys always; lots of them; some strong and some weak, just as the boys might happen to be. For a young boy to be out with the plough in the cold winter weather, seems nothing to a farmer and a farmers men: it lies in the common course of events. He has to get through as he best can; he must work to eat; and as a compensating balance there comes the warmth and the easy work of summer. Dick Mitchel was only one of the race; the carter and ploughman, his masters, had begun life exactly as he had, had gone through the same ordeal, the hardships of a long winters day and the frost and snow. Dick Mitchel was as capable of his duties as many another had been. Dicks father had been little and weakly in his boyhood, but he got over that and grew as strong as the rest of them. Dick might have got over it, too, but for some extraordinary weather that set in.

Mrs. Jacobson had been in Oxfordshire a week when old Jacobson started to fetch her home, intending to stay there two or three days. The weather since she left had been going on in the same stupid way; a thin coating of snow to be seen one day, the green of the fields the next. But on the morning after old Jacobson started, the frost set in with a vengeance, and we got our skates out. Another day came in, and the Squire declared he had never felt anything to equal the cold. We had not had it as sharp for years: and then, you see, he was too fat to skate. The best skating was on a pond on old Jacobsons land, which they called the lake from its size.

It was on this second day that I came across Dick Mitchel. Hastening home from the lake after dark  for we had skated till we couldnt see and then kept on by moonlight  the skates in my hand and all aglow with heat, who should be sitting by the bank on this side the crooked stile instead of getting over it, but little Mitchel. But for the moon shining right on his face, I might have passed without seeing him.

You are taking it airily, young Dick. Got the gout?

Dick just lifted his head and stared a little; but didnt speak.

Come! Why dont you go home?

Im tired, murmured Dick. Im cold.

Get up. Ill help you over the stile.

He did as he was bid at once. We had got well on down the lane, and I had my hand on his shoulder to steady him, for his legs seemed to slip about like Punchs in the show, when he turned suddenly back again.

The harness.

The what? I said.



Something seemed the matter with the boy: it was just as if he had partly lost the power of speech, or had been struck stupid. I made out at last that he had left some harness on the ground, which he was ordered to take to the blacksmiths.

Ill get over for it, Dick. You stop where you are.

It was lying where he had been sitting; a short strap with a broken buckle. Dick took it and we went on again.

Were you asleep, just now, Dick?

No, sir. It were the moon.

What was the moon?

I were looking into it. Mother says Gods all above there: I thought happen I might see Him.

A long explanation for Dick to-night. The recovery of the strap seemed to have brightened up his intellect.

Youll never see Him in this world, Dick. He sees you always.

And thats what mother says. He sees I cant do more nor my armsll let me. Id not like Him to think I can.

All right, Dick. You only do your best always; He wont fail to see it.

I had hardly said the last words when down went Dick without warning, face foremost. Picking him up, I took a look into his eyes by the moonlight.

What did you do that for, Dick?

I dont know.

Is it your legs?

Yes, its my legs. I didnt mean it. I didnt mean it when I fell under the horses to-day, but Hall he beated of me and said I did.

After that I did not loose him; or Im sure he would have gone down again. Arrived at his cottage, he was for passing it.

Dont you know your own door, Dick Mitchel?

Its the strap, he said. I ha got to take it to Cawsons.

Oh, Ill step round with that. Lets see what there is to do.

He seemed unwilling, saying he must take it back to Hall in the morning. Very well, I said, so he could. We went in at his door; and at first I thought I must have got into a black fog. The room was a narrow, poking place; but I couldnt see across it. Two children were coughing, one choking, one crying. Mrs. Mitchels face, ornamented with blacks, gradually loomed out to view through the atmosphere.

It be the chimbley, sir. I hope youll please to excuse it. It dont smoke as bad as this except when the weathers cold beyond common.



Its to be hoped it doesnt. I should call it rather miserable if it did.

Yes, sir. Mitchel, he says he thinks the chimbley must have frozed.

Look here, Mrs. Mitchel, Ive brought Dick home: I found him sitting in the cold on the other side of the stile, and my belief is, he thought he could not get over it. He is about as weak as a young rat.

Its the frost, sir, she said. The boys all feel it that has to be out and about. Itll soon be gone, Dick. This here biting cold dont never last long.

Dick was standing against her, bending his face on her old stuff gown. She put her arm about him kindly.

No, it cant last long, Mrs. Mitchel. Could he not be kept indoors until it gives a bit  let him have a holiday? No? Wouldnt it do?

She opened her eyes wide at this. Such a thing as keeping a ploughboy at home for a holiday, had never entered her imagination.

Why, Master Ludlow, sir, hed lose his place!

But, suppose he were ill, and had to stay at home?

Then the Lord help us, if it came to that! Please, sir, his wages might be stopped. Ive heard of a master paying in illness, though its not many of em as would, but Ive never knowed em pay for holidays. The biting cold will go soon, Dick, she added, looking at him; dont be downhearted.

I should give him a cup of hot tea, Mrs. Mitchel, and let him go to bed. Good night; Im off.

I should have liked to say beer instead of tea; it would have put a bit of strength into the boy; but I might just as well have suggested wine, for all they had of either. Leaving the strap at the blacksmiths  it was but a minute or two out of my road  I told him to send it up to Mitchels as soon as it was done.

I dare say! was what I got in answer.

Look here, Cawson: the lads ill, and his father was not in the way. If you dont choose to let your boy run up with that, or take it yourself, you shall never have another job of work from the Squire if I can prevent it.

Ill send it, sir, said Cawson, coming to his senses. Not that he had much from us: we chiefly patronized Dovey, down in Piefinch Cut.

Now, all this happened: as Duffham and others could testify if necessary; it is not put in to make up a story. But I never thought worse of Dick than that he was done over for the moment with the cold.



Of all days in remembrance, the next was the worst. The cold was more intense  though that had seemed impossible; and a fierce wind was blowing that cut you in two. It kept us from skating  and thats saying a good deal. We got half-way to the lake, and couldnt stand it, so turned home again. Jacobsons team was out, braving the weather: we saw it at a distance.

What a fool that waggoner must be to bring out the team to-day! cried Tod. He cant do any good on this hard ground. He must be doing it for bravado. It is a sign his masters not at home.

In the afternoon, when a good hot meal had put warmth into us, we thought wed be off again; and this time gained the pond. The wind was like a knife; I never skated in anything like it before; but we kept on till dusk.

Going homewards, in passing Glebe Cottage, which lay away on the left, we caught sight of three or four people standing before it.

Whats to do there? asked Tod of a man, expecting to hear that old Mrs. Parry had had a second stroke.

Sumats wrong wi Jacobsons ploughboy, was the answer. He has just been took in there.

Jacobsons ploughboy! Why, Tod, that must be Dick Mitchel.

And what if it is! returned Tod, starting off again. The youngsters half frozen, I dare say. Let us get home. Johnny. What are you stopping for?

By saying half frozen he meant nothing. Not a thought of real ill was in his mind. I went across to the house; and met Hall the ploughman coming out of it.

Is Dick Mitchel ill, Hall?

He ought to be, sir; if he baint shamming, returned Hall, crustily. He have fell down five times since noon, and the last time wouldnt get up upon his feet again nohow. Being close a-nigh the old ladys I carried of him in.

Hall went back to the house with me. I dont think he much liked the boys looks. Dick had been put to lie on the warm brick floor before the kitchen fire, a blanket on his legs, and his head on a cushion. Mrs. Parry was ill in bed upstairs. The servant looked a stupid young country girl, seemingly born without wits.

Have you given him anything? I asked her.

Please, sir, Ive put the kettle on to bile.

Is there any brandy in the house?

Brandy! the girl exclaimed with wonder. No. Her missis never took anything stronger nor tea and water gruel.

Hall, I said, looking at the man, some one must go for Mr. Duffham. And Dicks mother might as well be told.



Bill Leet, a strapping young fellow standing by, made off at this, saying hed bring them both. Hall went away to his team, and I stooped over the boy.

What is the matter, Dick? Tell me how you feel.

Except that Dick smiled a little, he made no answer. His eyes, gazing up into mine, looked dim. The girl had taken away the candle, but the fire was bright. As I took one of his hands to rub it, his fingers clasped themselves round mine. Then he began to say something, with a pause between each word. I had to bend close to catch it.

He  brought  that  there  strap.

All right, Dick.

Thank  ee  sir.

Are you in any pain, Dick?

No.

Or cold?

No.

The girl came back with a candle and some hot milk in a tea-cup. I put a teaspoonful into Dicks mouth. But he could not swallow it. Who should come rushing in then but old Jones the constable, wanting to know what was up.

Well I never!  why, thats Mitchels Dick! cried Jones, peering down in the candle-light. Whats took him?

Jones, if you and the girl will rub his hands, Ill go and get some brandy. We cant let him lie like this and give him nothing.

Old Jones, liking the word brandy on his own score, knelt down on his fat gouty legs with a groan, and laid hold of one of the hands, the girl taking the other. I went leaping off to Elm Farm.

And went for nothing. Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson being out, the cellar was locked up, and no brandy could be got at. The cook gave me a bottle of gooseberry wine; which she said might do as well if hotted up.

Duffham was stooping over the boy when I got back, his face long, and his cane lying on the ironing-board. Bill Leet had met him half-way, so no time was lost. He was putting something into Dicks lips with a teaspoon  perhaps brandy. But it ran the wrong way; out instead of in. Dick never stirred, and his eyes were shut. The doctor got up.

Too late, Johnny, he whispered.

The words startled me. Mr. Duffham! No?

He looked into my eyes, and nodded Yes. The exposure to-day has been too much for him. He is going fast.

And just at that moment Hannah Mitchel came in. I have often thought that the extreme poor, whose lives are but one vast hardship from the cradle to the grave, who have to struggle always, do not feel strong emotion. At any rate, they dont show much. Hannah Mitchel knelt down, and looked quietly at the white, shrunken face.

Dicky, she said, putting his hair gently back from his brow; which now had a damp moisture on it. Whats amiss, Dicky?

He opened his eyes at the voice and feebly lifted one hand towards her. Mrs. Mitchel glanced round at the doctors face; and I think she read the truth there. She gathered his poor head into her arms, and let it rest on her bosom. Her old black shawl was on, her bonnet fell backwards and hung from her neck by the strings.

Oh, Dicky! Dicky!

He lay still, looking at her. She gave one sob and choked the rest down.

Be he dying, sir?  aint there no hope? she cried to Mr. Duffham, who was standing in the blaze of the fire. And the doctor just moved his head for answer.

There was a still hush in the kitchen. Her tears began to fall down her cheeks slowly and softly.

Dicky, wouldnt you like to say Our Father?

I ve  said  it,  mother.

Youve always been a good boy, Dicky.

Old Jones blew his nose; the stupid girl burst into a sob. Mr. Duffham told them to hush.

Dicks eyes were slowly closing. The breath was very faint now, and came at long intervals. Presently Mr. Duffham took him from his mother, and laid him down flat, without the cushion.

Well, he died. Poor little Dick Mitchel died. And I think, taking the wind and the work into consideration, that he was better off.

Mr. Jacobson got back the next day. He sharply taxed the ploughman with the death, saying he ought to have seen the state the boy was in on that last bitter day, and have sent him home. But Hall declared he never thought anything ailed the boy, except that the cold was cutting him more than ordinary, just as it was cutting everybody else.

The county coroner came over to hold the inquest. The jury, after hearing what Mr. Duffham had to say, brought it in that Richard Mitchel died from exposure to the cold during the recent remarkable severity of the weather, not having sufficient stamina to resist it. Some of the local newspapers took it up, being in want of matter that dreary season. They attacked the farmers; asking the public whether labourers children were to be held as of no more value than this, in a free and generous country like England, and why they were made to work so young by such hard and wicked task-masters as the master of Elm Farm. That put the master of Elm Farm on his mettle. He retorted by a letter of sharp good sense; finishing it with a demand to know whether the farmers were expected to club together to provide meat and puddings gratis for the flocks of children that labourers chose to gather about them. The Squire read it aloud to every one, as the soundest letter hed ever seen written.

I am afraid their view is the right one  that the children are too thick on the ground, poor things, sighed Mrs. Todhetley. Any way, Johnny, it is very hard on the young ones to have to work as poor little Dick did: late and early, wet or dry: and I am glad for his sake that God has taken him.


X.

A HUNT BY MOONLIGHT.

This is another tale of our school life. It is not much in itself, you may say, but it was to lead to lasting events. Curious enough, it is, to sit down and trace out the beginning of things: when we can trace it; but it is often too remote for us.

Mrs. Frost died, and the summer holidays were prolonged in consequence. September was not far off when we met again, and gigs and carriages went bowling up with us and our boxes.

Sanker was in the large class-room when we got in. He looked up for a minute, and turned his head away. Tod and I went up to him. He did shake hands, and it was as much as you could say. I dont think he was the sort of fellow to bear malice; but it took time to bring him round if once offended.

Sanker had gone home with us to Dyke Manor when the holidays began. He belonged to a family in Wales (very poor they were now), and was a distant cousin of Mrs. Todhetleys. Before he had been with us long, a matter occurred that put him out, and he betook himself away from the Manor there and then. But I do not intend to go into that history now.

Things had been queer at school towards the close of the past term. Petty pilferings took place: articles and money alike disappeared. A thief was amongst us, and no mistake: but we did not know where to look for him. It was to be hoped that the same thing would not occur again.

My father and Mrs. Todhetley are in the drawing-room, said Tod. They are asking to see you.

Sanker hesitated; but he went at last. The interview softened things a little, for he was civil to us when he came back again.

Whats that about the plants? he asked me.

I told him what. They had been destroyed in some unaccountable manner. Whether it was done intentionally, or whether moving them into the hall and back again did it, is not positively decided; I dont suppose it ever will be. You ought to have come over to that ball, Sanker, after all of us writing to press it.



Well, he said, coldly. I dont care for balls. Monk was suspected, was he not?

Yes. Some of us suspect him still. He was savage at being accused of  But never mind that  and I pulled myself up in sudden recollection. Monk has left, and we have engaged another gardener. Jenkins is not good for much.

Hallo! What has he come back?

Ned Sanker was looking towards the door as he spoke. Two of them were coming in, who must have arrived at the same time  Vale and Lacketer. They were new ones, so to say, both having entered only last Easter. Vale was a tall, quiet fellow, with a fair, good-looking face and mild blue eyes; his friends lived at Vale Farm, about two miles off. Lacketer had sleek black hair, and a sharp nose; he had only an aunt, and was from Oxfordshire. I didnt like him. He had a way of cringing to those of us who were born to position in the world; but any poor friendless chap, who had nothing but himself and his work to get on by, he put upon shamefully. As for him, we couldnt find out that hed ever had any relations at all, except the aunt.

I looked at Sanker, to see which he alluded to; his eyes were fixed on Vale with a stare. Vale had not been going to leave, that the school knew of.

Why are you surprised that he has come back, Sanker?

Because I  didnt suppose he would, said Sanker, with a pause where I have put it, and an uncommonly strong emphasis on the would.

It was just as though he had known something about Vale. Flashing across my memory came the mysterious avowal Sanker had made at our house about the discovery of the thief at school; and I now connected the one with the other. They call me a muff, I know, but I cannot help my thoughts.

Sanker! was he the thief?

Hold your tongue, Ludlow, returned Sanker, in a fright. I told you Id give him a chance again, didnt I? But I never thought he would come back to take it.

I would have believed it of any fellow rather than of Vale.

Sanker turned his face sharp, and looked at me. Oh, would you? said he, after a pause. Well, then, youd better believe it of any other. Mind you do. It will be safer, Johnny Ludlow.

He walked away into a group of them, as if afraid of my saying more. I turned out at the door leading to the playground, and came upon Tod in the porch.

What was that you and Sanker were saying about Vale, Johnny?

I was aware that I ought not to tell him; I knew I ought not: but I did. Tod read me always as one reads a book, and I had never attempted to keep from him any earthly thing.

Sanker says it was Vale. About the things lost last half. He told me, you know, that he had discovered who it was that took them.

What, he the thief! Vale?

Hush, Tod. Give him another chance, as Sanker says.

Tod rushed out of the porch with a bound. He had heard a movement on the other side the trellis-work, but was only in time to catch a glimpse of a tassel disappearing round the corner.

We went in for noise at Worcester House just as much as they do at other schools; but not this afternoon. Mrs. Frost had been a favourite, and Sanker told us about her funeral. Things seemed to wear a mournful look. The servants were in black, the Doctor was in jet black, even to his gaiters. He wore the old style of dress always, knee breeches and buckles: but I have mentioned this before. We used to call him old Frost; this afternoon we said the Doctor.

You cant think what it was like while the house was shut up, said Sanker. Coal-pits are jolly to it. I never saw the Doctor until the funeral. Being the only fellow at school, was, I suppose, the reason they asked me to go to it. He cried ever so much over the grave.

Fancy old Frost crying! interrupted Lacketer.

I cried too, avowed Sanker, in a short sharp tone, as if disapproving of the remark; and it silenced Lacketer. She had been ailing a long time, as we all knew, but she only grew very ill at the last, she told me.

When did you see her?

Two days before she died. Hall came to me, saying I was to go up. It was on Wednesday at sunset. The hot red sun was shining right into the room, and she sat back from it on the sofa in a white gown. It was very hot these holidays, and she felt at times fit to die of it: she never bore heat well.

To hear Sanker tell this was nearly as good as a play. A solemn play I mean. None of us made the least noise as we stood round him: it seemed as if we could see Mrs. Frosts room, and her nice placid face, drawn back from the rays of the red hot sun.

She told me to reach a little Bible that was on the drawers, and sit close to her and read a chapter, continued Sanker. It was the seventh of St. Johns Revelation; where that verse is, that says there shall be no more hunger and thirst; neither shall the sun light on them nor any heat. She held my hand while I read it. I had complained of the light for her, saying what a pity it was the room had no shutters. You see, she said, when the chapter was read, how soon all discomforts here will pass away. Give my dear love to the boys when they come back, she went on. Tell them I should like to have seen them all and said good-bye. Not good-bye for ever; be sure tell them that, Sanker: I leave them all a charge to come to me there in Gods good time. Not one of them must fail. And now Ive told you, and its off my mind, concluded Sanker, in a different voice.

Did you see her again?

When she was in her coffin. She gave me the Bible.

Sanker took it out of his pocket. His name was written in it, Edward Brooke Sanker, with Mary Frosts love. She had made him promise to read in it daily, if he began only with one verse. He did not tell us that then.

While we were looking at the writing, Bill Whitney came in. Some of them thought he had left at Midsummer. Lacketer shook hands; he made much of Whitney, after the fashion of his mind and manners. Old Whitney was a baronet, and Bill would be Sir William sometime: for his elder brother, John, whom we had so much liked, was dead. Bill was good-natured, and divided hampers from home liberally.

I dont know why I am back again, he said, in answer to questions; you must ask Sir John. I shall be the better for another year or two of it, he says. Who likes grapes?

He was beginning to undo a basket he had brought with him: it was filled with grapes, peaches, plums, and nectarines. Those of us who had plenty of fruit at home did not care to take much; but the others went in for it eagerly.

Our peaches are finer than these, Whitney, cried Vale.

Lacketer gave Vale a push. You big lout, mind your manners! cried he. Dont eat the peaches if you dont like em.

So they were, said Vale, who never answered offensively.

There! thats enough insolence from you.

Old Vale was Sir John Whitneys tenant. Of course, according to Lacketers creed, Vale deserved putting down for only speaking to Whitney.

He is right, said Whitney, who thought no more of being his fathers son than he would of being a shopkeepers. Mr. Vales peaches this year were the finest in the county. He sent my mother some, and she said they ought to have gone up to a London fruit-show.

I never saw such peaches as Mr. Vales, put in Sanker, talking at Lacketer, and not kindly. And the flavour was as good as the look. Mrs. Frost enjoyed those peaches to the last: it was almost the only thing she took.

Vales face shone. We shall always be glad at home that they were so good this year, for her sake.



Altogether, Lacketer was shut up. He stood over Whitney, who was undoing a small desk he had brought. Amidst the things, that lay on the ledge inside, was a thin, yellow, old-fashioned-looking coin.

Its a guinea, said Bill Whitney. I mean to have a hole bored in it and wear it to my watch-chain.

Id lock it up safely until then, Whitney, burst forth Snepp, who came from Alcester. Or it may go after the things that were lost last half-year.

Turning to glance at Sanker, I found he had left the room. Whitney was balancing the guinea on his finger.

Fore-warned, fore-armed, Snepp, he said. Who the thief was, I cant think; but I advise him not to begin his game again.

Talking of warning, I should like to give one on my own score, said Tod. By-gones may be by-gones; I dont wish to recur to them; but if I lose anything this half and can find the thief, Ill put him into the river.

What, to drown him?

To duck him. Ill do it as sure as my names Todhetley.

Vale dropped his handkerchief and stooped to pick it up again. It might have been an accident; and the redness of his face might have come of stooping; but I saw Tod did not think so. Ducking is the favourite punishment in Worcestershire for a public offender, as all the county knows. When a man misbehaves himself on the race-course at Worcester, they duck him in the Severn underneath.

The guinea would not be of much use to any one, said Lacketer. You couldnt pass it.

Oh, couldnt you, though! answered Whitney. Youd better try. Its worth twenty-one shillings, and they might give a shilling or two in for the antiquity of the coin.

Gentlemen.

We turned to see the Doctor, standing there in his deep mourning, with his subdued red face. He came in to introduce a new master.



The time went on. We missed Mrs. Frost; and Hall, the crabbed woman with the cross face, made a mean substitute. She had it all her own way now. The puddings had less jam in them, and the pies hardly any fruit. Little Landon fell ill; and one day, after hours, when some of us went up to see him, we found him crying for Mrs. Frost. He was only seven; the youngest in the school, and made a sort of plaything of; an orphan with no friends to see to him much. Illness had been Mrs. Frosts great point. Any of us who were laid by shed sit with half the day, reading nice stories, and talking to us of good things, just as our mothers might do. I know mine would if she had lived. However, we managed to get along in spite of Hall, hoping the Doctor would find her out and discharge her.

Matters went on quietly for some weeks. No one lost anything: and we had almost forgotten there had been a doubt that we might lose something, when it occurred. The loss was Tods  rather curious, at first sight, that it should be, after his threat of what he would do. And Tod, as they all knew, was not one to break his word. It was only half-a-crown; but there could be no certainty that sovereigns would not go next. Not to speak of the disagreeable sense of feeling the thief was amongst us still, and taking to his tricks again.

Tod was writing to Evesham for some articles he wanted. Bill Whitney, knowing this, got him to add an order for some stationery for himself: which came back in the parcel. The account, nine-and-tenpence, was made out to Tod (Joseph Todhetley, Esquire!), half-a-crown of it being Whitneys portion. Bill handed him the half-crown at once; and Tod, who was busy with his own things and had his hands full, asked him to put it on the mantelpiece.

The tea-bell rang, and they went away and forgot it. Only they two had been in the room. But others might have gone in afterwards. We were getting up from tea when Tod called to me to go and fetch him the half-crown.

It is on the mantelpiece, Johnny.

I went through the passages and turned into the box-room; a place where knots of us gathered sometimes. But the mantelpiece had no half-crown on it, and I carried the news back to Tod.

Did you take it up again, Bill? he asked of Whitney.

I didnt touch it after I put it down, said Whitney. It was there when the tea-bell rang.

They said I had overlooked it, and both went to the box-room. I followed slowly; thinking they should search for themselves. Which they did; and were standing with blank faces when I got in.

It has gone after my guinea, Whitney was saying.

What guinea?

My guinea. The one you saw. That disappeared a week ago.

Bill was not a fellow to make much row over anything; but Tod  and I, too  wondered at his having taken it so easily. Tod asked him why he had not spoken.

Because Lacketer  who was with me when I discovered the loss  asked me to be silent for a short time, said Whitney. He has a suspicion; and is looking out for himself.

Lacketer has?

He says so. I am sure he has. He thinks he could put his finger any minute on the fellow; but it would not do to accuse him without proof; and he is waiting for it.

Tod glanced at me, and I at him, both of us thinking of Vale.

Yesterday Lacketer lost something himself, continued Whitney. A shilling, I think it was. He went into a fine way over it, and said now hed watch in earnest.

Who is it he suspects? asked Tod.

He wont tell me; says it would not be fair.

Well, I shall talk about my half-crown, if you and Lacketer choose to be silent over your losses, said Tod, decisively. And Ill be as good as my word, and give the reptile a ducking if I can track him.

He went straight to the playground. It was a fine October evening, the daylight nearly gone, and the hunters moon rising in the sky. Tod told about his half-crown, and the boys ceased their noise to listen to him. He talked himself into a passion, and said some stinging things. He suspected who it was, and he heard that Lacketer suspected, and he fancied that another or two suspected, and one knew; and he thought, now that affairs had come to this pitch, when nothing, put for a minute out of hand, was safe, it might be better for them all to declare their suspicions, and hunt the animal as theyd hunt a hare.

There was a pause when Tod finished. He was about the biggest and strongest in the school; his voice was one of power, his manner ready and decisive; so that it was just as though a master spoke. Lacketer came out from amongst them, looking white. I could see that in the twilight.

Who says I suspect? Speak for yourself, Todhetley. Dont bring up my name.

Do you scent the fox, or dont you? roared Tod back again, not at all in a humour to be crossed. If you do, you must speak, and not shirk it. Is the whole school to lie under doubt because of one black sheep?

Tods concluding words were drowned in noise; applause for him, murmurs for Lacketer. I looked round for Vale, and saw him behind the rest, as if preparing to make a run for it. That said nothing: he was one of those quiet-natured fellows who liked to keep aloof from rows. When I looked back again, Sanker was standing a little forward, not far from Lacketer.

As good speak as not, Lacketer, put in Whitney. I dont mind telling now that that guinea of mine has been taken; and you know you lost a shilling yourself. You say you could put your finger on the fellow.

Speak! Speak! Speak! came the shouts from all quarters. And Lacketer turned whiter.



Theres no proof, he said. I might have been mistaken in what I fancied. I wont speak.

Then I shall say you are an accomplice, roared Tod, in his passion. I intend to hunt the fellow to earth to-night, and Ill do it.

I dont suspect any one in particular, said Lacketer, looking as if he were run to earth himself. There.

Great commotion. Lacketer was hustled, but got away and disappeared. Sanker went after him. Tod had been turning on Sanker, saying why didnt he speak.

Half-a-crown is half-a-crown, and I mean to get mine back again, avowed Tod. If some of you are rich enough to lose your half-crowns, Im not. But it isnt that. Sovereigns may go next. It isnt that. It is the knowing that we have a light-fingered, disreputable, sneaking rat amongst us, whose proper place would be a reformatory, not a school for honest mens sons.

Name! Proofs! Proofs! Name! It was as if a torrent had been let loose. In the midst of the lull that ensued a voice was heard, and a name.

Vale. Harry Vale.

Harding was the one to say it: a clever, first-class boy. You might have heard a pin drop in the surprise: and Harding went on after a minute.

I beg to state that I do not accuse Vale myself. I know nothing whatever about the case. But I have reason to think Vales name is the one that has been mentioned in connection with the losses last half.

I know it is, cried Tod, who had only wanted the lead, not choosing to take it himself. Now then, Vale, make your defence if you can.

I dare say you recollect how hotly you used to take up a cause when you were at school yourselves, not waiting to know whether it might be right or wrong. Mrs. Frost said to us on one of these occasions she wondered whether we should ever be as eager to take up heaven. They pounced upon Vale with an awful row. He stood with his arm round one of the trees behind, looking scared to death. I glanced back for Sanker, expecting his confirming testimony, but could not see him, and at that moment Lacketer appeared again, peeping round the trees. Whitney called to him.

Here, Lacketer. Was it Vale you suspected?

As much as I did anybody else, doggedly answered Lacketer.

It was taken as an affirmative. The boys believed the thief was found, and were mad against him. Vale spoke something, shaking and trembling like the leaves in the wind, but his words were drowned. He was not brave, and they looked ready to tear him to pieces.



My half-crown, Vale, roared Tod. Did you take it just now?

Vale made no answer; I thought he could not. His face frightened me; the lips were blue and drawn, his teeth chattered.

Search his pockets.

It was a simultaneous thought, for a dozen said it. Vale was turned out, and half-a-crown found upon him; no other money. The boys yelled and groaned. Tod, with his great strength, pushed them aside, as the coin was flung to him.

Shall I resume possession of this half-crown? he asked of Vale, holding it before him in defiant mockery.

If you like. I  

Vale broke down with a gasp and a sob. His piteous aspect might have moved even Tod.

Look here, said he, I dont care in general to punish a coward; I regard him as an abject animal beneath me: but I cannot go from my word. Ducking is too good for you, Vale, but you shall have it. Be off to that tree yonder; well give you so much grace. Let him start fair, boys, and then hound him on. It will be a fine chase.

Vale, seeming to be too confused and terror-stricken to do anything but obey, went to the tree, and then darted away in the direction of the river. It takes time to read all this; but scarcely a minute appeared to have passed since Tod first came out with Whitney, and spoke of the half-crown. Giving Vale the fair start, the boys sprang after him, like a pack of hounds in full cry. Tod, the swiftest runner in the school, was following, when he found himself seized by Sanker. I had stayed behind.

Have you been accusing Vale? Are you going to duck him?

Well? cried Tod, angry at being stopped.

It was not Vale who took the things. Vale! He is as innocent as you are. Youll kill him, Todhetley; he cannot bear terror.

Who says he is innocent?

I do. I say it on my honour. It was another fellow, whose name Ive been suppressing. This is your work, Johnny Ludlow.

I felt a sudden rush of repentance. A conviction that Sanker spoke nothing but the truth.

You said it was Vale, Sanker.

I never did. You said it. I told you youd better believe it was any other rather than Vale. And I meant it.

But that Sanker was not a fellow to tell a lie, I should have thought he told one then. The impression, resting on my memory, was that he acknowledged to its being Vale, if he had not exactly stated it.



You know you told me to be quiet, Sanker: you said, give him a chance.

But I thought you were speaking of another then, not Vale. I swear it was not Vale. He is as honest as the day.

Tod, looking ready to strike me, waiting for no more explanation, was already off, shouting to the crew to turn, far more anxious now to save Vale than he had been to duck him.

How he managed to arrest them, I never knew. He did do it. But for being the fleetest runner and strongest fellow, he could never have overtaken, passed, and flung himself back upon them, with his arms stretched out, words of explanation on his lips.

The river was more than a mile away, taking the straight course over the fields, as a bird flies, and leaping fences and ditches. Vale went panting on, for it. It was as if his senses were scared out of him. Tod flew after him, the rest following on more gently. The school-bell boomed out to call us in for evening study, but none heeded it.

Stop, Vale! Stop! shouted Tod. It has been a mistake. Come back and hear about it. It was not you; it was another fellow. Come back, Harry; come back!

The more Tod shouted, the faster Vale went on. You should have seen the chase in the moonlight. It put us in mind of the fairy tales of Germany, where the phantom huntsman and his pack are seen coursing at midnight. Vale made for a part where the banks of the river are overshadowed by trees. Tod was only about thirty yards behind when he gained it; he saw him leap in, and heard the plunge.

But when he got close, there was no sign of Vale in the water. Had he suddenly sunk? Tods heart stood still with fear. The boys were coming up by ones and twos, and a great silence ensued. Tod stript ready to plunge in when Vale should rise.

Heres his cap, whispered one, picking it up from the bank.

He was a good swimmer; he must have been seized with cramp.

Look here; they say there are holes in the river, just above this bend. What if he has sunk into one?

Hold your row, all of you, cried Tod, in a hoarse whisper that betrayed his fear. Whos to listen with that noise?

He was listening for a sound, watching for the faintest ripple, that might give indication of Vales rising. But none came. Tod stood there in his shirt till he shivered with cold. And the church clock struck seven, and then eight, and it was of no use waiting.

It was a horrible feeling. Somehow we seemed, I and Tod, to be responsible for Vales death, I for having mistaken Sanker; Tod for entering upon the threatened ducking, and hounding the boys on.

The worst was to come: going back to Dr. Frost and the masters with the tale; breaking it to Mr. and Mrs. Vale at Vale Farm. While Tod was dressing himself, the rest went on slowly, no one staying by him but me and Sanker.

Its your doing more than mine, Tod said, turning to Sanker in his awful distress. If you knew who the thief was last half, you should have disclosed it; not have given him the opportunity to resume his game. Had you done so this could not have happened.

I promised him then I should proclaim him if he did resume it; I have told him to-night I shall do it, quietly answered Sanker. It was Lacketer.

Lacketer!

Lacketer. And since my eyes were opened, it has seemed to me that all yours must have been closed, not to find him out. His manner was enough to betray him: only, I suppose  you wanted the clue.

But, Sanker, why did you let me think it was Vale? I asked.

You made the first mistake; I let you lie under it for Lacketers sake; to give him the chance, said Sanker. Who was to foresee you would go and tell?

It had never passed my lips, save those few words at the time when Tod questioned me. Harding was the one outside the porch who had overheard it; but he had kept it to himself until now, when he thought the time had come for speaking.

What was to be done?  what was to be done? It seemed as if a great darkness had suddenly fallen upon us, and could never again be lifted. We had death upon our hands.

Theres just a chance, said Tod, dragging his legs along like so much lead, and beginning with a sort of groan. Vale may have made for the land again as soon as he got in, and come out lower down. In that case he would run home probably.

Just a chance, as Tod said. But in the depth of despair chances are caught at. If we cut across to the left, Vale Farm was not more than a mile off: and we turned to it. Absenting ourselves from school seemed as nothing. Tod went on with a bound now there was an object, a ray of hope; I and Sanker after him.

I cant go in, said Tod, when we came in front of the farm, a long, low house, with lights gleaming in some of the windows. Its not cowardice; at least, I dont think it is. Its  Never mind; Ill wait for you here.

I say, said Sanker to me, what excuse are we to make for going in at this time? We cant tell the truth.



I could not. Harry Vale stood alone; he had neither brother nor sister. I could not go in and tell his mother that he was dead. She was sitting in one of the front parlours, sewing by the lamp. We saw her through the window as we stole up to look in. But there was no time for plotting. Footsteps approached, and we only got back on the path when Mr. Vale came up. He was a tall, fine man, with a fair face and blue eyes like his sons. What we said I hardly knew; something about being close by, and thought wed call on our way home. Sanker had been there several times in the holidays.

Mr. Vale took us in with a beaming face to his wife. They were the kindest-hearted people, liberal and hospitable, as most well-to-do farmers are. Mrs. Vale, rolling up her work, said we must take something to help us on our way home, and rang the bell. We never said we could not stop; we never said Tod was waiting outside. But there were no signs that Vale had gone home half-drowned.

Two maids put the supper on the table, and Mrs. Vale helped them; for Sanker had summoned courage to say it was late for us to stop. About a dozen things. Cold ducks, and ham, collared-head, a big dish of custard, and fruit and cake. I couldnt have swallowed a morsel; the lump rising in my throat would have hindered it. I dont think Sanker could, for he said resolutely we must not sit down because of Dr. Frost.

How is Harry? asked Mrs. Vale.

Oh, he is  very well, said Sanker, after waiting to see if Id answer. Have you seen him lately?

Not since last Sunday week, when he and young Snepp spent the day here. He was looking well, and seemed in spirits. It was rather a hazard, sending him to school at all; Mr. Vale wanted to have him taught at home, as he has been until this year. But I think it is turning out for the best.

He gets frightened, does he not? said Sanker, who knew what she meant.

He did, replied Mrs. Vale; but he is growing out of it. Never was a braver little child born than he; but when he was four years old, he strolled away from his nurse into a field where a bull was grazing, a savage animal. What exactly happened, we never knew; that Harry was chased across the field by it was certain, and then tossed. The chief injury was to the nerves, strange though that may seem in so young a child. For a long time afterwards, the least alarm would put him into a state of terrible fear, almost a fit. But he is getting over it now.

She told this for my benefit; just as if she had divined the nights work; Sanker knew it before. I felt sick with remorse as I listened  and Tod had called him a coward! Let us get away.



I wish you could stay, my lads, cried Mr. Vale; it vexes me to turn you out supperless. Whats this, Charlotte? Ah yes, to be sure! I wish you could put up the whole table for them.

For Mrs. Vale had been putting up some tartlets, and gave us each a packet of them. Eat them as you go along, she said. And give my love to Harry.

And tell him that he must bring you both on Sunday, to spend the day, added Mr. Vale. Perhaps young Mr. Todhetley will come also. You might have breakfast, and go with us to church. Ill write to Dr. Frost.

Outside at last; I and my shame. These good, simple-hearted people  oh, had we indeed, between us, made them childless? Young Mr. Todhetley, waiting amid the stubble in the outer field, came springing up to the fence, his face white in the light of the hunters moon.

What a long while you have been! Well?

Nothing, said Sanker, briefly. No news! I dont think weve been much above five minutes.

What a walk home it was! Mr. Blair, the out-of-school master, came down upon us with his thunder, but Tod seemed never to hear him. The boys, hushed and quiet as nature is before an impending storm, had not dared to tell and provoke it. I could not see Lacketer.

Wheres Vale? roared Mr. Blair, supposing he had been with us. But that prayers are waiting, Id cane all four of you. Where are you going, Todhetley?

Dont stop me, Mr. Blair, said Tod, putting him aside with a quiet authority and a pain in his voice that made Blair stare. We called Blair, Baked Pie, because of his name, Pyefinch.

Read the prayers without me, please Mr Blair, went on Tod. I must see Dr. Frost. If you dont know what has happened to-night, sir, ask the rest to tell you.

He went out to his interview with the Doctor. Tod was not one to shirk his duty. Seeing Vales father and mother he had shrunk from; but the confession to Dr. Frost he made himself. What passed between them we never knew: how much contrition Tod spoke, how much reproach the Doctor. Roger and Miles, the man-servant and boy, were called into the library, and sent abroad: we thought it might be to search the banks of the river, or give notice for it to be dragged. The next called in was Sanker. The next, Lacketer.

But Lacketer did not answer the call. He had vanished. Mr. Blair went searching for him high and low, and could not find him. Lacketer had run away. He knew his time at Worcester House was over, and thought hed save himself from dismissal. It was he who had been the thief, and whom Sanker suspected. As good mention here that Dr. Frost got a letter from his aunt the next Saturday, saying the school did not agree with her nephew, and she had withdrawn him from it.

Whether the others slept that night, I cant tell; I did not. Harry Vales drowned form was in my mind all through it; and the sorrow of Mr. and Mrs. Vale. In the morning Tod got up, looking more like one dead than alive: he had one of his frightful headaches. I felt ready to die myself; it seemed that never another happy morning could dawn on the world.

Shall I ask if I may bring you some breakfast up here, Tod? And its just possible, you know, that Vale  

Hold your peace, Johnny! he snapped. If ever you tell me a false thing of a fellow again, Ill thrash your life out of you.

He came downstairs when he was dressed, and went out, waiting neither for breakfast nor prayers. I went out to watch him away, knowing he must be going to Vale Farm.

Oh, I never shall forget it. As Tod passed round the corner by the railings, he ran up against him. Him, Harry Vale.

My sight grew dim; I couldnt see; the field and railings were reeling. But it only lasted for a moment or two. Tods breath was coming in great gasps then, and he had Vales two hands grasped in his. I thought he was going to hug him; a loud sob broke from him.

We have been thinking you were drowned!

Vale smiled. I am too good a swimmer for that.

But you disappeared at once.

I struck back out of the river the instant I got into it; I was afraid youd come in after me; and crept round the alder trees lower down. When you were all gone I swam across in my clothes; see how theyve shrunk!

Swam across! Have you not been home?

No, I went to my uncles: its nearer than home: and they made me go to bed, and dried my things, and sent to tell Dr. Frost. I did not say why I went into the water, added Vale, lifting his kind face. But the Doctor came round the ferry late, and he knew all about it. They talked to me well, he and my uncle, about being frightened at nothing, and Ive promised not to be so stupid again.

God bless you, Vale! cried Tod. You know it was a mistake.

Yes, Dr. Frost said so. The half-crown was my own. My uncle met us boys when we were out walking yesterday morning, and gave it me. I thought you might have seen him give it.



Tod linked his arm within Vales and walked off to the breakfast-room. The wonder to me was how, with Vales good honest face and open manners, we could have thought him capable of theft. But when you once go in for a mistake it carries you on in spite of improbabilities. The boys were silent for an instant when Vale went in, and then youd have thought the roof was coming off with cheers. Tod stood looking from the window, and I vow I saw him rub his handkerchief across his eyes.

We went to Vale Farm on Sunday morning early: the four of us invited, and Harding. Mr. Vale shook hands twice with us all round so heartily, that we might see, I thought, they bore no malice; and Mrs. Vales breakfast was a sight to do you good, with its jugs of cream and home-made sausages.

After that, came church: it looked like a procession turning out for it. Mr. and Mrs. Vale and the grandmother, an upright old lady with a China-crape shawl and white hair, us five and a man and maid-servant behind. The river lay on the right, the church was in front of us; people dotted the fields on their way to it, and the bells were ringing as they do at a wedding.

This is a different sort of Sunday from what we thought last Thursday it would be, I said in Tods ear when we were together for a minute at the gate.

Johnny, if I were older, and went in for that kind of thing, as perhaps I shall do sometime, I should like to put up a public thanksgiving in church to-day.

A public thanksgiving?

For mercies received.

I stared at Tod. He did not seem to heed it, but took his hat off and walked with it in his hand all across the churchyard.


XI.

THE BEGINNING OF THE END.

Perhaps this might be called the beginning of the end of the chain of events that I alluded to in that other paper. An end that terminated in distress, and death, and sorrow.

It was the half-year following that hunt of ours by moonlight. Summer weather had come in, and we were looking forward to the holidays, hoping the heat would last.

The half-mile field, so called from its length, on Vale Farm was being mowed. Sunday intervened, and the grass was left to dry until the Monday. The haymakers had begun to rake it into cocks. The river stretched past along the field on one side; a wooden fence bounded it on the other. It was out of all proportion, that field, so long and so narrow.

Tod and I and Sanker and Harry Vale were spending the Sunday at the Farm. Since that hunt last autumn Mr. and Mrs. Vale often invited us. There was no evening service, and we went into the hay-field, and began throwing the hay at one another. It was rare fun; they might almost have heard our shouts at Worcester House: and I dont believe but that every one of us forgot it was Sunday.

What with the sultry weather and the hay, some of us got into a tolerable heat. The river wore a tempting look; and Tod and Sanker, without so much as a thought, undressed themselves behind the trees, and plunged in. It was twilight then; the air had began to wear its weird silence; the shadows were putting on their ghastliness; the moon, well up, sailed along under white clouds.

I and Vale were walking slowly back towards the Farm, when a great cry broke over the water,  a cry as of something in pain; but whether from anything more than a night-bird, was uncertain. Vale stopped and turned his head.

A second cry: louder, longer, more distinct, and full of agony. It came from one of those two in the water. Vale flew back with his fleet foot  fleeter than any fellows in the school, except Tods and Snepps. As I followed, a startling recollection came over me, and I wondered how it was that all of us had been so senseless as to forget it: that one particular spot on the river was known to be dangerous.

Bear up; Im coming, shouted Vale. Dont lose your heads.

A foot-passenger walking on the other side the fence, saw something was wrong: if he did not hear Vales words, he heard the cry, and came cutting across the field, scattering the hay with his feet. And then I saw it was Baked Pie; which meant our mathematical master, Mr. Blair. They had given him at baptism the name of Pyefinch, after some old uncle who had money to leave; no second name, nothing but that: and the school had converted him into Baked Pie. But I dont think fathers and mothers have any right to put odd names upon helpless babies and send them out to be a laughing-stock to the world.

Blair was not a bad fellow, setting his name aside, and had gone in for honours at Cambridge. We reached the place together.

What is amiss, Ludlow?

I dont know, sir. Todhetley and Sanker are in the water; and weve heard cries.

In the water to-night! And there!

Vale, already in the middle of the river, was swimming back, holding up Sanker. But Tod was nowhere to be seen. Mr. Blair looked up and down; and an awful fear came over me. The current led down to Mr. Charles Vales mill  Vales uncle. More than one man had found his death there.

Oh, Mr. Blair! where is he? What has become of him?

Hush! breathed Blair. He was quietly slipping off some of his things, his eyes fixed on a particular part of the river. In he went, striking out without more splash than he could help, and reached it just as Tods head appeared above water. The third time of rising. I did not go in for such a girls trick as to faint; but I never afterwards could trace the minutes as they had passed until Tod was lying on the grass under the trees. That I remember always. The scene is before my eyes now as plainly as it was then, though more time has since gone by than perhaps youd think for: the treacherous river flowing on calmly, the quivering leaves overhead, through which the moon was glittering, and Tod lying there white and motionless. Mr. Blair had saved his life; there could be no question about that, saved it only by a minute of time; and I thought to myself Id never call him Baked Pie again.

Instead of standing moonstruck, Ludlow, suppose you make a run to the Farm and see what help you can get, spoke Mr. Blair. Todhetley must be carried there, and put between hot blankets.



Help was found. Sanker walked to the Farm, Tod was carried; and a regular bustle set in when they arrived there. Both were put to bed; Tod had come-to then. Mrs. Vale and the servants ran up and down like wild Indians; and the good old lady with the white hair insisted upon sitting up by Tods bedside all night.

No, mother, said Mr. Vale; some of us will do that.

My son, I tell you that I shall watch by him myself, returned the old lady; and, as they deferred to her always, she did.

When explanation of the accident was given  as much of it as ever could be given  it sounded rather strange. Both of them had been taken with cramp, and the river was not in fault, after all. Tod said that he had been in the water two or three minutes, when he was seized with what he supposed to be cramp in the legs, though he never had it before. He was turning to strike out for the bank, when he found himself seized by Sanker. They loosed each other in a minute, but Tod was helpless, and he sank.

Sankers story was very much the same. He was seized with cramp, and in his fear caught hold of Tod for protection. Tod was an excellent swimmer, Sanker a poor one; but while Sankers cramp grew better, Tods disabled him. Most likely, as we decided when we heard this, Sanker, who never went down at all, would have got out of the water without help; Tod would have been drowned but for Blair. He had sunk twice when the rescue came. Mr. Featherston, the man of pills who attended the school, said it was all through their having jumped into the water when they were in a white heat; the cold had struck to them. While Mrs. Hall, with her grave face, thought it was through their having gone bathing on a Sunday.

Whatever it was through, old Frost made a commotion. He was not severe in general, but he raised noise enough over this. What with one thing and another, the school, he declared, was being everlastingly upset.

Tod and Sanker came back from Mr. Vales the next day; Monday. The Doctor ordered them into his study, and sat there with his cane in his hand while he talked, rapping the table with it now and again as fiercely as if it had been their backs. And the backs would surely have had it but for having just escaped coffins.

All this would not have been much, but it was to lead to a great deal more. To quite a chain of events, as I have said; and to trouble and sorrow in the far-off ending. Hannah, at home, was fond of repeating to Lena what she called the sayings of poor Richard: For want of a nail the shoe was lost; for want of a shoe the horse was lost; for want of a horse the rider was lost; and all for the want of a little care about a horse-shoe nail. The horse-shoe nail and the mans loss seemed a great deal nearer each other than that Sunday nights accident, and what was eventually to come of it. A small mustard-seed, dropped into the ground, shoots forth and becomes in the end a great tree.

On the Wednesday, who should come over but the Squire, clasping Pyefinch Blairs hand in his, and saying with tears in his good old eyes that he had saved his sons life. Old Frost, you see, had written the news to Dyke Manor. Tod, strong and healthy in constitution, was all right again, not a hair of his head the worse for it; but Sanker had not escaped so well.

As early as the Monday night, the first night of his return home from Vale Farm, it began to come on; and the next morning the boys, sleeping in the same room, told a tale of Sankers having been delirious. He had sat up in bed and woke them all up with his cries, thinking he was trying to swim out of deep water, and could not. Next he said he wanted some water to drink; they gave him one draught after another till the big water-jug was emptied, but his thirst kept on saying More! more! Sanker did not seem to remember any of this. He came down with the rest in the morning, his face very white, except for a pinkish spot in the middle of his cheeks, and he thought the fellows must be chaffing him. The fellows told him they were not; and one, it was Bill Whitney, said they would not think of chaffing him just after his having been so nearly drowned.

It went on to the afternoon. Sanker ate no dinner, for I looked to see; he was but one amidst the many, and it was not noticed by the masters. And if it had been, theyd have thought that the ducking had taken away his appetite. The drawing-master, Wilson, followed suit with Hall, and said he was not surprised at their being nearly drowned, after making hay on the Sunday. But, about four oclock, when the first-class were before Dr. Frost with their Greek books, Sanker suddenly let his fall. Instead of stooping for it, his eyes took a far-off look, as if they were seeking for it round the walls of the room.

Lay hold of him, said Dr. Frost.

He did not faint, but seemed dull: it looked as much like a lazy fit as anything; and he was sensible. They put him to sit on one of the benches, and then he began to tremble.

He must be got to bed, said the Doctor. Mr. Blair, kindly see Mrs. Hall, will you. Tell her to warm it. Stay. Wait a moment.

Dr. Frost followed Mr. Blair from the hall. It was to say that Sanker had better go at once to the blue-room. If the bed there was not aired, or otherwise ready, Sankers own bedding could be taken to it. Ill give Mrs. Hall the orders myself, said the Doctor.



The blue-room  called so from its blue-stained walls  was the one used on emergencies. When we found Sanker had been taken there, we made up our minds that he was going to have an illness. Featherston came and thought the same.

The next day, Wednesday, he was in a sort of fever, rambling every other minute. The Squire said he should like to see him, and Blair took him upstairs. Sanker lay with the same pink hue on his cheeks, only deeper; and his eyes were bright and glistening. Hall, who was addicted to putting in her word on all occasions when it could tell against us boys, said if he had stayed two or three days in bed at Vale Farm, where he was first put, hed have had nothing of this. Perhaps Hall was right. It had been Sankers own doings to get up. When Mrs. Vale saw him coming downstairs, she wanted to send him back to bed again, but he told her he was quite well, and came off to school.

Sanker knew the Squire, and put out his hand. The Squire took it without saying a word. He told us later that to him Sankers face looked as if it had death in it. When he would have spoken, Sankers eyes had grown wild again, and he was talking nonsense about his class-books.

Johnny, boy, you sit in this room a bit at times; you are patient and not rough, said the Squire, when he went out to his carriage, for he had driven over. I have asked them to let you be up there as much as they can. The poor boy is very ill, and has no relatives near him.

Dwarf Giles, touching his hat to Tod and me, was at the horses heads, Bob and Blister. The cattle knew us: Im sure of it. They had had several hours rest in old Frosts stables while the Squire went on foot about the neighbourhood to call on people. Dr. Frost, standing out with us, admired the fine dark horses very much; at which Giles was prouder than if the Doctor had admired him. He cared for nothing in the world so much as those two animals, and groomed them with a will.

Youll take care that he wants for nothing, Doctor, I heard the Squire say as he shook hands. Dont spare any care and expense to get him well again; I wish to look upon this illness as my charge. It seems something like an injustice, you see, that my boy should come off without damage, and this poor fellow be lying there.

He took the reins and stepped up to his seat, Giles getting up beside him. As we watched the horses step off with the high step that the Squire loved, he looked back and nodded to us. And it struck me that, in this care for Sanker, the Pater was trying to make some recompense for the suspicion cast on him a year before at Dyke Manor.



It was a sharp, short illness, the fever raging, though not infectious; I had never been with any one in anything like it before, and I did not wish to be again. To hear how Sankers mind rambled, was marvellous; but some of us shivered when it came to raving. Very often hed be making hay; fighting against numbers that were throwing cocks at him, while he could not throw back at them. Then hed be in the water, buffeting with high waves, and shrieking out that he was drowning, and throwing his thin hot arms aloft in agony. Sometimes the trouble would be his lessons, hammering at Latin derivations and Greek roots; and next he was toiling through a problem in Euclid. One night when he was at the worst, old Featherston lost his head, and the next day Mr. Carden came posting from Worcester in his carriage.

There were medical men of renown nearer; but somehow in extremity we all turned to him. And his skill did not fail here. Whether it might be any special relief he was enabled to give, or that the disease had reached its crisis, I cannot tell, but from the moment Mr. Carden stood at his bedside, Sanker began to mend. Featherston said the next day that the worst of the danger had passed. It seemed to us that it had just set in; no rat was ever so weak as Sanker.

The holidays came then, and the boys went home: all but me. Sanker couldnt lift a hand, but he could smile at us and understand, and he said he should like to have me stay a bit with him; so they sent word from home I might. Mr. Blair stayed also; Dr. Frost wished it. The Doctor was subpœnaed to give evidence on a trial at Westminster, and had to hasten up to London. Blair had no relatives at all, and did not care to go anywhere. He told me in confidence that his staying there saved his pocket. Blair was strict in school, but over Sankers bed he got as friendly with me as possible. I liked him; he was always gentlemanly; and I grew to dislike their calling him Baked Pie as much as he disliked it himself.

You go out and get some air, Ludlow, he said to me the day after the school broke up, or we may have you ill next.

Upon that I demanded what I wanted with air. I had taken precious long walks with the fellows up to the day before yesterday.

You go, said he, curtly.

Go, Johnny, said Sanker, in his poor weak voice, which couldnt raise itself above a whisper. Im getting well, you know.

My way of taking the air was to sit down at one of the schoolroom desks and write to Tod. In about five minutes some one walked round the house as if looking for an entrance, and then stopped at the side-door. Putting my head out of the window, I took a look at her. It was a young lady in a plain grey dress and straw bonnet, with a cloak over her arm, and an umbrella put up against the sun. The back regions were turned inside out, for they had begun the summer cleaning that morning, and the cook came clanking along in pattens to answer the knock.

This is Dr. Frosts, I believe. Can I see him?

It was a sweet, calm, gentle voice. The cook, who had no notion of visitors arriving at the cleaning season, when the boys were just got rid of, and the Doctor had gone away, stared at her for a moment, and then asked in her surly manner whether she had business with Dr. Frost. That cook and old Molly at home might have run in a curricle, they were such a match in temper.

Business!  oh, certainly. I must see him, if you please.

The cook shook off her pattens, and went up the back stairs, leaving the young lady outside. As it was business, she supposed she must call Mr. Blair.

Somebody wants Dr. Frost, was her announcement to him. A girl at the side door.

Which of course caused Blair to suppose it might be a child from one of the cottages come to ask for help of some sort; as they did come sometimes. He thought Hall might have been called to her, but he went down at once; without his coat, and his invalid-room slippers on. Naturally, when he saw the young lady, it took him aback.

I beg your pardon, sir; I hope you will not deem me an intruder. I have just arrived here.

Blair stared almost as much as the cook had done. The face was so pleasant, the voice so refined, that he inwardly called himself a fool for showing himself to her in that trim. For once, speech failed him; a thing Blair had never done at mathematics, I can tell you; he had not the smallest notion who she was or what she wanted. And the silence seemed to frighten her.

Am I too late? she asked, her face growing white. Has the  the worse happened?

Happened to what? questioned Blair, for he never once thought of the sick fellow above, and was all at sea. Pardon me, young lady, but I do not know what you are speaking of.

Of my brother, Edward Sanker. Oh, sir! is he dead?

Miss Sanker! Truly I beg your pardon for my stupidity. He is out of danger; is getting well.

She sat down for a minute on the old stone bench beyond the door, roughed with the crowd of boys names cut in it. Her lips were trembling just a little, and the soft brown eyes had tears in them; but the face was breaking into a happy smile.



Oh, Dr. Frost, thank you, thank you! Somehow I never thought of him as dead until this moment, and it startled me.

Fancy her taking him for Frost! Blair was a good-looking fellow under thirty, slender and well made. The Doctor stood out an old guy of fifty, with a stern face and black knee-breeches.

My mother had your letter, sir, but she was not able to come. My father is very ill, needing her attention every moment; she strove to see on which side her duty lay  to stay with him, or to come to Edward; and she thought it must lie in remaining with papa. So she sent me. I left Wales last night.

Is Mr. Sankers a fever, too? asked Blair, in wonder.

No, an accident. He was hurt in the mine.

It was odd that it should be so; the two illnesses occurring at the same time! Mr. Sanker, it appeared, fell from the shaft; his leg was broken, and there were other injuries. At first they were afraid for him.

Blair fell into a dilemma. He wouldnt have minded Mrs. Sanker; but he did not know much about young ladies, not being accustomed to them. She got up from the bench.

Mamma bade me say to you, Dr. Frost  

I beg your pardon, interrupted Blair again. I am not Dr. Frost; the Doctor went to London this morning. My name is Blair  one of the masters. Will you walk in?

He shut her into the parlour on his way to call Hall, and to put on his boots and coat. Seeing me, he turned into the schoolroom.

Ludlow, are not the Sankers connections of yours?

Not of mine. Of Mrs. Todhetleys.

Its all the same. You go in and talk to her. I dont know what on earth to do. She has come to be with Sanker, but she wont like to stay here with only you and me. If the Doctor were at home it would be different.

She seems an uncommon nice girl, Mr. Blair.

Good gracious! went on Blair in his dilemma. The Doctor told me he had written to Wales some time ago; but he supposed Mrs. Sanker could not make it convenient to come; and yesterday he wrote again, saying there was no necessity for it, as Sanker was out of danger. I dont know what on earth to do with her, repeated Blair, who had a habit of getting hopelessly bewildered on occasions. Hall! Wheres Mrs. Hall?

As he went calling out down the flagged passage, a boy came whistling to the door, carrying a carpet-bag: Miss Sankers luggage. The coach she had had to take on leaving the rail put her down half-a-mile away, and she walked up in the sun, leaving her bag to be brought after her.

It seemed that we were going in for mistakes. When I went to her, and began to say who I was, she mistook me for Tod. It made me laugh.

Tod is a great, strong fellow, as tall as Mr. Blair, Miss Sanker. I am only Johnny Ludlow.

Edward has told me all about you both, she said, taking my hand, and looking into my face with her sweet eyes. Tods proud and overbearing, though generous; but you have ever been pleasant with him. I am afraid I shall begin to call you Johnny at once.

No one ever calls me anything else; except the masters here.

You must have heard of me  Mary?

But you are not Mary?

Yes, I am.

That she was telling truth any fellow might see, and yet at first I hardly believed her. Sanker had told us his sister Mary was beautiful as an angel. Her face had no beauty in it, so to say; it was only kind, nice, and loving. People called Mrs. Parrifer a beautiful woman; perhaps I had taken my notions of beauty from her; she had a Roman nose, and great big eyes that rolled about, had a gruff voice, and a lovely peach-and-white complexion (but people said it was paint), and looked three parts a fool. Mary Sanker was just the opposite to all this, and her cheeks were dimpled. But still she had not what people call beauty.

May I go up and see Edward?

I should think so. Mr. Blair, I suppose, will be back directly. He is looking very ill: you will not be frightened at him?

After picturing him in my mind as dead, he will not frighten me, however ill he may look.

I should say the young lady had better take off her bonnet afore going in. Young Mr. Sanker havent seen bonnets of late, and might be scared.

The interruption came from Hall; we turned, and saw her standing there. She spoke resentfully, as if Miss Sanker had offended her; and no doubt she had, by coming when the house was not in company order, and had nothing better to send in for dinner but cold mutton and half a rhubarb pie. Hall would have to get the mutton hashed now, which she would never have done for me and Blair.

Yes, if you please; I should much like to take my bonnet off, said Miss Sanker, going up to Hall with a smile. I think you must be Mrs. Hall. My brother has talked of you.

Hall took her to a room, and presently she came forth all fresh and nice, the travel dust gone, and her bright brown hair smooth and glossy. Her grey dress was soft, one that would not disturb a sick-room; it had a bit of white lace at the throat and wrists, and a little pearl brooch in front. She was twenty-one last birthday, but did not look as much.

Blair had been in to prepare Sanker, and his great eyes (only great since his illness) were staring for her with a wild expectation. You never saw brother and sister less alike; the one so nice, the other ugly enough to frighten the crows. Sanker had my hand clasped tight in his, when she stooped to kiss him. I dont think he knew it; but I could not get away. In that moment I saw how fond they were of each other.

Could not the mother come, Mary?

No, papa is  is not well, she said, for of course she would not tell him yet of any accident. Papa wanted her there, and you wanted her here; she thought her duty lay at home, and she was not afraid but that God would raise up friends to take care of you.

What is the matter with him?

Some complicated illness or other, Mary Sanker answered, in careless tones. He was a little better when I came away. You have been very ill, Edward.

He held up his wasted hand as proof, with a half smile; but it fell again.

I dont believe I should have pulled through it all, Mary, but for Blair.

Thats the gentleman I saw. The one without a coat. Has he nursed you?

Sanker motioned with his white lips. Right well, too. He, and Hall, and Johnny here. Old Hall is as good as gold when any of us are ill.

And pays herself out by being tarter than ever when we are well, I could not help saying: for it was the truth.

Blair saved Todhetleys life, Sanker went on. We used to call him Baked Pie before, and give him all the trouble we could.

Ought you to talk, Edward?

It is your coming that seems to give me strength for it, he answered. I did not know that Frost had written home.

There was a delay with the letters, or I might have been here three days ago, said Miss Sanker, speaking in penitent tones, as if she were in the habit of taking other peoples faults upon herself. While papa is not well, the clerk down at the mine opens the business letters. Seeing one directed to papa privately, he neither spoke of it nor sent it up, and for three days it lay unopened.

Sanker had gone off into one of his weak fits before she finished speaking: lying with his eyes and mouth wide open, between sleeping and waking. Hall came in and said with a tone that snapped Miss Sanker up, it wouldnt do: if people could not be there without talking, they must not be there at all. I dont say but that she was a capable nurse, or that when a fellow was downright ill, she spared the wine in the arrowroot, and the sugar in the tea. Mary Sanker sat down by the bedside, her finger on her lips to show that she meant to keep silence.

We had visitors later. Mrs. Vale came over, as she did most days, to see how Sanker was getting on; and Bill Whitney brought his mother. Mrs. Vale told Mary Sanker that she had better sleep at the Farm, as the Doctor was away; shed give her a nice room and make her comfortable. Upon that, Lady Whitney offered a spacious bed and dressing-room at the Hall. Mary thanked them both, saying how kind they were to be so friendly with a stranger; but thought she must go to the Farm, as it would be within a walk night and morning. Bill spoke up, and said the carriage could fetch and bring her; but Vale Farm was decided upon; and when night came, I went with her to show her the way.

Thats the water they went into, Miss Sanker; and thats the very spot behind the trees. She shivered just a little as she looked, but did not say much. Mrs. Vale met us at the door, and the old lady kissed Mary and told her she was a good girl to come fearlessly all the way alone from Wales to nurse her sick brother. When Mary came back the next morning, she said they had given her such a beautiful room, the dimity curtains whiter than snow, and the sheets scented with lavender.

Her going out to sleep appeased Hall;  that, or something else. She was gracious all day, and sent us in a couple of chickens for dinner. Mr. Blair cut them up and helped us. He had written to tell Dr. Frost in London of Miss Sankers arrival, and while we were at table a telegram came back, saying Mrs. Hall was to take care of Miss Sanker, and make her comfortable.

It went on so for three or four days; Mary sleeping at the Farm, and coming back in the morning. Sanker got well enough to be taken to a sofa in the pretty room that poor Mrs. Frost sat in nearly to the last; and we were all four growing very jolly, as intimate as if wed known each other as infants. I had taken to call her Mary, hearing Sanker do it so often; and twice the name slipped accidentally from Mr. Blair. The news from Wales was better and better. For visitors we had Mrs. Vale, Lady Whitney, and Bill, and old Featherston. Some of them came every day. Dr. Frost was detained in London. The trial did not come on so soon as it was put down for; and when it did, it lasted a week, and the witnesses had to stay there. He had written to Mary, telling her to make herself quite happy, for she was in good hands. He also wrote to Mrs. Vale, and to Hall.

Well, it was either the fourth or fifth day. I know it was on Monday; and at five oclock we were having tea for the first time in Sankers sitting-room, the table drawn near the sofa, and Mary pouring it out. It was the hottest of hot weather, the window was up as high as it would go, but not a breath of air came in. Therefore, to see Blair begin to shake as if he were taken with an ague, was something inexplicable. His face looked grey, his ears and hands had turned a sort of bluish white.

Halloa! said Sanker, who was the first to notice him. Whats the matter, sir?

Blair got up, and sat down again, his limbs shaking, his teeth chattering. Mary Sanker hastily put some of the hot tea into a saucer, and held it to his lips. His teeth rattled against the china; I thought they would bite a piece out of it; and in trying to take the saucer from Miss Sanker, the tea was spilt on the carpet.

Just call Mrs. Hall, Johnny, said Sanker, who had propped himself up on his elbow to stare.

Hall came, and Mr. Featherston came; but they could not make anything out of it except that Blair had had a shaking-fit. He was soon all right again (except for a burning heat); but the surgeon, given naturally to croak (or he wouldnt have got so frightened about Sanker when Mr. Carden was telegraphed for), said he hoped the mathematical master had not set in for fever.

He had set in for something. That was clear. The shaking-fits took him now and again, giving place to spells of low fever. Featherston was not sure whether it had not a typhoid character, he said; but the suspicion was quite enough, and our visitors fell off. Mrs. Vale was the only one who came; she laughed at supposing she could be afraid of it. So there we still were, we four; prisoners, as may be said; with some fever amongst us that perhaps might be of a typhoid character. Mr. Featherston said (or Hall, I forget which) that it must have been smouldering within him ever since the Sunday night when he jumped into the river, and Blair thought so himself.

Do not imagine he was as ill as Sanker had been. Nothing of the sort. He got up every morning, and was in Mrs. Frosts sitting-room with us until evening: but he grew nearly as weak as Sanker, and wanted pretty nearly as much waiting on. Sometimes his hands were like a burning coal; sometimes so cold that Mary would take them in hers to try and rub a little life into them. She was the gentlest nurse possible, and did not seem to think anything more of waiting on him than on her brother. Mrs. Hall would stand by and say there was nothing left for her to do.

One day Lady Whitney came over, braving the typhoid suspicion, and asked to see Miss Sanker in the great drawing-room; where she stood sniffing at a bottle of aromatic vinegar.



My dear, she said, when Mary went to her, I do not think this is at all a desirable position for you to be placed in. I should not exactly like it for one of my own daughters. Mr. Blair is a very gentleman-like man, and all that, with quite proper feelings no doubt; but sitting with him in illness is altogether different from sitting with your brother. Featherston tells me theres little or no danger of infection, and I have come to take you back to the Hall with me.

But Mary would not go. It was not the position she should have voluntarily chosen, but circumstances had led her into it, and she thought her duty lay in staying where she was at present, was the substance of her answer. Mr. Blair had nursed her brother through his dangerous illness, and it would be cruelly ungrateful to leave him, now that he was ill himself. It seemed a duty thrown expressly in her way, she added; and her mother approved of what she was doing.

So Lady Whitney went away (leaving the bottle of aromatic vinegar as a present for the sick-room) three parts convinced. Any way, when she got home, she said that Mary Sanker was a sweet, good girl, trusty to her fingers ends.

Im sure she was like sunshine in the room, and read to us out of the Bible just as Harry Vales fine old grandmother might have done. The first day that Sanker took a drive in a fly, he was tired afterwards, and went to bed and to sleep at tea-time. Towards sunset, before I walked with her to the Farm, Mary took the Book as usual; and then hesitated, as if in doubt whether to presume to read or not, Sanker being away.

Oh yes; yes, if you please, said Mr. Blair.

She began the tenth chapter of St. John. It is a passably long one, as every one knows; and when she laid the Book down again, Blair had his eyes shut and his head resting on the back of the easy chair where he generally sat. His face never looked more still and white. I glanced at Mary and she at me; we thought he was worse, and she went up to him.

I ought not to have read so long a chapter, she gently said. I fear you are feeling worse.

No; I was only thinking. Thinking what an angel you are, he added in low, impassioned, yet reverent tones, as he bent forward to look up in her face, and took both her hands for a moment in his.

She drew them away at once, saying, as she passed me, that she was going to put on her bonnet, and should be ready in a minute. Of course it might have been the reflection of the red sun-clouds, but I never saw any face so glowing in all my life.

The next move old Featherston made, was to decide that the fever was not of a typhoid character; and visitors came about us again. It was something like opening a public-house after a spell of closing; all the Whitneys flocked in together, except Sir John, who was in town for Parliament. Mrs. Hall was uncommonly short with every one. She had said from the first there was nothing infectious in the fever, told Featherston so to his face, and resented peoples having stayed away. I wrote home to tell them there. On the Saturday Dr. Frost arrived, and we were glad to see him. Blair was getting rather better then.

Well, that Sunday nights plunge in the water has had its revenge! remarked Dr. Frost. It only wants Todhetley and Vale to follow suit.

But neither of them had the least intention of following suit. On the Monday Tod arrived to surprise us, strong as ever. The Squire had trusted him to drive the horses: you should have seen them spanking in at the gate of Worcester House, pawing the gravel, as Tod in the high carriage, the ribbons in his hands, and the groom beside him, brought them up beautifully to the door. Some people called Tod ugly, saying his features were strong; but I know he promised to be the finest man in our two counties.

He brought an invitation for the sick and the well. When the two invalids were able to get to Dyke Manor, Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley expected to see them, for change of air. Mary Sanker and I were to go as soon as we liked. Which we did in a few days, and were followed by Sanker and Mr. Blair: both able to help themselves then, and getting well all one way.

It did not surprise people very much to hear that the mathematical master and Mary Sanker had fallen in love with one another. He (as Bill Whitneys mother had put in) was gentleman-like; a good-looking fellow to boot: and you have heard what she was. The next week but one after arriving at Dyke Manor, Blair took Mrs. Todhetley into his confidence, though he had said nothing to Mary. They would be sure to marry in the end, she privately told the Squire, for their likeness to each other had struck her at first sight.

Mary will not have a shilling, Mr. Blair; she will go to her husband (whenever she shall marry) with even a very poor outfit, Mrs. Todhetley explained, wishing Blair to fully understand things. Her father, Philip Sanker, was a gentleman bred and born, but his patrimony was small. He was persuaded to embark it in a Welsh mine, and lost all. Report said some roguery was at work, but I dont know that it was. It ended in his becoming overlooker on the very same mine, at a salary so small that they could hardly have reared their family anywhere but in Wales. Mary does not play, or draw, you see; she has no accomplishments.



She has what is a great deal better; she does not want them, answered Blair, his pale face lighting up.

In point of fact, the Sankers  as I fancy  have sacrificed the girls interests to the boys; they of course must have a thorough education, remarked Mrs. Todhetley. They are good people, both; you could not fail to like them. I sometimes think, Mr. Blair, that the children of these refined men and women (and Philip Sanker and his wife are that), compelled to live closely and to look at every sixpence before it is spent, turn out all the better for it.

I am sure they do, answered Blair, earnestly. It was my own case.

Taking Mrs. Todhetley into confidence meant as to his means as well as his love. He had saved a little money during the eight years he had been at work for himself  about two hundred pounds. It might be possible, he thought, to take a school with this, and set up a tent at once: he and Mary. Mrs. Todhetley shook her head; she could make as much of small sums as any one, but fancied this would scarcely be enough for what he wished.

There would be the furniture, she ventured to say with some hesitation, not liking to damp him.

I think that is often included in the purchase-money for the good-will, said Blair.

He had been acting on this notion before speaking to Mrs. Todhetley, and a friend of his in London, the Reverend Mr. Lockett, was already looking out for any schools that might be in the market. In a few days news came down of one to be disposed of in the neighbourhood of London. Mr. Lockett thought it was as good an investment as Blair was likely to find, he wrote word: only, the purchase-money, inclusive of furniture, was four hundred pounds instead of two.

It is of no use to think of it, said Mr. Blair, pushing his curly hair (they used to say he was vain of it at Frosts) from his perplexed brow. My two hundred pounds will not go far towards that.

It seems to me that the first step will be to go up and see the place, remarked Mrs. Todhetley. If what Mr. Lockett says of the school be true; that is, if the people who have the disposal of it are not deceiving him; it must be a very good thing.

I suppose you mean that half the purchase-money should remain on it as a mortgage, to be paid off later, cried Blair, seizing the idea and brightening up.

No; not exactly, said Mrs. Todhetley, getting as red as a rose, for she did not like to tell him what she did mean; it looked rather like a conspiracy.



Look here, Blair, cried the Squire, taking him in the garden by the button-hole, I will see about the other two hundred. You go up and make inquiries on the spot; and perhaps Ill go too; I should like a run up; and if the affair is worth your while, well pay the money down on the nail, and so have done with it.

It was Blairs turn to grow red now. Do you mean, sir, that you  that you  would advance the half of the money? But it would be too generous. I have no claim on you  

No claim on me! burst forth the Squire, in a passion, pinning him against the wall of the pigeon-house. No claim on me! When you saved my son from drowning only a few weeks ago! And had an ague through it! No claim on me! What next will you say?

But that was nothing, sir. Any man, with the commonest feelings of humanity, would jump into the water if he saw a fellow-creature sinking.

Commonest fiddlestick! roared the Squire. If this school is one likely to answer your purpose, you put down your two hundred pounds, and I will see to the rest. There! Well go up to-day.

Oh, sir, I never expected this. Perhaps in a year or two I shall be able to pay the money back again: but the goodness I can never repay.

Dont you trouble your head about paying me back till youre asked to do it, retorted the Squire, mortally offended at the notion. If you are too proud to take it and say nothing about it, Ill give it to Mary Sanker instead of you. I will, too. Mind, sir! that half shall be your wifes, not yours.

If youll believe me, there were tears in old Blairs eyes. He was soft at times. The Squire gave him another thrust, which nearly sent Blair into the pigeon-house, and then walked off with his head up and his nankeen coat-skirts held out behind, to watch Drew give the green meat to the pigs. Blair got over his push, and went to find Miss Mary, his thin cheeks alight with a spot as red as Sankers had worn when his illness was coming on.

They went up to London that day. The Squire had plenty of sense when he chose to exercise it; and instead of trusting to his own investigation and Blairs (which would have been the likeliest thing for him to do in general) he took a lawyer to the spot.

It proved to be all right. The gentleman giving up the school had made some money at it, and was going abroad to his friends, who had settled in Queensland. Any efficient man, he said to the Squire, able to keep pupils when once he had secured them, could not fail to do well at it. The clergyman, Mr. Lockett, had called on one or two of the parents, who confirmed what was asserted. Altogether it was a straightforward thing, but they wouldnt abate a shilling of the four hundred pounds.

The Squire concluded the bargain on the spot, for other applicants were after it, and there was danger in delay. He came back to Dyke Manor; and the next thing he did was to accompany Mary Sanker home, and tell the news there.

Mr. Blair stayed in London to take possession, and get things in order. He had only time for a few days flying visit to Mr. and Mrs. Sanker in Wales before opening his new school. There was no opposition there: people are apt to judge prospects according to their own circumstances; and they seemed to think it a good offer for Mary.

There was no opposition anywhere. Dr. Frost found a new mathematical master without trouble, and sent Blair his best wishes and a full set of plated spoons and forks and things, engraved with the initials P. M. B. He was wise enough to lay out the sum he wished to give in useful things, instead of a silver tea-pot or any other grand article of that kind, which would not be brought to light once a year.

Blair cribbed a weeks holiday at Michaelmas, and went down to be married. We saw them at the weeks end as they passed through Worcester station. Mary looked the same sweet girl as ever, in the same quiet grey dress (or another that was related to it); and Blair was jolly. He clasped the Squires hands as if he wanted to take them with him. We handed in a big basket of grapes and nectarines from Mrs. Todhetley; and Marys nice face smiled and nodded her thanks to the last, as the train puffed on.

Good luck to them! said Tod.

Good luck to them. You will hear what luck they had.

For this is not the end of that Sunday nights work, or it would have hardly been worth relating, seeing that people get married every day, and no one thinks cheese of it but themselves. The end has to come.


XII.

JERRYS GAZETTE.

The school, taken to by Mr. Blair, was in one of the suburbs of London. It may be as well not to mention which of them; but some of the families yet living there cannot fail to remember the circumstances when they read this. For what I am going to tell you of is true. It did not happen last year; nor the year before. When it did happen, is of no consequence to any one.

When Pyefinch Blair got into the house, he found that it had some dilapidations, which had escaped his notice, and would have to be repaired. Not an uncommon case by any means. Mr. Blair paid the four hundred pounds for the school, including the furniture and good-will, and that drained him of his money. It was not a bad bargain, as bargains go. He then had the house put into fair order, and bought a little more furniture that seemed necessary to him, intending that his boys should be comfortable, as well as the young wife he was soon to bring home.

The school did not profess to be one of those higher-class schools that charge a hundred a year and extras. It was moderate in terms and moderate in size; the pupils being chiefly sons of well-to-do tradesmen, some of them living on the spot. At first, Blair (bringing with him his Cambridge notions) entertained thoughts of raising the school to a higher price and standard. But it would have been a risk; almost like beginning a fresh venture. And when he found that the school paid well, and masters and boys got on comfortably, he dropped the wish.

More than two years went by. One evening, early in February, Mrs. Blair was sitting by the parlour fire after tea, with a great boy on her lap, who was forward with his tongue, and had just begun to walk with a totter. I dont think you could have seen much difference in her from what she was as Mary Sanker. She had the same neat sort of dress and quiet manner, the fresh gentle face and sweet eyes, and the pretty, smooth brown hair. Her husband told her sometimes that she would spoil the boys with kindness. If any one fell into disgrace, she was sure to beg him off; it was wonderful what a good mother she was to them, and only twenty-four years old yet.

Mr. Blair was striding the carpet with his head down, as one in perplexed thought, a scowl upon his brow. It was something unusual, for he was always bright. He was as slender and good-looking a fellow as he used to be. Mrs. Blair noticed him and spoke.

Have you a headache, Pyefinch? She had long ago got over the odd sound of his Christian name. Habit familiarizes most things.

No.

What is it, then?

He did not make any answer; seemed not to hear her. Mrs. Blair put the boy down on the hearthrug. The child was baptized Joseph, after Squire Todhetley, whom they persisted in calling their best friend.

Run to papa, Joe. Ask him what the matter is.

The young gentleman went swaying across the carpet, with some unintelligible language of his own. Mr. Blair had no resource but to pick him up: and he carried him back to his mother.

What is the matter, Pyefinch? she asked again, taking his hand. I am sure you are not well.

I am quite well, he said; but I have got into a little bother lately. What ails me this evening is, that I find I must tell you of it, and I dont like to do so. There, Mary, send the child away.

She knew the nursemaid was busy; would not ring, but carried him out herself. Mr. Blair was sitting down when she returned, staring into the fire.

I had hoped you would never know it, Mary; I had not intended that you should. The fact is  

Mr. Blair stopped. His wife glanced at him; a serene calm in her eyes, a firm reliance in her loving tone.

Do not hesitate, Pyefinch. The greater the calamity, the more need that I should hear it.

Nay, it is no such great mischief as to be called a calamity. When I took to this house and school, I incurred a debt, and I am suddenly called upon to pay it.

Do you mean Mr. Todhetleys?

A smile at the question crossed the schoolmasters face. Mr. Todhetleys was a present; I thought you understood that, Mary. When I would have spoken of returning it, you may remember that he went into a passion.

What debt is it, then?

I paid four hundred pounds, you know, for the school; half of it I had saved; the other half was given by Mr. Todhetley. Well and good, so far. But I had not thought of one thing  the money that would be wanted for current expenses, and for the hundred and one odd things that stare you in the face upon taking to a new concern. Repairs had to be done, furniture to be bought in; and not a penny coming in until the end of the quarter: not much then, for most of the boys pay half-yearly. Lockett, who was down here most days, saw that if I could not get some money to go on with, there would be no resource but to re-sell the school. He bestirred himself, and got me the loan of a hundred and fifty pounds from a friend, at only five per cent. interest. This money I am suddenly called upon to repay.

But why?

Because he from whom I had it is dead, and the executors have called it in. It was Mr Wells.

She recognized the name as that of a gentleman with whom they had been slightly acquainted; he had died suddenly, in the prime of life.

Has any of it been paid off?

None. I could have repaid a portion every half-year as it came round, but Mr. Wells would not let me. You had a great deal better use it in improving the school and getting things comfortable about you; I am in no hurry, was his invariable rejoinder. Lockett thought he meant eventually to make me a present of the money, being a wealthy man without near relatives. Of course I never looked for anything of the sort; but I was as easy as to the debt as though I had not contracted it.

Will the executors not let you have the use of the money still?

You should see their curt note, ordering its immediate repayment! Lockett seems more vexed at the turn affairs have taken than even I am. He was here to-day.

Mrs. Blair sat in silent reflection, wishing she had known of this. Many an odd shilling that she had thought justified in spending, she would willingly have recalled now. Not that they could have amounted to much in the aggregate. Presently she looked at her husband.

Pyefinch, it seems to me that theres only one thing to do. You must borrow the sum from some one else, which of course will make us only as much in debt as we are now; and we must pay it off by instalments as quickly as we possibly can.

It is what Lockett and I have decided on already as the only course. Why, Mary, this worry has been on our minds for a fortnight past, he added, turning quickly. But now that it has come to borrowing again, and not from a friend, I felt that I ought to tell you. Besides, theres another thing.



Go on, she said.

We have found a man to advance the money. Lockett and I picked him out from the Times advertisements. These fellows are awful rogues, for the most part; but this is not one of the worst. Lockett made inquiries of a parishioner of his who understands these things, and finds Gavity (thats his name) is tolerably fair for a professional money-lender. I shall have to pay him higher interest. And he wants me to give him a bill of sale on the furniture.

A bill of sale on the furniture! What is that?

That is what I meant when I said there was another thing, replied Mr. Blair. Wells was content with my note of hand; this man requires security on my goods. It is a mere matter of form in my case, he says. As I am doing well, and theres no fear of my not keeping the interest paid up, I suppose it is. In two or three years from this, all being well, the debt itself will be wiped off.

Oh yes; I hope so. The school is prosperous.

Her tone was anxious, and Mr. Blair detected it. But for considering that she ought to know it, he would rather have kept this trouble to himself. And he was not sure upon another point: whether, in giving this bill of sale upon the furniture, Mr. Gavity might deem it essential to come in and take a list, article by article, bed by bed, table by table. If so, it would not have been possible to conceal it from her. He mentioned this. She, with himself, could not understand the necessity of their furniture being brought into the transaction at all, seeing that there could be no doubt as to their ability to repay. The one knew just as much about bills of sale and the rights they gave, as the other: and, that, was nothing.

And now that the communication to his wife was off his mind  for in that had lain the chief weight  Mr. Blair was more at ease. As they sat talking together, discussing the future in all its aspects, the shadow lifted itself, and things looked brighter. It did not seem to either of them so formidable a matter after all. It was only changing one creditor for another, and paying a little higher interest.

The transaction was accomplished. Gavity advanced the money, and took the bill of sale upon the furniture. He shot up the expenses  as money-lenders of his stamp generally do  and brought up the loan to a hundred and eighty, instead of a hundred and fifty. Still, taking things for all in all, the position was perhaps as fair and hopeful a one as can be experienced under debt. It was but a temporary clog; Mr. and Mrs. Blair both knew that. The school was flourishing; their prospects were good; they were young, and healthy, and hopeful. And though Mr. Gavity would of course exact his rights to the uttermost farthing, he had no intention of playing the rogue. In all candour let it be avowed, the gentleman money-lender did not see that it was a case affording scope for it.



I had to tell that much as well as I could, seeing that it only came to me by hearsay in the future.

And now to go back a little while, and to ourselves at Dyke Manor.

After their marriage the Squire did not lose sight of Mr. and Mrs. Blair. A basket of things went up now and then, and the second Christmas they were invited to come down; but Mary wrote to decline, on account of Joe, the baby. Let them leave Joe at home, cried Tod; but Mrs. Todhetley, shaking her head, said the dear little infant would come to sad grief without its mother. Soon after that, when the Squire was in London, he took the omnibus and went to see them, and told us how comfortably they were getting on.

Years went round to another Christmas, when the exacting Joe would be some months over two years old. In the passing of time you are apt to lose sight of interests, unless they are close ones; and for some months we had heard nothing of the Blairs. Mrs. Todhetley spoke of it one evening.

Send them a Christmas hamper, said the Squire.

The Christmas hamper went. With a turkey and ham, and a brace of pheasants in it; some bacon and apples to fill up, and sweet herbs and onions. Lena put in her favourite doll, dressed as a little mother, for young Joe. It had a false arm; and no legs, so to say: Hugh cut the feet off one day, and Hannah had to sew the stumps up. We hoped they would enjoy it all, including the doll, and drank good luck to them on Christmas Day.

A week and a half went on, and no news came. Mrs. Todhetley grew uneasy about the hamper, feeling sure it had been confiscated by the railway. Mary Blair had always written so promptly to acknowledge everything sent to them.

One January day the letter came in by the afternoon post. We knew Marys handwriting. The Squire and Madam were at the Sterlings, and it was nine oclock at night when they drove in. Mrs. Todhetleys face ached, which was quite usual she had a white handkerchief tied round it. When they were seated round the fire, I remembered the letter, and gave it to her.

Now to hear the fate of the hamper! she exclaimed, carrying it to the lamp. But, what with the face-ache, and what with her eyes, which were not so good by candle-light as they used to be, Mrs. Todhetley could not read the contents readily. She looked at the writing, page after page, and then gave a short scream of dismay. Something was wrong.

Those thieves have grabbed the hamper! cried the Squire.

No; I think the Blairs have had the hamper. I fear it is something worse, she said faintly. Perhaps you will read it aloud.

The Squire put his spectacles on as he took the letter. We gathered round the table, waiting. Mrs. Todhetley sat with her head aside, nursing her cheek; and Tod, who had been reading, put his book down. The Squire hammered a good deal over the writing, which was not so legible as Marys was in general. She appeared to have meant it for Mrs. Todhetley and the Squire jointly.



My very Dear Friends,

If I have delayed writing to you it was not for want of in-ingredients  

Ingredients! cried one of us.

It must be gratitude, corrected the Squire. Dont interrupt.

Gratitude for your most welcome and liberal present, but because my heart and hands have alike shrunk from the ex  ex  explanation it must entail. Alas! a series of very terrible misfortunes have overwormed  overwhelmed us. We have had to give up our school and our prospects together, and to turn out of our once happy dome.

Dome! put in Tod.

I suppose its home, said the Squire. This confounded lamp is as dim as it can be to-night! And he went on fractiously.

Through no fault of my husbands he had to borrow a hundred and fifty pounds nearly twelve months ago. The man he had it from was a money-lender, a Mr. Gavity; he charged a high rate of interest, and brought the cost up to about thirty pounds; but we have no reason to think he wished to act un  unfar  unfairly by us. He required security  which I suppose was only reasonable. The Reverend Mr. Lockett offered himself; but Gavity said parsons were slippers.

Good gracious! said Mrs. Todhetley.

The words slippery, I expect, cried the Squire with a frown. One would think she had emptied the water-bottle into the inkpot.

Gavity said parsons were slippery; meaning that they were often worth no more than their word. He took, as security, a bill of sale on the furnace. Stay,  furniture. Our school was quite prosperous; there was not the slightest doubt that in a short time the whole of the debt could be cleared off; so we had no hesitation in letting him have the bill of sale. And no harm would have come of it, but for one dreadful misfortune, which (as it seems) was a necessary part of the attendant proceedings. My husband got put into Jer  Jer  Jerrys Gazelle.

Jerrys Gazelle?

Jerrys Gazette, corrected the Squire.

Jerrys Gazette?

We all spoke at once. He stared at the letters and then at us. We stared back again.

It is Jerrys Gazette  as I think. Come and see, Joe.

Tod looked over the Squires shoulder. It certainly looked like Jerrys Gazette, he said; but the ink was pale.

Jerrys Gazette. Go on, father. Perhaps youll find an explanation further on.

This Jerrys Gazette, it appears, is circulated chiefly (and I think privately) amongst comical men  commercial men; merchants, and tradespeople. When they read its list of names, they know at once who is in difficulties. Of course they saw my husbands name there, Pyefinch Blair; unfortunately a name so peculiar as not to admit of any doubt. I did not see the Gazette, but I believe the amount of the debt was stated, and that Gavity (but I dont know whether he was mentioned by name) had a bill of sale on our household furniture.

What the dickens is Jerrys Gazette? burst forth the Squire, giving the letter a passionate flick. I know but of one Gazette, into which men of all conditions go, whether they are made lords or bankrupts. Whats this other thing?

He put up his spectacles, and stared at us all again, as if expecting an answer. But he might as well have asked it of the moon. Mrs. Todhetley sat with the most hopeless look you ever saw on her face. So he went on reading again.

We knew nothing about Jerrys Gazette ourselves, or that there was such a pub  pub  publication, or that the transaction had appeared in it; and could not imagine why the school began to fall off. Some of the pupils were taken away, at once, some at Lady-day; and by Midsummer nearly every one had left. We used to lie awake night after night, grieving and wondering what could be the matter, searching in vain for any cause of offence, given unwittingly to the boys or their parents. Often and often we got up in the morning to go about our days work, never having closed our eyes. At last, a gentleman, whose son had been one of the first renewed  removed, told Pyefinch the truth: that he had appeared in Jerrys Gazette. The fathers who subscribed to Jerrys Gazette had seen it for themselves; and they informed the others.

The devil take Jerrys Gazette, interrupted Tod, deliberately. This reads like an episode of the Secret Inquisition, sir, in the days of the French Revolution.

It reads like a thing that an honest Englishmans ears ought to redden to hear of, answered the Squire, as he put the lamp nearer, for his outstretched arms were getting cramped.

Pyefinch went round to every one of the boys fathers. Some would not see him, some not hear him; but to those who did, he imported  imparted  the whole circumstances; showing how it was that he had had to borrow the money (or rather to re-borrow it, but I have not time in this letter to go so far into detail), and that it could not by any possibility injure the boys or touch their interests. Most of them, he said, were very kind and sympathizing, so far as words went, saying that in this case Jerrys Gazette appeared to have been the means of inflicting a cruel wrong; but they would not agree to replace their sons with us. They either declined point-blank, or said theyd consider of it; but you see the greater portion of the boys were already placed at other schools. All of them told Pyefinch one thing  that they were thoroughly satisfied with his treatment in every respect, and but for this interruption would probably have left their sons with him as long as they wanted intrusion  instruction. The long and short of it was this, my dear friends: they did not choose to have their sons educated by a man who was looked upon in the commercial world as next door to a bankrupt. One of them delicately hinted as much, and said Mr. Blair must be aware that he was liable to have his house topped  stripped  at any moment under the bill of sale. We said to ourselves that evening, as Pyefinch and I talked together, that we might have removed boys of our own from a school under the same circumstances.

Thats true enough, murmured Mrs. Todhetley.

My letter has grown very long and I must hasten to conclude it. Just before the rent was due at Michaelmas (we paid it half-yearly, by agreement) Gavity put the bill of sale into force. One morning several men came in and swept off the furniture. We were turned out next: though indeed to have attempted to remain in that large house were folly. The landlord came in a passion, and told Pyefinch that he would put him in prison if he were worth it; as he was not, he had better go out of the pitch  place  forthwith, as another tenant was ready to take possession. Since then we have been staying here, Pyefinch vainly seeking to get some employment. What we hoped was, that he would obtain an under-mastership to some public fool  



Fool, sir!

School. But it seems difficult. He sends his best regards to you, and bids me say that the reason you have not heard from us so long is, that we could not bear to tell you the ill news after your former kindness to us. The arrival of the hamper leaves us no resource.

Thank you for that. Thank you very truly. The people at the old house have our address, and re-directed it here. We received it early on Christmas Eve. How good the things were, you do not need to be told. I stuffed the turkey  I shall make a famous cook in time  and sent it to the backhouse  bakehouse. You should have seen the pill  picture  it was when it came home. Believe me, my dear friends, we are both of us grateful for all your kindness to us, past and present. Little Joe is so delighted with the doll, he scarcely puts it out of his arms. Our best love to all, including Hugh and Lena. Thank Johnny for the beautiful new book he put in. I must apologize in conclusion for my writing; the ink we get in these penny bottles is pale; and baby has been on my lap all the time, never easy a minute. Do not say anything of all this, please, should you be writing to Wales.

Ever most truly yours,
Mary Blair.
13, Diffords Buildings, Paddington.



The Squire put the letter down and his spectacles on it, quite solemnly. You might have heard a pin drop in that room.

This is a thing that must be inquired into. I shall go up to-morrow.

And Id go too, sir, but for my engagement to the Whitneys, said Tod.

She must mean, in speaking of a baby, that theres another, spoke Mrs. Todhetley, in a frightened sort of whisper. Besides little Joe. Dear me!

I dont understand it, stamped the Squire, getting red. Turned out of house and home through Jerrys Gazette! Do we live in England, Id like to ask?  under English laws?  enjoying English rights and freedom? Jerrys Gazette? What the deuce is Jerrys Gazette? Where does it come from? What issues it? The Lord Chamberlains Office?  or Scotland Yard?  or some Patent society that weve not heard of, down here? The girl must have been imposed upon: her statement wont hold water.

It looks as though she had been, sir.

Looks like it, Johnny! It must be so, said the Squire, growing warmer. I have temporary need of a sum of money, and I borrow it straightforwardly, honestly purposing and undertaking to pay it back with good interest, but not exactly wanting my neighbours to know about it; and youd like me to believe that theres some association, or publication, or whatever else it may be, that wont allow this to be done privately, but must pounce upon the transaction, and take it down in print, and send it round to the public, just as if it were a wedding or a burying!

The Squire had grown redder than a roost-cock. He always did when tremendously put out, and the matter would not admit of calling in old Jones the constable.

Folly! Moonshine! Blair, poor fellow, has been slipping into some disaster, had his furniture seized, and so invents this fable to appease his wife, not liking to tell her the truth. Jerrys Gazette! When I was a youngster, my father took me to see an exhibition in Worcester called Jerrys Dogs. The worst damage you could get there was a cold, from the holes in the canvas roof, or a pitch over the front into the sawdust. But in Jerrys Gazette, according to this tale, you may be damaged for life. Dont tell me! Do we live in Austria, or France, or any of those places, where  as its said  a man cant so much as put on a pair of clean stockings in a morning, but its laid before high quarters in black and white at mid-day by the secret police! No, you need not tell me that.

I never heard of Jerrys Gazette in all my life; I dont know whether it is a stage performance or something to eat; but I feel convinced Mary Blair would not write this without having good grounds for it, said Tod, bold as usual.

And do you know  though you may be slow to believe it  the Squire had taken latterly to listen to him. He turned his red old face on him now, and some of its fierceness went out of it.

Then, Joe, all I can say is this  that English honour and English notions have changed uncommonly from what they used to be. Live and let live was one of our mottoes; and most of us tried to act up to it. I know no more of this, striking his hand on the letter, than you know, boys; and I cannot think but that she must have been under some unaccountable mistake in writing it. Any way, Ill go up to London to-morrow: and if you like, Johnny, you can go with me.

We went up. I did not feel sure of it until the train was off, for Tod seemed three-parts inclined to give up the shooting at the Whitneys, and start for London instead; in which case the Squire might not have taken me. Tod and some more young fellows were invited to Whitney Hall for three days, to a shooting-match.

It was dusk when we reached London, and as cold as charity. The Squire turned into the railway hotel and had some chops served, but did not wait for a regular dinner. When once he was in for impatience, he was in for it.



Diffords Buildings, Paddington, had been the address, so we thought it would not be far to go. The Squire held on in his way along the crowded streets, as if he were about to set things to rights, elbowing the people, and asking the road at every turn. Some did not know Diffords Buildings, and some directed us wrongly; but we got there at last. It was in a narrow, quiet street; a row of what Londoners call eight-roomed houses, with little gates opening to the square patches of smoky garden, and Diffords Buildings written up as large as life at the corner.

Lets see, said the Squire, looking sideways at the windows. Number thirteen, was it not, Johnny?

Yes, sir.

Diffords Buildings were not well lighted, and there was no seeing the numbers. The Squire stopped before the one he thought must be thirteen; when some one came out at the house-door, shutting it behind him, and met us at the gate. A youngish clergyman in a white necktie. He and the Squire stood looking at each other in the gathering darkness.

Can you tell me if Mr. Blair lives here?

Yes, he does, was the answer. I think  I think I have the pleasure of speaking to Mr. Todhetley.

The Squire knew him then  the Reverend Mr. Lockett. They had met when Blair first took to the school.

What is all this extraordinary history? burst forth the Squire, seizing him by the button of his great-coat, and taking him a few yards further on. Mrs. Blair has been writing us a strange rigmarole, which nobody can make head or tail of; about ruin, and sales, and something she calls Jerrys Gazette.

Ay, quietly answered the clergyman in a tone of pain, as he put his arm inside the Squires, and they paced slowly up and down. It is one of the saddest histories my experience has ever had to do with.

The Squire was near coming to an explosion in the open street. Will you be pleased to tell me, sir, whether there exists such a thing as Jerrys Gazette, or whether it is a fable? I have heard of Jerrys Performing Dogs; went to see em once: but I dont know what this other invention can be.

Certainly there is such a thing, said Mr. Lockett. It is, I fancy, a list of people who unfortunately get into difficulties; at least, people who fall into difficulties seem to get shown up in it. I am told it is meant chiefly for private circulation: which may imply, as I imagine (but here I may be wrong) what may be called secret circulation. Blair had occasion to borrow a little money, and his name appeared in it. From that moment he was a marked man, and his school fell off.



Goodness bless my soul! cried the Squire solemnly, completely taken aback at hearing Marys letter confirmed. Who gives Jerrys Gazette the right to do this?

I dont know about the right. It seems it has the power.

It is a power I never heard of before, sir. We have a parson, down our way, who tells us every Sunday the worlds coming to an end. I think it must be. I know its getting too clever for me to understand. If a man has the misfortune (perhaps after years of struggling that nobody knows anything about but himself) to break up at last, he goes into the countrys Gazette in a straightforward manner, and the public read it over their breakfast-tables, and theres nothing underhand about it. But as to this other thing  if I comprehend the matter rightly  Blair did not as much as know of its existence, or that his name was going into it.

I am sure he did not; or I, either, said Mr. Lockett.

I should like its meaning explained, then, cried the Squire, getting hotter and angrier. Is it a fair, upright, honest thing; or is it a sort of Spanish Inquisition?

I cannot tell you, answered the parson, as they both stood still. Mr. Blair was informed by the father of one of his pupils that he believed the sheet was first of all set up as a speculation, and was found to answer so well that it became quite an institution. I do not know whether this is true.

I have heard of an institution for idiots, but I never heard of one for selling up mens chairs and tables, stormed the Squire. No, sir, and I dont believe it now. I might take up my standing to-morrow on the top of the Monument, and say to the public, Here I am, and Ill ferret out what I can about you, and whisper it to one another of you; and so bring a serpents trail on the unsuspecting heads, and altogether play Old Gooseberry with the crowds below me. Do you suppose, sir, the Lord Chancellor would wink his eye at me, stuck aloft there at my work, and would tolerate such a spectacle?

I fear the Lord Chancellor has not much to do with it, said Mr. Lockett, smiling at the Squires random logic.

Then suppose we say good men  public opinion  commercial justice and honour? Come!

He shook the frail railings, on which his hand was resting, until they nearly came to grief. Mr. Lockett related the particulars of the transaction from the beginning; the original debt, which Blair was suddenly called upon to pay off, and the contraction of the one to Gavity. He said that he himself had had as much to do with it as Blair, in the capacity of friend and adviser, and felt almost as though he were responsible for the turn affairs had taken; which had caused him scarcely to enjoy an easy moment since. The Squire began to abuse Gavity, but Mr. Lockett said the man did not appear to have had any ill intention. As to his having sold off the goods  if he had not sold them, the landlord would have done so.

And whats Blair doing now? asked Mr. Todhetley.

Battling with illness for his life, said the clergyman. I have just been praying with him.

The Squire retreated towards the lamp-post, as if some one had given him a blow. Mr. Lockett explained further.

It was in September that they had left their home. His own lodging and the church of which he was curate were in Paddington, and he found rooms for Blair and his wife in the same neighbourhood  two parlours in Diffords Buildings. Blair (who had lost heart so terribly as to be good for little) spared no time or exertion in seeking for something to do. He tried to get into Kings College; they liked his appearance and testimonials, but at present had no vacancy: he tried private schools for an ushership, but did did not get one: nothing seemed to be vacant just then. Then he tried for a clerks place. Day after day, ill or well, rain or fine, feasting or fasting, he went tramping about London streets. At last, one of those who had had sons at his school, gave him some out-door employment  that of making known a new invention and soliciting customers for it from shop to shop: Blair to be paid on commission. Naturally, he did not let weather hinder him, and would come home to Diffords Buildings at night, wet through. There had been a great deal of rain in November and December. But he got wet once too often, and was attacked with rheumatic fever. The fever was better now; but the weakness it had left was dangerous.

She did not say anything about this in her letter, interrupted the Squire resentfully, when Mr. Lockett had explained so far.

Blair told her not to do so. He thought if their position were revealed to the friends who had once shown themselves so kind, it might look almost like begging for help again.

Blairs a fool! roared the Squire.

Mrs. Blair has not made the worst of it to her family in Wales. It would only distress them, she says, for they could not help her. Mr. Sanker has been ill again for some time past, has not been allowed, I believe, to draw his full salary, and theres no doubt they want every penny of their means for themselves; and more too.

How have they lived here? asked the Squire, as we went slowly back to the gate.

Blair earned a little while he could get about; and his wife has been enabled to procure some kind of wool-work from a warehouse in the city, which pays her very well, said the clergyman, dropping his voice to a whisper, as if he feared to be overheard. Unfortunately theres the baby to take up much of her time. It was born in October, soon after they came there.

And I should like to know what business there has to be a baby? cried the Squire, who was like a man off his head. Couldnt the baby have waited for a more convenient season?

It might have been better; it is certainly a troublesome, crying little thing, said the parson. Yes, you can go straight in: the parlour door is on the right. I have a service this evening at seven, and shall be late for it. This is your son, I presume, sir?

My son! law bless you! My son is a strapping young fellow, six feet two in his stockings. This is Johnny Ludlow.

He shook hands pleasantly, and was good enough to say he had heard of me. The Squire went on, and I with him. There was no lamp in the passage, and we had to feel on the right for the parlour door.

Come in, called out Mary, in answer to the knock. I knew her voice again.

We cant help our thoughts. Things come into the mind without leave or licence; and it is no use saying they ought not to, or asking why they do. Nearly opposite the door in the small room was the fireplace. Mary Blair sat on a low stool before it, doing some work with coloured wools with a big hooked needle, a baby in white lying flat on her lap, and the little chap, Joe, sitting at her feet. All in a moment it put me in mind of Mrs. Lease, sitting on her stool before the fire that day long ago (though in point of fact, as I discovered afterwards, hers had been a bucket turned upside down) with the sick child on her lap, and the other little ones round her. Why this, to-night, should have reminded me of that other, I cannot say, but it did; and in the light of an omen. You must ridicule me if you choose: it is not my fault; and I am telling nothing but the truth. Lease had died. Would Pyefinch Blair die?

The Squire went in gingerly, as if he had been treading on ploughshares. The candle stood on the mantel-piece, a table was pushed back under the window. Altogether the room was poor, and a small saucepan simmered on the hob. Mary turned her head, and rose up with a flushed face, letting the work fall on the babys white nightgown, as she held out her hand. Little Joe, a sturdy fellow in a scarlet frock, with big brown eyes, backed against the wall by the fireplace and stood staring, Lenas doll held safely under his pinafore.

She lost her presence of mind. The Squire was the veriest old stupid, when he wanted to make-believe, that youd see in a winters day. He began saying something about happening to be in town, and so called. But he broke down, and blurted out the truth. Weve come to see after you, my dear; and to learn what all this trouble means.

And then she broke down. Perhaps it was the sight of us, recalling the old time at Dyke Manor, when the future looked so fair and happy; perhaps it was the mention of the trouble. She put her hands before her face, and the tears rained through her fingers.

Shut the door, will you, Johnny, she whispered. Very softly.

It was the other door she pointed to, one at the end of the room, and I closed it without noise. Except for a sob now and again, that she kept down as well as she could, the grief passed away. Young Joe, frightened at matters, suddenly went at her, full butt, and hid his eyes in her petticoats with a roar. I took him on my knee and got him round again. Somehow children are never afraid of me. The Squire rubbed his old red nose, and said he had a cold.

But, was she not altered! Now that the flush had faded, and emotion passed, the once sweet, fresh, blooming face stood out in its reality. Sweet, indeed, it was still; but the bloom and freshness had given place to a haggard look, and to dark circles round the soft brown eyes, weary now.

She had no more to tell of the past calamities than her letter and Mr. Lockett had told. Jerrys Gazette was the sore point with the Squire, but she did not seem to understand it better than we did.

I want to know one thing, said he, quite fiercely. How did Jerrys Gazette get at the transaction between your husband and Gavity? Did Gavity go to it, open-mouthed, with the news?

Mary did not know. She had heard something about a register  that the bill of sale had to be registered somewhere, and thought Jerrys Gazette might have obtained the information from that source.

Heaven bless us all! cried the Squire. Cant a man borrow a bit of money but it must become known to his enemies, if he has any, bringing them down upon him like a pack of hounds in full cry? This used to be the freest land on earth.

The baby began to scream. She put down the wool-work, and hushed it to her. I am sure the Squire had half a mind to tell her to give it a gentle shaking. He looked upon screaming babies as natural enemies: the truth is, with all his abuse, he was afraid of them.

Has it got a name? he asked gruffly.

Yes  Mary: he wished it, she said, glancing at the door. I thought we should have to call it Polly, in contradistinction to mine.

Polly! That was another coincidence. Leases eldest girl was Polly. And what made her speak of things in the past tense? She caught me looking at her; caught, I fancy, the fear on my face. I told her hurriedly that little Joe must be a Dutchman, for not a word could I understand of the tale he was whispering about his doll.

What with Marys work, and the little earned by Blair while he was about, they had not wanted for necessaries in a plain way. I suppose Lockett took care they should not do so: but he was only a curate.

The baby needed its supper, to judge by the squealing. Mary poured the contents of the saucepan  some thin gruel  into a saucer, and began feeding the little mite by teaspoonfuls, putting each one to her own lips first to test it.

Thats poor stuff, cried the Squire, in a half-pitying, half-angry tone, his mind divided between resentment against babies in general and sympathy with this one. As the baby was there, of course it had to be fed, but what he wanted to know was, why it need have come just when trouble was about. When put out, he had no reason at all. Mrs. Blair suddenly turned her face towards the end door, listening; and we heard a faint voice calling Mary.

Joe, dear, go and tell papa that I will be with him in one minute.

The little chap slid down, giving me his doll to nurse, and went pattering across the carpet, standing on tiptoe to open the door. The Squire said he should like to go in and see Blair. Mary went on first to warn him of our advent.

My goodness! That Pyefinch Blair, who used to flourish his cane, and cock it over us boys at Frosts! I should never have known him for the same.

He lay in bed, too weak to raise his head from the pillow, the white skin drawn tightly over his hollow features; the cheeks slightly flushing as he watched us coming. And again I thought of Lease; for the same look was on this face that had been on his when he was dying.

Lord bless us! cried the Squire, in what would have been a solemn tone but for surprise. And Mr. Blair began faintly to offer a kind of apology for his illness, hoping he should soon get over it now.

It was nothing but the awful look, putting one unpleasantly in mind of death, that kept the Squire from breaking out with a storm of abuse all round. Why could they not have sent word to Dyke Manor, he wanted to know. As to asking particulars about Jerrys Gazette, which the Squires tongue was burning to do, Blair was too far gone for it. While we stood there the doctor came in; a little man in spectacles, a friend of Mr. Locketts. He told Blair he was getting on all right, spoke to Mrs. Blair, and took his departure. The Squire, wishing good night in a hurry, went out after the doctor, and collared him as he was walking up the street.

Wont he get over it?

Well, sir, I am afraid not. His state of weakness is alarming.

The Squire turned on him with a storm, just as though he had known him for years: asking why on earth Blairs friends (meaning himself) had not been written to, and promising a prosecution if he let him die. The doctor took it sensibly, and was cool as iced water.

We medical men are only gifted at best with human skill, sir, he said, looking the Squire full in the face.

Blair is young  not much turned thirty.

The young die as well as the old, when it pleases Heaven to take them.

But it doesnt please Heaven to take him, retorted the Squire, worked up to the point when he was not accountable for his words. But that you seem in earnest, young man, probably meaning no irreverence, Id ask you how you dare bring Heavens name into such a case as this? Did Heaven fling him out of house and home into Jerrys Gazette, do you suppose? Or did man? Man, sir: selfish, hard, unjust man. Dont talk to me, Mr. Doctor, about Heaven.

All I wished to imply, sir, was, that Mr. Blairs life is not in my keeping, or in that of any human hands, said the doctor, when he had listened quietly to the end. I will do my best to bring him round; I can do no more.

You must bring him round.

There can be no must about it: and I doubt if he is to be brought round. Mr. Blair has not naturally a large amount of what we call stamina, and this illness has laid a very serious hold upon him. It would be something in his favour if the mind were at ease: which of course it cannot be in his circumstances.

Now look here  you just say outright he is going to die, stormed the Squire. Say it and have done with it. I like people to be honest.

But I cannot say he is. Possibly he may recover. His life and his death both seem to hang on the turn of a thread.

And theres that squealing young image within earshot! Could Blair be got down to my place in the country? You might come with him if you liked. Theres some shooting.

Not yet. It would kill him. What we have to fight against now is the weakness: and a hard fight it is.



The Squires face was rueful to look at. This London has a reputation for clever physicians: you pick out the best, and bring him here with you to-morrow morning. Do you hear, sir?

I will bring one, if you wish it. It is not essential.

Not essential! wrathfully echoed the Squire. If Blairs recovery is not essential, perhaps youll tell me, sir, whose is! What is to become of his poor young wife if he dies?  and the little fellow with the doll?  and that cross-grained puppet in white? Who will provide for them? Let me tell you, sir, that I wont have him die  if doctors can keep him alive. He belongs to me, sir, in a manner: he saved my sons life  as fine a fellow as you could set eyes on, six feet two without his boots. Not essential! What next?

It is not so much medical skill he requires now as care, and rest, and renovation, spoke the doctor in his calm way.

Never mind. You take a physician to him, and let him attend him with you, and dont spare expense. In all my life I never saw anybody want patching up so much as he wants it.

The Squire shook hands with him, and went on round the corner. I was following, when the doctor touched me on the shoulder.

He has a good heart, for all his hot speech, whispered he, nodding towards the Squire. In talking with him this evening, when you find him indulging hopes of Blairs recovery, dont encourage them: rather lead him, if possible, to look at the other side of the question.

The surgeon was off before I recovered from my surprise. But it was now my turn to run after him.

Do you know that he will not get well, sir?

I do not know it; the weak and the strong are alike in the hands of God; but I think it scarcely possible that he can recover, was the answer; and the voice had a solemn tone, the face a solemn aspect, in the uncertain light. And I would prepare friends always to meet the worst when it is in my power to do so.

Now then, Johnny! You were going to take the wrong turning, were you, sir! Let me tell you, you might get lost in London before knowing it.

The Squire had come back to the corner, looking for me. I walked on by his side in silence, feeling half dazed, the hopeless words playing pranks in my brain.

Johnny, I wonder where we can find a telegraph office? I shall telegraph to your mother to send up Hannah to-morrow. Hannah knows what the sick need: and that poor thing with her children ought not to be left alone.

But as to giving any hint to the Squire of the state of affairs, I should like the doctor to have tried it himself. Before I had finished the first syllable, he attacked me as if I had been a tiger; demanding whether those were my ideas of Christianity, and if I supposed thered be any justice in a mans dying because he had got into Jerrys Gazette.

In the morning the Squire went on an expedition to Gavitys office in the city. It was a dull place of two rooms, with a man to answer people. We had not been there a minute when the Squire began to explode, going on like anything at the man for saying Mr. Gavity was engaged and could not be seen. The Squire demanded if he thought we were creditors, that he should deny Gavity.

What with his looks and his insistence, and his promise to bring in Sir Richard Mayne, he got to see Gavity. We went into a good room with a soft red carpet and marble-topped desk in it. Mr. Gavity politely motioned to chairs before the blazing fire, and I sat down.

Not the Squire. Out it all came. He walked about the room, just as he walked at home when he was in a way, and said all kinds of things; wanting to know who had ruined Pyefinch Blair, and what Jerrys Gazette meant. Gavity seemed to be used to explosions: he took it so coolly.

When the Squire calmed down, he almost grew to see things in Gavitys own light  namely, that Gavity had not been to blame. To say the truth, I could not understand that he had. Except in selling them up. And Gavity said if he had not done it, the landlord would.

So nothing was left for the Squire to vent his wrath on but Jerrys Gazette. He no more understood what Jerrys Gazette really was, or whether it was a good or bad thing in itself, than he understood the construction of the planet Jupiter. Its well Dwarf Giles was not present. The day before we came to London, he overheard Giles swearing in a passion, and the Squire had pounced upon him with an indignant inquiry if he thought swearing was the way to get to heaven. What he said about Jerrys Gazette caused Gavitys eyes to grow round with wonder.

Lord love ye! said Gavity, Jerrys Gazette a thing that wants putting down! Why, it is the blessedest of institutions to us City men. It is a public Benefactor. The commercial world has had no boon like it. Did you know the service it does, youd sing its praises, sir, instead of abusing it.

How dare you tell me so to my face? demanded the Squire.

Jerrys Gazettes like a gold mine, sir. It is making its fortune. A fine one, too.

I shouldnt like to make a fortune out of my neighbours tears, and blood, and homes, and hearths, was the wrathful answer. If Pyefinch Blair dies in his illness, will Jerrys Gazette settle a pension from its riches on his widow and children? Answer me that, Mr. Gavity.

Mr. Gavity, to judge by his looks, thought the question nearly as unreasonable as he thought the Squire. He wanted to tell of the vast benefit Jerrys Gazette had proved in certain cases; but the Squire stopped his ears, saying Blairs case was enough for him.

I do not deny that the Gazette may work mischief once in a way, acknowledged Mr. Gavity. It is but a solitary instance, sir; and in all commercial improvements the few must suffer for the many.

No good. The Squire went at him again, hammer and tongs, and at last dashed away without saying good morning, calling out to me to come on, and not stop a moment longer in a nest of thieves and casuists.

Diffords Buildings had us in the afternoon. The baby was in its basket, little Joe lay asleep before the fire, the doll against his cheek, and Mary was kneeling by the bed in the back room. She got up hastily when she saw us.

I think he is weaker, she said in a whisper, as she came through the door and pushed it to. There is a look on his face that I do not like.

There was a look on hers. A wan, haggard, patiently hopeless look, that seemed to say she could struggle no longer. It was not natural; neither was the calm, lifeless tone.

Stay here a bit, my dear, and rest yourself, said the Squire to her. Ill go in and sit with him.

There could be no mistake now. Death was in every line of his face. His head was a little raised on the pillow; and the hollow eyes tried to smile a greeting. The Squire was good for a great deal, but not for making believe with that sight before him. He broke down with a great sob.

Dont grieve for me, murmured poor Blair. Hard though it seems to leave her, I have learnt to say, Gods will be done. It is all for the best  oh, it is all for the best. We must through much tribulation enter into the Kingdom.

And then I broke down, and hid my face on the counterpane. Poor old Blair! And we boys had called him Baked Pie!

I went to Paddington station to meet the train. Hannah was in it, and came bursting out upon me with a shriek that might have been heard at Oxford. Upon the receipt of the telegram, she and Mrs. Todhetley came to the conclusion that I had been run over, and was lying in some hospital with my legs off. That was through the Squires wording of the message; he would not let me write it. Send Hannah to London to-morrow by mid-day train, to nurse somebody thats in danger.



Blair lingered three days yet before he died, sensible to the last, and quite happy. Not a care or anxiety on his mind about what had so troubled him all along  the wife and children.

Through Gods mercy; He knows how to soothe the death-bed, said Mr. Lockett.

Whether Mary would have to go home to Wales with her babies, or stay and do what she could for them in London, depending on the wool-work, the clergyman said he did not know, when talking to us at the hotel. He supposed it must be one of the two.

Well have them down at the Manor, and fatten em up a bit, Johnny, spoke the Squire, a rueful look on his good old face. Mercy light upon us! and all through Jerrys Gazette!



I must say a word for myself. Jerrys Gazette (if there is such a thing still in existence) may be, as Mr. Gavity expressed it to us then, the blessedest of institutions to him and commercial men. I dont wish to deny it, and I could not if I wished; for except in this one instance (which may have been an exceptional case, as Gavity insisted) I know nothing of it or its working. But I declare on my honour I have told nothing but the truth in regard to what it did for the schoolmaster, Pyefinch Blair.


XIII.

SOPHIE CHALK.

The horses went spanking along the frosty road, the Squire driving, his red comforter wrapped round his neck. Mrs. Todhetley sat beside him; Tod and I behind. It was one of the jolliest days that early January ever gave us; dark blue sky, and icicles on the trees: a day to tempt people out. Mrs. Todhetley, getting to her work after breakfast, said it was a shame to stay indoors: and it was hastily decided to drive over to the Whitneys place and see them. So the large phaeton was brought round.

I had not expected to go. When there was a probability of their staying anywhere sufficiently long for the horses to be put up, Giles was generally taken: the Squire did not like to give trouble to other peoples servants. It would not matter at the Whitneys: they had a host of them.

I dont know that I care about going, said Tod, as we stood outside, waiting for the others, Giles at the horses heads.

Not care, Tod! Annas at home.

He flicked his glove at my face for the impudence. We laughed at him about Anna Whitney sometimes. They were great friends. The Squire, hearing some nonsense one day, took it seriously, and told Tod it would be time enough for him to get thinking about sweethearts when he was out of leading-strings. Which of course Tod did not like.

It was a long drive; I can tell you that. And as we turned in at the wide gravel sweep that led up to the house, we saw their family coach being brought round with some luggage on it, the postillion in his undress jacket, just laced at the seams with crimson. The Whitneys never drove from the box.

Whitney Hall was a long red-brick house with a good many windows and wide circular steps leading to the door, its park and grounds lying around it. Anna came running to meet us as we went in, dressed for a journey. She was seventeen; very fair; with a gentle face, and smooth, bright, dark auburn hair; one of the sweetest girls you could see on a summers day. Tod was the first to shake hands with her, and I saw her cheeks blush as crimson as Sir Johns state liveries.

You are going out, my dear, said Mrs. Todhetley.

Oh yes, she answered, the tears rising in her eyes, which were as blue as the dark blue sky. We have had bad news. William  

The dining-room door across the hall opened, and a host of them came forth. Lady Whitney in a plaid shawl, the strings of her bonnet untied; Miss Whitney (Helen), Harry, and some of the young ones behind. Annas quiet voice was drowned, for they all began to tell of it together.

Sir John and William were staying at some friends house at Ombersley. Lady Whitney thought they would have been home to-day: instead of which the mornings post had a brought letter to say that an accident had occurred to William in hunting; some muff who couldnt ride had gone swerving right against Bills horse, and he was thrown. Except that Bill was insensible, nothing further of the damage could be gathered from the letter; for Sir John, if put out, could write no more intelligibly than the Squire. The chief of what he said was  that they were to come off at once.

We are going, of course; I with the two girls and Harry; the carriage is waiting to take us to the station, said poor Lady Whitney, her bonnet pushed off. But I do wish John had explained further: it is such suspense. We dont think it can be extremely serious, or there would have been a telegram. Im sure I have shivered at every ring that has come to the door this morning.

And the post was never in, as usual, until nearly ten oclock, complained Harry. I wonder my father puts up with it.

And the worst is that we had a visitor coming to-day, added Helen. Mamma would have telegraphed to London for her not to start, but there was not time. Its Sophie Chalk.

Who is Sophie Chalk? asked Tod.

Helen told us, while Lady Whitney was finding places for everyone at the table. They had been taking a scrambling luncheon; sitting or standing: cold beef, mince-pies, and cheese.

Sophie Chalk was a schoolfellow of mine, said Helen. It was an old promise  that she should come to visit us. Different things have caused it to be put off, but we have kept up a correspondence. At length I got mamma to say that she might come as soon as Christmas was turned; and to-day was fixed. We dont know what on earth to do.

Let her come to us until you see how things turn out, cried the Squire, in his hearty good-nature, as he cut himself a slice of beef. We can take her home in the carriage: one of these boys can ride back if youll lend him a horse.

Mrs. Todhetley said he took the very words out of her mouth. The Whitneys were too flurried to affect ceremony, and very gladly accepted the offer. But I dont think it would ever have been made had the Squire and madam known what was to come of it.

There will be her luggage, observed Anna; who usually remembered things for every one. And Lady Whitney looked round in consternation.

It must come to us by rail; we will send for it from the station, decided Tod, always ready at a pinch. What sort of a damsel is this Sophie Chalk, Anna?

I never saw her, replied Anna. You must ask Helen.

Tod whispered something to Anna that made her smile and blush. Ill write you my sentiments about her to Ombersley, he said aloud. Those London girls are something to look at. And I knew by Tods tone that he was prepared not to like Miss Sophie Chalk.

We saw them out to the carriage; the Squire putting in my lady, Tod, Helen and Anna. One of the housemaids, Lettice Lane, was wildly running in and out, bringing things to the carriage. She had lived with us once; but Hannahs temper and Lettys propensity for gossip did not get on together. Mrs. Todhetley, when they had driven away, asked her how she liked her place  which she had entered at Michaelmas. Oh, pretty well, Lettice answered: but for her old mother, she should emigrate to Australia. She used to be always saying so at Dyke Manor, and it was one of the things that Hannah would not put up with, telling her decent girls could find work at home.

Tod went off next, on horseback: and, before three oclock, we drove to the station to meet the London train. The Squire stayed in the carriage, sending me and Mrs. Todhetley on the platform.

Two passengers got out at the small station; a little lady in feathers, and a butcher in a blue frock, who had charge of a calf in the open van. Mrs. Todhetley stepped up to the lady and inquired whether she was Miss Chalk.

I am Miss Chalk. Have I the honour of speaking to Lady Whitney?

While matters were being explained, I stood observing her. A very small, slight person, with pretty features white as ivory; and wide-open light blue eyes, that were too close together, and had a touch of boldness in them. It would take a great deal to daunt their owner, if I could read countenances: and that I was always doing so was no fault of mine, for the instinct, strong and irrepressible, lay within me  as old Duffham once said. I did not like her voice; it had no true ring in it; I did not much like her face. But the world in general no doubt found her charming, and the Squire thought her so.

She sat in front with him, a carpet-bag between them: and I, behind, had a great black box crowding my legs. She could not do without that much of her luggage: the rest might come by rail.

Johnny, whispered Mrs. Todhetley to me, I am afraid she is very grand and fashionable. I dont know how we shall manage to amuse her. Do you like her?

Well  she has got a stunning lot of hair.

Beautiful hair, Johnny!

With the hair close before us, I could only say so. It was brown; rather darker than Anna Whitneys, but with a red tinge in it, and about double the quantity. Nature or art was giving it a wonderful gloss in the light of the setting sun, as she turned her head about, laughing and talking with the Squire. Her dress was some bright purple stuff trimmed with white fur; her hands, lying in repose on her lap, had yellow gauntlets on.

Im glad I ordered a duck for dinner, in addition to the boiled veal and bacon, Johnny, whispered Mrs. Todhetley again. The fish wont be much: it is only the cold cod done up in parsley sauce.

Tod, at home long before, was at the door ready for us when we arrived. I saw her staring at him in the dusk.

Who was the gentleman that handed me out? she asked me as we went in.

Mr. Todhetleys son.

I  think  I have heard Helen Whitney talk of him, she said in reflection. He will be very rich, will he not?

Pretty well. He will have what his father has before him, Miss Chalk.

Mrs. Todhetley suggested tea, but she said she would prefer a glass of wine; and went up to her chamber after taking it. Hannah and the housemaid were hastily putting one in order for her. Sleepy with the frosty air, I was nodding over the fire in the drawing-room when the rustle of silk awoke me.

It was Miss Chalk. She came in gleaming like a fairy, her dress shining in the fire-light; for they had not been in to light the candles. It had a green-and-gold tinge, and was cut very low. Did she think we had a party?  or that dressing for dinner was the fashion in our plain country house  as it might have been at a dukes? Her shoulders and arms were white as snow; she wore a silver necklace, the like of which I had never seen, silver bracelets, and a thick cord of silver twisting in and out of her complicated hair.

Im sure it is very kind of your people to take me in, she said, standing still on the hearthrug in her beauty. They have lighted a fire in my room; it is so comfortable. I do like a country house. At Lady Augustus Diffords  

Her head went round at the opening of the door. It was Tod. She stepped timidly towards him, like a schoolgirl: dressed as now, she looked no older than one. Tod might have made up his mind not to like her; but he had to surrender. Holding out her hand to him, he could only yield to the vision, and his heart shone in his eyes as he bent them upon her.

I beg your pardon for having passed you without notice; I did not even thank you for lifting me down; but I was frozen with the drive, she said, in low tones. Will you forgive me, Mr. Todhetley?

Forgive her! As Tod stood there with her hand in his, he looked inclined to eat her. Forgiveness was not enough. He led her to the fire, speaking soft words of gallantry.

Helen Whitney has often talked to me about you, Mr. Todhetley. I little thought I should ever make your acquaintance; still less, be staying in your fathers house.

And I as little dreamt of the good fortune that was in store for me, answered Tod.

He was a tall, fine young fellow then, rising twenty, looking older than his age; she (as she looked to-night) a delicate, beautiful fairy, of any teens fancy might please to picture. As Tod stood over her, his manner took a gentle air, his eyes a shy light  quite unusual with him. She did not look up, except by a modest glance now and again, dropping her eyes when they met his own. He had the chance to take his fill of gazing, and used it.



Tod was caught. From the very first night that his eyes fell on Sophie Chalk, his heart went out to her. Anna Whitney! What childs play had the joking about her been to this! Anna might have been his sister, for all the regard he had for her of a certain sort; and he knew it now.

A looker-on sees more than a player, and I did not like one thing  she drew him on to love her. If ever a girl spread a net to entangle a mans feet, that girl was Sophie Chalk. She went about it artistically, too; in the sweetest, most natural way imaginable; and Tod did not see or suspect an atom of it. No fellow in a similar case ever does. If their hearts not engaged, their vanity is; and it utterly blinds them. I said a word or two to him, and was nearly knocked over for my pains. At the end of the fortnight  and she was with us nearly that length of time  Tods heart had made its choice for weal or for woe.

She took care that it should be so; she did, though he cut my head off now for saying it. You shall judge. She began on that first night when she came down in her glistening silk, with the silver on her neck and hair. In the drawing-room, after dinner, she sat by him on the sofa, talking in a low voice, her face turned to him, lifting her eyes and dropping them again. My belief is, she must have been to a school where they taught eye-play. Tod thought it was sweet, natural, shy modesty. I thought it was all artistic. Mrs. Todhetley was called from the room on domestic matters; the Squire, gone to sleep in his dinner-chair, had not come in. After tea, when all were present, she went to the piano, which no one ever opened but me, and played and sang, keeping Tod by her side to turn the music, and to talk to her at available moments. In point of execution, her singing was perfect, but the voice was rather harsh  not a note of real melody in it.

After breakfast the next morning, when we were away together, she came to us in her jaunty hat, all feathers, and her purple dress with its white fur. She lured him off to show her the dyke and goodness knows what else, leaving Lena, who had come out with her, to be taken home by me. In the afternoon Tod drove her out in the pony-chaise; they had settled the drive between them down by the dyke, and I know she had plotted for it, just as surely as though I had been behind the hedge listening. I dont say Tod was loth; it was quite the other way from the first. They took a two-hours drive, returning home at dusk; and then she laughed and talked with him and me round the fire until it was time to get ready for dinner. That second evening she came down in a gauzy sort of dress, with a thin white body. Mrs. Todhetley thought she would be cold, but she said she was used to it.

And so it went on; never were they apart for an hour  no, nor scarcely for a minute in the day.

At first Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley saw nothing. Rather were they glad Tod should be so attentive to a stranger; for special politeness had not previously been one of Tods virtues; but they could only notice as the thing went on. Mrs. Todhetley grew to have an uneasy look in her eyes, and one day the Squire spoke out. Sophie Chalk had tied a pink woollen scarf over her head to go out with Tod to see the rabbits fed: he ran back for something, and the Squire caught his arm.

Dont carry that on too far, Joe. You dont know who the girl is.

What nonsense, sir! returned Tod, with a ready laugh; but he turned the colour of a peony.



We did not know much about her, except that she seemed to be on the high ropes, talking a good deal of great people, and of Lord and Lady Augustus Difford, with whom she had been staying for two months before Christmas. Her home in London, she said, was at her sisters, who had married a wealthy merchant, and lived fashionably in Torriana Square. Mrs. Todhetley did not like to appear inquisitive, and would not ask questions. Miss Chalk was with us as the Whitneys friend, and that was sufficient.

Bill Whitneys hurt turned out to be something complicated about the ribs. There was no danger after the first week, and they returned home during the second, bringing Bill with them. Helen Whitney wrote the same day for Sophie Chalk, and she said that her mamma would be happy also to see Tod and me for a short time.

We went over in the large phaeton, Tod driving, Miss Chalk beside him; I and Dwarf Giles behind. She had thanked Mrs. Todhetley in the prettiest manner; she told the Squire, as he handed her into the carriage, that she should never forget his kindness, and hoped some time to find an opportunity of repaying it.

Such kissing between Helen and Sophie Chalk! I thought theyd never leave off. Anna stood by Tod, while he looked on: a hungry light in his eyes, as if envying Helen the kisses she took. He had no eyes now for Anna. Lady Whitney asked if we would go upstairs to William: he was impatient to see us both.

Halloa, old Johnny!

He was lying on his back on a broad flat sofa, looking just as well as ever in the face. They had given him up the best bedroom and dressing-room because he was ill: nice rooms, both  with the door opening between.

How did it happen, Bill?

Goodness knows! Some fellow rode his horse pretty near over mine  dont believe he had ever been astride anything but a donkey before. Wheres Tod?

Somewhere.  I thought he was close behind me.

Im so glad you two have come. Its awfully dull, lying here all day.

Are you obliged to lie?

Carden says so.

Do you have Carden?

As if our folk would be satisfied without him in a surgical case, and one of danger! He was telegraphed for on the spot, and came over in less than an hour. It happened near the Ombersley station. He comes here every other day, and Featherston between whiles as his locum tenens.



Tod burst in with a laugh. He had been talking to the girls in the gallery outside. Leaving him and Bill Whitney to have out their own chaffer, I went through the door to the other room  the fire there was the largest. How do you do, sir?

Some one in a neat brown gown and close white cap, sewing at a table behind the door, had got up to say this with a curtsey. Where had I seen her?  a woman of three or four and thirty, with a meek, delicate face, and a subdued expression. She saw the puzzle.

I am Harry Leases widow, sir. He was pointsman at South Crabb?

Why, yes, to be sure! And she was not much altered either. But it was a good while now since he died, and she and the children had moved away at the time. I shook hands: the sight of her brought poor Harry Lease to my mind  and many other things.

Are you living here?

I have been nursing young Mr. Whitney, sir. Mr. Carden sent me over from Worcester to the place where he was lying; and my lady thought I might as well come on here with them for a bit, though he dont want more done for him now than a servant could do. What a deal you have grown, sir!

Have I? You should see Joseph Todhetley. You knew me, though, Mrs. Lease?

I remembered your voice, sir. Besides, I heard Miss Anna say that you were coming here.

Asking after Polly, she gave me the family history since Leases death. First of all, after moving to her mothers at Worcester, she tried to get a living at making gloves. Her two youngest children caught some disorder, and died; and then she took to go out nursing. In that she succeeded so well  for it seemed to be her vocation, she said  as to be brought under the notice of some of the medical gentlemen of the town. They gave her plenty to do, and she earned an excellent living, Polly and the other two being cared for by the grandmother.

After the scuffle, and toil, and sorrow of the old days, nursing seems like a holiday to me, Master Ludlow, she concluded; and I am at home with the children for a day or two as often as I can be.

Johnny!

The call was Bill Whitneys, and I went into the other room. Helen was there, but not Tod. She and Bill were disputing.

I tell you, William, I shall bring her in. She has asked to come. You cant think how nice she is.

And I tell you, Helen, that I wont have her brought in. What do I want with your Sophie Chalks?



It will be your loss.

So be it! I cant do with strange girls here.

You will see that.

Now look here, Helen  I wont have it. To-morrow is Mr. Cardens day for coming, and Ill tell him that I cant be left in peace. He will soon give you a word of a sort.

Oh, well, if you are so serious about it as that, let it drop, returned Helen, good-humouredly. I only thought to give you pleasure  and Sophie Chalk did ask to come in.

Who is this Sophie Chalk? Thats about the nineteenth time I have asked it.

The sweetest girl in the world.

Let that pass. Who is she?

I went to school with her at Miss Lakons. She used to do my French for me, and touch up my drawings. She vowed a lasting friendship, and I am not going to forget it. Every one loves her. Lord and Lady Augustus Difford have just had her staying with them for two months.

Good souls! cried Bill, satirically.

She is the loveliest fairy in the world, and dresses like an angel. Will you see her now, William?

No.

Helen went off with a flounce. Bill was half laughing, half peevish over it. Confinement made him fretful.

As if Id let them bring a parcel of girls in to bother me! Youve had her for these past three weeks, I hear, Johnny.

Pretty near it.

Do you like her?

Tod does.

What sort of a creature is the syren?

Shed fascinate the eyes out of your head, Bill, give her the chance.

Then Ill be shot if she shall have the chance as far as I am concerned! Lease!  raising his voice keep all strange ladies out of here. If they attempt to enter, tell them weve got rats about.

Very well, sir.

Other visitors were staying in the house. A Miss Deveen, and her companion Miss Cattledon. We saw them first at dinner. Miss Deveen sat by Sir John  an ancient lady, active and upright, with a keen, pleasant face and white hair. She had on a worked-muslin shirt-front, with three emerald studs in it that glittered as bright as diamonds. They were beautiful. After dinner, when the four old ones began whist, and we were at the other end of the drawing-room in a group, some one spoke of the studs.



They are nothing compared with some of her jewellery, said Helen Whitney. She has a whole set of most beautiful diamonds. I hardly know what they are worth.

But those emeralds she has on to-night must be of great value, cried Sophie Chalk. See how they sparkle!

It made us all turn. As Miss Deveen moved in throwing down her cards, the rays from the wax-lights fell on the emeralds, bringing out the purest green ever imagined by a painter.

I should like to steal them, said Sophie Chalk; they would look well on me.

It made us laugh. Tod had his eyes fixed on her, a strange love in their depths. Anna Whitney, kneeling on the ground behind me, could see it.

I would rather steal a set of pink topaz studs that she has, spoke Helen; and the opals, too. Miss Deveen is great in studs.

Why in studs?

Because she always wears this sort of white body; it is her habitual evening dress, with satin skirts. I know she has a different set of studs for every day in the month.

Who is she? asked Sophie Chalk.

A cousin of mammas. She has a great deal of money, and no one in particular to leave it to. Harry says he hopes shell remember, in making her will, that he is only a poor younger son.

Just you shut up, Helen, interrupted Harry, in a whisper. I believe that companion has ears at the back of her head.

Miss Cattledon glanced round from the whist-table, as though the ears were there and wide open. She was a wiry lady of middle age, quite forty, with a screwed-in waist and creaking stays, a piece of crimson velvet round her long thin neck, her scanty hair light as ginger.

It is she that has charge of the jewel-box, spoke Helen, when we thought it safe to begin again. Miss Deveen is a wonderful old lady for sixty; she has come here without a maid this time, and dresses herself. I dont see what use Miss Cattledon is to her, unless it is to act as general refrigerator, but she gets a hundred a year salary and some of the old satins. Sophie, Im sure she heard what we said  that we should like to steal the trinkets.

Hope she relished it! quoth Harry. Shell put them under double lock and key, for fear we should break in.

It was all jesting. Amid the subdued laughing, Tod bent his face over Sophie Chalk, his hand touching the lace on her sleeve. She had on blue to-night with a pearl necklace.

Will you sing that song for me, Miss Chalk?



She rose and took his arm. Helen jumped up and arrested them ere they reached the piano.

We must not have any music just now. Papa never likes it when they are at whist.

How very unreasonable of him! cried Tod, looking fiercely at Sir Johns old red nose and steel spectacles.

Of course it is, agreed Helen. If he played for guinea stakes instead of sixpenny, he could not be more particular about having no noise. Let us go into the study: we can do as we like there.

We all trooped off. It was a small square room with a shabby carpet and worn horse-hair chairs. Helen stirred up the fire; and Sophie sat down on a low stool and said shed tell us a fairy tale.



We had been there just a week when it came out. The week was a good one. Long walks in the frosty air; a huge swing between the cedar trees; riding by turns on the rough Welsh pony for fun; bagatelle indoors, work, music, chatter; one dinner-party, and a small dance. Half my time was spent in Bills room. Tod seemed to find little leisure for coming up; or for anything else, except Sophie Chalk. It was a gone case with Tod: looking on, I could see that; but I dont think any one else saw it, except Anna. He liked Sophie too well to make it conspicuous. Harry made open love to her; Sir John said she was the prettiest little lady he had seen for many a day. I dare say Tod told her the same in private.

And she? Well, I dont know what to say. That she kept Tod at her side, quietly fascinating him always, was certain; but her liking for him did not appear real. To me it seemed that she was acting it. I cant make that Sophie Chalk out, Tod, I said to him one day by the beeches: she seems childishly genuine, but I believe shes just as sharp as a needle. Tod laughed idly, and told me I was the simplest muff that ever walked in shoe-leather. She was no rider, and some one had to walk by her side when she sat on the Welsh pony, holding her on at all the turnings. It was generally Tod: she made believe to be frightfully timid with him.

It was at the end of the week that the loss was discovered: Miss Deveens emerald studs were gone. You never heard such a commotion. She, the owner, took it quietly, but Miss Cattledon made noise enough for ten. The girls were talking round the study fire the morning after the dance, and I was writing a note at the table, when Lettice Lane came in, her face white as death.

I beg your pardon, young ladies, for asking, but have any of you seen Miss Deveens emerald studs, please?



They turned round in surprise.

Miss Deveens studs! exclaimed Helen. We are not likely to have seen them, Lettice. Why do you ask?

Because, Miss Helen, they are gone  that is, Miss Cattledon says they are. But, with so much jewellery as there is in that case, it is very easy to overlook two or three little things.

Why Lettice Lane should have shaken all over in telling this, was a marvel. Her very teeth chattered. Anna inquired; but all the answer given by the girl was, that it had put her into a twitter. Sophie Chalks countenance was full of compassion, and I liked her for it.

Dont let it trouble you, Lettice, she said kindly. If the studs are missing, I dare say they will be found. Just before I came down here my sister lost a brooch from her dressing-table. The whole house was searched for it, the servants were uncomfortable  

And was it found, miss? interrupted Lettice, too eager to let her finish.

Of course it was found. Jewels dont get hopelessly lost in gentlemens houses. It had fallen down, and, caught in the lace of the toilette drapery, was lying hid within its folds.

Oh, thank you, miss; yes, perhaps the studs have fallen too, said Lettice Lane as she went out. Helen looked after her in some curiosity.

Why should the loss trouble her? Lettice has nothing to do with Miss Deveens jewels.

Look here, Helen, I wish we had never said we should like to steal the things, spoke Sophie Chalk. It was all in jest, of course, but this would not be a nice sequel to it.

Why  yes  you did say it, some of you, cried Anna, who, until then, had seemed buried in thought; and her face flushed.

What if we did? retorted Helen, looking at her in some slight surprise.

Soon after this, in going up to Bills room, I met Lettice Lane. She was running down with a plate, and looked whiter than ever.

Are the studs found, Lettice?

No, sir.

The answer was short, the manner scared. Helen had wondered why the loss should affect her; and so did I.

Wheres the use of your being put out over it, Lettice? You did not take them.

No, Master Johnny, I did not; but  but   looking round and dropping her voice, I am afraid I know who did; and it was through me. Im amost mad.



This was rather mysterious. She gave no opportunity for more, but ran down as though the stairs were on fire.

I went on to Bills chamber, and found Tod and Harry with him: they were laughing over a letter from some fellow at Oxford. Standing at the window close by the inner door, which was ajar, I heard Lettice Lane go into the dressing-room and speak to Mrs. Lease in a half whisper.

I cant bear this any longer, she said. If you have taken those studs, for Heavens sake put them back. Ill make some excuse  say I found them under the carpet, or slipped under the drawers  anything  only put them back!

I dont know what you mean, replied Mrs. Lease, who always spoke as though she had only half a voice.

Yes, you do. You have got the studs.

By the pause that ensued, Nurse Lease seemed to have lost the power of speech. Lettice took the opportunity to put it more strongly.

If youve got them about you, give them into my hand now, and Ill manage the rest. Not a living soul shall ever know of this if you will. Oh, do give them to me!

Mrs. Lease spoke then. If you say this again, Lettice Lane, Ill tell my lady all. And indeed, I have been wanting to tell her ever since I heard that something had gone. It was for your sake I did not.

For my sake! shrieked Lettice.

Well, it was. Im sure Id not like to say it if I could help, Lettice Lane; but it did strike me that you might have been tempted to  to  you know.

So it was accusation and counter-accusation. Which of the two confessed first was uncertain; but in a short time the whole was known to the house, and to Lady Whitney.

On the previous night the upper housemaid was in bed with some slight illness, and it fell to Lettice Lane to put the rooms to rights after the ladies had dressed. Instead of calling one of the other servants she asked Mrs. Lease to help her  which must have been for nothing but to gossip with the nurse, as Lady Whitney said. On Miss Deveens dressing-table stood her case of jewels, the key in the lock. Lettice lifted the lid. On the top tray glittered a heap of ornaments, and the two women feasted their eyes with them. Nurse Lease declared that she never put a fingers end on a single article. Lettice could not say as much. Neither (if they were to be believed) had observed the green studs; and the upper tray was not lifted to see what was underneath. Miss Cattledon, who made one at the uproar, put in her word at this, to say they were telling a falsehood, and her face had enough vinegar in it to pickle a salmon. Other people might like Miss Cattledon, but I did not. She was in a silent rage with Miss Deveen for having chosen to keep the jewel-case during their stay at Whitney Hall, and for carelessly leaving the key in it. Miss Deveen took the loss calmly, and was as cool as a cucumber.

I dont know that the emerald studs were in the upper tray last night; I dont remember to have seen them, Miss Deveen said, as if bearing out the assertion of the two women.

Begging your pardon, madam, they were there, stiffly corrected Miss Cattledon. I saw them. I thought you would put them on, as you were going to wear your green satin gown, and asked if I should lay them out; but you told me you would choose for yourself.

Miss Deveen had worn diamonds; we had noticed their lustre.

Im sure it is a dreadful thing to have happened! said poor Lady Whitney, looking flurried. I dare not tell Sir John; he would storm the windows out of their frames. Lease, I am astonished at you. How could you dare open the box?

I never did open it, my lady, was the answer. When I got round from the bed, Lettice was standing with it open before her.

I dont think there need be much doubt as to the guilty party, struck in Miss Cattledon with intense acrimony, her eyes swooping down upon Lettice. And if they were not sly and crafty eyes, never you trust me again.

I do not think there need be so much trouble made about it, corrected Miss Deveen. Its not your loss, Cattledon  it is mine: and my own fault too.

But Miss Cattledon would not take the hint. She stuck to it like a leech, and sifted evidence as subtly as an Old Bailey lawyer. Mrs. Lease carried innocence on the surface; no one could doubt it: Lettice might have been taken for a seven-years thief. She sobbed, and choked, and rambled in her tale, and grew as confused as a hunted hare, contradicting herself at every second word. The Australian scheme (though it might have been nothing but foolish talk) told against her now.

Things grew more uncomfortable as the day went on, the house being ransacked from head to foot. Sophie Chalk cried. She was not rich, she said to me, but she would give every shilling of money she had with her for the studs to be found; and she thought it was very wrong to accuse Lettice, when so many strangers had been in the house. I liked Sophie better than I had liked her yet: she looked regularly vexed.

Sir John got to know of it: Miss Cattledon told him. He did not storm the windows out, but he said the police must come in and see Lettice Lane. Miss Deveen, hearing of this, went straight to Sir John, and assured him that if he took any serious steps while the affair was so doubtful, she would quit his house on the instant, and never put foot in it again. He retorted that it must have been Lettice Lane  common sense and Miss Cattledon could not be mistaken  and that it ought to be investigated.

They came to a compromise. Lettice was not to be given into custody at present; but she must quit the Hall. That, said Miss Deveen, was of course as Sir John and Lady Whitney pleased. To tell the truth, suspicion did seem strong against her.

She went away at eventide. One of the men was charged to drive her to her mothers, about five miles off. I and Anna, hastening home from our walk  for we had lost the others, and the stars were coming out in the wintry sky  saw them as we passed the beeches. Lettices face was swollen with crying.

We are so sorry this has happened, Lettice, Anna gently said, going up to the gig. I do hope it will be cleared up soon. Remember one thing  I shall think well of you, until it is. I do not suspect you.

I am turned out like a criminal, Miss Anna, sobbed the girl. They searched me to the skin; that Miss Cattledon standing on to see that the housekeeper did it properly; and they have searched my boxes. The only one to speak a kind word to me as I came away, was Miss Deveen herself. Its a disgrace I shall never get over.

Thats rubbish, Lettice, you know,  for I thought Id put in a good word, too. You will soon forget it, once the right fellow is pitched upon. Good luck to you, Lettice.

Anna shook hands with her, and the man drove on, Lettice sobbing aloud. Not hearing Annas footsteps, I looked round and saw she had sat down on one of the benches, though it was white with frost. I went back.

Dont you go and catch cold, Anna.

Johnny, you cannot think how this is troubling me.

Why you  in particular?

Well  for one thing I cant believe that she is guilty. I have always liked Lettice.

So did we at Dyke Manor. But if she is not guilty, who is?

I dont know, Johnny, she continued, her eyes taking a thoughtful, far-off look. What I cannot help thinking, is this  though I feel half ashamed to say it. Several visitors were in the house last night; suppose one should have found her way into the room, and taken them? If so, how cruel this must be on Lettice Lane.

Sophie Chalk suggested the same thing to me to-day. But a visitor would not do such a thing. Fancy a lady stealing jewels!

The open box might prove a strong temptation. People do things in such moments, Johnny, that they would fly from at other times.

Sophie said that too. You have been talking together.

I have not exchanged a word with Sophie Chalk on the subject. The ideas might occur naturally to any of us.

I did not think it at all likely to have been a visitor. How should a visitor know there was an open jewel-box in Miss Deveens room? The chamber, too, was an inner one, and therefore not liable to be entered accidentally. To get to it you had to go through Miss Cattledons.

The room is not easy of access, you know, Anna.

Not very. But it might be reached.

I say, are you saying this for any purpose?

She turned round and looked at me rather sharply.

Yes. Because I do not believe it was Lettice Lane.

Was it Miss Cattledon herself, Anna? I have heard of such curious things. Her eyes took a greedy look to-day when they rested on the jewels.

As if the suggestion frightened her  and I hardly know how I came to whisper it  Anna started up, and ran across the lawn, never looking back or stopping until she reached the house.


XIV.

AT MISS DEVEENS.

The table was between us as we stood in the dining-room at Dyke Manor  I and Mrs. Todhetley  and on it lay a three-cornered article of soft geranium-coloured wool, which she called a fichu. I had my great coat on my arm ready for travelling, for I was going up to London on a visit to Miss Deveen.

It was Easter now. Soon after the trouble, caused by the loss of the emerald studs at Whitney Hall in January, the party had dispersed. Sophie Chalk returned to London; Tod and I came home; Miss Deveen was going to Bath. The studs had not been traced  had never been heard of since; and Lettice Lane, after a short stay in disgrace at her mothers cottage, had suddenly disappeared. Of course there were not wanting people to affirm that she had gone off to her favourite land of promise, Australia, carrying the studs with her.

The Whitneys were now in London. They did not go in for London seasons; in fact, Lady Whitney hardly remembered to have had a season in London at all, and she quite dreaded this one, saying she should feel like a fish out of water. Sir John occupied a bedroom when he went up for Parliament, and dined at his club. But Helen was nineteen, and they thought she ought to be presented to the Queen. So Miss Deveen was consulted about a furnished house, and she and Sir John took one for six weeks from just before Easter. They left Whitney Hall at once to take possession; and Bill Whitney and Tod, who got an invitation, joined them the day before Good Friday.

The next Tuesday I received a letter from Miss Deveen. We were very good friends at Whitney, and she had been polite enough to say she should be glad to see me in London. I never expected to go, for three-parts of those invitations do not come to anything. She wrote now to ask me to go up; it might be pleasant for me, she added, as Joseph Todhetley was staying with the Whitneys.

It is of no use going on until I have said a word about Tod. If ever a fellow was hopelessly in love with a girl, he was with Sophie Chalk. I dont mean hopeless as to the love, but as to getting out of it. On the day that we were quitting Whitney Hall  it was on the 26th of January, and the icicles were clustering on the trees  they had taken a long walk together. What Tod said I dont know, but I think he let her know how much he loved her, and asked her to wait until he should be of age and could ask the question  would she be his wife? We went with her to the station, and the way Tod wrapped her up in the railway-carriage was as good as a show. (Pretty little Mrs. Hughes, who had been visiting old Featherston, went up by the same train and in the same carriage.) They corresponded a little, she and Tod. Nothing particular in her letters, at any rate  nothing but what the world might see, or that she might have written to Mrs. Todhetley, who had one from her on occasion  but I know Tod just lived on those letters and her remembrance; he could not hide it from me; and I saw without wishing to see or being able to help myself. Why, he had gone up to London now in one sole hope  that of meeting again with Miss Chalk!

Mrs. Todhetley saw it too  had seen it from the time when Sophie Chalk was at Dyke Manor  and it grieved and worried her. But not the Squire: he no more supposed Tod was going to take up seriously with Sophie Chalk, than with the pink-eyed lady exhibited the past year at Pershore Fair.

Well, thats all of explanation. This was Wednesday morning, and the Squire was going to drive me to the station for the London train. Mrs. Todhetley at the last moment was giving me charge of the fichu, which she had made for Sophie Chalks sister.

I did not send it by Joseph; I thought it as well not to do so, she observed, as she began to pack it up in tissue paper. Will you take it down to Mrs. Smith yourself, Johnny, and deliver it?

All right.

I  you know, Johnny, I have the greatest dislike to anything that is mean or underhand, she went on, dropping her voice a little. But I do not think it would be wrong, under the circumstances, if I ask you to take a little notice of what these Smiths are. I dont mean in the way of being fashionable, Johnny; I suppose they are all that; but whether they are nice, good people. Somehow I did not like Miss Chalk, with all her fascinations, and it is of no use to pretend that I did.

She was too fascinating for ordinary folk, good mother.

Yes, that was it. She seemed to put the fascinations on. And, Johnny, though we were to hear that she had a thousand a year to her fortune, I should be miserable if I thought Joe would choose her for his wife.



She used to say she was poor.

But she seemed to have a whole list of lords and ladies for her friends, so I conclude she and her connections must be people of note. It is not that, Johnny  rich or poor  it is that I dont like her for herself, and I do not think she is the one to make Joe happy. She never spoke openly about her friends, you know, or about herself. At any rate, you take down this little parcel to Mrs. Smith, with my kind regards, and then youll see them for yourself. And in judgment and observation you are worth fifty of Joe, any day.

Not in either judgment or observation; only in instinct.

And thats for yourself, she added, slipping a sovereign into my pocket. I dont know how much Mr. Todhetley has given you. Mind you spend your money in right things, Johnny. But I am not afraid; I could trust you all over the world.

Giles put in my portmanteau, and we drove off. The hedges were beginning to bud; the fields looked green. From observations about the young lambs, and a broken fence that he went into a passion over, the Squire suddenly plunged into something else.

You take care of yourself, sir, in London! Boys get into all kinds of pitfalls there, if they dont mind.

But I do not call myself a boy, sir, now.

Not call yourself a boy! retorted the Squire, staring. Id like to know what else you are. Tods a boy, sir, and nothing else, though he does count twenty years. I wonder what the worlds coming to! he added, lashing up Bob and Blister. In my days, youngsters did not think themselves men before they had done growing.

What I meant was that I am old enough to take care of myself. Mrs. Todhetley has just said she could trust me all over the world.

Just like her foolishness! Take care you dont get your pockets picked: theres sure to be a thief at every corner. And dont you pick them yourself, Master Johnny. I knew a young fellow once who went up to London with ten pounds in his pocket. He was staying at the Castle and Falcon Hotel, near the place where the mails used to start from  and a fine sight it was to see them bowl out, one after another, with their lamps lighted. Well, Johnny, this young fellow got back again in four days by one of these very mails, every shilling spent, and his fare down not paid. Youd not think that was steady old Jacobson; but it was.

I laughed. The Squire looked more inclined to cry.

Cleaned out, he was; not a rap left! Money melts in London  thats a fact  and it is very necessary to be cautious. His went in seeing the shows; so he told his father. Dont you go in for too many of them, Johnny, or you may find yourself without funds to bring you home, and railways dont give trust. You might go to the Tower, now; and St. Pauls; and the British Museum; they are steady places. I wouldnt advise a theatre, unless its just once  some good, respectable play; and mind you go straight home after it. Some young men slink off to singing-shops now, they say, but I am sure such places can bring no good.

Being with Miss Deveen, sir, I dont suppose I shall have the opportunity of getting into much harm.

Well, its right in me to caution you, Johnny. London is a dreadful place, full of sharpers and bad people. It used to be in the old days, and I dont suppose it has improved in these. You have no father, Johnny, and I stand to you in the light of one, to give you these warnings. Enjoy your visit rationally, my boy, and come home with a true report and a good conscience. Thats the charge my old father always gave to me.

Miss Deveen lived in a very nice house, north-westward, away from the bustle of London. The road was wide, the houses were semi-detached, with gardens around and plenty of trees in view. Somehow I had hoped Tod would be at the Paddington terminus, and was disappointed, so I took a cab and went on. Miss Deveen came into the hall to receive me, and said she did not consider me too big to be kissed, considering she was over sixty. Miss Cattledon, sitting in the drawing-room, gave me a finger to shake, and did not seem to like my coming. Her waist and throat were thinner and longer than ever; her stays creaked like parchment.

If Id never had a surprise in my life, I had one before I was in the house an hour. Coming down from the bedroom to which they had shown me, a maid-servant passed me on the first-floor landing. It was Lettice Lane! I wondered  believe me or not, as you will  I wondered whether I saw a ghost, and stood back against the pillar of the banisters.

Why, Lettice, is it you?

Yes, sir.

But  what are you doing here?

I am here in service, sir.

She ran on upstairs. Lettice in Miss Deveens house. It was worse than a Chinese puzzle.

Is that you, Johnny? Step in here?

The voice  Miss Deveens  came from a half-opened door, close at hand. It was a small, pretty sitting-room, with light blue curtains and chairs. Miss Deveen sat by the fire, ready for dinner. In her white body shone amethyst studs, quite as beautiful as the lost emeralds.



We call this the blue-room, Johnny. It is my own exclusively, and no one enters it except upon invitation. Sit down. Were you surprised to see Lettice Lane?

I dont think I was ever so much surprised in all my life. She says she is living here.

Yes; I sent for her to help my housemaid.

I was thoroughly mystified. Miss Deveen put down her book and spectacles.

I have taken to glasses, Johnny.

But I thought you saw so well.

So I do, for anything but very small type  and that book seems to have been printed for none but the youngest eyes. And I see people as well as things, she added significantly.

I felt sure of that.

Do you remember, Johnny, the day after the uproar at Whitney Hall, that I asked you to pilot me to Lettice Lanes mothers, and to say nothing about it?

Yes, certainly. You walked the whole four miles of the way. It is five by road.

And back again. I am good for more yet than some of the young folk are, Johnny; but I always was an excellent walker. Next day the party broke up; that pretty girl, Sophie Chalk, departed for London, and you and young Todhetley left later. When you reached your home in the evening, I dont suppose you thought I had been to Dyke Manor the same day.

No! Had you really, Miss Deveen?

Really and truly. Ill tell you now the reason of those journeys of mine. As Lettice Lane was being turned out of the Hall, she made a remark in the moment of departure, accidentally I am sure, which caused me to be almost certain she was not guilty of stealing the studs. Before, whilst they were all condemning her as guilty, I had felt doubtful of it; but of course I could not be sure, and Miss Cattledon reproaches me with thinking every one innocent under every circumstance  which is a mistake of hers. Mind, Johnny, the few words Lettice said might have been used designedly, by one crafty and guilty, on purpose to throw me off suspicion: but I felt almost persuaded that the girl had spoken them in unconscious innocence. I went to her mothers to see them both; I am fond of looking into things with my own eyes; and I came away with my good opinion strengthened. I went next to Mrs. Todhetleys to hear what she said of the girl; I saw her and your old nurse, Hannah, making my request to both not to speak of my visit. They gave the girl a good character for honesty; Mrs. Todhetley thought her quite incapable of taking the studs; Hannah could not say what a foolish girl with roving ideas of Australia in her head might do in a moment of temptation. In less than a fortnight I was back in London, having paid my visit to Bath. I had been reflecting all that time, Johnny, on the cruel blight this must be on Lettice Lane, supposing that she was innocent. I thought the probabilities were that she was innocent, not guilty; and I determined to offer her a home in my own house during the uncertainty. She seemed only too glad to accept it, and here she is. If the girl should eventually turn out to be innocent, I shall have done her a real service; if guilty, why I shall not regret having held out a helping hand to her, that may perhaps save her for the future.

It was very kind and thoughtful of you, Miss Deveen!

My chief difficulty lay in keeping the suspicion lying on Lettice Lane a secret from my household. Fortunately I had taken no servants with me to Whitney Hall, my maid having been ill at the time; but Cattledon is outrageously virtuous, and of course proportionally bitter against Lettice. You saw that at Whitney.

She would have been the first to tell of her.

Yes. I had to put the thing rather strongly to Miss Cattledon Hold your tongue or leave me. It answered, Johnny. Cattledon likes her place here, and acts accordingly. She picks up her petticoats from contamination when she meets the unfortunate Lettice; but she takes care to hold her tongue.

Do you think it will ever be found out, Miss Deveen?

I hope it will.

But who  could have taken them? And the thought of what I had said to Anna Whitney, that it might be Miss Cattledon herself, flashed over me as I put the question.

I think  Miss Deveen glanced round as if to make sure we were alone, and dropped her voice a little that it must have been one of the guests who came to Whitney Hall that night. Cattledon let out one thing, but not until after we were at home again, for the fact seemed not to have made the least impression on her memory at the time; but it came back afterwards. When she was quitting her room after dressing that evening  I being already out of mine and downstairs  she saw the shawl she had worn in the afternoon lying across a chair just as she had thrown it off. She is very careful of her clothes; and hesitated, she said, whether to go back then and fold it; but, knowing she was late, did not do so. She had been downstairs about ten minutes, when I asked her to fetch my fan, which I had forgotten. Upon going through her room to mine, she saw the shawl lying on the floor, and picked it up, wondering how it could have come there. At that time the maids had not been in to put either her room or mine to rights. Now, what I infer, Johnny, is that my jewel-case was visited and the studs were stolen before Lettice Lane and Mrs. Lease went near the rooms, and that the thief, in her hurry to escape, brushed against the shawl and threw it down.

And cannot Miss Cattledon see the probability of that?

She will not see it. Lettice Lane is guilty with her and no one else. Prejudice goes a long way in this world, Johnny. The people who came to the dance that night were taking off their things in the next room to Miss Cattledons, and I think it likely that some one of them may have found a way into my chamber, perhaps even by accident, and the sight of the brilliant emerald studs  they were more beautiful than any they were lying with  was too much for human equanimity. It was my fault for leaving the dressing-case open  and do you know, Johnny, I believe I left it literally open  I can never forget that.

But Lettice Lane said it was shut; shut but not locked.

Well, it is upon my conscience that I left it open. Whoever took the studs may have shut down the lid, in caution or forgetfulness. Meanwhile, Johnny, dont you say anything of what I have told you; at the Whitneys or elsewhere. They do not know that Lettice Lane is with me; they are prejudiced against her, especially Sir John; and Lettice has orders to keep out of the way of visitors. Should they by chance see her, why, I shall say that as the case was at best doubtful, I am giving the girl a chance to redeem her good name. We are going there after dinner. So mind you keep counsel.

To the Whitneys?

It is only next door, as you may say. I did not mention that you were coming up, she added, so there will be a surprise for them. And now we will go down. Here, carry my book for me, Johnny.

In the drawing-room we found a grey-haired curate, with a mild voice; Miss Cattledon was simpering and smiling upon him. I gathered that he did duty in the church hard by, and had come to dinner by invitation. He took in Miss Deveen, and that other blessed lady fell to me. It was a very good dinner, uncommonly good to me after my journey. Miss Deveen carved. And didnt she make me eat! She said she knew what boys appetites were. The curate took his leave, but Miss Deveen sat on; she fancied to have heard that the Whitneys were to have friends to dinner that night, and would not go in too early.

About half-a-dozen houses lay between, and Miss Deveen put a shawl over her head and walked the distance. Such a mistake, to have taken a place for them so near Hyde Park! whispered Miss Cattledon as we were following  and Im sure she must have been in a gracious mood to give me the confidence. Neither Sir John nor Miss Deveen has much notion of the requirements of fashionable society, Mr. Ludlow: as to poor Lady Whitney, she is a very owl in all that relates to it.

Poor Lady Whitney  not looking like an owl, but a plain, good-hearted English mother  was the first to see us. There was no dinner-party after all. She sat on a chair just inside the drawing-room, which was precisely the same in build and size as Miss Deveens, but had not her handsome furniture and appointments. She said she was glad to see me, and would have invited me with Joe, but for want of beds.

They were all grouped at the other end of the room, playing at forfeits, and a great deal too busy to notice me. I had leisure to look at them. Helen was talking very fast: Harry shouting; Anna sat leaning her cheek on her hand; Tod stood frowning and angry against the wall; the young ones were jumping about like savages; and Bill Whitney was stuck on a stool, his eyes bandaged, and the tips of a girls white fingers touching his hands. A fairy, rather than a girl, for thats what she looked like, with her small, light figure and her gauze skirts floating: Miss Sophie Chalk.

But what on earth had come to her hair? It used to be brown; it was now light, and gleaming with gold spangles. Perhaps it belonged to her fairy nature.

Suddenly Bill shouted out Miss Chalk, threw off the bandage, and caught her hands to kiss her! It was all in the forfeits: he had a right to do it, because he guessed her name. She laughed and struggled, the children and Helen were as wild Indians with glee, and Tod looked ready to bring the roof down. Just as Bill gave the kiss, Anna saw me.

Of course it created an interlude, and the forfeits were thrown up. Tod came out of his passion, feeling a little frightened.

Johnny! Why, what in the world brings you here? Anything wrong with my father?

I am only come up on a visit to Miss Deveen, Tod.

Well, Im sure! cried Tod; as if he thought he ought to have all the visiting, and I none of it.

Sophie put her hand into mine. I am so glad to see you again, she said in her softest tone. And dear Mrs. Todhetley, how is she? and the sweet children?

But she never waited to hear how; for she turned away at some question put by Bill Whitney.

Sir John came in, and the four old ones sat down to their whist in the small drawing-room opening from this. The children were sent to bed. Sophie Chalk went to the piano to sing a song in hushed tones, Tod putting himself on one side, Bill on the other.

Are both of them going in for the ladys favour? I asked of Anna, pointing to the piano, as she made room for me on the sofa.

I think Miss Chalk would like it, Johnny.

How well Bill is looking!

Oh, he has quite recovered; he seems all the stronger for his accident. I suppose the rest and the nursing set him up.

Is Sophie Chalk staying here?

No; theres hardly room for her. But she has been here every day and all day since we came up. They send her home in a cab at night, and one of the maids has to go with her. It is Helens arrangement.

Do you like London, Anna?

No. I wish I had stayed at home.

But why?

Well  but I cant tell you every reason.

Tell me one?

Anna did not answer. She sat looking out straight before her, her eyes full of trouble.

Perhaps it is all nothing, Johnny. I may be fanciful and foolish, and so take up mistaken notions. Wrong ones, on more points than one.

Do you mean anything  there?

Yes. It would be  I think  a terrible misfortune for us, if William were to engage himself to Sophie Chalk.

You mean Tod, Anna? I said, impulsively.

She blushed like a rose. Down at Whitney I did think it was he; but since we came here she seems to have changed; to be  to be  

Going in for Bill. I put it plainly you see, Anna.

I cannot help fearing that it would be a very sad mistake for either of them. Oh, Johnny, I am just tormented out of my peace, doubting whether or not I ought to speak. Sometimes I say to myself, yes it would be right, it is my duty. And then again I fancy that I am altogether mistaken, and that theres nothing for me to say.

But what could you say, Anna?

Anna had been nervously winding her thin gold chain round her finger. She unwound it again before answering.

Of course  what could I? And if I were to speak, and  and  find there was no cause, she dreamily added, I should never forgive myself. The shame of it would rest upon me throughout life.

Well, I dont see that, Anna. Just because you fancied things were serious when they were not so! Where would be the shame?

You dont understand, Johnny. I should feel it. And so I wish I had stayed down at Whitney, out of the reach of torment. I wish another thing with all my heart  that Helen would not have Sophie Chalk here.

I think you may take one consolation to yourself, Anna  that whatever you might urge against her, it would most likely make not the smallest difference one way or the other. With Tod I am sure it would not. If he set his mind on marrying Sophie Chalk, other peoples grumbling would not turn him from it.

It might depend a little on what the grumblings were, returned Anna, as if fighting for the last word. But there; let it drop. I would rather say no more.

She took up a photograph book, and we began looking over it together.

Good gracious! Heres Miss Cattledon? Small waist and all!

Anna laughed. She had it taken in Bath, and sent it to William. He had only asked her for it in joke.

So those studs have never turned up, Anna?

No. I wish they would. I should pray night and morning for it, if I thought it would do no one an injury.

Johnny! called out Sir John.

Yes, sir.

Come you, and take my hand for five minutes. I have just remembered a note I ought to have written this afternoon.

I shall be sure to play badly, I said to Lady Whitney, who had fallen to Sir John in cutting for partners.

Oh, my dear, what does it matter? she kindly answered. I dont mind if you do. I do not play well myself.



The next morning Miss Cattledon went out to ten-oclock daily service. Miss Deveen said she had taken to the habit of doing so. I wondered whether it was for the sake of religion, or for that grey-haired curate who did the prayers. Sitting by ourselves, I told Miss Deveen of the commission I had from Mrs. Todhetley; and somehow, without my intending it, she gathered a little more.

Go by all means, and learn what you can, Johnny. Go at once. I dont think you need, any of you, be afraid, though, she added, laughing. I have seen very much of boy-and-girl love; seen that it rarely comes to anything. Young men mostly go through one or two such episodes before settling seriously to the business of life.

The omnibus took me to Oxford Street, and I found my way from thence to Torriana Square. It proved to be a corner house, its front entrance being in the square. But there was a smaller entrance on the side (which was rather a bustling street), and a sort of office window, on the wire blind of which was written, in white letters, Mr. Smith, wine-merchant.

A wine-merchant! Well, I was surprised. Could there be any mistake? No, it was the right number. But I thought there must be, and stood staring at the place with both eyes. That was a come-down. Not but that wine-merchants are as good as other people; only Sophie Chalk had somehow imparted the notion of their living up to lords and ladies.

I asked at the front-door for Mrs. Smith, and was shown upstairs to a handsome drawing-room. A little girl, with a sallow face, thin and sickly, was seated there. She did not get up, only stared at me with her dark, keen, deep-set eyes.

Do you know where your mamma is, Miss Trot? asked the servant, putting a chair.

You can go and search for her?

She looked at me so intently as the maid left the room, that I told her who I was, and what I had come for. The childs tongue  it seemed as sharp a one as Miss Cattledons  was let loose.

I have heard of you, Johnny Ludlow. Mrs. Smith would be glad to see you. You had better wait.

I dont know how it is that I make myself at home with people; or, rather, that people seem so soon to be at home with me. I dont try to do it, but it is always so. In two or three minutes, when the girl was talking to me as freely as though I were her brother, the maid came back again.

Miss Trot, I cannot find your mamma.

Mrs. Smiths out. But I was not obliged to tell you so. Ill not spare you any work when you call me Miss Trot.

The maids only answer was to leave the room: and the little girl  who spoke like a woman  shook her dark hair from her face in temper.

Ive told them over and over again I will not be called Miss Trot. How would you like it? Because my mamma took to say it when I was a baby, it is no reason why other people should say it.

Perhaps your mamma says it still, and so they fall into it also.

My mamma is dead.

Just at the moment I did not take in the meaning of the words. Mrs. Smith dead!

Mrs. Smith is not my mother. Dont insult me, please. She came here as my governess. If papa chose to make a fool of himself by marrying her afterwards, it was not my fault. What are you looking at?

I was looking at her: she seemed so strange a child; and feeling slightly puzzled between the other Mrs. Smith and this one. They say I am a muff at many things; I am sure I am at understanding complicated relationships.

Then  Miss Chalk is  this Mrs. Smiths sister?

Well, you might know that. They are a pair, and I dont like either of them. There are two crying babies upstairs now.

Mrs. Smiths?

Yes, Mrs. Smiths  with intense aggravation. Papa had quite enough with me, and I could have managed the house and servants as well as she does. And because Nancy Chalk was not enough, in addition we must be never safe from Sophonisba! Oh, there are crosses in life!

Who is Sophonisba?

She is Sophonisba.

Perhaps you mean Sophie Chalk?

Her names not Sophie, or Sophia either. She was christened Sophonisba, but she hates the name, and takes care to drop it always. She is a deep one, is Sophonisba Chalk!

Is this her home?

She makes it her home, when shes not out teaching. And papa never seems to think it an encroachment. Sophonisba Chalk does not keep her places, you know. She thought she had got into something fine last autumn at Lord Augustus Diffords, but Lady Augustus gave her warning at the first months end.

Then Miss Chalk is a governess?

What else do you suppose she is? She comes over people, and gets a stock of invitations on hand, and goes to them between times. You should hear the trouble there is about her dresses, that she may make a good appearance. And how she does it I cant think: they dont tell me their contrivances. Mrs. Smith must give her some  I am sure of it  which papa has to pay for; and Sophonisba goes in trust for others.

She was always dressed well down with us.

Of course she was. Whitney Hall was her great-card place; but the time for the visit was so long before it was fixed, she thought it had all dropped through. It came just right: just when she was turned out of Lady Augustus Diffords. Helen Whitney had promised it a long while before.

I know; when they were schoolfellows at Miss Lakons.

They were not schoolfellows. Sophonisba was treated as the rest, but she was only improving pupil. She gave her services, learnt of some of the masters, and paid nothing. How old do you think she is? broke off Miss Trot.

About twenty.

She was six-and-twenty last birthday; and they say she will look like a child till shes six-and-thirty. I call it a shame for a young woman of that age to be doing nothing for herself, but to be living on strangers: and papa and I are nothing else to her.

How old are you? I could not help asking.

Fifteen; nearly sixteen. People take me to be younger, because I am short, and it vexes me. They would not think me young if they knew how I feel. Oh, I can tell you it is a sharpening thing for your papa to marry again, and to find yourself put down in your own home.

Has Miss Chalk any engagement now?

She has not had an engagement all this year, and now its April! I dont believe she looks after one. She pretends to teach me  while shes waiting, she says; but its all a farce; I wont learn of her. I heard her tell Mr. Everty I was a horrid child. Fancy that!

Who is Mr. Everty?

Papas head-clerk. He is a gentleman, you know, and Sophonisba thinks great things of him. Ah, I could tell something, if I liked! but she put me on my honour. Oh, shes a sly one! Just now, she is all her time at the Whitneys, red-hot for it. You are not going? Stay to luncheon.

I must go; Miss Deveen will be waiting for me. You can deliver the parcel, please, with Mrs. Todhetleys message. I will call in to see Mrs. Smith another day.

And to see me too? came the quick retort.

Yes, of course.

Now, mind, you cant break your word. I shall say it is me you are coming to call upon; they think I am nobody in this house. Ask for Miss Smith when you come. Good-bye, Johnny Ludlow!

She never stirred as I shook hands; she seemed never to have stirred hand or foot throughout the interview. But, as I opened the door, there came an odd sort of noise, and I turned to look what it was.

She. Hastening to cross the room, with a crutch, to ring the bell! And I saw that she was both lame and deformed.

In passing down the side street by the office, some one brushed by, with the quick step of a London business man. Where had I seen the face before? Whose did it put me in mind of? Why  it came to me all in a minute  Roger Monks! He who had lived at Dyke Manor for a short time as head-gardener under false auspices. But, as I have not said anything about him before, I will not enter into the history now. Before I could turn to look, Monk had disappeared; no doubt round the corner of the square.

Tod, I said, as soon as I came across him, Sophie Chalks a governess.

Well, what of that? asked Tod.



Not much; but she might as well have been candid with us at Dyke Manor.

A governess is a lady.

Ought to be. But why did she make out to us that she had been a visitor at the Diffords, when she was only the teacher? We should have respected her just as much; perhaps made more of her.

What are you cavilling at? As if a lady was never a teacher before!

Oh, Tod! it is not that. Dont you see?  if she had kept a chandlers shop, and been open about it, what should we have cared? It was the sailing under false colours; trying to pass herself off for what she is not.

He gave no answer to this, except a whistle.

She is turned six-and-twenty, Tod. And she was not a school-girl at Miss Lakons, but governess-pupil.

I suppose she was a schoolgirl once?

I suppose she was.

Good. What else have you to say, wise Johnny?

Nothing.

Nothing; for where was the use? Sophie Chalk would have been only an angel in his eyes, though he heard that she had sold apples at a street-corner. Sophie, that very morning, had begged Lady Whitney to let her instruct the younger children, as a friend, so long as they were in town; for the governess at Whitney was a daily one, and they had not brought her. Lady Whitney at first demurred, and then kissed Sophie for her goodness. The result was, that a bed was found for Miss Chalk, and she stayed with them altogether.

But I cant say much for the teaching. It was not Sophie Chalks fault, perhaps. Helen would be in the schoolroom, and Harry would be there; and I and Anna sometimes; and Tod and Bill always. Lady Whitney looked upon this London sojourn as a holiday, and did not mind whether the children learnt or played, provided they were kept passably quiet. I told Sophie of my visit to take the fichu, and she made a wry face over the lame girl.

That Mabel Smith! Poor morbid little object! What she would have grown into but for the fortunate chance of my sisters marrying into the house, I cant imagine, Johnny. Ill draw you her portrait in her night-cap, by-and-by.

The days went on. We did have fun: but war was growing up between William Whitney and Tod. There could no longer be a mistake (to those who understood things and kept their eyes open) of the part Sophie Chalk was playing: and that was trying to throw Tod over for William Whitney, and to make no fuss about it, I dont believe she cared a brass button for either: but Bills future position in life would be better than Tods, seeing that his father was a baronet. Bill was going in for her favour; perhaps not seriously: it might have been for the fun of the moment, or to amuse himself by spiting Tod. Sir John and my lady never so much as dreamt of the by-playing going on before their faces, and I dont think Helen did.

I told you shed fascinate the eyes out of your head, Bill, give her the chance, said I to him one day in the schoolroom, when Miss Chalk was teaching her pupils to dance.

You shut up, Johnny, he said, laughing, and shied the atlas at me.

Before the day was out, there was a sharp, short quarrel. They were all coming for the evening to Miss Deveens. I went in at dusk to tell them not to make it nine at night. Turning into the drawing-room, I interrupted a scene  Bill Whitney and Tod railing at one another. What the bone of contention was I never knew, for they seemed to have reached the end of it.

You did, said Tod.

I did not, said Bill.

I tell you, you did, William Whitney.

Let it go; its word against word, and we shall never decide it. You are mistaken, Todhetley; but I am not going to ask your leave as to what I shall do, or what I shant.

You have no right to say to Miss Chalk what I heard you saying to-day.

I tell you, you did not hear me say anything of the sort. Put it that you did  what business is it of yours? If I chose to go in for her, to ask her to be the future Lady Whitney  though it may be many a year, I hope, before I step into my fathers place, good old man!  who has the right to say me nay?

Tod was foaming. Dusk though it was, I could see that. They took no more account of my being present, than of Harrys little barking dog.

Look here, Bill Whitney. If  

Are you boys quarrelling?

The interruption was Annas. Passing through the hall, she had heard the voices and looked in. As if glad of the excuse to get away, Bill Whitney followed her from the room. Tod went out and banged the hall-door after him.

I waited, thinking Anna might come in, and strolled into the little drawing-room. There, quiet as a mouse, stood Sophie Chalk. She had been listening, for certain; and I hope it gratified her: her eyes sparkled a little.

Why, Johnny! was it you making all that noise? What was the matter? Anything gone wrong?



It was all very fine to try it on with me. I just looked straight at her, and I think she saw as much. Saying something about going to search for Helen, she left the room.

What was the trouble, Johnny? whispered Anna, stealing up to me.

Only those two having a jar.

I heard that. But what was it about? Sophie Chalk?

Well, yes; that was it, Anna.

We were at the front window then. A man was lighting the street-lamps, and Anna seemed to be occupied in watching him. There was enough care on her face to set one up in the dismals for life.

No harm may come of it, Anna. Any way, you can do nothing.

Oh, Johnny, I wish I knew! she said, clasping her hands. I wish I could satisfy myself which way right lies. If I were to speak, it might be put down to a wrong motive. I try to see whether that thought is not a selfish one, whether I ought to let it deter me. But then  thats not the worst.

That sounds like a riddle, Anna.

I wish I had some good, judicious person who would hear all and judge for me, she said, rather dreamily. If you were older, Johnny, I think I would tell you.

I am as old as you are, at any rate.

Thats just it. We are neither of us old enough nor experienced enough to trust to our own judgment.

Theres your mother, Anna.

I know.

What you mean is, that Sir John and Lady Whitney ought to have their eyes opened to whats going on, that they may put an end to Miss Chalks intimacy here, if they deem the danger warrants it?

Thats near enough, Johnny. And I dont see my way sufficiently clearly to do it.

Put the case to Helen.

She would only laugh in my face. Hush! here comes some one.

It was Sophie Chalk. She looked rather sharply at us both, and said she could not find Helen anywhere.

And the days were to go on in outward smoothness and private discomfort, Miss Sophie exercising her fascinations on the whole of us.



But for having promised that lame child to call again in Torriana Square, I should not have cared to go. It was afternoon this time. The servant showed me upstairs, and said her mistress was for the moment engaged. Mabel Smith sat in the same seat in her black frock; some books lay on a small table drawn before her.

I thought you had forgotten to come.

Did you? I should be sure not to forget it.

I am so tired of my lessons, she said, irritably, sweeping the books away with her long thin fingers. I always am when they teach me. Mrs. Smith has kept me at them for two hours; she has gone down now to engage a new servant.

I get frightfully tired of my lessons sometimes.

Ah, but not as I do; you can run about: and learning, you know, will never be of use to me. I want you to tell me something. Is Sophonisba Chalk going to stay at Lady Whitneys?

I dont know. They will not be so very long in town.

But I mean is she to be governess there, and go into the country with them?

No, I think not.

She wants to. If she does, papa says he shall have some nice young lady to sit with me and teach me. Oh, I do hope she will go with them, and then the house would be rid of her. I say she will: it is too good a chance for her to let slip. Mrs. Smith says she wont: she told Mr. Everty so last night. He wouldnt believe her, and was very cross over it.

Cross over it?

He said Sophonisba ought not to have gone there at all without consulting him, and that she had not been home once since, and only written him one rubbishing note that had nothing in it; and he asked Mrs. Smith whether she thought that was right.

A light flashed over me. Is Miss Chalk going to marry Mr. Everty?

I suppose thats what it will come to, answered the curious child. She has promised to; but promises with her dont go for much when it suits her to break them. Sophonisba put me on my honour not to tell; but now that Mr. Everty has spoken to Mrs. Smith and papa, it is different. I saw it a long while ago; before she went to the Diffords. I have nothing to do but to sit and watch and think, you see, Johnny Ludlow; and I perceive things quicker than other people.

But  why do you fancy Miss Chalk may break her promise to Mr. Everty?

If she meant to keep it, why should she be scheming to go away as the Whitneys governess? I know what it is: Sophonisba does not think Mr. Everty good enough for her, but she would like to keep him waiting on, for fear of not getting anybody better.



Anything so shrewd as Mabel Smiths manner in saying this, was never seen. I dont think she was naturally ill-natured, poor thing; but she evidently thought she was being wronged amongst them, and it made her spitefully resentful.

Mr. Everty had better let her go. It is not I that would marry a wife who dyed her hair.

Is Miss Chalks dyed? I thought it might be the gold dust.

Have you any eyes? retorted Mabel. When she was down in the country with you her hair was brown; its a kind of yellow now. Oh, she knows how to set herself off, I can tell you. Do you happen to remember who was reigning in England when the massacre of St. Bartholomew took place in France?

The change of subject was sudden. I told her it was Queen Elizabeth.

Queen Elizabeth, was it? Ill write it down. Mrs. Smith says I shall have no dessert to-day, if I dont tell her. She puts those questions only to vex me. As if it mattered to anybody. Oh, heres papa!

A little man came in with a bald head and pleasant face. He said he was glad to see me and shook hands. She put out her arms, and he came and kissed her: her eyes followed him everywhere; her cheeks had a sudden colour: it was easy to see that he was her one great joy in life. And the bright colour made her poor thin face look almost charming.

I cant stay a minute, Trottie; going out in a hurry. I think I left my gloves up here.

So you did, papa. There was a tiny hole in the thumb and I mended it for you.

Thats my little attentive daughter! Good-bye. Mr. Ludlow, if you will stay to dinner we shall be happy.

Mrs. Smith came in as he left the room. She was rather a plain likeness of Miss Chalk, not much older. But her face had a straightforward, open look, and I liked her. She made much of me and said how kind she had thought it of Mrs. Todhetley to be at the trouble of making a fichu for her, a stranger. She hoped  she did hope, she added rather anxiously, that Sophie had not asked her to do it. And it struck me that Mrs. Smith had not quite the implicit confidence in Miss Sophies sayings and doings that she might have had.

It was five oclock when I got away. At the door of the office in the side street stood a gentleman  the same I had seen pass me the other day. I looked at him, and he at me.

Is it Roger Monk?

A startled look came over his face. He evidently did not remember me. I said who I was.



Dear me! How you have grown! Do walk in. And he spoke to me in the tones an equal would speak, not as a servant.

As he was leading the way into a sort of parlour, we passed a clerk at a desk, and a man talking to him.

Heres Mr. Everty; he will tell you, said the clerk, indicating Monk. He is asking about those samples of pale brandy, sir: whether they are to go.

Yes, of course; you ought to have taken them before this, Wilson, was Roger Monks answer. And so I saw that he was Mr. Everty.

I have resumed my true name, Everty, he said to me in low tones. The former trouble, that sent me away a wanderer, is over. Many men, I believe, are forced into such episodes in life.

You are with Mr. Smith?

These two years past. I came to him as head-clerk; I now have a commission on sales, and make a most excellent thing of it. I dont think the business could get on without me now.

Is it true that you are to marry Miss Chalk? I asked, speaking on a sudden impulse.

Quite true; if she does not throw me over, he answered, and I wondered at his candour. I suppose you have heard of it indoors?

Yes. I wish you all success.  And didnt I wish it in my inmost heart!

Thank you. I can give her a good home now. Perhaps you will not talk about that old time if you can help it, Mr. Ludlow. You used to be good-natured, I remember. It was a dark page in my then reckless life; I am doing what I can to redeem it.

I dare say he was; and I told him he need not fear. But I did not like his eyes yet, for they had the same kind of shifty look that Roger Monks used to have. He might get on none the worse in business; for, as the Squire says, it is a shifty world.

Sophie Chalk engaged to Mr. Everty, and he Roger Monk! Well, it was a complication. I went back to Miss Deveens without, so to say, seeing daylight.


XV.

THE GAME FINISHED.

The clang of the distant church bell was ringing out for the daily morning service, and Miss Cattledon was picking her way across the road to attend to it, her thin white legs displayed, and a waterproof cloak on. It had rained in the night, but the clouds were breaking, promising a fine day. I stood at the window, watching the legs and the pools of water; Miss Deveen sat at the table behind, answering a letter that had come to her by the morning post.

Have you ever thought mine a peculiar name, Johnny? she suddenly asked.

No, I said, turning to answer her. I think it a pretty one.

It was originally French: De Vigne: but like many other things has been corrupted with time, and made into what it is. Is that ten oclock striking?

Yes: and the bell was ceasing. Miss Cattledon would be late. It was a regular penalty to her, I knew, to go out so early, and quite a new whim, begun in the middle of Lent. She talked a little in her vinegar way of the worlds wickedness in not spending some of its working hours inside a church, listening to that delightful curate with the mild voice, whose hair had turned prematurely grey. Miss Deveen, knowing it was meant for her, laughed pleasantly, and said if the many years prayers from her chamber had not been heard as well as though she had gone into a church to offer them up, she should be in a poor condition now. I went with Miss Cattledon one Monday morning out of politeness. There were nine-and-twenty in the pews, for I counted them: eight-and-twenty being single ladies (to judge by the look), some young, some as old as Cattledon. The grey-haired curate was assisted by a young deacon, who had a black beard and a lisp and his hair parted down the middle. It was very edifying, especially the ten-minutes gossip with the two clergymen coming out, when we all congregated in the aisle by the door.

My great-grandfather was a grand old proprietor in France, Johnny; a baron, continued Miss Deveen. I dont think I have much of the French nature left in me.

I suppose you speak French well, Miss Deveen?

Not a word of it, Johnny. They pretended to teach it me when I was a child, but Im afraid I was unusually stupid. Why, who can this be?

She alluded to a ring at the visitors bell. One of the servants came in and said that the gentleman who had called once or twice before had come again.

Miss Deveen looked up, first at the servant, then at me. She seemed to be considering.

I will see him in two or three minutes, George  and the man shut the door.

Johnny, she said, I have taken you partly into my confidence in this affair of the lost studs; I think I will tell you a little more. After I sent for Lettice Lane here  and my impression, as I told you, was very strongly in favour of her innocence  it occurred to me that I ought to see if anything could be done to prove it; or at least to set the matter at rest, one way or the other, instead of leaving it to time and chance. The question was, how could I do it? I did not like to apply to the police, lest more should be made of it than I wished. One day a friend of mine, to whom I was relating the circumstances, solved the difficulty. He said he would send to me some one with whom he was well acquainted, a Mr. Bond, who had once been connected with the detective police, and who had got his dismissal through an affair he was thought to have mismanaged. It sounded rather formidable to my ears, once connected with the detective police; but I consented, and Mr. Bond came. He has had the thing in hand since last February.

And what has he found out?

Nothing, Johnny. Unless he has come to tell me now that he has  for it is he who is waiting. I think it may be so, as he has called so early. First of all, he was following up the matter down in Worcestershire, because the notion he entertained was, that the studs must have been taken by one of the Whitneys servants. He stayed in the neighbourhood, pursuing his inquiries as to their characters and habits, and visiting all the pawnbrokers shops that he thought were at available distances from the Hall.

Did he think it was Lettice Lane?

He said he did not: but he took care (as I happen to know) to worm out all he could of Lettices antecedents while he was inquiring about the rest. I had the girl in this room at his first visit, not alarming her, simply saying that I was relating the history of the studs disappearance to this friend who had called, and desired her to describe her share in it to make the story complete. Lettice suspected nothing; she told the tale simply and naturally, without fear: and from that very moment, Johnny, I have felt certain in my own mind the girl is as innocent as I am. Mr. Bond thought she might be, but he would not go beyond that; for women, he said, were crafty, and knew how to make one think black was white.

Miss Deveen, suppose, after all, it should turn out to have been Lettice? I asked. Should you proceed against her?

I shall not proceed against any one, Johnny; and I shall hush the matter up if I can, she answered, ringing for Mr. Bond to be shown in.

I was curious to see him also; ideas floating through my brain of cocked-hats and blue uniform and Richard Mayne. Mr. Bond turned out to be a very inoffensive-looking individual indeed; a little man, wearing steel spectacles, in a black frock-coat and grey trousers.

When I last saw you, madam, he began, after he was seated, and Miss Deveen had told him he might speak before me, I mentioned that I had abandoned my search in the country, and intended to prosecute my inquiries in London.

You did, Mr. Bond.

That the theft lay amongst Sir John Whitneys female servants, I have thought likely all along, continued Mr. Bond. If the thief felt afraid to dispose of the emeralds after taking them  and I could find no trace of them in the country  the probability was that she would keep them secreted about her, and get rid of them as soon as she came to London, if she were one of the maids brought up by Lady Whitney. There were two I thought in particular might have done it; one was the ladys maid; the other, the upper-housemaid, who had been ill the night of their disappearance. All kinds of ruses are played off in the pursuit of plunder, as we have cause to learn every day; and it struck me the housemaid might have feigned illness, the better to cover her actions and throw suspicion off herself. I am bound to say I could not learn anything against either of these two young women; but their business took them about the rooms at Whitney Hall; and an open jewel-case is a great temptation.

It is, assented Miss Deveen. That carelessness lay at my door, and therefore I determined never to prosecute in this case; never, in fact, to bring the offender to open shame of any sort in regard to it.

And that has helped to increase the difficulty, remarked Mr. Bond. Could the women have been searched and their private places at Whitney Hall turned out, we might or might not have found the emeralds; but  



I wouldnt have had it done for the Lord Chancellor, sir, interrupted Miss Deveen, hotly. One was searched, and that was quite enough for me, for I believe her to be innocent. If you can get at the right person quietly, for my own satisfaction, well and good. My instructions went so far, but no farther.

Mr. Bond took off his spectacles for a minute, and put them on again. I understood this perfectly when I took the business in hand, he said quietly. Well, madam, to go on. Lady Whitney brought her servants to London, and I came up also. Last night I gleaned a little light on the matter.

He paused, and put his hand into his pocket. I looked, and Miss Deveen looked.

Should you know the studs again? he asked her.

You may as well ask me if I should know my own face in the glass, Mr. Bond. Of course I should.

Mr. Bond opened a pill-box: three green studs lay in it on white cotton. He held it out to Miss Deveen.

Are these they?

No, certainly not, replied Miss Deveen, speaking like one in disappointment. Those are not to be compared with mine, sir.

Mr. Bond put the lid on the box, and returned it to his pocket. Out came another box, long and thin.

These are my studs, quickly exclaimed Miss Deveen, before she had given more than a glance. You can look yourself for the private marks I told you about, Mr. Bond.

Three brilliant emeralds, that seemed to light up the room, connected together by a fine chain of gold. At either end, the chain was finished off by a small square plate of thin gold, on one of which was an engraved crest, on the other Miss Deveens initials. In shape the emeralds looked like buttons more than studs.

I never knew they were linked together, Miss Deveen, I exclaimed in surprise.

Did you not, Johnny?

Never. I had always pictured them as three loose studs. Mr. Bond, who no doubt had the marks by heart before he brought them up, began shutting them into the box as he had the others.

Anticipating from the first that the studs would most probably be found at a pawnbrokers, if found at all, I ventured to speak to you then of a difficulty that might attend the finding, said he to Miss Deveen. Unless a thing can be legally proved to have been stolen, a pawnbroker cannot be forced to give it up. And I am under an engagement to return these studs to the pawnbroker, whence I have brought them, in the course of the morning.

You may do so, said Miss Deveen. I dare say he and I can come to an amicable arrangement in regard to giving them up later. My object has been to discover who stole them, not to bring trouble or loss upon pawnbrokers. How did you discover them, Mr. Bond?

In a rather singular manner. Last evening, in making my way to Regent Street to a place I had to go to on business, I saw a young woman turn out of a pawnbrokers shop. The shutters were put up, but the doors were open. Her face struck me as being familiar; and I remembered her as Lady Whitneys housemaid  the one who had been ill in bed, or pretended to be, the night the studs were lost. Ah, ah, I thought, some discovery may be looming up here. I have some acquaintance with the proprietor of the shop; a very respectable man, who has become rich by dint of hard, honest work, and is a jeweller now as well as a pawnbroker. My own business could wait, and I went in and found him busy with accounts in his private room. He thought at first I had only called in to see him in passing. I gave him no particulars; but said I fancied a person in whom I was professionally interested, had just been leaving some emerald studs in his shop.

What is the pawnbrokers name? interrupted Miss Deveen.

James. He went to inquire, and came back, saying that his assistant denied it. There was only one assistant in the shop: the other had left for the night. This assistant said that no one had been in during the last half-hour, excepting a young woman, a cousin of his wifes; who did not come to pledge anything, but simply to say how-dye-do, and to ask where they were living now, that she might call and see the wife. Mr. James added that the man said she occupied a good situation in the family of Sir John and Lady Whitney, and was not likely to require to pledge anything. Plausible enough, this, you see, Miss Deveen; but the coincidence was singular. I then told James that I had been in search for these two months of some emerald studs lost out of Sir John Whitneys house. He stared a little at this, paused a moment in thought, and then asked whether they were of unusual value and very beautiful. Just so, I said, and minutely described them. Mr. James, without another word, went away and brought the studs in. Your studs, Miss Deveen.

And how did he come by them?

He wont tell me much about it  except that they took in the goods some weeks ago in the ordinary course of business. The fact is he is vexed: for he has really been careful and has managed to avoid these unpleasant episodes, to which all pawnbrokers are liable. It was with difficulty I could get him to let me bring them up here: and that only on condition that they should be in his hands again before the clock struck twelve.



You shall keep faith with him. But now, Mr. Bond, what is your opinion of all this?

My opinion is that that same young woman stole the studs: and that she contrived to get them conveyed to London to this assistant, her relative, who no doubt advanced money upon them. I cannot see my way to any other conclusion under the circumstances, continued Mr. Bond, firmly. But for Jamess turning crusty, I might have learned more.

I will go to him myself, said Miss Deveen, with sudden resolution. When he finds that my intention is to hold his pocket harmless and make no disturbance in any way, he will not be crusty with me. But this matter must be cleared up if it be possible to clear it.

Miss Deveen was not one to be slow of action, once a resolve was taken. Mr. Bond made no attempt to oppose her: on the contrary, he seemed to think it might be well that she should go. She sent George out for a cab, in preference to taking her carriage, and said I might accompany her. We were off long before Miss Cattledons conference with the curates within the church was over.

The shop was in a rather obscure street, not far from Regent Street. I inquired for Mr. James at the private door, and he came out to the cab. Miss Deveen said she had called to speak to him on particular business, and he took us upstairs to a handsomely furnished room. He was a well-dressed, portly, good-looking man, with a pleasant face and easy manners. Miss Deveen, bidding him sit down near her, explained the affair in a few words, and asked him to help her to elucidate it. He responded frankly at once, and said he would willingly give all the aid in his power.

Singular to say, I took these studs in myself, he observed. I never do these things now, but my foreman had a holiday that day to attend a funeral, and I was in the shop. They were pledged on the 27th of January: since Mr. Bond left this morning I have referred to my books.

The 27th of January. It was on the night of the 23rd that the studs disappeared. Then the thief had not lost much time! I said so.

Stay a minute, Johnny, cried Miss Deveen: you young ones sum up things too quickly for me. Let me trace past events. The studs, as you say, were lost on the 23rd; the loss was discovered on the 24th, and Lettice Lane was discharged; on the 25th those of us staying at Whitney Hall began to talk of leaving; and on the 26th you two went home after seeing Miss Chalk off by rail to London.

And Mrs. Hughes also. They went up together.



Who is Mrs. Hughes? asked Miss Deveen.

Dont you remember?  that young married lady who came to the dance with the Featherstons. She lives somewhere in London.

Miss Deveen considered a little. I dont remember any Mrs. Hughes, Johnny.

But, dear Miss Deveen, you must remember her, I persisted. She was very young-looking, as little as Sophie Chalk; Harry Whitney, dancing with her, trod off the tail of her thin pink dress. I heard old Featherston telling you about Mrs. Hughes, saying it was a sad history. Her husband lost his money after they were married, and had been obliged to take a small situation.

Recollection flashed upon Miss Deveen. Yes, I remember now. A pale, lady-like little woman with a sad face. But let us go back to business. You all left on the 26th; I and Miss Cattledon on the 27th. Now, while the visitors were at the Hall, I dont think the upper-housemaid could have had time to send off the studs by rail. Still less could she have come up herself to pledge them.

Miss Deveens head was running on Mr. Bonds theory.

It was no housemaid that pledged the studs, spoke Mr. James.

I was about to say, Mr. James, that if you took them in yourself over the counter, they could not have been sent up to your assistant.

All the people about me are trustworthy, I can assure you, maam, he interrupted. They would not lend themselves to such a thing. It was a lady who pledged those studs.

A lady?

Yes, maam, a lady. And to tell the truth, if I may venture to say it, the description you have now given of a lady just tallies with her.

Mrs. Hughes?

It seems so to me, continued Mr. James. Little, pale, and lady-like: that is just what she was.

Dear me! cried Miss Deveen, letting her hands drop on her lap as if they had lost their power. You had better tell me as much as you can recollect, please.

It was at dusk, said Mr. James. Not quite dark, but the lamps were lighted in the streets and the gas indoors: just the hour, maam, that gentlefolk choose for bringing their things to us. I happened to be standing near the door, when a lady came into the shop and asked to see the principal. I said I was he, and retired behind the counter. She brought out these emerald studs  touching the box and said she wanted to sell them, or pledge them for their utmost value. She told me a tale, in apparent confidence, of a brother who had fallen into debt at college, and she was trying to get together some money to help him, or frightful trouble might come of it. If it was not genuine, broke off Mr. James, she was the best actor I ever saw in all my life.

Please go on.

I saw the emeralds were very rare and beautiful. She said they were an heirloom from her mother, who had brought the stones from India and had them linked together in England. I told her I could not buy them; she rejoined that it might be better only to pledge them, for they would not be entirely lost to her, and she might redeem them ere twelve months had passed if I would keep them as long as that. I explained that the law exacted it. The name she gave was Mary Drake, asking if I had ever heard of the famous old forefather of theirs, Admiral Drake. The name answers to the initials on the gold.

M. D. They were engraved for Margaret Deveen. Perhaps she claimed the crest, also, Mr. James, added that lady, sarcastically.

She did, maam; in so far as that she said it was the crest of the Drake family.

And you call her a lady?

She had every appearance of one, in tone and language too. Her hand  she took one of her gloves off when showing the studs  was a ladys hand; small, delicate, and white as alabaster. Maam, rely upon it, though she may not be a lady in deeds, she must be living the life of one.

But now, who was it?

Yes, who was it? Miss Deveen, looking at us, seemed to wait for an answer, but she did not get one.

How much did you lend upon the studs?

Ten pounds. Of course that is nothing like their value.

Should you know her again? How was she dressed?

She wore an ordinary Paisley shawl; it was cold weather; and had a thick veil over her face, which she never lifted.

Should not that have excited your suspicion? interrupted Miss Deveen. I dont like people who keep their veils down while they talk to you.

The pawnbroker smiled. Most ladies keep them down when they come here. As to knowing her again, I am quite certain that I should; and her voice too. Whoever she was, she went about it very systematically, and took me in completely. Her asking for the principal may have thrown me somewhat off my guard.

We came away, leaving the studs with Mr. James: the time had not arrived for Miss Deveen to redeem them. She seemed very thoughtful as we went along in the cab.

Johnny, she said, breaking the silence, we talk lightly enough about the Finger of Providence; but I dont know what else it can be that has led to this discovery so far. Out of the hundreds of pawnbroking establishments scattered about the metropolis, it is wonderfully strange that this should have been the one the studs were taken to; and furthermore, that Bond should have been passing it last night at the moment Lady Whitneys housemaid came forth. Had the studs been pledged elsewhere, we might never have heard of them; neither, as it is, but for the housemaids being connected with Mr. Jamess assistant.

Of course it was strange.

You were surprised to see the studs connected together, Johnny. That was the point I mentioned in reference to Lettice Lane. One might have fallen down, she sobbed out to me, in leaving Whitney Hall; even two; but its beyond the bounds of probability that three should, maam. She was thinking of the studs as separated; and it convinced me that she had never seen them. True, an artful woman might say so purposely to deceive me, but I am sure that Lettice has not the art to do it. But now, Johnny, we must consider what steps to take next. I shall not rest until the matter is cleared.

Suppose it should never get on any further!

Suppose you are like a young bear, all your experience to come? retorted Miss Deveen. Why, Johnny Ludlow, do you think that when that Finger I ventured to speak of is directing an onward course, It halts midway? There cannot, I fear, be much doubt as to the thief; but we must have proof.

You think it was  

Mrs. Hughes. What else can I think? She is very nice, and I could not have believed it of her. I suppose the sight of the jewels, combined with her poverty, must have proved the temptation. I shall get back the emeralds, but we must screen her.

Miss Deveen, I dont believe it was Mrs. Hughes.

Not believe it?

No. Her face is not that of one who would do such a thing. You might trust it anywhere.

Oh, Johnny! there you are at your faces again!

Well, I was never deceived in any face yet. Not in one that I thoroughly trusted.

If Mrs. Hughes did not take the studs, and bring them to London, and pledge them, who else could have brought them? They were taken to Mr. Jamess on the 27th, remember.

Thats the puzzle of it.

We must find out Mrs. Hughes, and then contrive to bring her within sight of Mr. James.



The Whitneys know where she lives. Anna and Helen have been to call upon her.

Then our way is pretty plain. Mind you dont breathe a syllable of this to mortal ear, Johnny. It might defeat our aims. Miss Cattledon, always inquisitive, will question where we have been this morning with her curious eyes; but for once she will not be satisfied.

I should not keep her, Miss Deveen.

Yes you would, Johnny. She is faithful; she suits me very well; and her mother and I were girls together.



It was a sight to be painted. Helen Whitney standing there in her presentation dress. She looked wonderfully well. It was all white, with a train behind longer than half-a-dozen peacocks tails, lace and feathers about her hair. The whole lot of us were round her; the young ones had come from the nursery, the servants peeped in at the door; Miss Cattledon had her eye-glass up; Harry danced about the room.

Helen, my dear, I admire all very much except your necklace and bracelets, said Miss Deveen, critically. They do not match: and do not accord with the dress.

The necklace was a row of turquoises, and did not look much: the bracelets were gold, with blue stones in the clasps. The Whitney family did not shine in jewels, and the few diamonds they possessed were on Lady Whitney to-day.

But I had nothing else, Miss Deveen, said Helen, simply. Mamma said these must do.

Miss Deveen took off the string of blue beads as if to examine them, and left in its place the loveliest pearl necklace ever seen. There was a scream of surprise; some of us had only met with such transformations in fairy tales.

And these are the bracelets to match, my dear. Anna, I shall give you the same when your turn for making your curtsey to your queen comes.

Anna smiled faintly as she looked her thanks. She always seemed regularly down in spirits now, not to be raised by pearl necklaces. For the first time her sad countenance seemed to strike Tod. He crossed over.

What is wrong, Anna? he whispered. Are you not well?

Quite well, thank you, she answered, her cheeks flushing painfully.

At this moment Sophie Chalk created a diversion. Unable to restrain her feelings longer, she burst into tears, knelt down outside Helens dress, and began kissing her hand and the pearl bracelet in a transport of joy.

Oh, Helen, my dear friend, how rejoiced I am? I said upstairs that your ornaments were not worthy of you.

Tods eyes were glued on her. Bill Whitney called out Bravo. Sophie, kneeling before Helen in her furbelows, made a charming tableau.

It is good acting, Tod, I said in his ear.

He turned sharply. But instead of cuffing me into next week, he just sent his eyes straight out to mine.

Do you call it acting?

I am sure it is. But not for you.

You are bold, Mr. Johnny.

But I could tell by the subdued tone and the subdued manner, that his own doubts had been at last awakened whether or not it was acting.

Lady Whitney came sailing downstairs, a blaze of yellow satin; her face, with flurry, like a peony. She could hardly say a word of thanks for the pearls, for her wits had gone wool-gathering. When she was last at Court herself, Bill was a baby in long-clothes. We went out with them to the carriage; the ladys-maid taking at least five minutes to settle the trains: and Bill said he hoped the eyes at the windows all round enjoyed the show. The postillion  an unusual sight in London  and the two men behind wore their state liveries, white and crimson; their bouquets bigger than cabbages.

You will dance with me the first dance to-night? Tod whispered to Sophie Chalk, as they were going in after watching the carriage away.

Sophie made a slight pause before she answered; and I saw her eyes wander out in the distance towards Bill Whitney.

Oh, thank you, she said, with a great display of gratitude. But I think I am engaged.

Engaged for the first dance?

Yes. I am so sorry.

The second, then?

With the greatest pleasure.

Anna heard it all as well as I. Tod gave Sophies hand a squeeze to seal the bargain, and went away whistling.

Not being in the world of fashion, we did not know how other people finished up Drawing-room days (and when Helen Whitney went to Court they were Drawing-rooms), but the Whitneys programme was this: A cold collation in lieu of dinner, when Fate should bring them home again, and a ball in the evening. The ball was our joint invention. Sitting round the schoolroom fire one night we settled it for ourselves: and after Sir John and my lady had stood out well, they gave in. Not that it would be much of a ball, for they had few acquaintances in London, and the house was small.

But now, had any aid been wanted by Miss Deveen to carry out her plans, she could not have devised better than this. For the Whitneys invited (all unconsciously) Mrs. Hughes to the ball. Anna came into Miss Deveens after they had been sending out the invitations (only three days before the evening), and began telling her the names as a bit of gossip. She came at last to Mrs. Hughes.

Mrs. Hughes, interrupted Miss Deveen, I am glad of that, Anna, for I want to see her.

Miss Deveens seeing her would not go for much in the matter of elucidation; it was Mr. James who must see her; and the plan by which he might do so was Miss Deveens own. She went down and arranged it with him, and before the night came, it was all cut and dried. He and she and I knew of it; not another soul in the world.

You will have to help me in it a little, Johnny, she said. Be at hand to watch for Mr. Jamess arrival, and bring him up to me.

We saw them come back from the Drawing-room between five and six, Helen with a brilliant colour in her cheeks; and at eight oclock we went in. London parties, which begin when you ought to be in your first sleep, are not understood by us country people, and eight was the hour named in the Whitneys invitations. Cattledon was screwed into a rich sea-green satin (somebody elses once), with a water-lily in her thin hair; and Miss Deveen wore all her diamonds. Sir John, out of his element and frightfully disconsolate, stood against the wall, his spectacles lodged on his old red nose. The thing was not in his line. Miss Deveen went up to shake hands.

Sir John, I am rather expecting a gentleman to call on me on business to-night, she said; and have left word for him to step in and see me here. Will you forgive the liberty?

Im sure its no liberty; I shall be glad to welcome him, replied Sir John, dismally. Therell not be much here but stupid boys and girls. We shall get no whist to-night. The plague only knows who invented balls.

It was a little odd that, next to ourselves, Mrs. Hughes should be the first to arrive. She was very pale and pretty, and her husband was a slender, quiet, delicate man, looking like a finished gentleman. Miss Deveen followed them with her eyes as they went up to Lady Whitney.

She does not look like it, does she, Johnny? whispered Miss Deveen to me. No, I was quite sure she did not.



Sophie Chalk was in white, with ivy leaves in her spangled hair, the sweetest fairy to look at ever seen out of a moonlight ring. Helen, in her Court dress and pearls, looked plain beside her. They stood talking together, not noticing that I and Tod were in the recess behind. Most of the people had come then, and the music was tuning up. The rooms looked well; the flowers, scattered about, had come up from Whitney Hall. Helen called to her brother.

We may as well begin dancing, William.

Of course we may, he answered. I dont know what we have waited for. I must find a partner. Miss Chalk, may I have the honour of dancing the first dance with you?

That Miss Chalks eyes went up to his with a flash of gratitude, and then down in modesty to the chalked floor, I knew as well as though they had been behind her head instead of before it.

Oh, thank you, said she, I shall be so happy. And I no more dared glance at Tod than if he had been an uncaged crocodile. She had told him she was engaged for it.

But just as William was about to give her his arm, and some one came and took away Helen, Lady Whitney called him. He spoke with his mother for a minute or two and came back with a cloud on his face.

I am awfully sorry, Sophie. The mother says I must take out Lady Esther Starr this first time, old Starrs wife, you know, as my fathers dancing days are over. Lady Esther is seven-and-thirty if shes a day, growled Bill, and as big as a lighthouse. Ill have the second with you, Sophie.

I am afraid I am engaged for the second, hesitated Miss Sophie. I think I have promised Joseph Todhetley.

Never mind him, said Bill. Youll dance it with me, mind.

I can tell him I mistook the dance, she softly suggested.

Tell him anything. All right.

He wheeled round, and went up to Lady Esther, putting on his glove. Sophie Chalk moved away, and I took courage to glance sideways at Tod.

His face was white as death: I think with passion. He stood with his arms folded, never moving throughout the whole quadrille, only looking out straight before him with a fixed stare. A waltz came next, for which they kept their partners. And Sophie Chalk had enjoyed the luck of sitting down all the time. Whilst they were making ready for the second quadrille, Tod went up to her.

This is our dance, Miss Chalk.

Well, she had her share of boldness. She looked steadily in his face, assuring him that he was mistaken, and vowing through thick and thin that it was the third dance she had promised him. Whilst she was excusing herself, Bill came up to claim her. Tod put out his strong arm to ward him off.

Stay a moment, Whitney, he said, with studied calmness, let me have an understanding first with Miss Chalk. She can dance with you afterwards if she prefers to do so. Miss Chalk, you know that you promised yourself to me this morning for the second dance. I asked you for the first: you were engaged for that, you said, and would dance the second with me. There could be no mistake, on your side or on mine.

Oh, but indeed I understood it to be the third, dear Mr. Todhetley, said she. I am dreadfully sorry if it is my fault. I will dance the third with you.

I have not asked you for the third. Do as you please. If you throw me over for this second dance, I will never ask you for another again as long as I live.

Bill Whitney stood by laughing; seeming to treat the whole as a good joke. Sophie Chalk looked at him appealingly.

And you certainly promised me, Miss Chalk, he put in. Todhetley, it is a misunderstanding. You and I had better draw lots.

Tod bit his lip nearly to bleeding. All the notice he took of Bills speech was to turn his back upon him, and address Sophie.

The decision lies with you alone, Miss Chalk. You have engaged yourself to him and to me: choose between us.

She put her hand within Bills arm, and went away with him, leaving a little honeyed flattery for Tod. But Bill Whitney looked back curiously into Tods white face, all his brightness gone; for the first time he seemed to realize that it was serious, almost an affair of life or death. His handkerchief up, wiping his damp brow, Tod did not notice which way he was going, and ran against Anna. I beg your pardon, he said, with a start, as if waking out of a dream. Will you go through this dance with me, Anna?

Yes. He led her up to it; and they took their places opposite Bill and Miss Chalk.

Mr. James was to arrive at half-past nine. I was waiting for him near the entrance door. He was punctual to time; and looked very well in his evening dress. I took him up to Miss Deveen, and she made room for him on the sofa by her side, her diamonds glistening. He must have seen their value. Sir John had his rubber then in the little breakfast-parlour: Miss Cattledon, old Starr, and another making it up for him. Wanting to see the game played out, I kept by the sofa.



This was not the dancing-room: but they came into it in couples between the dances, to march round in the cooler air. Mr. James looked and Miss Deveen looked; and I confess that whenever Mrs. Hughes passed us, I felt queer. Miss Deveen suddenly arrested her and kept her talking for a minute or two. Not a word bearing upon the subject said Mr. James. Once, when the room was clear and the measured tread to one of Strausss best waltzes could be heard, Lady Whitney approached. Catching sight of the stranger by Miss Deveen, she supposed he had been brought by some of the guests, and came up to make his acquaintance.

A friend of mine, dear Lady Whitney, said Miss Deveen.

Lady Whitney, never observing that no name was mentioned, shook hands at once with Mr. James in her homely country fashion. He stood up until she had moved away.

Well? said Miss Deveen, when the dancers had come in again. Is the lady here?

Yes.

I had expected him to say No, and could have struck him for destroying my faith in Mrs. Hughes. She was passing at the moment.

Do you see her now? whispered Miss Deveen.

Not now. She was at the door a moment ago.

Not now! exclaimed Miss Deveen, staring at Mrs. Hughes. Is it not that lady?

Mr. James sent his eyes in half-a-dozen directions.

Which lady, maam?

The one who has just passed in black silk, with the simple white net quilling round the neck.

Oh dear, no! said Mr. James. I never saw that lady in my life before. The lady, the lady, is dressed in white.

Miss Deveen looked at him, and I looked. Here, in the rooms, and yet not Mrs. Hughes!

This is the one, he whispered, coming in now.

The one, turning in at that particular instant, was Sophie Chalk. But others were before her and behind her. She was on Harry Whitneys arm.

Why dont you dance, Miss Deveen? asked bold Harry, halting before the sofa.

Will you dance with me, Master Harry?

Of course I will. Glad to get you.

Dont tell fibs, young man. I might take you at your word, if I had my dancing-shoes on.

Harry laughed. Sophie Chalks blue eyes happened to rest on Mr. Jamess face: they took a puzzled expression, as if wondering where she had seen it. Mr. James rose and bowed to her. She must have recognized him then, for her features turned livid, in spite of the powder upon them.

Who is it, Johnny? she whispered, in her confusion, loosing Harrys arm and coming behind.

Well, you must ask that of Miss Deveen. He has come here to see her: somethings up, I fancy, about those emerald studs.

Had it been to save my fortune, I could not have helped saying it. I saw it all as in a mirror. She it was who had taken them, and pledged them afterwards. A similar light flashed on Miss Deveen. She followed her with her severe face, her condemning eyes.

Take care, Johnny! cried Miss Deveen.

I was just in time to catch Sophie Chalk. She would have fallen on my shoulder. The room was in a commotion at once: a young lady had fainted. What from? asked every one. Oh, from the heat, of course. And no other reason was breathed.

Mr. Jamess mission was over. It had been successful. He made his bow to Lady Whitney, and withdrew.



Miss Deveen sent for Sophie Chalk the next day, and they had it out together, shut up alone. Sophies coolness was good for any amount of denial, but it failed here. And then she took the other course, and fell on her knees at Miss Deveens feet, and told a pitiable story of being alone in the world, without money to dress herself, and the open jewel-casket in Miss Deveens chamber (into which accident, not design, had really taken her) proving too much in the moments temptation. Miss Deveen believed it; she told her the affair should never transpire beyond the two or three who already knew it; that she would redeem the emeralds herself, and say nothing even to Lady Whitney; but, as a matter of course, Miss Chalk must close her acquaintance with Sir Johns family.

And, singular to say, Sophie received a letter from someone that same evening, inviting her to go out of town. At least, she said she did.

So, quitting the Whitneys suddenly was plausibly accounted for; and Helen Whitney did not know the truth for many a day.

What did Tod think? For that, I expect, is what you are all wanting to ask. That was another curious thing  that he and Bill Whitney should have come to an explanation before the ball was over. Bill went up to him, saying that had he supposed Tod could mean anything serious in his admiration of Sophie Chalk, he should never have gone in for admiring her himself, even in pastime; and certainly would not continue to do so or spoil sport again.

Thank you for telling me, answered Tod, with indifference. You are quite welcome to go in for Sophie Chalk in any way you please. I have done with her.

No, said Bill, good girls must grow scarcer than they are before I should go in seriously for Sophie Chalk. Shes all very well to talk and laugh with, and she is uncommonly fascinating.

It was my turn to put in a word. As I told you, Bill, months ago, Sophie Chalk would fascinate the eyes out of your head, give her the chance.

Bill laughed. Well she has had the chance, Johnny: but she has not done it.

Altogether, Sophie, thanks to her own bad play, had fallen to a discount.

When Miss Deveen announced to the world that she had found her emerald studs (lost through an accident, she discovered, and recovered in the same way) people were full of wonder at the chances and mistakes of life. Lettice Lane was cleared triumphantly. Miss Deveen sent her home for a week to shake hands with her friends and enemies, and then took her back as her own maid.

And the only person I said a syllable to was Anna. I knew it would be safe: and I dare say you would have done the same in my place. But she stopped me at the middle of the first sentence.

I have known it from the first, Johnny: I was nearly as sure of it as I could be; and it is that that has made me so miserable.

Known it was Sophie Chalk?

As good as known it. I had no proof, only suspicion. And I could not see whether I ought to speak the suspicion even to mamma, or to keep it to myself. As things have turned out, I am very thankful to have been silent.

How was it, then?

That night at Whitney Hall, after they had all come down from dressing, mamma sent me up to Williams room with a message. As I was leaving it  it is at the end of the long corridor, you know  I saw some one peep cautiously out of Miss Cattledons chamber, and then steal up the back stairs. It was Sophie Chalk. Later, when we were going to bed, and I was quite undressed, Helen, who was in bed, espied Sophies comb and brush on the table  for she had dressed in our room because of the large glass  and told me to run in with them: she only slept in the next room. It was very cold. I knocked and entered so sharply that the door-bolt, a thin, creaky old thing, gave way. Of course I begged her pardon; but she seemed to start up in terrible fear, as if I had been a ghost. She had not touched her hair, but sat in her shawl, sewing at her stays; and she let them drop on the carpet and threw a petticoat over them. I thought nothing, Johnny; nothing at all. But the next morning when commotion arose and the studs were missing, I could not help recalling all this; and I quite hated myself for thinking Sophie Chalk might have taken them when she stole out of Miss Cattledons room, and was sewing them later into her stays.

You thought right, you see.

Johnny, I am very sorry for her. I wish we could help her to some good situation. Depend upon it, this will be a lesson to her: she will never so far forget herself again.

She is quite able to take care of herself, Anna. Dont let it trouble you. I dare say she will marry Mr. Everty.

Who is Mr. Everty?

Some one who is engaged in the wine business with Sophie Chalks brother-in-law, Mr. Smith.


XVI.

GOING TO THE MOP.

I never went to St. Johns mop in my life, said Mrs. Todhetley.

Thats no reason why you never should go, returned the Squire.

And never thought of engaging a servant at one.

There are as good servants to be picked up at a mop as out of it; and you have a great deal better choice, said he. My mother has hired many a man and maid at the mop: first-rate servants too.

Well, then, perhaps we had better go into Worcester to-morrow and see, concluded she, rather dubiously.

And start early, said the Squire. What is it you are afraid of? he added, noting her doubtful tone. That good servants dont go to the mop to be hired?

Not that, she answered. I know it is the only chance farmhouse servants have of being hired when they change their places. It was the noise and crowd I was thinking of.

Oh, thats nothing, returned the Pater. It is not half as bad as the fair.

Mrs. Todhetley stood at the parlour window of Dyke Manor, the autumn sun, setting in a glow, tingeing her face and showing up its thoughtful expression. The Squire was in his easy-chair, looking at one of the Worcester newspapers.

There had been a bother lately about the dairy-work. The old dairy-maid, after four years of the service, had left to be married; two others had been tried since, and neither suited. The last had marched herself off that day, after a desperate quarrel with Molly; the house was nearly at its wits end in consequence, and perhaps the two cows were also. Mrs. Todhetley, really not knowing what in the world to do, and fretting herself into the face-ache over it, was interrupted by the Pater and his newspaper. He had just read there the reminder that St. Johns annual Michaelmas Mop would take place on the morrow: and he told Mrs. Todhetley that she could go there and hire a dairy-maid at will. Fifty if she wanted them. At that time the mop was as much an institution as the fair or the wake. Some people called it the Statute Fair.

Molly, whose sweet temper you have had a glimpse or two of before, banged about among her spoons and saucepans when she heard what was in the wind. Fine muck it ud be, she said, coming out o that there Worcester mop. Having the dairy-work to do as well as her own just now, the house scarcely held her.

We breakfasted early the next morning and started betimes in the large open carriage, the Squire driving his pair of fine horses, Bob and Blister. Mrs. Todhetley sat with him, and I behind. Tod might have gone if he would: but the long drive out and home had no charms for him, and he said ironically he should like to see himself attending the mop. It was a lovely morning, bright and sunny, with a suspicion of crispness in the air: the trees were putting on their autumn colours, and shoals of blackberries were in the hedges.

Getting some refreshment again at Worcester, and leaving the Squire at the hotel, I and Mrs. Todhetley walked to the mop. It was held in the parish of St. Johns  a suburb of Worcester on the other side of the Severn, as all the country knows. Crossing the bridge and getting well up the New Road, we plunged into the thick of the fun.

The men were first, standing back in a line on the foot-path, fronting the passers-by. Young rustics mostly in clean smock-frocks, waiting to be looked at and questioned and hired, a broad grin on their faces with the novelty of the situation. We passed them: and came to the girls and women. You could tell they were nearly all rustic servants too, by their high colours and awkward looks and manners. As a rule, each held a thick cotton umbrella, tied round the middle after the fashion of Mrs. Gamps, and a pair of pattens whose bright rings showed they had not been in use that day. To judge by the look of the present weather, we were not likely to have rain for a month: but these simple people liked to guard against contingencies. Crowds of folk were passing along like ourselves, some come to hire, some only to take up the space and stare.

Mrs. Todhetley elbowed her way amongst them. So did I. She spoke to one or two, but nothing came of it. Whom should we come upon, to my intense surprise, but our dairy-maid  the one who had taken herself off the previous day!

I hope you will get a better place than you had with me, Susan, said the Mater, rather sarcastically.

I hopes as how I shall, missis, was the insolent retort. Twont be hard to do, any way, that wont, with that there overbearing Molly in yourn.



We went on. A great hulking farmer as big as a giant, and looking as though he had taken more than was good for him in the morning, came lumbering along, pushing every one right and left. He threw his bold eyes on one of the girls.

What place be for you, my lass?

None o yourn, master, was the prompt reply.

The voice was good-natured and pleasant, and I looked at the girl as the man went shouldering on. She wore a clean light cotton gown, a smart shawl all the colours of the rainbow, and a straw bonnet covered with sky-blue bows. Her face was fairer than most of the faces around; her eyes were the colour of her ribbons; and her mouth, rather wide and always smiling, had about the nicest set of teeth I ever saw. To take likes and dislikes at first sight without rhyme or reason, is what I am hopelessly given to, and theres no help for it. People laugh mockingly: as you have heard me say. There goes Johnny with his fancies again! they cry: but I know that it has served me well through life. I took a liking to this girls face: it was an honest face, as full of smiles as the bonnet was of bows. Mrs. Todhetley noticed her too, and halted. The girl dropped a curtsey.

What place are you seeking? she asked.

Dairy-maids, please, maam.

The good Mater stood, doubtful whether to pursue inquiries or to pass onwards. She liked the face of the girl, but did not like the profusion of blue ribbons.

I understand my work well, maam, please; and Im not afraid of any much of it, in reason.

This turned the scale. Mrs. Todhetley stood her ground and plunged into questioning.

Where have you been living?

At Mr. Thorpes farm, please, near Severn Stoke.

For how long?

Twelve months, please. I went there Old Michaelmas Day, last year.

Why are you leaving?

Please, maam  a pause here please, I wanted a change, and the work was a great sight of it; frightful heavy; and missis often cross. Quite a herd o milkers, there was, there.

What is your name?

Grizzel Clay. I be strong and healthy, please, maam; and I was twenty-two in the summer.

Can you have a character from Mrs. Thorpe?

Yes, please, maam, and a good one. She cant say nothing against me.

And so the queries went on; one would have thought the Mater was hiring a whole regiment of soldiers. Grizzel was ready and willing to enter on her place at once, if hired. Mrs. Thorpe was in Worcester that day, and might be seen at the Hare and Hounds inn.

What do you think, Johnny? whispered the Mater.

I should hire her. Shes just the girl I wouldnt mind taking without any character.

With those blue bows! Dont be simple, Johnny. Still I like the girl, and may as well see Mrs. Thorpe.

By the way, though, she added, turning to Grizzel, what wages do you ask?

Eight pounds, please, maam, replied Grizzel, after some hesitation, and with reddening cheeks.

Eight pounds! exclaimed Mrs. Todhetley. Thats very high.

But youll find me a good servant, maam.

We went back through the town to the Hare and Hounds, an inn near the cathedral. Mrs. Thorpe, a substantial dame in a long cloth skirt and black hat, by which we saw she had come in on horse-back, was at dinner.

She gave Grizzel Clay a good character. Saying the girl was honest, clean, hardworking, and very sweet-tempered; and, in truth, she was rather sorry to part with her. Mrs. Todhetley asked about the blue bows. Ay, Mrs. Thorpe said, that was Grizzel Clays great fault  a love of finery: and she recommended Mrs. Todhetley to keep her under in that respect. In going out we found Grizzel waiting under the archway, having come down to learn her fate. Mrs. Todhetley said she should engage her, and bade her follow us to the hotel.

Its an excellent character, Johnny, she said, as we went along the street. I like everything about the girl, except the blue ribbons.

I dont see any harm in blue ribbons. A girl looks nicer in ribbons than without them.

Thats just it, said the Mater. And this girl is good-looking enough to do without them. Johnny, if Mr. Todhetley has no objection, I think we had better take her back in the carriage. You wont mind her sitting by you?

Not I. And Im sure I shall not mind the ribbons.

So it was arranged. The girl was engaged, to go back with us in the afternoon. Her box would be sent on by the carrier. She presented herself at the Star at the time of starting with a small bundle: and a little birdcage, something like a mouse-trap, that had a bird in it.

Could I be let take it, maam? she asked of Mrs. Todhetley. Its only a poor linnet that I found hurt on the ground the last morning I went out to help milk Thorpes cows. Im a-trying, please, to nurse it back to health.

Take it, and welcome, cried the Squire. The bird had better die, though, than be kept to live in that cage.

I was thinking to let it fly, please, sir, when its strong again.

Grizzel had proper notions. She screwed herself into the corner of the seat, so as not to touch me. I heard all about her as we went along.

She had gone to live at her Uncle Clays in Gloucestershire when her mother died, working for them as a servant. The uncle was well-to-do, rented twenty acres of land, and had two cows and some sheep and pigs of his own. The aunt had a nephew, and this young man wanted to court her, Grizzel: but shed have nothing to say to him. It made matters uncomfortable, and last year they turned her out: so she went and hired herself at Mrs. Thorpes.

Well, I should have thought you had better be married and have a home of your own than go out as dairy-maid, Grizzel.

That depends upon who the husband is, sir, she said, laughing slightly. Id rather be a dairy-maid to the end o my days  Id rather be a prisoner in a cage like this poor bird  than have anything to say to that there nephew of aunts. He had red hair, and I cant abide it.



Grizzel proved to be a good servant, and became a great favourite in the house, except with Molly. Molly, never taking to her kindly, was for quarrelling ten times a day, but the girl only laughed back again. She was superior to the general run of dairy-maids, both in looks and manners: and her good-humoured face brought sweethearts up in plenty.

Two of them were serious. The one was George Roper, bailiffs man on a neighbouring farm; the other was Sandy Lett, a wheelwright in business for himself at Church Dykely. Of course matters ran in this case, as they generally do run in such cases, all cross and contrary: or, as the French say, à tort et à travers. George Roper, a good-looking young fellow with curly hair and a handsome pair of black whiskers, had not a coin beyond the weekly wages he worked for: he had not so much as a chair to sit in, or a turn-up bedstead to lie on; yet Grizzel loved him with her whole heart. Sandy Lett, who was not bad-looking either, and had a good home and a good business, she did not care for. Of course the difficulty lay in deciding which of the two to choose: ambition and her friends recommended Sandy Lett; imprudence and her own heart, George Roper. Like the donkey between the two bundles of hay, Grizzel was unable to decide on either, and kept both the swains on the tenter-hooks of suspense.

Sunday afternoons were the great trouble of Grizzels life. Roper had holiday then, and came: and Lett, whose time was his own, though of course he could not afford to waste it on a week-day, also came. One would stand at the stile in one field, the other at a stile in another field: and Grizzel, arrayed in one of the light print gowns she favoured, the many-coloured shawl, and the dangerous blue-ribboned bonnet, did not dare to go out to either, lest the other should pounce upon his rival, and a fight ensue. It was getting quite exciting in the household to watch the progress of events. Spring passed, the summer came round; and between the two, Grizzel had her hands full. The other servants could not imagine what the men saw in her.

It is those blue ribbons shes so fond of! said Mrs. Todhetley to us two, with a sigh. I doubted them from the first.

I should say it is the blue eyes, dissented Tod.

And I the white teeth and laughing face. Nobody can help liking her.

You shut up, Johnny. If I were Roper  

Shut up yourself, Joseph: both of you shut up: you know nothing about it, interrupted the Squire, who had seemed to be asleep in his chair. It comes of womans coquetry and mans folly. As to these two fellows, if Grizzel cant make up her mind, Ill warn them both to keep off my grounds at their peril.

One evening during the Midsummer holidays, in turning out of the oak-walk to cross the fold-yard, I came upon Grizzel leaning on the gate. She had a bunch of sweet peas in her hand, and tears in her eyes. George Roper, who must have been talking to her, passed me quickly, touching his hat.

Good evening, sir.

Good evening, Roper.

He walked away with his firm, quick stride: a well-made, handsome, trustworthy fellow. His brown velveteen coat (an old one of his masters) was shabby, but he looked well in it; and his gaitered legs were straight and strong. That he had been the donor of the sweet peas, a rustic lovers favourite offering, was evident. Grizzel attempted to hide them in her gown when she saw me, but was not quick enough, so she was fain to hold them openly in her hand, and make believe to be busy with her milk-pail.

Its a drop of skim milk Ive got over; I was going to take it to the pigs, said she.

What are you crying about?

Me crying! returned Grizzel. Its the sun a shinin in my eyes, sir.



Was it! Look here, Grizzel, why dont you put an end to this state of bother? You wont be able to milk the cows next.

Taint any inard bother o that sort as ll keep me from doing my proper work, returned she, with a flick to the handle of the pail.

At any rate, you cant marry two men: you would be taken up by old Jones the constable, you know, and tried for bigamy. And Im sure you must keep them in ferment. George Ropers gone off with a queer look on his face. Take him, or dismiss him.

Id take him to-morrow, but for one thing, avowed the girl in a half whisper.

His short wages, I suppose  sixteen shillings a week.

Sixteen shillings a week short wages! echoed Grizzel. I call em good wages, sir. Id never be afraid of getting along on them with a steady man  and Ropers that. It aint the wages, Master Johnny. It is, that I promised mother never to begin life upon less than a cottage and some things in it.

How do you mean?

Poor mother was a-dying, sir. Her illness lasted her many a week, and she might be said to be a-dying all the time. I was eighteen then. Grizzy, says she to me one night, you be a likely girl and ll get chose afore you be many summers older. But you must promise me that youll not, on no temptation whatsoever, say yes to a man till he has a home of his own to take you to, and beds and tables and things comfortable about him. Once begin without em, and you and him ll spend all your after life looking out for em; but theyll not come any the more for that. And youll be at sixes-and-sevens always: and him, why perhaps hell take to the beer-shop  for many a man does, through having, so to say, no home. Ive seen the ill of it in my days, she says, and if I thought youd tumble into it Id hardly rest quiet in the grave where you be so soon a-going to place me. Be at ease, mother, says I to her in answer, and take my promise, which Ill never break, not to set-up for marriage without a home o my own and proper things in it. That promise I cant break, Master Johnny; and there has laid the root of the trouble all along.

I saw then. Roper had nothing but a lodging, not a stick or stone that he could call his own. And the foolish man, instead of saving up out of his wages, spent the remnant in buying pretty things for Grizzel. It was a hopeless case.

You should never have had anything to say to Roper, knowing this, Grizzel.

Grizzel twirled the sweet peas round and round in her fingers, and looked foolish, answering nothing.



Lett has a good home to give you and means to keep it going. He must make a couple of pounds a week. Perhaps more.

But then I dont care for him, Master Johnny.

Give him up then. Send him about his business.

She might have been counting the blossoms on the sweet-pea stalks. Presently she spoke, without looking up.

You see, Master Johnny, one does not like to  to lose all ones chances, and grow into an old maid. And, if I cant have Roper, perhaps  in time  I might bring myself to take Lett. Its a better opportunity than a poor dairy-maid like me could ever ha looked for.

The cat was out of the bag. Grizzel was keeping Lett on for a remote contingency. When she could make up her mind to say No to Roper, she meant to say Yes to him.

It is awful treachery to Roper; keeping him on only to drop him at last, ran my thoughts. Were I he, I should give her a good shaking, and leave  

A sudden movement on Grizzels part startled me. Catching up her pail, she darted across the yard by the pond as fast as her pattens would go, poured the milk into the pig-trough with a dash, and disappeared indoors. Looking round for any possible cause for this, I caught sight of a man in light fustian clothes hovering about in the field by the hay-ricks. It was Sandy Lett; he had walked over on the chance of getting to see her. But she did not come out again.

The next move in the drama was made by Lett. The following Monday he presented himself before the Squire  dressed in his Sunday-going things, and a new hat on  to ask him to be so good as to settle the matter, for it was getting amost beyond him.

Why, how can I settle it? demanded the Squire. What have I to do with it?

Its a tormenting of me pretty nigh into fiddle-strings, pleaded Lett. What with her caprices  for sometimes her speaks to me as pleasant as a angel, while at others her wont speak nohow; and what with that dratted folk over yonder a-teasing of me  jerking his head in the direction of Church Dykely I dont get no peace of my life. It be a shame, Squire, for any woman to treat a man as shes a-treating me.

I cant make her have you if she wont have you, exploded the Squire, not liking the appeal. It is said, you know, that she would rather have Roper.

Sandy Lett, who had a great idea of his own merits, turned his nose up in the air. Beg pardon, Squire, he said, but that wont wash, that wont. Grizzel couldnt have nothing serious to say to that there Roper; nought but a day-labourer on a farm; she couldnt: and if he dont keep his distance from her, Ill wring his ugly head round for him. Look at me beside him!  my good home wi its mhogany furniture int. I can keep her amost like a lady. She may have in a wench once a week for the washing and scrubbing, if she likes: Id not deny her nothing in reason. And for that there Roper to think to put hisself atween us! No; twont do: the moons not made o green cheese. Grizzels a bit light-hearted, sir; fond o chatter; and Roper heve played upon that. But if youd speak a word for me, Squire, so as I may have the banns put up  

What the deuce, Lett, do you suppose I have to do with my women-servants and their banns? testily interrupted the Squire. I cant interfere to make her marry you. But Ill tell you thus much, and her too: if there is to be this perpetual uproar about Grizzel, she shall quit my house before the twelvemonth she engaged herself for is up. And thats a disgrace for any young woman.

So Sandy Lett got nothing by coming, poor unfortunate man. And yet  in a sense he did. The Squire ordered the girl before him, and told her in a sharp, decisive tone that she must either put an end to the state of things  or leave his service. And Grizzel, finding that the limit of toleration had come, but unable in her conflicting difficulties to decide which of the swains to retain and which discard, dismissed the two. After that, she was plunged over head and ears in distress, and for a week could hardly see to skim off the cream for her tears.

This comes of hiring dairy wenches at a statty fair! cried wrathful Molly.



The summer went on. August was waning. One morning when Mr. Duffham had called in and was helping Mrs. Todhetley to give Lena a spoonful of jam (with a powder in it), at which Lena kicked and screamed, Grizzel ran into the room in excitement so great, that they thought she was going into a fit.

Why, what is it? questioned Mrs. Todhetley, with a temporary truce to the jam hostilities. Has either of the cows kicked you down, Grizzel?

Im  Im come into a fortin! shrieked Grizzel hysterically, laughing and crying in the same breath.

Mr. Duffham put her into a chair, angrily ordering her to be calm  for anger is the best remedy in the world to apply to hysterics  and took a letter from her that she held out. It told her that her Uncle Clay was dead, and had left her a bequest of forty pounds. The forty pounds to be paid to her in gold whenever she should go and apply for it. This letter had come by the morning post: but Grizzel, busy in her dairy, had only just now opened it.

For the poor old uncle to have died in June, and them never to ha let me hear ont! she said, sobbing. Just like em! And me never to have put on a bit o mourning for him!

She rose from the chair, drying her eyes with her apron, and held out her hand for the letter. As Mrs. Todhetley began to say she was very glad to hear of her good luck, a shy look and a half-smile came into the girls face.

I can get the home now, maam, with all this fortin, she whispered.

Molly banged her pans about worse than ever, partly in envy at the good luck of the girl, partly because she had to do the dairy work during Grizzels absence in Gloucestershire: a day and a half, which was given her by Mrs. Todhetley.

There wont be no standing anigh her and her finery now, cried rampant Molly to the servants. Shell tack her blue ribbons on to her tail as well as her head. Lucky if the dairy some fine day aint found turned all sour!

Grizzel came back in time; bringing her forty pounds in gold wrapped-up in the foot of a folded stocking. The girl had as much sense as one here and there, and a day or two after her arrival she asked leave to speak to her mistress. It was to say that she should like to leave at the end of her year, Michaelmas, if her mistress would please look out for some one to replace her.

And what are you going to do, Grizzel, when you do leave? What are your plans?

Grizzel turned the colour of a whole cornfield of poppies, and confessed that she was going to be married to George Roper.

Oh, said Mrs. Todhetley. But she had nothing to urge against it.

And please, maam, cried Grizzel, the poppies deepening and glowing, wed like to make bold to ask if the master would let to us that bit of a cottage that the Claytons have went out of.

The Mater was quite taken aback. It seemed indeed that Grizzel had been laying her plans to some purpose.

It have a nice piece o ground to grow pertaters and garden stuff, and it have a pigsty, said Grizzel. Please, maam, we shall get along famous, if we can have that.

Do you mean to set up a pig, Grizzel?

Grizzels face was all one smile. Of course they did. With such a fortune as she had come into, she intended herself and her husband to have everything good about them, including a pig.

Ill give Grizzel away, wrote Tod when he heard the news of the legacy and the projected marriage. It will be fun! And if you people at home dont present her with her wedding-gown it will be a stingy shame. Let it have a good share of blue bows.

No, though, will he! exclaimed Grizzel with sparkling eyes, when told of the honour designed her by Tod. Give me away! Him! Ive always said theres not such another gentleman in these parts as Mr. Joseph.

The banns were put up, and matters progressed smoothly; with one solitary exception. When Sandy Lett heard of the treason going on behind his back, he was ready to drop with blighted love and mortification. A three-days weather blight was nothing to his. Quite forgetting modesty, he made his fierce way into the house, without saying with your leave or by your leave, and thence to the dairy where Grizzel stood making-up butter, startling the girl so much with his white face and wild eyes that she stepped back into a pan of cream. Then he enlarged upon her iniquity, and wound up by assuring her that neither she nor her coward of a Roper could ever come to good. After that, he left her alone, making no further stir.

Grizzel quitted the Manor and went into the cottage, which the Squire had agreed to let to them: Roper was to come to it on the wedding-day. A daughter of Goody Pickers, one Mary Standish (whose husband had a habit of going off on roving trips and staying away until found and brought back by the parish), stayed with Grizzel, helping her to put the cottage in habitable order, and arrange in it the articles she bought. That sum of forty pounds seemed to be doing wonders: I told Grizzel I could not have made a thousand go as far.

Any left, Master Johnny? Why of course I shall have plenty left, she said. After buying the bed and the set o drawers and the chairs and tables; and the pots and pans and crockeryware for the kitchen; and the pig and a cock and hen or two; and perviding a joint of roast pork and some best tea and white sugar for the wedding-day, we shall still have pounds and pounds ont left. Tisnt me, sir, nor George nether, that ud like to lavish away all weve got and put none by for a rainy day.

All right, Grizzel. I am going to give you a tea-caddy.

Well now, to think of that, Master Johnny! she said, lifting her hands. And after the mistress giving me such a handsome gownd!  and the servants clubbing together, and bringing a roasting oven and beautiful set o flat irons. Roper and mell be set up like a king and queen.

On Saturday, the day before that fixed for the wedding, I and Tod were passing the cottage  a kind of miniature barn, to look at, with a thatched roof, and a broken grindstone at the door  and went in: rather to the discomfiture of Grizzel and Mrs. Standish, who had their petticoats shortened and their arms bare, scouring and scrubbing and making ready for the morrow. Returning across the fields later, we saw Grizzel at the door, gazing out all ways at once.

Consulting the stars as to whether it will be fine to-morrow, Grizzel? cried Tod, who was never at a loss for a ready word.

I was a-looking out for Mary Standish, sir, she said. George Roper havent been here to-night, and we be all at doubtings about several matters he was to have come in to settle. First he said hed go on betimes to the church o Sunday morning; then he said hed come here and wed all walk together: and it was left at a uncertainty. Theres the blackberry pie, too, that heve not brought.

The blackberry pie! said I.

One that Mrs. Dodd, where he lodges, have made a present of to us for dinner, Master Johnny. Roper was to ha brought it in to-night ready. It wont look well to see him carrying of a baked-pie on a Sunday morning, when heve got on his wedding-coat. I cant think where he have got to!

At this moment, some one was seen moving towards us across the field path. It proved to be Mary Standish: her gown turned up over her head, and a pie in her hands the size of a pulpit cushion. Red syrup was running down the outside of the dish, and the crust looked a little black at the edges.

My, what a big beauty! exclaimed Grizzel.

Do take it, Grizzel, for my hands be all cramped with its weight, said Mrs. Standish: who, as it turned out, had been over to Ropers lodgings, a mile and a half away, with a view to seeing what had become of the bridegroom elect. And she nearly threw the pie into Grizzels arms, and took down her gown.

And what do Roper say? asked Grizzel. And why have he not been here?

Ropers not at home, said Mary Standish. He come in from work about six; washed and put hisself to rights a bit, and then went out with a big bundle. Mrs. Dodd called after him to bring the pie, but he called back again that the pie might wait.

What was in the bundle? questioned Grizzel, resenting the slight shown to the pie.

Well, by the looks ont, Mother Dodd thought twas his working clothes packed up, replied Mary Standish.

His working clothes! cried Grizzel.

A going to take em to the tailors, maybe, to get em done up. And not afore they wanted it.

Why, its spending money for nothing, was Grizzels comment. I could ha done up them clothes.



Well, its what Mother Dodd thought, concluded Mary Standish.

We said good night, and went racing home, leaving the two women at the door, Grizzel lodging the heavy blackberry pie on the old grindstone.



It was a glorious day for Grizzels wedding. The hour fixed by the clerk (old Bumford) was ten oclock, so that it might be got well over before the bell rang out for service. We reached the church early. Amongst the few spectators already there was cross-grained Molly, pocketing her ill-temper and for once meaning to be gracious to Grizzel.

Ten oclock struck, and the big old clock went ticking on. Clerk Bumford (a pompous man when free from gout) began abusing the wedding-party for not keeping its time. The quarter past was striking when Grizzel came up, with Mary Standish and a young girl. She looked white and nervous, and not at all at ease in her bridal attire  a green gown of some kind of stuff, and no end of pink ribbons: the choice of colours being Grizzels own.

Is Roper here yet? whispered Mary Standish.

Not yet.

Its too bad of him! she continued. Never to send a body word whether he meant to call for us, or not: and us a waiting there till now, expecting of him.

But where was George Roper? And (as old Bumford asked) what did he mean by it? The clergyman in his surplice and hood looked out at the vestry twice, as if questioning what the delay meant. We stood just inside the porch, and Grizzel grew whiter and whiter.

Just a few minutes more o this delay, and there wont be no wedding at all this blessed morning, announced Clerk Bumford for the public benefit. George Roper wants a good blowing up, he do.

Ere the words were well spoken, a young man named Dicker, who was a fellow-lodger of Ropers and was to have accompanied him to church, made his appearance alone. That something had gone wrong was plainly to be seen: but, what with the publicity of his present position, and what with the stern clerk pouncing down upon him in wrath, the young man could hardly get his news out.

In the first place, Roper had never been home all night; never been seen, in short, since he had left Mrs. Dodds with the bundle, as related by Mary Standish. That morning, while Dicker in his consternation knew not what to be at  whether to be off to church alone, or to wait still, in the hope that Roper would come  two notes were delivered at Mrs. Dodds by a strange boy: the one addressed to himself, John Dicker, the other to Miss Clay, meaning Grizzel. They bore ill news; George Roper had given up his marriage, and gone away for good.

At this extraordinary crisis, pompous Clerk Bumford was so taken aback, that he could only open his mouth and stare. It gave Dicker the opportunity to put in a few words.

What we thought at Mother Dodds was, that Roper had took a drop too much somewhere last evening, and couldnt get home. Hes as sober a man as can be  but whatever else was we to think? And when this writed note come this morning, and we found he had gone off to Ameriky o purpose to avoid being married, we was downright floundered. This is yours, Grizzel, added the young man in as gently considerate a tone as any gentleman could have used.

Grizzels hand shook as she took the letter he held out. She was biting her pale lips hard to keep down emotion. Take it and read it, she whispered to Mary Standish  for in truth she herself could not, with all that sea of curious eyes upon her.

But Mary Standish laboured under the slight disadvantage of not being able to read writing: conscious of this difficulty, she would not touch the letter. Mr. Bumford, his senses and his tongue returning together, snatched it without ceremony out of Grizzels hand.

Ill read it, said he. And he did so. And I, Johnny Ludlow, give you the copy verbatim.

Der Grisl, saterdy evenin, this comes hoppin you be wel as it leves me at presint, Which this is to declar to you der grisl that our marage is at an end, it hav ben to much for me and praid on my sperits, I cant stand it no longer nohow and hav took my leve of you for ivir, Der Grisl I maks my best way this night to Livirpol to tak ship for Ameriky, and my last hops for you hearby xprest is as you may be hapy with annother, I were nivir worthey of you der grisl and thats a fac, but I kep it from you til now when I cant kep it no longer cause of my conshunse, once youv red this hear letter dont you nivir think no mor on me agen, which I shant on you, Adew for ivir,

your unfortnit friend George Roper.

Ide av carred acros that ther blakbured pi but shoud have ben to late, my good hops is youl injoy the pi with another better nor you ivir could along with me, best furwel wishes to Mary Standish. G R.



What with the penmanship and what with the spelling, it took old Bumfords spectacles some time to get through. A thunderbolt could hardly have made more stir than this news. No one spoke, however; and Mr. Bumford folded the letter in silence.

I always knowed what that there Roper was worth, broke forth Molly. He pipe-clayed my best black cloak on the sly one day when I ordered him off the premises. You be better without him, Grizzel, girl  and heres my hand and wishing you better luck in token of it.

Mrs. Dodd was right  them was a change a clothes he was a taking with him to Ameriky, added Mary Standish.

Ropers a jail-bird, I should say, put in old Bumford. A nice un too.

But what can it be thats went wrong  what is it that have took him off? wondered the young man, Dicker.

The parson in his surplice had come down the aisle and was standing to listen. Grizzel, in the extremity of mental bitterness and confusion, but striving to put a face of indifference on the matter before the public, gazed around helplessly.

Im better without him, as Molly says  and what do I care? she cried recklessly, her lips quivering. The parson put his hand gravely on her arm.

My good young woman, I think you are in truth better without him. Such a man as that is not worthy of a regret.

No, sir, and I dont and wont regret him, was her rapid answer, the voice rising hysterically.

As she turned, intending to leave the church, she came face to face with Sandy Lett. I had seen him standing there, drinking in the words of the note with all his ears and taking covert looks at Grizzel.

Dont pass me by, Grizzel, said he. I feel hearty sorry for all this, and I hope that villainll come to be drowned on his way to Ameriky. Let me be your friend. Ill make you a good one.

Thank you, she answered. Please let me go by.

Look here, Grizzel, he rejoined with a start, as if some thought had at that moment occurred to him. Why shouldnt you and me make it up together? Now. If the one bridegrooms been a wicked runagate, and left you all forsaken, you see another here ready to put on his shoes. Do, Grizzel, do!

Do what? she asked, not taking his meaning.

Lets be married, Grizzel. You and me. Theres the parson and Mr. Bumford all ready, and we can get it over afore church begins. Its a good home Ive got to take you to. Dont say nay, my girl.

Now what should Grizzel do? Like the lone lorn widow in David Copperfield, who, when a ships carpenter offered her marriage, instead of saying, Thank you, sir, Id rather not, up with a bucket of water and dashed it over him, Grizzel up with her hand and dealt Mr. Sandy a sounding smack on his left cheek. Smarting under the infliction, Sandy Lett gave vent to a word or two of passion, out of place in a church, and the parson administered a reprimand.

Grizzel had not waited. Before the sound of her hand had died away, she was outside the door, quickly traversing the lonely churchyard. A fine end to poor Grizzels wedding!

The following day, Monday, Mrs. Todhetley went over to the cottage. Grizzel, sitting with her hands before her, started up, and made believe to be desperately busy with some tea-cups. We were all sorry for her.

Mr. Todhetley has been making inquiry into this business, Grizzel, said the Mater, and it certainly seems more mysterious than ever, for he cannot hear a word against Roper. His late master says Roper was the best servant he ever had; he is as sorry to lose him as can be.

Oh, maam, but hes not worth troubling about  my thanks and duty to the master all the same.

Would you mind letting me see Ropers note?

Grizzel took it out of the tea-caddy I had given her  which caddy was to have been kept for show. Mrs. Todhetley, mastering the contents, and biting her lips to suppress an occasional smile, sat in thought.

I suppose this is Ropers own handwriting, Grizzel?

Oh, maam, its his, safe enough. Not that I ever saw him write. He talks about the blackberry pie, you see; one might know it is his by that.

Then, judging by what he says here, he must have got into some bad conduct, or trouble, I think, which he has been clever enough to keep from you and the world.

Oh yes, thats it, said Grizzel. Poor mother used to say one might be deceived in a saint.

Well, its a pity but he had given some clue to its nature: it would have been a sort of satisfaction. But now  I chiefly came over to ask you, Grizzel, what you purpose to do?

Theres only one thing for me now, maam, returned poor crestfallen Grizzel, after a pause: I must get another place.

Will you come back to the Manor?

A hesitation  a struggle  and then she flung her apron up to her face and burst into tears. Dairy-maids have their feelings as well as their betters, and Grizzels lines were very bitter just then. She had been so proud of this poor cottage home; she had grown to love it so in only those few days, and to look forward to years of happiness within it in their humble way: and now to find that she must give it up and go to service again!

The Squire says he will consider it as though you and Roper had not taken the cottage; and he thinks he can find some one to rent it who will buy the furniture of you  that is, if you prefer to sell it, she resumed very kindly. And I think you had better come back to us, Grizzel. The new maid in your place does not suit at all.

Grizzel took down her apron and rubbed her eyes. Its very good of you, maam  and of the master  and Id like to come back only for one thing. Im afraid Molly would let me have no peace in my life: shed get tanking at me about Roper before the others. Perhaps Id hardly be able to stand it.

I will talk to her, said Mrs. Todhetley, rising to leave. Where is Mary Standish to-day?

Gone over to Alcester, maam. She had a errand there she said. But I think it was only to tell her folks the tale of my trouble.

Molly had her talking to at once. It put her out a little; for she was really feeling some pity for Grizzel, and did not at all intend to get tanking at her. Molly had once experienced a similar disappointment herself; and her heart was opening to Grizzel. After her dinner was served that evening, she ran over to the cottage, in her coarse cooking apron and without a bonnet.

Look here, she said, bursting in upon Grizzel, sitting alone in the dusk. You come back to your place if you like  the missis says she has given you the option  and dont you be afeard of me. Tisnt me asll ever give back to you a word about Roper; and, mind, when I says a thing I mean it.

Thank you, Molly, humbly replied poor Grizzel, catching her breath.

The sooner you come back the better, continued Molly, fiercely. For its not me and that wench weve got now as is going to stop together. I had to call the missis into the dairy this blessed morning, and show her the state it was in. So youll come back, Grizzel  and well be glad to see you.

Grizzel nodded her head: her heart was too full to speak.

And as to that false villain of a Roper, as could serve a woman such a pitiful trick, I only wish I had the doctoring of him! He should get a  a  a   Mollys voice, pitched in a high tone, died gradually away. What on earth was it, stepping in upon them? Some most extraordinary object, who opened the door softly, and came in with a pitch. Molly peered at it in the darkness with open mouth.



A cry from Grizzel. A cry half of terror, half of pain. For she had recognized the object to be a man, and George Roper. George Roper with his hair and handsome whiskers cut off, and white sleeves in his brown coat  so that he looked like a Merry Andrew.

He seemed three parts stupefied: not at all like a traveller in condition to set off to America. Sinking into the nearest wooden chair, he stared at Grizzel in a dazed way, and spoke in a slow, questioning, wondering voice.

I cant think what it is thats the matter with me.

Where be your whiskers  and your hair? burst forth Molly.

The man gazed at her for a minute or two, taking in the question gradually; he then raised his trembling hand to either side his face  feeling for the whiskers that were no longer there.

A nice pot o mischief youve been a getting into! cried sharp Molly. Is that your own coat? Whats gone of the sleeves?

For, now that the coat could be seen closely, it turned out that its sleeves had been cut out, leaving the bare white shirt-sleeves underneath. Roper looked first at one arm, then at the other.

What part of Ameriky be you bound for, and when do the ship sail? pursued sarcastic Molly.

The man opened his mouth and closed it again; like a born natural, as Molly put it. Grizzel suddenly clung to him with a sobbing cry.

He is ill, Molly; hes ill. He has had some trick played on him. George, what be it? But still George Roper only gazed about him as if too stupid to understand.

In short, the man was stupid. That is, he had been stupefied, and as yet was only partially recovering its effects. He remembered going into the barbers shop on Saturday night to have his hair cut, after leaving his bundle of clothes at the tailors. Some ale was served round at the barbers, and he, Roper, took a glass. After that he remembered nothing: all was blank, until he woke up an hour ago in the unused shed at the back of the blacksmiths shop.

That the ale had been badly drugged, was evident. The question arose  who had played the trick? In a day or two, when Roper had recovered, an inquiry was set on foot: but nothing came of it. The barber testified that Roper seemed sleepy after the ale, and a joke went round that he must have been drinking some previously. He went out of the shop without having his hair cut, with several more men  and that was all the barber knew. Of course Sandy Lett was suspected. People said he had done it in hope to get himself substituted as bridegroom. Lett, however, vowed through thick and thin that he was innocent; and nothing was traced home to him. Neither was the handwriting of the note.

They were married on the Thursday. Grizzel was too glad to get him back unharmed to make bones about the shorn whiskers. No difficulty was made about opening the church on a week-day. Clerk Bumford grumbled at it, but the parson put him down. And the blackberry pie served still for the wedding-dinner.


XVII.

BREAKING DOWN.

Have him here a bit.

Oh! But would you like it?

Like it? retorted the Squire. I know this: if I were a hard-worked London clerk, ill for want of change and rest, and I had friends living in a nice part of the country, I should feel it uncommonly hard if they did not invite me.

Im sure it is very kind of you to think of it, said Mrs. Todhetley.

Write at once and ask him, said the Squire.

They were speaking of a Mr. Marks. He was a relation of Mrs. Todhetleys; a second or third cousin. She had not seen him since she was a girl, when he used sometimes to come and stay at her fathers. He seemed not to have got on very well in life; was only a clerk on a small salary, was married and had some children. A letter now and then passed between them and Mrs. Todhetley, but no other acquaintanceship had been kept up. About a month before this, Mrs. Todhetley had written to ask how they were going on; and the wife in answering  for it was she who wrote  said her husband was killing himself with work, and she quite believed he would break down for good unless he had a rest.

We heard more about it later. James Marks was clerk in the great financial house of Brown and Co. Not particularly great as to reputation, for they made no noise in the world, but great as to their transactions. They did a little banking in a small way, and had mysterious money dealings with no end of foreign places: but if you had gone into their counting-house in London youd have seen nothing to show for it, except Mr. Brown seated at a table-desk in a small room, and half-a-dozen clerks, or so, writing hard, or bending over columns of figures, in a larger one. Mr. Brown was an elderly little gentleman in a chestnut wig, and the Co. existed only in name.

James Marks had been thrown on the world when he was seventeen, with a good education, good principles, and a great anxiety to get on in life. He had to do it; for he had only himself to look to  and, mind you, I have lived long enough to learn that thats not at all the worst thing a young man can have. When some friends of his late fathers got him into Brown and Co.s house, James Marks thought his fortune was made. That is, he thought he was placed in a position to work up to one. But no. Here he was, getting on for forty years of age, and with no more prospect of fortune, or competency either, than he had had at the beginning.

How many clerks, and especially bankers clerks, are there in that City of London now who could say the same! Who went into their house (whatsoever it may be) in the hey-day of youth, exulting in their good luck in having obtained the admission for which so many others were striving. They saw not the long years of toil before them, the weary days of close work, with no rest or intermission, except Sunday; they saw not the struggle to live and pay; they saw not themselves middle-aged men, with a wife and family, hardly able to keep the wolf from the door. It was James Markss case. He had married. And what with having to keep up the appearance of gentlepeople (at least to make a pretence at it) and to live in a decent-looking dwelling, and to buy clothes, and to pay doctors bills and childrens schooling, Ill leave you to guess how much he had left for luxuries out of his two hundred a year.

When expenses were coming upon him thick and fast, Marks sought out some night employment. A tradesman in the neighbourhood  Pimlico  a butterman doing a flourishing business, advertised for a book-keeper to attend two or three hours in the evening. James Marks presented himself and was engaged. It had to be done in secrecy, lest offence should be taken at head-quarters. Had the little man in the chestnut wig heard of it, he might have objected to his clerk keeping any books but his own. Shut up in the buttermans small back-closet that he called his counting-house, Mr. Marks could be as private as need be. So there he was! After coming home from his days toil, instead of taking recreation, the home-sitting with his wife, or the stroll in the summer weather, in place of throwing work to the winds and giving his brain rest, James Marks, after snatching a meal, tea and supper combined, went forth to work again, to weary his eyes with more figures and his head with casting them up. He generally managed to get home by eleven except on Saturday; but the days work was too much for any man. Better for him (could he have pocketed pride, and gained over Brown and Co.) that he had hired himself to stand behind the evening counter and serve out the butter and cheese to the customers. It would at least have been a relief from the accounts. And so the years had gone on.



A portion of the wifes letter to Mrs. Todhetley had run as follows: Thank you very much for your kind inquiries after my husband, and for your hope that he is not overworking himself. He is. But I suppose I must have said something about it in my last letter (I am ashamed to remember that it was written two years ago!) that induced you to refer to it. That he is overworking himself I have known for a long time: and things that he has said lately have tended to alarm me. He speaks of sometimes getting confused in the head. In the midst of a close calculation he will suddenly seem to lose himself  lose memory and figures and all, and then he has to leave off for some minutes, close his eyes, and keep perfectly still, or else leave his stool and take a few turns up and down the room. Another thing he mentions  that the figures dance before his eyes in bed at night, and he is adding them up in his brain as if it were daytime and reality. It is very evident to me that he wants change and rest.

And what a foolish fellow he must have been not to take it before this! cried the Squire, commenting on parts of the letter, while Mrs. Todhetley wrote.

Perhaps that is what he has not been able to do, sir, I said.

Not able! Why, what dye mean, Johnny?

It is difficult for a bankers clerk to get holiday. Their work has to go on all the same.

Difficult! when a mans powers are breaking down! Dye think bankers are made of flint and steel, not to give their clerks holiday when it is needed? Dont you talk nonsense, Johnny Ludlow.

But I was not so far wrong, after all. There came a letter of warm thanks from Mr. Marks himself in answer to Mrs. Todhetleys invitation. He said how much he should have liked to accept it and what great good it would certainly have done him; but that upon applying for leave he found he could not be spared. So there seemed to be an end of it; and we hoped he would get better without the rest, and rub on as other clerks have to rub on. But in less than a month he wrote again, saying he would come if the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley were still pleased to have him. He had been so much worse as to be obliged to tell Mr. Brown the truth  that he believed he must have rest; and Mr. Brown had granted it to him.

It was the Wednesday in Passion Week, and a fine spring day, when James Marks arrived at Dyke Manor. Easter was late that year. He was rather a tall man, with dark eyes and very thin hair; he wore spectacles, and at first was rather shy in manner.

You should have seen his delight in the change. The walks he took, the enjoyment of what he called the sweet country. Oh, he said one day to us, yours must be the happiest lot on earth. No forced work; your living assured; nothing to do but to revel in this health-giving air! Forgive my freedom, Mr. Todhetley, he added a moment after: I was contrasting your lot with my own.

We were passing through the fields towards the Court: the Squire was taking him to see the Sterlings, and he had said he would rather walk than drive. The hedges were breaking into green: the fields were yellow with buttercups and cowslips. This was on the Monday. The sun shone and the breeze was soft. Mr. Marks sniffed the air as he went along.

Six months of this would make a new man of me, we heard him say to himself in a low tone.

Take it, cried the Squire.

Mr. Marks laughed, sadly enough. You might as well tell me, sir, to  to take heaven, he said impulsively. The one is no more in my power than the other.  Hark! I do believe thats the cuckoo!

We stood to listen. It was the cuckoo, sure enough, for the first time that spring. It only gave out two or three notes, though, and then was silent.

How many years it is since I heard the cuckoo! he exclaimed, brushing his hand across his eyes. More than twenty, I suppose. It seems to bring back my youth to me. What a thing it would be for us, sir, if we could only go to the mill that grinds people young again!

The Squire laughed. It is good of you to talk of age, Marks; why, I must be nearly double yours, he added  which of course was random speaking.

I feel old, Mr. Todhetley: perhaps older than you do. Think of the difference in our mode of life. I, tied to a desk for more hours of the twenty-four than I care to think of, my brain ever at work; you, revelling in this beautiful, healthy freedom!

Ay, well, it is a difference, when you come to think of it, said the Squire soberly.

I must not repine, returned Marks. There are more men in my case than in yours. No doubt it is well for me, he continued, dropping his voice, with a sigh. Were your favoured lot mine, sir, I might find so much good in it as to forget that this world is not our home.

Perhaps it had never struck the Squire before how much he was to be envied; but Marks put it strongly. Youd find crosses and cares enough in my place, I can tell you, Marks, of one sort or another. Johnny, here, knows how I am bothered sometimes.

No doubt of it, replied Marks, with a smile. No lot on earth can be free from its duties and responsibilities; and they must of necessity entail care. That is one thing, Mr. Todhetley; but to be working away your life at high pressure  and to know that you are working it away  is another.

You acknowledge, then, that you are working too hard, Marks, said the Squire.

I know I am, sir. But theres no help for it.

It is a pity.

Why it should begin to tell upon me so early I dont know. There are numbers of other men, who work as long and as hard as I do, and are seemingly none the worse for it.

The time will come though when they will be, I presume.

As surely as that sun is shining in the sky.

Possibly you have been more anxious than they, Marks.

It may be so. My conscience has always been in my work, to do it efficiently. I fear, too, I am rather sensitively organized as to nerves and brain. Upon those who are so, I fancy work tells sooner than on others.

The Squire put his arm within Markss. You must have a bit of a struggle to get along, too, on your small salary.

True: and it all helps. Work and struggle together are not the most desirable combination. But for being obliged to increase my means by some stratagem or other, I should not have taken on the additional evenings work.

How long are you at it, now, of an evening?

Usually about two hours. On Saturdays and at Christmas-time longer.

And I suppose you must continue this night-work?

Yes. I get fifty pounds a year for it. And I assure you I should not know how to spare one pound of the fifty. No one knows the expenses of children, except those who have to look at every shilling before it can be spent.

There was a pause. Mr. Marks stooped, plucked a cowslip and held it to his lips.

Dont you think, Marks, resumed the Squire, in a confidential, friendly tone, that you were just a little imprudent to marry?

No, I do not think I was, he replied slowly, as if considering the question. I did not marry very early: I was eight-and-twenty; and I had got together the wherewithal to furnish a house, and something in hand besides. The question was mooted among us at Browns the other day  whether it was wiser, or not, for young clerks to marry. There is a great deal to be urged both ways  against marrying and against remaining single.

What can you urge against remaining single?



A very great deal, sir. I feel sure, Mr. Todhetley, that you can form no idea of the miserable temptations that beset a young fellow in London. Quite half the London clerks, perhaps more, have no home to go to when their day is over; I mean no parents home. A solitary room and no one to bear them company in it; thats all they have; perhaps, in addition, a crabbed landlady. Can you blame them very much if they go out and escape this solitude?  they are at the age, you know, when enjoyment is most keen; the thirst for it well-nigh irrepressible  

And then they go off to those disreputable singing places! exploded the Squire, not allowing him to finish.

Singing places, yes; and other places. Theatres, concerts, supper-rooms  oh, I cannot tell you a tithe of the temptation that meets them at every turn and corner. Many and many a poor young fellow, well-intentioned in the main, has been ruined both in pocket and in health by these snares; led into them at first by dangerous companions.

Surely all do not get led away.

Not all. Some strive on manfully, remembering early precepts and taking God for their guide, and so escape. But it is not the greater portion who do this. Some marry early, and secure themselves a home. Which is best?  I put the question only in a worldly point of view. To commit the imprudence of marrying, and so bring on themselves and wives intolerable perplexity and care: or to waste their substance in riotous living!

Ill be shot if I know! cried the Squire, taking off his hat to rub his puzzled head. Its a sad thing for poor little children to be pinched, and for men like you to be obliged to work yourselves to shatters to keep them. But as to those others, Id give em all a night at the treadmill. Johnny! Johnny Ludlow!

Yes, sir.

You may be thankful that you dont live in London.

I had been thinking to myself that I was thankful not to be one of those poor young clerks to have no home to go to when work was over. Some fellows would rather tramp up and down the streets, than sit alone in a solitary room; and the streets, according to Marks, teemed with temptations. He resumed.

In my case I judged it the reverse of imprudence to marry, for my wife expected a fairly good fortune. She was an only child, and her father had realized enough to live quietly; say three or four hundred a year. Mr. Stockleigh had been a member of the Stock Exchange, but his health failed and he retired. Neither I nor his daughter ever doubted  no, nor did he himself  that this money must come to us in time.

And wont it? cried the Squire.



Marks shook his head. I fear not. A designing servant, that they had, got over him after his daughter left  he was weak in health and weak in mind  and he married her. Caroline  my wife  resented it naturally; there was some recrimination on either side, and since then they have closed the door against her and me. So you see, with no prospect before us, theres nothing for me but to work the harder, he concluded, with a kind of plucked-up cheerfulness.

But, to do that, you should get up your health and strength, Marks. You must, you know. What would you do if you broke down?

Hush! came the involuntary and almost affrighted answer. Dont remind me of it, sir. Sometimes I dream of it, and cannot bear to awaken.

We had got to like Marks very much only in those few days. He was a gentleman in mind and manners and a pleasant one into the bargain, though he did pass his days adding up figures and was kept down by poverty. The Squire meant to keep him for a month: two months if he would stay.

On the following morning, Tuesday, during breakfast-time, a letter came for him by the post  the first he had had. He had told his wife she need not write to him, wanting to have all the time for idle enjoyment: not to spend it in answering letters.

From home, James? asked Mrs. Todhetley.

No, said he, smiling. It is only a reminder that I am due to-morrow at the house.

What house? cried the Squire.

Our house, sir. Brown and Co.s.

The Squire put down his buttered roll  for Molly had graciously sent in hot rolls that morning  and stared at the speaker.

What on earth are you talking of? he cried. You dont mean to say you are thinking of going back?

Indeed I am  unfortunately. I must get up to London to-night.

Why, bless my heart, cried the Squire, getting up and standing a bit, youve not been here a week!

It is all the leave I could get, Mr. Todhetley: a week. I thought you understood that.

You cant go away till you are cured, roared the Squire. Why didnt you go back the day you came? Dont talk nonsense, Marks.

Indeed I should like to stay longer, he earnestly said. I wish I could. Dont you see, Mr. Todhetley, that it does not lie with me?

Do you dare to look me in the face, Marks, and tell me this one weeks rest has cured you? What on earth!  are you turning silly?

It has done me a great, great deal of good  

It has not, Marks. It cant have done it; not real good, came the Squires interruption. One would think you were a child.

It was with difficulty I obtained this one weeks leave, he explained. I am really required in the office; my absence I know causes trouble. This holiday has done so much for me that I shall go back with a good heart.

Look here, said the Squire: suppose you take French leave, and stay?

In that case my discharge would doubtless arrive by the first post.

Look here again: suppose in a month or two you break down and have to leave? What then?

Brown and Co. would appoint a fresh clerk in my place.

Why dont Brown and Co. keep another clerk or two, so as to work you all less?

Marks smiled at the very idea. That would increase their expenses, Mr. Todhetley. They will never do that. It is a part of the business of Browns life to keep expenses down.

Well, Marks had to go. The Squire was very serious in thinking more rest absolutely needful  of what service could a week be, he reiterated. Down he sat, wrote a letter to Brown and Co., telling them his opinion, and requesting the favour of their despatching James Marks back for a longer holiday. This he sent by post, and they would get it in the morning.

No, Ill not trust it to you, Marks, he said: you might never deliver it. Catch an old bird with chaff!

To this letter there came no answer at all; and Mr. Marks did not come back. The Squire relieved his mind by calling Brown and Co. thieves and wretches  and so it passed. It must be remembered that I am writing of past years, when holidays were not so universal for any class, clerk or master, as they are at present. Not that I am aware whether financiers clerks get them now.

The next scene in the drama I can only tell by hearsay. It took place in London, where I was not.



It was a dull, rainy day in February, and Mrs. Marks sat in her parlour in Pimlico. The house was one of a long row, and the parlour just about large enough to turn in. She sat by the fire, nursing a little two-year-old girl, and thinking; and three other children, the eldest a boy of nine, were playing at the table  building houses on the red cloth with little wooden bricks. Mrs. Marks was a sensible woman, understanding proper management, and had taken care to bring up her children not to be troublesome. She looked about thirty, and must have been pretty once, but her face was faded now, her grey eyes had a sad look in them. The chatter at the table and the bricks fell unheeded on her ear.

Mamma, will it soon be tea-time?

There was no answer.

Didnt you hear, mamma? Carry asked if it would soon be tea-time. What were you thinking about?

She heard this time, and started out of her reverie. Very soon now, Willy dear. Thinking? Oh, I was thinking about your papa.

Her thoughts were by no means bright ones. That her husbands health and powers were failing, she felt as sure of as though she could foresee the ending that was soon to come. How he went on and did his work was a marvel: but he could not give it up, or bread would fail.

The weeks rest in the country had set Mr. Marks up for some months. Until the next autumn he worked on better than he had been able to do for some time past. And then he failed again. There was no particular failing outwardly, but he felt all too conscious that his overtaxed brain was getting worse than it had ever been. He struggled on; making no sign. That he should have to resign part of his work was an inevitable fact: he must give up the evening book-keeping to enable him to keep his more important place. Once let me get Christmas work over, thought he, and as soon as possible in the New Year, I will resign.

He got the Christmas work over. Very heavy it was, at both places, and nearly did for him. It is the last straw, you know, that breaks the camels back: and that work broke James Marks. Towards the end of January he was laid up in bed with a violent cold that settled on his chest. Brown and Co. had to do without him for eleven days: a calamity that  so far as Marks was concerned  had never happened in Brown and Co.s experience. Then he went back to the city again, feeling shaken; but the evening labour was perforce given up.

No one knew how ill he was: or, to speak more correctly, how unfit for work, how more incapable of it he was growing day by day. His wife suspected a little. She knew of his sleepless nights, the result of overtaxed nerves and brain, when he would toss and turn and get up and walk the room; and dress himself in the morning without having slept.



There are times, he said to her in a sort of horror, when I cannot at all collect my thoughts. I am as long again at my work as I used to be, and have to go over it again and again. There have been one or two mistakes, and old Brown asks what is coming to me. I cant help it. The figures whirl before me, and I lose my power of mind.

If you could only sleep well! said Mrs. Marks.

Ay, if I could. The brain is as much at work by night as by day. There are the figures mentally before me, and there am I, adding them up.

You should see a clever physician, James. Spare the guinea, and go. It may be more than the guinea saved.

Mr. Marks took the advice. He went to a clever doctor; explained his position, the kind of work he had to do, and described his symptoms. Can I be cured? he asked.

Oh yes, I think so, said the doctor, cheerfully, without telling him that he had gone on so far as to make it rather doubtful. The necessary treatment is very simple. Take change of scene and perfect rest.

For how long?

Twelve months, at least.

Twelve months! repeated Marks, in a queer tone.

At least. It is a case of absolute necessity. I will write you a prescription for a tonic. You must live well. You have not lived well enough for the work you have to do.

As James Marks went out into the street he could have laughed a laugh of bitter mockery. Twelve months rest for him? The doctor had told him one thing  that had he taken rest in time, a very, very much shorter period would have sufficed. I wonder how many poor men there are like myself in London at this moment, he thought, who want this rest and cannot take it, and who ought to live better and cannot afford to do it!

It was altogether so very hopeless that he did nothing, except take the tonic, and he continued to go to the City as usual. Some two or three weeks had elapsed since then: he of course growing worse, though there was nothing to show it outwardly: and this was the end of February, and Mrs. Marks sat thinking of it all over the fire; thinking of what she knew, and guessing at what she did not know, and her children were building houses at the table.

The servant came in with the tea-things, and took the little girl. Only one servant could be kept  and hardly that. Mrs. Marks had made her own tea and was pouring out the childrens milk-and-water, when they heard a cab drive up and stop at the door. A minute after Mr. Marks entered, leaning on the arm of one of his fellow-clerks.



Here, Mrs. Marks, I have brought you an invalid, said the latter gaily, making light of it for her sake. He seems better now. I dont think theres much the matter with him.

Had it come? Had what she had been dreading come  that he was going to have an illness, she wondered. But she was a trump of a wife, and showed herself calm and comforting.

You shall both of you have some tea at once, she said, cheerfully. Willy, run and get more tea-cups.

It appeared that Mr. Marks had been, as the clerk expressed it, very queer that day; more so than usual. He could not do his work at all; had to get assistance continually from one or the other, and ended by falling off his stool to the floor, in what he called, afterwards, a sensation of giddiness. He seemed fit for nothing, and Mr. Brown said he had better be taken home.

That day ended James Markss work. He had broken down. At night he told his wife what the physician had said; which he had not done before. She could scarcely conceal her dismay.

A twelvemonths rest for him! What would become of them? Failing his salary, they would have no means whatever of living.

Oh, if my father had only acted by us as he ought! she mentally cried. James could have taken rest in time then, and all would have been well. Will he help us now it has come to this? Will she let him?  for it is she who holds him in subjection and steels his heart against us.

Mr. Stockleigh, the father, lived at Sydenham. She, the new wife, had taken him off there from his residence in Pimlico as soon as might be after the marriage; and the daughter had never been invited inside the house. But she resolved to go there now. Saying nothing to her husband, Mrs. Marks started for Sydenham the day after he was brought home ill, and found the place without trouble.

The wife, formerly the cook, was a big brawny woman with a cheek and a tongue of her own. When Mrs. Marks was shown in, she forgot herself in the surprise; old habits prevailed, and she half dropped a curtsey.

I wish to see papa, Mrs. Stockleigh.

Mr. Stockleighs out, maam.

Then I must wait until he returns.

Mrs. Stockleigh did not see her way clear to turn this lady from the house, though she would have liked to do it. She made a show of hospitality, and ordered wine and cake to be put on the table. Of which wine, Mrs. Marks noticed with surprise, she drank four glasses. Now and then we used to suspect her of drinking in the kitchen! ran through Mrs. Markss thoughts. Has it grown upon her?



The garden gate opened, and Mr. Stockleigh came through it. He was so bowed and broken that his daughter scarcely knew him. She hastened out and met him in the path.

Caroline! he exclaimed in amazement. Is it really you? How much you have changed?

I came down to speak to you, papa. May we stay and talk here in the garden?

He seemed glad to see her, rather than not, and sat down with her on the garden bench in the sun. In a quiet voice she told him all: and asked him to help her. Mrs. Stockleigh had come out and stood listening to the treason, somewhat unsteady in her walk.

I  I would help you if I could, Caroline, he said, in hesitation, glancing at his wife.

Yes, but you cant, Stockleigh, she put in. Our own expenses is as much as iver we can manage, Mrs. Marks. Its a orful cost, living out here, and our two servants is the very deuce for extravigance. Ive changed em both ten times for others, and the last lot is always worse than the first.

Papa, do you see our position? resumed Mrs. Marks, after hearing the lady patiently. It will be a long time before James is able to do anything again  if he ever is  and we have not been able to save money. What are we to do? Go to the workhouse? I have four little children.

You know that you cant help, Stockleigh, insisted Mr. Stockleighs lady, taking up the answer, her face growing more inflamed. Youve not got the means to do anything: and theres an end ont.

It is true, Caroline; Im afraid I have not, he said  and his daughter saw with pain how tremblingly subject he was to his wife. I seem short of money always. How did you come down, my dear?

By the train, papa. Third class.

Oh dear! cried Mr. Stockleigh. My healths broken, Caroline. It is, indeed, and my spirit too. I am sure I am very sorry for you. Will you come in and take some dinner?

Weve got nothing but a bit of ashed beef, cried Mrs. Stockleigh, as if to put a damper upon the invitation. Him and me fails in our appetites dreadful: I cant think whats come to em.

Mrs. Marks declined dinner: she had to get back to the children. That any sort of pleading would be useless while that woman held sway, she saw well. Good-bye, papa, she said. I suppose we must do the best we can alone. Good morning, Mrs. Stockleigh.



To her surprise her father kissed her; kissed her with quivering lips. I will open the gate for you, my dear, he said, hastening on to it. As she was going through, he slipped a sovereign into her hand.

It will pay for your journey, at least, my dear. I am sorry to hear of your travelling third class. Ah, times have changed. It is not that I wont help you, child, but that I cant. She goes up to receive the dividends, and keeps me short. I should not have had that sovereign now, but it is the change out of the spirit bill that she sent me to pay. Hush! the money goes in drink. She drinks like a fish. Ah, Caroline, I was a fool  a fool! Fare you well, my dear.

Fare you well, dear papa, and thank you, she answered, turning away with brimming eyes and an aching heart.

After resting for some days and getting no better, James Marks had to give it up as a bad job. He went to the City house, saw Mr. Brown, and told him.

Broken down! cried old Brown, hitching back his wig, as he always did when put out. I never heard such nonsense. At your age! The things incomprehensible.

The work has been very wearing to the brain, sir; and my application to it was close. During the three-and-twenty years I have been with you I have never had but one weeks holiday: the one last spring.

You told me then you felt like a man breaking down, as if you were good for nothing, resentfully spoke old Brown.

Yes, sir. I told you that I believed I was breaking down for want of a rest, replied Marks. It has proved so.

Why, you had your rest.

One week, sir. I said I feared it would not be of much use. But  it was not convenient for you to allow me more.

Of course it was not convenient; you know it could not be convenient, retorted old Brown. Dyou think I keep my clerks for play, Marks? Dyou suppose my business will get done of itself?

I was aware myself, sir, how inconvenient my absence would be, and therefore I did not press the matter. That one weeks rest did me a wonderful amount of service: it enabled me to go on until now.

Old Brown looked at him. See here, Marks  we are sorry to lose you: suppose you take another weeks change now, and try what it will do. A fortnight, say. Go to the sea-side, or somewhere.

Marks shook his head. Too late, sir. The doctors tell me it will be twelve months before I am able to work again at calculations.



Oh, my service to you, cried Mr. Brown. Why, what are you going to do if you cannot work?

That is a great deal more than I can say, sir. The thought of it is troubling my brain quite as much as work ever did. It is never out of it, night or day.

For once in his screwy life, old Brown was generous. He told Mr. Marks to draw his salary up to the day he had left, and he added ten pounds to it over and above.



During that visit I paid to Miss Deveens in London, when Tod was with the Whitneys, and Helen made her first curtsey to the Queen, and we discovered the ill-doings of that syren, Mademoiselle Sophie Chalk, I saw Marks. Mrs. Todhetley had given me two or three commissions, as may be remembered: one amongst them was to call in Pimlico, and see how Marks was getting on.

Accordingly I went. We had heard nothing, you must understand, of what I have told above, and did not know but he was still in his situation. It was a showery day in April: just a twelvemonth, by the way, since his visit to us at Dyke Manor. I found the house out readily; it was near Ebury Street; and I knocked. A young lad opened the door, and asked me to walk into the parlour.

You are Mr. Markss son, I said, rubbing my feet on the mat: I can tell by the likeness. Whats your name?

William. Papas is James.

Yes, I know.

He is ill, whispered the lad, with his hand on the door handle. Mammas downstairs, making him some arrowroot.

Well, I think you might have knocked me down with a feather when I knew him  for at first I did not. He was sitting in an easy-chair by the fire, dressed, but wrapped round with blankets: and instead of being the James Marks we had known, he was like a living skeleton, with cheek-bones and hollow eyes. But he was glad to see me, smiled, and held out his hand from the blanket.

It is uncommonly awkward for a young fellow to be taken unawares like this. You dont know what to say. Im sure I as much thought he was dying as I ever thought anything in this world. At last I managed to stammer a word or two about being sorry to see him so ill.

Ay, said he, in a weak, panting voice, I am different from what I was when with your kind people, Johnny. The trouble I foresaw then has come.

You used sometimes to feel then as though you would not long keep up, was my answer, for really I could find nothing else to say.

He nodded. Yes, I felt that I was breaking down  that I should inevitably break down unless I could have rest. I went on until February, Johnny, and then it came. I had to give up my situation; and since then I have been dangerously ill from another source  chest and lungs.

I did not know your lungs were weak, Mr. Marks.

Im sure I did not, he said, after a fit of coughing. I had one attack in January through catching a cold. Then I caught another cold, and you see the result: the doctor hardly saved me. I never was subject to take cold before. I suppose the fact is that when a man breaks down in one way he gets weak in all, and is more liable to other ailments.

I hope you will get better as the warm weather comes on. We shall soon have it here.

Better of this cough, perhaps: I dont know: but not better yet of my true illness that I think most of  the overtaxed nerves and brain. Oh, if I could only have taken a sufficient rest in time!

Mr. Todhetley said you ought to have stayed with us for three months. He says it often still.

I believe, he said, solemnly lifting his hand, that if I could have had entire rest then for two or three months, it would have set me up for life. Heaven hears me say it.

And what a dreadful thing it now seemed that he had not!

I dont repine. My lot seems a hard one, and I sometimes feel sick and weary when I dwell upon it. I have tried to do my duty: I could but keep on and work, as God knows. There was no other course open to me.

I supposed there was not.

I am no worse off than many others, Johnny. There are men breaking down every day from incessant application and want of needful rest. Well for them if their hearts dont break with it!

And, to judge by the tone he spoke in, it was as much as to say that his heart had broken.

I am beginning to dwell less on it now, he went on. Perhaps it is that I am too weak to feel so keenly. Or that Christs words are being indeed realized to me: Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. God does not forsake us in our trouble, Johnny, once we have learnt to turn to Him.

Mrs. Marks came into the room with the cup of arrowroot. The boy had run down to tell her I was there. She was very pleasant and cheerful: you could be at home with her at once. While he was waiting for the arrowroot to cool, he leant back in his chair and dropped into a doze.

It must have been a frightful cold that he caught, I whispered to her.

It was caught the day he went into the City to tell Mr. Brown he must give up his situation, she answered. Theres an old saying, of being penny wise and pound foolish, and thats what poor James was that day. It was a fine morning when he started; but rain set in, and when he left Mr. Brown it was pouring, and the streets were wet. He ought to have taken a cab, but did not, and waited for an omnibus. The first that passed was full; by the time another came he had got wet and his feet were soaking. That brought on a return of the illness he had had in January.

I hope he will get well.

It lies with God, she answered.

They made me promise to go again. Soon, Johnny, soon, said Mr. Marks with an eagerness that was suggestive. Come in the afternoon and have some tea with me.

I had meant to obey literally and go in a day or two; but one thing or other kept intervening, and a week or ten days passed. One Wednesday Miss Deveen was engaged to a dinner-party, and I took the opportunity to go to Pimlico. It was a stormy afternoon, blowing great guns one minute, pouring cats and dogs the next. Mrs. Marks was alone in the parlour, the tea-things on the table before her.

We thought you had forgotten us, she said in a half-whisper, shaking hands. But this is the best time you could have come; for a kind neighbour has invited all the children in for the evening, and we shall be quiet. James is worse.

Worse!

At least, weaker. He cannot sit up long now without great fatigue. He lay down on the bed an hour ago and has dropped asleep, she added, indicating the next room. I am waiting for him to awake before I make the tea.

He awoke then: the cough betrayed it. She went into the room, and presently he came back with her. No doubt he was worse! my heart sank at seeing him. If he had looked like a skeleton before, he was like a skeletons ghost now.

Ah, Johnny! I knew you would come.

I told him how it was I had not been able to come before, going into details. It seemed to amuse him to hear of the engagements, and I described Helen Whitneys Court dress as well as I could  and Lady Whitneys  and the servants great bouquets  and the ball at night. He ate one bit of thin toast and drank three big cups of tea. Mrs. Marks said he was always thirsty.



After tea he had a violent fit of coughing and thought he must lie down to rest for a bit. Mrs. Marks came back and sat with me.

I hope he will get well, I could not help saying to her.

She shook her head. I fear he has not much hope of it himself, she answered. Only yesterday I heard him tell Willy  that  that God would take care of them when he was gone.

She could hardly speak the last words, and broke down with a sob. I wished I had not said anything.

He has great trust, but things trouble him very much, she resumed. Nothing else can be expected, for he knows that our means are almost spent.

It must trouble you also, Mrs. Marks.

I seem to have so much to trouble me that I dare not dwell upon it. I pray not to, every hour of the day. If I gave way, what would become of them?

At dark she lighted the candles and drew down the blinds. Just after that, there came a tremendous knock at the front-door, loud and long. Naughty children, she exclaimed. It must be they.

Ill go; dont you stir, Mrs. Marks.

I opened the door, and a rush of wind and rain seemed to blow in an old gentleman. He never said a word to me, but went banging into the parlour and sank down on a chair out of breath.

Papa! exclaimed Mrs. Marks. Papa!

Wait till I get up my speech, my dear, said the old gentleman. She is gone.

Who is gone! cried Mrs. Marks.

She. I dont want to say too much against her now shes gone, Caroline; but she is gone. She had a bad fall downstairs in a tipsy fit some days ago, striking her head on the flags, and the doctors could do nothing for her. She died this morning, poor soul; and I am coming to live with you and James, if you will have me. We shall all be so comfortable together, my dear.

Perhaps Mrs. Marks remembered at once what it implied  that the pressure of poverty was suddenly lifted and she and those dear ones would be at ease for the future. She bent her head in her hands for a minute or two, keeping silence.

Your husband shall have rest now, my dear, and all that he needs. So will you, Caroline.

It had come too late. James Marks died in May.



It was about three or four years afterwards that we saw the death of Mr. Brown in the Times. The newspapers made a flourish of trumpets over him; saying he had died worth two hundred thousand pounds.

There must be something wrong somewhere, Johnny, remarked the Squire, in a puzzle. I should not like to die worth all that money, and know that I had worked my clerks to the bone to get it together. I wonder how he will like meeting poor Marks in the next world?


XVIII.

REALITY OR DELUSION?

This is a ghost story. Every word of it is true. And I dont mind confessing that for ages afterwards some of us did not care to pass the spot alone at night. Some people do not care to pass it yet.

It was autumn, and we were at Crabb Cot. Lena had been ailing; and in October Mrs. Todhetley proposed to the Squire that they should remove with her there, to see if the change would do her good.

We Worcestershire people call North Crabb a village; but one might count the houses in it, little and great, and not find four-and-twenty. South Crabb, half a mile off, is ever so much larger; but the church and school are at North Crabb.

John Ferrar had been employed by Squire Todhetley as a sort of overlooker on the estate, or working bailiff. He had died the previous winter; leaving nothing behind him except some debts; for he was not provident; and his handsome son Daniel. Daniel Ferrar, who was rather superior as far as education went, disliked work: he would make a show of helping his father, but it came to little. Old Ferrar had not put him to any particular trade or occupation, and Daniel, who was as proud as Lucifer, would not turn to it himself. He liked to be a gentleman. All he did now was to work in his garden, and feed his fowls, ducks, rabbits, and pigeons, of which he kept a great quantity, selling them to the houses around and sending them to market.

But, as every one said, poultry would not maintain him. Mrs. Lease, in the pretty cottage hard by Ferrars, grew tired of saying it. This Mrs. Lease and her daughter, Maria, must not be confounded with Lease the pointsman: they were in a better condition of life, and not related to him. Daniel Ferrar used to run in and out of their house at will when a boy, and he was now engaged to be married to Maria. She would have a little money, and the Leases were respected in North Crabb. People began to whisper a query as to how Ferrar got his corn for the poultry: he was not known to buy much; and he would have to go out of his house at Christmas, for its owner, Mr. Coney, had given him notice. Mrs. Lease, anxious about Marias prospects, asked Daniel what he intended to do then, and he answered, Make his fortune: he should begin to do it as soon as he could turn himself round. But the time was going on, and the turning round seemed to be as far off as ever.

After Midsummer, a niece of the schoolmistresss, Miss Timmens, had come to the school to stay: her name was Harriet Roe. The father, Humphrey Roe, was half-brother to Miss Timmens. He had married a Frenchwoman, and lived more in France than in England until his death. The girl had been christened Henriette; but North Crabb, not understanding much French, converted it into Harriet. She was a showy, free-mannered, good-looking girl, and made speedy acquaintance with Daniel Ferrar; or he with her. They improved upon it so rapidly that Maria Lease grew jealous, and North Crabb began to say he cared for Harriet more than for Maria. When Tod and I got home the latter end of October, to spend the Squires birthday, things were in this state. James Hill, the bailiff who had been taken on by the Squire in John Ferrars place (but a far inferior man to Ferrar; not much better, in fact, than a common workman, and of whose doings you will hear soon in regard to his little step-son, David Garth) gave us an account of matters in general. Daniel Ferrar had been drinking lately, Hill added, and his head was not strong enough to stand it; and he was also beginning to look as if he had some care upon him.

A nice lot, he, for them two women to be fighting for, cried Hill, who was no friend to Ferrar. Therell be mischief between em if they dont draw in a bit. Maria Lease is next door to mad over it, I know; and tother, finding herself the best liked, crows over her. Its something like the Bible story of Leah and Rachel, young gents, Dan Ferrar likes the one, and hes bound by promise to the tother. As to the French jade, concluded Hill, giving his head a toss, shed make a show of liking any man that followed her, she would; a dozen of em on a string.

It was all very well for surly Hill to call Daniel Ferrar a nice lot, but he was the best-looking fellow in church on Sunday morning  well-dressed too. But his colour seemed brighter; and his hands shook as they were raised, often, to push back his hair, that the sun shone upon through the south-window, turning it to gold. He scarcely looked up, not even at Harriet Roe, with her dark eyes roving everywhere, and her streaming pink ribbons. Maria Lease was pale, quiet, and nice, as usual; she had no beauty, but her face was sensible, and her deep grey eyes had a strange and curious earnestness. The new parson preached, a young man just appointed to the parish of Crabb. He went in for great observances of Saints days, and told his congregation that he should expect to see them at church on the morrow, which would be the Feast of All Saints.

Daniel Ferrar walked home with Mrs. Lease and Maria after service, and was invited to dinner. I ran across to shake hands with the old dame, who had once nursed me through an illness, and promised to look in and see her later. We were going back to school on the morrow. As I turned away, Harriet Roe passed, her pink ribbons and her cheap gay silk dress gleaming in the sunlight. She stared at me, and I stared back again. And now, the explanation of matters being over, the real story begins. But I shall have to tell some of it as it was told by others.

The tea-things waited on Mrs. Leases table in the afternoon; waited for Daniel Ferrar. He had left them shortly before to go and attend to his poultry. Nothing had been said about his coming back for tea: that he would do so had been looked upon as a matter of course. But he did not make his appearance, and the tea was taken without him. At half-past five the church-bell rang out for evening service, and Maria put her things on. Mrs. Lease did not go out at night.

You are starting early, Maria. Youll be in church before other people.

That wont matter, mother.

A jealous suspicion lay on Maria  that the secret of Daniel Ferrars absence was his having fallen in with Harriet Roe: perhaps had gone of his own accord to seek her. She walked slowly along. The gloom of dusk, and a deep dusk, had stolen over the evening, but the moon would be up later. As Maria passed the school-house, she halted to glance in at the little sitting-room window: the shutters were not closed yet, and the room was lighted by the blazing fire. Harriet was not there. She only saw Miss Timmens, the mistress, who was putting on her bonnet before a hand-glass propped upright on the mantel-piece. Without warning, Miss Timmens turned and threw open the window. It was only for the purpose of pulling-to the shutters, but Maria thought she must have been observed, and spoke.

Good evening, Miss Timmens.

Who is it? cried out Miss Timmens, in answer, peering into the dusk. Oh, its you, Maria Lease! Have you seen anything of Harriet? She went off somewhere this afternoon, and never came in to tea.

I have not seen her.

Shes gone to the Batleys, Ill be bound. She knows I dont like her to be with the Batley girls: they make her ten times flightier than she would otherwise be.



Miss Timmens drew in her shutters with a jerk, without which they would not close, and Maria Lease turned away.

Not at the Batleys, not at the Batleys, but with him, she cried, in bitter rebellion, as she turned away from the church. From the church, not to it. Was Maria to blame for wishing to see whether she was right or not?  for walking about a little in the thought of meeting them? At any rate it is what she did. And had her reward; such as it was.

As she was passing the top of the withy walk, their voices reached her ear. People often walked there, and it was one of the ways to South Crabb. Maria drew back amidst the trees, and they came on: Harriet Roe and Daniel Ferrar, walking arm-in-arm.

I think I had better take it off, Harriet was saying. No need to invoke a storm upon my head. And that would come in a shower of hail from stiff old Aunt Timmens.

The answer seemed one of quick accent, but Ferrar spoke low. Maria Lease had hard work to control herself: anger, passion, jealousy, all blazed up. With her arms stretched out to a friendly tree on either side,  with her heart beating,  with her pulses coursing on to fever-heat, she watched them across the bit of common to the road. Harriet went one way then; he another, in the direction of Mrs. Leases cottage. No doubt to fetch her  Maria  to church, with a plausible excuse of having been detained. Until now she had had no proof of his falseness; had never perfectly believed in it.

She took her arms from the trees and went forward, a sharp faint cry of despair breaking forth on the night air. Maria Lease was one of those silent-natured girls who can never speak of a wrong like this. She had to bury it within her; down, down, out of sight and show; and she went into church with her usual quiet step. Harriet Roe with Miss Timmens came next, quite demure, as if she had been singing some of the infant scholars to sleep at their own homes. Daniel Ferrar did not go to church at all: he stayed, as was found afterwards, with Mrs. Lease.

Maria might as well have been at home as at church: better perhaps that she had been. Not a syllable of the service did she hear: her brain was a sea of confusion; the tumult within it rising higher and higher. She did not hear even the text, Peace, be still, or the sermon; both so singularly appropriate. The passions in mens minds, the preacher said, raged and foamed just like the angry waves of the sea in a storm, until Jesus came to still them.

I ran after Maria when church was over, and went in to pay the promised visit to old Mother Lease. Daniel Ferrar was sitting in the parlour. He got up and offered Maria a chair at the fire, but she turned her back and stood at the table under the window, taking off her gloves. An open Bible was before Mrs. Lease: I wondered whether she had been reading aloud to Daniel.

What was the text, child? asked the old lady.

No answer.

Do you hear, Maria! What was the text?

Maria turned at that, as if suddenly awakened. Her face was white; her eyes had in them an uncertain terror.

The text? she stammered. I  I forget it, mother. It was from Genesis, I think.

Was it, Master Johnny?

It was from the fourth chapter of St. Mark, Peace, be still.

Mrs. Lease stared at me. Why, that is the very chapter Ive been reading. Well now, thats curious. But theres never a better in the Bible, and never a better text was taken from it than those three words. I have been telling Daniel here, Master Johnny, that when once that peace, Christs peace, is got into the heart, storms cant hurt us much. And you are going away again to-morrow, sir? she added, after a pause. Its a short stay?

I was not going away on the morrow. Tod and I, taking the Squire in a genial moment after dinner, had pressed to be let stay until Tuesday, Tod using the argument, and laughing while he did it, that it must be wrong to travel on All Saints Day, when the parson had specially enjoined us to be at church. The Squire told us we were a couple of encroaching rascals, and if he did let us stay it should be upon condition that we did go to church. This I said to them.

He may send you all the same, sir, when the morning comes, remarked Daniel Ferrar.

Knowing Mr. Todhetley as you do Ferrar, you may remember that he never breaks his promises.

Daniel laughed. He grumbles over them, though, Master Johnny.

Well, he may grumble to-morrow about our staying, say it is wasting time that ought to be spent in study, but he will not send us back until Tuesday.

Until Tuesday! If I could have foreseen then what would have happened before Tuesday! If all of us could have foreseen! Seen the few hours between now and then depicted, as in a mirror, event by event! Would it have saved the calamity, the dreadful sin that could never be redeemed? Why, yes; surely it would. Daniel Ferrar turned and looked at Maria.

Why dont you come to the fire?

I am very well here, thank you.

She had sat down where she was, her bonnet touching the curtain. Mrs. Lease, not noticing that anything was wrong, had begun talking about Lena, whose illness was turning to low fever, when the house door opened and Harriet Roe came in.

What a lovely night it is! she said, taking of her own accord the chair I had not cared to take, for I kept saying I must go. Maria, what went with you after church? I hunted for you everywhere.

Maria gave no answer. She looked black and angry; and her bosom heaved as if a storm were brewing. Harriet Roe slightly laughed.

Do you intend to take holiday to-morrow, Mrs. Lease?

Me take holiday! what is there in to-morrow to take holiday for? returned Mrs. Lease.

I shall, continued Harriet, not answering the question: I have been used to it in France. All Saints Day is a grand holiday there; we go to church in our best clothes, and pay visits afterwards. Following it, like a dark shadow, comes the gloomy Jour des Morts.

The what? cried Mrs. Lease, bending her ear.

The day of the dead. All Souls Day. But you English dont go to the cemeteries to pray.

Mrs. Lease put on her spectacles, which lay upon the open pages of the Bible, and stared at Harriet. Perhaps she thought they might help her to understand. The girl laughed.

On All Souls Day, whether it be wet or dry, the French cemeteries are full of kneeling women draped in black; all praying for the repose of their dead relatives, after the manner of the Roman Catholics.

Daniel Ferrar, who had not spoken a word since she came in, but sat with his face to the fire, turned and looked at her. Upon which she tossed back her head and her pink ribbons, and smiled till all her teeth were seen. Good teeth they were. As to reverence in her tone, there was none.

I have seen them kneeling when the slosh and wet have been ankle-deep. Did you ever see a ghost? added she, with energy. The French believe that the spirits of the dead come abroad on the night of All Saints Day. Youd scarcely get a French woman to go out of her house after dark. It is their chief superstition.

What is the superstition? questioned Mrs. Lease.

Why, that, said Harriet. They believe that the dead are allowed to revisit the world after dark on the Eve of All Souls; that they hover in the air, waiting to appear to any of their living relatives, who may venture out, lest they should forget to pray on the morrow for the rest of their souls.



Well, I never! cried Mrs. Lease, staring excessively. Did you ever hear the like of that, sir? turning to me.

Yes; I have heard of it.

Harriet Roe looked up at me; I was standing at the corner of the mantel-piece. She laughed a free laugh.

I say, wouldnt it be fun to go out to-morrow night, and meet the ghosts? Only, perhaps they dont visit this country, as it is not under Rome.

Now just you behave yourself before your betters, Harriet Roe, put in Mrs. Lease, sharply. That gentleman is young Mr. Ludlow of Crabb Cot.

And very happy I am to make young Mr. Ludlows acquaintance, returned easy Harriet, flinging back her mantle from her shoulders. How hot your parlour is, Mrs. Lease.

The hook of the cloak had caught in a thin chain of twisted gold that she wore round her neck, displaying it to view. She hurriedly folded her cloak together, as if wishing to conceal the chain. But Mrs. Leases spectacles had seen it.

Whats that youve got on, Harriet? A gold chain?

A moments pause, and then Harriet Roe flung back her mantle again, defiance upon her face, and touched the chain with her hand.

Thats what it is, Mrs. Lease: a gold chain. And a very pretty one, too.

Was it your mothers?

It was never anybodys but mine. I had it made a present to me this afternoon; for a keepsake.

Happening to look at Maria, I was startled at her face, it was so white and dark: white with emotion, dark with an angry despair that I for one did not comprehend. Harriet Roe, throwing at her a look of saucy triumph, went out with as little ceremony as she had come in, just calling back a general good night; and we heard her footsteps outside getting gradually fainter in the distance. Daniel Ferrar rose.

Ill take my departure too, I think. You are very unsociable to-night, Maria.

Perhaps I am. Perhaps I have cause to be.

She flung his hand back when he held it out; and in another moment, as if a thought struck her, ran after him into the passage to speak. I, standing near the door in the small room, caught the words.

I must have an explanation with you, Daniel Ferrar. Now. To-night. We cannot go on thus for a single hour longer.

Not to-night, Maria; I have no time to spare. And I dont know what you mean.



You do know. Listen. I will not go to my rest, no, though it were for twenty nights to come, until we have had it out. I vow I will not. There. You are playing with me. Others have long said so, and I know it now.

He seemed to speak some quieting words to her, for the tone was low and soothing; and then went out, closing the door behind him. Maria came back and stood with her face and its ghastliness turned from us. And still the old mother noticed nothing.

Why dont you take your things off, Maria? she asked.

Presently, was the answer.

I said good night in my turn, and went away. Half-way home I met Tod with the two young Lexoms. The Lexoms made us go in and stay to supper, and it was ten oclock before we left them.

We shall catch it, said Tod, setting off at a run. They never let us stay out late on a Sunday evening, on account of the reading.

But, as it happened, we escaped scot-free this time, for the house was in a commotion about Lena. She had been better in the afternoon, but at nine oclock the fever returned worse than ever. Her little cheeks and lips were scarlet as she lay on the bed, her wide-open eyes were bright and glistening. The Squire had gone up to look at her, and was fuming and fretting in his usual fashion.

The doctor has never sent the medicine, said patient Mrs. Todhetley, who must have been worn out with nursing. She ought to take it; I am sure she ought.

These boys are good to run over to Coles for that, cried the Squire. It wont hurt them; its a fine night.

Of course we were good for it. And we got our caps again; being charged to enjoin Mr. Cole to come over the first thing in the morning.

Do you care much about my going with you, Johnny? Tod asked as we were turning out at the door. I am awfully tired.

Not a bit. Id as soon go alone as not. Youll see me back in half-an-hour.

I took the nearest way; flying across the fields at a canter, and startling the hares. Mr. Cole lived near South Crabb, and I dont believe more than ten minutes had gone by when I knocked at his door. But to get back as quickly was another thing. The doctor was not at home. He had been called out to a patient at eight oclock, and had not yet returned.

I went in to wait: the servant said he might be expected to come in from minute to minute. It was of no use to go away without the medicine; and I sat down in the surgery in front of the shelves, and fell asleep counting the white jars and physic bottles. The doctors entrance awoke me.

I am sorry you should have had to come over and to wait, he said. When my other patient, with whom I was detained a considerable time, was done with, I went on to Crabb Cot with the childs medicine, which I had in my pocket.

They think her very ill to-night, sir.

I left her better, and going quietly to sleep. She will soon be well again, I hope.

Why! is that the time? I exclaimed, happening to catch sight of the clock as I was crossing the hall. It was nearly twelve. Mr. Cole laughed, saying time passed quickly when folk were asleep.

I went back slowly. The sleep, or the canter before it, had made me feel as tired as Tod had said he was. It was a night to be abroad in and to enjoy; calm, warm, light. The moon, high in the sky, illumined every blade of grass; sparkled on the water of the little rivulet; brought out the moss on the grey walls of the old church; played on its round-faced clock, then striking twelve.

Twelve oclock at night at North Crabb answers to about three in the morning in London, for country people are mostly in bed and asleep at ten. Therefore, when loud and angry voices struck up in dispute, just as the last stroke of the hour was dying away on the midnight air, I stood still and doubted my ears.

I was getting near home then. The sounds came from the back of a building standing alone in a solitary place on the left-hand side of the road. It belonged to the Squire, and was called the yellow barn, its walls being covered with a yellow wash; but it was in fact used as a storehouse for corn. I was passing in front of it when the voices rose upon the air. Round the building I ran, and saw  Maria Lease: and something else that I could not at first comprehend. In the pursuit of her vow, not to go to rest until she had had it out with Daniel Ferrar, Maria had been abroad searching for him. What ill fate brought her looking for him up near our barn?  perhaps because she had fruitlessly searched in every other spot.

At the back of this barn, up some steps, was an unused door. Unused partly because it was not required, the principal entrance being in front; partly because the key of it had been for a long time missing. Stealing out at this door, a bag of corn upon his shoulders, had come Daniel Ferrar in a smock-frock. Maria saw him, and stood back in the shade. She watched him lock the door and put the key in his pocket; she watched him give the heavy bag a jerk as he turned to come down the steps. Then she burst out. Her loud reproaches petrified him, and he stood there as one suddenly turned to stone. It was at that moment that I appeared.

I understood it all soon; it needed not Marias words to enlighten me. Daniel Ferrar possessed the lost key and could come in and out at will in the midnight hours when the world was sleeping, and help himself to the corn. No wonder his poultry throve; no wonder there had been grumblings at Crabb Cot at the mysterious disappearance of the good grain.

Maria Lease was decidedly mad in those few first moments. Stealing is looked upon in an honest village as an awful thing; a disgrace, a crime; and there was the nights earlier misery besides. Daniel Ferrar was a thief! Daniel Ferrar was false to her! A storm of words and reproaches poured forth from her in confusion, none of it very distinct. Living upon theft! Convicted felon! Transportation for life! Squire Todhetleys corn! Fattening poultry on stolen goods! Buying gold chains with the profits for that bold, flaunting French girl, Harriet Roe! Taking his stealthy walks with her!

My going up to them stopped the charge. There was a pause; and then Maria, in her mad passion, denounced him to me, as representative (so she put it) of the Squire  the breaker-in upon our premises! the robber of our stored corn!

Daniel Ferrar came down the steps; he had remained there still as a statue, immovable; and turned his white face to me. Never a word in defence said he: the blow had crushed him; he was a proud man (if any one can understand that), and to be discovered in this ill-doing was worse than death to him.

Dont think of me more hardly than you can help, Master Johnny, he said in a quiet tone. I have been almost tired of my life this long while.

Putting down the bag of corn near the steps, he took the key from his pocket and handed it to me. The mans aspect had so changed; there was something so grievously subdued and sad about him altogether, that I felt as sorry for him as if he had not been guilty. Maria Lease went on in her fiery passion.

Youll be more tired of it to-morrow when the police are taking you to Worcester gaol. Squire Todhetley will not spare you, though your father was his many-years bailiff. He could not, you know, if he wished; Master Ludlow has seen you in the act.

Let me have the key again for a minute, sir, he said, as quietly as though he had not heard a word. And I gave it to him. Im not sure but I should have given him my head had he asked for it.



He swung the bag on his shoulders, unlocked the granary door, and put the bag beside the other sacks. The bag was his own, as we found afterwards, but he left it there. Locking the door again, he gave me the key, and went away with a weary step.

Good-bye, Master Johnny.

I answered back good night civilly, though he had been stealing. When he was out of sight, Maria Lease, her passion full upon her still, dashed off towards her mothers cottage, a strange cry of despair breaking from her lips.

Where have you been lingering, Johnny? roared the Squire, who was sitting up for me. You have been throwing at the owls, sir, thats what youve been at; you have been scudding after the hares.

I said I had waited for Mr. Cole, and had come back slower than I went; but I said no more, and went up to my room at once. And the Squire went to his.

I know I am only a muff; people tell me so, often: but I cant help it; I did not make myself. I lay awake till nearly daylight, first wishing Daniel Ferrar could be screened, and then thinking it might perhaps be done. If he would only take the lesson to heart and go on straight for the future, what a capital thing it would be. We had liked old Ferrar; he had done me and Tod many a good turn: and, for the matter of that, we liked Daniel. So I never said a word when morning came of the past nights work.

Is Daniel at home? I asked, going to Ferrars the first thing before breakfast. I meant to tell him that if he would keep right, I would keep counsel.

He went out at dawn, sir, answered the old woman who did for him, and sold his poultry at market. Hell be in presently: he have had no breakfast yet.

Then tell him when he comes, to wait in, and see me: tell him its all right. Can you remember, Goody? It is all right.

Ill remember, safe enough, Master Ludlow.

Tod and I, being on our honour, went to church, and found about ten people in the pews. Harriet Roe was one, with her pink ribbons, the twisted gold chain showing outside a short-cut velvet jacket.

No, sir; he has not been home yet; I cant think where he can have got to, was the old Goodys reply when I went again to Ferrars. And so I wrote a word in pencil, and told her to give it him when he came in, for I could not go dodging there every hour of the day.

After luncheon, strolling by the back of the barn: a certain reminiscence I suppose taking me there, for it was not a frequented spot: I saw Maria Lease coming along.



Well, it was a change! The passionate woman of the previous night had subsided into a poor, wild-looking, sorrow-stricken thing, ready to die of remorse. Excessive passion had wrought its usual consequences; a re-action: a re-action in favour of Daniel Ferrar. She came up to me, clasping her hands in agony  beseeching that I would spare him; that I would not tell of him; that I would give him a chance for the future: and her lips quivered and trembled, and there were dark circles round her hollow eyes.

I said that I had not told and did not intend to tell. Upon which she was going to fall down on her knees, but I rushed off.

Do you know where he is? I asked, when she came to her sober senses.

Oh, I wish I did know! Master Johnny, he is just the man to go and do something desperate. He would never face shame; and I was a mad, hard-hearted, wicked girl to do what I did last night. He might run away to sea; he might go and enlist for a soldier.

I dare say he is at home by this time. I have left a word for him there, and promised to go in and see him to-night. If he will undertake not to be up to wrong things again, no one shall ever know of this from me.

She went away easier, and I sauntered on towards South Crabb. Eager as Tod and I had been for the days holiday, it did not seem to be turning out much of a boon. In going home again  there was nothing worth staying out for  I had come to the spot by the three-cornered grove where I saw Maria, when a galloping policeman overtook me. My heart stood still; for I thought he must have come after Daniel Ferrar.

Can you tell me if I am near to Crabb Cot  Squire Todhetleys? he asked, reining-in his horse.

You will reach it in a minute or two. I live there. Squire Todhetley is not at home. What do you want with him?

Its only to give in an official paper, sir. I have to leave one personally upon all the county magistrates.

He rode on. When I got in I saw the folded paper upon the hall-table; the man and horse had already gone onwards. It was worse indoors than out; less to be done. Tod had disappeared after church; the Squire was abroad; Mrs. Todhetley sat upstairs with Lena: and I strolled out again. It was only three oclock then.

An hour, or more, was got through somehow; meeting one, talking to another, throwing at the ducks and geese; anything. Mrs. Lease had her head, smothered in a yellow shawl, stretched out over the palings as I passed her cottage.

Dont catch cold, mother.



I am looking for Maria, sir. I cant think what has come to her to-day, Master Johnny, she added, dropping her voice to a confidential tone. The girl seems demented: she has been going in and out ever since daylight like a dog in a fair.

If I meet her I will send her home.

And in another minute I did meet her. For she was coming out of Daniel Ferrars yard. I supposed he was at home again.

No, she said, looking more wild, worn, haggard than before; thats what I have been to ask. I am just out of my senses, sir. He has gone for certain. Gone!

I did not think it. He would not be likely to go away without clothes.

Well, I know he is, Master Johnny; something tells me. Ive been all about everywhere. Theres a great dread upon me, sir; I never felt anything like it.

Wait until night, Maria; I dare say he will go home then. Your mother is looking out for you; I said if I met you Id send you in.

Mechanically she turned towards the cottage, and I went on. Presently, as I was sitting on a gate watching the sunset, Harriet Roe passed towards the withy walk, and gave me a nod in her free but good-natured way.

Are you going there to look out for the ghosts this evening? I asked: and I wished not long afterwards I had not said it. It will soon be dark.

So it will, she said, turning to the red sky in the west. But I have no time to give to the ghosts to-night.

Have you seen Ferrar to-day? I cried, an idea occurring to me.

No. And I cant think where he has got to; unless he is off to Worcester. He told me he should have to go there some day this week.

She evidently knew nothing about him, and went on her way with another free-and-easy nod. I sat on the gate till the sun had gone down, and then thought it was time to be getting homewards.

Close against the yellow barn, the scene of last nights trouble, whom should I come upon but Maria Lease. She was standing still, and turned quickly at the sound of my footsteps. Her face was bright again, but had a puzzled look upon it.

I have just seen him: he has not gone, she said in a happy whisper. You were right, Master Johnny, and I was wrong.

Where did you see him?

Here; not a minute ago. I saw him twice. He is angry, very, and will not let me speak to him; both times he got away before I could reach him. He is close by somewhere.



I looked round, naturally; but Ferrar was nowhere to be seen. There was nothing to conceal him except the barn, and that was locked up. The account she gave was this  and her face grew puzzled again as she related it.

Unable to rest indoors, she had wandered up here again, and saw Ferrar standing at the corner of the barn, looking very hard at her. She thought he was waiting for her to come up, but before she got close to him he had disappeared, and she did not see which way. She hastened past the front of the barn, ran round to the back, and there he was. He stood near the steps looking out for her; waiting for her, as it again seemed; and was gazing at her with the same fixed stare. But again she missed him before she could get quite up; and it was at that moment that I arrived on the scene.

I went all round the barn, but could see nothing of Ferrar. It was an extraordinary thing where he could have got to. Inside the barn he could not be: it was securely locked; and there was no appearance of him in the open country. It was, so to say, broad daylight yet, or at least not far short of it; the red light was still in the west. Beyond the field at the back of the barn, was a grove of trees in the form of a triangle; and this grove was flanked by Crabb Ravine, which ran right and left. Crabb Ravine had the reputation of being haunted; for a light was sometimes seen dodging about its deep descending banks at night that no one could account for. A lively spot altogether for those who liked gloom.

Are you sure it was Ferrar, Maria?

Sure! she returned in surprise. You dont think I could mistake him, Master Johnny, do you? He wore that ugly seal-skin winter-cap of his tied over his ears, and his thick grey coat. The coat was buttoned closely round him. I have not seen him wear either since last winter.

That Ferrar must have gone into hiding somewhere seemed quite evident; and yet there was nothing but the ground to receive him. Maria said she lost sight of him the last time in a moment; both times in fact; and it was absolutely impossible that he could have made off to the triangle or elsewhere, as she must have seen him cross the open land. For that matter I must have seen him also.

On the whole, not two minutes had elapsed since I came up, though it seems to have been longer in telling it: when, before we could look further, voices were heard approaching from the direction of Crabb Cot; and Maria, not caring to be seen, went away quickly. I was still puzzling about Ferrars hiding-place, when they reached me  the Squire, Tod, and two or three men. Tod came slowly up, his face dark and grave.

I say, Johnny, what a shocking thing this is!



What is a shocking thing?

You have not heard of it?  But I dont see how you could hear it.

I had heard nothing. I did not know what there was to hear. Tod told me in a whisper.

Daniel Ferrars dead, lad.

What?

He has destroyed himself. Not more than half-an-hour ago. Hung himself in the grove.

I turned sick, taking one thing with another, comparing this recollection with that; which I dare say you will think no one but a muff would do.

Ferrar was indeed dead. He had been hiding all day in the three-cornered grove: perhaps waiting for night to get away  perhaps only waiting for night to go home again. Who can tell? About half-past two, Luke Macintosh, a man who sometimes worked for us, sometimes for old Coney, happening to go through the grove, saw him there, and talked with him. The same man, passing back a little before sunset, found him hanging from a tree, dead. Macintosh ran with the news to Crabb Cot, and they were now flocking to the scene. When facts came to be examined there appeared only too much reason to think that the unfortunate appearance of the galloping policeman had terrified Ferrar into the act; perhaps  we all hoped it!  had scared his senses quite away. Look at it as we would, it was very dreadful.

But what of the appearance Maria Lease saw? At that time, Ferrar had been dead at least half-an-hour. Was it reality or delusion? That is (as the Squire put it), did her eyes see a real, spectral Daniel Ferrar; or were they deceived by some imagination of the brain? Opinions were divided. Nothing can shake her own steadfast belief in its reality; to her it remains an awful certainty, true and sure as heaven.

If I say that I believe in it too, I shall be called a muff and a double muff. But there is no stumbling-block difficult to be got over. Ferrar, when found, was wearing the seal-skin cap tied over the ears and the thick grey coat buttoned up round him, just as Maria Lease had described to me; and he had never worn them since the previous winter, or taken them out of the chest where they were kept. The old woman at his home did not know he had done it then. When told that he died in these things, she protested that they were in the chest, and ran up to look for them. But the things were gone.


XIX.

DAVID GARTHS NIGHT-WATCH.

It was the following year, and we were again at Crabb Cot. Fever had broken out at Dr. Frosts, and the school was dismissed. The leaves were falling late that year, for November was nearly half through, and they strewed the ground. But if the leaves were late, the frost was early. The weather had come in curiously cold. Three days before the morning I am about to speak of, the warm weather suddenly changed, and it was now as freezing as January. It is not often that you see ice mingling with the dead leaves of autumn. Both the ice and the leaves have to do with what happened: and I think you often find that if the weather is particularly unseasonable, we get something by which to remember it.

At the corner of a field between our house and North Crabb, stood a small solitary dwelling, called Willow Brook Cottage: but the brook from which it took its name was dry now. The house had a lonely look, and was lonely; and perhaps that kept it empty. It had been unoccupied for more than a year, when the Squire, tired of seeing it so, happened to say in the hearing of James Hill, that new bailiff of ours, that he would let it for an almost nominal rent. Hill caught at the words and said he would be glad to rent it: for some cause or other he did not like the house he was in, and had been wanting to leave it. At least, he said so: but he was of a frightfully stingy turn, and we all thought the low rent tempted him. Hill, this working bailiff, was a steady man, but severe upon every one.

It was during this early frost that he began to move in. One morning after breakfast, I was taking the broad pathway across the fields to North Crabb, which led close by Willow Cottage, and saw Hill wheeling a small truck up with some of his household goods. He was a tall, strong man, and the cold was tolerably sharp, but the load had warmed him.

Good morning, Master Johnny.

Making ready for the flitting, Hill?

Hill wheeled the truck up to the door, and sat down on one of the handles whilst he wiped his face. It was an honest, though cross face; habitually red. The house had a good large garden at its side, enclosed by wooden palings; with a shed and some pigstys at the back. Trees overshadowed the palings: and the fallen leaves, just now, inside the garden and out were ankle-deep.

A fine labour I shall have, getting the place in order! cried Hill, pointing to some broken palings and the overgrown branches. Dont think but what the Squire has the best of the bargain, after all!

Youd say that, Hill, if he gave you a house rent-free.

Hill took the key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and we went in. This lower room was boarded; the kitchen was at the back; above were two fair-sized chambers. One of them looked towards Crabb Ravine; the other was only lighted by a skylight in the roof.

You have had fires here, Hill!

I had em in every room all day yesterday, sir, and am going to light em again now. My wife said it must be done; and she warnt far wrong; for a damp house plays the mischief with ones bones. The fools that women be, to be sure!  and my wifes the worst of em.

What has your wife done?

She had a bit of a accident yesterday, Master Johnny. A coming out with a few things for this place, she stepped upon some ice, and fell; it gave her ankle a twist, and she had to be helped home. Im blest if shes not a-saying now that its a bad omen! Because she cant get about and help shift the things in here, she says we shant have nothing but ill-luck in the place.

I had already heard of the accident. Hills wife was a little shrinking woman, mild and gentle, quite superior to him. She was a widow when he married her a short time ago, a Mrs. Garth, with one son, David. Miss Timmens, the schoolmistress at North Crab, was her sister. On the previous morning a letter had come from Worcester, saying their mother, Mrs. Timmens, was taken dangerously ill, and asking them to go over. Miss Timmens went; Hill refused for his wife. How could he get along at moving-time without her, he demanded. She cried and implored, but Hill was hard as flint. So she had to remain at home, and set about her preparations for removal; surly Hill was master and mistress too. In starting with the first lot of movables  a few things carried in her arms  the accident occurred. So that, in the helping to move, she was useless; and the neighbours, ever ready to take part in a matrimonial grievance, said it served Hill right. Any way, it did not improve his temper.

When do you get in here, Hill?

To-morrow, Master Johnny, please the pigs. But for the wifes awkardness wed ha been in to-day. As to any help Davvy could give, its worth no more nor a rats; he havent got much more strength in him nor one neither. Drat the boy!

Leaving Hill to his task, I went on; and in passing Mrs. Hills dwelling, I thought Id give a look in to inquire after the ankle. The cottage stood alone, just as this other one did, but was less lonely, for the Crabb houses were round about. Davys voice called out, Come in.

He was the handiest little fellow possible for any kind of housework  or for sewing, either; but not half strong enough or rough enough for a boy. His soft brown eyes had a shrinking look in them, his face was delicate as a girls, and his hair hung in curls. But he was a little bit deformed in the back  some called it only a stoop in the shoulders  and, though fourteen, might have been taken for ten. The boys love for his mother was something wonderful. They had lived at Worcester; she had a small income, and he had been well brought up. When she married Hill  all her friends were against it, and it was in fact a frightful mistake  of course they had to come to North Crabb; but Davy was not happy. Always a timid lad, he could not overcome his first fear of Hill. Not that the man was unkind, only rough and resolute.

Davy was washing up the breakfast-things; his mother sat near, sorting the contents of a chest: a neat little woman in a green stuff gown, with the same sweet eyes as David and the same shrinking look in them. She left off when I went in, and said her ankle was no worse.

Its a pity it happened just now, Mrs. Hill.

Id have given a great deal for it not to, sir. They call me foolish, I know; always have done; but it just seems to me like an omen. I had a few articles in my arms, the first trifles wed begun to move, and down I fell on going out at this door. To me it seems nothing but a warning that we ought not to move into Willow Cottage.

David had halted in his work at the tea-cups, his brown eyes fixed on his mother. That it was not the first time he had listened to the superstition, and that he was every whit as bad as she, might plainly be seen.

I have never liked the thought of that new place from the first, Master Johnny. It is as if something held me back from it. Hill keeps saying that its a convenient dwelling, and dirt-cheap; and so it is; but I dont like the notion of it. No more does David.

Oh, I dare say you will like it when you get in, Mrs. Hill, and David, too.

It is to be hoped so, sir.

The day went on; and its after events I can only speak of from hearsay. Hill moved in a good many of his goods, David carrying some of the lighter things, Luke Macintosh was asked to go and sleep in the house that night as a safeguard against thieves, but he flatly refused, unless some one slept there with him. Hill ridiculed his cowardice; and finally agreed that David should bear him company.

He made the bargain without his wife. She had other views for David. Her intention was to send the lad over to Worcester by the seven-oclock evening train; not so much because his bed and bedding had been carried off and there was nothing for him to sleep on, as that his dying grandmother had expressed a wish to see him. To hear then that David was not to go, did not please Mrs. Hill.

It was David himself who carried in the news. She had tea waiting on the table when they came in: David first, for his step-father had stopped to speak to some one in the road.

But, David, dear  you must go to Worcester, she said, when he told her.

He will never let me, mother, was Davids answer. He says the things might be stolen if nobody takes care of them: and Macintosh is afraid to be there alone.

She paused and looked at him, a thought striking her. The boy was leaning upon her in his fond manner, his hand in hers.

Should you be afraid, David?

Not  I think  with Luke. We are to be in the same room, mother.

But Mrs. Hill noticed that his voice was hesitating; his small weak hand trembled in hers. There was not a more morally brave heart than David Garths; he had had a religious training; but at being alone in the dark he was a very coward, afraid of ghosts and goblins.

Hill, said she to her husband when he stamped in, the lad having gone to wash his hands, I cannot let David sleep in the other house to-night. He will be too timid.

Timid! repeated Hill, staring at the words. Why, Luke Macintosh will be with him.

David wont like it. Macintosh is nothing but a coward himself.

Dont thee be a fool, and show it, returned Hill, roughly. Theell keep that boy a baby for his life. Davvy would as soon sleep in the house alone, as not, but for the folly put into his head by you. And why not? Hes fourteen.

Hill  to give him his due  only spoke as he thought. That any one in the world, grown to fourteen and upwards, could be afraid of sleeping in a house alone, was to him literally incomprehensible.



I said he must go over to Worcester to see mother, James, she meekly resumed; you know I did.

Well, he cant go to-night; he shall go in the morning. There! He may stop with her for a week, an ye like, for all the good he is to me.

Mothers looking for him to-night, and he ought to go. The dying  

Now just you drop it, for he cant be spared, interrupted Hill. The goods might be stole, with all the loose characters there is about, and that fool of a Macintosh wont go in of himself. Hes a regular coward! Davvy must keep him company  its not so much he does for his keep  and he may start for Worcester by daylight.

Whenever Hill came down upon her with this resolute decision, it struck her timid forthwith. The allusion to the boys keep was an additional thrust, for it was beginning to be rather a sore subject. An uncle at Worcester, who had no family and was well to do, had partly offered to adopt the lad; but it was not yet settled. Davy was a great favourite with all the relatives; Miss Timmens, the schoolmistress, doted on him. Mrs. Hill, not venturing on further remonstrance, made the best of the situation.

Davy, you are to go to Worcester the first thing in the morning, she said, when he came back from washing his hands. So as soon as youve been home and had a bit o breakfast, you shall run off to the train.

Tea over, Hill went out on some business, saying he should be in at eight, or thereabouts, to go with Davy to the cottage. As the hour drew near, David, sitting over the fire with his mother in pleasant talk, as they loved to do, asked if he should read before he went: for her habit was to read the Bible to him, or cause him to read to her, the last thing.

Yes, dear, she said. Read the ninety-first Psalm.

So David read it. Closing the book when it was over, he sat with it on his knee, thoughtfully.

If we could only see the angels, mother! It is so difficult to remember always that they are close around, taking care of us.

So it is, Davy. Most of us forget it.

When lifes over it will be so pleasant for them to carry us away to heaven! I wish you and I could go together, mother.

We shall each go when God pleases, David.

Oh yes, I know that.

Mrs. Hill, remembering this little bit of conversation, word for word, repeated it afterwards to me and others, with how they had sat, and Davids looks. I say this for fear people might think I had invented it.

Hill came in, and they prepared to go to the other house. David, his arms full  for, of course, with things to be carried, they did not go out empty-handed  came suddenly back from the door in going out, flung his load down, and clasped his mother. She bent to kiss him.

Good night, my dear one! Dont you and Luke get chattering all night. Go to sleep betimes.

He burst into tears, clinging to her with sobs. It was as if his heart were breaking.

Are you afraid to go? she whispered.

I must go, was his sobbing answer.

Now then, Davvy! called back Hills rough tones. What the plague are you lagging for?

Say good-bye to me, mother! Say good-bye!

Good-bye, and God bless you, David! Remember the angels are around you!

I know; I know!

Taking up his bundles, he departed, keeping some paces behind Hill all the way; partly to hide his face, down which the tears were raining; partly in his usual awe of that formidable functionary who stood to him as a step-father.

Arrived at the house, Hill was fumbling for the key, when some one came darting out from the shadow of its eaves. It proved to be Luke Macintosh.

I was a-looking round for you, said crusty Hill. I began to think youd forgot the time o meeting.

No, Id not forgot it; but I be come to say that I cant oblige you by sleeping there, was Lukes reply. The master have ordered me off with the waggon afore dawn, and so  Im a-going to sleep at home.

Had I been there, I could have said the master had not ordered Luke off before dawn; but after his breakfast. It was just a ruse of his, to avoid doing what he had never relished, sleeping in the house. Hill suspected as much, and went on at him, mockingly asking if he was afraid of hobgoblins. Luke dodged away in the midst of it, and Hill relieved his anger by a little hot language.

Come along, Davvy, said he at last; we must put these here things inside.

Unlocking the door, he went in; and, the first thing, fell against something or other in the dark. Hill swore a little at that, and struck a light, the fire having gone out. This lower room was full of articles, thrown down out of hand; the putting things straight had been left to the morrow.

Carry the match afore me, Davvy. These blankets must go upstairs.

By some oversight no candles had been taken to the house; only the box of matches. David lighted one match after the other, while Hill arranged the blankets on the mattress for sleeping. This room  the one with the skylight  was to be Davids.

There, said Hill, taking the box of matches from him, youll be comfortable here till morning. If you find it cold, you might keep on your trousers.

David Garth stood speechless, a look of horror struggling to his face. In that first moment he dared not remonstrate; his awe of Hill was too great.

Whats the matter now? asked Hill, striking another match. What ails you?

Youll not leave me here, all by myself? whispered the unhappy boy, in desperate courage.

Not leave you here by yourself! Why, what dye think is to harm you? Dont you try on your nonsense and your games with me, Master Davvy. Im not soft, like your mother. Say your prayers and get to sleep, and Ill come and let you out in the morning.

By a dexterous movement, Hill got outside, and closed the door softly, slipping the bolt. The match in his fingers was nearly burnt out; nevertheless, it had shown a last faint vision of a boy kneeling in supplication, his hands held up, his face one of piteous agony. As Hill struck another match to light the staircase, a wailing cry mingled with the sound: entreaties to be let out; prayers not to be left alone; low moans, telling of awful terror.

Drat the boy! This comes of his mothers coddling. Hold your row, Davvy, he roared out, wrathfully: youd not like me to come back and give you a basting.

And Mr. James Hill, picking his way over the bundles, locked the outer door, and betook himself home. That was our respectable bailiff. What do you think of him?

Did you leave Davy comfortable? asked Mrs. Hill, when he got back.

Hell be comfortable enough when hes asleep, shortly answered Hill. Of all hardened, ungrateful boys, that of yourns the worst.

Had Luke come when you got there? she resumed, passing over the aspersion on Davy.

He was waiting: he came right out upon us like an apparition, was Hills evasive answer. And he did not tell the rest.

But now, a singular thing happened that night. Mrs. Hill was in a sound sleep, when a loud, agonized cry of Mother aroused her from it. She started up, wide awake instantly, and in terror so great that the perspiration began to pour off her face. In that moment the call was repeated. The voice was Davids voice; it had appeared to be in the room, close to her, and she peered into every corner in vain. Then she supposed it must have come through the window; that David, from some cause or other, had come home from Willow Brook, and was waiting to be let in. A dread crossed her of Hills anger, and she felt inclined to order the boy to go back again.

Opening the casement window, she called to him by name; softly at first, then louder. There was no answer. Mrs. Hill stretched out her head as far as the narrow casement allowed, but neither David nor anyone else could she see; nothing but the shadows cast by the moonlight. Just then the old church clock struck out. She counted the strokes and found it twelve. Midnight. It was bitterly cold: she closed the window at last, concluding David had gone off from fear of being punished. All she could hope was that he would have the sense, that dangerously keen night, to run off to the brick kilns, and get warm there.

But the terror lay upon her yet; she was unable to tell why or wherefore; unless from the strangely appealing agony of the cry; still less could she shake it off. It seemed odd. Hill awoke with the commotion, and found her trembling.

What have ye got to be affrighted on? he asked roughly, when she had told her tale. And Mrs. Hill was puzzled to say what.

You had been a-dreaming of him, thats what it was. Youve got nothing else in your mind, day nor night, but that there boy.

It was not a dream; I am quite positive it was himself; I could not mistake his voice, persisted Mrs. Hill. He has come away from the cottage, for sure. Perhaps that Luke Macintosh might have got teasing him.

Knowing what Hill knew, that the boy was locked in, he might safely have stood out that he could not have come away from it; but he said no more. Rolling himself round, he prepared to go to sleep again, resentful at having been awakened.

Hill overslept himself in the morning, possibly through the interrupted rest. When he went out it was broad daylight. David Garths being locked up half-an-hour more or less went for nothing with Hill, and he stayed to load the truck with some of the remainder of his goods.

Send Davy home at once, James, called out the wife, as he began to wheel it away. Ill give him his breakfast, and let him start off to the train.

For, with daylight, and the sight of the door-key, Mrs. Hill could only reverse her opinion, and conclude unwillingly that it might have been a dream. Hill showed her the key, telling her that he had locked the door for safety. Therefore it appeared to be impossible that David could have got out.



The first thing Hill saw when he and his truck approached the cottage, was young Jim Batley, mounted on the roof and hammering away at the skylight with his freezing hands. Jim, a regular sailor for climbing, had climbed a tree, and thence swung himself on to the tiles. Hill treated him to some hard words, and ordered him to come down and get a licking. Down came Jim, taking care to dodge out of Hills reach.

I cant make David hear, said Jim. Ive got to go to Timberdale, and I want him to go along with me.

Thats no reason why you should get atop of my roof, roared Hill. You look out for a sweet hiding, young Jim. The first time I get hold on you, you shall have it kindly.

He sleeps uncommon hard, said Jim. One ud think the cold had froze him. Ive got to take a letter to my uncles at Timberdale: we shall find a jolly good hot breakfast when we get there.

Hill condescended to abate his anger so far as to inform Jim Batley that David could not go to Timberdale; adding that he was going off by train to see his grandmother at Worcester. Ordering Jim to take himself away, he unlocked the door and entered the cottage.

Jim Batley chose to stay. He was a tall, thin, obstinate fellow, of eleven, and meant to wait and speak to David. Given to following his own way whenever he could, in spite of his father and mother, it occurred to him that perhaps David might be persuaded to take Timberdale first and the train after.

He amused himself with the dead leaves while he waited. But it seemed that David took a long time dressing. The truck stood at the door; Jim stamped and whistled, and shied a few stones at the topmost article, which was Mrs. Hills potato saucepan. Presently Hill came out and began to unload, beginning with the saucepan.

Wheres Davy? demanded Jim, from a safe distance. Aint he ready yet?

Now if you dont get off about your business Ill make you go, was Hills answer, keeping his back turned to the boy. You havent got nothing to stop here for.

Im stopping to speak to Davy.

Davy was away out o here afore daylight and took the first train to Worcester. Hes amost there by now.

Young boys are not clever reasoners; but certain contradictory odds and ends passed through Jims disappointed mind. For one thing, he had seen Hill unlock the door.

I dont think hes gone out yet. I see his boots.

What boots? asked Hill, putting a bandbox inside the door.



Davys. I see em through the skylight; they stood near the mattress.

Them was a pair of my boots as I carried here last night. I tell ye Davvys gone: cant ye believe? He wont be home for some days neither, for his grandmothers safe to keep him.

Jim Batley went off slowly on his way to Timberdale: there was nothing to stay for, Davy being gone. Happening to turn round, he caught Hill looking after him, and saw his face for the first time. It had turned white as death. The contrast was very remarkable, for it was usually of a deep red.

Well, I never! cried Jim, halting in surprise. Mayhap the cold have took him! Serve him right.

When Hill had got all the things inside he locked himself in, probably not to be disturbed while he arranged them. Mrs. Hill had been waiting breakfast ever so long when she heard the truck coming back.

Whatevers become of David? she began. I expected him home at once.

David has started for Worcester, said Hill.

Started for Worcester? Without his breakfast?

Now dont you worry yourself about petty things, returned Hill, crustily. You wanted him to go, and hes gone. He wont starve; let him alone for that.

The notion assumed by Mrs. Hill was, that her husband had started the boy off from the cottage direct to the train. She felt thoroughly vexed.

He had all his old clothes on, Hill. I would not have had him go to Worcester in that plight for any money. You might have let the child come home for a bit of breakfast  and to dress himself. There was not so much as a brush and comb at the place, to make his hair tidy.

Theres no pleasing you, growled Hill. Last night you were amost crying, cause Davvy couldnt be let go over to see your mother; and, now that he is gone, that dont please ye! Women be the very deuce for grumbling.

Mrs. Hill dropped the subject  there could be no remedy  and gave her husband his breakfast in silence. Hill seemed to eat nothing, and looked very pale; at moments ghastly.

Dont you feel well? she asked.

Well?  Im well enough. What should ail me  barring the cold? Its as sharp a frost as ever I was out in.

Drink this, she said, pouring him out another cup of hot tea. It is cold; and Im sorry weve got it so for our moving. What time shall we get in to-day, Hill?

Not at all.



Not at all! repeated the wife in surprise.

No, not at all, was Hills surly confirmation. What with you disabled, and Davvy o no use, things is not as forrard as they ought to be. Ive got to be off to my work too, pretty quick, or the Squirell be about me. We shant get in till to-morrow.

But nearly all our things are in, she remonstrated. Theres as good as nothing left here.

I tell ye we dont go in afore to-morrow, said Hill, giving the table a thump. Cant ye be satisfied with that?

He went off to his work. Mrs. Hill, accepting the change as inevitable, resigned herself, and borrowed a saucepan to cook the potatoes for dinner. She might have spared herself the trouble; her husband did not come in for any. He bought a penny loaf and some cheese, and made his dinner of it inside our home barn, Molly giving him some beer. He had done it before when very busy: but the work he was about that day was in no such hurry, and he might have left it if he would.

Who is to sleep in the house to-night? his wife asked him when he got home to tea.

I shall, said Hill. I wont be beholden to nobody.

Mrs. Hill, remembering the experience of the past night, quaked a little at finding she should have to sleep in the old place alone, devoutly praying there might be no recurrence of the dream that had thrown her into such mortal terror. She and Davy were just alike  frightened at their own shadows in the dark. When Hill was safe off, she hurried into bed, and kept her head under the clothes.

Hill came back betimes in the morning; and they moved in at once; old Coneys groom, who happened to be out with the dog-cart, offering to drive Mrs. Hill. Though her ankle was better and the distance short, she could hardly have walked. Instead of finding the house in order, as she expected, it was all sixes and sevens; the things lying about all over it.

Towards evening, Hannah got me to call at Willow Brook and say shed go there in the morning for an hour or two, to help put things in order  the mistress had said she might do so. The fact was, Hannah was burning for a gossip, she and Hills wife being choice friends. It was almost dark; the front room looked tolerably straight, and Mrs. Hill sat by the fire, resting her foot and looking out at the window, the shutters not yet closed.

Id be very thankful for her to come, Master Johnny, she said eagerly, hardly letting me finish. Theres a great deal to do; and, besides that, it is so lonesome here. I never had such a feeling in all my life; and I have gone into strange homes before this.



It does seem lonesome, somehow. The fancy may go off in a day or two.

I dont know, sir: its to be hoped it will. Master Johnny, as true as that we are sitting here, when I got out of Mr. Coneys dog-cart and put my foot over the threshold to enter, a fit of trembling took me all over. There was no cause for it: I mean I was not thinking of anything to give it me. Not a minute before, I was laughing; for the man had been telling me a joking story of something that happened yesterday at his masters. A strange fear seemed to come upon me all at once as I stepped over the threshold, and I began to shake from head to foot. Hill stared at me, and at last asked if it was the cold; I told him truly that I did not know what it was; except that it seemed like some unaccountable attack, for I was well wrapped up. He had some brandy in a bottle, and made me drink a drop. The fit went off; but I have had a queer lonesome feeling on me ever since, as if the house was not one to be alone in.

And you have been alone, I suppose?

Every bit of the time, save when Hill came in to his dinner. I dont remember ever to have had such a feeling before in broad daylight. Its just as if the house was haunted.

Not believing in haunted houses, I laughed. Mrs. Hill got up to stir the fire. It blazed, and cast her shadow upon the opposite wall.

When dusk came on, I could hardly bear it. But for your coming in, Master Johnny, I should have stood at the door in the cold, and watched for Hill: things dont feel so lonely to one out of doors as in.

So it seemed that I was in for a stay  any way, till Hill arrived. After this, it would not have been very kind to leave her alone; she looked so weak and little.

Ive never liked the thought of moving here from the first, she went on; and then there came the accident to my foot. Some people think nothing at all of omens, Master Johnny, but I do think of them. They come oftener than is thought for too; only, so few take notice of them. I wish Davy was back! I cant bear to be in this house alone.

David is at Worcester, I heard Hill say.

He went yesterday morning, sir. I expected a letter from him to-day; and it is very curious that none have come. Davy knew how anxious I was about mother; and he never fails to write when hes away from me. Somehow, all things are going crooked and cross just now. I had a fright the night before last. Master Johnny, and I am hardly quit of it yet.

What was that? I asked her.



She stared into the fire for a minute or two before she answered me. There was no other light in the room; I sat back against the wall beside the window  the shutters were still open.

You might not care to hear it, sir.

I should if its worth telling.

Turning from the fire, she looked straight at me while she told it from beginning to end, exactly as I have written it above. The tale would have been just the thing for Mrs. Todhetley: who went in for marvels.

Hill stood to it that it was a dream, Master Johnny; but the more I think of it, the less I believe it could have been one. If I had only heard the call in my sleep, or in the moment of waking, why of course it might have been a dream; but when I heard it the second time it was after I awoke. I heard it as plain as I hear my own voice now; and plainer, too.

But what else, except a dream, do you fancy it could have been?

Well, sir, thats what is puzzling me. But for Hills convincing me Davy could not have got out of here after he had locked him and Macintosh in for safety, I should have said it was the boy himself, calling me from outside. It sounded in the room, close to me: but the fright I was in might have deceived me. Whats that?

A loud rapping at the window. I am not ashamed to say that coming so unexpectedly it startled me. Mrs. Hill, with a shrill scream, darted forward to catch hold of my arm.

Let me go. Some one wants to be let in. I dare say its Hill.

Master Johnny, I beg your pardon, she said, going back. Hill ought to know better than to come frightening me at night like this.

I opened the door, and Miss Timmens walked in: not Hill. The knocking had not been intended to frighten any one, but as a greeting to Mrs. Hill  Miss Timmens having seen her through the glass.

You know you always were one of the quaking ones, Nanny, she said, scoffing at the alarm. I have just got back from Worcester, and thought youd like to hear that mothers better.

And it is well you are back, Miss Timmens, I put in. The school has been in rebellion. Strangers, going by, have taken it for a bear garden.

That Maria Lease is just good for nothing, said Miss Timmens, wrathfully. When she offered to take my place I knew shed not be of much use. Yes, sir; it was the thought of the school that brought me back so soon.

And mother is really better! cried Mrs. Hill. I am so thankful. If she had died and I not able to get over to her, I should never have forgiven myself. How is David?

Are you getting straight, Nancy? asked Miss Timmens, looking round the room, and not noticing the question about David.

Straight! and only moved in this morning! and me with this ankle!

Miss Timmens laughed. She was just as capable as her sister was the contrary.

About David? added Mrs. Hill, I was so vexed that he went over in his old clothes! It was Hills fault. Have you brought me a letter from him?

How could I bring you a letter from him? returned Miss Timmens. A letter from where?

It was a minute or two before elucidation was arrived at, for both were at cross-purposes. David Garth had not been at Worcester at all, so far as Miss Timmens knew; certainly not at his grandmothers.

To see Mrs. Hill sink back into her chair at this information, and let her hands fall on her lap, and gaze helplessly from her frightened eyes, was only to be expected. Miss Timmens kept asking what it all meant, and where David was, but she could get no answer. So I told her what Mother Hill had just told me  about Hills sending him off to Worcester. She stared like anything.

Why, where in the name of wonder can the boy have got to?

I see it all, spoke the mother then, in a whisper. Davy did find his way out of this house; and it was his voice I heard, and not a dream. I knew it. I knew it at the time.

These words would have sounded mysterious to any one given to mystery. Miss Timmens was not. She was a long, thin female, with a chronic redness on her nose and one cheek, and she was as practical as could be. Demanding what Mrs. Hill meant by not a dream, she stood warming her boots at the fire while she was enlightened.

The boy is keeping away for fear of Hill tanning him, spoke Miss Timmens, summing up the question. Dont you think so, Master Ludlow?

I should, if I could see how he got out of the cottage, after Hill had locked him in it.

Luke Macintosh put him out at this window, said Miss Timmens, decisively. Hill couldnt lock that up. Theyd open the shutters, and Luke would pop him out: to get rid of the boy, no doubt. Mr. Luke ought to be punished for it.

I did not contradict her. Of course it might have been so; but knowing Luke, I did not think he would care to be left in the house alone. Unless  the thought flashed over me  unless Luke sent away David that he might be off himself. Amidst a good deal of uncertainty, this view seemed the most probable.

Where is David? bemoaned Mrs. Hill; where is he? And with these bitter cold nights  

Now dont you worry yourself, Nanny, interrupted strong-minded Miss Timmens. Ill see to David; and bring him home, too.

Hills cough was heard outside. Miss Timmens  who had been in a dead rage at the marriage, and consequently hated Hill like poison  hastened to depart. We went away together, passing Hill by the dried-up brook. He looked stealthily at us, and threw back a surly good night to me.

Im sure I dont know where I am to look for the boy first, began Miss Timmens, as we went along. Poor fellow! he is keeping away out of fear. It would not surprise me if Macintosh is taking care of him. The mans not ill-natured.

I dont understand why Hill should have told his mother David was gone to Worcester, unless he did go. Neither did I.

David never went to Worcester; rely upon that, Master Ludlow, was her answer. He is well known at Shrub Hill Station, and I could not have failed to hear of it, for one of the porters lodges in mothers house; besides, David would have come down to us at once. Good night, sir. I dare say he will turn up before to-morrow.

She went on towards the school-house, I the other way to Crabb Cot. Mrs. Todhetley and the Squire were talking together by the blazing fire, waiting until old Thomas announced dinner.

Where have you been lingering this cold evening, Johnny? began the Squire. Dont you get trying the ponds, sir; the ice is not wafer thick yet.

Kneeling on the rug between them, holding my hands to the warmth, I told where I had been, and what I had heard. Mrs. Todhetley, who seemed to have been born with a sympathy for children, went into lamentation over  it was what she said  that poor little gentle lamb, David.

Macintosh is about somewhere, spoke the Squire, ringing the bell. We will soon hear whether he knows what has become of the boy.

Thomas was ordered to find Macintosh and send him in. He came presently, shy and sheepish, as usual. Standing just inside the door, he blinked his eyes and rubbed his hands one over the other, like an idiot. It was only his way.

Do you know where David Garth is? began the Squire, who thought himself a regular Q.C. at cross-examining. Luke stared and said No. The fact was, he had not heard that David was missing.

What time was it that you put him out of the window the night before last?

Lukes eyes and mouth opened. He had no more idea what the Squire meant than the man in the moon.

Dont stand there as if you were a born simpleton, but answer me, commanded the Squire. When you and David Garth were put into Hills new cottage to take care of the things for the night, how came you to let the boy out of it? Why did you do it? Upon what plea?

But I didnt do it, sir, said Luke.

Now dont you stand there and say that to my face, Macintosh. It wont answer; for I know all about it. You put that poor shivering boy out at the window that you might be off yourself; thats about the English of it. Where did he go to?

But I couldnt do it, sir, was Lukes answer to this. I was not in the place myself.

You were not there yourself?

No, sir, I warnt. Knowing I should have to go off with the waggon pretty early, I went down and telled Hill that I should sleep at home.

Do you mean to say you did not go into Hills place at all?

No, sir, I didnt. I conclude Hill slept there hisself. I know nothing about it, for I dont happen to have come across Hill since. Ive kept out of his way.

This was a new turn to the affair. Luke quitted the room, and a silence ensued. Mrs. Todhetley touched me on the shoulder.

Johnny?

Yes! I said, wondering at the startled look in her eyes.

I hope Hill did not put that poor child into the house alone! If so, no wonder that he made his escape from it.



The matter could not rest. One talked, and another talked: and before noon next day it was known all over the place that David Garth had been put to sleep by himself in the empty cottage. Miss Timmens attacked Hill with her strong tongue, and told him it was enough to frighten the child to death. Hill was sullen. He would answer nothing; and all she could get out of him was, that it was no business of hers. In vain she demanded his reasons for saying the boy had gone to Worcester by the early train: whether he sent him  whether he saw him off. Hill said David did go; and then took refuge in dogged silence.



The schoolmistress was not one to be played with. Of a tenacious turn, she followed out things with a will. She called in the police; she harangued people outside her door; she set the parish in a ferment. But David could not be heard of, high or low. Since the midnight hour, when that call of his awoke his mother, and was again repeated, he seemed to have vanished.

There arose a rumour that Jim Batley could tell something. Miss Timmens pounced upon him as he was going by the school-house, conveyed him indoors, and ordered him to make a clean breast of it. It was not much that Jim had to tell: but that little seemed of importance to Miss Timmens, and he told it readily. One thing Jim persisted in  that the boots he saw through the skylight must have been Davids boots. Hill had called them his, he said, but they were not big enough  not mens boots at all. Hill was looking ghastly white, as if he had had a fright, Jim added, when he told him David was gone off to Worcester.

Perhaps it was in that moment that a fear of something worse than had been yet suspected dawned upon Miss Timmens. Tying on her bonnet, she came up to Crabb Cot, and asked to see the Squire.

It is getting more serious, she said, after old Thomas had shown her in. I think, sir, Hill should be forced to explain what he knows. I have come here to ask you to insist upon it.

The question is  what does he know? rejoined the Squire.

More than he has confessed, said Miss Timmens, in her positive manner. Jim Batley stands to it that those boots must, from the size, have been Davids boots. Now, Squire Todhetley, if Davids boots were there, where was David? That is whats lying on my mind, sir.

What did Jim Batley see besides the boots? asked the Squire.

Nothing in particular, she answered. He said the cupboard door stood open, and hid the best part of the room. David would not be likely to run away and leave his boots behind him.

Unless he was in too great a fright to stop to put them on.

I dont think that, sir.

What is it you wish to imply? asked the Squire, not seeing the drift of the argument.

I wish I knew myself, replied Miss Timmens, candidly. I am certain Hill has not told all he could tell: he has been deceitful over it from the first, and he must be made to explain. Look here, sir: when he got to Willow Cottage that morning, theres no doubt he thought David was in it. Very well. He goes in to call him; stays a bit, and then comes out and tells young Jim that David has gone to Worcester. How was he to know David had gone to Worcester?  who told him? The boy says, too, that Hill looked ghastly, as if he had been frightened.

David must have gone somewhere, or he would have been in the room, argued the Squire. He would not be likely to go back after quitting it, and his mother heard him call to her in the middle of the night.

Just so, sir. But  if Hill did not find him, why should he come out and assert that David had started for Worcester?  Why not have said David had escaped?

I am sure I dont know.

Its the boots that come over me, avowed Miss Timmens; I cant come to the bottom of them. I mean to come to the bottom of Hill, though, and make him disclose what he knows. You are his master, sir, and perhaps he will tell you without trouble, if you will please to be so good as question him. If he wont, Ill have him brought up before the Bench.

Away went Miss Timmens, with a parting remark that the school must be rampant by that time. The Squire sat thinking a bit, and then put on his hat and great-coat, telling me I might come with him and hear what Hill had to say. We expected to find Hill in the ploughed field between his cottage and North Crabb. But Hill was in his own garden; we saw him as we went along. Without ceremony, the Squire opened the wooden gate, and stepped in. Hill was raking the leaves together by the shed at the end of the garden.

He threw down the rake when he saw us, as if startled, his red face turning white. Coming forward, he began a confused excuse for being at home at that hour of the day, saying there was so much to do when getting into a fresh place; and that he had not been well for two days, had had a sickness upon him. The Squire, never hard with the men, told him he was welcome to be there, and began talking about the garden.

It is as rich a bit of land, Hill, as any in the parish, and you may turn it to good account if you are industrious. Does your wife intend to keep chickens?

Well, sir, I suppose she will. Town-bred women dont understand far about em, though. It may be amost as much loss as profit.

Nonsense, said the Squire, in his quick way. Loss! when you have every convenience about you! This used to be the fowl-house in Hoptons time, he added, rapping the side of the shed with his stick. Why! youve been putting a padlock on it, Hill!

For the door was fastened with a padlock; a new one, to judge by its look. Hill made no comment. He had taken up the rake again and was raking vigorously at the dead leaves. I wondered what he was shaking for.

Have you any treasures here, that you should lock it up?

Only the watering-can, sir, and a few o my garden tools, answered Hill. Theres a heap of loose characters about, and nothings safe from em.

Putting his back against the shed, the Squire suddenly called on Hill to face him, and entered on the business he had come upon. Where was David Garth? Did he, Hill, know anything about him?

Hill had looked pale before; I said so; but that was nothing to the frightful whiteness that took him now. Ears, lips, neck; all turned the hue of the dead. The rake shook in his grasp; his teeth chattered.

Come, Hill, said the Squire; I see you have something to say.

But Hill protested he had nothing to say: except that the boys absence puzzled him. The Squire put some home questions upon the points spoken of by Miss Timmens, showing Hill that we knew all. He then told him he might take his choice; answer, or go before the magistrates.

Apparently Hill saw the futility of holding out longer. His very aspect would have convicted him, as the Squire said: if he had committed murder, he could not have looked more guilty. Glancing shudderingly around on all sides, as though the air had phantoms in it, he whispered his version of the mornings work.

It was true that he had gone to the house expecting to find David in it; and it was true that when he entered he found him flown. Not wishing to alarm the boys mother, he told Jim Batley that David had gone by early train to Worcester: he told the mother so. As to the boots, Hill declared they were his own, not Davids; and that Jims eyes must have been deceived in the size. And he vowed and declared he knew no more than this, or where David could have got to.

What do you think you deserve for locking the child in the house by himself? asked the Squire, sternly.

Everything thatll come upon me through it, readily acknowledged Hill. I could cut my hands off now for having done it; but I never thought hed be really frightened. Its just as if his ghost had been haunting me ever since; I see him a-following of me everywhere.

His ghost! exclaimed the Squire. Do you suppose he is dead?



I dont know, said the man, passing his shaking hand across his damp forehead. I wish to Heaven I had let him go off to his grandmothers that same blessed night!

Then you wish me to understand, Hill, that you absolutely know nothing of where the boy may be?

Nothing at all, sir.

Dont you think it might have been as well if you had told the truth from the first? asked the Squire, rather sarcastically.

Well, sir, ones mind gets confused at times, and I thought of his mother. I could not be off seeing that if anything had happened, it lay on my shoulders for having left him alone, in there.

Whether the Squire believed Hill could tell more, I dont know. I did. As we went on to the school-house, the Pater kept silence. Miss Timmens was frightfully disappointed at the result, and said Hill was a shifty scoundrel.

I cannot tell what to think, the Squire remarked to her. His manner is the strangest I ever saw; it is just as though he had something on his conscience. He said the boys ghost seemed to haunt him. Did you notice that, Johnny?

Yes, sir. A queer idea.

He  he  never could have found David dead in the morning? cried Miss Timmens, in a low tone, herself turning a little pale. Dead of fright?

That could not be, said the Squire. You forget that David had made his escape before midnight, and was at his mothers, calling to her.

True, true, assented Miss Timmens. Any way, I am certain Hill is somehow or other deceiving us, and he is a born villain for doing it.

But Hill, deceiving us though he had been, could not hold out. In going back, we saw him leaning over the palings waiting for us. But that the man is living yet, I should have said he was going to die there and then, for he looked exactly like it.

It seemed that just after we left him, a policeman had made his appearance. Not as a policeman, but as a friend; for he and Hill were cronies. He told Hill confidentially that there was going to be a row over that there lost boy; that folks were saying that he might have been murdered; that unless Hill could tell something satisfactory about him, he and others might be in custody before the day was over. Whether Hill found himself brought to a point from which there was neither advance nor retreat, or that he inevitably saw that concealment could no longer be maintained, or that he was stricken to despair and felt helpless, I know not. There he stood, his head over the palings, saying he would tell all.



It was a sad tale to listen to. Miss Timmenss last supposition was right  Hill, upon going up to release David Garth, had found him dead. And, so far as the mans experience of death went, he must have been dead for six or seven hours.

Id like you to come and see him, sir, panted Hill.

Gingerly stepped the Squire in Hills wake across the garden to the shed. Unlocking the door, Hill stepped back for us to enter. On a mattress on the ground was David, laid straight in his every-day clothes, and covered with a blanket; his pretty hair, which his mother had so loved, carefully smoothed. Hill,  rough, burly, cross-grained Hill,  burst into tears and sobbed like a child.

Id give my life to undo it, and bring him back again, Squire; Id give my life twice over, Master Johnny; but I declare before Heaven, I never thought to harm the boy. When I see him the next morning, lying dead, Id not have minded if the Lord had struck me dead too. Ive been amost mad ever since.

Johnny, said the Squire, in low tones, go you to South Crabb, and bring over Mr. Cole. Do not talk of this.

The surgeon was at home, and came back with me. I did not quite understand why the Squire sent for him, seeing he could do no good.

And the boots were Davids, after all; the only things he had taken off. Hill had brought him to this shed the next night; with some vague idea of burying him in the ground under the leaves. But I couldnt do it, he avowed amid his sobs; I couldnt do it.

There was an examination, Cole and another making it; and they gave evidence at the inquest. One of them (it was Cole) thought the boy must have died from fright, the other from the cold; and a nice muff this last must have been.

I did not from the first like that midnight call, or the apparently causeless terror the poor mother awoke in, said Mrs. Todhetley, to me. The childs spirit must have cried out to her in his death-agony. I have known a case like this before.

But  

Hold your tongue, Johnny, You have not lived long enough to gain experience of these things.

And I held it.


XX.

DAVID GARTHS GHOST.

Is it true that shes going to marry him, Miss Timmens?

True! I dont know, retorted Miss Timmens, in wrath. It wont be for lack of warning, if she does. I told her so last night; and she tossed her head in answer. Shes a vain, heartless girl, Hannah Baber, with no more prudence about her than a female ostrich.

There may be nothing in it, after all, said Hannah. She is generally ready to flirt, you know.

Flirt! shrieked Miss Timmens in her shrillest tone. Shed flirt with a two-legged wheelbarrow if it had trousers on.

This colloquy was taking place at the private door of the school-house. And you must understand that we have gone back a few months, for at this time David Garth was not dead. Hannah, who had gone down from Crabb Cot on an errand, came upon Miss Timmens standing there to look out. Of course she stayed to gossip.

The object of Miss Timmenss wrath was her niece, Harriet Roe. A vain, showy, handsome, free-natured girl, as you have heard, with bright dark eyes and white teeth  who had helped to work the mischief between Maria Lease and Daniel Ferrar which had led to Ferrars dreadful death. Humphrey Roe, Harriets father, was half-brother to Miss Timmens and Mrs. Hill; he had settled in France, and married a Frenchwoman. Miss Harriet chose to call herself French, and politely said the English were not fit to tie that nations shoes. Perhaps that was why she had now taken up with a cousin, Louis Roe. Not that Louis Roe was really French: he had been born in France of English parents, and so was next door to it. A fashionable-looking young man North Crabb considered him, for he wore well-cut coats and a moustache. A moustache was a thing to be stared at in simple country places then. It may have had something to do with Miss Timmenss dislike to the young man. Louis Roe was only a distant relative: a tenth cousin, or so; of whom Miss Timmens had heard before, but never seen. When he appeared unexpectedly one January day at the school-house (it was the January after Daniel Ferrars death), ostensibly to see Harriet, whom he had known in France, Miss Timmens, between surprise and the moustache, was less gracious than she might have been. From that time to this  March  he had (as Miss Timmens put it) haunted the place, though chiefly taking up his abode at Worcester. Harriet had struck into a flirtation with him at once, after her native fashion: and now it was reported that they were going to be married. Miss Timmens could not find out that he was doing anything for a living. He talked of his fine affaires over in France: but when she questioned him of what nature the affaires were, he either evaded her like an eel, or gave rambling answers that she could make neither head nor tail of. The way in which he and Harriet would jabber French in her presence, not a word of which language could she comprehend, and the laughing that went on at the same time, put Miss Timmenss back up worse than anything, for she thought they were making game of her. She could be tart when she pleased; and when that happened, the redness in the nose and cheek grew redder. Very tart indeed was she, recounting these grievances to Hannah.

My firm belief, Hannah Baber, is, that he wants to get hold of Harriet for her two-hundred pounds. She has that much, you know: it came to her from her mother. Roe would rather play the gentleman than work. It is the money hes after, not Harriet.

The money may put him into some good way of business, and they may live comfortably together, suggested Hannah.

Pigs may fly, returned Miss Timmens. Theres something in that young man, Hannah Baber, that I could not trust. Oh, but girls are wilful!  and simple, at the best, where the men are concerned! They cant see an inch beyond their noses: no, and they wont let others, who have sight, see for them. Look there!

Emerging into the spring sunshine from the withy walk, came the gentleman in question; Harriet Roe in her gay ribbons at his side. Miss Timmens gave her door a bang, regardless of good manners, and Hannah pursued her way.

The road thus paved for it, North Crabb church was not taken by surprise when it heard the marriage banns read out one Sunday morning between Louis Roe, of the parish of St. Swithin, Worcester (he was staying there at the time), and Henriette Adèle Marie Roe. Miss Timmens, who had not been taken into confidence, started violently; Mademoiselle Henriette Adèle Marie, sitting by her side, held up her head and her blooming cheeks with unruffled equanimity. It was said there was a scene when they got home: Miss Timmenss sister (once Mrs. Garth, but then our bailiffs wife, James Hill) looking in at the school-house to assist at it. Neither of them could make anything of Harriet.



Ill tell you what it is, Aunt Susan and Aunt Nancy, said the girl passionately, when her temper got roused: my mind is made up to marry Louis; and if you dont drop this magging now and for good; if you attempt to worry me any further, Ill go off to Worcester, and stay with him till the day arrives. There! how would you like that? I will, I declare. It would be thought nothing at all of in my country, with the wedding so near.

This shut them up. Mrs. Hill, a meek, gentle little woman, who had her sorrows, and habitually let Miss Timmens do all the talking when they were together, began to cry. Harriet ate her cold dinner standing, and went off for an afternoon promenade with Monsieur Louis. From that time, even Miss Timmens gave up all thought of opposition, seeing that events must take their course. Harriets parents were dead; she was over age, and her own mistress in the eye of the law.

Would you mind taking a turn with me in the withy walk, Harriet Roe? asked Maria Lease, as they were coming out of church that same night.

Harriet was alone. Louis Roe had gone back to Worcester. The request surprised her considerably. Since Daniel Ferrars death the past November, Maria had been very distant with her; averting her head if they happened to meet.

So you have come to your senses, have you, Maria Lease? was the half insolent, half good-natured answer. Ill walk down it with you if you like.

Come to my senses in what way? asked Maria, in low, subdued, sad tones, as they went towards the withy walk.

About  you know what. You blamed me for what happened. As good as laid his death at my door.

Did you ever hear me say so?

Oh, I could see: your manner was enough. As if I either helped it on  or could have prevented it! We used to have just a bit of talking and laughing together, he and I, but that was all.

Thats all! And the gold chain was still on Harriets neck. Maria suppressed a sigh.

Whether I blamed you for it, Harriet Roe, or whether I blamed myself, is of no moment now. The past can never be recalled or redeemed in this world  its remembrance alone remains. I want to do you a little service, Harriet. Nothing may come of it, but it is my duty to speak.

Amidst the shadows of the withy beds, under the silent stars, Maria spoke, dropping her voice to a whisper. In a sufficiently curious but accidental manner, she had heard something said the previous week about Louis Roe. A stranger, who had known him in France, spoke very much in his disfavour. He said that any girl, if she cared for her future happiness and credit would be mad to unite herself to him. Maria had asked no particulars; they might not have been given if she had; but the impression of Louis Roe left on her mind was not a good one. All this she quietly repeated to Harriet. It was received in anything but a friendly spirit.

Thank you for nothing, Maria Lease. Because you lost your own husband  that was to have been  you think youll try what you can do to deprive me of mine. A slice of revenge, I suppose: but it wont succeed.

Harriet, you are mistaken, rejoined Maria; and Miss Harriet thought she had never in her life heard so mournfully sad a tone as the words were spoken in. So much self-reproach fell upon me that bitter evening when he was found dead: reproach that can never be lifted from me while time shall last: that I do not think I can ever again do an ill turn in this life, or give an unkind word. The whole world does not seem to be as sinful in its wickedness as I was in my harsh unkindness; and theres no sort of expiation left to me. If I pass my whole existence laying my hands under other peoples feet in humble hope to serve them, it cannot undo the bitterness of my passion when I exposed him before Johnny Ludlow. The exposure was more than he could bear; and he  he put an end to it. I suffer always, Harriet Roe; my days are one prolonged burning agony of repentance. Repentance that brings no relief.

My goodness! cried Harriet, her breath almost scared away at hearing this, careless-natured though she was. Ill tell you what, Maria: I should turn Roman Catholic in your place; and let a priest absolve me from the sin.

A priest absolve her from the sin! The strange anguish on her compressed lips was visible as Maria Lease turned her face upwards in the starlight. One Most High and merciful Priest was ever there, who could, and would, wash out her sin. But  what of Daniel Ferrar, who had died in his?

If there is one person whom I would more especially seek in kindness to serve, it is you, Harriet, she resumed, putting her hand gently on Harriets arm  and her fingers accidentally touched the chain that Daniel Ferrar had hung round the girls neck in his perfidy. Revenge!  from me!

The very idea of my giving up Louis is absurd, was Harriets rejoinder, as they came out of the withy walk. Thank you all the same, Maria Lease; and theres my hand. I see now that you meant kindly: but no one shall set me against my promised husband.

Maria shook the hand in silence.

Look here, Maria  dont go and tell your beautiful scandal to sharp Susan Timmens. Not that I care whether you do or not, except on the score of contention. She would strike up fresh opposition, and it might come to scratching and fighting. My temper has borne enough: one cant be a lamb always.

The wedding came off on Easter Tuesday. Harriet wore a bright silk dress, the colour of lilac, with a wreath and veil. When the latter ornaments came home, Miss Timmens nearly fainted. Decent young women in their station of life were married in bonnets, she represented: not in wreaths and veils. But Harriet Roe, reared to French customs, said bonnets could never be admissible for a bride, and shed sooner go to church in a coal-scuttle. The Batley girls, in trains and straw-hats, were bridesmaids. Miss Timmens wore a new shawl and white gloves; and poor little David Garth  who was to die of fright before that same year came to an end  stood with his hand locked in his mothers.

And so, in the self-same church where she had sat displaying her graces before the ill-fated Daniel Ferrar, and by the same young clergyman who had preached to her then, Harriet became the wife of Louis Roe, and went away with him to London.



The next move in the chain of events was the death of David Garth in Willow Cottage. It occurred in November, when Tod and I were staying at home, and has been already told of. James Hill escaped without punishment: it was said there was no law to touch him. He protested through thick and thin that he meant no harm to the boy; to do him justice, it was not supposed he had: he was finely repentant for it, and escaped with a reprimand.

Mrs. Hill refused to remain in the cottage. What with her innate tendency to superstition, with the real facts of the case, and with that strange belief  that Davids spirit had appeared to her in the moment of dying; a belief firm and fixed as adamant  she passed into a state of horror of the dwelling. Not another night could she remain in it. The doctor himself, Cole, said she must not. Miss Timmens took her in as a temporary thing; until the furniture could be replaced in their former house, which was not let. Hill made no objection to this. For that matter, he seemed afraid of the new place himself, and was glad to get back to the old one. All his native surliness had left him for the time: he was as a subdued man whose tongue has departed on an excursion. You see, he had feared the law might come down upon him. The coroners inquest had brought in a safe verdict: all Hill received was a censure for having locked the boy in alone: but he could not yet feel sure that the affair would not be taken up by the magistrates: and the parish said in his hearing that his punishment ought to be transportation at the very least. Altogether, it subdued him.



So, as soon as Davids funeral was over, and while his wife was still with Miss Timmens, Hill began to move back his goods in a sort of humble silence. Crowds collected to see the transport, much to Hills annoyance and discomfiture. The calamity had caused intense excitement in the place; and Miss Timmens, who had a very long tongue, and hated Hill just as much as she had loved David, kept up the ball. Hills intention was to lock up Willow Cottage until he could get Mr. Todhetley to release him from it. At present he dared not ask: all of us at Crabb Cot, from the Squire downwards, were bitterly against him for his wicked inhumanity to poor David.

Curious to say  curious because of what was to happen out of it  as Hill was loading the truck with the last remaining things, a stranger came up to the cottage door. Just at the first moment, Hill did not recognize him; he had shaved off his moustache and whiskers, and grown a beard instead. And that alters people.

How are you, Hill? What are you up to here?

It was Louis Roe  who had married Mademoiselle Henriette the previous Easter. Where they had been since, or what they had done, was a sort of mystery, for Harriet had written only one letter. By that letter, it was gathered that they were flourishing in London: but no address was given, and Miss Timmens had called her a heartless jade, not to want to hear from her best relatives.

Hill answered that he was pretty well, and went on loading; but said nothing to the other question. Louis Roe  perceiving sundry straggling spectators who stood peering, as if the loading of a hand-barrow with goods were a raree-show  rather wondered at appearances, and asked again. Hill shortly explained then that they had moved into Willow Cottage; but his wife found it didnt suit her, and so they were moving back again to the old home.

He went off with the truck, before he had well answered, giving no time for further colloquy. Louis Roe happened to come across young Jim Batley amidst the tag-rag, and heard from him all that had occurred.

He must be a cruel devil, to leave a timid child all night in a house alone! was Mr. Roes indignant comment; who, whatever his shortcomings might be in the eyes of Miss Timmens, was not thought to be hard-hearted.

His mother, she sees his ghost, went on Jim Batley. Leastways, heered it.

Mr. Roe took no notice of this additional communication. Perhaps ghosts held a low place in his creed  and he appeared to have plunged into a reverie. Starting out of it in a minute or two, he ran after Hill, and began talking in a low, business tone.

Hill could not believe his ears. Surely such luck had never befallen a miserable man! For here was Louis Roe offering to take Willow Cottage off his hands: to become his, Hills, tenant for a short time. The double rent; this, and that for the old house he was returning to; had been weighing upon Hills mind as heavily as David weighed upon it. The man had saved plenty of money, but he was of a close nature. Squire Todhetley was a generous man; but Hill felt conscious that he had displeased him too much to expect any favour at present.

What dye want of the cottage? asked Hill, suppressing all signs of satisfaction. Be you and Harriet a-coming to live down here?

We should like to stay here for a few weeks  say till the dead of winters over, replied Roe. London is a beastly dull place in bad weather; the fogs dont agree with Harriet. I had thought of taking two or three rooms at Birmingham: but I dont know but shell like this cottage best  if you will let me have it cheap.

It would be cheap enough. For Hill named the very moderate rent he had agreed to pay the Squire. Only too glad was he, to get that. Roe promised to pay him monthly.

North Crabb was electrified at the news. Mr. and Mrs. Roe were coming to stay in the cottage where poor David Garth had just died. No time was lost over it, either. On the following day some hired furniture was put into it, and Harriet herself arrived.

She was looking very ill. And Im sure if she had appeared with a beard as well as her husband, her face could not have seemed more changed. Not her face only, but her manners. Instead of figuring off in silks and ribbons, finer than the stars, laughing with every one she met, and throwing her handsome eyes about, she wore only plain things, and went along noticing no one. Some people called it pride; Miss Timmens said it was disappointment. The first time Tod and I met her, she never lifted her eyes at all. Tod would have stayed to speak; but she just said, Good morning, gentlemen, and went on.

I say, Johnny, theres some change there, was Tods remark, as he turned to look after her.

They had been in the place about a week  and Roe seemed to keep indoors, or else was away, for no one ever saw him  when a strange turn arose, that was destined to set the neighbourhood in an uproar. I was running past the school-house one evening at dusk, and saw Maria Lease sitting with Miss Timmens by fire-light. Liking Maria very much  for I always did like her, and always shall  I went bolt in to them. James Hills wife was also there, in her mourning gown with crape on it, sitting right back in the chimney corner. She had gone back to Hill then, but made no scruple of leaving him alone often: and Hill, who had had his lesson, put up with it. And you would never guess; no, not though you had tried from then till Midsummer; what they were whispering about, as though scared out of their seven senses.

David Garths ghost was haunting Willow Cottage.

Miss Timmens was telling the story; the others listened with open mouths. She began at the beginning again for my benefit.

I was sitting by myself here about this time last evening, Master Johnny, having dismissed the children, and almost too tired with their worry to get my own tea, when Harriet Roe came gliding in at the door, looking whiter than a sheet, and startling me beyond everything. Aunt Susan, says she in so indistinct a tone that I should have boxed one of the girls had she attempted to use such, would you take pity on me and let me stay here till to-morrow morning? Louis went away this afternoon, and I dare not stop alone in the place all night. What are you afraid of? I asked, not telling her at once that she might stay; but down she sat, and threw her mantle and bonnet off  taking French leave. I never saw her in such a state before, continued Miss Timmens vehemently; shivering and shaking as if she had an ague, and not a particle of her impudence left in her. I think that place must be damp with the willow brook, aunt, says she; it gives me a sensation of cold. Now dont you talk nonsense about your willow brooks, Harriet Roe, says I. You are not shaking for willow brooks, or for cold either, but from fright. What is it? Well then, says she, plucking up a bit, Im afraid of seeing the boy. What boy? says I not David? Yes; David, she says, and trembles worse than ever. He appeared to Aunt Nancy; a sign he is not at rest; and he is as sure to be in the house as sure can be. Dying in the way he did, and lying hid in the shed as he did, what else is to be expected? Well, Master Johnny, this all seemed to me very odd  as Ive just observed to Nancy, continued Miss Timmens. It struck me, sir, there was more behind. Harriet, says I, have you seen David Garth? But at first no satisfactory answer could I get from her, neither yes nor no. At last she said she had not seen him, but knew she should if she stayed in the house by herself at night, for that he came again, and was in it. It struck me she was speaking falsely; and that she had seen him; or what she took for him.

I know she has; I feel convinced of it, spoke up poor Mrs. Hill, tilting back her black bonnet  worn for David  to wipe the tears from her eyes. Master Ludlow, dont smile, sir  though its best perhaps for the young to disbelieve these solemn things. As surely as that we are talking here, my dear boys spirit came to me in the moment of his death. I feared it might take to haunting the cottage, sir; and thats one reason why I could not stay in it.



Yes; Harriet has seen him, interposed Maria Lease in low, firm tones. Just as I saw Daniel Ferrar. Master Johnny, you know I saw him.

Well, truth to say, I thought she must have seen Daniel Ferrar. Having assisted at the sight  or if not at the actual sight, at the place and time and circumstance attending it  I did not see how else it was to be explained away.

Wheres Harriet now? I asked.

She stayed here last night, and went off by rail this morning to her grandmothers at Worcester, replied Miss Timmens. Mother will be glad of her for a day or so, for she keeps her bed still.

Then who is in the cottage?

Nobody, sir. Its locked up. Roe is expected back to-morrow.

Miss Timmens began to set her tea-things, and I left them. Whom should I come upon in the road, but Tod  who had been over to South Crabb. I told him all this; and we took the broad path home through the fields, which led us past Willow Cottage. The fun Tod made of what the women had been saying, was beyond everything. A dreary dwelling, it looked; cold, and deserted, and solitary in the dusky night, on which the moon was rising. The back looked towards Crabb Ravine and the three-cornered grove in which Daniel Ferrar had taken his own life away; and to the barn where Maria had seen Ferrar after death. In front was the large field, bleak and bare; and beyond, the scattered chimneys of North Crabb. A lively dwelling altogether!  let alone what had happened in it to David Garth. I said so.

Yes, it is a lively spot! acquiesced Tod. Beautifully lively in itself, without having the reputation of being haunted. Eugh! Lets get home to dinner, Johnny.

Mr. and Mrs. Coney and Tom came in after dinner. Old Coney and the Squire smoked till tea-time. When tea was over we all sat down to Pope Joan. Mr. Coney kept mistaking hearts for diamonds, clubs for spades; he had not his spectacles, and I offered to fetch them. Upon that, he set upon Tom for being lazy and letting Johnny Ludlow do what it was his place to do. The result was, that Tom Coney and I had a race which should reach the farm first. The night was bright, the moon high. Coming back with the spectacles, a man encountered us, tearing along as fast as we were. And that was like mad.

Halloa! cried Tom. Whats up.

Tom had cause to ask it. The man was Luke Macintosh: and never in all my life had I seen a specimen of such terror. His face was white, his breath came in gasps. Without saying with your leave or by your leave, he caught hold of Tom Coneys arm.



Master, as I be a living sinner, I ha just seen Davy Garth.

Seen David Garth? echoed Tom, wondering whether Luke had been drinking.

I see him as plain as plain. He be at that end window o the Willow Cottage.

Do you mean his ghost, or himself? asked Tom, making game of it.

Why, his ghost, in course, sir. Its well known hisself be dead and buried  worse luck! Mercy on us!  Id ha lost a months wages rather nor see this.

Considering Luke Macintosh was so great a coward that he would not go through the Ravine after nightfall, this was not much from him. Neither had his conscience been quite easy since Davids death: as it may be said that he, through refusing at the last moment to sleep in the house, had in a degree been the remote cause of it. His account was this: Passing the Willow Cottage on his way from North Crabb, he happened to look up at the end window, and saw David standing there all in white in the moonlight.

I never see nothing plainer in all my born days, never, gasped Luke. His poor little face hadnt no more colour in it nor chalk. Drat them ghosts and goblins, then! What does they come and show theirselves to decent folk for?

He was trembling just as Miss Timmens, some three hours before, had described Harriet Roe to have trembled. An idea flashed into my mind.

Now, Luke, just you confess  who is it that has put this into your head? I asked. But Luke only stared at me: he seemed unable to understand.

Some one has been telling you this to-night at North Crabb?

Telling me what, Master Ludlow?

That David Garth is haunting the cottage. It is what people are saying, Tom, I added to Coney.

Then, Master Johnny, I never heered a blessed syllable ont, he replied; and so earnestly that it was not possible to doubt him. Nobody have said nothing to me. For the matter o that, I didnt stop to talk to a soul, but just put Mollys letter in the window slit  which was what I went for  and turned back again. I wish the woman had ha been skinned afore shed got me to go off to the post for her to-night. Plague on me, to have took the way past the cottage! as if the road warnt good enough to ha served me!  and a sight straighter!

Were there lights in the cottage, Luke? asked Coney. Did you see the Roes about?

There warnt no more sign o light or life a-nigh the place, Mr. Tom, no more nor if theyd all been dead and buried inside it.



It is shut up, Tom, I said. Roe and his wife are away.

Lawk a mercy!  not a living creature in it but the ghost! quaked Luke.

As I have said, this was not much from Luke, taking what he was into consideration; but it was to be confirmed by others. One of the Coneys maid-servants came along, as we stood there, on her way from North Crabb. A sensible, respectable woman, with no nonsense about her in general; but she looked almost as scared as Luke now.

You dont mean to say you have seen it, Dinah? cried Tom, staring at her.

Yes, I have, sir.

What! seen David Garth?

Well, I suppose it was him. It was something at the window, in white, that looked like him, Mr. Tom.

Did you go on purpose to look for it, Dinah? asked Tom ironically.

The way I happened to go was this, sir. James Hill overtook me coming out of North Crabb: he was going up to Willow Cottage to speak to Roe; and I thought Id walk with him, instead of taking the road. Not but what hes a beauty to walk with, he is, after his cruelty to his wifes boy, broke off Dinah: but company is company on a solitary road at night. When we got to the cottage, Hill knocked; I stayed a minute to say how-dye-do to Mrs. Roe, for Ive not seen her yet. Nobody answered the door; the place looked all dark and empty. They must be out for the evening, I should think, says Hill: and with that he steps back and looks up at the windows. Lord be good to us! whats that? says he, when he had got round where he could see the end casement. I went to him, and found him standing like a pump, just as stiff and upright, his hands clutched hold of one another, and his eyes staring up at the panes in mortal terror. What is it? says I. Its Davvy, says he; but the voice didnt sound like Hills voice, and it scared me a bit. Yes, its him, says Hill; he have got on the sheet as was wrapped round him to carry him to the shed. I  I lodged him again that there window to make the turning; the stairs was awkard, went on Hill, as if he was speaking again the grain, but couldnt help himself.  And sure enough, Mr. Tom  sure enough, Master Ludlow, there was David.

Nonsense, Dinah! cried Tom Coney.

I saw him quite well, sir, in the white sheet, said Dinah. The moon was shining on the window amost as bright as day.

It were brighter nor day, eagerly put in Luke Macintosh. Youll believe me now, Mr. Tom.



Id not believe it if I saw it, said Tom Coney.

As we stood looking up, me laying hold of Hills arm, resumed Dinah, as if she had not told all her tale, there came a loud whistling and shouting behind. Which was young Jim Batley, bringing some message from them sisters of his to Harriet Roe. I bade him hush his noise, but he only danced and mocked at me; so then I told him the cottage was empty, except for David Garth. That hushed him. He came stealing up, and stood by me, staring. You should have seen his face change, Mr. Tom.

Was he frightened?

Frightened is hardly the word for it, sir. His teeth began to chatter, as if he had a fit; and down he went at last like a stone, face first, howling fearful. We couldnt hardly get him up again to come away, me and Hill. And as to the ghost, Mr. Tom, it was still there.

Well, it is a queer tale, acknowledged Tom Coney.

We made for the road, all three of us then, and I turned on here  and I didnt half like coming by the barn where Maria Lease saw Daniel Ferrar, candidly added Dinah. Tother two went on their opposite way, Jim never letting go of Hills coat-tails.

There was no more Pope Joan that night. We carried the story indoors; and I mentioned also what had been said to Miss Timmens. The Squire and old Coney laughed.

With David Garths ghost to be seen, it could not be supposed that I, or Tod, or Tom Coney, should stay away from the sight. When we reached the place, some twenty people had collected round the house. Jim Batley had told the tale in North Crabb.

But curious watchers had seen nothing. Neither did we. For the bright night had changed to darkness. A huge curtain of cloud had come up from the south, covering the moon and the best part of the sky, as a pall covers a coffin. If gazing could have brought a ghost to the window, there would assuredly have been one. The casement was at the end of the house; serving to light the narrow upstairs passage. A huge cherry-tree hid the casement in summer; very slightly its bare branches obscured it now.

A sound, as of some panting animal, came up beside me as I leaned on the side palings. I turned; and saw the bailiff. Some terrible power of fascination had brought him back again, against his will.

So it is gone, Hill, you see.

Its not gone, Mr. Johnny, was his answer. For some of our sights, itll never go away again. You look well at the right-hand side, sir, and see if you dont see someat white there.

Peering steadily, I thought I did see something white  as of a face above a white garment. But it might have been fancy.



Us as saw him couldnt mistake it for fancy, was Hills rejoinder. There was three on us: me, and Dinah up at Coneys, and that there imp of a Jim Batley.

Some one saw it before you did, Hill. At least he says so. Luke Macintosh. He was scared out of his senses.

The effect of these words on Hill was such, that I quite believed he was scared out of his. He clasped his hands in wild emotion, and turned up his eyes to give thanks.

Its retibution a working its ends, Mr. Ludlow. See it first, did he! And I hope to my heart hell see it afore his eyes evermore. If that there Macintosh had not played a false and cowards game, no harm ud ha come to Davvy.

The crowd increased. The Squire and old Coney came up, and told the whole assemblage that they were born idiots. Of course, with nothing to be seen, it looked as though we all were that. In the midst of it, making quietly for the back-door, as though he had come home through Crabb Ravine from Timberdale, I espied Louis Roe. Saying nothing to any one, I went round and told him.

David Garths ghost in the place! he exclaimed. Why, it will frighten my wife to death. Of course theres nothing of the sort; but women are so foolishly timid.

I said his wife was not there. Roe took a key from his pocket, unlocked the back-door, and went in. He was talking to me, and I stepped over the threshold to the kitchen, into which the door opened. He began feeling on the shelf for matches, and could not find any.

Theres a box in the bedroom, I know, he said; and went stumbling upstairs.

Down he came, after a minute or so, with the matches, struck one, and lighted a candle. Opening the front door, he showed himself, explained that he had just come home, and complained of the commotion.

Theres no such thing in this lower world as ghosts, said Roe. Whoever pretends to see them must be either drunk or mad. As to this house  well, some of you had better walk in and re-assure yourselves. You are welcome.

He was taken at his word. A few came in, and went looking about for the ghost, upstairs and down. Writing about it now, it seems to have been the most ridiculous thing in the world. Nothing was to be found. The narrow passage above, where David had stood, was empty. As if supernatural visitants waited while you looked for them! cried the superstitious crowd outside.

It is easier to raise a disturbance of this kind than to allay it, and the ghost-seers stayed on. The heavy cloud in the heavens rolled away by-and-by; and the moon came out, and shone on the casement again. But neither David Garth nor anything else was then to be seen there.



The nights commotion passed away, but not the rumours. That David Garths spirit could not rest, but came back to trouble the earth, especially that spot known as Willow Cottage, was accepted as a fact. People would go stealing up there at night, three or four of them arm-in-arm, and stand staring at the casement, and walk round the cottage. Nothing more was to be seen  perhaps because there was no moon to light up the window. Harriet Roe was at home again with her husband; but she did not go abroad much: and her face seemed to wear a sort of uneasy terror. The fear of seeing him is wearing her heart out; why does Roe stop in the place? said North Crabb: and though Harriet had never been much of a favourite, she had plenty of sympathy now.

It soon came to be known in a gradual sort of way that a visitor was staying at Willow Cottage. A young woman fashionably dressed, who was called Mrs. James; and who was said to be the wife of James Roe, Louis Roes elder brother. Some people declared that a man was also there: they had seen one. Harriet denied it. An acquaintance of her husbands, a Mr. Duffy, had been over to see them from Birmingham, she said, but he went back again. She was not believed.

What with the ghost, and what with the mystery attaching to its inhabitants, Willow Cottage was a great card just then. If you ask me to explain what mystery there could be, I cannot do so: all I know is, an idea that there was something of the kind, apart from David, dawned upon many minds in North Crabb. Miss Timmens spoke it openly. She did not like Harriets looks, and said that something or other was killing her. And Susan Timmens considered it her duty to try and come to the bottom of it.

At all sorts of hours, seasonable and unseasonable, Miss Timmens presented herself at Willow Cottage. Rarely alone. Sometimes Mrs. Hill would be with her; or it would be Maria Lease; or one of the Batley girls; and once it was young Jim. Louis Roe grew to feel annoyed at this; he told Harriet he would not have confounded people coming there, prying; and he closed the door against them. So, the next time Miss Timmens went, she found the door bolted in the most inhospitable manner. Harriet threw open the parlour window to speak to her.

Louis says he wont have any more visitors calling here just now; not even you, Aunt Susan.

What does he say that for? snapped Miss Timmens.

We came down here to be quiet: he has some accounts to go over, and cant be disturbed at them. So perhaps youll stay away, Aunt Susan. Ill come to the school-house sometimes instead.

It was the dusk of the evenings but Miss Timmens could see the fearful look of illness on Harriets face. She was also trembling.

Harriet, whats the matter with you? she asked, in a kinder tone.

Nothing.

Nothing! Why, you look as ill as you can look. You are trembling all over.

Its true I dont feel very well this evening, aunt, but I think it is nothing. I often feel as if I had a touch of ague.

Miss Timmens bent her face nearer; it had a strange concern in it. Harriet, look here. Theres some mystery about this place; wont you tell me what it is? I  seem  to  be  afraid  for  you, she concluded, in a slow and scarcely audible whisper.

For answer, Miss Timmens found the window slammed down in her face. An impression arose  she hardly knew whence gathered, or whether it had any foundation  that it was not Harriet who had slammed it, but some one concealed behind the curtain.

Well Im sure! cried she. It might have taken my nose off.

It was so cold, aunt! Harriet called out apologetically through the glass. Good night.

Miss Timmens walked off in dudgeon. Revolving matters along the broad field-path, she liked their appearance less and less. Harriet was looking as ill as possible: and what meant that trembling? Was it caused by sickness of body, or terror of mind? Mrs. Hill, when consulted, summed it up comprehensively: It is David about the place: thats killing her.

Harriet Roe did not make her appearance at the school-house, and the next day but one Miss Timmens went up again. The door was bolted. Miss Timmens knocked, but received no answer. Not choosing to be treated in that way she made so much noise, first at the door and then at the window, that the former was at length unclosed by Mrs. James, in list shoes and a dressing-gown, as if her toilette had been delayed that day. The chain was kept up  a new chain that Miss Timmens had not seen before  and she could not enter.

I want to see Harriet, Mrs. James.

Harriets gone, replied Mrs. James.

Gone! Gone where?

To London. She went off there yesterday morning.

Miss Timmens felt, as she would have said, struck into herself. An idea flashed over her that the words had not a syllable of truth in them.



What did she go to London for?

Mrs. James glanced over her two shoulders, seemingly in terror herself, and sunk her voice to a whisper. She had grown afraid of the place, this dark winter weather. Miss Timmens  its as true as youre there  nothing would persuade her out of the fancy that she was always seeing David Garth. He used to stand in a sheet at the end of the upstairs passage and look at her. Leastways, she said so.

This nearly did for Miss Timmens. It might be true; and she could not confute it. Do you see him, Mrs. James?

Well, no; I never have. Goodness knows, I dont want to.

But Harriet was not well enough to take a long journey, contended Miss Timmens. She never could have undertaken one in her state of health.

I dont know what you mean by state, Miss Timmens. She would shake a bit at times; but we saw nothing else the matter with her. Perhaps you would shake if you had an apparition in the house. Any way, well or ill, she went off to London. Louis took her as far as the station and saw her away.

Will you give me her address? I should like to write to her.

Mrs. James said she could not give the address, because she did not know it. Nothing more was to be got out of her, and Miss Timmens reluctantly departed.

I should hope theyve not murdered her  and are concealing her in the house as Hill concealed David, was the comment she gave vent to in her perplexity and wrath.

From that time, nothing could be heard of Harriet Roe. A week went on; nearly two weeks; but she never was seen, and no tidings came of her. So far as could be ascertained, she had not gone away by train: neither station-master nor porter remembered to have seen her. Miss Timmens grew as thin as a ghost herself: the subject worried her night and day. That some ill had happened to Harriet; or been done to her, she did not doubt. Once or twice she managed to see Roe; once or twice she saw Mrs. James: speaking to them at the door with the chain up. Roe said he heard from his wife nearly every other day; but he would not show the letters, or give the address: a conclusive proof to the mind of Miss Timmens that neither had any existence. What had they done with Harriet? Miss Timmens could not have been in much worse mental trouble had she herself made away with her.

One morning the postman delivered a letter at the school-house. It bore the London post-mark, and purported to be from Harriet. A few lines only  saying she was well and enjoying herself, and should come back sometime  the writing shaky and blotted, and bearing but a slight resemblance to hers. Miss Timmens dashed it on the table.

The fools, to think they can deceive me this way! Thats no more Harriets writing than it is mine.

But Miss Timmenss passion soon subsided into a grave, settled, awful dread. For she saw that this had been written to delude her into the belief that Harriet was in health and life  when she might be in neither one nor the other. She brought the letter to Crabb Cot. She took it round the parish. She went with it to the police-station; imparting her views of it to all freely. It was a sham; a blind; a forgery: and where was she to look for poor lost Harriet Roe?

That same evening the ghost appeared again. Miss Timmens and others went up to the cottage, intending to demand an interview with Roe; and they found the house shut up, apparently deserted. Reconnoitring the windows from all points, their dismayed eyes rested on something at the end casement: a thin, shadowy form, robed in white. Every one of them saw it; but, even as they looked, it seemed to vanish away. Yes, there was no question that the house was haunted. Perhaps Harriet had died from fright, as poor David died.

Things could not go on like this for ever. After another day or two of discomfort, Mr. Todhetley, as a county magistrate, incited by the feeling in the parish, issued a private mandate for Roe to appear before him, that he might be questioned as to what had become of his wife. It was not a warrant; but a sort of friendly invitation, that could offend no one. Jiff the policeman was entrusted with the delivery of the message, a verbal one, and I went with him.

As if she had scented our errand for herself, and wanted to make a third in it, who should meet us in the broad path, but Miss Timmens. Willow Cottage might or might not be haunted, but I am sure her legs were: they couldnt be still.

What are you doing up here, Jiff? she tartly asked.

Jiff told her. Squire Todhetley wanted Roe at Crabb Cot.

It will be of no use, Jiff; the doors sure to be fast, groaned Miss Timmens. My opinion is that Roe has left the place for good.

Miss Timmens was mistaken. The shutters were open, and the house showed signs of life. Upon knocking at the door  Miss Timmens took off her patten to do it with, and you might have heard the echoes at North Crabb  it was flung wide by Mrs. James.

Mr. Roe? No, Mr. Roe was not at home. Mrs. Roe was.

Mrs. Roe was! What, Harriet? cried excited Miss Timmens.

Yes, Harriet. If we liked to walk in and see her, we could do so.



By the kitchen fire, as being biggest and hottest, in a chair stuffed about with blankets, sat Harriet Roe. Worn, white, shadowy, she was evidently just getting over some desperate illness. I stared; the policeman softly whistled; you might have knocked Miss Timmens down with a feather.

Good patience, child  why, where have you been hiding all this while? cried she. And what on earth has been the matter with you?

I have been upstairs in my room, Aunt Susan, keeping my bed. As to the illness, it turned out to be ague and low fever.

Upstairs where?

Here.

Jiff went out again; there was nothing to stay for. I followed, leaving Miss Timmens and Harriet to have it out together.

She had really been ill in bed all the time, Mrs. James and Roe attending on her. It did not suit them to admit visitors; for James Roe, who had fallen into some difficulty in London, connected with forged bills, was lying concealed at Willow Cottage. Thats why people were kept out. It would not have done by any means for Miss Timmens and her sharp eyes to go upstairs and catch a glimpse of him; so they concocted the tale that Harriet was away. James Roe was safely away now, and Louis with him. Louis had been mixed up in the bill trouble in a lesser degree: but quite enough so to induce him to absent himself from London for a time, and to stay quietly at North Crabb.

Was it fear or ague that caused you to shake so that last evening I saw you here? questioned Miss Timmens.

Ague. I never got out of bed after that night. I could hardly write that letter, aunt, that Louis sent to London to be posted to you.

And  did you really see David Garth?

No, I never saw him, said Harriet. But, after all the reports and talk, I was timid at being in the house alone  James and his wife had not come then  and thats why I asked you to let me stay at the school-house the night my husband was away.

But it was told me that you did see him.

I was always frightened for fear I should.

It strikes me you have had other causes for fright as well, Harriet, cried shrewd Miss Timmens.

Well, you see  this business of James Roes has put me about. Every knock that came to the door seemed to me to be somebody coming for him. My husband says the ghost is all rubbish and fancy, Aunt Susan.

Rubbish and fancy, does he?

He says that when he came in here with Johnny Ludlow, the night there was that commotion, in going up for some matches, he fell over something at the top of the stairs by the end casement, and flung it behind the rafters. Next day he saw what it was. I had tied a white cloth over a small dwarf mop to sweep the walls with, and must have left it near the window. I remembered that I did leave it there. It no doubt looked in the moonlight just like a white face. And thats what was taken for Davids ghost.

Miss Timmens paused, considering matters: she might believe just as much of this as she liked.

It appeared again at the same place, Harriet, two or three days ago.

That was me, aunt. I saw you all looking up, and drew away again for fear you should know me. Mrs. James was making my bed, and I had crawled there.

There it ended. So far the mystery was over. The explanation was confided to the public, who received it differently. Some accepted the mop version; others clung to the ghost. And Hill never had a penny of his rent. Louis Roe was away; and, as it turned out, did not come back again.

Mrs. James wanted to leave also; and Maria Lease took her place as nurse. Tenderly she did it, too; and Harriet got well. She was going off to join her husband as soon as she could travel: it was said in France. No one knew; unless it was Maria Lease. She and Harriet had become confidential friends.

Which is the worse fate  yours or mine? cried Harriet to Maria, half mockingly, half woefully, the day she was packing her trunk. You have your lonely life, and your never-ending repentance for what you call your harsh sin: I have my sickness and my trouble  and I have enough of that, Maria. But Maria Lease only shook her head in answer.

Trouble and repentance are our best lot in this world, Harriet. They come to fit us for heaven.

But North Crabb, though willingly admitting that Harriet Roe, in marrying, had not entered on a bed of lilies, and might have been happier had she kept single, would not, on the whole, be shaken from its belief that the ghost still haunted the empty cottage. Small parties made shivering pilgrimages up there on a moonlight night, to watch for it, and sometimes declared that it appeared. Fancy goes a long way in this world.


XXI.

SEEING LIFE.

The Clement-Pells lived at Parrifer Hall, and were as grand as all the rest of us put together. After that affair connected with Cathy Reed, and the death of his son, Major Parrifer and his family could not bear to stay in the place. They took a house near London, and Parrifer Hall was advertised to be let. Mr. Clement-Pell came forward, and took it for a term of years.

The Clement-Pells rolled in riches. His was one of those cases of self-made men that have been so common of late years: where an individual, from a humble position, rises by perceptible degrees, until he towers above all, like a Jack sprung out of a box, and is the wonder and envy of the world around. Mr. Clement-Pell was said to have begun life in London as a lawyer. Later, circumstances brought him down to a bustling town in our neighbourhood where he became the manager of a small banking company; and from that time he did nothing but rise. There is a tide in the affairs of men, which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune, says Shakespeare: and this was the tide in Mr. Clement-Pells. The small banking company became a great one. Its spare cash helped to make railways, to work mines, and to do all kinds of profitable things. The shareholders flourished; Mr. Clement-Pell was more regarded than a heathen deity. He established a branch at two or three small places; and, amongst them, one at Church Dykely. After that, he took Parrifer Hall. The simple people around could not vie with the grandeur of the Pells, and did not try to do so. The Pells made much of me and Joseph Todhetley  perhaps because there was a dearth of young fellows near  and often asked us to the Hall. Mrs. Pell, a showy, handsome woman, turned up her nose at all but the best families, and would not associate with farmers, however much they might live like gentlefolk. She was decisive in manner, haughty, and ruled the house and everything in it, including her husband, with iron will. In a slight degree she and her children put us in mind of the Parrifers: for they held their heads in the clouds as the Parrifers had done, and the ostentation they displayed was just the least bit vulgar. Mr. Pell was a good-looking, gentlemanlike man, with a pleasant, hearty, straightforward manner that took with every one. He was neither fine nor stuck up: but his wife and daughters were; after the custom of a good many who have shot up into greatness.

And now thats the introduction to the Clement-Pells. One year they took a furnished house in London, and sent to invite me and Tod up in the summer. It was not very long after we had paid that visit to the Whitneys and Miss Deveen. The invitation was cordially pressed; but Squire Todhetley did not much like our going.

Look here, you boys, said he, as we were starting, for the point was yielded, Id a great deal rather you were going to stay at home. Dont you let the young Pells lead you into mischief.

Tod resented the doubt. We are not boys, sir.

Well, I suppose youd like to call yourselves young men, returned the Pater; you in particular, Joe. But young men have gone up to London before now, and come home with their fingers burnt.

Tod laughed.

They have. It is this, Joe: Johnny, listen to me. A young fellow, just launched on the world, turns out very much according to the companions he is thrown amongst and the associations he meets with. I have a notion that the young Pells are wild; fast, as it is called now; so take care of yourselves. And dont forget that though their purses may be unlimited, yours are not.

Three footmen came rushing out when the cab stopped at the house in Kensington, and the Pells made much of us. Mr. Pell and the eldest son, James, were at the chief bank in the country; they rarely spared the time to come up; but the rest were in town. Mrs. Pell, the four girls, the two sons, and a new German governess. The house was not as large as Parrifer Hall, and Tod and I had a top room between us, with two beds in it. Fabian Pell held a commission in the army. Augustus was reading for the bar  he was never called at home anything but Gusty.

We got there just before dinner, and dressed for it  finding dress was expected. A worn-looking, fashionable man of thirty was in the drawing-room when we went down, the Honourable Mr. Crayton: and Fabian brought in two officers. Mrs. Pell wore blue, with a string of pearls on her neck that were too big to be real: the two girls were in white silk and white shoes. Altogether, considering it was not a state occasion, but a friendly dinner, the dresses looked too fine, more suited to a dukes table; and I wondered what Mrs. Todhetley would have said to them.

Will you take Constance in to dinner, Mr. Todhetley?



Tod took her. She was the second girl: the eldest, Martha Jane, went in with one of the officers. The younger girls, Leonora and Rose, dined in the middle of the day with the governess. Gusty was not there, and Fabian and I went in together.

Where is he? I asked of Fabian.

Gusty? Oh, knocking about somewhere. His getting home to dinners always a chance. He has chambers in town.

Why the idea should have come over me, I know not, unless it was the tone Mrs. Pell spoke in, but it flashed across my mind that she was looking at Tod as a possible husband for her daughter Constance. He was not of an age to marry yet: but some women like to plot and plan these things beforehand. I hated her for it: I did not care that Tod should choose one of the Pells. Gusty made his appearance in the course of the evening; and we fellows went out with him.

The Squire was right: it was fast life at the Pells, and no mistake. I dont believe there was a thing that cost money but Fabian and Gusty Pell and Crayton went in for it. Crayton was with them always. He seemed to be the leader: the Pells followed him like sheep; Tod went with them. I sometimes: but they did not always ask me to go. Billiards and cards were the chief amusements; and thered be theatres and singing-halls. The names of some of the places would have made the Squires hair stand on end. One, a sort of private affair, that the Pells and Crayton said it was a favour to gain admittance to, was called Paradise. Whether that was only the Pells or Craytons name for it, we did not hear. And a paradise it was when you were inside, if decorations and mirrors can make one. Men and women in evening dress sang songs in a kind of orchestra; to which you might listen sitting and smoking or lounging about and talking: if you preferred a rubber at whist or a hand at écarté in another room, there you had it. Never a thing was there, apparently, that the Squire could reasonably have grumbled at, except the risk of losing money at cards, and the sense of intoxicating pleasure. But I dont think it was a good place to go to. The Pells called all this Seeing Life.

It would not have done Tod much harm  for he had his head on his shoulders the right way  but for the gambling. It is a strong word to use; but the play grew into nothing less. Had the Squire said to us, Take care you dont learn to gamble up in London, Tod would have resented it as much as if he had been warned not to go and hang himself, feeling certain that there was no more chance of one than the other. But gambling, like some other things  drinking for instance  steals upon you by degrees, too imperceptibly to alarm you. The Pells and Crayton and other fellows that they knew went in for cards and billiards wholesale. Tod was asked at first to take a quiet hand with them; or just play for the tables  and he thought no more of complying than if the girls had pressed him to make one at the round game of Old Maid, or to while away a wet afternoon at bagatelle.

There was no regularity in Mrs. Pells household: there was no more outward observance of religion than if wed lived in Heathendom. It was so different from Tods last London visit, when he was at the Whitneys. There you had to be at the breakfast-table to the moment  half-past eight; and to be in at bedtime, unless engaged out with friends. Sir John read a chapter of the Bible morning and night, and then, pushing the spectacles lower on his old red nose, hed look over them at us and tell us simply to be good boys and girls. Here you might come down at any hour, from nine or ten, to eleven or twelve, and ring for fresh breakfast to be supplied. As to staying out at night, that was quite ad libitum; a man-servant sat up till morning to open the door.

I was initiated less into the card-playing than Tod, and never once was asked to make one at pool, probably because it was taken for granted that I had less money to stake. Which was true. Tod had not much, for the matter of that: and it never struck me to think he was losing wholesale.

I got home one night at twelve, having been dining at Miss Deveens and going to a concert with her afterwards. Tod was not in, and I sat up in our room, writing to Mr. Brandon, which I had put off doing until I felt ashamed. Tod came in as I was folding the letter. It was hot weather, and he stretched himself out at the open window.

Are you going to stop there all night, Tod? I asked by-and-by. Its one oclock.

I may as well stop here, for all the sleep I shall get in bed, was his answer, as he brought his head in. Im in an awful mess, Johnny.

What kind of mess?

Debt.

Debt! What for?

Card-playing, answered Tod, shortly. And betting at pool.

Why do you play?

Ill be shot if I would ever have touched one of their cards, or their billiard balls either, had I known what was to come of it. Let me once get out of this hole, and neither Gusty Pell nor Crayton shall ever draw me in again. Ill promise them that.

How much is it?

That I owe? Twenty-five pounds.

Twenty-five  what? I cried, starting up.



Dont wake up the next room, Johnny. Twenty-five pounds. And not a stiver in my pocket to go on with. I owe it to Crayton.

Sitting on the edge of his bed, he told me how the thing had crept upon him. At first they only played for shillings; one night Crayton suddenly changed the stakes to sovereigns. The other fellows playing took it as a matter of course, and Tod did not like to make a fuss, and get up  

I should, Tod, I interrupted.

I dare say you would, he retorted. I didnt. But I honestly told them that if I lost much, my purse would not stand it. Oh that need not trouble you, they said. When we rose, that night, I owed Crayton nineteen pounds.

They must be systematic gamblers!

No, not that. Gentlemen who play high. Since then I have played, hoping to redeem my losses  they tell me I shall be sure to do it. But the redemption has not come yet, for it is twenty-five pounds now.

Tod, I said, after a pause, it would about kill the Pater.

It would awfully vex him. And thats what is doing the mischief, you see, Johnny. I cant write home for the money without telling him what I want it for; hed never give it me unless I said: and I cant cut our visit short to the Pells and leave Crayton in debt.

But  whats to be done, Tod?

Nothing until I get some luck, and win enough back to pay him.

You may get deeper into the mire.

Yes  theres that chance.

It will never do to go on playing.

Will you tell me what else I am to do? I must continue to play: or pay.

I couldnt tell him; I didnt know. Fifty of the hardest problems in Euclid were nothing to this. Tod sat down in his shirt-sleeves.

Get one of the Pells to let you have the money, Tod. A loan of twenty or thirty pounds can be nothing to them.

Its no good, Johnny. Gusty is cleaned out. As to Fabian, he never has any spare cash, what with one expensive habit and another. Oh, I shall win it back again: perhaps to-morrow. Luck must turn.

Tod said no more. But what particularly struck me was this: that, to win money from a guest in that way, and he a young fellow not of age, whose pocket-money they knew to be limited, was not at all consistent with the idea of their being gentlemen.

The next evening we were in a well-known billiard-room. Fabian Pell, Crayton, and Tod were at pool. It had been a levee day, or something of that sort, and Fabian was in full regimentals. Tod was losing, as usual. He was no match for those practised players.

I wish you would get me a glass of water, Johnny, he said.

So I got it. In turning back after taking the glass from his hand, who should I see on the high bench against the wall, sitting just where I had been sitting a minute before, but my guardian and trustee, Mr. Brandon. Could it be he? Old Brandon in London! and in a billiard-room.

It is never you, sir! Here!

Yes, it is I, Johnny Ludlow, he said in his squeaky voice. As to being here, I suppose I have as much right to be here as you have: perhaps rather more. I should like to ask what brings you here.

I came in with those three, I said, pointing towards the board.

He screwed up his little eyes, and looked. Who are they? he asked. Whos the fellow in scarlet? For he did not happen to know these two younger Pells by sight.

Thats Fabian Pell, sir. The one standing with his hands in his pockets, near Joseph Todhetley, is the Honourable Mr. Crayton.

Whos the Honourable Mr. Crayton?

I think his father is the Earl of Lackland.

Oh, ah; one of Lacklands sons, is he? Theres six or eight sons, of them, Johnny Ludlow, and not a silver coin amongst the lot. Lackland never had much, but what little it was he lost at horse-racing. The sons live by their wits, Ive heard: lords sons have not much work in them. The Honourable Mr. Crayton, eh! Your two friends had better take care of themselves.

The thought of how Tod had taken care of himself flashed into my mind. I wouldnt have old Brandon know it for the world.

I posted a letter to you to-day, sir. I did not know you were from home.

What was it about?

Nothing particular, sir. Only I had not written since we were in London.

How long are you going to stay here, Johnny Ludlow?

About another week, I suppose.

I mean here. In this disreputable room.

Disreputable, sir!

Yes, Johnny Ludlow, disreputable. Disreputable for all young men, especially for a very young one like you. I wonder what your father would have said to it!

I, at least, sir, am doing no harm in it.

Yes, you are, Johnny. You are suffering your eyes and mind to grow familiar with these things. So, their game is over, is it!

I turned round. They had finished, and were leaving. In looking for me, Tod saw Mr. Brandon. He came up to shake hands with him, and told me they were going.

Come in and see me to-morrow morning, Johnny Ludlow, said Mr. Brandon, in a tone of command. Eleven oclock.

Yes, sir. Where are you staying?

The Tavistock; Covent Garden.

Johnny, what the mischief brings him here? whispered Tod, as we went downstairs.

I dont know. I thought it must be his ghost at first.

From the billiard-rooms we went on to Gustys chambers, and found him at home with some friends. He served out wine, with cold brandy-and-water for Crayton  who despised anything less. They sat down to cards  loo. Tod did not play. Complaining of a racking headache, he sat apart in a corner. I stood in another, for all the chairs were occupied. Altogether the party seemed to want life, and broke up soon.

Was it an excuse to avoid playing, Tod? I asked, as we walked home.

Was what an excuse?

Your headache.

If your head were beating as mine is, Johnny, you wouldnt call it an excuse. Youll be a muff to the end of your days.

Well, I thought it might be that.

Did you! If I made up my mind not to play, I should tell it out straightforwardly: not put forth any shuffling excuse.

Any way, a headaches better than losing your money.

Dont bother.



I got to the Tavistock at five minutes past eleven, and found Mr. Brandon reading the Times. He looked at me over the top of it, as if he were surprised.

So you have come, Mr. Johnny!

Yes, sir. I turned up the wrong street and missed my way: it has made me a little late.

Oh, thats the reason, is it, said Mr. Brandon. I thought perhaps a young man, who has been initiated into the ways of London life, might no longer consider it necessary to attend to the requests of his elders.

But would you think that of me, sir?

Mr. Brandon put the newspaper on the table with a dash, and burst out with as much feeling as his weak voice would allow him.



Johnny Ludlow, Id rather have seen you come to sweep a crossing in this vile town, than to frequent one of its public billiard-rooms!

But I dont frequent them, Mr. Brandon.

How many times have you been in?

Twice in the one where you saw me: once in another. Three times in all.

Thats three times too much. Have you played?

No, sir; theres never any room for me.

Do you bet?

Oh no.

What do you go for, then?

Ive only gone in with the others when I have been out with them.

Pells sons and the Honourable Mr. Crayton. Rather ostentatious of you, Johnny Ludlow, to hasten to tell me he was the Honourable.

My face flushed. I had not said it in that light.

One day at Pershore Fair, in a booth, the clown jumped on to the boards and introduced himself, continued Mr. Brandon: Im the clown, ladies and gentlemen, said he. Thats the Honourable Mr. Crayton, say you.  And so you have gone in with Mr. Crayton and the Pells!

And with Joseph Todhetley.

Ay. And perhaps London will do him more harm than it will you; youre not much better than a boy yet, hardly up to bad things. I wonder what possessed Joes father to let you two come up to stay with the Pells! I should have been above it in his place.

Above it? Why, Mr. Brandon, they live in ten times the style we do.

And spend twenty times as much over it. Who was thinking about style or cost, Mr. Johnny? Dont you mistake Richard for Robert.

He gave a flick to the newspaper, and stared me full in the face. I did not venture to speak.

Johnny Ludlow, I dont like your having been initiated into the iniquities of fast life  as met with in billiard-rooms, and similar places.

I have got no harm from them, sir.

Perhaps not. But you might have got it.

I supposed I might: and thought of Tod and his losings.

You have good principles, Johnny Ludlow, and youve a bit of sense in your head; and you have been taught to know that this world is not the end of things. Temptation is bad for the best, though. When I saw you in that place last night, looking on with eager eyes at the balls, listening to the betting, I wished I had never let your father make me your guardian.

I did not know my eyes or ears were so eager, sir. I dont think they were.

Nonsense, boy: that goes as a matter of course. You have heard of gambling hells?

Yes, sir.

Well, a public billiard-room is not many degrees better. It is crowded with adventurers who live by their wits. Your needy honourables, whove not a sixpence of their own in their purses, and your low-lived blackguards, who have sprung from the scum of the population, are equally at home there. These men, the lords son and the blackguard, must each make a living: whether by turf-betting, or dice, or cards, or pool  they must do it somehow. Is it a nice thing, pray, for you honest young fellows to frequent places where you must be their boon companions?

No, I dont think it is.

Good, Johnny. Dont you go into one again  and keep young Todhetley out if you can. It is no place, I say, for an honest man and a gentleman: you cant touch pitch and not be defiled; neither can a youngster frequent these billiard-rooms and the company he meets in them, and come away unscathed. His name will get a mark against it. Thats not the worst: his soul may get a mark upon it; and never be able to throw it off again during life. You turn mountebank, and dance at wakes, Johnny, rather than turn public billiard player. Theres many an honest mountebank, dancing for the daily crust he puts into his mouth: I dont believe youd find one honest man amongst billiard sharpers.

He dropped the paper in his heat. I picked it up.

And thats only one phase of their fast life, these billiard-rooms, he continued. There are other things: singing-halls, and cider cellars  and all sorts of places. You steer clear of the lot, Johnny. And warn Todhetley. He wants warning perhaps more than you do.

Tod has caught no harm, I think, except  

Except what? asked he sharply, as I paused.

Except that I suppose it costs him money, sir.

Just so. A good thing too. If these seductions (as young fools call them) could be had without money, the world would soon be turned upside down. But as to harm, Johnny, once a young fellow gets to feel at home in these places, I dont care how short his experience may be, he loses his self-respect. He does; and it takes time to get it back again. You and Joe had not been gone five minutes last night, with your Honourable and the other fellow in scarlet, when there was a row in the room. Two men quarrelled about a bet; sides were taken by the spectators, and it came to blows. I have heard some reprobate language in my day, Johnny Ludlow, but I never heard such as I heard then. Had you been there, Id have taken you by the back of the neck and pitched you out of the window, before your ears should have been tainted with it.

Did you go to the billiard-room, expecting to see me there, Mr. Brandon? I asked. And the question put his temper up.

Go to the billiard-room, expecting to see you there, Johnny Ludlow! he retorted, his voice a small shrill pipe. How dare you ask it? Id as soon have expected to see the Bishop of London there, as you. I can tell you what, young man: had I known you were going to these places, I should pretty soon have stopped it. Yes, sir: you are not out of my hands yet. If I could not stop you personally, Id stop every penny of your pocket-money.

We couldnt think  I and Tod  what else you had gone for sir, said I, in apology for having put the question.

I dont suppose you could. I have a graceless relative, Johnny Ludlow; a sisters son. He is going to the bad, fast, and she got me to come up and see what he was after. I could not find him; I have not found him yet; but I was told that he frequented those rooms, and I went there on speculation. Now you know. He came up to London nine months ago as pure-hearted a young fellow as you are: bad companions laid hold of him, and are doing their best to ruin him. I should not like to see you on the downward road, Johnny; and you shant enter on it if I can put a spoke in the wheel. Your father was my good friend.

There is no fear for me, Mr. Brandon.

Well, Johnny, I hope not. You be cautious, and come and dine with me this evening. And now will you promise me one thing: if you get into any trouble or difficulty at any time, whether its a money trouble, or what not, you come to me with it. Do you hear?

Yes, sir. I dont know any one I would rather take it to.

I do not expect you to get into one willingly, mind. Thats not what I mean: but sometimes we fall into pits through other people. If ever you do, though it were years to come, bring the trouble to me.

And I promised, and went, according to the invitation, to dine with him in the evening. He had found his nephew: a plain young medical student, with a thin voice like himself. Mr. Brandon dined off boiled scrag of mutton; I and the nephew had soup and fish and fowl and plum pudding.

After that evening I did not see anything more of old Brandon. Upon calling at the Tavistock they said he had left for the rest of the week, but would be back on the following Monday.

And it was on the following Monday that Tods affairs came to a climax.



We had had a regal entertainment. Fit for regal personages  as it seemed to us simple country people, inexperienced in London dinner giving. Mrs. Pell headed her table in green gauze, gold beetles in her hair, and a feathered-fan dangling. Mr. Pell, who had come to town for the party, faced her; the two girls, the two sons, and the guests were dispersed on either side. Eighteen of us in all. Crayton was there as large as life, and of the other people I did not know all the names. The dinner was given for some great gun who had to do with railway companies. He kept it waiting twenty minutes, and then loomed in with a glistening bald head, and a yellow rose in his coat: his wife, a very little woman in pink, on his arm.

I saw your father yesterday, called out Pell down the table to Tod. He said he was glad to hear you were enjoying yourselves.

Ah  yes  thank you, replied Tod, in a hesitating sort of way. I dont know what he was thinking of; but it flashed into my mind that the Squire would have been anything but glad, had he known about the cards, and the billiards, and the twenty-five-pound debt.

Dinner came to an end at last, and we found a few evening guests in the drawing-room  mostly young ladies. Some of the dinner people went away. The railway man sat whispering with Pell in a corner: his wife nodded asleep, and woke up to talk by fits and starts. The youngest girl, Rose, who was in the drawing-room with Leonora and the governess, ran up to me.

Please let me be your partner, Mr. Ludlow! They are going to dance a quadrille in the back drawing-room.

So I took her, and we had the quadrille. Then another, that I danced with Constance. Tod was not to be seen anywhere.

I wonder what has become of Todhetley?

He has gone out with Gusty and Mr. Crayton, I think, answered Constance. It is too bad of them.

By one oclock all the people had left; the girls and Mrs. Pell said good night and disappeared. In going up to bed, I met one of the servants.

Do you know what time Mr. Todhetley went out, Richard?

Mr. Todhetley, sir? He has not gone out. He is in the smoking-room with Mr. Augustus and Mr. Crayton. Ive just taken up some soda-water.

I went on to the smoking-room: a small den, built out on the leads of the second floor, that no one presumed to enter except Gusty and Fabian. The cards lay on the table in a heap, and the three round it were talking hotly. I could see there had been a quarrel. Some stranger had come in, and was standing with his back to the mantel-piece. They called him Temply; a friend of Craytons. Temply was speaking as I opened the door.

It is clearly a case of obligation to go on; of honour. No good in trying to shirk it, Todhetley.

I will not go on, said Tod, as he tossed back his hair from his hot brow with a desperate hand. If you increase the stakes without my consent, I have a right to refuse to continue playing. As to honour; I know what that is as well as any one here.

They saw me then: and none of them looked too well pleased. Gusty asked me what I wanted; but he spoke quite civilly.

I came to see after you all. Richard said you were here.

What they had been playing at, I dont know: whether whist, écarté, loo, or what. Tod, as usual, had been losing frightfully: I could see that. Gusty was smoking; Crayton, cool as a cucumber, drank hard at brandy-and-soda. If that man had swallowed a barrel of cognac, he would never have shown it. Temply and Crayton stared at me rudely. Perhaps they thought I minded it.

I wouldnt play again to-night, were I you, I said aloud to Tod.

No, I wont; there, he cried, giving the cards an angry push. I am sick of the things  and tired to death. Good night to you all.

Crayton swiftly put his back against the door, barring Tods exit. You cannot leave before the games finished, Todhetley.

We had not begun the game, rejoined Tod. You stopped it by trebling the stakes. I tell you, Crayton, Ill not play again to-night.

Then perhaps youll pay me your losses.

How much are they? asked Tod, biting his lips.

To-night?  or in all, do you mean?

Oh, let us have it all, was Tods answer; and I saw that he had great difficulty in suppressing his passion. All of them, except Crayton, seemed tolerably heated. You know that I have not the ready-money to pay you; youve known that all along: but its as well to ascertain how we stand.

Crayton had been coolly turning over the leaves of a note-case, adding up some figures there, below his breath.



Eighty-five before, and seven to-night makes just ninety-two. Ninety-two pounds, Todhetley.

I sprang up from the chair in terror. It was as if some blast had swept over me, Ninety-two pounds! Tod! do you owe that?

I suppose I do.

Ninety-two pounds! It cannot be. Why, it is close upon a hundred! Crayton laughed at my consternation, and Temply stared.

If youll go on playing, you may redeem some of it, Todhetley, said Crayton. Come, sit down.

I will not touch another card to-night, said he, doggedly. I have said it: and I am not one to break my word: as Johnny Ludlow here can testify to. I dont know that I shall play again after to-night.

Crayton was offended. Cool though he was, I think he was somewhat the worse for what he had taken  perhaps they all were. Then youll make arrangements for paying your debts, said he, in scornful tones.

Yes, Ill do that, answered Tod. And he got away. So did I, after a minute or two: Gusty kept me, talking.

In passing upstairs, for we slept on the third floor, Mr. Pell came suddenly out of a room on the left; a candle in one hand and some papers in the other, and a look on his face as of some great trouble.

What! are you young men not in bed yet? he exclaimed. It is late.

We are going up now. Is anything the matter, sir? I could not help asking.

The matter? he repeated.

I thought you looked worried.

I am worried with work, he said, laughing slightly. While others take their rest, I have to be up at my books and letters. Great wealth brings great care with it, Johnny Ludlow, and hard work as well. Good night, my lad.

Tod was pacing the room with his hands in his pockets. It was a terrible position for him to be in. Owing a hundred pounds  to put it in round numbers  for a debt of honour. No means of his own, not daring to tell his father. I mounted on the iron rail of my little bed opposite the window, and looked at him.

Tod, what is to be done?

For two pins Id go and enlist in some African regiment, growled he. Once over the seas, I should be lost to the world here, and my shame with me.

Shame!



Well, and it is shame. An ordinary debt that you cant pay is bad enough; but a debt of honour  

He stopped, and caught his breath with a sort of sob  as if there were no word strong enough to express the sense of shame.

It will never do to tell the Pater.

Tell him! he exclaimed sharply. Johnny, Id cut off my right hand  Id fling myself into the Thames, rather than bring such a blow on him.

Well, and so I think would I.

It would kill him as sure as we are here, Johnny. He would look upon it that I have become a confirmed gambler, and I believe the shock and grief would be such that hed die of it. No: I have not been so particularly dutiful a son, that I should bring that upon him.

I balanced myself on the bed-rail. Tod paced the carpet slowly.

No, never, he repeated, as if there had not been any pause. I would rather die myself.

But what is to be done?

Heaven knows! I wish the Pells had been far enough before they had invited us up.

I wish you had never consented to play with the lot at all, Tod. You might have stood out from the first.

Ay. But one glides into these things unconsciously. Johnny, I begin to think Crayton is just a gambler, playing to win, and nothing better.

Playing for his bread. That is, for the things that constitute it. His drink, and his smoke, and his lodgings, and his boots, and his rings. Old Brandon said it. As to his dinners, he generally gets them at friends houses.

Old Brandon said it, did he?

Why, I told you so the same day. And you bade me shut up.

Do you know what they want me to do, Johnny? To sign a post-obit bond for two hundred, or so, to be paid after my fathers death. Its true. Crayton will let me off then.

And will you do it? I cried, feeling that my eyes blazed as I leaped down.

No, I wont: and I told them so to-night. Thats what the quarrel was about. Every young fellow does it whose father lives too long and keeps him out of his property, said that Temply. Maybe so; I wont, I answered. Neither will I. Id rather break stones on the road than speculate upon the good Paters death, or anticipate his money in that manner to hide my sins.

Gusty Pell ought to help you.

Gusty says he cant. Fabian, I believe, really cant; he is in difficulties of his own: and sometimes, Johnny, I fancy Gus is. Crayton fleeces them both, unless I am mistaken. Yes, hes a sharper; I see through him now. I want him to take my I O U to pay him as soon as I can, and he knows I would do it, but he wont do that. Theres two oclock.

It was of no use sitting up, and I began to undress. The question reiterated itself again and again  what was to be done? I lay awake all night thinking, vainly wishing I was of age. Fanciful thoughts crossed my mind: of appealing to rich old Pell, and asking him to lend the money, not betraying Gusty and the rest by saying what it was wanted for; of carrying the story to Miss Deveen, and asking her; and lastly, of going to old Brandon, and getting him to help. I grew to think that I would do this, however much I disliked it, and try Brandon; that it lay in my duty to do so.

Worn and haggard enough looked Tod the next morning. He had sat up nearly all night. When breakfast was over, I started for the Tavistock, whispering a word to Tod first.

Avoid the lot to-day, Tod. Ill try and help you out of the mess.

He burst out laughing in the midst of his perplexity. You, Johnny! what next?

Remember the fable of the lion and the mouse.

But you can never be the mouse in this, you mite of a boy! Thank you all the same, Johnny: you mean it well.

Can I see Mr. Brandon? I asked at the hotel, of a strange waiter.

Mr. Brandon, sir? He is not staying here.

Not staying here!

No, sir, he left some days ago.

But I thought he was coming back again.

So I believe he is, sir. But he has not come yet.

Do you know where he is?

At Brighton, sir.

It was about as complete a floorer as I ever wished to get. All the way along, I had been planning which way to break it to him. I turned from the door, whistling and thinking. Should I go after him to Brighton? I had the money, and the time, why should I not do so? Heaven alone knew how much depended upon Tods being released from trouble; Heaven alone knew what desperate course he might take in his shame, if not released from it.

Dropping a note to Tod, saying I should be out for the day, and getting a porter to take it up, I made the best of my way to the nearest Brighton station, and found a train just starting. Brighton was a large place, and they could not tell me at the Tavistock what hotel Mr. Brandon was staying at; except that one of the waiters thought it might be the Old Ship. And thats where I first went, on arrival.

No. No one of the name of Brandon was at the Old Ship. So there I was, like an owl in a desert, wondering where to go next.

And how many hotels and inns I tried before I found him, it would be impossible to remember now. One of the last was up Kemp Town way  the Royal Crescent Hotel.

Is Mr. Brandon staying here?

Mr. Brandon of Warwickshire? Yes, sir.

It was so very unexpected an answer after all the failures, that I hardly believed my own ears. Mr. Brandon was not well, the waiter added: suffering from cold and sore throat  but he supposed I could see him. I answered that I must see him; I had come all the way from London on purpose.

Old Brandon was sitting in a long room, with a bow-window looking out on the sea; some broth at his elbow, and a yellow silk handkerchief resting cornerwise on his head.

Mr. Ludlow, sir, said the waiter. And he dropped the spoon into the broth, and stared at me as if I were an escaped lunatic.

Why!  you! What on earth brings you here, Johnny Ludlow?

To tell him what, was the hardest task Id ever had in my life. And I did it badly. Sipping spoonfuls of broth and looking hard at me whilst he listened, did not help the process. I dont know how I got it out, or how confused was the way I told him that I wanted a hundred pounds of my own money.

A hundred pounds, eh? said he. You are a nice gentleman, Johnny Ludlow!

I am very sorry, sir, to have to ask it. The need is very urgent, or I should not do so.

Whats it for? questioned he.

I  it is to pay a debt, sir, I answered, feeling my face flush hot.

Whose debt?

By the way he looked at me, I could see that he knew as plainly as though I had told him, that it was not my debt. And yet  but for letting him think it was mine, he might turn a deaf ear to me. Old Brandon finished up his broth, and put the basin down.

You are a clever fellow, Johnny Ludlow, but not quite clever enough to deceive me. Youd no more get into such debt yourself, than I should. I have a better opinion of you than that. Who has sent you here?

Indeed, sir, I came of my own free will. No one knows, even, that I have come. Mr. Brandon, I hope you will help me: it is almost a matter of life or death.

You are wasting words and time, Johnny Ludlow.

And I felt I was. Felt it hopelessly.

Theres an old saying, and a very good one, Johnny  Tell the whole truth to your lawyer and doctor. I am neither a lawyer nor a doctor: but I promise you this much, that unless you tell me the truth of the matter, every word of it, and explain your request fully and clearly, you may go marching back to London.

There was no help for it. I spoke a few words, and they were quite enough. He seemed to grasp the situation as by magic, and turned me, as may be said, inside out. In five minutes he knew by heart as much of it as I did.

So! said he, in his squeaky voice  ten times more squeaky when he was vexed. Good! A nice nest you have got amongst. Want him to give post-obit bonds, do they! Which is Todhetley  a knave or a fool?

He has refused to give the bonds, I said, sir.

Bonds, whos talking of bonds? he retorted. For playing, I mean. He must have been either a knave or a fool, to play till he owed a hundred pounds when he knew he had not the means to pay.

But I have explained how it was, sir. He lost, and then played on, hoping to redeem his losses. I think Crayton had him fast, and would not let him escape.

Ay. Got him, and kept him. Thats your grand friend, the Honourable, Johnny Ludlow. There: give me the newspaper.

But you will let me have the money, sir?

Not if I know it.

It was a woeful check. I set on and begged as if I had been begging for life: saying I hardly knew what. That it might save Tod from a downhill course  and spare grief to the poor old Squire  and pain to me. Pain that would lie on my mind always, knowing that I possessed the money, yet might not use it to save him.

Its of no use, Johnny. I have been a faithful guardian to you, and done well by your property. Could your dead father look back on this world and see the income youll come into when you are of age, he would know I speak the truth. You cannot suppose I should waste any portion of it, I dont care how slight a one, in paying young mens wicked gambling debts.

I prayed him still. I asked him to put himself in my place and see if he would not feel as I felt. I said that I should never  as I truly believed  have an opportunity of spending money that would give me half the pleasure of this, or do half the good. Besides, it was only a loan: Tod was sure to repay it when he could. No: old Brandon was hard as flint. He got up and rang the bell.

Well drop it, Johnny. What will you take? Have you had anything since breakfast?

No, sir. But I dont want anything.

Bring up dinner for this young gentleman, he said, when the waiter appeared. Anything you have thats good. And be quick about it, please.

They brought up a hastily prepared dinner: and very good it was. But I could scarcely eat for sorrow. Old Brandon, nursing himself at the opposite end of the table, the yellow handkerchief on his head, looked at me all the while.

Johnny Ludlow, do you know what I think  that youd give away your head if it were loose. Its a good thing you have me to take care of you.

No, sir, I should not. If you would let me have this hundred pounds  it is really only ninety-two, though  I would repay it with two hundred when I came of age.

Like the simpleton you are.

I think I would give half my money, Mr. Brandon, to serve Todhetley in this strait. We are as brothers.

No doubt you would: but youve not got it to give, Johnny. You can let him fight his own battles.

And I would if he were able to fight them: but he is not able; its an exceptional case. I must go back to London, and try there.

Old Brandon opened his eyes. How?

I think perhaps Miss Deveen would let me have the money. She is rich and generous  and I will tell her the whole truth. It is a turning-point in Todhetleys life, sir: help would save him.

How do you know but hed return to the mire? Let him have this money, and he might go on gambling and lose another hundred. Perhaps hundreds at the back of it.

No, sir, that he never would. He may go deeper into the mire if he does not get it. Enlist, or something.

Are you going already, Johnny?

Yes, sir. I must catch the next train, and its a good way to the station.

You can take a fly. Wait a few minutes.

He went into his bedroom, on the same floor. When he came back, he held a piece of paper in his hand.

There, Johnny. But it is my loan; not yours.

It was a cheque for a hundred pounds. He had listened, after all! The surprise was so great that I am afraid my eyes were dim.

The loan is mine, Johnny, he repeated. I am not going to risk your money, and prove myself a false trustee. When Todhetley can repay it, it will be to me, not to you. But now  understand: unless he gives you a solemn promise never to play with that Honourable again, or with either of the Pells, you will not use the cheque, but return it to me.

Oh, Mr. Brandon, there will be no difficulty. He only wants to be quit of them.

Get his promise, I say. If he gives it, present this cheque at Robartss in Lombard Street to-morrow, and theyll pay you the money over the counter.

It is made out to my order! I said, looking at the cheque: not to Crayton!

To Crayton! retorted Mr. Brandon. I wouldnt let a cheque of mine, uncrossed, fall into his hands. He might add an ought or two to the figures. I drew it out for an even hundred, you see: the odd money may be wanted. Youll have to sign your name at the back: do it at the bank. And now, do you know why I have let you have this?

I looked at him in doubt.

Because you have obeyed the injunctions I gave you  to bring any difficulty you might have to me. I certainly never expected it so soon, or that it would take this form. Dont you get tumbling into another. Let people take care of themselves. There: put it into your breast-pocket, and be off.

I dont know how I got back to town. There was no accident, and we were not pitched into next week. If we had been, Im not sure that I should have minded it; for that cheque in my pocket seemed a panacea for all human ills. The Pells were at dinner when I entered: and Tod was lying outside his bed, with one of his torturing headaches. He did not often have them: which was a good thing, for they were rattlers. Taking his hand from his head, he glanced at me.

Where have you been all day, Johnny? he asked, hardly able to speak. That was a short note of yours.

Ive been to Brighton.

Tod opened his eyes again with surprise. He did not believe it.

Why dont you say Bagdad, at once? Keep your counsel, if you choose, lad. Im too ill to get it out of you.

But I dont want to keep it: and I have been to Brighton. Had dinner there, too. Tod, old fellow, the mouse has done his work. Heres a cheque for you for a hundred pounds.

He looked at it as I held it out to him, saw it was true, and then sprang off the bed. I had seen glad emotion in my life, even at that early period of it, but hardly such as Tods then. Never a word spoke he.

It is lent by Mr. Brandon to you, Tod. He bade me say it. I could not get any of mine out of him. The only condition is  that, before I cash it, you shall promise not to play again with Crayton or the Pells.

Ill promise it now. Glad to do it. Long live old Brandon! Johnny, my good brother, Im too ill to thank you  my temples seem as if they were being split with a sledge-hammer  but you have saved me.

I was at Robartss when it opened in the morning. And signed my name at the back of the cheque, and got the money. Fancy me having a hundred pounds paid to me in notes and gold! The Squire would have thought the world was coming to an end.


XXII.

OUR STRIKE.

It was September, and they were moving to Crabb Cot for a week or twos shooting. The shooting was not bad about there, and the Squire liked a turn with his gun yet. Being close on the Michaelmas holidays, Tod and I were with them.

When the stay was going to be short, the carriages did not come over from Dyke Manor. On arriving at South Crabb station, there was a fly waiting. It would not take us all. Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley, the two children, and Hannah got into it, and some of the luggage was put on the top.

You two boys can walk, said the Pater. It will stretch your legs.

And a great deal rather walk, too, than be boxed up in a crawling fly!

We took the way through Crabb Lane: the longest but merriest, for it was always lively with noise and dirt. Reports had gone abroad long before that Crabb Lane was out on strike: Tod and I thought we would take a look at it in this new aspect.

There were some great works in the vicinity  I need not state here their exact speciality  and the men employed at them chiefly inhabited Crabb Lane. It was setting-up these works that caused the crowded dwellings in Crabb Lane to be built  for where a number of workmen congregate together, habitations must of necessity follow.

You have heard of Crabb Lane before  in connection with what I once told you about Harry Lease the pointsman. It was a dingy, over-populated, bustling place, prosperous on the whole, its inhabitants as a rule well-to-do. A strike was quite a new feature, bringing to most of them a fresh experience in life. England had strikes in those past days, but they were not common.

Crabb Lane during working hours had hitherto been given over to the children, who danced in the gutters and cried and screamed themselves hoarse. Women also would be out of doors, idling away their time in gossip, or else calling across to each other from the windows. But now, as I and Tod went down it, things looked different. Instead of women and children, men were there. Every individual man, I believe, out of every house the lane contained; for there appeared to be shoals of them. They lounged idly against the walls, or stood about in groups. Some with pipes, some without; some laughing and jeering, apparently in the highest spirits, as if they had climbed the tree of fortune; some silent and anxious-looking.

Well, Hoar, how are you?

It was Tod who spoke. The man he addressed, Jacob Hoar, was one of the best of the workmen: a sober, steady, honest fellow, with a big frame and a resolute face. He had the character of being fierce in temper, sometimes savage with his fellow-men, if put out. Alfred Hoar  made pointsman at the station in poor Harry Leases place  was his brother.

Hoar did not answer Tod at all. He was standing quite alone near the door of his house, a strangely defiant look upon his pale face, and his firm lips drawn in. Unless I was mistaken, some of the men over the way were taking covert glances at him, as though he were a kangaroo they had to keep aloof from. Hoar turned his eyes slowly upon us, took off his round felt hat, and smoothed back his dark hair.

I be as well as mattersll let me be, young Mr. Todhetley, he then said.

Theres a strike going on, I hear, said Tod. Has been for some time.

Yes, theres a strike a-going on, assented Hoar, speaking in a deliberate, sullen manner, as a man resenting some special grievance. Has been for some time, as you say. And I dont know when the strike ll be a-going off.

How is Eliza? I asked.

Much as usual, Mr. Johnny. What should ail her?

Evidently there was no sociability to be got out of Jacob Hoar that afternoon, and we left him. A few yards further, we passed Fords, the bakers. No end of heads were at the shop door, and they seemed to be staring at Hoar.

He must have been dealing out a little abuse to the public generally, Tod, said I.

Very likely, answered Tod. He seems bursting with some rage or other.

Nay, I dont think its rage so much as vexation. Something must have gone wrong.

Well, perhaps so.

Look here, Tod. If we had a home to keep up and a lot of mouths to feed and weekly rent to pay, and a strike stopped the supplies, we might be in a worse humour than Hoar is.



Right, Johnny. And Tod went off at a strapping pace.

How it may be with other people, I dont know: but when I get back to a place after an absence, I want to see every one, and am apt to go dashing in at doors without warning.

It wont take us a minute to look in on Miss Timmens, Tod, I said, as we neared the school-house. Shell tell us the news of the whole parish.

Take the minute, then, if you like, said Tod. I am not going to bother myself with Miss Timmens.

Neither perhaps should I, after that, for Tod swayed me still; but in passing the door it was opened wide by one of the little scholars. Miss Timmens sat in her chair, the lithe, thin cane, three yards long, raised in her hand, its other end descending, gently enough on the shoulders of a chattering girl.

I dont keep it to beat em, Miss Timmens was wont to say of her cane, but just to tap em into attention when they are beyond the reach of my hand. And, to give her her due, it was nothing more.

Its you, is it, Master Johnny? I heard you were all expected.

Its me, safe enough. How goes the world with you, Miss Timmens?

Cranky, was the short answer. South Crabbs going out of its senses, I think. The parson is trying to introduce fresh ways and doings, in my school: new-fangled rubbish, Master Johnny, that will bring more harm than good. I wont have it, and so he and I are at daggers drawn. And theres a strike in the place!

I nodded. While she spoke, it had struck me, looking at the room, that it was not so full as usual.

Its the strike does that, she said, in a sort of triumph. Its the strike that works all the ill and every kind of evil  and it was quite evident the strike found no more favour with her than the parsons fresh ways.

But what has the strike to do with the childrens absence from school?

The strike has carried all the childrens best things to the pawn-shop, and theyve nothing decent left to come abroad in. That is one cause, Johnny Ludlow, she concluded, very tartly.

Is there any other?

Dont you think that sufficient? I am not going to let them appear before me in rags  and so Crabb Lane knows. But there is another cause, sir. This strike has so altered the course of things that the whole order of ordinary events is turned upside down. Even if the young ones frocks were home again, it would be ten to one against their coming to school.

I dont see the two little Hoars. And why I had been looking for those particular children I cant say, unless it was that Hoar and his peculiar manner had been floating in my mind ever since we passed him.

Liza and Jessy  no, but theyve been here till to-day, was the reply, given after a long pause. Are you going, Mr. Johnny?  Ill just step outside with you.

She drew the door close behind her, keeping the handle in her hand, and looked straight into my face.

Jacob Hoar has gone and beat his boy almost to death this morning  and the strikes the cause of that, she whispered, emphatically.

Jacob Hoar has!  Why, how came he to do it?  I exclaimed, recalling more forcibly than ever the mans curious look, and the curious looks of the other men holding aloof from him. Which of his boys is it?

The second of them; little Dick. Yes, he is black and blue all over, they say; next door to beat to death; and his arms broken. And they have the strike to thank for it.

She repeated the concluding words more stingingly than before. That Miss Timmens was wroth with the strike, there could be no mistake. I asked her why the strike was to be thanked for the beating and the broken arm.

Because the strike has brought misery; and that is the source of all the ill going on just now in Crabb Lane, was her reply. When the men threw themselves out of work, of course they threw themselves out of wages. Some funds have been furnished to them, weekly I believe, from the Trades Union League  or whatever they call the thing  but it seems a mere nothing compared with what they used to earn. Household goods, as well as clothes, have been going to the pawn-shop, but they have now pledged all theyve got to pledge, and are, it is said, in sore straits: mothers and fathers and children alike hungry. It is some time now since they have had enough to eat. Fancy that, Mr. Johnny!

But why should Dicky be beaten for that? I persisted, trying to keep her to the point  a rather difficult matter with Miss Timmens at all times.

It was in this way, she answered, dropping her voice to a lower key, and giving a pull at the door to make sure it had not opened. Dicky, poor fellow, is half starved; hes not used to it, and feels it keenly: resents it, I dare say. This morning, when out in the lane, he saw a tray of halfpenny buns, hot from the oven, put on old Fords counter. The sight was too much for him, the temptation too great. Dicky Hoar is naturally honest; has been, up to now, at all events: but I suppose hunger was stronger than honesty to-day. He crept into the shop on all fours, abstracted a bun with his fingers, and was creeping out again, when Ford pounced upon him, bun in hand. There was a fine outcry. Ford was harsh, roared out for the policeman, and threatened him with jail, and in the midst of the commotion Hoar came up. In his mortification at hearing that a boy of his had been caught pilfering, he seized upon a thick stick that a bystander happened to have, and laid it unmercifully upon poor Dick.

And broke his arm?

And broke his arm. And covered him with weals beside. Hell be all manner of colours to-morrow.

What a brutal fellow Hoar must be!

To beat him like that?  well, yes, assented Miss Timmens, in accents that bore rather a dubious sound. Passion must have blinded him and urged him further than he intended. The man has always been upright; prided himself on being so, as one may say; and theres no doubt that to find his child could be a thief shook him cruelly. This strike is ruining the tempers of the men; it makes them feel at war with everything and everybody.

When I got home I found them in the thick of the news also, for Cole the doctor was there telling it all. Mrs. Todhetley, sitting on the sofa with her bonnet untied and her shawl unpinned, was listening in a kind of horror.

But surely the arm cannot be broken, Mr. Cole! she urged.

Broken just above the wrist, maam. I ought to know, for I set it. Wicked little rascal, to steal the bun! As to Hoar, he is as fierce as a tiger when really enraged.

Well, it sounds very shocking.

So it does, said Cole. I think perhaps it may be productive of one good  keep the boy from picking and stealing to the end of his life.

He was hungry, you say.

Famished, maam. Most of the young ones in Crabb Lane are so just now.

The Squire was walking up and down the room, his hands in his pockets. He halted, and faced the Doctor.

Look here, Cole  what has brought this state of things about? A strike!  and prolonged! Why, I should as soon have expected to hear the men had thrown up their work to become Merry Andrews! Who is in fault?  the masters or the men?

Cole lifted his eyebrows. The masters lay the blame on the men, the men lay it on the masters.

What is it the men are holding out for?

To get more wages, and to do less work.

Oh, come, thats a twofold demand, cried the Pater. Modest folk generally ask for one favour at a time. Meanwhile things are all at sixes-and-sevens, I suppose, in Crabb Lane?

Ay, said the Doctor. At worse than sixes-and-sevens, indoors and out. There are empty cupboards and empty rooms within; and theres a good deal of whats bad without. Its the wives and children that suffer, poor things.

The men must be senseless to throw themselves out of work!

The men only obey orders, cried Mr. Cole. Theres a spirit of disaffection abroad: certain people have constituted themselves rulers, and they say to the men, You must do this, and You must not do that. The men have yielded themselves up to be led, and do do what they are told, right or wrong.

I dont say they are wrong to try to get more wages if they can; it would be odd if we were to be debarred from bettering ourselves, spoke the Squire. But to throw up their work whilst they are trying, theres the folly; theres where the shoe must tighten. Let them keep on their work whilst they agitate.

Theyd tell you, I expect, that the masters would be less likely to listen then than they are now.

Well, theyve no right, in common sense, to throw up their wives and childrens living, if they do their own, concluded the Squire.

Cole nodded. Theres some truth in that, he said as he got up to leave. Any way, things are more gloomy with us than youd believe, Squire.



You may remember that I told you, when speaking of the Court and my early home, how, when I was a little child of four years old, Hannah my nurse, and Eliza one of her fellow-servants, commented freely in my hearing on my fathers second marriage, and shook me well because I was wise enough to understand them. Eliza was then housemaid at the Court; and soon after this she had left it to marry Jacob Hoar. She was a nice sort of young woman (in spite of the shaking), and I kept up a great acquaintance with her, and was free, so to say, of her house in Crabb Lane, running in and out of it at will, when we were at Crabb Cot. A tribe of little Hoars arrived, one after another. Jacky, the eldest, over ten now, had a place at the works, and earned two shillings a week. Twarnt much, said Hoar the father, but twas bringing his hand in. Dick, the second, he who had just had the beating, was nine; two girls came next, and there was a young boy of three.

Hoar earned capital wages  to judge by the comfortable way in which they lived: I should think not less than forty shillings a week. Of course they spent it all, every fraction; as a rule, families of that class never put by for a rainy day. They might have done it, I suppose; in those days provisions were nothing like as dear as they are now; the cost of living altogether was less.

Of course the Hoars had to suffer in common with the rest under the strike. But I did not like to hear of empty cupboards in connection with Eliza; no, nor of her boys broken arm; and in the evening I went back to Crabb Lane to see her. They lived next door but one to the house that had been Lease the pointsmans; but theirs was far better than that tumble-down hut.

Well, it was a change! The pretty parlour looked half dismantled. Its ornaments and best things had gone, as Miss Timmens expressed it, to adorn the pawnshop. The carpet also. Against the wall, on a small mattress brought down for him, lay Dicky and his bruises. Some of the children sat on the floor: Mrs. Hoar was kneeling over Dicky and bathing his cheek, which was big enough for two, for it had caught the stick kindly.

Well, Eliza!

She got up, sank into a chair, flung her apron up to her face, and burst into tears. I suppose it was at the sight of me. Not knowing what to say to that, I pulled the little girls ears and then sat down on the floor by Dicky. He began to cry.

Oh come, Dick, dont; youll soon be better. Face smarts, does it?

I never thought to meet you like this, Master Johnny, said Eliza, getting up and speaking through her tears. Twas hunger made him do it, sir; nothing else. The poor little things be so famished at times it amost takes the sense out of em.

Yes, I am sure it was nothing else. Look up, Dick. Dont cry like that. One would have thought the boy was going into hysterics.

I had an apple in my pocket and gave it to him. He kept it in his hand for some time, and then began to eat it ravenously, sobbing now and then. The left arm, the broken one, lay across him, bound up in splints.

I didnt mean to steal the bun, he whispered, looking up at me through his tears. Id ha give Mrs. Ford the first hapenny for it that Id ever got. I was a-hungered, I was. We be always a-hungered now.

It is hard times with you, I am afraid, Eliza, I said, standing by her.

Opening her mouth to answer, a sob caught her breath, and she put her hand to her side, as if in pain. Her poor face, naturally patient and meek, was worn, and had a bright hectic spot upon it. Eliza used to be very pretty, and was young-looking still, with smooth brown hair, and mild grey eyes: she looked very haggard now and less tidy. But, as to being tidy, how can folk be that, when all their gowns worth a crown are hanging up at the pawnbrokers?

Its dreadful times, Master Johnny. Its times that frighten me. Worse than all, I cant see when it is to end, and what the end is to be.

Dont lose heart. The end will be that the men will go to work again: I dare say soon.

The Lord send it! she answered. Thats the best we can hope for, sir; and thatll be hard enough. For we shall have to begin life again, as twere; with debts all around us, and our household things and our clothes in pledge.

You will get them out again then.

Ay, but how long will it take to earn the money to do it? This strike, as I look upon it, has took at the rate of five years of prosperity out of our lives, Master Johnny.

The league  or whatever it is  allows you all money to live, does it not?

We get some, sir. Its not a great deal. They tell us that theres strikes a-going on in many parts just now; these strikes have to be helped as well as the operatives here; and so it makes the allowance small. We have no means of knowing whether thats true or not, us women, I mean; but I dare say it is.

And the allowance is not enough to keep you in food?

Master Johnny, theres so many other things one wants, beside bare food, she answered, with a sigh. We must pay our rent, or the landlord would turn us out; we must have a bit o coal for firing: we must have soap; clothes must be washed, sir, and we must be washed; we must have a candle these dark evenings; shoes must be mended: and theres other trifles, too, that I neednt go into, as well as what Hoar takes for himself  

But does he take much? I interrupted.

No, sir, he dont: nothing to what some of em takes: he has always been a good husband and father. The men, you see, sir, must have a few halfpence in their pockets to pay for their smoke and that, at their meetings in the evening. Theres not much left for food when all this comes to be taken out  and we are seven mouths to fill.

No wonder they were hungry!

Some of the people youve known ought to help you, Eliza. Mrs. Sterling at the old home might: or Mrs. Coney. Do they?

Eliza Hoar shook her head. The gentlemen be all again us, sir, and so the ladies dare not do anything. As to Mrs. Sterling  I dont know that she has so much as heard of the strike  all them miles off.

You mean the gentlemen are against the strike!

Yes, sir; dead again it. They say strikes is the worst kind of evil that can set in, both for us and for the country; that it will increase the poor-rates to a height to be afraid of, and in the end drive the work away from the land. Sitting here with my poor children around me at dusk to save candle, I get thinking sometimes that the gentlemen may not be far wrong, Master Johnny.

Seeing the poor quiet faces lifted to me, from which every bit of spirit seemed to have gone, I wished I had my pockets full of buns for them. But buns were not likely to be there; and of money I had none: buying one of the best editions of Shakespeare had just cleared me out.

Wheres Hoar? I asked, in leaving.

A hot flush overspread her face. He has not shown himself here, Master Johnny, since what he did to him, was her resentful answer, pointing to Dick. Afraid to face me, he is.

Id not say too much to him, Eliza. It could not undo whats done, and might only make matters worse. I dare say Hoar is just as much vexed about it as you are.

Its to be hoped he is! Why did he go and set upon the child in that cruel way? Its the men that goes in for the strike; tisnt us: and when the worry of it makes em so low they hardly know where to turn, they must vent it upon us. Master Johnny, there are minutes now when I could wish myself dead but for the children.

I went home with my head full of a scheme  getting Mrs. Todhetley and perhaps the Coneys to do something for poor Eliza Hoar. But I soon found I might as well have pleaded the cause of the public hangman.

Who should come into our house that evening but old Coney himself. As if the strike were burning a hole in his tongue, he began upon it before he was well seated, and gave the Squire his version of it: that is, his opinion. It did not differ in substance from what had been hinted at by Eliza Hoar. Mr. Coney did not speak for the men or against them; he did not speak for or against the masters; that question of conflicting interests he said he was content to leave: but what he did urge, and very strongly, was, that strikes in themselves must be productive of an incalculable amount of harm; they brought misery on the workmen, pecuniary embarrassment on the masters, and they most inevitably would, if persisted in, eventually ruin the trade of the kingdom; therefore they should, by every possible means, be discouraged. The Squire, in his hot fashion, took up these opinions for his own and enlarged upon them.



When old Coney was gone and we had our slippers on, I told them of my visit to Eliza, and asked them to help her just a little.

Not by a crust of bread, Johnny, said the Squire, more firmly and quietly than he usually spoke. Once begin to assist the wives and children, and the men would have so much the less need to bring the present state of things to an end.

I am so sorry for Eliza, sir.

So am I, Johnny. But the proper person to be sorry for her is her husband: her weal and woe can lie only with him.

If we could help her ever so little!

The Squire looked at me for a full minute. Attend to me, Johnny Ludlow. Once for all, NO! The strike, as Coney says, must be discouraged by every means in our power. Discouraged, Johnny. Otherwise these strikes may come into fashion, and grow to an extent of which no man can foresee the end. They will bring the workmen to one of two things  starvation, or the workhouse. That result seems to me inevitable.

Im sure it makes me feel very uncomfortable, said the Mater. One can hardly see where ones duty lies.

Our poor-rates are getting higher every day; what do you suppose theyll come to if this is to go on? continued the Squire. Id be glad for the men to get better pay if they are underpaid now: whether they are or not, I cannot tell; but rely upon it, striking is not the way to attain to it. Its a way that has ruined many a hopeful workman, who otherwise would have gone on contentedly to the end of his days; ay, and has finally killed him. It will ruin many another. Various interests are at stake in this; you must perceive it for yourself, Johnny lad, if you have any brains; but none so great as that of the workmen themselves. With all my heart I wish, for their own sakes, they had not taken this extreme step.

And if the poor children starve, sir? I ventured to say.

Fiddlestick to starving! They need not starve while theres a workhouse to go to. And wont; thats more. Cant you see how all this acts, Mr. Johnny? The men throw themselves out of work; and when matters come to an extremity the parish must feed the children, and we, the rate-payers, must pay. A pleasant prospect! How many scores of children are there in Crabb Lane alone?

A few dozens, I should say, sir.

And a few to that. No, Johnny; let the men look to their families needs. For their own sakes; I repeat it; for their own best interests, Ill have them left alone. They have entered on this state of things of their own free will, and they must themselves fight it out.  And now get you off to bed, boys.

The Paters right, Johnny, cried Tod, stepping into my room as we went up, his candle flaring in the draught from the open staircase window; right as right can be on principle; but it is hard for the women and children  

It is hard for themselves, too, Tod: only they have the unbending spirit of Britons, to hold out to the death and make no bones over it.

I wish youd not interrupt a fellow, growled Tod. Look here; Ive got four-and-sixpence, every farthing I can count just now. You take it and give it to Eliza. The Pater need know nothing.

He emptied his trousers pocket of the silver, and went off with his candle. Im not sure but that he and I both enjoyed the state of affairs as something new. Had any one told us a year ago that our quiet neighbourhood could be disturbed by a public ferment such as this, we should never have believed it.

The next morning I went over to South Crabb with the four-and-sixpence. Perhaps it was not quite fair to give it, after what the Squire had said  but theres many a worse thing than that done daily in the world. Eliza caught her breath when I gave it to her, and thanked me with her eyes as well as her lips. She had on a frightfully old green gown  green once  shabby and darned and patched, and no cap; and she was on her knees wiping up some spilt water on the floor.

Mind, Eliza, you must not say a word to any one. I should get into no end of a row.

You were always generous, Master Johnny. Even when a baby  

Never mind that. It is not I who am generous now. The silver was given me for you by some one else; I am cleared out, myself. Wheres Dicky?

Hes upstairs in his bed, sir: too stiff to move. Mr. Cole, too, said he might as well lie there to-day. Would you like to go up and see him?

As I ran up the staircase, open from the room, a vision of her wan face followed me  of the catching sob again  of the smooth brown hair which she was pressing from her temples. We have heard of a peck of troubles: she seemed to have a bushel of them.

Dicky was a sight, as far as variety of colours went. There was no mistake about his stiffness.

It wont last long, Dick; and then youll be as well as ever.

Dicks grey eyes  they were just like his mothers  looked up at mine. I thought he was going to cry.

There. You will never take anything again, will you?

Dick shook his head as emphatically as his starched condition allowed. Father says as hed kill me the next time if I did.



When did he say that?

This morning; afore he went out.

Dickys room had a lean-to roof, and was about the size of our jam closet at Crabb Cot. Not an earthly article was in it but the mattress he was lying on.

Who sleeps here besides you, Dicky?

Jacky and little Sam. Liza and Jessy sleeps by father and mother.

Well, good day, Dicky.

Whom should I come upon at the end of Crabb Lane, but the Squire and Hoar. The Squire had his gun in his hand and was talking his face red: Hoar leaned against the wooden palings that skirted old Massocks garden, and looked as sullen as he had looked yesterday. I thought the Pater had been blowing him up for beating the boy; but it seemed that he was blowing him up for the strike. Cole, the surgeon, hurrying along on his rounds, stopped just as I did.

Not your fault, Hoar! cried the Squire. Of course I know its not your fault alone, but you are as bad as the rest. Come; tell me what good the strike has done for you.

Not much as yet, readily acknowledged Hoar, in a tone of incipient defiance.

To me it seems nothing less than a crime to throw yourself out of work. Theres the work ready to your hands, spoiling for want of being done  and yet you wont do it!

I do but obey orders, said Hoar: who seemed to be miserable enough, in spite of the incipient defiance.

But is there any sense in it? reasoned the Squire. If you men could drop the work and still keep up your homes and, their bread-and-cheese, and their other comforts, Id say nothing. But look at your poor suffering wives and children. I should be ashamed to be idle, when my idleness bore such consequences.

The man answered nothing. Cole put in his word.

There are times when I feel I should like to run away from my work, and go in for a few weeks or months idleness, Jacob Hoar; and drink my two or three glasses of port wine after dinner of a day, like a lord; and be altogether independent of my station and my patients, and of every other obligation under the sun. But I cant. I know what it would do for me  bring me to the parish.

Dye think we throw up the work for the sake o being idle? returned Hoar. Dye suppose, sirs,  with a burst of a sigh that this state o things is a pleasure to us? We are doing it for future benefit. We are told by them who act for us, and who must know, that great benefit will come of it if we be only firm; that our rights be in our own hands if we only persevere long enough in standing out for em. Us men has our rights, I suppose, as well as other folks.

Those who, as you term it, act for you, may be mistaken, Hoar, said the Squire. Ill leave that point: and go on to a different question. Do you think that the future benefit (whatever that may be: its vague enough now) is worth the cost you are paying for it?

No reply. A look crossed Hoars face that made me think he sometimes asked the same question of himself.

It does appear to be a very senseless quarrel, Hoar, went on the Squire. Cole had walked on. One-sided too. Theres an old saying, Cutting off ones nose to spite ones face, and your strike seems just an illustration of it. You see, it is only you men that suffer. The rulers you speak of dont suffer: while they are laying down rules for you, they are flourishing on the meat and corn of the land; the masters, in one sense, do not suffer, for they are not reduced to any extremity of any kind. But you, my poor fellows, you bear the brunt of it all. Look at your homes, how they are bared; look at your hungry children. What but hunger drove little Dick to crib that bun yesterday?

Hoar took off his hat and passed his hand over his brow and his black hair. It seemed to be a favourite action of his when in any worry of thought.

It is just ruin, Jacob Hoar. If some great shock  say a mountain of snow, or a thunderbolt  descended suddenly from the skies and destroyed everything there was in your home, leaving but the bare walls standing, what a dreadful calamity you would think it. How bitterly youd bemoan it!  perhaps almost feel inclined, if you only dared, to reproach Heaven for its cruelty! But you  you bring on this calamity yourself, of your own free and deliberate will. You have dismantled your home with your own fingers; you have taken out your goods and sold or pledged them, to buy food. I hear you have parted with all.

Amost, assented Hoar readily; as if it quite pleased him the Squire should show up the case at its worst.

Put it that you resume work to-morrow, you dont resume it as a free man. Youll have a load of debt and embarrassment on your shoulders. You will have your household goods to redeem  if they are then still redeemable: you will have your clothes and shoes to buy, to replace present rags: while on your mind will lie the weight of all this past time of trouble, cropping up every half-hour like a nightmare. Now  is the future benefit you hint at worth all this?

Hoar twitched a thorny spray off the hedge behind the pales, and twirled it about between his teeth.



Any way, he said, the look of perplexity clearing somewhat on his face, I be but doing as my mates do; and we are a-doing for the best. So far as we are told and believe, itll be all for the best.

Then do it, returned the Squire in a passion; and went stamping away with his gun.

Johnny, they are all pig-headed together, he presently said, as we crossed the stile into the field of stubble whence the corn had been reaped. One cant help being sorry for them: they are blinded by specious arguments that will turn out, I fear, to be all moonshine. Hold my gun, lad. Wheres that dog, now? Here, Dash, Dash, Dash!

Dash came running up; and Tod with him.



In a fortnights time, Crabb Cot was deserted again. Tod and I returned to our studies, the Squire and the rest to Dyke Manor. As the weeks went on, scraps of news would reach us about the strike. There were meetings of the masters alone: meetings of the men and what they called delegates; meetings of masters and men combined. It all came to nothing. The masters at length offered to concede a little: the men (inwardly wearied out, sick to death of the untoward state of things) would have accepted the slight concession and returned to work with willing feet; but their rulers  the delegates, or whatever they were  said no. And so the idleness and the pinching distress continued: the men got more morose, and the children more ragged. After that (things remaining in a chronic state of misery, I suppose) we heard nothing.



Another lot of faggots, Thomas; and heap up the coal. This is weather! Goodness, man! Dont put the coal on gingerly, as if you were afraid of it. Mollys a fool.

We were in the cozy sitting-room again at Crabb Cot. The Squire was right: it was weather: the coldest I have ever felt in December. Old Thomass hands were frozen with the drive from the station. Molly, who had come on the day before, had put about a handful of fire in the grate to greet us with. Naturally it put the Squires temper up.

That there strikes a-going on still, sir, began Thomas, as he waited to watch his wood blaze up.

No! cried the Squire. For we had naturally supposed it to be at an end.

It is, though, sir. Ford the driver telled me, coming along, that Crabb Lane was in a fine state for distress.



Oh dear! I wish I knew whose fault it is! bewailed Mrs. Todhetley. What more did the driver say, Thomas?

Well, maam, he said it must be the mens fault  because there the work is, still a-waiting for em, and they wont do it.

The condition the poor children must be in!

Like hungry wolves, said old Thomas. Twas what Ford called em, and he ought to know: own brother to Ford the baker, as lives in the very thick of the trouble!

Scarcely anything was talked of that evening but the strike. Its long continuance half frightened some of us. Old Coney, coming in to smoke his pipe with the Squire, pulled a face as long as his arm at the poor-rate prospect: the Squire wondered how much work would stay in the country.

It was said the weekly allowance made to the men was not so much as it had been at first. It was also said that the Society, making it, considered Crabb Lane in general had been particularly improvident in spending the allowance, or it would not have been reduced to its present distressed condition. Which was not to be wondered at, in Mr. Coneys opinion: people used to very good wages, he said, could not all at once pull up habits and look at every farthing as a miser does. Crabb Lane was reproachfully assured by the Society that other strikes had kept themselves quite respectable, comparatively speaking, upon just the same allowance, and had not parted with all their pots and pans.

That night I dreamt of the strike. Its as true as that I am writing this. I dreamt I saw thousands and thousands of red-faced men  not pale-faced ones  each tossing a loaf of bread up and down.

I suppose I may go over and see Eliza, I said to Mrs. Todhetley, after breakfast in the morning.

There is no reason why you should not, Johnny, that I know of, she answered, after a pause. Excepting the cold.

As if I minded the cold! I hope the whole lot, she and the young ones, wont look like skeletons, thats all. Tod, will you come?

Not if I know it, old fellow. I have no fancy for seeing skeletons.

Oh, that was all my nonsense.

I know that. A pleasant journey to you.

The hoar frost had gathered on the trees, the ice hung fantastically from their branches: it was altogether a beautiful sight. Groups of Miss Timmenss girls, coming to school with frozen noses, were making slides as they ran. As to Crabb Lane, it looked nearly deserted: the cold kept the men indoors. Knocking at Hoars door with a noise like a fire-engine, I went in with a leap.



The scene I came upon brought me up short. Just at first I did not understand it. In the self-same corner by the fireplace where Dickys bed had been that first day, was a bed now, and Eliza lay on it: and by her side, wedged against the wall, was what looked like a bundle of green baize with a calico nightcap on. The children  and really and truly they were not much better than living skeletons  sat on the floor.

Whats to do here, you little mites? Is mother ill?

Dicky, tending the fire (I could have put it into a cocoa-nut), turned round to answer me. He had got quite well again, arm and all.

Mothers very ill, said he in a whisper. Thats the new baby.

The new what?

The new baby, repeated Dick, pointing to the green bundle. Its two days old.

An old tin slop-pail, turned upside down, stood in the corner of the hearth. I sat down on it to revolve the news and take in the staggering aspect of things.

What do you say, Dick? A baby  two days old?

Two days, returned Dick. Id show him to you but for fear o waking mother.

He came here the night afore last, he did, while we was all asleep upstairs, interposed the younger of the little girls, Jessy. Mr. Cole brought him in his pocket: father said so.

Twasnt the night afore last, corrected Liza. Twas the night afore that.

Poor, pale, pinched faces, with never a smile on any one of them! Nothing takes the spirit out of children like long-continued famine.

Stepping across, I looked down at Mrs. Hoar. Her eyes were half open as if she were in a state of stupor. I dont think she knew me: Im not sure she even saw me. The face was fearfully thin and hollow, and white as death.

Wouldnt mother be better upstairs, Dick?

Shes here cause o the fire, returned Dick, gently dropping on a bit of coal the size of a marble. There aint no bed up there, neither; theyve brought it down.

The bed looked like a sack of shavings. From my heart I dont believe it was anything else. At that moment, the door opened and a woman came in; a neighbour, I suppose; her clothes very thin.

Its Mrs. Watts, said Dick.

Mrs. Watts curtsied. She looked as starved as they did. It seemed she knew me.



She be very bad. Mr. Ludlow, sir.

She seems so. Is it  fever?

Law, sir! Its more famine nor fever. If her strength can last out  why, well and good; she may rally. If it dont, shell go, sir.

Ought she not to have things, Mrs. Watts? Beef-tea and wine, and all that.

Mrs. Watts stared a minute, and then her lips parted with a sickly smile. I dont know where shed get em from, sir! Beef-tea and wine! A drop o plain tea is amost more nor us poor can manage to find now. The strike have lasted long, you see, sir. Any way, shes too weak to take much of anything.

If I  if I could bring some beef-tea  or some wine  would it do her good?

It might just be the saving of her life, Mr. Ludlow, sir.

I went galloping home through the snow. Mrs. Todhetley was stoning raisins in the dining-room for the Christmas puddings. Telling her the news in a heap, I sat down to get my breath.

Ah, I was afraid so, she said quietly, and without surprise. I feared there might be another baby at the Hoars by this time.

Another baby at the Hoars! cried Tod, looking up from my new Shakespeare that he was skimming. How is it going to get fed?

I fear thats a problem none of us can solve, Joseph, said she.

Well, folk must be daft, to go on collecting a heap more mouths together, when theres nothing to feed them on, concluded Tod, dropping his head into the book again. Mrs. Todhetley was slowly wiping her fingers on the damp cloth, and looking doubtful.

Joseph, your papas not in the way and I cannot speak to him  do you think I might venture to send something to poor Eliza under the circumstances?

Send and risk it, said Tod, in his prompt manner. Of course. As to the Pater  at the worst, hell only storm a bit. But I fancy he would be the first to send help himself. He wouldnt let her die for the want of it.

Then Ill despatch Hannah at once.

Hoar was down by the bed when Hannah got there, holding a drop of ale to his wifes lips. Mr. Cole was standing by with his hat on.

Ale! exclaimed Hannah to the surgeon. May she take that?

Bless me, yes, said he, and do her good.

Hannah followed him outside the door when he was leaving. How will it go with her, sir? she asked. She looks dreadfully ill.

Well, returned the Doctor, I think the night will about see the end of it.

The words frightened Hannah. Oh, my goodness! she cried. Whats the matter with her that she should die?

Famine and worry have been the matter with her. What she will die of is exhaustion. She has had a sharpish turn just now, you understand; and has no stamina to bring her up again.

It was late in the afternoon when Hannah came home again. There was no change, she said, for the better or the worse. Eliza still lay as much like one dead as living.

Its quite a picter to see the poor little creatures sitting on the bare floor and quiet as mice, never speaking but in a whisper, cried Hannah, as she shook the snow from her petticoats on the mat. Its just as if they had an instinct of what is coming.

The Squire, far from being angry, wanted to send over half the house. It was not Elizas fault, he said, it was the strikes  and he hoped with all his heart shed get through it. Helping the mens wives in ordinary was not to be thought of; but when it came to dying, that was a different matter. In the evening, between dinner and tea, I offered to go over and see whether any progress had been made. Being curious on the point themselves, they said yes.

The snow was coming down smartly. My great-coat and hat were soon white enough for me to be taken for a ghost enjoying the air at night. Knocking at the Hoars door gently, it was opened by Jacky. He asked me to go in.

To my surprise they were again alone  Eliza and the children. Mrs. Watts had gone home to put her own flock to bed; and Hoar was out. Liza sat on the hearthstone, the sleeping bundle on her lap.

Fathers a-went to fetch Mr. Cole, said Jacky. Mother began a talking queer  dreams, like  and it frightened him. He told us to mind her till he run back with the Doctor.

Looking down, I thought she was delirious. Her eyes were wide open and glistening, a scarlet spot shone on her cheeks. She began talking to me. Or rather to the air: for Im sure she knew no one.

A great bright place it is, up there; all alight and shining. Silvery, like the stars. Oh, its beautiful! The people be in white, and no strikes can come in!

Sheve been a-talking about the strikes all along, whispered Jacky, who was kneeling on the mattress. Mother! Mother, would ye like a drop o the wine?

Whether the word mother aroused her, or the boys voice  and she had always loved Jacky with a great love  she seemed to recognize him. He raised her head as handy as could be, and held the tea-cup to her lips. It was half full of wine; she drank it all by slow degrees, and revived to consciousness.

Master Johnny! she said then in a faint tone.

I could not help the tears filling my eyes as I knelt down by her in Jackys place. She knew she was dying. I tried to say a word or two.

Its the leaving the children, Master Johnny, to strikes and things o that kind, thats making it so hard for me to go. The worlds full o trouble: look at what ours has been since the strike set in! Id not so much mind that for them, though  for the world here dont last over long, and perhaps its amost as good to be miserable as easy in it  if I thought theyd all come to me in the bright place afterwards. But  when ones clammed with famine and what not, its a sore temptation to do wrong. Lord, bring them to me! she broke forth, suddenly clasping her hands. Lord Jesus, pray for them, and save them!

She was nothing but skin and bone. Her hands fell, and she began plucking at the blanket. You might have heard a pin drop in the room. The frightened children hardly breathed.

I shall see your dear mamma, Master Johnny. I was at her death-bed; twas me mostly waited on her in her sickness. If ever a sainted lady went straight to heaven, twas her. When I stood over her grave I little thought my own ending was to be so soon. Strikes! Nothing but strikes  and famine, and bad tempers, and blows. Lord Jesus, wash us white from our sins, and take us all to that better world! No strikes there; no strikes there.

She was going off her head again. The door opened, and Hoar, the Doctor, and Mrs. Watts all came in together.



Mrs. Todhetley went over through the snow in the morning. Eliza Hoar had died in the night, and lay on the mattress, her wasted face calm and peaceful. Hoar and the children had migrated to the kitchen at the back, a draughty place hardly large enough for the lot to turn round in. The eldest girl was trying to feed the baby with a tea-spoon.

What are you giving it, Eliza? asked Mrs. Todhetley.

Sugar and water, with a sup o milk int, please, maam.

I hope you are contented, Jacob Hoar, now you have killed your wife.

Very harsh words, those for Mrs. Todhetley to speak: and she hastened to soften them. But, as she said afterwards, the matter altogether was a cruel folly and sin, making her heart burn with shame. That is, Hoar, with the strike; for it is the strike that has killed her.

Hoar, who had been sitting with his head in the chimney, noticing no one, burst into a sudden flood of tears, and sobbed for a minute or two. Mrs. Todhetley was giving the children a biscuit apiece from her bag.

I did it all for the best, said Hoar, presently. Twasnt me that originated the strike. I but joined in it with the rest of my mates.

And their wives and families are in no better plight than yours.

Nobody can say Ive not done my duty as a husband and a father, cried Hoar. Ive not been a drunkard, nor a rioter, nor a spendthrift. Ive never beat her nor swore at her, as some of em does.

Well, she is lying there; and the strike has brought her to it. Is it so, or not?

Hoar did not answer: only caught his breath with a sound of pain.

It seems to me, Hoar, that the strikes cannot be the good things you think for, she said, her voice now full of pity for the man. They dont bring luck with them; on the contrary, they bring a great deal of ill-luck. It is you workmen that suffer; mostly in your wives and children. I do not pretend to judge whether strikes may be good from a political point of view, I am not clever; but they do tell very hardly upon your poor patient wives and little ones.

And dont you see as they tell upon us men, too! he retorted with a sob that was half pitiful, half savage. Ay, and worst of all; for if they should be mistaken steps stead of right ones, weve got em on our conscience.

But you go in for them, Hoar. You, individually: and this last nights blow is the result. It certainly seems that there must be a mistake somewhere.



This has not been much to tell of, but it is true; and, as strikes are all the go just now, I thought I would write out for you a scrap of one of ours. For my own part, I cannot see that strikes do much good in the long run; or at best, that they are worth the outlay. I do know, for I have heard and seen it, that through many a long day the poor wives and children can only cry aloud to Heaven to pity them and their privations.

In course of time the strike (it was the longest on record in our parts, though we have had a few since then) came to an end. Upon which, the men began life again with bare homes and sickly young ones; and a few vacant chairs.


XXIII.

BURSTING-UP.

There have been fiery August days in plenty; but never a more fiery one than this that I am going to tell of. It was Wednesday: and we were sitting under the big tree on the lawn at Dyke Manor. A tree it would have done you good only to look at on a blazing day: a large weeping ash, with a cool and shady space within it, large enough for a dozen chairs round, and a small table.

The chairs and the table were there now. On the latter stood iced cider and some sparkling lemonade: uncommonly good, both, on that thirsty day. Mr. Brandon, riding by on his cob, had called in to see us; and sat between me and Mrs. Todhetley. She was knitting something in green shades of wool. The Squire had on a straw hat; Tod lay on the grass outside, in the shade of the laurels; Hugh and Lena stood at the bench near him, blowing bubbles and chattering like magpies.

Well, I dont know, said old Brandon, taking a draught of the lemonade. It often happens with me if I plan to go anywhere much beforehand, that when the time comes I am not well enough for it.

Mr. Todhetley had been telling him that he thought he should take the lot of us to the seaside for a week or two in September; and suggested that he should go with us. It had been a frightfully hot summer, and everybody felt worn out.

Where shall you go? questioned Mr. Brandon.

Somewhere in Wales, I think, said the Squire. Its easiest of access from here. Aberystwith, perhaps.

Not much of a sea at Aberystwith, cried Mr. Brandon, in his squeaky voice.

Well, its not quite a Gibraltar Rock, Brandon, but it does for us. The last time we went to the seaside; it is three years ago now  

Four, mildly put in Mrs. Todhetley, looking up from her wools.

Four, is it! Well, it was Aberystwith we went to then; and we were very comfortably lodged. It was at a Mrs. Noons, I remember; and  whos coming now?



A dash in at the gate was heard  a little startling Mr. Brandon, lest whatever it was should dash over his cob, tied to the gate-post  and then came the smooth run of light wheels on the gravel.

Look out and see who it is, Johnny.

Putting the leaves aside, I saw a light, elegant, open carriage, driven by a groom in livery; a gentleman seated beside him in dainty gloves.

Why, thats the Clement-Pells little carriage! exclaimed Mrs. Todhetley, who had been looking for herself.

And thats Mr. Clement-Pell in it, said I.

Oh, said Mr. Brandon. Ill go then. But the Squire put up his arm to detain him.

Tod did the honours. Went to receive him, and brought him to us under the tree. The children stopped blowing bubbles to stare at Mr. Clement-Pell as he crossed the lawn. It struck me that just a shade of annoyance appeared in his face when he saw so many of us there. Shaking hands, he sat down by Mr. Todhetley, observing that it was some time since he had seen us. It was six weeks, or so: for we had not happened to meet him since that visit of mine and Tods at his house in Kensington. All the family were back again now at Parrifer Hall: and we were going to a grand entertainment there on the following day, Thursday. An open-air fête, the invitations had said.

You have been very busy lately, Mr. Clement-Pell, observed the Squire. Ive not been able to get to see you to thank you for the kindness of your folk to my boys in town. Twice I called at your chief Bank, but you were not visible.

I have been unusually busy, was the answer. Business gets worse; that is, more extensive; every day. I have had to be about a good deal besides; so that with one thing and another, my time has been more than fully occupied. I am very glad your young men enjoyed themselves with us in London, he added in hearty tones.

Mr. Brandon gave me such a look that for the life of me I could not say a word in answer. The London visit, taking it altogether, had not been one of enjoyment: but Clement-Pell had no suspicion of the truth.

Rather a rapid life, that London life, remarked Mr. Brandon dryly. And I went hot all over, for fear he might be going to let out things to the company.

Rapid? repeated Mr. Clement-Pell. Well, so it is; especially for us business men.

Mr. Brandon coughed, but said no more. The Squire pressed refreshment on Mr. Clement-Pell. Hed have nothing to say to the cider  it would make him hotter, he thought  but took some of the lemonade. As he was putting the glass down Mrs. Todhetley asked whether to-morrows fête was to be as grand and large as was reported. And the annoyance, seen before, most certainly again crossed Clement-Pells face at the question.

I do not really know much about it, he answered. These affairs are my wifes, not mine.

And perhaps you dont much care for them, put in the Squire, who had noticed the expression.

I should like them very much, if I had more time to spare for them, said Mr. Clement-Pell, playing with his handsome chain and seals. We men of large undertakings must be content to work ourselves, and to let our wives and daughters do the playing. However, I hope I shall manage an hour or two for this one to-morrow.

What are to be the amusements? inquired Mrs. Todhetley.

The question is, rather, what they are not to be, smiled Mr. Clement-Pell. I heard the girls talking about it with one another last night. Dancing, music, archery, fortune-telling  

Something, I suppose, of what may be called a fancy-fair, she interrupted.

Just so. A fancy-fair without charge. At any rate, I make no doubt it will be pleasant: and I sincerely hope to see you all at it. You will come, I trust, Mr. Brandon. These things are not in your usual way, I am aware, but  

I have neither the health nor the inclination for them, said Mr. Brandon, quite shrilly, stopping him before he could finish.

But I trust you will make an exception in favour of us to-morrow, I was about to say. Mrs. Clement-Pell and the Miss Clement-Pells will be so pleased to see you.

Thank you, said old Brandon, in a tone only just short of rudeness. I must be going, Squire.

He got up as he spoke, shook hands with Mrs. Todhetley only, nodded to the rest of us, and set off across the lawn. Children liked him in spite of his voice and dry manner, and of course Hugh and Lena, pipes and soap-suds and all, attended him to the gate.

As the brown cob went trotting off, and the Squire was coming back again  for he had gone too  Mr. Clement-Pell met him half-way across the lawn, and then they both went indoors together.

Clement-Pell must want something, said Mrs. Todhetley. Johnny, do you notice how very aged and worn he is? It never struck me until to-day. He looks quite grey.

Well, thats because he is getting so. I shall be grey some time.

But I dont mean that kind of greyness, Johnny; grey hairs. His face looks grey.



It was the reflection of these green leaves, good mother.

Well  perhaps it might be, she doubtfully agreed, looking up. What a grand fête it is to be, Johnny!

Youll have to put on your best bib-and-tucker, good mother. That new dress you bought for the Sterlings christening.

I should if I went. But the fact is, Johnny, I and Mr. Todhetley have made up our minds not to go, I fancy. We were talking together about it this morning. However  we shall see when to-morrow comes.

I wouldnt be you, then. That will be too bad.

These open-air fêtes are not in our way, Johnny. Dancing, and archery, and fortune-telling are not much in the way of us old people. You young ones think them delightful  as we did once. Hugh! Lena! what is all that noise about? You are not to take her bowl, Hugh: keep to your own. Joseph, please part them.

Joe accomplished it by boxing the two. In the midst of the noise, Mr. Clement-Pell came out. He did not cross the lawn again to Mrs. Todhetley; just called out a good day in getting into his carriage, and lifted his hat as he drove away.

I say, father, what did he want with you? asked Tod, as the Squire came sauntering back, the skirts of his light coat held behind him.

Thats my business, Joe, said the Squire. Mind your own.

Which was a checkmate for Tod. The truth was, Tod had been uneasily wondering whether it might not be his business. That is, whether Mr. Clement-Pell had obtained scent of that gambling of his up in London and had come to enlighten the Squire. Tod never felt safe upon the point: which, you see, was all owing to his lively conscience.

What a beautiful little carriage that is! said Mrs. Todhetley to the Pater. It puts me in mind of a shell.

Ay; must have cost a pretty penny, small as it is. Pell can afford these fancy things, with his floating wealth.

In that city of seething crowds and wealth, London, where gigantic operations are the rule instead of the exception, and large fortunes are made daily, Mr. Clement-Pell would not have been thought much of; but in our simple country place, with its quiet experiences, Clement-Pell was a wonder. His riches were great. His power of making money for himself and others seemed elastic; and he was bowed down to as a reigning potentate  a king  an Olympian deity.

You have heard of him before. He had come to a neighbouring town some years back as manager of a small banking company, having given up, it was understood, a good law practice in London to undertake it. The small banking grew and grew under his management. Some of its superfluous hoards were profitably employed: to construct railroads; to work mines; to found colonies. All sorts of paying concerns were said to have some of Clement-Pells money in them, and to bring him in cent. per cent. It was believed that if all the wealth of the East India Company and the Bank of England to boot had been poured into the hands of Clement-Pell, it could not have been more than he would be able to use to profit, so great were the resources at his command. People fought with one another to get their money accepted by Mr. Clement-Pell. No wonder. The funds gave them a paltry three per cent. for it; Mr. Clement-Pell doubled the amount. So the funds lost the money, and Mr. Clement-Pell gained it. He was worshipped as the greatest benefactor that had ever honoured the country by settling down in it.

I think his manner went for something. It was so pleasant. The world itself might have loved Mr. Clement-Pell. Deputations asked for his portrait to hang up in public buildings; individuals besought his photograph. Mrs. Clement-Pell was less liked: she was extravagant and haughty. It was said she was of very high family indeed, and she could not have looked down upon common people with more scorn had she been born a duchess. Im sure no duchess ever gave herself the airs that Mrs. Clement-Pell did, or wore such fine bonnets.

When Mr. Clement-Pell opened a little branch Bank at Church Dykely (as he had already done at two or three other small places), the parish at once ascended a few feet into the air. As Church Dykely in its humility had never possessed a Bank before, it was naturally something to be proud of. The Bank was a little house near to Duffhams, the doctor, with a door and one window; no larger premises being obtainable. The natives collected round to gaze, and marvel at the great doings destined to be enacted behind that wire blind: and Mr. Clement-Pell was followed by a tail of admiring rustics whenever he stepped abroad.

Church Dykely only had its branch in what might be called the later years, dating from the beginning of the Clement-Pell dynasty, and when he had made a far and wide reputation, and was in the full tide of his prosperity. It was after its establishment that he took Parrifer Hall. This little branch Bank was found to be a convenience to many people. It had a manager and a clerk; and Mr. Clement-Pell would condescend to be at it occasionally, chiefly on Mondays. He was popular with all classes: county gentlemen and rich farmers asked him to dinner; the poor got from him many a kind word and handshake. Mrs. Clement-Pell dined with him at the gentlemens tables, but she turned up her nose at the farmers, and would not go near them. In short, take them for all in all, there was no family so grand in the county, or who made so much noise as the Clement-Pells. Their income was something enormous; and of course they might launch out if they liked. It had grown to be a saying amongst us, As rich as the Clement-Pells.



Mrs. Todhetley had said she supposed the entertainment would be something like a fancy-fair. We had not had a great experience of fancy-fairs in our county; but if they were all like this, I shouldnt mind going to one twice a week. The sky was unclouded, the wind still, the leaves of the trees scarcely stirred. On the lawn the sun blazed hot and brilliant: but the groves were cool and shady. Since the place came into Mr. Clement-Pells occupancy, he had taken-in part of a field, and made the grounds more extensive. At least, Mrs. Clement-Pell had done so, which came to the same: spending money went for nothing with her. And why should it, when they had so much? If you climbed to the top of an artificial rockery you could see over the high hedge. I did so: and took a look at the chimneys of George Reeds cottage. Youve not forgotten him; and his trouble with Major Parrifer. But for that trouble, the Clement-Pells might never have had the chance of occupying Parrifer Hall.

It was as good as fairy-land. Flags hung about; banners waved; statues had decked themselves in garlands. The lawns and the walks were alive with company, the ladies sported gala dresses all the colours of the rainbow. Dancing, shooting, flirting, talking, walking, sitting; we were as gay as birds of paradise. There was a tent for the band, and another for refreshments, and no end of little marquees, dotted about, for anything. One was a post-office; where love-letters might be had for the asking. When I look back on that day now through the mist of years, it stands out as the gayest and sunniest left to memory. As to refreshment  you may think of anything you like and know it was there. There was no regular meal at all throughout the afternoon and evening; but you could begin eating and drinking when you went in if you chose, and never leave off till you left. The refreshment tent communicated with one of the doors of the house, through which fresh supplies came as they were wanted. All was cold. Besides this, there was a tea and coffee marquee, where the kettles were kept always on the boil. No one could say the Clement-Pells spared pains or expense to entertain their guests right royally.

Tod and I strolled about, to take in the whole scene. The Clement-Pell carriages (the big barouche and the small affair that Mrs. Todhetley had called a shell) came dashing up at intervals, graciously despatched to bring relays of guests who did not keep carriages of their own. Mrs. Clement-Pell stood on the lawn to receive them; the Miss Clement-Pells with her. If I were able to describe their attire I would do so; it beat anything for gorgeousness I had ever seen. Glistening silk skirts under robes of beautiful lace; fans in their hands and gossamer veils in their hair.

I say, Tod, here they come!

A sober carriage was driving slowly in. We knew it well: and its steady old horses and servants too. It was Sir John Whitneys. Rushing round a side path, we were up with it when it stopped. Bill Whitney and his two sisters came tumbling out of it.

Its going on to your house now, with the trunk, said Helen, to us. William has been most awfully tiresome: he would put his every-day boots and coat in our box, instead of bringing a portmanteau for himself.

As if a fellow wanted a portmanteau for just one night! exclaimed Bill. What you girls can have in that big trunk, amazes me. I should say you are bringing your bed and pillows in it.

It has only our dresses for to-morrow morning in it, and all that, retorted Helen, who liked to keep Bill in order and to domineer over him. The idea of having to put in great clumsy boots with them, and a rough coat smelling of smoke!

This is to be left here, I think, Miss Helen, said the footman, displaying a small black leather bag.

Why, yes; it contains our combs and brushes, returned Helen, taking it and giving it to one of the Clement-Pell servants, together with two cloaks for the evening.

Tod went up to the postillion. Look here, Pinner: the Squire says you had better stop at the Manor to rest the horses. You will find the groom there, I dare say.

Thank you, sir, said Pinner. Theyll be a bit done up if we goes straight off back.

The girls and Bill went up to the Clement-Pell group, and were made much of. It was the first time they had visited the Pells, and their coming was regarded as a special honour. Sir John and Lady Whitney had declined: and it was arranged that Bill and his sisters should sleep at our house, and the carriage come for them the next day.

Escaping from the Pells, we all sat down on a bench. Helen Whitney began whispering about the Miss Pells dresses.

I never saw such beauties, she exclaimed. I wonder what they cost?

Millions, I should say, cried Bill.



These are plain ugly old things beside them, grumbled Helen.

She meant her own dress and Annas. They wore white spotted muslins, and blue ribbons. One of those gorgeous robes was worth fifty times as much: but I know which set of girls looked the most lady-like.

They are very beautiful, sighed Helen, with a spice of envy. But too much for an affair like this.

Not for them, said Bill stoutly. The Clement-Pells could afford robes of diamonds if they liked. Im not sure but I shall go in for one of the girls.

Dont talk nonsense, reproved Helen.

We went into the fortune-telling tent. It was full of people, screaming and laughing. A real gipsy with a swarthy skin and black flowing locks was telling fortunes. Helen had hers told when she could make a place, and was promised a lord for a husband, and five-and-thirty grandchildren. At which the tent roared again, and Helen laughed too.

And now it is your turn, my pretty little maid, said the sibyl to Anna Whitney. And Anna, always modest and gentle, turned as red as a rose, and said she already knew as much of her own fortune as she desired to know at present.

Whats in this hand? cried the gipsy, suddenly seizing upon Tods big one, and devouring its lines with her eyes. Nay, master; dont draw it away, for theres matter here, and to spare. You are not afraid, are you?

Not of you, my gipsy queen, gallantly answered Tod, resigning his palm to her. Pray let my fate be as good as you can.

It is a smooth hand, she went on, never lifting her gaze. Very smooth. Youll not have many of the cares and crosses of life. Nevertheless, I see that you have been in some peril lately. And I should say it was connected with money. Debt.

There were not many things could bring the colour to Joseph Todhetleys face; but it matched then the scarlet mantle the gipsy wore slung over her right shoulder. You might have heard a pin drop in the sudden hush. Annas blue eyes were glancing shyly up through their long lashes.

Peril of debt, or  perhaps  of  steeple-chasing, continued the sibyl with deliberation; and at that the shouts of laughter broke out again through the tent, and Anna smiled. Take you care of yourself, sir; for I perceive you will run into other perils before you settle down. You have neither caution nor foresight.

Thats true enough, I believe, said Tod. Any more?

No more. For you are just one of those imprudent mortals who will never heed a friendly warning. Were I you, Id keep out of the world till I grew older.

Thank you, said Tod, laughing as much as the rest of them: and he drew away his hand.

Johnny, that was a near shave, he whispered, putting his arm within mine when we had pushed our way out. Was it all guesswork? Who the deuce is the woman?

I know who I think she is. The Pells English governess, Miss Phebus.

Nonsense!

I do. She has got herself up in character and dyed her skin and hair.

Then, by George, if it is, she must have gathered an inkling of that matter in London.

I dont see how.

Nor I. Johnny, some of these days I shall be bursting out with it to the Pater, and so get the weight off my mind.

I shouldnt wonder. She says you have no caution.

Its not pleasant, I can tell you, youngster, to live in dread that somebody else will bring it out to him. Ill go in for this next dance, I think. Wheres Anna?

Anna did not say no. She would never say no to anything he asked her, if I possessed the gift of divination. They joined the dancers; Bill and Helen went to the archery.

And how are you enjoying it, pray, Johnny Ludlow?

The voice nearly shot me off the arm of the bench. For it was Mr. Brandons. I dont think there was any living man I should have been so surprised at seeing at the fête as he.

Why! is it you, sir?

Yes, it is, Johnny. You need not stare as if you thought me an intruder. I was invited.

Yes, of course, sir. But I  I fancied you never came to such parties.

Never was at one like this  unless I went to it in my sleep, he said, standing with me before the bench, and casting his eyes around. I came to-day to look after you.

After me, sir!

Yes, after you. And perhaps a little bit after your friend, Todhetley. Mr. Pell informed us the entertainments would include fortune-telling: I didnt know but there might be a roulette-table as well. Or cards, or dice, or billiards.

Oh no, sir; theres nothing of that sort.

Its not the fault of the young Pells, I expect, then. That choice companion of yours, called Gusty, and the other one in scarlet.



Neither of them is here, Mr. Brandon. Gusty has gone to the Highlands for grouse-shooting; and Fabian sent word he couldnt get leave to come down. I have not seen the eldest son yet, but I suppose he is somewhere about.

Oh, said Mr. Brandon  and whenever he spoke of the Pells his voice was thinner than ever, and most decidedly took a mocking sound gone grouse-shooting, is Gusty! And the other cant get leave. A lieutenant, is he not?

Yes, a lieutenant. His sister Constance has just told us she does not believe it is true that he could not get leave. She thinks he never asked for it, because he wanted to stay in London.

Ah. Its fine to be the Pells, Johnny. One son off to shoot grouse; another living his fast London life; the rest holding grand doings down here that could hardly be matched by the first nobleman amongst us. Very fine. Wonder what they spend a year  taking it in the aggregate?

Have you been here long, sir?

Half-an-hour, or so  Ive been looking about me, Johnny, and listening to the champagne corks popping off. Squire here?

No. He and Mrs. Todhetley did not come.

Sensible people. Wheres young Joe?

He is with the Whitneys. Dancing with Anna, I think.

And he had better keep to that, said Mr. Brandon, with a little nod. Hell get no harm there.

We sat down, side by side. Taking a side-glance at him, I saw his eyes fixed on Mrs. and the Miss Clement-Pells, who were now mixing with the company. He did not know much about ladies dress, but theirs seemed to strike him.

Showy, Johnny, is it not?

It looks very bright in the sun, sir.

No doubt. So do spangles.

Its real, sir, that lace. Helen Whitney says so.

A great deal too real. So is the rest of it. Hark at the music and the corks and the laughter! Look at the people, and the folly!

Dont you like the fête, sir?

Johnny, I hate it with my whole heart.

I was silent. Mr. Brandon was always more queer than other people.

Is it in keeping with the Pells, this upstart grandeur and profusion? Come, Johnny Ludlow, youve some sense in your head: answer me. They have both risen from nothing, Johnny. When he began life, Pells ambition was to rise to a competency; an el dorado of three or four hundred a year: and that only when he had worked for it. I have seen her take in the milk for their tea from the milkman at the door; when they kept one servant to do everything. Pell rose by degrees and grew rich; so much the more credit due to his perseverance and his business talents  

And would you not have them spend their riches, Mr. Brandon?

Spend their riches!  of course I would, in a proper way. Dont you interrupt your elders, Johnny Ludlow. Where would be the use of a mans getting money unless he spent some of it. But not in this way; not in the lavish and absurd and sinful profusion that they have indulged in of late years. Is it seemly, or right, or decent, the way they live in? The sons apeing the manners and company of their betters, of young fellows who are born to the peerage and their thousands a year? The mother holding her head in the air as if she wore an iron collar: the daughters with their carriages and their harps and their German governesses, and their costly furbelows that are a scandal on common sense? The world has run mad after these Pells of late years: but I know this much  I have been ashamed only to look on at the Pells unseemly folly.

At that moment Martha Jane Pell  in the toilette that Bill Whitney said must have cost millions  went looming by, flirting with Captain Connaught. Mr. Brandon looked after them with his little eyes.

They are too fine for their station, Johnny. They were not born to this kind of thing; were not reared to it; have only plunged into it of recent years, and it does not sit well upon them. One can only think of upstarts all the time. The Pells might have lived as gentlepeople; ay, and married their children to gentlemen and gentlewomen had they pleased: but, to launch out in this unseemly way, has been a just humiliation to themselves, and has rendered them a poor, pitiful laughing-stock in the eyes of all right-minded people. Its nothing less than a burlesque on all the proprieties of life. And it may be that we have not seen the end of it, Johnny.

Well, sir, they can hardly be grander than  

Say more assuming, lad.

I suppose I meant that, Mr. Brandon. Perhaps you think theyll be for taking the Marquiss place, Ragley, next, if it should come into the market. Or Eastnor Castle: or  

I did not mean exactly in that way, Johnny, he interrupted again, a queer look on his thin lips as he got up.

Are you going into the eating tent, sir?

I am going away. Now that I have seen that you and Joe Todhetley are tolerably safe from gaming tables and the like, theres nothing further to keep me here. I feel a sort of responsibility in regard to you two, seeing that that unpleasant secret lies with me, and not with Joes father.

It is early to go, sir. The fun has hardly begun.

None too early for me. I am a magistrate; looked up to, in a manner, in the neighbourhood, insignificant though I am. It is not I who will countenance this upstart foolery by my presence longer than I can help, Johnny Ludlow.

Mr. Brandon disappeared. The hours went on to twilight and then to dark. Once during the evening I caught sight of Mr. Clement-Pell: and what occurred as I did so was like a bit of romance. People crowded the side paths under the light of the Chinese lanterns. For lanterns were hanging on the trees and shrubs, and the whole scene was one of enchantment out of the Arabian Nights. One of the remote walks was not lighted; perhaps it had been forgotten. I had missed Bill Whitney and was at the end of the grounds hunting for him, when I saw, through the trees, a solitary figure pacing this dark walk with his arms folded. It was not very likely to be Bill: but there was no harm in going to see.

It turned out to be Mr. Clement-Pell. But before I got out of the trees into the walk  for it was the nearest way back to the lights and the company  some one pushed through the trees on the opposite side of the path, and stood in front of him. The moon shone as much as an August moon ever does shine; and I saw Clement-Pell start as if he had been told his house was on fire.

I thought this might be a likely place to find you, said the stranger in a savage whisper. You have kept out of my way for two days at the Bank  too busy to see me, eh?  so, hearing what was going on here, I took the train and came over.

Im sure I am  happy to see you, Mr. Johnson, cried Clement-Pell in a voice that seemed to tremble a little; and unless the moonlight was in fault, he had turned as pale as a ghost. Would have sent you an invitation had I known you were down.

I dare say you would! I did not come to attend festivals, Pell, but to settle business-matters.

You must be aware I cannot attend to business to-night, interrupted Clement-Pell. Neither do I ever enter upon it at my own residence. I will see you to-morrow morning at eleven at the Bank.

Honour bright? Or is it a false plea, put forth to shuffle out of me now?

I will see you to-morrow morning at the Bank at eleven oclock, repeated Clement-Pell, emphatically. We are very busy just now, and I must be there the first thing. And now, Mr. Johnson, if you will go into the refreshment tent, and make yourself at home  

No refreshments for me, thank you: I must hasten away to catch the train. But first of all, I will ask you a question: and answer it you must, whether it is your habit of entering on business at home, or whether it is not. Is it true that  

I did not want to hear more secrets, and went crashing through the trees. I should have gone before, but for not liking they should know any one was there. They turned round.

Oh, is it you, Mr. Ludlow? cried Pell, putting out his hand as I passed them.

Yes, sir. I am looking for young Whitney. Have you seen him?

I think I saw him at the door of one of the tents, just now. Youll find him amongst the company, I dare say. The Squire and Mrs. Todhetley have not come, I hear.

No sir.

Ah well  give my very kind regards to them, and say I am sorry. I hope you are taking care of yourself  in the way of refreshments.

The stranger and I had stood facing each other. He was a very peculiar-looking man with a wide stare; black hair, white whiskers, and very short legs. I thought it anything but good manners of him to come over, as he had confessed to have done, to disturb Clement-Pell at such a time.

At nine oclock Giles arrived with the pony-carriage for the young ladies and two of us: the other and Giles were to walk. But we didnt see the fun of leaving so early. Giles said he could not wait long: he must be back to get old Jacobsons gig ready, who was spending the evening at the Manor. The Jacobsons, being farmers, though they were wealthy, and lived in good old style, had been passed over when Mrs. Clement-Pells invitations went out. So Tod sent Giles and the carriage back again, with a message that we all preferred walking, and should follow shortly.

Follow, we did; but not shortly. It was past eleven when we got away. The dancing had been good, and no one was at hand to say we must leave. Helen and Anna Whitney came out with their cloaks on. What with the dancing and the sultriness of the weather, the night was about as hot as an oven. We were almost the last to leave: but did not mean to say so at home. It was a splendid night, though; very clear, the moon larger than usual. We went on in no particular order; the five of us turning out of the Parrifer gates together.

Oh, screamed Helen, when we were some yards down the road, wheres the bag? Anna, have you brought the bag?



No, replied Anna. You told me you would bring it.

Well  I meant to do so. William, you must run back for it.

Oh, bother the bag, said Bill. You girls cant want the bag to-night. Ill come over for it in the morning.

Not want it!  Why, our combs and brushes and thin shoes are in it, retorted Helen. It is on a chair in that little room off the hall. Come, William, go for it.

Ill go, Helen, I said. Walk quietly on, and I shall catch you up.

The grounds looked quite deserted: the Chinese lanterns had burned themselves out, and the doors appeared closed. One of the side windows was open and gay with light; I thought it would be less trouble to enter that way, and leaped up the balcony steps to the empty room. Empty, as I took it to be.

Well, it was a sort of shock. The table had a desk and a heap of papers on it, and on it all lay a mans head. The face was hidden in his hands, but he lifted it as I went in.

It was Clement-Pell. But I declare that at the first moment I did not know him. If ever you saw a face more haggard than other faces, it was his. He sat bolt upright in his chair then, and stared at me as one in awful fear.

I beg your pardon, sir. I did not know any one was here.

Oh, it is you, he said, and broke out into a smile  which somehow made the face look even more worn and weary than before. I thought you had all left.

So we have, sir. But Miss Whitney forgot her bag, and I have run back for it. She left it in the small room in the hall.

Oh ay, all right, he said. You can go and get it, and run out this way again if you like. I dare say the hall-door is closed.

Good night, sir, I said, coming back with the bag. We have had a most delightful day, Mr. Clement-Pell, and Im sure we ought to thank you for it.

I am glad it has been pleasant. Good night.

The trees were pretty thick on this side the house. In passing a grove a few paces from the window, I saw something that was neither trunks nor leaves; but Mr. Johnsons face with its black hair and white whiskers. He was hiding in the trees, his face peeping out to look at the room and at Clement-Pell.

It made me feel queer. It made me think of treachery. Though what treachery, or where, I hardly knew. Not a trace was to be seen of the face now: he drew it in; no doubt to let me pass. Ought I to warn Mr. Pell that he was being watched? I had distinctly heard the man say he was going away directly: why had he stayed? Yes, it would be right and kind. Walking a bit further, I quietly turned back.

Clement-Pell had a pen in his hand this time, and was poring over what seemed to be a big account-book, or ledger. He looked surprised again, but spoke quietly.

Still left something behind you, Mr. Ludlow?

No, sir, not this time, I said, speaking below my breath. I thought I would come back and tell you, Mr. Pell, that some one outside is watching this room. If  

I broke off in sheer astonishment. He started up from his chair and came creeping to where I stood, to hide himself as it seemed from the watcher, his haggard cheeks white as death. But he put a good face on it to me.

I could not hear you, he whispered. What did you say? Some one watching?

It is the same man I saw you talking to in the dark walk to-night, with the black hair and white whiskers. Perhaps he means no harm, sir; he is hiding in the trees, and just peeping out to look in here.

You are sure it is that same man? he asked with a relieved air.

Quite sure.

Then it is all right. Mr. Johnson is an eccentric friend of mine. Rather  in fact, rather given to take at times more than is good for him. I suppose he has been going in for champagne. I  I thought it might be some bad character.

It might be all right, as Mr. Pell said: I fancied, by the relieved tone, that it was so: but I felt quite sure that he had cause to fear, if not Mr. Johnson, some one else. At that moment there arose a slight rustle of leaves outside, and he stood, holding his breath to listen, his finger raised. The smell of the shrubs was borne freely on the night air.

It is only the wind: there must be a little breeze getting up, said Mr. Clement-Pell. Thank you; and good night. Oh, by the way, dont talk of this, Mr. Ludlow. If Johnson has been exceeding, he would not like to hear of it again.

No fear, sir. Once more, good night.

Before I had well leaped the steps of the balcony, the window, a very heavy one, was closed with a bang, and the shutters being put to. Glancing back, I saw the white face of Clement-Pell through the closing shutters, and then heard the bolts shot. What could he be afraid of? Perhaps Johnson turned mad when he drank. Some men do.

Have you been making that bag, Johnny? they called out when I caught them up.



No.

Im sure it was on the chair, said Helen.

Oh, I found it at once. I stayed talking with Mr. Pell. I say, has the night grown damp?  or is it my fancy?

What does it matter? returned Bill Whitney. I wish I was in a bath, for my part, if it was only cold water.

The Squire stood at the end of the garden when we reached home, with old Jacobson, whose gig was waiting. After reproaching us with our sins, first for sending the carriage back empty, then for being so late, the Squire came round and asked all about the party. Old Jacobson drew in his lips as he listened.

Its fine to be the Clement-Pells! cried he. Why, a Duke-Royal could not give a grander party than that. Real lace for gowns, had they! No wonder Madame Pell turns her nose up at farmers!

Did Clement-Pell send me any particular message? asked the Pater.

He sent his kind regards, I said. And he was sorry you and Mrs. Todhetley did not go.

It was a charming party, cried Helen Whitney. Papa and mamma put it to us, when the invitation came  would we go, or would we not go. They dont much care for the Clement-Pells. I am glad we did go: I would not have missed it for the world. But theres something about the Clement-Pells that tells you they are not gentlepeople.

Oh, thats the show and the finery, said Bill.

No, I think it lies more in their tones and their manner of speaking, said Helen.



Johnny, are you quite sure Clement-Pell sent me no message, except kind regards, and that?

Quite sure, sir.

Well, its very odd.

What is very odd, sir?

Never you mind, Johnny.

This was after breakfast on the Saturday morning. The Squire was opening a letter that the post had brought, and looked up to ask me. Not that the letter had anything to do with Clement-Pell, for it only enclosed a bill for some ironmongery bought at Evesham.

On the Friday the Whitneys had gone home, and Tod with them. So I was alone: with nothing to do but to wish him back again.



I am going to Alcester, Johnny, said the Pater, in the course of the morning. You can come with me if you like.

Then will you please bring me back some money? cried Mrs. Todhetley. You will pass the Bank, I suppose.

Its where I am going, returned the Pater: and I thought his voice had rather a grumbling tone in it.

We took the pony-carriage, and he let me drive. It was as hot as ever; and the Squire wondered when the autumn cool would be coming in. Old Brandon happened to be at his gate as we went by, and the Pater told me to pull up.

Going in to Alcester? cried Mr. Brandon.

Just as far as the Bank, said the Pater. So I hear you went to the Clement-Pells after all, Brandon.

I looked in to see what it was like, said old Brandon, giving me a moments hard stare: as much as to recall to my mind what had really taken him there.

It was a dashing affair, I hear.

Rather too much so for me, cried Mr. Brandon drily. Wheres your son, sir?

Oh, hes gone home with the Whitneys young folk. How hot it is to-day!

Ay. Too hot to stand in it long. Drive on, Johnny.

The Squire went in to the Bank alone, leaving me with the carriage. He banked with the Old Bank at Worcester; but it was a convenience to have some little money nearer in case of need, and he had recently opened a small account at Alcester. Upon which Clement-Pell had said he might as well have opened it with him, at his Church Dykely branch. But the Squire explained that he had as good as promised the Alcester people, years ago, that if he did open an account nearer than Worcester it should be with them. He came out, looking rather glum, stuffing some notes into his pocket-book.

Turn the pony round, Johnny, said he. Well go back. Its too hot to stay out to-day.

Yes, sir. Is anything the matter?

Anything the matter! No. Why do you ask?

I thought you looked put out, sir.

Theres nothing the matter. Only I think men of business should not be troubled with short memories. Take care of that waggon. Whats the fellow galloping his horses at that rate for? Now, Johnny, I say, take care. Or else, give me the reins.

I nearly laughed. At home they never seemed to think I could do anything. If they did let me drive, it was always Now take care of this, Johnny; or, Take care of that. And yet I was a more careful driver than Tod: though I might not have had so much strength as he to pull up a four-in-hand team had it run away.

Go round through Church Dykely, Johnny, and stop at Pells Bank, said the Squire, as I was turning off on the direct road home.

I turned the ponys head accordingly. It took us about a mile out of our way. The pavement was so narrow and the Bank room so small, that I heard all that passed when the Squire went in.

Is Mr. Clement-Pell here?

Oh dear no, sir, replied the manager. He is always at the chief Bank on Saturday. Did you want him?

Not particularly. Tell him I think he must have forgotten to send to me.

Ill tell him, sir. He may look in here to-night on his return. If you wish to see him yourself, he will be here all day on Monday.

The Squire came out and got in again. Cutting round the sharp corner by Perkins the butchers, I nearly ran into Mrs. and the Miss Clement-Pells, who were crossing the dusty road in a line like geese, the one behind the other; their muslins sweeping the highway like brooms, and their complexions sheltered under point lace parasols.

There you go again, Johnny! Pull up, sir.

I pulled up: and the heads came from under the parasols, and grouped round to speak to us. They had quite recovered Thursdays fatigue, Mrs. Clement-Pell graciously said, in answer to the Squires inquiries; and she hoped all her young friends had done the same, Mr. Todhetleys young friends in particular.

They felt no fatigue, cried the Pater, Why, maam, theyd keep anything of that sort up for a week and a day, and not feel it. Hows Mr. Clement-Pell?

He is as well as he allows himself to be, she answered. I tell him he is wearing himself out with work. His business is of vast magnitude, Mr. Todhetley. Good day.

So it is, acquiesced the Pater as we drove on, partly to himself, partly to me. Of vast magnitude. For my part, Id rather do less, although it involved less returns. One can forgive a man, like him, forgetting trifles. And, Johnny, I shouldnt wonder but his enormous riches render him careless of small obligations.

Part of which was unintelligible to me.

Sunday passed. We nodded to the Miss Clement-Pells at church (their bonnets making the pew look like a flower-garden); but did not see Mr. Clement-Pell or his wife. Monday passed; bringing a note from Tod, to say Lady Whitney and Bill would not let him leave yet. Tuesday morning came in. I happened to be seated under the hedge in the kitchen-garden, mending a fishing-rod, when a horse dashed up to the back gate. Looking through, I saw it was the butcher boy, Sam Rimmer. Molly, who was in one of her stinging tempers that morning, came out.

We dont want nothing, said she tartly. So you might have spared yourself the pains of coming.

Dont want nothing! returned the boy. Whys that?

Whys that! she retorted. Its like your imperence to ask. Do families want joints every day; specially such weather as this? I a-going to cook fowls for dinner, and weve the cold round o beef for the kitchen. Now you know why, Sam Rimmer.

Sam Rimmer sat looking at her as if in a quandary, gently rubbing his hair, which shone again in the sun.

Well, its a pity but you wanted some, said he, slowly. Weve gone and been and pervided a shop full o meat to-day, and itll be a dead loss on the master. The Clement-Pells dont want none, you see: and they took amost as much as all the rest o the gentlefolks put together. Theres summat up there.

Summat up where? snapped Molly.

At the Clement-Pells. The talk is, that theyve busted-up, and be all gone off in consekence.

Why, what dye mean? cried Molly. Gone off where? Busted-up from what?

But, before Perkinss boy could answer, the Pater, walking about the path in his straw hat and light thin summer coat, came on the scene. He had caught the words.

Whats that you are saying about the Clement-Pells, Sam Rimmer?

Sam Rimmer touched his hair, and explained. Upon going to Parrifer Hall for orders, he had found it all sixes-and-sevens; some of the servants gone, the rest going. They told him their master had bursted-up, and was gone away since Sunday morning; and the family since Monday morning. And his master, Perkins, would have all the meat left on his hands that he had killed on purpose for the Clement-Pells.

You should have seen the Squires amazed face. At first he did not know how to take the words, and stared at Sam Rimmer without speaking.

All the Banks has went and busted-up too, said Sam. They be a-saying, sir, as how there wont be nothing for nobody.

The Squire understood now. He turned tail and rushed into the house. And rushed against Mr. Brandon, who was coming in.

Well, have you heard the news? asked Mr. Brandon in his thinnest voice.

I cant believe it; I dont believe it, raved the Squire. Clement-Pell would never be such a swindler. He owes me two hundred pounds.

Mr. Brandon opened his little eyes. Owes it you!

That day, last week, when he came driving in, in his smart cockle-shell carriage  when you were here, you know, Brandon. He got a cheque for two hundred pounds from me. A parcel of money that ought to have come over from the chief Bank had not arrived, he said, and the Church Dykely branch might be run close; would I let him have a cheque for two or three hundred pounds on the Bank at Alcester. I told him I did not believe I had anything like two hundred pounds lying at Alcester: but I drew a cheque out for that amount, and wrote a note telling the people there to cash it, and I would make it right.

And Pell drove straight off to Alcester then and there, and cashed the cheque? said Mr. Brandon in his cynical way.

He did. He had told me I should receive the money on the following day. It did not come, or on the Friday either; and on Saturday I went to Alcester, thinking he might have paid it in there.

Which of course he had not, returned old Brandon. Well, you must have been foolish, to be so taken-in.

Taken-in! roared the Squire, in a passion. Why, if he had asked me for two thousand pounds he might have had it  a man with the riches of Clement-Pell.

Well, he wouldnt have got any from me. One who launched out as he did, and let his family launch out, I should never put much trust in. Any way, the riches are nowhere; and it is said Pell is nowhere too.

It was all true. As Sam Rimmer put it, Clement-Pell and his Banks had bursted-up.


XXIV.

GETTING AWAY.

You have heard of the avalanches that fall without warning and crush luckless dwellers in the Swiss mountains; and of mälströms that suddenly swallow up vessels sailing jauntily along on a calm sea; and of railway trains, filled with happy passengers, that one minute are running smoothly and safely along, and the next are nowhere: but nothing of this sort ever created the consternation that attended the bursting-up of the Clement-Pells.

It was Saturday night.  For we have to trace back a day or two.  Seated in the same room where I had seen him when I went back for Helen Whitneys bag, was Clement-Pell. That the man had come to his last gasp, he knew better than any one else in the world could have told him. How he had braved it out, and fought against the stream, and still kept off the explosion since the night but one before  Thursday  when Mr. Johnson had intruded himself into the grounds and then stealthily watched him from the trees, and he knew all was over, it might have puzzled him to tell. How he had fought against all for months, ay, and years, turned him sick only to recall. It had been a fierce, continuous, secret battle; and it had nearly worn him out, and turned his face and his hair grey before their time.

On the day following this fête-night, Friday, Clement-Pell took the train and was at his chief Bank early. He held his interview with Mr. Johnson; he saw other people; and his manner was free and open as usual. On this next day, Saturday, he had been denied to nearly all callers at the Bank: he was too busy to be interrupted, he told his clerks: and his son James boldly made appointments with them in his name for the Monday. After dark on Saturday evening, by the last train, he reached home, Parrifer Hall. And there he was, in that room of his; the door and shutters bolted and barred upon him, alternately pacing it in what looked like tribulation, and bending over account-books by the light of two wax candles.

Leaning his forehead on his hand, he sat there, and thought it out. He strove to look the situation fully in the face; what it was, and what it would be. Ruin, and worse than ruin. Clement-Pell had possessed good principles once: so to say, he possessed them still. But he had allowed circumstances to get the better of him and of them. He had come from his distant home (supposed to have been London) as the manager of an insignificant and humble little Bank: that was years ago. It was only a venture: but a certain slice of luck, that need not be recorded here, favoured him, and he got on beyond his best expectations. He might have made an excellent living, nay, a good fortune, and kept his family as gentlepeople, had he been prudent. But the luck, coming suddenly, turned his head, you see. Since then, I, Johnny Ludlow, who am no longer the inexperienced boy of that past time, have known it turn the heads of others. He launched out into ventures, his family launched into expense. The ventures paid; the undue expense did not pay. When matters came to be summed up by a raging public, it was said that it was this expense which had swamped the Pells. That alone, I suppose, it could not have been: but it must have gone some way towards it.

It lay on his mind heavily that Saturday night. Looking back, he got wondering how much more, in round figures, his family had cost him than they ought to have cost. There had been his wifes different expenses. Her houses, and her staff of servants, her carriages and horses, her dresses and jewels, and all the rest that it would take too long to tell of; and the costly bringing-up of his daughters; and the frightful outlay of his two younger sons. Fabian and Gusty Pell ought to have had ten thousand a year apiece, to have justified it. James had his expenses too, but in a quieter way. Clement-Pell ran his nervous fingers through his damp hair, as he thought of this, and in his bitter mind told himself that his family had ruined him. Unlimited spending  show  the shooting up above their station! He gave a curse to it now. He had not checked it when he might have done so; and it (or they) got the upper hand, and then he could not. Nothing is so difficult as to put down such expenses as these when they have become a habit.

And so the years had soon come that he found need for supplies. Unlimited as his millions were supposed to be by a confiding public, Clement-Pell in secret wanted money more than most people. His operations were gigantic, but then they required gigantic resources to keep them going. Money was necessary  or the smash must have come two or three years earlier. But sufficient money was not then conveniently attainable by Clement-Pell: and so  he created some. He believed when all his returns from these gigantic operations should flow in, that he could redeem the act; could replace the money, and no one ever be the wiser. But (it is the old story; one that has been enacted before and since), he found somehow that he could not replace it. Like Tod and that gambling affair when we were in London, in trying to redeem himself, he only got further into the mire. Tod, in playing on to cover his losses, doubled them; Clement-Pells fresh ventures in the stream of speculation only sent him into deeper water. Of late, Clement-Pell had been walking as on a red-hot ploughshare. It burnt and scorched him everlastingly, and he could not get out of it. But the end had come. The thunder-cloud so long hovering in the air was on the very point of bursting, and he was not able to meet it. He must get away: he could not face it.

Get away for good, as he hoped, never to be tracked by friends or foes. What his future life was to be he did not attempt to consider: he only knew that he would give all he ever had been worth to be able to live on, no matter how quietly, with his fellow-men around him. The little moderate home that he and his wife had once looked to as the haven of their desires, would have been a harbour of safety and pride to him now.

Say what you will, men do not like to be shown up as black sheep in the eyes of their fellows; especially if they have hitherto stood out as conspicuously white leaders of the flock. The contrast is so great, the fall so startling. The public gives them all sorts of hard names; as it did in the case of Clement-Pell. A desperately hardened man he must be, said the world, with a brazen conscience; unprincipled as  well, yes, as Satan. But we may be very sure of one thing  that upon none does the disgrace tell so keenly, the ruin so heavily, the sense of shame so cruelly, as on these men themselves. Put it, if you will, that they make a purse and carry it off to set up a new home in some foreign land  they carry their sense of humiliation with them also; and their sun of happiness in this life has set. Men have tried this before now, and died of it.

That was the best that lay prospectively before Clement-Pell: what the worst might be, he did not dare dwell upon. Certain ugly possibilities danced before his mental vision, like so many whirling ballet girls. If I can only get away! he muttered; if I can only get away!

He tried to confine his whole attention to the ledgers before him, and he put on his spectacles again. Mental trouble and mental work will dim the sight as well as whiten the hair and line the face, and Clement-Pell could not see as he had seen a year before. He altered figures; he introduced entries; he tore out whole leaves, and made a bonfire of them in the grate  carefully removing from the grate first of all its paper ornament. One book he burnt wholesale, even to the covers; and the covers made a frightful smell and daunted him.



Money was wanted here, there, everywhere. Snatching a piece of paper he idly dotted down the large sums occurring to him at the moment; and quite laughed as he glanced at the total. These were only business liabilities. At his elbow lay a pile of bills: domestic and family debts. House rent, taxes, horses, carriages, servants wages, bills for food, bills for attire: all running back a long while; for no one had pressed Clement-Pell. The outlay for the fête might well have been profuse, since none of it was ever paid for. Beside the bills lay letters from Fabian and Gusty  wanting money as usual. To all these he scarcely gave a thought; they were as nothing. Even though he were made bankrupt upon them, they were still as nothing: for they would not brand his brow with the word felon. And he knew that there were other claims, of which no record appeared here, that might not be so easily wiped out.

Just for a moment, he lost himself in a happy reverie of what might have been had he himself been wise and prudent. It was Gustys pressing letter that induced the reflection. He saw himself a prosperous man of moderate expenses and moderate desires, living at his ease in his own proper station, instead of apeing the great world above him. His daughters reared to be good and thoughtful women, his sons to be steady and diligent whatever their calling, whether business or profession. And what were they? Curse the money and the pride that deluded me and my wife to blindness! broke with a groan from the lips of Clement-Pell.

A sharp knocking at the door made him start. He looked about to see if there were anything to throw over his tell-tale table, and had a great mind to take off his coat and fling it there. Catching up the ornamental paper of the grate to replace it if he could, the knocking came again, and with it his wifes voice, asking what that smell of burning was. He let her in, and bolted the door again.

How far Mrs. Clement-Pell had been acquainted with his position, never came out to the world. That she must have known something of it was thought to be certain; and perhaps the additional launching out lately  the sojourn at Kensington, the fête, and all the rest of it  had only been entered upon to disarm suspicion. Shut up together in that room, they no doubt planned together the getting-away. That Mrs. Clement-Pell fought against their leaving home and grandeur, to become fugitives, flying in secret like so many scapegoats, would be only natural: we should all so fight; but he must have shown her that there was no help for it. When she quitted the room again, she looked like one over whom twenty years had passed  as Miss Phebus told us later. And the whole of that night, Mrs. Clement-Pell never went to bed; but was in her room gathering things together barefooted, lest she should be heard. Jewels  dresses  valuables! It must have been an awful night; deciding which of her possessions she should take, and which leave for ever.

At six in the morning, Sunday, Mr. Clement-Pells bell rang, and the groom was summoned. He was bade get the small open carriage ready to drive his master to the railway station to catch an early train. Being Sunday, early trains were not common. Mr. Clement-Pell had received news the previous night, as was intimated, of an uncles illness. At that early hour, and Sunday besides, Clement-Pell must have thought he was safe from meeting people: but, as it happened (things do happen unexpectedly in this world), in bowling out from his own gates, he nearly bowled over Duffham. The Doctor, coming home from a distant patient, to whom he had been called in the night, was jogging along on his useful old horse.

Well! said he to the banker. You are off early.

Drive on, dont stop, whispered Clement-Pell to the groom. I had news last night of the dangerous illness of my poor old uncle, and am going to see him, he called out to Duffham as they passed. We shall have it piping hot again to-day, Doctor!

The groom told of this encounter afterwards  as did Duffham too, for that matter. And neither of them had any more suspicion that Clement-Pell was playing a part than a baby could have had. In the course of the morning the groom drove in again, having safely conveyed his master to a distant station. The family went to church as usual, chaperoned by Miss Phebus. Mrs. Clement-Pell stayed at home, saying she had a headache: and no doubt quietly completed her preparations.

About six oclock at night a telegram was delivered. The uncle was dying: Mrs. Clement-Pell must come as soon as possible, to be in time to see him: as to bringing the children she must do as she pleased about that. In Mrs. Pells agitation and dismay she read the telegram aloud to the governess and the servant who brought it to her. Then was confusion! Mrs. Pell seemed to have lost her head. Take the children?  Of course she should take them;  and, oh, when was the earliest time they could start?

The earliest time by rail was the following morning. And part of the night was again passed in preparation  openly, this time. Mrs. Clement-Pell said they should probably stay away some days, perhaps a week or two, and must take things accordingly. The boxes were all brought into her room, that she might superintend; the poor old uncle was so very particular as to dress, she said, and she trusted he might yet recover. On the Monday morning, she and her daughters departed in the large carriage, at the same early hour that her husband had gone, and for the same remote station. After all, not so much luggage went; only a box a-piece. In stepping into her carriage, she told the servants that it would be an excellent opportunity to clean the paint of the sitting-rooms and of the first-floor while she was away: the previous week she had remarked to them that it wanted doing.

The day went on; the household no doubt enjoying their freedom and letting the paint alone. No suspicion was aroused amongst them until late in the afternoon, when a curious rumour was brought over of some confusion at the chief Bank  that it had stopped and its master had flown. At first the governess and servants laughed at this: but confirmation soon came thick and three-fold. Clement-Pell had burst-up.

And why the expression bursting-up should have been universally applied to the calamity by all people, high and low, I know no more than you; but it was so. Perhaps in mens minds there existed some assimilation between a bubble, that shines brightly for its brief existence before bursting, like the worthless froth it is, and the brilliant but foundationless career of Mr. Clement-Pell.

The calamity at first was too great to be believed in. It drove people mad only to fancy it might be true: and one or two, alas! subsequently went mad in reality. For the bursting-up of Mr. Clement-Pells huge undertakings caused the bursting-up of many private ones, and of households with them. Means of living went: homes were desolated.

It would be easier to tell you of those who had not trusted money in the hands of Clement-Pell, than of those who had. Some had given him their all. Led away by the fascinating prospect of large interest, they forgot future safety in the dazzling but delusive light of immediate good. I should like it to be distinctly understood that I, Johnny Ludlow, am writing of a matter which took place years ago; and not of any recent event, or events, that may have since occurred to shake public equanimity in our own local world.

Disbelief in the misfortune was natural. Clement-Pell had stood on a lofty pedestal, unapproachable by common individuals. We put greater trust in him  in his unbounded wealth, his good faith, his stability  than we could have put in any other man on the face of the globe. We should almost as soon have expected the skies to fall as Clement-Pell. The interests of so many were involved and the ruin would be so universal, that the terrified natives could only take refuge in disbelief: and Squire Todhetley was amongst them.



The news was brought to Dyke Manor on the Tuesday morning, as you have heard, by the butcher boy, Sam Rimmer; and was confirmed by Mr. Brandon. When the first momentary shock had been digested by the Squire, he arrived at the conclusion that it must be false. But that Sam had trotted off, he might have heard the length of the Paters tongue. Sam being gone, he turned his indignation on Mr. Brandon.

One would have thought you had sense to know better, Brandon, said he, raging about the breakfast-room with the skirts of his light morning coat held out behind him. Giving ear to a cock-and-bull story that cant be true! Take care Pell does not get to hear it. Hed sue you for defamation.

Hed be welcome, nodded old Brandon, in his thin voice, as he stood, whip in hand, against the window.

The grand fête of last Thursday, gasped Mrs. Todhetley  who had been puzzling her brains over Sam Rimmers masters book, the writing in which could never be deciphered. Surely the Clement-Pells would not have given that fête had things been going wrong with them.

And poured iced champagne, unlimited, down folks throats; and strutted about in point-lace and diamonds, added old Brandon. Madam, Id believe it all the more for that.

As he spoke, the remembrance of the scene I had witnessed in the grounds, and Clement-Pells curious fear later when I told him of the same man watching him, flashed over me, bringing a conviction that the report was true.

I heard it at the chief Bank yesterday, began Mr. Brandon. Having some business to transact in the town, I went over by train in the afternoon, and chanced to meet Wilcox in High Street. He is a red-faced man in general  

Oh, I know Wilcox, impatiently interrupted the Squire. Face as red as the sun in a fog. What has that to do with it?

Well, it was as pale yesterday as the moon on a frosty night, went on old Brandon. I asked if he had an attack of bile  being subject to it myself  and he said No, it was an attack of fright. And then he told me there was a report in town that something was wrong with Pells affairs, and that he had run away. Wilcox will lose every penny of his savings.

All talk; all talk, said the Pater in his obstinacy.

And for a man to come to Wilcoxs age, which must be five-and-fifty, it is no light blow to lose a lifes savings, calmly went on old Brandon. I went to the Bank, and found it besieged by an excited and angry crowd fighting to get in, the door locked, and the porter vainly trying to put up the shutters. That was enough to show me what the matter was, and I left Wilcox to it.

The Squire stared in perplexity, rubbing up his scanty hair the wrong way while his senses came to him.

It is all true, said Mr. Brandon, nodding to him. Church Dykely is in an uproar this morning already.



Ill go and see for myself, said the Squire, stripping off his nankeen coat in haste so great that he tore one sleeve nearly out. Ill go and see; this is not credible. Clement-Pell would never have swindled me out of two hundred pounds only a day or two before he knew he was going all to smash.

The most likely time for him to do it, persisted Mr. Brandon. People, as a rule, only do these things when they are desperate.

But the Squire did not stay to listen. Settling himself into his other coat, he went driving on across the fields as though he were walking for a wager. Mr Brandon mounted his cob, and put up his umbrella against the sun.

Never embark any money with these beguiling people that promise you undue interest, Johnny Ludlow, said Mr. Brandon, as I kept by his side, and opened the gates for him. Where would you have been now, young man  or, worse, where should I have been  had I, the trustee of your property, consented to risk it with Pell? He asked me to do it.

Clement-Pell did, sir? When?

A year or two ago. I gave him an answer, Johnny; and I fancy he has not altogether liked me since. I could not think of placing even a shilling of Johnny Ludlows where I did not know it to be safe, I said to him. It will be safe with me, says Pell, sharply. Possibly so, Mr Pell, I answered; but you see theres only your word as guarantee, and that is not enough for an honest trustee. That shut him up.

Do you mean to say you have doubted Clement-Pells stability, Brandon? demanded the Squire, who was near enough to hear this.

I dont know about doubting, was the answer. I have thought it as likely to come to a smash as not. That the chances for it were rather better than half.

This sent the Squire on again. He had no umbrella; and his straw hat glistened in the heat.

Church Dykely was in a commotion. Folk were rushing up to the little branch Bank black in the face, as if their collars throttled them; for the news was spreading like fire in dry turf. The Squire went bolting in through every obstruction, and seized upon the manager.

Do you mean to tell me that its true, Robertson? he fiercely cried. That things have gone to smash?

I am afraid it is, sir, said Robertson, who looked more dead than alive. I am unable to understand it. It has fallen upon me with as much surprise as it has on others.

Now, dont you go and tell falsehoods, Robertson, roared the Squire, as if he meant to shake the man. Surprise upon you, indeed! Why, have you not been here  at the head and tail of everything?

But I did not know how affairs were going. Indeed, sir, I tell you truth.

Tell a jackass not to bray! foamed the Squire. Have you been short of funds here lately, or have you not? Come, answer me that.

It is true. We have been short. But Mr. Clement-Pell excused it to me by saying that a temporary lock-up ran the Banks short, especially the small branch Banks. I declare, before Heaven, that I implicitly believed him, added Robertson, and never suspected there could be any graver cause.

Then you are either a fool or a knave.

Not a knave, Squire Todhetley. A fool I suppose I have been.

I want my two hundred pounds, returned the Squire. And, Robertson, I mean to have it.

But Robertson had known nothing of the loan; was surprised to hear of it now. As to repayment, that was out of his power. He had not two hundred pence left in the place, let alone pounds.

It is a case of swindle, said the Squire. Its not one of ordinary debt.

I cant help it, returned Robertson. If it were to save Mr. Clement-Pell from hanging, I could not give a stiver of it. Theres my own salary, sir, since Midsummer; that, I suppose, I shall lose: and I cant afford it, and I dont know what will become of me and my poor little children.

At this, the Squires voice and anger dropped, and he shook hands with Robertson. But, as a rule, every one began by brow-beating the manager. The noise was deafening.

How had Pell got off? By which route: road or rail? By day or night? It was a regular hubbub of questions. Mr. Brandon sat on his cob all the while, patiently blinking his eyes at the people.

Palmerby of Rock Cottage came up; his old hands trembling, his face as white as the new paint on Duffhams windows. It cant be true! he was crying. It cant be true!

Had you money in his hands, Palmerby?

Every shilling I possess in the world.

Mr. Brandon opened his lips to blow him up for foolishness: but something in the poor old face stopped him. Palmerby elbowed his way into the Bank. Duffham came out of his house, a gallipot of ointment in his hand.

Well, this is a pretty go!

The Squire took him by the buttonhole. Wheres the villainous swindler off to, Duffham?



I should like to know, answered the surgeon. Id be pretty soon on his trail and ask him to refund my money.

But surely he has none of yours?

Pretty nigh half the savings of my years.

Mercy be good to us! cried the Pater. He got two hundred pounds out of me last week. Whats to become of us all?

Its not so much a question of what is to become of us  of you and me, Squire, said Duffham, philosophically, as of those who had invested with him their all. We can bear the loss: you can afford it without much hurt; I must work a few years longer, Heaven permitting me, than I had thought to work. Thats the worst of us. But what will those others do? What will be the worst for them?

Mr. Brandon nodded approvingly from his saddle.

Coming home last night from Duck Lane  by the way, theres another infant at John Mitchels, because he had not enough before  the blacksmith accosted me, saying Clement-Pell was reported to be in a mess and to have run off. The thing sounded so preposterous that I thought at first Dobbs must have been drinking; and told him that I happened to know Clement-Pell was only off to a relatives death-bed. For on Sunday morning, you see  

A crush and rush stopped Duffhams narrative, and nearly knocked us all down. Ball the milkman had come bumping amongst us in a frantic state, his milk-cans swinging from his shoulders against my legs.

I say, Ball, take care of my trousers. Milk stains, you know.

Master Ludlow, sir, I be amost mad, I think. Folks is saying as Mr. Clement-Pell and his banks have busted-up.

Well? You have not lost anything, I suppose?

Not lost! panted poor Ball. Ive lost all Ive got. Twere a hundred pound, Mr. Johnny, scraped together hard enou, as goodness knows. Mr. Clement-Pell were a-talking to me one day, and he says, says he, Ah, says he, its difficult to get much interest now; moneys plentiful. I give eight per cent., says he; most persons gets but three. Would ye take mine, sir, says I; my hundred pound? If you like, he says. And I took it to him, gentlemen, thinking what luck I was in, and how safe it were. My hundred pound!  letting the cans down with a clatter. My hundred pound that Id toiled so hard for! Gentlefolk, wherever be all the money a-gone?

Well, it was a painful scene. One we were glad to get out of. The Squire, outrageously angry at the way he had been done out of his money, insisted on going to Parrifer Hall. Mr. Brandon rode his cob; Duffham stepped into his surgery to get his hat.

One might have fancied a sale was going on. The doors were open: boxes belonging to some of the servants were lying by the side-entrance, ready to be carted away; people (creditors and curiosity-mongers) stood about. Sam Rimmers master, the butcher, came out of the house as we went in, swearing. Perkins had not been paid for a twelvemonth, and said it would be his ruin. Miss Phebus was in the hall, and seemed to have been having it out with him. She was a light-haired, bony lady of thirty-five, or so, and had made a rare good gipsy that day in the tent. Her eyes were peculiar: green in some lights, yellow in others: a frightfully hard look they had in them this morning.

Oh, Mr. Todhetley, I am so glad to see you! she said. It is a cruel turn that the Clement-Pells have served me, leaving me here without warning, to bear the brunt of all this! Have you come in the interests of the family?

Ive come after my own interests, maam, returned the Pater. To find out, if I can, where Clement-Pell has gone to: and to see if I can get back any of the money I have been done out of.

Why, it seems every one must be a creditor! she exclaimed in surprise, on hearing this.

I know I am one, was his answer.

To serve me such a trick,  to behave to me with this duplicity: it is infamous, went on Miss Phebus, after she had related to us the chief events of the Sunday, as connected with the story of the dying uncle and the telegram. If I get the chance, I will have the law against them, Mr. Todhetley.

It is what a few more of us mean to do, maam, he answered.

They owe me forty pounds. Yes, Mr. Duffham, it is forty pounds: and I cannot afford to lose it. Mrs. Pell has put me off from time to time: and I supposed it to be all right; I suspected nothing. They have not treated me well lately, either. Leaving me here to take care of the house while they were enjoying themselves up in Kensington! I had a great mind to give warning then. The German governess got offended while they were in town, and left. Some friend of Fabian Pells was rude to her.

A little man looked into the room just then; noting down the furniture with his eye. None of these here articles must be moved, you understand, mum, he said to Miss Phebus.

Dont talk to me, she answered wrathfully. I am going out of the house as soon as I can put my things together. And the man went away.

If I had only suspected! she resumed to us, her angry tone full of pain; and I think I might have done so, had I exercised my wits. My room is next to Mrs. Pells; but its not much larger than a closet, and has no fireplace in it: she only gave it me because it was not good enough for any one else. Saturday night was very hot  as you must remember  and I could not sleep. The window was open, but the room felt like an oven. After tossing about for I dont know how long, I got up and opened the door, thinking it might admit a breath of air. At that moment I heard sounds below  the quiet shutting of a door, and advancing footsteps. Wondering who could be up so late, I peeped out and saw Mrs. Pell. She came up softly, a candle in her hand, and her face quite curious and altered  aged and pale and haggard. She must be afraid of the ghosts, I thought to myself, as she turned off into her chamber  for we had been telling ghost-stories that night up to bed-time. After that, I did not get to sleep; not, as it seemed, for hours; and all the time I heard drawers being opened and shut in her bed and dressing-room. She must even then have been preparing for flight.

And the dying uncle was invented for the occasion, I presume, remarked Mr. Duffham.

All I know is, I never heard of an uncle before, she tartly answered. I asked Mrs. Clement-Pell on Sunday night where the uncle lived, and how long a journey they had to go: she answered shortly that he was at his country house, and bade me not tease her. Mr. Duffham, can my own boxes be stopped?

I should think no one would attempt to do it, he answered. But Id get them out as soon as I could, were I you, Miss Phebus.

What a wreck it will be! she exclaimed.

You have used the right word, maam, put in Mr. Brandon, who had left his horse outside. And not only here. Wrecks they will be; and many of them.

We stood looking at one another ruefully. The Pater had come to hunt up his two hundred pounds; but there did not seem much chance of his doing it. Look here, said he suddenly to the governess, where was that telegram sent from?

We have not been able to discover. It was only seen by Mrs. Pell. After she had read it aloud, she crushed it up in her hand, as if in frightful distress, and called out about the poor dear old uncle. She took care it should not be seen: we may be very sure of that.

But who sent the telegram?

I dont know, said Miss Phebus viciously. Her husband, no doubt. Neither was the luggage that they took with them labelled: we have remembered the fact since.

I think we might track them by that luggage, observed the Pater. Five big boxes.

If you do track them by it Ill eat the luggage wholesale, cried wise old Brandon. Clement-Pells not a fool, or his wife either. Theyll go off just in the opposite direction that they appeared to go  and their boxes in another. As to Pell, he was probably unknown at the distant station the groom drove him to.

There was no end to be served in staying longer at the house, and we quitted it, leaving poor Miss Phebus to her temper. I had never much liked her; but I could not help feeling for her that unlucky morning.

Whats to be done now? gloomily cried the Squire, while old Brandon was mounting. Its like being in a wood that you cant get out of. If Clement-Pell had played an honest part with me: if he had come and said, Mr. Todhetley, I am in sore need of a little help, and told me a bit about things: I dont say that I would have refused him the money. But to dupe me out of it in the specious way he did was nothing short of swindling; and I will bring him to book for it if I can.

That day was only the beginning of sorrow. There have been such cases since: perhaps worse; where a sort of wholesale ruin has fallen upon a neighbourhood: but none, to me, have equalled that. It was the first calamity of the kind in my experience; and in all things, whether of joy or sorrow, our earliest impressions are the most vivid. It is the first step that costs, the French tell us: and that is true of all things.



The ruin turned out to be wider even than was feared; the distress greater. Some had only lost part of their superfluous cash. It was mortifying; but it did not further affect their prosperity, or take from them the means of livelihood; no luxuries need be given up, or any servants dispensed with. Others had invested so much that it would throw them back years, perhaps cripple them for life. Pitiable enough, that, but not the worst. It was as nothing to those who had lost their all.

People made it their business to find out more about Mr. and Mrs. Clement-Pell than had been known before. Both were of quite obscure origin, it turned out, and he had not been a lawyer in London, but only a lawyers clerk. So much the more credit to him for getting on to be something better. If he had only had the sense to let well alone! But she?  well, all I mean to say here, is this: the farmers she had turned up her nose at were far, far better born and bred, even the smallest of them, than she was. Let that go: other women have been just as foolishly upstart as Mrs. Clement-Pell. One fact came out that I think riled the public worse than any other: that his Christian name was Clement and his surname Pell. He had united the two when growing into a great man, and put a J. before the Clement, which had no right there. Mr. Brandon had known it all along  at least he chanced to know that in early life his name was simply Clement Pell. The Squire, when he heard of this, went into a storm of reproach at old Brandon, because he had not told it.

Nay, why should I have sought to do the man an injury? remonstrated Mr. Brandon. It was no business of mine, that I should interfere. We must live and let live, Squire, if we care to go through the world peaceably.

The days went on, swelling the list of creditors who came forward to declare themselves. The wonder was, that so many had been taken in. But you see, people had not made it their business to proclaim that their money lay with Clement-Pell. Gentlefolk who lived on their fortunes; professional men of all classes, including the clergy; commercial men of high and low degree; small tradespeople; widows with slender incomes, and spinsters with less. If Clement-Pell had taken the money of these people, not intentionally to swindle them, as the Squire put it in regard to his own, but only knowing there was a chance that it would not be safe, he must have been a hard and cruel man. I think the cries of the defrauded of that unhappy time must have gone direct to heaven.

He was not spared. Could hard words injure an absentee, Clement-Pell must have come in for all sorts of harm. His ears burned, I should fancy  if theres any truth in the saying that ears burn when distant friends give pepper. The queerest fact was, that no money seemed to be left. Of the millions that Clement-Pell had been worth, or had had to play with, nothing remained. It was inconceivable. What had become of the stores? The hoards of gold; the chests, popularly supposed to be filled with it; the bank-notes; the floating capital  where was it all? No one could tell. People gazed at each other with dismayed faces as they asked it. Bit by bit, the awful embarrassment in which he had been plunged for years came to light. The fictitious capital he had created had consumed itself: and the good money of the public had gone with it. Of course he had made himself secure and carried off loads, said the maddened creditors. But they might have been mistaken there.

For a week or two confusion reigned. Accountants set to work in a fog; official assignees strove to come to the bottom of the muddy waters. There existed some of what people called securities; but they were so hemmed in by claims that the only result would be that there would not be anything for any one. Clement-Pell had done well to escape, or the unhappy victims had certainly tarred and feathered him. All that time he was being searched for, and not a clue could be obtained to him. Stranger perhaps to say, there was no clue to his wife and daughters either. The five boxes had disappeared. It was ascertained that certain boxes, answering to the description, had been sent to London on the Monday from a populous station by a quick train, and were claimed at the London terminus by a gentleman who did not bear any resemblance to Clement-Pell. Im sure the excitement of the affair was something before unknown to the Squire, as he raged up hill and down dale in the August weather, and it must have been as good as a course of Turkish baths to him.

Ah me! it is all very well to write of it in a light strain at this distance of time; but God alone knows how many hearts were broken by it.

One of the worst cases was poor Jacob Palmerbys. He had saved money that brought him in about a hundred a year in his old age. Clement-Pell got hold of the money, doubled the interest, and Palmerby thought that a golden era had set in. For several years now he had enjoyed it. His wife was dead; his only son, who had been a sizar at Cambridge, was a curate in London. With the bursting up of Clement-Pell, Jacob Palmerbys means failed: he had literally not a sixpence left in the world. The blow seemed to have struck him stupid. He mostly sat in silence, his head down; his clothes neglected.

Come, Palmerby, you must cheer up, you know, said the Squire to him one evening that we looked in at Rock Cottage, and found Mr. Brandon there.

Me cheer up, he returned, lifting his face for a moment  and in the last fortnight it had grown ten years older. What am I to cheer up for? Theres nothing left. I can go into the workhouse  but theres poor Michael.

Michael?

My son, the parson. The capital that ought to have been his after me, and brought him in his hundred a year, as it did me before I drew it from the funds, is gone. Gone. It is of him I think. He has been a good son always. I hope he wont take to cursing me.

Parsons dont curse, you know, and Michael will be a good son still, said Mr. Brandon, shrilly. Dont you fret, Palmerby. Fretting does no good.

It ud wear out a donkey  as I tell him, put in the old woman-servant, Nanny, who had brought in his supper of bread-and-milk.

He did not lift his head; just swayed it once from side to side by way of general response.

Its the way he goes on all day, masters, whispered Nanny when we went out. His hearts a-breaking  and I wish it was that knave of a Pells instead. All these purty flowers to be left, pointing to the clusters of roses and geraniums and honeysuckles within the gate, and the chairs and tables to be sold, and the very beds to be took from under us!

Nay, nay, Nanny, it may turn out better than that, spoke the Squire.

Why, how can it turn out better, sirs? she asked. Pell didnt pay the dividends this two times past: and the master, believing as all his excuses was gospel, never thought of pressing for it. If we be in debt to the landlord and others, is it our fault? But the sticks and stones must be sold to pay, and the place be given up. There be the workus for me; I know that, and it dont much matter; but itll be a crying shame if the poor master have to move into it.

So it would be. And there were others in a similar plight to his; nothing else but the workhouse before them.

He wont never live to go  thats one consolation, was Nannys last comment as she held the gate open. Good evening to ye, sirs; good evening, Master Johnny.

What with talking to Dobbs the blacksmith, and staying with Duffham to drink what he called a dish of tea, it was almost dark when I set out home; the Squire and Mr. Brandon having gone off without me. I was vaulting over the stile the near way across the fields, expecting to catch it for staying, when a man shot into my path from behind the hedge.

Johnny Ludlow.

Well, I did feel surprised. It was Gusty Pell!

Halloa! said I. I thought you were in Scotland.

I was there, he answered. And then, while we looked at one another, he began to tell me the reason of his coming away. Why it is that all kinds of people seem to put confidence in me and trust me with matters theyd never speak of to others, I have never found out. Had it been Tod, for instance, Gusty Pell would never have shown himself out of the hedge to talk to him.

Gusty, shooting the grouse on the moors, had found his purse emptied of its last coin. He wrote to his father for more money: wrote and wrote; but none arrived: neither money nor letter. Being particularly in want of supplies, he borrowed a sovereign or two from his friends, and came off direct to see the reason why. Arrived within a few miles of home he heard very ugly rumours; stories that startled him. So he waited and came on by night, thinking it more prudent not to show himself.

Tell me all about it, Johnny Ludlow, for the love of goodness! he cried, his voice a little hoarse with agitation, his hand grasping my arm like a vice. I have been taking a look at the place outside  pointing up the road towards Parrifer Hall but it seems to be empty.



It was empty, except for a man who had charge of the things until the sale could take place. Softening the narrative a little, and not calling everything by the name the public called it, I gave the facts to Gusty.

He drew a deep breath at the end, like a hundred sighs in one. Then I asked him how it was he had not heard these things  had not been written to.

I dont know, he said. I have been moving about Scotland: perhaps a letter of theirs may have miscarried; and I suppose my later letters did not reach them. The last letter I had was from Constance, giving me an account of some grand fête here that had taken place the previous day.

Yes. I was at it with Todhetley and the Whitneys. The  the crisis came three or four days after that.

Johnny, wheres my father? he asked, after a pause, his voice sunk to a whisper.

It is not known where he is.

Is it true that he is being  looked for?

I am afraid it is.

And, if they find him  what then? Why dont you speak? he added impatiently.

I dont know what. Some people say it will only be a bad case of bankruptcy.

Any way, it is a complete smash.

Yes, its that.

Will it, do you think, be ruin, Johnny? Ruin utter and unmitigated?

It is that already  to many persons round about.

But I mean to my own people, said he, impatiently.

Well, I should fear it would be.

Gusty took off his hat to wipe his brow. He looked white in the starlight.

What will become of me? I must fly too, he muttered, as if to the stars. And what of Fabian?  he cannot remain in his regiment. Johnny Ludlow, this blow is like death to me.

And it struck me that of the two calamities, Gusty Pell, non-religious though he was, would rather have met death. I felt dreadfully sorry for him.

Wheres James? he suddenly asked. Is he gone too?

James disappeared on the Sunday, it is said. It would hardly have been safe for him to remain: the popular feeling is very bitter.

Well, I must make myself scarce again also, he said, after a pause. Could you lend me a pound or so, Johnny, if youve got it about you?



I told him I wished I had; he should have been heartily welcome to it. Pulling out my pockets, I counted it all up  two shillings and fivepence. Gusty turned from it with disdain.

Well, good evening, Johnny. Thank you for your good wishes  and for telling me what you have. I dont know to whom else I could have applied: and I am glad to have chanced to meet you.

He gave another deep sigh, shook my hand, got over the stile, and crept away, keeping close to the hedge, as if he intended to make for Alcester, I stood and watched him until he was lost in the shadows.

And so the Pells, one and all, went into exile in some unknown region, and the poor duped people stayed to face their ruin at home. It was an awful time, and thats the truth.


XXV.

OVER THE WATER.

We had what they called the dead-lights put in the ladies cabin at Gravesend: that will show what the weather was expected to be in the open sea. In the saloon, things were pitching about before we reached Margate. Rounding the point off Broadstairs, the steamer caught it strong and sharp.

Never heed a bit of pitching: weve the wind all for us, and shall make a short passage, said the captain in hearty tones, by way of consolation to the passengers generally. A bit o breeze at sea is rather pleasant.

Pleasant it might be to him, Captain Tune, taking in a good dinner, as much at ease as if he had been sitting in his dining-room ashore. Not so pleasant, though, for some of us, his passengers.

Ramsgate and other landmarks passed, and away in the open sea it was just a gale. That, and nothing less. Some one said so to the man at the wheel: a tall, middle-aged, bronzed-faced fellow in shirt sleeves and open blue waistcoat.

Bless yre ignorance! This a gale! Why, taint half a one. Itll be a downright fair passage, this un will, shorter nor ordnary.

What do you call a gale  if this is not one?

I aint allowed to talk: you may see it writ up.

Writ up, it was. Passengers are requested not to talk to the man at the wheel. But if he had been allowed to talk, and talked till now, he would never have convinced some of the unhappy creatures around, that the state of wind then blowing was not a gale.

It whistled in the sails, it roared over the paddle-wheels, it seemed to play at pitch-and-toss with the sea. The waves rose with mountain force, and then broke like mad: the steamer rolled and lurched, and righted herself; and then lurched and rolled again. Captain Tune stood on the bridge, apparently enjoying it, the gold band on his cap glistening in the sun. We got his name from the boat bills; and a jolly, courteous, attentive captain he seemed to be. But for the pitching and tossing and general discomfort, it would have been called beautiful weather. The air was bright; the sun as hot as it is in July, although September was all but out.

Johnny. Johnny Ludlow.

The voice  Mr. Brandons  was too faint to be squeaky. He sat amidships on a camp stool, his back against the cabin wall  or whatever the boarding was  wrapped in a plaid. A yellow handkerchief was tied over his head, partly to keep his cap on, partly to protect his ears. The handkerchief hid most of his face, except his little nose; which looked pinched and about as yellow as the silk.

Did you call me, sir?

I wish youd see if you can get to my tail pocket, Johnny. Ive been trying this ten minutes, and do nothing but find my hands hopelessly entangled in the plaid. Theres a tin box of lozenges there.

Do you feel ill, sir? I asked, as I found the box, and gave it to him.

Never was ill at sea in my life, Johnny, in the way you mean. But the motion always gives me the most frightful headache imaginable. How are you?

The less said about how I was, the better. All I hoped was he wouldnt keep me talking.

Wheres the Squire? he asked.

I pointed to a distant heap on the deck, from which groans came forth occasionally: and just managed to speak in answer.

He seems uncommonly ill, sir.

Well, he would come, you know, Johnny. Tell him he ought to take  

What he ought to take was lost in the rush of a wave which came dashing over us.

After all, I suppose it was a quick and good, though rough passage, for Boulogne-sur-Mer was sighted before we thought for. As the stiller I kept the better I was, there was nothing to do but to sit motionless and stare at it.

Youll never guess what was taking us across the Channel. Old Brandon called it from the first a wild-goose chase; but, go, the Squire would. He was after that gentleman who had played havoc with many peoples hearts and money, who had, so to say, scattered ruin wholesale  Mr. Clement-Pell.

Not a trace had the public been able to obtain as to the direction of the Pells flight; not a clue to the spot in which they might be hiding themselves. The weeks had gone on since their departure: August passed into September, September was passing: and for all that could be discovered of them, they might as well never have existed. The committee for winding up the miserable affairs raged and fumed and pitied, and wished they could just put their hands on the man who had wrought the evil; Squire Todhetley raged and fumed also on his own score; but none of them were any the nearer finding Pell. In my whole life I had never seen the Squire so much put out. It was not altogether the loss of the two hundred pounds he had been (as he persisted in calling it) swindled out of; it was the distress he had to witness daily around him. I do think nothing would have given him more satisfaction than to join a mob in administering lynch law to Clement-Pell, and to tar and feather him first. Before this happened, the Squire had talked of going to the seaside: but he would not listen to a word on the subject now: only to speak of it put him out of temper. Tod was away. He received an invitation to stay with some people in Gloucestershire, who had good game preserves; and was off the next day. And things were in this lively state at home: the Squire grumbling, Mrs. Todhetley driving about with one or other of the children in the mild donkey-cart, and I fit to eat my head off with having nothing to do: when some news arrived of the probable sojourning place of the Clement-Pells.

The news was not much. And perhaps hardly to be relied on. Mr. and Mrs. Sterling at the Court had been over to Paris for a fortnight: taking the baby with them. I must say that Mrs. Sterling was always having babies  if any one cares for the information. Before one could walk another was sure to arrive. And not only the baby had been to Paris, but the babys nursemaid, Charlotte. Old Brandon, remarking upon it, said hed rather travel with half a score of mischievous growing boys than one baby: and they were about the greatest calamity he could think of.

Well, in coming home, the Sterling party had, to make the short crossing, put themselves on board the Folkestone boat at Boulogne, and the nursemaid was sitting on deck with the baby on her lap, when, just as the steamer was moving away, she saw, or thought she saw, Constance Pell, standing on the shore a little apart from the people gathered there to watch the boat off. Mrs. Sterling told the nurse she must be mistaken: but Charlotte held to it that she was not. As chance had it, Squire Todhetley was at the Court with old Sterling when they got home; and he heard this. It put him into a commotion. He questioned Charlotte closely, but she never wavered in her statement.

I am positive it was Miss Constance Pell, sir, she repeated. She had on a thick blue veil, and one of them new-fashioned large round capes. Just as I happened to be looking at her  not thinking it was anybody I knew  a gust of wind took the veil right up above her bonnet, and I saw it was Miss Constance Pell. She pulled at the veil with both her hands, in a scuffle like, to get it down again.

Then Ill go off to Boulogne, said the Squire, with stern resolution. And back he came to Dyke Manor full of it.

It will be a wild-goose chase, observed Mr. Brandon, who had called in. If Pell has taken himself no further away than Boulogne  that is, allowing he has got out of England at all  he is a greater fool than I took him for.

Wild-goose chase or not, I shall go, said the Pater, hotly. And I shall take Johnny; hell be useful as an interpreter.

I will go with you, came the unexpected rejoinder of Mr. Brandon. I want a bit of a change.

And so we went up to London to take the steamer there. And here we were, all three of us, ploughing the waves en route for Boulogne, on the wild-goose chase after Clement-Pell.

Just as the passengers had come to the conclusion that they must die of it, the steamer shot into Boulogne harbour. She was tolerably long swinging round; then was made fast, and we began to land. Mr. Brandon took off his yellow turban and shook his cap out.

Johnny, Id never have come if I had known it was going to be like this, moaned the poor Squire  and every trace of red had gone out of his face. No, not even to catch Clement-Pell. What on earth is that crowd for?

It looked about five hundred people; they were pushing and crushing each other, fighting for places to see us land and go through the custom-house. No need to tell of this: not a reader of you, but you must know it well.

The first thing, patent to my senses amidst the general confusion, was hearing my name shouted out by the Squire in the custom-house.

Johnny Ludlow!

He was standing before two Frenchmen in queer hats, who sat behind a table or counter, asking him questions and preparing to write down the answers: what his name was, and what his age, and where he was born, just as though he were a footman in want of a place. Not a word could he understand, and looked round for me helplessly. As to my French  well, I knew it pretty well, and talked often with our French master at Dr. Frosts: but you must not think I was as fluent in it as though Id been a born Frenchman. It was rather the other way.

We put up at the Hôtel des Bains. A good hotel  as is well known  but nothing to look at from the street. Mr. Brandon had been in Boulogne before, and always used it. The table dhôte restored the Squires colour and spirits together: and by the time dinner was over, he felt ready to encounter the sea again. As to Mr. Brandon, he made his meal of some watery broth, two slices of melon, and a bowlful of pounded sugar.

The great question was  to discover whether the Clement-Pells were in the town; and, if so, to find them out. Mr. Brandons opinion never varied  that Charlotte had been mistaken and they were not in the place at all. Allowing, for arguments sake, that they were there, he said, they would no doubt be living partly in concealment; and it might not answer for us to go inquiring about them openly, lest they got to hear of it, and took measures to secure themselves. There was sense in that.

The next day we went strolling up to the post-office in the Rue des Vieillards, the wind blowing us round the corners sharply; and there inquired for the address of the Clement-Pells. The people were not very civil; stared as if theyd never been asked for an address before; and shortly affirmed that no such name was known there.

Why, of course not, said old Brandon quietly, as we strolled down again. They wouldnt be in the town under their own name  if they are here at all.

And there would lie the difficulty.

That wind, that the man at the wheel had scoffed at when called a gale, had been at any rate the beginning of one. It grew higher and higher, chopping round to the south-west, and for three days we had it kindly. On the second day not a boat could get out or in; and there were no bathing-machines to be had. The sea was surging, full of tumult  but it was a grand sight to see. The waves dashed over the pier, ducking the three or four venturesome spirits who went there. I was one of them  and received a good blowing up from Mr. Brandon for my pains.

The gale passed. The weather set in again calm and lovely; but we seemed to be no nearer hearing anything of the Clement-Pells. So far as that went, the time was being wasted: but I dont think any of us cared much about that. We kept our eyes open, looking out for them, and asked questions in a quiet way: at the établissement, where the dancing went on; at the libraries; and of the pew women at the churches. No; no success: and time went on to the second week in October. On account of the remarkably fine weather, the season and amusements were protracted.

One Friday morning I was sitting on the pier in the sunshine, listening to a couple of musicians, who appeared there every day. He had a violin; she played a guitar, and sang Figaro. An old gentleman by me said he had heard her sing the same song for nearly a score of years past. The town kept very full, for the weather was more like summer than autumn. There were moments, and this was one of them, that I wished more than ever Tod was over.

Strolling back off the pier and along the port, picking my way amidst the ropes of the fishing-boats, stretched across my path, I met face to face  Constance Pell. The thick blue veil, just as Charlotte had described it, was drawn over her bonnet: but something in her form struck me, and I saw her features through the veil. She saw me too, and turned her head sharply towards the harbour.

I went on without notice, making believe not to have seen her. Glancing round presently, I saw her cross the road and begin to come back on the other side by the houses. Knowing that the only chance was to trace her home, and not to let her see I was doing it, I stopped before one of the boats, and began talking to a fisherman, never turning my head towards her at all. She passed quickly, on to the long street, once glancing back at me. When she was fairly on her way, I went at the top of my speed to the port entrance of the hotel; ran straight through the yard and up to my room, which faced the street. There she was, walking onwards, and very quickly. Close by the chemists shop at the opposite corner, she turned to look back; no doubt looking after me, and no doubt gratified that I was nowhere to be seen. Then she went on again.

Neither the Squire nor Mr. Brandon was in the hotel, that I could find; so I had to take the matter in hand myself, and do the best I could. Letting her get well ahead, I followed cautiously. She turned up the Grande Rue, and I turned also, keeping her in view. The streets were tolerably full, and though she looked back several times, I am sure she did not see me.

Up the hill of the Grande Rue, past the Vice-Consulate, under the gateway of the Upper Town, through the Upper Town itself, and out by another gateway. I thought she was never going to stop. Away further yet, to the neighbourhood of a little place called Mâquétra  but I am not sure that I spell the word properly. There she turned into a small house that had a garden before it.

They call me a muff at home, as you have heard often: and theres no doubt I have shown myself a muff more than once in my life. I was one then. What I ought to have done was, to have gone back the instant I had seen her enter; what I really did was, to linger about behind the hedge, and try to get a glimpse through it. It skirted the garden: a long, narrow garden, running down from the side of the house.

It was only a minute or two in all. And I was really turning back when a maid-servant in a kind of short brown bedgown (so Hannah called the things at home), black petticoat, grey stockings and wooden sabots, came out at the gate, carrying a flat basket made of black and white straw.

Does Monsieur Pell live there? I asked, waiting until she had come up.

Monsieur Qui? said the girl.

Pell. Or Clement-Pell.

There is no gentlemans at all lives there, returned she, changing her language to very decent English. Only one Madame and her young meesses.

I seemed to take in the truth in a minute: they were there, but he was not. I think they must be the friends I am in search of, was my remark. What is the name?

Brune.

Brune?  Oh, Brown. A lady and four young ladies?

Yes, thats it. Bon jour, monsieur.

She hurried onwards, the sabots clattering. I turned leisurely to take another look at the hedge and the little gate in it, and saw a blue veil fluttering inwards. Constance Pell, deeper than I, had been gazing after me.

Where had the Squire and old Brandon got to? Getting back to the hotel, I could not find either of them. Mr. Brandon might be taking a warm sea-bath, the waiters thought, and the Squire a cold one. I went about to every likely place, and went in vain. The dinner-bell was ringing when they got in  tired to death; having been for some prolonged ramble over beyond Capécure. I told them in their rooms while they were washing their hands  but as to stirring in it before dinner, both were too exhausted for it.

I said I thought they must be here, Brandon, cried the Squire, in triumph.

He is not here now, according to Johnny, squeaked old Brandon.

After dinner more time was lost. First of all, in discussing what they should do; next, in whether it should be done that night. You see, it was not Mrs. Pell they wanted, but her husband. As it was then dark, it was thought best to leave it until morning.

We went up in state about half-past ten; taking a coach, and passing en route the busy market scene. The coach seemed to have no springs: Mr. Brandon complained that it shook him to pieces. This was Saturday, you know. The Squire meant to be distantly polite to Mrs. and the Miss Pells, but to insist upon having the address given him of Mr. Pell. Well not take the coach quite up to the door, said he, or we may not get in. Indeed, the getting in seemed to be a matter of doubt: old Brandons opinion was that theyd keep every window and door barred, rather than admit us.

So the coach set us down outside the furthermost barrier of the Upper Town, and we walked on to the gate, went up the path, and knocked at the door.

As soon as the servant opened it  she had the same brown bedgown on, the same grey stockings, and wooden sabots  the Squire dexterously slipped past her into the passage to make sure of a footing. She offered no opposition: drew back, in fact, to make room.

I must come in; I have business here, said he, almost as if in apology.

The Messieurs are free to enter, was her answer; but they come to a house empty.

I want to speak to Madame Brown, returned the Squire, in a determined tone.

Madame Brown and the Mees Browns are depart, she said. They depart at daylight this morning, by the first convoi.

We were in the front parlour then: a small room, barely furnished. The Squire flew into one of his tempers: he thought the servant was playing with him. Old Brandon sat down against the wall, and nodded his head. He saw how it was  they had really gone.

But the Squire stormed a little, and would not believe it. The girl, catching one word in ten, for he talked very fast, wondered at his anger.

The young gentlemans was at the place yesterday, she said, glancing at me: it was a malheur but they had come up before the morning, if they wanted so much to see Madame.

She has not gone: I know better, roared the Squire. Look here, young woman  whats your name, though?

Mathilde, said she, standing quite at ease, her hands turned on her hips and her elbows out.

Well, then, I warn you that its of no use your trying to deceive me. I shall go into every room of this house till I find Madame Brown  and if you attempt to stop me, Ill bring the police up here. Tell her that in French, Johnny.

I hear, said Mathilde, who had a very deliberate way of speaking. I comprehend. The Messieurs go into the rooms if they like, but I go with, to see they not carry off any of the articles. This is the salon.

Waiting for no further permission, he was out of the salon like a shot. Mr. Brandon stayed nodding against the wall; he had not the slightest reverence for the Squires diplomacy at any time. The girl slipped off her sabots and put her feet into some green worsted slippers that stood in the narrow passage. My belief was she thought we wanted to look over the house with a view to taking it.

It was small, but great enough for a salle à manger, she said, showing the room behind  a little place that had literally nothing in it but an oval dining-table, some matting, and six common chairs against the walls. Upstairs were four bedrooms, bare also. As to the fear of our carrying off any of the articles, we might have found a difficulty in doing so. Except beds, chairs, drawers, and wash-hand-stands, there was nothing to carry. Mrs. Brown and the Miss Browns were not there: and the rooms were in as much order as if they had not been occupied for a month. Mathilde had been at them all the morning. The Squires face was a picture when he went down: he began to realize the fact that he was once more left in the lurch.

It is much health up here, and the house fine, said the girl, leaving her shoes in the passage side by side with the sabots, and walking into the salon in her stockings, without ceremony; and if the Messieurs thought to let it, and would desire to have a good servant with it, I would be happy to serve them, me. I sleep in the house, or at home, as my patrons please; and I very good to make the kitchen; and I  

So you have not found them, interrupted old Brandon, sarcastically.

The Squire gave a groan. He was put out, and no mistake. Mathilde, in answer to questions, readily told all she knew.

About six weeks ago, she thought it was  but no, it must be seven, now she remembered  Madame Brown and the four Mees Browns took this house of the propriétaire, one Monsieur Bourgeois, marchand dépicerie, and engaged her as servant, recommended to Madame by M. Bourgeois. Madame and the young ladies had lived very quietly, giving but little trouble; entrusted her to do all the commissions at the butchers and elsewhere, and never questioned her fidelity in the matter of the sous received in change at market. The previous day when she got home with some pork and sausages, which she was going after when the young gentlemans spoke to her  nodding to me  Madame was all bouleversée; first because Mees Constance had been down to the town, which Madame did not like her to do; next because of a letter  

At this point the Squire interrupted. Did she mean to imply that the ladies never went out?

No, never, continued Mathilde. Madame found herself not strong to walk out, and it was not proper for the young demoiselles to go walk without her  as the Messieurs would doubtless understand. But Mees Constance had ennui with that, and three or four times she had walked out without Madames knowing. Yesterday, par exemple, Madame was storming at her when she (Mathilde) came home with the meat, and the young ladies her sisters stormed at her  

There; enough of that, snapped the Squire. What took them away?

That was the letter, resumed the girl in her deliberate manner. It was the other thing, that letter was, that had contributed to Madames bouleversement. The letter had been delivered by hand, she supposed, while she was gone to the pork-shop; it told Madame the triste news of the illness of a dear relative; and Madame had to leave at once, in consequence. There was confusion. Madame and the young ladies packing, and she (Mathilde), when her dinner had been cooked and eaten, running quick for the propriétaire, who came back with her. Madame paid him up to the end of the next week, when the month would be finished and  that was all.

Old Brandon took up the word. Mr. Brown?  He was not here at all, was he?

Not at all, replied Mathilde. Madames fancy figured to her he might be coming one of these soon days: if so, I refer him to M. Bourgeois.

Refer him for what?

Nay, I not ask, monsieur. For the information, I conclude, of where Madame go and why she go. Madame talk to the propriétaire with the salon door shut.

So that was all we got. Mathilde readily gave M. Bourgeoiss address, and we went away. She had been civil through it all, and the Squire slipped a franc into her hand. From the profusion of thanks he received in return, it might have been a louis dor.

Monsieur Bourgeoiss shop was in the Upper Town, not far from the convent of the Dames Ursulines. He said  speaking from behind his counter while weighing out some coffee  that Madame Brown had entrusted him with a sealed letter to Monsieur Brown in case he arrived. It contained, Madame had remarked to him, only a line or two to explain where they had gone, as he would naturally be disappointed at not finding them; and she had confided the trust to him that he would only deliver it into M. Browns own hand. He did not know where Madame had gone. As M. Bourgeois did not speak a word of English, or the Squire a word of French, its hard to say when they would have arrived at an explanation, left to themselves.

Now look here, said Mr. Brandon, in his dry, but uncommonly clear-sighted way, as we went home, Clement-Pells expected here. We must keep a sharp watch on the boats.

The Squire did not see it. As if hed remain in England all this time, Brandon!

We dont know where he has stayed. I have thought all along he was as likely to be in England as elsewhere: theres no place a mans safer in, well concealed. The very fact of his wife and daughters remaining in this frontier town would be nearly enough to prove that he was still in England.

Then why on earth did he stay there? retorted the Squire. Why has he not got away before?

I dont know. Might fear there was danger perhaps in making the attempt. He has lain perdu in some quiet corner; and now that he thinks the matter has partly blown over and the scent is less keen, he means to come over. Thats what his wife has waited for.

The Squire seemed to grasp the whole at once. I wonder when he will be here?

Within a day or two, you may be sure, or not at all, said Mr. Brandon, with a nod. Shell write to stop his coming, if she knows where to write to. The sight of Johnny Ludlow has startled her. You were a great muff to let yourself be seen, young Johnny.

Yes, sir, I know I was.

Live and learn, live and learn, said he, bringing out his tin box. One cannot put old heads upon young shoulders.



Sunday morning. After breakfast I and Mr. Brandon were standing under the porte-cochère, looking about us. At the banking house opposite; at a man going into the chemists shop with his hand tied up; at the marchand-de-coco with his gay attire and jingling bells and noisy tra-la-la-la: at anything, in short, there might be to see, and so while away the half-hour before church-time. The Squire had gone strolling out, saying he should be back in time for service. People were passing down towards the port, little groups of them in twos and threes; apart from the maid-servants in their white caps, who were coming back from mass. One of the hotel waiters stood near us, his white napkin in his hand. He suddenly remarked, with the easy affability of the French of his class (which, so far as I know, and I have seen more of France since then, never degenerates into disrespect), that some of these people might be expecting friends by the excursion boat, and were going down to see it come in.



What excursion boat? asked Mr. Brandon of the waiter, quicker than he generally spoke.

One from Ramsgate, the man replied. It was to leave the other side very early, so as to get to Boulogne by ten oclock; and to depart again at six in the afternoon. Mr. Brandon looked at the speaker; and then at me. Putting his hand on my shoulder, he drew me towards the port; charging the waiter to be sure and tell Mr. Todhetley when he returned, that we had gone to see the Ramsgate boat come in. It was past ten then.

If Clement-Pell comes at all it will be by this excursion boat, Johnny, said he impressively, as we hurried on.

Why do you think so, Mr. Brandon?

Well, I do think so. The people who make excursion trips are not those likely to know him, or of whom he would be afraid. He will conceal himself on it amongst the crowd. It is Sunday also  another reason. What flag is that up on the signal-post by the pier house, Johnny? Your eyes are younger than mine.

It is the red one, sir

For a steamer in sight. She is not in yet then. It must be for her. Its hardly likely there would be another one coming in this morning.

There she is! I exclaimed. For at that moment I caught sight in the distance of a steamer riding on close up to the harbour mouth, pitching a little in her course.

Run you on, Johnny, said Mr. Brandon, in excitement. Ill come as quickly as I can, but my legs are not as fleet as yours. Get a place close to the cords, and look out sharply.

It was a bright day, somewhat colder than it had been, and the wind high enough to make it tolerably rough for any but good sailors  as the sparkles of white foam on the blue sea betrayed. I secured a good place behind the cord, close to the landing-stage: a regular crowd had collected, early though it was, Sunday being an idle day with some of the French. The boat came in, was being moored fast below us, and was crowded with pale faces.

Up came the passengers, mounting the almost perpendicular gangway: assisted by the boatmen, below; and by two appariteurs, in their cocked hats and Sunday clothes, above. It was nearly low water: another quarter-of-an-hour and theyd have missed their tide: pleasant, that would have been, for the excursionists. As only one could ascend the ladder at once, I had the opportunity of seeing them all.

Scores came: my sight was growing half-confused: and there had been no one resembling Clement-Pell. Some of them looked fearfully ill still, and had not put up the ears of their caps or turned down their coat collars; so that to get a good view of these faces was not possible  and Clement-Pell might have already landed, for all I could be sure of to the contrary. Cloaks were common in those days, and travelling caps had long ears to them.

It was quite a stroke of fortune. A lady with a little boy behind her came up the ladder, and the man standing next to me  he was vary tall and big  went at once into a state of excitement. Cest toi! cest toi, ma sœur! he called out. She turned at the voice, and a batch of kissing ensued. A stout dame pushed forward frantically to share the kissing: but a douanier angrily marched off the passenger towards the custom-house. She retorted on him not to be so difficile, turned round and said she must wait for her other little one. Altogether there was no end of chatter and commotion. I was eclipsed and pushed back into the shade.

The other child was appearing over the top of the ladder then; a mite of a girl, her face held close to the face of the gentleman carrying her. I supposed he was the husband. He wore a cloak, his cap was drawn well over his eyebrows, and very little could be seen of him but his hands and his nose. Was he the husband? The mother, thanking him volubly in broken English for his politeness in carrying up her little girl, would have taken her from him; but he motioned as if he would carry her to the custom-house, and stepped onward, looking neither to the left nor right. At that moment my tall neighbour and the stout dame raised a loud greeting to the child, clapping their hands and blowing kisses: the man put out his long arm and pulled at the sleeve of the young ones pelisse. It caused the gentleman to halt and look round. Enough to make him.

Why  where had I seen the eyes? They were close to mine, and seemed quite familiar. Then remembrance flashed over me. They were Clement-Pells.

It is almost the only thing about a man or woman that cannot be disguised  the expression of the eyes. Once you are familiar with any ones eye, and have learned its expression by heart; the soul that looks out of it; you cannot be mistaken in the eye, though you meet it in a desert, and its owner be disguised as a cannibal.

But for the eyes, I should never have known him, got up, as he was, with false red hair. He went straight on instantly, not suspecting I was there, for the two had hidden me. The little childs face was pressed close to Mr. Pells as he went on; a feeling came over me that he was carrying it, the better to conceal himself. As he went into the custom-house, I pushed backwards out of the crowd; saw Mr. Brandon, and whispered to him. He nodded quietly; as much as to say he thought Pell would come.

Johnny, we must follow him: but we must not let him see us on any account. I dare say he is going all the way up to Mâquétra  or whatever you call the place.

Making our way round to the door by which the passengers were let out, we mixed with the mob and waited. The custom-house was not particular with Sunday excursionists, and they came swarming out by dozens. When Pell appeared, I jogged Mr. Brandons elbow.

The touters, proclaiming the merits of their respective hotels, and thrusting their cards in Pells face, seemed to startle him, for he shrank back. Comprehending the next moment, he said, No, no, passed on to the carriages, and stepped into one that was closed. The driver was a couple of minutes at least, taking his orders: perhaps there was some bother, the one jabbering French, the other English. But the coach drove off at last.

Now then, Johnny, for that other closed coach. We shall have to do without church this morning. Mind you make the coachman understand what he is to do.

Suivez cette voiture qui vient de partir; mais pas trop près. The man gave back a hearty Oui, monsieur, as if he understood the case.

It was a slow journey. The first coach did not hurry itself, and took by-ways to its destination. It turned into the Rue de la Coupe, opposite our hotel, went through the Rue de lHôpital, and thence to regions unknown. All I knew was, we went up a hill worse than that of the Grande Rue, and arrived circuitously at Mâquétra. Mr. Brandon had stretched his head out as we passed the hotel, but could not see the Squire.

Its his affair, you know, Johnny. Not mine.

Clement Pell got out at his gate, and went in. We followed cautiously, and found the house-door on the latch, Mathilde having probably forgotten to close it after admitting Mr. Pell. They stood in the salon: Mathilde in a handsome light chintz gown and white stockings and shoes, for she had been to nine-oclock mass; he with a strangely perplexed, blank expression on his face as he listened to her explanation.

Yes, monsieur, it is sure they are depart; it is but the morning of yesterday. The propriétaire, he have the letter for you that Madame confide to him. He  Tiens, voici encore ces Messieurs!

Surprise at our appearance must have caused her change of language. Clement-Pell gave one look at us and turned his face to the window, hoping to escape unrecognized. Mr. Brandon ordered me to the English church in the Upper Town, saying I should not be very late for that, and told Mathilde he did not want her.

I shall make the little promenade and meet my bon-ami, observed Mathilde, independently, as I proceeded to do as I was bid. And what took place between the two we left can only be related at second hand.

Now, Mr. Pell, will you spare me your attention? began Mr. Brandon.

Clement-Pell turned, and took off his cloak and cap, seeing that it would be worse than useless to attempt to keep up the farce. With the red wig on his head and the red hair on his face, no unobservant man would then have recognized him for the great ex-financier.

Mr. Brandon was cold, uncompromising, but civil; Clement-Pell at first subdued and humble. Taking courage after a bit, he became slightly restive, somewhat inclined to be insolent.

It is a piece of assurance for you to come here at all, sir; tracking me over my very threshold, as if you were a detective officer. What is the meaning of it? I dont owe you money.

I have told you the meaning, replied Mr. Brandon  feeling that his voice had never been more squeaky, but showing no sign of wrath. The affair is not mine at all, but Squire Todhetleys, I was down on the port when you landed  went to look for you, in fact; the Squire did not happen to be in the way, so I followed you up in his place.

With what object?

Why, dear me, Mr. Pell, you are not deaf. I mentioned the object; the Squire wants his two hundred pounds refunded. A very clever trick, your getting it from him!

Clement-Pell drew in his lips; his face had no more colour in it than chalk. He sat with his back to the wall, his hands restlessly playing with his steel watch-chain. What had come of the thick gold one he used to wear? Mr. Brandon had a chair near the table, and faced him.

Perhaps you would like me to refund to you all my creditors money wholesale, as well as Mr. Todhetleys? retorted Clement-Pell, mockingly.

I have nothing to do with them, Mr. Pell. Neither, I imagine, does Mr. Todhetley intend to make their business his. Let each man mind his own course, and stand or fall by it. If you choose to assure me you dont owe a fraction to any one else in the world, I shall not tell you that you do. I am speaking now for my friend, Squire Todhetley: I would a great deal rather he were here to deal with you himself; but action has accidentally been forced upon me.

I know that I owe a good deal of money; or, rather, that a good many people have lost money through me, returned Clement-Pell, after a pause. Its my misfortune; not my fault.



Mr. Brandon gave a dry cough. As to its not being your fault, Mr. Pell, the less said about that the better. It was in your power to pull up in time, I conclude, when you first saw things were going wrong.

Clement-Pell lifted his hand to his forehead, as if he felt a pain there. You dont know; you dont know, he said irritably,  a great deal of impatience in his tone.

No, Im thankful that I dont, said Mr. Brandon, taking out his tin box, and coolly eating a lozenge. I am very subject to heartburn, Mr. Pell. If ever you get it try magnesia lozenges. An upset, such as this affair of yours has been, would drive a man of my nerves into a lunatic asylum.

It may do the same by me before I have done with it, returned Clement Pell. And Mr. Brandon thought he meant what he said.

Any way, it is rumoured that some of those who are ruined will be there before long, Mr. Pell. You might, perhaps, feel a qualm of conscience if you saw the misery it has entailed.

And do you think I dont feel it? returned Mr. Pell, catching his breath. You are mistaken, if you suppose I do not.

About Squire Todhetleys two hundred pounds, sir? resumed old Brandon, swallowing the last of the lozenge. Is it convenient to you to give it me?

No, it is not, was the decided answer. And he seemed to be turning restive again.

But I will thank you to do so, Mr. Pell.

I cannot do so.

And not to make excuses over it. They will only waste time.

I have not got the money; I cannot give it.

Upon that they set on again, hammer and tongs. Mr. Brandon insisting upon the money; Pell vowing that he had it not, and could not and would not give so much as a ten-pound note of it. Old Brandon never lost his temper, never raised his voice, but he said a thing or two that must have stung Pells pride. At the end of twenty minutes, he was no nearer the money than before. Pells patience gave signs of wearing out: Mr. Brandon could have gone quietly on till bed-time.

You must be aware that this is not a simple debt, Mr. Pell. It is  in fact  something worse. For your own sake, it may be well to refund it.

Once more I say I cannot.

Am I to understand that is as much as to say you will not?

If you like to take it so. It is most painful to me, Mr. Brandon, to have to meet you in this spirit, but you force it on me. The case is this: I am not able to refund the debt to Squire Todhetley, and he has no power to enforce his claim to it.



I dont know that.

I do though. It is best to be plain, as we have come to this, Mr. Brandon; and then perhaps you will bring the interview to an end, and leave me in peace. You have no power over me in this country; none whatever. Before you can obtain that, there are certain forms and ceremonies to be gone through in a legal court; you must make over the  

Squire Todhetleys is not a case of debt, interrupted old Brandon. If it were, he would have no right in honour to come here and seek payment over the heads of the other creditors.

It is a case of debt, and nothing else. As debt only could you touch me upon it here  and not then until you have proved it and got judgment upon it in England. Say, if you will, that I have committed murder or forged bank-notes  you could not touch me here unless the French government gave me up at the demand of the English government. Get all the police in the town to this room if you will, Mr. Brandon, and they would only laugh at you. They have no power over me. I have committed no offence against this country.

Look here, said old Brandon, nodding his head. I know a bit about French law; perhaps as much as you: knew it years ago. What you say is true enough; an Englishman, whether debtor or criminal, in his own land, cannot be touched here, unless certain forms and ceremonies, as you express it, are first gone through. But you have rendered yourself amenable to French law on another point, Clement-Pell; I could consign you to the police this moment, if I chose, and they would have to take you.

Clement-Pell quite laughed at what he thought the useless boast. But he might have known old Brandon better. What is my crime, sir?

You have come here and are staying here under a false name  Brown. That is a crime in the eyes of the French law; and one that the police, if they get to know of it, are obliged to take cognizance of.

No! exclaimed Clement-Pell, his face changing a little.

Yes, said Mr. Brandon. Were I to give you up for it to-day, they would put you on board the first boat leaving for your own country. Once on the opposite shore, you may judge whether Squire Todhetley would let you escape again.

It was all true. Mr. Pell saw that it was so. His fingers nervously trembled; his pale face wore a piteous aspect.

You need not be afraid of me: I am not likely to do it, said Mr. Brandon: I do not think the Squire would. But you see now what lies within his power. Therefore I would recommend you to come to terms with him.



Clement-Pell rubbed his brow with his handkerchief. He was driven into a corner.

I have told you truth, Mr. Brandon, in saying that I am not able to repay the two hundred pounds. I am not. Will he take half of it?

I cannot tell. I have no authority for saying that he will.

Then I suppose he must come up here. As it has come to this, I had better see him. If he will accept one hundred pounds, and undertake not to molest me further, I will hand it over to him. It will leave me almost without means: but you have got me in a hole. Stay a moment  a thought strikes me. Are there any more of my creditors in the town at your back, Mr. Brandon?

Not that I am aware of. I have seen none.

On your honour?

Mr. Brandon opened his little eyes, and took a stare at Pell. My word is the same as my honour, sir. Always has been and always will be.

I beg your pardon. A man, driven to my position, naturally fears an enemy at every corner. And  if my enemies were to find me out here, they might be too much for me.

Of course they would be, assented Mr. Brandon, by way of comfort.

Will you go for Squire Todhetley? What is done, must be done to-day, for I shall be away by the first train in the morning.

Shrewd old Brandon considered the matter before speaking. By the time I get back here with the Squire you may have already taken your departure, Mr. Pell.

No, on my honour. How should I be able to do it? No train leaves the town before six to-night: the water is low in the harbour and no boat could get out. As it has come to this, I will see Squire Todhetley: and the sooner the better.

I will trust you, said Mr. Brandon.

Time was when I was deemed more worthy of trust: perhaps was more worthy of it,  and tears involuntarily rose to his eyes. Mr. Brandon, believe me  no man has suffered by this as I have suffered. Do you think I did it for pleasure?  or to afford myself wicked gratification! No. I would have forfeited nearly all my remaining life to prevent the smash. My affairs got into their awful state by degrees; and I had not the power to retrieve them. God alone knows what the penalty has been to me  and what it will be to my lifes end.

Ay. I can picture it pretty tolerably, Mr. Pell.

No one can picture it, he returned, with emotion. Look at my ruined family  the position of my sons and daughters. Not one of them can hold up their heads in the world again without the consciousness that they may be pointed at as the children of Clement-Pell the swindler. What is to be their future?  how are they to get along? You must have heard many a word of abuse applied to me lately, Mr. Brandon: but there are few men on this earth more in need of compassion than I  if misery and suffering can bring the need. When morning breaks, I wish the day was done; when night comes, I toss and turn and wonder how I shall live through it.

I am sorry for you, said Mr. Brandon, moved to pity, for he saw how the man needed it. Were I you, I would go back home and face my debts. Face the trouble, and in time you may be able to live it down.

Clement-Pell shook his head hopelessly. Had it been debt alone, he might never have come away.



The sequel to all this had yet to come. Perhaps some of you may guess it. Mr. Brandon pounced upon the Squire as he was coming out of church in the Rue du Temple, and took him back in another coach. Arrived at the house, they found the door fast. Mathilde appeared presently, arm-in-arm with her sweetheart  a young man in white boots with ear-rings in his ears. Was M. Brown of depart, she repeated, in answer to the Squires impulsive question: but no, certainly he was not. And she gave them the following information.

When she returned after midday, she found M. Brown all impatience, waiting for her to show him the way to the house of Monsieur Bourgeois, that he might claim Madames letter. When they reached the shop, it had only the fille de boutique in it. Monsieur the patron was out making a promenade, the fille de boutique said he might be home possibly for the shutting up at two oclock.

Upon that, M. Brown decided to make a little promenade himself until two oclock; and Mathilde, she made a further promenade on her own account: and had now come up, before two, to get the door open. Such was her explanation. If the gentlemans would be at the pains of sitting down in the salon, without doubt M. Brown would not long retard.

They sat down. The clock struck two. They sat on, and the clock struck three. Not until then did any thought arise that Clement-Pell might not keep faith with them. Mathildes freely expressed opinion was that M. Brown, being strange to the town, had lost himself. She ran to the grocers shop again, and found it shut up: evidently no one was there.

Four oclock, five oclock; and no Mr. Brown. They gave him up then; it seemed quite certain that he had given them the slip. Starving with hunger, exploding with anger, the Squire took his wrathful way back to the hotel: Mr. Brandon was calm and sucked his magnesia lozenges. Clement-Pell was a rogue to the last.

There came to Mr. Brandon the following morning, through the Boulogne post-office, a note; on which he had to pay five sous. It was from Clement-Pell, written in pencil. He said that when he made the agreement with Mr. Brandon never a thought crossed him of not keeping faith: but that while he was waiting about for the return of the grocer who held his wifes letter, he saw an Englishman come off the ramparts  a creditor who knew him well and would be sure to deliver him up, were it in his power, if he caught sight of him. It struck him, Clement-Pell, with a panic: he considered that he had only one course left open to him  and that was to get away from the place at once and in the quietest manner he was able. There was a message to Mr. Todhetley to the effect that he would send him the hundred pounds later if he could. Throughout the whole letter ran a vein of despairing sadness, according with what he had said to Mr. Brandon; and the Squires heart was touched.

After all, Brandon, the fellow is to be pitied. Its a frightful position: enough to make a man lose heart for good and all. Im not sure that I should have taken the hundred pounds from him.

Thats more than probable, returned old Brandon, drily. It remains a question, though, in my mind, whether he did see the creditor and did take a panic: or whether both are not invented to cover his precipitate departure with the hundred pounds.

How he got away from the town we never knew. The probability was, that he had walked to the first station after Boulogne on the Paris railroad, and there taken the evening train. And whether he had presented himself again at Monsieur Bourgeoiss shop, that excellent tradesman, who did not return home until ten on Sunday night, was unable to say. Any way, M. Bourgeois held the letter yet in safety. So the chances are, that Mr. and Mrs. Pell are still dodging about the earth in search of each other, after the fashion of the Wandering Jew.

And thats a true account of our visit to Boulogne after Clement-Pell. Mr. Brandon calls it to this hour a wild-goose chase: certainly it turned out a fruitless one. But we had a good passage back again, the sea as calm as a mill-pond.


XXVI.

AT WHITNEY HALL.

It has often been in my mind to tell of John Whitneys death. You will say it is too sad and serious for a paper. But it is well to have serious thoughts brought before us at certain seasons. This is one of them: seeing that its the beginning of a new year, and that every year takes us nearer to another life whether we are old or whether we are young.

Some of them thought his illness might never have come on but for an accident that happened. It is quite a mistake. The accident had nothing to do with the later illness. Sir John and Lady Whitney could tell you so as well as I. John was always one of those sensitive, thoughtful, religious boys that somehow dont seem so fit for earth as heaven.



Now mind, you boys, cried Sir John to us at breakfast. Theres just a thin coating of ice on the lake and ponds, but it wont bear. Dont any of you venture on it.

We will not, sir, replied John, who was the most obedient son living.

Theres not much to be done in the way of out-door sports when snow lies on the ground. Crowding round the childrens play-room window later, all the lot of us, we looked out on a white landscape. Snow lodged on the trees, hid the grass in the fields, covered the hills in the distance.

Its an awful sell, cried Bill Whitney and Tod nearly in a breath. No hunting, no shooting, and no nothing. The ponds wont bear; snowballings common. One might as well lie in bed.

And what sort of a sell do you suppose it is for the poor men who are thrown out of work? asked Sir John, who had come in, reading a newspaper, and was airing his back at the fire. Their work and wages are stopped, and they cant earn bread for their children. You boys are dreadfully to be pitied, you are!

He tilted his steel spectacles up on his good old red nose, and nodded to us. Harry, the pert one of the family, answered.



Well, papa, and it is a settler for us boys to have our fun spoiled. As to the working-men  oh, they are used to it.

Sir John stared at him for a full minute. If I thought you said that from your heart, Mr. Harry, Id order you from my presence. No son of mine shall get into the habit of making unfeeling speeches, even in jest.

Sir John meant it. We saw that Harrys words had really vexed him. John broke the silence.

Papa, if I should live to be ever in your place, he said, in his quiet voice, that somehow always had a tone of thoughtfulness in it, even when at play with the rest of us at old Frosts, I shall make a point of paying my labourers wages in full this wintry time, just the same as though they worked. It is not their fault that they are idle.

Sir John started at him now. What dye mean by if you live, lad?

John considered. The words had slipped from him without any special thought at all. People use such figures of speech. It was odd though, when we came to remember it a long while afterwards, that he should have said it just that one day.

I recollect a frost that lasted fourteen weeks, boys, said Sir John. That was in 1814. They held a fair on the Thames, we heard, and roasted an ox whole on it. Get a frost to last all that time, and youd soon tire of paying wages for nothing, John.

But, father, what else could I do  or ought I to do? I could not let them starve  or break up their poor homes by going into the workhouse. I should fear that some time, in return, God might break up mine.

Sir John smiled. John was so very earnest always when he took up a serious matter. Letting the question drop, Sir John lowered his spectacles, and went out with his newspaper. Presently we saw him going round to the farm-yard in his great-coat and beaver gaiters. John sat down near the fire and took up a book he was fond of Sintram.

This was Old Christmas Day. Tod and I had come over to Whitney Hall for a week, and two days of it were already gone. We liked being there, and the time seemed to fly. Tod and Bill still stood staring and grumbling at the snow, wishing the frost would get worse, or go. Harry went out whistling; Helen sat down with a yawn.

Anna, theres a skein of blue silk in that workbag behind you. Get it out and hold it for me to wind.

Anna, who was more like John in disposition than any of them, always good and gentle, got the silk; and they began to wind it. In the midst of it, Harry burst in with a terrific shout, dressed up as a bear, and trying to upset every one. In the confusion Anna dropped the silk on the carpet, and Helen boxed her ears.

John looked up from his book. You should not do that, Helen.

What does she drop the silk for, then  careless thing! retorted Helen, who was quick in temper. Once soil that light shade of blue, and it cant be used. You mind yourself John.

John looked at them both. At Helen, taking up the silk from the floor; at Anna, who was struggling to keep down her tears under the infliction, because Tod was present. She wouldnt have minded me. John said no more. He had a very nice face without much colour in it; dark hair, and large grey-blue eyes that seemed to be always looking out for something they did not see. He was sixteen then, upright and slender. All the world liked John Whitney.

Later on in the day we were running races in the broad walk, that was so shady in summer. The whole of us. The high laurel hedges on either side had kept the snow from drifting, and it hardly lay there at all. We gave the girls a third of the run, and they generally beat us. After an hour of this, tired and hot, we gave in, and dispersed different ways. John and I went towards the lake to see whether the ice was getting thicker, talking of school and school interests as we went along. Old Frosts grounds were in view, which naturally put us in mind of the past: and especially of the great event of the half year  the sad fate of Archie Hearn.

Poor little Hearn! he exclaimed. I did feel his death, and no mistake. That is, I felt for his mother. I think, Johnny, if I could have had the chance offered me, I would have died myself to let him live.

Thats easier said than done  if it came to the offer, Whitney.

Well, yes it is. She had no one but him, you see. And to think of her coming into the school that time and saying she forgave the fellow  whoever it was. Ive often wondered whether Barrington had cause to feel it.

She is just like her face, Whitney  good. Ive hardly ever seen a face I like as much as Mrs. Hearns.

John Whitney laughed a little. They all did at my likes and dislikes of faces. I was reading a book the other day, Johnny  See that poor little robin! he broke off. It looks starved, and it must have its nest somewhere. I have some biscuit in my pocket.

It came into my head, as he dived into his pocket and scattered the crumbs, that he had brought the supply out for these stray birds. But if I write for ever I could not make you understand the thoughtfulness of John Whitney.



Hark, Johnny! Whats that?

Cries, screams, sobs. We were near the end of the walk then and rushed out. Anna met us in a dreadful state of agitation. Charley was in the lake! Whitney caught the truth before I did, and was off like a shot.

The nurse, Willis, was dancing frantically about at the waters edge; the children roared. Willis said Master Charles had slipped on to the ice surrepstitiously when her back was turned, and had gone souse in. John Whitney had already plunged in after his little brother; his coat, jacket, and waistcoat were lying on the bank. William Whitney and Tod, hearing the noise, came rushing up.

Mamma sent me to tell nurse they had been out long enough, and were to come in, sobbed Anna, shaking like a leaf. While I was giving her the message, Charley fell in. Oh, what will be done?

That was just like Anna. Helen would have been cool as a cucumber. Done? Why, John had already saved him. The ice, not much thicker than a shilling, and breaking whenever touched, hardly impeded him at all. Bill and Tod knelt down and lent hands, and they were landed like a couple of drowned rats, Charley howling with all his might. John, always thoughtful, wrapped his great-coat round the lad, and the other two went off with him to the house.

John caught a cold. Not very much of one. He was hot, you see, when he plunged in; and he had only his jacket to put on over his wet clothes to walk home in. Not much of a cold, I say; but he never seemed to be quite the same after that day: and when all was over they would date his illness back from it. Old Featherstone physicked him; and the days passed on.

I cant think why John should be so feverish, Lady Whitney would remark. His hands would be hot, and his cheeks scarlet, and he did not eat. Featherstone failed to alter the state of things; so one day Sir John took him into Worcester to Mr. Carden.

Mr. Carden did not seem to think much of it  as we heard over at Dyke Manor. There was nothing wrong with the lungs or any other vital part. He changed the medicine that Featherstone had been giving, and said he saw no present reason why John should not go back to school. Sir John, standing by in his old spectacles, listening and looking, caught up the words at present and asked Mr. Carden whether he had any particular meaning in saying it. But Mr. Carden would not say. Sending his pleasant blue eyes straight into Sir Johns, he assured him that he did not anticipate mischief, or see reason to fear it. He thought, he hoped, that, once John was back with his studies and his companions, he would recover tone and be as well as ever.

And Mr. Cardens physic did good; for when Whitney came back after the holidays, he seemed himself again. Lady Whitney gave five hundred directions to Mrs. Frost about the extras he was to eat and drink, Hall being had in to assist at the conference. The rest of us rather wished for fevers ourselves, if they entailed beaten-up eggs and wine and jelly between meals. He did his lessons; and he came out in the playground, though he did not often join in play, especially rough play: and he went for walks with us or stayed in as inclination led him, for he was allowed liberty in all things. By Easter he had grown thinner and weaker: and yet there was no specific disease. Mr. Carden came over to Whitney Hall and brought Dr. Hastings, and they could not discover any: but they said he was not strong and wanted care. It was left to John to decide whether he would go back to school after Easter, or not: and he said he should like to go. And so the weeks went on again.

We could not see any change at all in him. It was too gradual, I suppose. He seemed very quiet, strangely thoughtful always, as though he were inwardly puzzling over some knotty question hard to solve. Any quarrel or fight would put him out beyond belief: hed come up with his gentle voice, and stretch out his hands to part the disputants, and did not rest until he had made peace. Wolfe Barrington, with one of his sneers, said Whitneys nerves were out of joint. Once or twice we saw him reading a pocket-Bible. Its quite true. And there was something in his calm face and in his blue-grey eyes that hushed those who would have ridiculed.

I say, Whitney, have you heard? I asked. The Doctor means to have the playground enlarged for next half. Part of the field is to be taken in.

Does he? returned Whitney. It was the twenty-ninth of May, and a half-holiday. The rest had gone in for Hare-and-Hounds. I stayed with Whitney, because hed be dull alone. We were leaning over the playground gate.

Blair let it out this morning at mathematics. By the way, Whitney, you did not come in to them.

I did not feel quite up to mathematics to-day, Johnny.

I am glad its going to be done, though. Are not you?

It wont make much difference to me, I expect. I shall not be here.

Not here!

I dont think so.

His chin rested on his hands above the gate. His eyes were gazing out straight before him; looking  as I said before  for something they did not see.

Do you think you shall be too ill to come next half, Whitney?

Yes, I do.

Are you feeling worse? I asked after a minute or two, taken up with staring at the sky.

Thats what they are always asking me indoors? he remarked. Its just this, Johnny; I dont feel worse from day to day; I could not say any one morning that I feel a shade worse than I did the previous one: but when I look back a few weeks or months; say, for example, to the beginning of the half, or at Easter, and remember how very well I was then, compared with what I am now, I know that I must be a great deal worse. I could not do now what I did then. Why! I quite believe I might have gone in for Hare-and-Hounds then, if I had chosen. Fancy my trying it now!

But you dont have any pain.

None. Im only weak and tired; always feeling to want to lie down and rest. Every bit of strength and energy has gone out of me, Johnny.

Youll get well, I said hastily.

Im sure I dont know.

Dont you want to? It was his cool answer made me ask it.

Why, of course I do.

Well then?

Ill tell you, Johnny Ludlow; there is a feeling within me, and I cant say why its there or whence it comes, thats always saying to me I shall not get well. At least, whenever I think about it. It seems just as though it were telling me that instead of getting well it will be  be just the opposite.

What a dreadful thing to have, Whitney! It must be like a fellow going about with a skeleton!

Not at all dreadful. It never frightens me, or worries me. Just as the rest of you look forward naturally to coming back here, and living out your lives to be men, and all that, so I seem not to look to it. The feeling has nothing bad at all about it. If it had, I dare say it would not be there.

I stood on the small gate and took a swing. It pained me to hear him say this.

I suppose you mean, Whitney, that you may be going to die?

Thats about it, Johnny. I dont know it; I may get well, after all.

But you dont think you will?



No, I dont. Little Hearn first; I next. Another ought to follow, to make the third.

You speak as easily as if it were only going out to tea, Whitney!

Well, I feel easy. I do, indeed.

Most of us would be daunted, at any rate.

Exactly. Because you are not going to die. Johnny Ludlow, I am getting to think a great deal; to have a sort of insight that I never had before; and I see how very wisely and kindly all things are ordered.

If he had gone in for a bout of tumbling like the mountebanks, I could not have been as much surprised as to hear him say this. It was more in Mrs. Frosts line than in ours. It laid hold on me at once; and from that moment, I believed that John Whitney would die.

Look here, Whitney. It is evident by what you say about failing strength, that you must be getting worse. Why dont you tell them at home, and go there and be nursed?

I dont want to be nursed. I am not ill enough for it. Im better as I am: here, amongst you fellows. As to telling them  time enough for that. And what is there to tell? They see for themselves I am not as strong as I was: theres nothing else to tell.

Theres this feeling that you say lies upon you.

What, and alarm them for nothing? I dare say. There would be a hullabaloo. I should be rattled home in the old family coach, and Carden would be sent for, post haste, Hastings also, and  well, you are a muff, Johnny. Ive told you this because I like you, and because I thought you would understand me; which is more than the other fellows would. Mind you keep counsel.

Well, you ought to be at home.

I am better here, while I am as I am. The holidays will be upon us soon. I expect I shall not come back afterwards.

Now, if you ask me till next week, I could not give a better account of the earlier part of John Whitneys illness than this. He was ill; and yet no one could find out why he should be ill, or what was the matter with him. Just about this time, Featherstone took up the notion that it was liver, and dosed him for it. For one thing, he said Whitney must ride out daily, good hard riding. So a horse would be brought over from the Hall by the old groom, and they would go out together. During the Whitsun week, when Sir John was away from Parliament, he came also and rode with him. But no matter whether they went slow or fast, Whitney would come back ready to die from the exertion. Upon that, Featherstone changed his opinion, and said riding must be given up.



By the time the Midsummer holidays came, any one might see the change in Whitney. It struck Mrs. Frost particularly when he went in to say good-bye to her.

For the last time, I think, he said in a low tone, but with a smiling countenance, as she stood holding his hand.

Mrs. Frost knew what he meant, and her face, always so pale, and delicate, went red.

I trust not, she answered. But  God knows what is best.

Oh yes, and we do not. Farewell, dear Mrs. Frost. Thank you truly for all your care and kindness.

The tears stood in her eyes. She was to be the next one to go from us, after John Whitney.

Wolfe Barrington stood at the door as he passed. Good luck to you, Whitney, said he, carelessly. Id throw all those nerves of yours over, if I were you, before I came back again.

Whitney turned back and held out his hand. Thank you, Barrington, he replied in his kind, truthful voice; you wish me well, I know. Good luck to you, in all ways; and I mean it with my whole heart. As to nerves, I do not think I possess any, though some of you have been pleased to joke about it.

They shook hands, these two, little thinking that, in one sense, the life of both would soon be blighted. In a short time, only a few weeks, Wolfe was to be brought nearer to immediate death than even John Whitney.

Not until he was at home and had settled down among them, did his people notice the great change in him. Lady Whitney, flurried and anxious, sent for Sir John from London. Mr. Carden was summoned, and old Featherstone met him often in consultation. Dr. Hastings came once or twice, but he was an invalid himself then; and Mr. Carden, as every one knew, was equal to anything. Still  it was a positive fact  there was no palpable disease to grapple with in John, only weakness and wasting away. No cough, no damaged lungs. If only it were gout or dropsy, one would know what to do, grumbled Featherstone; but Mr. Carden kept his own counsel. They decided that John should go to the seaside for change.

As if it could do me any good! he remonstrated. Change wont make any difference to me. And Id a great deal rather stay quietly at home.

Why do you say it will not do you good? cried Lady Whitney, who happened to hear him.

Because, mother, I feel nearly sure that it will not.

Oh dear! cried she, flurried out of her senses, Johns going to turn rebellious now.



No, I am not, said John, smiling at her. I mean to go without any rebellion at all.

Theres my best lad, said she fondly. Change of scene is all pleasure, John. Its not like going through a course of pills and powders.

Well, they all went to the seaside, and at the end of five weeks they all came back again. John had to be assisted out of the carriage, from fatigue. There could be no mistake now.

After that, it was just a gradual decay. The sinking was so imperceptible that he seemed to be always at a stand-still, and some days he was as well as any one need be. His folk did not give up hope of him: no one does in such cases. John was cheerful, and often merry.

It cant be consumption, Sir John would say. Weve nothing of the kind in our family; neither on his mothers side nor on mine. A younger sister of hers died of a sort of decline: but what can that have to do with John?

Why, clearly nothing. As every one agreed.

In one of Mr. Cardens visits, Sir John tackled him as he was going away, asking what it was. The two were shut up together talking for a quarter-of-an-hour, Mr. Cardens horses  he generally came over in his carriage  growing rampant the while. Sir John did not seem much wiser when the sitting was over. He only shuffled his spectacles about on his old red nose  as he used to do when perplexed. Talking of noses: you never saw two so much alike as his and the Squires, particularly when they went into a temper.

Not very long after they were back from the seaside, and directly after school met, the accident occurred to Barrington. You have heard of it before: and it has nothing to do with the present paper. John Whitney took it to heart.

He is not fit to die, Bill heard him say. He is not fit to die.

One morning John walked over to see him, resting on stiles and gates between whiles. It was not very far; but he was good for very little now. Barrington was lying flat on his bed, Mrs. Hearn waiting on him. Wolfe was not tamed then.

Its going to be a race between us, I suppose, Whitney, said he. You look like a shadow.

A race? replied Whitney, not taking him.

In that black-plumed slow coach that carries dead men to their graves, and leaves them there. A race which of us two will have the honour of starting first. What a nice prospect! I always hated clayey soil. Fancy lying in it for ever and a day!

Fancy, rather, being borne on angels wings, and living with God in heaven for ever and ever! cried Whitney earnestly. Oh Barrington, fancy that.

Youd do for a parson, retorted Barrington.

The interview was not satisfactory: Whitney so solemnly earnest, Wolfe so mockingly sarcastic: but they parted good friends. It was the last time they ever saw each other in life.

And thus a few more weeks went on.

Now old Frost had one most barbarous custom. And that was, letting the boys take the few days of Michaelmas holiday, or not, as the parents pleased. Naturally, very few did please. I and Tod used to go home: but that was no rule for the rest. We did not go home this year. A day or two before the time, Sir John Whitney rode over to Dyke Manor.

You had better let the two boys come to us for Michaelmas, he said to the Squire. John wants to see them, and theyll cheer us up. Its anything but a lively house, I can tell you, Todhetley, with the poor lad lying as he is.

I cant see why he should not get well, said the Squire.

Im sure I cant. Carden ought to be able to bring him round.

So he ought, assented the Squire. It would be quite a feather in his cap, after all these months of illness. As to the boys, you may be troubled with em, and welcome, Sir John, if you care to be.

And so, we went to Whitney Hall that year, instead of home.



John had the best rooms, the two that opened into one another. Sometimes he would be on the bed in one, sometimes on the sofa in the other. Then he would walk about on some ones arm; or sit in the easy-chair at the west window, the setting sun full on his wasted face. Barrington had called him a shadow: you should have seen him now. John had talked to Barrington of angels: he was just like an angel in the house himself. And  will you believe it?  they had not given up hope of his getting well again. I wondered the doctors did not tell Lady Whitney the plain truth, and have done with it: but to tell more professional truth than they can help, is what doctors rarely put themselves out of the way to do.

And still  the shadow of the coming death lay on the house. In the hushed voices and soft tread of the servants, in the subdued countenances of Sir John and Lady Whitney, and in the serious spirit that prevailed, the shadow might be seen. It is good to be in such a house as this: for the lessons learnt may take fast hold of the heart. It was good to hear John Whitney talk: and I never quite made out whether he was telling of dreams or realities.

Tod was out of his element: as much so as a fish is out of water. He had plenty of sympathy with John, would have made him well at any sacrifice to himself: but he could not do with the hushed house, in which all things seemed to give way to that shadow of the coming presence. Tod, in his way, was religious enough; more so than some fellows are; but dying beds he did not understand, and would a great deal rather have been shooting partridges than be near one. He and Bill Whitney  who was just as uncomfortable as Tod  used to get off anywhere whenever they could. They did not forget John. They would bring him all kinds of things; flowers, fruit, blackberries as big as Williss thimble, and the finest nuts off the trees; but they did not care to sit long with him.

John was awake one afternoon, and I was sitting beside him. He sat in his easy-chair at the window  as he liked to do at this hour when the evening was drawing on. The intensely serene look that for some time now had taken possession of his face, I had never seen surpassed in boy or man.

How quiet the house is, Johnny! he said, touching my hand. Where are they all?

Helen and Anna went out to ask after Mrs. Frost and Barrington. And the boys  but I think you know it  have gone with Sir John to Evesham. You wouldnt call the house quiet, John, if you could hear the row going on in the nursery.

He smiled a little. Charleys a dreadful Turk: none of us elder ones were ever half as bad. Wheres the mother?

Half-an-hour ago she was shut up with some visitors in the drawing-room. Its those Miss Clutterbucks, John: they always stay long enough to hold a county meeting.

Is Mrs. Frost worse  that the girls have gone to ask after her? he resumed.

I think so. Harry said Dr. Frost shook his head about her, when they saw him this morning.

Shell never be strong, remarked John. And perhaps the bother of the school is too much for her.

Hall takes a good deal of that, you know.

But Hall cannot take the responsibility; the true care of the school. That must lie on Mrs. Frost.

What a beautiful sky it was! The sun was nearing the horizon; small clouds, gold and red and purple, lay in the west, line above line. John Whitney sat gazing in silence. There was nothing he liked so much as looking at these beautiful sunsets.

Go and play for me, will you, Johnny?

The piano was at the far end of the room in the shade. My playing is really nothing. It was nothing to speak of then, it is nothing to speak of now: but it is soft and soothing; and some people like it. John could play a little himself, but it was too much exertion for him now. They had tried to teach Bill. He was kept hammering at it for half a year, and then the music master told Sir John that hed rather teach a post. So Bill was released.

The same thing that you played the evening before last, Johnny. Play that.

But I cant. It was only some rubbish out of my own head, made up as I went along.

Make up some more then, old fellow.

I had hardly sat down, when Lady Whitney came in, stirred the fire  if they kept up much, he felt the room too warm  and took one of the elbow-chairs in front of it.

Go on, my dear, she said. It is very pleasant to hear you.

But it was not so pleasant to play before her  not that, as I believed, her ears could distinguish the difference between an Irish Jig and the Dead March in Saul  and I soon left off. The playing or the fire had sent Lady Whitney into a doze. I crossed the room and sat down by John.

He was still looking at the sunset, which had not much changed. The hues were deeper, and streaks of gold shot upwards in the sky. Toward the north there was a broad horizon of green, fading into gold, and pale blue. Never was anything more beautiful. Johns eyes fixed on it.

If it is so beautiful here, Johnny, what will it be there? he breathed, scarcely above a whisper. It makes one long to go.

Sometimes, when he said these things, I hardly knew how to answer, and would let his words die off into silence.

The picture of heaven is getting realized in my mind, Johnny  though I know how poor an idea of it it must needs be. A wide, illimitable space; the great white throne, and the saints in their white robes falling down before it, and the harpists singing to their harps.

You must think of it often.

Very often. The other night in bed, when I was between sleep and waking, I seemed to see the end  to go through it. I suppose it was one part thought, and three parts dream. I was dead, Johnny: I had already my white robe on, and angels were carrying me up to heaven. The crystal river was flowing along, beautiful flowers on its banks, and the Tree of Life, whose leaves are for the healing of the nations. I seemed to see it all, Johnny. Such flowers! such hues; brighter than any jewels ever seen. These colours are lovely  pointing to the sky but they are tame compared with those I saw. Myriads of happy people were flitting about in white, redeemed as I was; the atmosphere shone with a soft light, the most delicious music floated in it. Oh, Johnny, think of this world with its troubles and disappointments and pains; and then think of that other one!

The sunset was fading. The pale colours of the north were blending together like the changing hues of the opal.

There are two things I have more than loved here, he went on. Colours and music. Not the clashing of many instruments, or the mere mechanical playing, however classically correct, of one who has acquired his art by hard labour: but the soft, sweet, dreamy touch that stirs the heart. Such as yours, Johnny. Stop, old fellow. I know what you would say. That your playing is no playing at all, compared with that of a skilled hand; that the generality of people would wonder what there is in it: but for myself, I could listen to you from night till morning.

It was very foolish of him to say this; but I liked to hear it.

It is the sort of music, as I have always fancied, that we shall hear in heaven. It was the sort I seemed to hear the other night in my dream; soft, low, full of melody. That sort, you know, Johnny; not the same. That was this earths sweetest music etherealized.

Hearing him talk like this, the idea struck me that it might be better for us all generally if we turned our thoughts more on heaven and on the life we may find there. It would not make us do our duty any the less earnestly in this world.

Then take colours, he went on. No one knows the intense delight I have felt in them. On high days and holidays, my mother wears that big diamond ring of hers  you know it well, Johnny. Often and often have I stolen it from her finger, to let the light flash upon it, and lost myself for half-an-hour  ay, and more  gazing entranced on its changing hues. I love to see the rays in the drops of the chandeliers; I love to watch the ever-varying shades on a wide expanse of sea. Now these two things that I have so enjoyed here, bright colours and music, we have the promise of finding in heaven.

Ay. The Bible tells us so.

And I saw the harpers harping with their harps, he repeated to himself  and then fell into silence. Johnny, look at the opal in the sky now.

It was very soft and beautiful.

And theres the evening star.

I turned my head. Yes, there it was, and it trembled in the sky like a point of liquid silver.

Sometimes I think I shall see the Holy City before I die, he continued. See its picture as in a mirror  the New Jerusalem. Oh, Johnny, I should have to shade my eyes. Not a beautiful colour or shade but will be there; and her light like unto a jasper stone, clear as crystal. When I was a little boy  four, perhaps  papa brought me home a kaleidoscope from London. It was really a good one, and its bits of glass were unusually brilliant. Johnny, if I lived to be an old man, I could never describe the intense joy those colours gave me  any more than I can describe the joy I seemed to feel the other night in that dream of heaven.

He was saying all this in a tender tone of reverence that thrilled through one.

I remember another thing about colours. The year that papa was pricked for High Sheriff, mamma went over with him to Worcester for the March Assize-time, and she took me. I was seven, I think. On the Sunday morning we went with the crowd to service in the cathedral. It was all very grand and imposing to my young mind. The crashing organ, the long procession of white-robed clergy and college boys, the two majestic beings in scarlet gowns, their trains held up by gentlemen, and the wigs that frightened me! I had been told I was going to college to see the judge. In my astonished mind I dont think I knew which was judge and which was organ. Papa was in attendance on the judges; the only one who seemed to be in plain clothes in the procession. An impression remained on me that he had a white wand in his hand; but I suppose I was wrong. Attending papa, walked his black-robed chaplain who was to preach; looking like a crow amongst gay-plumaged birds. And, lining the way all along the body of the cathedral from the north entrance to the gates of the choir, were papas livery men with their glittering javelins. Youve seen it all, Johnny, and know what the show is to a child such as I was. But now, will you believe that it was all as nothing to me, compared with the sight of the many-coloured, beautiful east window? I sat in full view of it. We had gone in rather late, and so were only part of the throng. Mamma with me in her hand  I remember I wore purple velvet, Johnny  was stepping into the choir after the judges and clergy had taken their places, when one of the black-gowned beadsmen would have rudely shut the gates upon her. Upon that, a verger pushed out his silver mace to stop him. Hist, says he, its the High Sheriffs lady  my Lady Whitney; and the beadsman bowed and let us pass. We were put into the pew under the sub-deans stall. It was Winnington-Ingram, I think, who was sub-dean then, but I am not sure. Whoever it was did not sit in the sub-deans stall, but in the next to it, for he had given that up, as was customary, to one of the judges. With the great wig flowing down right upon my head, as it seemed, and the sub-deans trencher sticking over the cushion close to it, I was in a state of bewilderment; and they were some way through the Litany  the cathedral service at Worcester began with the Litany then, you remember, as they had early morning prayers  before I ventured to look up at all. As I did so, the colours of the distant east window flashed upon my dazzled sight. Not dazzled with the light, Johnny, though it was a sunny day, but with the charm of the colours. What it was to me in that moment I could never describe. That window has been abused enough by people who call themselves connoisseurs in art; but I know that to me it seemed as the very incarnation of celestial beauty. What with the organ, and the chanting, and the show that had gone before, and now this sight to illuminate it, I seemed to be in Paradise. I sat entranced; unable to take my fascinated eyes from the window: the pew faces it, you know; and were I to live for ever, I can never forget that day, or what it was to me. This will show you what colours have been to me here, Johnny. What, then, will they be to me in heaven?

How well you remember things!

I always did  things that make an impression on me, he answered. A quiet, thoughtful child does so. You were thoughtful yourself.

True. Or I dont suppose I could have written these papers. The light in the sky faded out as we sat in silence. John recurred to his dream.

I thought I saw the Saviour, he whispered. I did indeed. Over the crystal river, and beyond the white figures and the harps, was a great light. There stood in it One different from the rest. He had a grand, noble countenance, exquisite in sweetness, and it was turned upon me with a loving smile of welcome. Johnny, I know it was Jesus. Oh, it will be good to be there!

No doubt of it. Very good for him.

The strange thing was, that I felt no fear. None. Just as securely as I seemed to lie in the arms of the angels, so did I seem secure in the happiness awaiting me. A great many of us fear death, Johnny; I see now that all fear will cease with this world, to those who die in Christ.

A sudden burst of subdued sobbing broke the stillness of the room and startled us beyond everything. Lady Whitney had wakened up and was listening.

Oh, John, my darling boy, dont talk so! she said, coming forward and laying her cheek upon his shoulder. We cant spare you; we cant indeed.

His eyes were full of tears: so were mine. He took his mothers hand and stroked it.



But it must be, mother dear? he gently whispered. God will temper the loss to you all.

Any of them but you, John! You were ever my best and dearest son.

Its all for the best, mother: it must be. The others are not ready to go.

And dont you care to leave us? she said, breaking down again.

I did care; very much; but lately I seem to have looked only to the time when we shall meet again. Mother, I do not think now I would live if the chance were offered me.

Well, its the first time I ever heard of young people wanting to die! cried Lady Whitney.

Mother, I think we must be very close on death before we want it, he gently answered. Dont you see the mercy?  that when this world is passing from us, we are led insensibly to long for the next?

She sat down in the chair that I had got up from, and drew it closer to him. A more simple-minded woman than Lady Whitney never lived. She sobbed gently. He kept her hand between his.

It will be a great blow to me; I know that; and to your father. He feels it now more than he shows, John. You have been so good and obedient, you see; never naughty and giving us trouble like the rest.

There was another silence. His quiet voice broke it.

Mother, dear, the thought has crossed me lately, that it must be good to have one, whom we love very much, taken on to heaven. It must make it seem more like our final home; it must, I think, make us more desirous of getting there. Johns gone on to it, you and papa will be thinking; we shall see him again when the end comes. And it will cause you to look for the end, instead of turning away from it, as too many do. Dont grieve, mother! Had it been Gods will, I should have lived. But it was not; and He is taking me to a better home. A little sooner, a little later; it cannot make much difference which, if we are only ready for it when it comes.

The distant church bells, which always rang on a Friday night, broke upon the air. John asked to have the window opened. I threw it up, and we sat listening. The remembrance of that hour is upon me now, just as vividly as he remembered the moment when he first saw the old east window in the cathedral. The melody of the bells; the sweet scent of the mignonette in the garden; the fading sky: I close my eyes and realize it all.

The girls returned, bringing word that Mrs. Frost was very ill, but not much more so than usual. Directly afterwards we heard Sir John come home.



They are afraid Barringtons worse, observed Helen; and of course it is worrying Mrs. Frost. Mr. Carden has not been there to-day either, though he was expected: they hope he will be over the first thing in the morning.

In they trooped, Sir John and the boys; all eagerly talking of the pleasant afternoon they had had, and what they had seen and done at Evesham. But the room, as they said later, seemed to have a strange hush upon it, and Johns face an altered look: and the eager voices died away again.

John was the one to read the chapter that night. He asked to do so; and chose the twenty-first of Revelation. His voice was low, but quite distinct and clear. Without pausing at the end, he went on to the next chapter, which concludes the Bible.

Only think what it will be, Johnny! he said to me later, following up our previous conversation. All manner of precious stones! all sorts of glorious colours! Better even (with a smile) than the great east window.

I dont know whether it surprised me, or not, to find the house in commotion when I woke the next morning, and to hear that John Whitney was dying. A remarkable change had certainly taken place in him. He lay in bed; not insensible, but almost speechless.

Breakfast was scarcely over when Mr. Cardens carriage drove in. He had been with Barrington, having started from Worcester at day-dawn. John knew him, and took his hand and smiled.

Whats to be done for him? questioned Sir John, pointing to his son.

Mr. Carden gave one meaning look at Sir John, and that was all. Nothing more of any kind could be done for John Whitney.

Good-bye, Mr. Carden; good-bye, said John, as the surgeon was leaving. You have been very kind.

Good-bye, my boy.

It is so sudden; so soon, you know, Carden, cried poor Sir John, as they walked downstairs together. You ought to have warned me that it was coming.

I did not know it would be quite so soon as this, was Mr. Cardens answer  and I heard him say it.

John had visitors that day, and saw them. Some of the fellows from Frosts, who came over when they heard how it was; Dr. Frost himself; and the clergyman. At dusk, when he had been lying quietly for some time, except for the restlessness that often ushers in death, he opened his eyes and began speaking in a whisper. Lady Whitney, thinking he wanted something, bent down her ear. But he was only repeating a verse from the Bible.

And there shall be no night there: and they need no candle, neither light of the sun, for the Lord God giveth them light: and they shall reign for ever and ever.

Bill, who had his head on the bolster on the other side, broke into a hushed sob. It did not disturb the dying. They were Johns last words.

Quite a crowd went to his funeral. It took place on the following Thursday. Dr. Frost and Mr. Carden (and its not so often he wasted his time going to a funeral!) and Featherstone and the Squire amongst them. Poor Sir John sobbed over the grave, and did not mind who saw and heard him, while they cast the earth on the coffin.

Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to eternal life.

That the solemn promise was applicable to John Whitney, and that he had most assuredly entered on that glorious life, I knew as well then as I know now. The corruptible had put on incorruption, the mortal immortality.



Not much of a story, you will say. But I might have told a worse. And I hope, seeing we must all go out at the same gate, that we shall be as ready for it as he was.

Johnny Ludlow.

THE END
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I.

LOST IN THE POST.

Many a true tale has been told of the disappearance of money in passing through the post. Sometimes the loss is never cleared up, but remains a mystery to the end. One of these losses happened to us, and the circumstances were so curious that they would have puzzled a bench of judges. It was a regular mystery, and could not be accounted for in any way.



If you chanced to read the first series of these papers, it may scarcely be necessary to recall certain points to your recollection  that Mr. Todhetley, commonly called the Squire, had two estates. The chief one, Dyke Manor, lay on the borders of Worcestershire and Warwickshire, partly in both counties; the other, Crabb Cot, was a smaller place altogether, and much nearer Worcester. Sometimes we stayed at one place, sometimes at the other. By an arrangement with Mr. Brandon, my guardian and the trustee to my property, I, Johnny Ludlow, lived with the Todhetleys. Mrs. Todhetley, the Squires present wife, was my stepmother, my father having married her after my own mothers death. After my fathers death  which took place speedily  she became the second wife of Squire Todhetley, and the stepmother of his only son and heir, Joseph. Two children were subsequently born to them, Hugh and Lena, to whom Joseph was of course half-brother. Joseph, unlike myself, had been old enough to resent the advent of a stepmother when she came. Indulged and haughty, he did not like the gentle control she brought; though she was good as gold, as loving to him as he would let her be, and kind to everybody. I dont say but that she was tall and thin as a lamp-post, with a mild face, given to having aches in it, scanty light hair, and kindly blue eyes; so she had not much to boast of in the way of appearance. Joe and I grew up together like brothers. He was several years the elder, and domineered over me absolutely. At school he was always called Tod; and I fell into the same habit. Perhaps that is sufficient explanation.

And if you dont come back to-night, you had better send me a five-pound note in a letter, said Mrs. Todhetley.

All right, replied the Squire.

This was said on the platform of Timberdale Station. We were staying at Crabb Cot, and were taking the train at Timberdale instead of that at South Crabb. The Squire was going to Worcester, and was taking Tod and myself with him. It was a fine morning in April, and Mrs. Todhetley and little Hugh had come with us through the Ravine for the sake of the walk. Our returning at night, or not, was left an open question, contingent upon the Squires business at Worcester being over.

Bring me a whip, and a new bird-cage for my thrush, and a pot of marmalade, papa, called out Hugh.

What else would you like, sir? retorted the Squire.

You bring em, Joe.

I dare say! said Tod.

The train puffed off, drowning Hughs further commands. We saw him throw his cap at the train, and Mrs. Todhetley holding him back from running after it.

That young gentleman wants to be sent to school, remarked the Squire. Im afraid you two boys make him worse than he would be.

We reached Worcester about twelve, and went to the Star and Garter. The Squire had no end of matters on hand that day: but the two chief things that had brought him to Worcester were  to draw some money from the bank, and to negotiate with Mr. Prothero, a corn-dealer, for the sale of a load of wheat. Mr. Prothero was a close man to deal with: he wanted the wheat at one price, the Squire said it should only go at another: if he held out, the Squire meant to hold out, even though it involved staying the night in Worcester.

It was Wednesday; market-day. Not so large a market as the Saturdays, but the town looked pretty full. The first thing the Squire did was to go to the Old Bank. At the door he turned round and said there was no need for three of us to crowd into the place. However, we were then inside, and so went on with him.

He had something particular to say to Mr. Isaac, and asked for him. They were talking together in private for a minute or two, and then the Squire took out his cheque for fifty pounds, and laid it on the counter.

How will you take it? asked Mr. Isaac.

In five-pound notes.

Mr. Isaac brought the money himself. The Squire put it in his pocket-book, and we said good-morning, and departed. There were shops to call at and people to see: and of course the market to walk through. You wouldnt get the Squire to keep himself out of the market-house, when in Worcester on market-day: hed go about asking the price of butter and fowls like any old woman. A little after four oclock we got back to the Star; and found Mr. Prothero had not made his appearance.

Just like him! cried the Squire. His appointment was for four oclock sharp. He means to hold out against my price; thats what he thinks to do. Let him! he wont get the wheat at less.

Id see him a jolly long way before he should have it at all, said haughty Tod. Do you hear, sir?

Hold your tongue, Joe, was the Squires answer.

Anyway, sir, Prothero gives you more trouble than all the rest of the buyers put together. Hes a stingy, close-fisted fellow.

But his moneys safe and sure. Prothero is a respectable man, Joe; his words as good as his bond.

Half-past four, and no Prothero. The Squire began to fume a little: if he hated one thing more than another it was to be kept waiting.

Look here, boys, Ill send that note to your mother, he said, taking out his pocket-book. Theres not much chance of our going home to-night at this rate. Ring, one of you, for some paper and envelopes.

Separating one of the notes from the roll Mr. Isaac had handed to him, he gave it to me to put up. I asked him if I should take down the number.

I dont think it matters, Johnny.

But I took it down, perhaps through some unconscious instinct  for I dont suppose I am more cautious than other people. In my pocket was a letter from Anna Whitney: and I pencilled on it the number of the note.

Write inside the envelope Not home till to-morrow, growled the Squire, forgetting that it could not be there till the morning. But he was in an ill-humour.

I wrote it at his bidding, enclosed the bank-note, and addressed the letter to Mrs. Todhetley at Crabb Cot. Tod and I went out to post it, and began laying plans as to how we should spend the evening at Worcester.

The post-office is not far from the Star, as everybody knows: and though we met a fellow who used to go to school with us, a doctors son, and stayed talking with him, not ten minutes elapsed before we were back again. And behold in that short time there was a change in the programme. Old Prothero had been in, the bargain about the wheat was concluded, and the Squire intended to start for home as soon as dinner was over. Tod resented the change.

Johnny and I were going to that advertised séance  or whatever they call the thing  on electro-biology, sir. It will be first-rate fun, they say.



Very sorry for you and Johnny. Youll have to go home instead. Prothero has bought the wheat: and thats all I should have had to stay here for.

At his own price! cried Tod, rather mockingly.

No, Mr. Joe; at mine.

Well, its an awful sell for us, grumbled Tod. Its not so often we get a night at Worcester, that we should be done out of this chance.

The fact is, I dont feel well, said the Squire, and should most likely have gone home, whether Prothero had come in or not. Im afraid I have caught cold, Joe.

There was not any more to be said. The Squires colds were no joke: once he caught one, he would be downright ill; laid up for days. We went back by rail to Timberdale, and took a fly home.

The next morning the Squire did not get up. Sure enough he had a cold, and was feverish. At breakfast Mrs. Todhetley said one of us should go over to South Crabb and ask Mr. Cole to call and see him.

Why, the pater hates doctors! exclaimed Tod.

I know he does, she answered. But I feel sure that if he would only take remedies for his colds in time, they would not be so bad as they usually are, Joseph. Whos that? she added  for she was seated where she could not see out, and had heard the gate click.

It was the postman: so I opened the glass doors.

Only one, sir, said he, handing me the letter we had posted at Worcester the previous afternoon.

Mrs. Todhetley laughed as she opened it, saying it would have come sooner had we brought it with us. Looking to see that the bank-note was safe, she left it in the envelope on the breakfast-table.

You may as well get it changed for me at Salmons, she said, handing it to Tod as we were going out, and then I need not disturb your father. But you must make haste back, for you know I want the money.

She had no money in the house except a few shillings: and this was why the note was to be posted to her if we stayed at Worcester. You are often run short of money in rural country places: its quite different from town, where the banks are at hand.

We went through North Crabb, and met the doctor coming out at his door. Tod told him the Squire wanted some physicking.

Caught a cold, has he? cried Cole. If he will only be reasonable and keep himself warm in bed, well soon have that out of him.

Cole lived close upon South Crabb  I think Ive said so before. A few yards beyond his house the shops began. Salmons was the fifth from the corner: a double shop, grocers and drapers. The savings bank was at Salmons, and the post-office: he was the busiest tradesman in South Crabb, rather conceited over it, but very intelligent. His brother was in business at Timberdale. This is what occurred.

Will you be good enough to change this five-pound note for me, Mr. Salmon? said Tod, laying the note down on the grocers counter, on the left of the door, behind which Salmon stood, his grey hair carefully brushed and a white apron on.

Salmon took the note up for a moment, and then unlocked the inner drawer of his till, where he kept his gold. He was counting out the five sovereigns when he paused; put them down, and picked up the note again quickly. I had seen his eyes fall on it.

Where did you get this note from, sir? asked he of Tod.

From the Old Bank at Worcester.

Well, its one of them notes that was lost in the robbery at Tewkesbury, unless Im much mistaken, cried Salmon, beginning to turn over the leaves of a small account-book that he fetched from the post-office desk. Ay, I thought I was right, he adds, running his finger across some figures on one of the pages. I had the numbers correct enough in my head.

You must be out of your mind, Salmon, retorted Tod, in his defiant way. That note was paid to my father yesterday at Worcester Old Bank.

I dont think it was, sir.

You dont think it was! Why, I was present. I saw Mr. Isaac count the notes out himself. Ten; and that was one of them.

Mr. Isaac never counted out this note, persisted Salmon.

He smoothed it out on the counter as he spoke. I had not noticed it before: but it struck me now as I looked at it that it was not the note I had put into the envelope at Worcester. That was a new, crisp note; this was not crisp, and it looked a little soiled. Tod turned passionate over it: he was just like the Squire in some things.

I dont understand your behaviour, Salmon. I can swear that this note was one given with the other nine at the bank yesterday, and given by Mr. Isaac.

Salmon shook his head. As much as to say he knew to the contrary.

Youd better accuse Mr. Isaac of dealing in stolen notes  or me, cried hot Tod.

Youd neither of you be likely to deal in them, Mr. Todhetley. Theres a mistake somewhere. Thats what it is. Mr. Isaac would be too glad to get this note into his possession to pay it away again. No people are more severe against money-robberies than bankers.

Salmon talked, and Tod talked; but they could not agree. The apprentice behind the counter on the drapery side listened with admiration, evidently not knowing which side to take. I spoke then, saying that the note did not appear to be the same as the one I had enclosed in the letter; and Tod looked as though he could have knocked me down for saying it. I had changed my clothes and had not Anna Whitneys letter with me.

Tod, it is of no use your taking it up in this way. If the thing is so, it is. And it can soon be proved. I say I dont think it is the same note, or the same numbers.

If I had taken down the numbers of a bank-note, I could remember what they were; so would any one but a muff, Johnny, said he, sarcastically.

I dont remember what they were. But I do seem to remember that they were not these.

Tod flung out of the shop in a passion: to him it seemed impossible that anything could be wrong with a note had direct from the bank. As to its not being the same note, he scouted it utterly. Had it dropped through the envelope and changed itself en route from Worcester? he sarcastically demanded  coming in again to ask it.

Salmon was quietly going over the circumstances of the Tewkesbury robbery to me. About three weeks before, a butchers shop was robbed in Tewkesbury  the till carried off in open day. It had gold and silver in it and two five-pound notes. The numbers of the notes happened to be known, and notice of them was circulated, to put people on their guard against taking them.

Look here, Mr. Ludlow, said Salmon, showing me the numbers of the stolen notes written down in his book, and comparing the one with the bank-note we had taken to him. Its the same, you see. Reasons reason, sir.

But I dont see how its practicable, cried Tod, coming round the least bit in the world, as he condescended to look himself at the numbers.

Well, sir, neither do I  the facts being as you state them, acknowledged Salmon. But heres the proof to stagger us, you observe. Its in black and white.

There must be two notes with the same numbers, said Tod.

Salmon smiled: great in his assumption of superior knowledge.

There never was yet, Mr. Todhetley.

Who numbers the notes, I wonder? I suppose mistakes are not impossible to those who do it, any more than to other people.

No fear of that, sir, with their system. The note has been changed in the post.

Nonsense! retorted Tod.

Theyd have cavilled until night, with no result, one holding out against the other. Tod brought away the note and the five sovereigns  which Salmon offered. We could send over another note at leisure, he said. I examined the envelope after we had hastened home: it was the same we had posted at Worcester, and did not appear to have been tampered with.



Getting Anna Whitneys letter out of my best clothes pocket, I brought it to Tod. The numbers were quite different from the notes. He stared like one bewildered: his eyes passing from those on the letter to those on the note.

Johnny, this beats bull-baiting.

So it did  for mystification.

Are you sure you copied the figures correctly, old fellow?

Now, Tod! Of course I did.

Let us go up to the pater.

The pater was getting up, in defiance of old Cole and Mrs. Todhetley, and was dressed, up to his coat. He had a fire in his room and his white night-cap on. I told him about the note. Tod was outside, telling Mrs. Todhetley. He did not receive the news kindly.

The note I gave you to put into the envelope was one of those stolen from the butcher at Tewkesbury! How dare you bring your rubbishing stories to me, Mr. Johnny!

I tried to explain how it was  that it was not the same note; as the numbers proved. He would hear nothing at first, only went on at me, stamping his slippers and nodding his head, the big white tassel of the night-cap bobbing up and down. If Salmon dared to say he had sent him a stolen note to change, hed teach Salmon what slander meant the next time the magistrates sat.

Tod came in then with Mrs. Todhetley. The Squire had talked himself quiet, and I got a hearing: showing him the numbers I had taken down outside Annas letter and the numbers on the stolen bank-note. It brought him to reason.

Why, bless my heart! How can they have been changed, Johnny?

Taking the packet of notes out of his pocket-book, he went over their numbers. They were all consecutive, the nine of them; and so was the tenth, the one I had taken down. He pushed his night-cap back and stared at us.

Did you two get larking yesterday and drop the letter on your way to the post?

We took it straight to the post, sir, and put it safely in.

I dont know that Id answer for that, stormed the Squire. Once dropped in the street, theres no knowing who might pick it up, or what tricks might be played with it. Hold your tongues, you two. How else do you suppose it could have been done? We dont live in the days of miracles.

Off went his night-cap, on went his coat. Ringing the bell, he ordered the phaeton to be got ready on the instant, to take him to the station: he was going to Worcester. Mrs. Todhetley quite implored him not to go; as good as went down on her knees: he would increase his cold, and perhaps be laid up. But he wouldnt listen. Hang the cold! he said: he had no cold; it was gone. People shouldnt have it to say that tricks could be played on him with impunity, and stolen notes substituted for honest ones.

What a way he puts himself into! laughed Tod, when he had ordered us off to make ready.

I know somebody else who does just the same.

Youll get it presently, Johnny.

Away we went to the station, Bob and Blister spanking along and Tod driving; the Squire, wrapped in about a dozen rugs and comforters, sitting beside him. The groom, Dwarf Giles, was behind with me: he would have to take the carriage back again. A train came up pretty soon, and we reached Worcester.

Of all commotions, the Squire made the worst. When he got to the bank, Mr. Isaac was out: would not be in till three oclock: and that put the finishing stroke to the paters impatience. Next he went to the Star, and told of the matter there, gathering half the house about him. The post-office was taken next. They seemed to know nothing whatever about the letter  and I dont think they did  had not particularly noticed it in sorting: could not have seemed to see less had they been in a fog at sea: except one thing, and that theyd swear to  that every letter posted at the office the previous day, and all other days, had been duly forwarded, untampered with, to its destination.

The first dawn of reason that fell over us was in the interview with Mr. Isaac. It was pleasant to be with any one so cheerfully calm. Taking the roll of five-pound notes in his hand, he pronounced them to be the same he had given us on the previous day; and the number I had dotted down to have been the one belonging to the tenth note.

And is this one of those two stolen ones that were advertised? demanded the Squire, putting it into Mr. Isaacs hands.

Mr. Isaac spoke with a clerk for a minute  perhaps referring to the numbers as Salmon had done  and came back saying that it was the note. So there we were: the matter laid, so far, to rest. Nothing could be more unsatisfactory. The Squire sat quite still, as if he had been struck dumb.

Im sure I shall never see daylight out of this, cried the Squire, in a sort of hopeless, mazy tone. Its worse than conjuring.

Mr. Isaac was called away. The Squire fastened upon one of the old clerks, and went over the matter with him. He could not readily understand it.

The note must have been changed, Mr. Todhetley, said he.

Changed in the post?

Changed somewhere.

But who did it?



Thats the question.

The Squire could not tear himself away. Once out of the bank he would be nonplussed. He began casting a doubt on the Worcester post-office; the clerk retorted that there was a post-office at our end, Timberdale: and at that the Squire fired up. Each would have held out for the good faith of his respective post-office to the death. It put Tod and me in mind of the fable of the crows, each old mother saying that her own crow was the whitest. After glaring at one another for a bit through their spectacles, they shook hands and parted.

We arrived home to a late dinner at Crabb Cot, just as wise as we had left it in the morning. The Squire had an awful cold, though he wouldnt admit it. At nine oclock he virtually gave in, went up to bed, and said Molly was to make him a basin of hot gruel, and we might put a drop of brandy in it.

The mode of conveying the letters from Worcester was this. The Timberdale bag, made up at the Worcester office, was brought out at night by the late train, and dropped at the Timberdale Station. The postmaster of Timberdale would be at the station to receive it, and carry it home.

His name was Rymer. A man of acknowledged respectability in the place, and of good connections, the son of a clergyman. He had been brought up for a surgeon, but somehow never had the chance to pass; and, years and years ago, opened a chemist and druggists shop at Timberdale. Then he added other things: stationery, Christmas cards, valentines, boys marbles, purses, and such like, which his wife attended to. In time he had the post-office. As to suspecting Rymer of doing anything wrong with the note, it was not to be thought of. He had two children: a son, who never seemed to do any good for himself, and if placed away from home would return to it again: and a daughter, a nice little girl of sixteen, who was as useful amidst the drugs and the post-office work as her father.

Timberdale had two letter-carriers. One for the place itself, the other for the country round. This last had a regular journey of it, for the farm-houses were scattered. There had always been talk that our two houses  the Squires and old Coneys  ought not to be put in the Timberdale district of delivery, and why it was originally done nobody could make out; seeing that we were ever so far off Timberdale, and in Crabb parish. But people did not bestir themselves to alter it, and so the old custom went on. The country postman was Lee: a trustworthy old soul with shaky legs.

The next morning, Cole the surgeon came in, vexed. The Squire ought not to have got up at all the day before, he said, much less have gone to Worcester; and where was the use of his prescribing remedies if they were not attended to? Upon that, the Squire (after retorting that he should do as he pleased in spite of Cole and his remedies, and speaking in a sort of hoarse and foggy voice) told about posting the bank-note to Mrs. Todhetley, and what had come of it.

Well, its a strange thing, said Cole, when he had turned the news over in his mind. What do you think, Johnny?

He would often say to me when talking of things and people, What do you think? He had a theory that I saw more clearly than others, just as Duffham at Church Dykely had. I had nothing particular to think about this: it seemed a hopeless mystery.

Lees sure, said Cole, speaking of the postman; so is Rymer. It could have been in no other hands on this side the journey.

The Worcester people say it was not tampered with on their side.

Have you questioned Rymer about it?

Not yet, croaked the Squire. I meant to have gone to him to-day.

Which you will not do! cried Mr. Cole. But now, look here: I wouldnt tell people at first that the exchanged note was one of those stolen ones, if I were you: not even Rymer. No one likes to be mixed up in robberies. Youd put folks on their guard at once; and any chance word of enlightenment, that might otherwise be dropped, would be kept in.

We did not quite take him. I would not, repeated Cole.

But we must inquire about it, said Tod. Whats to be said of the note?

Say that the bank-note you put in was changed en route for another one: that the numbers did not tally. Thats all you need say at first.

Tod could not see any reason in the argument; but the Squire took up the idea eagerly, and ordered Tod to do as was suggested. He was unable to go to Timberdale himself, but was far too impatient to let it rest until another day, and so Tod was to be his deputy.

With at least a hundred suggestions and injunctions from the Squire  who only ceased when his voice disappeared completely  we set off, taking the way of the Ravine. It was a fine spring day: the trees were coming into leaf, the thorns and other bushes were budding: violets and primroses nestled at their feet. I picked some early cowslips for a ball for Lena, and some double white violets for Mrs. Todhetley.

Past Timberdale Court went we; past the church; past Jael Battys and the other straggling cottages, and came to the village street. It was paved: and you cant say that of all villages.

Mr. Rymer was behind his counter: a thin, delicate-faced man, with a rather sad expression and mild brown eyes. In spite of his poor clothes and his white apron and the obscure shop he had served in for twenty years, his face had gentleman plainly stamped on it: but he gave you the idea of being too meek-spirited; as if in any struggle with the world he could never take his own part.



The shop was a double shop, resembling Salmons at South Crabb in shape and arrangements. The drugs and chemicals were on the left-hand side as you entered; the miscellaneous wares on the other. Horse and cattle medicines were kept with the drugs: and other things too numerous to mention, such as pearl barley, pickles, and fish-sauce. The girl, Margaret Rymer, was serving a woman with a pennyworth of writing-paper when we went in, and a postage-stamp. Tod asked for Mr. Rymer.

He came forward from the little parlour, at one end of which was the desk where he did his postal work.

Upon Tods saying that we wished to speak with him privately, he took us into the parlour. As we sat down opposite to him, I could not help thinking what a nice face he had. It was getting very careworn. A stranger would have given him more than his forty-five years: though the bright brown hair was abundant still. Tod told his story. The chemist looked thoroughly surprised, but open and upright as the day. I saw at once that no fault attached to him.

A bank-note exchanged as it passed through the post! he exclaimed. But, Mr. Joseph Todhetley, the thing appears impossible.

It appears so, said Tod. I was just as unwilling to believe it at first: but facts are facts.

I cannot see the motive, said Rymer. Why should one bank-note be taken out of a letter, if another were substituted?

Tod looked at me. Wanting to say that the other was a stolen note, and was no doubt put in to be got rid of. But the Squire had bound us down.

Had the note been simply abstracted from the letter, we should be at no loss to understand that a thief had helped himself to it; but a thief would not put another note of the same value in its place, went on Rymer.

Well, the facts are as I tell you, Mr. Rymer, returned Tod, impatient at being trammelled and having to tell so lame a tale. One bank-note was taken out of the letter and another put in its place. We want you to help us unravel the mystery.

I will help you to the utmost of my power, was Rymers answer. But  are you sure you have told me the circumstances correctly?

Quite sure, answered Tod. The thing was done between Worcester post-office and our house. How it was done, and by whom, is the question.

You enclosed the note in the letter yourself at Worcester on Wednesday afternoon, and put it into the post-office: when we delivered the letter at Crabb Cot yesterday morning, you found the note inside had been taken out and another put in? These are the circumstances?

Precisely so. Except that it was not I who enclosed the note and took down its number, but Johnny Ludlow. The Worcester office disclaims all knowledge of the matter, and so we are thrown on this side of the journey. Did you go to the station yourself for the letter-bag, Rymer?

I did, sir. I brought it home and sorted the letters at that desk, ready for the two men to take out in the morning. I used to sort all the letters in the morning, London and others: but lately Ive done what we call the local bags  which come in before bed-time  at night. It saves time in the morning.

Do you recollect noticing the letter for Crabb Cot?

I think I noticed it. Yes, I feel sure I did. You see, theres often something or other for you, so that its not remarkable. But I am sure I did notice the letter.

No one could have got to it in the night?

What  here? exclaimed Rymer, opening his eyes in surprise that such a question should be put. No, certainly not. The letter-bags are locked up in this desk, and I keep the key about me.

And you gave them as usual to Lee in the morning?

Mr. Rymer knitted his patient brow the least in the world, as if he thought that Tods pursuing these questions reflected some suspicion on himself. He answered very meekly  going over the whole from the first.

When I brought the Worcester bag in on Wednesday night, I was at home alone: my wife and daughter happened to be spending the evening with some friends, and the servant had asked leave to go out. I sorted the letters, and locked them up as usual in one of the deep drawers of the desk. I never unlocked it again until the last thing in the morning, when the other letters that had come in were ready to go out, and the two men were waiting for them. The letter would be in Lees packet, of course  which I delivered to him. But Lee is to be depended on: he would not tamper with it. That is the whole history so far as I am connected with it, Mr. Joseph Todhetley. I could not tell you more if I talked till mid-day.

Whats that, Thomas? Anything amiss with the letters? called out a voice at this juncture, as the inner door opened, that shut out the kitchen.

I knew it. Knew it for Mrs. Rymers. I didnt like her a bit: and how a refined man like Rymer (and he was so in all respects) could have made her his wife seemed to me to be a seven days wonder. She had a nose as long as from Timberdale to Crabb Ravine; and her hair and face were red, and her flounces gaudy. As common a woman as youd see in a summers day, with a broad Brummagem accent. But she was very capable, and not unkindly natured. The worst Timberdale said of her was, that she had done her best to spoil that ugly son of hers.

Putting her head, ornamented with yellow curl-papers, round the door-post, she saw us seated there, and drew it away again. Her sleeves were rolled up, and she had on a coarse apron; altogether was not dressed for company. Letting the door stand ajar, she asked again if anything was amiss, and went on with her work at the same time: which sounded like chopping suet. Mr. Rymer replied in a curt word or two, as if he felt annoyed she should interfere. She would not be put off: strong-minded women never are: and he had to give her the explanation. A five-pound bank-note had been mysteriously lost out of a letter addressed to Mrs. Todhetley. The chopping stopped.

Stolen out of it?

Well  yes; it may be said so.

But why do you call it mysterious?

Mr. Rymer said why. That the bank-note had not, in one sense, been stolen; since another of the same value had been substituted for it.

Chop, chop, chop: Mrs. Rymer had begun again vigorously.

Id like to know whos to make top or tail of such a story as that, she called out presently. Has anything been lost, or not?

Yes, I tell you, Susannah: a five-pound note.

Forgetting her curl-papers and the apron, Mrs. Rymer came boldly inside the room, chopping-knife in hand, and requested further enlightenment. We told her between us: she stood with her back against the door-post while she listened.

When do you say this took place, young gents?

On Wednesday night, or Thursday morning. When the letter reached us at breakfast-time, the job was done.

She said no more then, but went back and chopped faster than ever. Tod and I had got up to go when she came in again.

The odd part about it is their putting in a note for the same value, cried she. I never heard of such a thing as that. Why not spend the other note, and make no bother over it?

You would be quite justified in doing so under the circumstances, Mr. Todhetley, said the quieter husband.

But we cant, returned Tod, hotly  and all but said more than he was to say.

Why not? asked she.

Because its not ours; there, Mrs. Rymer.

Well, I know what Id say  if the chance was given me, returned she, resenting Tods manner. That the note found in the letter was the one put into it at Worcester. Changed in the post! It does not stand to reason.

But, my dear   her husband was beginning.

Now, Thomas Rymer, thats what I think: and so would you, if you had a grain of sense beyond a ganders. And now good-morning, young gents: my pudding wont get done for dinner at this rate.



Mr. Rymer came with us through the shop to the door. I shook hands with him: and Tods nose went up in the air. But I think it lies in what you see a man is, by mind and nature, whether he is your equal, and you feel proud to think he is so  not in the fact of his wearing an apron. There are some lords in the land I wouldnt half care to shake hands with as I would with Thomas Rymer.

I hope you will pardon me for reverting to my first opinion, Mr. Todhetley, he said, turning to Tod but indeed I think there must be some mistake. Mrs. Rymer may be right  that the note found in the letter was the one put into it.

Tod flung away. The facts he had obstinately refused to believe at first, he had so fully adopted now, that any other opinion offended him. He was in a passion when I caught him up.

To think that the pater should have sent us there like two fools, Johnny! Closing our mouths so that we could not speak the truth.

Rymer only three parts believes it. His wife not at all.

His wife be sugared! Its nothing to her. And all through the suggestion of that precious calf, Cole. Johnny, I think I shall act on my own judgment, and go back and tell Rymer the note was a stolen one.

The pater told us not to.

Stuff! Circumstances alter cases. He would have told it himself before he had been with Rymer two minutes. The mans hands are partly tied, you see; knowing only half the tale.

Well, I wont tell him.

Nobody asked you. Here goes. And the Squire will say Ive done right.

Rymer was standing at his door still. The shop was empty, and there were no ears near. Tod lowered his voice, though.

The truth is, Mr. Rymer, that the note, substituted in the letter for ours, was one of those two lost by the butcher at Tewkesbury. I conclude you heard of the robbery.

One of those two! exclaimed Rymer.

Yes: Salmon at South Crabb recognized it yesterday when we were asking him to give change for it.

But why not have told me this at once, Mr. Joseph?

Because the Squire and Cole, laying their wise heads together this morning, thought it might be better not to let that get abroad: it would put people on their guard, they said. You see now where the motive lay for exchanging the notes.

Of course I do, said Mr. Rymer in his quiet way. But it is very unaccountable. I cannot imagine where the treason lies.

Not on this side, seemingly, remarked Tod: The letter appears to have passed through no ones hands but Lees: and he is safe.

Safe and sure. It must have been accomplished at Worcester. Or  in the railway train, he slowly added. I have heard of such things.

You had better keep counsel at present as to the stolen note, Mr. Rymer.

I will until you give me leave to speak. All I can do to assist in the discovery is heartily at Squire Todhetleys service. Id transport these rogues, for my part.

We carried our report home  that the thing had not been, and could not have been, effected on the Timberdale side, unless old Lee was to be suspected: which was out of the question.



Time went on, and it grew into more of a mystery than ever. Not as to the fact itself or the stolen note, for all that was soon known high and low. The Worcester office exonerated itself from suspicion, as did the railway letter-van. The van let off its resentment in a little private sneering: but the office waxed hot, and declared the fraud must lie at the door of Timberdale. And so the matter was given up for a bad job, the Squire submitting to the loss of his note.

But a curious circumstance occurred, connected with Thomas Rymer. And, to me, his behaviour had seemed almost curious throughout. Not at that first interview  as I said, he was open, and, so to say, indifferent then; but soon afterwards his manner changed.

On the day following that interview, the Squire, who was very restless over it, wanting the thing to come to light in no time, sent me again to Rymers, to know if he had learned any news. Rymer said he had not; and his manner was just what it had been the past day. I could have staked my life, if necessary, that the man believed what he said  that news must be looked for elsewhere, not at Timberdale. I am sure that he thought it impossible that the theft could have been effected after the letters came into his hands. But some days later on, when the whole matter had been disclosed, and the public knew as much about it as we did, the Squire, well of his cold, thought he would have a talk with Rymer himself, went over, and took me with him.

I shall not forget it. In Rymers window, the chemical side, there was a picture of a bullock eating up some newly-invented cattle-food and growing fat upon it. It caught the Squires eye. Whilst he stopped to read the advertisement, I went in. The moment Rymer saw me  his daughter called to him to come out of the parlour where he was at dinner  his face turned first red, and then as pale as death.

Mr. Todhetley thought he would like to come and see you, Mr. Rymer.

Yes, yes, he said, in an agitated sort of tone, and then he stooped to put some jars closer together under the counter; but I thought he knew how white he was, and wanted to hide it.

When the Squire came in, asking first of all about the new cattle-food, he noticed nothing. Rymer was very nearly himself then, and said he had taken the agency, and old Massock had ordered some of it.

Then they talked about the note. Rymers tone was quite different from what it had been before; though whether I should have noticed it but for his white face I can hardly tell. That had made me notice him. He spoke in a low, timid voice, saying no more than he was obliged to say, as if the subject frightened him. One thing I saw  that his hands trembled. Some camomile blows lay on a white paper on the counter, and he began doing them up with shaky fingers.

Was his wife given to eavesdropping? I should have thought not  she was too independent for it. But there she was, standing just within the little parlour, and certainly listening. The Squire caught sight of her gown, and called out, How dye do, Mrs. Rymer? upon which she came forward. There was a scared look on her face also, as if its impudence had shrunk out of it. She did not stay an instant  just answered the Squire, and went away again.

We must come to the bottom of the business somehow, you know, Rymer, concluded the Squire, as he was leaving. It would never do to let the thief get off. What I should think is, that it must be the same fellow who robbed the butcher  

No, no, hastily interrupted Rymer.

No! One of the gang, then. Any way, youll help us all you can. I should like to bring the lot to trial. If you get to learn anything, send me word at once.

Rymer answered Yes, and attended us to the door. Then the Squire went back to the cattle-food; but we got away at last.

Thomas Rymer breaks, Johnny, I think. He doesnt seem in spirits somehow. Its hard for a man to be in a shop all day long, from years end to years end, and never have an hours holiday.

Ever after this, when the affair was spoken of with Rymer, he showed more or less the same sort of shrinking  as if the subject gave him some terrible pain. Nobody but myself noticed it; and I only because I looked out for it. I believe he saw I thought something; for when he caught my eye, as he did more than once, his own fell.

But some curious circumstances connected with him have to be told yet. One summer evening, when it was getting towards dusk, he came over to Crabb Cot to see the Squire. Very much to the paters surprise, Rymer put a five-pound note into his hand.

Is the money found? cried he, eagerly.

No, sir, it is not found, said Rymer, in a subdued tone. It seems likely to remain a mystery to the last. But I wish to restore it myself. It lies upon my conscience  being postmaster here  that such a loss should have taken place. With three parts of the public, and more, it is the Timberdale side that gets the credit of being to blame. And so  it weighs heavily upon me. Though I dont see how I could have prevented it: and I lie awake night after night, thinking it over.

The Squire stared for awhile, and then pushed back the note.

Why, goodness, man! cried he, when his amazement let him speak, you dont suppose Id take the money from you! What in the world!  what right have you to bear the loss? You must be dreaming.

I should feel better satisfied, said poor Rymer, in his subdued voice of pain. Better satisfied.

And how do you think I should feel? stamped the Squire, nearly flinging the note into the fire. Here, put it up; put it up. Why, my good fellow, dont, for mercys sake, let this bother take your senses away. Its no more your fault that the letter was rifled than it was mine. Well, this is a start  your coming to say this.

They went on, battling it out. Rymer praying him to take the note as if hed pray his life away; the Squire accusing the other of having gone clean mad, to think of such a thing. I happened to go into the room in the middle of it, but they had not leisure to look at me. It ended in Rymers taking back the note: it could not have ended in any other manner: the Squire vowing, if he did not, that he should go before the magistrates for lunacy.

Get the port wine, Johnny.

Rymer declined to take any: his head was not accustomed to wine, he said. The Squire poured out a bumper and made him drink it: telling him he believed it was something of the kind his head wanted, or it would never have got such a wild notion into it as the errand he had come upon that evening.

A few minutes after Rymer had left, I heard the Squire shouting to me, and went back to the room. He had in his hand a little thin note-case of green leather, something like two leaves folded together.

Rymer must have dropped this, Johnny, in putting it into his pocket. The note is in it. You had better run after him.

I took it, and went out. But which way had Rymer gone? I could see far along the solitary road, and it was light enough yet, but no one was in view, so I guessed he was taking the short-cut through the Ravine, braving the ghost, and I went across the field and ran down the zigzag path. Wasnt it gloomy there!

Well, it was a surprise! Thinking himself alone, he had sat down on the stump of a tree, and was sobbing with all his might: sobs that had prevented his hearing me. There was no time for me to draw back, or for him to hide his trouble. I could only hold out the green case and make the best of it.

I am afraid you are in some great trouble, Mr. Rymer?



He got up and was quiet at once. The best of us have trouble at times, Master Johnny.

What can I do for you?

Nothing. Nothing. Except forget that you have seen me giving way. It was very foolish of me: but there are moments when  when one loses self-control.

Either through his awkwardness or mine, the leaves of the case opened, and the bank-note fluttered out. I picked it up and gave it to him. Our eyes met in the gloom.

I think you know, he whispered.

I think I suspect. Dont be afraid: no one else does: and Ill never drop a hint to mortal man.

Putting my hand into his that he might feel its clasp, he took it as it was meant, and wrung it in answer. Had we been of the same age, I could have felt henceforth like his brother.

It will be my death-blow, he whispered. Heaven knows I was not prepared for it. I was unsuspicious as a child.

He went his way with his grief and his load of care, and I went mine, my heart aching for him. I am older now than I was then: and I have learnt to think that God sends these dreadful troubles to try us, that we may fly from them to Him. Why else should they come?

And I dare say you have guessed how it was. The time came when it was all disclosed; so I dont break faith in telling it. That ill-doing son of Rymers had been the thief. He was staying at home at the time with one of the notes stolen from Tewkesbury in his possession: some of his bad companions had promised him a bonus if he could succeed in passing it. It was his mother who surreptitiously got the keys of the desk for him, that he might open it in the night: he made the excuse to her that there was a letter in the Worcester bag for himself under a false direction, which he must secure, unsuspected. To do Madam Rymer justice, she thought no worse: and it was she who in her fright, when the commotion arose about the Tewkesbury note, confessed to her husband that she had let Ben have the keys that night. There could be no doubt in either of their minds after that. The son, too, had decamped. It was to look for our letter he had wanted the keys. For he knew it might be coming, with the note in it: he was on the platform at Timberdale railway-station in the morning  I saw him standing there  and must have heard what Mrs. Todhetley said. And that was the whole of the mystery.

But I would have given the money from my own pocket twice over, to have prevented it happening, for Thomas Rymers sake.




II.

A LIFE OF TROUBLE.

Mrs. Todhetley says that you may sometimes read a persons fate in their eyes. I dont know whether its true. She holds to it that when the eyes have a sad, mournful expression naturally, their owner is sure to have a life of sorrow. Of course such instances may be found: and Thomas Rymers was one of them.

You can look back and read what was said of him: A thin, delicate-faced man, with a rather sad expression and mild brown eyes. The sad expression was in the eyes: that was certain: thoughtful, dreamy, and would have been painfully sad but for its sweetness. But it is not given to every one to discern this inward sadness in the look of another.

It was of no avail to say that Thomas Rymer had brought trouble upon himself, and marred his own fortune. His father was a curate in Warwickshire, poor in pence, rich in children. Thomas was apprenticed to a doctor in Birmingham, who was also a chemist and druggist. Tom had to serve in the shop, take out teeth, make up the physic, and go round with his master to fevers and rheumatisms. Whilst he was doing this, the curate died: and thenceforth Thomas would have to make his own way in the world, with not a soul to counsel him.

Of course he might have made it. But Fate, or Folly, was against him. Some would have called it fate, Mrs. Todhetley for one; others might have said it was folly.

Next door to the doctors was a respectable pork and sausage shop, carried on by a widow, one Mrs. Bates. Rymer took to going in there of an evening when he had the time, and sitting in the parlour behind with Mrs. Bates and her two daughters. Failing money for theatres and concerts, knowing no friends to drop in to, young fellows drift anywhere for relaxation when work is done. Mrs. Bates, a good old motherly soul, as fat as her best pig, bade him run in whenever he felt inclined. Rymer liked her for her hearty kindness, and liked uncommonly the dish of hot sausages, or chops, that would come on the table for supper. The worst was, he grew to like something else  and that was Miss Susannah.

If its true that people are attracted by their contrasts, there might have been some excuse for Rymer. He was quiet and sensitive, with a refined mind and person, and retiring manners. Susannah Bates was free, loud, good-humoured, and vulgar. Some people, it was said, called her handsome then; but, judging by what she was later, we thought it must have been a very broad style of beauty. The Miss Bateses were intended by their mother to be useful; but they preferred being stylish. They played Buy a broom and other fashionable tunes on the piano, spent time over their abundant hair, wore silks for best, carried a fan to chapel on Sundays, and could not be persuaded to serve in the shop on the busiest day. Good Mrs. Bates managed the shop herself with the help of her foreman: a steady young man, whose lodgings were up a court hard by.

Well, Tom Rymer, the poor clergymans son, grew to be as intimate there as if it were his home, and he and Susannah struck up a friendship that continued all the years he was at the next door. Just before he was out of his time, Mrs. Bates died.

The young foreman somehow contrived to secure the business for himself, and married the elder Miss Bates off-hand. There ensued some frightful squabbling between the sisters. The portion of money said to be due to Miss Susannah was handed over to her with a request that she should find herself another home. Rymer came of age just then, and the first thing he did was to give her a home himself by making her his wife.

There was the blight. His prospects were over from that day. The little money she had was soon spent: he must provide a living how he could. Instead of qualifying himself for a surgeon, he took a situation as a chemist and druggists assistant: and, later, set up for himself in the shop at Timberdale. For the first ten years of his married life, he was always intending to pass the necessary examinations: each year saying it should be done the next. But expenses came on thick and fast; and that great need with every one, present wants, had to be supplied first. He gave up the hope then: went on in the old jog-trot line, and subsided into an obscure rural chemist and druggist.

The son, Benjamin, was intended for a surgeon. As a preliminary, he was bound apprentice to his father in order to learn the mysteries of drugs and chemicals. When out of his time, he was transferred to a chemist and druggists at Tewkesbury, who was also in practice as a medical man. There, Mr. Benjamin fell in with bad companions; a lapse that, in course of time, resulted in his coming home, changing the note in our letter for the stolen one, and then decamping from Timberdale. What with the blow the discovery itself was to Rymer, and what with the concealing of the weighty secret  for he had to conceal it: he could not go and inform against his own son  it pretty nearly did for him. Rymer tried to make reparation in one sense of the word  by the bringing of that five-pound bank-note to the Squire. For which the Squire, ignorant of the truth, thought him a downright lunatic.



For some months, after that evening, Thomas Rymer was to be seen in his shop as usual, growing to look more and more like a ghost. Which Darbyshire, the Timberdale doctor, said was owing to liver, and physicked him well.

But the physic did not answer. Of all obstinate livers, as Darbyshire said, Rymers was about the worst he had ever had to do with. Some days he could not go into the shop at all, and Margaret, his daughter, had to serve the customers. She could make up prescriptions just as well as he, and people grew to trust her. They had a good business. It was known that Rymers drugs were genuine; had direct from the fountain-head. He had given up the post-office, and the grocer opposite had taken to it  Salmon, who was brother to Salmon of South Crabb. In this uncertain way, a week ill, and a week tolerably well, Rymer continued to go on for about two years.



Margaret Rymer stood behind the counter: a neat little girl in grey merino. Her face was just like her fathers; the same delicate features, the sweet brown eyes, and the look of innate refinement. Margaret belonged to his side of the house; there was not an atom of the Brummagem Bateses in her. The Squire, who remembered her grandfather the clergyman, said Margaret took after him. She was in her nineteenth year now, and for steadiness you might have trusted her alone right across the world and back again.

She stood behind the counter, making up some medicine. A woman in a coarse brown cloak with a showy cotton handkerchief tied on her head was waiting for it. It had been a dull autumn day: evening was coming on, and the air felt chilly.

How much be it, please, miss? asked the woman, as Margaret handed her the bottle of mixture, done up in white paper.

Eighteenpence. Thank you.

Be the master better? the woman turned round from the door to inquire, as if the state of Mr. Rymers health had been an afterthought.

I think he is a little. He has a very bad cold, and is lying in bed to-day. Thank you for asking. Good-night.

When dusk came on, Margaret shut the street-door and went into the parlour. Mrs. Rymer sat there writing a letter. Margaret just glanced in.

Mother, can you listen to the shop, please?

I can if I choose  what should hinder me? responded Mrs. Rymer. Where are you off to, Margaret?

To sit with my father for a few minutes.

You neednt bother to leave the shop for that. I dare say hes asleep.

I wont stay long, said Margaret. Call me, please, if any one comes in.



She escaped up the staircase, which stood in the nook between the shop and the parlour. Thomas Rymer lay back in the easy-chair by his bit of bedroom fire. He looked as ill as a man could look, his face thin and sallow, the fine nose pinched, the mild brown eyes mournful.

Papa, I did not know you were getting up, said Margaret, in a soft low tone.

Didnt you hear me, child? was his reply, for the room was over the shop. I have been long enough about it.

I thought it was my mother moving about.

She has not been here all the afternoon. What is she doing?

I think she is writing a letter.

Mr. Rymer groaned  which might have been caused by the pain that he was always feeling. Mrs. Rymers letters were few and far between, and written to one correspondent only  her son Benjamin. That Benjamin was random and must be getting a living in any chance way, or not getting one at all, and that he had never been at home for between two and three years, Margaret knew quite well. But she knew no worse. The secret hidden between Mr. and Mrs. Rymer, that they never spoke of to each other, had been kept from her.

I wish you had not got up, said Margaret. You are not well enough to come down to-night.

He looked at her, rather quickly; and spoke after a pause.

If I dont make an effort  as Darbyshire tells me  it may end in my becoming a confirmed invalid, child. I must get down while I can.

You will get better soon, papa; Mr. Darbyshire says so, she answered, quietly swallowing down a sigh.

Ay, I know he does. I hope it will be so, please God. My life has been only a trouble throughout, Margaret; but I should like to struggle with it yet for all your sakes.

Looking at him as he sat there, the firelight playing upon his worn face with its subdued spirit, you might have seen it was true  that his life had been a continuous trouble. Was he born to it? or did it only come upon him through marrying Susannah Bates? On the surface of things, lots seemed very unequally dealt out in this world. What had been the lot of Thomas Rymer? The poor son of a poor curate, he had known little but privation in his earlier years; then came the long drudgery of his apprenticeship, then his marriage, and the longer drudgery of his after-life. An uncongenial and unsuitable marriage  and he had felt it to the backbone. From twenty to thirty years had Rymer toiled in a shop late and early; never taking a days rest or a days holiday, for some one must always be on duty, and he had no help or substitute. Even on Sundays he must be at hand, lest his neighbours should be taken ill and want drugs. If he went to church, there was no certainty that his servant-maid  generally a stout young woman in her teens, with a black face and rough hair  would not astonish the congregation by flying up to his pew-door to call him out. Indeed the vision was not so very uncommon. Where, then, could have been Rymers pleasure in life? He had none; it was all work. And upon the work came the trouble.

Just as the daughter, Margaret, was like her father, so the son, Benjamin, resembled his mother. But for the difference of years, and that his red hair was short and hers long, he might have put on a lace cap, and sat for her portrait. He was the eldest of the children; Margaret the youngest, those between had died. Seven years between children makes a difference, and Margaret with her gentleness had always been afraid of rough Benjamin.

But whether a child is ugly or handsome, its all the same to the parents, and for some years the only white spot in Thomas Rymers life had been the love of his little Benjamin. For the matter of that, as a child, Ben was rather pretty. He grew up and turned out wild; and it was just as great a blow as could have fallen upon Rymer. But when that horrible thing was brought home to him  taking the bank-note out of the letter, and substituting the stolen one for it  then Rymers heart gave in. Ever since that time it had been as good as breaking.

Well, that was Thomas Rymers lot in life. Some people seem, on the contrary, to have nothing but sunshine. Do you know what Mrs. Todhetley says?  that the greater the cloud here, the brighter will be the recompense hereafter. Looking at Thomas Rymers face as the fire played on it  its goodness of expression, almost that of a martyr; remembering his prolonged battle with the worlds cares, and his aching heart; knowing how inoffensive he had been towards his fellow-creatures, ever doing them a good turn when it lay in his power, and never an ill one  one could only hope that his recompense would be of the largest.

Had many people in this afternoon, Margaret?

Pretty well, papa.

Mr. Rymer sighed. When I get stronger  

Margaret! Shop.

The loud coarse summons was Mrs. Rymers. Margarets spirit recoiled from it the least in the world. In spite of her having been brought up to the shop, there had always been something in her innate refinement that rebelled against it and against having to serve in it.

A haperth o liquorish was the extensive order from a small child, whose head did not come much above the counter. Margaret served it at once: the liquorice, being often in demand, was kept done up in readiness. The child laid down the halfpenny and went out with a bang.



I may as well run over with the letter, thought Margaret  alluding to an order she had written to London for some drug they were out of. And theres my mothers. Mother, she added, going to the parlour-door, do you want your letter posted?

Ill post it myself when I do, replied Mrs. Rymer. Aint it almost time you had the gas lighted? That shop must be in darkness.

It was so, nearly. But the gas was never lighted until really needed, in the interests of economy. Margaret ran across the road, put her letter into the post in Salmons window, and ran back again. She stood for a moment at the door, looking at a huge lumbering caravan that was passing  a ménage on wheels, as seen by the light within its small windows. It must be on its way to Worcester fair, she thought.

Is it you, Margaret? How dye do?

Some great rough man had come up, and was attempting to kiss her. Margaret started back with a cry. She would have closed the door against him; but he was the stronger and got in.

Why, what possesses the child! Dont you know me?

Every pulse in Margaret Rymers body tingled to pain as she recognized him. It was her brother Benjamin. Better, than this, that it had been what she fancied  some rude stranger, who in another moment would have passed on and been gone for ever. Benjamins coming was always the signal for discomfort at home, and Margaret felt half-paralyzed with dismay.

How are the old folk, Maggie?

Papa is very ill, she answered, her voice slightly trembling. My mother is well as usual. I think she was writing to you this afternoon.

Governor ill! So Ive heard. Upstairs a good deal, is he not?

Quite half his time, I think.

Who attends here?

I do.

You!  you little mite! Brought your knowledge of rhubarb to good use, eh? Whats the matter with papa?

He has not been well for a long while. I dont know what it is. Mr. Darbyshire says  she dropped her voice a little that he is sure theres something on his mind.

Poor old dad!  just like him! If a woman came in with a broken arm, hed take it to heart.

Benjamin, I think it is you that he has most at heart, the girl took courage to say.

Mr. Benjamin laughed. Me! He neednt trouble about me. I am as steady as old Time, Maggie. Ive come home to stay; and Ill prove to him that I am.

Come home to stay! faltered Margaret.



I can take care of things here. I am better able to do it than you.

My father will not put me out of my place here, said Margaret, steadily. He has confidence in me; he knows I do things just as he does.

And for that reason he makes you his substitute! Dont assume, Miss Maggie; youd be more in your place stitching wristbands in the parlour than as the presiding genius in a drug-shop. How dye do, mother?

The sound of his voice had reached Mrs. Rymer. She did not believe her own ears, and came stealing forth to look, afraid of what she might see. To give Madam Rymer her due, she was quite as honest-natured as her husband; and the matter of the bank-note, the wrong use made of the keys she was foolish enough to lend surreptitiously to Mr. Benjamin, had brought her no light shock at the time. Ill-conduct in the shape of billiards, and beer, and idleness, she had found plenty of excuse for in her son; but when it came to felony, it was another thing altogether.

It is him! she muttered, as he saw her, and turned. Where on earth have you sprung from? demanded Mrs. Rymer.

Not from the skies, mother. Hearing the governor was on the sick list, I thought I ought to come over and see him.

None of your lies, Ben, said Mrs. Rymer. That has not brought you here. You are in some disgraceful mess again.

It has brought me here  and nothing else, said Ben: and he spoke truth. Ashton of Timberdale  

A faint groan  a crash as of breaking glass. When they turned to look, there was Rymer, fallen against the counter in his shock of surprise and weakness. His arm had thrown down an empty syrup-bottle.

And thats how Benjamin Rymer came home. His father and mother had never seen him since before the discovery of the trouble; for as soon as he had changed the bank-note in the letter, he was off. The affair had frightened him a little  that is, the stir made over it, of which he had contrived to get notice; since then he had been passably steady, making a living for himself in Birmingham as assistant to a surgeon and druggist. He had met Robert Ashton a short time ago (this was the account he now gave), heard from that gentleman rather a bad account of his father, and so thought it his duty to give up what he was about, and come home. His duty! Ben Rymers duty!!

Ben was a tall, bony fellow, with a passably liberal education. He might not have been unsteady but for bad companions. Ben did not aid in robbing the butchers till  he had not quite come to that  neither was he privy to it; but he did get persuaded into trying to dispose of one of the stolen notes. It had been the one desperate act of his life, and it had sobered him. Time, however, effaces impressions; from two to three years had gone on since then; nothing had transpired, never so much as a suspicion had fallen on Mr. Benjamin, and he grew bold and came home.

Timberdale rubbed its eyes with astonishment that next autumn day, when it woke up to see Benjamin Rymer in his fathers shop, a white apron on, and serving the customers who went in, as naturally as though he had never left it. Where had he been all that while? they asked. Improving himself in his profession, coolly avowed Ben with unruffled face.

And so the one chance  rest of mind  for the fathers return to health and life, went out. The prolonged time, passing without discovery, giving a greater chance day by day that it might never happen, could but have a beneficial effect on Mr. Rymer. But when Ben made his appearance, put his head, so to say, into the very stronghold of danger, all his sickness and his fear came back again.

Ben did not know why his father kept so poorly and looked so ill. Never a word, in his sensitiveness, had Mr. Rymer spoken to his son of that past nights work. Ben might suspect, but he did not know. Mr. Rymer would come down when he was not fit to do so, and take up his place in the shop on a stool. Ben made fun of it: in sport more than ill-feeling: telling the customers to look at the old ghost there. Ben made himself perfectly at home; would sometimes hold a levée in the shop if his father was out of it, when he and his friends, young men of Timberdale, would talk and laugh the roof off.

People talk of the troubles of the world, and say their name is legion: poverty, sickness, disappointment, disgrace, debt, difficulty; but there is no trouble the human heart can know like that brought by rebellious children. To old Rymer, with his capacity for taking things to heart, it had been as a long crucifixion. And yet  the instinctive love of a parent cannot die out: recollect Davids grief for wicked Absalom: Would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son!

Still, compared with what he used to be, Ben Rymer was steady. As the winter approached, there set in another phase of the reformation; for he pulled up even from the talking and laughing, and became as good as gold. You might have thought he had taken his dead grandfather, the clergyman, for a model, and was striving to walk in his steps. He went to church, read his medical works, was pleasant at home, gentle with Margaret, and altogether the best son in the world.

Will it last, Benjamin? his father asked him sorrowfully.

It shall last, father; I promise it, was the earnestly-spoken answer. Forget the past, and I will never, I hope, try you again.

Ben kept his promise throughout the winter, and seemed likely to keep it always. Mr. Rymer grew stronger, and was in business regularly, which gave Ben more leisure for his books. It was thought that a good time had set in for the Rymers; but, as Mrs. Todhetley says, you cannot control Fate.



One day, when we were again staying at Crabb Cot, I had to call at the shop for a box of Household Pills, Rymers own making. When any one was ailing at home, Mrs. Todhetley would administer a dose of these pills. But that Rymer was so conscientious a man, I should have thought they were composed of bread and pepper. Mrs. Todhetley pinned her faith to them, and said they did wonders.

Well, I had to go to Timberdale on other matters, and was told to call, when there, for a box of these delectable Household Pills. Mr. Rymer and his son stood behind the counter, the one making up his books, Ben pounding something in a mortar. Winter was just on the turn, and the trees and hedges were beginning to shoot into bud. Ben left his pounding to get the pills.

Is this Mr. Rymers? Halloa, Ben! All right. How goes it, old boy?

The door had been opened with a burst, and the above words met our ears, in a tone not over-steady. They came from a man who wore sporting clothes, and his hat very much on one side. Ben Rymer stared in surprise; his mouth dropped.

But that it was early in the day, and one does not like to libel people, it might have been thought the gentleman had taken a little too much of something strong. He swaggered up to the counter, and held out his hand to Ben. Ben, just then wrapping up the box of pills, did not appear to see it.

Had a hunt after you, old fellow, said the loud-voiced stranger. Been to Birmingham and all kinds of places. Couldnt think where youd hid yourself.

You are back pretty soon, growled Ben, who certainly did not seem to relish the visit.

Been back a month. Couldnt get on in the New World; its folks are too down for me. I say, I want a word with you. Cant say it here, I suppose?

No, returned Ben, rather savagely.

Just come out a bit, Ben, resumed the stranger, after a short pause.

I cant, replied Ben  and his tone sounded more like I wont. I have my business to attend to.

Bother business! Here goes, then: its your fault if you make me speak before people. Gibbs has come out of hiding, and is getting troublesome  



If you will go outside and wait, Ill come to you, interrupted Ben at this, very quickly.

The man turned and swaggered out. Ben gave me the pills with one hand, and took off his apron with the other. Getting his hat, he was hastening out, when Mr. Rymer touched his arm.

Who is that man, Benjamin?

A fellow I used to know in Tewkesbury, father.

Whats his name?

Cotton. Ill soon despatch him and be back again, concluded Ben, as he disappeared.

I put down half-a-crown for the pills, and Mr. Rymer left his place to give me the change. There had been a sort of consciousness between us, understood though not expressed, since the night when I had seen him giving way to his emotion in Crabb Ravine. This mans visit brought the scene back again. Rymers eyes looked into mine, and then fell.

Ben is all right now, Mr. Rymer.

I could not wish him better than he is. Its just as though he were striving to atone for the past. I thought it would have killed me at the time.

I should forget it.

Forget it I never can. You dont know what it was, Mr. Johnny, he continued in a sort of frightened tone, a red spot coming into his pale thin cheeks, and I trust you never will know. I never went to bed at night but to lie listening for a summons at my door  the officers searching for my son, or to tell me he was taken. I never rose in the morning but my spirit fainted within me, as to what news the day might bring forth.

Mr. Benjamin and his friend were pacing side by side in the middle of the street when I went out, probably to be out of the reach of eavesdroppers. They did not look best pleased with each other; seemed to be talking sharply.

I tell you I cant and I wont, Ben was saying, as I passed them in crossing over. What do you come after me for? When a fellow wants to be on the square, you wont let him. As to Gibbs  

The voices died out of hearing. I went home with the pills, and thought no more about the matter.

Spring weather is changeable, as we English know only too well. In less than a week, a storm of sleet and snow was drifting down. In the midst of it, who should present himself at Crabb Cot at midday but Lee, the letter-carrier. His shaky old legs seemed hardly able to bear him up against the storm, as he came into the garden. I opened the door, wondering what he wanted.

Please can I see the Squire in private, sir? asked Lee, who was looking half angry, half rueful. Lee had never been in boisterous spirits since the affair of the bank-note took place. Like a great many more people, he grew fanciful with years, and could not be convinced but that the suspicion in regard to it lay on him.

Come in out of the storm, Lee. Whats up?

Please, Mr. Ludlow, sir, let me get to see the Squire, was all his answer.

The Squire was in his little room, hunting for a mislaid letter in the piece of furniture he called his bureau. As I shut old Lee in, I heard him, Lee, begin to say something about the bank-note and Benjamin Rymer. An instinct of the truth flashed over me  as sure as fate something connecting Ben with it had come out. In I shot again, to make one at the conference. The Squire was looking too surprised to notice me.

It was Mr. Rymers son who took out the good note and put in the bad one? he exclaimed. Take care what you say, Lee.

Lee stood near the worn hearthrug; his old hat, covered with snow-flakes, held between his hands. The Squire had put his back against the bureau and was staring at him through his spectacles, his nose and face a finer red than ordinary.

The thing had been tracked home to Benjamin Rymer by the man Cotton, Lee explained in a rambling sort of tale. Cotton, incensed at Rymers not helping him to some money  which was what he had come to Timberdale to ask for  had told in revenge of the past transaction. Cotton had not been connected with it, but knew of the part taken in it by Rymer.

I dont believe a syllable of it, said the Squire, stoutly, flinging himself into his bureau chair, which he twisted round to face the fire. You can sit down, Lee. Where did you say you heard this?

Lee had heard it at the Plough and Harrow, where the man Cotton had been staying. Jelf, the landlord, had been told it by Cotton himself, and Jelf in his turn had whispered it to Lee. That was last night: and Lee had come up with it now to Mr. Todhetley.

I tell you, Lee, I dont believe a syllable of it, repeated the Squire.

It be true as gospel, sir, asserted Lee. Last night, when I went in to Jelfs for a drop of beer, being stiff all over with the cold, I found Jelf in a passion because a guest had gone off without paying part of his score, leaving nothing but a letter to say hed send it. Cotton by name, Jelf explained, and a sporting gent to look at. A good week, Jelf vowed hed been there, living on the best. And then Jelf said I had no cause to be looked down upon any longer, for it was not me that had done that trick with the bank-notes, but Benjamin Rymer.

Now just stop, Lee, interrupted the Squire. Nobody looked down upon you for it, or suspected you: neither Jelf nor other people. I have told you so times enough.



But Jelf knows I thought they did, sir. And he told me this news to put me a bit at my ease. He  

Jelf talks at random when his tempers up, cried the Squire. If you believe this story, Lee, youll believe anything.

Ben Rymer was staying at home at the time, sir, urged Lee, determined to have his say. If he is steady now, its known what he was then. He must have got access to the letters somehow, while they lay at his fathers that night, and opened yours and changed the note. Cotton says Mr. Ben had had the stolen note hid about him for ever so long, waiting an opportunity to get rid of it.

Do you mean to accuse Mr. Ben of being one of the thieves who robbed the butchers till? demanded the Squire, growing wrathful.

Well, sir, I dont go as far as that. The man told Jelf that one of the stolen notes was given to young Rymer to pass, and he was to have a pound for himself if he succeeded in doing it.

The Squire would hardly let him finish.

Cotton said this to Jelf, did he?  and Jelf rehearsed it to you?

Yes, sir. Just that much.

Now look you here, Lee. First of all, to whom have you repeated this tale?

Not to anybody, answered Lee. I thought Id better bring it up here, sir, to begin with.

And youd better let it stop here to end with, retorted the Squire. Thats my best advice to you, Lee. My goodness! Accuse a respectable mans son of what might transport him, on the authority of a drunken fellow who runs away from an inn without paying his bill! The likeliest thing is that this Cotton did it himself. How else should he know about it? Dont you let your tongue carry this further, Lee, or you may find yourself in the wrong box.

Lee looked just a little staggered. A faint flush appeared in his withered face. The Squires colour was at its fiercest. He was hard at the best of times to take in extraordinary tales, and utterly scouted this one. There was no man he had a greater respect for than Thomas Rymer.

I hoped you might be for prosecuting, sir. It would set me right with the world.

You are a fool, Lee. The world has not thought you wrong yet. Prosecute! I! Upon this cock-and-bull story! Mr. Rymer would prosecute me in turn, I expect, if I did. Youd better not let this get to his ears: you might lose your post.

Mr. Rymer, sir, must know how wild his son has been.

Wild! Most of the young men of the present day are that, as it seems to me, cried the Squire, in his heat. Mine had better not let me catch them at it, though. Id warm their ears well beforehand if I thought they ever would  Do you hear, Mr. Johnny?



I had been leaning on the back of a chair in the quietest corner for fear of being sent away. When the Squire put himself up like this, he would say anything.

To be a bit wild is one thing, Lee; to commit felony quite another: Rymers son would be no more guilty of it than you would. Its out of all reason. And do you take care of your tongue. Look here, man: suppose I took this up, as you want me, and it was found to have been Cotton or some other gaol-bird who did it, instead of young Rymer: where would you be? In prison for defamation of character, if the Rymers chose to put you there. Be wise in time, Lee, and say no more.

It might have been as you say, sir  Cotton himself; though Im sure that never struck me, returned Lee, veering round to the argument. One thing that made me believe it, was knowing that Ben Rymer might easily get access to the letters.

And thats just the reason why you should have doubted it, contradicted the Squire. He would be afraid to touch them because of the ease with which he could do it. Forgive you for coming up, you say? added the Squire, as Lee rose with some humble words of excuse. Of course I will. But dont forget that a word of this, dropped abroad, might put your place, as postman, in jeopardy.

And that would never do, said Lee, shaking his head.

I should think not. Its cold to-day, isnt it?

Frightful cold, sir.

And you could come through it with this improbable story! Use your sense another time, Lee. Here, Johnny, take Lee into the kitchen, and tell them to give him some cold beef and beer.

I handed him over, with the order, to Molly; who went into one of her tantrums at it, for she was in the midst of pastry-making. The Squire was sitting with his head bent, looking as perplexed as an owl, when I got back to the room.

Johnny  shut the door. Something has come into my mind. Do you recollect Thomas Rymers coming up one evening, and wanting to give me a five-pound note?

Quite well, sir.

Well; I  I am not so sure now that theres nothing in this fresh tale.

I sat down; and in a low voice told him all. Of the fit of sobbing in which I had found Rymer that same night in the Ravine; and that I had known all along it was the son who had done it.

Bless my heart! cried the Squire, softly, very much taken aback. Its that, perhaps, that has been making Rymer so ill.

He said it was slowly killing him, sir.

Mercy on him!  poor fellow! An ill-doing scapegrace of a rascal! Johnny, how thankful we ought to be when our sons turn out well, and not ill! But I think a good many turn out ill nowadays. If you should live to have sons, sir, take care how you bring them up.

I think Mr. Rymer must have tried to bring Ben up well, was my answer.

Yes; but did the mother? retorted the Squire. More responsibility lies with them than with the father, Johnny; and she spoilt him. Take care, sir, how you choose a wife when the time comes. And there was that miserable lot the lad fell in with at Tewkesbury! Johnny, that Cotton must be an awful blackguard.

I hope hell live to feel it.

Look here, we must hush this up, cried the Squire, sinking his voice and glancing round the room. I wouldnt bring fresh pain on poor Rymer for the world. You must forget that youve told me, Johnny.

Yes, that I will.

Its only a five-pound note, after all. And if it were fifty pounds, I wouldnt stir in it. No, nor for five hundred; be hanged if I would! Its not I that would bring the world about Thomas Rymers ears. I knew his father and respected him, Johnny; though his sermons were three-quarters of an hour long, sometimes; and I respect Thomas Rymer. You and I must keep this close. And Ill make a journey to Timberdale when this snow-storms gone, Johnny, and frighten Jelf out of his life for propagating libellous tales.

Thats where it ought to have ended. The worst is, oughts dont go for much in the world; as perhaps every reader of this paper has learned to know.

When Lee appeared the next morning with the letters as usual, I went out to him. He dropped his voice to speak, as he put them in my hand.

They say Benjamin Rymer is off, sir.

Off where?

Somewhere out of Timberdale.

Off for what?

I dont know, sir. Jelf accused me of having carried tales there, and called me a jackass for my pains. He said that what he had told me wasnt meant to be repeated again, and I ought not to have gone telling it about, especially to the Rymers themselves; that it might not be true  

As the Squire said yesterday, you know, Lee.

Yes, sir. I answered Jelf that it couldnt have been me that had gone talking to the Rymers, for I had not as much as seen them. Any way, he said, somebody had, for they knew of it, and Benjamin had gone off in consequence. Jelfs as cross over it as two sticks. Its his own fault; why did he tell me what wasnt true?

Lee went off  looking cross also. After breakfast I related this to the Squire. He didnt seem to like it, and walked about thinking.



Johnny, I cant stir in it, you see, he said presently. If it got abroad, people might talk about compromising a felony, and all that sort of rubbish: and I am a magistrate. You must go. See Rymer: and make him understand  without telling him in so many words, you know  that theres nothing to fear from me, and he may call Ben back again. If the young man has begun to lead a new life, Heaven forbid that I, having sons myself, should be a stumbling-block in the way of it.

It was striking twelve when I reached Timberdale. Margaret said her father was poorly, having gone out in the storm of the previous day and caught a chill. He was in the parlour alone, cowering over the fire. In the last few hours he seemed to have aged years. I shut the door.

What has happened? I whispered. I have come on purpose to ask you.

That which I have been dreading all along, he said in a quiet, hopeless tone. Benjamin has run away. He got some information, it seems, from the landlord of the Plough and Harrow, and was off the next hour.

Well, now, the Squire sent me to you privately, Mr. Rymer, to say that Ben might come back again. He has nothing to fear.

The Squire knows it, then?

Yes. Lee came up about it yesterday: Jelf had talked to him. Mr. Todhetley did not believe a word of it: he blew up Lee like anything for listening to such a tale; he means to blow up Jelf for repeating anything said by a vagabond like Cotton. Lee came round to his way of thinking. Indeed theres nothing to be afraid of. Jelf is eating his words. The Squire would not harm your son for the world.

Rymer shook his head. He did not doubt the Squires friendly feeling, but thought it was out of his hands. He told me all he knew about it.

Benjamin came to me yesterday morning in a great flurry, saying something was wrong, and he must absent himself. Was it about the bank-note, I asked  and it was the first time a syllable in regard to it had passed between us, broke off Rymer. Jelf had given him a friendly hint of what had dropped from the man Cotton  you were in the shop that first day when he came in, Mr. Johnny  and Benjamin was alarmed. Before I had time to collect my thoughts, or say further, he was gone.

Where is he?

I dont know. I went round at once to Jelf, and the man told me all. Jelf knows the truth; that is quite clear. He says he has spoken only to Lee; is sorry now for having done that, and he will hush it up as far as he can.



Then it will be quite right, Mr. Rymer. Why should you be taking it in this way?

I am ill, was all he answered. I caught a chill going round to the Plough and Harrow. So far as mental illness goes, we may battle with it to the end, strength from above being given to us; but when it takes bodily form  why, theres nothing for it but giving in.

Even while we spoke, he was seized with what seemed to be an ague. Mrs. Rymer appeared with some scalding broth, and I said I would run for Darbyshire.



A few days went on, and then news came up to Crabb Cot that Mr. Rymer lay dying. Robert Ashton, riding back from the hunt in his scarlet coat and white cords on his fine grey horse (the whole a mass of splashes with the thaw) pulled up at the door to say How dye do? and mentioned it amidst other items. It was just a shock to the Squire, and nothing less.

Goodness preserve us!  and all through that miserable five-pound note, Johnny! he cried in a wild flurry. Wheres my hat and top-coat?

Away to Timberdale by the short cut through the Ravine, never heeding the ghost  although its traditional time of appearing, the dusk of evening, was drawing on  went the Squire. He thought Rymer must be ill through fear of him; and he accused me of having done my errand of peace badly.

It was quite true  Thomas Rymer lay dying. Darbyshire was coming out of the house as the Squire reached it, and said so. Instead of being sorry, he flew in a passion and attacked the doctor.

Now look you here, Darbyshire  this wont do. We cant have people dying off like this for nothing. If you dont cure him, you had better give up doctoring.

How dyou mean for nothing? asked Darbyshire, who knew the Squire well.

It cant be for much: dont be insolent. Because a man gets a bit of anxiety on his mind, is he to be let die?

Ive heard nothing about anxiety, said Darbyshire. He caught a chill through going out that day of the snow-storm, and it settled on a vital part. Thats what ails him, Squire.

And you cant cure the chill! Dont tell me.

Before this time to-morrow, Thomas Rymer will be where theres neither killing nor curing, was the answer. I told them yesterday to send for the son: but they dont know where he is.

The Squire made a rush through the shop and up to the bedroom, hardly saying, With your leave, or, By your leave. Thomas Rymer lay in bed at the far end; his white face whiter than the pillow; his eyes sunken; his hands plucking at the counterpane. Margaret left the room when the Squire went in. He gave one look; and knew that he saw death there.

Rymer, Id almost have given my own life to save you from this, cried he, in the shock. Oh, my goodness! whats to be done?

I seem to have been waiting for it all along; to have seen the exposure coming, said Thomas Rymer, his faint fingers resting in the Squires strong ones. And now that its here, I cant battle with it.

Now, Rymer, my poor fellow, couldnt you  couldnt you make a bit of an effort to live? To please me: I knew your father, mind. It cant be right that you should die.

It must be right; perhaps it is well. I can truly say with old Jacob that few and evil have the days of my life been. Nothing but disappointment has been my lot here; struggle upon struggle, pain upon pain, sorrow upon sorrow. I think my merciful Father will remember it in the last great account.



He died at five oclock in the morning. Lee told us of it when he brought up the letters at breakfast-time. The Squire let fall his knife and fork.

Its a shame and a sin, though, Johnny, that sons should inflict this cruel sorrow upon their parents, he said later. Rymer has been brought down to the grave by his son before his hair was grey. I wonder how their accounts will stand at the great reckoning?




III.

HESTER REEDS PILLS.

We were at our other and chief home, Dyke Manor: and Tod and I were there for the short Easter holidays, which were shorter in those days than they are in these.

It was Easter Tuesday. The Squire had gone riding over to old Jacobsons with Tod. I, having nothing else to do, got the mater to come with me for a practice on the church organ; and we were taking the round home again through the village, Church Dykely.

Easter was very late that year. It was getting towards the end of April: and to judge by the weather, it might have been the end of May, the days were so warm and glorious.

In passing the gate of George Reeds cottage, Mrs. Todhetley stopped.

How are the babies, Hester?

Hester Reed, sunning her white cap and clean cotton gown in the garden, the three elder children around, watering the beds with a dolls watering-pot, and a baby hiding its face on her shoulder, dropped a curtsy as she answered  

They be but poorly, maam, thank you. Look up, Susy, turning the babys face upwards to show it: and a pale mite of a face it was, with sleepy eyes. For a day or two past theyve not seemed the thing; and they be both cross.

I should think their teeth are troubling them, Hester.

Maybe, maam. I shouldnt wonder. Hetty, she seems worse than Susy. Shes a-lying there in the basket indoors. Would you please spare a minute to step in and look at her, maam?

Mrs. Todhetley opened the gate. I may as well go in and see, Johnny, she said to me in an undertone: I fear both the children are rather sickly.

The other baby, Hetty, lay in the kitchen in a clothes-basket. It had just the same sort of puny white face as its sister. These two were twins, and about a year old. When they were born, Church Dykely went on finely at Hester Reed, asking her if she would not have had enough with one new child but she must go and set up two.

It does seem very poorly, remarked Mrs. Todhetley, stooping over the young mortal (which was not cross just now, but very still and quiet), and letting it clasp its little fist round one of her fingers. No doubt it is the teeth. If the children do not get better soon, I think, were I you, Hester, I should speak to Mr. Duffham.

The advice seemed to strike Hester Reed all of a heap. Speak to Dr. Duffham! she exclaimed. Why, maam, they must both be a good deal worse than they be, afore we does that. Ill give em a dose o mild physic apiece. I dare say thatll bring em round.

I should think it would not hurt them, assented Mrs. Todhetley. They both seem feverish; this one especially. I hear you have had Cathy over, she went on, passing to another subject.

Sure enough us have, said Mrs. Reed. She come over yesterday was a week and stayed till Friday night.

And what is she doing now?

Well, maam, Cathys keeping herself; and thats something. She has got a place at Tewkesbury to serve in some shop; is quite in clover there, by all accounts. Two good gownds she brought over to her back; and shes pretty nigh as lighthearted as she was afore she went off to enter on her first troubles.

Hannah told me she was not looking well.

She have had a nasty attack of  what was it?  neuralgy, I think she called it, and been obliged to go to a doctor, answered Hester Reed. Thats why they gave her the holiday. She was very well while she was here.

I had stood at the door, talking to the little ones with their watering-pot. As the mater was taking her final word with Mrs. Reed, I went on to open the gate for her, when some woman whisked round the corner from Piefinch Lane, and in at the gate.

Thank ye, sir, said she to me: as if I had been holding it open for her especial benefit.

It was Ann Dovey, the blacksmiths wife down Piefinch Cut: a smart young woman, fond of fine gowns and caps. Mrs. Todhetley came away, and Ann Dovey went in. And this is what passed at Reeds  as it leaked out to the world afterwards.

The baby in the basket began to cry, and Ann Dovey lifted it out and took it on her lap. She understood all about children, having been the eldest of a numerous flock at home, and was no doubt all the fonder of them because she had none of her own. Mrs. Dovey was moreover a great gossip, liking to have as many fingers in her neighbours pies as she could conveniently get in.

And now whats amiss with these two twins? asked she in confidential tones, bending her face forward till it nearly touched Mrs. Reeds, who had sat down opposite to her with the other baby. Sarah Tanken, passing our shop just now, telled me they warnt the thing at all, so I thought Id run round.



Sarah Tanken looked in while I was a-washing up after dinner, and saw em both, assented Mrs. Reed. Hettys the worst of the two; more peeky like.

Which is Hetty? demanded Ann Dovey; who, with all her neighbourly visits, had not learnt to distinguish the two apart.

The one that you be a-nursing.

Did the mistress of the Manor look at em?

Yes; and she thinks Id better give em both some mild physic. Leastways, I said a dose might bring em round, added Hester Reed, correcting herself, and she said it might.

Its the very thing for em, Hester Reed, pronounced Mrs. Dovey, decisively. Theres nothing like a dose of physic for little ones; it often stops a bout of illness. You give it to the two; and dont lose no time. Grey powders best.

Ive not got any grey powder by me, said Mrs. Reed. It crossed my mind to try em with one o them pills I had from Abel Crew.

What pills be they?

I had em from him for myself the beginning o the year, when I was getting the headache so much. Theyre as mild as mild can be; but they did me good. The box is upstairs.

How do you know theyd be the right pills to give to babies? sensibly questioned Mrs. Dovey.

Oh, they be right enough for that! When little Georgy was poorly two or three weeks back, I ran out to Abel Crew, chancing to see him go by the gate, and asked whether one of his pills would do the child harm. He said no, it would do him good.

And did it get him round?

I never gave it. Georgy seemed to be so much pearter afore night came, that I thought Id wait till the morrow. Hes a rare bad one to take physic, he is. You may cover a powder in treacle that thick, Ann Dovey, but the boy scents it out somehow, and cant be got to touch it. His father always has to make him; I cant. He got well that time without the pill.

Well, I should try the pills on the little twins, advised Ann Dovey. Im sure they want something o the sort. Look at this one! lying like a lamb in my arms, staring up at me with its poor eyes, and never moving. You may always know when a childs ill by its quietness. Nothing ailing em, they worry the life out of you.

Both of them were cross enough this morning, remarked Hester Reed, and for that reason I know they be worse now. Ill try the pill to-night.

Now, whether it was that Ann Dovey had any especial love for presiding at the ceremony of administering pills to children, or whether she only looked in again incidentally in passing, certain it was that in the evening she was for the second time at George Reeds cottage. Mrs. Reed had put the three elder ones to bed; or, as she expressed it, got em out o the way; and was undressing the twins by firelight, when Ann Dovey tripped into the kitchen. George Reed was at work in the front garden, digging; though it was getting almost too dark to see where he inserted the spade.

Have ye give em their physic yet? was Mrs. Doveys salutation.

No; but Im a-going to, answered Hester Reed. You be just come in time to hold em for me, Ann Dovey, while I go upstairs for the box.

Ann Dovey received the pair of babies, and sat down in the low chair. Taking the candle, Mrs. Reed ran up to the room where the elder children slept. The house was better furnished than cottages generally are, and the rooms were of a fairly good size. Opposite the bed stood a high deal press with a flat top to it, which Mrs. Reed made a shelf of, for keeping things that must be out of the childrens reach. Stepping on a chair, she put her hand out for the box of pills, which stood in its usual place near the corner, and went downstairs with it.

It was an ordinary pasteboard pill-box, containing a few pills  six or seven, perhaps. Mrs. Dovey, curious in all matters, lifted the lid and sniffed at the pills. Hester Reed was getting the moist sugar they were to be administered in.

What did you have these here pills for? questioned Ann Dovey, as Mrs. Reed came back with the sugar. They baint over big.

For headache and pain in the side. I asked old Abel Crew if he could give me something for it, and he gave me these pills.

Mrs. Reed was moistening a teaspoonful of the sugar, as she spoke, with warm water. Taking out one of the pills she proceeded to crush it into small bits, and then mixed it with the sugar. It formed a sort of paste. Dose the first.

That aint moist enough, Hester Reed, pronounced Mrs. Dovey, critically.

No? Ill put a drop more warm water.

The water was added, and one of the children was fed with the delectable compound  Hetty. Mrs. Dovey spoke again.

Is it all for her? Wont a whole pill be too much for one, dye think?

Not a bit. When I asked old Abel whether one pill would be too much for Georgy, he said, No  two wouldnt hurt him. I tell ye, Ann Dovey, the pills be as mild as milk.

Hetty took in the whole dose by degrees. Susy had a similar one made ready, and swallowed it in her turn. Then the two babies were conveyed upstairs and put to bed side by side in their mothers room.

Mrs. Dovey, the ceremony being over, took her departure. George Reed came in to his early supper, and soon afterwards he and his wife went up to bed. Men who have to be up at five in the morning must go to rest betimes. The fire and candle were put out, the doors locked, and the cottage was steeped in quietness at a time when in larger houses the evening was not much more than beginning.

How long she slept, Mrs. Reed could not tell. Whether it might be the first part of the night, early or late, or whether morning might be close upon the dawn, she knew not; but she was startled out of her sleep by the cries of the babies. Awful cries, they seemed, coming from children so young; and there could be no mistaking that each was in terrible agony.

Why, its convulsions! exclaimed George Reed, when he had lighted a candle. Both of them, too!

Going downstairs as he was, he hastily lighted the kitchen fire and put a kettle of water on. Then, dressing himself, he ran out for Mr. Duffham. The doctor came in soon after George Reed had got back again.

Duffham was accustomed to scenes, and he entered on one now. Mrs. Reed, in a state of distress, had put the babies in blankets and brought them down to the kitchen fire; the three elder children, aroused by the cries, had come down too, and were standing about in their night-clothes, crying with fright. One of the babies was dead  Hetty. She had just expired in her fathers arms. The other was dying.

What on earth have you been giving to these children? exclaimed Duffham, after taking a good look at the two.

Oh, sir, what is it, please? sobbed Mrs. Reed, in her terror. Convulsions?

Convulsions  no, said the doctor, in a fume. It is something else, as I believe  poison.

At which she set up a shriek that might have been heard out of doors.

Well, Hetty was dead, I say; and Duffham could not do anything to save the other. It died whilst he stood there. Duffham repeated his conjecture as to poison; and Mrs. Reed, all topsy-turvy though she was, three-parts bereft of her senses, resented the implication almost angrily.

Poison! cried she. How can you think of such a thing, sir!

I tell you that to the best of my belief these children have both died from some irritant poison, asserted Duffham, coolly imperative. I ask what you have been giving them?

They have not been well this three or four days past, replied she, wandering from the point; not evasively, but in her minds bewilderment. It must have been their teeth, sir; I thought they were cutting em with fever.

Did you give them any physic?



Yes, sir. A pill apiece when I put em to bed.

Ah! said Mr. Duffham. What pill was it?

One of Abel Crews.

This answer surprised him. Allowing that his suspicion of poison was correct, he assumed that these pills must have contained it; and he had never had cause to suppose that Abel Crews pills were otherwise than innocent.

Mrs. Reed, her voice broken by sobs, explained further in answer to his questions, telling him how she had procured these pills from Abel Crew some time before, and had given one of the said pills to each of the babies. Duffham stood against the dresser, taking it all in with a solemn face, his cane held up to his chin.

Let me see this box of pills, Mrs. Reed.

She went upstairs to get it. A tidy woman in her ways, she had put the box in its place again on the top of the press. Duffham took off the lid, and examined the pills.

Do you happen to have a bit of sealing-wax in the house, Reed? he asked presently.

George Reed, who had stood like a man bewildered, looking first on one, then on the other of his dead little ones, answered that he had not. But the eldest child, Annie, spoke up, saying that there was a piece in her little work-box; Cathy had given it her last week when she was at home.

It was produced  part of a small stick of fancy wax, green and gold. Duffham wrapped the pill-box up in the back of a letter that he took from his pocket, and sealed it with a seal that hung to his watch-chain. He put the parcel into the hand of George Reed.

Take care of it, he said. This will be wanted.

There could not have been poison in them pills, sir, burst out Mrs. Reed, her distress increasing at the possibility that he might be right. If there had been, theyd ha poisoned me. One night I took three of em.

Duffham did not answer. He was nodding his head in answer to his own thoughts.

And who ever heard of Abel Crew mixing up poison in his pills? went on Mrs. Reed. If you please, sir, I dont think he could do it.

Well, that part of it puzzles me  how he came to do it, acknowledged Duffham. I like old Abel, and shall be sorry if it is proved that his pills have done the mischief.

Mrs. Reed shook her head. She had more faith than that in Abel Crew.



Ever so many years before  for it was in the time of Sir Peter Chavasse  there appeared one day a wanderer at Church Dykely. It was hot weather, and he seemed to think nothing of camping out in the fields by night, under the summer stars. Who he was, or what he was, or why he had come, or why he stayed, nobody knew. He was evidently not a tramp, or a gipsy, or a travelling tinker  quite superior to it all; a slender, young, and silent man, with a pale and gentle face.

At one corner of the common, spreading itself between the village and Chavasse Grange, there stood a covered wooden shed, formerly used to impound stray cattle, but left to itself since the square space for the new pound had been railed round. By-and-by it was found that the wanderer had taken to this shed to sleep in. Next, his name leaked out Abel Crew.

He lived how he could, and as simply as a hermit. Buying a penny loaf at the bakers, and making his dinner of it with a handful of sorrel plucked from the fields, and a drink from the rivulet that ran through the wilderness outside the Chavasse grounds. His days were spent in examining roots and wild herbs, now and then in digging one up; and his nights chiefly in studying the stars. Sir Peter struck up a sort of speaking acquaintanceship with him, and, it was said, was surprised at his stock of knowledge and the extent of his travels; for he knew personally many foreign places where even Sir Peter himself had never been. That may have caused Sir Peter  who was lord of the manor and of the common included  to tolerate in him what it was supposed he would not in others. Anyway, when Abel Crew began to dig the ground about his shed, and plant roots and herbs in it, Sir Peter let him do it and never interfered. It was quite the opposite; for Sir Peter would sometimes stand to watch him at his work, talking the while.

In the course of time there was quite an extensive garden round the shed  comparatively speaking, you know, for we do not expect to see a shed garden as large as that of a mansion. It was fenced in with a hedge and wooden palings, all the work of Abel Crews hands. Sir Peter was dead then; but Lady Chavasse, guardian to the young heir, Sir Geoffrey, extended to him the same favour that her husband had, and, if she did not absolutely sanction what he was doing, she at any rate did not oppose it. Abel Crew filled his garden with rare and choice and useful field herbs, the valuable properties of which he alone understood; and of ordinary sweet flowers, such as bees love to suck. He set up bee-hives and sold the honey; he distilled lavender and bergamot for perfumes; he converted his herbs and roots into medicines, which he supplied to the poor people around, charging so small a price for them that it could scarcely more than cover the cost of making, and not charging at all the very poor. At the end of about ten years from his first appearance, he took down the old shed, and built up a more convenient cottage in its place, doing it all with his own pair of hands. And the years went on and on, and Abel Crew and his cottage, and his herbs, and his flowers, and his bees, and his medicines, were just as much of an institution in the parish as was the Grange itself.

He and I became good friends. I liked him. You have heard how I take likes and dislikes to faces, and I rarely saw a face that I liked as I liked Abel Crews. Not for its beauty, though it really was beautiful, with its perfect shape and delicately carved features; but for its unmistakable look of goodness and its innate refinement: perhaps also for the deep, far-seeing, and often sad expression that sat in the earnest eyes. He was old now  sixty, I dare say; tall, slender, and very upright still; his white hair brushed back from his forehead and worn rather long. What his original condition of life might have been did not transpire; he never talked of it. More than once I had seen him reading Latin books; and though he fell into the diction of the country people around when talking with them, he changed his tones and language when conversing with his betters. A character, no doubt, he was, but a man to be respected; a man of religion, too  attending church regularly twice on a Sunday, wet or dry, and carrying his religion into the little things of everyday life.

His style of dress was old-fashioned and peculiar. So far as I saw, it never varied. A stout coat, waistcoat, and breeches every day, all of one colour  drab; with leathern gaiters buttoned nearly to the knee. On Sundays he wore a suit of black silk velvet, and a frilled shirt of fine cambric. His breeches were tied at the knee with black ribbon, in which was a plain, glistening steel buckle; buckles to match shone in his shoes. His stockings were black, and in the winter he wore black-cloth gaiters. In short, on Sundays Abel Crew looked like a fine old-fashioned English gentleman, and would have been taken for one. The woman who got up his linen declared he was more particular over his shirt-frills than Sir Peter himself.

Strangers in the place would sometimes ask what he was. The answer was not easy to give. He was a botanist and herbalist, and made pills, and mixtures, and perfumes, and sold honey, and had built his cottage and planted out his garden, and lived alone, cooking his food and waiting on himself; doing all in fact with his own hands, and was very modest always. On the other side, he had travelled in his youth, he understood paintings, studied the stars, read his store of Latin and classical books, and now and then bought more, and was as good a doctor as Duffham himself. Some people said a better one. Certain it was, that more than once when legitimate medical nostrums had failed  calomel and blisters and bleeding  Abel Crews simple decoctions and leaves had worked a cure. Look at young Mrs. Sterling at the Court. When that first baby of hers came to town  and a fine squalling young brat he was, with a mouth like a crocodiles!  gatherings arose in her chest or somewhere, one after another; it was said the agony was awful. Duffhams skill seemed to have gone a blackberrying, the other doctors also, for neither of the two could do anything for her, and the Court thought she would have died of it. Upon that, some relation of old Sterlings was summoned from London  a great physician in great practice. He came in answer, and was liberal with his advice, telling them to try this and to try the other. But it did no good; and she only grew worse. When they were all in despair, seeing her increasing weakness and the prolonged pain, the woman who nursed her spoke of old Abel Crew; she had known him cure in these cases when the doctor could not; and the poor young lady, willing to catch at a straw, told them to send for Abel Crew. Abel Crew took a prepared plaster of herbs with him, green leaves of some sort, and applied it. That night the patient slept more easily than she had for weeks; and in a short time was well again.

But, skilful though he seemed to be in the science of herbs, as remedies for sickness and sores, Abel Crew never obtruded himself upon the ailing, or took money for his advice, or willingly interfered with the province of Duffham; he never would do it unless compelled in the interests of humanity. The patients he chiefly treated were the poor, those who could not have paid Duffham a coin worth thinking about. Duffham knew this. And, instead of being jealous of him, as some medical men might have been, or ridiculing him for a quack, Duffham liked and respected old Abel Crew. He was simple in his habits still: living chiefly upon bread and butter, with radishes or mustard and cress for a relish, cooking vegetables for his dinner, but rarely meat: and his drink was tea or spring water.

So that Abel Crew was rather a notable character amongst us; and when it was known abroad that two of his pills had caused the death of Mrs. Reeds twins, there arose no end of a commotion.

It chanced that the same night this occurred, just about the time in fact that the unfortunate infants were taking down the pills under the superintendence of their mother and the blacksmiths wife, Abel Crew met with an accident; though it was curious enough that it should be so. In taking a pan of boiling herbs off the fire, he let one of the handles slip out of his fingers; it sent the pan down on that side, spilled a lot of the stuff, and scalded his left foot on the instep. Therefore he was about the last person to hear of the calamity; for his door was not open as usual the following morning, and no one knocked to tell him of it.

Duffham was the first. Passing by on his morning rounds, the doctor heard the comments of the people, and it arrested him. It was so unusual a thing for Abel Crew not to be about, and for his door to be closed, that some of them had been arriving at a sensible conclusion  Abel Crew, knowing the mischief his pills had done, was shutting himself up within the house, unable to face his neighbours.

Rubbish! said Duffham. And he strode up the garden-path, knocked at the door with his cane, and entered. Abel had dressed, but was lying down on the bed again to rest his lame foot.

Duffham would have asked to look at it, but that he knew Abel Crew was as good at burns and scalds as he himself was. It had been doctored at once, and was now wrapped up in a handkerchief.

The fire is nearly out of it, said Abel, but it must have rest; by to-night I shall be able to dress it with my healing-salve. I am much obliged to you for coming in, sir: though in truth I dont know how you could have heard of the accident.

Ah! news flies, said Duffham, evasively, knowing that he had not heard of the foot, or the neighbours either, and had come in for something altogether different. What is this about the pills?

About the pills? repeated Abel Crew, who had got up out of respect, and was putting on his coat. What pills, sir?

The doctor told him what had happened. Hester Reed had given one of his pills to each of her babies, and both had died of it. Abel Crew listened quietly; his face and his eyes fixed on Duffham.

The children cannot have died of the pills, said he, speaking as gently as you please. Something else must have killed them.

According to Hester Reeds account, nothing can have done it but the pills, said Duffham. The children had only taken their ordinary food throughout the day, and very little of that. George Reed came running to me in the night, but it was too late; one was dead before I got there. There could be no mistaking the childrens symptoms  that both were poisoned.

This is very strange, exclaimed Abel, looking troubled. By what kind of poison?

Arsenic, I think. I  

But here they were interrupted. Dovey, the blacksmith, hearing of the calamity, together with the fact that it was his wife who had assisted in administering the suspected doses, deemed it his duty to look into the affair a little, and to resent it. He had left his forge and a bar of iron red-hot in it, and come tearing along in his leather apron, his shirt-sleeves stripped up to the elbow, and his arms grimy. A dark-eyed, good-natured little man in general, was Dovey, but exploding with rage at the present moment.

Now then, Abel Crew, what do you mean by selling pills to poison people? demanded he, pushing back the door with a bang, and stepping in fiercely. Duffham, foreseeing there was going to be a contest, and having no time to waste, took his departure.

I have not sold pills to poison people, replied Abel.

Look here, said Dovey, folding his black arms. Be you going to eat them pills, or be you not? Come!

What do you mean, Dovey?

What do I mean! Aint my meaning plain? Do you own to having selled a box of pills to Hester Reed last winter?  be you thinking to eat that there fact, and deny of it? Come, Abel Crew!

I remember it well, readily spoke up Abel. Mrs. Reed came here one day, complaining that her head ached continually, and her side often had a dull pain in it, and asked me to give her something. I did so; I gave her a box of pills. It was early in January, I think. I know there was ice on the ground.

Then do you own to them pills, returned Dovey, more quietly, his fierceness subdued by Abels civility. It were you that furnished em?

I furnished the box of pills I speak of, that Hester Reed had from me in the winter. Theres no mistake about that.

And made em too?

Yes, and made them.

Well, Im glad to hear you say that; and now dont you go for to eat your words later, Abel Crew. Our Ann, my wife, helped to give them there two pills to the children; and Im not a-going to let her get into trouble over it. Youve confessed to the pills, and Im a witness.

My pills did not kill the children, Dovey, said Abel, in a pleasant tone, resting his lame foot upon an opposite chair.

Not kill em?

No, that they did not. Ive not made pills all these years to poison children at last.

But what done it if the pills didnt?

How can I say? Twasnt my pills.

Dr. Duffham says it was the pills. And he  

Dr. Duffham says it was?

Reed telled me that the doctor asked outright, all in a flurry, what his wife had gave the babies, and she said she had gave em nothing but them there two pills of Abel Crews. Duffham said the pills must have had poison in em, and he asked for the box; and Hester Reed, she give him the box, and he sealed it up afore their eyes with his own seal.

Abel nodded. He knew that any suspected medicine must in such a case be sealed up.

And now that Ive got that there word from ye, Ill say good-day to ye, neighbour, for Ive left my forge to itself, and some red-hot iron in it. And I hope with all my heart and mind,  the blacksmith turned round from the door to say more kindly, his good-nature cropping up again, that itll turn out it warnt the pills, but someat else: our Ann wont have no cause to be in a fright then. Which was as much as to say that Ann Dovey was frightened, you observe.

That same afternoon, going past the common, I saw Abel Crew in his garden, sitting against the cottage wall in the sun, his foot resting on a block of wood.



How did it all happen, Abel? I asked, turning in at the gate. Did you give Mrs. Reed the wrong pills?

No, sir, he answered, I gave her the right pills; the pills I make expressly for such complaints as hers. But if I had, in one sense, given her the wrong, they could not have brought about any ill effect such as this, for my pills are all innocent of poison.

I should say it could not have been the pills that did the mischief, after all, then.

You might swear it as well, Master Johnny, with perfect safety. What killed the poor children, I dont pretend to know, but my pills never did. I tried to get down as far as Reeds to inquire particulars, and found I could not walk. It was a bit of ill-luck, disabling myself just at this time.

Shall you have to appear at the inquest to-morrow?

He lifted his head quickly at the question  as though it surprised him. Perhaps not having cast his thoughts that way.

Is there to be an inquest, Master Johnny?

I heard so from old Jones. He has gone over to see the coroner.

Well, I wish the investigation was all over and done with, said he. It makes me uneasy, though I know I am innocent.

Looking at him sitting there in the sun, at his beautiful face with its truthful eyes and its silver hair, it was next to impossible to believe he could be the author of the two childrens death. Only  the best of us are liable to mistakes, and sometimes make them. I said as much.

I made none, Master Johnny, was his answer. When my pills come to be analyzed  as of course they must be  they will be found wholesome and innocent.



The inquest did not take place till the Friday. Old Jones had fixed it for the Thursday, but the coroner put it off to the next day. And by the time Friday morning dawned, opinion had veered round, and was strongly in favour of Abel Crew. All the parish had been to see him; and his protestations, that he had never in his life put any kind of poison into his medicines, made a great impression. The pills could not have been in fault, said everybody. Dr. Duffham might have sealed them up as a matter of precaution, but the mischief would not be found there.

In the middle of Church Dykely, next door to Perkins the butchers, stood the Silver Bear Inn; a better sort of public-house, kept by Henry Rimmer. It was there that the inquest was held. Henry Rimmer himself and Perkins the butcher were two of the jurymen. Dobbs the blacksmith was another. They all dressed themselves in their Sunday-going clothes to attend it. It was called for two in the afternoon; and soon after that hour the county coroner (who had dashed up to the Silver Bear in a fast gig, his clerk driving) and the jury trooped down to George Reeds cottage and took a look at the two pale little faces lying there side by side. Then they went back again, and the proceedings began.

Of course as many spectators went crowding into the room as it would hold. Three or four chairs were there (besides those occupied by the jury at the table), and a bench stood against the wall. The bench was speedily fought for and filled; but Henry Rimmers brother, constituting himself master of the ceremonies, reserved the chairs for what he called the big people, meaning those of importance in the place. The Squire was bowed into one; and to my surprise I had another. Why, I could not imagine, unless it was that they remembered I was the owner of George Reeds cottage. But I did not like to sit down when so many older persons were standing, and I would not take the chair.

Some little time was occupied with preliminaries before what might be called the actual inquest set in. First of all, the coroner flew into a passion because Abel Crew had not put in an appearance, asking old Jones if he supposed that was the way justice must be administered in England, and that he ought to have had Crew present. Old Jones who was in a regular fluster with it all, and his legs more gouty than ever, told the coroner, calling him his worship, that he had understood Crew meant to be present. Upon which the coroner sharply answered that understanding went for nothing, and Jones should know his business better.

However, in walked Abel Crew in the midst of the contest. His delayed arrival was caused by his difficulty in getting his damaged foot there; which had been accomplished by the help of a stick and somebodys arm. Abel had dressed himself in his black velvet suit; and as he took off his hat on entering and bowed respectfully to the coroner, I declare he could not be taken for anything but a courtly gentleman of the old school. Nobody offered him a chair. I wished I had not given up mine: he should have had it.

Evidence was first tendered of the death of the children, and of the terrible pain they had died in. Duffham and a medical man, who was a stranger and had helped at the post-mortem, testified to arsenic being the cause of death. The next question was, how had it been administered? A rumour arose in the room that the pills had been analyzed; but the result had not transpired. Every one could see a small paper parcel standing on the table before the coroner, and knew by its shape that it must contain the pill-box.

Hester Reed was called. She said (giving her evidence very quietly, just a sob and a sigh every now and then alone betraying what she felt) that she was the wife of George Reed. Her two little ones  twins, aged eleven months and a half  had been ailing for a day or two, seemed feverish, would not eat their food, were very cross at times and unnaturally still at others, and she came to the conclusion that their teeth must be plaguing them, and thought she would give them some mild physic. Mrs. Todhetley, the Squires lady at Dyke Manor, had called in on the Tuesday afternoon, and agreed with her that some mild physic  

Confine your statement to what is evidence, interrupted the coroner, sternly.

Hester Reed, looking scared at the check, and perhaps not knowing what was evidence and what not, went on the best way she could. She and Ann Dovey  who had been neighbourly enough to look in and help her  had given the children a pill apiece in the evening after they were undressed, mashing the pill up in a little sugar and warm water. She then put them to bed upstairs and went to bed herself not long after. In the night she and her husband were awoke by the babies screams, and they thought it must be convulsions. Her husband lighted the fire and ran for Dr. Duffham; but one had died before the doctor could get there, and the other died close upon it.

What food had you given them during the day? asked the coroner.

Very little indeed, sir. They wouldnt take it.

What did the little that they did take consist of?

It were soaked bread, sir, with milk and some sprinkled sugar. I tried them with some potato mashed up in a spoonful o broth at midday  wed had a bit o biled neck o mutton for dinner  but they both turned from it.

Then all they took that day was bread soaked in milk and sweetened with sugar?

Yes, it were, sir. But the bread was soaked in warm water and the milk and sugar was put in afterwards. Twas but the veriest morsel theyd take, poor little dears!

Was the bread  and the milk  and the sugar, the same that the rest of your household used?

In course it were, sir. My other children ate plenty of it. Their appetites didnt fail em.

Where did you get the warm water from that you say you soaked the bread in?

Out o the tea-kettle, sir. The water was the same that I biled for our tea morning and night.

The deceased children, then, had absolutely no food given to them apart from what you had yourselves?

Not a scrap, sir. Not a drop.

Except the pills.

Excepting them, in course, sir. None o the rest of us wanted physic.



Where did you procure these pills?

She went into the history of the pills. Giving the full account of them, as already related.

By your own showing, witness, it must be three months, or thereabouts, since you had that box from Abel Crew, spoke the coroner. How do you know that the two pills you administered to the deceased children came from the same box?

Hester Reeds eyes opened wide. She looked as surprised as though she had been asked whether she had procured the two pills from the moon.

Yes, yes, interposed one of the jury, how do you know it was the same box?

Why, gentlemen, I had no other box of pills at all, save that, she said, when her speech came to her. Weve had no physic but that in the cottage since winter, nor for ever so long afore. Ill swear it was the same box, sirs; there cant be no mistake about it.

Did you leave it about in the way of people? resumed the coroner. So that it might be handled by anybody who might come into your cottage?

No, sir, she answered, earnestly. I never kept the pill-box but in one place, and that was on the top of the high press upstairs out of harms way. I put it there the first night Abel Crew gave it me, and when I wanted to get a pill or two out for my own taking, I used to step on a chair  for its too high for me to reach without  and help myself. The box have never been took from the place at all, sir, till Tuesday night, when I brought it downstairs with me. When Ive wanted to dust the press-top, Ive just lifted the pill-box with one hand and passed the duster along under it with the other, as I stood on the chair. Its the same box, sir; Ill swear to that much; and its the same pills.

Strong testimony. The coroner paused a moment. You swear that, you say? You are quite sure?

Sir, I am sure and positive. The box was never took from its place since Abel Crew gave it me, till I reached up for it on Tuesday evening and carried it downstairs.

You had been in the habit of taking these pills yourself, you say?

I took two three or four times when I first had em, sir; once I took three; but since then Ive felt better and not wanted any.

Did you feel any inconvenience from them? Any pain?

Not a bit, sir. As I said to Ann Dovey that night, when she asked whether they was fit pills to give the children, they seemed as mild as milk.

Should you know the box again, witness?

Law yes, sir, what should hinder me? returned Hester Reed, inwardly marvelling at what seemed so superfluous a question.



The coroner undid the paper, and handed the box to her. She was standing close to him, on the other side his clerk  who sat writing down the evidence. Is this the box? he asked. Look at it well.

Mrs. Reed did as she was bid: turned it about and looked well. Yes, sir, it is the same box, said she. That is, I am nearly sure of it.

What do you mean by nearly sure? quickly asked the coroner, catching at the word. Have you any doubt?

Not no moral doubt at all, sir. Only them pill-boxes is all so like one another. Yes, sir, Im sure it is the same box.

Open it, and look at the pills. Are they, in your judgment, the same?

Just the same, sir, she answered, after taking off the lid. One might amost knowem anywhere. Only  

Only what? demanded the coroner, as she paused.

Well, sir, I fancied I had rather more left  six or seven say. Theres only five here.

The coroner made no answer to that. He took the box from her and put on the lid. We soon learnt that two had been taken out for the purpose of being analyzed.

For who should loom into the room at that juncture but Pettipher, the druggist from Piefinch Cut. He had been analyzing the pills in a hasty way in obedience to orders received half-an-hour ago, and came to give the result. The pills contained arsenic, he said; not enough to kill a grown person, he thought, but enough to kill a child. As Pettipher was only a small man (in a business point of view) and sold groceries as well as drugs, and spectacles and ear-trumpets, some of us did not think much of his opinion, and fancied the pills should have been analyzed by Duffham. That was just like old Jones: giving work to the wrong man.

George Reed was questioned, but could tell nothing, except that he had never touched either box or pills. While Ann Dovey was being called, and the coroner had his head bent over his clerks notes, speaking to him in an undertone, Abel Crew suddenly asked to be allowed to look at the pills. The coroner, without lifting his head, just pushed the box down on the green cloth; and one of the jury handed it over his shoulder to Abel Crew.

This is not the box I gave Mrs. Reed, said Abel, in a clear, firm tone, after diving into it with his eyes and nose. Nor are these the pills.

Up went the coroners head with a start. He had supposed the request to see the box came from a juryman. It might have been irregular for Abel Crew to be allowed so much; but as it arose partly through the coroners own fault, he was too wise to make a commotion over it.



What is that you say? he asked, stretching out his hand for the box as eagerly as though it had contained gold.

That this box and these pills are not the same that I furnished to Mrs. Reed, sir, replied Abel, advancing and placing the box in the coroners hand. They are not indeed.

Not the same pills and box! exclaimed the coroner. Why, man, you have heard the evidence of the witness, Hester Reed; you may see for yourself that she spoke nothing but truth. Dont talk nonsense here.

But they are not the same, sir, respectfully persisted Abel. I know my own pills, and I know my own boxes: these are neither the one nor the other.

Now that wont do; you must take us all for fools! exploded the coroner, who was a man of quick temper. Just you stand back and be quiet.

Never a pill-box went out from my hands, sir, but it had my little private mark upon it, urged Abel. That box does not bear the mark.

What is the mark, pray? asked the coroner.

Four little dots of ink inside the rim of the lid, sir; and four similar dots inside the box near the edge. They are so faint that a casual observer might not notice them; but they are always there. Of all the pill-boxes now in my house, sir  and I suppose there may be two or three dozen of them  you will not find one but has the mark.

Some whispering had been going on in different parts of the room; but this silenced it. You might have heard a pin drop. The words seemed to make an impression on the coroner: they and Abel Crew were both so earnest.

You assert also that the pills are not yours, spoke the coroner, who was known to be fond of desultory conversations while holding his inquests. What proof have you of that?

No proof; that is, no proof that I can advance, that would satisfy the eye or ear. But I am certain, by the look of them, that those were never my pills.

All this took the jury aback; the coroner also. It had seemed to some of them an odd thing that Hester Reed should have swallowed two or three of the pills at once without their entailing an ache or a pain, and that one each had poisoned the babies. Perkins the butcher observed to the coroner that the box must have been changed since Mrs. Reed helped herself from it. Upon which the coroner, after pulling at his whiskers for a moment as if in thought, called out for Mrs. Reed to return.

But when she did so, and was further questioned, she only kept to what she had said before, strenuously denying that the box could have been changed. It had never been touched by any hands but her own while it stood in its place on the press, and had never been removed from it at all until she took it downstairs on the past Tuesday night.

Is the room where this press stands your own sleeping-room? asked the coroner.

No, sir. Its the other room, where my three children sleep.

Could these children get to the box?

Dear no, sir! Twould be quite impossible.

Had any one an opportunity of handling the box when you took it down on Tuesday night? went on the coroner after a pause.

Only Mrs. Dovey, sir. Nobody else was there.

Did she touch it?

She laid hold of it to look at the pills.

Did you leave her alone with it?

No, sir. Leastways  yes, I did for a minute or so, while I went into the backus to get the sugar and a saucer and spoon.

Had she the box in her hands when you returned?

Yes, sir, I think she had. I think she was still smelling at the pills. I know the poor little innocents was lying one on one knee, and one on tother, all flat, and her two hands was lifted with the box in em.

It was after that that you took the pills out of it to give the children?

Yes, sir; directly after. But Ann Dovey wouldnt do nothing wrong to the pills, sir.

That will do, said the coroner in his curt way. Call Ann Dovey.

Ann Dovey walked forward with a face as red as her new bonnet-strings. She had heard the whole colloquy: something seemed, too, to have put her out. Possessing scant veneration for coroners at the best of times, and none for the jury at present assembled, she did not feel disposed to keep down her temper.

The few first questions asked her, however, afforded no opportunity for resentment, for they were put quietly, and tended only to extract confirmation of Mrs. Reeds evidence, as to fetching the pill-box from upstairs and administering the pills. Then the coroner cleared his throat.

Did you see the last witness, Hester Reed, go into the back kitchen for a spoon and saucer?

I saw her go and fetch em from somewhere, replied Ann Dovey, who felt instinctively the ball was beginning, and gave the reins to her temper accordingly.

Did you take charge of the pill-box while she was gone?

I had it in my hand, if you mean that.

Did anybody come into the kitchen during that interval?

No they didnt, was the tart response.



You were alone, except for the two infants?

I were. What of it?

Now, witness, did you do anything with that box? Did you, for instance, exchange it for another?

I think you ought to be ashamed o yourselves, all on you, to sit and ask a body such a thing! exploded Mrs. Dovey, growing every moment more resentful, at being questioned. If I had knowed the bother that was to spring up, Id have chucked the box, pills and all, into the fire first. I wish I had!

Was the box, that you handed to Hester Reed on her return, the same box she left with you? Were the pills the same pills?

Why, where dye think I could have got another box from? shrieked Ann Dovey. Dyou suppose, sir, I carry boxes and pills about with me? I baint so fond o physic as all that comes to.

Dovey takes pills on occasion for that giddiness of his; Ive seen him take em; mayhap youd picked up a box of his, spoke Dobbs the blacksmith, mildly.

That was adding fuel to fire. Two of a trade dont agree. Dovey and Dobbs were both blacksmiths: the one in Church Dykely; the other in Piefinch Cut, not much more, so to say, than a stones-throw from each other. The men were good friends enough; but their respective ladies were apt to regard jealously all work taken to the rival establishment. Any other of the jurymen might have made the remark with comparative impunity; not so Dobbs. And, besides the turn the inquiry seemed to be taking, Mrs. Dovey had not been easy about it in her mind from the first; proof of which was furnished by the call, already mentioned, made by her husband on Abel Crew.

Dovey takes pills on occasion, do he! she shrilly retorted. And what do you take, Bill Dobbs? Pints o beer when you can get em. Who lamed Pooles white horse the tother day a-shoeing him?

Silence! sternly interrupted the coroner. While Dobbs, conscious of the self-importance imparted to him by the post he was now filling, and of the necessity of maintaining the dignity of demeanour which he was apt to put on with his best clothes, bore the aspersion with equanimity and a stolid face.

Attend to me, witness, and confine yourself to replying to the questions I put to you, continued the coroner. Did you take with you any pills or pill-box of your own when you went to Mrs. Reeds that evening?

No, I didnt, returned Ann Dovey, the emphasis culminating in a sob: and why she should have set on to shiver and shake was more than the jury could understand.

Do you wear pockets?

What if I do? she said, after a momentary pause. But her lips grew white, and I thought she was trying to brave it out.



Had you a pocket on that evening?

Heaven be good to me! I heard her mutter under her breath. And if ever I saw a woman look frightened nearly to death, Ann Dovey looked it then.

Had you a pocket on that evening, witness? repeated the coroner, sharply.

Y  es.

What articles were in it? Do you recollect?

It were a key or two, came the answer at length, her very teeth chattering and all the impudence suddenly gone out of her. And my thimble, sir;  and some coppers; and a part of a nutmeg;  and  and I dont remember nothing else, sir.

No box of pills? You are sure you had not that?

Havent I said so, sir? she rejoined, bursting into a flood of tears. For which, and for the sudden agitation, nobody could see any reason: and perhaps it was only that which made the coroner harp upon the same string. Her demeanour had become suspicious.

You had no poison of any kind in your pocket, then?

But he asked the question in jest more than earnest. For when she went into hysterics instead of replying, he let her go. He was used to seeing witnesses scared when brought before him.

The verdict was not arrived at that day. When other witnesses had been examined, the coroner addressed the jury. Ten of them listened deferentially, and were quite prepared to return a verdict of Manslaughter against Abel Crew; seemed red-hot to do it, in fact. But two of them dissented. They were not satisfied, they said; and they held out for adjourning the inquest to see if any more light could be thrown upon the affair. As they evidently had the room with them, the coroner yielded, and adjourned the inquest in a temper.

And then it was discovered that the name was not Crew but Carew. Abel himself corrected the coroner. Upon that, the coroner sharply demanded why he had lived under a false name.

Nay, sir, replied Abel, as dignified as you please, I have had no intention of doing so. When I first came to this neighbourhood I gave my name correctly  Carew: but the people at once converted it into Crew by their mode of pronunciation.

At any rate, you must have sanctioned it.

Tacitly I have done so. What did it signify? When I have had occasion to write my name  but that has been very rare  I have written it Carew. Old Sir Peter Chavasse knew it was Carew, and used to call me so; as did Sir Geoffry. Indeed, sir, I have had no reason to conceal my name.

Thats enough, said the coroner, cutting him short. Stand back, Abel Carew. The proceedings are adjourned to this day week.




IV.

ABEL CREW.

Things are done in remote country places that would not be done in towns. Whether the law is understood by us, or whether it is not, it often happens that it is very much exceeded, or otherwise not acted upon. Those who have to exercise it sometimes show themselves as ignorant of it as if they had lived all their lives in the wilds of America.

Old Jones the constable was one of these. When not checked by his masters, the magistrates, he would do most outrageous things  speaking of the law and of common sense. And he did one in reference to Abel Crew. I still say Crew. Though it had come out that his name was Carew, we should be sure to call him Crew to the end.

The inquest might have been concluded at its first sitting, but for the two who stood out against the rest of the jury. Perkins the butcher and Dobbs the blacksmith. Truth to say, these two had plenty of intelligence; which could not be said of all the rest. Ten of the jury pronounced the case to be as clear as daylight: the infants had been poisoned by Abel Crews pills: and the coroner seemed to agree with them  he hated trouble. But Dobbs and Perkins held out. They were not satisfied, they said; the pills furnished by Abel Crew might not have been the pills that were taken by the children; moreover, they considered that the pills should be more officially analyzed. Pettipher the druggist was all very well in his small way, but hardly up, in their opinion, to pronouncing upon pills when a mans life or liberty was at stake. They pressed for an adjournment, that the pills might be examined by some competent authority. The coroner, as good as telling them they were fools to their faces, had adjourned the inquest in suppressed passion to that day week.

And Ive got to take care of you, Abel Crew, said old Jones, floundering up on his gouty legs to Abel as the jury and crowd dispersed. Youve got to come along o me.

To come where? asked Abel, who was hobbling towards home on his scalded foot, by the help of his stick and the arm of Gibbon the gamekeeper.

To the lock-up, said old Jones.



To the lock-up! echoed Abel Crew.

In course, returned old Jones. Where else but the lock-up? Did you think it was to the pound?

Abel Crew, lifting the hand that held his stick to brush a speck of dirt off his handsome velvet coat, turned to the constable; his refined face, a little paler than usual, gazing inquiringly at old Joness, his silver hair glistening in the setting sun.

I dont understand you, Mr. Jones, he said calmly. You cannot mean to lock me up?

Well, I never! cried old Jones, who had a knack of considering every suspected person guilty, and treating them accordingly. You have a cheek, you have, Abel Crew! Not going to take me to the lock-up, Mr. Jones, says you! Where would you be took to?

But theres no necessity for it, said Abel. I shall not run away. I shall be in my house if Im wanted again.

I dare say you would! said old Jones, ironically. You might or you mightnt, you know. You be as good as committed for the killing and slaying o them there two twins, and its my business to see as you dont make your escape aforehand, Abel Crew.

Quite a company of us, sauntering out of the inquest-room, were listening by this time. I gave old Jones a bit of my mind.

He is not yet committed, Jones, therefore you have no right to take him or to lock him up.

You dont know nothing about it, Mr. Ludlow. I do. The crowner gave me a hint, and Im acting on it. Dont you go and let that man escape, says his worship to me: itll be at your peril if you do. Ill see to him, your worship, says I. And I be a-doing of it.

But it was hardly likely that the coroner meant Abel Crew to be confined in that precious lock-up for a whole week. One night there was bad enough. At least, I did not think he meant it; but the crowd, to judge by their comments, seemed divided on the point.

The shortest way to settle the question will be to ask the coroner, old Jones, said I, turning back to the Silver Bear. Come along.

Youd be clever to catch him, Master Johnny, roared out old Jones after me. His worship jumped into his gig; it was a-waiting for him when he come out; and his clerk druv him off at a slapping pace.

It was true. The coroner was gone; and old Jones had it all his own way; for, you see, none of us liked to interfere with the edict of an official gentleman who held sway in the county and sat on dead people. Abel Crew accepted the alternative meekly.

Any way, you must allow me to go home first to lock my house up, and to see to one or two other little matters, said he.

Not unless you goes under my own eyes, retorted old Jones. You might be for destroying your stock o pills for fear they should bear evidence again you, Abel Crew.

My pills are, of all things, what I would not destroy, said Abel. They would bear testimony for me, instead of against me, for they are harmless.

So Abel Crew hobbled to his cottage on the common, attended by old Jones and a tail of followers. Arrived there, he attended the first thing to his scalded foot, dressing it with some of his own ointment. Then he secured some bread and butter, not knowing what the accommodation at the lock-up might be in the shape of eatables, and changed his handsome quaint suit of clothes for those he wore every day. After that, he was escorted back to the lock-up.

Now, the lock-up was in Piefinch Cut, nearly opposite to Dovey the blacksmiths. The Squire remembered the time when the lock-up stood alone; when Piefinch Cut had no more houses in it than Piefinch Lane now has; but since then Piefinch Cut had been built upon and inhabited; houses touching even the sacred walls of the lock-up. A tape-and-cotton and sweetstuff shop supported it on one side, and a small pork-butchers on the other. Pettiphers drug shop, should anybody be curious on the point, was next to the tape-and-cotton mart.

To see Abel Crew arriving in the custody of old Jones the constable, the excited stragglers after them, astonished Piefinch Cut not a little. Figg the pawnbroker  who was originally from Alcester  considered himself learned in the law. Anyway, he was a great talker, and liked to give his opinion upon every topic that might turn up. His shop joined Doveys forge: and when we arrived there, Figg was outside, holding forth to Dovey, who had his shirt-sleeves rolled up above his elbows as usual, his leather apron on. Mrs. Dovey stood listening behind, in the smart gown and red-ribboned bonnet she had worn at the inquest.

Why  what on earth!  have they been and gone and took up Crew? cried Figg in surprise.

It is an awful shame of old Jones, I broke in; speaking more to Dovey than Figg, for Figg was no favourite of mine. A whole week of the lock-up! Only think of it, Dovey!

But have they brought it in again him, Master Johnny? cried Dovey, unfolding his grimy arms to touch his paper cap to me as he spoke.

No; thats what they have not done. The inquest is adjourned for a week; and I dont believe old Jones has a right to take him at all. Not legally, you know.

Thats just what her brought word, said Dovey, with a nod in the direction of his wife. Well, how be it turned, Ann? says I to her when her come back  for Id a sight o work in to-day and couldnt go myself. Oh, it havent turned no ways yet, Jack, says her; it be put off to next week. There he goes! right in.

This last remark applied to Abel Crew. After fumbling in his pocket for the two big keys, tied together with string, and then fumbling at the latch, old Jones succeeded in opening the door. Not being much used, the lock was apt to grow rusty. Then he stood back, and with a flourish of hands motioned Abel in. He made no resistance.

They must know for certain as twere his pills what done it, struck in Mrs. Dovey.

No, they dont, said I. Whats more, I do not think it was his pills. Abel Crew says he never put poison in his pills yet, and I believe him.

Well, and no more it dont stand to reason as he would, Mr. Ludlow, said Figg, a man whose self-complaisance was not to be put down by any amount of discouragement. I were just a-saying so to Dovey  Why have old Jones took him up? went on Figg to Gibbon the gamekeeper, who came striding by.

Jones says he has the coroners orders for it, answered Gibbon.

Look here, I know a bit about law, and I know a man oughtnt to be shut up till some charge is brought again him, contended Figg. Crews pills is suspected, but he have not been charged yet.

Anyway, its what Jones has gone and done, said Gibbon. Perhaps he is right. And a weeks not much; itll soon pass. But as to any pills of Abel Crews having killed them children, its just preposterous to think of it.

What dye suppose did kill em, then, Richard Gibbon? demanded Ann Dovey, a hot flush on her face, her tone full of resentment.

Thats just what has to be found out, returned Gibbon, passing on his way.

If it hadnt been for Dobbs and Butcher Perkins holding out again it, Crew ud ha been brought in guilty safe enough, said Ann Dovey. And the tone was again so excited, so bitterly resentful against Dobbs and Perkins, that I could not help looking at her in wonder. It sounded just as though the non-committal of Abel were a wrong inflicted upon herself.

No, he would not have been brought in guilty, I answered her; he would have been committed for trial; but thats a different thing. If the matter could be sifted to the bottom, I know it would be found that the mischief did not lie with Abel Crews pills. There, Mrs. Dovey!

She was looking at me out of the corners of her eyes  for all the world as if she were afraid of me, or of what I said. I could not make her out.

Why should you wish so particularly to bring it home to Crew? I pointedly asked her; and Figg turned round to look at her, as if seconding the question.

Me want particular to bring it home to Crew! she retorted, her voice rising with temper; or perhaps with fear, for she trembled like an aspen leaf. I dont want to bring it home particular to him, Mr. Ludlow. It were his pills, though, all the same, that did it.

And with that she whisked through the forge to her kitchen.



On the morning following I got old Jones to let me into the lock-up. The place consisted of two rooms opening into one another, and a small square space, no bigger than a closet, at the end of the passage, where they kept the pen and ink. For that small space had a window in it, looking on to the fields at the back; the two rooms had only skylights in the roof. In the inner room a narrow iron bedstead stood against the wall, a mattress and blanket on it. Abel was sitting on that when we went in.

You must have been lively here last night, Abel!

Yes, very, sir, answered he, with a half-smile. I did not really mind it; I am used to be alone. I could have done with fewer rats, though.

Oh, are there rats here?

Lots of them, Master Johnny. I dont like rats. They came upon my face, and all about me.

Why does old Jones not set traps for them? He considers this place to be under his special protection.

There are too many for any trap to catch, answered Abel.

Old Jones had gone off to the desk in the closet, having placed some bread and butter and milk on the shelf for Abel. His errand there was to enter the cost of the bread in the account-book, to be settled for later. A prisoner in the lock-up was commonly treated to bread and water: old Jones had graciously allowed this one to pay for some butter and milk out of his own pocket.

I dont want to treat em harsher nor I be obliged, Master Ludlow, he said to me, when coming in, in reference to the butter and the milk he was carrying. Abel Crew have been known as a decent man ever since he come among us: and if he chooses to pay for the butter and the milk, there aint no law against his having em. Taint as if he was a burglar.

No, he is not a burglar, I answered. And you must mind that you do not get into the wrong box about him. Theres neither law nor justice in locking him up, Jones, before he is charged.

If I had never locked up nobody till they was charged, I should ha been in the wrong box many a time afore now, said old Jones, doggedly. Look at that there man last Christmas; what I caught prowling in the grounds at Parrifer Hall, with a whole set of house-breaking things concealed in his pockets! After Id took him, and lodged him in here safe, it was found that he was one o the worst characters in the county, only let out o Worcester goal two days before. Suppose Id not took him, Master Johnny? where ud the spoons at Parrifer Hall ha been?

That was a different case altogether.

I know what Im about, returned Jones. The coroner, he just give me a nod or two, looking at Crew as he give it. I knew what it meant, sir: a nods as good as a wink to a blind horse.

Anyway, Jones had him, here in the lock-up: and had gone off to enter the loaf in the account-book; and I was sitting on the bench opposite Abel.

It is a wicked shame of them to have put you here, Abel.

It is not legal  as I believe, he answered. And I am sure it is not just, sir. I swear those pills and that box produced at the inquest were none of mine. They never went out of my hands. Old Jones thinks he is doing right to secure me, I suppose, and he is civil over it; so I must not grumble. He brought me some water to wash in this morning, and a comb.

But theres no sense in it. You would not attempt to escape; you would wait for the reassembling of the inquest.

Escape! he exclaimed. I should be the first to remain for it. I am more anxious than any one to have the matter investigated. Truth to say, Master Johnny, my curiosity is excited. Hester Reed is so persistent in regard to their being the pills and box that I gave her; and as she is a truthful honest woman, one cant see where the mistake lies. There must be a mystery in it somewhere.

Suppose you are committed to take your trial? And found guilty?

That I shall be committed, I look upon as certain, he answered. As to being found guilty  if I am, I must bear it. God knows my innocence, and I shall hope that in time He will bring it to light.

All the same, Abel, they ought not to put you in here.

Thats true, sir.

And then there will be the lying in prison until the assizes  two or three good months to come! Dont go and die of it, Abel.

No, I shall not do that, he answered, smiling a little. The consciousness of innocence will keep me up.

I sat looking at him. What light could get in through the dusty skylight fell on his silver hair, which fell back from his pale face. He held his head down in thought, only raising it to answer me. Some movement in the closet betokened old Joness speedy approach, and I hastened to assure Abel that all sensible people would not doubt his innocence.



No one need doubt it, Master Johnny, he answered firmly, his eye kindling. I never had a grain of arsenic in my house; I have never had any other poison. There are herbs from which poison may be distilled, but I have never gathered them. When it comes to people needing poison  and there are some diseases of the human frame that it may be good for  they should go to a qualified medical man, not to a herbalist. No. I have never, never had poison or poisonous herbs withing my dwelling; therefore (putting other reasons aside) it is impossible that those pills can have been my pills. God hears me say it, and knows that it is true.

Old Jones, balancing the keys in his hand, was standing within the room, listening. Abel Crew was so respectable and courteous a prisoner, compared with those he generally had in the lock-up, burglars, tipsy men, and the like, returning him a thank you instead of an oath, that he had already begun to regard him with some favour, and the assertion seemed to make an impression on him.

Look here, said he. Whose pills could they have been, if they warnt yours?

I cannot imagine, returned Abel Crew. I am as curious about it as any one else  Master Ludlow here knows I am. I dare say it will come out sometime. They could not have been made up by me.

What was that you told the coroner about your pill-boxes being marked? asked old Jones.

And so they are marked; all of them. The pill-box I saw there  

I mean the stock o boxes youve got at home. Be they all marked?

Every one of them. When I have in a fresh lot of pill-boxes the first thing I do, on bringing them home, is to mark them.

Then look here. You just trust me with the key of your place, and tell me where the boxes are to be found, and Ill go and secure em, and lay em afore the coroner. If they be all found marked, itll tell in your favour.

The advice sounded good, and Abel Crew handed over his key. Jones looked solemn as he and I went away together.

Its an odd thing, though, Master Johnny, aint it, how the pison could ha got into them there pills, said he slowly, as he put the big key into the lock of the outer door.

And we had an audience round us before the words were well spoken. To see the lock-up made fast when there was a prisoner within it, was always a coveted recreation in Piefinch Cut. Several individuals had come running up; not to speak of children from the gutters. Dovey stood gazing in front of his forge; Figg, who liked to be lounging about outside when he had no customers transacting delicate negotiations within, backed against his shop-window, and stared in concert with Dovey. Jones flourishing the formidable keys, crossed over to them.

How do he feel to-day? asked Figg, nodding towards the lock-up.

He dont feel no worse appariently than he do other days, replied old Jones. It be a regular odd thing, it be.

What be odd? asked Dovey.

How the pison could ha got into them there pills. Crew says he has never had no pison in his place o no kind, herbs nor else.

And I would pledge my word that it is the truth, I put in.

Well, and so I think it is, said Dovey. Last night George Reed was in here a-talking. He says he one day come across Abel Crew looking for herbs in the copse behind the Grange. Crew was picking and choosing: some herbs hed leave alone, and some he dug up. Reed spied out a fine-looking plant, and called to him. Up comes Crew, trowel in hand, bends down to take a look, and then gives his head a shake. That wont do for me, says he, that plant has poisonous properties, says he; and I never meddles with them that has, says he. George Reed told us that much in this here forge last night. Him and his wife have amost had words about it.

Had words about what? asked old Jones.

Why, about them pills. Reed tells her that if it is the pills what poisoned the young ones, she have made some mull o the box Abel give her and got it changed. But he dont believe as twere the pills at all. And Hester Reed, she sticks to it that she never made no mull o the box, and that the pills is the same.

At this juncture, happening to turn my head, I saw Mrs. Dovey at the door at the back of the forge, her face screwed round the doorpost, listening: and there was a great fear on it. Seeing me looking at her, she disappeared like a shot, and quietly closed the door. A thought flashed across me.

That woman knows more about it than she will say! And it is frightening her. What can the mystery be?

The children were buried on the Sunday afternoon, all the parish flocking to the funeral; and the next morning Abel Crew was released. Whether old Jones had become doubtful as to the legality of what he had done, or whether he received a mandate from the coroner by the early post, no one knew. Certain it was, that before nine oclock old Jones held the lock-up doors open, and Abel Crew walked out. It was thought that some one must have written privately to the coroner  which was more than likely. Old Jones was down in the mouth all day, as if he had had an official blowing-up.

Abel and his stick went home. The rest and his own doctoring had very nearly cured the instep. On the Saturday old Jones had made a descent upon the cottage and cleared it of the pill-boxes. Jones found that every box had Abels private mark upon it.



Well, this is a curious start, Crew! exclaimed Mr. Duffham, meeting him as he was turning in at his gate. Now in the lock-up, and now out of it! It may be old Joness notion of law, but it is not mine. How have you enjoyed it?

It would not have been so bad but for the rats, sir, replied Abel. I could see a few stars shining through the skylight.



The days went on to the Thursday, and it was now the evening before the adjourned inquest. Tod and I, in consideration of the popular ferment, had taken the Squire at a favourable moment, and extracted from him another weeks holiday. Opinions were divided: some believed in Crew, others in the poisoned pills. As to Crew himself, he was out in his garden as usual, attending to his bees, and his herbs and flowers, and quietly awaiting the good or the ill luck that Fate might have in store for him.

It was Thursday evening, I say; and I was taking tea with Duffham. Having looked in upon him, when rushing about the place, he asked me to stay. The conversation turned upon the all-engrossing topic; and I chanced to mention that the behaviour of Ann Dovey puzzled me. Upon that, Duffham said that it was puzzling him. He had been called in to her the previous day, and found her in a regular fever, eyes anxious, breath hysterical, face hectic. Since the day of the inquest she had been more or less in this state, and the blacksmith told Duffham he could not make out what had come to her. Them pills have drove her mad, sir, were Doveys words; she cant get em off her mind.

The last cup of tea was poured out, and Duffham was shaking round the old black pot to see if he could squeeze out any more, when we received an interruption. Dovey came bursting in upon us straight from his forge; his black hair ruffled, his small dark face hot with flurry. It was a singular tale he had come to tell. His wife had been making a confession to him. Driven pretty nearly out of her mind by the weight of a secret, she could hold it no longer.

To begin at the beginning. Doveys house swarmed with black-beetles. Dovey himself did not mind the animals, but Mrs. Dovey did; and no wonder, when she could not step out of bed in the night without putting her foot on one. But, if Dovey did not dislike black-beetles, there was another thing he did dislike  hated in fact; and that was the stuff called beetle-powder: which professed to kill them. Mrs. Dovey would have scattered some on the floor every night; but Dovey would not allow it. He forbid her to bring a grain of it into the house: it was nothing but poison, he said, and might chance to kill themselves as well as the beetles. Ann Dovey had her way in most matters, for Dovey was easy, as men and husbands go; but when once he put his veto on a thing, she knew she might as well try to turn the house round as turn him.

Now what did Ann Dovey do? On that very Easter Tuesday, as it chanced, as soon as dusk had set in, off she went to Dame Chads general shop in Church Dykely, where the beetle-power was sold, and bought a packet of it. It seemed to her, that of the choice between two evils  to put up with the horrible black animals, or to disobey Dovey, the latter was the more agreeable. She could easily shake some of the powder down lightly of a night; the beetles would eat it up before morning, and Dovey would never know it. Accordingly, paying for the powder  a square packet, done up in blue paper, on which was labelled Poison in as large letters as the printer could get into the space  she thrust it into the depths of her gown-pocket  it was her holiday gown  and set off home again. Calling in at George Reeds cottage on her way, she there assisted, as it also chanced, in administering the pills to the unfortunate children. And perhaps her motive for calling in was not so much from a love of presiding at physic-giving, as that she might be able, when she got home, to say At Reeds, if her husband asked her where she had been. It fell out as she thought. No sooner had she put foot inside the forge than Dovey began, Wherest been, Ann? and she told him at Reeds, helping with the sick little ones. Doveys work was over for the night; he wanted his supper; and she had no opportunity of using the beetle-powder. It was left untouched in the pocket of her gown. The following morning came the astounding news of the childrens death; and in the excitement caused by that, Mrs. Dovey lost sight of the powder. Perhaps she thought that the general stir might cause Dovey to be more wakeful than usual, and that she might as well let the powder be for a short time. It was safe where it was, in her hung-up gown. Dovey never meddled with her pockets: on or off, they were no concern of his.

But, on the Friday morning, when putting on this same holiday gown to attend the inquest, to which she had been summoned, what was her horror to find the packet burst, and her pocket filled with the loose powder. Mrs. Dovey had no greater love for beetle-powder in itself than she had for beetles, and visibly shuddered. She could not empty it out; there it had to remain; for Dovey, excited by his wifes having to give evidence, was in and out of her room like a dog in a fair; and she went off perforce with the stuff in her pocket. And when during her examination the questions took the turn they did take, and the coroner asked her whether she had had any poison in her pocket that night at George Reeds; this, with the consciousness of what had been that night in her pocket, of what was in her pocket at that very moment, then present, nearly frightened her into fits. From that hour, Ann Dovey had lived in a state of terror. It was not that she believed any of the beetle-powder could have got inside the ill-fated young ones (though she did not feel quite easy on the point), as that she feared the accusation might be shifted off Crews shoulders and on to hers. On this Thursday evening she could hold out no longer; and disclosed all to Dovey.

Dovey burst upon us in a heat. He was as straightforward a man as ever lived, of an intensely honest nature, and could no more have kept it in, now that he knew it, than he could have given up all righteous dealing together. His chief concern was to tell the truth, and to restore peace to his wife. He went through the narrative to Duffham without stopping; and seemed not in the least to care for my being present.

It aint possible, sir, there aint a moral possibility that any o that there dratted powder could have come anigh the babies, wound up Dovey. I should be thankful, sir, if youd come down and quieten her a bit; her be in a fine way.

What with surprise, and what with the mans rapid speech, Duffham had not taken in one-half of the tale. He had simply sat behind the teapot and stared.

My good fellow, I dont understand, he said. A pocketful of poison! What on earth made her take poison to George Reeds?

So Dovey went over the heads of the story again.

Twas in her pocket, sir, our Anns, its true; but the chances are that at that time the paper hadnt burst. None of it couldnt ha got to them there two young ones.

To see the blacksmiths earnestness was good. His face was as eager, his tone as imploring, as though he were pleading for his life.

And it ud be a work of charity, sir, if youd just step down and see her. Id pay handsome for the visit, sir; anything you please to charge. Shes like one going right out of her mind.

Ill come, said Duffham, who had his curiosity upon the point.

And the blacksmith set off on the run home again.

Well, this is a curious thing! exclaimed Duffham, when he had gone.

Could the beetle-powder have poisoned the children? I asked.

I dont know, Johnny. It is an odd tale altogether. We will go down and inquire into it.

Which of course implied that he expected me to go with him. Nothing loath was I; more eager than he.

Finishing what was left of the tea and bread-and-butter, we went on to Piefinch Cut. Ann Dovey was alone, except for her husband and mother. She flung herself on the sofa when she saw us  the blacksmiths house was comfortably off for furniture  and began to scream.

Now, just you stop that, Ann Dovey, said Duffham, who was always short with hysterics. I want to come to the bottom of this business; you cant tell it me while you scream. What in the world possessed you to go about with your pocket full of poison?

She had her share of sense, and knew Duffham was not one to be trifled with; so she told the tale as well as she could for sobbing.

Have you mentioned this out of doors? was the first question Duffham asked when it was over.

No, interposed Dovey. I telled er afore I come to you not to be soft enough for that. Not a soul have heard it, sir, but me and her  pointing to the old mother and you and Master Johnny. We dont want all the parish swarming about us like so many hornets.

Good, said Duffham. But it is rather a serious thing, I fear. Uncertain, at any rate.

Be it, sir? returned Ann, raising her heavy eyes questioningly. Do you think so?

Why, you see, the mischief must have lain between that beetle-powder and Crews pills. As Crew is so careful a man, I dont think it could have been the pills; and thats the truth.

But how could the beetle-powder have got anigh the children out of my pocket, sir? she asked, her eyes wild. I never put my hand into my pocket while I sat there; I never did.

You cant be sure of that, returned Duffham. We may put our hands into our pockets fifty times a day without remembering it.

Dyou suppose, sir, I should take out some o that there beetle-powder and cram it down the poor innocents throats? she demanded, on the verge of further screaming.

Where is the powder? questioned Duffham.

The powder was where it had been all along: in the gown-pocket. Want of opportunity, through fear of Doveys eyes, or dread of touching the stuff, had kept her from meddling with it. When she took the gown off, the night of the inquest, she hung it up on the accustomed hook, and there it was still. The old mother went to the bedroom and brought it forward, handling it gingerly: a very smart print gown with bright flowers upon it.

Duffham looked round, saw a tin pie-dish, and turned the pocket inside out into it. A speckled sort of powder, brown and white. He plunged his fingers into it fearlessly, felt it, and smelt it. The blue paper it had been sold in lay amidst it, cracked all across. Duffham took it up.

Poison! read out he aloud, gazing at the large letters through his spectacles. How came you to let it break open in your pocket, Ann Dovey?

I didnt let it; it braked of itself, she sobbed. If you saw the black-beedles we gets here of a night, sir, youd be fit to dance a hornpipe, you would. The floor be covered with em.

If the ceiling was covered with em too, I wouldnt have that there dangerous stuff brought into the place  and so Ive telled ye often, roared Dovey.

Its frightful uncomfortable, is black-beedles; mother knows it, said his wife, in a subdued voice  for Dovey in great things was master. I thought if I just sprinkled a bit ont down, it ud take em away, and couldnt hurt nobody.

And you went off on the sly that there Tuesday night and bought it, he retorted; and come back and telled me you had been to Reeds helping to physic the babies.

And so I had been there, helping to physic em.

Did you go straight to Reeds from the shop  with this powder? asked Duffham.

It was right at the bottom o my pocket: I put it there as soon as Dame Chad had served me with it, sobbed Ann Dovey. And I can be upon my Bible oath, Dr. Duffham, that I never touched it after; and I dont believe it had then burst. A-coming hasty out of Reeds back-gate, for I were in a hurry to get home, the pocket swung again the post, and I think the blue paper must ha burst then. I never knowed it had burst, for Id never thought no more about the beedles till I put on the gownd to go up to the inquest. Master Johnny, you be a-staring at me fearful, but Im telling nothing but the naked truth.

She did seem to be telling the truth. And as to my staring at her fearful, that was just her imagination. I was listening to the talk from the elbow of the wooden chair, on which I had perched myself. Duffham recommended Dovey to put the tin dish and its contents away safely, so that it did not get near any food, but not to destroy the stuff just yet. He talked a bit with Ann, left her a composing draught, and came away.

I dont see that the powder could have had anything to do with the childrens death, I said to him as we went along.

Neither do I, Johnny!

Shall you have to declare this at the inquest to-morrow, Mr. Duffham?

I am sure I dont know, he answered, looking up at the sky through his spectacles, just as a perplexed owl might do. It might only serve to complicate matters: and I dont think its possible it could have been the powder. On the other hand, if it be proved not to have been the pills, we have only this poisonous powder to fall back upon. It is a strange affair altogether, take it in all its bearings.

I did not answer. The evening star was beginning to show itself in the sky.

I must feel my way in this, Johnny: be guided by circumstances, he resumed, when we halted at the stile that led across the fields to the Manor. We must watch the turn matters take to-morrow at the inquest. Of course if I find it necessary to declare it, I shall declare it. Meanwhile, lad, you had better not mention it to any one.

All right, Mr. Duffham. Good-evening.



The jury went straggling into the Silver Bear by twos and threes. Up dashed the coroners gig, as before, he and his clerk seated side by side. All the parish had collected about the doors, and were trying to push into the inquest-room.

Gliding quietly in, before the proceedings were opened, came Abel Crew in his quaint velvet suit, his silver hair gleaming in the sunlight, his pale face calm as marble. The coroner ordered him to sit on a certain chair, and whispered to old Jones. Upon which the constable turned his gouty legs round, marched up, and stood guard over Crew, just as though Abel were his prisoner.

Do you see that, sir? I whispered to Duffham.

Yes, lad, and understand it. Crews pills have been analyzed  officially this time, as the jury put it  and found to contain arsenic. Pettipher was right. The pills killed the children.

Well, you might have knocked me down with a feather. I had been fully trusting in Crews innocence.

About the first witness called, and sworn, was the professional man from a distance who had analyzed the pills. He said that they contained arsenic. Not in sufficient quantity to hurt a grown-up person; more than sufficient to kill a little child. The coroner drew in his lips.

I thought it must be so, he said, apparently for the benefit of the jury. Am I to understand that these were improper pills to send out?  pills that no medical man would be likely to send?

Not improper at all, sir, replied the witness. A medical man would prescribe them for certain cases. Not for children: to an infant one would be what it has been here  destruction.

I felt a nudge at my elbow, and turned to see the Squires hot face close to mine.

Johnny, dont you ever stand up for that Crew again. He ought to be hanged.

But the coroner, after a bit, seemed puzzled; or rather, doubtful. Led to be so, perhaps, by a question put by one of the jury. It was Perkins the butcher.

If these pills were furnished by Abel Crew for Hester Reed, a growed woman, and she went and gave one of her own accord to the two babies, ought Crew to be held responsible for that?

Upon which there ensued some cavilling. Some of the jury holding that he was not responsible; others that he was. The coroner reminded them of what Hester Reed had stated in her evidence  that she had asked Crews opinion about the suitability of the pills for children, and he had told her they were suitable.



Hester Reed was called. As the throng parted to make way for her to advance, I saw Ann Dovey seated at the back of the room, looking more dead than alive. Dovey stood by her, having made himself spruce for the occasion. Ann would have gone off a mile in some opposite direction, but old Joness orders to all the witnesses of the former day, to appear again, had been peremptory. They had been wanted before, he told them, and might be wanted again.

You need not look such a scarecrow with fright, I whispered in Ann Doveys ear, making my way to her side to reassure her, the woman was so evidently miserable. It was the pills that did the mischief, after all  didnt you hear? Nothing need come out about your pocket and the powder.

Master Johnny, Im just about skeered out o my life, I am. Fit to go and drown myself.

Nonsense! It will be all right as far as you are concerned.

I said it was Crews pills, all along, I did; it couldnt have been anything else, sir. All the same, I wish I was dead.

As good try to console a post, seemingly, as Ann Dovey. I went back to my standing-place between the Squire and Duffham. Hester Reed was being questioned then.

Yes, sir, it were some weeks ago. My little boy was ailing, and I ran out o the house to Abel Crew, seeing the old gentleman go past the gate, and asked whether I might give him one of them there same pills, or whether it would hurt the child. Crew said I might give it freely; he said two even wouldnt hurt him.

And did you give the pill? asked the coroner.

No, sir. Hes a rare bad one to give physic to, Gregory is, and I let him get well without it.

How old is he?

Turned of three, sir.

You are absolutely certain, Mrs. Reed, that these pills, from which you took out two to give the deceased children, were the very self-same pills you had from Abel Crew?

I be sure and certain of it, sir. Nobody never put a finger upon the box but me. It stood all the while in the corner o the press-shelf in the childrens bedroom. Twice a week when I got upon a chair to dust the shelf, I see it there. There was nobody in the house but me, except the little ones. My husband dont concern himself with the places and things.

Circumstantial evidence could not well go farther. Mrs. Reed was dismissed, and the coroner told Abel Crew to come near the table. He did as he was bid, and stood there upright and manly, a gentle look on his face.

You have heard the evidence, Abel Crew, said the coroner. The pills have been analyzed and found to contain a certain portion of arsenic  a great deal more than enough to kill a child. What have you to say to it?

Only this, sir; only what I said before. That the pills analyzed were not my pills. The pills I gave to Mrs. Reed contained neither arsenic nor any other poison.

It is showing great obstinacy on your part to repeat that, returned the coroner, impatiently. Mrs. Reed swears that the pills were the same pills; and she evidently speaks the truth.

I am sure she thinks she speaks it, replied Abel, gently. Nevertheless, sir, I assure you she is mistaken. In some way the pills must have been changed whilst in her possession, box and all.

Why, man, in what manner do you suppose they could have been changed?

I dont know, sir. All I do know is, that the pills and the box produced here last week were not, either of them, the pills and the box she had from me. Never a box went out from me, sir, but had my private mark on it  the mark I spoke of. Jones the constable searched my place whilst I was detained in the lock-up, and took away all the pill-boxes out of it. Let him testify whether he found one without the mark.

At this juncture a whole cargo of pill-boxes were shot out of a bag on the table by old Jones, some empty, some filled with pills. The coroner and jury began to examine them, and found the mark on all, lids and boxes.

And if youd be so good as to cause the pills to be analyzed, sir, they would be found perfectly free from poison, resumed Abel. They are made from herbs that possess healing properties, not irritant; a poisonous herb, whether poisonous in itself, or one from which poison may be extracted, I never plucked. Believe me, sir, for I am telling the truth; the truth before Heaven.

The coroner said nothing for a minute or two: I think the words impressed him. He began lifting the lid again from one or two of the boxes.

What are these pills for? All for the same disorder?

They were made up for different disorders, sir.

And pray how do you distinguish them?

I cannot distinguish them now. They have been mixed. Even if returned to me I could not use them. I have a piece of furniture at home, sir, that I call my pill-case. It has various drawers in it, each drawer being labelled with the sort of pills kept in it: camomile, dandelion, and so on. Mr. Jones must be able to corroborate this.

Old Jones nodded. He had never seen nothing neater nor more exact in all his life, than the keeping o them there pills. He, Mr. Jones, had tumbled the drawerfuls indiscriminately into his bag, and so mixed them.



And they will be so much loss to me, quietly observed Abel. It does not matter.

Were you brought up to the medical profession? cried the coroner  and some of us thought he put the question in irony.

No, sir, replied Abel, taking it seriously. I have learnt the healing art, as supplied by herbs and roots, and I know their value. Herbs will cure sometimes where the regular doctor fails. I have myself cured cases with them that the surgeons could not cure; cases that but for me, under God, might never have been cured in this world. I make no boast of it; any one else might do as much who had made herbs a study as I have.

Are you making a fortune by it? went on the coroner.

Abel shook his head.

I have a small income of my own, sir, and it is enough for my simple wants. What little money I make by my medicines, and honey, and that  it is not much  I find uses for in other ways. I indulge in a new book now and then; and there are many poor people around who need a bit of help sometimes.

You read the stars, I am told, Abel Crew. What do you read in them?

The same that I read, sir, in all other of natures works: Gods wonderful hand. His wisdom, His power, His providence.

Perhaps the coroner thought to bring Abel to ridicule in his replies: if so, it was a mistake, for he seemed to be getting the worst of it himself. At any rate, he quitted the subject abruptly, brushed his energy up, and began talking to the jury.

The drift of the conversation was, so far as the room could hear it, that Crews pills, and only Crews, could have been the authors of the mischief to the two deceased children, whose bodies they were sitting upon, and that Crew must be committed to take his trial for manslaughter. Hester Reeds evidence, he continued, is so clear and positive, that it quite puts aside any suspicion of the box of pills having been changed  

The box had not my mark upon it, sir, respectfully spoke Abel Crew, his tone anxious.

Dont interrupt me, rebuked the coroner, sharply. As to the box not having what he calls his private mark upon it, he added to the jury, that in my opinion tells little. Because a man has put a mark on fifty pill-boxes, he is not obliged to have put it on the fifty-first. An unintentional omission is readily made. It appears to me  

Am I in time? Is it all over? Is Abel Crew found guilty?

This unceremonious interruption to the official speech came from a womans voice. The door of the room was thrown open with a fling, considerably discomposing those who had their backs against it and were taken unawares, and they were pushed right and left by the struggles of some one to get to the front. The coroner looked daggers; old Jones lifted his staff; but the intruder forced her way forward with resolute equanimity. Cathy Reed: we never remembered to call her Parrifer. Cathy in her Sunday-going gown and a pink bonnet.

How dare you? cried the coroner. What do you mean by this? Who are you?

I have come rushing over from Tewkesbury to clear Abel Crew, returned Cathy, recovering her breath after the fight. The pills that killed the children were my pills.

The commotion this avowal caused in the room was beyond describing. The coroner stared, the jury all turned to look at the speaker, the crowd trod upon one another.

And sorry to my heart I am that it should have been so, went on Cathy. I loved those two dear little ones as if they were my own, and Id rather my pills had killed myself. Just look at that, please, Mr. Coroner.

The ease with which Cathy spoke to the official gentleman, the coolness with which she put down a pill-box on the green cloth before him, took the room by surprise. As Ann Dovey remarked, later, She must ha learnt that there manner in her travels with young Parrifer.

What is this? questioned the coroner, curtly, picking up the box.

Perhaps youll ask Mr. Crew whether he knows it, sir, before I say what it is, returned Cathy.

The coroner had opened it. It contained seven pills; just the size of the other pills, and looking exactly like them. On the lid and on the box was the private mark spoken of by Abel Crew.

That is my box, sir; and these  I am certain of it  are my pills, spoke Abel, earnestly, bending over the shoulder of the first juryman to look into the box. The box and the pills that I gave to Mrs. Reed.

And so they are, Abel Crew, rejoined Cathy, emphatically. The week before last, which I was spending at home at fathers, I changed the one pill-box for the other, inadvertent, you see  with a nod to the coroner and took the wrong box away with me. And I wish both boxes had been in the sea before Id done it.

Cathy was ordered to give her account more clearly, and did so. She had been suffering from illness, accompanied by neuralgia, and a doctor at Tewkesbury had prescribed some pills for it, one to be taken occasionally. The chemist who made them up told her they contained arsenic. He was about to write the directions on the box, when Cathy, who was in a hurry, snatched it from him, saying she could not wait for that bother, flung down the money, and departed. This box of pills she had brought with her on her visit to her fathers, lest she should find occasion to take one; and she had put it on the shelf of the press, side by side with the other pill-box, to be out of the way of the children. Upon leaving, she took up the wrong box inadvertently: carrying away Abel Crews pills, leaving her own. There lay the explanation of the mystery of the fatal mistake. Mrs. Reed had not known that Cathy had any pills with her; the girl, who was just as light-headed as ever, not having chanced to mention it; and Cathy had the grace to dust the room herself whilst she was there.

When father and his wife sent me word about the death of the two little twins, and that it was some pills of Abel Crews that had done it, I never once thought o my pills, added Cathy. They didnt as much as come into my head. But late last night I got lent to me last Saturdays Worcester Herald, and there I read the inquest, and what Crew had said about the marks he put on his pill-boxes, and mothers evidence about never having shifted the pill-box from its place on the press. Sure and I couldnt have changed the boxes, thought I to myself; and upstairs I ran in a fright to look at the box I had brought away. Yes, there it was  Abel Crews box with the marks on it; and I knew then that I had left my own pills at home here, and that they had killed the babies. As soon as I could get away this morning  which was not as soon as I wanted to  I started to come over. And thats the history  and the blessed truth.

Of course it was the truth. Abels beautiful face had a glow upon it. I knew I should be cleared in Gods good time, he breathed. The Squire pounced upon him, and shook both his hands as if he would never let them go again. Duffham held out his.

So that was the end of the story. Cathy was reprimanded by the coroner for her carelessness, and burst into tears in his face.

And thee come off home wi thee, and see me chuck that there powder into the fire; and dont go making a spectacle o th self again, cried Dovey, sharply, in his wifes ear. Thee just let me catch thee bringing in more o the dratted stuff; thats all.

I shall never look at a black-beedle again, Jack, without shivering, she answered; going in for a slight instalment of shivering there and then. It might ha come to hanging. Leastways, thats what Ive been dreaming of.




V.

ROBERT ASHTONS WEDDING-DAY.

The hall-clock was striking half-past five as we went out into the sharp night-air: Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley, I, and Tod. We were spending Christmas that year at Crabb Cot. Old Coneys dinner was fixed for six: but country people dont observe the fashion of dashing in at the last stroke of the hour. The weather was cold, and no mistake; the snow lay on the ground; the stars shone like silver. This was Tuesday, New Years Day; and to-morrow, the second of January, Jane Coney would be married to Robert Ashton of Timberdale. The Ashtons were to dine to-night at the Farm, and we had been asked to meet them. If every one stood upon his own level, we should shoot up some degrees over the Coneys heads in the scale of the worlds ladder; for old Coney was only a plain farmer; and youve learnt by this time what the Squire was. But the Coneys were right-down good people, and made the best neighbours in the world.

We had only to cross the road slantwise, and old Coney had had it swept for us. It was an old-fashioned farm-house, full of nooks and angles, with one ugly, big room in it, oak-panelled. The cloth was laid there for to-night, the breakfast would be for the morrow. Old Coney and Mrs. Coney came out of the drawing-room to meet us: that was small and snug, with a running pattern of pale roses on its white-watered walls. He was jolly; she, plain, homely, and sensible.

Jane was quiet, like her mother; very well she looked, standing on the carpet in her pretty blue silk dress. Her brother Tom, a tall, strong young fellow with a red face, lifted her out of the way by the waist, that he might shake hands all round. The eldest daughter, Mary West, was staying there with her nurse and baby; she looked ill, and got up only for a minute from her chair by the fire. Her husband was a lawyer, in practice at Worcester. Another young lady was sitting near, with light frizzed hair: Mrs. James Ashton.

Before we had settled down, wheels were heard. It was Robert Ashtons dog-cart, bringing his two brothers, Charles and James; and Mary Wests husband. Miss Janes cheeks turned as red as a rose for nothing: Robert Ashton had not come with them.

I had better say who the Ashtons were. Old Ashton (the father) had lived at Timberdale Court always. It was one of the best farms in all Worcestershire. Old Ashton lived in good style, educated his children, and started them well in life. Lucy, the only girl, married a Captain Bird, who turned out to be a frightful scamp. Robert remained on the farm with his father; Charles was a clergyman; James a doctor in Worcester. Everybody respected Mr. Ashton. It was about three years now since he died, and he left a good pot of money behind him. Robert succeeded to the farm, and it was he who was to marry Jane Coney to-morrow.

They went upstairs with their carpet-bags, having come direct from Worcester by train; Robert Ashtons dog-cart had been waiting, as arranged, at Timberdale Station to bring them on. Mrs. James Ashton came over earlier in the day with Mrs. West. Robert and Charles Ashton were both fine young men, but the doctor was slight and short. Now I hope all thats clear; because it was necessary to say it.

What with talking and looking at the presents, the time passed. They were laid out on a table against the wall, on a snow-white damask cloth of rare beauty.

Look here, whispered Mrs. Coney, taking up a scented blue-and-white case of satin ribbon and beads for holding pocket-handkerchiefs. Poor Lucy Bird sent this. She must have made it herself, a thing like this, bought, would be as much as fifteen or sixteen shillings. It came almost anonymously: With best love and ever kind wishes for Robert and Jane, written on it; but we knew Lucys handwriting.

Where are they now? asked Mrs. Todhetley, in the same mysterious whisper.

I fancy they are staying somewhere in Worcester. We should have liked to have Lucy over for the wedding; but  you know how it is: we could not ask him.

Mrs. Todhetley nodded. She wore her grey silk gown that night, which always seemed to make her look taller and thinner than ever, and a white lace cap with pink ribbons. A pink bow was in her light hair, and she had put on her beautiful earrings.

There is some thorn in most families, and Lucy was the one in that of Ashton. She was educated at the best school in Worcester, and came home at eighteen brimful of romance. It lay in her nature. Youd hardly have found so pretty and sentimental a girl in the county. Because her name was Lucy Ashton, she identified herself with Scotts Lucy Ashton, and looked out for a Master of Ravenswood. These sentimental girls sometimes come to grief, for they possess only three parts of their share of plain common-sense. The Master of Ravenswood came in the shape of Captain Bird, a tall, dark man, with a flaming coat and fierce moustache. He paid court to Lucy, and she fell in love with him before a week was over. The Ashtons turned their backs upon him: there was something in the man they did not like, in spite of the red coat and the black moustache. But he won Lucy over  he had heard of her fortune, you see  and she promised to marry him. She was a gentle, yielding, timid girl then; but her love was strong, and she ran away. She ran away and was married the same morning at St. Helens church in Worcester, in which parish Bird had been staying. It was the talk of the county; but when the commotion had subsided, every one began to pity Lucy, saying she would have plenty of time and cause for repentance. After all, he was not a real captain now. He had sold out of the army; and there arose a rumour that he had done something wrong and was obliged to sell out.

Mr. Ashton had loved Lucy better than all his children. He forgave the marriage for Lucys sake, and had them home on a visit, and presented her with a handsome sum. But he made a great mistake  Ive heard the Squire say it often  in not settling it upon her. Bird spent it as soon as he well could; and he would have spent some more that came to Lucy when her father died, only that it was left in Robert Ashtons hands to be paid to her quarterly. People called Bird a blackleg: said he was about the worst man that ever stepped. Robert had offered Lucy a home at Timberdale Court, but she would not leave her husband: she had married him, she said, for better or worse. If he came to be transported  and he was going on for it  the chances were that Lucy would follow him to Van Diemens Land.

I say, theres six oclock! exclaimed Mr. Coney, as the hour struck. Jane, what have you done with Robert?

Not anything, papa. He said he should be here half-an-hour before dinner.

And it will soon be half-an-hour after it, returned old Coney. If he does not make haste, we shall sit down without him.

The clock on the mantelpiece went ticking on, and struck half-past six. Dinner. The Squire led off the van with Mrs. Coney. Tod laid hold of Jane.

Ill take Roberts place whilst I can, Jenny.

The oak-room was a surprise. It looked beautiful. The dark walls were quite covered with holly and ivy, mixed with the blossoms of laurustinus and some bright flowers. Old Thomas (borrowed from us) and the maids stood by the sideboard, which glittered with silver. The Coneys had their stores as well as other people, and did things well when they did them at all. On the table was a large codfish, garnished with horse-radish and lemon. Our names were before our places, and we took them without bustle, Robert Ashtons, next to Jane, being left vacant.

For what  

A faint shriek interrupted the Reverend Mr. Ashton, and the grace was interrupted. Lifting his head towards the quarter whence the shriek came, he saw his sister-in-law with a scared face.

We are thirteen! exclaimed Mrs. James Ashton. I beg your pardon, Charles  I beg everybodys pardon; but indeed we must not sit down thirteen to dinner on New Years Day. I would not for any money.

What nonsense, my dear! cried her husband, rather crossly. Robert will be here directly.

It was of no use. The ladies took her part, saying they ought not to sit down. And there we all stood, uncertain what to do, the dinner hovering in mid-air like Mahomets coffin, and not to be eaten.

There are two days in the year when it is not well to sit down thirteen: New Years Day and Christmas Day, said Mrs. Todhetley, and the rest held with her.

Are we all to go back to the drawing-room, and leave our dinner? demanded old Coney, in wrath. Where the plague is Robert? Look here: those that wont sit down thirteen can go, and those that dont mind it can stop.

Hear, hear! cried the Squire.

But Jane Coney went gliding to her mothers side. I will wait for Robert in the drawing-room, mamma, and you can sit down twelve. Yes, please; it is best so. Indeed I could not eat anything if I stayed.

Shall we send you some dinner in, child? asked Mr. Coney.

No, thank you, papa. I should like best to take it with Robert when he comes.

All right, said old Coney. Johnny, you go over to that side, to make the table even. Well have the grace now, parson.

And the parson said it.

It was a dinner that pleased the Squires heart. He had a mortal objection to what he called kickshaws, meaning the superfluous dishes you find at a modern entertainment. The Coneys never had kickshaws, only a plain, substantial dinner, the best of its kind.

Coney, I never taste such oyster-sauce as yours, go where I will, cried the Squire. It cant be matched.

Old Coney winked, as much as to say he knew it. The missis gives an eye to that, you see, Squire, he answered, in a side whisper. She had been in the kitchen till you came.

The Squire took another ladleful. He went once or twice to every dish, and drank champagne with all of us. But still Robert Ashton did not come.

I slipped round to Mrs. Coney when the plum-pudding appeared, whispering that I would take a slice to Jane.

So you shall, Johnny, she said, giving me some on a plate, and putting a mince-pie beside it. She will have no luck unless she eats a little of both pudding and pie on the first day of the year.

Jane sat in a low elbow-chair before the fire, her head leaning on her hand, her hair a little tumbled. It was very pretty hair, dark chestnut, and her eyes were hazel. Robert Ashton was fair-haired and blue-eyed; Saxon all over, and very good-looking.

I have brought you some pudding, Jane.

Oh, Johnny! why did you leave the table? I cant eat it.

But Mrs. Coney says you are to; and some mince-pie also, or youll have no luck.

As if in obedience she ate a little of the pudding, cut a quarter of the mince-pie with her fork, and ate that.

There, Johnny, thats quite enough for luck. Go back now to your dinner; I dare say youve not had any pudding yourself.

Ill stay with you, and finish this: as it is going begging.

She neither said yes nor no. She was looking frightfully uneasy.

Are you vexed that Robert Ashtons not here, Jane?

I am not vexed, because I know he would have been here if he could. I think something has happened to him.

I stared at her. What! because he is a little late in coming? Why, Jane, you must be nervous.

She kept looking into the fire, her eyes fixed. I sat on a stool on the other side of the hearth; the empty pudding-plate standing on the rug between us, where I had put it.

Robert was sure to come for this dinner, Johnny, all being well, and to be in time.

Tell me what you fear, Jane  and why?

I think I will tell you, she said, after a pause. I should like to tell some one. I wish I had told Robert when he called this morning; but I was afraid he would laugh at me. You will laugh too.

And Jane Coney told it. In a low, dread voice, her eyes staring into the fire as before, just as though they could see through the blaze into the future.

Early that morning she had had a dream; a disagreeable, ugly dream about Robert Ashton. She thought he was in some frightful peril, that she cried to him to avoid it, or it would stop their marriage. He seemed not to take the least notice of her, but to go right on to it, and in the alarm this brought her, she awoke. I listened in silence, saying nothing to the end; no, nor then.

The dream was so intensely real, Johnny. It seemed to be to-day; this very day then dawning; and we both of us knew that it was; the one before our marriage. I woke up in a fever; and but that it was night and not day, should have had difficulty in persuading myself at first that we were not really enacting the scene  it was, as I say, so vividly real. And Robert went out to the peril, never heeding me.

What was the peril?

Thats what I cant tell. A consciousness lay upon me that it was something very bad and frightful; but of its nature I saw nothing. I did not go to sleep again: it must have been about six oclock, but the mornings are very dark, you know. I got up soon: what with this dinner-party and other things, there has been a great deal to do to-day, and I soon forgot my dream. Robert called after breakfast, and the sight of him put me in mind of it. I felt a great inclination to tell him to take especial care of himself; but he would only have laughed at me. He drove away direct to the Timberdale Station, to take the train for Worcester.

She did not say, though, what he had gone for to Worcester. To get the ring and licence.

I have not felt the smallest fear of the dream all along, Johnny, since I awoke. Excepting for the few minutes Robert was here, I dont remember even to have thought of it. But when his brothers and Mr. West came in without him to-night, it flashed into my mind like a dart. I felt sure then that something had happened. I dare say we shall never be married now.

Jane!

Well, Johnny Ludlow, I think it.

To me it seemed to be growing serious. There might be nothing at all in what she had said; most people would have said there was nothing; but, sitting there in the quiet room listening to her earnest voice, seeing her anxious face, a feeling came over me that there was. What had become of Robert Ashton? Where could he be?

I wish you would give me that shawl of mammas, she said, pointing to one on a chair. I feel cold.

She was shivering when I put it over her pretty white shoulders and arms. And yet the fire was roaring to the very top of the grate.

Alone here, while you were at dinner, I went over all sorts of probabilities, she resumed, drawing the shawl round her as if she were out in the snow. Of course there are five hundred things that might happen to him, but I can only think of one.

Well? for she had stopped. She seemed to be speaking very unwillingly.

If he walked he would be almost sure to take the near way, across the Ravine.

Was she ever coming to the point? I said nothing. It was better to let her go on in her own way.

I dare say you will say the idea is far-fetched, Johnny. What I think is, that he may have fallen down the Ravine, in coming here.

Well, I did think it far-fetched. Id as soon have expected her to say fallen down the chimney.

Those zigzag paths are not very safe in good weather, especially the one on the Timberdale side, she went on. With the snow on them, perhaps ice, they are positively dangerous. One false step at the top  and the fall might kill him.



Put in this way, it seemed feasible enough. But yet  somehow I did not take to it.

Robert Ashton is strong and agile, Jane. He has come down the zigzag hundreds of times.

I seem to see him lying there, at the bottom of the Ravine, she said, staring as before into the fire. I  wish  some of you would go and look for him.

Perhaps we had better. Ill make one. Whos this?

It was Tom Coney. His mother had sent him to see after me. I thought Id tell him  keeping counsel about the dream  that Robert Ashton might have come to grief in the Ravine.

What kind of grief? asked Tom.

Turned a summersault down the zigzag, and be lying with a leg broken.

Toms laugh displayed his small white teeth: the notion amused him excessively. What else would you like to suppose, Johnny?

At any rate, Jane thinks so.

She turned round then, the tears in her eyes, and went up to Tom in an outburst of grief. It took him aback.

Tom! Tom! if no one goes to see after him, I think I must go myself. I cannot bear the suspense much longer!

Why, Jenny girl, what has taken you?

That had taken her. The fear that Robert Ashton might be lying disabled, or dead, in the Ravine. Tom Coney called Tod quietly out of the dining-room, and we started. Putting on our dark great-coats in silence, we went out at the back-door, which was nearest the Ravine. Jane came with us to the gate. I never saw eyes so eager as hers were, as she gazed across the snow in the moonlight.

Look here, said Tom, we had better turn our trousers up.

The expedition was not pleasant, I can assure you, especially the going down the zigzag. Jane was right about its being slippery: we had to hold on by the trees and bushes, and tread cautiously. When pretty near the bottom, Tod made a false step, and shot down into the snow.

Murder! he roared out.

Any bones broken? asked Tom Coney, who could hardly speak for laughing. Tod growled, and shied a handful of snow at him.

But the slip brought home to us the probability of the fear about Robert Ashton. To slip from where Tod did was fun; to slip from the top of the opposite zigzag, quite another thing. The snow here at the bottom was up to our calves, and our black evening trousers got rolled up higher. The moonlight lay cold and white on the Ravine: the clustering trees, thick in summer, were leafless now. Had any fellow been gazing down from the top, we must have looked, to him, like three black-coated undertakers, gliding along to a funeral.



Ill tell you what, cried Tod: if Ashton did lose his footing, he wouldnt come to such mortal grief. The depth of snow would save him.

I dont believe he did fall, said Tom Coney, stoutly. Bob Ashtons as sure-footed as a hare. But for Janes being so miserable, Id have said, flatly, I wouldnt come out on any such wild-goose errand.

On we went, wading through the snow. Some of us looked round for the ghosts light, and did not see it. But rumour said that it never came on a bright moonlit night. Here we were at last!  at the foot of the other zigzag. But Robert Ashton wasnt here. And, the best proof that he had not fallen, was the unbroken surface of the snow. Not so much as a rabbit had scudded across to disturb it.

I knew it, said Tom Coney. He has not come to grief at all. It stands to reason that a fellow must have heaps to do the day before his wedding, if its only in burning his old letters from other sweethearts. Bob had a heap of them, no doubt; and couldnt get away in time for dinner.

We had better go on to the Court, and see, I said.

Oh, that be hanged! cried the other two in a breath.

Well, I shall. Its not much farther. You can go back, or not, as you like.

This zigzag, though steeper than the one on our side, was not so slippery. Perhaps the sun had shone on it in the day and melted the snow. I went up it nearly as easily as in good weather. Tod and Coney, thinking better of the turning back, came after me.

We should have been at Timberdale Court in five minutes, taking the short-cut over hedges and ditches, but for an adventure by the way, which I have not just here space to tell about. It had nothing to do with Robert Ashton. Getting to the Court, we hammered at it till the door was opened. The servant started back in surprise.

Goodness me! said she, I thought it was master.

Where is the master? asked Tom.

Not come home, sir. He has not been in since he left this morning.

It was all out. Instead of pitchpolling into Crabb Ravine and breaking his limbs, Bob Ashton had not got back from Worcester. It was very strange, though, what could be keeping him, and the Court was nearly in a commotion over it.

When we got back to the Farm, they were laying the table for the wedding-breakfast. Plenty of kickshaws now, and some lovely flowers. The ladies, helping, had their gowns turned up. This helping had not been in the evenings programme; but things seemed to have been turned upside down, and they were glad to seize upon it. Jane and her sister, Mrs. West, sat alone by the drawing-room fire, never saying a word to one another.



Johnny, I dont half like this, whispered Mrs. Todhetley to me.

Like what, good mother?

This absence of Robert Ashton.

I dont know that I liked it either.



Morning came. In an uncertainty such as this, people go to each others houses indiscriminately. The first train came in from Worcester before it was well light; but it did not bring Robert Ashton. As to the snow on the ground, it was pretty well beaten now.

He wouldnt travel by that slow parliamentary thing: hell come by the express to South Crabb Junction, said Tom Coney, thinking he would cheer away the general disappointment. Jane we had not seen.

The express would be at the Junction between nine and ten. A whole lot of us went down there. It was not farther off than Timberdale Station, but the opposite way. I dont think one of us was more eager than another, unless it was the Squire. The thing was getting serious, he told us; and he went puffing about like a man looking for his head.

To witness the way he seized upon the doors when the express steamed in, and put his old red nose inside all the carriages, looking for Robert Ashton, was a rare sight. The guard laid hold of his arm, saying hed come to damage. But Robert Ashton was not in the train.

He may come yet, said old Coney, looking fit to cry. Therell be a train in again at Timberdale. Or, he may drive over.

But every one felt that he would not come. Something told us so. It was only making believe to one another, saying he would.

I shall go to Worcester by the next down train, said the Squire to old Coney.

The next does not stop here.

Theyd better stop it for me, said the Squire, defiantly. You cant come, Coney. You must remain to give Jane away.

But if theres no bridegroom to give her to? debated old Coney.

There may be. You must remain on the strength of it.

The down train came up, and obeyed the signal to stop made by the station-master. The Squire, Tod, and Tom Coney got in, and it steamed on again.

Now mind, I shall conduct this search, the Squire said to the others with a frown. You young fellows dont know your right hand from your left in a business of this sort. We must go about it systematically, and find out the different places that Robert Ashton went to yesterday, and the people he saw. Tod and Tom Coney told us this later.

When they arrived at Worcester, the first man they saw at Shrubb Hill Station was Harry Coles, who had been seeing somebody off by the train, which was rather curious; for his brother, Fred Coles, was Robert Ashtons great chum, and was to be grooms-man at the wedding. Harry Coles said his brother had met Ashton by appointment the previous day, and went with him to the Registrars office for the marriage licence  which was supplied to them by Mr. Clifton himself. After that, they went to the jewellers, and chose the wedding-ring.

Well, what after that? cried the impatient Squire.

Harry Coles did not know what. His brother had come back to their office early in the afternoon  about one oclock  saying Ashton was going, or had gone, home.

Cant you tell which he said  going, or gone? demanded the Squire, getting red.

No, I cant, said Harry Coles. I was busy with some estimates, and did not pay particular attention to him.

Then you ought to have paid it, sir, retorted the Squire. Your brother?  where is he?

Gone over to Timberdale ages ago. He started the first thing this morning, Squire; a big coat thrown over his wedding toggery.

The Squire growled, as a relief to his feelings, not knowing what in the world to do. He suddenly said hed go to the Registrars office, and started for Edgar Street.

Mr. Clifton was not there, but a clerk was. Yes, Mr. Ashton of Timberdale had been there the previous day, he said, in answer to the Squire, and had got his licence. The governor (meaning Mr. Clifton, who knew the Ashtons and the Coneys well) had joked a bit with young Ashton, when he gave it. As to telling where Ashton of Timberdale and Mr. Coles had gone to afterwards, the clerk did not know at all.

So there was nothing to be gathered at the Registrars office, and the Squire turned his steps up the town again, Tod and Coney following him like two tame lambs; for he wouldnt let them make a suggestion or put in a word edgeways. He was on his way to the jewellers now: but as he had omitted to ask Harry Coles which of the jewellers shops the ring was bought at, he took them all in succession, and hit upon the right one after some difficulty.

He learnt nothing there, either. Mr. Ashton of Timberdale had bought the ring and keeper, and paid for them, the master said. Of course every one knew the young lady was Miss Jane Coney: he had brought one of her rings as a guide for size: a chased gold ring, with small garnet stones in it.

I am not asking for rings and stones, interrupted the Squire, wrathfully. I want to know if Mr. Ashton said where he was going to afterwards?



He said never a word about it, returned the master. When they went out of here  young Fred Coles was with him  they took the way towards the Hop Market.

The Squire went to the Crown next  the inn used by the Ashtons of Timberdale. Robert Ashton had called in the previous day, about one oclock, the waiter said, taking a little bread-and-cheese, observing that he had no time for anything else, and a glass of table-beer. Mr. Coles had come down Broad Street with him, as far as the inn door, when they shook hands and parted; Mr. Coles going back again. The waiter thought Mr. Ashton was not in the house above five minutes at the most.

And dont you know where he went to next? urged the Squire.

No, the waiter replied. The impression on his mind was, that Mr. Ashtons business in Worcester was over, and that he was returning home again.

The Squire moved slowly up Broad Street, more gloomy than an owl, his hands in his pockets, his nose blue. He boasted of his systematic abilities, as applied to seekings and searchings, but he knew no more what to be at next than the man in the moon. Turning up the Cross, he came to an anchor outside the linen-drapers shop; propping his back against the window, as if the hanging silks had offended him. There he stood staring up at St. Nicholass clock opposite.

Tom, said he, virtually giving in, I think we had better talk to the police. Heres one coming along now.

When the policeman was abreast, the Squire took his hands from his pockets, and pinned the man by his button-hole.

Mr. Ashton of Timberdale?  oh, he has got into trouble, sir, was the mans ready answer. He is before the magistrates now, on a charge of  

The railway omnibus, coming along at the moment, partially drowned the word.

Charge of what? roared the Squire.

The policeman repeated it. The omnibus was making a frightful rattle, and the Squire only just caught it now. With a great cry he dashed over to the fly-stand, got into one, and ordered it to gallop away with him. Tom Coney and Tod barely escaped having to hang on behind.

Drive like mad! stamped the Squire.

Yes, sir, said the man, obeying. Where to?

Go on, will you, sir! To the deuce.

To the police-court, corrected Tom Coney.

Arrived there, the Squire left them to pay the fare, and fought his way inside. The first thing his spectacles caught sight of distinctly was the fair Saxon face and fine form of Robert Ashton, standing, a prisoner, in the criminal dock.



At the Farm, things were in a state more easily imagined than described. The carriages came bowling up, bringing the guests. The four bridesmaids wore pale-blue silk, trimmed with white fur. Jane was dressed. In passing her door, I saw her. They had sent me up to fetch something from Toms room.

Is it not a mockery, Johnny? she said, letting me enter. And her poor pale face looked more fit for a burying than a wedding, and her eyes had dark circles round them.

If you mean your dress, Jane, I never saw anything less like a mockery, or more like a princesss in a fairy tale.

It was of rich white silk; a delicate wreath of myrtle and orange-blossoms on her chestnut hair. The veil lay upon the bed.

You know what I mean, Johnny. There will be no wedding at North Crabb Church to-day  and nothing can have been more foolish than to prepare me for it. Oh, Johnny! if I could only go to sleep till ten years hence, and never wake up between!

Before the gate waited the carriages, their postillions in scarlet jackets; the company, in their fine plumage, jostled each other in the nooks and corners of the house; the maids, wearing a bright uniform of purple gowns and white muslin aprons, ran about wildly. Every two minutes, old Coney went up to a staircase window that faced Timberdale, looking out to see whether Robert Ashton was coming  like Sister Anne, in Bluebeard.

Twelve oclock! It was like a knell booming out; and the carriages went away with the company. A fine ending to a wedding!

I was standing at the back-door, disconsolate as the moaning wind, when the Timberdale Station fly came rattling along. A gentleman put his head out of it, to tell the driver to stop. He got down, and came limping up to me. It was Mr. Wests partner, old Lawyer Cockermuth, who had declined an invitation to the wedding, because of gout.

Look here, said he, catching me by the shoulder, I want to say half-a-dozen words to Mr. Coney. Can you manage to bring him out to me, or smuggle me into any little place where we can be alone? I suppose the house is chock-full of wedding-people.

You have brought bad news of Robert Ashton! I said, in sudden conviction. What is it?

Well, so I have, he answered confidentially. It will soon be known to every one, but I should like to break it to Coney first. Ive come over to do it. Robert Ashton is in custody for murder!

I felt my face turn as pale as a girls. For murder?



Old Cockermuths face grew long as he nodded. He is in custody for nothing less than the murder of his brother-in-law, Bird. Yesterday  

A smothered cry behind us, and I turned sharply. There stood Jane. She had seen Cockermuths arrival, and came down, knowing he must have brought bad news. The white robe and wreath were gone, and she wore an everyday dress of violet merino.

Now, my dear! my dear, be calm! cried the old lawyer, in a fright. For goodness sake shut us in somewhere, Johnny Ludlow! We shall have the whole pack out upon us.

Some of the pack did come, before he could be shut up. And there we were  hearing that Robert Ashton had been taken up for murder.

It appeared that, after quitting the Crown on the previous day, he met his sisters husband, Captain Bird  from habit, people still accorded him his title. Captain Bird told him Lucy was dangerously ill, and asked him to go and see her. Robert went at once to their lodgings. What exactly happened there, no one as yet knew; but Robert and Bird got quarrelling. Robert did not come out again. In the morning (this morning) the neighbours heard a hue-and-cry; and on the door being opened by two policemen, Bird was found lying in the passage dead, as was supposed, and Robert Ashton was given into custody for his murder.

Jane touched me on the arm, and I followed her into the large, empty dining-room. That miserable breakfast! waiting for those who could not sit down to it. The evergreens on the walls seemed to look faded; the flowers on the table to have lost their first freshness.

You see I was right, Johnny, she said. That dream was a dream of warning. And sent as one.

It did look like it. But dreams are things you cant lay hold of; no, nor altogether believe in. Standing by the cold grate, she began to shiver. In the confusion, the servants had let the fire go out.

I would forget the dream, if I were you, Jane. Wheres the use of people having dreams  

Say warnings, Johnny.

  if they cannot see how to make use of them? Call them warnings, an you like the word better. They are of no good at all.

Oh, Johnny, if I could only die! It was hard enough to bear when he was only missing; but now  

It was just as though she never meant to leave off shivering. I went to hunt for some sticks, and saw our cook, Molly, in the kitchen amongst the maids. Trust her for being in the thick of any gossip. Bringing the sticks back, I pushed them in, and they soon crackled up into a blaze. Jane sat down and watched them.

I wouldnt be afraid, Jane, if I were you. There must be some mistake.



Im not afraid  in one sense. That Robert has done nothing wrong willingly, I know. But  he is rather passionate; and theres no telling how they might provoke him. If there is much prolonged suspense; a trial, or anything of that sort  well, I suppose I shall live through it.

How hopeless she looked! her head bent, her eyes cast down. Just then there was a cry outside for Jane. Jane!

Go out, Johnny, and say I am all right. Pray to them to leave me alone. Tell mamma not to come in; I am easier by myself  and the fires burning up. They have gone calling upstairs; they wouldnt think I am here.

Was there anything incoherent in her words? I looked at her narrowly. I suppose that they sounded something like it.

One has been coming to soothe me, and another has been coming; I havent known how to bear it. They mean it in kindness  great kindness; but I would so much rather be alone. You go now, Johnny.

So I shut her in. And whispered to Mrs. Coney that she was praying to be left.

I dont know how the day went on, except that it was miserably uncomfortable. We had some cold beef in the everyday dining-room, and old Coney, after saying hed have given a thousand pounds out of his pocket for it not to have happened, went and smoked a pipe with Cockermuth in the best kitchen. Dusk began to come on.

Why! who was that  driving up in Robert Ashtons dog-cart? Robert! Robert himself? Yes, it was; and the Squire, and Tod, and Tom Coney with him. The dog-cart had gone to the station to wait for the Squire and the other two: they came, bringing Robert Ashton.

Is it all right, Mr. Ashton?

Quite right, Johnny. You did not think it could be wrong, did you?

You are out on bail?

Out for good. There has been no real damage done. I wonder where Jane is?

Ill take you to her. She has been wishing she was dead.

No one in the house scented his presence. I opened the door of the large oak-room. Jane was kneeling on the hearthrug, her face buried in the cushion of the arm-chair. She started up at the noise, and stood like one turned to stone.

Robert?

I do believe she thought it was not real  his ghost, or something. He went up in silence, slightly smiling  he was always a quiet-mannered man  and holding out his hand.

It is I, myself, Jane. You look as though you doubted it.

With a great cry she fell forward. Robert caught her to his breast. I was going away when he hastily called to me. For the first time in her life she had fainted away. The thing had been too much for her.

Get some water, Johnny. Dont call any one. Shell soon come to.

There was water on the table; wine too. He gave Jane some of both. And then she listened to his story, leaning on his arm, and crying as softly and peacefully as a little child.

Those outside were listening to the wonderful tale. When I went out, they had gathered in the best kitchen, round the Squire, who had gone there in search of old Coney. The Squires glowing face was a sight to be seen. Mrs. Coney had sat down on the mahogany bench; her hands lifted. Coney stood with his pipe held at arms-length. As to Mrs. Todhetley, the tears were running down her cheeks in a stream.

It was quite true that Lucy Bird was very ill. Robert saw her in bed. As he was leaving, Bird began upon the old grievance  that he should have some of Lucys money advanced in a lump. He wanted it for his cards and dice, you see. Robert told him, No: as he had told him all along. An associate of Birds was there; a very bad man, named Dawler. They got Robert to take a friendly glass of wine  which purported to be sherry: and from that moment he lost all power, and partly consciousness. The wine was drugged. Their object, no doubt, had been to partly stupefy him, and so induce him to sign an undertaking to hand over the money to Bird. But they had made the potion a trifle too strong, not calculating the effect it would take on a young and habitually sober man. Robert fell into a deep sleep, from which it was impossible to arouse him all night: as to writing, his hands were as if dead. Late in the morning he awoke; and, bit by bit, realized where he was and what had passed. He was a little stupid even then, but sensible enough to remember that it was his wedding-day, and to foresee that he might have some trouble to get away from the house. On attempting to leave, Bird and Dawler placed themselves in the passage to prevent him. There was a hot contest. Robert Ashton, a stronger man than either of the others, but aware that all his strength was not then at his own command, seized a knotted stick, or club, that was lying in a corner, and lifted it to fight his way through. Dawler struck at it, to get it out of his hand, and struck it against Birds head with frightful force. The fellow dropped as one dead, and the door was burst open by the neighbours and policemen. The excitement, perhaps the exertion, acting on Robert Ashtons only partly recovered state, turned him stupid again: the people took him to be drunk, and Dawler gave him in charge for murder.

That was the history. When the Squire had got into the police-court, Robert Ashton (who was nearly himself again through the remedies the doctor had given him in the police-station) was telling his tale. Dawler was contradicting him, and swearing hard and fast that it was a case of deliberate murder. The magistrates invited the Squire to a seat beside them: and the first thing he did was to break into a hot tantrum, vowing Robert Ashton couldnt be guilty. How it would have terminated no one knew, but Lucy saved him.

Lucy saved him. A wan, haggard young woman wrapped in an old shawl, staggered into the justice-room, to the front of the room. It was Lucy Bird. She had come crawling through the streets to tell the truth.

My brother Robert did not attempt to strike any one, she said in low, weak, earnest tones. He only held the club in his hand. I saw it all, for I stood by. It was Dawler who threw his weight upon the club, and struck down my husband. Robert fell too; pushed down by Dawler. This is the sole truth, before Heaven!

They believed her. The best was, that Bird was not dead at all, only stunned; and the next to appear in court was himself, with a big white plaister on his forehead. Discovering his wifes flight to the magistrates, he thought it well to go after her: there was no knowing what plots might be in the wind. He had the grace to acknowledge that the blow was an accident. The whole bench shook hands with Robert Ashton, telling Bird and the other man significantly that they had better take care what they were about for the future: and the Squire brought him home in triumph.

But where is Robert? asked old Coney and the rest. Why, in there with Jane: where else should he be? They burst into the oak-room in a body, and found him trying on the ring.

Why shouldnt we have a dinner to-night? asked old Coney. Last nights was only half a dinner, through one bother or another.

Hear, hear! cried the Squire. Why not?

The only thing against it was  as Mrs. Coney said  that no dinner was prepared. Unless they could put up with a cold one.

And glad to do so, spoke up everybody. So the cold meats were brought from the larder, and the fowls from the breakfast-table, and laid in the everyday dining-parlour. The ladies were in their ordinary gowns, and there was no room for elbows, but we made up with laughter. Sixteen this evening; Fred Coles being there, and old Cockermuth, who sat down in spite of the gout. Afterwards we went off by the light of the stars to summon the company to the morrows wedding; it was good to go knocking at the doors with the news. Whilst the servants at the Farm, with Molly to help them, began cooking fresh fowls for the breakfast-table.

And thats about all. There was never a better wedding seen, and the scarlet jackets of the post-boys dazzled ones eyes in the morning sun. Robert Ashton was calm and quiet in church; Jane too, and not a bit nervous. The chief speech at the breakfast was undertaken by the Squire, so you may give a guess what it was like; but it didnt spoil the wedding-cake.



Jane was shut up with her mother when the time came for starting, and came out in a flood of tears. She was leaving her childhoods home, you see. Robert would have hurried her straight to the carriage, but the company wouldnt be done out of their leave-taking. I was the last.

Thank you for all, Johnny, she cried, wringing my hand as she went down the path. They were all very kind to me yesterday, but it seemed that you were kindest.

In the next minute, both of them, with the door shut, and the carriage away towards South Crabb Junction. The people cheered, the cocks crew, and the old shoes flew after them in a shower.




VI.

HARDLY WORTH TELLING.

You remember what I, Johnny Ludlow, said in the last paper  that on our way to Timberdale Court we met with an adventure, which I had not then time to tell of. It was this.

After our race through Crabb Ravine by moonlight, looking for Robert Ashton, we went on to Timberdale Court as fast as the snowy ground would admit of, Joseph Todhetley and Tom Coney rushing on in front, I after them  they were older and stronger than I was. Not by the ordinary highway, but over fields and hedges and ditches, straight as the crow flies, wishing to save time. Instead of saving time, we lost it, for though the road, had we taken it, was longer, the snow was beaten there; whereas it was lying deep across the country and had to be waded through. But you cant always bring common-sense to bear at the moment its wanted. And if we had looked like three undertakers at a funeral, stalking after one another in the Ravine, with our dark coats showing out against the white snow, Im sure we must have looked still more like it in the open ground.

At the far corner of the square meadow was a cow-shed, unused since the autumn, when Ashton of Timberdale had caused the fields about here to be ploughed. Beyond the shed, touching its walls, ran a brook; and it brought us up. We had meant to take it at a flying leap; but the snow had melted there, and the brook was swollen. It was not agreeable to run the chance of pitching in, and it seemed that we should have to make for the gate, lower down. Standing for a moment to reconnoitre, there broke on our ears a low moan; and then another.

I say, cried Tod, is that the ghost? I said in that last paper, as any one may see, that we had looked out for the ghost in the Ravine. The moaning came again.

If I dont believe it is in the cow-shed! exclaimed Tom Coney. And he went round to the door and shook it open.

Pitch dark inside and the same moaning, soft and low. Tom Coney had some lights in his pocket, and struck one. Well! we were astonished. On the ground lay a woman  or girl  and a very little child. She had a young face, with anxious eyes and feverish cheeks. She said she was dying, and so answered our questions; but we had to kneel down to hear her. She had walked across the country from somewhere in Gloucestershire, carrying her baby of a fortnight old, but the weakness and fever overtook her. Two nights ago she had crept into the shed, and lain there, unsuspected, ever since.

But why did you leave your home? inquired Tod.

I couldnt stay for the shame, was the nearly inaudible answer: and but that our ears were good ones, we should not have caught it. If we would but fetch her a drop of water for the love of Christ, she said, as we got up.

It was impossible to help wondering whether God had not allowed Robert Ashton to be lost on purpose to bring us round there. But for our passing, both she and the baby must very soon have died, for the shed was quite out of the reach of any road likely to be traversed. We must have seemed to her like angels of mercy. Perhaps we were made use of as such that night.

Have you lain here all that time  two nights and days  without food? asked Tod, in his softest voice.

Without food, sir, and without drink. Oh, for a drop of water! If you could only bring it me, I should die easier.

We got some clean snow and moistened her lips with it. She gave a sobbing cry as it trickled down her throat: Tom Coney said it was choking, but I thought it was joy. To a poor creature in a burning fever, lying without any sort of drink for days and nights, the fresh cold snow must have tasted like dew from heaven. She motioned that the baby should have some, but we were afraid: it looked to be dying.

What could be done with her? To carry her away was not practicable  and she seemed too ill besides. Tom Coney offered to cover up the baby under his coat and take it to the Court for food and shelter; but she clutched it closer to her side as it lay on her arm, and faintly said it couldnt do without her. Shutting the shed door again, we got quickly to Timberdale Court, found Robert Ashton was not at home, as you heard, and asked for the housekeeper, Mrs. Broom.

She was sitting in her little carpeted room, off the big kitchen, with one of the maids. They were sewing white bows on a lot of caps, and wondering what had become of the master. To be burst in upon by us, all three telling the story at once of the woman and child, pretty nearly scared good old Mother Brooms senses away.

You are just playing a trick upon me, young gentlemen.

It is as true as that we are here, Mrs. Broom; it is true as gospel. Theyll both be dead if somethings not done for them.

Well, I never heard of such a thing, she exclaimed, beginning to stir about. Lying in that cow-shed for two days without help! You ought to have brought the poor baby away with you, sirs.

She wouldnt let it come.



I wouldnt have minded her saying that. A fortnight-old baby lying in the shed in this cold!

I dont think it will make much difference in the long-run, whether the baby stays in the shed or comes out of it, said Tom Coney. If it sees to-morrows dawn, I shall wonder.

Well, this is a fine start! cried Mother Broom. And the master never to have come home  thats another, she went on. For, what to do, she didnt know the least in the world, and was like a woman with a lost head.

We left the matter to her, carrying some things to the shed as we passed it on our way home  blankets and a pillow, fresh water, milk-and-water for the baby, and a candle and matches. One of the women-servants was to come after us, with hot broth and wine.

When we reached Crabb Cot, the dismay there at hearing Robert Ashton had not turned up, was diversified by this news, which we told of. Not that they thought very much of it: the woman was only a poor tramp, they said; and such things  fevers, and that  happen to poor tramps every day.

Do you think the babys dying? asked Charles Ashton, the parson.

Im nearly sure it is, said Tom Coney.

Thats a kind of woman, you know, that ought to be committed for fourteen-days hard labour, observed the Squire, fiercely, who was in a frightfully cross mood with the various mishaps and uncertainties of the evening. Seems to be very sickly and humble, you say, Mr. Johnny! Hold your tongue, sir; what should you know about it? These women tramps bring death on their infants through exposure.

And thats true, said old Coney. Id punish em, Squire, if I were a magistrate like you.

But what do you think Parson Ashton did? When the dog-cart had taken him and Mr. and Mrs. James Ashton to the Court  where they were to stay all night  he started off for the shed, and did not come away from it until he had baptized the baby.

We heard nothing more about it until the next day  and I dont suppose any one has forgotten what sort of a miserable day that was, at old Coneys Farm. How the wedding never took place, and Robert Ashton was still missing, and Jane Coney was dressed in her bridal robes for nothing, and the breakfast could not be eaten, and we guests staring in each others faces like so many helpless dummies. What news we had of it then, came from Charles Ashton: he had been to the shed again that morning. Whilst the carriages stood waiting at the gate, the post-boys scarlet jackets flaming in the sun, and the company indoors sat looking hopelessly for the bridegroom, Parson Ashton talked about it in a corner to Mrs. Coney and the Squires wife: both of them in their grand silk plumage then, one plum-coloured, the other sea-green, with feathers for top-knots.

The little baby was dead, Charles Ashton said. The mother had been removed to a shelter in Timberdale village, and was being cared for. The doctor, called in to her, Darbyshire, thought she might get over it.

You baptized the child, I hear, Charles? said Mrs. Coney, to the parson.

Oh yes.

What did you name it?

Lucy. Something in the mothers face put me in mind of my sister, and it was the name I first thought of. I asked the mother what she would have it called. Anything, she answered; it did not matter. Neither did it, for the little thing was dying then. Hot-water bottles and other remedies were tried last night as soon as they could be had, to get warmth into the child  to renew its life, in fact; but nothing availed.

Where was the woman taken to?

To Jael Battys. Jael consented to take her in.

I suppose it is but another case of the old, sad story? groaned Mrs. Todhetley.

Nothing else. And she, poor thing, is not much more than a girl.

Now, Charles, I tell you what. It may be all very consistent for you clergymen  men of forgiveness, and that  to waste your compassion over these poor stray creatures, but I think it might do more good sometimes if you gave them blame, spoke Mrs. Coney, severely.

There are times and seasons when you cannot express blame, however much it may be deserved, he answered. The worst of it in these cases is, that we rarely know there exists cause for censure before it is too late for any censure to avail, or avert the evil.

What with the astounding events of the day, connected with the interrupted wedding, nothing more was said or thought of the affair. Except by Jane. When she and I were in the big dining-room together  I trying to blow up the fire, and she in full dread that Robert Ashton would have to be tried for his life at the Worcester Spring Assizes, and lie in prison until then  she suddenly spoke of it, interrupting the noise made by the crackling of the wood.

So that poor babys dead, Johnny! What a happy fate  not to grow up to trouble. Charles named it Lucy, I hear. I should like to see the poor mother.

See her for what, Jane?

She is in distress, and so am I. I dont suppose she has a corner to turn to for comfort in the wide world. I have not.

It was not so very long after this that her distress was over. Robert Ashton arrived in triumph, and so put an end to it. One might suppose Jane would no longer have remembered that other ones distress; what with the impromptu dinner, where we had no room for our elbows, and the laughter, and the preparations for the next days wedding.

But the matter had taken hold of Jane Coneys mind, and she reverted to it on the morrow before going away. When the wedding-breakfast was over, and she  nevermore Jane Coney, but Jane Ashton  had changed her dress and was saying good-bye to her mother upstairs, she suddenly spoke of it.

Mamma, I want to ask you to do something for me.

Well, my dear?

Will you see after that poor young woman who was found in the shed?

Naturally Mrs. Coney was taken by surprise. She didnt much like it.

After that young woman, Jane?

Yes; for me.

Mrs. Broom has seen to her, returned Mrs. Coney, in a voice that sounded very frozen.

Mother, dear, said Jane, I was comparing myself with her yesterday; wondering which of us was the worst off, the more miserable. I thought I was. I almost felt that I could have changed places with her.

Jane! angrily interjected Mrs. Coney.

I did. She knew the extent of her trouble, she could see all that it involved; I did not see the extent of mine. I suppose it is always thus  that other peoples sorrows seem light when compared with our own. The reason must no doubt be that we cannot realize theirs, whilst we realize ours only too keenly.

My dear, I dont care to talk of this.

Nor I much  but hear me for a minute, mother. God has been so merciful to me, and she is still as she was, that I  I should like to do what I can for her when we come back again, and comfort and keep her.

Keep her!

Keep her from want, I mean.

But, child, she has been  you dont know what she has been, gravely rebuked Mrs. Coney.

I think I do, mother.

She is a poor outcast, Jane; with neither home to go to, nor friends to look upon her.

Jane burst into tears: they had been hardly kept down since she had begun to speak.

Just so, mother. But what was I yesterday? If Robert had been tried for his life, and condemned, I should have felt like an outcast; perhaps been looked upon as no better than one by the world.



Goodness, Jane, I wish youd exercise your common sense, cried Mrs. Coney, losing patience. I tell you she is an outcast, and has forfeited home and friends. She has been a great sinner.

Mother, if she had a home and friends, there would be no need to succour her. As to sin  perhaps we can save her from that for the future. My gratitude for the mercy shown to me is such that I feel as if I could take her to my bosom; it seems to my mind that I ought to do something for her, that she has been thrown in my way that I should do it. Mother, it is my last petition to you: see after her a little for me until we come back again.

Very well, dear; as you make this point of it, concluded Mrs. Coney, relenting just a little. And then Jane began to cry hysterically; and Tom Coney knocked at the door, saying time was up.

Mrs. Coney was not a hard-hearted woman, just the opposite: but only those who live in rural parts of the country can imagine the tricks and turns of regular tramps, and what a bad lot some of them are. They deceive you with no end of a plausible tale, and stare pitifully in your face whilst they tell it. Not long before this, a case had happened where both our house and the Coneys had been taken in. A woman in jagged widows garments presented herself at the door of Crabb Cot and asked to see the Squire. Her shoes wanted mending, and one side of her face was bandaged up. Mrs. Todhetley went to her. Of all pitiable tales that poor woman told the most: it would have melted a heart of stone. She came from near Droitwich, she said: her husband had worked under Sir John Pakington; that is, had been a labourer on part of his estate, Westwood Park. She lost her husband and grown-up son the past autumn with fever; she caught it herself, and was reduced to a skeleton, lost her cottage home through the things being seized for rent, and went to live with a married daughter in Oxfordshire. Cancer had appeared in her cheek, the daughter could not keep her, for she and all her children were down with sickness, and the husband had no work  and she, the widow, was making her way by easy walking-stages to Worcester, there to try and get into the infirmary. What she wanted at Crabb Cot was  not to beg, either money or food: money she could do without, food she could not eat  but to implore the gentleman (meaning the Squire) to give her a letter to the infirmary doctors, so that they might take her in.

I can tell you that she took us in  every one of us. The Squire, coming up during the conference, surrendered without fight. Questions were put to her about Droitwich and Ombersley, which she answered at once. There could be no mistaking that she knew all the neighbourhood about there well, and Sir John and Lady Pakington into the bargain. I think it was that that threw us off our guard. Mrs. Todhetley, brimming over with compassion, offered her some light refreshment, broth or milk. She said she could not swallow either, it went against her, but shed be thankful for a drink of water. Molly, the greatest termagant to tramps and beggars in general, brought out a half-pint bottle of store cordial, made by her own hands, of sweetened blackberry juice and spice, for the woman to put in her pocket and sip, on her journey to Worcester. Mrs. Todhetley gave her a pair of good shoes and some shillings, and two old linen handkerchiefs for the face; and the Squire, putting on his writing spectacles, wrote a letter to Mr. Carden, begging him to see if anything, in the shape of medical aid, could be done for the bearer. The woman burst into tears of thankfulness, and went away with her presents, including the letter, Molly the cross-grained actually going out to open the back-gate for her.

And now would anybody believe that this woman had only then come out of the Coneys house  where she had been with the same tale and request, and had received nearly the same relief? We never saw or heard of her again. The note did not reach Mr. Carden; no such patient applied to the infirmary. She was a clever impostor; and we got to think that the cheek had only been rubbed up with a little blistering-salve. Many another similar thing I could tell of  and every one of them true. So you must not wonder at Mrs. Coneys unwillingness to interfere with this latest edition in the tramp line.

But she had given her promise: perhaps, as Jane put it, she could not do otherwise. And on the morning after the wedding she went over to Timberdale. I was sliding in the Ravine  for there was ice still in that covered spot, though the frost had nearly disappeared elsewhere  when I saw Mrs. Coney come down the zigzag by the help of her umbrella, and her everyday brown silk gown on.

Are you here, Johnny! Shall I be able to get along?

If I help you, you will, Mrs. Coney.

Take care. I had no idea it would be slippery here. But it is a long way round to walk by the road, and the master has taken out the pony-chaise.

What wind is blowing you to Timberdale to-day?

An errand that Im not at all pleased to go upon, Johnny; only Jane made a fuss about it before leaving yesterday. If I told the master he would be in a fine way. I am going to see the woman that you boys found in the shed.

I fancied Jane seemed to think a good deal about her.

Jane did think a good deal about her, returned Mrs. Coney. She has not had the experience of this sort of people that I have, Johnny; and girls sympathies are so easily aroused.

There was a romance about it, you see.

Romance, indeed! wrathfully cried Mrs. Coney. Thats what leads girls heads away: I wish theyd think of good plain sense instead. It was nothing but romance that led poor Lucy Ashton to marry that awful man, Bird.



Why does Lucy not leave him?

Ah! its easier to talk about leaving a man than to do it, once hes your husband. You dont understand it yet, Johnny.

And shall not, I suppose, until I am married myself. But Lucy has never talked of leaving Bird.

She wont leave him. Robert has offered her  Goodness me, Johnny, dont hurry along like that! Its nothing but ice here. If I were to get a tumble, I might be lamed for life.

Nonsense, Mrs. Coney! It would be only a Christmas gambol.

Its all very well to laugh, Johnny. Christmas gambols mean fun to you young fellows with your supple limbs; but to us fifty-year-old people they may be something else. I wish I had tied some list round my boots.

We left the ice in the Ravine, and she came up the zigzag path easily to the smooth road. I offered to take the umbrella.

Thank you, Johnny; but Id rather carry it myself. Its my best silk one, and you might break it. I never dare trust my umbrellas to Tom: he drives them straight out against trees and posts, and snaps the sticks.

She turned into Timberdale Court, and asked to see Mrs. Broom. Mrs. Broom appeared in the parlour with her sleeves turned up to the elbow, and her hands floury. She had been housekeeper during old Mr. Ashtons time.

Look here, said Mrs. Coney, dropping her voice a little: Ive come to ask a word or two about that woman  from the shed, you know. Who is she?  and what is she?

But the dropping of Mrs. Coneys voice was as nothing to the dropping of the housekeepers face. The questions put her out uncommonly.

I wish to my very heart, maam, that the woman  shes but a poor young thing at best!  had chosen any part to fall ill in but this! Its like a Fate.

Like a what? cried Mrs. Coney.

And so it is. A Fate for this house. Tis nothing less.

Why, what do you mean, Broom?

Mother Broom bent her head forward, and said a word or two in Mrs. Coneys ear. Louder, I suppose, than she thought for, if she had intended me not to hear.

Raves about Captain Bird! repeated Mrs. Coney.

He is all her talk, maam  George Bird. And considering that George Bird, blackleg though he has turned out to be, married the young lady of this house, Miss Lucy Ashton, why, it goes against the grain for me to hear it.

Mrs. Coney sat down in a sort of bewilderment, and gave me the silk umbrella. Folding her hands, she stared at Mother Broom.



It seems as though we were always hearing fresh news about that man, Broom; each time it is something worse than the last. If he took all the young women within his reach, and  and  cut their heads off, it would be only like him.

George! she moans out in her sleep. That is, in her dreaming, or her fever, or whatever it is. George, you ought not to have left me; you should have taken care of me. And then, maam, shell be quiet a bit, save for turning her head about; and begin again, Wheres my baby? wheres my baby? Goodness knows twould be sad enough to hear her if it was anybodys name but Birds.

There might be worse names than his, in the matter of giving us pain, spoke Mrs. Coney. As to poor Lucy  it is only another cross in her sad life.

Ive not told this to anybody, went on Mother Broom. Jael Battys three parts deaf, as the parish knows, and may not have caught Birds name. It will vex my master frightfully for Miss Lucys sake. The baby is to be buried to-day. Mr. Charles has stayed to do it.

Oh, indeed! snapped Mrs. Coney, and got up, for the baby appeared to be a sore subject with her. I suppose the girl was coming across the country in search of Bird?

Broom tossed her head. Whether she was or not, its an odd thing that this house should be the one to have to succour her.

I am going, said Mrs. Coney, and I half wish I had never come in. Broom, I am sorry to have hindered you. You are busy.

I am making my raised pies, said Broom. Its the second batch. What with masters coming marriage, and one thing and another, I did not get em done before the new year. Your Molly says hers beat mine, Master Ludlow; but I dont believe it.

She does, does she! Its just like her boasting. Mrs. Todhetley often makes the pork-pies herself.

Johnny, said Mrs. Coney, as we went along, she in deep thought: that poor Lucy Bird might keep a stick for cutting notches  as it is said some prisoners used to do, to mark their days  and notch off her dreadful cares, that are ever recurring. Why, Johnny, whats that crowd for?

The church stood on the right between Timberdale Court and the village. A regular mob of children seemed to be pressing round the gate of the churchyard. I went to look, leaving Mrs. Coney standing.

Charles Ashton was coming out of the church in his surplice, and the clerk, old Sam Mullet, behind him, carrying a little coffin. The grave was in the corner of the burial-ground, and Mr. Ashton went straight to it, and continued the service begun in the church. If it had been a lords child, he could not have done it all in better order.

But there were no mourners, unless old Mullet could be called one. He put the coffin on the grass, and was in a frightful temper. I took off my hat and waited: it would have looked so to run away when there was no one else to stand there: and Mrs. Coneys face, as cross as old Mullets, might be seen peering through the hedge.

Its come to a pretty pass, when tramps brats have to be put in the ground like honest folkss, grunted Sam, when Mr. Ashton had walked away, and he began to fling in the spadefuls of earth. What must he needs go and baptize that there young atom for?  he aint our parson; he dont belong to we in this parish. I dun-no what the world be a-coming to.

Mr. Ashton was talking to Mrs. Coney when I got up. I told him what a way Sam Mullet was in.

Yes, said he. I believe what I did has not given satisfaction in all quarters; so I waited to take the service myself, and save other people trouble.

In what name is the dead child registered, Charles? asked Mrs. Coney.

Lucy Bird.

Lucy Bird! Bird?

It was the name the mother gave me in one of her lucid intervals, answered the clergyman, shortly.

He hastened away, saying he must catch a train, for that his own parish was wanting him; but I fancied he did not care to be further questioned. Mrs. Coney stood still to stare after him, and would have liked to ask him how much and how little he knew.

Lucy Bird! It did sound strange to hear the name  as if it were the real Lucy Bird we knew so well. I said so to Mrs. Coney.

The impudence of the woman must pass all belief, she muttered to herself. Let us get on, Johnny? I would rather run a mile any other way than go to see her.

Leaving me on the wooden bench outside Jael Battys door, she went in. It was remarkably lively: the farriers shop opposite to look at, five hay-ricks, and a heap of children who strolled after us from the churchyard, and stayed to stare at me. Mrs. Coney came out again soon.

Its of no use my remaining, Johnny. She cant understand a word said to her, only lies there rambling, and asking people to bring her baby. If she had any sense left in her, she might just go down on her knees in thankfulness that its gone. Jael Batty says she has done nothing else but wail for it all the blessed morning.

Well, it is only natural she should.

Natural! Natural to mourn for that baby! Dont you say stupid things, Johnny. Its a great mercy that it has been taken; and you must know that as well as any one.

I dont say it isnt; babies must make no end of noise and work; but you see mothers care for them.



Dont be a simpleton, Johnny. If you take to upholding tramps and infants dying in sheds, goodness knows what youll come to in time.



At the end of a fortnight, Ashton of Timberdale and his wife came home. It was a fine afternoon in the middle of January, but getting dusk, and a lot of us had gone over to the Court to see them arrive. Jane looked as happy as a queen.

Johnny, she whispered, whilst we were standing to take some tea that Mother Broom (with a white cockade in her cap) brought in upon a silver tray, how about that poor woman? She is not dead, I hope?

I told Jane that she was better. The fever had gone down, but she was so weak and reduced that the doctor had not allowed her to be questioned. We knew no more of who she was than we had known before. Mrs. Coney overheard what I was saying, and took Jane aside.

There seemed to be a bit of a battle: Mrs. Coney remonstrating with a severe face, Jane holding out and flushing a little. She was telling Jane not to go to Jael Battys, and representing why she ought not to go. Jane said she must go  her heart was set upon it: and began to re-tie her bonnet-strings.

Mother dear, dont be angry with me in this the first hour of entering on my new home  it would seem like a bad omen for me. You dont know how strongly I have grown to think that my duty lies in seeing this poor woman, in comforting her if I can. It cannot hurt me.

What do you suppose Robert would say? It is to him you owe obedience now, Jane, not to me.

To him first, and to you next, my mother; and I trust I shall ever yield it to you both. But Robert is quite willing that I should go: he knows all I think about it.

Jane, I wouldnt have said a word against it; indeed I had made up my mind that it was a good wish on your part; but now that we have discovered she is in some way connected with  with the Birds  why, I dont think Robert will like you to meddle with it. Im sure I shrink from telling him.

Jane Coney  Ashton I mean: one cant get out of old names all at once  looked down in distress, thinking of the pain it would cause her husband for his sisters sake. Then she took her mothers hand.

Tell Robert what you have told me, mamma. He will still let me go, I think; for he knows how much I wish it.

They had their conference away from us; Mrs. Coney, Robert Ashton, and Jane. Of course he was frightfully put out; but Jane was right  he said she should go all the same. Mrs. Coney shut her lips tight, and made no further comment.

I promised her, you see, Mrs. Coney, he urged. She has an idea in her head that  Im sure I scarcely know what it is, except that her going is connected with Gratitude and Duty, and  and Heavens blessing. Why, do you know we might have stayed away another week, but for this? I could have spared it; but she would come home.

I never knew Jane take a thing up like this before, said Mrs. Coney.

Any way, I suppose it is I who shall have to deal with it  for the sake of keeping it from Lucy, was Roberts answer. I wish with all my heart Bird had been at the bottom of the sea before his ill-omened steps brought him to Timberdale! Theres not, as I believe, another such scamp in the world.

Jane waited for nothing else. Shielded by the dusk of the evening, she went hastening to Jael Battys and back again.

Ill go down for her presently, said Robert. But she was back again before he started.

I came back at once to set the misapprehension right, said Jane, her eyes bright with eagerness, her cheeks glowing. Mother dear  Robert  Johnny  listen, all of you: that poor sick woman is George Birds sister.

Jane!

Indeed she is. Captain Bird used to talk to Lucy of his little sister Clara  I have heard you say so, Robert  in the old days when he first came here. It is she who is lying at Jael Battys  Clara Bird.

The company sat down like so many lambs, Mrs. Coneys mouth and eyes alike opening. It sounded wonderful.

But  Jane, child  there was still the baby!

Well  yes  Im afraid so, replied Jane, in an uncomfortable hurry. I did not like to ask her about that, she cries so. But she is Clara Bird; Captain Birds sister, and Lucys too.

Well, I never! cried Mrs. Coney, rubbing her face. Poor misguided young thing  left to the guardianship of such a man as that, he let her go her own way, no doubt. This accounts for what Broom heard her say in the fever George, you should have taken care of me.

Is she being taken care of now in her sickness, down at Jael Battys? spoke up Robert.

Yes. For Jael, though three-parts deaf, is a kind and excellent nurse.

Robert Ashton wrote that night to Worcester; a sharp letter; bidding Captain Bird come over and see to his sister. The poor thing took to Jane wonderfully, and told her more than shed have told any one else.

I am twenty, she said, and George is six-and-thirty; there is all that difference between us. Our father and mother were dead, and I lived with my aunt in Gloucestershire: where George lived, I did not know. He had been adopted by a wealthy relative in London, and went into the army. My mother had been a lady, but married beneath her, and it was her family who took to George and brought him up a gentleman. Mine was a hard, dull life. My aunt  she was my fathers sister  counted ever-so-many children, and I had to nurse and see to them. Her husband was a master plumber and glazier. One day  it is fifteen months ago now  I shall never forget it  my brother George arrived. I did not know him: I had not seen him since I was thirteen, and then he was a fine handsome gentleman in an officers regimentals. He was rather shabby now, and he had come to see if he could borrow money, but my aunts husband would not lend him any; he told him he had much ado to keep his own family. I cried a good deal, and George said he would take me to London to his wife. I think he did it to spite them, because of their not lending the money, as much as to please me  he saw that I should be a loss there. We went up  and oh how nice I thought his wife! She was a kind, gentle lady, formerly Miss Lucy Ashton; but nearly always ailing, and afraid of George. George had gay acquaintances, men and women, and he let me go to theatres and balls with them. Lucy said it was wrong, that they were not nice friends for me; but I grew to like the gaiety, and she could do nothing. One night, upon going home from church, I found both George and Lucy gone from the lodgings. I had been spending the Sunday with some people they knew, the quietest of all their friends. There lay a note on the table from Lucy, saying they were obliged to leave London unexpectedly, and begging me to go at once  on the morrow  back to Gloucestershire, for which she enclosed a sovereign. I did not go: one invited me, and another invited me, and it was two months, good, before I went down. Ah me! I heard no more of George; he had got into some trouble in London, and was afraid to let it be known where he was. I have never heard of him or his wife to this hour. My aunt was glad to see me for the help I should be to her; but I felt ill always and could not do so much as I used. I didnt know what ailed me; I didnt indeed; I did not think it could be much; and then, when the time went on and it all happened, and they knew, and I knew, I came away with the baby because of the reproach and the shame. But George ought not to have left me to myself in London.

And when Jane Ashton repeated all this to Robert, he said Bird deserved to be hanged and quartered.

There came no answer from Captain Bird. Perhaps Ashton of Timberdale did not really expect any would come.

But on the Sunday afternoon, from the train that passed Timberdale from Worcester about the time folks came out of church, there descended a poor, weak woman (looking like a girl too) in a worn shawl that was too thin for the weather. She waited until the roads should be clear, as if not wanting to be seen, and then wrapped the shawl close around her arms and went out with her black veil down. It was Lucy Bird. And she was so pretty still, in spite of the wan thin cheeks and the faded clothes! There were two ways of getting to Jael Battys from the station. She took the long and obscure one, and in turning the corner of the lane between the church and Timberdale Court, she met Robert Ashton.

But for her own movement, he might never have noticed her. It was growing dusk; and when she saw him coming, she turned sharp off to a stile and stood as if looking for something in the field. Theres not much to stare at in a ploughed field at dusk, as Ashton of Timberdale knew, and he naturally looked at the person who had gone so fast to do it. Something in the cut of the shoulders struck him as being familiar, and he stopped.

Lucy! Is it you?

Of course it was no use her saying it was not. She burst into tears, trembling and shaking. Robert passed round her his good strong arm. He guessed what had brought her to Timberdale.

Lucy, my dear, have you come over from Worcester?

Yes, she sobbed. I shall be better in a minute, Robert. I am a little tired, and the train shook me.

You should have sent me word, and I would have had a fly at the station.

Sent him word! It was good of Robert to pretend to say that; but he knew that she wouldnt have presumed to do it. It was that feeling on Lucys part that vexed him so much. Since Bird had turned out the villain that he had, Lucy acted, even to her own family, as though she had lost caste, identifying herself with her husband, and humbling herself to them. What though she was part and parcel with the fellow, as Robert said, she was not responsible for his ill-doings.

Lean on me, Lucy. You must have a good rest.

Not that way, she said at the bottom of the lane, as he was turning to the Court. I am going to Jael Battys.

When you have had some rest and refreshment at home.

I cannot go to your home, Robert.

Indeed but you can; and will, he answered, leading her on.

I would rather not. Your wife may not care to receive me.

Come and try her.

Robert, I am not fit to see any one: I am not indeed. My spirits are low now, and I often burst into tears for nothing. I have been praying, all the way over, not to meet you. After what was done to you at our house but a week or two ago, I did not expect ever to have been noticed by you again. Jane must hate me.



Does she! Jane and I have been concocting a charming little plot about you, Lucy. We are going to have your old room made ready, and the sweet-scented lavender sheets put on the bed, and get you over to us. For good, if you will stop; long enough to recruit your health if you will not. Dont you remember how you used to talk in the holidays about the home sheets; saying you only got them smelling of soap at school?

A faint smile, like a shade, flitted over Lucy Birds face at the reminiscence.

I should not know the feel of fine white linen sheets now: coarse calico ones have had to content me this many a day. Let me turn, Robert! For my own sake, I would rather not meet your wife. You cannot know how I feel about seeing old friends; those who  who  

Those who once knew me, she meant to say; but broke down with a sob. Robert kept walking on. Lucy was a great deal younger than he, and had been used to yield to him from the time she was a child. Well for her would it have been, that she had yielded to his opinion when Captain Bird came a-courting to Timberdale.

You have company at your house, perhaps, Robert?

Theres not a soul but Jane and me. The Coneys asked us to dine there to-day, but we thought wed have the first Sunday to ourselves. We went to church this morning; and I came out after dinner to ask after old Arkwright: they fear he is dying.

She made no further opposition, and Robert took her into the Court, to the warm dining-room. Jane was not there. Robert put her into the arm-chair that used to be their fathers, and brought her a glass of wine.

No, thank you, she faintly said.

You must take it, Lucy.

I am afraid. My head is weak.

A sign you want something good to strengthen it, he urged; and she drank the wine.

And now take off your bonnet, Lucy, and make yourself at home, whilst I go to seek Jane, said he.

Lucy is here, he whispered, when he had found his wife. The merest shadow you ever saw. A wan, faded thing that ones heart bleeds to look upon. We must try and keep her for a bit, Jane.

Oh, Robert, if we can! And nurse her into health.

And deliver her from that brute she calls husband  as I should prefer to put it, Jane. Her life with him must be something woeful.

When they got in, she was leaning forward in the chair, crying silently. In the clear old room, with all its familiar features about her, memory could only have its most painful sway. Her grand old father with his grand old white hair used to sit where she was sitting; her brothers had each his appointed place; and she was a lovely bright child amongst them, petted by all; the sentimental girl with her head as brimful of romance as ever the other Lucy Ashtons had been, when she went out to her trysts with the Master of Ravenswood. Which had been the more bitter fate in after-life  that Lucys or this ones?

Mrs. Ashton went quietly up, put her arms round Lucy, and kissed her many times. She untied the bonnet, which Lucy had not done, and gave it with the shawl to Robert, standing behind. The bright hair fell down in a shower  the bonnet had caught it  and she put her feeble hand up as if to feel the extent of the disaster. It made her look so like the sweet young sister they had all prized, that Robert turned to the window and gave a few stamps, as if his boots were cold.

How she cried!  tears that came from the very heart. Putting her face down on the arm of the chair, she let her grief have its way. Jane held her hand and stroked it lovingly. Robert felt inclined to dash his arms through the dark window-panes on which the fire-light played, in imaginary chastisement of the scamp, Bird.

Could you lend me a shawl of your own, Jane? she asked, by-and-by, when Robert said they would have tea in  and she glanced down at her shabby brown gown. I dont wish the servants to see me like this.

Jane flew out and brought one. A handsome cashmere of scarlet and gold-colour, that her mother had given her before the wedding.

Just for an hour or two, until I leave, said Lucy, as she covered herself up in it.

You will not go out of this house to-night, Lucy.

I must, Robert. You can guess who it was I came to Timberdale to see.

Of course I can. She is going on all right and getting stronger; so theres no immediate haste about that. Mr. Bird would not  not come, I suppose.

Lucy did not answer. Robert was right  Bird would not come: his young sister might die where she was or be sheltered in the workhouse, for all the concern he gave himself. For one thing, the man was at his wits end for money, and not too sure of his own liberty. But Lucys conscience had not let her be still: as soon as she had scraped together the means for a third-class ticket, she came over.

The poor girl has lain like a weight upon my mind, since the time when we abandoned her in London, confessed Lucy.

Why did you abandon her?

It was not my fault, murmured Lucy; and Robert felt vexed to have asked the hasty question. I hoped she went home, as I desired her; but I did not feel sure of it, for Clara was thoughtless. And those unsuspicious country girls cannot take care of themselves too well. Robert, whatever has happened I regard as our fault, she added, looking up at him with some fever in her eyes.



As Mr. Birds fault; not yours, corrected Robert  who, strange perhaps to say, observed courtesy of speech towards Bird when talking with Lucy: giving him in general a handle to his name. It might have sounded ironical, but that he couldnt help. Did you never write to ascertain what had become of her, Lucy?

My husband would not let me. He is often in difficulties: and we never have a settled home, or address. What will be done with her, Robert?

She will stay where she is until she is strong; Jane wishes it; and then we shall see about the future. Something will turn up for her in some place or other, Ive little doubt.

Jane glanced at her husband and smiled. Robert had given her a promise to help the girl to an honest living. But, as he frankly told his wife, had he known it was a sister of Birds, he might never have done so.

About yourself, Lucy; that may be the better theme to talk of just now, he resumed. Will you remain here for good in your old home?

The hot tears rushed to her eyes, the hot flush to her cheeks. She looked deprecatingly at both, as if craving pardon.

I cannot. You know I cannot.

Shall I tell you what Bird is, Lucy? And what he most likely will be?

To what end, Robert? she faintly asked. I know it without.

Then you ought to leave him  for your own sake. Leave him before you are compelled to do so.

Not before, Robert.

But why?

Oh, Robert, dont you see? she answered, breaking down. He is my husband.

And nothing else could they get from her. Though she cried and sobbed, and did not deny that her life was a fear and a misery, yet she would go back to him; go back on the morrow; it was her duty. In the moments anger Robert Ashton said he would wash his hands of her as well as of Bird. But Jane and Lucy knew better.

What can have induced you and Robert to take up this poor Clara in the way you are doing  and mean to do? she asked when she was alone with Jane at the close of the evening.

I  owe a debt of gratitude; and I thought I could best pay it in this way, was Mrs. Ashtons timid and rather unwilling answer.

A debt of gratitude! To Clara?

No. To Heaven.




VII.

CHARLES VAN RHEYN.

I shall always say it was a singular thing that I should chance to go back to school that time the day before the quarter opened. Singular, because I heard and saw more of the boy I am going to tell of than I otherwise might have heard and seen. I was present at his arrival; and I was present at his  well, let us say, at his departure.

The midsummer holidays were nearly up when Hugh was taken ill. Duffham was uncertain what the illness was going to be: so he pitched upon scarlatina. Upon that, the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley packed me back to school there and then. Not from any fear of my taking it; I had had it, and Tod too (and both of us were well again, I recollect, within a week or so); but if once the disease had really shown itself, Dr. Frost would not have liked us to return lest we might convey it to the school. Tod was in Gloucestershire. He was written to, and told not to return home, but to go straight to school.

Dr. Frost was surprised to see me. He said my coming back was quite right; and I am sure he tried to put me at ease and make me comfortable. Not a single boy had stayed the holidays that summer, and the doctor and I were alone. The school would open the following day, when masters and boys were alike expected to return. I had dinner with the doctor  he usually dined late during the holidays  and we played at chess afterwards.

Breakfast was just over the next morning when the letters came in. Amongst them was one from France, bearing the Rouen post-mark. Now the doctor, learned man though he was in classics and what not, could make nothing of French. Carrying the letter to the window, turning its pages over and back again, and staring at it through his spectacles, he at last brought it to me.

You are a pretty good French scholar, Johnny; can you read this? I cant, I confess. But the papers so thin, and the ink so pale, and the writing so small, I could scarcely see it if it were English.

And I had to go over it twice before I could make it out. As he said, the ink was pale, and it was a frightfully small and cramped handwriting. The letter was dated Rouen, and was signed curtly, Van Rheyn, French fashion, without the writers Christian name. Monsieur Van Rheyn wrote to say that he was about to consign his son, Charles Aberleigh Van Rheyn, to Dr. Frosts care, and that he would arrive quickly after the letter, having already departed on his journey under the charge of a gentilhomme Anglais. It added that the son would bring credentials with him; that he spoke English, and was of partly English descent, through his mother, the late Madame Van Rheyn, née Aberleigh.

Rather a summary way of consigning a pupil to my charge, remarked Dr. Frost. Aberleigh?  Aberleigh? he continued, as if trying to recollect something, and bending his spectacles over the letter. She must have been one of the Aberleighs of Upton, I should think. Perhaps Hall knows? I have heard her mention the Aberleighs.

Ringing the bell, the housekeeper was sent for. Dr. Frost asked her what she knew of the Aberleighs of Upton.

Theres none of them left now to know, sir, answered Hall. There never was but two  after the old mother died: Miss Aberleigh and Miss Emma Aberleigh. Good fortunes the young ladies had, sir, and both of them, I remember, married on the same day. Miss Aberleigh to Captain Scott, and Miss Emma to a French gentleman, Mosseer Van Rheyn.

I should think, by the name, he was Dutch  or Flemish; not French, remarked the doctor.

Anyway, sir, he was said to be French, returned Hall. A dark sallow gentleman who wore a braided coat. The young ladies never came back to their home after the wedding-day, and the place was sold. Captain Scott sailed with his wife for Injee, and Mosseer Van Rheyn took Miss Emma off to his house in France.

Do you recollect where his home was? In what part of France?

No, sir. And if I did, I should never be able to speak the name. Not long ago I heard it said that poor Miss Emma was dead  Mrs. Van Rheyn that is. A nice quiet girl, she was.

Then I conclude the new pupil spoken of to me, must be the son of Monsieur Van Rheyn and Miss Emma Aberleigh, remarked the doctor, when Hall was dismissed. You must help to make things pleasant for him, Johnny: it will be a change at first from his own home and country. Do you remember that other French boy we had here?

I did. And the remembrance made me laugh. He used to lament every day that he had not a plate of soup for dinner, and to say the meat was tough.

Strolling out at the front iron gates in the course of the morning, wondering how long the boys were going to be before some of them put in an appearance, I caught sight of the first. He was walking up from the Plough and Harrow Inn, and must have come by the omnibus that plied backwards and forwards between the inn and the station. The Plough and Harrow man-of-all-work followed behind, carrying a large trunk.

Of all queer figures that boy looked the queerest. I wondered who he was, and whether he could really be coming as a pupil. His trousers and vest were nankeen, his coat was a sort of open blouse, and flew out behind him; the hat he wore was a tall chimney-pot with a wide brim. Off went the hat with a bow and a flourish of the arm, as he reached me and the gates.

I ask your pardon, sir. This is, I believe, the pension of Dr. Frost?

The French accent, though that was slight, the French manners, the French turn of the words, told me who it was. For a minute or two I really could not answer for staring at him. He seemed to have arrived with a shaved head, as if just out of gaol, or of brain-fever.

The hair was cut as closely as it could be cut, short of shaving: his face was red and round and covered with freckles: you could not have put a pins point between them. Really and truly it was the most remarkable figure ever seen out of a picture. I could not guess his age exactly: something perhaps between twelve and fourteen. He was slender and upright, and to all appearance strong.

I think you must be Charles Van Rheyn, I said then, holding out my hand to welcome him. Dr. Frost is expecting you.

He put his hand into mine after a moments hesitation, not seeming quite to understand that he might: but such a brightness came into his rather large and honest grey eyes, that I liked him from that hour, in spite of the clothes and the freckles and the shorn head. He had crossed to Folkestone by the night boat, he said, had come on to London, and the gentleman, who was his escort so far, had there put him into an early train to come on to his destination.

Dr. Frost was at the window, and came to the door. Van Rheyn stood still when within a yard of him, took his hat off with the most respectful air, and bowed his head half-way to the ground. He had evidently been brought up with a reverence for pastors and masters. The doctor shook hands. The first thing Van Rheyn did on entering the reception-parlour, was to produce from some inner pocket a large, square letter, sealed with two flaming red seals and a coat of arms; which he handed to the doctor. It contained a draft for a good sum of money in advance of the first three months payment, and some pages of closely-written matter in the crabbed hand of Monsieur Van Rheyn. Dr. Frost put the pages aside to await the arrival of the French master.

My father was unable to remit the exact amount of money for the trimestre, sir, not knowing what it would be, said young Van Rheyn. And there will be the extra expenses besides. He will arrange that with you later.

The end of the term would have been time enough to remit this, said the doctor, smiling. It is not our custom to receive payment in advance.

It is the custom in France, sir, I assure you. And, besides, I am to you a stranger.

Not altogether a stranger; I believe I know something of your mothers family, said Dr. Frost. How came your father to fix upon my school for you?

My mother knew of your school, sir: she and my father used to talk of placing me at it. And an English gentleman who came lately to Rouen spoke of it  he said he knew you very well. That again put into my fathers head to send me.

It was the same Van Rheyn that they had thought  the son of Miss Emma Aberleigh. She had been dead two years.

Are you a Protestant or a Roman Catholic? questioned Dr. Frost.

I am Protestant, sir: the same that my mother was. We attended the église of Monsieur le Pasteur Mons, of the Culte Evangélique.

The doctor asked him if he would take anything before dinner, and he chose a glass of eau sucrée. The mal-de-mer had been rather bad, he said, and he had not been able to eat since.

Evidently Hall did not approve of eau sucrée. She had never made eau sucary, she said, when sent to for it. Bringing in the water and sugar, she stood by to watch Van Rheyn mix it, her face sour, her lips drawn in. I am sure it gave her pleasure, when he asked for a few drops of orange-flower water, to be able to say there was not such a thing in the house.

This young gentleman is the son of the Miss Emma Aberleigh you once knew, Hall, spoke the doctor, with a view no doubt to putting her on good terms with the new pupil.

Yes, sir, she answered crustily. He favours his mamma about the eyes.

She must have had very nice eyes, I put in.

And so she had, said Van Rheyn, looking at me gratefully. Thank you for saying so. I wish you could have known her!

And might I ask, sir, what has become of the other Miss Aberleigh? asked Hall of Van Rheyn. The young lady who went off to Injee with her husband on the wedding-day.

You would say my Aunt Margaret, he rejoined. She is quite well. She and the major and the children will make the voyage to Europe next year.

After the eau sucrée came to an end, the doctor turned him over to me, telling me to take care of him till dinner-time, which that day would be early. Van Rheyn said he should like to unpack his box, and we went upstairs together. Growing confidential over the unpacking, he gave me scraps of information touching his home and family, the mention of one item leading to another.

His baptismal name in full, he said, was Charles Jean Aberleigh; his fathers was Jean Marie. Their home was a très joli château close to Rouen: in five minutes you could walk there. It was all much changed since his mother died (he seemed to have loved her with a fervent love and to revere her memory); the last thing he did on coming away for England was to take some flowers to her grave. It was thought in Rouen that his father was going to make a second marriage with one of the Demoiselles de Tocqueville, whom his Aunt Claribelle did not like. His Aunt Claribelle, his fathers sister, had come to live at the château when his mother died; but if that Thérèsine de Tocqueville came into the house she would quit it. The Demoiselles de Tocqueville had hardly any dot,  which would be much against the marriage, Aunt Claribelle thought, and bad for his father; because when he, Charles, should be the age of twenty-one, the money came to him; it had been his mothers, and was so settled: and his fathers own property was but small. Of course he should wish his father to keep always as much as he pleased, but Aunt Claribelle thought the English trustees would not allow that. Aunt Claribelles opinion was, that his father had at length decided to send him to a pension in England while he made the marriage; but he (Charles) knew that his mother had wished him to finish his education in England, and to go to one of the two colleges to which English gentlemen went.

Here comes old Fontaine, I interrupted at this juncture, seeing his arrival from the window.

Van Rheyn looked up from his shirts, which he was counting. He seemed to have the tidiest ways in the world. Who is it that you say? Fontaine?

Monsieur Fontaine, the French master. You can talk away with him in your native tongue as much as you like, Van Rheyn.

But I have come here to speak the English tongue, not the French, debated he, looking at me seriously. My father wishes me to speak and read it without any accent; and I wish it also.

You speak it very well already.

But you can hear that it is not my native tongue  that I am a foreigner.

Yes.

Well, I must learn to speak it without that  as the English do. It will be necessary.

I supposed he might allude to his future life. What are you to be, Van Rheyn? I inquired.

What profession, do you ask? I need not be any: I have enough fortune to be a rentier  I dont know what you call that in English; it means a gentleman who lives on his money. But I wish, myself, to be an English priest.

An English priest! Do you mean a parson?

Yes, I mean that. So you see I must learn the English tongue. My mother used to talk to me about the priests in her land  

Parsons, Van Rheyn.

I beg your pardon: I forget. And I fear I have caught up the French names for things since my mother died. It was neither priest nor parson she used to call the English ministers.

Clergymen, perhaps.

That was it. She said the clergymen were good men, and she should like me to be one. In winter, when it was cold, and she had some fire in her chamber, I used to sit up there with her, after coming home from classe, and we talked together, our two selves. I should have much money, she said, when I grew to be a man, and could lead an idle life. But she would not like that: she wanted me to be a good man, and to go to heaven when I died, where she would be; and she thought if I were a clergyman I should have serious thoughts always. So I wish to be a clergyman.

He said all this with the utmost simplicity and composure, just as he might have spoken of going for a ride. There could be no mistaking that he was of a thoroughly straightforward and simple-minded nature.

It might involve your living over here, Van Rheyn: once you were in Orders.

Yes, I know. Papa would not mind. England was mammas country, and she loved it. There was more peace in England than in France, she thought.

I say, she must have been a good mother, Van Rheyn.

In a moment his grey eyes were shining at me through a mist of tears. Oh, she was so good, so good! You can never know. If she had lived I should never have had sorrow.

What did she die of?

Ah, I cannot tell. She was well in the morning, and she was dead at night. Not that she was strong ever. It was one Dimanche. We had been to the office, she and I  

What office?

Oh, pardon  I forget I am speaking English. I mean to church. Monsieur Mons had preached; and we were walking along the street towards home afterwards, mamma talking to me about the sermon, which had been a very holy one, when we met the Aunt Claribelle, who had come into the town for high mass at St. Ouen. Mamma asked her to come home and dine with us; and she said yes, but she must first go to say bon-jour to old Madame Soubitez. As she parted from us, there was suddenly a great outcry. It was fête at Rouen that Sunday. Some bands of music were to play on the estrade in the public garden, competing for a prize, consequently the streets were crowded. We looked back at the noise, and saw many horses, without riders, galloping along towards us; men were running after them, shouting and calling; and the people, mad with fright, tumbled over one another in the effort to get away. Later, we heard that these horses, frightened by something, had broken out of an hotel post-yard. Well, mamma gave just a cry of fear and held my hand tighter, as we set off to run with the rest, the horses stamping wildly after us. But the people pushed between us, and I lost her. She was at home before me, and was sitting at the side of the fountain, inside the château entrance-gate, when I got up, her face all white and blue, and her neck and throat beating, as she clung to the nearest lion with both hands. It alarmed me more than the horses had, for I had never seen her look so. Come in, mamma, I said, and take a little glass of cordial; but she could not answer me, she did not stir. I called one of the servants, and by-and-by she got a little breath again, and went into the house, leaning upon both of us, and so up to her chamber. Quite immediately papa came home: he always went into town to his club on the Sunday mornings, and he ran for Monsieur Petit, the médecin  the doctor. By seven oclock in the evening, mamma was dead.

Oh dear! What was the cause?

Papa did not tell me. He and Monsieur Petit talked about the heart: they said it was feeble. Oh, how we cried, papa and I! He cried for many days. I hope he will not bring home Thérèsine de Tocqueville!

The dinner-bell rang out, and we went down. Dr. Frost was putting up the letter which old Fontaine had been translating to him. It was full of directions about Van Rheyns health. What he was to do, and what not to do. Monsieur Van Rheyn said his son was not strong: he was not to be allowed to do gymnastics or boxing, or to play at rough games, or take violent exercise of any kind; and a small glass of milk was to be given him at night when he went to bed. If the clothes sent over with him were not suitable to the school, or in accordance with the English mode, Dr. Frost was prayed to be at the trouble of procuring him new ones. He was to be brought well on in all the studies necessary to constitute the gentilhomme, and especially in the speaking and reading of English.

Dr. Frost directed his spectacles to Charles Van Rheyn, examining him from top to toe. The round, red face, and the strongly-built frame appeared to give nothing but indications of robust health. The doctor questioned him in what way he was not strong  whether he was subject to a cough, or to want of appetite, and other such items. But Van Rheyn seemed to know nothing about it, and said he had always been quite well.



The father fears we should make him into a muscular Englishman, hence these restrictions, thought Dr. Frost.

In the afternoon the fellows began to come in thick and threefold: Tod amongst them, who arrived about tea-time. To describe their amazement when they saw Van Rheyn is quite beyond me. It seemed that they never meant to leave off staring. Some of them gave him a little chaff, even that first night. Van Rheyn was very shy and silent. Entirely at his ease as he had been with me alone, the numbers seemed to daunt him; to strike him and his courage into himself.



On the whole, Van Rheyn was not liked. Once let a school set itself against a new fellow at first  and Van Rheyns queer appearance had done that much for him  it takes a long time to bring matters round  if they ever are brought round at all. When his hair began to sprout, it looked exactly like pigs bristles. And that was the first nickname he got: Bristles. The doctor had soon changed his style of coat, and he wore jackets, as we did.

Charles Van Rheyn did not seem inclined to grow sociable. Shy and silent as he had shown himself to them that first evening, so he remained. True, he had no encouragement to be otherwise. The boys continually threw ridicule on him, making him into an almost perpetual butt. Any mistake in the pronunciation of an English word  Van Rheyn never made a mistake as to its meaning  they hissed and groaned at. I shall never forget one occasion. Being asked when that Indian lot intended to arrive (meaning the Scotts), and whether they would make the voyage in a palanquin (for the boys plied him with questions purposely) he answered, Not in a palanquin, but in a sheep  meaning ship. The uproar at that was so loud, that some of the masters looked in to know what was up.

Van Rheyn, too, was next door to helpless. He did not climb, or leap, or even run. Had not been used to it, he said. What had he been used to do, then, he was asked one day. Oh, he had sat out in the garden with his mother; and since her death, with Aunt Claribelle, and gone for an airing in the carriage three times a week. Was he a girl? roared the boys. Did he do patchwork? Not now; he had left off sewing when he was nine, answered Van Rheyn innocently, unconscious of the storm of mockery the avowal would invoke. Pray, were you born a young lady?  or did they change you at nurse? shouted Jessup, who would have kept the ball rolling till midnight. I say, you fellows, he has come to the wrong school: we dont take in girls, do we? Let me introduce this one to you, boys Miss Charlotte. And, so poor Charley Van Rheyn got that nickname as well as the other. Miss Charlotte!

Latin was a stumbling-block. Van Rheyn had learnt it according to French rules and French pronunciation, and he could not readily get into our English mode. It was bad enough to have to teach a stupid boy Latin, grumbled the under Latin master (under Dr. Frost), but worse to have to un-teach him. Van Rheyn was not stupid, however; if he seemed so, it was because his new life was so strange to him.

One day the boys dared him to a game at leap-frog. Some of them were at it in the yard, and Van Rheyn stood by, looking on.

Why dont you go in for it? suddenly asked Parker, giving him a push. There is to be a round or two at boxing this evening, why dont you go in for that?

They never would let me do these rough things, replied Van Rheyn, who invariably answered all the chaffing questions civilly and patiently.

Who wouldnt? Whos they?

My mother and my Aunt Claribelle. Also, when I was starting to come here, my father said I was not to exert myself.

All right, Miss Charlotte; but why on earth didnt the respectable old gentleman send you over in petticoats? Never was such a thing heard of, you know, as for a girl to wear a coat and pantaloons. Its not decent, Miss Charlotte; its not modest.

Why do you say all this to me for ever? I am not a girl, said poor Van Rheyn.

No? Dont tell fibs. If you were not a girl youd go in for our games. Come! Try this. Leap-frogs especially edifying, I assure you: expands the mind. Wont you try it?

Well, the upshot was, that they dared him to try it. A dozen, or so, set on at him like so many wolves. What with that, and what with their stinging ridicule, poor Van Rheyn was goaded out of his obedience to home orders, and did try it. After a few tumbles, he went over very tolerably, and did not dislike it at all.

If I can only learn to do as the rest of you do, perhaps they will let me alone, he said to me that same night, a sort of eagerness in his bright grey eyes.

And gradually he did learn to go in for most of the games: running, leaping, and climbing. One thing he absolutely refused  wrestling.

Why should gentlemen, who were to be gentlemen all their lives, fight each other? he asked. They would not have to fight as men; it was not kind; it was not pleasant; it was hard.

The boys were hard on him for saying it, mocking him fearfully; but they could not shake him there. He was of right blue blood; never caving-in before them, as Bill Whitney expressed it one day; he was only quiet and endured.

Whether the native Rouen air is favourable to freckles, I dont know; but those on Van Rheyns face gradually disappeared over here. His complexion lost its redness also, becoming fresh and fair, with a brightish colour on the cheeks. The hair, growing longer, turned out to be of a smooth brown: altogether he was good-looking.



I say, Johnny, do you know that Van Rheyns ill?

The words came from William Whitney. He whispered them in my ear as we stood up for prayers before breakfast. The school had opened about a month then.

Whats the matter with him?

Dont know, answered Bill. He is staying in bed.

Cribbing some minutes from breakfast, I went up to his room. Van Rheyn looked pale as he lay, and said he had been sick. Hall declared it was nothing but a bilious attack, and Van Rheyn thought she might be right.

Meaning that you have a sick headache, I suppose? I said to him.

Yes, the migraine. I have had it before.

Well, look here, Charley, I went on, after thinking a minute; if I were you, I wouldnt say as much to any of them. Let them suppose you are regularly ill. Youll never hear the last of it if they know you lie in bed for only a headache.

But I cannot get up, he answered; my head is in much pain. And I have fever. Feel my hand.

The hand he put out was burning hot. But that went with sick headaches sometimes.

It turned out to be nothing worse, for he was well on the morrow; and I need not have mentioned it at all, but for a little matter that arose out of the days illness. Going up again to see him after school in the afternoon, I found Hall standing over the bed with a cup of tea, and a most severe, not to say horror-struck expression of countenance, as she gazed down on him, staring at something with all her eyes. Van Rheyn was asleep, and looked better; his face flushed and moist, his brown hair, still uncommonly short compared with ours, pushed back. He lay with his hands outside the bed, as if the clothes were heavy  the weather was fiery hot. One of the hands was clasping something that hung round his neck by a narrow blue ribbon; it seemed to have been pulled by him out of the opening in his night-shirt. Halls quick eyes had detected what it was  a very small flat cross (hardly two inches long), on which was carved a figure of the Saviour, all in gold.

Now Hall had doubtless many virtues. One of them was docking us boys of our due allowance of sugar. But she had also many prejudices. And, of all her prejudices, none was stronger than her abhorrence of idols, as exemplified in carved images and Chinese gods.

Do you see that, Master Ludlow? she whispered to me, pointing her finger straight at the little cross of gold. Its no better than a relict of paganism.

Stooping down, she gently drew the cross out of Van Rheyns hot clasped hand, and let it lie on the sheet. A beautiful little cross; the face of our Saviour  an exquisite face in its expression of suffering and patient humility  one that you might have gazed upon and been the better for. How they could have so perfectly carved a thing so small I knew not.

He must be one of them worshipping Romanics, said Hall, with horror, snatching her fingers from the cross as if she thought it would give her the ague. Or else a pagan.

And the two were no doubt alike in Halls mind.

And he goes every week and says his commandments in class here, standing up before all the school! I wonder what the doctor  

Hall cut short her complaints. Van Rheyn had suddenly opened his eyes, and was looking up at us.

I find myself better, he said, with a smile. The pain has nearly departed.

We wasnt thinking of pains and headaches, Master Van Rheyn, but of this, said Hall, resentfully, taking the spoon out of the saucer, and holding it within an inch of the gold cross. Van Rheyn raised his head from the pillow to look.

Oh, it is my little cross! he said, holding it out to our view as far as the ribbon allowed, and speaking with perfect ease and unconcern. Is it not beautiful?

Very, I said, stooping over it.

Be you of the Romanic sex? demanded Hall of Van Rheyn.

Am I  What is it Mrs. Hall would ask? he broke off to question me, in the midst of my burst of laughter.

She asks if you are a Roman Catholic, Van Rheyn.

But no. Why you think that? he added to her. My father is a Roman Catholic: I am a Protestant, like my mother.

Then why on earth, sir, do you wear such a idol as that? returned Hall.

This? Oh, it is nothing! it is not an idol. It does me good.

Good! fiercely repeated Hall. Does you good to wear a brazen image next the skin!  right under the flannel waistcoat. I wonder what the school will come to next?

Why should I not wear it? said Van Rheyn. What harm does it do me, this? It was my poor Aunt Annettes. The last time we went to the Aunt Claribelles to see her, when the hope of her was gone, she put the cross into my hand, and bade me keep it for her sake.

I tell you, Master Van Rheyn, its just a brazen image, persisted Hall.



It is a keepsake, dissented Van Rheyn. I showed it to Monsieur Mons one day when he was calling on mamma, and told him it was a gift to me of the poor Tante Annette. Monsieur Mons thought it very pretty, and said it would remind me of the great Sacrifice.

But to wear it next your skin, went on Hall, not giving in. Giving in on the matter of graven images was not in her nature. Or on any matter as far as that went, that concerned us boys. Ive heard of poor misdeluded people putting horse-hair next em. And fine torment it must be!

I have worn it since mamma died, quietly answered Van Rheyn, who did not seem to understand Halls zeal. She kept it for me always in her little shell-box that had the silver crest on it; but when she died, I said I would put the cross round my neck, for fear of losing it: and Aunt Claribelle, who took the shell-box then, bought me the blue ribbon.

That blue ribbons new  or almost new  if ever I saw new ribbon, cried Hall, who was in a mood to dispute every word.

Oh yes. It was new when I left Rouen. I have another piece in my trunk to put on when this shall wear out.

Well, its a horrid heathenish thing to do, Master Van Rheyn; and, though it may be gold, I dont believe Miss Emma Aberleigh would ever have gave countenance to it. Leastways before she lived among them foreign French folks, added Hall, virtually dropping the contest, as Van Rheyn slipped the cross out of view within his night-shirt. What she might have come to, after she went off there, Heaven alone knows. Be you going to drink this tea, sir, or be you not?

Van Rheyn drank the tea and thanked her for bringing it, his gratitude shining also out of his nice grey eyes. Hall took back the cup and tucked him up again, telling him to get a bit more sleep and he would be all right in the morning. With all her prejudices and sourness, she was as good as gold when any of us were ill.



Not bathe! Not bathe! I say, you fellows, heres a lark. Bristles thinks hed better not try the water.

It was a terribly hot evening, close upon sunset. Finding ourselves, some half-dozen of us, near the river, Van Rheyn being one, the water looked too pleasant not to be plunged into. The rule at Dr. Frosts was, that no boy should be compelled to bathe against his inclination: Van Rheyn was the only one who had availed himself of it. It was Parker who spoke: we were all undressing quickly.

Whats your objection, Miss Charlotte? Girls bathe.

They would never let me go into cold water at home, was the patient answer. We take warm baths there.



Afraid of cold water? well I never! What an everlasting pussy-cat you are, Miss Charlotte! Weve heard that pussies dont like to wet their feet.

Our doctor at Rouen used to say I must not plunge into cold water, said poor Van Rheyn, speaking patiently as usual, though he must have been nearly driven wild. The shock would not be good for me.

I say, wholl write off to Evesham for a pair of waterproofs to put over his shoes? Just give us the measure of your foot, Miss Charlotte?

Lets shut him up in a feather-bed!

Why, the waters not cold, you donkey! cried Bill Whitney, who had just leaped in. Its as warm as new milk. What on earth will you be fit for, Bristles? Youll never make a man.

Make a man! What are you thinking of, Whitney? Miss Charlotte has no ambition that way. Girls prefer to grow up into young ladies, not into men.

Is it truly warm? asked Van Rheyn, gazing at the river irresolutely, and thinking that if he went in the mockery might cease.

I looked up at him from the water. It is indeed, Van Rheyn. Quite warm.

He knew he might trust me, and began slowly to undress. We had continued to be the best of comrades, and I never went in for teasing him as the rest did; rather shielded him when I could, and took his part.

By the time he was ready to go in  for he did nothing nimbly, and undressing made no exception  some of us were ready to come out. One of Dr. Frosts rules in regard to bathing was stringent  that no boy should remain in the water more than three minutes at the very extent. He held that a great deal of harm was done by prolonged bathing. Van Rheyn plunged in  and liked it.

It is warm and pleasant, he exclaimed. This cannot hurt me.

Hurt you, you great baby! shouted Parker.

Van Rheyn had put his clothes in the tidiest manner upon the grass; not like ours, which were flung down any way. His things were laid smoothly one upon another, in the order he took them off, though I dare say I should not have noticed this but for a shout from Jessup.

Halloa! Whats that?

Those of us who were out, and in the several stages of drying or dressing, turned round at the words. Jessup, buttoning his braces, was standing by Van Rheyns heap, looking down at it. On the top of the flannel vest, exposed to full view, lay the gold cross with the blue ribbon.

What on earth is it? cried Jessup, picking it up; and at the moment Van Rheyn, finding all the rest out of the water, came out himself. Is it a charm?



It is mine  it is my gold cross, spoke Van Rheyn, catching up one of the wet towels. The bath this evening had been impromptu, and we had only two towels between us, which Parker and Whitney had brought. In point of fact, it had been against rules also, for we were not expected to go into the river without the presence of a master. But just at this bend it was perfectly safe. Jessup passed the blue ribbon round his neck, letting the cross hang behind. This done, he turned himself about for general inspection, and the boys crowded round to look.

What do you say it is, Bristles?

My gold cross.

You dont mean to tell us to our faces that you wear it?

I wear it always, freely answered Van Rheyn.

Jessup took it off his neck, and the boys passed it about from one to another. They did not ridicule the cross  I think the emblem on it prevented that  but they ridiculed Van Rheyn.

A friend of mine went over to the tar-and-feather islands, said Millichip, executing an aggravating war-dance round about Charley. He found the natives sporting no end of charms and amulets  nearly all the attire they did sport  rings in the nose and chains in the ears. What relation are those natives to you, Miss Charlotte?

Dont injure it, please, pleaded Van Rheyn.

Weve an ancient nurse at home who carries the tip of a calfs tongue in her pocket for luck, shrieked Thorne. And Ive heard  I have heard, Bristles  that any fellow who arms himself with a penorth of blue-stone from the druggists, couldnt have the yellow jaundice if he tried. What might you wear this for, pray?

My Aunt Annette gave it me as a present when she was dying, answered poor helpless Charley, who had never the smallest notion of taking chaff otherwise than seriously, or of giving chaff back again.

He had dressed himself to his trousers and shirt, and stood with his hand stretched out, waiting for his cross.

In the Worcester Journal, one day last June, I read an advertisement as big as a house, offering a childs caul for sale, cried Snepp. Any gentleman or lady buying that caul and taking it to sea, could never be drowned. Bristles thinks as long as he wears this, he wont come to be hanged.

Hows your grandmother, Miss Charlotte?

I wish you would please to let me alone, said he patiently. My father would not have placed me here had he known.

Why dont you write and tell him, Bristles?

I would not like to grieve him, simply answered Charley. I can bear. And he does so much want me to learn good English.

This cross is gold, I suppose? said Bill Whitney, who now had it.

Yes, it is gold, answered Van Rheyn.



I wouldnt advise you to fall amongst thieves, then. They might ease you of it. The carving must be worth something.

It cost a great deal to buy, I have heard my aunt say. Will you be so good as to give it me, that I may finish to dress myself?

Whitney handed him the cross. Time was up, in fact; and we had to make a race for the house. Van Rheyn was catching it hot and sharp, all the way.

One might have thought that his very meekness, the unresisting spirit in which he took things, would have disarmed the mockery. But it did not. Once go in wholesale for putting upon some particular fellow in a school, and the tyranny gains with use. I dont think any of them meant to be really unkind to Van Rheyn; but the play had begun, and they enjoyed it.

I once saw him drowned in tears. It was at the dusk of evening. Charley had come in for it awfully at tea-time, I forget what about, and afterwards disappeared. An hour later, going into Whitneys room for something Bill asked me to fetch, I came upon Charles Van Rheyn  who also slept there. He was sitting at the foot of his low bed, his cheek leaning on one of his hands, and the tears running down swiftly. One might have thought his heart was broken.

What is the grievance, Charley?

Do not say to them that you saw me, returned he, dashing away his tears. I did not expect any of you would come up.

Look here, old fellow: I know its rather hard lines for you just now. But they dont mean anything: it is done in sport, not malice. They dont think, you see, Van Rheyn. You will be sure to live it down.

Yes, he sighed, I hope I shall. But it is so different here from what it used to be. I had such a happy home; I never had one sorrow when my mother was alive. Nobody cares for me now; nobody is kind to me: it is a great change.

Take heart, Charley, I said, holding out my hand. I know you will live it down in time.

Of all the fellows I ever met, I think he was the most grateful for a word of kindness. As he thanked me with a glad look of hope in his eyes, I saw that he had been holding the cross clasped in his palm; for it dropped as he put his hand into mine.

It helps me to bear, he said, in a whisper. My mother, who loved me so, is in heaven; my father has married Mademoiselle Thérèsine de Tocqueville. I have no one now.

Your father has not married that Thérèsine de Tocqueville?

Why, yes. I had the letter close after dinner.

So perhaps he was crying for the home unhappiness as much as for his school grievances. It all reads strange, no doubt, and just the opposite of what might be expected of one of us English boys. The French bringing-tip is different from ours: perhaps it lay in that. On the other hand, a French boy, generally speaking, possesses a very shallow sense of religion. But Van Rheyn had been reared by his English mother; and his disposition seemed to be naturally serious and uncommonly pliable and gentle. At any rate, whether it reads improbable or probable, it is the truth.

I got what I wanted for Billy Whitney, and went down, thinking what a hard life it was for him  what a shame that we made it so. Indulged, as Van Rheyn must have always been, tenderly treated as a girl, sheltered from the worlds roughness, all that coddling must have become to him as second nature; and the remembrance lay with him still. Over here he was suddenly cut off from it, thrown into another and a rougher atmosphere, isolated from country, home, home-ties and associations; and compelled to stand the daily brunt of this petty tyranny.

Getting Tod apart that night, I put the matter to him: what a shame it was, and how sorry I felt for Charley Van Rheyn; and I asked him whether he thought he could not (he having a great deal of weight in the school) make things pleasanter for him. Tod responded that I should never be anything but a muff, and that the roasting Van Rheyn got treated to was superlatively good for him, if ever he was to be made into a man.

However, before another week ran out, Dr. Frost interfered. How he obtained an inkling of the reigning politics we never knew. One Saturday afternoon, when old Fontaine had taken Van Rheyn out with him, the doctor walked into the midst of us, to the general consternation.

Standing in the centre of the schoolroom, with a solemn face, all of us backing as much as the wall allowed, and the masters who chanced to be present rising to their feet, the doctor spoke of Van Rheyn. He had reason to suspect, he said, that we were doing our best to worry Van Rheyns life out of him: and he put the question deliberately to us (and made us answer it), how we, if consigned alone to a foreign home, all its inmates strangers, would liked to be served so. He did not wish, he went on, to think he had pitiful, ill-disposed boys, lacking hearts and common kindness, in his house: he felt sure that what had passed arose from a heedless love of mischief; and it would greatly oblige him to find from henceforth that our conduct towards Van Rheyn was changed: he thought, and hoped, that he had only to express a wish upon the point, to ensure obedience.

With that  and a hearty nod and smile around, as if he put it as a personal favour to himself, and wanted us to see that he did, and was not angry, he went out again. A counsel was held to determine whether we had a sneak amongst us  else how could Frost have known?  that Charley himself had not spoken, his worst enemy felt sure of. But not one could be pitched upon: every individual fellow, senior and junior, protested earnestly that he had not let out a syllable. And, to tell the truth, I dont think we had.

However, the doctor was obeyed. From that day all real annoyance to Charles Van Rheyn ceased. I dont say but what there would be a laugh at him now and then, and a word of raillery, or that he lost his names of Bristles and Miss Charlotte; but virtually the sting was gone. Charley was as grateful as could be, and seemed to become quite happy; and upon the arrival of a hamper by grande vitesse from Rouen, containing a huge rich wedding-cake and some packets of costly sweetmeats, he divided the whole amongst us, keeping the merest taste for himself. The school made its comments in return.

Hes not a bad lot after all, that Van Rheyn. He will make a man yet.



It isnt a bit of use your going in for this, Van Rheyn, unless you can run like a lamplighter.

But I can run, you know, responded Van Rheyn.

Yes. But can you keep the pace up?

Why not?

We may be out for three or four hours, pelting like mad all the time.

I feel no fear of keeping up, said Van Rheyn. I will go.

All right.

It was on a Saturday afternoon; and we were turning out for hare and hounds. The quarter was hard upon its close, for September was passing. Van Rheyn had never seen hare and hounds: it had been let alone during the hotter weather: and it was Tod who now warned him that he might not be able to keep up the running. It requires fleet legs and easy breath, as every one knows; and Van Rheyn had never much exercised either.

What is just the game? he asked in his quaintly-turned phrase. And I answered him  for Tod had gone away.

You see those strips of paper that they have torn out of old copybooks, and are twisting? That is for the scent. The hare fills his pockets with it, and drops a piece of it every now and then as he runs. We, the hounds, follow his course by means of the scent, and catch him if we can.

And then? questioned Van Rheyn.

Then the game is over.

And what if you not catch him?

The hare wins; thats all. What he likes to do is to double upon us cunningly and lead us home again after him.

But in all that there is only running.



We vault over the obstructions  gates, and stiles, and hedges. Or, if the hedges are too high, scramble through them.

But some hedges are very thick and close: nobody could get through them, debated Van Rheyn, taking the words, as usual, too literally.

Then we are dished. And have to find some other way onwards, or turn back.

I can do what you say quite easily.

All right, Charley, I repeated: as Tod had done. And neither of us, nor any one else, had the smallest thought that it was not all right.

Millichip was chosen hare. Snepp turned cranky over something or other at the last moment, and backed out of it. He made the best hare in the school: but Millichip was nearly as fleet a runner.

What with making the scent, and having it out with Snepp, time was hindered; and it must have been getting on for four oclock when we started. Which docked the run considerably, for we had to be in at six to tea. On that account, perhaps, Millichip thought he must get over the ground the quicker; for I dont think we had ever made so swift a course. Letting the hare get well on ahead, the signal was given, and we started after him in full cry, rending the air with shouts, and rushing along like the wind.

A right-down good hare Millichip turned out to be; doubling and twisting and finessing, and exasperating the hounds considerably. About five oclock he had made tracks for home, as we found by the scent: but we could neither see him nor catch him. Later, I chanced to come to grief in a treacherous ditch, lost my straw hat, and tore the sleeve of my jacket. This threw me behind the rest; and when I pelted up to the next stile, there stood Van Rheyn. He had halted to rest his arms on it; his breath was coming in alarming gasps, his face whiter than a sheet.

Halloa, Van Rheyn! Whats up? The pace is too much for you.

It was my breath, said he, when he could answer. I go on now.

I put my hand on him. Look here: the runs nearly over: we shall soon be at home. Dont go on so fast.

But I want to be in at what they call the death.

Therell be no death to-day: the hares safe to win.

I want to keep up, he answered, getting over the stile. I said I could keep up, and do what the rest did. And off he was again, full rush.

Before us, on that side of the stile, was a tolerably wide field. The pack had wound half over it during this short halt, making straight for the entrance to the coppice at the other end. We were doing our best to catch them up, when I distinctly saw a heavy stone flung into their midst. Looking at the direction it came from, there crept a dirty ragamuffin over the ground on his hands and knees. He did not see us two behind; and he flung another heavy stone. Had it struck anyones head it would have done serious damage.

Letting the chase go, I stole across and pounced upon him before he could get away. He twisted himself out of my hands like an eel, and stood grinning defiance and whistling to his dog. We knew the young scamp well: and could never decide whether he was a whole scamp, or half a natural. At any rate, he was vilely bad, was the pest of the neighbourhood, and had enjoyed some short sojourns in prison for trespass. Raddy was the name he went by; we knew him by no other; and how he got a living nobody could tell.

What did you throw those stones for?

Shant tell ye. Didnt throw em at you.

You had better mind what you are about, Mr. Raddy, unless you want to get into trouble.

Yah  you! grinned Raddy.

There was nothing to be made of him; there never was anything. I should have been no match for Raddy in an encounter; and he would have killed me without the slightest compunction. Turning to go on my way, I was in time to see Van Rheyn tumble over the stile and disappear within the coppice. The rest must have nearly shot out of the other end by that time. It was a coppice that belonged to Sir John Whitney. Once through it, we were on our own grounds, and within a field of home.

I went on leisurely enough: no good to try to catch them up now. Van Rheyn would not do it, and he had more than half a fields start of me. It must have been close upon six, for the sun was setting in a ball of fire; the amber sky around it was nearly as dazzling as the sun, and lighted up the field.

So that, plunging into the coppice, it was like going into a dungeon. For a minute or two, with the reflection of that red light lingering in my eyes, I could hardly see the narrow path; the trees were dark, thick, and met overhead. I ran along whistling: wondering whether that young Raddy was after me with his ugly dog; wondering why Sir John did not  

The whistling and the thoughts came to a summary end together. At the other end of the coppice, but a yard or two on this side the stile that divided it from the open field, there was Charles Van Rheyn on the ground, his back against the trunk of a tree, his arms stretched up, clasping it. But for that clasp, and the laboured breathing, I might have thought he was dead. For his face was ghastly, blue round the mouth, and wore the strangest expression I ever saw.

Charley, whats the matter?

But he could not answer. He was panting frightfully, as though every gasp would be his last. What on earth was I to do? Down I knelt, saying never another word.

It  gives  me  much  hurt, said he, at length, with a long pause between every word.

What does?

Here  pointing to his chest  towards the left side.

Did you hurt yourself? Did you fall?

No, I not hurt myself. I fell because I not able to run more. It is the breath. I wish papa was near me!

Instinct told me that he must have assistance, and yet I did not like to leave him. But what if delay in getting it should be dangerous? I rose up to go.

You  you are not going to quit me! he cried out, putting his feeble grasp on my arm.

But, Charley, I want to get somebody to you, I said in an agony, I cant do anything for you myself: anything in the world.

No, you stay. I should not like to be alone if I die.

The shock the word gave me I can recall yet. Die! If there was any fear of that, it was all the more necessary I should make a rush for Dr. Frost and Featherston. Never had I been so near my wits end before, in the uncertainty as to what course I ought to take.

All in a moment, there arose a shrill whistle on the other side the stile. It was like a godsend. I knew it quite well for that vicious young reptiles, but it was welcome to me as sunshine in harvest.

Theres Raddy, Van Rheyn. I will send him.

Vaulting over the stile, I saw the young man standing with his back to me near the hedge, his wretched outer garment  a sack without shape  hitched up, his hands in the pockets of his dilapidated trousers, that hung in fringes below the knee. He was whistling to his dog in the coppice. They must have struck through the tangles and briars higher up, which was a difficult feat, and strictly forbidden by law. It was well Sir Johns agent did not see Mr. Raddy  whose eyes, scratched and bleeding, gave ample proof of the trespass.

Yah! he shrieked out, turning at the sound of me, and grinning fresh defiance.

Raddy, I said, speaking in persuasive tones to propitiate him in my great need, I want you to do something for me. Go to Dr. Frost as quickly as you are able, and say  

Of all the derisive horrible laughs, his interruption was the worst and loudest. It drowned the words.

One of the school has fallen and hurt himself, I said, putting it in that way. Hes lying here, and I cannot leave him. Hush, Raddy! I want to tell you,  advancing a step or two nearer to him and lowering my voice to a whisper, I think hes dying.

None o yer gammon here; none o yer lies  and in proportion as I advanced, he retreated. Youve got a ambush in that there coppy  all the lot on you a-waiting to be down on me! Just you try it on!

I am telling you the truth, Raddy. Theres not a soul in there but the one I speak of. I say I fear he is dying. He is lying helpless. I will pay you to go  feeling in my pockets to see how much I had there.

Raddy displayed his teeth: it was a trick of his when feeling particularly defiant. Whatll yer pay me?

Sixpence  showing it to him. I will give it you when you have taken the message.

Give it first.

Just for a moment I hesitated in my extremity, but I knew it would be only the sixpence thrown away. Paid beforehand, Raddy would no more do the errand than hed fly. I told him as much.

Then be dashed if I go! And he passed off into a round of swearing.

Good Heavens! If I should not be able to persuade him! If Charles Van Rheyn should die for want of help!

Did you ever have anybody to care for, Raddy? Did you ever have a mother?

Hers sent over the seas, her is; and I be glad ont. Her beated me, her did: I wasnt a-going to stand that.

If you ever had anybody you cared for the least bit in the world, Raddy; if you ever did anybody a good turn in all your life, you will help this poor fellow now. Come and look at him. See whether I dare leave him.

None o yer swindles! Ye wants to get me in there, ye does. I warnt borned yesterday.

Well, it seemed hopeless. Will you go for the sixpence, if I give it to you beforehand, Raddy?

Give it over, and see. Where the thunder have ye been? dealing his dog a savage kick, as it came up barking. Be I to whistle all day? Another kick.

I had found two sixpences in my pocket; all its store. Bringing forth one, I held it out to him.

Now listen, Raddy. I give you this sixpence now. You are to run with all your might to the house  and you can run, you know, like the wind. Say that I sent you  you know my name, Johnny Ludlow  sent you to tell them that the French boy is in the coppice dying; for I thought it best to put it strong. Dr. Frost, or some of them, must come to him at once, and they must send off for Mr. Featherston. You can remember that. The French boy, mind.

I could remember it if I tried.

Well, Ill give you the sixpence. And look here  heres another sixpence. It is all the money I have. That shall be yours also, when you have done the errand.

I slipped one of the sixpences back into my pocket, holding out the other. But I have often wondered since that he did not stun me with a blow, and take the two. Perhaps he could not entirely divest himself of that idea of the ambush. I did not like the leering look on his false face as he sidled cautiously up towards the sixpence.

Take a look at him; you can see him from the stile, I said, closing my hand over the sixpence while I spoke; convince yourself that he is there, and that no trickery is meant. And, Raddy, I added, slowly opening the hand again, perhaps you may want help one of these days yourself in some desperate need. Do this good turn for him, and the like will be done for you.

I tossed him the sixpence. He stole cautiously to the stile, making a wide circuit round me to do it, glanced at Van Rheyn, and then made straight off in the right direction as fast as his legs would carry him, the dog barking at his heels.

Van Rheyn was better when I got back to him; his breathing easier, the mouth less blue; and his arms were no longer clutching the tree-trunk. Nevertheless, there was that in his face that gave me an awful fear and made my breath for a moment nearly as short as his. I sat down beside him, letting him lean against me, as well as the tree, for better support.

Are you afraid, Charley? I hope theyll not be long.

I am not afraid with this, he answered with a happy smile  and, opening his hand, I saw the little cross clasped in it.

Well, that nearly did for me. It was as though he meant to imply he knew he was dying, and was not afraid to die. And he did mean it.

You do not comprehend? he added, mistaking the look of my face  which no doubt was desperate. I have kept the Saviour with me here, and He will keep me with Him there.

Oh  but, Charley! You cant think you are going to die.

Yes, I feel so, he answered quite calmly. My mother said, that last Sunday, might not be long after her. She drew me close to her, and held my hand, and her tears were falling with mine. It was then she said it.

Oh, Charley! how can I help you? I cried out in my pain and dread. If I could only do something for you!

I would like to give you this, he said, half opening his hand again, as it rested on his breast, just to show me the cross. My mother has seen how good you have always been for me: she said she should look down, if permitted, to watch for me till I came. Would you please keep it to my memory?

The hardest task Id ever had in my life was to sit there. To sit there quietly  helpless. Dying! And I could do nothing to stay him! Oh, why did they not come? If I could only have run somewhere, or done something!

In a case like this the minutes seem as long as hours. Dr. Frost was up sooner than could have been hoped for by the watch, and Featherston with him. Raddy did his errand well. Chancing to see the surgeon pass down the road as he was delivering the message at the house, he ran and arrested him. He put his ill-looking face over the stile, as they came up, and I flung him the other sixpence, and thanked him too. The French master came running; others came: I hardly saw who they were, for my eyes were troubled.

The first thing that Featherston did was to open Van Rheyns things at the throat, spread a coat on the ground and put his head flat down upon it. But oh, there could be no mistake. He was dying: nearly gone. Dr. Frost knelt down, the better to get at him, and said something that we did not catch.

Thank you, sir, answered Van Rheyn, panting again and speaking with pain, but smiling faintly his grateful smile. Do not be sorrowful. I shall see my mother. Sir  if you please  I wish to give my cross to Johnny Ludlow.

Dr. Frost only nodded in answer. His heart must have been full.

Johnny Ludlow has been always good for me, he went on. He will guard it to my memory: a keepsake. My mother would give it to him  she has seen that Johnny has stood by me ever since that first day.

Monsieur Fontaine spoke to him in French, and Van Rheyn answered in the same language. While giving a fond message for his father, his voice grew feeble, his face more blue, and the lids slowly closed over his eyes. Dr. Frost said something about removing him to the house, but Featherston shook his head. Presently, presently.

Adieu, sir, said Van Rheyn faintly to Dr. Frost, and partly opening his eyes again, Adieu, Monsieur Fontaine. Adieu, all. Johnny, say my very best adieux to the boys; tell them it has been very pleasant lately; say they have been very good comrades; and say that I shall see them all again when they come to heaven. Will you hold my hand?

Taking his left hand in mine  the other had the gold cross in it  I sat on beside him. The dusk was increasing, so that we could no longer very well see his features in the dark coppice. My tears were dropping fast and thick, just as his tears had dropped that evening when I found him sitting at the foot of his bed.

Well, it was over directly. He gave one long deep sigh, and then another after an interval, and all was over. It seemed like a dream then in the acting; it seems, looking back, like a dream now.

He had died from the running at Hare and Hounds. The violent exercise had been too much for the heart. We heard later that the French family doctor had suspected the heart was not quite sound; and that was the reason of Monsieur Rheyns written restrictions on the score of violent exercise. But, as Dr. Frost angrily observed, why did the father not distinctly warn him against that special danger: how was it to be suspected in a lad of hearty and healthy appearance? Monsieur Van Rheyn came over, and took what remained of Charles back to Rouen, to be laid beside his late wife. It was a great blow to him to lose his only son. And all the property went away from the Van Rheyn family to Mrs. Scott in India.

The school went into a state that night, when we got in from the coppice, and I gave them Van Rheyns message. They knew something was up with him, but never suspected it could be death.

I say, though, cried Harry Parker, in a great access of remorse, speaking up amidst the general consternation, we would never have worried him had we foreseen this. Poor Van Rheyn!

And I have his gold cross by me this day. Sometimes, when looking at it, a fancy comes over me that he, looking down from heaven, sees it too.




VIII.

MRS. TODHETLEYS EARRINGS.

Again we had been spending the Christmas at Crabb Cot. It was January weather, cold and bright, the sun above and the white snow on the ground. Mrs. Todhetley had been over to Timberdale Court, to the christening of Robert and Jane Ashtons baby: a year had gone by since their marriage. The mater went to represent Mrs. Coney, who was godmother. Jane was not strong enough to sit out a christening dinner, and that was to be given later. After some mid-day feasting, the party dispersed.

I went out to help Mrs. Todhetley from the carriage when she got back. The Squire was at Pershore for the day. It was only three oclock, and the sun quite warm in spite of the snow.

It is so fine, Johnny, that I think Ill walk to the school, she said, as she stepped down. It may not be like this to-morrow, and I must see about those shirts.

The parish school was making Tod a set of new shirts; and some bother had arisen about them. Orders had been given for large plaits in front, when Tod suddenly announced that he would have the plaits small.

Only  Can I go as I am? cried Mrs. Todhetley, suddenly stopping in indecision, as she remembered her fine clothes: a silver-grey gown that shone like silver, white shawl of china crape, and be-feathered bonnet.

Why, yes, of course you can go as you are, good mother. And look all the nicer for it.

I fear the children will stare! But then  if the shirts get made wrong! Well, will you go with me, Johnny?

We reached the school-house, I waiting outside while she went in. It was during that time of strike that I have told of before, when Eliza Hoar died of it. The strike was in full swing still; the men looked discontented, the women miserable, the children pinched.

I dont know what in the world Joseph will say! cried Mrs. Todhetley, as we were walking back. Two of the shirts are finished with the large plaits. I ought to have seen about it earlier; but I did not think they would begin them quite so soon. Well just step into Mrs. Coneys, Johnny, as we go home. I must tell her about the christening.

For Mrs. Coney was a prisoner from an attack of rheumatism. It had kept her from the festivity. She was asleep, however, when we got in: and Mr. Coney thought she had better not be disturbed, even for the news of the little grandsons christening, as she had lain awake all the past night in pain; so we left again.

Why, Johnny! whos that?

Leaning against the gate of our house, in the red light of the setting sun, was an elderly woman, dark as a gipsy.

A tramp, I whispered, noticing her poor clothes.

Do you want anything, my good woman? asked Mrs. Todhetley.

She was half kneeling in the snow, and lifted her face at the words: a sickly face, that somehow I liked now I saw it closer. Her tale was this. She had set out from her home, three miles off, to walk to Worcester, word having been sent her that her daughter, who was in service there, had met with an accident. She had not been strong of late, and a faintness came over her as she was passing the gate. But for leaning on it she must have fallen.

You should go by train: you should not walk, said Mrs. Todhetley.

I had not the money just by me, maam, she answered. It ud cost two shillings or half-a-crown. My daughter sent word I was to take the train and shed pay for it: but she did not send the money, and Id not got it just handy.

You live at Islip, you say. What is your name?

Nuttn, maam, said the woman, in the local dialect. Which name I interpreted into Nutten; but Mrs. Todhetley thought she said Nutt.

I think you are telling me the truth, said the mater, some hesitation in her voice, though. If I were assured of it I would advance you half-a-crown for the journey.

The good Lord above us knows that Im telling it, returned the woman earnestly, turning her face full to the glow of the sun. Its more than I could expect you to do, maam, and me a stranger; but Id repay it faithfully.

Well, the upshot was that she got the half-crown lent her; and I ran in for a drop of warm ale. Molly shrieked out at me for it, refusing to believe that the mistress gave any such order, and saying she was not going to warm ale for parish tramps. So I got the ale and the tin, and warmed it myself. The woman was very grateful, drank it, and disappeared.

Joseph, I am so very sorry! They have made two of your shirts, and the plaits are the large ones you say you dont like.

Then theyll just unmake them, retorted Tod, in a temper.



We were sitting round the table at tea, Mrs. Todhetley having ordered some tea to be made while she went upstairs. She came down without her bonnet, and had changed her best gown for the one she mostly wore at home: it had two shades in it, and shone like the copper tea-kettle. The Squire was not expected home yet, and we were to dine an hour later than usual.

That Miss Timmens is not worth her salt, fired Tod, helping himself to some thin bread-and-butter. What business has she to go and make my shirts wrong?

I fear the fault lies with me, Joseph, not with Miss Timmens. I had given her the pattern shirt, which has large plaits, you know, before you said you would prefer  Oh, we hardly want the lamp yet, Thomas! broke off the mater, as old Thomas came in with the lighted lamp.

Im sure we do, then, cried Tod. I cant see which sides butter and which bread.

And I, not thinking Miss Timmens would put them in hand at once, did not send to her as soon as you spoke, Joseph, went on the mater, as Thomas settled the lamp on the table. I am very sorry, my dear; but it is only two. The rest shall be done as you wish.

Something, apart from the shirts, had put Tod out. I had seen it as soon as we got in. For one thing, he had meant to go to Pershore: and the pater, not knowing it, started without him.

Let them unmake the two, growled Tod.

But it would be a great pity, Joseph. They are very nicely done; the stitchings beautiful. I really dont think it will signify.

You dont, perhaps. You may like odd things. A pig with one ear, for example.

A what, Joseph? she asked, not catching the last simile.

I said a pig with one ear. No doubt you do like it. You are looking like one now, maam.

The words made me gaze at Mrs. Todhetley, for the tone bore some personal meaning, and then I saw what Tod meant: an earring was absent. The lamp-light shone on the flashing diamonds, the bright pink topaz of the one earring; but the other ear was bare and empty.

You have lost one of your earrings, mother!

She put her hands to her ears, and started up in alarm. These earrings were very valuable: they had been left to her, when she was a child, in some old ladys will, and constituted her chief possession in jewellery worth boasting of. Not once in a twelvemonth did she venture to put them on; but she had got them out to-day for the christening.

Whether it was that I had gazed at the earrings when I was a little fellow and sat in her lap, I dont know; but I never saw any that I liked so well. The pink topaz was in a long drop, the slender rim of gold that encircled it being set with diamonds. Mrs. Todhetley said they were worth fifty guineas: and perhaps they were. The glittering white of the diamonds round the pink was beautiful to look upon.

The house went into a commotion. Mrs. Todhetley made for her bedroom, to see whether the earring had dropped on the floor or was lodging inside her bonnet. She shook out her grey dress, hoping it had fallen amidst the folds. Hannah searched the stairs, candle in hand; the two children were made to stand in corners for fear they should tread on it. But the search came to nothing. It seemed clear enough that the earring was not in the house.

Did you notice, Johnny, whether I had them both in my ears when we went to the school? the mater asked.

No, I did not. I had seen them sparkling when she got out of the carriage, but had not noticed them after.

I went out to search the garden-path that she had traversed, and the road over to the Coneys farm. Tod helped me, forgetting his shirts and his temper. Old Coney said he remarked the earrings while Mrs. Todhetley was talking to him, and thought how beautiful they were. That is, he had remarked one of them; he was sure of that; and he thought if the other had been missing, its absence would have struck him. But that was just saying nothing; for he could not be certain that both were there.

You may hunt till to-morrow morning, and get ten lanterns to it, cried Molly, in her tart way, meeting us by the bay-tree, as we went stooping up the path again: but youll be none the nearer finding it. That tramp gots the earring, Master Joe.

What tramp? demanded Tod, straightening himself.

A tramp that Master Johnny there must needs give hot ale to, returned Molly. I know what them tramps are worth. Theyd pull rings out of ears with their own fingers, give em the chance: and perhaps this woman did, without the missis seeing her.

Tod turned to me for an explanation. I gave it, and he burst into a derisive laugh, meant for me and the mater. To think we could be taken in by such a tale as that! he cried: we should never see tramp, or half-crown, or perhaps the earring again.

The Squire came home in the midst of the stir. He blustered a little, partly at the loss, chiefly at the encouragement of tramps, calling it astounding folly. Ordering Thomas to bring a lantern, he went stooping his old back down the path, and across to Coneys and back again; not believing any one had searched properly, and finally kicking the snow about.

Its a pity this here snows on the ground, sir, cried Thomas. A little thing like an earring might easily slip into it in falling.

Not a bit of it, growled the Squire. That tramp has got the earring.



I dont believe the tramp has, I stoutly said. I dont think she was a tramp at all: and she seemed honest. I liked her face.

There goes Johnny with his faces again! said the Squire, in laughing mockery: and Tod echoed it.

Its a good thing you dont have to buy folks by their faces, Johnny: youd get finely sold sometimes.

And she had a true voice, I persisted, not choosing to be put down, also thinking it right to assert what was my conviction. A voice you might trust without as much as looking at herself.

Well, the earring was not to be found; though the search continued more or less till bed-time, for every other minute somebody would be looking again on the carpets.

It is not so much for the value I regret it, spoke Mrs. Todhetley, the tears rising in her meek eyes: as for the old associations connected with it. I never had the earrings out but they brought back to me the remembrance of my girlhoods home.

Early in the morning I ran down to the school-house. More snow had fallen in the night. The children were flocking in. Miss Timmens had not noticed the earrings at all, but several of the girls said they had. Strange to say, though, most of them could not say for certain whether they saw both the earrings: they thought they did; but there it ended. Just like old Coney!

I am sure both of them were there, spoke up a nice, clean little girl, from a back form.

Whats that, Fanny Fairfax? cried Miss Timmens, in her quick way. Stand up. How are you sure of it?

Please governess, I saw them both, was the answer; and the child blushed like a peony as she stood up above the others and said it.

Are you sure you did?

Yes, Im quite sure, please, governess. I was looking which o the two shined the most. Twas when the lady was stooping over the shirt, and the sun came in at the window.

What did they look like? asked Miss Timmens.

They looked   and there the young speaker came to a standstill.

Come, Fanny Fairfax! cried Miss Timmens, sharply. What dyou stop for? I ask you what the earrings looked like. You must be able to tell if you saw them.

They were red, please, governess, and had shining things round them like the ice when it glitters.

Shes right, Master Johnny, nodded Miss Timmens to me: and shes a very correct child in general. I think she must have seen both of them.

I ran home with the news. They were at breakfast still.

What a set of muffs the children must be, not to have taken better notice! cried Tod. Why, when I saw only the one earring in, it struck my eye at once.

And for that reason it is almost sure that both of them were in at the school-house, I rejoined. The children did not particularly observe the two, but they would have remarked it directly had only one been in. Old Coney said the same.

Ay: its that tramp that has got it, said the Squire. While your mother was talking to her, it must have slipped out of the ear, and she managed to secure it. Those tramps lay their hands on anything; nothing comes amiss to them; they are as bad as gipsies. I dare say this was a gipsy  dark as she was. Ill be off to Worcester and see the police: well soon have her found. You had better come with me, Johnny; youll be able to describe her.

We went off without delay, caught a passing train, and were soon at Worcester and at the police-station. The Squire asked for Sergeant Cripp: who came to him, and prepared to listen to his tale.

He began it in his impulsive way; saying outright that the earring had been stolen by a gipsy-tramp. I tried to say that it might have been only lost, but the pater scoffed at that, and told me to hold my tongue.

And now, Cripp, whats to be done? he demanded, not having given the sergeant an opportunity to put in a word edgeways. We must get the earring back; it is of value, and much prized, apart from that, by Mrs. Todhetley. The woman must be found, you know.

Yes, she must be found, agreed the sergeant. Can you give me a description of her?

Johnny  this young gentleman can, said the Squire, rubbing his brow with his yellow silk handkerchief, for he had put himself into a heat, in spite of the frosty atmosphere that surrounded us. He was with Mrs. Todhetley when she talked to the woman.

A thin woman of middle height, stooped a good deal, face pale and quiet, wrinkles on it, brown eyes, wrote the sergeant, taking down what I said. Black poke bonnet, clean cap border, old red woollen shawl with the fringe torn off in places. Cant remember gown: except that it was dark and shabby.

And, of course, sir, youve no clue to her name? cried the sergeant, looking at me.

Yes: she said it was Nutten  as I understood it; but Mrs. Todhetley thought she said Nutt. And I went on to relate the tale the woman told. Sergeant Cripps lips extended themselves in a silent smile.

It was well got up, that tale, said he, when I finished. Just the thing to win over a warm-hearted lady.

But she could not have halted at the gate, expecting to steal the earring?

Of course not. She was prowling about to see what she could steal, perhaps watching her opportunity to get into the house. The earring fell in her way, a more valuable prize than she expected, and she made off with it.

Youll be able to hunt her up if shes in Worcester, Cripp, put in the pater. Dont lose time.

If shes in Worcester, returned Mr. Cripp, with emphasis. Shes about as likely to be in Worcester, Squire Todhetley, as I am to be at this present minute in Brummagem, he familiarly added. After saying she was coming to Worcester, shed strike off in the most opposite direction to it.

Where on earth are we to look for her, then? asked the pater, in commotion.

Leave it to us, Squire. Well try and track her. And  I hope  get back the earring.

And about the advertisement for the newspapers, Cripp? We ought to put one in.

Sergeant Cripp twirled the pen in his fingers while he reflected. I think, sir, we will let the advertisement alone for a day or two, he presently said. Sometimes these advertisements do more harm than good: they put thieves on their guard.

Do they? Well, I suppose they do.

If the earring had been simply lost, then I should send an advertisement to the papers at once. But if it has been stolen by this tramp, and you appear to consider that point pretty conclusive  

Oh, quite conclusive, interrupted the pater. She has that earring as sure as this is an umbrella in Johnny Ludlows hand. Had it been dropped anywhere on the ground, we must have found it.

Then we wont advertise it. At least not in to-morrows papers, concluded Sergeant Cripp. And telling us to leave the matter entirely in his hands, he showed us out.

The Squire went up the street with his hands in his pockets, looking rather glum.

Im not sure that hes right about the advertisement, Johnny, he said at length. I lay awake last night in bed, making up the wording of it in my own mind. Perhaps he knows best, though.

I suppose he does, sir.

And he went on again, up one street, and down another, deep in thought.

Lets see  we have nothing to do here to-day, have we, Johnny?

Except to get the pills made up. The mother said we were to be sure and not forget them.

Oh, ay. And thats all the way down in Sidbury! Couldnt we as well get them made up by a druggist nearer?

But it is the Sidbury druggist who holds the prescription.



What a bother! Well, lad, let us put our best leg foremost, for I want to catch the one-oclock train, if I can.

Barely had we reached Sidbury, when who should come swinging along the pavement but old Coney, in a rough white great-coat and top-boots. Not being market-day, we were surprised to see him.

I had to come in about some oats, he explained. And then the Squire told him of our visit to the place, and the sergeants opinion about the advertisement.

Cripps wrong, said Coney, decisively. Not advertise the earring!  why, it is the first step that ought to be taken.

Well, so I thought, said the pater.

The things not obliged to have been stolen, Squire; it may have been dropped out of the ear in the road, and picked up by some one. The offering of a reward might bring it back again.

And Ill be shot if I dont do it, exclaimed the pater. I can see as far through a millstone as Cripp can.

Turning into the Hare and Hounds, which was old Coneys inn, they sat down at a table, called for pen and ink, and began to draw out an advertisement between them. Lost! An earring of great value, pink topaz and diamonds, wrote the Squire on a leaf of his pocket-book; and when he had got as far as that he looked up.

Johnny, you go over to Eatons for a sheet or two of writing-paper. Well have it in all three of the newspapers. And look here, lad  you can run for the pills at the same time. Take care of the street slides. I nearly came down on one just now, you know.

When I got back with the paper and pills, the advertisement was finished. It concluded with an offer of £5 reward. Applications to be made to Mr. Sergeant Cripp, or to Squire Todhetley of Crabb Cot. And, leaving it at the offices of the Herald, Journal, and Chronicle, we returned home. It would appear on the next day, Saturday; to the edification, no doubt, of Sergeant Cripp.

Any news of the earring? was the Squires first question when we got in.

No, there was no news of it, Mrs. Todhetley answered. And she had sent Luke Macintosh over to the little hamlet, Islip; who reported when he came back that there was no Mrs. Nutt, or Nutten, known there.

Just what I expected, observed the pater. That woman was a thieving tramp, and she has the earring.



Saturday passed over, and Sunday came. When the Worcester paper arrived on Saturday morning the advertisement was in it as large as life, and the pater read it out to us. Friday and Saturday had been very dull, with storms of snow; on Sunday the sun shone again, and the air was crisp.



It was about three oclock, and we were sitting at the dessert-table cracking filberts, for on Sundays we always dined early, after morning service  when Thomas came in and said a stranger had called, and was asking if he could see Mrs. Todhetley. But the mater, putting a shawl over her head and cap, had just stepped over to sit a bit with sick Mrs. Coney.

Who is it, Thomas? asked the Squire. A stranger! Tell him to send his name in.

His names Eccles, sir, said Thomas, coming back again. He comes, he says, from Sergeant Cripp.

My goodness!  it must be about the earring, cried the Squire.

That it is, sir, said old Thomas. The first word he put to me was an inquiry whether you had heard news of it.

I followed the pater into the study. Tod did not leave his filberts. Standing by the fire was a tall, well-dressed man, with a black moustache and blue silk necktie. I think the Squire was a little taken aback at the fashionable appearance of the visitor. He had expected to see an ordinary policeman.

Have you brought tidings of Mrs. Todhetleys earring? began the pater, all in a flutter of eagerness.

I beg a thousand pardons for intruding upon you on a Sunday, returned the stranger, cool and calm as a cucumber, but the loss of an hour is sometimes most critical in these cases. I have the honour, I believe, of speaking to Squire Todhetley?

The Squire nodded. Am I mistaken in supposing that you come about the earring? he reiterated. I understood my servant to mention Sergeant Cripp. But  you do not, I presume, belong to the police force?

Only as a detective officer, was the answer, given with a taking smile. A private officer, he added, putting a stress upon the word. My name is Eccles.

Take a seat, Mr. Eccles, said the Squire, sitting down himself, while I stood back by the window. I do hope you have brought tidings of the earring.

Yes  and no, replied Mr. Eccles, with another fascinating smile, as he unbuttoned his top-coat. We think we have traced it; but we cannot yet be sure.

And where is it?  who has it? cried the Squire, eagerly.

It is a very delicate matter, and requires delicate handling, observed the detective, after a slight pause. For that reason I have come over to-day myself. Cripp did not choose to entrust it to one of his men.

I am sure I am much obliged to him, and to you too, said the Squire, his face beaming. Where is the earring?

Before I answer that question, will you be so kind as to relate to me, in a few concise words, the precise circumstances under which the earring was lost?

The pater entered on the story, and I helped him. Mr. Eccles listened attentively.

Exactly so, said he, when it was over. Those are the facts Cripp gave me; but it was only second-hand, you see, and I preferred to hear them direct from yourselves. They serve to confirm our suspicion.

But where is the earring? repeated the pater.

If it is where we believe it to be, it is in a gentlemans house at Worcester. At least he may be called a gentleman. He is a professional man: a lawyer, in fact. But I may not give names in the present stage of the affair.

And how did the earring get into his house? pursued the Squire, all aglow with interest.

News reached us last evening, began Mr. Eccles, after searching in his pockets for something that he apparently could not find: perhaps a note-case reached us in a very singular way, too  that this gentleman had been making a small purchase of jewellery in the course of yesterday; had been making it in private, and did not wish it talked of. A travelling pedlar  that was the description we received  had come in contact with him and offered him an article for sale, which he, after some haggling, purchased. By dint of questioning, we discovered this article to be an earring: one earring, not a pair. Naturally Mr. Cripps suspicion was at once aroused: he thought it might be the very self-same earring that you have lost. We consulted together, and the result is, I decided to come over and see you.

Id lay all Ive got it is the earring! exclaimed the Squire, in excitement. The travelling pedlar that sold it must have been that woman tramp.

Well, no, returned the detective, quietly. It was a man. Her husband, perhaps; or some confederate of hers.

No doubt of that! And how can we get back the earring?

We shall get it, sir, never fear; if it be the earring you have lost. But, as I have just observed, it is a matter that will require extreme delicacy and caution in the handling. First of all, we must assure ourselves beyond doubt that the earring is the one in question. To take any steps upon an uncertainty would not do: this gentleman might turn round upon us unpleasantly.

Well, let him, cried the Squire.

The visitor smiled his candid smile again, and shook his head. For instance, if, after taking means to obtain possession of the earring, we found it to be coral set with pearls, or opal set with emeralds, instead of a pink topaz with diamonds, we should not only look foolish ourselves, but draw down upon us the wrath of the present possessor.



Is he a respectable man? asked the pater. I know most of the lawyers  

He stands high enough in the estimation of the town, but I have known him do some very dirty actions in his profession, interrupted Mr. Eccles, speaking rapidly. With a man like him to deal with, we must necessarily be wary.

Then what are you going to do?

The first step, Squire Todhetley, is to make ourselves sure that the earring is the one we are in quest of. With this view, I am here to request Mrs. Todhetley to allow me to see the fellow-earring. Cripp has organized a plan by which he believes we can get to see the one I have been telling you of; but it will be of no use our seeing it unless we can identify it.

Of course not. By all means. Johnny, go over and ask your mother to come in, added the Squire, eagerly. Im sure I dont know where she keeps her things, and might look in her places for ever without finding it. Meanwhile, Mr. Eccles, can I offer you some refreshment? We have just dined off a beautiful sirloin of beef: its partly cold now, but perhaps you wont mind that.

Mr. Eccles said he would take a little, as the Squire was so good as to offer it, for he had come off by the first train after morning service, and so lost his dinner. Taking my hat, I dashed open the dining-room door in passing. Tod was at the nuts still, Hugh and Lena on either side of him.

I say, Tod, do you want to see a real live detective? Theres one in the study.

Who should be seated in the Coneys drawing-room, her bonnet and shawl on, and her veil nearly hiding her sad face, but Lucy Bird  Lucy Ashton that used to be. It always gave me a turn when I saw her: bringing up all kinds of ugly sorrows and troubles. I shook hands, and asked after Captain Bird.

She believed he was very well, she said, but she had been spending the time since yesterday at Timberdale Court with Robert and Jane. To-day she had been dining with the Coneys  who were always kind to her, she added, with a sigh  and she was now about to go off to the station to take the train for Worcester.

The mater was in Mrs. Coneys bedroom with old Coney and Cole the doctor, who was paying his daily visit. One might have thought they were settling all the cases of rheumatism in the parish by the time they took over it. While I waited, I told Mrs. Bird about the earring and the present visit of Detective Eccles. Mrs. Todhetley came down in the midst of it; and lifted her hands at the prospect of facing a detective.

Dear me! Is he anything dreadful to look at, Johnny? Very rough? Has he any handcuffs?



It made me laugh. He is a regular good-looking fellow  quite a gentleman. Tall and slender, and well-dressed: gold studs and a blue necktie. He has a ring on his finger and wears a black moustache.

Mrs. Bird suddenly lifted her head, and stared at me: perhaps the description surprised her. The mater seemed inclined to question my words; but she said nothing, and came away after bidding good-bye to Lucy.

Keep up your heart, my dear, she whispered. Things may grow brighter for you some time.

When I got back, Mr. Eccles had nearly finished the sirloin, some cheese, and a large tankard of ale. The Squire sat by, hospitably pressing him to take more, whenever his knife and fork gave signs of flagging. Tod stood looking on, his back against the mantelpiece. Mrs. Todhetley soon appeared with a little cardboard box, where the solitary earring was lying on a bed of wool.

Rising from the table, the detective carried the box to the window, and stood there examining the earring; first in the box, then out of it. He turned it about in his hand, and looked at it on all sides; it took him a good three minutes.

Madam, said he, breaking the silence, will you entrust this earring to us for a day or two? It will be under Sergeant Cripps charge, and perfectly safe.

Of course, of course, interposed the Squire, before any one could speak. You are welcome to take it.

You see, it is possible  indeed, most probable  that only one of us may be able to obtain sight of the other earring. Should it be Cripp, my having seen this one will be nearly useless to him. It is essential that he should see it also: and it will not do to waste time.

Pray take charge of it, sir, said Mrs. Todhetley, mentally recalling what I had said of his errand to her and Lucy Bird. I know it will be safe in your hands and Sergeant Cripps. I am only too glad that there is a probability of the other one being found.

And look here, added the Squire to Eccles, while the latter carefully wrapped the box in paper, and put it into his inner breast-pocket, dont you and Cripp let that confounded gipsy escape. Have her up and punish her.

Trust us for that, was the detectives answer, given with an emphatic nod. She is already as good as taken, and her confederate also. Theres not a doubt  I avow it to you  that the other earring is yours. We only wait to verify it.

And, with that, he buttoned his coat, and bowed himself out, the Squire himself attending him to the door.

He is as much like a detective as Im like a Dutchman, commented Tod. At least, according to what have been all my previous notions of one. Live and learn.



He seems quite a polished man, has quite the manners of society, added the mater. I do hope he will get back my poor earring.

Mother, is Lucy Bird in more trouble than usual? I asked.

She is no doubt in deep distress of some kind, Johnny. But she is never out of it. I wish Robert Ashton could induce her to leave that most worthless husband of hers!

The Squire, after watching off the visitor, came in, rubbing his hands and looking as delighted as old Punch. He assumed that the earring was as good as restored, and was immensely taken with Mr. Eccles.

A most intelligent, superior man, cried he. I suppose he is what is called a gentleman-detective: he told me he had been to college. Im sure it seems quite a condescension in him to work with Cripp and the rest.

And the whole of tea-time and all the way to church, the praises were being rung of Mr. Eccles. Im not sure but that he was more to us that night than the sermon.

I confess I feel mortified about that woman, though, confessed Mrs. Todhetley. You heard him say that she was as good as taken: they must have traced the earring to her. I did think she was one to be trusted. How one may be deceived in people!

Id have trusted her with a twenty-pound note, mother.

Hark at Johnny! cried Tod. This will be a lesson for you, lad.



Monday morning. The Squire and Tod had gone over to South Crabb. Mrs. Todhetley sat at the window, adding up some bills, her nose red with the cold: and I was boxing Hughs ears, for he was in one of his frightfully troublesome moods, when Molly came stealing in at the door, as covertly as if she had been committing murder.

Maam! maam!  theres that tramp in the yard!

What? cried the mater, turning round.

I vow its her; I know the old red shawl again, pursued Molly, with as much importance as though she had caught half the thieves in Christendom. She turned into the yard as bold as brass; so I just slipped the bolt o the door against her, and come away. Youll have her took up on the instant, maam, wont you?

But if she has come back, I dont think she can be guilty, cried Mrs. Todhetley, after a bewildered pause. We had better see what she wants. What do you say, Johnny?

Why, of course we had. Ill go to her, as Mollys afraid.

Rushing out of hearing of Mollys vindictive answer, I went round through the snow to the yard, and found the woman meekly tapping at the kitchen-door  the old red shawl, and the black bonnet, and the white muslin cap border, all the same as before. Before I got quite up, the kitchen-door was cautiously drawn open, and Mrs. Todhetley looked out. The poor old woman dropped a curtsy and held out half-a-crown on the palm of her withered hand.

Ive made bold to call at the door to leave it, lady. And I can never thank you enough, maam, she added, the tears rising to her eyes; my tongue would fail if I tried it. Tis not many as would have trusted a stranger; and, that, a poor body like me. I got over to Worcester quick and comfortable, maam, thanks to you, and found my daughter better nor I had hoped for.

The same feeling of reliance, of trust, arose within me as I saw her face and heard her voice and words. If this woman was what they had been fancying her, Id never eat tarts again.

Come in, said Mrs. Todhetley; and Molly, looking daggers as she heard it, approached her mistress with a whisper.

Dont, maam. Its all a laid-out plan. She has heard that shes suspected, and brings back the half-crown, thinking to put us off the scent.

Step this way, went on Mrs. Todhetley, giving no heed to Molly, except by a nod  and she took the woman into the little store-room where she kept her jam-pots and things, and bade her go to the fire.

What did you tell me your name was, she asked, when you were here on Friday?

Nuttn, maam.

Nutten, repeated the mater, glancing at me. But I sent over to Islip, and no one there knew anything about you  they denied that any one of your name lived there.

Why, how could they do that? returned the woman, with every appearance of surprise. They must have mistook somehow. I live in the little cottage, maam, by the dung-heap. Ive lived there for five-and-twenty year, and brought up my children there, and never had parish pay.

And gone always by the name of Nutten?

Not never by no other, maam. Why should I?

Was she to be believed? There was the half-crown in Mrs. Todhetleys hand, and there was the honest wrinkled old face looking up at us openly. But, on the other side, there was the assertion of the Islip people; and there was the earring.

What was the matter with your daughter, and in what part of Worcester does she live? queried the mater.

Shes second servant to a family in Melcheapen Street, maam, minds the children and does the beds, and answers the door, and that. When I got there  and sick enough my heart felt all the way, thinking what the matter could be  I found that she had fell from the parlour window that shed got outside to clean, and broke her arm and scarred her face, and frighted and shook herself finely. But thankful enough I was that twas no worse. Her father, maam, died of an accident, and I can never abear to hear tell of one.

I  I lost an earring out of my ear that afternoon, said Mrs. Todhetley, plunging into the matter, but not without hesitation. I think I must have lost it just about the time I was talking to you. Did you pick it up?

No, maam, I didnt. I should have gave it to you if I had.

You did not carry it off with you, I suppose! interrupted wrathful Molly; who had come in to get some eggs, under pretence that the batter-pudding was waiting for them.

And whether it was Mollys sharp and significant tone, or our silence and looks, I dont know; but the woman saw it all then, and what she was suspected of.

Oh, maam, were you thinking that ill of me?  and the hands shook as they were raised, and the white border seemed to lift itself from the horror-stricken face. Did you think I could do so ill a turn, and after all the kindness showed me? The good Lord above knows Im not a thief. Dear heart! I never set eyes, lady, on the thing youve lost.

No, I am sure you didnt, I cried; I said so all along. It might have dropped anywhere in the road.

I never see it, nor touched it, sir, she reiterated, the tears raining down her cheeks. Oh, maam, do believe me!

Molly tossed her head as she went out with the eggs in her apron; but I would sooner have believed myself guilty than that poor woman. Mrs. Todhetley thought with me. She offered her some warm ale and a crust; but the old woman shook her head in refusal, and went off in a fit of crying.

She knows no more of the earring than I know of it, mother.

I feel sure she does not, Johnny.

That Mollys getting unbearable. I wonder you dont send her away.

She has her good points, dear, sighed Mrs. Todhetley. Only think of her cooking! and of what a thrifty, careful manager she is!

The Squire and Tod got home for lunch. Nothing could come up to their ridicule when they heard what had occurred, saying that the mother and I were two muffs, fit to go about the world in a caravan as specimens of credulity. Like Molly, they thought we ought to have secured the woman.

But you see she was honest in the matter of the half-crown, debated Mrs. Todhetley, in her mild way. She brought that back. It does not stand to reason that she would have dared to come within miles of the place, if she had taken the earring.

Why, its just the thing she would do, retorted the Squire, pacing about in a commotion. Once she had got rid of the earring, shed show up here to throw suspicion off herself. And she couldnt come without returning the half-crown: it must have gone nicely against the grain to return that.

And Mrs. Todhetley, the most easily swayed spirit in the world, began to veer round again like a weathercock, and fear we had been foolish.

You should see her jagged-out old red shawl, cried Molly, triumphantly. All the red amost washed out of it, and the edges in tatters. I know a tramp when I sees one: and the worst of all tramps is them that do the tricks with clean hands and snow-white cap-borders.

The theme lasted us all the afternoon. I held my tongue, for it was of no use contending against the stream. It was getting dusk when Cole called in, on his way from the Coneys. The Squire laid the grievance before him, demanding whether he had ever heard of two people so simple as I and the mother.

What did she say her name was? asked Cole. Nutten?  of Islip? Are you sure she did not say Norton?

She said Nuttn. We interpreted it into Nutten.

Yes, Johnny, thats how she would say it. Ill lay a guinea its old Granny Norton.

Granny Norton! echoed the Squire. She is respectable.

Respectable, honest, upright as the day, replied Cole. I have a great respect for old Mrs. Norton. Shes very poor now; but she was not always so.

She told us this morning that she lived in the cottage by the dung-heap, I put in.

Exactly: she does so. And a nice dung-heap it is; the disgrace of Islip, added Cole.

And you mean to say, Cole, that you know this woman  that shes not a tramp, but Mrs. Norton? spoke the pater.

I know Mrs. Norton of Islip, he answered. I saw her pass my window this morning: she seemed to be coming from the railway-station. It was no tramp, Squire.

How was she dressed? asked Mrs. Todhetley.

Dressed? Well, her shawl was red, and her bonnet black. Ive never seen her dressed otherwise, when abroad, these ten years past.

And  has she a daughter in service at Worcester?

Yes, I think so. Yes, I am sure so. Its Susan. Oh, it is the same person: you need not doubt it.

Then what the deuce did Luke Macintosh mean by bringing word back from Islip that she was not known there? fiercely demanded the Squire, turning to me.

But Luke said he asked for her by the name of Nutt  Mrs. Nutt. I questioned him about it this afternoon, sir, and he said he understood Nutt to have been the name we gave him.

This was very unsatisfactory as far as the earring went. (And we ascertained later that poor Mrs. Norton was Mrs. Norton, and had been suspected wrongly.) For, failing the tramp view of the case, who could have sold the earring to the professional gentleman in Worcester?

Cripp knows what he is about; never fear, observed the Squire. Now that he has the case well in hand, he is sure to pull it successfully through.

Yes, you may trust Cripp, said the doctor. And I hope, Mrs. Todhetley, you will soon be gladdened by the sight of your earring again. And Cole went out, telling us we were going to have a thaw. Which we could have told him, for it had already set in, and the snow was melting rapidly.



To think that I should have done so stupid a thing. But I have been so flustered this morning by that parson and his nonsense that I hardly know what Im about.

The speaker was Miss Timmens. She had come up in a passion, after twelve oclock school. Not with us, or with her errand  which was to bring one of the new shirts to show, made after Tods fancy  but with the young parson. Upon arriving and unfolding the said shirt, Miss Timmens found that she had brought the wrong shirt  one of those previously finished. The thaw had gone on so briskly in the night that this morning the roads were all mud and slop, and Miss Timmens had walked up in her pattens.

He is enough to make a saint swear, with his absurdities and his rubbish, went on Miss Timmens, turning from the table where lay the unfolded shirt, and speaking of the new parson; between whom and herself hot war waged. Youd never believe, maam, what he did this morning  facing Mrs. Todhetley. I had got the spelling-class up, and the rest of the girls were at their slates and copies, and that, when in he walked amidst the roomful. Miss Timmens, says he to me, in the hearing of them all, I think these children should learn a little music. And perhaps a little drawing might not come amiss to those who have talent for it. Oh yes, of course, says I, hardly able to keep my temper, and a little dancing as well, and let em go out on the green daily and step their figures to a fife and tambourine! Theres nothing like education, he goes on, staring hard at me, as if he hardly knew whether to take my words for jest or earnest; and it is well to unite, as far as we can, the ornamental with the useful, it makes life pleasanter. It is quite right to teach girls to hem dusters and darn stockings, but I think some fancy-work should be added to it: embroidery and the like. Oh, you great baby! I thought to myself, and did but just stop my tongue from saying it. Will embroidery and music and drawing help these girls to scour floors, and cook dinners, and wash petticoats? I asked him. If I had a set of young ladies here, it would be right for them to learn accomplishments; but these girls are to be servants. And all I can say, sir, is, that if ever those new-fangled notions are introduced, youll have to find another mistress, for Ill not stop to help in it. It would just lead many a girl to her ruin, sir; thats what it would do, whoever lives to see it. Well, he went away with that, maam, but he had put my temper up  talking such dangerous nonsense before the girls, their ears all agape to listen!  and when twelve oclock struck, I was not half through the spelling-class! Altogether, its no wonder I brought away the wrong shirt.

Miss Timmens, her errand a failure, began folding up the shirt in a bustle, her thin face quite fiery with anger. Mrs. Todhetley shook her head; she did not approve of nonsensical notions for these poor peasant girls any more than did the rest of us.

Ill bring up the right shirt this evening when schools over; and if it suits well get on with the rest, concluded Miss Timmens, making her exit with the parcel.

What the world will come to later, Mr. Johnny, if these wild ideas get much ground, puzzles me to think of, resumed Miss Timmens, as I went with her, talking, along the garden-path. We shall have no servants, sir; none. It does not stand to reason that a girl will work for her bread at menial offices when she has had fine notions instilled into her. Grammar, and geography, and history, and botany, and music, and singing, and fancy-work!  what good will they be of to her in making beds and cleaning saucepans? The upshot will be that they wont make beds and they wont clean saucepans; theyll be above it. The Lord protect em!  for I dont see what else will; or what will become of them. Or of the world, either, when it can get no servants. My goodness, Master Johnny! whats that? Surely its the lost earring?

Close to the roots of a small fir-tree it lay: the earring that had caused so much vexation and hunting. I picked it up: its pink topaz and diamonds shone brightly as ever in the sun, and were quite uninjured. Mrs. Todhetley remembered then, though it had slipped her memory before, that in coming indoors after the interview with the woman at the gate, she had stopped to shake this fir-tree, bowed down almost to breaking with its weight of snow. The earring must have fallen from her ear then into the snow, and been hidden by it.

Without giving himself time for a mouthful of lunch, the Squire tore away to the station through the mud, as fast as his legs would carry him, and thence to Worcester by train. What an unfortunate mistake it would be should that professional gentleman have been accused, who had bought something from the travelling pedlar!



Well, Cripp, heres a fine discovery! panted the Squire, as he went bursting into the police-station and to the presence of Sergeant Cripp. The lost earring has turned up.

Im sure I am very glad to hear it, said the sergeant, facing round from a letter he was writing. How has it been found?

And the Squire told him how.

It was not stolen at all, then?

Not at all, Cripp. And the poor creature we suspected of taking it proves to be a very respectable old body indeed, nothing of the tramp about her. You  you have not gone any lengths yet with that professional gentleman, I hope! added the Squire, dropping his voice to a confidential tone.

Cripp paused for a minute, as if not understanding.

We have not employed any professional man at all in the matter, said he; have not thought of doing so.

I dont mean that, Cripp. You know. The gentleman you suspected of having bought the earring.

Cripp stared. I have not suspected any one.

Goodness me! you need not be so cautious, Cripp, returned the Squire, somewhat nettled. Eccles made a confidant of me. He told me all about it  except the name.

What Eccles? asked Cripp. I really do not know what you are talking of, sir.

What Eccles  why, your Eccles. Him you sent over to me on Sunday afternoon: a well-dressed, gentlemanly man, with a black moustache. Detective Eccles.

I do not know any Detective Eccles.

Dear me, my good man, you must be losing your memory! retorted the Squire, in wrath. He came straight to me from you on Sunday; you sent him off in haste without his dinner.

Quite a mistake, sir, said the sergeant. It was not I who sent him.

Why, bless my heart and mind, Cripp, youll be for telling me next the sun never shone! Wheres your recollection gone to?

I hope my recollection is where it always has been, Squire. We must be at cross-purposes. I do not know any one of the name of Eccles, and I have not sent any one to you. As a proof that I could not have done it, I may tell you, sir, that I was summoned to Gloucester on business last Friday directly after I saw you, and did not get back here until this morning.

The Squire rubbed his face, whilst he revolved probabilities, and thought Cripp must be dreaming.

He came direct from you  from yourself, Cripp; and he disclosed to me your reasons for hoping you had found the earring, and your doubts of the honesty of the man who had bought it  the lawyer, you remember. And he brought back the other earring to you that you might compare them.

Eh  what? cried Cripp, briskly. Brought away the other earring, do you say, sir?

To be sure he did. What else did you send him for?

And he has not returned it to you?

Returned it! of course not. You hold it, dont you?

Then, Squire Todhetley, you have been cleverly robbed of this second earring, cried Cripp, quietly. Dodged out of it, sir. The man who went over to you must have been a member of the swell-mob. Well-dressed, and a black moustache!

He was a college man, had been at Oxford, debated the unfortunate pater, sitting on a chair in awful doubt. He told me so.

You did not see him there, sir, said the sergeant, with a suppressed laugh. I might tell you I had a duke for a grandmother; but it would be none nearer the fact.

Mercy upon us all! groaned the Squire. What a mortification it will be if that other earrings gone! Dont you think some one in your station here may have sent him, if you were out yourself?

I will inquire, for your satisfaction, Squire Todhetley, said the sergeant, opening the door; but I can answer for it beforehand that it will be useless.

It was as Cripp thought. Eccles was not known at the station, and no one had been sent to us.

It all comes of that advertisement you put in, Squire, finished up Cripp, by way of consolation. The swell-mob would not have known there was a valuable jewel missing but for that, or the address of those who had missed it.

The pater came home more crestfallen than a whipped schoolboy, after leaving stringent orders with Cripp and his men to track out the swindler. It was a blow to all of us.

I said he looked as much like a detective as Im like a Dutchman, quoth Tod.

Well, its frightfully mortifying, said the Squire.

And the way he polished off that beef, and drank down the ale! I wonder he did not contrive to walk off with the silver tankard!

Be quiet, Joe! You are laughing, sir! Do you think it is a laughing matter?

Well, I dont know, said bold Tod. It was cleverly done.

Up rose the pater in a passion. Vowing vengeance against the swindlers who went about the world, got up in good clothes and a moustache; and heartily promising the absent and unconscious Cripp to be down upon him if he did not speedily run the man to earth.

And thats how Mrs. Todhetley lost the other earring.




IX.

A TALE OF SIN.



Part the First.

If I dont relate this quite as usual, and it is found to be different from what I generally write, it is because I know less about it than others know. The history is Duffhams; not mine. And there are diaries in it, and all kinds of foreign things. That is, foreign to me. Duffham holds all the papers, and has lent them to me to use. It came about in this way.

Whilst you are picking up the sea-breezes, Johnny, he said, when I called to tell him where I was going, you can be getting on with another paper or two for us, I hope; for we like your stories.

But I am going away for a rest, Mr. Duffham; not to work. I dont want to be ransacking memory for materials during any holiday, and then weaving them into what you call a story. Much rest that would be!

Ill give you the materials for one, he said; plenty of them: it wont take much weaving; youll have it all before your eyes. It will be nothing but play-work to you; just a bit of copying.

But I dont care to put fiction on paper and send it forth as though it were true. What I tell of has mostly happened, you know.

Duffham laughed a little. If everything told in print were as true as this, Johnny Ludlow, the world would have witnessed some strange events. Not that youll find anything strange in this tale: it is quite matter-of-fact. Theres no romance about it; nothing but stern reality.

Well, let me see the papers.

Duffham went out of the surgery, and came back with his spectacles on, and carrying some papers tied up with pink tape.

Youll find a sort of narrative begun, Johnny, he said, untying the tape, for I tried my own hand at it. But I found I could not get on well. Writing manuscripts is not so much in my line as doctoring patients.



Why, heres Lady Chavasses name in it! I exclaimed, glancing over the papers. Is it about her?

Youll see who its about and who its not about, Johnny, he answered, rolling them up again. I should like you to retain the title I have put to it.

What is the title?

Duffham undid the first sheet, and held it in silence for me to read. A Tale of Sin. It took me aback. Sundry considerations naturally struck me.

I say, Mr. Duffham, if it is about sin, and the people are still living, how will they like to see it talked about in print?

You leave the responsibility to me, he said; Ill take it on my own shoulders. All you have to do is to put it into ship-shape, Johnny. That is a matter of course.

And so I took the papers. But the tale is Duffhams; not mine.



To begin with, and make it explainable, we have to go ever so many years back: but it wont be for long.

Duffhams predecessor as general practitioner at Church Dykely was a Mr. Layne. Some of the poor would spell it without the y, Lane, but the other was the proper way. This Mr. Layne was of rather good family, whilst his wife was only a small working farmers daughter. Mr. Layne lived in a pretty red-brick house, opposite to Duffhams present residence. It stood a yard or two back from the path, and had woodbines and jessamine creeping up its walls; the door was in the middle, a window on each side; and there was a side-door round the little garden-path, that opened into the surgery. The house was his own.

Nearly a mile beyond the village, along the straight highway, stood the gates and lodge of a fine place called Chavasse Grange, belonging to Sir Peter Chavasse. He remained an old bachelor up to nearly the end of his life. And then, when it seemed to be getting time for him to prepare for the grave, he suddenly got married. The young lady was a Miss Gertrude Cust: as might have been read in the newspapers of the day, announcing the wedding.

But, when Sir Peter brought her home, the wonder to the neighbourhood was, what could have induced the young lady to have him; for she turned out to be a mere child in years, and very beautiful. It was whispered that her family, high, poor, and haughty, had wished her to make a different match; to a broken-down old nobleman, ten times richer than Sir Peter; but that she hated the man. Sir Peter had five thousand a-year, and his baronetcy was not of ancient creation. The new lady was found to be very pleasant: she went into the village often, and made acquaintance with everybody.

It was just about eight months after the marriage that Sir Peter died. The death was sudden. Mr. Layne was sent for in haste to the Grange, and found he was too late. Too late for Sir Peter: but Lady Chavasse, overcome with grief and terror, was in great need of his services.

There was a baby expected at the Grange. Not yet: in three or four months to come. And, until this child should be born, the baronetcy had to lie in abeyance. If it proved to be a boy, he would take his fathers title and fortune; if a girl, both title and fortune would lapse to some distant cousin; a young man, compared with Sir Peter; who was in the navy, and was called Parker Chavasse.

And now we must give a line or two from one of the diaries I spoke of. It is Mr. Laynes: and it appears to have been partly kept as a professional note-book, partly as a private journal. At this time Mr. Layne was a middle-aged man, with three young children, girls; he had married later than some men do.

[From an Old Note-book of Mr. Laynes.]

May 18th.  Have had a fatiguing day. Upon getting home from my visit to Lady Chavasse, there were five different messages waiting for me. It never rains but it pours. Ten oclock P.M., and I am dead tired; but I must write my notes before going to bed.

I wish I could get some strength and spirit into Lady Chavasse. This listlessness tells sadly against her. Over and over again it has been on the tip of my tongue to say it may go hard with her unless she uses more exertion; but I dont like to frighten her. Nearly four months now since Sir Peter died, and she has never been out but to church  and to that she goes in the pony-carriage. My lady, you ought to walk; my lady, you must walk, say I. And it is just as though I spoke to the post at the lodge-gates.

I was much surprised by what she told me to-day  that there was no settlement made on her at her marriage. Do you think my baby will be a boy, Mr. Layne? she asked  as if it were possible for me to tell! If it is not, she went on, I shall have to turn out of my home here, and I have not another to go to in the wide world. And then it was, seeing my surprise, that she said there had been no settlement. It was not my husbands intentional fault, she continued, and I will never have him blamed, come what will. Things were unpleasant at my home, and we hurried on the marriage, he and I, so that he might take me out of it, and there was no time to get a settlement drawn up, even had we, either of us, thought of it, which we did not. Listening to this, the notion struck me that it must have been something like a runaway marriage; but I said nothing, only bade her take heart and hope for a boy. I cannot imagine any lot in life now so delightful as this would be  that I and my baby-boy should live on in this charming place together  I training him always for good, she continued  and a faint pink came into her delicate cheek as she said it, a yearning look into her hazel eyes. You would help me to keep him in health and make him strong, would you not, Mr. Layne? I answered that I would do my best. Poor thing! she was only eighteen yesterday, she told me. I hope shell be able to keep the place; I hope it wont go over her head to rough Parker Chavasse. And a rough-mannered man he is: I saw him once.

Coming home I met Thompson. The lawyer stopped, ever ready for a chat. I spoke about this expected child, and the changes its arrival might make. Its quite true that Lady Chavasse would have to turn out, said he. Every individual shilling is entailed. Books, plate, carriages  it all goes with the title. Im not sure but Sir Peters old clothes have to be thrown in too, so strict is the entail. No settlement on her, you say, Layne? My good fellow, old Peter had nothing to settle. He had spent his income regularly, and there lay nothing beyond it. Ive heard that that was one of the reasons why the Custs objected to the match. Well, it seemed a curious position: I thought so as Thompson went off; but I dont understand law, and can take his word for it. And now to bed. If  

Whats that? A carriage drawing up to the house, and the night-bell! I am wanted somewhere as sure as a gun, and my nights rest is stopped, I suppose. Whod be a doctor? Listen! Theres my wife opening the street-door. What does she call out to me? Lady Chavasse not well? A carriage waiting to take me to the Grange? Thank fortune at least that I have not to walk there.

May 22nd.  Four days, and nothing noted down. But I have been very busy, what with Lady Chavasse and other patients. The doubt is over, and over well. The little child is a boy, and a nice little fellow, too; healthy, and likely to live. He was born on the 20th. Lady Chavasse, in her gladness, says she shall get well all one way. I think she will: the mind strangely influences the body. But my lady is a little hard  what some might call unforgiving. Her mother came very many miles, posting across country, to see her and be reconciled, and Lady Chavasse refused to receive her. Mrs. Cust had to go back again as she came. I should not like to see my wife treat her mother so.

May 30th.  The child is to be named Geoffry Arthur. Sir Peter had a dislike to his own name, and had said he hoped never to call a boy of his by the same. Lady Chavasse, mindful of his every wish, has fixed on the other two. I asked her if they were the names of relatives: she laughed and said, No; she chose them because she thought them both nice-sounding and noble names.



The above is all that need be copied from Mr. Layne: one has to be chary of space. Little Sir Geoffry grew and thrived: and it was a pleasure, people say, to see how happy his mother and he were, and how she devoted herself to him. He had come to her in the midst of her desolation, when she had nothing else to care for in life. It was already seen that he would be much like his father, who had been a very good-looking man in his day. Little Geoffry had Sir Peters fair complexion and his dark-blue eyes. He was a sweet, tractable child; and Lady Chavasse thought him just an angel come down from heaven.

Time went on. When Geoffry was about seven years old  and a very pretty boy, with fair curls  he went out surreptitiously on a fishing expedition, fell into the pond, and was nearly drowned. It left a severe cold upon him, which his nurse, Wilkins, said served him right. However, from that time he seemed to be less strong; and at length Lady Chavasse took him to London to show him to the doctors. The doctors told her he ought to be, for a time, in a warmer climate: and she went with him into Devonshire. But he still kept delicate. And the upshot was that Lady Chavasse let the Grange for a long term to the Goldingham family, and went away.

And so, many years passed. The Goldinghams lived on at the Grange: and Lady Chavasse nearly slipped out of remembrance. Mr. Layne fell into ill health as he grew older, and advertised for a partner. It was Duffham who answered it (a youngish man then) and they went into arrangements.

It is necessary to say something of Mr. Laynes children. There were four of them, girls. The eldest, Susan, married a Lieutenant Layne (some distant relative, who came from the West Indies), and went with him to India, where his regiment was serving, taking also her next sister, Eleanor. The third, Elizabeth, was at home; the young one, Mary, born several years after the others, was in a school as governess-pupil, or under-teacher. It is not often that village practitioners can save money, let alone make a fortune.

The next thing was, that Mr. Layne died. His death made all the difference to his family. Mr. Duffham succeeded to the practice; by arrangement he was to pay something yearly for five years to Mrs. Layne; and she had a small income of her own. She would not quit the house; it was hers now her husband was gone. Mr. Duffham took one opposite: a tall house, with a bow-window to the parlour: before that, he had been in apartments. Mary Layne came home about this time, and stayed there for some weeks. She had been much overworked in the school, and Mrs. Layne thought she required rest. She was a pleasing girl, with soft brown eyes and a nice face, and was very good and gentle; thinking always of others, never of self. Old Duffham may choose to deny it now hes grown older, but he thought her superior then to the whole world.

Matters were in this state when news spread that the Goldinghams had received notice to quit the Grange: Sir Geoffry, who would be of age the following year, was coming home to it with his mother. Accordingly the Goldinghams departed; and the place was re-embellished and put in order for the rightful owner. He arrived in April with Lady Chavasse: and Ill copy for you what Duffham says about it. Mr. Layne had then been dead about two years.

[From Mr. Duffhams Diary.]

April 29th.  The new people  or I suppose I ought to say the old people  reached the Grange yesterday, and I was called in to-day to the ladys-maid  Wilkins. My lady I dont like; Sir Geoffry I do. He is a good-looking, slight young man of middle height, with a fair refined face and honest eyes, blue as they tell me Sir Peters used to be. An honourable, well-intentioned young fellow I am sure; affable and considerate as his mother is haughty. Poor Layne used to cry her up; he thought great things of her. I do not. It may be that power has made her selfish, and foreign travel imperious; but shes both selfish and imperious now. She is nice-looking still; and though she wants but a year of forty, and her son is only one-and-twenty, they are almost like brother and sister. Or would be, but for Sir Geoffrys exceeding consideration for his mother; his love and deference for her are a pattern to the young men of the present day. She has trained him to be obedient, thats certain, and to love her too: and so I suppose she has done her duty by him well. He came down the broad walk with me from the hall-door, talking of his mother: I had happened to say that the place must seem quite strange to Lady Chavasse. Yes, it must, he answered. She has exiled herself from it for my sake. Mr. Duffham, he continued warmly, you cannot imagine what an admirable mother mine has been! She resigned ease, rest, society, to devote herself to me. She gave me a home-tutor, that she might herself watch over and train me; she went to and fro between England and foreign places with me everlastingly; even when I was at Oxford, she took a house a mile or two out, that we might not be quite separated. I pray Heaven constantly that I may never cross her in thought, word, or deed: but live only to repay her love. Rather Utopian this: but I honour the young fellow for it. Ive only seen him for an hour at most, and am already wishing there were more like him in the world. If his mother has faults, he does not see them; he will never honour any other woman as he honours her. A contrast, this, to the contempt, ingratitude, and disrespect that some sons think it manly to show their best and truest earthly parent.

My lady is vexed, I can see, at this inopportune illness of her maids; for the Grange is all upside down with the preparations for the grand fête to be held on the 20th of next month, when Sir Geoffry will come of age. Wilkins has been in the family for many years: she was originally the boys nurse: and is quite the right hand of Lady Chavasse, so far as household management goes. Her illness just now is inopportune.

[End, for the present, of Mr. Duffhams Diary.]

Nothing was talked of, in the village or out of it, but the grand doings that were to usher in the majority of Sir Geoffry. As to Lady Chavasse, few people had seen her. Her maids illness, as was supposed, kept her indoors; and some of the guests were already arriving at the Grange.

One morning, when it wanted about a week to the 20th, Mrs. Layne, making a pillow-case at her parlour window, in her widows cap and spectacles, with the Venetian blind open to get all the light she could, was startled by seeing Lady Chavasses barouche draw up to her door, and Lady Chavasse preparing to descend from it. Mrs. Layne instinctively rose, as to a superior, and took her glasses off: it has been said she was of a humble turn: and upon Lady Chavasse fixing her eyes upon her in what seemed some surprise, dropped a curtsy, and thought to herself how fortunate it was she happened to have put a clean new cap on. With that, Lady Chavasse said something to the footman, who banged the carriage-door to, and ordered the coachman across the road. Mrs. Layne understood it at once: she had come to the house in mistake for Duffhams. Of course, with that grand carriage to look at opposite, and the gorgeous servants, and my lady, in a violet velvet mantle trimmed with ermine, alighting and stepping in to Duffhams, Mrs. Layne let fall her pillow-case, and did no more of it. But she was not prepared, when Lady Chavasse came out again with Mr. Duffham, to see him escort her over the road to her gate. Mrs. Layne had just time to open her parlour-door, and say to the servant, In the other room: show her ladyship into the other room, before she went off into complete bewilderment, and ran away with the pillow-case.

The other room was the best room. Mary Layne sat there at the old piano, practising. She had seen and heard nothing of all this; and rose in astonishment when the invasion took place. A beautiful lady, whom Mary did not know or recognize, was holding out a delicately-gloved hand to her, and saying that she resembled her father. It was Mary Laynes first meeting with Lady Chavasse: she had just come home again from some heavy place of teaching, finding her strength unequal to it.

I should have known you, I think, for a daughter of Mr. Laynes had I met you in the street, said Lady Chavasse, graciously.

Mary was blushing like anything. Lady Chavasse thought her an elegant girl, in spite of the shabby black silk she was dressed in: very pretty too. At least, it was a nice countenance; and my lady quite took to it. Mrs. Layne, having collected her wits, and taken off her apron, came in then: and Mary, who was humble-minded also, though not exactly in the same way that her mother was, modestly retired.

My lady was all graciousness: just as much so that morning as she used to be. Perhaps the sight of Mrs. Layne put her in mind of the old days when she was herself suffering trouble in a widows cap, and not knowing how matters would turn out for her, or how they would not. She told Mrs. Layne that she had, unthinkingly, bid her servants that morning drive to Mr. Laynes! and it was only when she saw Mrs. Layne at the window in her widows cap, that she remembered the mistake. She talked of her son Geoffry, praising his worth and his goodness; she bade Mrs. Layne to the fête on the 20th, saying she must come and bring her two daughters, and she would take no denial. And Mrs. Layne, curtsying again  which did not become her, for she was short and stout  opened the front-door to her ladyship with her own hands, and stood there curtsying until the carriage had dashed away.

Well go on the 20th, she said to her daughters. I didnt like to say nay to her ladyship; and I should be glad to see what the young heirs like. He was as pretty a boy as youd wish to see. Therell no doubt be some people there of our own condition that we can mix with, and it will be in the open air: so we shant feel strange.

But when the day arrived, and they had reached the Grange, it seemed that they felt very strange. Whether amidst the crowds they did not find any of their own condition, or that none were there, Mrs. Layne did not know. Once, they came near Lady Chavasse. Lady Chavasse, surrounded by a bevy of people that Mrs. Layne took to be lords and ladies  and perhaps she was right  bowed distantly, and waved her hand, as much as to say, Make yourselves at home, but dont trouble me: and Mrs. Layne curtsyed herself to a respectful distance. It was a fine bright day, very warm; and she sat on a bench in the park with her daughters, listening to the band, looking at the company, and wondering which was the heir. Some hours seemed to pass in this way, and gradually the grounds grew deserted. People were eating and drinking in a distant tent  the lords and ladies Mrs. Layne supposed, and she did not presume to venture amongst them. Presently a young man approached, who had observed from a distance the solitary group. A fat old lady in widows mourning; and the younger ones in pretty white bonnets and new black silks.

Will you allow me to take you where you will find some refreshment? he said, raising his hat, and addressing Mrs. Layne.

She paused before answering, taken aback by his looks, as she described it afterwards, for he put her in mind of Sir Peter. It was as nice a face as Sir Peters used to be, clean-shaved, except for the light whiskers: and if those were not Sir Peters kindly blue eyes, why, her memory failed her. But the dress puzzled Mrs. Layne: he wore a dark-blue frock-coat and grey trousers, a white waistcoat with a thin gold chain passed across it and a drooping seal: all very nice and gentlemanly certainly, but quite plain. What she had expected to see the heir attired in, Mrs. Layne never afterwards settled with herself: perhaps purple and miniver.

I beg your pardon sir, she said, speaking at length, but I think you must be Sir Geoffry?

Yes, I am Sir Geoffry.

Lord bless me! cried Mrs. Layne.

She told him who she was, adding, as an apology for being found there, that her ladyship had invited her and her girls, and wouldnt take a denial. Geoffry held out his arm cordially to lead her to the tent, and glanced behind at the girls, remembering what his mother had said to him of one of them: a sweet-looking young woman, Geoffry, poor Laynes daughter, quite an elegant girl. Yes, she was sweet-looking and elegant also, Geoffry decided. The elder one was like her mother, short, stout, and  Geoffry could not help seeing it  commonplace. He told Mrs. Layne that he could remember her husband still: he spoke of a ride the doctor had taken him, seated before him on his horse; and altogether in that short minute or two won, by his true affability, the heart of the doctors widow.

The tent was crowded to confusion. Waiters were running about, and there was much rattle of knives and forks. Sir Geoffry could find only two places anywhere; at which he seated Mrs. Layne and her daughter Elizabeth, according to precedence.

I will find you a place in the other tent, if you will come with me, he said to Mary.

She wished to refuse. She had a suspicion that the other tent was the one for the lords and ladies, people who were altogether above her. But Sir Geoffry was holding up the canvas for her to pass out, and she was too timid to disobey. He walked by her side almost in silence, speaking a courteous word or two only, to put her at her ease. The band was playing The Roast Beef of Old England.

But the other tent seemed in worse confusion as far as crowding went. Some one turned on her seat to accost Sir Geoffry: a slight, upright girl, with finely-carved features of that creamy white rarely seen, and a haughty expression in her very light eyes.

You are being waited for, Geoffry. Dont you know that you preside?

No; nonsense! he answered. Theres to be nothing of that sort, Rachel; no presiding. I am going to walk about and look out for stray people. Some of the strangers will get nothing, if they are not seen after. Could you make room for one by you?

Who is it? she asked.

Sir Geoffry said a word in her ear, and she moved a few inches higher up. He stepped back to Mary Layne. She had been looking at the young lady, who was so richly dressed  in some thin material of shimmering blue and lace  and who was so utterly at her ease as to be sitting without her bonnet, which she had put at her feet.

We have made a place for you, said Sir Geoffry. I fear you will be a little crowded. Miss Layne, Rachel.

Mary waited to thank him before taking it. Her cheeks were full of blushes, her soft dark eyes went out to his. She felt ashamed that he should take so much trouble for her, and strove to say so. Sir Geoffry held her hand while he answered, his own eyes looking back again.

But Mary sat for some minutes before any one came to wait on her. The young lady whom Sir Geoffry had called Rachel was busy with her own plate, and did not observe. Presently, she looked round.

Dear me! what are they about? Field! she imperatively called to the butler, who was passing. He turned at once.

My lady?

Have the goodness to attend here, said Lady Rachel, indicating the vacant space before Miss Layne. This young lady has had nothing.

So I really am amidst the lords and ladies, thought Mary, as the butler presented her with a card of the dishes, made out in French, and inquired what she would be pleased to take. She was inexperienced and shy; and did not know where to look or what to say. Lady Rachel spoke to her once or twice, and was civilly distant: and so the half-hour was got over. When Sir Geoffrys health was proposed by Lord L., the young baronet suddenly appeared in his rightful place at the head of the table. He thanked them all very heartily in a few words; and said he hoped he should live long, as they had all just been wishing him, live that he might repay his dear mother one tithe of the sacrifices she had made, and the love she had lavished on him.

The cheers broke forth as he finished, his eyes wet with the sincerity of his feeling, the music burst out with a crash, See the conquering hero comes, and Mary Layne felt every nerve thrill within her; as if she would faint with the excess of unwonted emotion.

[Mr. Duffhams Diary.]

June 2nd.  The rejoicings are well over, and Sir Geoffry Chavasse is his own master. In law, at any rate; but it strikes me he will never know any will but his mothers. Its not that he possesses none of his own  rather the contrary, I fancy; but in his filial love and reverence he merges it in hers. It is, on the one hand, good to see; on the other, one can but fancy his ideal of the fifth commandment is somewhat exaggerated. Lady Chavasse on her part seems bound up in him. To him there is no sign of imperiousness, no assertion of self-will: and, so far as can be seen, she does not exact deference. Geoffry, would you wish this? she says. Geoffry, would you like the other? My darling Geoffry, dont you think it might be well to do so-and-so? No. It is a case of genuine filial respect and love; and one can but honour Lady Chavasse for have gained it.

My lady has condescended to be almost confidential with me. The illness of her maid has been a long and serious one, and I have had to be a good deal at the Grange. Sir Geoffry is engaged to be married, Mr. Duffham, she said to me yesterday, when our conversation had turned  as it often does turn  on Sir Geoffry. I could not help showing some surprise: and, one word leading to another, I soon grasped the whole case. Not so much by what she directly said, as by the habit I have of putting two-and-two together.

Conspicuous amidst the guests at the fête on the 20th of May, was Lady Rachel Derreston: a cold, self-possessed girl, with strictly classical features, and the palest blue eyes I ever saw. It would be a very handsome face  and indeed is so  but for its cold, proud expression; she is the daughter of one of Lady Chavasses sisters, who married the Earl of Derreston, and is now a very slenderly-portioned widow with some expensive daughters. It is to this Lady Rachel that Sir Geoffry is engaged. The engagement is not of his own seeking, or of hers; the two mothers settled it between them when the children were young; they have been brought up to look on each other as future husband and wife, and have done so as a matter-of-course. Neither of them, by what I can gather, has the slightest intention, or wish, to turn aside from fulfilling the contract: they will ratify it in just the same business manner and with the same calm feelings that they would take the lease of a house. It is not their fault: they should not have been led into it. Human nature is cross and contrary as a crab: had the two young people been thrown together now for the first time, and been warned not to fall in love with each other, the chances are they would have tumbled headlong into it before the week was out: as it is, they like each other as cousins, or brother and sister, but theyll never get beyond that. I can see. The two old sisters have a private understanding with each other  and my young Lady Rachel dutifully falls in with it  that after the marriage Lady Chavasse shall still live and rule at the Grange. Indeed she implied it when she let fall the words, perhaps unthinkingly Geoffry would never marry to put me out of my home here, Mr. Duffham. And I am sure that he never would.

Lady Rachel is here still. I often see her and Sir Geoffry together, indoors or out; but I have never yet seen a symptom of courtship on either side. They call each other Geoffry and Rachel; and are as indifferently familiar as brother and sister. That they will be sufficiently happy with a quiet, moonlight kind of happiness, is almost sure. I find that I am not at liberty to mention this engagement abroad: and thats why I say my lady has grown confidential with me.

June 29th.  Wilkins continues very ill; and it puts my lady about amazingly. The maid who has been taking Wilkinss duties, Hester Picker, is a country girl of the locality, Goody Pickers daughter; her services being as different from those of the easy, experienced Wilkins, as darkness is from light. She manages my hair atrociously, cried my lady to me, one day, in her vexation; she attempted to write a note for me in answer to inquiries for the character of my late page, and the spelling was so bad it could not be sent.

Lady Rachel has left. Sir Geoffry escorted her to her home (near Bath), stayed two days there, and came back again. And glad to be back, evidently: he does not care to be long separated from his mother. The more I see of this young fellow, the more I like him. He has no bad habits; does not smoke or swear: reads, rides, drives, loves flowers, and is ever ready to do a good turn for rich or poor. You appear to have grown up quite strong, Sir Geoffry, I said to him to-day when we were in the greenhouse, and he leaped on a ledge to do something or other to the broken cord of the window. Oh, quite, he answered. I think I am stronger and heartier than most men: and I owe thanks for it to my mother. It was not only my health of body she cared for and watched over, but of mind. She taught me to love rational pursuits; she showed me how to choose the good, and reject the evil: it is she alone who has made me what I am.

July 5th.  Mary Layne is going to the Grange as companion to Lady Chavasse. Humble companion, as my lady takes care to put it. It has been brought about in this way. Wilkins is slightly improving: but it will be months before she can resume her duties about Lady Chavasse: and my lady has at length got this opinion out of me. Five or six months! she exclaimed in dismay. But it is only what I have lately suspected. Mr. Duffham, I have been thinking that I must take a companion; and now this has confirmed it. A humble companion, who will not object to do my hair on state occasions, and superintend Picker in trimming my dresses, especially the lace; and who will write notes for me when I desire it, and read to me when Sir Geoffrys not here; and sit with me if I wish it. She wouldnt dine with us, of course; but I might sometimes let her sit down to luncheon. In short, what I want is a well-educated, lady-like young woman, who will make herself useful. Do you happen to know of one?

I mentioned Mary Layne. She has been wishing not to return to the heavy work and confinement of a school, where she had to sit up late, night after night, correcting exercises, and touching up drawings by gas-light. My lady caught at it at once. Mary Layne! the very thing. I like the look of the girl much, Mr. Duffham; and of course she wont be above doing anything required of her: Layne, the apothecarys daughter, cannot be called a gentlewoman in position, you know.

She forgot I was an apothecary also; Ill give her that credit. But this is a specimen of the way my ladys exclusive spirit peeps out.

And so it is settled. And if Miss Mary had been suddenly offered a position in the Royal household, she could not have thought more of it. Mr. Duffham, I will try my very best to satisfy Lady Chavasse, says she to me, in an ecstasy; I will do anything and everything required of me: who am I, that I should be above it? And by the glistening of her sweet brown eyes, and the rose-blush on her cheeks, it would seem that she fancies she is going into fairy-land. Well, the Grange is a nice place: and she is to have thirty guineas a-year. At the last school she had twenty pounds: at the first ten.

[End of the Diary for the present.]

Miss Layne entered the Grange with trepidation. She had never been inside the house, and at first thought it was fairy-land realized and that she was out of place in it. A broad flight of three or four steps led up to the wide entrance-door; the brilliant colours from the painted windows shone on the mosaic pavement of the hall; on the right were the grand drawing-rooms; on the left the dining-room and Sir Geoffrys library. Behind the library, going down a step or two was a low, shady apartment, its glass doors opening to a small grass plat, round which flowers were planted; and beyond it lay the fragrant herbary. This little room was called the garden-room; and on the morning of Miss Laynes arrival, after she had taken off her things, Hester Picker (who thought almost as much of the old surgeons daughter as she did of my lady) curtsyed her into it, and said it was to be Miss Laynes sitting-room, when she was not with my lady.

Mary Layne looked around. She thought it charming. It had an old Turkey carpet, and faded red chairs, and a shabby checked cloth on the table, with other ancient furniture; but the subdued light was grateful after the garish July sun, and a sweetness came in from the herbs and flowers. Mary stood, wondering what she had to do first, and not quite daring to sit down even on one of the old red chairs. The Grange was the Grange, and my lady was my lady; and they were altogether above the sphere in which she had been brought up. She had a new lilac muslin dress on, fresh and simple; her smooth brown hair had a bit of lilac ribbon in it; and she looked as pretty and ladylike as a girl can look. Standing at the back, there beyond the able, was she, when Sir Geoffry walked in at the glass doors, his light summer coat thrown back, and a heap of small paper packets in his hands, containing seeds. At first he looked astonished: not remembering her.

Oh, I beg your pardon! he exclaimed, his face lighting up, as he took off his straw hat. Miss Mary Layne, I think. I did not know you at the moment. My mother said she expected you to-day.

He came round to her with outstretched hand, and then put a chair for her, just as though she had been a duchess  or Lady Rachel Derreston. Mary did not take the chair: she felt strange in her new home, and as yet very timid.

I am not sure what Lady Chavasse would wish me to do, she ventured to say, believing it might be looked upon as next door to a crime to be seen idle, in a place where she was to receive thirty guineas a-year. There appears to be no work here.

Get a book, and read! cried Sir Geoffry. Ill find you one as soon as I have put up these seeds. A box of new novels has just come from town. I hope you will make yourself at home with us, and be happy, he added, in his kindness.

Thank you, sir; I am sure I shall.

He was putting up the seeds, when Lady Chavasse entered. She had a way of taking likes and dislikes, and she never scrupled to show either. On this first day, it seemed that she did not know how to make enough of Mary. She chose to forget that she was only to be the humble companion, and treated her as a guest. She carried her in to take luncheon with herself and Sir Geoffry; she made her play and sing; she showed her the drawing-rooms and the flower-gardens, and finally took her out in the barouche. She certainly did not ask her in to dinner, but said she should expect her to come to the drawing-room afterwards, and spend the evening. And Miss Layne, not ignorant of the customs obtaining in great houses, dressed herself for it in her one evening dress of white spotted muslin, and changed the lilac ribbon in her hair for blue.

So that, you perceive, the girl was inaugurated at the Grange as a young lady, almost as an equal, and not as a servant  as Lady Chavasses true opinion would have classed her. That was mistake the first. For it led Sir Geoffry to make a companion of Miss Layne; that is, to treat her as though she belonged to their order; which otherwise he certainly would not have done. Had Miss Layne been assigned her true place at first  the place that Lady Chavasse meant her to fill, that of an inferior and humble dependent  Sir Geoffry, out of simple respect to the girl and to his mother, would have kept his distance.

As the time passed on they grew great friends. Lady Chavasse retained her liking for Mary, and saw no harm in the growing intimacy with Sir Geoffry. That was mistake the second. Both of them were drifting into love; but Lady Chavasse dreamt it not. The social gulf that spread itself between Sir Geoffry Chavasse, of Chavasse Grange, and Mary Layne, daughter of the late hard-worked village apothecary, was one that Lady Chavasse would have said (had she been asked to think about it) could never be bridged over: and for this very reason she saw no danger in the intercourse. She regarded Mary Layne as of a totally different caste from themselves, and never supposed but Sir Geoffry did so too.

And so time went on, on the wings of love. There were garden walks together and moonlight saunterings; meetings in my ladys presence, meetings without it. Sir Geoffry, going in and out of the garden-parlour at will, as he had been accustomed to do  for it was where all kinds of things belonging to him were kept: choice seeds, his fishing-rods, his collection of butterflies  would linger there by the hour together, talking to Mary at her work. And, before either of them was conscious of the danger, they had each passed into a dream that changed everything about them to Paradise.

Of course, Sir Geoffry, when he awoke to the truth  that it was love  ought to have gone away, or have contrived to get his mother to dismiss Miss Layne. He did nothing of the sort. And for this, some people  Duffham for one  held him even more to blame than for anything that happened afterwards. But how could he voluntarily blight his new happiness, and hers? It was so intense as to absorb every other feeling; it took his common sense away from him. And thus they went dreaming on together in that one spring-time (of the heart, not of the weather), and never thought about drifting into shoals and pitfalls.

In the autumn my lady went to the seaside in Cornwall, taking Mary as her maid, and escorted by her son. Will you do for me what I want while I am away? I do not care to be troubled with Picker, she had said; and Mary replied, as in duty bound, that she would. It is inconvenient to treat a maid as a lady, especially in a strange place, and Mary found that during this sojourn Lady Chavasse did not attempt it. To all intents and purposes Mary was the maid now; she did not sit with her lady, she took her meals apart; she was, in fact, regarded as the ladys-maid by all, and nothing else. Lady Chavasse even took to calling her Layne. This, the sudden dethroning of her social status, was the third mistake; and this one, as the first, was my ladys. Sir Geoffry had been led to regard her as a companion; now he saw her but as a servant. But, servant or no servant, you cannot put love out of the heart, once it has possession of it.

At the months end they returned home: and there Mary found that she was to retain this lower station: never again would she be exalted as she had been. Lady Chavasse had tired of the new toy, and just carelessly allowed her to find her own level. Except that Miss Layne sat in the garden-parlour, and her meals were served there, she was not very much distinguished from Hester Picker and the other servants; indeed, Picker sometimes sat in the parlour too, when they had lace, or what not, to mend for my lady. Geoffry in his heart was grieved at the changed treatment of Miss Layne; he thought it wrong and unjust; and to make up for the mistake, was with her a great deal himself.

Things were in this position when Lady Chavasse was summoned to Bath: her sister, Lady Derreston, was taken ill. Sir Geoffry escorted her thither. Picker was taken, not Miss Layne. In the countesss small household, Mary, in her anomalous position  for she could not be altogether put with the servants  would have been an inconvenience; and my lady bade her make herself happy at the Grange, and left her a lot of fine needlework to get through.

Leaving his mother in Bath, Sir Geoffry went to London, stayed a week or so, and then came back to the Grange. Another week or two, and he returned to Bath to bring his mother home. And so the winter set in, and wore on. And now all that has to be told to the papers end is taken from diaries, Duffhams and others. But for convenience sake, I put it as though the words were my own, instead of copying them literally.



Spring came in early. February was not quite at an end, and the trees were beginning to show their green. All the month it had been warm weather; but people said it was too relaxing for the season, and they and the trees should suffer for it later. A good deal of sickness was going about; and, amongst others who had to give in for a time, was Duffham himself. He had inflammation of the lungs. His brother Luke, who was partner in a medical firm elsewhere, came to Church Dykely for a week or two, to take the patients. Luke was a plain-speaking man of forty, with rough hair and a good heart.

The afternoon after he arrived, an applicant came into the surgery with her daughter. It was Mrs. Layne, but the temporary doctor did not know her. Mrs. Layne never did look like a lady, and he did not mistake her for one: he thought it some respectable countrywoman: she had flung a very ancient cloak over her worn morning gown. She expressed herself disappointed at not seeing Mr. Duffham, but opened the consultation with the brother instead. Mrs. Layne took it for granted she was known, and talked accordingly.

Her daughter, whom she kept calling Mary, and nothing else, had been ailing lately; she, Mrs. Layne, could not think what was the matter with her, unless it was the unusually warm spring. She grew thinner and weaker daily; her cheeks were pale, her eyes seemed to have no life in them: she was very low in spirits; yet, in spite of all this, Mary had kept on saying it was nothing. My Lady Chavasse  returning home from London yesterday, whither she had accompanied her son a week or two ago, and whom she had left there  was so much struck with the change she saw in Mary, who lived with her as humble companion, Mrs. Layne added, in a parenthesis, that she insisted on her seeing Dr. Duffham, that he might prescribe some tonics. And accordingly Mary had walked to her mothers this afternoon.

Mr. Luke Duffham listened to all this with one ear, as it were. He supposed it might be the warm spring, as suggested. However, he took Mary into the patients room, and examined her; felt her pulse, looked at her tongue, sounded her chest, with all the rest of it that doctors treat their clients to; and asked her this, that, and the other  about five-and-twenty questions, when perhaps five might have done. The upshot of it all was that Mary Layne went off in a dead faint.

What on earth can be the matter with her? cried the alarmed mother, when they had brought her round.

Mr. Luke Duffham, going back to the surgery with Mrs. Layne, shut the doors, and told her what he thought it was. It so startled the old lady that she backed against the counter and upset the scales.

How dare you say so, sir!

But I am sure of it, returned Mr. Luke.

Lord be good to me! gasped Mrs. Layne, looking like one terrified out of her seven senses. The worst I feared was that it might be consumption. A sister of mine died of it.

Where shall I send the medicine to? inquired the doctor.

Anywhere. Over the way, if you like, continued Mrs. Layne, in her perturbation.

Certainly. Where to, over the way?

To my house. Dont you know me? I am the widow of your brothers late partner. This unhappy child is the one he was fondest of; she is only nineteen, much younger than the rest.

Mrs. Layne! thought Luke Duffham, in surprise, I wish I had known; I might have hesitated before speaking plainly. But where would have been the good?

The first thing Mrs. Layne did, was to shut her own door against Mary, and send her back to the Grange in a shower of anger. She was an honest old lady, of most irreproachable character; never needing, as she phrased it, to have had a blush on her cheek, for herself or any one belonging to her. In her indignation, she could have crushed Mary to the earth. Whatever it might be that the poor girl had done, robbed a church, or shot its parson, her mother deemed that she deserved hanging.

Mary Layne walked back to the Grange: where else had she to go? Broken-hearted, humiliated, weak almost unto death, she was as a reed in her mothers hands, yielding herself to any command given; and only wishing she might die. Lady Chavasse, compassionating her evident suffering, brought her a glass of wine with her own hand, and inquired what Mr. Duffham said, and whether he was going to give her tonics. Instead of answering, Mary went into another faint: and my lady thought she had overwalked herself. I wish I had sent her in the carriage, said she kindly. And while the wish was yet upon her lips, Mrs. Layne arrived at the Grange, to request an audience of her ladyship.

Then was commotion. My lady talked and stormed, Mrs. Layne talked and cried. Both were united in one thing  heaping reproaches on Mary. They were in the grand drawing-room  where my lady had been sitting when Mrs. Layne was shown in. Lady Chavasse sat back, furious and scornful, in her pink velvet chair; Mrs. Layne stood; Mary had sunk on the carpet kneeling, her face bent, her clasped hands raised as if imploring mercy. This group was suddenly broken in upon by Sir Geoffry  who had but then reached the Grange from town. They were too noisy to notice him. Halting in dismay he had the pleasure of catching a sentence or two addressed to the unhappy Mary.

The best thing you can do is to find refuge in the workhouse, stormed Lady Chavasse. Out of my house you turn this hour.

The best thing you can do is to go on the tramp, where you wont be known, amended Mrs. Layne, who was nearly beside herself with conflicting emotions. Never again shall you enter the home that was your poor dead fathers. You wicked girl!  and you hardly twenty years old yet! But, my lady, I can but think  though I know we are humble people, as compared with you, and perhaps Ive no right to say it  that Sir Geoffry has not behaved like a gentleman.

Hold your tongue, woman, said her ladyship. Sir Geoffry  

Sir Geoffry is at least enough of a gentleman to take his evil deeds on himself, and not shift them on to others, spoke the baronet, stepping forward  and the unexpected interruption was startling to them all. My lady pointed imperatively to the door, but he stood his ground.

It was no doubt a bitter moment for him; bringing home to him an awful amount of self-humiliation: for throughout his life he had striven to do right instead of wrong. And when these better men yield to temptation instead of fleeing from it, the reacting sting is of the sharpest. The wisest and strongest sometimes fall: and find too late that, though the fall was so easy, the picking-up is of all things most difficult. Sir Geoffrys face was white as death.

Get up, Mary, he said gently, taking her hand to help her in all respect. Mrs. Layne, he added, turning to face the others; my dear mother  if I may dare still to call you so  suffer me to say a word. For all that has taken place, I am alone to blame; on me only must it rest, The fault  

Sin, sir, interrupted Mrs. Layne.



Yes. Thank you. Sin. The sin lies with me, not with Mary. In my presence reproach shall not be visited on her. She has enough trouble to bear without that. I wish to Heaven that I had never  Mrs. Layne, believe me, he resumed, after the pause, no one can feel this more keenly than I. And, if circumstances permit me to make reparation, I will make it!

Sir Geoffry wanted (circumstances permitting, as he shortly put it) to marry Mary Layne; he wished to do it. Taking his mother into another room he told her this. Lady Chavasse simply thought him mad. She grew a little afraid of him, lest he should set her and all high rules of propriety at nought, and do it.

But trouble like this cannot be settled in an hour. Lady Chavasse, in her great fear, conciliated just a little: she did not turn Miss Layne out at once, as threatened, but suffered her to remain at the Grange for the night.

In any case, whatever may be the ending of this, it is not from my family that risk of exposure must come, spoke Sir Geoffry, in a tone of firmness. It might leave me no alternative.

No alternative? repeated Lady Chavasse. How?

Between my duty to you, and my duty to her, said Sir Geoffry. And my ladys heart fainted within her at the suggested fear.



They were together in the library at Chavasse Grange, Lady Chavasse and her only son Geoffry. It was early morning; they had sat in the breakfast-room making a show of partaking of the morning meal, each of them with that bitter trouble at the heart that had been known only  to my lady, at least  since the previous day. But the farce of speaking in monosyllables to one another could not be kept up  the trouble had to be dealt with, and without delay; and when the poor meal could not be prolonged by any artifice, Sir Geoffry held open the door for his mother to pass through, and crossed the hall with her to the library. Shut within its walls they could discuss the secret in safety; no eye to see them, no ear to hear.

Sir Geoffry mechanically stirred the fire, and placed a chair for his mother near it. The weather appeared to be changing. Instead of the unseasonable relaxing warmth that had been upon the earth up to the previous day, a cold north-east wind had set in, enough to freeze peoples marrow. The skies were grey and lowering; the trees shook and moaned: winter was taking up his place again.

So much the better. Blue skies and brightness would hardly have accorded with Sir Geoffrys spirit. He might have to endure many cruel visitations ere he died, but never a one so cruel as this. No evil that Heaven can send upon us, or man inflict, is so hard to bear as self-reproach.



If ever a son had idolized a mother, it had surely been Geoffry Chavasse. They had been knit together in the strongest bonds of filial love. His whole thought from his boyhood had been her comfort: to have sacrificed himself for her, if needs must, would have been a cheerful task. When he came of age, not yet so very many months ago, he had resolved that his whole future life should be devoted to promote her happiness  as her life had been devoted to him in the days of his sickly boyhood. Her wishes were his; her word his law; he would have died rather than cause her a moments pain.

And how had he, even thus early, fulfilled this? Look at him, as he leans against the heavy framework of the window, drawn back from it that the light may not fall on his subdued face. The brow is bent in grievous doubt; the dark-blue eyes, generally so honestly clear, are hot with trouble; the bright hair hangs limp. Yes; he would have died rather than bring his mother pain: that was his true creed and belief; but, like many another whose resolves are made in all good faith, he had signally failed, even while he was thinking it, and brought pain to her in a crushing heap. He hated himself as he looked at her pale countenance; at the traces of tears in her heavy eyes. Never a minutes sleep had she had the previous night, it was plainly to be seen; and, as for him, he had paced his chamber until morning, not attempting to go to rest. But there was a task close before him, heavier than any that had gone before; heavier even than this silent repentance  the deciding what was to be done in the calamity; and Sir Geoffry knew that his duty to his mother and his duty to another would clash with each other. All the past night he had been earnestly trying to decide which of the two might be evaded with the least sin  and he thought he saw which.

Lady Chavasse had taken the chair he placed for her; sitting upright in it, and waiting for him to speak. She knew, as well as he, that this next hour would decide their fate in life: whether they should still be together a loving mother and son; or whether they should become estranged and separate for ever. He crossed to the fireplace and put his elbow on the mantelpiece, shielding his eyes with his hand. Just a few words, he said, of his sense of shame and sorrow; of regret that he should have brought this dishonour on himself and his mothers home; of hope that he might be permitted, by Heaven and circumstances, to work out his repentance, in endeavouring daily, hourly constantly, to atone to her for it  to her, his greatly-loved mother. And then  lifting his face from the hand that had partially hidden it  he asked her to be patient, and to hear him without interruption a little further. And Lady Chavasse bowed her head in acquiescence.

Nothing remains for me but to marry Miss Layne, he began: and my lady, as she heard the expected avowal, bit her compressed lips It is the only course open to me; unless I would forfeit every claim to honour, and to the respect of upright men. If you will give your consent to this, the evil may be in a degree repaired; nothing need ever be known; Marys good name may be saved  mine, too, if it comes to that  and eventually we may be all happy together  

Do not try me too much, Geoffry, came the low interruption.

Mother, you signified that you would hear me to the end. I will not try you more than I can help; but it is necessary that I should speak fully. All last night I was walking about my room in self-commune; deliberating what way was open, if any, that it would be practicable to take  and I saw but this one. Let me marry her. It will be easy of accomplishment  speaking in reference to appearances and the world. She might go for a week or two to her mothers; for a month or two, if it were thought better and less suspicious; there is no pressing hurry. We could then be married quietly, and go abroad for a year or so, or for longer; and come back together to the Grange, and be your dutiful and loving children always, just as it was intended I and Rachel should be. But that you have liked Mary Layne very much, I might have felt more difficulty in proposing this.

I have liked her as my servant, said Lady Chavasse, scornfully.

Pardon me, you have liked her as a lady. Do you remember once saying  it was when she first came  that if you had had a daughter you could have wished her to be just like Mary Layne. Before I ever saw her, you told me she was a sweet, elegant young woman; and  mother  she is nothing less. Oh, mother, mother! continued Sir Geoffry, with emotion, if you will but forget your prejudices for my sake, and consent to what I ask, we would endeavour to be ever repaying you in love and services during our after-life. I know what a great sacrifice it will be; but for my sake I venture to crave it of you  for my sake.

A great fear lay upon Lady Chavasse: it had lain on her ever since the previous day  that he might carry this marriage out of his own will. So that she dared not answer too imperatively. She was bitterly hurt, and caught her breath with a sob.

Do you want to kill me, Geoffry?

Heaven knows that I wish I had been killed, before I brought this distress upon you, was his rejoinder.

I am distressed. I have never felt anything like it since your father died. No; not once when you, a child of seven, were given over in illness, and it was thought you would not live till morning.

Sir Geoffry passed his hand hastily across his eyes, in which stood the hot tears. His heart was sore, nearly unto breaking; his ingratitude to his mother seemed fearfully great. He longed to throw himself at her feet, and clasp her knees, and tell how deep for her was his love, how true and deep it always would be.

Though the whole world had united to deceive me, Geoffry, I could never have believed that you would do so. Why did you pretend to be fond of Rachel?

I never pretended to be fonder of Rachel than I was. I liked her as a cousin, nothing more. I know it now. And  mother  he added, with a flush upon his face, and a lowering of the voice, it is better and safer that the knowledge should have come to me before our marriage than after it.

Nonsense, said Lady Chavasse. Once married, a man of right principles is always safe in them.

Sir Geoffry was silent. Not very long ago, he had thought himself safe in his. With every word, it seemed that his shame and his sin came more glaringly home to him.

Then you mean to tell me that you do not like Rachel  

That I have no love for her. If  if there be any one plea that I can put forth as a faint shadow of excuse for what has happened, it lies in my love for another. Faint it is, Heaven knows: the excuse, not the love. That is deep enough: but I would rather not speak of it to you  my mother.

And that you never will love Rachel? continued Lady Chavasse, as though he had not interposed.

Never. It is impossible that I can ever love any one but Mary Layne. I am grateful, as things have turned out, that I did not deceive Rachel by feigning what I could not feel. Neither does she love me. We were told to consider ourselves betrothed, and did so accordingly; but, so far as love goes, it has not been so much as mentioned between us.

What else have you to say? asked Lady Chavasse.

I might say a great deal, but it would all come round to the same point: to the one petition that I am beseeching you to grant  that you will sanction the marriage.

Lady Chavasses hands trembled visibly within their rich lace frills, as they lay passive on her soft dress of fine geranium cashmere. Her lips grew white with agitation.

Geoffry!

My darling mother.

I have heard you. Will you hear me?

You know I will.

More than one-and-twenty years ago, my husband died within these walls; and I  I was not eighteen, Geoffry  felt utterly desolate. But, as the weeks went on, I said my child will be born, if God permit, and he will bring me comfort. You were born, Geoffry; you did bring me comfort: such comfort that I thought Heaven had come again. You best know, my son, what our life has been; how we have loved each other: how pleasantly time has flown in uninterrupted happiness. I have devoted myself, my time, my energies, everything I possessed, to you, my best treasure; I have given up the world for you, Geoffry; I had only you left in it. Is it fitting that you should fling me from you now; that you should blight my remaining days with misery; that you should ignore me just as though I were already dead  and all for the sake of a stranger?

But  

I have not finished, Geoffry. For the sake of a stranger, whom a few months ago neither you nor I had ever seen? If you think this  if you deem that you would be acting rightly, and can find in your heart to treat me so, why, you must do it.

But what I wish and propose is quite different! he exclaimed in agony. Oh, mother, surely you can understand me  and the dilemma I am placed in?

I understand all perfectly.

Ah yes!

Geoffry, there is no middle course. You must choose between me and  her. Once she and I separate  it will be to-day  we can never meet again. I will not tolerate her memory; I will never submit to the degradation of hearing her named in my presence. Our paths lie asunder, Geoffry, far as the poles: hers lies one way, mine another. You must decide for yourself which of them you will follow. If it be mine, you shall be, as ever, my dear and honoured son, and I will never, never reproach you with your folly: never revert to it; never think of it. If it be hers, why, then  I will go away somewhere and hide myself, and leave the Grange free for you. And I  I dare say  shall not live long to be a thorn in your remembrance.

She broke down with a flood of bitter sobs. Geoffry Chavasse had never seen his mother shed such. The hour was as trying to her as to him. She had loved him with a strangely selfish love, as it is in the nature of mothers to do; and that she should have to bid him choose between her and another  and one so entirely beneath her as Lady Chavasse considered Mary Layne to be  was gall and wormwood. Never would she have stooped to put the choice before him, even in words, but for her dread that he might be intending to take it.

It is a fitting end, Geoffry  that this worthless girl should supplant me in your home and heart, she was resuming when her emotion allowed; but Geoffry stood forward to face her, his agitation great as her own.

An instant, mother: that you may fully understand me. The duty I owe you, the allegiance and the love, are paramount to all else on earth. In communing with myself last night, as I tell you I was, my heart and my reason alike showed me this. If I must choose between you and Mary Layne, there cannot be a question in my mind on which side duty lies. In all honour I am bound to make her my wife, and I should do it in all affection: but not in defiance of you; not to thrust rudely aside the love and obligations of the past one-and-twenty years. You must choose for me. If you refuse your approval, I have no resource but to yield to your decision; if you consent, I shall thank you and bless you for ever.

A spasm of pain passed across the mouth of Lady Chavasse. She could not help saying something that arose prominently in her mind though it interrupted the question.

And you can deem the apothecary Laynes daughter fit to mate with Sir Geoffry Chavasse?

No, I do not. Under ordinary circumstances, I should never have thought of such a thing. This unhappy business has a sting for me, mother, on many sides. Will you give me your decision? he added, after a pause.

I have already given it, Geoffry  so far as I am concerned. You must choose between your mother, between all the hopes and the home-interests of one-and-twenty years, and this alien.

Then I have no alternative.

She turned her gaze steadily upon him. A sob rose in his throat as he took her hands, his voice was hoarse with emotion.

To part from her will be like parting with life, mother. I can never know happiness again in this world.

But the decision was irrevocable. What further passed between Sir Geoffry and his mother in the remaining half-hour they spent together, how much of entreaty and anguish was spoken on his side, how much of passionate plaint and sorrow on hers, will never be known. But she was obdurate to the last letter: and Sir Geoffrys lot in life was fixed. Mary Layne was to be sacrificed: and, in one sense of the word, himself also: and there might be no appeal.

Lady Chavasse exacted from him that he should quit the Grange at once without seeing Miss Layne, and not return to it until Mary had left it for ever. Anything he wished to say to her, he was to write. On Lady Chavasses part, she voluntarily undertook to explain to Miss Layne their conversation faithfully, and its result; and to shield the young ladys good name from the censure of the world. She would keep her for some time longer at the Grange, be tender with her, honour her, drive out with her in the carriage so that they might be seen together, subdue her mothers anger, strive to persuade Mr. Luke Duffham that his opinion had been mistaken, and, in any case, bind him down to secrecy: in short, she would make future matters as easy as might be for Mary, as tenaciously as though she were her own daughter. That she promised this at the sacrifice of pride and of much feeling, was indisputable; but she meant to keep her word.

However miserable a night the others had passed, it will readily be imagined that Mary Layne had spent a worse. She made no pretence of eating breakfast; and when it was taken away sat at her work in the garden-parlour, trying to do it; but her cold fingers dropped the needle every minute, her aching brow felt as though it were bursting. Good-hearted Hester Picker was sorry to see her looking so ill, and wished the nasty trying spring, hot one day, cold the next, would just settle itself down.

Mary rose from her chair, and went upstairs to her own bedroom for a brief respite: in her state of mind it seemed impossible to stay long quiescent anywhere. This little incidental occurrence frustrated one part of the understanding between Sir Geoffry and his mother  that he should quit the house without seeing Miss Layne. In descending, she chanced to cross the end of the corridor just as he came out of his mothers room after bidding her farewell. The carriage waited at the door, his coat was on his arm. Mary would have shrunk back again, but he bade her wait.

You must allow me to shake her hand, and say just a word of adieu, mother; I am not quite a brute, he whispered. And Lady Chavasse came out of her room, and tacitly sanctioned it.

But there was literally nothing more than a hand-shake. Miss Layne, standing still in all humility, turned a little white, for she guessed that he was being sent from his home through her. Sir Geoffry held her hand for a moment.

I am going away, Mary. My mother will explain to you. I have done my best, and failed. Before Heaven, I have striven to the uttermost, for your sake and for mine, to make reparation; but it is not to be. I leave you to my mother; she is your friend; and you shall hear from me in a day or two. I am now going to see Mrs. Layne. Good-bye: God bless you always!

But, ere Sir Geoffry reached the hall, Lady Chavasse had run swiftly down, caught him, and was drawing him into a room. The fear had returned to her face.

I heard you say you were going to call on Mrs. Layne. Geoffry, this must not be.

Not be! he repeated, in surprise. Mother, I am obeying you in all essential things; but you cannot wish to reduce me to an utter craven. I owe an explanation to Mrs. Layne almost in the same degree that I owe it to you; and I shall certainly not quit Church Dykely until I have given it.

Oh, well  if it must be, she conceded, afraid still. You  you will not be drawn in to act against me, Geoffry?

No power on earth could draw me to that. You have my first and best allegiance; to which I bow before every other consideration, before every interest, whether of my own or of others. But for that, should I be acting as I am now? Fare you well, mother.

She heard the carriage-door closed; she heard Sir Geoffrys order to the footman. Even for that order, he was cautious to give a plausible excuse.



Stop at Mrs. Laynes. I have to leave a message from her ladyship.

The wheels of the carriage crunched the gravel, bearing off Sir Geoffry in the storm of sleet  which had begun to fall  and Lady Chavasse passed up the stairs again. Taking the hand of Mary  who had stood above like a statue  never moving  she led her, gently enough, into her dressing-room, and put her in a comfortable chair by the fire; and prepared for this second interview.

Briefly, Lady Chavasse recounted what she had to say. Sir Geoffry had found himself obliged to choose between Miss Layne and her, his mother. Mary Layne sat with her hands before her face, and acknowledged that, if it came to such a choice, he had chosen rightly. And then, in forcible language, because it came from her heart, my lady drew a picture of the life-long happiness she and her son had enjoyed together, of her devotion and sacrifices for him, of his deep love and reverence for her: and she quietly asked Mary to put herself in imagination in her place, and say what her feelings would have been had a stranger come in to mar this. Had she any right to do this?  Lady Chavasse asked her  would she be justified in destroying the ties of a life, in thrusting herself between mother and son?  in invoking a curse, his mothers curse, on him? My lady did not spare her: but she spoke in no angry tone, rather in a piteous and imploring one: and Mary, feeling as if matters were being put to her own better feeling, sobbed, and shook, and shrunk within herself, and could have knelt at Lady Chavasses feet for pardon in her distress and humiliation.

And that was the end of the wretched business  as Duffham phrases it in his diary  so far as the Grange and its people were concerned. Mary Layne stayed, perforce, two or three weeks longer at the house, and my lady made much of her: she took her out daily in her carriage; she said to her friends, in the hearing of her servants and the sympathizing Hester Picker, how vexatious it was that the relaxing, unseasonable weather had brought out the delicacy that was latent in Miss Laynes constitution, and that she feared she must let her go away somewhere for a change. Mary submitted to all. She was in such a self-abased frame of mind that had my lady desired her to immolate herself on a blazing pyre, she would have gone to it meekly. My lady had interviews with Mrs. Layne, and with Duffham (who had got well then), and with his brother Luke. At the two or three weeks end, Miss Elizabeth Layne came by appointment to the Grange, and she and Mary were driven to the nearest station in my ladys own carriage on their way to the seaside: or to elsewhere, as it might be. And never an ill breath, in the Grange or out of it, transpired to tarnish the fair fame of Mary Layne.

But my lady was not honest in one respect. The letter that arrived for Mary from Sir Geoffry a day or two after his departure, was never given to her. My lady knew she might trust her son implicitly; he could only be straightforward and keep his word in all things; nevertheless, she deemed the fire the safest place for the weighty epistle of many sheets. On the other hand, Mary wrote to Sir Geoffry, saying that the alternative he had chosen was the only one possible to him. Nothing, no prayers of his, she said, would have induced her to put herself between him and his mother, even had he so far forgotten his duty as to urge it. It was a good and sensible letter, and none but a good and unselfish girl could have written it.

So that ended the dream and the romance. And I hope the reader does not forget that it is Duffhams diary thats telling all this, and not I. For though dreams and romance seem to be in Duffhams line, they are not in mine.



Part the Second.

Not very long after the time that Mary Layne quitted Chavasse Grange  having closed all connection with it, never to be to it henceforth but as an utter stranger  her eldest sister, Susan, the wife of Captain Richard Layne, arrived in England from India with her children, four little ones; the eldest seven years old, the youngest eighteen months. The children had been ailing, and she brought them over for a twelvemonths change. Mrs. Layne was a good deal worn herself, for the only nurse she had with her, a coloured woman, was sea-sick during the voyage. Her sister Eleanor, who originally went out with her to Calcutta, had made an excellent match; having married Allan McAlpin, the younger partner in the staid old firm of McAlpin Brothers, merchants of high standing, and wealthy men.

The first thing Mrs. Richard Layne did on arrival was to establish herself in lodgings in Liverpool, the port she landed at (in order to rest a week or two from the fatigues of the voyage) and send for her mother and sister Elizabeth. In answer came a letter from her mother, saying she was not equal to the journey and that Elizabeth was from home. It contained Elizabeths present address, and also one or two items of news that startled young Mrs. Layne well-nigh out of her senses. Leaving her children to their nurses care, she started for the address given, and found her two sisters, Elizabeth and Mary. The one living in a chronic state of outpouring sarcasm and reproach; the other meekly taking all as not a tithe of her just due.

After a day or two given to natural grief and lamentation, Mrs. Richard Layne took matters into her own capable hands. She considered that a more complete change would be good for Mary, and decided to convey her to the Continent. She wrote a long and confidential letter to her husband in India, of what she meant to do: and then she went back to Liverpool with Elizabeth, to leave the latter in charge of her own children and their coloured nurse, during her absence across the Channel. Mrs. Layne then returned to Mary, and they started together for France.

Shortly after this, old Mrs. Layne fell ill: and Elizabeth, when she found she must go home in consequence, left a responsible English nurse with the coloured woman and children. Not for several months afterwards did Mrs. Richard Layne and Mary return from abroad; and at the end of the twelvemonth they all went back to India  Mrs. Layne, her children, the native nurse, and Mary. Mary accompanied them in the capacity of governess.

After that a couple of years went on.



[From Miss Mary Laynes Journal, written in Calcutta, at the house of Captain Layne.]

June 10th.  Cool of the evening. Susan came to the schoolroom in the midst of the geography lesson this morning, and told me an old friend of mine at home had called, and I was to come into the verandah to see her. I never was more surprised. It was Jane Arkill; my chief friend in our old school-days. She has married a Mr. Cale, a doctor, who has just come out here to practise. Mrs. Cale says she shall never grow reconciled to the heat of India. While she sat telling us home news, she alternately wiped her pale face and stared at me, because I am so much altered. She thinks she should not have known me. It is not that my features have changed, she says, but that I have grown so much graver, and look so old. When people talk like this, I long to tell them that things have changed me; that I have passed through a fiery trial of sin and suffering; that my life is one long crucifixion of inward, silent repentance. When I first came out, two years ago, and people would say, It must be the climate that is making Miss Layne look so ill, it seemed to me like the worst hypocrisy to let them think it was the climate, and not to tell the truth. This feeling came back again to-day, when Jane Arkill  I shall often forget to call her Cale  said my eyes had grown to have a sad look in them; and Susan answered that young ladies faded quickly in India; and that Mary would apply herself too closely to the childrens studies in spite of remonstrance. Too closely? Why, if I devoted every hour of my life, night and day, to these dear children, I could never repay what their mother  or their father, either  has done for me.

My mother is very well, Jane says, but lame, and cannot get about much: she saw her only six weeks ago  for they came out by the overland route. Only six weeks ago!  to hear that one has seen my dear mother so recently as that, makes it seem almost as though I had seen her but yesterday. My darling mother!  whom my conduct so grieved and outraged at the time, and who was so quick to forgive me and to do so much for me. What a message she has sent me! Give my love to dear Mary, and say I hope she is happy with her sisters. Elizabeth, too, sent me her love. I saw your little Arthur, Mrs. Layne, Jane Cale then said to my sister: he is a sweet little fellow; your mother and Elizabeth are so fond of him. They call him Baby Arthur. I felt my face growing whiter than death: but Susan, who was never I believe put out in her life, quietly sent me away with a message to the nurse  that she might bring the children. When I got back, Captain Layne had come in and had the baby on his shoulder: for nurse had made more haste than I. None of your children here are so fair as the little one your wife left in England, Captain Layne, Jane Cale was saying, as she looked at them one by one. You mean little Arthur, returned the Captain, in his ready kindness; I hear he is fair. Have you never seen him? No; how should I have seen him? asked Captain Layne, laughing: he was born over there, and my wife left him behind her as a legacy to her mother. It is rather a hazard, Mrs. Cale, as perhaps you know, to bring out very young infants to this country. Susan came to the rescue: she took the baby and put him on his feet, that Mrs. Cale should see how well he walked for his twelvemonths age. But it did not answer. No doubt Jane thought that the more she told them about Baby Arthur in England, the better pleased they would be. How much difference was there, she asked, between this child and little Arthur  eighteen months?  and how much between Arthur and the one above him? Oh, said the captain, if it comes to months, you must ask my wife. Come here, sir, he called to Robert, who was tumbling over the little black bearer, tell this lady how old you are, for I am sure I cant. Im over four, lisped Bobby. Ah, I see, said Jane Cale, Baby Arthur is just between them. Exactly so, said Captain Layne: Susan, I think these children may go to their own quarters now. They went at once, for I have trained them to be obedient, and I escaped with them. It is the first time any human tongue has spoken to me of Baby Arthur. I think if Captain Layne had looked at me I should have died: but he is ever kind. Never, by so much as a word, or look, or tone, since the hour when I first set foot on these shores, his wifes humbled sister, his childrens meek governess  and it is more than good of him to entrust their training to me!  never has he betrayed that he as much as knew anything, still less thought of it.

Oh, how events have been smoothed for me!  how much more than I deserve have I to be thankful for!



[Letter from Captain Laynes Wife to her Mother at Church Dykely.]

Calcutta, September 2nd.

My Darling Mother,

I am sitting down to answer your letter, which arrived by last mail: for I am sure you must wonder at my long silence and think it an age since I wrote. But the truth is, I have had a touch of my old complaint  intermittent fever  and it left me very weak and languid. I know you have an untiring correspondent in Eleanor. Perhaps that makes me a little negligent in writing home, though I am aware it ought not to do so.

We were truly glad to welcome Mrs. Cale, because she had so recently come from you. I cannot say that I have seen much of her as yet, for it was just after she got out that my illness began; and when I grew better my husband sent me to the hills for a change. Mary went with me and the children. She is the greatest comfort. Mother dear, in spite of what we know of, I do not think Mary has her equal for true worth in this world. You say that Mrs. Cale, in writing home to you, described Mary as being so altered; so sad and subdued. Why, my dear mother, of course she is sad: how could it be otherwise? I do not suppose, in her more recent life, she has ever felt other than the most intense sadness of mind; no, not for one minute: and it is only to be expected that this must in time show itself in the countenance. I spoke to her about it one day; it is a long, long time ago now; saying I did not like to see her retain so much sadness. It cannot be helped, she answered; sadness must always follow sin.

And now I must tell you, even at the risk of being misunderstood  though I am sure you know me too well to fear I should seek to countenance or excuse wrong-doing  that I think Mary takes an exaggerated view of the past. She seems to think it can never be wiped out, never be palliated. Of course, in one sense, it never can: but I dont see why she need continue to feel this intense humiliation, as if she ought to have a cordon drawn round her gown to warn all good folks from its contact. Look again at that persistent fancy of hers, always to wear black; it is writing about her gown puts me in mind of it. Black, black, black: thin silk when the heat will allow, oftener a dreary, rusty-black-looking kind of soft muslin that is called here black jaconite  but I really dont know whether thats the way to spell the thing. During the late intense heat, we have talked her into a black-and-white muslin: that is, white, with huge black spots upon it in the form of a melon. Only once did I speak to her about wearing white as we do; I have never ventured since. She turned away with a shiver, and said white was no longer for her. Mother, dear, if any one ever lived to work out on earth their repentance for sin, surely it is Mary. The more I see of her innate goodness, the less can I understand the past. With her upright principles and strict sense of conscientiousness  and you know that Mary always had these, even as a child  I am unable to imagine how it could have been that  But I wont go into that. And it may be that the goodness, so remarkable, would not have come out conspicuously but for the trial.

Mrs. Cale gave us such a nice account of Baby Arthur. She says he is very fair and pretty. She has talked to other people about him  and of course we cannot tell her not to talk. A brother-officer of my husbands said to me yesterday:

I hear your little boy at home is charming, Mrs. Layne. When shall you have him out?

Not yet, I answered. He was a very delicate baby, and I should not like to risk it.

Ah, said Major Grant, that is why you left him in England.

My mother takes great care of him, I went on; it would break her heart if I were to bring him away from her.

You will wonder at my writing all this: but it is so new a thing to hear Baby Arthur made a topic of discussion, and all through Mrs. Cale! Talking of children, Eleanor is, I think, getting somewhat over her long-continued disappointment. Four years she has been married, and has none. It is certainly a pity, when she and Allan McAlpin are so well off. Not a family in Calcutta lives in better style than they  people here talk of the house of McAlpin Brothers as we at home talk of Rothschilds and Barings. I am sure they must be very rich, and poor Eleanor naturally thinks where is the use of the riches when theres no child to leave them to. Eleanor said to me the other day when she was here, You might as well make over that child of yours to me, Susan,  meaning Baby Arthur; he does you no good, and must be a trouble to mamma and Elizabeth. Of course I laughed it off; saying that you and Elizabeth would not part with him for untold gold. And I believe it is so, is it not, dear mother? Do you remember when I first went to your house with the poor little infant, after his birth on the Continent, you took him out of my arms with an averted face, as if you would rather have thrown him on the floor, and Elizabeth turned away and groaned? Mother, I said, you may grow to love the child in time, and then you will be more ready to forgive and forget. And that has come to pass.

Mary has always been against our not telling the truth to Eleanor; she says, even yet, that she feels like a hypocrite before her; but I feel sure it was best and wisest. Eleanor is as sensitive in her way as Mary is; Eleanor holds a high position in the place; she and her husband are both courted, she for herself, he for his riches, for his high commercial name, for his integrity; and I know she would have felt the slur almost as keenly as Mary. It is true I do not like deliberate deceit; but there was really no need to tell her  it would not have answered any good end. Until Mrs. Cale talked, Eleanor scarcely remembered that there was a Baby Arthur; and now she seems quite jealous that he is mine and she cannot have him. I say to Eleanor that she must be contented with the good she has; her indulgent husband, her position. We poor officers wives cannot compete with her in grandeur. By the way, talking of officers, you will be glad to hear that my husband expects his majority. It will be a welcome rise. For, with our little ones and our expenses, it is rather difficult at times to make both ends meet. We shall come into money some time from the West Indies; but until then every pound of additional pay is welcome.

Mrs. Cale told us another item of news; that is, she recounted it amidst the rest, little thinking what it was to us. That Sir G. C. is married, and living with his wife at the Grange with Lady C. You have been keeping the fact back, dear mother; either through not choosing to mention their names, or out of consideration to Mary. But I can assure you she was thankful to hear of it; it has removed a little of the abiding sting from her life. You cannot imagine how unselfish she is: she looks upon herself as the sole cause of all that occurred. I mean that she says it was through her going to the Grange. Had she not gone, the peace of mother and son would never have been disturbed. I think Lady C. was selfish and wrong; that she ought to have allowed Sir G. to do as he wished. Mary says no; that Lady C.s comfort and her lifelong feelings were above every other consideration. She admires Lady C. more than I do. However, she is truly glad to hear that the marriage took place. Events have fallen now into their original course, and she trusts that the bitter episode in which she took part may be gradually forgotten at the Grange. The day we first heard of his marriage, I went hastily  and I fear you will say rudely  into Marys room at night when she was preparing for rest, having omitted to tell her something I wished changed in Nellys studies for the morning. She was on her knees, and rose up; the tears were literally streaming down her sweet face, Oh, Mary, what is the matter? I asked, in dismay. I was only praying for God to bless them, she answered simply. Is she not a good, unselfish girl?

I could fill pages with her praises. What she has been to my children, during these two years she has had them in charge, I can never tell. She insisted upon being regarded and treated wholly as a governess; but, as my husband says, no real governess could be half so painstaking, untiring, and conscientious. She has earned the respect of all Calcutta, and she shrinks from it as if it were something to be shunned, saying, If people did but know! Nelly, from being the only girl, and perhaps also because she was the eldest and her papa loved her so, was the most tiresome, spoiled little animal in the world; and the boys were boisterous, and I am afraid frightfully impudent to the native servants: but since Mary took them in hand they are altogether different, fit to be loved. Richard often says he wishes he could recompense her.

And now I must bring my letter to a close, or you will be tired. The children all send love to grandmamma and Aunt Elizabeth: and (it is Miss Nelly calls out this) to little brother Arthur. Nelly is growing prettier every day: she is now going on for eleven. Young Richard promises to be as tall and fine a man as his father. I believe he is to be sent home next year to the school attached to Kings College in London. Little Allan is more delicate than I like to see him; Bobby, a frightful Turk; baby, a dear little fellow. Master Allans godfather, Eleanors husband, gave him a handsome present on his last birthday  a railway train that would go. He had sent for it from England: I am sure it never cost less than five pounds; and the naughty child broke it before the day was out. I felt so vexed; and downright ashamed to confess it to Eleanor. The Ayah said he broke it for the purpose, to see what it was made of; and, in spite of entreaties to the contrary, Richard was on the point of whipping him for the mischief, and Allan was roaring in anticipation, when Mary interposed, and begged to be let deal with him for it. What she said, or what she did, I dont know, Im sure there was no whipping; but Master Allan was in a penitential and subdued mood for days after it, voluntarily renouncing some pudding that he is uncommonly fond of, because he had not been good. Richard says that he would rather trust his children to Mary, to be made what they ought to be, than to any one under heaven. Oh, it is grievous  that her life should have been blighted!

My best love to you and Elizabeth, dearest mother, in which Richard begs to join; and believe me, your affectionate daughter,

Susan Layne.

P.S.  I have never before written openly on these private matters: we have been content tacitly to ignore them to each other, but somehow my pen has run on incautiously. Please, therefore, to burn this letter when you and Elizabeth shall have read it.

[From Miss Mary Laynes Journal, about two years yet later.]

October 9th.  I quite tremble at the untoward turn things seem to be taking. To think that a noble gentleman should be casting his thoughts on me! And he is a gentleman, and a noble one also, in spite of that vain young adjutant, St. Georges, slighting remark when Mr. McAlpin came in last night Heres that confounded old warehouseman! It was well the major did not hear him. He has to take St. George to task on occasion, and he would have done it then with a will.

Andrew McAlpin is not an ordinary man. Head of a wealthy house, whose integrity has never been questioned; himself of unsullied honour, of handsome presence, of middle age, for surely, in his three-and-fortieth year, he may be called it  owner of all these solid advantages, he has actually turned his attentions upon me. Me! Oh, if he did but know!  if he could but see the humiliation it brings to this already too humiliated heart.

Has a glamour been cast over his sight  as they say in his own land? Can he not see how I shrink from people when they notice me by chance more than is usual? Does he not see how constantly I have tried to shrink from him? If I thought that this had been brought about by any want of precaution on my part, I should be doubly miserable. When I was assistant-teacher at school in England, the French governess, poor old Madame de Visme, confided to me something that she was in the habit of doing; it was nothing wrong in itself, but totally opposed to the arbitrary rules laid down, and, if discovered, might have caused her to be abruptly dismissed. But suppose it were found out, madame? I said. Ah non, mon enfant, she answered; je prends mes précautions. Since then I have often thought of the words: and I say to myself, now as I write, have I taken precautions  proper ones? I can hardly tell. For one thing, I was at first, and for some time, so totally unprepared; it would no more have entered my mind to suppose Mr. McAlpin would think of paying attention to me, than that the empty-headed Lieutenant St. George  who boasts that his family is better than anybodys in India, and intends to wed accordingly if he weds at all  would pay it.

When it first began  and that is so long ago that I can scarcely remember, nearly a year, though  Mr. McAlpin would talk to me about the children. I felt proud to answer him, dear little things; and I knew he liked them, and Allan is his brothers godchild, and Robert is Eleanors. I am afraid that is where I was wrong: when he came talking, evening after evening, I should have been on my guard, and begged Susan to excuse me from appearing as often as she would. The great evil lies in my having consented to appear at all in company. For two years after I came out  oh, more than that; it must have been nearly three  I resolutely refused to join them when they were not alone. It was Major Laynes fault that the rule was broken through. One day, when invitations were out for an evening party, Susan came to me and said that the major particularly requested I would appear at it. The fact is, Mary, she whispered, there has been some talk at the mess: you are very much admired  your face, I mean  and some of them began wondering whether there was any reason for your never appearing in society; and whether you could really be my sister. Richard was not present  that goes without saying  the colonel repeated it to him afterwards in a joking way. But what the major says is this, Mary  that he knows India and gossiping tongues better than you do, and he desires for all our sakes, for yours of course especially, that you will now and then show yourself with us. You are to begin next Tuesday evening. Richard begs you will. And I have been getting you a black net dress, with a little white lace for the body  you cannot say thats too fine. The words for all our sakes decided it; and I said I would certainly obey Major Layne. What else could I do?

That was the beginning of it. Though I go out scarcely ever with the major and Susan, declining invitations on the plea of my duties as governess, it has certainly grown into a habit with me to spend my evenings with them when they are at home.

But I never supposed anything like this would come of it. It has always seemed to me as if the world could see me a little as I see myself, and not think of me as one eligible to be chosen. As soon as I suspected that Mr. McAlpin came here for me, I strove to show him as plainly as I might that he was making a mistake. And now this proves, as it seems to me, how wrong it was not to tell my sad story to Eleanor, but to let her think of me as one still worthy. Susan knows how averse I was to its suppression; but she overruled me, and said Richard thought with her. Eleanor would have whispered it to her husband, and he might have whispered to his brother Andrew, and this new perplexity have been spared. It is not for my own sake I am so sorry, but for his: crosses and vexations are only my due, and I try to take them patiently; but I grow hot with shame every time I think how he is deceived. Oh, if he would only speak out, and end it! that I might thank him and tell him it is impossible: I should like to say unfit. Susan might give him a hint; but when I urge her to do so, she laughs at me and asks, How can she, until he has spoken?

October 25th.  It has come at last. Mr. McAlpin, one of the best men amidst the honourable men of the world, has asked me to become his wife. Whilst I was trying to answer him, I burst into tears. We were quite alone. Why do you weep? he asked, and I answered that I thought it was because of my gratitude to him for his kindness, and because I was so unworthy of it. It was perhaps a hazardous thing to say  but I was altogether confused. I must have explained myself badly, for he could not or would not understand my refusal; he said he certainly should decline to take it: I must consider it well  for a week  or a month  as long as I liked, provided I said Yes at last. When the crying was over, I felt myself again; and I told him, just as quietly and calmly as I could speak, that I should never marry; never. He asked why, and as I was hesitating what reason to give, and praying to be helped to speak right in the emergency, we were interrupted.

Oh, if I could only tell him the naked truth, as I here write it! That the only one living man it would be possible for me to marry is separated from me wider than seas can part. The barrier was thrown up between us years ago, never to be overstepped by either of us: whilst at the same time it shut me out from my kind. For this reason I can never marry, and never shall marry, so long as the world, for me, endures.

November 19th.  This is becoming painful. Mr. McAlpin will not give me up. He is all consideration and respect, he is not obtrusive, but yet  he will not give me up. There can exist no good reason why I should not have him, he says; and he is willing to wait for months and years. Eleanor comes in with her remonstrances: Whatever possesses you, Mary? You must be out of your mind, child, to refuse Andrew McAlpin. For goodness sake, get a little common sense into your poor crotchety head. Allan McAlpin, in his half-earnest, half-joking way, says to me, Miss Layne, I make a perfect husband; ask Eleanor if I dont; and I know Andrew will make a better. It is so difficult for me to parry these attacks. The children even have taken it up: and Richard to-day in the schoolroom called me Mrs. McAlpin. Susan has tried to shield me throughout. The major says not a word one way or the other.

A curious idea has come across me once or twice lately  that it might be almost better to give Mr. McAlpin a hint of the truth. Of course it is but an idea; one that can never be carried out; but I know that he would be true as steel. I cannot bear for him to think me ungrateful: and he must consider me both ungrateful and capricious. I respect him and like him very much, and he sees this: if I were at liberty as others are, I would gladly marry him: the great puzzle is, how to make him understand that it is not possible. I suppose the consciousness of my secret, which never leaves me, renders it more difficult for me to be decisive than it would be if I possessed none. Not the least painful part of it all is, that he brings me handsome presents, and will not take them back again. He is nearly old enough to be my father, he says, and so I must consider them as given to me in that light. How shall I stop it?  how convince him?

November 29th.  Well, I have done it. Last night there was a grand dinner at the mess; some strangers were to join it on invitation; Susan went to spend a quiet hour with the colonels wife, and Mr. McAlpin came in, and found me alone. What possessed me I cannot tell: but I began to tremble all over. He asked what was the matter, and I took courage to say that I always now felt distressed to see him come in, knowing he came for my sake, and that I could not respond to him as he wished. We had never had so serious a conversation as the one that ensued. He begged me to at least tell him what the barrier was, and where it lay: I thought he almost hinted that it was due to him. There is some particular barrier, I feel sure, he said, although Eleanor tells me there is none. And then I took some more courage, inwardly hoping to be helped to speak for the best, and answered Yes, there was a barrier; one that could never be surmounted; and that I had tried to make him see this all along. I told him how truly I esteemed him; how little I felt in my own eyes at being so undeserving of the opinion of a good man; I said I should thank him for it in my heart for ever. Did the barrier lie in my loving another? he asked, and I hesitated there. I had loved another, I said: it was before I came out, and the circumstances attending it were very painful; indeed, it was a painful story altogether. It had blighted my life; it had isolated me from the world; it entirely prevented me from ever thinking of another. I do believe he gathered from my agitation something of the truth, for he was so kind and gentle. Eleanor knew nothing of it, I said; Major and Mrs. Layne had thought there was no need to tell her, and, of course, he would understand that I was speaking to him in confidence. Yes, he answered, in confidence that I should not find misplaced. I felt happier and more at ease with him than I had ever done, for now I knew that misapprehension was over; and we talked together on other matters peacefully, until Major Layne entered and brought a shock with him.

A shock for me. One of the guests at the mess came with him: a naval officer in his uniform: a big man of fifty or sixty years, with a stern countenance and a cloud of untidy white hair. Wheres Susan? cried the major: out? Come here, then, Mary: you must be hostess. And before I knew what or who it was, I had been introduced to Admiral Chavasse. My head was in a whirl, my eyes were swimming: I had not heard the name spoken openly for years. Major Layne little thought he was related to G. C.: Mr. McAlpin had no idea that this fine naval officer, Parker Chavasse, could be cousin to one of whom I had been speaking covertly, but had not named. The admiral is on cruise, has touched at Calcutta, and his vessel is lying in Diamond Harbour.

November 30th.  Oh dear! oh dear! That I should be the recipient of so much goodness, and not be able to appreciate it!

A message came to the schoolroom this morning; Miss Layne was wanted downstairs. It was Susan who sent, but I found Mr. McAlpin alone. He had been holding a confidential interview with Susan: and Susan, hearing how much I had said to him last night, confided to him all. Oh, and he was willing to take me still; to take me as I am! I fell down at his feet sobbing when I told him that it could not be.



[Private Note from Major Laynes Wife to her Mother at Church Dykely.]

Just half-a-dozen lines, my dear mother, for your eye alone: I enclose them in my ordinary letter, meant for the world in general as well as you. Mr. McAlpin knows all; but he was still anxious to make her his wife. He thinks her the best and truest girl, excellent among women. Praise from him is praise. It was, I am certain, a most affecting interview; but they were alone. Marys refusal  an absolute one  was dictated by two motives. The one is that the old feelings hold still so much sway in her heart (and, she says, always will) as to render the idea of a union with any one else absolutely distasteful. The other motive was consideration for Andrew McAlpin. I put it to you what it would be, she said to him, if at any time after our marriage, whether following closely upon it, or in years to come, this story of mine should transpire? I should die with shame, with grief for your sake: and there could be no remedy. No, no; never will I subject you, or any one else, to that frightful chance.

And, mother, she is right. In spite of Mr. McAlpins present disappointment, I know he thinks her so. It has but increased his admiration for her. He said to me, Henceforth I shall look upon her as a dear younger sister, and give her still my hearts best love and reverence.

And this is the private history of the affair: I thought I ought to disclose it to you. Richard, while thinking she has done right, says it is altogether an awful pity (he means inclusive of the past), for shes a trump of a girl. And so she is.

Ever yours, dear mother,
Susan Layne.



Part the Third.

It was a lovely place, that homestead of Chavasse Grange, as seen in the freshness of the summers morning: and my Lady Chavasse, looking from her window as she dressed, might be thinking so. The green lawn, its dew-drops sparkling in the sun, was dotted with beds of many coloured flowers; the thrush and blackbird were singing in the surrounding trees; the far-off landscape, stretched around in the distance, was beautiful for the eye to rest upon.

Nearly hidden by great clusters of roses, some of which he was plucking, and talking at the same time to the head-gardener who stood by, was a good-looking gentleman of some five-and-twenty years. His light morning coat was flung back from the snowy white waistcoat, across which a gold chain passed, its seal drooping; a blue necktie, just as blue as his blue eyes, was carelessly tied round his neck. He might have been known for a Chavasse by those self-same eyes, for they had been his fathers  Sir Peters  before him.

About those geraniums that you have put out, Markham, he was saying. How came you to do it? Lady Chavasse is very angry; she wanted them kept in the pots.

Well, Sir Geoffry, I only obeyed orders, replied the gardener  who was new to the place. Lady Rachel told me to do it.

Lady Rachel did? Oh, very well. Lady Chavasse did not understand that, I suppose.

Up went Lady Chavasses window at this juncture. Geoffry.

Sir Geoffry stepped out from the roses, and smiled as he answered her.

Ask Markham about the geraniums, Geoffry  how he could dare to do such a thing without orders.

Mother, Rachel bade him do it. Of course she did not know that you wished it not done.

Oh, curtly replied Lady Chavasse. And she shut down the window again.

By this it will be seen that the wishes of the two ladies at Chavasse Grange sometimes clashed. Lady Rachel, though perhaps regarded as second in authority, was fond of having her own way, and took it when she could. Lady Chavasse made a show of deferring to her generally; but she had reigned queen so long that she found it irksome, not to say humiliating, to yield the smallest point to her sons wife.

They were sitting down to breakfast when Sir Geoffry went in, in the room that had once been the garden-parlour. It had been re-embellished since those days, and made the breakfast-room. Lady Chavasse was but in her forty-fourth year; a young woman, so to say, beautiful still, and excellently-well preserved. She wore a handsome dress of green muslin, with a dainty little cap of lace on her rich brown hair. Sir Geoffrys wife was in white; she looked just the same as when she was Rachel Derreston; her perfect features pale, and cold, and faultless.

Geoffry Chavasse laid a rose by the side of each as he sat down. He was the only one changed; changed since the light-hearted days before that episode of sin and care came to the Grange. It had soon passed away again; but somehow it had left its mark on him. His face seemed to have acquired a weary sort of look; and the fair bright hair was getting somewhat thin upon the temples. Sir Geoffry was in Parliament; but he had now paired off for the short remainder of the session. Sometimes they were all in London: sometimes Sir Geoffry would be there alone; or only with his wife: the Grange was their chief and usual home.



They began talking of their plans for the day. Sir Geoffry had to ride over some portion of the estate; Lady Rachel thought she must write some letters; Lady Chavasse, who said her head ached, intended to go out in her new carriage.

It was ordered to the door in the course of the morning: this pretty toy carriage, which had been a recent present from Geoffry to his mother. Low and lightly built, it was something like a basket-chaise, but much more elegant, and the boy-groom, in his natty postillions dress, sat the horse. Lady Chavasse, a light shawl thrown over her green muslin, and a white bonnet on, stood admiring the turn-out, her maid, who had come out with the parasol, by her side.

Wilkins, said her ladyship, suddenly, run and ask Lady Rachel whether she is sure she would not like to go with me?

The woman went and returned. Lady Rachels love and thanks, my lady, but she would prefer to get her letters done.

So Lady Chavasse went alone, taking the road to Church Dykely. The hedges were blooming with wild roses and woodbine, the sweet scent of the hay filled the air, the sky was blue and cloudless. But the headache was making itself sensibly felt; and my lady, remembering that she had often had these headaches lately, began wondering whether Duffham the surgeon could give her anything to cure them.

Giles, she cried, leaning forward. And the groom turned and touched his cap.

My lady?

To Mr. Duffhams.

So in the middle of the village, at Mr. Duffhams door, Giles pulled up. The surgeon, seeing who it was, came out, and handed his visitor indoors.

Lady Chavasse had not enjoyed a gossip with Mr. Duffham since before her last absence from home. She rather liked one in her coldly condescending way. And she stayed with him in the surgery while he made up some medicine for her, and told her all the village news. Then she began talking about her daughter-in-law.

Lady Rachel seems well, but there is a little fractiousness perceptible now and then; and I fancy that, with some people, it denotes a state of not perfect health. There are no children, Mr. Duffham, you see. There have been no signs of any.

Time enough for that, my lady.

Well  they have been married for  let me recollect  nearly fourteen months. I do hope there will be children! I am anxious that there should be.

The surgeon happened to meet her eyes as she spoke, and read the anxiety seated in them.

You see  if there were none, and anything happened to Sir Geoffry, it would be the case of the old days  my case over again. Had my child proved to be a girl, the Grange would have gone from us. You do not remember that; you were not here; but your predecessor, Mr. Layne, knew all about it.

Perhaps it was the first time for some three or more years past that Lady Chavasse had voluntarily mentioned the name of Layne to the surgeon. It might have been a slip of the tongue now.

But nothing is likely to happen to Sir Geoffry, Lady Chavasse, observed Duffham, after an imperceptible pause. He is young and healthy.

I know all that. Only it would be pleasant to feel we were on the safe side  that there was a son to succeed. If anything did happen to him, and he left no son, the Grange would pass away from us. I cannot help looking to contingencies: it has been my way to do so all my life.

Well, Lady Chavasse, I sincerely hope the son will come. Sir Geoffry is anxious on the point, I dare say.

He makes no sign of being so. Sir Geoffry seems to me to have grown a little indifferent in manner of late, as to general interests. Yesterday afternoon we were talking about making some improvements at the Grange, he and I; Lady Rachel was indoors at the piano. I remarked that it would cost a good deal of money, and the question was, whether it would be worth while to do it. My successor would think it so, no doubt, cried Sir Geoffry. I hope that will never be Parker Chavasse; I should not like him to reign here, I said hastily. If it is, mother, I shall not be alive to witness it, was his unemotional answer.

Lady Chavasse, considering the difference between the admirals age and Sir Geoffrys, I should say there are thirty chances against it, was Duffhams reply, as he began to roll up the bottle of mixture in white paper.

While he was doing this, a clapping of tiny hands attracted Lady Chavasses attention to the window, which stood open. A little boy had run out of Mrs. Laynes door opposite, and stood on the pavement in admiration of the carriage, which the groom was driving slowly about. It was a pretty child of some three years old, or thereabouts, in a brown holland pinafore strapped round the waist, his little arms and legs and neck bare, and his light hair curling.

Oh, gandma, look! Gandma, come and look! he cried  and the words were wafted distinctly to Lady Chavasse.

Who is that child, Mr. Duffham? I have seen him sometimes before. Stay, though, I remember  I think I have heard. He belongs to that daughter of Mr. Laynes who married a soldier of the same name. A lieutenant, or some grade of that kind, was he not?

Lieutenant Layne then: Captain Layne now, carelessly replied Mr. Duffham. Hopes to get his majority in time, no doubt.



Oh, indeed. I sometimes wonder how people devoid of family connections manage to obtain rapid promotion. The grandmother takes care of the child, I suppose. Quite a charge for her.

Mr. Duffham, standing now by her side, glanced at Lady Chavasse. Her countenance was open, unembarrassed: there was no sign of ulterior thought upon it. Evidently a certain event of the past was not just then in her remembrance.

How is the old lady? she asked.

Middling. She breaks fast. I doubt, though, if one of her daughters will not go before her.

Lady Chavasse turned quickly at the words.

I speak of the one who is with her  Miss Elizabeth Layne, continued Mr. Duffham, busily rolling up the bottle. Her health is failing: I think seriously; though she may linger for some time yet.

There was a pause. Lady Chavasse looked hard at the white knobs on the drug-drawers. But that she began to speak, old Duffham might have thought she was counting how many there were of them.

The other one  Miss Mary Layne  is she still in that situation in India? A governess, or something of the kind, we heard she went out to be.

Governess to Captain Laynes children. Oh yes, shes there. And likely to be, the people over the way seem to say. Captain and Mrs. Layne consider that they have a treasure in her.

Oh, I make no doubt she would do her duty. Thank you; never mind sealing it. I will be sure to attend to your directions, Mr. Duffham.

She swept out to the carriage, which had now drawn up, and stepped over the low step into it. The surgeon put the bottle by her side, and saluted her as she drove away. Across the road trotted the little fellow in the pinafore.

Did oo see dat booful tarriage, Miser Duffham? Id like to ide in it.

You would, would you, Master Arthur, returned the surgeon, hoisting the child for a moment on his shoulder, and then setting him on his feet again, as Miss Layne appeared at the door. Be off back: theres Aunt Elizabeth looking angry. Its against the law, you know, sir, to run out beyond the house.

And the little lad ran over at once, obediently.

Nearly three years back  not quite so much by two or three months  Church Dykely was gratified by the intelligence that Captain Laynes wife  then sojourning in Europe  was coming on a short visit to her mother with her three or four weeks old baby. Church Dykely welcomed the news, for it was a sort of break to the monotonous, jog-trot village life, and warmly received Mrs. Richard Layne and the child on their arrival. The infant was born in France, where Mrs. Richard Layne had been staying with one of her sisters  Mary  and whence she had now come direct to her mothers; Mary having gone on to Liverpool to join Mrs. Richard Laynes other children. The baby  made much of by the neighbours  was to remain with old Mrs. Layne: Mrs. Richard Layne did not deem it well to take so young a child to India, as he seemed rather delicate. Church Dykely said how generous it was of her to sacrifice her motherly feelings for the babys good  but the Laynes had always been unselfish. She departed, leaving the child. And Baby Arthur, as all the place called him, lived and thrived, and was now grown as fine a little fellow for his age as might be, with a generous spirit and open heart. My Lady Chavasse (having temporarily forgotten it when speaking with Mr. Duffham) had heard all about the childs parentage just as the village had  that he was the son of Captain Richard Layne and his wife Susan. Chavasse Grange generally understood the same, including Sir Geoffry. There was no intercourse whatever between the Layne family and the Grange; there had not been any since Miss Mary Layne quitted it. My Lady Chavasse was in the habit of turning away her eyes when she passed Mrs. Laynes house: and in good truth, though perhaps her conscience reminded her of it at these moments, she had three-parts forgotten the unpleasant episode of the past.

And the little boy grew and thrived: and became as much a feature in Church Dykely as other features were  say the bridge over the mill-stream, or the butchers wife  and was no more thought of, in the matter of speculation, than they were.

Miss Elizabeth Layne caught hold of the young truants hand with a jerk and a reprimand, telling him he would be run over some day. She had occasion to tell it him rather often, for he was of a fearless nature. Mr. Duffham nodded across the road to Miss Elizabeth.

Are you better to-day? he called out. People dont stand on ceremony in these rural places.

Not much, thank you, came the answer.

For Miss Elizabeth Layne had been anything but strong lately: her symptoms being very like those that herald consumption.



The time rolled on, bringing its changes. You have already seen it rolling on in Calcutta, for in this, the third part, we have had to go back a year or two.

Elizabeth Layne died. Mrs. Layne grew very feeble, and it was thought and said by every one that one of her daughters ought to be residing with her. There was only one left unmarried  Mary. Mary received news in India of this state of things at home, together with a summons from her mother. Not at all a peremptory summons. Mrs. Layne wrote a few shaky lines, praying her to come if she would not mind returning to the place: if she did mind it, why, she, the mother, must die alone as she best could. There was a short struggle in Mary Laynes heart; a quick, sharp battle, and she gave in. Her duty to her mother lay before aught else in Gods sight; and she would yield to it. As soon as preparations for her voyage could be made, she embarked for England.

It was autumn when she got home, and Church Dykely received her gladly. Mary Layne had always been a favourite in the place, from the time her father, the good-hearted, hard-working surgeon, had fondly shown her, his youngest and fairest child, to the public, a baby of a few days old. But Church Dykely found her greatly changed. They remembered her as a blooming girl; she came back to them a grave woman, looking older than her years, and with a pale sweet countenance that seemed never to have a smile on it. She was only six-and-twenty yet.

Miss Layne took up her post at once by the side of her ailing mother. What with attending her and attending to Baby Arthur  whom she took into training at once, just as she had taken the children in India  she found her time fully occupied. The boy, when she returned, was turned five. She went out very rarely; never  except to church, or at dusk  when the family were at the Grange, for she seemed to have a dread of meeting them. Church Dykely wondered that Miss Layne did not call at the Grange, considering that she had been humble companion there before she went out, or that my lady did not come to see her; but supposed the lapse of time had caused the acquaintanceship to fall through.

Mary had brought good news from India. Her sister Eleanor, Mrs. Allan McAlpin, had a little girl, to the great delight of all concerned. Just when they had given it up as hopeless, the capricious infant arrived. Major Layne told his wife confidentially that Allan McAlpin was prouder of that baby than any dog with two tails.

And henceforth this was to be Mary Laynes home, and this her occupation  caring for her mother, so long as the old lady should be spared, and gently leading to good the child, Arthur. Mrs. Layne, lapsing into her dotage, would sit in her favourite place, the parlour window, open when the weather allowed it, watching people as they passed. Marys smooth and bright brown hair might be seen in the background, her head drooping over the book she was reading to Mrs. Layne, or over her work when the old lady grew tired of listening, or over Master Arthurs lessons at the table. Not only lessons to fit him for this world did Mary teach him; but such as would stand him in good aid when striving onwards for the next. Twice a day, morning and evening, would she take the child alone, and talk to him of heaven, and things pertaining to it. Aunt Elizabeths lessons had been chiefly on the score of behaviour: the other sort of instruction had been all routine, at the best. Mary remedied this, and she had an apt little scholar. Seated on her knee, his bright blue eyes turned up to her face, the child would listen and talk, and say he would be a good boy always, always. The tears wet his eyelashes at her Bible stories: he would put his little face down on her bosom, and whisper out a sobbing wish that Jesus would love him as He had loved the little children on earth. There is no safeguard like this seed sown in childhood: if withheld, nothing can replace it in after-life.

They grew the best and greatest friends, these two. Whether Mary loved him, or not, she did not say; she was ever patient and thoughtful with him, with a kind of grave tenderness. But the child grew to love her more than he had ever loved any one in his young life. One day, when he did something wrong and saw how it grieved her, his repentant sobs nearly choked him. It was very certain that Mary had found the way to his heart, and might mould him for good or for ill.

The child was a chatterbox. Aunt Elizabeth used to say he ought to have the tip of his tongue cut off. He seemed never tired of asking about papa and mamma in India, and Allan and Bobby and the rest, and the elephants and camels  and Dick the eldest, who was in London, at the school attached to Kings College.

When will they come over to see us, Aunt Mary? he questioned one day, when he was on Marys knee.

If grandmammas pretty well we, will have Dick down at Christmas.

Is Dick to be a soldier like papa?

I think so.

I shall be a soldier too.

There was an involuntary tightening of her hands round him  as if she would guard him from that.

I hope not, Arthur. One soldier in a familys enough: and that is to be Richard.

Is papa a very big, big brave man, with a flashing sword?

Major Layne is tall and very brave. He wears his sword sometimes.

Oh, Aunt Mary, I should like to be a soldier and have a sword! When I can write well enough Ill write a letter to papa to ask him. Id like to ride on the elephants.

They are not as good to ride as horses.

Is mamma as pretty as you? demanded Master Arthur, after a pause.

Prettier. I am pale and sad, she was going to say, but put another word quiet.

When you go back to India, Aunt Mary, shall you take me? I should like to sail in the great ship.

Arthur dear, I do not think I shall go back.



And so Miss Mary Layne  she was Miss Layne now  stayed on. Church Dykely would see a slender, grave young lady, dressed generally in black silk, whose sweet face seemed to have too careworn an expression for her years. But if her countenance was worn and weary, her heart was not. That seemed full of love and charity for all; of gentle compassion for any wrong-doer, of sympathy for the sick and suffering. She grew to be revered, and valued, and respected as few had ever been in Church Dykely: certainly as none had, so young as she was. Baby Arthur, clacking his whip as he went through the streets on his walks by the nurse Betsys side, his chattering tongue never still; now running into the blacksmiths shed to watch the sparks; now perching himself on the top of the village stocks; and now frightening Betsy out of her senses by attempting to leap the brook  in spite of these outdoor attractions, Baby Arthur was ever ready to run home to Aunt Mary, as though she were his best treasure.

When Miss Layne had been about six months at her mothers, a piece of munificent good fortune befel her  as conveyed to her in official and unofficial communications from India. Andrew McAlpin  the head of the great McAlpin house in Calcutta, who had respected Mary Layne above all women, and had wished to marry her, as may be remembered  Andrew McAlpin was dead, and had left some of his accumulated wealth to Mary. It would amount to six hundred a-year, and was bequeathed to her absolutely: at her own disposal to will away when she in turn should die. In addition to this, he directed that the sum of one thousand pounds should be paid to her at once. He also left a thousand pounds to Mrs. Richard Layne  but that does not concern us. This good mans death brought great grief to Mary. It had been the result of an accident: he lay ill only a few weeks. As to the fortune  well, of course that was welcome, for Mary had been casting many an anxious thought to the future on sundry scores, and what little money she had been able to put by, out of the salary as governess at Major Laynes, was now nearly exhausted. She thought she knew why Mr. McAlpin had thus generously remembered her: and it was an additional proof of the thoughtful goodness which had ever characterized his life. Oh, if she could only have thanked him! if she had only known it before he died! He had been in the habit of corresponding with her since her return to Europe, for she and he had remained firm friends, but the thought of ever benefiting by him in this way had never entered her head. As how should it?  seeing that he was a strong man, and only in the prime of life. She mourned his loss: she thought she could best have spared any other friend; but all the regrets in the world would not bring him back to life. He was gone. And Allan McAlpin was now sole head of that wealthy house, besides inheriting a vast private fortune from his brother. Eleanor McAlpin, once Eleanor Layne, might well wish for more children amidst all her riches.



The first thing that Mary Layne did with some of this thousand pounds  which had been conveyed to her simultaneously with the tidings of the death  was to convey her mother to the seaside for a change, together with Baby Arthur and the nurse, Betsy. Before quitting home she held one or two interviews with James Spriggings, the house agent, builder, and decorator, and left certain orders with him. On their return, old Mrs. Layne did not know her house. It had been put into substantial repair inside and out, and was now one of the prettiest, not to say handsomest, in the village. All the old carpets were replaced by handsome new ones, and a great deal of the furniture was new. Pillars had been added to the rather small door, giving it an imposing appearance, iron outside railings had taken the place of the old ones. Mrs. Layne, I say, did not know her house again.

My dear, why have you done it? cried the old lady, looking about her in amazement. Is it not a waste of money?

I think not, mother, was the answer. Most likely this will be my home for life. Perhaps Arthurs home after me. At least it will be his until he shall be of an age to go out in the world.

Mrs. Layne said no more. She had grown of late very indifferent to outward things. Aged people do get so, and Mr. Duffham said her system was breaking up. The seaside air had done her good; they had gone to it in May, and came back in August. Mary added a third servant to the household, and things went on as before in their quiet routine.

One afternoon in September, when they had been at home about a month, Mary went out, and took Arthur. She was going to see a poor cottager who had nursed herself, Mary, when she was a child, and who had recently lost her husband. When they came to the gates of Chavasse Grange, past which their road lay, Master Arthur made a dead standstill, and wholly declined to proceed. The child was in a black velvet tunic, the tips of his white drawers just discernible beneath it, and his legs bare, down to the white socks: boys of his age were dressed so then. As bonny a lad for his six years as could be seen anywhere, with a noble, fearless bearing. Mary wore her usual black silk, a rich one too, with a little crape on it; the mourning for Mr. McAlpin. Arthur was staring over the way through the open gates of the Grange.

I want to go in and see the peacock.

Go in and see the peacock! exclaimed Miss Layne, rather taken aback by the demand. What can you mean, Arthur? The peacock is up by the house.

I know it is. We can go up there and see it, Aunt Mary.

Indeed we cannot, Arthur. I never heard of such a thing.

Betsy lets me go.



The confession involved all sorts of thoughts, and a flush crossed Miss Laynes delicate face. The family were not at the Grange, as she knew: they had gone up to London in January, when Parliament met, and had never returned since: nevertheless she did not like to hear of this intrusion into the grounds of the nurse and child. The peacock had been a recent acquisition; or, as Arthur expressed it, had just come to live there. When he had talked of it at home, Mary supposed he had seen it on the slopes in passing. These green slopes, dotted here and there with shrubs and flowers, came down to the boundary wall that skirted the highway. The avenue through the gates wound round abruptly, hiding itself beyond the lodge.

Come, my dear. It is already late.

But, Aunt Mary, you must see the peacock. He has got the most splendid tail. Sometimes he drags it behind him on the grass, and sometimes its all spread out in a beautiful circle, like that fan you brought home from India. Do come.

Miss Layne did not reply for the moment. She was inwardly debating upon what plea she could forbid the childs ever going in again to see the peacock: the interdiction would sound most arbitrary if she gave none. All at once, as if by magic, the peacock appeared in view, strutting down the slopes, its proud tail, in all its glory, spread out in the rays of the declining sun.

It was too much for Arthur. With a shout of delight he leaped off the low foot-path, flew across the road, and in at the gates. In vain Mary called: in his glad excitement he did not so much as hear her.

There ensued a noise as of the fleet foot of a horse, and then a crash, a mans shout, and a childs cry. What harm had been done? In dire fear Mary Layne ran to see, her legs trembling beneath her.

Just at the sharp turn beyond the lodge, a group stood: Sir Geoffry Chavasse had Arthur in his arms; his horse, from which he had flung himself, being held and soothed by a mounted groom. The lodge children also had come running out to look. She understood it in a moment: Sir Geoffry must have been riding quickly down from the house, his groom behind him, when the unfortunate little intruder encountered him just at the turn, and there was no possibility of pulling up in time. In fact, the boy had run absolutely on to the horses legs.

She stood, white, and faint, and sick against the wall of the lodge: not daring to look into the accident  for Mary Layne was but a true woman, timid and sensitive; as little daring to encounter Sir Geoffry Chavasse, whom she had not been close to but for a few months short of seven years. That it should have occurred!  that this untoward thing should have occurred!

I wonder whose child it is? she heard Sir Geoffry say  and the well-remembered tones came home to her with a heart-thrill. Poor little fellow! could it have been my fault, or his? Dovey  to the groom ride on at once and get Mr. Duffham here. Never mind my horse; hes all right now. You can lead him up to the house, Bill, my lad!

The groom touched his hat, and rode past Mary on his errand. Sir Geoffry was already carrying the child to the Grange; Bill, the eldest of the lodge children, following with the horse. All in a minute, a wailing cry burst from Arthur.

Aunt Mary! Aunt Mary! Oh, please let her come! I want Aunt Mary.

And then it struck Sir Geoffry Chavasse that a gentlemans child, such as this one by his appearance evidently was, would not have been out without an attendant. He turned round, and saw a lady in black standing by the lodge. The wailing cry began again.

Aunt Mary! I want Aunt Mary.

There was no help for it. She came on with her agitated face, from which every drop of blood had faded. Sir Geoffry, occupied with the child, did not notice her much.

I am so grieved, he began; I trust the injury will be found not to be very serious. My horse  

He had lifted his eyes then, and knew her instantly. His own face turned crimson; the words he had been about to say died unspoken on his lips. For a moment they looked in each others faces, and might have seen, had the time been one of less agitation, how markedly sorrow had left its traces there. The next, they remembered the present time, and what was due from them.

I beg your pardon: Miss Layne, I think? said Sir Geoffry, contriving to release one hand and raise his hat.

Yes, sir, she answered, and bowed in return.

He sat down on the bank for a moment to obtain a better hold of the child. Blood was dripping from one of the little velvet sleeves. Sir Geoffry, carrying him as gently as was possible, made all haste to the house. The window of what had been the garden-parlour stood open, and he took him into it at once. Ah, how they both remembered it. It had been refurnished and embellished now: but the room was the room still. Sir Geoffry had returned home that morning. His wife and Lady Chavasse were not expected for a day or two. Scarcely any servants were as yet in the house; but the woman who had been left in charge, Hester Picker, came in with warm water. She curtsied to Miss Layne.

Dear little fellow! she exclaimed, her tongue ready as of old. How did it happen, sir?

My horse knocked him down, replied Sir Geoffry. Get me some linen, Picker.

The boy lay on the sofa where he had been put, his hat off, and his pretty light brown hair falling from his face, pale now. Apparently there was no injury except to the arm. Sir Geoffry looked at Mary.

I am a bit of a surgeon, he said. Will you allow me to examine his hurt as a surgeon would? Duffham cannot be here just yet.

Oh yes, certainly, she answered.

I must cut his velvet sleeve up.

And she bowed in acquiescence to that.

Hester Picker came in with the linen. Before commencing to cut the sleeve, Sir Geoffry touched the arm here and there, as if testing where the damage might lie. Arthur cried out.

That hurts you, said Sir Geoffry.

Not much, answered the little fellow, trying to be brave. Papas a soldier, and I want to be a soldier, so I wont mind a little hurt.

Your papas a soldier? Ah, yes, I think I remember, said Sir Geoffry, turning to Mary. It is the little son of Captain Layne.

My papa is Major Layne now, spoke up Arthur, before she could make any answer. He and mamma live in India.

And so you want to be a soldier, the same as papa? said Sir Geoffry, testing the basin of water with his finger, which Picker was holding, and which had been brought in very hot.

Yes, I do. Aunt Mary there says No, and grandmamma says No; but  oh, whats that?

He had caught sight of the blood for the first time, and broke off with a shuddering cry. Sir Geoffry was ready now, and had the scissors in his hand. But before using them he spoke to Miss Layne.

Will you sit here whilst I look at it? he asked, putting a chair with its face to the open window, and its back to the sofa. And she understood the motive and thanked him: and said she would walk about outside.

By-and-by, when she was tired of waiting, and all seemed very quiet, she looked in. Arthur had fainted. Sir Geoffry was bathing his forehead with eau-de-Cologne; Picker had run for something in a tumbler and wine stood on the table.

Was it the pain?  did it hurt him very badly? asked Mary, supposing that the arm had been bathed and perhaps dressed.

I have not done anything to it; I preferred to leave it for Duffham, said Sir Geoffry  and at the same moment she caught sight of the velvet sleeve laid open, and something lying on it that looked like a mass of linen. Mary turned even whiter than the child.

Do not be alarmed, said Sir Geoffry. Your little nephew is only faint from the loss of blood. Drink this, he added, bringing her a glass of wine.

But she would not take it. As Sir Geoffry was putting it on the table, Arthur began to revive. Young children are elastic  ill one minute, well the next; and he began to talk again.



Aunt Mary, are you there?

She moved to the sofa, and took his uninjured hand.

We must not tell grandmamma, Aunt Mary. It would frighten her.

Bless his dear little thoughtful heart! interjected Hester Picker. Here comes something.

The something proved to be a fly, and it brought Mr. Duffham. Before the groom had reached the village, he overtook this said fly and the surgeon in it, who was then returning home from another accident. Turning round at the grooms news Some little child had run against Sir Geoffrys horse, and was hurt  he came up to the Grange.

When Mr. Duffham saw that it was this child, he felt curiously taken aback. Up the room and down the room looked he; then at Sir Geoffry, then at Miss Layne, then at Hester Picker, saying nothing. Last of all he walked up to the sofa and gazed at the white face lying there.

Well, said he, and whats this? And how did it happen?

It was the peacock, Arthur answered. I ran away from Aunt Mary to look at it, and the horse came.

The dear innocent! cried Hester Picker. No wonder he ran. Its a love of a peacock.

Dont you think it was very naughty, young sir, to run from your aunt? returned Mr. Duffham.

Yes, very; because she had told me not to. Aunt Mary, Ill never do it again.

The two gentlemen and Hester Picker remained in the room; Mary again left it. The arm was crushed rather badly; and Mr. Duffham knew it would require care and skill to cure it.

You must send to Worcester for its best surgeon to help you, said the baronet, when the dressing was over. I feel that I am responsible to Major Layne.

Old Duffham nearly closed his eyelids as he glanced at the speaker. I dont think it necessary, he said; no surgeon can do more than I can. However, it may be satisfactory to Major Layne that we should be on the safe side, so Ill send.

When the child was ready, Mary got into the fly, which had waited, and Mr. Duffham put him to lie on her lap.

I hope, Miss Layne, I may be allowed to call to-morrow and see how he gets on, said Sir Geoffry, at the same time. And she did not feel that it was possible for her to say No. Mr. Duffham mounted beside the driver; to get a sniff, he said, of the evening air.

How he is changed! He has suffered as I have, murmured Mary Layne to herself, as her tears fell on Baby Arthur, asleep now. I am very thankful that he has no suspicion.

The child had said, Dont tell grandmamma; but to keep it from Mrs. Layne was simply impossible. With the first stopping of the fly at the door, out came the old lady; she had been marvelling what had become of them, and was wanting her tea. Mr. Duffham took her in again, and said a few words, making light of it, before he lifted out Baby Arthur.

A skilful surgeon was at the house the next day, in conjunction with Mr. Duffham. The arm and its full use would be saved, he said; its cure effected; but the child and those about him must have patience, for it might be rather a long job. Arthur said he should like to write to his papa in India, and tell him that it was his own fault for running away from Aunt Mary; he could write letters in big text hand. The surgeon smiled, and told him he must wait until he could use both arms again.

The doctors had not left the house many minutes when Sir Geoffry Chavasse called, having walked over from the Grange. Miss Layne sent her mother to receive him, and disappeared herself. The old lady, her perceptions a little dulled with time and age, and perhaps also her memory, felt somewhat impressed and flattered at the visit. To her it almost seemed the honour that it used to be: that one painful episode of the past seemed to be as much forgotten at the moment as though it had never had place. She took Sir Geoffry upstairs.

Arthur was lying close to the window, in the strong light of the fine morning. It was the first clear view Sir Geoffry had obtained of him. The garden-parlour at the Grange faced the east, so that the room on the previous evening, being turned from the setting sun, had been shady at the best, and the sofa was at the far end of it. As Sir Geoffry gazed at the child now, the face struck him as being like somebodys; he could not tell whose. The dark blue eyes especially, turned up in all their eager brightness to his, seemed quite familiar.

He says I must not write to papa until I get well, said Arthur, who had begun to look on Sir Geoffry as an old acquaintance.

Who does? asked the baronet.

The gentleman who came with Mr. Duffham.

He means the doctor from Worcester, Sir Geoffry, put in old Mrs. Layne. She was sitting in her easy-chair near, as she had been previously; her spectacles keeping the place between the leaves of the closed Bible, which she had again taken on her lap; her withered hands, in their black lace mittens and frilled white ruffles, were crossed upon the Book. Every now and then she nodded with incipient sleep.

I am so very sorry this should have happened, Sir Geoffry said, turning to Mrs. Layne. The little fellow was running up to get a look at the peacock, it seems; and I was riding rather fast. I shall never ride fast round that corner again.

But, Sir Geoffry, they tell me that the child ran right against you at the corner: that it was no fault of yours at all, sir.

It was my fault, grandmamma, said Arthur. And, Sir Geoffry, thats why I wanted to write to papa; I want to tell him so.



I think I had better write for you, said Sir Geoffry, looking down at the boy with a smile.

Will you? Shall you tell him it was my fault?

No. I shall tell him it was mine.

But it was not yours. You must not write what is not true. If Aunt Mary thought I could tell a story, or write one, oh, I dont know what shed do. God hears all we say, you know.

Sir Geoffry smiled  a sad smile  at the earnest words, at the eager look in the bright eyes. Involuntarily the wish came into his mind that he had a brave, fearless-hearted, right-principled son, such as this boy evidently was.

Then I think I had better describe how it happened, and let Major Layne judge for himself whether it was my fast riding or your fast running that caused the mischief.

Youll tell about the peacock? It had its tail out.

Of course Ill tell about the peacock. I shall say to Major Layne that his little boy  I dont think I have heard your name, broke off Sir Geoffry. What is it?

Its Arthur. Papas is Richard. My big brothers is Richard too; he is at Kings College. Which name do you like best?

I think I like Arthur best. It is my own name also.

Yours is Sir Geoffry.

And Arthur as well.

But at this juncture old Mrs. Layne, having started up from a nod, interposed to put a summary stop to the chatter, telling Arthur crossly that Mr. Duffham and the other doctor had forbid him to talk much. And then she begged pardon of Sir Geoffry for saying it, but thought the doctors wished the child to be kept quiet and cool. Sir Geoffry took the opportunity to say adieu to the little patient.

May I come to see the peacock when I get well, Sir Geoffry?

Certainly. You shall come and look at him for a whole day if grandmamma will allow you to.

Grandmamma gave no motion or word of assent, but Arthur took it for granted. Betsy can bring me if Aunt Mary wont; Betsys my nurse. I wish I could have him before that window to look at while I lie here to get well. I like peacocks and musical boxes better than anything in the world.

Musical boxes! exclaimed Sir Geoffry. Do you care for them?

Oh yes; they are beautiful. Do you know the little lame boy who cant walk, down Piefinch Cut? His father comes to do grandmammas garden. Do you know him, Sir Geoffry? His names Reuben.

Its Noah, the gardeners son, sir, put in Mrs. Layne aside to Sir Geoffry. He was thrown downstairs when a baby, and has been a cripple ever since.



But the eager, intelligent eyes were still cast up, waiting for the answer. Where have I seen them? mentally debated Sir Geoffry, alluding to the eyes.

I know the name? he answered.

Well, Reuben has got a musical box, and it plays three tunes. He is older than I am: hes ten. One of them is The Blue Bells of Scotland.

Sir Geoffry nodded and went away. He crossed straight over to Mr. Duffhams, and found him writing a letter in his surgery.

I hope the child will do well, said the baronet, when he had shaken hands. I have just been to see him. What an intelligent, nice little fellow it is.

Oh, he will be all right again in time, Sir Geoffry, was the doctors reply, as he began to fold his letter.

He is a pretty boy, too, very. His eyes are strangely like some ones I have seen, but for the life of me I cannot tell whose!

Really?  do you mean it? cried Mr. Duffham, speaking, as it seemed, in some surprise.

Mean what?

That you cannot tell.

Indeed I cant. They puzzled me all the while I was there. Do you know? Say, if you do.

They are like your own, Sir Geoffry.

Like my own!

They are your own eyes over again. And yours  as poor Layne used to say, and as the picture in the Grange dining-room shows us also, for the matter of that  are Sir Peters. Sir Peters, yours, and the childs: they are all the same.

For a long space of time, as it seemed, the two gentlemen gazed at each other. Mr. Duffham with a questioning and still surprised look: Sir Geoffry in a kind of bewildered amazement.

Duffham! you  you  Surely it is not that child!

Yes, it is.

He backed to a chair and stumbled into it, rather than sat down; somewhat in the same manner that Mrs. Layne had backed against the counter nearly seven years before and upset the scales. The old lady seemed to have aged since quicker than she ought to have done: but her face then had not been whiter than was Geoffry Chavasses now.

Good Heavens!

The dead silence was only broken by these murmured words that fell from his lips. Mr. Duffham finished folding his note, and directed it.

Sir Geoffry, I beg your pardon! I beg it a thousand times. If I had had the smallest notion that you were ignorant of this, I should never have spoken.



Sir Geoffry took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. Some moisture had gathered there.

How was I to suspect it? he asked.

I never supposed but that you must have known it all along.

All along from when, Duffham?

From  from  well, from the time you first knew that a child was over there.

Sir Geoffry cast his thoughts back. He could not remember anything about the childs coming to Church Dykely. In point of fact, the Grange had been empty at the time.

I understood that the child was one of Captain and Mrs. Laynes, he rejoined. Every one said it; and I never had any other thought. Even yesterday at the Grange you spoke of him as such, Duffham.

Of course. Miss Layne was present  and Hester Picker  and the child himself. I did not speak to deceive you, Sir Geoffry. When you said what you did to me in coming away, about calling in other advice for the satisfaction of Major Layne, I thought you were merely keeping up appearances.

And it is so, then?

Oh dear, yes.

Another pause. Mr. Duffham affixed the stamp to his letter, and put the paper straight in his note-case. Sir Geoffry suddenly lifted his hand, as one whom some disagreeable reflection overwhelms.

To think that I was about to write to Major Layne! To think that I should have stood there, in the old ladys presence, talking boldly with the child! She must assume that I have the impudence of Satan.

Mrs. Layne is past that, Sir Geoffry. Her faculties are dulled: three-parts dead. That need not trouble you.

The baronet put aside his handkerchief and took up his hat to leave. He began stroking its nap with his coat-sleeve.

Does my mother know of this, do you think?

I am sure she neither knows nor suspects it. No one does, Sir Geoffry: the secret has been entirely kept.

The cost of this illness must be mine, you know, Duffham.

I think not, Sir Geoffry, was the surgeons answer. It would not do, I fear. Theres no need, besides: Miss Layne is rich now.

Rich! How is she rich?

And Mr. Duffham had to explain. A wealthy gentleman in India, some connection of the Laynes, had died and left money to Mary Layne. Six or seven hundred a year; and plenty of ready means. Sir Geoffry Chavasse went out, pondering upon the worlds changes.

He did not call to see the invalid again; but he bought a beautiful musical box at Worcester, and sent it in to the child by Duffham. It played six tunes. The boy had never in his life been so delighted. He returned his love and thanks to Sir Geoffry; and appended several inquiries touching the welfare of the peacock.

The first news heard by Lady Chavasse and Lady Rachel on their coming home, was of the accident caused to Major Laynes little son by Sir Geoffrys horse. Hester Picker and the other servants were full of it. It happened to be the day that Sir Geoffry had gone to Worcester after the box, so he could not join in the narrative. A sweet, beautiful boy, said Hester to my ladies, and had told them he meant to be a soldier when he grew up, as brave as his papa. Lady Chavasse, having digested the news, and taken inward counsel with herself, decided to go and see him: it would be right and neighbourly, she thought. It might be that she was wishing to bestow some slight mark of her favour upon the old lady before death should claim her: and she deemed that the honour of a call would effect this. In her heart she acknowledged that the Laynes had behaved admirably in regard to the past; never to have troubled her or her son by word or deed or letter; and in her heart she felt grateful for it. Some people might have acted differently.

I think I will go and see him too, said Lady Rachel.

No, pray dont, dissented Lady Chavasse, hastily. You already feel the fatigue of your journey, Rachel: do not attempt to increase it.

And as Lady Rachel really was fatigued and did not care much about it, one way or the other, she remained at home.

It was one of Mrs. Laynes worst days  one of those when she seemed three-parts childish  when Lady Chavasse was shown into the drawing-room. Mary was there. As she turned to receive her visitor, and heard the maids announcement Lady Chavasse, a great astonishment inwardly stirred her, but her manner remained quiet and self-possessed. Just a minutes gaze at each other. Lady Chavasse was the same good-looking woman as of yore; not changed, not aged by so much as a day. Mary was changed: the shy, inexperienced girl had grown into the calm, self-contained woman; the woman who had known sorrow, who had its marks impressed on her face. She had been pretty once, she was gravely beautiful now. Perhaps Lady Chavasse had not bargained for seeing her; Mary had certainly never thought thus to meet Lady Chavasse: but here they were, face to face, and each must make the best of it. As they did; and with easy courtesy, both being gentlewomen. Lady Chavasse held out her hand, and Mary put hers into it.

After shaking hands with Mrs. Layne  who was too drowsy properly to respond, and shut her eyes again  my lady spoke a few pleasant words of regret for the accident, of her wish to see the little patient, of her hope that Major and Mrs. Layne might not be allowed to think any care on Sir Geoffrys part could have averted it. Mary went upstairs with her. Lady Chavasse could only be struck with the improved appearance of the house, quite suited now to be the abode of gentle-people; and with its apparently well-appointed if small household.

The child lay asleep: his nurse, Betsy, sat sewing by his side. The girl confessed that she had allowed him sometimes to run in and take a look at the peacock. Lady Chavasse would not have him awakened: she bent and kissed his cheek lightly: and talked to Mary in a whisper. It was just as though there had been no break in their acquaintanceship, just as though no painful episode, in which they were antagonistic actors, had ever occurred between them.

I hear you have come into a fortune, Miss Layne, she said, as she shook hands with Mary again in the little hall before departure. For Hester Picker had told of this.

Into a great deal of money, replied Mary.

I am glad to hear it: glad, came the parting response, whispered emphatically in Marys ear, and it was accompanied by a pressure of the fingers.

Mr. Duffham was standing at his door, watching my ladys exit from Mrs. Laynes house, his eyes lost in wonder. Seeing him, she crossed over, and went in, Mr. Duffham throwing open the door of his sitting-room. She began speaking of the accident to Major Laynes little son  what a pity it was, but that she hoped he would do well. Old Duffham replied that he hoped so too, and thought he would.

Mrs. Layne seems to be growing very old, went on Lady Chavasse. She was as drowsy as she could be this afternoon, and seemed scarcely to know me.

Old people are apt to be sleepy after dinner, returned the doctor.

And then there was a pause. Lady Chavasse (as Duffhams diary expresses it) seemed to be particularly absent in manner, as if she were thinking to herself, instead of talking to him. Because he had nothing else to say, he asked after the health of Lady Rachel. That aroused her at once.

She is not strong. She is not strong. I am sure of it.

She does not seem to ail much, that I can see, returned Duffham, who often had to hear this same thing said of Lady Rachel. She never requires medical advice.

I dont care: she is not strong. There are no children, continued Lady Chavasse, dropping her voice to a whisper; and a kind of piteous, imploring expression darkened her eyes.

No.

Four years married, going on for five, and no signs of any. No signs of children, Mr. Duffham.

I cant help it, my lady, returned Duffham.

Nobody can help it. But it is an awful misfortune. It is beginning to be a great trouble in my life. As the weeks and months and years pass on  the years, Mr. Duffham  and bring no hope, my very spirit seems to fail. Hope deferred maketh the heart sick.

True.

It has been the one great desire of my later years, continued Lady Chavasse, too much in earnest to be reticent, and it does not come. I wonder which is the worst to be borne; some weighty misfortune that falls and crushes, or a longed-for boon that we watch and pray for in vain? The want of it, the eager daily strain of disappointment, has become to me worse than a nightmare.



Little Arthur Layne, attended by Betsy, spent a day at the Grange on his recovery, invited to meet the peacock. The ladies were very kind to him: they could but admire his gentle manners, his fearless bearing. Sir Geoffry played a game at ninepins with him on the lawn  which set of ninepins had been his own when a child, and had been lying by ever since. Betsy was told she might carry them home for Master Layne: Sir Geoffry gave them to him.

After that, the intercourse dropped again, and they became strangers as before. Except that Lady Chavasse would bow from her carriage if she saw Mrs. or Miss Layne, and Sir Geoffry raise his hat. The little boy had more notice: when they met him out, and were walking themselves, they would, one and all, stop and speak to him.

So this episode of the accident seemed to fade into the past, as other things had faded: and the time went on.



Part the Fourth.

Autumn leaves were strewing the ground, autumn skies were overhead. A ray of the sun came slanting into the library, passing right across the face of Sir Geoffry Chavasse. The face had an older expression on it than his thirty years would justify. It looked worn and weary, and the bright hair, with its golden tinge, was less carefully arranged than it used to be, as if exertion were becoming a burden, or that vanity no longer troubled him; and his frame was almost painfully thin; and a low hacking cough took him at intervals. It might have been thought that Sir Geoffry was a little out of health, and wanted a change. Lady Chavasse, his mother, had begun to admit a long-repressed doubt whether any change would benefit him.

A common desk of stained walnut-wood was open on the table before him: he had been reading over and putting straight some papers it contained  notes and diaries, and so forth. Two or three of these he tore across and threw into the fire. Out of a bit of tissue paper, he took a curl of bright brown hair, recalling the day and hour when he had surreptitiously cut it off, and refused to give it up again to its blushing owner. Recalling also the happy feelings of that time  surreptitiously still, as might be said, for what business had he with them now? Holding the hair to his lips for a brief interval, he folded it up again, and took out another bit of paper. This contained a ladys ring of chased gold set with a beautiful and costly emerald. In those bygone years he had bought the ring, thinking to give it in payment of the stolen hair; but the young lady in her shyness had refused so valuable a present. Sir Geoffry held the ring so that its brightness glittered in the sun, and then wrapped it up again. Next he unfolded a diary, kept at that past period, and for a short time afterwards: then it was abruptly broken off, and had never since been written in. He smiled to himself as he read a page here and there  but the smile was full of sadness.

Lady Chavasse came into the room rather abruptly: Sir Geoffry shut up the diary, and prepared to close and lock the desk. There was a disturbed, restless, anxious look on my ladys face: there was a far more anxious and bitter pain ever making havoc with her heart.

Why, Geoffry! have you got out that old desk?

Sir Geoffry smiled as he carried it to its obscure place in a dark corner of the library. When he was about twelve years old, and they were passing through London, he went to the Lowther Arcade and bought this desk, for which he had been saving up his shillings.

I dont believe any lad ever had so valuable a prize as I thought I had purchased in that desk, mother, was his laughing remark.

I dare say it has a great deal of old rubbish in it, said Lady Chavasse, slightingly.

Not much else  for all the good it can ever be. I was only glancing over the rubbish  foolish mementoes of foolish days. These days are weary; and I hardly know how to make their hours fly.

Lady Chavasse sighed at the words. He used to go shooting in the autumn  fishing  hunting once in a way, in the later season: he had not strength for these sports now.

Opening the desk he commonly used, a very handsome one that had been Lady Chavasses present to him, he took a small book from it and put it into his breast-pocket. Lady Chavasse, watching all his movements, as she had grown accustomed to do, saw and knew what the book was  a Bible. Perhaps nothing had struck so much on my ladys fears as the habit he had fallen into of often reading the Bible. She had come upon him doing it in all kinds of odd places. Out amidst the rocks at the seaside where they had recently been staying  and should have stayed longer but that he grew tired and wanted to come home; out in the seats of this garden, amidst the roses, or where the roses had him with this small Bible. He always slipped it away when she or any one else approached: but the habit was casting on her spirit a very ominous shadow. It seemed to show her that he knew he must be drawing near to the world that the Bible tells of, and was making ready for his journey. How her heart ached, ached always, Lady Chavasse would not have liked to avow.

Wheres Rachel? he asked.

On her sofa, upstairs.

Sir Geoffry stirred the fire mechanically, his thoughts elsewhere  just as he had stirred it in a memorable interview of the days gone by. Unconsciously they had taken up the same position as on that unhappy morning: he with his elbow on the mantelpiece, and his face partly turned from his mother; she in the same chair, and on the same red square of the Turkey carpet. The future had been before them then: it lay in their own hands, so to say, to choose the path for good or for ill. Sir Geoffry had pointed out which was the right one to take, and said that it would bring them happiness. But my lady had negatived it, and he could only bow to her decree. And so, the turning tide was passed, not seized upon, and they had been sailing on a sea tolerably smooth, but without depth in it or sunshine on it. What had the voyage brought forth? Not much. And it seemed, so far as one was concerned, nearly at an end now.

I fancy Rachel cannot be well, mother, observed Sir Geoffry, She would not lie down so much if she were.

A little inertness, Geoffry, nothing more. About Christmas? continued Lady Chavasse. Shall you be well enough to go to the Derrestons, do you think?

I think we had better let Christmas draw nearer before laying out any plans for it, he answered.

Yes, thats all very well: but I am going to write to Lady Derreston to-day, and she will expect me to mention it. Shall you like to go?

A moments pause, and then he turned to her: his clear, dark-blue eyes, ever kind and gentle, looking straight into hers; his voice low and tender.

I do not suppose I shall ever go away from the Grange again.

She turned quite white. Was it coming so near as that? A kind of terror took possession of her.

Geoffry! Geoffry!

My darling mother, I will stay with you if I can; you know that. But the fiat does not lie with you or with me.

Sir Geoffry went behind her chair, and put his arms round her playfully, kissing her with a strange tenderness of heart that he sought to hide.

It may be all well yet, mother. Dont let it trouble you before the time.



She could not make any rejoinder, could not speak, and quitted the room to hide her emotion.

In the after-part of the day the surgeon, Duffham, bustled in. His visit was later than usual.

And how are you, Sir Geoffry? he asked, as they sat alone, facing each other between the table and the fire.

Much the same, Duffham.

Look here, Sir Geoffry  you should rally both yourself and your spirits. Its of no use giving way to illness. Theres a certain listlessness upon you; Ive seen it for some time. Shake it off.

Willingly  if you will give me the power to do so, was Sir Geoffrys reply. The listlessness you speak of proceeds from the fact that my health and energies fail me. As to my spirits, theres nothing the matter with them.

Mr. Duffham turned over with his fingers a glass paper-weight that happened to lie on the table, as if he wanted to see the fishing-boats on the sea that its landscape represented, and then he glanced at Sir Geoffry.

Of course you wish to get well?  with a slight emphasis on the wish.

Most certainly I wish to get well. For my mothers sake  and of course also for my wifes, as well as for my own. I dont expect to, though, Duffham.

Well, thats saying a great deal, retorted Duffham, pretending to make a mockery of it.

Ive not been strong for some time  as you may have seen, perhaps: but since the beginning of May, when the intensely hot weather came in, I have felt as  as  

As what, Sir Geoffry?

As though I should never live to see another May, hot or cold.

Unreasonable heat has that effect on some people, Sir Geoffry. Tries their nerves.

I am not aware that it tries mine. My nerves are as sound as need be. The insurance offices wont take my life at any price, Duffham, he resumed.

Have you tried them?

Two of the best in London. When I began to grow somewhat doubtful about myself in the spring, I thought of the future of those near and dear to me, and would have insured my life for their benefit. The doctors refused to certify. Since then I have felt nearly sure in my own mind that what must be will be. And, day by day, I have watched the shadow drawing nearer.

The doctor leaned forward and spoke a few earnest words of encouragement, before departing. Sir Geoffry was only too willing to receive them  in spite of the inward conviction that lay upon him, Lady Rachel Chavasse entered the library in the course of the afternoon. She wore a sweeping silk, the colour of lilac, and gold ornaments. Her face had not changed: with its classically-carved contour and its pale coldness.

Does Duffham think you are better, Geoffry?

Not much, I fancy.

Suppose we were to try another change  Germany, or somewhere? she calmly suggested.

I would rather be here than anywhere, Rachel.

I should like you to get well, you know, Geoffry.

I should like it too, my dear.

Mamma has written to ask us to go into Somersetshire for Christmas, continued Lady Rachel, putting her foot, encased in its black satin shoe and white silk stocking, on the fender.

Ay. My mother was talking about it just now. Well, we shall see between now and Christmas, Rachel. Perhaps they can come to us instead.

Lady Rachel turned her very light eyes upon her husband: eyes in which there often sat a peevish expression. It was not discernible at the present moment: they were coldly calm.

Dont you think you shall be quite well by Christmas?

I cannot speak with any certainty, Rachel.

She stood a minute or two longer, and then walked round the room before the shelves, in search of some entertaining book. It was quite evident that the state of her husband did not bring real trouble to her heart. Was the heart too naturally cold?  or was it that as yet no suspicion of the seriousness of the case had penetrated to her? Something of both, perhaps.

Selecting a book, she was leaving the library with it when Sir Geoffry asked if she would not rather stay by the fire to read. But she said she preferred to go to her sofa.

Are you well, Rachel? he asked.

My back feels tired, always. I suppose we are something alike, Geoffry  not over-strong, she concluded, with a smile.

That night Duffham made the annexed entry in his journal.

He does know the critical state he is in. Has known it, it seems, for some time. I suspected he did. Sir Geoffrys one that you may read as a book in his open candour. He would get well if he could, he says, for his mothers sake. As of course he would, were the result under his own control: a fine young fellow of the upper ten, with every substantial good to make life pleasant, and no evil habits or thoughts to draw him backward, would not close his eyes on this world without a pang, and a struggle to remain a while longer in it.

I cannot do more for him than I am doing. All the faculty combined could not. Neither do I say, as he does, that he will not get better: on the contrary, I think theres just a chance that he will: and I honestly told him so. Its just a toss-up. He was always delicate until he grew to manhood: then he seemed to become thoroughly healthy and strong. Query: would this delicacy have come back again had his life been made as happy as it might have been? My lady can debate that point with herself in after-years: it may be that shell have plenty of time to do it in. Sir Geoffrys is one of those sensitive natures where the mind seems almost wholly to influence the body; and that past trouble was a sharp blow to him. Upright and honourable, he could not well bear the remorse that fell upon him  it has been keenly felt, ay, I verily believe, until this hour: anothers life was blighted that his might be aggrandized. My own opinion is, that had he been allowed to do as he wished, and make reparation, thereby securing his own happiness, he might have thrown off the tendency to delicacy still and always; and lived to be as old as his father, Sir Peter. Should my lady ever speak to me upon the subject, I shall tell her this. Geoffry Chavasse has lived with a weight upon him. It was not so much that his own hopes were gone and his love-dream wrecked, as that he had brought far worse than this upon another. Yes; my lady may thank herself that his life seems to have been wasted. Had there been children he might, in a degree, have forgotten what went before, and the mind would no longer have preyed upon the body. Has the finger of Heaven been in this? My pen ought to have written specially in this: for that Finger is in all things.

I hope he will get better. Yes, I do, in spite of a nasty doubt that crops up in my mind as I say it. I love him as I did in the old days, and respect him more. Qui vivra verra  to borrow a French phrase from young Master Arthur over the way. And now I put up my diary for the night.



Mrs. Layne was dead. Mary lived alone in her house now, with her servants and Arthur.

Never a woman so respected as she; never a lady, high or low, so revered and looked up to as Mary Layne. All the village would fly to her on an emergency; and she had both counsel and help to give. The poor idolized her. A noble, tender, good gentlewoman, with the characteristic humility in her bearing that had been observable of late years, and the gentle gravity on her thoughtful face. My lady, with all her rank and her show and her condescension, had never been half so much respected as this. The little boy  in knickerbockers now, and nine years old  was a great favourite; he also got some honour reflected on him through Colonel Layne. There had been a time of trouble in India, and Major Layne had grandly distinguished himself and gained honour and promotion. The public papers proclaimed his bravery and renown; and Arthur received his share of reflected glory. As the boy passed on his pony, the blacksmith, Dobbs, would shoot out from his forge to look after him, and say to the stranger whose horse had cast a shoe, There goes the little son of the brave Colonel Layne: maybe youve heerd of his deeds over in Ingee. Perhaps the blacksmith considered he had acquired a sort of right in Arthur, since the pony  a sure-footed Welsh animal  was kept in the stable that belonged to his forge, and was groomed by himself or son. Miss Layne paid him for it; but, as the blacksmith said, it went again the grain; hed ha been proud to do aught for her and the little gentleman without pay.

And somehow, what with one thing and another, my lady grew to think that if anything removed her from Chavasse Grange, Mary would take her place as best and chiefest in Church Dykely, and she herself would not be missed. But it was odd the thought should dawn upon her. Previsions of coming events steal into the minds of a great many of us; we know not whence they arise, and at first look on them only as idle thoughts, never recognizing them for what they are  advance shadows of the things to be.

One sunshiny afternoon, close upon winter, Arthur and Mr. Duffham went out riding. Mary watched them start; the doctor on his old grey horse (that had been her fathers), and Arthur on his well-groomed pony. The lad sat well; as brave-looking a little gentleman, with his upright carriage, open face, and nice attire  for Mary was particular there  as had ever gratified a fond aunts eye, or a blacksmiths heart.

Close by the gates of Chavasse Grange, they met Sir Geoffry and his mother strolling forth. Mr. Duffhams hopes had not been fulfilled. Outwardly there was not much change in the baronet, certainly none for the better; inwardly there was a great deal. He knew now how very certain his fate was, and that it might not be delayed for any great length of time; a few weeks, a few months: as God should will.

Lady Rachel is not well, observed Sir Geoffry to the surgeon. You must see her, Duffham. I suppose you cant come in now?

Yes, I can: Im in no hurry, was the doctors answer.

May I come too, and see the peacock, Sir Geoffry? Ill wait here, though, if Mr. Duffham thinks I ought.

Of course the boy was told that the peacock would take it as a slight if he did not pay him a visit, and they all turned up the avenue. Arthur got off his pony and led it, and talked with Lady Chavasse.

Why did you get off yet? asked Sir Geoffry, turning to him.

Lady Chavasse is walking, answered the boy, simply.

It spoke volumes for his innate sense of politeness. Sir Geoffry remembered that he had possessed the same when a child.

Have you heard what papa has done? asked Arthur, putting the question generally. It has been in all the newspapers, and he is full colonel now. Did you read it, Sir Geoffry?

Yes, I read it, Arthur.

And the Queens going to thank papa when he comes to England, and to make him Sir Richard. Everybody says so. Dobbs thinks papa will be made general before he dies.

Dobbs was the blacksmith. They smiled at this. Not at the possibility for Colonel Layne, but at Dobbs.

And, with it all, Aunt Mary does not want me to be a soldier! went on the boy in rather an aggrieved tone. Richards enough, she says. Dick gets on well at Kings College: he is to go to Woolwich next. I dont see the peacock!

They had neared the house, but the gay plumaged bird, for which Arthur retained his full admiration, was nowhere in sight. Servants came forward and led the horses away. Mr. Duffham went on to see Lady Rachel: Arthur was taken into the garden-parlour by Sir Geoffry.

And so you would like to be a soldier: he said, holding the boy before him, and looking down at his bright, happy face.

Oh, I should: very much. If papa says Im not to be  or mamma  or Aunt Mary  if they should tell me No, no, you shall not, why, it would be at an end, and Id try and like something else.

Listen, Arthur, said Sir Geoffry, in a low, earnest tone. What you are to be, and what you are not to be, lie alike in the will of God. He will direct you aright, no doubt, when the time of choice shall come  

And thats what Aunt Mary says, interrupted the lad. She says  Theres the peacock!

He had come round the corner, his tail trailing; the poor peahen following humbly behind him, as usual. Arthur went outside the window. The peacock had a most unsociable habit of stalking away with a harsh scream if approached; Arthur knew this, and stayed where he was, talking still with Sir Geoffry. When Lady Chavasse entered, he was deep in a story of the musical box.

Yes, a wicked boy went into Reuben Noahs, and broke his box for the purpose. Aunt Mary is letting me get it mended for him with some sixpences I had saved up. Reuben is very ill just now  in great pain; and Aunt Mary has let me lend him mine  he says when he can hear the music, his hip does not hurt him so much. You are not angry with me for lending it, are you, Sir Geoffry?

My boy, I am pleased.

Why should Sir Geoffry be angry  what is it to him? cried Lady Chavasse, amused with the chatter.

Sir Geoffry gave it to me, said Arthur, looking at her with wide-open eyes, in which the great wonder that any one should be ignorant of that fact was expressed. Reuben wishes he could get here to see the peacock: but he cant walk, you know. I painted a beautiful one on paper and took it to him. Aunt Mary said it was not much like a real peacock; it was too yellow. Reuben liked it, and hung it up on his wall. Oh!

For the stately peacock, stepping past the window as if the world belonged to him, suddenly threw wide his tail in an access of vanity. The tail had not long been renewed, and was in full feather. Arthurs face went into a radiant glow. Lady Chavasse, smiling at the childish delight, produced some biscuit that the peacock was inordinately fond of, and bade him go and feed it.

Oh, Geoffry, she exclaimed in the impulse of the moment, as the boy vaulted away, if you only had such a son and heir as that!

Ay. It might have been, mother. That child himself might have been Sir Arthur after me, had you so willed it.

Been Sir Arthur after you! she exclaimed. Are you in a dream, Geoffry? That child!

I have thought you did not know him, but I never felt quite sure. He passes to the world for the son of Colonel Layne  as I trust he may so pass always. Dont you understand?

It was so comical a thing, bringing up thoughts so astounding, and the more especially because she had never had the remotest suspicion of it, that Lady Chavasse simply stared at her son in silence. All in a moment a fiery resentment rose up in her heart: she could not have told at whom or what.

I will never believe it, Geoffry. It cannot be.

It is, mother.

He was leaning against the embrasure of the window as he stood, watching the boy in the distance throwing morsels of biscuit right into the peacocks mouth, condescendingly held wide to receive them. Lady Chavasse caught the strange sadness glistening in her sons eyes, and somehow a portion of her hot anger died away.

Yes: there was nothing to prevent it, sighed Sir Geoffry. Had you allowed it, mother, the boy might have been born my lawful son, my veritable heir. Other sons might have followed him: the probability is, there would have been half-a-dozen of them feeding the peacock now, instead of  of  I was going to say  of worse than none.

Lady Chavasse looked out at the boy with eager, devouring eyes: and whether there was more of longing in their depths, or of haughty anger, a spectator could not have told. In that same moment a vision, so vivid as to be almost like reality, stole before her mental sight  of the half-dozen brave boys crowding round the peacock, instead of only that one on whose birth so cruel a blight had been cast.

A noble heir he would have made us, mother; one of whom our free land might have been proud, spoke Sir Geoffry, in a low tone of yearning that was mixed with hopeless despair. He bears my name, Arthur. I would give my right hand  ay, and the left too  if he could be Sir Arthur after me!

Arthur turned round. His cap was on the grass, his blue eyes were shining.

He is frightfully greedy and selfish, Lady Chavasse. He will not let the peahen have a bit.

A beautiful face, murmured Sir Geoffry. And a little like what mine must have been at his age, I fancy. Sometimes I have thought that you would see the likeness, and that it might impart its clue.

Since when have you known him?  known this?

Since the day after the accident, when my horse threw him down. Duffham dropped an unintentional word, and it enlightened me. Some nights ago I dreamt that the little lad was my true heir, added Sir Geoffry. I saw you kiss him in the dream.

You must have been letting your thoughts run on it very much, retorted Lady Chavasse, rather sharply.

They are often running on it, mother: the regret for what might have been and for what is, never seems to leave me, was his reply. For some moments after I awoke from that dream I thought it was reality: I believe I called out Arthur. Rachel started, and inquired between sleeping and waking what the matter was. To find it was only a dream  to remember that what is can never be changed or redeemed in this world, was the worst pain of all.

You may have children yet, said Lady Chavasse, after a pause. It is not impossible.

Well, I suppose not impossible, was the hesitating rejoinder. But  

But you dont think it. Say it out, Geoffry.

I do not think it. My darling mother, dont you see how it is with me? he added, in an impulse of emotion that I am not to live. A very short time now, and I shall be lying with my father.

A piteous cry broke from her. It had to be suppressed. The ungrateful peacock, seeing no more dainty biscuit in store, had fluttered off with a scream, putting his tail down into the smallest possible compass; and Arthur came running back to the room. Mr. Duffham next appeared; his face grave, his account of Lady Rachel evasive. He suspected some latent disease of the spine, but did not wish to say so just yet.

The horse and pony were brought round. Arthur and the doctor mounted; Arthur turning round to lift his cap to Lady Chavasse and Sir Geoffry as he rode away. A noble boy in all his actions; sitting his pony like the young chieftain he ought to have been but for my ladys adverse will.

But Mr. Duffham was by no means prepared for an inroad on his privacy made that evening by my lady. She surprised him in his shabbiest parlour, when he was taking his tea: the old tin teapot on the Japan tray, and the bread-and-butter plate cracked across. Zuby Noah, Duffhams factotum, was of a saving turn, and never would bring in the best things except on Sundays. He had a battle with her over it sometimes, but it did no good. Duffham thought Lady Chavasse had come to hear about Lady Rachel, but he was mistaken.

She began with a despairing cry, by way of introduction to the interview; Zuby might have heard it as she went along the kitchen passage, but for her clanking pattens. The man-servant was out that evening, and Zuby was in waiting. Duffham, standing on the old hearthrug, found his arm seized by Lady Chavasse. He had never seen her in agitation like this.

Is it to be so really? Mr. Duffham, can nothing be done? Is my son to die before my very eyes, and not be saved?

Sit down, pray, Lady Chavasse! cried Duffham, trying to hand her into the chair that had the best-looking cushion on it, and wishing he had been in the other room and had not slipped on his worn, old pepper-and-salt coat.

He ought not to die  to die and leave no children! she went on, as if she were a lunatic. If there were but one little son  but one  to be the heir! Cant you keep him in life? there may be children yet, if he only lives.

Her eyes were looking wildly into his; her fingers entwined themselves about the old grey cuffs as lovingly as though they were of silk velvet. No: neither Duffham nor any one else had ever seen her like this. It was as though she thought it lay with Duffham to keep Sir Geoffry in life and to endow Chavasse Grange with heirs.

Lady Chavasse, I am not in the place of God.

Dont you care for my trouble? Dont you care for it?

I do care. I wish I could cure Sir Geoffry.

Down sat my lady in front of the fire, in dire tribulation. By the way she stared at it, Duffham thought she must see in it a vision of the future.

We shall have to quit the Grange, you know, if he should die: I and Lady Rachel. Better that I quitted it in my young life; that I had never had a male child to keep me in it. I thought that would have been a hardship: but oh, it would have been nothing to this.

You shall take a cup of tea, Lady Chavasse  if you dont mind its being poured out of this homely tea-pot, said Duffham. Confound that Zuby! he cried, under his breath.

Yes, I will take the tea  put nothing in it. My lips and throat are dry with fever and pain. I wish I could die instead of Geoffry! I wish he could have left a little child behind to bless me!

Duffham, standing up whilst she took the tea, thought it was well that these trials of awful pain did not fall often in a lifetime, or they would wear out alike the frame and the spirit. She grew calm again. As if ashamed of the agitation betrayed, her manner gradually took a sort of hard composure, her face a defiant expression. She turned it on him.

So, Mr. Duffham! It has been well done of you, to unite with Sir Geoffry in deceiving me! That child over the way has never been Colonel Laynes.

And then she went on in a style that put Duffhams back up. It was not his place to tell her, he answered. At the same time he had had no motive to keep it from her, and if she had ever put the question to him, he should readily have answered it. Unsolicited, unspoken to, of course he had held his peace. As to uniting with Sir Geoffry to deceive her, she deceived herself if she thought anything of the kind. Since the first moment they had spoken together, when the fact had become known to Sir Geoffry, never a syllable relating to it had been mentioned between them. And then, after digesting this for a few minutes in silence, she went back to Sir Geoffrys illness.

It is just as though a blight had fallen on him, she piteously exclaimed, lifting her hand and letting it drop again. A blight.

Well, Lady Chavasse, I suppose something of the kind did fall upon him, was Duffhams answer.

And that displeased her. She turned her offended face to the doctor, and inquired what he meant by saying it.

So Duffham set himself to speak out. He had said he would, if ever the opportunity came. Reverting to what had happened some nine or more years ago, he told her that in his opinion Sir Geoffry had never recovered it: that the trouble had so fixed itself upon him as to have worked insensibly upon his bodily health.

Self-reproach and disappointment were combined, Lady Chavasse; for theres no doubt that the young lady was very dear to him, concluded Duffham. And there are some natures that cannot pick up again after such a blow.

She was staring at Duffham with open eyes, not understanding.

You do not mean to say that  that the disappointment about her has killed Sir Geoffry?

My goodness, no! cried Duffham, nearly laughing. Men are made of tougher stuff than to die of the thing called love, Lady Chavasse. What is it Shakespeare says? Men have died, and worms have eaten them, but not for love. There is no question but that Sir Geoffry has always had an inherent tendency to delicacy of constitution, he continued more seriously: my partner Layne told me so. It was warded off for a time, and he grew into a strong, hearty man: it might perhaps have been warded off for good. But the blight  as you aptly express it, Lady Chavasse  came: and perhaps since then the spirit has not been able to maintain its own proper struggle for existence  in which lies a great deal, mind you; and now that the original weakness has shown itself again, he cannot shake it off.

But  according to that  he is dying of the blight?

Well  in a sense, yes. If you like to put it so.

Her lips grew white. There rose before her mind that one hour of bitter agony in her lifetime and her sons, when he had clasped his pleading hands on hers, and told her in a voice hoarse with its bitter pain and emotion that if she decided against him he could never know happiness again in this world: that to part from one to whom he was bound by sweet endearment, by every tie that ought to bind man to woman, would be like parting with life. Entrenched in her pride, she had turned a deaf ear, and rejected his prayer: and now there had come of it what had come. Yes, as Lady Chavasse sat there, she had the satisfaction of knowing that the work was hers.

A warmer climate?  would it restore him? she exclaimed, turning her hot eyes on Mr. Duffham.

Had it been likely to do so, Lady Chavasse, I should have sent him to one long ago.

She gathered her mantle of purple velvet about her as she rose up, and went out of the room in silence, giving Duffham her hand in token of friendship.

Duffham opened the front-door, and was confronted by a tall footman  with a gold-headed cane and big white silk calves  who had been waiting in the air for his lady. She took the way to the Grange; the man and his protecting cane stepping grandly after her.



Sir Geoffry Chavasse.

Buried in her own reflections by the drawing-room fire, in the coming dusk of the winters evening, Miss Layne thought her ears must have deceived her. But no. It was Sir Geoffry who advanced as the servant made the announcement; and she rose to meet him. Strangely her heart fluttered: but she had been learning a lesson in calmness for many years; he had too, perhaps; and they shook hands quietly as other people do. Sir Geoffry threw back his overcoat from his wasted form as he sat down.

Wasted more than ever now. Some weeks have gone on since my ladys impromptu visit to Mr. Duffhams tea-table; winter is merging into spring; and the most sanguine could no longer indulge hope for Sir Geoffry.

You have heard how it is with me? he began, looking at Mary, after recovering his short breath.

Yes, she faintly answered.

I could not die without seeing you, Mary, and speaking a word of farewell. It was in my mind to ask you to come to the Grange for half-an-hours interview; but I scarcely saw how to accomplish it: it might have raised some speculation. So as the day has been fine and mild, I came to you.

You should have come earlier, she murmured. It is getting late and cold.

I did come out earlier. But I have been with Duffham.

Moving his chair a little nearer to hers, he spoke to her long and earnestly. In all that was said there seemed to be a solemn meaning  as is often the case when the speaker is drawing to the confines of this world and about to enter on the next. He referred a little to the past, and there was some mutual explanation. But it seemed to be of the future that Sir Geoffry had come chiefly to speak  the future of Baby Arthur.

You will take care of him, Mary?  of his best interests? And the tears came into Mary Laynes eyes at the words. He could not really think it necessary to ask it.

Yes. To the very utmost of my power.

I am not able to leave him anything. You know how things are with us at the Grange. My wish would have been good  

It is not necessary, she interrupted. All I have will be his, Sir Geoffry.

Sir Geoffry! Need you keep up that farce, Mary, in this our last hour? He seems to wish to be a soldier: and I cannot think but that the profession will be as good for him as any other, provided you can like it for him. You will see when the time comes: all that lies in the future. Our lives have been blighted, Mary: and I pray God daily and hourly that, being so, it may have served to expiate the sin  my sin, my love, it was never yours  and that no shame may fall on him.

I think it will not, she softly said, the painful tears dropping fast. He will always be regarded as Colonel Laynes son: the very few who know otherwise  Mr. Duffham, Colonel and Mrs. Layne, and Lady Chavasse now  will all be true to the end.

Ay. I believe it too. I think the boy may have a bright and honourable career before him: as much so perhaps as though he had been born my heir. I think the regret that he was not  when he so easily might have been  has latterly helped to wear me out, Mary.

I wish you could have lived, Geoffry! she cried from between her blinding tears.

I have wished it also, he answered, his tone full of pain. But it was not to be. When the days shall come that my mother is alone, except for Lady Rachel, and grieving for me, I want you to promise that you will sometimes see her and give her consolation. Something tells me that you can do this, Mary, that she will take it from you  and I know that she will need it sadly. Be kind to her when I am gone.

Yes. I promise it.

You are the bravest of us all, Mary. And yet upon you has lain the greatest suffering.

It is the suffering that has made me brave, she answered. Oh, Geoffry, I am getting to realize the truth that it is better to have too much of suffering in this world than too little. It is a truth hard to learn: but once learnt, it brings happiness in enduring.

Sir Geoffry nodded assent. He had learnt somewhat of it also  too late.

I have begun a confidential letter to Colonel Layne, Mary, and shall post it before I die. To thank him for  

The words were drowned in a gleeful commotion  caused by the entrance of Arthur. The boy came dashing in from his afternoons study with the curate, some books under his arm.

I have not been good, Aunt Mary. He said I gave him no end of trouble; and Im afraid I did: but, you see, I bought the marbles going along, instead of in coming back, as you told me, and  Whos that!

In letting his books fall on a side-table, he had caught sight of the stranger  then standing up. The fire had burnt low, and just for the moment even the young eyes did not recognize Sir Geoffry Chavasse. Mary stirred the fire into a blaze, and drew the crimson curtains before the window.

What have you come for? asked the little lad, as Sir Geoffry took his hand. Are you any better, sir?

I shall never be better in this world, Arthur. And so you gave your tutor trouble this afternoon!

Yes; I am very sorry: I told him so. It was all through the marbles. I couldnt keep my hands out of my pockets. Just look what beauties they are!

Out came a handful of beauties of many colours. But Mary, who was standing by the mantelpiece, her face turned away, bade him put them up again. Arthur began to feel that there was some kind of hush upon the room.

I have been talking to Miss Layne about your future  for, do you know, Arthur, you are a favourite of mine, said Sir Geoffry. Ever since the time when my horse knocked you down  and might have killed you  I have taken a very warm interest in your welfare. I have often wished that you  that you  he seemed to hesitate in some emotion were my own little son and heir to succeed me; but of course that cannot be. I dont know what profession you will choose, or may be chosen for you  

I should like to be a soldier, interrupted Arthur, lifting his sparkling eyes to Sir Geoffrys.



Your ideas may change before the time for choosing shall come. But a soldier may be as brave a servant of God as of his queen: should you ever become a soldier, will you remember this truth?

Yes, said Arthur, in a whisper, for the grave tones and manner impressed him with some awe.

Sir Geoffry was sitting down and holding Arthur before him. To the latters intense surprise, he saw two tears standing on the wasted cheeks. It made him feel a sort of discomfort, and he began, as a relief, to play with the chain and seal that hung on the baronets waistcoat. A transparent seal, with a plain device on it.

Should you like to have them when I am gone, Arthur  and wear them in remembrance of me when you are old enough? I think it must be so: no one can have a better right to them than my little friend who once nearly lost his arm by my carelessness. I will see about it. But I have a better present than that  which I will give you now.

Taking from his pocket the small Bible that had been his companion for some months, he put it into Arthurs hands, telling him that he had written his name in it. And the child, turning hastily to the fly-leaf, saw it there: Arthur Layne. From G. A. C. Lower down were the words: Come unto Me all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.

Jesus said that! cried the boy, simply.

Jesus Christ. My Saviour and yours  for I am sure you will let Him be yours. Do not part with this Book, Arthur. Use it always: I have marked many passages in it. Should it be your fate ever to encamp on the battle-field, let the Book be with you: your guide and friend. In time you will get to love it better than any book that is to be had in the world.

The child had a tender heart, and began to cry a little. Sir Geoffry drew him nearer.

I have prayed to God to bless you, Arthur. But you know, my child, He will only give His best blessing to those who seek it, who love and serve Him. Whatsoever may be your lot in life, strive to do your duty in it, as before God; loving Him, loving and serving your fellow-creatures; trusting ever to Christs atonement. These are my last solemn words to you. Do you always remember them.

His voice faltered a little, and Arthur began to sob. Oh, Sir Geoffry, must you die?

Sir Geoffry seemed to be breathing fast, as though agitation were becoming too much for him. He bent his head and kissed the boys face fervently: his brow, his cheeks, his lips, his eyelids  there was not a spot that Sir Geoffry did not leave a kiss upon. It quite seemed as though his heart had been yearning for those kisses, and as though he could not take enough of them.



And now, Arthur, you must do a little errand for me. Go over to Mr. Duffham, and tell him I am coming. Leave the Bible on the table here.

Arthur went out of the house with less noise than he had entered it. Sir Geoffry rose.

It is our turn to part now, Mary. I must be gone.

Her sweet face was almost distorted with the efforts she had been making to keep down emotion before the child. She burst into tears, as her hand met Sir Geoffrys.

God bless you! God bless you always, my darling! he murmured. Take my thanks, once for all, for the manner in which you have met the past; there is not another woman living who would have done and borne as you have. This is no doubt our last meeting on earth, Mary; but in eternity we shall be together for ever. God bless you, and love you, and keep you always!

A lingering hand-pressure, a steady look into each others eyes, reading the present anguish there, reading also the future trust, and then their lips met  surely there was no wrong in it!  and a farewell kiss of pain was taken. Sir Geoffry went out, buttoning his overcoat across his chest.

A fly was waiting before Mr. Duffhams house; the surgeon and Arthur were standing by it on the pavement. Sir Geoffry got inside.

Good-bye, Sir Geoffry! cried the little lad, as Mr. Duffham, saying he should be at the Grange in the morning, was about to close the door. I shall write and tell papa how good youve been, to give me your own Bible. I can write small-hand now.

And fine small-hand it is! put in old Duffham in disparagement.

Sir Geoffry laid his hand gently on Arthurs head, and kept it there for a minute. His lips were moving, but he said nothing aloud. Arthur thought he had not been heard.

Good-bye, Sir Geoffry, he repeated.

Good-bye, my child.



Sir Geoffry lay back in an easy-chair in front of the fire in his library. The end was near at hand now, but he was bearing up quite well to the last. Lady Chavasse, worn almost to a shadow with grief and uncertainty  for there were times yet when she actually entertained a sort of hope  sat away in the shade; her eyes watching every change in his countenance, her heart feeling ever its bitter repentance and despair.

Repentance? Yes, and plenty of it. For she saw too surely what might have been and what was  and knew that it was herself, herself only, who had worked out this state of things. Her self-reproach was terrible; her days and nights were one long dream of agony. Lady Rachel was not with them very much. She lay down more than ever in her own room; and Lady Chavasse had begun to learn that this almost continuous lying was not caused by inert idleness, but of necessity. The Grange was a sad homestead now.

The blaze from the fire flickered on Sir Geoffrys wasted face. Hers was kept in the shadow, or it might have betrayed the bitterness of her aching heart. He had been speaking of things that touched her conscience.

Yes, it was a sin, mother. But it might have been repaired; and, if it had been, I believe God would have blessed us all. As it is  well, we did not repair it, you and I; and so  and so, as I take it, there has not been much of real blessing given to us here; certainly not of heartfelt comfort. I seem to see all things clearly now  if it be not wrong to say it.

Lady Chavasse saw them too  though perhaps not exactly in the way he meant. Never was the vision, of what might have been, more vividly before her than now as he spoke. She saw him, a hale happy man; his wife Mary, their children, a goodly flock, all at the Grange, and herself first amongst them, reigning paramount, rejoicing in her good and dutiful daughter-in-law. Oh, what a contrast between that vision and reality! A repressed groan escaped her lips; she coughed to smother it.

Mother!

Well, Geoffry?

You need not have suppressed my last letter to Mary  the letter of explanation I wrote when I quitted her and the Grange. You might have been sure of me  that I would be true to my word to you.

No answer. There was a great deal that she would not suppress, besides the letter, if the time had to come over again. The log sparkled and crackled and threw its jets of flame upwards; but no other noise disturbed the rooms stillness.

Mother!

Well, Geoffry?

I should like the child, little Arthur, to have my watch and its appendages. Have you any objection?

None.

It will be looked upon, you know, as a token of remembrance to the little fellow who had so sharp an illness through my horse.

Yes.

And  I have two desks, you know. The old one of common stained wood I wish sent to Miss Layne, locked as it is. The key I will enclose in a note. Let them be sent to her when I am dead.

It shall be done, Geoffry.

Theres not much in the desk. Just a few odds and ends of papers; mementoes of the short period when I was happy  though I ought not to have been. Nothing of value; except a ring that I bought for her at Worcester at the time, and which she would not take.

I promise it, Geoffry. I will do all you wish.

Thank you. You have ever been my loving friend, mother.

Ever, Geoffry?

Well  you did for the best there, mother; though it was a mistake. You acted for what you thought my welfare.

Would you not like to see her, Geoffry?

I have seen her and bidden her farewell. It was the afternoon I went to Duffhams and you said that I stayed out too late. And now I think Ill lie down on the sofa, and get, if I can, a bit of sleep; I feel tired. To-morrow I will talk about you and Rachel  and what will be best for you both. I wish to my heart, for your sake and hers, that Rachel had borne a son; I am thinking of you both daily, and of what you will do when I am gone.

I shall never know pleasure in life again, Geoffry, she cried, with a heartbroken sob. Life for me will be, henceforth, one of mortification and misery.

But it will not last for ever. Oh, mother! how merciful God is!  to give us the blessed hope of an eternal life of perfect happiness, after all the mistakes and tribulations and disappointments of this! My darling mother! we shall all be there in sweet companionship for ever.



They buried Sir Geoffry Chavasse by the side of his father  and any one who likes to go there may see his tomb against the graveyard wall of Church Dykely. My Lady Chavasse arranged the funeral. The Earl of Derreston and a Major Chavasse were chief mourners, with other grand people. Duffhams diary gives the particulars, but there is no space here to record them. Duffham was bidden to it; and brought Arthur Layne in his hand to the Grange, in obedience to a private word of my ladys  for she knew the dead, if he could look out of his coffin, would like to see Arthur following. So the procession started, a long line; the village gazing in admiration as it passed; and Dobbs the blacksmith felt as proud as ever was the Grange peacock, when he saw Colonel Laynes little son in a coach, amidst the gentlefolks. Twere out of respect to the colonels bravery, you might be sure, he told a select audience: and praps a bit because o that back accident to the child hisself. And so, amidst pomps, and coaches, and comments, Geoffry Chavasse was left in his last home.

[Final matters extracted from Duffhams Diary.]

It is eighteen months now since Sir Geoffry died; and strange changes have taken place. The world is always witnessing such: you go up, and I go down.




Admiral Chavasse came home and took possession of the Grange. My lady had previously quitted it. She did not quit Church Dykely. It seemed indifferent to her where she settled down; and Lady Rachel Chavasse had become used to my attendance, and wished to stay. There was a small white villa to let on this side of the Grange, and they took it. Lady Rachel lies down more than ever; when she goes out it is in a Bath-chair. Old John Noah draws it. The spinal complaint is confirmed. I can do her no good; but I go in once or twice a week, and have a gossip. She is very fractious: and what with one thing and another, my Lady Chavasse has a trying life of it. They keep three servants only; no carriage  except the Bath-chair. What a change! what a change!

If ever there was a disappointed woman in this world, one who feels the humiliation of her changed position keenly, whose whole life is a long living repentance, it is Lady Chavasse. The picture of what might have been is ever in her mind; the reality of what is, lies around her. To judge by human fallibility, she has a long existence before her: not quite fifty yet, and her health rude: but in spirit she is a bowed, broken-down woman.

The Grange is let. Sir Parker Chavasse could not reconcile himself to living in a rural district, and went back to his ship. At first he shut the Grange up; now he has let it for a term to Mr. and Mrs. McAlpin, formerly of Calcutta. They live there with their children; in as good a style as ever the Chavasses did. Allan McAlpin has given up business, and spends his large fortune like the gentleman he is. She is Mary Laynes sister: a dainty and rather haughty woman. My lady looks out surreptitiously from the corner of her window as Mrs. McAlpins carriage bowls along the road beyond the field. Colonel Laynes wife is also here just now, on a visit at the Grange; her husband, Sir Richard Layne, K.C.B., has returned to his duties in India. The whole county calls upon them and seems proud to do it, forgetting perhaps that they were only the daughters of my predecessor, Layne the apothecary. Yes! there are strange ups and downs in this world: and Mary Layne, so despised once, might not now be thought, even by my lady, so very unequal to Sir Geoffry Chavasse.

She does not go in for grandeur. But the village would like to lay its hands under her feet. Never was there so good, so unselfish, so sweet and humble-minded a woman as Mary. In a temporary indisposition that attacked her a few weeks ago, Mr. Dobbs, struck with consternation, gave, it as his opinion that Church Dykely could afford to lose the whole biling of em, better than her. Lady Chavasse has seen her merit at last; and Marys frequent presence in their house seems to bring light to the two lonely women. Arthur goes there too; my lady loves him, curious though the fact may sound. An incident occurred the other evening.



Miss Layne and Arthur were at tea there, when I happened to go in with some medicine. Mary had her work out, and sat talking in a low voice to Lady Rachel on her sofa; Lady Chavasse was watching Arthur, playing on the grass-plat. My lady rose up with a sudden cry:

Take care of the wasp, Sir Arthur! Sir Arthur!

I saw what painful reverie she had been lost in  the vision of that which might have been. It is apt to steal on her at sunset. Becoming conscious of the slip, she flushed slightly, and turned it off. Lady Rachel laughed; she thought it a good joke. Mary was more silent than usual that night, as I walked home by her and Arthurs side.

Here ends the history. Mary Layne lives on in her home, training Arthur, helping the sick and suffering, keeping her face steadily turned to another world. Never a one is there amidst us so respected as that good, grave lady, who blighted her life in early womanhood, and who carries its trace on her sad, sweet countenance, and its never-ceasing shame on her sorrowing heart.

Thats all at last. You must be glad of it. Old Duffham shall not lead me blindfold into one of his spun-out histories again. The trouble Ive had to cut it down! What with the diaries and letters, it was twice as long.

And he called it a tale of sin. I, Johnny Ludlow, think it is more like a tale of suffering.




X.

A DAY OF PLEASURE.

We all liked Captain Sanker; a post-captain in the navy, ages since on half-pay; who came into Worcestershire, and brought a letter of introduction to the Squire. He was about a seventeenth cousin of the Sankers of Wales, and a twenty-seventh of Mrs. Todhetley. The captain and his wife and family, six children, had lived in Ireland and the Channel Islands, and other cheap localities, making both ends of their income meet as well as they could  and nobody need be told how poor is the half-pay of naval officers, and what a fight and a struggle it is to rub along. At last, through the death of a relative of Mrs. Sanker, they dropped into quite a fortune, and came over to settle at Worcester.

A Dr. Teal, who had also recently come to Worcester, and was an old friend of Captain Sanker, proposed it to them. He wrote a flaming account of the pretty place that Worcester was, of the loveliness of the surrounding country; and of the great advantage the college school would be to the young Sankers, in giving them a free education if they could be got into it. The prospect of a free education for his boys took with the captain, and he lost no time in removing to Worcester, the Welsh Sankers giving him an introduction to us. We grew pretty intimate: calling on them when we went to Worcester for a day, and having them over to spend days with us.

All the young Sankers were got into the college school by degrees, and became four of the forty kings scholars. At that time  it is long past now  the school was not thought much of, for the boys were taught little but the classics, so entrance was easy: Latin, Greek, bad writing, and the first rule in arithmetic: there it ended. Captain Sanker thought the education first-rate, and had them all enrolled: Frederick, Daniel, King, and Toby. As to Toby, I fancy his real name was Alfred, but I never heard him called by it.

They had been in Worcester between one and two years, when Tod and I went over to them on a visit. The captain had come to spend a summers day at Crabb Cot, and in his jolly, open-hearted fashion insisted on taking us two back with him. He was a short, stout man, with grey hair, and merry bright blue eyes all alight with smiles. The college school would be breaking up for its long holidays in a week or so, and it would have been better for us to have gone then; but the captain always did things on impulse, and had no more forethought than young Toby. The holidays were taken late that year, and would be very long, because the college hall, which was the schoolroom, would be wanted for the music-meeting in September.

The Sankers was a funny household, and we pitched down amongst them without ceremony on either side. The house was at the corner of an open road, not very far from the cathedral. It was a commodious house as to size; but all the rooms were in an everlasting litter, so that you could never find a chair to sit down on. The captain was good-humoured always, going in and out a hundred times a day. There seemed to be no fixed hour for meals, and sometimes no meals to eat: Mrs. Sanker would forget to order them. She was a little lady, who went about as if she were dreaming, in a white petticoat and loose buff jacket; or else shed be sitting aloft in the turret, darning stockings and saying poetry. She was the least excitable person I ever knew; all events, good and bad, she took as a matter of course: had the house caught fire she would have looked on quietly  as Nero did when Rome was burning. Why they called the room the turret did not appear. It had a great high beam running through it on the floor: and Mrs. Sanker would sit on that, reading poetry to us or telling her dreams, her light hair all down.

At seven oclock the boys had to be in school. Being summer weather, that was no hardship. At nine they came in again with a rush, wild for breakfast. If Mrs. Sanker was not down to give it them, the four boys would begin and eat up the piles of bread-and-butter; upon which Hetta Sanker would call them tigers, and go to the kitchen to tell the maids to cut more. Which was the cook of the two servants and which the housemaid, they did not themselves seem to know: both did the work indiscriminately. Breakfast over, the boys went out again, Tod and I with them. At ten they must be in school. At one they came home to dinner; it might be ready, or it might not: if not, theyd go in and polish off anything cold that might be in the larder. It didnt seem to spoil their dinners. Afternoon school again until four oclock; and then at liberty for good. Tea was at any time; a scrambling sort of meal that stayed on the table for hours, and was taken just as we chanced to go in for it. Jam and boiled eggs would be on the table, with the loaf and butter ad libitum. Sometimes toast and dripping, and there used to be a scuffle for that. As to dinner, when Mrs. Sanker forgot it, the servants would bring in a big dish of poached eggs, and we made it up with bread-and-cheese. Or Dan or Toby would be sent tearing off to High Street for a lot of penny pork-pies and apple-tarts. At night we had prayers, which the captain read.



Now I dare say that to people accustomed to a domestic life like clock-work, this would have been unbearable. I thought it delightful; as did Tod. It was like a perpetual picnic. But it was from one of these dinnerless episodes we found out that Captain Sanker had a temper. Generally speaking, he took disasters with equanimity.

It was on a Thursday. We were to have had four ducks for dinner, which the captain had bought at market the day before. Fine ducks that he was proud of: he carried them home himself, and brought them into the parlour to show us. On this day, Thursday, Tod and I had been into the Town Hall in the morning, listening to a trial before the magistrates  some fellow who had stolen his neighbours clothes-props and cut them up for firewood. We reached home just as the boys and their books did, as hungry as they were. There was no cloth laid, and Fred shouted out for Biddy, asking whether we were to dine to-day or to-morrow. Biddy heard, and came rushing in with the cloth and knife-tray.

Whats for dinner besides the four ducks? asked Dan. Any pudding? Have you put plenty of stuffing?

Indeed then, and I dont think theres much for dinner, replied Biddy. Ive been in the turret with the missis all the morning, helping to stuff a pillow.

She laid the cloth, and Mrs. Sanker came mooning down in the short white petticoat and buff jacket, darning a sock of Dans. The dreadful truth came out  busy over beds and pillows, nobody had thought of dinner, and the ducks were hanging in the larder, uncooked. Before speechless tongues could find words, Captain Sanker came in, bringing his friend Dr. Teal to taste the ducks. All the Teals were as intimate at the house as we were. Years before, when the captain was a middy, Dr. Teal had been assistant-surgeon on the same ship.

Theyve a cold dinner at Teals to-day, said the captain to his wife, as she was shaking hands with the doctor, so he has come to share ours. Fine ducks they are, Teal!

Then the news had to be told. The ducks were not cooked: dinner altogether had been forgotten.

I saw Captain Sankers face turn white  quite white; but he did not say a word. Dr. Teal  a scientific Scotchman, who walked with his nose in the air and his spectacles turned to the skies, as if always looking for a lunar rainbow  made the best of it. Laughing, he said he would come in another day, and went out.

Then it began. Captain Sanker gave vent to passion in a way that startled me, and made Tod stare. I dont believe he knew for a few moments what he was doing or saying. Nora, the other servant  both girls had come with them from Ireland, and were as thoughtless as their mistress  came in with a dish of some hastily concocted pudding: a sort of batter. The captain, who still had his stick in his hand, lifted it and spattered the pudding all about the cloth. Then he stamped out of the house with a bang.

Sit down, dears, said Mrs. Sanker, not at all moved, as she began to collect the pudding with a spoon. Bring in the cheese, Nora, and do some eggs. Heres a corner seat for you, Johnny; can you squeeze in? The captain will have his dinner with the Teals, no doubt. He has been tasting the doctors port wine, I think; or he wouldnt have been so put up.

And somehow we gathered, then or later, that the captain was easy as an old glove at all times and over all crosses, unless he was a little put up by artificial help. He told us himself one day (not, of course, alluding to anything of this sort) that he had had naturally an awful temper, would go into passions of absolute madness for a minute or two, when he was younger; but that he had by much self-restraint chiefly if not quite subdued it. It was true; and the temper never need be feared now unless he took anything to excite him. Dan had the same temper; but without the good-nature. And they said Hetta had; but we saw nothing of it in her. Hetta was eighteen, a nice-looking girl, who was governess to little Ruth, or pretended to be; but Ruth would manage to escape her lessons five days in the week. It was all the same to Mrs. Sanker whether she did them or whether she didnt.

At the time of this visit of ours to Worcester, the college school was in a ferment. Between the Cathedral and St. Peters Church was situated a poor, back district called Frog Lane. It had been rechristened Diglis Street, but was chiefly called by the old name still. Crowded dwellings, narrow streets, noise and dirt  thats how the place struck me. The inhabitants were chiefly workmen belonging to the glove and china manufactories of the town. In this district was the parish school, always filled with boys, sons of the working-men, and under the superintendence of Mr. Jones, the portly parish clerk. Now there was wont to spring up from time to time a tide of animosity between these boys and the boys of the college school. Captain Sanker said it was the fault of the college boys: had they let the St. Peters boys alone, St. Peters boys would never have presumed to interfere with them: but the college boys could be downright contemptuous and overbearing when they pleased. They scornfully called the St. Peters boys the Frogs, charity boys; and the Frogs retorted by calling them the College Caws  after the rooks that had their homes in the old trees of the college green and kept up a perpetual cawing. The animosity generally ended in a grand battle; and then hostilities would be dropped for months, perhaps years. One of these quarrels was going on while we were at Worcester; it had kept both schools in a ferment for some weeks, and there was every sign of a culminating fight. Of course we went in heart and soul with the kings scholars: but the boys on both sides held a code of honour  if you can call it so  that no stranger must take part in the engagements. The college boys were only forty, all told; the Frogs seemed to number four times as many.

Skirmishes took place daily  the scene being the top of Edgar Street. St. Peters boys (let out of school at twelve, whereas the others did not get out till one) would collect in the narrow neck of their district opening on Edgar Street, and wait for the enemy. As soon as the college boys steps were heard racing under the dark gateway of Edgar Tower, hisses and groans began. Caw, caw, caw! Hiss, hiss, hiss! Hows your Latin to-day?  what birchings has you had? Call yourselves gents, does you, you College Caws? You darent come on fair, and fight it out with us, you Caws. Caw, caw, caw! Sometimes the college boys would pass on, only calling back their contemptuous retorts; sometimes theyd halt, and a fierce storm of abuse would be interchanged, to the edification of Edgar Street in general and the clerks in Mr. Cliftons Registry Office. You beggarly Frogs! We dont care to soil our hands with you! Had you been gentlemen, wed have polished you off long ago, and sent you into next week. Croak, Frogs! Croak! Not a third of the college boys need have taken Edgar Tower on their way home; through the cloisters and out by St. Michaels churchyard would have been their direct way; but they chose to meet the Frogs. Once in a way thered be a single combat; but as a rule nothing came of it but abuse. When that was exhausted, each lot would rush home their separate ways: the Frogs back down Frog Lane; the others up the steps, or onwards down Edgar Street, as their road might lie, and remain apart till the same hour next day.

I have not said much yet about King Sanker. He was lame: something was wrong with his knee. Gatherings would come in it, and then hed be in bed for weeks together. He was nearly thirteen then; next to Dan: and Dan was over fourteen. King was a nice little fellow, with mild eyes as blue as the captains: Fred would order him to keep out of the ruck in the skirmishes with the Frogs, and he generally did. If it came to a fight, you see, King might have been hurt; he had no fighting in him, was frightened at it, and he could not run much. King was just like his mother in ideas: he would tell us his dreams as she did, and recite pieces of poetry a mile long. Dan and King slept together in the room next to ours; it was in the garret, close to the turret-room. King would keep us awake singing; sometimes chants, sometimes hymns, sometimes songs. Theyd have let him try for the choir, but the head-master of the college school thought his knee would not do for it.

It was Saturday, and a pouring wet afternoon. Our visit was drawing to an end; on the following Wednesday we should bid the Sankers good-bye. Captain Sanker, always trying to find out ways of making folk happy, had devised a day of pleasure for the last day of our stay, Tuesday. We were to go to Malvern; a whole lot of us: ourselves, and the Teals, and the Squire, and Mrs. Todhetley, and take our dinner on the hill. It was so settled; and the arrangements were planned and made.

But this was yet only Saturday. We dined at twelve: whether for any ones convenience or that the servants made a mistake in an hour, I dont remember. It happened to be a saints day, so the boys had no school; and, being wet, came home after morning service in the cathedral. After a jolly dinner of peas and bacon and pancakes, we looked at the skies for a bit, and then (all but Fred and Hetta) went up to the turret-room. Dan said the rain had come to spite us; for the whole school had meant to race to Berwicks Bridge after afternoon service and hold a mock review in the fields there. It was coming down in torrents, peppering the roof and the windows. Mrs. Sanker sat in the middle of the old beam, mending one of Tobys shirts, Lalla Rookh open on her knee, out of which she was singing softly; the floor was strewed with patches, and scissors, and tapes, and the combs were out of one side of her hair.

Read it out loud to us, mamma, cried King.

I cant spare time to read, King, she said. Look here  holding out the work, all rags and tatters. If I dont mend this, Toby wont have a shirt to put on to-morrow.

I shant mind about that, said Toby.

Oh, but, dear, I dont think you could go without a shirt. Has any one seen my cotton?

Then say something over to us that you know, mamma, returned King, as Toby found the cotton.

Very well. I can do that and work too. Sit down, all of you.

We sat down, King and Toby on the floor before her, the rest of on the beam on either side her. Dan, who did not care for poetry, got some Brazil nuts out of his pocket and cracked them while he listened.

Mrs. Sanker might as well have read Lalla Rookh. She began to recite The Friar of Orders Grey. But what with gazing up at the sky through the rain to give it due emphasis, and shaking her head at pathetic parts, the sewing did not get on. She had finished the verse  

Weep no more, lady, weep no more, Thy sorrow is in vain; For violets plucked, the sweetest showers Will neer make grow again,

when King surprised us by bursting into tears. But as Mrs. Sanker took no notice, I supposed it was nothing unusual.

You young donkey! cried Dan, when the poem was finished. Youll never be a man, King.



It is such a nice verse, Dan, replied young King, meekly. I whisper it over sometimes to myself in bed. Mamma, wont you say the Barbers Ghost? Johnny Ludlow would like to hear that, I know.

We had the Barbers Ghost, which was humorous, and we had other things. After that, Mrs. Sanker told a dreadful story about a real ghost, one that she said haunted her family, and another of a murder that was discovered by a dream. Some of the young Sankers were the oddest mixtures of timidity and bravery  personally brave in fighting; frightfully timid as to being alone in the dark  and I no longer wondered at it if she brought them up on these ghostly dishes.

I should not like to have dreams that would tell me of murders, said King, thoughtfully. But I do dream very strange dreams sometimes. When I awake, I lie and wonder what they mean. Once I dreamt I saw heaven  didnt I, mamma? It was so beautiful.

Ay; my family have always been dreamers, replied Mrs. Sanker.

Thus, what with ghosts and poetry and talking, the afternoon wore on unconsciously. Dan suddenly started up with a shout  

By Jove!

The sun had come out. Come out, and we had never noticed it. It was shining as brightly as could be on the slates of all the houses. The rain had ceased.

I say, we shall have the review yet! cried Dan. And, by Jupiter, thats the college bell! Make a rush, you fellows, or youll be marked late. Theres three oclock striking.

The kings scholars thought it a great shame that they should have to attend prayers in the cathedral morning and afternoon on saints days, instead of wholly benefiting by the holiday. They had to do it, however. The three went flying out towards the cathedral, and I gave King my arm to help him after them. Tod and I  intending to take part in the review at Berwicks Bridge  went to college also, and sat behind the surpliced kings scholars on the decani side, in the stalls next to the chanter.

But for a little mud, youd hardly have thought there had been any rain when we got out again; and the sun was glowing in the blue sky. Not a single fellow was absent: even King limped along. We took the way by the Severn, past the boat-house at the end of the college boundaries, and went leisurely along the towing-path, intending to get into the fields beyond Diglis Wharf, and so onwards.

I dont believe there was a thought in any ones mind that afternoon of the enemy. The talk  and a good hubbub it was  turned wholly upon soldiers and reviews. A regular review of the Worcestershire militia took place once a year on Kempsey Ham, and some of the boys heads got a trifle turned with it. They were envying Lord Ward, now, as they went along: saying they should like to be him, and look as well as he did, and sit his horse as proudly.

Of course hes proud, squeaked out the biggest Teal, whose voice was uncertain. Think of his money!  and his horses!  and see how good-looking he is! If Lord Ward hasnt a right to be proud, I should like to know who has. Why, he  oh, by George! I say, look here!

Turning into the first field, we found we had turned into a company of Frogs. All the whole lot, it seemed. Caws and croaks and hoots and groans from either side rose at once on the air. Which army commenced hostilities, I couldnt tell; the one was as eager for it as the other; and in two minutes the battle had begun  begun in earnest. Up dashed the senior boy.

Look here, said he to me and Tod; you understand our rules. You must neither of you attempt to meddle in this. Stay and look on, if you please; but keep at a sufficient distance where it may be seen that you are simply spectators. These beggars shant have it to say that we were helped.

He dashed back again. Tod ground his teeth with the effort it took to keep himself from going in to pummel some of the Frogs. Being upon honour, he had to refrain; and he did it somehow.

The Frogs had the blazing sun in their eyes; our side had it at their backs  which was against the Frogs. There were no weapons of any sort; only arms and hands. It looked like the scrimmage of an Irish row. Sometimes there was closing-in, and fighting hand to hand; sometimes the forces were drawn back again, each to its respective ground. During the first of these interludes, just as the sides were preparing to charge, a big Frog, with broad awkward shoulders, a red, rugged face, and a bleeding nose, came dashing forward alone into the ranks of the college boys, caught up poor lame helpless King Sanker, bore him bravely right through, and put him down in safety beyond, in spite of the blows freely showered upon him. Not a soul on our side had thought of King; and the college boys were too excited to see what the big Frog was about, or theyd perhaps have granted him grace to pass unmolested. King sat down on the wet grass for a bit, and gazed about him like a fellow bewildered. Seeing me and Tod he came limping round to us.

It was good-natured of that big Frog, wasnt it, Johnny Ludlow?

Very. Hed make a brave soldier. I mean a real soldier.

Perhaps I should have been killed, but for him. I was frightened, you see; and there was no way out. I couldnt have kept on my legs a minute longer.

The battle raged. The cawing and the croaking, that had been kept up like an array of trumpets, fell off as the fighting waxed hotter. The work grew too fierce and real for abuse of tongue. We could hear the blows dealt on the upturned faces. King, who had a natural horror of fighting, trembled inwardly from head to foot, and hid his face behind me. Tod was dancing with excitement, flinging his closed fists outward in imaginary battle, and roaring out like a dragon.

I cant say who would have won had they been left alone. Probably the Frogs, for there were a great many more of them. But on the other hand, none of them were so old as some of the college boys. When the fight was at the thickest, we heard a sudden shout from a bass, gruff, authoritative voice: Now then, boys, how dare you! and saw a big, portly gentleman in black clothes and a white necktie, appear behind the Frogs, with a stout stick in his hand.

It was Clerk Jones, their master. His presence and his voice acted like magic. Not a Frog of them all but dropped his blows and his rage. The college boys had to drop theirs, as the enemy receded. Clerk Jones put himself between the two sets of combatants.

The way he went on at both sides was something good to hear. Shaking his stick at his own boys, they turned tail softly, and then rushed away through the mud like wild horses, not waiting to hear the close: so the college boys had the pepper intended for the lot. He vowed and declared by the stick that was in his hand  and he had the greatest mind, he interrupted himself to say, to put it about their backs  that if ever they molested his boys again, or another quarrel was got up, he would appeal publicly to the dean and chapter. If one of the college boys made a move in future to so much as cast an insulting look towards a boy in St. Peters School, that boy should go before the dean; and it would not be his fault (the clerks) if he was not expelled the cathedral. He would take care, and precious good care, that his boys should preserve civility henceforth; and it was no great favour to expect that the college boys would do so. For his part he should feel ashamed in their places to oppress lads in an inferior class of life to themselves; and he should make it his business before he slept to see the head-master of the college school, and report this present disgraceful scene to him: the head-master could deal with it as he pleased.

Mr. Jones went off, flourishing his stick; and our side began to sum up its damages: closed eyes, scratched faces, swollen noses, and torn clothes. Dan Sankers nose was as big as a beer barrel, and his shirt-front hung in ribbons. Freds eyes were black. Tobys jacket had a sleeve slit up, and one of his boots had disappeared for good.

The spectacle we made, going home down the Gloucester Road, could not be easily forgotten. Folks collected on the pavement, and came to the windows and doors to see the sight. It was like an army of soldiers returning from battle. Bleeding faces, black eyes, clothes tattered and bespattered with mud. Farmers going back from market drew up their gigs to the roadside, to stare at us while we passed. One little girl, in a pony-chaise, wedged between a fat old lady in a red shawl and a gentleman in top-boots, was frightened nearly into fits. She shrieked and cried, till you might have heard her up at Mr. Alliess; and the old lady could not pacify her. The captain was out when we got in: and Mrs. Sanker took it all with her usual apathy, only saying we had better have come straight home from college to hear some more poetry.

An awful fuss was made by the head-master. Especially as the boys had to appear on Sunday at the cathedral services. Damages were visible on many of them; and their white surplices only helped to show the faces off the more. The chorister who took the solo in the afternoon anthem was decorated with cuttings of sticking-plaster; he looked like a tattooed young Indian.

The school broke up on the Monday: and on that day Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley drove into Worcester, and put up at the Star and Garter. They came to us in the afternoon, as had been agreed upon; dinner being ordered by Captain Sanker for five oclock. It was rather a profuse dinner; fish and meat and pies and dessert, but quite a scramble of confusion: which none of the Sankers seemed to notice or to mind.

Johnny dear, is it always like this? Mrs. Todhetley could not help asking me, in a whisper. I should be in a lunatic asylum in a week.

We started for Malvern on Tuesday at eleven oclock. The Squire drove Bob and Blister in his high carriage: Dr. Teal, Captain Sanker, and Fred sitting with him. There was no railroad then. The ladies and the girls crammed themselves into a post-carriage from the Star, and a big waggonette was lent by some friend of Dr. Teal for the rest. The boys were losing the signs of their damages; nothing being very conspicuous now but Dans nose. It refused to go down at all in size, and in colour was brighter than a rainbow. The Teals kept laughing at it, which made Dan savage; once he burst out in a passion, wishing all the Frogs were shot.

I remember that drive still. John Teal and I sat on the box of the post-carriage, the post-boy riding his horses. I remember the different features of the road as we passed them  not but that I knew them well before; I remember the laden orchards, and the sweet scent of the bean-fields, in flower then. Over the bridge from Worcester went we, up the New Road and through St. Johns, and then into the open country; past Lower Wick, where Mrs. Sherwood lived, and on to Powick across its bridge. I remember that a hearse and three mourning-coaches stood before the Lion, the men refreshing themselves with drink; and we wondered who was being buried that day. Down that steep and awkward hill next, where so many accidents occurred before it was altered, and so on to the Link; the glorious hills always before us from the turning where they had first burst into view; their clumps of gorse and broom, their paths and their sheep-tracks growing gradually plainer to the sight the nearer we drew. The light and shade cast by the sun swept over them perpetually, a landscape ever changing; the white houses of the village, nestling amidst their dark foliage, looked fair for the eye to rest upon. Youth, as we all get to learn when it has gone by, lends a charm that later life cannot know: but never a scene that I have seen since, abroad or at home, lies on my memory with half the beauty as does that old approach to Malvern. Turning round to the left at the top of the Link, we drove into Great Malvern.

The carriages were left at the Crown. An old pony was chartered for some of the provisions, and we boys carried the rest. The people at St. Anns Well had been written to, and the room behind the well was in readiness for us. Once the baskets were deposited there, we were at liberty till dinner-time, and went on up the hill. Turning a corner which had hidden the upper landscape from view, we came upon Dan Sanker, who had got on first. He was standing to confront us, his face big with excitement, his nose flaming.

If youll believe me, those cursed Frogs are here!

In angry consternation  for the Frogs seemed to have no business to be at Malvern  we rushed on, turned another corner, and so brought ourselves into a wide expanse of upper prospect. Sure enough! About a hundred of the Frogs in their Sunday clothes were trooping down the hill. They had the start of us in arriving at Malvern, and had been to the top already.

Ill  be  jiggered! cried Dan, savagely. What a horrid lot they are! Look at their sneaking tail-coats. Wouldnt I like to pitch into them!

The college school wore the Eton jacket. Those preposterous coats, the tails docked to the size of the boys, did not improve the appearance of the Frogs. But as to pitching-in, Dan did not dare to do it after what had passed. It was his nose that made him so resentful.

I desire that you will behave as gentlemen, said Captain Sanker, who was behind with the Squire, and bid us halt. Those poor boys are here, I see; but they will not, I am sure, molest you, neither must you molest them. Civility costs nothing, remember. What are you looking so cross for, Dan?

Oh, well, papa, its like their impudence, to come here to-day! muttered Dan.

The captain laughed. They may say its like yours, to come, Dan: they were here first. Go on, lads, and dont forget yourselves.

Tods whistle below was heard just then; and Dan, not caring to show his nose to the enemy, responded, and galloped back. We went on. The paths there are narrow, you know, and we expected to have all the string of Frogs sweeping past us, their coats brushing our jackets. But  perhaps not caring to meet us any more than we cared to meet them  most of them broke off on a detour down the steep of the hill, and so avoided us. About half-a-dozen came on. One of them was a big-shouldered, awkward, red-faced boy, taller than the rest of them and not unlike a real frog; he walked with his cap in his hand, and his brown hair stood on end like a porcupines. Indisputably ugly was he, with a mouth as wide as a frying-pan; but it was a pleasant and honest face, for all that. King suddenly darted to him as he was passing, and pulled him towards Captain Sanker, in excitement.

Papa, this is the one I told you of; the one who saved me and didnt mind the blows he got in doing it. I should have been knocked down, and my knee trampled on, but for him.

Out went Captain Sankers hand to shake the boys. He did it heartily. As to the Frog, he blushed redder than before with modesty.

You are a brave lad, and I thank you heartily, said the captain, wringing his hand as though hed wring it off. You do honour to yourself, whoever you may be. There was not one of his own companions to think of him, and save him, and you did it in the midst of danger. Thank you, my lad.

The captain slid half-a-crown into his hand, telling him to get some Malvern cakes. The boy stood back for us to go by. I was the last, and he spoke as if he knew me.

Good-day, Master Johnny.

Why, who was he? And, now I came to look at his freckled face, it seemed quite familiar. His great wide mouth brought me remembrance.

Why, its Mark Ferrar! I didnt know you at first, Mark.

Weve come over here for the day in two vans, said Mark, putting his grey cap on. Eighty of the biggest of us; the rest are to come to-morrow. Some gent thats visiting at St. Peters parsonage has given us the treat, sir.

All right, Mark. Im glad you thought of King Sanker on Saturday.

Ferrar touched his cap, and went vaulting down after his comrades. He was related to Daniel Ferrar, the Squires bailiff, of whom you have heard before, poor fellow, and also to the Batleys of South Crabb. He used to come over to Crabb, thats where I had seen him.

Some donkeys came running down the hill, their white cloths flying. Captain Sanker stopped one and put King on him  for King was tired already. We soon got to the top then, and to Lady Harcourts Tower. Oh, it was a glorious day! The great wide prospect around stood out in all its beauty. The vale of Herefordshire on the one side with its rural plains and woods basked in the sunshine, its crops of ruddy pears and apples giving token of the perry and cider to come; on the other side rose the more diversified landscape that has been so much told and talked of. Over the green meadows and the ripening corn-fields lay Worcester itself: the cathedral showing out well, and the summit of the high church-spire of St. Andrews catching a glint of the sunlight. Hills caught the eye wherever it turned: Bredon Hill, Abberleigh Hills, the Old Hills; homesteads lay upon their lands, half hidden by their rick-yards and clustering trees; cattle and sheep browsed on the grass or lay in the shade to shelter themselves from the midday sun. To the right, on the verge of the horizon, far, far away, might be caught a glimpse of something that sparkled like a bed of stars  the Bristol Channel. It is not often you can discern that from Malvern, but this day that I am telling of was one of the clearest ever seen there; the atmosphere looking quite rarefied in spite of the sunlight.

Kings donkey regaled himself with morsels of herbage, the donkey-boy lay stretched beside him, and we boys raced about. When an hour or two had passed, and we were as hot as fire and more hungry than hunters, we bethought ourselves of dinner. King got on his donkey again, and the rest of us whipped him up. When half-way down we saw Dr. Teal gesticulating and shouting, telling us to come on and not keep dinner waiting longer.

We had it in the room behind the well. It was a squeeze to sit round the table. Cold meats, and salad, and pastry, and all sorts of good things. Dan was next to me; he said he could hardly eat for thirst, and kept drinking away at the bottled ale.

My dear, said Mrs. Todhetley to him by-and-by, dont you think you had better drink some water instead  or lemonade? This bottled ale is very strong.

I am afraid it is, said Dan. Ill go in for the tarts now.

The room was stuffy; and after dinner a table was carried out to a sheltered place near the well: not much better than a little ledge of a path, but where we could not be overlooked, and should be quite out of the way of the hill-climbers. The bank rose perpendicularly above us, banks descended beneath to goodness knew where; there we sat at dessert, all sheltered. I think dark trees and shrubs overshaded us; but I am not altogether sure.

How it came about, I hardly know: but something was brought up about Kings store of ballads, and he was asked to give us his favourite one, Lord Bateman, for the benefit of the company. He turned very shy, but Captain Sanker told him not to be silly: and after going white and red for a bit, he began. Perhaps the reader would like to hear it. I never repeat it to myself, no, nor even a verse of it, but poor King Sanker comes before me just as I saw him that day, his back to the ravine below, his eyes looking at nothing, his thin hands nervously twisting some paper about that had covered the basket of raspberries.



Lord Bateman was a noble lord, A noble lord of high degree: He shipped himself on board a ship; Some foreign country he would see.

He sailed east, he sailèd west, Until he came unto Turkey, Where he was taken, and put in prison Until his life was quite weary.

In this prison there grew a tree: It grew so very stout and strong: And he was chained by the middle Until his life was almost gone.

The Turk, he had one only daughter, The fairest creature eye eer did see: She stole the keys of her fathers prison, And said shed set Lord Bateman free.

Have you got houses?  have you got lands Or does Northumberland belong to thee? And what would you give to the fair young I Who out of prison would set you free?

Oh, Ive got houses, and Ive got lands, And half Northumberland belongs to me; And Id give it all to the fair young lady That out of prison would set me free.

Then she took him to her fathers palace, And gave to him the best of wine; And every health that she drank to him Was I wish, Lord Bateman, you were mine.

For seven long years Ill make a vow; And seven long years Ill keep it strong: If you will wed no other woman, I will wed no other man.

Then she took him to her fathers harbour, And gave to him a ship of fame; Farewell, farewell to you, Lord Bateman; I fear I never shall see you again.

When seven long years were gone and past, And fourteen days, well known to me; She packed up her gay gold and clothing, And said Lord Bateman she would see.

When she came to Lord Batemans castle, So boldly there she rang the bell: Whos there, whos there? cried the young proud porter: Whos there, whos there, unto me tell?

Oh, is this Lords Batemans castle? And is his lordship here within? Oh yes, oh yes, cried the young proud porter: He has just now taken his young bride in.

Tell him to send me a slice of cake, And a bottle of the best of wine; And not to forget the fair young lady That did release him when close confined.

Away, away went this young proud porter, Away, away, away went he; Until he came unto Lord Bateman, When on his bended knees fell he.

What news, what news, my young porter; What news, what news have you brought unto me? Oh, there is the fairest of all young ladies That ever my two eyes did see.

She has got rings on every finger, And on one of them she has got three; And she has as much gold round her middle As would buy Northumberland of thee.

She tells you to send her a slice of cake, And a bottle of the best of wine; And not to forget the fair young lady That did release you when close confined.

Lord Bateman in a passion flew; He broke his sword in splinters three; Ill give all my fathers wealth and riches Now, if Sophia has crossed the sea.

Then up spoke his young brides mother  Who never was heard to speak so free: Dont you forget my only daughter, Although Sophia has crossed the sea.

I own Ive made a bride of your daughter Shes none the better nor worse for me; She came to me on a horse and saddle, And she may go back in a carriage and three.

Then another marriage was prepared, With both their hearts so full of glee: Ill range no more to foreign countries, Since my Sophia has crossed the sea.

King stopped, just as shyly as he had begun. Some laughed, others applauded him; and the Squire told us that the first time he had ever heard Lord Bateman was in Scontons show, on Worcester racecourse, many a year ago.

After that, we broke up. I and some of the boys climbed up straight to Lady Harcourts Tower again. A few Frogs were about the hills, but they did not come in contact with us. When we got back to St. Anns the tea was ready in the room.

And I wish to goodness theyd have it, cried Dan, for Im as thirsty as a fish. Ive been asleep out there all the while on the bench in the sun. Cant we have tea, mother?

As soon as ever the gentlemen come back, spoke up Mrs. Teal, who seemed to like order. They went down to look at the Abbey.

They were coming up then, puffing over the walk; Tod and Fred Sanker with them. We sat down to tea; and it was half over when the two young Sankers, King and Toby, were missed.

Tiresome monkeys! cried the captain. I never came over here with a party yet, but we had to spend the last hour or two hunting some of them up. Well, Ill not bother myself over it: they shall find their way home as they can.

Toby ran in presently. He had only been about the hills, he said, and had not seen King.

I dare say Kings still in the place where we had dessert, said Hetta Sanker, just then thinking of it. He stayed behind us all, saying he was tired. You boys can go and see.

I and Jim Teal ran off together. King was not there. One of the women at the well said that when she went out for the chairs and things, just before tea-time, nobody was there.

Oh, hell turn up presently, said the captain. And we went on with our tea, and forgot him.

It was twilight when we got down to the village to start for home. The Squire set off first: the same party with him as in the morning, except that Mrs. Teal took her husbands place. When they were bringing out the post-carriage, King was again thought of.

He has stayed somewhere singing to himself, said Mrs. Sanker.

We went off in different directions, shouting our throats hoarse. Up as far as St. Anns, and along the hill underneath, and in all the corners of the village: no King. It was getting strange.

I should hope none of those impudent Frogs have made off with him! cried Toby Sanker.

They are capable of anything, mind you, added Dan.

One vanload of Frogs had started; the other was getting ready to start. The boys, gaping and listening about, saw and heard all our consternation at the dilemma we were in. Mrs. Todhetley, who did not understand the state of social politics, as between them and the college school, turned and inquired whether they had seen King.

A delicate lad, who walks lame, she explained. We think he must have fallen asleep somewhere on the hill: and we cannot start without him.

The Frogs showed themselves good-natured; and went tearing up towards the hill to look for King. In passing the Unicorn, a pleasure-party of young men and women, carrying their empty provision-baskets, came running downwards, saying that they had heard groaning under a part of the hill  and described where. I seemed to catch the right place, as if by instinct, and was up there first. King was lying there; not groaning then, but senseless or dead.

Looking upwards to note the position, we thought he must have fallen down from the place where we had sat at dessert. Hetta Sanker said she had left him there by himself, to rest.

He must have dropped asleep, and fallen down, cried Dr. Teal.

King came to as they lifted him, and walked a few steps; but looked around and fell aside as though his head were dazed. Dr. Teal thought that there was not much the matter, and that he might be conveyed to Worcester. Ferrar helped to carry him down the hill, and the other Frogs followed. A fine fury their van-driver was in, at their having kept him waiting!

King was made comfortable along the floor of the waggonette, upon some rugs and blankets lent by the Crown; and so was taken home. When Captain Sanker found what had happened, he grew excited, and went knocking at half the doctors doors in Worcester. Mr. Woodward was the first in, then Dr. Malden and Mr. Carden came running together. By what the captain had said, they expected to find all the house dead.

King seemed better in the morning. The injury lay chiefly in his head. We did not hear what the doctors made of it. He was sensible, and talked a little. When asked how he came to fall, all he said was that he went over and could not save himself.

Coming in, from carrying the news of how he was to the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley at the Star, I found Mark Ferrar at the door.

Mr. Johnny, said he, in a low voice, his plain face all concern, how did it happen? Sure he was not pushed over?

Of course not. Why do you ask it?

Ferrar paused. Master Johnny, when boys are lame they are more cautious. Hed hardly be likely to slip.

He might in walking. Its only a narrow ledge there. And his sister says she thinks he went to sleep when she left him. She was the last who saw him.

Marks wide mouth went into all sorts of contortions, and the freckles shone in the sun in his effort to get the next words out.

I fancy it was me that saw him last, Master Johnny. Leastways, later than his sister.

Did you? How was that?

He must have seen me near the place, and he called to me. There was nobody there but him, and some chairs and a table and glasses and things. He asked me to sit down, and began telling me he had been saying Lord Bateman to them all. I didnt know what Lord Bateman meant, Master Johnny  and he said he would tell it me; he should not mind then, but he had minded saying it to the company. It was poetry, I found; but he stopped in the middle, and told me to go then, for he saw some of them coming  

Some of what? I interrupted.

Well, I took it to mean some of his grown-up party, or else the college boys. Anyway, he seemed to want me gone, sir, and I went off at once. I didnt see him after that.

He must have fallen asleep, and somehow slipped over.

Yes, sir. What a pity he was left in that shallow place!

King seemed to have all his wits about him, but his face had a white, odd look in it. He lay in a room on the first floor, that belonged in general to the two girls. When I said Mark Ferrar was outside, King asked me to take him up. But I did not like taking him without speaking to Captain Sanker; and I went to him in the parlour.

The idea of a Frog coming into our house! cried resentful Dan, as he heard me. Its like his impudence to stop outside it! What next? Let him wait till Kings well.

You hold your tongue, Dan, cried the captain. The boy shall go up, whether hes a Frog, or whether hes one of you. Take him up, Johnny.

He did not look unlike a frog when he got into the room, with his wide, red, freckled face and his great wide mouth  but, as I have said, it was a face to be trusted. The first thing he did, looking at King, was to burst into a great blubber of tears.

I hope youll get well, said he.

I might have been as bad as this in the fight, but for your pulling me out of it, Frog, said King, in his faint voice. And he did not call him Frog in any contempt, but as though it were his name: he knew him by no other. Was that bump done in the battle?

Mark had his cap off: on one side of his forehead, under the hair, we saw a big lump the size of an egg. Yes, he answered, it was got in the fight. Father thinks it never means to go down. Its pretty stiff and sore yet.

King sighed. He was gazing up at the lump with his nice blue eyes.

I dont think therell be any fighting in heaven, said King. And I wrote out Lord Bateman the other day, and they shall give it you to keep. I didnt finish telling it to you. He owned half Northumberland; and he married her after all. She had set him free from the prison, you know, Frog.

Yes, replied Frog, quite bewildered, and looking as though he could not make top or tail of the story. I hope youll get well, sir. How came you to fall?



I dont think they expect me to get well: they wouldnt have so many doctors if they did. I shant be lame, Frog, up there.

Did you slip?  or did anybody push you? went on Frog, lowering his voice.

Hush! said King, glancing at the door. If papa heard you say that, he might go into a passion.

But  was it a slip  or were you pushed over? persisted Frog.

My leg is always slipping: it has never been of much good to me, answered King. When you come up there, and see me with a beautiful strong body and straight limbs, you wont know me again at first. Good-bye, till then, Frog; good-bye. It was very kind of you to carry me out of the fight, and God saw you.

Good-bye, sir, said Frog, with another burst, as he put out his hand to meet poor Kings white one. Perhaps youll get over it yet.

Tod and I took leave of them in the afternoon, and went up to the Star. The Squire wanted to be home early. The carriage was waiting before the gateway, the ostler holding the heads of Bob and Blister, when Captain Sanker came up in dreadful excitement.

Hes gone, he exclaimed. My poor Kings gone. He died as the clock was striking four.

And we had supposed King to be going on well! The Squire ordered the horses to be put up again, and we went down to the house. The boys and girls were all crying.

King lay stretched on the bed, his face very peaceful and looking less white than I had sometimes seen it look in life. On the cheeks there lingered a faint colour; his forehead felt warm; you could hardly believe he was dead.

He has gone to the heaven he talked of, said Mrs. Sanker, through her tears. He has been talking about it at intervals all day  and now he is there; and has his harp amongst the angels.

And that was the result of our Day of Pleasure! The force of those solemn words has rarely been brought home to hearts as it was to ours then: In the midst of life we are in death.




XI.

THE FINAL ENDING TO IT.

Of all the gloomy houses any one ever stayed in, Captain Sankers was the worst. Nothing but coffins coming into it, and all of us stealing about on tip-toe. King lay in the room where he died. There was to be an inquest: at which the captain was angry. But he was so excited and sorrowful just then as to have no head at all.

Which might well be excused in him. Picture what it was! Three carriages full of us had started on the Tuesday morning, expecting to have a day of charming pleasure on the Malvern Hills in the July sunshine; no more thinking of death or any other catastrophe, than if the world had never contained such! And poor King  poor lame King, whose weakness made him more helpless than were we strong ones, and who only on the previous Saturday had been plucked out of the fight in Diglis Meadow and been saved  King must fall asleep on a dangerous part of the hill and roll down it and come home to die! Better King than any of the rest of you, cried Mrs. Sanker, more than once, in her dreamy way, and with her eyes dry, for she seemed tired of tears; he could never have done battle with the world as you will have to do it; and he was quite ready for heaven.

Instead of going home with our people the day after the death, as Tod did, I had to wait at Worcester for the inquest. When the beadle (or whoever the officer might be; he had gold cord on his hat and white ribbed stockings below his breeches: which stockings might have been fellows to old Joness of Church Dykely) came to Captain Sankers to make inquiries the night of the death, and heard that I had been first up with King after his fall, he said I should have to give evidence. So I stayed on with them  much to my uneasiness.

If I had thought the Sankers queer people before, I thought them queerer now. Not one of the boys and girls, except Fred, cared to go alone by the door of the room where King lay. And, talking of King, it was not until I saw the name on the coffin-lid that I knew his name was not King, but Kingsley. He looked as nice and peaceful as any dead lad with a nice face could look; and yet they were afraid to pass by outside. Dan and Ruth were the worst. I did not wonder at her  she was a little girl; but I did at Dan. Fred told me that when they were children a servant used to tell them stories of ghosts and dreams and banshees; Hetta and he were too old to be frightened, but the rest had taken it all into their nature. I privately thought that Mrs. Sanker was no better than the fool of a servant, reciting to them her dreams and accounts of apparitions.

King died on the Wednesday afternoon. On Thursday afternoon the inquest took place. It was held at the Angel Inn, in Sidbury, and Mr. Robert Allies was the foreman. Boys dont give evidence on inquests every day: I felt shy and uncomfortable at having to do it; and perhaps that may be the reason why the particulars remain so strongly on my memory. The time fixed was three oclock, but it was nearly four when they came down to look at King: the coroner explained to the jury that he had been detained. When they went back to the Angel Inn we followed them  Captain Sanker, Fred, and I.

All sorts of nonsense ran about the town. It was reported that there had been a fight with the Frogs on Malvern Hill, during which King had been pitched over. This was only laughed at by those who knew how foundationless it was. Not a shadow of cause existed for supposing it to have been anything but a pure accident.

The coroner and jury sat at a long table covered with green baize. The coroner had his clerk by him; and on one side Mr. Allies sat Captain Chamberlain, on the other side Mr. Allcroft. Dr. Teal and Mr. Woodward were present, and gave the medical evidence in a most learned manner. Reduced to plainness, it meant that King had died of an injury to the head.

When my turn came, what they chiefly asked me was, whether I had seen or heard any quarrelling with St. Peters boys that day at Malvern. None whatever, I answered. Was I quite sure of that? pursued one  it was Mr. Allcroft. I did not think there had been, or could have been, I repeated: we and the charity boys had kept apart from each other all day. Then another of the jury, Mr. Stone, put some questions, and then Mr. Allen  I thought they were never going to believe me. So I said it was the opposite of quarrelling, and told of Captain Sankers giving one of them half-a-crown because he had been kind to King on Saturday, and of some of the boys  all who had not gone home in the first van  having helped us to look for King at night. After they had turned me inside out, the coroner could say that these questions were merely put for forms sake and for the satisfaction of the public.

When the witnesses were done with, the coroner spoke to the jury. I suppose it was his charge. It seemed all as plain as a turnpike, he said: the poor little lame boy had slipped and fallen. The probability was that he had dropped asleep too near the edge of the perpendicular bank, and had either fallen over in his sleep, or in the act of awaking. He (the coroner) thought it must have been the former, as no cry appeared to have been made, or heard. Under these circumstances, he believed the jury could have no difficulty in arriving at their verdict.

The last word, verdict, was still on his tongue, when some commotion took place at the end of the room. A working-man, in his shirt-sleeves and a leather apron on, was pushing in through the crowd at the door, making straight for the table and the coroner. Some of the jury knew him for John Dance, a glove-cutter at a Quaker gentlemans manufactory hard by. He begged pardon of the gentlefolk for coming amid em abrupt like that, he said, just as he was, but something had but now come to his hearing about the poor little boy who had died. It made him fear he had not fell of himself, but been flung over, and he had thought it his duty to come and tell it.

The consternation this suggestion created, delivered in its homely words, would not be easy to describe. Captain Sanker, who had been sitting against the wall, got up in agitation. John Dance was asked his grounds for what he said, and was entering into a long rigmarole of a tale when the coroner stopped him, and bade him simply say how it had come to his own knowledge. He answered that upon going home just now to tea, from his work, his son Harry, who was in St. Peters School, told him of it, having been sent to do so by the master, Clerk Jones. His son was with him, waiting to be questioned.

The boy came forward, very red and sheepish, looking as though he thought he was going to be hung. He stammered and stuttered in giving his answers to the coroner.

The tale he told was this. His name was Henry Dance, aged thirteen. He was on the hill, not very far from St. Anns Well, on the Tuesday afternoon, looking about for Mark Ferrar. All on a sudden he heard some quarrelling below him: somebody seemed to be in a foaming passion, and little King the lame boy called out in a fright, Oh, dont! dont! youll throw me over! Heard then a sort of rustle of shrubs  as it sounded to him  and then heard the steps of some one running away along the path below the upright bank. Couldnt see anything of this; the bank prevented him; but did see the arm of the boy who was running as he turned round the corner. Didnt see the boy; only saw his left arm swaying; he had a green handkerchief in his hand. Could not tell whether it was one of their boys (St. Peters) or one of the college boys; didnt see enough of him for that. Didnt know then that anything bad had happened, and thought no more about it at all; didnt hear of it till the next morning: he had been in the first van that left Malvern, and went to bed as soon as he got home.

The account was listened to breathlessly. The boy was in a regular fright while he told it, but his tones and looks seemed honest and true.

How did you know it was King Sankers voice you heard? asked the coroner.



Please, sir, I didnt know it, was the answer. When I came to hear of his fall the next day, I supposed it must ha been his. I didnt know anybody had fell down; I didnt hear any cry.

What time in the afternoon was this?

Please, sir, I dont know exact. We had our tea at four: it wasnt over-long after that.

Did you recognize the other voice?

No, sir. It was a boys voice.

Was it one you had ever heard before?

I couldnt tell, sir; I wasnt near enough to hear or to catch the words. King Sanker spoke last, just as I got over the spot.

You heard of the accident the next morning, you say. Did you hear of it early?

It was afore breakfast, sir. Some of our boys that waited for the last van telled me; and Ferrar, he telled me. They said they had helped to look for him.

And then it came into your mind, that it was King Sanker you had heard speak?

Yes, sir, it did. It come right into my mind, all sudden like, that he might have been throwed over.

Well now, Mr. Harry Dance, how was it that you did not at once hasten to report this? How is it that you have kept it in till now?

Harry Dance looked too confused and frightened to answer. He picked at the band of his grey cap and stood, first on one foot, then on the other. The coroner pressed the question sharply, and he replied in confusion.

Didnt like to tell it. Knew people were saying it might have been one of their boys that had pitched him over. Was afraid to tell. Did say a word to Mark Ferrar; not much: Ferrar wanted to know more, and what it was he meant, but didnt tell him. That was yesterday morning. Had felt uncomfortable ever since then, wanting to tell, but not liking to. This afternoon, in school, writing their copies at the desk, he had told Tom Woodart, the carpenters son, who sat next him; leastways, had said the college boy had not fell of himself, but been pitched over; and Tom Woodart had made him tell it to another boy, Collins; and then the two had went up to the desk and telled their master, Mr. Jones; and Mr. Jones, after calling him up to ask about it, had ordered him home to tell it all to his father; and his father said he must come and tell it here.

The father, John Dance, spoke up again to confirm this, so far as his part went. He was so anxious it should be told to the gentlemen at once, he repeated, that he had come out all untidy as he was, not stopping to put himself to rights in any way.

The next person to step forward was Mr. Jones, in his white cravat and black clothes. He stated that the two boys, Thomas Woodward and James Collins, had made this strange communication to him. Upon which he had questioned Dance, and at once despatched him home to acquaint his father.

What sort of a boy is Harry Dance, Mr. Jones? inquired the coroner. A truthful boy?  one to be depended on? Some boys, as I dare say you know, are capable of romancing in the most unaccountable manner: inventing lies by the bushel.

The boy is truthful, sir; a sufficiently good boy, was the reply. Some of them are just what you describe; but Dance, so far as I believe, may be relied upon.

Well, now, if this is to be credited, it must have been one of St. Peters boys who threw the deceased over, observed a juryman at the other end. Did you do it yourself, Harry Dance? Stand straight, and answer.

No, sir; I shouldnt never like to do such a cowardly thing, was the answer, given with a rush of fear  if the look of his face might be trusted. I was not anigh him.

It must have been one of you. This is the result of that fight you two sets of boys held on Saturday. You have been harbouring malice.

Please, sir, I wasnt in the fight on Saturday. I had went over to Clains on an errand for mother.

Thats true, said Clerk Jones. Dance was not in the fight at all. As far as I can ascertain, there was no ill-feeling displayed on either side at Malvern; no quarrelling of any kind. And Captain Sanker, who was standing up to listen, confirmed this.

The natural deduction to be drawn is, that if the deceased was flung over, it was by one of St. Peters boys  though the probability is that he did not intend to inflict much injury, observed one of the jury to the rest. Boys are so reprehensibly thoughtless. Come, Harry Dance! if you did not give him a push yourself, you can tell, I dare say, who did.

But Dance, with tears in his eyes, affirmed that he knew no more than he had told: he had not the least notion who the boy was that had been quarrelling with King. He saw none of the boys, St. Peters boys or college boys, about the hill at that time; though he was looking out for them, because he wanted to find Ferrar: and he knew no more than the dead what boy it was who had run away, for he saw nothing but his arm and a green handkerchief.

Did you find Ferrar after that? resumed the coroner.

Yes, sir; not long after. I found him looking for me round on tother side of St. Anns Well.

By the way  on which side of St. Anns Well is situated the spot where you heard the quarrel?

On the right-hand side, sir, looking down the hill, said the boy. And by the stress laid on the down I judged him to be given to exactness. I know the place, sir. If you take a sideway path from the Well bearing downards, you come to it. Its shady and quiet there; a place that nobody hardly finds out.

Did you say anything to Ferrar, when you found him, of what you had heard?

No, sir. I didnt think any more about it. I didnt think any harm had been done.

But you did mention it to Ferrar the next morning?

Yes, sir, I had heard of it, then.

What did you say?

I only said I was afeard he might have been throwed over. Ferrar asked me why, but I didnt like to say no more, for fear of doing mischief. It wasnt me, added Dance, appealing piteously to the jury. I wouldnt have hurt a hair of his head: he was weak and lame.

Is Ferrar here? cried the coroner. We must have him.

Ferrar was not there. And Mr. Jones, speaking up, said he had seen nothing of Ferrar since the previous day. He was informed that he had taken French leave to go off somewhere  which kind of leave, in point of fact, he added, Master Ferrar was much in the habit of taking.

But where has he gone? cried the coroner. You dont mean he has decamped?

Decamped for the time being, said Mr. Jones. He will no doubt put in an appearance in a day or two.

Not one of the jury but pricked up his ears; not one, I could see it in their faces, but was beginning to speculate on this absence of Ferrars. The coroner was staring straight before him, speculating too: and just then Fred Sanker said something in a half-whisper.

Ferrar was with my brother King at the spot where he fell from. As far as we know he was the last person who ever saw him alive.

And not here! cried the coroner. Why is he not? Where does the neglect lie, I wonder? Gentlemen, I think we had better send round for his father, and ask an explanation.

In a small town like Worcester (small in comparison with great capitals) the inhabitants, rich and poor, mostly know one another, what they are, and where their dwelling is. Old Ferrar lived within a stones-throw of the Angel; he was a china painter, employed by the Messrs. Chamberlain. Some one ran for him; and he came; a tidy-looking man in a good coat, with grey whiskers and grey hair. He bowed civilly to the room, and gave his name as Thomas Ferrar.

As far as anything connected with what took place at Malvern he was in total ignorance, he said. When his son Mark got home on the Tuesday night, he had told him that Captain Sankers little boy had fallen down a part of the hill, and that he, Mark, had been one of those who helped to find him. In the afternoon of the same day they heard the little boy had died.



Where is your son? asked the coroner.

I am not sure where he is, replied Thomas Ferrar. When I and his brother got home from the factory on Wednesday evening, my daughter told me Mark had gone off again. Somebody had given him half-a-crown, I believe. With that in his pocket, he was pretty sure to go off on one of his rovings.

He is in the habit of going off, then?

Yes, sir, he has done it on occasion almost ever since he could run alone. I used to leather him well for it, but it was of no use; it didnt stop it. Its his only fault. Barring that, hes as good and upright a lad as anybody need have. He does not go off for the purpose of doing harm: neither does he get into any.

Where does he go to?

Always to one of two places; to South Crabb, or to his grandfathers at Pinvin. Its generally to South Crabb, to see the Batleys, who are cousins of my late wifes. Theyve boys and girls of Marks own age, and he likes to be there.

You conclude, then, that he is at one of these places now?

Sure to be, sir; and I think its sure to be South Crabb. He was at Pinvin a fortnight ago; for I walked over on the Sunday morning and took him with me. Mark is of a roving turn; he is always talking of wanting to see the world. I dont believe hell ever settle down to steady work at home.

Well, we want him here, Mr. Ferrar; and must have him too. Could you send after him  and get him here by to-morrow?

I can send his brother after him, if you say it must be. The likelihood is that he will come home of himself to-morrow evening.

Ay, but we must have him here in the afternoon, you see. We want to hear what he can tell us about the deceased. It is thought that he was the last person with him before the fall. And, gentlemen, added the coroner, turning to the jury, I will adjourn proceedings to the same hour to-morrow  three oclock.

So the inquest was adjourned accordingly, and the room slowly cleared itself. Very slowly. People stood in groups of threes and fours to talk to each other. This new evidence was startling: and the impression it made was, that one of the Frogs had certainly thrown King down.

The green handkerchief was mentioned. Coloured silk pocket-handkerchiefs were much patronized by gentlemen then, and the one used by Dr. Teal that day happened to be green. The doctor said he had missed his handkerchief when they were down at the Abbey before tea, but could not tell where he had left it. He found it in the room at St. Anns when they got up again, and supposed it had been there all along. So that handkerchief was not much thought of: especially as several of the Frogs had green neckerchiefs on, and might have taken them off, as it was very hot. That a Frog had flung King over, appeared to be, to use the coroners words on another part of the subject, as plain as a turnpike. The Sankers, one and all, adopted it as conclusive; Captain Sanker in particular was nearly wild, and said bitter things of the Frogs. Poor King still lay in the same room, and none of them, as before, cared to go by the door.

It must have been in the middle of the night. Anyway, it looked pitch-dark. I was asleep, and dreaming that we were sorting handkerchiefs: all colours seemed to be there but a green one, and that  the one being looked for  we could not find: when something suddenly woke me. A hand was grasping at my shoulder.

Halloa! whos there?

I say, Johnny, I cant stop in my bed; Ive come to yours. If you mind my getting in, Ill lie across the foot, and get to sleep that way.

The voice was Dans, and it had no end of horror in it. He was standing by the bed in his night-shirt, shivering. And yet the summers night was hot.

Get in, if you like, Dan: theres plenty of room. Whats the matter with your own bed?

Kings there, he said, in a dreadful whisper, as he crept trembling in.

King! Why, what do you mean?

He comes in and lies down in his place just as he used to lie, shivered Dan. I asked Toby to sleep with me to-night, and Fred wouldnt let him. Fred ought to be ashamed; its all his ill-nature. Hes bigger than I am, one of the seniors, and he never cares whether he sleeps alone or not.

But, Dan, you should not get these fancies into your head about King. You know its not true.

I tell you it is true. Kings there. First of all, he stood at the foot of the bed and looked at me; and then, when I hid my face, I found he had got into it. Hes lying there, just as he used to lie, his face turned to the wall.

To begin with, you couldnt see him  him, or any one else. Its too dark.

Its not dark. My rooms lighter than this; it has a bigger window: and the sky was bright and the stars were out. Anyway, Johnny, it was light enough to see King  and there he was. Do you think Id tell a lie over it?

I cant say I felt very comfortable myself. Its not pleasant to be woke up with this kind of thing at the top of a house when somebodys lying dead underneath. Dans voice was enough to give one the shivers, let alone his words. Some stars came out, and I could see the outline of the furniture: or perhaps the stars had been shining all along; only, on first awaking, the eye is not accustomed to the darkness.

Try and go to sleep, Dan. Youll be all right in the morning.



To go to sleep seemed, however, to be far enough from Dans thoughts. After a bit of uneasy turning and trembling  and Im sure any one would have said his legs had caught St. Vituss dance  he gave sleep up as a bad job, and broke out now and again with all sorts of detached comments. I could only lie and listen.

Wondered whether he should be seeing King always?  if so, would rather be dead. Wished he had not gone to sleep on that confounded bench outside St. Anns Well  might have been at hand near King, and saved him, if he had not. It was that beastly bottled ale that made him. Wished bottled ale had not been invented. Wished he could wring Dances neck  or Ferrars  or that Woodarts, whichever of the lot it was that had struck King. Knew it was one of the three. What on earth could have taken the Frogs to Malvern that day?  Wished every Frog ever born was hanged or drowned. Thought it must be Ferrar  else why had the fellow decamped? Thought the whole boiling of Frogs should be driven from the town  how dared they, the insolent charity beggars, have their school near the college school? Wondered what would be done to Ferrar if it was proved against him? Wished it had been Ferrar to fall down in place of King. Wished it had been himself (Dan) rather than King. Poor King!  who was always so gentle  and never gave offence to any of them  and was so happy with his hymns and his fancies, and his poetry!  and had said Lord Bateman for them that day when told to say it, and  and  

At this thought Dan broke fairly down and sobbed as though his heart were breaking. I felt uncommonly sorry for him; he had been very fond of King; and I was sorry for his superstition. What a mistake it seemed for Mrs. Sanker to have allowed them to grow up in it.

At three oclock the next day the inquest met again. The coroner and jury, who seemed to have got thoroughly interested in the case now, kept their time to a minute. There was much stir in the neighbourhood, and the street was full before the Angel Inn. As to Frog Lane, it was said the excitement there had never been equalled. The report that it was one of St. Peters boys who had done it, went echoing everywhere; no one thought of doubting it. I did not. Watching Harry Dances face when he had given his evidence, I felt sure that every word he said was true. Some one had flung King over: and that some one, there could be no question of it, was one of those common adversaries, the Frogs. If King must have gone to sleep that afternoon, better that Dan, as he had said, or one of the rest of us, had stayed by to protect him!

Mark Ferrar had turned up. His brother found him at South Crabb. He came to the inquest in his best clothes, those he had worn at Malvern. I noticed then, but I had not remembered it, that he had a grass-green neckerchief on, tied with a large bow and ends. His good-natured, ugly, honest face was redder than ever as he stood to give his evidence. He did not show any of the stammering confusion that Dance had done, but spoke out with modest self-possession.

His name was Mark Ferrar, aged nearly fourteen (and looking ever so much older), second son of Thomas Ferrar, china painter. He had seen the deceased boy, King Sanker, at Malvern on Tuesday. When he and some more of St. Peters boys were coming down the hill they had met King and his party. King spoke to him and told his father, Captain Sanker, that he was the Frog  the college boys called them Frogs  who had picked him up out of the fight on Saturday to save him from being crushed: and Captain Sanker thanked him and gave him half-a-crown to spend in Malvern cakes. Master Johnny Ludlow was with the Sankers, and saw and heard this. Did not buy the Malvern cakes: had meant to, and treat the rest of the boys; but dinner was ready near the foot of the hill when they got down, and forgot it afterwards. After dinner he and a lot more boys went up another of the beacons and down on the Herefordshire side. They got back about four oclock, and had bread-and-butter and cider for tea. Then he and Harry Dance went up the hill again, taking two ways, to see which would be at St. Anns Well first. Couldnt see Dance when he got up, thought he might be hiding, and went looking about for him. Went along a side-path leading off from St. Anns; twas sheltered, and thought Dance might be there. Suddenly heard himself called to: looked onwards, and saw the lame boy, King Sanker, there, and some chairs and glasses on a table. Went on, and King asked him to sit down, and began talking to him, saying he had had to say Lord Bateman before them all. He, Ferrar, did not know what Lord Bateman was, and King said he would say it to him. Began to say it; found it was poetry verses: King had said a good many when he broke off in the middle of one, and told him to go then, for they were coming. Did not know who they meant, did not see or hear anybody himself; but went away accordingly. Went looking all about for Dance again; found him by-and-by on a kind of plateau on the other side of St. Anns. They went up the hill together, and only got down again when it was time to start for Worcester. He did not go in the first van; there was no room; waited for the second. Saw the other party starting: heard that some one was missing: found it was King; offered to help to look for him. Was going up with the rest past the Unicorn, when some people met them, saying theyd heard groans. Ran on, and found it was King Sanker. He seemed to have fallen right down from the place where he had been sitting in the afternoon, and where he, Ferrar, had left him.

Such in substance was the evidence he gave. Some of it I could corroborate, and did. I told of Kings asking that Ferrar might go up to him the next day, and of his promising him Lord Bateman, which he had got by him, written out.

But Ferrar was not done with. Important questions had to be asked him yet. Sometimes it was the coroner who put them, sometimes one or other of the jury.

Did you see anything at all of the deceased after leaving him as you have described, Mark Ferrar?

No, sir. I never saw him again till night, when we found him lying under a part of the hill.

When you quitted him at his bidding, did you see any boys about, either college boys or St. Peters boys?

No, sir, I did not see any; not one. The hills about there seemed as lonely as could be.

Which way did you take when you left him?

I ran straight past St. Anns, and got on to the part that divides the Worcestershire beacon from the next. Waiting for Dance, I sat down on the slope, and looked at Worcester for a bit, trying how much of the town I could make out, and how many of the churches, and that. As I was going back toward St. Anns I met Dance.

What did Dance say to you?

He said he had been hunting for me, and wanted to know where I had hid myself, and I said I had been hunting for him. We went on up the hill then and met some more of our boys; and we stayed all together till it was time to go down.

Did Dance say that he had heard sounds of quarrelling?

No, sir, never a word.

What communication did Dance make to you on the subject the following morning?

Nothing certain, sir. Dance went home in the first van, and he didnt hear about King Sanker till the morning. I was saying then how we found him, and that he must have fell straight off from the place above. Dance stopped me, and said was it sure that he fell  was it sure he had not been pushed off? I asked why he said that, but he wouldnt answer.

Did he refuse to answer?

I kept asking him to tell me, but he just said it was only a fancy that came to him. He had interrupted so eager like, that I thought he must have heard something. Later, I asked Master Johnny Ludlow whether the boy had been pushed off, but he said no. I couldnt get it out of my head, however.

What clothes did you wear, witness, that day at Malvern?

These here that Ive got on now, sir.

Did you wear that same green neckerchief?

Yes, sir. My sister Sally bought it new for me to go in.

Did you take it off at Malvern?



No, sir.

Not at all?

No, sir. Some of them took their handkerchers off at dinner, because it was hot, but I didnt.

Why did you not?

For the first time Ferrar hesitated. His face turned scarlet.

Come, speak up. The truth, mind.

Sally had told me not to mess my new silk handkercher, for I wasnt likely to have another of one while; and I thought if I got untying and re-tying of it, I should mess it. It seemed quite a task to Ferrar to confess this. He feared the boys would laugh at him. But I think no one doubted that it was the true reason.

You did not take it off while you were sitting with the deceased?

No, sir. I never took it off all day.

Take it off now.

Mark Ferrar looked too surprised to understand the order, and did nothing. The coroner repeated it.

Take off this here handkercher, sir? Now?

Yes. The jury wish to see it open.

Mark untied the bow and pulled it off, his very freckles showing out red. It was a three-cornered silk neckerchief, as green as grass.

Was this like the kerchief you saw being swung about, Harry Dance? asked the coroner, holding it up, and then letting it drop on the table.

Harry Dance gazed at it as it lay, and shook his head. I dont think it were the one, sir, he said.

Why dont you think it?

That there looks smaller and brighter, and tother was bigger and darker. Leastways, I think it were.

Was it more like this? interrupted Dr. Teal, shaking out his handkerchief from his pocket.

I dont know, sir. It seemed like a big handkerchief, and was about that there colour o yourn.

Some inquiry was made at this point as to the neckerchiefs worn by the other boys. It turned out that two or three had worn very large ones, something the colour of Dr. Teals. So that passed.

One word, Harry Dance. Did you see Ferrar with his handkerchief off that day?

I didnt notice, sir: I dont remember. Some of us took em off on the hills twas very hot  and never put em on again all day.

The coroner and jury talked together, and then Harry Dance was told to repeat the evidence he had given the day before. He went over it again: the sounds of quarrelling, and the words in the voice he had supposed to be Kings: Oh, dont  dont! youll throw me over.



Had Ferrar his neckerchief on when you met him soon after this? questioned Captain Chamberlain.

I think he had, sir. I think if he had not I should ha noticed it. Im nearly as sure as I can be that it wasnt off.

When Dance was done with, Mark Ferrar was begun upon again.

What induced you to go off from your home on Wednesday evening without notice? asked the coroner.

I went to South Crabb, sir.

I dont ask you where you went, I ask why you went?

I go over there sometimes, sir. I told Sally I was going.

Cant you understand my question? Why did you go?

Nothing particular made me go, sir. Only that I had got some money; and I was feeling so sorry that the little lame boy was dead, I couldnt bear to be still.

You have been punished often, Mark Ferrar, for going off on these expeditions? cried one of the jury.

I used to be, sir. Father has leathered me for it at home, and Clerk Jones at school. I cant do without going out a bit. I wish I was a sailor.

Oh, indeed! Well  is there one of your companions that you can suspect of having harmed this poor little boy  accidentally or otherwise?

No, sir. It is being said that he was pushed over in ill-feeling, or else by accident; but it dont seem likely.

Did you push him over yourself?

Me! returned Ferrar, in surprise. Me push him over!

As far as we can learn yet, no one was with him there but you.

Id have saved him from it, sir, if I had been there, instead of harming him. When he sent me away he was all right, and not sitting anigh the edge. If it was me that had done it, sir, hed not have asked for me to go up to him in his room  and shook hands  and said I should see him in heaven.

Mark Ferrar broke down at the remembrance, and sobbed like a child. I dont think one single person present thought it was he, especially the coroner and jury. But the question was  which of the other boys could it have been?

Several of them were called before the coroner. One and all declared they had done no harm to the deceased  had not been near him to do it  would not have done it if they had been  did not know he had been sitting in the place talked of  did not (most of them) know where the spot was now. In short, they denied it utterly.

Mr. Jones stepped forward then. He told the coroner and jury that he had done his best to come to the bottom of the affair, but could not find out anything. He did not believe one of his boys had been in it; they were mischievous enough, as he well knew, and sometimes deceitful enough; but they all seemed to be, and he honestly believed were, innocent of this.

The room was cleared while the jury deliberated. Their verdict was to the effect that Kingsley Sanker had died from falling over a portion of one of the Malvern hills; but whether the fall was caused by accident, or not, there was not sufficient evidence to show.

It was late when it was over. Growing dusk. In turning out of the inn passage to the street, I remember the great buzz around, and the people pushing ones elbows; and I cant remember much more. If one Frog was there, it seemed to me that there were hundreds.

I stayed at Captain Sankers again that night. We all went up to bed after supper and prayers  which the captain read. He said he could not divest himself of the idea that it was a pure accident  for who would be likely to harm a helpless lad?  and that what Dance heard must have been some passing dispute connected with other people.

Come along, Johnny: this one candlell do for us both, cried Dan, taking up a bed candlestick and waiting for me to follow him.

I kept close to him as we went by the room  the room, you know  for Dan was worse than any of them for passing it. He and King had been much together. King followed him in age; they had always slept together and gone to school together; the rest were older or younger  and naturally Dan felt it most.

I shant be a minute, Johnny, and then you can take the candle, said he, when we got to the top. Come in.

Before I had well turned round, after getting in, I declare Dan had rushed all his things off in a heap and leaped into bed. Poor King used not to be so quick, and Dan always made him put the light out.

Good-night, Dan.

Good-night, Johnny. I hope I shall get to sleep.

He put his head under the bedclothes as I went away with the candle. I was not long getting into bed either. The stars were bright in the sky.

Before there was time to get to sleep, Dan came bursting in, shivering as on the past night, and asking to be let get into the bed. I did not mind his being in the bed  liked it rather, for company  but I did think it a great stupid pity that he should be giving way to these superstitious fears as though he were a girl.

Look here, Dan: I should be above it. One of the smallest of those Frogs couldnt show out more silly than this.

Hes in my bed again, Johnny. Lying down. I cant sleep there another night.

You know that he is below in his coffin  with the room-door locked.

I dont care  hes there in the bed. You had no sooner gone with the light than King crept in and lay down beside me. He used to have a way of putting his left arm over me outside the clothes, and he put it so to-night.

Dan!

I tell you he did. Nobody would believe it, but he did. I felt it like a weight. It was heavy, just as dead arms are. Johnny, if this goes on, I shall die. Have you heard what mamma says?

No. What?

She says she saw King last night. She couldnt sleep; and by-and-by, happening to look out of bed, she saw him standing there. He was looking very solemn, and did not speak. She turned to awake papa, in spite of the way he goes on ridiculing such things, but when she looked next King had gone. I wish he was buried, Johnny; I shouldnt think he could come back into the house then. Should you?

Hes not in it now  in that sense. Its all imagination.

Is it! I should like you to have been in my bed, instead of me; youd have seen whether it was imagination or not. Do you suppose his heavy arm across me was fancy?

Well, he does not come in here. Let us go to sleep. Good-night, Dan.

Dan lay still for a good bit, and I was nearly asleep when he awoke me sobbing. His face was turned the other way.

I wish youd kill me, Johnny.

Kill you!

I dont care to live any longer without King. It is so lonely. Theres nobody now. Freds getting to be almost a man, and Tobys a little duffer. King was best. Ive many a time snubbed him and boxed him, and I always put upon him; and  and now hes gone. I wish I had fallen down instead of him.

Youll get over it, Dan.

Perhaps. But its such a thing to get over. And the time goes so slowly. I wish it was this time next year!

Do you know what some of the doctors say?

What do they say? returned Dan, putting the tip of his nose out of bed.

Dr. Teal told Captain Sanker of it; I was by and heard him. They think that poor King would not have lived above another year, or so: that there was no chance of his living to grow up. So you might have lost him soon in any case, Dan.

But hed have been here till then; he wouldnt have died through falling down Malvern Hill. Oh, and to think that I was rough with him often!  and didnt try to help him when he wanted it! and laughed at his poetry! Johnny, I wish youd kill me! I wish it had been me to fall over instead of him!

There was not one of them that felt it as keenly as Dan did: but the chances were that he would forget King the soonest. Dan was of that impetuous warm nature thats all fire at first; and all forgetfulness when the fire goes out.

I went home the next day to Crabb Cot. Mr. Coney came into Worcester to attend the corn-market, and offered to drive me back in his gig. So I took my leave of the Sankers, and my last look at poor King in his coffin. He was to be buried on Monday in St. Peters churchyard.



The next news we had from Worcester was that Mark Ferrar had gone to sea. His people had wanted him to take up some trade at home; but Mark said he was not going to stay there to be told every day of his life that he killed King Sanker. For some of the Frogs had taken up the notion that it must have been he  why else, they asked, did the coroner and the rest of em want to see his green handkercher shook out? So his father, who was just as much hurt at the aspersions as Mark, allowed him to have his way and go to sea; in spite of Sally crying her eyes out, and foretelling that he would come home drowned. Mark was sent to London to some friend, who undertook to make the necessary arrangements; he was bound apprentice to the sea, and shipped off in a trading vessel sailing for Spain.

It was Michaelmas when we next went in to Worcester (save for a day at the festival), driving in from Dyke Manor: the Squire, Mrs. Todhetley, and I. You have heard the expedition mentioned before, for it was the one when we hired the dairymaid, Grizzel, at St. Johns mop. That business over, we went down to Captain Sankers and found them at home.

They were all getting pretty well over the death now, except Dan. Dans grief and nervousness were as bad as ever. Worse, even. Captain and Mrs. Sanker enlarged upon it.

Dan grieves after his brother dreadfully: they were always companions, you see, said the captain. He has foolish fancies also: thinks he sees King continually. We have had to put him to sleep with Fred downstairs, for nothing would persuade him that King, poor fellow, did not come and get into his old place in bed. The night the poor lad was buried, Dan startled the whole house up; he flew down the stairs crying and shrieking, and saying that King was there. We dont know what to do: he seems to get worse, rather than better. Did you notice how thin he has become? You saw him as you came in.

Like a bag of bones, said the Squire.

Ay. Some days he is so nervous and ill he cant go to school. I never knew such a thing, for my part. I was for trying flogging, but his mother wouldnt have it.



But  do you mean to tell us, Sanker, that he fancies he sees Kings ghost? cried the Squire, in great amazement.

Well, I suppose so, answered the captain. He fancies he sees him: and poor King, as far as this worlds concerned, can be nothing but a ghost now. The other evening, when Dan had been commanded to the head-masters house for something connected with the studies and detained till after dark, he came rushing in with a white face and his hair all wet, saying he had met King under the elm-trees, as he was running back through the green towards Edgar Tower. How can you deal with such a case?

I should say flogging would be as good as anything, said the Squire, decidedly.

So I thought at first. Hes too ill for it now. Theres nothing, hardly, left of him to flog.

Captain Sanker, there is only one thing for you to do, put in Mrs. Todhetley. And that is, consult a clever medical man.

Why, my dear lady, we have taken him to pretty nearly all the medical men in Worcester, cried the captain. He goes regularly to Dr. Hastings.

And what do the doctors say?

They think that the catastrophe of Kings unhappy death has seized upon the lads mind, and brought on a sort of hypochondriacal affection. One of them said it was what the French would call a maladie des nerfs. Dan seems so full of self-reproach, too.

What for?

Well, for not having made more of King when he was living. And also, I think, for having suffered himself to fall asleep that afternoon on the bench outside the Well: he says had he kept awake he might have been with King, and so saved him. But, as I tell Dan, theres nothing to reproach himself with in that: he could not foresee that King would meet with the accident. The doctors say now that he must have change of air, and be got away altogether. They recommend the sea.

The sea! Do you mean sea-air?

No; the sea itself; a voyage: and Dans wild to go. A less complete change than that, they think, will be of little avail, for his illness borders almost  almost upon lunacy. Im sure, what with one thing and another, we seem to be in for a peck of misfortunes, added the captain, rumpling his hair helplessly.

And shall you let him go to sea?

Well, I dont know. I stood out against it at first. Never meant to send a son of mine to sea; that has always been my resolution. Look at what I had to starve upon for ever so many years  a lieutenants half-pay  and to keep my wife and bring up my children upon it! You cant imagine it, Squire; its cruel. Dans too old for the navy, however; and, if he does go, it must be into the merchant service. I dont like that, either; we regular sailors never do like it, we hold ourselves above it; but theres a better chance of getting on in it and of making money.

Im sure I am very sorry for it altogether, said Mrs. Todhetley. A sailor cannot have any comfort.

I expect hell have to go, said the captain, ruefully: he must get these ideas out of his head. Its such a thing, you see, for him to be always fancying he sees King.

It is a dreadful thing.

My wife had a brother once who was always seeing odd colours wherever he looked: colours and shadows and things. But that was not as bad as this. His doctor called it nerves: and I conclude Dan takes after him.

My dear, I think Dan takes after your side, not mine, calmly put in Mrs Sanker, who had her light hair flowing and something black in it that looked like a feather. He is so very passionate, you know: and I could not go into a passion if I tried.

I suppose he takes after us both, returned Captain Sanker. I know he never got his superstitious fancies from me, or from any one belonging to me. We may be of a passionate nature, we Sankers, but we dont see ghosts.

In a week or twos time after that, Dan was off to sea. A large shipping firm, trading from London to India, took him as midshipman. The ship was called the Bangalore; a fine vessel of about fourteen hundred tons, bound for some port out there. When Captain Sanker came back from shipping him off, he was full of spirits, and said Dan was cured already. No sooner was Dan amidst the bustle of London, than his fears and fancies left him.

It was some time in the course of the next spring  getting on for summer, I think  that Captain Sanker gave up his house in Worcester, and went abroad, somewhere into Germany. Partly from motives of economy, for they had no idea of saving, and somehow spent more than their income; partly to see if change would get up Mrs. Sankers health, which was failing. After that, we heard nothing more of them: and a year or two went on.



Please, sir, heres a young man asking to see you.

A young man asking to see me, cried the Squire  we were just finishing dinner. Who is it, Thomas?

I dont know, sir, replied old Thomas. Some smart young fellow dressed as a sailor. Ive showed him into your room, sir.

Go and see who it is, Johnny.

It was summer-time, and we were at home at Dyke Manor. I went on to the little square room. You have been in it too. Opposite the Squires old bureau and underneath the map of Warwickshire on the wall, sat the sailor. He had good blue clothes on and a turned-down white collar, and held a straw hat in his hand. Where had I seen the face? A very red-brown honest face, with a mouth as wide as Mollys rolling-pin. Wider, now that it was smiling.

He stood up, and turned his straw hat about a little nervously. Youve forgotten me, Master Johnny. Mark Ferrar, please, sir.

Mark Ferrar it was, looking shorter and broader; and I put out my hand to him. I take my likes and dislikes, as you have already heard, and cant help taking them; and Ferrar was one whom I had always liked.

Please, sir, Ive made bold to come over here, he went on. Captain Sankers left Worcester, they tell me, and I cant hear where he is to be found: and the Teals, they have left. Ive brought news to him from his son, Mr. Dan: and father said I had better come over here and tell it, and maybe Squire Todhetley might get it sent to the captain.

Have you seen anything of Mr. Dan, then?

Ive been with him nearly all the time, Master Johnny. We served on the same ship: he as middy and I as working apprentice. Not but what the middies are apprenticed just as sure as we are. They dont do our rough work, the cleaning and that, and they mess apart; but thats pretty nigh all the difference.

And how are you getting on, Mark?

First-rate, sir. The captain and officers are satisfied with me, and when Ive served my four years I shall go up to pass for second mate. I try to improve myself a bit in general learning at odd moments too, sir, seeing I didnt have much. It may be of use to me if I ever get up a bit in life. Mr. Dan  

But look here, Ferrar, I interrupted, the recollection striking me. How came you and Mr. Dan to sail together? You were on a small home-coasting barque: he went in an Indiaman.

I was in the barque first of all, Master Johnny, and took a voyage to Spain and back. But our owners, hearing a good report of me, that I was likely to make a smart and steady sailor, put me on their big ship, the Bangalore. In a day or two Mr. Dan Sanker came on board.

And how is he getting on? Does he  

If you please, Master Johnny, Id like to tell what Ive got to tell about him to the Squire, he interrupted. It is for that, sir, I have come all the way over here.

So I called the Squire in. The following was the condensed substance of Ferrars narrative. What with his way of telling it, and what with the Squires interruptions, it was rather long.

Mr. Dan joined the Bangalore the day we sailed, sir. When he saw me as one of the sailors he started back as if I shocked him. But in a week or two, when he had got round from his sea-sickness, he grew friendly, and sometimes talked a bit. I used to bring up Master Kings death, and say how sorry I was for it  for you see, sir, I couldnt bear that he should think it true that I had had a hand in it. But he seemed to hate the subject; hed walk away if I began it, and at last he said he couldnt stand the talking about King; so I let it be. Our voyage was a long one, for the ship went about from port to port. Mr. Dan  

What sort of a sailor did he make? interrupted the Squire.

Well, sir, he was a good smart sailor at his work, but he got to be looked upon as rather a queer kind of young man. He couldnt bear to keep his night watches  it was too lonely, he said; and several times he fell into trouble for calling up the hands when there was nothing to call them up for. At Hong Kong he had a fever, and they shaved his head; but he got well again. One evening, after we had left Hong Kong and were on our way to San Francisco, I was on deck  almost dark it was  when Mr. Dan comes down the rigging all in a heap, just as if a wild-cat was after him. Theres King up there, he says to me: and Mr. Conroy, do what he would, couldnt get him up again. After that he went about the ship peeping and peering, always fancying King was hiding somewhere and going to pounce out upon him. The captain said his fever was coming back: Mr. Dan said it was not fever, it was King. I told him one day what I thought  that Master King had been flung down; that it was not an accident  I felt as sure of it as though I had seen it done; and what I said seemed to put him up, sir. Who did I fancy had done it, or would do it? he asked me all in anger: and I said I did not know who, but if ever I got back to Worcester Id leave not a stone unturned to find out. Well, sir, he got worse: worse in his fancies, and worse as to sickness. He was seeing King always at night, and he had dysentery and ague, and grew so weak that he could hardly stand. One of the cabin-boys took sick and died on board. The night he lay below, dead, Mr. Dan burst into the saloon saying it was King who was below, and that hed never be got out of the ship again. Mr. Conroy  he was the chief mate, sir  humoured him, telling him not to fear, that if it was King he would be buried deep in the sea on the morrow: but Mr. Dan said hed not stop in the sea, any more than he had stopped in his grave in St. Peters churchyard at home; hed be back in the ship again.

Dan Sanker must have been mad, observed the Squire.

Yes, sir, I think he was; leastways not right. In a day or two he had to be fastened down in his berth with brain-fever, and Mr. Conroy said that as he had known me in the past days I had better be the one to sit with him, for he couldnt be left. I was quite taken aback to hear what he said in his mutterings, and hoped it wasnt true.

Did he get well again?



Just for a day or two, sir. The fever left him, but he was in the shockingest state of weakness you could imagine. The night before he died  

The Squire started up. Dan Sankers not dead, Ferrar!

Yes he is, sir. Its what I have come to tell of.

Goodness bless me! Poor Dan dead! Only think of it, Johnny!

But I was not surprised. From the moment Ferrar first spoke, an instinct had been upon me that it was so. He resumed.

Everything was done for him that could be, sir. We had a doctor on board  a passenger going to California  but he could not save him. He said when it came to such awful weakness as that, there could be no saving. Mr. Conroy and the other officers were very kind to him  the skipper too; but they could do nothing. All his fears seemed to be gone then; we could hardly hear his whispers, but he was sensible and calm. He said he knew God had forgave him for what he did, and would blot his sin out, and King had forgave him too, and had come to tell him so: he had been to him in the night and talked and smiled happily and said over to him a verse of Lord Bateman  

And you say he was in his senses, Ferrar?

Yes, sir, that he was. That night he made a confession, Mr. Conroy and the doctor and me being by him. It was he that killed King.

Bless my heart! cried the Squire.

He had seen me sitting with King that afternoon at Malvern, and heard him saying the verses to me. It put his temper up frightful, sir, I being one of their enemies the Frogs; but he says if hed known it was me that snatched King out of the fight on Saturday, hed not have minded so much. It must have been him that King saw coming, Master Johnny, added Ferrar, turning momentarily from the Squire to address me; when he broke off in the midst of Lord Bateman, and told me, all in a hurry, to go away. He waited till I was gone, and then rushed on to King and began abusing him and knocking him about. King was unsteady through his weak leg, and one of the knocks sent him over the bank. Dan says he was frightened almost to death; he caught up Dr. Teals green handkercher from a chair and ran to the Well with it; he was too frightened to go and see after King, thinking he had killed him; and he sat down outside the Well and made as if he went to sleep. He never meant to hurt King, he said; it was only passion; but he had drunk a lot of strong ale and some wine upon it, and hardly knew what he was about. He said there was never a minute since but what he had been sorry for it, and he had been always seeing King. He asked me to show him the verses that had been given to me, that King wrote out, Lord Bateman  for I had got them with me at sea, sir  and he kissed them and held them to him till he died.



Dear, dear! sighed the Squire.

And thats all, sir, concluded Ferrar. Mr. Conroy wrote out a copy of his confession, which I brought along with me to Worcester. Mr. Dan charged me to tell his father, and my own folks, and any other friends I liked that had thought me guilty, and I promised him. He was as placid as a child all the day after that, and died at sundown, so happy and peaceful that it was almost like heaven.

Ferrar broke off with a sob. Poor Dan!

And that was the final ending of the Day of Pleasure. He and King are together again.




XII.

MARGARET RYMER.

They had gone through the snow to evening service at North Crabb, the Squire, Mrs. Todhetley, and Tod, leaving me at home with one of my splitting headaches. Thomas had come in to ask if I would have the lamp, but I told him I would rather be without it. So there I sat on alone, beside the fire, listening to Hannah putting the children to bed upstairs, and looking sleepily out at the snowy landscape.

As the fire became dim, sending the room into gloom, the light outside grew stronger. The moon was high; clear and bright as crystal; what with that, and the perfectly white snow that lay on everything, the night seemed nearly as light as day. The grass plat outside was a smooth white plain, the clustering shrubs beyond it being also white.

I knew the fire wanted replenishing: I knew that if I sat on much longer, I should fall asleep; but sit on I did, letting the fire go, too listless to move. My eyes were fixed dreamily on the plain of snow, with the still moonlight lying across it. The room grew darker, the landscape lighter.

And asleep, in another minute, I should inevitably have been, but for a circumstance that suddenly arose. All in a moment  I saw not how or whence it came  a dark figure appeared on the grass plat, close before the bank of shrubs, right in front of me; the figure of a man, wrapped in a big great-coat. He was standing still and gazing fixedly at the house. Gazing, as it seemed (though that was impossible) at me. I was wide awake at once, and sitting bolt upright in the chair.

Yes, there could be no mistake; and it was no delusion. The man appeared to be a tall man, strong and muscular, with a mass of hair on his face. What could he want? Was it a robber reconnoitring the premises; peering and peeping to ascertain whether all the world was at church, before he broke in to rifle the house?

No one, void of such an experience, can imagine how dark he looked standing there, amidst the whiteness of all the scene around. In one sense, he stood out plainer than he could have done by daylight, because the contrast was greater. But this sort of light did not show his features, which were shrouded in obscurity.



Presently he moved. Looking to right and left, he took a step forward. Evidently he was trying to see whether the parlour where I sat was empty or occupied. Should I go out to him? Or should I fling up the window and ask what he wanted? I was not frightened: dont let any one think that: but watching him brought rather a creepy kind of sensation.

And, just then, as I left the chair quietly to open the window, I heard the catch of the garden-gate, and some one came whistling up the path. The man vanished as if by magic. Whilst I looked, he was gone. It seemed to me that I did not take my eyes off him; but where he went to, or what became of him, I knew not.

Anybody at home? called out Tom Coney, as he broke off his whistling and opened the hall-door.

All right, Tom. Come along.

And, to tell the truth, I was not sorry to see Toms hearty face. He had stayed away from evening service to sit with his mother.

I say, Tom, did you see any fellow on the snow there, as you came in?

On the snow where? asked Tom.

There; just before the shrubs. And I pointed the spot out to him, and told him what had happened. Tom, one of the most practical fellows living, more so, I think, than even Tod, and with less imagination than an ostrich, received the account with incredulity.

You dropped asleep, Johnny, and fancied it.

I did not drop asleep, and I did not fancy it. When you came into the garden I was about to open the window and call to him.

Those headaches are downright stupefying things, Johnny. Jane has them, you know. One day I remember she fell asleep with a bad one, and woke up and said the sofa was on fire.

Tom, I tell you the man was there. A tall, strong-looking fellow, with a beard. He was staring at the house with all his might, at this room, as it seemed to me, wanting to come forward, I think, but afraid to. He kept close to the laurels, as if he did not wish to be seen, forgetting perhaps that they were white and betrayed him. When you opened the gate, he was there.

Its odd, then, where he could have put himself, said Tom Coney, not giving in an inch. Ill vow not a soul was there, man or woman, when I came up the path.

Thats true. He vanished in a moment. Whilst I was looking at him he disappeared.

Vanished! Disappeared! You talk as though you thought it a ghost, Johnny.

Ghost be hanged! It was some ill-doing tramp, I expect, trying to look if he might steal into the house.

Much you know of the ways of tramps, Johnny Ludlow! Tramps dont come showing themselves on snow-lighted, open lawns, in the face and eyes of the front windows: they hide themselves in obscure hedges and byways. Its a case of headachy sleep, young man, and nothing else.

Look here, Tom. If the man was there, his footprints will be there; if he was not, as you say, the snow will be smooth and level: come out and see.

We went out at once, Tom catching up a stick in the hall, and crossed the lawn. I was right, and Tom wrong. Sure enough, there were the footprints, plenty of them, indented in the deep snow. Tom gave in then.

I wish to goodness I had seen him! The fellow should not have got off scot-free, I can tell him that. What tremendous feet he must have! Just look at the size, Johnny. Regular crushers.

Dont you go and say again I was asleep! He must have stepped back and got away through these laurels; yes, here are the marks. I say, Tom  dropping my voice to a whisper perhaps hes here now.

Well soon see that, said Tom Coney, plunging amidst the laurels with a crash, and beating about with the stick.

But there was no trace of him. Tom came out presently, covered with the beaten snow, and we went indoors; he veering round partly to his first opinion, and a little incredulous, in spite of the footprints.

If any man was there, Johnny, how did he get away? I dont see, for my part, what he could possibly want. A thief would have gone to work in a different manner.

Well, let it be so. I shall say nothing about it to them when they come home. Mrs. Todhetleys timid, you know, she would fancy the man was outside still, and be lying awake all night, listening for the smashing in of doors and windows.

Cracking the fire into a blaze; as much of a blaze, that is, as its dilapidated state allowed; I called Thomas to light the lamp and shut the shutters. When I told him of the affair, bidding him not mention it, he took a different view of it altogether, and put it down to the score of one of the younger maid-servants.

Theyve got sweethearts, Master Johnny, the huzzies have; lots of sweethearts. One or the tother of em is always a sidling sheepfaced up to the house, as though he didnt dare to say his soul was his own.

They came in from church before the fire had burnt up, and the Squire scolded me for letting it go so low. The coal we get in Worcestershire is the Staffordshire coal; it does not burn up in a minute as London coal does, but must have time.

Nothing of course was said about the man; I and Tom Coney  who stayed supper  held our tongues, as agreed upon. But I told Tod in going up to bed. He was sleepy, and did not think much of it. The fact was, as I could plainly perceive, that to any of them, when related, it did not seem to be much. They had not seen it as I had.



Timberdale Rectory, a cosy, old-fashioned house, its front walls covered with ivy, stood by itself amidst pasture-land, a fields length from the church. Mrs. Todhetley sent me there on the Monday morning, to invite the Rector, Herbert Tanerton, and his wife to dine with us the next evening, for we had a prime codfish sent as a present from London. The Squire and Tod had gone out shooting. It was January weather; cold and bright, with a frosty sky. Icicles drooped from the trees, and the snow in Crabb Ravine was above my ankles. The mater had said to me, I should go the road way, Johnny; but I did not mind the snow.

In Timberdale I met Margaret Rymer. She had her black cloak on, and her natty little black bonnet; and the gentle and refined face under it, with its mild brown eyes, put me more than ever in mind of her dead father.

Does any one remember her? I told something about her and her people early in this volume. When Thomas Rymer died, partly of a broken heart, Benjamin had again gone off, and Margaret continued to keep the business going. She understood the drugs thoroughly. During all the months that had elapsed since, the son had not made his appearance at home. Timberdale would say, Why does not Benjamin come back to carry on affairs in his fathers place? but it had no satisfactory answer. Latterly, Timberdale had let Benjamin alone, and busied itself with Margaret.

Six months ago, the Reverend Isaac Sale had come to Timberdale as curate. He was a plain, dark little man of sterling worth, and some thirty years of age  older than the Rector. Margaret Rymer met him at the Sunday School, where she taught regularly, and he fell desperately in love with her  if its not wrong to say that of a parson. As a rule, men and women like contrasts; and perhaps the somewhat abrupt-mannered man with the plain and rugged features had been irresistibly attracted by the delicate face of Margaret, and by her singularly gentle ways. In position she was not his equal; but Mr. Sale made no secret of his attachment, or that he wanted Margaret to be his wife. Mrs. Rymer entirely opposed it: how was the business to be kept going without Margaret, she demanded; or herself, either?

Mr. Sale had taken the curacy as a temporary thing. He was waiting for some expected appointment abroad. When it fell to him, Margaret Rymer would have to choose between sailing with him as his wife, or staying at home and giving him up for good. So said Timberdale.



After standing to talk a bit with Margaret, who had come out on an errand for her mother, I ran on to the Rectory. Mr. Tanerton and his wife were in the snug little bow-windowed front-room. He, spare and colourless, young yet, with cold grey eyes and thin light whiskers, sat by the blazing fire of wood and coal, that went roaring and sparkling up the chimney. Somehow Herbert Tanerton gave you the idea of being always in a chill. Well meaning, and kind in the main, he was yet severe, taking too much note of offences, and expecting all the world, and especially his own flock, to be better than gold.

His wife, kind, genial, and open-hearted, sat at the window, stitching a wristband for one of her husbands new shirts  he was as particular over them as he was over the parish sins  and glancing cheerfully out between whiles at the snowy landscape. When she was Grace Coney, and niece at the farm, we were very intimate; a nice, merry-hearted, capable girl, rather tall and slender, with bright dark hazel eyes, and a wide mouth that seemed always to be smiling to show its pretty white teeth. Seeing me coming, she ran to open the porch-door. As yet, she and Herbert had no children.

Come in, Johnny! Is it not a lovely day? Herbert thinks it the coldest morning we have had; but I tell him that is because he does not feel very well. And he has been put out a little.

What about? I asked, as the Rector turned in his chair to shake hands with me. For she had said all that in his hearing.

Oh, there are one or two things. Sam Mullett  

Wheres the use of talking of the stupid old man, Grace? cried the parson, crossly. He is getting too old for his place.

And Mr. Sale is going to leave, added Mrs. Tanerton, as I sat down by the table, after delivering the invitation. The appointment he expected has been offered to him; it is a chaplaincy at the Bahama Islands. Mr. Sale has known of it for a week, and never told Herbert until yesterday.

He spoke to me in the vestry after morning service, said the Rector, in an injured tone. And he said at the same time that he was not sure he should accept it; it did not quite depend upon himself. I saw as clearly what he meant to imply as though he had avowed it; that it depended upon that girl, Margaret Rymer. It is a preposterous thing. The idea of a clergyman and a gentleman wanting to marry her! She keeps a chemists shop!

It was her father who kept it, I said eagerly, for I liked Margaret Rymer, and did not care to hear her disparaged. And he was a gentleman born.

What has that to do with it? retorted the parson, who was in one of his most touchy humours. Had her grandfather been a duke, it would make no difference to what she is. Look at the mother!

Margaret is a lady in mind, in looks, and in manners, I persisted. If I loved Margaret Rymer, I would marry her, though I were an archdeacon.

Thats just like you, Johnny Ludlow! you have no more sense than a child in some things, said the parson, crustily. Grace glanced up from her work and laughed; and looked as if she would like to take part with me.

I never could have suspected Sale of such folly, went on the Rector, warming his hands over the blaze. Grace, do you think that soups ready?

I will see, answered Grace, putting the wristband on the little work-table; and she touched my shoulder playfully in passing.

Herbert Tanerton sat in silence; knitting his brow into lines. I took the chair on the other side the fireplace opposite to him, thinking of this and that, and fingering the tongs to help me: a habit I was often scolded for at home  that of fingering things.

Look here, Mr. Tanerton. If they go all the way out to settle at the Bahamas, it will not signify there who Margaret has been here. Whether she may have helped in her fathers business, or whether she may have been  as you said  a dukes granddaughter, and brought up accordingly, it will be all one to the Bahamas. Mr. Sale need not say to the Bahamas, My wife used to sell pennyworths of rhubarb and magnesia.

It is not that, crossly responded the Rector what people will think or say; it is for Sales own sake that I object. He cannot like the connection. A clergyman should marry in his own sphere.

I suppose men are differently constituted, clergymen as well as others, said I, with deprecation, remembering that I was a plain, inexperienced lad, and he was the Rector of Timberdale. Some persons dont care for social distinctions as others do, dont even see them: perhaps Mr. Sale is one.

He cares for probity and honour  he would not choose to ally himself to crime, to disgrace, sternly spoke the Rector. And he would do that in marrying Margaret Rymer. Remember what the son did, that ill-doing Benjamin, added he, dropping his voice. You know all about it, Johnny. The affair of the bank-note, I mean.

And if Herbert Tanerton had said to me the affair of the moon and planets, I could not have been more surprised. How did you get to know of it? I asked, when speech came to me.

Mr. Rymer told me on his death-bed. I was attending him spiritually. Of course, I have never spoken of it, even to my wife  I should not think of speaking of it; but I consider that it lies in my duty to disclose the facts to Mr. Sale.

Oh no, dont  dont, please, Mr. Tanerton! I cried out, starting up in a sort of distress, for the words seemed to take hold of me. No one knows of it: no one but the Squire, and I, as you say, and Mrs. Rymer, and you, and Ben himself; Jelfs dead, you know. It need never be brought up again in this world; and I dare say it never will be. Pray dont tell Mr. Sale  for Margarets sake.

But I have said that I consider it my duty to tell him, replied the parson, steadily. Here he comes!

I turned to the window, and saw Sale trudging up to the parsonage through the snowy field pathway, his black hair and red rugged face presenting a sort of contrast to the white glare around. Ugly, he might be called; but it was a face to be liked, for all that. And the ring of his voice was true and earnest.

The affair of the bank-note had helped to kill Thomas Rymer, and sent Mr. Ben off on his wanderings again. It was a bit of ill-luck for Ben, for he had really pulled up, was reading hard at his medical books, and become as steady as could be. Never since then  some ten months ago now  had Ben been heard of; never had it been spoken of to man or woman. Need Herbert Tanerton disclose it to the curate? No: and I did not think he would do it.

We were just talking of you, was the Rectors greeting to Mr. Sale, as the curate came into the room. Bring a chair to the front of the fire: Johnny, keep your seat. Im sure its cold enough to make one wish to be in the fire to-day, instead of before it.

What were you saying about me? asked Mr. Sale, drawing forward the chair to sit down, as bidden, and giving me a nod in his short way.

Have you come to tell me your decision  to go or stay? asked the Rector, neglecting to answer the question.

Not this morning. My decision is not yet made. I came to tell you how very ill Jael Batty is. Im not at all sure that she will get over this bout.

Oh, said the Rector, in a slighting tone, as if Jael Batty had no right to intrude herself into more momentous conversation. Jael Batty is careless and indifferent in her duties, anything but what she ought to be, and makes her deafness an excuse for not coming to church. Ill try and get out to see her in the course of the day. She is always having these attacks. What we were speaking of was your friendship with Miss Rymer.

Herbert Tanerton, as I have said, meant to be kind, and I believe he had peoples welfare at heart; but he had a severe way of saying things that seemed to take all the kindness out of his words. He was a great stickler for duty, and if once he considered it was his duty to tell a fellow of his faults, tell he did, face to face, in the most uncompromising manner. He had decided that it was his duty to hold forth to Mr. Sale, and he plunged into the discourse without ceremony. The curate did not seem in the least put out, but talked back again, quietly and freely. I sat balancing the tongs over the fender and listening.



Miss Rymer is not my equal, you say, observed Sale. I dont know that. Her father was a curates son: I am a curates son. Circumstances, it would seem, kept Mr. Rymer down in the world. Perhaps they will keep me down  I cannot tell.

But you are a gentleman in position, a clergyman; Rymer served customers, retorted Mr. Tanerton, harping upon that bête noire of his, the chemists shop. Cant you perceive the difference? A gentleman ought to be a gentleman.

Thomas Rymer was a gentleman, as I hear, in mind and manners and conduct; educated, and courteous, and  

He was one of the truest gentlemen I ever met, I could not help putting in, though it interrupted the curate. For my part, when speaking with him I forgot the counter he served at.

And a true Christian, I was about to say, added Mr. Sale.

There was a pause. Herbert Tanerton, who had been fidgeting in his chair, spoke:

Am I mistaken in assuming that your acceptance of this chaplaincy depends upon Miss Rymer?

No, you are not mistaken, said Sale, readily. It does depend upon her. If she will go with me  my wife  I shall accept it; if she will not, I remain at home.

Margaret is as nice as her father was; she is exactly like him, I said. Were I you, Mr. Sale, I should just take her out of the place and end it.

But if she wont come with me? returned he, with a half-smile.

She is wanted at home, observed Herbert Tanerton, casting a severe look at me with his cold light eyes. That shop could not get on without her. But Sale interrupted:

I cannot imagine why the son is not at home to attend to things. It is his place to be there doing it, not his sisters. He is inclined to be wild, it is said, and given to roving.

Wildness is not Benjamin Rymers worst fault, or roving either, cried the Rector, in his hardest voice, though he dropped it to a low key. And forthwith he opened the ball, and told the unfortunate story in a very few words. I let the tongs fall with a rattle.

I would not have mentioned this, pursued he, but that I consider it lies in my duty to tell you of it. To any one else it would never be allowed to pass my lips; it never has passed them since Mr. Rymer disclosed it to me a day or two before he died. Margaret Rymer may be desirable in herself; but theres her position, and  theres this. It is for your own sake I have spoken, Mr. Sale.

Sale had sat still and quiet while he listened. There was nothing outward to show that the tale affected him, but instinct told me that it did. Just a question or two he put, as to the details, and then he rose to leave.



Will you not let it sway you? asked the Rector, perseveringly, as he held out his hand to his curate. And I was sure he thought he had been doing him the greatest good in the world.

I cannot tell, replied Mr. Sale.

He went out, walked across the garden, and through the gate to the field, with his head down. A dreadful listlessness  as it seemed to me  had taken the place of his brisk bearing. Just for a minute I stood in the parlour where I was, feeling as though I had had a shower of ice thrown down upon me and might never be warm again. Saying a short good-morning, I rushed out after him, nearly upsetting Mrs. Tanerton in the hall, and a basin of soup she was carrying in on a plate. How cruel it seemed; how cruel! Why cant people let one another alone? He was half-way across the field when I overtook him.

Mr. Sale, I want to tell you  I ought to tell you  that the story, as repeated to you by Mr. Tanerton, bears a worse aspect than the reality would warrant. It is true that Benjamin Rymer did change the note in the letter; but that was the best and the worst of it. He had become mixed up with some reckless men when at Tewkesbury, and they persuaded him to get the stolen note changed for a safe one. I am sure he repented of it truly. When he came home later to his fathers, he had left all his random ways and bad companions behind him. Nobody could be steadier than he was; kind to Margaret, considerate to his father and mother, attentive to business, and reading hard all his spare time. It was only through an ill fellow coming here to hunt him up  one Cotton, who was the man that induced him to play the trick with the note  that he was disturbed again.

How disturbed?

He grew frightened, I mean, and went away. That fellow Cotton deserved hanging. When he found that Ben Rymer would have nothing more to do with him, or with the rest of the bad lot, he, in revenge, told Jelf, the landlord of the Plough and Harrow (where Cotton ran up a score, and decamped without paying), saying that it was Ben Rymer who had changed the note  for, you see, it had always remained a mystery to Timberdale. Jelf  he is dead now  was foolish enough to let Ben Rymer know what Cotton had said, and Ben made off in alarm. In a weeks time Mr. Rymer was dead. He had been ailing in mind and body for a long while, and the new fear finished him up.

A pause ensued. Sale broke it. Did Miss Rymer know of this?

Of Ben and the bank-note? I dont believe she knows of it to this hour.

No, I feel sure she does not, added Sale, speaking more to himself than to me. She is truth and candour itself; and she has repeatedly said to me she cannot tell why her brother keeps away; cannot imagine why.



You see, I went on, no one knows of it, except myself, but Squire Todhetley and Mr. Tanerton. We should never, never think of bringing it up, any one of us; Mr. Tanerton only spoke of it, as he said, because he thought he ought to tell you; he will never speak of it again. Indeed, Mr. Sale, you need not fear it will be known. Benjamin Rymer is quite safe.

What sort of a man is he, this Benjamin? resumed Sale, halting at the outer gate of the field as we were going through it. Like the father, or like the mother?

Like the mother. But not as vulgar as she is. Ben has been educated; she was not; and though he does take after her, theres a little bit of his father in him as well. Which makes a great difference.

Without another word, Mr. Sale turned abruptly off to the right, as though he were going for a country ramble. I shut the gate, and made the best of my way home, bearing back the message from the Rector and Grace  that they would come and help eat the codfish.



The Reverend Isaac Sale was that day sorely exercised in mind. The story he had heard shook his equanimity to the centre. To marry a young lady whose brother stood a chance of being prosecuted for felony looked like a very black prospect indeed; but, on the other hand, Margaret at least was innocent, and he loved and respected her with his whole heart and soul. Not until the evening was his mind made up; he had debated the question with himself in all its bearings (seated on the stump of a snowy tree); and the decision he arrived at, was  to take Margaret all the same. He could not leave her.

About nine oclock he went to Mrs. Rymers. The shop was closed, and Mr. Sale entered by the private door. Margaret sat in the parlour alone, reading; Mrs. Rymer was out. In her soft black dress, with its white frilling at the throat, Margaret did not look anything like her nearly twenty years. Her mild brown eyes and tale-telling cheeks lighted up at the entrance of the curate. Letting her nervous little hand meet his strong one, she would have drawn a chair forward for him, but he kept her standing by him on the hearthrug.

I have come this evening to have some final conversation with you, Margaret, and I am glad your mother is out, he began. Will you hear me, my dear?

You know I am always glad to hear you, she said in low, timid tones. And Mr. Sale made no more ado, but turned and kissed her. Then he released her hand, sat down opposite to her on the other side of the hearth, and entered on his argument.

It was no more, or other, than she had heard from him before  the whole sum and substance of it consisted of representations why he must accept this chaplaincy at the Bahamas, and why she must accompany him thither. In the midst of it Margaret burst into tears.



Oh, Isaac, why prolong the pain? she said. You know I cannot go: to refuse is as painful to me as to you. Dont you see that I have no alternative but to remain here?

No, I do not see it, replied Mr. Sale, stoutly. I think your mother could do without you. She is an active, bustling woman, hardly to be called middle-aged yet. It is not right that you should sacrifice yourself and your prospects in life. At least, it seems to me that it is not.

Margarets hand was covering her face; the silent tears were dropping. To see him depart, leaving her behind, was a prospect intensely bitter. Her heart ached when she thought of it: but she saw no hope of its being otherwise.

It is a week and a day since I told you that the promotion was at length offered me, resumed Mr. Sale, and we do not seem to be any nearer a decision than we were then. I have kept it to myself and said nothing about it abroad, waiting for you to speak to me, Margaret; and the Rector  to whom I at length spoke yesterday  is angry with me, and says I ought to have told him at once. In three days from this  on Thursday next  I must give an answer: accept the post, or throw it up.

Margaret took her hand from her face. Mr. Sale could see how great was the conflict at work within her.

There is nothing to wait for, Isaac. I wish there was. You must go by yourself, and leave me.

I have told you that I will not. If you stay here, I stay.

Oh, pray dont do that! It would be so intense a disappointment to you to give it up.

The greatest disappointment I have ever had in life, he answered. You must go with me.

I wish I could! I wish I could! But it is impossible. My duty lies here, Isaac. I wish you could see that fact as strongly as I see it. My poor father always enjoined me to do my duty, no matter at what personal cost.

It is your brothers duty to be here, Margaret; not yours. Where is he?

In London, I believe, she replied, and a faint colour flew into her pale face. She put up her handkerchief to hide it.

It had come to Margarets knowledge that during the past few months her mother had occasionally written to Benjamin. But Mrs. Rymer would not allow Margaret to write or give her his address. It chanced, however, that about a fortnight ago Mrs. Rymer incautiously left a letter on the table addressed to him, and her daughter saw it. When, some days subsequently, Mr. Sale received the offer of the chaplaincy, and laid it and himself before Margaret, urging her to accompany him, saying that he could not go without her, she took courage to write to Benjamin. She did not ask him to return and release her; she only asked him whether he had any intention of returning, and if so, when; and she gave him in simple words the history of her acquaintanceship with Mr. Sale, and said that he wanted her to go out with him to the Bahamas. To this letter Margaret had not received any answer. She therefore concluded that it had either not reached her brother, or else that he did not mean to return at all to Timberdale; and so she gave up all hopes of it.

Life is not very long, Margaret, and God has placed us in it to do the best we can in all ways; for Him first, for social obligations afterwards. But He has not meant it to be all trial, all self-denial. If you and I part now, the probability is that we part for ever. Amidst the worlds chances and changes we may never meet again, howsoever our wills might prompt it.

True, she faintly answered.

And I say that you ought not to enforce this weighty penance upon me and yourself. It is for your brothers sake, as I look upon it, that you are making the sacrifice, and it is he, not you, who ought to be here. Why did he go away?

I never knew, said Margaret, lifting her eyes to her lovers, and speaking so confidingly and earnestly that, had he needed proof to convince him she was ignorant of the story he had that day been regaled with, it would have amply afforded it. Benjamin was at home, and so steady and good as to be a comfort to papa; when quite suddenly he left without giving a reason. Papa seemed to be in trouble about it  it was only a few days before he died  and I have thought that perhaps poor Benjamin was unexpectedly called upon to pay some debt or other, and could not find the money to do it. He had not always been quite so steady.

Well, Margaret, I think  

A loud bang of the entrance-door, and a noisy burst into the room, proclaimed the return of Mrs. Rymer. Her mass of scarlet curls garnished her face on either side, and looked particularly incongruous with her widows cap and bonnet. Mr. Sale, rising to hand her a chair, broke off what he had been about to say to Margaret, and addressed Mrs. Rymer instead; simply saying that the decision, as to her going out with him, or not going, could no longer be put off, but must be made.

It has been made, returned Mrs. Rymer, disregarding the offered chair, and standing to hold her boots, one after the other, to the fire. Margaret cant go, Mr. Sale; you know it.

But I wish her to go, and she wishes it.

Its a puzzle to me what on earth you can see in her, cried Mrs. Rymer, flinging her grey muff on the table, and untying her black bonnet-strings to tilt back the bonnet. Margaret wont have any money. Not a penny piece.



I am not thinking about money, replied the curate; who somehow could never keep his temper long in the presence of this strong-minded Amazon. It is Margaret that I want; not money.

And its Margaret, then, that you cant have, she retorted. Who is to keep the shop on if she leaves it?  it cant go to rack and ruin.

I see you serving in it yourself sometimes.

I can serve the stationery  and the pickles and fish sauce  and the pearl barley, contended she, but not the drugs. I dont meddle with them. When a prescription comes in to be made up, if I attempted to do it I might put opium for senna, and poison people. I have not learnt Latin, as Margaret has.

But, Mrs. Rymer  

Now well just drop the subject, sir, if its all the same to you, loudly put in Mrs. Rymer. I have told you before that Margaret must stay where she is, and keep the business together for me and her brother. No need to repeat it fifty times over.

She caught up her muff, and went out of the room and up the stairs as she delivered this final edict. Mr. Sale rose.

You see how it is, said Margaret, in a low tone of emotion, and keeping her eyelids down to hide the tears. You must go without me. I cannot leave. I can only say, God speed you.

There are many wrongs enacted in this world, and this is one, he replied in a hard voice  not hard for her  as he took her hands in his, and stood before her. I dont know that I altogether blame you, Margaret; but it is cruel upon you and upon me. Good-night.

He went out quite abruptly without kissing her, leaving her alone with her aching heart.



Tuesday afternoon, and the ice and the snow on the ground still. We were to dine at five oclock  the London codfish and a prime turkey  and the Coneys were coming in as well as the Rector and his wife.

But Mrs. Coney did not come; old Coney and Tom brought in word that she was not feeling well enough; and the Tanertons only drove up on the stroke of five. As I helped Grace down from the pony-chaise, muffled up to the chin in furs, for the cold was enough to freeze an Icelanders nose off, I told her her aunt was not well enough to come.

Aunt Coney not well enough to come! returned Grace. What a pity! Have I time to run in to see her before dinner, Johnny?

That youve not. You are late, as it is. The Squire has been telling us all that the fish must be in rags already.

Grace laughed as she ran in; her husband followed her unwinding the folds of his white woollen comforter. There was a general greeting and much laughter, especially when old Coney told Grace that her cheeks were as purple as his Sunday necktie. In the midst of it Thomas announced dinner.

The codfish came up all right, and the oyster sauce was in Mollys best style  made of cream, and plenty of oysters in it. The turkey was fine: the plum-pudding better than good. Hugh and Lena sat at the table; and altogether we had a downright merry dinner. Not a sober face amongst us, except Herbert Tanertons: as to his face  well, you might have thought he was perpetually saying For what we are going to receive   It had struck eight ever so long when the last nut was eaten.

Will you run over with me to my aunts, Johnny? whispered Grace as she passed my chair. I should like to go at once, if you will.

So I followed her out of the room. She put her wraps on, and we went trudging across the road in the moonlight, over the crunching snow. Graces foot went into a soft rut, and she gave a squeal.

I shall have to borrow a shoe whilst this dries, said she. Do you care to come in, Johnny?

No, Ill go back. I can run over for you presently.

Dont do that. One of the servants will see me safe across.

All right. Tell Mrs. Coney what a jolly dinner it was. We were all sorry she did not come.

Grace went in and shut the door. I was rushing back through our own gate, when some tall fellow glided out of the laurels, and put his hand on my arm. The moonlight fell upon his face and its reddish beard  and, to my intense surprise, I recognized Benjamin Rymer. I knew him then for the man who had been dodging in and out of the shrubs the night but one before.

I beg your pardon, he said. It is, as I am well aware, a very unusual and unceremonious way of accosting you, or any one else, but I want particularly to speak with you, in private, Mr. Ludlow.

You were here on Sunday night!

Yes. I saw the Squire and the rest of them go out to church, but I did not see you go, and I was trying to ascertain whether you were at home and alone. Tom Coneys coming in startled me and sent me away.

We had been speaking in a low key, but Ben Rymer dropped his to a lower, as he explained. When he went away ten months before, it was in fear and dread that the truth of the escapade he had been guilty of, in regard to the bank-note, was coming out to the world, and that he might be called upon to answer for it. His mother had since assured him he had nothing to fear; but Ben was evidently a cautious man, and preferred to ascertain that fact before showing himself openly at Timberdale. Knowing I was to be trusted not to injure a fellow (as he was pleased to say), he had come down here to ask me my opinion as to whether the Squire would harm him, or not. There was no one else to fear now Jelf was dead.

Harm you! I exclaimed in my enthusiasm, my head full of poor, patient Margaret; why, the Squire would be the very one to hold you free of harm, Mr. Rymer. I remember his saying, at the time, Heaven forbid that he, having sons of his own, should put a stumbling-block in your path, when you were intending to turn over a new leaf. He will help you on, instead of harming you.

Its very good of him, said Ben. I was an awful fool, and nothing else. That was the only dangerous thing I ever did, and I have been punished severely for it. I believe it was nothing but the fear and remorse it brought that induced me to pull up, and throw ill ways behind me.

Im sure I am glad that you do, I answered, for something in Bens tone seemed to imply that the bad ways were thrown behind him for good. Are you thinking of coming back to Timberdale?

Not until I shall have passed for a surgeon  which will not be long now. I have been with a surgeon in London as assistant, since I left here. It was a letter from Margaret that induced me to come down. She  do you know anything about her, Mr. Johnny?

I know that a parson wants her to go out with him to the Bahamas; he is Tanertons curate; and that the pills and powders stand in the way of it.

Just so. Is he a good fellow, this parson?

Good in himself. Not much to look at.

Maggie shall go with him, then. I should be the last to stand willingly in her way. You see, I have not known whether it was safe for me at Timberdale: or I should never have left Maggie to the shop alone. Does any one know of the past  my past  besides you and the Squire?

Yes; Herbert Tanerton knows of it; and  and the curate, Mr. Sale. And I told him what had passed only on the previous day, softening the Rectors speeches  and it seemed a curious coincidence, taken with this visit of Bens, that it should have passed. His mouth fell as he listened.

It is another mortification for me, he said. I should like to have stood as well as might be with Margarets husband. Perhaps, knowing this, he will not think more of her.

I dont believe he will let it make any difference. I dont think he is the man to let it. Perhaps  if you were to go to him  and show him how straight things are with you now  and  

I broke down in my hesitating suggestion. Ben was years older than I, miles taller and broader, and it sounded like the mouse attempting to help the lion.



Yes, I will go to him, he said slowly. It is the only plan. And  and you think theres no fear that Herbert Tanerton will get talking to others?

Im sure theres none. He is indoors now, dining with us. I am sure you are quite safe in all respects. The thing is buried in the past, and even its remembrance will pass away. The old postman, Lee, thinks it was Cotton; the Squire persuaded him into the belief at the time. Where is Cotton?

Where all such rogues deserve to be  transported. But for him and his friends I should never have done much thats wrong. Thank you for the encouragement you give me.

He half put out his hand to endorse the thanks, and drew it back again; but I put mine freely into his. Ben Rymer was Ben Rymer, and no favourite of mine to boot; but when a man has been down and is trying to get up again, he deserves respect and sympathy.

I was about here all last evening, hoping to get sight of you, he remarked, as he went out at the gate. I never saw such light nights in all my life as these few last have been, what with the moon and the snow. Good-night, Mr. Johnny. By the way, though, where does the curate live?

At Mrs. Boughtons. Nearly the last house, you know, before you come to the churchyard.

Ben Rymer went striding towards Timberdale, putting his coat-collar well up, that he might not be recognized when going through the village, and arrived at the curates lodgings. Mr. Sale was at home, sitting by the fire in a brown study, that seemed to have no light at all in it. Ben, as I knew later, sat down by him, and made a clean breast of everything: his temptation, his fall, and his later endeavours to do right.

Please God, I shall get on in the world now, he said; and I think make a name in my profession. I dont wish to boast  and time of course will alone prove it  but I believe I have a special aptitude for surgery. My mother will be my care now; and Margaret  as you are good enough to say you still wish for her  shall be your care in future. There are few girls so deserving as she is.

I know that, said the curate. And he shook Bens hand upon it as heartily as though it had been a duke royals.

It was close upon ten when Ben left him. Mrs. Rymer about that same time was making her usual preparations before retiring  namely, putting her curls in paper by the parlour fire. Margaret sat at the table, reading the Bible in silence, and so trying to school her aching heart. Her mother had been cross and trying all the evening: which did not mend the inward pain.

What are you crying for? suddenly demanded Mrs. Rymer, her sharp eyes seeing a tear fall on the book.



For nothing, faintly replied Margaret.

Nothing! Dont tell me. You are frizzling your bones over that curate, Sale. Im sure he is a beauty to look at.

Margaret made no rejoinder; and just then the young servant put in her head.

Be there anything else wanted, missis?

No, snapped Mrs. Rymer. You can be off to bed.

But, before the girl had shut the parlour-door, a loud ring came to the outer one. Such late summonses were not unusual; they generally meant a prescription to be made up. Whilst the girl went to the door, Margaret closed the Bible, dried her eyes, and rose up to be in readiness.

But instead of a prescription, there entered Mr. Benjamin Rymer. His mother stood up, staring, her hair a mass of white corkscrews. Ben clasped Margaret in his arms, and kissed her heartily.

My goodness me! cried Mrs. Rymer. Is it you, Ben?

Yes, it is, mother, said Ben, turning to her. Maggie, dear, you look as though you did not know me.

Why, what on earth have you come for, in this startling way? demanded Mrs. Rymer. I dont believe your beds aired.

Ill sleep between the blankets  the best place to-night. What have I come for, you ask, mother? I have come home to stay.

Margaret was gazing at him, her mild eyes wide open, a spot of hectic on each cheek.

For your sake, Maggie, he whispered, putting his arm round her waist, and bending his great red head (but not so red as his mothers) down on her. I shall not much like to lose you, though, my little sister. The Bahamas are further off than I could have wished.

And, for answer, poor Margaret, what with one thing and another, sank quietly down in her chair, and fainted. Ben strode into the shop  as much at home amongst the bottles as though he had never quitted them  and came back with some sal volatile.



They were married in less than a month; for Mr. Sales chaplaincy would not wait for him. The Rector was ailing as usual, or said he was, and Charles Ashton came over to perform the ceremony. Margaret was in a bright dark silk, a light shawl, and a plain bonnet; they were to go away from the church door, and the boxes were already at the station. Ben, dressed well, and looking not unlike a gentleman, gave her away; but there was no wedding-party. Mrs. Rymer stayed at home in a temper, which I dare say nobody regretted: she considered Margaret ought to have remained single. And after a day or two spent in the seaport town they were to sail from, regaling their eyes with the ships crowding the water, the Reverend Isaac Sale and his wife embarked for their future home in the Bahama Isles.




XIII.

THE OTHER EARRING.

And if I could make sure that you two boys would behave yourselves and give me no trouble, possibly I might take you this year just for a treat.

Behave ourselves! exclaimed Tod, indignantly. Do you think we are two children, sir?

We would be as good as gold, sir, I added, turning eagerly to the Squire.

Well, Johnny, Im not much afraid but that you would. Perhaps Ill trust you both, then, Joe.

Thank you, father.

I shall see, added the pater, thinking it well to put in a little qualification. Its not quite a promise, mind. But it must be two or three years now, I think, since you went to them.

It seems like six, said Tod. I know its four.

We were talking of Worcester Races. At that period they used to take place early in August. Dr. Frost had an unpleasant habit of reassembling his pupils either the race-week or the previous one; and to get over to the races was almost as difficult for Tod and for me as though they had been run in California. To hear the pater say he might perhaps take us this year, just as the Midsummer holidays were drawing to an end, and say it voluntarily, was as good as it was unexpected. He meant it, too; in spite of the reservation: and Dr. Frost was warned that he need not expect us until the race-week was at its close.

The Squire drove into Worcester on the Monday, to be ready for the races on Tuesday morning, with Tod, myself, and the groom  Giles; and put up, as usual, at the Star and Garter. Sometimes he only drove in and back on each of the three race-days; or perhaps on two of them: this he could do very well from Crabb Cot, but it was a good pull for the horses from Dyke Manor. This year, to our intense gratification, he meant to stay in the town.

The Faithful City was already in a bustle. It had put on its best appearance, and had its windows cleaned; some of the shop-fronts were being polished off as we drove slowly up the streets. Families were, like ourselves, coming in: more would come before night. The theatre was open, and we went to it after dinner; and saw, I remember, Guy Mannering (over which the pater went to sleep), and an after-piece with a ghost in it.

The next morning I took the nearest way from the hotel to Sansome Walk, and went up it to call on one of our fellows who lived near the top. His friends always let him stay at home for the race-week. A maid-servant came running to answer my knock at the door.

Is Harry Parker at home?

No, sir, answered the girl, who seemed to be cleaning up for the races on her own account, for her face and arms were all colly. Master Harry have gone down to Pitchcroft, I think.

I hope he has gone early enough! said I, feeling disappointed. Why, the races wont begin for hours yet.

Well, sir, she said, I suppose theres a deal more life to be seen there than here, though it is early in the day.

That might easily be. For of all solitary places Sansome Walk was, in those days, the dreariest, especially portions of it. What with the overhanging horse-chestnut trees, and the high dead wall behind those on the one hand, and the flat stretch of lonely fields on the other, Sansome Walk was what Harry Parker used to call a caution. You might pass through all its long length from end to end and never meet a soul.

Taking that narrow by-path on my way back that leads into the Tything by St. Oswalds Chapel, and whistling a bar of the sweet song I had heard at the theatre overnight, Theres nothing half so sweet in life as loves young dream, some one came swiftly advancing down the same narrow path, and I prepared to back sideways to give her room to pass  a young woman, with a large shabby shawl on, and the remains of faded gentility about her.

It was Lucy Bird! As she drew near, lifting her sad sweet eyes to mine with a mournful smile, my heart gave a great throb of pity. Faded, worn, anxious, reduced!  oh, how unlike she was, poor girl, to the once gay and charming Lucy Ashton!

Why, Lucy! I did not expect to see you in Worcester! We heard you had left it months ago.

Yes, we left last February for London, she answered. Captain Bird has only come down for the races.

As she took her hand from under her shawl to respond to mine, I saw that she was carrying some cheese and a paper of cold cooked meat. She must have been buying the meat at the cooks shop, as the Worcester people called it, which was in the middle of High Street. Oh! what a change  what a change for the delicately-bred Lucy Ashton! Better that her Master of Ravenswood had buried his horse and himself in the flooded land, as the other one did, than have brought her to this.



Where are you going to, down this dismal place, Lucy?

Home, she answered. We have taken lodgings at the top of Sansome Walk.

At one of the cottages a little beyond it?

Yes, at one of those. How are you all, Johnny? How is Mrs. Todhetley?

Oh, shes first-rate. Got no neuralgia just now.

Is she at Worcester?

No; at Dyke Manor. She would not come. The Squire drove us in yesterday. We are at the Star.

Ah! yes, she said, her eyes taking a dreamy, far-off look. I remember staying at the Star myself one race-week. Papa brought me. It was the year I left school. Have you heard or seen anything of my brothers lately, Johnny Ludlow?

Not since we were last staying at Crabb Cot. We went to Timberdale Church one day and heard your brother Charles preach; and we dined once with Robert at the Court, and he and his wife came once to dine with us. But  have you not seen your brother James here?

No  and I would rather not see him. He would be sure to ask me painful questions.

But he is always about the streets here, seeing after his patients, Lucy. I wonder you have not met him.

We only came down last Saturday: and I go out as little as I can, she said; a hesitation in her tone and manner that struck me. I did think I saw Jamess carriage before me just now as I came up the Tything. It turned into Britannia Square.

I dare say. We met it yesterday in Sidbury as we drove in.

His practice grows large, I suppose. You say Charles was preaching at Timberdale? she added: was Herbert Tanerton ill?

Yes. Ailing, that is. Your brother came over to take the duty for the day. Will you call at the Star to see the Squire, Lucy? You know how pleased he would be.

N  o, she answered, her manner still more hesitating; and she seemed to be debating some matter mentally. I  I would have come after dark, had Mrs. Todhetley been there. At least I think I would  I dont know.

You can come all the same, Lucy.

But no  that would not have done, she went on to herself, in a half-whisper. I might have been seen. It would never have done to risk it. The truth is, Johnny, I ought to see Mrs. Todhetley on a matter of business. Though even if she were here, I do not know that I might dare to see her. It is  not exactly my own business  and  and mischief might come of it.

Is it anything I can say to her for you?



I  think  you might, she returned slowly, pausing, as before, between her words. I know you are to be trusted, Johnny.

That I am. I wouldnt forget a single item of the message.

I did not mean in that way. I shall have to entrust to you a private matter  a disagreeable secret. It is a long time that I have wanted to tell some of you; ever since last winter: and yet, now that the opportunity has come that I may do it, I scarcely dare. The Squire is hasty and impulsive, his son is proud; but I think I may confide in you, Johnny.

Only try me, Lucy.

Well, I will. I will. I know you are true as steel. Not this morning, for I cannot stop  and I am not prepared. Let me see: where shall we meet again? No, no, Johnny, I cannot venture to the hotel: it is of no use to suggest that.

Shall I come to your lodgings?

She just shook her head by way of dissent, and remained in silent thought. I could not imagine what it was she had to tell me that required all this preparation; but it came into my mind to be glad that I had chanced to go that morning to Harry Parkers.

Suppose you meet me in Sansome Walk this afternoon, Johnny Ludlow? Say at  considering yes, at four oclock. That will be a safe hour, for they will be on the racecourse and out of the way. People will, I mean, she added hastily: but somehow I did not think she had meant people. Can you come?

I will manage it.

And, if you dont meet me at that time  it is just possible that I may be prevented coming out  I will be there at eight oclock this evening instead, she continued. That I know I can do.

Very well. Ill be sure to be there.

Hardly waiting another minute to say good-morning, she went swiftly on. I began wondering what excuse I could make for leaving the Squires carriage in the midst of the sport, and whether he would let me leave it.

But the way for that was paved without any effort of mine. At the early lunch, the Squire, in the openness of his heart, offered a seat in the phaeton to some old acquaintance from Martley. Which of course would involve Tods sitting behind with me, and Giless being left out altogether.

Catch me at it, cried Tod. You can do as you please, Johnny: I shall go to the course on foot.

I will also, I said  though you, naturally, understand that I had never expected to sit elsewhere than behind. And I knew it would be easier for me to lose Tod in the crowd, and so get away to keep the appointment, than it would have been to elude the Squires questioning as to why I could want to leave the carriage.



Lunch over, Tod said he would go to the Bell, to see whether the Letstoms had come in; and we started off. No; the waiter had seen nothing of them. Onwards, down Broad Street we went, took the Quay, and so got on that way to Pitchcroft  as the racecourse is called. The booths and shows were at this end, and the chief part of the crowd. Before us lay stretched the long expanse of the course, green and level as a bowling-green. The grand-stand (comparatively speaking a new erection there) lay on the left, higher up, the winning-chair and distance-post facing it. Behind the stand, flanking all that side of Pitchcroft, the beautiful river Severn flowed along between its green banks, the houses of Henwick, opposite, looking down upon it from their great height, over their sloping gardens. It was a hot day, the blue sky dark and cloudless.

True and correct card of all the running horses, gentlemen: the names, weights, and colours o the riders! The words, echoing on all sides from the men who held these cards for sale, are repeated in my brain now; as are other sounds and sights. I was somewhat older then than I had been; but it was not very long since those shows, ranged round there side by side, a long line of them, held the greatest attraction for me in life. Guy Mannering, the past night, had been very nice to see, very enjoyable; but it possessed not the nameless charm of that first play I went to in Scowtons Show on the racecourse. That charm could never come again. And I was but a lad yet.

The lightning with which the play opened had been real lightning to me; the thunder, real thunder. The gentleman who stood, when the curtain rose, gorgeously attired in a scarlet doublet slashed with gold (something between a king and a bandit), with uplifted face of terror and drawn sword, calling the war of the elements tremendious, was to me a greater potentate than the world could almost contain! The young lady, his daughter, in ringlets and spangles, who came flying on in the midst of the storm, and fell at his feet, with upraised arms and a piteous appeal, Alas! my father, and will you not consent to my marriage with Alphonso? seemed more lovely to me than the Sultanas in the Arabian Nights, or the Princesses in Fairyland. I sat there entranced and speechless. A new world had opened to me  a world of delight. For weeks and weeks afterwards, that play, with its wondrous beauties, its shifting scenes, was present to me sleeping and waking.

The ladies in spangles, the gentlemen in slashed doublets, were on the platforms of their respective shows to-day, dancing for the benefit of Pitchcroft. Now and again a set would leave off, the music ceasing also, to announce that the performance was about to commence. I am not sure but I should have gone up to see one, but for the presence of Tod and Harry Parker  whom we had met on the course. There were learned pigs, and spotted calves, and striped zebras; and gingerbread and cake stalls; and boat-swings and merry-go-rounds  which had made me frightfully sick once when Hannah let me go in one. And there was the ever-increasing throng, augmenting incessantly; carriages, horsemen, shoals of foot-passengers; conjurers and fortune-tellers; small tables for the game of thimble-rig, their owners looking out very sharply for the constables who might chance to be looking for them; and the movable exhibitions of dancing dolls and Punch and Judy. Ay, the sounds and the sights are in my brain now. The bands of the different shows, mostly attired in scarlet and gold, all blowing and drumming as hard as they could blow and drum; the shouted invitations to the admiring spectators, Walk up, ladies and gentlemen, the performance is just a-going to begin; the scraping of the blind fiddlers; the screeching of the ballad-singers; the sudden uproar as a stray dog, attempting to cross the course, is hunted off it; the incessant jabber and the Babel of tongues; and the soft roll of wheels on the turf.

Hark! The bell rings for the clearing of the course. People know what it means, and those who are cautious hasten at once to escape under the cords on either side. The gallop of a horse is heard, its rider, in his red coat and white smalls, loudly smacking his whip to effect the clearance. The first race is about to begin. All the world presses towards the environs of the grand-stand to get a sight of the several horses entered for it. Here they come; the jockeys in their distinguishing colours, trying their horses in a brisk canter, after having been weighed in the paddock. A few minutes, and the start is effected; they are off!

It is only a two-mile heat. The carriages are all drawn up against the cords; the foot-passengers press it; horsemen get where they can. And now the excitement is at its height; the rush of the racers coming in to the winning-post breaks on the ear. They fly like the wind.

At that moment I caught sight of the sharply eager face of a good-looking, dashing man, got up to perfection  you might have taken him for a lord at least. Arm-in-arm with him stood another, well-got-up also, as a sporting country gentleman; he wore a green cut-away coat, top-boots, and a broad-brimmed hat which shaded his face. If I say got-up, it is because I knew the one, and I fancied I knew the other. But the latters face was partly turned from me, and hidden, as I have said, by the hat. Both watched the swiftly-coming racehorses with ill-concealed anxiety: and both, as well-got-up gentlemen at ease, strove to appear indifferent.

Tod, theres Captain Bird.

Captain Bird! Where? You are always fancying things, Johnny.

A few yards lower down. Close to the cords.

Oh, be shot to the scoundrel, and so it is! What a swell! Dont bother. Here they come.

Blue cap wins! No! red sleeves gains on him! Yellow stripes is first! Pink jacket has it! By Jove! the bay colt is distanced! Purple wins by a neck!

With a hubbub of these different versions from the bystanders echoing on our ears, the horses flew past in a rush and a whirl. Black cap and white jacket was the winner.

Amidst the crowding and the pushing and the excitement that ensued, I tried to get nearer to Captain Bird. Not to see him: it was impossible to look at him with any patience and contrast his dashing appearance with that of poor, faded Lucys: but to see the other man. For he put me in mind of the gentleman-detective Eccles, who had loomed upon us at Crabb Cot that Sunday afternoon in the past winter, polished off the sirloin of beef, crammed the Squire with anecdotes of his college life, and finally made off with the other earring.

You can turn back to the paper called Mrs. Todhetleys Earrings, and recall the circumstances. How she lost an earring out of her ear: a pink topaz encircled with diamonds. It was supposed a tramp had picked it up; and the Squire went about it to the police at Worcester. On the following Sunday a gentleman called introducing himself as Mr. Eccles, a private detective, and asking to look at the other earring. The Squire was marvellously taken with him, ordered in the beef, not long gone out from the dinner, and was as eager to entrust the earring to him as he was to take it. That Eccles had been a gentleman once  at least, that he had mixed with gentlemen, was easy to be seen: and perhaps had also been an Oxford man, as he asserted; but he was certainly a swindler now. He carried off the earring; and we had never seen him, or it, from that day to this. But I did think I saw him now on the racecourse. In the side face, and the tall, well-shaped figure of the top-booted country gentleman, with the heavy bunch of seals hanging from his watch-chain, who leaned on that man Captain Birds arm, there was a great resemblance to him. The other earring, lost first, was found in the garden under a small fir-tree when the snow melted away, where it must have dropped unseen from Mrs. Todhetleys ear, as she stopped in the path to shake the snow from the tree.

But the rush of people sweeping by was too great. Captain Bird and he were nowhere to be seen. In the confusion also I lost Tod and Harry Parker. The country gentleman I meant to find if I could, and went looking about for him.

The carriages were coming away from their standing-places near the ropes to drive about the course, as was the custom in those days. Such a thing as taking the horses out of a carriage and letting it stay where it was until the end of the day was not known on Worcester racecourse. You might count the carriages-and-four there then, their inmates exchanging greetings with each other in passing, as they drove to and fro. It was a sight to see the noblemens turn-outs; the glittering harness, the array of servants in their sumptuous liveries; for they came in style to the races. The meeting on the course was the chief local event of the year, when all the county assembled to see each other and look their best.

Will you get up now, Johnny?

The soft bowling of the Squires carriage-wheels arrested itself, as he drew up to speak to me. The Martley old gentleman sat with him, and there was a vacant place by Giles behind.

No, thank you, sir. I would rather be on foot.

As you will, lad. Is your watch safe?

Oh yes.

Wheres Joe?

Somewhere about. He is with Harry Parker. I have only just missed them.

Missed them! Oh, and I suppose you are looking for them. A capital race, that last.

Yes, sir.

Mind you take care of yourself, Johnny, he called back, as he touched up Bob and Blister, to drive on. I generally did take care of myself, but the Squire never forgot to remind me to do it.

The afternoon went on, and my search with it in the intervals of the racing. I could see nothing of those I wanted to see, or of Tod and Harry Parker. Our meeting, or not meeting, was just a chance, amidst those crowds and crowds of human beings, constantly moving. Three oclock had struck, and as soon as the next race should be over  a four-mile heat  it would be nearly time to think about keeping my appointment with Lucy Bird.

And now once more set in all the excitement of the running. A good field started for the four-mile heat, more horses than had run yet.

I liked those four-mile heats on Worcester racecourse: when we watched the jockeys in their gay and varied colours twice round the course, describing the figure of eight, and coming in, hot and panting, at the end. The favourites this time were two horses named Swallower and Master Ben. Each horse was well liked: and some betters backed one, some the other. Now they are off!

The running began slowly and steadily; the two favourites just ahead; a black horse (I forget his name, but his jockey wore crimson and purple) hanging on to them; most of the other horses lying outside. The two kept together all the way, and as they came in for the final run the excitement was intense.

Swallower has it by a neck! No! Master Ben heads him! Ben wins! Swallower loses! Swallower has it! Bens jockey is beat! and so on, and so on. Amidst the shouts and the commotion the result was announced  a dead heat.

So the race must be run again. I looked at my watch (which you may be sure I had kept carefully buttoned up under my jacket), wondering whether I could stay for it. That was uncertain; there was no knowing how long an interval would be allowed for breathing-time.

Suddenly there arose a frightful commotion above all the natural commotion of the course. People rushed towards one point; horsemen galloped thither, carriages bowled cautiously in their wake. The centre of attraction appeared to be on the banks of the river, just beyond the grand-stand. What was it? What had occurred? The yells were deafening; the pushing fearful. At last the cause was known: King Mob was ducking some offender in the Severn.

To get near, so as to see anything of the fun, was impossible; it was equally impossible to gather what he had done; whether picked a pocket, or cheated at betting. Those are the two offences that on Pitchcroft were then deemed deserving of the water. This time, I think, it was connected with betting.

Soon the yells became louder and nearer. Execrations filled the air. The crowd opened, and a wretched-looking individual emerged out of it on the hard run, his clothes dripping, his hair hanging about his face like rats tails.

On he came, the mob shouting and hallooing in his wake, and brushed close past me. Why! it was surely the country gentleman I had seen with Bird! I knew him again at once. But whether it was the man Eccles or not, I did not see; he tore by swiftly, his head kept down. A broad-brimmed hat came flying after him, propelled by the feet of the crowd. He stooped to catch it up, and then kept on his way right across the course, no doubt to make his escape from it. Yes, it was the same man in his top-boots. I was sure of that. Scampering close to his heels, fretting and yelling furiously, was a half-starved white dog with a tin kettle tied to its tail. I wondered which of the two was the more frightened  the dog or the man.

And standing very nearly close to me, as I saw then, was Captain Bird. Not running, not shouting; simply looking on with a countenance of supreme indifference, that seemed to express no end of languid contempt of the fun. Not a sign of recognition crossed his face as the half-drowned wight swept past him: no one could have supposed he ever set eyes on him before. And when the surging crowd had passed, he sauntered away in the direction of the saddling-place.

But I lost the race. Though I stayed a little late, hoping to at last see the horses come out for the second start, and to count how many of the former field would compete for it, the minutes flew all too swiftly by, and I had to go, and to put the steam on. Making a bolt across Pitchcroft and up Salt Lane, went I, full split, over the Tything, and so down to Sansome Walk. St. Oswalds clock was tinkling out four as I reached it.

Lucy did not come. She had indicated the spot where the meeting should be; and I waited there, making the best I could of it; cooling myself, and looking out for her. At half-past four I gave her up in my own mind; and when five oclock struck, I knew it was useless to stay longer. So I began to take my way back slower than I had come; and on turning out by St. Oswalds, I saw the carriages and people flocking up on their way from Pitchcroft. The first days racing was over.

There was a crowd at the top of Salt Lane, and I had to wait before I could get across. In the wake of a carriage-and-four that was turning out of it came Captain Bird, not a feather of his plumage ruffled, not a speck (except dust) on his superfine coat, not a wristband soiled. He had not been ducked, if his friend had.

How dye do, Master Ludlow? said he, with a grandly patronizing air, and a flourish of his cane, as if it were a condescension to notice me. And I answered him civilly; though he must have been aware I knew what a scamp he was.

I wish hed steal away to America some moonlight night, ran my thoughts, and leave poor Lucy in peace.

The Squires carriage dashed up to the hotel as I reached it, Tod sitting behind with Giles. I asked which of the two horses had won. Swallower: won by half-a-neck. The Squire was in a glow of satisfaction, boasting of the well-contested race.

And now, to make things intelligible, I must refer again for a minute or two to that past paper. It may be remembered that when Detective Eccles called on us that Sunday afternoon, asking to look at the fellow-earring to the one lost, Mrs. Todhetley had gone in to the Coneys, and the Squire sent me for her. When I arrived there, Lucy Bird was in the drawing-room alone, the mater being upstairs with Mrs. Coney. Poor Lucy told me she had been spending a day or two at Timberdale Court (her happy childhoods home), and had come over to dine with Mr. and Mrs. Coney, who were always kind to her, she added with a sigh; but she was going back to Worcester by the next train. I told her what I had come for  of the detectives visit and his request to see the other earring. Mrs. Todhetley felt nervous at meeting a real live detective, and asked me no end of questions as to what this particular one was like. I said he was no tiger to be afraid of, and described him as well as I could: a tall, slender, gentlemanly man, well-dressed; gold studs, a ring on his finger, a blue necktie, and a black moustache. Lucy (I had noticed at the time) seemed struck with the description; but she made no remark. Before we turned in at our gate we saw her leave the Coneys house, and come stepping through the snow on her way to the station. Since then, until now, we had not seen anything of Lucy Bird.



The stars flickered through the trees in Sansome Walk as I turned into it. A fine trouble I had had to come! Some entertainment was in full swing that evening at the Saracens Head  a sort of circus, combined with rope-dancing. Worcester would be filled with shows during the race-week (I dont mean those on Pitchcroft), and we went to as many as we could get money for. We had made the bargain with Harry Parker on the course to go to this one, and during the crowded dinner Tod asked the Squires leave. He gave it with the usual injunctions to take care of ourselves, and on condition that we left our watches at home. So, there I was in a fix; neither daring to say at the dinner-table that I could not go, nor daring to say what prevented it, for Lucy had bound me to secrecy.

What time is this thing going to be over to-night, Joe? had questioned the Squire, who was drinking port wine with some more old gentlemen at one end of the table, as we rose to depart.

Oh, I dont know, answered Tod. About ten oclock, I dare say.

Well, mind you come straight home, you two. I wont have you getting into mischief. Do you hear, Johnny?

What mischief do you suppose, sir, we are likely to get into? fired Tod.

I dont know, answered the Squire. When I was a young lad  younger than you  staying here for the races with my father  but we stayed at the Hop-pole, next door, which was the first inn then  I remember we were so wicked one night as to go about ringing and knocking at all the doors  

You and your father, sir? asked Tod, innocently.

My father! no! roared the Squire. What do you mean, Joe? How dare you! My father go about the town knocking at doors and ringing at bells! How dare you suggest such an idea! We left my father, sir, at the hotel with his friends at their wine, as you are leaving me with my friends here now. It was I and half-a-dozen other young rascals who did it  more shame for us. I cant be sure how many bell-wires we broke. The world has grown wiser since then, though I dont think its better; and  and mind you walk quietly home. Dont get into a fight, or quarrel, or anything of that kind. The streets are sure to be full of rough people and pickpockets.

Harry Parker was waiting for us in the hotel gateway. He said he feared we should be late, and thought we must have been eating dinner for a week by the time we took over it.

Im not coming with you, Tod, I said; Ill join you presently.

Tod turned round and faced me. What on earths that for, Johnny?

Oh, nothing. Ill come soon. You two go on.

Suppose you dont get a place! cried Parker to me.

Oh, I shall get one fast enough: it wont be so crowded as all that.

Now, look here, lad, said Tod, with his face of resolution; you are up to some dodge. What is it?



My head aches badly, I said  and that was true. I cant go into that hot place until I have had a spell of fresh air. But I shall be sure to join you later, if I can.

My headaches were always allowed. I had them rather often. Not the splitting, roaring pain that Tod would get in his head on rare occasions, once a twelvemonth, or so, when anything greatly worried him; but bad enough in all conscience. He said no more; and set off with Harry Parker up the street towards the Saracens Head.

The stars were flickering through the trees in Sansome Walk, looking as bright as though it were a frosty night in winter. It was cool and pleasant: the great heat of the day  which must have given me my headache  had passed. Mrs. Bird was already at the spot. She drew me underneath the trees on the side, looking up the walk as though she feared she had been followed. A burst of distant music crashed out and was borne towards us on the air: the circus band, at the Saracens Head. Lucy still glanced back the way she had come.

Are you afraid of anything, Lucy?

There is no danger, I believe, she answered; but I cannot help being timid: for, if what I am doing were discovered, I  I  I dont know what they would do to me.

You did not come this afternoon.

No. I was very sorry, but I could not, she said, as we paced slowly about, side by side. I had my shawl and bonnet on, when Edwards came in  a friend of my husbands, who is staying with him. He had somehow got into the Severn, and looked quite an object, his hair and clothes dripping wet, and his forehead bruised.

Why, Lucy, he was ducked! I cried excitedly. I saw it all. That is, I saw the row; and I saw him when he made his escape across Pitchcroft. He had on a smart green cut-away coat, and top-boots.

Yes, yes, she said; I was sure it was something of that kind. When my husband came home later they were talking together in an undertone, Edwards cursing some betting-man, and Captain Bird telling Edwards that it was his own fault for not being more cautious. However, I could not come out, Johnny, though I knew you were waiting for me. Edwards asked, as impertinently as he dared, where I was off to. To buy some tea, I answered, but that it did not matter particularly, as I had enough for the evening. They think I have come out to buy it now.

Do you mean to say, Lucy, that Captain Bird denies you free liberty?  watches you as a cat does a mouse?

No, no; you must not take up wrong notions of my husband, Johnny Ludlow. Bad though the estimation in which he is held by most people is, he has never been really unkind to me. Trouble, frightful trouble he does bring upon me, for I am his wife and have to share it, but personally unkind to me he has never yet been.



Well, I should think it unkind in your place, if I could not go out when I pleased, without being questioned. What do they suspect you would be after?

It is not Captain Bird; it is Edwards. As to what he suspects, I am sure he does not know himself; but he seems to be generally suspicious of every one, and he sees I do not like him. I suppose he lives in general fear of being denounced to the police, for he is always doing what he calls shady things; but he must know that he is safe with us. I heard him say to my husband the day before we left London, Why do you take your wife down? Perhaps he thinks my brothers might be coming to call on me, and of course he does not want attention drawn to the place he may chance to be located in, whether here or elsewhere.

What is his name, Lucy?

His name? Edwards.

Its not Eccles, is it?

She glanced quickly round as we walked, searching my face in the dusk.

Why do you ask that?

Because, when I first saw him to-day on the racecourse with Captain Bird, he put me in mind of the fine gentleman who came to us that Sunday at Crabb Cot, calling himself Detective Eccles, and carried off Mrs. Todhetleys other earring.

Mrs. Bird looked straight before her, making no answer.

You must remember that afternoon, Lucy. When I ran over to old Coneys for Mrs. Todhetley, you were there, you know; and I told you all about the earrings and the detective officer, then making his dinner of cold beef at our house while he waited for the mother to come home and produce the earring. Dont you remember? You were just going back to Worcester.

Still she said not a word.

Lucy, I think it is the same man. Although his black moustache is gone, I feel sure it is he. The face and the tall slender figure are just like his.

How singular! she exclaimed, in a low tone to herself. How strangely things come about!

But is it Eccles?

Johnny Ludlow, she said, catching my arm, and speaking in an excited, breathless whisper, if you were to bring harm on me  that is, on him or on my husband through me, I should pray to die.

But you need not be afraid. Goodness me, Lucy! dont you know that I wouldnt bring harm on any one in the world, least of all on you? Why, you said to me this morning that I was true as steel.

Yes, yes, she said, bursting into tears. We have always been good friends, have we not. Johnny, since you, a little mite of a child in a tunic and turned-down frill, came to see me one day at school, a nearly grown-up young lady, and wanted to leave me your bright sixpence to buy gingerbread? Oh, Johnny, if all people were only as loyal and true-hearted as you are!

Then, Lucy, why need you doubt me?

Do you not see the shadows of those leaves playing on the ground cast by the light of that gas-lamp? she asked. Just as many shadows, dark as those, lie in the path of my life. They have taught me to fear an enemy where I ought to look for a friend; they have taught me that life is so full of unexpected windings and turnings, that we know not one minute what new fear the next may bring forth.

Well, Lucy, you need not fear me. I have promised you to say nothing of having met you here; and I will say nothing, or of what you tell me.

Promise it me again, Johnny. Faithfully.

Just a shade of vexation crossed me that she should think it needful to reiterate this; but I would not let my face or voice betray it.

I promise it again, Lucy. Faithfully and truly.

Ever since last winter I have wanted to hold communication with one of you at your home, and to restore something that had been lost. But it had to be done very, very cautiously, without bringing trouble on me or on any one connected with me. Many a solitary hour, sitting by myself in our poor lodgings in London, have I deliberated whether I might venture to restore this, and how it was to be done: many a sleepless night have I passed, dwelling on it. Sometimes I thought I would send it anonymously by the post, but it might have been stolen by the way; sometimes it would occur to me to make a parcel of it and despatch it in that way. I never did either. I waited until some chance should bring me again near Mrs. Todhetley. But to-day I saw that it would be better to trust you. She is true also, and kind; but she might not be able to keep the secret from the Squire, and he  he would be sure to betray it, though perhaps not intentionally, to all Timberdale, and theres no knowing what mischief might come of it.

Light flashed upon me as she spoke. As surely as though it were already before me in black and white, I knew what she was about to disclose.

Lucy, it is the lost earring! The man staying with you is Eccles.

Hush! she whispered in extreme terror, for a footstep suddenly sounded close to us. Lucy glided behind the tree we were passing, which in a degree served to hide her. How timid she was!  what induced it?

The intruder was a shop-boy with an apron on, carrying a basket of grocery parcels to one of the few houses higher up. He turned his head and gave us a good stare, probably taking us for a pair of lovers enjoying a stolen ramble by starlight. Setting up a shrill whistle, he passed on.

I dont know what has come to me lately; my heart seems to beat at nothing, said poor Mrs. Bird, coming from behind the tree with her hand to her side. And it was doubly foolish of me to go there; better that I had kept quietly walking on with you, Johnny.

What is it that you are afraid of, Lucy?

Only of their seeing me; seeing me with you. Were they to do so, and it were to come out that the earring had been returned, they would know I had done it. They suspected me at the time  at least, Edwards did. For it is the earring I am about to restore to you, Johnny.

She put a little soft white paper packet in my hand, that felt as if it had wool inside it. I hardly knew whether I was awake or asleep. The beautiful earring that we had given up for good, come back again! And the sound of the drums and trumpets burst once more upon our ears.

You will give it to Mrs. Todhetley when you go home, Johnny. And I must leave it to your discretion to tell her what you think proper of whence you obtained it. Somewhat of course you must tell her, but how much or how little I leave with you. Only take care you bring no harm upon me.

I am sure, Lucy, that Mrs. Todhetley may be trusted.

Very well. Both of you must be secret as the grave. It is for my sake, tell her, that I implore it. Perhaps she will keep the earring by her for a few months, saying nothing, so that this visit of ours into Worcestershire may be quite a thing of the past, and no suspicion, in consequence of it, as connected with the earring, may arise in my husbands mind. After that, when months have elapsed, she must contrive to let it appear that the earring is then, in some plausible way or other, returned to her.

Rely upon it, we will take care. It will be managed very easily. But how did you get the earring, Lucy?

It has been in my possession ever since the night of the day you lost it; that Sunday afternoon, you know. I have carried it about with me everywhere.

Do you mean carried it upon you?

Yes; upon me.

I wonder you never lost it  a little thing like this! I said, touching the soft packet that lay in my jacket pocket.

I could not lose it, she whispered. It was sewn into my clothes.

But, Lucy, how did you manage to get it?

She gave me the explanation in a few low, rapid words, glancing about her as she did it. Perhaps I had better repeat it in my own way; and to do that we must go back to the Sunday afternoon. At least, that will render it more intelligible and ship-shape. But I did not learn one-half of the details then; no, nor for a long time afterwards. And so, we go back again in imagination to the time of that January day, when we were honoured by the visit of Detective Eccles, and the snow was lying on the ground, and Farmer Coneys fires were blazing hospitably.



Lucy Bird quitted the warm fires and her kind friends, the Coneys, and followed us out  me and Mrs. Todhetley  she saw us turn in at our own gate, and then she picked her way through the snow to the station at South Crabb. It was a long walk for her in that inclement weather; but she had been away from home (if the poor lodgings they then occupied in Worcester could be called home) two days, and was anxious to get back again. During her brief absences from it, she was always haunted by the fear of some ill falling on that precious husband of hers, Captain Bird; but he was nothing but an ex-captain, as you know. All the way to the station she was thinking about the earrings, and of my description of Detective Eccles. The description was exactly that of her husbands friend, Edwards, both as to person and dress; not that she supposed it could be he. When she left Worcester nearly two days before, Edwards had just arrived. She knew him to be an educated man, of superior manners, and full of anecdote, when he chose, about college life. Like her husband, he had, by recklessness and ill-conduct, sunk lower and lower in the world, until he had to depend on luck or chance for a living.

Barely had Lucy reached the station, walking slowly, when the train shot in. She took her seat; and, after a short halt the train moved on again. At that moment there strode into the station that self-same man, Edwards, who began shouting furiously for the train to stop, putting up his hands, running and gesticulating. The train declined to stop; trains generally do decline to stop for late passengers, however frantically adjured; and Edwards was left behind. His appearance astonished Lucy considerably. Had he, in truth, been passing himself off as a detective officer to Squire Todhetley? If so, with what motive? Lucy could not see any motive, and still thought it could not be; that Edwards must be over here on some business of his own. The matter passed from her mind as she drew near Worcester, and reached their lodgings, which were down Lowesmoor way.

Experience had taught Lucy not to ask questions. She was either not answered at all, or the answer would be sure to give her trouble. Captain Bird had grown tolerably careless as to whether his hazardous doings reached, or did not reach, the ears of his wife, but he did not willingly tell her of them. She said not a word of having seen Edwards, or of what she had heard about the loss of Mrs. Todhetleys earring, or of the detectives visit to Crabb Cot. Lucys whole life was one of dread and fear, and she never knew whether any remark of hers might not bear upon some dangerous subject. But while getting the tea, she did just inquire after Edwards.

Has Edwards left? she asked carelessly.

No, replied Captain Bird, who was stretched out before the fire in his slippers, smoking a long pipe, and drinking spirits. He is out on the loose, though, somewhere, to-day.

It was late at night when Edwards entered. He was in a rage. Trains did not run frequently on Sundays, and he had been kept all that time at South Crabb Junction, waiting for one. Lucy went upstairs to bed, leaving Edwards and her husband drinking brandy-and-water. Both of them had had quite enough already.

The matter of the earrings and the doubt whether Mr. Edwards had been playing at amateur detectiveship would have ended there, but for the accident of Lucys having to come downstairs again for the small travelling-bag in which she had carried her combs and brushes. She had put it just inside the little back parlour, where a bed on chairs had been extemporized for Edwards, their lodgings not being very extensive. Lucy was picking up the bag in the dark, when some words in the sitting-room caught her ear; the door between the two rooms being partly open. Before a minute elapsed she had heard too much. Edwards, in a loud, gleeful, boasting tone, was telling how he had been acting the detective, and done the old Squire and his wife out of the other earring. Lucy, looking in through the opening, saw him holding it up; she saw the colours of the long pink topaz, and the diamonds flash in the candle-light.

I thought I could relieve them of it, he said. When I read that advertisement in the paper, it struck me there might be a field open to do a little stroke of business; and Ive done it.

You are a fool for your pains, growled Captain Bird. Theres sure to be a row.

The row wont touch me. Im off to London to-morrow morning, and the earring with me. I wonder what the thing will turn us in? Twenty pounds. There, put it in the box, Bird, and get out the dice.

The dice on a Sunday night!

Lucy felt quite sick as she went back upstairs. What would be the end of all this? Not of this one transaction in particular, but of all the other disgraceful transactions with which her husband was connected? It might come to some public exposure, some criminal trial at the Bar of Justice; and of that she had a horrible dread ever haunting her like a nightmare.

She undressed, and went to bed. One hour passed, two hours passed, three hours passed. Lucy turned and turned on her uneasy pillow, feeling ready to die. Besides her own anguish arising from their share in it, she was dwelling on the shameful wrong it did their kind friends at Crabb Cot.

The fourth hour was passing. Captain Bird had not come up, and Lucy grew uneasy on that score. Once, when he had taken too much (but as a general rule the ex-captains delinquencies did not lie in that direction), he had set his shirt-sleeve on fire, and burnt his hands badly in putting it out. Slipping out of bed, Lucy put on her slippers and the large old shawl, and crept down to see after him.

Opening the sitting-room door very softly, she looked in. The candles were alight still, but had burnt nearly down to the socket; the dice and some cards were scattered on the table.

Edwards lay at full length on the old red stuff sofa; Captain Bird had thrown himself outside the bed in the other room, the door of which was now wide open, neither of them having undressed. That both were wholly or partially intoxicated, Lucy felt not a doubt of.

Well, she could only leave them as they were. They would come to no harm asleep. Neither would the candles: which must soon burn themselves out. Lucy was about to shut the door again, when her eye fell on the little pasteboard box that contained the earring.

Without a moments reflection, acting on the spur of impulse, she softly stepped to the table, lifted the lid, and took the earring out.

I will remedy the wrong they have done Mrs. Todhetley, she said to herself. They will never suspect me.

Up in her room again, she lighted her candle and looked about for some place to conceal the earring; and, just as the idea to secure it had come unbidden to her, so did that of a safe place of concealment. With feverish hands she undid a bit of the quilting of her petticoat, one that she had but just made for herself out of an old merino gown, slipped the earring into the wadding, and sewed it up again. It could neither be seen nor suspected there; no, nor even felt, let the skirt be examined as it might. That done, poor Lucy went to bed again and at length fell asleep.

She was awakened by a commotion. It was broad daylight, and her husband (not yet as sober as he might be) was shaking her by the arm. Edwards was standing outside the door, calling out to know whether Mrs. Bird had got it.

What is the matter, George? she cried, starting up in a fright, and for the moment completely forgetting where she was, for she had been aroused from a vivid dream of Timberdale.

Have you been bringing anything up here from the sitting-room, Lucy? asked Captain Bird.

No, nothing, she replied promptly, and he saw that she spoke with truth. For Lucys recollection had not come to her; she remembered nothing yet about the earring.

Theres something missing, said Captain Bird, speaking thickly.



It has disappeared mysteriously off the sitting-room table. You are sure you have not been down and collared it, Lucy?

The earring and the theft  her own theft  flashed into her memory together. Oh, if she could only avert suspicion from herself! And she strove to call up no end of surprise in her voice.

Why, how could I have been down, George? Did you not see that I was fast asleep? What have you missed? Some money?

Money, no. It was  something of Edwardss. Had it close by him on the table when he went to sleep, he says  he lay on the sofa last night, and I had his bed  and this morning it was gone. I thought the house was on fire by the way he came and shook me.

Ill look for it when I come down, if you tell me what it is, said poor Lucy. How late I have slept! It must have been the cold journey.

She has not got it, said Captain Bird, retreating to his friend outside, and closing the door on Lucy. Knows nothing about it. Was asleep till I awoke her.

Search the room, you fool, cried the excited Edwards. Id never trust the word of a woman. No offence to your wife, Bird, but it is not to be trusted.

Rubbish! said Captain Bird.

Either she or you must have got it. It could not disappear without hands. The people down below have not been to our rooms, as you must know.

She or I  what do you mean by that? retorted Captain Bird; and a short sharp quarrel ensued. That the captain had not touched the earring, Edwards knew full well. It was Edwards who had helped him to reach the bed the previous night: and since then Bird had been in the deep sleep of stupor. But Edwards did think the captains wife had. The result was that Captain Bird re-entered; and, ordering Lucy to lie still, he made as exact a search of the room as his semi-sobered faculties allowed. Lucy watched it from her bed. Amidst the general hunting and turning-over of drawers and places, she saw him pick up her gown and petticoats one by one and shake them thoroughly, but he found no signs of the earring.

From that time to this the affair had remained a mystery. There had been no one in the house that night, except the proprietor and his wife, two quiet old people who never concerned themselves with their lodgers. They protested that the street-door had been fast, and that no midnight marauder could have broken in and slipped upstairs to steal a pearl brooch (as Edwards put it) or any other article. So, failing other sources of suspicion, Edwards continued to suspect Lucy. There were moments when Bird did also: though he trusted her, in regard to it, on the whole. At any rate, Lucy was obliged to be most cautious. The quilted skirt had never been off her since, except at night: through the warm genial days of spring and the sultry heat of summer she had worn the clumsy wadded thing constantly: and the earring had never been disturbed until this afternoon.

You see how it is, Johnny, she said to me, with one of her long-drawn sighs.

But at that moment the grocers young man in the white apron came back down the walk, swinging his empty basket by the handle; and he took another good stare at us in passing.

I mean as to the peril I should be in if you suffer the restoration of the earring to transpire, she continued in a whisper, when he was at a safe distance. Oh, Johnny Ludlow! do you and Mrs. Todhetley take care, for my poor sake.

Lucy, you need not doubt either of us, I said earnestly. We will be, as you phrased it to-day, true as steel  and as cautious. Are you going back? Let me walk up to the top with you.

No, no; we part here. Seeing us together might arouse some suspicion, and there is no absolute certainty that they may not come out, though I dont think they will. Edwards is for ever thinking of that earring: he does not feel safe about it, you perceive. Go you that way: I go this. Farewell, Johnny Ludlow; farewell.

Good-night, Lucy. I am off to the circus now.

She went with a brisk step up the walk. I ran out by St. Oswalds, and so on to the Saracens Head. The place was crammed. I could not get near Tod and Harry Parker; but they whistled at me across the sawdust and the fancy steeds performing on it.



We sat together in Mrs. Todhetleys bedroom at Dyke Manor, the door bolted against intruders: she, in her astonishment at the tale I told, hardly daring to touch the earring. It was Saturday morning; we had come home from Worcester the previous evening; and should now be off to school in an hour. Tod had gone strolling out with the Squire; which gave me my opportunity.

You see, good mother, how it all is, and the risk we run. Do you know, I had half a mind to keep the earring myself for some months and say never a word to you; only I was not sure of pitching on a safe hiding-place. It would be so dreadful a thing for Lucy Bird if it were to get known.

Poor Lucy, poor Lucy! she said, the tears on her light eyelashes. Oh, Johnny, if she could only be induced to leave that man!

But she cant, you know. Robert Ashton has tried over and over again to get her back to the Court  and tried in vain. See how it glitters!

I was holding the earring so that the rays of the sun fell upon it, flashing and sparkling. It seemed more beautiful than it used to be.



I am very, very glad to have it back, Johnny; the other was useless without it. You have not, with a tone of apprehension in her voice, told Joseph?

I shook my head. The truth was, I had never longed to tell anything so much in my life; for what did I ever conceal from him? It was hard work, I can assure you. The earring burning a hole in my pocket, and I not able to show Tod that it was there!

And now, mother, where will you put it?

She rose to unlock a drawer, took from it a small blue box in the shape of a trunk, and unlocked that.

It is in this that I keep all my little valuables, Johnny. It will be quite safe here. By-and-by we must invent some mode of recovering the earring, as poor Lucy said.

Lifting the lid of a little pasteboard box, she showed me the fellow-earring, lying in a nest of cotton. I took it out.

Put them both into your ears for a minute, good mother! Do!

She smiled, hesitated; then took out the plain rings that were in her ears, and put in those of the beautiful pink topaz and diamonds. Going to the glass to look at herself, she saw the Squire and Tod advancing in the distance. It sent us into a panic. Scuffling the earrings out of her ears, she laid them together on the wool in the cardboard box, put the lid on, and folded it round with white paper.

Light one of the candles on my dressing-table, Johnny. We will seal it up for greater security: theres a bit of red sealing-wax in the tray. And I did so at her direction: stamping it with the seal that had been my fathers, and which with his watch they had only recently allowed me to take into wearing.

There, she said, should any one by chance see that packet, though it is not likely, and be curious to know what it contains, I shall say that I cannot satisfy them, as it concerns Johnny Ludlow.

Are you upstairs, Johnny? What in the world are you doing there?

I went leaping down at Tods call. All was safe now.

Thats how the other earring came back. And Eccles had to be let off scot free. But I was glad he had the ducking.




XIV.

ANNE.



Part the First.

Why, whats the matter with you? cried the Squire.

Matter enough, responded old Coney, who had come hobbling into our house, and sat down with a groan. If you had the gout in your great toe, Squire, as I have it in mine, youd soon feel what the matter was.

You have been grunting over that gout for days past, Coney!

So I have. It wont go in and it wont come out; it stops there on purpose to torment me with perpetual twinges. I have been over to Timberdale Parsonage this morning, and the walk has pretty nigh done for me.

The Squire laughed. We often did laugh at Coneys gout: which never seemed to be very bad, or to get beyond incipient twinges.

Better have stayed at home and nursed your gout than have pranced off to Timberdale.

But I had to go, said the farmer. Jacob Lewis sent for me.

Mr. Coney spoke of Parson Lewis, Rector of Timberdale. At this time the parson was on his last legs, going fast to his rest. His mother and old Coneys mother had been first cousins, which accounted for the intimacy between the parsonage and the farm. It was Eastertide, and we were spending it at Crabb Cot.

Do you remember Thomas Lewis, the doctor? asked old Coney.

Remember him! ay, that I do, was the Squires answer. What of him?

He has been writing to the parson to take a house for him; he and his daughter are coming to live in old England again. Poor Lewis cant look out for one himself, so he has put it upon me. And much I can get about, with this lame foot!



A house at Timberdale?

Either in the neighbourhood of Timberdale or Crabb, Dr. Lewis writes: or he wouldnt mind Islip. I saw his letter. Jacob says theres nothing vacant at Timberdale at all likely to suit. We have been thinking of that little place over here, that the people have just gone out of.

What little place?

Maythorn Bank. Twould be quite large enough.

And its very pretty, added the Squire. Thomas Lewis coming back! Wonders will never cease. How he could reconcile himself to staying away all his life, I cant tell. Johnny lad, he will like to see you. He and your father were as thick as inkle weavers.

Ay! Ludlow was a good friend to him while he was doing nothing, nodded old Coney. As to his staying away, I expect he could not afford to live in England. He has had a legacy left him now, he tells the parson. What are you asking, Johnny?

Did I ever know Dr Lewis?

Not you, lad. Thomas Lewis went abroad ages before you were born, or thought of. Five-and-twenty years he must have been away.

More than that, said the Squire.

This Thomas Lewis was half-brother to the Rector of Timberdale, but was not related to the Coneys. He served his time, when a boy, to a surgeon at Worcester. In those days young men were apprenticed to doctors just as they were to other trades. Young Lewis was steady and clever; but so weak in health that when he was qualified and ought to have set up on his own account, he could not. People were wondering what would become of him, for he had no money, when by one of those good chances that rarely fail in time of need, he obtained a post as travelling companion to a nobleman, rich and sickly, who was going to reside in the warmth of the south of France. They went. It brought up Thomas Lewiss health well; made quite another man of him; and when, a little later, his patron died, he found that he had taken care of his future. He had left the young surgeon a competency of two hundred a-year. Mr. Lewis stayed on where he was, married a lady who had some small means, took a foreign medical degree to become Dr. Lewis, and obtained a little practice amidst the English that went to the place in winter. They had been obliged to live frugally, though an income of from two to three hundred a-year goes a great deal farther over the water than it does in England: and perhaps the lack of means to travel had kept Dr. Lewis from visiting his native land. Very little had been known of him at home; the letters interchanged by him and the parson were few and far between. Now, it appeared, the doctor had again dropped into a legacy of a few hundred pounds, and was coming back with his daughter  an only child. The wife was dead.



Maythorn Bank, the pretty little place spoken of by Mr. Coney, was taken. It belonged to Sir Robert Tenby. A small, red-brick house, standing in a flower-garden, with a delightful view from its windows of the charming Worcestershire scenery and the Malvern Hills in the distance. Excepting old Coneys great rambling farm-homestead close by, it was the nearest house to our own. But the inside, when it came to be looked at, was found to be in a state of dilapidation, not at all fit for a gentlemans habitation. Sir Robert Tenby was applied to, and he gave directions that it should be put in order.

Before this was completed, the Rector of Timberdale died. He had been suffering from ailments and sorrow for a long while; and in the sweet spring season, the season that he had loved above all other seasons, when the May birds were singing and the May flowers were blooming, he crossed the river that divides us from the eternal shores.

Mr. Coney had to see to the new house then upon his own responsibility; and when it was finished and the workmen were gone out of it, he went over to Worcester, following Dr. Lewiss request, and ordered in a sufficiency of plain furniture. By the middle of June all was ready, a maid-servant engaged, and the doctor and his daughter were at liberty to come when they pleased.

We had just got home for the Midsummer holidays when they arrived. Old Coney took me to the station to meet them; he said there might be parcels to carry. Once, a French lady had come on a visit to the farm, and she brought with her fifteen small hand-packages and a bandbox.

And these people are French, too, you see, Johnny, reasoned old Coney. Lewis cant be called anything better, and the girl was born there. Cant even speak English, perhaps. Im sure he has had time to forget his native tongue.

But they spoke English just as readily and fluently as we did; even the young lady, Anne, had not the slightest foreign accent. And there were no small packages; nothing but three huge trunks and a sort of large reticule, which she carried herself, and would not give up to me. I liked her looks the moment I saw her. You know I always take likes or dislikes. A rather tall girl, light and graceful, with a candid face, a true and sweet voice, and large, soft brown eyes that met mine frankly and fearlessly.

But the doctor! He was like a shadow. A tall man, with stooping shoulders, handsome, thin features, hollow cheeks, and scanty hair. But every look and movement bespoke the gentleman; every tone of his low voice was full of considerate courtesy.

What a poor weak fellow! lamented old Coney aside to me. Its just the Thomas Lewis of the years gone by; no health, no stamina. Im afraid he has only come home to die.

They liked the house, and liked everything in it; and he thanked old Coney very earnestly for the trouble he had taken. I never saw a man, as I learnt later, so considerate for the feelings of others, or so grateful for any little service rendered to himself.

It is delightful, said Miss Lewis, smiling at me. I shall call it our little château. And those hills in the distance are the beautiful Malvern Hills that my father has so often told me of!

How well you speak English! I said. Just as we do.

Do you suppose I could do otherwise, when my father and my mother were English? It is in truth my native tongue. I think I know England better than France. I have always heard so much of it.

But you speak French as a native?

Oh, of course. German also.

Ah, I see you are an accomplished young lady, Miss Lewis.

I am just the opposite, she said, with a laugh. I never learnt accomplishments. I do not play; I do not sing; I do not draw; I do not  but yes, I do dance: every one dances in France. Ours was not a rich home, and my dear mother brought me up to be useful in it. I can make my own dresses; I can cook you an omelette, or  

Anne, this is Mr. Todhetley, interrupted her father.

The Squire had come in through the open glass doors, round which the jessamine was blooming. When they had talked a bit, he took me up to Dr. Lewis.

Has Coney told you who he is? William Ludlows son. You remember him?

Remember William Ludlow! I must forget myself before I could forget him, was the doctors answer, as he took both my hands in his and held me before him to look into my eyes. The tears were rising in his own.

A pleasant face to look at, he was pleased to say. But they did not name him William?

No. We call him Johnny.

One generation passes away and another rises up in its place. How few, how few of those I knew are now left to welcome me! Even poor Jacob has not stayed.

Tears seemed to be the fashion just then. I turned away, when released, and saw them in Miss Lewiss eyes as she stood against the window-sill, absently playing with the white jessamine.

When they begin to speak of those who are gone, it always puts me in mind of mamma, she said in a whisper, as if she would apologize for the tears. I cant help it.

Is it long since you lost her?

Nearly two years; and home has not been the same to papa since. I do my best; but I am not my mother. I think it was that which made papa resolve to come to England when he found he could afford it. Home is but triste, you see, when the dearest one it contained has gone out of it.



It struck me that the house could not have had one dearer in it than Anne. She was years and years older than I, but I began to wish she was my sister.

And her manners to the servant were so nice  a homely country girl, named Sally, engaged by Mr. Coney. Miss Lewis told the girl that she hoped she would be happy in her new place, and that she would help her when there was much work to do. Altogether Anne Lewis was a perfect contrast to the fashionable damsels of that day, who could not make themselves appear too fine.

The next day was Sunday. We had just finished breakfast, and Mrs. Todhetley was nursing her toothache, when Dr. Lewis came in, looking more shadowy than ever in his black Sunday clothes, with the deep band on his hat. They were going to service at Timberdale, and he wanted me to go with them.

Of course I have not forgotten the way to Timberdale, said he; but theres an odd, shy feeling upon me of not liking to walk about the old place by myself. Anne is strange to it also. We shall soon get used to it, I dare say. Will you go, Johnny?

Yes, sir.

Crabb Church is close by, Lewis, remarked the Squire, and its a steaming hot day.

But I must go to Timberdale this morning. It was poor Jacobs church, you know for many years. And though he is no longer there, I should like to see the desk and pulpit which he filled.

Ay, to be sure, readily acquiesced the Squire. Id go with you myself, Lewis, but for the heat.

Dr. Lewis said he should take the roadway, not the short cut through Crabb Ravine. It was a good round, and we had to start early. I liked Anne better than ever: no one could look nicer than she did in her trim black dress. As we walked along, Dr. Lewis frequently halted to recognize old scenes, and ask me was it this place, or that.

That fine place out yonder? he cried, stopping to point to a large stone house half-a-mile off the road, partly hidden amidst its beautiful grounds. I ought to know whose it is. Let me see!

It is Sir Robert Tenbys seat  Bellwood. Your landlord, sir.

Ay, to be sure  Bellwood. In my time it was Sir Georges, though.

Sir George died five or six years ago.

Has Sir Robert any family? He must be middle-aged now.

I think he is forty-five, or so. He is not married.

Does he chiefly live here?

About half his time; the rest he spends at his house in London, He lives very quietly. We all like Sir Robert.

We sat in the Rectors pew, having it to ourselves. Herbert Tanerton did the duty, and gave a good sermon. Nobody was yet appointed to the vacant living, which was in Sir Hubert Tenbys gift. Herbert, meanwhile, took charge of the parish, and many people thought he would get it  as he did, later.

The Bellwood pew faced the Rectors, and Sir Robert sat in it alone. A fine-looking man, with greyish hair, and a homely face that you took to at once. He seemed to pay the greatest attention to Herbert Tanertons sermon; possibly was deliberating whether he was worthy of the living, or not. In the pew behind him sat Mrs. Macbean, an old lady who had been housekeeper at Bellwood during two generations; and the Bellwood servants sat further down.

We were talking to Herbert Tanerton outside the church after service, when Sir Robert came up and spoke to the parson. He, Herbert, introduced Dr. Lewis to him as the late Rectors brother. Sir Robert shook hands with him at once, smiled pleasantly at Anne, and nodded to me as he continued his way.

Do you like your house? asked Herbert.

I shall like it by-and-by, no doubt, was the doctors answer. I should like it now, but for the paint. The smell is dreadful.

Oh, that will soon go off, cried Herbert.

Yes, I hope so: or I fear it will make me ill.

In going back we took Crabb Ravine, and were at home in no time. They asked me to stay dinner, and I did so. We had a loin of lamb, and a raspberry tart, if any one is curious to know. Dr. Lewis had taken a fancy to me: I dont know why, unless it was that he had liked my father; and Im sure I had taken one to them. But the paint did smell badly, and thats the truth.

In all my days I dont think I ever saw a man so incapable as Dr. Lewis; so helpless in the common affairs of life. What he would have done without Anne, I know not. He was just fit to sit down and be led like a child; to have said to him  Come here, go there; do this, do the other. Therefore, when he asked me to run in in the morning and see if he wanted anything, I was not surprised. Anne thought he might be glad of my shoulder to lean upon when he walked about the garden.

It was past eleven when I arrived there, for I had to do an errand first of all for the Squire. Anne was kneeling down in the parlour amidst a lot of small cuttings of plants, which she had brought from France. They lay on the carpet on pieces of paper. She wore a fresh white cotton gown, with black spots upon it, and a black bow at the throat; and she looked nicer than ever.

Look here, Johnny; I dont know what to do. The labels have all come off, and I cant tell which is which. I suppose I did not fasten them on securely. Sit down  if you can find a chair.

The chairs and tables were strewed with books, most of them French, and other small articles, just unpacked. I did not want a chair, but knelt down beside her, asking if I could help. She said no, and that she hoped to be straight by the morrow. The doctor had stepped out, she did not know where, to escape the smell of the paint.

I was deep in the pages of one of the books, Les Contes de Ma Bonne, which Anne said was a great favourite of hers, though it was meant for children; and she had her head, as before, bent over the green sprigs and labels, when a shadow, passing the open glass doors, glanced in and halted. I supposed it must be the doctor; but it was Sir Robert Tenby. Up I started; Anne did the same quietly, and quietly invited him in.

I walked over to see Dr. Lewis, and to ask whether the house requires anything else done to it, he explained. And I had to come early, as I am leaving the neighbourhood this afternoon.

Oh, thank you, said Anne, it is very kind of you to come. Will you please to sit down, sir? hastily taking the books off a chair. Papa is out, but I think he will not be long.

Are you satisfied with the house? he asked.

Quite so, sir; and I do not think it wants anything done to it at all. I hope you will not suppose we shall keep it in this state, she added rather anxiously. When things are being unpacked, the rooms are sure to look untidy.

Sir Robert smiled. You seem very notable, Miss Lewis.

Oh, I do everything, she answered, smiling back. There is no one else.

He had not taken the chair, but went out, saying he should probably meet Dr. Lewis  leaving a message for him, about the house, in case he did not.

He is your great and grand man of the neighbourhood, is he not, Johnny? said Anne, as she knelt down on the carpet again.

Oh, he is grand enough.

Then dont you think he is, considering that fact, very pleasant and affable? Im sure he is as simple and free in manners and speech as we are.

Most grand men  if they are truly great  are that. Your upstarts assume no end of airs.

I know who will never assume airs, Johnny. He has none in him.

Whos that?

Yourself.

It made me laugh. I had nothing to assume them for.

It was either that afternoon or the following one that Dr. Lewis came up to the Squire and old Coney as they were talking together in the road. He told them that he could not possibly stay in the house; he should be laid up if he did; he must go away until the smell of the paint was gone. That he was looking ill, both saw; and they believed he did not complain without cause.



The question was, where could he go? Mr. Coney hospitably offered him house-room; but the doctor, while thanking him, said the smell might last a long time, and he should prefer to be independent. He had been thinking of going with Anne to Worcester for a time. Did they know of lodgings there?

Better go to an hotel, said the Squire. No trouble at an hotel.

But hotels are not always comfortable. I cannot feel at home in them, argued the poor doctor. And they cost too much besides.

You might chance to hit upon lodgings where you wouldnt be any more comfortable, Lewis. And theyd be very dull for you.

Theres Lakes boarding-house, put in old Coney, whilst the doctor was looking blank and helpless.

A boarding-house? Ay, that might do, if its not a noisy one.

Its not noisy at all, cried the Squire. Its uncommonly well conducted: sometimes there are not three visitors in the house. You and Miss Lewis would be comfortable there.

And for Lakes boarding-house Dr. Lewis and Anne took their departure on the very next day. If they had only foreseen the trouble their stay at it would lead to!



Lakes boarding-house stood near the cathedral. A roomy house, with rather shabby furniture in it: but in boarding-houses and lodgings people dont, as a rule, look for gilded chairs and tables. Some years before, Mrs. Lake, the wife of a professional man, and a gentlewoman, was suddenly left a widow with four infant children, boys, and nothing to keep them upon. What to do she did not know. And it often puzzles me to think what such poor ladies do do, left in similar straits.

She had her furniture; and that was about all. Friends suggested that she should take a house in a likely situation, and try for some lady boarders; or perhaps for some of the college boys, whose homes lay at a distance. Not to make too long a story of it, it was what she did do. And she had been in the house ever since, struggling on (for these houses mostly do entail a struggle), sometimes flourishing in numbers, sometimes down in the dumps with empty rooms. But she had managed to bring the children up: the two elder ones were out in the world, the two younger were still in the college school. Mrs. Lake was a meek little woman, ever distracted with practical cares, especially as to stews and gravies: Miss Dinah Lake (her late husbands sister, and a majestic lady of middle age), who lived with her, chiefly saw to the company.

But now, would any one believe that Dr. Lewis was that shy, as their maid, Sally, expressed it  or perhaps you would rather call it helpless  that he begged the Squire to let me go with him to Lakes. Otherwise he should be lost, he said; and Anne, accustomed to French ways and habits, could not be of much use to him in a strange boarding-house: Johnny knew the house, and would feel at home there.

When Captain Sanker and his wife (if you have not forgotten them) first came to Worcester, they stayed at Lakes while fixing on a residence, and thats how we became tolerably well acquainted with the Lakes. This year that I am now writing about was the one that preceded the accident to King Sanker, told of earlier in the volume. And, in point of rotation, this paper ought to have appeared first.

So I went with Dr. Lewis and Anne. It was late in the afternoon when we reached Worcester, close upon the dinner-hour  which was five oclock, and looked upon as quite a fashionable hour in those days. The dinner-bell had rung, and the company had filed in to dinner when we got downstairs.

But there was not much company staying in the house. Mrs. Lake did not appear at dinner, and Miss Dinah Lake took the head of the table. It happened more often than not that Mrs. Lake was in the kitchen, superintending the dinner and seeing to the ragouts and sauces; especially upon the advent of fresh inmates, when the fare would be unusually liberal. Mrs. Lake often said she was a born cook; which was lucky, as she could not afford to keep first-rate servants.

Miss Dinah sat at the head of the table, in a rustling green gown and primrose satin cap. Having an income of her own she could afford to dress. (Mrs. Lakes best gown was black silk, thin and scanty.) Next to Miss Dinah sat a fair, plump little woman, with round green eyes and a soft voice: at any rate, a soft way of speaking: who was introduced to us as Mrs. Captain Podd. She in turn introduced her daughters, Miss Podd and Miss Fanny Podd: both fair, like their mother, and with the same sort of round green eyes. A Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell completed the company; two silent people who seemed to do nothing but eat.

Dr. Lewis sat by Mrs. Captain Podd: and very pleasant and attentive the doctor found her. He was shy as well as helpless; but she talked to him freely in her low soft voice and put him altogether at his ease. My place chanced to be next to Miss Fanny Podds: and she began at once to put me at my ease, as her mother was putting the doctor.

You are a stranger here, at the dinner-table, observed Miss Fanny; but we shall be good friends presently. People in this house soon become sociable.

I am glad of that.

I did not quite hear your name. Did you catch mine? Fanny Podd.

Yes. Thank you. Mine is Ludlow.

I suppose you never were at Worcester before?

Oh, I know Worcester very well indeed. I live in Worcestershire.



Why! cried the young lady, neglecting her soup to stare at me, we heard you had just come over from living in France. Miss Dinah said so  that old guy at the head of the table.

Dr. and Miss Lewis have just come from France. Not I. I know Miss Dinah Lake very well.

Do you? Dont go and tell her I called her an old guy. Mamma wants to keep in with Miss Dinah, or she might be disagreeable. What a stupid town Worcester is!

Perhaps you do not know many people in it.

We dont know any one. We had been staying last in a garrison town. That was pleasant: so many nice officers about. You could not go to the window but thered be some in sight. Here nobody seems to pass but a crew of staid old parsons.

We are near the cathedral; thats why you see so many parsons. Are you going to remain long in Worcester?

Thats just as the fancy takes mamma. We have been here already six or seven weeks.

Have you no settled home?

Miss Fanny Podd pursed up her lips and shook her head. We like change best. A settled home would be wretchedly dull. Ours was given up when papa died.

Thus she entertained me to the end of dinner. We all left the table together  wine was not in fashion at Lakes. Those who wanted any had to provide it for themselves: but the present company seemed to be satisfied with the home-brewed ale. Mrs. Captain Podd put her arm playfully into that of Dr. Lewis, and said she would show him the way to the drawing-room.

And so it went on all the evening: she making herself agreeable to the doctor: Miss Podd to Anne; Fanny to me. Of course it was highly good-natured of them. Mrs. Podd discovered that the doctor liked backgammon; and she looked for a moment as cross as a wasp on finding there was no board in the house.

Quite an omission, my dear Miss Dinah, she said, smoothing away the frown with a sweet smile. I thought a backgammon-board was as necessary to a house as chairs and tables.

Mrs. Lake had a board once, said Miss Dinah; but the boys got possession of it, and somehow it was broken. We have chess  and cribbage.

Would you like a hand at cribbage, my dear sir? asked Mrs. Podd of the doctor.

Dont play it, maam, said he.

Ah  with a little sigh. Julia, love, would you mind singing one of your quiet songs? Or a duet. Fanny, sweetest, try a quiet duet with your sister. Go to the piano.

If they called the duet quiet, I wondered what they called noisy. You might have heard it over at the cathedral. Their playing and singing was of the style known as showy. Some people admire it: but it is a good thing ear-drums are not easily cracked.

The next day Mrs. Podd made the house a present of a backgammon-board: and in the evening she and Dr. Lewis sat down to play. Our number had decreased, for Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell had left; and Mrs. Lake dined with us, taking the foot of the table. Miss Dinah always, I found, kept the head.

She is so much better calculated to preside than I am, whispered meek Mrs. Lake to me later in the evening; as, happening to pass the kitchen-door after dinner, I saw her in there, making the coffee. What should I do without Dinah!

But need you come out to make the coffee, Mrs. Lake?

My dear, when I leave it to the servants, it is not drinkable. I am rather sorry Mrs. Podd makes a point of having coffee in an evening. Our general rule is to give only tea.

I wouldnt give in to Mrs. Podd.

Well, dear, we like to be accommodating when we can. Being my cousin, she orders things more freely than our ladies usually do. Dinah calls her exacting; but  

Is Mrs. Podd your cousin? I interrupted, in surprise.

My first cousin. Did you not know it? Her mother and my mother were sisters.

The girls dont call you aunt.

They do sometimes when we are alone. I suppose they think I am beneath them  keeping a boarding-house.

I had not much liked the Podds at first: as the days went on I liked them less. They were not sincere: I was quite sure of it; Mrs. Podd especially. But the manner in which she had taken Dr. Lewis under her wing was marvellous. He began to think he could not move without her: he was as one who has found a sheet-anchor. She took trouble of all kinds from him: her chief aim seemed to be to make his life pass pleasantly. She would order a carriage and take him for a drive in it; shed parade the High Street on his arm; she sat with him in the Green within the enclosure, though Miss Dinah told her one day she had not the right of entrance to it; she walked him off to inspect the monuments in the cathedral, and talked with him in the cloisters of the old days when Cromwell stabled his horses there. After dinner they would play backgammon till bed-time. And with it all, she was so gay and sweet and gentle, that Dr. Lewis thought she must be a very angel come out of heaven.

Johnny, I dont like her, said Anne to me one day. She seems to take papa completely out of my hands. She makes him feel quite independent of me.

You like her as well as I do, Anne.



This morning I found him in the drawing-room; alone, for a wonder: he was gazing up in his abstracted way, as if wanting to discover what the pinnacles of the cathedral were made of, which appear to be so close, you know, from the windows of that room. Papa, you are lonely, I said. Would you like to walk out?  or what would you like to do? My dear, Mrs. Podd will see to it all, he answered; dont trouble yourself; I am waiting for her. It is just as though he had no more need of me.

Anne Lewis turned away to hide her wet eyelashes. For my part, I thought the sooner Mrs. Captain Podd betook herself from Lakes boarding-house, the better. It was too much of a good thing.

That same afternoon I heard some conversation not meant for me. Behind the house was a square patch of ground called a garden, containing a few trees and some sweet herbs. I was sitting on the bench there, underneath the high, old-fashioned dining-room windows, thinking how hot the sun was, wishing for something to do, and wondering when Dr. Lewis meant to send me home. He and Mrs. Podd were out together; Anne was in the kitchen, teaching Mrs. Lake some mysteries of French cookery. Miss Dinah sat in the dining-room, in her spectacles, darning table-cloths.

Oh, have you come in! I suddenly heard her say, as the door opened. And it was Mrs. Podds voice that answered.

The sun is so very hot: poor dear Dr. Lewis felt quite ill. He has gone up to his room for half-an-hour to sit quietly in the shade. Where are my girls?

Im sure I dont know, replied Miss Dinah: and it struck me that her tone of voice was rather crusty. Mrs. Podd, I must again ask you when you will let me have some money?

As soon as I can, said Mrs. Podd: who seemed by the sound, to have thrown herself upon a chair, and to be fanning her face with a rustling newspaper.

But you have said that for some weeks. When is the soon to be?

You know I have been disappointed in my remittances. It is really too hot for talking.

I know that you say you have. But we cannot go on without some money. The expenses of this house are heavy: how are they to be kept up if our guests dont pay us? Indeed you must let me have part of your account, if not all.

My dear sweet creature, the house is not yours, returned Mrs. Podd, in her most honeyed accents.

I manage it, said Miss Dinah, and am responsible for getting in the accounts. You know that our custom is to be paid weekly.

Exactly, dear Miss Dinah. But I am sure that my cousin, Emma Lake, would not wish to inconvenience me. I am indebted to her; not to you; and I will pay her as soon as I can. My good creature, how can you sit stewing over that plain sewing this sultry afternoon?

I am obliged to, responded Miss Dinah. We have not money to spend on new linen: trouble enough, it is, I can assure you, to keep the old decent.

I should get somebody to help me. That young woman, Miss Lewis, might do it: she seems to have been used to all kinds of work.

I wish you would shut that door: you have left it open, retorted Miss Dinah: I dont like sitting in a draught, though it is hot. And I must beg of you to understand, Mrs. Podd, that we really cannot continue to keep you and your daughters here unless you can manage to give us a little money.

By the shutting of the door and the silence that ensued, it was apparent that Mrs. Podd had departed, leaving Miss Dinah to her table-cloths. But now, this had surprised me. For, to hear Mrs. Captain Podd and her daughters talk, and to see the way in which they dressed, one could not have supposed they were ever at a fault for ready-cash.

At the end of ten days I went home. Dr. Lewis no longer wanted me: he had Mrs. Podd. And I think it must have been about ten days after that, that we heard the doctor and Anne were returning. The paint smelt still, but not so badly as before.

They did not come alone. Mrs. Podd and her two daughters accompanied them to spend the day. Mrs. Podd was in a ravishing new toilette; and I hoped Lakes boarding-house had been paid.

Mrs. Podd went into raptures over Maythorn Bank, paint and all. It was the sweetest little place she had ever been in, she said, and some trifling, judicious care would convert it into a paradise.

I know who had the present care; and that was Anne. They got over about twelve oclock; and as soon as she had seen the ladies things off, and they were comfortably installed in the best parlour, its glass doors standing open to the fragrant flower-beds, she put on a big apron in the kitchen and helped Sally with the dinner.

Need you do it, Anne? I said, running in, having seen her crumbling bread as I passed the window.

Yes, I must, Johnny. Papa bade me have a nice dinner served to-day: and Sally is inexperienced, you know: she knows nothing about the little dishes he likes. To tell you the truth, added Anne, glancing meaningly into my eyes for a moment, I would rather be cooking here than talking with them there.

Are you sorry to leave Worcester?

Yes, and no, she answered. Sorry to leave Mrs. Lake and Miss Dinah, for I like them both: glad to be at home again and to have papa to myself. I shall not cry if we never see Mrs. Podd again. Perhaps I am mistaken: and Im sure I did not think that the judging of others uncharitably was one of my faults; but I cannot help thinking that she has tried to estrange papa from me. I suppose it is her way: she cannot have any real wish to do it. However, she goes back to-night, and then it will be over.

Who is at Lakes now?

No one  except the Podds. I am sorry, for I fear they have some difficulty to make both ends meet.



Was it over! Anne Lewis reckoned without her host.

I was running into Maythorn Bank the next morning, when I saw the shimmer of Annes white garden-bonnet and her morning dress amidst the raspberry-bushes, and turned aside to greet her. She had a basin in her hand, picking the fruit, and the hot tears were running down her cheeks. Conceal her distress she could not; any attempt would have been worse than futile.

Oh, Johnny, she is going to marry him! cried she, with an outburst of sobs.

Going to marry him!  who? what? I asked, taking the basin from her hand: for I declare that the truth did not strike me.

She is. Mrs. Podd. She is going to marry papa.

For a moment she held her face against the apple-tree. The words confounded me. More real grief I had never seen. My heart ached for her.

Dont think me selfish, she said, turning presently, trying to subdue the sobs, and wiping the tears away. I hope I am not that: or undutiful. It is not for myself that I grieve; indeed it is not; but for him.

I knew that.

If I could only think it would be for his happiness! But oh, I fear it will not be. Something seems to tell me that it will not. And if  he should be  uncomfortable afterwards  miserable afterwards!  I think the distress would kill me.

Is it true, Anne? How did you hear it?

True! Too true, Johnny. At breakfast this morning papa said, We shall be dull to-day without our friends, Anne. I told him I hoped not, and that I would go out with him, or read to him, or do anything else he liked; and I reminded him of his small stock of choice books that he used to be so fond of. Yes, yes, we shall be very dull, you and I alone in this strange house, he resumed. I have been thinking for some time we should be, Anne, and so I have asked that dear, kind, lively woman to come to us for good. I did not understand him; I did not indeed, Johnny; and papa went on to explain. You must know that I allude to Mrs. Podd, Anne, he said. When I saw her so charmed with this house yesterday, and we were talking about my future loneliness in it  and she lamented it, even with tears  one word led to another, and I felt encouraged to venture to ask her to share it and be my wife. And so, my dear, it is all settled; and I trust it will be for the happiness of us all. She is a most delightful woman, and will make the sunshine of any home. I wish I could think it, concluded Anne.

No; dont take the basin, I said, as she went to do so. Ill finish picking the raspberries. What are they for?

A pudding. Papa said he should like one.

Why could not Sally pick them? Country girls are used to the sun.

Sally is busy. Papa bade her clear out that room where our boxes were put: we shall want all the rooms now. Oh, Johnny, I wish we had not left France! Those happy days will never come again.

Was the doctor falling into his dotage? The question crossed my mind. It might never have occurred to me; but one day at Worcester Miss Dinah had asked it in my hearing. I felt very uncomfortable, could not think of anything soothing to say to Anne, and went on picking the raspberries.

How many do you want? Are these enough?

Yes, she answered, looking at them. I must fill the basin up with currants.

We were bending over a currant-bush, Anne holding up a branch and I stripping it, when footsteps on the path close by made us both look up hastily. There stood Sir Robert Tenby. He stared at the distress on Annes face, which was too palpable to be concealed, and asked without ceremony what was amiss.

It was the last feather that broke the camels back. These words from a stranger, and his evident concern, put the finishing touch to Annes state. She burst into more bitter tears than she had yet shed.

Is it any trouble that I can help you out of? asked Sir Robert, in the kindest tones, feeling, no doubt, as sorry as he looked. Oh, my dear young lady, dont give way like this!

Touched by his sympathy, her heart seemed to open to him: perhaps she had need of finding consolation somewhere. Drying her tears, Anne told her story simply: commenting on it as she had commented to me.

It is for my fathers sake that I grieve, sir; that I fear. I feel sure Mrs. Podd will not make him really happy.

Well, well, we must hope for the best, spoke Sir Robert, who looked a little astonished at hearing the nature of the grievance, and perhaps thought Annes distress more exaggerated than it need have been. Dr. Lewis wrote to me last night about some alteration he wants to make in the garden; I have come to speak to him about it.

Alteration in the garden! mechanically repeated Anne. I have heard nothing about it.



He passed into the house to the doctor. We picked on at the currants, and then took them into the kitchen. Anne sat down on a chair to strip them from their stalks. Presently we saw Sir Robert and the doctor at one end of the garden, the latter drawing boundaries round a corner with his walking-stick.

Oh, I know, exclaimed Anne. Yesterday Mrs. Podd suggested that a summer-house in that spot would be a delightful improvement. But I never, never could have supposed papa meant to act upon the suggestion.

Just so. Dr. Lewis wished to erect a summer-house of wood and trellis-work, but had not liked to do it without first speaking to his landlord.

As the days went on, Anne grew to feel somewhat reassured. She was very busy, for all kinds of preparations had to be made in the house, and the wedding was to take place at once.

I think, perhaps, I took it up in a wrong light, Johnny, she said to me one day, when I went in and found her sewing at some new curtains. I hope I did. It must have been the suddenness of the news, I suppose, and that I was so very unprepared for it.

How do you mean? In what wrong light?

No one seems to think ill of it, or to foresee cause for apprehension. I am so glad. I dont think I can ever much like her: but if she makes papa happy, it is all I ask.

Who has been talking about it?

Herbert Tanerton for one. He saw Mrs. Podd at Worcester last week, and thought her charming. The very woman, he said, to do papa good; lively and full of resource. So it may all be for the best.

I should as soon have expected an invitation to the moon as to the wedding. But I got it. Dr. Lewis, left to himself, was feeling helpless again, and took me with him to Worcester on the eve of the happy day. We put up at the Bell Hotel for the night; but Anne went direct to Lakes boarding-house. I ran down there in the evening.

Whether an inkling of the coming wedding had got abroad, I cant say; it was to be kept private, and had been, so far as any one knew; but Lakes house was full, not a room to be had in it for love or money. Anne was put in a sleeping-closet two yards square.

It is not our fault, spoke Miss Dinah, openly. We were keeping a room for Miss Lewis; but on Monday last when a stranger came, wanting to be taken in, Mrs. Podd told us Miss Lewis was going to the hotel with her father.

My dear love, I thought you were, chimed in Mrs. Podd, as she patted Anne on the shoulder. I must have mis-read a passage in your dear papas letter, and so caught up the misapprehension. Never mind; you shall dress in my room if your own is not large enough. And I am sure all young ladies ought to be obliged to me, for the new inmate is a delightful man. My daughters find him charming.

The room is quite large enough, thank you, replied Anne, meekly.

Do you approve of the wedding, Miss Dinah? I asked her later, when we were alone in the dining-room. Do you like it?

Miss Dinah, who was counting a lot of glasses on the sideboard that the maid had just washed and brought in, counted to the end, and then began upon the spoons.

It is the only way we can keep our girls in check, observed she; otherwise theyd break and lose all before them. I know how many glasses have been used at table, consequently how many go out to be washed, and the girl has to bring that same number in, or explain the reason why. As to the spoons, they get thrown away with the dishwater and sometimes into the fire. If they were silver it would be all the same.

Do you like the match, Miss Dinah?

Johnny Ludlow, she said, turning to face me, we make a point in this house of not expressing our likes and dislikes. Our position is peculiar, you know. When people have come to years of discretion, and are of the age that Mrs. Podd is, not to speak of Dr. Lewiss, we must suppose them to be capable of judging and acting for themselves. We have not helped on the match by so much as an approving word or look: on the other hand, it has not lain in our duty or in our power to retard it.

Which was, of course, good sense. But for all her caution, I fancied she could have spoken against it, had she chosen.

A trifling incident occurred to me in going back to the Bell. Rushing round the corner into Broad Street, a tall, well-dressed man, sauntering on before me, suddenly turned on his heel, and threw away his cigar. It caught the front of my shirt. I flung it off again; but not before it had burnt a small hole in the linen.

I beg your pardon, said the smoker, in a courteous voice  and there was no mistaking him for anything but a gentleman. I am very sorry. It was frightfully careless of me.

Oh, it is nothing; dont think about it, I answered, making off at full speed.

St. Michaels Church stood in a nook under the cathedral walls: it is taken down now. It was there that the wedding took place. Dr. Lewis arrived at it more like a baby than a bridegroom, helpless and nervous to a painful degree. But Mrs. Podd made up for his deficiencies in her grand self-possession; her white bonnet and nodding feather seemed to fill the church. Anne wore grey silk; Julia and Fanny Podd some shining pink stuff that their petticoats could be seen through. Poor Annes tears were dropping during the service; she kept her head bent down to hide them.



Look up, Anne, I said from my place close to her. Take courage.

I cant help it, indeed, Johnny, she whispered. I wish I could. Im sure I wouldnt throw a damper on the general joy for the world.

The wedding-party was a very small one indeed; just ourselves and a stern-looking gentleman, who was said to be a lawyer-cousin of the Podds, and to come from Birmingham. All the people staying at Lakes had flocked into the church to look on.

Pray take my arm. Allow me to lead you out. I see how deeply you are feeling this.

The ceremony seemed to be over almost as soon as it was begun  perhaps the parson, remembering the parties had both been married before, cut it short. And it was in the slight bustle consequent upon its termination that the above words, in a low, tender, and most considerate tone, broke upon my ear. Where had I heard the voice before?

Turning hastily round, I recognized the stranger of the night before. It was to Anne he had spoken, and he had already taken her upon his arm. Her head was bent still; the rebellious tears would hardly be kept back; and a sweet compassion sat on every line of his handsome features as he gazed down at her.

Who is he? I asked of Fanny Podd, as he walked forward with Anne.

Mr. Angerstyne  the most fascinating man I ever saw in my life. The Lakes could not have taken him in, but for mammas inventing that little fable of Annes going with old Lewis to the Bell. Trust mamma for not letting us two girls lose a chance, added free-speaking Fanny. I may take your arm, I suppose, Johnny Ludlow.

And after a plain breakfast in private, which included only the wedding-party, Dr. and Mrs. Lewis departed for Cheltenham.



Part the Second.

Johnny, what can I do? What do you think I can do?

In the pretty grey silk that she had worn at her fathers wedding, and with a whole world of perplexity in her soft brown eyes, Anne Lewis stood by me, and whispered the question. As soon as the bride and bridegroom had driven off, Anne was to depart for Maythorn Bank, with Julia and Fanny Podd; all three of them to remain there for the few days that Dr. and Mrs. Lewis purposed to be away. But now, no sooner had the sound of the bridal wheels died on our ears, and Anne had suggested that they should get ready for their journey home, than the two young ladies burst into a laugh, and said, Did she think they were going off to that dead-alive place! Not if they knew it. And, giving her an emphatic nod to prove they meant what they said, they waltzed to the other end of the room in their shining pink dresses to talk to Mr. Angerstyne.

Consternation sat in every line of Annes face. I cannot go there alone, or stay there alone, she said to me. These things are not done in France.

No: though Maythorn Bank was her own home, and though she was as thoroughly English as a girl can be, it could not be done. French customs and ideas did not permit it, and she had been brought up in them. It was certainly not nice behaviour of the girls. They should have objected before their mother left.

I dont know what you can do, Anne. Better ask Miss Dinah.

Not go with you, after the arrangements are made  and your servant Sally is expecting you all! cried Miss Dinah Lake. Oh, you must be mistaken, she added; and went up to talk to them. Julia only laughed.

Go to be buried alive at Maythorn Bank as long as mamma chooses to stay away! she cried. You wont get either of us to do anything of the kind, Miss Dinah.

Mrs. Podd  I mean Mrs. Lewis  will be back to join you there in less than a week, said Miss Dinah.

Oh, will she, though! You dont know mamma. She may be off to Paris and fifty other places before she turns her head homewards again. Anne Lewis can go home by herself, if she wants to go: I and Fanny mean to stay with you, Miss Dinah.

So Anne had to stay also. She sat down and wrote two letters: one to Sally, saying their coming home was delayed; the other to Dr. Lewis, asking what she was to do.

And the gain is mine, observed Mr. Angerstyne. What would the house have been without you?

He appeared to speak to the girls generally. But his eyes and his smile evidently were directed to Anne. She saw it too, and blushed. Blushed! when she had not yet known him four-and-twenty hours. But he was just the fellow for a girl to fall in love with  and no disparagement to her to say so.

Who is he? I that evening asked Miss Dinah.

A Mr. Angerstyne, she answered. I dont know much of him, except that he is an independent gentleman with a beautiful estate in Essex, and a fashionable man. I see what you are thinking, Johnny: that it is curious a man of wealth and fashion should be staying at Lakes boarding-house. But Mr. Angerstyne came over from Malvern to see Captain Bristow, the old invalid, who keeps his room upstairs, and when here the captain persuaded him to stay for a day or two, if we could give him a room. Thats how it was. Captain Bristow leaves us soon, and I suppose Mr. Angerstyne will be leaving too.

I had expected to go home the following day; but that night up came two of the young Sankers, Dan and King, and said I was to go and stay a bit with them. Leave to do so was easily had from home; for just as our school at old Frosts was reassembling, two boys who had stayed the holidays were taken with bad throats, and we were not to go back till goodness knew when. Tod, who was on a visit in Gloucestershire, thought it would be Michaelmas.

Back came letters from Cheltenham. Mrs. Lewis told her girls they might remain at Worcester if they liked. And Dr. Lewis wrote to Anne, saying she must not go home alone; and he enclosed a note to Mrs. Lake, asking her to be so kind as to take care of his daughter.

After that we had a jolly time. The Sankers and Lakes amalgamated well, and were always at one anothers houses. This does not apply to Mrs. Lake and Miss Dinah: as Miss Dinah put it, they had no time for gadding down to Sankers. But Mr. Angerstyne (who had not left) grew quite familiar there; the Sankers, who never stood on the slightest ceremony, making no stranger of him. Captain Sanker discovered that two or three former naval chums of his were known to Mr. Angerstyne; one dead old gentleman in particular, who had been his bosom friend. This was quite enough. Mr. Angerstyne had, so to say, the key of the house given him, and went in and out of it at will.

Every one liked Mr. Angerstyne. And for all the pleasurable excursions that now fell to our lot, we were indebted to him. Without being ostentatious, he opened his purse freely; and there was a delicacy in his manner of doing it that prevented its being felt. On the plea of wanting, himself, to see some noted spot or place in the neighbourhood, he would order a large post-carriage from the Star or the Crown, and invite as many as it would hold to accompany him, and bring baskets of choice fruit, or dainties from the pastry-cooks, to regale us on. Or he would tell the Sankers that King looked delicate: poor lame King, who was to die ere another year had flown. Down would come the carriage, ostensibly to take King for a drive; and a lot of us reaped the benefit. Mrs. Sanker was always of the party: without a chaperon, the young ladies could not have gone. Generally speaking the Miss Podds would come  they took care of that: and Anne Lewis always came  which I think Mr. Angerstyne took care of. The golden page of life was opening for Anne Lewis: she seemed to be entering on an Elysian pathway, every step of which was strewn with flowers.

One day we went to Holt Fleet. The carriage came down to the Sankers in the morning, Mr. Angerstyne in it, and the captain stepped out of doors, his face beaming, to see the start. Once in a way he would be of the party himself, but not often. Mr. Angerstyne handed Mrs Sanker in, and then called out for me. I held back, feeling uncomfortable at being always taken, and knowing that Fred and Dan thought me selfish for it. But it was of no use: Mr. Angerstyne had a way of carrying out his own will.

Get up on the box, Johnny, he said to me. And, close upon my heels, wanting to share the box with me, came Dan Sanker. Mr. Angerstyne pulled him back.

Not you, Dan. I shall take King.

King has been ever so many times  little wretch! grumbled Dan. Its my turn. Its not fair, Mr. Angerstyne.

You, Dan, and Fred, and Toby, all the lot of you, shall have a carriage to yourselves for a whole day if you like, but King goes with me, said Mr. Angerstyne, helping the lad up.

He got in himself, took his seat by Mrs. Sanker, and the post-boy touched up his horses. Mrs. Sanker, mildly delighted, for she liked these drives, sat in her ordinary costume: a fancy shawl of some thick kind of silk crape, all the colours of the rainbow blended into its pattern, and a black velvet bonnet with a turned-up brim and a rose in it, beneath which her light hair hung down in loose curls.

We stopped at Lakes boarding-house to take up the three girls; who got in, and sat on the seat opposite Mrs. Sanker and Mr. Angerstyne: and then the post-boy started for Holt Fleet. The place is nothing, observed Captain Sanker, who had suggested it as an easy, pleasant drive to Mr. Angerstyne; but the inn is comfortable, and the gardens nice to sit or stroll in.

We reached Holt Fleet at one oclock. The first thing Mr. Angerstyne did was to order luncheon, anything they could conveniently give us, and to serve it in the garden. It proved to be ham and eggs; first-rate; we were all hungry, and he bade them keep on frying till further orders. At which the girl who waited on us laughed, as she drew the corks of some bottled perry.

I saw a bit of by-play later on. Strolling about to digest the ham and eggs, some in one part of the grounds, which in places had a wild and picturesque aspect, some in another, Mr. Angerstyne suddenly seized Anne, as if to save her from falling. She was standing in that high narrow pathway that is perched up aloft and looks so dangerous, steadying herself by a tree, and bending cautiously forwards to look down. The path may be gone now. The features of the whole place may be altered; perhaps even done away with altogether; for I am writing of years and years ago. He stole up and caught her by the waist.

Oh, Mr. Angerstyne! she exclaimed, blushing and starting.

Were you going to take a leap?

No, no, she smiled. Would it kill me if I did?

Suppose I let you go  and send you over to try it?

Ah, he would not do that. He was holding her all too safely. Anne made an effort to free herself; but her eyelids drooped over her tell-tale eyes, her conscious face betrayed what his presence was to her.

How beautiful the river is from this, as we look up it! she exclaimed.

More than beautiful.

Julia Podd rushed up to mar the harmony. Never does a fleeting moment of this kind set in but somebody does mar it. Julia flirted desperately with Mr. Angerstyne.

Mr. Angerstyne, I have been looking for you everywhere. Mrs. Sanker wants to know if you will take us for a row on the water. The inn has a nice boat.

Mrs. Sanker does! he exclaimed. With pleasure. Are you fond of the water, Miss Lewis?

Anne made no particular reply. She stood at a little distance now, apparently looking at the view; but I thought she wanted to hide her hot cheeks. Mr. Angerstyne caught her hand in his, playfully put his other hand within Miss Julias arm, and so piloted them down. Ah, he might flirt back again with Julia Podd, and did; with Fanny also; but it was not to them his thoughts were given.

Go on the water! said Mrs. Sanker, who was sitting under the shade of the trees, repeating one of her favourite ballads to King in a see-saw tone. I! Julia Podd must have misunderstood me. To go on the water might be nice for those who would like it, I said. I dont.

Will you go? asked Mr. Angerstyne, turning to Anne.

Anne shook her head, confessing herself too much of a coward. She had never been on any water in her life until when crossing over from France, and never wished to be. And Mr. Angerstyne ungallantly let the boat alone, though Julia and Fanny told him they adored the water.

We sat down in the shade by Mrs. Sanker; some on the bench by her side, some on the grass at her feet, and she recited for us the time-worn ballad she had begun for King: just as the following year she would recite things to us, as already told of, sitting on the floor beam of the turret-room. It was called Lord Thomas. Should you like to hear it?

Lord Thomas he was a bold forester, And a keeper of the kings deer; Fair Ellenor, she was a fair young lady, Lord Thomas he loved her dear.

Come, read me a riddle, dear mother, said he, And riddle us both as one: Whether fair Ellen shall be mine  Or to bring the brown girl home?

The brown girl she hath both houses and lands; Fair Ellenor, she has none: Therefore Id advise thee, on my blessing, To bring the brown girl home.

Then he decked himself and he dressed himself, And his merry men, all in green: And as he rode through the town with them Folks took him to be some king.

When he came to fair Ellenors bower So boldly he did ring; There was none so ready as fair Ellen herself To loose Lord Thomas in.

What news, what news, Lord Thomas, What news have you brought unto me? Im come to invite you to my wedding; And that is bad news for thee.

Oh, now forbid, fair Ellenor said, That any such thing should be done: For I thought to have been the bride myself, And that you would have been the bridegroom.

Come, read me a riddle, dear mother, said she, And riddle us both as one: Whether I shall go to Lord Thomass wedding, Or whether I shall tarry at home?

Theres one may be thy friend, I know; But twenty will be thy foe: Therefore I charge thee, on my blessing, To Lord Thomass wedding dont go.

Theres one will be my friend, I know, Though twenty should be my foe: Betide me life, or betide me death, To Lord Thomass wedding I go.

Then she went up into her chamber And dressed herself all in green: And when she came downstairs again, They thought it must be some queen.

When she came to Lord Thomass castle So nobly she did ring: There was none so ready as Sir Thomas himself To loose this lady in.

Then he took her by her lily-white hand And led her across the hall; And he placed her on the daïs, Above the ladies all.

Is this your bride, Lord Thomas? I think she looks wondrous brown: You might have had as fair a young maiden As ever trod English ground.

Despise her not, said Lord Thomas; Despise her not unto me; I love thy little finger, Ellen, Better than her whole body.

The brown girl, having a knife in her hand, Which was both keen and sharp, Between the long ribs and the short, She pierced fair Ellenors heart.

Oh, whats the matter? Lord Thomas said, I think you look pale and wan: You used to have as fine a colour As ever the sun shone on.

What, are you blind, now, Thomas? Or cant you very well see? Oh, cant you see, and oh, cant you see my own hearts blood Run trickling down to my knee?

Then Lord Thomas, he took the brown girl by the hand, And led her across the hall; And he took his own brides head off her shoulders, And dashed it against the wall.

Then Lord Thomas, he put the sword to the ground, The point against his heart: So there was an end of those three lovers, So sadly they did part!

* * * * *

Upon fair Ellenors grave grew a rose, And upon Lord Thomass a briar: And there they twixed and there they twined, till they came to the steeple-top; That all the world might plainly see, true love is never forgot.

Oh, how delightful these old ballads are! cried Anne, as Mrs. Sanker finished.

Delightful! retorted Julia Podd. Why, they are full of queer phrases and outrageous metre and grammar!

My dears, it is, I suppose, how people wrote and spoke in those old days, said Mrs. Sanker, who had given great force to every turn of the song, and seemed to feel its disasters as much as though she had been fair Ellen herself.

Just so, put in Mr. Angerstyne. The world was not full of learning then, as it is now, and we accept the language  ay and like it, too  as that of a past day. To me, these old ballads are wonderful: every one has a lifes romance in it.

And that day at Holt Fleet, the only time I, Johnny Ludlow, ever saw the place, lives in my memory as a romance now.



As the days went on, there could be no mistake made by the one or two of us who kept our eyes open. I mean, as to Mr. Angerstynes liking for Anne Lewis, and the reciprocal feelings he had awakened. With her, it had been a case of love at first sight; or nearly so. And that, if you may believe the learned in the matter, is the only love deserving the name. Perhaps it had been so with him: I dont know.

Three parts of their time they talked together in French, for Mr. Angerstyne spoke it well. And that vexed Julia and Fanny Podd; who called themselves good French scholars, but who somehow failed to understand. They talk so fast; they do it on purpose, grumbled Fanny. At German Mr. Angerstyne was not apt. He spoke it a very little, and Anne would laughingly correct his mistakes, and repeat the German words slowly over, that he might catch the accent, causing us no end of fun. That was Annes time of day, as Fanny Podd expressed it; but when it came to the musical evenings, Anne was nowhere. The other two shone like stars then, and did their best to monopolize Mr. Angerstyne.

That a fine gentleman, rich, and a man of the great world, should stay dawdling on at a boarding-house, puzzled Miss Dinah, who knew what was what. Of course it was no business of hers; she and Mrs. Lake were only too glad to have one who paid so liberally. He would run upstairs to sit with Captain Bristow; and twice a week he went to Malvern, sometimes not getting back in time for dinner.

The college school had begun again, and I was back at Lakes. For Tom and Alfred Lake, who had been away, were at home now: and nothing would do but I must come to their house before I went home  to which I was daily expecting a summons. As to the bride and bridegroom, we thought they meant to remain away for good; weeks had elapsed since their departure. No one regretted that: Julia and Fanny Podd considered Maythorn Bank the fag-end of the world, and hoped they might never be called to it. And Anne, living in the Elysian Fields, did not care to leave them for the dreary land outside their borders.

One evening we were invited to a tea-dinner at Captain Sankers. The Miss Podds persisted in calling it a soirée. It turned out to be a scrambling sort of entertainment, and must have amused Mr. Angerstyne. Biddy had poured the bowl of sweet custard over the meat patties by mistake, and put salt on the open tartlets instead of sugar. It seemed nothing but fun to us all. The evening, with its mistakes, and its laughter, and its genuine hospitality, came to an end, and we started to go home under the convoy of Mr. Angerstyne, all the Sanker boys, except Toby, attending us. It was a lovely moonlight night; Mrs. Lake, who had come in at the tail of the soirée to escort the girls home, remarked that the moon was never brighter.

Why, just look there! she exclaimed, as we turned up Edgar Street, intending to take that and the steps homewards; the Tower gates are open! For it was the custom to close the great gates of Edgar Tower at dusk.

Oh, I know, cried Fred Sanker. The sub-dean gave a dinner to-night; and the porter has left the gates wide for the carriages. Who is good for a race round the green?

It seemed that we all were, for the whole lot of us followed him in, leaving Mrs. Lake calling after us in consternation. The old Tower porter, thinking the Green was being charged by an army of ill-doers, rushed out of his den, shouting to us to come back.

Much we heeded him! Counting the carriages (three of them) waiting at the sub-deans door, we raced onwards at will, some hither, some thither. King went back to Mrs. Lake. The evening coolness felt delicious after the hot and garish day; the moonlight brought out the lights and shades of the queer old houses and the older cathedral. Collecting ourselves together presently, at Fred Sankers whoop, Mr. Angerstyne and Anne were missing.

Theyve gone to look at the Severn, I think, said Dan Sanker. I heard him tell her it was worth looking at in the moonlight.

Yes, they were there. He had Annes arm tucked up under his, and his head bent over her that she might catch his whispers. They turned round at hearing our footsteps.

Indeed we must go home, Mr. Angerstyne, said Julia Podd, who had run down after me, and spoke crossly. The college clock is chiming a quarter to eleven. Theres Mrs. Lake waiting for us under the Tower!

Is it so late? he answered her, in a pleasant voice. Time flies quickly in the moonlight: Ive often remarked it.

Walking forward, he kept by the side of Julia; Anne and I followed together. Some of the boys were shouting themselves hoarse from the top of the ascent, wanting to know if we were lost.

Is it all settled, Anne? I asked her, jestingly, dropping my voice.

Is what settled? she returned. But she understood; for her face looked like a rose in the moonlight.

You know. I can see, if the others cant. And if it makes you happy, Anne, I am very glad of it.

Oh, Johnny, I hope  I hope no one else does see. But indeed you are making more of it than it deserves.

What does he say to you?



He has not said anything. So you see, Johnny, you may be quite mistaken.

It was all the same: if he had not said anything yet, there could be no question that he meant soon to say it. We were passing the old elm-trees just then; the moonlight, flickering through them on Annes face, lighted up the sweet hope that lay on it.

Sometimes I think if  if papa should not approve of it! she whispered.

But he is sure to approve of it. One cannot help liking Mr. Angerstyne: and his position is undeniable.

The sub-deans dinner guests were gone, the three carriages bowling them away; and the porter kept up a fire of abuse as he waited to watch us through the little postern-door. The boys, being college boys, returned his attack with interest. Wishing the Sankers good-night, who ran straight down Edgar Street on their way home, we turned off up the steps, and found Mrs. Lake standing patiently at her door. I saw Mr. Angerstyne catch Annes hand for a moment in his, under cover of our entrance.

The morning brought news. Dr. and Mrs. Lewis were on their way to Maythorn Bank, expected to reach it that evening, and the young ladies were bidden to depart for it on the following day.



A wonderful change had taken place in Dr. Lewis. If they had doubted before whether the doctor was not falling into his dotage they could not doubt longer, for he was decidedly in it. A soft-speaking, mooning man, now; utterly lost in the shadow cast by his wifes importance. She appeared to be smiling in face and gentle in accent as ever, but she overruled every soul in the house: no one but herself had a will in it. What little strength of mind he might have had, his new bride had taken out of him.

Anne did not like it. Hitherto mistress of all things under her father, she found herself passed over as a nonentity. She might not express an opinion, or hazard a wish. My dear, I am here now, Mrs. Lewis said to her once or twice emphatically. Anne was deposed; her reign was over.

One little thing, that happened, she certainly did not like. Though humble-minded, entirely without self-assertion, sweet-tempered and modest as a girl should be, she did not like this. Mrs. Lewis sent out invitations for dinner to some people in the neighbourhood, strangers to her until then; the table was too full by one, and she had told Anne that she could not sit down. It was too bad; especially as Julia and Fanny Podd filled two of the more important places, with bunches of fresh sweet-peas in their hair.

Besides, Mrs. Lewis had said to Anne in the morning, we must have a French side-dish or two, and theres no one but you understands the making of them.

Whether having to play the host was too much for him, or that he did not like the slight put upon his daughter, before the dinner was half over, the doctor fell asleep. He could not be roused from it. Herbert Tanerton, who had sat by Mrs. Lewiss side to say grace, thought it was not sleep but unconsciousness. Between them the company carried him into the other room; and Anne, hastening to send in her French dishes, ran there to attend upon him.

I hope and trust theres nothing amiss with his heart, said old Coney doubtfully, in the brides ear.

My dear Mr. Coney, his heart is as strong as mine  believe me, affirmed Mrs. Lewis, flicking some crumbs off the front of her wedding-dress.

I hope it is, Im sure, repeated Coney. I dont like that blue tinge round his lips.

They went back to the dinner-table when Dr. Lewis revived. Anne remained kneeling at his feet, gently chafing his hands.

Whats the matter? he cried, staring at her like a man bewildered. What are you doing?

Dear papa, you fell asleep over your dinner, and they could not wake you. Do you feel ill?

Where am I? he asked, as if he were speaking out of a dream. And she told him what she could. But she had not heard those suspicious words of old Coneys.

It was some minutes yet before he got much sense into him, or seemed fully to understand. He fell back in the chair then, with a deep sigh, keeping Annes hand in his.

Shall I get you anything, papa? she asked. You had eaten scarcely any dinner, they say. Would you like a little drop of brandy-and-water?

Why was not your dress ready?

My dress! exclaimed Anne.

She said so to me, when I asked why you did not come to table. Not made, or washed, or ironed; or something.

Anne felt rather at sea. Theres nothing the matter with my dresses, papa, she said. But never mind them  or me. Will you go back to dinner? Or shall I get you anything here?

I dont want to go back; I dont want anything, he answered. Go and finish yours, my dear.

I have had mine, she said, with a faint blush. For indeed her dinner had consisted of some bread-and-butter in the kitchen, eaten over the French stew-pans. Dr. Lewis was gazing out at the trees, and seemed to be in thought.

Perhaps you stayed away from home rather too long, papa, she suggested. You are not accustomed to travelling; and I think you are not strong enough for it. You looked very worn when you first came home; worn and ill.

Ay, he answered. I told her it did not do for me; but she laughed. It was nothing but a whirl, you know. And I only want to be quiet.

It is very quiet here, dear papa, and you will soon feel stronger. You shall sit out of doors in the sun of a day, and I will read to you. I wish you would let me get you  

Hush, child. Im thinking.

With his eyes still fixed on the outdoor landscape, he sat stroking Annes hand abstractedly. Nothing broke the silence, except the faint rattle of knives and forks from the dining-room.

Mind, Anne, she made me do it, he suddenly exclaimed.

Made you do what, papa?

And so, my dear, if I am not allowed to remedy it, and you feel disappointed, you must think as lightly of it as you are able; and dont blame me more than you can help. Ill alter it again if I can, be sure of that; but I dont have a moment to myself, and at times it seems that shes just my keeper.

Anne answered soothingly that all he did must be right, but had no time to say more, for Mr. Coney, stealing in on tip-toe from the dining-room, came to see after the patient. Anne had not the remotest idea what it was that the doctor alluded to; but she had caught up one idea with dread of heart  that the marriage had not increased his happiness. Perhaps had marred it.

Maythorn Bank did not suit Mrs. Lewis. Ere she had been two weeks at it, she found it insufferably dull; not to be endured at any price. There was no fashion thereabout, and not much visiting; the neighbours were mostly simple, unpretending people, quite different from the style of company met with in garrison towns and pump-rooms. Moreover the few people who might have visited Mrs. Lewis, did not seem to take to her, or to remember that she was there. This did not imply discourtesy: Dr. Lewis and his daughter had just come into the place, strangers, so to say, and people could not practically recollect all at once that Maythorn Bank was inhabited. Where was the use of dressing up in peacocks plumes if nobody came to see her? The magnificent wardrobe, laid in during her recent honeymoon, seemed as good as wasted.

I cant stand this! emphatically cried Mrs. Lewis one day to her daughters. And Anne, chancing to enter the room unexpectedly at the moment, heard her say it, and wondered what it meant.

That same afternoon, Dr. Lewis had another attack. Anne found him sitting beside the pear-tree insensible, his head hanging over the arm of the bench. Travelling had not brought this second attack on, that was certain; for no man could be leading a more quiet, moping life than he was. Save that he listened now and then to some book, read by Anne, he had no amusement whatever, no excitement; he might have sat all day long with his mouth closed, for all there was to open it for. Mrs. Lewiss powers of fascination, that she had exercised so persistently upon him as Mrs. Podd, seemed to have deserted her for good. She passed her hours gaping, sleeping, complaining, hardly replying to a question of his, if he by chance asked her one. Even the soft sweet voice that had charmed the world mostly degenerated now into a croak or a scream. Those very mild, not-say-boo-to-a-goose voices are sometimes only kept for public life.

I shall take you off to Worcester, cried Mrs. Lewis to him, when he came out of his insensibility. We will start as soon as breakfasts over in the morning.

Dr. Lewis began to tremble. I dont want to go to Worcester, said he. I want to stay here.

But staying here is not good for you, my dear. Youll be better at Mrs. Lakes. It is the remains of this paint that is making you ill. I can smell it still quite strongly, and I decidedly object to stay in it.

My dear, you can go; I shall not wish to prevent you. But, as to the paint, I dont smell it at all now. You can all go. Anne will take care of me.

My dear Dr. Lewis, do you think I would leave you behind me? It is the paint. And you shall see a doctor at Worcester.

He said he was a doctor himself, and did not need another; he once more begged to be left at home in peace. All in vain: Mrs. Lewis announced her decision to the household; and Sally, whose wits had been well-nigh scared away by the doings and the bustle of the new inmates, was gladdened by the news that they were about to take their departure.

Pourtant si le ciel nous protège, Peut-être encore le reverrai-je.

These words, the refrain of an old French song, were being sung by Anne Lewis softly in the gladness of her heart, as she bent over the trunk she was packing. To be going back to Worcester, where he was, seemed to her like going to paradise.

What are you doing that for?

The emphatic question, spoken in evident surprise, came from her stepmother. The chamber-door was open; Mrs. Lewis had chanced to look in as she passed.

What are you doing that for? she stopped to ask. Anne ceased her song at once and rose from her knees. She really did not know what it was that had elicited the sharp query  unless it was the singing.

You need not pack your own things. You are not going to Worcester. It is intended that you shall remain here and take care of the house and of Sally.

Oh, but, Mrs. Lewis, I could not stay here alone, cried Anne, a hundred thoughts rushing tumultuously into her mind. It could not be.

Not stay here alone! Why, what is to hinder it? Do you suppose you would get run away with? Now, my dear, we will have no trouble, if you please. You will stay at home like a good girl  therefore you may unpack your box.

Anne went straight to her father, and found him with Herbert Tanerton. He had walked over from Timberdale to inquire after the doctors health.

Could this be, papa? she said. That I am to be left alone here while you stay at Worcester?

Dont talk nonsense, child, was the peevish answer. My belief is that you dream dreams, Anne, and then fancy them realities.

But Mrs. Lewis tells me that I am not to go to Worcester  that I am to stay at home, persisted Anne. And she said it before Mrs. Lewis: who had come into the room then, and was shaking hands with the parson.

I think, love, it will be so much better for dear Anne to remain here and see to things, she said, in that sweet company-voice of hers.

No, dissented the doctor, plucking up the courage to be firm. If Anne stays here, I shall stay. Im sure I should be thankful if youd let us stay: we should have a bit of peace and quiet.

She did not make a fuss before the parson. Perhaps she saw that to hold out might cause some unprofitable commotion. Treating Anne to a beaming smile, she remarked that her dear papas wish was of course law, and bade her run and finish her packing.

And when they arrived the next day at Lakes, and Anne heard that Henry Angerstyne was in truth still there and knew that she should soon be in his presence, it did indeed seem to her that she had stepped into paradise. She was alone when he entered. The others had sought their respective chambers, leaving Anne to gather up their packages and follow, and she had her bonnet untied and her arms full of things when he came into the room. Paradise! she might have experienced some bliss in her life, but none like unto this. Her veins were tingling, her heart-blood leaping. How well he looked! how noble! how superior to other men! As he caught her hand in his, and bent to whisper his low words of greeting, she could scarcely contain within bounds the ecstasy of her emotion.

I am so glad you are back again, Anne! I could not believe the good news when the letter came to Mrs. Lake this morning. You have been away two weeks, and they have seemed like months.

You did not come over: you said you should, faltered Anne.



Ay. And I sprained my foot the day you left, and have had to nurse it. It is not strong yet. Bad luck, was it not? Bristow has been worse, too. Where are you going?

I must take these things up to papa and Mrs. Lewis. Please let me go.

But, before he would release her hand, he suddenly bent his head and kissed her: once, twice.

Pardon me, Anne, I could not help it; it is only a French greeting, he whispered, as she escaped with her face rosy-red, and her heart beating time to its own sweet music.

What a stay Mr. Angerstyne is making! exclaimed Fanny Podd, who had run about to seek Miss Dinah, and found her making a new surplice for Tom.

Well, we are glad to have him, answered Miss Dinah, and he has had a sprained ankle. We know now what is detaining him in Worcestershire. It seems that some old lady is lying ill at Malvern, and he cant get away.

Some old lady lying ill at Malvern! retorted Fanny, who liked to take Miss Dinah down when she could. Why should that detain Mr. Angerstyne? Who is the old lady?

She is a relation of his: his great-aunt, I think. And I believe she is very fond of him, and wont let him go to any distance. All these visits he makes to Malvern are to see her. She is very rich, and he will come in for her money.

Im sure hes rich enough without it; he does not want more money, grumbled Fanny. If the old lady would leave a little to those who need it, she might do some good.

She would have to be made of gold and diamonds if she left some to all who need it, sighed Miss Dinah. Mr. Angerstyne deserves to be rich, he is so liberal with his money. Many a costly dainty he causes us to send up to that poor sick Captain Bristow, letting him think it is all in the regular fare.

But I think it was fearfully sly of him never to tell us why he went so much to Malvern  only you must always put in a good word for everybody, Miss Dinah. I asked him one day what his attraction was, that he should be perpetually running over there, and he gravely answered me that he liked the Malvern air.

Just for a few days, Dr. Lewis seemed to get a little better. Mrs. Lewiss fascinations had returned to her, and she in a degree kept him alive. It might have been from goodness of heart, or it might have been that she did not like to neglect him before people just yet, but she was ever devising plans for his amusement  which of course included that of herself and of her daughters. Mr. Angerstyne had not been more lavish of money in coach hire than was Mrs. Lewis now. Carriages for the country and flys for the town  that was the order of the day. Anne was rarely invited to make one of the party: for her there never seemed room. What of that?  when by staying at home she had the society of Mr. Angerstyne.

Whilst they were driving everywhere, or taking their pleasure in the town, shopping and exhibiting their finery, of which they seemed to display a new stock perpetually, Anne was left at liberty to enjoy her dangerous happiness. Dangerous, if it should not come to anything: and he had not spoken yet. They would sit together over their German, Anne trying to beat it into him, and laughing with him at his mistakes. If she went out to walk, she presently found herself overtaken by Mr. Angerstyne: and they would linger in the mellow light of the soft autumn days, or in the early twilight. Whatever might come of it, there could be no question that for the time being she was living in the most intense happiness. And about a fortnight of this went on without interruption.

Then Dr. Lewis began to droop. One day when he was out he had another of those attacks in the carriage. It was very slight, Mrs. Lewis said when they got back again; he did not lose consciousness for more than three or four minutes. But he continued to be so weak and ill afterwards that a physician was called in  Dr. Malden. What he said was known only to the patient and his wife, for nobody else was admitted to the conference.

I want to go home, the doctor said to Anne the next morning, speaking in his usual querulous, faint tone, and as if his mind were half gone. Im sure I did not smell any paint the last time; it must have been her fancy. I want to go there to be quiet.

Well, papa, why dont you say so?

But its of no use saying so: she wont listen. I cant stand the racket here, child, and the perpetual driving out: the wheels of the carriages shake my head. And look at the expense! It frightens me.

Anne scarcely knew what to answer. She herself was powerless; and, so far as she believed, her father was; utterly so. Powerless in the hands of his new wife. Dr. Lewis glanced round the room as if to make sure there were no eavesdroppers, and went on in a whisper.

Im terrified, Anne. I am being ruined. All my ready-moneys gone; she has had it all; she made me draw it out of the bank. And there, in that drawer, are two rolls of bills; she brought them to me yesterday, and theres nothing to pay them with.

Annes heart fluttered. Was he only fancying these things in his decaying mind? Or, were they true?

September has now come in, papa, and your quarters dividends will soon be due, you know. Do not worry yourself.

They have been forestalled, he whispered. She owed a lot of things before her marriage, and the people would have sued me had I not paid them. I wish we were back in France, child! I wish we had never left it! And, but for one thing, Anne would have wished it, too.



One afternoon, when it was getting late, Anne went into High Street to buy some ribbon for her hair. Mrs. Lewis and her party had gone over to Croome, some one having given her an order to see the gardens there. Lakes house was as busy as it could be, some fresh inmates of consequence being expected that evening; Anne had been helping Miss Dinah, and it was only at the last minute she could run out. In coming back, the ribbon bought, close to the college gates she heard steps behind her, and found her arm touched. It was by Mr. Angerstyne. For the past two days  nearly three  he had been absent at Malvern. The sight of him was as if the sun had shone.

Oh!  is it you?  are you back again? she cried, with as much quiet indifference as she could put on.

I have just arrived. My aunt is better. And how are you, Anne?

Very well, thank you.

Need you go in yet? Let us take a short stroll. The afternoon is delightful.

He called it afternoon, but it was getting on fast for evening: and he turned in at the college gates as he spoke. So they wound round St. Michaels Churchyard and passed on to the Dark Alley, and so down the long flight of steps that leads from it, and on to the banks of the Severn.

How are you all going on at Lakes? he asked presently, breaking the silence.

Just as usual. To-day is a grand field-day, Anne added gaily: at least, this evening is to be one, and we are not to dine until seven oclock.

Seven? So much the better. But why?

Some people of importance are coming  

Mr. Angerstynes laugh interrupted her. She laughed also.

They are Miss Dinahs words: people of importance. They will arrive late, so the dinner-hour is put off.

Take care, Anne!

A horse, towing a barge, was overtaking them. Mr. Angerstyne drew Anne out of the way, and the dinner and the new guests were forgotten.

It was almost dusk when they returned. The figures on the college tower were darkened, as they came through the large boat-house gateway: the old elm-trees, filled with their cawing rooks, looked weird in the dim twilight. Mr. Angerstyne did not turn to the Dark Alley again, but went straight up to the Green. He was talking of his estate in Essex. It was a topic often chosen by him; and Anne seemed to know the place quite well by this time.

You would like the little stream that runs through the grounds, he was observing. It is not, of course, like the grand river we have just left, but it is pleasant to wander by, for it winds in and out in the most picturesque manner possible, and the banks are overshadowed by trees. Yes, Anne, you would like that.

Are you going through the cloisters?  is it not too late? she interrupted, quite at a loss for something to say; not caring to answer that she should like to wander by the stream.

For he was crossing towards the little south cloister door: though onwards through the Green would have been their more direct road.

Too late? No. Why should it be? You are not afraid of ghosts, are you?

Anne laughed. But, lest she should be afraid of ghosts, he put her hand within his arm as they passed through the dark narrow passage beyond the postern; and so they marched arm-in-arm through the cloisters.

To sit by that winding stream on a summers day listening to its murmurs, to the singing of the birds, the sweet sighing of the trees; or holding low converse with a cherished companion  yes, Anne, you would like that. It would just suit you, for you are of a silent and dreamy nature.

There might not be much actual meaning in the words if you sat down to analyze them: but, to the inexperienced mind of Anne, they sounded very like plain speaking. At any rate, she took them to be an earnest that she should sometime sit by that stream with him  his wife. The dusky cloisters seemed to have suddenly filled themselves with refulgent light; the gravestones over which she was passing felt soft as the mossy glades of fairyland: ay, even that mysterious stone that bears on it the one terrible word Miserrimus. Heaven was above her, and heaven beneath: there was no longer any prosaic earth for Anne Lewis.

Good-night to you, gentlefolks.

The salutation was from the cloister porter; who, coming into close the gates, met them as they were nearing the west door. Not another word had passed until now: Mr. Angerstyne had fallen into silence. Anne could not have spoken to gain the world.

Good-night to you, my man, he answered.

Lakes was in a bustle when they reached it. The luggage of the new people, who had just been shown to their chambers, was being taken in; the carriage containing Dr. and Mrs. Lewis was then just driving up. Anne felt alarmed as she caught sight of her father; he looked so very ill. Mr. Angerstyne, in his ready, kindly way, waited to help him down and give him his arm along the passage; he then ran up to his room, remarking that he had letters to write.

The people assembled for dinner in full fig, out of deference to the new-comers: who proved to be a Lady Knight, and a Mrs. and Miss Colter. Anne wore her pretty grey bridesmaids dress, and the ribbon, just bought, in her hair. At the very last moment, Mr. Angerstyne came down, his hands full of the letters he had been writing.

Why, are you here? exclaimed Lady Knight: who seemed to be a chatty, voluble woman. I am surprised.

Mr. Angerstyne, putting his letters on the side-table, until he could take them to the post, turned round at the address. A moments stare, half doubt, half astonishment, and he went forward to shake Lady Knights hand.

What brings you here? she asked.

I have been here some little time. Old Miss Gibson is at Malvern, so I cant go far away.

There was no opportunity for more: dinner was waiting. Mr. Angerstyne and Anne sat side by side that evening; Lady Knight was opposite. Miss Dinah presided as usual, her best yellow cap perched on the top of her curls.

During an interval of silence between the general bustle and rattle of the dinner, for the two girls who waited (after their own fashion) had both run away with the fish to bring in the meat, Lady Knight looked across the table to put a question to Mr. Angerstyne.

How is your wife?

The silence dropped to a dead stillness. He appeared not to hear.

How is your wife, Henry Angerstyne? Have you seen her lately?

He could not pretend to be deaf any longer, and answered with angry curtness:

No, I have not. She is all right, I suppose.

By the way the whole table stared, you might have thought a bombshell had fallen. Miss Dinah sat with her mouth open in sheer amazement, and then spoke involuntarily.

Are you really married, Mr. Angerstyne?

Of course he is married, said Lady Knight, answering Miss Dinah. All the world knows that. His wife is my cousin. I saw her at Lowestoft a few weeks ago, Henry. She was looking prettier than ever.

Ah, Mr. Angerstyne, how sly you were, not to tell us! cried Mrs. Lewis, playfully shaking her fan at him. You  Oh, goodness me!

A loud crash! Jenny the maid had dropped a hot vegetable dish on the floor, scattering the pieces and spilling the peas; and followed it up with a shriek and a scream. That took off the attention; and Mr. Angerstyne, coolly eating away at his bread, turned to make some passing remark to Anne.

But the words he would have said were left unspoken. No ghost ever seen, in cloisters or out of them, was whiter than she. Lips and fingers were alike trembling.

You should be more careful! he called to the maid in a tone of authority. Ladies dont care to be startled in this way. Just as though Anne had turned white from the noise of the broken dish!

Well, it had been a dreadful revelation for her. All the sunshine of this world seemed to have gone out for ever; to have left nothing behind it but a misty darkness. Rallying her pride and her courage, she went on with her dinner, as the others did. Her head was throbbing, her brain on fire; her mind had turned to chaos. She heard them making arrangements for a picnic-party to the woods at Croome on the morrow; not in the least understanding what was said or planned.

You did surprise us! observed Mrs. Lewis to Lady Knight, when they were in the drawing-room after dinner, and Mr. Angerstyne had gone out to post his letters. What could have been his motive for allowing us to think him a bachelor?

A dislike to mention her name, replied Lady Knight, candidly. That was it, I expect. He married her for her pretty face, and then found out what a goose she was. So they did not get on together. She goes her way, and he goes his; now and then they meet for a week or two, but it is not often.

What a very unsatisfactory state of things! cried Miss Dinah, handing round the cups of coffee herself for fear of another upset. Is it her fault or his?

Faults lie on both sides, said Lady Knight, who had an abrupt way of speaking, and was as poor as a church mouse. She has a fearfully affronting temper of her own; those women with dolls faces sometimes have; and he was not as forbearing as he might have been. Any way, that is the state of affairs between Mr. and Mrs. Angerstyne: and, apart from it, theres no scandal or reproach attaching to either of them.

Anne, sitting in a quiet corner, listened to all this mechanically. What mattered the details to her? the broad fact had been enough. The hum of conversation was going on all around; her father, looking somewhat the better for his dinner, was playing at backgammon with Tom Lake. She saw nothing, knew nothing, until Mr. Angerstyne dropped into the seat beside her.

Shall you join this expedition to Croome to-morrow, Anne?

Julia and Fanny were thumping over a duet, pedal down, and Anne barely caught the low-spoken words.

I do not know, she answered, after a brief pause. My head aches.



I dont much care about it myself; rather the opposite. I shall certainly not go if you dont.

Why! he was speaking to her just as though nothing had occurred! If anything could have added to her sense of shame and misery it was this. It sounded like an insult, arousing all the spirit she possessed; her whole nature rose in rebellion against his line of conduct.

Why have you been talking to me these many weeks as you have been talking, Mr. Angerstyne? she asked in her straightforward simplicity, turning her face to his.

There has been no harm in it, he answered.

Harm! she repeated, from her wrung heart. Perhaps not to you. There has been at least no good in it.

If you only knew what an interval of pleasantness it has been for me, Anne! Almost deluding me into forgetting my odious chains and fetters?

Would a gentleman have so amused himself, Mr. Angerstyne?

But she gave him no opportunity of reply. Rising from her seat, and drawing her slight form to its full height, she looked into his face steadily, knowing not perhaps how much of scorn and reproach her gaze betrayed, then crossed the room and sat down by her father. Once after that she caught his eye: caught the expression of sorrow, of repentance, of deep commiseration that shone in every line of his face  for she could not altogether hide the pain seated in her own. And later, amidst the bustle of the general good-nights, she found her hand pressed within his, and heard his whispered, contrite prayer  

Forgive me, Anne: forgive me!

She lay awake all night, resolving to be brave, to make no sign; praying Heaven to help her to bear the anguish of her sorely-stricken heart, not to let the blow quite kill her. It seemed to her that she must feel it henceforth during all her life.

And before the house was well up in the morning, a messenger arrived post-haste from Malvern to summon Mr. Angerstyne to his aunts dying bed. He told Miss Dinah, when he shook hands with her at parting, that she might as well send his traps after him, if she would be so kind, as he thought he might not be able to return to Worcester again.

And that was the ending of Anne Lewiss love. Not a very uncommon ending, people say. But she had been hardly dealt by.





Part the Third.

The blinds of a house closely drawn, the snow drifting against the windows outside, and somebody lying dead upstairs, cannot be called a lively state of things. Mrs. Lewis and her daughters, Julia and Fanny Podd, sitting over the fire in the darkened dining-room at Maythorn Bank, were finding it just the contrary.

When Dr. Lewis, growing worse and worse during their sojourn at Lakes boarding-house at Worcester the previous autumn, had one day plucked up courage to open his mind to his physician, telling him that he was pining for the quiet of his own little cottage home, and that the stir and racket at Lakes was more than he could bear, Dr. Malden peremptorily told Mrs. Lewis that he must have his wish, and go. So she had to give in, and prepared to take him; though it went frightfully against the grain. That was in September, three months back; he had been getting weaker and more imbecile ever since, and now, just as Christmas was turned, he had sunk quietly away to his rest.

Anne, his loving, gentle daughter, had been his constant companion and attendant. He had not been so ill as to lie in bed, but a great deal had to be done for him, especially in the matter of amusing what poor remnant of mind was left. She read to him, she talked to him, she wrapped great-coats about him, and took him out to walk on sunshiny days in the open walk by the laurels. It was well for Anne that she was thus incessantly occupied, for it diverted her mind from the misery left there by the unwarrantable conduct of Mr. Angerstyne. When a girls lover proves faithless, to dwell upon him and lament him brings to her a sort of painful pleasure: but that negative indulgence was denied to Anne Lewis: Henry Angerstyne was the husband of another, and she might not, willingly, keep him in her thoughts. To forget him, as she strove to do, was a hard and bitter task: but the indignation she felt at the mans deceit and cruel conduct was materially helping her. Once, since, she had seen his name in the Times: it was amongst the list of visitors staying at some noblemans country-house. Henry Angerstyne. And the thrill that passed through her veins as the name caught her eye, the sudden stopping and then rushing violently onwards of her lifes blood, convinced her how little she had forgotten him.

But I shall forget him in time, she said to herself, pressing her hand upon her wildly-beating heart. In time, God helping me.

And from that moment she redoubled her care and thought for her father; and he died blessing her and her love for him.

Anne felt the loss keenly; though perhaps not quite so much so as she would have felt it had her later life been less full of suffering. It seemed to be but the last drop added to her cup of bitterness. She knew that to himself death was a release: he had ceased to find pleasure in life. And now she was left amidst strangers, or worse than strangers; she seemed not to have a friend to turn to in the wide world.

Dr. Lewis had died on Monday morning. This was Tuesday. Mrs. Lewis had been seeing people to-day and yesterday, giving her orders; but never once consulting Anne, or paying her the compliment to say, Would you like it to be this way, or that?

How on earth any human being could have pitched upon this wretched out-of-the-world place, Crabb, to settle down in, puzzles me completely, suddenly exclaimed Mrs. Lewis, bending forward to stir the fire.

He must have been a lunatic, acquiesced Julia, irreverently alluding to the poor man who was lying in the room above.

Not a decent shop in the place! Not a dressmaker who can cut out a properly-fitting skirt! Be quiet, Fanny: you need not dance.

One does not know what to do, grumbled Fanny, ceasing to shuffle, and returning to her seat. But I should like to know, mamma, about our mourning.

I think I shall go to Worcester to-day and order it, spoke up Mrs. Lewis, briskly, after a pause. Necessity has no law; and we cannot get proper things unless I do. Yes, we will go: I dont mind the weather. Julia, ring the bell.

Anne  poor Anne  came in to answer the bell. She had no choice: Sally was out on an errand.

Just see that we have a tray in with the cold meat, Anne, at half-past twelve. We must go to Worcester about the mourning  

To Worcester! involuntarily interrupted Anne, in her surprise.

Theres no help for it, though of course its not the thing I would choose to do, said Mrs. Lewis, coldly. One cannot provide proper things here: bonnets especially. I will get you a bonnet at the same time. And we must have a bit of something, hot and nice, for tea, when we come home.

Very well, sighed Anne.

In the afternoon, Anne sat in the same room alone, busy over some black work, on which her tears dropped slowly. When it was growing dusk, Mr. Coney and the young Rector of Timberdale came in together. Herbert Tanerton did not forget that his late stepfather and Dr. Lewis were half-brothers. Anne brushed away the signs of her tears, laid down her work, and stirred the fire into a blaze.

Now, my lass, said the farmer, in his plain, homely way, but he always meant kindly, Ive just heard that that stepmother of yours went off to Worcester to-day with those two dandified girls of hers, and so I thought Id drop in while the coast was clear. I confess I dont like her: and I say that somebody ought to look a bit to you and your interests.

And I, coming over upon much the same errand, met Mr. Coney at the gate, added Herbert Tanerton, with a smile as near geniality as he ever gave. I wish to express my deep regret for your loss, Miss Lewis, and to assure you of my true sympathy. You will think my visit a late one, but I had a  a service this afternoon. He would not say a funeral.

You are both very, very kind, said Anne, her eyes again filling, and I thank you for thinking of me. I feel isolated from all: this place at best is strange to me after my lifes home in France. It seems that I have not a friend in the world.

Yes, you have, said the farmer; and if my wife had not been staying with our sick daughter at Worcester, shed have been in to tell you the same. My dear, you are just going, please, to make a friend of me. And you wont think two or three questions, that I should like to put, impertinent, will you?

That I certainly will not, said Anne.

Well, now, to begin with: Did your father make a will?

Oh yes. I hold it.

And do you chance to know how the property is left?

To me. No name but my own is mentioned in it.

Then youll be all right, said Mr. Coney. I feared he might have been leaving somebody else some. You will have about two hundred and fifty pounds a-year; and thats enough for a young girl. When your father first came over, he spoke to me of his income and his means.

I  I fear the income will be somewhat diminished from what it was, hesitated Anne, turning red at having to confess so much, because it would tell against her stepmother. My father has had to sell out a good deal lately, to entrench upon his capital. I think the trouble it gave him hastened his end.

Sell out for what? asked old Coney.

For bills, and  and debts, that came upon him.

Her bills? Her debts?

Anne did not expressly answer, but old Coney caught up the truth, and nodded his head in wrath. He as good as knew it before.

Well, child, I suppose you may reckon, at the worst, on a clear two hundred a-year, and you can live on that. Not keep house, perhaps; and it would be very lonely for you also. You will have to take up your abode with some pleasant family: many a one would be glad to have you.

I should like to go back to France, sighed Anne, recalling the misery that England had brought her: first in her new stepmother, then in Mr. Angerstyne, and now in her fathers death. I have many dear friends in France who will take every care of me.

Well, I dont know, cried old Coney, with a blank look. France may be very well for some people; but Id almost as lieve go to the gallows as there. Dont you like England?

I should like it well, if I  if I could be happy in it, she answered, turning red again at the thought of him who had marred her happiness. But, you see, I have no ties here.

You must make ties, my lass.

How much of the income ought I to pay over yearly to Mrs. Lewis, do you think? she questioned. Half of it?

Half! No! burst forth old Coney, coughing down a strong word which had nearly slipped out. You will give her none. None. A pretty idea of justice you must have, Anne Lewis.

But it would be fair to give it her, argued Anne. My father married her.

Oh, did he, though! She married him. I know. Other folks know. You will give her none, my dear, and allow her none. She is a hard, scheming, deceitful brickbat of a woman. What made her lay hold of your poor weakened father, and play off upon him her wiles and her guiles, and marry him, right or wrong? ran on old Coney, getting purple enough for apoplexy. She did it for a home; she did it that she might get her back debts paid; thats what. She has had her swing as long as his poor life lasted, and put you down as if you were a changeling; we have all seen that. Now that her short days over, she must go back again to her own ways and means. Ask the parson there what he thinks.

The parson, in his cold sententious way, that was so much more suited to an old bishop than a young rector, avowed that he thought with Mr. Coney. He could not see that Mrs. Lewiss few months of marriage entitled her (all attendant circumstances being taken into consideration) to deprive Miss Lewis of any portion of her patrimony.

You are sure you have got the will all tight and safe? resumed Mr. Coney. I wouldnt answer for her not stealing it. Ah, you may laugh, young lassie, but I dont like that woman. Miss Dinah Lake was talking to me a bit the other day; she dont like her, either.

Anne was smiling at his vehement partisanship. She rose, unlocked a desk that stood on the side-table, and brought out a parchment, folded and sealed. It was subscribed, Will of Thomas Lewis, M.D.

Here it is, she said. Papa had it drawn up by an English lawyer just before we left France. He gave it to me, as he was apt to mislay things himself, charging me to keep it safely.

And mind you do keep it safely, enjoined old Coney. It wont be opened, I suppose, till after the funerals over.



But wait a minute, interposed the clergyman. Does not marriage  a subsequent marriage  render a will invalid?

Bless my heart, no: much justice thered be in that! retorted old Coney, who knew about as much of law as he did of the moon. And Mr. Tanerton said no more; he was not certain; and supposed the older and more experienced man might be right.

Anne sighed as she locked up the will again. She was both just and generous; and she knew she should be sure to hand over to Mrs. Lewis the half of whatever income it might give her.

Well, my girl, said the farmer, as they prepared to leave, if you want me, or anything I can do, you just send Sally over, and Ill be here in a jiffy.

It is to be at Timberdale, I conclude? whispered Herbert Tanerton, as he shook hands. Anne knew that he alluded to the funeral; and the colour came up in her face as she answered  

I dont know. My father wished it; he said he wished to lie beside his brother. But Mrs. Lewis  here they come, I think.

They came in with snowy bonnets and red noses, stamping the slush off their shoes. It was a good walk from the station. Mrs. Lewis had expected to get a fly there; one was generally in waiting: but some one jumped out of the train before she did, and secured it. It made her feel cross and look cross.

Such a wretched trapes! she was beginning in a vinegar tone; but at sight of the gentlemen her face and voice smoothed down to oil. She begged them to resume their seats; but they said they were already going.

We were just asking about the funeral, the farmer stayed to say. It is to be at Timberdale?

Up went Mrs. Lewiss handkerchief to her eyes. Dear Mr. Coney, I think not. Crabb will be better.

But he wished to lie at Timberdale.

Crabb will be so much cheaper  and less trouble, returned the widow, with a sob. It is as well to avoid useless expense.

Cheaper! cried old Coney, his face purple again with passion, so much did he dislike her and her ways. Not cheaper at all. Dearer. Dearer, maam. Must have a hearse and coach any way: and Herbert Tanerton here wont charge fees if its done at Timberdale.

Oh, just as you please, my dear sir. And if he wished it, poor dear! Yes, yes; Timberdale of course. Anywhere.

They got out before she had dried her eyes  or pretended at it. Julia and Fanny then fetched in some bandboxes which had been waiting in the passage. Mrs. Lewis forgot her tears, and put back her cloak.

Which is Annes? she asked. Oh, this one  beginning to undo one of the boxes. My own will be sent to-morrow night. I bought yours quite plain, Anne.



Very plain indeed was the bonnet she handed out. Plain and common, and made of the cheapest materials; one that a lady would not like to put upon her head. Julia and Fanny were trying theirs on at the chimney-glass. Gay bonnets, theirs glistening with jet beads and black flowers. The bill lay open on the table, and Anne read the cost: her own, twelve shillings; the other two, thirty-three shillings each. Mrs. Lewis made a grab at the bill, and crushed it into her pocket.

I knew you would prefer it plain, said she. For real mourning it is always a mistake to have things too costly.

True, acquiesced Anne; but yet  I think they should be good.

It seemed to her that to wear this bonnet would be very like disrespect to the dead. She silently determined to buy a better as soon as she had the opportunity of doing so.



Of all days, for weather, the one of the funeral was about the worst. Sleet, snow, rain, and wind. The Squire had a touch of lumbago; he could not face it; and old Coney came bustling in to say that I was to attend in his place. Anne wanted Johnny Ludlow to go all along, he added; her father had liked him; only there was no room before in the coach.

Yes, yes, cried the Squire, Johnny, of course. He is not afraid of lumbago. Make haste and get into your black things, lad.

Well, it was shivery, as we rolled along in the creaky old mourning-coach, behind the hearse: Mr. Coney and the Podds lawyer-cousin from Birmingham on one side; I and Cole, the doctor, opposite. The sleet pattered against the windows, the wind whistled in our ears. The lawyer kept saying eugh, and shaking his shoulders, telling us he had a cold in his head; and looked just as stern as he had at the wedding.

All was soon over: Herbert Tanerton did not read slowly to-day: and we got back to Maythorn Bank. Cole had left us: he stopped the coach en route, and cut across a field to see a patient: but Mr. Coney drew me into the house with him after the lawyer.

We will go in, Johnny, he whispered. The poor girl has no relation or friend to back her up, and I shall stay with her while the wills read.

Mrs. Lewis, in a new widows cap as big as a house, and the two girls in shining jet chains, were sitting in state. Anne came in the next minute, her face pale, her eyes red. We all sat down; and for a short time looked at one another in silence, like so many mutes.

Any will to be read? I am told there is one, spoke the lawyer  who had, as Fanny Podd whispered to me, a wife at home as sour as himself. If so, it had better be produced: I have to catch a train.

Yes, there is a will, answered old Coney, glad to find that Anne, as he assumed, had mentioned the fact. Miss Lewis holds the will. Will you get it, my dear?

Anne unlocked the desk on the side-table, and put the will into Mr. Coneys hand. Without saying with your leave or by your leave, he broke the seals, and clapped on his spectacles.

Whats that? Mrs. Lewis asked old Coney, from her seat on the sofa.

Dr. Lewiss will, maam. Made in France, I believe: was it not, Miss Anne?

My dear, sweet creature, it is so much waste paper, spoke Mrs. Lewis, smiling sweetly upon Anne. My deeply lamented husbands last will and testament was made long since he left France.

Pulling up the sofa-cushion at her elbow, she produced another will, and asked the lawyer if he would be good enough to unseal and read it. It had been made, as the date proved, at Cheltenham, the day after she and Dr. Lewis were married; and it left every earthly thing he possessed to his dear wife, Louisa Jane Lewis.

Old Coneys face was a picture. He stared alternately at the will in his hands, at the one just read by the lawyer. Anne stood meekly by his side; looking as if she did not understand matters.

That cant stand good! spoke the farmer, in his honest indignation. The money cant go to you, maam  turning his burly form about to face Mrs. Lewis, and treading on my toes as he did it. The money is this young ladys; part of it comes from her own mother: it cant be yours. Thomas Lewis must have signed the will in his sleep.

Does a daughter inherit before a wife, dear sir? cried Mrs. Lewis, in a voice soft as butter. It is the most just will my revered husband could have made. I need the money: I cannot keep on the house without it. Anne does not need it: she has no house to keep.

Look here, says old Coney, buttoning his coat and looking fiercely at the company. Its not my wish to be rude to-day, remembering what place we came straight here from; but if you dont want to be put down as  as schemers, you will not lose an hour in making over the half of that income to Anne Lewis. It is what she proposed to do by you, madam, when she thought all was left to her, he added, brushing past Mrs. Lewis. Come along, Johnny.



The time went on. Mrs. Lewis kept all the money. She gave notice to leave the house at Midsummer: but she had it on her hands until then, and told people she should die of its dulness. So far as could be known, she had little, if any, income, except that which she inherited from Dr. Lewis.

Annes days did not pass in clover. Treated as of no moment, she was made fully to understand that she was only tolerated in what was once her own home; and she had to make herself useful in it from morning till night, just like a servant. Remembering what had been, and what was, Anne felt heart-broken, submitting patiently and unresistingly to every trial; but a reaction set in, and her spirit grew rebellious.

Is there any remedy, I wonder? she asked herself one night in her little chamber, when preparing for bed, and the day had been a particularly trying day. She had ventured to ask for a few shillings for some purpose or other, and was told she could not have them: being Easter-Monday, Sally had had a holiday, and she had been kept at work like a slave in the girls place: Herbert Tanerton and his wife had come to invite her for a day or two to Timberdale, and a denial was returned to them without herself being consulted, or even allowed to see them. Yes, it had been a trying day. And in France Easter had always been kept as a fête.

Is there not a remedy? she debated, as she slowly undressed. I have no home but this; but  could I not find one?

She knew that she had no means of living, except by her own exertions; she had not even a rag to wear or a coin to spend, except what should come to her by Mrs. Lewiss bounty. And, whether that lady possessed bounty or not, she seemed never to possess ready-money. It appeared to Anne that she had been hardly dealt by in more ways than one; that the world was full of nothing but injustice and trouble.

And I fancy, added Anne, thinking out her thoughts, that they will be glad to get rid of me; that they want me gone. So I dare say there will be no objection made here.

With morning light, she was up and busy. It fell to her lot to prepare the breakfast: and she must not keep the ladies waiting for it one minute. This morning, however, she had to keep them waiting; but not through any fault of hers.

They grew impatient. Five minutes past nine: ten minutes past nine: what did Anne mean? Julia and Fanny were not much better dressed than when they got out of bed; old jackets on, rough and rumpled hair stuck up with hair-pins. In that respect they presented a marked contrast to Anne, who was ever trim and nice.

Im sure she must be growing the coffee-berries! cried Fanny, as she flung the door open. Is that breakfast coming to-day, or to-morrow?

In two minutes, called back Anne.

Oh, what a dreary life it is out here! groaned Mrs. Lewis. Girls, I think we will go over to Worcester to-day, and arrange to stay a week at Lakes. And then you can go to the subscription ball at the Town Hall, that you are so wild over.



Oh, do, do! cried Julia, all animation now. If I dont go to that ball, I shall die.

I shall run away, if we dont; I have said all along I would not miss the Easter ball, spoke Fanny. Mamma, I cannot think why you dont shut this miserable house up!

Will you find the rent for another? coolly asked Mrs Lewis. What can that girl be at with the coffee?

It came in at last; and Anne was abused for her laziness. When she could get a word in, she explained that Sally had had an accident with the tea-kettle, and fresh water had to be boiled.

More indignation: Julias egg turned out to be bad. What business had Anne to boil bad eggs? Anne, saying nothing, took it away, boiled another and brought it in. Then Mrs. Lewis fancied she could eat a thin bit of toasted bacon; and Anne must go and do it at the end of a fork. Altogether the breakfast was nearly at an end before she could sit down and eat her own bread-and-butter.

I have been thinking, she began, in a hesitating tone, to Mrs. Lewis, that I should like to go out. If you have no objection.

Go out where?

Into some situation.

Mrs. Lewis, in the act of conveying a piece of bacon to her mouth, held it suspended in mid-air, and stared at Anne in amazement.

Into what?

A situation in some gentlemans family. I have no prospect before me; no home; I must earn my own living.

The girls daft! cried Mrs. Lewis, resuming her breakfast. No home! Why, you have a home here; your proper home. Was it not your fathers?

Yes. But it is not mine.

It is yours; and your days in it are spent usefully. What more can you want? Now, Anne, hold your tongue, and dont talk nonsense. If you have finished your breakfast you can begin to take the things away.

Mamma, why dont you let her go? whispered Fanny, as Anne went out with some plates.

Because she is useful to me, said Mrs. Lewis. Who else is there to see to our comforts? We should be badly off with that incapable Sally. And who would do all the needlework? recollect how much she gets through. No, as long as we are here, Anne must stay with us. Besides, the neighbourhood would have its say finely if we let her turn out. People talk, as it is, about the will, and are not so friendly as they might be. As if they would like me to fly in the face of my dear departed husbands wishes, and tacitly reproach his judgment!

But Anne did not give up. When she had taken all the things away and folded up the table-cloth, she came in again and spoke.



I hope you will not oppose me in this, Mrs. Lewis. I should like to take a situation.

And, pray, what situation do you suppose you could take? ironically asked Mrs. Lewis. You are not fitted to fill one in a gentlemans family.

Unless it be as cook, put in Julia.

Or seamstress, said Fanny. By the way, I want some more cuffs made, Anne.

I should like to try for a situation, notwithstanding my deficiencies. I could do something or other.

There, thats enough: must I tell you again not to talk nonsense? retorted Mrs. Lewis. And now you must come upstairs and see to my things, and to Julias and Fannys. We are going to Worcester by the half-past eleven train  and you may expect us home to tea when you see us.

They went off. As soon as their backs were turned, Anne came running into our house, finding me and Mrs. Todhetley at the piano. It was pleasant Easter weather, though March was not out: the Squire and Tod had gone to Dyke Manor on some business, and would not be home till late. Anne told all her doubts and difficulties to the mater, and asked her advice, as to whether there would be anything wrong in her seeking for a situation.

No, my dear, said the mother, it would be right, instead of wrong. If  

If people treated me as they treat you, Anne, I wouldnt stay with them a day, said I, hotly. I dont like toads.

Oh, Johnny! cried Mrs. Todhetley. Never call names, dear. No obligation whatever, Anne, lies on you to remain in that home; and I think you would do well to leave it. You shall stay and dine with me and Johnny at one oclock, Anne; and we will talk it over.

I wish I could stay, said poor Anne; I hardly knew how to spare these few minutes to run here. Mrs. Lewis has left me a gown to unpick and turn, and I must hasten to begin it.

So would I begin it! I cried, going out with her as far as the gate. And I should like to know who is a toad, if shes not.

Dont you think I might be a nursery governess, Johnny? she asked me, turning round after going through the gate. I might teach French, and English, and German: and I am very fond of little children. The difficulty will be to get an introduction. I have thought of one person who might give it me  if I could only dare to ask him.

Whos that?

Sir Robert Tenby. He is of the great world, and must know every one in it. And he has always shown himself so very sociable and kind. Do you think I might venture to apply to him?

Why not? He could not eat you for it.



She ran on, and I ran back. But, all that day, sitting over her work, Anne was in a state of doubt, not able to make up her mind. It was impossible to know how Sir Robert Tenby might take it.

I have made you a drop of coffee and a bit of hot toast and butter, Miss Anne, said Sally, coming in with a small tray. Buttered it well. Shes not here to see it.

Anne laughed, and thanked her; Mrs. Lewis had left them only cold bacon for dinner, and ordered them to wait tea until her return. But before the refreshment was well disposed of, she and the girls came in.

How soon you are back! involuntarily cried Anne, hoping Mrs. Lewis would not smell the coffee. And how are they all at Lakes?

Mrs. Lewis answered by giving a snappish word to Lakes, and ordered Anne to get tea ready. Fanny whispered the information that they were going to Worcester on the morrow to stay over the Easter ball; but not to Lakes. Anne wondered at that.

Upon arriving at Lakes that morning, Miss Dinah had received them very coolly; and was, as Mrs. Lewis remarked afterwards, barely civil. The fact was, Miss Dinah, being just-minded, took up Annes cause rather warmly; and did not scruple to think that the beguiling poor weak-minded Dr. Lewis out of the will he made, was just a piece of iniquity, and nothing less. Perceiving Miss Dinahs crusty manner, Mrs. Lewis inquired after Mrs. Lake. Wheres Emma? she asked.

Very much occupied to-day. Can I do anything for you?

We are thinking of coming to you to-morrow for a week, Dinah; I and my two girls. They are wild to go to the Easter ball. Which rooms can you give us?

Not any rooms, spoke Miss Dinah, decisively. We cannot take you in.

Not take me in! When the servant opened the door to us she said the house was not full. I put the question to her.

But we are expecting it to be full, said Miss Dinah, curtly. The Beales generally come over to the ball; and we must keep rooms for them.

You dont know that they are coming, I expect. And in a boarding-house the rule holds good, First come, first served.

A boarding-house holds its own rules, and is not guided by other peoples. Very sorry: but we cannot make room this time for you and your daughters.

Ill soon see that, retorted Mrs. Lewis, getting hot. Wheres Emma Lake? I am her cousin, and shall insist on being taken in.

She cant take you in without my consent. And she wont: thats more. Look here, Mrs. Podd  I beg your pardon  the new name does not always come pat to me. When you were staying here before, and kept us so long out of our money, it put us to more inconvenience than you had any idea of. We  



You were paid at last.

Yes, said Miss Dinah; with poor Dr. Lewiss money, I expect. We made our minds up then, Mrs. Lewis, not to take you again. At least, I did; and Mrs. Lake agreed with me.

You will not have to wait again: I have money in my pocket now. And the girls must go to the ball on Thursday.

If your pockets are all full of money, it can make no difference to me. Im sorry to say I cannot take you in, Mrs. Lewis: and now I have said all I mean to say.

Mrs. Lewis went about the house, looking for Mrs. Lake, and did not find her. She, not as strong-minded as Miss Dinah, had bolted herself into the best bedroom, just then unoccupied. So Mrs. Lewis, not to be baffled as to the ball, went out to look for other lodgings, and found them in Foregate Street.

But we shall be home on Saturday, she said to Anne, as they were starting this second time for Worcester, on the Wednesday morning, the finery for the ball behind them in two huge trunks. I have to pay a great deal for the rooms, and cant afford to stay longer than that. And mind that you and Sally get the house in order whilst we are away; its a beautiful opportunity to clean it thoroughly down: and get on as quickly as you can with the needlework.



Why, my dear young lassie, I am not able to help you in such a thing as this. You had better see the master himself.

Anne had lost no time. Leaving Sally to the cleaning, she dressed and walked over on the Wednesday afternoon to Bellwood, Sir Robert Tenbys seat. She explained her business to Mrs. Macbean, the old family housekeeper, and asked whether she could help her into any good family.

Nae, nae, child. I live down here all my days, and I know nothing of the gentlefolks in the great world. The master knows them all.

I did think once of asking if I might see Sir Robert; but my courage fails me now, said Anne.

And why should it? returned the old lady. If theres one man more ready than another to do a kindness, or more sociable to speak with, its Sir Robert Tenby. He takes after his mother for that, my late dear lady; not after his father. Sir George was a bit proud. Ill go and tell Sir Robert what you want.

Sir Robert was in his favourite room; a small one, with a bright fire in it, its purple chairs and curtains bordered with gold. It was bright altogether, Anne thought as she entered: for he said he would see her. The windows looked out on a green velvet lawn, with beds of early flowers, and thence to the park; and, beyond all, to the chain of the Malvern Hills, rising against the blue sky. The baronet sat near one of the windows, some books on a small table at his elbow. He came forward to shake hands with Anne, and gave her a chair opposite his own. And, what with his good homely face and its smile of welcome, and his sociable, unpretending words, Anne felt at home at once.

In her own quiet way, so essentially that of a lady in its unaffected truth, she told him what she wanted: to find a home in some good family, who would be kind to her in return for her services, and pay her as much as would serve to buy her gowns and bonnets. Sir Robert Tenby, no stranger to the gossip rife in the neighbourhood, had heard of the unjust will, and of Annes treatment by the new wife.

It is, I imagine, impossible for a young lady to get into a good family without an introduction, said Anne. And I thought  perhaps  you might speak for me, sir: you do know a little of me. I have no one else to recommend me.

He did not answer for the moment: he sat looking at her. Anne blushed, and went on, hoping she was not offending him.

No one else, I mean, who possesses your influence, and mixes habitually with the great world. I should not care to take service in an inferior family: my poor father would not have liked it.

Take service, said he, repeating the word. It is as governess that you wish to go out?

As nursery governess, I thought. I may not aspire to any better position, for I know nothing of accomplishments. But little children need to be taught French and German; I could do that.

You speak French well, of course?

As a native. German also. And I think I speak good English, and could teach it. And oh, sir, if you did chance to know of any family who would engage me, I should be so grateful to you.

French, English, and German, said he, smiling. Well, I cant tell what the great world, as you put it, may call accomplishments; but I think those three enough for anybody.

Anne smiled too. They are only languages, Sir Robert. They are not music and drawing. Had my dear mamma suspected I should have to earn my own living, she would have had me educated for it.

I think it is a very hard thing that you should have to earn it, spoke Sir Robert.

Anne glanced up through her wet eye-lashes: reminiscences of her mother always brought tears. Theres no help for it, sir; I have not a shilling in the world.

And no home but one that you are ill-treated in  made to do the work of a servant? Is it not so?

Anne coloured painfully. How did he know this? Generous to Mrs. Lewis in spite of all, she did not care to speak of it herself.

And if people did not think me clever enough to teach, sir, she went on, passing over his question, I might perhaps go out to be useful in other ways. I can make French cakes and show a cook how to make French dishes; and I can read aloud well, and do all kinds of needlework. Some old lady, who has no children of her own, might be glad to have me.

I think many an old lady would, said he. The remark put her in spirits. She grew animated.

Oh, do you! I am so glad. If you should know of one, sir, would you please to tell her of me?

Sir Robert nodded, and Anne rose to leave. He rose also.

If I could be so fortunate as to get into such a home as this, with some kind old lady for my friend and mistress, I should be quite happy, she said, in the simplicity of her heart. How pleasant this room is! and how beautiful it is outside!  pausing to look at the early flowers, as she passed the window.

Do you know Bellwood? Were you ever here before?

No, sir, never.

Sir Robert put on his hat and went out with her, showing her some pretty spots about the grounds. Anne was enchanted, especially with the rocks and the cascades. Versailles, she thought, could not be better than Bellwood.

And when you hear of anything, sir, you will please to let me know? she said, in parting.

Yes. You had better come again soon. This is Wednesday: suppose you call on Friday. Will you?

Oh, I shall be only too glad. I will be sure to come. Good-bye, Sir Robert: and thank you very, very much.

She went home with a light heart: she had not felt so happy since her father died.

How good he is! how kind! a true gentleman, she thought. And what a good thing he fixed Friday instead of Saturday, for on Saturday they will be at home. But it is hardly possible that he will have heard of any place by that time, unless he has one in his eye.

It was Friday afternoon before Anne could get to Bellwood, and rather late, also. She asked, as before, for Mrs. Macbean, not liking to ask direct for Sir Robert Tenby. Sir Robert was out, but was expected in every minute, and Anne waited in Mrs. Macbeans parlour.

Do you think he has heard of anything for me? was one of the first questions she put.

Eh, my dear, and how should I know? was the old ladys reply. He does not tell me of his affairs. Not but what he talks to me a good deal, and always like a friend: he does not forget that my late leddy, his mother, made more of a friend of me than a servant. Manys the half-hour he keeps me talking in his parlour; and always bids me take the easiest seat there. I wish he would marry!



Do you? replied Anne, mechanically: for she was thinking more of her own concerns than Sir Roberts.

Why, yes, that I do. Its a lonely life for him at best, the one he leads. Ive not scrupled to tell him, times and oft, that he ought to bring a mistress home  Eh, but there he is! Thats his step.

As before, Anne went into the pretty room that Sir Robert, when alone, mostly sat in. Three or four opened letters lay upon the table, and she wondered whether they related to her.

No, I have as yet no news for you, he said, smiling at her eager face, and keeping her hand in his while he spoke. You will have to come again for it. Sit down.

But if  if you have nothing to tell me to-day, I had better not take up your time, said Anne, not liking to appear intrusive.

My time! If you knew how slowly time some days seems to pass for me, you would have no scruple about taking it up. Sit here. This is a pleasant seat.

With her eyes fixed on the outer landscape, Anne sat on and listened to him. He talked of various things, and she felt as much at her ease (as she told me that same evening) as though she had been talking with me. Afterwards she felt half afraid she had been too open, for she told him all about her childhoods home in France and her dear mother. It was growing dusk when she got up to go.

Will you come again on Monday afternoon? he asked. I shall be out in the morning.

If I can, sir. Oh yes, if I can. But Mrs. Lewis, who will be at home then, does not want me to take a situation at all, and she may not let me come out.

I should come without telling her, smiled Sir Robert. Not want you to leave home, eh? Would you like to stay there to make the puddings? Ay, I understand. Well, I shall expect you on Monday. There may be some news, you know.

And, somehow, Anne took up the notion that there would be news, his tone sounded so hopeful. All the way home her feet seemed to tread on air.

On the Sunday evening, when they were all sitting together at Maythorn Bank, and Anne had no particular duty on hand, she took courage to tell of what she had done, and that Sir Robert Tenby was so good as to interest himself for her. Mrs. Lewis was indignant; the young ladies were pleasantly satirical.

As nursery governess: you! mocked Miss Julia. What shall you teach your pupils? To play at cats cradle?

Why, you know, Anne, you are not fit for a governess, said Fanny. It would be quite  quite wicked of you to make believe to be one. You never learnt a note of music. You cant draw. You cant paint.



You had better go to school yourself, first, snapped Mrs. Lewis. I will not allow you to take such a step: so put all thought of it out of your head.

Anne leaned her aching brow upon her hand in perplexity. Was she so unfit? Would it be wicked? She determined to put the case fully before her kind friend, Sir Robert Tenby, and ask his opinion.

Providing that she could get to Sir Roberts. Ask leave to go, she dare not; for she knew the answer would be a point-blank refusal.

But fortune favoured her. Between three and four oclock on Monday afternoon, Mrs. Lewis and her daughters dressed themselves and sailed away to call on some people at South Crabb; which lay in just the contrary direction to Bellwood. They left Anne a heap of sewing to do: but she left the sewing and went out on her own score. I met her near the Ravine. She told me what she had done, and looked bright and flushed over it.

Mrs. Lewis is one cat, and they are two other cats, Anne. Tod says so. Good-bye. Good luck to you!

Eh, my dear, and I was beginning to think you didna mean to come, was Mrs. Macbeans salutation. But Sir Robert is nae back yet, he has been out on horseback since the morning; and he said you were to wait for him. So just take your bonnet off, and you shall have a cup of tea with me!

Nothing loth, Anne took off her outdoor things. They will be home before I am, and find me gone out, she reflected; but they cant quite kill me for it. The old lady rang her bell for tea, and thought what a nice and pretty young gentlewoman Anne looked in her plain black dress with its white frilling, and the handsome jet necklace that had been her mothers.

But before the tea could be made, Sir Robert Tenbys horse trotted up, and they heard him go to his sitting-room. Mrs. Macbean took Anne into his presence, saying at the same time that she had been about to give the young lady a cup of tea.

I should like some tea, too, said Sir Robert; Miss Lewis can take it with me. Send it in.

It came in upon a waiter, and was placed upon the table. Anne, at his request, put sugar and cream into his cup, handed it to him, and then took her own. He was looking very thoughtful; she seemed to fancy he had no good news for her, as he did not speak of it; and her heart went down, down. In a very timid tone, she told him of the depreciating opinion held of her talents at home, and begged him to say what he thought, for she should not like to be guilty of undertaking any duty she was not fully competent to fulfil.

Will you take some more tea? was all Sir Robert said in answer.

No, thank you, sir.

Another biscuit? No? We will send the tray away then.



Ringing the bell, a servant came in and removed the things. Sir Robert, standing at the window, and looking down at Anne as she sat, began to speak.

I think there might be more difficulty in getting you a situation as governess than we thought for; one that would be quite suited to you, at least. Perhaps another kind of situation would do better for you.

Her whole face, turned up to him with its gaze of expectancy, changed to sadness; the light in her eyes died away. It seemed so like the knell of all her hopes. Sir Robert only smiled.

If you could bring yourself to take it  and to like it, he continued.

But what situation is it, sir?

That of my wife. That of Lady of Bellwood.

Just for a moment or two she simply stared at him. When his meaning reached her comprehension, her face turned red and white with emotion. Sir Robert took her hand and spoke more fully. He had learnt to like her very very much, to esteem her, and wished her to be his wife.

I am aware that there is a good deal of difference in our ages, my dear; more than twenty years, he went on, while she sat in silence. But I think you might find happiness with me; I will do my very best to insure it. Better be my wife than a nursery governess. What do you say?

Oh, sir, I do not know what to say, she answered, trembling a little. It is so unexpected  and a great honour  and  and I am overwhelmed.

Could you like me? he gently asked.

I do like you, sir; very much. But this  this would be different. Perhaps you would let me take until to-morrow to think about it?

Of course I will. Bring me your answer then. Bring it yourself, whatever it may be.

I will, sir. And I thank you very greatly.

All night long Anne Lewis lay awake. Should she take this good man for her husband, or should she not? She did like him very much: and what a position it would be for her; and how sheltered she would be henceforth from the frowns of the world! Anne might never have hesitated, but for the remains of her love for Mr. Angerstyne. That was passing away from her heart day by day, as she knew; it would soon have passed entirely. She could never feel that same love again; it was over and done with for ever; but there was surely no reason why she should sacrifice all her future to its remembrance. Yes: she would accept Sir Robert Tenby: and would, by the help of Heaven, make him a true, faithful, good wife.

It was nearly dusk the next afternoon before she could leave the house. Mrs. Lewis had kept her in sight so long that she feared she might not find the opportunity that day. She ran all the way to Bellwood, anxious to keep her promise: she could not bear to seem to trifle, even for a moment, with this good and considerate man. Sir Robert was waiting for her in a glow of firelight. He came forward, took both her hands in his, and looked into her face inquiringly.

Well?

Yes, sir, if you still wish to take me. I will try to be to you a loving wife; obedient and faithful.

With a sigh of relief, he sat down on a sofa that was drawn to the fire and placed her beside him, holding her hand still.

My dear, I thank you: you have made me very happy. You shall never have cause to repent it.

It is so strange, she whispered, that you should wait all these years, with the world to choose from, and then think of me at last! I can scarcely believe it.

Ay, I suppose it is strange. But I must tell you something, Anne. When quite a youth, only one-and-twenty, there was a young lady whom I dearly loved. She was poor, and not of much family, and my father forbade the union. She married some one else, and died. It is for the love of her I have kept single all these years. But I shall not make you the less good husband.

And I  I wish to tell you that I once cared for some one, whispered Anne, in her straightforward honesty. It is all over and done with; but I did like him very much.

Then, my dear, we shall be even, he said, with a merry smile. The one cannot reproach the other. And now  this is the beginning of April; before the month shall have closed you had better come to me. We have nothing to wait for; and I do not like, now that you belong to me, to leave you one moment longer than is needful with that lady whom you are forced to call stepmother.

How Anne reached home that late afternoon she hardly knew: she knew still less how to bring the news out. In the course of the following morning she tried to do so, and made a bungle of it.

Sir Robert not going to get you a situation as governess! interrupted Julia, before Anne had half finished. Of course he is not. He knows you are not capable of taking one. I thought how much he was intending to help you. You must have had plenty of cheek, Anne, to trouble him.

I am going to be his wife instead, said poor Anne, meekly. He has asked me to be. And  and it is to be very soon; and he is coming to see Mrs. Lewis this morning.

Mrs. Lewis, sitting back in an easy-chair, her feet on the fender, dropped the book she was reading to stare at Anne. Julia burst into a laugh of incredulity. Her mother echoed it, and spoke  

You poor infatuated girl! This comes of being brought up on French soup. But Sir Robert Tenby has no right to play jokes upon you. I shall write and tell him so.

I  think  he is there, stammered Anne.

There he was. A handsome carriage was drawing up to the gate, the baronets badge upon its panels. Sir Robert sat inside. A footman came up the path and thundered at the door.



Not very long afterwards  it was in the month of June  Anne and her husband were guests at a London crush in Berkeley Square. It was too crowded to be pleasant. Anne began to look tired, and Sir Robert whispered to her that if she had had enough of it, they would go home. Very gladly, she answered, and turned to say good-night to her hostess.

Anne! How are you?

The unexpected interruption, in a voice she knew quite well, and which sent a thrill through her, even yet, arrested Anne in her course. There stood Henry Angerstyne, his hand held out in greeting, a confident smile, as if assuming she could only receive him joyfully, on his handsome face.

I am so much surprised to see you here; so delighted to meet you once again, Miss Lewis.

You mistake, sir, replied Anne, in a cold, proud tone, drawing her head a little up. I am Lady Tenby.

Walking forward, she put her arm within her husbands, who waited for her. Mr. Angerstyne understood it at once; it needed not the almost bridal robes of white silk and lace to enlighten him. She was not altered. She looked just the same single-minded, honest-hearted girl as ever, with a pleasant word for all  except just in the moment when she had spoken to him.

I am glad of it: she deserves her good fortune, he thought heartily. With all his faults, few men could be more generously just than Henry Angerstyne.




XV.

THE KEY OF THE CHURCH.

Johnny, you will have to take the organ on Sunday.

The words gave me a surprise. I turned short round on the music-stool, wondering whether Mrs. Todhetley spoke in jest or earnest. But her face was quite serious, as she sat, her hands on her lap, and her lame finger  the fore-finger of the left hand  stretched out.

I take the organ, good mother! Whats that for?

Because I was to have taken it, Johnny, and this accident to my finger will prevent it.

We had just got home to Dyke Manor from school for the Michaelmas holidays. Not a week of them: for this was Wednesday afternoon, and we should go back the following Monday. Mrs. Todhetley had cut her finger very seriously in carving some cold beef on the previous day. Old Duffham had put it into splints.

Wheres Mr. Richards? I asked, alluding to the church organist.

Well, it is rather a long tale, Johnny. A good deal of dissatisfaction has existed, as you know, between him and the congregation.

Through his loud playing.

Just so. And now he has resigned in a huff. Mr. Holland called yesterday morning to ask if I would help them at the pinch by taking the organ for a Sunday or two, until matters were smoothed with Richards, or some fresh organist was found; and I promised him I would. In the evening, this accident happened to my finger. So you must take it in my place, Johnny.

And if I break down?

Not you. Why should you?

I am out of practice.

Theres plenty of time to get up your practice between now and Sunday. Dont make objections, my dear. We should all do what little we can to help others in a time of need.

I said no more. As she observed, there was plenty of time between now and Sunday. And, not to lose time, I went off there and then.

The church stood in a lonely spot, as I think you know, and I took the way across the fields to it. Whistling softly, I went along, fixing in my mind upon the chants and hymns. Ours was rather a primitive service. The organ repertoire included only about a dozen chants and double that number of hymns. It had this advantage  that they were all familiar to the congregation, who could join in the singing at will, and the singers had no need to practise. Mr. Richards had lately introduced a different style of music, and it was not liked.

Let me see: Ill make it just the opposite of Richardss. For the morning we will have the thirty-seventh psalm, Depend on God: theres real music in that; and Jerusalem the Golden. And for the afternoon, Abide with me, and the Evening Hymn. Morningtons Chant; and the Grand Chant; and the  Halloa, Fred! Is it you?

A lithe, straight-limbed young fellow was turning out of the little valley: on his way (as I guessed) from the Parsonage. It was Fred Westerbrook: old Westerbrooks nephew at the Narrow Dyke Farm  or, as we abbreviated it, the N. D. Farm.

How are you, Johnny?

His face and voice were alike subdued as he shook hands. I asked after Mr. and Mrs. Westerbrook.

They are both well, for anything I know, he answered. The N. D. Farm is no longer my home, Johnny.

Had he told me the Manor was no longer mine, I could not have been more surprised.

Why, how is that, Fred?

They have turned me out of it.

What  this morning?

This morning  no. Two months ago.

And why? I never thought it would come to that.

Because they wanted to get rid of me, thats why. Gisby has been the prime mover in it  the chief snake in the grass. He is worse than she is.

And what are you doing?

Nothing: except knocking about. Id be off to America to-morrow and try my luck there if I had a fifty-pound note in my pocket. I went up to the farm last week, and made an appeal to my uncle to help me to it, and be rid of me  

And would he? I interrupted, too eager to let him finish.

Would he! repeated Fred, savagely. He bade me go to a place unmentionable. He threatened to drive me off the premises if ever I put foot on them again.

I am very sorry. What shall you do? I asked.

Heaven knows! Perhaps turn poacher.

Nonsense, Fred!

Is it nonsense! he retorted, taking off his low-crowned hat and passing his hand passionately over his wavy, auburn hair  about the nicest hair I ever saw. People said Fred was proud of it. He was a good-looking young fellow altogether; with a clear, fresh face, and steady grey eyes.

You dont know what it is to be goaded, Johnny, he said. I can tell you I am ripe for any mischief. And a man must live. But for one thing, I swear I wouldnt keep straight.

I knew what thing he meant quite well. What does she say about it? I asked.

What can she say? My uncle has insulted her to her face, and made me out at the Parsonage to be a downright scamp. Oh, I go in for all thats bad, according to him, I assure you, Johnny Ludlow.

Do you never see her?

It is chiefly by chance if I do. I have just been up there now, sitting for half-an-hour with her in the old study. There was no opportunity for a private word, though; the young ones were dodging around, playing at Salt Fish  if you know the delectable game. Good-bye, Johnny lad.

He strode off with an angry fire in his eye. I felt very sorry for him. We all liked Fred Westerbrook. He had his faults, I suppose, but he was one of the most open-natured fellows in the world.

Dashing in at Clerk Bumfords for the key of the church, I sat down to the organ: an antiquated instrument, whose bellows were worked by the players feet, as are some of the modern harmoniums; but, as far as tone went, it was not bad  rather rich and sweet. All through the practice my mind was running on Fred Westerbrook and his uncle. The parish had said long ago they would come to a blow-up some time.

The N. D. Farm stood about three-quarters of a mile on the other side the church, beyond Mr. Pages. It had a good house upon it, and consisted of two or three hundred acres of land. But its owner, Mr. Westerbrook, rented a great deal more land that lay contiguous to it, which rendered it altogether one of the most considerable farms round about. Up to fifty years of age, Mr. Westerbrook had not married. Fred, his dead brothers son, had been adopted by him, and was regarded as his heir. The farm had been owned by the Westerbrooks for untold-of years, and it was not likely a stranger in blood and name would be allowed to inherit it. So Fred had lived there as the son and heir, and been made much of.

But, to the surprise of every one, Mr. Westerbrook took it into his head to marry, although he was fifty years old. It was thought to be a foolish act, and the parish talked freely. She was a widow without children, of a grasping nature, and not at all nice in temper. A high-spirited boy of fourteen, as Fred was, would be hardly likely to get on with her. She interfered with him in the holidays, and thwarted him, and told sneaking tales of him to his uncle. It went on pretty smoothly enough, however, until Fred left school, which he did at eighteen, to take up his abode at home for good and busy himself about the farm. Upon the death of the bailiff some three years later, she sent for one Gisby, from a distance, and got Mr. Westerbrook to instal him in the bailiffs vacant place. This Gisby was a dark little man of middle age, and was said to be distantly related to her. He proved to be an excellent farmer and manager, and did his duty well; but from the first he and Fred were just at daggers-drawn. Presuming upon his relationship to the mistress, Gisby treated Fred in an off-hand manner, telling him sometimes to do this and not to do the other, as he did the men. Of course, Fred did not stand that, and offered to pitch him into next week unless he kept his place better.

But, as the years went on, the antagonism against Fred penetrated to Mr. Westerbrook. She was always at work with her covert whispers, as was Gisby with his outspoken accusations of him, and with all sorts of tales of his wrong-doing. They had the ear of the master, and Fred could not fight against it. Perhaps he did not try to do so. Whispering, and meanness, and underhand doing of any kind, were foreign to his nature; he was rather too outspoken, and he turned on his enemies freely and gave them plenty of abuse. It was Gisby who first told Mr. Westerbrook of the intimacy, or friendship, or whatever you may please to call it, though I suppose the right word would be love, between Fred and Edna Blake. Edna was one of a large family, and had come, a year or two ago, to live at the Parsonage, being niece to Mrs. Holland, the parsons wife. Mrs. Holland was generally ill (and frightfully incapable), and Edna had it all on her hands: the housekeeping, and the six unruly children, and the teaching and the mending, and often the cooking. They paid her twenty pounds a-year for it. But she was a charming girl, with one of the sweetest faces ever seen, and the gentlest spirit. Fred Westerbrook had found that out, and the two were deeply in love with one another. Old Mr. Westerbrook went into one of his passions when he heard of it, and swore at Fred. Edna was not his equal, he told him; Fred must look higher: she had no money, and her friends, as was reported, were only tradespeople. Fred retorted that Edna was a mine of wealth and goodness in herself, and he had never troubled himself to ask what her friends might be. However, to make short of the story, matters had grown more unpleasant for Fred day by day, and this appeared to be the end of it, turning him out of house and home. He was just twenty-four now. I dont wish to imply that Fred was without faults, or that he did nothing to provoke his uncle. He had been wild the last year or two, and tumbled into a few scrapes; but the probability is that he would have kept straight enough under more favourable circumstances. The discomfort at home drove him out, and he got associating with anything but choice company.

Making short work of my playing, I took the key back to Bumfords, and ran home. Tod was in the dining-room with the mother, and I told them of the meeting with Fred Westerbrook. Mrs. Todhetley seemed to know all about it, and said Fred had been living at the Silver Bear.

What an awful shame of old Westerbrook! broke out Tod. To turn a fellow away from his home!

I am afraid there are faults on both sides, sighed Mrs. Todhetley, in her gentle way. Fred has not borne a good character of late.

And who could expect him to bear a good one? fired Tod. If I were turned out like a dog, should I care what I did? No! Old Westerbrook and that precious wife of his ought to be kicked. As to Gisby, the sneak, hanging would be too good for him.

Dont, Joseph.

Dont! retorted Tod. But I do. They deserve all the abuse that can be given them. I can see her game. She wants Westerbrook to leave the property to her: thats the beginning and the end of it; and to cut off poor Fred with a shilling.

Of course we are all sorry for Fred, Joseph, resumed the mother. Very sorry. I know I am. But he need not do reckless things, and lose his good name.

Bother his good name! cried Tod. Look at their interference about Edna Blake. That news came out when we were at home at Midsummer. Edna is as good as they are.

It is a hopeless case, I fear, Joseph. Discarded by his uncle, all his prospects are at an end. He has been all on the wrong track lately, and done many a sad thing.

I dont care what he has done. He has been driven to it. And Ill stand up for him through thick and thin.

Tod flung out of the room with the last words. It was just like him, putting himself into a way for nothing. It was like somebody else too  his father. I began telling Mrs. Todhetley of the chants and hymns I had thought of, asking her if they would do.

None could be better, Johnny. And I only wish you might play for us always.

A fine commotion arose next morning. We were at breakfast, when Thomas came in to say old Jones, the constable, wanted to see the Squire immediately. Old Jones was bade to enter; he appeared all on the shake, and his face as white as a sheet. There had been murder done in the night, he said. Master Fred Westerbrook had shot Gisby: and he had come to get a warrant signed for Freds apprehension.

Goodness bless me! cried the Squire, dropping his knife and fork, and turning to face old Jones. How on earth did it happen?

Well, your worship, twere a poaching affray, returned Jones. Gisby the bailiff have had his suspicions o the game, and he went out last night with a man or two, and met the fellows in the open field on this side the copse. There they was, in the bright moonlight, as bold as brass, with a bag o game, Master Fred Westerbrook the foremost on em. A fight ensued  Gisby dont want for pluck, he dont, though he be undersized, and he attacked em. Master Fred up with his gun and shot him.

Is Gisby dead?

No, sir; but hes a-dying.

What a fool that Fred Westerbrook must be! stormed the Squire. And I declare I liked the young fellow amazingly! It was only last night, Jones, that we were talking of him here, taking his part against his uncle.

He havent been after much good, Squire, since he went to live at that there Silver Bear. Not but what the inns as respectable  

Respectable!  I should like to know where you would find a more respectable inn, or one better conducted? put in Tod, with scant ceremony. What do you mean, old Jones? A gentleman can take up his abode at the Silver Bear, and not be ashamed of it.

I have nothing to say again it, sir; nor against Rimmer neither. It warnt the inn I was reflecting on, but on Master Fred himself.

Anyway, I dont believe this tale, Jones.

Not believe it! returned Jones, aghast at the bold assertion. Why, young Mr. Todhetley, the whole parish is a-ringing with it. Theres Gisby a-dying at Shepherds  which was the place he were carried to, being the nearest; and Shepherd himself saw young Mr. Fred fire off the gun.

What became of the rascally poachers? asked the Squire. Who were they?

They got clean off, sir, every one on em. And they couldnt be recognized; they had blackened their faces. Master Fred was the only one who had not disguised hisself, which was just like his boldness. They left the game behind em, your worship: a nice lot o pheasants and partridges. Pheasants too, the miscreants!  and October not in.

There was not much more breakfast for us. Tod rushed off, and I after him. As Jones had said, the whole parish was ringing with the news, and we found people standing about in groups to talk. The particulars appeared to be as old Jones had related. Gisby, taking Shepherd  who was herdsman on the N. D. Farm  with him, and another man named Ford, had gone out to watch for poachers; had met half-a-dozen of them, including Fred Westerbrook, and Fred had shot Gisby.

The Silver Bear stood in the middle of Church Dykely, next door to Perkins the butchers. It was kept by Henry Rimmer. We made for it, wondering whether Rimmer could tell us anything. He was in the tap-room, polishing the taps.



Oh, its true enough, young gentlemen! he said, as we burst in upon him with questions. And a dreadful thing it is. One cant help pitying young Mr. Westerbrook.

Look here, Rimmer: do you believe he did it?

Why, in course he did, Master Johnny. There was no difficulty in knowing him: he was the only one of em not disguised. Shepherd says the night was as light as day. Gisby and him and Ford all saw young Mr. Westerbrook, and knew him as soon as the lot came in sight.

Was he at home here last evening? asked Tod.

He was at home here, sir, till after supper. He had been out in the afternoon, and came in to his tea between five and six. Then he stayed in till supper-time, and went out afterwards.

Did he come in later?

No, never, replied Rimmer, lowering his voice, as a man sometimes does when speaking very seriously. He never came in again.

They say Gisby cant recover. Is that true, or not?

It is thought hell not live through the day, sir.

And where can Westerbrook be hiding himself?

Hes safe inside the hut of one or other of the poachers, I should say, nodded the landlord. Not that that would be safe for him, or for them, if it could be found out who the villains were. I think I could give a guess at two or three of them.

So could I, said Tod. Dick Standish was one, I know. And Jelf another. Of course, their haunts will be searched. Dont you think, Rimmer, Mr. Fred Westerbrook would rather make off, than run the risk of concealing himself in any one of them?

Rimmer shook his head. I dont know about that, sir. He might not be able to make off. Its thought he was wounded.

Wounded!

Gisby fired his own gun in the act of falling, and Shepherd thinks the charge hit young Mr. Westerbrook. The poachers were running off then, and Shepherd saw them halt in a kind of heap like, and he is positive that the one on the ground was Mr. Westerbrook. For that reason, sir, I should say the chances are he is somewhere in the neighbourhood.

Of course it looked like it. Strolling away to pick up anything else that people might be saying, we gave Fred our best wishes for his escape  in spite of the shot  and for effectually dodging old Jones and the rest of the Philistines. Tod made no secret of his sentiments.

Its a thing that might have happened to you or to me, you see, Johnny, were we turned out of doors and driven to bay as Fred has been.

By the afternoon, great staring hand-bills were posted about, written in enormous text-hand, offering a reward of twenty pounds for the apprehension of Frederick Westerbrook. When old Westerbrook was incensed, he went in for the whole thing, and no mistake.

What with the bustle the place was in, and the excitement of the chase  for all the hedges and ditches, the barns and the suspected dwellings were being looked up by old Jones and a zealous crowd, anxious for the reward  it was not until after dinner in the evening that I got away to practice. Going along, I met Duffham, and asked after Gisby.

I am on my way to Shepherds now, he answered. I suppose he is still alive, as they have not sent me word to the contrary.

Is he sure to die, Mr. Duffham?

I fear so, Johnny. I dont see much chance of saving him.

What a dreadful thing for Fred Westerbrook! They may bring it in wilful murder.

That they will be sure to do. Good-evening, lad; I have no time to linger with you.

Bumford was probably looking out for the fugitive (and the reward) on his own score, as he was not to be seen; but I found the key inside the knife-box on the kitchen dresser, his store-place for it, opened the door, and went into the church.

On one side the church-door, as you entered, was an enclosed place underneath the belfry, that did for the vestry and for Clerk Bumfords den. He kept his store of candles in it, his grave-digging tools (for he was sexton as well as clerk), his Sunday black gown, and other choice articles. On the other side of the door, not enclosed, was the nook that contained the organ. I sat down at once. But I had come too late; for in half-an-hours time the notes of the music and the keys were alike dim. Just then Bumford entered.

Oh, you be here, be you! said he, treating me, as he did the rest of the world, with slight ceremony. I thought I heered the organ a-going, so I come on to see.

You were not indoors, Bumford, when I called for the key.

I were only in the field at the back, a-getting up some dandelion roots, returned old Bumford, in his usual resentful tone. There aint no obligation in me to be shut in at home everlasting.

Who said there was?

Aint it amost too dark for you?

Yes, I shall have to borrow one of your candles.

Bumford grunted at this. The candles were not strictly his; they were paid for by the parish; but he set great store by them, and would have denied me one if he could. Not seeing his way clear to doing this, he turned away, muttering to himself. I took my fingers off the keys  for I had been playing while I talked to him  and followed. Bumford went out of the church, shutting the door with a bang, and I proceeded to search for the candlestick.



That was soon found: it always stood on the shelf; but it had no candle in it, and I opened the candle-box to take one out. All the light that came in was from the open slits in the belfry above. The next thing was to find the matches.

Groping about quietly with my hands on the shelf, for fear of knocking down some article or another, and wondering where on earth the match-box had gone to, I was interrupted by a groan. A dismal groan, coming from the middle of the church.

It nearly made me start out of my skin. My shirt-sleeves went damp. Down with us, the ghosts of the buried dead are popularly supposed to haunt the churches at night.

It must have been the pulpit creaking, said I, gravely to myself. Oh, heres the match  

An awful groan! Another! Three groans altogether! I stood as still as death; calling up the recollection that God was with me inside the church as well as out of it. Frightened I was, and it is of no use to deny it.

I wonder what the devil is to be the ending of this!

The unorthodox words burst upon my ears, bringing a reassurance, for dead people dont talk, let alone their natural objection (as one must suppose) to mention the arch-enemy. The tones were free and distinct; and  I knew them for Fred Westerbrooks.

Fred, is that you? I asked in a half-whisper, as I went forward.

No sound; no answer.

Fred! its only I.

Not a word or a breath. I struck a match, and lighted a candle.

You need not be afraid, Fred. Come along. Ill do anything I can for you. Dont you know me?  Johnny Ludlow.

For the love of Heaven, put that light out, Johnny! he said, feeling it perhaps useless to hold out, or else deciding to trust me, as he came down the aisle in a stooping position, so that the pews might screen him from the windows. And I put it out.

I thought you had gone out of the church with old Bumford, said he. I heard you both come away from the organ, and then the door was slammed, leaving the church to silence.

I was searching after the candle and matches. When did you come here, Fred? How did you get in?

I got in last night. Is there much of a row, Johnny?

Pretty well. How came you to do it?

To do what?

Shoot Gisby.

It was not I that shot him.

Not you!

Certainly not.

But  people are saying it was you. You were with the poachers.



I was with the poachers; and one of them, like the confounded idiot that he was, pointed his gun and fired it. I recognized the cry for Gisbys, and knew that the charge must have struck him. I never had a gun in my hand at all, Johnny.

Well, I felt thankful for that. We sat down on the bench, and Fred told his tale.

After supper the previous night, he strolled out and met some fellow he knew, who lived two or three miles away. (A black sheep in public estimation, like himself.) It was a beautiful night. Fred chose to see him home, and stayed there, drinking a glass or two, till he knew not what hour. Coming back across the fields, he fell in with the poachers. Instead of denouncing them, he told them half in joke, half in earnest, that he might be joining their band himself before the winter was over. Close upon that, they fell in with the watchers, Gisby and the rest. Fred knew he was recognized, for Gisby called out his name; and that, Fred did not like: it made things look black against him. Gisby attacked them; a scuffle ensued, and one of the poachers used his gun. Then the poachers turned to run, Fred with them; a shot was fired after them and hit one of their body  but not Fred, as Rimmer had supposed. The man tripped as the shot struck him, and caused Fred to trip and fall; but both were up, and off, the next moment. Where the rest escaped to, Fred did not know; chance led him past the church: on the spur of the moment he entered it for refuge, and had been there ever since.

And it is a great and good thing you did enter it, Fred, I said eagerly. Gisby swears it was you who shot him, and he is dying; and Shepherd swears it too.

Gisby dying?

He is. I met Duffham as I came here; he told me there was little, if any, chance of his life; he had been expecting news of his death all the afternoon. They have posted handbills up, offering a reward of twenty pounds for your apprehension, Fred; and  and I am afraid, and so is Duffham, that they will try you for wilful murder. The whole neighbourhood is being searched for you for miles round.

Pleasant! said Fred, after a brief silence. I had meant to go out to-night and endeavour to ascertain how the land lay. Of course I knew that what could be put upon my back would be put; and theres no denying that I was with the poachers. But I did not think matters would be as bad as this. Hang it all!

But, Fred, how did you get in here?

Well, said he, we hear talk of providential occurrences: theres nothing Mr. Holland is fonder of telling us about in his sermons than the guiding finger of God. If the means that enabled me to take refuge here were not providential, Johnny, I must say they looked like it. When I met you yesterday afternoon, you must remember my chancing to say that the little Hollands were playing at Salt Fish in the study, while I sat there, talking to Edna?

Of course I remembered it.

Directly after I left you, Johnny, resumed Fred Westerbrook, I put my hand in my coat-tail pocket for my handkerchief, and found a large key there. It was the key of the church, that the children had been hiding at their play; and I understood in a moment that Charley, whose turn it was to hide last, had made a hiding-place of my pocket. The parson keeps one key, you know, and Bumford the other  

But, Fred, I interrupted, the question striking me, how came the young ones to let you come away with it?

Because, lad, their attention got diverted to something else. Ann brought in the tea-things, with a huge plate of bread-and-treacle: they screamed out in delight, and scuffled to get seats round the table. Well, I let the key lie in my pocket, went on Fred, intending to take it back to-day. In the night, when flying from pursuit, not knowing who or how many might be after me, I felt this heavy key strike against me continually; and, in nearing the church, the thought flashed over me like an inspiration: What if I open it and hide there? Just as young Charley had hidden the key in my pocket, so I hid myself, by its means, in the church.

Taking a minute to think over what he said, it did seem strange. One of those curious things one can hardly account for; the means for his preservation were so simply natural and yet almost marvellous. Perhaps the church was the only building where he could have found secure refuge. Private dwellings would refuse to shelter him, and other places were sure to be searched.

You are safe here, Fred. No one would ever think of seeking you here.

Safe, yes; but for how long? I cant live without food for ever, Johnny. As it is, I have eaten none since last night.

My goodness! A shock of remorse came over me. When I was at old Bumfords knife-box, a loaf of bread stood on the dresser. If I had only secured it!

We must manage to bring you something, Fred. You cannot stir from here.

Fred had taken the key out, having returned it to his pocket in the night when he locked himself in. He sat looking at it as he balanced it on his finger.

Yes, you have served me in good need, he said to the key. I shall turn out for a stroll during some quiet hour of the night, Johnny. To keep my restless legs curbed indoors for a whole day and night would be quite beyond their philosophy.

Well, take care of yourself, if you do. Theres not a soul in the place but is wild for the reward; and I dare say they will look for you by night more than by day. How about getting you in something to eat?

I dont know, he answered. It would never do for you to be seen coming in here at night.

I knew that. Old Bumford would be down on me if no one else was. I sat turning over possibilities in my mind.

I will come in betimes to-morrow morning under the plea of practising, Fred, and bring what I can. You must do battle with your hunger until then.

I suppose I must, Johnny. Mind you lock the door when you come in, or old Bumford might pounce upon us. When I heard you unlock it on coming in this evening, I can tell you I shivered in my shoes. Fate is very hard, he added, after a pause.

Fate is?

Why, yes. I have been a bit wild lately, perhaps, savage too, but I declare before Heaven that I have committed no crime, and did not mean to commit any. And now, to have this serious thing fastened upon my back! The world will say I have gone straight over to Satan.

I did not see how he would get it off his back either. Wishing him good-night and a good heart, I turned to go.

Wait a moment, Johnny. Let me go back to my hiding-place first.

He went swiftly up the aisle, lighter now than it had been, for the moonlight was streaming in at the windows. Locking the church safely, I crossed the graveyard to old Bumfords. He was seated at his round table at supper: bread-and-cheese, and beer.

Oh, Mr. Bumford, as I have to come into the church very early in the morning, or I shall never get my music up for Sunday, I will take the key home with me. Good-night.

He shouted out fifteen denials: How dared I think of taking the key out of his custody! But I was conveniently deaf, rushed off, and left him shouting.

What a long practice you have been taking, Johnny! cried Mrs. Todhetley. And how hot you look. You must have run very fast.

The Squire turned round from his arm-chair. Youve been joining in the hunt after that scamp, Mr. Johnny;  youve not been in the church, sir, all this time. I hear theres a fine pack out, scouring the hedges and ditches.

I got a candle from old Bumfords den, said I, evasively. And presently I contrived to whisper unseen to Tod  who sat reading  to come outside. Standing against the wall of the pigeon-house, I told him all. For once in his life Tod was astonished.



What a stunning thing! he exclaimed. Good luck, Fred! well help you. I knew he was innocent, Johnny. Food? Yes, of course; we must get it for him. Molly, you say? Molly be shot!

Well, you know what Molly is, Tod. Let half a grain of suspicion arise, and it might betray him. If she saw us rifling her larder, she would go straight to the Squire; and what excuse should we have?

Look here, Johnny. Ill go out fishing to-morrow, you understand, and order her to make a lot of meat pasties.

But he must have something to eat to-morrow morning, Tod: he might die of hunger, else, before night.

Tod nodded. He had little more diplomacy than the Squire, and would have liked to perch himself upon the highest pillar in the parish there and then, and proclaim Fred Westerbrooks innocence.

We stole round to the kitchen. Supper was over, but the servants were still at the table; no chance of getting to the larder then. Molly was in one of her tempers, apparently blowing up Thomas. There might be more chance in the morning.



Morning light. Tod went downstairs with the dawn, and I followed him. Not a servant was yet astir. He laid hold of a great tray, lodged it on the larder-floor, and began putting some things upon it  a cold leg of mutton and a big round loaf.

I cant take in all that, Tod. It is daylight, you know, and eyes may be about: old Bumfords are sure to be. I can only take in what can be concealed in my pockets.

Oh, bother, Johnny! Youd half famish him.

Better half famish him than betray him. Some slices of bread and meat will be best  thick sandwiches, you know.

We soon cut into the mutton and the bread. Wrapping them in paper, I stowed the thick slices away in my pockets, leaving the rest of the loaf and meat on the shelves again.

How I wish I could smuggle him in a bottle of beer!

And so you can, Johnny. Swear to old Bumford it is for your own drinking.

He would know better.

Wrap a sheet of music round the bottle, then. He could make nothing of that.

Hunting out a bottle, we went down to the cellar. Tod stooped to fill it from the tap. I stood watching the process.

Ive caught you, Master Johnny, have I! What be you about there, letting the ale run, Id like to know?

The words were Mollys. She had come down and found us out: suspecting something, I suppose, from seeing the cellar-door open. Tod rose up.



I am drawing some beer to take out with me. Is it any business of yours? When it is, you may interfere.

I was nobody in the household  never turning upon them. Shed have gone on at me for an hour, and probably walked off with the beer. Tod was altogether different. He held his own authority, even with Molly. She went up the cellar-stairs, grumbling to herself.

I want a cork for this bottle, said bold Tod, following her. And Molly, opening some receptacle of hers with a jerk, perforce found him one.

Oh, and I shall want some meat pasties made to-day, for I think of going fishing, went on Tod. Let them be ready by lunch-time. I have cut myself some slices of meat to go on with  if you chance to miss any mutton.

Molly, never answering, left her kitchen-grate, where she was beginning to crack up the huge flat piece of coal that the fire had been raked with the previous night, and stalked into the larder to see what depredations had been done. We tied up the bottle in paper on the parlour-table, and then wrapped it in a sheet of loose music. It looked a pretty thick roll; but nobody would be likely to remark that.

I have a great mind to go with you and see him, Johnny, said Tod, as we went together down the garden-path.

Oh, dont, Tod! I cried. For goodness sake, dont. You know you never do go in with me, and it might cause old Bumford to wonder.

Then, Ill leave it till after dark to-night, Johnny. Go in then, I shall.

Bumford was astir, but not down yet. I heard him coughing, through his open casement; for I went with a purpose round the path by his house, and called out to him. He looked out in his shirt-sleeves and a cotton night-cap.

You see how early I am this morning. Ill bring you the key when I leave.

Eugh! growled Bumford. No rights to ha took it.

Locking the church-door securely after me, I went down the aisle, calling softly to Fred. He came forward from a dark, high-walled pew behind a pillar, where he had slept. You should have seen him devour the bread and meat, if youd like to know what hunger means, and drink the bottle of beer. I sat down to practise. Had old Bumford not heard the sound of the organ, he might have come thundering at the door to know what I was about, and what the silence meant. Fred came with me, and we talked whilst I played. About the first question he asked was whether Gisby was dead; but I could not tell him. He said he had gone out cautiously in the night and walked about the churchyard for an hour, thinking over what he could do. And I really had an unpleasant adventure, Johnny, he added.



What was it?

I was pacing the path under the hedge towards Bumfords, when all at once there arose the sound of voices and steps on the other side of it  fellows on the look-out for me, I suppose.

I held my breath. What did you do?

Crouched down as well as I could  fortunately the hedge is high  and came softly and swiftly over the grass and the graves to the porch. I only slipped inside just in time, Johnny: before I could close the door, the men were in the churchyard. The key has a trick of creaking harshly when turned in the lock, you know; and I declare I thought they must have heard it then, for it made a fearful noise, and the night was very still!

And they did not hear it?

I suppose not. But it was some minutes, I can tell you, before my pulses calmed down to their ordinary rate of beating.

He went on to say that the only plan he could think of was to endeavour to get away from the neighbourhood, and go out of the country. To stand his trial was not to be thought of. His word, that he had not been the guilty man, had never even had a gun in his hand that night, would go for nothing, against Gisbys word and Shepherds. Whatever came of it, he would have to be out of the church before Sunday. The great question was: how could he get away unseen? I told him Tod was coming with me at night, and we would consult together. Locking up the church again, and the prisoner in it, I gladdened Bumfords heart by handing over the key, and ran home to breakfast.

Life yet lingered in Gisby; but the doctors thought he could not live through the day. The injury he had received was chiefly internal, somewhere in the region of the lungs. Fresh parties went out with fresh ardour to scour the country after Fred Westerbrook; and so the day passed. Chancing to meet Shepherd late in the afternoon, he told me Gisby still lived.

At sundown I went in to practise again, and took a big mould-candle with me, showing it to Bumford, that he might not be uneasy on the score of his stock in the vestry. As soon as dusk came on, and before the tell-tale moon was much up, I left the organ, opened the church-door, and stood at it, according to the plan concerted with Tod. He came swiftly up with his basket of provisions which he had got together by degrees during the day; and then we locked the door again. After Fred had regaled himself, we consulted together. Fred was to steal out of the church about one oclock on Sunday morning, and make off across the country. But to do this with safety it was necessary he should be disguised. By that time the ardour of the night-searching might have somewhat passed; and the hour, one oclock in the morning, was as silent and lonely a one as could be expected. It was most essential that he should not be recognized by any person who might chance to meet him.

But you must manage one thing for me, said Fred, after this was settled. I will not go away without seeing Edna. She can come in here with you to-morrow night.

We both objected. It will be very hazardous, Fred. Old Bumford would be sure to see her: his eyes are everywhere.

Tell him you want her to sing over the chants with you, Johnny. Tell him anything. But go away for an indefinite period, without first seeing her and convincing her that it is not guilt that sends me, I will not.

So there was no more to be said.

Getting provisions together seemed to have been easy compared with what we should have to get up now  a disguise. A smock-frock, say, and the other items of a day-labourers apparel. But it was more easy to decide than to procure them.

Mack leaves belongings of his in the barn occasionally, said Tod to me, as we walked home together. Well look to-morrow night.

It was our best hope. Failing that, there would be no possibility of getting a smock-frock anywhere; and Fred would have to escape in his coat turned inside out, or something of that sort. His own trousers, braced up high, and plastered with mud at the feet, would do very well, and his own wideawake hat, pulled low down on his face. There would be no more trouble about provisions, for what Tod had taken in would be enough.



Saturday. And Tod and I with our work before us. Gisby was sinking fast.

Late in the afternoon I went to the Parsonage, wondering how I should get to see Edna Blake alone. But Fortune favoured me  as it seemed to have favoured us throughout. The children were all at play in the nearest field. Edna was in what they called the schoolroom in her lilac-print dress, looking over socks and stockings, about a wheelbarrow-full. I saw her through the window, and went straight in. Her large dark eyes looked as sad and big as the hole she was darning; and her voice had a hopeless ring in it.

Oh, Johnny, how you startled me! Nay, dont apologize. It is my fault for being so nervous and foolish. I cant think what has ailed me the last few days: I seem to start at shadows. Have  have you come to tell me anything?

By the shrinking voice and manner, I knew what she feared  that Fred Westerbrook was taken. Looking round the room, I asked whether what we said could be heard.



Theres no one to hear, she answered. Poor Mrs. Holland is in bed. Mr. Holland is out; and Anne is shut up, cleaning the kitchen.

Well, then, I said, dropping my voice, I have brought you a message from Fred Westerbrook.

Down went the socks in a heap. Oh, Johnny!

Hush! No: he is not taken; he is in safe hiding. Whats more, Edna, he is no more guilty than I am. He met the poachers accidentally that night just before the affray, and he never had a gun in his hands at all.

A prolonged, sobbing sigh, as if she were going to faint, and then a glad light in her eyes. She took up her work again. I went over to the seat next her, and told her all. She was darning all the while. With such a heap of mending the fingers must not be idle.

To America! she repeated, in answer to what I said. What is he going to do for money to carry him there?

He talks of working his passage over. He has enough money about him, he says, to take him to the coast. Unfortunately, neither Tod nor I can help him in that respect. We have brought empty pockets from school, and shall have no money before the time of going back again. Will you go in and see him, Edna?

Yes, she said, after a minutes consideration. And I will bring a roll of music in my hand, as you suggest, Johnny, for the satisfaction of Clerk Bumfords curiosity. I will be at the stile as near eight oclock as I can, if you will come out there to meet me: but it is Saturday night, you know, when theres always a great deal to do.

Dinner was made later than usual that night at home: it had struck half-past seven before we got out, having secured another bottle of beer. The moon was rising behind the trees as we went into the barn.

Tod struck a match, and we looked about. Yes, Fortune was with us still. Hanging on the shaft of the cart, was Macks smock-frock. It was anything but clean; but beggars cant be choosers. Next we descried a cotton neckerchief and a pair of boots; two clumsy, clod-hopping boots, with nails in the soles, and the outside leather not to be seen for patches.

They must do, said Tod, with a rueful look. But just look at the wretches, Johnny. I must smuggle these and the smock-frock into the church-porch, whilst you go round to old B.s for the key.

I have the key. I flung him a shilling this morning instead of the key, saying I might be wanting to practise at any hour to-day, and would give it him back to-night.

Going by the most solitary way, I let Tod into the church, and went to meet Edna Blake. She was already there, the roll of music in her hand. Bumford shot out of his house, and crossed our path.

Good-evening, Mr. Bumford! said she, cheerily. I am come to try the hymns for to-morrow, with Johnny Ludlow.



Theyd need to be sumat extra, they had, with all this here fuss of practising, returned Bumford, ungraciously. Is the parson at home, Miss Blake?

Yes. He is in the little room, writing.

Cause I want to see him, said the clerk; and he stalked off.

Do you know how Gisby is? Edna asked me in a whisper.

Dead by this time, I dare say. But I have not heard.

They were at the top of the church when we got in, laughing in covert tones; I guessed it was over those dreadful boots. Edna stood by me whilst I locked the door, and then we went at once to the organ and began the hymn. Old Bumford could not be too far off yet to catch the sounds. Presently Fred Westerbrook and Edna went into the aisle, and paced it arm-in-arm. I kept on playing; Tod, not knowing what to do with himself, whistled an accompaniment.

How long shall I be away, Edna! exclaimed Fred, in answer to her question. Why, how can I tell? It may be for years; it may be for ever. I cannot come back, I suppose, whilst this thing is hanging over my head.

She was in very low spirits, and the tears began to drop from her eyes. Fred could see that much, as they paced through one of the patches of moonlight.

You may not succeed in getting away.

No, I may not. And do you know, Edna, there are moments when I feel half inclined not to attempt it, but to give myself up instead, and let the matter take its course. If I do get away, and get on in the States, so as to make myself a home, will you come out and share it with me?

Yes, she answered.

I may do it. I think I shall. Few people know more about the cultivation of land than I do, and I will take care to put my shoulder to the wheel. Practical farmers get on well there if they choose, though they have to rough it at first. Be very sure of one thing, Edna: all my hopes and aims will be directed to one end  that of making a home for you.

She could not speak for crying.

It may not be a luxurious home, neither may I make anything of a position. But if I make enough for comfort, you will come out to it?

I will, she said with a sob.

My darling!

Echo bore the words to us, softly though they were spoken. I played a crashing chord or two, after the manner of Richards.

You may not hear from me, continued Fred. I must not give any clue to where I am, and therefore cannot write  at least, not at present. Men accused of murder can be brought home from any part of the world. Only trust me, Edna. Trust me! though it be for years.

No fear but she would. She put a small packet in his hand.

You must take it, Frederick. It is my last half-years salary  ten pounds  and I chance to have it by me: a loan, if you will; but take it you shall. Knowing that you have a few pounds to help you away and to fall back upon, will make things a little less miserable for me.

But, Edna  

I declare I will throw it away if you do not take it, she returned, warmly. Do not be cruel to me, Frederick. If you knew how it will lighten my doubts and fears, you would not for a moment hesitate.

Be it so, Edna. It will help me onwards. Truth to say, I did not see how I should have got along, even to the coast, unless I had begged on my way. It is a loan, Edna, and I will contrive to repay it as soon as may be.

So his boast of having money to take him to the coast had been all a sham. Poor Fred! They began to take leave of one another, Edna sobbing bitterly. I plunged into the Hallelujah Chorus.

Tod let her out, and watched her safely across the churchyard. Then we locked the door again for the dressing-up, I playing a fugue between whiles. The first operation was that of cutting his hair short, for which we had brought the maters big scissors. No labourer would be likely to possess Freds beautiful hair, or wear it so long. Tod did it well; not counting a few notches, and leaving him as good as none on his head.

It was impossible to help laughing when we took a final look at him in the moonlight, Fred turning himself about to be inspected: his hair, clipped nearly to the roots, suggesting a suspicion that he had just come out of prison; his trousers, not reaching to the ankle, showing off the heavy, patched, disreputable boots; the smock-frock; and Macks spotted cotton neckerchief muffled round his chin!

Your own mother wouldnt know you, Fred.

What a figure I shall cut if I am dropped upon and brought back!

Take heart, man! cried Tod. Resolve to get off, and you will get off.

Yes, Fred, I think you will. You have been so helped hitherto, that I think you will be helped still.

Thank you, Johnny. Thank you both. I will take heart. And if I live to return, I hope I shall thank you better.

Later we dared not stay; it was past nine now. I bade Fred good-bye, and God-speed.

Between half-past twelve and one, mind, will be your time; youll hear the clock strike, was Tods parting injunction, given in a whisper. Good luck to you, old fellow! I hope and trust youll dodge the enemy. And as soon as you are clear of the churchyard, make off as if the dickens were behind you.

Heres the key, Mr. Bumford, I said, while Tod stole off with his bundle the other way, Freds boots, and hair, and all that. You wont be bothered for it next week, for I shall be off to school again.

Thought youd took up your lodging inside for the night, grunted Bumford. Strikes me, Master Ludlow, its more play nor work with you.

As it is with a good many of us, Bumford. Good-night!

We walked home in the moonlight, silent enough, Tod handing me the bundles to carry. The Squire attacked us, demanding whether we had stayed out to look at the moon.

And I tossed and turned on my restless bed till the morning hours, thinking of poor Fred Westerbrook, and of whether he would get away. When sleep at last came, it brought me a very vivid dream of him. I thought he did not get away: he was unable to unlock the church-door. Whether Tod and I had double-locked it in leaving, I knew not; but Fred could not get it open. When Clerk Bumford entered the church in the morning, and the early comers of the congregation with him, there stood Fred, hopelessly waiting to be taken. I saw him as plainly in my dream as I had ever seen him in reality: with the dirty smock-frock, and the patched boots, and the clipped hair. Shepherd, who seemed to follow me in, darted forward and seized him; and in the confusion I awoke. Just for a minute I thought it was true  a scene actually enacted. Would it prove so?




XVI.

THE SYLLABUB FEAST.

You have gone and done a fine thing, Master Johnny Ludlow!

The salutation came from Clerk Bumford. He was standing at the church-door on Sunday morning, looking out as if he expected me, his face pale and stern. I had run on betimes: in fact, before the bell began.

What have I done, Bumford?

Why, you just went and left this here church open last night! You never locked it up! When I come in but now, I found the door right on the latch; never as much as shut!

Beginning to protest till all was blue that I had shut and locked the door  as I knew too well  caution pulled me up, and whispered me to take the blame.

Im sure I thought I locked it, Bumford. I never left it unlocked before, and Ill take care I never leave it so again.

Such a thing as having the church open for a night was never heered of, he grumbled, turning away to ring out the first peal of the bell. Why, I might have had all my store o candles stole! theres nigh a pound on em, in here. And my black gownd  and the parsons gownd  and his surplice! Besides the grave-digging tools, and other odds and ends.

Shutting himself into his den underneath the belfry, and tugging away at the cords, the bell tinkled out, warning the parish that it was time to start for morning service. The bell-ringer was a poor old man named Japhet, who was apt to be a little late. Upon which Bumford would begin the ringing, and blow Japhet up when he came.

Not a soul was yet in church. I went down the middle aisle softly calling Fred Westerbrooks name. He did not answer; and I hoped to my heart he had got clear away. The open entrance-door seemed to indicate that he had; and I thought he might have left it undone in case he had to make a bolt back again. Nevertheless, I could not shake off the remembrance of my unpleasant dream.

Of all troublesome idiots, that Bumford was the worst. When I went back, after passing by all the remote nooks and corners, Japhet had taken his place at the bell, and he was telling the parson of my sins.



Right on the latch all the blessed night, your reverence, protested Bumford. We might have found the whole church ransacked this morning.

Mr. Holland, a mild man, with stout legs, and cares of his own, looked at me with a half-smile. How was it, Johnny?

I have assured Bumford, sir, that it shall not happen again. I certainly thought I had locked it when I took him back the key. No harm has come of it.

But harm might ha come, persisted Bumford. Look at all them candles in there! and the gownds and surplices! Pretty figures we should ha cut, saving his reverences presence, with nothing to put upon our backs this here blessed morning!

Talking of the key, I missed mine this morning, remarked Mr. Holland. Have you taken it away for any purpose, Bumford?

What, the tother church-key! exclaimed Bumford. Not I, sir. Id not be likely to fetch that key when Ive got my own  and without your reverences knowledge either!

Well, I cannot find it anywhere, said Mr. Holland. It generally lies on the mantelpiece at home, and it is not there this morning.

He went into the vestry with the last words. To hear that the church-key generally lay on the mantelpiece, was nothing; for the parsons house was not noticeable for order. There would have been none in it at all but for Edna.

Close upon that, arrived Shepherd, a folded paper in his hand. It contained a request that Gisby might be prayed for in the Litany.

What, aint he dead yet? asked Bumford.

No, returned Shepherd. The doctors be afraid that internal inflammations a-setting in now. Any way, he is rare and bad, poor man.

Next came in my set of singers, chiefly boys and girls from the parish school. But they sang better than such children generally sing; and would have sung very well indeed with an organist who had his head on his shoulders the proper way. Mrs. Todhetley had long taken pains with them, but latterly it had all been upset by Richardss crotchets.

Now, look here, said I, gathering them before me. We are not going to have any shrieking to-day. We sing to praise God, you know, and He is in the church with you and hears you; He is not a mile or two away, that you need shout out to be heard all that distance.

Please, sir, Mr. Richards tells us to sing out loud: as loud as ever we can. Some on us amost cracks our voices at it.

Well, never mind Mr. Richards to-day. I am going to play, and I tell you to sing softly. If you dont, I shall stop the organ and let you shout by yourselves. You wont like that. To shout and shriek in church is more irreverent than I care to talk about.

Please, sir, Mr. Richards plays the organ so loud that we cant help it.



I wish youd let Mr. Richards alone. You wont hear the organ loud to-day. Do you say your prayers when you go to bed at night?

This question took them aback. But at last the whole lot answered that they did.

And do you say your prayers softly, or do you shout them out at the top of your voices? To my mind, it is just as unseemly to shout when singing in church, as it would be when praying. This church has been like nothing lately but the ranters chapel. There, take your seats, and look out the places in your Prayer-books.

I watched the different groups walk into church. Our people were pretty early. Tod slipped aside as they went up the aisle to whisper me a question  Had Fred got clear away? I told him I thought so, hearing and seeing nothing to the contrary. When the parsons children came in, Mrs. Holland was with them, so that Edna Blake was enabled to join the singers, as she did when she could. But it was not often Mrs. Holland came to church. Edna had dark circles round her eyes. They looked out at mine with a painful inquiry in their depths.

Yes, I think it is all right, I nodded in answer.

Mr. Holland has missed his church-key, she whispered. Coming along to church, Charley suddenly called out that he remembered hiding it in Mr. Fred Westerbrooks coat-pocket. Mrs. Holland seemed quite put out about it, and asked me how I could possibly have allowed him to come into the study and sit there.

Theres old Westerbrook, Edna! Just look! His face is fiercer than usual.

Mrs. Westerbrook was with him, in a peach-coloured corded-silk gown. She made a point of dressing well. But she was just one of those women that no attire, good or bad, would set off: her face common, her figure stumpy. And so, one after another, the congregation all came in, and the service began. It caused quite a sensation when Mr. Holland made a pause, after turning to the Litany, and read out the announcement: Your prayers are requested for Walter Gisby, who is dangerously ill. Mens heads moved, and bonnets fluttered.

How I wish you played for us always, Johnny! cried Miss Susan Page, looking in upon me to say it, as she passed out from her pew, when the service was over.

Why, my playing is nothing, Miss Susan!

Perhaps not. I dont know. But it has this effect, Johnny  it sends us home with a feeling of peace in our hearts. What with Richardss crashing and the singers shouting, we are generally turned out in a state of irritation.

After running through the voluntary, I found a large collection of people in the churchyard. Old Westerbrook was holding forth on the subject of Freds iniquities to a numerous audience, the Squire making one of them. Mrs. Westerbrook looked simply malicious.



No, I do not know where he is hiding, said the master of the N. D. Farm in answer to a question. I wish I did know: I would hang him with all the pleasure in life. An ungrateful, reckless  Whats that, Squire? Youd recommend me to increase the reward? Why, I have increased it. I have doubled it. Old Jones has my orders to post up fresh bills.

If alls true thats reported, he cant escape very far; he had no money in his pocket, put in young Mr. Stirling, of the Court, who sometimes came over to our church. By the way, who has been playing to-day?

Johnny Ludlow.

Oh, have you, Johnny? he said, turning to me. It was very pleasant. And so was the singing.

It would have been better had Mrs. Todhetley played  as she was to have done, I said, wishing they wouldnt bring me up before people, and knowing that my playing was just as simple as it could be, neither florid nor flowery.

I have seen what Frederick Westerbrook was, this many a year past, broke in Mrs. Westerbrook in loud tones, as if resenting the drifting of the conversation from Freds ill-doings. Mr. Westerbrook knows that I have given him my opinion again and again. Only he would not listen.

How could I believe that my own brothers son was the scamp you and Gisby made him out to be? testily demanded old Westerbrook, who in his way was just as unsophisticated and straightforward as the Squire: and would have been as good-natured, let alone. Im sure till the last year or two Fred was as steady and dutiful as heart could wish.

You had better say he is still, said she.

But  hang it!  I dont say it, maam, fired old Westerbrook. I should be a fool to say it. Unfortunately, I cant say it. I have lived to find he is everything thats bad  and I say that hangings too good for him.

Mr. Holland came out of the church and passed us, halting a moment to speak. I am on my way to pray by poor Gisby, he said. They have sent for me.

Gisby must need it, whispered Tod to me. He has been a worse sinner than Fred Westerbrook: full of hatred, malice, and all uncharitableness.

And so he had been  in regard to Fred.



Help! Thieves!  Robbers! Help!

The shouts came from our yard, as we were sitting down to breakfast on Monday morning, and we rushed out. There stood Mack, in the greatest state of excitement possible; his eyes lifted, his arms at work, and his breath gone. The servants ran out before we did.

Why! what on earths the matter, Ben Mack? demanded the Squire. Have you gone mad?

Weve had thieves in the barn, sir! Thieves! All my clothes is stole.

What clothes?

Them what I left int o Saturday night, Squire. My smock-frock and my boots, and my spotted cotton neck-handkecher. They be gone, they be.

Nonsense! said the Squire, whilst I and Tod kept our faces. We have not had thieves here, man.

But, deed, and the things be gone, Squire. Clean gone! Not so much as a shred on em left! Please come and see for yourself, sir.

He turned, and went striding across the yard. The Squire followed, evidently at fault for comprehension; and the rest of us after him.

Its a mercy as the horses and waggons baint took! cried Mack, plunging into the barn. And the harness! look at it, a-hanging up; and that there wheelbarrer  

But what do you say is taken, Mack? interrupted the Squire, cutting him short, and looking round the barn.

All my traps, sir. My best smock-frock; and my boots, and my spotted cotton neck-handkecher. A beautiful pair o boots, Squire, that I generally keeps here, in case I be sent off to Alcester, or Evesham, or where not, and have to tidy myself up a bit.

Tod backed out of the barn doubled up. Nearly choking at the beautiful boots.

But why do you think they are stolen, Mack? the Squire was asking.

I left em safe here o Saturday evening, sir, when I locked up the barn. The things be all gone now; you may see as they be, Squire. There baint a vestige of em.

Have any of the men moved them?

Twas me as unlocked the barn myself but now, Squire. The key ont was on the nail where I put it Saturday night. If any of the men had unlocked it afore me this morning, theyd not ha shut it up again. Weve all been away at work too on tother side o the land since we come on at six oclock. No, sir, its thieves  and what will become of me? Amost a new smock-frock, and the beautifulest pair o strong boots: theyd ha lasted me for years.

Tod shrieked out at last, unable to help himself. Mack cast a reproachful glance at him, as if he thought the merriment too cruel.

You must have been drinking on Saturday, Ben Mack, and fancied you left em here, put in Molly, tartly.



Me been a-drinking! retorted poor bereaved Mack, ready to cry at the aspersion. Why, Id never had a drop o nothing inside my lips since dinner-time, save a draught of skim milk as the dairy-maid gave me. They was in that far corner, them boots; and the smock-frock was laid smooth across the shaft of this here cart, the handkecher folded a-top ont.

Well, well, we must inquire after the things, remarked the Squire, turning to go back to breakfast. I dont believe they are stolen, Mack: theyll be found somewhere. If you had lost yourself, you could not have made more noise over it. Im sure I thought the ricks must be on fire.

Tod could hardly eat his breakfast for laughing. Every now and then he came out with the most unexpected burst. The pater demanded what there was to laugh at in Macks having mislaid his clothes.

But, as the morning went on, the Squire changed his tone. When no trace could be discovered of the articles, high or low, he took up the opinion that we had been visited by tramps, and sent off for old Jones the constable. Jones sent back his duty, and he would come across as soon as he could, but he was busy organizing the search after Master Westerbrook, and posting up the fresh bills.

Johnny, we must dispose of that hair of Freds in some way, Tod whispered to me in the course of the morning. To let any one come upon it would never do: they might fish and ferret out everything. Come along.

We went up, bolted ourselves in his room, and undid the hair. Fine, silky hair, not quite auburn, not quite like chestnut, something between the two, but as nice a colour as you would wish to see.

Better burn it, suggested Tod.

Wont it make an awful smell?

Who cares? You can go away if you dont like the smell.

I shall save a piece for Edna Blake.

Rubbish, Johnny! What good will it do her?

She may like to have it. Especially if she never sees him again.

Make haste, then, and take a lock. Its quite romantic. I am going to put a match to it.

I chose the longest piece I could see, put it into an envelope, and fastened it up. Tod turned the hair into his wash-hand basin, and set it alight: the grate was filled up with the summer shavings. A frizzling and fizzing set in at once: and very soon a rare smell of singeing.

Open the window, Johnny.

I had hardly opened it, when the handle of the door was turned and turned, and the panel thumped at. Hannahs voice came shrieking through the keyhole.



Mr. Joseph!  Master Johnny! Are you both in there? Whats the matter?

What should be the matter? called back Tod, putting his hand over my mouth that I should not speak. Go back to your nursery.

Theres something burning! My goodness! its just as if all the blankets in the house were singeing! Youve been setting your blankets on fire, Mr. Joseph!

And if I have! cried Tod, blowing away at the hair to make it burn the quicker. They are not yours.

Good patience! youll burn us all up, sir! Fire  fire! shrieked out Hannah, frightened beyond her wits. For goodness sake, Miss Lena, keep away from the keyhole! Here, maam! Maam! Heres Mr. Joseph with all his blankets on fire!

Mrs. Todhetley ran up the stairs, and her terrified appeal came to our ears through the door. Tod threw it open. The hair had burnt itself out.

Why dont you go off for the parish engine? demanded Tod of Hannah, as they came sniffing in. Well, wheres the fire?

But, my dears, something must be singeing, said Mrs. Todhetley. Where is it?  what is it?

It cant be anything but the blankets, cried Hannah, choking and stifling. Miss Lena, then, dont I tell you to keep outside, out of harms way? Well, it is strong!

Mrs. Todhetley put her hand on my arm. Johnny, what is it? Where is the danger?

Theres no danger at all, struck in Tod. I suppose I can burn some old fishing-tackle rubbish in my basin if I please  horsehair, and that. You should not have the grates filled with paper, maam, if you dont like the smell.

She went to the basin, found the smell did come from it, and then looked at us both. I was smiling, and it reassured her.

You might have taken it to the kitchen and burnt it there, Joseph, she said mildly. Indeed, I was very much alarmed.

Thanks to Hannah, said Tod. Youd have known nothing about it but for her. I wish youd just order her to mind her own business.

It was my business, Mr. Joseph  smelling all that frightful smell of singeing! And if  Why, whose boots are these? broke off Hannah.

Opening the closet to get out the hair, we had left Freds boots exposed. Hannahs eyes, ranging themselves round in search of the singeing, had espied them. She answered her own question.

You must have brought them from school in your box by mistake. Mr. Joseph. These are mens boots, these are!

I can take them back to school again, said Tod, carelessly.

So that passed off. And it is the best thing we can do with the boots, Johnny, as I think, he said to me in a low tone when we were once more left to ourselves. We cant burn them. Theyd make a choicer scent than the hair made.

I suppose they wouldnt fit Mack?

Tod laughed.

If he kept those other beautiful boots for high days and holidays, what would he not keep these for? No, Johnny; they are too slender for Macks foot.

I wonder how poor Fred likes his clumsy ones?  how he contrives to tramp it in them?

I would give something to know that he was clear out of the country.

Dashing over to the Parsonage under pretence of saying good-bye to the children, I gave the envelope containing the lock of hair to Edna, telling her what it was. The colour rushed into her face, the tears to her eyes.

Thank you, Johnny, she said softly. Yes, I shall like to keep it  just a little memorial of him. Most likely we shall never meet again.

I should just take up the other side of the question, Edna, and look forward to meeting him.

Not here, at any rate, she answered. How could he ever come back to England with this dreadful charge hanging over him? Good luck to you this term, Johnny Ludlow. Sometimes I think our school-days are our happiest.

We were to dine in the middle of the day, and start for school at half-past two. Tod boldly asked the Squire to give him a sovereign, apart from any replenishing of his pockets that might take place at starting. He wanted it for a particular purpose, he said.

And the pater, after holding forth a bit about thrift versus extravagance, handed out the sovereign. Tod betook himself to the barn. There sat Mack on the inverted wheelbarrow, at his dinner of cold bacon and bread, and looking most disconsolate.

Found the things, Mack?

Me found em, Mr. Joseph! No, sir; and I baint ever likely to find em, thats more. They are clean walked off, they are. When I thinks o them there beautiful boots, and that there best smock-frock, I be fit to choke, I be!

Tod was fit to choke, keeping his countenance. What was their value, Mack?

They were of untold vale, sir, to me. Id not hardly ha lost em for a one-pound note.

Would a pound replace them?

Mack, drawing his knife across the bread and bacon, looked up. Tod spoke more plainly.



Could you buy new ones with a pound?

Bless your heart, sir, and where be I to get a pound from? I was just a-calkelating how long it ud take me to save enough money up  

I wish youd answer my question, Mack. Would a pound replace the articles that have been stolen?

Why, in course it would, sir, returned Mack, staring. But where be I  

Dont bother. Look here: theres a pound  tossing the sovereign to him. Buy yourself new ones, and think no more of the old ones.

Mack could not believe his eyes or ears. Oh, Mr. Joseph! Well, I never! Sir, you be  

But now, understand this much, Mack. I only give you the money on one condition  that you say nothing about it. Tell nobody.

Well, I never, Mr. Joseph! A whole golden pound! Why, sir, itll set me up reglar in  

If you dont attend to what I am saying, Mack, Ill take it away again. You are not to tell any one that you have had it, do you hear?

Sir, Ill never tell a blessed soul.

Very well. I shall expect you to keep your word. Once let it be known that your lost clothes have been replaced, and we should have the rest of the men losing theirs on speculation. So keep a silent tongue in your head; to the Squire as well as to others.

Bless your heart, Mr. Joseph! Ill take care, sir. Nobody shant know ont from me. When the wife wants to ferret out where I got em, Ill swear to her Ive went in trust for em. And Im sure I thank ye, sir, with all my  

Tod walked away, cutting the thanks short.

As we were turning out at the gates on our way back to school, Tod driving Bob and Blister (which he much liked to do, though it was not always the Squire trusted him) and Giles sitting behind us, Duffham was coming along on his horse. Tod pulled up, and asked what was the latest news of Gisby.

Well, strange to say, we are beginning to have some faint hopes of him, replied the doctor. Theres no doubt that at mid-day he was a trifle easier and better.

Thats good news, said Tod. The man is a detestable sneak, but of course one does not want him to die. Save him if you can, Mr. Duffham  for Fred Westerbrooks sake. Good-bye.

God-speed you both, returned Duffham. Take care of those horses. They are fresh.

Tod gently touched the two with the whip, and called back a saucy word. He particularly resented any reflection on his driving.





A year went by. We were at home for the Michaelmas holidays again. And who should chance to call at the Manor the very day of our arrival but old Westerbrook.

Changes had taken place at the N. D. Farm. Have you ever observed that when our whole heart is set upon a thing, our entire aims and actions are directed to bringing it about, it is all quietly frustrated by that Finger of Fate that none of us, whether prince or peasant, can resist? Mrs. Westerbrook had been doing her best to move heaven and earth to encompass the deposition of Fred Westerbrook for her own succession, and behold she could not. Just as she had contrived that Fred should be crushed, and she herself put into old Westerbrooks will in his place, as the inheritor of the N. D. Farm and all its belongings, Heaven rendered her work nugatory by taking her to itself.

Yes, Mrs. Westerbrook was dead. She was carried off after a rather short illness: and Mr. Westerbrook was a widower, bereaved and solitary.

He was better off without her. The home was ten times more peaceful. He felt that: but he felt it to be very lonely; and he more than once caught himself wishing Fred was back again. Which of course meant wishing that he had never gone away, and never turned out to be a scamp.

Gisby did not die. Gisby had recovered in process of time, and was now more active on the farm than ever. Rather too active, its master was beginning dimly to suspect. Gisby seemed to haunt him. Gisby assumed more power than was at all necessary; and Gisby never ceased to pour into Mr. Westerbrooks ear reiterations of Freds iniquity. Altogether, Mr. Westerbrook was growing a bit tired of Gisby. He had taken to put him down with curtness; and once when Gisby ventured to hint that it might be a convenient arrangement if he took up his abode in the house, Mr. Westerbrook swore at him. As to Fred, he was still popularly looked upon as cousin-german to the fiend incarnate.

Nothing had been heard of him. Nothing of any kind since that moonlight night when he had made his escape. Waiting for news from him so long, and waiting in vain, I, and Tod with me, had at last made up our minds that nothing more ever would be heard of him in this world. In short, that he had slipped out of it. Perhaps been starved out of it. Starved to death.

Well, Mr. Westerbrook called at the Manor within an hour of our getting home for Michaelmas, just twelve months after the uproar.

To me, he looked a good deal changed: his manner was quiet and subdued, almost as though he no longer took much interest in life; his hair had turned much greyer, and he complained of a continual pain in the left leg, which made him stiff, and sometimes prevented him from walking. Duffham called it a touch of rheumatism. Mr. Westerbrook fancied it might be an indication of something worse.

But you have walked here, Westerbrook! remarked the Squire.

And shall walk back again  round by the village, he said. It seems to me to be just this, Squire  that if I do not make an effort to walk while I can, I may be laid aside for good.

He gave a deep sigh as he spoke, as if he had the care of the whole parish upon him. The Squire began talking of the crop of oats on the N. D. Farm, saying what a famous crop it was.

Youll net a good penny by them this year, Westerbrook.

Passable, was the indifferent reply. Good crops no longer bring me the satisfaction they did, Squire. Ive nobody to save for now. Will you spend a day with me before you go back, young gentlemen? he went on, turning to us. Come on Friday. It is pretty lonely there. It wants company to enliven it.

And we promised we would go.

He said good-bye, and I went with him, to help him over the stile into the lane, on account of his stiffness  for that was the road he meant to take to Church Dykely. In passing the ricks he laid his hand on my shoulder.

You wont mind a lonely day with a lonely old man?

We shall like it, sir. We will do our best to enliven you.

It is not much that will do that now, Johnny Ludlow, said he. When a man gets to my age, and feels his health and strength failing, it seems hard to be left all alone.

No doubt it does, sir. I wish you had Fred back again! I boldly added.

Hush, Johnny! Fred is lost to me for good. He made his own bed, you know, and is lying on it. As I have to lie on mine  such as it is. Such as he left to me!

Do you know where Fred is, sir?

Do I know where Fred is? he repeated in a tart tone. How should I be likely to know? How could I know? I have never heard tidings of him, good or bad, since that wretched night.

We had reached the stile. Old Westerbrook rested his arms upon the top of it instead of getting over, tapping the step on the other side with his thick walking-stick.

Gisbys opinion is that Fred threw himself into the first deep pond that lay in his way that night, and so put an end to his career for good, said he. My late wife thought so too.

Dont you believe anything of the kind, sir, said I, in hot impulse.

It is what Gisby is always dinning into me, Johnny. I hate to hear him. With all Freds faults, he was not one to fly to that extremity, under  

I am quite sure he was not, sir. And did not.



Under ordinary circumstances, I was about to say, went on the old gentleman, with apathy, as he put one foot on the stile. But when a man has the crime of murder upon his soul, theres no answering for what he may be tempted to do in his remorse and terror.

It was not murder at all, sir. Gisby is well again.

But it was thought to be murder at the time. Who would have given a brass button for Gisbys life that night? Dont quibble, Master Johnny.

Gisby was shot, sir; theres no denying that, or that he might have died of it; but I am quite sure it was not Fred who shot him.

Tush! said he, testily. Help me over.

I wished I dared tell him all. Jumping across myself, I assisted him down. Not that it would have answered any end if I did tell.

Shall I walk with you as far as the houses, sir?

No, thank ye, lad. I want to be independent as long as I can. Come you both over in good time on Friday. Perhaps we can get an hour or twos shooting.

Friday came, and we had rather a jolly day than not, what with shooting and feasting. Gisby drew near to join us in the cover, but his master civilly told him that he was not wanted and need not hinder his time in looking after us. Never a word did old Westerbrook say that day of Fred, and he put on his best spirits to entertain us.

But in going away at night, when Tod had gone round to get the bag of partridges, which old Westerbrook insisted on our taking home, he suddenly spoke to me. We were standing at his front-door under the starlight.

What made you say the other day that Fred was not guilty?

Because, sir, I feel sure he was not. I am as sure of it as though Heaven had shown it to me.

He was with the gang of poachers: Gisby saw him shoot, said the old man, with emphasis.

Gisby may have been mistaken. And Freds having been with the poachers at the moment was, I think, accidental.

Then why, if not guilty, did he go away?

Fear sent him. What would his word have been against Gisbys dying declaration? You remember what a hubbub there was, sir  enough to frighten any man away, however innocent he might be.

Allow, for arguments sake, that your theory is correct, and that he was frightened into going into hiding, why does he not come out of it? Gisby is alive and well again.

Ah, I could not speak so confidently there. I think he must be dead, sir, I said, and thats the truth. If he were not, some of us would surely have heard of him.

I see, said the old gentleman, looking straight up at the stars. We are both of the same mind, Johnny  that he is dead. I say he might have died that night: you think he went away first and died afterwards. Not much difference between us, is there?

I thought there was a great deal; but I could not tell him why. I wish we could hear of him, sir  and be at some certainty.

So do I, Johnny Ludlow. He was brought up at my knee; as my own child.

On our way home, Tod with the bag of game slung over his shoulder, we came upon Mr. Holland near the Parsonage, with Edna Blake and the children. They had been to Farmer Pages harvest-home. Whilst the parson talked to Tod, Edna snatched a moment with me.

Have you heard any news, Johnny?

Of him? Never. We cant make it out.

Perhaps we never shall hear, she sighed. Even if he reached the coast in safety, he may not have got over to the other side. A great many wrecks took place about that time: our weekly paper was full of them. It was the time of the equinoctial gales, and  

Come along, Johnny! called out Tod, at this juncture. We must get on. Good-night, Edna: good-night, you youngsters.

The next day, Saturday, we went to Worcester, the Squire driving us, and there saw Gisby as large as life. The man had naturally great assumption of manner, and latterly he had taken to dress in the fashion. He was looming up High Street, booted and spurred, his silver-headed whip in his hand. Taking off his hat with an air, he wished the Squire a loud good-morning, as if the town belonged to him, and we were only subjects in it.

I should think Westerbrook has never been fool enough to make his will in Gisbys favour! remarked the Squire, staring after him. Egad, though, it looks like it!

It is to be hoped, sir, that he would make it in Freds, was Tods rejoinder. And the suggestion put the pater out.

Make it in Freds, he retorted, going into one of his heats, and turning sharply round on the crowded pavement near the market-house, by which he came into contact with two women and their big butter-baskets. What do you mean by that, sir? Fred Westerbrook is beyond the pale of wills, and all else. Its not respectable to mention his name. He  bless the women! What on earth are these baskets at?

They seemed to be playing at bumps with the Squire; baskets thick and threefold. Tod went in to the rescue, and got him out.

It was a strange thing. It really was. Considering that for the past day or two something or other had arisen to bring up thoughts of Fred Westerbrook, it was strange that the strangest of all things in connection with him was yet to come.

Sitting round the fire after supper, upon getting home from Worcester  it is a long drive, you know  and Tod had gone up to bed, dead tired, who should walk in but Duffham. He would not sit down, had no time; but told his business hastily. Dick Standish was dying, and had something on his conscience.

I would have heard his confession, said Duffham, as I have heard that of many another dying man; but he seems to wish to make it to a magistrate. Either to a magistrate, or to old Mr. Westerbrook, he urged. But theres no time to go up to the N. D. Farm, so I came for you, Squire.

Bless me! cried the Squire, starting up in a commotion  for he thought a great deal of his magisterial duties, and this was a very unusual call. Dick Standish dying! What can he have to say? He has been nothing but a poacher all his life, poor fellow! And what has Westerbrook to do with him?

Well, said Duffham, in his equable way, it strikes me that what he wants to say may affect Fred. Perhaps Standish can clear him.

Clear Fred Westerbrook!  clear an iniquitous young man who could turn poacher and murderer! What next will you say, Duffham? Here, Johnny, get my hat and coat. Dear me! Take down a confession! I wonder whether therell be any ink there?

Let me go with you, sir! I said eagerly. I will take my little pocket-inkstand  and some paper  and  and  everything likely to be wanted. Please let me go!

Well, yes, you can, Johnny. Dont forget a Bible. Ten to one if he has one.

There were three brothers of these Standishes, Tom, Jim, and Dick, none of them particularly well-doing. Tom was no better than a sort of tramp, reappearing in the village only by fits and starts; Jim, who had married Mary Picker, was likewise given to roving abroad, until found and brought back by the parish; Dick, as the Squire phrased it, was nothing but a poacher, and made his home mostly with Jim and Mary. The cottage  a tumble-down lodgment that they did not trouble themselves to keep in repair  was at our end of the parish half-a-mile away, and we put our best feet foremost.

Dick lay upon the low bed in the loft. His illness had been very short and sharp; it was scarcely a week yet since he was taken with it. Duffham had done his best; but the man was dying. Jim Standish was off on one of his roving expeditions, neither the parish nor the public knowing whither.

The Squire sat by the bed, taking down the mans confession at a small table, by the light of a small candle. I and Duffham stood to hear it; Mary Standish was sent down to the kitchen. What he said cleared Fred Westerbrook  Duffham had no doubt gathered so much before he came for the Squire.

Just what Fred had told us of the events of the night, Dick Standish confirmed now. He and other poachers were out, he said, his brother Tom for one. They had bagged some game, and were about to disperse when they encountered Mr. Fred Westerbrook. He stayed talking with them, walking the same way that they did, when lo! they all fell into the ambush planned by Gisby. A fight ensued; and he  he, Dick Standish, now speaking, conscious that he was dying  he fired his gun at them, and the shot entered Gisby. They ran away then and were not pursued; a gun was fired after them, and it struck his brother Tom, but not to hurt him very much: not enough to disable him. He and Tom made themselves scarce at once, before daylight; and they did not come back till danger was over, and Gisby about again. Old Jones and other folks had come turning the cottage inside out at the time in search of him (Dick), but his brother Jim swore through thick and thin that Dick had not been at home for ever so long. The Squire took all this down; and Dick signed it.

I was screwing the little inkstand up to return it to my pocket, when Mr. Holland entered, Mary Standish having sent for him. Leaving him with the sick man, we came away.

Johnny, do you know, we might almost have made sure Fred Westerbrook was not guilty, said the Squire, quite humbly, as we were crossing the turnip-field. But why on earth did he run away? Where is he?

I think he must be dead, sir. What news this will be for Mr. Westerbrook.

Dear me yes! I shall go to him with it in the morning.

When the morning came  which was Sunday  the Squire was so impatient to be off that he could hardly finish his breakfast. The master of the N. D. Farm, who no longer had energy or health to keep the old early hours, was only sitting down to his breakfast when the Squire got there. In his well-meaning but hot way, he plunged into the narrative so cleverly that old Westerbrook nearly had a fit.

Not guilty! he stammered, when he came to himself. Fred not guilty! Only met the poachers by accident!  was not the man that shot Gisby! Why, thats what Johnny Ludlow was trying to make me believe only a day or two ago!

Johnny was? Oh, he often sees through a stone wall. Its true, anyway, Westerbrook. Fred never had a gun in his hand that night.

Then  knowing himself innocent, why on earth does he stay away?

Johnny thinks he must be dead, replied the Squire.

Old Westerbrook gave a groan of assent. His trembling hands upset a cupful of coffee on the table-cloth.

They came on to church together arm-in-arm. Mr. Holland joined them, and told the news  Dick Standish was dead: had died penitent. Penitent, so far as might be, in the very short time he had given to repentance, added the clergyman.



But knowing that Fred was innocent seemed to have renewed his uncles lease of life. He was altogether a different man. The congregation felt quite electrified by some words read out by Mr. Holland before the General Thanksgiving: Thomas Westerbrook desires to return thanks to Almighty God for a great mercy vouchsafed to him. Whispering to one another in their pews, under cover of the drooped heads, they asked what it meant, and whether Fred could have come home? The report of Dick Standishs confession had been heard before church: and Gisby and Shepherd received some hard words for having so positively laid the deed on Fred.

I declare to goodness I thought it was Mr. Fred that fired! said Shepherd, earnestly. Moonlights deceptive, in course: but I know he was close again the gun.

Yes, he was close to the gun: Dick Standish had said that much. Mr. Fred was standing next him when he fired; Mr. Fred had tried to put out his arm to stop him, but wasnt quick enough, and called him a villain for doing it.

I was taking the organ again that day, if it concerns any one to know it, and gave them the brightest chants and hymns the books contained. The breach with Mr. Richards had never been healed, and the church had no settled organist. Sometimes Mrs. Holland took it; sometimes Mrs. Todhetley; once it was a stranger, who volunteered, and broke down over the blowing; and during the holidays, if we spent them at the Manor, it was chiefly turned over to me.

The Squire made old Westerbrook walk back to dine with us. Sitting over a plate of new walnuts afterwards  there was not much time for dessert on Sundays, before the afternoon service  Tod, calling upon me to confirm it, told all about Freds hiding in the church, and how he had got away. But we did not say anything of the money given him by Edna Blake: she might not have liked it. The Squire stared with surprise, and seemed uncertain whether to praise us or to blow us up sharply.

Shut up in the church for three days and nights! Nothing to eat, except what you could crib for him! Got away at last in Macks smock-frock and boots! Well, you two are a pair of pretty conjurers, you are!

God bless em both for it! cried old Westerbrook.

But they ought to have told me, you know, Westerbrook. I could have managed much better  helped the poor fellow off more effectually.

Tod gave me a kick under the table. He was nearly splitting, at hearing the Squire say this.

The first thing Mr. Westerbrook did was to insert sundry advertisements in the Times and other newspapers, about a hundred of them, begging and imploring his dear nephew (sometimes he worded it his dear boy) to return to him. Always underneath this advertisement wherever it appeared was inserted another: stating that all the particulars of the poaching affray which took place on a certain date (mentioning it) were known; that the poacher, Richard Standish, who shot Walter Gisby had confessed the crime, and that Gisby had not died of his wounds, but recovered from them. This was done with the view of letting Fred know that he might come back with safety. But he never came. The advertisements brought forth no answer of any kind.

The master of the N. D. Farm became very short with his bailiff as time went on. There was no reason to suppose that Gisby had intentionally accused Fred of the shot  he had really supposed it to come from Fred; nevertheless, Mr. Westerbrook took a great dislike to him, and was very short and crusty with him. Gisby did not like that, and they had perpetual rows. When we got home for the Christmas holidays, it was thought that Gisby would not be long on the N. D. Farm.



Johnny, I want to tell you! I have had a letter. From him.

The whisper came from Edna Blake. It was Christmas Eve; and we were in the church, a lot of us, sticking the branches of holly in the pews. The leaves had never seemed so green or the berries so red.

Not from Fred?

Yes, I have. It came addressed to me about a week ago, with a ten-pound Bank of England note enclosed. There was only a line or two, just saying he had not been able to return it before, but that he hoped he was at length getting on: and that if he did get on, he should be sure to write again later. It was signed F. W. That was all. Neither his name was mentioned, nor mine, nor any address.

Where did it come from?

London, I think.

From London! Nonsense, Edna!

The post-mark was London. You are welcome to see the letter. I have brought it with me.

Drawing the letter from her pocket under cover of her mantle, I took it to the porch. True enough; the letter had undoubtedly been posted in London. Calling Tod, we talked a little, and then told Edna that we both thought she ought to disclose this to Mr. Westerbrook.

I think so too, she said, but I should not like to tell him myself  though his manner to me lately has been very kind. Will you tell him, Johnny? I will lend you the letter to show him. He will be sure to want to see it.

And he will have to know about the gold, Edna. The loan of that night.

Yes; it cannot be helped. I have thought it all over, and I see that theres no help for its being known now. The letter alludes to it, you perceive.



After that the advertisements were resumed. Mr. Westerbrook put some solicitor in London to work, and they were inserted in every known paper. Also in some of the American and Australian papers. Inquiries were made after Fred in London. But nothing came of it. As to old Westerbrook, he seemed to grow better, as if the suspense had stirred him up.

The months went on. Neither Fred nor news of him turned up. That he was vegetating somewhere beyond the pale of civilization, or else was at length really dead, appeared to be conclusive.



July. And we boys at home again for the holidays. The first news told us was, that Mr. Westerbrook and his bailiff had parted company. Gisby had said farewell to the N. D. Farm.

In the satisfaction of finding himself sole master, which he had not been for many a year, and to celebrate Gisbys departure, Mr. Westerbrook gave a syllabub feast, inviting to it old and young, grown people and children. Syllabub feasts were tolerably common with us.

It was an intensely hot day; the lawn was dotted with guests; most of them gathered in groups under the trees in the shade. Old Westerbrook, the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley, Parson and Mrs. Holland and Mr. Brandon were together under the great horse-chestnut tree. Edna Blake, of course, had the trouble of the parsons children, and I was talking to her. Little tables with bowls of syllabub on them and cakes and fruit stood about. By-and-by, at sunset or so, we were to go in to a high tea.

It was getting on for two years since the night of Fred Westerbrooks departure; and Edna was looking five times two years older. Worn and patient were the lines of her face. She was dressed rather poorly, as usual. She had never dressed much otherwise: but since that unlucky night her clothes had been made to last as I should think nobody elses clothes ever lasted. Whether that ten pounds had absorbed all her funds (as it most likely had), or whether Edna had been saving up for that visionary, possible voyage to America and the home with Fred that was to follow it, I knew not, but one never saw her in new things now. To-day she wore a muslin that once had had rose-red spots on it, but repeated washings had diluted them to a pale pink; and the pink ribbons on her hat had faded too. Not but that, in spite of all, she looked a lady.

Have you a headache, Edna?

Just a little, she answered, putting her hand to her head. Charley and Tom would race about as we came along, and I had to run after them. To be much under a blazing sun often gives me a headache now.

I wondered to myself why the parson and his wife could not have ordered Charley and Tom to be still. Fathers and mothers never think their children can tire people.

I want some more syllabub, Edna, cried Charley, just then.

And me too, put in little Miles Stirling.

She got up patiently; ladled some of the stuff into two of the custard-cups, and gave one to each of the children, folding her handkerchief under little Stirlings chin to guard his velvet dress. They stood at the table, two eager little cormorants, taking it in with their tea-spoons.

At that moment, the gate behind us opened, and a gentleman came in. We turned round to see who was arriving so late. A stranger. Some good-looking fellow, with auburn hair, a beard that shone like soft silk in the sun, and a bronzed face. To judge by his movements, he was struck with surprise at sight of the gay company, and stood in evident hesitation.

Oh, Johnny!

The low, half-terrified exclamation came from Edna. I turned to her. Her eyes were strained on the stranger; her face had turned white as death. He saw us then, and came towards us. We were the nearest to him.

Do you know me, Edna?

I knew him then: knew his voice. Ay, and himself also, now that I saw him distinctly. Edna did not faint; though she was white enough for it: she only put her hands together as one does in prayer, a joyous thankfulness dawning in her eyes.

Frederick?

Yes, my darling. How strange that you should be the first to greet me! And you, Johnny, old fellow! You have grown!

His two hands lay for a time in mine and Ednas. No one had observed him yet: we were at the end of the lawn, well under the trees.

More syllabub, Edna! shrieked out that greedy young Charley.

And me want more, too, added little Miles; me not had enough.

Edna drew her hand away to go to the table, a happy light shining through her tears. Fred put his arm within mine, and we went across the grass together.

The first to see him was Mr. Brandon. He took in the situation at once, and in a degree prepared Mr. Westerbrook. Heres some bronzed young man coming up, Westerbrook, said he. Looks like a traveller. I should not be surprised if it is your nephew; or perhaps one who brings news of him.

Old Westerbrook fell back in his chair, as Fred stood there with his two hands stretched out to him. Then he sprang up, burst into tears, and clasped Fred in his arms. Of all commotions! Mr. Brandon walked away out of it into the sun, putting his yellow silk handkerchief on his head. The Squire stared as if he had never seen a bronzed man before; Tod came leaping up, and the best part of the company after him.

Edna, Edna! called out Mr. Westerbrook, sitting back in his chair again, and holding Fred tightly. Edna, I want you instantly.

She advanced modestly, blushing roses, her hat held in her hand by its faded strings. Mr. Westerbrook looked at her through his tears.

Here he is, my dear  do you see?  come back to us at last. We must both welcome him. The homestead is yours from this day, Fred; I will have only just a corner in it. I am too old now for a busy life: you must be the acting master. And, Edna, my child, you will come here to be his helpmeet in it, and to take care of me in my declining years  my dear little daughter! Thank God for all things!

Fred gave us just a brief summary of the past. Getting over to America without much difficulty, he had sought there for some remunerative work, and sought in vain. One of those panics that the Americans go in for had recently occurred in the States, and numbers of men were unable to get employment. After sundry adventures, and some semi-starvation, he at length made his way to the West Indies. A cousin of his late mother was, he knew, settled somewhere within the regions of British Guiana. He found him in Berbice, a small merchant of New Amsterdam. To him Fred told his whole story; and the old cousin gave him a berth in his counting-house. Office-work was new to Fred; but he did his best; and with the first proceeds of his pay he enclosed the ten pounds to Edna; the house forwarding the letter to their agents in London, to be posted there. Some months later, he chanced to see the advertisement for him in an English newspaper. As soon as he was able, he came off to answer it in person; and  here he was.

Alls well that ends well, remarked Mr. Brandon, in his dry way.

And dont you go fraternizing with poachers again, Mr. Fred! cried out the Squire. See what it brought you to the last time.

No, Squire; never again, answered Fred, pushing back his auburn hair (very long again), with a smile. This one time has been quite enough.

But you cannot have Edna, you know, said Mrs. Holland to him, with a disturbed face. The Parsonage could not possibly get on without her.

I am afraid the Parsonage will have to try, Mrs. Holland.

I shall be obliged to keep my bed; that will be the end of it, said Mrs. Holland, gloomily. Nobody can manage the children but Edna. When she is otherwise occupied, their noise is frightful: ten times more distracting than the worst toothache.

Fred said nothing further; she was looking so ruefully woebegone. Putting his arm into mine, he turned into a shady walk.

Will you be my groomsman at the wedding, Johnny? But for you, my good friend, I dont know that I should have been saved to see this day.

Nay, Fred, I think it was the key of the church that saved you. I will be your groomsman if you really and truly prefer to pitch upon me, rather than on some one older and better.

Yes, you are right, he answered, lifting his hat, and glancing upwards. It was the key of the church  under God.




XVII.

SEEN IN THE MOONLIGHT.

I tell you it is, repeated Tod. One cannot mistake Temple, even at a distance.

But this man looks so much older than he. And he has whiskers. Temple had none.

And has not Temple grown older, do you suppose; and dont whiskers sprout and grow? You are always a muff, Johnny. That is Slingsby Temple.

We had gone by rail to Whitney Hall, and were walking up from the station. The Squire sent us to ask after Sir Johns gout. It was a broiling hot day in the middle of summer. On the lawn before the house, with some of the Whitneys, stood a stranger; a little man, young, dark, and upright.

Tod was right, and I was wrong. It was Slingsby Temple. But I thought him much altered: older-looking than his years, which numbered close upon twenty-five, and more sedate and haughty than ever. We had neither seen nor heard of him since quitting Oxford.

Oh, hes regularly in for it this time, said Bill Whitney, in answer to inquiries about his father, as they shook hands with us. He has hardly ever had such a bout; can only lie in bed and groan. Temple, dont you remember Todhetley and Johnny Ludlow?

Yes, I do, answered Temple, holding out his hand to me first, and passing by Tod to do it. But that was Slingsby Temples way. I was of no account, and therefore it did not touch his pride to notice me.

I am glad to see you again, he said to Tod, cordially enough, as he turned to him; which was quite a gracious acknowledgment for Temple.

But it surprised us to see him there. The Whitneys had no acquaintance with the Temples; neither had he and Bill been special friends at college. Whitney explained it after luncheon, when we were sitting outside the windows in the shade, and Temple was pacing the shrubbery with Helen.

I fancy its a gone case, said Bill, nodding towards them.

Oh, William, you should not say it, struck in Anna, in tones of remonstrance, and with her pretty blush. It is not sure  and not right to Mr. Temple.

Not say it to Tod and Johnny! Rubbish! Why, they are like ourselves, Anna. I say I think it is going to be a case.

Helen with another beau! cried free Tod. How has it all come about?

The mother and Helen have been staying at Malvern, you know, said Whitney. Temple turned up at the same hotel, the Foley Arms, and they struck up an intimacy. I went over for the last week, and was surprised to see how thick he was with them. The mother, who is more unsuspicious than a goose, told Temple, in her hospitable way, when they were saying good-bye, that she should be glad to see him if ever he found himself in these benighted parts: and Ill be shot if at the end of five days he was not here! If Helens not the magnet, I dont know what else it can be.

He appears to like her; but it may be only a temporary fancy that will pass away; it ought not to be talked about, reiterated Anna. It may come to nothing.

It may, or may not, persisted Bill.

Will she consent to have him? I asked.

Shed be simple if she didnt, said Bill. Temple would be a jolly fine match for any girl. Good in all ways. His property is large, and he himself is as sober and steady as any parson. Always has been.

I was not thinking of Temples eligibility  that was undeniable; but of Helens inclinations. Some time before she had gone in for a love affair, which would not do at any price, caused some stir at the Hall, and came to signal grief: though I have not time to tell of it here. Whitney caught the drift of my thoughts.

Thats over and done with, Johnny. Shed never let its recollection spoil other prospects. You may trust Helen Whitney for that. She is as shallow-hearted as  

For shame, William! remonstrated Anna.

Its true, said he. I didnt say you were. Helen would have twenty sweethearts to your one, and think nothing of it.

Tod looked at Anna, and laughed gently. Her cheeks turned the colour of the rose she was holding.

Whats this about a boating tour? he inquired of Whitney. It had been alluded to at lunch-time.

Temples going in for one with some more fellows, was the reply. He has asked me to join them. We mean to do some of the larger rivers; take our tent, and encamp on the bank at night.

What a jolly spree! cried Tod, his face flushing with delight. How I should like it!

I wish to goodness you were coming. But Temple has made up his party. It is his affair, you know. He talks of staying out a month.



One gets no chance in this slow place, cried Tod, fiercely. Ill emigrate, I think, and go tiger-hunting. Is it a secret, this boating affair?

A secret! No.

What made you kick me under the table, then, when I would have asked particulars at luncheon?

Because the mother was present. She has taken all sorts of queer notions into her head  mothers always have them  that the boat will be found bottom upwards some day, and we under it. Failing that, we are to catch colds and fevers and agues from the night encampments. So we say as little about it as possible before her.

I see, nodded Tod. Look here, Bill, I should like to get up a boating party myself; it sounds glorious. How do you set about it?  and where can you get a boat?

Temple knows, said Bill, I dont. Let us go and ask him.

They went across the grass, leaving me alone with Anna. She and I were the best of friends, as the reader may remember, and exchanged many a little confidence with one another that the world knew nothing of.

Should you like it for Helen? I asked, indicating her sister and Slingsby Temple.

Yes, I think I should, she answered. But William had no warrant for speaking as he did. Mr. Temple will only be here a few days longer: when he leaves, we may never see him again.

But he is evidently taken with Helen. He shows that he is. And when a man of Slingsby Temples disposition allows himself to betray anything of the kind, rely upon it he means something.

Did you like him at Oxford, Johnny?

Well  I did and did not, was my hesitating answer. He was reserved, close, proud, and unsociable; and no man displaying those qualities can be very much liked. On the other hand, he was exemplary in conduct, deserving respect from all, and receiving it.

I think he is religious, said Anna, her voice taking a lower tone.

Yes, I always thought him that. I fancy their mother brought them up to be so. But Temple is the last man in the world to display it.

What with papas taking up two rooms to himself now he has the gout, and all of us being at home, mamma was a little at fault what chamber to give Mr. Temple. There was no time for much arrangement, for he came without notice; so she just turned Harry out of his room, which used to be poor Johns, you know, and put Mr. Temple there. That night Harry chanced to go up to bed later than the rest of us. He forgot his room had been changed, and went straight into his own. Mr. Temple was kneeling down in prayer, and a Bible lay open on the table. Mamma says it is not all young men who say their prayers and read their Bible nowadays.



Not by a good many, Anna. Yes, Temple is good, and I hope Helen will get him. She will have position, too, as his wife, and a large income.

He comes into his estate this year, he told us; in September. He will be five-and-twenty then. But, Johnny, I dont like one thing: William says there was a report at Oxford that the Temples never live to be even middle-aged men.

Some of them have died young, I believe. But, Anna, thats no reason why they all should.

And  theres a superstition attaching to the family, is there not? continued Anna. A ghost that appears; or something of that sort?

I hardly knew what to answer. How vividly the words brought back poor Fred Temples communication to me on the subject, and his subsequent death.

You dont speak, said she. Wont you tell me what it is?

It is this, Anna: but I dare say its all nonsense  all fancy. When one of the Temples is going to die, the spirit of the head of the family who last died is said to appear and beckon to him; a warning that his own death is near. Down in their neighbourhood people call it the Temple superstition.

I dont quite understand, cried Anna, looking earnestly at me. Who is it that is said to appear?

Ill give you an instance. When the late Mr. Temple, Slingsbys father, was walking home from shooting with his gamekeeper one September day, he thought he saw his father in the wood at a little distance: that is, his fathers spirit, for he had been dead some years. It scared him very much at the moment, as the keeper testified. Well, Anna, in a day or two he, Mr. Temple, was dead  killed by an accident.

I am glad I am not a Temple; I should be always fearing I might see the sight, observed Anna, a sad, thoughtful look on her gentle face.

Oh no, you wouldnt, Anna. The Temples themselves dont think of it, and dont believe in it. Slingsby does not, at any rate. His brother Fred told me at Oxford that no one must presume to allude to it in Slingsbys presence.

Fred? He died at Oxford, did he not?

Yes, he died there, poor fellow. Thrown from his horse. I saw it happen, Anna.

But I said nothing to her of that curious scene to which I had been a witness a night or two before the accident  when poor Fred, to Slingsbys intense indignation, fancied he saw his father on the college staircase; fancied his father beckoned to him. It was not a thing to talk of. After that time Slingsby had seemed to regard me with rather a special favour; I wondered whether it was because I had not talked of it.



The afternoon passed. We went up to see Sir John in his gouty room, and then said good-bye to them all, including Temple, and started for home again. Tod was surly and cross. He had come out in a temper and he was going back in one.

Tod liked his own way. No one in the world resented interference more than he: and just now he and the Squire were at war. Some twelve months before, Tod had dropped into a five-hundred-pound legacy from a distant relative. It was now ready to be paid to him. The Squire wished it paid over to himself, that he might take care of it; Tod wanted to be grand, and open a banking account of his own. For the past two days the argument had held out on both sides, and this morning Tod had lost his temper. Lost it was again now, but on another score.

Slingsby Temple might as well have invited me to join the boating lot! he broke out to me, as we drew near home. He knows I am an old hand at it.

But if his party is made up, Tod? Whitney said it was.

Rubbish, Johnny. Made up! They could as well make room for another. And much good some of them are, I dare say! I cant remember that Slingsby ever took an oar in his hand at Oxford. All he went in for was star-gazing  and chapels  and lectures. And look at Bill Whitney! He hates rowing.

Did you tell Temple you would like to join them?

He could see it. I didnt say in so many words, Will you have me? Of all things, I should enjoy a boating tour! It would be the most jolly thing on earth.

That night, after we got in, the subject of the money grievance cropped up again. The Squire was smoking his long churchwarden pipe at the open window; Mrs. Todhetley sat by the centre table and the lamp, hemming a strip of muslin. Tod, open as the day on all subjects, abused Temples churlishness for not inviting him to make one of the boating party, and declared he would organize one of his own, which he could readily do, now he was not tied for money. That remark set the Squire on.

Ay, thats just where it would be, Joe, said he. Let you keep the money in your own fingers, and we should soon see what it would end in.

What would it end in? demanded Tod.

Ducks and drakes.

Tod tossed his head. You think I am a child still, I believe, father.

You are no better, where the spending of moneys concerned, said the Squire, taking a long whiff. Few young men are. Their fathers know that, and keep it from them as long as they can. And thats why so many are not let come into possession of their estates before they are five-and-twenty. This young Temple, it seems, does not come into his; Johnny, here, does not.

I should like to know what more harm it would do for the money to lie in my name in the Old Bank than if it lay in yours? argued Tod. Should I be drawing cheques on purpose to get rid of it? Thats what you seem to suppose, father.

Youd be drawing them to spend, said the pater.

No, I shouldnt. Its my own money, after all. Being my own, I should take good care of it.

Old Thomas came in with some glasses, and the argument dropped. Tod began again as we were going upstairs together.

You see, Johnny, he said, stepping inside my room on his way, and shutting the door for fear of eavesdroppers, theres that hundred pounds I owe Brandon. The old fellow has been very good, never so much as hinting that he remembers it, and I shall pay him back the first thing. To do this, I must have absolute possession of the money. A fine bobbery the pater would make if he got to know of it. Besides, a man come to my age likes to have a banking account  if he can. Good-night, lad.

Tod carried his point. He turned so restive and obstinate over it as to surprise and vex the Squire, who of course knew nothing about the long-standing debt to Mr. Brandon. The Squire had no legal power to keep the money, if Tod insisted upon having it. And he did insist. The Squire put it down to boyish folly, self-assumption; and groaned and grumbled all the way to Worcester, when Tod was taking the five-hundred-pound cheque, paid to him free of duty, to the Old Bank.

We shall have youngsters in their teens wanting to open a banking account next! said the pater to Mr. Isaac, as Tod was writing his signature in the book. The worlds coming to something.

I dare say young Mr. Todhetley will be prudent, and not squander it, observed Mr. Isaac, with one of his pleasant smiles.

Oh, will he, though! Youll see. Look here, went on the Squire, tapping the banker on the arm, couldnt you, if he draws too large a cheque at any time, refuse to cash it?

I fear we could not do that, laughed Mr. Isaac. So long as he does not overdraw his account, we are bound to honour his cheques.

And if you do overdraw it, Joe, I hope the bank will prosecute you!  I would, I know, was the Squires last threat, as we left the bank and turned towards the Cross, Tod with a cheque-book in his pocket.

But Mr. Brandon could not be paid then. On going over to his house a day or two afterwards, we found him from home. The housekeeper thought he was on his way to one of the water-cure establishments in Yorkshire, she said, but he had not yet written to give his address.



So it must wait, remarked Tod to me, as we went home. Im not sorry. How the bank would have stared at having to pay a hundred pounds down on the nail! Conclude, no doubt, that I was going to the deuce headlong.



By Jove! cried Tod, taking a leap in the air.

About a week had elapsed since the journey to the Old Bank, and Tod was opening a letter that had come addressed to him by the morning post.

Johnny! will you believe it, lad? Temple asks me to be of the boating lot, after all.

It was even so. The letter was from Slingsby Temple, written from Templemore. It stated that he had been disappointed by some of those who were to have made up the number, and if Todhetley and Ludlow would supply their places, he should be glad.

Tod turned wild. You might have thought, as Mrs. Todhetley remarked, that he had been invited to Eden.

The idea of Temples asking you, Johnny! he said. You are of no good in a boat.

Perhaps I had better decline?

No, dont do that, Johnny. It might upset the party altogether, perhaps. You must do your best.

I have no boating-suit.

I will treat you to one, said Tod, munificently. Well get it at Evesham. Pity but my things would fit you.

So it was, for he had loads of them.

The Squire, for a wonder, did not oppose the scheme. Mrs. Todhetley (like Lady Whitney) did, in her mild way. As Bill said, all mothers were alike  always foreseeing danger. And though she was not Tods true mother, or mine either, she was just as anxious for us; and she looked upon it as nearly certain that one of us would come home drowned and the other with the ague.

They wont sleep on the bare ground, of course, said Duffham, who chanced to call that morning, while Tod was writing his letter of acceptance to Slingsby Temple.

Of course we shall, fired Tod, resenting the remark. What harm could it do us?

Give some of you rheumatic-fever, said Duffham.

Then why doesnt it give it to the gipsies? retorted Tod.

The gipsies are used to it  born to it, as one may say. You young men must have a waterproof sheet to lie upon, or a tarpaulin, or something of the sort.

Tod tossed his head, disdaining an answer, and wrote on.

You will have plenty of rugs and great-coats with you, of course, went on Duffham. And Ill give you a packet of quinine powders. It is as well to be prepared for contingencies. If you find any symptoms of unusual cold, or shivering, just take one or two of them.

Look here, Mr. Duffham, said Tod, dashing his pen down on the table. Dont you think you had better attend us yourself with a medicine-chest? Put up a cargo of rhubarb  and magnesia  and castor oil  and family pills. A few quarts of senna-tea might not come in amiss. My patience! I believe you take us for delicate infants.

And I should recommend you to carry a small keg of whisky amongst the boat stores, continued Duffham, not in the least put out. Youll want it. Take a nip of it neat when you first get up from the ground in the morning. It is necessary you should, and it will ward off some evils that might otherwise arise. Johnny Ludlow, Ill put the quinine into your charge: mind you dont forget it.

Of all the old women! muttered Tod to me. Had the pater been in the room, this might have set him against our going.

On the following day we went over to Whitney Hall, intending to take Evesham on our way back, and buy what was wanted. Surprise the first. Bill Whitney was not at home, and was not to be of the boating party.

You never saw any one in such a way in your life, cried Helen, who could devote some time to us, now Temple was gone. I must say it was too bad of papa. He never made any objection while Mr. Temple was here, but let poor William anticipate all the pleasure; and then he went and turned round afterwards.

Did he get afraid for him? cried Tod, in wonder. I wouldnt have thought it of Sir John.

Afraid! no, returned Helen, opening her eyes. What he got was a fit of the gout. A relapse.

What has the gout to do with Bill?

Why, old Featherston ordered papa to Buxton, and papa said he could not do without William to see to him there: mamma was laid up in bed with one of her bad colds  and she is not out of it yet. So papa went off, taking William  and you should just see how savage he was.

For William Whitney to be savage was something new. He had about the easiest temper in the world. I laughed, and said so.

Savage for him, I mean, corrected Helen, who was given to talking at random. Nothing puts him out. Some cross fellows would not have consented, and have told their fathers so to their faces. It is a shame.

I dont suppose Bill cares much; he is no hand at rowing, remarked Tod. Did he write to Temple and decline?

Of course he did, was Helens resentfully spoken answer; and she seemed, to say the least, quite as much put out as Bill could have been. What else could he do?

Well. I am sorry for this, said Tod. Temple has asked me now. Johnny also.

Has he! exclaimed Helen, her eyes sparkling. I hope you will go.

Of course we shall go, said Tod. Wheres Anna?

Anna? Oh, sitting up with mamma. She likes a sick-room. I dont.

Youd like a boat better  if Temple were in it, remarked Tod, with a saucy laugh.

Just you be quiet, retorted Helen.

From Whitney Hall we went to Evesham, and hastily procured what we wanted. The next day but one was that fixed for our departure, and when it at last dawned, bright and hot, we started amidst the good wishes of all the house. Tod with a fishing-rod and line, in case the expedition should afford an opportunity for fishing, and I with Duffhams quinine powders in my pocket.

Templemore, the seat of the Temples, was on the Welsh borders. We were not going there, but to a place called Sanbury, which lay within a few miles of the mansion. Slingsby Temple and his brother Rupert were already there, with the boat and the tent and all the rest of the apparatus, making ready for our departure on the morrow. Our head-quarters, until the start, was at the Ship, a good, old-fashioned inn, and we found that we were expected to be Temples guests there.

I would have asked you to Templemore to dine and sleep, he observed, in cordial tones, and my mother said she should have been pleased to see you; but to get down here in the morning would have been inconvenient. At least, it would take up the time that ought to be devoted to getting away. Will you come and see the boat?

It was lying in a locked-up shed near the river. A tub-pair, large of its kind. Three of them were enough for it: and I saw that, in point of fact, I was not wanted for the working; but Temple either did not like to ask Tod without me, or else would not leave me out. The Temples might have more than their share of pride, but it was accompanied by an equal share of refined and considerate feeling.

We shall make you useful, never fear, said he to me, with a smile. And it will be capital boating experience for you.

I am sure I shall like it, I answered. And I liked him better than I ever had in my life.

Numerous articles were lying ready with the boat. Temple seemed to have thought of every needful thing. A pot to boil water in, a pan for frying, a saucepan for potatoes, a mop and towing-rope, stone jugs for beer, milk, and fresh water, tins to hold our grog, and the like.



Amongst the stores were tea, sugar, candles, cheese, butter, a ham, some tinned provisions, a big jar of beer, and (Duffham should have seen it) a two-gallon keg of whisky.

A doctor up with us said we ought to have whisky, remarked Tod. He is nothing but an old woman. He put some quinine powders in Johnnys pocket, and talked of a waterproof sheet to sleep on.

Quite right, said Temple. There it lies.

And there it did lie, wrapped round the folded tent. A large waterproof tarpaulin to cover the ground, at night, and keep the damp from our limbs.

Did you ever make a boating tour before, Temple? asked Tod.

Oh yes. I like it. I dont know any pleasure equal to that of camping out at night on a huge plain, where you may study all the stars in the heavens.

As Temple spoke, he glanced towards a small parcel in a corner. I guessed it was one of his night telescopes.

Yes, it is, he assented; but only a small one. The boat wont stretch, and we can only load it according to its limits.

Rupert Temple came up as we were leaving the shed. I had never seen him before. He was the only brother left, and Slingsbys heir presumptive. Why, I know not, but I had pictured Rupert as being like poor Fred  tall, fair, bright-looking as a man can be. But there existed not a grain of resemblance. Rupert was just a second edition of Slingsby: little, dark, plain, and proud. It was not an offensive pride  quite the contrary: and with those they knew well they were cordial and free.

Those originally invited by Temple were his cousin Arthur Slingsby; Lord Cracrofts son; Whitney; and a young Welshman named Pryce-Hughes. All had accepted, and intended to keep the engagement, knowing then of nothing to prevent them. But, curious to say, each one in succession wrote to decline it later. Whitney had to go elsewhere with his father; Pryce-Hughes hurt his arm, which disabled him from rowing: and Arthur Slingsby went off without ceremony in somebodys yacht to Malta. As the last of the letters came, which was Whitneys, Mrs. Temple seemed struck with the coincidence of all refusing, or being compelled to refuse. Slingsby, my dear, she said to her son, it looks just as though you were not to go. But I will go, answered Temple, who did not like to be baulked in a project more than anybody else likes it; if these cant come, Ill get others who can. And he forthwith told his brother Rupert that thered be room for him in the boat  he had refused him before; and wrote to Tod. After that, came another letter from Pryce-Hughes, saying his arm was better, and he could join the party at Bridgenorth or Bewdley. But it was too late: the boat was filled up. Temple meant to do the Severn, the Wye, and the Avon, with a forced interlude of canals, and to be out a month, taking it easily, and resting on Sundays.

Catch Slingsby missing Sunday service if he can help it! said Rupert aside to me.

We started in our flannel suits and red caps, and started well, but not until the afternoon, Temple steering, his brother and Tod taking the sculls. The water was very shallow: and by-and-by we ran aground. The stern of the boat swung round, and away went our tarpaulin; and it was carried off by the current before we could save it.

Well, that first afternoon there were difficulties to contend with, and one or other of the three was often in the water; but we made altogether some five or six miles. It was the hottest day I ever felt; and about seven oclock, on coming to a convenient meadow, nearly level with the river, none of us were sorry to step ashore. Making fast the boat for the night, we landed the tent and other things, and looked about us. A coppice bounded the field on the left; right across, in a second field, stood a substantial farm-house, surrounded by its barns and ricks. Temple produced one of his cards, which was to be taken to the house, and the farmers leave asked to encamp on the meadow. Rupert Temple and Tod made themselves decent to go on the errand.

We shall want a bundle or two of straw, said Temple; it wont do to lie on the bare ground. And some milk. You must ask if they will accommodate us, and pay what they charge.

They went off, carrying also the jar to beg for fresh water. Temple and I began to unfurl the tent, and to busy ourselves amongst the things generally.

Halloa! whats to do here?

We turned, and saw a stout, comely man, in white shirt-sleeves, an open waistcoat, knee-breeches and top-boots; no doubt the farmer himself. Temple explained. He and some friends were on a boating tour, and had landed there to encamp for the night.

But who gave you leave to do it? asked the farmer. You are trespassing. This is my ground.

I supposed it might be necessary to ask leave, said Temple, haughtily courteous; and I have sent to yonder house  which I presume is yours  to solicit it. If you will kindly accord the permission, I shall feel obliged.

That Temple looked disreputable enough, there could be no denying. No shoes on, no stockings, trousers tucked up above the knee: for he had been several times in the water, and, as yet, had done nothing to himself. But two of our college-caps chanced to be lying exposed on the boat: and perhaps, Temples tone and address had made their due impression. The farmer looked hard at him, as if trying to remember his face.



Its not one of the young Mr. Temples, is it? said he. Of Templemore.

I am Mr. Temple, of Templemore. I have sent my card to your house.

Dash me! cried the farmer, heartily. Shake hands, sir. I fancied I knew the face. Ive seen you out shooting, sir  and at Sanbury. I knew your father. Im sure you are more than welcome to camp alongside here, and to any other accommodation I can give you. Will you shake hands, young gentleman? giving his hand to me as he released Temples.

My brother and another of our party are gone to your house to beg some fresh water and buy some milk, said Temple, who did not seem at all to resent the farmers familiarity, but rather to like it. And we shall be glad of a truss or two of fresh straw, if you can either sell it to us or give it. We have had the misfortune to lose our waterproof sheet.

Sell be hanged! cried the farmer, with a jovial laugh. Sell you a truss or two of straw! Sell you milk! Not if I know it, Mr. Temple. Youre welcome, sir, to as much as ever you want of both. One of my men shall bring the straw down.

You are very good.

And anything else you please to think of. Dont scruple to ask, sir. Will you all come and take supper at my house? Weve a rare round o beef in cut, and I saw the missis making pigeon-pies this morning.

But Temple declined the invitation most decisively; and the farmer, perhaps noting that, did not press it. It was rare weather for the water, he observed.

We could do with less heat, replied Temple.

Ay, said the farmer, I never felt it worse. But its good for the corn.

And, with that, he left us. The other two came back with water and oceans of milk. Sticks were soon gathered from the coppice, and the fire made; the round pot, filled with water, was put on to boil for tea, and the tent was set up.

Often and often in my later life have I looked back to that evening. The meal over  and a jolly good one we made  we sat round the camp fire, then smouldering down to red embers, and watched the setting sun, Rupert Temple and Tod smoking. It was a glorious sunset, the west lighted up with gold and purple and crimson; the sky above us clear and dark-blue.

But oh, how hot it was! The moon came up as the sun went down, and the one, to our fancy, seemed to give out as much heat as the other. There we sat on, sipping our grog, and talking in the bright moonlight, Temple with his elbows on the grass, his face turned up towards the sky and the few stars that came out. The colours in the west gave place to a beautiful opal, stretching northwards.

It was singular  I shall always think so  that the conversation should turn on MacRae, the Scotchman who used to make our skin creep at Oxford with his tales of second-sight. We were not talking of Oxford, and I dont know how MacRae came up. Temple had been talking of astronomy; from that we got to astrology; so perhaps it was in that way. Up he came, however, he and his weird beliefs; and Rupert Temple, who had not enjoyed the honour of Macs acquaintance, and had probably never heard his name before, got me to relate one or two of Macs choice experiences.

Was the man a fool? asked Rupert.

Not a bit of it.

Im sure I should say so. Making out that he could foresee peoples funerals before they were dead, or likely to die.

Poor Fred was three-parts of a believer in them, put in Temple, in a dreamy voice, as though his thoughts were buried in that past time.

Fred was! exclaimed Rupert, taking his brother up sharply. Believer in what?

MacRaes superstitions.

Nonsense, Slingsby!

Temple made no rejoinder. In his eye, which chanced to catch mine at the moment, there sat a singular expression. I wondered whether he was recalling that other superstition of Freds, that little episode a night or two before he died.

We had better be turning in, said Temple, getting up. It wont do to sit here too long; and we must be up betimes in the morning.

So we got to bed at last  if you can call it bed. The farmers good straw was strewed thickly underneath us in the tent; we had our rugs; and the tent was fastened back at the entrance to admit air. But there was no air to admit, not a whiff of it; nothing came in but the moonlight. None of us remembered a lighter night, or a hotter one. I and Tod lay in the middle, the Temples on either side, Slingsby nearest the opening.

I wonder whos got our sheet? began Tod, breaking a silence that ensued when we had wished each other good-night.

No one answered.

I say, struck in Rupert, by-and-by, Ive heard one ought not to go to sleep in the moonlight: it turns people luny. Do any of your faces catch it, outside there?

Go to sleep and dont talk, said Temple.

It might have been from the novelty of the situation, but the night was well on before any of us got to sleep. Tod and Rupert Temple went off first, and next (I thought) Temple did. I did not.



I dare say youve never slept four in a bed  and, that, one of littered straw. Its all very well to lie awake when youve a good wide mattress to yourself, and can toss and turn at will; but in the close quarters of a tent you cant do it for fear of disturbing the others. However, the longest watch has its ending; and I was just dropping off, when Temple, next to whom I lay, started hurriedly, and it aroused me.

Whats that? he cried, in a half-whisper.

I lifted my head, startled. He was sitting up, his eyes fixed on the opening we had left in the tent.

Whos there?  who is it? he said again; and his low voice had a slow, queer sound, as though he spoke in fear.

What is it, Temple? I asked.

There, standing just outside the tent, right in the moonlight, whispered he. Dont you see?

I could see nothing. The stir awoke Rupert. He called out to know what ailed us; and that aroused Tod.

Some man looking in at us, explained Temple, in the same queer tone, half of abstraction, half of fear, his gaze still strained on the aperture. He is gone now.

Up jumped Tod, and dashed outside the tent. Rupert struck a match and lighted the lantern. No one was to be seen but ourselves; and the only odd thing to be remarked was the white hue Temples face had taken. Tod was marching round the tent, looking about him far and near, and calling out to all intruders to show themselves. But all that met his eye was the level plain we were encamped upon, lying pale and white under the moonlight, and all the sound he heard was the croaking of the frogs.

What could have made you fancy it? he asked of Temple.

Dont think it was fancy, responded Temple. Never saw any man plainer in my life.

You were dreaming, Slingsby, said Rupert. Let us get to sleep again.

Which we did. At least, I can answer for myself.

The first beams of the glorious sun awoke us, and we rose to the beginning of another day, and to the cold, shivery feeling that, in spite of the heat of the past night and of the coming day, attends the situation. I could understand now why the nip of whisky, as Duffham called it, was necessary. Tod served it out. Lighting the fire of sticks to boil our tea-kettle  or the round pot that served for a kettle  we began to get things in order to embark again, when breakfast should be over.

I say, Slingsby, cried Rupert, to his brother, who seemed very sullen, what on earth took you, that you should disturb us in the night for nothing?



It was not for nothing. Some one was there.

It must have been a stray sheep.

Nonsense, Rupert! Could one mistake a sheep for a man?

Some benighted ploughman then, plodding his weary way.

If you could bring forward any ploughman to testify that it was he beyond possibility of doubt, Id give him a ten-pound note.

Look here, said Tod, after staring a minute at this odd remark of Temples, you may put all idea of ploughmen and every one else away. No one was there. If there had been, I must have seen him: it was not possible he could betake himself out of sight in a moment.

Have it as you like, said Temple; I am going to take a bath. My head aches.

Stripping, he plunged into the river, which was very wide just there, and swam towards the middle of it.

It seems to have put Slingsby out, observed Rupert, alluding to the night alarm. Do you notice how thoughtful he is? Just look at that fire!

The sticks had turned black, and began to smoke and hiss, giving out never a bit of blaze. Down knelt Rupert on one side and I on the other.

Damp old obstinate things! he ejaculated. And we set on to blow at them with all our might.

Wheres Temple? I exclaimed presently; looking off, and not seeing him. Rupert glanced over the river.

He must be diving, Johnny. Slingsbys fond of diving. Keep on blowing, lad, or we shall get no tea to-day.

So we kept on. But, I dont know why, a sort of doubtful feeling came over me, and while I blew I watched the water for Temple to come up. All in a moment he rose to the surface, gave one low, painful cry of distress, and disappeared again.

Good Heavens! cried Rupert, leaping up and overturning the kettle.

But Tod was the quickest, and jumped in to the rescue. A first-rate swimmer and diver was he, almost as much at home in the water as out of it. In no time, as it seemed, he was striking back, bearing Temple. It was fortunate for such a crisis that Temple was so small and slight  of no weight to speak of.

By dint of gently rubbing and rolling, we got some life into him and some whisky down his throat. But he remained in the queerest, faintest state possible; no exertion in him, no movement hardly, no strength; alive, and that was about all; and just able to tell us that he had turned faint in the water.

What is to be done? cried Rupert. We must get a doctor to him: and he ought not to lie on the grass here. I wonder if that farmer would let him be taken to the house for an hour or two?



I got into my boots, and ran off to ask; and met the farmer in the second field. He was coming towards us, curious perhaps to see whether we had started. Telling him what had happened, he showed himself alive with sympathy, called some of his men to carry Temple to the farm, and sent back to prepare his wife. Their name we found was Best: and most hospitable, good-hearted people they turned out to be.

Well, Temple was taken there and a doctor was called in. The doctor shook his head, looked grave, and asked to have another doctor. Then, for the first time, doubts stole over us that it might be more serious than we had thought for. A dreadful feeling of fear took possession of me, and, in spite of all I could do, that scene at Oxford, when poor Fred Temple had been carried into old Mrs. Goldings to die, would not go out of my mind.

We got into our reserve clothes, as if conscious that the boating flannels were done with for the present, left one of the farmers men to watch our boat and things, and stayed with Temple. He continued very faint, and lay almost motionless. The doctors tried some remedies, but they did no good. He did not revive. One of them called it syncope of the heart; but the other said hastily, No, no, that was not the right name. It struck me that perhaps they did not know what the right name was. At last they said Mrs. Temple had better be sent for.

I was just thinking so, cried Rupert. My mother ought to be here. Who will go for her?

Johnny can, said Tod. He is of no good here.

For that matter, none of us were any good, for we could do nothing for Temple.

I did not relish the task: I did not care to tell a mother that her son, whom she believes is well and hearty, is lying in danger. But I had to go: Rupert seemed to take it as a matter of course.

Dont alarm her more than you can help, Ludlow, he said. Say that Slingsby turned faint in the water this morning, and the medical men seem anxious. But ask her not to lose time.

Mr. Best started me on his own horse  a fine hunter, iron-grey. The weather was broiling. Templemore lay right across country, about six miles off by road. It was a beautiful place; I could see that much, though I had but little time to look at it; and it stood upon an eminence, the last mile of the road winding gradually up to its gates.

As ill-luck had it, or perhaps good-luck  I dont know which  Mrs. Temple was at one of the windows, and saw me ride hastily in. Having a good memory of faces, she recollected mine. Knowing that I had started with her sons in the boat, she was seized with a prevision that something was wrong, and came out before I was well off the horse.



It is Mr. Ludlow, I think, she said, her plain dark face (so much like Slingsbys) very pale. What ill news have you brought?

I told her in the best manner I was able, just in the words Rupert had suggested, speaking quietly, and not showing any alarm in my own manner.

Is there danger? she at once asked.

I am not sure that there is, I said, hardly knowing how to frame my answer. The doctors thought you had better come, in case  in case of danger arising; and Rupert sent me to ask you to do so.

She rang the bell, and ordered her carriage to be round instantly. The bay horses, she added: they are the fleetest. What will you take, Mr. Ludlow?

I would not take anything. But a venerable old gentleman in black, with a powdered bald head  the butler, I concluded  suggested some lemonade, after my hot ride: and that I was glad of.

I rode on first, piloting the way for the carriage, which contained Mrs. Temple. She came alone: her daughter was away on a visit  as I had learnt from Rupert.

Slingsby lay in the same state, neither better nor worse: perhaps the breathing was somewhat more difficult. He smiled when he saw his mother, and put out his hand.



The day dragged itself slowly on. We did not know what to do with ourselves; that was a fact. Temple was to be kept quiet, and we might not intrude into his room  one on the ground-floor that faced the east: not even Rupert. Mr. and Mrs. Best entertained us well as far as meals went, but one cant be eating for ever. Now down in the meadow by the boat  which seemed to have assumed a most forlorn aspect  and now hovering about the farm, waiting for the last report of Temple. In that way the day crept through.

Is it here that Mr. Temple is lying?

I was standing under the jessamine-covered porch, sheltering my head from the rays of the setting sun, when a stranger came up and put the question. An extraordinarily tall, thin man, with grey hair, clerical coat, and white neckcloth.

It was the Reverend Mr. Webster, perpetual curate of the parish around Templemore. And I seemed to know him before I heard his name, for he was the very image of his son, Long Webster, who used to be at Oxford.

I am so grieved not to have been able to get here before, he said; but I had just gone out for some hours when Mrs. Temples message was brought to the Parsonage. Is he any better?

I am afraid not, I answered. We dont know what to make of it; it all seems so sudden and strange.



But what is it? he asked in a whisper.

I dont know, sir. The doctors have said something about the heart.

I should like to see the doctors before I go in to Mrs. Temple. Are they here?

One of them is, I think. They have been going in and out all day.

I fetched the doctor out to him; and they talked together in low tones in the shaded and quiet porch. Not a ray of hope sat on the medical mans face: he as good as intimated that Temple was dying.

Dear me! cried the dismayed Mr. Webster.

He seems to know it himself, continued the doctor. At least, we fancy so, I and my brother-practitioner. Though we have been most cautious not to alarm him by any hint of the kind.

I should like to see him, said the parson. I suppose I can?

He went in, and was shut up for some time alone with Temple. Yes, he said, when he came out again, Temple knew all about it, and was perfectly resigned and prepared.

You may be sure there was no bed for any of us that night. Temples breathing grew worse; and at last we went in by turns, one of us at a time, to prop up the pillows behind, and keep them propped; it seemed to make it firmer and easier for him as he lay against them. Towards morning I was called in to replace Rupert. The shaded candle seemed to be burning dim.

You can lie down, my dear, Mrs. Temple whispered to Rupert. Should there be any change, I will call you.

He nodded, and left the room. Not to lie down. Only to sit over the kitchen fire with Tod, and so pass away the long hours of discomfort.

Who is this now? panted Slingsby, as I took my place.

It is I. Johnny Ludlow. Do you feel any better?

He made a little sound of dissent in answer.

Nay, I think you look easier, my dear, said Mrs. Temple, gently.

No, no, he said, just opening his eyes. Do not grieve, mother. I shall be better off. I shall be with my father and Fred.

Oh, my son, my son, dont lose heart! she said, with a sob. That will never do.

I saw my father last night, said Temple.

The words seemed to strike her with a sort of shock. No! she exclaimed, perhaps thinking of the Temple superstition, and drawing back a step. Pray, pray dont fancy that!

The tent was open to give us air, he said, speaking with difficulty. I suddenly saw some one standing in the moonlight. I was next the opening; and I had not been able to get to sleep. For a moment I thought it was some man, some intruder passing by; but he took a strange likeness to my father, and I thought he beckoned  



We are not alone, Slingsby, interrupted Mrs. Temple, remembering me, her voice cold, not to say haughty.

Ludlow knows. He knew the last time. Fred said he saw him, and I  I ridiculed it. Ludlow heard me. My father came for Fred, mother; he must have come for me.

Oh, I cant  I cant believe this, Slingsby, she cried, in some excitement. It was fancy  nervousness; nothing else. My darling, I cannot lose you! You have ever been dearer to me than my other children.

Only for a little while, mother. It is Gods will. That is our true home, you know; and then there will be no more parting. I am quite happy. I seem to be half there now. What is that light?

Mrs. Temple looked round, and saw a faint streak coming in over the tops of the shutters. It must be the glimmering of dawn in the east, she said. The day is breaking.

Ay, he answered: my day. Wheres Rupert? I should like to say good-bye to him. Yes, mother, thats the dawn of heaven.

And just as the sun rose, he went there.



That was the end of our boating tour. Ridicule has been cast on some of the facts, and will be again. It is a painful subject; and I dont know that I should have related it, but for its having led to another (and more lively) adventure, which I proceed to tell of.




XVIII.

ROSE LODGE.

It looked the prettiest place imaginable, lying under the sunlight, as we stood that first morning in front of the bay. The water was smooth and displayed lovely colours: now green, now blue, as the clouds passed over the face of the sky, now taking tinges of brown and amber; and towards evening it would be pink and purple. Further on, the waters were rippling and shining in the sun. Fishing-vessels stood out at sea, plying their craft; little cockle-shells, their white sails set, disported on it; rowing boats glided hither and thither. In the distance the grand waves of the sea were ebbing and flowing; a noble merchant-man, all her canvas filled, was passing proudly on her outward-bound course.

I should like to live here, cried Tod, turning away at last.

And Im sure I felt that I should. For I could watch the ever-changing sea from morning to night and not tire of it.

Suppose we remain here, Johnny?

To live?

Nonsense, lad! For a month. I am going for a sail. Will you come?

After the terrible break-up of our boating tour, poor Slingsby Temple was taken home to Templemore, ourselves going back to Sanbury to wait for the funeral, and for our black garments, for which we had sent. Rupert was fearfully cut up. Although he was the heir now, and would be chief of Templemore, I never saw any brother take a death more to heart. Slingsby liked you much, Ludlow, said Rupert to me, when he came to us at the inn at Sanbury the day before the funeral, and the hot tears were in his eyes as he spoke. He always liked you at Oxford: I have heard him say so. Like himself, you kept yourself free from the lawlessness of the place  

As if a young one like Johnny would go in for anything of the kind! interrupted Tod.

Young? repeated Rupert Temple. Well, I dont know. When I was there myself, some young ones  lads  went in for a pretty good deal. He liked you much, Ludlow.

And somehow I liked to hear Rupert say it.



Quitting Sanbury after the funeral, we came to this little place, Cray Bay, which was on the sea-coast, a few miles beyond Templemore. Our pleasure cut short at the beginning of the holiday, we hardly knew what to do with the rest of it, and felt like a couple of fish suddenly thrown out of water. Mrs. Temple, taking her son and daughter, went for change to her brothers, Lord Cracroft.

At Cray Bay we found one small inn, which bore the odd sign of the Whistling Wind, and was kept by Mrs. Jones, a stout Welshwoman. The bedroom she gave us enjoyed a look-out upon some stables, and would not hold much more than the two small beds in it. In answer to Tods remonstrances, she said that she had a better room, but it was just now occupied.

The discomforts of the lodging were forgotten when we strolled out to look about us, and saw the beauties of the sea and bay. Cray Bay was a very primitive spot: little else than a decent fishing-place. It had not then been found out by the tour-taking world. Its houses were built anyhow and anywhere; its shops could be counted on your fingers: a butchers, a bakers, a grocers, and so on. Fishermen called at the doors with fish, and countrywomen with butter and fowls. There was no gas, and the place at night was lighted with oil-lamps. A trout-stream lay at the back of the village, half-a-mile away.

Stepping into a boat, on this first morning, for the sail proposed by Tod, we found its owner a talkative old fellow. His name was Druff, he said; he had lived at Cray Bay most of his life, and knew every inch of its land and every wave of its sea. There couldnt be a nicer spot to stop at for the summer, as he took it; no, not if you searched the island through: and he supposed it was first called Cray Bay after the cray-fish, they being caught in plenty there.

More things than one are called oddly in this place, remarked Tod. Look at that inn: the Whistling Wind; whats that called after?

And so the wind do hoostle on this here coast; deed an it do, returned Druff. Youd not forget it if you heered it in winter.

The more we saw of Cray Bay that day, the more we liked it. Its retirement just suited our mood, after the experience of only four or five days back: for I can tell you that such a shock is not to be forgotten all in a moment. And when we went up to bed that night, Tod had made up his mind to stay for a time if lodgings could be found.

Not in this garret, that you cant swing a cat in, said he, stretching out his hands towards the four walls. Madame Jones wont have me here another night if I can help it.

No. Our tent in the meadow was ten times livelier.

Are there any lodgings to be had in this place? asked Tod of the slip-shod maid-servant, when we were at breakfast the next morning. But she professed not to know of any.



But, Tod, what would they say at home to our staying here? I asked after awhile, certain doubts making themselves heard in my conscience.

What they chose, said Tod, cracking his fourth egg.

I am afraid the pater  

Now, Johnny, you need not put in your word, he interrupted, in the off-hand tone that always silenced me. Its not your affair. We came out for a month, and I am not going back home, like a bad sixpence returned, before the month has expired. Perhaps I shall tack a few weeks on to it. I am not dependent on the paters purse.

No; for he had his five hundred pounds lying untouched at the Worcester Old Bank, and his cheque-book in his pocket.

Breakfast over, we went out to look for lodgings; but soon feared it might be a hopeless search. Two little cottages had a handboard stuck on a stick in the garden, with Lodgings on it. But the rooms in each proved to be a tiny sitting-room and a more tiny bedroom, smaller than the garret at the Whistling Wind.

I never saw such a world as this, cried Tod, as we paced disconsolately before the straggling dwellings in front of the bay. If you want a thing you cant get it.

We might find rooms in those houses yonder, I said, nodding towards some scattered about in the distance. They must be farms.

Who wants to live a mile off? he retorted. Its the place itself I like, and the bay, and the  Oh, by George! Look there, Johnny!

We had come to the last house in the place  a fresh-looking, charming cottage, with a low roof and a green verandah, that we had stopped to admire yesterday. It faced the bay, and stood by itself in a garden that was a perfect bower of roses. The green gate bore the name Rose Lodge, and in the parlour window appeared a notice To Let; which notice, we both felt sure, had not been there the previous day.

Fancy their having rooms to let here! cried Tod. The nicest little house in all the place. How lucky!

In he went impulsively, striding up the short gravel-path, which was divided from the flower-beds by two rows of sea-shells, and knocked at the door. It was opened by a tall grenadier of a female, rising six feet, with a spare figure and sour face. She had a large cooking-apron on, dusted with flour.

You have lodgings to let, said Tod; can I see them?

Lodgings to let? she repeated, scanning us up and down attentively; and her voice sounded harsh and rasping. I dont know that we have. You had better see Captain Copperas.

She threw open the door of the parlour: a small, square, bright-looking room, rather full of furniture; a gay carpet, a cottage piano, and some green chairs being among the articles.

Captain Copperas came forward: a retired seaman, as we heard later; tall as the grenadier, and with a brown, weather-beaten face. But in voice and manners he, at any rate, did not resemble her, for they were just as pleasant as they could be.

I have no lodgings, said he; my servant was mistaken. My house is to let; and the furniture to be taken too.

Which announcement was of course a check to Tod. He sat looking very blank, and then explained that we only required lodgings. We had been quite charmed with Cray Bay, and would like to stay in it for a month or so: and that it was his misapprehension, not the servants.

Its a pity but you wanted a little house, said Captain Copperas. This is the most compact, desirable, perfect little dwelling mortal man ever was in. Rent twenty-six pounds a-year only, furniture to be bought out-and-out for a hundred and twenty-five. It would be a little Eden  a paradise  to those who had the means to take it.

As he spoke, he regarded us individually and rather pointedly. It looked as much as to doubt whether we had the means. Tod (conscious of his five hundred pounds in the bank) threw his head up.

Oh, I have the means, said he, as haughtily as poor Slingsby Temple had ever spoken. Johnny, did you put any cards in your pocket? Give Captain Copperas one.

I laid one of Tods cards on the table. The captain took it up.

Its a great grief to me to leave the house, he remarked. Especially after having been only a few months in it!  and laying in a stock of the best furniture in a plain way, purchased in the best market! Downright grief.

Then why do you leave it? naturally asked Tod.

Because I have to go afloat again, said the sailor, his face taking a rueful expression. I thought I had given up the sea for good; but my old employers wont let me give it up. They know my value as a master, and have offered me large terms for another year or two of service. A splendid new East Indiaman, two thousand tons register, and  and, in short, I dont like to be ungrateful, so I have said Ill go.

Could you not keep on the house until you come back?

My sister wont let me keep it on. Truth to say, she never cared for the sea, and wants to get away from it. That exquisite scene  extending his hand towards the bay, and to a steamer working her way onwards near the horizon has no charms for Miss Copperas; and she intends to betake herself off to our relatives in Leeds. No: I can only give the place up, and dispose of the furniture to whomsoever feels inclined to take it. It will be a fine sacrifice. I shall not get the one half of the money I gave for it: dont look to. And all of it as good as new!

I could read Tods face as a book, and the eager look in his eyes. He was thinking how much he should like to seize upon the tempting bargain; to make the pretty room we sat in, and the prettier prospect yonder, his own. Captain Copperas appeared to read him also.

You are doubting whether to close with the offer or not, he said, with a frank smile. You might make it yours for a hundred and twenty-five pounds. Perhaps  pardon me; you are both but young  you may not have the sum readily at command?

Oh yes, I have, said Tod, candidly. I have it lying at my bankers, in Worcester. No, its not for that reason I hesitate. It is  it is  fancy me with a house on my hands! he broke off, turning to me with a laugh.

It is an offer that you will never be likely to meet with again, sir.

But what on earth could I do with the house and the things afterwards  allowing that we stayed here for a month or two? urged Tod.

Why, dispose of them again, of course, was the ready answer of Captain Copperas. Youd find plenty of people willing to purchase, and to take the house off your hands. Such an opportunity as this need not go begging. I only wish I had not to be off all in a jiffy; I should make a very different bargain.

Ill think of it, said Tod, as we got up to leave. I must say it is a nice little nest.

In the doorway we encountered a tall lady with a brown face and a scarlet top-knot. She wore a thick gold chain, and bracelets to match.

My sister, Miss Copperas, said the captain. And he explained to her in a few words our business, and the purport of what had passed.

For goodness sake, dont lose the opportunity! cried she, impressively affectionate, as though she had known us all our lives. So advantageous an offer was never made to any one before: and but for my brothers obstinately and wickedly deciding to go off to that wretched sea again, it would not be made now. Yes, Alexander, turning to him, I do call it quite wicked. Only think, sir  to Tod a house full of beautiful furniture, every individual thing that a family can want; a piano here, a table-cloth press in the kitchen; plate, linen, knives, forks; a garden full of roses and a roller for the paths; and all to go for the miserably inadequate sum of a hundred and twenty-five pounds! But thats my brother all over. Hes a true sailor. Setting himself up in a home to-day, and selling it off for an old song to-morrow.

Well, well, Fanny, he said, when he could get a word in edgeways to stem the torrent of eloquence, I have agreed to go, and I must go.

Have you been over the house? she resumed, in the same voluble manner. No? Then do pray come and see it. Oh, dont talk of trouble. This is the dining-room, throwing open a door behind her.

It was a little side-room, looking up the coast and over the fields; just enough chairs and tables in it for use. Upstairs we found three chambers, with their beds and other things. It all looked very comfortable, and I thought Captain Copperas was foolish to ask so small a sum.

This is the linen closet, said Miss Copperas, opening a narrow door at the top of the stairs, and displaying some shelves that seemed to be well-filled. Sheets, table-cloths, dinner-napkins, towels, pillow-cases; everything for use. Anybody, taking the house, has only to step in, hang up his hat, and find himself at home. Look at those plates and dishes! she ran on, as we got down again and entered the kitchen. They are very nice  and enough to dine ten people.

They were of light blue ware, and looked nice enough on the dresser shelves. The grenadier stood at the table, chopping parsley on a trencher, and did not condescend to take any notice of us.

Out in the garden next, amidst the roses  which grew all round the house, clustering everywhere. They were of that species called the cabbage-rose: large, and fragrant, and most beautiful. It made me think of the Roses by Bendemeers stream.

I should like the place of all things! cried Tod, as we strolled towards the bay for a sail; and found Druff seated in his boat, smoking. I say, Druff, do you know Captain Copperas? Get in, Johnny.

Lives next door to me, at Rose Lodge, answered Druff.

Next door! What, is that low whitewashed shanty your abode? How long has Copperas lived here?

A matter of some months, said Druff. He came in the spring.

Are they nice kind of people?

They be civil to me, answered Druff. Sent my old missis a bottle o wine in, and some hot broth t other day, when she was ill. The captain  

A sudden lurch put a stop to the discourse, and in a few minutes we glided out of the bay, Tod sitting in a brown reverie, his gaze fixed on the land and on Rose Lodge.



My minds made up, Johnny. I shall take the place.

I dropped my knife and fork in very astonishment. Our sail over, we were at dinner in the bar-parlour of the Whistling Wind.

Surely you wont do it, Tod!

Surely I shall, lad. I never saw such a nice little nest in all my life. And theres no risk; you heard what Copperas said; I shall get my money back again when we want to leave it.

Look here, Tod: I was thinking a bit whilst we sat in the boat. Does it not seem to you to be too good to be genuine?



It was Tods turn now to drop his knife and fork: and he did it angrily. Just tell me what you mean, Johnny Ludlow.

All that furniture, and the piano, and the carpets, and the plate and linen: it looks such a heap to be going for only a hundred and twenty-five pounds.

Well?

I cant think that Copperas means it.

Not mean it! Why, you young muff? There are the things, and he has offered them to me. If Copperas chooses to part with them for half their value, is it my place to tell him hes a fool? The poor man is driven into a corner through want of time. Sailors are uncommonly improvident.

It is such an undertaking, Tod.

It is not your undertaking.

Of course it is a tremendous bargain; and it is a beautiful little place to have. But I cant think what the pater will say to it.

I can, said Tod. When he hears of it  but that will not be yet awhile  he will come off here post-haste to blow me up; and end by falling in love with the roses. He always says that there is no rose like a cabbage-rose.

He will never forgive you, Tod; or me either. He will say the worlds coming to an end.

If you are afraid of him, Johnny, you can take yourself off. Hold up your plate for some more lamb, and hold your tongue.

There was no help for it; anything I could say would have no more weight with Tod than so much wasted water; so I did as he bade me, and held my tongue. Down he went to Captain Copperas ere his dinner was well swallowed, and told him he would take the house. The Captain said he would have a short agreement drawn up; and Tod took out his cheque-book, to give a cheque for the money there and then. But the Captain, like an honest man, refused to receive it until the agreement was executed; and, if all the same, he would prefer money down to a cheque. Cheques were all very good, no doubt, he said; but sailors did not much understand them. Oh, of course, Tod answered, shaking him by the hand; he would get the money.

Inquiring of our landlady for the nearest bank, Tod was directed to a town called St. Anns, three miles off; and we started for it at once, pelting along the hot and dusty road. The bank found  a small one, with a glazed bow-window, Tod presented a cheque for a hundred and fifty pounds, twenty-five of it being for himself, and asked the clerk to cash it.

The clerk looked at the cheque then looked at Tod, and then at me. This is not one of our cheques, he said. We have no account in this name.



Cant you read? asked Tod. The cheque is upon the Worcester Old Bank. You know it well by reputation, I presume?

The clerk whisked into a small kind of box, divided from the office by glass, where sat a bald-headed gentleman writing at a desk full of pigeon-holes. A short conference, and then the latter came to us, holding the cheque in his hand.

We will send and present this at Worcester, he said; and shall get an answer the day after to-morrow. No doubt we shall then be able to give you the money.

Why cant you give it me now? asked Tod, in rather a fiery tone.

Well, sir, we should be happy to do it; but it is not our custom to cash cheques for strangers.

Do you fear the cheque will not be honoured? flashed Tod. Why, I have five hundred pounds lying there! Do you suppose I want to cheat you?

Oh, certainly not, said the banker, with suavity. Only, you see, we cannot break through our standing rules. Call upon us the day after to-morrow, and doubtless the money will be ready.

Tod came away swearing. The infamous upstarts! cried he. To refuse to cash my cheque! Johnny, its my belief they take us for a couple of adventurers.



The money came in due course. After receiving it from the cautious banker, we went straight to Rose Lodge, pelting back from St. Anns at a fine pace. Tod signed the agreement, and paid the cash in good Bank of England notes. Captain Copperas brought out a bottle of champagne, which tasted uncommonly good to our thirsty throats. He was to leave Cray Bay that night on his way to Liverpool to take possession of his ship; Miss Copperas would leave on the morrow, and then we should go in. And Elizabeth, the grenadier, was to remain with us as servant. Miss Copperas recommended her, hearing Tod say he did not know where to look for one. We bargained with her to keep up a good supply of pies, and to pay her twenty shillings a month.

Will you allow me to leave one or two of my boxes for a few days? asked Miss Copperas of Tod, when we went down on the following morning, and found her equipped for departure. This has been so hurried a removal that I have not had time to pack all my things, and must leave it for Elizabeth to do.

Leave anything you like, Miss Copperas, replied Tod, as he shook hands. Do what you please. Im sure the house seems more like yours than mine.

She thanked him, wished us both good-bye, and set off to walk to the coach-office, attended by the grenadier, and a boy wheeling her luggage. And we were in possession of our new home.



It was just delightful. The weather was charming, though precious hot, and the new feeling of being in a house of our own, with not as much as a mouse to control us and our movements, was satisfactory in the highest degree. We passed our days sailing about with old Druff, and came home to the feasts prepared by the grenadier, and to sit among the roses. Altogether we had never had a time like it. Tod took the best chamber, facing the sea; I had the smaller one over the dining-room, looking up coastwards.

I shall go fishing to-morrow, Johnny, Tod said to me one evening. Well bring home some trout for supper.

He was stretched on three chairs before the open window; coat off, pipe in mouth. I turned round from the piano. It was not much of an instrument. Miss Copperas had said, when I hinted so to her on first trying it, that it wanted age.

Shall you? All right, I answered, sitting down by him. The stars were shining on the calm blue water; here and there lights, looking like stars also, twinkled from some vessels at anchor.

If I thought they wouldnt quite die of the shock, Johnny, Id send the pater and madam an invitation to come off here and pay us a visit. They would fall in love with the place at once.

Oh, Tod, I wish you would! I cried, eagerly seizing on the words. They could have your room, and you have mine, and I would go into the little one at the back.

I dare say! I was only joking, lad.

The last words and their tone destroyed my hopes. It is inconvenient to possess a conscience. Advantageous though the bargain was that Tod had made, and delightfully though our days were passing, I could not feel easy until they knew of it at home.

I wish you would let me write and tell them, Tod.

No, said he. I dont want the pater to whirl himself off here and spoil our peace  for thats what would come of it.

He thinks we are in some way with the Temples. His letter implied it.

The best thing he can think.

But I want to write to the mother, Tod. She must be wondering why we dont.

Wondering wont give her the fever, lad. Understand me, Mr. Johnny: you are not to write.

Breakfast over in the morning, we crossed the meadows to the trout stream, with the fishing-tackle and a basket of frogs. Tod complained of the intense heat. The dark blue sky was cloudless; the sun beat down upon our heads.

Ill tell you what, Johnny, he said, when we had borne the blaze for an hour on the banks, the fish refusing to bite: we should be all the cooler for our umbrellas. Youll have a sunstroke, if you dont look out.



It strikes me you wont catch any fish to-day.

Does it? You be off and get the parapluies.

The low front window stood open when I reached home. It was the readiest way of entering; and I passed on to the passage to the umbrella-stand. The grenadier came dashing out of her kitchen, looking frightened.

Oh! said she, its you!

I have come back for the umbrellas, Elizabeth; the suns like a furnace. Why! what have you got there?

The kitchen was strewed with clothes from one end of it to the other. On the floor stood the two boxes left by Miss Copperas.

I am only putting up Miss Copperass things, returned Elizabeth, in her surly way. Its time they were sent off.

What a heap she must have left behind! I remarked, and left the grenadier to her work.

We got home in the evening, tired out. The grenadier had a choice supper ready; and, in answer to me, said the trunks of Miss Copperas were packed and gone. When bed-time came, Tod was asleep at the window, and wouldnt awake. The grenadier had gone to her room ages ago; I wanted to go to mine.

Tod, then! Do please wake up: it is past ten.

A low growl answered me. And in that same moment I became aware of some mysterious stir outside the front-gate. People seemed to be trying it. The grenadier always locked it at night.

Tod! Tod! There are people at the gate  trying to get in.

The tone and the words aroused him. Eh? What do you say, Johnny? People are trying the gate?

Listen! They are whispering to one another. They are trying the fastenings.

What on earth does anybody want at this time of night? growled Tod. And why cant they ring like decent people? Whats your business? he roared out from the window. Who the dickens are you?

Hush, Tod! It  it cant be the Squire, can it? Come down here to look after us.

The suggestion silenced him for a moment.

I  I dont think so, Johnny, he slowly said. No, its not the Squire: he would be letting off at us already at the top of his voice; he wouldnt wait to come in to do it. Lets go and see. Come along.

Two young men stood at the gate. One of them turned the handle impatiently as we went down the path.

What do you want? demanded Tod.

I wish to see Captain Copperas.

Then you cant see him, answered Tod, woefully cross after being startled out of his sleep. Captain Copperas does not live here.



Not live here! repeated the man. Thats gammon. I know he does live here.

I tell you he does not, haughtily repeated Tod. Do you doubt my word?

Who does live here, then? asked the man, in a different tone, evidently impressed.

Mr. Todhetley.

I can take my oath that Captain Copperas lived here ten days ago.

What of that? He is gone, and Mr. Todhetleys come.

Can I see Mr. Todhetley?

You see him now. I am he. Will you tell me your business?

Captain Copperas owes me a small account, and I want it settled.

The avowal put Tod in a rage; and he showed it. A small account! Is this a proper time to come bothering gentlemen for your small accounts  when folks are gone to bed, or going?

Last time I came in the afternoon. Perhaps that was the wrong time? Any way, Captain Copperas put me off, saying I was to call some evening, and hed pay it.

And Ill thank you to betake yourself off again now. How dare you disturb people at this unearthly hour! As to Captain Copperas, I tell you that he is no longer here.

Then I should say that Captain Copperas was a swindler.

Tod turned on his heel at the last words, and the men went away, their retreating footsteps echoing on the road. I thought I heard the grenadiers window being shut, so the noise must have disturbed her.

Swindlers themselves! cried Tod, as he fastened the house-door. Ill lay you a guinea, Johnny, they were two loose fellows trying to sneak inside and see what they could pick up.

Nevertheless, in the morning he asked the grenadier whether it was true that such men had come there after any small account. And the grenadier resented the supposition indignantly. Captain Copperas owed no small accounts that she knew of, she said; and she had lived with him and Miss C. ever since they came to Cray Bay. She only wished she had seen the men herself last night; she would have answered them. And when, upon this, I said I thought I had heard her shut her window down, and supposed she had been listening, she denied it, and accused me of being fanciful.

Impudent wretches! ejaculated Tod; to come here and asperse a man of honour like Copperas.

That day passed off quietly, and to our thorough enjoyment; but the next one was fated to bring us some events. Some words of Tods, as I was pouring out the breakfast coffee, startled me.

Oh, by Jupiter! How have they found us out here?

Looking up, I saw the postman entering the gate with a letter. The same thought struck us both  that it was some terrible mandate from the Squire. Tod went to the window and held out his hand.

For Elizabeth, at Captain Copperass, read out the man, as he handed it to Tod. It was a relief, and Tod sent me with it to the grenadier.

But in less than one minute afterwards she came into the room, bathed in tears. The letter was to tell her that her mother was lying ill at their home, some unpronounceable place in Wales, and begging earnestly to see her.

Im sorry to leave you at a pinch; but I must go, sobbed the grenadier. I cant help myself; I shall start by the afternoon coach.

Well, of course there was nothing to be said against it. A mother was a mother. But Tod began to wonder what on earth we should do: as did I, for the matter of that. The grenadier offered to cook our luncheon before starting, which we looked upon as a concession.

Lets go for a sail, Johnny, and leave perplexities to right themselves.

And a glorious sail we had! Upon getting back at one oclock, we found a huge meat pie upon the luncheon-table, and the grenadier with her bonnet on. Tod handed her five shillings; the sum, as she computed, that was due to her.

We heard the bumping of her boxes on the stairs. At the gate stood the boy with the truck, ready to wheel them to the coach-office, as he had wheeled those of Miss Copperas. Tod was helping himself to some more pie, when the grenadier threw open the door.

My boxes are here, gentlemen. Will you like to look at them?

Look at them for what? asked Tod, after staring a minute.

To see that Im taking none of your property away inside them.

At last Tod understood what she meant, and felt inclined to throw the dish at her head. Shut the door, and dont be a fool, said he. And I hope youll find your mother better, I called out after her.

And now, Johnny, what are we to do? cried he, when lunch was over and there was no one to take it away. This is like a second edition of Robinson Crusoe.

We left it where it was, and went off to the shops and the Whistling Wind, asking if they could tell us of a servant. But servants seemed not to be forthcoming at a pinch; and we told our troubles to old Druff.

My missis shall come in and see a bit to things for ye, said he. She can light the fire in the morning, anyway, and boil the kettle.

And with the aid of Mother Druff  an ancient dame who went about in clogs  we got on till after breakfast in the morning, when a damsel came after the place. She wore a pink gauze bonnet, smart and tawdry, and had a pert manner.

Can you cook? asked Tod.



The substance of her answer was, that she could do everything under the sun, provided she were not tanked after. Her late missis was for ever a-tanking. Would there be any washing to do?  because washing didnt agree with her: and how often could she go out, and what was the wages?

Tod looked at me in doubt, and I slightly shook my head. It struck me that she would not do at any price. I think you wont suit, said he to her.

Oh, returned she, all impertinence. I can go then where I shall suit: and so, good-morning, gentlemen. Theres no call for you to be so uppish. I didnt come after your forks and spoons.

The impudent young huzzy! cried Tod, as she slammed the gate after her. But she might do better than nobody, Johnny.

I dont like her, Tod. If it rested with me, Id rather live upon bread-and-cheese than take her.

Bread-and-cheese! he echoed. It is not a question of only bread-and-cheese. We must get our beds made and the knives cleaned.

It seemed rather a blue look-out. Tod said he would go up again to the Whistling Wind, and tell Mother Jones she must find us some one. Picking a rose as he went down the path, he met a cleanly-looking elderly woman who was entering. She wore a dark apron, and old-fashioned white cap, and said she had come after the place.

What can you do? began Tod. Cook?

Cook and clean too, sir, she answered. And I liked the woman the moment I saw her.

Oh, I dont know that theres much cleaning to do, beyond the knives, remarked Tod. We want our dinners cooked, you know, and the beds made. Thats about all.

The woman smiled at that, as if she thought he knew little about it. I have been living at the grocers, up yonder, sir, and they can give me a good character, though I say it. Im not afraid of doing all you can want done, and of giving satisfaction, if youd please to try me.

Youll do, said Tod, after glancing at me. Can you come in at once?

As soon as you like, sir. When would you please to go for my character?

Oh, bother that! said he. Ive no doubt you are all right. Can you make pigeon pies?

That I can, sir.

Youll do then. What is your name?

Elizabeth Ho  

Elizabeth? he interrupted, not giving her time to finish. Why, the one just gone was Elizabeth. A grenadier, six feet high.

Ive been mostly called Betty, sir.

Then well call you Betty too.



She went away, saying that shed come back with her aprons. Tod looked after her.

You like her, dont you, Johnny?

That I do. Shes a good sort; honest as can be. You did not ask her about wages.

Oh, time enough for that, said he.

And Betty turned out to be good as gold. Her history was a curious one; she told it to me one evening in the kitchen; in her small way she had been somewhat of a martyr. But God had been with her always, she said; through more trouble than the world knew of.

We had a letter from Mrs. Todhetley, redirected on from Sanbury. The chief piece of news it contained was, that the Squire and old Jacobson had gone off to Great Yarmouth for a fortnight.

Thats good, said Tod. Johnny lad, you may write home now.

And tell about Rose Lodge?

Tell all you like. I dont mind madam. Shell have leisure to digest it against the pater returns.

I wrote a long letter, and told everything, going into the minute details that she liked to hear, about the servants, and all else. Rose Lodge was the most wonderful bargain, I said, and we were both as happy as the days were long.

The church was a little primitive edifice near the sands. We went to service on Sunday morning; and upon getting home afterwards, found the cloth not laid. Tod had ordered dinner to be on the table. He sent me to the kitchen to blow up Betty.

It is quite ready and waiting to be served; but I cant find a clean tablecloth, said Betty.

Why, I told you where the tablecloths were, shouted Tod, who heard the answer. In the cupboard at the top of the stairs.

But there are no tablecloths there, sir, cried she. Nor anything else either, except a towel or two.

Tod went upstairs in a passion, bidding her follow him, and flung the cupboard door open. He thought she had looked in the wrong place.

But Betty was right. With the exception of two or three old towels and some stacks of newspapers, the cupboard was empty.

By Jove! cried Tod. Johnny, that grenadier must have walked off with all the linen!

Whether she had, or had not, none to speak of could be found now. Tod talked of sending the police after her, and wrote an account of her delinquencies to Captain Copperas, addressing the letter to the captains brokers in Liverpool.

But, I debated, not quite making matters out to my own satisfaction, the grenadier wanted us to examine her boxes, you know.

All for a blind, Johnny.





It was the morning following this day, Monday, that, upon looking from my window, something struck me as being the matter with the garden. What was it? Why, all the roses were gone! Down I rushed, half dressed, burst out at the back-door, and gazed about me.

It was a scene of desolation. The rose-trees had been stripped; every individual rose was clipped neatly off from every tree. Two or three trees were left untouched before the front window; all the rest were rifled.

What the mischief is the matter, Johnny? called out Tod, as I was hastily questioning Betty. You are making enough noise for ten, lad.

We have had robbers here, Tod. Thieves. All the roses are stolen.

He made a worse noise than I did. Down he came, full rush, and stamped about the garden like any one wild. Old Druff and his wife heard him, and came up to the palings. Betty, busy in her kitchen, had not noticed the disaster.

I see Taskers people here betimes this morning, observed Druff. A lot of em came. Twas a pity, I thought, to slice off all them nice big blows.

Saw who?  saw what? roared Tod, turning his anger upon Druff. You mean to confess to me that you saw these rose-trees rifled, and did not stop it?

Nay, master, said Druff, how could I interfere with Taskers people? Their business aint mine.

Who are Taskers people? foamed Tod. Who is Tasker?

Tasker? Oh, Taskers that there man at the white cottage on tother side the village. Got a big garden round it.

Is he a poacher? Is he a robber?

Bless ye, master, Taskers no robber.

And yet you saw him take my roses?

I see him for certain. I see him busy with the baskets as the men filled em.

Dragging me after him, Tod went striding off to Taskers. We knew the man by sight; had once spoken to him about his garden. He was a kind of nurseryman. Tasker was standing near his greenhouse.

Why did I come and steal your roses? he quietly repeated, when he could understand Tods fierce demands. I didnt steal em, sir; I picked em.

And how dared you do it? Who gave you leave to do it? foamed Tod, turning green and purple.

I did it because they were mine.

Yours! Are you mad?

Yes, sir, mine. I bought em and paid for em.



Tod did think him mad at the moment; I could see it in his face. Of whom, pray, did you buy them?

Of Captain Copperas. I had em from the garden last year and the year afore: other folks lived in the place then. Three pounds I gave for em this time. The captain sold em to me a month ago, and I was to take my own time for gathering them.

I dont think Tod had ever felt so floored in all his life. He stood back against the pales and stared. A month ago we had not known Captain Copperas.

I might have took all the lot: twas in the agreement; but I left you a few before the front winder, said Tasker, in an injured tone. And you come and attack me like this!

But what do you want with them? What are they taken for?

To make otter of roses, answered Tasker. I sell em to the distillers.

At any rate, though it be as you say, I would have taken them openly, contended Tod. Not come like a thief in the night.

But then I had to get em afore the sun was powerful, calmly answered Tasker.

Tod was silent all the way home. I had not spoken a word, good or bad. Betty brought in the coffee.

Pour it out, said he to me. But, Johnny, he presently added, as he stirred his cup slowly round, I cant think how it was that Copperas forget to tell me he had sold the roses.

Do you suppose he did forget?

Why, of course he forgot. Would an honest man like Copperas conceal such a thing if he did not forget it? You will be insinuating next, Johnny Ludlow, that he is as bad as Tasker.

I must say we were rather in the dumps that day. Tod went off fishing; I carried the basket and things. I did wish I had not said so much about the roses to Mrs. Todhetley. What I wrote was, that they were brighter and sweeter and better than those other roses by Bendemeers stream.

I thought of the affair all day long. I thought of it when I was going to bed at night. Putting out the candle, I leaned from my window and looked down on the desolate garden. The roses had made its beauty.

Johnny! Johnny lad! Are you in bed?

The cautious whisper came from Tod. Bringing my head inside the room, I saw him at the door in his slippers and braces.

Come into my room, he whispered. Those fellows who disturbed us the other night are at the gate again.

Tods light was out and his window open. We could see a man bending down outside the gate, fumbling with the lock. Presently the bell was pulled very gently, as if the ringer thought the house might be asleep and he did not want to awaken it. There was something quite ghostly to the imagination in being disturbed at night like this.

Whos there? shouted Tod.

I am, answered a cautious voice. I want to see Captain Copperas.

Come along, Johnny. This is getting complicated.

We went out to the gate, and saw a man: he was not either of the two who had come before. Tod answered him as he had answered them, but did not open the gate.

Are you a friend of the captains? whispered the man.

Yes, I am, said Tod. What then?

Well, see here, resumed he, in a confidential tone. If I dont get to see him it will be the worse for him. I come as a friend; come to warn him.

But I tell you he is not in the house, argued Tod. He has let it to me. He has left Cray Bay. His address? No, I cannot give it you.

Very well, said the man, evidently not believing a word, I am come out of friendliness. If you know where he is, you just tell him that Jobson has been here, and warns him to look out for squalls. Thats all.

I say, Johnny, I shall begin to fancy we are living in some mysterious castle, if this kind of thing is to go on, remarked Tod, when the man had gone. It seems deuced queer, altogether.

It seemed queerer still the next morning. For a gentleman walked in and demanded payment for the furniture. Captain Copperas had forgotten to settle for it, he said  if he had gone away. Failing the payment, he should be obliged to take away the chairs and tables. Tod flew into a rage, and ordered him out of the place. Upon which their tongues went in for a pitched battle, and gave out some unorthodox words. Cooling down by-and-by, an explanation was come to.

He was a member of some general furnishing firm, ten miles off. Captain Copperas had done them the honour to furnish his house from their stores, including the piano, paying a small portion on account. Naturally they wanted the rest. In spite of certain strange doubts that were arising touching Captain Copperas, Tod resolutely refused to give any clue to his address. Finally the applicant agreed to leave matters as they were for three or four days, and wrote a letter to be forwarded to Copperas.

But the news that arrived from Liverpool staggered us more than all. The brokers sent back Tods first letter to Copperas (telling him of the grenadiers having marched off with the linen), and wrote to say that they didnt know any Captain Copperas; that no gentleman of that name was in their employ, or in command of any of their ships.

As Tod remarked, it seemed deuced queer. People began to come in, too, for petty accounts that appeared to be owing  a tailor, a bootmaker, and others. Betty shed tears.

One evening, when we had come in from a long days fishing, and were sitting at dinner in rather a gloomy mood, wondering what was to be the end of it, we caught sight of a mans coat-tails whisking up to the front-door.

Sit still, cried Tod to me, as the bell rang. Its another of those precious creditors. Betty! dont you open the door. Let the fellow cool his heels a bit.

But, instead of cooling his heels, the fellow stepped aside to our open window, and stood there, looking in at us. I leaped out of my chair, and nearly out of my skin. It was Mr. Brandon.

And what do you two fine gentlemen think of yourselves? began he, when we had let him in. You dont starve, at any rate, it seems.

Youll take some, wont you, Mr. Brandon? said Tod politely, putting the breast of a duck upon a plate, while I drew a chair for him to the table.

Ignoring the offer, he sat down by the window, threw his yellow silk handkerchief across his head, as a shade against the sun and the air, and opened upon our delinquencies in his thinnest tones. In the Squires absence, Mrs. Todhetley had given him my letter to read, and begged him to come and see after us, for she feared Tod might be getting himself into some inextricable mess. Old Brandons sarcasms were keen. To make it worse, he had heard of the new complications, touching Copperas and the furniture, at the Whistling Wind.

So! said he, you must take a house and its responsibilities upon your shoulders, and pay the money down, and make no inquiries!

We made lots of inquiries, struck in Tod, wincing.

Oh, did you? Then I was misinformed. You took care to ascertain whether the landlord of the house would accept you as tenant; whether the furniture was the mans own to sell, and had no liabilities upon it; whether the rent and taxes had been paid up to that date?

As Tod had done nothing of the kind, he could only slash away at the other duck, and bite his lips.

You took to a closet of linen, and did not think it necessary to examine whether linen was there, or whether it was all dumb-show  

Im sure the linen was there when we saw it, interrupted Tod.

You cant be sure; you did not handle it, or count it. The Squire told you you would hasten to make ducks and drakes of your five hundred pounds. It must have been burning a hole in your pocket. As to you, Johnny Ludlow, I am utterly surprised: I did give you credit for possessing some sense.

I could not help it, sir. Im sure I should never have mistrusted Captain Copperas. But doubts had floated in my mind whether the linen had not gone away in those boxes of Miss Copperas, that I saw the grenadier packing.

Tod pulled a letter-case out of his breast-pocket, selected a paper, and handed it to Mr. Brandon. It was the cheque for one hundred pounds.

I thought of you, sir, before I began upon the ducks and drakes. But you were not at home, and I could not give it you then. And I thank you very much indeed for what you did for me.

Mr. Brandon read the cheque and nodded his head sagaciously.

Ill take it, Joseph Todhetley. If I dont, the money will only go in folly. By which I fancied he had not meant to have the money repaid to him.

I think you are judging me rather hardly, said Tod. How was I to imagine that the man was not on the square? When the roses were here, the place was the prettiest place I ever saw. And it was dirt-cheap.

So was the furniture, to Copperas, cynically observed Mr. Brandon.

What is done is done, growled Tod. May I give you some raspberry pudding?

Some what? Raspberry pudding! Why, I should not digest it for a week. I want to know what you are going to do.

I dont know, sir. Do you?

Yes. Get out of the place to-morrow. You cant remain in it with bare walls: and its going to be stripped, I hear. Green simpletons, you must be! I dare say the landlord will let you off by paying him three months rent. Ill see him myself. And youll both come home with me, like two young dogs with their tails burnt.

And lose all the money Ive spent? cried Tod.

Ay, and think yourself well off that it is not more. You possess no redress; as to finding Copperas, you may as well set out to search for the philosophers stone. It is nobodys fault but your own; and if it shall bring you caution, it may be an experience cheaply bought.

I could never have believed it of a sailor, Tod remarked ruefully to old Druff, when we were preparing to leave.

Ugh! fine sailor he was! grunted Druff. He warnt a sailor. Not a reglar one. Might ha been about the coast a bit in a collier, perhaps  nothing more. As to that grenadier, I believe she was just another of em  a sister.

But we heard a whiff of news later that told us Captain Copperas was not so bad as he seemed. After he had taken Rose Lodge and furnished it, some friend, for whom in his good-nature he had stood surety to a large amount, let him in for the whole, and ruined him. Honest men are driven into by-paths sometimes.

And so that was the inglorious finale to our charming retreat by Bendemeers stream.




XIX.

LEE, THE LETTER-MAN.

In a side lane of Timberdale, just off the churchyard, was the cottage of Jael Batty, whose name you have heard before. Side by side with it stood another cottage, inhabited by Lee, the assistant letter-carrier; or, as Timberdale generally called him, the letter-man. These cottages had a lively look-out, the farriers shop and a few thatched hayricks opposite; sideways, the tombstones in the graveyard.

Some men are lucky in life, others are unlucky. Andrew Lee was in the latter category. He had begun life as a promising farmer, but came down in the world. First of all, he had to pay a heap of money for some man who had persuaded him to become his security, and that stripped him of his means. Afterwards a series of ill-fortunes set in on the farm: crops failed, cattle died, and Lee was sold up. Since then, he had tried at this and tried at that; been in turn a farmers labourer, an agent for coal, and the proprietor of a shop devoted to the benefit of the younger members of the community, its speciality being bulls-eyes and besoms for birch-rods. For some few years now he had settled down in this cottage next door to Jael Battys, and carried out the letters at fourteen shillings a-week.

There were two letter-men, Spicer and Lee. But there need not have been two, only that Timberdale was so straggling a parish, the houses in it lying far and wide. Like other things in this world, fortune, even in so trifling a matter as these two postmen, was not dealt out equally. Spicer had the least work, for he took the home delivery, and had the most pay; Lee did all the country tramping, and had only the fourteen shillings. But when the place was offered to Lee he was at a very low ebb indeed, and took it thankfully, and thought he was set up in riches for life; for, as you well know, we estimate things by comparison.

Andrew Lee was not unlucky in his fortunes only. Of his three children, not one had prospered. The son married all too young; within a year he and his wife were both dead, leaving a baby-boy to Lee as a legacy. The elder daughter had emigrated to the other end of the world with her husband; and the younger daughter had a history. She was pretty and good and gentle, but just a goose. Goose that she was, though, all the parish liked Mamie Lee.



About four years before the time I am telling of, there came a soldier to Timberdale, on a visit to Spicer the letter-carrier, one James West. He was related to Spicers wife; her nephew, or cousin, or something of that sort; a tall, good-looking, merry-tempered dragoon, with a dashing carriage and a dashing tongue; and he ran away with the heart of Mamie Lee. That might not so much have mattered in the long-run, for such privilege is universally allowed to the sons of Mars; but he also ran away with her. One fine morning Mr. James West was missing from Timberdale, and Mamie Lee was missing also. The parish went into a rapture of indignation over it, not so much at him as at her; called her a baggage, and hoping her folly would come home to her. Poor old Lee thought he had received his death-blow, and his hair turned grey swiftly.

Not more than twelve months had gone by when Mamie was back again. Jael Batty was running out one evening to get half-a-pound of sugar at Salmons shop, when she met a young woman with a bundle staggering down the lane, and keeping under the side of the hedge as if she were afraid of falling, or else did not want to be seen. Too weak to carry the bundle, she seemed ready to sink at every step. Jael Batty, who had her curiosity like other people, though she was deaf, peered into the bent face, and brought herself up with a shriek.

What, is it you, Mamie Lee! Well, the impedence of this! How on earth could you pick up the brass to come back here?

Are my poor father and mother alive? Do they still live here? faltered Mamie, turning her piteous white face to Jael.

They be both alive; but its no thanks to you. If they  Oh, if I dont believe  What have you got in that ragged old shawl?

Its my baby, answered Mamie; and she passed on.

Andrew Lee took her in with sobs and tears, and thanked Heaven she had come back, and welcomed her unreasonably. The parish went on at him for it, showering down plenty of abuse, and asking whether he did not feel ashamed of himself. There was even a talk of his post as letter-carrier being taken from him; but it came to nothing. Rymer was postmaster then, though he was about giving it up; and he was a man of too much sorrow himself to inflict it needlessly upon another. On the contrary, he sent down cordials and tonics and things for Mamie, who had had a fever and come home dilapidated as to strength, and never charged for them. Thomas Rymers own heart was slowly breaking, so he could feel for her.

The best or the worst of it was, that Mamie said she was married. Which assertion was of course not believed, and only added to her sin in the eyes of Timberdale. The tale she told was this. That James West had taken her straight to some town, where he had previously had the banns put up, and married her there. The day after the marriage they had sailed for Ireland, whither he had to hasten to join his regiment, his leave of absence having expired. At the end of some seven or eight months, the regiment was ordered to India, and he departed with it, leaving her in her obscure lodging at Cork. By-and-by her baby was born; she was very ill then; very; had fever and a cough, and sundry other complications; and what with lying ill eight weeks, and being obliged to pay a doctor and a nurse all that time, besides other expenses, she spent all the money Mr. James West left with her, and had no choice between starvation and coming back to Timberdale.

You should have heard how this account was scoffed at. The illness, and the baby, and the poverty nobody disputed  they were plain enough to be seen by all Timberdale; and what better could she expect, they would like to know? But when she came to talk about the church (or rather, old Lee for her, second-hand, for she was not at all a person now to be spoken to by Timberdale), then their tongues were let loose in all kinds of inconvenient questions. Which was the town?  and which was the church in it?  and where were her marriage lines? Mamie could give no answer at all. She did not know the name of the town, or where it was situated. James had taken her with him in the train to it, and that was all she knew; and she did not know the name of the church or the clergyman; and as to marriage lines, she had never heard of any. So, as Timberdale said, what could you make out of this, except one thing  that Mr. Jim West had been a deep rogue, and taken her in. At best, it could have been but a factitious ceremony; perhaps in some barn, got up like a church for the occasion, said the more tolerant, willing to give excuse for pretty Mamie if they could; but the chief portion of Timberdale looked upon the whole as an out-and-out invention of her own.

Poor Andrew Lee had never taken a hopeful view of the affair from the first; but he held to the more tolerant opinion that Mamie had been herself deceived, and he could not help being cool to Spicer in consequence. Spicer in retaliation threw all the blame upon Mamie, and held up Mr. James West as a paragon of virtue.

But, as the time went on, and no news, no letter or other token arrived from West, Mamie herself gave in. That he had deceived her she slowly became convinced of, and despair took hold of her heart. Timberdale might have the satisfaction of knowing that she judged herself just as humbly and bitterly as they judged her, and was grieving herself to a shadow. Three years had passed now since her return, and the affair was an event of the past; and Mamie wore, metaphorically, the white sheet of penitence, and hardly dared to show her face outside the cottage-door.

But you may easily see how all this, besides the sorrow, told upon Lee. Fourteen shillings a week for a man and his wife to exist upon cannot be called much, especially if they have seen better days and been used to better living. When the first grandchild, poor little orphan, arrived to be kept, Lee and his wife both thought it hard, though quite willing to take him; and now they had Mamie and another grandchild. This young one was named Jemima, for Mamie had called her after her faithless husband. Five people and fourteen shillings a-week, and provisions dear, and house-rent to pay, and Lees shoes perpetually wanting to be mended! One or two generous individuals grew rather fond of telling Lee that he would be better off in the union.

It was November weather. A cold, dark, biting, sharp, drizzly morning. Andrew Lee got up betimes, as usual: he had to be out soon after seven to be ready for his letter delivery. In the kitchen when he entered it, he found his daughter there before him, coaxing the kettle to boil on the handful of fire, that she might make him his cup of tea and give him his breakfast. She was growing uncommonly weak and shadowy-looking now: a little woman, still not much more than a girl, with a shawl folded about her shivering shoulders, a hacking cough, and a mild, non-resisting face. Her father had lately told her that he would not have her get up in the morning; she was not fit for it: what he wanted done, he could do himself.

Now, Mamie, why are you here? You should attend to what I say, child.

She got up from her knees and turned her sad brown eyes towards him: bright and sweet eyes once, but now dimmed with the tears and sorrow of the last three years.

I am better up; I am indeed, father. Not sleeping much, I get tired of lying: and my cough is worse in bed.

He sat down to his cup of tea and to the bread she placed before him. Some mornings there was a little butter, or dripping, or mayhap bacon fat; but this morning he had to eat his bread dry. It was getting near the end of the week, and the purse ran low. Lee had a horror of debt, and would never let his people run into it for the smallest sum if he knew it.

Its poor fare for you this morning, father; but Ill try and get a morsel of boiled pork for dinner, and well have it ready early. I expect to be paid to-day for the bit of work I have been doing for young Mrs. Ashton. Some of those greens down by the apple-trees want cutting: theyll be nice with a bit of pork.

Lee turned his eyes in the direction of the greens and the apple-trees; but the window was misty, and he could only see the drizzle of rain-drops on the diamond panes. As he sat there, a thought came into his head that he was beginning to feel old: old, and worn, and shaky. Trouble ages a man more than work, more than time; and Lee never looked at the wan face of his daughter, and at its marks of sad repentance, but he felt anew the sting which was always pricking him more or less. What with that, and his difficulty to keep the pot boiling, and his general state of shakiness, Lee was older than his years. Timberdale had fallen into the habit of calling him Old Lee, you see; but he was not sixty yet. He had a nice face; when it was a young face it must have been like Mamies. It had furrows in it now, and his scanty grey locks hung down on each side of it.

Putting on his top-coat, which was about as thin as those remarkable sheets told of by Brian OLinn, Lee went out buttoning it. The rain had ceased, but the cold wind took him as he went down the narrow garden-path, and he could not help shivering.

Its a bitter wind to-day, father; in the north-east, I think, said Mamie, standing at the door to close it after him. I hope therell be no letters for Crabb.

Lee, as he pressed along in the teeth of the cruel east wind, was hoping the same. Salmon the grocer, who had taken the post-office, as may be remembered, when the late Thomas Rymer gave it up, was sorting the letters in the room behind the shop when Lee went in. Spicer, a lithe, active, dark-eyed man of forty-five, stood at the end of the table waiting for his bag. Lee went and stood beside him, giving him a brief good-morning: he had not taken kindly to the man since West ran away with Mamie.

A light load this morning, remarked Mr. Salmon to Spicer, as he handed him his appropriate bag. And heres yours, Lee, he added a minute after: not heavy either. Too cold for people to write, I suppose.

Anything for Crabb, sir?

For Crabb? Well, yes, I think there is. For the Rector.

Upon going out, Spicer turned one way, Lee the other. Spicers district was easy as play; Lees was a regular country tramp, the farm-houses lying in all the four points of the compass. The longest tramp was over to us at Crabb. And why the two houses, our own and Coneys farm, should continue to be comprised in the Timberdale delivery, instead of that of Crabb, people could never understand. It was so still, however, and nobody bestirred himself to alter it. For one thing, we were not often at Crabb Cot, and the Coneys did not have many letters, so it was not like an every-day delivery: we chanced to be there just now.

The letter spoken of by Salmon, which would bring Lee to Crabb this morning, was for the Reverend Herbert Tanerton, Rector of Timberdale. He and his wife, who was a niece of old Coneys, were now staying at the farm on a weeks visit, and he had given orders to Salmon that his letters, during that week, were to be delivered at the farm instead of at the Rectory.

Lee finally got through his work, all but this one letter for the parson, and turned his steps our way. As ill-luck had it  the poor fellow thought it so afterwards  he could not take the short and sheltered way through Crabb Ravine, for he had letters that morning to Sir Robert Tenby, at Bellwood, and also for the Stone House on the way to it. By the time he turned on the solitary road that led to Crabb, Lee was nearly blown to smithereens by the fierce north-east wind, and chilled to the marrow. All his bones ached; he felt low, frozen, ill, and wondered whether he should get over the ground without breaking down.

I wish I might have a whiff at my pipe!

A pipe is to many people the panacea for all earthly discomfort; it was so to Lee. But only in the previous February had occurred that damage to Helen Whitneys letter, when she was staying with us, which the authorities had made much of; and Lee was afraid to risk a similar mishap again. He carried Salmons general orders with him: not to smoke during his round. Once the letters were delivered, he might do so.

His weak grey hair blowing about, his thin and shrunken frame shivering and shaking as the blasts took him, his empty post-bag thrust into his pocket, and the Rector of Timberdales letter in his hand, Lee toiled along on his weary way. To a strong man the walk would have been nothing, and not much to Lee in fairer weather. It was the cold and wind that tired him. And though, after giving vent to the above wish, he held out a little while, presently he could resist the comfort no longer, but drew forth his pipe and struck a match to light it.

How it occurred he never knew, never knew to his dying day, but the flame from the match caught the letter, and set it alight. It was that thin foreign paper that catches so quickly, and the match was obstinate, and the wind blew the flame about. He pressed the fire out with his hands, but a portion of the letter was burnt.

If Timbuctoo, or some other far-away place had been within the distance of a mans legs, Lee would have made straight off for it. His pipe on the ground, the burnt letter underneath his horrified gaze, and his hair raised on end, stood he. What on earth should he do? It had been only a pleasant young ladys letter last time, and only a little scorched; now it was the stern Rectors.

There was but one thing he could do  go on with the letter to its destination. It often happens in these distressing catastrophes that the one only course open is the least palatable. His pipe hidden away in his pocket  for Lee had had enough of it for that morning  and the damaged letter humbly held out in his hand, Lee made his approach to the farm.

I chanced to be standing at its door with Tom Coney and Tod. Those two were going out shooting, and the Squire had sent me running across the road with a message to them. Lee came up, and, with a face that seemed greyer than usual, and a voice from which most of its sound had departed, he told his tale.

Tom Coney gave a whistle. Oh, by George, Lee, wont you catch it! The Rector  

The Rectors a regular martinet, you know, Tom Coney was about to add, but he was stopped by the appearance of the Rector himself.

Herbert Tanerton had chanced to be in the little oak-panelled hall, and caught the drift of the tale. A frown sat on his cold face as he came forward, a frown that would have befitted an old face better than a young one.

He was not loud. He did not fly into a passion as Helen Whitney did. He just took the unfortunate letter in his hand, and looked at it, and looked at Lee, and spoke quietly and coldly.

This is, I believe, the second time you have burnt the letters? and Lee dared not deny it.

And in direct defiance of orders. You are not allowed to smoke when on your rounds.

Ill never attempt to smoke again, when on my round, as long as I live, sir, if youll only be pleased to look over it this time, gasped Lee, holding up his hands in a piteous way. But the Rector was one who went in for duty, and the appeal found no favour with him.

No, said he, it would be to encourage wrong-doing, Lee. Meet me at eleven oclock at Salmons.

Never again, sir, so long as I live! pleaded Lee. Ill give you my word of that, sir; and I never broke it yet. Oh, sir, if you will but have pity upon me and not report me!

At eleven oclock, repeated Herbert Tanerton decisively, as he turned indoors again.

What an old stupid you must be! cried Tod to Lee. He wont excuse you; hes the wrong sort of parson to do it.

And a pretty kettle of fish youve made of it, added Tom Coney. I wouldnt have minded much, had it been my letter; but he is different, you know.

Poor Lee turned his eyes on me: perhaps remembering that he had asked me, the other time, to stand his friend with Miss Whitney. No one could be his friend now: when the Rector took up a grievance he did not let it drop again; especially if it were his own. Good-hearted Jack, his sailor-brother, would have screened Lee, though all the letters in the parish had got burnt.

At eleven oclock precisely the Reverend Herbert Tanerton entered Salmons shop; and poor Lee, not daring to disobey his mandate, crept in after him. They had it out in the room behind. Salmon was properly severe; told Lee he was not sure but the offence involved penal servitude, and that he deserved hanging. A prosperous tradesman in his small orbit, the man was naturally inclined to be dictatorial, and was ambitious of standing well with his betters, especially the Rector. Lee was suspended there and then; and Spicer was informed that for a time, until other arrangements were made, he must do double duty. Spicer, vexed at this, for it would take him so much the more time from his legitimate business, that of horse doctor, told Lee he was a fool, and deserved not only hanging but drawing and quartering.

Whats up? asked Ben Rymer, crossing the road from his own shop to accost Lee, as the latter came out of Salmons. Ben was the chemist now  had been since Margarets marriage  and was steady; and Ben, it was said, would soon pass his examination for surgeon. He had his hands in his pockets and his white apron on, for Mr. Ben Rymer had no false pride, and would as soon show himself to Timberdale in an apron as in a dress-coat.

Lee told his tale, confessing the sin of the morning. Mr. Rymer nodded his head significantly several times as he heard it, and pushed his red hair from his capacious forehead.

They wont look over it this time, Lee.

If I could but get some one to be my friend with the Rector, and ask him to forgive me, said Lee. Had your father been alive, Mr. Rymer, I think he would have done it for me.

Very likely. No good to ask me  if thats what you are hinting at. The Rector looks upon me as a black sheep, and turns on me the cold shoulder. But I dont think he is one to listen, Lee, though the king came to ask him.

What I shall do I dont know, bewailed Lee. If the place is stopped, the pay stops, and Ive not another shilling in the world, or the means of earning one. My wifes ailing, and Mamie gets worse day by day; and there are the two little ones. They are all upon me.

Some people here say, Lee, that you should have sent Mamie and her young one to the workhouse, and not have charged yourself with them.

True, sir, several have told me that. But people dont know what a fathers feelings are till they experience them. Mary was my own child that I had dandled on my knee, and watched grow up in her pretty ways, and I was fonder of her than of any earthly thing. The workhouse might not have taken her in.

She has forfeited all claim on you. And come home only to break your heart.

True, meekly assented Lee. But the Lord has told us we are to forgive, not seven times, but seventy times seven. If I had turned her adrift from my door and heart, sir, who knows but I might have been turned adrift myself at the Last Day.

Evidently it was of no use talking to one so unreasonable as Lee. And Mr. Ben Rymer went back to his shop. A customer was entering it with a prescription and a medicine-bottle.



One morning close upon Christmas, Mrs. Todhetley despatched me to Timberdale through the snow for a box of those delectable Household Pills, which have been mentioned before: an invention of the late Mr. Rymers, and continued to be made up by Ben. Ben was behind the counter as usual when I entered, and shook the snow off my boots on the door-mat.

Anything else? he asked me presently, wrapping up the box.

Not to-day. There goes old Lee! How thin he looks!

Starvation, said Ben, craning his long neck to look between the coloured globes at Lee on the other side the way. Lee has nothing coming in now.

What do they all live upon?

Goodness knows. Upon things that he pledges, and the vegetables in the garden. I was in there last night, and I can tell you it was a picture, Mr. Johnny Ludlow.

A picture of what?

Misery: distress: hopelessness. It is several weeks now since Lee earned anything, and they have been all that time upon short commons. Some days on no commons at all, I expect.

But what took you there?

I heard such an account of the girl  Mamie  yesterday afternoon, of her cough and her weakness, that I thought Id see if any of my drugs would do her good. But its food they all want.

Is Mamie very ill?

Very ill indeed. Im not sure but shes dying.

It is a dreadful thing.

One cant ask too many professional questions  people are down upon you for that before you have passed, resumed Ben, alluding to his not being qualified. But I sent her in a cordial or two, and I spoke to Darbyshire; so perhaps he will look in upon her to-day.

Ben Rymer might have been a black sheep once upon a time, but he had not a bad heart. I began wondering whether Mrs. Todhetley could help them.

Is Mamie Lee still able to do any sewing?

About as much as I could do it. Not she. I shall hear what Darbyshires report is. They would certainly be better off in the workhouse.

I wish they could be helped!

Not much chance of that, said Ben. She is a sinner, and he is a sinner: thats what Timberdale says, you know. People in these enlightened days are so very self-righteous!



How is Lee a sinner?

How! Why, has he not burnt up the peoples letters? Mr. Tanerton leads the van in banning him, and Timberdale follows.

I went home, questioning whether our folk would do anything to help the Lees. No one went on against ill-doings worse than the Squire; and no one was more ready than he to lend a helping hand when the ill-doers were fainting for want of it.

It chanced that just about the time I was talking to Ben Rymer, Mr. Darbyshire, the doctor at Timberdale, called at Lees. He was a little, dark man, with an irritable temper and a turned-up nose, but good as gold at heart. Mamie Lee lay back in a chair, her head on a pillow, weak and wan and weary, the tears slowly rolling down her cheeks. Darbyshire was feeling her pulse, and old Mrs. Lee pottered about, bringing sticks from the garden to feed the handful of fire. The two children sat on the brick floor.

If it were not for leaving my poor little one, I should be glad to die, sir, she was saying. I shall be glad to go; hope it is not wrong to say it. She and I have been a dreadful charge upon them here.

Darbyshire looked round the kitchen. It was almost bare; the things had gone to the pawnbrokers. Then he looked at her.

Theres no need for you to die yet. Dont get that fallacy in your head. Youll come round fast enough with a little care.

No, sir, Im afraid not; I think I am past it. It has all come of the trouble, sir; and perhaps, when Im gone, the neighbours will judge me more charitably. I believed with all my heart it was a true marriage  and I hope youll believe me when I say it, sir; it never came into my mind to imagine otherwise. And Id have thought the whole world would have deceived me sooner than James.

Ah, says Darbyshire, most girls think that. Well, Ill send you in some physic to soothe the pain in the chest. But what you most want, you see, is kitchen physic.

Mr. Rymer has been very good in sending me cordials and cough-mixture, sir. Mothers cough is bad, and he sent some to her as well.

Ah, yes. Mrs. Lee, I am telling your daughter that what she most wants is kitchen physic. Good kitchen physic, you understand. Youd be none the worse yourself for some of it.

Dame Lee, coming in just then in her pattens, tried to put her poor bent back as upright as she could, and shook her head before answering.

Kitchen physic dont come in our way now, Dr. Darbyshire. We just manage not to starve quite, and thats all. Perhaps, sir, things may take a turn. The Lord is over all, and He sees our need.

He dave me some pepmint dops, said the little one, who had been waiting to put in a word. Andy, too.

Who did? asked the doctor.

Mr. Ymer.



Darbyshire patted the little straw-coloured head, and went out. An additional offence in the eyes of Timberdale was that the childs fair curls were just the pattern of those on the head of James the deceiver.

Well, have you seen Mamie Lee? asked Ben Rymer, who chanced to be standing at his shop-door after his dinner, when Darbyshire was passing by from paying his round of visits.

Yes, I have seen her. Theres no radical disease.

Dont you think her uncommonly ill?

Darbyshire nodded. But shes not too far gone to be cured. Shed get well fast enough under favourable circumstances.

Meaning good food?

Meaning food and other things. Peace of mind, for instance. She is just fretting herself to death. Shame, remorse, and all that, have taken hold of her; besides grieving her heart out after the fellow.

Her voice is so hollow! Did you notice it?

Hollow from weakness only. As to her being too far gone, she is not so at present; at least, thats my opinion; but how soon she may become so I cant say. With good kitchen physic, as Ive just told them, and ease of mind to help me, Ill answer for it that Id have her well in a month; but the girl has neither the one nor the other. She seems to look upon coming death in the light of a relief, rather than otherwise; a relief to her own mental trouble, and a relief to the household, in the shape of saving it what she eats and drinks. In such a condition as this, you must be aware that the mind does not help the body by striving for existence; it makes no effort to struggle back to health; and theres where Mamie Lee will fail. Circumstances are killing her, not disease.

Did you try her lungs?

Partially. Im sure I am right. The girl will probably die, but she need not die of necessity; though I suppose there will be no help for it. Good-day.

Mr. Darbyshire walked away in the direction of his house, where his dinner was waiting: and Ben Rymer disappeared within doors, and began to pound some rhubarb (or what looked like it) in a mortar. He was pounding away like mad, with all the strength of his strong hands, when who should come in but Lee. Lee had never been much better than a shadow of late years, but you should have seen him now, with his grey hair straggling about his meek, wan face. You should have seen his clothes, too, and the old shoes, out at the toes and sides. Burning peoples letters was of course an unpardonable offence, not to be condoned.

Mamie said, sir, that you were good enough to tell her I was to call in for some of the cough lozenges that did her so much good. But  

Ay, interrupted Ben, getting down a box of the lozenges. Dont let her spare them. They wont interfere with anything Mr. Darbyshire may send. I hear he has been.

But that those were not the days when beef-tea was sold in tins and gallipots, Ben Rymer might have added some to the lozenges. As he was handing the box to Lee, something in the mans wan and worn and gentle face put him in mind of his late fathers, whose heart Mr. Ben had helped to break. A great pity took the chemist.

You would like to be reinstated in your place, Lee? he said suddenly.

Lee could not answer at once, for the pain at his throat and the moisture in his eyes that the notion called up. His voice, when he did speak, was as hollow and mild as Mamies.

Theres no hope of that, sir. For a week after it was taken from me, I thought of nothing else, night or day, but that Mr. Tanerton might perhaps forgive me and get Salmon to put me on again. But the time for hoping that went by: as you know, Mr. Rymer, they put young Jelf in my place. I shall never forget the blow it was to me when I heard it. The other morning I saw Jelf crossing that bit of waste ground yonder with my old bag slung on his shoulder, and for a moment I thought the pain would have killed me.

It is hard lines, confessed Ben.

I have striven and struggled all my life long; only myself knows how sorely, save God; and only He can tell, for I am sure I cant, how I have contrived to keep my head any way above water. And now its under it.

Taking the box, which Ben Rymer handed to him, Lee spoke a word of thanks, and went out. He could not say much; heart and spirit were alike broken. Ben called to his boy to mind the shop, and went over to Salmons. That self-sufficient man and prosperous tradesman was sitting down at his desk in the shop-corner, complacently digesting his dinner  which had been a good one, to judge by his red face.

Cant you manage to do something for Lee? began Ben, after looking round to see that they were alone. He is at a rare low ebb.

Do something for Lee? repeated Salmon. What could I do for him?

Put him in his place again.

I dare say! Salmon laughed as he spoke, and then demanded whether Ben was a fool.

You might do it if you would, said Ben. As to Lee, he wont last long, if things continue as they are. Better give him a chance to live a little longer.

Now what do you mean? demanded Salmon. Why dont you ask me to put a weathercock on yonder malthouse of Pashleys? Jelf has got Lees place, and you know it.

But Jelf does not intend to keep it.



Who says he does not?

He says it. He told me yesterday that he was sick and tired of the tramping, and meant to resign. He only took it as a convenience, whilst he waited for a clerkship he was trying for at a brewery at Worcester. And he is to get that with the new year.

Then what does Jelf mean by talking about it to others before he has spoken to me? cried Salmon, going into a temper. He thought to leave me and the letters at a pinch, I suppose! Ill teach him better.

You may teach him anything you like, if youll put Lee on again. Ill go bail that he wont get smoking again on his rounds. I think it is just a toss-up of life or death to him. Come! do a good turn for once, Salmon.

Salmon paused. He was not bad-hearted, only self-important.

What would Mr. Tanerton say to it?

Ben did not answer. He knew that there, after Salmon himself, was where the difficulty would lie.

All that you have been urging goes for nonsense, Rymer. Unless the Rector came to me and said, You may put Lee on again, I should not, and could not, attempt to stir in the matter; and you must know that as well as I do.

Cant somebody see Tanerton, and talk to him? One would think that the sight of Lees face would be enough to soften him, without anything else.

I dont know whod like to do it, returned Salmon. And there the conference ended, for the apprentice came in from his dinner.

Very much to our surprise, Mr. Ben Rymer walked in that same evening to Crabb Cot, and was admitted to the Squire. In spite of Mr. Bens former ill-doings, which he had got to know of, the Squire treated Ben civilly, in remembrance of his father, and of his grandfather, the clergyman. Bens errand was to ask the Squire to intercede for Lee with Herbert Tanerton. And the pater, after talking largely about the iniquity of Lee, as connected with burnt letters, came round to Bens way of thinking, and agreed to go to the Rectory.

Herbert Tanertons harder than nails, and youll do no good, remarked Tod, watching us away on the following morning; for the pater took me with him to break the loneliness of the walk. Hell turn as cold to you as a stone the moment you bring up the subject, sir. Tell me Im a story-teller when you come back if he does not, Johnny.

We took the way of the Ravine. It was a searching day; the wintry wind keen and unkind as mans ingratitude. Before us, toiling up the descent to the Ravine at the other end, and coming to a halt at the stile to pant and cough, went a woebegone figure, thinly clad, which turned out to be Lee himself. He had a small bundle of loose sticks in his hand, which he had come to pick up. The Squire was preparing a sort of blowing-up greeting for him, touching lighted matches and carelessness, but the sight of the mild, starved grey face disarmed him; he thought, instead, of the days when Lee had been a prosperous farmer, and his tone changed to one of pity.

Hard times, Im afraid, Lee.

Yes, sir, very hard. Ive known hard times before, but I never thought to see any so cruel as these. Theres one comfort, sir; when things come to this low ebb, life cant last long.

Stuff, said the Squire. For all you know, you may be back in your old place soon: and  and Mrs. Todhetley will find some sewing when Mamies well enough to do it.

A faint light, the dawn of hope, shone in Lees eyes. Oh, sir, if it could be! and I heard a whisper to-day that young Jelf refuses to keep the post. If it had been anybodys letter but Mr. Tanertons, perhaps  but he does not forgive.

Im on my way now to ask him, cried the pater, unable to keep in the news. Cheer up, Lee  of course youd pass your word not to go burning letters again.

Id not expose myself to the danger, sir. Once I got my old place back, I would never take out a pipe with me on my rounds; never, so long as I live.

Leaving him with his new hope and the bundle of firewood, we trudged on to the Rectory. Herbert and Grace were both at home, and glad to see us.

But the interview ended in smoke. Tod had foreseen the result exactly: the Rector was harder than nails. He talked of example and Christian duty; and refused point-blank to allow Lee to be reinstated. The Squire gave him a few sharp words, and flung out of the house in a passion.

A pretty Christian he is, Johnny! He was cold and hard as a boy. I once told him so before his stepfather, poor Jacob Lewis; but he is colder and harder now.

At the turning of the road by Timberdale Court, we came upon Lee. After taking his faggots home, he waited about to see us and hear the news. The paters face, red and angry, told him the truth.

Theres no hope for me, sir, I fear?

Not a bit of it, growled the Squire. Mr. Tanerton wont listen to reason. Perhaps we can find some other light post for you, my poor fellow, when the winter shall have turned. You had better get indoors out of this biting cold; and heres a couple of shillings.

So hope went clean out of Andrew Lee.



Christmas Day and jolly weather. Snow on the ground to ones hearts content. Holly and ivy on the walls indoors, and great fires blazing on the hearths; turkeys, and plum-puddings, and oranges, and fun. That was our lucky state at Crabb Cot and at Timberdale generally, but not at Andrew Lees.

The sweet bells were chiming people out of church, as was the custom at Timberdale on high festivals. Poor Lee sat listening to them, his hand held up to his aching head. There had been no church for him: he had neither clothes to go in nor face to sit through the service. Mamie, wrapped in an old bed-quilt, lay back on the pillow by the fire. The coal-merchant, opening his heart, had sent a sack each of best Staffordshire coal to ten poor families, and Lees was one. Except the Squires two shillings, he had had no money given to him. A loaf of bread was in the cupboard; and a saucepan of broth, made of carrots and turnips out of the garden, simmered on the trivet; and that would be their Christmas dinner.

Uncommonly low was Mamie to-day. The longer she endured this famished state of affairs the weaker she grew; it stands to reason. She felt that a few days, perhaps hours, would finish her up. The little ones were upstairs with their grandmother, so that she had an interval of rest; and she lay back, her breath short and her chest aching as she thought of the past. Of the time when James West, the handsome young man in his gay regimentals, came to woo her, as the soldier did the millers daughter. In those happy days, when her heart was light and her song blithe as a birds in May, that used to be one of her songs, The Banks of Allan Water. Her dream had come to the same ending as the one told of in the ballad, and here she lay, deserted and dying. Timberdale was in the habit of prosaically telling her that she had brought her pigs to a fine market. Of the market there could be no question; but when Mamie looked into the past she saw more of romance there than anything else. The breaking out of the church bells forced a rush of tears to her heart and eyes. She tried to battle with the feeling, then turned and put her cheek against her fathers shoulder.

Forgive me, father! she besought him, in a sobbing whisper. I dont think it will be long now; I want you to say you forgive me before I go. If  if you can.

And the words finished up for Lee what the bells had only partly done. He broke down, and sobbed with his daughter.

Ive never thought there was need of it, or to say it, child; and if there had been  Christ forgave all. Peace on earth and goodwill to men. The bells are ringing it out now. He will soon take us to Him. Mamie, my forlorn one: forgiven; yes, forgiven; and in His beautiful world there is neither hunger, nor disgrace, nor pain. You are dying of that cold you caught in the autumn, and I shant be long behind you. Theres no longer any place for me here.

Not of the cold, father; I am not dying of that, but of a broken heart.



Lee sobbed. He did not answer.

And I should like to leave my forgiveness to James, should he ever come back here, she whispered: and  and my love. Please tell him that Id have got well if I could, if only for the chance of seeing him once again in this world; and tell him that I have thought all along there must be some mistake; that he did not mean deliberately to harm me. I think so still, father. And if he should notice little Mima, tell him  

A paroxysm of coughing interrupted the rest. Mrs. Lee came downstairs with the children, asking if it was not time for dinner.

The little ones are crying out for it, Mamie, and Im sure the rest of us are hungry enough.

So they bestirred themselves to take up the broth, and take seats round the table. All but Mamie, who did not leave her pillow. Very watery broth, the carrots and turnips swimming in it.

Say grace, Andy, cried his grandmother.

For they kept up proper manners at Lees, in spite of the short commons.

For what we are going to receive, began Andy: and then he pulled himself up, and looked round.

Bursting in at the door, a laugh upon his face and a white basin in his hands, came Mr. Ben Rymer. The basin was three parts filled with delicious slices of hot roast beef and gravy.

I thought you might like to eat a bit, as its Christmas Day, said Ben. And heres an orange or two for you youngsters.

Pulling the oranges out of his pocket, and not waiting to be thanked, Ben went off again. But he did not tell them what he was laughing at, or the trick he had played his mother  in slicing away at the round of beef, and rifling the dish of oranges, while her back was turned, looking after the servants doings in the kitchen, and the turning-out of the pudding. For Mrs. Rymer followed Timberdale in taking an exaggerated view of Lees sins, and declined to help him.

Their faces had hardly done glowing with the unusual luxury of the beef, when I dropped in. We had gone that day to church at Timberdale; after the service, the Squire left the others to walk on, and, taking me with him, called at the Rectory to tackle Herbert Tanerton again. The parson did not hold out. How could he, with those bells, enjoining goodwill, ringing in his ears?  the bells of his own church. But he had meant to come round of his own accord.

Ill see Salmon about it to-morrow, said he. I did say just a word to him yesterday. As you go home, Johnny may look in at Lees and tell him so.

And Johnny, if you dont mind carrying it, Ill send a drop of beef-tea to Mamie, whispered Grace. Ive not dared to do it before.

So, when it was getting towards dusk, for the Squire stayed, talking of this and that, there I was, with the bottle of beef-tea, telling Lee the good news that his place would be restored to him with the new year, and hearing about Ben Rymers basin of meat. The tears rolled down old Lees haggard cheeks.

And I had been fearing that God had abandoned me! he cried, full of remorse for the doubt. Mamie, perhaps you can struggle on a bit longer now.

But the greatest event of all was to come. Whilst I stood there, somebody opened the door, and looked in. A tall, fine, handsome soldier: and I did not at the moment notice that he had a wooden leg from the knee downwards. Bens basin of beef had been a surprise, but it was nothing to this. Taking a glance round the room, it rested on Mamie, and he went up to her, the smile on his open face changing to concern.

My dear lassie, whats amiss?

James! she faintly screamed; its James! and burst into a fit of sobs on his breast. And next the company was augmented by Salmon and Ben Rymer, who had seen James West go by, and came after him to know what it meant, and to blow him up for his delinquencies.

Mamie not married! laughed James. Timberdale has been saying that? Why, what extraordinary people you must be! We were married at Bristol  and Ive got the certificate in my knapsack at Spicers: Ive always kept it. You can paste it up on the church-door if you like. Not married! Would Mamie else have gone with me, do you suppose? Or should I have taken her?

But, said poor Lee, thinking that heaven must have opened right over his head that afternoon to shower down gifts, why did you not marry her here openly?

Because I could not get leave to marry openly. We soldiers cannot marry at will, you know, Mr. Lee. I ought not to have done it, thats a fact; but I did not care to leave Mamie, I liked her too well; and I was punished afterwards by not being allowed to take her to India.

You never wrote, James, whispered Mamie.

Yes, I did, dear; I wrote twice to Ireland, not knowing you had left it. That was at first, just after we landed. Soon we had a skirmish with the natives out there, and I got shot in the leg and otherwise wounded; and for a long time I lay between life and death, only partly conscious; and now I am discharged with a pension and a wooden leg.

Then you cant go for a soldier again! cried Salmon.

Not I. I shall settle at Timberdale, I think, if I can meet with a pretty little place to suit me. I found my poor mother dead when I came home, and what was hers is now mine. And it will be a comfortable living for us, Mamie, of itself: besides a few spare hundred pounds to the good, some of which you shall be heartily welcome to, Mr. Lee, for you look as if you wanted it. And the first thing I shall do, Mamie, my dear, will be to nurse you back to health. Bless my heart! Not married! I wish I had the handling of him that first set that idea afloat!

Youll get well now, Mamie, I whispered to her. For she was looking better already.

Oh, Master Johnny, perhaps I shall! How good God is to us! And, James  James, this is the little one. I named her after you: Jemima.

Peace on earth, and goodwill to men! cried old Lee, in his thankfulness. The bells said it to-day.

And as I made off at last to catch up the Squire, the little Mima was being smothered with kisses in her fathers arms.

Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, goodwill towards men! To every one of us, my friends, do the Christmas bells say it, as Christmas Day comes round.

THE END
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THE MYSTERY OF JESSY PAGE.

I.

Our old grey church at Church Dykely stood in a solitary spot. Servant maids (two of ours once, Hannah and Molly), and silly village girls went there sometimes to watch for the shadows on St. Marks Eve, and owls had a habit of darting out of the belfry at night. Within view of the church, though at some distance from it, stood the lonely, red-brick, angular dwelling-house belonging to Copse Farm. It was inhabited by Mr. Page, a plain worthy widower, getting in years; his three daughters and little son. Abigail and Susan Page, two experienced, sensible, industrious young women, with sallow faces and bunches of short dark curls, were at this period, about midway between twenty and thirty: Jessy, very much younger, was gone out to get two years finishing at a plain boarding-school; Charles, the lad, had bad health and went to school by day at Church Dykely.

Mr. Page fell ill. He would never again be able to get about much. His two daughters, so far as indoor work and management went, were hosts in themselves, Miss Abigail especially; but they could not mount a horse to superintend out-of-doors. Other arrangements were made. The second son of Mr. Drench, a neighbouring farmer and friend, came to the Copse Farm by day as overlooker. He was paid for his services, and he gained experience.

No sooner had John Drench, a silent, bashful young farmer, good-looking and fairly-well educated, been installed in his new post, than he began to show a decided admiration for Miss Susan Page  who was a few months younger than himself. The slight advances he made were favourably received; and it was tacitly looked upon that they were as good as engaged. Things went on pleasantly through the spring, and might have continued to go on so, but for the coming home at Midsummer of the youngest daughter, Jessy. That led to no end of complications and contrariety.

She was the sweetest flower you ever saw; a fair, delicate lily, with a mild countenance, blue eyes, and golden hair. Jessy had never been very strong; she had always been very pretty; and the consequence was that whilst her sisters had grown up to be useful, not to be idle a minute throughout the long day, Jessy had been petted and indulged, and was little except being ornamental. The two years schooling had not improved her taste for domestic occupation. To tell the truth, Jessy was given to being uncommonly idle.

To John Drench, who had not seen her since her early girlhood, she appeared as a vision of beauty. It was like an angel coming in at the door, he said of the day she first came home, when telling the tale to a stranger in after years. My eyes were fairly dazzled.

Like an angel! And unfortunately for John Drench, his heart was dazzled as well as his eyes. He fell desperately in love with her. It taught him that what he had felt for Miss Susan was not love at all; only esteem, and the liking that so often arises from companionship. He was well-meaning, but inexperienced. As he had never spoken to Susan, the utmost sign he had given being a look or a warmer handshake than usual, he thought there would be no difficulty in transferring his homage to the younger sister. Susan Page, who really loved him, and perhaps looked on with the keen eyes of jealousy, grew at last to see how matters were. She would have liked to put him in a corn-sack and give him a good shaking by way of cure. Thus the summer months went over in some silent discomfort, and September came in warm and fine.

Jessy Page stood at the open parlour window in her airy summer muslin, twirling a rose in her hand, blue ribbons falling from her hair: for Jessy liked to set herself off in little adornments. She was laughing at John Drench outside, who had appeared covered with mud from the pond, into which he had contrived partially to slip when they were dragging for eels.

I think your picture ought to be taken, just as you look now, Mr. John.

He thought hers ought to be: the bright fair face, the laughing blue eyes, the parted lips and the pretty white teeth presented a picture that, to him, had never had its equal.

Do you, Miss Jessy? Thats a fine rose, he shyly added. He was always shy with her.

She held it out. She had not the least objection to be admired, even by John Drench in an unpresentable state. In their hearts, women have all desired mens flattery, from Eve downwards.

These large roses are the sweetest of any, she went on. I plucked it from the tree beyond the grass-plat.

You are fond of flowers, Ive noticed, Miss Jessy.

Yes, I am. Both for themselves and for the language they symbolise.

What language is it?

Dont you know? I learnt it at school. Each flower possesses its own meaning, Mr. John Drench. This, the rose, is true love.

True love, is it, Miss Jessy!

She was lightly flirting it before his face. It was too much for him, and he took it gently from her. Will you give it me? he asked below his breath.

Oh, with great pleasure. And then she lightly added, as if to damp the eager look on his face: There are plenty more on the same tree.

An emblem of true love, he softly repeated. Its a pretty thought. I wonder who invented  

Now then, John Drench, do you know that teas waiting. Are you going to sit down in those muddy boots and leggings?

The sharp words came from Susan Page. Jessy turned and saw her sisters pale, angry face. John Drench disappeared, and Miss Susan went out again, and banged the door.

It is high time Jessy was put to some regular employment, cried Susan, bursting into the room where Miss Page sat making the tea. She idles away her time in the most frivolous and wasteful manner, never doing an earthly thing. It is quite sinful.

So it is, acquiesced Miss Page. Have you a headache, Susan? You look pale.

Never mind my looks, wrathfully retorted Susan. We will portion out some share of work for her from to-day. She might make up the butter, and undertake the pies and puddings, and do the plain sewing.

William Page, a grey-haired man, sitting with a stick by his side, looked up. Pretty creature! he said, for he passionately loved his youngest daughter. Ill not have her hard-worked, Susan.

But youd not have her sit with her hands before her from Monday morning till Saturday night, I suppose, father! sharply returned Miss Susan. Shell soon be nineteen.

No, no; idleness brings nothing but evil in its train. I didnt mean that, Susan. Let the child do what is suitable for her. Wheres John Drench?

In a fine mess  up to his middle in mud, was Miss Susans tart answer. One would think he had been trying to see how great an object he could make of himself.

John Drench came in, somewhat improved, his coat changed and the rose in his button-hole. He took his seat at the tea-table, and was more shy and silent than ever. Jessy sat by her father, chattering gaily, her blue ribbons flickering before his loving eyes.

But the butter-making and the other light work was fated not to be inaugurated yet for Jessy. Charles Page, a tiresome, indulged lad of twelve, became ill again: he was subject to attacks of low fever and ague. Mr. Duffham, peering at the boy over his gold-headed cane, said there was nothing for it but a dose of good seaside air. Mr. Page, anxious for his boy, began to consult with his daughters as to how it might be obtained. They had some very distant connections named Allen, living at Aberystwith. To them Miss Page wrote, asking if they could take in Charles and one of his sisters to live with them for a month or so. Mrs. Allen replied that she would be glad to have them; since her husbands death she had eked out a scanty income by letting lodgings.

It was Jessy who went with him. The house and farm could not have spared Abigail; Susan said neither should it spare her. Jessy, the idle and useless one had to go. Miss Susan thought she and John Drench were well rid of the young lady.

September was in its second week when they went; November was at its close when they returned. The improvement in Charles had been so marked and wonderful  as Mrs. Allen and Jessy both wrote to say  that Mr. Duffham had strongly urged his staying as long as the weather remained fine. It was a remarkably fine late autumn that year, and they stayed until the end of November.

Charles came home well and strong. Jessy was more beautiful than ever. But there was some change in her. The light-hearted, talking, laughing girl had grown rather silent: she was often heard singing snatches of love songs to herself in a low voice, and there was a light in her eyes as of some intense, secret happiness that might not be told. John Drench, who had begun to show signs of returning to his old allegiance (at least, Miss Susan so flattered herself), fell a willing captive again forthwith, and had certainly neither eyes nor ears for any one but Jessy. Susan Page came to the conclusion that a shaking in a sack would be far too good for him.



The way of dressing the churches for Christmas in those past days was quite different from the new style of decoration obtaining now. Sprays of holly with their red berries, of ivy with its brown clusters, were stuck, each alternately into the holes on the top of the pews. It was a better way than the present one, far more effective  though I, Johnny Ludlow, shall be no doubt laughed at for saying so. Your woven wreaths tied round the pulpit and reading-desk; your lettered scrolls; your artificial flowers, may be talked of as artistic, but for effect they all stand absolutely as nothing, in comparison with the more simple and natural way, and they are, perhaps, the least bit tawdry. If you dont believe me, pay a visit to some rural church next Christmas morning  for the old fashion is observed in many a country district still  and judge for yourselves. With many another custom that has been changed by the folly and fashion of these later days of pretension, and not changed for the better, lies this one. That is my opinion, and I hold to it.

The dressing in our church was always done by the clerk, old Bumford. The sexton (called familiarly with us the grave-digger) helped him when his health permitted, but he was nearly always ill, and then Bumford himself had to be grave-digger. It was not much trouble, this manner of decoration, and it took very little time. They had only to cut off the sprays almost of the same size, trim the ends, and lodge them in the holes. In the last century when a new country church was rebuilt (though that did not happen often), the drilling of these holes in the woodwork of the pews, for the reception of the Christmas, was as much a matter of course as were the pews themselves. Our Christmas was supplied by Mr. Page with a liberal hand; the Copse Farm abounded with trees of holly and ivy; one of his men, Leek, would help Bumford to cut it, and to cart it in a hand-truck to the church. It took a good deal to do all the pews.

On this Christmas that I am telling you of, it fell out that Clerk Bumford and the sexton were both disabled. Bumford had rheumatic gout so badly that getting him into church for the morning service the past three Sundays had been a marvel of dexterity  while the sexton was in bed with what he called catarrh. At first it seemed that we should not get the church dressed at all: but the Miss Pages, ever ready and active in a good work, came to the rescue, and said they would do it themselves, with John Drenchs help. The Squire was not going to be behind-hand, and said we boys, for Tod and I were just home for the holidays, should help too.

And when Christmas Eve came, and Leek had wheeled up the holly, and we were all in the cold church (not I think that any of us cared whether it was cold or warm), we enjoyed the work amazingly, and decided that old Bumford should never be let do it again, gout or no gout.

Jessy Page was a picture to look at. The two elder ladies had on tight dark cloth dresses, like a riding-habit cut short, at the ankles: Jessy was in a bright blue mantle edged with swans-down, and a blue bonnet on her pretty head. She came in a little late, and Miss Susan blew her up sharply, for putting on that best Sunday cape to dress a church in: but Jessy only laughed good-naturedly, and answered that she would take care not to harm it. Susan Page, trimming the branches, had seen John Drenchs eyes fixed on the girl: and her knife worked away like mad in her vexation.

Look here, said Jessy: we have never had any Christmas over the pulpit; I think old Bumford was afraid to get up to do it; let us put some. It would hide that ugly nail in the wall.

There are no holes up in the wall, snapped Miss Susan.

I meant a large bunch; a bunch of holly and ivy mixed, Susan. John Drench could tie it to the nail: it would look well.

Ill do it, too, said John. Ive some string in my pocket. The parson wont know himself. It will be as good as a canopy over him.

Miss Page turned round: she and Charley had their arms full of the branches we had been cutting.

Put a bunch there, if you like, but let us finish the pews first, she said. If we go from one thing to another we shall not finish while its daylight.

It was good sense: she rarely spoke anything else. Once let darkness overtake us, and the dressing would be done for. The church knew nothing about evening service, and had never felt the want of means to light itself up.

I shall pick out the best sprays in readiness, whispered Jessy to me, as we sat together on the bench by the big christening bowl, she choosing branches, I trimming them. Look at this one! you could not count the berries on it.

Did you enjoy your visit to Aberystwith, Jessy?

I wondered what there was in my simple question to move her. The branch of holly went anywhere; her hands met in a silent clasp; the expression of her face changed to one of curious happiness. In answering, her voice fell to a whisper.

Yes, I enjoyed it.

What a long time you stayed away! An age, Mrs. Todhetley says.

It was nearly eleven weeks.

Eleven weeks! How tedious!

Her face was glowing, her eyes had a soft light in them. She caught up some holly, and began scattering its berries.

What did you do with yourself, Jessy?

I used to sit by the sea  and to walk about. It was very fine. They dont often have it like that in November, Mrs. Allen said.

Did Mrs. Allen sit and walk with you?

No. She had enough to do with the house and her lodgers. We only saw her at meal times.

The Miss Allens, perhaps?

There are no Miss Allens. Only one little boy.

Why, then, you had no one but Charley!

Charley? Oh, he used to be always about with little Tom Allen  in a boat, or something of that sort. Mrs. Allen thought the sea breezes must be so good for him.

Well, you must have been very dull!

Jessy looked rather foolish. She was a simple-minded girl at the best. The two elder sisters had all the strong sense of the family, she the simplicity. Some people called Jessy Page soft: perhaps, contrasted with her sisters, she was so: and she was very inexperienced.

The dusk was gathering, and Charley had gone out tired, when John Drench got into the pulpit to tie the bunch of holly to the wall above it. Tod was with him. Drench had his hands stretched out, and we stood watching them in a group in the aisle below, when the porch-door was burst open, and in leaped Charles.

Jessy! I say! Wheres Jessy?

I am here, said Jessy, looking round. What do you want?

Heres Mr. Marcus Allen.

Who Mr. Marcus Allen might be, Charles did not say. Jessy knew: there was no doubt of that. Her face, just then close to mine, had flushed as red as a June rose.

A tall, dark, imposing man came looming out of the dusk. His handsome, furred great-coat was open, his waistcoat was of crimson velvet; he wore two chains, three rings, and an eye-glass. And Ill leave you to judge of the effect this vision of grandeur made, dropping down on us plain church-dressers in our every-day clothes. John Drench leaned over the pulpit cushion, string in hand; the two Miss Pages stood staring; Jessy turned white and red with the unexpected amazement. It was to her he approached, and spoke.

How do you do, Miss Jessy?

She put her hand out in answer to his; but seemed to have been struck as dumb as the old stone image on the monument against the wall.

These are your sisters, I presume, Miss Jessy? Will you do me the honour of introducing me to them?

Mr. Marcus Allen, murmured Jessy. My sister Abigail; my sister Susan.

Mr. Marcus Allen, bowing over his hat, said something about the pleasure it gave him to make their acquaintance personally, after hearing so much of them from Miss Jessy at Aberystwith, and begged to be allowed to shake their hands. Miss Page, when the hand-shaking was over, said in her straightforward way that she did not know who he was, her young sister never having mentioned him. Jessy, standing like a little simpleton, her eyes bent down on the aisle bricks, murmured in confusion that she forgot it. John Drench had his face over the cushion all that time, and Tods arms began to ache, holding up the bunch of green.

Mr. Marcus Allen, it turned out, was related in some way to the Allens of Aberystwith: he happened to go to the town soon after Jessy Page and her brother went there, and he stayed until they left it. Not at the Allens house: he had lodgings elsewhere. Mrs. Allen spoke of him to Jessy as a grand gentleman, quite above them. An idea came over me, as we all now stood together, that he had been Jessys companion in the walking and the sitting by the sea.

I told Miss Jessy that I should be running down some day to renew my acquaintanceship with her and make that of her family, said Mr. Marcus Allen to Miss Page. Having no particular engagement on my hands this Christmas time, I came.

He spoke in the most easy manner conceivable: his accent and manner were certainly those of a gentleman. As to the fashionable attire and the rings and chains, rather startling though they looked to us in the dark church on that dark and busy evening, they were all the rage for dandies in the great world then.

Noticing the intimation that he had come purposely to see them, Miss Page supposed that she ought, in hospitably good manners, to invite him to stay a day or two at the farm, but doubted whether so imposing a gentleman would condescend to do so. She said nothing about it then, and we all went out of the church together; except John Drench, who stayed behind with Leek to help clear up the litter for the man to carry away. It was light outside, and I took a good look at the stranger: a handsome man of seven-or-eight-and-twenty, with hard eyes, and black whiskers curled to perfection.

In what way is he related to the Allens of Aberystwith, Jessy? questioned Miss Page, drawing her sister away, as we went through the coppice.

I dont quite know, Abigail. He is some distant cousin.

How came you never to speak of him?

I  I did not remember to do so.

Very careless of you, child. Especially if he gave you cause to suppose he might come here. I dont like to be taken by surprise by strangers; it is not always convenient.

Jessy walked along in silence, meek as a lamb.

What is he?  in any profession, or trade?

Trade? Oh, I dont think he does anything of that kind, Abigail. That branch of the family would be above it, Mrs. Allen said. He has a large income, she says; plenty of money.

I take it, then, that he is above us, reasoned Miss Page.

Oh dear, yes: in station. Ever so much.

Then Im sure I dont care to entertain him.

Miss Page went straight into the best kitchen on arriving at home. Her father sat in the large hearth corner, smoking his pipe. She told him about the stranger, and said she supposed they must ask him to stay over the morrow  Christmas-Day.

Why shouldnt we? asked Mr. Page.

Well, father, he seems very grand and great.

Does he? Give him the best bedroom.

And our ways are plain and simple, you know, she added.

He must take us as he finds us, Abigail. Any friend of Mrs. Allens is welcome: she was downright kind to the children.

We had a jolly tea. Tod and I had been asked to it beforehand. Pork-pies, Miss Susans making, hot buttered batch-cakes, and lemon cake and jams. Mr. Marcus Allen was charmed with everything: he was a pleasant man to talk to. When we left, he and Mr. Page had gone to the best kitchen again, to smoke together in the wide chimney corner.



You Londoners, who go in for your artistic scrolls and crosses, should have seen the church on Christmas morning. It greeted our sight, as we entered from the porch, like a capacious grove of green, on which the sun streamed through the south windows. Old Bumfords dressing had never been as full and handsome as this of ours, for we had rejected all niggardly sprays. The Squire even allowed that much. Shaking hands with Miss Page in the porch after service, he told her that it cut Clerk Bumford out and out. Mr. Marcus Allen, in fashionable coat, with the furred over-coat flung back, light gloves, and big white wristbands, was in the Pages pew, sitting between old Page and Jessy. He found all the places for her in her Prayer-book (a shabby red one, some of the leaves loose); bowing slightly every time he handed her the book, as if she had been a princess of the blood royal. Such gallantry was new in our parts: and the congregation were rather taken off their devotions watching it. As to Jessy, she kept flushing like a rose.

Mr. Marcus Allen remained more than a week, staying over New-Years Day. He made himself popular with them all, and enjoyed what Miss Abigail called their plain ways, just as though he had been reared to them. He smoked his pipe in the kitchen with the farmer; he drove Miss Susan to Alcester in the tax-cart; he presented Miss Abigail with a handsome work-box; and gave Charley a bright half-sovereign for bullseyes. As to Jessy, he paid her no more attention than he did her sisters; hardly as much: so that if Miss Susan had been entertaining any faint hope that his object in coming to the Copse was Jessy, and that in consequence John Drench might escape from bewitching wiles, she found the hope fallacious. Mr. Marcus Allen had apparently no more thought of Jessy than he had of Sally, the red-armed serving-girl. But what in the world brought the man here at all? questioned Miss Susan of her sister. He wanted a bit of country holiday, answered Miss Page with her common sense.

One day during the week the Squire met them abroad, and gave an impromptu invitation to the Manor for the evening. Only the three Miss Pages came. Mr. Marcus Allen sent his compliments, and begged to be excused on the score of headache.

One evening at dusk we met him and Jessy. She had been out on some errand, and he overtook her in the little coppice path between the church and the farm. Tod, dashing through it to get home for dinner, I after him, nearly dashed right upon them. Mr. Marcus Allen had his face inside her bonnet, as if he were speaking in the ear of a deaf old lady of seventy. Tod burst out laughing when we got on.

That fellow was stealing a sly kiss in the dark, Johnny.

Like his impudence.

Rubbish, retorted Tod. Its Christmas-tide, and all fair. Didnt you see the bit of mistletoe he was holding up? And Tod ran on, whistling a line of a song that the Squire used to sing in his young days:

We all love a pretty girl, under the rose.

Mr. Marcus Allen left the Copse Farm with hearty thanks for its hospitality. He promised to come again in the summer, when the fields should be sweet with hay and the golden corn was ripening.

No sooner had he gone than John Drench asked Jessy to promise to be his wife. Whether he had felt any secret jealousy of Mr. Marcus Allen and his attractions, and deemed it well to secure Jessy as soon as the coast was clear, he spoke out. Jessy did not receive the honour kindly. She tossed her pretty head in a violent rage: the idea, she said, of her marrying him. Jessy had never flirted with John Drench since the Aberystwith journey, or encouraged him in any way  that was certain. Unpleasantness ensued at the farm. Mr. Page decidedly approved of the suitor: he alone had perceived nothing of Susans hopes: and, perhaps for the first time in his life, he spoke sharply to Jessy. John Drench was not to be despised, he told her; his father was a wealthy man, and John would have a substantial portion; more than double enough to put him into the largest and best farm in the county: Mr. Drench was only waiting for a good one to fall in, to take it for him. No: Jessy would not listen. And as the days went on and John Drench, as she said, strove to further his suit on every opportunity, she conceived, or professed, a downright aversion to him. Sadly miserable indeed she seemed, crying often; and saying she would rather go out as ladys-maid to some well-born lady than stay at home to be persecuted. Miss Susan was in as high a state of rapture as the iniquity of false John Drench permitted; and said it served the man right for making an oaf of himself.

Let be, cried old Page of Jessy. Shell come to her senses in time. But Miss Abigail, regarding Jessy in silence with her critical eyes, took up the notion that the girl had some secret source of discomfort, with which John Drench had nothing to do.

It was close upon this, scarcely beyond the middle of January, when one Monday evening Duffham trudged over from Church Dykely for a game at chess with the Squire. Hard weather had set in; ice and snow lay on the ground. Mrs. Todhetley nursed her face by the fire, for she had toothache as usual; Tod watched the chess; I was reading. In the midst of a silence, the door opened, and old Thomas ushered in John Drench, a huge red comforter round his neck, his hat in his hand.

Good-evening, Squire; good-evening, maam, said he in his shy way, nodding separately to the rest of us, as he unwound the comforter. Ive come for Miss Jessy, please.

Come for Miss Jessy! was the Squires surprised echo. Miss Jessys not here. Take a seat, Mr. John.

Not here? cried Drench, opening his eyes in something like fear, and disregarding the invitation to sit down. Not here! Why where can she have got to? Surely she has not fallen down in the snow and ice, and disabled herself?

Why did you think she was here?

I dont know, he replied, after a pause, during which he seemed to be lost. Miss Jessy was not at home at tea: later, when I was leaving for the night, Miss Abigail asked me if I would come over here first and fetch Jessy. I asked no questions, but came off at once.

She has not been here, said Mrs. Todhetley. I have not seen Jessy Page since yesterday afternoon, when I spoke to her coming out of church.

John Drench looked mystified. That there must have been some misapprehension on Miss Pages part; or else on his, and he had come to the wrong house; or that poor Jessy had come to grief in the snow on her way to us, seemed certain. He drank a glass of ale, and went away.

They were over again at breakfast time in the morning, John Drench and Miss Abigail herself, bringing strange news. The latters face turned white as she told it. Jessy Page had not been found. John Drench and two of the men had been out all night in the fields and lanes, searching for her. Miss Abigail gave us her reasons for thinking Jessy had come to Dyke Manor.

On the Sunday afternoon, when the Miss Pages went home from church, Jessy, instead of turning indoors with them, continued her way onwards to the cottage of a poor old woman named Matt, saying Mrs. Todhetley had told her the old granny was very ill. At six oclock, when they had tea  tea was always late on Sunday evenings, as Sally had leave to stay out gossiping for a good hour after service  it was discovered that Jessy had not come in. Charley was sent out after her, and met her at the gate. She had a scolding from her sister for staying out after dark had fallen; but all she said in excuse was, that the old granny was so very ill. That passed. On the Monday, soon after dinner, she came downstairs with her things on, saying she was going over to Dyke Manor, having promised Mrs. Todhetley to let her know the real state of Granny Matt. Dont thee get slipping in the snow, Jessy, said Mr. Page to her, half jokingly. No danger, father, she replied: and went up and kissed him. As she did not return by tea-time, Miss Page took it for granted she was spending the evening with us. Since that, she had not been seen.

It seemed very odd. Mrs. Todhetley said that in talking with Jessy in the porch, she had incidentally mentioned the sickness of Granny Matt. Jessy immediately said she would go there and see her; and if she found her very ill would send word to Dyke Manor. Talk as they would, there was no more to be made of it than that: Jessy had left home to come to us, and was lost by the way.

Lost to her friends, at any rate, if not to herself. John Drench and Miss Page departed; and all day long the search after Jessy and the speculation as to what had become of her continued. At first, no one had glanced at anything except some untoward accident as the sole cause, but gradually opinions veered round to a different fear. They began to think she might have run away!

Run away to escape Mr. John Drenchs persevering attentions; and to seek the post of ladys-maid  which she had been expressing a wish for. John stated, however, that he had not persecuted her; that he had resolved to let a little time go by in silence, and then try his luck again. Granny Matt was questioned, and declared most positively that the young lady had not stayed ten minutes with her; that it was only duskish when she went away. Duskish at that season, in the broad open country, with the white snow on the ground, would mean about five oclock. What had Jessy done with herself during the other hour  for it was past six when she reached home,  and why should she have excused her tardiness by implying that Granny Matts illness had kept her?

No one could fathom it. No one ever knew. Before that first day of trouble was over, John Drench suggested worse. Deeply mortified at its being said that she might have run away from him, he breathed a hasty retort  that it was more likely she had been run away with by Mr. Marcus Allen. Had William Page been strong enough he had certainly knocked him down for the aspersion. Susan heard it with a scared face: practical Miss Abigail sternly demanded upon what grounds he spoke. Upon no grounds in particular, Drench honestly answered: it was a thought that came into his mind and he spoke it on the spur of the moment. Any way, it was most unjust to say he had sent her.

The post-mistress at the general shop, Mrs. Smail, came forward with some testimony. Miss Jessy had been no less than twice to the shop during the past fortnight, nay, three times, she thought, to inquire after letters addressed J. P. The last time she received one. Had she been negotiating privately for the ladys-maids situation, wondered Abigail: had she been corresponding with Mr. Marcus Allen, retorted Susan, in her ill-nature; for she did not just now hold Jessy in any favour. Mrs. Smail was asked whether she had observed, amongst the letters dropped into the box, any directed to Mr. Marcus Allen. But this had to be left an open question: there might have been plenty directed to him, or there might not have been a single one, was the unsatisfactory answer: she had no call to examine the directions, and as often did up the bag without her spectacles as with em.

All this, put together, certainly did not tend to show that Mr. Marcus Allen had anything to do with the disappearance. Jessy had now and then received letters from her former schoolfellows addressed to the post-office  for her sisters, who considered her but a child, had an inconvenient habit of looking over her shoulder while she read them. The whole family, John Drench included, were up to their ears in agony: they did not know in what direction to look for her; were just in that state of mind when straws are caught at. Tod, knowing it could do no harm, told Miss Abigail about the kiss in the coppice. Miss Abigail quite laughed at it: kisses under the mistletoe were as common as blackberries with us, and just as innocent. She wrote to Aberystwith, asking questions about Marcus Allen, especially as to where he might be found. In answer, Mrs. Allen said she had not heard from him since he left Aberystwith, early in December, but had no doubt he was in London at his own home: she did not know exactly where that was, except that it was somewhere at the West End.

This letter was not more satisfactory than anything else. Everything seemed vague and doubtful. Miss Page read it to her father when he was in bed: Susan had just brought up his breakfast, and he sat up with the tray before him, his face nearly as white as the pillow behind him. They could not help seeing how ill and how shrunken he looked: Jessys loss had told upon him.

I think, father, I had better go to London, and see if anythings to be learnt there, said Miss Page. We cannot live on, in this suspense.

Ay; best go, answered he, I cant live in it, either. Ive had another sleepless night: and I wish that I was strong to travel. I should have been away long ago searching for the child  .

You see, father, we dont know where to seek her; weve no clue, interrupted Abigail.

Id have gone from place to place till I found her. But now, Ill tell ye, Abigail, where you must go first  the thought has been in my mind all night. And that is to Madame Carons.

To Madame Carons! echoed both the sisters at once. Madame Carons!

Dont either of you remember how your mother used to talk of her? She was Ann Dicker. She knows a sight of great folks now  and it may be that Jessys gone to her. Bond Street, or somewhere near to it, is where she lives.

In truth they had almost forgotten the person mentioned. Madame Caron had once been plain Ann Dicker, of Church Dykely, intimate with William Page and his wife. She went to London when a young woman to learn the millinery and dress-making; married a Frenchman, and rose by degrees to be a fashionable court-milliner. It struck Mr. Page, during the past night-watch, that Jessy might have applied to Madame Caron to help her in getting a place as ladys-maid.

Its the likeliest thing shed do, he urged, if her mind was bent that way. How was she to find such a place of herself?  and I wish we had all been smothered before wed made her home here unhappy, and put her on to think of such a thing.

Father, I dont think her home was made unhappy, said Miss Page.

To resolve and to do were one with prompt Abigail Page. Not a moment lost she, now that some sort of clue was given to act upon. That same morning she was on her way to London, attended by John Drench.



A large handsome double show-room. Brass hooks on the walls and slender bonnet-stands on the tables, garnished with gowns and mantles and head-gear and fal-lals; wide pier-glasses; sofas and chairs covered with chintz. Except for these articles, the room was empty. In a small apartment opening from it, called the trying-on room, sat Madame Caron herself, taking a comfortable cup of tea and a toasted muffin, after the labours of the day were over. Not that the labours were great at that season: people who require court millinery being for the most part out of town.

You are wanted, if you please, madame, in the show-room, said a page in buttons, coming in to disturb the tea.

Wanted!  at this hour! cried Madame Caron, as she glanced at the clock, and saw it was on the stroke of six. Who is it?

Its a lady and gentleman, madame. They look like travellers.

Go in and light the gas, said madame.

Passing through London and requiring things in a hurry, thought she, mentally running through a list of some of her most fashionable customers.

She went in with a swimming curtsy  quite that of a Frenchwoman  and the parties, visitors and visited, gazed at each other in the gaslight. They saw a very stylish lady in rich black satin that stood on end, and lappets of point lace: she saw two homely country people, the one in a red comforter, muffled about his ears, the other in an antiquated fur tippet that must originally have come out of Noahs ark.

Is it  Madame Caron? questioned Miss Abigail, in hesitation. For, you see, she doubted whether it might not be one of Madame Carons duchesses.

I have the honour to be Madame Caron, replied the lady with her grandest air.

Thus put at ease in regard to identity, Miss Page introduced herself  and John Drench, son of Mr. Drench of the Upland Farm. Madame Caron  who had a good heart, and retained amidst her grandeur a vivid remembrance of home and early friends  came down from her stilts on the instant, took off with her own hands the objectionable tippet, on the plea of heat, conducted them into the little room, and rang for a fresh supply of tea and muffins.

I remember you so well when you were a little thing, Abigail, she said, her heart warming to the old days. We always said you would grow up like your mother, and so you have. Ah, dear! thats something like a quarter-of-a-century ago. As to you, Mr. John, your father and I were boy and girl sweethearts.

Over the refreshing tea and the muffins, Abigail Page told her tale. The whole of it. Her father had warned her not to hint a word against Jessy; but there was something in the face before her that spoke of truth and trust; and, besides, she did not see her way clear not to speak of Marcus Allen. To leave him out altogether would have been like bargaining for a spring calf in the dark, as she said later to John Drench.

I have never had a line from Jessy in all my life: I have neither seen her nor heard of her, said madame. As to Mr. Marcus Allen, I dont know him personally myself, but Miss Connaway, my head dressmaker, does: for I have heard her speak of him. I can soon find out for you where he lives.

Miss Page thought she should like to see the head dressmaker, and a message was sent up for her. A neat little middle-aged woman came down, and was invited to the tea-table. Madame turned the conversation on Mr. Marcus Allen; telling Miss Connaway that these country friends of hers knew him slightly, and would be glad to get his address to call upon him; but she did not say a syllable about Jessy.

Mr. Marcus Allen had about two hundred a year of his own, and was an artist in water-colours. The certain income made him idle; and he played just as much as he worked. The few pictures he completed were good, and sold well. He shared a large painting-room somewhere with a brother artist, but lived in chambers. All this Miss Connaway told readily; she had known him since he was a child.

Late though it was, Miss Abigail and her cavalier proceeded to Marcus Allens lodgings; or chambers, as they were ostentatiously called, and found him seated at dinner. He rose in the utmost astonishment at seeing them; an astonishment that looked thoroughly genuine.

Jessy missing! Jessy left her home! He could but reiterate the words in wondering disbelief. Abigail Page felt reassured from that moment; even jealous John Drench in his heart acquitted him. He had not written to Jessy, he said; he had nothing to write to her about, therefore it could not have been his letter she went to receive at the post-office; and most certainly she had not written to him. Miss Abigail  willing perhaps to offer some excuse for coming to him  said they had thought it possible Jessy might have consulted him about getting a ladys-maids place. She never had consulted him, he answered, but had once told him that she intended to go out as one. He should imagine, he added, it was what she had done.

Mr. Marcus Allen pressed them to sit down and partake of his dinner, such as it was; he poured out glasses of wine; he was altogether hospitable. But they declined all. He then asked how he could assist them; he was most anxious they should find her, and would help in any way that lay in his power.

He knows no more about her than we know, said John Drench as they turned out into the lighted streets, on their way back to the inn they had put up at, which had been recommended to them by Mr. Page. Im sorry I misjudged him.

I am sorry too, John Drench, was Miss Abigails sorrowful answer. But for listening to the words you said, we should never have had such a wicked thought about her, poor child, and been spared many a bitter moment. Where in the wide world are we to look for her now?

The wide world did not give any answer. London, with its teeming millions, was an enormous arena  and there was no especial cause for supposing Jessy Page had come to it.

I am afraid it will be of no use to stay here any longer, said Miss Abigail to John Drench, after another unsatisfactory day had gone by, during which Marcus Allen called upon them at the inn and said he had spoken to the police. It was John Drenchs own opinion.

Why, you see, Miss Abigail, that to look for her here, not knowing where or how, is like looking for a needle in a bottle of hay, said John.

They reached home none too soon. Two unexpected events were there to greet them. The one was Mr. Page who was lying low in an attack of paralysis; the other was a letter from Jessy.

It gave no clue to where she was. All she said in it was that she had found a situation, and hoped to suit and be happy in it; and she sent her love to all.

And the weeks and the months went on.

II.

Snow was falling. At one of the windows of the parlour at Copse Farm, stood Susan Page, her bunch of short dark curls fastened back with a comb on both sides of her thin face, her trim figure neat in a fine crimson merino gown. Her own portion of household-work was already done, though it was not yet mid-day, and she was about to sit down, dressed for the day, to some sewing that lay on the work-table.

I was hoping the snow was over: the morning looked so clear and bright, she said to herself, watching the large flakes. Leek will have a job to get the truck to the church.

It was a long, narrow room. At the other end, by the fire, sat Mr. Page in his arm-chair. He had dropped asleep, his cheek leaning on his hand. As Miss Susan sat down and took up her work, a large pair of scissors fell to the ground with a crash. She glanced round at her father, but he did not wake. That stroke of a year ago had dulled his faculties.

I should uncommonly like to know who did this  whether Sally or the woman, she exclaimed, examining the work she had to do. One of Mr. Pages new shirts had been torn in the washing, and she was about to mend the rent. That woman has a heavy hand: and Sally a careless one. It ought not to have been ironed.

The door opened, and John Drench came in. When he saw that Mr. Page was asleep, he walked up the room towards Miss Susan. In the past twelvemonth  for that amount of time had rolled on since the trouble about Jessy and her mysterious disappearance  John Drench had had time to return to his first allegiance (or, as Miss Susan mentally put it, get over his folly); and he had decidedly done it.

Did you want anything? asked Susan in a cold tone. For she made a point of being short with him  for his own benefit.

I wanted to ask the master whether hed have that ditch made, that he was talking about, was the answer. Theres no hurry about it: not much to be done anywhere while this weather lasts.

She made no reply. John Drench stood, waiting for Mr. Page to wake, looking alternately at the snow and at Miss Susans steel thimble and nimble fingers. Very deftly was she doing the work, holding the linen gingerly, that the well-ironed bosom and wristbands might not get creased and unfit the shirt for wear. He was thinking what a good wife she would make: for there was nothing, in the shape of usefulness, that Susan Page could not put her hand to, and put it well.

Miss Susan, I was going to ask you a question, he began, standing uncomfortably on one leg. Ive been wanting to do it for a good bit now, but  

Pick up my cotton, said Miss Susan tartly, dropping a reel purposely.

But I believe I have wanted courage, resumed he after doing as he was bid. It is a puzzling task to know how to do it for the best, and what to say. If you  

Open flew the door, and in came Miss Page, in her white kitchen apron. Her sleeves were rolled above her elbows, her floured hands were lightly wiped. John Drench, interrupted, thought he should never have pluck to speak again.

Susan, do you know where that old red receipt-book is? she asked, in a low tone, glancing at her sleeping father. I am not certain about the proportions for the lemon cake.

The red receipt-book? repeated Susan. I have not seen it for ever so long.

Nor I. I dont think I have had occasion to use it since last Christmas-Eve. I know I had to look at it then for the lemon-cake. Sally says shes sure it is somewhere in this room.

Then you had better send Sally to find it, Abigail.

Instead of that, Miss Page began searching herself. On the book-shelves; on the side-board; in all the nooks and corners. It was found in the drawer of an unused table that stood against the wall.

Well, I declare! she exclaimed, as she drew it out. I wonder who put it in here?

In turning over the leaves to look for what she wanted, a piece of paper, loosely folded, fell to the ground. John Drench picked it up.

Why! he said, it is a note from Jessy.

It was the letter written to them by Jessy, saying she had found a situation and hoped to suit and be happy in it. The one letter: for no other had ever come. Abigail, missing the letter months ago, supposed it had got burnt.

Yes, she said with a sigh, as she glanced over the few lines now, standing by Susans work-table, it is Jessys letter. She might have written again. Every morning of my life for weeks and weeks, I kept looking for the letter-man to bring another. But the hope died out at last, for it never came.

She is a heartless baggage! cried Miss Susan. In her grand ladys-maids place, amongst her high people, she is content to forget and abandon us. Id never have believed it of her.

A pause ensued. The subject was a painful one. Mortifying too: for no one likes to be set at nought and forgotten by one that they have loved and cherished and brought up from a little child. Abigail Page had tears in her eyes.

Its just a year ago to-day that she came into the church to help us to dress it, said John Drench, his tender tone of regret grating on Miss Susans ear. In her blue mantle she looked sweeter and brighter than a fairy.

Did you ever see a fairy, pray? asked Miss Susan, sharply taking him up. She acted like a fairy, didnt she?

Best to forget her, interposed Abigail, suppressing a sigh. As Susan says, she is heartless. Almost wicked: for what is worse than ingratitude? Never to write: never to let us know where her situation is and with what people: never to ask or care whether her poor father, who had nothing but love for her, is living or dead? Its best to forget her.

She went out of the room with the note and receipt-book as she spoke, softly closing the door behind her, as one does who is feeling trouble. Miss Susan worked on with rapid and angry stitches; John Drench looked out on the low-lying snow. The storm had passed: the sky was blue again.

Yes. Christmas-Eve had come round, making it just a year since Jessy in her pretty blue mantle had chosen the sprays of holly in the church. They had never had from her but that one first unsatisfactory letter: they knew no more how she went, or why she went, or where she was, than they had known then. Within a week or two of the unsatisfactory journey to London of Miss Abigail and John Drench, a letter came to the farm from Mr. Marcus Allen, inquiring after Jessy, expressing hopes that she had been found and was at home again. It was not answered: Miss Page, busy with her fathers illness, neglected it at first, and then thought it did not matter.

Mr. Page had recovered from his stroke: but he would never be good for anything again. He was very much changed; would sit for hours and never speak: at times his daughters thought him a little silly, as if his intellect were failing. Miss Page, with John Drenchs help, managed the farm: though she always made it a point of duty to consult her father and ask for his orders. In the month of June they heard again from Mr. Marcus Allen. He wrote to say that he was sorry not to fulfil his promise (made in the winters visit) of coming to stay with them during the time of hay-making, but he was busy finishing a painting and could not leave it: he hoped to come at some other time. And this was now December.

Susan Page worked on: John Drench looked out of the window. The young lady was determined not to break the silence.

The Dunn Farm is to let, said he suddenly.

Is it? slightingly returned Miss Susan.

My father has some thoughts of taking it for me. Its good land.

No better than other land about here.

Its very good, Susan. And just the place I should like. Theres an excellent house too, on it.

Susan Page began rummaging in the deep drawer of the work-table for her box of buttons. She had a great mind to hum a tune.

But I couldnt take it, or let father take it for me, unless youd promise to go to it with me, Susan.

Promise to go to it with you, John Drench!

Id make you as good a husband as I know how. Perhaps youll think of it.

No answer. She was doubling her thread to sew on the button.

Will you think of it, Miss Susan?

Well  yes, I will, she said in a softer tone, And if I decide to bring my mind to have you, John Drench, Ill hope to make you a good and faithful wife.

He held out his hand to shake hers upon the bargain. Their eyes met in kindliness: and John Drench knew that the Dunn Farm would have its mistress.



We were going to dress the church this year as we did the last. Clerk Bumfords cough was bad, and the old sexton was laid by as usual. Tod and I got to the church early in the afternoon, and saw the Miss Pages wading their way through the coppice, over their ankles in snow: the one lady having finished her cake-making and the other her shirt-mending.

Is Leek not here yet? cried they in surprise. We need not have made so much haste.

Leek with his large truck of holly was somewhere on the road. He had started, as Miss Page said, while they were at dinner. And he was not to be seen!

It is all through his obstinacy, cried Susan. I told him he had better take the highway, though it was a little further round; but he said he knew he could well get through the little valley. Thats where he has stuck, truck and all.

John Drench came up as she was speaking. He had been on some errand to Church Dykely; and gave a bad account of the snow on the roads. This was the third day of it. The skies just now were blue as in spring; the sun, drawing towards the west, was without a cloud. After waiting a few minutes, John Drench started to meet Leek and help him on; and we cooled our heels in the church-porch, unable to get inside. As it was supposed Leek would be there sooner than any one else, the key of the church had been given to him that he might get the holly in. There we waited in the cold. At last, out of patience, Tod went off in John Drenchs wake, and I after him.

It was as Miss Susan surmised. Leek and his truck had stuck fast in the valley: a low, narrow neck of land connecting a byeway to the farm with the lane. The snow was above the wheels: Leek could neither get on nor turn back. He and John Drench were hard at work, pulling and pushing; and the obstinate truck refusing to move an inch. With the help of our strength  if mine was not worth much, Tods was  we got it on. But all this caused ever so much delay: and the dressing was begun when it ought to have been nearly finished. I could not help thinking of the other Christmas-Eve; and of pretty Jessy who had helped  and of Miss Susan scolding her for coming in her best blue mantle  and of the sudden looming upon us of the stranger, Marcus Allen. Perhaps the rest were thinking about it as I was. One thing was certain  that there was no liveliness in this years dressing; we were all as silent as mutes and as dull as ditch-water. Charley Page, who had made enough noise last year, was away this. He went to school at Worcester now, and had gone to spend the Christmas with some people in Gloucestershire, instead of coming home.

The work was in progress, when who should look in upon us but Duffham. He was passing by to visit some one ill in the cottages. Rather late, shant you be? cried he, seeing that there was hardly any green up yet. And we told him about the truck sticking in the snow.

What possessed Leek to take it through the valley? returned Duffham.

Because he is fonder of having his own way than a mule, called out Miss Susan from the aisle.

Duffham laughed. Dont forget the gala bunch over the parsons head; it looked well last year, said he, turning to go out. And we told him there was no danger of forgetting it: it was one of our improvements on old Bumfords dressing.

Darkness overtook us before half the work was done. There was nothing for it but to get candles from the Copse Farm to finish by. No one volunteered to fetch them: a walk through the snow did not look lively in prospective to any one of us, and Leek had gone off somewhere. I suppose it must be me, said John Drench, coming out from the holly to start: when Miss Page suddenly bethought herself of what the rest of us were forgetting  that there might be candles in the church. On a winters afternoon, when it grew dark early and the parson could not see through his spectacles to finish his sermon, Clerk Bumford would go stumping into the place under the belfry, and re-appear with a lighted candle and hand it up to the pulpit. He ought to have a stock of candles in store.

John Drench struck some matches, and we went to explore Bumfords den  a place dimly lighted by the open slits in the belfry above. The first thing seen was his black gown hanging up, next a horn lantern on the floor and the grave-digging tools, then an iron candlestick with a candle end in it, then a stick half-a-mile long that he menaced the boys with if they laughed in church; and next a round tin candlebox on a nail in the wall. It was a prize.

There were ten candles in it. Leaving one, in case it should be wanted on the morrow afternoon, the nine others were lighted. One was put into the iron candlestick, the rest we stuck upright in melted tallow, wherever one was wanted: how else could they be set up? It was a grand illumination: and we laughed over Clerk Bumfords dismay when he should find his store of candles gone.

That took time: finding the candles, and dropping the tallow, and talking and laughing. In the midst of it the clock struck five. Upon that, Miss Abigail told us to hinder no more time, or the work would not be done by midnight. So we set to with a will. In a couple of hours all the dressing was finished, and the branches were ready to be hung over the pulpit. John Drench felt for the string. He seemed to take his time over it.

Where on earth is it? cried he, searching his pockets. Im sure I brought some.

He might have brought it; but it was certain he had not got it then. Miss Abigail, who had no patience with carelessness, told him rather sharply that if he had put it in his pockets at all, there it would be now.

Well, I did, he answered, in his quiet way. I put it in on purpose. Im sure I dont know where it can have got to.

And there we were: at a standstill for a bit of string. Looking at one another like so many helpless noodles, and the flaring candles coming to an end! Tod said, tear a strip off the tail of Bumfords gown; hed never miss it: for which Miss Abigail gave it him as sharply as if he had proposed to tear it off the parsons.

I might get a bit of string at old Bumfords, I said. In a few minutes Ill be back with it.

It was one of the lightest nights ever seen: the air clear, the moon bright, the ground white with snow. Rushing round the north and unfrequented side of the church, where the grass on the graves was long and no one ever walked, excepting old Bumford when he wanted to cut across the near way to his cottage, I saw something stirring against the church wall. Something dark: that seemed to have been looking in at the window, and now crouched down with a sudden movement behind the buttress, as if afraid of being seen.

Is that you, Leek? I called out.

There was no answer: no movement: nothing but a dark heap lying low. I thought it might be a fox; and crossed over to look.

Well  I had had surprises in my life, but never one that so struck upon me as this. Foxes dont wear womens clothes: this thing did. I pulled aside the dark cloak, and a face stood out white and cold in the moonlight  the face of Jessy Page.

You may fancy it is a slice of romance this; made up for effect out of my imagination: but it is the real truth, as every one about the place can testify to, and its strangeness is talked of still. Yet there are stranger coincidences in life than this. On Christmas-Eve, a year before, Jessy Page had been helping to dress the church, in her fine blue mantle, in her beauty, in her light-hearted happiness: on this Christmas-Eve when we were dressing it again, she re-appeared. But how changed! Wan, white, faint, wasted! I am not sure that I should have known her but for her voice. Shrinking, as it struck me, with shame and fear, she put up her trembling hands in supplication.

Dont betray me!  dont call! she implored in weak, feverish, anxious tones. Go away and leave me. Let me lie here unsuspected until they have all gone away.

What ought I to do? I was just as bewildered as its possible for a fellow to be. Its no exaggeration to say that I thought her dying: and it would never do to leave her there to die.

The stillness was broken by a commotion. While she lay with her thin hands raised, and I was gazing down on her poor face, wondering what to say, and how to act, Miss Susan came flying round the corner after me.

Johnny Ludlow! Master Johnny! Dont go. We have found the string under the unused holly. Why!  whats that?

No chance of concealment for Jessy now. Susan Page made for the buttress, and saw the white face in the moonlight.

Its Jessy, I whispered.

With a shriek that might have scared away all the ghosts in the churchyard, Susan Page called for Abigail. They heard it through the window, and came rushing out, thinking Susan must have fallen at least into the clutches of a winter wolf. Miss Susans voice trembled as she spoke in a whisper.

Heres Jessy  come back at last!

Unbelieving Abigail Page went down on her knees in the snow to trace the features, and convince herself. Yes, it was Jessy. She had fainted now, and lay motionless. Leek came up then, and stood staring.

Where had she come from?  how had she got there? It was just as though she had dropped from the skies with the snow. And what was to be done with her?

She must  come home, said Abigail.

But she spoke hesitatingly, as though some impediment might lie in the way: and she looked round in a dreamy manner on the open country, all so white and dreary in the moonlight.

Yes, theres no other place  of course it must be the farm, she added. Perhaps you can bring her between you. But Ill go on and speak to my father first.

It was easy for one to carry her, she was so thin and light. John Drench lifted her and they all went off: leaving me and Leek to finish up in the church, and put out the candles.

William Page was sitting in his favourite place, the wide chimney-corner of the kitchen, quietly smoking his pipe, when his daughter broke in upon him with the strange news. Just in the same way that, a year before, she had broken in upon him with that other news  that a gentleman had arrived, uninvited, on a visit to the farm. This news was more startling than that.

Are they bringing her home?  how long will they be? cried the old man with feverish eagerness, as he let fall his long churchwarden pipe, and broke it. Abigail, will they be long?

Father, I want to say something: I came on to say it, returned Miss Page, and she was trembling too. I dont like her face: it is wan, and thin, and full of suffering: but theres a look in it that  that seems to tell of shame.

To tell of what? he asked, not catching the word.

May Heaven forgive me if I misjudge her! The fear crossed me, as I saw her lying there, that her life may not have been innocent since she left us: why else should she come back in this most strange way? Must we take her in all the same, father?

Take her in! he repeated in amazement. Yes. What are you thinking of, child, to ask it?

Its the home of myself and Susan, father: it has been always an honest one in the sight of the neighbours. Maybe, theyll be hard upon us for receiving her into it.

He stared as one who does not understand, and then made a movement with his hands, as if warding off her words and the neighbours hardness together.

Let her come, Abigail! Let her come, poor stray lamb. Christ wouldnt turn away a little one that had strayed from the fold: should her own father do it?

And when they brought her in, and put her in an easy-chair by the sitting-room fire, stirring it into a blaze, and gave her hot tea and brandy in it, William Page sat down by her side, and shed fast tears over her, as he fondly stroked her hand.



Gay and green looked the church on Christmas morning, the sun shining in upon us as brightly as it shone a year before. The news of Jessy Pages return and the curious manner of it, had spread; causing the congregation to turn their eyes instinctively on the Pages pew. Perhaps not one but recalled the last Christmas  and the gallant stranger who had sat in it, and found the places in the Prayer-book for Jessy. Only Mr. Page was there to-day. He came slowly in with his thick stick  for he walked badly since his illness, and dragged one leg behind the other. Before the thanksgiving prayer the parson opened a paper and read out a notice. Such things were uncommon in our church, and it caused a stir.

William Page desires to return thanks to Almighty God for a great mercy vouchsafed to him.

We walked to the Copse Farm with him after service. Considering that he had been returning thanks, he seemed dreadfully subdued. He didnt know how it was yet; where she had been, or why she had come home in the manner she did, he told the Squire; but, anyway, she had come. Come to die, it might be; but come home, and that was enough.

Mrs. Todhetley went upstairs to see her. They had given her the best bed, the one they had given to Marcus Allen. She lay in it like a lily. It was what Mrs. Todhetley said when she came down: like a lily, so white and delicate. There was no talking. Jessy for the most part kept her eyes shut and her face turned away. Miss Page whispered that they had not questioned her yet; she seemed too weak to bear it. But what do you think? asked Mrs. Todhetley in return. I am afraid to think, was all the answer. In coming away, Mrs. Todhetley stooped over the bed to kiss her.

Oh dont, dont! said Jessy faintly: you might not if you knew all. I am not worth it.

Perhaps I should kiss you all the more, my poor child, answered Mrs. Todhetley. And she came downstairs with red eyes.

But Miss Susan Page was burning with impatience to know the ins and outs of the strange affair. Naturally so. It had brought more scandal and gossip on the Copse Farm than even the running away of the year before. That was bad enough: this was worse. Altogether Jessy was the homes heartsore. Mr. Page spoke of her as a lamb, a wanderer returned to the fold, and Susan heard it with compressed lips: in her private opinion, she had more justly been called an ungrateful girl.

Now, then, Jessy; you must let us know a little about yourself, began Susan on this same afternoon when she was with her alone, and Jessy lay apparently stronger, refreshed with the dinner and the long rest. Abigail had gone to church with Mr. Page. Susan could not remember that any of them had gone to church before on Christmas-Day after the morning service: but there was no festive gathering to keep them at home to-day. Unconsciously, perhaps, Susan resented the fact. Even John Drench was dining at his fathers. Where have you been all this while in London?

Jessy suddenly lifted her arm to shade her eyes; and remained silent.

It is in London, I conclude, that you have been? Come: answer me.

Yes, said Jessy faintly.

And where have you been? In what part of it?  who with?

Dont ask me, was the low reply, given with a suppressed sob.

Not ask you! But we must ask you. And you must answer. Where have you been, and what have you been doing?

I  cant tell, sobbed Jessy. The story is too long.

Story too long! echoed Susan quickly, you might say in half-a-dozen words  and leave explanations until to-morrow. Did you find a place in town?

Yes, I found a place.

A ladys-maids place?  as you said.

Jessy turned her face to the wall, and never spoke.

Now, this wont do, cried Miss Susan, not choosing to be thwarted: and no doubt Jessy, hearing the determined tone, felt something like a reed in her hands. Just you tell me a little.

I am very ill, Susan; I cant talk much, was the pleading excuse. If youd only let me be quiet.

It will no more hurt you to say in a few words where you have been than to make excuses, persisted Miss Susan, giving a flick to the skirt of her new puce silk gown. Your conduct altogether has been most extraordinary, quite baffling to us at home, and I must hear some explanation of it.

The place I went to was too hard for me, said Jessy after a pause, speaking out of the pillow.

Too hard!

Yes; too hard. My heart was breaking with its hardness, and I couldnt stop in it. Oh, be merciful to me, Susan! dont ask any more.

Susan Page thought that when mysterious answers like these were creeping out, there was all the greater need that she should ask for more.

Who found you the place at first, Jessy?

Not a word. Susan asked again.

I  got it through an advertisement, said Jessy at length.

Advertisements in those days, down in our rural district, were looked upon as wonderful things, and Miss Susan opened her eyes in surprise. A faint idea was upon her that Jessy could not be telling the truth.

In that letter that you wrote to us; the only one you did write; you asserted that you liked the place.

Yes. That was at first. But afterwards  oh, afterwards it got cruelly hard.

Why did you not change it for another?

Jessy made no answer. Susan heard the sobs in her throat.

Now, Jessy, dont be silly. I ask why you did not get another place, if you were unable to stay in that one?

I couldnt have got another, Susan. I would never have got another.

Why not? persisted Susan.

I  I  dont you see how weak I am? she asked with some energy, lifting her face for a moment to Susan.

And its wan pain, its depth of anguish, disarmed Susan. Jessy looked like a once fair blossom on which a blight had passed.

Well, Jessy, we will leave these matters until later. But theres one thing you must answer. What induced you to take this disreputable mode of coming back?

A dead silence.

Could you not have written to say you were coming, as any sensible girl would, that you might have been properly met and received? Instead of appearing like a vagabond, to be picked up by anybody.

I never meant to come home  to the house.

But why? asked Susan.

Oh, because  because of my ingratitude in running away  and never writing  and  and all that.

That is, you were ashamed to come and face us.

Yes, I was ashamed, said Jessy, shivering.

And no wonder. Why did you go?

Jessy gave a despairing sigh. Leaving that question in abeyance, Susan returned to the former one.

If you did not mean to come home, what brought you down here at all?

It didnt matter where I went. And my heart was yearning for a look at the old place  and so I came.

And if we had not found you under the church wall  and we never should but for Johnny Ludlows running out to get some string  where should you have gone, pray?

Crawled under some haystack, and let the cold and hunger kill me.

Dont be a simpleton, reproved Susan.

I wish it had been so, returned Jessy. Id rather be dying there in quiet. Oh, Susan, I am ill; I am indeed! Let me be at peace!

The appeal shut up Susan Page. She did not want to be too hard upon her.

Mr. Duffham came in after church. Abigail had told him that she did not like Jessys looks; nor yet her cough. He went up alone, and was at the bedside before Jessy was aware. She put up her hand to hide her face, but not in time: Duffham had seen it. Doctors dont get shocks in a general way: they are too familiar with appearances that frighten other people: but he started a little. If ever he saw coming death in a face, he thought he saw it in that of Jessy Page.

He drew away the shading hand, and looked at her. Duffham was pompous on the whole and thought a good deal of his gold-headed cane, but he was a tender man with the sad and sick. After that, he sat down and began asking her a few things  where she had been, and what she had done. Not out of curiosity, or quite with the same motive that Miss Susan had just asked; but because he wished to find out whether her illness was more on the body or the mind. She would not answer. Only cried softly.

My dear, said Duffham, I must have you tell me a little of the past. Dont be afraid: it shall go no further. If you only knew the strange confidences that are sometimes placed in me, Jessy, you would not hesitate.

No, she would not speak of her own accord, so he began to pump her. Doing it very kindly and soothingly: had Jessy spent her year in London robbing all the banks, one might have thought she could only have yielded to his wish to come to the bottom of it. Duffham listened to her answers, and sat with a puzzled face. She told him what she had told Susan: that her post of ladys-maid had been too hard for her and worn her to what she was; that she had shrunk from returning home on account of her ingratitude, and should not have returned ever of her own will. But she had yearned for a sight of the old place, and so came down by rail, and walked over after dark. In passing the church she saw it lighted up; and lingered, peeping in. She never meant to be seen; she should have gone away somewhere before morning. Nothing more.

Nothing more! Duffham sat listening to her. He pushed back the pretty golden hair (no more blue ribbons in it now), lost in thought.

Nothing more, Jessy? There must have been something more, I think, to have brought you into this state. What was it?

No, she faintly said: only the hard work I had to do; and the thought of how I left my home; and  and my unhappiness. I was unhappy always, nearly from my first entering. The work was hard.

What was the work?

It was  

A long pause. Mr. Duffham, always looking at her, waited.

It was sewing; dress-making. And  there was sitting up at nights.

Who was the lady you served? What was her name?

I cant tell it, answered Jessy, her cheeks flushing to a wild hectic.

The surgeon suddenly turned the left hand towards him, and looked at the forefinger. It was smooth as ivory.

Not much sign of sewing there, Jessy.

She drew it under the clothes. It is some little time since I did any; I was too ill, she answered. Mr. Duffham, I have told you all there is to tell. The place was too hard for me, and it made me ill.

It was all she told. Duffham wondered whether it was, in substance, all she had to tell. He went down and entered the parlour with a grave face: Mr. Page, his daughters, and John Drench were there. The doctor said Jessy must have perfect rest, tranquillity, and the best of nourishment; and he would send some medicine. Abigail put a shawl over her head, and walked with him across the garden.

You will tell me what your opinion is, Mr. Duffham.

Ay. It is no good one, Miss Abigail.

Is she very ill?

Very. I do not think she will materially rally. Her chest and lungs are both weak.

Her mothers were before her. As I told you, Jessy looks to me just as my mother used to look in her last illness.

Mr. Duffham went through the gate without saying more. The snow was sparkling like diamonds in the moonlight.

I think I gather what you mean, resumed Abigail. That she is, in point of fact, dying.

Thats it. As I truly believe.

They looked at each other in the clear light air. But not  surely, Mr. Duffham, not immediately?

Not immediately. It may be weeks off yet. Mind  I dont assert that she is absolutely past hope; I only think it. It is possible that she may rally, and recover.

It might not be the happier for her, said Abigail, under her breath. She is in a curiously miserable state of mind  as you no doubt saw. Mr. Duffham, did she tell you anything?

She says she took a place as ladys-maid; that the work proved too hard for her; and that, with the remorse for her ingratitude towards her home, made her ill.

She said the same to Susan this afternoon. Well, we must wait for more. Good-night, Mr. Duffham: I am sure you will do all you can.

Of course Duffham meant to do all he could; and from that time he began to attend her regularly.

Jessy Pages coming home, with, as Miss Susan had put it, the vagabond manner of it, was a nine days wonder. The neighbours went making calls at the Copse Farm, to talk about it and to see her. In the latter hope they failed. Jessy showed a great fear of seeing any one of them; would put her head under the bed-clothes and lie there shaking till the house was clear; and Duffham said she was not to be crossed.

Her sisters got to know no more of the past. Not a syllable. They questioned and cross-questioned her; but she only stuck to her text. It was the work that had been too much for her; the people she served were cruelly hard.

I really think it must be so; that she has nothing else to tell, remarked Abigail to Susan one morning, as they sat alone at breakfast, But she must have been a downright simpleton to stay.

I cant make her out, returned Susan, hard of belief. Why should she not say where it was, and who the people are? Here comes the letter-man.

The letter-man  as he was called  was bringing a letter for Miss Page. Letters at the Copse Farm were rare, and she opened it with curiosity. It proved to be from Mrs. Allen of Aberystwith; and out of it dropped two cards, tied together with silver cord.

Mrs. Allen wrote to say that her distant relative, Marcus, was married. He had been married on Christmas-Eve to a Miss Mary Goldbeater, a great heiress, and they had sent her cards. Thinking the Miss Pages might like to see the cards (as they knew something of him) she had forwarded them.

Abigail took the cards up. Mr. Marcus Allen. Mrs. Marcus Allen. And on hers was the address: Gipsy Villas, Montgomery Road, Brompton. I think he might have been polite enough to send us cards also, observed Abigail.

Susan put the cards on the waiter when she went upstairs with her sisters tea. Jessy, looking rather more feverish than usual in a morning, turned the cards about in her slender hands.

I have heard of her, this Mary Goldbeater, said Jessy, biting her parched lips. They say shes pretty, and  and very rich.

Where did you hear of her? asked Susan.

Oh, in  let me think. In the work-room.

Now what do you mean by that? cried Miss Susan. A work-room implies a dressmakers establishment, and you tell us you were a ladys-maid.

Jessy seemed unable to answer.

I dont believe you were at either the one place or the other. You are deceiving us, Jessy.

No, gasped Jessy.

Did you ever see Mr. Marcus Allen when you were in town?

Mr. Marcus Allen? repeated Jessy after a pause, just as if she were unable to recall who Mr. Marcus Allen was.

The Mr. Marcus Allen you knew at Aberystwith; he who came here afterwards, went on Susan impatiently. Are you losing your memory, Jessy?

No, I never saw the Marcus Allen I knew here  and there, was Jessys answer, her face white and still as death.

Why!  Did you know any other Marcus Allen, then? questioned Susan, in surprise. For the words had seemed to imply it.

No, replied Jessy. No.

She seems queerer than usual  I hope her minds not going, thought Susan. Did you ever go to see Madame Caron, Jessy, while you were in London?

Never. Why should I? I didnt know Madame Caron.

When Marcus Allen wrote to excuse himself from visiting us in the summer, he said he would be sure to come later, resumed Susan. I wonder if he will keep his promise.

No  never, answered Jessy.

How do you know?

Oh  I dont think it. He wouldnt care to come. Especially now hes married.

And you never saw him in town, Jessy? Never even met him by chance?

Ive told you  No. Do you suppose I should be likely to call upon Marcus Allen? As to meeting him by chance, it is not often I went out, I can tell you.

Well, sit up and take your breakfast, concluded Susan.

A thought had crossed Susan Pages mind  whether this marriage of Marcus Allens on Christmas-Eve could have had anything to do with Jessys return and her miserable unhappiness. It was only a thought; and she drove it away again. As Abigail said, she had been inclined throughout to judge hardly of Jessy.



The winter snow lay on the ground still, when it became a question not of how many weeks Jessy would live, but of days. And then she confessed to a secret that pretty nearly changed the sober Miss Pages hair from black to grey. Jessy had turned Roman Catholic.

It came out through her persistent refusal to see the parson, Mr. Holland, a little man with shaky legs. Hed go trotting up to the Copse Farm once or twice a-week; all in vain. Miss Abigail would console him with a good hot jorum of sweet elder wine, and then hed trot back again. One day Jessy, brought to bay, confessed that she was a Roman Catholic.

There was grand commotion. John Drench went about, his hands lifted in the frosty air; Abigail and Susan Page sat in the bedroom with (metaphorically speaking) ashes on their heads.

People have their prejudices. It was not so much that these ladies wished to cast reflection on good Catholics born and bred, as that Jessy should have abandoned her own religion, just as though it had been an insufficient faith. It was the slight on it that they could not bear.

Miserable girl! exclaimed Miss Susan, looking upon Jessy as a turncoat, and therefore next door to lost. And Jessy told, through her sobs, how it had come to pass.

Wandering about one evening in London when she was very unhappy, she entered a Catholic place of worship styled an Oratory.  The Miss Pages caught up the word as oratorio, and never called it anything else.  There a priest got into conversation with Jessy. He had a pleasant, kindly manner that won upon her and drew from her the fact that she was unhappy. Become a Catholic, he said to her; it would bring her back to happiness: and he asked her to go and see him again. She went again; again and again. And so, going and listening to him, she at length did turn, and was received by him into his church.

Are you the happier for it? sharply asked Miss Abigail.

No, answered Jessy with distressed eyes. Only  only  

Only what, pray?

Well, they can absolve me from all sin.

Oh, you poor foolish misguided child! cried Abigail in anguish; you must take your sins to the Saviour: He can absolve you, and He alone. Do you want any third person to stand between you and Him?

Jessy gave a sobbing sigh. Its best as it is, Abigail. Anyway, it is too late now.

Stop a bit, cried sharp Miss Susan. I should like to have one thing answered, Jessy. You have told us how hard you were kept to work: if that was so, pray how did you find leisure to be dancing abroad to Oratorios? Come?

Jessy could not, or would not, answer.

Can you explain that! said Miss Susan, some sarcasm in her tone.

I went out sometimes in an evening, faltered Jessy. And more than that could not be drawn from her.

They did not tell Mr. Page: it would have distressed him too much. In a day or two Jessy asked to see a priest. Miss Abigail flatly refused, on account of the scandal. As if their minister was not good enough!

One afternoon I was standing by Jessys bed  for Miss Abigail had let me go up to see her. Mrs. Todhetley, that first day, had said she looked like a lily: she was more like one now. A faded lily that has had all its beauty washed out of it.

Good-bye, Johnny Ludlow, she said, opening her eyes, and putting out her feeble hand. I shall not see you again.

I hope you will, Jessy. Ill come over to-morrow.

Never again in this world. And I had to lean over to catch the words, and my eyes were full.

In the next world therell be no parting, Jessy. We shall see each other there.

I dont know, she said. You will be there, Johnny; I cant tell whether I shall be. I turned Roman Catholic, you see; and Abigail wont let a priest come. And so  I dont know how it will be.

The words struck upon me. The Miss Pages had kept the secret too closely for news of it to have come abroad. It seemed worse to me to hear it than to her to say it. But she had grown too weak to feel things strongly.

Good-bye, Johnny.

Good-bye, Jessy dear, I whispered. Dont fear: God will be sure to take you to heaven if you ask Him.

Miss Abigail got it out of me  what she had said about the priest. In fact, I told. She was very cross.

There; let it drop, Johnny Ludlow. John Drench is gone off in the gig to Coughton to bring one. All I hope and trust is, that theyll not be back until the shades of night have fallen upon the earth! I shouldnt like a priest to be seen coming into this door. Such a reproach on good Mr. Holland! Im sure I trust it will never get about!

We all have our prejudices, I repeat. And not a soul amongst us for miles round had found it necessary to change religions since the Reformation.

Evening was well on when John Drench brought him in. A mild-faced man, wearing a skull-cap under his broad-brimmed hat. He saw Jessy alone. Miss Page would not have made a third at the interview though they had bribed her to it  and of course they wouldnt have had her. It was quite late when he came down. Miss Page stopped him as he was going out, after declining refreshment.

I presume, sir, she has told you all about this past year  that has been so mysterious to us?

Yes; I think all, replied the priest.

Will you tell me the particulars?

I cannot do that, he said. They have been given to me under the seal of confession.

Only to me and to her sister Susan, pleaded Abigail. We will not even disclose it to our father. Sir, it would be a true kindness to us, and it can do her no harm. You do not know what our past doubts and distress have been.

But the priest shook his head. He was very sorry to refuse, he said, but the tenets of his Church forbade his speaking. And Miss Page thought he was sorry, for he had a benevolent face.

Best let the past lie, he gently added. Suffice it to know that she is happy now, poor child, and will die in peace.



They buried her in the churchyard beside her mother. When the secret got about, some said it was not right  that she ought to have been taken elsewhere, to a graveyard devoted to the other faith. Which would just have put the finishing stroke on old Page  broken all that was left of his heart to break. The Squire said he didnt suppose it mattered in the sight of God: or would make much difference at the Last Day.

And that ended the life of Jessy Page: and, in one sense, its episode of mystery. Nothing more was ever heard or known of where she had been or what she had done. Years have gone by since then; and William Page is lying beside her. Miss Page and Charley live on at the Copse Farm; Susan became Mrs. John Drench ages ago. Her husband, a man of substance now, was driving her into Alcester last Tuesday (market-day) in his four-wheeled chaise, two buxom daughters in the back seat. I nodded to them from Mr. Brandons window.

The mystery of Jessy Page (as we grew to call it) remained a mystery. It remains one to this day. What the secret was  if there was a secret  why she went in the way she did, and came back in what looked like shame and fear and trembling, a dying girl  has not been solved. It never will be in this world. Some old women put it all down to her having changed her religion and been afraid to tell: while Miss Abigail and Miss Susan have never got rid of a vague doubt, touching Marcus Allen. But it may be only their fancy; they admit that, and say to one another when talking of it privately, that it is not right to judge a man without cause. He keeps a carriage-and-pair now; and gives dinners, and has handsome daughters growing up; and is altogether quite up to the present style of expensive life in London.

And I never go into church on a Christmas morning  whether it may be decorated in our simple country fashion, or in accordance with your new artistic achievements  but I think of Jessy Page. Of her sweet face, her simplicity, and her want of guile: and of the poor wreck that came back, broken-hearted, to die.




CRABB RAVINE.

I.

Yes! Halloa! What is it?

To be wakened up short by a knocking, or some other noise, in the night, is enough to make you start up in bed, and stare round in confusion. The room was dark, barring the light that always glimmers in at the window on a summers night, and I listened and waited for more. Nothing came: it was all as silent as the grave.

We were staying at Crabb Cot. I had gone to bed at half-past nine, dead tired after a days fishing. The Squire and Tod were away: Mrs. Todhetley went over to the Coneys after tea, and did not seem in a hurry to come back. They fried one of the fish I had caught for my supper; and after that, there being no one to speak to, I went to bed.

It was a knocking that had wakened me out of my sleep: I was sure of that. And it sounded exactly as though it were at the window  which was very improbable. Calling out again to know who was there, and what was wanted  though not very loudly, for the children slept within earshot  and getting no answer, I lay down again, and was all but asleep when the noise came a second time.

It was at the dining-room window, right underneath mine. There could be no mistake about it. The ceilings of the old-fashioned house were low; the windows were very near each other, and mine was down at the top. I thought it time to jump out of bed, and take a look out.

Well, I was surprised! Instead of its being the middle of the night, it must be quite early still; for the lamp was yet alight in the dining-room. It was a cosy kind of room, with a bow window jutting on to the garden, of which the middle compartment opened to the ground, as French windows do. My window was a bow also, and close above the other. Throwing it up, I looked out.

There was not a soul to be seen. Yet the knocking could not have been from within, for the inside shutters were closed: they did not reach to the top panes, and the lamplight shone through them on the mulberry tree. As I leaned out, wondering, the crazy old clock at North Crabb Church began to tell the hour. I counted the strokes, one by one  ten of them. Only ten oclock! And I thought I had been asleep half the night.

All in a moment I caught sight of some one moving slowly away. He was keeping in the shade; close to the shrubs that encircled the lawn, as if not caring to be seen. A short, thin man, in dark clothes and round black felt hat. Who he was, and what he wanted, was more than I could imagine. It could not be a robber. Robbers dont come knocking at houses before people have gone to bed.

The small side-gate opened, and Mrs. Todhetley came in. Old Coneys farm was only a stones-throw off, and she had run home alone. We people in the country think nothing of being abroad alone at night. The man emerged from the shade, and placed himself right in her path, on the gravel walk. They stood there together. I could see him better now: there was no moon, but the night was light; and it flashed into my mind that he was the same man I had seen Mrs. Todhetley with in the morning, as I went across the fields, with my rod and line. She was at the stile, about to descend into the Ravine, when he came up from it, and accosted her. He was a stranger; wearing a seedy, shabby black coat; and I had wondered what he wanted. They were still talking together when I got out of sight, for I turned to look.

Not long did they stand now. The gentleman went away; she came hastening on with her head down, a soft wool kerchief thrown over her cap. In all North Crabb, no one was so fearful of catching face-ache as Mrs. Todhetley.

Who was it? I called out, when she was under the window: which seemed to startle her considerably, for she gave a spring back, right on to the grass.

Johnny! how you frightened me! What are you looking out at?

At that fellow who has just taken himself off. Who is he?

I do believe you have on nothing but your nightshirt! Youll be sure to take cold. Shut the window down, and get into bed.

Four times over, in all, had I to ask about the man before I got an answer. Now it was the nightshirt, now catching cold, now the open window and the damp air. She always wanted to be as tender with us as though we were chickens.

The man that met me in the path? she got to, at length. He made some excuse for being here: was not sure whose house it was, I think he said: had turned in by mistake to the wrong one.

Thats all very fine; but, not being sure, he ought to mind his manners. He came rapping at the dining-room window like anything, and it woke me up. Had you been at home, sitting there, good mother, you might have been startled out of your seven senses.

So I should, Johnny. The Coneys would not let me come away: they had friends with them. Good-night, dear. Shut down that window.

She went on to the side-door. I put down the window, opened it at the top, and let the white curtain drop before it. It was an hour or two before I got to sleep again, and I had the man and the knocking in my thoughts all the time.

Dont say anything about it in the house, Johnny, Mrs. Todhetley said to me, in the morning. It might alarm the children. So I promised her I would not.

Tod came home at mid-day, not the Squire: and the first thing I did was to tell him. I wouldnt have broken faith with the mother for the world; not even for Tod; but it never entered my mind that she wished me to keep it a close secret, excepting from those, servants or others, who might be likely to repeat it before Hugh and Lena. I cautioned Tod.

Confound his impudence! cried Tod. Could he not be satisfied with disturbing the house at the door at night, but he must make for the window? I wish I had been at home.

Crabb Ravine lay to the side of our house, beyond the wide field. It was a regular wilderness. The sharp descent began in that three-cornered grove, of which youve heard before, for it was where Daniel Ferrar hanged himself; and the wild, deep, mossy dell, about as wide as an ordinary road, went running along below, soft, green and damp. Towering banks, sloping backwards, rose on either side; a mass of verdure in summer; of briars, brown and tangled, in winter. Dwarf shrubs, tall trees, blackberry and nut bushes, sweet-briar and broom clustered there in wild profusion. Primroses and violets peeped up when spring came in; blue bells and cowslips, dog-roses, woodbine, and other sweet flowers, came later. Few people would descend except by the stile opposite our house and the proper zigzag path leading down the side bank, for a fall might have broken limbs, besides bringing ones clothes to grief. No houses stood near it, except ours and old Coneys; and the field bordering it just here on this side belonged to Squire Todhetley. If you went down the zigzag path, turned to the right, walked along the Ravine some way, and then up another zigzag on the opposite side, you soon came to Timberdale, a small place in itself, but our nearest post-town. The high-road to Timberdale, winding past our house from South Crabb, was twice the distance, so that people might sometimes be seen in the Ravine by day; but no one cared to go near it in the evening, as it had the reputation of being haunted. A mysterious light might sometimes be observed there at night, dodging about the banks, where it would be rather difficult for ordinary human beings to walk: some said it was a will-o-the-wisp, and some said a ghost. It was difficult to get even a farm-servant to go the near way to Timberdale after dark.

One morning, when I was running through the Ravine with Tod in search of Tom Coney, we came slap against a man, who seemed to be sneaking there, for he turned short off, into the underwood, to hide himself. I knew him by his hat.

Tod, thats the man, I whispered.

What man, Johnny?

The one who came knocking at the window three nights ago.

Oh! said Tod, carelessly. He looks like a fellow who comes out with begging petitions.

It might have been an hour after that. We had come up from the Ravine, on our side of it, not having seen or spoken to a soul, except Luke Mackintosh. Tod told me to stay and waylay Coney if he made his appearance, whilst he went again to the farm in search of him. Accordingly, I was sitting on the fence (put there to hinder the cattle and sheep from getting over the brink of the Ravine), throwing stones and whistling, when I saw Mrs. Todhetley cross the stile to go down the zigzag. She did not see me: the fence could hardly be gained for trees, and I was hidden.

Just because I had nothing to do, I watched her as she went; tall, thin, and light in figure, she could spin along nearly as quick as we. The zigzag path went in and out, sloping along the bank until it brought itself to the dell at a spot a good bit beyond me as I looked down, finishing there with a high, rough step. Mrs. Todhetley took it with a spring.

What next! In one moment the man with the black coat and hat had appeared from somewhere, and placed himself in front of her parasol. Before I could quit the place, and leap down after her, a conviction came over me that the meeting was not accidental: and I rubbed my eyes in wonder, and thought I must be dreaming.

The summer air was clear as crystal; not a bees hum just then disturbed its stillness. Detached words ascended from where they stood; and now and again a whole sentence. She kept looking each way as if afraid to be seen; and so did he, for that matter. The colloquy seemed to be about money. I caught the word two or three times; and Mrs. Todhetley said it was impossible. I must, and I will have it, came up distinctly from him in answer.

Whats that, Johnny?

The interruption came from Tod. All my attention absorbed in them, he stood at my elbow before I knew he was near. When I would have answered, he suddenly put his hand upon my mouth for silence. His face had a proud anger on it as he looked down.

Mrs. Todhetley seemed to be using entreaty to the man, for she clasped her hands in a piteous manner, and then turned to ascend the zigzag. He followed her, talking very fast. As to me, I was in a regular sea of marvel, understanding nothing. Our heads were hardly to be distinguished from the bushes, even if she had looked up.

No, she said, turning round upon him; and they were near us then, half way up the path, so that every word was audible. You must not venture to come to the house, or near the house. I would not have Mr. Todhetley know of this for the world: for your sake as well as for his.

Todhetleys not at home, was the mans answer: and Tod gave a growl as he heard it.

If he is not, his son is, said Mrs. Todhetley. It would be all the same; or worse.

His sons here, roared out passionate Tod. What the deuce is the meaning of this, sir?

The man shot down the path like an arrow. Mrs. Todhetley  who had been walking on, seeming not to have caught the words, or to know whose the voice was, or where it came from  gazed round in all directions, her countenance curiously helpless. She ran up the rest of the zigzag, and went swiftly home across the field. Tod disentangled himself from the brambles, and drew a long breath.

I think its time we went now, Johnny. It was not often he spoke in that tone. He had always been at war tacitly with Mrs. Todhetley, and was not likely to favour her now. Generous though he was by nature, there could be no denying that he took up awful prejudices.

It is something about money, Tod.

I dont care what it is about  the fellow has no business to be prowling here, on my fathers grounds; and he shant be, without my knowing what its for. Ill watch madams movements.

What do you think it can mean?

Mean! Why, that the individual is some poor relation of hers, come to drain as much of my fathers money out of her as he can. She is the one to blame. I wonder how she dare encourage him!

Perhaps she cant help herself.

Not help herself? Dont show yourself a fool, Johnny. An honest-minded, straightforward woman would appeal to my father in any annoyance of this sort, or to me, in his absence, and say Heres So-and-so come down upon us, asking for help, can we give it him?  and theres no doubt the Squire would give it him; hes soft enough for anything.

It was of no use contending. I did not see it quite in that light, but Tod liked his own opinion. He threw up his head with a haughty jerk.

You have tried to defend Mrs. Todhetley before, in trifling matters, Johnny; dont attempt it now. Would any good woman, say any lady, if you will, subject herself to this kind of thing?  hold private meetings with a man  allow him to come tapping at her sitting-room window at night? No; not though he were her own brother.

Tod, it may be her brother. She would never do anything wrong willingly.

Shut up, Johnny. She never had a brother.

Of course I shut up forthwith, and went across the field by Tods side in silence, his strides wide and indignant, his head up in the air. Mrs. Todhetley was hearing Lena read when we got in, and looked as if she had never been out that morning.



Some days went on. The man remained near, for he was seen occasionally, and the servants began to talk. One remarked upon him, wondering who he was; another remarked upon him, speculating on what he did there. In a quiet country place, a dodging stranger excites curiosity, and this one dodged about as much as ever the ghostly light did. If you caught sight of him in the three-cornered plantation, he vanished forthwith to appear next in the Ravine; if he stood peering out from the trees on the bank, and found himself observed, the next minute hed be crouching amongst the broom on the other side.

This came to be observed, and was thought strange, naturally; Hannah, who was often out with Hugh and Lena, often saw him, and talked to the other servants. One evening, when we were finishing dinner, the glass doors of the bow-window being open, Hannah came back with the children. They ran across the grass-plat after the fawn  one we had, just then  and Hannah sat down in the porch of the side-door to wait. Old Thomas had just drawn the slips from the table, and went through the passage to the side-door to shake them.

I say, cried Hannahs voice, I saw that man again.

Where? asked Thomas, between his shakes of the linen.

In the old place  the Ravine. He was sitting on the stile at the top of the zigzag, as cool as might be.

Did you speak to him? I should, if I came across the man; and ask what his business might be in these parts.

I didnt speak to him, returned Hannah. Id rather not. Theres no knowing the answer one might get, Thomas, or what hes looking after. He spoke to the children.

What did he say to them?

Asked if theyd go away with him to some beautiful coral islands over the sea, and catch pretty birds, and parrots, and monkeys. He called them by their names, too Hugh and Lena. I should like to know how he got hold of them.

I cant help thinking that he belongs to them engineering folk who come spying for no good on peoples land: the Squire wont like it if they cut a railroad through here, said Thomas; and the supposition did not appear to please Hannah.

Why you must be as silly as a turkey, old Thomas! Engineers have no need to hide themselves as if they were afraid of being took up for murder. He has about as much the cut of an engineer as you have, and no more: they dont go about looking like Methodist parsons run to seed. My opinion is that hes something of that sort.

A Methodist parson!

No; not anything half so respectable. If I spoke out my thoughts, though, I dare say youd laugh at me.

Not I, said Thomas. Make haste. I forgot to put the claret jug on the table.

Then Ive got it in my head that he is one of them seducing Mormons. They appear in neighbourhoods without the smallest warning, lie partly concealed by day, and go abroad at night, persuading all the likely women and girls to join their sect. My sister told me about it in a letter she wrote me only three days ago. There has been a Mormon down there; he called himself a saint, she says; and when he went finally away he took fifteen young women with him. Fifteen, Thomas! and after only three weeks persuasion! Its as true as that youve got that damask cloth in your hand.

Nothing further was heard for a minute. Then Thomas spoke. Has the man here been seen talking with young women?

Who is to know? They take care not to be seen; thats their craft. And so you see, Thomas, Id rather steer clear of the man, and not give him the opportunity of trying his arts on me. I can tell him its not Hannah Baber that would be cajoled off to a barbarous desert by a man who had fifteen other wives beside! Lord help the women for geese! Miss Lena (raising her voice), dont you tear about after the fawn like that; youll put yourself into a pretty heat.

Id look him up when I came home, if I were the Squire, said Thomas, who evidently took it all gravely in. We dont want a Mormon on the place.

If he were not a Mormon, which Im pretty sure he is, I should say he was a kidnapper of children, went on Hannah. After we had got past him over so far, he managed to tice Hugh back to the stile, gave him a sugar-stick, and said hed take him away if hed go. It struck me hed like to kidnap him.

Tod, sitting at the foot of the table in the Squires place, had listened to all this deliberately. Mrs. Todhetley, opposite to him, her back to the light, had tried, in a feeble manner, once or twice, to drown the sounds by saying something. But when urgently wanting to speak, we often cant do so; and her efforts died away helplessly. She looked miserably uncomfortable, and seemed conscious of Tods feeling in the matter; and when Hannah wound up with the bold assertion touching the kidnapping of Hugh, she gave a start of alarm, which left her face white.

Who is this man that shows himself in the neighbourhood? asked Tod, putting the question to her in a slow, marked manner, his dark eyes, stern then, fixed on hers.

Johnny, those cherries dont look ripe. Try the summer apples.

It was of no use at any time trying to put aside Tod. Before I had answered her that the cherries were ripe enough for me, Tod began at her again.

Can you tell me who he is?

Dear me, no, she faintly said. I cant tell you anything about it.

Nor what he wants?

No. Wont you take some wine, Joseph?

I shall make it my business to inquire, then, said Tod, disregarding the wine and everything else. The first time I come across the man, unless he gives me a perfectly satisfactory answer as to what he may be doing here on our land, Ill horse-whip him.

Mrs. Todhetley put the trembling fingers of her left hand into the finger-glass, and dried them. I dont believe she knew what she was about more than a baby.

The man is nothing to you, Joseph. Why should you interfere with him?

I shall interfere because my father is not here to do it, he answered, in his least compromising of tones. An ill-looking stranger has no right to be prowling mysteriously amongst us at all. But when it comes to knocking at windows at night, to waylaying  people  in solitary places, and to exciting comments from the servants, it is time some one interfered to know the reason of it.

I am sure he had been going to say you; but with all his prejudice he never was insolent to Mrs. Todhetley, when face to face; and he substituted people. Her pale blue eyes had the saddest light in them you can well conceive, and yet she tried to look as though the matter did not concern her. Old Thomas came in with the folded damask slips, little thinking he and Hannah had been overheard, put them in the drawer, and set things straight on the sideboard.

What time tea, maam? he asked.

Any time, answered Mrs. Todhetley. I am going over to Mr. Coneys, but not to stay. Or perhaps youll go for me presently, Johnny, and ask whether Mrs. Coney has come home, she added, as Thomas left the room.

I said Id go. And it struck me that she must want Mrs. Coney very particularly, for this would make the fifth time I had gone on the same errand within a week. On the morning following that rapping at the window, Mrs. Coney had news that Mrs. West, her married daughter, was ill, and she started at once by the rail to Worcester to visit her.

I think Ill go and look for the fellow now, exclaimed Tod, rising from his seat and making for the window. But Mrs. Todhetley rose too, as one in mortal fright, and put herself in his way.

Joseph, she said, I have no authority over you; you know that I have never attempted to exercise any since I came home to your fathers house; but I must ask you to respect my wishes now.

What wishes?

That you will refrain from seeking this stranger: that you will not speak to or accost him in any way, should you and he by chance meet. I have good reasons for asking it. Tod stood stock-still, neither saying Yes nor No; only biting his lips in the anger he strove to keep down.

Oh, very well, said he, going back to his seat. Of course, as you put it in this light, I have no alternative. A nights delay cannot make much difference, and my father will be home to-morrow to act for himself.

You must not mention it to your father, Joseph. You must keep it from him.

I shall tell him as soon as he comes home.

Tell him what? What is it that you suspect? What would you tell him?

Tod hesitated. He had spoken in random heat; and found, on consideration, he was without a case. He could not complain to his father of her: in spite of his hasty temper, he was honourable as the day. Her apparent intimacy with the man would also tie his tongue as to him, whomsoever he might be.

You must be quite aware that it is not a pleasant thing, or a proper thing, to have this mysterious individual encouraged here, he said, looking at her.

And you think I encourage him, Joseph?

Well, it seems that you  that you must know who he is. I saw you talking with him one day in the Ravine, continued Tod, disdaining not to be perfectly open, now it had come to an explanation. Johnny was with me. If he is a relative of yours, why, of course  

He is no relative of mine, Joseph. And Tod opened his eyes wide to hear the denial. It was the view he had taken all along.

Then why do you suffer him to annoy you?  and I am sure he does do it. Let me deal with him. Ill soon ascertain what his business may be.

But that is just what you must not do, she said, seeming to speak out the truth in very helplessness, like a frightened child. You must leave him in my hands, Joseph: I shall be able, I dare say, to  to  get rid of him shortly.

You know what he wants?

Yes, I am afraid I do. It is quite my affair; and you must take no more notice of it: above all, you must not say anything to your father.

How much Tod was condemning her in his heart perhaps he would not have cared to tell; but he could but be generous, even to his step-mother.

I suppose I must understand that you are in some sort of trouble?

Indeed I am.

If it is anything in which I can help you, you have only to ask me to do it, he said. But his manner was lofty as he spoke, his voice had a hard ring in it.

Thank you very much, Joseph, was the meek, grateful answer. If you will only take no further notice, and say nothing to your father when he comes home, it will be helping me sufficiently.

Tod strolled out; just as angry as he could be; and I ran over to the farm. Jane Coney had received a letter from her mother by the afternoon post, saying she might not be home for some days to come.

Tell Mrs. Todhetley that I am sorry to have to send her bad news over and over again, said Jane Coney, who was sitting in the best kitchen, with her muslin sleeves turned up, and a big apron on, stripping fruit for jam. The Coneys had brought up their girls sensibly, not to be ashamed to make themselves thoroughly useful, in spite of their education, and the fair fortune they would have. Mary was married; Jane engaged to be. I sat on the table by her, eating away at the fruit.

What is it Mrs. Todhetley wants with my mother, Johnny?

As if I knew!

I think it must be something urgent. When she came in, that morning, only five minutes after mamma had driven off, she was so terribly disappointed, saying she would give a great deal to have spoken to her first. My sister is not quite so well again; thats why mamma is staying longer.

Ill tell her, Jane.

By the way, Johnny, whats this they are saying  about some strange man being seen here? A special constable, peeping after bad characters?

A special constable?

Jane Coney laughed. Or a police-officer in disguise. It is what one of our maids told me.

Oh, I answered, carelessly, for somehow I did not like the words; you must mean a man that is looking at the land; an engineer.

Is that all? cried Jane Coney. How foolish people are!

It was a sort of untruth, no doubt; but I should have told a worse in the necessity. I did not like the aspect of things; and they puzzled my brain unpleasantly all the way home.

Mrs. Todhetley was at work by the window when I got there. Tod had not made his re-appearance; Hugh and Lena were in bed. She dropped her work when I gave the message.

Not for some days to come yet! Oh, Johnny!

But what do you want with her?

Well, I do want her. I want a friend just now, Johnny, thats the truth; and I think Mrs. Coney would be one.

Joe asked if he could help you; and you said No. Can I?

Johnny, if you could, theres no one in the world Id rather ask. But you cannot.

Why?

Because  she smiled for a moment you are not old enough. If you were  of age, say  why then I would.

I had hold of the window-frame, looking at her, and an idea struck me. Do you mean that I should be able then to command money?

Yes, thats it, Johnny.

But, perhaps  if I were to write to Mr. Brandon  

Hush! she exclaimed in a sort of fright. You must not talk of this, Johnny; you dont know the sad mischief you might do. Oh, if I can only keep it from you all! Here comes Joseph, she added in a whisper; and gathering up her work, went out of the room.

Did I not make a sign to you to come after me? began Tod, in one of his tempers.

But I had to go over to the Coneys. Ive only just got back again.

He looked into the room and saw that it was empty. Wheres madam gone? To the Ravine after her friend?

She was here sewing not a minute ago.

Johnny, she told a lie. Did you notice the sound of her voice when she said the fellow was no relative of hers?

Not particularly.

I did, then. At the moment the denial took me by surprise; but I remembered the tone later. It had an untrue ring in it. Madam told a lie, Johnny, as sure as that we are here. Id lay my life he is a relative of hers, or a connection in some way. I dont think now it is money he wants; if it were only that, shed get it, and send him packing. Its worse than that: disgrace, perhaps.

What sort of disgrace can it be?

I dont know. But if something of the sort is not looming, never trust me again. And here am I, with my hands tied, forbidden to unravel it. Johnny, I feel just like a wild beast barred up in a cage.

Had he been a real wild beast he could not have given the window-frame a much worse shake, as he passed through in his anger to the bench under the mulberry-tree.

When you have to look far back to things, recollection sometimes gets puzzled as to the order in which they happened. How it came about I am by no means clear, but an uncomfortable feeling grew up in my mind about Hugh. About both the children, in fact, but Hugh more than Lena. Mrs. Todhetley seemed to dread Hughs being abroad  and Im sure I was not mistaken in thinking it. I heard her order Hannah to keep the children within view of the house, and not to allow Hugh to stray away from her. Had it been winter weather I suppose shed have kept them indoors altogether; there could be no plea for it under the blue sky and the hot summer sun.

The Squire came home; he had been staying some time with friends in Gloucestershire; but Mrs. Coney did not come  although Mrs. Todhetley kept sending me for news. Twice I saw her talking to the strange man; who I believed made his abode in the Ravine. Tod watched, as he had threatened to do; and would often appear with in-drawn lips. There was active warfare between him and his step-mother: at least if you can say that when both kept silence. As to the Squire, he observed nothing, and knew nothing: and no one enlightened him. It seems a long time, I dare say, when reading of this, as if it had extended over a month of Sundays; but I dont think it lasted much more than a fortnight in all.

One evening, quite late, when the sun was setting, and the Squire was smoking his pipe on the lawn, talking to me and Tod, Lena and her mother came in at the gate. In spite of the red rays lighting up Mrs. Todhetleys face, it struck me that I had never seen it look more careworn. Lena put her arms on Tods knee, and began telling about a fright she had had: of a big toad that leaped out of the grass, and made her scream and cry. She cried because nobody was with her.

Where was mamma? asked Tod; but I am sure he spoke without any ulterior thought.

Mamma had gone to the zigzag stile to talk to the man. She told me to wait for her.

What man? cried the Squire.

Why, the man, said Lena logically. He asks Hugh to go with him over the sea to see the birds and the red coral.

If any one face ever turned whiter than another, Mrs. Todhetleys did then. Tod looked at her, sternly, ungenerously; and her eyes fell. She laid hold of Lenas hand, saying it was bed-time.

What man is the child talking about? the Squire asked her.

She talks about so many people, rather faintly answered Mrs. Todhetley. Come, Lena dear; Hannahs waiting for you. Say good-night.

The Squire, quite unsuspicious, thought no more. He got up and walked over to the beds to look at the flowers, holding his long churchwarden pipe in his mouth. Tod put his back against the tree.

It is getting complicated, Johnny.

What is?

What is! Why, madams drama. She is afraid of that hinted scheme of her friends  the carrying-off Master Hugh beyond the seas.

He spoke in satire. Do you think so? I returned.

Upon my honour I do. She must be an idiot! I should like to give her a good fright.

Tod, I think she is frightened enough without our giving her one.

I think she is. She must have caught up the idea from overhearing Hannahs gossip with old Thomas. This afternoon Hugh was running through the little gate with me; madam came flying over the lawn and begged me not let him out of my hand, or else to leave him indoors. But for being my fathers wife, I should have asked her if her common-sense had gone wool-gathering.

I suppose it has, Tod. Fancy a kidnapper in these days! The curious thing is, that she should fear anything of the sort.

If she really does fear it. I tell you, Johnny, the performance is growing complicated; somewhat puzzling. But Ill see it played out if I live.

The week went on to Friday. But the afternoon was over, and evening set in, before the shock fell upon us: Hugh was missing.

The Squire had been out in the gig, taking me; and it seems they had supposed at home that Hugh was with us. The particulars of Hughs disappearance, and what had happened in the day, I will relate further on.

The Squire thought nothing: he said Hugh must have got into Coneys house or some other neighbours house: and sat down to dinner, wondering why so much to-do was made. Mrs. Todhetley looked scared to death; and Tod tore about as if he were wild. The servants were sent here, the outdoor men there: it was like a second edition of that day in Warwickshire when we lost Lena: like it, only worse, more commotion. Hannah boldly said to her mistress that the strange man must have carried off the boy.

Hour after hour the search continued. With no result. Night came on, with a bright moon to light it up. But it did not light up Hugh.

Mrs. Todhetley, a dark shawl over her head, and I dare say a darker fear upon her heart, went out for the second or third time towards the Ravine. I ran after her. We had nearly reached the stile at the zigzag, when Tod came bounding over it.

Has not the time for shielding this man gone by, think you? he asked, placing himself in Mrs. Todhetleys path, and speaking as coolly as he was able for the agitation that shook him. And why Tod, with his known carelessness, should be so moved, I could not fathom.

Joseph, I do not suppose or think the man knows anything of Hugh; I have my reasons for it, she answered, bearing on for the stile, and leaning over it to look down into the dark Ravine.

Will you give me permission to inquire that of himself?

You will not find the man. He is gone.

Leave the finding him to me, persisted Tod. Will you withdraw the embargo you laid upon me?

No, no, she whispered, I cannot do it.

The trees had an uncommonly damp feel in the night-air, and the place altogether looked as weird as could be. I was away then in the underwood; she looked down always into the Ravine and called Hughs name aloud. Nothing but an echo answered.

It has appeared to me for several days that you have feared something of this, Tod said, trying to get a full view of her face. It might have been better for  for all of us  if you had allowed me at first to take the affair in hand.

Perhaps I ought; perhaps I ought, she said, bursting into tears. Heaven knows, though, that I acted from a good motive. It was not to screen myself that Ive tried to keep the matter secret.

Oh! The sarcasm of Tods short comment was like nothing I ever heard. To screen me, perhaps? said he.

Well, yes  in a measure, Joseph, she patiently answered. I only wished to spare you vexation. Oh, Joseph! if  if Hugh cannot be found, and  and all has to come out  who he is and what he wants here  remember that I wished nothing but to spare others pain.

Tods eyes were blazing with angry, haughty light. Spare him! He thought she was miserably equivocating; he had some such idea as that she sought (in words) to make him a scape-goat for her relatives sins. What he answered I hardly know; except that he civilly dared her to speak.

Do not spare me: I particularly request you will not, he scornfully retorted. Yourself as much as you will, but not me.

I have done it for the best, she pleaded. Joseph, I have done it all for the best.

Where is this man to be found? I have been looking for him these several hours past, as I should think no man was ever looked for yet.

I have said that I think he is not to be found. I think he is gone.

Gone! shouted Tod. Gone!

I think he must be. I  I saw him just before dinner-time, here at this very stile; I gave him something that I had to give, and I think he left at once, to make the best of his way from the place.

And Hugh? asked Tod savagely.

I did not know then that Hugh was missing. Oh, Joseph, I cant tell what to think. When I said to him one day that he ought not to talk nonsense to the children about corals and animals  in fact, should not speak to them at all  he answered that if I did not get him the money he wanted hed take the boy off with him. I knew it was a jest; but I could not help thinking of it when the days went on and on, and I had no money to give him.

Of course he has taken the boy, said Tod, stamping his foot. And the words sent Mrs. Todhetley into a tremor.

Joseph! Do you think so?

Heaven help you, Mrs. Todhetley, for a  a simple woman! We may never see Hugh again.

He caught up the word he had been going to say  fool. Mrs. Todhetley clasped her hands together piteously, and the shawl slipped from her shoulders.

I think, madam, you must tell what you can, he resumed, scarcely knowing which to bring uppermost, his anxiety for Hugh or his lofty, scornful anger. Is the man a relative of yours?

No, not of mine. Oh, Joseph, please dont be angry with me! Not of mine, but of yours.

Of mine! cried proud Tod. Thank you, Mrs. Todhetley.

His name is Arne, she whispered.

What! shouted Tod.

Joseph, indeed it is. Alfred Arne.

Had Tod been shot by a cannon-ball, he could hardly have been more completely struck into himself; doubled up, so to say. His mother had been an Arne; and he well remembered to have heard of an ill-doing mauvais sujet of a half-brother of hers, called Alfred, who brought nothing but trouble and disgrace on all connected with him. There ensued a silence, interrupted only by Mrs. Todhetleys tears. Tod was looking white in the moonlight.

So it seems it is my affair! he suddenly said; but though he drew up his head, all his fierce spirit seemed to have gone out of him. You can have no objection to speak fully now.

And Mrs. Todhetley, partly because of her unresisting nature, partly in her fear for Hugh, obeyed him.

I had seen Mr. Arne once before, she began. It was the year that I first went home to Dyke Manor. He made his appearance there, not openly, but just as he has made it here now. His object was to get money from the Squire to go abroad with. And at length he did get it. But it put your father very much out; made him ill, in fact; and I believe he took a sort of vow, in his haste and vexation, to give Alfred Arne into custody if he ever came within reach of him again. I think  I fear  he always has something or other hanging over his head worse than debt; and for that reason can never show himself by daylight without danger.

Go on, said Tod, quite calmly.

One morning recently I suddenly met him. He stepped right into my path, here at this same spot, as I was about to descend the Ravine, and asked if I knew him again. I was afraid I did. I was afraid he had come on the same errand as before: and oh, Joseph, how thankful I felt that you and your father were away! He told me a long and pitiful tale, and I thought I ought to try and help him to the money he needed. He was impatient for it, and the same evening, supposing no one was at home but myself, he came to the dining-room window, wishing to ask if I had already procured the money. Johnny heard him knock.

It might have been better that we had been here, repeated Tod. Better that we should have dealt with him than you.

Your father was so thankful that you were at school before, Joseph; so thankful! He said he would not have you know anything about Alfred Arne for the world. And so  I tried to keep it this time from both you and him, and, but for this fear about Hugh, I should have done it.

Tod did not answer. He looked at her keenly in the twilight of the summers night, apparently waiting for more. She continued her explanation; not enlarging upon things, suffering, rather, inferences to be drawn. The following was its substance:  

Alfred Arne asked for fifty pounds. He had returned to England only a few months before, had got into some fresh danger, and had to leave it again, and to hide himself until he did so. The fifty pounds  to get him off, he said, and start him afresh in the colonies  he demanded not as a gift, but a matter of right: the Todhetleys, being his near relatives, must help him. Mrs. Todhetley knew but of one person she could borrow it from privately  Mrs. Coney  and she had gone from home just as she was about to be asked for it. Only this afternoon had Mrs. Todhetley received the money from her and paid it to Alfred Arne.

I would not have told you this, but for being obliged, Joseph, she pleaded meekly, when the brief explanation was ended. We can still keep it from your father; better, perhaps, that you should know it than he: you are young and he is not.

A great deal better, assented Tod. You have made yourself responsible to Mrs. Coney for the fifty pounds?

Dont think of that, Joseph. She is in no hurry for repayment, and will get it from me by degrees. I have a little trifle of my own, you know, that I get half-yearly, and I can economize in my dress. I did so hope to keep it from you as well as from your father.

I wondered if Tod saw all the patient, generous, self-sacrificing spirit. I wondered if he was growing to think that he had been always on the wrong tack in judging harshly of his stepmother. She turned away, thinking perhaps that time was being lost. I said something about Hugh.

Hugh is all right, Johnny; hell be found now, Tod answered in a dreamy tone, as he looked after her with a dreamy look. The next moment he strode forward, and was up with Mrs. Todhetley.

I beg your pardon for the past, mother; I beg it with shame and contrition. Can you forgive me?

Oh, pray dont, dear Joseph! I have nothing to forgive, she answered, bursting into fresh tears as she took his offered hand. And that was the first time in all his life that Tod, prejudiced Tod, had allowed himself to call her mother.

II.

I never saw anything plainer in my life. It was not just opposite to where I stood, but lower down towards the end of the Ravine. Amongst the dark thick underwood of the rising bank it dodged about, just as if some one who was walking carried it in his hand lifted up in front of him. A round white light, exactly as the ghosts light was described to be. One might have fancied it the light of a wax-candle, only that a candle would flicker itself dim and bright by turns in the air, and this was steady and did not.

If a ghost was carrying it, he must have been pacing backwards and forwards; for the light confined itself to the range of a few yards. Beginning at the environs of the black old yew-tree, it would come on amidst the broom and shrubs to the group of alders, and then go back again Timberdale way, sometimes lost to sight for a minute, as if hidden behind a thicker mass of underwood, and then gleaming out afresh further on in its path. Now up, now down; backwards and forwards; here, there, everywhere; it was about as unaccountable a sight as any veritable ghost ever displayed, or I, Johnny Ludlow, had chanced to come upon.

The early part of the night had been bright. It was the same night, spoken of in the last chapter, when Hugh was being searched for. Up to eleven oclock the moon had shone radiantly. Since then a curious sort of darkness had come creeping along the heavens, and now, close upon twelve, it overshadowed the earth like a pall. A dark, black canopy, which the slight wind, getting up, never stirred, though it sighed and moaned with a weird unpleasant sound down the Ravine. I did not mind the light myself; dont think I should much have minded the ghost: but Luke Mackintosh, standing by me, did. Considering that he was a good five-and-twenty years of age, and had led an out-of-door life, it may sound queer to say it, but he seemed timid as a hare.

I dont like it, Master Johnny, he whispered, as he grasped the fence with an unsteady hand, and followed the light with his eyes. What with the trees around us, and the pall overhead, it was dark enough, but I could see his face, and knew it had turned white.

I believe you are afraid, Luke!

Well, sir, so might you be if you knowed as much of that there light as I do. It never comes but it bodes trouble.

Who brings the light?

Its more than I can say, sir. They call it here the ghosts light. And folks say, Master Johnny, that when its seen, theres sure to be some trouble in the air.

I think we have trouble enough just now without the light, Luke; and our trouble was with us before we saw that.

The Ravine lay beneath us, stretching out on either hand, weird, lonesome, dreary, the bottom hidden in gloom. The towering banks, whether we looked down the one we leaned over, or to the other opposite, presented nothing to the eye but darkness: we knew the masses of trees, bushes, underwood were there, but could not see them: and the spot favoured by the restless light was too wild and steep to be safe for the foot of man. Of course it was a curious speculation what it could be.

Did you ever see the light before, Mackintosh?

Yes, he answered, half-a-dozen times. Do you mind, Master Johnny, my getting that there bad cut in the leg with my reaping-hook awhile agone? Seven weeks I lay in Worcester Infirmary: they carried me there on a mattress shoved down in the cart.

I remember hearing of it. We were at Dyke Manor.

Before Luke went on, he turned his face to me and dropped his voice to a deeper whisper.

Master Ludlow, as true as us two be a-standing here, I saw the ghosts light the very night afore I got the hurt. I was working for Mr. Coney then, it was before I came into the Squires service. Young Master Tom, he came out of the kitchen with a letter when we was at our seven-oclock supper, and said I were to cut off to Timberdale with it and to look sharp, or the letter-box ud be shut. So I had to do it, sir, and I came through this here Ravine, a-whistling and a-holding my head down, though Id rather ha went ten mile round. When I got out of it on tother side, on top of the zigzag, I chanced to look back over the stile, and there I see the light. It were opposite then, on this side, sir, and moving about in the same see-saw way it be now, for I stood and watched it.

I wonder you plucked up the courage to stand and watch it, Luke?

I were took aback, sir, all in a maze like: and then I started off full pelt, as quick as my heels ud carry me. That was the very blessed night afore I got the hurt. When the doctors was a-talking round me at the infirmary, and I think they was arguing whether or not my leg must come off, I telled em that I was afeared it wouldnt much matter neither way, for Id seen the ghosts light the past night and knowed my fate. One of them, a young man he was, burst out laughing above my face as I lay, and tother next him, a grave gentleman with white hair, turned round and hushed at him. Master Ludlow, its all gospel true.

But you got well, Luke.

But I didnt think to, argued Luke. And I see the light.

As he turned his face again, the old church clock at Timberdale struck twelve. It seemed to come booming over the Ravine with quite a warning sound, and Luke gave himself a shake. As for me, I could only wish one thing  that Hugh was found.

Tod came up the zigzag path, a lantern in his hand; I whistled to let him know I was near. He had been to look in the unused little shed-place nearly at the other end of the Ravine; not for Hugh, but for the man, Alfred Arne. Tod came up to us, and his face, as the lantern flashed upon it, was whiter and graver than that of Luke Mackintosh.

Did you see that, sir? asked Luke.

See what? cried Tod, turning sharply. He thought it might be some trace of Hugh.

That there ghost light, sir. Its showing itself to-night.

Angry, perplexed, nearly out of his mind with remorse and fear, Tod gave Luke a word of a sort, ordering him to be silent for an idiot, and put the lantern down. He then saw the moving light, and let his eyes rest on it in momentary curiosity.

Its the ghost light, sir, repeated Luke, for the man seemed as if he and all other interests were lost in that.

The deuce take the ghosts light, and you with it, said Tod passionately. Is this a time to be staring at ghosts lights? Get you into Timberdale, Mackintosh, and see whether the police have news of the child.

Sir, Id not go through the Ravine to-night, was Lukes answer. No, not though I knowed I was to be killed at to-morrows dawn for disobeying the order.

Man, what are you afraid of?

Of that, said Luke, nodding at the light. But I dont like the Ravine in the night at no time.

Why, thats nothing but a will-o-the-wisp, returned Tod, condescending to reason with him.

Luke shook his head. There was the light; and neither his faith in it nor his fear could be shaken. Tod had his arms on the fence now, and was staring at the light as fixedly as Luke had done.

Johnny.

What?

That light is carried by some one. Its being lifted about.

How could any one carry it there? I returned. Hed pitch head over heels down the Ravine. No fellow could get to the place, Tod, let alone keep his footing. Its where the bushes are thickest.

Tod caught up the lantern. As its light flashed on his face, I could see it working with new eagerness. He was taking up the notion that Hugh might have fallen on that very spot, and that some one was waving a light to attract attention. As to ghosts, Tod would have met an army of them without the smallest fear.

He went back down the Ravine, and we heard him go crashing through the underwood. Luke never spoke a word. Suddenly, long before Tod could get to it, the light disappeared. We waited and watched, but it did not come again.

It have been like that always, Master Johnny, whispered Luke, taking his arms off the fence. Folks may look as long as they will at that there light; but as soon as they go off, a-trying to get to see what it is, it takes itself away. It will be seen no more to-night, sir.

He turned off across the meadow for the high-road, to go and do Tods bidding at Timberdale, walking at a sharp pace. Any amount of exertion would have been welcome to Mackintosh, as an alternative to passing through the Ravine.

It may be remembered that for some days we had been vaguely uneasy about Hugh, and the uneasiness had penetrated to Mrs. Todhetley. Tod had made private mockery of it to me, thinking she must be three parts a fool to entertain any such fear. I should like to give madam a fright, he said to me one day  meaning that he would like to hide little Hugh for a time. But I never supposed he would really do it. And it was only to-night  hours and hours after Hugh disappeared, that Tod avowed to me the part he had taken in the loss. To make it clear to the reader, we must go back to the morning of this same day  Friday.

After breakfast I was shut up with my books, paying no attention to anything that might be going on, inside the house or out of it. Old Frost gave us a woeful lot to do in the holidays. The voices of the children, playing at the swing, came wafting in through the open window; but they died away to quietness as the morning went on. About twelve oclock Mrs. Todhetley looked in.

Are the children here, Johnny?

She saw they were not, and went away without waiting for an answer. Lena ran up the passage, and I heard her say papa had taken Hugh out in the pony-gig. The interruption served as an excuse for putting up the books for the day, and I went out.

Of all young ragamuffins, the worst came running after me as I went through the fold-yard gate. Master Hugh! Whether he had been in the green pond again or over the house-roof, he was in a wonderful state; his blue eyes not to be seen for mud, his straw-hat bent, his brown holland blouse all tatters and slime, and the pretty fair curls that Hannah was proud of and wasted her time over, a regular mass of tangle.

Take me with you, Johnny!

I should think I would, like that! What have you been doing with yourself?

Playing with the puppy. We fell down in the mud amongst the ducks. Joe says I am to stop in the barn and hide myself. I am afraid to go indoors.

Youll catch it, and no mistake. Come, be off back again.

But hed not go back, and kept running by my side under the high hedge. When we came to the gate at the end of the field, I stood and ordered him to go. He began to cry a little.

Now, Hugh, you know you cannot go with me in that plight. Walk yourself straight off to Hannah and get her to change the things before your mamma sees you. There; you may have the biscuit: I dont much care for it.

It was a big captains biscuit that I had caught up in going through the dining-room. He took that readily enough, the young cormorant, but he wouldnt stir any the more for it: and I might have had the small object with me till now, but for the appearance of the Squires gig in the lane. The moment Hugh caught sight of his papa, he turned tail and scampered away like a young wild animal. Remembering Mrs. Todhetleys foolish fear, I mounted the gate and watched him turn safely in at the other.

What are you looking at, Johnny? asked the Squire, as he drove leisurely up.

At Hugh, sir. Ive sent him indoors.

Im going over to Massocks, Johnny, about the bricks for that cottage. You can get up, if you like to come with me.

I got into the gig at once, and we drove to South Crabb, to Massocks place. He was not to be seen; his people thought he had gone out for the day. Upon that, the Squire went on to see old Cartwright, and they made us stop there and put up the pony. When we reached home it was past dinner-time. Mrs. Todhetley came running out.

Couldnt get here before: the Cartwrights kept us, called out the Squire. We are going to catch it, Johnny, he whispered to me, with a laugh: weve let the dinner spoil.

But it was not the dinner. Wheres Hugh? asked Mrs. Todhetley.

Ive not seen Hugh, said the Squire, flinging the reins to Luke Mackintosh, who had come up. Luke did all kinds of odd jobs about the place, and sometimes helped the groom.

But you took Hugh out with you, she said.

Not I, answered the Squire.

Mrs. Todhetleys face turned white. She looked from one to the other of us in a helpless kind of manner. Lena said you did, she returned, and her voice seemed to fear its own sound. The Squire talking with Mackintosh about the pony, noticed nothing particular.

Lena did? Oh, ay, I remember. I let Hugh get up at the door and drove him round to the fold-yard gate. I dropped him there.

He went in as he spoke: Mrs. Todhetley seemed undecided whether to follow him. Tod had his back against the door-post, listening.

What are you alarmed at? he asked her, not even attempting to suppress his mocking tone.

Oh, Johnny! she said, have you not seen him?

Yes; and a fine pickle he was in, I answered, telling her about it. I dare say Hannah has put him to bed for punishment.

But Hannah has not, said Mrs. Todhetley. She came down at four oclock to inquire if he had come in.

However, thinking that it might possibly turn out to be so, she ran in to ascertain. Tod put his hand on my shoulder, and walked me further off.

Johnny, did Hugh really not go with you?

Why, of course he did not. Should I deny it if he did?

Where the dickens can the young idiot have got to? mused Tod. Jeffries vowed he saw him go off with you down the field, Johnny.

But I sent him back. I watched him in at the fold-yard gate. You dont suppose I could take him further in that pickle!

Tod laughed a little at the remembrance. Mrs. Todhetley returned, saying Hugh was not to be found anywhere. She looked ready to die. Tod was inwardly enjoying her fright beyond everything: it was better than a play to him. His particularly easy aspect struck her.

Oh, Joseph! she implored, if you know where he is, pray tell me.

How should I know? returned Tod. I protest on my honour I have not set eyes on him since before luncheon to-day.

Do you know where he is, Tod? I asked him, as she turned indoors.

No; but I can guess. Hes not far off. And I really did think he was with you, Johnny. I suppose I must go and bring him in, now; but Id give every individual thing my pockets contain if madam had had a few hours fright of it, instead of a few minutes.

The dinner-bell was ringing, but Tod went off in an opposite direction. And I must explain here what he knew of it, though he did not tell me then. Walking through the fold-yard that morning, he had come upon Master Hugh, just emerging from the bed of green mud, crying his eyes out, and a piteous object. Hannah had promised Hugh that the next time he got into this state she would carry him to the Squire. Hugh knew shed be sure to keep her word, and that the upshot would probably be a whipping. Tod, after gratifying his eyes with the choice spectacle, and listening to the fears of the whipping, calmly assured the young gentleman that he was in for it, at which Hugh only howled the more. All in a moment it occurred to Tod to make use of this opportunity to frighten Mrs. Todhetley. He took Hugh off to the barn, and told him that if hed hide himself there until the evening, hed not only get him off his whipping, but give him all sorts of good things besides. Hugh was willing to promise, but said he wanted his dinner, upon which Tod went and brought him a plate of bread-and-butter, telling Molly, who cut it, that it was for himself. Tod left him devouring it in the dark corner behind the waggon, particularly impressing upon him the fact that he was to keep close and make no sign if his mamma, or Hannah, or anybody else, came to look for him. One of the men, Jeffries, was at work in the barn, and Tod, so to say, took him into confidence, ordering him to know nothing if Master Hugh were inquired for. As Hannah and Jeffries were at daggers drawn, and the man supposed this hiding was to spite her, he entered into it with interest.

There were two barns at Crabb Cot. One some way down the road in front of the house was the store barn, and youve heard of it before in connection with something seen by Maria Lease. It was called the yellow barn from the colour of its outer walls. The other, of red brick, was right at the back of the fold-yard, and it was in this last that Tod left Hugh, all safe and secure, as he thought, until told he might come out again.

But now, when Tod went into the dining-room to luncheon at half-past twelve  we country people breakfast early  at which meal he expected the hue and cry after Hugh to set in, for it was the childrens dinner, he found there was a hitch in the programme. Mrs. Todhetley appeared perfectly easy on the score of Hughs absence, and presently casually mentioned that he had gone out with his papa in the pony-gig. Tods lips parted to say that Hugh was not in the pony-gig, but in a state of pickle instead. Prudence caused him to close them again. Hannah, standing behind Lenas chair, openly gave thanks that the child was got rid of for a bit, and said he was getting amost beyond her. Tod bit his lips with vexation: the gilt was taken off the gingerbread. He went to the barn again presently, and then found that Hugh had left it. Jeffries said he saw him going towards the lane with Master Ludlow, and supposed that the little lad had taken the opportunity to slip out of the barn when he (Jeffries) went to dinner, at twelve oclock. And thus the whole afternoon had gone peaceably and unsuspiciously on; Mrs. Todhetley and Hannah supposing Hugh was with the Squire, Tod supposing he must be somewhere with me.

And when we both appeared at home without him, Tod took it for granted that Hugh had gone back to his hiding-place in the barn, and a qualm of conscience shot through him for leaving the lad there so many hours unlooked after. He rushed off to it at once, while the dinner-bell was ringing. But when he got there, Jeffries declared Hugh had not been back to it at all. Tod, in his hot way, retorted on Jeffries for saying so; but the man persisted that he could not be mistaken, as he had never been away from the barn since coming back from dinner.

And then arose the commotion. Tod came back with a stern face, almost as anxious as Mrs. Todhetleys. Hugh had not been seen, so far as could be ascertained, since I watched him in at the fold-yard gate soon after twelve. That was nearly seven hours ago. Tod felt himself responsible for the loss, and sent the men to look about. But the worst he thought then was, that the boy, whose fears of showing himself in his state of dilapidation Tod himself had mischievously augmented, had lain down somewhere or other and dropped asleep.

It had gone on, and on, and on, until late at night, and then had occurred that explanation between Tod and his step-mother told of in the other paper. Tod was all impulse, and pride, and heat, and passion; but his heart was made of sterling gold, just like the Squires. Holding himself aloof from her in haughty condemnation, in the matter of the mysterious stranger, to find now that the stranger was a man called Alfred Arne, his relative, and that Mrs. Todhetley had been generously taking the trouble upon herself for the sake of sparing him and his father pain, completely turned Tod and his pride over.

He had grown desperately frightened as the hours went on. The moon-lit night had become dark, as Ive already said, and the men could not pursue their search to much effect. Tod did not cease his. He got a lantern, and went rushing about as if he were crazy. You saw him come up with it from the Ravine, and now he had gone back on a wild-goose chase after the ghost light. Where was Hugh? Where could he be? It was not likely Alfred Arne had taken him, because he had that afternoon got from Mrs. Todhetley the fifty pounds he worried for, and she thought he had gone finally off with it. It stood to reason that the child would be an encumbrance to him. On the other hand, Tods theory, that Hugh had dropped asleep somewhere, seemed, as the hours crept on, less and less likely to hold water, for he would have wakened up and come home long ago. As to the Ravine, in spite of Tods suspicions that he might be there, I was sure the little fellow would not have ventured into it.

I stood on, in the dark night, waiting for Tod to come back again. It felt awfully desolate now Luke Mackintosh had gone. The ghost light did not show again. I rather wished it would, for company. He came at last  Tod, not the ghost. I had heard him shouting, and nothing answered but the echoes. A piece of his coat was torn, and some brambles were sticking to him, and the lantern was broken; what dangerous places he had pushed himself into could never be told.

I wonder youve come out with whole limbs, Tod.

Hold your peace, Johnny, was all the retort I got; and his voice rose nearly to a shout in its desperate sorrow.



Morning came, but no news with it, no Hugh. Tod had been about all night. With daylight, the fields, and all other seemingly possible places, were searched. Tom Coney went knocking at every house in North and South Crabb, and burst into cottages, and turned over, so to say, all the dwellings in that savoury locality, Crabb Lane, but with no result. The Squire was getting anxious; but none of us had ventured to tell him of our especial cause for anxiety, or to speak of Alfred Arne.

It appeared nearly certain now, to us, that he had gone with Alfred Arne, and, after a private consultation with Mrs. Todhetley, Tod and I set out in search of the man. She still wished to spare the knowledge of his visit to the Squire, if possible.

We had not far to go. Mrs. Todhetleys fears went ranging abroad to London, or Liverpool, or the Coral Islands beyond the sea, of which Arne had talked to Hugh: but Arne was found at Timberdale. In an obscure lodging in the further outskirts of the place, the landlord of which, a man named Cookum, was a bad character, and very shy of the police, Arne was found. We might have searched for him to the months end, but for Luke Mackintosh. When Luke arrived at Timberdale in the middle of the night, ordered there by Tod to make inquiries at the police-station, he saw a tipsy man slink into Cookums house, and recognized him for the one who had recently been exciting speculation at home. Luke happened to mention this to Tod, not connecting Hugh with it at all, simply as a bit of gossip: of course it was not known who Arne was, or his name, or what he had been waiting for.

We had a fight to get in. Cookum came leaping down the crazy stairs, and put himself in our way in the passage, swearing we should not go on. Tod lifted his strong arm.

I mean to go on, Cookum, he said, in a slow, quiet voice that had determination in every tone of it. I have come to see a man named Arne. I dont want to do him any ill, or you either; but, see him, I will. If you do not move out of my way Ill knock you down.

Cookum stood his ground. He was short, slight, and sickly, with a puffy face and red hair; a very reed beside Tod.

There aint no man here of that name. There aint no man here at all.

Very well. Then you cant object to letting me see that there is not.

I swear that you shant see, master. There!

Tod flung him aside. Cookum, something like an eel, slipped under Tods arm, and was in front of him again.

I dont care to damage you, Cookum, as you must see I could do, and force my way in over your disabled body; you look too weak for it. But Ill either go in so, or the police shall clear an entrance for me.

The mention of the police scared the man; I saw it in his face. Tod kept pushing on and the man backing, just a little.

I wont have no police here. What is it you want?

I have told you once. A man named Arne.

I swear then that I never knowed a man o that name; let alone having him in my place.

And he spoke with such passionate fervour that it struck me Arne did not go by his own name: which was more than probable. They were past the stairs now, and Cookum did not seem to care to guard them. The nasty passage, long and narrow, had a door at the end. Tod thought that must be the fortress.

You are a great fool, Cookum. Ive told you that I mean no harm to you or to any one in the place; so to make this fuss is needless. You may have a band of felons concealed here, or a cart-load of stolen goods; they are all safe for me. But if you force me to bring in the police it might be a different matter.

Perhaps the argument told on the man; perhaps the tone of reason it was spoken in; but he certainly seemed to hesitate.

You cant prove that to me, sir: not that theres any felons or things in here. Show me that you dont mean harm, and you shall go on.

Have you a stolen child here?

Cookums mouth opened with genuine surprise. A stolen child!

We have lost a little boy. I have reason to think that a man who was seen to enter this passage in the middle of the night knows something of him, and I have come to ask and see. Now you know all. Let me go on.

The relief on the mans face was great. Honour bright, sir.

Dont stand quibbling, man, roared Tod passionately. Yes!

Ive got but one man in all the place. He have no boy with him, he havent.

But he may know something of one. Whats his name?

All the name heve given me is Jack.

I dare say its the same. Come! you are wasting time.

But Cookum, doubtful still, never moved. They were close to the door now, and he had his back against it. Tod turned his head.

Go for the two policemen, Johnny. They are both in readiness, Cookum. I looked in at the station as I came by, to say I might want them.

Before I could get out, Cookum howled out to me not to go, as one in mortal fear. He took a latch-key from his pocket, and put it into the latch of the door, which had no other fastening outside, not even a handle. You can open it yourself, said he to Tod, and slipped away.

It might have been a sort of kitchen but that it looked more like a den, with nothing to light it but a dirty sky-light above. The floor was of red brick; a tea-kettle boiled on the fire; there was a smell of coffee. Alfred Arne stood on the defensive against the opposite wall, a life-preserver in his hand, and his thin hair on end with fright.

I am here on a peaceable errand, if you will allow it to be so, said Tod, shutting us in. Is your name Arne?

Arne dropped the life-preserver into the breast-pocket of his coat, and came forward with something of a gentlemans courtesy.

Yes, my name is Arne, Joseph Todhetley. And your mother  as I make no doubt you know  was a very near relative of mine. If you damage me, you will bring her name unpleasantly before the public, as well as your own and your fathers.

That he thought our errand was to demand back the fifty pounds, there could be no doubt: perhaps to hand him into custody if he refused to give it up.

I have not come to damage you in any way, said Tod in answer. Wheres Hugh?

Arne looked as surprised as the other man had. Hugh!

Yes, Hugh: my little brother. Where is he?

How can I tell?

Tod glanced round the place; there was not any nook or corner capable of affording concealment. Arne gazed at him. He stood on that side the dirty deal table, we on this.

We have lost Hugh since mid-day yesterday. Do you know anything of him?

Certainly not, was the emphatic answer, and I at least saw that it was a true one. Is it to ask that, that you have come here?

For that, and nothing else. We have been up all night searching for him.

But why do you come after him here? I am not likely to know where he is.

I think you are likely.

Why?

You have been talking to the boy about carrying him off with you to see coral islands. You hinted, I believe, to Mrs. Todhetley that you might really take him, if your demands were not complied with.

Arne slightly laughed. I talked to the boy about the Coral Islands because it pleased him. As to Mrs. Todhetley, if she has the sense of a goose, she must have known I meant nothing. Take off a child with me! Why, if he were made a present to me, I should only drop him at his own door at Crabb Cot, as they drop the foundlings at the gate of the Maison Dieu in Paris. Joseph Todhetley, I could not be encumbered with a child: the life of shifts and concealment I have to lead would debar it.

I think Tod saw he was in earnest. But he stood in indecision: this dashed out his great hope.

I should have been away from here last night, but that I got a drop too much and must wait till dark again, resumed Arne. The last time I saw Hugh was on Thursday afternoon. He was in the meadow with you.

I did not see you, remarked Tod.

I saw you, though. And that is the last time I saw him. Dont you believe me? You may. I like the little lad, and would find him for you if I could, rather than help to lose him. Id say take my honour upon this, Joseph Todhetley, only you might retort that it has not been worth anything this many a year.

And with justice, said Tod, boldly.

True. The world has been against me and I against the world. But it has not come yet with me to stealing children. With the loan of the money now safe in my pocket, I shall make a fresh start in life. A precious long time your step-mother kept me waiting for it.

She did her best. You ought not to have applied to her at all.

I know that: it should have been to the other side of the house. She prevented me: wanting, she said, to spare you and your father.

The knowledge of the disgrace. Yes.

Theres no need to have recourse to hard names, Joseph Todhetley. What I am, I am, but you have not much cause to grumble, for I dont trouble you often. As many thousand miles away as the seas can put between me and England, Im going now: and its nearly as many chances to one against your ever seeing me again.

Tod turned to depart: the intensely haughty look his face wore at odd moments had been upon it throughout the interview. Had he been a woman he might have stood with his skirts picked up, as if to save them contamination from some kind of reptile. He stayed for a final word.

Then I may take your answer in good faith  that you know nothing of Hugh?

Take it, or not, as you please. If I knew that I was going to stand next minute in the presence of Heaven, I could not give it more truthfully. For the childs own sake, I hope he will be found. Why dont you ask the man who owns the rooms?  he can tell you I have had no boy here. If you choose to watch me away to-night, do so; youll see I go alone. A child with me! I might about as well give myself up to the law at once, for I shouldnt long remain out of its clutches, Joseph Todhetley.

Good-morning, said Tod shortly. I echoed the words, and we were civilly answered. As we went out, Arne shut the door behind us. In the middle of the passage stood Cookum.

Have you found he was who you wanted, sir?

Yes, answered Tod, not vouchsafing to explain. Another time when I say I do not wish to harm you, perhaps youll take my word.

Mrs. Todhetley, pale and anxious, was standing under the mulberry-tree when we got back. She came across the grass.

Any news? cried Tod. As if the sight of her was not enough, that he need have asked!

No, no, Joseph. Did you see him?

Yes, he had not left. He knows nothing of Hugh.

I had no hope that he did, moaned poor Mrs. Todhetley. All he wanted was the money.

We turned into the dining-room by the glass-doors, and it seemed to strike out a gloomy chill. On the wall near the window, there was a chalk drawing of Hugh in colours, hung up by a bit of common string. It was only a rough sketch that Jane Coney had done half in sport; but it was like him, especially in the blue eyes and the pretty light hair.

Wheres my father? asked Tod.

Gone riding over to the brick-fields again, she answered: he cannot get it out of his mind that Hugh must be there. Joseph, as Mr. Arne has nothing to do with the loss, we can still spare your father the knowledge that he has been here. Spare it, I mean, for good.

Yes. Thank you.

Hugh was uncommonly fond of old Massocks brick-fields; he would go there on any occasion that offered, had once or twice strayed there a truant; sending Hannah, for the time being, into a state of mortal fright. The Squires opinion was that Hugh must have decamped there some time in the course of the Friday afternoon, perhaps followed the gig; and was staying there, afraid to come home.

He might have hung on to the tail of the gig itself, and I and Johnny never have seen him, the cute Turk, argued the Squire.

Which I knew was just as likely as that he had, unseen, hung on to the moon. In the state he had brought his clothes to, he wouldnt have gone to the brick-fields at all. The Squire did not seem so uneasy as he might have been. Hugh would be sure to turn up, he said, and should get the soundest whipping any young rascal ever had.

But he came riding back from the brick-fields as before  without him. Tod, awfully impatient, met him in the road by the yellow barn. The Squire got off his horse there, for Luke Mackintosh was at hand to take it.

Father, I cannot think of any other place he can have got to: we have searched everywhere. Can you?

Not I, Joe. Dont be down-hearted. Hell turn up; hell turn up. Halloa! broke off the Squire as an idea struck him, has this barn been searched?

He cant be in there, sir; its just a moral impossibility that he could be, spoke up Mackintosh. The place was empty, which I can be upon my oath, when I locked it up yesterday afternoon, after getting some corn out; and the key have never been out o my trousers pocket since. Mr. Joseph, he was inside with me at the time, and knows it.

Tod nodded assent, and the Squire walked away. As there was no other accessible entrance to the front barn, and the windows were ever so many yards from the ground, they felt that it must be, as the man said, a moral impossibility.

The day went on, it was Saturday, remember, and the miserable hours went on, and there came no trace of the child. The Ravine was again searched thoroughly: that is, as thoroughly as its overgrown state permitted. It was like waste of time; for Hugh would not have hidden himself in it; and if he had fallen over the fence he would have been found before from the traces that must have been left in the bushes. The searchers would come in, one after another, now a farm-servant, now one of the police, bringing no news, except of defeat, but hoping some one else had brought it. Every time that Tod looked at the poor mild face of Mrs. Todhetley, always meek and patient, striving ever to hide the anguish that each fresh disappointment brought, I know he felt ready to hang himself. It was getting dusk when Maria Lease came up with a piece of straw hat that she had found in the withy walk. But both Mrs. Todhetley and Hannah, upon looking at it, decided that the straw was of finer grain than Hughs.

That afternoon they dragged the pond, but there was nothing found in it. We could get no traces anywhere. No one had seen him, no one heard of him. From the moment when I had watched him into the fold-yard gate, it seemed that he had altogether vanished from above ground. Since then all scent of him was missing. It was very strange: just as though the boy had been spirited away.

Sunday morning rose. As lovely a Sunday as ever this world saw, but all sad for us. Tod had flung himself back in the paters easy-chair, pretty near done over. Two nights, and he had not been to bed. In spite of his faith in Alfred Arnes denial, he had chosen to watch him away in the night from Timberdale; and he saw the man steal off in the darkness on foot and alone. The incessant hunting about was bringing its reaction on Tod, and the fatigue of body and mind began to show itself. But as to giving in, hed never do that, and would be as likely as not to walk and worry himself into a fever.

The day was warm and beautiful; the glass-doors stood open to the sweet summer air. Light fleecy clouds floated over the blue sky, the sun shone on the green grass of the lawn and sparkled amidst the leaves of the great mulberry-tree. Butterflies flitted past in pairs, chasing each other; bees sent forth their hum as they sipped the honey-dew from the flowers; the birds sang their love-songs on the boughs: all seemed happiness outside, as if to mock our care within.

Tod lay back with his eyes closed: I sat on the arm of the old red sofa. The bells of North Crabb Church rang out for morning service. It was rather a cracked old peal, but on great occasions the ringers assembled and did their best. The Bishop of Worcester was coming over to-day to preach a charity sermon: and North Crabb never had anything greater than that. Tod opened his eyes and listened in silence.

Tod, do you know what it puts me in mind of?

Dont bother. Its because of the bishop, I suppose.

I dont mean the bells. Its like the old fable, told of in The Mistletoe Bough, enacted in real life. If there were any deep chest about the premises  

Hold your peace, Johnny!  unless you want to drive me mad. If we come upon the child like that, Ill  Ill  

I think he was going to say shoot himself, or something of that sort, for he was given to random speech when put to it. But at that moment Lena ran in dressed for church, in her white frock and straw hat with blue ribbons. She threw her hands on Tods knee and burst out crying.

Joe, I dont want to go to church; I want Hugh.

Quite a spasm of pain shot across his face, but he was very tender with her. In all my life I had never seen Tod so gentle as he had been at moments during the last two days.

Dont cry, pretty one, he said, pushing the fair curls from her face. Go to church like a good little girl; perhaps we shall have found him by the time you come home.

Hannah says hes lying dead somewhere.

Hannahs nothing but a wicked woman, savagely answered Tod. Dont you mind her.

But Lena would not be pacified, and kept on sobbing and crying, I want Hugh; I want Hugh.

Mrs. Todhetley, who had come in then, drew her away and sat down with the child on her knee, talking to her in low, soothing tones.

Lena, dear, you know I wish you to go with Hannah to church this morning. And you will put papas money into the plate. See: it is a golden sovereign. Hannah must carry it, and you shall put it in.

Oh, mamma! will Hugh never come home again? Will he die?

Hush, Lena, she said, as Tod bit his lip and gave his hair a dash backwards. Shall I tell you something that sounds like a pretty story?

Lena was always ready for a story, pretty or ugly, and her blue eyes were lifted to her mothers brightly through the tears. At that moment she looked wonderfully like the portrait on the wall.

Just now, dear, I was in my room upstairs, feeling very, very unhappy; Im not sure but I was sobbing nearly as much as you were just now. He will never come back, I said to myself; he is lost to us for ever. At that moment those sweet bells broke out, calling people to Heavens service, and I dont know why, Lena, but they seemed to whisper a great comfort to me. They seemed to say that God was over us all, and saw our trouble, and would heal it in His good time.

Lena stared a little, digesting what she could of the words. The tears were nowhere.

Will He send Hugh back?

I cant tell, darling. He can take care of Hugh, and bless him, and keep him, wherever he may be, and I know He will. If He should have taken him to heaven above the blue sky  oh then, Hugh must be very happy. He will be with the angels. He will see Jesus face to face; and you know how He loved little children. The bells seemed to say all this to me as I listened to them, Lena.

Lena went off contented: we saw her skipping along by Hannahs side, who had on a new purple gown and staring red and green trimmings to her bonnet. Children are as changeable as a chameleon, sobbing one minute, laughing the next. Tod was standing now with his back to the window, and Mrs. Todhetley sat by the table, her long thin fingers supporting her cheek; very meek, very, very patient. Tod was thinking so as he glanced at her.

How you must hate me for this! he said.

Oh, Joseph! Hate you?

The thing is all my fault. A great deal has been my fault for a long while; all the unpleasantness and the misunderstanding.

She got up and took his hand timidly, as if she feared he might think it too great a liberty. If you can only understand me for the future, Joseph; understand how I wish and try to make things pleasant to you, I shall be fully repaid: to you most especially in all the house, after your father. I have ever striven and prayed for it.

He answered nothing for the moment; his face was working a little, and he gave her fingers a grip that must have caused pain.

If the worst comes of this, and Hugh never is amongst us again, I will go over the seas in the wake of the villain Arne, he said in a low, firm tone, and spare you the sight of me.

Tears began to trickle down her face. Joseph, my dear  if you will let me call you so  this shall draw us near to each other, as we never might have been drawn without it. You shall not hear a word of reproach from us, or any word but love; there shall never be a thought of reproach in my heart. I have had a great deal of sorrow in my life, Joseph, and have learnt patiently to bear, leaving all things to Heaven.

And if Hugh is dead?

What I said to Lena, I meant, she softly whispered. If God has taken him he is with the angels, far happier than he could be in this world of care, though his lot were of the brightest.

The tears were running down her cheeks as she went out of the room. Tod stood still as a stone.

She is made of gold, I whispered.

No, Johnny. Of something better.

The sound of the bells died away. None of us went to church; in the present excitement it would have been a farce. The Squire had gone riding about the roads, sending his groom the opposite way. He telegraphed to the police at Worcester; saying, in the message, that these country officers were no better than dummies; and openly lamented at home that it had not happened at Dyke Manor, within the range of old Jones the constable.

Tod disappeared with the last sound of the bells. Just as the paters head was full of the brick-fields, his was of the Ravine; that he had gone off to beat it again I was sure. In a trouble such as this you want incessantly to be up and doing. Lena and Hannah came back from church, the child calling for Hugh: she wanted to tell him about the gentleman who had preached in big white sleeves and pretty frills on his wrists.

Two oclock was the Sunday dinner-hour. Tod came in when it was striking. He looked dead-beat as he sat down to carve in his fathers place. The sirloin of beef was as good as usual, but only Lena seemed to think so. The little gobbler ate two servings, and a heap of raspberry pie and cream.

How it happened, I dont know. I was just as anxious as any of them, and yet, in sitting under the mulberry-tree, I fell fast asleep, never waking till five. Mrs. Todhetley, always finding excuses for us, said it was worry and want of proper rest. She was sitting close to the window, her head leaning against it. The Squire had not come home. Tod was somewhere about, she did not know where.

I found him in the yard. Luke Mackintosh was harnessing the pony to the gig, Tod helping him in a state of excitement. Some man had come in with a tale that a tribe of gipsies was discovered, encamped beyond the brick-fields, who seemed to have been there for a week past. Tod jumped to the conclusion that Hugh was concealed with them, and was about to go off in search.

Will you come with me, Johnny? Luke must remain in case the Squire rides in.

Of course I will. Ill run and tell Mrs. Todhetley.

Stay where you are, you stupid muff. To excite her hopes, in the uncertainty, would be cruel. Get up.

Tod need not have talked about excited hopes. He was just three parts mad. Fancy his great strong hands shaking as he took the reins! The pony dashed off in a fright with the cut he gave it, and brought us cleverly against the post of the gate, breaking the near shaft. Over that, but for the delay, Tod would have been cool as an orange.

The phaeton now, single horse, he called out to Mackintosh.

Yes, sir. Bob, or Blister?

Tod stamped his foot in a passion. As if it mattered! Blister; he is the more fiery of the two.

I must get the harness, said Mackintosh. It is in the yellow barn.

Mackintosh went round on the run to gain the front barn; the harness, least used, was kept there, hung on the walls. Tod unharnessed the pony, left me to lead him to the stable, and went after the man. In his state of impatience and his strength, he could have done the work of ten men. He met Mackintosh coming out of the barn, without the harness, but with a white face. Since he saw the ghosts light on Friday night the man had been scared at shadows.

Theres sumat in there, master, said he, his teeth chattering.

What? roared Tod, in desperate anger.

There is, master. Its like a faint tapping.

Tod dashed in, controlling his hands, lest they might take French leave and strike Luke for a coward. He was seeking the proper set of harness, when a knocking, faint and irregular, smote his ear. Tod turned to look, and thought it came from the staircase-door. He went forward and opened it.

Lying at the foot of the stairs was Hugh. Hugh! Low, and weak, and faint, there he lay, his blue eyes only half opened, and his pretty curls mingling with the dust.

Hugh! is it you, my darling?

Tods gasp was like a great cry. Hugh put up his little feeble hand, and a smile parted his lips.

Yes, its me, Joe.

The riddle is easily solved. When sent back by me, Hugh saw Hannah in the fold-yard; she was, in point of fact, looking after him. In his fear, he stole round to hide in the shrubbery, and thence got to the front of the house, and ran away down the road. Seeing the front barn-door open, for it was when Luke Mackintosh was getting the corn, Hugh slipped in and hid behind the door. Luke went out with the first lot of corn, and the senseless child, hearing Tods voice outside, got into the place leading to the stairs, and shut the door. Luke, talking to Tod, who had stepped inside the barn, saw the door was shut and slipped the big outside bolt, never remembering that it was not he who had shut it. Poor little Hugh, when their voices had died away, ran upstairs to get to the upper granary, and found its door fastened. And there the child was shut up beyond reach of call and hearing. The skylight in the roof, miles, as it seemed, above him, had its ventilator open. He had called and called; but his voice must have been lost amidst the space of the barn. It was too weak to disturb a rat now.

Tod took him up in his arms, tenderly as if he had been a new-born baby that he was hushing to the rest of death.

Were you frightened, child?

I was till I heard the church-bells, whispered Hugh. I dont know how long it was  oh, a great while  and I had ate the biscuit Johnny gave me and been asleep. I was not frightened then, Joe; I thought theyd come to me when church was over.

I met the procession. What the dirty object might be in Tods arms was quite a mystery at first. Tods eyes were dropping tears upon it, and his breath seemed laboured. Luke brought up the rear a few yards behind, looking as if hed never find his senses again.

Oh, Tod! will he get over it?

Yes. Please God.

Is he injured?

No, no. Get out of my way, Johnny. Go to the mother now, if you like. Tell her he has only been shut up in the barn and Im coming in with him. The dirts nothing: it was on him before.

Just as meek and gentle she stood as ever, the tears rolling down her face, and a quiet joy in it. Tod brought him in, laying him across her knee as she sat on the sofa.

There, he said. Hell be all right when he has been washed and had something to eat.

God bless you, Joseph! she whispered.

Tod could say no more. He bent to kiss Hugh; lifted his face, and kissed the mother. And then he went rushing out with a burst of emotion.




OUR VISIT.

I.

We went down from Oxford together, I and Tod and William Whitney; accompanying Miss Deveen and Helen and Anna Whitney, who had been there for a few days. Miss Deveens carriage was waiting at the Paddington Station; they got into it with Tod, and William and I followed in a cab with the luggage. Miss Deveen had invited us all to stay with her.

Miss Cattledon, the companion, with her tall, thin figure, her pinched-in waist and her creaking stays, stood ready to receive us when we reached the house. Miss Deveen held out her hand.

How have you been, Jemima? Taking care of yourself, I hope?

Quite well, thank you, Miss Deveen; and very glad to see you at home again, returned Cattledon. This is my niece, Janet Carey.

A slight, small girl, with smooth brown hair and a quiet face that looked as if it had just come out of some wasting illness, was hiding herself behind Cattledon. Miss Deveen said a few pleasant words of welcome, and took her hand. The girl looked as shy and frightened as though we had all been a pack of gorillas.

Thank you, maam; you are very kind, she said in a tremble; and her voice, I noticed, was low and pleasant. I like nice voices, whether in man or woman.

It wants but half-an-hour to dinner-time, said Miss Deveen, untying the strings of her bonnet. Miss Cattledon, will you show these young friends of ours the rooms you have appropriated to them.

My room and Tods  two beds in it  was on the second floor; Helen and Anna had the best company room below, near Miss Deveens; Bill had a little one lower still, half-way up the first flight of stairs. Miss Cattledons room, we found out, was next to ours, and her niece slept with her.

Tod threw himself full length on his counterpane  tired out, he said. Certain matters had not gone very smoothly for him at Oxford, and the smart remained.

Youll be late, Tod, I said when I was ready.

Plenty of time, Johnny. I dont suppose I shall keep dinner waiting.

Miss Deveen stood at the door of the blue room when I went down: that pretty sitting-room, exclusively hers, that I remembered so well. She had on a purple silk gown, with studs of pale yellow topaz in its white lace front, studs every whit as beautiful as the emeralds made free with by Sophie Chalk.

Come in here, Johnny.

She was beginning to talk to me as we stood by the fire, when some one was heard to enter the inner room; Miss Deveens bed-chamber, which opened from this room as well as from the landing. She crossed over into it, and I heard Cattledons voice.

It is so very kind of you, Miss Deveen, to have allowed me to bring my niece here! Under the circumstances  with such a cloud upon her  

She is quite welcome, interrupted Miss Deveens voice.

Yes, I know that; I know it: and I could not go down without thanking you. I have told Lettice to take some tea up to her while we dine. She can come to the drawing-room afterwards if you have no objection.

Why cant she dine with us? asked Miss Deveen.

Better not, said Cattledon. She does not expect it; and with so many at table  

Nonsense! came Miss Deveens quick, decisive interruption. Many at table! There are sufficient servants to wait on us, and I suppose you have sufficient dinner. Go and bring her down.

Miss Deveen came back, holding out her hand to me as she crossed the room. The gong sounded as we went down to the drawing-room. They all came crowding in, Tod last; and we went in to dinner.

Miss Deveen, with her fresh, handsome face and her snow-white hair, took the head of the table. Cattledon, at the foot, a green velvet ribbon round her genteel throat, helped the soup. William Whitney sat on Miss Deveens right, I on her left. Janet Carey sat next to him  and this brought her nearly opposite me.

She had an old black silk on, with a white frill at the throat  very poor and plain as contrasted with the light gleaming silks of Helen and Anna. But she had nice eyes; their colour a light hazel, their expression honest and sweet. It was a pity she could not get some colour into her wan face, and a little courage into her manner.

After coffee we sat down in the drawing-room to a round game at cards, and then had some music; Helen playing first. Janet Carey was at the table, looking at a view in an album. I went up to her.

Had I caught her staring at some native Indians tarred and feathered, she could not have given a worse jump. It might have been fancy, but I thought her face turned white.

Did I startle you, Miss Carey? I am very sorry.

Oh, thank you  no. Every one is very kind. The truth is  pausing a moment and looking at the view I knew the place in early life, and was lost in old memories. Past times and events connected with it came back to me. I recognized the place at once, though I was only ten years old when I left it.

Places do linger on the memory in a singularly vivid manner sometimes. Especially those we have known when young.

I can recognize every spot in this, she said, gazing still at the album. And I have not seen it for fifteen years.

Fifteen. I  I understood you to say you were ten years old when you left it.

So I was. I am twenty-five now.

So much as that! So much older than any of us! I could hardly believe it.

I should not have taken you for more than seventeen, Miss Carey.

At seventeen I went out to earn my own living, she said, in a sad tone, but with a candour that I liked. That is eight years ago.

Helens music ceased with a crash. Miss Deveen came up to Janet Carey.

My dear, I hear you can sing: your aunt tells me so. Will you sing a song, to please me?

She was like a startled fawn: looking here, looking there, and turning white and red. But she rose at once.

I will sing if you wish it, madam. But my singing is only plain singing: just a few old songs. I have never learnt to sing.

The old songs are the best, said Miss Deveen. Can you sing that sweet song of all songs Blow, blow, thou wintry wind?

She went to the piano, struck the chords quietly, without any flourish or prelude, and began the first note.

Oh the soft, sweet, musical voice that broke upon us! Not a powerful voice, that astounds the nerves like an electric machine; but one of that intense, thrilling, plaintive harmony which brings a mist to the eye and a throb to the heart. Tod backed against the wall to look at her; Bill, who had taken up the cat, let it drop through his knees.

You might have heard a pin drop when the last words died away: As friends remembering not. Miss Deveen broke the silence: praising her and telling her to go on again. The girl did not seem to have the least notion of refusing: she appeared to have lived under submission. I think Miss Deveen would have liked her to go on for ever.

The wonder to me is that you can remember the accompaniment to so many songs without your notes, cried Helen Whitney.

I do not know my notes. I cannot play.

Not know your notes!

I never learnt them. I never learnt music. I just play some few chords by ear that will harmonize with the songs. That is why my singing is so poor, so different from other peoples. Where I have been living they say it is not worth listening to.

She spoke in a meek, deprecating manner. I had heard of self-depreciation: this was an instance of it. Janet Carey was one of the humble ones.

The next day was Good Friday. We went to church under lowering clouds, and came home again to luncheon. Cattledons face was all vinegar when we sat down to it.

Theres that woman downstairs again!  that Ness! she exclaimed with acrimony. Making herself at home with the servants!

Im glad to hear it, smiled Miss Deveen. Shell get some dinner, poor thing.

Cattledon sniffed. Its not a month since she was here before.

And Im sure if she came every week shed be welcome to a meal, spoke Miss Deveen. Ah now, young ladies, she went on in a joking tone, if you wanted your fortunes told, Mrs. Ness is the one to do it.

Does she tell truth? asked Helen eagerly.

Oh, very true, of course, laughed Miss Deveen. Shell promise you a rich husband apiece. Dame Ness is a good woman, and has had many misfortunes. I have known her through all of them.

And helped her too, resentfully put in Cattledon.

But does she really tell fortunes? pursued Helen.

She thinks she does, laughed Miss Deveen. She told mine once  many a year ago.

And did it come true?

Well, as far as I remember, she candidly confessed that there was not much to tell  that my life would be prosperous but uneventful.

I dont think, begging your pardon, Miss Deveen, that it is quite a proper subject for young people, struck in Cattledon, drawing up her thin red neck.

Dear me, no, replied Miss Deveen, still laughing a little. And the subject dropped, and we finished luncheon.

The rain had come on, a regular downpour. We went into the breakfast-room: though why it was called that, I dont know, since breakfast was never taken there. It was a fair-sized, square room, built out at the back, and gained by a few stairs down from the hall and a passage. Somehow people prefer plain rooms to grand ones for everyday use: perhaps that was why we all took a liking to this room, for it was plain enough. An old carpet on the floor, chairs covered with tumbled chintz, and always a good blazing fire in the grate. Miss Deveen would go in there to write her business letters  when she had any to write; or to cut out sewing with Cattledon for the housemaids. An old-fashioned secretary stood against the wall, in which receipts and other papers were kept. The French window opened to the garden.

Pour, pour, pour! Its going to be wet for the rest of the day, said Tod gloomily.

Cattledon came in, equipped for church in a long brown cloak, a pair of clogs in her hand. Did none of us intend to go, she asked. Nobody answered. The weather outside was not tempting.

You must come, Janet Carey, she said very tartly, angry with us all, I expect. Go and put on your things.

No, interposed Miss Deveen. It would not be prudent for your niece to venture out in this rain, Jemima.

The church is only over the way.

But consider the illness she has only just recovered from. Let her stay indoors.

Cattledon went off without further opposition, Janet kneeling down unasked, to put on her clogs, and then opening her umbrella for her in the hall. Janet did not come in again. Miss Deveen went out to sit with a sick neighbour: so we were alone.

What a cranky old thing that Cattledon is! cried Bill, throwing down his newspaper. Shed have walked that girl off in the wet, you see.

How old is Cattledon? asked Tod. Sixty?

Oh, you stupid fellow! exclaimed Helen, looking up from the stool on the hearthrug, where she was sitting, nursing her knees. Cattledon sixty! Why, she cant be above forty-five.

It was disrespectful no doubt, but we all called her plain Cattledon behind her back.

Thats rather a queer girl, that niece, said Tod. She wont speak to one: shes like a frightened hare.

I like her, said Anna. I feel very sorry for her. She gives one the idea of having been always put upon: and she looks dreadfully ill.

I should say she has been kept in some Blue Beards cupboard, amongst a lot of hanging wives that have permanently scared her, remarked Bill.

Its Cattledon, said Tod; its not the wives. She puts upon the girl and frightens her senses out of her. Cattledons a cross-grained, two-edged  

He had to shut up: Janet Carey was coming in again. For about five minutes no one spoke. There seemed to be nothing to say. Bill played at ball with Miss Deveens red penwiper: Anna began turning over the periodicals: Helen gave the cat a box when it would have jumped on her knee.

Well, this is lively! cried Tod. Nothing on earth to do; I wonder why the rain couldnt have kept off till to-morrow?

I say, whispered Helen, treason sparkling from her bright eyes, let us have up that old fortune-teller! Ill go and ask Lettice.

She whirled out of the room, shutting the tail of her black silk dress in the door, and called Lettice. A few minutes, and Mrs. Ness came in, curtsying. A stout old lady in a cotton shawl and broad-bordered cap with a big red bow tied in front.

I say, Mrs. Ness, can you tell our fortunes? cried Bill.

Bless you, young gentlefolks, Ive told a many in my time. Ill tell yours, if you like to bid me, sir.

Do the cards tell true?

I believe they does, sir. Ive knowed em to tell over true now and again  mores the pity!

Why do you say mores the pity? asked Anna.

When theyve fortelled bad things, my sweet, pretty young lady. Death, and what not.

But how it must frighten the people who are having them told! cried Anna.

Well, to speak the truth, young gentlefolks, when its very bad, I generally softens it over to em  say the cards is cloudy, or someat o that, was the old womans candid answer. It dont do to make folks uneasy.

Look here, said Helen, who had been to find the cards, I should not like to hear it if its anything bad.

Ah, my dear young lady, I dont think you need fear any but a good fortune, with that handsome face and them bright eyes of yours, returned the old dame  who really seemed to speak, not in flattery, but from the bottom of her heart. I dont know what the young lords ud be about, to pass you by.

Helen liked that; she was just as vain as a peacock, and thought no little of herself. Wholl begin? asked she.

Begin yourself, Helen, said Tod. Its sure to be something good.

So she shuffled and cut the cards as directed: and the old woman, sitting at the table, spread them out before her, talking a little bit to herself, and pointing with her finger here and there.

Youve been upon a journey lately, she said, and youll soon be going upon another. I give only the substance of what the old lady said, but it was interspersed freely with her own remarks. Youll have a present before many days is gone; and youll  stay, theres that black card  youll hear of somebody thats sick. And  dear me! theres an offer for you  an offer of marriage,  but it wont come to anything. Well, now, shuffle and cut again, please.

Helen did so. This was repeated three times in all. But, so far as we could understand it, her future seemed to be very uneventful  to have nothing in it  something like Miss Deveens.

Its a brave fortune, as I thought, young lady, cried Mrs. Ness. No trouble or care in store for you.

But theres nothing, said Helen, too intently earnest to mind any of us. When am I to be married?

Well, my dear, the cards havent told so much this time. Therell be an offer, as I said  and I think a bit of trouble over it; but  

But you said it would not come to anything, interrupted Helen.

Well, and no more it wont: leastways, it seemed so by the cards; and it seemed to bring a bother with it  old folks pulling one way maybe, and young uns the other. Youll have to wait a bit for the right gentleman, my pretty miss.

What stupid cards they are! cried Helen, in dudgeon. I dare say its all rubbish.

Any ways, youve had nothing bad, said the old woman. And thats a priceless consolation.

Its your turn now, Anna.

I wont have mine told, said Anna. Im afraid.

Oh, you senseless donkey! cried Bill. Afraid of a pack of cards! So Anna laughed, and began.

Ah, theres more here, said the old woman as she laid them out. You are going through some great ceremony not long first. See here  crowds of people  and show. Is it a great ball, I wonder?

It may be my presentation, said Anna.

And heres the wedding-ring!  and theres the gentleman! See! hes turning towards you; a dark man it is; and hell be very fond of you, too!  and  

Oh, dont go on, cried Anna, in terrible confusion as she heard all this, and caught Tods eye, and saw Bill on the broad laugh. Dont, pray dont; it must be all nonsense, she went on, blushing redder than a rose.

But its true, steadily urged the old lady. There the wedding is. I dont say itll be soon; perhaps not for some years; but come it will in its proper time. And youll live in a fine big house; and  stay a bit  youll  

Anna, half laughing, half crying, pushed the cards together. I wont be told any more, she said; it must be all a pack of nonsense.

Of course it is, added Helen decisively. And why couldnt you have told me all that, Mrs. Ness?

Why, my dear, sweet young lady, it isnt me that tells; its the cards.

I dont believe it. But it does to while away a wet and wretched afternoon. Now, Miss Carey.

Miss Carey looked up from her book with a start. Oh, not me! Please, not me!

Not you!  the idea! cried Helen. Why, of course you must. I and my sister have had our turn, and you must take yours.

As if further objection were out of the question, Miss Carey stood timidly up by the table and shuffled the cards that Dame Ness handed to her. When they were spread out, the old woman looked at the cards longer than she had looked for either Helen or Anna, then at the girl, then at the cards again.

There has been sickness and trouble;  and distress, she said at length, And  and taint over yet. I see a dark lady and a fair man: theyve been in it, somehow. Seems to ha been a great trouble  putting the tips of her forefingers upon two cards. Here you are, you see, right among it,  pointing to the Queen of Hearts. I dont like the look of it. And theres money mixed up in the sorrow  

A low, shuddering cry. I happened to be looking from the window at the moment, and turned to see Janet Carey with hands uplifted and a face of imploring terror. The cry came from her.

Oh dont, dont! dont tell any more! she implored. I  was  not  guilty.

Down went her voice by little and little, down fell her hands; and down dropped she on the chair behind her. The next moment she was crying and sobbing. We stood round like so many helpless simpletons, quite put down by this unexpected interlude. Old Dame Ness stared, slowly shuffling the cards from hand to hand, and could not make it out.

Here, Ill have my fortune told next, Mother Ness, said Bill Whitney, really out of good nature to the girl, that she might be left unobserved to recover herself. Mind you promise me a good one.

And so I will then, young gentleman, if the cards ll let me, was the hearty answer. Please shuffle em well, sir, and then cut em into three.

Bill was shuffling with all his might when we heard the front-door open, and Cattledons voice in the hall. Oh, by George, I say, whats to be done? cried he. Shell be fit to smother us. That old parson cant have given them a sermon.

Fortunately she stayed on the door-mat to take off her clogs. Dame Ness was smuggled down the kitchen stairs, and Bill hid the cards away in his pocket.

And until then it had not occurred to us that it might not be quite the right thing to go in for fortune-telling on Good Friday.

II.

On Easter Tuesday William Whitney and Tod went off to Whitney Hall for a few days: Sir John wrote for them. In the afternoon Miss Deveen took Helen in the carriage to make calls; and the rest of us went to the Colosseum, in the Regents Park. Cattledon rather fought against the expedition, but Miss Deveen did not listen to her. None of us  except herself  had seen it before: and I know that I, for one, was delighted with it.

The last scene of the performance was over. If I remember rightly, at this distance of time, it was the representation of the falling of an avalanche on a Swiss village, to bury it for ever in the snow; and we saw the little lighted church to which the terrified inhabitants were flying for succour, and heard the tinkling of its alarm bell. As we pushed out with the crowd, a policeman appeared in our way, facing us, a tall, big, fierce-looking man; not to impede the advance of the throng, but to direct its movements. Janet Carey seized my arm, and I turned to look at her. She stood something like a block of stone; her face white with terror, her eyes fixed on the policeman. I could not get her on, and we were stopping those behind. Naturally the mans eyes fell on her; and with evident recognition.

Oh, its you here, is it, Miss Carey!

The tone was not exactly insolent: but it was cool and significant, wanting in respect. When I would have asked him how he dared so to address a young lady, the words were arrested by Janet. I thought she had gone mad.

Oh, get me away, Mr. Ludlow, for Heavens sake! Dont let him take me! Oh what shall I do? what shall I do?

What youve got to do is to get forard out o this here passage and not block up the way, struck in the policeman. I baint after you now; so youve no call to be afeared this time. Pass on that way, sir.

I drew her onwards, and in half-a-minute we were in the open air, clear of the throng. Cattledon, who seemed to have understood nothing, except that we had stopped the way, shook Janet by the arm in anger, and asked what had come to her.

It was the same man, aunt, that Mrs. Knox called in, she gasped. I thought he had come to London to look for me.

Miss Cattledons answer was to keep hold of her arm, and whirl her along towards the outer gates. Anna and I followed in wonder.

What is it all, Johnny? she whispered.

Goodness knows, Anna. I  

Cattledon turned her head, asking me to go on and secure a cab. Janet was helped into it and sat back with her eyes closed, a shiver taking her every now and then.

Janet appeared at dinner, and seemed as well as usual. In the evening Helen tore the skirt of her thin dress: and before she was aware, the girl was kneeling by the side of her chair with a needle and thread, beginning to mend it.

You are very kind, said Helen heartily, when she saw what Janet was doing.

Oh no, answered Janet, with an upward, humble glance from her nice eyes.

But soon after that, when we were describing to Helen and Miss Deveen the sights at the Colosseum, and the silence of the buried village after the avalanche had fallen, Janet was taken with an ague fit. The very chair shook; it seemed that she must fall out of it. Anna ran to hold her. Miss Deveen got up in consternation.

That Colosseum has been too much for her: theres nothing so fatiguing as sightseeing. I did wrong in letting Janet go, as she is still weak from her illness. Perhaps she has taken cold.

Ringing the bell, Miss Deveen told George to make some hot wine and water. When it was brought in, she made Janet drink it, and sent her upstairs to bed, marshalled by Cattledon.

The next morning, Wednesday, I was dressing in the sunshine that streamed in at the bedroom windows, when a loud hulla-balloo was set up below, enough to startle the king and all his men.

Thieves! robbers! murder!

Dashing to the door, I looked over the balustrades. The shrieks and calls came from Lettice Lane, who was stumbling up the stairs from the hall. Cattledon opened her door in her night-cap, saw me, and shut it again with a bang.

Murder! robbers! thieves! shrieked Lettice.

But what is it, Lettice? I cried, leaping down.

Oh, Mr. Johnny, the house is robbed!  and we might just as well all have been murdered in our beds!

Every one was appearing on the scene. Miss Deveen came fully dressed  she was often up before other people; Cattledon arrived in a white petticoat and shawl. The servants were running up from the kitchen.

Thieves had broken in during the night. The (so-called) breakfast-room at the back presented a scene of indescribable confusion. Everything in it was turned topsy-turvy, the secretary had been ransacked; the glass-doors stood open to the garden.

It seemed that Lettice, in pursuance of her mornings duties, had gone to the room, and found it in this state. Lettice was of the excitable order, and went into shrieks. She stood now, sobbing and shaking, as she gave her explanation.

When I opened the door and saw the room in this pickle, the window standing open, my very blood seemed to curdle within me. For all I knew the thieves might have done murder. Just look at the place, maam!  look at your secretary!

Its what we were all looking at. The sight was as good as moving house. Chairs and footstools lay upside down, their chintz covers untied and flung off; the hearthrug was under the table; books were open, periodicals scattered about; two pictures had been taken from the wall and lay face downwards; every ornament was moved from the mantelpiece. The secretary stood open; all its papers had been taken out, opened, and lay in a heap on the floor; and Janet Careys well-stocked work-box was turned bottom upwards, its contents having rolled anywhere.

This must be your work, George, said Miss Cattledon, turning on the servant-man with a grim frown.

Mine, maam! he answered, amazed at the charge.

Yes, yours, repeated Cattledon. You could not have fastened the shutters last night; and that is how the thieves have got in.

But I did, maam. I fastened them just as usual.

Couldnt be, said Cattledon decisively, who had been making her way over the débris to examine the shutters. They have not been forced in any way: they have simply been opened. The window also.

And neither window nor shutters could be opened from the outside without force, remarked Miss Deveen. I fear, George, you must have forgotten this room when you shut up last night.

Indeed, maam, I did not forget it, was the respectful answer. I assure you I bolted the window and barred the shutters as I always do.

Janet Carey, standing in mute wonder like the rest of us, testified to this. When I came in here last night to get a needle and thread to mend Miss Whitneys dress, I am sure the shutters were shut: I noticed that they were.

Cattledon would not listen. She had taken up her own opinion of Georges neglect, and sharply told Janet not to be so positive. Janet looked frightfully white and wan this morning, worse than a ghost.

Oh, goodness! cried Helen Whitney, appearing on the scene. If ever I saw such a thing!

I never did  in all my life, cried Cattledon.

Have you lost any valuables from the secretary, Miss Deveen?

My dear Helen, there were no valuables in the secretary to lose, was Miss Deveens answer. Sometimes I keep money in it  a little: but last night there happened to be none. Of course the thieves could not know that, and must have been greatly disappointed. If they did not come in through the window  why, they must have got in elsewhere.

Miss Deveen spoke in a dubious tone, that too plainly showed her own doubts on the point. George felt himself and his word reflected upon.

If I had indeed forgotten this window last night, maam  though for me to do such a thing seems next door to impossible  I would confess to it at once. I can be upon my oath, maam, if put to it, that I made all secure here at dusk.

Then, George, you had better look to your other doors and windows, was the reply of his mistress.

The other doors and windows were looked to: but no trace could be found of how the thieves got in. After breakfast, we succeeded in putting the room tolerably straight. The letters and bills took most time, for every one was lying open. And after it was all done, Miss Deveen came to the conclusion that nothing had been taken.

Their object must have been money, she observed. It is a good thing I happened to carry my cash-box upstairs yesterday. Sometimes I leave it here in the secretary.

And was much in it? one of us asked.

Not very much. More, though, than one cares to lose: a little gold and a bank-note.

A bank-note! echoed Janet, repeating the words quickly. Is it safe?  are you sure, maam, the note is safe?

Well, I conclude it is, answered Miss Deveen with composure. I saw the cash-box before I came down this morning. I did not look inside it.

Oh, but you had better look, urged Janet, betraying some excitement. Suppose it should be gone! Can I look, maam?

What nonsense! exclaimed Helen. If the cash-box is safe, the money must be safe inside it. The thieves did not go into Miss Deveens room, Janet Carey.

The servants wanted the police called in; but their mistress saw no necessity for it. Nothing had been carried off, she said, and therefore she should take no further trouble. Her private opinion was that George, in spite of his assertions, must have forgotten the window.

It seemed a curious thing that the thieves had not visited other rooms. Unless, indeed, the door of this one had been locked on the outside, and they were afraid to risk the noise of forcing it: and no one could tell whether the key had been turned, or not. George had the plate-basket in his bed-chamber; but on the sideboard in the dining-room stood a silver tea-caddy and a small silver waiter: how was it they had not walked off with these two articles? Or, as the cook said, why didnt they rifle her larder? She had various tempting things in it, including a fresh-boiled ham.

Janet Carey has been ill all the afternoon, observed Anna, when I and Helen got home before dinner, for we had been out with Miss Deveen. I think she feels frightened about the thieves, for one thing.

Ill for nothing! returned Helen slightingly. Why should she be frightened any more than we are? The thieves did not hurt her. I might just as well say I am ill.

But she has been really ill, Helen. She has a shivering-fit one minute and is sick the next. Cattledon says she must have caught cold yesterday, and is cross with her for catching it.

Listen, said Helen, lowering her voice. I cant get it out of my head that that old fortune-teller must have had to do with it. She must have seen the secretary and may have taken note of the window fastenings. I am in a state over it: as you both know, it was I who had her up.

Janet did not come down until after dinner. She was pale and quiet, but not less ready than ever to do what she could for every one. Helen had brought home some ferns to  transfer, I think she called it. Janet at once offered to help her. The process involved a large hand-basin full of water, and Miss Deveen sent the two girls into the breakfast-parlour, not to make a mess in the drawing-room.

Well, my dears, said Miss Deveen, when she had read the chapter before bed-time, I hope you will all sleep well to-night, and that we shall be undisturbed by thieves. Not that they disturbed us last night, she added, laughing. Considering all things, Im sure they were as polite and considerate thieves as we could wish to have to do with.

Whether the others slept well I cannot say: I know I did. So well that I never woke at all until the same cries from Lettice disturbed the house as on the previous morning. The thieves had been in again.

Downstairs we went, as quickly as some degree of dressing allowed, and found the breakfast-room all confusion, the servants all consternation: the window open as before; the furniture turned about, the ornaments and pictures moved from their places, the books scattered, the papers of the secretary lying unfolded in a heap on the carpet, and a pair of embroidered slippers of Helen Whitneys lying in the basin of water.

What an extraordinary thing! exclaimed Miss Deveen, while the rest of us stood in silent amazement.

Lettices tale was the same as the previous one. Upon proceeding to the room to put it to rights, she found it thus, and its shutters and glass-doors wide open. There was no trace, except here, of the possible entrance or exit of thieves: all other fastenings were secure as they had been left over-night; other rooms had not been disturbed; and, more singular than all, nothing appeared to have been taken. What could the thieves be seeking?

Shall you call in the police now, maam? asked Cattledon, her tone implying that they ought to have been called in before.

Yes, I shall, emphatically replied Miss Deveen.

Oh! shrieked Helen, darting in, after making a hasty and impromptu toilet, look at my new slippers!

After finishing the ferns last night they had neglected to send the basin away. The slippers were rose-coloured, worked with white flowers in floss silk; and the bits of loose green from the ferns floated over them like green weeds on a pond. Helen had bought them when we were out yesterday.

My beautiful slippers! lamented Helen. I wish to goodness I had not forgotten to take them upstairs. What wicked thieves they must be! They ought to be hung.

Its to know, mum, whether it was thieves, spoke the cook.

Why, what else can it have been, cook? asked Miss Deveen.

Mum, I dont pretend to say. Ive knowed cats do queer things. Weve two on em  the old cat and her kitten.

Did you ever know cats unlock a secretary and take out the papers, cook? returned Miss Deveen.

Well, no, mum. But, on the other hand, I never knowed thieves break into a house two nights running, and both times go away empty-handed.

The argument was unanswerable. Unless the thieves had been disturbed on each night, how was it they had taken nothing?

Miss Deveen locked the door upon the room just as it was; and after breakfast sent George to the nearest police-station. Whilst he was gone I was alone in the dining-room, stooping down to hunt for a book in the lowest shelf of the book-case, when Janet Carey came in followed by Cattledon. I suppose the table-cover hid me from them, for Cattledon began to blow her up.

One would think you were a troubled ghost, shaking and shivering in that way, first upstairs and then down! The police coming!  what if they are? They are not coming after you this time. Theres no money missing now.

Janet burst into tears. Oh, aunt, why do you speak so to me? It is as though you believe me guilty!

Dont be a simpleton, Janet, rebuked Cattledon, in softer tones. If I did not know you were not, and could not, be guilty, should I have brought you here under Miss Deveens roof? What vexes me so much is to see you look as though you were guilty  with your white face, and your hysterics, and your trembling hands and lips. Get a little spirit into yourself, child: the police wont harm you.

Catching up the keys from the table, she went out again, leaving Janet sobbing. I stood forward. She started when she saw me, and tried to dry her eyes.

I am sorry, Miss Carey, that all this bother is affecting you. Why are you so sad?

I  have gone through a great deal of trouble lately;  and been ill, she answered, with hesitation, arresting her tears.

Can I do anything for you?  help you in any way?

You are very kind, Mr. Ludlow; you have been kind to me all along. Theres nothing any one can do. Sometimes I wish I could die.

Die!

There is so much unhappiness in the world!

Georges voice was heard in the hall with the policeman. Janet vanished. But whether it was through the floor or out at the door, I declare I did not see then, and dont quite know to this day.

I and Cattledon were allowed to assist at the conference between Miss Deveen and the policeman: a dark man with a double chin and stripes on his coat-sleeve. After hearing particulars, and examining the room and the mess it was in, he inquired how many servants were kept, and whether Miss Deveen had confidence in them. She told him the number, and said she had confidence in all.

He went into the kitchen, put what questions he pleased to the servants, looked at the fastenings of the doors generally, examined the outside of the window and walked about the garden. George called him Mr. Stone  which appeared to be his name. Mr. Stone had nothing of a report to bring Miss Deveen.

Its one of two things, maam, he said. Either this has been done by somebody in your own house; or else the neighbours are playing tricks upon you. I cant come to any other conclusion. The case is peculiar, you see, in-so-far as that nothing has been stolen.

It is very peculiar indeed, returned Miss Deveen.

I should have said  I should feel inclined to say  that the culprit is some one in the house  

Its the most unlikely thing in the world, that it should have been any one in the house, struck in Miss Deveen, not allowing him to go on. To suspect any of the young people who are visiting me, would be simply an insult. And my servants would no more play the trick than I or Miss Cattledon would play it.

Failing indoors then, we must look out, said Mr. Stone, after listening patiently. And that brings up more difficulty, maam. For I confess I dont see how they could get the windows and shutters open from the outside, and leave no marks of damage.

The fact of the window and shutters being wide open each morning, shows how they got out.

Just so, said Mr. Stone; but it does not show how they got in. Of course theres the possibility that they managed to secrete themselves in the house beforehand.

Yesterday I thought that might have been the case, remarked Miss Deveen; to-day I do not think so. It seems that, after what occurred, my servants were especially cautious to keep their doors and windows not only closed, but bolted all day yesterday, quite barring the possibility of any ones stealing in. Except, of course, down the chimneys.

Mr. Stone laughed. Theyd bring a lot of soot with em that way.

And spoil my hearthrugs. No; that was not the way of entrance.

Then we come to the question  did one of the servants get up and admit em?

But that would be doubting my servants still, you see. It really seems, Mr. Stone, as though you could not help me.

Before saying whether I can or I cant, I should be glad, maam, to have a conversation with you alone, was the unexpected answer.

So we left him with Miss Deveen. Cattledons stays appeared to resent it, for they creaked alarmingly in the hall, and her voice was tart.

Perhaps the man wants to accuse you or me, Mr. Johnny!

We knew later, after the upshot came, what it was he did want; and I may as well state it at once. Stone had made up his mind to watch that night in the garden; but he wished it kept secret from every one, except Miss Deveen herself, and he charged her strictly not to mention it. How will it serve you, if, as you say, they do not come in that way? she had asked. But the probability is they come out that way, he answered. At any rate, they fling the doors open, and I shall be there to drop upon them.

Janet Carey grew very ill as the day went on. Lettice offered to sit up with her, in case she wanted anything in the night. Janet had just the appearance of somebody worn out.

We went to bed at the usual time, quite unconscious that Mr. Stone had taken up his night watch in the summer-house at the end of the garden. The nights were very bright just then; the moon at about the full. Nothing came of it: neither the room nor the window was disturbed.

They scented my watch, remarked the officer in private next morning to Miss Deveen. However, maam, I dont think it likely you will be troubled again. Seeing youve put it into our hands, theyll not dare to risk further annoyance.

I suppose not  if they know it, dubiously spoke Miss Deveen.

He shook his head. They know as much as that, maam. Depend upon it their little game is over.

Mr. Stone was mistaken. On the following morning, the breakfast-room was found by Lettice in exactly the same state of confusion. The furniture dragged about, the ornaments moved from the mantelpiece, the bills and papers opened, as before. Miss Deveen was very silent over it, and said in the hearing of the servants that she should have to carry the grievance to Scotland Yard.

And Im sure I thought she set out to do it. The carriage came to the door in the course of the morning. Miss Deveen, who was ready dressed, passed over the others, and asked me to go with her.

Do you know what Im going to do, Johnny? she questioned, as George took his place on the box and the fat old coachman gave the word to his horses.

I think I do, Miss Deveen. We are going to Scotland Yard.

Not a bit of it, Johnny, she said. My opinion has come round to Mr. Policeman Stones  that we must look indoors for the disturber. I have brought you out with me to talk about it. It is a great mystery  for I thought I could have trusted the servants and all the rest of you with my life.

It was a mystery  and no mistake.

A great mystery, repeated Miss Deveen; a puzzle; and I want you to help me to unravel it, Johnny. I intend to sit up to-night in the breakfast-room. But not being assured of my nerves while watching in solitude for thieves, or ghosts, or what not, I wish you to sit up with me.

Oh, I shall like it, Miss Deveen.

I have heard of houses being disturbed before in a similar manner, she continued. There was a story in the old days of the Cock-Lane ghost: I think that was something of the same kind, but my memory is rather cloudy on the point. Other cases I know have been traced to the sudden mania, solely mischievous or otherwise, of some female inmate. I hope it will not turn out to have been Lettice herself.

Shall I watch without you, Miss Deveen?

No, no; you will bear me company. We will make our arrangements now, Johnny  for I do not intend that any soul shall know of this; not even Miss Cattledon. You will keep counsel, mind, like the true and loyal knight you are.



The house had gone to rest. In the dark breakfast-room sat Miss Deveen and I, side by side. The fire was dying away, and it gave scarcely any light. We sat back against the wall between the fireplace and the door, she in one armchair, I in another. The secretary was opposite the fire, the key in the lock as usual; the window, closed and barred, lay to the left, the door to the right, a table in the middle. An outline of the objects was just discernible in the fading light.

Do you leave the key in the secretary as a rule, Miss Deveen? I asked in a whisper.

Yes. Theres nothing in it that any one would care to look at, she replied in the same cautious tone. My cash-box is generally there, but that is always locked. But I think we had better not talk, Johnny.

So we sat on in silence. The faint light of the fire died away, giving place to total darkness. It was weary watching there, hour after hour, each hour seeming an age. Twelve oclock struck; one; two! Id have given something to be able to fall asleep. Just to speak a word to Miss Deveen would be a relief, and I forgot her injunctions.

Are you thinking of ghosts, Miss Deveen?

Just then I was thinking of God, Johnny. How good it is to know that He is with us in the dark as in the light.

Almost with the last word, my ears, younger and quicker than Miss Deveens, caught the sound of a faint movement outside  as though steps were descending the stairs. I touched Miss Deveens arm and breathed a caution.

I hear something. I think it is coming now.

The door softly opened. Some white figure was standing there  as might be seen by the glimmer of light that came in through the passage window. Who or what it was, we could not gather. It closed the door behind it, and came slowly gliding along the room on the other side the table, evidently feeling its way as it went, and making for the window. We sat in breathless silence. Miss Deveen had caught my hand and was holding it in hers.

Next, the shutters were unfastened and slowly folded back; then the window was unbolted and its doors were flung wide. This let in a flood of moonlight: after the darkness the room seemed bright as day. And the white figure doing all this was  Janet Carey in her nightgown, her feet bare.

Whether Miss Deveen held my hand the tighter, or I hers, I dare say neither of us could tell. Janets eyes turned on us, as we sat: and I fully expected her to go into a succession of shrieks.

But no. She took no manner of notice. It was just as though she did not see us. Steadily, methodically as it seemed, she proceeded to search the room, apparently looking for something. First, she took the chintz cover off the nearest chair, and shook it out; turned over the chair and felt it all over; a small round stand was served the same; a blotting-case that happened to lie on the table she carried to the window, knelt down, and examined it on the floor by the moonlight, passing her fingers over its few pages, unfolding a letter that was inside and shaking it out to the air. Then all that was left on the floor, and she turned over another chair, and so went on.

I felt as cold as charity. Was it her ghost that was doing this? How was it she did not see us sitting there? Her eyes were open enough to see anything!

Coming to the secretary, she turned the key, and began her search in it. Pulling out one drawer first, she opened every paper it contained, shook them one by one, and let them drop on the floor. As she was commencing at the next drawer, her back towards us, Miss Deveen whispered to me.

We will get away, Johnny. You go on first. No noise, mind.

We got out without being seen or heard. At least, there was no outcry; no sign to tell we had been. Miss Deveen drew me into the dining-room; her face, as it caught the glimmer, entering by the fan-light over the hall-door, looked deadly pale.

I understand it all, Johnny. She is doing it in her sleep.

In her sleep?

Yes. She is unconscious. It was better to come away. As she came round to search our part of the room, she might have found us, and awoke. That would have been dangerous.

But, Miss Deveen, what is she searching for?

I know. I see it all perfectly. It is for a bank-note.

But  if she is really asleep, how can she go about the search in that systematic way? Her eyes are wide open: she seems to examine things as though she saw them.

I cannot tell you how it is, Johnny. They do seem to see things, though they are asleep. Whats more, when they awake there remains no consciousness of what they have done. This is not the first case of somnambulism I have been an eye-witness to. She throws the window and shutters open to admit the light.

How can she have sense to know in her sleep that opening them will admit it?

Johnny, though these things are, I cannot explain them. Go up to your bed now and get to sleep. As I shall go to mine. You shall know about Janet in the morning. She will take no harm if left alone: she has taken none hitherto. Say nothing to any one.

It was the solution of the great puzzle. Janet Carey had done it all in her sleep. And what she had been searching for was a bank-note.

In the situation where Janet had been living as nursery-governess, a bank-note had disappeared. Janet was suspected and accused of taking it. Constitutionally timid and nervous, her spirits long depressed by circumstances, the accusation had a grave effect upon her. She searched the house for it incessantly, almost night and day, just as we had seen her searching the parlour at Miss Deveens in her sleep, and then fell into a fever  which was only saved by great care from settling on the brain. When well enough, Miss Cattledon had her removed to London to Miss Deveens; but the stigma still clung to her, and the incipient fever seemed still to hover about her. The day William Whitney left, she moved from Miss Cattledons chamber to the one he had occupied: and that night, being unrestrained, she went down in her sleep to search. The situation of the room in which the note had been lost was precisely similar to this breakfast-room at Miss Deveens  in her troubled sleep, poor girl, she must have taken it for the same room, and crept down, still asleep, to renew the endless search she had formerly made when awake. The night the policeman was watching in the summer-house, Lettice sat up with Janet; so that night nothing occurred. Lettice said afterwards that Miss Carey twice got out of bed in her sleep and seemed to be making for the door, but Lettice guided her back to bed again. And so there was the elucidation: and Janet was just as unconscious of what she had done as the bed-post.

Miss Deveens medical man was called in, for brain-fever, escaped, appeared to be fastening on Janet in earnest now. He gave it as his opinion that she was no natural sleep-walker, but that the minds disturbance had so acted on the brain and system, coupled with her fright at meeting the policeman at the Colosseum, as to have induced the result. At any rate, whatever may have caused it, and strange though it was, I have only given facts. And in the next paper we shall hear more about the bank-note.




JANET CAREY.

I.

It was a summers evening, some two years or so previous to the events told of in the last chapter, and the sun was setting in clouds of crimson and gold. On the green lawn at the back of Rose Villa  a pretty detached house, about twenty minutes walk from the town of Lefford  sat a lady in a gay dress. She was dark and plain, with crinkled black hair, and a rough voice. A girl of twelve, fair, pretty, and not in the least like her, sat on the same bench. Three younger girls were scampering about at some noisy play; and a boy, the youngest of all, lay on the grass, whistling, and knotting a whip-cord. The suns slanting rays tinted all with a warm hue.

Get up, Dicky, said the lady to the boy.

Dicky, aged five, whistled on, without taking any notice.

Did you hear mamma tell you to get up, Dicky? spoke the fair girl by her mothers side. Get up, sir.

Shant, said Dicky.

You go in for me, Mina, said Mrs. Knox. I want to know the time. Arnold took my watch into town this morning to have the spring mended.

Mina seemed in no more hurry to obey than Dicky was. Just then a low pony-chaise, driven by a boy-groom, rattled out from the stable-yard at the side of the house. Mina looked across at it.

It must be about a quarter-past eight, she said. You told James not to be later than that in going to the station.

You might go and see, spoke Mrs. Knox: James is not sure to be to time. How glad I shall be when that governess is here to take the trouble of you children off me! she added, fretfully. Mina did not take the hint about going in: she made off to her sisters instead.

This house had once been a doctors residence. Soon after Thomas Knox, surgeon and apothecary, set up in practice at Lefford, now five-and-twenty years ago, he married Mary Arnold. Rose Villa was hers, and some money besides, and they came to live at it, Mr. Knox keeping on his surgery in Lefford. They had one son, who was named Arnold. When Arnold was ten years old, his mother died. A year later his father married a second wife, Miss Amelia Carey: after which these five other young ones came to town. Arnold was to be a doctor like his father. His studies were in progress, when one morning a letter came to him in London  where he was walking Bartholomews Hospital under that clever man, William Lawrence  saying that his father was alarmingly ill. Arnold reached Lefford just in time to see him die. The little one, Dicky, was a baby then in long-clothes. Arnold was only nineteen. No chance that he could set up in, and keep together the practice, which fell through. So he went back to London to study on, and pass, and what not; and by-and-by he came down again Dr. Knox: for he had followed the fashion just then getting common, of taking the M.D. degree. Arnold Knox had his share of good plain sense, and of earnestness too; but example is catching, and he only followed that of his fellow-students in going in thus early for the degree. He arrived at Lefford Dr. Knox. Mr. Tamlyn laughed at him, before his face and behind his back, asking him what experience he had had that he should hasten to tack on M.D. to his name: why, not more experience than a country apothecarys apprentice. Arnold, feeling half ashamed of himself, for he was very modest, pleaded the new custom. Custom! returned old Tamlyn; in his days medical men had worked for their honours before taking them. Arnold engaged himself as assistant to Mr. Tamlyn, who had dropped into the best part of Dr. Knoxs practice since that gentlemans death, in addition to his own.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Knox, the widow, had continued to live at Rose Villa. It belonged to Arnold, having descended to him in right of his mother. Mr. Knox had bequeathed by will five hundred pounds to Arnold for the completion of his studies; and all the rest of his money to his wife and second family. Lefford talked of it resentfully, saying it was an unjust will: for a good portion of the money had been Mary Arnolds and ought to have gone to her son. It was about three hundred and fifty pounds a-year in all; and Mrs. Knox bewailed and bemoaned her hard fate at having to bring up her children upon so little. She was one of those who must spend; and her extravagance had kept her husband poor, in spite of his good practice.

Never a hint did she offer her step-son of paying him rent for his house; never a word of thanks did she tender for the use of it.

Arnold said nothing: he was thoroughly warm-hearted and generous, considering every one before himself, and he would not have hurt her feelings or cramped her pocket for the world. As long as he did not want the house, she and his half-sisters and brother were welcome to it. When he came back from London he naturally went to it; it was his home; and Mrs. Knox did not at all like the addition he made to her housekeeping expenses: which could not be very much amongst the nine others to provide for. The very day after Arnolds bargain was made with Mr. Tamlyn, she asked him how much he was going to pay her for his board. Half his salary, Arnold promptly replied; seventy-five pounds a-year. And Mrs. Knox would have liked to say it was not enough.

Seventy-five pounds a-year! cackled Lefford, when it got hold of the news. Why, it wont cost her half that. And she using his house and enjoying all the money that was his poor mothers! Well, she has a conscience, that Widow Knox!

The arrangement had continued until now. Three years had elapsed since then, and Arnold was four-and-twenty. Mrs. Knox found herself often in money difficulties; when she would borrow from Arnold, and never think of repaying him. She was now going to increase expenses by taking a nursery-governess. Awfully tiresome those children were, and Mrs. Knox said they wore her out. She should have managed the little brats better: not indulged and neglected them by turns. One hour shed let them run wild, the next hour was shrieking at them in words next door to swearing.

The governess engaged was a distant relative of her own, a Miss Janet Carey. She was an orphan, and had for a year or two been teacher in a boys preparatory school, limited to thirty pupils. Mrs. Knox wrote to offer her twelve pounds a-year and a very comfortable home at Rose Villa; to be as one of the family. It must have sounded tempting to Miss Carey after the thirty little boys, and she gratefully accepted it. Mrs. Knox had never seen her; she pictured to herself a tall, bony young woman with weak eyes, for that had been the portrait of her second cousin, Miss Careys father.

Crack! crack! Tally-ho! tally-ho! shouted Dicky, who had completed his whip, and got up to stamp and smack it. Yo-ho! Tally-ho, tally-ho!

Oh, do for goodness sake be quiet, Dick! screamed Mrs. Knox. I cant have that noise now: I told you I had a headache. Do you hear me, then! Mina, come and take away this horrible whip.

Mina came running at the call. Master Dicky was so much given way to as a general rule, that to thwart him seemed to his sisters something delightful. Dicky dodged out of harms way amongst the shrubs; and Mina was about to go after him, when some one came through the open glass-doors of what was called the garden-room.

Heres Arnold, she cried.

Dr. Knox was a tall, strongly built, fair man, looking older than his four-and-twenty years. Nobody could help liking his thin face, for it was a good face, full of sense and thought, but it was not a handsome one. His complexion was sallow, and his light hair had a habit of standing up wild.

You are home betimes, remarked Mrs. Knox.

Yes; there was nothing more to do, he answered, sitting down in a rustic garden-chair. I met James in the pony-chaise: wheres he gone?

Why, Arnold, dont you know that the governess is coming this evening? cried the second girl, Lotty, who was fanning her hot face with a cabbage-leaf. James has gone to the station for her.

I forgot all about the governess, said Dr. Knox. Lotty, what a heat you are in!

We have been running races, said the child; and the sun was blazing.

Dicky came tearing up. Something had happened to the whip.

Look at it, Arnold, he said, throwing his arms and the whip on the doctors knees. The lash wont stay on.

And you want me to mend it, I suppose.

Yes. Do it now.

Is that the way to ask?

Please do it now, Arnold.

If I can. But I fear I cant, Dicky.

No! You can mend arms and legs.

Sometimes. Have you a strip of leather? Or some twine?

Dicky pulled a piece of string out of some unfathomable pocket. He was not promoted to trousers yet, but wore white drawers reaching to the knee and a purple velvet tunic. Dr. Knox took out his penknife.

Whats the matter with that young Tamlyn again? asked Mrs. Knox in a fretful tone.

With Bertie? returned Dr. Knox, rather carelessly, for he was intent on the whip. It is one of the old attacks.

Of course! I knew it was nothing more, spoke Mrs Knox in resentment. There was to have been a party at Mrs. Greens this evening. Just as I was ready to start for it, her footman came to say it was put off on account of Miss Tamlyn, who could not come because Master Albert was ill.

Miss Tamlyn would not leave Bertie when he is ill for all the parties in Christendom, mother.

Miss Tamlyn is welcome to stay with him. But thats no reason why Mrs. Green should have put the rest of us off. Whos Bessy Tamlyn, that she should be considered before every one?  stupid old maid!

Mrs. Knox pushed up her lace sleeves in wrath, and jingled her bracelets. Evening parties made the solace of her life.

The wheels of the returning chaise were heard, and the children went rushing round to the front of the house to look at the new governess. They brought Janet Carey back to the lawn. Mrs. Knox saw a small, slight young girl with a quiet, nice face and very simple manners. Dr. Knox rose. Mrs. Knox did not rise. Expecting to see a kind of dark strong giantess, she was struck with astonishment and remained sitting.

You are surely not Matthew Careys daughter?

Yes, madam, I am, was the young ladys answer, as a blush stole into the clear, meek face.

Dear me! I should never have thought it. Mat Carey was as tall and big as a lamp-post. And  why!  you told me you were twenty-three!

I was twenty-three last March.

Well, I trust you will be found competent to manage my children. I had no idea you were so young-looking.

The tone expressed a huge doubt of it. The ill-trained youngsters stood staring rudely into Miss Careys face. Dr. Knox, pushing some of them aside, held out his hand with a smile of welcome.

I hope you will be able to feel at home here, Miss Carey, he said: the children must not be allowed to give you too much trouble. Have you had a pleasant journey?

Take Miss Carey to her room, Mina, sharply struck in Mrs. Knox, not at all pleased that her step-son should presume to say so much: as if the house were his. And Mina, followed by the shy and shrinking young governess, went indoors and up to the roof, and showed her a little comfortless chamber there.



(But the reader must understand that in writing this paper, I, Johnny Ludlow, am at a disadvantage. Not having been present myself at Lefford, I can only relate at second hand what happened at Mrs. Knoxs.)



The time went on. Janet Carey proved herself equal to her work: although Mrs. Knox, judging by her young look and gentle manners, had been struck by a doubt of her capacity, and politely expressed it aloud. Janets duties were something like the labours of Hercules: at least, as varied. Teaching was only one of them. She helped to dress and undress the children, or did it entirely if Sally the housemaid forgot to attend; she kept all the wardrobes and mended the clothes and the socks. She had to be in all places at once. Helping Mrs. Knox in the parlour, taking messages to the kitchen, hearing the girls lessons, and rushing out to the field to see that Dicky was not worrying the pony or milking the cow on his own account. It was not an orderly household; two maids were kept and James. Mrs. Knox had no talent for management, and was frightfully lazy besides; and Janet, little foreseeing what additional labour she would bring on herself, took to remedy as far as she could the shortcomings and confusion. Mrs. Knox saw her value, and actually thanked her. As a reward, she made Janet her own attendant, her secretary, and partly her housekeeper. Mrs. Knoxs hair, coarse and stiff, was rather difficult hair to manage; in the morning it was let go anyhow, and Janet dressed it in the afternoon. Janet wrote Mrs. Knoxs letters; kept her accounts; paid the bills  paid them, that is, when she could get the money. Janet, you perceive, was made Jack-of-all-trades at Rose Villa. She was conscious that it was hardly fair, but she did it cheerfully; and, as Mrs. Knox would say, it was all in the days work.

The only one who showed consideration for Miss Carey was Dr. Knox. He lectured the children about giving her so much unnecessary trouble: he bribed Dicky with lozenges and liquorice from the surgery drawers not to kick or spit at her; and he was, himself, ever kind and considerate to her. They only met at dinner and tea, for Dr. Knox snatched a scrambling breakfast (the servants never got it ready for him in time), and went off betimes to Lefford. Now and then he would come home tolerably early in the evening, but he had a great deal to do, and it did not happen often. Mr. Tamlyn was the parish doctor, and it gave Dr. Knox an incessant round of tramping: for the less pleasant division of the daily professional work was turned over to him.

They got to have a fellow-feeling for one another  Janet and Dr. Knox  a kind of mutual, inward sympathy. Both of them were overworked; in the lot of each was less of comfort than might have been. Dr. Knox compassionated Janets hard place and the want of poetry in her life. Janet felt hurt to see him made so little of at home, and she knew about the house being his property, and the seventy-five pounds a-year he paid for the liberty of living in it,  and she knew that most of the income enjoyed by Mrs. Knox ought to have been Arnolds income. His breakfast was scanty; a cup of coffee, taken standing, and some bread-and-butter, hurriedly eaten. Or he would be off by cockcrow without chance of breakfast, unless he cut a slice of bread in the pantry: or perhaps would have to be out all night. Sometimes he would get home to dinner; one oclock; more often it was two o-clock, or half-past, or three. In that case, Sally would bring in a plate of half-cold scraps for him  anything that happened to be left. Once, when Janet was carving a leg of mutton, she asked leave to cut off a slice or two that they might be kept warm for the doctor; but Mrs. Knox blew her up  a fine trouble that would be! As to tea, the chances were, if he came in to it at all, that the teapot would be drained: upon which, some lukewarm water would be dashed in, and the loaf and butter put before him. Dr. Knox took it all quietly: perhaps he saw how useless complaint would be.

Mr. Tamlyns was a large, handsome, red-brick house, standing in a beautiful garden, in the best and widest street of Lefford. The surgery, built on the side of the house, consisted of two rooms: one containing the drugs and the scales, and so on; the other where the better class of patients waited. Mr. Tamlyns wife was dead, and he had one son, who was a cripple. Poor Bertie was thrown down by his nurse when he was a child; he had hardly ever been out of pain since; sometimes the attacks were very bad. It made him more cross and fractious than a stranger would believe; rude, in fact, and self-willed. Mr. Tamlyn just worshipped Bertie. He only lived to one end  that of making money for Bertie, after he, himself, should be gone. Miss Bessy, Mr. Tamlyns half-sister, kept his house, and she was the only one who tried to keep down Berties temper. Lefford thought it odd that Mr. Tamlyn did not raise Dr. Knoxs salary: but it was known he wanted to put by what he could for Bertie.

The afternoon sun streamed full on the surgery-window, and Dr. Knox, who had just pelted back from dinner, stood behind the counter, making up bottles of physic. Mr. Tamlyn had an apprentice, a young fellow named Dockett, but he could not be trusted with the physic department yet, as he was apt to serve out calomel powder for camomile flowers. Of the three poor parish patients, waiting for their medicine, two sat and one stood, as there was not a third chair. The doctor spoke very kindly to them about their ailments; he always did that; but he did not seem well himself, and often put his hand to his throat and chest.

The physic and the parish patients done with, he went into the other room, and threw himself into the easy-chair. I wonder whats the matter with me? he said to himself: and then he got up again, for Mr. Tamlyn was coming in. He was a short man with a grey face, and iron grey hair.

Arnold, said he, I wish youd take my round this afternoon. There are only three or four people who need be seen, and the carriage is at the door.

Is Bertie worse than usual? asked Arnold; who knew that every impediment in Mr. Tamlyns way was caused by Bertie.

He is in a great deal of pain. I really dont care to leave him.

Oh, Ill go with pleasure, replied Arnold, passing into the surgery to get his hat.

Mr. Tamlyn walked with him across the flagged court to the gate, talking of the sick people he was going to see. Arnold got into the brougham and was driven away. When he returned, Mr. Tamlyn was upstairs in Berties sitting-room. Arnold went there.

Anything more come in? he asked. Or can the brougham be put up?

Dear me, yes; heres a note from Mrs. Stephenson, said Mr. Tamlyn, replying to the first question. And he spoke testily: for Mrs. Stephenson was a lady of seventy, who always insisted on his own attendance, objecting to Dr. Knox on the score of his youth. Well, you must go for once, Arnold. If she grumbles, tell her I was out.

On a sofa in the room lay Albert Tamlyn; a lad of sixteen with a fretful countenance and rumpled hair. Miss Tamlyn, a pleasant-looking lady of thirty-five, sat by the sofa at work. Arnold Knox went up to the boy, speaking with the utmost gentleness.

Bertie, my boy, I am sorry you are in pain to-day.

Who said I was in pain? retorted Bertie, ungraciously, his voice as squeaky as a penny trumpet.

Why, Bertie, you know you are in great pain: it was I who told Dr. Knox so, interposed the father.

Then you had no business to tell him so, shrieked Bertie, with a hideous grin of resentment. What is it to him?  or to you?  or to anybody?

Oh, Bertie, Bertie! whispered Miss Tamlyn. Oh, my boy, you should not give way like this.

You just give your tongue a holiday, Aunt Bessy, fired Bertie. I cant be bothered by you all in this way.

Dr. Knox, looking down at him, saw something wrong in the position he was lying in. He stooped, lifted him quietly in his strong arms, and altered it.

There, Bertie, you will be better now.

No, Im not better, and why dyou interfere? retorted Bertie in his temper, and burst out crying. It was weary work, waiting on that lad; the house had a daily benefit of it. He had always been given way to: his whims were studied, his tempers went unreproved, and no patience was taught him.

Dr. Knox drove to Mrs. Stephensons. He dismissed the carriage when he came out; for he had some patients to see on his own score amongst the poor, and went on to them. They were at tea at Mr. Tamlyns when he got back. He looked very ill, and sat down at once.

Are you tired, Arnold? asked the surgeon.

Not very; but I feel out of sorts. My throat is rather painful.

Whats the matter with it?

Not much, I dare say. A little ulcerated perhaps.

Ill have a look at it presently. Bessy, give Dr. Knox a cup of tea.

Thank you, I shall be glad of it, interposed the doctor. It was not often he took a meal in the house, not liking to intrude on them. When he went up this evening he had thought tea was over.

We are later than usual, said Miss Tamlyn, in answer to some remark he made. Bertie dropped asleep.

Bertie was awake, and eating relays of bread-and-butter as he lay, speaking to no one. The handsome sitting-rooms downstairs were nearly deserted: Mr. Tamlyn could not bear even to take his meals away from Bertie.

It was growing dusk when Dr. Knox went home. Mr. Tamlyn told him to take a cooling draught and to go to bed early. Mrs. Knox was out for the evening. Janet Carey sat at the old piano in the schoolroom, singing songs to the children to keep them quiet. They were crowding round her, and no one saw him enter the room.

Janet happened to be singing the very song she sang later to us that night at Miss Deveens Blow, blow, thou wintry wind. Although she had now been at Rose Villa nearly a twelvemonth, for early summer had come round again, Dr. Knox had never heard her sing. Mrs. Knox hated singing altogether, and especially despised Janets: it was only when Janet was alone with the children that she ventured on it, hoping to keep them still. Arnold Knox sat in utter silence; entranced; just as we were at Miss Deveens.

You sing Ive been roaming, now, called out Dicky, before the song was well over.

No, not that thing, dissented Mina. Sing Pray, Goody, Janet. They had long since called her by her Christian name.

The whole five (the other three taking sides), not being able to agree, plunged at once into a hot dispute. Janet in vain tried to make peace by saying she would sing both songs, one after the other: they did not listen to her. In the midst of the noise, Sally looked in to say James had caught a magpie; and the lot scampered off.

Janet Carey heaved a sad sigh, and passed her hand over her weary brow. She had had a tiring day: there were times when she thought her duties would get beyond her. Rising to follow the rebellious flock, she caught sight of Dr. Knox, seated back in the wide old cane chair.

Oh! I  I beg your pardon. I had no idea any one was here.

He came forward smiling; Janet had sat down again in her surprise.

And though I am here? Why should you beg my pardon, Miss Carey?

For singing before you. I did not know  I am very sorry.

Perhaps you fancy I dont like singing?

Mine is such poor singing, sir. And the songs are so old. I cant play: I often only play to them with one hand.

The singing is so poor  and the songs are so old, that I was going to ask of you  to beg of you  to sing one of them again for me.

She stood glancing up at him with her nice eyes, as shy as could be, uncertain whether he was mocking her.

Do you know, Miss Carey, that I never ask a young lady for a song now. I dont care to hear the new songs, they are so poor and frivolous: the old ones are worth a kings ransom. Wont you oblige me?

What shall I sing?

The one you have just sung. Blow, blow, thou wintry wind.

He drew a chair close, and listened; and seemed lost in thought when it was over. Janet could not conveniently get up without pushing the stool against him, and so sat in silence.

My mother used to sing that song, he said, looking up. I can recall her every note as well as though I had heard her yesterday. As friends remembering not! Ay: its a harsh world  and it grows more harsh and selfish day by day. I dont think it treats you any too well, Miss Carey.

Me, sir?

Who remembers you?

Not many people. But I have never had any friends to speak of.

Will you give me another song? The one I heard Mina ask you for Pray, Goody. My mother used to sing that also.

I dont know whether I must stay. The children will be getting into mischief.

Never mind the children. Ill take the responsibility.

Janet sang the song. Before it was finished the flock came in again. Dicky had tried to pull the magpies feathers out, so James had let it fly.

After this evening, it somehow happened that Dr. Knox often came home early, although his throat was well again. He liked to make Miss Carey sing; and to talk to her; and to linger in the garden with her and the children in the twilight. Mrs. Knox was rarely at home, and had no idea how sociable her step-son was becoming. Lefford and its neighbourhood followed the unfashionable custom of giving early soirées: tea at six, supper at nine, at home by eleven. James used to go for his mistress; on dark nights he took a lighted lantern. Mrs. Knox would arrive at home, her gown well pinned up, and innocent of any treasonable lingerings out-of-doors or in. It was beyond Janets power to get Mina and Lotty to bed one minute before they chose to go: though her orders from Mrs. Knox on the point were strict. As soon as their mothers step was heard they would make a rush for the stairs. Janet had to follow them, as that formed part of her duty: and by the time Mrs. Knox was indoors, the rooms were free, and Arnold was shut up in his study with his medical books and a skeleton.

For any treason that met the eye or the ear, Mrs. Knox might have assisted at all the interviews. The children might have repeated every word said to one another by the doctor and Janet, and welcome. The talk was all legitimate: of their own individual, ordinary interests, perhaps; of their lost parents; their past lives; the present daily doings; or, as the Vicar of Wakefield has it, of pictures, taste, Shakespeare, and the musical glasses. Dr. Knox never said such a thing to her as, miss, I am in love with you; Janet was the essence of respectful shyness, and called him sir.

One evening something or other caused one of the soirées to break up midway, and Mrs. Knox came home by twilight in her pink gauze gown. Instead of ringing at the front-door, she came round the garden to the lawn, knowing quite well the elder children were not gone to bed, and would probably be in the garden-room. Very softly went she, intending to surprise them. The moon shone full on the glass-doors.

The doors were shut. And she could see no children. Only Janet Carey sitting at the piano, and Dr. Knox sitting close by her, his eyes resting on her face, and an unmistakable look of  say friendship  in them. Mrs. Knox took in the whole scene by the light of the one candle standing on the table.

She let go the pink skirt and burst open the doors. Imagination is apt to conjure up skeletons of the future; a whole army of skeletons rushed into hers, any one of them ten times more ugly than that real skeleton in the doctors study. A vision of his marrying Janet and taking possession of the house, and wanting all his money for himself instead of paying the family bills with it, was the worst.

Before a great and real dread, passion has to be silent. Mrs. Knox felt that she should very much like to buffet both of them with hands and tongue: but policy restrained her.

Where are the children? she began, as snappish as a fox; but that was only usual.

Janet had turned round on the music-stool; her meek hands dropping on her lap, her face turning all the colours of the rainbow. Dr. Knox just sat back in his chair and carelessly hummed to himself the tune Janet had been singing.

Mina and Lotty are at Mrs. Hampshires, maam, answered Janet. She came to fetch them just after you left, and said I might send in for them at half-past nine. The little ones are in bed.

Oh, said Mrs. Knox. Its rather early for you to be at home; is it not, Arnold?

Not particularly, I think. My time for coming home is always uncertain, you know.

He rose, and went to his room as he spoke. Janet got out the basket of stockings; and Mrs. Knox sat buried in a brown study.

After this evening things grew bad for Miss Carey. Mrs. Knox watched. She noted her step-sons manner to Janet, and saw that he liked her ever so much more than was expedient. What to do, or how to stop it, she did not know, and was at her wits end. To begin with, there was nothing to stop. Had she put together a whole weeks looks and words of Arnolds, directed to Janet, she could not have squeezed one decent iota of complaint out of the whole. Neither dared she risk offending Arnold. What with the perpetual soirées out, and the general daily improvidence at home, Mrs. Knox was never in funds, and Arnold found oceans of household bills coming in to him. Tradesmen were beginning, as a rule now, to address their accounts to Dr. Knox. Arnold paid them; he was good-natured, and sensitively averse to complaining to his step-mother; but he thought it was hardly fair. What on earth she did with her income he could not imagine: rather than live in this chronic state of begging, she might have laid down the pony-carriage.

Not being able to attack the doctor, Mrs. Knox vented all her venom on Miss Carey. Janet was the dray horse of the family, and therefore could not be turned away: she was too useful to Mrs. Knox to be parted with. Real venom it was; and hard to be borne. Her work grew harder, and she was snubbed from morning till night. The childrens insolence to her was not reproved; Mina took to ordering her about. Weary and heart-sick grew she: her life was no better than Cinderellas: the only ray of comfort in it being the rare snatches of intercourse with Dr. Knox. He was like a true friend to her, and ever kind. He might have been kinder had he known what sort of a life she really led. But Mrs. Knox was a diplomatist, and the young fry did not dare to worry people very much, or to call names before their big brother Arnold.

II.

Has Dr. Knox come in, Mr. Dockett?

Mr. Dockett, lounging over the counter to tease the dog, brought himself straight with a jerk, and faced his master, Mr. Tamlyn.

Not yet, sir.

When he comes in, ask him if hell be so kind as step to me in the dining-room.

Mr. Tamlyn shut the surgery-door, and the apprentice whistled to the dog, which had made its escape. Presently Dr. Knox came across the court-yard and received the message.

Mr. Tamlyn wants you, sir, please. He is in the dining-room.

Have you nothing to do, Dockett? Just set on and clean those scales.

The dining-room looked out on the garden and on the playing fountain. It was one of the prettiest rooms in Lefford; with white-and-gold papered walls, and mirrors, and a new carpet. Mr. Tamlyn liked to have things nice at home, and screwed the money out of the capital put by for Bertie. He sat at the table before some account-books.

Sit down, Arnold, he said, taking off his spectacles. I have some news for you: I hope it wont put you out too much.

It did put Dr. Knox out very considerably, and it surprised him even more. For some time past now he had been cherishing a private expectation that Mr. Tamlyn would be taking him into partnership, giving him probably a small share only at first. Of all things it seemed the most likely to Dr. Knox: and, wanting in self-assertion though he was, it seemed to him that it would be a right thing to do. Mr. Tamlyn had no one to succeed him: and all the best part of his practice was formerly Mr. Knoxs. Had Arnold only been a little older when his father died, he should have succeeded to it himself: there would have been little chance of Mr. Tamlyns getting any of it. In justice, then, if Mr. Tamlyn now, or later, took a partner at all, it ought to be Arnold. But for looking forward to this, Dr. Knox had never stayed on all this time at the paltry salary paid him, and worked himself nearly to a skeleton. As old Tamlyn talked, he listened as one in a dream, and he learnt that his own day-dream was over.

Old Tamlyn was about to take a partner: some gentleman from London, a Mr. Shuttleworth. Mr. Shuttleworth was seeking a country practice, and would bring in three thousand pounds. Arnolds services would only be required to the end of the year, as Mr. Shuttleworth would join on the first of January.

There wont be room for three of us, Arnold  and Dockett will be coming on, said Mr. Tamlyn. Besides, at your age, and with your talents, you ought to be doing something better for yourself. Dont you see that you ought?

I have seen it for some time. But  the truth is, added Arnold, though I hardly like to own to it now, I have been cherishing a hope of this kind for myself. I thought, Mr. Tamlyn, you might some time offer it to me.

And so I would, Arnold, and theres no one I should like to take as partner half so well as yourself, but you have not the necessary funds, said the surgeon with eagerness. I see what you are thinking, Arnold  that I might have taken you without premium: but I must think of my poor boy. Shuttleworth brings in three thousand: I would have taken you with two.

I could not bring in two hundred, let alone two thousand, said Dr. Knox.

Theres where it is. To tell you the truth, Arnold, I am getting tired of work; dont seem so much up to it as I was. Whoever comes in will have to do more even than you have done, and of course will expect to take at least a half-share of the yearly profits. I should not put by much then: I could not alter my style of living, you know, or put down the carriages and horses, or anything of that sort: and I must save for poor Bertie. A sum of three thousand pounds means three thousand to me.

Are the arrangements fully made? asked Dr. Knox.

Yes. Mr. Shuttleworth came down to Lefford yesterday, and has been going into the books with me this morning. And, by the way, Arnold, I hope you will meet him here at dinner to-night. I should not a bit wonder, either, but he might tell you of some opening for yourself: he seems to know most of the chief medical men in London. He is selling a good practice of his own. It is his health that obliges him to come to the country.

I hope you will suit one another, said Dr. Knox; for he knew that it was not every one who could get on with fidgety old Tamlyn.

We are to give it a six months trial, said Tamlyn. He would not bind himself without that. At the end of the six months, if both parties are not satisfied, we cancel the agreement: he withdraws his money, and I am at liberty to take a fresh partner. For that half-years services he will receive his half-share of profits: which of course is only fair. You see I tell you all, Arnold.

Dr. Knox dined with them, and found the new man a very pleasant fellow, but quite as old as Tamlyn. He could not help wondering how he would relish the parish work, and said so in a whisper to Mr. Tamlyn while Shuttleworth was talking to Bertie.

Oh, he thinks it will be exercise for him, replied the surgeon. And Dockett will be coming on, you know.

It was a dark night, the beginning of November, wet and splashy. Mrs. Knox had a soirée at Rose Villa; and when the doctor reached home he met the company coming forth with cloaks and lanterns and clogs.

Oh, its you, Arnold, is it! cried Mrs. Knox. Could you not have come home for my evening? Two of the whist-tables had to play dummy: we had some disappointments.

I stayed to dine with Mr. Tamlyn, said Arnold.

Sitting together over the fire, he and she alone, Mrs. Knox asked him whether he would not give her a hundred pounds a-year for his board, instead of seventy-five. Which was uncommonly cool, considering what he paid for her besides in housekeeping bills. Upon which, Arnold told her he should not be with her beyond the close of the year: he was going to leave Lefford. For a minute, it struck her dumb.

Good Heavens, Arnold, how am I to keep the house on without your help? I must say you have no consideration. Leave Lefford!

Mr. Tamlyn has given me notice, replied Arnold. He is taking a partner.

But  I just ask you  how am I to pay my way?

It seems to me that your income is quite sufficient for that, mother. If not  perhaps  if I may suggest it  you might put down the pony-chaise.

Mrs. Knox shrieked out that he was a cruel man. Arnold, who never cared to stand scenes, lighted his candle and went up to bed.

Shuttleworth had taken rather a fancy to Dr. Knox; perhaps he remembered, too, that he was turning him adrift. Anyway, he bestirred himself, and got him appointed to a medical post in London, where Arnold would receive two hundred a-year, and his board.

I presume you know that I am about to run away, Miss Carey, said Dr. Knox, hastening up to join her one Sunday evening when they were coming out of church at Lefford.

As if every one did not know that! cried Mina. Wheres mamma, Arnold? and Lotty?

They are behind, talking to the Parkers.

The Parkers were great friends of Minas, so she ran back. The doctor and Janet walked slowly on.

You will be glad to leave, sir, said Janet, in her humble fashion. Things have not been very comfortable for you at home  and I hear you are taking a much better post.

I shall be sorry to leave for one thing  that is, because I fear things may be more uncomfortable for you, he spoke out bravely. What Rose Villa will be when all restraint is taken from the children, and with other undesirable things, I dont like to imagine.

I shall do very well, said Janet, meekly.

I wonder you put up with it, he exclaimed. You might be ten thousand times better and happier elsewhere.

But I fear to change: I have no one to recommend me or to look out for me, you know.

Theres that lady Ive heard you speak of  your aunt, Miss Cattledon.

I could not think of troubling her. My mothers family do not care to take much notice of me. They thought my father was not my mothers equal in point of family, and when she married him, they turned her off, as it were. No, sir, I have only myself to look to.

A great many of us are in the same case, he said. Myself, for instance. I have been indulging I dont know what day-dreams for some time past: one of them that Mr. Tamlyn would give me a share in his practice: and  and there were others to follow in due course. Vain dreams all, and knocked on the head now.

You will be sure to get on, said Janet.

Do you think so? he asked very softly, looking down into Janets nice eyes by the gaslight in the road.

At least, I hope you will.

Well, I shall try for it.

Arnold!  come back, Arnold; I want you to give me your arm up the hill, called out Mrs. Knox.

Dr. Knox had to enter on his new situation at quarter-day, the twenty-fifth of December; so he went up to London on Christmas-Eve. Which was no end of a blow to old Tamlyn, as it left all the work on his own shoulders for a week.

III.

From two to three months passed on. One windy March day, Mrs. Knox sat alone in the garden-room, worrying over her money matters. The table, drawn near the fire, was strewed with bills and tradesmens books; the sun shone on the closed glass-doors.

Mrs. Knoxs affairs had been getting into an extremely hopeless condition. It seemed, by the accumulation of present debts, that Arnolds money must have paid for everything. Her own income, which came in quarterly, appeared to dwindle away, she knew not how or where. A piteous appeal had gone up a week ago to Arnold, saying she should be in prison unless he assisted her, for the creditors were threatening to take steps. Arnolds answer, delivered this morning, was a fifty-pound note enclosed in a very plain letter. It had inconvenienced him to send the money, he said, and he begged her fully to understand that it was the last he should ever send.

So there sat Mrs. Knox before the table in an old dressing-gown, and her black hair more dishevelled than a mop. The bills, oceans of them, and the fifty-pound note lay in a heap together. Master Dicky had been cutting animals out of a picture-book, leaving the scraps on the cloth and the old carpet. Lotty had distributed there a few sets of dolls clothes. Gerty had been tearing up a newspaper for a kite-tail. The fifty pounds would pay about a third of the debts, and Mrs. Knox was trying to apportion a sum to each of them accordingly.

It bothered her finely, for she was no accountant. She could manage to add up without making very many mistakes; but when it came to subtraction, her brain went into a hopeless maze. Janet might have done it, but Mrs. Knox was furious with Janet and would not ask her. Ill-treated, over-worked, Janet had plucked up courage to give notice, and was looking out for a situation in Lefford. Just now, Janet was in the kitchen, ironing Dicks frilled collars.

Take fifty-three from fourteen, and how much does remain? groaned Mrs. Knox over the shillings. At that moment there was a sound of carriage-wheels, and a tremendous ring at the door. Sally darted in.

Oh, maam, its my Lady Jenkins! I knew her carriage at a distance. It have got red wheels!

Oh, my goodness! cried Mrs. Knox, starting up. Dont open the door yet, Sally: let me get upstairs first. Her ladyships come to take me a drive, I suppose. Go and call Miss Carey  or stay, Ill go to her.

Mrs. Knox opened one of the glass-doors, and whisked round to the kitchen. She bade Janet leave the ironing and go to do her books and bills: hastily explaining that she wanted to know how far fifty pounds would go towards paying a fair proportion off each debt. Janet was to make it all out in figures.

Be sure and take care of the note  Ive left it somewhere, called back Mrs. Knox as she escaped to the stairs in hurry and confusion; for my Lady Jenkinss footman was working both bell and knocker alarmingly.

Janet only half comprehended. She went round to the garden-room, shut the glass-doors, and began upon the bills and books. But first of all, she looked out for the letters that were lying about, never supposing that the special charge had reference to anything else: at least, she said so afterwards: and put them inside Mrs. Knoxs desk. From first to last, then and later, Janet Carey maintained that she did not see any bank-note.



Mrs. Knox dressed herself with Sallys help, and went out with my Lady Jenkins  the ex-Mayor of Leffords wife. The bills and the calculations made a long job, and Janets mind was buried in it, when a startling disturbance suddenly arose in the garden: Dicky had climbed into the mulberry-tree and fallen out of it. The girls came, dashing open the glass-doors, saying he was dead. Janet ran out, herself nearly frightened to death.

Very true. If Dicky was not dead, he looked like it. He lay white and cold under the tree, blood trickling down his face. James galloped off for Mr. Tamlyn. The two maids and Janet carried Dicky into the kitchen, and put him on the ironing-board, with his head on an old cushion. That revived him; and when Mr. Shuttleworth arrived, for Tamlyn was out, Dicky was demanding bread-and-treacle. Shuttleworth put some diachylon plaster on his head, ordered him to bed, and told him not to get into trees again.

Their fears relieved, the maids had time to remember common affairs. Sally found all the sitting-room fires out, and hastened to light them. As soon as Janet could leave Dicky, who had persisted in going to bed in his boots, she went back to the accounts. Mrs. Knox came in before they were done. She blew up Janet for not being quicker, and when she had recovered the shock of Dickys accident, she blew her up for that.

Wheres the note? she snapped.

What note, maam? asked Janet.

The bank-note. The bank-note for fifty pounds that I told you to take care of.

I have not seen any bank-note, said Janet.

Well, that began the trouble. The bank-note was searched for, and there was neither sign nor symptom of it to be found. Mrs. Knox accused Janet Carey of stealing it, and called in a policeman. Mrs. Knox made her tale good to the man, representing Janet as a very black girl indeed; but the man said he could not take her into custody unless Mrs. Knox would charge her formally with the theft.

And that, Mrs. Knox hesitated to do. She told the policeman she would take until the morrow to consider of it. The whole of that evening, the whole of the night, the whole of the next morning till midday, Janet spent searching the garden-room. At midday the policeman appeared again, and Janet went into a sort of fit.

When Mr. Shuttleworth was sent for to her, he said it was caused by fright, and that she had received a shock to the nervous system. For some days she was delirious, on and off; and when she could escape Sallys notice, who waited on her, theyd find her down in the garden-room, searching for the note, just as we afterwards saw her searching for it in her sleep at Miss Deveens. It chanced that the two rooms resembled each other remarkably: in their situation in the houses, in their shape and size and building arrangements, and in their opening by glass-doors to the garden. Janet subsided into a sort of wasting fever; and Mrs. Knox thought it time to send for Miss Cattledon. The criminal proceedings might wait, she told Janet: like the heartless woman that she was! Not but that the loss of the money had thrown her flat on her beam-ends.

Miss Cattledon came. Janet solemnly declared, not only that she had not the bank-note, but that she had never seen the note: never at all. Mrs. Knox said no one but Janet could have taken it, and but for her illness, she would be already in prison. Miss Cattledon told Mrs. Knox she ought to be ashamed of herself for suspecting Janet Carey, and took Janet off by train to Miss Deveens. Janet arrived there in a shivering-fit, fully persuaded that the Lefford policemen were following her by the orders of Mrs. Knox.

And for the result of it all we must go on to the next paper.




DR. KNOX.

My dear Arnold,

Come down to Lefford without delay if you can: I want to see you particularly. I am in a peck of trouble.

Ever your friend,
Richard Tamlyn.

The above letter reached Dr. Knox in London one morning in April. He made it right with the authorities to whom he was subject, and reached Lefford the same afternoon.

Leaving his bag at the station, he went straight to Mr. Tamlyns house; every other person he met halting to shake hands with him. Entering the iron gates, he looked up at the windows, but saw no one. The sun shone on the pillared portico, the drawing-room blinds beside it were down. Dr. Knox crossed the flagged courtyard, and passed off to enter by the route most familiar to him, the surgery, trodden by him so often in the days not long gone by. Mr. Dockett stood behind the counter, compounding medicines, with his coat-cuffs and wristbands turned up.

Well, I never! exclaimed the young gentleman, dropping a bottle in his astonishment as he stared at Dr. Knox. You are about the last person I should have expected to see, sir.

By which remark the doctor found that Mr. Tamlyn had not taken his apprentice into his confidence. Are you all well here? he asked, shaking hands.

All as jolly as circumstances will let us be, said Mr. Dockett. Young Bertie has taken a turn for the worse.

Has he? I am sorry to hear that. Is Mr. Tamlyn at home? If so, Ill in and see him.

Oh, hes at home, was the answer. He has hardly stirred out-of-doors for a week, and Shuttleworth says hes done to death with the work.

Going in as readily as though he had not left the house for a day, Dr. Knox found Mr. Tamlyn in the dining-room: the pretty room that looked to the garden and the fountain. He was sitting by the fire, his hand rumpling his grey hair: a sure sign that he was in some bother or tribulation. In the not quite four months that had passed since Dr. Knox left him, he had changed considerably: his hair was greyer, his face thinner.

Is it you, Arnold? I am glad. I thought youd come if you could.

Dr. Knox drew a chair near the fire, and sat down. Your letter gave me concern, he said. And what do you mean by talking about a peck of trouble?

A peck of trouble! echoed Mr. Tamlyn. I might have said a bushel. I might have said a ton. Theres trouble on all sides, Arnold.

Can I help you out of it in any way?

With some of it, I hope you can: its why I sent for you. But not with all: not with the worst. Berties dying, Arnold.

I hope not!

As truly as that we are here talking to one another, I believe him to be literally dying, repeated the surgeon, solemnly, his eyes filling and his voice quivering with pain. He has dropped asleep, and Bessy sent me out of the room: my sighs wake him, she says. I cant help sighing, Arnold: and sometimes the sigh ends with a groan, and I cant help that.

Dr. Knox didnt see his way clear to making much answer just here.

Ive detected the change in him for a month past; in my inward heart I felt sure he could not live. Do you know what your father used to say, Arnold? He always said that if Bertie lived over his sixteenth or seventeenth year, hed do; but the battle would be just about that time. Heaven knows, I attached no importance to the opinion: I have hardly thought of it: but he was right, you see. Bertie would be seventeen next July, if he were to live.

Im sure I am very grieved to hear this  and to see your sorrow, spoke Arnold.

He is so changed! resumed Mr. Tamlyn, in a low voice. You remember how irritable he was, poor fellow?  well, all that has gone, and he is like an angel. So afraid of giving trouble; so humble and considerate to every one! It was this change that first alarmed me.

When did it come on?

Oh, weeks ago. Long before there was much change for the worse to be seen in him. Only this morning he held my hand, poor lad, and  and   Mr. Tamlyn faltered, coughed, and then went on again more bravely. He held my hand between his, Arnold, and said he thought God had forgiven him, and how happy it would all be when we met in heaven. For a long while now not a day has passed but he has asked us to forgive him for his wicked tempers  thats his word for it, wicked  the servants, and all.

Is he in much pain?

Not much now. He has been in a great deal at times. But it made no difference, pain or no pain, to his sweetness of temper. He will lie resigned and quiet, the drops pouring down his face with the agony, never an impatient word escaping him. One day I heard him tell Bessy that angels were around him, helping him to bear it. We may be sure, Arnold, when so extraordinary a change as that takes place in the temperament, the close of life is not far off.

Very true  as an ordinary rule, acquiesced Dr. Knox. And now, how can I help you in this trouble?

In this trouble?  not at all, returned Mr. Tamlyn, rousing himself, and speaking energetically, as if he meant to put the thought behind him. This trouble no earthly being can aid me in, Arnold; and I dont think theres any one but yourself Id speak to of it: it lies too deep, you see; it wrings the soul. I could die of this trouble: I only fret at the other.

And what is the other?

Shuttleworth wont stay.

Wont he!

Shuttleworth says the kind of practice is not what he has been accustomed to, and the works too hard, and he does not care how soon he leaves it. And yet Dockett has come on surprisingly, and takes his share now. The fact is, Arnold, Shuttleworth is just as lazy as he can hang together: hed like to treat a dozen rose-water patients a-day, and go through life easily. My belief is, he means to do it.

But that will scarcely bring grist to his mill, will it? cried Dr. Knox.

His mill doesnt want grist; theres the worst of it, said Tamlyn. The man was not badly off when he came here: but since then his only brother must go and die, and Shuttleworth has come into all his money. A thousand a-year, if its a penny.

Then, I certainly dont wonder at his wanting to give up the practice, returned the doctor, with a smile.

Thats not all, grumbled old Tamlyn. He wants to take away Bessy.

To take away Bessy!

The two have determined to make themselves into one, I believe. Bessy only hesitated because of leaving poor Bertie. That impediment will not be in her way long.

He sighed as he spoke. Dr. Knox did not yet see what he was wanted for: and asked again.

Ive been leading up to it, said Mr. Tamlyn. You must come back to me, Arnold.

On the same terms as before? inquired the doctor, after a pause.

Nonsense. Youd say No, off-hand, if I proposed them. In Shuttleworths place.

Of course, Mr. Tamlyn, I could not come  I would not come unless it were made worth my while. If it were, I should like it of all things.

Yes, just so; thats what I mean. Dont you like your post in London?

I like it very well, indeed. And I have had no doubt that it will lead to something better. But, if I saw a fair prospect before me here, I should prefer to come back to Lefford.

That shall be made fair enough. Things have changed with me, Arnold: and I shouldnt wonder but you will some time, perhaps not very far distant, have all my practice in your own hands. I feel to be getting old: spirits and health are alike broken.

Nay, not old yet, Mr. Tamlyn. You may wait a good twenty years for that.

Well, well, well talk further at another interview. My minds at rest now, and thats a great thing. If you had refused, Arnold, I should have sold my practice for an old song, and gone clean away: I never could have stood being associated with another stranger. You are going up home, I conclude. Will you come in this evening?

Very well, said Dr. Knox, rising. Can I go up and see Bertie?

Not now; Id not have him awakened for the world; and I assure you the turning of a straw seems to do it. You shall see him this evening: he is always awake and restless then.

Calling for his bag at the station, Dr. Knox went on to Rose Villa. They were at tea. The children rose up with a shout: his step-mother looked as though she could not believe her eyesight.

Why, Arnold! Have you come home to stay?

Only for a day or two, he answered. I thought I should surprise you, but I had not time to write.

Shaking hands with her, kissing the children, he turned to some one else, who was seated at the tea-table and had not stirred. His hand was already out, when she turned her head, and he drew back his hand and himself together.

Miss Mack, my new governess, spoke Mrs. Knox.

I beg your pardon, said Dr. Knox to Miss Mack, who turned out to be a young person in green, with stout legs and slippers down at heel. I thought it was Miss Carey, he added to his step-mother. Where is Miss Carey?

Which of the company, Miss Mack excepted, talked the fastest, and which the loudest, could not have been decided though a thousand-pound wager rested on it. It was a dreadful tale to tell. Janet Carey had turned out to be a thief; Janet Carey had gone out of her mind nearly with fever and fear when she knew she was to be taken to prison and tried: tried for stealing the money; and Janets aunt had come down and carried her away out of the reach of the policemen. Dr. Knox gazed and listened, and felt his blood turning cold with righteous horror.

Be silent, he sternly said. There must have been some strange mistake. Miss Carey was good and upright as the day.

She stole my fifty pounds, said Mrs. Knox.

What?

She stole my fifty-pound note. It was the one you sent me, Arnold.

His face reddened a little. That note? Well, I do not know the circumstances that led you to accuse Miss Carey; but I know they were mistaken ones. I will answer for Janet Carey with my life.

She took that note; it could not have gone in any other manner, steadily persisted Mrs. Knox. Youll say so yourself, Arnold, when you know all. The commotion it has caused in the place, and the worry it has caused me are beyond everything. Every day some tradesman or other comes here to ask whether the money has been replaced  for of course they know I cant pay them under such a loss, until it is; and I must say they have behaved very well. I never liked Janet Carey. Deceitful minx!

With so many talking together, Dr. Knox did not gather a very clear account of the details. Mrs. Knox mixed up surmises with facts in a manner to render the whole incomprehensible. He said no more then. Later, Mrs. Knox saw that he was preparing to go out. She resented it.

I think, Arnold, you might have passed this one evening at home: I want to have a talk with you about money matters. What I am to do is more than I know, unless Janet Carey or her friends can be made to return the money.

I am going down to Tamlyns, to see Bertie.

Dr. Knox let himself out at the street-door, and was walking down the garden-path, when he found somebody come flying past. It was Sally the housemaid, on her way to open the gate for him. Such an act of attention was unusual and quite unnecessary; the doctor thanked her, but told her she need not have taken the trouble.

I  I thought Id like to ask you, sir, how that  that poor Miss Carey is, said Sally, in a whisper, as she held the gate back, and her breath was so short as to hinder her words. It was London she was took to, sir; and, as you live in the same town, Ive wondered whether you might not have come across her.

London is a large place, observed Dr. Knox. I did not even know Miss Carey was there.

It was a dreadful thing, sir, poor young lady. Everybody so harsh, too, over it. And I  I  I cant believe but she was innocent.

It is simply an insult on Miss Carey to suppose otherwise, said Dr. Knox. Are you well, Sally? Whats the matter with your breath?

Oh, its nothing but a stitch that takes me, thank you, sir, returned Sally, as she shut the gate after him and flew back again.

But Dr. Knox saw it was no stitch that had stopped Sallys breath and checked her utterance, but genuine agitation. It set him thinking.



No longer any sitting up for poor Bertie Tamlyn in this world! It was about eight oclock when Dr. Knox entered the sick-chamber. Bertie lay in bed; his arms thrown outside the counterpane beside him, as though they were too warm. The fire gave out its heat; two lamps were burning, one on the mantelpiece, one on the drawers at the far end of the room. Bertie had always liked a great deal of light, and he liked it still. Miss Tamlyn met Dr. Knox at the door, and silently shook hands with him.

Berties wide-open eyes turned to look, and the doctor approached the bed; but he halted for one imperceptible moment in his course. When Mr. Tamlyn had said Bertie was dying, Arnold Knox had assumed it to mean, not that he was actually dying at that present time, but that he would not recover! But as he gazed at Bertie now in the bright light, he saw something in the face that his experienced medical eye could not mistake.

He took the wasted, fevered hand in his, and laid his soothing fingers on the damp brow. Miss Tamlyn went away for a minutes respite from the sick-room.

Bertie, my boy!

Why didnt you come before, Arnold? was the low, weak answer; and the breath was laboured and the voice down nowhere. I have wanted you. Aunt Bessy would not write; and papa thought you would not care to come down from London, just for me.

But I would, Bertie  had I known you were as ill as this.

Berties hands were restless. The white quilt had knots in it as big as peas, and he was picking at them. Dr. Knox sat down by the low bed.

Do you think I am dying? suddenly asked Bertie.

It took the doctor by surprise. One does not always know how to answer such home questions.

Ill tell you more about it when Ive seen you by daylight, Bertie. Are you in any pain?

Not a bit now: thats gone. But Im weak, and I cant stir about in bed, and  and  they all look at me so. This morning papa and Shuttleworth brought in Dr. Green. Any way, you must know that I shall not get to be as well as I used to be.

What with one ailment and another, with care, and pain, and sorrow, and wrong, it seems to me, Bertie, that very few of us are well for long together. Theres always something in this world: it is only when we go to the next that we can hope for rest and peace.

Bertie lifted his restless hands and caught one of Dr. Knoxs between them. He had a yearning, imploring look that quite pained the doctor.

I want you to forgive me, Arnold, he said, the tears running down. When I remember how wicked I was, my heart just faints with shame. Calling all of you hideous names!  returning bitter words for kind ones. When we are going to die the past comes back to us. Such a little while it seems to have been now, Arnold! Why, if I had endured ten times as much pain, it would be over now. You were all so gentle and patient with me, and I never cared what trouble I gave, or what ill words I returned. And now the time is gone! Arnold, I want you to forgive me.

My dear boy, theres nothing to forgive. If you think there is, why then I forgive you with all my heart.

Will God ever forgive me, do you think?

Oh, my boy, yes, said the doctor, in a husky tone. If we, poor sinful mortals, can forgive one another, how much more readily will He forgive  the good Father in heaven of us all!

Bertie sighed. It would have been so easy for me to have tried for a little patience! Instead of that, I took pleasure in being cross and obstinate and wicked! If the time would but come over again! Arnold, do you think we shall be able to do one another good in the next world?  or will the opportunity be lost with this?

Ah, Bertie, I cannot tell, said Dr. Knox. Sometimes I think that just because so few of us make use of our opportunities here, God will, perhaps, give us a chance once again. I have not been at very many death-beds yet, but of some of those the recollection of opportunities wasted has made the chief sting. It is only when life is closing that we see what we might have been, what we might have done.

Perhaps Hell remember what my pain has been, Arnold, and how hard it was to bear. I was not like other boys. They can run, and climb, and leap, and ride on horseback, and do anything. When Ive gone out, it has been in a hand-carriage, you know; and Ive had to lie and lie on the sofa, and just look up at the blue sky, or on the street that tired me so: or else in bed, where it was worse, and always hot. I hope He will recollect how hard it was for me.

He saw how hard it was for you at the time, Bertie; saw it always.

And Jesus Christ forgave all who went to Him, you know, Arnold; every one; just for the asking.

Why, yes, of course He did. As He does now.

Mr. Tamlyn came into the room presently: he had been out to a patient. Seeing that Bertie was half asleep, he and Dr. Knox stood talking together on the hearthrug.

Whats that? cried the surgeon, suddenly catching sight of the movement of the restless fingers picking at the counterpane.

Dr. Knox did not answer.

A trick he always had, said the surgeon, breaking the silence, and trying to make believe to cheat himself still. The maids say he wears out all his quilts.

Bertie opened his eyes. Is that you, papa? Is tea over?

Why, yes, my boy; two or three hours ago, said the father, going forward. Why? Do you wish for some tea?

Oh, I  I thought Arnold would have liked some.

He closed his eyes again directly. Dr. Knox took leave in silence, promising to be there again in the morning. As he was passing the dining-room downstairs, he saw Mr. Shuttleworth, who had just looked in. They shook hands, began to chat, and Dr. Knox sat down.

I hear you do not like Lefford, he said.

I dont dislike Lefford: its a pretty and healthy place, was Mr. Shuttleworths answer. What I dislike is my position in it as Tamlyns partner. The practice wont do for me.

A doubt lay on my mind whether it would suit you when you came down to make the engagement, said Dr. Knox. Parish work is not to every ones taste. And theres a great deal of practice besides. But the returns from that must be good.

I wouldnt stay in it if it were worth a million a-year, cried Mr. Shuttleworth. Dockett takes the parish; I make him; but he is not up to much yet, and of course I feel that I am responsible. As to the town practice, why, I assure you nearly all of it has lain on me. Tamlyn, poor fellow, can think of nothing but his boy.

He will not have him here long to think of, I fear.

Not very long; no. I hear, doctor, he is going to offer a partnership to you.

He has said something about it. I shall take it, if he does. Lefford is my native place, and I would rather live here than anywhere. Besides, I dont mind work, he added, with a smile.

Ah, you are younger than I am. But Id advise you, as I have advised Tamlyn, to give up the parish. For goodness sake do, Knox. Tamlyn says that at one time he had not much else but the parish, but its different now. Your father had all the better practice then.

Shall you set up elsewhere?

Not at present, said Mr. Shuttleworth. We  I  perhaps you have heard, though  that I and Bessy are going to make a match of it? We shall travel for a few months, or so, and then come home and pitch our tent in some pleasant sea-side place. If a little easy practice drops in to me there, well and good: if not, we can do without it. Stay and smoke a cigar with me?

Arnold looked at his watch, and sat down again. He wanted to ask Mr. Shuttleworth about Miss Careys illness.

The cause of her illness was the loss of that bank-note, said the surgeon. They accused her of stealing it, and wanted to give her into custody. A little more, and shed have had brain-fever. She was a timid, inexperienced girl, and the fright gave her system a shock.

Miss Carey would no more steal a bank-note than you or I would steal one, Shuttleworth.

Not she. I told Mrs. Knox so: but she scoffed at me.

That Miss Carey is innocent as the day, that she is an upright, gentle, Christian girl, I will stake my life upon, said Dr. Knox. How the note can have gone is another matter.

Are you at all interested in finding it out? questioned Mr. Shuttleworth.

Certainly I am. Every one ought to be, I think.

The surgeon took his cigar from his mouth. Ill tell you my opinion, if you care to know it, he said. The note was burnt.

Burnt!

Well, it is the most likely solution of the matter that I can come to. Either burnt, or else was blown away.

But why do you say this? questioned Dr. Knox.

It was a particularly windy day. The glass-doors of the room were left open while the house ran about in a fright, attending to the child, young Dick. A flimsy bit of bank-paper, lying on the table, would get blown about like a feather in a gale. Whether it got into the fire, caught by the current of the chimney, or whether it sailed out-of-doors and disappeared in the air, is a question I cant undertake to solve. Rely upon it, Knox, it was one of the two: and I should bet upon the fire.

It was just the clue Dr. Knox had been wishing for. But he did not think the whole fault lay with the wind: he had another idea.



Lefford had a shock in the morning. Bertie Tamlyn was dead. The news came to Dr. Knox in a note from Mr. Tamlyn, which was delivered whilst he was dressing. You will stay for the funeral, Arnold, were the concluding words. And as Dr. Knox wanted to be at home a little longer on his own account, he wrote to London to say that business was temporarily detaining him. He then went to see what he could do for Mr. Tamlyn, and got back to Rose Villa for dinner.

Watching for an opportunity  which did not occur until late in the afternoon  Dr. Knox startled the servants by walking into the kitchen, and sitting down. Mrs. Knox had gone off in the pony-chaise; the children were out with the new governess. The kitchen and the servants were alike smartened-up for the rest of the day. Eliza, the cook, was making a new pudding-cloth; Sally was ironing.

I wish to ask you both a few questions, said Dr. Knox, taking out his note-book and pencil. It is not possible that Miss Carey can be allowed to lie under the disgraceful accusation that was brought against her, and I am about to try and discover what became of the bank-note. Mrs. Knox was not in the house at the time, and therefore cannot give me the details.

Eliza, who had risen and stood, work in hand, simply stared at the doctor in surprise. Sally dropped her iron on the blanket.

We didnt take the note, sir, said Eliza, after a pause. Wed not do such a thing.

Im sure I didnt; Id burn my hands off first, broke in Sally, with a burst of tears.

Of course you would not, returned Dr. Knox in a pleasant tone. The children would not. Mrs. Knox would not. But as the note undoubtedly disappeared, and without hands, we must try and discover where the mystery lies and how it went. I dare say you would like Miss Carey to be cleared.

Miss Carey was a downright nice young lady, pronounced the cook. Quite another sort from this one weve got now.

Well, give me all the particulars as correctly as you can remember, said the doctor. We may get some notion or other out of them.

Eliza plunged into the narration. She was fond of talking. Sally stood over her ironing, sniffing and sighing. Dr. Knox listened.

Mrs. Knox left the note on the table  which was much strewed with papers  when she went out with Lady Jenkins, and Miss Carey took her place at the accounts, repeated Dr. Knox, summing up the profuse history in a few concise words. While  

And Miss Carey declared, sir, that she never saw the note; never noticed it lying there at all, came Elizas interruption.

Yes, just so. While Miss Carey was at the table, the alarm came that Master Dick had fallen out of the tree, and she ran to him  

And a fine fright that fall put us into, sir! We thought he was dead. Jim went galloping off for the doctor, and me and Sally and Miss Carey stayed bathing his head on that there very ironing-board, a-trying to find out what the damage was.

And the children: where were they?

All round us here in the kitchen, sir, sobbing and staring.

Meanwhile the garden-room was deserted. No one went into it, as far as you know.

Nobody at all, sir. When Sally ran in to look at the fire, she found it had gone clean out. The doctor had been there then, and Master Richard was in bed. A fine pickle Sally found the room in, with the scraps of paper, and that, blown about the floor. The glass-doors was standing stark staring open to the wind.

And, I presume, you gathered up some of these scraps of paper, and lighted the fire with them, Sally?

Dr. Knox did not appear to look at Sally as he spoke, but he saw and noted every movement. He saw that her hand shook so that she could scarcely hold the iron.

Has it never struck you, Sally, that you might have put the bank-note into the grate with these scraps of paper, and burnt it? he continued. Innocently, of course. That is how I think the note must have disappeared. Had the wind taken it into the garden, it would most probably have been found.

Sally flung her apron over her face and herself on to a chair, and burst into a howl. Eliza looked at her.

If you think there is a probability that this was the case, Sally, you must say so, continued Dr. Knox. You will never be blamed, except for not having spoken.

Twas only yesterday I asked Sally whether she didnt think this was the way it might have been, said the cook in a low tone to Dr. Knox. She have seemed so put out, sir, for a week past.

I vow to goodness that I never knew I did it, sobbed Sally. All the while the bother was about, and Miss Carey, poor young lady, was off her head, it never once struck me. What Eliza and me thought was, that some tramps must have come round the side of the house and got in at the open glass-doors, and stole it. The night after Miss Carey left with her aunt, I was thinking about her as I lay in bed, and wondering whether the mistress would send the police after her or not, when all of a sudden the thought flashed across me that it might have gone into the fire with the other pieces of paper. Oh mercy, I wish I was somewhere!

What became of the ashes out of the grate?  the cinders? asked Dr. Knox.

Theyre all in the ash-place, sir, waiting till the gardens ready for them, sobbed Sally.



With as little delay as possible, Dr. Knox had the cinders carefully sifted and examined, when the traces of what had once undoubtedly been a bank-note were discovered. The greater portion of the note had been reduced to tinder, but a small part of it remained, enough to show what it had been, and  by singular good fortune  its number. It must have fallen out of the grate partly consumed, while the fire was lighting up, and been swept underneath by Sally with other remnants, where it had lain quietly until morning and been taken away with the ashes.

The traces gathered carefully into a small box and sealed up, Dr. Knox went into the presence of his step-mother.

I think, he said, just showing the box as it lay in his hand, that this proof will be accepted by the Bank of England; in that case they will make good the money to me. One question, mother, I wish to ask you: how could you possibly suspect Miss Carey?

There was no one else for me to suspect, replied Mrs. Knox in fretful tones; for she did not at all like this turn in the affair.

Did you really suspect her?

Why, of course I did. How can you ask such foolish questions?

It was a great mistake in any case to take it up as you did. I am not alluding to the suspicion now; but to your harsh and cruel treatment.

Just mind your own business, Arnold. Its nothing to you.

For my own part, I regard it as a matter that we must ever look back upon with shame.

There, thats enough, said Mrs. Knox. The thing is done with, and it cannot be recalled. Janet Carey wont die of it.

Dr. Knox went about Lefford with the box in his hand, making things right. He called in at the police-station; he caused a minute account to be put in the Lefford News; he related the details to his private friends. Not once did he allude to Janet Carey, or mention her name: it was as though he would proudly ignore the stigma cast on her and assume that the world did the same. The world did: but it gave some hard words to Mrs. Knox.

Mr. Tamlyn had not much sympathy for wonders of any kind just then. Poor Bertie, lying cold and still in the chamber above, took up all his thoughts and his grief. Arnold spent a good deal of time with him, and took his round of patients.

It was the night before the funeral, and they were sitting together at twilight in the dining-room. Dr. Knox was looking through the large window at the fountain in the middle of the grass-plat: Mr. Tamlyn had his face buried; he had not looked up for the last half-hour.

When is the very earliest time that you can come, Arnold? he began abruptly.

As soon as ever they will release me in London. Perhaps that will be in a month; perhaps not until the end of June, when the six months will be up.

Mr. Tamlyn groaned. I want you at once, Arnold. You are all I have now.

Shuttleworth must stay until I come.

Shuttleworths not you. You must live with me, Arnold?

Live with you?

Why, of course you must. What am I to do in this large house by myself now he is gone? Bessy will be gone too. I couldnt stand it.

It would be much more convenient for me to be here, as far as the practice is concerned, remarked Dr. Knox, after reflection.

And more sociable. Do you never think of marriage, Arnold?

Dr. Knox turned a little red. It has been of no use for me to think of it hitherto, you know, sir.

I wish you would. Some nice, steady girl, who would make things pleasant here for us in Bessys place. Theres room for a wife as well as for you, Arnold. Think of these empty rooms: no one but you and me in them! And you know people like a married medical man better than a single one.

The doctor opened his lips to speak, but his courage failed him; he would leave it to the last thing before he left on the morrow, or else write from London. Tamlyn mistook his silence.

Youll be well enough off to keep two wives, if the law allowed it, let alone one. From the day you join me, Arnold, half the profits shall be yours  Ill have the deed made out  and the whole practice at my death. Ive no one to save for, now Berties gone.

He is better off; he is in happiness, said Dr. Knox, his voice a little husky.

Ay. I try to let it console me. But Ive no one but you now, Arnold. And I dont suppose I shall forget you in my will. To confess the truth, turning you away to make room for Shuttleworth has lain on my conscience.

When Arnold reached home that night, Mrs. Knox and her eldest daughter were alone; she reading, Mina dressing a doll. Lefford was a place that went in for propriety, and no one gave soirées while Bertie Tamlyn lay dead. Arnold told Mrs. Knox of the new arrangement.

Good gracious! she exclaimed. Coming back to Lefford! Well, I shall be glad to have you at home again, she added, thinking of the household bills.

Mr. Tamlyn proposes that I shall live with him, said Dr. Knox.

But you will never be so stupid as to do that!

I have promised to do it. It will be much more convenient.

Mrs. Knox looked sullen, and bit her lips. How large a share are you to have?

I go in as full partner.

Oh, I am so glad! cried out Miss Mina  for they all liked their good-natured brother. Arnold, perhaps youll go and get married now!

Perhaps I may, he answered.

Mrs. Knox dropped her book in the sudden fright. If Arnold married, he might want his house  and turn her out of it! He read the fear in her face.

We may make some arrangement, said he quietly. You shall still occupy it and pay me a small nominal rent  five pounds a-year, say  which I shall probably return in toys for the children.

The thought of his marriage had always lain upon her with a dread. Who is the lady? she asked.

The lady? Oh, I cant tell you, Im sure. I have not asked any one yet.

Is that all!

Quite all  at present.

I think, said Mrs. Knox slowly, as if deliberating the point with herself, and in the most affectionate of tones, that you would be happier in a single life, Arnold. One never knows what a wife is till shes tried.

Do you think so? Well, we must leave it to the future. What will be, will be.

IV.

And now I am taking up the story for myself; I, Johnny Ludlow. Had I gone straight on with it after that last night of Janets sleep-walking at Miss Deveens, you would never have understood.

It was on the Saturday night that Janet was found out  as any one must remember who took the trouble to count up the nights and days. On the Sunday morning early, Miss Deveens doctor was sent for. Dr. Galliard happened to be out of town, so Mr. Black attended for him. Cattledon was like vinegar. She looked upon Janets proceedings as a regular scandal, and begged Miss Deveens pardon for having brought her niece into the house. Upon which she was requested not to be silly.

Miss Deveen told the whole tale of the lost bank-note, to me and to Helen and Anna Whitney: at least, as much as she knew of it herself. Janet was innocent as a child; she felt sure of that, she said, and much to be pitied; and that Mrs. Knox, of Lefford, seemed to be a most undesirable sort of person. To us it sounded like a romance, or a story out of a newspaper police-report.

Monday came in; a warm, bright April day. I was returning to Oxford in the evening  and why I had not returned in the past week, as ought to have been the case, theres no space to tell here. Miss Deveen said we might go for a walk if we liked. But Helen and Anna did not seem to care about it; neither did I, to say the truth. A house with a marvel in it has attractions; and we would by far rather have gone upstairs to see Janet. Janet was better, quite composed, but weak, they said: she was up and dressed, and in Miss Deveens own blue-room.

Well, do you mean to go out, or not, you young people? asked Miss Deveen. Dear me, here are visitors!

George came in bringing a card. Dr. Knox.

Why!  it must be some one from that woman at Lefford! exclaimed Miss Deveen, in an undertone to me. Oh no; I remember now, Johnny; Dr. Knox was the step-son; he was away, and had nothing to do with it. Show Dr. Knox in, George.

A tall man in black, whom one might have taken anywhere for a doctor, with a grave, nice face, came in. He said his visit was to Miss Carey, as he took the chair George placed near his mistress. Just a few words, and then we knew the whole, and saw a small sealed-up box in his hand, which contained the remains of the bank-note.

I am more glad than if you brought Janet a purse of gold! cried Miss Deveen, her eyes sparkling with pleasure. Not that I think any one could have doubted her, Dr. Knox  not even your step-mother, in her heart,  but it is satisfactory to have it cleared up. It has made Miss Carey very ill; but this will set her at rest.

Your servant told me Miss Carey was ill, he said. It was for her I asked.

With a face of concern, he listened to what Miss Deveen had to say of the illness. When she spoke of Janets fright at seeing the policeman at the Colosseum, his brow went red and he bit his lips. Next came the sleep-walking: she told it all.

Her brain and nerves must have been overstrained to an alarming degree, he observed, after a short silence. Mr. Shuttleworth, who attended her at the time, spoke to me of the shock to the system. But I hoped she had recovered.

She would never have recovered, Dr. Knox, as long as the dread lay upon her that she was to be criminally prosecuted: at least, that is my opinion, said Miss Deveen. I believe the chief thing that ails her is fright. Not a knock at the door, not the marching past the house of a policeman, not the sudden entrance of a servant into the room, but has brought to her a shock of agonizing fear. It is a mercy that she has escaped brain-fever. After all, she must possess a good constitution. The sight of that Lefford man at the Colosseum did great mischief.

It was unfortunate that he should happen to be there, said Dr. Knox: and that the man should have dared to accost her with his insolence! But I shall inquire into it.

What you have in that box will be the best medicine for her, said Miss Deveen. It will speedily effect a cure  or call me an untrue prophet. Dear me! how strangely things come out!

May I be allowed to see Miss Carey? asked Dr. Knox. And to  to tell her the story of her clearance in my own way?

Miss Deveen made no reply. She looked at Dr. Knox, and seemed to hesitate.

I think it may be better for Miss Carey that I should, madam. For more reasons than one.

And really I dont see why you should not, said Miss Deveen, heartily. I hesitated because Mr. Black forbade the admission of strangers. But  perhaps you are not a stranger to her?

Oh dear, no: I and Miss Carey are old friends, he answered, a curious smile lighting up his face. And I should also wish to see her in my medical capacity.

But the one to put in her word against this, was Cattledon. She came down looking green, and protesting in Miss Deveens ear that no male subject in her Majestys dominions, save and except Mr. Black, ought to be admitted to the blue-room. Janet had no full dress on; nothing but skirts and a shawl.

Oh, nonsense! cried Miss Deveen. Why, Dr. Knox might have seen her had she been in bed: he is a physician. And she took him up herself to the blue-room.

Of all old maids that Cattledons the worst! nodded Helen Whitney.

Miss Deveen went in alone, leaving him outside the door. Janet sat in an armchair by the fire, muffled in an old brown shawl of Cattledons.

And how do you feel now, my dear? said Miss Deveen, quietly. Better, I see. And oh, I have such pleasant news for you: an old friend of yours has called to see you; and I think  I think  he will be able to cure you sooner than Mr. Black. It is Dr. Knox, my dear: not of Lefford now, you know: of London.

She called the doctor in, and Janets pale cheeks took a tint of crimson. Janets face had never been big: but as he stood looking at her, her hand in his, he was shocked to see how small it had become. Miss Deveen shut the door upon them. She hoped with all her heart he was not going to spare that woman at Lefford.

Janet, my dear, he said in a fatherly kind of way as he drew a chair near her and kept her hand, when that trouble happened at home, how was it you did not write to me?

Write to you! Oh, sir, I could not do such a thing, answered Janet, beginning to tremble.

But you might have known I should be your friend. You might also have known that I should have been able to clear you.

I did once think of writing to you, Dr. Knox: just to tell you that I had not indeed touched the bank-note, faltered Janet. As the money came from you, I should have liked to write so much. But I did not dare.

And you preferred to suffer all these weeks of pain, and the fright brought upon you by Mrs. Knox  for which, said he deliberately, I shall never forgive her  rather than drop me a few lines! You must never be so foolish again, Janet. I should have gone to Lefford at once and searched out the mystery of the note  and found it.

Janet moved her lips and shook her head, as much as to say that he could never have done that.

But I have done it, said he. I have been down to Lefford and found it all out, and have brought the bank-note up with me  what remains of it. Sally was the culprit.

Sally! gasped Janet, going from red to white.

Sally  but not intentionally. She lighted the fire that afternoon with the note and some more scraps. The note fell out, only partly burnt; and I am going to take it to the bank that they may exchange it for a whole one.

And  will  they? panted Janet.

Of course they will; it is in the regular course of business that they should, affirmed Dr. Knox, deeming it best to be positive for her sake. Now, Janet, if you are to tremble like this, I shall go away and send up Miss Cattledon  and she does not look as if she had a very amiable temper. Why, my dear child, you ought to be glad.

Oh, so I am, so I am! she said, breaking into sobs. And  and does every one in Lefford know that I was innocent?

No one in Lefford believed you guilty. Of course, it is all known, and in the newspapers too  how Sally lighted the fire with a fifty-pound bank-note, and the remains were fished out of the ashes.

Mrs. Knox  Mrs. Knox   She could not go on for agitation.

As to Mrs. Knox, I am not sure but we might prosecute her. Rely upon one thing, Janet: that she will not be very well welcomed at her beloved soirées for some long time to come.

Janet looked at the fire and thought. Dr. Knox kept silence, that she might recover herself after the news.

I shall get well now, she said in a half-whisper. I shall soon  turning to him be able to take another situation. Do you think Mrs. Knox will give me a recommendation?

Yes, that she will  when its wanted, said he, with a queer smile.

She sat in silence again, a tinge of colour in her face, and seeing fortunes in the fire. Oh, the relief, the relief! she murmured, slightly lifting her hands. To feel that I may be at peace and fear nothing! I am very thankful to you, Dr. Knox, for all things.

Do you know what I think would do you good? said Dr. Knox suddenly. A drive. The day is so fine, the air so balmy: I am sure it would strengthen you. Will you go?

If you please, sir. I do feel stronger, since you told me this.

He went down and spoke to Miss Deveen. She heartily agreed: anything that would benefit the poor girl, she said; and the carriage was coming round to the door, for she had been thinking of going out herself. Cattledon could not oppose them, for she had stepped over to the curates.

Would you very much mind  would you pardon me if I asked to be allowed to accompany her alone? said Dr. Knox, hurriedly to Miss Deveen, as Janet was coming downstairs on Lettices arm, dressed for the drive.

Miss Deveen was taken by surprise. He spoke as though he were flurried, and she saw the red look on his face.

I can take care of her as perhaps no one else could, he added with a smile. And I  I want to ask her a question, Miss Deveen.

I  think  I  understand you, she said, smiling back at him. Well, you shall go. Miss Cattledon will talk of propriety, though, when she comes home, and be ready to snap us all up.

And Cattledon was so. When she found Janet had been let go for a slow and easy drive, with no escort but Dr. Knox inside and the fat coachman on the box, she conjectured that Miss Deveen must have taken leave of her senses. Cattledon took up her station at the window to wait for their return, firing out words of temper every other second.

The air must have done Janet good. She came in from the carriage on Dr. Knoxs arm, her cheeks bright, her pretty eyes cast down, and looking quite another girl.

Have you put your question, Dr. Knox? asked Miss Deveen, meeting him in the hall, while Janet came on.

Yes, and had it answered, he said brightly. Thank you, dear Miss Deveen; I see we have your sympathies.

She just took his hand in hers and squeezed it. It was the first day she had seen him, but she liked his face.

Cattledon began upon Janet at once. If she felt well enough to start off on promiscuous drives, she must be well enough to see about a situation.

I have been speaking to her of one, Miss Cattledon, said Dr. Knox, catching the words as he came in. I think she will accept it.

Where is it? asked Cattledon.

At Lefford.

She shall never go back to Rose Villa with my consent, sir. And I think you ought to know better than to propose it to her.

To Rose Villa! Certainly not: at least at present. Rose Villa will be hers, though; the only little settlement that can be made upon her.

The words struck Cattledon silent. But she could see through a brick wall.

Perhaps you want her, young man?

Yes, I do. I should have wanted her before this, but that I had no home to offer her. I have one now; and good prospects too. Janet has had it all explained to her. Perhaps you will allow me to explain it to you, Miss Cattledon.

Im sure its more than Janet Carey could have expected, said Cattledon, growing pacified as she listened. Shes a poor thing. I hope she will make a good wife.

I will risk it, Miss Cattledon.

And she shall be married from my house, struck in Miss Deveen. Johnny, if you young Oxford blades can get here for it, I will have you all to the wedding.

And we did get there for it: I, and Tod, and William Whitney, and saw the end, so far, of Janet Carey.




HELEN WHITNEYS WEDDING.

I.

What a hot day it is going to be! cried the Squire, flinging back his thin light coat, and catching the corner of the breakfast-cloth with it, so that he upset the salt-cellar. Yesterday was about the hottest day I ever felt, but to-day will be worse.

And all the jam-making about! added Mrs. Todhetley.

You need not go near the jam-making.

I must to-day. Last year Molly made a mistake in the quantity of sugar: and never could be brought to acknowledge it.

Molly  Theres the letter-man, broke off the Squire. Run, lad.

I went through the open glass-doors with all speed. Letters were not everyday events with us. In these fast and busy days a hundred letters are written where one used to be in those. It was one only that the man handed me now.

Thats all this morning, Mr. Johnny.

I put it beside the Squires plate, telling him it was from Sir John Whitney. There was no mistaking Sir Johns handwriting: the popular belief was that he used a skewer.

From Whitney, is it, cried he. Where are my spectacles? Whats the postmark! Malvern? Oh, then, they are there still.

Belle Vue Hotel, Malvern.

Dear Todhetley,

Do take compassion upon a weary man, and come over for a day or two. A whole blessed week this day have I been here with never a friend to speak to, or to make up a rubber in the evening. Featherstons a bad player, as you know, but I wish I had him here. I and my wife might take double dummy, for all the players we can get. Helen is engaged to be married to Captain Foliott, Lord Riversides nephew; and nobody has any time to think of me and my whist-table. Bring the boys with you: Bill is as moped as I am. We are at the Belle Vue, you see. The girls wanted to stand out for the Foley Arms: its bigger and grander: but I like a place that I have been used to.

From your old friend,
John Whitney.

The little Whitneys had caught scarlatina, all the fry of them. Recovered now, they had been sent to a cottage on the estate for change; and Sir John, his wife, William, Helen, and Anna went for a week to Malvern while the Hall was cleaned. This news, though, of Helens engagement, took us by surprise.

How very sudden! cried the mater.

Tod was leaning back in his chair, laughing. I told her I knew there was something up between her and that Captain Foliott!

Has she known him before? asked the mater.

Known him, yes, cried Tod. She saw a good deal of him at Cheltenham. As if she would engage herself to any one after only a weeks acquaintanceship!

As if Sir John would let her! put in the Squire. I cant answer for what Miss Helen would do. And Tod laughed again.

When the children were taken ill, Helen and Anna, though they had had the malady, were packed off to Sir Johns sister, Miss Whitney, who lived at Cheltenham, and they stayed there for some weeks. After that, they came to us at Dyke Manor for three days, and then went with their father and mother to Malvern. Helen was then full of Captain Foliott, and talked of him to us in private from morning till night. She had met him at Cheltenham, and he had paid her no end of attention. Now, as it appeared, he had followed her to Malvern, and asked for her of Sir John.

It seems to be a good match  a nephew of Lord Riversides, observed the Squire. Is he rich, I wonder?  and is the girl over head and ears in love with him?

Rich he may be: but in love with him she certainly is not, cried Tod. She was too ready to talk of him for that.

The remark was amusing, coming from Tod. How had he learnt to be so worldly-wise?

Shall you go to Malvern, father?

Shall I go! repeated the Squire, astonished at the superfluous question. Yes. And start as soon as ever I have finished my breakfast and changed my coat. You two may go also, as you are invited.

We reached Malvern in the afternoon. Sir John and Lady Whitney were alone, in one of the pleasant sitting-rooms of the Belle Vue Hotel, and welcomed us with outstretched hands.

The girls and William? cried Sir John, in answer to inquiries. Oh, they are out somewhere  with Foliott, I conclude; for Im sure he sticks to Helen like her shadow. Congratulate me, you say? Well, I dont know, Todhetley. Its the fashion, of course, to do it; but Im not sure but we should rather be condoled with. No sooner do our girls grow up and become companionable, and learn not to revoke at whist when they can be tempted into taking a hand, than they want to leave us! Henceforth they must belong to others, not to us; and we, perhaps, see them no oftener than we see any other stranger. Its one of the crosses of life.

Sir John blew his old red nose, so like the Squires, and my lady rubbed her eyes. Both felt keenly the prospect of parting with Helen.

But you like him, dont you? asked the Squire.

As to liking him, cried Sir John, and I thought there was some hesitation in his tone; I am not in love with him: I leave that to Helen. We dont all see with our childrens eyes. He is well enough, I suppose, as Helen thinks so. But the fellow does not care for whist.

I think we play too slow a game for him, put in Lady Whitney. He chanced to say one evening that Lord Riverside is one of the first hands at whist; and I expect Captain Foliott has been in the habit of playing with him.

Anyway, you are satisfied with the match, as a match, I take it? observed the Squire.

I dont say but that I am, said Sir John. It might be better, of course; and at present their means will not be large. Foliott offers to settle an estate of his, worth about ten thousand pounds, upon Helen; and his allowance from his uncle Foliott is twelve hundred a-year. They will have to get along on that at present.

And the captain proposes, added Lady Whitney, that the three thousand pounds, which will come to Helen when she marries, shall be invested in a house: and we think it would be wise to do it. But he feels quite certain that Mr. Foliott will increase his allowance when he marries; probably double it.

Its not Lord Riverside, then, who allows him the income?

Bless you, Todhetley, no! spoke Sir John in a hurry. He says Riversides as poor as a church mouse, and vegetates from years end to years end at his place in Scotland. It is Foliott the mine-owner down in the North. Stay: which is it, Betsy?  mine-owner, or mill-owner?

Mill-owner, I think, said Lady Whitney. He is wonderfully rich, whichever it is; and Captain Foliott will come into at least a hundred thousand pounds at his death.

Listening to all this as I stood on the balcony, looking at the beautiful panorama stretched out below and beyond, for they were talking at the open window, I dreamily thought what a good thing Helen was going to make of it. Later on, all this was confirmed, and we learnt a few additional particulars.

Mr. Foliott, mill-owner and millionaire, was a very great man in the North; employing thousands of hands. He was a good man, full of benevolence, always doing something or other to benefit his townspeople and his dependents. But his health had been failing of late, and he had now gone to the Cape, a sea-voyage having been advised by his doctors. He had never married, and Captain Foliott was his favourite nephew.

Its not so bad, after all, is it, Johnny?

The words were whispered over my shoulder, and I started back to see Helens radiant face. She and Anna had come in unheard by me, and had caught the thread of conversation in the room.

I call it very good, Helen. I hope he is good too.

You shall see, she answered. He is coming up with William.

Her dark brown eyes were sparkling, a bright colour glowed on her cheeks. Miss Helen Whitney was satisfied with her future bridegroom, and no mistake. She had forgotten all about her incipient liking for poor Slingsby Temple.

What regiment is Captain Foliott in, Helen?

Not in any. He has sold out.

Sold out!

His mother and his uncle made him do it. The detachment was ordered to India, and they would not let him go; would not part with him; begged and prayed of him to sell out. Nothing ever vexed him so much in his life, he says; but what could he do? His mother has only him: and on Mr. Foliott he is dependent for riches.

Entirely dependent?

For riches, I said, Johnny. He has himself a small competence. Ten thousand pounds nearly comprises it. And that is to be settled on me.

A slight bustle in the room, and we both looked round. Bill Whitney was noisily greeting Tod. Some one else had followed Bill through the door.

A rather tall man, with reddish hair and drooping, reddish whiskers, bold handsome features, and a look I did not like in his red-brown eyes. Stepping over the window-sill from the balcony, they introduced me to him, Captain Richard Foliott.

I have heard much of Johnny Ludlow, said he, holding out his hand with a cordial smile, and I am glad to know him. I hope we shall soon be better acquainted.

I shook his hand and answered in kind. But I was not drawn to him; not a bit; rather repelled. The eyes were not nice: or the voice, either. It had not a true ring in it. Undeniably handsome he was, and I thought that was the best that could be said.

Look here: we are going for a stroll, said Sir John; you young people can come, or not, as you please. But if you go up the hill, remember that we dine at six oclock. Once you get scampering about up there, you forget the time.

He went out with the Squire. Lady Whitney had a letter to write and sat down to do it; the rest of us stood, some on the balcony, some in the room. Helen, Tod, and Captain Foliott were apparently trying which could talk the fastest.

Why do you look at me so earnestly? suddenly demanded the latter.

It was to me he spoke. I laughed, and apologized; saying that his face put me in mind of some other face I had seen, but I could not remember whose. This was true. It was true also that I had been looking at him more fixedly than the strict rules of etiquette might require: but I had not an idea that he was observing me.

I thought you might be wishing to take my portrait, said the captain, turning away to whisper to Helen.

More likely to take your character, jestingly struck in Bill, with more zeal than discretion. Johnny Ludlow sees through everybody; reads faces off like a book.

Captain Foliott wheeled sharply round at the words, and stood before me, his eyes gazing straight into mine.

Can you read my face? he asked. What do you see there?

I see that you have been a soldier: your movements tell me that: right-about, face; quick march, answered I, turning the matter off with a jest. Tod opportunely struck in.

How could you leave the army? he asked with emphasis. I only wish I had the chance of joining it. Though he knew that he had better not let the Squire hear him say so.

It was a blow, acknowledged Foliott. One does meet with raps in this world. But, you see, it was a case of  of the indulgence of my own gratification weighed in the scale against that of my mother: and I let my side go up. My uncle also came down upon me with his arguments and his opposition, and altogether I found myself nowhere. I believe he and she are equally persuaded that nobody ever comes out of India alive.

Who will take my letter to the post? called out Lady Whitney. All of us volunteered to do it, and went out together. We met Sir John and the Squire strolling about the village rubbing their red faces, and saying how intensely hot it was.

They left us to regale ourselves at the pastry-cooks, and sauntered on towards the dark trees shading that deep descent on which the hotel windows looked out. We found them sitting on one of the benches there.

Well, Foliott! cried Sir John. Youd not have found it hotter than this in India.

Not so hot, Sir John. But I like heat.

How do-you-do? struck in a big, portly gentleman, who was sitting on the same bench as the Squire and Sir John, and whose face was even redder than theirs. Did not expect to meet you here.

Captain Foliott, who was the one addressed, wheeled round to the speaker in that sharp way of his, and was evidently taken by surprise. His manner was cold; never a smile sat on his face as he answered  

Oh, is it you, Mr. Crane! Are you quite well? Staying at Malvern?

For an hour or two. I am passing a few days at Worcester, and my friends there would not let me go on without first bringing me to see Malvern.

The stranger spoke like a gentleman and looked like one, looked like a man of substance also (though Foliott did draw down his lips that same evening and speak of him as nobody); and Sir John, in his old-fashioned cordiality, begged of Captain Foliott to introduce his friend. Captain Foliott did it with a not very ready grace. Mr. Crane, Sir John Whitney; Mr. Todhetley.

A beautiful place this, sirs, cried he.

Yes, only its too hot to walk about to-day, answered they. Have you been up the hill?

No, I cant manage that: but my friends are gone up. Have you heard lately from your uncle, Captain Foliott? added Mr. Crane.

Not very lately.

I hear the outward voyage did him a world of good.

I believe it did.

As if the questions of the stranger worried him, Captain Foliott strolled away towards the abbey: the two girls, Tod, and William following him. I stayed where I was: not liking the heat much more than the Squire did.

You know Mr. Foliott of Milltown? observed Sir John to the stranger.

I know him very well indeed, sir. I am a mill-owner myself in the same place: but not as large a one as he is.

He is uncommonly rich, we hear.

Ay, he is. Could buy up pretty well half the world.

And a good man into the bargain?

Downright good. Honest, upright, liberal; a true Christian. He does an immense deal for his fellow-men. Nobody ever asks him to put his hand in his pocket in vain.

When is he expected home?

I am not sure when. That will depend, I expect, upon how he feels. But we hear the outward voyage has quite set him up.

Captain Foliott often talks of his uncle. He seems to think theres nobody like him.

He has cause to think it. Yes, I assure you, sirs, few men in the world can come up to George Foliott, the mill-owner, for probity and goodness.

How much more he might have said in Mr. Foliotts praise was cut short by the hasty appearance of two young men, evidently the friends of Mr. Crane. They laughed at the speed they had made down the hill, told him the carriage was ready, and that they ought to start at once to reach Worcester by dinner-time. So the portly old gentleman wished us good-day and departed. Running up the bank, I saw them drive off from the Crown in a handsome two-horse phæton.

It was on the day following this, that matters were finally settled with regard to Helens marriage. Captain Foliott made good his wish  which, as it appeared, he had been harping upon ever since the proposal was first made: namely, that they should be married immediately, and not wait for the return of Mr. Foliott to England. Sir John had held out against it, asking where the hurry was. To this Captain Foliott had rejoined by inquiring what they had to wait for, and where was the need of waiting, and the chances were that his uncle would stay away for a year. So at last, Sir John, who was a simple-minded man, and as easily persuaded as a duck is to water, gave in; and the wedding was fixed to take place the next month, September, at Whitney.

We made the most of this, our one entire day at Malvern, for we should disperse the next. The Whitneys to Whitney Hall, the house now being in apple-pie order for them; ourselves back to Dyke Manor; Captain Foliott to get the marriage-settlement prepared. Helens three thousand pounds, all she would have at present, was not to be settled at all, but invested in some snug little house that they would fix upon together after the marriage, so that Captain Foliotts lawyers took the preparation of the deeds of settlement on themselves, saving trouble to Sir John. Three parts of the day we spent roaming the hill: and I must say Foliott made himself as delightful as sun in harvest, and I told myself that I must have misjudged his eyes in thinking they were not nice ones.

But the next morning we received a shock. How swimmingly the world would go on without such things, I leave those who have experienced them to judge. It came when we were at the breakfast-table, in the shape of a letter to Lady Whitney. Scarlatina  which was supposed to have been cleaned and scrubbed out  had come into the Hall again, and the kitchen-maid was laid up with it.

Here was a pretty kettle of fish! Whether Sir John or my lady looked the most helplessly bewildered, might have puzzled a juror to decide. Back to the Hall they could not go; and what was to be done? The Squire, open-handed and open-hearted, pressed them to accompany us and take up their quarters at Dyke Manor; and for a minute or two I thought they would have done it; but somebody, Helen, I think, suggested a furnished house in London, and that was finally decided upon. So to London they would go, hire the first suitable house that offered, and the marriage would take place there instead of at home. Captain Foliott, coming in after breakfast from his hotel, the Foley Arms, stared at the change of programme.

I wouldnt go to London, said he, emphatically. London at this season of the year is the most wretched wilderness on the face of the whole earth. Not a soul in it.

The more room for us, Foliott, cried Sir John. What will it matter to us whether the town is empty or full?

I would strongly advise you, Sir John, not to go. Lady Whitney will not like it, I am certain. As Mr. Todhetley has been good enough to offer you his hospitality  

Put, bless my heart, interrupted Sir John in a heat, you dont suppose, do you, that I could trespass upon an old friend for weeks and weeks  a regular army of us! Were it a matter of a few days, I wouldnt say nay; but who is to foresee how long it may be before we can get into our own house? Youve not a bit of thought, Foliott.

Why not go to your sisters at Cheltenham, sir? was all the captain said to this.

Because I dont choose to go to my sisters at Cheltenham, retorted Sir John, who could be as obstinate as the Squire when he liked. And why should we go to Cheltenham more than to London? Come?

I thought it would be less trouble for you, sir. Cheltenham is close at hand.

And London is not far off. As to its being empty, I say thats so much the better: we shall more readily find a furnished house in it. To London we go to-day.

With Sir John in this resolute mood, there was no more to be said. And the notion became quite agreeable, now that they were growing reconciled to it.

All things are directed for the best, concluded Lady Whitney in her simple faith. I hardly see how we should have procured Helens trousseau down at Whitney: there will be no difficulty in London.

You are right, my dear lady, and I am wrong, conceded Captain Foliott, with a good-natured smile. To us young men of fashion, he added, the smile deepening to a laugh, London between August and April is looked upon as a nightmare. But circumstances alter cases; and I see that it will be the best and most convenient place for you.

Drawing Helen aside as he spoke, and taking a small morocco case from his pocket, he slipped upon her finger his first and parting gift: a magnificent hoop of diamonds.

I should like you to wear it always, my love, he whispered. As the pledge of your engagement now; later, as the guard of your wedding-ring.

II.

I shall go up in the smoking-carriage, Johnny.

Shall you! Youll smell finely of smoke when we get there.

Not I. Ill give my coat a shake at the end of the journey. By Jove! I shall be left behind, if I dont take care.

Tod was right. The train was already on the move. He dashed into the smoking-compartment; the porter closed the doors, and we were off.

Off to London. He and I were going up to Helen Whitneys wedding, to which we had been invited when staying at Malvern some weeks ago. The Squire declined for himself, though Sir John had wanted him also. This was Monday; the wedding was to be on Thursday; and on the Saturday Anna and William were to go back with us to Dyke Manor.

It was September weather, and a glorious day. Now, as the train steamed away on its windings and turnings, the Malvern Hills would glide into view; and now be lost again. But the beautiful landscape was always to be seen, with its woods and dales and fertile plains; and there was not a cloud in the deep blue sky to obscure the sun.

I had the carriage to myself; and pictured Tod one of a crowd of smokers. At Oxford he came back to the carriage, and got in.

Had enough smoke, Tod?

Just for now, lad, he shortly answered; and began to whistle softly and pull at his whiskers. By which I knew he had something on his mind.

I say, Johnny, I am in a dilemma, he began abruptly, when we were going on again, bending towards me from the opposite seat till his face nearly touched mine.

What about? What is it?

Look here. When I got into the smoking-carriage it was full, all but one seat, which I took  and that was a corner one, which they had been polite enough to leave. The carriage was dark with smoke: pipes had been going, I expect, all the way from Worcester. I lighted mine, saying nothing, and nobody said anything to me. The man opposite to me and the one next me had a hot discussion on hand, touching a racehorse; not quarrelling, but talking loudly, so that they made a tolerable noise. At the other end of the carriage sat two men facing one another, just as you and I sit now; and one of them Ill vow was an Oxford man: I could tell him by his cut. They were talking together also, but rather in an undertone. All at once, when we were nearing Oxford, there was a lull at my end, and I heard a bit of what they were saying. The first word that particularly caught my ear was Foliott. What plant is Foliott up to now, I wonder? cried one. Dont know, said the other; nothing good, we may be sure of. A rumour reached me that he was going to be married. What a chance for the girl! cried the first. Poor thing! But it may not be true, he went on, knocking the ashes out of his pipe: who would marry such a scamp as that? Now, Johnny, broke off Tod, the question is, were they speaking of this Foliott? This man that we are now on our way to see married to Helen?

Was that all you heard, Tod?

Every word. The train began to slacken speed then for the Oxford station, and the two men stood up to reach their overcoats and hand-bags, for they got out there. I had half a mind to stop them and ask what Foliott they had been speaking of; but I did not much like to, and while I hesitated they disappeared. They might just have told me to mind my own business if I had spoken; so perhaps it comes to the same.

Foliott is not an absolutely uncommon name, Tod. There may be plenty of Foliotts about.

Just so, lad. But, on the other hand, it may be the one we know of, Richard Foliott. One point coincides  he is going to be married.

I sat back on the seat, revolving probabilities, and thinking of many things. That instinctive dislike I had taken to Captain Foliotts eyes, or to himself, or to both, flashed over me with vivid force. The fine scenery we were just then whirling past, and on which my eyes seemed to be fixed, might have been a sandy desert, for all I saw of it.

The worst is, the dilemma it puts one in, continued Tod. To speak of this to the Whitneys, or not to speak?  thats the question. If it should turn out to be another Foliott, they might never forgive me. He never would.

But then  Helens whole future may be at stake. It may be in peril.

Tod pulled at his whiskers again. I read the name of the station we were flashing past.

I hate a doubt of this sort, cried Tod impatiently, where one cant see how ones duty lies. It bothers the mind. I think Ill let it go, Johnny.

But, if it should turn out, when too late, that he is a scamp: and, for the want of a word, you have let him  let him make havoc of Helens life!

What could I say? he asked irritably. That I overheard two fellows, in the smoking-compartment of a railway train, saying that one Foliott was a scamp. Sir John would naturally ask me what grounds I had for assuming that it was their Foliott. Well, I have no grounds. And how small I should look!

There are slight grounds, at any rate, Tod. The name is his, Foliott; and both are going to be married.

All the same, I dont see that I can speak.

Put it in this light, Tod, I said. You dont speak; and they get married; and then something or other bad turns up about Foliott; and Sir John finds out that it was in your power to warn him in time, and you did not. What will he say then?

Im sure I dont know, grunted Tod. I wish I could see on which side land lies.

All the rest of the way to London we continued to discuss it by fits and starts, and at last hit upon a good thought  to tell the whole to William Whitney. It was the best thing to do, so far as we could see. It might all end in smoke, or  it might not.

The Whitneys had found a furnished house in Gloucester Place, near Portman Square. The maid who had taken the illness was soon well again, and the Hall was being regularly fumigated now, preparatory to their return. In Gloucester Place they were within a short drive of Miss Deveens, a fact which had guided them to the locality. Indeed, it was only a walk for the younger of us.

Not until night did we get any chance of a private talk with William. Our bedrooms opened into one another; and after we went up for good, he sat down in our room.

You wont be affronted, Bill, at something I am about to say? struck in Tod, by way of prelude.

Affronted! cried Bill. I! What on earth do you ask that stupid question for?

In coming up to-day, I heard a few words in the train, went on Tod. Two fellows were talking, and they brought up a mans name in a disparaging manner. It is a friend of yours, Bill; and Johnny and I had a precious discussion, I can tell you, as to whether we should repeat it to you or not.

Was it my name? asked Bill. What could they have to say against me?

No, no; theyd have got an answer from me had it been yours. First of all, we thought of mentioning it to Sir John; but I did not like to, and thats the truth. So we just concluded to put it before you, as one of ourselves, and you can tell him if you like.

All right, said Bill. Go ahead.

Tod told him all from beginning to end. Not that it was very much to tell: but he brought in our own conversation; the delicacy we felt in speaking at all, and the arguments for and against. Bill was not in the least put out; rather wondered, I thought, that we should be.

It cant be Dick Foliott, you know, said he. Theres not anything against him; impossible that there should be.

I am glad you say so, cried Tod, relieved. It was only for Helens sake we gave a thought to it.

The name was the same, you see  Foliott, I put in. And that man is going to be married as well as this one.

True, answered Bill, slowly. Still I feel sure it is quite impossible that it can be Foliott. If  if you think I had better mention it, I will. Ill mention it to himself.

I should, said I eagerly, for somehow my doubts of the man were growing larger. Better be on the safe side. You dont know much about him, after all, Bill.

Not know much about him! What do you mean, Johnny? We know enough. He is Riversides nephew, a very respectable old Scotch peer, and he is Foliott the mill-owners nephew; and Im sure he is to be respected, if its only for the money he has made. And Dick has a very fair income of his own, and settles ten thousand pounds upon Helen, and will come into a hundred thousand by-and-by, or more. What would you have?

I could not say what I would have; but the uneasiness lay on my mind. Tod spoke.

The men alluded to conduct, I expect, Bill; not to means. They spoke of that Foliott as an out-and-out scamp, and called the girl he was going to marry Poor thing, in a piteous tone. You wouldnt like that applied to Helen.

By Jove, no. Better be on the safe side, as Johnny says. Well say nothing to my father at present; but you and I, Tod, will quietly repeat to Foliott what you heard, and well put it to him, as man to man, to tell us in all honour whether the words could have related to himself. Of course the idea is altogether absurd; we will tell him that, and beg his pardon.

So that was resolved upon. And a great relief it was. To decide upon a course of action, in any unpleasant difficulty, takes away half its discomfort.

Captain Foliott had come to London but once since they met at Malvern. His stay was short; three days; and during those days he was so busy that Gloucester Place only saw him in the evenings. He had a great deal to do down in the North against his marriage, arranging his property preparatory to settling it on Helen, and seeing to other business matters. But the zeal he lacked in personal attention, he made up by letter. Helen had one every morning as regularly as the post came in.

He was expected in town on the morrow, Tuesday: indeed, Helen had thought he might perhaps have come to-day. Twelve oclock on Wednesday, at Gloucester Place, was the hour fixed for signing the deeds of settlement: and by twelve oclock on Thursday, the following day, all going well, he and Helen would be man and wife.

Amidst the letters waiting on the breakfast-table on Tuesday morning was one for Helen. Its red seal and crest told whence it came.

Foliott always seals his letters to Helen, announced Bill for our information. And what ill news has that one inside it? continued he to his sister. You look as cross as two sticks, Nelly.

Just mind your own business, said Helen.

What time will Captain Foliott be here to-day, my dear? questioned her mother.

He will not be here at all to-day, answered Helen, fractiously. Its too bad. He says it is impossible for him to get away by any train, in time to see us to-night; but he will be here the first thing in the morning. His mother is worse, and he is anxious about her. People always fall ill at the wrong time.

Is Mrs. Foliott coming up to the wedding? I asked.

No, said Lady Whitney. I of course invited her, and she accepted the invitation; but a week ago she wrote me word she was not well enough to come. And now, children, what shall we set about first? Oh dear! there is such a great deal to do and to think of to-day!

But we had another arrival that day, if we had not Captain Foliott. That was Mary Seabright, who was to act as bridesmaid with Anna. Brides did not have a string of maids in those days, as some have in these. Leaving them to get through their multiplicity of work  which must be connected, Bill thought, with bonnets and wedding-cake  we went up with Sir John in a boat to Richmond.

That evening we all dined at Miss Deveens. It was to be one of the quietest of weddings; partly by Captain Foliotts express wish, chiefly because they were not at home at the Hall. Miss Deveen and Miss Cattledon were to be the only guests besides ourselves and Mary Seabright, and a Major White who would go to the church with Foliott. Just twelve of us, all told.

But wheres the bridegroom? asked Miss Deveen, when we reached her house.

He cant get up until late to-night; perhaps not until to-morrow morning, pouted Helen.

The dinner-table was a downright merry one, and we did not seem to miss Captain Foliott. Afterwards, when Sir John had made up his whist-table  with my lady, Miss Deveen, and the grey-haired curate, Mr. Lake, who had dropped in  we amused ourselves with music and games in the other room.

What do you think of the bridegroom, Johnny Ludlow? suddenly demanded Miss Cattledon, who had sat down by me. I hear you saw him at Malvern.

Think of him! Oh, he  he is a very fine man; good-looking, and all that.

That I have seen for myself, retorted Cattledon, pinching her hands round her thin waist. When he was staying in London, two or three weeks ago, we spent an evening in Gloucester Place. Do you like him?

She put the like so very pointedly, staring into my face at the time, that I was rather taken aback. I did not like Captain Foliott: but there was no particular necessity for telling her so.

I like him  pretty well, Miss Cattledon.

Well, I do not, Johnny Ludlow. I fancy he has a temper; Im sure he is not good-natured; and I  I dont think hell make a very good husband.

That will be a pity. Helen is fond of him.

Miss Cattledon coughed significantly. Is she? Helen is fond of him in-so-far as that she is eager to be married  all girls are  and the match with Captain Foliott is an advantageous one. But if you think she cares for him in any other way, Johnny Ludlow, you are quite mistaken. Helen Whitney is no more in love with Captain Foliott than you are in love with me.

At which I laughed.

Very few girls marry for love, she went on. They fall in love, generally speaking, with the wrong person.

Then what do they marry for?

For the sake of being married. With the fear of old-maidism staring them in the face, they are ready, silly things, to snap at almost any offer they receive. Go up to Helen Whitney now, tell her she is destined to live in single blessedness, and she would be ready to fret herself into a fever. Every girl would not be, mind you: but there are girls and girls.

Well, perhaps Miss Cattledon was not far wrong. I did not think as she did then, and laughed again in answer: but I have learned more of the world and its ways since.

In every corner of the house went Helens eyes when we got back to Gloucester Place, but they could not see Captain Foliott. She had been hoping against hope.

III.

Wednesday. Young women, bringing in huge band-boxes, were perpetually ringing at the door, and by-and-by we were treated to a sight of the finery. Sufficient gowns and bonnets to set up a shop were spread out in Helens room. The wedding-dress lay on the bed: a glistening white silk, with a veil and wreath beside it. Near to it was the dress she would go away in to Dover, the first halting-place on their trip to Paris: a quiet shot-silk, Lady Whitney called it, blue one way, pink another. Shot, or not shot, it was uncommonly pretty. Straw bonnets were the mode in those days, and Helens, perched above her travelling-dress, had white ribbons on it and a white veil  which was the mode for brides also. I am sure Helen, in her vanity, thought more of the things than of the bridegroom.

But she thought of him also. Especially when the morning went on and did not bring him. Twelve oclock struck, and Sir John Whitneys solicitor, Mr. Hill, who had come up on purpose, was punctual to his appointment. Sir John had thought it right that his own solicitor should be present at the reading and signing of the settlements, to see that they were drawn up properly.

So there they sat in the back-parlour, which had been converted into a business room for the occasion, waiting for Captain Foliott and the deed with what patience they had. At one oclock, when they came in to luncheon, Sir John was looking a little blue; and he remarked that Captain Foliott, however busy he might have been, should have stretched a point to get off in time. Appointments, especially important ones, ought to be kept.

For it was conclusively thought that the delay was caused by the captains having been unable to leave the previous day, and that he was travelling up now.

So Mr. Hill waited, and Sir John waited, and the rest of us waited, Helen especially; and thus the afternoon passed in waiting. Helen was more fidgety than a hen with one chick: darting to the window every instant, peeping down the staircase at the sound of every ring.

Dinner-time; and no appearance of Captain Foliott. After dinner; and still the same. Mary Seabright, a merry girl, told Helen that her lover was like the knight in the old ballad  he loved and he rode away. There was a good deal of laughing, and somebody called for the song, The Mistletoe Bough. Of course it was all in jest: as each minute passed, we expected the next would bring Captain Foliott.

Not until ten oclock did Mr. Hill leave, with the understanding that he should return the next morning at the same hour. The servants were beginning to lay the breakfast-table in the dining-room, for a lot of sweet dishes had been brought in from the pastry-cooks, and Lady Whitney thought they had better be put on the table at once. In the afternoon we had tied the cards together Mr. and Mrs. Richard Foliott  with white satin ribbon, sealed them up in their envelopes with white wax, and directed them ready for the post on the morrow.

At twelve oclock a move was made to go upstairs to bed; and until that hour we had still been expecting Captain Foliott.

I feel positive some dreadful accident has happened, whispered Helen to me as she said good-night, her usually bright colour faded to paleness. If I thought it was carelessness that is causing the delay, as they are cruelly saying, I  I should never forgive him.

Wait a minute, said Bill to me aside, touching Tod also. Let them go on.

Are you not coming, William? said Lady Whitney.

In two minutes, mother.

I dont like this, began Bill, speaking to us both over our bed-candles, for the other lights were out. Ill be hanged if I think he means to turn up at all!

But why should he not?

Who is to know? Why has he not turned up already? I can tell you that it seems to me uncommonly strange. Half-a-dozen times to-night I had a great mind to call my father out and tell him about what you heard in the train, Tod. It is so extraordinary for a man, coming up to his wedding, not to appear: especially when he is bringing the settlements with him.

Neither of us spoke. What, indeed, could we say to so unpleasant a topic? Bill went on again.

If he were a man in business, as his uncle, old Foliott, is, I could readily understand that interests connected with it might detain him till the last moment. But he is not; he has not an earthly thing to do.

Perhaps his lawyers are in fault, cried Tod. If they are backward with the deeds of settlement  

The deeds were ready a week ago. Foliott said so in writing to my father.

A silence ensued, rendering the street noises more audible. Suddenly there came a sound of a horse and cab dashing along, and it pulled up at our door. Foliott, of course.

Down we went, helter-skelter, out on the pavement. The servants, busy in the dining-room still, came running to the steps. A gentleman, getting out of the cab with a portmanteau, stared, first at us, then at the house.

This is not right, said he to the driver, after looking about him. Its next door but one.

This is the number you told me, sir.

Ah, yes. Made a mistake.

But so sure did it seem to us that this late and hurried traveller must be, at least, some one connected with Captain Foliott, if not himself, that it was only when he and his luggage had disappeared within the next house but one, and the door was shut, and the cab gone away, that we realized the disappointment, and the vague feeling of discomfort it left behind. The servants went in. We strolled to the opposite side of the street, unconsciously hoping that luck might bring another cab with the right man in it.

Look there! whispered Bill, pointing upwards.

The room over the drawing-room was Lady Whitneys; the room above that, the girls. Leaning out at the window, gazing now up the street, now down, was Helen, her eyes restless, her face pale and woe-begone in the bright moonlight.

It was a sad night for Helen Whitney. She did not attempt to undress, as we knew later, but kept her post at that weary window. Every cab or carriage that rattled into view was watched by her with eager, feverish anxiety. But not one halted at the house, not one contained Captain Foliott. Helen Whitney will never forget that unhappy night of tumultuous feeling and its intolerable suspense.

But here was the wedding-morning come, and no bridegroom. The confectioners were rushing in with more dishes, and the dressmakers appearing to put the finishing touches to Helen. Lady Whitney was just off her head: doubtful whether to order all the paraphernalia away, or whether Captain Foliott might not come yet. In the midst of the confusion a little gentleman arrived at the house and asked for Sir John. Sir John and he had a long conference, shut in alone: and when they at length came out Sir Johns nose was a dark purple. The visitor was George Foliott, the mill-owner: returned since some days from the Cape.

And the tale he unfolded would have struck dismay to the nose of many a wiser man than was poor Sir John. The scamp spoken of in the train was Richard Foliott; and a nice scamp he turned out to be. Upon Mr. Foliotts return to Milltown the prospective wedding had come to his ears, with all the villainy encompassing it; he had at once taken means to prevent Mr. Richards carrying it out, and had now come up to enlighten Sir John Whitney.

Richard Foliott had been a scamp at heart from his boyhood; but he had contrived to keep well before the world. Over and over again had Mr. Foliott paid his debts and set him on his legs again. Captain Foliott had told the Whitneys that he quitted the army by the wish of his friends: he quitted it because he dared not stay in. Before Mr. Foliott departed for the Cape he had thrown Richard off; had been obliged to do it. His fond foolish mother had reduced herself to poverty for him. The estate, once worth ten thousand pounds, which he had made a pretence of settling upon Helen, belonged to his mother, and was mortgaged about a dozen deep. He dared not go much abroad for fear of arrest, especially in London. This, and a great deal more, was disclosed by Mr. Foliott to Sir John; who sat and gasped, and rubbed his face, and wished his old friend Todhetley was at hand, and thanked God for Helens escape.

He will never be any better, affirmed Mr. Foliott, be very sure of that. He is innately bad, and the pain he has inflicted upon me for years has made me old before my time. But  forgive me, Sir John, for saying so  I cannot think you exercised discretion in accepting him so easily for your daughter.

I had no suspicion, you see, returned poor Sir John. How could I have any? Being your nephew, and Lord Riversides nephew

Riversides nephew he called himself, did he! The old man is ninety, as I dare say you know, and never stirs from his home in the extreme north of Scotland. Some twenty years ago, he fell in with the sister of Richards mother (she was a governess in a family up there), and married her; but she died within the year. Thats how he comes to be Lord Riversides nephew. But they have never met in their lives.

Oh dear! bemoaned Sir John. What a villain! and what a blessed escape! He made a great point of Helens bit of money, three thousand pounds, not being tied up before the marriage. I suppose he wanted to get it into his own hands.

Of course he did.

And to pay his debts with it; as far as it would go.

Pay his debts with it! exclaimed Mr. Foliott. Why, my good sir, it would take thirty thousand to pay them. He would just have squandered it away in Paris, at his gaming-tables, and what not; and then have asked you to keep him. Miss Whitney is well quit of him: and Im thankful I came back in time to save her.

Great news to disclose to Helen! Deeply mortifying to have ordered a wedding-breakfast and wedding things in general when there was no wedding to be celebrated! The tears were running down Lady Whitneys homely cheeks, as Miss Deveen drove up.

Mr. Foliott asked to see Helen. All he said to her we never knew  but theres no doubt he was as kind as a father.

He is a wicked, despicable man, sobbed Helen.

He is all that, and more, assented Mr. Foliott. You may be thankful your whole life long for having escaped him. And, my dear, if it will at all help you to bear the smart, I may tell you that you are not the first young lady by two or three he has served, or tried to serve, in precisely the same way. And to one of them he behaved more wickedly than I care to repeat to you.

But, ruefully answered poor Helen, quietly sobbing, I dont suppose it came so near with any of them as the very morning.

And that was the end of Helen Whitneys wedding.




HELENS CURATE.

I.

A summons from Mr. Brandon meant a summons. And I dont think I should have dared to disobey one any more than I should those other summonses issued by the law courts. He was my guardian, and he let me know it.

But I was hardly pleased that the mandate should have come for me just this one particular day. We were at Crabb Cot: Helen, Anna, and William Whitney had come to it for a weeks visit; and I did not care to lose a day with them. It had to be lost, however. Mr. Brandon had ordered me to be with him as early as possible in the morning: so that I must be off betimes to catch the first train.

It was a cold bleak day towards the end of February: sleet falling now and then, the east wind blowing like mad, and cutting me in two as I stood at the hall-door. Nobody else was down yet, and I had swallowed my breakfast standing.

Shutting the door after me, and making a rush down the walk between the evergreens for the gate, I ran against Lee, the Timberdale postman, who was coming in, with the letters, on his shaky legs. His face, shaded by its grey locks, straggling and scanty, had a queer kind of fear upon it.

Mr. Johnny, Im thankful to meet you; I was thinking what luck it would be if I could, said he, trembling. Perhaps you will stand my friend, sir. Look here.

Of the two letters he handed to me, one was addressed to Mrs. Todhetley; the other to Helen Whitney. And this last had its envelope pretty nearly burnt off. The letter inside could be opened by anybody, and some of the scorched writing lay exposed.

If the young lady would only forgive me  and hush it up, Mr. Johnny! he pleaded, his poor worn face taking a piteous hue. The Miss Whitneys are both very nice and kind young ladies; and perhaps she will.

How was it done, Lee?

Well, sir, I was lighting my pipe. It is a smart journey here, all the way from Timberdale  and I had to take the long round to-day instead of the Ravine, because there was a newspaper for the Stone House. The east wind was blowing right through me, Mr. Johnny; and I thought if I had a bit of a smoke I might get along better. A spark must have fallen on the letter while I was lighting my pipe, and I did not see it till the letter was aflame in my hand. If  if you could but stand my friend, sir, and  and perhaps give the letter to the young lady yourself, so that the Squire does not see it  and ask her to forgive me.

One could only pity him, poor worn man. Lee had had pecks of trouble, and it had told upon him, making him old before his time. Now and then, when it was a bad winters morning, and the Squire caught sight of him, he would tell him to go into the kitchen and get a cup of hot coffee. Taking the two letters from him to do what I could, I carried them indoors.

Putting Helens with its tindered cover into an envelope, I wrote a line in pencil, and slipped it in also.

Dear Helen,

Poor old Lee has had a mishap and burnt your letter in lighting his pipe. He wants you to forgive it and not to tell the Squire. No real damage is done, so please be kind.

J. L.

Directing this to her, I sent it to her room by Hannah, and made a final start for the train.

And this was what happened afterwards.

Hannah took the letter to Helen, who was in the last stage of dressing, just putting the finishing touches to her hair. Staring at the state her letter was in, she read the few words I had written, and then went into a passion at what Lee had done. Helen Whitney was as good-hearted a girl as ever lived, but hot and hasty in temper, saying anything that came uppermost when put out. She, by the help of time, had got over the smart left by the summary collapse of her marriage, and had ceased to abuse Mr. Richard Foliott. All that was now a thing of the past. And, not having had a spark of love for him, he was the more easily forgotten.

The wicked old sinner! she burst out: and with emphasis so startling, that Anna, reading by the window, dropped her Prayer-book.

Helen! What is the matter?

Thats the matter, flashed Helen, showing the half-burnt envelope and scorched letter, and flinging on the table the piece of paper I had slipped inside. Anna took the letter up and read it.

Poor old man! It was only an accident, Helen; and, I suppose, as Johnny says, no real damage is done. You must not say anything about it.

Must I not! was Helens tart retort.

Who is the letter from?

Never you mind.

But is it from home?

It is from Mr. Leafchild, if you must know.

Oh, said Anna shortly. For that a flirtation, or something of the kind, had been going on between Helen and the curate, Leafchild, and that it would not be likely to find favour at Whitney Hall, she was quite aware of.

Mr. Leafchild writes about the school, added Helen, after reading the letter; perhaps tendering the information as an apology for its having come at all. Those two impudent girls, Kate and Judith Dill, have been setting Miss Barn at defiance, and creating no end of insubordination.

With the last word, she was leaving the room; the letter in her pocket, the burnt envelope in her hand. Anna stopped her.

You are not going to show that, are you, Helen? Please dont.

Mr. Todhetley ought to see it  and call Lee to account for his carelessness. Why, he might have altogether burnt the letter!

Yes; of course it was careless. But I dare say it will be a lesson to him. He is very poor and old, Helen. Pray dont tell the Squire; he might make so much commotion over it, and then you would be sorry. Johnny asks you not.

Helen knitted her brow, but put the envelope into her pocket with the letter: not conceding with at all a good grace, and went down nodding her head in semi-defiance. The cream of the sting lay no doubt in the fact that the letter was Mr. Leafchilds, and that other eyes than her own might have seen it.

She did not say anything at the breakfast-table, though Anna sat upon thorns lest she should: Helen was so apt to speak upon impulse. The Squire talked of riding out; Whitney said he would go with him: Tod seemed undecided what he should do. Mrs. Todhetley read to them the contents of her letter  which was from Mary Blair.

I shall go for a walk, announced Helen, when the rest had dispersed. Come and get your things on, Anna.

But I dont care to go out, said Anna. It is a very disagreeable day. And I meant to help Mrs. Todhetley with the frock she is making for Lena.

You can help her when you come back. I am not going through that Crabb Ravine by myself.

Through Crabb Ravine!

Yes. I want to go to Timberdale.

It never occurred to Anna that the errand to Timberdale could have any connection with the mornings mishap. She put her things on without more ado  Helen always domineered over her, just as Tod did over me  and the two girls went out together.

Halloa! cried Tod, who was standing by the pigeon-house. Where are you off to?

Timberdale, replied Helen. And Tod turned and walked with them.

They were well through the Ravine, and close on to the entrance of Timberdale, before Helen said a word of what she had in her mind. Pulling the burnt envelope and the letter out then, she showed them to Tod.

What do you think of that for a piece of carelessness! she asked: and forthwith told him the whole story. Tod, hasty and impulsive, took the matter up as warmly as she had done.

Lee ought to be reported for this  and punished. There might have been a bank-note in the letter.

Of course there might, assented Helen. And for Johnny Ludlow to want to excuse him, and ask me to hush it up!

Just like Johnny! In such things he is an out-and-out muff. How would the world go on, I wonder, if Johnny ruled it? You ought to have shown it to the Squire at once, Helen.

So I should but for Johnny and Anna. As they had asked me not to, I did not quite like to fly in their faces. But I am going to show it to your postmaster at Timberdale.

Oh, Helen! involuntarily breathed Anna. And Tod looked up.

Dont mind her, said Helen. She and Johnny are just alike  making excuses for every one. Rymer the chemist is postmaster, is he not?

Rymers dead  dont you remember that, Helen? Before he died, he gave up the post-office business. Salmon, the grocer opposite, took to it.

This Salmon was brother to the Salmon (grocer and draper) at South Crabb. Both were long-headed men, and flourishing tradesmen in their small way.

Poor old Lee! cried Tod, with a shade of pity. He is too ailing and feeble; we have often said it. But of course he must be taught not to set fire to the letters.

Annas eyelashes were wet. Suppose, by your complaining, you should get him turned out of his post? she suggested, with the timid deference she might have observed to a royal duke  but in the presence of those two she always lost her courage. Tod answered her gently. When he was gentle to any one, it was to her.

No fear of that, Anna. Salmon will blow old Lee up, and therell be an end of it. Whose letter was it, Helen?

It was from Mr. Leafchild  about our schools, answered Helen, turning her face away that he might not see its sudden rush of colour.

Well, they made their complaint to Salmon; who was properly indignant and said he would look into it, Tod putting in a word for the offender, Lee. We dont want him reported to headquarters, or anything of that kind, you know, Salmon. Just give him a reprimand, and warn him to be cautious in future.

Ill see to him, sir, nodded Salmon.

(The final result of the burning of this letter of Helen Whitneys, and of another persons letter that got burnt later, was recorded in the last Series, in a paper called Lee the Letter-Man.

It may be as well to remind the reader that these stories told by Johnny Ludlow are not always placed consecutively as regards the time of their occurrence, but go backwards or forwards indiscriminately.)

Being so near, Helen and Anna thought they would call on Herbert Tanerton and Grace at the Rectory; next, they just looked in at Timberdale Court  Robert Ashtons. Altogether, what with one delay and another, they arrived at home when lunch was nearly over. And who should be sitting there, but Sir John Whitney! He had come over unexpectedly to pass an hour or two.

Helen Whitney was very clever in her way: but she was apt to be forgetful at times, as all the rest of us are. One thing she had totally and entirely forgotten to-day  and that was to ask Tod not to speak of the letter. So that when the Squire assailed them with reproaches for being late, Tod, unconscious that he was doing wrong, blurted out the truth. A letter from Mr. Leafchild to Helen had been partly burnt by old Lee, and they had been to Timberdale to complain to Salmon.

A letter from Leafchild to Helen! cried Sir John. That must be a mistake. Leafchild would not presume to write to Helen.

She grew white as snow. Sir John had turned from the table to face her, and she dared not run away. The Squire was staring and frowning at the news of old Lees sin, denouncing him hotly, and demanding to see the letter.

Yes, where is this letter? asked Sir John. Let me see it, Helen.

It  it was about the schools, papa.

About the schools! Like his impudence! What have you to do with the schools? Give me the letter.

My gracious me, burn a letter! cried the Squire. Lee must be in his dotage. The letter, my dear, the letter; we must see it.

Between them both, Helen was in a corner. She might have been capable of telling a white fib and saying she had not the letter, rather than let her father see it. Anna, who knew she had it in her pocket, went for nobody; but Tod knew it also. Tod suspecting no complications, was holding out his hand for her to produce it. With trembling lips, and fingers that shook in terror, she slowly drew it forth. Sir John took the letter from her, the Squire caught hold of the burnt envelope.

There was not a friendly hole in the floor for Helen to drop through. She escaped by the door to hide herself and her hot cheeks. For this was neither more nor less than a love-letter from the curate, and Sir John had taken it to the window to read it in the stronger light.

Bless my heart and mind! cried he when he had mastered its contents, just such an exclamation as the Squire would have made. He  he  I believe the fellow means to make love to her! What a false-hearted parson he must be! Come here, Todhetley.

To see the two old heads poring over the letter together through their spectacles was something good, Tod said, when he told me all this later. It was just a love-letter and nothing less, but without a word of love in it. But not a bad love-letter of its kind; rather a sensible one. After telling Helen about the tracasserie in the parish school (which must have afforded him just the excuse for writing that he may have wanted), the curate went on to say a little bit about their mutual friendship, and finished up by begging Helen to allow him to speak to Sir John and Lady Whitney, for he could not bear to think that by keeping silent they were deceiving them. As honourable a letter in its way as you could wish to hear read, observed Tod; for Sir John and the Squire had read it aloud between them for the benefit of the dining-room.

This comes of having grown-up daughters, bewailed poor Sir John. Leafchild ought to be put in the pillory. And wheres Helen got to? Where is that audacious girl?

Poor Helen caught it hot and strong  Sir John demanding of her, for one thing, whether she had not had enough of encouraging disreputable young sparks with that Richard Foliott. Poor Helen sobbed and hid her head, and finally took courage to say that Mr. Leafchild was a saint on earth  not to be as much as named in the same sentence with Richard Foliott. And when I got home at night, everybody, from Helen downwards, was in the dumps, and Sir John had gone home to make mincemeat of the curate.

Buttermead was one of those straggling parishes that are often found in rural districts. Whitney Hall was situated in it, also the small village of Whitney, also that famous school of ours, Dr. Frosts, and there was a sprinkling of other good houses. Some farm homesteads lay scattered about; and the village boasted of a street and a half.

The incumbent of Buttermead, or Whitney, was the Reverend Matthew Singleton: his present curate was Charles Leafchild. Mr. Leafchild, though eight-and-twenty years of age, was only now ordained deacon, and this year was his first in the ministry. At eighteen he had gone out to the West Indies, a post having been found for him there. He did not go by choice. Being a steady-minded young fellow, religiously inclined, he had always wished to be a parson; but his father, Dr. Leafchild, a great light among Church dignitaries, and canon residentiary of a cathedral in the North, had set his face against the wish. The eldest son was a clergyman, and of his preferment Dr. Leafchild could take tolerable care, but he did not know that he could do much in that way for his younger sons, and so Charless hopes had to go to the wall. Spiritual earnestness, however, at length made itself heard within him to some purpose; and he resolved, come what might, that he would quit money-making for piety. The West Indian climate did not agree with him; he had to leave it for home, and then it was that he made the change. You would have been rich in time had you stuck to your post, remonstrated the Reverend Doctor to him: now you may be nothing but a curate all your life. True, father, was the answer, but I shall hope to do my duty as one. So Charles Leafchild made himself into a parson, and here he was at Buttermead, reading through his first year, partially tabooed by his family, and especially by that flourishing divine, the head of it.

He was a good-looking young man, as men go. Rather tall than not, with a pale, calm face, brown hair that he wore long, and mild brown eyes that had no end of earnestness in their depths. A more self-denying man could not be found; though as a rule young men are not famous for great self-denial. The small stipend given by Mr. Singleton had to suffice for all his wants. Leafchild had never said what this stipend was; except that he admitted one day it was not more than seventy pounds: how much less than that, he did not state.

Just a few roods out of the village stood a small dwelling called Marigold Cottage. A tidy woman named Bean lived in it with her two daughters, one of whom was the paid mistress of the national girls-school. Mr. Leafchild lodged here, as the late curate had before him, occupying the spare sitting-room and bedroom. And if Mrs. Bean was to be believed  and she had been a veracious woman all her life  three days out of the seven, at least, Mr. Leafchild went without meat at his dinner, having given it away to some sick or poor creature, who wanted it, he considered, more than he did. A self-denying, earnest, gentle-minded man; thats what he was: and perhaps it may be forgiven to Helen Whitney that she fell in love with him.

When Helen went home from London, carrying with her the mortification that came of her interrupted marriage and Captain Foliotts delinquency, she began to do what she had never done in her life before, busy herself a little in the parish: perhaps as a safety-valve to carry off her superfluous anger. The curate was a middle-aged man with a middle-aged wife and two babies, and Helen had no scruple in going about with him, here, there, and everywhere. To the schools, to the church, to practise the boys, to visit the poor, went she. But when in a few months that curates heart was made glad by a living  two hundred a-year and a five-roomed Vicarage  and Mr. Leafchild came in his place, it was a little different. She did not run about with the new curate as she had with the old, but she did see a good deal of him, and he of her. The result was they fell in love with one another. For the first time in her life the uncertain god, Cupid, had pierced the somewhat invulnerable heart of Helen Whitney.

But now, could anything be so inappropriate, or look more hopeless? Charles Leafchild, B.A., curate of Buttermead, positively only yet reading for his full title, scantily paid, no prospect of anything better, lacking patronage; and Miss Helen Whitney, daughter of Sir John Whitney, baronet! Looking at it from a practical point of view, it seemed that he might just as well have expected to woo and wed one of the stars in the sky.

On the bleak February morning that followed Helens expedition to Timberdale, Mr. Leafchild came down from his chamber and entered his sitting-room. The fire, a small one, for Mrs. Bean had received a general caution to be sparing of his coal, burnt brightly in the grate. He stood over it for a minute or two, rubbing his slender hands at the blaze: since he left the West Indies he had felt the cold more keenly than formerly. Then he turned to the breakfast-table, and saw upon it, a small portion of cold neck of mutton, an uncut loaf, and a pat of butter. His tea stood there, already made.

If I leave the meat, it will do for dinner, he thought: and proceeded to make his meal of bread-and-butter. Letty Bean, who chiefly waited on him, came in.

A letter for you, sir, she said, handing him a note.

He took it, looked at the handwriting, which was thick and sprawly and not familiar to him, and laid it beside his plate.

Sir John Whitneys footman brought it, sir, continued Letty, volunteering the information: and a hot colour flushed the curates face as he heard it. He opened it then. Short and peremptory, it merely requested the Reverend Charles Leafchild to call upon Sir John Whitney that morning at Whitney Hall.

Is the man waiting for an answer, Letty?

No, sir. He went away as soon as he gave it me.

Mr. Leafchild half suspected what had occurred  that Sir John must, in some way, have become acquainted with the state of affairs. He judged so by the cold, haughty tone of the note: hitherto Sir John had always shown himself friendly. Far from being put out, Mr. Leafchild hoped it was so, and went on with his breakfast.

Another interruption. Mrs. Bean this time. She wore a mob cap and had lost her teeth.

Heres that tipsy Jones come to the door, sir. He says you told him to come.

Ah yes, I did; let him come in, said the curate. Is he tipsy this morning?

No, sir, only shaky. And what shall I order you for dinner, sir, to-day? I may as well ask, as I am here.

That will do, he answered, pointing to the cold meat. And please mash the potatoes.

Jones came in. The man was not an incorrigibly bad doer, but weak and irresolute. If he worked two days, he idled and drank three, and his wife and children suffered. Mr. Leafchild, who felt more sorrow for him than anger, invited him to a seat by the fire, and talked to him long and persuasively, almost as one brother might talk to another, and gave him a hot cup of tea. Jones went away great in promises and penitence: and about eleven oclock the curate betook himself to the Hall.

Of all men living, the Squire perhaps excepted, Sir John was about the worst to carry out any troublesome negotiation. He was good-hearted, irresolute, and quick-tempered.

When Mr. Leafchild was shown in, Sir John utterly forgot certain speeches he had conned over in his mind, broke down, went into a passion, and told the curate he was a designing, impudent villain.

Though his love for Helen, and that was intense, caused him to feel somewhat agitated in the presence of Helens father, Mr. Leafchilds manner was quiet and calm, a very contrast to that of Sir John. After a little while, when the baronet had talked himself cool, Mr. Leafchild entered into a history of the affair: telling how he and Miss Whitney had met without any intention of any kind, except of that which might be connected with the parish interests, and how with as little intention, a mutual liking  nay, a love  had sprung up.

Yes, thats all very fine, said Sir John, shuffling about his steel spectacles that were perched on his old red nose. You knew she was my daughter; you knew well what you were about.

The young man reddened at the reproach.

Sir, indeed you misjudge me. I never thought of such a thing as falling in love with Miss Whitney until the love had come. Had she been the most obscure of young women, it would have been all the same.

Then you are an idiot for your pains, retorted Sir John. Why, goodness gracious me! have you not one single atom of common sense? Cant you see how unfitting it is?

My family is a very good one; in point of fact, as good as yours, Sir John  if you will pardon me for saying so thus pointedly, urged the curate in his gentle voice. And though  

Oh, bother! interrupted Sir John, having no counter argument particularly at hand. That goes for nothing. What are your prospects?

They are not great. Perhaps I ought to say that I have no prospects as yet. But, sir  

Now come! thats honest. No prospects! And yet you must go making love to my daughter.

I have not done that, sir, in one sense made love. Hardly a word, I think, has passed between myself and Miss Whitney that you might not have heard. But we have, notwithstanding, been fully aware of the state of each others heart  

The state of each others fiddlestick, spluttered Sir John. A nice pair of you, I must say! And pray, what did you think it would come to?

What Miss Whitney may have thought I have not presumed to ask. For myself, I confess I am cherishing hopes for the future. It is some little time now since I have been wishing to speak to you, Sir John: and I intended, if you were so kind as not to entirely reject me, to write to my father, Dr. Leafchild, and lay the whole case before him. I think he can help me later if he will; and I certainly believe he will be only too glad to do it.

Help you to what?

To a living.

And, bless my heart and mind, how long do you suppose you might have to wait? A dozen years. Twenty years, for all you know. The curate who was here before you, poor Bell, had been waiting more than twenty years for one. It came to him last year, and he was forty-seven years old.

Mr. Leafchild could say nothing to this.

And a fine living it is, now he has it! went on Sir John. No, no, sir: Helen Whitney cannot be dragged into that kind of fate.

I should be the last to drag her, or wish to drag her into it. Believe that, Sir John. But, if I had a good living given to me, then I should like her to share it. And I think that my father would perhaps allow me some private means also, for Helens sake. He has money, and could do it.

But all those fancies and notions are just so many vapours, clouds up in the sky, and no better, dont you see! You young men are sanguine and foolish; you lose sight of facts in fallacies. We must look at what is, not at what might be. Why, you are not yet even a priest!

No. I shall be ordained to that in a few months time.

And then, I suppose, you will either remain here, or get a curacy elsewhere. And your income will be that of a curate  a hundred pounds a-year, all told. Some curates get but fifty.

True. We are poorly paid.

And that may go on till you are forty or fifty years of age! And yet, in the face of it, you ask me to let you have my daughter. Now, Mr. Leafchild, you are either a simpleton yourself, or you must think I am one, added Sir John, rising to end the interview, which had been to him one of thorough discomfort. And Im sure I hope youll pick up a little common sense, young man, and I shall order Miss Helen to pick some up too. There, thats all.

I trust you are not angry with me, sir, said the curate mildly, for Sir John was holding out his hand to be shaken.

Well, yes, I am. Anything like this causes one such worry, you know. Im sure I and my wife have had no sleep all night. You must not think any more of Helen. And now good-morning.

As Mr. Leafchild walked back to his lodgings at Dame Beans, his hopes seemed to be about as dull as the wintry sky on which his nice brown eyes were fixed. His whole happiness, socially speaking, lay in Helen; hers lay with him; but only separation seemed to be looming in the air. Suddenly, when he was close to Marigold Cottage, a little rift broke in the leaden clouds, and a bit of pale blue sky shone forth.

I will take that as an omen for good; pray God it may be so! spoke the curate gladly and reverently, as he lifted his hat. And  come what may, in storm and in tempest, God is over all.

Helen went home in the dumps and to sundry edifying lectures. An embargo was laid on her parish work, and she only saw the curate at church. One month, two months passed over thus, and she grew pale and thin. Sir John was cross, Lady Whitney uncomfortable; they were both simple-minded people, caring more for their childrens happiness than for their grandeur. The former told the Squire in confidence that if the young fellow could get a decent living, he was not sure but hed give in, and that he liked him ten thousand times better than he had ever liked that Foliott.

They met one day by accident. Helen was out moping in the long broad walk: which was beginning to be shady now, for May was all but in, and the trees were putting on their foliage. At the end of it she came to a standstill, leaning on the gate. The waters of the lake, out yonder, were blue as the unruffled sky. With a faint cry, she started aside, for Charles Leafchild stood before her.

Being a parson, and tacitly on honour to Sir John, he might have been expected to pass on his way without stopping; but Helens hand was already stretched out over the gate. He could but shake it.

You are not looking well, he said after a moments silence. I am sorry to see it.

What with his unexpected presence, and what with her minds general discomfort, Helen burst into tears. Mr. Leafchild kept her hand in his.

I have a bad headache to-day, said Helen, by way of excuse for her tears. It has been gloomy weather lately.

Gloomy within and without, he assented, giving a meaning to her words that she had not meant to imply. But in every cloud, you know, however dark it may be, there is always a silver lining.

We cant always see it, returned Helen, drying her tears.

No; we very often cannot. But we may trust that it is there  and be patient.

I think it sometimes happens that we never see it  that all is gloomy to the end, the end of life. What then?

Then we may be sure that it is best for us it should be so. God directs all things.

Helen sighed: she had not learnt the love and faith and submission that made up the sum of Mr. Leafchilds life, bringing into it so strange a peace.

Is it true that you are going to leave? she asked. We heard it mentioned.

Yes: when I shall be fully ordained. Mr. Singleton has to take his nephew. It was an old promise  that he should come to him for his first year, just as I have. I think I shall go to Worcester.

To Worcester?

I have been offered a curacy there by one of the minor canons whose living is in the town, and I feel inclined to take it. The parish is large and has a good many of the very poor in it.

Helen made a face. But would you like that? You might be frightfully overworked.

It is what I should like. As to the work  it is done for our Master.

He shook hands with her again, and left, the cheery smile still on his face, the thoughtful light in his steadfast eyes. And never a word of love, you see, had passed.

It was, I take it, about a fortnight after this, that there went walking one afternoon to Whitney Hall, a tall, portly, defiant-looking gentleman in gold-rimmed spectacles and a laced-up clerical hat. By the way he turned his head here and there, and threw his shoulders about as he strode along, you might have taken him for a bishop at least, instead of a canon  but canons in those days were a great deal more self-important than bishops are in these. It was the Reverend Dr. Leafchild. A real canon was he, a great man in his own cathedral, and growing rich on his share of its substantial revenues: your honorary canons with their empty title and non-stipends had not sprung into fashion then. In his pompous manner, and he had been born pompous, Dr. Leafchild asked to see Sir John Whitney.

After Mr. Leafchilds interview with Sir John in February, he had written to his father and told him all about it, asking him whether he thought he could not help him later to a living, so that he might have a chance of winning Helen. But for Helens being a baronets daughter and the connection one that even the canon might be proud of, he would have turned a deaf ear: as it was, he listened. But Dr. Leafchild never did things in a hurry; and after some correspondence with his son (and a great deal of grumbling, meant for his good), he had now come into Worcestershire for the purpose of talking over the affair with Sir John.

The upshot was, that Sir John gave in, and sanctioned the engagement. There was an excellent living somewhere down in the North  eight hundred pounds a-year, a handsome house, and some land  the next presentation to which the canon could command. He had intended it for his eldest son; but he, by some lucky chance, had just obtained a better preferment, and the doctor could promise it to Charles. The present incumbent was old and ailing; therefore, in all probability, it would very speedily fall in. The canon added that he might settle on the young people a small sum at their marriage, say a hundred a-year, or so; and he also hinted that Charles might stand a chance of better preferment later  say a snug canonry. So Sir John shook hands heartily upon the bargain, invited the canon to stay dinner, and sent for Charles.

For the next six weeks who so happy as the curate and Helen? They came over to us at Dyke Manor (for we had gone back there) for a day or two, and we learnt to like him with our whole hearts. What a good, earnest, warm-natured man he was; and oh, how unselfish!

I remember one evening in particular when they were out together, pacing the field-path. Helen had his arm, and he was talking to her in what seemed an uncommonly solemn manner: for his hand was lifted now and then in earnestness, and both were gazing upwards. It was a beautiful sky: the sun had set in splendour, leaving crimson and gold clouds behind it, the evening star twinkled in the deepening canopy. Mrs. Todhetley sent me to them. A poor woman had come up for broth for her sick son, one of our labourers. She was in great distress: a change had taken place in him for the worse, he was calling for the clergyman to come to him before he died: but Mr. Holland was out that evening  gone to Evesham.

Johnny, I  I think Mr. Leafchild would go, said the mater. Do you mind asking him?

Hardly any need to ask. At the first word he was hastening to the woman and walking away with her. Helens eyes, gazing at the sky still, were wet with tears.

Is it not beautiful, Johnny?

Very. It was a glorious sunset.

But I never saw it as I see it now. He is teaching me many things. I cannot hope to be ever as he is, Johnny, not half as good; but I think in time he will make me a little like him.

You have a happy life before you.

Yes  I hope so, she said hesitatingly. But sometimes a feeling makes itself heard within me  that one who is so entirely fitted for the next world may not long be left in this.

II.

It was autumn weather  October. A lot of us were steaming over to Worcester in the train. Miss Whitney from Cheltenham, and a friend of hers  a maiden lady as ancient as herself, one Miss Conaway, of Devonshire  were staying at the Hall. Miss Conaway did not know Worcester, and was now being taken to see it  especially the cathedral. Lady Whitney, Helen, Anna, and I made up the party, and we filled the carriage. My being with them arose from chance: I had come over accidentally that morning to Whitney Hall. Of course Helen hoped to see something besides the cathedral her curate. For in June Mr. Leafchild, then in priests orders, entered on his new curacy at Worcester, there to stay until the expected living should fall in.

How is he? I asked Helen, bending over the arm of the seat that divided us.

Working himself to death, she whispered back to me, her tone a cross one.

He said he was glad there would be plenty of work, you know. And it is a large parish.

But he need not let it put everything else out of his head.

Meaning you?

I have not heard from him for more than a week. Papa had a letter from Dr. Leafchild this morning. He said in it that Charles, when he last wrote, complained of being poorly.

A great many curates do get very overtaxed.

Oh, and what do you think? went on Helen. He is actually beginning to have scruples about taking that living, on the score that therell be hardly any work to do.

But  he will take it!

Yes, I suppose he will, because of me; but it will go against the grain, I fancy. I do think one may have too strict a conscience.

It was past one oclock when we reached Worcester. Lady Whitney complained in the train of having started too late. First of all there was luncheon to be taken at the Star: that brought it to past two. Then various other things had to be done: see the cathedral, and stay the afternoon service, go over the china works at Diglis, and buy a bundle of articles at the linen-drapers. All these duties over, they meant to invade Mr. Leafchilds lodgings in Paradise Row.

They took the drapers to begin with, the whole of them trooping in, one after another, like sheep into a pen: and I vow that they only came out again when the bell was going for three-oclock service. Helen was not in a genial mood: at this rate there would not be much time left for visiting the curate.

It was Aunt Anns fault, she grumbled to me and mammas. They were a good half-hour looking at the stuff for the childrens winter frocks. Aunt Ann maintained that cashmere was best, mamma held to merino. All the shelves they had taken down! I would not be a linen-drapers shopman for the world.

Just in time, were we, to get into our seats before the procession of clergy and choristers came in. The chanter that afternoon was Mr. Leafchilds rector: I knew him to speak to. But theres no space to linger upon details.

A small knot of people, ourselves and others, had collected in the transept after service, waiting for one of the old bedesmen to do the honours of the cathedral, when the chanter came down the steps of the south aisle, after disrobing in the vestry.

Do you know who he is? I said to Helen, who was standing with me a little apart.

No  how should I know? Except that he must be one of the minor canons.

He is Mr. Leafchilds rector.

Is he? she eagerly cried, the colour coming into her face. And just then he chanced to look our way, and nodded to me. I went up to him to speak.

This is a terrible thing about Leafchild, he exclaimed in a minute or two.

What is it? I asked, my breath stopping.

Helen, who had slowly paced after me on the white flags, stood stock still and turned as pale as you please.

Have you not heard of his illness? Perhaps not, though: it has been so sudden. A few days ago he was apparently as well as I am now. But it was only last night that the doctors began to apprehend danger.

Is it fever?

Yes. A species of typhoid, I believe. Whether caught in his ministrations or not, I dont know. Though I suppose it must have been. He is lying at his lodgings in Paradise Row. Leafchild has not seemed in good condition lately, continued the clergyman. He is most unremitting in his work, fags himself from morning till night, and lives anyhow: so perhaps he was not fortified to resist the attack of an enemy. He is very ill: and since last night he has been unconscious.

He is dangerously ill, did you say? spoke poor Helen, biting her lips to hide their tremor.

Almost more than dangerous: I fear there is little hope left, he answered, never of course suspecting who Helen was. Good-afternoon.

She followed him with her eyes as he turned to the cloister-door: and then moved away towards the north entrance, looking as one dazed.

Helen, where are you going?

To see him.

Oh, but it wont do. It wont, indeed, Helen.

I am going to see him, she answered, in her most wilful tone. Dont you hear that he is dying? I know he is; I feel it instinctively as a sure and certain fact. If you have a spark of goodness youll come with me, Johnny Ludlow. Its all the same  whether you do or not.

I looked around for our party. They had disappeared up the other aisle under convoy of the bedesman, leaving Helen and myself to follow at our leisure; or perhaps not noticing our absence. Helen, marching away with quick steps, passed out at the grand entrance.

It is not safe for you to go, Helen, I remonstrated, as we went round the graveyard and so up High Street. You would catch the fever from him.

I shall catch no fever.

He caught it.

I wish youd be quiet. Cant you see what I am suffering?

The sweetest sight to me just then would have been Lady Whitney, or any one else holding authority over Helen. I seemed responsible for any ill that might ensue: and yet, what could I do?

Helen, pray listen to a word of reason! See the position you put me in. A fever is not a light thing to risk.

I dont believe that typhoid fever is catching. He did not say typhus.

Of course its catching.

Are you afraid of it?

I dont know that I am afraid. But I should not run into it by choice. And Im sure you ought not to.

We were just then passing that large druggists shop that the Squire always called Featherstonhaughs  just because Mr. Featherstonhaugh once kept it. Helen darted across the street and into it.

A pound of camphor, said she, to the young man behind the right-hand counter.

A pound of camphor! he echoed. Did you say a pound, maam?

Is it too much? asked Helen. I want some to put about me: I am going to see some one who is ill.

It ended in his giving her two ounces. As we left the shop she handed part of it to me, stowing the rest about herself. And whether it was thanks to the camphor, I dont know, but neither of us took any harm.

There. You cant grumble now, Johnny Ludlow.

Paradise Row, as every one knows, is right at the other end of the town, past the Tything. We had nearly reached the house when a gentleman, who looked like a doctor, came out of it.

I beg your pardon, said Helen, accosting him as he met us, and coughing to hide her agitation, but we think  seeing you come out of the house  that you may be attending Mr. Leafchild. Is he better?

The doctor looked at us both, and shook his head as he answered  

Better in one sense of the word, in so far as that he is now conscious; worse in another. He is sinking fast.

A tremor shook Helen from head to foot. She turned away to hide it. I spoke.

Do you mean  dying?

I fear so.

Are his friends with him?

Not any of them. His father was sent to yesterday, but he has not yet come. We did not write before, not having anticipated danger.

Why dont they have Henry Carden to him? cried Helen in passionate agitation as the doctor walked away. He could have cured him.

No, no, Helen; dont think that. Other men are just as clever as Henry Carden. They have only one treatment for fever.

A servant-girl answered the door, and asked us into the parlour. She took us for the relations from the north. Mr. Leafchild was lying in a room near  a comfortable bed-chamber. Three doctors were attending him, she said; but just now the nurse was alone with him. Would we like to go in? she added: we had been expected all day.

Come with me, Johnny, whispered Helen.

He was lying in bed, white and still, his eyes wide open. The nurse, a stout old woman in light print gown and full white apron, stood at a round table in the corner, noiselessly washing a wine-glass. She turned her head, curtsied, and bustled out of the room.

But wasnt he weak, as his poor thin hands clasped Helens! His voice was hollow as he tried to speak to her. The bitter tears, running down her checks, were dropping on to the bed-clothes.

You should not have come, he managed to say. My love, my love!

Is there no hope? she sobbed. Oh, Charles, is there no hope?

May God soothe it to you! May He have you always in His good keeping!

And is it no trouble to you to die? she went on, reproach in her anguished tone. Have you no regret for the world, and  and for those you leave behind?

It is Gods will, he breathed. To myself it is no trouble, for He has mercifully taken the trouble from me. I regret you, my Helen, I regret the world. Or, rather, I should regret it, but that I know I am going to one brighter and better. You will come to me there, my dear one, and we shall live together for ever.

Helen knelt down by the bed; he was lying close on the edge of it; and laid her wet face against his. He held her to him for a moment, kissed her fervently, and then motioned to me to take her away.

For your own sake, my dear, he whispered. You are in danger here. Give my dear love to them all.

Helen just waved her hand back at me, as much as to say, Dont you interfere. But at that moment the fat old nurse bustled in again, with the announcement that two of the doctors and Mr. Leafchilds rector were crossing the road. That aroused Helen.

One minutes close embrace, her tears bedewing his dying cheeks, one lingering hand-clasp of pain, and they parted. Parted for all time. But not for eternity.

God be with you ever! he breathed, giving her his solemn blessing. Farewell, dear Johnny Ludlow!

I am so sorry! If you could but get well! I cried, my eyes not much dryer than Helens.

I shall soon be well: soon, he answered with a sweet faint smile, his feeble clasp releasing my hand, which he had taken. But not here. Fare you well.

Helen hid herself in a turn of the passage till the doctors had gone in, and then we walked down the street together, she crying softly. Just opposite Salt Lane, a fly passed at a gallop. Dr. Leafchild sat in it muffled in coats, a cloud of sorrow on his generally pompous face.



And that was the abrupt end of poor Charles Leafchild, for he died at midnight, full of peace. Gods ways are not as our ways; or we might feel tempted to ask why so good and useful a servant should have been taken.

And so, you perceive, there was another marriage of Helen Whitney frustrated. Fortune seemed to be against her.




JELLICOS PACK.

I.

The shop was not at all in a good part of Evesham. The street was narrow and dirty, the shop the same. Over the door might be seen written Tobias Jellico, Linen-draper and Huckster. One Monday  which is market-day at Evesham, as the world knows  in going past it with Tod and little Hugh, the child trod on his bootlace and broke it, and we turned in to get another. It was a stuffy shop, filled with bundles as well as wares, and behind the counter stood Mr. Jellico himself, a good-looking, dark man of forty, with deep-set blue eyes, that seemed to meet at the nose, so close were they together.

The lace was a penny, he said, and Tod laid down sixpence. Jellico handed the sixpence to a younger man who was serving lower down, and began showing us all kinds of articles  neckties, handkerchiefs, fishing-lines, cigar-lights, for he seemed to deal in varieties. Hugh had put in his bootlace, but we could not get away.

I tell you we dont want anything of this, said Tod, in his haughty way, for the persistent fellow had tired him out. Give me my change.

The other man brought the change wrapped up in paper, and we went on to the inn. Tod had ordered the pony to be put in the chaise, and it stood ready in the yard. Just then a white-haired, feeble old man came into the yard, and begged. Tod opened the paper of half-pence.

The miserable cheat, he called out. If youll believe me, Johnny, that fellow has only given me fourpence in change. If I had time Id go back to him. Sam, do you know anything of one Jellico, who keeps a fancy shop? asked he of the ostler.

A fancy shop, sir? echoed Sam, considering.

Sells calico and lucifer-matches.

Oh, I know Mr. Jellico! broke forth Sam, his recollection coming to him. He has got a cousin with him, sir.

No doubt. It was the cousin that cheated me. Mistakes are mistakes, and the best of us are liable to them; but if that was a mistake, Ill eat the lot.

Its as much of a leaving-shop as a drapers, sir. Leastways, its said that women can take things in and borrow money on them.

Oh! said Tod. Borrow a shilling on a Dutch oven to-day, and pay two shillings to-morrow to get it out.

Anyway, Mr. Jellico does a fine trade, for he gives credit, concluded Sam.

But the wrong change might have been a mistake.

In driving home, Tod pulled up at George Reeds cottage. Every one must remember hearing where that was, and of Reeds being put into prison by Major Parrifer. Get down, Johnny, said he, and see if Reeds there. He must have left work.

I went up the path where Reeds children were playing, and opened the cottage door. Mrs. Reed and two neighbours stood holding out something that looked like a gown-piece. With a start and a grab, Mrs. Reed caught the stuff, and hid it under her apron, and the two others looked round at me with scared faces.

Reed here? No, sir, she answered, in a sort of flurry. He had to go over to Alcester after work. I dont expect him home much afore ten to-night.

I shut the door, thinking nothing. Reed was a handy man at many things, and Tod wanted him to help with some alteration in the pheasantry at the Manor. It was Tod who had set it up  a long, narrow place enclosed with green trellised work, and some gold and silver pheasants running about in it. The Squire had been against it at first, and told Tod he wouldnt have workmen bothering about the place. So Tod got Reed to come in of an evening after his days work, and in a fortnight the thing was up. Now he wanted him again to alter it: he had found out it was too narrow. That was one of Tods failings. If he took a thing into his head it must be done off-hand. The Squire railed at him for his hot-headed impatience: but in point of fact he was of just the same impatient turn himself. Tod had been over to Bill Whitneys and found their pheasantry was twice as wide as his.

Confound Alcester, cried Tod in his vexation, as he drove on home. If Reed could have come up now and seen what it is I want done, he might have begun upon it to-morrow evening.

The pater says it is quite wide enough as it is, Tod.

You shut up, Johnny. If I pay Reed out of my own pocket, its nothing to anybody.

On Tuesday he sent me to Reeds again. It was a nice spring afternoon, but Im not sure that I thanked him for giving me that walk. Especially when upon lifting the latch of the cottage door, I found it fastened. Down I sat on the low bench outside the open window to wait  where Cathy had sat many a time in the days gone by, making believe to nurse the children, and that foolish young Parrifer would be leaning against the pear-tree on the other side the path. I had to leave my message with Mrs. Reed; I supposed she had only stepped into a neighbours, and might be back directly, for the two little girls were playing at shop in the garden.

Buzz, buzz: hum, hum. Why, those voices were in the kitchen! The lower part of the casement was level with the top of my head; I turned round and raised my eyes to look.

Well! surprises, it is said, are the lot of man. It was his face, unless my sight deceived itself. The same blue eyes that were in the shop at Evesham the day before, were inside Mrs. Reeds kitchen now: Mr. Tobias Jellicos. The place seemed to be crowded with women. He was smiling and talking to them in the most persuasive manner imaginable, his hands waving an accompaniment, on one of which glittered a ring with a yellow stone in it, a persuasive look on his rather well-featured face.

They were a great deal too agreeably engrossed to see me, and I looked on at leisure. A sort of pack, open, rested on the floor; the table was covered with all kinds of things for womens dress; silks, cottons, ribbons, mantles; which Mrs. Reed and the others were leaning over and fingering.

Silks aint for the like of us; Id never have the cheek to put one on, cried a voice that I knew at once for shrill Peggy Dickons. Next to her stood Ann Dovey, the blacksmiths wife; who was very pretty, and vain accordingly.

What kind o stuff dye call this, master? Ann Dovey asked.

Thats called laine, answered Jellico. Its all pure wool.

Its amost as shiny as silk. I say, Mrs. Reed, dye think this ud wear?

It would wear for ever, put in Jellico. Ten yards of it would make as good a gown as ever went on a ladys back; and the cost is but two shillings a yard.

Two shillings! Lets see  what ud that come to? Why, twenty, wouldnt it? My patience, I shouldnt never dare to run up that score for one gownd.

Jellico laughed pleasantly. You take it, Mrs. Dovey. It just suits your bright cheeks. Pay me when you can, and how you can: sixpence a-week, or a shilling a-week, or two shillings, as you can make it easy. Its like getting a gown for nothing.

So it is, cried Ann Dovey, in a glow of delight. And by the tone, Mr. Jellico no doubt knew that she had as good as yielded to the temptation. He got out his yard measure.

Ten yards? said he.

Im amost afeard. Will you promise, sir, not to bother me for the money faster than I can pay it?

You neednt fear no bothering from me; only just keep up the trifle youve got to pay off weekly.

He measured off the necessary length. Youll want some ribbon to trim it with, wont you? said he.

Ribbin  well, I dun know. Dovey might say ribbin were too smart for me.

Not a bit ont, Ann Dovey, spoke up another woman  and she was our carters wife, Susan Potter. It wouldnt look nothing without some ribbin. That there narrer grass-green satin ud be nice upont.

And that grass-green ribbons dirt cheap, said Jellico. Youd get four or five yards of it for a shilling or two. Wont you be tempted now? he added to Susan Potter. She laughed.

Not with them things. I shouldnt never hear the last ont if Potter found out I went on tick for finery. Hes rough, sir, and might beat me. Id like a check apron, and a yard o calico.

Perhaps I might take a apron or two, sir, if you made it easy, said Mrs. Dickon.

Of course Ill make it easy; and a gown too if youll have it. Let me cut you off the fellow to this of Mrs. Doveys.

Peggy Dickon shook her head. It aint o no good asking me, Mr. Jellico. Ann Dovey can buy gownds; she havent got no children; Ive a bushel on em. No; I dont dare. I wish I might! Last year, up at Cookhill Wake, I see a sweet gownd, not unlike this, what had got green ribbins upon it, added the woman longingly.

Being (I suppose) a kind of Mephistopheles in his line, Mr. Tobias Jellico accomplished his wish and cut off a gown against her judgment. He sold other gowns, and ribbins, and trumpery; the yard measure had nearly as little rest as the womens tongues. Mrs. Reeds turn to be served seemed to come last; after the manner of her betters, she yielded precedence to her guests.

Now for me, sir, she said. Youve done a good stroke o business here to-day, Mr. Jellico, and I hope you wont objec to change that there gownd piece as I bought last Monday for someat a trifle stronger. Me and some others have been a-looking at it, and we dont think itll wear.

Oh, Ill change it, readily answered Jellico. You should put a few more shillings on, Mrs. Reed: better have a good thing when youre about it. Its always cheaper in the end.

Well, I suppose it is, she said. But Im amost frightened at the score thatll be running up.

Its easily wiped off, answered the man, pleasantly. Just a shilling or two weekly.

There was more chaffering and talking; and after that came the chink of money. The women had each a book, and Jellico had his book, and they were compared with his, and made straight. As he came out with the pack on his back, he saw me sitting on the bench, and looked hard at me: whether he knew me again, I cant say.

Just then Frank Stirling ran by, turning down Piefinch Lane. I went after him: the womens tongues inside were working like so many steam-engines, and it was as well to let them run down before speaking to Mrs. Reed.

Half-way down Piefinch Lane on the left, there was a turning, called Piefinch Cut. It had grown into a street. All kinds of shops had been opened, dealing in small wares: and two public-houses. A pawnbroker from Alcester had opened a branch establishment here  which had set the world gaping more than they would at a wild-beast show. It was managed by a Mr. Figg. The three gilt balls stood out in the middle of the Cut; and the blacksmiths forge, to which Stirling was bound, was next door. He wanted something done to a piece of iron. While we were standing amidst the sparks, who should go into the house the other side the way but Jellico and his pack!

Yes, he should come into mine, he should, that fellow, ironically observed John Dovey: who was a good-natured, dark-eyed little man, with a tolerable share of sense. Id be after trundling him out again, feet foremost.

Is he a travelling hawker? asked Stirling.

Hes a sight worse, sir, answered Dovey. If you buy wares off a hawker you must pay for em at the time: no money, no goods. But this fellow seduces the women to buy his things on tick, he does: Tuesday arter Tuesday he comes prowling into this here Cut, and does a roaring trade. His packll walk out o that house a bit lighter nor it goes in. Stubbss wife lives over there; Tankens wife, she lives there; and there be others. If I hadnt learnt that nobody gets no good by interfering atween men and their wives, Id ha telled Stubbs and Tanken long ago what was going on.

It had been on the tip of my tongue to say where I had just seen Jellico, and the trade he was doing. Remembering in time that Mrs. Dovey had been one of the larger purchasers, I kept the news in.

His names Jellico, continued Dovey, as he hammered away at Stirlings iron. He have got a fine shop somewhere over at Evesham. Its twelve or fifteen months now, Master Johnny, since he took to come here. When first I see him I wondered where the deuce the hawkers round could be, appearing in the Cut so quick and reglar; but I soon found he was no reglar hawker. Says I to my wife, Dont you go and have no dealings with that there pest, for Ill not stand it, and I might be tempted to stop it summary. All right, Jack, says she; when I want things Ill deal at the old shop at Alcester. But theres other wives round about us doing strokes and strokes o trade with him; taint all of em, Master Ludlow, as is so sensible as our Ann.

Considering the stroke of trade I had just seen done by Ann Dovey, it was as well not to hear this.

If hes not a hawker, what is he? asked Stirling, swaying himself on a beam in the roof; and Im sure I did not know either.

Its a cursed system, hotly returned John Dovey; and I say that afore your faces, young gents. It may do for the towns, if they chooses to have it  thats their business; but it dont do for us. What do our women here want o fine shawls and gay gownds?  decking theirselves out as if they was so many Jezebels? But taint that. Let em deck, if theyve got no sense to see how ill it looks on their sun-freckled faces and hands hard wi work; its the ruin it brings. Just you move on tother side, Master Ludlow, sir; you be right in the way o the sparks. Theres a iron pot over there as does for sitting on.

Im all right, Dovey. Tell us about Jellico.

Jellicos system, to give Doveys explanation in brief, was this: He brought over a huge pack of goods every Tuesday afternoon in a pony-gig from his shop at Evesham. He put up the pony, and carried the pack on his round, tempting the women right and left to buy. Husbands away at work, and children at school, the field was open. He asked for no ready money down. The purchases were entered in a book, to be paid off by weekly instalments. The payments had to be kept up; Jellico saw to that. However short the household had to run of the weekly necessaries, Jellicos money had to be ready for him. It was an awful tax, just as Dovey described it, and drifted into at first by the women without thought of ill. The debt in itself was bad enough; but the fear lest it should come to their husbands ears was almost worse. As Dovey described all this in his homely, but rather flowery language, it put me in mind of those pleasure-seekers that sail too far over a sunny sea in thoughtlessness, and suspect no danger till their vessel is right upon the breakers.

There havent been no blow-ups yet to speak of, said the blacksmith. But they be coming. I could just put my finger upon half-a-dozen women at this blessed minute whats wearing theirselves to shadders with the trouble. They come here to Figgs in the dusk o evening wi things hid under their aprons. The longer Jellico lets it go on, the worse it gets, for they will be tempted, the she-creatures, buying made flowers for their best bonnets to-day, and ribbuns for their Sunday caps to-morrow. If Jellico lets em, that is. He knows pretty sure where he may trust and where he maynt. Taint he as will let his pocket suffer in the long run. He knows another thing  that the further he staves off any big noise the profitabler itll be for him. Once let that come, and Master Jellico might get hunted out o the Cut, and his pack and its finery kicked to shreds.

But why are the women such simpletons, Dovey? asked Frank Stirling.

You might as well ask why folks eats and drinks, sir, retorted Dovey, his begrimed eyes lighted with the flame. A love o their faces is just born with the women, and it goes with em to the grave. Set a parcel o finery before em and the bestll find their eyes a-longing, and their mouths a-watering. Its said Eve used to do up her hair looking into a clear pool.

Putting it in that light, Dovey, I wonder all the women here dont go in for Mr. Jellicos temptations.

Some on em has better sense; and some has husbands whats up to the thing, and keeps the reins tight in their own hands, complacently answered the unconscious Dovey.

Up to the thing! repeated Stirling; I should think all the men are up to it, if Jellico is here so constantly.

No, sir, theyre not. Most of em are at work when he comes. They may know someat about him, but the women contrives to deceive em, and they suspects nothing. The fellow with the pack dont concern them or their folk at home, as they supposes, an so they never bothers theirselves about him or his doings. Id like to drop a hint to some of em to go home unexpected some Tuesday afternoon; but maybe its best let alone.

I suppose your wife is one of the sensible ones, Dovey? And I kept my countenance as I said it.

She darednt be nothing else, Master Johnny. I be a trifle loud if Im put out. Not she, emphatically added Dovey, his strong, bared arm dealing a heavy blow on the anvil, and sending up a whole cloud of sparks. Id never get put in jail for her, as she knows; Id shave her hair off first. Run up a score with that there Jellico? No, shed not be such a idiot as that. You should hear how she goes on again her neighbours that does run it, and the names she calls em.

Poor John Dovey! Where ignorance is bliss  

Why, if I thought my wife could hoodwink me as some of em does their men, Id never hold up my head of one while, for shame; no, not in my own forge, continued Dovey. Anns tempers a bit trying sometimes, and wants keeping in order; but shed be above deceit o that paltry sort. She dont need to act it, neither; I give her a whole ten shillings tother day, and she went and laid it out at Alcester.

No doubt. Any amount of shillings would soon be sacrificed to Anns vanity.

How much longer is that thing going to take, Dovey? interposed Stirling.

Just about two minutes, sir. Twere a cranky  There he goes.

The break in Doveys answer was caused by the appearance of Jellico. He came out, shouldering his pack. The blacksmith looked after him down the Cut, and saw him turn in elsewhere.

I thought twas where he was going, said he; taint often he passes that there dwelling. Other houses seem to have their days, turn and turn about; but that un gets him constant.

Its where Birds wife lives, is it not, Dovey?

Its where she lives, fast enough, sir. And Bird, he be safe at his over-looking work, five miles off, without fear of his popping in home to hinder the dealing and chaffering. But shed better mind  though Bird do get amost three pound a-week, he have got means for every sixpence of it, with his peck o childern, six young uns of hern, and six of his first wifes, and no moren one on em yet able to earn a penny-piece. If Bird thought she was running up a score with Jellico, hed give her two black eyes as soon as look at her.

Birds wife never seems to have any good clothes at all; she looks as if she hadnt a decent gown to her back, said Frank.

What she buys is mostly things for the little uns: shimmys and pinafores, and that, replied Dovey. Letty Birds one o them thats more improvidenter than a body of any sense ud believe, Master Stirling; she never has a coin by the Wednesday night, she hasnt. The little uns ud be a-rolling naked in the gutter, but for what she gets on tick off Jellico; and Bird, seeing em naked, might beat her for that. That dont mend the system; the scores a-being run up, and itll bring trouble sometime as sure as a gun. Beside that, if there was no Jellico to serve her with his poison, shed have to save enough for decent clothes. Dont you see how the thing works, sir?

Oh, I see, carelessly answered Stirling. Dye call the packs wares poison, Dovey?

Yes, I do, said Dovey, stoutly, as he handed Frank his iron. Theyll poison the peace o many a household in this here Cut. You two young gents just look out else, and see.

We came away with the iron. At the end of Piefinch Lane, Frank Stirling took the road to the Court, and I turned into Reeds. The wife was by herself then, giving the children their early tea.

Reed shall come up to the Manor as soon as he gets home, sir, she said, in answer to Tods message.

I was here before this afternoon, Mrs. Reed, and couldnt get in. You were too busy to hear me at the door.

The knife halted in the bread she was cutting, and she glanced up for a moment; but seemed to think nothing, and finished the slice.

Ive been very busy, Master Ludlow. Im sorry youve had to come twice, sir.

Busy enough, I should say, with Jellicos pack emptied on the table, and you and the rest buying up at steam pace.

The words were out of my lips before I saw her startled gesture of caution, pointing to the children: it was plain they were not to know anything about Jellico. She had an honest face, but it turned scarlet.

Do you think it is a good plan, Mrs. Reed, to get things upon trust, and have to make up money for them weekly? I could not help saying to her as she came to the door.

Im beginning to doubt whether it is, sir.

If Reed thought he had a debt hanging over him, that might fall at any moment  

For the love of mercy, sir, dont say nothing to Reed! came the startled interruption. You wont, will you, Master Johnny?

Not I. Dont fear. But if I were you, Mrs. Reed, for my own sake I should cut all connection with Jellico. Better deal at a fair shop.

She nodded her head as I went through the gate; but her face had now turned to a sickly whiteness that spoke of terror. Was the woman so deep in the dangerous books already?

Reed came up in the evening, and Tod showed him what he wanted done. As the man was measuring the trellis-work, Hannah happened to pass. She asked him how he was getting on.

Amongst the middlings, answered Reed, shortly. I was a bit put out just now.

What by? asked Hannah, who said anything she chose before me without the smallest ceremony: and Tod had gone away.

As I was coming up here, Ingram stops me, and asks if I couldnt let him have the bit of money I owed him. I stared at the man: what money was I likely to owe him  

Ingram the cow-keeper? interrupted Hannah.

Ingram the cow-keeper. So, talking a bit, I found there was a matter of six shillings due to him for the childrens milk: it was ever so long since my wife had paid. Back I went to her at once to know the reason why  and it was that made me late in coming up here, Master Johnny.

I suppose he had sold her skim milk for new, and she thought shed make him wait for his money, returned Hannah.

All she said to me was that she didnt think it had been running so long; Ingram had said to me that she always told him she was short of money and couldnt pay, answered Reed. Anyway, I dont think shell let it run on again. It put me out, though. Id rather go off into the workhouse, or die of starvation, than Id let it be said in the place my wife didnt pay as she went on.

I saw through the difficulty, and should have liked to give Reed a hint touching Jellico.

Now it was rather strange that, all in two days, Jellico and the mischief he was working should be thus brought before me in three or four ways, considering that I had never in my life before heard of the man. But it chanced to be so. I dont want to say anything about the man personally, good or bad; the mischief lay in the system. That Jellico sold his goods at a nice rate for dearness, and used persuasion with the women to buy them, was as plain as the sun at noonday; but in these respects he was no worse than are many other people in trade. He went to the houses in turn, and the women met him; it might be several weeks before the meeting was held at Mrs. Reeds again. Ann Dovey could not enjoy the hospitality of receiving him at hers, as her husbands work lay at home. But she was a constant visitor to the other places.

And the time went on; and Mr. Jellicos trade flourished. But we heard nothing more about it at Dyke Manor, and I naturally forgot it.

II.

Just six shillings on it, Mr. Figg! Thats all I want to-day, but I cant do without that.

That so well-conducted and tidy a woman as George Reeds wife should be in what the Cut called familiarly the pawnshop, would have surprised every one not in the secret. But she it was. Mr. Figg, a little man with weak eyes and a few scattered locks of light hair, turned over the offered loan with his finger and thumb. A grey gown of some kind of woollen stuff.

How many times have this here gownd been brought here, Mrs. Reed? asked he.

I havent counted em, she sighed. Why? Whats that got to do with it?

Cause its a proof as it must be getting the worse for wear, was the answer, given disparagingly.

Its just as good as it was the day I had it out o Jellicos pack, said Mrs. Reed, sadly subdued, as of late she had always seemed.

Mr. Figg held up the gown to the light, seeking for the parts in it most likely to be worn. Look here, said he. What dye call that?

There was a little fraying certainly in places. Mrs. Reed had eyes and could see it. She did not answer.

It dont stand to reason as a gownd will wear for ever and show no marks. You puts this here gownd in of a Wednesday morning, or so, and gets it out of a Saturday night to wear Sundays. Wear and tear is wear and tear.

Mrs. Reed could not deny the accusation. All the available articles her home contained; that is, the few her husband was not likely to observe the absence of; together with as much of her own wardrobe as she could by any shift do without, were already on a visit to Mr. Figg; which visit, according to the present look-out, promised to be permanent. This gown was obliged to be taken out periodically. Had she not appeared decent on Sundays, her husband would have demanded the reason why.

Youve gave me six shillings on it before, she argued.

Cant again. Dont mind lending five; next week itll be but four. It wasnt never worth more nor ten new, added Mr. Figg loudly, to drown remonstrances.

Why, I gave Jellico double that for it! Wheres the use of you running things down?

As Jellico was in one sense a friend of Mr. Figgs  for he was certainly the cause of three parts of his pledges being brought to him  the pawnbroker let the question pass. Mrs. Reed went home with her five shillings, her eyes taking quite a wild look of distress and glancing cornerwise on all sides, as if she feared an ambush.

It had not been a favourable year; weather had been bad, strikes were prevalent, money was dear, labour scarce. Men were ready to snatch the work out of each others hands; some were quite unemployed, others less than they used to be. Of course the homes in Piefinch Cut, and similar small homes not in the Cut, went on short-commons. And if the women had been scarcely able to get on before and stave off exposure, any one may see that that was a feat impracticable now. One of them, Hester Reed, thought the doubt and difficulty and remorse and dread would kill her.

Dread of her husbands discovering the truth, and dread of his being called upon to answer for the debt. Unable to keep up her weekly interest and payments to Mr. Jellico for some time now, the main debt had only accumulated. She owed him two pounds nineteen shillings. And two pounds nineteen shillings to a labourers wife seems as a wide gulf that can never be bridged over while life shall last. Besides this, she had been obliged to go into debt at the general shop; that had added itself up now to eight-and-twenty shillings, and the shop was threatening procedure. There were other little odds and ends of liabilities less urgent, a few shillings in all. To those not acquainted with the simple living of a rural district, this may not sound so very overwhelming: those who are, know what it means, and how awful was the strait to which Mrs. Reed (with other wives) had reduced herself.

She had grown so thin as hardly to be able to keep her clothes upon her. Sleeping and waking, a dead wall crowded with figures, as a huge sum, seemed to be before her eyes. Lately she had taken to dreaming of hanging feet downwards over a precipice, held up only by the grasp of her hands on the edge. Nearly always she awoke with the horror: and it would seem to her that it was worse to wake up to life and its cares, than to fall down to death and be at rest from them. Her husband, perceiving that she appeared very ill, told her she had better speak to Dr. Duffham.

Carrying home the five shillings in her hand, Mrs. Reed sat down in her kitchen and wiped her face, damp with pallor. She had begun to ask  not so much what the ending would be, but how soon it would come. With the five shillings in her hand she must find food and necessaries until Saturday night; there was no more credit to be had. And this was only Wednesday morning. With credit stopped and supplies stopped, her husband would naturally make inquiries, and all must come out. Hester Reed wondered whether she should die of the shame  if she had to stay and face it. Three of the shillings must be paid that afternoon to Ingram the milkman; he would not be quiet any longer: and the woman cast her aching eyes round her room, and saw nothing that it was possible to take away and raise money on.

She had the potatoes on the fire when the children ran in, little toddling things, from school. Some rashers of bacon lay on the table ready to be toasted. Reed, earning pretty good wages, had been accustomed to live well: with careful management he knew they might do so still. Little did he suspect the state things had got into.

Tatty dere, mover, began the eldest, who was extremely backward in speaking.

Tatty dere meant Cathys there; and the mother looked up from the bacon. Cathy Parrifer (though nobody called her by her new name, but Cathy Reed still) stood at the outer gate, in tatters as usual, talking to some man who had a paper in his hand. Mrs. Reeds heart leaped into her mouth: she lived in dread of everything. A stranger approaching the place turned her sick. And now the terror, whose shadow had been so long looming, was come in reality. Catherine came bounding up the garden to tell the tale: the man, standing at the gate, was waiting to see her father come home to dinner to serve him with a summons for the county court. Mrs. Reed knew at once what it was for: the eight-and-twenty shillings owing at the general shop. Her face grew white as she sank into a chair.

Couldnt you get him to leave the paper with me, Cathy? she whispered, insane ideas of getting up the money somehow floating into her brain.

He wont, answered Cathy. He means to give that to father personally, he says, if he stays till night.

Just as many another has felt, in some apparently insurmountable obstacle, that seemed to be turning their hair grey in the little space of time that you can peel an apple, felt Mrs. Reed. Light seemed to be closing, shame and misery and blackness to be opening. Her hands seemed powerless to put the bacon into the Dutch oven.

But there ensued a respite. A very short one, but still a respite. While the summons-server was loitering outside, Reed came in through the back-garden, having got over the stile in Piefinch Lane. It was not often he chose that way; accident caused him to do it to-day. Mrs. Reed, really not knowing what she did or said, told Cathy thered be a morsel of dinner for her if she liked to stop and eat it. As Cathy was not in the luck of such offers every day, she remained: and in her good-nature talked and laughed to divert any suspicion.

But the man at the gate began to smell a rat; perhaps the bacon as well. Dinner-hour almost over, and no George Reed had come home! He suddenly thought of the back-entrance, and walked up the front-path to see. Paper in hand, he gave a thump at the house-door. Reed was about to leave then: and he went down the path by the mans side, opening the paper. Mrs. Reed, more like a ghost than a woman, took a glance through the window.

I cant face it, Catherine. When Im gone, youd better come home here and do what you can for the children. Tell him all; its of no good trying to hide it any longer.

She took her worn old shawl from a press and put her bonnet on; and then stooped to kiss her children, saying good-bye with a burst of grief.

But where are you going? cried the wondering Cathy.

Anywhere. If I am tempted to do anything desperate, Cathy, tell father not to think too bad of me, as he might if I was living.

She escaped by the back-door. Catherine let her go, uncertain what to be at for the best. Her father was striding back to the house up the garden-path, and the storm was coming. As a preliminary van-guard, Cathy snatched up the youngest girl and held her on her lap. The summons-server was calling after Reed, apparently giving some instructions, and that took up another minute or two; but he came in at last.

Cathy told as much of the truth as she dared; her father was too angry for her to venture on all. In his passion he said his wife might go and be hanged. Cathy answered that she had as good as said it was something of that she meant to go and do.

But talking and acting are two things; and when it came to be put to the test, Hester Reed found herself no more capable of entering upon any desperate course than the rest of us are. And, just as I had been brought in accidentally to see the beginning, so was I accidentally brought in at the ending.

We were at home again for the holidays, and I had been over for an afternoon to the Stirlings. Events in this world happen very strangely. Upon setting out to walk back in the cool of the late summers evening, I took the way by Dyke Brook instead of either of the two ordinary roads. Why I chose it I did not know then; I do not now; I never shall know. When fairly launched into the fields, I asked myself why on earth I had come that way, for it was the loneliest to be found in the two counties.

Turning sharp round the dark clump of trees by Dyke Brook (which just there is wide enough for a pond and as deep as one), I came upon somebody in a shabby grey straw bonnet, standing on its brink and looking down into the water.

Halloa, Mrs. Reed! Is that you?

Before I forget the woe-stricken face she turned upon me, the start she gave, I must lose memory. Down she sat on the stump of a tree, and burst into sobs.

What is it? I asked, standing before her.

Master Johnny, Ive been for hours round it, round and round, wanting the courage to throw myself in; and I havent done it.

Just tell me all about the trouble, I said, from the opposite stump, upon which I took my seat.

And she did tell me. Alone there for so many hours, battling with herself and Death (its not wrong to say so), my coming seemed to unlock all the gates of reticence, and she disclosed to me what Ive written above.

God knows I never thought to bring it to such a pass as this, she sobbed. I went into it without any sense of doing harm. One day, when I happened to be at Miles Dickons, Jellico came in with his pack, and I was tempted to buy some ribbon. I said he might come and show me his things the next week, and he did, and I bought a gownd and a shawl. I know now how wrong and blind I was: but it seemed so easy, just to pay a shilling or two a-week; like having the things for nothing. And from that time it went on; amost every Tuesday I took some trifle of him, maybe a bit o print for the little ones, or holland for pinafores; and I gave Cathy a cotton gownd, for she hadnt one to her back. I didnt buy as some of em did, for the sake of show and bedeckings, but useful things, Master Johnny, she added, sobbing bitterly. And this has come of it! and I wish I was at rest in that there blessed water.

Now, Mrs. Reed! Do you suppose you would be at rest?

Heaven have mercy on me! Its the thought o the sin, and of what might come after, that makes me hold back from it.

Looking at her, shading her eyes with her hand, her elbow on her lap, and her face one of the saddest for despair I ever saw, I thought of the strange contrasts there are in the world. For the want of about five pounds this woman was seeking to end her life; some have done as much for five-and-twenty thousand.

Ive not a friend in the whole world that could help me, she said. But its not that, Master Johnny; its the shame on me for having brought things to such a pass. If the Lord would but be pleased to take me, and save me from the sin of lifting a hand against my own life!

Look here, Mrs. Reed. As to what you call the shame, I suppose we all have to go in for some sort or another of that kind of thing as we jog along. As you are not taken, and dont seem likely to be taken, I should look on that as an intimation that you must live and make the best of things.

Live! how, sir? I cant never show myself at home. Reed, hell have to go to jail; the law will put him there. Id not face the world, sir, knowing it was all for my thoughtless debts.

Could I help her? Ought I to help her? If I went to old Brandon and begged to have five pounds, why, old Brandon in the end would give it me, after he had gone on rather hotly for an hour. If I did not help her, and any harm came to her, what should I  

You promise me never to think about pools again, Mrs. Reed, except in the way of eels, and Ill promise to see you through this.

She looked up, more helpless than before. There aint nothing to be done for me, Master Johnny. Theres the shame, and the talkin o the neighbours  

Yes, you need mind that. Why, the neighbours are all in the same boat!

And theres Reed, sir; hed never forgive me. Hed  

Of all cries, she interrupted herself with about the worst: something she saw behind me had frightened her. In another moment she had darted to the pond, and Reed was holding her back from it.

Be thee a born fool? roared Reed. Dost think theest not done enough harm as it is, but thee must want to cap it by putting theeself in there? That would mend it, that would!

She released herself from him, and slipped on the grass, Reed standing between her and the pond. But he seemed to think better of it, and stepped aside.

Jump in, an thee likes to, said he, continuing to speak in the familiar home manner. I once see a woman ducked in the Severn for pocket-picking, at Worcester races, and she came out all the cooler and better fort.

I never thought to bring trouble on you or anybody, George, she sobbed. It seems to have come on and on, like a great monster growing bigger and bigger as you look at him, till I couldnt get away from it.

Couldnt or wouldnt, which dye mean? retorted Reed. Why you women were ever created to bother us, hangs me. I hope youll find you can keep the children when I and a dozen more of us are in jail. Twont be my first visit there.

Look here, Reed; Ive promised to set it right for her. Dont worry over it.

Ill not accept help from anybody; not even from you, Master Johnny. What she has done she must abide by.

The bargains made, Reed; you cant break it if you would. Perhaps a great trouble may come to me some time in my life that I may be glad to be helped out of. Mrs. Reed will get the money to-morrow, only she need not tell the parish where she found it.

Oh, George, let it be so! she implored through her tears. If Master Johnnys good enough to do this, let him. I might save up by little and little to repay him in time. If you went to jail through me!  Id rather die!

Will you let it be a lesson to you  and keep out of Jellicos clutches in future? he asked, sternly.

Its a lesson thatll last me to the end of my days, she said, with a shiver. Please God, you let Master Johnny get me out o this trouble, Ill not fall into another like it.

Then come along home to the children, said he, his voice softening a little. And leave that pond and your folly behind you.

I was, of course, obliged to tell the whole to Mr. Brandon and the Squire, and they both pitched into me as fiercely as tongues could pitch. But neither of them was really angry; I saw that. As to the five pounds, I only wish as much relief could be oftener given with as little money.




CAROMELS FARM.

I.

You will be slow to believe what I am about to write, and say it savours of romance instead of reality. Every word of it is true. Here truth was stranger than fiction.

Lying midway between our house, Dyke Manor, and Church Dykely, was a substantial farm belonging to the Caromels. It stood well back from the road a quarter-of-a-mile or so, and was nearly hidden by the trees that surrounded it. An avenue led to the house; which was a rambling, spacious, very old-fashioned building, so full of queer angles inside, nooks and corners and passages, that you might lose your way in them and never find it again. The Caromels were gentlemen by descent; but their means had dwindled with years, so that they had little left besides this property. The last Caromel who died, generally distinguished as Old Caromel by all the parish, left two sons, Miles and Nash. The property was willed to the elder, Miles: but Nash continued to have his home with him. As to the house, it had no particular name, but was familiarly called Caromels Farm.

Squire Todhetley had been always intimate with them; more like a brother than anything else. Not but that he was considerably their senior. I think he liked Nash the best: Nash was so yielding and easy. Some said Nash was not very steady in private life, and that his brother, Miles, stern and moral, read him a lecture twice a-week. But whether it was so no one knew; people dont go prying into their neighbours closets to look up their skeletons.

At the time I am beginning to tell of, old Caromel had been dead about ten years; Nash was now five-and-thirty, Miles forty. Miles had married a lady with a good fortune, which was settled upon herself and her children; the four of them were girls, and there was no son.

At the other end of Church Dykely, ever so far past Chavasse Grange, lived a widow lady named Tinkle. And when the world had quite done wondering whether Nash Caromel meant to marry (though, indeed, what had he to marry upon?), it was suddenly found out that he wanted Mrs. Tinkles daughter, Charlotte. The Tinkles were respectable people, but not equal to the Caromels. Mrs. Tinkle and her son farmed a little land, she had also a small private income. The son had married well. Just now he was away; having gone abroad with his wife, whose health was failing.

Charlotte Tinkle was getting on towards thirty. You would not have thought it, to look at her. She had a gentle face, a gentle voice, and a young, slender figure; her light brown hair was always neat; and she possessed one of those inoffensive natures that would like to be at peace with the whole world. It was natural that Mrs. Tinkle should wish her daughter to marry, if a suitable person presented himself  all mothers do, I suppose  but to find it was Nash Caromel took her aback.

You think it will not do, observed the Squire, when Mrs. Tinkle was enlarging on the grievance to him one day that they met in a two-acre field.

How can it do? returned poor Mrs. Tinkle, in a tone between wailing and crying. Nash Caromel has nothing to keep her on, sir, and no prospects.

Thats true, said the pater. At present he has thoughts of taking a farm.

But he has no money to stock a farm. And look at that tale, sir, that was talked of  about that Jenny Lake. Other things have been said also.

Oh, one must not believe all one hears. For myself, I assure you, Mrs. Tinkle, I know no harm of Nash. As to the money to stock a farm, I expect his brother could help him to it, if he chose.

But, sir, you would surely not advise them to marry upon an uncertainty!

I dont advise them to marry at all; understand that, my good lady; I think it would be the height of imprudence. But I cant prevent it.

Mr. Todhetley, she answered, a tear rolling down her thin cheeks, on which there was a chronic redness, I am unable to describe to you how much my mind is set against the match: I seem to foresee, by some subtle instinct, that no good would ever come of it; nothing but misery for Charlotte. And she has had so peaceful a home all her life.

Tell Charlotte she cant have him  if you think so strongly about it.

She wont listen  at least to any purpose, groaned Mrs. Tinkle. When I talk to her she says, Yes, dear mother; no, dear mother, in her dutiful way: and the same evening shell be listening to Nash Caromels courting words. Her uncle, Ralph Tinkle, rode over from Inkberrow to talk to her, for I wrote to him: but it seems to have made no permanent impression on her. What I am afraid of is that Nash Caromel will marry her in spite of us.

I should like to see my children marry in spite of me! cried the Squire, giving way to one of his hot fits. Id marry them! Nash cant take her against her will, my dear friend: it takes two people, you know, to complete a bargain of that sort. Promise Charlotte to shake her unless she listens to reason. Why should she not listen! She is meek and tractable.

She always has been. But, once let a girl be enthralled by a sweetheart, theres no answering for her. Duty to parents is often forgotten then.

If  Why, mercy upon us, there is Charlotte! broke off the Squire, happening to lift his eyes to the stile. And Nash too.

Yes, there they were: standing on the other side the stile in the cross-way path. Halloa! called out Mr. Todhetley.

I cant stay a moment, answered Nash Caromel, turning his good-looking face to speak: and it cannot be denied it was a good-looking face, or that he was an attractive man. Miles has sent me to that cattle sale up yonder, and I am full late.

With a smile and a nod, he stepped lightly onwards, his slender supple figure, of middle height, upright as a dart; his fair hair waving in the breeze. Charlotte Tinkle glanced shyly after him, her cheeks blushing like a peony.

Whats this I hear, young lady?  that you and Mr. Nash yonder want to make a match of it, in spite of pastors and masters? began the Squire. Is it true?

Charlotte stood like a goose, making marks on the dusty path with the end of her large grass-green parasol. Parasols were made for use then, not show.

Nash has nothing, you know, went on the Squire. No money, no house, no anything. There wouldnt be common sense in it, Charlotte.

I tell him so, sir, answered Charlotte, lifting her shy brown eyes for a moment.

To be sure; thats right. Heres your mother fretting herself into fiddlestrings for fear of  of  I hardly know what.

Lest you should be tempted to forget your duty to me, Lottie, struck in the mother. Ah, my dear! you young people little think what trouble and anxiety you bring upon us.

Charlotte Tinkle suddenly burst into tears, to the surprise of her beholders. Drying them up as soon as she could, she spoke with a sigh.

I hope I shall never bring trouble upon you, mother, never; I wouldnt do it willingly for the world. But  

But what, child? cried the mother, for Charlotte had come to a standstill.

I  I am afraid that parents and children see with different eyes  just as though things were for each a totally opposite aspect, she went on timidly. The difficulty is how to reconcile that view and this.

And do you know what my father used to say to me in my young days? put in the Squire. Young folks think old folks fools, but old folks know the young ones to be so. There was never a truer saying than that, Miss Charlotte.

Miss Charlotte only sighed in answer. The wind, high that day, was taking her muslin petticoats, and she had some trouble to keep them down. Mrs. Tinkle got over the stile, and the Squire turned back towards home.

A fortnight or so had passed by after this, when Church Dykely woke one morning to an electric shock; Nash Caromel and Charlotte had gone and got married. They did it without the consent of (as the Squire had put it) pastors and masters. Nash had none to consult, for he could not be expected to yield obedience to his brother; and Charlotte had asked Mrs. Tinkle, and Mrs. Tinkle had refused to countenance the ceremony, though she did not actually walk into the church to forbid it.

Taking a three weeks trip by way of honeymoon, the bride and bridegroom came back to Church Dykely. Caromels Farm refused to take them in; and Miles Caromel, indignant to a degree, told his brother that as he had made his bed, so must he lie upon it, which is a very convenient reproach, and often used.

Nash is worse than a child, grumbled Miles to the Squire, his tones harder than usual, and his manner colder. He has gone and married this young woman  who is not his equal  and now he has no home to give her. Did he suppose that we should receive him back here?  and take her in as well? He has acted like an idiot.

Mrs. Tinkle will not have anything to do with them, I hear, returned the Squire: and Tinkle, of Inkberrow, is furious.

Tinkle of Inkberrows no fool. Being a man of substance, he thinks they may be falling back upon him.

Which was the precise fear that lay upon Miles himself. Meanwhile Nash engaged sumptuous lodgings (if such a word could be justly applied to any rooms at Church Dykely), and drove his wife out daily in the pony-gig that was always looked upon as his at Caromels Farm.

Nash was flush of money now, for he had saved some; but he could not go on living upon it for ever. After sundry interviews with his brother, Miles agreed to hand him over a thousand pounds: not at all too large a sum, considering that Nash had given him his services, such as they were, for a number of years for just his keep as a gentleman and a bonus for pocket-money. A thousand pounds would not go far with such a farm as Nash had been used to and would like to take, and he resolved to emigrate to America.

Mrs. Tinkle (the Squire called her simple at times) was nearly wild when she heard of it. It brought her out of her temper with a leap. Condoning the rebellious marriage, she went off to remonstrate with Nash.

But now, why need you put yourself into this unhappy state? asked Nash, when he had heard what she had to say. Dear Mrs. Tinkle, do admit some common sense into your mind. I am not taking Charlotte to the other end of the world, as you put it, but to America. It is only a few days passage. Outlandish foreigners! Not a bit of it. The people are, so to speak, our own countrymen. Their language is ours; their laws are, I believe, much as ours are.

You may as well be millions of miles away, practically speaking, bewailed Mrs. Tinkle. Charlotte will be as much lost to me there as she would be at the North Pole. She is my only daughter, Nash Caromel, she has never been away from me: to part with her will be like parting with life.

I am very sorry, said poor Nash, who was just a woman when any appeal was made to his feelings. Live with you? No, that would not do: but, thank you all the same for offering it. Nothing would induce me to spunge upon you in that way: and, were I capable of it, your son Henry would speedily turn us out when he returned. I must get a home of my own, for Charlottes sake as well as for mine: and I know I can do that in America. Land, there, may be had for an old song; fortunes are made in no time. The probability is that before half-a-dozen years have gone over our heads, I shall bring you Charlotte home a rich woman, and we shall settle down here for life.

There isnt space to pursue the arguments  which lasted for a week or two. But they brought forth no result. Nash might have turned a post sooner than the opinions of Mrs. Tinkle, and she might as well have tried to turn the sun as to stop his emigrating. The parish looked upon it as not at all a bad scheme. Nash might get on well over there if he would put off his besetting sin, indolence, and not allow the Yankees to take him in.

So Nash Caromel and Charlotte his wife set sail for New York; Mrs. Tinkle bitterly resenting the step, and wholly refusing to be reconciled.

II.

About five years went by. Henry Tinkles wife had died, leaving him a little girl, and he was back with the child at his mothers: but that has nothing to do with us. A letter came from the travellers now and then, but not often, during the first three years. Nash wrote to Caromels Farm; Charlotte to the parsons wife, Mrs. Holland, with whom she had been very friendly. But none of the letters gave much information as to personal matters; they were chiefly filled with descriptions of the new country, its manners and customs, and especially its mosquitoes, which at first nearly drove Mrs. Nash Caromel mad. It was gathered that Nash did not prosper. They seemed to move about from place to place, making New York a sort of standing point to return to occasionally. For the past two years no letters at all had come, and it was questioned whether poor Nash and his wife had not dropped out of the world.

In the midst of this uncertainty, Miles Caromel, who had been seriously ailing for some months, died. And to Nash, if he were still in existence, lapsed the Caromel property.

Old Mr. Caromels will had been a curious one. He bequeathed Caromel Farm, with all its belongings, the live stock, the standing ricks, the crops, the furniture, and all else that might be in or upon it, to his son Miles, and to Miless eldest son after him. If Miles left no son, then it was to go to Nash (with all that might then be upon it, just as before), and so on to Nashs son. But if neither of them had a son, and Nash died during Miless lifetime  in short, if there was no male inheritor living, then Miles could dispose of the property as he pleased. As could Nash also under similar circumstances.

The result of this odd will was, that Nash, if living, came into the farm and all that was upon it. If Nash had, or should have, a son, it must descend to said son; if he had not, the property was his absolutely. But it was not known whether Nash was living; and, in the uncertainty, Miles made a will conditionally, bequeathing it to his wife and daughters. It was said that possessing no son had long been a thorn in the shoes of Miles Caromel; that he had prayed for one, summer and winter.

But now, who was to find Nash? How could the executors let him know of his good luck? The Squire, who was one of them, talked of nothing else. A letter was despatched to Nashs agents in New York, Abraham B. Whitter and Co., and no more could be done.

In a shorter time than you would have supposed possible, Nash arrived at Church Dykely. He chanced to be at these same agents house in New York, when the letter got there, and he came off at full speed. So the will made by Miles went for nothing.

Nash Caromel was a good bit altered  looked thinner and older: but he was evidently just as easy and persuadable as he used to be: people often wondered whether Nash had ever said No in his whole life. He did not tell us much about himself, only that he had roamed over the world, hither and thither, from country to country, and had been lately for some time in California. Charlotte was at San Francisco. When Nash took ship from thence for New York, she was not well enough to undertake the voyage, and had to stay behind. Mrs. Tinkle, who had had time, and to spare, to get over her anger, went into a way at this last item of news; and caught up the notion that Charlotte was dead. For which she had no grounds whatever.

Charlotte had no children; had not had any; consequently there was every probability that Caromels Farm would be Nashs absolutely, to will away as he should please. He found Mrs. Caromel (his brothers widow) and her daughters in it; they had not bestirred themselves to look out for another residence. Being very well off, Mrs. Caromel having had several substantial windfalls in the shape of legacies from rich uncles and aunts, they professed to be glad that Nash should have the property  whatever they might have privately felt. Nash, out of a good-natured wish not to disturb them too soon, bade them choose their own time for moving, and took up his abode at Nave, the lawyers.

There are lawyers and lawyers. I am a great deal older now than I was when these events were enacted, and have gained my share of worldly wisdom; and I, Johnny Ludlow, say that there are good and honest lawyers as well as bad and dishonest. My experience has lain more amidst the former class than the latter. Though I have, to my cost, been brought into contact with one or two bad ones in my time; fearful rogues.

One of these was Andrew Nave: who had recently, so to say, come, a stranger, to settle at Church Dykely. His name might have had a K prefixed, and been all the better for it. Of fair outward show, indeed rather a good-looking man, he was not fair within. He managed to hold his own in the parish estimation, as a rule: it was only when some crafty deed or other struggled to the surface that people would say, What a sharper that man is!

The family lawyer of the Caromels, Crow, of Evesham, chanced to be ill at this time, and gone away for change of air, and Nave rushed up to greet Nash on his return, and to offer his services. And the fellow was so warm and hearty, so fair-speaking, so much the gentleman, that easy Nash, to whom the man was an entire stranger, and who knew nothing of him, bad or good, clasped the hand held out to him, and promised Knave his patronage forthwith. If Ive made a mistake in spelling the name, it can go.

To begin with, Nave took him home. He lived a door or two past Duffhams: a nice house, well kept up in paint. Some five years before, the sleepy old lawyer, Wilkinson, died in that house, and Nave came down from London and took to the concern. Nave thought that he was doing a first-rate stroke of business now by securing Nash Caromel as an inmate, the solicitorship to the Caromel property being worth trying for: though he might not have been so eager to admit Nash had he foreseen all that was to come of it.

Not caring to trouble Mrs. Caromel with his company, Nash accepted Naves hospitality; but, liking to be independent, he insisted upon paying for it, and mentioned a handsome weekly sum. Nave made a show of resistance  which was all put on, for he was as fond of shillings as he was of pounds  and then gave in. So Nash, feeling free, stayed on at his ease.

When Nave had first come to settle at Church Dykely with his daughter Charlotte, he was taken for a widower. It turned out, however, that there was a Mrs. Nave living somewhere with the rest of the children, she and her husband having agreed to what was called an amicable separation, for their tempers did not agree. This eldest daughter, Charlotte, a gay, dashing girl of two-and-twenty then, was the only creature in the world, it was said, for whom Nave cared.

Mrs. Caromel did not appear readily to find a place to her liking. People are particular when about to purchase a residence. She made repeated apologies to Nash for keeping him out of his home, but he assured her that he was in no hurry to leave his present quarters.

And that was true. For Charlotte Nave was casting her glamour over him. She liked to cast that over men; and tales had gone about respecting her. Nothing very tangible: and perhaps they would not have held water. She was a little, fair, dashing woman, swaying about her flounces as she walked, with a great heap of beautiful hair, bright as gold. Her blue eyes had a way of looking into yours rather too freely, and her voice was soft as a summer wind. A dangerous companion was Miss Nave.

Well, they fell in love with one another, as was said; she and Nash. Nash forgot his wife, and she her old lovers. Being now on the road to her twenty-eighth year, she had had her share of them. Once she had been mysteriously absent from home for two weeks, and Church Dykely somehow took up the idea that she and one of her lovers (a young gentleman who was reading law with Nave) were taking a fraternal tour together as far as London to see the lions. But it turned out to be a mistake, and no one laughed at the notion more than Charlotte when she returned. She wished she had been on a tour  and seeing lions, she said, instead of moping away the whole two weeks at her aunts, who had a perpetual asthma, and lived in a damp old house at Chelsea.

But that is of the past, and Nash is back again. The weeks went on. Autumn weather came in. Mrs. Caromel found a place to suit her at Kempsey  one of the prettiest of the villages that lie under the wing of Worcester. She bought it; and removed to it with her private goods and chattels. Nash, even now, made no haste to quit the lawyers house for his own. Some said it was he who could not tear himself away from Charlotte; others said Miss Charlotte would not let him go; that she held him fast by a silken cord. Anyhow, they were always together, out-of-doors and in; she seemed to like to parade their friendship before the world, as some girls like to lead about a pet monkey. Perhaps Nash first took to her from her name being the same as his wifes.

One day in September, Nash walked over to the Manor and had a long talk in private with the Squire. He wanted to borrow twelve hundred pounds. No ready money had come to him from his brother, and it was not a favourable time for selling produce. The Squire cheerfully agreed to lend it him: there was no risk.

But Id counsel you to remember one thing, Nash Caromel  that you have a wife, said he, as they came out of the room when Nash was going away. Its time you left off dallying with that other young woman.

Nash laughed a laugh that had an uneasy sound in it. It is nothing, Todhetley.

Glad to hear you say so, said the pater. She has the reputation of being a dangerous flirt. You are not the first man she has entangled, if all tales be true. Get out of Naves house and into your own.

I will, acquiesced Nash.

Perhaps that was easier said than done. It happened that the same evening I overheard a few words between the lawyer and Nash. They were not obliged to apply to Miss Nave: but, the chances were that they did.

The Squire sent me to Naves when dinner was over, to take a note to Nash. Naves smart waiting-maid, in a muslin apron and cherry cap-strings, was standing at the door talking and laughing with some young man, under cover of the twilight. She was as fond of finery as her mistress; perhaps as fond of sweethearts.

Mr. Caromel? Yes, sir, he is at home. Please to walk in.

Showing me to a sitting-room on the left of the passage  the lawyers offices were on the right  she shut me in, and went, as I supposed, to tell Caromel. At the back of this room was the dining-room. I heard the rattle of glasses on the table through the unlatched folding-doors, and, next, the buzz of voices. The lawyer and Nash were sitting over their wine.

You must marry her, said Nave, concisely.

I wish I could, returned Nash; and his wavering, irresolute tone was just a contrast to the others keen one. I want to. But how can I? Im heartily sorry.

And as soon as may be. You must. Attentions paid to young ladies cannot be allowed to end in smoke. And you will find her thousand pounds useful.

But how can I, I say? cried Nash ruefully. You know how impracticable it is  the impediment that exists.

Stuff and nonsense, Caromel! Where theres a will theres a way. Impediments only exist to be got over.

It would take a cunning man to get over the one that lies between me and her. I assure you, and you may know I say it in all good faith, that I should ask nothing better than to be a free man to-morrow  for this one sole cause.

Leave things to me. For all you know, you are free now.

The opening of their door by the maid, who had taken her own time to do it, and the announcement that I waited to see Mr. Caromel, stopped the rest. Nash came in, and I gave him the note.

Wants to see me before twelve to-morrow, does he?  something he forgot to say, cried he, running his eyes over it. Tell the Squire I will be there, Johnny.

Caromel was very busy after that, getting into his house  for he took the Squires advice, and did not linger much longer at Naves. And I think two or three weeks only had passed, after he was in it, when news reached him of his wifes death.

It came from his agent in New York, Abraham B. Whitter, who had received the information from San Francisco. Mr. Whitter enclosed the San Francisco letters. They were written by a Mr. Munn: one letter to himself, the other (which was not as yet unsealed) to Nash Caromel.

We read them both: Nash brought them to the Squire before sending them to Mrs. Tinkle  considerate as ever, he would not let her see them until she had been prepared. The letters did not say much. Mrs. Nash Caromel had grown weaker and weaker after Nash departed from San Francisco for New York, and she finally sank under low fever. A diary, which she had kept the last few weeks of her life, meant only for her husbands own eye, together with a few letters and sundry other personal trifles, would be forwarded the first opportunity to Abraham B. Whitter and Co., who would hold the box at Mr. Caromels disposal.

Who is he, this Francis Munn, who writes to you? asked the Squire. A friend of your wifes?  she appears to have died at his house.

A true friend of hers and of mine, answered Nash. It was with Mr. and Mrs. Munn that I left Charlotte, when I was obliged to go to New York. She was not well enough to travel with me.

Well  look here, Caromel  dont go and marry that other Charlotte, advised the Squire. She is as different from your wife as chalk is from cheese. Poor thing! it was a hard fate  dying over there away from everybody!

But now  would any one believe it?  instead of taking the Squires advice and not marrying her at all, instead even of allowing a decent time to elapse, in less than a week Nash went to church with Charlotte the Second. Shame, said Parson Holland under his breath; shame, said the parish aloud; but Nash Caromel heeded them not.

We only knew it on the day before the wedding was to be. On Wednesday morning, a fine, crisp, October day, a shooting party was to meet at old Appletons, who lived over beyond Church Dykely. The Squire and Tod started for it after an early breakfast, and they let me go part of the way with them. Just after passing Caromels Farm, we met Pettipher the postman.

Anything for the Manor? asked the pater.

Yes, sir, answered the man; and, diving into his bundle, he handed a letter.

This is not mine, said the Squire, looking at the address; this is for Mr. Caromel.

Oh! I beg your pardon, sir; I took out the wrong letter. This is yours.

What a thin letter!  come from foreign parts, remarked the pater, reading the address, Nash Caromel, Esq. I seem to know the handwriting: fancy Ive seen it before. Here, take it, Pettipher.

In passing the letter to Pettipher, which was a ships letter, I looked at the said writing. Very small poor writing indeed, with long angular tails to the letters up and down, especially the capitals. The Squire handed me his gun and was turning to walk on, opening his letter as he did so; when Pettipher spoke and arrested him.

Have you heard whats coming off yonder, to-morrow, sir? asked he, pointing with his thumb to Caromels Farm.

Why no, said the Squire, wondering what Pettipher meant to be at. What should be coming off!

Mr. Caromels going to bring a wife home. Leastways, going to get married.

I dont believe it, burst forth the pater, after staring angrily at the man. Youd better take care what you say, Pettipher.

But its true, sir, reasoned Pettipher, though its not generally known. My niece is apprentice to Mrs. King the dressmaker, as perhaps you know, sir, and they are making Miss Naves wedding-dress and bonnet. They are to be married quite early, sir, nine oclock, before folks are about. Well yes, sir, it is not seemly, seeing he has but now heard of his wifes death, poor Miss Charlotte Tinkle, that grew up among us  but youll find its true.

Whether the Squire gave more hot words to Nash Caromel, or to Charlotte the Second, or to Pettipher for telling it, I cant say now. Pettipher touched his hat, said good-morning, and turned up the avenue to Caromels Farm to leave the letter for Nash.

And, married they were on the following morning, amidst a score or two of spectators. What was agate had slipped out to others as well as ourselves. Old Clerk Bumford looked more fierce than a raven when he saw us flocking into the church, after Nash had feed him to keep it quiet.

As the clock struck nine, the party came up. The bride and one of her sisters, both in white silk; Nave and some strange gentleman, who might be a friend of his; and Caromel, pale as a ghost. Charlotte the Second was pale too, but uncommonly pretty, her mass of beautiful hair shining like threads of gold.

The ceremony over, they filed out into the porch; Nash leading his bride, and Nave bringing up the rear alone; when an anxious-looking little woman with a chronic redness of face was seen coming across the churchyard. It was Mrs. Tinkle, wearing the deep mourning she had put on for Charlotte. Some one had carried her the tidings, and she had come running forth to see whether they could be true.

And, to watch her, poor thing, with her scared face raised to Nash, and her poor hands clasped in pain, as he and his bride passed her on the pathway, was something sad. Nash Caromels face had grown white again; but he never looked at her; never turned his eyes, fixed straight out before him, a hairs point to the right or left.

May Heaven have mercy upon them  for surely theyll need it! cried the poor woman. No luck can come of such a wedding as this.

III.

The months went on. Mrs. Nash was ruling the roast at Caromels Farm, being unquestionably both mistress and master. Nash Caromels old easy indolence had grown now to apathy. It almost seemed as though the farm might go as it liked for him; but his wife was energetic, and she kept servants of all kinds to their work.

Nash excused himself for his hasty wedding when people reproached him  and a few had done that on his return from the honeymoon. His first wife had been dead for some months, he said, and the farm wanted a mistress. She had only been dead to him a week, was the answer he received to this: and, as to the farm, he was quite as competent to manage that himself without a mistress as with one. After all, where was the use of bothering about it when the thing was done?  and the offence concerned himself, not his neighbours. So the matter was condoned at length; Nash was taken into favour again, and the past was dropped.

But Nash, as I have told you, grew apathetic. His spirits were low; the Squire remarked one day that he was like a man who had some inward care upon him. Mrs. Nash, on the contrary, was cheerful as a summers day; she filled the farm with visitors, and made the money fly.

All too soon, a baby arrived. It was in May, and he must have travelled at railroad speed. Nurse Picker, called in hastily on the occasion, could not find anything the matter with him. A beautiful boy, she said, as like his father, Master Nash (she had known Nash as a boy), as one pea was like another. Mrs. Nash told a tale of having been run after by a cow; Duffham, when attacked by the parish on the point, shut his lips, and would say never a word, good or bad. Anyway, here he was; a fine little boy and the son and heir: and if he had mistaken the proper time to appear, why, clearly it must be his own fault or the cows: other people were not to be blamed for it. Mrs. Nash Caromel, frantic with delight at its being a boy, sent an order to old Bumford to set the bells a-ringing.

But now, it was a singular thing that the Squire should chance to be present at the delivery of another of those letters that bore the handwriting with the angular tails. Not but that very singular coincidences do take place in this life, and I often think it would not hurt us if we paid more heed to them. Caromels Farm was getting rather behind-hand with its payments. Whether through its masters apathy or its mistresss extravagance, ready money grew inconveniently short, and the Squire could not get his interest paid on the twelve hundred pounds.

Ill go over and jog his memory, said he one morning, as we got up from breakfast. Put on your cap, Johnny.

There was a pathway to Caromels across the fields, and that was the way we took. It was a hot, lovely day, early in July. Some wheat on the Caromel land was already down.

Splendid weather it has been for the corn, cried the Squire, turning himself about, and we shall have a splendid harvest. Somehow I always fancy the crops ripen on this land sooner than on any other about here, Johnny.

So they do, sir.

Fine rich land it is; shouldnt grumble if it were mine. Well go in at this gate, lad.

This gate was the side-gate. It opened on a path that led direct to the sitting-room with glass-doors. Nash was standing just inside the room, and of all the uncomfortable expressions that can sit on a mans face, the worst sat on his. The Squire noticed it, and spoke in a whisper.

Johnny, lad, he looks just as though he had seen a ghost.

Its just what he did look like  a ghost that frightened him. We were close up before he noticed us. Giving a great start, he smoothed his face, smiled, and held out his hand.

You dont look well, said the Squire, as he sat down. Whats amiss?

Nothing at all, answered Nash. The heat pothers me, as usual: cant sleep at night for it. Why, heres the postman! What makes him so late, I wonder?

Pettipher was coming straight down to the window, letters in hand. Something in his free, onward step seemed to say that he must be in the habit of delivering the letters to Nash at that same window.

Two, sir, this morning, said Pettipher, handing them in.

As Nash was taking the letters, one of them fell, either by his own awkwardness or by Pettiphers. I picked it up and gave it to him, address upwards. The Squire saw it.

Why, thats the same handwriting that puzzled me, cried he, speaking on the impulse of the moment. It seemed familiar to me, but I could not remember where I had seen it. Its a ship letter, as was the other.

Nash laughed  a lame kind of laugh  and put both letters into his pocket. It comes from a chum of mine that I picked up over yonder, said he to the Squire, nodding his head towards where the sea might be supposed to lie. I dont think you could ever have been familiar with it.

They went away to talk of business, leaving me alone. Mrs. Nash Caromel came in with her baby. She wore a white dress and light green ribbons, a lace cap half shading her bright hair. Uncommonly pretty she looked  but I did not like her.

Is it you, Johnny Ludlow? said she, pausing a moment at the door, and then holding out her hand. I thought my husband was here alone.

He is gone into the library with the Squire.

Sit down. Have you seen my baby before? Is he not a beauty?

It was a nice little fellow, with fat arms and blue knitted shoes, a good deal like Nash. They had named him Duncan, after some relative of hers, and the result was that he was never called anything but Dun. Mrs. Caromel was telling me that she had short-coated him early, as it was hot weather, when the others appeared, and the Squire marched me off.

Johnny, said he, thoughtfully, as we went along, how curiously Nash Caromel is altered!

He seems rather  down, sir, I answered, hesitating for a word.

Down! echoed the Squire, slightingly; its more than that. He seems lost.

Lost, sir?

His mind does. When I told him what I had come about: that it was time, and long ago, too, that my interest was paid, he stared at me more like a lunatic than a farmer  as if he had forgotten all about it, interest, and money, and all. When his wits came to him, he said it ought to have been paid, and hed see Nave about it. Naves his father-in-law, Johnny, and I suppose will take care of his interests; but I know Id as soon entrust my affairs to Old Scratch as to him.

The Squire had his interest paid. The next news we heard was that Caromels Farm was about to give an entertainment on a grand scale; an afternoon fête out-of-doors, with a sumptuous cold collation that you might call by what name you liked  dinner, tea, or supper  in the evening. An invitation printed on a square card came to us, which we all crowded round Mrs. Todhetley to look at. Cards had not come much into fashion then, except for public ceremonies, such as the Mayors Feast at Worcester. In our part of the world we were still content to write our invitations on note-paper.

The mother would not go. She did not care for fêtes, she said to us. In point of fact she did not like Mrs. Nash Caromel any better than she had liked Charlotte Nave, and she had never believed in the cow. So she sent a civil note of excuse for herself. The Squire accepted, after some hesitation. He and the Caromels had been friends for so many years that he did not care to put the slight of a refusal upon Nash; besides, he liked parties, if they were jolly.

But now, would any rational being believe that Mrs. Nash had the cheek to send an invitation to Mrs. Tinkle and her son Henry? It was what Harry Tinkle called it  cheek. When poor Mrs. Tinkle broke the red seal of the huge envelope, and read the card of invitation, from Mr. and Mrs. Caromel, her eyes were dim.

I think they must have sent it as a cruel joke, remarked Mrs. Tinkle, meeting the Squire a day or two before the fête. She has never spoken to me in her life. When we pass each other she picks up her skirts as if they were too good to touch mine. Once she laughed at me, rudely.

Dont believe she knows any better, cried the Squire in his hot partisanship. Her skirts were not fit to touch your own Charlottes.

Oh, Charlotte! poor Charlotte! cried Mrs. Tinkle, losing her equanimity. I wish I could hear the particulars of her last moments, she went on, brushing away the tears. If Mr. Caromel has had details  and that letter, telling of her death, promised them, you know  he does not disclose them to me.

Why dont you write a note and ask him, Mrs. Tinkle?

I hardly know why, she answered. I think he cannot have heard, or he would surely tell me; he is not bad-hearted.

No, only too easy; swayed by anybody that may be at his elbow for the time being, concluded the Squire. Nash Caromel is one of those people who need to be kept in leading-strings all their lives. Good-morning.

It was a fête worth going to. The afternoon as sunny a one as ever August turned out, and the company gay, if not numerous. Only a sprinkling of ladies could be seen; but amongst them was Miles Caromels widow, with her four daughters. Being women of consideration, deserving the respect of the world, their presence went for much, and Mrs. Nash had reason to thank them. They scorned and despised her in their hearts, but they countenanced her for the sake of the honour of the Caromels.

Archery, dancing, promenading, and talking took up the afternoon, and then came the banquet. Altogether it must have cost Caromels Farm a tidy sum.

It is well for you to be able to afford this, cried the Squire confidentially to Nash, as they stood together in one of the shady paths beyond the light of the coloured lanterns, when the evening was drawing to an end. Miles would never have done it.

Oh, I dont know  its no harm once in a way, answered Nash, who had exerted himself wonderfully, and finished up by drinking his share of wine. Miles had his ways, and I have mine.

All right: it is your own affair. But I wouldnt have done one thing, my good friend  sent an invitation to your mother-in-law.

What mother-in-law? asked Nash, staring.

Your ex-mother-in-law, I ought to have said  Mrs. Tinkle. I wouldnt have done it, Caromel, under the circumstances. It pained her.

But who did send her an invitation? Is it likely? I dont know what you are talking about, Squire.

Oh, thats it, is it? returned the Squire, perceiving that the act was madams and not his. Have you ever had those particulars of Charlottes death?

Nash Caromels face changed from red to a deadly pallor: the question unnerved him  took his wits out of him.

The particulars of Charlottes death, he stammered, looking all abroad. What particulars?

Why, those promised you by the man who wrote from San Francisco  Munn, was his name? Charlottes diary, and letters, and things, that he was sending off to New York.

Oh  ay  I remember, answered Nash, pulling his senses together. No, they have not come.

Been lost on the way, do you suppose? What a pity!

They may have been. I have not had them.

Nash Caromel walked straight away with the last words. Either to get rid of the subject, or to join some people who had just then crossed the top of the path.

Caromel does not like talking of her: I can see that, Johnny, remarked the Squire to me later. I dont believe hed have done as he did, but for this second Charlotte throwing her wiles across his path. He fell into the snare and his conscience pricks him.

I dare say, sir, it will come right with time. She is very pretty.

Yes, most crooked things come straight with time, assented the Squire. Perhaps this one will.

Would it, though!

The weeks and the months went on. Caromels Farm seemed to prosper, its mistress being a most active manager, ruling with an apparently soft will, but one firm as iron; and little Dun grew to be about fifteen months old. The cow might have behaved ungenteelly to him, as Miss Baileys ghost says to Captain Smith, but it had not hurt the little fellow, or his stout legs either, which began now to be running him into all kinds of mischief. And so the time came round again to August  just a year after the fête, and nearly twenty-two months after Nashs second marriage.

One evening, Tod being out and Mrs. Todhetley in the nursery, I was alone with the Squire in the twilight. The great harvest moon was rising behind the trees; and the Squire, talking of some parish grievance that he had heard of from old Jones the constable, let it rise: while I was wishing he would call for lights that I might get on with The Old English Baron, which I was reading for about the seventeenth time.

And you see, Johnny, if Jones had been firm, as I told him this afternoon, and taken the fellow up, instead of letting him slope off and be lost, the poachers  Whos this coming in, lad?

The Squire had caught sight of some one turning to the door from the covered path. I saw the fag-end of a petticoat.

I think it must be Mrs. Scott, sir. The mother said she had promised to come over one of these first evenings.

Ay, said the Squire. Open the door for her, Johnny.

I had the front-door open in a twinkling, and saw a lady with a travelling-cloak on her arm. But she bore no resemblance to Mrs. Scott.

Is Mr. Todhetley at home?

The soft voice gave me a thrill and a shock, though years had elapsed since I heard it. A confused doubt came rushing over me; a perplexing question well-nigh passed my lips: Is it a living woman or a dead one? For there, before me, stood Nash Caromels dead wife, Charlotte the First.




CHARLOTTE AND CHARLOTTE.

I.

People are apt to say, when telling of a surprise, that a feather would have knocked them down. I nearly fell without the feather and without the touch. To see a dead woman standing straight up before me, and to hear her say How are you, and is the Squire at home? might have upset the balance of a giant.

But I could not be mistaken. There, waiting at the front-door to come in, her face within an inch of mine, was Nash Caromels first wife, Charlotte Tinkle; who for some two years now had been looked upon as dead and buried over in California.

Is Mr. Todhetley at home! she repeated. And can I see him?

Yes, I answered, coming partially out of my bewilderment. Do you mind staying here just a minute, while I tell him?

For, to hand in a dead woman, might take him aback, as it had taken me. The pater stood bolt upright, waiting for Mrs. Scott (as he had supposed it to be) to enter.

It is not Mrs. Scott, I whispered, shutting the door and going close up to him. It  it is some one else. I hardly like to tell you, sir; she may give you a fright.

Why, what does the lad mean?  what are you making a mystery of now, Johnny? cried he, staring at me. Give me a fright! I should like to see any woman give me that. Is it Mrs. Scott, or is it not?

It is some one we thought dead, sir.

Now, Johnny, dont be a muff. Somebody you thought dead! What on earths come to you, lad? Speak out!

It is Nash Caromels first wife, sir: Charlotte Tinkle.

The pater gazed at me as a man bereft of reason. I dont believe he knew whether he stood on his head or his heels. Charlotte Tinkle! he exclaimed, backing against the curtain. What, come to life, Johnny?

Yes, sir, and she wants to see you. Perhaps she has never been dead.

Bless my heart and mind! Bring her in.

The first thing Charlotte the First did when she came in and the Squire clasped her by her two hands, was to burst into a fit of sobbing. Some wine stood on the sideboard; the Squire poured her out a glass, and she untied the strings of her bonnet as she sat down.

If I might take it off for a minute? she said. I have had it on all the way from Liverpool.

Do so, my dear. Goodness me! I think I must be in a dream. And so you are not dead!

Yes, I knew it was what you must have all been thinking, she answered, stifling her sobs. Poor Nash!  what a dreadful thing it is! I cannot imagine how the misconception can have arisen.

What misconception? asked the pater, whose wits, once gone a wool-gathering, rarely came back in a hurry.

That I had died.

Why, that friend of yours with whom you were staying  Bunn  Munn  which was it, Johnny?  wrote to tell your husband so.

Mrs. Nash Caromel, sitting there in the twilight, her brown hair as smooth as ever and her eyes as meek, looked at the Squire in surprise.

Oh no, that could not have been; Mr. Munn would not be likely to write anything of the sort. Impossible.

But, my dear lady, I read the letter. Your husband brought it to me as soon as it reached him. You remained at San Francisco, very ill after Nashs departure, and you got no better, and died at last of low fever.

She shook her head. I was very poorly indeed when Nash left, but I grew better shortly. I had no low fever, and I certainly did not die.

Then why did Munn write it?

He did not write it. He could not have written it. I am quite certain of that. He and his wife are my very good and dear friends, and most estimable people.

The letter certainly came to your husband, persisted the Squire. I read it with my own eyes. It was dated San Francisco, and signed Francis Munn.

Then it was a forgery. But why any one should have written it, or troubled themselves about me and my husband at all, I cannot imagine.

And then, Nash  Nash  Good gracious, what a complication! cried the Squire, breaking off what he meant to say, as the thought of Charlotte Nave crossed his mind.

I know, she quietly put in: Nash has married again.

It was a complication, and no mistake, all things considered. The Squire rubbed up his hair and deliberated, and then bethought himself that it might be as well to keep the servants out of the room. So I went to tell old Thomas that the master was particularly engaged with a friend, and no one was to come in unless rung for. Then I ran upstairs to whisper the news to the mother  and it pretty nearly sent her into a fit of hysterics.

Charlotte Caromel was entering on her history to the Squire when I got back. Yes, she said, I and my husband went to California, having found little luck in America. Nash made one or two ventures there also, but nothing seemed to succeed; not as well even as it did in America, and he resolved to go back there, and try at something or other again. He sailed for New York, leaving me in San Francisco with Francis Munn and his wife; for I had been ill, and was not strong enough for the tedious voyage. The Munns kept a dry-goods store at San Francisco, and  

A dry-goods store! interrupted the Squire.

Yes. You cannot afford to be fastidious over there; and to be in trade is looked upon as an honour, rather than the contrary. Francis Munn was the youngest son of a country gentleman in England; he went to California to make his fortune at anything that might turn up; and it ended in his marrying and keeping a store. They made plenty of money, and were very kind to me and Nash. Well, Nash started for New York, leaving me with them, and he wrote to me soon after his arrival there. Things were looking gloomy in the States, he said, and he felt inclined to take a run over to England, and ask his brother Miles to help him with some money. I wrote back a letter in duplicate, addressing one to the agents in New York, the other to Caromels Farm  not knowing, you perceive, in which place he might be. No answer reached me  but people think little of the safety of letters out there, so many seem to miscarry. We fancied Nash might be coming back to San Francisco and did not trouble himself to write: like me, he is not much of a scribe. But the months went on, and he did not come; he neither came nor wrote.

What did you think hindered him?

We did not know what to think  except, as I say, that the letters had miscarried. One day Mr. Munn brought in a file of English newspapers for me and his wife to read: and in one of them I saw an announcement that puzzled me greatly  the marriage of one Nash Caromel, of Caromels Farm, to Charlotte Nave. Just at first it startled me; I own that; but I felt so sure it could not be my Nash, my husband, that I remained only puzzled to know what Nash Caromel it could be.

There is only one Nash Caromel, growled the Squire, half inclined to tell her she was a simpleton  taking things in this equable way.

I only knew of him; but I thought he must have some relative, a cousin perhaps, of the same name, of whom I had not heard. However, continued Charlotte, I wrote then to Caromels Farm, telling Nash what we had read, and asking him what it meant, and where he was. But that letter shared the fate of the former one, and obtained no reply. In the course of time we saw another announcement  The wife of Nash Caromel of a son. Still I did not believe it could be my Nash, but I could see that Mr. Munn did believe it was. At least he thought there was something strange about it all, especially our not hearing from Nash: and at length I determined to come home and see about it.

You must have been a long time coming, remarked the Squire. The child is fifteen months old.

But you must remember that often we did not get news until six months after its date. And I chose a most unfortunate route  overland from California to New York.

What on earth  Why, people are sometimes a twelvemonth or so doing that! cried the Squire. There are rocky mountains to scale, as Ive heard and read, and Red Indians to encounter, and all sorts of horrors. Those who undertake it travel in bands, do they not? and are called pilgrims, and some of them dont get to the end of the journey alive.

True, she sighed. I would never have attempted it had I known what it would be: but I did so dread the sea. Several of us were laid up midway, and had to be left behind at a small settlement: one or two died. It was a long, long time, and only after surmounting great discomforts and difficulties, we reached New York.

Well? said the Squire. It must be remembered that they were speaking of days now gone by, when the journey was just what she described it.

I could hear nothing of my husband in New York, she resumed, except that Abraham Whitter believed him to be at home here. I took the steamer for Liverpool, landed at dawn this morning, and came on by rail. And I find it is my husband who is married. And what am I to do?

She melted away into tears again. The Squire told her that she must present herself at the farm; she was its legal mistress, and Nash Caromels true wife. But she shook her head at this: she wouldnt bring any such trouble upon Nash for the world, as to show him suddenly that she was living. What he had done he must have done unwittingly, she said, believing her to be dead, and he ought not to suffer for it more than could be helped. Which was a lenient way of reasoning that put the Squires temper up.

He deserves no quarter, maam, and I will not give it him if you do. Within a week of the time he heard of your death he went and took that Charlotte Nave. Though I expect it was she who took him  brazen hussy! And I am glad you have come to put her out!

But, nothing would induce Charlotte the First to assume this view, or to admit that blame could attach to Nash. Once he had lost her by death, he had a right to marry again, she contended. As to the haste  well, she had been dead (as he supposed) a great many months when he heard of it, and that should be considered. The Squire exploded, and walked about the room, and rubbed his hair the wrong way, and thought her no better than an imbecile.

Mrs. Todhetley came in, and there was a little scene. Charlotte declined our offer of a bed and refreshment, saying she would like to go to her mothers for the night: she felt that she should be received gladly, though they had parted in anger and had held no communication with one another since.

Gladly? ay, joyfully. Little doubt of that. So the Squire put on his hat, and she her bonnet, and away they started, and I with them.

We took the lonely path across the fields: her appearance might have raised a stir in the highway. Charlotte was but little altered, and would have been recognized at once. And I have no space to tell of the scene at Mrs. Tinkles, which was as good as a play, or of the way they rushed into one anothers arms.

Johnny, theres something on my mind, said the Squire in a low tone as we were going back towards home: and he was looking grave and silent as a judge. Do you remember those two foreign letters we chanced to see of Nash Caromels, with the odd handwriting, all quavers and tails?

Yes, I do, sir. They were ship letters.

Well, lad, a very ugly suspicion has come into my head, and I cant drive it away. I believe those two letters were from Charlotte  the two she speaks of  I believe the handwriting which puzzled me was hers. Now, if so, Nash went to the altar with that other Charlotte, knowing this one was alive: for the first letter came the day before the marriage.

I did not answer. But I remembered what I had overheard Nave the lawyer say to Nash Caromel: You must marry her: where theres a will theres a way  or words to that effect. Had Nave concocted the letters which pretended to tell of Mrs. Nash Caromels death, and got them posted to Nash from New York?

With the morning, the Squire was at Caromels Farm. The old-fashioned low house, the sun shining on its quaint windows, looked still and quiet as he walked up to the front-door across the grass-plat, in the middle of which grew a fine mulberry-tree. The news of Charlottes return, as he was soon to find, had travelled to it already; had spread to the village. For she had been recognized the night before on her arrival; and her boxes, left in charge of a porter, bore her full name, Mrs. Nash Caromel.

Nash stood in that little library of his in a state of agitation not to be described; he as good as confessed, when the Squire tackled him, that he had known his wife might have been alive, and that it was all Naves doings. At least he suspected that the letter, telling of her death, might be a forgery.

Anyway, you had a letter from her the day before you married, so you must have known it by that, cried the Squire; who had so much to do always with the Caromel family that he deemed it his duty to interfere. What on earth could have possessed you?

I  was driven into a corner, gasped Nash.

Id be driven into fifty corners before Id marry two wives, retorted the Squire. And now, sir, what do you mean to do?

I cant tell, answered Nash.

A pretty kettle of fish this is! What do you suppose your father would have said to it?

Im sure I cant tell, repeated Nash helplessly, biting his lips to get some life into them.

And whats the matter with your hands that they are so hot and white?

Nash glanced at his hands, and hid them away in his pockets. He looked like a man consumed by inward fever.

I have not been over well for some time past, said he.

No wonder  with the consciousness of this discovery hanging over your head! It might have sent some men into their graves.

Nash drummed upon the window pane. What in the world to do, what to say, evidently he knew not.

You must put away this Jez  this lady, went on the Squire. It was she who bewitched you; ay, and set herself out to do it, as all the parish saw. Let her go back to her father: you might make some provision for her: and instal your wife here in her proper place. Poor thing! she is so meek and patient! She wont hear a word said against you; thinks you are a saint. I think you a scoundrel, Nash: and I tell you so to your face.

The door had slowly opened; somebody, who had been outside, listening, put in her head. A very pretty head, and thats the truth, surmounting a fashionable morning costume of rose-coloured muslin, all flounces and furbelows. It was Charlotte the Second. The Squire had called her a brazen hussy behind her back; he had much ado this morning not to call her so to her face.

Whats that I hear you saying to my husband, Mr. Todhetley  that he should discard me and admit that creature here! How dare you bring your pernicious counsels into this house?

Why, bless my heart, he is her husband, madam; he is not yours. Youd not stay here yourself, surely!

This is my home, and he is my husband, and my child is his heir; and that woman may go back over the seas whence she came. Is it not so, Nash? Tell him.

She put her hand on Nashs shoulder, and he tried to get out something or other in obedience to her. He was as much under her finger and thumb as Punch in the street is under the showmans. The Squire went into a purple heat.

You married him by craft, madam  as I believe from my very soul: you married him, knowing, you and your father also, that his wife was alive. He knew it, too. The motive must have been one of urgency, I should say, but Ive nothing to do with that  

Nor with any other business of ours, she answered with a brazen face.

This business is mine, and all Church Dykelys, flashed the Squire. It is public property. And now, I ask you both, what you mean to do in this dilemma you have brought upon yourselves? His wife is waiting to come in, and you cannot keep her out.

She shall never come in; I tell you that, flashed Charlotte the Second. She sent word to him that she was dead, and she must abide by it; from that time she was dead to him, dead for ever. Mr. Caromel married me equally in the eyes of the world: and here I shall stay with him, his true and lawful wife.

The Squire rubbed his face; the torrent of words and the heat made it glisten.

Stay here, would you, madam! What luck do you suppose would come of that?

Luck! I have quite as much luck as I require. Nash, why do you not request this  this gentleman to leave us?

Why, he dare not keep you here, cried the Squire, passing over the last compliment. He would be prosecuted for  you know what.

Let him be prosecuted! Let the wicked woman do her worst. Let her bring an action, and well defend it. I have more right to him than she has. Mr. Caromel, do you wish to keep up this interview until night?

Perhaps you had better go now, Squire, put in the man pleadingly. I  I will consult Nave, and see whats to be done. She may like to go back to California, to the Munns; the climate suited her: and  and an income might be arranged.

This put the finishing stroke to the Squires temper. He flung out of the room with a few unorthodox words, and came home in a tantrum.

We had had times of commotion at Church Dykely before, but this affair capped all. The one Mrs. Nash Caromel waiting to go into her house, and the other Mrs. Nash Caromel refusing to go out of it to make room for her. The Squire was right when saying it was public property: the public made it theirs. Tongues pitched into Nash Caromel in the fields and in the road: but some few of us pitied him, thinking what on earth we could do ourselves in a like position. While old Jones the constable stalked briskly about, expecting to get a warrant for taking up the master of Caromels Farm.

But the great drawback to instituting legal proceedings lay with Mrs. Nash Caromel the First. She declined to prosecute. Her husband might refuse to receive her; might hold himself aloof from her; might keep his second wife by his side; but she would never hurt a hair of his head. Heaven might bring things round in its own good time, she said; meanwhile she would submit  and bear.

And she held to this, driving indignant men distracted. They argued, they persuaded, they remonstrated; it was said that one or two strong-minded ones swore. All the same. She stayed on at her mothers, and would neither injure her husband herself, nor let her family injure him. Henry Tinkle, her brother, chanced to be from home (as he was when she had run away to be married), or he might have acted in spite of her. And, when this state of things had continued for two or three weeks, the world began to call it a crying scandal. As to Nash Caromel, he did not show his face abroad.

Not a day longer shall the fellow retain my money, said the pater, speaking of the twelve hundred pounds he had lent to Nash: and in fact the term it had been lent for was already up. But it is easier to make such a threat than to enforce it; and it is not everybody who can extract twelve hundred pounds at will from uncertain coffers. Any way the Squire found he could not. He wrote to Nash, demanding its return; and he wrote to Nave.

Nash did not answer him at all. Naves clerk sent a semi-insolent letter, saying Mr. Caromel should be communicated with when occasion offered. The Squire wrote in a rage to his lawyer at Worcester, bidding him enforce the repayment.

You two lads can take the letter to the post, said he.

But we had not got many yards from home when we heard the Squire coming after us. We all walked into Church Dykely together; and close to the post-office, which was at Dame Chads shop, we met Duffham. Of course the Squire, who could not keep anything in had he been bribed to do it, told Duffham what steps he was about to take.

Going to enforce payment, nodded Duffham. The man deserves no quarter. But he is ill.

Serve him right. Whats the matter with him?

Nervous fever. Has fretted or frightened himself into it. Report says that he is very ill indeed.

Dont you attend him?

Not I. I did not please madam at the time the boy was born  would not give in to some of her whims and fancies. They have called in that new doctor who has settled in the next parish, young Bluck.

Why, he is no better than an apothecarys boy, that young Bluck! Caromel cant be very ill, if they have him.

So ill, that, as I have just heard, he is in great danger  likely to die, replied Duffham, tapping his cane against the ledge of Dame Chads window. Blucks young, but he is clever.

Bless my heart! Likely to die! What, Nash Caromel! Here, you lads, if thats it, I wont annoy him just now about the money, so dont post the letter.

It is posted, said Tod. I have just put it in.

Go in and explain to Dame Chad, and get it out again. Or, stay; the letter can go, and Ill write and say its not to be acted on until he is well again. Nervous fever! Im afraid his conscience has been pricking him.

I hope it has, said Duffham.

II.

A few days went on. Nash Caromel lay in the greatest danger. Nave was at the farm day and night. A physician was called in from a distance to aid young Bluck; but it was understood that there remained very little hope of recovery. We began to feel sorry for Nash and to excuse his offences, the Squire especially. It was all that strong-minded young womans doings, said he; she had drawn him into her toils, and he had not had the pluck, first or last, to escape from them.

But a change for the better took place; Nash passed the crisis, and would probably, with care, recover. I think every one felt glad; one does not wish a fellow quite to die, though he has misinterpreted the laws on the ticklish subject of matrimony. And the Squire felt vexed later when he learned that his lawyer had disregarded his countermanding letter and sent a peremptory threat to Nash of enforcing instant proceedings, unless the money was repaid forthwith. That was not the only threat conveyed to Caromels Farm. Harry Tinkle returned; and, despite his sisters protestations, took the matter into his own hands, and applied for the warrant that had been so much talked about. As soon as Nash Caromel could leave his bed, he would be taken before the magistrates.

Soon a morning came that we did not forget in a hurry. While dressing with the window open to the white flowers of the trailing jessamine and the sweet perfume of the roses, blooming in the warm September air, Tod came in, fastening his braces.

I say, Johnny, heres the jolliest lark! The pater  

And what the lark was, I dont know to this day. At that moment the passing-bell tolled out  three times three; its succession of quick strokes following it. The wind blew in our direction from the church, and it sounded almost as though it were in the room.

Who can be dead? cried Tod, stretching his neck out at the window to listen. Was any one ill, Jenkins? he called to the head-gardener, then coming up the path with a barrow; do you know who that bells tolling for?

Its for Mr. Caromel, answered Jenkins.

What? shouted Tod.

Its tolling for Mr. Caromel, sir. He died in the night.

It was a shock to us all. The Squire, pocketing his indignation against madam and the Nave family in general, went over to the farm after breakfast, and saw Miss Gwendolen Nave, who was staying with her sister. They called her Gwinny.

We heard that he was better  going on so well, gasped the Squire.

So he was until a day or two ago, said Miss Gwinny, holding her handkerchief to her eyes. Very well indeed until then  when it turned to typhus.

Goodness bless me! cried the Squire, an unpleasant feeling running through him. Typhus!

Yes, I am sorry to say.

Is it safe to be here? Safe for you all?

Of course it is a risk. We try not to be afraid, and have sent as many out of the house as we could. I and the old servant Grizzel alone remain with Mrs. Caromel. The baby has gone to papas.

Dear me, dear me! I was intending to ask to look at poor Nash; we have known each other always, you see. But, perhaps it would not be prudent.

It would be very imprudent, Mr. Todhetley. The sickness was of the worst type; it might involve not only your own death, but that of others to whom you might in turn carry it. You have a wife and children, sir.

Yes, yes, quite right, rejoined the Squire. Poor Nash! How is  your sister? He would not, even at that trying moment for them, call her Mrs. Caromel.

Oh, she is very ill; shocked and grieved almost to death. For all we know, she has taken the fever and may follow her husband; she attended upon him to the last. I hope that woman, who came here to disturb the peace of a happy family, that Charlotte Tinkle, will reap the fruit of what she has sown, for it is all owing to her.

People do mostly reap the fruit of their own actions, whether they are good or bad, observed the Squire to this, as he got up to leave. But he would not add what he thought  that it was another Charlotte who ought to reap what she had sown. And who appeared to be doing it.

Did the poor fellow suffer much?

Not at the last, said Miss Gwinny. His strength was gone, and he lay for many hours insensible. Up to yesterday evening we thought he might recover. Oh, it is a dreadful calamity!

Indeed it was. The Squire came away echoing the words in his heart.

Three days later the funeral took place: it would not do to delay it longer. The Squire went to it: when a man was dead, he thought animosity should cease. Harry Tinkle would not go. Caromel, he said, had escaped him and the law, to which he had rendered himself amenable, and nobody might grumble at it, for it was the good pleasure of Heaven, but he would not show Caromel respect, dead or living.

All the parish seemed to have been bidden to the funeral. Some went, some did not go. It looked a regular crowd, winding down the lawn and down the avenue. Few ventured indoors; they preferred to assemble outside: for an exaggerated fear of Caromels Farm and what might be caught in it, ran through the community. So, when the men came out of the house, staggering under the black velvet pall with its deep white border, followed by Lawyer Nave, the company fell up into line behind.

Little Dun would have been the legal heir to the property had there been no Charlotte the First. That complication stood in his way, and he could no more inherit it than I could. Under the peculiar circumstances there was no male heir living, and Nash Caromel, the last of his name, had the power to make a will. Whether he had done so, or not, was not known; but the question was set at rest after the return from the funeral. Nave had gone strutting next the coffin as chief mourner, and he now produced the will. Half-a-dozen gentlemen had entered, the Squire one of them.

It was executed, the will, all in due form, having been drawn up by a lawyer from a distance; not by Nave, who may have thought it as well to keep his fingers out of the pie. A few days after the return of Charlotte the First, when Nash first became ill, the strange lawyer was called in, and the will was made.

Caromels Farm and every stick and stone upon it, and all other properties possessed by Nash, were bequeathed to the little boy, Duncan Nave (as it was worded), otherwise Duncan Nave Caromel. Not to him unconditionally, but to be placed in the hands of trustees for his ultimate benefit. The childs mother (called in the will Charlotte Nave, otherwise Charlotte Caromel) was to remain at the farm if she pleased, and to receive the yearly income derived from it for the mutual maintenance of herself and child. When the child should be twenty-one, he was to assume full possession, but his mother was at liberty to continue to have her home with him. In short, they took all; Charlotte Tinkle, nothing.

It is a wicked will, cried one of the hearers when they came out from listening to it.

And it wont prosper them; you see if it does, added the Squire. She stands in the place of Charlotte Tinkle. The least Caromel could have done, was to divide the property between them.

So that was the apparent ending of the Caromel business, which had caused the scandal in our quiet place, and a very unjust ending it was. Charlotte Tinkle, who had not a sixpence of her own in the world, remained on with her mother. She would come to church in her widows mourning, a grievous look of sorrow upon her meek face; people said she would never get over the cruelty of not having been sent for to say farewell to her husband when he was dying.

As for Charlotte Nave, she stayed on at the farm without let or hindrance, calling herself, as before, Mrs. Nash Caromel. She appeared at church once in a way; not often. Her widows veil was deeper than the other widows, and her goffered cap larger. Nobody took the fever: and Nave the lawyer sent back the Squires twelve hundred pounds within a month of Nashs death. And that, I say, was the ending, as we all supposed, of the affair at Caromels Farm.

But curious complications were destined to crop up yet.

III.

Nash Caromel died in September. And in how short, or long, a time it was afterwards that a very startling report grew to be whispered, I cannot remember; but I think it must have been at the turn of winter. The two widows were deep in weeds as ever, but over Charlotte Nave a change had come. And I really think I had better call them in future Charlotte Tinkle and Charlotte Nave, or we may get in a fog between the two.

Charlotte Nave grew pale and thin. She ruled the farm, as before, with the deft hand of a capable woman, but her nature appeared to be changing, her high spirits to have flown for ever. Instead of filling the house with company, she secluded herself in it like a hermit, being scarcely ever seen abroad. Ill-natured people, quoting Shakespeare, said the thorns, which in her bosom lay, did prick and sting her.

It was reported that the fear of the fever had taken a haunting hold upon her. She could not get rid of it. Which was on-reasonable, as Nurse Picker phrased it; for if shed ha been to catch it, shed ha caught it at the time. It was not for herself alone she feared it, but for others, though she did fear it for herself still, very much indeed. An impression lay on her mind that the fever was not yet out of the house, and never would be out of it, and that any fresh person, coming in to reside, would be liable to take it. More than once she was heard to say she would give a great deal not to be tied to the place  but the farm could not get on without a head. Before Nash died, when it was known the disorder had turned to typhus, she had sent all the servants (except Grizzel) and little Dun out of the house. She would not let them come back to it. Dun stayed at the lawyers; the servants in time got other situations. The gardeners wife went in by day to help old Grizzel with the work, and some of the out-door men lived in the bailiffs house. Nave let out one day that he had remonstrated with his daughter in vain. Some women are cowards in these matters; they cant help being so; and the inward fear, perpetually tormenting them, makes a havoc of their daily lives. But in this case the fear had grown to an exaggerated height. In short, not to mince the matter, it was suspected her brain, on that one point, was unhinged.

Miss Gwinny could not leave her. Another sister, Harriet Nave, had come to her fathers house, to keep it and take care of little Dun. Dun was allowed to go into the grounds of the farm and to play under the mulberry-tree on the lawn; and once or twice on a wet day, it was said, his mother had taken him into the parlour that opened with glass-doors, but she never let him run the risk of going in farther. At last old Nave, as was reported, consulted a mad doctor about her, going all the way to Droitwich to do it.

But all this had nothing to do with the startling rumour I spoke of. Things were in this condition when it first arose. It was said that Nash Caromel came again.

At first the whisper was not listened to, was ridiculed, laughed at: but when one or two credible witnesses protested they had seen him, people began to talk, and then to say there must be something in it.

A little matter that had occurred soon after the funeral, was remembered then. Nash Caromel had used to wear on his watch-chain a small gold locket with his own and his wifes hair in it. I mean his real wife. Mrs. Tinkle wrote a civil note to the mistress of Caromels Farm asking that the locket might be restored to her daughter  whose property it in fact was. She did not receive any answer, and wrote again. The second letter was returned to Mrs. Tinkle in a blank envelope with a wide black border.

Upon this, Harry Tinkle took up the matter. Stretching a point for his sister, who was pining for the locket and Nashs bit of hair in it, for she possessed no memento at all of her husband, he called at the farm and saw the lady. Some hard words passed between them: she was contemptuously haughty; and he was full of inward indignation, not only at the general treatment accorded to his sister, but also at the unjust will. At last, stung by some sneering contumely she openly cast upon his sister, he retorted in her own coin  answering certain words of hers  

I hope his ghost will haunt you, you false woman! Meaning, you know, the ghost of the dead man.

People recalled these words of Harry Tinkles now, and began to look upon them (spoken by one of the injured Tinkles) in the light of prophecy. What with this, and what with their private belief that Nash Caromels conscience would hardly allow him to rest quietly in his grave, they thought it very likely that his ghost was haunting her, and only hoped it would not haunt the parish.

Was this the cause of the change apparent in her? Could it be that Nash Caromels spirit returned to the house in which he died, and that she could not rest for it? Was this the true reason, and not the fever, why she kept the child and the servants out of the house?  lest they should be scared by the sight? Gossips shivered as they whispered to one another of these unearthly doubts, which soon grew into a belief. But you must understand that never a syllable had been heard from herself, or a hint given, that Caromels Farm was troubled by anything of the kind; neither did she know, or was likely to hear, that it was talked of abroad. Meanwhile, as the time slipped on, every now and then something would occur to renew the report  that Nash Caromel had been seen.

One afternoon, during a ride, the Squires horse fell lame. On his return he sent for Dobbs, the blacksmith and farrier. Dobbs promised to be over about six oclock; he was obliged to go elsewhere first. When six oclock struck, the Squire, naturally impatient, began to look out for Dobbs. And if he sent Thomas out of the room once during dinner, to see whether the man had arrived, he sent him half-a-dozen times.

Seven oclock, and no Dobbs. The pater was in a fume; he did nothing but walk to and fro between the house and the stables, and call Dobbs names as he looked out for him. At last, there came a rush across the fold-yard, and Dobbs appeared, his face looking very peculiar, and his hair standing up in affright, like a porcupines quills.

Why, what on earth has taken you? began the Squire, surprised out of the reproach that had been upon his tongue.

I dont know what has taken me, gasped Dobbs. Except that Ive seen Mr. Nash Caromel.

What? roared the Squire, his surprise changing to anger.

As true as Im a living man, Ive seen him, sir, persisted Dobbs, wiping his face with a blue cotton handkerchief. Ive seen his shadow.

Seen the Dickens! retorted the Squire, slightingly. One would think he was after you, by the way you flew up here. I wonder you are not ashamed of yourself, Dobbs.

Being later than I thought to be, sir, I took the field way; its a bit shorter, went on Dobbs, attempting to explain. In passing through that little copse at the back of Caromels Farm, I met a curious-looking shadow of a figure that somehow startled me. May I never stir from this spot, sir, if it was not Caromel himself.

You have been drinking, Dobbs.

A strapping pace I was going at, knowing I was being waited for here, continued Dobbs, too much absorbed in his story to heed the sarcasm. I never saw Mr. Nash Caromel plainer in his lifetime than I saw him then, sir. Drinking? No, that I had not been, Squire; the place where I went to is teetotal. It was up at the Glebe, and they dont have nothing stronger in their house than tea. They gave me two good cups of that.

Tea plays some people worse tricks than drink, especially if it is green, observed the Squire: and I am bound to confess that Dobbs, apart from his state of fright, seemed as sober as we were. I wouldnt confess myself a fool, Dobbs, if I were you.

Dobbs put out his brawny right arm. Master, said he, with quite a solemn emphasis, as true as that there moons a-shining down upon us, I this night saw Nash Caromel. I should know him among a thousand. And I thought my heart would just ha leaped out of me.

To hear this strong, matter-of-fact man assert this, with his sturdy frame and his practical common sense, sounded remarkable. Any one accustomed to seeing him in his forge, working away at his anvil, would never have believed it of him. Tod laughed. The Squire marched off to the stables with an impatient word. I followed with Dobbs.

The idea of your believing in ghosts and shadows, Dobbs!

Me believe in em, Master Johnny! No more I did; Id have scorned it. Why, do you remember that there stir, sir, about the ghost that was said to haunt Oxlip Dell? Lots of people went into fits over that, amost lost their heads; but I laughed at it. Now, I never put credit in nothing of the kind; but I have seen Mr. Caromels ghost to-night.

Was it in white?

Bless your heart, sir, no. He was in a sort o long-skirted dark cloak that seemed to wrap him well round; and his head was in something black. It might ha been a cap; I dont know. And here we are at the stable, so Ill say no more: but I cant ever speak anything truer in my life than Ive spoke this, sir.

All this passed. In spite of the blacksmiths superstitious assertion, made in the impulse of terror, there lay on his mind a feeling of shame that he should have betrayed fear to us (or what bordered upon it) in an unguarded moment; and this caused him to be silent to others. So the matter passed off without spreading further.

Several weeks later, it cropped up again. Francis Radcliffe (if the reader has not forgotten him, and who had not long before been delivered out of his brothers hands at Sandstone Torr) was passing along at the back of Caromels Farm, when he saw a figure that bore an extraordinary resemblance to Nash Caromel. The Squire laughed well when told of it, and Radcliffe laughed too. But, said he, had Nash Caromel not been dead, I could have sworn it was he, or his shadow, before any justice of the peace.

His shadow! The same word that Dobbs had used. Francis Radcliffe told this story everywhere, and it caused no little excitement.

What does this silly rumour mean  about Nash Caromel being seen? demanded the Squire one day when he met Nave, and condescended to stop to speak to him.

And Nave, hearing the question, turned quite blue: the pater told us so when he came home. Just as though Nave saw the apparition before him then, and was frightened at it.

The rumour is infamous, he answered, biting his cold lips to keep down his passion. Infamous and ridiculous both. Emanating from idle fools. I think, sir, as a magistrate, you might order these people before you and punish them.

Punish people for thinking they see Caromels ghost! retorted the Squire. Bless my heart! What an ignorant man (for a lawyer) you must be! No act has been passed against seeing ghosts. But Id like to know what gives rise to the fancy about Caromel.

The rumour did not die away. How could it, when from time to time the thing continued to be seen? It frightened Mary Standish into a fit. Going to Caromels Farm one night to beg grace for something or other that her ill-doing husband, Jim, then working on the farm, had done or left undone, she came upon a wonderfully thin man standing in the nook by the dairy window, and took him to be the bailiff, who was himself no better than a walking lamp-post. If you please, sir, she was beginning, thinking to have it out with him instead of Mrs. Caromel, if you please, sir  

When, upon looking into his pale, stony face, she saw the late master. He vanished into air or into the wall, and down fell Mary Standish in a fainting-fit. The parish grew uneasy at all this  and wondered what had been done to Nash, or what he had done, that he could not rest.

One night I was coming, with Tod, across from Mrs. Scotts, who lived beyond Hyde Stockhausems. We took the field way from Church Dykely, as being the shortest route, and that led us through the copse at the back of Caromels Farm. It was a very light night, though not moonlight; and we walked on at a good rate, talking of a frightful scrape Sam Scott had got into, and which he was afraid to tell his mother of. All in a moment, just in the middle of the copse, we came upon a man standing amongst the trees, his face towards us. Tod turned and I turned; and we both saw Nash Caromel. Now, of course, you will laugh. As the Squire did when we got home (in a white heat) and told him: and he called us a couple of poltroons. But, if ever I saw the face of Nash Caromel, I saw it then; and if ever I saw a figure that might be called a shadow, it was his.

Fine gentlemen, both of you! scoffed the Squire. Clear and sensible! Seen a ghost, have you, and confess to it! Ho, ho! Running through the back copse, you come upon somebody that you must take for an apparition! Ha, ha! Nice young cowards! Id write an account of it to the Worcester papers if I were you. A ghost, with glaring eyes and a white face! Deaths head upon a mopstick, lads! I shouldnt have wondered at Johnny; but I do wonder at you, Joe, concluded the Squire, smoothing down.

I am no more afraid of ghosts than you are, father, quietly answered Joe. I was not afraid when we saw  what we did see; I cant answer for Johnny. But I do declare, with all my senses (which you are pleased to disparage) about me, that it was the form and face of Nash Caromel, and that it (whatever it might be) seemed to vanish from our sight as we looked.

Johnny calls it a shadow, mocked the Squire, amiably.

It looked shadowy, said Tod.

A tree-trunk, I dare be bound, lads, nothing else, nodded the Squire. And you might as well have tried to make an impression on a post.

IV.

September came in: which made it a year since Nash died. And on one of its bright days, when the sun was high, and the blue sky cloudless, Church Dykely had a stir given it in the sight of the mistress of Caromels Farm. She and her father were in a gig together, driving off on the Worcester road: and it was so very rare a thing to see her abroad now, that folks ran to their windows and doors to stare. Her golden hair, what could be seen of it for her smart blue parasol, shone in the sunlight; but her face looked white and thin through the black crape veil.

Just like a woman who gets disturbed o nights, pronounced Sam Rimmer, thinking of the ghostly presence that was believed to haunt the house.

Before that days beautiful sun had gone down to light the inhabitants of the other hemisphere, ill-omened news reached Church Dykely. An accident had happened to the horse and gig. It was said that both Nave and his daughter were dreadfully injured; one of them nearly killed. Miss Gwinny, left at home to take care of Caromels Farm, posted off to the scene of damage.

Holding Caromels Farm in small respect now, the Squire yet chose to show himself neighbourly; and he rose up from his dinner to go there and inquire particulars. You may come with me, lads, if you like, said he. Tod laughed.

Hes afraid of seeing Caromel, whispered he in my ear, as we took down our hats.

And, whether the Squire was afraid of it or not, he did see him. It was a lovely moonlight night, bright and clear as the day had been. Old Grizzel could not tell us much more of the accident than we had heard before; except that it was quite true there had been one, and that Miss Gwinny had gone. And, by the way Grizzel inwardly shook and shivered while she spoke, and turned her eyes to all corners in some desperate fear, one might have thought she had been pitched out of a gig herself.

We had left the door  it was the side-entrance  when the Squire turned back to put some last query to her. Tod and I went on. The path was narrow, the overhanging trees on either side obscured the moonlight, making it dark. Chancing to glance round, I noticed the Squire, at the other end of the path, come soberly after us. Suddenly he seemed to halt, to look sideways at the trees, and then he came on with a bound.

Boys! Boys! cried he, in a half-whisper, come on. Theres Caromel yonder.

And to see the paters face in its steaming consternation, and to watch him rush on to the gate, was better than a play. Seen Caromel! It was not so long since he had mocked at us for saying it.

Through the gate went he, bolt into the arms of some unexpected figure, standing there. We peered at it in the uncertain lights cast by the trees, and made it out to be Dobbs, the blacksmith.

Dobbs, with a big coat on, hiding his shirt-sleeves and his leather apron: Dobbs standing as silent as the grave: arms folded, head bent: Dobbs in stockinged feet, without his shoes.

Dobbs, my good fellow, what on earth do you put yourself in peoples way for, standing stock-still like a Chinese image? gasped the Squire. Dobbs  why, you have no boots on.

Hush! breathed Dobbs, hardly above his breath. I ask your pardon, Squire. Hush, please! Theres something uncanny in this place; some ugly mystery. I mean to find it out if I can, sirs, and this is the third night Ive come here on the watch. Hark!

Sounds, as of a womans voice weeping and wailing, reached us faintly from somewhere  down beyond the garden trees. The pater looked regularly flustered.

Listen! repeated Dobbs, raising his big hand to entreat for silence. Yes, Squire; I dont know what the mystery is; but there is something wrong about the place, and I cant sleep o nights for it. Please hearken, sirs.

The blacksmith was right. Wrong and mystery, such as the world does not often hear of, lay within Caromels Farm. Curious mystery; wicked wrong. Leaning our arms on the gate, watching the moonlight flickering on the trees, we listened to Dobbss whispered revelation. It made the Squires hair stand on end.




THE LAST OF THE CAROMELS.

I.

When a house is popularly allowed to be haunted, and its inmates grow thin and white and restless, it is not the best place in the world for children: and this was supposed by Church Dykely to be the reason why Mrs. Nash Caromel the Second had never allowed her child to come home since the death of its father. At first it was said that she would not risk having him lest he should catch the fever Nash had died of: but, when the weeks went on, and the months went on, and years (so far as could be seen) were likely to go on, and still the child was kept away, people put it down to the other disagreeable fact.

Any way, Mrs. Nash Caromel  or Charlotte Nave, as you please  did not have the boy home. Little Dun was kept at his grandfathers, Lawyer Nave; and Miss Harriet Nave took care of him: the other sister, Gwinny, remaining at Caromels Farm. Towards the close of spring, the spring which followed the death of Nash, when Dun was about two years old, he caught whooping-cough and had it badly. In August he was sent for change of air to a farm called the Rill, on the other side of Pershore, Miss Harriet Nave taking the opportunity to go jaunting off elsewhere. The change of air did the child good, and he was growing strong quickly, when one night early in September croup attacked him, and he lay in great danger. News of it was sent to his mother in the morning. It drove her nearly wild with fear, and she set off for the Rill in a gig, her father driving it: as already spoken of. So rare was the sight of her now, for she kept indoors at Caromels Farm as a snail keeps to its shell, that no wonder Church Dykely thought it an event, and talked of it all the day.

Mr. Nave and his daughter reached the Rill  which lay across country, somewhere between Pershore and Wyre  in the course of the morning, and found little Dun gasping with croup, and inhaling steam from a kettle. Moore told us there was nothing half so sweet in life as loves young dream; but to Charlotte Nave, otherwise Caromel, there was nothing sweet at all except this little Dun. He was the light of her existence; the apple of her eye, to put it poetically. She sat down by the bed-side, her pale face (so pale and thin to what it used to be) bent lovingly upon him, and wiping away the tears by stealth that came into her eyes. In the afternoon Dun was better; but the doctor would not say he was out of danger.

If I could but stay here for the night! I cant bear to leave him, Charlotte snatched an opportunity to say to her father, when their friends, the farmer and his wife, were momentarily occupied.

But you cant, you know, returned Lawyer Nave. You must be home by sunset.

By sunset? Nay, an hour after that would do.

No, it will not do. Better be on the safe side.

It seems cruel that I should have to leave him, she exclaimed, with a sob.

Nonsense, Charlotte! The child will do as well without you as with you. You may see for yourself how much better he is. The farm cannot be left to itself at night: remember that. We must start in half-an-hour.

No more was said. Nave went to see about getting ready the gig; Charlotte, all down in the dumps, stayed with the little lad, and let him pull about as he would her golden hair, and drank her tea by his side. Mr. and Mrs. Smith (good hospitable people, who had stood by Charlotte Nave through good report and ill report, believing no ill of her) pressed her to stay all night, promising, however, that every care should be taken of Duncan, if she did not.

My little darling must be a good child and keep warm in bed, and when mamma comes in the morning he will be nearly well, breathed Charlotte, showering tears and kisses upon him when the last moment had come. And, with that, she tore herself away.

Such a pity that you should have to go! said Mrs. Smith, stepping to the door with her. I think Gwendolen and old Grizzel might have been left for one night: theyd not have run away, nor the house neither. Come over as soon as you can in the morning, my dear; and see if you cant make arrangements to stay a day or two.

They were starting from the back-door, as being the nearest and handiest; Nave, already in the gig, seemed in a rare hurry to be off. Mr. Smith helped Charlotte up: and away the lawyer drove, across the fold-yard, one of the farm-boys holding the outer gate open for them. The sun, getting down in the west, shone right in their eyes.

Oh dear, I have left my parasol! cried Charlotte, just as they reached the gate. I must have it: my blue parasol! And Nave, giving an angry growl to parasols in general, pulled the horse up.

You need not get out, hindering time! growled he. Call out for it. Here, Smith! Mrs. Caromel has forgotten her blue parasol. But the farmer, then nearing the house, did not hear.

Ill run for it, maam, said the lad. And he set off to do so, leaving the gate to itself. Charlotte, who had been rising to get out, looked back to watch him; the lawyer looked back to shout again, in his impatience, to Mr. Smith. Their faces were both turned from the side where the gate was, and they did not see what was about to happen.

The gate, swinging slowly and noiselessly forward, touched the horse, which had been standing sideways, his head turned to see what the stoppage might be about.

Touched him, and startled him. Bounding upwards, he tore forward down the narrow lane on which the gate opened; tried to scale a bank, and pitched the lawyer and Charlotte out of the gig.

The farmer, and as many of his people as could be gathered at the moment, came running down, some of them armed with pitchforks. Nave was groaning as he lay; Charlotte was insensible. Just at first they thought her dead. Both were carried back to the Rill on hurdles, and the doctor was sent for. After which, Mr. Smith started off a man on horseback to tell the ill-news of the accident at Caromel Farm.

Ill-news. No doubt a bad and distressing accident. But now, see how curiously the power that shapes our ends brings things about. But for that accident, the mystery and the wrong being played out at Caromels Farm might never have had daylight thrown upon it. The accident, like a great many other accidents, must have been sent to this wise and good end. At least, so far as we, poor blind mortals that we all are, down here, might presume to judge.

The horseman, clattering in at a hard pace to Caromels Farm, delivered to Miss Gwendolen Nave, and to Grizzel, the old family servant, the tidings he was charged with  improving upon them as a thing of course.

Lawyer Nave, he were groaning awful, all a-bleeding, and unable to move a limb. The young lady, she were dead; leastways, looked like it.

With a scream and a cry, Gwendolen gave orders for her own departure. Seeking the bailiff, she bade him drive her over in the tax-cart, there being no second gig.

Now mind, Grizzel, she said, laying hold of the old womans arm after flinging on her bonnet and shawl anyhow, you will lock all the doors as soon as I am gone, and take out the keys. Do you hear?

I hear, Miss Gwinny. My wills good to do it: you know that.

Take care that you do do it.

Fine tidings to go flying about Church Dykely in the twilight! Lawyer Nave half killed, his daughter quite. The news reached us at Dyke Manor; and Squire Todhetley, though holding Caromels Farm in little estimation, thought it only neighbourly to walk over there and inquire how much was true, how much not. You remember what happened. That in leaving the farm after interviewing Grizzel, we found ourselves in contact with Dobbs the blacksmith. Dobbs standing stock-still, like a marble pillar, outside the gate under the dark, overhanging trees; Dobbs standing on the watch, in a stealthy, mysterious manner, without his boots.

But what on earth are you here for, Dobbs? reiterated the Squire. Where are your boots?

And all Dobbs did for answer, was to lay his hand respectfully on the Squires coat-sleeve to begin with, so as to prevent his running away. Then he entered upon his whispered tale. Leaning our arms upon the low gate, we listened to it, and to the curious sound of weeping and wailing that stole faintly on our ears from amongst the garden trees. The scene altogether looked weird enough in the moonlight, flickering through the rustling leaves.

Dobbs, naturally an unbeliever in ghosts, had grown to think that this ghost, so long talked of, was no ghost at all, but some one got up to resemble one by Caromels Farm, for some mysterious purpose of its own. Remembering his attack of fright, and resenting it excessively, Dobbs determined if possible to unearth the secret: and this was the third night he had come upon the watch.

But why stand without your boots? whispered the Squire, who could not get over the shoeless feet.

That I may make no noise in running to pounce upon him, sir, Dobbs whispered back. I take em off and hide em in the copse behind here. They be just at your back, Master Johnny.

Pounce upon whom? demanded the Squire. Cant you speak plainly?

Thats what Id like to know, breathed Dobbs. I feel nearly sure, Squire, that the  the thing looking like Nash Caromel is not Nash Caromel. Nor his ghost, either.

I never saw two faces more alike, and I have just seen it now, put in the Squire. At least, as much as a shadow can look like a face.

Ay, assented Dobbs. Im as sure, sir, as I am of my own forge, that it is a likeness got up by Nave to scare us. And Ill eat the forge, added Dobbs with emphasis, if theres not something worse than ghosts at Caromels Farm  though I cant guess what it is.

What a villain he must be: and Nave, too! cried the Squire, rubbing his red nose, while Tod simply stared at the man. But, look here, Dobbs  how could any man put on the face of Nash Caromel?

I dont know how he does it, Squire, or what he does, but Im good to find out, returned the blacksmith. And if  just hark there again, sirs!

The same faint sounds of wailing, of entreaty in a womans voice, rose again upon the air. Dobbs, with a gesture to ask for silence, went noiselessly down the dark path in his brown woollen stockings, that looked thick enough for boots. Tod, eager for any adventure, stole after him, and I brought up the rear. The Squire remained where he was, and held the gate open, expecting perhaps that we might want to make a rush through it as he had just done.

Two minutes more, and the mystery was solved. Near the house, under the shade of the closely intersecting trees, stood old Grizzel and the figure people had taken to be the ghost of Nash Caromel. It was Grizzels voice we heard, full of piteous entreaty to him not to do something.

Just for this night, master, for the love of Heaven! Dont do it, just this night that Im left in charge! Theyve trusted me, you see!

The words seemed to make no impression. Pushing her hands back, the figure was turning impatiently away, when Dobbs seized upon it.

But, in sheer astonishment, or perhaps in terror, Dobbs let go again to step backwards; and the prize might have escaped but for the strong arms of Tod. It was indeed Nash Caromel. Not his ghost, but himself.

Nash Caromel worn to the veriest shadow mortal eyes ever gazed upon. The Squire came up; we all went into the house together, and explanation ensued.

Nash had not died. When the fever, of which it was feared he would die, reached its crisis, he awoke to life, not to death. But, terrified at his position  the warrant, applied for by Henry Tinkle, being out against him  overwhelmed with a sense of shame, he had feigned death as the only chance of escaping disgrace and punishment. The first thought perhaps was Naves; indeed there was no doubt of it  or his and his daughters combined. They wanted to keep the income, you see. Any way, they carried the thought out, and had successfully contrived to deceive doctors, undertakers, and the world. Nash, weak as a rat, had got out of bed to watch his own funeral procession wind down the avenue.

And there, in the upper rooms of the house, he had since lived until now, old Grizzel sharing the secret. But a grievous complaint, partly brought on by uneasiness of mind, partly inherited from his father, who had died of it, had speedily attacked Nash, one for which there was no cure. It had worn him to a shadow.

He had walked in the garden sometimes. He had come out in the twilight of the evening or at night; he had now and then passed through the gate and crossed over to the copse; simply because to live entirely without fresh air, to remain inactive indoors, was intolerable to him. His wife and her sister did their best to prevent it. Nave came in the daytime and would blow him up by the hour together; but they could not always keep him in. At last they grew alarmed. For, when they attempted to use force, by locking the doors, he told them that unless he was allowed his way in this, he would declare himself to the world. Life could not have been a bed of roses for any of them.

To look at him, as he sat there to-night by the kitchen fire, his cheeks white and hollow, his sunken eyes encased in dark rims, and his thin lips on the shiver, youd hardly have given him a week of life. A great pity sat in the blacksmiths face.

Dont reproach yourself, Dobbs: its the best thing that could have happened to me, spoke Nash Caromel, kindly. I am not sure but I should have gone out this very night and declared myself. Grizzel thought it, and put herself into a paroxysm of fear. Nobody but myself knows the yearning to do it that has been upon me. You wont go and tell it out in the market-place, will you, Dobbs?

Ill not tell ont to a single soul, sir, said Dobbs, earnestly, standing straight in his brown stockings. Nobody shall know ont from me. And Im as glad as glad can be that you be alive and did not die in that fever.

We are all safe and sure, Caromel; not a hint shall escape us, spoke the Squire from the midst of his astonishment.

The first thing must be to get Duffham here.

Duffham cant do any good; things have gone too far with me, said poor Nash. Once this disorder lays regular hold of a man, theres no hope for him: you know that, Todhetley.

Stuff! said the pater. I dont believe it has gone too far, only youve got moped here and think so. Well have Duffham here at once. You boys can go for him.

No, dissented Caromel. Duffham may tell the tale abroad. Id rather die in peace, if I can.

Not he. Duffham! Why, you ought to know him better. Duffham will be as secret as ourselves. Do you suppose that he, a family doctor, has not many a weighty secret to keep? Come, be off, lads: and, mind, we trust you.

Nash Caromel sighed, and said no more. He had been wanting badly enough to see a friend or two, but not to be shown up to the parish. We went out with Dobbs, who rushed into the copse to find his shoes.

This discovery might never have ensued, I take it, had Charlotte Nave and the lawyer not been upset in the gig. They would have stood persistently in his light  perhaps have succeeded in locking him in by force! As it was, we had it all our own way.

How could you lend yourself to so infamous a deception? cried the Squire to old Grizzel, following her into the pantry to ask it, when she returned from bolting the door after us. Im not at all sure that you could not be punished for it. Its  its a conspiracy. And you, of all people, old Grizzel, to forget the honour of the Caromels! Why, you lived with his father!  and with his brother. All these years!

And how could I tell again him when I was asked not to? contended Grizzel, the tears dropping on to a tin saucepan she was rubbing out. Master Nash was as dear to me as the others were. Could it be me to speak up and say he was not in the coffin, but only old things to make up weight! Could it be me to tell he was alive and hiding up aloft here, and so get him put in prison? No, sir; the good name of the Caromels was much to me, but Master Nash was more.

Now, come, old woman, wheres the use of crying like that? Well, yes; you have been faithful, and its a great virtue. And  and theres a shilling or two for you.

Have you been blowing her up? asked Nash, as the Squire went back to him, and sat down on the other side the wide kitchen hearth, the fire throwing its glow upon the bricks, square and red and shining, and upon Nash Caromels wan face, in which it was not very difficult to read death. He had put his out-of-door coat off, a long brown garment, and sat in a grey suit. Tho Squires belief was that he wouldnt have minded getting into the fire itself; he sat there shivering and shaking, and seeming to have no warmth left in him. The room was well guarded from outer observation. The shutters were up, and there was not a chink in them.

I have, said the Squire, in answer. Told her she did not show much regard for the honour of the family  lending herself to such a deception!

Poor old Grizzel! sighed Nash, with a half-smile. She has lived upon thorns, fearing I should be discovered. As to the family honour, Todhetley, the less said about that the better.

How could you do it, Caromel?

I dont know, answered Nash, with apathy, bringing his face closer to the blaze. I let it be done, more than did it. All I did, or could do, was just to lie still in my bed. The fever had left me weaker than a child  

Did it really turn to typhus? interrupted the Squire.

No, it didnt. They said so to scare people away. I was weaker than a child, continued Nash, both in mind and body. And when I grew stronger  what was done could not be undone. Not that I seek to defend or excuse myself. Dont think that.

And, in the name of all thats marvellous, what could have put so monstrous an idea into their heads? demanded the Squire, getting up to face the kitchen.

Well, I have always fancied that business at Sandstone Torr did, replied Nash, who had no idea of reticence now, but spoke out as freely as you please. It had come to light, you know, not long before. Stephen Radcliffe had hidden his brother in the old tower, passing him off to the world as dead; and so, I suppose, it was thought that I could be hidden and passed off as dead.

But Stephen Radcliffe never got up a mock funeral. His tale was that Frank had died in London. You were bold people. What will Parson Holland say, when he comes to learn that he read the burial-service over a box of rubbish?

I dont know, was the helpless reiteration of poor Nash. The trouble and worry of it altogether, the discomforts of my position, the constant, never-ceasing dread of discovery have  have been to me what you cannot realize. But for going out of the house at night and striding about in the fresh, free air, I should have become mad. It was a taste of freedom. Neither could I always confine myself to the walks in the garden; whether I would nor not, my feet would carry me beyond it and into the shaded copse.

Frightening people who met you!

When I heard footsteps approach I hid myself  though not always quite in time. I was more put out at meeting people than they were at meeting me.

I wonder your keepers here ever let you get out! cried the Squire, musingly.

They tried hard to keep me in: and generally succeeded. It was only by fits and starts I gained my way. They were afraid, you see, that I should carry out my threat of disclosing myself but for being yielded to now and then.

But the Squire did not get over the discovery. He strode about the large kitchen, rubbing his face, giving out sundry Bless my hearts! at intervals. The return to life of Charlotte Tinkle had been marvellous enough, but it was nothing to this.

Meanwhile we were on our road to Duffhams. Leaving Dobbs at his own forge, we rushed on, and found the doctor in his little parlour at supper; pickled eels and bread-and-cheese: the eels in the wide stone jar they were baked in  which was Nomys way of serving pickled fish.

Will you sit down and take some? asked Duffham, pointing to the jar: out of which he took the pieces with a fork as he wanted them.

I should like to, but theres no time for it, answered Tod, eyeing the jar wistfully.

Pickled eels are a favourite dish in our parts: and you dont often eat anything as good.

Look here, Duffham, he went on: we want you to go with us and see  see somebody: and to undertake not to tell tales out of school. The Squire has answered for it that you will not.

See who? asked Duffham, going on with his supper.

A ghost, said Tod, grimly. A dead man.

What good can I do them?

Well, the man has come to life again. Not for long, though, I should say, judging by his looks. You are not to go and tell about it, mind.

Tell what?

That he is alive, instead of being, as is supposed, under a gravestone in yonder churchyard. I am not sure but that you went to his funeral.

Tods significant tone, half serious, half mocking, attracted Duffhams curiosity more even than the words. But he still went on with his eels.

Who is it?

Nash Caromel. There. Dont fall off in a faint. Caromel has come to life.

Down went Duffhams fork. Why  what on earth do you mean?

It is not a joke, said Tod. Nash Caromel has been alive all this time, concealed in his house  just as Francis Radcliffe was concealed in the tower. The Squire is with him now  and he is very ill.

Duffham appealed to me. Is this true, Johnny Ludlow?

Yes, sir, it is. We found him out to-night. He looks as if he were dying. Dobbs is sure he is. You never saw anything so like a ghost.

Leaving his eels now, calling out to old Nomy that she might take away the supper, Duffham came off with us at once. Dobbs ran up as we passed his forge, and went with us to the turning, talking eagerly.

If you can cure him, Mr. Duffham, sir, I should take it as a great favour, like, showed to myself, spoke the blacksmith. Id not have pounced upon him for all the world, to give him pain, in the state hes in. He looks as if he were dying.

They were in the kitchen still, when Grizzel opened the door to us, the fire bigger and hotter than ever. The first thing Duffham did was to order Caromel to bed, and to have a good fire lighted in his room.

But there was no hope for Nash Caromel. The Squire told us so going home that night. Duffham thought about ten days more would see the end of him.

II.

And how have things gone during my short absence, Grizzel? demanded Miss Gwinny Nave, alighting from the tax-cart the following morning, upon her return to Caromels Farm.

Oh, pretty well, answered Grizzel, who in her heart detested Miss Gwinny and all the Naves. The master seems weaker. He have took to his bed, and got a fire in his room.

When did he do that?

He came down last night after you went, Miss Gwinny, and sat over this here kitchen fire for ever so long. Then he went up to bed, and I lighted him a fire and took him up some hot arrowroot with a wine glass o brandy in it. Shivering with cold, he was.

And he has not got up this morning?

No; and he says he does not mean to get up. Ive taken to my bed for good, Grizzel, he says to me this morning when I went in to light the fire again and see what hed eat for breakfast. And I think he has, Miss Gwinny.

Which information considerably lightened the doubt which was tormenting Miss Naves mind. She wanted, oh how badly, and was wanted, to remain at the Rill, being sorely needed there; but she had not seen her way clear to do it. If Nash was indeed confined to his bed, she might perhaps venture to leave him for a day or two to Grizzel.

But, please dont think old Grizzel mean for keeping in what had taken place: she was only obeying orders. Duffham and the Squire had laid their heads together and then talked to Caromel; and it was agreed that for the present nothing should be disclosed. They gave their orders to Grizzel, and her master confirmed them.

And what news have you brought from the Rill, maam? questioned Grizzel, who was making a custard pudding at the kitchen table. I hope you found things better than you feared.

They could not well be worse, sighed Miss Gwinny, untying her bonnet. She had not the beauty of Charlotte. Her light complexion was like brick-dust, and her hair was straw-coloured. Not but that she was proud of her hair, wearing it in twists, with one ringlet trailing over the left shoulder. Your mistress lies unconscious still; it is feared the brain is injured; and papas leg is broken in two places.

Alack a-day? cried Grizzel, lifting her hands in consternation. Oh, but I am sorry to hear it, Miss Gwendolen! And the pretty little boy?

Miss Gwendolen shook her head. The croup came on again last night worse than ever, she said, with a rising sob. They dont know whether they will save him.

Grizzel brushed away some tears as she began to beat up her eggs. She was a tender-hearted old thing, and loved little Dun. Miss Nave put aside her bonnet and shawl, and turned to the staircase to pay a visit to Nash. But she looked back to ask a question.

Then, I am to understand that you had no trouble with the master last night, Grizzel? He did not want to force himself out?

The time for that has gone by, maam, I think, answered Grizzel, evasively; not daring and not wishing to confess that he had forced himself out, and what the consequences were. He seems a deal weaker to-day, Miss Gwinny, than Ive ever seen him.

And when Miss Gwinny got into Nashs room she found the words true. Weak, inert, fading, there lay poor Nash. With the discovery, all struggle had ceased; and it is well known that to resign ones self to weakness quietly, makes weakness ten times more apparent. One thing struck her greatly: the hollow sound in the voice. Had it come on suddenly? If not, how was it she had never noticed it before? It struck her with a sort of unpleasant chill: for she believed that peculiar hollowness is generally the precursor of death.

You are feeling worse, Nash, Grizzel says, she observed; and she thought she had never seen him looking half so ill.

Oh, I am all right, Gwendolen, answered he. What of Charlotte and the child?

Sitting down on the edge of the large bed, Gwendolen told him all there was to tell. Her papa would get well in time, though he could not be moved yet awhile; but Charlotte and the child were lying in extreme danger.

Dear me! dear me! he said, and began to cry, as Grizzel had begun. When a man is reduced, as Nash was, faint in mind and in body, the tears are apt to lie near the eyes.

And theres nobody to attend upon them but Mrs. Smith and her maids  two of the stupidest country wenches you ever saw, said Gwendolen. I did not know how to come away this morning. The child is more than one persons work.

Why did you come?

Because I could not trust you; you know that, Nash. You want to be up to your tricks too often.

My tricks!

Yes. Going out of doors at night. Im sure it is a dreadful responsibility thats thrown upon me. And all for your own sake!

You need no longer fear that  if you call my going out the responsibility. I shall never get out of this bed again, Gwinny.

What makes you think so?

Look at me, answered Nash. See if you think it likely. I do not.

She shook her head doubtingly. He certainly did look too ill to stir  but she remembered the trouble there had been with him; the fierce, wild yearning for exit, that could not be controlled.

Are you not satisfied? Listen, then: I give you my solemn word of honour not to go out of doors; not to attempt to do so. You must go back to Charlotte and the boy.

Ill see later, decided Gwinny. I shall stay here till the afternoon, at any rate.

And when the afternoon came she took her departure for the Rill. Convinced by Nashs state that he could not quit his bed, and satisfied at length by his own solemn and repeated assurances that he would not, Gwinny Nave consigned him to the care of Grizzel, and quitted Caromels Farm.

Which left the field open again, you perceive. And the Squire and Duffham were there that evening as they had been the previous one.

It was a curious time  the few days that ensued. Gwendolen Nave came over for an hour or two every other day, but otherwise Caromels Farm was a free house. Her doubts and fears were gone, for Nash grew worse very rapidly; and, though he sat up in his room sometimes, he could hardly have got downstairs though the house were burning  as Grizzel put it. And he seemed so calm, so tranquil, so entirely passive under his affliction, so resigned to his enfeebled state, so averse to making exertion of any kind, that Miss Gwinny could not have felt much easier had he been in the burial-ground where Church Dykely supposed him to be.

What with his past incarceration, which had endured twelve months, and what with the approach of death, which he had seen looming for pretty nearly half that time, Nash Caromels conscience had come back to him. It was pricking him in more corners than one. As his love for Charlotte Nave weakened  and it had been going down a long time, for he saw what the Naves were now, and what they had done for him  his love for Charlotte Tinkle came back, and he began to wish he could set wrongs to rights. That never could be done; he had put it out of his power; but he meant to make some little reparation, opportunity being allowed him.

I want to make a will, Todhetley, he said one evening to the Squire, as he sat by the fire, dressed, a huge carriage-rug thrown on his knees for warmth. I wonder if my lawyer could be induced to come to me?

Do you mean Nave? retorted the Squire, who could not for the life of him help having a fling at Caromel once in a way. He has been your lawyer of late years.

You know I dont mean Nave; and if I did mean him he could not come, said poor Nash. I mean our family lawyer, Crow. Since I discarded him for Nave he has turned the cold shoulder upon me. When Ive met him in the street at Evesham, he has either passed me with a curt nod or looked another way. I would rather have Crow than anybody, for hed be true, I know, if he could be induced to come.

Ill see about it, said the Squire.

And youll be executor, wont you, Todhetley? you and Duffham.

No, said the Squire. And what sort of a will are you going to make?

I should like to be just, sighed Nash. As just as I know how. As just as I can be under the unfortunate circumstances I am placed in.

That you have placed yourself in, Caromel.

True. I think of it night and day. But she ought to be provided for. And theres the boy!

Who ought to be?

My second wife.

I dont say to the contrary. But there is somebody else, who has a greater and prior claim upon you.

I know. My heart would be good to leave her all. But that would hardly be just. Poor Charlotte, how patient she has been!

Ah, you threw off a good woman when you threw her off. And when you made that other infamous will, leaving her name out of it  

It was Nave made it, interrupted Nash, as hotly as his wasted condition allowed him to speak. He got another lawyer to draw it up, for looks sake  but he virtually made it. And, Todhetley, I must  I must get another one made, he added, getting more and more excited; and theres no time to be lost. If I die to-night that will would have to stand.

With the morning light the Squire went off to Evesham, driving Bob and Blister, and saw the lawyer, Crow  an old gentleman with a bald head. The two shut themselves up in a private room, and it seemed as if they never meant to come out again.

First of all, old Crow had to recover his astonishment at hearing Nash Caromel was living, and that took him some time; next, he had to get over his disinclination and refusal  to act again for Nash, and that took him longer.

Mind, said he at last, if I do consent to act  to see the man and make his will  it will be done out of the respect I bore his father and his brother, and because I dont like to stand in the way of an act of justice. Mrs. Nash Caromel was here yesterday  

Mrs. Nash Caromel! interrupted the Squire, in a puzzle, for his thoughts had run over to Charlotte Nave. Which must have been very foolish, seeing she was in bed with a damaged head.

I speak of his wife, said the old gentleman, loftily. I have never called any other woman Mrs. Nash Caromel. Her uncle, Tinkle, of Inkberrow, called about the transfer of some of his funded property, and she was with him. I respect that young woman, Squire Todhetley.

Ay, to be sure. So do I. Well, now, you will let me drive you back this afternoon, and youll take dinner with me, and well go to Caromels Farm afterwards. We never venture there before night; that Miss Gwinny Nave makes her appearance sometimes in the daytime.

It must be late in the afternoon then, said the lawyer, rather crossly  for he did not enter into the business with a good grace yet.

All the same to me, acquiesced the pater, pleased at having got his consent on any terms.

And when the Squire drove in that evening just at the dinner-hour and brought Lawyer Crow with him, we wondered what was agate. Old Jacobson, who had called in, and been invited to stay by the mater, was as curious as anything over it, and asked the Squire aside, what he was up to, that he must employ Crow instead of his own man.

The will Nash Caromel wished to make was accomplished, signed and sealed, himself and this said Evesham lawyer being alone privy to its contents. Dobbs the blacksmith was fetched in, and he and Grizzel witnessed it.

And, as if Nash Caromel had only lived to make the will, he went galloping on to death at railroad speed directly it was done. A change took place in him the same night. His bell rang for Grizzel, and the old woman thought him dying.

But he rallied a bit the next day: and when the Squire got there in the evening, he was sitting up by the fire dressed. And terribly uneasy.

I want to see her, he began, before the Squire had time to say, How are you, or How are you not. I cant die in peace unless I see her. And it will not be long first now. I am a bit better, but I thought I was dying in the night: has Grizzel told you?

The Squire nodded in silence. He was struck with the change in Nash.

Who is it you want to see? Charlotte Tinkle?

Ay, youve guessed it. Twasnt hard to guess, was it? I want to see her, Todhetley. I know shed come.

Little doubt of that. Had Nash wanted her to visit him in the midst of a fiery furnace, shed have rushed into it headlong.

But there were difficulties in the way. Charlotte Tinkle was not one of your strong-minded women who are born without nerves; and to tell her that Nash Caromel was living, and not dead, might send her into hysterics for a week. Besides that, Harry Tinkle was Nash Caromels bitter enemy: if he learnt the truth he might be for handing him over, dying or living, to old Jones the constable.

I dont see how she is to be got here, and thats the truth, Caromel, spoke the Squire, awaking from his reverie. Its not a thing I should like to undertake. Here comes Duffham.

I know what you are thinking of  Harry Tinkle, returned Nash, as Duffham felt his pulse. When I was supposed to have died, balking him of his revenge, he grew mad with rage. For a month afterwards he abused me to everybody in the most atrocious terms: in public rooms, in  

Who told you that? interrupted the Squire. Nave?

Nave. I saw no one else to tell me. Duffham laughed.

Then it was just as false as Nave is. You might have known Harry Tinkle better.

Nash looked up. False!  was it?

Why, of course it was, repeated the Squire. I say you might have known Harry Tinkle better.

Nash sighed. Well, I suppose you think he might give me trouble now. But he would hardly care to apprehend a dying man.

Well see about it, they said. Duffham undertook this expedition  if you can call it one. He found it easier than he anticipated. That same evening, upon quitting Caromels Farm, Duffham went mooning along, deep in thought, as to how he should make the disclosure to Charlotte, when he overtook her near his home. Her crape veil was thrown back; her face looked pale and quiet in the starlight.

You are abroad late, said Duffham.

I went to see old Miss Pinner this afternoon, and stayed tea with her, answered Charlotte. And now I am going to run home.

Would you mind coming in for a few minutes, Mrs. Caromel? he asked, as they reached his door. I have something to say to you.

Can you say it another time? It is nine oclock, and my mother will be wondering.

No; another time may not do, said Duffham. Come in. I wont detain you long.

And being just one of those yielding people that never assert a will of their own, in she went.

Shut up in Duffhams surgery, which was more remote from Nomys ears than the parlour, Duffham disclosed to her by degrees the truth. Whether he had to get out his sal-volatile over it, or to recover her from fits, we did not hear. One thing was certain: that when Mrs. Nash Caromel recommenced her walk homewards, she was too bewildered to know whether she went on her feet or her head. By that time on the following evening she would have seen her husband.

At least, such was the programme Duffham carved out. But to that bargain, as he found the next day, there might be two words.

Eleven was striking in the morning by the kitchen clock at Caromels Farm, when Grizzel saw Miss Gwinny driving in. The damaged gig had been mended, and she now drove backwards and forwards herself.

Hows the master? asked she, when she entered the kitchen.

Very ill, answered Grizzel. He wont be with us long, now, maam.

And when Miss Gwinny saw Nash, and saw how greatly he was altered in the last two days, she thought as Grizzel did  that death was close at hand. Under these circumstances, she sat down to reflect on what she ought to do: whether to remain herself in the house, or whether to go back to the Rill and report to her father and sister. For the latter had come out of her insensibility; the doctors said there was no permanent injury, and she could soon be removed home if she wished to be.

What do you think, Grizzel? she inquired, condescending to ask counsel. It does not seem right to leave him  and you wont like to be left alone, either, at the last. And I dont see that any end will be gained by my hastening back to tell them. Theyll know it soon enough: and they cannot come to him.

As you please, Miss Gwinny, replied Grizzel, trembling lest she should remain and complicate matters, but not daring to urge her departure; Gwinny Nave being given, as a great many more ladies are, to act by the rules of contrary in the matter of advice. It seems hardly right, though, not to let the mistress know he is dying. And I am glad the childs well: dear little thing!

Gwinny Nave sat pulling at her one straw ringlet, her brow knitted in abstraction. Various reflections, suggesting certain unpleasant facts, passed rapidly through her mind. That Nash would not be here many days longer, perhaps not many hours, was a grave fact: and then, what of the after-necessities that would arise? A sham funeral had gone out of that house not very long ago: but how was the real funeral to go out, and who was to make the arrangements for it? The truth of Nash Caromels being alive, and of the trick which had been played, would have to be disclosed then. And Mr. Nave was incapacitated; he could do nothing, and her sister could do as little; and it seemed to be all falling upon herself, Gwinny; and who was to know but she might be punished for letting Nash lie and die without calling in a doctor to him?

With every fresh moment of thought, some darker complication presented itself. Miss Gwinny began to see that she had better get away, and leave old Grizzel to it. The case must be laid before her father. He might invent some scheme to avoid exposure: for though Lawyer Nave was deprived for the present of action, his mind was not less keen and fertile than usual.

I think, Grizzel, that the mistress ought to be told how ill he is, said she, at length. I shall go back to the Rill. Do all you can for the master: I dare say he will rally.

That he never will, spoke Grizzel, on impulse.

Now dont you be obstinate, returned Miss Gwinny.

Gwendolen Nave drove back to the Rill. Leaving, as she thought, all responsibility upon old Grizzel. And, that evening, the coast being clear again, Charlotte Tinkle, piloted by Duffham, came to Caromels Farm and had an interview with her once recreant husband. It lasted longer than Duffham had bargained for; every five minutes he felt inclined to go and knock at the door. Her sobs and his dying voice, which seemed to be sobbing too, might be heard by all who chose to listen. At last Duffham went in and said that it must end: the emotion was bad for Nash. She was kneeling before the sofa on which he lay, her tears dropping.

Good-bye, good-bye, Charlotte, he whispered. I have never cared for any one as I cared for you. Believe that. God bless you, my dear  and forgive me!

And the next to go in was Harry Tinkle  to clasp Caromels hand, and to say how little he had needed to fear him. And the next was the Reverend Mr. Holland; Nash had asked for the parson to be sent for.

Grizzel had a surprise the next day. She had just taken some beef-tea up to the master, which Duffham had called out for  for the end was now so near that the doctor had not chosen to defer his visit till dark  when a closed fly drove up, out of which stepped Miss Gwinny and her sister. Old Grizzel dropped the waiter, thinking it must be her mistresss ghost.

But it was Charlotte herself. Upon hearing Gwinnys report she had insisted upon coming home  and Nave supported her views. That stupid old Grizzel, left to her own devices, might be for getting frightened and call in half the parish. The doctor in attendance at the Rill had said Mrs. Caromel might go home if she had any urgent reason for wishing it  and here she was. And really she seemed tolerably well again; quite herself.

Passing Grizzel with a nod, she went straight upstairs, opened Nashs door, and then  drew back with a scream. For there she saw two strangers. Mr. Duffham was leaning over the bed, trying to feed Nash with spoonfuls of beef-tea; Parson Holland (who had stayed with Nash all night) sat by the fire. Poor Nash himself lay without motion: the hours were very limited now.

Well, there ensued a commotion. Charlotte Nave went down to blow up Grizzel; and she did it well, in spite of her recent illness. Grizzel answered that she was not to blame; it was not she who had betrayed him: Dobbs the blacksmith and Squire Todhetley had found him out, and the Squire had called in Duffham. Charlotte the Second had to make the best of a bad case; but she did not suspect half the treachery that had been at work.

There is no space to enlarge upon the day. Nash died that night; without having been able to speak a word to Charlotte the Second; he was past that when she came; though he shook hands with her.

And the other funeral, which Miss Nave had foreseen a difficulty over, took place without any difficulty. Unless it might be said that the crowd made one. Nash Caromel dead a second time! Church Dykely had never been astounded like this.

But the one dire act of treachery had to come out yet. Nash Caromel had made a fresh will. Crow the lawyer brought it in his pocket when he came from Evesham to attend the funeral, and he read it aloud afterwards. Mrs. Nash the Second sat biting her lips as she listened.

Caromels Farm and everything upon it, every stick and stone possessed by Nash, was directed to be sold without delay. Of the money this should realize, the one half was devised to my dear wife Charlotte, formerly Charlotte Tinkle; the other half was to be invested by trustees and settled upon my child, Duncan Nave. His mother, Charlotte Nave, was to receive a stated portion of the interest for life, or until she should marry again; and that was all the will said about Charlotte the Second.

Theres not much more to tell. As soon as might be, the changes were carried out. Before Lawyer Naves leg was fit to go again, Caromels Farm had been purchased by the Squire, and Harry Tinkle had taken it from him on a long lease. Just after Harry got into it with his little girl, Mrs. Tinkle died; and Charlotte, well off now, came to live in it with him. The other Charlotte proclaimed herself to be in bad health, and went off to stay at the sea-side. And Nave, when he came out again to rejoice the eyes of Church Dykely (walking lame), was fit to swallow us up with rage. He considered ladies parasols an infamous institution, and wished they were all sunk in the sea; especially that particular blue one of Charlottes which had led to the accident that unlucky afternoon.

It seemed strange that, after all the chances and changes, it should be a Mrs. Nash Caromel (she was always given her true name now) to inhabit Caromels Farm. She, forgiving and loving, made friends with little Dun for poor Nashs sake, inviting him often to spend the day with her, and picking him choice fruit off the trees.




A DAY IN BRIAR WOOD.

That day, and its events, can never go out of my memory. There are epochs in life that lie upon the heart for ever, marking the past like stones placed for retrospect. They may be of pleasure, or they may be of pain; but there they are, in that great store-field locked up within us, to be recalled at will as long as life shall last.

It was in August, and one of the hottest days of that hot month. A brilliant day: the sun shining with never a cloud to soften it, the sky intensely blue. Just the day for a picnic, provided you had shade.

Shade we had. Briar Wood abounds in it. For the towering trees are dark, and their foliage thick. Here and there the wood opens, and you come upon the sweetest little bits of meadow-land scenery that a painters eye could desire. Patches of green glade, smooth enough for fairy revels; undulating banks, draped with ferns and fragrant with sweet wild-flowers; dells dark, and dim, to roam in and fancy yourself out of the world.

Briar Wood belonged to Sir John Whitney. It was of a good length but narrow, terminating at one end in the tangled coppice which we had dashed through that long-past day when we played at hare and hounds, and poor Charles Van Rheyn had died, in that same coppice, of the running. The other and best end, up where these lonely glades lie sheltered, extends itself nearly to the lands belonging to Vale Farm  if you have not forgotten that place. The wood was a rare resort for poachers and gipsies, as well as picnic parties, and every now and again Sir John would declare that it should be rooted up.

We were staying at Whitney Hall. Miss Deveen was there on a visit (Cattledon included, of course), and Sir John wrote over to invite us for a few days to meet her: the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley, I and Tod. And, there we were, enjoying ourselves like anything.

It was Sir John himself who proposed the picnic. He called it a gipsy-party: indeed, the word picnic had hardly come in then, for this happened many a year ago. The weather was so hot indoors that Sir John thought it might be an agreeable change to live a day in the open air; and lie in the shade and look up at the blue sky through the flickering trees. So the cook was told to provide fowls and ham and pigeon pies, with apple puffs, salads, and creams.

The large carriage and the four-wheeled chaise shall take the ladies, observed Sir John, and I dare say they can make room for me and the Squire amongst them; its a short distance, and we shant mind a little crowding. You young men can walk.

So it was ordained. The carriages started, and we after them, William and Henry Whitney disputing as to which was the best route to take: Bill holding out for that by Goose Brook, Harry for that by the river. It ended in our dividing: I went with Bill his way; the rest of the young Whitneys and Tod the other, with Featherstons nephew; an overgrown young giant of seventeen, about six feet high, who had been told he might come.

Barring the heat, it was a glorious walk: just as it was a glorious day. Passing Goose Brook (a little stream meandering through the trees, with a rustic bridge across it: though why it should bear that name I never knew), we soon came to the coppice end of the wood.

Now, said Bill to me, shall we plunge into the wood at once, and so onwards right through it; or skirt round by the Granary?

The wood will be the shadiest, I answered.

And pleasantest. Im not at all sure, though, Johnny, that I shant lose my way in it. It has all kinds of bewildering tricks and turnings.

Never mind if you do. We can find it again.

We should have been safe to meet some of those Leonards had we gone by the Granary, observed Bill, as we turned into the wood, where just at present the trees were thin, and they might have been wanting to join us, pushing fellows that they are! I dont like them.

Who are those Leonards, I wonder? Who were they before they came here?

Old Leonard made a mint of money in India, and his sons are spending it for him as fast as they can. One day when he was talking to my father, he hinted that he had taken this remote place, the Granary, and brought them down here, to get them out of the fast lives they were leading in London. He got afraid, he said.

Havent the sons any professions, Bill?

Dont seem to have. Or anything else thats good  money excepted?

What do they do with their time?

Anything. Idle it away. Keep dogs; and shoot, and fish, and lounge, and smoke, and  Halloa! look yonder, Johnny!

Briar Wood had no straight and direct road through it; but plenty of small paths and byways and turnings and windings, that might bring you, by good luck, to landing at last; or might take you unconsciously back whence you came. Emerging from a part, where the trees grew dark and dense and thick, upon one of those delightful glades I spoke of before, we saw what I took to be a small gipsy encampment. A fire of sticks, with a kettle upon it, smoked upon the ground; beside it sat a young woman and child; a few tin wares, tied together, lay in a corner, and some rabbits skins were stretched out to dry on the branches of trees.

Up started the woman, and came swiftly towards us. A regular gipsy, with the purple-black hair, the yellow skin, and the large soft gleaming eyes. It was a beautiful young face, but worn and thin and anxious.

Do you want your fortunes told, my good young gentlemen? I can  

Not a bit of it, interrupted Bill. Go back to your fire. We are only passing through.

I can read the lines of your hands unerringly, my pretty sirs. I can forewarn you of evil, and prepare you for good.

Now, look you here, cried Bill, turning upon her good-humouredly, as she followed up with a lot of the like stuff, I can forewarn you of it, unless you are content to leave us alone. This wood belongs to Sir John Whitney, as I dare say all your fraternity know, and his keepers wage war against you when they find you are encamped here, and that I am sure you know. Mind your own affairs, and you may stay here in peace, for me: keep on bothering us, and I go straight to Rednal and give him a hint. I am Sir Johns son.

He threw her a sixpence, and the womans face changed as she caught it. The persuasive smile vanished as if by magic, giving place to a look of anxious pain.

Whats the matter? said he.

Do you know my husband, sir? she asked. Its more than likely that you do.

And what if I do? cried Whitney.

The woman took the words as an affirmative answer. She drew near, and laid her small brown finger on his coat-sleeve.

Then, if you chance to meet him, sir, persuade him to come back to me, for the love of Heaven. I can read the future: and for some days past, since we first halted here, I have foreseen that evil is in store for him. He wont believe me; he is not one of us; but I scent it in the air, and it comes nearer and nearer; it is drawing very close now. He may listen to you, sir, for we respect Sir John, who is never hard on us as some great owners of the land are; and oh, send him back here to me and the child! Better that it should fall on him when by our side than when away from us.

Why  what do you mean? cried Whitney, surprised out of the question, and hardly understanding her words or their purport. And he might have laughed outright, as he told me later, but for the dreadful trouble that shone forth from her sad, wild eyes.

I dont know what I mean: its hidden from me, she answered, taking the words in a somewhat different light from what he meant to imply. I think it may be sudden sickness; or it may be trouble: whatever it is, it will end badly.

Whitney nodded to her, and we pursued our way. I had been looking at the little girl, who had drawn shyly up to gaze at us. She was fair as a lily, with a sweet face and eyes blue as the sky.

What humbugs they are! exclaimed Whitney, alluding to gipsies and tramps in general. As to this young woman, I should say shes going off her head!

Do you know her husband?

Dont know him from Adam. Johnny, I hope thats not a stolen child! Fair as she is, she cant be the womans: theres nothing of the gipsy in her composition.

How well the gipsy appears to speak! With quite a refined accent.

Gipsies often do, Ive heard. Let us get on.

What with this adventure, and dawdling, and taking a wrong turn or two, it was past one oclock when we got in, and they were laying the cloth for dinner. The green, mossy glade, with the sheltering trees around, the banks and the dells, the ferns and wild-flowers, made a picture of a retreat on a broiling day. The table (some boards, brought from the Hall, and laid on trestles) stood in the middle of the grass; and Helen and Anna Whitney, in their green-and-white muslins, were just as busy as bees placing the dishes upon it. Lady Whitney (with a face redder than beetroot) helped them: she liked to be always doing something. Miss Cattledon and the mater were pacing the dell below, and Miss Deveen sat talking with the Squire and Sir John.

Have they not got here? exclaimed William.

Have who not got here? retorted Helen.

Todhetley and the boys.

Ages ago. They surmised that you two must be lost, stolen, or strayed.

Then where are they?

Making themselves useful. Johnny Ludlow, I wish youd go after them, and tell them of all things to bring a corkscrew. No one can find ours, and we think it is left behind.

Why, heres the corkscrew, in my pocket, called out Sir John. Whatever brings it there? And  Whats that great thing, moving down to us?

It was Tod with a wooden stool upon his head, legs upwards. Rednal the gamekeeper lived close by, and it was arranged that we should borrow chairs, and things, from his cottage.

We sat down to dinner at last  and a downright jolly dinner it was. Plenty of good things to eat; cider, lemonade, and champagne to drink: and every one talking together, and bursts of laughter.

Look at Cattledon! cried Bill in my ear. She is as merry as the rest of us.

So she was. A whole sea of smiles on her thin face. She wore a grey gown as genteel as herself, bands of black velvet round her pinched-in waist and long throat. Cattledon looked like vinegar in general, its true; but I dont say she was bad at heart. Even she could be genial to-day, and the rest of us were off our head with jollity, the Squires face and Sir Johns beaming back at one another.

If we had only foreseen how pitifully the day was to end! It makes me think of some verses I once learnt out of a journal  Chamberss, I believe. They were written by Mrs. Plarr.

There are twin Genii, who, strong and mighty, Under their guidance mankind retain; And the name of the lovely one is Pleasure, And the name of the loathly one is Pain. Never divided, where one can enter Ever the other comes close behind; And he who in Pleasure his thoughts would centre Surely Pain in the search shall find!

Alike they are, though in much they differ  Strong resemblance is twixt the twain; So that sometimes you may question whether It can be Pleasure you feel, or Pain. Thus tis, that whatever of deep emotion Stirreth the heart  be it grave or gay Tears are the Symbol  from feelings ocean These are the fountains that rise to-day.

Should not this teach us calmly to welcome Pleasure when smiling our hearths beside? If she be the substance, how dark the shadow; Close doth it follow, the near allied. Or if Pain long oer our threshold hover, Let us not question but Pleasure nigh Bideth her time her face to discover, Rainbow of Hope in a clouded sky.

Yes, it was a good time. To look at us round that dinner-table, youd have said there was nothing but pleasure in the world. Not but that ever and anon the poor young gipsy womans troubled face and her sad wild eyes, and the warning some subtle instinct seemed to be whispering to her about her husband, would rise between me and the light.

The afternoon was wearing on when I got back to the glade with William Whitney (for we had all gone strolling about after dinner) and found some of the ladies there. Mrs. Todhetley had gone into Rednals cottage to talk to his wife, Jessy; Anna was below in the dell; all the rest were in the glade. A clean-looking, stout old lady, in a light cotton gown and white apron, a mob cap with a big border and bow of ribbon in front of it, turned round from talking to them, smiled, and made me a curtsy.

The face seemed familiar to me: but where had I seen it before? Helen Whitney, seeing my puzzled look, spoke up in her free manner.

Have you no memory, Johnny Ludlow? Dont you remember Mrs. Ness!  and the fortune she told us on the cards?

It came upon me with a rush. That drizzling Good Friday afternoon at Miss Deveens, long ago, and Helen smuggling up the old lady from downstairs to tell her fortune. But what brought her here? There seemed to be no connection between Miss Deveens house in town and Briar Wood in Worcestershire. I could not have been more at sea had I seen a Chinese lady from Pekin. Miss Deveen laughed.

And yet it is so easy of explanation, Johnny, so simple and straightforward, she said. Mrs. Ness chances to be aunt to Rednals wife, and she is staying down here with them.

Simple it was  as are most other puzzles when you have the clue. The old woman was a great protégée of Miss Deveens, who had known her through her life of misfortune: but Miss Deveen did not before know of her relationship to Rednals wife or that she was staying at their cottage. They had been talking of that past afternoon and the fortune-telling in it, when I and Bill came up.

And what I told you, miss, came true  now didnt it? cried Mrs. Ness to Helen.

True! Why, you told me nothing! retorted Helen. There was nothing in the fortune. You said there was nothing in the cards.

I remember it, said Mother Ness; remember it well. The cards showed no husband for you then, young lady; they might tell different now. But they showed some trouble about it, I recollect.

Helens face fell. There had indeed been trouble. Trouble again and again. Richard Foliott, the false, had brought trouble to her; and so had Charles Leafchild, now lying in his grave at Worcester: not to speak of poor Slingsby Temple. Helen had got over all those crosses now, and was looking up again. She was of a nature to look up again from any evil that might befall her, short of losing her head off her shoulders. All dinner-time she had been flirting with Featherstons nephew.

This suggestion of Mrs. Ness, the cards might tell different now, caught hold of her mind. Her colour slightly deepened, her eyes sparkled.

Have you the cards with you now, Mrs. Ness?

Ay, to be sure, young lady. I never come away from home without my cards. They be in the cottage yonder.

Then I should like my fortune told again.

Oh, Helen, how can you be so silly! cried Lady Whitney.

Silly! Why, mamma, it is good fun. You go and fetch the cards, Mrs. Ness.

I and Johnny nearly had our fortune told to-day, put in Bill, while Mrs. Ness stood where she was, hardly knowing what to be at. We came upon a young gipsy woman in the wood, and she wanted to promise us a wife apiece. A little girl was with her that may have been stolen: she was too fair to be that brown womans child.

It must have been the Norths, exclaimed Mrs. Ness. Was there some tinware by em, sir; and some rabbit skins?

Yes. Both. The rabbit skins were hanging out to dry.

Ay, its the Norths, repeated Mrs. Ness. Rednal said he saw North yesterday; he guessed theyd lighted their campfire not far off.

Who are the Norths? Gipsies?

The wife is a gipsy, sir; born and bred. He is a native of these parts, and superior; but he took to an idle, wandering life, and married the gipsy girl for her beauty. She was Bertha Lee then.

Why, it is quite a romance, said Miss Deveen, amused.

And so it is, maam. Rednal told me all ont. They tramp the country, selling their tins, and collecting rabbit skins.

And is the child theirs? asked Bill.

Ay, sir, it be. But she dont take after her mother; shes like him, her skin fair as alabaster. Youd not think, Rednal says, that shed a drop o gipsy blood in her veins. North might ha done well had he only turned out steady; been just the odds o what he is  a poor tramp.

Oh, come, never mind the gipsies, cried Helen, impatiently. You go and bring the cards, Mrs. Ness.

One cant go in for stilts at a picnic, or for wisdom either; and when Mrs. Ness brought her cards (which might have been cleaner) none of them made any objection. Even Cattledon looked on, grimly tolerant.

But you cant think theres anything in it  that the cards tell true, cried Lady Whitney to the old woman.

Maam, be sure they do. I believe in em from my very heart. And so, I make bold to say, would everybody here believe, if they had read the things upon em that Ive read, and seen how surely theyve come to pass.

They would not contradict her openly; only smiled a little among themselves. Mother Ness was busy with the cards, laying them out for Helens fortune. I drew near to listen.

You look just as though you put faith in it, whispered Bill to me.

I dont put faith in it. I should not like to be so foolish. But, William, what she told Helen before did come true.

Well, Helens fortune was told again. It sounded just as uneventful as the one told that rainy afternoon long ago  for we were now some years older than we were then. Helen Whitneys future, according to the cards, or to Dame Nesss reading of them, would be all plain sailing; smooth and easy, and unmarked alike by events and by care. A most desirable career, some people would think, but Helen looked the picture of desolation.

And you say I am not to be married! she exclaimed.

Dame Ness had her head bent over the cards. She shook it without looking up.

I dont see a ring nowhere, young lady, and thats the blessed truth. There aint one, thats more. There aint a sign o one. Neither was there the other time, I remember: that time in London. And so  I take it that there wont never be.

Then I think you are a very disagreeable story-telling old woman! flashed Helen, all candour in her mortification. Not be married, indeed!

Why, my dear, Id be only too glad to promise you a husband if the cards foretelled it, said Dame Ness, pityingly. Yours is the best fortune of all, though, if you could but bring your mind to see it. Husbands is more plague nor profit. Im sure I had cause to say so by the one that fell to my share, as that there dear good lady knows, pointing to Miss Deveen.

In high dudgeon, Helen pushed the cards together. Mrs. Ness, getting some kind words from the rest of us, curtsied as she went off to the cottage to see about the kettles for our tea.

You are a nice young lady! exclaimed Bill. Showing your temper because the cards dont give you a sweetheart!

Helen threw her fan at him. Mind your own business, returned she. And he went away laughing.

And, my dear, I say the same as William, added Lady Whitney. One really might think that you were  were anxious to be married.

All cock-a-hoop for it, struck in Cattledon: as the housemaids are.

And no such great crime, either, returned Helen, defiantly. Fancy that absurd old thing telling me I never shall be!

Helen, my dear, I think the chances are that you will not be married, quietly spoke Miss Deveen.

Oh, do you!

Dont be cross, Helen, said her mother. Our destinies are not in our own hands.

Helen bit her lip, laughed, and recovered her temper. She was like her father; apt to flash out a hot word, but never angry long.

Now  please, Miss Deveen, why do you think I shall not be? she asked playfully.

Because, my dear, you have had three chances, so to say, of marriage, and each time it has been frustrated. In two of the instances by  if we may dare to say it  the interposition of Heaven. The young men died beforehand in an unexpected and unforeseen manner: Charles Leafchild and Mr. Temple  

I was never engaged to Mr. Temple, interrupted Helen.

No; but, by all I hear, you shortly would have been.

Helen gave no answer. She knew perfectly well that she had expected an offer from Slingsby Temple; that his death, as she believed, alone prevented its being made. She would have said Yes to it, too. Miss Deveen went on.

We will not give more than an allusion to Captain Foliott; he does not deserve it; but your marriage with him came nearest of all. It may be said, Helen, without exaggeration, that you have been on the point of marriage twice, and very nearly so a third time. Now, what does this prove?

That luck was against me, said Helen, lightly.

Ay, child: luck, as we call it in this world. I would rather say, Destiny. God knows best. Do you wonder that I have never married? continued Miss Deveen in a less serious tone.

I never thought about it, answered Helen.

I know that some people have wondered at it; for I was a girl likely to marry  or it may be better to say, likely to be sought in marriage. I had good looks, good temper, good birth, and a good fortune: and I dare say I was just as willing to be chosen as all young girls are. Yes, I say that all girls possess an innate wish to marry; it is implanted in their nature, comes with their mothers milk. Let their station be high or low, a royal princess, if you will, or the housemaid Jemima Cattledon suggested just now, the same natural instinct lies within each  a wish to be a wife. And no reason, either, why they should not wish it; its nothing to be ashamed of; and Helen, my dear, I would rather hear a girl avow it openly, as you do, than pretend to be shocked at its very mention.

Some gleams of sunlight flickered on Miss Deveens white hair and fine features as she sat under the trees, her bronze-coloured silk gown falling around her in rich folds, and a big amethyst brooch fastening her collar. I began to think how good-looking she must have been when young, and where the eyes of the young men of those days could have been. Lady Whitney, looking like a bundle in her light dress that ill became her, sat near, fanning herself.

Yes, I do wonder, now I think of it, that you never married, said Helen.

To tell you the truth, I wonder myself sometimes, replied Miss Deveen, smiling. I think  I believe  that, putting other advantages aside, I was well calculated to be a wife, and should have made a good one. Not that that has anything to do with it; for you see the most incapable women marry, and remain incapable to their dying day. I could mention wives at this moment, within the circle of my acquaintance, who are no more fitted to be wives than is that three-legged stool Johnny is balancing himself upon; and who in consequence unwittingly keep their husbands and their homes in a state of perpetual turmoil. I was not one of these, I am sure; but here I am, unmarried still.

Would you marry now? asked Helen briskly: and we all burst into a laugh at the question, Miss Deveens the merriest.

Marry at sixty! Not if I know it. I have at least twenty years too many for that; some might say thirty. But I dont believe many women give up the idea of marriage before they are forty; and I do not see why they should. No, nor then, either.

But  why did you not marry, Miss Deveen?

Ah, my dear, if you wish for an answer to that question, you must ask it of Heaven. I cannot give one. All I can tell you is, that I did hope to be married, and expected to be married, waited to be married; but here you see me in my old age  Miss Deveen.

Did you  never have a chance of it  an opportunity? questioned Helen with hesitation.

I had more than one chance: I had two or three chances, just as you have had. During the time that each chance was passing, if we may give it the term, I thought assuredly I should soon be a wife. But each chance melted away from this cause or that cause, ending in nothing. And the conclusion I have come to, Helen, for many a year past, is, that God, for some wise purpose of His own, decreed that I should not marry. What we know not here, we shall know hereafter.

Her tone had changed to one of deep reverence. She did not say more for a little time.

When I look around the world, she at length went on, and note how many admirable women see their chances of marriage dwindle down one after another, from unexpected and apparently trifling causes, it is impossible not to feel that the finger of God is at work. That  

But now, Miss Deveen, we could marry if we would  all of us, interrupted Helen. If we did not have to regard suitability and propriety, and all that, theres not a girl but could go off to church and marry somebody.

If its only a broomstick, acquiesced Miss Deveen, or a man no better than one. Yes, Helen, you are right: and it has occasionally been done. But when we fly wilfully in the teeth of circumstances, bent on following our own resolute path, we take ourselves out of Gods hands  and must reap the consequences.

I  do not  quite understand, slowly spoke Helen.

Suppose I give you an instance of what I mean, my dear. Some years ago I knew a young lady  

Is it true? What was her name?

Certainly it is true, every detail of it. As to her name  well, I do not see any reason why I should not tell it: her name was Eliza Lake. I knew her family very well indeed, was intimate with her mother. Eliza was the third daughter, and desperately eager to be married. Her chances came. The first offer was eligible; but the two families could not agree about money matters, and it dropped through. The next offer Eliza would not accept  it was from a widower with children, and she sent him to the right-about. The third went on smoothly nearly to the wedding-day, and a good and suitable match it would have been, but something occurred then very unpleasant though I never knew the precise particulars. The bridegroom-elect fell into some trouble or difficulty, he had to quit his country hastily, and the marriage was broken off  was at an end. That was the last offer she had, so far as I knew; and the years went on, Eliza gadding out to parties, and flirting and coquetting, all in the hope to get a husband. When she was in her thirtieth year, her mother came to me one day in much distress and perplexity. Eliza, she said, was taking the reins into her own hands, purposing to be married in spite of her father, mother, and friends. Mrs. Lake wanted me to talk to Eliza; she thought I might influence her, though they could not; and I took an opportunity of doing so  freely. It is of no use to mince matters when you want to save a girl from ruin. I recalled the past to her memory, saying that I believed, judging by that past, that Heaven did not intend her to marry. I told her all the ill I had heard of the man she was now choosing; also that she had absolutely thrown herself at him, and he had responded for the sake of the little money she possessed; and that if she persisted in marrying him she would assuredly rue it. In language as earnest as I knew how to choose, I laid all this before her.

And what was her answer to you? Helen spoke as if her breath was short.

Just like the reckless answer that a blinded, foolish girl would make. Though Heaven and earth were against me, I should marry him, Miss Deveen. I am beyond the control of parents, brothers, sisters, friends; and I will not die an old maid to please any of you. Those were the wilful words she used; I have never forgotten them; and the next week she betook herself to church.

Did the marriage turn out badly?

Ay, it did. Could you expect anything else? Poor Eliza supped the cup of sorrow to its dregs: and she brought bitter sorrow and trouble also on her family. That, Helen, is what I call taking ones self out of Gods hands, and flying determinedly in the face of what is right and seemly, and evidently appointed.

You say yourself it is hard not to be married, quoth Helen.

No, I do not, laughed Miss Deveen. I say that it appears hard to us when our days of youth are passing, and when we see our companions chosen and ourselves left: but, rely upon it, Helen, as we advance in years, we acquiesce in the decree; many of us learning to be thankful for it.

And you young people little think what great cause you have to be thankful for it, cried Lady Whitney, all in a heat. Marriage brings a bushel of cares: and no one knows what anxiety boys and girls entail until they come.

Miss Deveen nodded emphatically. It is very true. I would not exchange my present lot with that of the best wife in England; believe that, or not, as you will, Helen. Of all the different states this busy earth can produce, a lot such as mine is assuredly the most exempt from trouble. And, my dear, if you are destined never to marry, you have a great deal more cause to be thankful than rebellious.

The other day, when you were preaching to us, you told us that trouble came for our benefit, grumbled Helen, passing into rebellion forthwith.

I remember it, assented Miss Deveen, and very true it is. My heart has sickened before now at witnessing the troubles, apparently unmerited, that some people, whether married or single, have to undergo; and I might have been almost tempted to question the loving-kindness of Heaven, but for remembering that we must through much tribulation enter into the Kingdom.

Anna interrupted the silence that ensued. She came running up with a handful of wild roses and sweetbriar, gathered in the hedge below. Miss Deveen took them when offered to her, saying she thought of all flowers the wild rose was the sweetest.

How solemn you all look! cried Anna.

Dont we! said Helen. I have been having a lecture read to me.

By whom?

Every one here  except Johnny Ludlow. And I am sure I hope he was edified. I wonder when tea is going to be ready!

Directly, I should say, said Anna: for here comes Mrs. Ness with the cups and saucers.

I ran forward to help her bring the things. Rednals trim wife, a neat, active woman with green eyes and a baby in her arms, was following with plates of bread-and-butter and cake, and the news that the kettle was on the boil. Presently the table was spread; and William, who had come back to us, took up the babys whistle and blew a blast, prolonged and shrill.

The stragglers heard it, understood it was the signal for their return, and came flocking in. The Squire and Sir John said they had been sitting under the trees and talking: our impression was, they had been sleeping. The young Whitneys appeared in various stages of heat; Tod and Featherstons nephew smelt of smoke. The first cups of tea had gone round, and Tod was making for Rednals cottage with a notice that the bread-and-butter had come to an end, when I saw a delicate little fair-haired face peering at us from amid the trees.

Halloa! cried the Squire, catching sight of the face at the same moment. Who on earths that?

Its the child we saw this morning  the gipsys child, exclaimed William Whitney. Here, you little one! Stop! Come here.

He only meant to give her a piece of cake: but the child ran off with a scared look and fleet step, and was lost in the trees.

Senseless little thing! cried Bill: and sat down to his tea again.

But what a pretty child it was! observed the mater. She put me in mind of Lena.

Why, Lenas oceans of years older, said Helen, free with her remarks as usual. That child, from the glimpse I caught of her, cant be more than five or six.

She is about seven, miss, struck in Rednals wife, who had just come up with a fresh supply of tea. It is nigh upon eight years since young Walter North went off and got married.

Walter North! repeated Sir John. Whos Walter North? Let me see? The name seems familiar to me.

Old Walter North was the parish schoolmaster over at Easton, sir. The son turned out wild and unsteady; and at the time his father died he went off and joined the gipsies. They had used to encamp about here more than they do now, as Rednal could tell you, Sir John; and it was said young North was in love with a girl belonging to the tribe  Bertha Lee. Any way, they got married. Right-down beautiful she was  for a gipsy; and so young.

Then I suppose North and his wife are here now  if thats their child? remarked Sir John.

They are here sure enough, sir; somewhere in the wood. Rednal has seen him about this day or two past. Two or three times theyll be here, pestering, during the summer, and stop ten or twelve days. Maybe young North has a hankering after the old spots he was brought up in, and comes to see em, suggestively added Rednals wife; whose tongue ran faster than any other two womens put together. And thats saying something.

And how does this young North get a living? asked Sir John. By poaching?  and rifling the poultry-yards?

Like enough he do, Sir John. Them tramps have mostly light fingers.

They sell tins  and collect rabbit skins, struck in William. Johnny Ludlow and I charged the encampment this morning, and nearly got our fortunes told.

Jessy Rednals chin went up. Theyd better let Rednal catch em at their fortune-telling!  it was the wife, I know, sir, did that. When she was but a slip of a girl shed go up as bold as brass to any gentleman or lady passing, and ask them to cross her hand with silver.

With this parting fling at the gipsies, Rednals wife ran off to the cottage for another basin of sugar. The heat made us thirsty, and we wanted about a dozen cups of tea apiece.

But now, I dont know why it was, I had rather taken a fancy to this young woman, Bertha North, and did not believe the words as bold as brass could be properly applied to her. Gipsy though she was, her face, for good feeling and refinement, was worth ten of Jessy Rednals. Its true she had followed us, wanting to tell our fortunes, but she might have been hard up for money.

When we had swallowed as much tea as the kettles would produce, and cleared the plates of the eatables, Sir John suggested that it would soon be time to move homewards, as the evening would be coming on. This had the effect of scattering some of us at once. If they did not get us, they could not take us. Home, indeed! as early as this! cried Helen, wrathfully  and rushed off with her brother Harry and Featherstons nephew.

I was ever so far down one of the wood paths, looking about, for somehow I had missed them all, when sounds of wailing and crying from a young voice struck my ear. In a minute, that same fair little child came running into view, as if she were flying for her life from some pursuing foe, her sobs wild with terror, her face white as death.

What she said I could not make out, though she made straight up to me and caught my arm; the language seemed strange, the breath gone. But there was no mistaking the motions: she pulled me along with her across the wood, her little arms and eyes frantically imploring.

Something must be amiss, I thought. What was it? Is there a mad bull in the way, little one? And are you making off with me to do battle with him?

No elucidation from the child: only the sobs, and the words I did not catch. But we were close to the outskirts of the wood now (it was but narrow), and there, beyond the hedge that bordered it, crouched down against the bank, was a man. A fair-faced, good-looking young man, small and slight, and groaning with pain.

No need to wonder who he was: the likeness between him and the child betrayed it. How like they were! even to the expression in the large blue eyes, and the colour of the soft fair hair. The childs face was his own in miniature.

You are Walter North, I said. And whats to do?

His imploring eyes in their pitiful pain looked up to mine, as if he would question how I needed to ask it. Then he pulled his fustian coat aside and pointed to his side. It made me start a step back. The side was steeped in blood.

Oh dear, what is it?  what has caused it? An accident?

I have been shot, he answered  and I thought his voice sounded ominously weak. Shot from over yonder.

Looking across the field in front of us, towards which he pointed, I could see nothing. I mean, nothing likely to have shot him. No men, no guns. Off to the left, partly buried amidst its grounds, lay the old house called the Granary; to the right in the distance, Vale Farm. The little child was stretched on the ground, quiet now, her head resting on his right shoulder; it was the left side that was injured. Suddenly he whispered a few words to her; she sprang up with a sob and darted into the wood. The child, as we heard later, had been sent out by her mother to look for her father: it was in seeking for him that she had come upon our tea-party and peeped at us. Later, she found him, fallen where he was now, just after the shot which struck him was fired. In her terror she was flying off for assistance, and met me. The mans hat lay near him, also an old drab-coloured bag, some tin basins, and a Dutch-oven.

Can I move you, to put you easier? I asked between his groans. Can I do anything in the world to help you?

No, no, dont touch me, he said, in a hopeless tone. I am bleeding to death.

And I thought he was. His cheeks and lips were growing paler with every minute. The mans diction was as good as mine; and, tramp though he was, many a gentleman has not half as nice a face as his.

If you dont mind being left, I will run for a doctor  old Featherston.

Before he could answer yes or no, Harry Vale, who must have espied us from their land, came running up.

Why  what in the world   he began. Is it you, North? What? Shot, you say?

From over yonder, sir; and Ive got my death-blow: I think I have. Perhaps if Featherston  

Ill fetch him, cried Harry Vale. You stay here with him, Johnny. And he darted away like a lamplighter, his long legs skimming the grass.

I am nothing but a muff; you know that of old. And never did I feel my own deficiencies come home to me as they did then. Any one else might have known how to stop the bleeding  for of course it ought to be stopped  if only by stuffing a handkerchief into the wound. I did not dare attempt it; I was worse at any kind of surgery than a born imbecile. All in a moment, as I stood there, the young gipsy-womans words of the morning flashed into my mind. She had foreseen some ill for him, she said; had scented it in the air. How strange it seemed!

The next to come upon the scene was the Squire, crushing through the brambles when he heard our voices. He and Sir John, in dire wrath at our flight, had come out to look for us and to marshal us back for the start home. I gave him a few whispered words of explanation.

What! cried he. Dying? and his face went as pale as the mans. Oh, my poor fellow, I am sorry for this!

Stooping over him, the Squire pulled the coat aside. The stains were larger now, the flow was greater. North bent his head forward to look, and somehow got his hand wet in the process. Wet and red. He snatched it away with a kind of horror. The sight seemed to bring upon him the conviction that his minutes were numbered. His minutes. Which is the last and greatest terror that can seize upon man.

Im going before God now, and Im not fit for it, he cried, a shrieking note, born of emotion, in his weakening voice. Can there be any mercy for me?

The Squire seemed to feel it  he has said so since  as one of the most solemn moments of his life. He took off his spectacles  a habit of his when much excited  dropped them into his pocket, and clasped his hands together.

Theres mercy with God through the Lord Jesus always, he said, bending over the troubled face. He pardoned the thief on the Cross. He pardoned all who came to Him. If you are Walter North, as they tell me, you must know all this as well as I do. Lord God have mercy upon this poor dying man, for Christs sake!

And perhaps the good lessons that North had learnt in childhood from his mother, for she was a good woman, came back to him then to comfort him. He lifted his own hands towards the skies, and half the terror went out of his face.

Some one once said, I believe, that by standing stock still in the Strand, and staring at any given point, he could collect a crowd about him in no time. In the thronged thoroughfares of London thats not to be surprised at; but what I should like to know is this  how is it that people collect in deserts? They do, and you must have seen it often. Before many minutes were over we had quite a levee: Sir John Whitney, William, and Featherstons nephew; three or four labourers from Vale Farm; Harry Vale, who had met Featherston, and outrun him; and one of the tall sons of Colonel Leonard. The latter, a young fellow with lazy limbs, a lazy voice, and supercilious manner, strolled up, smacking a dog-whip.

Whats the row here? cried he: and William Whitney told him. The man had been shot: by whom or by what means, whether wilfully or accidentally, remained to be discovered.

Did you do it  or your brothers? asked Harry Vale of him in a low tone. And Herbert Leonard whirled round to face Vale with a haughty stare.

What the devil do you mean? What should we want to shoot a tramp for?

Any way, you were practising with pistols at your target over yonder this afternoon.

Leonard did not condescend to reply. The words had angered him. By no possibility could a shot, aimed at their target, come in this direction. The dog-whip shook, as if he felt inclined to use it on Harry Vale for his insolent suggestion.

Such a fuss over a tramp! cried Leonard to Sir John, not caring who heard him. I dare say the fellow was caught thieving, and got served out for his pains.

But he did not well know Sir John  who turned upon him like lightning.

How dare you say that, young man! Are you not ashamed to give utterance to such sentiments?

Look here! coolly retorted Leonard.

Catching hold of the bag to shake it, out tumbled a dead hen with ruffled feathers. Sir John looked grave. Leonard held it up.

I thought so. It is still warm. He has stolen it from some poultry-yard.

I chanced to be standing close to North as Leonard said it, and felt a feeble twitch at my trousers. Poor North was trying to attract my attention; gazing up at me with the most anxious face.

No, said he, but he was almost too faint to speak now. No. Tell them, sir, No.

But Harry Vale was already taking up the defence. You are wrong, Mr. Herbert Leonard. I gave that hen myself to North half-an-hour ago. Some little lads, my cousins, are at the farm to-day, and one of them accidentally killed the hen. Knowing our people would not care to use it, I called to North, who chanced to be passing at the time, and told him he might take it if he liked.

A gleam of a smile, checked by a sob, passed over the poor mans face. Things wear a different aspect to us in the hour of death from what they do in lusty life. It may be that North saw then that theft, even of a fowl, was theft, and felt glad to be released from the suspicion. Sir John looked as pleased as Punch: one does not like to hear wrong brought home to a dying man.

Herbert Leonard turned off indifferently, strolling back across the field and cracking his whip; and Featherston came pelting up.

The first thing the doctor did, when he had seen Norths face, was to take a phial and small glass out of his pocket, and give him something to drink. Next, he made a clear sweep of us all round, and knelt down to examine the wound, just as the poor gipsy wife, fetched by the child, appeared in sight.

Is there any hope? whispered the Squire.

Hope! whispered back Featherston. In half-an-hour it will be over.

God help him! prayed the Squire. God pardon and take him!

Well, well  that is about all there is to tell. Poor North died, there as he lay, in the twilight; his wifes arm round his neck, and his little girl feebly clasped to him.

What an end to the bright and pleasant day! Sir John thanked Heaven openly that it was not we who had caused the calamity.

For somebody must have shot him, lads, he observed, though I dare say it was accidental. And it might have chanced to be one of you  theres no telling: you are not too cautious with your guns.

The somebody turned out to be George Leonard. Harry Vale (who had strong suspicions) was right. When they dispersed after their target practising, one of them, George, went towards Briar Wood, his pistol loaded. The thick trees afforded a promising mark, he thought, and he carelessly let off the pistol at them. Whether he saw that he had shot a man was never known; he denied it out and out: didnt know one was there, he protested. A waggoner, passing homewards with his team, had seen him fire the pistol, and came forward to say so; or it might have been a mystery to the end. Accidental Death, decided the jury at the inquest; but they recommended the supercilious young man (just as indifferent as his brothers) to take care what he fired at for the future. Mr. George did not take the rebuke kindly.

For these sons had hard, bad natures; and were doing their best to bring down their fathers grey hairs with sorrow to the grave.



But how strange it seemed altogether! The poor young gipsy-wifes subtle instinct that evil was near!  and that the shot should just have struck him instead of spending itself harmlessly upon one of the hundreds of trees! Verily there are things in this world not to be grasped by our limited understandings.




THE STORY OF DOROTHY GRAPE.

DISAPPEARANCE.

I.

According to Mrs. Todhetleys belief, some people are born to be unlucky. Not only individuals, but whole families. I have noticed it times and again, Johnny, in going through life, she has said to me: ill-luck in some way lies upon them, and upon all they do; they cannot prosper, from their cradle to their grave. That there will be some compensating happiness for these people hereafter  for they do exist  is a belief we all like to cherish.

I am now going to tell of people in rather humble life whom this ill-luck seemed to attend. That might never have brought the family into notice, ups and downs being so common in the world: but two mysterious disappearances occurred in it, which caused them to be talked about; and those occurrences I must relate before coming to Dorothys proper history. They took place before my time; in fact when Squire Todhetley was a young man, and it is from him that I repeat it.

At this end of the village of Islip, going into it from Crabb, there stood on the right-hand side of the road a superior cottage residence, with lovely yellow roses intertwining themselves about its porch. Robert Grape and his wife lived in it, and were well enough to do. He was in the post-horse duty, the Squire said  whatever that might mean; and she had money on her own account. The cottage was hers absolutely, and nearly one hundred pounds a-year income. The latter, however, was only an annuity, and would die with her.

There were two children living: Dorothy, softened by her friends into Dolly; and Thomas. Two others, who came between them, went off in what Mrs. Grape used to call a galloping consumption. Dollys cheeks were bright and her eyes were blue, and her soft brown hair fell back in curls from her dimpled face. All the young men about, including the Squire, admired the little girl; more than their mothers did, who said she was growing up vain and light-headed. Perhaps she might be; but she was a modest, well-behaved little maiden. She went to school by day, as did her brother.

Mr. Grapes occupation, connected with the post-horse duty, appeared to consist in driving about the country in a gig. The length of these journeys varied, but he would generally be absent about three weeks. Then he would come home for a short interval, and go off again. He was a well-conducted man and was respected.

One Monday morning in summer, when the sun was shining on the yellow roses and the dew glittered on the grass, Robert Grape was about to start on one of these journeys. Passing out to his gig, which waited at the gate, after kissing his wife and daughter, he stopped to pluck a rose. Dolly followed him out. She was sixteen now and had left school.

Take care your old horse does not fall this time, father, said she, gaily and lightly.

Ill take care, lass, if I can, he answered.

The truth is, Robert, you want a new horse, said Mrs. Grape, speaking from the open door.

I know I do, Mary Ann. Old Jacks no longer to be trusted.

Shall you be at Bridgenorth to-morrow?

No; on Wednesday evening. Good-bye once more. You may expect me home at the time Ive said. And, with those last words he mounted his gig and drove away.

From that day, from that hour, Robert Grape was never more seen by his family. Neither did they hear from him: but he did not, as a rule, write to them when on his journeys. They said to one another what delightful weather he was having this time, and the days passed pleasantly until the Saturday of his expected return.

But he did not come. Mrs. Grape had prepared a favourite dinner of his for the Sunday, lamb and peas, and a lemon cheese-cake. They had to take it without him. Three or four more days passed, and still they saw nothing of him. Mrs. Grape was not at all uneasy.

I think, children, he must have been mistaken in a week, she said to Dolly and Tom. It must be next Saturday that he meant. I shall expect him then.

He did not come. The Saturday came, but he did not. And the following week Mrs. Grape wrote a letter to the inn at Bridgenorth, where he was in the habit of putting-up, asking when he had left it, and for what town.

Startling tidings came back in answer. Mr. Grape had quitted the place nearly four weeks ago, leaving his horse and gig at the inn. He had not yet returned for them. Mrs. Grape could not make it out; she went off to Worcester to take the stage-coach for Bridgenorth, and there made inquiries. The following was the substance of what she learned:  

On Wednesday evening, the next day but one after leaving his home, Mr. Grape approached Bridgenorth. Upon entering the town, the horse started and fell: his master was thrown out of the gig, but not hurt; the shafts were broken and the horse lamed. A pretty kettle of fish, this is, cried Mr. Grape in his good-humoured way to the ostler, when the damaged cavalcade reached the inn: I shall have to take a weeks holiday now, I suppose. The mans answer was to the effect that the old horse was no longer of much good; Mr. Grape nodded assent, and remarked that he must be upon the look-out for another.

In the morning, he quitted the inn on foot, leaving the horse to the care of the veterinary surgeon, who said it would be four or five days before he would be fit to travel, and the gig to have its shafts repaired. Mr. Grape observed to the landlord that he should use the opportunity to go on a little expedition which otherwise he could not have found time for, and should be back before the horse was well. But he never had come back. This was recounted to Mrs. Grape.

He did not give any clue as to where he was going, added the landlord; he started away with nothing but his umbrella and what he might have put in his pockets, saying he should walk the first stage of his journey. His portmanteau is up in his bedroom now.

All this sounded very curious to Mrs. Grape. It was unlike her open, out-speaking husband. She inquired whether it was likely that he had been injured in the fall from the gig and could be lying ill somewhere.

The landlord shook his head in dissent. He said he was not hurt a bit, replied he, and he did not seem to be. He ate a good supper that night and made a famous breakfast in the morning.

An idea flashed across Mrs. Grapes mind as she listened. I think he must have gone off for a ramble about the Welsh mountains, spoke she. He was there once when a boy, and often said how much he should like to go there again. In fact he said he should go when he could spare the time.

May be so, assented the landlord. Them Welsh mountains be pleasant to look upon; but if a mist comes on, or one meets with an awkward pass, or anything of that sort  well, maam, lets hope we shall see him back yet.

After bringing all the inquiries to an end that she was able to make, Mrs. Grape went home in miserable uncertainty. She did not give up hope; she thought he must be lying ill amongst the Welsh hills, perhaps had caught a fever and lost his senses. As the days and the weeks passed on, a sort of nervous expectancy set in. Tidings of him might come to her any day, living or dead. A sudden knock at the door made her jump; if the postman by some rare chance paid them a visit  for letters were not written in those days by the bushel  it set her trembling. More than once she had hastily risen in the middle of the night, believing she heard a voice calling to her outside the cottage. But tidings of Robert Grape never came.

That was disappearance the first.

In the spring of the following year Mrs. Grape sold her pretty homestead and removed to Worcester. Circumstances had changed with her. Beyond what little means had been, or could be, saved, the children would have nothing to help them on in the world. Tom, thirteen years old now, must have a twelvemonths good schooling before being placed at some business. Dolly must learn a trade by which to get her living. In past times, young people who were not specially educated for it, or were of humble birth, did not dream of making themselves into governesses.

You had better go to the mantua-making, Dolly, said Mrs. Grape. Its nice genteel work.

Dolly drew a wry face. I should not make much hand at that, mother.

But what else is there? You wouldnt like the stay-making  

Oh dear, no.

Or to serve in a pastry-cooks shop, or anything of that sort. I should not like to see you in a shop, myself; you are too  too giddy, added Mrs. Grape, pulling herself up from saying too pretty. I think it must be the mantua-making, Dolly: youll make a good enough hand at it, once youve learnt it. Why not?

II.

The house rented by Mrs. Grape at Worcester was near the London Road. It was semi-detached, and built, like its fellow in rather a peculiar way, as though the architect had found himself cramped for space in width but had plenty of it in depth. It was close to the road, about a yard only of garden ground lying between. The front-door opened into the sitting-room; not a very uncommon case then with houses of its class. It was a fair-sized room, light and pretty, the window being beside the door. Another door, opposite the window, led to the rest of the house: a small back-parlour, a kitchen, three rooms above, with a yard and a strip of garden at the back. It was a comfortable house, at a small rent; and, once Mrs. Grape had disposed her tasty furniture about it to advantage, she tried to feel at home and to put aside her longing to be back under the old roof at Islip.

In the adjoining house dwelt two Quaker ladies named Deavor, an aunt and niece, the latter a year or two older than Dolly. They showed themselves very friendly to the new-comers, as did their respectable old servant-maid, and the two families became intimate neighbours.

Dolly, seventeen now, was placed with Miss Pedley, one of the first dressmakers in the city, as out-door apprentice. She was bound to her for three years, and went to and fro daily. Tom was day-scholar at a gentlemans school in the neighbourhood.

One Saturday evening in summer, when they had been about three months in their new abode, Mrs. Grape was sitting at the table in the front-room, making up a smart cap for herself. She had never put on mourning for her husband, always cherishing the delusive hope that he would some day return. Tom sat by her, doing his lessons; Dolly was near the open window, nursing a grey kitten. Tom looked as hot as the evening, as he turned over the books before him with a puzzled face. He was a good-looking boy, with soft brown eyes, and a complexion as brilliant as his sisters.

I say, mother, cried he, I dont think this Latin will be of much good to me. I shant make any hand at it.

You will be like me then, Tom, for Im sure I shall never make much of a hand at dressmaking, spoke up Dolly. Miss Pedley sees it too.

Be quiet, Dolly; dont talk nonsense, said Mrs. Grape. Let Tom finish his tasks.

Thus reprimanded, silence ensued again. It grew dusk; candles were lighted and the window was shut down, as the breeze blew them about; but the bright moonlight still streamed in. Presently Dolly left the room to give the kitten its supper. Suddenly, Tom shut up his books with a bang.

Finished, Tom?

Yes, mother.

He was putting them away when a knock came to the front-door. Tom opened it.

Halloa, Bill! said he.

Halloa, Tom! responded a boys voice. Ive come up to ask if youll go fishing with me to-morrow.

To-morrow! echoed Tom in surprise. Why, to-morrows Sunday!

Bother! I mean Monday. Im going up to the Weir at Powick: theres first-rate fishing there. Will you come, Tom?

Mrs. Grape wondered who the boy was; she knew the voices of some of Toms schoolfellows, but did not recognize this one. Tom, standing on the low step outside, had partly closed the door behind him, and she could not see out; but she heard every word as plainly as though the speakers had been in the room.

I should like to go, but Im sure I could never get leave from school, said Tom. Why, the Midsummer examination comes on the end of next week; our masters just do keep us to it!

Stingy old misers! You might take French leave, Tom.

Mother would never let me do that, returned Tom; and he probably made a sign to indicate that his mother was within hearing, as both voices dropped to a lower key; but Mrs. Grape still heard distinctly. Are you going to take French leave yourself, Bill? added young Grape. How else shall you manage to get off?

Oh, Monday will be holiday with us; its a Saints Day. Look here, Tom; you may as well come. Fishing, up at Powick, is rare fun; and Ive some prime bait.

I cant, pleaded Tom: no good thinking about it. You must get one of your own fellows instead.

Suppose I must. Well, good-night.

Good-night, Bill.

I touched you last, added the strange voice. There was a shout of laughter, the door flew back, Toms hand came in to snatch up his cap, which lay on a table near, and he went flying after the other boy.

They had entered upon the fascinating game of Titch-touch-last. Mrs. Grape got up, laid her finished cap upon the table, shook the odds and ends of threads from her black gown, and began to put her needles and cotton in the little work-box. While she was doing this, Dolly came in from the kitchen. She looked round the room.

Why, wheres Tom, mother?

Some boy called to speak to him, and they are running about the road at Titch-touch-last. The cap looks nice, does it not, Dolly?

Oh, very, assented Dolly. It was one she had netted for her mother; and the border was spread out in the shape of a fan  the fashion then  and trimmed with yellow gauze ribbon.

The voices of the boys were still heard, but at a distance. Dolly went to the door, and looked out.

Yes, there the two are, she cried. What boy is it, mother?

I dont know, replied Mrs. Grape. I did not see him, or recognize his voice. Tom called him Bill.

She went also to the door as she spoke, and stood by her daughter on the low broad step. The voices were fainter now, for the lads, in their play, were drawing further off and nearer to the town. Mrs. Grape could see them dodging around each other, now on this side the road, now on that. It was a remarkably light night, the moon, in the cloudless sky, almost dazzlingly bright.

Theyll make themselves very hot, she remarked, as she and Dolly withdrew indoors. What silly things boys are!

Carrying her cap upstairs, Mrs. Grape then attended to two or three household matters. Half-an-hour had elapsed when she returned to the parlour. Tom had not come in. How very thoughtless of him! she cried; he must know it is his bed-time.

But neither she nor Dolly felt any uneasiness until the clock struck ten. A shade of it crept over Mrs. Grape then. What could have become of the boy?

Standing once more upon the door-step, they gazed up and down the road. A few stragglers were passing up from the town: more people would be out on a Saturday night than on any other.

How dost thee this evening, friend Grape? called out Rachel Deavor, now sitting with her niece at their open parlour window in the moonlight. Mrs. Grape turned to them, and told of Toms delinquency. Elizabeth Deavor, a merry girl, came out laughing, and linked her arm within Dollys.

He has run away from thee to take a moonlight ramble, she said jestingly. Thee had been treating him to a scolding, maybe.

No, I had not, replied Dolly. I have such a pretty grey kitten, Elizabeth. One of the girls at Miss Pedleys gave it to me.

They stood on, talking in the warm summer night, Mrs. Grape at the window with the elder Quakeress, Dolly at the gate, with the younger, and the time went on. The retiring hour of the two ladies had long passed, but they did not like to leave Mrs. Grape to her uncertainty: she was growing more anxious with every minute. At length the clocks struck half-past eleven, and Mrs. Grape, to the general surprise, burst into tears.

Nay, nay, now, do not give way, said Rachel Deavor kindly. Doubtless he has but gone to the other lads home, and is letting the time pass unthinkingly. Boys will be boys.

That unaccountable disappearance of my husband makes me more nervous than I should otherwise be, spoke Mrs. Grape in apology. It is just a year ago. Am I going to have a second edition of that, in the person of my son?

Hush thee now, thee art fanciful; thee should not anticipate evil. It is a pity but thee had recognized the boy who came for thy son; some of us might go to the lads house.

I wish I had, sighed Mrs. Grape. I meant to ask Tom who it was when he came in. Tom called him Bill; that is all I know.

Here he comes! exclaimed Dolly, who was now standing outside the gate with Elizabeth Deavor. He is rushing round the corner, at full speed, mother.

Wont I punish him! cried Mrs. Grape, in her relieved feelings: and she too went to the gate.

Dollys hopeful eagerness had misled her. It was not Tom. But it was one of Toms schoolfellows, young Thorn, whom they all knew. He halted to explain that he had been to a boys party in the Bath Road, and expected to catch it at home for staying so late. Dolly interrupted him to speak of Tom.

What an odd thing! cried the lad. Oh, hell come home presently, safe enough. Which of our fellows are named Bill, you ask, Miss Grape? Lets see. Theres Bill Stroud; and Bill Hardwick  that is, William  

It was neither Stroud nor Hardwick; I should have known the voices of both, interrupted Mrs. Grape. This lad cannot, I think, be in your school at all, Thorn: he said his school was to have holiday on Monday because it would be a Saints Day.

Holiday, because it was a Saints Day! echoed Thorn. Oh then, he must have been one of the college boys. No other school goes in for holidays on the Saints Days but that. The boys have to attend service at college, morning and afternoon, so its not a complete holiday: they can get it easily, though, by asking leave.

I dont think Tom knows any of the college boys, debated Dolly.

Yes, he does; our school knows some of them, replied Thorn. Good-night: I cant stay. He is sure to turn up presently.

But Tom Grape did not turn up. At midnight his mother put on her bonnet and shawl and started out to look for him in the now deserted streets of the town. Now and again she would inquire of some late wayfarer whether he had met a boy that night, or perhaps two boys, and described Toms appearance; but she could learn nothing. The most feasible idea she could call up, and the most hopeful, was that Tom had really gone home with the other lad and that something must have happened to keep him there; perhaps an accident. Dolly felt sure it must be so. Elizabeth Deavor, running in at breakfast-time next morning to ask for news, laughingly said Tom deserved to be shaken.

But when the morning hours passed and did not bring the truant or any tidings of him, this hope died away. The first thing to be done was to find out who the other boy was, and to question him. Perhaps he had also disappeared!

Getting from young Thorn the address of those of the college boys  three  who, as he chanced to know, bore the Christian name of William, Mrs. Grape went to make inquiries at their houses. She could learn nothing. Each of the three boys disclaimed all knowledge of the affair; their friends corroborating their assertion that they had not been out on the Saturday night. Four more of the Kings scholars were named William, they told her; two of them boarding in the house of the head-master, the Reverend Allen Wheeler.

To this gentlemans residence, in the College Green, Mrs. Grape next proceeded. It was then evening. The head-master listened courteously to her tale, and became, in his awakened interest, as anxious as she was to find the right boy. Mrs. Grape said she should not know him, but should know his voice. Not one of the three boys, already seen, possessed the voice she had heard.

The two boarders were called into the room, as a mere matter of form; for the master was able to state positively that they were in bed at the hour in question. Neither of them had the voice of the boy who had called for Tom. It was a very clear voice, Mrs. Grape said; she should recognize it instantly.

Let me see, said the master, going over mentally the list of the forty Kings scholars: how many more of you boys are named William, beyond those this lady has seen?

The boys considered, and said there were two others; William Smith and William Singleton; both called familiarly Bill in the school. Each of these boys had a clear, pleasant voice, the master observed; but neither of them had applied for leave for Monday, nor had he heard of any projected fishing expedition to Powick.

To the house of the Singletons next went Mrs. Grape: but the boys voice there did not answer to the one she had heard. The Smith family she could not see; they had gone out for the evening: and she dragged herself home, utterly beaten down both in body and spirit.

Another night of anxiety was passed, and then Mrs. Grape returned to Mr. Smiths and saw Bill. But Bill was hoarse as a raven; it was not at all the clear voice she had heard; though he looked desperately frightened at being questioned.

So there it was. Tom Grape was lost. Lost! and no clue remained as to the why and wherefore. He must have gone after his father, said the sympathizing townspeople, full of wonder; and a superstitious feeling crept over Mrs. Grape.

But ere the week was quite over, news came to the desolate home: not of Tom himself; not of the manner of his disappearance; only of the night it happened. On the Friday evening Mrs. Grape and Dolly were sitting together, when a big boy of sixteen appeared at their door, Master Fred Smith, lugging in his brother Bill.

He is come to confess, maam, said the elder. He blurted it all out to me just now, too miserable to keep it in any longer, and Ive brought him off to you.

Oh, tell me, tell me where he is! implored Mrs. Grape from her fevered lips; as she rose and clasped the boy, Bill, by the arm.

I dont know where he is, answered the boy in trembling earnestness. I cant think where; I wish I could. I know no more than the dead.

For what have you come here then?

To confess that it was I who was with him. You didnt know my voice on the Monday because I had such a cold, continued he, laying hold of a chair-back to steady his shaking hands. I must have caught it playing with Tom that night; we got so hot, both of us. When I heard he had never been home since, couldnt be found anywhere, I felt frightened to death and didnt like to say it was me who had been with him.

Where did you leave him? Where did you miss him? questioned the mother, her heart sinking with despair.

We kept on playing at titch-touch-last; neither of us would give in, each wanted to have the last touch; and we got down past the Bath Road, and on up Sidbury near to the canal bridge. Tom gave me a touch; it was the last; and he rushed through the Commandery gates. I was getting tired then, and a thought came to me that instead of going after him Id play him a trick and make off home; and I did so, tearing over the bridge as hard as I could tear. And thats all the truth, concluded the boy, bursting into tears, and I never saw Tom again, and have no more to tell though the head-master hoists me for it to-morrow.

It is just what he said to me, Mrs. Grape, put in the brother quietly, and I am sure it is the truth.

Through the Commandery gates, repeated Mrs. Grape, pressing her aching brow. And you did not see him come out again?

No, maam, I made off as hard as I could go. While he was rushing down there  I heard his boots clattering on the flags  I rushed over the bridge homewards.

The boy had told all he knew. Now that the confession was made, he would be too glad to add more had he been able. It left the mystery just as it was before; no better and no worse. There was no outlet to the Commandery, except these iron gates, and nothing within it that could have swallowed up Tom. It was a cul-de-sac, and he must have come out again by these self-same gates. Whither had he then gone?

It was proved that he did come out. When Mr. Bill Smiths confession was made public, an assistant to a doctor in the town remembered to have seen Tom Grape, whom he knew by sight, as he was passing the Commandery about that same time to visit a patient in Wylds Lane. Tom came flying out of the gates, laughing, and looking up and down the street. Where are you, Bill? he called out. The young doctor, whose name was Seton, looked back at Tom, as he went on his way.

But the young man added something more, which nobody else had thought to speak of, and which afforded a small loop-hole of conjecture as to what poor Toms fate might have been. Just about that hour a small barge on the canal, after passing under Sidbury bridge, came in contact with another barge. Very little damage was done, but there was a great deal of shouting and confusion. As Mr. Seton walked over the bridge, not a second before he saw Tom, he heard the noise and saw people making for the spot. Had Tom Grape made for it? He could easily have reached it. And if so, had he, amidst the general pushing and confusion on the canal bank, fallen into the canal? It was hardly to be imagined that any accident of this kind could happen to him unseen; though it might be just possible, for the scene for some minutes was one of tumult; but nothing transpired to confirm it. The missing lad did not reappear, either dead or alive.

And so poor Tom Grape had passed out of life mysteriously as his father had done. Many months elapsed before his mother gave up her search for him; she was always thinking he would come home again, always hoping it. The loss affected her more than her husbands had, for Tom vanished under her very eye, so to say; all the terror of it was palpably enacted before her, all the suspense had to be borne and lived through; whereas the other loss took place at a distance and she only grew to realize it by degrees; which of course softened the blow. And the time went on by years, but nothing was seen of Tom Grape.

That was disappearance the second.

Dolly left her place of business at the end of the three years for which she had been apprenticed, and set up for herself; a brass plate on her mothers door Miss Grape, Mantua-maker  proclaiming the fact to the world. She was only twenty then, with as sweet a face, the Squire says, as Worcester, renowned though it is for its pretty faces, ever saw. She had never in her heart taken kindly to her business, so would not be likely to set the world on fire with her skill; but she had tried to do her best and would continue to do it. A little work began to come in now and then; a gown to be turned or a spencer to be made, though not so many of them as Dolly hoped for: but, as her mother said, Rome was not built in a day.

III.

Mother, I think I shall go to college this morning.

So spoke Dolly at the breakfast-table one Sunday in July. The sun was shining in at the open window, the birds were singing.

Its my belief, Dolly, you would go off to college every Sunday of your life, if you had your way, said Mrs. Grape.

Dolly laughed. And so I would, mother.

For the beautiful cathedral service had charms for Dolly. Islip Church was a very primitive church, the good old clergyman was toothless, the singing of the two psalms was led off by the clerk in a cracked bass voice; there was no organ. Accustomed to nothing better than this, the first time Dolly found herself at the cathedral, after their removal to Worcester, and the magnificent services burst upon her astonished senses, she thought she must have ascended to some celestial sphere. The fine edifice, the musical chanting of the prayers by the minor canons, the singing of the numerous choir, men and boys in their white surplices, the deep tones of the swelling organ, the array of white-robed prebendaries, the dignified and venerable bishop  Cornwall  in his wig and lawn sleeves, the state, the ceremony of the whole, and the glittering colours of the famed east window in the distance; all this laid hold of Dollys senses for ever. She and her mother attended St. Martins Church generally, but Dolly would now and then lure her mother to the cathedral. Latterly Mrs. Grape had been ailing and did not go anywhere.

If you could but go to college to-day, mother! went on Dolly.

Why!

Mr. Benson preaches. I met Miss Stafford yesterday afternoon, and she told me Mr. Benson had come into residence. The Herald said so too.

Then you must go betimes if you would secure a seat, remarked Mrs. Grape. And mind you dont get your new muslin skirt torn.

So Dolly put on her new muslin, and her bonnet, and started.

When the Reverend Christopher Benson, Master of the Temple, became one of the prebendaries of Worcester, his fame as a preacher flew to all parts of the town. You should hear the Squires account of the crush in getting into the cathedral on the Sundays that he was in residence: four Sundays in the year; or five, as the case might be; all told. Members of other churches, Dissenters of different sects, Quakers, Roman Catholics, and people who never went anywhere at other times, scrupled not to run to hear Mr. Benson. For reading like unto his, or preaching like unto his, had rarely been heard in that cathedral or in any other. Though it might be only the Gospel that fell to his share in the communion service, the crowd listened, enraptured, to his sweet, melodious tones. The college doors were besieged before the hour for opening them; it was like going into a theatre.

Dolly, on this day, made one in the crowd at the cloister entrance; she was pushed here and there; and although she hurried well with the rest as soon as the doors were unlocked, every seat was taken when she reached the chancel. She found standing room opposite the pulpit, near King Johns tomb, and felt very hot in the crush.

Is it always like this, here?

The whispered words came from a voice at her side. Dolly turned, and saw a tall, fine-looking, well-dressed man about thirty, with a green silk umbrella in his hand.

No, she whispered back again. Only for four or five Sundays, at this time of the year, when Mr. Benson preaches.

Indeed, said the stranger. His preaching ought to be something extraordinary to attract such a crowd as this.

And so it is, breathed Dolly. And his reading  oh, you never heard any reading like it.

Very eloquent, I suppose?

I dont know whether it may be called eloquence, debated Dolly, remembering that a chance preacher she once heard, who thumped the cushions with his hands and shook the air with his voice, was said to be eloquent. Mr. Benson is the quietest preacher and reader I ever listened to.

The stranger seemed to be a kind sort of man. During the stir made by the clergy, preceded by the six black-robed, bowing bedesmen, going up to the communion-table, he found an inch of room on a bench, and secured it for Dolly. She thanked him gratefully.

Mr. Bensons sermon came to an end, the bishop gave the blessing from his throne, and the crowd poured out. Dolly, by way of a change, made her exit from the great north entrance. The brightness of the day had changed; a sharp shower was falling.

Oh dear! My new muslin will be wet through! thought Dolly. This parasols of no use.

Will you allow me to offer you my umbrella  or permit me to hold it over you? spoke the stranger, who must have followed her out. And Dolly hesitated and flushed, and did not know whether she ought to say yes or no.

He held the umbrella over Dolly, letting his own coat get wet. The shower ceased presently; but he walked on by her side to her mothers door, and then departed with a bow fit for an emperor.

What a polite man! thought Dolly. Quite a gentleman. And she mentioned the occurrence to her mother; who seemed to-day more poorly than usual.

They sat at the open window in the afternoon, and Dolly read aloud the evening psalms. It was the fifth day of the month. As Dolly finished the last verse and closed the book, Mrs. Grape, after a moments silence, repeated the words:  

The Lord shall give strength unto His people: the Lord shall give His people the blessing of peace.

What a beautiful promise that is, Dolly! she said in hushed tones. Peace! Ah, my dear, no one can know what that word means until they have been sorely tried. Peace everlasting!

Mrs. Grape leaned back in her chair, gazing upwards. The sky was of a deep blue; a brilliant gold cloud, of peculiar shape, was moving slowly across it just overhead.

One could almost fancy it to be Gods golden throne in the brighter land, she murmured. My child, do you know, the thought comes across me at times that it may not be long before I am there. And I am getting to long for it.

Dont say that, mother, cried the startled girl.

Well, well, dear, I dont want to frighten you. It is all as God pleases.

I shall send to ask Mr. Nash to come to see you to-morrow, mother. Do you feel worse?

Mrs. Grape slightly shook her head. Presently she spoke.

Is it not almost teatime, Dolly?  whoever is that?

A gentleman, passing, with a red rose in his button-hole and silk umbrella in his hand, was taking off his hat to Dolly. Dollys face turned red as the rose as she returned the bow, and whispered to her mother that it was the polite stranger. He halted to express a hope that the young lady had not taken cold from the morning shower.

He turned out to be a Mr. Mapping, a traveller in the wine trade for some London house. But, when he was stating this to Mrs. Grape during the first visit paid her (for he contrived to make good his entrance to the house), he added in a careless, off-hand manner, that he was thankful to say he had good private means and was not dependent upon his occupation. He lingered on in Worcester, and became intimate with the Grapes.

Events thickened. Before the next month, August, came in, Mrs. Grape died. Dolly was stunned; but she would have felt the blow even more keenly than she did feel it had she not fallen over head and ears in love with Alick Mapping. About three hundred pounds, all her mothers savings, came to Dolly; excepting that, and the furniture, she was unprovided for.

You cannot live upon that: whats a poor three hundred pounds? spoke Mr. Mapping a day or two after the funeral, his tone full of tender compassion.

How rich he must be himself! thought poor Dolly.

You will have to let me take care of you, child.

Oh dear! murmured Dolly.

We had better be married without delay. Once you are my wife  

Please dont go on! interposed Dolly in a burst of sobs. My dear mother is hardly buried.

But what are you to do? he gently asked. You will not like to live here alone  and you have no income to live here upon. Your business is worth nothing as yet; it would not keep you in gloves. If I speak of these things prematurely, Dolly, it is for your sake.

Dolly sobbed. The future looked rather desolate.

You have promised to be my wife, Dolly: remember that.

Oh, please dont talk of it yet awhile! sobbed Dolly.

Leave you here alone I will not; you are not old enough to take care of yourself; you must have a protector. I will take you with me to London, where you will have a good home and be happy as a cricket: but you must know, Dolly, that I cannot do that until we are married. All sensible people must say that you will be quite justified under the circumstances.

Mr. Alick Mapping had a wily tongue, and Dolly was persuaded to listen. The marriage was fixed for the first week in September, and the banns were put up at St. Martins Church; which, as every one knows, stands in the corn-market. Until then, Mr. Mapping returned to London; to make, as he told Dolly, preparations for his bride. An acquaintance of Mrs. Grapes, who had been staying with Dolly since the death, would remain with her to the last. As soon as Dolly was gone, the furniture would be sold by Mr. Stretch, the auctioneer, and the proceeds transmitted to Dolly in London. Mrs. Grape had given all she possessed to Dolly, in the fixed and firm belief that her son was really no more.

But all this was not to be put in practice without a warning from their neighbour, the Quaker lady; she sent for Dolly, being confined to her own chamber by illness.

Thee should not be in this haste, Dorothy, she began. It is not altogether seemly, child, and it may not be well for thee hereafter. Thee art too young to marry; thee should wait a year or two  

But I am not able to wait, pleaded poor Dolly, with tears in her eyes. How could I continue to live alone in the house  all by myself?

Nay, but thee need not have done that. Some one of discreet age would have been glad to come and share expenses with thee. I might have helped thee to a suitable person myself: a cousin of mine, an agreeable and kindly woman, would like to live up this way. But the chief objection that I see to this hasty union, Dorothy, continued Miss Deavor, is that thee knows next to nothing about the young man.

Dolly opened her eyes in surprise. Why, I know him quite well, dear Miss Rachel. He has told me all about himself.

That I grant thee. Elizabeth informs me that thee has had a good account from himself as to his means and respectability. But thee has not verified it.

Verified it! repeated Dolly.

Thee has not taken steps to ascertain that the account he gives is true. How does thee know it to be so?

Dollys face flushed. As if he would deceive me! You do not know him, Miss Deavor.

Nay, child, I wish not to cast undeserved aspersion on him. But thee should ask for proof that what he tells thee is correct. Before thee ties thyself to him for life, Dorothy, thee will do well to get some friend to make inquiries in London. It is my best advice to thee, child; and it is what Mary Ann Grape, thy mother, would have done before giving thee to him.

Dolly thanked Miss Deavor and went away. The advice was well meant, of course; she felt that; but quite needless. Suspect Alick Mapping of deceit! Dolly would rather have suspected herself. And she did nothing.

The morning of the wedding-day arrived in due course. Dolly was attiring herself for the ceremony in a pretty new grey gown, her straw bonnet trimmed with white satin lying on the bed (to resume her black on the morrow), when Elizabeth Deavor came in.

I have something to say to thee, Dolly, she began, in a grave tone. I hardly knew whether to speak to thee or not, feeling not altogether sure of the thing myself, so I asked Aunt Rachel, and she thinks thee ought to be told.

What is it? cried Dolly.

I think I saw thy brother Tom last night.

The words gave Dolly a curious shock. She fell back in a chair.

I will relate it to thee, said Elizabeth. Last evening I was at Aunt Rachels window above-stairs, when I saw a boy in dark clothes standing on the pavement outside, just opposite thy gate. It was a bright night, as thee knows. He had his arms folded and stood quite still, gazing at this house. The moonlight shone on his face and I thought how much it was like poor lost Toms. He still stood on; so I went downstairs and stepped to our gate, to ask whether he was in want of any one: and then, Dolly, I felt queerer than I ever felt in my life, for I saw that it was Tom. At least, I thought so.

Did he speak? gasped Dolly.

He neither spoke nor answered me: he turned off, and went quickly down the road. I think it was Tom; I do indeed.

What am I to do? cried Dolly. Oh, if I could but find him!

Theres nothing to do, that we can see, answered the young Quakeress. I have talked it over with Aunt Rachel. It would appear as though he did not care to show himself: else, if it were truly thy brother, why did he not come in? I will look out for him every night and speak to him if he appears again. I promise thee that, Dolly.

Why do you say appears, Elizabeth? cried the girl. You think it was himself, do you not; not his  his spirit?

Truly, I can but conclude it was himself.

Dolly, in a state of bewilderment, what with one thing and another, was married to Alick Mapping in St. Martins Church, by its white-haired Rector, Digby Smith. A yellow post-chaise waited at the church-gates and carried them to Tewkesbury. The following day they went on by coach to Gloucester, where Mr. Mapping intended to stay a few days before proceeding to London.

They took up their quarters at a comfortable country inn on the outskirts of the town. On the second day after their arrival, Dolly, about to take a country walk with her husband, ran downstairs from putting her bonnet on, and could not see him. The barmaid told her he had gone into the town to post a letter, and asked Dolly to step into the bar-parlour to wait.

It was a room chiefly used by commercial travellers. Dollys attention was caught by something over the mantelpiece. In a small glass-case, locked, there was the portrait of a man cleverly done in pencil; by its side hung a plain silver watch with a seal and key attached to a short black ribbon: and over all was a visiting-card, inscribed in ink, Mr. Gardner. Dolly looked at this and turned sick and faint: it was her fathers likeness, her fathers watch, seal, and ribbon. Of an excitable nature, she burst into tears, and the barmaid ran in. There and then, the mystery so long hanging about Robert Grapes fate was cleared up, so far as it ever would be in this world.

He had left Bridgenorth, as may be remembered, on the Thursday morning. Towards the evening of the following day, Friday, as Dolly now heard, he appeared at this very inn. This same barmaid, an obliging, neat, and modest young woman, presenting a rare contrast to the barmaids of the present day, saw him come in. His face had a peculiar, grey shade upon it, which attracted her notice, and she asked him if he felt ill. He answered that he felt pretty well then, but supposed he must have had a fainting-fit when walking into the town, for to his surprise he found himself on the grass by the roadside, waking up from a sort of stupor. He engaged a bedroom for the night, and she thought he said  but she had never been quite sure  that he had come to look out for a horse at the fair to be held in Gloucester the next day. He took no supper, not feeling up to it, he said, but drank a glass of weak brandy-and-water, and ate a biscuit with it, before going up to bed. The next morning he was found dead; had apparently died quietly in his sleep. An inquest was held, and the medical men testified that he had died of heart disease. Poor Dolly, listening to this, wondered whether the pitch out of the gig at Bridgenorth had fatally injured him.

We supposed him to be a Mr. Gardner, continued the barmaid, as that card  pointing to it was found in his pocket-book. But we had no clue as to who he was or whence he came. His stockings were marked with a G in red cotton; and there was a little loose money in his pocket and a bank-note in his pocket-book, just enough to pay the expenses of the funeral.

But that likeness, said Dolly. How did you come by it? Who took it?

Ah, maam, it was a curious thing, that  but such things do not happen by chance. An idle young man of the town used to frequent our inn; he was clever at drawing, and would take off a likeness of any one near him with a few strokes of a pen or pencil in a minute or two, quite surreptitious like and for his own amusement. Wonderful likenesses they were. He was in the bar-parlour, this very room, maam, while the stranger was drinking his brandy-and-water, and he dashed off this likeness.

It is exactly like, said poor Dolly. But his name was Grape, not Gardner. It must have been the card of some acquaintance.

When nobody came forward to identify the stranger, the landlord got the sketch given up to him, continued the young woman. He put it in this case with the watch and seal and card, and hung it where you see, hoping that sometime or other it might be recognized.

But did you not let it be known abroad that he had died? sighed Dolly.

Why, of course we did; and put an advertisement in the Gloucester papers to ask if any Mr. Gardner was missing from his friends. Perhaps the name, not being his, served to mislead people. Thats how it was, maam.

So that the one disappearance, that of Robert Grape, was now set at rest.




THE STORY OF DOROTHY GRAPE.

IN AFTER YEARS.

I.

We found her out through Mr. Brandons nephew, Roger Bevere, a medical student, who gave his people trouble, and one day got his arm and head broken. Mr. Brandon and the Squire were staying in London at the Tavistock Hotel. I, Johnny Ludlow, was also in London, visiting Miss Deveen. News of the accident was brought to Mr. Brandon; the young man had been carried into No. 60, Gibraltar Terrace, Islington, and a doctor named Pitt was attending him.

We went to see him at once. A narrow, quiet street, as I recollected well, this Gibraltar Terrace, the dwellings it contained facing each other, thirty in a row. No. 60 proved to be the same house to which we had gone once before, when inquiring about the illness of Francis Radcliffe, and Pitt was the same doctor. It was the same landlady also; I knew her as soon as she opened the door; a slender, faded woman, long past middle life, with a pink flush on her thin cheeks, and something of the lady about her.

What an odd thing, Johnny! whispered the Squire, recognizing the landlady as well as the house. Mapping, I remember her name was.

Mr. Brandon went upstairs to his nephew. We were shown by her into the small parlour, which looked as faded as it had looked on our last visit, years before: as faded as she was. While relating to us how young Beveres accident occurred, she had to run away at a call from upstairs.

Looks uncommonly careworn, doesnt she, Johnny! remarked the Squire. Seems a nice sort of person, though.

Yes, sir. I like her. Does it strike you that her voice has a home-ring in it? I think she must be from Worcestershire.

A home-ring  Worcestershire! retorted he. It wouldnt be you, Johnny, if you did not get up some fancy or other. Here she comes! You are not from Worcestershire, are you, maam? cried the Squire, going to the root of the question at once, in his haste to convict my fancy of its sins.

Yes, I am, sir, she replied; and I saw the pink flush on her cheeks deepen to crimson. I knew you, sir, when I was a young girl, many years ago. Though I should not have recognized you when you were last here, but that you left your card. We lived at Islip, sir; at that pretty cottage with the yellow roses round the porch. You must remember Dolly Grape.

But you are not Dolly Grape! returned the Squire, pushing up his spectacles.

Yes, sir, I was Dolly Grape. Your mother knew us well; so did you.

Goodness bless my heart! softly cried the Squire, gazing at her as if the news were too much for him. And then, starting up impulsively, he grasped her hand and gave it a hearty shake. A sob seemed to take her throat. The Squire sat back again, and went on staring at her.

My father disappeared mysteriously on one of his journeys; you may remember us by that, sir.

To be sure I remember it  Robert Grape! assented the Squire. Had to do with the post-horse duty. Got as far as Bridgenorth, and was never heard of again. And it is really you  Dolly Grape! And you are living here  letting lodgings! Im afraid the world has not been overkind to you.

She shook her head; tears were running down her faded cheeks.

No, it has not, sir, she answered, as she wiped them away with her handkerchief. I have had nothing but ups and downs in life since leaving Worcester: sad misfortunes: sometimes, I think, more than my share. Perhaps you heard that I married, sir  one Mr. Mapping?

The Squire nodded slightly. He was too busy gazing at her to pay attention to much else.

I am looking at you to see if I can trace the old features of the old days, he said, and I do now; they grow upon my memory; though you were but a slip of a girl when I used to see you. I wonder I did not recognize you at first.

And I wonder that you can even recognize me now, sir, she returned: trouble and grief have so much altered me. I am getting old, too.

Have you lived in this house long?

Nearly ten years, sir. I live by letting my rooms.

The Squires voice took a tone of compassion.

It cant be much of a living, once the rent and taxes are paid.

Mrs. Mappings mild blue eyes, that seemed to the Squire to be of a lighter tinge than of yore, wore a passing sadness. Any one able to read it correctly might have seen she had her struggles.

Are you a widow?

I  call myself one, sir, she replied, with hesitation.

Call yourself one! retorted the Squire, for he liked people to be straightforward in their speech. My good woman, you are a widow, or you are not one.

I pass for one, sir.

Now, what on earth do you mean? demanded he. Is your husband  Mapping  not dead?

He was not dead when I last heard of him, sir; thats a long while ago. But he is not my husband.

Not your husband! echoed the Squire, pushing up his spectacles again. Have you and he quarrelled and parted?

Any countenance more pitifully sad than Mrs. Mappings was at that moment, I never wish to see. She stood smoothing down her black silk apron (which had a slit in it) with trembling fingers.

My history is a very painful one, she said at last in a low voice. I will tell it if you wish; but not this morning. I should like to tell it you, sir. It is some time since I saw a home-face, and I have often pictured to myself some kind friendly face of those old happy days looking at me while I told it. Different days from these.

These cannot be much to boast of, repeated the Squire. It must be a precarious sort of living.

Of course it fluctuates, she said. Sometimes my rooms are full, at other times empty. One has to put the one against the other and strive to tide over the hard days. Mr. Pitt is very good to me in recommending the rooms to medical students; he is a good-natured man.

Oh, indeed! Listen to that, Johnny! Pitt good-natured! Rather a loose man, though, I fancy, maam.

What, Mr. Pitt? Sir, I dont think so. He has a surgery close by, and gets a good bit of practice  

The rest was interrupted by Mr. Pitt himself; he came to say we might go up to Mr. Brandon in the sick-room. We had reason to think ill enough of Pitt in regard to the Radcliffe business; but the Squire could not tackle him about the past offhand, this not being just the time or place for it. Later, when he did so, it was found that we had been misjudging the man. Pitt had not joined Stephen Radcliffe in any conspiracy; and the false letter, telling of Franks death at Dr. Dales, had not been written by him. So we saw that it must have been concocted by Stephen himself.

Any way, if I did write such a letter, I retained no consciousness of it afterwards, added Pitt, with candour. I am sorry to say, Mr. Todhetley, that I gave way to drink at that time, and I know I was often not myself. But I do not think it likely that I wrote it; and as to joining Mr. Radcliffe in any conspiracy against his brother, why, I would not do such a thing, drunk or sober, and I never knew it had been done.

You have had the sense to pull up, cried the Squire, in reference to what Pitt had admitted.

Yes, answered Pitt, in a voice hardly above a whisper. And I never think of what I might have become by this time, but for pulling up, but I thank God.

These allusions, however, may perhaps only puzzle the reader. And it is not with Mr. Pitt, his virtues or his failings, that this paper concerns itself, but with the history of Dorothy Grape.

We must take it up from the time Dorothy arrived in London with her husband, Alick Mapping, after their marriage at Worcester, as already narrated. The sum of three hundred pounds, owned by Dolly, passed into Mr. Mappings possession on the wedding-day, for she never suggested such a thing as that it should be settled on herself. The proceeds, arising from the sale of the furniture, were also transmitted to him later by the auctioneer. Thus he had become the proprietor of Dolly, and of all her worldly goods. After that, he and she faded out of Worcestershire memory, and from the sight of Worcestershire people  except for one brief meeting, to be mentioned presently.

The home in London, to which her husband conveyed her, and of which he had boasted, Dolly found to be lodgings. Lodgings recently engaged by him, a sitting-room and bedroom, in the Blackfriars Road. They were over a shop, kept by one Mrs. Turk, who was their landlady. I would not fix upon a house, dear, without you, he said; and Dolly thanked him gratefully. All he did was right to her.

She was, as he had told her she would be, happy as a cricket, though bewildered with the noisy bustle of the great town, and hardly daring to venture alone into its busy streets, more crowded than was Worcester Cathedral on the Sundays Mr. Benson preached. The curious elucidation at Gloucester of what her fathers fate had been was a relief to her mind, rather than the contrary, once she had got over its sadness; though the still more curious doubt about her brother Tom, whispered to her by Elizabeth Deavor on her wedding morning, was rarely absent from her thoughts. But Dolly was young, Dolly was in love, and Dolly was intensely happy. Her husband took her to the theatres, to Vauxhall, and to other places of amusement; and Dolly began to think life was going to be a happy valley into which care would never penetrate.

This happy state of things changed. Mr. Mapping took to be a great deal away from home, sometimes for weeks together. He laid the fault upon his business; travellers in the wine trade had to go all over England, he said. Dolly was not unreasonable and accepted the explanation cheerfully.

But something else happened now and then that was less satisfactory. Mr. Mapping would appear at home in a condition that frightened Dolly: as if he had made the mistake of tasting the wine samples himself, instead of carrying them to his customers. Never having been brought into contact with anything of the kind in her own home, she regarded it with terror and dismay.

Then another phase of discomfort set in: money seemed to grow short. Dolly could not get from her husband what was needed for their moderate expenses; which were next to nothing when he was away from home. She cried a little one day when she wanted some badly and he told her he had none to give her. Upon which Mr. Mapping turned cross. There was no need of tears, he said: it would all come right if she did not bother. Dolly, in her secret heart, hoped he would not have to break in upon what he called their nest-egg, that three hundred pounds in the bank. A nest-egg which, as he had more than once assured her, it was his intention to keep intact.

Only in one thing had Mr. Mapping been arbitrary: he would not allow her to hold any communication with Worcester. When they first came to London, he forbade Dolly to write to any of her former friends, or to give them her address. You have no relatives there, he said, only a few acquaintances, and I would prefer, Dolly, that you dropped them altogether. Of course she obeyed him: though it prevented her writing to ask Elizabeth Deavor whether she had again seen Tom.

Things, despite Mr. Mappings assurances, did not come right. As the spring advanced, his absences became more marked and the money less plentiful. Dolly shed many tears. She knew not what to do; for, as the old song says, not een love can live on flowers. It was a very favourite song of Dollys, and her tuneful voice might often be heard trilling it through from beginning to end as she sat at work.

Young Love lived once in a humble shed, Where roses breathing And woodbines wreathing Around the lattice their tendrils spread, As wild and as sweet as the life he led.

The garden flourished, for young Hope nourished, And Joy stood by to count the hours: But lips, though blooming, must still be fed, And not een Love can live on flowers.

Alas, that Povertys evil eye Should eer come hither Such sweets to wither; The flowers laid down their heads to die, And Love looked pale as the witch drew nigh.

She came one morning, and Love had warning, For he stood at the window, peeping for day: Oh, oh, said he, is it you,  good-bye  And he opened the window and flew away.

Dollys love did not fly away, though the ugly witch, Poverty, was certainly showing herself. Mrs. Turk grew uneasy. Dolly assured her there was no occasion for that; that if the worst came to the worst, they must break into the nest-egg which they had lying by in the Bank of England  the three hundred pounds left her by her mother.

One bright day in May, Dolly, pining for the outdoor sunshine, betook herself to Hyde Park, a penny roll in her pocket for her dinner. The sun glittered in the blue sky, the air was warm, the birds chirped in the trees and hopped on the green grass. Dolly sat on a bench enjoying the sweetness and tranquillity, thinking how very delightful life might be when no evil stepped in to mar it.

Two Quakeress ladies approached arm-in-arm, talking busily. Dolly started up with a cry: for the younger one was Elizabeth Deavor. She had come to London with a friend for the May meetings. The two girls were delighted to see each other, but Elizabeth was pressed for time.

Why did thee never write to me, Dorothy? I had but one letter from thee, written at Gloucester, telling me, thee knows, all about thy poor father. And, to this question, Dolly murmured some lame excuse.

I wanted to write to thee, but I had not thy address. I promised thee I would look out for Tom

And have you seen him again? interrupted Dolly in excitement. Oh, Elizabeth?

I have seen the boy again, but it was not Tom: and I am very sorry that my fancy misled me and caused me to excite thy hopes. It was only recently, in Fourth month. I saw the same boy standing in the same place before thy old gate, his arms folded, and looking at the house as before, in the moonlight. I ran out, and caught his arm, and held it while he told me who he was and why he came there. It was not thy brother, Dorothy, but the likeness to him is marvellous.

No!  not he? gasped Dolly, woefully disappointed.

It is one Richard East, said Elizabeth; a young sailor. He lived with his mother in that house before she died, when he was a little boy; and when he comes home from a voyage now, and is staying with his friends in Melcheapen Street, he likes to go up there and have a good look at it. This is all. As I say, I am sorry to have misled thee. We think there cannot be a doubt that poor Tom really lost his life that night in the canal. And art thee nicely, Dorothy?  and is thy husband well? Thee art looking thin. Fare thee well.

Summer passed, Dolly hardly knew how. She was often reduced to straits, often and often went dinnerless. Mrs. Turk only had a portion of what was due to her by fits and starts. Mr. Mapping himself made light of troubles; they did not seem to touch him much; he was always in spirits and always well dressed.

Alick, you should draw a little of that money in the bank, his wife ventured to suggest one day when Mrs. Turk had been rather troublesome. We cannot go on like this.

Break in upon our nest-egg! he answered. Not if I know it, Dolly. Mrs. Turk must wait.

A little circumstance was to happen that gave some puzzle to Dolly. She had been married about fourteen months, and her husband was, as she believed, on his travels in Yorkshire, when Lord-Mayors day occurred. Mrs. Gurk, a good woman in the main, and compassionating the loneliness of the young wife, offered to take her to see the show, having been invited to an upper window of a house in Cheapside. Of all the sights in the world that Dolly had heard of, she quite believed that must be the greatest, and felt delighted. They went, took up their station at the window, and the show passed. If it had not quite come up to Dollys expectation, she did not say so.

A grand procession, is it not, Mrs. Mapping? cried her companion, gazing after it with admiring eyes.

Very, said Dolly. I wonder  Good gracious! she broke off, with startling emphasis, theres my husband!

Where? asked Mrs. Turk, her eyes bent on the surging crowd below.

There, said Dolly, pointing with her finger; there! He is arm-in-arm with two others; in the middle of them. How very strange! It was only yesterday I had a letter from him from Bradford, saying he should be detained there for some time to come. How I wish he had looked up at this window!

Mrs. Turks sight had failed to single him out amongst the moving crowd. And as Mr. Mapping did not make his appearance at home that evening, or for many evenings to come, she concluded that the young wife must have been mistaken.

When Mr. Mapping did appear, he said the same, telling Dolly she must have seen double, for that he had not been in London. Dolly did not insist, but she felt staggered and uncomfortable; she felt certain it was her husband she saw.

How long the climax would have been postponed, or in what way it might have disclosed itself, but for something that occurred, cannot be conjectured. This wretched kind of life went on until the next spring. Dolly was reduced to perplexity. She had parted with all the pretty trinkets her mother left her; she would live for days together upon bread-and-butter and tears: and a most unhappy suspicion had instilled itself into her mind  that the nest-egg no longer existed. But even yet she found excuses for her husband; she thought that all doubt might still be explained away. Mrs. Turk was very good, and did not worry; Dolly did some plain sewing for her, and made her a gown or two.

On one of these spring days, when the sun was shining brightly on the pavement outside, Dolly went out on an errand. She had not gone many steps from the door when a lady, very plainly dressed, came up and accosted her quietly.

Young woman, I wish to ask why you have stolen away my husband?

Good gracious! exclaimed the startled Dolly. What do you mean?

You call yourself Mrs. Mapping.

I am Mrs. Mapping.

The stranger shook her head. We cannot converse here, she said. Allow me to go up to your room  pointing to it. I know you lodge there.

But what is it that you want with me? objected Dolly, who did not like all this.

You think yourself the wife of Alick Mapping. You think you were married to him.

Dolly wondered whether the speaker had escaped from that neighbouring stronghold, Bedlam. I dont know what it is you wish to insinuate, she said. I was married to Mr. Mapping at St. Martins Church in Worcester, more than eighteen months ago.

Ay! But I, his wife, was married to him in London seven years ago. Yours was no marriage; he deceived you.

Dollys face was turning all manner of colours. She felt frightened almost to death.

Take me to your room and I will tell you all that you need to know. Do not fear I shall reproach you; I am only sorry for you; it has been no fault of yours. He is a finished deceiver, as I have learnt to my cost.

Dolly led the way. Seated together, face to face, her eyes strained on the strangers, she listened to the woeful tale, which was gently told. That it was true she could not doubt. Alick Mapping had married her at St. Martins Church in Worcester, but he had married this young woman some years before it.

You are thinking that I look older than my husband, said she, misinterpreting Dollys gaze. That is true. I am five years older, and am now approaching my fortieth year. He pretended to fall in love with me; I thought he did; but what he really fell in love with was my money.

How did you come to know about me?  how did you find it out? gasped Dolly.

It was through Mrs. Turk, your landlady, answered the true wife. She has been suspecting that something or other was wrong, and she talked of it to a friend of hers who chances to know my family. This friend was struck with the similarity of name  the Alick Mapping whose wife was here in the Blackfriars Road, and the Alick Mapping whose wife lived at Hackney.

How long is it since he left you? asked poor Dolly.

He has not left me. He has absented himself inexplicably at times for a year or two past, but he is still with me. He is at home now, at this present moment. I have a good home, you must understand, and a good income, which he cannot touch; he would think twice before giving up that. Had you money? continued the lady abruptly.

I had three hundred pounds. He told me he had placed it in the Bank of England; I think he did do that; and that he should never draw upon it, but leave it there for a nest-egg.

Mrs. Mapping smiled in pity. You may rely upon it that theres not a shilling left of it. Money in his hands, when he can get hold of any, runs out of them like water.

Is it true that he travels for a wine house?

Yes  and no. It is his occupation, but he is continually throwing up his situations: pleasure has more attraction for him than work; and he will be a gentleman at large for months together. Yet not a more clever man of business exists than he is known to be, and he can get a place at any time.

Have you any children? whispered Dolly.

No. Shall you prosecute him? continued the first wife, after a pause.

Shall I  what? cried Dolly, aghast.

Prosecute him for the fraud he has committed on you?

Oh dear! the exposure would kill me, shivered the unhappy girl. I shall only hope to run away and hide myself forever.

Every syllable I have told you is truth, said the stranger, producing a slip of paper as she rose to depart. Here are two or three references by which you can verify it, if you doubt me. Mrs. Turk will do it for you if you do not care to stir in it yourself. Will you shake hands with me?

Dolly assented, and burst into a whirlwind of tears.

Nothing seemed to be left for her, as she said, but to run away and hide herself. All the money was gone, and she was left penniless and helpless. By the aid of Mrs. Turk, who proved a good friend to her, she obtained a situation in a small preparatory school near Croydon, as needle-woman and companion to the mistress. She called herself Mrs. Mapping still, and continued to wear her wedding-ring; she did not know what else to do. She had been married; truly, as she had believed; and what had come of it was surely no fault of hers.

A little good fortune fell to her in time; a little bit. For years and years she remained in that school at Croydon, until, as it seemed to herself, she was middle-aged, and then the mistress of it died. Having no relatives, she left her savings and her furniture to Dolly. With the money Dolly set up the house in Gibraltar Terrace, put the furniture into it, and began to let lodgings. A young woman, who had been teacher in the school, and whom Dolly regarded as her sister, and often called her so, removed to it with her and stayed with her until she married.

Those particulars  which we listened to one evening from her own lips  were gloomy enough. The Squire went into an explosion over Alick Mapping.

The despicable villain! What has become of him?

I never saw him after his wife came to me, she answered, but Mrs. Turk would get news of him now and then. Since Mrs. Turks death, I have heard nothing. Sometimes I think he may be dead.

I hope he was hung! flashed the Squire.

Well  to hasten on. That was Dorothy Grapes history since she left Worcester; and a cruel one it was!

We saw her once or twice again before quitting London. And the Squire left a substantial present with her, for old remembrance sake.

She looks as though she needed it, Johnny, said he. Poor thing! poor thing! And such a pretty, happy little maiden as she used to be, standing in her pinafore amongst the yellow roses in the porch at Islip! Johnny, lad, I hope that vagabond came to be hanged!

II.

It was ever so long afterwards, and the time had gone on by years, when we again fell into the thread of Dorothy Grapes life. The Squire was in London for a few days upon some law business, and had brought me with him.

I should like to see how that poor womans getting on, Johnny, he said to me one morning. Suppose we go down to Gibraltar Terrace?

It was a dull, damp, misty day at the close of autumn; and when the Squire turned in at No. 60, after dismissing the cab, he stood still and stared, instead of knocking. A plate was on the door, James Noak, carpenter and joiner.

Has she left, do you think, Johnny?

Well, sir, we can ask. Perhaps the carpenter is only lodging here?

A tidy young woman, with a baby in her arms, answered the knock. Does Mrs. Mapping live here still? asked the Squire.

No, sir, she answered. I dont know the name.

Not know the name! retorted he, turning crusty; for he disliked, of all things, to be puzzled or thwarted. Mrs. Mapping lived here for ten or a dozen years, anyhow.

Oh, stay, sir, she said, I remember the name now. Mapping; yes, that was it. She lived here before we came in.

Is she dead?

No, sir. She was sold up.

Sold up?

Yes, sir. Her lodging-letting fell off  this neighbourhoods not what it was: people like to get further up, Islington way  and she was badly off for a long while, could not pay her rent, or anything; so at last the landlord was obliged to sell her up. At least, thats what we heard after we came here, but the house lay empty for some months between. I did not hear what became of her.

The people at the next house could not tell anything; they were fresh-comers also; and the Squire stood in a quandary. I thought of Pitt the surgeon; he was sure to know; and ran off to his surgery in the next street.

Changes seemed to be everywhere. Pitts small surgery had given place to a chemists shop. The chemist stood behind his counter in a white apron. Pitt? Oh, Pitt had taken to a practice further off, and drove his brougham. Mrs. Mapping? added the chemist, in further answer to me. Oh yes, she lives still in the same terrace. She came to grief at No. 60, poor woman, and lodges now at No. 32. Same side of the way; this end.

No. 32 had a plate on the door: Miss Kester, dressmaker, and Miss Kester herself  a neat little woman, with a reserved, not to say sour, face and manner, and a cloud of pins sticking out of her brown waistband  answered the knock. She sent us up to a small back-room at the top of the house.

Mrs. Mapping sat sewing near a fireless grate, her bed in one corner; she looked very ill. I had thought her thin enough before; she was a shadow now. The blue eyes had a piteous look in them, the cheeks a hectic.

Yes, she said, in answer to the Squire, her voice faint and her cough catching her every other minute, it was a sad misfortune for me to be turned out of my house; it nearly broke my heart. The world is full of trouble, sir.

How long is it since?

Nearly eighteen months, sir. Miss Kester had this room to let, and I came into it. It is quiet and cheap: only half-a-crown a-week.

And how do you get the half-crown? questioned the Squire. And your dinner and breakfast  how do you get that?

Mrs. Mapping passed her trembling fingers across her brow before she answered  

Im sorry to have to tell of these things, sir. Im sorry you have found me out in my poverty. When I think of the old days at home, the happy and plentiful days when poor mother was living, and what a different life mine might have been but for the dreadful marriage I made, I  I can hardly bear up against it. Im sure I beg your pardon, gentlemen, for giving way.

For the tears were streaming down her thin cheeks. The Squire set up a cough on his own account; I went to the window and looked down at some grimy back-gardens.

When I am a little stronger, and able to do a full days work again, I shall get on, sir, but Ive been ill lately through going out in the wet and catching cold, she said, mastering the tears. Miss Kester is very good in supplying me with as much as I can do.

A grand getting on, cried the Squire. Youd be all the better for some fire in that grate.

I might be worse off than I am, she answered meekly. If it is but little that I have, I am thankful for it.

The Squire talked a while longer; then he put a sovereign into her hand, and came away with a gloomy look.

She wants a bit of regular help, said he. A few shillings paid to her weekly while she gets up her strength might set her going again. I wonder if we could find any one to undertake it?

You would not leave it with herself in a lump, sir?

Why, no, I think not; she may have back debts, you see, Johnny, and be tempted to pay them with it; if so, practically it would be no good to her. Wish Pitt lived here still! Wonder if that Miss Kester might be trusted to  Theres a cab, lad! Hail it.

The next morning, when we were at breakfast at the hotel  which was not the Tavistock this time  the Squire burst into a state of excitement over his newspaper.

Goodness me, Johnny! heres the very thing.

I wondered what had taken him, and what he meant; and for some time did not clearly understand. The Squires eyes had fallen upon an advertisement, and also a leading article, treating of some great philanthropic movement that had recently set itself up in London. Reading the articles, I gathered that it had for its object the distribution of alms on an extensive scale and the comprehensive relieving of the distressed. Some benevolent gentlemen (so far as we could understand the newspaper) had formed themselves into a band for taking the general welfare of the needy into their hands, and devoted their lives to looking after their poverty-stricken brothers and sisters. A sort of universal, benevolent, set-the-world-to-rights invention.

The Squire was in raptures. If we had but a few more such good men in the world, Johnny! Ill go down at once and shake their hands. If I lived in London, Id join them.

I could only laugh. Fancy the Squire going about from house to house with a bag of silver to relieve the needy!

Taking note of the office occupied by these good men, we made our way to it. Only two of them were present that morning: a man who looked like a clerk, for he had books and papers before him; and a thin gentleman in spectacles.

The Squire shook him by the hand at once, breaking into an ovation at the good deeds of the benevolent brotherhood, that should have made the spectacles before us, as belonging to a member of it, blush.

Yes, he said, his cool, calm tones contrasting with the Squires hot ones, we intend to effect a work that has never yet been attempted. Why, sir, by our exertions three parts of the complaints of hunger, and what not, will be done away with.

The Squire folded his hands in an ecstasy of reverence. That is, you will relieve it, he remarked. Bountiful Samaritans!

Relieve it, certainly  where the recipients are found to be deserving, returned the other. But non-deserving cases  impostors, ill-doers, and the like  will get punishment instead of relief, if we can procure it for them.

Quite right, too, warmly assented the Squire. Allow me to shake your hand again, sir. And you gentlemen are out every day upon this good work! Visiting from house to house!

Some of us are out every day; we devote our time to it.

And your money, too, of course! exclaimed the Squire. Listen, Johnny Ludlow, he cried, turning to me, his red face glowing more and more with every word, I hope youll take a lesson from this, my lad! Their time, and their money too!

The thin gentleman cleared his throat. Of course we cannot do all in the way of money ourselves, he said; some of us, indeed, cannot do anything in that way. Our operations are very large: a great deal is needed, and we have to depend upon a generous public for help.

By their making subscriptions to it? cried the Squire.

Undoubtedly.

The Squire tugged at an inner pocket. Here, Johnny, help me to get out my cheque-book. And when it was out, he drew a cheque for ten pounds there and then, and laid it on the table.

Accept this, sir, he said, and my praises with it. And now I should like to recommend to your notice a case myself  a most deserving one. Will you take it in hand?

Certainly.

The Squire gave Mrs. Mappings address, telling briefly of her present distress and weakly state, and intimated that the best mode of relief would be to allow her a few shillings weekly. You will be sure to see to her? was his parting injunction. She may starve if you do not.

Have no fear: it is our business to do so, repeated the thin gentleman. Good-day.

Johnny, said the Squire, going up the street sideways in his excitement, it is refreshing to hear of these self-denying deeds. These good men must be going on straight for heaven!

Take care, sir! Look where you are going.

The Squire had not been going on straight himself just then, and had bumped up against a foot-passenger who was hurrying along. It was Pitt, the surgeon. After a few words of greeting, the Squire excused his flurry by telling him where he had come from.

Been there! exclaimed Pitt, bursting into a laugh. Wish you joy, sir! We call it Benevolence Hall.

And a very good name, too, said the Squire. Such men ought to be canonized, Pitt.

Hope they will be? answered Pitt in a curious kind of tone. I cant stop now, Mr. Todhetley; am on my way to a consultation.

He slips from one like an eel, cried the Squire, looking after the doctor as he hurried onwards: I might have spoken to him about Mrs. Mapping. But my mind is at ease with regard to her, Johnny, now that these charitable men have the case in hand: and we shall be up again in a few weeks.

III.

It was nearly two months before we were again in London, and winter weather: the same business, connected with a lawsuit, calling the Squire up.

And now for Mrs. Mapping, he said to me during the afternoon of the second day. So we went to Gibraltar Terrace.

Yes, she is in her room, said Miss Kester in a resentful tone, when she admitted us. It is a good thing somebodys come at last to see after her! I dont care to have her alone here on my hands to die.

To die! cried the Squire sharply, supposing the dressmaker spoke only in temper. What is she dying of?

Starvation, answered Miss Kester.

Why, what on earth do you mean, maam? demanded he. Starvation!

Ive done what I could for her, so far as a cup of tea might go, and a bit of bread-and-butter once a day, or perhaps a drop of broth, ran on Miss Kester in the same aggrieved tone. But it has been hard times with myself lately, and I have my old mother to keep and a bedridden sister. What she has wanted is a supply of nourishing food; and she has had as good as none of any sort since you were here, sir, being too weak to work: and so, rapid consumption set in.

She whisked upstairs with the candle, for the short winter day was already closing, and we followed her. Mrs. Mapping sat in an old easy-chair, over a handful of fire, her thin cotton shawl folded round her: white, panting, attenuated, starved; and  there could not be much mistake about it  dying.

Starved? dying? dear, dear! ejaculated the Squire, backing to the other chair and sitting down in a sort of terror. What has become of the good people at Benevolence Hall?

They! cried Miss Kester contemptuously. You dont suppose those people would spend money to keep a poor woman from dying, do you, sir?

Why, it is their business to do it, said the Squire. I put Mrs. Mappings case into their hands, and they undertook to see to it.

To see to it, perhaps, sir, but not to relieve it; I should be surprised if they did that. One of them called here ever so many weeks ago and frightened Mrs. Mapping with his harsh questions; but he gave her nothing.

I dont understand all this, cried the Squire, rumpling his hair. Was it a gentleman?  turning to Mrs. Mapping.

He was dressed as one, she said, but he was loud and dictatorial, almost as though he thought me a criminal instead of a poor sick woman. He asked me all kinds of questions about my past life, where I had lived and what I had done, and wrote down the answers.

Go on, said the Squire, as she paused for breath.

As they sent me no relief and did not come again, Miss Kester, after two or three weeks had gone by, was good enough to send a messenger to the place: her nephew. He saw the gentlemen there and told them I was getting weaker daily and was in dreadful need, if they would please to give me a trifle; he said he should never have thought of applying to them but for their having come to see after me. The gentlemen answered unfavourably; inquiries had been made, they sternly told him, and the case was found to be one not suitable for relief, that I did not deserve it. I  I  have never done anything wrong willingly, sobbed the poor woman, breaking down.

I dont think she has, sir; she dont seem like it; and Im sure she struggled hard enough to get a living at No. 60, said Miss Kester. Any way, they did nothing for her  theyve just left her to starve and die.

I had seen the Squire in many a temper, but never in a worse than now. He flung out of the room, calling upon me to follow him, and climbed into the hansom that waited for us outside.

To Benevolence Hall, roared he, and drive like the deuce.

Yes, sir, said the man. Where is Benevolence Hall?

I gave him the address, and the man whirled us to Benevolence Hall in a very short time. The Squire leaped out and indoors, primed. In the office stood a young man, going over some accounts by gaslight. His flaxen hair was parted down the middle, and he looked uncommonly simple. The rest of the benevolent gentlemen had left for the day.

What the Squire said at first, I hardly know: I dont think he knew himself. His words came tumbling out in a way that astonished the clerk.

Mrs. Mapping, cried the young man, when he could understand a little what the anger was about. Your ten pounds?  meant for her, you say  

Yes, my ten pounds, wrathfully broke in the Squire; my ten-pound cheque that I paid down here on this very table. What have you done with it?

Oh, that ten pounds has been spent, partly so, at least, in making inquiries about the woman, looking-up her back history and all that. Looking-up the back lives of people takes a lot of money, you see.

But why did you not relieve her with it, or a portion of it? That is the question Ive come to ask, young man, and I intend to have it answered.

The young man looked all surprise. Why, what an idea! lisped he. Our association does not profess to help sinners. That would be a go!

Sinners!

We cant be expected to take up a sinner, you know  and shes a topping one, continued he, keeping just as cool as the Squire was hot. We found out all sorts of dreadful things against the woman. The name, Mapping, is not hers, to begin with. She went to church with a man who had a living wife  

She didnt, burst in the Squire. It was the man who went to church with her. And I hope with all my heart he came to be hanged!

The clerk considered. It comes to the same, doesnt it? said he, vaguely. She did go to church with him; and it was ever so long before his proper wife found it out; and she has gone on calling herself Mapping ever since! And she managed so badly in a lodging-house she set up, that she was sold out of it for rent. Consider that! Oh, indeed, then, it is not on such people as these that our good gentlemen would waste their money.

What do they waste it on? demanded the Squire.

Oh, come now! They dont waste it. They spend it.

What on? The sick and needy?

Well, you see, the object of this benevolent association is to discover who is deserving and who is not. When an applicant comes or sends for relief, representing that he is sick and starving, and all the rest of it, we begin by searching out his back sins and misfortunes. The chances are that a whole lot of ill turns up. If the case be really deserving, and  and white, you know, instead of black  we relieve it.

That is, you relieve about one case in a hundred, I expect? stormed the Squire.

Oh, now you cant want me to go into figures, said the clerk, in his simple way. Anybody might know, if theyve some knowledge of the world, that an out-and-out deserving case does not turn up often. Besides, our business is not relief but inquiry. We do relieve sometimes, but we chiefly inquire.

Now look you here, retorted the Squire. Your object, inquiring into cases, may be a good one in the main and do some excellent service; I say nothing against it; but the public hold the impression that it is relief your association intends, not inquiry. Why is this erroneous impression not set to rights?

Oh, but our system is, I assure you, a grand one, cried the young fellow. It accomplishes an immense good.

And how much harm does it accomplish? Hold your tongue, young man! Put it that an applicant is sick, starving, dying, for want of a bit of aid in the shape of food, does your system give that bit of aid, just to keep body and soul together while it makes its inquiries  say only to the value of a few pence?

The young fellow stared. What a notion! cried he. Give help before finding out whether it ought to be given or not? That would be quite a Utopian way of fixing up the poor, that would.

And do you suppose I should have given my ten pounds, but for being misled, for being allowed to infer that it would be expended on the distressed? stamped the Squire. Not a shilling of it. No money of mine shall aid in turning poor helpless creatures inside out to expose their sins, as you call it. Thats not charity. What the sick and the famished want is a little kindly help  and the Bible enjoins us to give it.

But most of them are such a bad lot, you know, remonstrated the young man.

All the more need they should be helped, returned the Squire; they have bodies and souls to be saved, I suppose. Hold your silly tongue, I tell you. I should have seen to this poor sick woman myself, who is just as worthy as you are and your masters, but for their taking the case in hand. As it is she has been left to starve and die. Come along, Johnny! Benevolence Hall, indeed!

Back to Gibraltar Terrace now, the Squire fretting and fuming. He was hot and hasty, as the world knows, given to saying anything that came uppermost, justifiable or the contrary: but in this affair it did seem that something or somebody must be wrong.

Johnny, said the Squire, as the cab bowled along, waking up out of a brown study, it seems to me that this is a serious matter of conscience. It was last Sunday evening, wasnt it, that you read the chapter in St. Matthew which tells of the last judgment?

Tod read it, sir. I read the one that followed it.

Any way, it was one of you. In that chapter Christ charges us to relieve the poor if we would be saved  the hungry and thirsty, the sick, the naked. Now, see here, lad: if I give my alms to this new society that has sprung up, and never a stiver of it to relieve the distress that lies around me, would the blame, rest on me, I wonder? Should I have to answer for it?

It was too complicated a question for me. But just then we drew up at Miss Kesters door.

Mrs. Mapping had changed in that short time. I thought she was dying, thought so as I looked at her. There was a death-shade on the wan face, never seen but when the world is passing away. The Squire saw it also.

Yes, said Miss Kester, gravely, in answer to his whisper. I fear it is the end.

Goodness bless me! gasped the Squire. And he was for ordering in pretty nearly every known restorative the shops keep, from turtle-soup to calves-foot jelly. Miss Kester shook her head.

Too late, sir; too late. A month ago it would have saved her. Now, unless I am very much mistaken, the end is at hand.

Well, he was in a way. If gold and silver could revive the dying, shed have had it. He sent me out to buy a bottle of port wine, and got Miss Kesters little apprentice to run for the nearest doctor.

Not rally again at all, you say! all stuff and nonsense, he was retorting on Miss Kester when I returned. Heres the wine, at last! Now for a glass, Johnny.

She sipped about a teaspoonful by degrees. The shade on her face was getting darker. Her poor thin fingers kept plucking at the cotton shawl.

I have never done any harm that I knew of: at least, not wilfully, she slowly panted, looking piteously at the Squire, evidently dwelling upon the accusation made by Benevolence Hall: and it had, Miss Kester said, troubled her frightfully. I was only silly  and inexperienced  and  and believed in everybody. Oh, sir, it was hard!

Id prosecute them if I could, cried the Squire, fiercely. There, there; dont think about it any more; its all over.

Yes, it is over, she sighed, giving the words a different meaning from his. Over; over: the struggles and the disappointments, the privations and the pain. Only God sees what mine have been, and how Ive tried to bear up in patience. Well, well; He knows best: and I think  I do think, sir  He will make it up to us in heaven. My poor mother thought the same when she was dying.

To be sure, answered the Squire, soothingly. One must be a heathen not to know that. Hang that set-the-world-to-rights company! he muttered in a whisper.

The bitterness of it all has left me, she whispered, with pauses between the words for want of breath; this world is fading from my sight, the world to come opening. Only this morning, falling asleep in the chair here, after the fatigue of getting up  and putting on my things  and coughing  I dreamt I saw the Saviour holding out His hand to welcome me, and I knew He was waiting to take me up to God. The clouds round about Him were rose colour; a light, as of gold, lay in the distance. Oh, how lovely it was! nothing but peace. Yes, yes, God will forgive all our trials and our shortcomings, and make it up to us there.

The room had a curious hush upon it. It hardly seemed to be a living person speaking. Any way, she would not be living long.

Another teaspoonful of wine, Johnny, whispered the Squire. Dear, dear! Where on earth can that doctor be?

I dont believe a drop of it went down her throat. Miss Kester wiped away the damp from her brow. A cough took her; and afterwards she lay back again in the chair.

Do you remember the yellow roses in the porch, she murmured, speaking, as must be supposed, to the Squire, but her eyes were closed: how the dew on them used to glisten again in the sun on a summers morning? I was picking such a handful of them last night  beautiful roses, they were; sweet and beautiful as the flowers we shall pick in heaven.

The doctor came upstairs, his shoes creaking. It was Pitt. Pitt! The girl had met him by chance, and told him what was amiss.

Ah, said he, bending over the chair, you have called me too late. I should have been here a month or two ago.

She is dying of starvation, whispered the Squire. All that money  ten pounds  which I handed over to that blessed fraternity, and they never gave her a sixpence of it  after assuring me theyd see to her!

Ah, said Pitt, his mouth taking a comical twist. They meant theyd see after her antecedents, I take it, not her needs. Quite a blessed fraternity, Im sure, as you say, Squire.

He turned away to Mrs. Mapping. But nothing could be done for her; even the Squire, with all his impetuosity, saw that. Never another word did she speak, never another recognizing gaze did she give. She just passed quietly away with a sigh as we stood looking at her; passed to that blissful realm we are all travelling to, and which had been the last word upon her lips  Heaven.

And that is the true story of Dorothy Grape.




LADY JENKINS. MINA.

I.

Had I better go? I should like to.

Go! why of course you had better go, answered the Squire, putting down the letter.

It will be the very thing for you, Johnny, added Mrs. Todhetley. We were saying yesterday that you ought to have a change.

I had not been well for some time; not strong. My old headaches stuck to me worse than usual; Duffham complained that the pulse was feeble. Therefore a letter from Dr. Knox of Lefford, pressing me to go and stay with them, seemed to have come on purpose. Janet had added a postscript: You must come, Johnny Ludlow, if it is only to see my two babies, and you must not think of staying less than a month. Tod was from home, visiting in Leicestershire.

Three days, and I was off, bag and baggage. To Worcester first, and then onwards again, direct for Lefford. The very journey seemed to do me good. It was a lovely spring day: the hedges were bursting into bud; primroses and violets nestled in the mossy banks.

You have not forgotten, I dare say, how poor Janet Careys hard life, her troubles, and the sickness those troubles brought, culminated in a brave ending when Arnold Knox, of Lefford, made her his wife. Some five years had elapsed since then, and we were all of us that much older. They had asked me to visit them over and over again, but until now I had not done it. Mr. Tamlyn, Arnolds former master and present partner, with whom they lived, was growing old; he only attended to a few of the old patients now.

It was a cross-grained kind of route, and much longer than it need have been could we have gone straight as a bird flies. The train made all sorts of detours, and I had to change no less than three times. For the last few miles I had had the carriage to myself, but at Toome Junction, the last station before Lefford, a gentleman got in: a rather elderly man with grey hair. Not a syllable did we say, one to another  Englishmen like  and at length Lefford was gained.

In to time exactly, cried this gentleman then, peering out at the gas-lighted station. The clocks on the stroke of eight.

Getting my portmanteau, I looked about for Dr. Knoxs brougham, which would be waiting for me, and soon pitched upon one, standing near the flys. But my late fellow-passenger strode on before me.

I thought I spied you out, Wall, he said to the coachman. Quite a chance your being here, I suppose?

Im waiting for a gentleman from Worcester, sir, answered the man, looking uncommonly pleased, as he touched his hat. Dr. Knox couldnt come himself.

Well, I suppose you can take me as well as the gentleman from Worcester, answered the other, as he turned from patting the old horse, and saw me standing there. And we got into the carriage.

It proved to be Mr. Shuttleworth, he who had been old Tamlyns partner for a short time, and had married his sister. Tamlyns people did not know he was coming to-night, he told me. He was on his way to a distant place, to see a relative who was ill; by making a round of it, he could take Lefford, and drop in at Mr. Tamlyns for the night  and was doing so.

Janet came running to the door, Mr. Tamlyn walking slowly behind her. He had a sad countenance, and scanty grey hair, and looked ever so much older than his actual years. Since his son died, poor Bertie, lifes sunshine had gone out for him. Very much surprised were they to see Mr. Shuttleworth as well as me.

Janet gave us a sumptuous high-tea, pouring out unlimited cups of tea and pressing us to eat of all the good things. Except that she had filled out a little from the skeleton she was, and looked as joyous now as she had once looked sad, I saw little difference in her. Her boy, Arnold, was aged three and a half: the little girl, named Margaret, after Miss Deveen, could just walk.

Never were such children in all the world before, if you listen to Janet, cried old Tamlyn, looking at her fondly  for he had learnt to love Janet as he would a daughter  and she laughed shyly and blushed.

You dont ask after mine, put in Mr. Shuttleworth, quaintly; my one girl. She is four years old now. Such a wonder! such a paragon! other babies are nothing to it; so Bessy says. Bessy is silly over that child, Tamlyn.

Old Tamlyn just shook his head. They suddenly remembered the one only child he had lost, and changed the subject.

And what about everything! asked Mr. Shuttleworth, lighting a cigar, as we sat round the fire after our repast, Janet having gone out to see to a room for Shuttleworth, or perhaps to contemplate her sleeping babies. I am glad you have at last given up the parish work.

Theres enough to do without it; the practice increases daily, cried Tamlyn. Arnold is much liked.

How are all the old patients?

That is a comprehensive question, smiled Tamlyn. Some are flourishing, and some few are, of course, dead.

Is Dockett with you still?

No. Dockett is in London at St. Thomass. Sam Jenkins is with us in his place. A clever young fellow; worth two of Dockett.

Who is Sam Jenkins?

A nephew of Lady Jenkins  you remember her? At least, of her late husbands.

I should think I do remember Lady Jenkins, laughed Shuttleworth. How is she? Flourishing about the streets as usual in that red-wheeled carriage of hers, dazzling as the rising sun?

Lady Jenkins is not well, replied Tamlyn, gravely. She gives me some concern.

In what way does she give you concern?

Chiefly because I cant find out what it is thats amiss with her?

Has she been ill long?

For some months now. She is not very ill: goes out in her carriage to dazzle the town, as you observe, and has her regular soirées at home. But I dont like her symptoms: I dont understand them, and they grow worse. She has never been well, really well, since that French journey.

What French journey?

At the end of last summer, my Lady Jenkins must needs get it into her head that she should like to see Paris. Stupid old thing, to go all the way to France for the first time in her life! She did go, taking Mina Knox with her  who is growing up as pretty a girl as youd wish to see. And, by the way, Shuttleworth, Mina is in luck. She has had a fortune left her. An old gentleman, not related to them at all, except that he was Minas godfather, left her seven thousand pounds last year in his will. Arnold is trustee.

I am glad of it. Little Mina and I used to be great friends. Her mother is as disagreeable as ever, I suppose?

As if shed ever change from being that! returned Tamlyn. I have no patience with her. She fritters away her own income, and then comes here and worries Arnolds life out with her embarrassments. He does for her more than I should do. Educates young Dicky, for one thing.

No doubt. Knox always had a soft place in his heart. But about Lady Jenkins?

Lady Jenkins went over to Paris with her maid, taking Mina as her companion. It was in August. They stayed three weeks there, racketing about to all kinds of show-places, and overdoing it, of course. When they arrived at Boulogne on their way back, expecting to cross over at once, they found they had to wait. A gale was raging, and the boats could not get out. So they put up at an hotel there; and, that night, Lady Jenkins was taken alarmingly ill  the journey and the racketing and the French living had been too much for her. Young people can stand these things, Johnny Ludlow; old ones cant, added Tamlyn, looking at me across the hearth.

Very true, sir. How old is Lady Jenkins?

Just seventy. But you wouldnt have thought her so much before that French journey. Until then she was a lively, active, bustling woman, with a good-natured, pleasant word for every one. Now she is weary, dull, inanimate; seems to be, half her time, in a sort of lethargy.

What was the nature of the illness? asked Shuttleworth. A seizure?

No, nothing of that sort. Im sure I dont know what it was, added old Tamlyn, rubbing back his scanty grey hair in perplexity. Any way, they feared she was going to die. The French doctor said her getting well was a miracle. She lay ill ten days, keeping her bed, and was still ill and very weak when she reached home. Mina believes that a lady who was detained at the same hotel by the weather, and who came forward and offered her services as nurse, saved Lady Jenkinss life. She was so kind and attentive; never going to her bed afterwards until Lady Jenkins was up from hers. She came home with them.

Who did? This lady?

Yes; and has since remained with Lady Jenkins as companion. She is a Madame St. Vincent; a young widow  

A Frenchwoman! exclaimed Mr. Shuttleworth.

Yes; but you wouldnt think it. She speaks English just as we do, and looks English. A very nice, pleasant young woman; as kind and loving to Lady Jenkins as though she were her daughter. I am glad they fell in with her. She  Oh, is it you, Sam?

A tall smiling young fellow of eighteen, or so, had come in. It was Sam Jenkins: and, somehow, I took to him at once. Mr. Shuttleworth shook hands and said he was glad to hear he promised to be a second Abernethy. Upon which Sams wide mouth opened in laughter, showing a set of nice teeth.

I thought Dr. Knox was here, sir, he said to Mr. Tamlyn, as if he would apologize for entering.

Dr. Knox is gone over to the Brook, but I should think hed be back soon now. Why? Is he wanted?

Only a message, sir, from old Willoughbys. Theyd like him to call there as soon as convenient in the morning.

Now, Sam, dont be irreverent, reproved his master. Old Willoughby! I should say Mr. Willoughby if I were you. He is no older than I am. You young men of the present day are becoming very disrespectful; it was different in my time.

Sam laughed pleasantly. Close upon that, Dr. Knox came in. He was more altered than Janet, looking graver and older, his light hair as wild as ever. He was just thirty now.

Mr. Shuttleworth left in the morning, and afterwards Dr. Knox took me to see his step-mother. Her house (but it was his house, not hers), Rose Villa, was in a suburb of the town, called the London Road. Mrs. Knox was a dark, unpleasing-looking woman; her voice harsh, her crinkled black hair untidy  it was never anything else in a morning. The two eldest girls were in the room. Mina was seventeen, Charlotte twelve months younger. Mina was the prettiest; a fair girl with a mild face and pleasant blue eyes, her manner and voice as quiet as her face. Charlotte seemed rather strong-minded.

Are you going to the soirée next door to-night, Arnold? cried Mrs. Knox, as we were leaving.

I think not, he answered. Janet wrote to decline.

You wished her to decline, I dare say! retorted Mrs. Knox. You always did despise the soirées, Arnold.

Dr. Knox laughed pleasantly. I have never had much time for soirées, he said; and Janet does not care for them. Besides, we think it unkind to leave Mr. Tamlyn alone. At which latter remark Mrs. Knox tossed her head.

I must call on Lady Jenkins, as I am up here, observed Dr. Knox to me, when we were leaving. You dont mind, do you, Johnny?

I shall like it. They were talking about her last night.

It was only a few yards higher up. A handsome dwelling, double the size of Rose Villa, with two large iron gates flanked by imposing pillars, on which was written in gold letters, as large as life, Jenkins House.

Dr. Knox laughed. Sir Daniel Jenkins re-christened it that, he said, dropping his voice, lest any ears should be behind the open windows: it used to be called Rose Bank. They moved up here four years ago; he was taken ill soon afterwards and died, leaving nearly all his money to his wife unconditionally: it is over four thousand a-year. He was in business as a drysalter, and was knighted during the time he was mayor.

Who will come in for the money?

That is as Lady Jenkins pleases. There are lots of relations, Jenkinses. Sir Daniel partly brought up two orphan nephews  at least, he paid for their schooling and left each a little money to place them out in life. You have seen the younger of them, Sam, who is with us; the other, Dan, is articled to a solicitor in the town, old Belford. Two other cousins are in the drysalting business; and the ironmonger, Sir Daniels youngest brother, left several sons and daughters. The old drysalter had no end of nephews and nieces, and might have provided for them all. Perhaps his widow will do so.

Not possessing the faintest idea of what drysalting might be, unless it had to do with curing hams, I was about to inquire, when the house-door was thrown open by a pompous-looking gentleman in black  the butler  who showed us into the dining-room, where Lady Jenkins was sitting. I liked her at first sight. She was short and stout, and had pink cheeks and a pink turned-up nose, and wore a front of flaxen curls, surmounted by a big smart cap with red roses and blue ribbons in it; but there was not an atom of pretence about her, and her blue eyes were kindly. She took the hands of Dr. Knox in hers, and she shook mine warmly, saying she had heard of Johnny Ludlow.

Turning from her, I caught the eyes of a younger lady fixed upon me. She looked about seven-and-twenty, and wore a fashionable black-and-white muslin gown. Her hair was dark, her eyes were a reddish brown, her cheeks had a fixed bloom upon them. The face was plain, and it struck me that I had seen it somewhere before. Dr. Knox greeted her as Madame St. Vincent.

When we first went in, Lady Jenkins seemed to wake up from a doze. In two minutes she had fallen into a doze again, or as good as one. Her eyelids drooped, she sat perfectly quiet, never speaking unless spoken to, and her face wore a sort of dazed, or stupid look. Madame St. Vincent talked enough for both of them; she appealed frequently to Lady Jenkins Was it not so, dear Lady Jenkins?  or Dont you remember that, dear Lady Jenkins? and Lady Jenkins docilely answered Yes, dear, or Yes, Patty.

That Madame St. Vincent was a pleasant woman, as Mr. Tamlyn had said, and that she spoke English as we did, as he had also said, there could not be a doubt. Her tongue could not be taken for any but a native tongue; moreover, unless my ears deceived me, it was native Worcestershire. Ever and anon, too, a homely word would be dropped by her in the heat of conversation that belonged to Worcestershire proper, and to no other county.

You will come to my soirée this evening, Mr. Ludlow, Lady Jenkins woke up to say to me as we were leaving.

Johnny can come; I dare say he would like to, put in Dr. Knox; although I and Janet cannot  

Which is very churlish of you, interposed Madame St. Vincent.

Well, you know what impediments lie in our way, he said, smiling. Sam can come up with Johnny, if you like, Lady Jenkins.

To be sure; let Sam come, she answered, readily. How is Sam? and how does he get on?

He is very well, and gets on well.

Dr. Knox walked down the road in silence, looking grave. Every time I see her she seems to me more altered, he observed presently, and I found he was speaking of Lady Jenkins. Something is amiss with her, and I cannot tell what. I wish Tamlyn would let me take the case in hand!

Two peculiarities obtained at Lefford. The one was that the universal dinner hour, no-matter how much you might go in for fashion, was in the middle of the day; the other was that every evening gathering, no matter how unpretentious, was invariably called a soirée. They were the customs of the town.

The soirée was in full swing when I reached Jenkins House that night  at six oclock. Madame St. Vincent and Charlotte Knox sat behind the tea-table in a cloud of steam, filling the cups as fast as the company emptied them; a footman, displaying large white calves, carried round a tray of bread-and-butter and cake. Lady Jenkins sat near the fire in an easy-chair, wearing a red velvet gown and lofty turban. She nodded to the people as they came in, and smiled at them with quite a silly expression. Mina and Charlotte Knox were in white muslin and pink roses. Mina looked very pretty indeed, and as mild as milk; Charlotte was downright and strong-minded. Every five minutes or so, Madame St. Vincent  the white streamers on her rich black silk dress floating behind her  would leave the tea-table to run up to Lady Jenkins and ask if she wanted anything. Sam had not come with me: he had to go out unexpectedly with Dr. Knox.

Mr. Jenkins, announced the pompous butler, showing in a tall young fellow of twenty. He had just the same sort of honest, good-natured face that had taken my fancy in Sam, and I guessed that this was his brother, the solicitor. He came up to Lady Jenkins.

How do you do, aunt? he said, bending to kiss her. Hearing of your soirée to-night, I thought I might come.

Why, my dear, you know you may come; you are always welcome. Which is it? she added, looking up at him stupidly, Dan, or Sam?

It is Dan, he answered; and if ever I heard pain in a tone, I heard it in his.

You are Johnny Ludlow, I know! he said, holding out his hand to me in the warmest manner, as he turned from his aunt. Sam told me about you this morning. And we were friends from that moment.

Dan brought himself to an anchor by Mina Knox. He was no beauty certainly, but he had a good face. Leaning over Minas chair, he began whispering to her  and she whispered back again. Was there anything between them? It looked like it  at any rate, on his side  judging by his earnest expression and the loving looks that shot from his honest grey eyes.

Are you really French? I asked of Madame St. Vincent, while standing by her side to drink some tea.

Really, she answered, smiling. Why?

Because you speak English exactly like ourselves.

I speak it better than I do French, she candidly said. My mother was English, and her old maid-servant was English, and they educated me between them. It was my father who was French  and he died early.

Was your mother a native of Worcestershire?

Oh dear, no: she came from Wales. What made you think of such a thing?

Your accent is just like our Worcestershire accent. I am Worcestershire myself: and I could have thought you were.

She shook her head. Never was there in my life, Mr. Ludlow. Is that why you looked at me so much when you were here with Dr. Knox this morning?

No: I looked at you because your face struck me as being familiar, I frankly said: I thought I must have seen you somewhere before. Have I, I wonder?

Very likely  if you have been much in the South of France, she answered: at a place called Brétage.

But I have never been at Brétage.

Then I dont see how we can have met. I have lived there all my life. My father and mother died there: my poor husband died there. I only came away from it last year.

It must be my fancy, I suppose. One does see likenesses  

Captain Collinson, shouted the butler again.

A military-looking man, got up in the pink of fashion, loomed in with a lordly air; youd have said the room belonged to him. At first he seemed all hair: bushy curls, bushy whiskers, a moustache, and a fine flowing beard, all purple black. Quite a flutter stirred the room: Captain Collinson was evidently somebody.

After making his bow to Lady Jenkins, he distributed his favours generally, shaking hands with this person, talking with that. At last he turned our way.

Ah, how do you do, madame? he said to Madame St. Vincent, his tone ceremonious. I fear I am late.

It was not a minute that he stood before her, only while he said this: but, strange to say, something in his face or voice struck upon my memory. The face, as much as could be seen of it for hair, seemed familiar to me  just as madames had seemed.

Who is he? I whispered to her, following him with my eyes.

Captain Collinson.

Yes, I heard the name. But  do you know anything of him?  who he is?

She shook her head. Not much; nothing of my own knowledge. He is in an Indian regiment, and is home on sick leave.

I wonder which regiment it is? One of our fellows at Dr. Frosts got appointed to one in Madras, I remember.

The 30th Bengal Cavalry, is Captain Collinsons. By his conversation, he appears to have spent nearly the whole of his life in India. It is said he is of good family, and has a snug private fortune. I dont know any more about him than that, concluded Madame St. Vincent, as she once more rose to go to Lady Jenkins.

He may have a snug private fortune, and he may have family, but I do not like him, put in Charlotte Knox, in her decisive manner.

Neither do I, Lotty, added Dan  who was then at the tea-table: and his tone was just as emphatic as Charlottes.

He had come up for a cup of tea for Mina. Before he could carry it to her, Captain Collinson had taken up the place he had occupied at Minas elbow, and was whispering to her in a most impressive manner. Mina seemed all in a flutter  and there was certainly no further room for Dan.

Dont you want it now, Mina? asked Dan, holding the cup towards her, and holding it in vain, for she was too much occupied to see it.

Oh, thank you  no  I dont think I do want it now. Sorry you should have had the trouble.

Her words were just as fluttered as her manner. Dan brought the tea back and put it on the tray.

Of course, she cant spare time to drink tea while he is there, cried Charlotte, resentfully, who had watched what passed. That man has bewitched her, Dan.

Not quite yet, I think, said Dan, quietly. He is trying to do it. There is no love lost between you and him, I see, Lotty.

Not a ghost of it, nodded Lotty. The town may be going wild in its admiration of him, but I am not; and the sooner he betakes himself back to India to his regiment, the better.

I hope he will not take Mina with him, said Dan, gravely.

I hope not, either. But she is silly enough for anything.

Who is that, thats silly enough for anything? cried Madame St. Vincent, whisking back to her place.

Mina, promptly replied Charlotte. She asked for a cup of tea, and then said she did not want it.

Some of the people sat down to cards; some to music; some talked. It was the usual routine at these soirées, Mrs. Knox condescended to inform me  and, what more, she added, could be wished for? Conversation, music, and cards  they were the three best diversions of life, she said, not that she herself much cared for music.

Poor Lady Jenkins did not join actively in any one of the three: she for the most part dozed in her chair. When any one spoke to her, she would wake up and say Yes or No; but that was all. Captain Collinson stood in a corner, talking to Mina behind a sheet of music. He appeared to be going over the bars with her, and to be as long doing it as if a whole opera were scored there.

At nine oclock the supper-room was thrown open, and Captain Collinson handed in Lady Jenkins. Heavy suppers were not the mode at Lefford; neither, as a rule, did the guests sit down, except a few of the elder ones; but the table was covered with dainties. Sandwiches, meats in jelly, rissoles, lobster salad, and similar things that could be eaten with a fork, were supplied in abundance, with sweets and jellies.

I hope youll be able to make a supper, my dear, said Lady Jenkins to me in her comfortable way  for supper seemed to wake her up. You see, if one person began to give a grand sitting-down supper, others would think themselves obliged to do it, and every one cant afford that. So we all confine ourselves to this.

And I like this best, I said.

Do you, my dear? Im glad of that. Dan, is that you? Mind you make a good supper too.

We both made a famous one. At least, I can answer for myself. And, at half-past ten, Dan and I departed together.

How very good-natured Lady Jenkins seems to be! I remarked.

She is good-nature itself, and always was, Dan warmly answered. She has never been a bit different from what you see her to-night  kind to us all. You should have known her though in her best days, before she grew ill. I never saw any one so altered.

What is it thats the matter with her?

I dont know, answered Dan. I wish I did know. Sam tells me Tamlyn does not know. Im afraid he thinks it is the break-up of old age. I should be glad, though, if she did not patronize that fellow Collinson so much.

Every one seems to patronize him.

Or to let him patronize them, corrected Dan. I cant like the fellow. He takes too much upon himself.

He seems popular. Quite the fashion.

Yes, he is that. Since he came here, three or four months ago, the women have been running after him. Do you like him, Johnny Ludlow? abruptly added Dan.

I hardly know whether I do or not: Ive not seen much of him, was my answer. As a rule, I dont care for those people who take much upon themselves. The truth is, Dan, I laughed jokingly, you think Collinson shows too much attention to Mina Knox.

Dan walked on for a few moments in silence. I am not much afraid of that, he presently said. It is the fellow himself I dont like.

And you do like Mina?

Well  yes; I do. If Mina and I were older and my means justified it, I would make her my wife to-morrow  I dont mind telling you so much. And if the man is after her, it is for the sake of her money, mind, not for herself. Im sure of it. I can see.

I thought Collinson had plenty of money of his own.

So he has, I believe. But money never comes amiss to an extravagant and idle man; and I think that Minas money makes her attraction in Collinsons eyes. I wish with all my heart she had never had it left her! continued Dan, energetically. What did Mina want with seven thousand pounds?

I dare say you would not object to it, with herself.

Id as soon not have it. I hope I shall make my way in my profession, and make it well, and I would as soon take Mina without money as with it. Im sure her mother might have it and welcome, for me! She is always hankering after it.

How do you know she is?

We do her business at old Belfords, and she gets talking about the money to him, making no scruple of openly wishing it was hers. She bothers Dr. Knox, who is Minas trustee, to lend her some of it. As if Knox would!  she might just as well go and bother the moon. No! But for that confounded seven thousand pounds Collinson would let Mina alone.

I shook my head. He could not know it. Mina was very pretty. Dan saw my incredulity.

I will tell you why I judge so, he resumed, dropping his voice to a lower key. Unless I am very much mistaken, Collinson likes some one else  and thats Madame St. Vincent. Sam thinks so too.

It was more than I thought. They were cool to one another.

But we have seen them when no one else was by, contended Dan: when he and she were talking together alone. And I can tell you that there was an expression on his face, an anxiousness, an eagerness  I hardly know how to word it  that it never wore for Mina. Collinsons love is given to madame. Rely upon that.

Then why should he not declare it?

Ah, I dont know. There may be various reasons. Her poverty perhaps  for she has nothing but the salary Lady Jenkins pays her. Or, he may not care to marry one who is only a companion: they say he is of good family himself. Another reason, and possibly the most weighty one, may be, that madame does not like him.

I dont think she does like him.

I am sure she does not. She gives him angry looks, and she turns away from him with ill-disguised coldness. And so, thats about how the state of affairs lies up there, concluded Dan, shaking hands with me as we reached the door of his lodgings. Captain Collinsons love is given to Madame St. Vincent, on the one hand, and to Minas money on the other; and I think he is in a pretty puzzle which of the two to choose. Good-night, Johnny Ludlow. Be sure to remember this is only between ourselves.

II.

A week or so passed on. Janet was up to her eyes in preparations, expecting a visitor. And the visitor was no other than Miss Cattledon  if you have not forgotten her. Being fearfully particular in all ways, and given to fault-finding, as poor Janet only too well remembered, of course it was necessary to have things in apple-pie order.

I should never hear the last of it as long as Aunt Jemima stayed, if so much as a speck of dust was in any of the rooms, or a chair out of place, said Janet to me laughingly, as she and the maids dusted and scrubbed away.

Whats she coming for, Janet?

She invited herself, replied Janet: and indeed we shall be glad to see her. Miss Deveen is going to visit some friends in Devonshire, and Aunt Jemima takes the opportunity of coming here the while. I am sorry Arnold is so busy just now. He will not have much time to give to her  and she likes attention.

The cause of Dr. Knoxs increased occupation, was Mr. Tamlyns illness. For the past few days he had had feverish symptoms, and did not go out. Few medical men would have found the indisposition sufficiently grave to remain at home; but Mr. Tamlyn was an exception. He gave in at the least thing now: and it was nothing at all unusual for Arnold Knox to find all the patients thrown on his own hands.

Amongst the patients so thrown this time was Lady Jenkins. She had caught cold at that soirée I have just told of. Going to the door in her old-fashioned, hospitable way, to speed the departure of the last guests, she had stayed there in the draught, talking, and began at once to sneeze and cough.

There! cried Madame St. Vincent, when my lady got back again, you have gone and caught a chill.

I think I have, admitted Lady Jenkins. Ill send for Tamlyn in the morning.

Oh, my dear Lady Jenkins, we shall not want Tamlyn, dissented madame. Ill take care of you myself, and have you well in no time.

But Lady Jenkins, though very much swayed by her kind companion, who was ever anxious for her, chose to have up Mr. Tamlyn, and sent him a private message herself.

He went up at once  evidently taking madame by surprise  and saw his patient. The cold, being promptly treated, turned out to be a mere nothing, though Madame St. Vincent insisted on keeping the sufferer some days in bed. By the time Mr. Tamlyn was ill, she was well again, and there was not much necessity for Dr. Knox to take her: at least, on the score of her cold. But he did it.

One afternoon, when he was going up there late, he asked me if I would like the drive. And, while he paid his visit to Lady Jenkins, I went in to Rose Villa. It was a fine, warm afternoon, almost like summer, and Mrs. Knox and the girls were sitting in the garden. Dicky was there also. Dicky was generally at school from eight oclock till six, but this was a half-holiday. Dicky, eleven years old now, but very little for his age, was more troublesome than ever. Just now he was at open war with his two younger sisters and Miss Mack, the governess, who had gone indoors to escape him.

Leaning against the trunk of a tree, as he talked to Mrs. Knox, Mina, and Charlotte, stood Captain Collinson, the rays of the sun, now drawing westward, shining full upon him, bringing out the purple gloss of his hair, whiskers, beard, and moustache deeper than usual. Captain Collinson incautiously made much of Dicky, had told him attractive stories of the glories of war, and promised him a commission when he should be old enough. The result was, that Dicky had been living in the seventh heaven, had bought himself a tin sword, and wore it strapped to his waist, dangling beneath his jacket. Dicky, wild to be a soldier, worshipped Captain Collinson as the prince of heroes, and followed him about like a shadow. An inkling of this ambition of Dickys, and of Captain Collinsons promise, had only reached Mrs. Knoxs ears this very afternoon. It was a ridiculous promise of course, worth nothing, but Mrs. Knox took it up seriously.

A commission for Dicky!  get Dicky a commission! she exclaimed in a flutter that set her bracelets jangling, just as I arrived on the scene. Why, what can you mean, Captain Collinson? Do you think I would have Dicky made into a soldier  to be shot at? Never. He is my only son. How can you put such ideas into his head?

Dont mind her, cried Dicky, shaking the captains coat-tails. I say, captain, dont you mind her.

Captain Collinson turned to young Dicky, and gave him a reassuring wink. Upon which, Dicky went strutting over the grass-plat, brandishing his sword. I shook hands with Mrs. Knox and the girls, and, turning to salute the captain, found him gone.

You have frightened him away, Johnny Ludlow, cried Charlotte: but she spoke in jest.

He was already going, said Mina. He told me he had an engagement.

And a good thing too, spoke Mrs. Knox, crossly. Fancy his giving dangerous notions to Dicky!

Dicky had just discovered our loss. He came shrieking back to know where the captain was. Gone away for good, his mother told him. Upon which young Dicky plunged into a fit of passion and kicking.

Do you know how Lady Jenkins is to-day? I asked of Charlotte, when Dickys noise had been appeased by a promise of cold apple-pudding for tea.

Not so well.

Not so well! I had thought of her as being much better.

I dont think her so, continued Charlotte. Madame St. Vincent told Mina this morning that she was all right; but when I went in just now she was in bed and could hardly answer me.

Is her cold worse?

No; I think that is gone, or nearly so. She seemed dazed  stupid, more so than usual.

I certainly never saw any one alter so greatly as Lady Jenkins has altered in the last few months, spoke Mrs. Knox. She is not like the same woman.

Im sure I wish we had never gone that French journey! said Mina. She has never been well since. Oh, heres Arnold!

Dr. Knox had come straight into the garden from Jenkins House. Dicky rushed up to besiege his arms and legs; but, as Dicky was in a state of flour  which he had just put upon himself in the kitchen, or had had put upon him by the maids  the doctor ordered him to keep at arms-length; and the doctor was the only person who could make himself obeyed by Dicky.

You have been to see Lady Jenkins, Arnold, said his step-mother. How is she?

Nothing much to boast of, lightly answered Dr. Knox. Johnny, are you ready?

I am going to be a soldier, Arnold, put in Dicky, dancing a kind of war-dance round him. Captain Collinson is going to make me a captain like himself.

All right, said Arnold. You must grow a little bigger first.

And, Arnold, the captain says  Oh, my! broke off Dicky, whats this? What have I found?

The boy stooped to pick up something glittering that had caught his eye. It proved to be a curiously-shaped gold watch-key, with a small compass in it. Mina and Lotty both called out that it was Captain Collinsons, and must have dropped from his chain during a recent romp with Dicky.

Ill take it in to him at Lady Jenkinss, said Dicky.

You will do nothing of the sort, sir, corrected his mother, taking the key from him: she had been thoroughly put out by the suggestion of the commission.

Should you chance to see the captain when you go out, she added to me, tell him his watch-key is here.

The phaeton waited outside. It was the oldest thing I ever saw in regard to fashion, and might have been in the firm hundreds of years. Its hood could be screwed up and down at will; just as the perch behind, where Thomas, the groom, generally sat, could be closed or opened. I asked Dr. Knox whether it had been built later than the year One.

Just a little, I suppose, he answered, smiling. This vehicle was Docketts special aversion. He christened it the conveyance, and we have mostly called it so since.

We were about to step into it, when Madame St. Vincent came tripping out of the gate up above. Dr. Knox met her.

I was sorry not to have been in the way when you left, doctor, she said to him in a tone of apology: I had gone to get the jelly for Lady Jenkins. Do tell me what you think of her?

She does not appear very lively, he answered; but I cant find out that she is in any pain.

I wish she would get better!  she does give me so much concern, warmly spoke madame. Not that I think her seriously ill, myself. Im sure I do everything for her that I possibly can.

Yes, yes, my dear lady, you cannot do more than you do, replied Arnold. I will be up in better time to-morrow.

Is Captain Collinson here? I stayed behind Dr. Knox to ask.

Captain Collinson here! returned Madame St. Vincent, tartly, as if the question offended her. No, he is not. What should bring Captain Collinson here?

I thought he might have called in upon leaving Mrs. Knoxs. I only wished to tell him that he dropped his watch-key next door. It was found on the grass.

I dont know anything of his movements, coldly remarked madame. And as I ran back to Dr. Knox, I remembered what Dan Jenkins had said  that she did not like the captain. And I felt Dan was right.

Dr. Knox drove home in silence, I sitting beside him, and Thomas in the perch. He looked very grave, like a man preoccupied. In passing the railway-station, I made some remark about Miss Cattledon, who was coming by the train then on its way; but he did not appear to hear me.

Sam Jenkins ran out as we drew up at Mr. Tamlyns gate. An urgent message had come for Dr. Knox: some one taken ill at Coopers  at the other end of the town.

Mr. Tamlyn thinks you had better go straight on there at once, sir, said Sam.

I suppose I must, replied the doctor. It is awkward, though  pulling out his watch. Miss Cattledon will be due presently and Janet wanted me to meet her, he added to me. Would you do it, Johnny?

What  meet Miss Cattledon? Oh yes, certainly.

The conveyance drove on, with the doctor and Thomas. I went indoors with Sam. Janet said I could meet her aunt just as well as Arnold, as I knew her. The brougham was brought round to the gate by the coachman, Wall, and I went away in it.

Smoothly and quietly glided in the train, and out of a first-class carriage stepped Miss Cattledon, thin and prim and upright as ever.

Dear me! is that you, Johnny Ludlow? was her greeting to me when I stepped up and spoke to her; and her tone was all vinegar. What do you do here?

I came to meet you. Did you not know I was staying at Lefford?

I knew that. But why should they send you to meet me?

Dr. Knox was coming himself, but he has just been called out to a patient. How much luggage have you, Miss Cattledon?

Never you mind how much, Johnny Ludlow: my luggage does not concern you.

But cannot I save you the trouble of looking after it? If you will get into the brougham, I will see to the luggage and bring it on in a fly, if its too much to go on the box with Wall.

You mean well, Johnny Ludlow, I dare say; but I always see to my luggage myself. I should have lost it times and again, if I did not.

She went pushing about amongst the porters and the trucks, and secured the luggage. One not very large black box went up by Wall; a smaller inside with us. So we drove out of the station in state, luggage and all, Cattledon holding her head bolt upright.

How is Janet, Johnny Ludlow?

Quite well, thank you.

And those two children of hers  are they very troublesome?

Indeed, no; they are the best little things you ever saw. I wanted to bring the boy with me to meet you, but Janet would not let me.

Um! grunted Cattledon: showed a little sense for once. What is that building?

Thats the Town Hall. I thought you knew Lefford, Miss Cattledon?

One cannot be expected to retain the buildings of a town in ones head as if they were photographed there, returned she in a sharp tone of reproof. Which shut me up.

And, pray, how does that young woman continue to conduct herself? she asked presently.

What young woman? I said, believing she must be irreverently alluding to Janet.

Lettice Lane.

Had she mentioned the name of some great Indian Begum I could not have been more surprised. That name brought back to memory all the old trouble connected with Miss Deveens emeralds, their loss and their finding: which, take it for all in all, was nothing short of a romance. But why did she question me about Lettice Lane. I asked her why.

I asked it to be answered, young man, was Cattledons grim retort.

Yes, of course, I said, with deprecation. But how should I know anything about Lettice Lane?

If theres one thing I hate more than another, Johnny Ludlow, it is shuffling. I ask you how that young woman is going on; and I request you to answer me.

Indeed, I would if I could. I dont understand why you should ask me. Is Lettice Lane not living still with you  with Miss Deveen?

Cattledon evidently thought I was shuffling, for she looked daggers at me. Lettice Lane, she said, is with Janet Knox.

With Janet Knox! Oh dear, no, she is not.

Dont you get into a habit of contradicting your elders, Johnny Ludlow. It is very unbecoming in a young man.

But  see here, Miss Cattledon. If Lettice were living with Janet, I must have seen her. I see the servants every day. I assure you Lettice is not one of them.

She began to see that I was in earnest, and condescended to explain in her stiff way. Janet came to town last May to spend a week with us, she said. Before that, Lettice Lane had been complaining of not feeling strong: I thought it was nothing but her restlessness; Miss Deveen and the doctor thought she wanted country air  that London did not agree with her. Janet was parting with her nurse at the time; she engaged Lettice to replace her, and brought her down to Lefford. Is the matter clear to you now, young man?

Quite so. But indeed, Miss Cattledon, Lettice is not with Janet now. The nurse is named Harriet, and she is not in the least like Lettice Lane.

Then Lettice Lane must have gone roving again  unless you are mistaken, said Cattledon, severely. Wanting country air, forsooth! Change was what she wanted.

Handing over Miss Cattledon, when we arrived, to the care of Janet, who took her upstairs, and told me tea would be ready soon, I went into Mr. Tamlyns sitting-room. He was in the easy-chair before the fire, dozing, but opened his eyes at my entrance.

Visitor come all right, Johnny?

Yes, sir; she is gone to take her cloaks off. Janet says tea is nearly ready.

I am quite ready for it, he remarked, and shut his eyes again.

I took up a book I was reading, Martin Chuzzlewit, and sat down on the broad window-seat, legs up, to catch the now fading light. The folds of the crimson curtain lay between me and Mr. Tamlyn  and I only hoped Mrs. Gamp would not send me into convulsions and disturb him.

Presently Dr. Knox came in. He went up to the fire, and stood at the corner of the mantelpiece, his elbow on it, his back to me; and old Tamlyn woke up.

Well, began he, what was the matter at Coopers, Arnold?

Eldest boy fell off a ladder and broke his arm. It is only a simple fracture.

Been very busy to-day, Arnold?

Pretty well.

Hope I shall be out again in a day or two. How did you find Lady Jenkins?

Not at all to my satisfaction. She was in bed, and  and in fact seemed hardly to know me.

Tamlyn said nothing to this, and a silence ensued. Dr. Knox broke it. He turned his eyes from the fire on which they had been fixed, and looked full at his partner.

Has it ever struck you that theres not quite fair play going on up there? he asked in a low tone.

Up where?

With Lady Jenkins.

How do you mean, Arnold?

That something is being given to her?

Tamlyn sat upright in his chair, pushed back his scanty hair, and stared at Dr. Knox.

What do you mean, Knox? What do you suspect?

That she is being habitually drugged; gradually, slowly  

Merciful goodness! interrupted Tamlyn, rising to his feet in excitement. Do you mean slowly poisoned?

Hush!  I hear Janet, cried Dr. Knox.




LADY JENKINS. DOUBT.

I.

You might have heard a pin drop in the room. They were listening to the footsteps outside the door, but the footsteps did not make the hush and the nameless horror that pervaded it: the words spoken by Dr. Knox had done that. Old Tamlyn stood, a picture of dismay. For myself, sitting in the window-seat, my feet comfortably stretched out before me, and partially sheltered by the red curtains, I could only gaze at them both.

Janets footsteps died away. She appeared to have been crossing the hall to the tea-room. And they began to talk again.

I do not say that Lady Jenkins is being poisoned; absolutely, deliberately poisoned, said Dr. Knox, in the hushed tones to which his voice had dropped; I do not yet go quite so far as that. But I do think that she is in some way being tampered with.

In what way? gasped Tamlyn.

Drugged.

The doctors countenance wore a puzzled expression as he spoke; his eyes a far-away look, just as though he did not see his own theory clearly. Mr. Tamlyns face changed: the astonishment, the alarm, the dismay depicted on it gave place suddenly to relief.

It cannot be, Arnold. Rely upon it you are mistaken. Who would harm her?

No one that I know of; no suspicious person is about her to do it, replied Dr. Knox. And there lies the puzzle. I suppose she does not take anything herself? Opium, say?

Good Heavens, no, warmly spoke old Tamlyn. No woman living is less likely to do that than Lady Jenkins.

Less likely than she was. But you know yourself how unaccountably she has changed.

She does not take opium or any other drug. I could stake my word upon it, Arnold.

Then it is being given to her  at least, I think so. If not, her state is to me inexplicable. Mind you, Mr. Tamlyn, not a breath of this must transpire beyond our two selves, urged Dr. Knox, his tone and his gaze at his senior partner alike impressively earnest. If anything is wrong, it is being wilfully and covertly enacted; and our only chance of tracing it home is to conceal our suspicion of it.

I beg your pardon, Dr. Knox, I interrupted at this juncture, the notion, suddenly flashing into my mind, that he was unaware of my presence, sending me hot all over; did you know I was here?

They both turned to me, and Dr. Knoxs confused start was a sufficient answer.

You heard all I said, Johnny Ludlow? spoke Dr. Knox.

All. I am very sorry.

Well, it cannot be helped now. You will not let it transpire?

That I certainly will not.

We shall have to take you into our confidence  to include you in the plot, said Arnold Knox, with a smile. I believe we might have a less trustworthy adherent.

You could not have one more true.

Right, Johnny, added Mr. Tamlyn. But I do hope Dr. Knox is mistaken. I think you must be, Arnold. What are your grounds for this new theory?

I dont tell you that it is quite new, replied Dr. Knox. A faint idea of it has been floating in my mind for some little time. As to grounds, I have no more to go upon than you have had. Lady Jenkins is in a state that we do not understand; neither you nor I can fathom what is amiss with her; and I need not point out that such a condition of things is unsatisfactory to a medical man, and sets him thinking.

I am sure I have not been able to tell what it is that ails her, concurred old Tamlyn, in a helpless kind of tone. She seems always to be in a lethargy, more or less; to possess no proper self-will; to have parted, so to say, with all her interest in life.

Just so. And I cannot discover, and do not believe, that she is in any condition of health to cause this. I believe that the evil is being daily induced, emphatically continued Dr. Knox. And if she does not herself induce it, by taking improper things, they are being administered to her by others. You will not admit the first theory, Mr. Tamlyn?

No, that I will not. Lady Jenkins no more takes baneful drugs of her own accord than I take them.

Then the other theory must come up. It draws the point to a narrow compass, but to a more startling one.

Look here, Arnold. If I did admit the first theory you would be no nearer the light. Lady Jenkins could not obtain drugs, and be everlastingly swallowing them, without detection. Madame St. Vincent would have found her out in a day.

Yes.

And would have stopped it at once herself, or handed it over to me to be dealt with. She is truly anxious for Lady Jenkins, and spares no pains, no time, no trouble for her.

I believe that, said Dr. Knox. Whatsoever is being done, Madame St. Vincent is kept in the dark  just as much as we are. Who else is about her?

No one much but her maid, that I know of, replied old Tamlyn, after a pause of consideration. And I should think she was as free from suspicion as madame herself. It seems a strange thing.

It is. But I fear I am right. The question now will be, how are we to set about solving the mystery?

She is not quite always in a lethargic state, observed Tamlyn, his thoughts going off at a tangent.

She is so more or less, dissented Dr. Knox. Yesterday morning I was there at eight oclock; I went early purposely, and she was in a more stupidly lethargic state than I had before seen her. Which of course proves one thing.

What thing? I fail to catch your meaning, Arnold.

That she is being drugged in the night as well as the day.

If she is drugged at all, corrected Mr. Tamlyn, shaking his head. But I do not give in to your fancy yet, Arnold. All this must edify you, Johnny!

Tamlyn spoke the words in a jesting sense, meaning of course that it had done nothing of the kind. He was wrong, if to edify means to interest. Hardly ever during my life had I been more excited.

It is a frightful shame if any one is playing with Lady Jenkins, I said to them. She is as good-hearted an old lady as ever lived. And why should they do it? Wheres the motive?

There lies one of the difficulties  the motive, observed Dr. Knox. I cannot see any; any end to be obtained by it. No living being that I know of can have an interest in wishing for Lady Jenkinss death or illness.

How is her money left?

A pertinent question, Johnny. I do not expect any one could answer it, excepting herself and Belford, the lawyer. I suppose her relatives, all the nephews and nieces, will inherit it: and they are not about her, you see, and cannot be dosing her. No; the motive is to me a complete mystery. Meanwhile, Johnny, keep your ears and eyes open when you are up there; theres no telling what chance word or look may be dropped that might serve to give you a clue: and keep your mouth shut.

I laughed.

If I could put aside my patients for a week, and invent some excuse for taking up my abode at Jenkins House, I know I should soon find out all the mystery, went on Dr. Knox.

Arnold, why not take Madame St. Vincent into your confidence?

Dr. Knox turned quickly round at the words to face his senior partner. He held up his finger warningly.

Things are not ripe for it, he said. Let me get, or try to get, a little more inkling into matters than I have at present, as touching the domestic economy at Jenkins House. I may have to do as you say, later: but women are only chattering magpies; marplots, often with the best intentions; and Madame St. Vincent may be no exception.

Will you please come to tea? interrupted Janet, opening the door.

Miss Cattledon, in a sea-green silk gown that Im sure I had seen many times before, and the velvet on her thin throat, and a bow of lace on her head, shook hands with Mr. Tamlyn and Dr. Knox, and we sat down to tea. Little Arnold, standing by his mother in his plaid frock and white drawers (for the time to dress little children as men had not come in then by many a year), had a piece of bread-and-butter given to him. While he was eating it, the nurse appeared.

Are you ready, Master Arnold? It is quite bedtime.

Yes, he is ready, Harriet; and he has been very good, spoke Janet. And the little fellow went contentedly off without a word.

Miss Cattledon, stirring her tea at the moment, put the spoon down to look at the nurse, staring at her as if she had never seen a nurse before.

Thats not Lettice Lane, she observed sententiously, as the door closed on Harriet. Where is Lettice Lane?

She has left, Aunt Jemima.

If a look could have withered Janet, Cattledons was severe enough to do it. But the displeasure was meant for Lettice, not for Janet.

What business had she to leave? Did she misbehave herself?

She stayed with me only two months, said Janet. And she left because she still continued poorly, and the two children were rather too much for her. The baby was cutting her teeth, which disturbed Lettice at night; and I and Arnold both thought we ought to have some one stronger.

Did you give her warning? asked Cattledon, who was looking her very grimmest at thought of the absent Lettice; or did she give it you?

Janet laughed presently. I think it was a sort of mutual warning, Aunt Jemima. Lettice acknowledged to me that she was hardly equal to the care of the children; and I told her I thought she was not. We found her another place.

A rolling-stone gathers no moss, commented Cattledon. Lettice Lane changes her places too often.

She stayed some time with Miss Deveen, Aunt Jemima. And she likes her present place. She gets very good wages, better than she had with me, and helps to keep her mother.

What may her duties be? Is she housemaid again?

She is ladys-maid to Lady Jenkins, an old lady who lives up the London Road. Lettice has grown much stronger since she went there. Why, what do you think, Aunt Jemima? added Janet, laughing, Lettice has actually been to Paris. Lady Jenkins went there just after engaging Lettice, and took her.

Miss Cattledon tossed her head. Much good that would do Lettice Lane! Only fill her up with worse conceits than ever. I wonder she is not yet off to Australia! She used always to be talking of it.

You dont appear to like Lettice Lane, maam, smiled old Tamlyn.

No, I do not, sir. Lettice Lane first became known to me under unfavourable circumstances, and I have not liked her since.

Indeed! What were they?

Some of Miss Deveens jewels disappeared  were stolen; and Lettice Lane was suspected. It turned out later that she was not guilty; but I could not get over my dislike to her. We cannot help our likes and dislikes, which often come to us without rhyme or reason, acknowledged Miss Cattledon, and I admit that I am perhaps too persistent in mine.

Not a soul present, myself excepted, had ever heard about the loss of the emeralds: and somehow I felt sorry that Cattledon had spoken of it. Not that she did it in ill-nature  I give her that due. Questions were immediately poured out, and she had to give the full history.

The story interested them all, Dr. Knox especially.

And who did take the jewels? he asked.

But Cattledon could not enlighten him, for Miss Deveen had not betrayed Sophie Chalk, even to her.

I dont know who it was, tartly confessed Cattledon, the point being a sore one with her. Miss Deveen promised, I believe, to screen the thief; and did so.

Perhaps it was really Lettice Lane?

I believe not. I am sure not. It was a lady, Miss Deveen told me that much. No; of that disgraceful act Lettice Lane was innocent: but I should never be surprised to hear of her falling into trouble. She is capable of it.

Of poisoning somebody, perhaps? spoke Dr. Knox.

Yes, acquiesced Cattledon, grimly.

How prejudiced she was against Lettice Lane! But she had given this last answer only in the same jesting spirit in which it appeared to have been put, not really meaning it.

To be wrongly suspected, as poor Lettice Lane was, ought to make people all the more considerate to her, remarked Janet, her thoughts no doubt reverting to the time when she herself was falsely suspected  and accused.

True, my dear, answered old Tamlyn. Poor Lettice must have had her troubles.

And she has had her faults, retorted Cattledon.

But this story had made an impression on Dr. Knox that Cattledon never suspected, never intended. He took up the idea that Lettice Lane was guilty. Going into Mr. Tamlyns sitting-room for Martin Chuzzlewit, when tea was over, I found his hand on my shoulder. He had silently followed me.

Johnny Ludlow, he said, looking down into my eyes in the dim room, which was only lighted by the dim fire, I dont like this that I have heard of Lettice Lane.

And the next to come in was Tamlyn. Closing the door, he walked up to the hearthrug where we stood, and stirred the fire into a blaze.

I am telling Johnny Ludlow that this story of Miss Deveens emeralds has made an unfavourable impression on me, quoth Dr. Knox to him. It does not appear to me to be at all clear that Lettice Lane did not take them; and that Miss Deveen, in her benevolence, screened her from the consequences.

But, indeed   I was beginning, when Dr. Knox stopped me.

A moment, Johnny. I was about to add that a woman who is capable of one crime can sometimes be capable of another; and I should not be surprised if it is Lettice Lane who is tampering with Lady Jenkins.

But, I repeated, Lettice Lane did not take the jewels. She knew nothing about it. She was perfectly innocent.

You cannot answer for it, Johnny.

Yes, I can; and do. I know who did take them.

You know, Johnny Ludlow? cried old Tamlyn, while Dr. Knox looked at me in silence.

I helped Miss Deveen to find it out. At least, she had me with her during the progress of the discovery. It was a lady who took the jewels  as Miss Cattledon told you. She fainted away when it was brought home to her, and fell on my shoulder.

I believe they hardly knew whether to give me credit or not. Of course it did sound strange that I, young Johnny Ludlow, should have been entrusted by Miss Deveen with a secret she would not disclose even to her many years companion and friend, Jemima Cattledon.

Who was it, then, Johnny? began Mr. Tamlyn.

I should not like to tell, sir. I do not think it would be right to tell. For the young ladys own sake, Miss Deveen hushed the matter up, hoping it would be a warning to her in future. And I dare say it has been.

Young, was she?

Yes. She has married since then. I could not, in honour, tell you her name.

Well, I suppose we must believe you, Johnny, said Dr. Knox, making the admission unwillingly. Lettice Lane did get fingering the jewels, it appears; you admit that.

But she did not take them. It was  another. And, cautiously choosing my words, so as not to say anything that could direct suspicion to Sophie Chalk  whose name most likely they had never heard in their lives  I gave them an outline of the way in which Miss Deveen had traced the matter out. The blaze lighted up Mr. Tamlyns grey face as I told it.

You perceive that it could not have been Lettice Lane, Dr. Knox, I said, in conclusion. I am sorry Miss Cattledon should have spoken against her.

Yes, I perceive Lettice could not have been guilty of stealing the jewels, answered Dr. Knox. Nevertheless, a somewhat unfavourable impression of the girl has been made upon me, and I shall look a little after her. Why does she want to emigrate to Australia?

Only because two of her brothers are there. I dare say it is all idle talk  that she will never go.

They said no more to me. I took up my book and quitted the room, leaving them to talk it out between themselves.

II.

Mr. Tamlyn might be clever in medicine; he certainly was not in diplomacy. Dr. Knox had particularly impressed upon him the desirability of keeping their suspicion a secret for the present, even from Madame St. Vincent; yet the first use old Tamlyn made of his liberty was to disclose it to her.

Tossed about in the conflict of doubts and suspicions that kept arising in his mind, Mr. Tamlyn, from the night I have just told you of, was more uneasy than a fish out of water, his opinion constantly vacillating. You must be mistaken, Arnold; I feel sure theres nothing wrong going on, he would say to his junior partner one minute; and, the next minute, decide that it was going on, and that its perpetrator must be Lettice Lane.

The uneasiness took him abroad earlier than he would otherwise have gone. A slight access of fever attacked him the day after the subject had been broached  which fever he had no doubt worried himself into. In the ordinary course of things he would have stayed at home for a week after that: but he now went out on the third day.

I will walk, he decided, looking up at the sunshine. It will do me good. What lovely weather we are having.

Betaking himself through the streets to the London Road, he reached Jenkins House. The door stood open; and the doctor, almost as much at home in the house as Lady Jenkins herself, walked in without knocking.

The dining-room, where they mostly sat in the morning, was empty; the drawing-room was empty; and Mr. Tamlyn went on to a third room, that opened to the garden at the back with glass-doors.

Any one here? or is the house gone a-maying? cried the surgeon as he entered and came suddenly upon a group of three people, all upon their knees before a pile of old music  Madame St. Vincent, Mina Knox, and Captain Collinson. Two of them got up, laughing. Mina remained where she was.

We are searching for a manuscript song that is missing, explained madame, as she gave her hand to the doctor. Mina feels sure she left it here; but I do not remember to have seen it.

It was not mine, added Mina, looking round at the doctor in her pretty, gentle way. Caroline Parker lent it to me, and she has sent for it twice.

I hope youll find it, my dear.

I must have left it here, continued Mina, as she rapidly turned over the sheets. I was singing it yesterday afternoon, you remember, she added, glancing up at the captain. It was while you were upstairs with Lady Jenkins, Madame St. Vincent.

She came to the end of the pile of music, but could not find the song. Putting it all on a side-table, Mina said a general good-bye, escaped by the glass-doors, and ran home by the little gate that divided the two gardens.

Captain Collinson left next. Perhaps he and Mina had both a sense of being de trop when the doctor was there. Waiting to exchange a few words with Mr. Tamlyn, and bidding Madame St. Vincent an adieu that had more of formality in it than friendship, the captain bowed himself out, taking his tasselled cane with him, madame ringing for one of the men-servants to attend him to the hall-door. Tasselled canes were the fashion then.

They do not make a practice of meeting here, do they? began old Tamlyn, when the captain was beyond hearing.

Who? What? asked Madame St. Vincent.

The captain and little Mina Knox.

For a minute or two it appeared that madame could not catch his meaning. She looked at him in perplexity.

I fail to understand you, dear Mr. Tamlyn.

The captain is a very attractive man, no doubt; a good match, I dare say, and all that: but still we should not like poor little Mina to be whirled off to India by him. I asked if they often met here.

Whirled off to India? repeated madame, in astonishment. Little Mina? By him? In what capacity?

As his wife.

But  dear me!  what can have put such an idea into your head, my good sir? Mina is a mere child.

Old enough to take up foolish notions, quoth the doctor, quaintly; especially if they are put into it by a be-whiskered grenadier, such as he. I hope he is not doing it! I hope you do not give them opportunities of meeting here!

Madame seemed quite taken aback at the implication. Her voice had a sound of tears in it.

Do you suppose I could be capable of such a thing, sir? I did think you had a better opinion of me. Such a child as Mina! We were both on our knees, looking for the song, when Captain Collinson came in; and he must needs go down on his great stupid knees too. He but called to inquire after Lady Jenkins.

Very thoughtful of him, of course. He is often up here, I fancy; at the next house, if not at this.

Certainly not often at this. He calls on Lady Jenkins occasionally, and she likes it. I dont encourage him. He may be a brave soldier, and a man of wealth and family, and everything else thats desirable; but he is no especial favourite of mine.

Well, Sam Jenkins has an idea that he would like to get making love to Mina. Sam was laughing about it in the surgery last night with Johnny Ludlow, and I happened to overhear him. Sam thinks they meet here, as well as next door: and you heard Mina say just now that she was singing to him here yesterday afternoon. Stay, my dear lady, dont be put out. I am sure you have thought it no harm, have been innocent of all suspicion of it. Mistaken, you tell me? Well, it may be I am. Mina is but a child, as you observe, and  and perhaps Sam was only jesting. How is our patient to-day?

Pretty well. Just a little drowsy.

In bed, or up?

Oh, up.

Will you tell her I am here?

Madame St. Vincent, her plumage somewhat ruffled, betook herself to the floor above, Mr. Tamlyn following. Lady Jenkins, in a loose gown of blue quilted silk and a cap with yellow roses in it, sat at the window, nodding.

Well, said he, sitting down by her and taking her hand, and how do you feel to-day?

She opened her eyes and smiled at him. Better, she thought: oh yes, certainly better.

You are sleepy.

Rather so. Getting up tired me.

Are you not going for a drive to-day? It would do you good.

I dont know. Ask Patty. Patty, are we going out to-day?

The utter helplessness of mind and body which appeared to be upon her as she thus appealed to another, Mr. Tamlyn had rarely seen equalled. Even while listening to Madame St. Vincents answer  that they would go if she felt strong enough  her heavy eyelids closed again. In a minute or two she was in a sound sleep. Tamlyn threw caution and Dr. Knoxs injunction to the winds, and spoke on the moments impulse to Madame St. Vincent.

You see, he observed, pointing to the sleeping face.

She is only dozing off again.

Only! My dear, good lady, this perpetual, stupid, lethargic sleepiness is not natural. You are young, perhaps inexperienced, or you would know it to be not so.

I scarcely think it altogether unnatural, softly dissented madame, with deprecation. She has really been very poorly.

But not sufficiently so to induce this helplessness. It has been upon her for months, and is gaining ground.

She is seventy years of age, remember.

I know that. But people far older than that are not as she is without some cause: either of natural illness, or  or  something else. Step here a minute, my dear.

Old Tamlyn walked rapidly to the other window, and stood there talking in low tones, his eyes fixed on Madame St. Vincent, his hand, in his eagerness, touching her shoulder.

Knox thinks, and has imparted his opinion to me  ay, and his doubts also  that something is being given to her.

That something is being given to her! echoed Madame St. Vincent, her face flushing with surprise. Given to her in what way?

Or else that she is herself taking it. But I, who have known her longer than Knox has, feel certain that she is not one to do anything of the sort. Besides, you would have found it out long ago.

I protest I do not understand you, spoke madame, earnestly. What is it that she could take? She has taken the medicine that comes from your surgery. She has taken nothing else.

Knox thinks she is being drugged.

Drugged! Lady Jenkins drugged? How, drugged? What with? What for? Who would drug her?

There it is; who would do it? said the old doctor, interrupting the torrent of words poured forth in surprise. I confess I think the symptoms point to it. But I dont see how it could be accomplished and you not detect it, considering that you are so much with her.

Why, I hardly ever leave her, day or night, cried madame. My bedroom, as you know, is next to hers, and I sleep with the intervening door open. There is no more chance, sir, that she could be drugged than that I could be.

When Knox first spoke of it to me I was pretty nearly startled out of my senses, went on Tamlyn. For I caught up a worse notion than he meant to convey  that she was being systematically poisoned.

A dark, vivid, resentful crimson dyed madames face. The suggestion seemed to be a reproof on her vigilance.

Poisoned! she repeated in angry indignation. How dare Dr. Knox suggest such a thing?

My dear, he did not suggest it against you. He and I both look upon you as her best safeguard. It is your being with her, that gives us some sort of security: and it is your watchfulness we shall have to look to for detection.

Poisoned! reiterated madame, unable to get over the ugly word. I think Dr. Knox ought to be made to answer for so wicked a suspicion.

Knox did not mean to go so far as that: it was my misapprehension. But he feels perfectly convinced that she is being tampered with. In short, drugged.

It is not possible, reasoned madame. It could not be done without my knowledge. Indeed, sir, you may dismiss all idea of the kind from your mind; you and Dr. Knox also. I assure you that such a thing would be simply impracticable.

Mr. Tamlyn shook his head. Any one who sets to work to commit a crime by degrees, usually possesses a large share of innate cunning  more than enough to deceive lookers-on, he remarked. I can understand how thoroughly repulsive this idea is to you, my good lady; that your mind shrinks from admitting it; but I wish you would, just for arguments sake, allow its possibility.

But madame was harder than adamant. Old Tamlyn saw what it was  that she took this accusation, and would take it, as a reflection on her care.

Who is there, amidst us all, that would attempt to injure Lady Jenkins? she asked. The household consists only of myself and the servants. They would not seek to harm their mistress.

Not so sure; not so sure. It is amidst those servants that we must look for the culprit. Dr. Knox thinks so, and so do I.

Madames face of astonishment was too genuine to be doubted. She feebly lifted her hands in disbelief. To suspect the servants seemed, to her, as ridiculous as the suspicion itself.

Her maid, Lettice, and the housemaid, Sarah, are the only two servants who approach her when she is ill, sir: Sarah but very little. Both of them are kind-hearted young women.

Mr. Tamlyn coughed. Whether he would have gone on to impart his doubt of Lettice cannot be known. During the slight silence Lettice herself entered the room with her mistresss medicine. A quick, dark-eyed young woman, in a light print gown.

The stir aroused Lady Jenkins. Madame St. Vincent measured out the physic, and was handing it to the patient, when Mr. Tamlyn seized the wine-glass.

Its all right, he observed, after smelling and tasting, speaking apparently to himself: and Lady Jenkins took it.

That is the young woman you must especially watch, whispered Mr. Tamlyn, as Lettice retired with her waiter.

What! Lettice? exclaimed madame, opening her eyes.

Yes; I should advise you to do so. She is the only one who is much about her mistress, he added, as if he would account for the advice. Watch her.

Leaving madame at the window to digest the mandate and to get over her astonishment, he sat down by Lady Jenkins again, and began talking of this and that: the fineness of the weather, the gossip passing in the town.

What do you take? he asked abruptly.

Take? she repeated. What is it that I take, Patty? appealing to her companion.

Nay, but I want you to tell me yourself, hastily interposed the doctor. Dont trouble madame.

But I dont know that I can recollect.

Oh yes, you can. The effort to do so will do you good  wake you out of this stupid sleepiness. Take yesterday: what did you have for breakfast?

Yesterday? Well, I think they brought me a poached egg.

And a very good thing, too. What did you drink with it?

Tea. I always take tea.

Who makes it?

I do, said madame, turning her head to Mr. Tamlyn with a meaning smile. I take my own tea from the same tea-pot.

Good. What did you take after that, Lady Jenkins?

I dare say I had some beef-tea at eleven. Did I, Patty? I generally do have it.

Yes, dear Lady Jenkins; and delicious beef-tea it is, and it does you good. I should like Mr. Tamlyn to take a cup of it.

I dont mind if I do.

Perhaps the answer was unexpected: but Madame St. Vincent rang the bell and ordered up a cup of the beef-tea. The beef-tea proved to be all right, as he had observed of the medicine. Meanwhile he had continued his questions to his patient.

She had eaten some chicken for dinner, and a little sweetbread for supper. There had been interludes of refreshment: an egg beaten up with milk, a cup of tea and bread-and-butter, and so on.

You dont starve her, laughed Mr. Tamlyn.

No, indeed, warmly replied madame. I do what I can to nourish her.

What do you take to drink? continued the doctor.

Nothing to speak of, interposed madame. A drop of cold brandy-and-water with her dinner.

Patty thinks it is better for me than wine, put in Lady Jenkins.

I dont know but it is. You dont take too much of it?

Lady Jenkins paused. Patty knows. Do I take too much, Patty?

Patty was smiling, amused at the very idea. I measure one table-spoonful of brandy into a tumbler and put three or four table-spoonfuls of water to it. If you think that is too much brandy, Mr. Tamlyn, I will put less.

Oh, nonsense, said old Tamlyn. Its hardly enough.

She has the same with her supper, concluded madame.

Well, old Tamlyn could make nothing of his suspicions. And he came home from Jenkins House and told Knox he thought they must be both mistaken.

Why did you speak of it to madame? asked Dr. Knox. We agreed to be silent for a short time.

I dont see why she should not be told, Arnold. She is straightforward as the day  and Lettice Lane seems so, too. I tasted the beef-tea they gave her  took a cup of it, in fact  and I tasted the physic. Madame says it is impossible that anything in the shape of drugs is being given to her; and upon my word I think so too.

All the same, I wish you had not spoken.

And a little time went on.

III.

The soirée to-night was at Rose Villa; and Mrs. Knox, attired in a striped gauze dress and the jangling ornaments she favoured, stood to receive her guests. Beads on her thin brown neck, beads on her sharp brown wrists, beads in her ears, and beads dropping from her waist. She looked all beads. They were drab beads to-night, each resting in a little cup of gold. Janet and Miss Cattledon went up in the brougham, the latter more stiffly ungracious than usual, for she still resented Mrs. Knoxs former behaviour to Janet. I walked.

Where can the people from next door be? wondered Mrs. Knox, as the time went on and Lady Jenkins did not appear.

For Lady Jenkins went abroad again. In a day or two after Mr. Tamlyns interview with her, Lefford had the pleasure of seeing her red-wheeled carriage whirling about the streets, herself and her companion within it. Old Tamlyn said she was getting strong. Dr. Knox said nothing; but he kept his eyes open.

I hope she is not taken ill again? I hope she is not too drowsy to come! reiterated Mrs. Knox. Sometimes madame cant rouse her up from these sleepy fits, do what she will.

Lady Jenkins was the great card of the soirée, and Mrs. Knox grew cross. Captain Collinson had not come either. She drew me aside.

Johnny Ludlow, I wish you would step into the next door and see whether anything has happened. Do you mind it? So strange that Madame St. Vincent does not send or come.

I did not mind it at all. I rather liked the expedition, and passed out of the noisy and crowded room to the lovely, warm night-air. The sky was clear; the moon radiant.

I was no longer on ceremony at Jenkins House, having been up to it pretty often with Dan or Sam, and on my own score. Lady Jenkins had been pleased to take a fancy to me, had graciously invited me to some drives in her red-wheeled carriage, she dozing at my side pretty nearly all the time. I could not help being struck with the utter abnegation of will she displayed. It was next door to imbecility.

Patty, Johnny Ludlow would like to go that way, I think, to-day may we? she would say. Must we turn back already, Patty?  it has been such a short drive. Thus she deferred to Madame St. Vincent in all things, small and great: if she had a will or choice of her own, it seemed that she never thought of exercising it. Day after day she would say the drives were short: and very short indeed they were made, upon some plea or other, when I made a third in the carriage. I am so afraid of fatigue for her, madame whispered to me one day, when she seemed especially anxious.

But you take a much longer drive, when she and you are alone, I answered, that fact having struck me. What difference does my being in the carriage make?  are you afraid of fatigue for the horses as well? At which suggestion madame burst out laughing.

When I am alone with her I take care not to talk, she explained; but when three of us are here theres sure to be talking going on, and it cannot fail to weary her.

Of course that was madames opinion: but my impression was that, let us talk as much as we would, in a high key or a low one, that poor nodding woman neither heard nor heeded it.

Dont you think you are fidgety about it, madame?

Well, perhaps I am, she answered. I assure you, Lady Jenkins is an anxious charge to me.

Therefore, being quite at home now at Jenkins House (to return to the evening and the soirée I was telling of), I ran in the nearest way to do Mrs. Knoxs behest. That was through the two back gardens, by the intervening little gate. I knocked at the glass-doors of what was called the garden-room, in which shone a light behind the curtains, and went straight in. Sitting near each other, conversing with an eager look on their faces, and both got up for Mrs. Knoxs soirée, were Captain Collinson and Madame St. Vincent.

Mr. Ludlow! she exclaimed. How you startled me!

I beg your pardon for entering so abruptly. Mrs. Knox asked me to run in and see whether anything was the matter, and I came the shortest way. She has been expecting you for some time.

Nothing is the matter, shortly replied madame, who seemed more put out than the occasion called for: she thought me rude, I suppose. Lady Jenkins is not ready; that is all. She may be half-an-hour yet.

Half-an-hour! I wont wait longer, then, said Captain Collinson, catching up his crush hat. I do trust she has not taken another chill. Au revoir, madame.

With a nod to me, he made his exit by the way I had entered. The same peculiarity struck me now that I had observed before: whenever I went into a place, be it Jenkins House or Rose Villa, the gallant captain immediately quitted it.

Do I frighten Captain Collinson away? I said to madame on the spur of the moment.

You frighten him! Why should you?

I dont know why. If he happens to be here when I come in, he gets up and goes away. Did you never notice it? It is the same at Mrs. Knoxs. It was the same once at Mrs. Hampshires.

Madame laughed. Perhaps he is shy, said she, jestingly.

A man who has travelled to India and back must have rubbed his shyness off, one would think. I wish I knew where I had met him before!  if I have met him. Every now and again his face seems to strike on a chord of my memory.

It is a handsome face, remarked madame.

Pretty well. As much as can be seen of it. He has hair enough for a Russian bear or a wild Indian.

Have wild Indians a superabundance of hair? asked she gravely.

I laughed. Seriously speaking, though, Madame St. Vincent, I think I must have met him somewhere.

Seriously speaking, I dont think that can be, she answered; and her jesting tone had become serious. I believe he has passed nearly all his life in India.

Just as you have passed yours in the South of France. And yet there is something in your face also familiar to me.

I should say you must be just a little fanciful on the subject of likenesses. Some people are.

I do not think so. If I am I did not know it. I  

The inner door opened and Lady Jenkins appeared, becloaked and beshawled, with a great green hood over her head, and leaning on Lettice Lane. Madame got up and threw a mantle on her own shoulders.

Dear Lady Jenkins, I was just coming to see for you. Captain Collinson called in to give you his arm, but he did not wait. And heres Mr. Johnny Ludlow, sent in by Mrs. Knox to ask whether we are all dead.

Ay, said Lady Jenkins, nodding to me as she sat down on the sofa: but I should like a cup of tea before we start.

A cup of tea?

Ay; Im thirsty. Let me have it, Patty.

She spoke the last words in an imploring tone, as if Patty were her mistress. Madame threw off her mantle again, untied the green hood of her lady, and sent Lettice to make some tea.

You had better go back and tell Mrs. Knox we are coming, though Im sure I dont know when it will be, she said aside to me.

I did as I was told; and had passed through the garden-gate, when my eye fell upon Master Richard Knox. He was standing on the grass in the moonlight, near the clump of laurels, silently contorting his small form into cranks and angles, after the gleeful manner of Punch in the show when he has been giving his wife a beating. Knowing that agreeable youth could not keep himself out of mischief if he tried, I made up to him.

Hush  sh  sh! breathed he, silencing the question on my lips.

Whats the sport, Dicky?

Shes with him there, beyond the laurels; they are walking round, he whispered. Oh my! such fun! I have been peeping at em. He has his arm round her waist.

Sure enough, at that moment they came into view  Mina and Captain Collinson. Dicky drew back into the shade, as did I. And I, to my very great astonishment, trod upon somebody elses feet, who made, so to say, one of the laurels.

Its only I, breathed Sam Jenkins. Im on the watch as well as Dicky. It looks like a case of two loviers, does it not?

The loviers were parting. Captain Collinson held her hand between both his to give her his final whisper. Then Mina tripped lightly over the grass and stole in at the glass-doors of the garden-room, while the captain stalked round to the front-entrance and boldly rang, making believe he had only then arrived.

Oh my, my! repeated the enraptured Dicky, wont I have the pull of her now! Shed better tell tales of me again!

Is it a case, think you? asked Sam of me, as we slowly followed in the wake of Mina.

It looks like it, I answered.

Janet was singing one of her charming songs, as we stole in at the glass-doors: Blow, blow, thou wintry wind: just as she used to sing it in that house in the years gone by. Her voice had not lost its sweetness. Mina stood near the piano now, a thoughtful look upon her flushed face.

Where did you and Dicky go just now, Sam?

Sam turned short round at the query. Charlotte Knox, as she put it, carried suspicion in her low tone.

Where did I and Dicky go? repeated Sam, rather taken aback. I  I only stepped out for a stroll in the moonlight. I dont know anything about Dicky.

I saw Dicky run out to the garden first, and you went next, persisted Charlotte, who was just as keen as steel. Dick, what was there to see? I will give you two helpings of trifle at supper if you tell me.

For two helpings of trifle Dick would have sold his birthright. Such fun! he cried, beginning to jump. She was out there with the captain, Lotty: he came to the window here and beckoned to her: I saw him. I dodged them round and round the laurels, and I am pretty nearly sure he kissed her.

Who was?  who did? But the indignant glow on Lottys face proved that she scarcely needed to put the question.

That nasty Mina. She took and told that it was me who eat up the big bowl of raspberry cream in the larder to-day; and mother went and believed her!

Charlotte Knox, her brow knit, her head held erect, walked away after giving us all a searching look apiece. I, like Dicky, saw Collinson call her out, and I thought I might as well see what he wanted to be after, Sam whispered to me. I did not see Dicky at all, though, until he came into the laurels with you.

He is talking to her now, I said, directing Sams attention to the captain.

I wonder whether I ought to tell Dr. Knox? resumed Sam. What do you think, Johnny Ludlow? She is so young, and somehow I dont trust him. Dan doesnt, either.

Dan told me he did not.

Dan fancies he is after her money. It would be a temptation to some people,  seven thousand pounds. Yet he seems to have plenty of his own.

If he did marry her he could not touch the money for three or four years to come.

Oh, couldnt he, though, answered Sam, taking me up. He could touch it next day.

I thought she did not come into it till she was of age, and that Dr. Knox was trustee.

Thats only in case she does not marry. If she marries it goes to her at once. Here comes Aunt Jenkins!

The old lady, as spruce as you please, in a satin gown, was shaking hands with Mrs. Knox. But she looked half silly: and, may I never be believed again, if she did not begin to nod directly she sat down.

Do you hail from India? as the Americans phrase it, I suddenly ask of Captain Collinson, when chance pinned us together in a corner of the supper-room, and he could not extricate himself.

Hail from India! he repeated. Was I born there, I conclude you mean?

Yes.

Not exactly. I went there, a child, with my father and mother. And, except for a few years during my teens, when I was home for education, I have been in India ever since. Why do you ask?

For no particular reason. I was telling Madame St. Vincent this evening that it seemed to me I had seen you before; but I suppose it could not be. Shall you be going back soon?

I am not sure. Possibly in the autumn, when my leave will expire: not till next year if I can get my leave extended. I shall soon be quitting Lefford.

Shall you?

Must do it. I have to make my bow at a levée; and I must be in town for other things as well. I should like to enjoy a little of the season there: it may be years before the opportunity falls to my lot again. Then I have some money to invest: I think of buying an estate. Oh, I have all sorts of business to attend to, once I am in London.

Wheres the use of buying an estate if you are to live in India?

I dont intend to live in India always, he answered, with a laugh. I shall quit the service as soon as ever I can, and settle down comfortably in the old country. A home of my own will be of use to me then.

Now it was that very laugh of Captain Collinsons that seemed more familiar to me than all the rest of him. That I had heard it before, ay, and heard it often, I felt sure. At least, I should have felt sure but for its seeming impossibility.

You are from Gloucestershire, I think I have heard, he observed to me.

No; from Worcestershire.

Worcestershire? Thats a nice county, I believe. Are not the Malvern Hills situated in it?

Yes. They are eight miles from Worcester.

I should like to see them. I must see them before I go back. And Worcester is famous for  what is it?  china?  yes, china. And for its cathedral, I believe. I shall get a day or two there if I can. I can do Malvern at the same time.

Captain Collinson, would you mind giving Lady Jenkins your arm? cried Mrs. Knox at this juncture. She is going home.

There is no necessity for Captain Collinson to disturb himself: I can take good care of Lady Jenkins, hastily spoke Madame St. Vincent, in a tart tone, which the room could not mistake. Evidently she did not favour Captain Collinson.

But the captain had already pushed himself through the throng of people and taken the old lady in tow. The next minute I found myself close to Charlotte Knox, who was standing at the supper-table, with a plate of cold salmon before her.

Are you a wild bear, Johnny Ludlow? she asked me privately, under cover of the surrounding clatter.

Not that I know of. Why?

Madame St. Vincent takes you for one.

I laughed. Has she told you so?

She has not told me: I guess it is some secret, returned Charlotte, beginning upon the sandwiches. I learnt it in a curious way.

A vein of seriousness ran through her half-mocking tone; seriousness lay in her keen and candid eyes, lifted to mine.

Yes, it was rather curious, the way it came to me: and perhaps on my part not altogether honourable. Early this morning, Johnny, before ten oclock had struck, mamma made me go in and ask how Lady Jenkins was, and whether she would be able to come to-night. I ran in the nearest way, by the glass-doors, boisterously of course  mamma is always going on at me for that  and the breeze the doors made as I threw them open blew a piece of paper off the table. I stooped to pick it up, and saw it was a letter just begun in madames handwriting.

Well?

Well, my eyes fell on the few words written; but I declare that I read them heedlessly, not with any dishonourable intention; such a thought never entered my mind. Dear Sissy, the letter began, You must not come yet, for Johnny Ludlow is here, of all people in the world; it would not do for you and him to meet. That was all.

I suppose madame had been called away, continued Charlotte, after a pause. I put the paper on the table, and was going on into the passage, when I found the room-door locked: so I just came out again, ran round to the front-door and went in that way. Now if you are not a bear, Johnny, why should you frighten people?

I did not answer. She had set me thinking.

Madame St. Vincent had invited a sister from France to come and stay with her: she does just as she likes here, you know. It must be she who is not allowed to meet you. What is the mystery?

Who is talking about mystery? exclaimed Caroline Parker; who, standing near, must have caught the word. What is the mystery, Lotty?

And Lotty, giving her some evasive reply, put down her fork and turned away.




LADY JENKINS. MADAME.

I.

If Aunt Jenkins were the shrewd woman she used to be, Id lay the whole case before her, and have it out; but she is not, contended Dan Jenkins, tilting the tongs in his hand, as we sat round the dying embers of the surgery fire.

His brother Sam and I had walked home together from Mrs. Knoxs soirée, and we overtook Dan in the town. Another soirée had been held in Lefford that night, which Dan had promised himself to before knowing Mrs. Knox would have one. We all three turned into the surgery. Dr. Knox was out with a patient, and Sam had to wait up for him. Sam had been telling his brother what we witnessed up at Rose Villa  the promenade round the laurels that Captain Collinson and Mina had stolen in the moonlight. As for me, though I heard what Sam said, and put in a confirming word here and there, I was thinking my own thoughts. In a small way, nothing had ever puzzled me much more than the letter Charlotte Knox had seen. Who was Madame St. Vincent? and who was her sister, that I, Johnny Ludlow, might not meet her?

You see, continued Dan, one reason why I cant help suspecting the fellow, is this  he does not address Mina openly. If he were honest and above board, he would go in for her before all the world. He wouldnt do it in secret.

What do you suspect him of? cried Sam.

I dont know. I do suspect him  that he is somehow not on the square. Its not altogether about Mina; but I have no confidence in the man.

Sam laughed. Of course you have not, Dan. You want to keep Mina for yourself.

Dan pitched his soft hat at Sams head, and let fall the tongs with a clatter.

Collinson seems to be all right, I put in. He is going up to London to a levée, and he is going to buy an estate. At least, he told me so to-night in the supper-room.

Oh, in one sense of the word the fellow is all right, acknowledged Dan. He is what he pretends to be; he is in the army list; and, for all I know to the contrary, he may have enough gold to float an argosy of ships. What I ask is, why he should go sneaking after Mina when he does not care for her.

That may be just a fallacy of ours, Dan, said his brother.

No, its not. Collinson is in love with Madame St. Vincent; not with Mina.

Then why does he spoon after Mina?

Thats just it  why?

Any way, I dont think madame is in love with him, Dan. It was proposed that he should take aunt home to-night, and madame was as tart as you please over it, letting all the room know that she did not want him.

Put it down so, agreed Dan, stooping to pick up the tongs. Say that he is not fond of madame, but of Mina, and would like to make her his wife: why does he not go about it in a proper manner; court her openly, speak to her mother; instead of pursuing her covertly like a sneak?

It may be his way of courting.

May it! It is anything but a right way. He is for ever seeking to meet her on the sly. I know it. He got her out in the garden to-night to a meeting, you say: you and Johnny Ludlow saw it.

Dicky saw it too, and Charlotte got the truth out of him. There may be something in what you say, Dan.

Theres a great deal in what I say, contended Dan, his honest face full of earnestness. Look here. Heres an officer and a gentleman; a rich man, as we are given to believe, and weve no reason to doubt it. He seems to spend enough  Carter saw him lose five pounds last night, betting at billiards. If he is in love with a young lady, theres nothing to hinder a man like that from going in for her openly  

Except her age, struck in Sam. He may think theyll refuse Mina to him on that score.

Stuff! I wish you wouldnt interrupt me, Sam. Every day will help to remedy that  and he might undertake to wait a year or two. But I feel sure and certain he does not really care for Mina; I feel sure that, if he is seeking in this underhand way to get her to promise to marry him, he has some ulterior motive in view. My own belief is he would like to kidnap her.

Sam laughed. You mean, kidnap her money?

Well, I dont see what else it can be. The fellow may have outrun the constable, and need some ready money to put him straight. Rely upon this much, Sam  that his habits are as fast as they can well be. I have been learning a little about him lately.

Sam made no answer. He began to look grave.

Not at all the sort of man who ought to marry Mina, or any other tender young girl. Hed break her heart in a twelvemonth.

Sam spoke up. I said to Johnny Ludlow, just now, that it might be better to tell Dr. Knox. Perhaps  

What about? interrupted the doctor himself, pouncing in upon us, and catching the words as he opened the door. What have you to tell Dr. Knox about, Sam? And why are all you young men sitting up here? Youd be better in bed.

The last straw, you know, breaks the camels back. Whether Sam would really have disclosed the matter to Dr. Knox, I cant say; the doctors presence and the doctors question decided it.

Sam spoke in a low tone, standing behind the drug-counter with the doctor, who had gone round to look at some entry in what they called the day-book, and had lighted a gas-burner to do it by. Dr. Knox made no remark of any kind while he listened, his eyes fixed on the book: one might have thought he did not hear, but his lips were compressed.

If she were not so young, sir  a child, as may be said  I should not have presumed to speak, concluded Sam. I dont know whether I have done wrong or right.

Right, emphatically pronounced the doctor.

But the word had hardly left his lips when there occurred a startling interruption. The outer door of the surgery, the one he had come in by, was violently drummed at, and then thrown open. Charlotte Knox, Miss Mack the governess, and Sally the maid  the same Sally who had been at Rose Villa when the trouble occurred about Janet Carey, and the same Miss Mack who had replaced Janet  came flocking in.

Dickys lost, Arnold, exclaimed Charlotte.

Dicky lost! repeated Dr. Knox. How can he be lost at this time of night?

He is lost. And we had nearly gone to bed without finding it out. The people had all left, and the doors were locked, when some one  Gerty, I think  began to complain of Dicky  

It was I who spoke, interposed the governess; and though she was fat enough for two people she had the meekest little voice in the world, and allowed herself to be made a perfect tool of at Rose Villa. Dicky did behave very ill at supper, eating rudely of everything, and  

Yes, yes, broke in Charlotte, I remember now, Macky. You said Dicky ought to be restrained, and you wondered he was not ill; and then mamma called out, But where is Dicky? Gone to bed to sleep off his supper, we all told her: and she sent Sally up to see that he had put his candle out.

And of course, interrupted Sally, thinking it was her turn to begin, when I found the room empty, and saw by the moonlight that Master Dicky had not come to bed at all, I ran down to say so. And his mamma got angry, accusing us servants of having carelessly locked him out-of-doors. And he cant be found, sir  as Miss Lotty says.

No, he cannot be found anywhere, added Lotty. We have searched the house and the gardens, and been in to inquire at Lady Jenkinss; and he is gone. And mamma is frantic, and said we were to come to you, Arnold.

Master Dickys playing truant: he has gone off with some of the guests, observed Dr. Knox.

Well, mamma is putting herself into a frightful fever over him, Arnold. That old well in the field at the back was opened the day before yesterday; she says Dicky may have strayed there and fallen in.

Dickys after more mischief than that, said the doctor, sagely. A well in a solitary field would have no charms for Dicky. I tell you, Lotty, he must have marched home with some one or other. Had you any lads up there to-night?

No, not any. You know mamma never will have them. Lads, and Dicky, would be too much.

If Master Dicky have really gone off, as the doctor thinks, Id lay my next quarters wages that its with Captain Collinson, cried Sally. He is always wanting to be after the captain.

Lotty lifted her face, a gleam of intelligence flashing across it. Perhaps thats it, she said; I should not wonder if it is. He has strayed off after, or with, Captain Collinson. What is to be done, Arnold?

Not strayed with him, I should think, observed the doctor. Captain Collinson, if he possesses any sense or consideration, would order Dicky back at once.

Wont you come with us to the captains lodgings, Arnold, and see? cried Charlotte. It would not do, would it, for us to go there alone at this time of night? The captain may be in bed.

Arnold Knox looked at his sister; looked at the three of them, as if he thought they were enough without him. He was nearly done up with his long days work.

I suppose I had better go with you, Lotty, he said. Though I dont think Captain Collinson would kidnap any one of you if you went alone.

Oh dear, no; it is Mina he wants to kidnap, not us, answered Lotty, freely. And Arnold glanced at her keenly as he heard the words.

Did you ever know a fellow in the hey-dey of his health and restlessness who was not ready for any night expedition  especially if it were to search after something lost? Dr. Knox took up his hat to accompany the visitors, and we three took up ours.

We proceeded in a body through the moonlit streets to Collinsons lodgings; the few stragglers we met no doubt taking us all for benighted wayfarers, trudging home from some one or other of the noted Lefford soirées. Collinson had the rooms at the hairdressers  good rooms, famed as the best lodgings in the town. The gas was alight in his sitting-room over the shop; a pretty fair proof that the captain was yet up.

Stay, Lotty, said Dr. Knox, arresting her impatient hand, that was lifted to pull the bell. No need to arouse the house: I dare say Pink and his family are in bed. I will go up to Collinson.

It was easy to say so, but difficult to do it. Dr. Knox turned the handle of the door to enter, and found it fastened. He had to ring, after all.

Nobody answered it. Another ring and another shared the same fate. Dr. Knox then searched for some small loose stones, and flung them up at the window. It brought forth no more than the bell had.

Dicky cant be there, or that gravel would have brought him to the window, decided Lotty. I should say Captain Collinson is not there, either.

He may be in his room at the back, observed Dr. Knox. And he rang again.

Presently, after a spell of at least ten minutes waiting, and no end of ringing, an upper window was opened and a head appeared  that of the hairdresser.

Whatevers the matter? called out he, seeing us all below. Its not fire, is it?

I am sorry to disturb you, Pink, called back Dr. Knox. It is Captain Collinson I want. Is he in, do you know?

Yes, sir; he came in about twenty minutes ago, and somebody with him, for I heard him talking, answered Pink. He must be in his sitting-room, if he is not gone to bed.

There is a light in the room, but I dont think he can be in. I have thrown up some gravel, and he does not answer.

Ill come down and see, sir.

Pink, the most obliging little man in the world, descended to the captains room and thence to us at the door. Captain Collinson was not in. He had gone out again, and left his gas alight.

You say some one came in with him, Pink. Was it a young lad?

I cant tell, sir. I heard the captains latch-key, and I heard him come on upstairs, talking to somebody; but I was just dropping off to sleep, so did not take much notice.

That the somebody was young Dick, and that Captain Collinson had gone out to march Dick home again, seemed only probable. There was nothing for it but to go on to Rose Villa and ascertain; and we started for it, after a short consultation.

I shall not have the remotest idea where to look for Dick if he is not there, remarked Dr. Knox.

And in that case, I do believe mamma will have a fit, added Charlotte. A real fit, I mean, Arnold. I wish something could be done with Dicky! The house is always in a commotion.

Captain Collinson was at Rose Villa, whether Dicky was or not. At the garden-gate, talking to Mina in the moonlight, stood he, apparently saying good-night to her.

Dicky? oh dear, yes; I have just brought Dicky back, laughed the captain, before Dr. Knox had well spoken his young half-brothers name, while Mina ran indoors like a frightened hare. Upon getting home to my rooms just now I found some small mortal stealing in after me, and it proved to be Dicky. He followed me home to get a top I had promised him, and which I forgot to bring up here when I came to-night.

I hope you did not give it him, said Dr. Knox.

Yes, I did. I should never have got him back without, added the captain. Good-night.

He laughed again as he went away. Dickys vagaries seemed to be rare fun for him.

Dicky was spinning the top on the kitchen table when we went in  for thats where they had all gathered: Mrs. Knox, Gerty, Kate, and the cook. A big humming-top, nearly as large and as noisy as Dick. Dr. Knox caught up the top and caught Dicky by the hand, and took both into the parlour.

Now then, sir! he sternly asked. What did you mean by this nights escapade?

Oh, Arnold, dont scold him, implored Mrs. Knox, following them in with her hands held up. It was naughty of him, of course, and it gave me a dreadful fright; but it was perhaps excusable, and he is safe at home again. The captain was to bring the top, and did not, and poor Dicky ran after him to get it.

You be quiet, Arnold; I am not to be scolded, put in cunning Dicky. You just give me my top.

As to scolding you, I dont know that it would be of any further use: the time seems to have gone by for it, and I must take other measures, spoke Dr. Knox. Come up to bed now, sir. I shall see you in it before I leave.

But I want my top.

Which you will not have, said the doctor: and he marched off Dicky.

How cross you are with him, Arnold! spoke his step-mother when the doctor came down again, leaving Dicky howling on his pillow for the top.

It needs some one to be cross with him, observed Dr. Knox.

He is only a little boy, remember.

He is big enough and old enough to be checked and corrected  if it ever is to be done at all. I will see you to-morrow: I wish to have some conversation with you.

About Dicky? she hastily asked.

About him and other things. Mina, he added in a low tone, as he passed her on his way out, but I, being next to him, caught the words, I did not like to see you at the gate with Captain Collinson at this hour. Do not let it occur again. Young maidens cannot be too modest.

And, at the reproof, Miss Mina coloured to the very roots of her hair.

II.

They sat in the small garden-room, its glass-doors open to the warm spring air. Mrs. Knox wore an untidy cotton gown, of a flaming crimson-and-white pattern, and her dark face looked hot and angry. Dr. Knox, sitting behind the table, was being annoyed as much as he could be annoyed  and no one ever annoyed him but his step-mother  as the lines in his patient brow betrayed.

It is for his own good that I suggest this; his welfare, urged Dr. Knox. Left to his own will much longer, he must not be. Therefore I say that he must be placed at school.

You only propose it to thwart me, cried Mrs. Knox. A fine expense it will be!

It will not be your expense. I pay his schooling now, and I shall pay it then. My father left me, young though I was, Dickys guardian, and I must do this. I wonder you do not see that it will be the very best thing for Dicky. Every one but yourself sees that, as things are, the boy is being ruined.

Mrs. Knox looked sullenly through the open doors near which she sat; she tapped her foot impatiently upon the worn mat, lying on the threshold.

I know you wont rest until you have carried your point and separated us, Arnold; it has been in your mind to do it this long while. And my boy is the only thing I care for in life.

It is for Dickys own best interest, reiterated Dr. Knox. Of course he is dear to you; it would be unnatural if he were not; but you surely must wish to see him grow up a good and self-reliant man: not an idle and self-indulgent one.

Why dont you say outright that your resolve is taken and nothing can alter it; that you are going to banish him to school to-morrow?

Not to-morrow, but he shall go at the half-quarter. The child will be ten times happier for it; believe that.

Do you really mean it? she questioned, her black eyes flashing fury at Arnold. Will nothing deter you?

Nothing, he replied, in a low, firm tone. I  bear with me a moment, mother  I cannot let Dicky run riot any longer. He is growing up the very incarnation of selfishness; he thinks the world was made for him alone; you and his sisters are only regarded by him as so many ministers to his pleasure. See how he treats you all. See how he treats the servants. Were I to allow this state of things to continue, how should I be fulfilling my obligation to my dead father?  my father and Dickys.

I will hear no more, spoke Mrs. Knox, possibly thinking the argument was getting too strong for her. I have wanted to speak to you, Arnold, and I may as well do it now. Things must be put on a different footing up here.

What things?

Money matters. I cannot continue to do upon my small income.

Arnold Knox passed his hand across his troubled brow, almost in despair. Oh, what a weary subject this was! Not for long together did she ever give him rest from it.

Your income is sufficient, mother; I am tired of saying it. It is between three and four hundred a-year; and you are free from house-rent.

Why dont you remind me that the house is yours, and have done with it! she cried, her voice harsh and croaking as a ravens.

Well, it is mine, he said good-humouredly.

Yes; and instead of settling it upon me when you married, you must needs settle it on your wife! Dont you talk of selfishness, Arnold.

My wife does not derive any benefit from it. It has made no difference to you.

She would derive it, though, if you died. Where should I be then?

I am not going to die, I hope. Oh, mother, if you only knew how these discussions vex me!

Then you should show yourself generous.

Generous! he exclaimed, in a pained tone. And, goaded to it by his remembrance of what he had done for her in the present and in the past, he went on to speak more plainly than he had ever spoken yet. Do you forget that a great portion of what you enjoy should, by right, be mine? Is mine!

Yours! she scornfully said.

Yes: mine. Not by legal right, but by moral. When my father died he left the whole of his property to you. Considerably more than the half of that property had been brought to him by my mother: some people might have thought that much should have descended to her son.

He did not leave me the whole. You had a share of it.

Not of the income. I had a sum of five hundred pounds left me, for a specific purpose  to complete my medical education. Mother, I have never grumbled at this; never. It was my fathers will and pleasure that the whole should be yours, and that it should go to your children after you; and I am content to think that he did for the best; the house was obliged to come to me; it had been so settled at my mothers marriage; but you have continued to live in it, and I have not said you nay.

It is like you to remind me of all this!

I could remind you of more, he rejoined, chafing at her unjust words, her resentful manner. That for years I impoverished myself to help you to augment this income. Three parts of what I earned, before my partnership with Mr. Tamlyn, I gave to you.

Well, I needed it. Do, for goodness sake, let the past alone, if you can: wheres the use of recalling it? Would you have us starve? Would you see me taken off to prison? And thats what it will come to, unless I can get some money to pay up with. That table-drawer that youve got your elbow on, is full of bills. Ive not paid one for these six months.

I cannot think what it is you do with your money!

Do with my money! Why, it goes in a hundred ways. How very ignorant you are, Arnold. Look at what dress costs, for myself and four girls! Look at what the soirées cost! We have to give all sorts of dishes now; lobster salads and raspberry creams, and all kinds of expensive things. Madame St. Vincent introduced that.

You must put down the soirées and the dress  if you cannot keep them within the bounds of your income.

Thank you. Just as I had to put down the pony-carriage and James. How cruel you are, Arnold!

I hope I am not. I do not wish to be so.

It will take two hundred pounds to set me straight; and I must have it from you, or from somebody else, avowed Mrs. Knox.

You certainly cannot have it, or any portion of it, from me. My expenses are heavy now, and I have my own children coming on.

His tone was unmistakably decisive, and Mrs. Knox saw that it was so. For many years she had been in the habit of regarding Arnold as something like a bucket in a well, which brings up water every time it is let down. Just so had he brought up money for her from his pocket every time she worried for it. But that was over now: and he had to bear these reproaches periodically.

You know that you can let me have it, Arnold. You can lend it me from Minas money.

His face flushed slightly, he pushed his fair hair back with a gesture of annoyance.

The last time you spoke of that I begged you never to mention it again, he said in a low tone. Why, what do you take me for, mother?

Take you for?

You must know that I could not touch Minas money without becoming a false trustee. Men have been brought to the criminal bar to answer for a less crime than that would be.

If Mina married, you would have to hand over the whole of it.

Of course I should. First of all taking care that it was settled upon her.

I dont see the necessity of that. Mina could let me have what she pleased of it.

Talking of Mina, resumed Dr. Knox, passing by her remark, I think you must look a little closely after her. She is more intimate, I fancy, with Captain Collinson than is desirable, and  

Suppose Captain Collinson wants to marry her? interrupted Mrs. Knox.

Has he told you that he wants to do so?

No; not in so many words. But he evidently likes her. What a good match it would be!

Mina is too young to be married yet. And Captain Collinson cannot, I should suppose, have any intention of the sort. If he had, he would speak out: when it would be time enough to consider and discuss his proposal. Unless he does speak, I must beg of you not to allow Mina to be alone with him.

She never is alone with him.

I think she is, at odd moments. Only last night I saw her with him at the gate. Before that, while your soirée was going on, Dicky  I believe he could tell you so, if you asked him  saw them walking together in the garden, the captains arm round her waist.

Girls are so fond of flirting! And young men think no harm of a little passing familiarity.

Just so. But for remembering this, I should speak to Captain Collinson. The thought that there may be nothing serious in it prevents me. At any rate, I beg of you to take care of Mina.

And the money I want? she asked, as he took up his hat to go.

But Dr. Knox, shortly repeating that he had no money to give her, made his escape. He had been ruffled enough already. One thing was certain: that if some beneficent sprite from fairyland increased Mrs. Knoxs annual income cent. per cent. she would still, and ever, be in embarrassment. Arnold knew this.

Mrs. Knox sat on, revolving difficulties. How many similar interviews she had held with her step-son, and how often he had been brought round to pay her bills, she could but remember. Would he do it now? A most unpleasant doubt, that he would not, lay upon her.

Presently the entrance was darkened by some tall form interposing itself between herself and the sunlight. She glanced up and saw Captain Collinson. He stood there smiling, his tasselled cane jauntily swayed in his left hand.

My dear madam, you looked troubled. Is anything wrong?

Troubled! the worlds full of trouble, I think, spoke Mrs. Knox, in a pettish kind of way. Dr. Knox has been here to vex me.

Captain Collinson stepped airily in, and sat down near Mrs. Knox, his eyes expressing proper concern: indignation blended with sympathy.

Very inconsiderate of Dr. Knox: very wrong! Can I help you in any way, my dear lady?

Arnold is always inconsiderate. First, he begins upon me about Dicky, threatening to put him altogether away at school, poor ill-used child! Next, he  

Sweet little angel? interlarded the captain.

Next, he refuses to lend me a trifling sum of money  and he knows how badly I want it!

Paltry! ejaculated the captain. When he must be making so much of it!

Rolling in it, so to say, confirmed Mrs. Knox. Look at the practice he has! But if he did not give me any of his, he might advance me a trifle of Minas.

Of course he might, warmly acquiesced Captain Collinson.

What with the warmth and the sympathy, Mrs. Knox rather lost her head. Many of us are betrayed on occasion into doing the same. That is, she said more than she should have said.

You see, if Mina married, as I pointed out to Arnold, the money would no longer be under his control at all. It would be hers to do as she pleased with. She is a dear, good, generous girl, and would not scruple to let me have one or two hundred pounds. What would such a trifle be out of the whole seven thousand?

Very true; nothing at all, cried the captain, toying with his handsome beard.

But no; Arnold will not hear of it: he answered me in a way that I should not like to repeat. He also said he should take care, if Mina did marry before she was of age, that her money was settled upon her; said it on purpose to thwart me.

Cruel! aspirated the captain.

Some girls might be tempted to marry off-hand, and say nothing to him, if only to get her fortune out of his control. I dont say Mina would.

Miser! My dear madam, rely upon it that whenever Miss Mina does marry, her husband will join with her in letting you have as much money as you wish. I am sure it would be his pride and pleasure to do so.

Was it an implied promise? meant to be so understood? Mrs. Knox took it for one. She came out of her dumps, and felt exalted to the seventh heaven.

Meanwhile, Arnold Knox was with Lady Jenkins, to whom he had gone on quitting his step-mother. The old lady, up and dressed, sat in her dining-room. There appeared to be no change in her condition: drowsy, lethargic, gentle, yielding; imbecile, or not many shades removed from it. And yet, neither Dr. Knox nor his fellow-practitioner could see any cause to account for this. Of bodily illness she had none: except that she seemed feeble.

I wish you would tell me what it is you are taking, said Dr. Knox, bending over her and speaking in low, persuasive tones. I fear that you are taking something that does you harm.

Lady Jenkins looked up at him, apparently trying to consider. Ive not had anything since I took the physic, she said.

What physic?

The bottles that Mr. Tamlyn sent me.

But that was when you were ill. Are you sure you have not taken anything else?  that you are not taking anything? Any  he dropped his voice to a still lower key opiates? Laudanum, for instance?

Lady Jenkins shook her head. I never took any sort of opiate in my life.

Then it is being given to her without her knowledge, mentally decided the doctor. I hear you were at the next door last night, as gay as the best of them, he resumed aloud, changing his tone to a light one.

Ay. I put on my new bronze satin gown: Patty said I was to. Janet sang her pretty songs.

Did she? When are you coming to spend an evening with us? She will sing them again for you.

I should like to come  if I may.

If you may! Theres nothing to prevent it. You are quite well enough.

Theres Patty. We shall have to ask her whether I may.

Anything Arnold Knox might have rejoined to this was stopped by the entrance of Patty herself, a light blue shawl on her shoulders. A momentary surprise crossed her face at sight of the doctor.

Oh, Dr. Knox! I did not know you were here, she said, as she threw off the shawl. I was running about the garden for a few minutes. What a lovely day it is!  the sun so warm.

It is that. Lady Jenkins ought to be out in it. Should you not like to take a run in the garden? he laughingly added to her.

Should I, Patty?

The utter abnegation of will, both of tone and look, as she cast an appealing glance at her companion, struck Dr. Knox forcibly. He looked at both of them from under his rather overhanging eyebrows. Did Madame St. Vincent extort this obedience?  or was it simply the old ladys imbecility? Surely it must be the latter.

I think, said madame, a walk in the garden will be very pleasant for you, dear Lady Jenkins. Lettice shall bring down your things. The may-tree is budding beautifully.

Already! said the doctor: I should like to see it. Will you go with me, madame? I have two minutes to spare.

Madame St. Vincent, showing no surprise, though she may have felt it, put the blue shawl on her shoulders again and followed Dr. Knox. The may-tree was nearly at the end of the garden, down by the shrubbery.

Mr. Tamlyn mentioned to you, I believe, that we suspected something improper, in the shape of opiates, was being given to Lady Jenkins, began Dr. Knox, never as much as lifting his eyes to the budding may-tree.

Yes; I remember that he did, replied Madame St. Vincent. I hardly gave it a second thought.

Tamlyn said you had a difficulty in believing it. Nevertheless, I feel assured that it is so.

Impossible, Dr. Knox.

It seems impossible to you, I dare say. But that it is being done, I would stake my head upon. Lady Jenkins is being stupefied in some way: and I have brought you out here to tell you so, and to ask your co-operation in tracing the culprit.

But  I beg your pardon, Dr. Knox  who would give her anything of the kind? You dont suspect me, I hope?

If I suspected you, my dear lady, I should not be talking to you as I am. The person we must suspect is Lettice Lane.

Lettice Lane!

I have reason to think it. Lettice Lanes antecedents are not, I fear, quite so clear as they might be: though it is only recently I have known this. At any rate, she is the personal attendant of Lady Jenkins; the only one of them who has the opportunity of being alone with her. I must beg of you to watch Lettice Lane.

Madame St. Vincent looked a little bewildered; perhaps felt so. Stretching up her hand, she plucked one of the budding may-blossoms.

Mr. Tamlyn hinted at Lettice also. I have always felt confidence in Lettice. As to drugs  Dr. Knox, I dont believe a word of it.

Lady Jenkins is being drugged, emphatically pronounced Dr. Knox. And you must watch Lettice Lane. If Lettice is innocent, we must look elsewhere.

Shall I tax Lettice with it?

Certainly not. You would make a good detective, he added, with a laugh; showing your hand to the enemy. Surely, Madame St. Vincent, you must yourself see that Lady Jenkins is being tampered with. Look at her state this morning: though she is not quite as bad as she is sometimes.

I have known some old people sleep almost constantly.

So have I. But theirs is simply natural sleep, induced by exhausted nature: hers is not natural. She is stupefied.

Stupefied with the natural decay of her powers, dissented madame. But  to drug her! No, I cannot believe it. And where would be the motive?

That I know not. But I am sure I am not mistaken, he added decisively. You will watch Lettice Lane?

I will, she answered, after a pause. Of course it may be as you say; I now see it. I will watch her to the very utmost of my ability from this hour.

III.

Dear Johnny,

I expect your stay at Lefford is drawing towards a close; mine is, here. It might be pleasant if we travelled home together. I could take Lefford on my way  starting by an early train  and pick you up. You need some one to take care of you, you know. Let me hear when you intend to be ready. I will arrange my departure accordingly.

Hope you have enjoyed yourself, old fellow.

Ever yours,
J. T.



The above letter from Tod, who was still in Leicestershire, reached me one morning at breakfast-time. Dr. Knox and Janet, old Tamlyn  all the lot of them  called out that they could not spare me yet. Even Cattledon graciously intimated that she should miss me. Janet wrote to Tod, telling him he was to take Lefford on his way, as he proposed, and to stay a week when he did come.

It was, I think, that same day that some news reached us touching Captain Collinson  that he was going to be married. At least that he had made an offer, and was accepted. Not to Mina Knox; but to an old girl (the epithet was Sams) named Belmont. Miss Belmont lived with her father at a nice place on the London Road, half-a-mile beyond Jenkins House; he had a great deal of money, and she was his only child. She was very plain, very dowdy, and quite forty years of age; but very good, going about amongst the poor with tracts and soup. If the tidings were true, and Captain Collinson had made Miss Belmont an offer, it appeared pretty evident that his object was her money: he could not well have fallen in love with her, or court a wife so much older than himself.

When taxed with the fact  and it was old Tamlyn who did it, meeting him opposite the market-house  Collinson simpered, and stroked his dark beard, and said Lefford was fond of marvels. But he did not deny it. Half-an-hour later he and Miss Belmont were seen together in the High Street. She had her old cloth mantle on and her brown bonnet, as close as a Quakers, and carried her flat district basket in her hand. The captain presented a contrast, with his superb dandy-cut clothes and flourishing his ebony cane.

I think it must be quite true, Janet observed, as we watched them pass the house. And I shall be glad if it is: Arnold has been tormenting himself with the fancy that the gallant captain was thinking of little Mina.

A day or two after this, it chanced that Dr. Knox had to visit Sir Henry Westmorland, who had managed to give a twist to his ankle. Sir Henry was one of those sociable, good-hearted men that no one can help liking; a rather elderly bachelor. He and Tamlyn were old friends, and we had all dined at Foxgrove about a week before.

Would you like to go over with me, Johnny? asked Dr. Knox, when he was starting.

I said I should like it very much, and got into the conveyance, the doctor letting me drive. Thomas was not with us. We soon reached Foxgrove: a low, straggling, red-brick mansion, standing in a small park, about two miles and a half from Lefford.

Dr. Knox went in; leaving me and the conveyance on the smooth wide gravel-drive before the house. Presently a groom came up to take charge of it, saying Sir Henry was asking for me. He had seen me from the window.

Sir Henry was lying on a sofa near the window, and Knox was already beginning upon the ankle. A gentlemanly little man, nearly bald, sat on the ottoman in the middle of the room. I found it was one Major Leckie.

Some trifle  are these trifles chance?  turned the conversation upon India. I think Knox spoke of some snake-bite in a mans ankle that had laid him by for a month or two: it was no other than the late whilom mayor, Sir Daniel Jenkins. Upon which, Major Leckie began relating his experience of some reptile bites in India. The major had been home nearly two years upon sick leave, he said, and was now going back again.

The 30th Bengal Cavalry! repeated Dr. Knox, as Major Leckie happened to mention that regiment  which was his, and the doctor remembered that it was Captain Collinsons. One of the officers of that regiment is staying here now.

Is he! cried the major, briskly. Which of them?

Captain Collinson.

Collinson! echoed the major, his whole face alight with pleasure. Where is he? How long has he been here? I did not know he had left India.

He came home last autumn, I fancy; was not well, and got twelve months leave. He has been staying at Lefford for some time.

I should like to see him! Good old Collinson! He and I were close friends. He is a nice fellow.

Old, you style him! cried Dr. Knox. I should rather call him young  of the two.

Major Leckie laughed. It is a word we are all given to using, doctor. Of course Collinsons not old in years. Why is he staying at Lefford?

Im sure I dont know. Unless it is that he has fallen in love. I heard him remark one day that the air of the place suited him.

Ah ah, Master Collinson! laughed the major. In love, are you, sir! Caught at last, are you! Who is the lady?

Nay, I spoke only in jest, returned Dr. Knox. He seems to be a general admirer; but I dont know that it is any one in particular. Report has mentioned one or two ladies, but report is often a false town-crier.

Well, she will be in luck  whoever gets him. He is one of the nicest, truest fellows I know; and will make a rare good husband.

It is said he has private means. Do you know whether thats true?

He has very good private means. His father left him a fortune. Sometimes we fancy he will not stay with us long. I should not be surprised if he sells out while he is at home, and settles down.

Johnny Ludlow heard him say something the other night to that effect, observed the doctor, looking at me.

Yes, I said, confirming the words. He is about buying an estate now, I believe. But he talked of going back to India for a few years.

I hope he will. Theres not a man amongst us, that I would not rather spare than Collinson. I should like to see him. I might walk into Lefford now  if you will give me his address, doctor. Will you spare me for an hour or two, Sir Henry?

Well, I must, I suppose, grumbled Sir Henry. Its rather bad of you, though, Leckie; and after putting me off with so miserably short a stay. You get here at ten oclock last night, and you go off at ten oclock to-night! Fine behaviour that!

I am obliged to go to-night, Westmorland; you know I am, and I could not get to you earlier, although I tried. I wont be away a minute longer than I can help. I can walk into Lefford in half-an-hour  my pace is a quick one. No; and I wont stay an unconscionable time with Collinson, he added, in answer to a growl of the baronets. Trust me. Ill be back under two hours.

Bring him back with you for the rest of the day, said Sir Henry.

Oh, thank you. And I am sure you will say he is the best fellow going. I wonder you and he have not found out one another before.

If you dont mind taking a seat in yonder nondescript vehicle  that Mr. Johnny Ludlow here has the audacity to say must have been built in the year One, laughed Dr. Knox, pointing outside, I can drive you to Captain Collinsons lodgings.

A friend in need is a friend indeed, cried the major, laughing also. What style of vehicle do you call it?

We call it the conveyance. As to its style  well I never had the opportunity of asking that of the builder. I believe my father bought it second-hand when he first went into practice many a year ago.

The doctor drove this time; Major Leckie sitting beside him, I in the perch behind. Leaving the major at the hairdressers, upon reaching Lefford, Dr. Knox and I went home. And this is what occurred  as we heard later.

Ringing at the private door, which was Captain Collinsons proper entrance, a young servant-girl appeared, and  after the manner of many young country servants  sent Major Leckie alone up to Captain Collinsons rooms, saying she supposed the captain was at home. It turned out that he was not at home. Seated before the fire was a gentleman in a crimson dressing-gown and slippers, smoking a huge pipe.

Come in, cried out he, in answer to the majors knock.

I beg your pardon, said the major, entering. I understood that Captain Collinson lodged here.

He does lodge here, replied he of the dressing-gown, putting his pipe into the fender, as he rose. What is it that you want with him?

I only called to see him. I am one of his brother-officers  home on sick leave; as I understand he is.

Collinson is out, said the gentleman. I am sorry it should happen so. Can you leave any message?

Will he be long? I should much like to see him.

He will be back to dinner to-night; not much before that, I think. He is gone by train to  to  some place a few miles off. Boom  or Room  or Doom  or some such name. I am a stranger here.

Toome, I suppose, remarked the major. Its the last station before you get to Lefford  I noticed the name last night. I am very sorry. I should liked to have seen Collinson. Tell him so, will you. I am Major Leckie.

You will be calling again, perhaps?

I cant do that. I must spend the rest of this day with my friend, Sir Henry Westmorland, and I leave to-night. Tell Collinson that I embark in a few days. Stay: this is my address in London, if he will write to me. I wonder he did not attempt to find me out  I came home before he did: and he knew that he could always get my address at my bankers.

I will tell Collinson all you say, Major Leckie, said the stranger, glancing at the card. It is a pity he is out.

Should he come back in time  though I fear, by what you say, theres little chance of it  be so good as to say that Sir Henry Westmorland will be happy to see him to dinner this evening at Foxgrove, at six oclock  and to come over as much earlier as he can.

With the last words, Major Leckie left, Collinsons friend politely attending him down to the front-door. I was standing at Mr. Tamlyns gate as he passed it on his way back to Foxgrove. Dr. Knox, then going off on foot to see a patient, came across the yard from the surgery at the same moment.

Such a mischance! the major stopped in his rapid walk to say to us. Collinson has gone to Toome to-day. I saw a friend of his, who is staying with him, and he thinks he wont be back before night.

I did not know Collinson had any one staying with him, remarked the doctor. Some one called in upon him, probably.

This man is evidently staying with him; making himself at home too, said the major. He was in a dressing-gown and slippers, and had his feet on the fender, smoking a pipe. A tall, dark fellow, face all hair.

Why, that is Collinson himself, cried I.

Not a bit of it, said the major. This man is no more like Collinson  except that Collinson is dark and has a beard  than he is like me. He said he was a stranger in the place.

A rapid conclusion crossed me that it must be a brother of Collinsons  for a resemblance to himself, according to the majors description, there no doubt was. Major Leckie wished me good-day, and continued his way up the street, Dr. Knox with him.

What are you gazing at, Johnny Ludlow?

I turned at the question, and saw Charlotte Knox. She was coming to call on Janet. We stood there talking of one thing and another. I told Charlotte that Collinsons brother, as I took it to be, was staying with him; and Charlotte told me of a quarrel she had just had with Mina on the score of the captain.

Mina wont believe a word against him, Johnny. When I say he is nothing but a flirt, that he is only playing with her, she bids me hold my tongue. She quite scorns the notion that he would like to marry Miss Belmont.

Have you seen any more letters, that concern me, in at Madame St. Vincents? I asked.

Do you think I should be likely to?  or that such letters are as plentiful as blackberries? retorted Charlotte. And you?  have you discovered the key to that letter?

I have not discovered it, Charlotte. I have taxed my memory in vain. Never a girl, no matter whose sister she may be, can I recall to mind as being likely to owe me a grudge.

It was not that the girl owed you a grudge, quickly spoke Charlotte. It was that she must not meet you.

Does not the one thing imply the other? I cant think of any one. There was a young lady, indeed, in the years gone by, when I was not much more than a lad, who  may  have  taken up a prejudice against me, I added slowly and thoughtfully, for I was hardly sure of what I said. But she cannot have anything to do with the present matter, and I am quite sure she was not a sister of Madame St. Vincent.

What was her name? asked Charlotte.

Sophie Chalk.




LADY JENKINS. LIGHT.

I.

Tod arrived at Lefford. I met him at the train, just as I had met Miss Cattledon, who was with us still. As we walked out of the station together, many a man cast a glance after the tall, fine young fellow  who looked strong enough to move the world, if, like Archimedes, the geometrician of Syracuse, he had only possessed the necessary lever.

Shall you be able to stay a week, Tod?

Two weeks if theyd like it, Johnny. How you have picked up, lad!

Picked up?

In looks. They are all your own again. Glad to see it, old fellow.

Some few days had elapsed since the latest event recorded in this veritable little history  the call that Major Leckie made on Captain Collinson, and found his brother there, instead of himself  but no change worth noting to the reader had occurred in the town politics. Lady Jenkins was ailing as much as ever, and Madame St. Vincent was keeping a sharp watch on the maid, Lettice Lane, without, as yet, detecting her in any evil practices: the soirées were numerous, one being held at some house or other every night in the work-a-day week: and the engagement of Captain Collinson to Miss Belmont was now talked of as an assured fact. Collinson himself had been away from Lefford during these intervening days. Pink, the hairdresser, thought he had taken a run up to London, on some little matter of business. As to the brother, we had heard no more of him.

But, if Captain Collinson had taken a run up to London, he had unquestionably run down again, though not to Lefford. On the day but one before the coming of Tod, Janet and Miss Cattledon went over by train to do some shopping at the county town, which stood fifteen miles from Lefford, I being with them. Turning into a pastry-cooks in the middle of the day to get something to eat, we turned in upon Captain Collinson. He sat at a white marble-topped table in the corner of the shop, eating an oyster patty.

We heard you were in London, said Janet, shaking hands with him, as he rose to offer her his seat.

Got back this morning. Shall be at Lefford to-morrow: perhaps to-night, he answered.

He stood gobbling up his patty quickly. I said something to him, just because the recollection came into my mind, about the visit of his brother.

My brother! he exclaimed in answer, staring at me with all his eyes. What brother? How do you know anything about my brother?

Major Leckie saw him when he called at your lodgings. Saw him instead of you. You had gone to Toome. We took it to be your brother, from the description; he was so like yourself.

The captain smiled. I forgot that, he said. We are much alike. Ned told me of Leckies call. A pity I could not see him! Things always happen cross and contrary. Has Leckie left Foxgrove yet?

Oh, he left it that same night. I should think he is on his way back to India by this time.

His visit to Lefford seems to have been as flying a one as my brothers was, and his did not last a day. How much? to the girl behind the counter. Sixpence? There it is. And, with a general adieu nodded to the rest of us, the captain left the shop.

I dont like that dandy, spoke Cattledon, in her severest tone. I have said so before. Im sure he is a man who cannot be trusted.

I answered nothing: but I had for a little time now thought the same. There was that about him that gave you the idea he was in some way or other not true. And it may as well be mentioned here that Captain Collinson got back to Lefford that same evening, in time to make his appearance at Mrs. Parkers soirée, at which both Miss Belmont and Mina Knox were present.

So now we come to Tod again, and to the day of his arrival. Talking of one thing and another, telling him of this and that, of the native politics, as we all like to do when a stranger comes to set himself down, however temporarily, amidst us, I mentioned the familiarity that in two of the people struck upon my memory. Never did I see this same Captain Collinson, never did I see Madame St. Vincent, or hear them speak, or listen to their laugh, but the feeling that I had met them before  had been, so to say, intimate with both one and the other  came forcibly upon me.

And yet it would seem, upon the face of things, that I never have been, I continued to Tod, when telling of this. Madame St. Vincent says she never left the South of France until last year; and the captain has been nearly all his life in India.

You know you do take fancies, Johnny.

True. But, are not those fancies generally borne out by the result? Any way, they puzzle me, both of them: and theres a ring in their voices that  

A ring in their voices! put in Tod, laughing.

Say an accent, then; especially in madames; and it sounds, to my ears, unmistakably Worcestershire.

Johnny, you are fanciful!

I never got anything better from Tod. You will have the honour of meeting them both here to-night, I said to him, for it is Janets turn to give the soirée, and I know they are expected.

Evening came. At six oclock the first instalment of guests knocked at the door; by half-past six the soirée was in full glory: a regular crowd. Every one seemed to have come, with the exception of the ladies from Jenkins House. Sam Jenkins brought in their excuses.

Sam had run up to Jenkins House with some physic for the butler, who said he had a surfeit (from drinking too much old ale, Tamlyn thought), and Sam had made use of the opportunity to see his aunt. Madame St. Vincent objected. It would try the dear old lady too much, madame said. She was lying in a sweet sleep on the sofa in her own room; had been quite blithe and lively all day, but was drowsy now; and she had better not be disturbed until bedtime. Perhaps Mr. Sam would kindly make their excuses to Mrs. Arnold Knox.

Cant you come yourself, madame? asked Sam, politely. If Aunt Jenkins is asleep, and means to keep asleep till bed-time, she cant want you.

I could not think of leaving her, objected madame. She looks for me the moment she wakes.

So Sam, I say, brought back the message. Putting himself into his evening-coat, he came into the room while tea was going on, and delivered madames excuses to Janet as distinctly as the rattle of cups and saucers allowed. You should have seen Cattledon that evening:  in a grey silk gown that stood on end, a gold necklace, and dancing shoes.

This is the second soirée this week that Lady Jenkins has failed to appear at, spoke Mrs. Knox  not Janet  in a resentful tone. My firm opinion is that Madame St. Vincent keeps her away.

Keeps her away, cried Arnold. Why should she do that?

Well, yes; gives way to her fads and fancies about being ill, instead of rousing her out of them. As to why she does it, continued Mrs. Knox, I suppose she is beginning to grow nervous about her. As if an innocent, quiet soirée could hurt Lady Jenkins!

Johnny, whispered Sam, subsiding into the background after delivering his message, may I never stir again if I didnt see Collinson hiding in aunts garden!

Hiding in your aunts garden! I exclaimed. What was he doing that for?

Goodness knows. Did you ever notice a big bay-tree that you pass on the left, between the door and the gate? Well, he was standing behind it. I came out of the house at a double quick pace, knowing I should be late for the soirée, cleared the steps at a leap, and the path to the gate at another. Too quick, I suppose, for Collinson. He was bending forward to look at the parlour windows, and drew back as I passed.

Did you speak, Sam?

No, I came flying on, taking no notice. I dare say he thinks I did not see him. One does not like, you know, to speak to a man who evidently wants to avoid you. But now  I wonder what he was doing there? continued Sam, reflectively. Watching Madame St. Vincent, I should say, through the lace curtains.

But for what purpose?

I cant even imagine. There he was.

To my mind this sounded curious. But that Mina Knox was before my eyes  just at the moment listening to the whispers of Dan Jenkins  I should have thought the captain was looking after her. Or, rather, not listening to Dan. Mina had a pained, restless look on her face, not in the least natural to it, and kept her head turned away. And the more Dan whispered, the more she turned it from him.

Here he is, Sam.

Sam looked round at my words, and saw Captain Collinson, then coming in. He was got up to perfection as usual, and wore a white rose in his button-hole. His purple-black hair, beard, whiskers and moustache were grand; his voice had its ordinary fashionable drawl. I saw Tod  at the opposite side of the room  cease talking with old Tamlyn, to fix his keen eyes on the captain.

Very sorry to be so late, apologized the captain, bowing over Janets hand. Been detained at home writing letters for India. Overland mail goes out to-morrow night.

Sam gave me a knock with his elbow. What a confounded story! he whispered. Wonder what the gallant captain means, Johnny! Wonder what game he is up to?

It was, I dare say, nearly an hour after this that I came across Tod. He was standing against the wall, laughing slightly to himself, evidently in some glee. Captain Collinson was at the piano opposite, his back to us, turning over the leaves for Caroline Parker, who was singing.

What are you amused at, Tod?

At you, lad. Thinking what a muff you are.

I always am a muff, I know. But why am I one just now in particular?

For not knowing that man, nodding towards Collinson. I thought I recognized him as he came in; felt sure of him when I heard him speak. Men may disguise their faces almost at will; but not their voices, Johnny.

Why, who is he? I asked in surprise.

Ill tell you when we are alone. I should have known him had we met amid the Hottentots. I thought he was over in Australia; knew he went there.

But  is he not Captain Collinson?

Tod laughed. Just as much as I am, Johnny. Of course he may have assumed the name of Collinson in place of his own: if so, nobody has a right, I take it, to say him nay. But, as to his being a captain in the Bengal Cavalry  well, I dont think he is.

And you say I know him!

I say you ought to  but for being a muff. I suppose it is the hair he is adorned with that has thrown you off the scent.

But, where have I seen him, Tod? Who  

Hush, lad. We may be overheard.

As a general rule, all the guests at these soirées left together. They did so to-night. The last to file out at the door were the Hampshires, with Mrs. Knox, her daughter, and Miss Mack  for Janet had made a point of inviting poor hard-worked, put-upon Macky. Both families lived in the London Road, and would go home in company. Dan had meant to escort Mina, but she pointedly told him he was not wanted, and took the offered arm of Captain Collinson. Upon which, Dan turned back in a huff. Sam laughed at that, and ran after them himself.

How long a time had elapsed afterwards, I hardly know. Perhaps half-an-hour; perhaps not so much. We had not parted for the night: in fact, Mr. Tamlyn and Tod were still over the game at chess they had begun since supper; which game seemed in no mood to be finished. I watched it: Dr. Knox and Miss Cattledon stood talking over the fire; while Janet, ever an active housekeeper, was in the supper-room, helping the maids to clear the table. In the midst of this, Charlotte Knox came back, rushing into the room in a state of intense excitement, with the news that Mina and Captain Collinson were eloping together.

The account she gave was this  though just at first nothing clear could be made out of her. Upon starting, the Hampshires, Mrs. Knox, and Miss Mack went on in front; Captain Collinson and Mina walked next, and Charlotte fell behind with Sam. Fell very much behind, as it appeared; for when people are talking of what interests them, their steps are apt to linger; and Sam was telling her of having seen Captain Collinson behind the bay-tree. It was a beautiful night, warm and pleasant.

Charlotte and Sam let the captain and Mina get pretty nearly the length of a street before them; and they, in their turn, were as much behind the party in advance. Suddenly Sam exclaimed that the captain was taking the wrong way. His good eyes had discerned that, instead of keeping straight on, which was the proper (and only) route to the London Road, he and Mina had turned down the lane leading to the railway-station. Halloa! he exclaimed to Charlotte, whats that for? They must be dreaming, was Charlottes laughing reply: or, perhaps the captain wants to take an excursion by a night-train! Whether anything in the last remark, spoken in jest, struck particularly on the mind of Sam, Charlotte did not know: away he started as if he had been shot, Charlotte running after him in curiosity. Arrived at the lane, Sam saw the other two flying along, just as if they wanted to catch a train and had not a minute to do it in. Onward went Sams long legs in pursuit; but the captains legs were long also, and he was pulling Mina with him: altogether Sam did not gain much upon them. The half-past eleven oclock train was then gliding into the station, where it was timed to halt two minutes. The captain and Mina dashed on to the platform, and, when Sam got up, he was putting her into the nearest carriage. Such was Charlottes statement: and her eyes looked wild, and her breath was laboured as she made it.

Have they gone?  gone on by the train? questioned Dr. Knox, who seemed unnaturally calm.

Goodness, no! panted the excited Charlotte. Sam managed to get his arm round Minas waist, and the captain could not pull her away from him. It was a regular struggle on the platform, Arnold. I appealed to the station-master, who stood by. I told him it was my sister, and that she was being kidnapped against her will; Sam also appealed to him. So he gave the signal when the time was up, and let the train go on.

Not against her will, I fear, spoke Arnold Knox from between his condemning lips. Where are they now, Lotty?

On the platform, quarrelling; and still struggling which shall keep possession of Mina. I came running here to fetch you, Arnold, and I believe I shall never get my breath again.

With one accord we all, Cattledon excepted, set off to the station; even old Tamlyn proved he had some go in his legs yet. Tod reached it first: few young men could come up to him at running.

Sam Jenkins had exchanged his hold of Mina for a hold on Captain Collinson. The two were struggling together; but Sams grasp was firm, and he held him as in a vice. No, no, he was saying, you dont escape me, captain, until some one comes here to take charge of Mina. As to Mina, little simpleton, she cowered in the shade of the corner, shivering and crying. The station-master and the two night-porters stood about, gaping and staring.

Tod put his hand on the captains shoulder; his other hand momentarily holding back Dr. Knox. Since when have you been Captain Collinson, he quietly asked.

The captain turned his angry eyes upon him. What is that to you? he retorted. I am Captain Collinson; that is enough for you.

Enough for me, and welcome. Not enough, as I judge, for this gentleman here, indicating the doctor. When I knew you your name was not Collinson.

How dare you insult me? hissed the captain. My name not Collinson!

Not at all! was Tods equable answer. It used to be Fabian Pell.

II.

The history of the Clement-Pells and their downfall was given in the First Series of these stories, and the reader can have no difficulty in recalling Fabian to his memory. There are times, even to this day, when it seems to me that I must have been a muff, as Tod said, not to know him. But, some years had elapsed since I saw him; and those years, with their ill-fortune and exposure, and the hard life he had led in Australia, had served to change him greatly; above all, there was now the mass of hair disguising the greater part of his face. Bit by bit my recollection came to me, and I knew that he was, beyond all shadow of doubt, Fabian Pell.

How long we sat up that night at Mr. Tamlyns, talking over its events, I cannot precisely tell. For quite the half of what was left of it. Mina, brought to his own home by Arnold for safety, was consigned to Cattledons charge and bed, and retired to the latter in a state of humiliation and collapse.

The scene on the platform had soon come to a conclusion. With the security of Mina assured by the presence of her brother and the rest of us, Sam let go his hold of the captain. It had been a nice little plot this, that the captain had set on foot in secret, and persuaded that silly girl, not much better than a child, to accede to. They were to have run away to London that night, and been married there the next day; the captain, as was found out later, having already managed to procure a licence. You see, if Mina became his wife without any settlement, her money at once lapsed to him and he could do what he would with it. How, as Captain Collinson, he would have braved the matter out to Dr. Knox that night, and excused himself for his treachery, he best knew. Tod checkmated him by proclaiming him as Fabian Pell. A lame attempt at denial, which Tod, secure in his assertion, laughed at; a little bravado, and Captain Collinson collapsed. Against the truth  that he was Fabian Pell  brought home to him so suddenly and clearly, he could not hold out; the mans hardihood deserted him; and he turned tail and went off the platform, calling back that Mr. Todhetley should hear from him in the morning.

We came away then, bringing Mina. Sam went to escort Charlotte home, where they would have the pleasure of imparting the news to Mrs. Knox, who probably by that time was thinking that Lotty had eloped as well as Mina. And now we were sitting round the fire in old Tamlyns room, discussing what had happened. Sam came back in the midst of it. Arnold was down in the mouth, and no mistake.

Did you see Mrs. Knox? he asked of Sam.

Not to speak to, sir. I saw her through the kitchen window. She was spreading bread-and-jam for Dicky, who had come down in his night-gown and would not be coaxed back to bed.

What an injudicious woman she is! put in old Tamlyn. Enough to ruin the boy.

Perhaps Dr. Knox was thinking, as he sat there, his hand pressed upon his brow, that if she had been a less injudicious woman, a different mother altogether, Mina might not have been in danger of falling into the present escapade: but he said nothing.

I remember hearing of the notorious break-up of the Clement-Pells at the time it took place, observed old Tamlyn to Tod. And to think that this man should be one of them!

He must carry his impudence about with him, was Tods remark.

They ruined hundreds of poor men and women, if not thousands, continued old Tamlyn. I conclude your people knew all about it?

Indeed, yes. We were in the midst of it. My father lost  how much was it, Johnny?

Two hundred pounds, I answered; the question bringing vividly back to me our adventures in Boulogne, when the pater and Mr. Brandon went over there to try to get the money back.

I suppose, resumed the surgeon, your father had that much balance lying in their hands, and lost it all?

No, said Tod, he did not bank with them. A day or two before Clement-Pell burst up, he drove to our house as bold as brass, asking my father in the most off-hand manner to let him have a cheque for two hundred pounds until the next day. The Squire did let him have it, without scruple, and of course lost it. He would have let him have two thousand had Pell asked for it.

But that was a fraud. Pell might have been punished for it.

I dont know that it was so much a fraud as many other things Pell did, and might have been punished for, observed Tod. At any rate, not as great a one. He escaped out of the way, as I dare say you know, sir, and his family escaped with him. It was hard on them. They had been brought up in the greatest possible extravagance, in all kinds of luxury. This one, Fabian, was in the army. He, of course, had to retire. His own debts would have forced that step upon him, apart from the family disgrace.

Did he re-enter it, I wonder.

Tod laughed. I should say not. He went to Australia. Not above a year ago I heard that he was still there. He must have come back here fortune-hunting; bread-hunting; and passed himself off as Captain Collinson the better to do it. Miss Mina Knoxs seven thousand pounds was a prize to fight for.

Thats it! cried Sam. Dan has said all along it was the money he was after, dishonourable wretch, not Mina herself. He cares too much for Madame St. Vincent to care for Mina: at least we think so. How did he get the funds, I wonder, that he has been flourishing about upon?

Won them at billiards, suggested Tod.

No, said Sam, I dont think that. By all accounts he lost more than he won in the billiard-rooms.

Dr. Knox looked up from a reverie. Was it himself that Major Leckie saw?  and did he pass himself off as another man to escape detection? Did he go off for the remainder of the week lest the major should look him up again?

And we knew it must have been so.

Little sleep did I get that night, or, rather, morning, for the small hours had struck when we went to bed. The association of ideas is a great thing in this world; a help in many an emergency. This association led me from Fabian Pell to his sisters: and the mysterious memory of Madame St. Vincent that had so puzzled my mind cleared itself up. As though a veil had been withdrawn from my eyes, leaving the recollection unclouded and distinct, I saw she was one of those sisters: the eldest of them, Martha Jane. And, let not the reader call me a muff, as Tod again did later, for not having found her out before. When I knew her she was an angular, raw-boned girl, with rather a haggard and very pale face, and nothing to say for herself. Now she was a filled-out woman, her face round, her colour healthy, and one of the most self-possessed talkers I ever listened to. In the old days her hair was reddish and fell in curls: now it was dark, and worn in braids and plaits fashionably incomprehensible. Whether the intervening years had darkened the hair, or whether madame cunningly dyed it, must remain a question.

Dan Jenkins and his brother were right. They no doubt had seen looks of anxious interest given to Madame St. Vincent by Captain Collinson. Not as a lover, however; they were mistaken there; but as a brother who was living in a state of peril, and whom she was doubtless protecting and trying to aid. But how far had her aid gone? That she kept up the ball, as to his being Captain Collinson, the rich, honourable, and well-connected Indian officer, went without saying, as the French have it; and no one could expect her to proclaim him as Fabian Pell, the swindler; but had she been helping him in his schemes upon Mina? As to her display of formal coolness to him, it must have been put on to mislead the public.

And what was I to do? Must I quietly bury my discovery within me and say nothing? or must I tell Dr. Knox that Madame St. Vincent was no other than Martha Jane Pell? What ought I to do? It was that question that kept me awake. Never liking to do harm where I could not do good, I asked myself whether I had any right to ruin her. It might be that she was not able to help herself; that she had done no worse than keep Fabians secret: it might be that she had wanted him gone just as much as Dan Jenkins had wanted it.

Ill tell Tod in the morning, was my final conclusion, and hear what he thinks.

When I got downstairs they were beginning breakfast, and Miss Cattledon was turning from the table to carry up Minas tea. Mina remained in the depths of tears and contrition, and Cattledon had graciously told her she might lie in bed. Breakfast was taken very late that morning, the result of the previous nights disturbance, and the clock was striking ten when we rose from it.

Tod, I want to speak to you, I said in his ear. I want to tell you something.

All right, lad. Tell away.

Not here. Wont you come out with me somewhere? We must be alone.

Then it must wait, Johnny. I am going round to the stables with Tamlyn. He wishes me to see the horse they have got on trial. By the description, I dont think much of him: should give him a pretty long trial before I bought him.

They went out. Not long after that, I was strolling across the court-yard with Sam Jenkins, who had been despatched on some professional errand, when we saw Sir Henry Westmorland ride up and rein in his horse. He asked for Dr. Knox. Sam went back to the house to say so, while Sir Henry talked to me.

Look here, said Sir Henry to the doctor, after they had shaken hands, I have had a curious letter from Major Leckie this morning. At least  taking the letter from his pocket and opening it it contains an odd bit of news. He says  where is it?  stand still, sir,  to the horse. Here it is; just listen, doctor. Dr. Knox must have made a mistake in saying Collinson was at Lefford. Collinson is in India; has not been home at all. I have had a letter from him by the overland mail just in, asking me to do a commission for him. Tell Dr. Knox this. If the man he spoke of is passing himself off for Collinson of ours, he must be an impostor. What do you think of that, doctor? concluded Sir Henry, folding the letter again.

He is an impostor, replied Dr. Knox. We found him out last night.

What a rogue! Has he been taking people in  fleecing them?

He has taken us all in, Sir Henry, in one sense of the word; he was on the point of doing it more effectually, when he was stopped. As to fleecing people, I dont know about that. He seems to have had plenty of money at his command  whence obtained is another question.

Cheated some one out of it; rely upon that, remarked the baronet, as he nodded a good-day to us, and rode off.

Mina was downstairs when we returned indoors. Anything more pitiful than her state of contrition and distress I should not care to see. No doubt the discovery, just made, tended to strengthen her repentance. In a silly girls mind some romance might attach to the notion of an elopement with a gallant captain of consideration, brave in Her Majestys service; but to elope with Mr. Fabian Pell, the chevalier dindustrie, was quite another affair. Mina was mild in temperament, gentle in manners, yet she might have flown at the ex-captains face with sharp nails, had he come in her way.

I did not really like him, she sobbed forth: and there was no doubt that she spoke truth. But they were always on at me, persuading me; they never let me alone.

Who persuaded you, my dear? asked Janet.

He did. He was for ever meeting me in private, and urging me. I could not go out for a walk, or just cross the garden, or run into the next door, but he would be there. Madame St. Vincent persuaded me. She did not say to me, in words, you had better do as he asks you and run away, but all her counsels tended towards it. She would say to me how happy his wife would be; what a fine position it was for any young lady lucky enough to be chosen by him; and that all the world thought me old enough to marry, though Arnold did not, and for that reason Arnold would do his best to prevent it. And so  and so  

And so they persuaded you against your better judgment, added Janet pityingly, as Mina broke down in a burst of tears.

There, child, take this, and dont cry your eyes out, interposed Cattledon, bringing in a beaten-up egg.

Cattledon was coming out uncommonly strong in the way of compassion, all her tartness gone. She certainly did not look with an eye of favour on elopements; but she was ready to take up Minas cause against the man who had deceived her. Cattledon hated the Pells: for Cattledon had been done out of fifty pounds at the time of old Pells failure, money she had rashly entrusted to him. She could not very well afford to lose it, and she had been bitter on the Pells, one and all, ever since.

That morning was destined to be one of elucidation. Mr. Tamlyn was in the surgery, saying a last word to Dr. Knox before the latter went out to visit his patients, when Lettice Lane marched in. She looked so fresh and innocent that three parts of Tamlyns suspicions of her melted away.

Anything amiss at home? asked he.

No, sir, replied Lettice, I have only brought this note  handing one in. Madame St. Vincent told the butler to bring it; but his pains are worse this morning; and, as I chanced to be coming out at the moment, he asked me to leave it here for him.

Wait an instant, said Mr. Tamlyn, as he opened the note.

It contained nothing of consequence. Madame St. Vincent had written to say that Lady Jenkins was pretty well, but had finished her medicine: perhaps Mr. Tamlyn would send her some more. Old Tamlyns injunction to wait an instant had been given in consequence of a sudden resolution he had then come to (as he phrased it in his mind), to tackle Lettice.

Lettice Lane, he began, winking at Dr. Knox, your mistresss state is giving us concern. She seems to be always sleeping.

She is nearly always dozing off, sir, replied Lettice, her tone and looks open and honest as the day.

Ay. I cant quite come to the bottom of it, returned old Tamlyn, making believe to be confidential. To me, it looks just as though she took  took opiates.

Opiates, sir? repeated Lettice, as if she hardly understood the word: while Dr. Knox, behind the desk, was glancing keenly at her from underneath his compressed eyebrows.

Opium. Laudanum.

Lettice shook her head. No, sir, my mistress does not take anything of that sort, I am sure; we have nothing of the kind in the house. But Madame St. Vincent is for ever dosing her with brandy-and-water.

What? shouted old Tamlyn.

I have said a long while, sir, that I thought you ought to know it; Ive said so to the housemaid. I dont believe an hour hardly passes, day or night, but madame administers to her a drop of brandy-and-water. Half a wine-glass, maybe, or a full wine-glass, as the case may happen; and sometimes I know its pretty strong.

Thats it, said Dr. Knox quietly: and a curious smile crossed his face.

Mr. Tamlyn sat down on the stool in consternation. Brandy-and-water! he repeated, more than once, Perpetually dosed with brandy-and-water! And now, Lettice Lane, how is it you have not come here before to tell me of this?

I did not come to tell you now, sir, returned Lettice. Madame St. Vincent says that Lady Jenkins needs it: she seems to give it her for her good. It is only lately that I have doubted whether it can be right. I have not liked to say anything: servants dont care to interfere. Ten times a-day she will give her these drops of cold brandy-and-water: and I know she gets up for the same purpose once or twice in the night.

Does Lady Jenkins take it without remonstrance? asked Dr. Knox, speaking for the first time.

She does, sir, now. At first she did not. Many a time I have heard my lady say, Do you think so much brandy can be good for me, Patty? I feel so dull after it, and Madame St. Vincent has replied, that it is the only thing that can get her strength back and bring her round.

The jade! spoke Dr. Knox, between his teeth. And to assure us both that all the old lady took was a drop of it weak twice a-day at her meals! Lettice Lane, he added aloud, and there was a great sternness in his tone, you are to blame for not having spoken of this. A little longer silence, and it might have cost your mistress her life. And Lettice went out in contrition.

What can the womans motive be, for thus dosing her into stupidity? spoke the one doctor to the other when they were shut in together.

That: the dosing her into it, said Dr. Knox.

But the motive, Arnold?  the reason? She must have had a motive.

That remains to be found out.

It turned out to be too true. The culprit was Madame St. Vincent. She had been administering these constant doses of brandy-and-water for months. Not giving enough at a time to put Lady Jenkins into a state of intoxication; only to reduce her to a chronic state of semi-stupidity.

Tod called me, as I tell you, a muff: first for not knowing Madame St. Vincent; and next for thinking to screen her. Of course this revelation of Lettice Lanes had put a new complexion upon things. I left the matter with Tod, and he told the doctors at once: Madame St. Vincent was, or used to be, Martha Jane Pell, own sister to Captain Collinson the false.

III.

Quietly knocking at the door of Jenkins House this same sunny morning went three gentlemen: old Tamlyn, Mr. Lawrence, and Joseph Todhetley. Mr. Lawrence was a magistrate and ex-mayor; he had preceded the late Sir Daniel Jenkins in the civic chair, and was intimate with him as a brother. Just as old Tamlyn tackled Lettice, so they were now about to tackle Madame St. Vincent on the score of the brandy-and-water; and they had deemed it advisable to take Tod with them.

Lady Jenkins was better than usual; rather less stupid. She was seated with madame in the cheerful garden-room, its glass-doors standing open to the sunshine and the flowers. The visitors were cordially received; it was supposed they had only come to pay a morning visit. Madame St. Vincent sat behind a table in the corner, writing notes of invitation for a soirée, to be held that day week. Tod, who had his wits about him, went straight up to her. It must be remembered that they had not yet met.

Ah! how are you? cried he, holding out his hand. Surprised to see you here. And she turned white, and stared, uncertain how to take his words, or whether he had really recognized her, and bowed stiffly as to a stranger, and never put out her own hand in answer.

I cannot tell you much about the interview: Tods account to me was not very clear. Lady Jenkins began talking about Captain Collinson  that he had turned out to be some unworthy man of the name of Pell, and had endeavoured to kidnap poor little Mina. Charlotte Knox imparted the news to her that morning, in defiance of Madame St. Vincent, who had tried to prevent her. Madame had said it must be altogether some mistake, and that no doubt Captain Collinson would be able to explain: but she, Lady Jenkins, did not know. After that there was a pause; Lady Jenkins shut her eyes, and madame went on writing her notes.

It was old Tamlyn who opened the ball. He drew his chair nearer the old lady, and spoke out without circumlocution.

What is this that we hear about your taking so much brandy-and-water?

Eh? cried the old lady, opening her eyes. Madame paused in her writing, and looked up. Tamlyn waited for an answer.

Lady Jenkins does not take much brandy-and-water, cried madame.

I am speaking to Lady Jenkins, madame, returned old Tamlyn, severely: be so kind as not to interfere. My dear lady, listen to me  taking her hand; I am come here with your life-long old friend, William Lawrence, to talk to you. We have reason to believe that you continually take, and have taken for some time past, small doses of brandy-and-water. Is it so?

Patty gives it me, cried Lady Jenkins, looking first at them and then at Patty, in a helpless sort of manner.

Just so: we know she does. But, are you aware that brandy-and-water, taken in this way, is so much poison?

Tell them, Patty, that you give it me for my good, said the poor lady, in affectionate appeal.

Yes, it is for your good, dear Lady Jenkins, resentfully affirmed Madame St. Vincent, regarding the company with flashing eyes. Does any one dare to suppose that I should give Lady Jenkins sufficient to hurt her? I may be allowed, I presume, as her ladyships close companion, constantly watching her, to be the best judge of what is proper for her to take.

Well, a shindy ensued  as Tod called it  all of them talking altogether, except himself and poor Lady Jenkins: and madame defying every one and everything. They told her that she could no longer be trusted with Lady Jenkins; that she must leave the house that day; and when madame defied this with a double defiance, the magistrate intimated that he had come up to enforce the measure, if necessary, and he meant to stay there until she was gone.

She saw it was serious then, and the defiant tone changed. What I have given Lady Jenkins has been for her good, she said; to do her good. But for being supported by a little brandy-and-water, the system could never have held out after that serious attack she had in Boulogne. I have prolonged her life.

No, madame, you have been doing your best to shorten her life, corrected old Tamlyn. A little brandy-and-water, as you term it, might have been good for her while she was recovering her strength, but you have gone beyond the little; you have made her life a constant lethargy; you would shortly have killed her. What your motive was, Heaven knows.

My motive was a kind one, flashed madame. Out of this house I will not go.

So, upon that, they played their trump card, and informed Lady Jenkins, who was crying softly, that this lady was the sister of the impostor, Collinson. The very helplessness, the utter docility to which the treatment had reduced her, prevented her expressing (and most probably feeling) any dissent. She yielded passively to all, like a child, and told Patty that she must go, as her old friends said so.

A bitter pill for madame to take. But she could not help herself.

You will be as well as ever in a little time, Tamlyn said to Lady Jenkins. You would have died, had this gone on: it must have induced some malady or other from which you could not have rallied.

Madame St. Vincent went out of the house that afternoon, and Cattledon entered it. She had offered herself to Lady Jenkins for a few days in the emergency.

It was, perhaps, curious that I should meet Madame St. Vincent before she left the town. Janet was in trouble over a basket of butter and fowls that had been sent her by one of the country patients, and of which the railway people denied the arrival. I went again to the station in the afternoon to see whether they had news of it: and there, seated on the platform bench, her boxes around her, and waiting for the London train, was madame.

I showed myself as respectful to her as ever, for you cant humiliate fallen people to their faces, telling her, in the pleasantest way I could, that I was sorry things had turned out so. The tone seemed to tell upon her, and she burst into tears. I never saw a woman so subdued in the space of a few hours.

I have been treated shamefully, Johnny Ludlow, she said, gulping down her sobs. Day and night for the past nine months have I been about Lady Jenkins, wearing myself out in attendance on her. The poor old lady had learnt to love me and to depend upon me. I was like a daughter to her.

I dare say, I answered, conveniently ignoring the dosing.

And what I gave her, I gave her for the best, went on madame. It was for the best. People seventy years old need it. Their nerves and system require soothing: to induce sleep now and then is a boon to them. It was a boon to her, poor old thing. And this is my recompense!  turned from the house like a dog!

It does seem hard.

Seem! It is hard. I have had nothing but hardships all my life, she continued, lifting her veil to wipe away the tears. Where I am to go now, or how make a living, I know not. They told me I need not apply to Lady Jenkins for references: and ladies wont engage a companion who has none.

Is your husband really dead? I ventured to ask.

My poor husband is really dead, Johnny Ludlow  I dont know why you should imply a doubt of it. He left me nothing: he had nothing to leave. He was only a master in the college at Brétage  a place in the South of France  and he died, I verily believe, of poor living. We had not been married twelve months. I had a little baby, and that died. Oh, I assure you I have had my troubles.

How are  Mr. and Mrs. Clement-Pell? I next asked, with hesitation. And Conny?  and the rest of them?

Oh, they were well when I last heard, she answered, slightingly. I dont hear often. Foreign postage is expensive. Conny was to have come here shortly on a visit.

Where is Gusty? Is  

I know nothing at all about my brothers, she interrupted sharply. And this, I suppose, is my train. Good-bye, Johnny Ludlow; you and I at least can part friends. You are always kind. I wish the world was like you.

I saw her into the carriage  first-class  and her boxes into the van. And thus she disappeared from Lefford. And her brother, Captain Collinson, as we found later, had taken his departure for London by an early morning train, telling little Pink, his landlord, as he paid his weeks rent, that he was going up to attend a levee.

It was found that the rumour of his engagement to Miss Belmont was altogether untrue. Miss Belmont was rather indignant about it, freely saying that she was ten years his senior. He had never hinted at such a thing to her, and she should have stopped him if he had. We concluded that the report had been set afloat by himself, to take attention from his pursuit of Mina Knox.

Madame St. Vincent had feathered her nest. As the days went on, and Lady Jenkins grew clearer, better able to see a little into matters, she could not at all account for the money that had been drawn from the bank. Cheque after cheque had been presented and cashed; and not one-tenth of the money could have been spent upon home expenses. Lady Jenkins had been always signing cheques; she remembered that much; never so much as asking, in her loss of will, what they were needed for. I want a cheque to-day, dear Lady Jenkins, her companion would say, producing the cheque-book from her desk; and Lady Jenkins would docilely sign it. That a great portion of the proceeds had found their way to Mr. Fabian Pell was looked upon as a certainty.

And to obtaining this money might be traced the motive for dosing Lady Jenkins. Once let her intellect become clear, her will reassert itself, and the game would be stopped. Madame St. Vincent had also another scheme in her head  for the past month or two she had been trying to persuade Lady Jenkins to make a codicil to her will, leaving her a few thousand pounds. Lady Jenkins might have fallen blindly into that; but they had not as yet been able to agree upon the details: Madame St. Vincent urging that a lawyer should be called in from a distance; Lady Jenkins clinging to old Belford. That this codicil would have been made in time, and by the remote lawyer, there existed no doubt whatever.

Ah, well: it was a deep-laid plot altogether. And my visit to Lefford, with Tods later one, had served, under Heaven, to frustrate it.

Lady Jenkins grew rapidly better, now that she was no longer drugged. In a few days she was herself again. Cattledon came out amazingly strong in the way of care and kindness, and was gracious to every one, even to Lettice.

She always forbade me to say that I took the brandy-and-water, Lady Jenkins said to me one day when I was sitting with her under the laburnum tree on her lawn, talking of the past, her bright green silk dress and pink cap ribbons glistening in the sun. She made my will hers. In other respects she was as kind as she could be to me.

That must have been part of her plan, I answered. It was the great kindness that won you to her. After that, she took care that you should have no will of your own.

And the poor thing might have been so happy with me had she only chosen to be straightforward, and not try to play tricks! I gave her a handsome salary, and new gowns besides; and I dont suppose I should have forgotten her at my death.

Well, it is all over, dear Lady Jenkins, and you will be just as well and brisk as you used to be.

Not quite that, Johnny, she said, shaking her head; I cannot expect that. At seventy, grim old age is laying its hand upon us. What we need then, my dear, she added, turning her kindly blue eyes upon me, in which the tears were gathering, is to go to the mill to be ground young again. And that is a mill that does not exist in this world.

Ah no!

I thank God for the mercy He has shown me, she continued, the tears overflowing. I might have gone to the grave in the half-witted state to which I was reduced. And, Johnny, I often wonder, as I lie awake at night thinking, whether I should have been held responsible for it.

The first use Lady Jenkins made of her liberty was to invite all her relations, the young nephews and nieces, up to dinner, as she used to do. Madame St. Vincent had set her face against these family entertainments, and they had fallen through. The ex-mayor, William Lawrence, and his good old wife, made part of the company, as did Dr. Knox and Janet. Lady Jenkins beamed on them once more from her place at the head of the table, and Tamlyn sat at the foot and served the big plum-pudding.

Never more, I trust, shall I be estranged from you, my dears, until it pleases Heaven to bring about the final estrangement, she said to the young people when they were leaving. And she gave them all a sovereign a-piece.

Cattledon could not remain on for ever. Miss Deveen wanted her: so Mina Knox went to stay at Jenkins House, until a suitable lady should be found to replace Madame St. Vincent. Upon that, Dan Jenkins was taken with an anxious solicitude for his aunts health, and was for ever finding his way up to inquire after it.

You will never care to notice me again, Dan, Mina said to him, with a swelling heart and throat, one day when he was tilting himself by her on the arm of the sofa.

Shant I! returned Dan.

Oh, I am so ashamed of my folly; I feel more ashamed of it, day by day, cried Mina, bursting into tears. I shall never, never get over the mortification.

Wont you! added Dan.

And I never liked him much: I think I dis-liked him. At first I did dislike him; only he kept saying how fond he was of me; and Madame St. Vincent was always praising him up. And you know he was all the fashion.

Quite so, assented Dan.

Dont you think it would be almost as well if I were dead, Dan  for all the use I am likely to be to any one?

Almost, perhaps; not quite, laughed Dan; and he suddenly stooped and kissed her.



Thats all. And now, at the time I write this, Dan Jenkins is a flourishing lawyer at Lefford, and Mina is his wife. Little feet patter up and down the staircase and along the passages that good old Lady Jenkins used to tread. She treads them no more. There was no mill to grind her young again here; but she is gone to that better land where such mills are not needed.

Her will was a just one. She left her property to her nephews and nieces; a substantial sum to each. Dan had Jenkins House in addition. But it is no longer Jenkins House; for he had that name taken off the entrance pillars forthwith, replacing it by the one that had been there before  Rose Bank.




THE ANGELS MUSIC.

I.

How the Squire came to give in to it, was beyond the ken of mortal man. Tod turned crusty; called the young ones all the hard names in the dictionary, and said he should go out for the night. But he did not.

Just like her! cried he, with a fling at Mrs. Todhetley. Always devising some rubbish or other to gratify the little reptiles!

The little reptiles applied to the school children at North Crabb. They generally had a treat at Christmas; and this year Mrs. Todhetley said she would like it to be given by us, at Crabb Cot, if the Squire did not object to stand the evenings uproar. After vowing for a day that he wouldnt hear of it, the Squire (to our astonishment) gave in, and said they might come. It was only the girls: the boys had their treat later on, when they could go in for out-of-door sports. After the paters concession, she and the school-mistress, Miss Timmens, were as busy planning-out the arrangements as two bees in a honeysuckle field.

The evening fixed upon was the last in the old year  a Thursday. And the preparations seemed to me to be in full flow from the previous Monday. Molly made her plum-cakes and loaves on the Wednesday; on the Thursday after breakfast, her mistress went to the kitchen to help her with the pork-pies and the tartlets. To judge by the quantity provided, the school would require nothing more for a week to come.

The Squire went over to Islip on some matter of business, taking Tod with him. Our children, Hugh and Lena, were spending the day with the little Letsoms, who would come back with them for the treat; so we had the house to ourselves. The white deal ironing-board under the kitchen window was raised on its iron legs; before it stood Mrs. Todhetley and Molly, busy with the mysteries of pastry-making and patty-pan filling. I sat on the edge of the board, looking on. The small savoury pies were done, and in the act of baking, a tray-load at a time; every now and then Molly darted into the back kitchen, where the oven was, to look after them. For two days the snow had come down thickly; it was falling still in great flakes; far and near, the landscape showed white and bright.

Johnny, if you will persist in eating the jam, I shall have to send you away.

Put the jar on the other side then, good mother.

Ugh! Much jam Master Johnny would leave for the tarts, let him have his way, struck in Molly, more crusty than her own pastry, when I declare I had only dipped the wrong end of the fork in three or four times. The jam was not hers.

Mind you dont give the young ones bread-and-scrape, Molly, I retorted, catching sight of no end of butter-pats through the open door. At which advice she only threw up her head.

Who is this, coming up through the snow? cried the mater.

I turned to the window and made it out to be Mrs. Trewin: a meek little woman who had seen better days, and tried to get her living as a dressmaker since the death of her husband. She had not been good for very much since: never seemed quite to get over the shock. Going out one morning, as usual, to his duties as an office clerk, he was brought home dead. Killed by an accident. It was eighteen months ago now, but Mrs. Trewin wore deep mourning still.

Not standing upon ceremony down in our country, Mrs. Todhetley had her brought into the kitchen, going on with the tartlets all the same, while she talked. Mrs. Trewin was making a frock for Lena, and had come up to say that the trimming ran short. The mater told her she was too busy to see to it then, and was very sorry she had come through the snow for such a trifle.

Twas not much further, maam, was her answer: I had to go out to the school to fetch home Nettie. The path is so slippery, through the boys making slides, that I dont altogether like to trust the child to go to and fro to school by herself.

As if Nettie would come to any harm, Mrs. Trewin! I put in. If she went down, it would only be a Christmas gambol.

Accidents happen so unexpectedly, sir, she answered, a shadow crossing her sad face. And I was sorry to have said it: it had put her in mind of her husband.

You are coming up this evening, you know, Mrs. Trewin, said mother. Dont be late.

It is very good of you to have asked me, maam, she answered gratefully. I said so to Miss Timmens. Im sure it will be something new to have such a treat. Nettie, poor child, will enjoy it too.

Molly came banging in with a tray of pork-pies, just out of the oven. The mater told Mrs. Trewin to take one, and offered her a glass of beer.

But, instead of eating the pie, she wrapped it in paper to take with her home, and declined the beer, lest it should give her a headache for the evening.

So Mrs. Trewin took her departure; and, under cover of it, I helped myself to another of the pork-pies. Werent they good! After that the morning went on again, and the tart-making with it.

The last of the paste was being used up, the last of the jam jars stood open, and the clock told us that it was getting on for one, when we had another visitor: Miss Timmens, the schoolmistress. She came in, stamping the snow from her shoes on the mat, her thin figure clad in an old long cloth cloak, and the chronic redness in her face turned purple.

My word! It is a day, maam, this is! she exclaimed.

And what have you come through it for? asked Mrs. Todhetley. About the forms? Why, I sent word to you by Luke Mackintosh that they would be fetched at two oclock.

He never came, then, said Miss Timmens, irate at Lukes negligence. That Mackintosh is not worth his salt. What delicious-looking tartlets! exclaimed she, as she sat down. And what a lot of them!

Try one, said the mother. Johnny, hand them to Miss Timmens, and a plate.

That silly Sarah Trewin has gone and tumbled down, cried Miss Timmens, as she thanked me and took the plate and one of the tartlets. Went and slipped upon a slide near the school-house. What a delicious tart!

Sarah Trewin! cried the mater, turning round from the board. Why, she was here an hour ago. Has she hurt herself?

Just bruised all the one side of her black and blue, from her shoulder to her ankle, answered Miss Timmens. Those unruly boys have made slides all over the place, maam; and Sarah Trewin must needs go down upon one, not looking, I suppose, to her feet. She had only just turned out of the schoolroom with Nettie.

Dear, dear! And she is so unable to bear a fall!

Of course it might have been worse, for there are no bones broken, remarked Miss Timmens. As to Nettie, the child was nearly frightened out of her senses; shes sobbing and crying still. Never was such a timid child as that.

Will Sarah Trewin be able to come this evening?

Not she, maam. Shell be as stiff as buckram for days to come. Id like to pay out those boys  making their slides on the pathway and endangering peoples lives! Nicols not half strict enough with them; and Im tired of telling him so. Tiresome, rude monkeys! Not that my girls are a degree better: theyd go down all the slides in the parish, let em have their way. What with them, and what with these fantastical notions of the new parson, Im sure my lifes a martyrdom.

The mother smiled over her pastry. Miss Timmens and the parson, civilly polite to one another, were mentally at daggers drawn.

The time I am writing of was before the movement, set in of later years, for giving the masses the same kind of education as their betters; but our new parson at Crabb was before his age in these ideas. To experienced Miss Timmens, and to a great many more clear-sighted people, the best word that could be given to the movement was fantastical.

He came in yesterday afternoon at dusk, she resumed, when I was holding my Bible Class. And what has been the course of instruction to-day, Miss Timmens? asked he, as mild as new milk, all the girls gaping and staring around him. It has been reading, and writing, and summing, and spelling, and sewing, said I, giving him the catalogue in full: and now Im trying to teach them their duty to Heaven and to one another. And according to my old-fashioned notion, sir, I summed up, if a poor girl acquires these matters thoroughly, she is a deal more fitted to go through life in the station to which God has called her (as the catechism says), than she would be if you gave her a course of fine mincing uppishness, with your poetry and your drawing and your embroidery. Oh, he gets his answer from me, maam.

Mr. Bruce may be kind and enlightened, and all that, spoke Mrs. Todhetley, but he certainly seems inclined to carry his ideas beyond reasonable bounds, so far as regards these poor peasant children.

Reasonable! repeated Miss Timmens, catching up the word, and rubbing her sharp nose with excitement: why, the worst is, that theres no reason in it. Not a jot. The parsons mind has gone a little bit off its balance, maam; thats my firm conviction. This exalted education applied to young ladies would be all right and proper: but where can be the use of it to these poor girls? What good will his accomplishments, his branches of grand learning do them? His conchology and meteorology, and all the rest of his ologies? Of what service will it be to them in future?

Id have got my living nicely, I guess, if Id been taught them things, satirically struck in Molly, unable to keep her tongue still any longer. A fine cook I should ha made!  kept all my places a beautiful length of time; I wouldnt come with such flighty talk to the Squire, Miss Timmens, if twas me.

The talks other peoples; it isnt mine, fired Miss Timmens, turning her wrath on Molly. That is, the notions are. You had better attend to your baking, Molly.

So I had, said Molly. Bakings more in my line than them other foreign jerks. But well I should have knowed how to do it if my mind had been cocketed up with the learning thats only fit for lords and ladies.

Is not that my argument? retorted Miss Timmens, flinging the last word after her as she went out to her oven. Poor girls were sent into the world to work, maam, not to play at being fine scholars, she added to Mrs. Todhetley, as she got up to leave. And, as sure as we are born, this new dodge of education, if it ever gets a footing, will turn the country upside down.

Im sure I hope not, replied the mother in her mild way. Take another tart, Miss Timmens. These are currant and raspberry.

II.

The company began to arrive at four oclock. The snow had ceased to fall; it was a fine, cold, clear evening, the moon very bright. A large store-room at the back of the house had been cleared out, and a huge fire made in it. The walls were decorated with evergreens, and tin sconces holding candles; benches from the school-house were ranged underneath them. This was to be the principal play-room, but the other rooms were open. Mrs. Hill (formerly Mrs. Garth, who had not so very long before lost poor David) and Maria Lease came up by invitation to help Miss Timmens with the children; and Mrs. Trewin would have come but for her fall on the slide. Miss Timmens appeared in full feather: a purple gown of shot silk, with a red waist-band, and red holly berries in her lace cap. The children, timid at first, sat round on the forms in prim stillness, just like so many mice.

By far the most timid of all was a gentle little thing of seven years old, got up like a lady; white frock, black sash and sleeve ribbons. She was delicate-featured, blue-eyed, had curling flaxen hair. It was Nettie Trewin. Far superior she looked to all of them; out of place, in fact, amongst so many coarser natures. Her little arm and hand trembled as she clung to Miss Timmens gown.

Senseless little thing, cried Miss Timmens, to be afraid in a beautiful room like this, and with all these kind friends around her! Would you believe it, Mr. Johnny, that I could hardly get her here? Afraid, she said, to come without mother!

Oh, Nettie! Why, you are going to have lots of fun! Is mother better this evening?

Yes, whispered Nettie, venturing to take a peep at me through her wet eyelashes.

The order of the day was this. Tea at once, consisting of as much bread-and-butter and plum-cake as they could eat; games afterwards. The savoury pies and tartlets later on; more cake to wind up with, which, if they had no room for, they might carry home.

After all signs of tea had disappeared, and our neighbours, the Coneys, had come in, and several round rings were seated on the floor at Hunt-the-Slipper, I, chancing to draw within earshot, found Miss Timmens had opened out her grievance to the Squire  the parsons interference with the school.

It would be reversing the proper and natural order of things, as I look upon it, she was saying, to give an exalted education to those who must get their living by the sweat of their brow; as servants, and what not. Do you think so, sir?

Think so! of course I think so, spluttered the Squire, taking up the subject hotly as usual. Its good for them to read and write well, to add up figures, and know how to sew and clean, and wash and iron. Thats the learning they want, whether they are to pass their lives serving in families, or as the wives of working men.

Yes, sir, acquiesced Miss Timmens, in a glow of satisfaction; but you may as well try to beat common sense into a broomstick as into Mr. Bruce. The other day  what, is it you again, Nettie! she broke off, as the little white-robed child sidled up and hid her head in what appeared to be her haven of refuge  the folds of the purple gown. Never was such a child as this, for shyness. When put to play with the rest, shell not stay with them. What do you think you are good for?  rather wrathfully. Do you suppose the gentlefolk are going to eat you, Nettie?

Theres nothing to be afraid of, little lassie. What child is it? added the Squire, struck with her appearance.

Tell your name to the Squire, said Miss Timmens, with authority. And the little one lifted her pretty blue eyes appealingly to his face, as if beseeching him not to bite her.

Its Nettie Trewin, sir, she said in a whisper.

Dear me! Is that poor Trewins child! She has a look of her father too. A delicate little maid.

And silly also, added Miss Timmens. You came here to play, you know, Nettie; not hide your face. What are they all stirring at, now? Oh, going to have Puss-in-the-corner. You can play at that, Nettie. Here, Jane Bright! Take Nettie with you and attend to her. Find her a corner: she has not had any play at all.

A tall, awkward girl stepped up: slouching shoulders, narrow forehead, stolid features, coarse hair all ruffled; thick legs, thick boots  Miss Jane Bright. She seized Netties hand.

Yes, sir, you are right: the child is a delicate, dainty little thing, quite a contrast to most of these other girls, resumed Miss Timmens, in answer to the Squire. Look at that one who has just fetched Nettie away: she is only a type of the rest. They come, most of them, of coarse, stupid parents, and will be no better to the end of the chapter, whatever education you may try to hammer into them. As I said to Mr. Bruce the other day when  Well, I never! There he is!

The young parson caught her eye, as he was looming in. Long coat, clerical waistcoat, no white tie to speak of round his bare neck; quite à la mode. The new fashions and the new notions that Mr. Bruce went in for, were not at all understood at North Crabb.

The Squire had gone on at first against the party; but no face was more sunshiny than his, now that he was in the thick of it. A select few of the children, with ours and the little Lawsons, had appropriated the dining-room for Hunt-the-Whistle. The pater chanced to look in just before it began, and we got him to be the hunter. I shall never forget it as long as I live. I dont believe I had ever laughed as much before. He did not know the play, or the trick of it: and to see him whirling himself about in search of the whistle as it was blown behind his back, now seizing on this bold whistler, believing he or she must be in possession of the whistle, and now on that one, all unconscious that the whistle was fastened to the back button of his own coat; and to look at the puzzled wonder of his face as to where the whistle could possibly be, and how it contrived to elude his grasp, was something to be remembered. The shrieks of laughter might have been heard down at the Ravine. Tod had to sit on the floor and hold his sides; Tom Coney was in convulsions.

Ah  I  ah  what do you think, Mr. Todhetley? began Bruce, with his courteous drawl, catching the Squire, as he emerged later, red and steaming, from the whistle-hunt. Suppose I collect these young ones around me and give them a quarter-of-an-hours lecture on pneumatics? Ive been getting up the subject a little.

Pneumatics be hanged! burst forth the pater, more emphatically than politely, when he had taken a puzzled stare at the parson. The young ones have come here to play, not to have their brains addled. Be shot if I quite know myself what pneumatics means. I beg your pardon, Bruce. You mean well, I know.

Pneumatics! repeated old Coney, taking time to digest the word. Dont you think, parson, thats more in the department of the Astronomer Royal?

One required a respite after the whistle-hunt. I put my back against the wall in the large room, and watched the different sets of long tails, then pulling fiercely at Oranges and Lemons. Mrs. Hill and Maria Lease sat side by side on one of the benches, both looking as sad as might be, their memories, no doubt, buried in the past. Maria Lease had never, so to say, worn a smiling countenance since the dreadful end of Daniel Ferrar.

A commotion! Half-a-dozen of the lemons, pulling too fiercely, had come to grief on the ground. Maria went to the rescue.

I was just thinking of poor David, sir, Mrs. Hill said to me, with a sigh. How he would have enjoyed this scene: so merry and bright!

But he is in a brighter scene than this, you know.

Yes, Master Johnny, I do know it, she said, tears trickling slowly down her cheeks. Where he is, all things are beautiful.

In her palmy days Mrs. Todhetley used to sing a song, of which this was the first verse:  

All thats bright must fade, The brightest still the fleetest; All thats sweet was made But to be lost when sweetest.

Mrs. Hills words brought this song to my memory, and with it the damping reminder that nothing lasts in this world, whether of pleasure or brightness. All things must fade, or die: but in that better life to come they will last for ever. And David had entered upon it.



Now, wheres that senseless little Nettie?

The words, spoken sharply, came from Miss Timmens. But if she did possess a sharp-toned tongue, she was good and kind at heart. The young crew were sitting down at the long table to the savoury pies and tartlets; Miss Timmens, taking stock of them, missed Nettie.

Jane Bright, go and find Nettie Trewin.

Not daring to disobey the curt command, but looking as though she feared her portion of the good things would be eaten up during her absence, Jane Bright disappeared. Back she came in a brace of shakes, saying Nettie was not there.

Maria Lease, wheres Nettie Trewin? asked Miss Timmens.

Maria turned from the table. Nettie Trewin? she repeated, looking about her. I dont know. She must be somewhere or other.

I wish to goodness youd find her then.

Maria Lease could not see anything of the child. Nettie Trewin was called out high and low; but it brought forth no response. The servants were sent to look over the house, with no better result.

She is hiding somewhere in her shyness, said Miss Timmens. I have a great mind to punish her for this.

She cant have got into the rain-water butt? suggested the Squire. Molly, go and look.

It was not very likely: as the barrel was quite six feet high. But, as the Squire once got into the water-butt to hid himself when he was a climbing youngster, and had reasons for anticipating a whipping, his thoughts naturally flew to it.

Well, she must be somewhere, cried he when we laughed at him. She could not sink through the floor.

Who saw her last? repeated Miss Timmens. Do you hear, children? Just stop eating for a minute, and answer.

Much discussion  doubt  cross-questioning. The whole lot seemed to be nearly as stupid as owls. At last, so far as could be gathered, none of them had noticed Nettie since they began Puss-in-the-corner.

Jane Bright, I told you to take Nettie to play with the rest, and to find her a corner. What did you do with her?

Jane Bright commenced her answer by essaying to take a sly bite at her pie. Miss Timmens stopped her midway, and turned her from the table to face the company.

Do you hear me? Now dont stand staring like a gaby! Just answer.

Like a gaby did Jane Bright stand: mouth wide open, eyes round, countenance bewildered.

Please, governess, I didnt do nothing with her.

You must have done something with her: you held her hand.

I didnt do nothing, repeated the girl, shaking her head stolidly.

Now, that wont do, Jane Bright. Where did you leave her?

Twas in the corner, answered Jane Bright, apparently making desperate efforts of memory. When I was Puss, and runned across and came back again, I didnt see her there.

Surely, the child has not stolen out by herself and run off home! cried Mrs. Coney: and the schoolmistress took up the suggestion.

It is the very thought that has been in my mind the last minute or two, avowed she. Yes, Mrs. Coney, thats it, depend upon it. She has decamped through the snow and gone back to her mothers.

Then she has gone without her things, interposed Maria Lease, who was entering the room with a little black cloak and bonnet in her hand. Are not these Netties things, children? And a dozen voices all speaking together, hastened to say Yes, they were Netties.

Then she must be in the house, decided Miss Timmens. She wouldnt be silly enough to go out this cold night with her neck and arms bare. The child has her share of sense. She has run away to hide herself, and may have dropped asleep.

It must be in the chimbleys, then, cried free Molly from the back of the room. Weve looked everywhere else.

You had better look again, said the Squire. Take plenty of light  two or three candles.

It seemed rather a queer thing. And, while this talking had been going on, there flashed into my mind the old Modena story, related by the poet Rogers, of the lovely young heiress of the Donatis: and which has been embodied in our song The Mistletoe Bough. Could this timid child have imprisoned herself in any place that she was unable to get out of? Going to the kitchen for a candle, I went upstairs, taking the garret first, with its boxes and lumber, and then the rooms. And nowhere could I find the least trace or sign of Nettie.

Stepping into the kitchen to leave the candle, there stood Luke Mackintosh, whiter than death; his back propped against Mollys press, his hands trembling, his hair on end. Tod stood in front of him suppressing his laughter. Mackintosh had just burst in at the back-door in a desperate state of fright, declaring he had seen a ghost.

Its not the first time I have mentioned the mans cowardice. Believing in ghosts and goblins, wraiths and witches, he could hardly be persuaded to cross Crabb Ravine at night, on account of the light sometimes seen there. Sensible people told him that this light (which, it was true, no one had ever traced to its source) was nothing but a will-o-the-wisp, an ignis-fatuus arising from the vapour; but Luke could not be brought to reason. On this evening it chanced that the Squire had occasion to send Mackintosh to the Timberdale post-office, and the man had now just come in from the errand.

I see the light, too, sir, he was saying to Tod in a scared voice, as he ran his shaking hand through his hair. It be dodging about on the banks of the Ravine for all the world like a corpse-candle. Well, sir, I didnt like that, and I got up out of the Ravine as fast as my legs would bring me, and were making straight for home here, with my head downards, not wanting to see nothing more, when something dreadful met me. All in white, it was.

A man in his shroud, who had left his grave to take a moonlight walk, said Tod, gravely, biting his lips.

Twere in grave-clothes, for sure; a long, white garment, whiter than the snow. Id not say but it was Daniel Ferrar, added Luke, in the low dread tones that befitted the dismal subject. His ghost do walk, you know, sir.

And where did his ghost go to?

Blest if I saw, sir, replied Mackintosh, shaking his head. Id not have looked after it for all the world. Twarnt a slow pace I come at, over the field, after that, and right inside this here house.

Rushing like the wind, I suppose.

My heart was all a-throbbing and a-skeering. Mr. Joseph, I hope the Squire wont send me through the Ravine after dark again! I couldnt stand it, sir; Id amost rather give up my place.

Youll not be fit for this place, or any other, I should say, Mackintosh, if you let this sort of fear run away with your senses, I put in. You saw nothing; it was all fancy.

Saw nothing! repeated Mackintosh in the excess of desperation. Why, Mr. Johnny, I never saw a sight plainer in all my born days. A great, white, awesome apparition it were, that went rushing past me with a wailing sound. I hope you wont ever have the ill-luck to see such a thing yourself, sir.

Im sure I shant.

Whats to do here? asked Tom Coney, putting in his head.

Mackintosh has seen a ghost.

Seen a ghost! cried Tom, beginning to grin.

Mackintosh, trembling yet, entered afresh on the recital, rather improving it by borrowing Tods mocking suggestion. A dead man in his shroud come out walking from his grave in the churchyard  which he feared might be Ferrar, lying on the edge ont, just beyond consecrated ground. I never could abear to go by the spot where he was put in, and never a prayer said over him, Mr. Tom!

But, in spite of the solemnity of the subject, touching Ferrar, Tom Coney could only have his laugh out. The servants came in from their fruitless search of the dairy and cellars, and started to see the state of Mackintosh.

Give him a cup of warm ale, Molly, was Tods command. And we left them gathered round the man, listening to his tale with open mouths.

From the fact that Nettie Trewin was certainly not in the house, one only deduction could be drawn  that the timid child had run home to her mother. Bare-headed, bare-necked, bare-armed, she had gone through the snow; and, as Miss Timmens expressed it, might just have caught her death.

Senseless little idiot! exclaimed Miss Timmens in a passion. Sarah Trewin is sure to blame me; shell say I might have taken better care of her.

But one of the elder girls, named Emma Stone, whose recollection only appeared to come to her when digesting her supper, spoke up at this juncture, and declared that long after Puss-in-the-corner was over, and also Oranges and Lemons, which had succeeded it, she had seen and spoken to Nettie Trewin. Her account was, that in crossing the passage leading from the store-room, she saw Nettie scrouged against the wall, half-way down the passage, like anybody afeared of being seen.

Did you speak to her, Emma Stone? asked Miss Timmens, after listening to these concluding words.

Yes, governess. I asked her why she was not at play, and why she was hiding there.

Well, what did she say?

Not anything, replied Emma Stone. She turned her head away as if she didnt want to be talked to.

Miss Timmens took a long, keen look at Emma Stone. This young lady, it appeared, was rather in the habit of romancing; and the governess thought she might be doing it then.

I vow to goodness I saw her, interrupted the girl, before Miss Timmens had got out more than half a doubt: and her tone was truthful enough. Im not telling no story, m. I thought Nettie was crying.

Well, it is a strange thing you should have forgotten it until this moment, Emma Stone.

Please, m, it were through the pies, pleaded Emma.

It was time to depart. Bonnets and shawls were put on, and the whole of them filed out, accompanied by Miss Timmens, Mrs. Hill, and Maria Lease: good old motherly Dame Coney saying she hoped they would find the child safe in bed between the blankets, and that her mother would have given her some hot drink.

Our turn for supper came now. We took it partly standing, just the fare that the others had had, with bread-and-cheese added for the Squire and old Coney. After that, we all gathered round the fire in the dining-room, those two lighting their pipes.

And I think you might almost have knocked some of us down with a feather in our surprise, when, in the midst of one of old Coneys stories, we turned round at the sudden opening of the door, and saw Miss Timmens amongst us. A prevision of evil seemed to seize Mrs. Todhetley, and she rose up.

The child! Is she not at home?

No, maam; neither has she been there, answered Miss Timmens, ignoring ceremony (as people are apt to do at seasons of anxiety or commotion) and sitting down uninvited. I came back to tell you so, and to ask what you thought had better be done.

The child must have started for home and lost her way in the snow, cried the Squire, putting down his pipe in consternation. What does the mother think?

I did not tell her of it, said Miss Timmens. I went on by myself to her house; and the first thing I saw there, on opening the door, was a little pair of slippers warming on the fender. Oh, have you brought Nettie? began the mother, before I could speak: Ive got her shoes warm for her. Is she very, very cold?  and has she enjoyed herself and been good? Well, sir, seeing how it was  that the child had not got home  I answered lightly: Oh, the children are not here yet; my sister and Maria Lease are with them. Ive just stepped on to see how your bruises are getting on. For that poor Sarah Trewin is good for so little that one does not care to alarm her, concluded Miss Timmens, as if she would apologize for her deceit.

The Squire nodded approval, and told me to give Miss Timmens something hot to drink. Mrs. Todhetley, looking three parts frightened out of her wits, asked what was to be done.

Yes; what was to be done? What could be done? A sort of council was held amongst them, some saying one thing, some another. It seemed impossible to suggest anything.

Had harm come to her in running home, had she fallen into the snow, for instance, or anything of that sort, we should have seen or heard her, observed Miss Timmens. She would be sure to take the direct path  the way we came here and returned.

It might be easy enough for the child to lose her way  the roads and fields are like a wide white plain, observed Mrs. Coney. She might have strayed aside amongst the trees in the triangle.

Miss Timmens shook her head in dissent.

Shed not do that, maam. Since Daniel Ferrar was found there, the children dont like the three-cornered grove.

Look here, said old Coney, suddenly speaking up. Let us search all these places, and any others that she could have strayed to, right or left, on her road home.

He rose up, and we rose with him. It was the best thing that could be done: and no end of a relief, besides, to pitch upon something to do. The Squire ordered Mackintosh (who had not recovered himself yet) to bring a lantern, and we all put on our great-coats and went forth, leaving the mater and Mrs. Coney to keep the fire warm. A black party we looked, in the white snow, Miss Timmens making one of us.

I cant rest, she whispered to me. If the child has been lying on the snow all this while, we shall find her dead.

It was a still, cold, lovely night; the moon high in the sky, the snow lying white and pure beneath her beams. Tom Coney and Tod, all their better feelings and their fears aroused, plunged on fiercely, now amidst the deep snow by the hedges, now on the more level path. The grove, which had been so fatal to poor Daniel Ferrar, was examined first. And now we saw the use of the lantern ordered by the Squire, at which order we had secretly laughed: for it served to light up the darker parts where the trunks of the trees grew thick. Mackintosh, who hated that grove, did not particularly relish his task of searching it, though he was in good company. But it did not appear to contain Nettie.

She would not turn in here, repeated Miss Timmens, from the depth of her strong conviction; Im sure she wouldnt. She would rather bear onwards towards her mothers.

Bounding here, trudging there, calling her name softly, shouting loudly, we continued our search after Nettie Trewin. It was past twelve when we got back home and met Mrs. Todhetley and Mrs. Coney at the door, both standing there in their uneasiness, enveloped in woollen shawls.

No. No success. Cant find her anywhere.

Down sank the Squire on one of the hall-chairs as he spoke, as though he could not hold himself up a minute longer, but was dead beat with tramping and disappointment. Perhaps he was. What was to be done next? What could be done? We stood round the dining-room fire, looking at one another like so many helpless mummies.

Well, said the pater, the first thing is to have a drop of something hot. I am half-frozen. What times that?  as the clock over the mantelpiece chimed one stroke. Half-past twelve.

And shes dead by this time, gasped Miss Timmens, in a faint voice, its sharpness gone clean out of it. Im thinking of the poor widowed mother.

Mrs. Coney (often an invalid) said she could do no good by staying longer, and wanted to be in bed. Old Coney said he was not going in yet; so Tom took her over. It might have been ten minutes after this  but I was not taking any particular account of the time  that I saw Tom Coney put his head in at the parlour-door, and beckon Tod out. I went also.

Look here, said Coney to us. After I left mother indoors, I thought Id search a bit about the back-ground here: and I fancy I can see the marks of a childs footsteps in the snow.

No! cried Tod, rushing out at the back-door and crossing the premises to the field.

Yes, it was so. Just for a little way along the path leading to Crabb Ravine the snow was much trodden and scattered by the footsteps of a man, both to and fro. Presently some little footsteps, evidently of a child, seemed to diverge from this path and go onwards in rather a slanting direction through the deeper snow, as if their owner had lost the direct way. When we had tracked these steps half-way across the field. Tod brought himself to a halt.

Im sure they are Netties, he said. They look like hers. Whose else should they be? She may have fallen down the Ravine. One of you had better go back and bring a blanket  and tell them to get hot water ready.

Eager to be of use, Tom Coney and I ran back together. Tod continued his tracking. Presently the little steps diverged towards the path, as if they had suddenly discovered their wanderings from it; and then they seemed to be lost in those other and larger footsteps which had kept steadily to the path.

I wonder, thought Tod, halting as he lost the clue, whether Mackintoshs big ghost could have been this poor little white-robed child? What an idiotic coward the fellow is! These are his footmarks. A slashing pace he must have travelled at, to fling the snow up in this manner!

At that moment, as Tod stood facing the Ravine, a light, looking like the flame of a candle, small and clear and bright as that of a glow-worm, appeared on the opposite bank, and seemed to dodge about the snow-clad brushwood around the trunks of the wintry trees. What was this light?  whence did it proceed?  what caused it? It seemed we were never tired of putting these useless questions to ourselves. Tod did not know; never had known. He thought of Macks fright and of the ghost, as he stood watching it, now disappearing in some particular spot, now coming again at ever so many yards distance. But ghosts had no charms for Tod: by which I mean no alarms: and he went forward again, trying to find another trace of the little footsteps.

I dont see what should bring Nettie out here, though, ran his thoughts. Hope she has not pitched head foremost down the Ravine! Confound the poltroon!  kicking up the snow like this!

But now, in another minute, there were traces again. The little feet seemed to have turned aside at a tangent, and once more sought the deep snow. From that point he did not again lose them; they carried him to the low and narrow dell (not much better than a ditch) which just there skirted the hedge bordering the Ravine.

At first Tod could see nothing. Nothing but the drifted snow. But  looking closely  what was that, almost at his feet? Was it only a dent in the snow?  or was anything lying on it? Tod knelt down on the deep soft white carpet (sinking nearly up to his waist) and peered and felt.

There she was: Nettie Trewin! With her flaxen curls fallen about her head and mingling with the snow, and her little arms and neck exposed, and her pretty white frock all wet, she lay there in the deep hole. Tod, his breast heaving with all manner of emotion, gathered her into his arms, as gently as an infant is hushed to rest by its mother. The white face had no life in it; the heart seemed to have stopped beating.

Wake up, you poor little mite! he cried, pressing her against his warm side. Wake up, little one! Wake up, little frozen snow-bird!

But there came no response. The child lay still and white in his arms.

Hope shes not frozen to death! he murmured, a queer sensation taking him. Nettie, dont you hear me? My goodness, whats to be done?

He set off across the field with the child, meeting me almost directly. I ran straight up to him.

Get out, Johnny Ludlow! he cried roughly, in his haste and fear. Dont stop me! Oh, a blanket, is it? Thats good. Fold it round her, lad.

Is she dead?

Ill be shot if I know.

He went along swiftly, holding her to him in the blanket. And a fine commotion they all made when he got her indoors.

The silly little thing, unable to get over her shyness, had taken the opportunity, when the back-door was open, to steal out of it, with the view of running home to her mother. Confused, perhaps, by the bare white plain; or it may be by her own timidity; or probably confounding the back-door and its approaches with the front, by which she had entered, she went straight across the field, unconscious that this was taking her in just the opposite direction to her home. It was she whom Luke Mackintosh had met  the great idiot!  and he frightened her with his rough appearance and the bellow of fear he gave, just as much as she had frightened him. Onwards she went, blindly terrified, was stopped by the hedge, fell into the ditch, and lay buried in the snow. Whether she could be brought back to life, or whether death had really taken her, was a momentous question.

I went off for Cole, flying all the way. He sent me back again, saying hed be there as soon as I  and that Nettie Trewin must be a born simpleton.

Master Johnny!  Mr. Ludlow!  Is it you?

The words greeted me in a weak panting voice, just as I reached the corner by the store barn, and I recognized Mrs. Trewin. Alarmed at Netties prolonged stay, she had come out, all bruised as she was, and extorted the fact  that the child was missing  from Maria Lease. I told her that the child was found  and where.

Dead or alive, sir?

I stammered in my answer. Cole would be up directly, I said, and we must hope for the best. But she drew a worse conclusion.

It was all I had, she murmured. My one little ewe lamb.

Dont cry, Mrs. Trewin. It may turn out to be all right, you know.

If I could only have laid her poor little face on my bosom to die, and said good-bye to her! she wailed, the tears falling. I have had so much trouble in the world, Master Johnny!  and she was all of comfort left to me in it.

We went in. Cole came rushing like a whirlwind. By-and-by they got some warmth into the child, lying so still on the bed; and she was saved.

Were you cold, dear, in the snow?  were you frightened? gently asked the mother, when Nettie could answer questions.

I was very cold and frightened till I heard the angels music, mother.

The angels music?

Yes. I knew they played it for me. After that, I felt happy and went to sleep. Oh, mother, theres nothing so sweet as angels music.

The music had been that of the church bells, wafted over the Ravine by the rarefied air; the sweet bells of Timberdale, ringing in the New Year.

THE END
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JOHNNY LUDLOW.

A MYSTERY.

I.

Look here, Johnny Ludlow, said Darbyshire to me  Darbyshire being, as you may chance to remember, our doctor at Timberdale you seem good at telling of unaccountable disappearances: why dont you tell of that disappearance which took place here?

I had chanced to look in upon him one evening when he was taking rest in his chimney-corner, in the old red-cushioned chair, after his days work was over, smoking his churchwarden pipe in his slippers and reading the story of Dorothy Grape.

We should like to see that disappearance on paper, went on Darbyshire. It is the most curious thing that has happened in my experience.

True enough it was. Too curious for any sort of daylight to be seen through it; as you will acknowledge when you hear its details; and far more complicated than the other story.

The lawyer at Timberdale, John Delorane, was a warm-hearted and warm-tempered man of Irish extraction. He had an extensive practice, and lived in an old-fashioned, handsome red-brick house in the heart of Timberdale, with his only daughter and his sister, Hester.

You may have seen prettier girls than Ellin Delorane, but never one that the heart so quickly went out to. She was too much like her dead mother; had the same look of fragile delicacy, the same sweet face with its pensive sadness, the soft brown eyes and the lovely complexion. Mrs. Delorane had died of decline: people would say to one another, in confidence, they hoped Ellin might escape it.

The largest and best farm in the neighbourhood of Timberdale, larger than even that of the Ashtons, was called the Dower Farm. It belonged to Sir Robert Tenby, and had been occupied for many years by one Roger Brook, a genial, pleasant gentleman of large private means apart from his success in farming. Rich though he was, he did not disdain to see practically after his work himself; was up with the lark and out with his men, as a good farmer ought to be. Out-of-doors he was the keen, active, thorough farmer; indoors he lived as a gentleman. He had four children: three boys and one girl, who were all well and comprehensively educated.

But he intended his sons to work as he had worked: no idleness for him; no leading of indolent and self-indulgent lives. Choose what calling you please, he said to them; but stick to it when chosen, and do your very best in it. The eldest son, Charles, had no fancy for farming, no particular head for any of the learned professions; he preferred commerce. An uncle, Matthew Brook, was the head of a mercantile house in New York; he offered a post in it to Charles, who went out to him. The second son, Reginald, chose the medical profession; after qualifying for it, he became assistant to a doctor in London to gain experience. William, the third son, went to Oxford. He thought of the Church, but being conscientious, would not decide upon it hastily.

So that not one of you will be with me, remarked Mr. Brook. Well, be it so. I only want you to lead good and useful lives, striving to do your duty to God and to man.

But one of those overwhelming misfortunes, that Im sure may be compared with the falling of an avalanche, fell on Mr. Brook. In an evil hour he had become a shareholder in a stupendous undertaking which had banking for its staple basis; and the thing failed. People talked of swindling. Its managers ran away; its books and money were nowhere; its shareholders were ruined. Some of the shareholders ran away too; Roger Brook, upright and honourable, remained to face the ruin. And utter ruin it was, for the company was one of unlimited liability.

The shock was too much for him: he died under it. Every shilling he possessed was gone; harpies (it is what Timberdale called them) came down upon his furniture and effects, and swept them away. In less time almost than it takes to tell of, not a vestige remained of what had been, save in memory: Sir Robert Tenby had another tenant at the Dower Farm, and Mrs. Brook had moved into a little cottage-villa not a stones throw from Darbyshires. She had about two hundred a-year of her own, which no adverse law could touch. Her daughter, Minnie, remained with her. You will hardly believe it, but they had named her by the romantic name of Araminta.

William Brook had come down from Oxford just before, his mind made up not to be a clergyman, but to remain on the farm with his father. When the misfortunes fell, he was, of course, thrown out; and what to turn his hand to he did not at once know. Brought up to neither profession nor trade, no, nor to farming, it was just a dilemma. At present, he stayed with his mother.

One day he presented himself to Mr. Delorane. Can you give me some copying to do, sir? he asked: either at your office here, or at home. I write a good clear hand.

What do you mean to do, Master William? returned the lawyer, passing over the question. The two families had always been intimate and much together.

I dont know what; I am waiting to see, said William. He was a slender young fellow of middle height, with gentle manners, a very nice, refined face, and a pair of honest, cheery, dark-blue eyes.

Waiting for something to turn up, like our old friend Micawber! said the lawyer.

If I could earn only a pound a-week while I am looking out, I should not feel myself so much of a burden on my mother  though she will not hear me say a word about that, the young man went on. You would not take me on as clerk and give me that sum, would you, Mr. Delorane?

Well, they talked further; and the upshot was, that Mr. Delorane did take him on. William Brook went into the office as a clerk, and was paid a pound a-week.

The parish wondered a little, making sundry comments over this at its tea-tables: for the good old custom of going out to real tea was not out of fashion yet in Timberdale. Every one agreed that William Brook was to be commended for putting his shoulder to the wheel, but that it was a grave descent for one brought up to his expectations. Mr. St. George objected to it on another score.

Years before, there had arrived in England from the West Indies a little gentleman, named Alfred St. George. His father, a planter, had recently died, and the boys relatives had sent him home to be educated, together with plenty of money for that purpose. Later, when of an age to leave school, he was articled to Mr. Delorane, and proved an apt, keen pupil. Next he went into the office of a renowned legal firm in London, became a qualified lawyer and conveyancer, and finally accepted an offer made him by Mr. Delorane, to return to Timberdale, as his chief and managing clerk. Mr. Delorane paid him a handsome salary, and held out to him, as report ran, hopes of a future partnership.

Alfred St. George had grown up a fine man; tall, strong, lithe and active. People thought his face handsome, but it had unmistakably a touch of the tar-brush. The features were large and well formed, the lips full, and the purple-black hair might have been woolly but for being drilled into order with oils. His complexion was a pale olive, his black eyes were round, showing a great deal of the whites, and at times they wore a very peculiar expression. Take him for all in all, he was a handsome man, with a fluent tongue and persuasive eloquence.

It was Mr. St. George who spoke against William Brooks being taken on as clerk. Not that his objection applied to the young man himself, but to his probable capacity for work. He will be of no use to us, sir, was the substance of his remonstrance to Mr. Delorane. He has had no experience: and one can hardly snub Brook as one would a common clerk.

Dont suppose he will be of much use, carelessly acquiesced Mr. Delorane, who was neither a stingy nor a covetous man. What could I do but take him on when he asked me to? I like the young fellow; always did; and his poor father was my very good friend. You must make the best of him, St. George: dare say he wont stay long with us. At which St. George laughed good-naturedly and shrugged his shoulders.

But William Brook did prove to be of use. He got on so well, was so punctual, so attentive, so intelligent, that fault could not be found with him; and at the end of the first year Mr. Delorane voluntarily doubled his pay  raising it to two pounds per week.



Timberdale wondered again: and began to ask how it was that young Brook, highly educated, and reared to expect some position in the world, could content himself with stopping on, a lawyers clerk? Did he mean to continue in the office for ever? Had he ceased to look out for that desirable something that was to turn up? Was he parting with all laudable ambition?

William Brook could have told them, had he dared, that it was not lack of ambition chaining him to his post, but stress of love. He and Ellin Delorane had entered a long while past into the mazes of that charming dream, than which, as Tom Moore tells us, theres nothing half so sweet in life, and the world was to them as the Garden of Eden.

It was close upon the end of the second year before Mr. Delorane found it out. He went into a storm of rage and reproaches  chiefly showered upon William Brook, partly upon Ellin, a little upon himself.

I have been an old fool, he spluttered to his confidential clerk. Because the young people had been intimate in the days when the Brooks were prosperous, I must needs let it go on still, and never suspect danger! Why, the fellow has had his tea here twice a-week upon an average!  and brought Ellin home at night when she has been at his mothers!  and I  I  thought no more than if it had been her brother! I could thrash myself! And where have her aunt Hesters eyes been, I should like to know!

Very dishonourable of Brook, assented St. George, knitting his brow. Perhaps less harm is done than you fear, sir. They are both young, can hardly know their own minds; they will grow out of it. Shall you part them?

Do you suppose I shouldnt? retorted the lawyer.

William Brook was discharged from the office: Ellin received orders to give up his acquaintanceship; she was not to think of him in private or speak to him in public. Thus a little time went on. Ellins bright face began to fade; Aunt Hester looked sick and sorry; the lawyer had never felt so uncomfortable in his life.

Do what he would, he could not get out of his liking for William Brook, and Ellin was dear to him as the apple of his eye. He had been in love himself once, and knew what it meant; little as you would believe it of a stout old red-faced lawyer; knew that both must be miserable. So much the better for Brook  but what of Ellin?



One would think it was you who had had your lover sent to the right-about! he wrathfully began to Aunt Hester, one morning when he came upon her in tears as she sat at her sewing. Id hide my face if I were you, unless I could show a better.

It is that I am so sorry for Ellin, John, replied Aunt Hester, meekly wiping her tears. I  I am afraid that some people bear sorrow worse than others.

Now what do you mean by that?

Oh, not much, sighed Aunt Hester, not daring to allude to the dread lying latent in her own mind  that Ellin might fade away like her mother. I can see what a sharp blow it has been to the child, John, and so  and so I can but feel it myself.

Sharp blow! Deuce take it all! What business had young Brook to get talking to her about such rubbish as love?

Yes indeed, it is very unfortunate, said Aunt Hester. But I do not think he has talked to her, John; I imagine he is too honourable to have said a single word. They have just gone on loving one another in secret and in silence, content to live in the unspoken happiness that has flooded their two hearts.

Unspoken fiddlestick? What a simpleton you are, Hester!

Mr. Delorane turned off in a temper. He knew it must have been a sharp blow to Ellin, but he did not like to hear it so stated to his face. Banging the door behind him, he was crossing the hall to the office  which made a sort of wing to the house  when he met William Brook.

Will you allow me to speak to you, sir? asked the young man in a tone of deprecation. And, though the lawyer had the greatest mind in the world to tell him NO and send him head-foremost out again, he thought of Ellin, he thought of his dead friend, Roger Brook; so he gave a growl, and led the way into the dining-room.

In his modest winning way, William Brook spoke a little of the trouble that had come upon their family  how deeply sorry he was that Ellin and he should have learnt to care for one another for all time, as it was displeasing to Mr. Delorane  

Hang it, man, interrupted the lawyer irascibly, too impatient to listen further what on earth do you propose to yourself? Suppose I did not look upon it with displeasure?  are you in a position to marry her?



You would not have objected to me had we been as we once were  prosperous, and  

What the dickens has that to do with it! roared the lawyer. Our business lies with the present, not the past.

I came here to tell you, sir, that I am to leave for New York to-night. My brother Charles has been writing to me about it for some time past. He says I cannot fail to get on well in my uncles house, and attain to a good position. Uncle Matthew has no sons: he will do his best to advance his nephews. What I wish to ask you, sir, is this  if, when my means shall be good and my position assured, you will allow me to think of Ellin?

The mans mad? broke forth Mr. Delorane, more put about than he had been at all. Do you suppose I should let my only child go to live in a country over the seas?

No, sir, I have thought of that. Charles thinks, if I show an aptitude for business, they may make me their agent over here. Oh, Mr. Delorane, be kind, be merciful: for Ellins sake and for mine! Do not send me away without hope!

Dont you think you possess a ready-made stock of impudence, William Brook?

The young man threw his earnest, dark-blue eyes into the lawyers. I feared you would deem so, sir. But I am pleading for what is dearer to me and to her than life: our lives will be of little value to us if we must spend them apart. Only just one ray of possible hope, Mr. Delorane! It is all I ask.

Look here; well drop this, cried the lawyer, his hands in his pockets, rattling away violently at the silver in them, his habit when put out, but nevertheless calming down in temper, for in spite of prejudice he did like the young man greatly, and he was not easy as to Ellin. The best thing you can do is to go where you are going  over the Atlantic: and well leave the future to take care of itself. The money you think to make may turn out all moonshine, you know. There; thats every word Ill say and every hope Ill give, though you stop all day bothering me, William Brook.

And perhaps it was as much as William Brook had expected: any way, it did not absolutely forbid him to hope. He held out his hand timidly.

Will you not shake hands with me, sir  I start to-night  and wish me God speed.



Ill wish you better sense; and  and I hope youll get over safely, retorted Mr. Delorane: but he did not withhold his hand. No correspondence with Ellin, you understand, young man; no underhand love-making.

Yes, sir, I understand; and you may rely upon me.

He quitted the room as he spoke, to make his way out as he came  through the office. The lawyer stood in the passage and looked after him: and a thought, that had forced itself into his mind several times since this trouble set in, crossed it again. Should he make the best of a bad bargain: give Brook a chief place in his own office and let them set up in some pleasant little home near at hand? Ellin had her mothers money: and she would have a great deal more at his own death; quite enough to allow her husband to live the idle life of a gentleman  and William was a gentleman, and the nicest young fellow he knew. Should he? For a full minute Mr. Delorane stood deliberating  yes, or no; then he took a hasty step forward to call the young man back. Then, wavering and uncertain, he stepped back again, and let the idea pass.

Well, how have you sped? asked Mr. St. George, as William Brook reappeared in the office. Any hope?

Yes, I think so, answered William. At least, it is not absolutely forbidden. Theres a line in a poem my mother would repeat to us when we were boys God and an honest heart will bear us through the roughest day. I trust He, and it, will so bear me and Ellin.

Wish I had your chance, old fellow!

My chance! repeated William.

To go out to see the world; to go out to the countries where gold and diamonds are picked up for the stooping  instead of being chained, as I am, between four confined walls, condemned to spend my life over musty parchments.

William smiled. I dont know where you can pick up gold and diamonds for the stooping. Not where I am going.

No, not in New York. You should make your way to the Australian gold-fields, Brook, or to the rich Californian mines, or to the diamond mountains in Africa, and come back  as you would in no time  with a sack of money on your shoulders, large enough to satisfy even Delorane.

Or lose my health, if not my life, in digging, and come home without a shirt to my back; a more common result than the other, I fancy, remarked William. Well, good-bye, old friend.

St. George, towering aloft in his height and strength, put his arm around Williams shoulder and walked thus with him to the street-entrance. There they shook hands, and parted. Ellin Delorane, her face shaded behind the drawing-room curtain from the October sun, watched the parting.

There was to be no set farewell allowed to her. She understood that. But she gathered from Aunt Hester, during the day, that her father had not been altogether obdurate, and that if William could get on in the future, perhaps things might be suffered to come right. It brought to her a strange comfort. So very slight a ray, no bigger than one of the specks that fall from the sky, as children say, will serve to impart a most unreasonable amount of hope to the troubled heart.

Towards the close of the afternoon, Ellin went in her restlessness to pay a visit to her friend Grace at the Rectory, who had recently become Herbert Tanertons wife, and sat talking with her till it was pretty late. The moon, rising over the tops of the trees, caused her to start up with an exclamation.

What will Aunt Hester say?

If you dont mind going through the churchyard, Ellin, said Grace, you would cut off that corner, and save a little time. So Ellin took that route.

Ellin!

William!

They had met face to face under the church walls. He explained that he was sparing a few minutes to say farewell to his friends at the Rectory. The moon, coming out from behind a swiftly passing cloud, for it was rather a rough night, shone down upon them and upon the graves around them. Wildly enough beat the heart of each.

You saw papa to-day, she whispered unevenly, as though her breath were short.

Yes, I saw him. I cannot say that he gave me hope, Ellin, but he certainly did not wholly deny it. I think  I believe  that  if I can succeed in getting on, all may be well with us yet.

William Brook spoke with hesitation. He felt trammelled; he could not in honour say what he would have wished to say. This meeting might be unorthodox, but it was purely accidental; neither he nor Ellin had sought it.



Good-bye, my darling, he said with emotion, clasping her hands in his. As we have met, there cannot be much wrong in our saying it. I may not write to you, Ellin; I may not even ask you to think of me; I may not, I suppose, tell you in so many words that I shall think of you; but, believe this: I go out with one sole aim and end in view  that of striving to make a position sufficiently fair to satisfy your father.

The tears were coursing down her cheeks; she could hardly speak for agitation. Their hearts were aching to pain.

I will be true to you always, William, she whispered. I will wait for you, though it be to the end of life.

To be in love with a charming young lady, and to have her all to yourself in a solitary graveyard under the light of the moon, presents an irresistible temptation for taking a kiss, especially if the kiss is to be a farewell kiss for days and for years. William Brook did not resist it; very likely did not try to. In spite of Mr. Delorane and every one else, he took his farewell kiss from Ellins lips.

Then they parted, he going one way, she the other. Only those of us  there are not many  who have gone through this parting agony can know how it wrings the heart.

But sundry superstitious gossips, hearing of this afterwards, assured Ellin that it must be unlucky to say farewell amidst graves.



The time went on. William Brook wrote regularly to his people, and Minty whispered the news to Ellin Delorane. He would send kind remembrances to friends, love to those who cared for it. He did not dislike the work of a mercantile life, and thought he should do well  in time.

In time. There was the rub, you see. We say in time when we mean next Christmas, and we also say it when we mean next century. By the end of the first year William Brook was commanding a handsome salary; but the riches that might enable him to aspire to the hand of Miss Delorane loomed obscurely in the distance yet. Ellin seemed strong and well, gay and cheerful, went about Timberdale, and laughed and talked with the world, just as though she had never had a lover, or was not waiting for somebody over the water. Mr. Delorane thought she must have forgotten that scapegrace, and he hoped it was so.



It was about this time, the end of the first year, that a piece of good luck fell to Mr. St. George. He came into a fortune. Some relative in the West Indies died and left it to him. Timberdale put it down at a thousand pounds a-year, so I suppose it might be about five hundred. It was thought he might be for giving up his post at Mr. Deloranes to be a gentleman at large. But he did nothing of the kind. He quitted his lodgings over Salmons shop, and went into a pretty house near Timberdale Court, with a groom and old Betty Huntsman as housekeeper, and set up a handsome gig and a grey horse. And that was all the change.

As the second year went on, Ellin Delorane began to droop a little. Aunt Hester did not like it. One of the kindest friends Ellin had was Alfred St. George. After the departure of young Brook, he had been so tender with Ellin, so considerate, so indulgent to her sorrow, and so regretful (like herself) of Williams absence, that he had won her regard. It will be all right when he comes back, Ellin, he would whisper: only be patient.

But in this, the second year, Mr. St. Georges tone changed. It may be that he saw no hope of any happy return, and deemed that, for her own sake, he ought to repress any hope left in her.

Theres no more chance of his returning with a fortune than there is of my going up to the moon, he said to Tod confidentially one day when we met him striding along near the Ravine.

Dont suppose there is  in this short time, responded Tod.

Im afraid Ellin sees it, too: she seems to be losing her spirits. Ah, Brook should have done as I advised him  gone a little farther and dug in the gold-fields. He might have come back a Crœsus then. As it is  whew! I wouldnt give a copper sixpence for his chance.

Do you know what I heard say, St. George?  that youd like to go in for the little lady yourself.

The white eye-balls surrounding St. Georges dark orbs took a tinge of yellow as they rolled on Tod. Who said it? he asked quietly.

Darbyshire. He says you are in love with her as much as ever Brook was.

St. George laughed. Old Darbyshire? Well, perhaps he is not far wrong. Any way, loves free, I believe. Were I her father, Brook should prove his eligibility to propose for her, or else give her up. Good-day, Todhetley; good-day, Johnny.

St. George went off at a quick pace. Tod, looking after him, made his comments. Should not wonder but he wins her. He is the better man of the two  

The better man! I interrupted.

As to means, at any rate: and see what a fine upright free-limbed fellow he is! And where will you find one more agreeable?

In tongue, nowhere; I admit that. But I wouldnt give up William Brook for him, were I Ellin Delorane.

That St. George was in love with her grew as easy to be seen as is the round moon in harvest. Small blame to him. Who could be in the daily companionship of a sweet girl like Ellin Delorane, and not learn to love her, I should like to know? Tod told St. George he wished he had his chance.

At last St. George spoke to her. It was in April, eighteen months after Brooks departure. Ellin was in the garden at sunset, busy with the budding flowers, when St. George came to join her, as he sometimes did, on leaving the office for the day. Aunt Hester sat sewing at the open glass-doors of the window.

I have been gardening till I am tired, was Ellins greeting to him, as she sat down on a bench near the sweetbriar bush.

You look pale, said Mr. St. George. You often do look pale now, Ellin: do you think you can be quite well?

Pray dont let Aunt Hester overhear you, returned Ellin in covert, jesting tones. She begins to have fancies, she says, that I am not as well as I ought to be, and threatens to call in Mr. Darbyshire.

You need some one to take care of you; some one near and dear to you, who would study your every look and action, who would not suffer the winds of heaven to blow upon your face too roughly, went on St. George, plunging into Shakespeare. Oh, Ellin, if you would suffer me to be that one  

Her face turned crimson; her lips parted with emotion; she rose up to interrupt him in a sort of terror.

Pray do not continue, Mr. St. George. If  if I understand you rightly, that you  that you  

That I would be your loving husband, Ellin; that I would shelter you from all ill until death us do part. Yes, it is nothing less than that.

Then you must please never to speak of such a thing again; never to think of it. Oh, do not let me find that I have been mistaking you all this time, she added in uncontrollable agitation: that while I have ever welcomed you as my friend  and his  you have been swayed by another motive!

He did not like the agitation; he did not like the words; and he bit his lips, striving for calmness.

This is very hard, Ellin.

Let us understand each other once for all, she said and oh, I am so sorry that theres need to say it. What you have hinted at is impossible. Impossible: please not to mistake me. You have been my very kind friend, and I value you; and, if you will, we can go on still on the same pleasant terms, caring for one another in friendship. There can be nothing more.

Tell me one thing, he said: we had better, as you intimate, understand each other fully. Can it be that your hopes are still fixed upon William Brook?

Yes, she answered in a low tone, as she turned her face away. I hope he will come home yet, and that  that matters may be smoothed for us with papa. Whilst that hope remains it is simply treason to talk to me as you would have done, she concluded with a spurt of anger.

Ellin, called out Aunt Hester, putting her head out beyond the glass-doors, the sun has set; you had better come in.

One moment, Ellin, cried Mr. St. George, preventing her: will you forgive me?

Forgive and forget, too, smiled Ellin, her brow smoothing itself. But you must never recur to the subject again.

So Mr. St. George went home, his accounts settled  as Tod would have said: and the days glided on.



What is it that ails Ellin?

It was a piping-hot morning in July, in one of the good old hot summers that we seem never to get now; and Aunt Hester sat in her parlour, its glass-doors open, adding up the last weeks bills of the butcher and the baker, when she was interrupted by this question from her brother. He had come stalking upon her, rattling as usual, though quite unconsciously, the silver in his trousers pockets. The trousers were of nankeen: elderly gentlemen wore them in those days for coolness.

What ails her! repeated Aunt Hester, dropping the bills in alarm. Why do you ask me, John?

Now, dont you think you should have been a Quaker? retorted Mr. Delorane. I put a simple question to you, and you reply to it by asking me another. Please to answer mine first. What is it that is the matter with Ellin?

Aunt Hester sighed. Of too timid a nature to put forth her own opinion upon any subject gratuitously in her brothers house, she hardly liked to give it even when asked for. For the past few weeks Ellin had been almost palpably fading; was silent and dispirited, losing her bright colour, growing thinner; might be heard catching her breath in one of those sobbing sighs that betoken all too surely some secret, ever-present sorrow. Aunt Hester had observed this; she now supposed it had at length penetrated to the observation of her brother.

Cant you speak? he demanded.

I dont know what to say, John. Ellin does not seem well, and looks languid: of course this broiling weather is against us all. But  

But what? cried the lawyer, as she paused. As to broiling weather, thats nothing new in July.

Well, John  only you take me up so  and Im sure I shouldnt like to anger you. I was about to add that I think it is not so much illness of body with Ellin as illness of mind. If ones mind is ransacked with perpetual worry  

Racked with perpetual worry, interrupted Mr. Delorane, unconsciously correcting her mistake. What has she to worry her?

Dear me! I suppose it is about William Brook. He has been gone nearly two years, John, and seems to be no nearer coming home with a fortune than he was when he left. I take it that this troubles the child: she is losing hope.

Mr. Delorane, standing before the open window, his back to his sister, turned the silver coins about in his pockets more vehemently than before. You say she is not ailing in body?

Not yet. She is never very strong, you know.

Then theres no need to be uneasy.

Well, John  not yet, perhaps. But should this state of despair, if I dont use too strong a word, continue, it will tell in tune upon her health, and might bring on  bring on  



Bring on what? sharply asked the lawyer.

I was thinking of her mother, said poor Aunt Hester, with as much deprecation as though he had been the Great Mogul: but I trust, John, you wont be too angry with me for saying it.

Mr. Delorane did not say whether he was angry or not. He stood there, fingering his sixpences and shillings, gazing apparently at the grass-plat, in reality seeing nothing. He was recalling a past vision: that of his delicate wife, dying of consumption before her time; he seemed to see a future vision: that of his daughter, dying as she had died.

When it comes to dreams, timidly went on Aunt Hester, I cant say I like it. Not that I am one to put faith in the foolish signs old wives talk of  that if you dream of seeing a snake, youve got an enemy; or, if you seem to be in the midst of a lot of beautiful white flowers, its a token of somebodys death. I am not so silly as that, John. But for some time past Ellin has dreamt perpetually of one theme  that of being in trouble about William Brook. Night after night she seems to be searching for him: he is lost, and she cannot tell how or where.

Had Aunt Hester suddenly begun to hold forth in the unknown tongue, it could not have brought greater surprise to Mr. Delorane. He turned short round to stare at her.

Seeing what a wan and weary face the child has come down with of late, I taxed her with not sleeping well, continued Aunt Hester, and she confessed to me that she was feeling a good bit troubled by her dreams. She generally has them towards morning, and the theme is always the same. The dreams vary, but the subject is alike in all  William Brook is lost, and she is searching for him.

Nonsense! Rubbish! put in Mr. Delorane.

Well, John, I dare say it is nonsense, conceded Aunt Hester meekly: but I confess I dont like dreams that come to you persistently night after night and always upon one and the same subject. Why should they come?  thats what I ask myself. Be sure, though, I make light of the matter to Ellin, and tell her her digestion is out of order. Over and over again, she says, they seem to have the clue to his hiding place, but they never succeed in finding him. And  and I am afraid, John, that the child, through this, has taken up the notion that she shall never see him again.



Mr. Delorane, making some impatient remark about the absurdity of women in general, turned round and stood looking into the garden as before. Ellins mind was getting unhinged with the long separation, she had begun to regard it as hopeless, and hence these dreams that Brook was lost, he told himself, and with reason: and what was he to do?

How long he stood thus in perfect silence, no sound to be heard but the everlasting jingling of the loose silver, Aunt Hester did not know; pretty near an hour she thought. She wished he would go; she felt very uncomfortable, as she always did feel when she vexed him  and here were the bills waiting to be added up. At length he turned sharply, with the air of one who has come to some decision, and returned to the office.

I suppose I shall have to do it myself, he remarked to Mr. St. George.

Do what, sir?

Send for that young fellow back, and let them set up in some little homestead near me. I mean Brook.

Brook! stammered St. George.

Heres Ellin beginning to fade and wither. Its all very well for her aunt to talk about the heat! I know. She is pining after him, and I cant see her do it; so he must come home.

Of all the queer shades that can be displayed by the human countenance, about the queerest appeared in that of Mr. St. George. It was not purple, it was not green, it was not yellow; it was a mixture of all three. He gazed at his chief and master as one gazes at a madman.

Brook can come into the office again, continued Mr. Delorane. I dont like young men to be idle; leads em into temptation. Well make him head clerk here, next to you, and give him a couple of hundred a-year. If  whats the matter?

For the strange look on his managers face had caught the eye of Mr. Delorane. St. George drew three or four deep breaths.

Have you thought of Miss Delorane, sir  of her interests  in planning this? he presently asked.

Why, thats what I do think of; nothing else. You may be sure I shouldnt think of it for the interest of Brook. All the same, I like the young man, and always shall. The child is moping herself into a bad way. Where shall I be if she should go into a decline like her mother? No, no; she shall marry and have proper interests around her.



She could do that without being sacrificed to Brook, returned St. George in a low tone. There are others, sir, of good and suitable position, who would be thankful to take her  whose pride it would be to cherish her and render every moment of her life happy.

Oh, I know that; you are one of em, returned Mr. Delorane carelessly. Its what all you young sparks are ready to say of a pretty girl, especially if she be rich as well. But dont you see, St. George, that Ellin does not care for any of you. Her heart is fixed upon Brook, and Brook it must be.

Of course this news came out to Timberdale. Some people blamed Mr. Delorane, others praised him. Delorane must be turning childish in his old age, said one; Delorane is doing a good and a wise thing, cried another. Opinions vary in this world, you know, and ever will, as proved to us in the fable of the old man and his ass.

But now  and it was a strange thing to happen the very next day Mr. Delorane received a letter from William Brook, eight closely written pages. Briefly, this was its substance. The uncle, Matthew Brook of New York, was about to establish a house in London, in correspondence with his own; he had offered the managership of it to William, with a small share of profits, guaranteeing that the latter should not be less than seven hundred a-year.

And if you can only be induced to think this enough for us to begin upon, sir, and will give me Ellin, wrote the young man, I can but say that I will strive to prove my gratitude in loving care for her; and I trust you will not object to her living in London. I leave New York next month, to be in England in September, landing at Liverpool, and I shall make my way at once to Timberdale, hoping you will allow me to plead my cause in person.

No no, Master William, you wont carry my daughter off to London, commented Mr. Delorane aloud, when he had read the letter  not but that it gratified him. You must give up your post, young man, and settle down by me here, if you are to have Ellin. I dont see, St. George, why Brook should not make himself into a lawyer, legal and proper, added he thoughtfully. He is young enough  and he does not dislike the work. You and he might be associated together after I am dead: Brook and St. George.



Mr. St. Georges face turned crusty: he did not like to hear his name put next to Brooks. I never feel too sure of my own future, he said in reply. Now that I am at my ease in the world, tempting visions come often enough across me of travelling out to see it.

Mr. Delorane wrote a short, pithy note in answer to the appeal of William Brook, telling him he might come and talk to him as soon as he returned. The young fellow may have left New York before it can reach him, remarked the lawyer, as he put the letter in the post; but if so, it does not much matter.

So there was Timberdale, all cock-a-hoop at the prospect of seeing William Brook again, and the wedding that was to follow. Sam Mullet, the clerk, was for setting the bells to ring beforehand.



Some people think September the pleasantest month in the year, when the heats of summer have passed and the frosts of winter have not come. Never a finer September than we had that autumn at Timberdale; the skies looked bright, the leaves of the trees were putting on their tints of many colours, and the land was not yet quite shorn of its golden grain.

All the world was looking out for William Brook. He did not come. Disappointment is the lot of man. Of woman also. When the third week was dragging itself along in expectancy, a letter came to Mrs. Brook from William. It was to say that his return home was somewhat delayed, as he should have to take Jamaica en route, to transact some business at Kingston for his uncle. He should then proceed direct from Kingston by steamer to Liverpool, which place he hoped to reach before the middle of October. Tell all my friends this, that they may not wonder at my delay, the letter concluded; but it contained no intimation that he had received the answer written by Mr. Delorane.

A short postscript was yet added, in these words: Alfred St. George has, I know, some relatives living in, or near Kingston  planters, I believe. Tell him I shall call upon them, if I can make time, to see whether they have any commands for him.

Long before the middle of October, Ellin Delorane became obviously restless. A sort of uneasy impatience seemed to have taken possession of her: and without cause. One day, when we called at Mr. Deloranes to take a message from home, Ellin was in the garden with her outdoor things on, waiting to go out with her aunt.

What a ridiculous goose you are! began Tod. I hear you have taken up the notion that Sweet William has gone down in the Caribbean Sea.

Im sure I have not, said Ellin. Aunt Hester must have told you that fable when she was at Crabb Cot yesterday.

Just so. She and the mater laid their gossiping caps together for the best part of an hour  and all about the foolishness of Miss Ellin Delorane.

Why, you know, Ellin, I put in, it is hardly the middle of October yet.

I tell myself that it is not, she answered gravely. But, somehow, Johnny, I dont  dont  expect  him.

Now, what on earth do you mean?

I wish I knew what. All I can tell you is, that when his mother received that letter from William last month, saying his return was delayed, a sort of foreboding seized hold of me, an apprehension that he would never come. I try to shake it off, but I cannot. Each day, as the days come round, only serves to make it stronger.

Dont you think a short visit to Droitwich would do you good, Ellin? cried Tod, which was our Worcestershire fashion of recommending people to the lunatic asylum.

Just listen to him, Johnny! she exclaimed, with a laugh.

Yes, just listen to him  and just listen to yourself, Miss Ellin, and see which talks the most sense, he retorted. Have you got over those dreams yet?

Ellin turned her face to him quickly. Who told you anything about that, Aunt Hester?

Tod nodded. Its true, you know.

Yes, it is true, she slowly said. I have had those strange dreams for some weeks now; I have them still.

That William Brook is lost?

That he is lost, and that we are persistently searching for him. Sometimes we are seeking for him in Timberdale, sometimes at Worcester  in America, in France, in places that I have no knowledge of. There always seems to be a sadness connected with it  a sort of latent conviction that he will never be found.

The dreams beget the dreams, said Tod, and I should have thought you had better sense. They will soon vanish, once Sweet William makes his appearance: and mind, Miss Ellin, that you invite me to the wedding.

Ellin sighed  and smiled. And just then Aunt Hester appeared attired in her crimson silk shawl with the fancy border, and the primrose feather in her Leghorn bonnet.

A day or two went on, bringing no news of the traveller. On the nineteenth of October  I shall never forget the date  Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley and ourselves set off in the large open phaeton for a place called Pigeon Green, to spend the day with some friends living there. On this same morning, as it chanced, a very wintry one, Mr. St. George started for Worcester in his gig, accompanied by Ellin Delorane. But of this we knew nothing. He had business in the town; she was going to spend a few days with Mary West, formerly Mary Coney.

Ellin was well wrapped up, and Mr. St. George, ever solicitous for her comfort, kept the warm fur rug well about her during the journey: the skies looked grey and threatening, the wind was high and bitterly cold. Worcester reached, he drove straight through the town, left Ellin at Mrs. Wests door, in the Foregate Street, and then drove back to the Hare and Hounds Inn to put up his horse and gig.

II.

I shall always say, always think, it was a curious thing we chanced to go that day, of all days, to Pigeon Green. It is not chance that brings about these strange coincidences.

Theres a divinity that shapes our ends, Rough-hew them how we will.

Pigeon Green, a small colony of a dozen houses, formed a triangle, as may be said, with Timberdale and Evesham, being a few miles distant from each. Old Mr. and Mrs. Beele, life-long friends of the Squire, lived here. Their nephew had brought his newly-married wife from London to show her to them, and we were all invited to dinner. As the Squire did not care to be out in the dark, his sight not being what it used to be, the dinner-hour was fixed for two oclock. We started in the large open phaeton, the Squire driving his favourite horses, Bob and Blister. It was the nineteenth of October. Mrs. Todhetley complained of the cold as we went along. The lovely weather of September had left us; early winter seemed to be setting in with a vengeance. The easterly wind was unusually high, and the skies were leaden.

On this same wintry morning Mr. St. George left Timberdale in his gig for Worcester, accompanied by Ellin Delorane. St. George had business to transact with Philip West, a lawyer, who was Mr. Deloranes agent in Worcester. Philip West lived in the Foregate Street, his offices being in the same house. Ellin was very intimate with his wife, formerly Mary Coney, and was invited to spend a few days with her. It was Aunt Hester who had urged the acceptance of this invitation: seeing that Ellin was nervous at the non-arrival of her lover, William Brook, was peeping into the newspapers for accounts of shipwrecks and other calamities at sea. So they set off after breakfast, Ellin well wrapped up, in this stylish gig of Mr. St. Georges. There are gigs and gigs, you know, and I assure you some gigs were yet fashionable vehicles in those days.

It was bitterly cold. St. George, remarking that they should have snow as soon as the high wind would let it come down, urged his handsome grey horse to a fleet pace, and they soon reached Worcester. He drove straight to Foregate Street, which lay at the other end of the town, set down Ellin, and then went back again to leave his horse and gig at the Hare and Hounds in College Street, the inn at which he generally put up, retracing his steps on foot to Mr. Wests.

And now I must return to ourselves.

After a jolly dinner at two oclock with the Beeles, and a jolly dessert after it, including plenty of fresh filberts and walnuts, and upon that a good cup of tea and some buttered toast, we began to think about getting home. When the phaeton came round, the Squire remarked that it was half-an-hour later than he had meant to start; upon which, old Beele laid the fault of its looking late to the ungenial weather of the evening.

We drove off. Dusk was approaching; the leaden skies looked dark and sullen, the wind, unpleasantly high all day, had increased to nearly a hurricane. It roared round our heads, it whistled wildly through the trees and hedges, it shook the very ears of Bob and Blister; the few flakes of snow or sleet beginning then to fall were whirled about in the air like demons. It was an awful evening, no mistake about that; and a very unusual one for the middle of October.



The Squire faced the storm as well as he could, his coat-collar turned up, his cloth cap, kept for emergencies in a pocket of the carriage, tied down well on his ears. Mrs. Todhetley tied a knitted grey shawl right over her bonnet. We, in the back seat, had much ado to keep our hats on: I sat right behind the Squire, Tod behind Mrs. Todhetley. It was about the worst drive I remember. The wild wind, keen as a knife, stung our faces, and seemed at times as if it would whirl us, carriage and horses and all, in the air, as it was whirling the sleet and snow.

Tod stood up to speak to his father. Shall I drive, sir? he asked. Perhaps you would be more sheltered if you sat here behind.

Tods driving in those days was regarded by the Squire with remarkable disparagement, and Tod received only a sharp answer  which could not be heard for the wind.

We got along somehow in the teeth of the storm. The route lay chiefly through by-ways, solitary and unfrequented, not in the good, open turnpike-roads. For about a mile, midway between Pigeon Green and Timberdale, was an ultra dreary spot; dreary in itself and dreary in its associations. It was called Dip Lane, possibly because the ground dipped there so much that it lay in a hollow; overgrown dark elm-trees grew thickly on each side of it, their branches nearly meeting overhead. In the brightest summers day the place was gloomy, so you may guess how it looked now.

But the downward dip and the dark elm-trees did not constitute all the dreariness of Dip Lane. Many years before, a murder had been committed there. The Squire used to tell us of the commotion it caused, all the gentlemen for miles and miles round bestirring themselves to search out the murderers. He himself was a little fellow of five or six years old, and could just remember what a talk it made. A wealthy farmer, belated, riding through the lane from market one dark night, was attacked and pulled from his horse. The assailants beat him to death, rifled his pockets of a large sum, for he had been selling stock, and dragged him through the hedge, making a large gap in it. Across the field, near its opposite side, was the round, deep stagnant piece of water known as Dip Pond (popularly supposed to be too deep to have any bottom to it); and it was conjectured that the object of the murderers, in dragging him through the hedge, was to conceal the body beneath the dark and slimy water, and that they must have been disturbed by some one passing in the lane. Any way, the body was found in the morning lying in the field a few yards from the gap in the hedge, pockets turned inside out, and watch and seals gone. The poor frightened horse had made its way home, and stayed whinnying by the stable-door all night.

The men were never found. A labourer, hastening through the lane earlier in the evening, with some medicine from the doctors for his sick wife, had noticed two foot-pads, as he described them, standing under a tree. That these were the murderers, then waiting for prey, possibly for this very gentleman they attacked, no one had any doubt; but they were never traced. Whoever they were, they got clear off with their booty, and  the Squire would always add when telling the story to a stranger  with their wicked consciences, which he sincerely hoped tormented them ever afterwards.

But the most singular fact in the affair remains to be told. From that night nothing would grow on the spot in the hedge over which the murdered man was dragged, and on which his blood had fallen. The blood-stains were easily got rid of, but the hedge, though replanted more than once, never grew again; and the gap remained in it still. Report went that the farmers ghost haunted it  that, I am sure, you will not be surprised to hear, ghosts being so popular  and might be seen hovering around it on a moonlit night.

And amidst the many small coincidences attending the story (my story) which I am trying to place clearly before you, was this one: that the history of the murder was gone over that day at Mr. Beeles. Some remark led to the subject as we sat round the dessert-table, and Mrs. Frank Beele, who had never heard of it, inquired what it was. Upon that, the Squire and old Beele recounted it to her, each ransacking his memory to help the other with fullest particulars.

To go on with our homeward journey. Battling along, we at length plunged into Dip Lane  which, to its other recommendations, added that of being inconveniently narrow  and Tod, peering outwards in the gloomy dusk, fancied he saw some vehicle before us. Bringing his keen sight to bear upon it, he stood up to reconnoitre, and made it out to be a gig, going the same way that we were. The wind was not quite so bad in this low spot, and the snow and sleet had ceased for a bit.



Take care, father, said Tod: theres a gig on ahead.

A gig, Joe?

Yes, its a gig: and going at a strapping pace.

But the Squire was going at a strapping pace also, and driving two fresh horses, whereas the gig had but one horse. We caught it up in no time. It slackened speed slightly as it drew close to the hedge on that side, to give us room to pass. In a moment we saw it was St. Georges gig, St. George driving.

Halloa! called Tod, as we shot by, and his shout was loud enough to frighten the ghost at the gap, which lively spot we were fast approaching, theres William Brook! Father, pull up: theres William Brook!

Brook was sitting with St. George. His coat was well buttoned up, a white woollen comforter folded round his neck and chin, and a low-crowned, wide-brimmed hat pulled down over his brows. I confess that but for Toms shout I should not have recognized him  muffled up in that way.

Anxious to get home, out of the storm, the Squire paid no heed to Tods injunction of pulling up. He just turned his head for a moment towards the gig, but drove on at the same speed as before. All we could do was to call out every welcome we could think of to William Brook as we looked back, and to pull off our hats and wave them frantically.

William Brook pulled off his, and waved it to us in return. I saw him do it. He called out something also, no doubt a greeting. At least, I thought he did; but the wind swept by with a gust at the moment, and it might have been St. Georges voice and not his.

Johnny, lad, its better than nuts, cried Tod to me, all excitement for once, as he fixed his hat on his head again. How glad I am!  for Nellys sake. But what on earth brings the pair of them  he and St. George  in Dip Lane?

Another minute or so, and we reached the gap in the hedge. I turned my eyes to it and to the pond beyond it in a sort of fascination; I was sure to do so whenever I went by, but that was seldom; and the conversation at the dessert-table had opened the wretched details afresh. Almost immediately afterwards, the gig wheels behind us, which I could hear above the noise of the wind, seemed to me to come to a sudden standstill. St. George has stopped, I exclaimed to Tod. Not a bit of it, answered he; we can no longer hear him. Almost close upon that, we passed the turning which led out of the lane towards Evesham. Not heeding anything of all this, as indeed why should he, the Squire dashed straight onwards, and in time we gained our homestead, Crabb Cot.

The first thing the Squire did, when we were all gathered round the welcome fire, blazing and crackling with wood and coal, and the stormy blasts beat on the window-panes, but no longer upon us, was to attack us for making that noise in Dip Lane, and for shouting out that it was Brook.

It was Brook, father, said Tod. St. George was driving him.

Nonsense, Joe, reprimanded the Squire. William Brook has not landed from the high seas yet. And, if he had landed, what should bring him in Dip Lane  or St. George either?

It was St. George, persisted Tod.

Well, that might have been. It looked like his grey horse. Where was he coming from, I wonder?

Mr. St. George went to Worcester this morning, sir, interposed Thomas, who had come in with some glasses, the Squire having asked for some hot brandy-and-water. Giles saw his man Japhet this afternoon, and he said his master had gone off in his gig to Worcester for the day.

Then he must have picked up Brook at Worcester, said Tod, in his decisive way.

May be so, conceded the Squire, coming round to reason. But I dont see what they could be doing in Dip Lane.



The storm had disappeared the following morning, but the ground was white with a thin coating of snow; and in the afternoon, when we started for Timberdale to call on William Brook, the sky was blue and the sun shining. Climbing up from the Ravine and crossing the field beyond it to the high-road, we met Darbyshire, the surgeon, striding along as fast as his legs would carry him.

You seem to be in a hurry, remarked the Squire.

Just sent for to a sick patient over yonder, replied Darbyshire, nodding to some cottages in the distance. Dying, the report is; supposed to have swallowed poison. Dare say it will turn out to be a case of cucumber.

He was speeding on when Tod asked whether he had seen William Brook yet. Darbyshire turned to face him, looking surprised.

Seen Brook yet! No; how should I see him? Brooks not come, is he?

He got home last night. St. George drove him from Worcester in his gig, said Tod, and went on to explain that we had passed them in Dip Lane. Darbyshire was uncommonly pleased. Brook was a favourite of his.

I am surprised that I have not seen him, he cried; I have been about all the morning. St. George was in Worcester yesterday, I know. Wonder, though, what induced them to make a pilgrimage through Dip Lane!

Just, you see, as the rest of us had wondered.

We went on towards Mrs. Brooks. But in passing Mr. Deloranes, Aunt Hesters head appeared above the Venetian blind of the dining-room. She began nodding cordially.

How lively she looks, exclaimed the Squire. Pleased that he is back, I take it. Suppose we go in?

The front-door was standing open, and we went in unannounced. Aunt Hester, sitting then at the little work-table, making herself a cap with lace and pink ribbons, got up and tried to shake hands with all three of us at once.

We are on our way to call on William Brook, cried the Squire, as we sat down, and Aunt Hester was taking up her work again.

On William Brook!  why, what do you mean? she exclaimed. Has he come?

You dont mean to say you did not know it  that he has not been to see you? cried the Squire.

I dont know a thing about it; I did not know he had come; no one has told me, rejoined Aunt Hester. As to his coming to see me  well, I suppose he would not feel himself at liberty to do that until Mr. Delorane gave permission. When did he arrive? I am so glad.

And he is not much behind his time, either, observed Tod.

Not at all behind it, to speak of, only we were impatient. The truth is, I caught somewhat of Ellins fears, added Aunt Hester, looking at us over her spectacles, which she rarely wore higher than the end of her nose. Ellin has had gloomy ideas about his never coming back at all; and one cant see a person perpetually sighing away in silence, without sighing a bit also for company. Did he get here this morning? What a pity Ellin is in Worcester!

We told Aunt Hester all about it, just as we had told Darbyshire, but not quite so curtly, for she was not in a hurry to be off to a poisoned patient. She dropped her work to listen, and took off her spectacles, looking, however, uncommonly puzzled.

What a singular thing  that you should chance to have been in Dip Lane just at the time they were!  and why should they have chosen that dreary route! But  but  

But what, maam? cried the Squire.

Well, I am thinking what could have been St. Georges motive for concealing the news from me when he came round here last night to tell me he had left Ellin safely at Philip Wests, replied she.

Did he say nothing to you about William Brook?

Not a word. He said what a nasty drive home it had been in the teeth of the storm and wind, but he did not mention William Brook. He seemed tired, and did not stay above a minute or two. John was out. Oh, here is John.

Mr. Delorane, hearing our voices, I suppose, came in from the office. Aunt Hester told him the news at once  that William Brook was come home.

I am downright glad, interrupted the lawyer emphatically. What with one delay and another, one might have begun to think him lost: it was September, you know, that he originally announced himself for. What do you say?  his own words having partly drowned Aunt Hesters St. George drove him home last night from Worcester? Drove Brook? Nonsense! Had St. George brought Brook he would have told me of it.

But he did bring him, sir, affirmed Tod: and he went over the history once more. Mr. Delorane did not take it in.

Are these lads playing a joke upon me, Squire? asked he.

Look here, Delorane. That we passed St. George in Dip Lane is a fact; I knew the cut of his gig and horse. Some one was with him; I saw that much. The boys called out that it was William Brook, and began shouting to him. Whether it was he, or not, I cant say; I had enough to do with my horses, I can tell you; they did not like the wind, Blister especially.

It was William Brook, safe enough, sir, interposed Tod. Do you think I dont know him? We spoke to him, and he spoke to us. Why should you doubt it?



Well, I suppose I cant doubt it, as you speak so positively, said Mr. Delorane. The news took me by surprise, you see. Why on earth did St. George not tell me of it? I shall take him to task when he comes in. Any way, I am glad Brooks come. We will drink his health.

He opened what was in those days called the cellaret  and a very convenient article it was for those who drank wine as a rule  and put on the table some of the glasses that were standing on the sideboard. Then we drank health and happiness to William Brook.

And to some one else also, cried bold Tod, winking at Aunt Hester.

You two boys can go on to Mrs. Brooks, cried the Squire; I shall stop here a bit. Tell William I am glad he has surmounted the perils of the treacherous seas.

And tell him he may come to see me if he likes, added the lawyer. I expect he did not get a note I wrote to him a few months back, or hed have been here this morning.

Away we went to Mrs. Brooks. And the first thing that flabbergasted us (the expression was Tods, not mine) was to be met by a denial of the servants. Upon Tod asking to see Mr. William, she stared at us and said he was not back from his travels.

Come in, called out Minty from the parlour; I know your voices. She sat at the table, her paint-box before her. Minty painted very nice pieces in water-colours: the one in process was a lovely bit of scenery taken from Little Malvern. Mrs. Brook was out.

What did I hear you saying to Ann about William  that he had come home? she began to us, without getting up from her work  for we were too intimate to be upon any ceremony with one another. He is not come yet. I only wish he was.

But he is come, said Tod. He came last night. We saw him and spoke to him.

Minty put down her camel-hair pencil then, and turned round. What do you mean? she asked.

Mr. St. George drove William home from Worcester. We passed them in the gig in Dip Lane.

Minty retorted by asking whether we were not dreaming; and for a minute or two we kept at cross-purposes. She held to it that they had seen nothing of her brother; that he was not at Timberdale.



Mamma never had a wink of sleep last night, for thinking of the dreadful gale William must be in at sea. Your fancy misled you, went on Minty, calmly touching-up the cottage in her painting  and Tod looked as if he would like to beat her.

But it did really seem that William had not come, and we took our departure. I dont think I had ever seen Tod look so puzzled.

I wish I may be shot if I can understand this! said he.

Could we have been mistaken in thinking it was Brook? I was beginning; and Tod turned upon me savagely.

I swear it was Brook. There! And you know it as well as I, Mr. Johnny. Where can he be hiding himself? What is the meaning of it?

It is my habit always to try to account for things that seem unaccountable; to search out reasons and fathom them; and you would be surprised at the light that will sometimes crop up. An idea flashed across me now.

Can Brook be ill, Tod, think you?  done up with his voyage, or something  and St. George is nursing him at his house for a day or two before he shows himself to Timberdale? And Tod thought it might be so.

Getting back to Mr. Deloranes, we found him and the Squire sitting at the table still. St. George, just come in, was standing by, hat in hand, and they were both tackling him at once.

What do you say? asked St. George of his master, when he found room for a word. That I brought William Brook home here last night from Worcester! Why, what can have put such a thing into your head, sir?

Didnt you bring him? cried the Squire. Didnt you drive him home in your gig?

That I did not. I have not seen William Brook.

He spoke in a ready, though surprised tone, not at all like one who is shuffling with the truth, or telling a fable, and looked from one to another of his two questioners, as if not yet understanding them. The Squire pushed his spectacles to the top of his brow and stared at St. George. He did not understand, either.

Look here, St. George: do you deny that it was you we passed in Dip Lane last night  and your grey horse  and your gig?

Why should I deny it? quietly returned St. George. I drew as close as I could to the hedge as a matter of precaution to let you go by, Squire, you were driving so quickly. And a fine shouting you greeted me with, he added, turning to Tod, with a slight laugh.

The greeting was not intended for you; it was for William Brook, answered Tod, his voice bearing a spice of antagonism; for he thought he was being played with.

St. George was evidently at a loss yet, and stood in silence. All in a moment, his face lighted up.

Surely, he cried impulsively, you did not take that man in the gig for William Brook!

It was William Brook. Who else was it?

A stranger. A stranger to me and to the neighbourhood. A man to whom I gave a lift.

Tods face presented a picture. Believing, as he did still, that it was Brook in the gig, the idea suggested by me  that St. George was concealing Brook at his house out of good-fellowship  grew stronger and stronger. But he considered that, as it had come to this, St. George ought to say so.

Wheres the use of your continuing to deny it, St. George? he asked. You had Brook there, and you know you had.

But I tell you that it was not Brook, returned St. George. Should I deny it, if it had been he? You talk like a child.

Has Brook been away so long that we shouldnt know him, do you suppose? retorted quick-tempered Tod. Why! as a proof that it was Brook, he shouted back his greeting to us, taking off his hat to wave it in answer to ours. Would a strange man have done that?

The man did nothing of the kind, said St. George.

Yes, he did, I said, thinking it was time I spoke. He called back a greeting to us, and he waved his hat round and round. I should not have felt so sure it was Brook but for seeing him without his hat.

Well, I did not see him do it, conceded St. George. When you began to shout in passing the man seemed surprised. What do those people want? he said to me; and I told him you were acquaintances of mine. It never occurred to my mind, or to his either, I should imagine, but that the shouts were meant for me. If he did take off his hat in response, as you say, he must have done it, I reckon, because I did not take off mine.



Couldnt you hear our welcome to him? Couldnt you hear us call him Brook? persisted Tod.

I did not distinguish a single word. The wind was too high for that.

Then we are to understand that Brook has not come back: that you did not bring him? interposed the Squire. Be quiet, Joe; cant you see you were mistaken? I told you you were, you know, at the time. You and Johnny are for ever taking up odd notions, Johnny especially.

The man was a stranger to me, spoke St. George. I overtook him trudging along the road, soon after leaving Worcester; it was between Red Hill and the turning to Whittington. He accosted me, asking which of the two roads before us would take him to Evesham. I told him which, and was about to drive on when it occurred to me that I might as well offer to give the man a lift: it was an awful evening, and thats the truth: one that nobody would, as the saying runs, turn a dog out in. He thanked me, and got up; and I drove him as far as  

Then thats what took you round by Dip Lane, St. George? interrupted Mr. Delorane.

Thats what took me round by Dip Lane, acquiesced St. George, slightly smiling; and which seems to have led to this misapprehension. But dont give my humanity more credit than it deserves. Previously to this I had been debating in my own mind whether to take the round, seeing what a journey was before me. It was about the wildest night I ever was out in, the horse could hardly make head against the wind, and I thought we might feel it less in the small and more sheltered by-ways than in the open road. Taking up the traveller decided me.

You put him down in Dip Lane, at the turning that leads to Evesham, remarked the Squire.

Yes, I put him down there. It was just after you passed us. He thanked me heartily, and walked on; and I drove quickly home, glad enough to reach it. Who he was, or what he was, I do not know, and did not ask.

Tod was still in a quandary; his countenance betrayed it. Did you notice that he resembled William Brook, St. George?

No. It did not strike me that he resembled any one. His face was well wrapped up from the cold, and I did not get a clear view of it: I am not sure that I should know it again. I should know his voice, though, he added quickly.

Poor Aunt Hester, listening to all this in dismay, felt the disappointment keenly: the tears were stealing down her face. And we have been drinking his health, and  and feeling so thankful that he was safely back again! she murmured gently.

Hang it, yes, added Mr. Delorane. Well, well; I dare say a day or two more will bring him. I must say I thought it odd that you should not have mentioned it to me, St. George, if he had come.

I should have thought it very odd, sir, spoke St. George.

Will you take a glass of wine?

No, thank you; I have not time for it. Those deeds have to be gone over, you know, sir, before post-time, replied St. George; and he left the room.

And if ever you two boys serve me such a trick again  bringing me over with a cock-and-bull story that people have come back from sea who havent  Ill punish you, stuttered the Squire, too angry to speak clearly.

We went away in humility; heads down, metaphorically speaking, tails between legs. The Squire kept up the ball, firing away sarcastic reproaches hotly.

Tod never answered. The truth was, he felt angry himself. Not with the Squire, but with the affair altogether. Tod hated mystification, and the matter was mystifying him utterly. With all his heart, with all the sight of his eyes, he had believed it to be William Brook: and he could not drive the conviction away, that it was Brook, and that St. George was giving him house room.

I dont like complications, spoke he resentfully.

Complications! retorted the Squire. What complications are there in this? None. You two lads must have been thinking of William Brook, perhaps speaking of him, and so you thought you saw him. Thats all about it, Joe.

The complications were not at an end. A curious addition to them was at hand. The Squire came to a halt at the turning to the Ravine, undecided whether to betake himself home at once, or to make a call first at Timberdale Court, to see Robert Ashton.

I think well go there, lads, said he: theres plenty of time. I want to ask him how that squabble about the hunting arrangements has been settled.

So we continued our way along the road, presently crossing it to take the one in which the Court was situated: a large handsome house, lying back on the right hand. Before gaining it, however, we had to pass the pretty villa rented by Mr. St. George, its stable and coach-house and dog-kennel beside it. The railway was on ahead; a train was shrieking itself at that moment into the station.

St. Georges groom and man-of-all-work, Japhet, was sweeping up the leaves on the little lawn. Tod, who was in advance of us, put his arms on the gate. Are you going to make a bonfire with them? asked he.

Theres enough fort, sir, answered Japhet. I never see such a wind as yesterdays, he ran on, dropping his besom to face Tod, for the man was a lazy fellow, always ready for a gossip. Im sure I thought it ud ha blowed the trees down as well as the leaves.

It was pretty strong, assented Tod, as I halted beside him, and the Squire walked on towards the Court. We were out in it  coming home from Pigeon Green. There was one gust that I thought would have blown the horses right over.

The master, he were out in it, too, a coming home from Worcester, cried Japhet, taking off his old hat to push his red hair back. When he got in here, he said as hed had enough ont for one journey. I should think the poor horse had too; his coat were all wet.

Tod lifted up his head, speaking impulsively. Was your master alone, Japhet, when he got home? Had he any one with him?

Yes, he were all alone, sir, replied the man. Miss Delorane were with him when he drove off in the morning, but she stayed at Worcester.

Had Tod taken a moment for thought he might not have asked the question. He had nothing of the sneak in him, and would have scorned to pump a servant about his masters movements. The answer tended to destroy his theory of Brooks being concealed here, and to uphold the account given by Mr. St. George.

Quitting the railings, we ran to catch up the Squire. And at that moment two or three railway passengers loomed into view, coming from the train. One of them was Ellin Delorane.



She came along briskly, with a buoyant step and a smiling face. The Squire dropped us a word of caution.

Now dont go telling her of your stupid fancy about Brook, you two: it would only cause her disappointment. And with the last word we met her.

Ah ha, Miss Ellin! he exclaimed, taking her hands. And so the truants back again!

Yes, he is back again, she softly whispered, with a blush that was deep in colour.

The Squire did not quite catch the words. She and he were at cross-purposes. We have but now left your house, my dear, he continued. Your aunt does not expect you back to-day; she thought you would stay at Worcester till Saturday.

Ellin smiled shyly. Have you seen him? she asked in the same soft whisper.

Seen whom, my dear?

Mr. Brook.

Mr. Brook! Do you mean William Brook? He is not back, is he?

Yes, he is back, she answered. I thought you might have seen him: you spoke of the return of the truant.

Why, child, I meant you, explained the Squire. Nobody else. Who says William Brook is back?

Oh, I say it, returned Ellin, her cheeks all rosy dimples. He reached Worcester yesterday.

And where is he now? cried the Squire, feeling a little at sea.

He is here, at Timberdale, answered Ellin. Mr. St. George drove him home last night.

There! cried Tod with startling emphasis. There, father, please not to disparage my sight any more.

Well, what do you think of this for another complication? It took me aback. The Squire rubbed his face, and stared.

My dear, just let us understand how the land lies, said he, putting his hand on Ellins shoulder. Do you say that William Brook reached Worcester yesterday on his return, and that St. George drove him home here at night?

Yes, replied Ellin. Why should you doubt it? It is true.

Well, we thought St. George did drive him home, was the Squires answer, staring into her face; we passed his gig in Dip Lane and thought that it was Brook that he had with him. But St. George denies this. He says it was not Brook; that he has not seen Brook, does not know he has come home; he says the man he had with him was a stranger, to whom he was giving a lift.

Ellin looked grave for a moment; then the smiles broke out again.

St. George must have been joking, she cried; he cannot mean it. He happened to be at Worcester Station yesterday when Mr. Brook arrived by the Birmingham train: we suppose he then offered to drive him home. Any way, he did do it.

But St. George denied that he did, Ellin, I said.

He will not deny it to me, Johnny. Gregory West, returning from a visit to some client at Spetchley, met them in the gig together.

The Squire listened as a man dazed. I cant make head or tail of it, cried he. What does St. George mean by denying that he brought Brook? And where is Brook?

Has no one seen him? questioned Ellin.

Not a soul, apparently. Ellin, my girl, added the Squire, we will walk back with you to your fathers, and get this cleared up. Come along, boys.

So back we went to turn the tables upon St. George, Tod in a rapture of gratification. You might have thought he was treading upon eggs.

We had it out this time in Mr. Deloranes private office; the Squire walked straight into it. Not but that having it out must be regarded as a figure of speech, for elucidation seemed farther off than before, and the complications greater.

Mr. Delorane and his head-clerk were both bending over the same parchment when we entered. Ellin kissed her father, and turned to St. George.

Why have you been saying that you did not drive home William Brook? she asked as they shook hands.

A moment, my dear; let me speak, interrupted the Squire, who never believed any ones explanation could be so lucid as his own. Delorane, I left you just now with an apology for having brought to you a cock-and-bull story through the misleading fancies of these boys; but we have come back again to tell you the storys true. Your daughter here says that it was William Brook that St. George had in his gig. And perhaps Mr. St. George  giving that gentleman a sharp nod will explain what he meant by denying it?

I denied it because it was not he, said Mr. St. George, not appearing to be in the least put out. How can I tell you it was Brook when it was not Brook? If it had been  

You met William Brook at the Worcester railway-station yesterday afternoon, interrupted Ellin. Mrs. James Ashton saw you there; saw the meeting. You were at the station, were you not?

I was at the station, readily replied St. George, and Mrs. James Ashton may have seen me there, for all I know  I did not see her. But she certainly did not see William Brook. Or, if she did, I didnt.

Gregory West saw you and him in your gig together later, when you were leaving Worcester, continued Ellin. It was at the top of Red Hill.

St. George shook his head. The person I had in my gig was a stranger. Had Gregory West come up one minute earlier he would have seen me take the man into it.

William has come, persisted Ellin.

I dont say he has not, returned St. George. All I can say is that I did not know he had come and that I have not seen him.

Who was right, and who was wrong? Any faces more hopelessly puzzled than the two old gentlemens were, as they listened to these contradictory assertions, Id not wish to see. Nothing came of the interview; nothing but fresh mystification. Ellin declared William Brook had arrived, had been driven out of Worcester for Timberdale in St. Georges gig. We felt equally certain we had passed them in Dip Lane, sitting together in the gig; but St. George denied it in toto, affirming that the person with him was a stranger.

And perhaps it may be as well if I here say a word about the routes. Evesham lay fifteen miles from Worcester; Timberdale not much more than half that distance, in a somewhat different direction, and on a different road. In going to Timberdale, if when about half-way there you quitted the high-road for by-ways you would come to Dip Lane. Traversing nearly the length of the lane, you would then come to a by-way leading from it on the other side, which would bring you on the direct road to Evesham, still far off. Failing to take this by-way leading to Evesham, you would presently quit the lane, and by dint of more by-ways would gain again the high-road and soon come to Timberdale. This is the route that Mr. St. George took that night.

We went home from Mr. Deloranes, hopelessly mystified, the Squire rubbing up his hair the wrong way; now blowing us both up for what he called our fancies in supposing we saw William Brook, and now veering round to the opposite opinion that we and Ellin must be alike correct in saying Brook had come.

Ellins account was this: she passed a pleasant morning with Mary West, who was nearly always more or less of an invalid. At half-past one oclock dinner was served; Philip West, his younger brother Gregory, who had recently joined him, and Mr. St. George coming in from the office to partake of it. Dinner over, they left the room, having no time to linger. In fact, Gregory rose from table before he had well finished. Mary West inquired what his haste was, and he replied that he was off to Spetchley; some one had been taken ill there and wanted a will made. It was Philip who ought to have gone, who had been sent for; but Philip had an hour or twos business yet to do with Mr. St. George. Mrs. West told St. George that she would have tea ready at five oclock, that he might drink a cup before starting for home.

Later on in the afternoon, when Ellin and Mrs. West were sitting over the fire, talking of things past and present, and listening to the howling of the wind, growing more furious every hour, James Ashtons wife came in, all excitement. Her husband, in medical practice at Worcester, was the brother of Robert Ashton of Timberdale. A very nice young woman was Marianne Ashton, but given to an excited manner. Taking no notice of Mrs. West, she flew to Ellin and began dancing round her like a demented Red Indian squaw.

What will you give me for my news, Ellin?

Now, Marianne! remonstrated Mrs. West. Do be sensible, if you can.

Be quiet, Mary: I am sensible. Your runaway lover is come, Ellin; quite safely.

They saw by her manner, heard by her earnest tone, that it was true. William Brook had indeed come, was then in the town. Throwing off her bonnet, and remarking that she meant to remain for tea, Mrs. James Ashton sat down to tell her story soberly.

You must know that I had to go up to the Shrub Hill Station this afternoon, began she, to meet the Birmingham train. We expected Patty Silvester in by it; and James has been since a most unearthly hour this morning with some cross-grained patient, who must needs go and be ill at the wrong time. I went up in the brougham, and had hardly reached the platform when the train came in. There was a good deal of confusion; there always is, you know; passengers getting out and getting in. I ran about looking for Patty, and found she had not come: taken fright at the weather, I suppose. As the train cleared off, I saw a figure that seemed familiar to me; it was William Brook; and I gave a glad cry that you might have heard on the top of St. Andrews spire. He was crossing the line with others who had alighted, a small black-leather travelling-bag in his hand. I was about to run over after him, when a porter stopped me, saying a stray engine was on the point of coming up, to take on the Malvern train. So, all I could do was to stand there, hoping he would turn his head and see me. Well: just as he reached the opposite platform, Mr. St. George stepped out of the station-masters office, and I can tell you there was some shaking of hands between the two. Theres my story.

And where is he now?

Oh, they are somewhere together, I suppose; on their way here perhaps, rejoined Mrs. James Ashton carelessly. I lost sight of them: that ridiculous stray engine the man spoke of puffed up at the minute, and stopped right in front of me. When it puffed on again, leaving the way clear, both he and St. George had vanished. So I got into the brougham to bring you the news in advance, lest the sudden sight of William the deserter should cause a fainting-fit.

Ellin, unable to control herself, burst into glad tears of relief. You dont know what a strain it has been, she said. And she sat listening for his step on the stairs. But William Brook did not come.

At five oclock punctually the tea was brought in, and waited for some little time on the table. Presently Mr. West appeared. When they told him he was late, he replied that he had lingered in the office expecting Mr. St. George. St. George had left him some time before to go to the Shrub Hill Station, having business to see to there, and had promised to be back by tea-time. However, he was not back yet. Mr. West was very glad to hear of the arrival of William Brook, and supposed St. George was then with him.

Before the tea was quite over, Gregory West got back from Spetchley. He told them that he had met St. George just outside the town, and that he had a gentleman in his gig. He, Gregory West, who was in his brothers gig, pulled up to ask St. George whether he was not going home earlier than he had said. Yes, somewhat, St. George called back, without stopping: when he had seen what sort of a night it was going to be, he thought it best to be off as soon as he could.

Of course it was William Brook that he had with him, Gregory! exclaimed Mary West, forgetting that her brother-in-law had never seen William Brook.

I cannot tell, was the only answer the young lawyer could give. It was a stranger to me: he wore a lightish-coloured over-coat and a white comforter.

Thats he, said Mrs. James Ashton. And he had on new tan-coloured kid gloves: I noticed them. I think St. George might have brought him here, in spite of the roughness of the night. He is jealous, Ellin.

They all laughed. But never a shadow of doubt rested on any one of their minds that St. George was driving William Brook home to Timberdale. And we, as you have heard, saw him, or thought we saw him, in Dip Lane.

III.

I scarcely know how to go on with this story so as to put its complications and discrepancies of evidence clearly before you. William Brook had been daily expected to land at Liverpool from the West Indies, and to make his way at once to Timberdale by rail, viâ Birmingham and Worcester.

In the afternoon of the 19th of October, Mrs. James Ashton chanced to be at the Worcester Station when the Birmingham train came in. Amidst the passengers who alighted from it she saw William Brook, whom she had known all her life. She was not near enough to speak to him, but she watched him cross the line to the opposite platform, shake hands there with Mr. St. George, and remain talking. Subsequently, Gregory West had met St. George leaving Worcester in his gig, a gentleman sitting with him; it was therefore assumed without doubt that he was driving William Brook to Timberdale, to save him the railway journey and for companionship.

That same evening, at dusk, as we (not knowing that Brook had landed) were returning home from Pigeon Green in the large phaeton, amid a great storm of wind, and slight sleet and snow, Mrs. Todhetley sitting with the Squire in front, Tod and I behind, we passed St. Georges gig in Dip Lane; and saw William Brook with him  as we believed, Tod most positively. We called out to Brook, waving our hats; Brook called back to us and waved his.

But now, Mr. St. George denied that it was Brook. He said the gentleman with him was a stranger to whom he had given a lift of three or four miles on the road, and who bore no resemblance to Brook, so far as he saw. Was it Brook, or was it not? asked every one. If it was Brook, what had become of him? The only one point that seemed to be sure in the matter was this  William Brook had not reached Timberdale.

The following, elaborated, was Mr. St. Georges statement.

He, as confidential clerk, soon to be partner, of Mr. Delorane, had a good deal of business to go through that day with Philip West at Worcester, and the afternoon was well on before it was concluded. He then went up to the station at Shrub Hill to inquire after a missing packet of deeds, which had been despatched by rail from Birmingham to Mr. Delorane and as yet could not be heard of. His inquiries over, St. George was traversing the platform on his way to quit the station, when one of the passengers, who had then crossed the line from the Birmingham train, stopped him to ask if he could inform him when the next train would leave for Evesham. Very shortly, St. George replied, speaking from memory: but even as he spoke a doubt arose in his mind. Wait a moment, he said to the stranger; I am not sure that I am correct  and he drew from his pocket a time-table and consulted it. There would not be a train for Evesham for more than two hours, he found, one having just gone. The stranger remarked that it was very unfortunate; he had not wanted to wait all that time at Worcester, but to get on at once. The stranger then detained him to ask, apologizing for the trouble, and adding that it was the first time he had been in the locality, whether he could get on from Evesham to Cheltenham. St. George told him that he could, but that he could also get on to Cheltenham from Worcester direct. Ah, remarked the stranger, but I have to take Evesham on my way. No more passed, and St. George left him on the platform. He appeared to be a gentleman, spoke as a cultured man speaks, St. George added when questioned on these points: and his appearance and attire tallied with that given by Mrs. Ashton. St. George had not observed Mrs. James Ashton on the opposite platform; did not know she was there.

Perceiving, as he left the station, how bad the weather was getting, and what a wild night might be expected, St. George rapidly made up his mind to start for home at once, without waiting for tea at Philip Wests or going back at all to the house. He made his way to the Hare-and-Hounds through the back streets, as being the nearest, ordered his gig, and set off  alone  as soon as it was ready. It was then growing dusk; snow was falling in scanty flakes mixed with sleet, and the wind was roaring and rushing like mad.

Gaining the top of Red Hill, St. George was bowling along the level road beyond it, when some wayfarer turned round just before him, put up his hand, and spoke. By the peculiar-coloured coat  a sort of slate  and white comforter, he recognized the stranger of the railway-station; he also remembered the voice. I beg your pardon a thousand times for stopping you, he said, but I think I perceive that the road branches off two ways yonder: will you kindly tell me which of them will take me to Evesham? there seems to be no one about on foot that I can inquire of. That will be your way, St. George answered, pointing with his whip. But you are not thinking of walking to Evesham to-night, are you? he added. It is fifteen miles off.

The stranger replied that he had made up his mind to walk, rather than wait two hours at Worcester station: and St. George was touching his horse to move on, when a thought struck him.

I am not going the direct Evesham road, but I can give you a lift part of the way, he said. It will not cut off any of the distance for you, but it will save your legs three or four miles. The stranger thanked him and got up at once, St. George undoing the apron to admit him. He had the same black bag with him that St. George had noticed at the station.

St. George had thus to make a detour to accommodate the stranger. He was by no means unwilling to do it; for, apart from the wish to help a fellow-creature, he believed it would be less rough in the low-lying lands. Driving along in the teeth of the furious wind, he turned off the highway and got into Dip Lane. We saw him in it, the stranger sitting with him. He drove on after we had passed, pulled up at the proper place for the man to descend, and pointed out the route. You have a mile or two of these by-ways, he said to him, but keep straight on and they will bring you out into the open road. Turn to your left then, and you will gain Evesham in time  and I wish you well through your walk.

Those were St. Georges exact words  as he repeated them to us later. The stranger thanked him heartily, shook hands and went on his way, carrying his black bag. St. George said that before parting with the traveller, he suggested that he should go on with him to Timberdale, seeing the night was so cold and wild, put up at the Plough-and-Harrow, where he could get a comfortable bed, and go on to Evesham in the morning. But the stranger declined, and seemed impatient to get on.

He did not tell St. George who he was, or what he was; he did not tell his name, or what his business was in Worcestershire, or whether he was purposing to make a stay at Evesham, or whither he might be going when he left it: unless the question he had put to St. George, as to being able to get on to Cheltenham, might be taken for an indication of his route. In fact, he stated nothing whatever about himself; but, as St. George said, the state of the weather was against talking. It was difficult to hear each other speak; the blasts howled about their ears perpetually, and the sharp sleet stung their faces. As to his bearing the resemblance to Brook that was being talked of, St. George could only repeat that he did not perceive it; he might have been about Brooks height and size, but that was all. The voice was certainly not Brooks, not in the least like Brooks, neither was the face, so far as St. George saw of it: no idea of the kind struck him.



These were the different statements: and, reading them, you have the matter in a nutshell. Mrs. James Ashton continued to affirm that it was William Brook she saw at the station, and could not be shaken out of her belief. She and William had played together as children, they had flirted together, she was pleased to declare, as youth and maiden, and did anybody suppose she could mistake an unknown young man for him in broad daylight? An immense favourite with all the world, Marianne Ashton was fond of holding decisively to her own opinions; all her words might have begun with capital letters.

I also maintained that the young man we saw in St. Georges gig in Dip Lane, and who wore a warm great-coat of rather an unusual colour, something of a grey  or a slate  or a mouse, with the white woollen comforter on his neck and the soft low-crowned hat drawn well on his brows, was William Brook. When he took off his hat to wave it to us in response, I saw (as I fully believed) that it was Brook; and I noticed his gloves. Mrs. Todhetley, who had turned her head at our words, also saw him and felt not the slightest doubt that it was he. Tod was ready to swear to it.

To combat this, we had Mr. St. Georges cool, calm, decisive assertion that the man was a stranger. Of course it outweighed ours. All the probabilities lay with it; he had been in companionship with the stranger, had talked with him face to face: we had not. Besides, if it had been Brook, where was he that he had not made his way to Timberdale? So we took up the common-sense view of the matter and dismissed our own impressions as fancies that would not hold water, and looked out daily for the landing of the exile. Aunt Hester hoped he was not lost at sea: but she did not say it in the hearing of Ellin Delorane.



The days went on. November came in. William Brook did not appear; no tidings reached us of him. His continued non-appearance so effectually confirmed St. Georges statement, that the other idea was exploded and forgotten by all reasonable minds. Possibly in one or two unreasonable ones, such as mine, say, a sort of hazy doubt might still hover. But, doubt of what? Ay, that was the question. Even Tod veered round to the enemy, said his sight must have misled him, and laid the blame on the wind. Both common sense and uncommon said Brook had but been detained in Jamaica, and might be expected in any day.

The first check to this security of expectation was wrought by a letter. A letter from New York, addressed to William Brook by his brother there, Charles. Mrs. Brook opened it. She was growing vaguely uneasy, and had already begun to ask herself why, were William detained in the West Indies, he did not write to tell her so.

And this, as it proved, was the chief question the letter was written to ask. If, wrote Charles Brook to his brother, if you have arrived at home  as we conclude you must have done, having seen in the papers the safe arrival of the Dart at Liverpool  how is it you have not written to say so, and to inform us how things are progressing? The uncle does not like it. Is William growing negligent? he said to me yesterday.

The phrase how things are progressing, Mrs. Brook understood to apply to the new mercantile house about to be established in London. She sent the letter by Araminta to Mr. Delorane.

Can William have been drowned at sea? breathed Minty.

No, no; I dont fear that; Im not like that silly woman, Aunt Hester, with her dreams and her fancies, said Mr. Delorane. It seems odd, though, where he can be.

Inquiries were made at Liverpool for the list of passengers by the Dart. William Brooks name was not amongst them. Timberdale waited on. There was nothing else for it to do. Waited until a second letter came from Charles Brook. It was written to his mother this time. He asked for news of William; whether he had, or had not, arrived at home.

The next West Indian mail-packet, steaming from Southampton, carried out a letter from Mr. St. George, written to his cousin in Kingston, Jamaica, at the desire of Mr. Delorane: at the desire, it may with truth be said, of Timberdale in general. The same mail also took out a letter from Reginald Brook in London, who had been made acquainted with the trouble. Both letters were to the same purport  an inquiry as to William Brook and his movements, more particularly as to the time he had departed for home, and the vessel he had sailed in.

In six or eight weeks, which seemed to some of us like so many months, Mr. St. George received an answer. His relative, Leonard St. George, sent rather a curious story. He did not know anything of William Brooks movements himself, he wrote, and could not gain much reliable information about them. It appeared that he was to have sailed for England in the Dart, a steamer bound for Liverpool, not one of their regular passenger-packets. He was unable, however, to find any record that Brook had gone in her, and believed he had not: neither could he learn that Brook had departed by any other vessel. A friend of his told him that he feared Brook was dead. The day before the Dart went out of port, a young man, who bore out in every respect the description of Brook, was drowned in the harbour.

Comforting news! Delightfully comforting for Ellin Delorane, not to speak of Brooks people. Aunt Hester came over to Crabb Cot, and burst into tears as she told it.

But the next morning brought a turn in the tide; one less sombre, though uncertain still. Mrs. Brook, who had bedewed her pillow with salt tears, for her youngest son was very dear to her heart, received a letter from her son Reginald in London, enclosing one he had just received from the West Indies. She brought them to Mr. Deloranes office during the morning, and the Squire and I happened to be there.

How should Reginald know anything about it? demanded St. George, in the haughty manner he could put on when not pleased; and his countenance looked dark as he gazed across his desk at Mrs. Brook, for which I saw no occasion. Evidently he did not like having his brothers news disputed.

Reginald wrote to Kingston by the same mail that you wrote, she said. He received an introduction to some mercantile firm out there, and this is their answer to him.

They stated, these merchants, that they had made due inquiries according to request, and found that William Brook had secured a passage on board the Dart; but that, finding himself unable to go in her, his business in Kingston not being finished, he had, at the last moment, made over his berth and ticket to another gentleman, who found himself called upon to sail unexpectedly: and that he, Brook, had departed by the Idalia, which left two days later than the Dart and was also bound for Liverpool.

I have ascertained here, dear mother, wrote Reginald from London, that the Idalia made a good passage and reached Liverpool on the 18th of October. If the statement which I enclose you be correct, that William left Jamaica in her, he must have arrived in her at Liverpool, unless he died on the way. It is very strange where he can be, and what can have become of him. Of course, inquiries must now be made in Liverpool. I only wish I could go down myself, but our patients are all on my hands just now, for Dr. Croft is ill.



The first thought, flashing into the mind of Mr. Delorane, was, that the 18th of October was the eve of the day on which William Brook was said to have been seen by Mrs. James Ashton. He paused to consider, a sort of puzzled doubt on his face.

Why, look you here, cried he quickly, it seems as though that was Brook at Worcester Station. If he reached Liverpool on the 18th, the probabilities are that he would be at Worcester on the 19th. What do you make of it?

We could not make anything. Mrs. Brook looked pale and distressed. The Squire, in his impulsive good-nature, offered to be the one to go, off-hand, to make the inquiries at Liverpool. St. George opposed this: he was the proper person to go, he said; but Mrs. Delorane reminded him that he could be ill spared just then, when the assizes were at hand. For the time had gone on to spring.

I will start to-night, said the Squire, and take Johnny with me. My time is my own. We will turn Liverpool upside down but what we find Brook  if he is to be found on earth.



That the Squire might have turned Liverpool upside down with the confusion of his inquiries was likely enough, only that Jack Tanerton was there, having brought his own good ship, the Rose of Delhi, into port but a few days before. Jack and William Brook had been boys together, and Jack took up the cause in warm-hearted zeal. His knowledge of the town and its shipping made our way plain before us. That is, as plain as a way can be made which seems to have neither inlet nor outlet.

The Idalia was then lying in the Liverpool docks, not long in again from the West Indies. We ascertained that William Brook had come in her the previous autumn, making the port of Liverpool on the 18th of October.

Then nothing happened to him half-way? cried the Squire to the second mate, a decent sort of fellow who did all he could for us. He was not lost, or  or  anything of that sort?

Why no, said the mate, looking surprised. He was all right the whole of the voyage and in first-rate spirits  a very nice young fellow altogether. The Idalia brought him home, all taut and safe, take our word for that, sir; and he went ashore with the rest, and his luggage also: of which he had but little; just a big case and the small one that was in his cabin.

All this was certain. But from the hour Brook stepped ashore, we were unable to trace anything certain about him. The hotels could not single him out in memory from other temporary sojourners. I think it was by no means a usual occurrence in those days for passing guests to give in their names. Any way, we found no record of Brooks. The railway porters remembered no more of him than the hotels  and it was hardly likely they would.

Captain Tanerton  to give Jack his title  was indefatigable; winding himself in and out of all kinds of places like a detective eel. In some marvellous way he got to learn that a gentleman whose appearance tallied with Brooks had bought some tan-coloured kid gloves and also a white comforter in a shop in Bold Street on the morning of the 19th of October. Jack took us there that we might question the people, especially the young woman who served him. She said that, while choosing the gloves, he observed that he had just come off a sea-voyage and found the weather here very chilly. He wore a lightish great-coat, a sort of slate or grey. She was setting out the window when he came in, and had to leave it to serve him; it was barely eight oclock, and she remarked that he was shopping betimes; he replied yes, for he was going off directly by train. He bought two pair of the gloves, putting one pair of them on in the shop; he next bought a warm knitted woollen scarf, white, and put that on. She was quite certain it was the 19th of October, and told us why she could not be mistaken. And that was the last trace we could get of Brook in Liverpool.

Well, well; it is of no use to linger. We went away from Liverpool, the Squire and I, no better off than we were when we entered it. That William Brook had arrived safely by the Idalia, and that he had landed safely, appeared to be a fact indisputable: but after that time he seemed to have vanished into air. Unless, mark you, it was he who had come on to Worcester.

The most concerned of all at our ill-luck was Mr. St. George. He had treated the matter lightly when thinking Brook was only lingering over the seas; now that it was proved he returned by the Idalia, the case was different.

I dont like it at all, he said to the Squire frankly. People may begin to think it was really Brook I had with me that night, and ask me what I did with him.

What could you have done with him? dissented the Squire.



Not much  that I see. I couldnt pack him up in a parcel to be sent back over seas, and I couldnt bury him here. I wish with all my heart it had been Brook! I wont leave a stone unturned now but what I find him, added St. George, his eyes flashing, his face flushing hotly. Any way, Ill find the man who was with me.

St. George set to work. Making inquiries here, there, and everywhere for William Brook, personally and by advertising. But little came of it. A porter at the Worcester railway-station, who had seen the traveller talking with St. George on the platform, came forward to state that they (the gentleman and Mr. St. George) had left the station together, walking away from it side by side, down the road. St. George utterly denied this. He admitted that the other might have followed him so closely as to impart a possible appearance of their being together, but if so, he was not conscious of it. Just as he had denied shaking hands with the stranger, which Mrs. James Ashton insisted upon.

Next a lady came forward. She had travelled from Birmingham that afternoon, the 19th of October, with her little nephew and niece. In the same compartment, a first-class one, was another passenger, bearing, both in attire and person, the description told of  a very pleasant, gentlemanly young man, nice-looking, eyes dark blue. It was bitterly cold: he seemed to feel it greatly, and said he had recently come from a warmer climate. He also said that he ought to have got into Worcester by an earlier train, but had been detained in Birmingham, through missing his luggage, which he supposed must have been put out by mistake at some intermediate station. He had with him a small black hand-bag; nothing else that she saw. His great-coat was of a peculiar shade of grey; it did not look like an English-made coat: his well-fitting kid gloves were of fawn (or tan) colour, and appeared to be new. Once, when the high wind seemed to shake the carriage, he remarked with a smile that one might almost as well be at sea; upon which her little nephew said: Have you ever been to sea, sir? Yes, my little lad, he answered; I landed from it only yesterday.

The only other person to come forward was a farmer named Lockett, well known to us all. He lived on the Evesham Road, close upon the turning, or by-way, which led up from Dip Lane. On the night of the storm, the 19th of October, he went out about ten oclock to visit a neighbour, who had met with a bad accident. In passing by this turning, a man came out of it, walking pretty sharply. He looked like a gentleman, seemed to be muffled up round the neck, and carried something in his hand; whether a black bag, or not, Mr. Lockett did not observe. A wild night, said the farmer to him in salutation. It is that, answered the other. He took the road to Evesham, and Mr. Lockett saw him no more.

St. George was delighted at this evidence. He could have hugged old Lockett. I knew that the truth would be corroborated sooner or later, he said, his eyes sparkling. That was the man I put out of my gig in Dip Lane.

Stop a bit, cried Mr. Delorane, a doubt striking him. If it was the same man, what had he been doing to take two or three hours to get into the Evesham Road? Did he bear any resemblance to William Brook, Lockett?  you would have known Brook.

None at all that I saw. As to knowing Brook, or any one else, I cant answer for it on such a night as that, added the farmer after a pause. Brook would have known me, though, I take it, daylight or dark, seeing me close to my own place, and all.

It was the other man, affirmed St. George exultantly, and now we will find him.

An advertisement was next inserted in the local newspapers by Mr. St. George, and also in the Times.

Gentleman Wanted. The traveller who got out of the Birmingham train at Worcester railway-station on the 19th of last October, towards the close of the afternoon, and who spoke to a gentleman on the platform respecting the trains to Evesham and to Cheltenham, and who was subsequently overtaken a little way out of Worcester by the same gentleman and given a few miles lift in his gig, and was put down in a cross-country lane to continue his walk to Evesham: this traveller is earnestly requested to give an address where he may be communicated with, to Alfred St. George, Esquire, Timberdale, Worcester. By doing so, he will be conferring a great favour.

For two long weeks the advertisements brought forth no reply. At the end of that time there came to Mr. St. George a post-letter, short and sweet.

Tell me what I am wanted for.  R. W.



It was dated Post Office, Cheltenham. To the Post Office, Cheltenham, St. George, consulting with Mr. Delorane, wrote a brief explanation. That he (R. W.) had been mistaken by some people who saw him that night in the gig, for a gentleman named Brook, a native of Timberdale, who had been missing since about that time. This, as R. W. might perceive, was not pleasant for himself, St. George; and he begged R. W. to come forward and set the erroneous idea at rest, or to state where he could be seen. Expenses, if any, would be cheerfully paid.

This letter brought forth the following answer:  

Dear Sir,

I regret that your courtesy to me that stormy night should have led to misapprehension. I the more regret it that I am not able to comply with your request to come forward. At present that is impossible. The truth is, I am, and have been for some months now, lying under a cloud, partly through my own credulous fault, chiefly through the designing faults of another man, and I dare not show myself. It may be many more months yet before I am cleared: that I shall be, in time, there exists no doubt, and I shall then gladly bear personal testimony to the fact that it was I myself who was with you. Meanwhile, perhaps the following statement will suffice: which I declare upon my honour to be true.

I was hiding at Crewe, when I received a letter from a friend at Evesham, bidding me go to him without delay. I had no scruple in complying, not being known at all in Worcestershire, and I started by one of the Liverpool trains. I had a portmanteau with me containing papers principally, and this I missed on arriving at Birmingham. The looking for it caused me to lose the Worcester train, but I went on by the next. Upon getting out there, I addressed the first person I saw after crossing the line  yourself. I inquired of you when the next train would start for Evesham. Not for two hours, you told me: so I set off to walk, after getting some light refreshment. Barely had I left Worcester when, through the dusk of evening, I thought I saw that the road before me branched off two ways. I did not know which to take, and ventured to stop a gig, then bowling up behind me, to ask. As you answered me I recognized you for the gentleman to whom I had spoken at the station. You offered to take me a few miles on my road, and I got into the gig. I found that you would have to go out of your way to do this, and I expressed concern; you laughed my apologies off, saying you should probably have chosen the way in any case, as it was more sheltered. You drove me as far as your road lay, told me that after I got out of the cross-lanes my way would be a straight one, and I left you with hearty thanks  which I repeat now. I may as well tell you that I reached Evesham without mishap  in process of time. The storm was so bad, the wind so fierce, that I was fain to turn out of the lane close upon leaving you, and shelter myself for an hour or two under a hay-rick, hoping it would abate. How it was possible for mortal man to see enough of me that night in your gig to mistake me for some one else, I am at a loss to understand. I remember that carriage passing us in the narrow line, the people in it shouted out to you: it must have been they, I conclude, who mistook me, for I do not think we saw another soul. You are at full liberty to show them this letter: but I must ask you not to make it absolutely public. I have purposely elaborated its details. I repeat my sacred declaration that every word of it is true  and I heartily regret that I cannot yet testify to it personally.

R. W.

This letter set the matter at rest. We never doubted that it was genuine, or anything but a plain narrative of absolute facts. But the one great question remained  where was William Brook?

It was not answered. The disappearance, which had been a mystery at the beginning, seemed likely to remain a mystery to the end.



Another autumn had come round. Ellin Delorane, feeble now, sat in the church-porch, the graveyard lying around her under the hot September sun, soon herself to be laid there. Chancing to take that way round from buying some figs at Salmons for Hugh and Lena, I saw her, and dashed up the churchyard path.

You seem to have set up a love for this lively spot, Ellin! You were sitting here the last time I passed by.

The sun is hot yet, and I get tired, so I come across here for a rest when out this way, she answered, a sweet smile on her wan face and a hectic on her thin cheeks. Wont you stay with me for a little while, Johnny?



Are you better, Ellin? I asked, taking my place on the opposite bench, which brought my knees near to hers, for the porch was not much more than big enough for a coffin to pass through.

She gently shook her head as she glanced across at me, a steadfast look in her sad brown eyes. Dont you see how it is, Johnny? That I shall never be better in this world?

Your weakness may take a turn, Ellin; it may indeed. And  he may come back yet.

He will never come back: rely upon that, she quietly said. He is waiting for me on the Eternal shores.

Her gaze went out afar, over the gravestones and the green meadows beyond, almost (one might fancy) into the blue skies, as if she could see those shores in the distant horizon.

Is it well to lose hope, Eileen mavourneen?

The hope of his returning died out long ago, she answered. Those dreams that visited me so strangely last year, night after night, night after night, seemed to take that from me. Perhaps they came to do it. You remember them, Johnny?

I cannot think, Ellin, how you could put faith in a parcel of dreams!

It was not in the dreams I put faith  exactly. It was in the mysterious influence  I hope I dont speak profanely  which caused me to have the dreams. A silent, undetected influence that I understood not and never grasped  but it was there. Curious dreams they were, she added, after a pause; curious that they should have come to me. William was always lost, and I, with others, was always searching for him  and never, never found him. They lasted, Johnny, for weeks and months; and almost from the time of their first setting-in, the impression, that I should never see him again, lay latent in my heart.

Do they visit you still?

No. At least, they have changed in character. Ever since the night that he seems to have been really lost, the 19th of October. How you look at me, Johnny!

You speak so strangely.

The subject is strange. I was at Worcester, you know, at Mary Wests, and we thought he had come. That night I had the pleasantest dream. We were no longer seeking for him; all the anxiety, the distress of that was gone. We saw him; he seemed to be with us  though yet at a distance. When I awoke, I said in my happiness, Ah, those sad dreams will visit me no more, now he is found. I thought he was, you see. Since then, though the dreams continue, he is never lost in them. I see him always; we are often talking, though we are never very close together. I will be indoors, perhaps, and he outside in the garden; or maybe I am toiling up a steep hill and he stands higher up. I seem to be always going towards him and he to be waiting for me. And though I never quite reach him, they are happy dreams. It will not be very long first now.

I knew what she meant  and had nothing to say to it.

Perhaps it may be as well, Johnny, she went on in speculative thought. God does all things for the best.

Perhaps what may be as well?

That he should never have come back to marry me. I do not suppose I should have lived long in any case; I am too much like mamma. And to have been left a widower  perhaps  no, it is best as it is.

You dont give yourself a chance of getting better, Ellin  cherishing these gloomy views.

Gloomy! They are not gloomy. I am as happy as I can be. I often picture to myself the glories of the world I am hastening to; the lovely flowers, the trees that overshadow the banks of the pure crystal river, whose leaves are for the healing of the nations, and the beautiful golden light shed around us by God and the Lamb. Oh, Johnny, what a rest it will be after the weary sorrow here  and the weakness  and the pain!

But you should not wish to leave us before your time.

I do not wish it; it is God who is taking me. I think if I had a wish it would be to stay here as long as papa stays. For I know what my death will be to him. And what it will be to you all, she generously added, holding out her hands to me, as the tears filled her eyes.

I held them for a minute in mine. Ellin took up her parasol, preparatory to moving away; but laid it down again.

Johnny, tell me  I have often thought I should like to ask you  what do you think could have become of William? Have you ever picked up an idea, however faint, of anything that could tend to solve the mystery?

It was a hard question to answer, and she saw my hesitation.

I cannot admit that I have, Ellin. When looking at the affair in one light, I whisper to myself, It might have been this way; when looking at it in another, I say, It might have been that. Difficulties and contradictions encompass it on all sides. One impediment to elucidation was the length of time that elapsed before we began the search in earnest. Had we known from the first that he was really lost, and gone to work then, we might have had a better chance.

Ellin nodded assent. Marianne Ashton still maintains that it was William she saw that day at the railway-station.

I know she does. She always will maintain it.

Has it ever struck you, Johnny, in how rather remarkable a way any proof that it was he, or not he, seems to have been withheld?

Well, we could not get at any positive proof, one way or the other.

But I mean that proof seems to have been withheld, repeated Ellin. Take, to begin with, the travellers luggage: but for its being lost (and we do not know that it was ever found), the name, sure to have been on it, would have told whether its owner was William Brook, or not. Then take Marianne Ashton: had she gained the platform but a few seconds earlier, she would have met the traveller face to face, avoiding all possibility of mistake either way. Next take the meeting of the two gigs that evening when Gregory West was returning from Spetchley. Gregory, a stranger to Worcester until recently, did not know William Brook; but had Philip West himself gone to Spetchley  as he ought to have done  he would have known him. Again, had Philips groom, Brian, been there, he would have known him: he comes from this neighbourhood, you know. Brian was going with the gig that afternoon, but just as it was starting Philip got a message from a client living at Lower Wick, and he had to send Brian with the answer, so Gregory went alone. You must see how very near proof was in all these moments, yet it was withheld.

Of course I saw it. And there was yet another instance: Had the Squire only pulled up when we passed the gig in Dip Lane, instead of driving on like the wind, we should have had proof that it was, or was not, Brook.

If it was he, breathed Ellin, it must have been that night he died. He would not, else, keep away from Timberdale.

My voice dropped to a lower key than hers. Ellin! Do you really think it was he with St. George?



Oh, I cannot say that. If any such thought intrudes itself, I drive it away. I do not like St. George, but I would not be unjust to him.

I thought St. George was one of your prime favourites.

He was never that. He used to be very kind to me, especially after William went away, and I liked him for it. But latterly I have taken a most unreasonable dislike to him  and really without any justifiable cause. He worries me  but it is not that.

Worries you!

In pressing me to be his wife, she sighed. Of course I ought to be grateful: he tells me, he tells papa, that with a new life and new scenes, which he would carry me to, my health might be re-established. Poor papa! Only the other day he said to me, My dear, dont you think you might bring yourself to try it, and I was so silly as to burst into tears. The tears came into papas eyes too, and he promised never to suggest it to me again.

The tears were trickling down her cheeks, now as she spoke. What a world of crosses and contradiction it is! she cried, smiling through them as she rose. And, Johnny, all this is between ourselves, remember.

Yes, it was between ourselves. We strolled across the churchyard to a tomb that stood in a corner facing the western sun. It was of white marble, aromatic shrubs encircling it within ornamental railings, and an inscription on it to her who lay beneath Maria, the beloved wife of John Delorane.

Ellin lingered on through the frosts of winter. Except that she grew thinner and weaker and her cheeks brighter, there really did not seem to be much the matter. Darbyshire saw her every day, other medical men occasionally, but they could not save her. When the snowdrops were peeping from the ground, and the violets nestled in their mossy shelters, and the trees and hedges began to show signs of budding, tokens of the renewal of life after the death of winter, Ellin passed away to that other life, where there is no death and the flowers bloom for ever. And another inscription was added to the white tombstone in the churchyard Ellin Maria, the only child of John and Maria Delorane.

You should have seen St. George at the funeral, said Tom Coney to us, as we turned aside after church one hot summers day to look at the new name on grave, for we were away from Crabb Cot when she died. His face was green; yes, green  hold your tongue, Johnny!  green, not yellow; and his eyes had the queerest look. You were right, Todhetley; you used to say, you know, that St. George was wild after poor Ellin.

Positive of it, affirmed Tod.

And he cant bear the place now shes gone out of it, continued Tom Coney. Report says that he means to throw up his post and his prospects, and run away for good.

Not likely, dissented Tod, tossing his head. A strong man like St. George does not die of love nowadays, or put himself out of good things, either. You have been reading romances, Coney.

But Tom Coney was right. When the summer was on the wane St. George bade a final adieu to Timberdale. And if it was his love for Ellin, or her death, that drove him away, he made no mention of it. He told Timberdale that he was growing tired of work and meant to travel. As he had a good income, Timberdale agreed that it was only natural he should grow tired of work and want to travel. So he said adieu, and departed: and Mr. Delorane speedily engaged another head-clerk in his place, who was to become his partner later.

St. George wrote to Sir. Delorane from Jamaica, to which place he steamed first, to take a look at his cousins. The letter contained a few words about William Brook. St. George had been instituting inquiries, and he said that, by what he could learn, it was certainly William Brook who was drowned in Kingston harbour the day before he ought to have sailed for England in the Dart. He, St. George, felt perfectly assured of this fact, and also that if any man had sailed in the Idalia under Brooks name, it must have been an impostor who had nefariously substituted himself. St. George added that he was going farther afield, possibly to California: he would write again from thence if he arrived without mishap.

No other letter ever came from him. So whether the sea swallowed him up, as, according to his report, it had swallowed his rival, none could tell. But it would take better evidence than that, to convince us William Brook had not come home in the Idalia.



And that is all I have to tell. I know you will deem it most unsatisfactory. Was it William Brook in the gig, or was it not? We found no trace of him after that stormy night: we have found none to this day. And, whether that was he, or was not he, what became of him? Questions never, as I believe, to be solved in this life.

There was a peculiar absence of proof every way, as Ellin remarked; nothing but doubt on all sides. Going over the matter with Darbyshire the other evening, when, as I have already told you, he suggested that I should relate it, we could not, either of us, see daylight through it, any more than we saw it at the time of its occurrence.

There was the certainty (yes, I say so) that Brook landed at Liverpool the evening of the 18th of October; he would no doubt start for home the morning of the 19th, by rail, which would take him through Birmingham to Worcester; there was also what the shopwoman in Bold Street said, though hers might be called negative testimony, as well as the ladys in the train. There was Mrs. James Ashtons positive belief that she saw him arrive that afternoon at Worcester by the Birmingham train, shake hands with St. George and talk with him: and there was our recognition of him an hour or two later in St. Georges gig in Dip Lane  

Hold there, Johnny, cried Darbyshire, taking his long clay pipe from his mouth to interrupt me as I went over the items. You should say supposed recognition.

Yes, of course. Well, all that points to its having been Brook: you must see that, Mr. Darbyshire. But, if it was in truth he, theres a great deal that seems inexplicable. Why did he set off to walk from Worcester to Timberdale  and on such a night!  why not have gone on by rail? It is incredible.

Nay, lad, we are told he  that is, the traveller  set off to walk to Evesham. St. George says he put him down in Dip Lane; and Lockett, you know, saw somebody, that seems to answer the description, turn from the lanes into the Evesham road.

I was silent, thinking out my thoughts. Or, rather, not daring to think them out. Darbyshire put his pipe in the fender and went on.

If it was Brook and no stranger that St. George met at Worcester Station, the only possible theory I can form on that point is this, Johnny: that St. George then proposed to drive him home. He may have said to him, You walk on, and I will get my gig and overtake you directly: it is a lame theory, you may say, lad, but it is the only one I can discern, and I have thought of the matter more than you suppose. St. George started for home earlier than he had meant to start, and this may have been the reason: though he says it was because he saw it was going to be so wild a night. Why they should not have gone in company to the Hare-and-Hounds, and started thence, in the gig together, is another question.

Unless Brook, being done up, wished not to show himself at Worcester that day  to get on at once to Timberdale.

Darbyshire nodded: the thought, I am sure, was not strange to him. The most weighty question of all remains yet, lad: If St. George took up Brook in his gig, what did he do with him? He would not want to be put down in Dip Lane to walk to Evesham.

He caught up his churchwarden pipe, relighted it at the fire, and puffed away in silence. Presently I spoke again.

Mr. Darbyshire, I do not like St. George. I never did. You may not believe me, perhaps, but the first time I ever saw his face  I was a little fellow  I drew back startled. There was something in its expression which frightened me.

One of your unreasonable dislikes, Johnny?

Are they unreasonable? But I have not taken many such dislikes in my life as that one was. Perhaps I might say any such.

St. George was liked by most people.

I know he was. Any way, my dislike remained with me. I never spoke of it; no, not even to Tod.

Liking him or disliking him has nothing to do with the main question  what became of Brook. There were the letters too, sent by the traveller in answer to St. Georges advertisements.

Yes, there were the letters. But  did it ever occur to you to notice that not one word was said in those letters, or one new fact given, that we had not heard before? They bore out St. Georges statement, but they afforded no proof that his statement was true.

That is, Mr. Johnny, you would insinuate, putting it genteelly, that St. George fabricated the answers himself.

No, not that he did, only that there was nothing in the letters to render it impossible that he did.



After having fabricated the pretty little tale that it was a stranger he picked up, and what the stranger said to him, and all the rest of it, eh, Johnny?

Well  I hesitated as to the letters, it seemed to me to be an unaccountable thing that the traveller could not let even one person see him in private, to hear his personal testimony: say Mr. Delorane, or a member of the Brook family. The Squire went hot over it: he asked St. George whether the fellow thought men of honour carried handcuffs in their pockets. Again, the stranger said he should be at liberty to come forward later, but he never has come.

Darbyshire smoked on. Id give this full of gold, he broke the silence with, touching the big bowl of the clay pipe, to know where Brook vanished to.

My restless fingers had strayed to his old leaden tobacco jar, on the table by me, pressing down its heavy lid and lifting it again. When I next spoke he might have thought the words came out of the tobacco, they were so low.

Do you think St. George had a grudge against Brook, Mr. Darbyshire?  that he wished him out of the way?

Darbyshire gave me a look through the wreathing smoke.

Speak out, lad. What have you on your mind?

St. George said, you know, that he stopped the gig in Dip Lane at the turning which would lead to Evesham, for Brook  I mean the traveller  to get out. But I thought I heard it stop before that. I was almost sure of it.

Stop where?

Just about opposite the gap in the hedge; hardly even quite as far as that. We had not reached the turning to Evesham ourselves when I heard this. The gig seemed to come to a sudden standstill. I said so to Tod at the time.

Well?

Why should he have stopped just at the gap?

How can I tell, lad?

I suppose he could not have damaged Brook? Struck him a blow to stun him  or  or anything of that?

And if he had? If he (let us put it so) killed him, Johnny, what did he do with  what was left of him? What could he do with it?

Darbyshire paused in his smoking. I played unconsciously with the jar. He was looking at me, waiting to be answered.



I suppose  if that pond had been dragged  Dip Pond  if it were to be dragged now  that  that  nothing would be found  

Hush, lad, struck in Darbyshire, all hastily. Walls have ears, people tell us: and we must not even whisper grave charges without sufficient grounds; grounds that we could substantiate.

True: and of course he did right to stop me.



But we cannot stay rebellious thought: and no end of gruesome ideas connected with that night in Dip Lane steal creepingly at times into my mind. If I am not mistaken they steal also into Darbyshires.

All the same they may be but phantoms of the imagination, and St. George may have been a truthful, an innocent man. You must decide for yourselves, if you can, on which side the weight of evidence seems to lie. I have told you the story as it happened, and I cannot clear up for you what has never yet been cleared for Timberdale. It remains an unsolved mystery.




SANDSTONE TORR.

I.

What I am going to tell of took place before my time. But we shall get down to that by-and-by, for I had a good deal to do with the upshot when it came.

About a mile from the Manor, on the way to the Court (which at that time belonged to my father) stood a very old house built of grey stone, and called Sandstone Torr: Torr, as every one knew, being a corruption of Tower. It was in a rather wild and solitary spot, much shut in by trees. A narrow lane led to it from the highway, the only road by which a carriage could get up to it: but in taking the field way between the Court and Dyke Manor, over stiles and across a running rivulet or two, you had to pass it close. Sandstone Torr was a rambling, high, and ugly old building, once belonging to the Druids, or some ancient race of that kind, and said to have been mighty and important in its day. The points chiefly remarkable about it now were its age, its lonesome grey walls, covered with lichen, and an amazingly lofty tower, that rose up from the middle of the house and went tapering off at the top like an aspiring sugar loaf.

Sandstone Torr belonged to the Radcliffes. Its occupier was Paul Radcliffe, who had inherited it from his father. He was a rather unsociable man, and seemed to find his sole occupation in farming what little land lay around the Torr and belonged to it. He might have mixed with the gentry of the county, as far as descent went, for the Radcliffes could trace themselves back for ages  up to the Druids, I think, the same as the house: but he did not appear to care about it. Who his wife had been no one knew. He brought her home one day from London, and she kept herself as close as he did, or closer. She was dead now, and old Radcliffe lived in the Torr with his only son, and a man and maid servant.



Well, in those days there came to stay at Dyke Manor a clergyman, named Elliot, with his daughter Selina. Squire Todhetley was a youngish man then, and he and his mother lived at the Manor together. Mr. Elliot was out of health. He had been overworked for the past twenty years in the poor London parish of which he was curate; and old Mrs. Todhetley asked them to come down for a bit of a change. Change indeed it brought to Mr. Elliot. He died there. His illness, whatever it was, took a sudden and rapid stride onwards, and before he had been at Dyke Manor three weeks he was dead.

Selina Elliot  we have heard the Squire say it many a time  was the sweetest-looking girl that ever the sun shone on. She was homeless now. The best prospect before her was that of going out as governess. The Elliots were of good descent, and Selina had been thoroughly well educated; but of money she had just none. Old Mrs. Todhetley bid her not be in any hurry; she was welcome to stay as long as she liked at Dyke Manor. So Selina stayed. It was summer weather then, and she was out and about in the open air all day long: a slight girl, in deep mourning, with a shrinking air that was natural to her.

One afternoon she came in, her bright face all aglow, and her shy eyes eager. Soft brown eyes they were, that had always a sadness in them. I  a little shaver  can remember that, when I knew her in later years. As she sat down on the stool at Mrs. Todhetleys feet, she took off her black straw hat, and began to play nervously with its crape ends.

My dear, you seem to be in a heat, said Mrs. Todhetley; a stout old lady, who sat all day long in her easy-chair.

Yes, I ran home fast, said Selina.

Home from whence? Where have you been?

I was  near the Torr, replied Selina, with hesitation.

Near the Torr, child! Thats a long way for you to go strolling alone.

The wild roses in the hedges there are so lovely, pleaded Selina. Thats why I took to go there at first.

Took to go there! repeated the old lady, thinking it an odd phrase. Do you see anything of the Torr people? I hope youve not been making intimate with young Stephen Radcliffe, she added, a thought darting into her mind.

Stephen? thats the son. No, I never saw him. I think he is away from home.



Thats well. He is by all accounts but a churlish lout of a fellow.

Selina Elliot bent her timid face over the hat, smoothing its ribbons with her restless fingers. She was evidently ill at ease. Glancing up presently, she saw the old lady was shutting her eyes for a doze: and that hastened her communication.

I  I want to tell you something, please, maam. But  I dont like to begin. And, with that, Selina burst into unexpected tears, and the alarmed old lady looked up.

Why, what ails you, child? Are you hurt? Has a wasp been at you?

Oh no, said Selina, brushing the tears away with fingers that trembled all over. I  if you please  I think I am going to live at the Torr.

The old lady wondered whether Selina was dreaming. At the Torr! said she. There are no children at the Torr. They dont want a governess at the Torr.

I am going there to be with Mr. Radcliffe, spoke Selina, in her throat, as if she meant to choke.

To be with old Radcliffe! Why, the childs gone cranky! Paul Radcliffe dont need a governess.

He wants to marry me.

Mercy upon us! cried the old lady, lifting both hands in her amazement. And Selina burst into tears again.

Yes, it was true. Paul Radcliffe, who was fifty years of age, if a day, and had a son over twenty, had been proposing marriage to that bright young girl! They had met in the fields often, it turned out, and Mr. Radcliffe had been making his hay while the sun shone. Every one went on at her.

It would be better to go into a prison than into that gloomy Sandstone Torr  a young girl like you, Selina, said Mrs. Todhetley. It would be sheer madness.

Why, youd never go and sacrifice yourself to that old man! cried the Squire, who was just as outspoken and impulsive and good-hearted then as in these latter years. He ought to be ashamed of himself. It would be like June and December.

But all they said was of no use in the end. It was not that Selina, poor girl, was in love with Mr. Radcliffe  one could as well have fancied her in love with the grizzly old bear, just then exhibiting himself at Church Dykely in a travelling caravan. But it was her position. Without money, without a home, without a resource of any kind for the future, save that of teaching for her bread, the prospect of becoming mistress of Sandstone Torr was something fascinating.

I do so dislike the thought of spending my whole life in teaching! she pleaded in apology, the bitter tears streaming down her face. You cannot tell what it is to feel dependent.

Id rather sweep chimneys than marry Paul Radcliffe if I were a pretty young girl like you, stormed the old lady.

Since papa died you dont know what the feeling has been, sobbed Selina. Many a night have I lain awake with the misery of knowing that I had no claim to a place in the wide world.

I am sure you are welcome to stay here, said the Squire.

Yes; as long as I am here myself, added his mother. After that  well, I suppose it wouldnt be proper for you to stay.

You are all kindness; I shall never meet with such friends again; and I know that I am welcome to stay as long as I like, she answered in the saddest of tones. But the time of my departure must come sometime; and though the world lies before me, there is no refuge for me in it. It is very good of Mr. Radcliffe to offer to make me his wife and to give me a home at the Torr.

Oh, is it, though! retorted the Squire. Trust him for knowing on which side his breads buttered.

He is of good descent; he has a large income  

Six hundred a-year, interrupted the Squire, slightingly.

Yes, I am aware that it cannot appear much to you, she meekly said; but to me it seems unbounded. And that is apart from the house and land.

The house and land must both go to Stephen.

Mr. Radcliffe told me that.

As to the land, its only a few acres; nothing to speak of, went on the Squire. Id as soon boast of my gooseberry bushes. And he can leave all his money to Stephen if he likes. In my opinion, the chances are that he will.

He says he shall always behave fairly by me, spoke poor Selina.

Why, youd have a step-son older than yourself, Selina! put in the old lady. And I dont like him  that Stephen Radcliffe. Hes no better than he should be. I saw him one day whipping a poor calf almost to death.



Well, they said all they could against it; ten thousand times more than is written down here. Selina wavered: she was not an obstinate girl, but tractable as you please. Only  she had no homestead on the face of the earth, and Mr. Radcliffe offered her one. He did not possess youth, it is true; he had never been handsome: but he was of irreproachable descent  and Selina had a little corner of ambition in her heart; and, above all, he had a fairly good income.

It was rather curious that the dread of this girls life, the one dread above all other dreads, was that of poverty. In the earlier days of her parents, when she was a little girl and her mother was alive, and the parsons pay was just seventy pounds a-year, they had had such a terrible struggle with poverty that a horror of it was implanted in the childs mind for ever. Her mother died of it. She had become weaker and weaker, and perished slowly away for the want of those comforts that money alone could have bought. Mr. Elliots stipend was increased later: but the fear of poverty never left Selina: and now, by his death, she was again brought face to face with it. That swayed her; and her choice was made.

Old Mrs. Todhetley and the Squire protested that they washed their hands of the marriage. But they could only wash them gingerly, and, so to say, in private. For, after all, excepting that Paul Radcliffe was more than old enough to be Selinas father, and had grizzly hair and a grown-up son, there was not so much to be said against it. She would be Mrs. Radcliffe of Sandstone Torr, and might take her standing in the county.



Sandstone Torr, dull and gloomy, and buried amidst its trees, was enough to put a lively man in mind of a prison. You entered it by a sort of closed-in porch, the outer door of which was always chained back in the daytime. The inner door opened into a long, narrow passage, and that again to a circular stone hall with a heavy ceiling, just like a large dark watch-box. Four or five doors led off from it to different passages and rooms. This same kind of round place was on all the landings, shut in just as the hall was, and with no light, except what might be afforded from the doors of the passages or rooms leading to it. It was the foundation of the tower, and the house was built round it. All the walls were of immense thickness: the rooms were low, and had beams running across most of them. But the rooms were many in number, and the place altogether had a massive, grand air, telling of its past importance. It had one senseless point in it  there was no entrance to the tower. The tower had neither staircase nor door of access. People said what a grand view might be obtained if you could only get to the top of it, or even get up to look through the small slits of windows in its walls. But the builder had forgotten the staircase, and there it ended.

Mr. Radcliffe took his wife straight home from the church-door. Selina had never before been inside the Torr, and the gloominess of its aspect struck upon her unpleasantly. Leading her down the long passage into the circular hall, he opened one of its doors, and she found herself in a sitting-room. The furniture was good but heavy; the Turkey carpet was nearly colourless with age, but soft to the feet; the window looked out only upon trees. A man-servant, who had admitted them, followed them in, asking his master if he had any orders.

Send Holt here, said Mr. Radcliffe. This is the parlour, Selina.

A thin, respectable woman of middle age made her appearance. She looked with curiosity at the young lady her master had brought in: at her wedding-dress of grey silk, at the pretty face blushing under the white straw bonnet.

Mrs. Radcliffe, Holt. Show your mistress her rooms.

The woman curtsied, and led the way through another passage to the stairs; and into a bedroom and sitting-room above, that opened into one another.

Ive aired em well, maam, were the first words she said. Theyve never been used since the late mistresss time, for master has slept in a little chamber near Master Stephens. But hes coming back here now.

Is this the drawing-room? asked Selina, observing that the furniture, though faded, was prettier and lighter than that in the room downstairs.

Dear no, maam! The drawing-room is below and on tother side of the house entirely. Its never gone into from one months end to another. Master and Mr. Stephen uses nothing but the parlour. We call this the Pine Room.

The Pine Room! echoed Selina. Why?

Because it looks out on them pines, I suppose, replied Holt.

Selina looked from the window, and saw a row of dark pines waving before the higher trees behind them. The view beyond was completely shut in by these trees; they were very close to the house: it almost seemed as though a long arm might have touched them from where she stood. Anything more dull than this aspect could not well be found. Selina leaned from the window to look below: and saw a gravel-path with some grass on either side it, but no flowers.

It was a week later. Mr. Radcliffe sat in the parlour, busily examining some samples of new wheat, when there came a loud ring at the outer bell, and presently Stephen Radcliffe walked in. The father and son resembled each other. Both were tall and strongly built, and had the same rugged cast of features: men of few words and ungenial manners. But while Mr. Radcliffes face was not an unpleasing one, Stephens had a most sullen  some might have said evil  expression. In his eyes there was a slight cast, and his dull brown hair was never tidy. Some time before this, when the father and son had a quarrel, Stephen had gone off into Cornwall to stay with his mothers relations. This was his first appearance back again.

Is it you, Stephen! cried Mr. Radcliffe, without offering to shake hands: for the house was never given to ceremony.

Yes, its me, replied Stephen, who generally talked more like a boor than a gentleman, particularly in his angry moods. Its about time I came home, I think, when such a notice as this appears in the public papers.

He took a newspaper from his pocket, and laid it before his father, pointing with his fore-finger to an announcement. It was that of Mr. Radcliffes marriage.

Well? said Mr. Radcliffe.

Is that true or a hoax?

True.

Stephen caught the paper up again, tore it in two, and flung it across the room.

What the devil made you go and do such a thing as that?

Softly, Ste. Keep a civil tongue in your head. I am my own master.

At your age! growled Stephen. Theres no fool like an old fool.

If you dont like it, you can go back to where you came from, said Mr. Radcliffe quietly, turning the wheat from one of the sample-bags out on the table.



Stephen went to the window, and stood there looking at that agreeable prospect beyond  the trees  his hands in his pockets, his back to his father, and swearing to himself awfully. It would not do to quarrel implacably with the old man, for his money was at his own disposal: and, if incensed too greatly, he might possibly take the extreme step of leaving it away from him. But Stephen Radcliffes heart was good to turn his father out of doors there and then, and appropriate the money to himself at once, if he only had the power. No fool like an old fool! he again muttered. Where is the cat?

Wheres who? cried Mr. Radcliffe, looking up from his wheat.

The woman youve gone and made yourself a worlds spectacle with.

Ste, my lad, this wont do. Keep a fair tongue in your head, as I bid you; or go where you may make it a foul one. For by Heaven!  and Mr. Radcliffes passion broke out and he rose from his seat menacingly Ill not tolerate this.

Stephen hardly ever remembered his father to have shown passion before. He did not like it. They had gone on so very quietly together, until that quarrel just spoken of, and Stephen had had his own way, and ruled, so to say, in all things, for his father was easy, that this outbreak was something new. It might not do to give further provocation then.

He was standing as before in sullen silence, his hands in his trousers pockets and the skirts of his short brown velveteen coat thrown back, and Mr. Radcliffe had sat down to the bags again, when the door opened, and some one came in. Stephen turned. He saw a pretty young girl in black, with some books in her delicate hands. Just for an instant he wondered who the young girl could be: and then the thought flashed over him that the woman his father had married might have a grown-up daughter. Selina had been unpacking her trunks upstairs, and arranging her things in the drawers and closets. She hesitated on her way to the book-case when she saw the stranger.

My son Stephen, Selina. Ste, Mrs. Radcliffe.

Stephen Radcliffe for a moment forgot his sullenness and his temper. He did nothing but stare. Was his father playing a joke on him? He had pictured the new wife (though he knew not why) as a woman of mature age: this was a child. As she timidly held out the only hand she could extricate from the load of books, he saw the wedding-ring on her finger. Meeting her hand ungraciously and speaking never a word, he turned to the window again. Selina put the books down, to be disposed in their shelves later, and quitted the room.

This is even worse folly than I dreamed of, began Stephen, facing his father. Shes nothing but a child.

She is close upon twenty.

Why, there may be children! broadly roared out Stephen. You must have been mad when you did such a deed as this.

Mad or sane, its done, Stephen. And I should do it again to-morrow without asking your leave. Understand that.

Yes, it was done. Rattling the silver in his pockets, Stephen Radcliffe felt that, and that there was no undoing it. Here was this young step-mother planted down at the Torr; and if he and she could not hit it off together, it was he who would have to walk out of the house. For full five minutes Stephen mentally rehearsed all the oaths he remembered. Presently he spoke.

It was a fair trick, wasnt it, that you should forbid my marrying, and go and do the same thing yourself!

I did not object to your marrying, Ste: I objected to the girl. Gibbons daughter is not one to match with you. You are a Radcliffe.

Stephen scoffed. Nobody had ever been able to beat into him any sense of self-importance. Pride of birth, pride in his family were elements unknown to Stephens nature. He had a great love of money to make up for it.

Whats good for the goose is good for the gander, he retorted, plunging into a communication he had resolved to make. You have been taking a wife on your score, and I have taken one on mine.

Mr. Radcliffe looked keenly at Stephen. You have married Gibbons girl?

I have.

When? Where?

In Cornwall. She followed me there.

The elder man felt himself in a dilemma. He did care for his son, and he resented this alliance bitterly for Stephens sake. Gibbon was gamekeeper to Sir Peter Chanasse, and had formerly been outdoor servant at the Torr; and this daughter of his, Rebecca  or Becca, as she was commonly called  was a girl quite beneath Stephen. Neither was she a lovable young woman in herself; but hard, and sly, and bony. How it was that Stephen had fancied her, Mr. Radcliffe could not understand. But having stolen a march on Stephen himself, in regard to his own marriage, he did not feel much at liberty to resent Stephens. It was done, too  as he had just observed of his own  and it could not be undone.

Well, Stephen, I am more vexed for your sake than I care to say. It strikes me you will live to repent it.

Thats my look out, replied Stephen. I am going to bring her home.

Home! Where?

Here.

Mr. Radcliffe was silent; perhaps the assertion startled him.

I dont want Gibbons daughter here, Stephen. Theres no room for her.

Plenty of room, and to spare.

So there was; for the old house was large. But Mr. Radcliffe had not been thinking of space.

I cant have her. There! You may make your home where you like.

This is my home, said Stephen.

And it may be still, if you like. But its not hers. Two women in a house, each wanting to be mistress, wouldnt do. Now no noise, Ste, I wont have Gibbons girl here. Ive not been used to consort with people who have been my servants.



It is one thing to make a resolution, and another to keep it. Before twelve months had gone by, Mr. Radcliffes firmly spoken words had come to naught; and Stephen had brought his wife into the Torr and two babies  for Mrs. Stephen had presented him with two at once. Selina was upstairs then with an infant of her own, and very ill. The world thought she was going to die.

The opportunity was a grand one for Madam Becca, and she seized upon it. When Selina came about again, after months spent in confinement, she found, so to say, no place for her. Becca was in her place; mistress, and ruler, and all. Stephen behaved to her like the lout he was; Becca, a formidable woman of towering height, alternately snapped at, and ignored her. Old Radcliffe did not interfere: he seemed not to see that anything was amiss. Poor Selina could only sit up in that apartment that Holt had called the Pine Room, and let her tears fall on her baby-boy, and whisper all her griefs into his unconscious ear. She was refined and timid and shrinking: but once she spoke to her husband.

Treat you with contempt?  dont let you have any will of your own?  thwart you in all ways? he repeated. Who says it, Selina?

Oh, it is so; you may see that it is, if you only will notice, she said, looking up at him imploringly through her tears.

Ill speak to Stephen. I knew thered be a fuss if that Becca came here. But you are not as strong to bustle about as she is, Selina: let her take the brunt of the management off you. What does it matter?

What did it matter?  that was Mr. Radcliffes chief opinion on the point: and had it been only a question of management it would not have mattered. He spoke to Stephen, telling him that he and his wife must make things pleasanter for Mrs. Radcliffe, than, as it seemed, they were doing. The consequence was, that Stephen and Becca took a convenient occasion of attacking Selina; calling her a sneak, a tell-tale, and a wolf in sheeps clothing, and pretty nearly frightening her into another spell of illness.

From that time Selina had no spirit to retaliate. She took all that was put upon her  and it was a great deal  and bore it in silence and patience. She saw that her marriage, taking one thing with another, had turned out to be the mistake her friends had foretold that it would be. Mr. Radcliffe, growing by degrees into a state of apathy as he got older, was completely under the dominion of Stephen. He did not mean to be unkind to his wife: he just perceived nothing; he was indifferent to all that passed around him: had they set fire to Selinas petticoats before his eyes, hed hardly have seen the blaze. Now and again Selina would try to make friends with Holt: but Holt, though never uncivil, had a way of throwing her off. And so, she lived on, a cowed, broken-spirited woman, eating away her heart in silence. Selina Radcliffe had found out that there were worse evils in the world than poverty.

She might have died then but for her boy. You never saw a nicer little fellow than he  that Francis Radcliffe. A bright, tractable, loving boy; with laughing blue eyes, and fair curls falling back from his pretty face. Mr. and Mrs. Stephen hated him. Their children, Tom and Lizzy, pinched and throttled him: but the lad took it all in good part, and had the sweetest temper imaginable. He loved his mother beyond telling, and she made him as gentle and nearly as patient as she was. Virtually driven from the parlour, except at meal-times, their refuge was the Pine Room. There they were unmolested. There Selina educated and trained him, doing her best to show him the way to the next world, as well as to fit him for this.

One day when he was about nine years old, Selina was up aloft, in the little room where he slept; which had a better view than some of the rooms had, and looked out into the open country. It was snowy weather, and she caught sight of the two boys in the yard below, snowballing each other. Opening the window to call Francis in  for he always got into the wars when with Tom, and she had learnt to dread his being with him  she saw Stephen Radcliffe crossing from the barn. Suddenly a snowball took Stephen in the face. It came from Tom; she saw that; Francis was stooping down at the time, collecting material for a fresh missive.

Who flung that at me? roared out Stephen, in a rage.

Tom disclaimed all knowledge of it; and Stephen Radcliffe seized upon Francis, beating him shamefully.

It was not Francis, called out Selina from the window, shivering at the sight; for Stephen in his violence might some time, as she knew, lame the lad. Its touching you was an accident; I could see that; but it was not Francis who threw it.

The cold, rarefied air carried her words distinctly to the ear of Stephen. Holding Francis by one hand to prevent his escape, he told Mrs. Radcliffe that she was a liar, adding other polite epithets and a few oaths. And then he began pummelling the lad again.

Come in, Francis! Let him come in! implored the mother, clasping her hands in her bitter agony. Oh, is there no refuge for him and for me?

She ran down to their sanctum, the Pine Room. Francis came up, sore all over, and his face bleeding. He was a brave little lad, and he strove to make light of it, and keep his tears down. She held him to her, and burst into sobs while trying to comfort him. That upset him at once.

Oh, my darling, try and bear! My poor boy, theres nothing left for us both but to bear. The world is full of wrongs and tribulation: but, Francis, it will all be made right when we get to heaven.

Dont cry, mamma. It didnt hurt me much. But, indeed, the snowball was not mine.

At ten years old the boys were sent to school. Young Tom, allowed to have his own way, grew beyond every ones control, even his fathers; and Stephen packed him off to school. Selina besought her husband to send Francis also. Why not, replied Mr. Radcliffe; the boy must be educated. And, in spite of Stephens opposition, Francis was despatched. It was frightfully lonely and unpleasant for Selina after that, and she grew to have a pitiful look on her face.

The school was a sharp one, and Francis got on well; he seemed to possess his grandfather Elliots aptitude for learning. Tom hated it. After each of the half-yearly holidays, it took Stephen himself to get him to school again: and before he was fourteen he capped it all by appearing at home uncalled for, a red-hot fugitive, and announcing an intention of going to sea.

Tom carried his point. After some feats of skirmishing between him and his father, he was shipped off as midshipman on board a fine merchantman bound for Hong Kong. Stephen Radcliffe might never have given a consent, but for the certainty that if he did not give it, Tom would decamp from the Torr, as he did from school, and go off as a common seaman before the mast. It was strange, with his crabbed nature, how much he cared for those two children!

Youll have that other one home now, said sullen Stephen to his father. No good to be paying for him there.

And most likely it would have been so; but fate, or fortune, intervened. Francis had a wind-fall. A clergyman, who had known Mr. Elliot, died, and left Francis a thousand pounds. Selina decided that it should be spent, or at least a portion of it, in completing his education in a more advanced manner  though, no doubt, Stephen would have liked to get hold of the money. Francis was sent up to Kings College in London, and to board at the house of one of the masters. In this way a few more years passed on. Francis chose the Bar as a profession, and began to study law.

The Bar! sneered Stephen. A penniless beggar like Francis Radcliffe! Put a pig to learn to spell!



A bleak day in winter. The wind was howling and crying round Sandstone Torr, tearing through the branches of the almost leafless trees, whirling the weather-cock atop of the lofty tower, playing madly on the window-panes. If there was one spot in the county that the wind seemed to favour above all other spots, it was the Torr. It would go shrieking in the air round about there like so many unquiet spirits.

In the dusk of evening, on a sofa beside the fire in the Pine Room lay Mrs. Radcliffe, with a white, worn face and hollow eyes. She was slowly dying. Until to-day she had not thought there was any immediate danger: but she knew it all now, and that the end was at hand.

So it was not that knowledge which had caused her, a day or two ago, to write to London for Francis. Some news brought in by Stephen Radcliffe had unhinged and shocked her beyond expression. Francis was leading a loose, bad life, drinking and gambling, and going to the deuce headlong, ran the tales, and Stephen repeated them indoors.

That same night she wrote for Francis. She could not rest day or night until she could see him face to face, and say  Is this true, or untrue? He might have reached the Torr the previous day; but he did not. She was lying listening for him now in the twilight gloom amidst the blasts of that shrieking wind.

If God had but taken my child in infancy! came the chief thought of her troubled heart. If I could only know that I should meet him on the everlasting shores!

Mother!

She started up with a yearning cry. It was Francis. He had arrived, and come upstairs, and his opening of the door had been drowned by the wind. A tall, slender, bright-faced young fellow of twenty, with the same sunny hair as in his childhood, and a genial heart.

Francis halted, and stood in startled consternation. The firelight played on her wasted face, and he saw  what was there. In manners he was still almost a boy; his disposition open, his nature transparent.

She made room for him on the sofa; sitting beside him, and laying her weary head for a moment on his shoulder. Francis took a few deep breaths while getting over the shock.

How long have you been like this, mother? What has brought it about?



Nothing in particular; nothing fresh, she answered. I have been getting nearer and nearer to it for years and years.

Is there no hope?

None. And oh, my darling, but for you I should be so glad to die. Sitting here in my loneliness for ever, with only heaven to look forward to, it seems that I have learnt to see a little already of what its rest will be.

Francis pushed his hair from his brow, and left his hand there. He had loved his mother intensely, and the blow was cruel.

Quietly, holding his other hand in hers, she spoke of what Stephen Radcliffe had heard. Franciss face turned to scarlet as he listened. But in that solemn hour he could not and would not tell a lie.

Yes, it was true; partly true, he said. He was not always so steady as he ought to be. Some of his acquaintances, young men studying law like himself, or medicine, or what not, were rather wild, and he had been the same. Drink?  well, yes; at times they did take more than might be quite needful. But they were not given to gambling: that was false.

Francis, she said, her heart beating wildly with its pain, the worst of all is the drink. If once you suffer yourself to acquire a love for it, you may never leave it off. It is so insidious  

But I dont love it, mother; I dont care for it  and I am sure you must know that I would tell you nothing but truth now, he interrupted. I have only done as the others do. Ill leave it off.

Will you promise me that?

Yes, I will. I do promise it.

She carried his hand to her lips and kissed it. Francis had always kept his promises.

It is so difficult for young fellows without a home to keep straight in London, he acknowledged. Theres no good influence over us; theres no pleasant family circle where we can spend our evenings: and we go out, and get drawn into this and that. It all comes of thoughtlessness, mother.

You have promised me, Francis.

Oh yes. And I will perform.

How long will it be before you are called to the Bar? she asked, after a pause.

Two years.



So much as that?

I think so. How the wind howls!

Mrs. Radcliffe sighed; Franciss future seemed not to be very clear. Unless he could get on pretty quickly, and make a living for himself  

When I am gone, Francis, she said aloud, interrupting her own thoughts, this will not be any home for you.

It has not been one for me for some years now, mother.

But if you do not get into work soon, and your own funds come to an end, you will have no home but this to turn to.

If I attempted to turn to it, Stephen would soon make it too hot for me, I expect.

That might not be all; not the worst, she quickly answered, dropping her voice to a tone of fear, and glancing around as one in a fever.

Francis looked round too. He supposed she was seeking something.

It is always scaring me, Francis, she whispered. There are times when I fancy I am going to see it enacted before my eyes. It puts me into a state of nervous dread not to be described.

See what enacted? he asked.

I was sitting here about ten days ago, Francis, thinking of you, thinking of the future, when all at once a most startling prevision  yes, I call it so  a prevision came upon me of some dreadful ill in store for you; ill wrought by Stephen. I  I am not sure but it was  that  that he took your life, she added, scarcely above her breath, and in tones that made Francis shiver.

Why, what do you mean, mother?

Every day, every day since, every night and nearly all night, that strange conviction has lain upon me. I know it will be fulfilled: when the hand of death is closing on us, these previsions are an instinct. As surely as that I am now disclosing this to you, Francis, so surely will you fall in some way under the iron hand of Stephen.

Perhaps you were dreaming, mother dear, suggested Francis: for he had his share of common sense.

It will be in this house; the Torr, she went on, paying no attention to him; for it is always these rooms and the dreary trees outside that seem to lie before me. For that reason, I would not have you live here  



But dont you think you may have been dreaming? repeated Francis, interrupting the rest.

I was as wide awake as I am now, Francis, but I was deep in thought. It stole upon me, this impression, without any sort of warning, or any train of ideas that could have led to it; and it lies within me, a sure and settled conviction. Beware of Stephen. But oh, Francis! even while I give you this caution I know that you will not escape the evil  whatever it may turn out to be.

I hope I shall, he said, rather lightly. Ill try, at any rate.

Well, I have warned you, Francis. Be always upon your guard. And keep away from the Torr, if you can.

Holt, quite an aged woman now, came in with some tea for her mistress. Francis took the opportunity to go down and see his father. Mr. Radcliffe, in a shabby old coat, was sitting in his arm-chair at the parlour fire. He looked pleased to see Francis, and kept his hand for a minute after he had shaken it.

My mother is very ill, sir, said Francis.

Ay, replied the old man, dreamily. Been so for some time now.

Can nothing be done to  to  keep her with us a little longer, father?

I suppose not. Ask Duffham.

What the devil!  is it you! What brings you here?

The coarse salutation came from Stephen. Francis turned to see him enter and bang the door after him. His shoes were dirty, his beaver gaiters splashed, and his hair was like a tangled mop.

I came down to see my father and mother, answered Francis, as he held out his hand. But Stephen did not choose to see it.

Mrs. Stephen, in a straight-down blue cloth gown and black cap garnished with red flowers, looking more angular and hard than of yore, came in with the tea-tray. She did as much work in the house as a servant. Lizzy had been married the year before, and lived in Birmingham with her husband, who was curate at one of the churches there.

Youll have to sleep on the sofa to-night, young man, was Mrs. Stephens snappish salutation to Francis. Theres not a bed in the house thats aired.



The sofa will do, he answered.

Let his bed be aired to-morrow, Becca, interposed the old man. And they stared in astonishment to hear him say it.

Francis sat down to the tea-table with Stephen and his wife; but neither of them spoke a word to him. Mr. Radcliffe had his tea in his arm-chair at the fire, as usual. Afterwards, Francis took his hat and went out. He was going to question the doctor; and the wind came rushing and howling about him as he bore onwards down the lane towards Church Dykely.

In about an hours time he came back again with red eyes. He said it was the wind, but his subdued voice sounded as though he had been crying. His father, with bent head, was smoking a long pipe; Stephen sat at the table, reading the sensational police reports in a low weekly newspaper.

Been out for a stroll, lad? asked old Radcliffe  and it was the first voluntary question he had put for months. Stephen, listening, could not think what was coming to him.

I have been to Duffhams, answered Francis. He  he with a stopping of the breath, says that nothing can be done for my mother; that a few days now will see the end of it.

Ay, quietly responded the old man. Our turns must all come.

Her turn ought not to have come yet, said Francis, nearly breaking down.

No?

I have been looking forward at odd moments to a time when I should be in work, and able to give her a happy home with me, father. It is very hard to come here and find this.

Old Radcliffe took a long whiff; and, opening his mouth, let the smoke curl upwards. Have a pipe, Francis?

No, thank you, sir. I am going up to my mother.

As he left the room, Stephen, having finished the police reports, was turning the paper to see what it said about the markets, when his father put down his pipe and began to speak.

Only a few days, he says, Ste!

What? demanded Stephen in his surly and ungracious tones.

Shes been ailing always; and has sat up there away from us, Ste. But we shall miss her.

Miss her! retorted Ste, leaving the paper, and walking to the fire. Why, what good has she been? Miss her? The housell have a good riddance of her, he added, under his breath.

Itll be my turn next, Ste. And not long first, either.

Stephen took a keen look at his father from beneath his overhanging, bushy eyebrows, that were beginning to turn grey. All this sounded very odd.

When you and me and Beccas left alone here by ourselves, we shall be as easy as can be, he said.

What month is it, Ste?

November.

Ay. Youll have seen the last o me before Christmas.

Think so? was Stephens equable remark. The old man nodded; and there came a pause.

And you and Beccall be glad to get us out, Ste.

Stephen did not take the trouble to gainsay it. He was turning about in his thoughts something that he had a mind to speak of.

Theyve been nothing but interlopers from the first  she and him. I expect you to do whats right by me, father.

Ay, I shall do whats right, answered the old man.

About the money, I mean. It must all come to me, father. I was heir to it before you ever set eyes on her; and her brat must not be let stand in my way. Do you hear?

Yes, I hear. Itll be all right, Ste.

Take only a fraction from the income, and how would the Torr be kept up? pursued Stephen, plucking up his spirits at the last answer. He has got his fine profession, and he can make a living for himself out of it: some o them counsellors make their thousands a-year. But he must not be let rob me.

He shant rob you, Ste. It will be all right.

And covetous Stephen, thus reassured and put at ease, strolled into the kitchen, and ordered Becca to provide his favourite dish, toasted cheese, for supper.

The few days spoken of by Mr. Duffham, were slowly passing. There was not much difference to be observed in Selina; except that her voice grew weaker. She could only use it at intervals. But her face had a beautiful look of peace upon it, just as though she were three parts in heaven. I have heard Duffham say so many a time since; I, Johnny Ludlow.

On the fifth day she was so much better that it seemed little short of a miracle. They found her in the Pine Room early, up and dressed: when Holt went in to light the fire, she was looking over the two books that lay on the round table. One of them was the Bible; the other was a translation of the German tale Sintram, which Francis had brought her when he came down the last summer. The story had taken hold of her imagination, and she knew it nearly by heart.

Down went Holt, and told them that the mistress (for, contradictory though it may seem, Selina had been always accorded that title) had taken a new lease of life, and was getting well. Becca, astonished, went stalking up: perhaps she was afraid it might be true. Selina had Sintram in her hand as she sat: her eyes looked bright, her cheeks pink, her voice was improved.

Oh, said Becca. What have you left your bed for at this early hour?

I feel so well, Selina answered with a smile, letting the book lie open on the table. Wont you shake hands with me?  and  and kiss me?

Now Becca had never kissed her in all the years they had lived together, and she did not seem to care about beginning now. Ill go down and beat you up an egg and a spoonful of wine, said she, just touching the tips of Selinas fingers, in response to the held-out hand: and, with that, went away.

Stephen was the only one who did not pay the Pine Room a visit that day. He heard of the surprising change while he was feeding the pigs: for Becca went out and told him. Stephen splashed some wash over the side of the trough, and gave a little pig a smack with the bucket, and that was all his answer. Old Radcliffe sat an hour in the room; but he never spoke all the time: so his company could not be considered as much.

Selina crept as far as the window, and looked out on the bare pines and the other dreary trees. Most trees are dreary in November. Francis saw a shiver take her as she stood, leaning on the window-frame; and he went to give her his arm and bring her back again. They were by themselves then.

A week, or so, of this improvement, mother, and you will be as you used to be, said he cheerfully, seating her on the sofa and stirring up the fire. We shall have our home together yet.

She turned her face full on his, as he sat down by her; a half-questioning, half-wondering look in her eyes.



Not in this world, Francis. Surely you are not deceived! and his over-sanguine heart went down like lead.

It is but the flickering of the spirit before it finally quits the weary frame; just as you may have seen the flame shoot up from an expiring candle, she continued. The end is very near now.

A spasm of pain rose in his throat. She took his hands between her own feeble ones.

Dont grieve, Francis; dont grieve for me! Remember what my life has been.

He did remember it. He remembered also the answer Duffham gave when he had inquired what malady it was his mother was dying of. A broken heart.

Dont forget, Francis  never forget  that it is a journey we must enter on, sooner or later.

An uncertain and unknown journey at the best! he said. You have no fear of it?

Fear! No, but I had once.

She spoke the words in a low, sweet tone, and pointed with a smile to the book that still lay open on the table. Franciss eyes fell on the page.

When death is drawing near, And thy heart shrinks with fear, And thy limbs fail, Then raise thy hands and pray To Him who cheers the way Through the dark vale.

Seest thou the eastern dawn? Hearst thou, in the red morn, The angels song? Oh! lift thy drooping head, Thou who in gloom and dread Hast lain so long.

Death comes to set thee free; Oh! meet him cheerily, As thy true friend; And all thy fears shall cease, And in eternal peace Thy penance end.

Francis sat very still, struggling a little with that lump in his throat. She leaned forward, and let her head rest upon him, just as she had done the other day when he first came in. His emotion broke loose then.

Oh, mother, what shall I do without you?

You will have God, she whispered.

Still all the morning she kept up well; talking of this and that, saying how much of late the verses, just quoted, had floated in her mind and become a reality to her; showing Holt a slit that had appeared in the table-cover and needed darning: telling Francis his pocket-handkerchiefs looked yellow and should be bleached. It might have been thought she was only going out to tea at Church Dykely, instead of entering on the other journey she had told of.

Have you been giving her anything? demanded Stephen, casting his surly eyes on Francis as they sat opposite to each other at dinner in the parlour. Dying people cant spurt up in this manner without drugs to make em.

Francis did not deign to answer. Stephen projected his fork, and took a potato out of the dish. Frank went upstairs when the meal was over. He had left his mother sitting on the sofa, comparatively well. He found her lying on the bed in the next room, grappling with death. She lifted her feeble arms to welcome him, and a ray of joyous light shone on her face. Francis made hardly one step of it to the bed.

Oh, my darling, it will be all right! she breathed. I have prayed for you, and I know  I know I have been heard. You will be helped to put away that evil habit; temptation may assail, but it will not finally overcome you. And, Francis, when   Her voice failed.

I no longer hear what you say, mother, cried Francis in an agony.

Yes, yes, she repeated, as if in answer to something he had said. Beware of Stephen.

The hands and face alike fell. Francis rang the bell violently, and Holt came up. All was over.



Stephen attended the funeral with the others. Grumbling wofully at having to do it, because it involved a new suit of black clothes. Theyll be ready for the old man, though, was his consoling reflection: he wont be long.

He was even quicker than Stephen thought. On the very day week that they had come in from leaving Selina in the grave, Mr. Radcliffe was lying as lifeless as she was. A seizure carried him off. Francis was summoned again from London before he had well got back to it. Stephen could not, at such a season, completely ignore him.

He did not foresee the blow that was to come thundering down. When Mr. Radcliffes will came to be opened, it was found that his property was equally divided between the two sons, half and half: Stephen of course inheriting the Torr; and Squire Todhetley being appointed trustee for Francis. And I earnestly beg of him to accept the trust, ran the words, for the sake of Selinas son.

Francis caught the glare of Stephen as they were read out. It was of course Stephen himself, but it looked more like a savage wild-cat. That warning of his mothers came into Franciss mind with a rush.

II.

It stood on the left of the road as you went towards Alcester: a good-looking, red-brick house, not large, but very substantial. Everything about it was in trim order; from the emerald-green outer venetian window-blinds to the handsome iron entrance-gates between the enclosing palisades; and the garden and grounds had not as much as a stray worm upon them. Mr. Brandon was nice and particular in all matters, as old bachelors generally are; and he was especially so in regard to his home.

Careering up to this said house on the morning of a fine spring day, when the green hedges were budding and the birds sang in the trees, went a pony-gig, driven by a gentleman. A tall, slender young fellow of seven-and-twenty, with golden hair that shone in the sun and eyes as blue and bright as the sky. Leaving the pony to be taken care of by a labouring boy who chanced to be loitering about, he rang the bell at the iron gates, and inquired of the answering servant whether Mr. Brandon was at home.

Yes, sir, was the answer of the man, as he led the way in. But I am not sure that he can see you. What name? And the applicant carelessly took a card from his waistcoat-pocket, and was left in the drawing-room. Which card the servant glanced at as he carried it away.

Mr. Francis Radcliffe.

People say theres sure to be a change every seven years. Seven years had gone by since the death of old Mr. Radcliffe and the inheritance by Francis of the portion that fell to him; three hundred a-year. There were odd moments when Frank, in spite of himself, would look back at those seven years; and he did not at all like the retrospect. For he remembered the solemn promise he had made to his mother when she was dying, to put away those evil habits which had begun to creep upon him, more especially that worst of all bad habits that man, whether young or old, can take to  drinking  and he had not kept the promise. He had been called to the Bar in due course, but he made nothing by his profession. Briefs did not come to him. He just wasted his time and lived a fast life on the small means that were his. He pulled up sometimes, turned his back on folly, and read like a house on fire: but his wild companions soon got hold of him again, and put his good resolutions to flight. Frank put it all down to idleness. If I had work to do, I should do it, he said, and that would keep me straight. But at the close of this last winter he had fallen into a most dangerous illness, resulting from the draughts of ale, and what not, that he had made too free with, and he got up from it with a resolution never to drink again. Knowing that the resolution would be more easy to keep if he turned his back on London and the companions who beset him, down he came to his native place, determined to take a farm and give up the law. For the second time in his life some money had come to him unexpectedly; which would help him on. And so, after a seven years fling, Frank Radcliffe was going in for a change.

He had never stayed at Sandstone Torr since his fathers death. His brother Stephens surly temper, and perhaps that curious warning of his mothers, kept him out of it. He and Stephen maintained a show of civility to one another; and when Frank was in the neighbourhood (but that had only happened twice in the seven years), he would call at the Torr and see them. The last time he came down, Frank was staying at a place popularly called Pitchleys Farm. Old Pitchley  who had lived on it, boy and man, for seventy years  liked him well. Frank made acquaintance that time with Annet Skate; fell in love with her, in fact, and meant to marry her. She was a pretty girl, and a good girl, and had been brought up to be thoroughly useful as a farmers daughter: but neither by birth nor position was she the equal of Frank Radcliffe. All her experience of life lay in her own secluded, plain home: in regard to the world outside she was as ignorant as a young calf, and just as mild and soft as butter.

So Frank, after his spell of sickness and reflection, had thrown up London, and come down to settle in a farm with Annet, if he could get one. But there was not a farm to be let for miles round. And it was perhaps a curious thing that while Frank was thinking he should have to travel elsewhere in search of one, Pitchleys should turn up. For old Pitchley suddenly died. Pitchleys Farm belonged to Mr. Brandon. It was a small compact farm; just the size Frank wanted. A large one would have been beyond his means.

Mr. Brandon sat writing letters at the table in his library, in his geranium-coloured Turkish cap, with its purple tassel, when his servant went in with the card.

Mr. Francis Radcliffe! read he aloud, in his squeaky voice. What, is he down here again? You can bring him in, Abel  though Im sure I dont know what he wants with me. And Abel went and brought him.

We heard you were ill, young man, said Mr. Brandon, peering up into Franks handsome face as he shook hands, and detecting all sorts of sickly signs in it.

So I have been, Mr. Brandon; very ill. But I have left London and its dissipations for good, and have come here to settle. Its about time I did, he added, with the candour natural to him.

I should say it was, coughed old Brandon. Youve been on the wrong tack long enough.

And I have come to you  I hope I am first in the field  to ask you to let me have the lease of Pitchleys Farm.

Mr. Brandon could not have felt more surprised had Frank asked for a lease of the moon, but he did not show it. His head went up a little, and the purple tassel took a sway backwards.

Oh, said he. You take Pitchleys Farm! How do you think to stock it?

I shall take to the stock at present on it, as far as my means will allow, and give a bond for the rest. Pitchleys executors will make it easy for me.

What are your means? curtly questioned old Brandon.

In all, they will be two thousand pounds. Taking mine and Miss Skates together.



Thats a settled thing, is it, Master Francis?  alluding to the marriage.

Yes, it is, said Frank. Her portion is just a thousand pounds, and her friends are willing to put it on the farm. Mine is another thousand.

Where does yours come from?

Do you recollect, Mr. Brandon, that when I was a little fellow at school I had a thousand pounds left me by a clergyman  a former friend of my grandfather Elliot?

Mr. Brandon nodded. It was Parson Godfrey. He came down once or twice to the Torr to see your mother and you.

Just so. Well, his widow has now recently died; she was considerably younger than he; and she has left me another thousand. If I can have Pitchleys Farm, I shall be sure to get on at it, he added in his sanguine way. For, if ever there was a sanguine, sunny-natured fellow in this world, it was Frank Radcliffe.

Old Brandon pushed his geranium cap all aside and gave a flick to the tassel. My opinion lies the contrary way, young man: that you will be sure not to get on at it.

I understand all about farming, said Frank eagerly. And I mean to be as steady as steady can be.

To begin with a debt on the farm will cripple the best man going, sir.

Oh, Mr. Brandon, dont turn against me! implored Frank, who was feeling terribly in earnest. Give me a chance! Unless I can get some constant work, some interest to occupy my hands and my mind, I might be relapsing back to the old ways again from sheer ennui. Theres no resource but a farm.

Mr. Brandon did not seem to be in a hurry to answer. He was looking straight at Frank, and nodding little nods to himself, following out some mental argument. Frank leaned forward in his chair, his voice low, his face solemn.

When my poor mother was dying, I promised her to give up bad habits, Mr. Brandon. I hope  I think  I fully intend to do so now. Wont you help me?

What do you wish me to understand by bad habits, young man? queried Mr. Brandon in his hardest tones. What have been yours?

Drink, said Frank shortly. And I am ashamed enough to have to say it. It is not that I have been a constant drinker, or that I have taken much, in comparison with what very many men drink; but I have, sometimes for weeks together, taken it very recklessly. That is what I meant by speaking of my bad habits, Mr. Brandon.

Couldnt speak of a worse habit, Frank Radcliffe.

True. I should have pulled up long ago but for those fast companions I lived amongst. They kept me down. Once amidst such, a fellow has no chance. Often and often that neglected promise to my mother has lain upon me, a nightmare of remorse. I have fancied she might be looking down upon earth, upon me, and seeing how I was fulfilling it.

If your mother was not looking down upon you, sir, your Creator was.

Ay. I know. Mr. Brandon  his voice sinking deeper in its solemnity, and his eyes glistening in the very last minute of my mothers life  when her soul was actually on the wing  she told me that she knew I should be helped to throw off what was wrong. She had prayed for it, and seen it. A conviction is within me that I shall be  has been within me ever since. I think this  now  may be the turning-point in my life. Dont deny me the farm, sir.

Frank Radcliffe, Id let you have the farm, and another to it, if I thought you were sincere.

Why  you cant think me not sincere, after what I have said! cried Frank.

Oh, you are sincere enough at the present moment. I dont doubt that. The question is, will you be sincere in keeping your good resolutions in the future?

I hope I shall. I believe I shall. I will try with all my best energies.

Very well. You may have the farm.

Frank Radcliffe started up in his joy and gratitude, and shook Mr. Brandons hands till the purple tassel quivered. He had a squeaky voice and a cold manner, and went in for coughs and chest-aches, and all kinds of fanciful disorders; but there was no more generous heart going than old Brandons.

Business settled, the luncheon was ordered in. But Frank was a good deal too impatient to stay for it; and drove away in the pony-gig to impart the news to all whom it might concern. Taking a round to the Torr first, he drove into the back-yard. Stephen came out.



Stephen looked quite old now. He must have been fifty years of age. Hard and surly as ever was he, and his stock of hair was as grizzled as his fathers used to be before Frank was born.

Oh, its you! said Stephen, as civilly as he could bring his tongue to speak. Whose chay and pony is that?

It belongs to Pitchleys bailiff. He lent it me this morning.

Will you come in?

I have not time now, answered Frank. But I thought Id just drive round and tell you the news, Stephen. Im going to have Pitchleys Farm.

Who says so?

I have now been settling it with Mr. Brandon. At first, he seemed unwilling to let me have it  was afraid, I suppose, that I and the farm might come to grief together  but he consented at last. So I shall get in as soon as I can, and take Annet with me. Youll come to our wedding, Stephen?

A fine match she is! cried cranky Stephen.

Whats the matter with her?

I dont say as anythings the matter with her. But you have always stuck up for the pride and pomp of the Radcliffes: made out that nobody was good enough for em. A nice comedown for Frank Radcliffe thatll be  old Farmer Skates girl.

We wont quarrel about it, Stephen, said Frank, with his good-humoured smile. Heres your wife. How do you do, Mrs. Radcliffe?

Becca had come out with a wet mop in her hands, which she proceeded to wring. Some of the splashes went on Franks pony-gig. She wore morning costume: a dark-blue cotton gown hanging straight down on her thin, lanky figure; and an old black cap adorning her hard face. It was a great contrast: handsome, gentlemanly, well-dressed, sunny Frank Radcliffe, barrister-at-law; and that surly boor Stephen, in his rough clothes, and his shabby, hard-working wife.

When be you going back to London? was Beccas reply to his salutation, as she began to rinse out the mop at the pump.

Not at all. I have been telling Stephen. I am going into Pitchleys Farm.

Along of Annet Skate, put in Stephen; whose queer phraseology had been indulged in so long that it had become habitual. Much good theyll do in a farm! Hed like us to go to the wedding! No, thank ye.



Well, good-morning, said Frank, starting the pony. They did not give him much encouragement to stay.

Be it true, Radcliffe? asked Becca, letting the mop alone for a minute. Be he a-going to marry Skates girl, and get Pitchleys Farm?

I wish the devil had him! was Stephens surly comment, as he stalked off in the wake of the receding pony-gig, giving his wife no other answer.

No doubt Stephen was sincere in his wish, though it was hardly polite to avow it. For the whole of Franks life, he had been a thorn in the flesh of Stephen: in the first years, for fear their father should bequeath to Frank a share of the inheritance; in the later years, because Frank had had the share! That sum of three hundred a-year, enjoyed by Frank, was coveted by Stephen as money was never yet coveted by man. Looking at matters with a distorted mind, he considered it a foul wrong done him; as no better than a robbery upon him; that the whole of the money was his own by all the laws of right and wrong, and that not a stiver of it ought to have gone to Frank. Unable, however, to alter the state of existing things, he had sincerely hoped that some lucky chance  say the little accident of Franks drinking himself to death  would put him in possession of it; and all the rumours that came down from London about Franks wild life rejoiced him greatly. For if Frank died without children, the money went to Stephen. And it may as well be mentioned here, that old Mr. Radcliffe had so vested the three hundred a-year that Frank had no power over the capital and was unable to squander it. It would go to his children when he died; or, if he left no children, to Stephen.

Never a night when he went to bed, never a morning when he got up, but Stephen Radcliffes hungry heart gave a dismal groan to that three hundred a-year he had been deprived of. In truth, his own poor three hundred was not enough for him. And then, he had expected that the six would all be his! He had, he said, to work like a slave to keep up the Torr, and make both ends meet. His two children were for ever tugging at his purse-strings. Tom, quitting the sea, had settled in a farm in Canada; but he was always writing home for help. Lizzy would make her appearance at home at all kinds of unseasonable times; and tell pitiful stories of the wants of her scanty ménage at Birmingham, and of her little children, and of the poor health and short pay of her husband the curate. Doubtless Stephen had rather a hard life of it and could very well have done with a doubled income. To hear that Frank was going to settle down to a sober existence and to marry a wife, was the worst news of all to Stephen, for it lessened his good chances finely.

But he had only the will to hinder it, not the power. And matters and the year went swimmingly on. Francis entered into possession of the farm; and just a week before Midsummer Day, he married Annet Skate and took her home.



The red June sunset fell full on Pitchleys Farm, staining the windows a glowing crimson. Pitchleys Farm lay in a dell, about a mile from Dyke Manor, on the opposite side to Sandstone Torr. It was a pretty little homestead, with jessamine on the porch, and roses creeping up the frames of the parlour-windows. Just a year had gone by since the wedding, and to-morrow would be the anniversary of the wedding-day. Mr. and Mrs. Francis Radcliffe were intending to keep it, and had bidden their friends to an entertainment. He had carried out his resolution to be steady, and they had prospered fairly well. David Skate, one of Annets brothers, a thorough, practical farmer, was ever ready to come over, if wanted, and help Francis with work and counsel.

Completely tired with her days exertions, was Annet, for she had been making good things for the morrow, and now sat down for the first time that day in the parlour  a low room, with its windows open to the clustering roses, and the furniture bright and tasty. Annet was of middle height, light and active, with a delicate colour on her cheeks, soft brown eyes, and small features. She had just changed her cotton gown for one of pink summer muslin, and looked as fresh as a daisy.

How tired I am! she exclaimed to herself, with a smile. Frank would scold me if he knew it.

Be you ready for supper, maam? asked a servant, putting in her head at the door. The only maid kept: for both Frank and his wife knew that their best help to getting on was economy.

Not yet, Sally. I shall wait for your master.

Well, Ive put it on the table, maam; and Im just going to step across now to Hester Bittons, and tell her shell be wanted here to-morrow.

Annet went into the porch, and stood there looking out for her husband, shading her eyes with her hand from the red glare. Some business connected with stock took him to Worcester that day, and he had started in the early morning; but Annet had expected him home earlier than this.

There he was, riding down the road at a sharpish trot; Annet heard the horses hoofs before she saw him. He waved his hand to her in the distance, and she fluttered her white handkerchief back again. Thorpe, the indoor man, appeared to take the horse.

Francis Radcliffe had been changing for the better during the past twelvemonth. Regular habits and regular hours, and a mind healthily occupied, had done great things for him. His face was bright, his blue eyes were clear, and his smile and his voice were alike cheering as he got off the horse and greeted his wife.

You are late, Frank! It is ever so much past eight.

Our clocks are fast: Ive found that out to-day, Annet, But I could not get back before.

He had gone into the parlour, had kissed her, and was disincumbering his pockets of various parcels: she helping him. Both were laughing, for there seemed to be no end to them. They contained articles wanted for the morrow: macaroons, and potted lampreys, and lots of good things.

Dont say again that I forget your commissions, Annet.

Never again, Frank. How good you are! But what is in this one? it feels soft.

Thats for yourself, said Frank. Open it.

Cutting the string, the paper flew apart, disclosing a babys cloak of white braided cashmere. Annet laughed and blushed.

Oh, Frank! How could you?

Why, I heard you say you must get one.

Yes  but  not just yet. It may not be wanted, you know.

Stuff! The thing was in Mrs. Whats-her-names window in High Street, staring passers-by in the face; so I went in, and bought it.

Its too beautiful, murmured Annet, putting it reverently into the paper, as if she mistook it for a baby. And how has the day gone, Frank? Could you buy the sheep?

Yes; all right. The sheep  Annet, who do you think is coming here to-morrow? Going to honour us as one of the guests?

At the break in the sentence, Frank had flung himself into a chair, and thrown his head back, laughing. Annet wondered.



Stephen! Its true. He had gone to Worcester after some sheep himself. I asked whether we should have the pleasure of seeing them here, and he curtly said that he was coming, but couldnt answer for Mrs. Radcliffe. Had the Pope of Rome told me he was coming, I should not have been more surprised.

Stephens wife took no notice of the invitation.

Writing is not in her line: or in his either. Something must be in the wind, Annet: neither he nor his wife has been inside our doors yet.

They sat down to supper, full of chat: as genial married folks always are, after a days separation. And it was only when the house was at rest, and Annet was lighting the bed-candle, that she remembered a letter lying on the mantel-piece.

Oh, Frank, I ought to have given it to you at once; I quite forgot it. This letter came for you by this mornings post.

Frank sat down again, drew the candle to him, and read it. It was from one of his former friends, a Mr. Briarly; offering on his own part and on that of another former friend, one Pratt, a visit to Pitchleys Farm.

Instincts arise to all of us: instincts that it might be well to trust to oftener than we do. A powerful instinct, against the offered visit, rushed into the mind of Francis Radcliffe. But the chances are, that, in the obligations of hospitality, it would not have prevailed, even had the chance been afforded him.

Cool, I must say! said Frank, with a laugh. Look here, Annet; these two fellows are going to take us by storm to-morrow. If I dont want them, says Briarly, I must just shut the door in their faces.

But youll be glad to see them, wont you, Frank? she remarked in her innocence.

Yes. I shall like well enough to see them again. Its our busy time, though: they might have put it off till after harvest.

As many friends went to this entertainment at Pitchleys Farm as liked to go. Mr. Brandon was one of them: he walked over with us  with me, and Tod, and the Squire, and the mater. Stephen Radcliffe and his wife were there, Becca in a black silk with straps of rusty velvet across it. Stephen mostly sat still and said nothing, but Beccas sly eyes were everywhere. Frank and his wife, well dressed and hospitable, welcomed us all; and the board was well spread with cold meats and dainties.

Old Brandon had a quiet talk with Annet in a corner of the porch. He told her he was glad to find Frank seemed likely to do well at the farm.

He tries his very best, sir, she said.

Ay. Somehow I thought he would. People said Frank Radcliffe has his three hundred a-year to fall back upon when he gets out of Pitchleys: but I fancied he might stay at Pitchleys instead of getting out of it.

We are getting on as well as we can be, sir, in a moderate way.

A moderate way is the only safe way to get on, said Mr. Brandon, putting his white silk handkerchief corner-wise on his head against the sun. Thats a true saying, He who would be rich in twelve months is generally a beggar in six. You are helping Frank well, my dear. I have heard of it: how industrious you are, and keep things together. Its not often a good old head like yours is set upon young shoulders.

Annet laughed. My shoulders are not so very young, sir. I was twenty-four last birthday.

Thats young to manage a farm, child. But youve had good training; you had an industrious mother  indicating an old lady on the lawn in a big lace cap and green gown. I can tell you what  when I let Frank Radcliffe have the lease, I took into consideration that you were coming here as well as he. Why!  who are these?

Two stylish-looking fellows were dashing up in a dog-cart; pipes in their mouths, and portmanteaus behind them. Shouting and calling indiscriminately about for Frank Radcliffe; for a man to take the horse and vehicle, that they had contrived to charter at the railway terminus; for a glass of bitter beer apiece, for they were confoundedly dry  there was no end of a commotion.

They were the two visitors from London, Briarly and Pratt. Their tones moderated somewhat when they saw the company. Frank came out; and received a noisy greeting that might have been heard at York. One of them trod on Mr. Brandons corns as he went in through the porch. Annet looked half frightened.

Come to stay here!  gentlemen from London!  Franks former friends! repeated old Brandon, listening to her explanation. Fine friends, I should say! Frank Radcliffe,  laying hold of him as he was coming back from giving directions to his servant how came you to bring those men down into your home?

They came of their own accord, Mr. Brandon.

Friends of yours, I hear?

Yes, I knew them in the old days.

Oh. Well  I should not like to go shouting and thundering up to a decent house with more aboard me than I could carry. Those men have both been drinking.

Frank was looking frightfully mortified. I am afraid they have, he said. The heat of the day and the dust on the journey must have caused them to take more than they were aware of. Im very sorry. I assure you, Mr. Brandon, they are really quiet, good fellows.

May be. But the sooner you see their backs turned, the better, young man.

From that day, the trouble set in. Will it be believed that Frank Radcliffe, after keeping himself straight for ever so much more than a year, fell away again? Those two visitors must have found their quarters at Pitchleys Farm agreeable, for they stayed on and on, and made no sign of going away. They were drinkers, hard and fast. They drank, themselves, and they seduced Frank to drink  though perhaps he did not require much seduction. Franks ale was poured out like water. Dozens of port, ordered and paid for by Briarly, arrived from the wine-merchants; Pratt procured cases of brandy. From morning till night liquor was under poor Franks nose, tempting him to sin. Their heads might be strong enough to stand the potions; Franks was not. It was June when the new life set in; and on the first of September, when all three staggered in from a days shooting, Frank was in a fever and curiously trembling from head to foot.

By the end of the week he was strapped down in his bed, a raving madman; Duffham attending him, and two men keeping guard.

Duffham made short work with Briarly and Pratt. He packed them and their cases of wine and their portmanteaus off together; telling them they had done enough mischief for one year, and he must have the house quiet for both its master and mistress. Franks malady was turning to typhus fever, and a second doctor was called in from Evesham.

The next news was, that Pitchleys Farm had a son and heir. They called it Francis. It did not live many days, however: how was a son and heir likely to live, coming to that house of fright and turmoil? Franks ravings might be heard all over it; and his poor wife was nearly terrified out of her bed.

The state of things went on. October came in, and there was no change. It was not known whether Annet would live or die. Frank was better in health, but his mind was gone.

Theres one chance for him, said Duffham, coming across to Dyke Manor to the Squire: and that is, a lunatic asylum. At home he cannot be kept; he is raving mad. No time must be lost in removing him.

You think he may get better in an asylum? cried the Squire, gloomily.

Yes. I say it is his best chance. His wife, poor thing, is horrified at the thought: but theres nothing else to be done. The calmness of an asylum, the sanatory rules and regulations observed there, will restore him, if anything will.

How is she? asked the Squire.

About as ill as she can be. She wont leave her bed on this side Christmas. And the next question is, Squire  where shall he be placed? Of course we cannot act at all without your authority.

The Squire, you see, was Frank Radcliffes trustee. At the present moment Frank was dead in the eye of the law, and everything lay with the Squire. Not a sixpence of the income could any one touch now, but as he pleased to decree.

After much discussion, in which Stephen Radcliffe had to take his share, according to law and order, Frank was conveyed to a small private asylum near London. It belonged to a Dr. Dale: and the Evesham doctor strongly recommended it. The terms seemed high to us: two hundred pounds a-year: and Stephen grumbled at them. But Annet begged and prayed that money might not be spared; and the Squire decided to pay it. So poor Frank was taken to town; and Stephen, as his nearest male relative  in fact, his only one  officially consigned him to the care of Dr. Dale.

And thats the jolly condition things were in, that Christmas, at Pitchleys Farm. Its master in a London madhouse, its mistress in her sick-bed, and the little heir in Church Dykely churchyard. David Skate, like the good brother he was, took up his quarters at the farm, and looked after things.

It was in January that Annet found herself well enough to get upon her legs. The first use she made of them was to go up to London to see her husband. But the sight of her so much excited Frank that Dr. Dale begged her not to come again. It was, he said, taking from Frank one chance of his recovery. So Annet gave her promise not to do so, and came back to Pitchleys sobbing and sighing.

Things went on without much change till May. News came of Frank periodically, chiefly to Stephen Radcliffe, who was the recognized authority in Dr. Dales eyes. On the whole it was good. The improvement in him, though slow, was gradual: and Dr. Dale felt quite certain now of his restoration. In May, the cheering tidings arrived that Frank was all but well; and Stephen Radcliffe, who went to London for a fortnight about that time and saw Frank twice, confirmed it.

Stephens visit up arose in this way. One Esau D. Stettin (thats how he wrote his name), who owned land in Canada, came to this country on business, and brought news to the Torr of Tom Radcliffe. Tom had every chance of doing well, he said, and was quite steady  and this was true. Mr. and Mrs. Stephen were almost as glad to hear it as if a fortune had been left them. But, to ensure his doing well and to make his farm prosperous, Tom wanted no end of articles sent out to him: the latest improvements in agricultural implements; patent wheelbarrows, and all the rest of it. For Stephen to take the money out of his pocket to purchase the wheelbarrows was like taking the teeth from his head; but as Esau D. Stettin  who was above suspicion  confirmed Toms need of the things, Stephen decided to do it. He went up to London, to buy the articles and superintend their embarkation, and it was during that time that he saw Frank. Upon returning to the Torr, he fully bore out Dr. Dales opinion that Frank was recovering his mind, was, in fact, almost well; but he privately told the Squire some other news that qualified it.

Franks health was failing. While his mind was resuming its tone, his body was wasting. He was, Ste said, a mere shadow; and Dr. Dale feared that he would not last very long after complete sanity set in.

How sorry we all were, I need not say. With all his failings and his instability, every one liked Frank Radcliffe. They kept it from Annet. She was but a shadow herself: had fretted her flesh to fiddlestrings; and Duffhams opinion was that she stood a good chance of dwindling away till nothing was left of her but a shroud and a coffin.

Would it be of any use my going up to see him, poor fellow? asked the Squire, sadly down in the mouth.

Not a bit, returned Stephen. Dale would be sure not to admit you: so much depends on Franks being kept free from excitement. Why, he wanted to deny me, that Dale; but I insisted on my right to go in. I mean to see him again, too, before many days are over.

Are you going to London again? asked the Squire, rather surprised. It was something new for Stephen Radcliffe to be a gad-about.

I shall have to go, I reckon, said Stephen, ungraciously. Ive to see Stettin before he sails.

Stephen Radcliffe did go up again, apparently much against his will, to judge by the ill words he gave to it. And the report he brought back of Frank that time was rather more cheering.



The Squire was standing one hot morning in the yard in his light buff coat, blowing up Dwarf Giles for something that had gone wrong in the stables, when a man was seen making his way from the oak-walk towards the yard. The June hay-making was about, and the smell of the hay was wafted across to us on the wings of the summer breeze.

Whos that, Johnny? asked the pater: for the sun was shining right in his eyes.

It  it looks like Stephen Radcliffe, sir.

You may tell him by his rusty suit of velveteen, put in Tod; who stood watching a young brood of ducklings in the duck-pond, and the agonies of the hen that had hatched them.

Stephen Radcliffe it was. He had a stout stick in his hand, and his face was of a curious leaden colour. Which, with him, took the place of paleness.

Ive had bad news, Mr. Todhetley, he began, in low tones, without any preliminary greeting. Franks dead.

The Squires straw hat, which he chanced to have taken off, dropped on the stones. Dead! Frank! he exclaimed in an awestruck tone. It cant be true.

Just the first thought that struck me when I opened the letter, said Stephen, drawing one from his pocket. Here it is, though, in black and white.



His hands shook like anything as he held out the letter. It was from one of the assistants at Dales  a Mr. Pitt: the head doctor, under Dale, Stephen explained. Frank had died suddenly, it stated, without warning of any kind, so that there was no possibility of apprising his friends; and it requested Mr. Radcliffe to go up without delay.

It is a dreadful thing! cried the Squire.

So it is, poor fellow, agreed Stephen. I never thought it was going to end this way; not yet awhile, at any rate. For him, its a happy release, I suppose. Hed never ha been good for anything.

What has he died of? questioned Tod.

The voice, or the question, seemed to startle Stephen. He looked sharply round, as if he hadnt known Tod was there, an ugly scowl on his face.

I expect we shall hear it was heart disease, he said, facing the Squire and turning his back upon Tod.

Why do you say that, Mr. Radcliffe? Was anything the matter with his heart?

Dale had some doubts of it, Squire. He thought that was the cause of his wasting away.

You never told us that.

Because I never believed it. A Radcliffe never had a weak heart yet. And its only a thought o mine: he might have died from something else. Laid hands on himself, maybe.

For goodness sake dont bring up such an ill thought as that, cried the pater explosively. Wait till you know.

Yes, I must wait till I know, said Stephen, sullenly. And a precious inconvenience it is to me to go up at this moment when my hays just cut! Franks been a bother to me all his life, and he must even be a bother now hes dead.

Shall I go up for you? asked the Squire: who in his distress at the sudden news would have thought nothing of offering to start for Kamschatka.

No good if you did, growled Stephen, folding up the letter that the pater handed back to him. Theyd not as much as release him to be buried without me, I expect. I shall bring him down here, added Stephen, jerking his head in the direction of the churchyard.

Yes, yes, poor fellow  let him lie by his mother, said the Squire.



Stephen said a good-morrow, meant for the whole of us; and had rounded the duck-pond on his exit, when he stopped, and turned back again to the pater.

Therell be extra expenses, I suppose, up at Dales. Have I your authority to discharge them?

Of course you have, Mr. Radcliffe. Or let Dale send in the account to me, if you prefer it.

He went off without another word, his head down; his thick stick held over his shoulder. Tho Squire rubbed his face, and wondered what on earth was the next thing to do in this unhappy crisis.

Annet was in Wales with her mother at some seaside place. It would be a dreadful shock to her. Getting the address from David Skate, the Squire wrote to break it to them in the best manner he could. But now, a mischance happened to that letter. Welsh names are difficult to spell; the paters pen put L for Y, or X for Z, something of that sort; and the letter went to a wrong town altogether, and finally came back to him unopened. Stephen Radcliffe had returned then.

Stephen did not keep his word, instead of bringing Frank down, he left him in London in Finchley Cemetery. The heat of the weather, he pleaded by way of excuse when the Squire blew him up. There was some delay; an inquest, and all that; and unless wed gone to the expense of lead, it couldnt be done; Dale said so. What does it signify? Hell lie as quiet there as he would here.

And was it the heart that was wrong? asked the pater.

No. It was what they called effusion on the brain, replied Stephen. Dale says its rather a common case with lunatics, but he never feared it for Frank.

It is distressing to think his poor wife did not see him. Quite a misfortune.

Well, we cant help it: it was no fault of ours, retorted Stephen: who had actually had the decency to put himself into a semblance of mourning. The world ud go on differently for many of us, Squire, if we could foresee things.

And that was the end of Francis Radcliffe!

Finchley Cemetery! exclaimed Mr. Brandon, when he heard it. That Stephen Radcliffe has been at his stingy tricks again. You can bury people for next to nothing there.

Poor Annet came home in her widows weeds, In health she was better; and might grow strong in time. There was no longer any suspense: she knew the worst; that was in itself a rest. The great doubt to be encountered now was, whether she could keep on Pitchleys Farm. Mr. Brandon was willing to risk it: and David Skate took up his abode at the farm for good, and would do his best in all ways. But the three hundred a-year income, that had been the chief help and stay of herself and Frank, was gone.

It had lapsed to Stephen. Nothing could be said against that in law, for old Mr. Radcliffes will had so decreed it; but it seemed a very cruel thing for every shilling to leave her, an injustice, a wrong. The tears ran down her pale face as she spoke of it one day at Pitchleys to the Squire: and he, going in wholesale for sympathy, determined to have a tussel with Stephen.

You cant for shame take it all from her, Stephen Radcliffe, said the Squire, after walking over to Sandstone Torr the next morning. You must not leave her quite penniless.

I dont take it from her, replied Stephen, rumpling up his grizzled hair. It comes to me of right. It is my own.

Now dont quibble, Stephen Radcliffe, said the Squire, rubbing his face, for he went into a fever as usual over his argument, and the day was hot. The poor thing was your brothers wife, and you ought to consider that.

Francis was a fool to marry her. An unsteady man like him always is a fool to marry.

Well, he did marry her: and I dont see that he was a fool at all for it. I wish Id got the whip-hand of those two wicked blades who came down here and turned him from his good ways. I wonder how theyll answer for it in heaven.

Would you like to take a drop of cider? asked Stephen.

I dont care if I do.

The cider was brought in by Eunice Gibbon: a second edition, so far as looks went, of Mrs. Stephen Radcliffe, whose younger sister she was. She lived there as servant, the only one kept. Holt had left when old Mr. Radcliffe died.

Come, Stephen Radcliffe, you must make Annet some allowance, said the Squire, after taking a long draught and finding the cider uncommonly sour. The neighbours will cry out upon you if you dont.

The neighbours can do as they choose.



Just take this much into consideration. If that little child of theirs had lived, the money would have been his.

But he didnt live, argued Stephen.

I know he didnt  mores the pity. Hed have been a consolation to her, poor thing. Come! you cant, I say, take all from her and leave her with nothing.

Nothing! Hasnt she got the farm-stock and the furniture? Shes all that to the good. Twas bought with Franks money.

No, it was not. Half the money was hers. Look here. Unless she gets help somewhere, I dont see how she is to stay on at Pitchleys.

And twould be a sight better for her not to stay on at Pitchleys, retorted Stephen. Let her go back to her mothers again, over in the other parish. Or let her emigrate. Lots of folks is emigrating now.

This wont do, Stephen Radcliffe, said the Squire, beginning to lose his temper. You cant for shame bring every one down upon your head. Allow her a trifle, man, out of the income that has lapsed to you: let the world have to say that you are generous for once.

Well, not to pursue the contest  which lasted, hot and sharp, for a couple of hours, for the Squire, though he kept getting out of one passion into another, would not give in  I may as well say at once that Stephen at last yielded, and agreed to allow her fifty pounds a-year. Just for a year or so, as he ungraciously put it, while she turned herself round.

And it was so tremendous a concession for Stephen Radcliffe that no one believed it at first, the Squire included. It must be intended as a thanksgiving for his brothers death, said the world.

Only, Ste Radcliffe is not the one to offer thanksgivings, observed old Brandon. Take care that he pays it, Squire.

And thus things fell into the old grooves again, and the settling down of Frank Radcliffe amongst us seemed but as a very short episode in Church Dykely life. Stephen Radcliffe, in funds now, bought an adjoining field that was to be sold, and added it to his land: but he and his wife and the Torr kept themselves more secluded than ever. Franks widow took up her old strength by degrees, and worked and managed incessantly: she in the house, and David Skate out of it; to keep Pitchleys Farm together. And the autumn drew on.



The light of the moon streamed in slantwise upon us as we sat round the bay-window. Tod and I had just got home for the Michaelmas holidays: and we sat talking after dinner in the growing dusk. There was always plenty to relate, on getting home from school. A dreadful thing had happened this last quarter: one of the younger ones had died at a game of Hare and Hounds. Ill tell you of it some time. The tears glistened in Mrs. Todhetleys eyes, and we all seemed to be talking at once.

Mrs. Francis Radcliffe, maam.

Old Thomas had opened the door and interrupted us. Annet came in quietly, and sat down after shaking hands all round. Her face looked pale and troubled. We asked her to stay tea; but she would not.

It is late to come in, she said, some apology in her tone. I meant to have been here earlier; but it has been a busy day, and I have had interruptions besides.

This seemed to imply that she had come over for some special purpose. Not another word, however, did she say. She just sat in silence, or next door to it: answering Yes and No in an abstracted sort of way when spoken to, and staring out into the moonlight like any one dreaming. And presently she got up to leave.

We went out with her and walked across the field; the pater, I, and Tod. Nearly every blade of the short grass could be seen as distinctly as in the day. At the first stile she halted, saying she expected to meet David there, who had gone on to Dobbs the blacksmith on some errand connected with the horses.

Tod saw a young hare scutter across the grass, and rushed after it, full chase. The moon, low in the heavens, as autumn moons mostly are, lighted up the perplexity on Annets face. It was perplexed. Suddenly she turned it on the Squire.

Mr. Todhetley, I am sure you must wonder what I came for.

Well, I thought you wanted something, said the Squire candidly. We are always pleased to have you; you ought to have stayed tea.

I did want something. But I really could not muster courage to begin upon it. The longer I sat there  like a statue, as I felt  the more my tongue failed me. Perhaps I can say it here.

It was a curious thing she had to tell, and must have sounded to the Squires ears like an incident out of a ghost story. The gist of it was this: an impression had taken hold of her mind that her husband had not been fairly dealt with. In plain words, had not come fairly by his end. The pater listened, and could make no sense of it.

I cant tell how or when the idea arose, she said; it seems to have floated in my mind so long that I do not trace the beginning. At first it was but the merest shadow of a doubt; hardly that; but it has grown deeper and darker, and I cannot rest for it.

Bless my heart! cried the Squire. Johnny, hold my hat a minute.

Just as surely as that I see that moon in the sky, sir, she went on, do I seem to see in my mind that some ill was wrought to Frank by his brother. Mrs. Radcliffe said it would be.

Dear me! What Mrs. Radcliffe?

Franks mother. She had the impression of it when she was dying, and she warned Frank that it would be so.

Poor Selina! But  my dear lady, how do you know that?

My husband told me. He told me one night when we were sitting alone in the parlour. Not that he put faith in it. He had escaped Stephens toils until then, he said in a joking tone, and thought he could take care of himself and escape them still. But I fear he did not.

Now what is it you do fear? asked the Squire. Come.

She glanced round in dread, and then spoke with considerable hesitation and in a low whisper.

I fear  that Stephen  may have  murdered him.

Mercy upon us! uttered the Squire, recoiling a step or two.

She put her elbow on the stile and raised her hand to her face, showing out so pale and distressed under its white net border.

It lies upon me, sir  a great agony. I dont know what to do.

But it could not be, cried the Squire, collecting his scared senses. Your imagination must run away with you, child. Frank died up at Dr. Dales; Stephen Radcliffe was down here at the time.

Yes  I am aware of all that, sir. But  I believe it was as I fear. I dont pretend to account for it; to say what Stephen did or how he did it  but my fears are dreadful. I have no peace night or day.

The Squire stared at her and shook his head. I am sure he thought her brain was touched.

My dear Mrs. Frank, this must be pure fancy. Stephen Radcliffe is a hard and griping man, not sticking at a trick or two where his pocket is concerned, but he wouldnt do such a thing as this. No, no; surly as he may be, he could not be guilty of murder.

She took her arm off the stile, with a short shiver. David Skate came into sight; Tods footsteps were heard brushing the grass.

Good-night, sir, she hurriedly said; and was over the stile before we could help her.

III.

When the rumours first began, I cant tell you. They must have had a beginning: but no one recollected when the beginning was. It was said that curious noises were heard in the neighbourhood of Sandstone Torr. One spoke of it, and another spoke of it, at intervals of perhaps a month apart, until people grew accustomed to hearing of the strange sounds that went shrieking round the Torr on a windy night. Dovey, the blacksmith, going up to the Torr on some errand, declared he had heard them at mid-day: but he was not generally believed.

The Torr was so remote from the ordinary routes of traffic, that the noises were not likely to be heard often, even allowing that there were noises to hear. Shut in by trees, and in a lonely spot, people had no occasion to pass it. The narrow lane, by which it was approached from Church Dykely, led to nowhere else; on other sides it was surrounded by fields. Stephen Radcliffe was asked about these noises; but he positively denied having heard any, except those caused by the wind. That shrieked around the house as if so many witches were at work, he said, and it always had as long as he could remember. Which was true.

Stephens inheritance of all the money on the death of his young half-brother Francis  young, compared with him  seemed to have been only the signal for him and his wife to become more unsociable, and they were bad enough before. They shut themselves up in the Torr, with that sister of hers, Eunice Gibbon, who acted as their servant, and saw no one. Neither visitors nor tradespeople were encouraged there; they preferred to live without help from any one: butcher or baker or candlestick maker. The produce of the farm supplied ordinary daily needs, and anything else that might be wanted was fetched from the village by Eunice Gibbon  as tall and strapping a woman as Mrs. Stephen, and just as grim and silent. Even the postman had orders to leave any letters that might arrive, addressed to the Torr, at Church Dykely post-office to be called for. Possibly it was a sense of their own unfitness for society that caused them to keep aloof from it. Stephen Radcliffe had always been a sullen, boorish man, in spite of his descent from the ancient Druids  or whatever the high-caste tribes might be, that he traced back from; and as to his wife, she was just as much like a lady as a pigs like a windmill.

The story of the queer noises gained ground, and in the course of time it coursed about pretty freely. One evening in the late spring  but the report had been abroad then for months and months  a circumstance caused it to be discussed at Dyke Manor. Giles, our groom, strolling out one night to give himself an airing, chanced to get near the Torr, and came home full of it. Twere exactly, he declared, like a lot o witches howling in the air. Just as Stephen Radcliffe had said of the wind. The Squire told Giles it must be the owls; the servants thought Mr. Radcliffe might be giving his wife a beating; Mrs. Todhetley imagined it might be only the bleating of the young lambs. Giles protested it could come from neither owls nor lambs: and as to Radcliffes beating Becca, hed be hardly likely to try it on, for shed beat back again. Tod and I were at school, and heard nothing of it till we got home in summer.



Johnny! Theres the noise!

We two had been over to the Court to see the Sterlings; it was only the second day of our holidays; and were taking the cross-cut home through the fields, which led us past Sandstone Torr. It was the twilight of a summers evening. The stars were beginning to show themselves; in the north-west the colours were the most beautiful opal conceivable; the round silver moon sailed in the clear blue sky. Crossing the stile by the grove of trees that on three sides surrounded the Torr, we had reached the middle of the next field, when a sort of faint wailing cry, indescribably painful, brought us both to a standstill.

It must be the noise they talk of, repeated Tod.

Where did it come from? What was it? Standing on the path in the centre of the open field, we turned about and gazed around; but could see nothing to produce or cause it. It seemed to be overhead, ever so far up in the air: an unearthly, imploring cry, or rather a succession of cries; faint enough, as if the sound spent itself before it reached us, but still distinct; and just as much like what witches might be supposed to make, witches in pain, as any cries could be. Id have given a months pocket-money not to have heard it.

Is it in the Torr? exclaimed Tod, breaking the silence. I dont see how that could be, though.

It is up in the air, Tod.

We stood utterly puzzled; and gazing at the Torr. At as much of it, at least, as could be seen  the tops of the chimneys, and the sugar-loaf of a tower shooting up to its great height amidst them. The windows of the house and its old stone walls, on which the lichen vegetated, were hidden by the clustering old trees, in full foliage then.

Hark! There it is again!

The same horrible, low, distressing sound, something between a howl and a wail; enough to make a stout man shiver in his shoes.

Is it a womans cry, Tod?

I dont know, lad. Its like a person being murdered and crying out for help.

Radcliffe cant be tanning his wife.

Not he, Johnny. Shed take care of that. Besides, theyve never been cat-and-dog. Birds of a feather: thats what they are. Oh, by Jove! there it comes again! Just listen to it! I dont like this at all, Johnny. It must be witches, and nothing else.

Decidedly it must be. It came from the air. The open fields lay around, white and still under the moonlight, and nothing was on their surface of any kind, human or animal. Now again! that awful cry, rising on the bit of breeze there was, and dying away in pain to a faint echo.

Let us go to the Torr, Johnny, and ask Radcliffe if he hears it!

We bounded forward under the cry, which rose again and again incessantly; but in nearing the house it seemed to get further off and to be higher than ever in the air. Leaping the gate into the lane, we reached the front-door, and seized the bell-handle. It brought Mrs. Radcliffe; a blue cap and red roses adoring her straggling hair. Holding the candle above her head, she peered at us with her small, sly eyes.

Oh, is it you, young gentlemen? Do you want anything? Will you walk in?

I was about to say No, when Tod pushed me aside and strode up the damp stone passage. They did not make fires enough in the house to keep out the damp. As he told me afterwards, he wanted to get in to listen. But there was no sound at all to be heard; the house seemed as still as death. Wherever the cries might come from, it was certainly not from inside the Torr.

Radcliffe went over to Wire-Piddle this afternoon, and hes not back yet, she said; opening the parlour-door when we got to the hall. Did you want him? You must ha been in a hurry by the way you pulled the bell.

She put the candle down on the table. Her work lay there  a brown woollen stocking about half-way knitted.

There is the most extraordinary noise outside that you ever heard, Mrs. Radcliffe, began Todd, seating himself without ceremony on the old-fashioned mahogany sofa. It startled us. Did you hear it in here?

I have heard no noise at all, she answered quietly, taking up the stocking and beginning to knit standing. What was it like?

An awful shrieking and crying. Not loud; nearly faint enough for dying cries. As it is not in your house  and we did not think it was, or could be  it must be, I should say, in the air.

Ay, she said, just so. I can tell you what it is, Mr. Joseph: the night-birds.

Tod looked at her, plying the knitting-needles so quickly, and looked at me, and there was a silence. I wondered what was keeping him from speaking. He suddenly bent his head forward.

Have you heard any talk of these noises, Mrs. Radcliffe? People say they are to be heard almost any night.

Ive not heard no talk, but I have heard the noise, she answered, whisking out a needle and beginning another of the three-cornered rows. One evening about a month ago I was a-coming home up the lane, and I hears a curious kind o prolonged cry. It startled me at the moment, for, thinks I, it must be in this house; and I hastens in. No. Eunice said she had heard no cries: as how should she, when there was nobody but herself indoors? So I goes out again, and listens, added Mrs. Radcliffe, lifting her eyes from the stocking and fixing them on Tod, and then I finds out what it really was  the night-birds.

The night-birds? he echoed.

Twas the night-birds, Mr. Joseph, she repeated, with an emphatic nod. They had congregated in these thick trees, and was crying like so many human beings. I have heard the same thing many a time in Wiltshire when I was a girl. I used to go there to stay with aunt and uncle.

Well, I never heard anything like it before, returned Tod. Its just as though some unquiet spirit was in the air.

Mayhap it sounds so afore you know what it is. Let me give you young gentlemen a drop o my home-made cowslip wine.

She had taken the decanter of wine and some glasses off the sideboard with her long arms, before we could say Yes or No. We are famous for cowslip wine down there, but this was extra good. Tod took another glass of it, and got up to go.

Dont be frighted if you hear the noise again, now that you know what it is, she said, quite in a motherly way. For my part I wish some o the birds was shot. They dont do no good to nobody.

As there is not any house about here, except this, the thought naturally arises that the noise may be inside it  until you know to the contrary, remarked Tod.

I wish it was inside it  wed soon stop it by wringing all their necks, cried she. You can listen, she added, suddenly going into the hall and flinging wide every door that opened from it and led to the different passages and rooms. Go to any part of the house you like, and hearken for yourselves, young gentlemen.

Tod laughed at the suggestion. The passages were all still and cold, and there was nothing to hear. Taking up the candle, she lighted us to the front-door. Outside stood the woman-servant Eunice, a basket on her arm, and just about to ring, Mrs. Radcliffe inquired if she had heard any noise.



Only the shrieking birds up there, she answered readily. They be in full cry to-night.

Theyve been startling these gentlemen finely.

There baint nothing to be startled at, said the woman, roughly, turning a look of contempt upon us. If I was the master Id shoot as many as I could get at; and if that didnt get rid of em, Id cut the trees down.

They make a queerer noise than any birds I ever heard before, said Tod, standing his ground to say it.

They does, assented the woman. That queer, that some folks believes its the shrieks o the skeleton on the gibbet.

Pleasant! When I and Tod had to pass within a few yards of its corner. The posts of the old gibbet were there still, but the skeleton had mouldered away long ago. A bit of chain, some few inches long, adhered to its fastening in the post still, and rattled away on windy nights.

What donkeys we were, Johnny, not to know birds cries when we heard them! exclaimed Tod, as we tumbled over the gate and went flying across the field. Hark! Listen! There it is again!

There it was. The same despairing sort of wail, faintly rising and dying on the air. Tod stood in hushed silence.

Johnny, I believe thats a human cry!  I could almost fancy, he went on, that it is speaking words. No bird, that ever I met with, native or foreign, could make the like.

It died away. But still occurred the obvious question, What was it, and where did it come from? With nothing but the empty air above and around us, that was difficult to answer.

Its not in the trees  I vow it, said Tod; its not inside the Torr; it cant rise up from under the ground. I say, Johnny, is it a case of ghost?

The wailing arose again as he spoke, as if to reprove him for his levity. Id rather have met a ghost; ay, and a real ghost; than have carried away that sound to haunt me.

We tore home as fast as our heels could take us, and told of the nights adventure. After the pater had blown us up for being late, he treated us to a dose of ridicule. Human cries, indeed? Ghosts and witches? I might be excused, he said, being a muff; but Joe must be just going back to his childhood. That settled Tod. Of all disagreeable things he most hated to be ridiculed.

It must have been the old birds in those trees, after all, Johnny, said he, as we went up to bed. I think the moon makes people fanciful.

And after a sound nights rest we woke up to the bright sunshine, and thought no more of the cries.

That morning, being close to Pitchleys Farm, we called in to see Mrs. Frank Radcliffe. But she was not to be seen. Her brother, David Skate, just come in to his mid-day dinner, came forward to meet us in his fustian suit. Annet had been hardly able to keep about for some time, he said, but this was the first day she had regularly broken down so as to be in bed.

It has brought on a touch of fever, said he, pressing the bread-and-cheese and cider upon us, which he had ordered in.

What has? asked Tod.

This perpetual torment that she keeps her mind in. But she cant help it, poor thing, so its not fair to blame her, added David Skate. It grows worse instead of better, and I dont see what the end of it is to be. Ive thought for some time she might go and break up to-day.

Why to-day?

Because it is the anniversary of her husbands death, Master Johnny. He died twelve months ago to-day.

Back went my memory to the morning we heard of it. When the pater was scolding Dwarf Giles in the yard, and Tod stood laughing at the young ducks taking to the water, and Stephen Radcliffe loomed into sight, grim and surly, to disclose to us the tidings that the post had brought in  his brother Franks death.

Has she still that curious fancy in her, David?  that he did not come by his death fairly.

She has it in her, and she cant get it out of her, returned David. Why, Master Johnny, its nothing but that thats killing her. Ay, and thats not too strong a word, sir, for I do believe shell die of it, unless something can be done to satisfy her mind, and give her rest, he added earnestly. She thinks there was foul play used in some way, and that Stephen Radcliffe was at the bottom of it.

We had never heard a word about the fancy since that night when Annet first spoke of it at the stile, and supposed she had forgotten it long ago. The Squire and Mrs. Todhetley had often noticed how ill she looked, but they put it down to grief for Francis and to her anxiety about the farm.

No, she has said no more since then, observed David. She took up an idea that the Squire ascribed it to a wandering brain; and so has held her peace since.

Is her brain wandering, do you think? asked Tod.

Well, I dont know, returned David, absently making little cuts at the edge of the cheese with the knife. In all other respects she is as sane as sane can be; theres not a woman of sounder sense, as to daily matters, anywhere. But this odd fancy has got hold of her mind; and its just driving her crazy. She says that her husband appears to her in her dreams, and calls upon her to help and release him.

Release him from what? From his grave in Finchley Cemetery?

From what indeed! echoed David Skate. Thats what I ask her. But she persists that, sleeping or waking, his spirit is always hovering near her, crying out to her to avenge him. She declares that it is no fancy. Of course it is, though.

I never met with such a case, said Tod, forgetting the good cider in his astonishment. Frank Radcliffe died up at Dr. Dales in London. Stephen could not have had anything to do with his death: he was down here at the time.

Well, Annet has the notion firmly fixed in her mind that he had, and theres no turning her, said David. There will be no turning her this side the grave, unless we can free her from it. Any way, the fancy has come to such a pitch now, and is telling upon her so seriously, that something must be done. If it were not that just the busiest time has set in; the hay cut, and the wheat amost ready to cut, Id take her to London to Dr. Dales. Perhaps if she heard the account of Franks death from his own lips, and that it was a natural death, it might help her a bit.

We went home full of this. The Squire was in a fine way when he heard it, and brimming over with pity for Annet. He had grown to like her; and he had always looked on Francis as in some degree belonging to him.

Look here, said he, in his impulsive good nature, it will never do to let this go on: we shall have her in a mad-house too. Thats not a bad notion of David Skates; and if he cant leave to take her up to London just now, Ill take her.

She could not go, said Tod. She is in bed with low fever.

Then Ill go up by myself, stamped the Squire in his zeal. And get Dr. Dale to write out all the particulars, and hurry down again with them to her as fast as the train will bring me. Poor thing! her disease must be a sort of mania.



Now, Johnny, mind you dont make a mistake in the omnibus. Use your eyes; they are younger than mine.

We were standing at Charing Cross in the hot afternoon sun, looking out for an omnibus that would take us westward. The Squire had lost no time in starting for London, and we had reached it an hour before. He let me come up with him, as Tod had gone to Whitney Hall.

Here it is, sir. Kensington,  Hammersmith,  Richmond. This is the right one.

The omnibus stopped, and in we got; for the Squire said the sun was too fierce for the outside; and by-and-by, when the houses became fewer, and the trees and fields more frequent, we were set down near Dr. Dales. A large house, standing amidst a huge grass-plat, shut in by iron gates.

I want to see Dr. Dale, said the pater, bustling in as soon as the door was opened, without waiting to be asked.

The servant looked at him and then at me; as if he thought the one or the other of us was a lunatic about to be left there. This way, sir, said he to the Squire and put us into a small square room that had a blue and drab carpet, and a stand of plants before the window. A little man, with deep-set dark eyes, and the hair all gone from the top of his head, soon made his appearance  Dr. Dale.

The Squire plunged into explanations in his usual confusing fashion, mixing up many things together. Dr. Dale knitted his brow, trying to make sense of it.

Im sure I should be happy to oblige you in any way, said he  and he seemed to be a very pleasant man. But I do not quite understand what it is you ask of me.

Such a dreadful thing, you know, if she has to be put in a mad-house too! went on the pater. A pretty, anxious, hard-working little woman she is, as ever you saw, Dr. Dale! We think the account in your handwriting might ease her. I hope you wont mind the trouble.

The account of what? asked the doctor.

Only this, explained the Squire, laying hold, in his zeal, of the doctors button-hole. Just dot down the particulars of Francis Radcliffes death. His death here, you know. I suppose you were an eye-witness to it.

But, my good sir, I  pardon me  I must repeat that I do not understand. Francis Radcliffe did not die here. He went away a twelvemonth ago, cured.

Goodness bless me! cried the Squire, staggering back to a chair when he had fully taken in the sense of the words, and staring about him like a real maniac. It cannot be. I must have come to the wrong place.

This is Dale House, and I am Dr. Dale. Mr. Francis Radcliffe was under my charge for some months: I cant tell exactly how many without referring to my books; seven or eight, I think; and he then left, cured, or nearly so.

Johnny, hand me my handkerchief; its in my hat. I cant make top or tail of this.

I did not advise his removal, continued Dr. Dale, who, I do believe, thought the Squire was bad enough for a patient. He was very nearly, if not quite well, but another month here would have established his recovery on a sure basis. However, his brother insisted on removing him, and I had no power to prevent it.

What brother? cried the Squire, rubbing his head helplessly.

Mr. Radcliffe, of Sandstone Torr.

Johnny, I think we must all be dreaming. Radcliffe of the Torr got a letter from you one morning, doctor  in June, I think; yes, I remember the hay-making was about  saying Francis had died; here in this house, with you: and bidding him come up to see you about it.

I never wrote any such letter. Francis Radcliffe did not die here.

Well, it was written for you by one of your people. Not die! Why, you held a coroners inquest on him! You buried him in Finchley Cemetery.

Nothing of the sort, Mr. Todhetley. Francis Radcliffe was taken from this house, by his brother, last June, alive and well.

Well I never!  this beats everything. Was he not worn away to a skeleton before he went?  had he not heart disease?  did he not die of effusion on the brain? ran on the Squire, in a maze of bewilderment.

He was thin certainly: patients in asylums generally are; but he could not be called a skeleton; I never knew that he had heart disease. As to dying, he most assuredly did not die here.

I do think I must be lost, cried the Squire. I cant find any way out of this. Can you let me see Mr. Pitt, your head assistant, doctor? Perhaps he can throw some light on it. It was Pitt who wrote the letter to Mr. Radcliffe.

You should see him with pleasure if he were still with me, replied the doctor. But he has left.

And Frank did not die here! commented the Squire. What can be the meaning of it?

The meaning was evidently not to be found there. Dr. Dale said he could tell us no more than he had told, if he talked till night  that Francis Radcliffe was taken out by his brother. Stephen paid all charges at the time, and they went away together.

And of course, Johnny, he is to be believed, quoth the pater, turning himself round and round on the grass-plot, as we were going away, like a teetotum. Dale would not deceive us: he could have no object in doing that. What in the world does it all mean?  and where is Francis? Ste Radcliffe cant have shipped him off to Canada with the wheelbarrows!

How the Squire whirled straight off to the train, finding one on the point of starting, and got down home again, theres no space to tell of. It was between eight and nine, as the station clock told him, but he was in too much excitement to let the matter rest.

Come along, Johnny. Ill have it out with Stephen before I sleep.

And they had it out in that same gloomy parlour at the Torr, where Tod and I had been a night or two before; frightfully gloomy to-night, for the dusk was drawing on, and hardly a bit of light came in. The Squire and Stephen, sitting opposite each other, could not see the outline of one anothers faces. Ste brazened it out.

Youre making a hullabaloo for nothing, said he, doggedly. No, its true he didnt die at the mad-house; he died within a week of coming out of it. Why didnt I tell the truth about it? Why, because I knew I should get a heap o blame thrown back at me for taking him out  and I wished I hadnt took him out; but twas no good wishing then. How was I to know that the very self-same hour hed got his liberty, he would begin drinking again?  and drink himself into a furious fever, and die of it? Could I bring him to life again, do you suppose?

What was the meaning of that letter you brought to me, purporting to come from Dr. Dale? Answer that, Stephen Radcliffe.

I didnt bring you a letter from Dr. Dale. Twas from Pitt; Dr. Dales head man. You read it yourself. When I found that Frank was getting unmanageable at the lodgings, I sent to Pitt, asking if hed be good enough to come and see to him  I knew no other doctor up there; and Pitt was the best I could have, as he understood his case. Pitt came and took the charge; and I left Frank under him. I couldnt afford to stay up there, with my grass waiting to be cut, and all the fine weather wasting itself away. Pitt stayed with him; and he died in Pitts arms; and it was Pitt that wrote the letter to tell me of it. You should ha gone up with me, Squire, added Stephen, with a kind of sneer, and then youd have seen where he was for yourself, and known as much as I did.

It was an infamous deceit to put upon me, Stephen Radcliffe.

It did no harm. The deceit only lay in letting you think he died in the mad-house instead of out of it. If Id not thought he was well enough to come out, I shouldnt have moved him. Twas his fault, sullenly added Stephen. He prayed me to take him away from the place; not to go away without him.

And where was it that he did die?

At my lodgings.

What lodgings?

The lodgings I stayed at while I was shipping off the things to Tom. I took Frank there, intending to bring him down home with me when I came, and surprise you all. Before I could come he was drinking, and as mad again as a March hare. Pitt had to strap him down to his bed.

Are you sure you did not ship him off to Tom also, while you were shipping the things? demanded the Squire. I believe you are crafty enough for it, Stephen Radcliffe  and unbrotherly enough.

If Id shipped him off, he could have shipped himself back again, I take it, returned Stephen, coolly.

Where are these lodgings that he died at?

In London.



Whereabouts in London? I didnt suppose they were in New York.

Twas near Cow Cross.

Cow Cross! Where in the name of wonder is Cow Cross?

Up towards Smithfield. Islington way.

You give me the address, Stephen Radcliffe. I insist upon knowing it. Johnny, you can see  take it down. If I dont verify this matter to my satisfaction, Mr. Radcliffe, Ill have you up publicly to answer for it.

Stephen took an old pocket-book out of his coat, went to the window to catch what little light came in, and ran his finger down the leaves.

Gibraltar Terrace, Islington district, read he. That was all the address I ever knew it by.

Gibraltar Terrace, Islington district, repeated the pater. Take it down, Johnny  heres the back of an old letter. And now, Mr. Radcliffe, will you go with me to London?

No. Ill be hanged if I do.

I mean to come to the bottom of this, I can tell you. You shant play these tricks on honest people with impunity.

Why, what do you suspect? roared Stephen. Do you think I murdered him?

Im sure I dont know what you did, retorted the pater. Find out a man in one lie, and you may suspect him of others. What was the name of the people, at these lodgings?

Stephen Radcliffe, sitting down again, put his hands on his knees, apparently considering; but I saw him take an outward glance at the Squire from under his grey eyebrows  very grey and bushy they were now. He could see that for once in his life the pater was resolute.

Her name was Mapping, he said. A widow. Mrs. Mapping.

Put that down, Johnny. Mrs. Mapping, Gibraltar Terrace, Islington district. And now, Mr. Radcliffe, where is Pitt to be found? He has left Dale House.

In the moon, for aught I can tell, was the insolent answer. I paid him for his attendance when we came back from the funeral  and precious high his charges were!  and I know nothing of him since.

We said good-night to Stephen Radcliffe with as much civility as could be called up under the circumstances, and went home in the fly. The next day we steamed up to London again to make inquiries at Gibraltar Terrace. It was not that the Squire exactly doubted Stephens word, or for a moment thought that he had dealt unfairly by Frank: nothing of that sort: but he was in a state of explosion at the deceit Stephen Radcliffe had practised on him; and needed to throw the anger off. Dont we all know how unbearable inaction is in such a frame of mind?

Well. Up one street, down another, went we, in what Stephen had called the Islington district, but no Gibraltar Terrace could we see or hear of. The terrace might have been in Gibraltar itself, for all the sign there was of it.

Ill go down to-morrow, and issue a warrant against Ste Radcliffe, cried the Squire, when we got in, tired and heated, to the Castle and Falcon  at which inn, being convenient to the search, he had put up. I will, Johnny, as Im a living man. It is infamous to send us up here on a wild-goose chase, to a place that has no name, and no existence. I dont like the aspect of things at all; and he shall be made to explain them.

But I suppose we have not looked in all parts of Islington, I said. It seems a large place. And  dont you think, sir  that it might be as well to ascertain where Pitt is? I dare say Dr. Dale knows.

Perhaps it, would, Johnny.

Pitt would be able to testify to the truth of what Stephen Radcliffe says. We might hear it all from him.

And need not bother further about this confounded Gibraltar Terrace. The thought did not strike me before, Johnny. Well go up to Dales the first thing after breakfast.

The Squire chartered a cab: he was in too much of a fever to look out for an omnibus: and by ten oclock Dr. Dales was reached. The doctor was not at home, but we saw some one that the servant called Mr. Lichfield.

Pitt? said Mr. Lichfield  who was a tall, strong young man in a tweed suit of clothes, and had black hair parted down the middle Oh, he was my predecessor here. He has left.

Wheres he gone? asked the Squire.

I dont know, Im sure. Dr. Dale does not know; for I have once or twice heard him wonder what had become of Pitt. Pitt grew rather irregular in his habits, I fancy, and the doctor discharged him.

How long ago?



About a year, I think. I have not the least idea where Pitt is now: would be happy to tell you if I knew.

So, there we were again  baffled. The Squire went back in the cab to the Castle and Falcon, rubbing his face furiously, and giving things in general a few hard words.

Up to Islington again, and searching up and down the streets and roads. A bright thought took the pater. He got a policeman to show him to the district sorting-house, went in, and inquired whether such a place as Gibraltar Terrace existed, or whether it did not.

Yes. There was one. But it was not in Islington; only on the borders of it.

Away we went, after getting the right direction, and found it. A terrace of poor houses, in a quiet side-street. In nearly every other window hung a card with Lodgings on it, or Apartments. Children played in the road: two men with a truck were crying mackerel.

I say, Johnny, these houses all look alike. What is the number we want?

Stephen Radcliffe did not give any number.

Bless my heart! We shall have to knock at every one of them.

And so he did. Every individual door he knocked at, one after the other, asking if Mrs. Mapping lived there. At the very last house of all we found her. A girl, whose clothes were dilapidated enough to have come down from Noahs Ark, got up from her knees, on which she was cleaning the door-flag, and told us to go into the parlour while she called Mrs. Mapping. It was a tidy threadbare room, not much bigger than a closet, with Lodgings wafered to the middle pane of the window.

Mrs. Mapping came in: a middle-aged, washed-out lady, with pink cheeks, who looked as if she didnt have enough to eat. She thought we had come after the lodgings, and stood curtsying, and rubbing her hands down her black-silk apron  which was in slits. Apparently a genteel person who had seen better days. The Squire opened the ball, and her face took a puzzled look as she listened.

Radcliffe?  Radcliffe? No, she did not recollect any lodger of the name. But then, nine times out of ten, she did not know the names of her lodgers. She didnt want to know them. Why should she? If the gentlemens names came out incidental, well and good; if not, she never presumed to inquire after them. She had not been obliged to let lodgings always.

But this gentleman died here  died, maam, interrupted the Squire, pretty nearly beside himself with impatience. Its about twelve months ago.

Oh, that gentleman, she said. Yes, he did die here, poor young man. The doctor  yes, his name was Pitt, sir  he couldnt save him. Drink, that was the cause, Im afeard.

The Squire groaned  wishing all drink was at the bottom of the Thames. And he was buried in Finchley Cemetery, maam, we hear?

Finchley? Well, now yes, I believe it was Finchley, sir, replied Mrs. Mapping, considering  and I could see the woman was speaking the truth according to her recollection. The burial fees are low at Finchley, sir.

Then he did die here, maam  Mr. Francis Radcliffe?

Sure enough he did, sir. And a sad thing it was, one young like him. But whether his name was Radcliffe, or not, I couldnt take upon myself to say. I dont remember to have heard his name.

Couldnt you have read it on the coffin-plate? asked the Squire, explosively. One might have thought if you heard it in no other way, youd see it there.

Well, sir, I was ill myself at the time, and in a good deal of trouble beside, and didnt get upstairs much out of my kitchen below. Like enough it was Radcliffe: I cant remember.

His brother brought him  and lodged here with him  did he not?

Like enough, sir, she repeated. There was two or three of em out and in often, I remember. Mr. Pitt, and others. I was that ill, myself, that some days I never got out of bed at all. I know it was a fine shock to me when my sister came down and said the young man was dead. She was seeing to things a bit for me during my illness. His rantings had been pitiful.

Could I see your sister, maam? asked the Squire.

Shes gone to Manchester, sir. Her husband has a place there now.

Dont you recollect the elder Mr. Radcliffe? pursued the Squire. The young mans brother? He was staying up in London two or three times about some shipping.



I should if I saw him, sir, no doubt. Last year I had rare good luck with my rooms, never hardly had em empty. The young man who died had the first-floor apartments. Well, yes, I do remember now that some gentleman was here two or three times from the country. A farmer, I think he was. A middle-aged man, sir, so to say; fifty, or thereabouts; with grey hair.

Thats him, interrupted the Squire, forgetting his grammar in his haste. Should know the description of him anywhere, shouldnt we, Johnny? Was he here at the time of the young mans death, maam?

No, sir. I remember as much as that. He had gone back to the country.

Mrs. Mapping stood, smoothing down the apron, waiting to hear what we wanted next, and perhaps not comprehending the drift of the visit yet.

Wheres that Mr. Pitt to be found?

Law, sir! as if I knew! she exclaimed. Ive never set eyes on him since that time. He didnt live here, sir; only used to come in and out to see to the sick young man. I never heard where he did live.

There was nothing more to wait for. The Squire slipped half-a-crown into the womans hand as we went out, and she curtsied again and thanked him  in spite of the better days. Another question occurred to him.

I suppose the young man had everything done for him that could be? Care?  and nourishment?  and necessary attendance?

Surely, sir. Why not? Mr. Pitt took care of that, I suppose.

Ay. Well, it was a grievous end. Good-morning, maam.

Good-day to you, gentlemen.

The Squire went looming up the street in the dumps; his hands in his pockets, his steps slow.

I suppose, Johnny, if one tried to get at Pitt in this vast London city, it would be like looking for a needle in a bottle of hay.

We have no clue to him, sir.

No. And I dont know that it would answer any purpose if we did get at him. He could only confirm what weve heard. Well, this is fine news to take back to poor Annet Radcliffe!

I should think she had better not be told, sir.



She must know it some time.

The Squire sent for David Skate when we got home, and told him what we knew; and the two marched to the Torr in the blazing June sun, and held an interview with Stephen Radcliffe. Ste was sullen and reserved, and (for him) haughty. It was a mistake, of course, as things turned out, his having taken Frank from the asylum, he admitted that, admitted he was sorry for it, but he had done it for the best. Frank got drinking again, and it was too much for him; he died after a few days of delirium, and Pitt couldnt save him. That was the long and the short of the history; and the Squire and Skate might make the best and the worst of it.

The Squire and Skate were two of the simplest of men; honest-minded themselves, and unsuspicious of other people. They quitted the Torr for the blazing meadows, on their road home again.

I shall not say anything about this to Annet, observed David Skate. In her present frame of mind it would not do. The fever seems better, and she is up, and about her work again. Later perhaps we may tell her of it.

I wish we could have found Pitt, said the Squire.

Yes, it would be satisfactory to hear what he has to say, replied David. Some of these days, when work is slack, Ill take a run up to London and try and search him out. Though I suppose he could not tell us much more than the landlady has told.

There it is, cried the Squire. Even Johnny Ludlow, with his crotchets about people and his likes and dislikes, says hes sure Mrs. Mapping might be trusted; that she was relating facts.

So matters subsided, and the weeks and our holidays went on together. Stephen Radcliffe, by this act of deceit, added another crooked feather to his cap of ills in the estimation of the neighbourhood; though that would not be likely to trouble him. Meeting Mr. Brandon one day in the road, just out of Church Dykely, Stephen chanced to say that he wished to goodness it was in his power to sell the Torr, so that he might be off to Canada to his son: that was the land to make money at, by all accounts.

You and your son might cut off the entail, now poor Francis is gone, said old Brandon, thinking what a good riddance it would be if Stephen went.

I dont know whod buy it  at my price, growled Stephen. I mean to get shut o them birds, though, he added, as an afterthought. Theyre not entailed. Theyve never cried and shrieked as they do this summer. Id as soon have an army of squalling cats around the place.

The noise is becoming a subject of common talk, said old Brandon.

Ste Radcliffe bit his lips and turned his face another way, and emitted sundry daggers from his looks. Let folks concern themselves with their own business, said he. The birds is nothing to them.



Four weeks had gone by, and the moon was nearly at the full again. Its light streamed on the hedges, and flickered amidst the waving trees, and lay on the fields like pale silver. It was Sunday evening, and we had run out for a stroll before supper, Tod and I.

On coming out of church, Duffham had chanced to get talking of the cries. He had heard them the previous night. They gave him the shivers, he said, they were so like human cries. This put it into our heads to go again ourselves, which we had not done since that first time. How curiously events are brought about!

Leaping the last stile, the Torr was right before us at the opposite side of the large field, the tops of its chimneys and its towering sugar-loaf tower showing out white in the moonlight. The wind was high, blowing in gusts from the south-west.

I say, Johnny, its just the night for witches. Whirr! how it sweeps along! Theyll ride swimmingly on their broomsticks.

The wind must have got up suddenly, I answered. There was none to-day. It was too hot for it. Talking of witches and broomsticks, Tod, have you read  

He put his arm out to stop my words and steps, halting himself. We had been rushing on like six, had traversed half the field.

Whats that, Johnny? he asked in a whisper. There  pointing onwards at right angles. Somethings lying there.

Something undoubtedly was  lying on the grass. Was it an animal?  or a man? It did not look much like either. We stood motionless, trying to make the shape out.

Tod! It is a woman.

Gently, lad! Dont be in a hurry. Well soon see.



The figure raised itself as we approached, and stood confronting us. The last pull of wind that went brushing by might have brushed me down, in my surprise. It was Mrs. Francis Radcliffe.

She drew her grey cloak closer round her and put her hand upon Tods arm. He went back half a step: Im not sure but he thought it might be her ghost.

Do not think me quite out of my mind, she said  and her voice and manner were both collected. I have come here every evening for nearly a week past to listen to the cries. They have never been so plain as they are to-night. I suppose the wind helps them.

But  you  were lying on the grass, Mrs. Francis, said Tod; not knowing yet what to make of it all.

I had put my ear on the ground, wondering whether I might not hear it plainer, she replied. Listen!

The cry again! The same painful wailing sound that we heard that other night, making one think of I know not what woe and despair. When it had died away, she spoke further, her voice very low.

People are talking so much about the cries that I strolled on here some evenings ago to hear them for myself. In my minds tumult I can hardly rest quiet, once my days work is done: what does it matter which way I stroll?  all ways are the same to me. Some people said the sounds came from the birds, some said from witches, some from the ghost of the man on the gibbet: but the very first night I came here I found out what they were really like  my husbands cries.

What! cried Tod.

And I believe from my very soul that it is his spirit that cries! she went on, her voice taking as much excitement as any voice, only half raised, can take. His spirit is unable to rest. It is here, hovering about the Torr. Hush! there it comes again.

It was anything but agreeable, I can assure you, to stand in that big white moonlit plain, listening to those mysterious cries and to these ghostly suggestions. Tod was listening with all his ears.

They are the very cries he used to make in his illness at the farm, said Mrs. Radcliffe. I cant forget them. I should know them anywhere. The same sound of voice, the same wail of anguish: I could almost fancy that I hear the words. Listen.



It did seem like it. One might have fancied that his name was repeated with a cry for help. Help! Frank Radcliffe! Help! But at such a moment as this, when the nerves are strung up to concert pitch, imagination plays us all sorts of impossible tricks.

Ill be shot if its not like Frank Radcliffes voice! exclaimed Tod, breaking the silence. And calling out, too.

Thank you, said Mrs. Francis. I shall not be able to bear this long: I shall have to speak of it to the world. When I say that you have recognized his voice also, they will be less likely to mock at me as a lunatic. David did, when I told him. At least, I could make no impression on him.

Tod was lying down with his ear to the ground. But he soon got up, saying he could not hear so well.

Did Stephen kill him, do you think? she asked, in a dread whisper, drawing closer to us. Why, else, should his poor unquiet spirit haunt the region of the Torr?

It is the first time I ever heard of spirits calling out in a human voice, said Tod. The popular belief is, that they mostly appear in dumb show.

He quitted us, as he spoke, and went about the field with slow steps, halting often to look and listen. The trees around the Torr in particular seemed to attract his attention, by the length of time he stared up at them. Or, perhaps, it might be at the tops of the chimneys: or perhaps at the tapering tower. We waited in nearly the same spot, shivering and listening. But the sounds never came so distinctly again: I think the wind had spent itself.

It is a dreadful weight to have to carry about with me, said poor Annet Radcliffe as we walked homewards. And oh! what will be the ending? Will it be heard always?

I had never seen Tod so thoughtful as he was that night. At supper he put down his knife and fork perpetually to fall into a brown study; and I am sure he never knew a word of the reading afterwards.

It was some time in the night, and I was fast asleep and dreaming of daws and magpies, when something shook my shoulder and awoke me. There stood Tod, his nightshirt white as snow in the moonlight.

Johnny, said he, I have been trying to get daylight out of that mystery, and I think Ive done it.



What mystery? Whats the matter?

The mystery of the cries. They dont come from Francis Radcliffes ghost, but from Francis himself. His ghost! When that poor soft creature was talking of the ghost, I should have split with laughter but for her distress.

From Francis himself! What on earth do you mean?

Stephen has got him shut up in that tower.

Alive?

Alive! Go along, Johnny! You dont suppose hed keep him there if he were dead. Those cries we heard to-night were human cries; words; and that was a human voice uttering them, as my ears and senses told me; and my brain has been in a muddle ever since, all sleep gone clean out of it. Just now, turning and twisting possibilities about, the solution of the mystery came over me like a flash of lightning. Ste has got Frank shut up in the Torr.

He, standing there upright by the bed, and I, digging my elbow into the counterpane and resting my cheek on my hand, gazed at one another, the perplexity of our faces showing out strongly in the moonlight.

IV.

Mr. Duffham the surgeon stood making up pills and powders in his surgery at Church Dykely, the mahogany counter before him, the shelves filled with glass bottles of coloured liquids behind him. Weighing out grains of this and that in the small scales that rested beside the large ones, both sets at the end of the counter, was he, and measuring out drops with a critical eye. The day promised to be piping-hot, and his summer house-coat, of slate-coloured twill, was thrown back on his shoulders. Spare and wiry little man though he was, he felt the heat. He was rather wondering that no patients had come in yet, for people knew that this was the time to catch him, before he started on his rounds, and he generally had an influx on Monday morning.

Visitor the first. The surgery-door, standing close to the open front one, was tapped at, and a tall, bony woman entered, dressed in a big straw bonnet with primrose ribbons, a blue cotton gown and cotton shawl. Eunice Gibbon, Mrs. Stephen Radcliffes sister.

Good-morning, Mr. Duffham, she said, lodging her basket on the counter. Im frightfully out o sorts, sir, and think I shant be right till Ive took a bottle or two o physic.

Sit down, said the doctor, coming in front of the counter, preparatory to inquiring into the symptoms.

She sat down in one of the two chairs: and Duffham, after sundry questions, told her that her liver was out of order. She answered that she could have told him that, for nothing but liver was ever the matter with her. He went behind the counter again to make up a bottle of some delectable stuff good for the complaint, and Eunice sat waiting for it, when the surgery-door was pushed open with a whirl and a bang, and Tod and I burst in. To see Eunice Gibbon there, took us aback. It seemed a very curious coincidence, considering what we had come about.

Well, young gentlemen, quoth Duffham, looking rather surprised, and detecting our slight discomfiture, does either of you want my services?

Yes, said Tod, boldly; Johnny does: he has a headache. Well wait, Mr. Duffham.

Leaning on the counter, we watched the progress of the making-up in silence, Duffham exchanging a few words with Eunice Gibbon at intervals. Suddenly he opened upon a subject that caused Tod to give me a private dig with his elbow.

And how were the cries last night? asked Duffham. Did you hear much of them?

There was no cries last night, answered Eunice  which brought me another dig from Tod. But wasnt the wind high! It went shrieking round the Torr like so many mad cats. Two spoonfuls twice a-day, did you say, sir?

Three times a-day. I am putting the directions on the bottle. You will soon feel better.

Ive been subject to these bilious turns all my life, she said, speaking to me and Tod. But I dont know when Ive had as bad a one as this. Thank ye, sir.

Taking the bottle of physic, she put it into her basket, said good-morning, and went away. Duffham came to the front, and Tod jumped on the counter and sat there facing us, his long legs dangling. I had taken one of the chairs.

Mr. Duffham, what do you think we have come about? began Tod, dropping his voice to a mysterious key. Dont you go and faint away when you hear it.



Faint away! retorted old Duffham.

Ill be shot if it would not send some people into a faint! That Gibbon woman has just said that no cries were to be heard last night.

Well?

Well, there were cries; plenty of them. And awful cries they were. I, and Johnny, and Mrs. Frank Radcliffe  yes, she was with us  stood in that precious field listening to them till our blood ran cold. You heard them, you know, on Saturday night.

Well? repeated Duffham, staring at Tod.

Look here. We have found it out  and have come over to tell you  and to ask you what can be done, went on Tod earnestly, jumping off the counter and putting his back against the door to make sure of no interruption. The cries come from Frank Radcliffe. He is not dead.

What? shouted Duffham, who had turned to face Tod and stood in the middle of the oil-cloth, wondering whether Tod was demented.

Frank is no more dead than I am. Id lay my life upon it. Stephen Radcliffe has got him shut up in the tower; and the piteous cries are his  crying for release.

Bless my heart and mind! exclaimed Duffham, backing right against the big scales. Frank Radcliffe alive and shut up in the tower! But theres no way to the tower. He could not be got into it.

I dont care. I know he is there. That huzzy, now gone out, does well to say no cries were abroad last night; her business is to throw people off the scent. But I tell you, Duffham, the cries never were so loud or so piteous, and I heard what they said as distinctly as you can hear me speak now. Help! Frank Radcliffe! Help! they said. And I swear the voice was Franks own.

If ever I heard the like of this! ejaculated Duffham. It is really not  not to be credited.

The sound of the cries comes out on the air through the openings in the tower, ran on Tod, in excitement. Oh, he is there, poor fellow, safe enough. And to think what long months he has been kept there, Stephens prisoner! Twelve. Twelve, as Im alive. Now, look you here, Duffham! you are staring like an unbeliever.



Its not altogether that  that I dont believe, said Duffham, whose wide-open eyes were staring considerably. I am thinking what is to be done about it  how to set the question at rest.

Tod left the door unguarded and flung himself into the other chair. He went over the whole narrative quietly: how Mrs. Frank Radcliffe  who had been listening to the cries for a week past  had first put him into a puzzle, how he had then heard the words and the voice, and how the true explanation came flashing into his mind later. With every sentence, Duffham grew more convinced, and at last he believed it as much as we did.

And now how is he to be got out? concluded Tod.

Holding a council together, we decided that the first step must be to get a magistrates order to search the Torr. That involved the disclosure of the facts to the magistrate  whosoever he might be. Mr. Brandon was pitched upon: Duffham proposed the Squire at first; but, as Tod pointed out, the Squire would be sure to go to work in some hot and headlong manner, and perhaps ruin all. Let Stephen Radcliffe get only half an inkling of what was up, and he might contrive to convey Frank to the ends of the earth.

All three of us started at once, Duffham leaving his patients for that one morning to doctor themselves, and found Mr. Brandon at breakfast. He had been distracted with face-ache all night, he said, which caused him to rise late. The snow-white table-cloth was set off with flowers and plate, but the fare was not luxurious. The silver jug held plenty of new milk, the silver tea-pot a modicum of the weakest of tea, the silver rack the driest of dry toast. A boiled egg and the butter-dish remained untouched. One of the windows was thrown up wide to the summer air, and to the scent from the clustering flower-beds and the hum of the bees dipping over them to sip their sweets.

Breaking off little bits of toast, and eating them slowly, Mr. Brandon listened to the tale. He did not take it in. That was check the first. And he would not grant a warrant to search the Torr. That was check the second.

Stephen Radcliffe is bad enough in the way of being sullen and miserly, said he. But as to daring such a thing as this, I dont think he would. Pass his brother off to the world for dead, and put him into his house and keep him there in concealment! No. No one of common sense would believe it.

Tod set on again, giving our experience of the past night, earnestly protesting that he had recognized Franks voice, and heard the words it said Help! Frank Radcliffe! He added that Annet Radcliffe, Franks widow  or wife, whichever it might turn out to be  had been listening to the cries for days past and knew them for her husbands: only she, poor daft woman, took them to come from his ghost. Mr. Brandon sipped his tea and listened. Duffham followed on: saying that when he heard the cries on Saturday night, in passing the Torr on his way from the Court, he could then almost have staked his existence upon their being human cries, proceeding from some human being in distress, but for the apparent impossibility of such a thing. And I could see that an impression was at length made on Mr. Brandon.

If Stephen Radcliffe has done so infamous an act, he must be more cruel, more daring than man ever was yet, remarked he, in answer. But I must be more satisfied of it before I sign the warrant you ask for.

Well, there we sat, hammering at him. That is, they did. Being my guardian, I did not presume to put in a word edgeways, so far as pressing him to act went. In all that he thought right, and in spite of his quiet manner and his squeaky voice, old Brandon was a firm man, not to be turned by argument.

But wont you grant this warrant, sir? appealed Tod for the tenth time.

I have told you, no, he replied. I will not at the present stage of the affair. In any case, I should not grant it without consulting your father  

He is so hot-headed, burst in Tod. Hed be as likely as not to go off knocking at the Torr door without his hat, demanding Frank Radcliffe.

Mr. Todhetley was Frank Radcliffes trustee, and he is your father, young man; I do not stir a step in this matter without consulting him, returned old Brandon, coolly persistent.

Well, there was nothing for it now but to go back home and consult the pater. It seemed like a regular damper  and we were hot and tired besides. Tod in his enthusiasm had pictured us storming the Torr at mid-day, armed with the necessary authority, and getting out Frank at once.

Mr. Brandon ordered his waggonette  a conveyance he did not like, and scarcely ever used himself, leaving it to the servants for their errands  and we all drove back to Dyke Manor, himself included. To describe the astonishment of the pater when the disclosure was made to him would take a strong pen. He rubbed his face, and blustered, and stared around, and then told Tod he was a fool.

I know I am in some things, said Tod, as equably as old Brandon could have put it; but Im not in this. If Frank Radcliffe is not alive in that tower of Stephens, and calling out nightly for his release, you may set me down as a fool to the end of my days, Father.

Goodness bless us all! cried the poor bewildered Squire. Do you believe this, Brandon?

Mr. Brandon did not say whether he believed it or not. Both of them shook their heads about granting a warrant: upon which, Tod passionately asked whether Francis Radcliffe was to be left in the tower to die. It was finally decided that we should go in a body that night to the field again, so as to give the two doubters the benefit of hearing anything there might be to hear. And Mr. Brandon stayed with us for the day, telling his coachman to come back at night with the small pony-gig to take him home.

The moon was just as bright as on the previous night, and we started on our expedition stealthily. Tod and I went first; Duffham came strolling next; and the Squire and Mr. Brandon afterwards. Should Stephen Radcliffe or any of his people catch sight of the whole of us moving together, he might suspect there was something in the wind.

Annet did not make her appearance, which was a great relief. For we could talk without restraint; and it would never have done to let her know what we suspected: and so raise wild hopes within her that might not be fulfilled. We knew later that her mother was at Pitchleys Farm that evening, and it kept Annet at home.

Was Heaven interfering in Franks behalf? It does interfere for the oppressed, you know; ay, more often than we heedless and ungrateful mortals think for. Never had the cries been so plain as they were this night, though there was no wind to waft them downwards, for the air was perfectly still: and the words were distinctly heard. Help! Help! Frank Radcliffe.

Mercy upon us! exclaimed the Squire, under his breath. The voice does sound like Franks.

Mr. Brandon was standing with his hand to his ear. Duffham leaned on his gold-headed cane, his face lifted upwards.



Tod stood by in dudgeon; he was angry with them for not having believed him at first.

I think we may grant a search-warrant, Squire, said Mr. Brandon.

And send old Jones the constable, to execute it, assented the Squire.

Tod flung back his head. Old Jones! Much use hed be! Why, father, Eunice Gibbon alone could settle old Jones with his shaky legs. Shed pitch him out at the first window.

Jones can take help, Joe.

* * * * * *

It was the breakfast hour at the Torr, eight oclock. The meal was being taken in the kitchen. Less semblance of gentility than even in the former days was kept up; all usages of comfort and refinement had departed with old Mr. Radcliffe and Selina. Stephen was swallowing his eggs and rashers of bacon quickly. Tuesday is Alcester market-day, and he was going in to attend it, expecting to sell some of his newly-gathered crop of hay. Mrs. Stephen sat opposite him, eating bacon also; and Eunice Gibbon stood at the dresser, mixing some meal for the fattening of fowls. Miserly though Stephen was by nature, he liked a good table, and took care to have it.

Could you bring some starch home, master? asked Eunice, turning her head round to speak.

Why cant you get your starch here? retorted Stephen.

Well, its a farthing less a pound at Alcester than it is at Church Dykely, said Eunice. Theyve rose it here.

Farthings were farthings in Stephens eyes, and he supposed he might as well bring the starch. How much is wanted of it? he growled.

Wed better have a pound, interposed Becca. Half pounds dont get the benefit of the farthing: you cant split a farthing in two. Shall you be home early? she continued to her husband.

Dont know. Not afore afternoon.

Because we shall want some of the starch to-day. Theres none to go on with, is there, Eunice?

Yes, theres a bit. I can make it do.

Youll have to wait till you get it, remarked Stephen as he pushed his plate away and rose from table. And mind you dont forget to give the pigs their dinner.



Whatll be wanted up there to-day? inquired Becca, pointing towards some invisible place over-head, possibly intending to indicate the tower.

Nothing but dinner, said Stephen. What should there be? I shall be back afore tea-time.

He went out at the back-door as he spoke, gave a keen look or two around his yard and premises generally, to see that all was right, and presently trotted away on horseback. A few minutes later, Jim, the only regular man kept, was seen to cross the yard towards the lane with the horse and cart.

Where be you off to, Jim? demanded Becca, stalking to the door and speaking at the top of her voice.

Master ordered me to go after that load o manure, called back Jim, standing upright in the cart and arresting the horse for a moment.

What, this morning?

Its what he telled me.

Well, dont go and make a days work of it, commanded Mrs. Stephen. Theres a sight o things a-waiting to be done.

I cant be back afore two, hasten as I ool, returned Jim, giving the horse his head and clattering off.

I wonder what the master sent him to-day for, when hes away himself? cried Becca to her sister, returning to the table in the kitchen.

Well, he got a message last night to say that if he didnt send for it away to-day it wouldnt be kept for him, said Eunice. Its a precious long way to have to go for a load o manure!

But then we get it for the fetching; theres naught to pay, returned Becca.

She had begun to wash up the breakfast-things, and when that was done she put the kitchen to rights. Eunice seemed to be at all sorts of jobs, indoors and out, and went stalking about in pattens. The furnace had been lighted in the brewhouse, for Eunice had a days washing before her. Becca went up to make the beds, and brought down sundry armfuls of clothes for the wash. About ten oclock she appeared in the brewhouse with her bonnet and shawl on. Eunice was standing at the tub in her pattens, rubbing away at the steaming soap-suds.

Why, where be you going? she exclaimed in evident surprise.



Im a-going over to Dicks to fetch Beccy, replied Mrs. Stephen. Its a long while since she was here. Ste dont care to see children about the place. The child shall stop to dinner with us and can go home by herself in the afternoon. Whats the matter now, Eunice Gibbon? Dont it please ye?

Oh, it pleases me well enough, returned Eunice, who was looking anything but pleased, and splashing both hands desperately about in the water, over one of Stephens coloured cotton handkerchiefs. The child can come, and welcome, for me. Taint that.

Its someat else then, remarked Becca.

Well, Id wanted to get a bit o talk with ye, said Eunice. Thats what it is. The masters safe off, and it was a good opportunity for it.

What about?

Eunice Gibbon took her hands out of the soap-suds and rested them on the sides of the tub, while she answered  coming to the point at once.

Ive been a-thinking that I cant stop on here, Becca. I baint at ease. Many a night lately I have laid awake over it. If anything comes out about  you know what  we might all of us get into trouble.

No fear, said Becca.

Well, I says there is fear. Folks have talked long enough; but it strikes me they wont be satisfied with talking much longer: theyll be searching out. Only yesterday morning when I was waiting at Duffhams while he mixed up the stuff, he must begin upon it. Did ye hear the cries last night? says he  or something o that. No, says I in answer; there was none to hear, only the wind. Them two young gents from the Manor was there, cocking up their ears at the words. I see em.

Rebecca Radcliffe remained silent. Truth to tell, she and Stephen were getting afraid of the cries themselves. That is, of what the cries might result in.

He ought to be got away, resumed Eunice.

But theres no means o getting him away.

Well, I cant feel comfortable, Becca; not safe, you know. So dont you and the master be put out if I walks myself off one o these here first fine days. When I come here, I didnt bargain for nothing o this sort.

Theres no danger of ill turning up, flashed Becca, braving out the matter with scorn. The cries is took to come from the birds: who is to pick up any other notion, dye suppose? Ill tell ye what it is, Eunice: that jaundiced liver of yours is tormenting you. Youll be afeared next of your own shadda.

Perhaps it is, acknowledged Eunice, dropping the argument and resuming her rubbing. I know that precious physic of old Duffhams is upsetting me. Its the nausiousest stuff I ever took.

Mrs. Stephen stalked out of the kitchen and betook herself across the fields, towards her brothers. Richard Gibbon had succeeded to his late fathers post of gamekeeper to the Chavasses. The gamekeepers lodge was more than a mile away; and Mrs. Stephen strode off, out of sight, unconscious of what was in store for the Torr.

Eunice went on with her washing, deep in thought. She had fully made up her mind to quit the Torr; but she meant to break the fact by degrees to its master and mistress. Drying her hands for the temporary purpose of stirring-up and putting more slack on the furnace fire, she was interrupted by a gentle ring at the front-door bell.

Why, who on earths that? she exclaimed aloud. Oh, it must be Lizzy, with a flash of recollection: she sent word she should be over to-day or to-morrow. How early she have got here!

Free of all suspicion, glancing at no ill, Eunice went through the passages and opened the front-door. Quite a small crowd of people stood there, and one or two of them pushed in immediately. Mr. Duffham, Tod, I, the Squire, old Jones, and old Joness man, who was young, and active on his legs. The Squire would come, and we were unable to hinder him.

In the Queens name! cried old Jones  who always used that formula on state occasions. And Eunice Gibbon screamed long and loud.

To oppose our entrance was not to be thought of. We had entered and could not be thrust back again. Eunice took to her heels up the passage, and confronted us at the parlour-door with a pair of tongs. Duffham and Tod disarmed her. She then flew to the kitchen, sat down, and went into hysterics. Old Jones read out the authority for the search, but she only screamed the louder.

They left her to get out of the screaming at her leisure, and went up, seeking the entrance to the tower. It was found without much difficulty: Tod was the one to see it first. A small door (only discovered by Stephen Radcliffe since his fathers death, as we heard later) led from a dark and unused lumber-room to the narrow stairs of the tower. In its uppermost compartment, a little, round den, sat Frank Radcliffe, chained to the wall.

Not at once could we take in the features of the scene; for, all the light came in through the one long narrow opening, a framed loophole without glass, that was set in the deep round wall of the tower. A mattress was spread on the floor, with a pillow and blankets; one chair stood close to a box that served for a table, on which he no doubt eat his meals, for there were plates and food on it; another box, its lid open, was in a corner, and on the other chair sat Frank. That was every earthly article the place contained. It was through that opening  you could not call it a window  that Franks cries for help had gone forth to the air. There he sat, the chain round his waist, turning his amazed eyes upon us.

And raving mad, you ask? No. He was all skin and bone, and his fair hair hung down like that of a wild man of the woods, but he was as sane as you or I. He rose up, the chain clanking, and then we saw that it was long enough to admit of his moving about to any part of the den.

Oh, God bless you, Frank!  we have come to release you, burst forth the Squire, impetuously seizing both his hands. God help you, my poor lad! And Frank, what with surprise and the not being over stout, burst into joyous tears.



The ingenious scheme of taking possession of Frank, and representing him as dead, that he might enjoy all the money, had occurred to Stephen Radcliffe when he found Frank was recovering under Dr. Dales treatment. During the visits Stephen paid to London at that time, he and Pitt, Dr. Dales head man, became very intimate: and when Pitt was discharged from Dr. Dales they grew more so. Stephen Radcliffe would not perhaps have done any harm to Frank in the shape of poison or a dagger, being no more of a killer and slayer of men than were his neighbours; but to keep him concealed in the Torr, so as to reap the benefit himself of all the money, he looked upon as a very venial crime indeed  quite justifiable, so to say. Especially, if he could escape being found out. And this fine scheme he perfected and put in practice, and successfully carried through.

How much of it he confided to Pitt, or how much he did not, will never be known. Certain it was, that Pitt wrote the letter announcing Franks death; though we could not find out that he had helped it in any other way. But a very curious coincidence attended the affair; one that aided Stephens plans materially; and but for its happening I do not see that they could have succeeded when inquiries were made. In the London house where Stephen lodged (Gibraltar Terrace, that I and the Squire had a two days hunt to find) there came to live a young man, who was taken ill close upon his entrance with a malady arising from his habits of drinking. Pitt, coming often to Gibraltar Terrace then with Stephen Radcliffe, took to attend on the young man out of good nature, doing for him all that could be done. It was this young man who died, and was buried in Finchley Cemetery; and of whose death the landlady with the faded face and black silk apron spoke to the Squire, thereby establishing in our minds the misapprehension that it was Francis Radcliffe. Stephen did not take Frank to the lodgings at all; he brought him straight down to the Torr when he was released from Dr. Dales, taking care to get out at a remote country station in the dusk of evening, where his own gig, conveyed thither by Becca, was in waiting. He laid his plans well, that crafty Stephen! And, once he had got Frank securely into that upper den, he might just have kept him there for life, but for that blessed outlet in the wall, and no one been any the wiser.

Stephen Radcliffe did not bargain for that. It nearly always happens that in doing an ill deed we overreach ourselves in some fatal way. Knowing that no sound, though it were loud enough to awaken the seven sleepers, could penetrate from that upper room through the massive walls of the house, and be heard below, Stephen thought his secret was safe, and that Frank might call out, if he would, until Doomsday. It never occurred to him that the cries could get out through that unglazed window in the tower wall, and set the neighbourhood agog with curiosity. They did, however: and Stephen, whatever amount of dread it might have brought his heart, was unable to stop them. Not until Frank had been for some months chained in his den, did it occur to himself to make those cries, so hopeless was he of their being heard below to any good purpose. But one winter night when the wind was howling outside, and the sound of it came booming into his ears through the window, it struck him that he might be heard through that very opening; and from that time his voice was raised in supplication evening after evening. Stephen could do nothing. He dared not brick the opening up lest some suspicion or other should be excited outside; he could not remove Frank, for there was no other secret room to remove him to, or where his cries would not have been heard below. He ordered Frank to be still: he threatened him; he once took a horsewhip to him and laid it about his shoulders. All in vain. When Frank was alone, his cries for release never ceased. Stephen and his household put it upon the birds and the wind, and what not; but they grew to dread it: and Stephen, even at this time, of discovery, was perpetually ransacking his brains for some safe means of departing for Canada and carrying Frank with him. The difficulty lay in conveying Frank out of the Torr and away. They might drug him for the bare exit, but they could not keep him perpetually drugged; they could not hinder him coming in contact with his fellow-men on the journey and transit, and Frank had a tongue in his head. No: Stephen saw no hope, no safety, but in keeping him where he was.

But how could you allow yourself to be brought up here?  and fastened to a stake in this shameful fashion? was nearly the first question of the Squire when he could collect his senses: and he asked it with just a touch of temper, for he was beginning to think that Frank, in permitting it, must have been as simple as the fool in a travelling circus.

He got me up by stratagem, answered Frank, tossing his long hair back from his face. While we were sitting at supper the night we arrived here, he began talking about the wonderful discovery he had made of the staircase and opening to the tower. Naturally I was interested; and when Stephen proposed to show it me at once, I assented gladly. Becca came with us, saying shed carry the candle. We got up here, and were all three standing in the middle of the floor, just where we are standing now, when I suddenly had a chain  this chain  slipped round my waist, and found myself fastened to the wall, a prisoner.

But why did you come to the Torr at all? stamped the Squire, while old Jones stretched out his hands, as if putting imaginary handcuffs on Stephens. Why did you not go at once to your own home  or come to us? When you knew you were going to leave Dales, why didnt you write to say so?

When events are past and gone we perceive the mistakes we have made, though we do not see them at the time, answered Frank, turning his blue eyes from one to the other of us. Dr. Dale did not wish me to quit his house quite so soon; though I was perfectly well, he said another month there would be best for me. I, however, was anxious to get away, more eager for it than I can tell you  which was only natural. Stephen whispered to me that he would accomplish it, but that I must put myself entirely in his hands, and not write to any one down here about it. He got me out, sooner than I had thought for: sooner, as he declared, than he had thought for himself; and he said we must break the news to Annet very cautiously, for she was anything but strong. He proposed to take me to the Torr for the first night of my return, and give me a bed there; and the following day the communication could be made to Annet at Pitchleys Farm, and then I might follow it as soon as I pleased. It all seemed to me feasible; quite the right way of going to work; in fact, the only way: I thanked Stephen, and came down here with him in all confidence.

Good patience! cried the Squire. And you had no suspicions, Frank Radcliffe!  knowing what Stephen was!

I never knew he would do such a dastardly deed as this. How could I know it?

Oh, come along! returned the Squire, beginning to stumble down the narrow, dark stairs. Well have the law of him.

The key of the chain had been found hanging on a nail outside the door, out of poor Franks reach. He was soon free; but staggered a little when he began to descend the stairs. Duffham laid hold of him behind, and Tod went before.

Thank God! thank God! he broke out with reverent emotion, when the bright sun burst upon him through the windows, after passing the dark lumber-room. I feared I might never see full daylight again.

Have you any clothes? asked Duffham. This coats in rags.

Im sure I dont know whether I have or not, replied Frank. The coat is all I have had upon me since coming here.



Beccas a beast, put in Tod. And I hope Stephen will have his neck stretched.

Eunice Gibbon was nowhere to be seen below. The premises were deserted. She had made a rush to her brothers, the gamekeepers lodge, to warn Becca of what was taking place. We started for Dyke Manor, Frank in our midst, leaving the Torr, and its household gods, including the cackling fowls and the dinnerless pigs, to their fate. Mr. Brandon met us at the second field, and he took Franks hand in silence.

God bless you, lad! So you have been shut up there!

And chained to a stake in the wall, cried the Squire.

Well, it seems perfectly incredible that such a thing should take place in these later days. It reads like an episode of the dark ages.

Wont we pay out Master Radcliffe for t! put in old Jones, at work with his imaginary handcuffs again. I should say, for my part, it ud be amost a case o transportation to Botany Bay.

Frank Radcliffe was ensconced within Dyke Manor (sending Mrs. Todhetley into hysterics, for she had known nothing), and Duffham undertook the task of breaking it to Franks wife. Frank, when his hair should have been trimmed up a little, was to put himself into a borrowed coat and to follow on presently.

Pitchleys Farm and Pitchleys roses lay hot and bright under the summer sunshine. Mr. Duffham went straight in, and looked about for its mistress. In the sitting-rooms, in the kitchen, in the dairy: he and his cane, and could not see her.

Missis have stepped out, sir, said Sally, who was scrubbing the kitchen table. A fearful headache she have got to-day.

A headache, has she! responded Duffham.

I dont think shes never without one, remarked Sally, dipping her brush into the saucer of white sand.

Wheres Mr. Skate?

Him? Oh, he be gone over to Alcester market, sir.

You go and find your mistress, Sally, and say I particularly wish to speak with her. Tell her that I have some very good news for her.

Sally left her brush and her sand, and went out with the message. The doctor strolled into the best parlour, and cribbed one of the many roses intruding their blooming beauty into the open window. Mr. Duffham had to exercise his patience. It seemed to him that he waited half-an-hour.



Annet came in at last, saying how sorry she was to have kept him: she had stepped over to see their carters wife, who was ill, and Sally had only just found her. She wore her morning gown of black and white print, with the small net widows cap on her bright hair. But for the worn look in her face, the sad eyes, she was just as pretty as ever; and Duffham thought so.

Sally says you have some good news for me, she observed with a poor, faint smile. It must be a joke of yours, Mr. Duffham. Theres no news that could be good for me.

Wait till you hear it, said he. You have had a fortune left you! It is so good, Mrs. Frank Radcliffe, that Im afraid to tell you. You may go into a fit; or do some other foolish thing.

Indeed no. Nothing can ever have much effect on me again.

Dont you make too sure of that, said Duffham. Youve never felt quite sure about that death of your husband, up at Dales, have you? Thought there was something queer about it  eh?

Yes, she said. I have thought it.

Well, some of us have been looking into it a little. And we find  in short, we are not at all sure that  that Frank did die.

Oh!  her hands lifting themselves in agitation what is it, sir? You have come to disclose to me that my husband was murdered.

The contrariness of woman! exclaimed Duffham, giving the floor a thump with his cane. Why, Mrs. Frank Radcliffe, I told you as plainly as I could speak, that it was good news I brought. So good, that I hardly thought you could bear it with equanimity. Your husband was not murdered.

Poor Annet never answered a word to this. She only gazed at him.

And our opinion is that Frank did not die at all; at Dales, or elsewhere. Some of us think he is alive still, and  now dont you drop down in a heap.

Please go on, she breathed, turning whiter than her own cap. I  shall not drop down.

We have reason to think it, Mrs. Frank. To think that he is alive, and well, and as sane in mind as youd wish him to be. We believe it, maam; we all but know it.

She let her head fall back in the chair. You, I feel sure, would not tell me this unless you had good grounds for it, Mr. Duffham. Oh, if it may but be so! But  then  what of those cries that we heard? she added, recollecting them. I am sure they were his.

Very likely. Stephen may have had him shut up in the tower, and Frank cried out to let the world know he was there. Oh, I dare say that was it. I should not wonder, Mrs. Frank, but your husband may be here to-day.

She rose from her seat, face lightening, hands trembling. She had caught sight through the window of a small knot of people approaching the house-door, and she recognized the cut of Franks fair Saxon face amongst them, and the gleam of his golden hair. Duffham knew no more till she was in Franks arms, sobbing and crying.



Ring! knock! shake! Shake! knock! ring! It was at the front-door of the Torr, and old Jones was doing it. He had gone there to apprehend Stephen Radcliffe, a whole posse of us at his tail  where we had no business to be  and the handcuffs in his side-pocket.

By the afternoon of the day just told of, the parish was up in arms. Had Frank Radcliffe really risen from the dead, it could scarcely have caused more commotion. David Skate, for one, was frightened nearly out of his senses. Getting in from Alcester market, Sally accosted him, as he was crossing the yard, turning round from the pump to do it, where she was washing the summer cabbage for dinner.

The master be in there, sir.

What master? asked David, halting on the way.

Why, the master hisself, Mr. Frank. He be come back again.

To hear that a dead man has come back again and is then in the house you are about to enter, would astonish most of us. David Skate stared at Sally, as if he thought she had been making free with the cider barrel. At that moment, Frank appeared at the door, greeting David with a smile of welcome. The sun shone on his face, making it look pale, and David verily and truly believed he saw Franks ghost. With a shout and a cry, and cheeks all turned to a sickly tremor, he backed behind the pump and behind Sally. Sally, all on the broad grin, enjoyed it.

Why, sir, it be the master hisself. There aint nothing to be skeered at.



David, dont you know me? called out Frank heartily; and came forth with outstretched hands.

But David did not get his cheeks right again for a good quarter-of-an-hour. And he was in a maze of wonder all day.

A warrant had been issued for the apprehension of Stephen Radcliffe of the Torr, and old Jones started off to the Torr to execute it. As if Stephen was likely to be found there! Ringing the bell, knocking at the door, shaking the handle, stood old Jones; the whole string of us behind burning to help him. It was not answered, and old Jones went at it again. You might have heard the noise over at Church Dykely.

Presently the door was drawn slowly back by Stephen Radcliffes daughter  the curates wife. She was trembling all over and looking fit to drop. Lizzy had come over from Birmingham and learned what had taken place. Naturally it scared her. She had always been the best of the bunch; and she had, of course, not known the true secret of the cries.

I want to see Mr. Radcliffe, if you please, maam, began old Jones, putting his foot inside, so that the door should not be closed again.

My father is not here, she answered, shaking and shivering.

Not here! repeated old Jones, surreptitiously stealing one hand round to feel the handcuffs.

Theres no one in the house but myself, she said. When I got here, an hour or two ago, I found the place deserted.

I should like to see that for myself, maam, returned incredulous old Jones.

You can, she answered, drawing back a little. For she saw how futile it would be to attempt to keep him out.

Old Jones and some more went in to the search. Not a living creature was there but herself and the dog. Stephen Radcliffe had never been back since he started for Alcester in the morning.

In fact, Stephen was not to be found anywhere, near or distant. Mrs. Stephen was not to be found. Eunice Gibbon was not to be found. They had all made themselves scarce. The women had no doubt contrived to convey the news to Stephen while he was at Alcester, and he must have lost no time in turning his back on Warwickshire.

In a day or two, a rumour arose that Stephen Radcliffe and his wife had sailed for Canada. It proved to be true. So much the better, said old Jones, regaling himself, just then, with cold beef in the Squires kitchen. Let him go! Good shut of bad rubbish!

Just the sentiments that prevailed generally! Canada was the best place for Stephen the crafty. It spared us further sight of his surly face and saved the bother of a prosecution. He took only his own three hundred a-year with him; the Squire, for Frank, had resumed the receipt of the other three. And Lizzy, the daughter, with a heap of little ones at her skirts, remained in possession of the Torr until it should be taken. She had charge to let it as soon as might be.

Pitchleys Farm resumed its bustle and its sounds of everyday, happy life. The crowds that flocked to it to shake hands with Frank and welcome his wonderful resuscitation were beyond telling. Frank had sworn a solemn oath never to drink again: he never would, God helping him. He knew that he never should, he whispered one day to Mr. Brandon, a joyous light in his face as he spoke. His mother praying for him in dying, had told him that he would overcome; she had seen that he would in that last solemn hour, for the prayer had been heard, bringing her peace. He had overcome now, he said, and he would and should overcome to the end.

And Mr. Brandon, reading the faith and the earnestness, felt as sure of it as Frank did.



Frank kept his word. And, two years later, there he was, back at the Torr again. For Stephen had died of a severely cold winter in Canada, and his son Tom had died, but not of cold, and the Torr was Franks.

Mrs. Stephen came back again, and took up her abode at her brothers. She would enjoy the three hundred a-year for life, by Stephens will; it would then go to her daughter Lizzy  who would want it badly enough with her flock of youngsters. Becca and Eunice turned their attention to poultry, and sent rare fowls to shows, and gained prizes for them. Eunice returned long before Mrs. Stephen. She had never been out of England at all; and, finding it safe for her, put in an appearance, one winter day, at the gamekeepers lodge.

Frank began to make alterations at the Torr as soon as he entered it, cutting down trees, and trying to render it a little less gloomy. Annet, with a calm face of sweet content, was much occupied at that time with a young man who was just getting on his legs, propelling him before her by the help of some safety reins that she called backstrings, a fair child, who had the frank face and the golden curls of his father. And in all the country round about, there was not a gentleman more liked and respected than Francis Radcliffe of Sandstone Torr.




CHANDLER AND CHANDLER.

I.

Standing at right angles between North Crabb and South Crabb, and from two to three miles distant, was a place called Islip. A large village or small town, as you might please to regard it; and which has not a railroad as yet.

Years and years before my days, one Thomas Chandler, who had served his articles to a lawyer in Worcester, set up in practice for himself at Islip. At the same time another lawyer, one John Paul, also set up at Islip. The two had no wish to rival one another; but each had made his arrangements, and neither of them would give way. Islip felt itself suddenly elevated to pride, now that it could boast of two established lawyers, when until then it had not possessed one, but concluded that both of them would come to grief in less than a twelve-month. At the twelve-months end, however, each was bearing steadily onwards, and had procured one or two valuable land agencies; in addition to the legal practice, which, as yet, was not much. So they kept themselves afloat: and if they had sometimes to eat bread-and-cheese for dinner, it was nothing to Islip.

In the second or third year, Mr. Chandler took his brother Jacob, who had qualified for a solicitor, into the office; and subsequently made him a partner, giving him a full half share. Islip thought it was an extravagantly generous thing of Mr. Chandler to do, and told him he had better be careful. And, after that, the years went on, and the Chandlers flourished. The business, what with the land agencies and other things, increased so much that it required better offices: and so Mr. Chandler, who had always lived on the premises, moved into a larger and a handsomer house some doors further up the street. Jacob Chandler had a pretty little place called North Villa, just outside Crabb, and walked to and fro night and morning. Both were married and had children. Their only sister, Mary Ann Chandler, had married a farmer in Gloucestershire, Stephen Cramp. Upon his death, a year or two afterwards, she came back and settled herself in a small farm near Islip, where she hoped to get along, having been left but poorly off. And that is enough by way of explanation.

I was only a little shaver, but I remember the commotion well. We were staying for the autumn at Crabb Cot; and, one afternoon, I, with Tod and the Squire, found myself on the Islip Road. I suppose we were going for a walk; perhaps to Islip; but I know nothing about that. All in a moment we saw a gig coming along at a frightful pace. The horse had run away.

Here, you boys, get out of harms way! cried the Squire, and bundled us over the fence into the field. Bless my heart and mind, it is Chandler! he added, as the gig drew nearer. Chandler and his brother!

Mr. Chandler was driving: we could see that as the gig flew past. He was a tall, strong man; and, perched up on the driving-cushion, looked like a giant compared with Jacob, who seemed no bigger than a shrimp beside him. Mr. Chandlers face wore its usual healthy colour, and he appeared to retain all his presence of mind. Jacob sat holding on to the driving-cushion with his right hand and to the gig-wing with the left, and was just as white as a sheet.

Dear me, dear me, I hope and trust there will be no accident! groaned the Squire. I hope Chandler will be able to hold in the horse!

He set off back to North Crabb at nearly as fleet a pace as the horse, Tod after him, and I as fast as my small legs would take me. At the first turning we saw what had happened, for there was a group lying in the road, and people from the village were running up to it.

The horse had dashed at the bank, and turned them over. He was not hurt, the wretched animal. Jacob stood shivering in the highway, quitte pour la peur, as the French say; Mr. Chandler lay in a heap.

Jacobs house was within a stones-throw, and they carried Mr. Chandler to it on a hurdle, and sent for Cole. The Squire went in with the rest; Tod and I sat on the opposite stile and waited. And if I am able to tell you what passed within the doors, it is owing to the Squires having been there and staying to the end. No need was there for Cole to tell Thomas Chandler that the end was at hand: he knew it himself. There remained no hope for him: no hope. Some complicated injury had been done him inwardly, through that fiend of a horse trampling on him; and neither Cole nor all the doctors in the world could save him.

He was carried into one of the parlours and laid upon a mattress, hastily placed upon the carpet. Somebody got another gig and drove fiercely off to fetch his wife and son from Islip. He had two sons only, Thomas and George. Thomas, sixteen years old now, was in the office, articled to his father; George was at school, too far off to be sent for. Mrs. Chandler was soon with him. She had been a farmers daughter, and was a meek, patient kind of a woman, who gave you the idea of never having a will of her own. The office clerks went posting about Islip to find Tom; he having been out when the gig and messenger arrived.

It chanced that Jacob Chandlers wife had gone abroad that day, taking her daughters; so the house was empty, save for the two maid-servants. The afternoon wore on. Cole had done what he could (which was nothing), and was now waiting in the other parlour with the clergyman; who had also done all that was left to do. The Squire stayed in the room; Chandler seemed to wish it; they had always liked one another. Mrs. Chandler knelt by the mattress, holding the dying hand: Jacob stood leaning against the book-case with folded arms and looking the very picture of misery: the Squire sat on the other side, nursing his knees.

Theres no time to alter my will, Betsy, panted poor Chandler, who could only speak by snatches: and I dont know that I should alter it if I had the time. It was made when the two lads were little ones. Everything is left to you without reserve. I know I can trust you to do a mothers part by them.

Always, responded Mrs. Chandler meekly, the silent tears rolling down her cheeks.

You will have enough for comfort. Thoughts have crossed me at times of making a fortune for you and the lads: I was working on and laying by for it. How little we can foresee the future! God alone knows what that will be, and shapes it out. Not a day, not a day can we call our own: I see it now. With your own little income, and the interest of what I have been able to put by, you can live. There will also be money paid to you yearly from the practice  

He was stopped by want of breath. Could not go on.

Do not trouble yourself to think of these things, she said, catching up a sob, for she did not want to give way before him. We shall have quite plenty. As much as I wish for.

And when Tom is out of his articles he will take my place, you know, and will be well provided for and help you, said Mr. Chandler, taking up the word again. And George you must both of you see to. If he has set his heart upon being a farmer instead of a clergyman, as I wished, why, let him be one. If you are a clergyman, Georgy, you will always be regarded as a gentleman, I said to him the other day when he was at home, telling me he wanted to be a farmer. But now that I am going, Betsy, I see how valueless these distinctions are. Provided a man does his duty in the world and fears God, it hardly matters what his occupation in it is. It is for so short a time. Why, it seems only the other day that I was a boy, and now my few poor years are over, and I am going into the never-ending ages of immortality!

It shall all be as you wish, Thomas, she whispered.

Ay, he answered. Jacob, come here.

Jacob let his arms drop, and left the book-case to stand close over his brother. Mr. Chandler lifted his right hand, and Jacob stooped and took it.

When we drew up our articles of partnership, Jacob, a clause was inserted, that upon the death of either of us, the survivor should pay a hundred and fifty pounds a-year out of the practice to those the other should leave behind him, provided the business could afford it. You remember that?

Yes, said Jacob. I wish it had been me to go instead of you, Thomas.

The business will afford it well, as you know, and more than afford it: you might well double it, Jacob. But I suppose you will have to take an additional clerk in my place, some efficient man, and he must be paid. So we will let it be at the hundred and fifty, Jacob. Pay that sum to my wife regularly.

To be sure I will, said Jacob.

And when Tom shall be of age he must take my place, you know, and draw his full half share. That was always an understood thing between you and me, Jacob, if I were taken. Your own son will, I suppose, be coming in shortly: so that in later years, when you shall have followed me to a better world, the old firm will be perpetuated in them  Chandler and Chandler. Tom and Valentine will divide the profits equally, as we have divided them.

To be sure, said Jacob.

Yes, yes; my mind is at rest on the score of worldly things. I would that all dying men could be as much at ease. God bless and prosper you, Jacob! Youll give a fatherly eye over Tom and George in my place, and lead them in straightforward paths.

That I will, said Jacob. I wish with all my heart this dreadful days work had never happened!

And so will I too, put in the Squire. Ill look a bit after your two boys myself, Chandler.

Mr. Chandler, drawing his hand from his brother, held it towards the Squire. At that moment, a suppressed stir was heard outside, and an eager voice. Tom had arrived: having run all the way from Islip.

Wheres papa?  wheres he lying? Is he hurt very much?

Cole appeared, marshalling him in. A well-grown young fellow for sixteen, with dark eyes, a fresh colour, and a good-natured face; altogether, the image of his father. Cole took a look down at the mattress, and saw how very much nearer something was at hand than it had been only a few minutes before.

Hush, Tom, he said, hastily pouring some drops into half a wine-glass of water. Gently, lad. Let me give him this.

Poor Tom Chandler, aghast at what he beheld, was too frightened to speak. A sudden stillness fell upon him, and he knelt down by the side of his mother. Coles drops did no good. There could be only a few last words.

I never thought it would end thus  that I should not have time granted me for even a last farewell, spoke the dying man in a faint voice and with a gasp between every word, as he took Toms hand. Tom, my boy, I cannot say to you what I would.

Tom gave a great burst as though he were choking, and was still the next minute.

Do your duty, my boy, before God and man with all the best strength that Heaven gives you. You must some time lie as I am lying, Tom; it may be with as little warning of it as I have had: at the best, this life will last such a little while as compared with life eternal. Fear God; find your Saviour; love and serve your fellow-creatures. Make up your accounts with your conscience morning and evening. And  Tom  

Yes, father; yes, father? spoke poor Tom, entreatingly, as the voice died away, and he was afraid that the last words were dying away too and would never be spoken.

Take care of your mother and be dutiful to her. And do you and George be loving brothers to each other always: tell him I enjoined it with my closing breath. Poor George! if I could but see him! And  and  and  

Yes, oh yes, I will; I will indeed! What else, father?

But there was nothing else. Just two or three faint words as death came in, and a final gasp to close them.

God be with you ever, Tom!

That was all. And the only other thing I recollect was seeing the sister, Mrs. Cramp, come up in a yellow chaise from the Bell at Islip, and pass into the house, as we sat on the gate. But she was just too late.

You may be sure that the affair caused a commotion. So grave a calamity had never happened at North Crabb. Mr. Chandler and his brother had started from Islip in their gig to look at some land that was going to be valued, which lay a mile or two on the other side Crabb on the Worcester Road. They had driven the horse a twelvemonth and never had any trouble with him. It was supposed that something must have been wrong with the harness. Any way, he had started, kicked, backed, and finally run away.

I saw the funeral: standing with Tod in the churchyard amidst many other spectators, and reading the inscriptions on the grave-stones while we waited. Mr. Chandler had been taken back to his house at Islip, and was brought from thence to Crabb to be buried. Tom and George Chandler came in the first mourning-coach with their Uncle Jacob and his son Valentine. In the next sat two other relatives, with the Squire and Mr. Cole.

Changes followed. Mrs. Chandler left the house at Islip, and Jacob Chandler and his family moved into it. She took a pretty cottage at North Crabb, and Tom walked to the office of a morning and home again at night. Valentine, Jacobs only son, was removed from school at once to be articled to his father. He was fifteen, just a year younger than Tom.



Years passed on. Tom grew to be four-and-twenty, Valentine three-and-twenty. Both of them were good-looking young men, tall and straight; but Tom had the pleasanter face, address, and manners. Every one liked him. Crabb had thought when Tom attained his majority, and got his certificate as a solicitor, that his uncle would have taken him into partnership. The Squire had said it publicly. Instead of that, old Jacob gave him a hundred a-year salary to start with, and said to him, Now we shall go on comfortably, Tom. Tom, who was anything but exacting, supposed his uncle wished him to add a year or two to his age and some more experience, before taking him in. So he thanked old Jacob for the hundred a-year, and was contented.

George Chandler had emigrated to Canada. Which rather gave his mother a turn. Some people they knew had gone out there, purchased land, and were doing well on it; and George resolved to follow them. George had been placed with a good farmer in Gloucestershire and learnt farming thoroughly. That accomplished, he began to talk to his mother about his prospects. What he would have liked was, to take a farm on his own account. But he had no money to stock it, and his mother had none to give him. Her income, including the hundred and fifty paid to her from the business, was about four hundred pounds, all told: home living and her sons expenses had taken it all, leaving no surplus. Theres nothing for me but going to Canada, mother, said George: I dont see any opening for me in England. I shall be sure to get on, over there. I am healthy and steady and industrious; and those are the qualities that make way in a new country. If the worst comes to the worst, and I do not succeed, I can but come back again. His arguments prevailed at length, and he sailed for Canada, their friends over there promising to receive and help him.

All this while Jacob Chandler had flourished. His practice had gradually increased, and he had become a great man. Great in show and expense. It was not his fault; it was that of his family: of his own will, he would never have put a foot forward out of his plain old groove. Mrs. Jacob Chandler, empty-headed, vain, and pretty, had but two thoughts in the world: the one to make her way amidst fashionable people, the other to marry her daughters well. Originally a small tradesmans daughter in Birmingham, she was now ridiculously upstart, and put on more airs and graces in an hour than a lady born and bred would in a lifetime. Mrs. Jacob Chandlers people had sold brushes and brooms, soaps and pickles: she had occasionally stood behind the counter and served out the soap with her own hands; and Mrs. Jacob now looked down upon Birmingham itself and every one in it.

North Villa had not been given up, though they did move to Islip. Jacob Chandler held a long lease of it, and he sub-let it for three or four years. At the end of that period it occurred to Mrs. Jacob that she should like to keep it for herself, as a sort of country house to retire to at will. As she was the grey mare, this was done; though Jacob grumbled. So North Villa was furbished up, and some new furniture put into it; and the garden, a very nice one, improved: and Mrs. Jacob, with one or other or all three of her daughters, might be frequently seen driving her pony-carriage with its handsome ponies between North Villa and Islip, streamers flying, ribbons fluttering: you would have taken it for a rainbow coming along. The girls were not bad-looking, played and sang with open windows loud enough to frighten the passers-by, and were given to speak to one another in French at table. Voulez-vouz donner-moi la sel, Clementina? Voulez-vous passer-moi le moutarde, Georgiana? Voulez-vous envoyer-moi les poivre, Julietta? For, as Mrs. Jacob would have told you, they had learnt French at school; and to converse in it was of course only natural to themselves, and most instructive to any visitor who might chance to be present. Added to these advantages Mrs. and the Miss Chandlers adored dress, their out-of-door toilettes being grander than a queens.

All this: the two houses and the company received in them; the ponies and the groom; the milliners bills and the dress-makers, made a hole in Jacob Chandlers purse. Not too much of a hole in one sense of the word; Jacob took care of that: but it prevented him from putting by all the money he wished. He made plenty of it: more than the world supposed.

In this manner matters had gone on since the departure of George Chandler for Canada. Mrs. Chandler living quietly in her home making it a happy one for her son Tom, and treasuring Georges letters from over the sea: Mrs. Jacob Chandler and her daughters keeping the place alive; Valentine getting to be a very fine gentleman indeed; old Jacob sticking to business and pocketing his gains. The first interruption came in the shape of a misfortune for Mrs. Chandler. She lost a good portion of her money through a calamity that you have heard of before  the bursting-up of Clement Pell. It left her with very little, save the hundred and fifty pounds a-year paid to her regularly by Jacob. Added to this was the hundred a-year Tom earned, and which his uncle had not increased. And this brings us down to the present time, when Tom was four-and-twenty.

Jacob Chandler sat one morning in his own room at his office, when a clerk came in and said Mrs. Chandler from Crabb was asking to see him. Cordiality had always subsisted between the two families, though they were not much together; Mrs. Chandler disliking their show; Mrs. Jacob and her daughters intensely despising one who wore black silk for best, and generally made her puddings with her own fingers. So low-lived, you know, my dears, Mrs. Jacob would say, with a toss of her bedecked head.

Jacob heard his clerks announcement with annoyance; the lines on his brow grew deeper. He had always been a shrimp of a man, but he looked like a shrivelled one now. His black clothes sat loosely upon him; his white neckcloth, for he dressed like a parson, seemed too large for his thin neck.

Mrs. Chandler can come in, said he, after a few moments hesitation. But say I am busy.

She came in, putting back her veil: she had worn a plain-shaped bonnet with a white border ever since her husband died. It suited her meek, kind, and somewhat homely face, on which the brown hair, streaked with grey, was banded.

Jacob, I am sorry to disturb you, especially as you are busy; but I have wanted to speak to you for some time now and have not liked to come, she began, taking the chair that stood near the table at which he sat. It is about Tom.

What about him? asked Jacob. Has he been up to any mischief?

Mischief! Tom! Why, Jacob, I hardly think there can be such another young man as he, for steadiness and good conduct; and, I may say, for kindness. I have never heard anything against him. What I want to ask you is, when you think of making a change?

A change? echoed Jacob, as if the words puzzled him, biting away at the feather of his pen. A change?

Is it not time that he should be taken into the business? I  I thought  and Tom I know also thought, Jacob  that you would have done it when he was twenty-one.

Oh, did you? returned Jacob, civilly.

He is twenty-four, you know, now, Jacob, and naturally wishes to get forward in life. I am anxious that he should; and I think it is time  forgive me for saying it, Jacob  that something was settled.

I was thinking of raising Toms salary, coolly observed Jacob; of giving him, say, fifty pounds a-year more. Valentine has been bothering me to do the same by him; so I suppose I must.

The fixed colour on Mrs. Chandlers thin cheeks grew a shade deeper. But, Jacob, it was his fathers wish, you know, that he should be taken into partnership, should succeed to his own share of the business; and I thought you would have arranged it ere this. An increase of salary is not the thing at all: it is not that that is in question.

Nothing can be so bad for a young man as to make him his own master too early, cried Jacob. Ive known it ruin many a one.

You promised my husband when he was dying that it should be so, she gently urged. Besides, it is Toms right. I understood that when he was of a proper age, he was to come in, in accordance with a previous arrangement made between you and poor Thomas.

Jacob bit the end of the pen right off and nearly swallowed it. Thomas left all things in my hands, said he, coughing and choking. Tom must acquire some further experience yet.

When do you propose settling it, then? How long will it be first?

Well, that depends, you know. I shall see.

Will it be in another year? Tom will be five-and-twenty then.

Ay, he will: and Val four-and-twenty. How time flies! It seems but the other day that they were in jackets and trousers.

But will it be then  in another year? You have not answered me, Jacob.

And I cant answer you, returned Jacob. How can I? Dont you understand me when I say I must wait and see?

You surely will do what is right, Jacob?



Well now, can you doubt it, Betsy? Of course I shall. When did you hear from George?

Mrs. Chandler rose, obliged to be satisfied. To urgently press any interest of her own was not in her nature. As she shook hands with Jacob she was struck with the sickly appearance of his face.

Are you feeling quite well, Jacob? You look but poorly.

I have felt anything but well for a long time, he replied, in a fretful tone. I dont know what ails me: too much work, perhaps, but I seem to have strength for nothing.

You should give yourself a rest, Jacob, and take some bark.

Ay. Good-day.

Now it came to pass that in turning out of the house, after nodding to Tom and Valentine, who sat at a desk side by side in the room to the left, the door of which stood open, Mrs. Chandler saw the Squire on the opposite side of the street, and crossed over to him. He asked her in a joking way whether she had been in to get six and eightpenceworth of law. She told him what she had been in for, seeing no reason for concealing it.

Bless me, yes! cried he, in his impulsive way. Im sure its quite time Tom was in the firm. Ill go and talk to Jacob.

And when he got in  making straight across the street with the words, and through the passage, and so to the room without halt or ceremony  he saw Jacob leaning back in his chair, his hands thrust into his black side-pockets, and his head bent on his chest in deep thought. The Squire noticed how deep the lines in his brow had grown, just as Mrs. Chandler had.

But you know, Jacob Chandler, that it was an agreement with the dead, urged the Squire, in his eagerness, after listening to some plausible (and shuffling) remarks from Jacob.

An agreement with the dead! repeated Jacob, looking up at the Squire for explanation. They were both standing on the matting near the fender: which was filled with an untidy mass of torn and twisted scraps of paper. What do you mean, Squire? I never knew before that the dead could make an agreement.

You know what I mean, cried the Squire, hotly. Poor Thomas was close upon death at the time you and he had the conversation: he wanted but two or three minutes of it.

Oh, ah, yes; thats true enough, so far as it goes, Squire, replied Jacob, pulling up his white cravat as if his throat felt cold.

Well, argued the Squire. Did not you and he agree that Tom was to come in when he was twenty-one? Both of you seemed to imply that there existed a previous understanding to that effect.

There never was a word said about his coming in when he was twenty-one, contended Jacob.

Why, bless my heart and mind, do you suppose my ears were shut, Jacob Chandler? retorted the Squire, beginning to rub his head with his red silk handkerchief. I heard the words.

No, Squire. Think a bit.

Jacob spoke so calmly that the Squire began to rub up his memory as well as his head. He had no cause to suppose Jacob Chandler to be other than an honourable man.

When Tom shall be of age, he must take my place: those were I think the very words, repeated the Squire. I can see your poor brothers face now as he lay down on the floor and spoke them. It had death in it.

Yes, it had death in it, acquiesced Jacob, in a tone of discomfort. What he said was this, Squire: When Tom shall be of an age. Meaning of course a suitable age to justify the step.

I dont think so: I did not hear it so, persisted the Squire. There was no an in it. When Tom shall be of age: that was it. Meaning when he should be twenty-one.

Oh dear, no; quite a mistake. You cant think my ears would deceive me at such a time as that, Mr. Todhetley. And about our own business too.

Well, you ought to know best, of course, though my impression is that you are wrong, conceded the Squire. Put it that it was as you say: dont you think Tom Chandler is now quite old enough for it to be acted upon?

No, I dont, replied Jacob. As I have just told his mother, nothing can be more pernicious for a young man than to be made his own master too early. Nine young fellows out of every ten would get ruined by it.

Do you think so? asked the Squire, dubiously.

I am sure so, Squire. Tom Chandler is steady now, for aught I know to the contrary; but just let him get the reins into his hands, and youd see what it would be. That is, what it might be. And I am not going to risk it.

He is as steady-going a young man as any one could wish for; diligent, straightforward. Not at all given to spending money improperly.

Because he has not had it to spend. I have known many a young blade to be quiet and cautious while his pockets were empty; and as soon as they were filled, perhaps all at once, he has gone headlong to rack and ruin. How do we know that it would not be the case with Tom?

Well, I  I dont think it would be, said the Squire, with hesitation, for he was coming round to Jacobs line of argument.

But I cant act upon thinking, Squire; I must be sure. Tom will just stay on with me at present as he is; so theres an end of it. His salary is going to be raised: and I  I consider that he is very well off.

Well, perhaps hell be none the worse for a little longer spell of clerkship, repeated the Squire, coming wholly round. And now good-morning. Im rather in a hurry to-day, but I thought it right to put in a word for Toms sake, as I was present when poor Thomas died.

Good-morning, Mr. Todhetley, answered Jacob, as he sat down to his desk again.

But he did not get to work. He bent his head on his neckcloth as before, and set on to think. What had just passed did not please him at all: for Jacob Chandler was not devoid of conscience; though it was an elastic one, and he was in the habit of deadening it at will. It was not his intention to take his nephew into partnership at all; then or later. Almost ever since the day of his brothers funeral he had looked at matters after his own fashion, and soon grew to think that Tom had no manner of right to a share in the business; that as Thomas was dead and gone, it was all his, and ought to be all his. He and Thomas had shared it between them: therefore it was only just and proper that he, the survivor, should take it. Thats how Jacob Chandler, who was the essence of covetousness, had been reasoning, and his mind was made up.

It was therefore very unpleasant to be pounced upon in this way by two people in one morning. Their application as regarded Tom himself would not have troubled him: he knew how to put disputants off civilly, saying neither yes nor no, and promising nothing: but what annoyed him was the reminiscence they had called up of his dying brother. Jacob intended to get safely into the world above, some day, by hook or by crook; he went to church regularly, and considered himself a model of good behaviour. But these troublesome visitors had somehow contrived to put before his conscience the fact that he might be committing a lifelong act of injustice on Tom; and that, to do so, was not the readiest way of getting to heaven. Was that twelve oclock? How the morning had passed!

Uncle Jacob, I am going over to Brooklands about that lease. Have you any particular instructions to give me?

It was Tom himself who had entered. A tall, good-looking, fresh-coloured young man, who had honesty and kindliness written on every line of his open face.

Jacob lifted his bent head, and drew his chair nearer his table as if he meant to set to work in earnest. But his mouth took a cross look.

Who told you to go? I said Valentine was to go.

Valentine has stepped out. He asked me to go for him.

Where has he stepped to?

He did not say, replied Tom, evasively. For he knew quite well where Valentine was gone: to the Bell inn over the way. Valentine went to the Bell a little too much, and was a little too fond of the Bells good liquor.

I suppose you can go, then. No, I have no instructions: you know what to say as well as I do. We dont give way a jot, mind. Oh, and  Tom! added Jacob, calling him back as he went out.

Yes, sir.

I am intending to raise your salary. From the beginning of next month, you will have a hundred and fifty a-year.

Oh, thank you, Uncle Jacob.

Tom spoke as he in his ready good-nature felt  brightly and gratefully. Nevertheless, a shade of disappointment did cross his mind, for he thought his position in the house ought to be a different one.

And I am sure it is quite as much as I ought to do for him, argued Jacob with his conscience. And he put away unpleasant prickings and set to work like a house on fire.

It was one oclock when Valentine came in. He had an excuse ready for his father: the latter, turning out of the clerks room, chanced to see him enter. He had been down to Tylers to see if he could get that money from them. It was an untruth, for he had stayed all the while at the Bell; and his father noticed that his face was uncommonly flushed. Old Jacob had had his suspicions before; yes, and spoken of them to Valentine: he now motioned him to go before him into the private room.

You have been drinking, sir!

I!  good gracious, no, returned Valentine, boldly, his blue eyes fearlessly meeting his fathers. What fancies you do pick up!

Valentine, when I was your age I never drank a drop of anything till night, and then it was only a glass of beer with my supper. It seems to me that young men of the present day think they can drink at all hours with impunity.

I dont drink, father.

Very well. Take care you do not. It is a habit more easily acquired than left off. Look here: I am going to give you fifty pounds a-year more. Mind you make it do: and do not spend it in waste.

It was not very long after this that Jacob Chandler had a shock: a few months, or so. During that time he had been growing thinner and weaker, and looked so shrivelled up that there seemed to be nothing left of him. Islip, small place though it was, had a market-day  Friday;  when farmers would drive or walk in and congregate at the Bell. One afternoon, just as the ordinary was over, Jacob went to the inn, as was his general custom: he had always some business or other to transact with the farmers; or, if not, something to say. His visit to them over, he said good-day and left: but the next minute he turned back, having forgotten something. Some words fell on his ear as he opened the door.

Ay. He is not long for this world.

They were spoken by old Farmer Blake  a big, burly, kind-hearted man. And Jacob Chandler felt as certain that they were meant to apply to himself as though his name had been mentioned. He went into a cold shiver, and shut the door again without entering.

Was it true, he asked himself, as he walked across the street to his office: was it indeed a fact that he was slowly dying? A great fear fell upon him: a dread of death. What, leave all this beautiful sunshine, this bright world in which he was so busy, and pass into the cold dark grave! Jacob turned sick at the thought.

It was true that he had long been ailing; but not with any specific ailment. He could not deny that he was now more like a shadow than a man, or that every day seemed to bring him less of strength. Passing into his dining-parlour instead of into his private business room, he drank two glasses of wine off at once, and it seemed to revive him. He was a very abstemious man in general.

Well, if Farmer Blake did say it  stupid old idiot!  it was not obliged to be true, reflected Jacob then. People judged by his spareness: he wished he could get a little fatter. And so he reasoned and persuaded himself out of his fears, and grew sufficiently reassured to transact his business, always pressing on a Friday.

But that same evening, Jacob Chandler drove to North Villa in his gig, telling his wife he should sleep there for a week or two, for the sake of the fresh air. And the next morning, before he went to Islip, he sent for the doctor  Cole.

People are saying you wont live! repeated Cole, having listened to Jacobs confidential communication. I dont see why you should not live. Lets examine you a bit. You should not take up fancies.

Cole could find nothing particular the matter with him. He recommended him rest from business, change of air, and a generous diet. Try it for a month, said he.

I cant try it  except the diet, returned Jacob. Its all very well for you to talk about rest from business, Cole, but how am I to take rest? My business could not get on without me. Business is a pleasure to me; its not a pain.

You want rest from it all the same, said Cole. You have stuck closely to it this many a year.

My mother died without apparent cause, said Jacob, dreamily. She seemed just to drift out of life. About my age, too.

Thats no reason why you should, argued Cole.

Well, they went on, talking at one another; but nothing came of it. And Cole left, saying he would send him in some tonics to take.

By the evening it was known all over the place that Jacob Chandler was ill and had sent for Cole. People talked of it the next morning as they went to church. Jacob appeared, looking much as usual, and sat down in his pew. The next to come in was Mrs. Cramp; who walked over to our church sometimes. She stayed to dine with the Lexoms, and went to call at North Villa after dinner; finding Mrs. Jacob and the rest of them at dessert with a guest or two. Jacob was somewhere in the garden.

Mrs. Cramp found him in the latticed arbour, and sat down opposite to him, taking up her brown shot-silk gown, lest the seat should be dusty. When she told him it was the hearing of his illness which had brought her over to Crabb, he turned cross. He was not ill, he said; only a trifle out of sorts, as every one else must be at times and seasons. By dint of questioning, Mrs. Cramp, who was a stout, comely woman, fond of having her own way, got out of him all Cole had said.

And Cole is right, Jacob: it is rest and change you want, she remarked. You are sure you do not need it? dont tell me. A stitch in times saves nine, remember.

You know nothing about it, Mary Ann.

I know that you look thinner and thinner every time I see you. Be wise in time, brother.

Cole told me to go away to the seaside for a month. Why, what should I do, mooning for a whole month in a strange place by myself? I should be like a fish out of water.

Take your wife and the girls.

I dare say! They would only worry me with their fine doings. And look at the expense.

I will go with you if you like, Jacob, rather than you should go alone, though it would be an inconvenience to me. And pay my own expenses.

Mary Ann, I am not going at all; or thinking of it. It would be impossible for me to leave my business.

Mrs. Cramp, turning over matters in her mind, determined to put the case plainly before him, and did so; telling him that it would be better to leave his business for a temporary period now, than to find shortly that he must leave it for ever. Jacob sat gazing out straight before him at the Malvern Hills, the chain of which lay against the sky in the distance.

If you took my advice, brother, you would retire from business altogether. You have made enough to live without it, I suppose  

But I have not made enough, he interrupted.



Then you ought to have made it, Jacob.

Oughts dont go for much.

What I mean is, that you ought to have made it, judging by the style in which you live. Two houses, a carriage and ponies (besides your gig), expensive dress, parties: all that should never be gone into, brother, unless the realized income justifies it.

It is the style we live in that has not let me put by, Mary Ann. I dont tell you I have put nothing by: I have put a little by year by year; but it is not enough to live upon.

Then make arrangements for half the proceeds of the business to be given over to you. Let the two boys take to it, and  

Who? cried Jacob.

The two boys, Tom and Valentine. It will be theirs some time, you know, Jacob: let them have it at once. Toms name must be first, as it ought to be. Valentine  

I have no intention of doing anything of the kind, interposed Jacob, sharply. I shall keep the business in my own hands as long as I live. Perhaps I may take Valentine into it: not Tom.

Mrs. Cramp sat for a full minute staring at Jacob, her stout hands, from which the gloves had been taken, and her white lace ruffles lying composedly on her brown gown.

Not take Tom into the business! she repeated, in a slow, astonished tone. Why, Jacob, what do you mean?

That, said Jacob. Tom will stay on at a good salary: I shall increase it, I dare say, every two years, or so; but he will not come into the firm.

You cant mean what you say.

I have meant it this many a year past, Mary Ann. I have never intended to take him in.

Jacob, beware! No luck ever comes of fraud.

Of what? Fraud?

Yes; I say fraud. If you deprive Tom of the place that is justly his, it will be a cheat and a fraud, and nothing short of it.

You have a queer way of looking at things, Mrs. Cramp. Who has kept the practice together all these years, but me? and added to it little by little, and made it worth double what it was; ay, and more than double? It is right  right, mind you, Mary Ann  that my own son should succeed to it.



Who made the practice in the first place, and took you into it out of brotherly affection, and made you a full partner without your paying a farthing, and for seventeen or eighteen years was the chief prop and stay of it? retorted Mrs. Cramp. Why, poor Thomas; your elder brother. Who made him a promise when he was lying dying in that very parlour where your wife and children are now sitting, that Tom should take his proper place in the firm when he was of age, and his half-share with it, according to agreement? Why you. You did, Jacob Chandler.

That was all a mistake, said Jacob, shuffling his thin legs and wrists.

I will leave you, said Mrs. Cramp. I dont care to discuss questions while you are in this frame of mind. Is this all the benefit you got from the parsons sermon this morning, and the text he gave out before it? That text: think of it a bit, brother Jacob, and perhaps youll see your way to acting differently. Remember, she added, turning back to him for the last word, which she always had, somehow, that cheating never prospers in the long run. It never does, Jacob; never: for where it is crafty cheating, hidden away from the sight of man, it is seen and noted by God.

Her brown skirts (all the shades of a copper tea-kettle) disappeared round the corner by the mulberry-tree, leaving Jacob very angry and uncomfortable. Angry with her, uncomfortable in himself. Do what he would, he could not get that text out of his mind  and what right had she to bring it cropping up to him in that inconvenient way, he wondered, or to speak to him about such matters at all. The verse was a beautiful verse in itself; he had always thought so: but it was not pleasant to be tormented by it  and all through Mary Ann! There it was haunting his memory again!

Keep innocency, and take heed unto the thing that is right: for that shall bring a man peace at the last.



Jacob Chandler grew to look a little fresher, though not stouter, as the weeks went on: the drive, night and morning, seemed to do him good. Meeting Cole one day, he told him he felt stronger, and did not see why he should not live to be ninety. With all his heart, Cole answered, but most people found seventy long enough.

All at once, without warning, a notice appeared in the local papers, stating that Jacob Chandler had taken his son Valentine into partnership. Mrs. Chandler read it as she sat at breakfast.

What does it mean, Tom? she asked.

I dont know what it means, mother. We have heard nothing about it at the office.

Tom, you may depend your uncle Jacob has done it, and that he does not intend to take you in at all, spoke Mrs. Chandler, in her strong conviction. I shall go to him.

She finished her breakfast and went off there and then, catching Jacob just as he was turning out of the white gate at North Villa to mount his gig: for he still came over to Crabb to sleep. The newspaper was in her hand, and she pointed to the advertisement.

What does it mean, Jacob? she asked, just as she had a few minutes before asked of Tom.

Mean! said Jacob. It cant have more than one meaning, can it? Ive thought it best to let Vals name appear in the practice, and made over to him a small share of the profits. Very small, Betsy. He wont draw much more than he has been drawing as salary.

But what of Tom? questioned poor Mrs. Chandler.

Of Tom? Well, what of him?

When is he to be taken in?

Oh, theres time enough for that. I cant make two moves at once; it could not be expected of me, Betsy. My son is my son, and he had to come in first.

But  Jacob  dont you think you ought to carry out the agreement made with Toms father  that you are bound in honour? debated Mrs. Chandler, in her meek and non-insisting way.

Time enough, Betsy. We shall see. And look there, my horse wont stand: hes always fresh in the morning.

Shaking her hand hastily, he stepped up, took the reins from the man, and was off in a trice, bowling along at a quicker pace than usual. The poor woman, left standing there and feeling half-bewildered, saw Mrs. Jacob at one of the open windows, and crossed the lawn to speak.

I came up about this announcement, she said. It is so strange a thing; we cant understand it at all. Jacob should take Tom into partnership. Especially now that he has taken Valentine.

Do you think so? drawled Mrs. Jacob; who wore a pink top-knot and dirty morning wrapper, and minced her words more than usual, for she thought the more she minced them the finer she was. Dear me! Im sure I dont know anything about it. All well at home, I hope? I wont ask you in, for Im going to be busy. My daughters are invited to a garden-party this afternoon, and I must give directions about the trimming of their dresses. Good-morning.

Back went Mrs. Chandler, and found her son watching for her at the door, waiting to hear what news she brought, before setting out on his usual walk.

Your uncle slips through it like an eel, Tom, she began. I can make nothing of him one way or another. He does not say he will not take you in, but he does not say he will. What is to be done?

Nothing can be done that I know of, mother, replied Tom; nothing at all. Uncle Jacob holds the power in his own hands, you see. If it does not please him to give me my lawful share, we cannot oblige him to do it.

But how unjust it will be if he does not!

Yes. I think so. But, it seems to me theres little else but injustice in the world, added Tom, with a light smile. You would say so if you were in a lawyers office and had to dive into the cases brought there. Good-bye, mother mine.

Pretty nearly a year went on after this, bringing no change. Jacob Chandler and Son, Solicitors, Conveyancers, and Land Agents, flourished in gilt letters on the front-door at Islip, and Jacob Chandler and Son flourished inside, in the matter of business. But never a move was made to take in Tom. And when Jacob was asked about it, as he was once or twice, he civilly shuffled the topic off.

But, before the year had well elapsed, Jacob was stricken down. To look at him you would have said he had been growing thinner all that while, only that it seemed impossible. This time it was for death. He had not much grace given him, either: just a couple of days and a night.

He went to bed one night as well as usual, but the next morning did not get up, saying he felt queer, and sent for Cole. Jacob Chandler was a rare coward in illness. That fining-down process he had been going through so long had not troubled him: he thought it was only his natural constitution: and when real illness set in his fears sprang up.



You had better stay in bed to-day, said Cole. I will send you a draught to take.

But what is it thats the matter with me? asked Jacob.

I dont know, said Cole.

Is it ague? Or intermittent fever coming on? See how I am shaking.

N  o, hesitated Cole, either in doubt, or else because he would not say too much. Ill look in again by-and-by.

Towards midday Jacob thought hed get up, and see what that would do for him. It seemed to do nothing, except make him worse; and he went to bed again. Cole looked in three times during the day, but did not say what he thought.

In the middle of the night a paroxysm of illness came on again, and a servant ran to knock up the doctor. Jacob was shaking the very bed, and seemed in awful fear.

And in the morning he appeared to know that he had not many hours to live. Knew it by intuition, for Cole had not told him. An express went flying to Worcester for Dr. Malden: but Cole knew  and told it later  that all the physicians in the county could not save him.

And the state of mind that Jacob Chandler went into with the knowledge, might have read many a careless man a lesson. It seemed to him that he had a whole peck of suddenly-recollected sins on his head, and misdeeds to be accounted for. He remembered Tom Chandler then.

I have not done by him as I ought; it lies upon me with an awful weight, he groaned. Valentine, you must remedy the wrong. Take him in, and give him his proper share. I should like to see Tom. Some one fetch him.

Tom had to be fetched from Islip. He came at once, his long legs skimming over the ground quickly; and he entered the sick-chamber with the cordial smile on his open face, and took his uncles hand.

It shall all be remedied, Tom; all the injustice; and you shall have your due rights. I see now how unjust it was: I dont know what Gods thinking of me for it. I wanted to make a good provision for my old age, you see; to be able to live at ease; and now there is no old age for me: God is taking me before it has come on.

Dont distress yourself, Uncle Jacob; it will be all right. And Im sure I have not thought much about it.



But others have, groaned Jacob. Your mother; and Mary Ann; and  and Squire Todhetley. They have all been on at me at times. But I shut my ears. Oh dear! I wish God would let me live a few years over again! Id try and be different. What shall I do? Oh, what shall I do?

And that was how he kept on the best part of the day. Then he called out that he wanted his will altered. Valentine brought in pen and ink, but his father motioned him away and said it must be done by Paul. So Paul the lawyer was got over from Islip, and was shut up alone with the sick man for a quarter-of-an-hour. Next the parson came, and read some prayers. But Jacob still cried out his piteous laments, at having no time to redeem the past, until his voice was too weak to speak. At nine oclock in the evening all was over.

The disease that killed him must have been making silent progress for a good while, Cole said, when the truth was ascertained: but he had never seen it develop itself with so little warning, or prove fatal so quickly as in the case of Jacob Chandler.

II.

Jacob Chandler, solicitor, conveyancer, and land-agent, had died: and his son Valentine (possibly taking a leaf out of the history of Jonas Chuzzlewit) determined that he should at least be borne to the grave with honours, if he had never had an opportunity to specially bear them in life. Crabb churchyard was a show of mutes and plumes, and Crabb highway was blocked up with black coaches. As it is considered a compliment down with us to get an invitation to a funeral, and a great slight on the dead to refuse it, all classes, from Sir John Whitney, down to Massock, the brickmaker, and little Farmer Bean, responded to Valentine Chandlers notes. Some people said that it was Valentines mother, the new widow, who wished for so much display; and probably they were right.

It took place on a Saturday. I can see the blue sky overhead now, and the bright sun that shone upon the scene and lighted up the feathers. It was thought he must have died rich, and that the three daughters he left would have good portions. His son Valentine had the practice: so, at any rate, he was provided for. Tom Chandler, the nephew, made one of the mourners: and the spectators talked freely enough in an undertone, as he passed them in his place when the procession walked up the churchyard path. It seemed but the other day, they said, that his poor father was buried, killed by that lamentable accident. Time flew. Years passed imperceptibly. But Jacob  lying so still under that black and white pall, now slowly disappearing within the church  had not done the right thing by his dead brothers son. The practice had been made by Thomas, the elder brother. Thomas took Jacob into full partnership without fee or recompense; and there was an understanding entered into between them later (but no legal agreement) that if the life of either failed his son should succeed to his post. If Thomas, the elder, died, his son Tom was to take his fathers place as senior partner in due time. Thomas did die; died suddenly; but from that hour to this, Jacob had never attempted to carry out the agreement: he had taken his own son, Valentine, into partnership, but not Tom. And Crabb knew, both North and South, for such things get about curiously, that the injustice had troubled Jacob when he was dying, and that he had charged Valentine to remedy it.

Sunday morning was not so fine: leaden clouds, threatening rain, had overshadowed the summer sky. But all the family mourners came to church, Valentine wearing his long crape hatband and shoulder scarf (for that was our custom); the widow in her costly mourning, and the three girls in theirs. The mourning was furnished, Miss Timmens took the opportunity of whispering to Mrs. Todhetley, from a fashionable black shop at Worcester: and, to judge by the frillings and furbelows, very fashionable indeed the shop must have been. Mrs. Chandler and her son Tom sat together in their own pew, Mrs. Cramp, Jacobs sister, with them. It chanced that we were staying at Crabb Cot at the time of Jacobs death, just as we had been at Thomass, and so saw the doings and heard the sayings, and the Squire was at hand for both funerals.

The next morning, Monday, Valentine Chandler took his place in the office as master for the first time, and seated himself in his late fathers chair in the private room. He and his mother had already held some conversation as to arrangements for the future. Valentine said he should live at the office at Islip: now that there was only himself he should have more to do, and did not want the bother of walking or driving to and fro morning and evening. She would live entirely at North Villa.



Valentine took his place in his fathers room; and the clerks, who had been hail-fellow-well-met with him hitherto, put on respect of manner, and called him Mr. Chandler. Tom had an errand to do every Monday morning connected with the business, and did not enter until nearly eleven oclock. Before settling to his desk, he went in to Valentine.

They shook hands. In times of bereavement we are apt to observe more ceremony than at others. Tom sat down: which caused the new master to look towards him inquiringly.

Valentine, I want to have a bit of talk with you. Upon what footing am I to be on here?

How do you mean? asked Valentine: who was leaning back in the green leather chair with the air of his new importance full upon him, his elbows on the low arms, and an ivory paper-knife held between his fingers.

My uncle Jacob told me that from henceforth I was to assume my right place here, Valentine. I suppose it will be so.

What do you call your right place? cried Valentine.

Well, my right place would be head of the office, replied Tom, speaking, as he always did, cordially and pleasantly. But I dont wish to be exacting. Make me your partner, Valentine, and give me the second place in the firm.

Cant do it, old fellow, said Valentine, in tones which seemed to say he would like to joke the matter off. The practice was my fathers, and it is now mine.

But you know that part of it ought to have been mine from the first, Valentine. That is, from the time I have been of an age to succeed to it.

I dont know it, Im sure, Tom. If it ought to have been yours, I suppose my father would have given it to you. He was able to judge.

Tom dropped his voice. He sent for me that last day of his life, you know, Valentine. It was to tell me he had not done the right thing by me, but that it should be done now: that he had charged you to do it.

Ah, said Valentine, carelessly, worn-out old men take up odd fancies  fit for a lunatic asylum. My poor father must have been spent with disease, though not with age: but we did not know it.

Will you make me your partner?

No, Tom, I cant. The practice was all my fathers, and the practice must be mine. Look here: on that same day you speak of he sent for John Paul to add a codicil to his will. Now it stands to reason that if he had wished me to take you into the firm, he would have mentioned it in that codicil and bound me down to do it.

And he did not?

Not a word of it. You are quite welcome to read the will. It is a very short and simple one: leaving what property he had to my mother, and the business and office furniture to me. The codicil Paul wrote was to decree that I should pay my mother a certain sum out of the profits. Your name is not mentioned in the will at all, from beginning to end.

Tom made no reply. Valentine continued.

The object of his tying me down to pay over to my mother a portion of the profits is, because she has not enough to live on without it. There need be no secret about it. I am to give her a third of the income I make, whatsoever it may be.

One final word, Valentine: will you be just and take me in?

No, Tom, I cannot. And theres another thing. I dont wish to be mean, Im sure; its not in my nature: but with all my own expenses upon me and this third that I must hand over to my people, I fear I shall not be able to continue to give your mother the hundred and fifty a-year that my father has allowed her so long.

You cannot help yourself, Valentine. That much is provided for in the original partnership deed, and you are bound by it.

No, dissented Valentine, flicking a speck off the front of his black coat. My father might have been bound by it, but I am not. Now that the two original partners are dead, the deed is cancelled, dont you see. It is not binding upon me.

I think you are mistaken: but I will leave that question for this morning. Is your decision, not to give me a share, final?

It is.

Let me make one remark. You say the codicil stipulates that you shall pay a third of the profits to your mother  and it is a very just and right thing to do. Valentine, rely upon it, that your fathers last intentions were that, of the other two-thirds left, one of them should be mine.

Valentine flushed red. He had a florid complexion at all times, something like salmon-colour. Very different from Toms, which was clear and healthy.

We wont talk any more about it, Tom. How you can get such crotchets into your head, I cant imagine. If you sit there till midday, I can say no more than I have said: I cannot take you into partnership.

Then I shall leave you, said Tom, rising. He was a fine-looking young fellow, standing there with his arm on the back of the clients chair, in which he had sat; tall and straight. His good, honest face had a shade of pain in it, as it gazed straight out to Valentines. He looked his full six-and-twenty years.

Well, I wish you would leave me, Tom, replied Valentine, carelessly. I have heaps to do this morning.

Leave the office, I mean. Leave you for good.

Nonsense!

Though your father did not give me the rights that were my just due, I remained on, expecting and hoping that he would give them some time. It was my duty to remain with him; at least, my mother told me so; and perhaps my interest. But the case is changed now. I will not stay with you, Valentine, unless you do me justice; I shall leave you now. Now, this hour.

But you cant, Tom. You would put me to frightful inconvenience.

And what inconvenience  inconvenience for life  are you putting me to, Valentine? You take my prospects from me. The position that ought to be mine, here at Islip, you refuse to let me hold. This was my fathers practice; a portion of it, at least, ought to be mine. I will not continue to be a servant where I ought to be a master.

Then you must go, said Valentine.

Tom held out his hand. Good-bye. I do not part in enmity.

Good-bye, Tom. Im sorry: but its your fault.

Tom Chandler went into the office where he had used to sit, opened his desk, and began putting up what things belonged to him. They made a tolerable-sized parcel. Valentine, left in his chair of state, sat on in a brown study. All the inconvenience that Toms leaving him would be productive of was flashing into his mind. Tom had been, under old Jacob, the prop and stay of the business; knew about everything, and had a clear head for details. He himself was different  and Valentine was never more sure of the fact than at this moment. There are lawyers and lawyers. Tom was one, Valentine was another. He, Valentine, had never much cared for business; he liked pleasure a great deal better. Indulged always by both father and mother, he had grown up self-indulgent. It was all very fine to perch himself in that chair and play the master; but he knew that, without Tom to direct things, for some time to come he should be three-parts lost. But, as to making him a partner and giving him a share? No, concluded Valentine emphatically, I wont do it.

Tom, carrying his paper parcel, left the house and crossed the road to the post-office, which was higher up the street, to post a letter he had hastily written. It was addressed to a lawyer at Worcester. A week or two before, Tom, being at Worcester, was asked by this gentleman if he would take the place of head clerk and manager in his office. The question was put jokingly, for the lawyer supposed Tom to be a fixture at Islip: but Tom saw that he would have been glad for him to take the berth. He hoped it might still be vacant. What with one thing and another, beginning with the injustice done him at the old place and his anxiety to get into another without delay, Tom felt more bothered than he had ever felt in his life. The tempting notion of setting-up somewhere for himself came into his mind. But it went out of it again: he could not afford to risk any waste of time, with his mothers home to keep up, and especially with this threat of Valentines to stop her hundred and fifty pounds a-year income.

How do you do, Mr. Chandler?

At the sound of the pretty voice, Tom turned short round from the post-office window, which was a stationers, to see a charming girl all ribbons and muslins, with sky-blue eyes and bright hair. Tom took the hand only half held out to him.

I beg your pardon, Emma: I was reading this concert bill. The idea of Islips getting up a concert!

She was the only child of John Paul the lawyer, and had as fair a face as youd wish to see, and a habit of blushing at nothing. To watch her as she stood there, the roses coming and going, the dimples deepening, and the small white teeth peeping, did Tom good. He was reddening himself, for that matter.

Yes, it is to be given in the large club-room at the Bell to-night, she answered. Shall you come over for it?



Are you going to it, Emma?

Oh yes. Papa has taken twelve tickets. A great many people are coming in to go with us.

I shall go also, said Tom decidedly. And at that the roses came again.

What a large parcel you are carrying!

Tom held the brown-paper parcel further out at the remark.

They are my goods and chattels, said he. Things that I had at the office. I have left it, Emma.

Left the office! she repeated, looking as though she did not understand. You dont mean really left it?  left it for good?

I have left it for good, Emma. Valentine  

Heres papa, interrupted Emma, as a stout, elderly gentleman with iron-grey hair turned out of the stationers; neither of them having the least idea he was there.

Is it you, Tom Chandler? cried Mr. Paul.

Yes, it is, sir.

And fine to be you, I should say! Spending your time in gossip at the busiest part of the day.

Unfortunately I have to-day no business to do, returned Tom, smiling in the old lawyers face. And I was just telling Miss Paul why. I have left the office, sir, and am looking out for another situation.

Mr. Paul stared at him. Why, it is your own office. Whats that for?

It ought to be my own office in part, as it was my fathers before me. But Valentine cannot see that, sir. He tells me he will not take me into partnership; that I ought not to expect it. I refuse to remain on any other terms; and so I have left him for good. These are my rattletraps. Odds and ends of things that I am bringing away.

Mr. Paul continued to look at Tom in silence for a minute or two. Tom thought he was considering what he should next say. It was not that, however. How well he would suit me! How I should like to take him! What a load of work hed lift off my shoulders! Those were the thoughts that were running rapidly through Mr. Pauls mind.

But he did not speak them. In fact, he had no intention of speaking them, or of taking on Tom, much as he would have liked to do it.

When Jacob Chandler lay dying only yesterday, as it were, he told me you would join his son; that the two of you would carry on the practice together.

Yes, he said the same thing to me, replied Tom. But Valentine refuses to carry it out. So I told him I would not be a servant where I ought to be a master, and came away.

And what are you going to do, young man?

Tom smiled. He was just as much a lawyer as Mr. Paul was. I should like to set up in practice for myself, he answered; but I do not yet see my way sufficiently clear to do so. There may be a chance for me at Worcester, as managing clerk. I have written to ask if the place is filled up. May I join your party to the concert to-night, sir? he asked.

I dont mind  if you are going to it, said the old lawyer: but I cant see what young men want at concerts?

Tom caught Miss Emmas eye and her blushes, and gave her a glance that told her he should be sure to come.

But, before the lapse of twenty-four hours, in spite of his non-intention, Mr. Paul had taken on Tom Chandler and, looking back in later years, it might be seen that it had been on the cards of destiny that Tom should be taken.

Theres a divinity that shapes our ends, Rough-hew them how we will.

Lawyer Paul was still in his dining-room that evening in his handsome house just out of Islip, and before any of his expected guests had come, when Tom arrived to say he could not make one, and was shown into the drawing-room. Feasting his eyes with Miss Emmas charming dress, and shaking her hand longer than was at all polite, Tom told her why he could not go.

My mother took me to task severely, Emma. She asked me what I could be thinking of to wish to go to a public concert when my uncle was only buried the day before yesterday. The truth is, I never thought of that.

I am so sorry, whispered Emma. But I am worse than you are. It was I who first asked whether you meant to go. And it is to be the nicest concert imaginable!

I dont care for the concert, avowed Tom. I  I should like to have gone to it, though.

At least you  you will stay and take some tea, suggested Emma.

If I may.



Would you please loose my hand? went on Emma. The lace has caught in your sleeve-button.

Ill undo it, said Tom. What pretty lace it is! Is it Valenciennes? My mother thinks theres no lace like Valenciennes.

It is only pillow, replied Emma, bending her face over the lace and the buttons. After you left this morning, papa said he wished he had remembered to ask you where he could get a prospectus of those water-works. He  

Mrs. and Miss Maceveril, interrupted a servant, opening the door to show in some ladies.

So the interview was over; and Tom took the opportunity to go to the lawyers dining-room, and tell him about the water-works.

You have come over from Crabb to go to this fine concert! cried Mr. Paul, sipping his port wine; which he always took out of a claret-glass. Though never more than one glass, he would be half-an-hour over it.

I have come to say I cant go to it, replied Tom. My mother thinks it would not be seemly so soon after Uncle Jacobs death.

Quite right of her, too. Why dont you sit down? No wine? Well, sit down all the same. I want to talk to you. Will you come into my office?

The proposal was so sudden, so unexpected, that Tom scarcely knew what to make of it. He did not know that Mr. Pauls office wanted him.

I have been thinking upon matters since I saw you this morning, Tom Chandler. I am growing elderly; some people would say old; and the thought has often crossed me that it might be as well if I had some one about me different from an ordinary clerk. Were I laid aside by illness to-morrow the conduct of the business would still lie upon me; and lie it must, unless I get a confidential manager, who is a qualified lawyer: one who can act in my place without reference to me. I offer you the post; and I will give you, to begin with, two hundred a-year.

I should like it of all things, cried Tom in delight, eyes and face sparkling. I am used to Islip and dont care to leave it. Yes, sir, I will come with the greatest pleasure.

Then thats settled, said old Paul.



Just about two years had gone on, and it was hot summer again. In the same room at North Villa where poor Thomas Chandler had died, sat Valentine Chandler and his mother. It was evening, and the window was open to the garden. In another room, its window also open, sat the three girls, Georgiana, Clementina, and Julietta; all of them singing and playing and squalling.

Not talk about business on a Sunday night! You must have grown wonderfully serious all on a sudden! exclaimed Mrs. Chandler, tartly. I never get to see you except on a Sunday: you know that, Valentine.

It is not often I can get time to come over on a week-day, responded Valentine, helping himself to some spirits and water, which had been placed on the table after supper. Business wont let me.

If all I hear be true, it is not business that hinders you, said Mrs. Chandler. Be quiet, Valentine: I must speak. I have put it off and off, disliking to do it; but I must speak at last. Your business, as I am told, is falling off alarmingly; that a great deal of it has gone over to John Paul.

Who told you?

That is beyond the question, Valentine, and I am not going to make mischief. Is it true, or is it not true?

A little of the practice went over to Paul when Tom left me. It was not much. Some of the clients, you see, had been accustomed to Tom at our place, and they followed him. That was a crafty move of John Pauls  getting hold of Tom.

I am not alluding to the odds and ends of practice that left you then, Valentine. I speak chiefly of this last year. Hardly a week has passed in it but some client or other has left you for Paul.

If they have, I cant help it, was the careless reply. How those girls squall!

I suppose there is no underhand influence at work, Valentine? she said dubiously. Tom Chandler does not hold out baits for your clients, and so fish them away from you?

Well, no, I suppose not, repeated the young lawyer, draining his glass. I accused Tom of it one day, and for once in his life he flew into a passion, asking me what I had ever seen in him to suspect he could be guilty of such a thing.

No. I fear it is as I have been given to understand, Valentine: that the cause lies with you. You spend your time in pleasure instead of being at business. When clients go to the office, three times out of every five they do not find you. You are not there. You are over at the Bell, playing at billiards, or drinking in the bar.

What an unfounded calumny! exclaimed Valentine.

I have been told, continued Mrs. Chandler, sinking her voice, that you are getting to drink frightfully. It is nothing for clients now to find you in a state incapable of attending to them.

Now, mother, I insist upon knowing who told you these lies, spluttered Valentine, getting up and striding to the window. Let anybody come forward and prove that he has found me incapable  if he can.

I heard that Sir John Whitney went in the other day and could make neither top nor tail of what you said, continued his mother, disregarding his denial. You are agent for the little bit of property he owns here: he chanced to come over from Whitney Hall, and found you like that.

Ill write to Sir John Whitney and ask what he means by saying it.

He did not say it  that I know of. Others were witnesses of your state as well as he.

If my clerks tell tales out of my office, Ill discharge them from it, burst forth Valentine, too angry to notice the tacit admission his words gave. Not the clerks, you say? Then why dont you  

Do be still, Valentine. Putting yourself out like this will do no good. I hope it is not true: if you assure me it is not, I am ready to believe you. All I spoke for was, to caution you, and to tell you what is being said, that you may be on your guard. Leave off going to the Bell; stick to business instead: people will soon cease talking then.

I dare say they will! growled Valentine.

If you are always at your post, ready to confer with clients, they would have no plea for leaving you and going to Paul. For all our sakes, Valentine, you must do this.

And so I do. If  

Hush! The girls are coming in. I hear them shutting the piano.

Valentine dashed out a second supply, and drank it, not caring whether it contained most brandy or water. We are never so angry as when conscience accuses us: and it was accusing him.

In came the young ladies, laughing, romping, and pushing one another; Georgiana, Clementina, and Julietta, arrayed in all the colours of the rainbow. The chief difference Sunday made to them was, that their smartest clothes came out.

Mrs. Chandlers accusations were right, and Valentines denials wrong. During the past two years he had been drifting downwards. The Bell was getting to possess so great a fascination for him that he could not keep away from it more than a couple of hours together. It was nothing for him to be seen playing billiards in the morning, or lounging in the parlour or the bar-room, drinking. One of his clerks would come interrupting him with news that some client was waiting at the office, and Valentine would put down his cue or his glass, and go flying over. But clients, as a rule, dont like this kind of reception: they expect to find their legal advisers cool and ready on the spot.

The worst of all was the drink. Valentine had made a friend of it so long now, that he did not attempt to do without it. Thought he could not. Where he at first drank one glass he went on to drink two glasses, and the two gave place to three, or to more. Of course it told upon him. It told now and then upon his manner in the daytime: which was unfortunate. He could leave his billiards behind him and his glass, but he could not leave the effects of what the glass had contained; and it was no uncommon thing now for his clients, when he did go rushing in to them, to find his speech uncertain and his brains in a muddle. As a natural result, the practice was passing over to John Paul as fast as it could: and Tom, who was chief manager at Pauls now, had been obliged to take on an extra clerk. Every day of his life old Paul told himself how lucky his move of engaging Tom had turned out. And this, not for the extra business he had gained: a great deal of that might have come to him whether Tom was with him or not: but because Tom had eased his shoulders of their hard work and care, and because he, the old man, had grown to like him so much.

But never a word had Mr. Paul said about raising Toms salary. Tom supposed he did not intend to raise it. And, much as he liked his post, and, for many reasons, his stay at Islip, he entertained notions of quitting both. Valentine had stopped the income his father had paid to Mrs. Chandler; and Toms two hundred a-year, combined with the trifle remaining to her out of her private income, only just sufficed to keep the home going.

It chanced that on the very same Sunday evening, when they were talking at North Villa of Valentines doings, Tom broached the subject to his mother. They were sitting out of doors in the warm summer twilight, sniffing the haycocks in the neighbouring field. Tom spoke abruptly.

Should you mind my going to London, mother?

To London! cried Mrs. Chandler. What for?

To live.

You  you are not leaving Mr. Paul, are you?

I am thinking of it. You see, mother mine, there is no prospect of advancement where I am. It seems to me that I may jog on for ever at two hundred a-year  

It is enough for us, Tom.

As things are, yes: but nothing more. If  for instance  if I wanted to set up a home of my own, I have no means of doing it. Never shall have, at the present rate.

Mrs. Chandler turned and looked at Toms face. Are you thinking of marrying, Tom?

No. It is of no use to think of it. If I thought of it ever so, I could not do it. Putting that idea aside, it occurs to me sometimes to remember that I am eight-and-twenty, and ought to be doing better for myself.

Do you fancy you could do better in London?

I am sure I could. Very much better.

Opening the Bible on her lap, Mrs. Chandler took out the spectacles that lay between the leaves, and put them into their case with trembling fingers.

Do whatever you think best, Tom, she said at length, having waited to steady her voice. Children leave their parents home for one of their own; this Book tells us that they should do so. Had Jacob Chandler done the right thing by you, you would never have needed to leave Islip: had his son done the right thing by me, I should not be the burden to you that I am. But now that George has taken to sending me money over from Canada  

Burden! interrupted Tom, laughingly. Dont you talk treason, Mrs. Chandler. If I do go to London, you will have to come with me, and see the lions.



That night, lying awake, Tom made his mind up. He had been offered a good appointment in London to manage a branch office for a large legal firm  four hundred a-year salary. And he would never for a moment have hesitated to take it, but for not liking to leave old Paul and (especially) old Pauls daughter.

Walking to Islip the next morning, he thought a bit about the best way of breaking it to Mr. Paul  who would be sure to come down upon him with a storm. By midday he had found no opportunity of speaking: people were perpetually coming in: and in the afternoon Tom had to go a mile or two into the country. In returning he overtook Emma. She was walking along the field-path under the hedge, her hat hanging on her arm by its strings.

It is so warm, said she, in apology, as Tom shook hands. And the trees make it shady here. I went over to ask Mary Maceveril to come back with me and dine: but they have gone to Worcester for the day.

So much the better for me, said Tom. I want to tell you, Emma, that I am going to leave.

To leave!

I have had a very good place offered me in London. Mr. Paul knows nothing about it yet, for I did not make up my mind till last night, and I could not get a minute alone with him this morning.

She had turned her face suddenly to the hedge, seemingly to pick a wild rose. Tom saw that the pink roses on her cheek had turned to white ones.

I shall be very sorry to leave Islip, Emma. But what else can I do? Situated as I am now, I cannot even glance at any plans for the future. By making this change, I may be able to do so. My salary will be a good one and enable me to put by: and the firm I am going to dropped me a hint of a possible partnership.

I wish these dog-roses had no thorns! And I wish they would grow double, as the garden roses do!

So that I  having considered the matter thoroughly  believe I shall do well to make the change. Perhaps then I may begin to indulge dreams of a future.

There! all the petals are off!

Let me gather them for you. What is the matter, Emma?

Matter? Nothing, sir. What should there be?



Here is a beauty. Will you take it?

Thank you. I never thought you would leave papa, Mr. Chandler.

But  dont you perceive my reasons, Emma? What prospect is there for me as long as I remain here? What hope can I indulge, or even glance at, of  of settling in life?

I dare say you dont want to settle.

I do not put the question to myself, because it is so useless.

I shall be late for dinner. Good-bye.

She took a sudden flight to the little white side-gate of her house, which opened to the field, ran across the garden, and disappeared within doors. Tom, catching a glimpse of her face, saw that it was wet with tears.

Yes, its very hard upon her and upon me, he said to himself. And all the more so that I cannot in honour speak, even just to let her know that I care for her.

Continuing his way towards the office, he met Mr. Paul, who was just leaving it. Tom turned with him, having to report to him of the business he had been to execute.

I expected you home before this, Chandler.

Willis was out when I arrived there, and I had to wait for him. His wife gave me some syllabub.

Now for goodness sake dont mix up syllabubs with law! cried the old gentleman, testily. Thats just you, Tom Chandler. Will Willis do as I advise him, or will he not?

Yes, he is willing; but upon conditions. I will explain to-morrow morning, added Tom, as Mr. Paul laid his hand upon the handle of his front-gate, to enter.

You can come in and explain now: and take some dinner with me.

Emma did not know he was there until she came into the dining-room. It gave her a sort of pleasant shock. They were deep in conversation about Willis, and she sat down quietly.

I am glad he has asked me, thought Tom. It will give me an opportunity of telling him about myself after dinner.

Accordingly, when the port wine was on the table and Emma had gone, for she never stayed after the cloth was removed, Tom spoke. Old Paul was pouring out his one large glass. The communication was over in a few words, for Tom did not feel it a comfortable one to make.

Oh! said old Paul, after listening. Want to better yourself, do you? Going to London to get four hundred a-year, with a faint prospect of partnership? Have had it in your mind some time to make a change? No prospects here at Islip? Can only just keep your mother? Perhaps you want to keep a wife as well, Tom Chandler?

Tom flushed like a school-girl. As the old gentleman saw, peering at him from under his bushy grey eyebrows.

I should very much like to be able to do it, sir, boldly replied Tom, playing with his wine-glass. But I cant. I cant as much as think of it under present circumstances.

Who is the young lady? Your cousin Julietta?

Tom burst into laughter. No, that it is not, sir.

Perhaps it is Miss Maceveril? Well, the Maceverils are exclusive people. But faint heart, you know, never won fair lady.

Tom shook his head. I should not be afraid of winning her. But it was not Miss Maceveril he was thinking of.

What should you be afraid of?

Her friends. They would not listen to me.

Thinking you are not rich, I suppose?

Knowing I am not, sir.

The young lady may have money.

Theres the evil of it, said Tom, impulsively. If she had none, it would be all straight and smooth for us. I would very soon make a little home for her in London.

It is the first time I ever heard of money being an impediment to matrimony, observed old Paul, taking the first sip at his wine.

Not when the money is on the wrong side, sir.

Has she much?

I dont know in the least. She will be sure to have some: she is an only child.

Then it is Mary Maceveril! nodded the old man. You look after her, Tom, my boy. She will have ten thousand pounds.

Miss Maceveril would not look at me, if I wanted her ever so. She is as proud as a peacock.

Tut, tut! Try. Try, boy. Why, what could she want? As my partner, you might be a match for even Miss Maceveril.

Your what, sir? cried Tom, in surprise, lifting his eyes from the blue-and-red checked table-cover.

I said my partner, Tom. Yes, that is what I intend to make you: have intended it for some time. We will have no fly-away London jaunts and junkets. Once my partner, of course the world will understand that you will be also my successor: and I think I shall soon retire.

Tom had risen from his seat: for once in his life he was agitated. Mr. Paul rose and put his hand on Toms shoulder.

With this position, and a suitable income to back it, Tom, you are a match for Mary Maceveril, or for any other good girl. Go and try her, boy; try your luck.

But  it is of no use, spoke Tom. You dont understand, sir.

No use! Go and try,  pushing him towards the door. My wife was one of the proud Wintertons, you know: how should I have gained her but for trying? I did not depreciate myself, and say Im not good enough for her: I went and asked her to have me.

But suppose it is not Mary Maceveril, sir?  as indeed it is not. Suppose it is somebody nearer  nearer home?

No matter. Go and try, I say.

I  do  think  you  understand  me, sir, cried Tom, slowly and dubiously. I  hope there is no mistake!

Rubbish about mistake! cried old Paul, pushing him towards the door. Go and do as I bid you. Try.

He went to look for Emma, and saw her sitting under the acacia tree on the bench, which faced the other way. Stepping noiselessly over the grass, he put his arms on her shoulders, and she turned round with a cry. But Tom would not let her go.

I am told to come out and try, Emma. I want a wife, and your father thinks I may gain one. He is going to make me his partner; and he says he thinks I am a match for any good girl. And I am not going to London.

She turned pale and red, red and pale, and then burst into a fit of tears and trembling.

Oh, Tom, can it be true! Oh, Tom, Tom!

And Tom kissed her for the first time in his life. But not for the last.

The news came out to us in a lump. Tom Chandler was taken into partnership and was to marry Emma. We wished them good luck. She was not to leave her home, for her father would not spare her: she and Tom were to live with him.

I had to do it, you know, Squire, said old Paul, meeting the Squire one day. Only children are apt to be wilful. Not that I ever found Emma so. Had I not allowed it, I expect shed have dutifully saddled herself, an old maid, upon me for life.

She could not have chosen better, cried the Squire, warmly. If theres one young fellow I respect above another, its Tom Chandler. He is good to the back-bone.

He wouldnt have got her if he were not; you may rely upon that, concluded old Paul, emphatically.

So the wedding took place at Islip in the autumn, and old Paul gave Tom a months holiday, and told him he had better take Emma to Paris; as they both seemed, by what he could gather, red-hot to see it.



Drizzle, drizzle, drizzle, came down the rain, dropping with monotonous patter on the decaying leaves that strewed the garden. Not the trim well-kept garden it used to be, but showing signs of neglect. What with the long grass, and the leaves, and the sloppy roads, and the November skies, nothing could well look more dreary than the world looked to-day, as seen from the windows of North Villa.

Time had gone on, another year, bringing its events and its changes; as time always does bring. The chief change, as connected with this little record, lay in Valentine Chandler. He had gone to the dogs. That was Islips expression for it, not mine. A baby had come to Tom and Emma.

Little by little, step by step, Valentine had gone down lower and lower. Some people, who are given to bad habits, make spasmodic efforts to reform; but, so far as Islip could see, Valentine never made any. He passed more time at the Bell, or at less respectable public-houses, and drank deeper: and at last neglected his business almost entirely. Enervated and good for nothing, he would lie in bed till twelve oclock in the day. To keep on the office seemed only a farce. Its profits were not enough to pay for its one solitary clerk. Valentine was then pulled up by an illness, which confined him to his bed, and left him in a shaky state. The practice had quite gone then, and the clerk had gone; and Valentine knew that, even though he had had sufficient energy left to try to bring them back, no clients would have returned to him.

He was going to emigrate to Canada. His friends hoped he would be steady there, and redeem the past: he gave fair promises of it. George Chandler (Toms brother, who was doing very well there now, with a large farm about him, and a wife and children) had undertaken to receive Valentine and help him to employment. So he would have to begin life over again.

It was all so much gall and bitterness to his mother and sisters, and had been for a long while. The tears were dropping through the fingers of Mrs. Chandler now, as she leaned on her hand and watched the dreary rain on the window-panes. With all his faults, she had so loved Valentine. She loved him still, above all the trouble he had brought; and it seemed, this afternoon, just as though her heart would break.

When the business fell off, of course her income fell off also. Valentine was to have paid her a third of the profits, but if he did not make any profits, he could not pay her any. She had the private income, two hundred a-year, which Jacob had secured to her: but what was that for a family accustomed to live in the fashion? There is an old saying that necessity has no law: and Mrs. Jacob Chandler and her daughters had proved its truth. One of the girls had gone out as a governess; one was on a prolonged visit to her aunt Cramp; and Julietta and her mother were to move into a smaller house at Christmas. The practice and the other business, once Valentines, and his fathers before him, had all gone over to the other firm, Paul and Chandler.

Im sure I dont know what Georgiana means by writing home for money amidst all our troubles! cried Mrs. Chandler, fretfully. She has fifteen pounds a-year salary, and she must make that do.

She says her last quarters money is all spent, and she cant possibly manage without a new mantle for Sunday, returned Julietta.

I cant supply it; you know I cant. I am not able to pay my own way now. Let her write to Mrs. Cramp.

It would be of no use, mamma. Aunt Mary Ann will never help us to clothes. She says we have had too many of them.

Well, I dont want to be worried with these matters: its enough for me to think of poor Valentines things. Only two days now before he starts. And what wretched weather it is!

Valentine says he shall not take much luggage with him. He saw me counting his shirts, and he said they were too many by half.



And who will supply him with shirts out there, do you suppose? demanded Mrs. Chandler. You talk nothing but nonsense, Julietta. Where is Valentine? He ought to be here, with all this packing to do. He must have been gone out these two hours.

He said he had business at Islip.

Mrs. Chandler looked gloomy at the answer. She hated the very name of Islip: partly because they held no longer any part in the place, partly because the Bell was in it.

But Valentine had not gone to the Bell this time. His visit was to his cousin Tom; and his errand was to beg of Tom to give or lend him a fifty-pound note before sailing.

I shall have next to nothing in my pocket, Tom, when I land, he urged, as the two sat together in Toms private room. If I get on over there, I will pay you back. If I dont  well, perhaps you wont grudge having helped me for the last time.

For a moment Tom did not answer. He sat before his desk-table, Valentine near him: just as Valentine had one day sat at his desk in his private room, and Tom had been the petitioner, not so many years gone by. Valentine looked upon the silence as an ill-omen.

You have all the business that once was mine in your fingers now, Tom. It has left me for you.

But not by any wish or seeking of mine, Valentine; you know that, spoke Tom readily, turning his honest eyes and kindly face on the fallen man. I wish you were in your office still. Theres plenty of work for both of us.

Well, I am not in it; and you have got it all. You might lend me such a poor little sum as fifty pounds.

Of course I mean to lend it: but I was thinking. Look here, Valentine. I will not give it you now; you cannot want it before sailing: and you might lose it on board, he added laughing. You shall carry with you an order upon my brother George for one hundred pounds.

Will George pay it?

I will take care of that. He shall receive a letter from me by the same mail that takes you out. Stay, Valentine. I will give you the order now.

He wrote what was necessary, sealed it up, and handed it over. Valentine thanked him.



How is Emma? he asked as he rose. And the boy?

Quite well, thank you: both. Will you not go in and see them?

I think not. You can say good-bye for me. I dont much care to trouble people.

God bless you, Valentine, said Tom, clasping his hand. You will begin life anew over there, and may have a happy one yet. One of these days you will be coming back to us, a prosperous man.

Valentine went trudging home through the rain, miserable and dispirited, and found a visitor had arrived  Mrs. Cramp. His mother and sister were upstairs then, busy over his trunks; so Mrs. Cramp had him all to herself. She had liked Valentine very much. When he went wrong, it put her out frightfully, and since then she had not spared him: which of course put out Valentine.

Yes, it will be a change, he acknowledged, in reply to a remark of hers. A flourishing solicitor here, and a servant there. For thats what I shall be over yonder, I conclude; I cant expect to be my own master. You dont know how good the business was, Aunt Mary Ann, at the time my father died. If I could only have kept it!

You could not expect to keep it, said Mrs. Cramp, who sat facing him, her bonnet tilted back from her red and comely face, her purple stuff gown pulled up above her boots.

I should have kept it, but for now and then taking a little drop too much, confessed poor Valentine: who was deeper in the dumps that day than he had ever been before.

I dont know that, said Mrs. Cramp. The business was a usurped one.

A what? said Valentine.

There is an overruling Power above us, you know, she went on. I am quite sure, Valentine  I have learnt it by experience  that injustice never answers in the long run. It may seem to succeed for a time; but it does not last: it cannot and it does not. If a man rears himself on anothers downfall, causing himself that downfall that he may rise, his prosperity rests on no sure foundation. In some way or other the past comes home to him; and he suffers for it, if not in his own person, in that of his children. Ill-gotten riches bring a curse, never a blessing.



What a growler you are, Aunt Mary Ann!

I dont mean it for growling, Valentine. It is true.

Its not true.

Not true! The longer I live the more examples I see of it. A man treads another down that he may rise himself: and there he stands high and flourishing. But wait a few years, and look then. He is gone. Gone, and no trace of his prosperity left. And when I mark that, I recall that verse in the Psalms of David: I went by, and lo, he was gone: I sought him, but his place was nowhere to be found. That verse is a true type of real life, Valentine.

I dont believe it, cried Valentine. And wheres the good of having the Psalms at your finger-ends?

You do believe it. Why, Valentine, take your own case. Was there ever a closer exemplification? Tom was injured; put down; I may say, crushed by you and your father. Yes, crushed: crushed out of his rights. His father made the business; and the half of it, at any rate, ought to have been Toms. Instead of that, your father deposed him and usurped it. He repented when he was dying, and charged you to remedy the wrong. But you did not; you usurped it. And what has it ended in?

Ended in? cried Valentine vacantly.

You are  as you are; ruined in character, in purse, in reputation; and Tom is respected and flourishing. The business has left you and gone to him; not through any seeking of his, but through your own doings entirely; the very self-same business that his father made has in the natural course of time and events gone back to him  and he is not thirty yet. It is retribution, nephew. Justice has been righting herself; and man could neither stay nor hinder it.

What nonsense! debated Valentine testily. Suppose I had been steady: would the business have left me for Tom then?

Yes. In some inscrutable way, that we see not, it would. I am sure of it. You would no more have been allowed to triumph to the end on your ill-gotten gains, than I could stand if I went out and perched myself on yonder weathercock, affirmed Mrs. Cramp, growing warm. Your father kept his place, it is true; but what a miserable man he always was, and without any ostensible cause.



I wonder you dont set up for a parson, Aunt Mary Ann! This is as good as a sermon.

Then carry the sermon in your memory through life, Valentine. Our doings, whether they be good or ill, bring back their fruits. In some wonderful manner that we cannot understand, events are always shaping onwards their own true ends, their appointed destiny, and working out the will of Heaven.



Thats all. And the Squire seemed to take a leaf out of Mrs. Cramps book. For ever so long afterwards, he would tell us to read a lesson from the history of the Chandlers, and to remember that none can deal unjustly in the sight of God without having to account for it sooner or later.




VERENA FONTAINES REBELLION.

I.

You have been at Timberdale Rectory two or three times before; an old-fashioned, red-brick, irregularly-built house, the ivy clustering on its front walls. It had not much beauty to boast of, but was as comfortable a dwelling-place as any in Worcestershire. The well-stocked kitchen-garden, filled with plain fruit-trees and beds of vegetables, stretched out beyond the little lawn behind it; the small garden in front, with its sweet and homely flowers, opened to the pasture-field that lay between the house and the church.

Timberdale Rectory basked to-day in the morning sun. It shone upon Grace, the Rectors wife, as she sat in the bow-window of their usual sitting-room, making a childs frock. Having no little ones of her own to work for  and sometimes Timberdale thought it was that fact that made the Rector show himself so crusty to the world in general  she had time, and to spare, to sew for the poor young starvelings in her husbands parish.

Here he comes at last! exclaimed Grace.

Herbert Tanerton looked round from the fire over which he was shivering, though it was a warm and lovely April day. A glass of lemonade, or some such cooling drink, stood on the table at his elbow. He was always catching a sore throat  or fancied it.

If I find the delay has arisen through any neglect of Lees, I shall report him for it, spoke the Rector severely. For, though he had condoned that one great mishap of Lees, the burning of the letter, he considered it his duty to look sharply after him.

Oh but, Herbert, it cannot be; he is always punctual, cried Grace. Ill go and ask.

Mrs. Tanerton left the room, and ran down the short path to the little white gate; poor old Lee, the letterman, was approaching it from the field. Grace glanced at the church clock  three-quarters past ten.

A break-down on the line, we hear, maam, said he, without waiting to be questioned, as he put one letter into her hand. Salmon has been in a fine way all the morning, wondering what was up.

Thank you, said Grace, glancing at the letter; we wondered too. What a beautiful day it is! Your wife will lose her rheumatism now. Tell her I say so.

Back ran Grace. Herbert Tanerton was standing up, impatient for the letter he had been specially expecting, his hand stretched out for it.

Your letter has not come, Herbert. Only one for me. It is from Alice.

Oh! returned Herbert, crustily, as he sat down again to his fire and his lemonade.

Grace ran her eyes quickly over the letter  rather a long one, but very legibly written. Her husbands brother, Jack Tanerton  if you have not forgotten him  had just brought home in safety from another voyage the good ship Rose of Delhi, of which he was commander. Alice, his wife, who generally voyaged with him, had gone immediately on landing to her mother at New Brighton, near Liverpool; Jack remaining with his ship. This time the ship had been chartered for London, and Jack was there with it.

Grace folded the letter slowly, an expression of pain seated in her eyes. Would you like to read it, Herbert? she asked.

Not now, groaned Herbert, shifting the band of flannel on his throat. What does she say?

She says  Grace hesitated a moment before proceeding she says she wishes Jack could leave the sea.

I dare say! exclaimed Herbert. Now, Grace, Ill not have that absurd notion encouraged. It was Alices cry last time they were at home; and I told you then I would not.

I have not encouraged it, Herbert. Of course what Alice says has reason in it: one cannot help seeing that.

Jack chose the sea as his profession, and Jack must abide by it. A turncoat is never worth a rush. Jack likes the sea; and Jack has been successful at it.

Oh yes: hes a first-rate sailor, conceded Grace. It is Alices wish, no doubt, rather than his. She says here  opening the letter Oh, if Jack could but leave the sea! All my little ones coming on!  I shall not be able to go with him this next voyage. And I come home to find my little Mary and my mother both ill! If we could but leave the sea!

I may just as well say If I could but leave the Church!  Im sure Im never well in it, retorted Herbert. Jack had better not talk to me of this: I should put him down at once.

Grace sighed as she took up the little frock again. She remembered, though it might suit her husband to forget it, that Jack had not, in one sense of the word, chosen the sea; he had been deluded into it by Aunt Dean, his wifes mother. She had plotted and planned, that woman, for her daughters advancement, and found out too late that she had plotted wrongly; for Alice chose Jack, and Jack, through her machinations, had been deprived of the greater portion of his birthright. He made a smart sailor; he was steady, and stuck to his duty manfully; never a better merchant commander sailed out of port than John Tanerton. But, as his wife said, her little ones were beginning to grow about her; she had two already; and she could not be with them at New Brighton, and be skimming over the seas to Calcutta, or where not, in the Rose of Delhi. Interests clashed; and with her whole heart Alice wished Jack could quit the sea. Grace sighed as she thought of this; she saw how natural was the wish, though Herbert did not see it: neither could she forget that the chief portion of the fortune which ought to have been Jacks was enjoyed by herself and her husband. She had always thought it unjust; it did not seem to bring them luck; it lay upon her heart like a weight of care. Their income from the living and the fortune, comprised together, was over a thousand pounds a-year. They lived very quietly, not spending, she was sure, anything like half of it; Herbert put by the rest. What good did all the money bring them? But little. Herbert was always ailing, fretful, and grumbling: the propensity to set the world to rights grew upon him: he had ever taken pleasure in that, from the time when a little lad he would muffle himself in his step-fathers surplice, and preach to Jack and Alice. Poor Jack had to work hard for what he earned at sea; he had only a hundred and fifty pounds a-year, besides, of the money that had been his mothers; Herbert had the other six hundred and fifty of it. But Jack, sunny-natured, ever-ready Jack, was just as happy as the day was long.

Lost in these thoughts, her eyes bent on her work, Alice did not see a gentleman who was coming across the field towards the house. The click of the little gate, as it swung to after him, caused her to look up, but hardly in time. Herbert turned at the sound.

Whos come bothering now, I wonder?

I think it is Colonel Letsom, answered Grace.

Then he must come in here, rejoined Herbert. I am not going into that cold drawing-room.

Colonel Letsom it was; a pleasant little man with a bald head, who had walked over from his house at Crabb. Grace opened the parlour-door, and the colonel came in and shook hands.

I want you both to come and dine with me to-night in a friendly way, spoke he; no ceremony. My brother, the major, is with us for a day or two, and wed like to get a few friends together to meet him at dinner.

Herbert Tanerton hesitated. He did not say No, for he liked dinners; he liked the importance of sitting at the right or left hand of his hostess and saying grace. He did not say Yes, for he thought of his throat.

I hardly know, colonel. I got up with a sore throat this morning. Very relaxed indeed it is. Who is to be there?

Yourselves and the Fontaines and the Todhetleys: nobody else, answered the colonel. As to your throat  I dare say it will be better by-and-by. A cheerful dinner will do you good. Six oclock sharp, mind.

Herbert Tanerton accepted the offer, conditionally. If his throat got worse, of course he should have to send word, and decline. The colonel nodded. He felt sure in his own mind the throat would get better: he knew how fanciful the parson was, and how easily he could be roused out of his ailments.

How do you like the Fontaines? questioned he of the colonel. Have you seen much of them yet?

Oh, we like them very well, answered the colonel, who, in his easy nature, generally avowed a liking for everybody. They are connections of my wifes.

Connections of your wifes! repeated Herbert quickly. I did not know that.

Im not sure that I knew it myself, until we came to compare notes, avowed the colonel. Any way, I did not remember it. Sir Dace Fontaines sister married  . Stop; let me consider  how was it?

Grace laughed. The colonel laughed also.

I know it now. My wifes sister married a Captain Pym: it is many years ago. Captain Pym was a widower, and his first wife was a sister of Dace Fontaines. Yes, thats it. Poor Pym and his wife died soon; both of them in India: and so, you see, we lost sight of the connection altogether; it slipped out of memory.

Were there any children?

The first wife had one son, who was, I believe, taken to by his fathers relatives. That was all. Well, youll come this evening, added the colonel, turning to depart. I must make haste back home, for they dont know yet whos coming and whos not.

A few days previously to this, we had taken up our abode at Crabb Cot, and found that some people named Fontaine had come to the neighbourhood, and were living at Maythorn Bank. Naturally the Squire wanted to know who they were and what they were. And as they were fated to play a conspicuous part in the drama I am about to relate, I must give to them a word of introduction. Important people need it, you know.

Dace Fontaine belonged to the West Indies and was attached to the civil service there. He became judge, or sheriff, or something of the kind; had been instrumental in quelling a riot of the blacks, and was knighted for it. He married rather late in life, in his forty-first year, a young American lady. This young ladys mother  it is curious how things come about!  was first cousin to John Paul, the Islip lawyer. Lady Fontaine soon persuaded her husband to quit the West Indies for America. Being well off, for he had amassed money, he could do as he pleased; and to America they went with their two daughters. From that time they lived sometimes in America, sometimes in the West Indies: Sir Dace would not quite abandon his old home there. Changes came as the years went on: Lady Fontaine died; Sir Dace lost a good portion of his fortune through some adverse speculation. A disappointed man, he resolved to come to England and settle down on some property that had fallen to him in right of his wife; a small estate called Oxlip Grange, which lay between Islip and Crabb. Any way, old Paul got a letter, saying they were on the road. However, when they arrived, they found that the tenants at Oxlip Grange could not be got to go out of it without proper notice  which anybody but Sir Dace Fontaine would have known to be reasonable. After some cavilling, the tenants agreed to leave at the end of six months; and the Fontaines went into that pretty little place, Maythorn Bank, then to be let furnished, until the time should expire. So there they were, located close to us at Crabb Cot, Sir Dace Fontaine and his two daughters.

Colonel Letsom had included me in the dinner invitation, for which I felt obliged to him: I was curious to see what the Fontaines were like. Tom Coney said one of the girls was beautiful, lovely  like an angel: the other was a little quick, dark young woman, who seemed to have a will of her own.

We reached Colonel Letsoms betimes  neighbourly fashion. In the country you dont rush in when the dinners being put on the table; you like to get a chat beforehand. The sunbeams were slanting into the drawing-room as we entered it. Four of the Letsoms were present, besides the major, and Herbert Tanerton and his wife, for the throat was better. All of us were talking together when the strangers were announced: Sir Dace Fontaine, Miss Fontaine, and Miss Verena Fontaine.

Sir Dace was a tall, heavy man, with a dark, sallow, and arbitrary face; Miss Fontaine was little and pale; she had smooth black hair, and dark eyes that looked straight out at you. Her small teeth were brilliantly white, her chin was pointed. A particularly calm face altogether, and one that could boast of little beauty  but I rather took to it.

Did you ever see a fairy? Verena Fontaine looked like nothing else. A small, fair, graceful girl, with charming manners and pretty words. She had the true golden hair, that is so beautiful but so rare, delicate features, and laughing eyes blue as the summer sky. I think her beauty and her attractions altogether took some of us by surprise; me for one. Bob Letsom looked fit to eat her. The sisters were dressed alike, in white muslin and pink ribbons.

How we went in to dinner I dont remember, except that Bob and I brought up the rear together. Sir Dace took Mrs. Letsom, I think, and the colonel Mrs. Todhetley; and that beautiful girl, Verena, fell to Tod. Tod! The two girls were about the most self-possessed girls I ever saw; their manners quite American. Not their accent: that was good. Major Letsom and Sir Dace fraternized wonderfully: they discovered that they had once met in the West Indies.

After dinner we had music. The sisters sang a duet, and Mary Ann Letsom a song; and Herbert Tanerton sang, forgetting his throat, Grace playing for him; and they made me sing.

The evening soon passed, and we all left together. It was a warmish night, with a kind of damp smell exhaling from the shrubs and hedges. The young ladies muffled some soft white woollen shawls round their faces, and called our climate a treacherous one. The parson and Grace said good-night, and struck off on the near way to Timberdale; the rest of us kept straight on.

Why dont your people always live here? asked Verena of me, as we walked side by side behind the rest. By something that was said at dinner I gather that you are not here much.

Mr. Todhetleys principal residence lies at a distance. We only come here occasionally.

Well, I wish you stayed here always. It would be something to have neighbours close to us. Of course you know the dreadful little cottage we are in  Maythorn Bank?

Quite well. It is very pretty, though it is small.

Small! Accustomed to our large rooms in the western world, it seems to us that we can hardly turn in these. I wish papa had managed better! This country is altogether frightfully dull. My sister tells us that unless things improve she shall take flight back to the States. She could do it, added Verena; she is twenty-one now, and her own mistress.

I laughed. Is she obliged to be her own mistress because she is twenty-one?

She is her own, said Verena. She has come into her share of the money mamma left us and can do as she pleases.

Oh, you were speaking in that sense.

Partly. Having money, she is not tied. She could go back to-morrow if she liked. We are not bound by your English notions.

It would not suit our notions at all. English girls cannot travel about alone.

That comes of their imperfect education. What harm do you suppose could anywhere befall well brought-up girls? We have been self-dependent from childhood; taught to be so. Coral could take care of herself the whole world over, and meet with consideration, wheresoever she might be.

What do you call her  Coral? It is a very pretty name.

And coral is her favourite ornament: it suits her pale skin. Her name is really Coralie, but I call her Coral  just as she calls me Vera. Do you like my name  Verena?

Very much indeed. Have you read Sintram?

Sintram!  no, she answered. Is it a book?

A very nice book, indeed, translated from the German. I will lend it you, if you like, Miss Verena.

Oh, thank you. I am fond of nice books. Coralie does not care for books as I do. But  I want you to tell me, she broke off, turning her fair face to me, the white cloud drawn round it, and her sweet blue eyes laughing and dancing I cant quite make out who you are. They are not your father and mother, are they?  nodding to the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley, who were on ever so far in front with Sir Dace.

Oh no. I only live with them. I am Johnny Ludlow.



Maythorn Bank had not an extensive correspondence as a rule, but three letters were delivered there the following morning. One of the letters was for Verena: which she crushed into her hand in the passage and ran away with to her room. The others, addressed to Sir Dace, were laid by his own man, Ozias, on the breakfast-table to await him.

The West Indian mail is in, papa, observed Coralie, beginning to pour out the coffee as her father entered. It has brought you two letters. I think one of them is from George Bazalgette.

Sir Dace wore a rich red silk dressing-gown, well wadded. A large fire burnt in the grate of the small room. He felt the cold here much. Putting his gold eye-glasses across his nose, as he slowly sat down  all his movements were deliberate  he opened the letter his daughter had specially alluded to, and read the few lines it contained.

What a short epistle! exclaimed Coralie.

George Bazalgette is coming over; he merely writes to tell me so, replied Sir Dace. Verena, he added, for just then Verena entered and wished him good-morning, with a beaming face, I have a letter here from George Bazalgette. He is coming to Europe; coming for you.

A defiant look rose to Verenas bright blue eyes. She opened her mouth to answer; paused; and closed it again without speaking. Perhaps she recalled the saying, Discretion is the better part of valour. It certainly is, when applied to speech.

Breakfast was barely over when Ozias came in again. He had a copper-coloured face, as queer as his name, but he was a faithful, honest servant, and had lived in the family twenty years. The gardener was waiting for instructions about the new flower-beds, he told his master; and Sir Dace went out. It left his daughters at liberty to talk secrets. How pretty the two graceful little figures looked in their simple morning dresses of delicate print, tied with bows of pale green ribbon.

I told you I knew George Bazalgette would be coming over, Vera, began Coralie. His letter by the last mail quite plainly intimated that.

Verena tossed her pretty head. Let him come! He will get his voyage out and home for nothing. I hope hell be fearfully sea-sick!

Not to make a mystery of the matter, which we heard all about later, and which, perhaps, led to that most dreadful crime  but I must not talk of that yet. George Bazalgette was a wealthy West Indian planter, and wanted to marry Miss Verena Fontaine. She did not want to marry him, and for the very good reason that she intended to marry somebody else. There had been a little trouble about it with Sir Dace; and alas! there was destined to be a great deal more.

Shall I tell you what I hope, Vera? answered Coralie, in her matter-of-fact, unemotional way. I hope that Edward Pym will never come here, or to Europe at all, to worry you. Better that the sea should swallow him up en voyage.

Verenas beaming face broke into smiles. Her sisters pleasant suggestion went for nothing, for a great joy lay within her.

Edward Pym has come, Coral. The ship has arrived in port, and he has written to me. See!

She took the mornings letter from the bosom of her dress, and held it open for Coralie to see the date, London, and the signature Edward. Had the writer signed his name in full, it would have been Edward Dace Pym.



How did he know we were here? questioned Coralie, in surprise.

I wrote to tell him.

Did you know where to write to him?

I knew he had sailed from Calcutta in the Rose of Delhi; we all knew that; and I wrote to him to the address of the ships brokers at Liverpool. The ship has come on to London, it seems, instead of Liverpool, and they must have sent my letter up there.

If you dont take care, Vera, some trouble will come of this. Papa will never hear of Edward Pym. Thats my opinion.

She was as cool as were the cucumbers growing outside in the garden, under the glass shade. Verena was the opposite  all excitement; though she did her best to hide it. Her fingers were restless; her blushes came and went; the sweet words of the short love-letter were dancing in her heart.

My darling Vera,

The ship is in; I am in London with her, and I have your dear letter. How I wish I could run down into Worcestershire! That cannot be just yet: our skipper will take care to be absent himself, I expect, and I must stay: he is a regular Martinet as to duty. You will see me the very hour I can get my liberty. How strange it is you should be at that place  Crabb! I believe a sort of aunt of mine lives there; but I have never seen her.

Ever your true lover,
Edward.

Who is it  the sort of aunt? cried Coralie, when Verena had read out the letter; and what does he mean?

Mrs. Letsom, of course. Did you not hear her talking to papa, last night, about her dead sister, who had married Captain Pym?

And Edward was the son of Captain Pyms first wife, papas sister. Then, in point of fact, he is not related to Mrs. Letsom at all. Well, it all happened ages ago, added Coralie, with supreme indifference, long before our time.

Just so. Edward Pym, grown to manhood now, and chief-mate of the Rose of Delhi, was the son of that Captain Pym and his first wife. When Captain Pym died, a relative of his, who had no children of his own, took to the child, then only five years old, and brought him up. The boy turned out anything but good, and when he was fourteen he ran away to sea. He found he had to stick to the sea, for his offended relative would do no more for him: except that, some years later, when he died, Edward found that he was down for five hundred pounds in his will. Edward stayed on shore to spend it, and then went to sea again, this time as first officer in an American brig. Chance, or something else, took the vessel to the West India Islands, and at one of them he fell in with Sir Dace Fontaine, who was, in fact, his uncle, but who had never taken the smallest thought for him  hardly remembered he had such a nephew  and made acquaintance with his two cousins. He and Verena fell in love with one another; and, on her side, at any rate, it was not the passing fancy sometimes called by the name, but one likely to last for all time. They often met, the young officer having the run of his uncles house whenever he could get ashore; and Edward, who could be as full of tricks and turns as a fox when it suited his convenience to be so, contrived to put himself into hospital when the brig was about to sail, saying he was sick; so he was left behind. The brig fairly off, Mr. Edward Pym grew well again, and looked to have a good time of idleness and love-making. But he reckoned without his host. A chance word, dropped inadvertently, opened the eyes of Sir Dace to the treason around. The first thing he did was to forbid Mr. Edward Pym his house; the second thing was to take passage with his family for America. Never would he allow his youngest and prettiest and best-loved daughter to become the wife of an ill-conducted, penniless ships mate; and that man a cousin! The very thought was preposterous! So Edward Pym, thrown upon his beam-ends, joined a vessel bound for Calcutta. Arrived there, he took the post of chief mate on the good ship Rose of Delhi, Captain Tanerton, bound for England.



What is this nonsense I hear, about your wanting to leave the sea, John?

The question, put in the Rector of Timberdales repellent, chilly tone, more intensified when anything displeased him, brought only a smile to the pleasant face of his brother. Ever hopeful, sunny-tempered Jack, had reached the Rectory the previous night to make a short visit. They sat in the cheerful, bow-windowed room, the sun shining on Jack, as some days before it had shone on Grace; the Rector in his easy-chair at the fire.

Well, I suppose it is only what you say, Herbert  nonsense, answered Jack, who was playing with the little dog, Dash. I should like to leave the sea well enough, but I dont see my way clear to do it at present.

Why should you like to leave it?

Alice is anxious that I should. She cannot always sail with me now; and there are the little ones to be seen to, you know, Herbert. Her mother is of course  well, very kind, and all that, went on Jack, after an imperceptible pause, but Alice would prefer to train her children herself; and, to do that, she must remain permanently on shore. It would not be a pleasant life for us, Herbert, she on shore and I at sea.

Do you ever think of duty, John?

Of duty? In what way?

When a man has deliberately chosen his calling in life, and spent his first years in it, it is his duty to continue in that calling, and to make the best of it.

I suppose it is, in a general way, said Jack, all smiles and good-humour. But  if I could get a living on shore, Herbert, I dont see but what my duty would lie in doing it as much as it now lies at sea.

You may not see it, John. Chopping and changing often brings a man to poverty.

Oh, Id take care, I hope, not to come to poverty. Down, Dash! Had I a farm of two or three hundred acres, I could make it answer well, if any man could. You know what a good farmer I was as a boy, Herbert  in practical knowledge, I mean  and how I loved it. I like the sea very well, but I love farming. It was my born vocation.

I wish youd not talk at random! cried Herbert, fretfully. Born vocation! You might just as well say you were born to be a mountebank! And where would you get the money to stock a farm of two or three hundred acres? You have put none by, I expect. You never could keep your pence in your pocket when a lad: they were thrown away right and left.

Thats true, laughed Jack. Other lads used to borrow them. True also that I have not put money by, Herbert. I have not been able to.



Of course you have not! It wouldnt be you if you had.

No, Dash, theres not a bit more; youve had it all, cried Jack to the dog. But he, ever generous-natured, did not tell his brother why he had not been able to put by: that the calls made upon him by his wifes mother  Aunt Dean, as they still styled her  were so heavy and so perpetual. She wanted a great deal for herself, and she presented vast claims for the expenses of Jacks two little children, and for the maintenance of her daughter when Alice stayed on shore. Alice whispered to Jack she believed her mother was making a private purse for herself. Good-natured Jack thought it very likely, but he did not stop the supplies. Just as Aunt Dean had been a perpetual drain upon her brother, Jacob Lewis, during his lifetime, so she now drained Jack.

Then, with no means at command, what utter folly it is for you to think of leaving the sea? resumed the parson.

So it is, Herbert, acquiesced Jack. I assure you I dont think of it.

Alice does.

Ay, poor girl, because she wishes it.

Do you see any chance of leaving it?

Not a bit, readily acknowledged Jack.

Then wheres the use of talking about it  of harping upon it?

None in the world, said Jack.

Then well drop the subject, if you please, pursued Herbert, forgetting, perhaps, that it was he who introduced it.

Jump then, Dash! Jump, good little Dash!

What a worry you make with that dog, John! Attend to me. I want to know why you came to London instead of to Liverpool.

She was laid on for London this time, answered Jack.

Laid on! ejaculated Herbert, who knew as much about sailors phrases as he did of Hebrew.

Jack laughed. The agents in Calcutta chartered the ship for London, freights for that port being higher than for Liverpool. The Rose of Delhi is a free ship.

Oh, responded Herbert. I thought perhaps she had changed owners.

No. But our broker in London is brother to the owners in Liverpool. There are three of them in all. James Freeman is the broker; Charles and Richard are the owners. Rich men they must be!

When do you think you shall sail again?

It depends upon when they can begin to reload and get the fresh cargo in.

That does not take long, I suppose, remarked Herbert, slightingly.

She may be loaded in three days if the cargo is ready and waiting. It may be three weeks if the cargos not  or more than that.

And Alice does not go with you?

Jack shook his head: something like a cloud passed over his fresh, frank face. No, not this time.

We were all glad to see Jack Tanerton again. He had paid Timberdale but one visit, and that a flying one, since he took command of the Rose of Delhi. It was the old Jack Tanerton, frank of face, hearty of manner, flying to all the nooks and corners of the parish with outstretched hands to rich and poor, with kind words and generous help for the sick and sorrowful: just the same, only with a few more years gone over his head. I dont say but Herbert was also glad to see him; only Herbert never displayed much gladness at anything.

One morning Jack and I chanced to be out together; when, in passing through the green and shady lane, that would be fragrant in summer with wild roses and woodbine, and that skirted Maythorn Bank, we saw some one stooping to peer through the sweetbriar hedge, as if he wanted to see what the house was like, and did not care to look at it openly. He sprang up at sound of our footsteps. It was a slight, handsome young man of five or six-and-twenty, rather under the middle height, with a warm colour, bright dark eyes, and dark whiskers. The gold band on his cap showed that he was a sailor, and he seemed to recognize Jack with a start.

Good-morning, sir, he cried, hurriedly.

Is it you, Mr. Pym?  good-morning, returned Jack, in a cool tone. What are you doing down here?

The ships finished unloading, and is gone into dry dock to be re-coppered, so Ive got a holiday, replied the young man: and he walked away with a brisk step, as if not caring to be questioned further.

Who is he? I asked, as we went on in the opposite direction.



My late chief mate: a man named Pym.

You spoke as if you did not like him, Jack.

Dont like him at all, said Jack. My own chief mate left me in Calcutta, to better himself, as the saying runs; he got command of one of our ships whose master had died out there; Pym presented himself to me, and I engaged him. He gave me some trouble on the homeward voyage; drank, was insolent, and would shirk his duty when he could. Once I had to threaten to put him in irons. I shall never allow him to sail with me again  and he knows it.

What is he here for?

Dont know at all, returned Jack. He cant have come after me, I suppose.

Has he left the ship?

I cant tell. I told the brokers in London I should wish to have another first officer appointed in Pyms place. When they asked why, I only said he and I did not hit it off together very well. I dont care to report ill of the young man; it might damage his prospects; and he may do better with another master than he did with me.

At that moment Pym overtook us, and accosted Jack: saying something about some bales of jute, which, as I gathered, had constituted part of the cargo.

Have you got your discharge from the ship, Mr. Pym? asked Jack, after answering his question about the bales of jute.

No, sir.

No!

Not yet. I have not applied for it. Theres some talk, I fancy, of making Ferrar chief, added Pym. Until then I keep my post.

The words were not insolent, but the tone had a ring in it that betokened no civility. I thought Pym would have liked to defy Jack had he dared. Jacks voice, as he answered, was a little haughty  and I had never heard that from Jack in all my life.

I shall not take Ferrar as chief. What are you talking of, Mr. Pym? Ferrar is not qualified.

Ferrar is qualifying himself now; he is about to pass, retorted Pym. Good-afternoon, sir.

Had Pym looked back as he turned off, he would have seen Sir Dace Fontaine, who came, in his slow, lumbering manner, round the corner. Jack, who had been introduced to him, stopped to speak. But not a word could Sir Dace answer, for staring at the retreating figure of Pym.

Does my sight deceive me? he exclaimed. Who is that man?

His name is Pym, said Jack. He has been my first mate on board the Rose of Delhi.

Sir Dace Fontaine looked blacker than thunder. What is he doing down here?

I was wondering what, said Jack. At first I thought he might have come down after me on some errand or other.

Sir Dace said no more. Remarking that we should meet again in the evening, he went his way, and we went ours.

For that evening the Squire gave a dinner, to which the Fontaines were coming, and old Paul the lawyer, and the Letsoms, and the Ashtons from Timberdale Court. Charles Ashton, the parson, was staying with them: he would come in handy for the grace in place of Herbert Tanerton, who had a real sore throat this time, and must stay at home.

But now it should be explained that, up to this time, none of us had the smallest notion that there was anything between Pym and Verena Fontaine, or that Pym was related to Sir Dace. Had Jack known either the one fact or the other, he might not have said what he did at the Squires dinner-table. Not that he said much.

It occurred during a lull. Sir Dace craned his long and ponderous neck over the table towards Jack.

Captain Tanerton, were you satisfied with that chief mate of yours, Edward Pym? Did he do his duty as a chief mate ought?

Not always, Sir Dace, was Jacks ready answer. I was not particularly well satisfied with him.

Will he sail with you again when you go out?

No. Not if the decision lies with me.

Sir Dace frowned and drew his neck in again. I fancied he would have been glad to hear that Pym was going out again with Jack  perhaps to be rid of him.

Colonel Letsom spoke up then. Why do you not like him, Jack?

Well, for one thing, I found him deceitful, spoke out Jack, after hesitating a little, and still without any idea that Pym was known to anybody present.



Verena bent forward to speak then from the end of the table, her face all blushes, her tone resentful.

Perhaps Mr. Pym might say the same thing of you, Captain Tanerton  that you are deceitful?

I! returned Jack, with his frank smile. No, I dont think he could say that. Whatever other faults I may have, I am straightforward and open: too much so, perhaps, on occasion.

When the ladies left the table, the Squire despatched me with a message to old Thomas about the claret. In the hall, after delivering it, I came upon Verena Fontaine.

I am going to run home for my music, she said to me, as she put her white shawl on her shoulders. I forgot to bring it.

Let me go for you, I said, taking down my hat.

No, thank you; I must go myself.

With you, then.

I wish to go alone, she returned, in a playful tone, but one that had a decisive ring in it. Stay where you are, if you please, Mr. Johnny Ludlow.

She meant it; I saw that; and I put my hat down and went into the drawing-room. Presently somebody missed her; I said she had gone home to fetch her music.

Upon which they all attacked me for letting her go  for not offering to fetch it for her. Tod and Bob Letsom, who had just come into the room, told me I was not more gallant than a rising bear. I laughed, and did not say what had passed. Mary Ann Letsom plunged into one of her interminable sonatas, and the time slipped on.

Johnny, whispered the mater to me, you must go after Verena Fontaine to see what has become of her. You ought not to have allowed her to go out alone.

Truth to say, I was myself beginning to wonder whether she meant to come back at all. Catching up my hat again, I ran off to Maythorn Bank.

Oh! Pacing slowly the shadiest part of the garden there, was Miss Verena, the white shawl muffled round her. Mr. Pym was pacing with her, his face bent down to a level with hers, his arm passed gingerly round her waist.

I thought they might be sending after me, she cried out, quitting Pym as I went in at the gate. I will go back with you, Mr. Johnny. Edward, I cant stay another moment, she called back to him; you see how it is. Yes, Ill be walking in the Ravine to-morrow.

Away she went, with so fleet a step that I had much ado to keep up with her. That was my first enlightenment of the secret treason which was destined to bring forth so terrible an ending.

You wont tell tales of me, Johnny Ludlow? she stopped to say, in a beseeching tone, as we reached the gate of Crabb Cot. See, I have my music now.

All right, Miss Verena. You may trust me.

I am sure of that. I read it in your face.

Which might be all very well; but I thought it would be more to the purpose could she have read it in Pyms. Pyms was a handsome face, but not one to be trusted.

She glided into the room behind Thomas and his big tea-tray, seized upon a cup at once, and stood with it as coolly as though she had never been away. Sir Dace, talking near the window with old Paul, looked across at her, but said nothing. I wondered how long they had been in the drawing-room, and whether he had noticed her absence.

It was, I think, the next afternoon but one that I went to Maythorn Bank, and found Jack Tanerton there. The Squire had offered to drive Sir Dace to Worcester, leaving him to fix the day. Sir Dace wrote a note to fix the following day, if that would suit; and the Squire sent me to say it would.

Coralie was in the little drawing-room with Sir Dace, but not Verena. Jack seemed to be quite at home with them; they were talking with animation about some of the ports over the seas, which all three of them knew so well. When I left, Jack came with me, and Sir Dace walked with us to the gate. And there we came upon Mr. Pym and Miss Verena promenading together in the lane as comfortably as you please. You should have seen Sir Dace Fontaines face. A dark face at all times; frightfully dark then.

Taking Verena by the shoulder, never speaking a word, he marched her in at the gate, and pushed her up the path towards the house. Then he turned round to Pym.

Mr. Edward Pym, said he, as I once had occasion to warn you off my premises in the Colonies, I now warn you off these. This is my house, and I forbid you to approach it. I forbid you to attempt to hold intercourse of any kind with my daughters. Do you understand me, sir?



Quite so, Uncle Dace, replied the young man: and there was the same covert defiance in his tone that he had used the other day to his captain.

I should like to know what brings you in this neighbourhood? continued Sir Dace. You cannot have any legitimate business here. I recommend you to leave it.

I will think of it, said Pym, as he lifted his cap to us generally, and went his way.

What does it mean, Johnny? spoke Tanerton, breathlessly, when we were alone. Is Pym making-up to that sweet girl?

I fancy so. Wanting to make up, at least.

Heaven help her, then! Its like his impudence.

They are first cousins, you see.

So much the worse. I expect, though, Pym will find his match in Sir Dace. I dont like him, by the way, Johnny.

Whom? Pym?

Sir Dace. I dont like his countenance: theres too much secretiveness in it for me. And in himself too, unless I am mistaken.

I am sure there is in Pym.

I hate Pym! flashed Jack. And at the moment he looked as if he did.

But would he have acknowledged as much, even to me, had he foreseen the cruel fate that was, all too soon, to place Edward Pym beyond the pale of this worlds hate?  and the dark trouble it would bring home to himself, John Tanerton?

II.

Striding along through South Crabb, and so on down by old Massocks brick-fields, went Sir Dace Fontaine, dark and gloomy. His heavy stick and his heavy tread kept pace together; both might have been the better for a little lightness.

Matters were not going on too smoothly at Maythorn Bank. Seemingly obedient to her father, Verena Fontaine contrived to meet her lover, and did not take extraordinary pains to keep it secret. Sir Dace, watching stealthily, found it out, and felt just about at his wits end.

He had no power to banish Edward Pym from the place: he had none, one must conclude, to exact submission from Verena. She had observed to me, the first night we met, that American girls grow up to be independent of control in many ways. That is true: and, as it seems to me, they think great guns of themselves for being so.

Sir Dace was beginning to turn his anger on Colonel Letsom. As chance had it, while he strode along this morning, full of wrath, the colonel came in view, turning the corner of the strongest and most savoury brick-yard.

Why do you harbour that fellow? broke out Sir Dace, fiercely, without circumlocution of greeting.

What, young Pym? cried the little colonel in his mild way, jumping to the others meaning. I dont suppose he will stay with us long. He is expecting a summons to join his ship.

But why do you have him at your house at all? reiterated Sir Dace, with a thump of his stick. Why did you take him in?

Well, you see, he came down, a stranger, and presented himself to us, calling my wife aunt, though she is not really so, and said he would like to stay a few days with us. We could not turn him away, Sir Dace. In fact we had no objection to his staying; he behaves himself very well. Hell not be here long.

He has been here a great deal too long, growled Sir Dace; and went on his way muttering.

Nothing came of this complaint of Sir Dace Fontaines. Edward Pym continued to stay at Crabb, Colonel Letsom not seeing his way clear to send him adrift; perhaps not wanting to. The love-making went on. In the green meadows, where the grass and the sweet wild flowers were springing up, in the Ravine, between its sheltering banks, redolent of romance; or in the triangle, treading underfoot the late primroses and violets  in one or other of these retreats might Mr. Pym and his ladye-love be seen together, listening to the tender vows whispered between them, and to the birds songs.

Sir Dace, conscious of all this, grew furious, and matters came to a climax. Verena was bold enough to steal out one night to meet Pym for a promenade with him in the moonlight, and Sir Dace came upon them sitting on the stile at the end of the cross lane. He gave it to Pym hot and strong, marched Verena home, and the next day carried both his daughters away from Crabb.

But I ought to mention that I had gone away from Crabb myself before this, and was in London in with Miss Deveen. So that what had been happening lately I only knew by hearsay.



To what part of the world Sir Dace went, was not known. Naturally Crabb was curious upon the point. Just as naturally it was supposed that Pym, having nothing to stay for, would now take his departure. Pym, however, stayed on.

One morning Mr. Pym called at Maythorn Bank. An elderly woman, one Betty Huntsman, who had been employed by the Fontaines as cook, opened the door to him. The coloured man, Ozias, and a maid, Esther, had gone away with the family. It was the second time Mr. Pym had presented himself upon the same errand: to get the address of Sir Dace Fontaine. Betty, obeying her masters orders, had refused it; this time he had come to bribe her. Old Betty, however, an honest, kindly old woman, refused to be bribed.

I cant do it, sir, she said to Pym. When the master wrote to give me the address, on account of sending him his foreign letters, he forbade me to disclose it to anybody down here. It is only myself that knows it, sir.

It is in London; I know that much, affirmed Pym, making a shot at the place, and so far taking in old Betty.

That much may possibly be known, sir. I cannot tell more.

Back went Pym to Colonel Letsoms. He sat down and wrote a letter in a young ladys hand  for he had all kinds of writing at his fingers ends  and addressed it to Mrs. Betty Huntsman at Maythorn Bank, Worcestershire. This he enclosed in a bigger envelope, with a few lines from himself, and posted it to London, to one Alfred Saxby, a sailor friend of his. He next, in a careless, off-hand manner, asked Colonel Letsom if hed mind calling at Maythorn Bank, and asking the old cook there if she could give him her masters address. Oh, Pym was as cunning as a fox, and could lay out his plans artfully. And Colonel Letsom, unsuspicious as the day, and willing to oblige everybody, did call that afternoon to put the question to Betty; but she told him she was not at liberty to give the address.

The following morning, Pym got the summons he had been expecting, to join his ship. The Rose of Delhi was now ready to take in cargo. After swearing a little, down sat Mr. Pym to his desk, and in a shaky hand, to imitate a sick mans, wrote back word that he was ill in bed, but would endeavour to be up in London on the morrow.

And, the morning following this, Mrs. Betty Huntsman got a letter from London.



London, Thursday.

Dear old Betty,

I am writing to you for papa, who is very poorly indeed. Should Colonel Letsom apply to you for our address here, you are to give it him: papa wishes him to have it. We hope your wrist is better.

Coralie Fontaine.

Betty Huntsman, honest herself, never supposed but the letter was written by Miss Fontaine. By-and-by, there came a ring at the bell.

My uncle, Colonel Letsom, requested me to call here this morning, as I was passing on my way to Timberdale Rectory, began Mr. Pym; for it was he who rang, and by his authoritative voice and lordly manner, one might have thought he was on board a royal frigate, commanding a cargo of refractory soldiers.

Yes, sir! answered Betty, dropping a curtsy.

Colonel Letsom wants your masters address in London  if you can give it him. He has to write to Sir Dace to-day.

Betty produced a card from her innermost pocket, and showed it to Mr. Pym: who carefully copied down the address.

That he was on his way to Timberdale Rectory, was not a ruse. He went on there through the Ravine at the top of his speed, and asked for Captain Tanerton.

Have got orders to join ship, sir, and am going up this morning. Any commands?

To join what ship? questioned Jack.

The Rose of Delhi. She is beginning to load.

Jack paused. Of course you must go up, as you are sent for. But I dont think you will go out in the Rose of Delhi, Mr. Pym. I should recommend you to look out for another ship.

Time enough for that, Captain Tanerton, when I get my discharge from the Rose of Delhi: I have not got it yet, returned Pym, who seemed to take a private delight in thwarting his captain.

Well, I shall be in London myself shortly, and will see about things, spoke Jack.

Any commands, sir?

Not at present.

Taking his leave of Colonel and Mrs. Letsom, and thanking them for their hospitality, Edward Pym departed for London by an afternoon train. He left his promises and vows to the young Letsoms, boys and girls, to come down again at the close of the next voyage, little dreaming, poor ill-fated young man, that he would never go upon another. Captain Tanerton wrote at once to head-quarters in Liverpool, saying he did not wish to retain Pym as chief mate, and would like another one to be appointed. Strolling back to Timberdale Rectory from posting the letter at Salmons, John Tanerton fell into a brown study.

A curious feeling, against taking Pym out again, lay within him; like an instinct, it seemed; a prevision of warning. Jack was fully conscious of it, though he knew not why it should be there. It was a great deal stronger than could have been prompted by his disapprobation of the mans carelessness in his duties on board.

Ill go up to London to-morrow, he decided. Best to do so. Pym means to sail in the Rose of Delhi if he can; just, I expect, because he sees I dont wish him to: the mans nature is as contrary as two sticks. Ill not have him again at any price. Yes, I must go up to-morrow.

Lhomme propose  we know the proverb. Very much to Jacks surprise, his wife arrived that evening at the Rectory from Liverpool, with her eldest child, Polly. Therefore, Jack did not start for London on the morrow; it would not have been at all polite.

He went up the following week. His first visit was to Eastcheap, in which bustling quarter stood the office of Mr. James Freeman, the ships broker. After talking a bit about the ship and her cargo, Jack spoke of Pym.

Has a first officer been appointed in Pyms place?

No, said Mr. Freeman. Pym goes out with you again.

I told you I did not wish to take Pym again, cried Jack.

You said something about it, I know, and we thought of putting in the mate from the Star of Lahore; but he wants to keep to his own vessel.

I wont take Pym.

But why, Captain Tanerton?

We dont get on together. I never had an officer who gave me so much provocation  the Americans would say, who riled me so. I believe the man dislikes me, and for that reason was insubordinate. He may do better in another ship. I am a strict disciplinarian on board.



Well, carelessly observed the broker, you will have to make the best of him this voyage, Captain Tanerton. It is decided that he sails with you again.

Then, dont be surprised if theres murder committed, was Jacks impetuous answer.

And Mr. Freeman stared: and noted the words.



The mid-day sun was shining hotly upon the London pavement, and especially upon the glittering gold band adorning the cap of a lithe, handsome young sailor, who had just got out of a cab, and was striding along as though he wanted to run a race with the clocks. It was Edward Pym: and the reader will please take notice that we have gone back a few days, for this was the day following Pyms arrival in London.

Halt a step, cried he to himself, his eye catching the name written up at a street corner. I must be out of my bearings.

Taking from his pocket a piece of paper, he read some words written there. It was no other than the address he had got from Bessy Huntsman the previous day.

Woburn Place, Russell Square, repeated he. This is not it. Ill be shot if I know where I am! Can you tell me my way to Woburn Place? asked he, of a gentleman who was passing.

Turn to the left; you will soon come to it.

Thank you, said Pym.

The right house sighted at last, Mr. Pym took his standing in a friendly door-way on the other side of the road, and put himself on the watch. Very much after the fashion of a bailiffs man, who wants to serve a writ.

He glanced up at the windows; he looked down at the doors; he listened to the sound of a church clock striking; he scraped his feet in impatience, now one foot, now the other. Nothing came of it. The rooms behind the curtained windows might be untenanted for all the sign given out to the eager eyes of Mr. Pym.

Hang it all! he cried, in an explosion of impatience: and he could have sent the silent dwelling to Jericho.

No man of business likes his time to be wasted: and Mr. Pym could very especially not afford to waste his to-day. For he was supposed to be at St. Katherines Docks, checking cargo on board the Rose of Delhi. When twelve oclock struck, the dinner hour, he had made a rush from the ship, telling the foreman of the shed not to ship any more cargo till he came back in half-an-hour, and had come dashing up here in a fleet cab. The half-hour had expired, and another half-hour to it, and it was a great deal more than time to dash back again. If anybody from the office chanced to go down to the ship, what a row thered be!  and he would probably get his discharge.

He had not been lucky in his journey from Worcestershire the previous day. The train was detained so on the line, through some heavy waggons having come to grief, that he did not reach London till late at night; too late to go down to his lodgings near the docks; so he slept at an hotel. This morning he had reported himself at the brokers office; and Mr. Freeman, after blowing him up for his delay, ordered him on board at once: since they began to load, two days ago now, a clerk from the office had been down on the ship, making up the cargo-books in Pyms place.

Ill be hanged if I dont believe they must all be dead! cried Pym, gazing at the house. Why does not somebody show himself? I cant post the letter  for I know my letters to her are being suppressed. And I dare not leave it at the door myself, lest that cantankerous Ozias should answer me, and hand it to old Dace, instead of to Vera.

Luck at last! The door opened, and a maid-servant came out with a jug, her bonnet thrown on perpendicularly. Mr. Pym kept her in view, and caught her up as she was nearing a public-house.

You come from Mrs. Balls, Woburn Place? said he.

Yes, sir, answered the girl, doubtfully, rather taken aback at the summary address, but capitulating to the gold-lace band.

I want you to give this letter privately to Miss Verena Fontaine. When she is quite alone, you understand. And heres half-a-crown, my pretty lass, for your trouble.

The girl touched neither letter nor money. She surreptitiously put her bonnet straight, in her gratified vanity.

But I cant give it, sir, she said. Though Im sure Id be happy to oblige you if I could. The Miss Fontaines and their papa is not with us now; theyve gone away.

What? cried Pym, setting his teeth angrily, an expression crossing his face that marred all its good looks. When did they leave? Where are they gone to?



They left yesterday, sir, and they didnt say where. That black servant of theirs and our cook couldnt agree; there was squabbles perpetual. None of us liked him; it dont seem Christian-like to have a black man sitting down to table with you. Mrs. Ball, our missis, she took our part; and the young ladies and their papa they naturally took his part: and so, they left.

Can I see Mrs. Ball? asked Pym, after mentally anathematizing servants in general, black and white. Is she at home?

Yes, sir, and shell see you, Im sure. She is vexed at their having left.

He dropped the half-crown into the girls hand, returned the note to his pocket, and went to the house. Mrs. Ball, a talkative, good-humoured woman in a rusty black silk gown, with red cheeks and quick brown eyes, opened the door to him herself.

She invited him in. She would have given him Sir Dace Fontaines address with all the pleasure in life, if she had it, she said. Sir Dace did not leave it with her. He simply bade her take in any letters that might come, and he would send for them.

Have you not any notion where they went?  to what part of the town? asked the discomfited Pym. That little trick he had played Betty Huntsman was of no use to him now.

Not any. Truth to say, I was too vexed to ask, confessed Mrs. Ball. I knew nothing about their intention to leave until they were packing up. Sir Dace paid me a weeks rent in lieu of warning, and away they went in two cabs. You are related to them, sir? Theres a look in your face that Sir Dace has got.

Mr. Pym knitted his brow; he did not take it as a compliment. Many people had seen the same likeness; though he was a handsome young man and Sir Dace an ugly old one.

If you can get their address, I shall be much obliged to you to keep it for me; I will call again to-morrow evening, were his parting words to the landlady. And he went rattling back to the docks as fast as wheels could take him.

Mr. Pym went up to Woburn Place the following evening accordingly, but the landlady had no news to give him. He went the next evening after, and the next, and the next. All the same. He went so long and to so little purpose that he at last concluded the Fontaines were not in London. Sir Dace neither sent a messenger nor wrote for any letters there might be. Two were waiting for him; no more. Edward Pym and Mrs. Ball became, so to say, quite intimate. She had much sympathy with the poor young man, who wanted to find his relatives before he sailed  and could not.

It may as well be told, not to make an unnecessary mystery of it, that the Fontaines had gone straight to Brighton. At length, however, Mrs. Ball was one day surprised by a visit from Ozias. She never bore malice long, and received him civilly. Her rooms were let again, so she had got over the smart.

At Brighton! she exclaimed, when she heard where they had been  for the man had no orders to conceal it. I thought it strange that your master did not send for his letters. And how are the young ladies? And where are you staying now?

The young ladies, they well, answered Ozias. We stay now at one big house in Marylebone Road. We come up yesterday to this London town: Sir Dace, he find the sea no longer do for him; make him have much bile.

Edward Pym had been in a rage at not finding Verena. Verena, on her part, though rather wondering that she did not hear from him, looked upon his silence as only a matter of precaution. When they were settled at Woburn Place, after leaving Crabb, she had written to Pym, enjoining him not to reply. It might not be safe, she said, for Coralie had gone over to the enemy, meaning Sir Dace: Edward must contrive to see her when he came to London to join his ship. And when the days went on, and Verena saw nothing of her lover, she supposed he was not yet in London. She went to Brighton supposing the same. But, now that they were back from Brighton, and still neither saw Pym nor heard from him, Verena grew uneasy, fearing that the Rose of Delhi had sailed.

What a strange thing it is about Edward! she exclaimed one evening to her sister. I think he must have sailed. He would be sure to come to us if he were in London.

How should he know where we are? dissented Coralie. For all he can tell, Vera, we may be in the moon.

A look of triumph crossed Veras face. He knows the address in Woburn Place, Coral, for I wrote and gave it him: and Mrs. Ball would direct him here. Papa sent Ozias there to-day for his letters; and I know Edward would never cease going there, day by day, to ask for news, until he heard of me.



Coralie laughed softly. Unlocking her writing-case, she displayed a letter that lay snugly between its leaves. It was the one that Vera had written at Woburn Place. Verena turned very angry, but Coralie made light of it.

As I dare say he has already sailed, I confess my treachery, Vera. It was all done for your good. Better think no more of Edward Pym.

You wicked thing! You are more cruel than Bluebeard. I shall take means to ascertain whether the Rose of Delhi is gone. Captain Tanerton made a boast that hed not take Edward out again, but he may not have been able to help himself, pursued Vera, her tone significant. Edward intended to go in her, and he has a friend at court.

A friend at court! repeated Coralie. What do you mean? Who is it?

It is the Freemans out-door manager at Liverpool, and the ships husband  a Mr. Gould. He came up here when the ship got in, and he and Edward made friends together. The more readily because Gould and Captain Tanerton are not friends. The captain complained to the owners last time of something or other connected with the ship  some bad provisions, I think, that had been put on board, and insisted on its being rectified. As Mr. Gould was responsible, he naturally resented this, and ever since he has been fit to hang Captain Tanerton.

How do you know all this, Verena?

From Edward. He told me at Crabb. Mr. Gould has a great deal more to do with choosing the officers than the Freemans themselves have, and he promised Edward he should remain in the Rose of Delhi.

It is strange Edward should care to remain in the ship when her commander does not like him, remarked Coralie.

He stays in because of that  to thwart Tanerton, laughed Verena lightly. Partly, at least. But he thinks, you see, and I think, that his remaining for two voyages in a ship that has so good a name may tell well for him with papa. Now you know, Coral.



The lovers met. Pym found her out through Mrs. Ball. And Verena, thoroughly independent in her notions, put on her bonnet, and walked with him up and down the Marylebone Road.



We sail this day week, Vera, he said. My life has been a torment to me, fearing I should not see you before the ship went out of dock. And, in that case, I dont think I should have gone in her.

Is it the Rose of Delhi? asked Vera.

Of course. I told you Gould would manage it. She is first-rate in every way, and the most comfortable ship I ever was in  barring the skipper.

You dont like him, I know. And he does not like you.

I hate and detest him, said Pym warmly  therefore, as the reader must perceive, no love was lost between him and Jack. He is an awful screw for keeping one to ones duty, and I expect we shall have no end of squalls. Ah, Verena, continued the young man, in a changed tone, had you only listened to my prayers at Crabb, I need not have sailed again at all.

Mr. Edward Pym was a bold wooer. He had urged Verena to cut the matter short by marrying him at once. She stopped his words.

I will marry you in twelve months from this, if all goes well, but not before. It is waste of time to speak of it, Edward  as I have told you. Were I to marry without papas consent  and you know he will not give it  he can take most of the money that came to me from mamma. Only a small income would remain to me. I shall not risk that.

As if Sir Dace would exact it! He might go into one of his passions at first, but hed soon come round; hed not touch your money, Vera. And Edward Pym, in saying this, fully believed it.

You dont know papa. I have been used to luxuries, Edward, and I could not do without them. What would two hundred pounds a-year be for me  living as I have lived? And for you, also, for you would be my husband? Next May I shall be of age, and my fortune will be safe  all my own.

A thousand things may happen in a year, grumbled Pym, who was wild to lead an idle life, and hated the discipline on board ship. The Rose of Delhi may go down, and I with it.

She has not gone down yet. Why should she go down now?

What right had Coralie to intercept your letter? asked Pym, passing to another phase of his grievances.

She had no right; but she did it. I asked Esther, our own maid, to run and put it in the post for me. Coralie, coming in from walking, met Esther at the door, saw the letter in her hand, and took it from her, saying she would go back and post it herself. Perhaps Esther suspected something: she did not tell me this. Coralie had the face to tell it me herself yesterday.

Well, Vera, you should have managed better, returned Pym, feeling frightfully cross.

Oh, Edward, dont you see how it is? wailed the girl, in a piteous tone of appeal that they are all against me. Or, rather, against you. Papa, Coralie, and Ozias: and I fancy now that Coralie has spoken to Esther. Papa makes them think as he thinks.

It is a fearful shame. Is this to be our only interview?

No, said Vera. I will see you every day until you sail.

You may not be able to. We shall be watched, now Coralie has turned against us.

I will see you every day until you sail, repeated the girl, with impassioned fervour. Come what may, I will contrive to see you.

In making this promise, Miss Verena Fontaine probably did not understand the demands on a chief mates time when a ship is getting ready for sea. To rush up from the docks at the mid-day hour, and rush back again in time for work, was not practicable. Pym had done it once; he could not do it twice. Therefore, the only time to be seized upon was after six oclock, when the Rose of Delhi was left to herself and her watchman for the night, and the dock-gates were shut. This brought it, you see, to about seven oclock, before Pym could be hovering, like a wandering ghost, up and down the Marylebone Road; for he had to go to his lodgings in Ship Street first and put himself to rights after his days work, to say nothing of drinking his tea. And seven oclock was Miss Verena Fontaines dinner hour. Sir Dace Fontaines mode of dining was elaborate; and, what with the side-dishes, the puddings and the dessert, it was never over much before nine oclock.

For two days Verena made her dinner at luncheon. Late dining did not agree with her, she told Coralie, and she should prefer some tea in her room. Coralie watched, and saw her come stealing in each night soon after nine. Until that hour, she had promenaded with Edward Pym in the bustling lighted streets, or in the quieter walks of the Regents Park. On the third day, Sir Dace told her that she must be in her place at the dinner-table. Verena wondered whether the order emanated from his arbitrary temper, or whether he had any suspicion. So, that evening she dined as usual; and when she and Coralie went into the drawing-room at eight oclock, she said her head ached, and she should go to bed.

That night there was an explosion. Docked of an hour at the beginning of their interview, the two lovers made up for it by lingering together an hour longer at the end of it. It was striking ten when Verena came in, and found herself confronted by her father. Verena gave Coralie the credit of betraying her, but in that she was wrong. Sir Dace  he might have had his suspicions  suddenly called for a particular duet that was a favourite with his daughters, bade Coralie look it out, and sent up for Verena to come down and sing it. Miss Verena was not to be found, so could not obey.

Sir Dace, I say, met her on the stairs as she came in. He put his hand on her shoulder to turn her footsteps to the drawing-room, and shut the door. Then came the explosion. Verena did not deny that she had been out with Pym. And Sir Dace, in very undrawing-room-like language, swore that she should see Pym no more.

We have done no harm, papa. We have been to Madame Tussauds.

Listen to me, Verena. Attempt to go outside this house again while that villain is in London, and I will carry you off, as I carried you from Crabb. You cannot beard me.

It was not pleasant to look at the face of Sir Dace as he said it. At these moments of excitement, it would take a dark tinge underneath the skin, as if the man, to use Jack Tanertons expression, had a touch of the tar-brush; and the dark sullen eyes would gleam with a peculiar light, that did not remind one of an angel.

We saw Henry the Eighth and his six wives, went on Vera. Jane Seymour looked the nicest.

How dare you talk gibberish, at a moment like this? raved Sir Dace. As to that man, I have cursed him. And you will learn to thank me for it.

Verena turned whiter than a sheet. Her answering words seemed brave enough, but her voice shook as she spoke them.

Papa, you have no right to interfere with my destiny in life; no, though you are the author of my being. I have promised to be the wife of my cousin Edward, and no earthly authority shall stay me. You may be able to control my movements now by dint of force, for you are stronger than I am; but my turn will come.

Edward Pym  hang him!  is bad to the backbone.

I will have him whether he is bad or good, was Verenas mental answer: but she did not say it aloud.

And I will lock you in your room from this hour, if you dare defy me, hissed Sir Dace.

I do not defy you, papa. It is your turn, I say; and you have strength and power on your side.

Take care you do not. It would be the worse for you.

Very well, papa, sighed Verena. I cannot help myself now; but in a twelvemonths time I shall be my own mistress. We shall see then.

Sir Dace looked upon the words as a sort of present concession. He concluded Miss Verena had capitulated and would not again go a-roving. So he did not go the length of locking her in her room.

Verena was mild as milk the next day, and good as gold. She never stirred from the side of Coralie, but sat practising a new netting-stitch, her temper sweet, her face placid. The thought of stealing out again to meet Mr. Pym was apparently further off than Asia.

I have said that I was in London at this time, staying with Miss Deveen. It was curious that I should be so during those dreadful events that were so soon to follow. Connected with the business that kept me and Mr. Brandon in town, was a short visit made us by the Squire. Not that the Squire need have come; writing would have done; but he was nothing loth to do so: and it was lovely weather. He stayed with Mr. Brandon at his hotel in Covent Garden; and we thought he meant to make a week of it. The Squire was as fond of the sights and the shops as any child.

I went down one morning to breakfast with them at the Tavistock, and there met Jack Tanerton. Later, we started to take a look at a famous cricket-match that was being played at Lords. In crossing the Marylebone Road, we met Sir Dace Fontaine.

His lodgings were close by, he said, and he would have us go in. It was the day I have just told you of; when Verena sat, good as gold, by her sisters side, trying the new netting-stitch.

The girls were in a sort of boudoir, half-way up the stairs. The French would, I suppose, call it the entresol: a warm-looking room, with stained glass in the windows, and a rich coloured carpet. Coralie and Vera were, as usual, dressed alike, in delicate summer-muslins. Vera  how pretty she looked!  had blue ribbon in her hair: her blue eyes laughed at seeing us, a pink flush set off her dimples.

When do you sail, Captain Tanerton? abruptly asked Sir Dace, suddenly interrupting the conversation.

On Thursday, all being well, answered Jack.

Do you take out the same mate?  that Pym?

I believe so; yes, Sir Dace.

We had to go away, or should not find standing-room on the cricket-ground. Sir Dace said he would accompany us, and called out to Ozias to bring his hat. Before the hat came, he thought better of it, and said he would not go; those sights fatigued him. I did not know what had taken place until later, or I might have thought he stayed at home to guard Verena. He gave us a cordial invitation to dinner in the evening, we must all go, he said; and Mr. Brandon was the only one of us who declined.

I am very busy, said Jack, but I will contrive to get free by seven this evening.

Very busy indeed, when you can spend the day at Lords! laughed Verena.

I am not going to Lords, said Jack. Which was true. I have come up this way to see an invalid passenger who is going out in my ship.

Oh, quoth Vera, I thought what a nice idle time you were having of it. Mind, Johnny Ludlow, that you take me in to dinner to-night. I have something to tell you.

Close upon the dinner-hour named, seven, the Squire and I were again at Sir Dace Fontaines. Tanertons cab came dashing up at the same moment. Coralie was in the drawing-room alone, her white dress and herself resplendent in coral ornaments. Sir Dace came in, and the Squire began telling him about the cricket-match, saying he ought to have been there. Presently Sir Dace rang the bell.



How is it that dinners late? he asked sternly of Ozias  for Sir Dace liked to be served to the moment.

The dinner only wait for Miss Verena, sir, returned Ozias, She no down yet.

Sir Dace turned round sharply to look at the sofa behind him, where I sat with Coralie, talking in an undertone. He had not noticed, I suppose, but that both sisters were there.

Let Miss Verena be told that we wait for her, he said, waving his hand to Ozias.

Back came Ozias in a minute or two. Miss Verena, she no upstairs, sir. She no anywhere.

Of all the frowns that ever made a face ugly, the worst sat on Sir Dace Fontaines, as he turned to Coralie.

Have you let her go out? he asked.

Why of course she is not out, papa, answered Coralie, calm and smiling as usual.

Let Esther go into Miss Verenas room, Ozias, and ask her to come down at once.

Esther go this last time, Miss Coralie. She come down and say, Ozias, Miss Verena no upstairs at all; she go out.

How dare   began Sir Dace; but Coralie interrupted him.

Papa, I will go and see. I am sure Verena cannot be out; I am sure she is not. She went into her room to dress when I went into mine. She came to me while she was dressing asking me to lend her my pearl comb; she had just broken one of the teeth of her own. She meant to come down to dinner then and was dressing for it: she had no thought of going out.

Coralie halted at the door to say all this, and then ran up the stairs. She came down crest-fallen. Verena had stolen a march on them. In Sir Dace Fontaines passionate anger, he explained the whole to us, taking but a few short sentences to do it. Verena had been beguiled into a marriage engagement with Edward Pym: he, Sir Dace, had forbidden her to go out of the house to meet him; and, as it appeared, she had set his authority at defiance. They were no doubt tramping off now to some place of amusement; a theatre, perhaps: the past evening they had gone to Madame Tussauds. Will you take in Miss Fontaine, Squire? concluded Sir Dace, with never a break between that and the explanation.

How dark and sullen he looked, I can recall even now. Deprived of my promised partner, Verena, I went down alone. Sir Dace following with Jack, into whose arm he put his own.

I wish you joy of your chief officer, Captain Tanerton! cried he, a sardonic smile on his lips.

It must have been, I suppose, about nine oclock. We were all back in the drawing-room, and Coralie had been singing. But somehow the song fell flat; the contretemps about Verena, or perhaps the sullenness it had left on Sir Dace, produced a sense of general discomfort; and nobody asked for another. Coralie took her dainty work-box off a side-table, and sat down by me on the sofa.

I may as well take up my netting, as not, she said to me in an undertone. Verena began a new collar to-day  which she will be six months finishing, if she ever finishes it at all. She dislikes the work; I love it. Netting was the work most in vogue at that time. Mrs. Todhetley had just netted herself a cap.

Do you think we shall see your sister to-night? I asked of Coralie in a whisper.

Of course you will, if you dont run away too soon. Shell not come in later than ten oclock.

Dont you fancy that it has put out Sir Dace very much?

Coralie nodded. It is something new for papa to attempt to control us; and he does not like to find he cant. In this affair I take his part; not Verenas. Edward Pym is not a suitable match for her in any way. For myself, I dislike him.

I dont much like him, either; and I am sure Captain Tanerton does not. Your sister is in love with him, and can see no fault. Cupids eyes are blind, you know.

I dont know it at all, she laughed. My turn with Cupid has not yet come, Johnny Ludlow. I do not much think Cupid could blind me, though he may be blind himself. If  why, whats this?

Slowly lifting the lid of the box, which had been resting on her lap unopened, she saw a sealed note there, lying uppermost, above the netting paraphernalia. It was addressed to herself, in Verenas handwriting. Coralie opened it with her usual deliberation.

Dear Coralie,

As I find you and papa intend to keep me a prisoner, and as I do not choose to be kept a prisoner, and do not think you have any right to exercise this harsh control over me, I am leaving home for a few days. Tell papa that I shall be perfectly safe and well taken care of, even if I could not take care of myself  which I can, as you must know.

Ever yours,
Vera.

Coralie laughed just a little. It seemed as if nothing ever put her out: she did know that Verena could, as the note phrased it, take care of herself. She went up to her father, who was standing by the fire talking with the Squire and Tanerton. Sir Dace, fresh from a hot country, was always chilly, as I have said before, and kept up a big fire whether it was warm or cold.

Papa, here is a note from Verena. I have just found it in my work-box. Would you like to see what she says?

Sir Dace put his coffee-cup on the mantelpiece, and took the note from Coralie. I never saw any expression like that of his face as he read. I never saw any face go so darkly white. Evidently he did not take the news in the same light way that Coralie did.

A cry broke from him. Staggering back against the shelf, he upset a vase that stood at the corner. A beautiful vase of Worcester china, with a ground of delicate gilt tracery, and a deliciously-painted landscape standing out from it. It was not at the vase, lying in pieces on the fender, we looked, but at Sir Dace. His face was contorted; his eyes were rolling. Tanerton, ever ready, caught his arm.

Help me to find her, my friends! he gasped, when the threatened fit had passed. Help me this night to find my daughter! As sure as we are living, that base man will marry her to-morrow, if we do not, and then it will be too late.

Goodness bless me, yes! cried the Squire, brushing his hair the wrong way, his good old red face all excitement, Let us start at once! Johnny, you come with me. Where can we go first?

That was the question for them all  where to go? London was a large place; and to set out to look for a young lady in it, not knowing where to look, was as bad as looking for the needle in the bottle of hay.

She may be at that villains place, panted Sir Dace, whose breath seemed to be all wrong. Where does he live? You know, I suppose, appealing to Jack.



No, I dont, said Jack. But I can find out. I dare say it is in Ship Street. Most of  

Where is Ship Street? interrupted the Squire, looking more helpless than a lunatic.

Ship Street, Tower Hill, explained Jack; and I dare say the Squire was as wise as before. Quite a colony of officers live there, while their vessels are lying in St. Katherines Docks. Ship Street lies handy, you see; they have to be on board by six in the morning.

I knew a young fellow who lodged all the way down at Poplar, because it was near to his ship, contended the Squire.

No doubt. His ship must have been berthed in the East India Docks; they are much further off. I will go away at once, then. But, added Jack, arresting his steps, and turning to Sir Dace, dont you think it may be as well to question the household? Your daughter may have left some indication of her movements.

Jacks thought was not a bad one. Coralie rang the bell for their own maid, Esther, a dull, silent kind of young woman. But Esther knew nothing. She had not helped Miss Verena to dress that evening, only Miss Coralie. Miss Verena said she did not want her. She believed Maria saw her go out.

Maria, the housemaid, was called: a smart young woman, with curled hair and a pink bow in her cap. Her tale was this. While the young ladies were dressing for dinner, she entered the drawing-room to attend to the fire, and found it very low. She went on her knees to coax it up, when Miss Verena came in in her white petticoat, a little shawl on her neck. She walked straight up to Miss Fontaines work-box, opened it and shut it, and then went out of the room again.

Did she speak to you? asked John Tanerton.

Yes, sir. Leastways she made just a remark What, that fire out again? she said. That was all, sir.

Go on, sharply cried Sir Dace.

About ten minutes later, I was at the front-door, letting out the water-rate  who is sure to call, as my missis told him, at the most ill-convenient time  when Miss Verena came softly down the stairs with her bonnet and mantle on. I felt surprised. Dont shut me in, Maria, when I want to go out, she said to me in a laughing sort of way, and I pulled the door back and begged her pardon. That was all, sir.



How was she dressed? asked Coralie.

I couldnt say, answered the girl; except that her clothes were dark. Her black veil was down over her face; I noticed that; and she had a little carpet-bag in her hand.

So there we were, no wiser than before. Verena had taken flight, and it was impossible to say whither.

They were for running all over the world. The Squire would have started forthwith, and taken the top of the Monument to begin with. John Tanerton, departing on his search to find Pyms lodgings, found we all meant to attend him, including Ozias.

Better let me go alone, said Jack. I am Pyms master at sea, and can perhaps exercise some little authority on shore. Johnny Ludlow can go with me.

And you, papa, and Mr. Todhetley might pay a visit to Madame Tussauds, put in Coralie, who had not lost her equanimity the least in the world, seeming to look upon the escapade as more of a joke than otherwise. They will very probably be found at Madame Tussauds: it is a safe place of resort when people want to talk secrets and be under shelter.

There might be reason in what Coralie said. Certainly there was no need for a procession of live people and two cabs to invade the regions of Tower Hill. So Jack, buttoning his light over-coat over his dinner toggery, got into a hansom with me, and the two old gentlemen went off to see the kings and queens.

Drive like the wind, said Jack to the cabman. No. 23, Ship Street, Tower Hill.

I thought you did not know his number, I said, as we went skimming over the stones.

I do not know Pyms: am not sure that he puts up in Ship Street. My second mate, Mark Ferrar, lives at No. 23, and I dare say he can direct me to Pyms.

Mark Ferrar! The name struck on my memory. Does Ferrar come from Worcester, do you know, Jack? Is he related to the Battleys of Crabb?

It is the same, said Jack. I have heard his history. One of his especial favourites is Mr. Johnny Ludlow.

How strange!  strange that he should be in your ship! Does he do well? Is he a good sailor?

First-rate. Ferrar is really a superior young man, steady and painstaking, and has got on wonderfully. As soon as he qualifies for master, which will be in another year or two, he will be placed in command, unless I am mistaken. Our owners see what he is, and push him forward. They drafted him into my ship two years ago.

How curious it was! Mark Ferrar, the humble charity-boy, the frog, who had won the heart of poor King Sanker, rising thus quickly towards the top of the tree! I had always liked Mark; had seen how trustworthy he was.

Our cab might fly like the wind; but Tower Hill seemed a long way off in spite of it. Dashing into Ship Street at last, I looked about me, and saw a narrow street with narrow houses on either side, narrow doors that somehow did not look upright, and shutters closed before the downstairs windows.

No. 23. Jack got out, and knocked at the door. A young boy opened it, saying he believed Mr. Ferrar was in his parlour.

You had to dive down a step to get into the passage. I followed Jack in. The parlour-door was on the right, and the boy pushed it open. A smart, well-dressed sailor sat at the table, his head bent over books and papers, apparently doing exercises by candle-light.

It was Mark Ferrar. His honest, homely face, with the wide mouth and plain features, looked much the same; but the face was softened into  I had almost said  that of a gentleman. Mark finished the sentence he was writing, looked up, and saw his captain.

Oh, sir, is it you? he said, rising. I beg your pardon.

Busy at your books, I see, Mr. Ferrar?

Mark smiled  the great, broad, genuine smile I so well remembered. I had to put them by for other books, while I was studying to pass for chief, sir. That done, I can get to them again with an easy conscience.

To be sure. Can you tell me where Mr. Pym lodges?

Close by: a few doors lower down. But I can show you the house, sir.

Have you forgotten me, Mark? I asked, as he took up his cap to come with us.

An instants uncertain gaze; the candle was behind him, and my face in the shade. His own face lighted up with a glad light.

No, sir, that indeed I have not, I can never forget Mr. Johnny Ludlow. But you are about the last person, sir, I should have expected to see here.



In the moments impulse, he had put out his hand to me; then, remembering, I suppose, what his position was in the old days, drew it back quickly. I beg your pardon, sir, he said, with the same honest flush that used to be for ever making a scarlet poppy of his face. But I was glad to shake hands with Mark Ferrar.

How are all your people at Worcester, Mark? I asked, as we went down the street.

Quite well, thank you, sir. My old father is hearty yet, and my brother and sister are both married. I went down to see them last week, and stayed a day or two.

The greatest change in Ferrar lay in his diction. He spoke as we spoke. Associating now with men of education, he had taken care to catch up their tone and accent; and he was ever, afloat or ashore, striving to improve himself.

Ferrar opened Pyms door without knocking, dived down the step, for the houses were precisely similar, and entered the parlour. He and Pym occupied the same apartments in each house: the parlour and the little bed-room behind it.

The parlour was in darkness, save for what light came into it from the street gas-lamp, for these shutters were not closed. Ferrar went into the passage and shouted out for the landlady, Mrs. Richenough. I thought it an odd name.

She came in from the kitchen at the end of the passage, carrying a candle. A neat little woman with grey hair and a puckered face; the sleeves of her brown gown were rolled up to the elbows, and she wore a check apron.

Mr. Pym, sir? she said, in answer to Ferrar. He dressed hisself and went out when hed swallowed down his tea. He always do go out, sir, the minute hes swallowed it.

Do you expect him back to-night? questioned Jack.

Why yes, sir, I suppose so, she answered, he mostly comes in about eleven.

Has any young lady been here this evening, maam? blandly continued Jack. With Mr. Pym?  or to inquire for him?

Mrs. Richenough resented the question. A young lady! she repeated, raising her voice. Well, Im sure! what next?

Take care: it is our captain who speaks to you, whispered Ferrar in her ear; and the old woman dropped a curtsy to Jack. Captains are captains with the old landladies in Ship Street.



Mr. Pyms sister  or cousin, amended Jack.

And its humbly asking pardon of you, sir. Im sure I took it to mean one of them fly-away girls that would like to be running after our young officers continual. No, sir; no young lady has been here for Mr. Pym, or with him.

We can wait a little while to see whether he comes in, I presume, maam, said Jack.

Intimating that Mr. Pyms captain was welcome to wait the whole night if he pleased, Mrs. Richenough lighted the lamp that stood on the table, shut the shutters, and made Jack another curtsy as she withdrew.

Do you wish me to remain, sir? asked Mark.

Not at all, was the captains answer. There will be a good deal to do to-morrow, Mr. Ferrar: mind you are not late in getting on board.

No fear, sir, replied Ferrar.

And he left us waiting.

III.

The dwellings in Ship Street, Tower Hill, may be regarded as desirable residences by the young merchant-seamen whose vessels are lying in the neighbouring clocks, but they certainly do not possess much attraction for the general eye.

Seated in Edward Pyms parlour, the features of the room gradually impressed themselves upon my mind, and they remain there still. They would have remained, I think, without the dreadful tragedy that was so soon to take place in it. It was weary work waiting. Captain Tanerton, tired with his long and busy day, was nodding asleep in the opposite chair, and I had nothing to do but look about me.

It was a small room, rather shabby, the paper of a greenish cast, the faded carpet originally red: and the bedroom behind, as much as could be seen of it through the half-open door, looked smaller and poorer. The chairs were horsehair, the small table in the middle had a purple cloth on it, on which stood the lamp, that the landlady had just lighted. A carved ivory ornament, representing a procession of priests and singers, probably a present to Mrs. Richenough from some merchant-captain, stood under a glass shade on a bracket against the wall; the mantelpiece was garnished with a looking-glass and some china shepherds and shepherdesses. A monkey-jacket of Pyms lay across the back of a chair; some books and his small desk were on the chiffonier. In the rooms above, as we learnt later, lodged a friend of Pyms, one Alfred Saxby, who was looking out for a third mates berth.

At last Pym came in. Uncommonly surprised he seemed to see us sitting there, but not at all put out: he thought the captain had come down on some business connected with the ship. Jack quietly opened the ball; saying what he had to say.

Yes, sir. I do know where Miss Verena Fontaine is, but I decline to say, was Pyms answer when he had listened.

No, sir, nothing will induce me to say, he added to further remonstrance, and you cannot compel me. I am under your authority at sea, Captain Tanerton, but I am not on shore  and not at all in regard to my private affairs. Miss Verena Fontaine is under the protection of friends, and that is quite enough.

Enough or not enough, this was the utmost we could get from him. His captain talked, and he talked, each of them in a civilly-cold way; but nothing more satisfactory came of it. Pym wound up by saying the young lady was his cousin, and he could take care of her without being interfered with.

Do you trust him, Johnny Ludlow? asked Jack, as we came away.

I dont trust him on the whole; not a bit of it. But he seems to speak truth in saying she is with friends.

And, as the days went on, bringing no tidings of Verena, Sir Dace Fontaine grew angry as a raging tiger.

When a ship is going out of dock, she is more coquettish than a beauty in her teens. Not in herself, but in her movements. Advertised to sail to-day, you will be told shell not start until to-morrow; and when to-morrow comes the departure will be put off until the next day, perhaps to the next week.

Thus it was with the Rose of Delhi. From some uncompromising exigencies, whether connected with the cargo, the crew, the brokers, or any other of the unknown mysteries pertaining to ships, the day that was to have witnessed her departure  Thursday  did not witness it. The brokers, Freeman and Co., let it transpire on board that she would go out of dock the next morning. About mid-day Captain Tanerton presented himself at their office in Eastcheap.



I shall not sail to-morrow  with your permission, said he to Mr. James Freeman.

Yes, you will  if shes ready, returned the broker. Gould says she will be.

Gould may think so; I do not. But, whether she be ready or not, Mr. Freeman, I dont intend to take her out to-morrow.

The words might be decisive words, but the captains tone was genial as he spoke them, and his frank, pleasant smile sat on his face. Mr. Freeman looked at him. They valued Captain Tanerton as they perhaps valued no other master in their employ, these brothers Freeman; but James had a temper that was especially happy in contradiction.

I suppose youd like to say that you wont go out on a Friday!

Thats just it, said Jack.

You are superstitious, Captain Tanerton, mocked the broker.

I am not, answered Jack. But I sail with those who are. Sailors are more foolish on this point than you can imagine: and I believe  I believe in my conscience  that ships, sailing on a Friday, have come to grief through their crew losing heart. No matter what impediment is met with  bad weather, accidents, what not  the men say at once its of no use, we sailed on a Friday. They lose their spirit, and their energy with it; and I say, Mr. Freeman, that vessels have been lost through this, which might have otherwise been saved. I will not go out of dock to-morrow; and I refuse to do it in your interest as much as in my own.

Oh, bother, was all James Freeman rejoined. Youll have to go if shes ready.

But the words made an impression. James Freeman knew what sailors were nearly as well as Jack knew: and he could not help recalling to memory that beautiful ship of Freeman Brothers, the Lily of Japan. The Lily had been lost only six months ago; and those of her crew, who were saved, religiously stuck to it that the calamity was brought about through having sailed on a Friday.

The present question did not come to an issue. For, on the Friday morning, the Rose of Delhi was not ready for sea; would not be ready that day. On the Saturday morning she was not ready either; and it was finally decided that Monday should be the day of departure. On the Saturday afternoon Captain Tanerton ran down to Timberdale for four-and-twenty hours; Squire Todhetley, his visit to London over, travelling down by the same train.

Verena Fontaine had not yet turned up, and Sir Dace was nearly crazy. Not only was he angry at being thwarted, but one absorbing, special fear lay upon him  that she would come back a married woman. Pym was capable of any sin, he told the Squire and Coralie, even of buying the wedding-ring; and Verena was capable of letting it be put on her finger. No, papa, dissented Coralie in her equable manner, Vera is too fond of money and of the good things money buys, to risk the loss of the best part of her fortune. She will not marry Pym until she is of age; be sure of that. When he has sailed she will come home safe and sound, and tell us where she has been.

Captain Tanerton went down, I say, to Timberdale. He stayed at the Rectory with his wife and brother until the Sunday afternoon, and then returned to London. The Rose of Delhi was positively going out on Monday, so he had to be back  and, I may as well say here, that Jack, good-natured Jack, had invited me to go in her as far as Gravesend.

During that brief stay at Timberdale, Jack was not in his usual spirits. His wife, Alice, noticed it, and asked him whether anything was the matter. Not anything whatever, Jack readily answered. In truth there was not. At least, anything he could talk of. A weight lay on his spirits, and he could not account for it. The strong instinct, which had seemed to warn him against sailing with Pym again, had gradually left him since he knew that Pym was to sail, whether or not. In striving to make the best of it, he had thrown off the feeling: and the unaccountable depression that weighed him down could not arise from that cause. It was a strange thing altogether, this; one that never, in all his life, had he had any experience of; but it was not less strange than true.



Monday.  The Rose of Delhi lay in her place in the freshness of the sunny morning, making ready to go out of dock with the incoming tide. I went on board betimes: and I thought I had never been in such a bustling scene before. The sailors knew what they were about. I conclude, but to me it seemed all confusion. The captain I could not see anywhere; but his chief officer, Pym, seemed to be more busy than a certain common enemy of ours is said to be in a gale of wind.

Is the captain not on board? I asked of Mark Ferrar, as he was whisking past me on deck.

Oh no, sir; not yet. The captain will not come on board till the last moment  if he does then.

The words took me by surprise. What do you mean, by saying If he does then?

He has so much to do, sir; he is at the office now, signing the bills of lading. If he cant get done in time he will join at Gravesend when we take on some passengers. The captain is not wanted on board when we are going out of dock, Mr. Johnny, added Ferrar, seeing my perplexed look. The river-pilot takes the ship out.

He pointed to the latter personage, just then making his appearance on deck. I wondered whether all river-pilots were like him. He was broad enough to make two ordinarily stout people; and his voice, from long continuous shouting, had become nothing less than a ravens croak.

At the last moment, when the ship was getting away, and I had given the captain up, he came on board. How glad I was to see his handsome, kindly face!

Ive had a squeak for it, Johnny, he laughed, as he shook my hand: but I meant to go down with you if I could.

Then came all the noise and stir of getting away: the croaking of the pilot alone distinguishable to my uninitiated ears. Slack away the stern-line  he called it starn. Haul in head-rope. Here, carpenter, bear a hand, get the cork-fender over the quarter-gallery. What are you doing aft there?  why dont you slack away that stern-line? Every other moment it seemed to me that we were going to pitch into the craft in the pool, or they into us. However, we got on without mishap.

Captain Tanerton was crossing the ship, after holding a confab with the pilot, when a young man, whom he did not recognize, stepped aside out of his way, and touched his cap. The captain looked surprised, for the badge on the cap was the one worn by his own officers.

Who are you? he asked.

Mr. Saxby, if you please, sir.

Mr. Saxby! What do you do here?

Third mate, if you please, sir, repeated the young man. Your third mate, Mr. Jones, met with an accident yesterday; he broke his leg; and my friend, Pym, spoke of me to Mr. Gould.

Captain Tanerton was not only surprised, but vexed. First, for the accident to Jones, who was a very decent young fellow; next, at his being superseded by a stranger, and a friend of Pyms. He put a few questions, found the new mans papers were in order, and so made the best of it.

You will find me a good and considerate master, Mr. Saxby, if you do your duty with a will, he said in a kind tone.

I hope I shall, sir; Ill try to, answered the young man.

On we went swimmingly, in the wake of the tug-boat; but this desirable tranquillity was ere long destined to be marred.

On coming up from the state-room, as they called it, after regaling ourselves on a cold collation, the captain was pointing out to me something on shore, when one of the crew approached hastily, and touched his cap. I found it was the carpenter: a steady-looking man, who was fresh to the ship, having joined her half-an-hour before starting.

Beg pardon, sir, he began. Might I ask you when this ship was pumped out last?

Why, she is never pumped out, replied the captain.

Well, sir, returned the man, it came into my head just now to sound her, and I find theres two feet of water in the hold.

Nonsense, said Jack: you must be mistaken. Why, she has never made a cupful of water since she was built. We have to put water in her to keep her sweet.

Any way, sir, theres two feet o water in her now.

The captain looked at the man steadily for a moment, and then thought it might be as well to verify the assertion  or the contrary  himself, being a practical man. Taking the sounding-rod from the carpenters hand, he wiped it dry with an old bag lying near, and then proceeded to sound the well. Quite true: there were two feet of water. No time lost he. Ordering the carpenter to rig the pumps, he called all hands to man them.

For a quarter-of-an-hour, or twenty minutes, the pumps were worked without intermission; then the captain sounded, as before, doing it himself. There was no diminution of water  it stood at the same level as before pumping. Upon that, he and the carpenter went down into the hold, to listen along the ships sides, and discover, if they could, where the water was coming in. Five minutes later, Jack was on deck again, his face grave.

It is coming in abreast of the main hatchway on the starboard side; we can hear it distinctly, he said to the pilot. I must order the ship back again: I think it right to do so. And the broad pilot, who seemed a very taciturn pilot, made no demur to this, except a grunt. So the tug-boat was ordered to turn round and tow us back again.

Wheres Mr. Pym? cried the captain. Mr. Pym!

Mr. Pyms in the cabin, sir, said the steward, who chanced to be passing.

In the cabin! echoed Jack, in an accent that seemed to imply the cabin was not Mr. Pyms proper place just then. Send him to me, if you please, steward.

Yes, sir, replied the steward. But he did not obey with the readiness exacted on board ship. He hesitated, as if wanting to say something before turning away.

No Pym came. Jack grew impatient, and called out an order or two. Young Saxby came up, touching his cap, according to rule.

Do you want me, sir?

I want Mr. Pym. He is below. Ask him to come to me instantly.

It brought forth Pym. Jacks head was turned away for a moment, and I saw what he did not. That Pym had a fiery face, and walked as if his limbs were slipping from under him.

Oh, you are here at last, Mr. Pym  did you not receive my first message? cried Jack, turning round. The cargo must be broken out to find the place of leakage. See about it smartly: theres no time to waste.

Pym had caught hold of something at hand to enable him to stand steady. He had lost his wits, that was certain; for he stuttered out an answer to the effect that the cargo might be  hanged.

The captain saw his state then. Feeling a need of renovation possibly, after his mornings exertions, Mr. Pym had been making free, a great deal too much so, with the bottled ale below, and had finished up with brandy-and-water.

The cargo might be hanged!

Captain Tanerton, his brow darkening, spoke a sharp, short, stern reprimand, and ordered Mr. Pym to his cabin.



What could have possessed Pym unless it might be the spirit that was in the brandy, nobody knew. He refused to obey, broke into open defiance, and gave Captain Tanerton sauce to his face.

Take him below, said the captain quietly, to those who were standing round. Mr. Ferrar, you will lock Mr. Pyms cabin-door, if you please, and bring me the key.

This was done, and Mr. Pym encaged. He kicked at his cabin-door, and shook it; but he could not escape: he was a prisoner. He swore for a little while at the top of his voice; then he commenced some uproarious singing, and finally fell on his bed and went to sleep.

Hands were set to work to break out the cargo, which they piled on deck; and the source of the leakage was discovered. It seemed a slight thing, after all, to have caused so much commotion  nothing but an old treenail that had not been properly plugged-up. I said so to Ferrar.

Ah, Mr. Johnny, was Ferrars answering remark, his face and tone strangely serious, slight as it may seem to you, it might have sunk us all this night, had we chanced to anchor off Gravesend.



What with the pumps, that were kept at work, and the shifting of the cargo, and the hammering they made in stopping up the leak, we had enough to do this time. And about half-past three oclock in the afternoon the brave ship, which had gone out so proudly with the tide, got back ignominiously with the end of it, and came to an anchor outside the graving-dock, there not being sufficient water to allow of her entering it. The damage was already three-parts repaired, and the ship would make her final start on the morrow.

Twas nothing but a good Providence could have put it into my head to sound the ship, sir, remarked the carpenter, wiping his hot face, as he came on deck for something or other he needed. But for that, we might none of us have seen the mornings sun.

Jack nodded. These special interpositions of Gods good care are not rare, though we do not always recognize them. And yet, but for that return back, the miserable calamity so soon to fall, would not have had the chance to take place.

Captain Tanerton caused himself to be rowed ashore, first of all ordering the door of his prisoner to be unfastened. I got into the watermans wherry with him, for I had nothing to stay on board for. And a fine ending it was to my days pleasuring!

Never mind, Johnny, he said, as we parted. You can come with us again to-morrow, and I hope we shall have a more lucky start.

Captain Tanerton went straight to the brokers, saw Mr. James Freeman, and told him he would not take out Edward Pym. If he did, the mans fate would probably be that of irons from Gravesend to Calcutta.

And James Freeman, a thorough foe to brandy-and-water when taken at wrong times, listened to reason, and gave not a word of dissent. He there and then made Ferrar chief mate, and put another one second in Ferrars place; a likely young man in their employ who was waiting for a berth. This perfectly satisfied Captain Tanerton, under the circumstances.

The captain was then rowed back to his ship. By that time it was five oclock. He told Ferrar of the change; who thanked him heartily, a glow of satisfaction rising to his honest face.

Wheres Pym? asked the captain. He must take his things out of the ship.

Pym is not on board, sir. Soon after you left, he came up and went ashore: he seemed to have pretty nearly slept off the drink. Sir Dace Fontaine is below, added Ferrar, dropping his voice.

Sir Dace Fontaine! Does he want me?

He wanted Mr. Pym, sir. He has been looking into every part of the ship: he is looking still. He fancies his daughter is concealed on board.

Oh, nonsense! cried the captain; he cant fancy that. As if Miss Fontaine would come down here  and board ships!

She was on board yesterday, sir.

What! cried the captain.

Mr. Pym brought her on board yesterday afternoon, sir, continued Ferrar, his voice as low as it could well go. He was showing her about the ship.

How do you know this, Mr. Ferrar?

I was here, sir. Expecting to sail last week, I sent my traps on board. Yesterday, wanting a memorandum-book out of my desk, I came down for it. Thats how I saw them.

Captain Tanerton, walking forward to meet Sir Dace, knitted his brow. Was Mr. Pym drawing the careless, light-headed girl into mischief? Sir Dace evidently thought so.

I tell you, Captain Tanerton, she is quite likely to be on board, concealed as a stow-away, persisted Sir Dace, in answer to the captains assurance that Verena was not, and could not be in the ship. When you are safe away from land, she will come out of hiding and they will declare their marriage. That they are married, is only too likely. He brought her on board yesterday afternoon when the ship was lying in St. Katharines Dock.

Do you know that he did? cried Jack, wondering whence Sir Dace got his information.

I am told so. As I got up your ladder just now I inquired of the first man I saw, whether a young lady was on board. He said no, but that a young lady had come on board with Mr. Pym yesterday afternoon to see the ship. The man was your ship-keeper in dock.

How did you hear we had got back to-day, Sir Dace?

I came down this afternoon to search the ship before she sailed  I was under a misapprehension as to the time of her going out. The first thing I heard was, that the Rose of Delhi had gone and had come back again. Pym is capable, I say, of taking Verena out.

You may be easy on this point, Sir Dace, returned Jack. Pym does not go out in the ship: he is superseded. And he gave the heads of what had occurred.

It did not tend to please Sir Dace. Edward Pym on the high seas would be a less formidable adversary than Edward Pym on land: and perhaps in his heart of hearts Sir Dace did not really believe his daughter would become a stow-away.

Wont you help me to find her? to save her? gasped Sir Dace, in pitiful entreaty. With this change  Pym not going out  I know not what trouble he may not draw her into. Coralie says Verena is not married; but I  Heaven help me! I know not what to think. I must find Pym this night and watch his movements, and find her if I can. You must help me.

I will help you, said warm-hearted Jack  and he clasped hands upon it. I will undertake to find Pym. And, that your daughter is not on board, Sir Dace, I pass you my word.

Sir Dace stepped into the wherry again, to be rowed ashore and get home to his dinner  ordered that evening for six oclock. In a short while Jack also quitted the ship, and went to Pyms lodgings in Ship Street. Pym was not there.

Mr. Pym had come in that afternoon, said his landlady, Mrs. Richenough, and startled her out of her seven senses; for, knowing the ship had left with the days tide, she had supposed Mr. Pym to be then off Gravesend, or thereabouts. He told her the ship had sprung a leak and put back again. Mr. Pym had gone out, she added, after drinking a potful of strong tea.

To sober him, thought the captain. Do you expect him back to sleep, Mrs. Richenough?

Yes, I do, sir. I took the sheets off his bed this morning, and Ive just been and put em on again. Mr. Saxbys must be put on too, for he looked in to say he should sleep here.

Where to search for Pym, Jack did not know. Possibly he might have gone back to the ship to offer an apology, now that he was sobered. Jack was bending his steps towards it when he met Ferrar: who told him Pym had not gone back.

Jack put on his considering-cap. He hardly knew what to do, or how to find the fugitives: with Sir Dace, he deemed it highly necessary that Verena should be found.

Have you anything particular to do to-night, Mr. Ferrar? he suddenly asked. And Ferrar said he had not.

Then, continued the captain, I wish you would search for Pym. And, knowing Ferrar was thoroughly trustworthy, he whispered a few confidential words of Sir Dace Fontaines fear and trouble. I am going to look for him myself, added Jack, though Im sure I dont know in what quarter. If you do come across him, keep him within view. You can tell him also that his place on the Rose of Delhi is filled up, and he must take his things out of her.



Altogether that had been a somewhat momentous day for Mr. Alfred Saxby  and its events for him were not over yet. He had been appointed to a good ship, and the ship had made a false start, and was back again. An uncle and aunt of his lived at Clapham, and he thought he could not do better than go down there and regale them with the news: we all naturally burn to impart marvels to the world, you know. However, when he reached his relatives residence, he found they were out; and not long after nine oclock he was back at Mrs. Richenoughs.

Is Mr. Pym in? he asked of the landlady; who came forward rubbing her eyes as though she were sleepy, and gave him his candle.

Oh, he have been in some little time, sir. And a fine row hes been having with his skipper, added Mrs. Richenough, who sometimes came off the high ropes of politeness when she had disposed of her supper beer.

A row, has he! returned Saxby. Does not like to have been superseded, he added to himself. I must say Pym was a fool to-day  to go and drink, as he did, and to sauce the master.

Screeching out at one another like mad, theyve been, pursued Mrs. Richenough. He do talk stern, that skipper, for a young man and a good-looking one.

Is the captain in there now?

For all I know. I did think I heard the door shut, but it might have been my fancy. Good-night, sir. Pleasant dreams.

Leaving the candle in Saxbys hands, she returned to her kitchen, which was built out at the back. He halted at the parlour-door to listen. No voices were to be heard then; no sounds.

Pym may have gone to bed  I dare say his head aches, thought Saxby: and he opened the door to see whether the parlour was empty.

Why! what was it?  what was the matter? The young man took one startled look around and then put down the candle, his heart leaping into his mouth.

The lamp on the table threw its bright light on the little room. Some scuffle appeared to have taken place in it. A chair was overturned; the ivory ornament with its glass shade had been swept from its stand to the floor: and by its side lay Edward Pym  dead.

Mr. Alfred Saxby, third mate of that good ship, the Rose of Delhi, might be a sufficiently self-possessed individual when encountering sudden surprises at sea; but he certainly did not show himself to be so on shore. When the state of affairs had sufficiently impressed itself on his startled senses, he burst out of the room in mortal terror, shouting out murder.

There was nobody in the house to hear him but Mrs. Richenough. She came forward, slightly overcome by drowsiness; but the sight she saw woke her up effectually.



Good mercy! cried she, running to the prostrate man. Is he dead?

He looks dead, shivered Mr. Saxby, hardly knowing whether he was not dead himself.

They raised Pyms head, and put a pillow under it. The landlady wrung her hands.

We must have a doctor, she cried: but I can see he is dead. This comes of that quarrel with his captain: I heard them raving frightfully at one another. There has been a scuffle here  see that chair. Oh! and look at my beautiful ivory knocked down!  and the shade all broke to atoms!

Ill fetch Mr. Ferrar, cried Saxby, feeling himself rather powerless to act; and with nobody to aid him but the gabbling woman.

Like mad, Saxby tore up the street, burst in at Mark Ferrars open door and went full butt against Mark himself; who was at the moment turning quickly out of it.

Take care, Saxby. What are you about?

Oh, for Heavens sake do come, Mr. Ferrar! Pym is dead. He is lying dead on the floor.

The first thing Ferrar did was to scan his junior officer narrowly, wondering whether he could be quite sober. Yes, he seemed to be that; but agitated to trembling, and his face as pale as death. The next minute Ferrar was bending over Pym. Alas, he saw too truly that life was extinct.

Its his skipper that has done it, sir, repeated the landlady.

Hush, Mrs. Richenough! rebuked Ferrar. Captain Tanerton has not done this.

But I heard em screeching and howling at one another, sir, persisted Mrs. Richenough. Their quarrel must have come to blows.

I do not believe it, dissented Ferrar. Captain Tanerton would not be capable of anything of the kind. Fight with a man who has served under him!  you dont understand things, Mrs. Richenough.

Saxby had run for the nearest medical man. Ferrar ran to find his captain. He knew that Captain Tanerton intended to put up at a small hotel in the Minories for the night.

To this hotel went Ferrar, and found Captain Tanerton. Tired with his evenings search after Pym, the captain was taking some refreshment, before going up to Sir Dace Fontaines  which he had promised, in Sir Daces anxiety, to do. He received Ferrars report  that Pym was dead  with incredulity: did not appear to believe it: but he betrayed no embarrassment, or any other guilty sign.

Why, I came straight here from Pym, he observed. Its hardly twenty minutes since I left him. He was all right then  except that he had been having more drink.

Old Mother Richenough says, sir, that Pym and you had a loud quarrel.

Say that, does she, returned the captain carelessly. Her ears must have deceived her, Mr. Ferrar.

A quarrel and fight she says, sir. I told her I knew better.

Captain Tanerton took his cap and started with Ferrar for Ship Street, plunging into a reverie. Presently he began to speak  as if he wished to account for his own movements.

When you left me, Mr. Ferrar  you know  and here he exchanged a significant glance with his new first mate I went on to Ship Street, and took a look at Pyms room. A lamp was shining on the table, and his landlady had the window open, closing the shutters. This gave me an opportunity of seeing inside. Pym I saw; but not  not anyone else.

Again Captain Tanertons tone was significant. Ferrar appeared to understand it perfectly. It looked as though they had some secret understanding between them which they did not care to talk of openly. The captain resumed.

After fastening the shutters, Mrs. Richenough came to the door  for a breath of air, she remarked, as she saw me: and she positively denied, in answer to my questions, that any young lady was there. Mr. Pym had never had a young lady come after him at all, she protested, whether sister or cousin, or what not.

Yes, sir, said Ferrar: for the captain had paused.

I went in, and spoke to Pym. But, I saw in a moment that he had been drinking again. He was not in a state to be reasoned with, or talked to. I asked him but one question, and asked it civilly: would he tell me where Verena Fontaine was. Pym replied in an unwilling tone; he was evidently sulky. Verena Fontaine was at home again with her people; and he had not been able, for that reason, to see her. Thinking the ship had gone away, and he with it, Verena had returned home early in the afternoon. That was the substance of his answer.



But I  I dont know whether that account can be true, sir, hesitated Ferrar. I was not sure, you know, sir, that it was the young lady; I said so  

Yes, yes, I understood that, interrupted the captain quickly. Well, it was what Pym said to me, he added, after a pause: one hardly knows what to believe. However, she was not there, so far as I could ascertain and judge; and I left Pym and came up here to my hotel. I was not two minutes with him.

Then  did no quarrel take place, sir? cried Ferrar, thinking of the landladys story.

Not an angry word.

At this moment, as they were turning into Ship Street, Saxby, who seemed completely off his head, ran full tilt against Ferrar. It was all over, he cried out in excitement, as he turned back with them: the doctor pronounced Pym to be really dead.

It is a dreadful thing, said the captain. And, seemingly, a mysterious one.

Oh, it is dreadful, asserted young Saxby. What will poor Miss Verena do? I saw her just now, he added, dropping his voice.

Saw her where? asked the captain, taking a step backwards.

In the place where Ive just met you, sir, replied Saxby. I was running past round the corner into the street, on my way home from Clapham, when a young lady met and passed me, going pretty nearly as quick as I was. She had her face muffled in a black veil, but I am nearly sure it was Miss Verena Fontaine. I thought she must be coming from Pyms lodgings here.

Captain Tanerton and his chief mate exchanged glances of intelligence under the light of the street gas-lamp. The former then turned to Saxby.

Mr. Saxby, said he, I would advise you not to mention this little incident. It would not, I am sure, be pleasant to Miss Verena Fontaines friends to hear of it. And, after all, you are not sure that it was she.

Very true, sir, replied Saxby. Ill not speak of it again.

You hear, sir, answered Ferrar softly, as Saxby stepped on to open the house-door. This seems to bear out what I said. And, by the way, sir, I also saw  

Hush! cautiously interrupted the captain  for they had reached the door, and Mrs. Richenough stood at it.



And what Mr. Ferrar further saw, whatever it might be, was not heard by Captain Tanerton. There was no present opportunity for private conversation: and Ferrar was away in the morning with the Rose of Delhi.



After parting with Captain Tanerton on leaving the ship, I made my way to the Mansion House, took an omnibus to Covent Garden, and called at the Tavistock to tell Mr. Brandon of the return of the ship. Mr. Brandon kept me to dinner. About eight oclock I left him, and went to the Marylebone Road to see the Fontaines. Coralie was in the drawing-room alone.

Is it you, Johnny Ludlow! she gaily cried, when old Ozias showed me in. You are as welcome as flowers in May. Here I am, without a soul to speak to. You must have a game at chess with me.

Your sister is not come home, then?

Not she. I thought it likely she would come, as soon as the ships head was turned seaward  I told you so. But she has not. And now the ships back again, I hear. A fine time you must have had of it!

We just had. But how did you know?

From papa. Papa betook himself to the docks this afternoon, to assure himself, I presume, that the Rose of Delhi was gone. And my belief is, Johnny, that he will work himself into a nervous fever, Coralie broke off to say, in her equable way, as she helped me to place the pieces. When he got there, he found the ship was back again. This put him out a little, as you may judge; and something else put him out more. He heard that Vera went on board with Pym yesterday afternoon when the ship was lying in St. Katherines Docks. Upon that, what notion do you suppose he took up? I have first move, dont I?

Certainly. What notion did he take up? The reader must remember that I knew nothing of Sir Daces visit to the ship.

Why, that Vera might be resolving to convert herself into a stowaway, and go out with Pym and the ship. Poor papa! He went searching all over the vessel. He must be off his head.

Verena would not do that.

Do it? retorted Coralie. Shed be no more likely to do it than to go up a chimney, as the sweeps do. I told papa so. He brought me this news when he came home to dinner. And he might just as well have stayed away, for all he ate.

Coralie paused to look at her game. I said nothing.

He could only drink. It was as if he had a fierce thirst upon him. When the sweets came on, he left the table and shut himself in his little library. I sent Ozias to ask if he would have a cup of tea or coffee made; papa swore at poor Ozias, and locked the door upon him. When Verena does appear Id not say but hell beat her.

No, no: not that.

But, I tell you he is off his head. He is still shut up: and nobody dare go near him when he gets into a fit of temper. It is so silly of papa! Verena is all right. But this disobedience, you see, is something new to him.

You cant move that bishop. It leaves your king in check.

So it does. The worst item of news remains behind, added Coralie. And that is that Pym does not sail with the ship.

I should not think he would now. Captain Tanerton would not take him.

Papa told me Captain Tanerton had caused him to be superseded. Was Pym very much the worse for what he took, Johnny? Was he very insolent? You must have seen it all?

He had taken quite enough. And he was about as insolent as a man can be.

Ferrar is appointed to his place, papa says; and a new man to Ferrars.

Ferrar is! I am glad of that: very. He deserves to get on.

But Ferrar is not a gentleman, is he? objected Coralie.

Not in one sense. There are gentlemen and gentlemen. Mark Ferrar is very humble as regards birth and bringing-up. His father is a journeyman china-painter at one of the Worcester china-factories; and Mark got his learning at St. Peters charity-school. But every instinct Mark possesses is that of a refined, kindly, modest gentleman; and he has contrived to improve himself so greatly by dint of study and observation, that he might now pass for a gentleman in any society. Some men, whatever may be their later advantages, can never throw off the common tone and manner of early habits and associations. Ferrar has succeeded in doing it.

If Pym stays on shore it may bring us further complication, mused Coralie. I should search for Verena myself then  and search in earnest. Papa and old Ozias have gone about it in anything but a likely manner.

Have you any notion where she can be?

Just the least bit of notion in the world, laughed Coralie. It flashed across me the other night where she might have hidden herself. I dont know it. I have no particular ground to go upon.

You did not tell Sir Dace?

Not I, lightly answered Coralie. We two sisters dont interfere with one anothers private affairs. I did keep back a letter of Veras; one she wrote to Pym when we first left home; but I have done so no more. Here comes some tea at last!

I should have told, I continued in a low tone. Or taken means myself to see whether my notion was right or wrong.

What did it signify?  when Pym was going away in a day or two. Check to you, Johnny Ludlow.

That first game, what with talking and tea-drinking, was a long one. I won it. When Ozias came in for the tea-cups Coralie asked him whether Sir Dace had rung for anything. No, the man answered; most likely his master would remain locked in till bed-time; it was his way when any great thing put him out.

I dont think I can stay for another game, I said to Coralie, as she began to place the men again.

Are you in such a hurry? cried Coralie, glancing round at the clock: which said twenty minutes to ten.

I was not in any hurry at all that night, as regarded myself: I had thought she might not care for me to stay longer. Miss Deveen and Cattledon had gone out to dinner some ten miles away, and were not expected home before midnight. So we began a fresh game.

Why! that clock must have stopped!

Chancing to look at it by-and-by, I saw that it stood at the same time  twenty minutes to ten. I took out my watch. It said just ten minutes past ten.

What does it signify? said Coralie. You can stay here till twenty minutes to twelve if you like  and be whirled home in a cab by midnight then.

That was true. If  

Good gracious! exclaimed Coralie.



She was looking at the door with surprised eyes. There stood Verena, her bonnet on; evidently just come in.

Verena tripped forward, bent down, and kissed her sister. Have you been desperately angry, Coral? she lightly asked, giving me her hand to shake. I know papa has.

I have not been angry, was Coralies equable answer: but you have acted childishly, Verena. And now, where have you been?

Only in Woburn Place, at Mrs. Balls, said Verena, throwing off her bonnet, and bringing her lovely flushed face close to the light as she sat down. When I left here that evening  and really, Johnny, I was sorry not to stay and go in to dinner with you, she broke off, with a smile I went straight to our old lodgings, to good old Mother Ball. They are frightful tyrants at home, I said to her, Im not sure but theyll serve me as Bluebeard did his wives; and I want to stay with you for a day or two. Theres where I have been all the time, Coral; and I wondered you and papa did not come to look for me.

It is where I fancied you might be, returned Coral. But I only thought of it on Saturday night. Does that mean check, Johnny?

Check and mate, mademoiselle.

Oh, how wicked you are!

Mrs. Ball has been more careful of me than shed be of gold, went on Vera, her blue eyes dancing. The eldest daughter, Louise, is at home now: she teaches music in a school: and, if youll believe me, Coral, the old mother would never let me stir out without Louise. When Edward Pym came up in the evening to take me for a walk, Louise must go with us. I feel responsible to your papa and sister, my dear, the old woman would say to me. Oh, she was a veritable dragon.

Was Louise with you when you went on board the Rose of Delhi yesterday afternoon? cried Coralie, while I began to put away the chessmen.

Verena opened her eyes. How did you hear of that? No, we tricked Louise for once. Edward had fifty things to say to me, and he wanted me alone. After dinner he proposed that we should go to afternoon service. I made haste, and went out with him, calling to Louise that shed catch us up before we reached the church, and we ran off in just the contrary direction. I should like to show you my ship, Edward said; and we went down in an omnibus. Mrs. Ball shook her head when we got back, and said I must never do it again. As if I should have the chance, now Edwards gone!

Coralie glanced at her. He is gone, I suppose?

Yes, sighed Vera. The ship left the docks this morning. He took leave of me last night.

Coralie looked doubtful. She glanced again at her sister under her eyelids.

Then  if Edward Pym is no longer here to take walks with you, Vera, how is it you came home so late to-night?

Because I have been to a concert, cried Vera, her tone as gay as a larks. Louise and I started to walk here this afternoon. I wanted you to see her; she is really very nice. Coming through Fitzroy Square, she called upon some friends of hers who live there, the Barretts  he is a professor of music. Mrs. Barrett was going to a concert to-night and she said if we would stay shed take us. So we had tea with her and went to it, and they sent me home in a cab.

You seem to be taking your pleasure! remarked Coralie.

I had such an adventure downstairs, cried Verena, dropping her voice after a pause of thought. Nearly fell into the arms of papa.

What  now?

Now; two minutes ago. While hesitating whether to softly tinkle the kitchen-bell and smuggle myself in and up to my room, or to storm the house with a bold summons, Ozias drew open the front-door. He looked so glad to see me, poor stupid old fellow. I was talking to him in the passage when I heard papas cough. Oh, hide yourself, Missee Vera, cried Ozias, the master, he so angry; and away I rushed into papas little library, seeing the door of it open  

He has come out of it, then! interjected Coralie.

I thought papa would go upstairs, said Vera. Instead of that, he came on into the room. I crept behind the old red window-curtains, and  

And what? asked Coralie, for Verena made a sudden pause.

Groaned out with fright, and nearly betrayed myself, continued Verena. Papa stared at the curtains as if he thought they were alive, and then and there backed out of the room. Perhaps he feared a ghost was there. He was looking so strange, Coralie.



All your fault, child. Since the night you went away he has looked more like a maniac than a rational man, and acted like one. I have just said so to Johnny Ludlow.

Poor papa! I will be good and tractable as an angel now, and make it up to him. And  why, Coralie, here are visitors.

We gazed in surprise. It is not usual to receive calls at bedtime. Ozias stood at the door showing in Captain Tanerton. Behind him was Alfred Saxby.

The captains manner was curious. No sooner did he set eyes on us than he started back, as if he thought we might bite him.

Not here. Not the ladies. I told you it was Sir Dace I wanted, he said in quick sentences to Ozias. Sir Dace alone.

Ozias went back down the stairs, and they after him, and were shown into the library. It was a little room nearly opposite the front-entrance, and underneath the room called the boudoir. You went down a few stairs to it.

Verena turned white. A prevision of evil seized her.

Something must be the matter, she shivered, laying her hand upon my arm. Did you notice Captain Tanertons face? I never saw him look like that. And what does he do here? Where is the ship? And oh, Johnny  and her voice rose to a shriek wheres Edward Pym?

Alas! we soon knew what the matter was  and where Edward Pym was. Dead. Murdered. Thats what young Saxby called it. Sir Dace, looking frightfully scared, started with them down to Ship Street. I went also; I could not keep away. George was to sit up for me at home if I were late.

For, as Miss Deveen had said to me in the morning, laughingly, theres no telling, Johnny, at what unearthly hour you may get back from Gravesend.

IV.

It was a dreadful thing to have happened. Edward Pym found dead; and no one could tell for a certainty who had been the author of the calamity.

He had died of a blow dealt to him, the doctors said: it had struck him behind the left ear. Could it be possible that he had fallen of himself, and struck his head against something in falling, was a question put to the doctors  and it was Captain Tanerton who put it. It perhaps might be possible, the medical men answered, but not at all probable. Mr. Pym could not have inflicted the blow upon himself, and there was no piece of furniture in the room, so far as they saw, that could have caused the injury, even though he had fallen upon it.

The good luck of the Rose of Delhi seemed not to be in the ascendant. Her commander could not sail with her now. Neither could her newly-appointed third mate, Alfred Saxby. So far as might be ascertained at present, Captain Tanerton was the last man who had seen Pym alive; Alfred Saxby had found him dead; therefore their evidence would be required at the official investigation.

Ships, however, cannot be lightly detained in port when their time for sailing comes: and on the day following the events already told of, the Rose of Delhi finally left the docks, all taut and sound, the only one of her old officers, sailing in her, being Mark Ferrar. The brokers were put out frightfully at the detention of Tanerton. A third mate was soon found to replace Saxby: a master not so easily. They put in an elderly man, just come home in command of one of their ships. Put him in for the nonce, hoping Captain Tanerton would be at liberty to join her at Dartmouth, or some other place down channel.

On this same day, Tuesday, the investigation into the events of that fatal Monday, as regarded Edward Pym, was begun. Not the coroners inquest: that was called for the morrow: but an informal inquiry instituted by the brokers and Sir Dace Fontaine. In a back-room of the office in Eastcheap, the people met; and  I am glad to say  I was one of them, or I could not have told you what passed. Sir Dace sat in the corner, his elbow resting on the desk and his hand partly covering his face. He did not pretend to feel the death as an affectionate uncle would have felt it; still Pym was his nephew, and there could be no mistake that the affair was troubling him.

Mrs. Richenough, clean as a new pin, in her Sunday gown and close bonnet, a puzzled look upon her wrinkled face, told what she knew  and was longer over it than she need have been. Mr. Pym, who lodged in her parlour floor, had left her for good, as she supposed, on the Monday morning, his ship, the Rose of Delhi, being about to go out of dock. Mr. Saxby, who had lodged in the rooms above Mr. Pym, got appointed to the same ship, and he also left. In the afternoon she heard that the ship had got off all right: a workman at the docks told her so. Later, who should come to the door but Mr. Pym  which naturally gave her great surprise. He told her the ship had sprung a leak and had put back; but they should be off again with the next days tide, and he should have to be abroad precious early in the morning to get the cargo stowed away again  

What time was this? interrupted Mr. Freeman.

About half-past four, I fancy, sir. Mr. Pym spoke rather thick  I saw he had been taking a glass. He bade me make him a big potful of strong tea  which I did at once, having the kettle on the fire. He drank it, and went out.

Go on, Mrs. Richenough.

An hour afterwards, or so, his captain called, wanting to know where he was. Of course, sirs, I could not say; except that he had had a big jorum of tea, and was gone out.

Captain Tanerton spoke up to confirm this. I wanted Pym, he said. This must have been between half-past five and six oclock.

About nine oclock; or a bit earlier, it might be  I know it was dark and I had finished my supper  Mr. Pym came back, resumed the landlady. He seemed in an ill-humour, and he had been having more to drink. Light my lamp, Mother Richenough, says he roughly, and shut the shutters: Ive got a letter to write. I lighted the lamp, and he got out some paper of his that was left in the table-drawer, and the ink, and sat down. After closing the shutters I went to the front-door, and there I saw Captain Tanerton. He asked me  

What did he ask you? cried Mr. Freemans lawyer, for she had come to a dead standstill.

Well, the captain asked me whether any young lady had been there. He had asked the same question afore, sir: Mr. Pyms cousin, or sister, I blieve he meant. I told him No, and he went into the parlour to Mr. Pym.

What then?

Well, gentlemen, I went back to my kitchen, and shut myself in by my bit o fire; and, being all lonely like, I amost dozed off. Not quite; they made so much noise in the parlour, quarrelling.

Quarrelling? cried the lawyer.

Yes, sir; and were roaring out at one another like wolves. Mr.  



Stay a moment, maam. How long was it after you admitted Captain Tanerton that you heard this quarrelling?

Not above three or four minutes, sir. Im sure of that. Mr. Pyms catching it from his captain, and he is just in the right mood to take it unkindly, I thought to myself. However, it was no business of mine. The sounds soon ceased, and I was just dozing off again, when Mr. Saxby came home. He went into the parlour to see Mr. Pym, and found him lying dead on the floor.

A silent pause.

You are sure, maam, it was Captain Tanerton who was quarrelling with him? cried the lawyer, who asked more questions than all the rest put together.

Of course I am sure, returned Mrs. Richenough. Why, sir, how could it be anybody else? Hadnt I just let in Captain Tanerton to him? Nobody was there but their two selves.

Naturally the room turned to Jack. He answered the mute appeal very quietly.

It was not myself that quarrelled with Pym. No angry word of any kind passed between us. Pym had been drinking; Mrs. Richenough is right in that. He was not in a state to be reproved or reasoned with, and I came away at once. I did not stay to sit down.

You hear this, Mrs. Richenough?

Yes, sir, I do; and I am sure the gentleman dont speak or look like one who could do such a deed. But, then, I heard the quarrelling.

An argument indisputable to her own mind. Sir Dace looked up and put a question for the first time. He had listened in silence. His dark face had a wearied look on it, and he spoke hardly above a whisper.

Did you know the voice to be that of Captain Tanerton, Mistress Landlady? Did you recognize it for his!

I knew the voice couldnt be anybody elses, sir. Nobody but the captain was with Mr. Pym.

I asked you whether you recognized it? returned Sir Dace, knitting his brow. Did you know by its tone that it was Captain Tanertons?

Well, no, sir, I did not, if you put it in that way. Captain Tanerton was nearly a stranger to me, and the two shut doors and the passage was between me and him. I had only heard him speak once or twice before, and then in a pleasant, ordinary voice. In this quarrel his voice was raised to a high, rough pitch; and in course I could not know it for his.

In point of fact, then, it comes to this: You did not recognize the voice for Captain Tanertons.

No, sir; not, I say, if you put it in that light.

Let me put it in this light, was Sir Dace Fontaines testy rejoinder: Had three or four people been with Mr. Pym in his parlour, you could not have told whose voice it was quarrelling with him? You would not have known?

That is so, sir. But, you see, I knew it was his captain that was with him.

Sir Dace folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, his cross-questioning over. Mrs. Richenough was done with for the present, and Captain Tanerton entered upon his version of the nights events.

I wished particularly to see Mr. Pym, and went to Ship Street in search of him, as I have already said. He was not there. Later, I went down again  

I beg your pardon, Captain Tanerton, interrupted the lawyer; what time do you make it  that second visit?

It must have been nearly nine oclock. Mr. Pym was at home, and I went into his parlour. He sat at the table writing, or preparing to write. I asked him the question I had come to ask, and he answered me. Scarcely anything more passed between us. He was three-parts tipsy. I had intended to tell him that he was no longer chief mate of my ship  had been superseded; but, seeing his condition, I did not. I can say positively that I was not more than two minutes in the room.

And you and he did not quarrel?

We did not. Neither were our voices raised. It is very probable, in his then condition, that he would have attempted to quarrel had he known he was discharged; but he did not know it. We were perfectly civil to each other; and when I wished him good-night, he came into the passage and shut the front-door after me.

You left no one with him?

No one; so far as I saw. I can answer for it that no one was in the parlour with us: whether any one was in the back room I cannot say. I do not think so.



After that, Captain Tanerton?

After that I went straight to my hotel in the Minories, and ordered tea. While taking it, Mr. Ferrar came in and told me Edward Pym was dead. I could not at first believe it. I went back to Ship Street and found it too true. In as short a time as I could manage it, I went to carry the news to Sir Dace Fontaine, taking young Saxby with me.

Jack had spoken throughout in the ready, unembarrassed manner of one who tells a true tale. But never in all my life had I seen him so quiet and subdued. He was like one who has some great care upon him. The other hearers, not knowing Jack as I knew him, would not notice this; though I cannot answer for it that one of them did not James Freeman. He never took his eyes off Jack all the while; peered at him as if he were a curiosity. It was not an open stare; more of a surreptitious one, taken stealthily from under his eyebrows.

Some testimony as to Pyms movements that afternoon was obtained from Mrs. Ball, the lawyer having already been to Woburn Place to get it. She said that young Pym came to her house between five and six oclock nearer six than five, she thought, and seemed very much put out and disappointed to find Miss Verena Fontaine had left for her own home. He spoke of the ships having sprung a leak and put back again, but he believed she would get out again on the morrow. Mrs. Ball did not notice that he had been drinking; but one of her servants met him in the street after he left the house, heard him swearing to himself, and saw him turn into a public-house. If he remained in it until the time he next appeared in Ship Street, his state then was not to be wondered at.

This was about all that had been gathered at present. A great deal of talking took place, but no opinion was expressed by anybody. Time enough for that when the jury met on the morrow. As we were turning out of the back-room, the meeting over, Mr. Freeman put his hand upon Jack, to detain him. Jack, in his turn, detained me.

Captain Tanerton, he said, in a grave whisper, do you remember making a remark to me not long ago, in this, my private room  that if we persisted in sending Pym out with you in the ship, there would be murder committed?

I believe I do, said Jack, quietly. They were foolish words, and meant nothing.



I do not like to remember them, pursued Mr. Freeman. As things have turned out, it would have been better that you had not used them.

Perhaps so, answered Jack. They have done no harm, that I know of.

They have been singularly verified. The man has been murdered.

Not on board the Rose of Delhi.

No. Off it.

I should rather call it death by misadventure, said Jack, looking calmly at the broker. At the worst, done in a scuffle; possibly in a fall.

Most people, as I think you will find, will call it murder, Captain Tanerton.

I fear they will.

Mr. Freeman stood before Jack, waiting  at least it struck me so  to hear him add, But I did not commit it  or words to that effect. I waited too. Jack never spoke them: he remained silent and still. Since the past day his manner had changed. All the light-hearted ease had gone out of it; the sunny temperament seemed exchanged for one of thought and gloom.



Fine tidings to travel down to Timberdale!

On Wednesday, the day following this, the Squire stood at the gate of Crabb Cot after breakfast, looking this way and that. Dark clouds were chasing each other over the face of the sky, now obscuring the sun, now leaving it to shine out with intense fierceness.

It wont do to-day, cried the Squire. Its too windy, Joe. The fish would not bite.

Theyd bite fast enough, said Tod, who had set his mind upon a days fishing, and wanted the Squire to go with him.

Feel that gust, Joe! Why, if  halloa, here comes Letsom!

Colonel Letsom was approaching at the pace of a steam-engine, his mild face longer than usual. Tod laughed.

The colonel, never remembering to say How dye do, or to shake hands, dragged two letters out of his pocket, all in a flurry.

Such fearful news, Todhetley! he exclaimed. Pym  you remember that poor Pym?

What should hinder me? cried the Squire. A fine dance we had, looking for him and Verena Fontaine the other night in London! What of Pym!

He is dead! gasped the colonel. Murdered.

The pater took off his spectacles, thinking they must affect his hearing, and stared.

And it is thought, added the colonel, that  that Captain Tanerton did it.

Good mercy, Letsom! You cant mean it.

Colonel Letsoms answer was to read out portions of the two letters. One of them was written to his daughter Mary Ann by Coralie Fontaine; three sheets full. She gave much the same history of the calamity that has been given above. It could not have been done by any hand but Captain Tanertons, she said; though of course not intentionally; nobody thought that: her father, Sir Dace, scorned any worse idea. Altogether, it was a dreadful thing; it had struck Verena into a kind of wild despair, and bewildered them all. And in a postscript she added what she had apparently forgotten to say before  that Captain Tanerton denied it.

Tod looked up, a flush on his face. One thing may be relied upon, colonel  that if Tanerton did do it, he will avow it. He would never deny it.

This other letter is from Sir Dace, said the colonel, after putting Coralies aside. And he turned round that we might look over his shoulder while he read it.

It gave a much shorter account than Coralies; a lighter account, as if he took a less grave view of the affair; and it concluded with these words: Suspicion lies upon Tanerton. I think unjustly. Allowing that he did do it, it could only have been done by a smartly-provoked blow, devoid of ill-intention. No one knows better than myself how quarrelsome and overbearing that unfortunate young man was. But I, for one, believe what Tanerton says  that he was not even present when it happened. I am inclined to think that Pym, in his unsteady state, must in some way have fallen when alone, and struck his head fatally.

Sir Dace is right; Ill lay my fortune upon it, cried Tod warmly.

Dont talk quite so fast about your fortune, Joe; wait till youve got one, rebuked the pater. I must say it is grievous news, Letsom. It has upset me.



I am off now to show the letters to Paul, said the colonel. It will be but neighbourly, as he is a connection of the Fontaines.

Shaking hands, he turned away on the road to Islip. The Squire, leaning on the gate, appeared to be looking after him: in reality he was deep in a brown study.

Joe, said he, in a tone that had a sound of awe in it, this is curious, taken in conjunction with what Alice Tanerton told us yesterday morning.

Well, it does seem rather queer, conceded Tod. Something like the dream turning up trumps.

Trumps? retorted the pater.

Truth, then. Poor Alice!

A singular thing had happened. Especially singular, taken in conjunction (as the Squire put it) with this unfortunate news. And when the reader hears the whole, though it wont be just yet, he will be ready to call out, It is not true. But it is true. And this one only fact, with its truth and its singularity, induced me to recount the history.



On Tuesday morning, the day after the calamity in Ship Street  you perceive that we go back a day  the Squire and Tod turned out for a walk. They had no wish to go anywhere in particular, and their steps might just as well have been turned Crabb way as Timberdale way  or, for that matter, any other way. The morning was warm and bright: they strolled towards the Ravine, went through it, and so on to Timberdale.

We may as well call and see how Herbert Tanerton is, as we are here, remarked the Squire. For Herbert had a touch of hay-fever. He was always getting something or other.

The Rector was better. They found him pottering about his garden; that prolific back-garden from which we once saw  if you dont forget it  poor, honest, simple-minded Jack bringing strawberries on a cabbage-leaf for crafty Aunt Dean. The suspected hay-fever turned out to be a bit of a cold in the head: but the Rector could not have looked more miserable had it been in the heart.

Whats the matter with you now? cried the Squire, who never gave in to Herberts fancies.

Matter enough, he growled in answer: to have a crew of ridiculous women around you, no better than babies! Heres Alice in a world of a way about Jack, proclaiming that some harm has happened to him.

What harm? Does she know of any?

No, she does not know of any, croaked Herbert, flicking a growing gooseberry off a bush with the rake. She says a dream disclosed it to her.

The pater stared. Tod threw up his head with a laugh.

You might have thought shed got her death-warrant read out to her, so white and trembling did she come down, continued Herbert in an injured tone. She had dreamt a dream, foreshadowing evil to Jack, she began to tell us  and not a morsel of breakfast could she touch.

But thats not like Alice, continued the Squire. She is too sensible: too practical for such folly.

Its not like any rational woman. And Grace would have condoled with her! Women infect each other.

What was the dream?

Some nonsense or other, you may be sure. I would not let her relate it, to me, or to Grace. Alice burst into tears and called me hard-hearted. I came out here to get away from her.

For goodness sake dont let her upset herself over a rubbishing dream, Tanerton, cried the Squire, all sympathy. Shes not strong, you know, just now. I dreamt one night the public hangman was appointed to take my head off; but it is on my shoulders yet. You tell her that.

Yesterday was the day Jack was to sail, interrupted Tod.

Of course it was, acquiesced the Rector: he must be half-way down the channel by this time. If  Here comes Alice! he broke off. I shall go. I dont want to hear more of such stuff.

He went on down the garden in a huff, disappearing behind the kidney-beans. Alice, wearing a light print gown and black silk apron, her smooth brown hair glossy as ever, and her open face as pretty, shook hands with them both.

And whats this we hear about your tormenting yourself over a dream? blundered the Squire. Though whether it was a blunder to say it, I know not; or whether, but for that, she would have spoken: once the ice is broken, you may plunge in easily. My dear, Id not have thought it of you.

Alices face took a deeper gravity, her eyes a far-off look. It is quite true, Mr. Todhetley, she sighed. I have been very much troubled by a dream.

Tell it us, Alice, said Tod, his whole face in a laugh. What was it about?

That you may ridicule it? she sighed.

Yes, he answered. Ridicule it out of you.

You cannot do that, was her quiet answer: and Tod told me in later days that it rather took him aback to see her solemn sadness. I should like to relate it to you, Mr. Todhetley. Herbert would not hear it, or let Grace.

Herberts a parson, you know, my dear, and parsons think they ought to be above such things, was the Squires soothing answer. If it will ease your mind to tell it me  Here, let us sit down under the pear-tree.

So they sat down on the bench under the blossoms of the pear-tree, the pater admonishing Tod to behave himself; and poor Alice told her dream.

I thought it was the present time, she began. This very present day, say, or yesterday; and that Jack was going to sea in command  

But, my dear, he always goes in command.

Of course. But in the dream the point was especially presented to my mind  that he was going out in command. He came to me the morning of the day he was to sail, looking very patient, pale, and sorrowful. It seemed that he and I had had some dispute, causing estrangement, the previous night: it was over then, and I, for one, repented of the coldness.

Well, Alice? broke in Tod: for she had stopped, and was gazing out straight before her.

I wish I could show to you how real all this was, she resumed. It was more as though I were wide awake, and enacting it. I never had so vivid a dream before; never in all my life.

But why dont you go on?

Somebody had been murdered: some man. I dont know who it was  or where, or how. Jack was suspected. Jack! But it seemed that it could not be brought home to him. We were in a strange town; at least, it was strange to me, though it seemed that I had stayed in it once before, many years ago. Jack was standing before me all this while, you understand, in his sadness and sorrow. It was not he who had told me what had happened. I seemed to have known it already. Everybody knew it, everybody spoke of it, and we were in cruel distress. Suddenly I remembered that when I was in the town the previous time, the man who was murdered had had a bitter quarrel with another man, a gentleman: and a sort of revelation came over me that this gentleman had been the murderer. I went privately to some one who had authority in the ship, and said so; I think her owner. He laughed at me  did I know how high this gentleman was, he asked; the first magnate in the town. That he had done it I felt sure; surer than if I had seen it done; but no one would listen to me  and in the trouble I awoke.

Thats not much to be troubled at, cried the Squire.

The trouble was terrible; you could not feel such in real life. But I have not told all. Presently I got to sleep again, and found myself in the same dream. I was going through the streets of the town in an open carriage, the ships owner with me  

Was the ship the Rose of Delhi?

I dont know. The owner, sitting with me in the carriage, was not either of the owners of the Rose of Delhi, whom I know well; this was a stranger. We were going over a bridge. Walking towards us on the pavement, I saw two gentlemen arm-in-arm: one an officer in a dusky old red uniform and cocked-hat; the other an evil-looking man who wore a long brown coat. He walked along with his eyes on the ground. I knew him by intuition  that it was the man who had had the quarrel years before, and who had done the murder now. Theres the gentleman you would have accused, said my companion before I could speak, pointing to this man: he stands higher in position than anybody else in the town. They walked on in their security, and we drove on in our pain. I ought to say in my pain, for I alone felt it. Oh, I cannot tell you what it was  this terrible pain; not felt so much, it seemed, because my husband could not be cleared, as for his sadness and sorrow. Nothing like it, I say, can ever be felt on earth.

And what else, Alice?

That is all, she sighed. I awoke for good then. But the pain and the fear remain with me.

Perhaps, child, you are not very well?  been eating green gooseberries, or some such trash. Nothings more likely to give one bad dreams than unripe fruit.



Why should the dream have left this impression of evil upon me  this weight of fear? cried Alice, never so much as hearing the paters irreverent suggestion. If it meant nothing, if it were not come as a warning, it would pass from my mind as other dreams pass.

Not knowing what to say to this, the Squire said nothing. He and Tod both saw how useless it would be; no argument could shake her faith in the dream, and the impression it had left.

The Squire, more easily swayed than a child, yet suspecting nothing of the news that was on its way to Timberdale, quitted the Rectory and went home shaking his head. Alices solemn manner had told upon him. I cant make much out of the dream, Joe, he remarked, as they walked back through the Ravine; but I dont say dreams are always to be ridiculed, since we read of dreams sent as warnings in the Bible. Anyhow, I hope Jack will make a good voyage. He has got home safe and sound from other voyages: why should he not from this one?

Before that day was over, they saw Alice again. She walked over to Crabb Cot in the evening with her little girl  a sprightly child with Jacks own honest and kindly eyes. Alice put a sealed paper into the Squires hand.

I know you will think me silly, she said to him, in a low tone: perhaps gone a little out of my senses; but, as I told you this morning, nothing has ever impressed me so greatly and so unpleasantly as this dream. I cannot get it out of my mind for a moment; every hour, as it goes by, only serves to render it clearer. I have written it down here, every particular, more minutely than I related it to you this morning, and I have sealed it up, you see; and I am come to ask you to keep it. Should my husband ever be accused, it may serve to  

Now, child, dont you talk nonsense, interrupted the pater. Accused of what?

I dont know. I wish I did. I hope you will pardon me, Mr. Todhetley, she went on, in deprecation; but indeed there lies upon me a dread  an apprehension that startles me. I dare say I express myself badly; but it is there. And, do you know, Jack has lately experienced the same sensation; he told me so on Sunday. He said it was like an instinct of coming evil.

Then that accounts for it, cried the Squire, considerably relieved, and wondering how Jack could be so silly, if she was. If your husband told you that, Alice, of course the first thing youd do would be to go and dream of it.

Perhaps so. What he said made no impression on me; he laughed as he said it: I dont suppose it made much on him. Please keep the paper.

The Squire carried the paper upstairs and locked it up in the little old walnut bureau in his bedroom. He told Alice where he had put it. And she, declining any refreshment, left again with little Polly for Timberdale Rectory.

Has Herbert come to? asked Tod laughingly, as he went to open the gate for her.

Oh dear, no, answered Alice. He never will, if you mean as to hearing me tell the dream.

They had a hot argument after she left: Mrs. Todhetley maintaining that some dreams were to be regarded as sacred things; while Tod ridiculed them with all his might, asserting that there never had been, and never could be anything in them to affect sensible people. The Squire, now taking one side, now veering to the other, remained in a state of vacillation, something like Mahomets coffin hovering between earth and heaven.

And, you will now readily understand that when the following morning, Wednesday, Colonel Letsom brought the Squire the news of Pyms death, calling it murder, and that Jack was suspected, and the ship had gone out without him, this dream of Alice Tanertons took a new and not at all an agreeable prominence. Even Tod, sceptical Tod, allowed that it was queer.

On this same morning, Wednesday, Alice received a letter from her husband. He spoke of the mishap to the ship, said that she had put back, and had again gone out; he himself being detained in London on business, but he expected to be off in a day or two and join her at some place down channel. But not a word did he say of the cause of his detention, or of the death of Edward Pym. She heard it from others.

With this confirmation, as it seemed, of her dream, Alice took it up more warmly. She went over to the old lawyer at Islip, John Paul, recounted the dream to him, and asked what she was to do. Naturally, old Paul told her nothing: and he must have laughed in his sleeve as he said it.



The good ship, Rose of Delhi, finally went away with all her sails set for the East; but John Tanerton went not with her.



The inquest on the unfortunate young man, Pym, was put off from time to time, and prolonged and procrastinated. Captain Tanerton had to wait its pleasure; the ship could not.

The case presented difficulties, and the jury could not see their way to come to a verdict. Matters looked rather black against Captain Tanerton; that was not denied; but not sufficiently black, it would seem, for the law to lay hold of him. At any rate, the law did not. Perhaps the persistent advocacy of Sir Dace Fontaine went some way with the jury. Sir Dace gave it as his strong opinion that his misguided nephew, being the worse for drink, had fallen of himself, probably with his head on the iron fender, and that Captain Tanertons denial was a strictly true one. The end finally arrived at was  that there was not sufficient evidence to show how the death was caused.

At the close of the investigation Jack went down to Timberdale. Not the open-hearted, ready-handed Jack of the old days, but a subdued, saddened man who seemed to have a care upon him. The foolish speech he had thoughtlessly made to Mr. Freeman preceded him: and Herbert Tanerton  always looking on the darkest side of everything and everybody, considered it a proof that Jack had done the deed.

Timberdale (including Crabb) held opposite opinions; half of it taking Captain Tanertons side, half the contrary one. As to the Squire, he was more helpless than an old sheep. He had always liked Jack, had believed in him as in one of us: but, you see, when one gets into trouble, faith is apt to waver. A blow, argued the pater in private, is so easily given in the heat of passion.

A pretty kettle of fish this is, croaked Herbert to Jack, on his brothers arrival.

Yes, it is, sighed Jack.

The ships gone without you, I hear.

She had to go. Ships cannot be delayed to await the convenience of one man: you must know that, Herbert.

How came you to do it, John?

To do what? asked Jack. To stay? It was no fault of mine. I was one of the chief witnesses, and the coroner would not release me.

You know what I mean. Not that. How came you to do it, I ask?

To do what? repeated Jack.



Kill Pym.

Jacks face took a terrible shade of pain as he looked at his brother. I should have thought, Herbert, that you, of all people, might have judged me better than that.

I dont mean to say you did it deliberately; that you meant to do it, returned the Rector in his coldest manner. But that was a very awkward threat of yours  that if the brokers persisted in sending Pym out with you, thered be murder committed. Very incautious!

You cant mean what you say; you cannot surely reflect on what you would imply  that I spoke those words with intention! flashed Jack.

You did speak them  and they were verified, contended Herbert. Just the same thing, you see, that Mr. Freeman had said to Jack in London. Poor Jack!

How did you hear that I had said anything of the kind?

Somebody wrote it to Timberdale, answered the parson, crustily. There could be no question that the affair had crossed him more than anything that had ever happened in this world. I think it was Coralie Fontaine.

I am deeply sorry I ever spoke them, Herbert  as things have turned out.

No doubt you are. The tongues an evil and dangerous member. Let us drop the subject: the less it is recurred to now, the better.

Captain Tanerton saw how it was  that all the world suspected him, beginning with his brother.

And he certainly did not do as much to combat the feeling as he might have done. This was noticed. He did not assert his innocence strenuously and earnestly. He said he was not guilty, its true, but he said it too quietly. A man accused of so terrible a crime would move heaven and earth to prove the charge false  if false it were. Jack denied his guilt, but denied it in a very tame fashion. And this had its effect upon his upholders.

There could be no mistaking that some inward trouble tormented him. His warm, genial manners had given place to thoughtfulness and care. Was Jack guilty?  his best friends acknowledged the doubt now, in the depths of their heart. Herbert Tanerton was worrying himself into a chronic fever: chiefly because disgrace was reflected on his immaculate self, Jack being his brother. Squire Todhetley, meeting Jack one day in Robert Ashtons cornfield, took Jacks hands in his, and whispered that if Jack did strike the blow unwittingly, he knew it was all the fault of that unhappy, cross-grained Pym. In short, the only person who retained full belief in Jack was his wife. Jack had surely done it, said Timberdale under the rose, but done it unintentionally.

Alice related her dream to Jack. Not being given to belief in dreams, Jack thought little of it. Nothing, in fact. It was no big, evil-faced man who harmed Pym, he answered, shaking his head; and he seemed to speak as one who knew.

Timberdale was no longer a pleasant resting-place for John Tanerton, and he quitted it for Liverpool, with Alice and their little girl. Aunt Dean received him coolly and distantly. The misfortune had put her out frightfully: with Jacks income threatened, there would be less for herself to prey upon. She told him to his face that if he wanted to correct Pym, he might have waited till they got out to sea: blows were not thought much of on board ship.

The next day Jack paid a visit to the owners, and resigned his command. For, he was still attached ostensibly to the Rose of Delhi, though another master had temporarily superseded him.

Why do you do this? asked Mr. Charles Freeman. We can put you into another ship, one going on a shorter voyage, and when your own comes home you can take her again.

No, said Jack. Many thanks, though, for your confidence in me. All the world seems to believe me guilty. If I were guilty I am not fit to command a ships crew.

But you were not guilty?

More emphatically than Jack had yet spoken upon the affair, he spoke now: and his truthful, candid eyes went straight into those of his questioner.

I was not. Before Heaven, I say it.

Charles Freeman heaved a sigh of relief. He liked Jack, and the matter had somewhat troubled him.

Then, Captain Tanerton  I fully believe you  why not reconsider your determination, and remain on active service? The Shamrock is going to Madras; sails in a day or two; and you shall have her. Shell be home again before the Rose of Delhi. For your own sake I think you should do this  to still rancorous tongues.

Jack sighed. I cant feel free to go, he said. This suspicion has troubled me more than you can imagine. I must get some employment on shore.

You should stand up before the world and assert your innocence in this same emphatic manner, returned the owner. Why have you not done it?

Jacks voice took a tone of evasion at once. I have not cared to do it.

Charles Freeman looked at him. A sudden thought flashed into his mind.

Are you screening some one, Captain Tanerton?

How can you ask such a question? rejoined Jack. But the deep and sudden flush that rose with the words, gave fresh food for speculation to Mr. Freeman. He dropped his voice.

Surely it was not Sir Dace Fontaine who  who killed him? The uncle and nephew were not on good terms.

Jacks face and voice brightened again  he could answer this with his whole heart. No, no, he impressively said, it was not Sir Dace Fontaine. You may at least rely upon that.



When I at length got back to Crabb, the Fontaines were there. After the inquest, they had gone again to Brighton. Poor Verena looked like a ghost, I thought, when I saw her on the Sunday in their pew at church.

It has been a dreadful thing, I said to her, as we walked on together after service; but I am sorry to see you look so ill.

A dreadful thing!  ay, it has, Johnny Ludlow, was her answer, spoken in a wail. I expect it will kill some of us.

Sir Dace looked ill too. His furtive eyes had glanced hither and thither during the service, like a man who has a scare upon him; but they seemed ever to come back to Verena.

Not another word was said by either of us until we were near the barn. Then Verena spoke.

Where is John Tanerton?

In Liverpool, I hear.

Poor fellow!

Her tone was as piteous as her words, as her looks. All the bloom had gone from her pretty face; its lips were white, dry, and trembling. In Coralie there was no change; her smiles were pleasant as ever, her manners as easy. The calamity had evidently passed lightly over her; as I expect most things in life did pass.



Saying good-morning at the turning, Sir Dace and Verena branched off to Maythorn Bank. Coralie lingered yet, talking with Mr. Todhetley.

My dear, how ill your father is looking! exclaimed the Squire.

He does look ill, answered Coralie. He has never been quite the same since that night in London. He said one day that he could not get the sight of Pym out of his mind  as he saw him lying on the floor in Ship Street.

It must have been a sad sight.

Papa is also, I think, anxious about Verena, added Coralie. She has taken the matter to heart in quite an unnecessary manner; just, Im sure, as if she intended to die over it. That must vex papa: I see him glancing at her every minute in the day. Oh, I assure you I am the only cheerful one of the family now, concluded Coralie, lightly, as she ran away to catch the others.

That was the last we saw of them that year. On the morrow we left for Dyke Manor.



In the course of the autumn John Tanerton ran up to Timberdale from Liverpool. It had come to his knowledge that the Ash Farm, belonging to Robert Ashton, was to let  Grace had chanced to mention it incidentally when writing to Alice  and poor Jack thought if he could only take it his fortune was made. He was an excellent, practical farmer, and knew he could make it answer. But it would take two or three thousand pounds to stock the Ash Farm, and Jack had not as many available shillings. He asked his brother to lend him the money.

I always knew you were deficient in common sense, was the Rectors sarcastic rejoiner to the request. Three thousand pounds! What next?

It would be quite safe, Herbert: you know how energetic I am. And I will pay you good interest.

No doubt you will  when I lend it you. You have a cheek!

But  

That will do; dont waste breath, interrupted Herbert, cutting him short. And he positively refused the request  refused to listen to another word.

Strolling past Maythorn Bank that same afternoon, very much down in looks and spirits, Jack saw Sir Dace Fontaine. He was leaning over his little gate, looking just as miserable as Jack. For Sir Dace to look out of sorts was nothing unusual; for Jack it was. Sir Dace asked what was amiss: and Jack  candid, free-spoken, open-natured Jack  told of his disappointment in regard to the Ash Farm: his brother not feeling inclined to advance him the necessary money to take it  three thousand pounds.

I wonder you do not return to the sea, Captain Tanerton, cried Sir Dace.

I do not care to return to it, was Jacks answer.

Why?

I shall never go to sea again, Sir Dace, he said in his candour.

Never go to sea again!

No. At any rate, not until I am cleared. While this dark cloud of suspicion lies upon me I am not fit to take the command of others. Some windy night insubordinate men might throw the charge in my teeth.

You are wrong, said Sir Dace, his countenance taking an angry turn. You know, I presume, your own innocence  and you should act as if you knew it.

He turned back up the path without another word, entered his house, and shut the door. Jack walked slowly on. Presently he heard footsteps behind him, looked round, and saw Verena Fontaine. They had not met since the time of Pyms death, and Jack thought he had never seen such a change in any one. Her bright colour was gone, her cheeks were wasted  a kind of dumb despair sat in her once laughing blue eyes. All Jacks pity  and he had his share of it  went out to her.

I heard a little of what you said to papa at the garden-gate, Captain Tanerton  not much of it. I was in the arbour. Why is it that you will not yet go to sea again? What is it you wait for?

I am waiting until I can stand clear in the eyes of men, answered Jack, candid as usual, but somewhat agitated, as if the topic were a sore one. No man with a suspicion attaching to him should presume to hold authority over other men.

I understand you, murmured Verena. If you stood as free from suspicion with all the world as you are in my heart, and  and  she paused from emotion and I think in my fathers also, you would have no cause to hesitate.



Jack took a questioning glance at her; at the sad, eager eyes that were lifted beseechingly to his. It is kind of you to say so much, he answered. It struck me at the time of the occurrence that you could not, did not, believe me guilty.

Verena shivered. As if his steady gaze were too much for her, she turned her own aside towards the blue sky.

Good-bye, she said faintly, putting out her hand. I only wanted to say this  to let you know that I believe in your innocence.

Thank you, said Jack, meeting her hand. It is gratifying to hear that you do me justice.

He walked quietly away. She stood still to watch him. And of all the distressed, sad, aching countenances ever seen in this world, few could have matched that of Miss Verena Fontaine.

V.

Spring sunshine, bright and warm to-day, lay on Timberdale. Herbert Tanerton, looking sick and ill, sat on a bench on the front lawn, holding an argument with his wife, shielded from outside gazers by the clump of laurel-trees. We used to say the Rectors illnesses were all fancy and temper; but it seemed to be rather more than that now. Worse tempered he was than ever; Jacks misfortunes and Jacks conduct annoyed him. During the past winter Jack had taken some employment at the Liverpool Docks, in connection with the Messrs. Freemans ships. Goodness knew of what description it was, Herbert would say, turning up his nose.

A day or two ago Jack made his appearance again at the Rectory; had swooped down upon it without warning or ceremony, just as he had in the autumn. Herbert did not approve of that. He approved still less of the object which had brought Jack at all. Jack was tired of the Liverpool Docks; the work he had to do was not congenial to him; and he had now come to Timberdale to ask Robert Ashton to make him his bailiff. Not being able to take a farm on his own account, Jack thought the next best thing would be to take the management of one. Robert Ashton would be parting with his bailiff at Midsummer, and Jack would like to drop into the post. Anything much less congenial to the Rectors notions, Jack could hardly have pitched upon.



I can see what it is  Jack is going to be a thorn in my side for ever, the Rector was remarking to his wife, who sat near him, doing some useful work. He never had any idea of the fitness of things. A bailiff, now!  a servant!

I wish you would let him take a farm, Herbert  lend him the money to stock one.

I know you do; you have said so before.

Grace sighed. But when she had it on her conscience to say a thing she said it.

Herbert, you know  you know I have never thought it fair that we should enjoy all the income we do; and  

What do you mean by fair? interrupted Herbert. I only enjoy my own.

Legally it is yours. Rightly, a large portion of it ought to be Jacks. It does not do us any good, Herbert, this superfluous income; you only put it by. It does not in the slightest degree add to our enjoyment of life.

Do be quiet, Grace  unless you can talk sense. Jack will get no money from me. He ought to be at sea. What right had he to give it up? The Rose of Delhi is expected back now: let him take her again.

You know why he will not, Herbert. And he must do something for a living. I wish you would not object to his engaging himself to Robert Ashton. If  

Why dont you wish anything else thats lowering and degrading? You are as devoid of common sense as he! retorted the parson, walking away in a fume.

Matters were in this state when we got back to Crabb Cot; to stop at it for a longer or a shorter period as fate and the painters at Dyke Manor would allow. Jack urging Robert Ashton to promise him the bailiffs post  vacant the next Midsummer; Herbert strenuously objecting to it; and Robert Ashton in a state of dilemma between the two. He would have liked well enough to engage John Tanerton: but he did not like to defy the Rector. When the Squire heard this later, his opinion vacillated, according to custom: now leaning to Herberts side, now to Jacks. And the Fontaines, we found, were in all the bustle of house-moving. Their own house, Oxlip Grange, being at length ready for them, they were quitting Maythorn Bank.

Goodness bless me! cried the Squire, coming in at dusk from a stroll he had taken the evening of our arrival. I never got such a turn in my life.

What has given it you, sir?

What has given it me, Johnny? why, Sir Dace Fontaine. I never saw any man so changed, he went on, rubbing up his hair. He looks like a ghost, more than a man.

Is he ill?

He must be ill. Sauntering down that narrow lane by Maythorn Bank, I came upon a tall something mooning along like a walking shadow. I might have taken it for a shadow, but that it lifted its bent head, and threw its staring eyes straight into mine  and I protest that a shadowy sensation crept over myself when I recognized it for Fontaine. You never saw a face so gloomy and wan. How long is it since we saw him, Johnny?

About nine months, I think, sir.

The man must be suffering from a wasting complaint, or else he has some secret care thats fretting him to fiddle-strings. Mark my words, all of you, it is one or the other.

Dear me! put in Mrs. Todhetley, full of pity. I always thought him a gloomy man. Did you ask him whether he was ill?

Not I, said the pater: he gave me no opportunity. Had I been a sheriffs-officer with a writ in my hand he could hardly have turned off shorter. They had moved into the other house that day, he muttered, and he must lock up Maythorn Bank and be after them.

This account of Sir Dace was in a measure cleared up the next morning. Who should come in after breakfast but the surgeon, Cole. Talking of this and that, Sir Dace Fontaines name came up.

I am on my way now to Sir Dace; to the new place, cried Cole. They went into it yesterday. Might have gone in a month ago, but Sir Dace made no move to do it. He seems to have no heart left to do anything; neither heart nor energy.

I knew he was ill, cried the Squire. No mistaking that. And now, Cole, what is it thats the matter with him?

He shows symptoms of a very serious inward complaint, gravely answered Cole. A complaint that, if it really does set in, must prove fatal. We have some hopes yet that we shall ward it off. Sir Dace does not think we shall, and is in a rare fright about himself.



A fright, is he! Thats it, then.

Never saw any man in such a fright before, went on Cole. Says hes going to die  and he does not want to die.

I said last night the man was like a walking shadow. And theres a kind of scare in his face.

Cole nodded. Two or three weeks ago I got a note from him, asking me to call. I found him something like a shadow, as you observe, Squire. The cold weather had kept him indoors, and I had not chanced to see him for some weeks. When Sir Dace told me his symptoms, I suppose I looked grave. Combined with his wasted appearance, they unpleasantly impressed me, and he took alarm. The truth, he said, in his arbitrary way: tell me the truth; only that. Conceal nothing. Well, when a patient adjures me in a solemn manner to tell the truth, I deem it my duty to do so, added Cole, looking up.

Go on, Cole, cried the Squire, nodding approval.

I told him the truth, softening it in a degree  that I did not altogether like some of the symptoms, but that I hoped, with skill and care, to get him round again. The same day he sent for Darbyshire of Timberdale, saying we must attend him conjointly, for two heads were better than one. Two days later he sent for somebody else  no other than Mr. Ben Rymer.

We all screamed out in surprise. Ben Rymer!

Ay, said Cole, Ben Rymer. Ben has got through and is a surgeon now, like the rest of us. And, upon my word, I believe the fellow has his profession thoroughly in hand. He will make a name in the world, the chances for it being afforded him, unless I am mistaken.

Something like moisture stood in the Squires good old eyes. If his father, poor Rymer, had but lived to see it! he softly said. Anxiety, touching Ben, killed him.

So we three doctors make a pilgrimage to Sir Dace regularly everyday; sometimes together, sometimes apart, added Cole. And, of the three of us, I believe the patient likes young Rymer best  has most confidence in him.

Shall you cure him?

Well, we do not yet give up hope. If the disease does set in, it will  

What?

Run its course quickly.

An instant yet, Cole, cried the Squire, stopping the surgeon as he was turning away. You have told us nothing. How does the parish get on?  and the people? How is Letsom?  and Crabb generally? Tanerton  how is he?  and Timberdale? Coming here fresh, we are thirsting for news.

Cole laughed. He knew the pater liked gossip as much as any old woman: and the reader must understand that, as yet, we had not heard any, having reached Crabb Cot late the previous afternoon.

There is no particular news, Squire, said he. Letsom is well; so is Crabb. Herbert Tanertons not well. He is in a crusty way over Jack.

He is always in a way over something. Where is Jack?

Jacks here, at the Rectory; just come to it. Robert Ashtons bailiff is about to take a farm on his own account, and Jack came rushing over from Liverpool to apply for the post.

Tod, who had been too much occupied with his fishing-flies to take much heed before, set up a shrill whistle at this. How will the parson like that? he asked.

The parson does not like it at all. Whether he will succeed in preventing it, is another matter, concluded Cole. And, with that, he made his escape.

Close upon the surgeons departure, Colonel Letsom came in; he had heard of our arrival. It was a pity, he said, the two brothers should be at variance. Jack wanted the post  he must make a living somehow; and the Rector was in a way over it; not quite mad, but next door to it; Ashton of course not knowing what to do between them. From that subject, he began to speak of the Fontaines.

A West Indian planter, one George Bazalgette, had been over on a visit, he said, and had spent Christmas at Maythorn Bank; his object being to induce Verena to accept him as her husband. Verena would not listen to him, and he wasted his eloquence in vain. She made no hesitation in vowing to him that her affections were buried in the grave of Edward Pym.

Fontaine told me confidentially in London that he intended she should have Bazalgette, remarked the Squire. It was the evening we went looking for her at that wax-work place.

Ay; but Fontaine is changed, returned the colonel: all his old domineering ways are gone out of him. When Bazalgette was over here, he did not attempt even to persuade her: she must take her own course, he said. So poor Bazalgette went back as he came  wifeless. It was a pity.

Why?

Because this George Bazalgette was a nice fellow, replied Colonel Letsom. An open-hearted, fine-looking, generous man, and desperately in love with her. Miss Verena will not readily find his compeer in a summer days march.

As old as Adam, I suppose, colonel, interjected Tod.

Yes  if you choose to put Adams age down at three or four and thirty, laughed the colonel, as he took his leave.

To wait many hours, once she was at Crabb, without laying in a stock of those delectable family pills, invented by the late Thomas Rymer, would have been quite beyond the philosophy of Mrs. Todhetley. That first morning, not ten minutes after Colonel Letsom left us, taking the Squire with him, she despatched me to Timberdale for a big box of them. Tod would not come: said he had his flies to see to.

Dashing through the Ravine and out on the field beyond it, I came upon Jack Tanerton. Good old Jack! The Squire had said Sir Dace was changed: I saw that Jack was. He looked taller and thinner, and the once beaming face had care upon it.

Where are you bound for, Jack?

Not for any place in particular. Just sauntering about.

Walk my way, then. I am going to Rymers.

It is such nonsense, cried Jack, speaking of his brother, after we had plunged a bit into affairs. Calling it derogatory, and all the rest of it! I could be just as much of a gentleman as Ashtons bailiff as I am now. Everybody knows me. He gives a good salary, and theres a pretty house; and I have also my own small income. Alice and I and the little ones should be as happy as the days long. If I give in to Herbert and dont take it, I dont see what I am to turn to.

But, Jack, why do you give up the sea? I asked. And Jack told me what he had told others: he should never take command again until he was a free man.

Dont you think you are letting that past matter hold too great an influence over you? I presently said. You must be conscious of your own innocence  and yet you seem as sad and subdued as though you were guilty!

I am subdued because other people think me guilty! he answered. Changed? I am. It is that which has changed me; not the calamity itself.

Jack, were I you, I should stand up in the face and eyes of all the world, and say to them, Before God, I did not kill Pym. People would believe you then. But you dont do it.

I have my reasons for not doing it, Johnny Ludlow. God knows what they are; He knows all things. I dare say I may be set right with the world in time: though I dont see how it is to be done.

A smart young man, a new assistant, was behind the counter at Ben Rymers, and served me with the pills. Coming out, box in hand, we met Ben himself. I hardly knew him, he was so spruce. His very hair and whiskers were trimmed down to neatness and looked of a more reasonable colour; his red-brown beard was certainly handsome, and his clothes were well cut.

Why, he has grown into a dandy, Jack, I said, after we had stood a minute or two, talking with the surgeon.

Yes, said Jack, he is going in for the proprieties of life now. Ben may make a gentleman yet  and a good man to boot.

That same afternoon, it chanced that the Squire met Ben Rymer. Striding along in his powerful fashion, Ben came full tilt round the sharp corner that makes the turning to the Islip Road, and nearly ran over the pater. Ben had been to Oxlip Grange.

So, sir, cried the pater, stopping him, I hear you are in practice now, and intend to become a respectable man. Its time you did.

Ay, at last, replied Ben good-humouredly. It is a long lane, Squire, that has no turning.

Dont you lapse back again, Mr. Ben.

Not if I know it, sir. I hope I shall not.

It was anxiety on your score, you know, that troubled your good fathers mind in dying.

If it did not bring his death on, readily conceded Ben, his light tone changing. I know it all, Squire  and have felt it.

Look here, cried the Squire, catching at Bens button-hole, which had a lovely lily-of-the-valley in it, there was nothing on earth your poor patient father prayed for so earnestly as for your welfare; that you might be saved for time and eternity. Now I dont believe such prayers are ever lost. So you will be helped on your way if you bear steadfastly onwards.



Giving the young mans hand a wring, the Squire turned off on his way. In half-a-minute he was back again.

Hey, Mr. Benjamin?  here. How is Sir Dace Fontaine? I suppose you have just left him?

So Ben had to come back at the call. To the paters surprise he saw his eyes were moist.

He is worse, sir, to-day; palpably worse.

Will he get over it?

Ben gave his head an emphatic shake, which somehow belied his words: Cole and Darbyshire think there is hope yet, Squire.

And you do not; thats evident. Well, good-day.



The next move in this veritable drama was the appearance of Alice Tanerton and her six-months-old baby at Timberdale. Looking upon the Rectory as almost her home  it had been Jacks for many years of his life  Alice came to it without the ceremony of invitation: the object of her coming now being to strive to induce Herbert to let her husband engage himself to Robert Ashton. And this visit of Alices was destined to bring about a most extraordinary event.

One Wednesday evening when Jack and his wife were dining with us  and that troublesome baby, which Alice could not, as it seemed, stir abroad without, was in the nursery squealing  Alice chanced to say that she had to go to Islip the following day, her mother having charged her to see John Paul the lawyer, concerning a little property that she, Aunt Dean, held in Crabb. It would be a tremendously long walk for Alice from Timberdale, especially as she was not looking strong, and Mrs. Todhetley proposed that I should drive her over in the pony-carriage: which Alice jumped at.

Accordingly, the next morning, which was warm and bright, I took the pony-carriage to the Rectory, picked up Alice, and then drove back towards Islip. As we passed Oxlip Grange, which lay in our way, Sir Dace Fontaine was outside in the road, slowly pacing the side-path. I thought I had never seen a man look so ill: so down and gloomy. He raised his eyes, as we came up, to give me a nod. I was nodding back again, when Alice screamed out and startled me. She started the pony too, which sprang on at a tangent.

Johnny! Johnny Ludlow! she gasped, her face whiter than death and her lips trembling like an aspen leaf, did you see that man? Did you see him?

Yes. I was nodding to him. What is the matter?

It was the man I saw in my dream: the man who had committed the murder in it.

I stared at her, wondering whether she had lost her wits.

Do you remember the description I gave of that man? she continued, in excitement. I do. I wrote it down at the time, and Mr. Todhetley holds it, sealed up. Every word, every particular is in my memory now, as I saw him in my dream. A tall, evil-looking, dark man in a long brown coat, who walked with his eyes fixed on the ground. I tell you, Johnny Ludlow, that is the man.

Her vehemence infected me. I looked round after Sir Dace. He was turning this way now. Certainly the description seemed like enough. His countenance just now did look an evil one; and he was tall and he was dark, and he wore a long brown coat this morning, nearly reaching to his heels, and his eyes were fixed on the ground as he walked.

But what if his looks do tally with the man you saw in your dream, Alice? What of it?

What of it! she echoed, vehemently. What of it! Why, dont you see, Johnny Ludlow? This man must have killed Edward Pym.

Hush, Alice! It is impossible. This is Sir Dace Fontaine.

I do not care who he is, was her impulsive retort. As surely as that Heaven is above us, Edward Pym got his death at the hand of this man. My dream revealed it to me.

I might as well have tried to stem a torrent as to argue with her; so I drove on and held my tongue. Arrived at the office of Paul and Chandler, I following her in, leaving a boy with the pony outside. Alice pounced upon old Paul with the assertion: Sir Dace Fontaine was the evil and guilty man she had seen in her dream. Considering that Paul was a sort of cousin to Sir Daces late wife, this was pretty well. Old Paul stared at her as I had done. Her cheeks were hectic, her eyes wildly earnest. She recalled to the lawyers memory the dream she had related to him; she asserted in the most unqualified manner that Dace Fontaine was guilty. Tom Chandler, who was old Pauls partner and had married his daughter Emma, came into the room in the middle of it, and took his share of staring.



It must be investigated, said Alice to them. Will you undertake it?

My dear young lady, one cannot act upon a fancy  a dream, cried old Paul: and there was a curious sound of compassionate pity in his voice, which betrayed to Alice the gratifying fact that he was regarding her as a monomaniac.

If you will not act, others will, she concluded at last, after exhausting her arguments in vain. And she came away with me in resentment, having totally forgotten all about her mothers business.

To Crabb Cot then  she would go  to take counsel with the Squire. He told her to her face she was worse than a lunatic to suspect Sir Dace; and he would hardly get out the sealed packet at all. It was opened at last, and the dream, as written down in it by herself at the time, read.

John Tanerton, my husband, was going to sea in command, it began. He came to me the morning of the day they were to sail, looking very patient, pale and sorrowful: more so than any one, I think, could look in life. He and I seemed to have had some estrangement the previous night that was not remembered by either of us now, and I, for one, repented of it. Somebody was murdered (though I could not tell how this had been revealed to me), some man; Jack was suspected by all people, but they could not bring it home to him. We were in some strange town; strangers in it; though I, as it seemed to me, had been in it once, many years before. All this while, Jack was standing before me in his sadness and sorrow, mutely appealing to me, as it seemed, to clear him. Everybody was talking of it and glancing at us askance, everybody shunned us, and we were in cruel distress. Suddenly I remembered that when I was in the town before, the man now murdered had had a bitter quarrel with another man, a gentleman of note in the town; and a conviction came over me, powerful as a revelation, that it was he who had now committed the murder. I left Jack, and told this to some one connected with the ship, its owner, I think. He laughed at the words, saying that the gentleman I would accuse was of high authority in the town, one of its first magnates. That he had done it, however high he might be, I felt perfectly certain; but nobody would listen to me; nobody would heed so improbable a tale: and, in the trouble this brought me, I awoke. Such trouble! Nothing like it could be felt in real life.



That was dream the first.

I lay awake for some little time thinking of it, and then went to sleep again: and this was dream the second.

The dream seemed to recommence from where it had left off. It was afternoon. I was in a large open carriage, going through the streets of the town, the ships owner (as I say I think he was) sitting beside me. In passing over a bridge we saw two gentlemen walking towards us arm-in-arm on the footpath, one of them an officer in a dusky old red uniform and cocked hat, the other a tall, evil-looking dark man, who wore a long brown coat and kept his eyes on the ground. Though I had never seen him in my life before, I knew it was the guilty man; he had killed the other, committed the crime in secret: but ere I could speak, he who was sitting with me said, Theres the gentleman you would have accused this morning. He stands before everybody else in the town. Fancy your accusing him of such a thing! It seemed to me that I did not answer, could not answer for the pain. That he was guilty I knew, and not Jack, but I had no means of bringing it home to him. He and the man in uniform walked on in their secure immunity, and I went on in the carriage in my pain. The pain awoke me.

And now it only remains for me to declare that I have set down this singular dream truthfully, word for word; and I shall seal it up and keep it. It may be of use if any trouble falls upon Jack, as the dream seems to foretell  and of some trouble in store for him he has already felt the shadow. So strangely vivid a dream, and the intense pain it brought and leaves with me, can hardly have visited me for nothing.  Alice Tanerton.

That was all the paper said. The Squire, poring through his good old spectacles over it, shook his head as Alice pointed out the description of the guilty man, how exactly it tallied with the appearance of Sir Dace Fontaine; but he only repeated Paul the lawyers words, One cannot act upon a dream.

It was Sir Dace; it was Sir Dace, reiterated Alice, clasping her hands piteously. I am as sure of it as that I hope to go to heaven. And I drove her home in the belief.

There ensued a commotion. Not a commotion to be told to the parish, but a private one amidst ourselves. I never saw a woman in such a fever of excitement as Alice Tanerton was in from that day, or any one take up a matter so warmly.

Captain Tanerton did not adopt her views. He shook his head, and said Sir Dace it could not have been. Sir Dace was at his house in the Marylebone Road at the very hour the calamity happened off Tower Hill. I followed suit, hearing out Jacks word. Was I not at the Marylebone Road that evening myself, playing chess with Coralie?  and was not Sir Dace shut up in his library all the time, and never came out of it?

Alice listened, and looked puzzled to death. But she held to her own opinion. And when a fit of desperate obstinacy takes possession of a woman without rhyme or reason, you cannot shake it. As good try to argue with the whistling wind. She did not pretend to see how it could have been, she said, but Sir Dace was guilty. And she haunted Paul and Chandlers office at Islip, praying them to take the matter up.

At length, to soothe her, and perhaps to prevent her carrying it elsewhere, they promised they would. And of course they had to make some show of doing it.

One evening Tom Chandler came to Crabb Cot and asked to see me alone. I want you to tell me all the particulars you remember of that fatal night, he began, when I went to him in the Squires little room. I have taken down Captain Tanertons testimony, and I must have yours, Johnny.

But, are you going to stir in it?

We must do something, I suppose. Paul thinks so. I am going to London to-morrow on other matters, and shall use the opportunity to make an inquiry or two. It is rather a strange piece of business altogether, added Mr. Chandler, as he took his place at the table and drew the inkstand towards him. John Tanerton is innocent. I feel sure of that.

How strongly Mrs. Tanerton has taken it up!

Pretty well for that, answered Tom Chandler, a smile on his good-natured face. She told us yesterday in the office that it must be the consciousness of guilt which has worried Sir Dace to a skeleton. Now then, well begin.

He dotted down my answers to his questions, also what I voluntarily added. Then he took a sheet of paper from his pocket, closely written upon, and compared its statements  they were Tanertons  with mine. Putting his finger on the paper to mark a place, he looked at me.

Did Sir Dace speak of Pym or of Captain Tanerton that night, when you were playing chess with Miss Fontaine?

Sir Dace did not come into the drawing-room. He had left the dinner-table in a huff to shut himself up in his library, Miss Fontaine said; and he stayed in it.

Then you did not see Sir Dace at all that night?

Oh yes, later  when Captain Tanerton and young Saxby came up to tell him of the death. We then all went down to Ship Street together. You have taken that down.

True, said Chandler. Well, I cannot make much out of it as it stands, he concluded, folding the papers and putting them in his pocket-book. What do you say is the number of the house in the Marylebone Road?

I told him, and he went away, wishing he could accept my offer of staying to drink tea with us.

Look here, Chandler, I said to him at the front-door: why dont you take down Sir Dace Fontaines evidence, as well as mine and Tanertons?

I have done it, he answered. I was with Sir Dace to-day. Mrs. Tanertons suspicions are of course  absurd, he added, making a pause, as if at a loss for a suitable word, but for her peace of mind, poor lady, we would like to pitch upon the right individual if we can. And as yet he seems to be a myth.



The good ship, Rose of Delhi, came gaily into port, and took up her berth in St. Katharines Docks as before; for she had been chartered for London. Her owners, the Freemans, wrote at once from Liverpool to Captain Tanerton, begging him to resume command. Jack wrote back, and declined.



How is it that whispers get about! Do the birds in the air carry them?  or the winds of heaven? In some cases it seems impossible that anything else can have done it. Paul and Chandler, John Tanerton and his wife, the Squire and myself: we were the only people cognizant of the new suspicion that Alice was striving to cast on Sir Dace, one and all of us had kept silent lips: and yet, the rumour got abroad. Sir Dace Fontaine was accused of knowing more about Pyms death than he ought to know, and Tom Chandler was in London for the purpose of investigating it. This might not have mattered very much for ordinary ears, but it reached those of Sir Dace.

Coralie Fontaine heard it from Mary Ann Letsom. In Mary Anns indignation at the report, she spoke it out to Coralie; and Coralie, laughing at the absurdity of the thing, repeated it to Sir Dace. How he received it, or what he said about it, did not transpire.

A stagnant kind of atmosphere seemed to hang over us just then, like the heavy, unnatural calm that precedes the storm. Sir Dace got weaker day by day, more of a shadow; Herbert Tanerton and his brother were still at variance, so far as Jacks future was concerned; and Mr. Chandler seemed to have taken up his abode in London for good.

Does he never mean to come back? demanded Alice one day of the Squire: and her lips and cheeks were red with fever as she asked it. The truth was, that some cause of Paul and Chandlers then on at Westminster was prolonging itself out  even when it did begin  unconscionably.

One morning I met Ben Rymer as he was leaving Oxlip Grange. Coralie Fontaine had walked with him to the gate, talking earnestly, their two heads together. Ben shook hands with her and came out, looking as grave as a judge.

How is Sir Dace? I asked him. Getting on?

Getting off, responded Ben. For thats what it will be now; and not long first, unless he mends.

Is he worse?

He is nearly as bad as he can be, to be alive. And yesterday, he must needs go careering off to Islip by himself to transact some business with Paul the lawyer! He was no more fit for it than  than this is, concluded Ben, giving a flick to his silk umbrella as he marched off. Ben went in for silk umbrellas now: in the old days a cotton one would have been too good for him.

I am so sorry to hear Sir Dace is no better, I said to Coralie Fontaine, who had waited at the gate to speak to me.

Coralie shook her head. Some deep feeling sat in her generally passive face: the tears stood in her eyes.

Thank you, Johnny Ludlow. It is very sad. I feel sure Mr. Rymer has given up all hope, though he does not say so to me. Verena looks nearly as ill as papa. I wish we had never come to Europe!

Sir Dace exerts himself too greatly, Mr. Rymer says.

Yes; and worries himself also. As if his affairs needed as much as a thought!  I am sure they must be just as straight and smooth as yonder green plain. He had to see Mr. Paul yesterday about some alteration in his will, and went to Islip, instead of sending for Paul here. I thought he would have died when he got home. Papa has a strange restlessness upon him. Good-bye, Johnny. Id ask you to come in but that things are all so miserable.



It was late in the evening, getting towards bedtime. Mrs. Todhetley had gone upstairs with the face-ache, Tod was over at old Coneys, and I and the Squire were sitting alone, when Thomas surprised us by showing in Tom Chandler. We did not know he was back from London.

Yes, I got back this evening, said he, as he sat down near the lamp, and spread some papers out on the table. I am in a bit of a dilemma, Mr. Todhetley; and I am come here at this late hour to put it before you.


Chandlers voice had dropped to a mysterious whisper; his eyes were glancing at the door to make sure it was shut. The Squire pushed up his spectacles and drew his chair nearer. I sat on the opposite side, wondering what was coming.

That suspicion of Alice Tanertons  that Sir Dace killed Pym, went on Chandler, his left hand resting on the papers, his eyes on the Squires. I think it was a true one.

A what? cried the pater.

A true one. That Sir Dace did kill him.

Goodness bless me! gasped the Squire, his good old face taking a lighter tint. What on earth do you mean, man?

Well, I mean just that, answered Chandler. And I feel myself to be, in consequence, in an uncommonly awkward position. One cant well accuse Sir Dace, a man close upon the grave; and Pauls relative in addition. And yet, Captain Tanerton must be cleared.

I cant make top or tail of what you mean, Tom Chandler! cried the Squire, blinking like a bewildered owl. Dont you think you are dreaming?

Wish I was, said Tom, so far as this business goes. Look here. Ill begin at the beginning and go through the story. Youll understand it then.

Its more than I do now. Or Johnny, either. Look at him!

When Mrs. John Tanerton brought to us that accusation of Sir Dace, on the strength of her dream, began Chandler, after glancing at me, I thought she must have turned a little crazy. It was a singular dream; theres no denying that; and the exact resemblance to Sir Dace Fontaine of the man she saw in it, was still more singular: so much so, that I could not help being impressed by it. Another thing that strongly impressed me, was Captain Tanertons testimony: from the moment I heard it and weighed his manner in giving it, I felt sure of his innocence. Revolving these matters in my own mind, I resolved to go to Sir Dace and get him to give me his version of the affair; not in the least endorsing in my own mind her suspicion of him, or hinting at it to him, you understand; simply to get more evidence. I went to Sir Dace, heard what he had to say, and brought away with me a most unpleasant doubt.

That he was guilty?

That he might be. His manner was so confused, himself so agitated when I first spoke. His hands trembled, his lips grew white, He strove to turn it off, saying I had startled him, but I felt a very queer doubt arising in my mind. His narrative had to be drawn from him; it was anything but clear, and full of contradictions. Why do you come to me about this? he asked: have you heard anything? I only come to ask you for information, was my answer: Mrs. John Tanerton wants the matter looked into. If her husband is not guilty, he ought to be cleared in the face of the world. Nobody thinks he was guilty, retorted Sir Dace in a shrill tone of annoyance. Nobody was guilty: Pym must have fallen and injured himself. I came away from the interview, as I tell you, with my doubts very unpleasantly stirred, resumed Chandler; and it caused me to be more earnest in looking after odds and ends of evidence in London than I otherwise might have been.

Did you pick up any?

Ay, I did. I turned the people at the Marylebone lodgings inside out, so to say; I found out a Mrs. Ball, where Verena Fontaine had hidden herself; and I quite haunted Dame Richenoughs in Ship Street, Tower Hill. There I met with Mark Ferrar. A piece of good fortune, for he told me something that  

What was it? gasped the Squire, eagerly.

Why this  and a most important piece of evidence it is. That night, not many minutes before the fatal accident must have occurred, Ferrar saw Sir Dace Fontaine in Ship Street, watching Pyms room. He was standing in an entry on the opposite side of the street, gazing across at Pyms. This, you perceive, disproves one fact testified to  that Sir Dace spent that evening shut up in his library at home. Instead of that he was absolutely down on the spot.

The Squire rubbed his face like a helpless man. Why could not Ferrar have said so at the time? he asked.

Ferrar attached no importance to it; he thought Sir Dace was but looking over to see whether his daughter was at Pyms. But Ferrar had no opportunity of giving testimony: he sailed away the next morning in the ship. Nothing could exceed his astonishment when I told him in London that Captain Tanerton lay under the suspicion. He has taken Crabb on his way to Worcester to support this testimony if needful, and to impart it privately to Tanerton.

Well, it all seems a hopeless puzzle to me, returned the pater. Why on earth did not Jack speak out more freely, and say he was not guilty?

I dont know. The fact, that Sir Dace did go out that night, continued Chandler, was confirmed by one of the maids in the Marylebone Road  Maria; a smart girl with curled hair. She says Sir Dace had not been many minutes in the library that night, to which he went straight from the dinner-table in a passion, when she saw him leave it again, catch up his hat with a jerk as he passed through the hall, and go out at the front-door. It was just after Ozias had been to ask him whether he would take some coffee, and got sent away with a flea in his ear. Whether or not Sir Dace came in during the evening, Maria does not know; he may, or may not, have done so, but she did see him come home in a cab at ten oclock, or soon after it. She was gossipping with the maids at a house some few doors off, when a cab stopped near to them, Sir Dace got out of it, paid the man, and walked on to his own door. Maria supposed the driver had made a mistake in the number. So you see there can be no doubt that Sir Dace was out that night.

He was certainly in soon after ten, I remarked. Verena came home about that time, and she saw him downstairs.

Dont you bring her name up, Johnny, corrected the Squire. That young woman led to all the mischief. Running away, as she did  and sending us off to that wax-work show in search of her! Fine figures they cut, some of those dumb things!

I found also, resumed Chandler, turning over his papers, on which he had looked from time to time, that Sir Dace met with one or two slight personal mishaps that night. He sprained his wrist, accounting for it the next morning by saying he had slipped in getting into bed; and he lost a little piece out of his shirt-front.

Out of his shirt front!

Just here, and Chandler touched the middle button of his shirt. The button-hole and a portion of the linen round it had been torn away. Nothing would have been known of that but for the laundress. She brought the shirt back before putting it into water, lest it should be said she had done it in the washing. Maria remembered this, and told me. A remarkably intelligent girl, that.

Did Maria  I remember the girl  suspect anything? asked the Squire.

Nothing whatever. She does not now; I accounted otherwise for my inquiries. Altogether, what with these facts I have told you, and a few minor items, and Ferrars evidence, I can draw but one conclusion  that Sir Dace Fontaine killed Pym.

I never heard such a strange thing! cried the pater. And whats to be done?

Thats the question, said Chandler. What is to be done? And he left us with the doubt.



Well, it turned out to be quite true; but I have not space here to go more into detail. Sir Dace Fontaine was guilty, and the dream was a true dream.

Did you suspect him? the Squire asked privately of Jack, who was taken into counsel the next day.

No, I never suspected Sir Dace, Jack answered. I suspected some one else  Verena.

No!

I did. About half-past eight oclock that night, Ferrar had seen a young lady  or somebody dressed as one  watching Pyms house from the opposite entry: just where, it now appears, he later saw Sir Dace. Ferrar thought it was Verena Fontaine. A little later, in fact just after the calamity must have occurred, Alfred Saxby also saw a young lady running from the direction of the house, whom he also took to be Verena. Ferrar and I came to the same conclusion  I dont know about Saxby  that Verena must have been present when it happened. I thought that, angry at the state Pym was in, she might have given him a push in her vexation, perhaps inadvertently, and that he fell. Who knew?

But Verena was elsewhere that evening, you know; at a concert.

I knew she said so; but I did not believe it. Of course I know now that both Ferrar and Saxby were mistaken; that it was somebody else they saw, who bore, one must imagine, some general resemblance to her.

Well, I think you might have known better, cried the Squire.

Yes, I suppose I ought to. But, before the inquest had terminated, I chanced to be alone with Verena; and her manner  nay, her words, two or three she said  seemed to imply her guilt, and also a consciousness that I must be aware of it. I had no doubt at all from that hour.

And is it for that reason, consideration for her, that you have partially allowed suspicion to rest upon yourself? pursued the Squire, hotly.

Of course. How could I be the means of throwing it upon a defenceless girl?

Well, John Tanerton, you are a chivalrous goose!

Verena must have known the truth all along.

Thats not probable, contended the Squire. And Chandler wants to know what is to be done.

Nothing all all, that I can see, answered Jack. Sir Dace is not in a condition to have trouble thrown upon him.

Good Jack! generous Jack! There are not many such self-denying spirits in the world.

And what would have been done is beyond guessing, had Sir Dace not solved the difficulty himself. Solved it by dying.

But I must first tell of a little matter that happened. Although we had heard what we had, one could not treat the man cavalierly, and the Squire  just as good at heart as Jack  went up to make inquiries at Oxlip Grange, as usual. One day he and Colonel Letsom strolled up together, and were asked to walk in. Sir Dace wished to see them.

If ever you saw a living skeleton, its what he is, cried the Squire to us when he came home. It is in the nature of the disease, I believe, that he should be. Dress him up in his shroud, and youd take him for nothing but bones.

Sir Dace was in the easy-chair by his bedroom fire, Coralie sitting with him. By his side stood a round table with papers and letters upon it.

I am glad you have chanced to call, he said to them, as he sent Coralie away. I wanted my signature witnessed by some one in influential authority. You are both county magistrates.

The signature to your will, cried the Squire, falling to that conclusion.

Not my will, answered Sir Dace. That is settled.

He turned to the table, his long, emaciated, trembling fingers singling out a document that lay upon it. This is a declaration, he said, which I have written out myself, being of sound mind, you perceive, and which I wish to sign in your presence. I testify that every word written in it is truth; I, a dying man, swear that it is so, before God.

His shaky hands scrawled his signature, Dace Fontaine; and the Squire and Colonel Letsom added theirs to it. Sir Dace then sealed up the paper, and made them each affix his seal also. He then tottered to a cabinet standing by the beds head, and locked it up in it.

You will know where to find it when I am gone, he said. I wish some one of you to read it aloud, after the funeral, to those assembled here. When my will shall have been read, then read this.

On the third day after this, at evening, Sir Dace Fontaine died. We heard no more about anything until the day of the funeral, which took place on the following Monday. Sir Dace left a list of those he wished invited to it, and they went. Sir Robert Tenby, Mr. Brandon, Colonel Letsom and his eldest son; the parsons of Timberdale, Crabb, and Islip; the three doctors who had attended him; old Paul and Tom Chandler; Captain Tanerton, and ourselves.

He was buried at Islip, by his own directions. And when we got back to the Grange, after leaving him in the cold churchyard, Mr. Paul read out the will. Coralie and Verena sat in the room in their deep mourning. Coralies eyes were dry, but Verena sobbed incessantly.

Apart from a few legacies, one of which was to his servant Ozias, his property was left to his two daughters, in equal shares. The chief legacy, a large one, was left to John Tanerton  three thousand pounds. You should have seen Jacks face of astonishment as he heard it. Herbert looked as if he could not believe his ears. And Verena glanced across at Jack with a happy flush.

Papa charged me, just before he died, to say that a sealed paper of his would be found in his private cabinet, which was to be read out now, spoke Coralie, in the pause which ensued, as old Pauls voice ceased. He said Colonel Letsom and Mr. Todhetley would know where to find it, she added; breaking down with a sob.

The paper was fetched, and old Paul was requested to read it. So he broke the seals.

You may have guessed what it was: a declaration of his guilt  if guilt it could be called. In a straightforward manner he stated the particulars of that past night: and the following is a summary of them.

Sir Dace went out again that night after dinner, not in secret, or with any idea of secrecy; it simply chanced, he supposed, that no one saw him go. He was too uneasy about Verena to rest; he fully believed her to be with Pym; and he went down to Ship Street. Before entering the street he dismissed the cab, and proceeded cautiously to reconnoitre, believing that if he were seen, Pym would be capable of concealing Verena. After looking about till he was tired, he took up his station opposite Pyms lodgings  which seemed to be empty  and stayed, watching, until close upon nine oclock, when he saw Pym enter them. Before he had time to go across, the landlady began to close the shutters; while she was doing it, Captain Tanerton came up, and went in. Captain Tanerton came out in a minute or two, and walked quickly back up the street: he, Sir Dace, would have gone after him to ask him whether Verena was indoors with Pym, or not, but the captains steps were too fleet for him. Sir Dace then crossed over, opened the street-door, and entered Pyms parlour. A short, sharp quarrel ensued. Pym was in liquor, and  consequently  insolent. In the heat of passion Sir Dace  he was a strong man then  seized Pyms arm, and shook him. Pym flew at him in return like a tiger, twisted his wrist round, and tore his shirt. Sir Dace was furious then; he struck him a powerful blow on the head  behind the ear no doubt, as the surgeons testified afterwards  and Pym fell. Leaving him there, Sir Dace quitted the house quietly, never glancing at the thought that the blow could be fatal. But, when seated in a cab on the way home, the idea suddenly occurred to him  what if he had killed Pym? The conviction, though he knew not why, or wherefore, that he had killed him, took hold of him, and he went into his house, a terrified man. The rest was known, the manuscript went on to say. He allowed people to remain in the belief that he had not been out-of-doors that night: though how bitterly he repented not having declared the truth at the time, none could know, save God. He now, a dying man, about to appear before that God, who had been full of mercy to him, declared that this was the whole truth, and he further declared that he had no intention whatever of injuring Pym; all he thought was, to knock him down for his insolence. He hoped the world would forgive him, though he had never forgiven himself; and he prayed his daughters to forgive him, especially Verena. He would counsel her to return to the West Indies, and marry George Bazalgette.

That ended the declaration: and an astounding surprise it must have been to most of the eager listeners. But not one ventured to make any comment on it, good or bad. The legacy to John Tanerton was understood now. Verena crossed the room as we were filing out, and put her two hands into his.

I have had a dreadful fear upon me that it was papa, she whispered to him, the tears running down her cheeks. Nay, worse than a fear: a conviction. I think you have had the same, Captain Tanerton, and that you have generously done your best to screen him; and I thank you with my whole heart.

But, indeed, began Jack  and pulled himself up, short.

Let me tell you all, said Verena. I saw papa come in that night: I mean to our lodgings in the Marylebone Road, so I knew he had been out. It was just past ten oclock: Ozias saw him too  but he is silent and faithful. I did not want papa to see me; fate, I suppose, made me back into that little room, papas library, until he should have gone upstairs. He did not go up; he came into the room: and I hid myself behind the window curtain. I cannot describe to you how strange papa looked; dreadful; and he groaned and flung up his arms as one does in despair. It frightened me so much that I said nothing to anybody. Still I had not the key to it: I thought it must be about me: and the torn shirt  for I saw that, and saw him button his coat over it  I supposed he had, himself, done accidentally. I drew one of the glass doors softly open, got out that way, and up to the drawing-room. Then you came in with the news of Edwards death. At first, for a day or so, I thought as others did  that suspicion lay on you. But, gradually, all these facts impressed themselves on my mind in their startling reality; and I felt, I saw, it could have been no other than he  my poor father. Oh, Captain Tanerton, forgive him! Forgive me!

Theres nothing to forgive; I am sorry it has come out now, whispered Jack, deeming it wise to leave it at that, and he stooped and gave her the kiss of peace.

So this was the end of it. Of the affair which had so unpleasantly puzzled the world, and tried Jack.

Jack, loyal, honest-hearted Jack, shook hands with everybody, giving a double shake to Herberts, and went forthwith down to Liverpool.

I will take the Rose of Delhi again, now, he said to the Freemans. For this next voyage, at any rate.

And for many a one after it, we hope, Captain Tanerton, was their warm answer. And Jack and his bright face went direct from the office to New Brighton, to tell Aunt Dean.



And what became of the Miss Fontaines, you would like to ask? Well, I have not time at present to tell you about Coralie; I dont know when I shall have. But, if youll believe me, Verena took her fathers advice, sailed back over the seas, and married George Bazalgette.




A CURIOUS EXPERIENCE.

What I am about to tell of took place during the last year of John Whitneys life, now many years ago. We could never account for it, or understand it: but it occurred (at least, so far as our experience of it went) just as I relate it.

It was not the custom for schools to give a long holiday at Easter then: one week at most. Dr. Frost allowed us from the Thursday in Passion week, to the following Thursday; and many of the boys spent it at school.

Easter was late that year, and the weather lovely. On the Wednesday in Easter week, the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley drove over to spend the day at Whitney Hall, Tod and I being with them. Sir John and Lady Whitney were beginning to be anxious about Johns health  their eldest son. He had been ailing since the previous Christmas, and he seemed to grow thinner and weaker. It was so perceptible when he got home from school this Easter, that Sir John put himself into a flurry (he was just like the Squire in that and in many another way), and sent an express to Worcester for Henry Carden, asking him to bring Dr. Hastings with him. They came. John wanted care, they said, and they could not discover any specific disease at present. As to his returning to school, they both thought that question might be left with the boy himself. John told them he should prefer to go back, and laughed a little at this fuss being made over him: he should soon be all right, he said; people were apt to lose strength more or less in the spring. He was sixteen then, a slender, upright boy, with a delicate, thoughtful face, dreamy, grey-blue eyes and brown hair, and he was ever gentle, sweet-tempered, and considerate. Sir John related to the Squire what the doctors had said, avowing that he could not make much out of it.

In the afternoon, when we were out-of-doors on the lawn in the hot sunshine, listening to the birds singing and the cuckoo calling, Featherston came in, the local doctor, who saw John nearly every day. He was a tall, grey, hard-worked man, with a face of care. After talking a few moments with John and his mother, he turned to the rest of us on the grass. The Squire and Sir John were sitting on a garden bench, some wine and lemonade on a little table between them. Featherston shook hands.

Will you take some? asked Sir John.

I dont mind a glass of lemonade with a dash of sherry in it, answered Featherston, lifting his hat to rub his brow. I have been walking beyond Goose Brook and back, and upon my word it is as hot as midsummer.

Ay, it is, assented Sir John. Help yourself, doctor.

He filled a tumbler with what he wanted, brought it over to the opposite bench, and sat down by Mrs. Todhetley. John and his mother were at the other end of it; I sat on the arm. The rest of them, with Helen and Anna, had gone strolling away; to the North Pole, for all we knew.

John still says he shall go back to school, began Lady Whitney, to Featherston.

Ay; to-morrows the day, isnt it, John? Black Thursday, some of you boys call it.

I like school, said John.

Almost a pity, though, continued Featherston, looking up and about him. To be out at will all day in this soft air, under the blue skies and the sunbeams, might be of more benefit to you, Master John, than being cooped up in a close school-room.

You hear, John! cried Lady Whitney. I wish you would persuade him to take a longer rest at home, Mr. Featherston!

Mr. Featherston stooped for his tumbler, which he had lodged on the smooth grass, and took another drink before replying. If you and John would follow my advice, Lady Whitney, Id give it.

Yes? cried she, all eagerness.

Take John somewhere for a fortnight, and let him go back to school at the end, said the surgeon. That would do him good.

Why, of course it would, called out Sir John, who had been listening. And I say it shall be done. John, my boy, you and your mother shall go to the seaside  to Aberystwith.



Well, I dont think I should quite say that, Sir John, said Featherston again. The seaside would be all very well in this warm weather; but it may not last, it may change to cold and frost. I should suggest one of the inland watering-places, as they are called: where theres a Spa, and a Pump Room, and a Parade, and lots of gay company. It would be lively for him, and a thorough change.

What a nice idea! cried Lady Whitney, who was the most unsophisticated woman in the world. Such as Pumpwater.

Such as Pumpwater: the very place, agreed Featherston. Well, were I you, my lady, I would try it for a couple of weeks. Let John take a companion with him; one of his schoolfellows. Heres Johnny Ludlow: he might do.

Id rather have Johnny Ludlow than any one, said John.

Remarking that his time was up, for a patient waited for him, and that he must leave us to settle the question, Featherston took his departure. But it appeared to be settled already.

Johnny can go, spoke up the Squire. The loss of a fortnights lessons is not much, compared with doing a little service to a friend. Charming spots are those inland watering-places, and Pumpwater is about the best of them all.

We must take lodgings, said Lady Whitney presently, when they had done expatiating upon the gauds and glories of Pumpwater. To stay at an hotel would be so noisy; and expensive besides.

I know of some, cried Mrs. Todhetley, in sudden thought. If you could get into Miss Gays rooms, you would be well off. Do you remember them?  turning to the Squire. We stayed at her house on our way from  

Why, bless me, to be sure I do, he interrupted. Somebody had given us Miss Gays address, and we drove straight to it to see if she had rooms at liberty; she had, and took us in at once. We were so comfortable there that we stayed at Pumpwater three days instead of two.

It was hastily decided that Mrs. Todhetley should write to Miss Gay, and she went indoors to do so. All being well, Lady Whitney meant to start on Saturday.

Miss Gays answer came punctually, reaching Whitney Hall on Friday morning. It was addressed to Mrs. Todhetley, but Lady Whitney, as had been arranged, opened it. Miss Gay wrote that she should be much pleased to receive Lady Whitney. Her house, as it chanced, was then quite empty; a family, who had been with her six weeks, had just left: so Lady Whitney might take her choice of the rooms, which she would keep vacant until Saturday. In conclusion, she begged Mrs. Todhetley to notice that her address was changed. The old house was too small to accommodate the many kind friends who patronized her, and she had moved into a larger house, superior to the other and in the best position.

Thus all things seemed to move smoothly for our expedition; and we departed by train on the Saturday morning for Pumpwater.



It was a handsome house, standing in the high-road, between the parade and the principal street, and rather different from the houses on each side of it, inasmuch as that it was detached and had a narrow slip of gravelled ground in front. In fact, it looked too large and handsome for a lodging-house; and Lady Whitney, regarding it from the fly which had brought us from the station, wondered whether the driver had made a mistake. It was built of red-brick, with white stone facings; the door, set in a pillared portico, stood in the middle, and three rooms, each with a bay-window, lay one above another on both sides.

But in a moment we saw it was all right. A slight, fair woman, in a slate silk gown, came out and announced herself as Miss Gay. She had a mild, pleasant voice, and a mild, pleasant face, with light falling curls, the fashion then for every one, and she wore a lace cap, trimmed with pink. I took to her and to her face at once.

I am glad to be here, said Lady Whitney, cordially, in answer to Miss Gays welcome. Is there any one who can help with the luggage? We have not brought either man or maid-servant.

Oh dear, yes, my lady. Please let me show you indoors, and then leave all to me. Susannah! Oh, here you are, Susannah! Wheres Charity?  my cousin and chief help-mate, my lady.

A tall, dark person, about Miss Gays own age, which might be forty, wearing brown ribbon in her hair and a purple bow at her throat, dropped a curtsy to Lady Whitney. This was Susannah. She looked strong-minded and capable. Charity, who came running up the kitchen-stairs, was a smiling young woman-servant, with a coarse apron tied round her, and red arms bared to the elbow.

There were four sitting-rooms on the ground-floor: two in front, with their large bay-windows; two at the back, looking out upon some bright, semi-public gardens.

A delightful house! exclaimed Lady Whitney to Miss Gay, after she had looked about a little. I will take one of these front-rooms for our sitting-room, she added, entering, haphazard, the one on the right of the entrance-hall, and putting down her bag and parasol. This one, I think, Miss Gay.

Very good, my lady. And will you now be pleased to walk upstairs and fix upon the bedrooms.

Lady Whitney seemed to fancy the front of the house. This room shall be my sons; and I should like to have the opposite one for myself, she said, rather hesitatingly, knowing they must be the two best chambers of all. Can I?

Miss Gay seemed quite willing. We were in the room over our sitting-room on the right of the house looking to the front. The objection, if it could be called one, came from Susannah.

You can have the other room, certainly, my lady; but I think the young gentleman would find this one noisy, with all the carriages and carts that pass by, night and morning. The back-rooms are much more quiet.

But I like noise, put in John; it seems like company to me. If I could do as I would, Id never sleep in the country.

One of the back-rooms is very lively, sir; it has a view of the turning to the Pump Room, persisted Susannah, a sort of suppressed eagerness in her tone; and it struck me that she did not want John to have this front-chamber. I think you would like it best.

No, said John, turning round from the window, out of which he had been looking, I will have this. I shall like to watch the shops down that turning opposite, and the people who go into them.

No more was said. John took this chamber, which was over our sitting-room, Lady Whitney had the other front-chamber, and I had a very good one at the back of Johns. And thus we settled down.

Pumpwater is a nice place, as you would know if I gave its proper name, bright and gay, and our house was in the best of situations. The principal street, with its handsome shops, lay to our right; the Parade, leading to the Spa and Pump Room, to our left, and company and carriages were continually passing by. We visited some of the shops and took a look at the Pump Room.

In the evening, when tea was over, Miss Gay came in to speak of the breakfast. Lady Whitney asked her to sit down for a little chat. She wanted to ask about the churches.

What a very nice house this is! again observed Lady Whitney presently: for the more she saw of it, the better she found it. You must pay a high rent for it, Miss Gay.

Not so high as your ladyship might think, was the answer; not high at all for what it is. I paid sixty pounds for the little house I used to be in, and I pay only seventy for this.

Only seventy! echoed Lady Whitney, in surprise. How is it you get it so cheaply?

A waggonette, full of people, was passing just then; Miss Gay seemed to want to watch it by before she answered. We were sitting in the dusk with the blinds up.

For one thing, it had been standing empty for some time, and I suppose Mr. Bone, the agent, was glad to have my offer, replied Miss Gay, who seemed to be as fond of talking as any one else is, once set on. It had belonged to a good old family, my lady, but they got embarrassed and put it up for sale some six or seven years ago. A Mr. Calson bought it. He had come to Pumpwater about that time from foreign lands; and he and his wife settled down in the house. A puny, weakly little woman she was, who seemed to get weaklier instead of stronger, and in a year or two she died. After her death her husband grew ill; he went away for change of air, and died in London; and the house was left to a little nephew living over in Australia.

And has the house been vacant ever since? asked John.

No, sir. At first it was let furnished, then unfurnished. But it had been vacant some little time when I applied to Mr. Bone. I concluded he thought it better to let it at a low rent than for it to stand empty.

It must cost you incessant care and trouble, Miss Gay, to conduct a house like this  when you are full, remarked Lady Whitney.

It does, she answered. Ones work seems never done  and I cannot, at that, give satisfaction to all. Ah, my lady, what a difference there is in people!  you would never think it. Some are so kind and considerate to me, so anxious not to give trouble unduly, and so satisfied with all I do that it is a pleasure to serve them: while others make gratuitous work and trouble from morning till night, and treat me as if I were just a dog under their feet. Of course when we are full I have another servant in, two sometimes.

Even that must leave a great deal for yourself to do and see to.

The back is always fitted to the burden, sighed Miss Gay. My father was a farmer in this county, as his ancestors had been before him, farming his three hundred acres of land, and looked upon as a man of substance. My mother made the butter, saw to the poultry, and superintended her household generally: and we children helped her. Farmers daughters then did not spend their days in playing the piano and doing fancy work, or expect to be waited upon like ladies born.

They do now, though, said Lady Whitney.

So I was ready to turn my hand to anything when hard times came  not that I had thought I should have to do it, continued Miss Gay. But my fathers means dwindled down. Prosperity gave way to adversity. Crops failed; the stock died off; two of my brothers fell into trouble and it cost a mint of money to extricate them. Altogether, when father died, but little of his savings remained to us. Mother took a house in the town here, to let lodgings, and I came with her. She is dead, my lady, and I am left.

The silent tears were running down poor Miss Gays cheeks.

It is a life of struggle, I am sure, spoke Lady Whitney, gently. And not deserved, Miss Gay.

But theres another life to come, spoke John, in a half-whisper, turning to Miss Gay from the large bay-window. None of us will be overworked there.

Miss Gay stealthily wiped her cheeks. I do not repine, she said, humbly. I have been enabled to rub on and keep my head above water, and to provide little comforts for mother in her need; and I gratefully thank God for it.



The bells of the churches, ringing out at eight oclock, called us up in the morning. Lady Whitney was downstairs, first. I next. Susannah, who waited upon us, had brought up the breakfast. John followed me in.

I hope you have slept well, my boy, said Lady Whitney, kissing him. I have.

So have I, I put in.

Then you and the mother make up for me, Johnny, he said; for I have not slept at all.

Oh, John! exclaimed his mother.

Not a wink all night long, added John. I cant think what was the matter with me.

Susannah, then stooping to take the sugar-basin out of the side-board, rose, turned sharply round and fixed her eyes on John. So curious an expression was on her face that I could but notice it.

Do you not think it was the noise, sir? she said to him. I knew that room would be too noisy for you.

Why, the room was as quiet as possible, he answered. A few carriages rolled by last night  and I liked to hear them; but that was all over before midnight; and I have heard none this morning.

Well, sir, Im sure you would be more comfortable in a backroom, contended Susannah.

It was a strange bed, said John. I shall sleep all the sounder to-night.

Breakfast was half over when John found he had left his watch upstairs, on the drawers. I went to fetch it.

The door was open, and I stepped to the drawers, which stood just inside. Miss Gay and Susannah were making the bed and talking, too busy to see or hear me. A lot of things lay on the white cloth, and at first I could not see the watch.

He declares he has not slept at all; not at all, Susannah was saying with emphasis. If you had only seconded me yesterday, Harriet, they need not have had this room. But you never made a word of objection; you gave in at once.

Well, I saw no reason to make it, said Miss Gay, mildly. If I were to give in to your fancies, Susannah, I might as well shut up the room. Visitors must get used to it.

The watch had been partly hidden under one of Johns neckties. I caught it up and decamped.

We went to church after breakfast. The first hymn sung was that one beginning, Brief life.



Brief life is here our portion; Brief sorrow, short-lived care. The life that knows no ending, The tearless life, is there.

As the verses went on, John touched my elbow: Miss Gay, he whispered; his eyelashes moist with the melody of the music. I have often thought since that we might have seen by these very moods of John  his thoughts bent upon heaven more than upon earth  that his life was swiftly passing.

Theres not much to tell of that Sunday. We dined in the middle of the day; John fell asleep after dinner; and in the evening we attended church again. And I think every one was ready for bed when bedtime came. I know I was.

Therefore it was all the more surprising when, the next morning, John said he had again not slept.

What, not at all! exclaimed his mother.

No, not at all. As I went to bed, so I got up  sleepless.

I never heard of such a thing! cried Lady Whitney. Perhaps, John, you were too tired to sleep?

Something of that sort, he answered. I felt both tired and sleepy when I got into bed; particularly so. But I had no sleep: not a wink. I could not lie still, either; I was frightfully restless all night; just as I was the night before. I suppose it cant be the bed?

Is the bed not comfortable? asked his mother.

It seems as comfortable a bed as can be when I first lie down in it. And then I grow restless and uneasy.

It must be the restlessness of extreme fatigue, said Lady Whitney. I fear the journey was rather too much for you my dear.

Oh, I shall be all right as soon as I can sleep, mamma.

We had a surprise that morning. John and I were standing before a tart-shop, our eyes glued to the window, when a voice behind us called out, Dont they look nice, boys! Turning round, there stood Henry Carden of Worcester, arm-in-arm with a little white-haired gentleman. Lady Whitney, in at the fishmongers next door, came out while he was shaking hands with us.

Dear me!  is it you? she cried to Mr. Carden.

Ay, said he in his pleasant manner, here am I at Pumpwater! Come all this way to spend a couple of days with my old friend: Dr. Tambourine, added the surgeon, introducing him to Lady Whitney. Any way, that was the name she understood him to say. John thought he said Tamarind, and I Carrafin. The street was noisy.

The doctor seemed to be chatty and courteous, a gentleman of the old school. He said his wife should do herself the honour of calling upon Lady Whitney if agreeable; Lady Whitney replied that it would be. He and Mr. Carden, who would be starting for Worcester by train that afternoon, walked with us up the Parade to the Pump Room. How a chance meeting like this in a strange place makes one feel at home in it!

The name turned out to be Parafin. Mrs. Parafin called early in the afternoon, on her way to some entertainment at the Pump Room: a chatty, pleasant woman, younger than her husband. He had retired from practice, and they lived in a white villa outside the town.

And what with looking at the shops, and parading up and down the public walks, and the entertainment at the Pump Room, to which we went with Mrs. Parafin, and all the rest of it, we felt uncommonly sleepy when night came, and were beginning to regard Pumpwater as a sort of Eden.



Johnny, have you slept?

I was brushing my hair at the glass, under the morning sun, when John Whitney, half-dressed, and pale and languid, opened my door and thus accosted me.

Yes; like a top. Why? Is anything the matter, John?

See here, said he, sinking into the easy-chair by the fireplace, it is an odd thing, but I have again not slept. I cant sleep.

I put my back against the dressing-table and stood looking down at him, brush in hand. Not slept again! It was an odd thing.

But what can be the reason, John?

I am beginning to think it must be the room.

How can it be the room?

I dont know. Theres nothing the matter with the room that I can see; it seems well-ventilated; the chimneys not stopped up. Yet this is the third night that I cannot get to sleep in it.

But why can you not get to sleep? I persisted.



I say I dont know why. Each night I have been as sleepy as possible; last night I could hardly undress I was so sleepy; but no sooner am I in bed than sleep goes right away from me. Not only that: I grow terribly restless.

Weighing the problem this way and that, an idea struck me.

John, do you think it is nervousness?

How can it be? I never was nervous in my life.

I mean this: not sleeping the first night, you may have got nervous about it the second and third.

He shook his head. I have been nothing of the kind, Johnny. But look here: I hardly see what I am to do. I cannot go on like this without sleep; yet, if I tell the mother again, shell say the air of the place does not suit me and run away from it  

Suppose we change rooms to-night, John? I interrupted. I cant think but you would sleep here. If you do not, why, it must be the air of Pumpwater, and the sooner you are out of it the better.

You wouldnt mind changing rooms for one night? he said, wistfully.

Mind! Why, I shall be the gainer. Yours is the better room of the two.

At that it was settled; nothing to be said to any one about the bargain. We did not want to be kidnapped out of Pumpwater  and Lady Whitney had promised us a night at the theatre.

Two or three more acquaintances were made, or found out, that day. Old Lady Scott heard of us, and came to call on Lady Whitney; they used to be intimate. She introduced some people at the Pump Room. Altogether, it seemed that we should not lack society.

Night came; and John and I went upstairs together. He undressed in his own room, and I in mine; and then we made the exchange. I saw him into my bed and wished him a good-night.

Good-night, Johnny, he answered. I hope you will sleep.

Little doubt of that, John. I always sleep when I have nothing to trouble me. A very good-night to you.

I had nothing to trouble me, and I was as sleepy as could be; and yet, I did not and could not sleep. I lay quiet as usual after getting into bed, yielding to the expected sleep, and I shut my eyes and never thought but it was coming.

Instead of that, came restlessness. A strange restlessness quite foreign to me, persistent and unaccountable. I tossed and turned from side to side, and I had not had a wink of sleep at day dawn, nor any symptom of it. Was I growing nervous? Had I let the feeling creep over me that I had suggested to John? No; not that I was aware of. What could it be?

Unrefreshed and weary, I got up at the usual hour, and stole silently into the other room. John was in a deep sleep, his calm face lying still upon the pillow. Though I made no noise, my presence awoke him.

Oh, Johnny! he exclaimed, I have had such a night.

Bad?

No; good. I went to sleep at once and never woke till now. It has done me a world of good. And you?

I? Oh well, I dont think I slept quite as well as I did here; it was a strange bed, I answered, carelessly.

The next night the same plan was carried out, he taking my bed; I his. And again John slept through it, while I did not sleep at all. I said nothing about it: John Whitneys comfort was of more importance than mine.

The third night came. This night we had been to the theatre, and had laughed ourselves hoarse, and been altogether delighted. No sooner was I in bed, and feeling dead asleep, than the door slowly opened and in came Lady Whitney, a candle in one hand, a wineglass in the other.

John, my dear, she began, your tonic was forgotten this evening. I think you had better take it now. Featherston said, you know  Good gracious! she broke off. Why, it is Johnny!

I could hardly speak for laughing, her face presented such a picture of astonishment. Sitting up in bed, I told her all; there was no help for it: that we had exchanged beds, John not having been able to sleep in this one.

And do you sleep well in it? she asked.

No, not yet. But I feel very sleepy to-night, dear Lady Whitney.

Well, you are a good lad, Johnny, to do this for him; and to say nothing about it, she concluded, as she went away with the candle and the tonic.



Dead sleepy though I was, I could not get to sleep. It would be simply useless to try to describe my sensations. Each succeeding night they had been more marked. A strange, discomforting restlessness pervaded me; a feeling of uneasiness, I could not tell why or wherefore. I saw nothing uncanny, I heard nothing; nevertheless, I felt just as though some uncanny presence was in the room, imparting a sense of semi-terror. Once or twice, when I nearly dozed off from sheer weariness, I started up in real terror, wide awake again, my hair and face damp with a nameless fear.

I told this at breakfast, in answer to Lady Whitneys questions: John confessed that precisely the same sensations had attacked him the three nights he lay in the bed. Lady Whitney declared she never heard the like; and she kept looking at us alternately, as if doubting what could be the matter with us, or whether we had taken scarlet-fever.

On this morning, Friday, a letter came from Sir John, saying that Featherston was coming to Pumpwater. Anxious on the score of his son, he was sending Featherston to see him, and take back a report. I think he would stay a couple of days if you made it convenient to entertain him, and it would be a little holiday for the poor hard-worked man, wrote Sir John, who was just as kind-hearted as his wife.

To be sure I will, said Lady Whitney. He shall have that room; I dare say he wont say he cannot sleep in it: it will be more comfortable for him than getting a bed at an hotel. Susannah shall put a small bed into the back-room for Johnny. And when Featherston is gone, I will take the room myself. I am not like you two silly boys  afraid of lying awake.

Mr. Featherston arrived late that evening, with his grey face of care and his thin frame. He said he could hardly recall the time when he had had as much as two days holiday, and thanked Lady Whitney for receiving him. That night John and I occupied the back-room, having conducted Featherston in state to the front, with two candles; and both of us slept excellently well.

At breakfast Featherston began talking about the air. He had always believed Pumpwater to have a rather soporific air, but supposed he must be mistaken. Any way, it had kept him awake; and it was not a little that did that for him.

Did you not sleep well? asked Lady Whitney.



I did not sleep at all; did not get a wink of it all night long. Never mind, he added with a good-natured laugh, I shall sleep all the sounder to-night.

But he did not. The next morning (Sunday) he looked grave and tired, and ate his breakfast almost in silence. When we had finished, he said he should like, with Lady Whitneys permission, to speak to the landlady. Miss Gay came in at once: in a light fresh print gown and black silk apron.

Maam, began Featherston, politely, something is wrong with that bedroom overhead. What is it?

Something wrong, sir? repeated Miss Gay, her meek face flushing. Wrong in what way, sir?

I dont know, answered Featherston; I thought perhaps you could tell me: any way, it ought to be seen to. It is something that scares away sleep. I give you my word, maam, I never had two such restless nights in succession in all my life. Two such strange nights. It was not only that sleep would not come near me; thats nothing uncommon you may say; but I lay in a state of uneasy, indescribable restlessness. I have examined the room again this morning, and I can see nothing to induce it, yet a cause there must undoubtedly be. The paper is not made of arsenic, I suppose?

The paper is pale pink, sir, observed Miss Gay. I fancy it is the green papers that have arsenic in them.

Ay; well. I think there must be poison behind the paper; in the paste, say, went on Featherston. Or perhaps another paper underneath has arsenic in it?

Miss Gay shook her head, as she stood with her hand on the back of a chair. Lady Whitney had asked her to sit down, but she declined. When I came into the house six months ago, that room was re-papered, and I saw that the walls were thoroughly scraped. If you think theres anything  anything in the room that prevents people sleeping, and  and could point out what it is, Im sure, sir, I should be glad to remedy it, said Miss Gay, with uncomfortable hesitation.

But this was just what Featherston, for all he was a doctor, could not point out. That something was amiss with the room, he felt convinced, but he had not discovered what it was, or how it could be remedied.

After lying in torment half the night, I got up and lighted my candle, said he. I examined the room and opened the window to let the cool breeze blow in. I could find nothing likely to keep me awake, no stuffed-up chimney, no accumulation of dust, and I shut the window and got into bed again. I was pretty cool by that time and reckoned I should sleep. Not a bit of it, maam. I lay more restless than ever, with the same unaccountable feeling of discomfort and depression upon me. Just as I had felt the night before.

I am very sorry, sir, sighed Miss Gay, taking her hand from the chair to depart. If the room is close, or anything of that  

But it is not close, maam. I dont know what it is. And Im sure I hope you will be able to find it out, and get it remedied, concluded Featherston as she withdrew.

We then told him of our experience, Johns and mine. It amazed him. What an extraordinary thing! he exclaimed. One would think the room was haunted.

Do you believe in haunted rooms, sir? asked John.

Well, I suppose such things are, he answered. Folks say so. If haunted houses exist, why not haunted rooms?

It must lie in the Pumpwater air, said Lady Whitney, who was too practical to give in to haunted regions, and I am very sorry you should have had your two nights rest spoilt by it, Mr. Featherston. I will take the room myself: nothing keeps me awake.

Did you ever see a ghost, sir? asked John.

No, never. But I know those who have seen them; and I cannot disbelieve what they say. One such story in particular is often in my mind; it was a very strange one.

Wont you tell it us, Mr. Featherston?

The doctor only laughed in answer. But after we came out of church, when he was sitting with me and John on the Parade, he told it. And I only wish I had space to relate it here.

He left Pumpwater in the afternoon, and Lady Whitney had the room prepared for her use at once, John moving into hers. So that I had mine to myself again, and the little bed was taken out of it.

The next day was Monday. When Lady Whitney came down in the morning the first thing she told us was, that she had not slept. All the curious symptoms of restless disturbance, of inward agitation, which we had experienced, had visited her.



I will not give in, my dears, she said, bravely. It may be, you know, that what I had heard against the room took all sleep out of me, though I was not conscious of it; so I shall keep to it. I must say it is a most comfortable bed.

She kept to the room until the Wednesday; three nights in all; getting no sleep. Then she gave in. Occasionally during the third night, when she was dropping asleep from exhaustion, she was startled up from it in sudden terror: terror of she knew not what. Just as it had been with me and with John. On the Wednesday morning she told Susannah that they must give her the back-room opposite mine, and we would abandon that front-room altogether.

It is just as though there were a ghost in the room, she said to Susannah.

Perhaps there is, my lady, was Susannahs cool reply.



On the Friday evening Dr. and Mrs. Parafin came in to tea. Our visit would end on the morrow. The old doctor held John before him in the lamplight, and decided that he looked better  that the stay had done him good.

I am sure it has, assented Lady Whitney. Just at first I feared he was going backward: but that must have been owing to the sleepless nights.

Sleepless nights! echoed the doctor, in a curious tone.

For the first three nights of our stay here, he never slept; never slept at all. After that  

Which room did he occupy? interrupted the doctor, breathlessly. Not the one over this?

Yes, it was. Why? Do you know anything against it? questioned Lady Whitney, for she saw Dr. and Mrs. Parafin exchange glances.

Only this: that I have heard of other people who were unable to sleep in that room, he answered.

But what can be amiss with the room, Dr. Parafin?

Ah, said he, there you go beyond me. It is, I believe, a fact, a singular fact, that there is something or other in the room which prevents people from sleeping. Friends of ours who lived in the house before Miss Gay took it, ended by shutting the room up.

Is it haunted, sir? I asked. Mr. Featherston thought it might be.



He looked at me and smiled, shaking his head. Mrs. Parafin nodded hers, as much as to say It is.

No one has been able to get any sleep in that room since the Calsons lived here, said Mrs. Parafin, dropping her voice.

How very strange! cried Lady Whitney. One might think murder had been done in it.

Mrs. Parafin coughed significantly. The wife died in it, she said. Some people thought her husband had  had  had at least hastened her death  

Hush, Matty! interposed the doctor, warningly. It was all rumour, all talk. Nothing was proved  or attempted to be.

Perhaps there existed no proof, returned Mrs. Parafin. And if there had  who was there to take it up? She was in her grave, poor woman, and he was left flourishing, master of himself and every one about him. Any way, Thomas, be that as it may, you cannot deny that the room has been like a haunted room since.

Dr. Parafin laughed lightly, objecting to be serious; men are more cautious than women. I cannot deny that people find themselves unable to sleep in the room; I never heard that it was haunted in any other way, he added, to Lady Whitney. But there  let us change the subject; we can neither alter the fact nor understand it.

After they left us, Lady Whitney said she should like to ask Miss Gay what her experience of the room had been. But Miss Gay had stepped out to a neighbours, and Susannah stayed to talk in her place. She could tell us more about it, she said, than Miss Gay.

I warned my cousin she would do well not to take this house, began Susannah, accepting the chair to which Lady Whitney pointed. But it is a beautiful house for letting, as you see, my lady, and that and the low rent tempted her. Besides, she did not believe the rumour about the room; she does not believe it fully yet, though it is beginning to worry her: she thinks the inability to sleep must lie in the people themselves.

It has been an uncanny room since old Calsons wife died in it, has it not, Susannah? said John, as if in jest. I suppose he did not murder her?

I think he did, whispered Susannah.



The answer sounded so ghostly that it struck us all into silence.

Susannah resumed. Nobody knew: but one or two suspected. The wife was a poor, timid, gentle creature, worshipping the very ground her husband trod on, yet always in awe of him. She lay in the room, sick, for many many months before she died. Old Sarah  

What was her illness? interrupted Lady Whitney.

My lady, that is more than I can tell you, more, I fancy, than any one could have told. Old Sarah would often say to me that she did not believe there was any great sickness, only he made it out there was, and persuaded his wife so. He could just wind her round his little finger. The person who attended on her was one Astrea, quite a heathenish name I used to think, and a heathenish woman too; she was copper-coloured, and came with them from abroad. Sarah was in the kitchen, and there was only a man besides. I lived housekeeper at that time with an old lady on the Parade, and I looked in here from time to time to ask after the mistress. Once I was invited by Mr. Calson upstairs to see her, she lay in the room over this; the one that nobody can now sleep in. She looked so pitiful!  her poor, pale, patient face down deep in the pillow. Was she better, I asked; and what was it that ailed her. She thought it was not much beside weakness, she answered, and that she felt a constant nausea; and she was waiting for the warm weather: her dear husband assured her she would be better when that came.

Was he kind to her, Susannah?

He seemed to be, Master Johnny; very kind and attentive indeed. He would sit by the hour together in her room, and give her her medicine, and feed her when she grew too weak to feed herself, and sit up at night with her. A doctor came to see her occasionally; it was said he could not find much the matter with her but debility, and that she seemed to be wasting away. Well, she died, my lady; died quietly in that room; and Calson ordered a grand funeral.

So did Jonas Chuzzlewit, breathed John.

Whispers got afloat when she was under ground  not before  that there had been something wrong about her death, that she had not come by it fairly, or by the illness either, continued Susannah. But they were not spoken openly; under the rose, as may be said; and they died away. Mr. Calson continued to live in the house as before; but he became soon ill. Real sickness, his was, my lady, whatever his wifes might have been. His illness was chiefly on the nerves; he grew frightfully thin; and the setting-in of some grave inward complaint was suspected: so if he did act in any ill manner to his wife it seemed he would not reap long benefit from it. All the medical men in Pumpwater were called to him in succession; but they could not cure him. He kept growing thinner and thinner till he was like a walking shadow. At last he shut up his house and went to London for advice; and there he died, fourteen months after the death of his wife.

How long was the house kept shut up? asked Lady Whitney, as Susannah paused.

About two years, my lady. All his property was willed away to the little son of his brother, who lived over in Australia. Tardy instructions came from thence to Mr. Jermy the lawyer to let the house furnished, and Mr. Jermy put it into the hands of Bone the house-agent. A family took it, but they did not stay: then another family took it, and they did not stay. Each party went to Bone and told him that something was the matter with one of the rooms and nobody could sleep in it. After that, the furniture was sold off, and some people took the house by the year. They did not remain in it six months. Some other people took it then, and they stayed the year, but it was known that they shut up that room. Then the house stayed empty. My cousin, wanting a better house than the one she was in, cast many a longing eye towards it; finding it did not let, she went to Bone and asked him what the rent would be. Seventy pounds to her, he said; and she took it. Of course she had heard about the room, but she did not believe it; she thought, as Mr. Featherston said the other morning, that something must be wrong with the paper, and she had the walls scraped and cleaned and a fresh paper put on.

And since then  have your lodgers found anything amiss with the room? questioned Lady Whitney.

I am bound to say they have, my lady. It has been the same story with them all  not able to get to sleep in it. One gentleman, an old post-captain, after trying it a few nights, went right away from Pumpwater, swearing at the air. But the most singular experience we have had was that of two little girls. They were kept in that room for two nights, and each night they cried and screamed all night long, calling out that they were frightened. Their mother could not account for it; they were not at all timid children, she said, and such a thing had never happened with them before. Altogether, taking one thing with another, I fear, my lady, that something is wrong with the room. Miss Gay sees it now: but she is not superstitious, and she asks what it can be.

Well, that was Susannahs tale: and we carried it away with us on the morrow.

Sir John Whitney found his son looking all the better for his visit to Pumpwater. Temporarily he was so. Temporarily only; not materially: for John died before the year was out.



Have I heard anything of the room since, you would like to ask. Yes, a little. Some eighteen months later, I was halting at Pumpwater for a few hours with the Squire, and ran to the house to see Miss Gay. But the house was empty. A black board stood in front with big white letters on it TO BE LET. Miss Gay had moved into another house facing the Parade.

It was of no use my trying to stay in it, she said to me, shaking her head. I moved into the room myself, Master Johnny, after you and my Lady Whitney left, and I am free to confess that I could not sleep. I had Susannah in, and she could not sleep; and, in short, we had to go out of it again. So I shut the room up, sir, until the year had expired, and then I gave up the house. It has not been let since, and people say it is falling into decay.

Was anything ever seen in the room, Miss Gay?

Nothing, she answered, or heard either; nothing whatever. The room is as nice a room as could be wished for in all respects, light, large, cheerful, and airy; and yet nobody can get to sleep in it. I shall never understand it, sir.

Im sure I never shall. It remains one of those curious experiences that cannot be solved in this world. But it is none the less true.




ROGER BEVERE.

I.

Theres trouble everywhere. It attaches itself more or less to all people as they journey through life. Yes, I quite agree with what you say, Squire: that I, a man at my ease in the world and possessing no close ties of my own, ought to be tolerably exempt from care. But I am not so. You have heard of the skeleton in the closet, Johnny Ludlow. Few families are without one. I have mine.

Mr. Brandon nodded to me, as he spoke, over the silver coffee-pot. I had gone to the Tavistock Hotel from Miss Deveens to breakfast with him and the Squire  who had come up for a week. You have heard of this visit of ours to London before, and theres no need to say more about it here.

The present skeleton in Mr. Brandons family closet was his nephew, Roger Bevere. The young fellow, now aged twenty-three, had been for some years in London pursuing his medical studies, and giving perpetual trouble to his people in the country. During this present visit Mr. Brandon had been unable to hear of him. Searching here, inquiring there, nothing came of it: Roger seemed to have vanished into air. This morning the post had brought Mr. Brandon a brief note:

Sir,

Roger Bevery is lying at No. 60, Gibraltar Terrace (Islington District), with a broken arm.

Faithfully yours,
T. Pitt.

The name was spelt Bevery in the note, you observe. Strangers, deceived by the pronunciation, were apt to write it so.

Well, this is nice news! had been Mr. Brandons comment upon the short note.



Any way, you will be more at your ease now you have found him, remarked the Squire.

I dont know that, Todhetley. I have found, it seems, the address of the place where he is lying, but I have not found him. Roger has been going to the bad this many a day; I expect by this time he must be nearing the journeys end.

It is only a broken arm that he has, sir, I put in, thinking what a gloomy view he was taking of it all. That is soon cured.

Dont you speak so confidently, Johnny Ludlow, reproved Mr. Brandon. We shall find more the matter with Roger than a broken arm; take my word for that. He has been on the wrong tack this long while. A broken arm would not cause him to hide himself  and thats what he must have been doing.

Some of those hospital students are a wild lot  as I have heard, said the Squire.

Mr. Brandon nodded in answer. When Roger came from Hampshire to enter on his studies at St. Bartholomews, he was as pure-hearted, well-intentioned a young fellow as had ever been trained by an anxious mother  and Mr. Brandon poured a drop more weak tea out of his own tea-pot to cover his emotion. Fit for heaven, one might have thought: any way, had been put in the road that leads to it. Loose, reckless companions got hold of him, and dragged him down to their evil ways.

Breakfast over, little time was lost in starting to find out Gibraltar Terrace. The cab soon took us to it. Roger had been lying there more than a week. Hastening up that way one evening, on leaving the hospital, to call upon a fellow-student, he was knocked down by a fleet hansom rounding the corner of Gibraltar Terrace. Pitt the doctor happened to be passing at the time, and had him carried into the nearest house: one he had attended patients in before. The landlady, Mrs. Mapping, showed us upstairs.

(And she, poor faded woman, turned out to have been known to the Squire in the days long gone by, when she was pretty little Dorothy Grape. But I have told her story already, and theres no need to allude to it again.)

Roger lay in bed, in a small back-room on the first-floor; a mild, fair, pleasant-looking young man with a white bandage round his head. Mr. Pitt explained that the arm was not absolutely broken, but so much contused and inflamed as to be a worse hurt. This would not have kept him in bed, however, but the head had also been damaged, and fever set in.

So this is where he has lain, hiding, while I have been ransacking London for him! remarked Mr. Brandon, who was greatly put out by the whole affair; and perhaps the word hiding might have more truth in it than even he suspected.

When young Scott called last night  a fellow-student of your nephews who comes to see him and bring him changes of clothes from his lodgings  he said you were making inquiries at the hospital and had left your address, explained Pitt. So I thought I ought to write to you, sir.

And I am much obliged to you for doing it, and for your care of him also, said Mr. Brandon.

And presently, when Pitt was leaving, he followed him downstairs to Mrs. Mappings parlour, to ask whether Roger was in danger.

I do not apprehend any, now that the fever is subsiding, answered Pitt. I can say almost surely that none will arise if we can only keep him quiet. That has been the difficulty throughout  his restlessness. It is just as though he had something on his mind.

What should he have on his mind? retorted Mr. Brandon, in contention. Except his sins. And I expect they dont trouble him much.

Pitt laughed a little. Well, sir, he is not in any danger at present. But if the fever were to come back again  and increase  why, I cant foresee what the result might be.

Then I shall send for Lady Bevere.

Pitt opened his eyes. Lady Bevere! he repeated. Who is she?

Lady Bevere, sir, is Rogers mother and my sister. I shall write to-day.

Mr. Brandon had an appointment with his lawyers that morning and went out with the Squire to keep it, leaving me with the patient. And take care you dont let him talk, Johnny, was his parting injunction to me. Keep him perfectly quiet.

That was all very well, and I did my best to obey orders; but Roger would not be kept quiet. He was for ever sighing and starting, now turning to this side, now to that, and throwing his undamaged arm up like a ball at play.

Is it pain that makes you so restless? I asked.



Pain, no, he groaned. Its the bother. The pain is nothing now to what it was.

Bother of what?

Oh  altogether. I say, what on earth brought Uncle John to London just now?

A matter connected with my property. He is my guardian and trustee, you know. To which answer Bevere only groaned again.

After taking a great jorum of beef-tea, which Mrs. Mapping brought up at mid-day, he was lying still and tranquil, when there came a loud knock at the street-door. Steps clattered up the stairs, and a tall, dark-haired young man put his head into the room.

Bevere, old fellow, how are you? Weve been so sorry to hear of your mishap!

There was nothing alarming in the words and they were spoken gently; or in the visitor either, for he was good-looking; but in a moment Bevere was sitting bolt upright in bed, gazing out in fright as though he saw an apparition.

What the deuce has brought you here, Lightfoot? he cried, angrily.

Came to see how you were getting on, friend, was the light and soothing answer, as the stranger drew near the bed. Head and arm damaged, I hear.

Who told you where to find me?

Scott. At least, he  

Scotts a false knave then! He promised me faithfully not to tell a soul. And Beveres inflamed face and passionate voice presented a contrast to his usual mild countenance and gentle tones.

Theres no need to excite yourself, said the tall young man, sitting down on the edge of the bed and taking the patients hand. Dick Scott let fall a word unawares  that Pitt was attending you. So I came up to Pitts just now and got the address out of his surgery-boy.

Who else heard the chance word?

No one else. And Im sure you know that you may trust me. I wanted to ask if I could do anything for you. How frightened you look, old fellow!

Bevere lay down again, painfully uneasy yet, as was plain to be seen.



I didnt want any one to find me out here, he said. If some  some people came, there might be the dickens to pay. And Uncle John is up now, worse luck! He does not understand London ways, and he is the strictest old guy that ever wore silver shoe-buckles  you should see him on state occasions. Ask Johnny Ludlow there whether he is strait-laced or not; he knows. Johnny, this is Charley Lightfoot: one of us at Barts.

Charley turned to shake hands, saying he had heard of me. He then set himself to soothe Bevere, assuring him he would not tell any one where he was lying, or that he had been to see him.

Dont mind my temper, old friend, whispered Bevere, repentantly, his blue eyes going out to the others in sad yearning. I am a bit tried  as youd admit, if all were known.

Lightfoot departed. By-and-by the Squire and Mr. Brandon returned, and Mrs. Mapping gave us some lunch in her parlour. When the Squire was ready to leave, I ran up to say good-bye to Roger. He gazed at me questioningly, eyes and cheeks glistening with fever. Is it true? he whispered.

Is what true?

That Uncle John has written for my mother?

Oh yes, thats true.

Good Heavens! murmured Bevere.

Would you not like to see her?

Its not that. Shes the best mother living. It is  for fear  I didnt want to be found out lying here, he broke off, and it seems that all the world is coming. If it gets to certain ears, Im done for.

Scarlet and more scarlet grew his cheeks. His pulse must have been running up to about a hundred-and-fifty.

As sure as you are alive, Roger, youll bring the fever on again!

So much the better. I do  save for what I might say in my ravings, he retorted. So much the better if it carries me off! Thered be an end to it all, then.

One might think you had a desperate secret on your conscience, I said to him in my surprise. Had set a house on fire, or something as good.

And I have a secret; and its something far more dreadful than setting a house on fire, he avowed, recklessly, in his distress. And if it should get to the knowledge of Uncle John and the mother  well, I tell you, Johnny Ludlow, Id rather die than face the shame.

Was he raving now?  as he had been on the verge of it, in the fever, a day or two ago. No, not by the wildest stretch of the fancy could I think so. That he had fallen into some desperate trouble which must be kept secret, if it could be, was all too evident. I thought of fifty things as I went home and could not fix on one of them as likely. Had he robbed the hospital till?  or forged a cheque upon its house-surgeon? The Squire wanted to know why I was so silent.

When I next went to Gibraltar Terrace Lady Bevere was there. Such a nice little woman! Her face was mild, like Rogers, her eyes were blue and kind as his, her tones as genial. As Mary Brandon she had been very pretty, and she was pleasing still.

She had married a lieutenant in the navy, Edmund Bevere. Her people did not like it: navy lieutenants were so poor, they said. He got on better, however, than the Brandons had thought for; got up to be rear-admiral and to be knighted. Then he died; and Lady Bevere was left with a lot of children and not much to bring them up on. I expect it was her brother, Mr. Brandon, who helped to start them all in life. She lived in Hampshire, somewhere near Southsea.

In a day or two, when Roger was better and sat up in blankets in an easy-chair, Mr. Brandon and the Squire began about his shortcomings  deeming him well enough now to be tackled. Mr. Brandon demanded where his lodgings were, for their locality seemed to be a mystery; evidently with a view of calling and putting a few personal questions to the landlady; and Roger had to confess that he had had no particular lodgings lately; he had shared Dick Scotts. This took Mr. Brandon aback. No lodgings of his own!  sharing young Scotts! What was the meaning of it? What did he do with all the money allowed him, if he could not pay for rooms of his own? And to the stern questioning Roger only answered that he and Scott liked to be together. Pitt laughed a little to me when he heard of this, saying Bevere was too clever for the old mentors.

Why! dont you believe he does live with Scott? I asked.

Oh, he may do that; its likely enough, said Pitt. But medical students, running their fast career in London, are queer subjects, let me tell you, Johnny Ludlow; they dont care to have their private affairs supervised.

All of them are not queer  as you call it, Pitt.

No, indeed, he answered, warmly: or I dont know what would become of the profession. Many of them are worthy, earnest fellows always, steady as old time. Others pull up when they have had their fling, and make good men: and a few go to the bad altogether.

In which class do you put Roger Bevere?

Pitt took a minute to answer. In the second, I hope, he said. To speak the truth, Bevere somewhat puzzles me. He seems well-intentioned, anxious, and cant have gone so far but he might pull-up if he could. But  

If he could! How do you mean?

He has got, I take it, into the toils of a fast, bad set; and he finds their habits too strong to break through. Any way without great difficulty.

Do you think he  drinks? I questioned, reluctantly.

No mistake about that, said Pitt. Not so sharply as some of them do, but more than is good for him.

Im sure if Rogers pulling-up depended upon his mother, it would have been done. She was so gentle and loving with him; never finding fault, or speaking a harsh word. Night and morning she sat by the bed, holding his hands in hers, and reading the Psalms to him  or a prayer  or a chapter in the Bible. I can see her now, in her soft black gown and simple little white lace cap, under which her hair was smoothly braided.



Whatever doubts some of us might be entertaining of Roger, nothing unpleasant in regard to him transpired. Dreaded enemies did not find him out, or come to besiege the house; though he never quite lost his undercurrent of uneasiness. He soon began to mend rapidly. Scott visited him every second or third day; he seemed to be fully in his confidence, and they had whisperings together. He was a good-natured, off-hand kind of young man, short and thick-set. I cant say I much cared for him.

The Squire had left London. I remained on with Miss Deveen, and went down to Gibraltar Terrace most days. Lady Bevere was now going home and Mr. Brandon with her. Some trouble had arisen about the lease of her house in Hampshire, which threatened to end in a lawsuit, and she wanted him to see into it. They fixed upon some eligible lodgings for Roger near Russell Square, into which he would move when they left. He was sufficiently well now to go about; and would keep well, Pitt said, if he took care of himself. Lady Bevere held a confidential interview with the landlady, about taking care of her son Roger.

And she gave a last charge to Bevere himself, when taking leave of him the morning of her departure. The cab was at the door to convey her and Mr. Brandon to Waterloo Station, and I was there also, having gone betimes to Gibraltar Terrace to see the last of them.

For my sake, my dear, pleaded Lady Bevere, holding Roger to her, as the tears ran down her cheeks: you will do your best to keep straight for my sake!

I will, I will, mother, he whispered back in agitation, his own eyes wet; I will keep as straight as I can. But in his voice there lay, to my ear, a ring of hopeless despair. I dont know whether she detected it.

She turned and took my hands. She and Mr. Brandon had already exacted a promise from me that once a-week at least, so long as I remained in London, I would write to each of them to give news of Rogers welfare.

You will be sure not to forget it, Johnny? I am very anxious about him  his health  and  and all, she added in a lowered voice. I am always fearing lest I did not do my duty by my boys. Not but that I ever tried to do it; but somehow I feel that perhaps I might have done it better. Altogether I am full of anxiety for Roger.

I will be sure to write to you regularly as long as I am near him, dear Lady Bevere.



It was on a Tuesday morning that Lady Bevere and Mr. Brandon left London. In the afternoon Roger was installed in his new lodgings by Mr. Pitt, who had undertaken to see him into them. He had the parlour and the bed-chamber behind it. Very nice rooms they were, the locality and street open and airy; and the landlady, Mrs. Long, was a comfortable, motherly woman. Where his old lodgings had been situated, he had never said even to me: the Squires opinion was (communicated in confidence to Mr. Brandon), that he had played up Old Gooseberry in them, and was afraid to say.



I had meant to go to him on the Wednesday, to see that the bustle of removal had done him no harm; but Miss Deveen wanted me, so I could not. On the Thursday I got a letter from the Squire, telling me to do some business for him at Westminster. It took me the whole of the day: that is, the actual business took about a quarter-of-an-hour, and waiting to see the people (lawyers) took the rest. This brought it, you perceive, to Friday.

On that morning I mounted to the roof of a city omnibus, which set me down not far off the house. Passing the parlour-windows to knock at the door, I saw in one of them a card: Apartments to let. It was odd, I thought, they should put it in a room that was occupied.

Can I see Mr. Bevere? I asked of the servant.

Mr. Beveres gone, sir.

Gone where? Not to the hospital? For he was not to attempt to go there until the following week.

He is gone for good, sir, she answered. He went away in a cab yesterday evening.

Not knowing what to make of this strange news, hardly believing it, I went into the parlour and asked to see the landlady  who came at once. It was quite true: Bevere had left. Mrs. Long, who, though elderly, was plump and kindly, sat down to relate the particulars.

Mr. Bevere went out yesterday morning, sir, after ordering his dinner  a roast fowl  for the same hour as the day before; two oclock. It was past three, though, before he came in: and when the girl brought the dinner-tray down, she said Mr. Bevere wanted to speak to me. I came up, and then he told me he was unexpectedly obliged to leave  that he might have to go into the country that night; he didnt yet know. Well, sir, I was a little put out: but what could I say? He paid me what was due and the rent up to the weeks end, and began to collect his things together: Sarah saw him cramming them into his new portmanteau when she brought his tea up. And at the close of the evening, between the lights, he had a cab called and went away in it.

Alone?

Quite alone, sir. On the Wednesday afternoon Dr. Pitt came to see him, and that same evening a young man called, who stayed some time; Scott, I think the name was; but nobody at all came yesterday.



And you do not know where Mr. Bevere is?  where he went to?

Why no, sir; he didnt say. The cab might have taken him to one of the railway-stations, for all I can tell. I did not ask questions. Of course it is not pleasant for a lodger to leave you in that sudden manner, before he has well been three days in the house, added Mrs. Long, feelingly, especially with the neighbours staring out on all sides, and I might have asked him for another weeks rent in lieu of proper notice; but I couldnt be hard with a well-mannered, pleasant young gentleman like Mr. Bevere  and with his connections, too. Im sure when her ladyship came here to fix on the rooms, she was that kind and affable with me I shall never forget it  and talked to me so lovingly about him  and put half-a-crown into Sarahs hand when she left! No, sir, I couldnt be hard upon young Mr. Bevere.

Mrs. Long had told all she knew, and I wished her good-day. Where to now? I deliberated, as I stood on the doorstep. This sudden flight looked as though Roger wanted to avoid people. If any one was in the secret of it, it would be Richard Scott, I thought; and I turned my steps to St. Bartholomews Hospital.

I suppose I interrupted Scott at some critical performance, for he came to me with his coat-cuffs turned up and no wristbands on.

Glad to see you, Im sure, cried he; thought it might be an out-patient. Bevere?  oh, do you want him? he ran on, not giving himself time to understand me perfectly, or pretending at it. Bevere is at his new lodgings near Russell Square. He will not be back here until next week.

But he is not at his new lodgings, I said. He has left them.

Left! cried Scott, staring.

Left for good, bag and baggage. Gone altogether.

Gone where? asked Scott.

Thats what I have come to ask you. I expect you know.

Scotts face presented a puzzle. I wondered whether he was as innocent as he looked.

Let us understand one another, said he. Do you tell me that Bevere has left his new lodgings?

He has. He left them last night. Ran away from them, as one may say.



Why, he had only just got into them! Were the people sharks? I was with him on Wednesday night: he did not complain of anything then.

He must have left, I fancy, for some private reason of his own. Dont you know where he is gone, Scott? You are generally in his confidence.

Dont know any more than the dead.

To dispute the declaration was not in my power. Scott seemed utterly surprised, and said he should go to Mrs. Longs the first leisure moment he had, to see if any note or message had been left for him. But I had already put that question to the landlady, and she answered that neither note nor message of any kind had been left for anybody. So there we were, nonplussed, Scott standing with his hands in his pockets. Make the best of it we would, it resolved itself into nothing more than this: Bevere had vanished, leaving no clue.

From thence I made my way to Mr. Pitts little surgery near Gibraltar Terrace. The doctor was alone in it, and stood compounding pills behind the counter.

Bevere run away! he exclaimed at my first words. Why, whats the meaning of that? I dont know anything about it. I was going to see him this afternoon.

With my arms on the counter, my head bending towards him, I recounted to Pitt the particulars Mrs. Long had given me, and Scotts denial of having any finger in the pie. The doctor gave his head a twist.

Says he knows no more than the dead, does he! That may be the case; or it may not. Master Richard Scotts assertions go for what they are worth with me where Beveres concerned: the two are as thick as thieves. Ill find him, if I can. What do you say?  that Bevere would not conceal himself from me? Look here, Johnny Ludlow, continued Pitt rapidly, bringing forward his face till it nearly touched mine, and dropping his voice to a low tone, that young man must have got into some dangerous trouble, and has to hide himself from the light of day.

Leaving Pitt to make his patients physic, I went out into the world, not knowing whether to seek for Bevere in this quarter or in that. But, unless I found him, how could I carry out my promise of writing to Lady Bevere?

I told Miss Deveen of my dilemma. She could not help me. No one could help, that I was able to see. There was nothing for it but to wait until the next week, when Bevere might perhaps make his appearance at the hospital. I dropped a note to Scott, asking him to let me know of it if he did.

But of course the chances were that Bevere would not appear at the hospital: with need to keep his head en cachette, he would be no more safe there than in Mrs. Longs rooms: and I might have been hunting for him yet, for aught I can tell, but for coming across Charley Lightfoot.

It was on the following Monday. He was turning out of the railway-station near Miss Deveens, his uncle, Dr. Lightfoot, being in practice close by. Telling him of Roger Beveres flight, which he appeared not to have heard of, I asked if he could form any idea where he was likely to have got to.

Oh, back to the old neighbourhood that he lived in before his accident, most likely, carelessly surmised Lightfoot, who did not seem to think much of the matter.

And where is that?

A goodish distance from here. It is near the Bell-and-Clapper Station on the underground line.

The Bell-and-Clapper Station!

Lightfoot laughed. Ironically called so, he said, from a bell at the new church close by, that claps away pretty well all day and all night in the public ears.

Not one of our churches?

Calls itself so, I believe. I wouldnt answer for it that its clergy have been licensed by a bishop. Bevere lived somewhere about there; I never was at his place; but youll easily find it out.

How? By knocking at peoples doors and inquiring for him?

Lightfoot put on his considering-cap. If you go to the refreshment-room of the Bell-and-Clapper Station and ask his address of the girls there, said he, I dare say they can give it you. Bevere used to be uncommonly fond of frequenting their company, I believe.

Running down to the train at once I took a ticket for the Bell-and-Clapper Station, and soon reached it. It was well named: the bell was clanging away with a loud and furious tongue, enough to drive a sick man mad. What a dreadful infliction for the houses near it!

Behind the counter in the refreshment-room stood two damsels, exchanging amenities with a young man who sat smoking a cigar, his legs stretched out at ease. Before I had time to speak, the sound of an up-train was heard; he drank up the contents of a glass that stood at his elbow, and went swiftly out.

It was a pretty looking place: with coloured decanters on its shelves and an array of sparkling glass. The young women wore neat black gowns, and might have looked neat enough altogether but for their monstrous heads of hair. That of one in particular was a sight to be seen, and must have been copied from some extravagant fashion plate. She was dark and handsome, with a high colour and a loud voice, evidently a strong-minded young woman, perfectly able to take care of herself. The other girl was fair, smaller and slighter, with a somewhat delicate face, and a quiet manner.

Can you give me the address of Mr. Roger Bevere? I asked of this younger one.

The girl flushed scarlet, and looked at her companion, who looked back again. It was a curious sort of look, as much  I thought  as to say, what are we to do? Then they both looked at me. But neither spoke.

I am told that Mr. Bevere often comes here, and that you can give me his address.

Well, sir  I dont think we can, said the younger one, and her speech was quite proper and modest. We dont know it, do we, Miss Panken?

Perhaps youll first of all tell me who it was that said we could give it you, cried Miss Panken, in tones as strong-minded as herself, and as though she were by a very long way my superior in the world.

It was one of his fellow-students at the hospital.

Oh  well  I suppose we can give it you, she concluded. Here, Ill write it down. Lend me your pencil, Mabel: mine has disappeared. There, handing me the paper, if he is not there, we cant tell you where he is.

Roger Bevary, 22, New Crescent, was what she wrote. I thanked her and went out, encountering two or three young men who rushed in from another train and called individually for refreshment.

New Crescent was soon found, but not Bevere. The elderly woman-servant who answered me said Mr. Bevere formerly lived with them, but left about eighteen months back. He had not left the neighbourhood, she thought, as she sometimes met him in it. She saw him only the past Saturday night when she was out on an errand.

What, this past Saturday! I exclaimed. Are you certain?

To be sure I am, sir. He was smoking a pipe and looking in at the shop windows. He saw me and said, Good-night, Ann: he was always very pleasant. I thought he looked ill.

Back I went to the refreshment-room. Those girls knew his address well enough, but for some reason would not give it  perhaps by Beveres orders. Two young men were there now, sipping their beer, or whatever it was, and exchanging compliments with Miss Panken. I spoke to her civilly.

Mr. Bevere does not live at New Crescent: he left it eighteen months ago. Did you not know that? I think you can give me his address if you will.

She did not answer me at all. It may be bar-room politeness. Regarding me for a full minute superciliously from my head to my boots, she slowly turned her shoulders the other way, and resumed her talk with the customers.

I spoke then to the other, who was wiping glasses. It is in Mr. Beveres own interest that I wish to find him; I wish it very particularly indeed. He lives in this neighbourhood; I have heard that: if you can tell me where, I shall be very much obliged to you.

The girls face looked confused, timid, full of indecision, as if she knew the address but did not know whether to answer or not. By this time I had attracted attention, and silence fell on the room. Strong-minded Miss Panken came to the relief of her companion.

Did you call for a glass of ale? she asked me, in a tone of incipient mockery.

Nor for soda?  nor bitters?  not even cherry-brandy? she ran on. No? Then as you dont seem to want anything we supply here, perhaps youll take yourself off, young man, and leave space for them that do. Fancy this room being open to promiscuous inquirers, and us young ladies being obliged to answer em! added Miss Panken affably to her two friends. Id like to see it!

Having thus put me down and turned her back upon me, I had nothing to wait for, and walked out of the ladys presence. The younger ones eyes followed me with a wistful look. Im sure she would have given the address had she dared.

After that day, I took to haunt the precincts of the Bell-and-Clapper, believing it to be my only chance of finding Bevere. Scott had a brief note from him, no address to it, stating that he was not yet well enough to resume his duties; and this note Scott forwarded to me. A letter also came to me; from Lady Bevere asking what the matter was that I did not write, and whether Roger was worse. How could I write, unless I found him?

So, all the leisure time that I could improvise I spent round about the Bell-and-Clapper. Not inside the room, amid its manifold attractions: Circe was a wily woman, remember, and pretty bottles are insidious. That particular Circe, also, Miss Panken, might have objected to my company and ordered me out of it.

Up one road, down another, before this row of houses and that, I hovered for ever like a walking ghost. But I saw nothing of Bevere.

Luck favoured me at last. One afternoon towards the end of the week, I was standing opposite the church, watching the half-dozen worshippers straggling into it, for one of its many services, listening to the irritating ding-dong of its bell, and wondering the noise was put up with, when suddenly Richard Scott came running up from the city train. Looking neither to the right nor the left, or he must inevitably have seen me, he made straight for a cross-road, then another, and presently entered one of a row of small houses whose lower rooms were on a level with the ground and the yard or two of square garden that fronted them. Paradise Place. I followed Scott at a cautious distance.

Bevere lives there! quoth I, mentally.

Should I go in at once boldly, and beard him? While deliberating  for somehow it goes against my nature to beard anybody  Scott came striding out and turned off the other way: which led to the shops. I crossed over and went in quietly at the open door.

The parlour, small and shabby as was Mrs. Mappings in Gibraltar Terrace, was on the left, its door likewise open. Seated at a table, taking his tea, was Roger Bevere; opposite to him, presiding over the ceremonies, sat a lady who must unquestionably have been first-cousin to those damsels at the Bell-and-Clapper, if one might judge by the hair.

Roger! I exclaimed. What a dance you have led us!

He started up with a scarlet face, his manner strangely confused, his tongue for the moment lost. And then I saw that he was without his coat, and his arm was bandaged.

I was going to write to you, he said  an excuse invented on the spur of the moment, I thought to be about before now, but my arm got bad again.

How was that?

Well, I hurt it, and did not pay attention to it. It is properly inflamed now.

I took a seat on the red stuff sofa without being invited, and Bevere dropped into his chair. The lady at the tea-tray had been regarding me with a free, friendly, unabashed gaze. She was a well-grown, attractive young woman, with a saucy face and bright complexion, fine dark eyes, and full red lips. Her abundant hair was of the peculiar and rare colour that some people call red and others gold. As to her manners, they were as assured as Miss Pankens, but a great deal pleasanter. I wondered who she was and what she did there.

So this is Johnny Ludlow that Ive heard tell of! she exclaimed, catching up my name from Bevere, and sending me a gracious nod. Shall I give you a cup of tea?

No, thank you, was my answer, though all the while as thirsty as a fish, for the afternoon was hot.

Oh, you had better: dont stand on ceremony, she said, laughing. Theres nothing like a good cup of tea when the throats dry and the weathers baking. Come! make yourself at home.

Be quiet, Lizzie, struck in Bevere, his tone ringing with annoyance and pain. Let Mr. Ludlow do as he pleases. And it struck me that he did not want me to take the tea.

Scott came in then, and looked surprised to see me: he had been out to get something for Beveres arm. I felt by intuition that he had known where Bevere was all along, that his assumption of ignorance was a pretence. He and the young lady seemed to be upon excellent terms, as though they had been acquainted for ages.

The arm looked very bad: worse than it had at Gibraltar Terrace. I stood by when Scott took off the bandages. He touched it here and there.

I tell you what, Bevere, he said: you had better let Pitt see to this again. He got it right before; and  I dont much like the look of it.

Nonsense! returned Bevere. I dont want Pitt here.

I say nonsense to that, rejoined Scott. Whos Pitt?  he wont hurt you. No good to think you can shut yourself up in a nutshell  with such an arm as this, and  and he glanced at me, as if he would say, and now Ludlow has found you out.

You can do as much for the arm as Pitt can, said Bevere, fractiously.

Perhaps I could: but I dont mean to try. I tell you, Bevere, I do not like the look of it, repeated Scott. Whats more, I, not being a qualified practitioner yet, would not take the responsibility.

Well, I will go to Pitt to-morrow if Im no better and can get my coat on, conceded Bevere. Lizzie, wheres the other bandage?

Oh, I left it in my room, said Lizzie; and she ran up the stairs in search of it.

So she lived there! Was it her home, I wondered; or Beveres; or their home conjointly? The two might have vowed eternal friendship and set up housekeeping together on a platonic footing. Curious problems do come into fashion in the great cities of this go-ahead age; perhaps that one had.

Scott finished dressing the arm, giving the patient sundry cautions meanwhile; and I got up to leave. Lizzie had stepped outside and was leaning over the little wooden entrance-gate, chanting a song to herself and gazing up and down the quiet road.

What am I to say to your mother? I said to Bevere in a low tone. You knew I had to write to her.

Oh, say I am all right, he answered. I have written to her myself now, and had two letters from her.

How do the letters come to you? Here?

Scott gets them from Mrs. Longs. Johnny  with a sharp pressure of the hand, and a beseeching look from his troubled blue eyes be a good fellow and dont talk. Anywhere.

Giving his hand a reassuring shake, and lifting my hat to the lady at the gate as I passed her, I went away, thinking of this complication and of that. In a minute, Scott overtook me.



I think you knew where he was, all along, I said to him; that your ignorance was put on.

Of course it was, answered Scott, as coolly as you please. What would you? When a fellow-chum entrusts confidential matters to you and puts you upon your honour, you cant betray him.

Oh, well, I suppose not. That damsel over there, Scott  is she his sister, or his cousin, or his aunt?

You can call her which you like, replied Scott, affably. Are you very busy this afternoon, Ludlow?

I am not busy at all.

Then I wish you would go to Pitt. I cant spare the time. Ive a heap of work on my shoulders to-day: it was only the pressing note I got from Bevere about his arm that brought me out of it. He is getting a bit doubtful himself, you see; and Pitt had better come to it without loss of time.

Bevere wont thank me for sending Pitt to him. You heard what he said.

Nonsense as to Beveres thanks. The arm is worse than he thinks for. In my opinion, he stands a good chance of losing it.

No! I exclaimed in dismay. Lose his arm!

Stands a chance of it, repeated Scott. It will be his own fault. A week yesterday he damaged it again, the evening he came back here, and he has neglected it ever since. You tell Pitt what I say.

Very well, I will. I suppose the account Bevere gave to his mother and Mr. Brandon  that he had been living lately with you  was all a fable?

Scott nodded complaisantly, striding along at the pace of a steam-engine. Just so. He couldnt bring them down upon him here, you know.

I did not exactly know. And thoughts, as the saying runs, are free.

So he hit upon the fable, as you call it, of saying he had shared my lodgings, continued Scott. Necessity is a rare incentive to invention.

We had gained the Bell-and-Clapper Station as he spoke: two minutes yet before the train for the city would be in. Scott utilized the minutes by dashing to the bar for a glass of ale, chattering to Miss Panken and the other one while he drank it. Then we both took the train; Scott going back to the hospital  where he fulfilled some official duty beyond that of ordinary student  and I to see after Pitt.

II.

Roger Beveres arm proved obstinate. Swollen and inflamed as I had never seen any arm yet, it induced fever, and he had to take to his bed. Scott, who had his wits about him in most ways, had not spoken a minute too soon, or been mistaken as to the probable danger; while Mr. Pitt told Roger every time he came to dress it, beginning with the first evening, that he deserved all he got for being so foolhardy as to neglect it: as a medical man in embryo, he ought to have foreseen the hazard.

It seemed to me that Roger was just as ill as he was at Gibraltar Terrace, when they sent for his mother: if not worse. Most days I got down to Paradise Place to snatch a look at him. It was not far, taking the underground-railway from Miss Deveens.

I made the best report I could to Lady Bevere, telling nothing  excepting that the arm was giving a little trouble. If she got to learn the truth about certain things, she would think the letters deceitful. But what else could I do?  I wished with all my heart some one else had to write them. As Scott had said to me about the flitting from Mrs. Longs (the reason for which or necessity, I was not enlightened upon yet), I could not betray Bevere. Pitt assured me that if any unmanageable complications arose with the arm, both Lady Bevere and Mr. Brandon should be at once telegraphed for. A fine complication it would be, of another sort, if they did come! How about Miss Lizzie?

Of all the free-and-easy young women I had ever met with, that same Lizzie was the freest and easiest. Many a time have I wondered Bevere did not order her out of the room when she said audacious things to him or to me  not to say out of the house. He did nothing of the kind; he lay passive as a bird that has had its wings clipped, all spirit gone out of him, and groaning with bodily pain. Why on earth did he allow her to make his house her abode, disturbing it with her noise and her clatter? Why on earth  to go on further  did he rent a house at all, small or large? No one else lived in it, that I saw, except a little maid, in her early teens, to do the work. Later I found I was mistaken: they were only lodgers: an old landlady, lame and quiet, was in the kitchen.

Looks fearfully bad, dont he? whispered Lizzie to me on one occasion when he lay asleep, and she came bursting into the room for her bonnet and shawl.

Yes. Dont you think you could be rather more quiet?

As quiet as a lamb, if you like, laughed Lizzie, and crept out on tiptoe. She was always good-humoured.

One afternoon when I went in, Lizzie had a visitor in the parlour. Miss Panken! The two, evidently on terms of close friendship, were laughing and joking frantically; Lizzies head, with its clouds of red-gold hair, was drawn close to the other head and the mass of black braids adorning it. Miss Panken sat sipping a cup of tea; Lizzie a tumbler of hot water that gave forth a suspicious odour.

Ive got a headache, Mr. Johnny, said she: and I marvelled that she did not, in her impudence, leave the Mr. out. Hot gin-and-water is the very best remedy you can take for it.

Shrieks of laughter from both the girls followed me upstairs to Rogers bedside: Miss Panken was relating some joke about her companion, Mabel. Roger said his arm was a trifle better. It always felt so when Pitt had been to it.

Who is it thats downstairs now? he asked, fretfully, as the bursts of merriment sounded through the floor. Sit down, Johnny.

Its a girl from the Bell-and-Clapper refreshment-room. Miss Panken they call her.

Roger frowned. I have told Lizzie over and over again that I wouldnt have those girls encouraged here. What can possess her to do it? And, after saying that, he passed into one of those fits of restlessness that used to attack him at Gibraltar Terrace.

Look here, Roger, I said, presently, couldnt you  pull up a bit? Couldnt you put all this nonsense away?

Which nonsense? he retorted.

What would Mr. Brandon say if he knew it? Ill not speak of your mother. It is not nice, you know; it is not, indeed.

Cant you speak out? he returned, with intense irritation. Put what away?



Lizzie.

I spoke the name under my breath, not liking to say it, though I had wanted to for some time. All the anger seemed to go out of Roger. He lay still as death.

Cant you, Roger?

Too late, Johnny, came back the answer in a whisper of pain.

Why?

She is my wife.

I leaped from my chair in a sort of terror. No, no, Roger, dont say that! It cannot be.

But it is, he groaned. These eighteen months past.

I stood dazed; all my senses in a whirl. Roger kept silence, his face turned to the pillow. And the laughter from below came surging up.

I had no heart affection that I was aware of, but I had to press my hand to still its thumping as I leaned over Roger.

Really married? Surely married?

As fast and sure as the registrar could marry us, came the smothered answer. We did not go to church.

Oh, Roger! How came you to do it?

Because I was a fool.

I sat down again, right back in the chair. Things that had puzzled me before were clearing themselves now. This was the torment that had worried his mind and prolonged, if not induced, the fever, when he first lay ill of the accident; this was the miserable secret that had gone well-nigh to disturb the brain: partly for the incubus the marriage entailed upon him, partly lest it should be found out. It had caused him to invent fables in more ways than one. Not only had he to conceal his proper address from us all when at Gibraltar Terrace, especially from his mother and Mr. Brandon; but he had had to scheme with Scott to keep his wife in ignorance altogether  of his accident and of where he was lying, lest Lizzie should present herself at his bedside. To account for his absence from home, Scott had improvised a story to her of Rogers having been despatched by the hospital authorities to watch a case of illness at a little distance; and Lizzie unsuspiciously supplied Scott with changes of raiment and other things Roger needed from his chest of drawers.

This did for a time. But about the period of Rogers quitting Gibraltar Terrace, Lizzie unfortunately caught up an inkling that she was being deceived. Miss Pankens general acquaintance was numerous, and one day one of them chanced to go into the bar-room of the Bell-and-Clapper, and to mention, incidentally, that Roger Bevere had been run over by a hansom cab, and was lying disabled in some remote doctors quarters  for thats what Scott told his fellow-students. Madam Lizzie rose in rebellion, accused Scott of being no gentleman, and insisted upon her right to be enlightened. So, to stop her from making her appearance at St. Bartholomews with inconvenient inquiries, and possibly still more inconvenient revelations, Roger had promptly to quit the new lodgings at Mrs. Longs, and return to the old home near the Bell-and-Clapper. But I did not learn these particulars at first.

Who knows it, Roger? I asked, breaking the silence.

Not one of them but Scott, he answered, supposing I alluded to the hospital. I see Pitt has his doubts.

But they know  some of them  that Lizzie is here!

Well? So did you, but you did not suspect further. They think of course that  well, theres no help for what they think. When a fellow is in such a position as mine, he has to put up with things as they come. I cant quite ruin myself, Johnny; or let the authorities know what an idiot Ive been. Lizzies aunt knows it; and thats enough at present; and so do those girls at the Bell-and-Clapper  worse luck!

It was impossible to talk much of it then, at that first disclosure; I wished Roger good-afternoon, and went away in a fever-dream.

My wildest surmises had not pictured this dismal climax. No, never; for all that Mistress Lizzies left hand displayed a plain gold ring of remarkable thickness. She would have it thick, Roger said to me later. Poor Roger! poor Roger!

I felt it like a blow  like a blow. No good would ever come of it  to either of them. Worse than no good to him. It was not so much the unsuitableness of the girls condition to his; it was the girl herself. She would bring him no credit, no comfort as long as she lived: what happiness could he ever find with her? I had grown to like Roger, with all his faults and failings, and it almost seemed to me, in my sorrow for him, as if my own life were blighted.

It might not have been quite so bad  not quite  had Lizzie been a different girl. Modest, yielding, gentle, like that little Mabel I had seen, for instance, learning to adapt her manners to the pattern of her husbands; had she been that, why, in time, perhaps, things might have smoothed down for him. But Lizzie! with her free and loud manners, her off-hand ways, her random speech, her vulgar laughs! Well, well!

How was it possible she had been able to bring her fascinations to bear upon him  he with his refinement? One can but sit down in amazement and ask how, in the name of common-sense, such incongruities happen in the world. She must have tamed down what was objectionable in her to sugar and sweetness while setting her cap at Bevere; while he  he must have been blind, physically and mentally. But no sooner was the marriage over than he awoke to see what he had done for himself. Since then his time had been principally spent in setting up contrivances to keep the truth from becoming known. Mr. Brandon had talked of his skeleton in the closet: he had not dreamt of such a skeleton as this.

Must have gone in largely for strong waters in those days, and been in a chronic state of imbecility, I should say, observed Pitt, making his comments to me confidentially.

For I had spoken to him of the marriage, finding he knew as much as I did. I shall never be able to understand it, I said.

Thats easy enough. When Circe and a goose sit down to play chess, no need to speculate which will win the game.

You speak lightly of it, Mr. Pitt.

Not particularly. Wheres the use of speaking gravely now the deeds done? It is a pity for Bevere; but he is only one young man amidst many such who in one way or another spoil their lives at its threshold. Johnny Ludlow, when I look about me and see the snares spread abroad in this great metropolis by night and by day, and at the crowds of inexperienced lads  they are not much better  who have to run to and fro continually, I marvel that the number of those who lose themselves is not increased tenfold.

He had changed his tone to one solemn enough for a judge.

I cannot think how he came to do it, I argued. Or how such a one as Bevere, well-intentioned, well brought up, could have allowed himself to fall into what Mr. Brandon calls loose habits. How came he to take to drinking ways, even in a small degree?



The railway refreshment-bars did that for him, I take it, answered Pitt. He lived up here from the first, by the Bell-and-Clapper, and I suppose found the underground train more convenient than the omnibus. Up hed rush in a morning to catch  say  the half-past eight train, and would often miss it by half-a-minute. A miss is as good as a mile. Instead of cooling his heels on the draughty and deserted platform, he would turn into the refreshment-room, and find there warmth and sociable company in the shape of pretty girls to chat with: and, if he so minded, a glass of something or other to keep out the cold on a wintry morning.

As if Bevere would!  at that early hour!

Some of them do, affirmed Pitt. Anyway, thats how Bevere fell into the habit of frequenting the bar-room of the Bell-and-Clapper. It lay so handy, you see; right in his path. He would run into it again of an evening when he returned: he had no home, no friends waiting for him, only lodgings. There  

I thought Bevere used to board with a family, I interrupted.

So he did at first; and very nice people they were: Mr. Brandon took care he should be well placed. Thats why Bevere came up this way at all: it was rather far from the hospital, but Mr. Brandon knew the people. In a short time, however, the lady died, the home was broken up, and Bevere then took lodgings on his own account; and so  there was no one to help him keep out of mischief. To go on with what I was saying. He learnt to frequent the bar-room at the Bell-and-Clapper: not only to run into it in a morning, but also on his return in the evening. He had no sociable tea or dinner-table waiting for him, you see, with pleasant faces round it. All the pleasant faces he met were those behind the counter; and there he would stay, talking, laughing, chaffing with the girls, one of whom was Miss Lizzie, goodness knows how long  the places are kept open till midnight.

It had its attractions for him, I suppose  what with the girls and the bottles.

Pitt nodded. It has for many a one besides him, Johnny. Roger had to call for drink; possibly without the slightest natural inclination for anything, he had perforce to call for it; he could hardly linger there unless he did. By-and-by, I reckon, he got to like the drink; he acquired the taste for it, you see, and habit soon becomes second nature; one glass became two glasses, two glasses three. This went on for a time. The next act in the young mans drama was, that he allowed himself to glide into an entanglement of some sort with one of the said girls, Miss Lizzie Field, and was drawn in to marry her.

How have you learnt these particulars?

Partly from Scott. They are true. Scott has a married brother living up this way, and is often running up here; indeed at one time he lived with him, and he and Bevere used to go to and fro to St. Bartholomews in company. Yes, slowly added the doctor, that refreshment-room has been the bane of Roger Bevere.

And not of Scott?

It did Scott no good; you may take a vow of that. But Scott has some plain, rough common-sense of his own, which kept him from going too far. He may make a good man yet; and a name also, for he possesses all the elements of a skilful surgeon. Bevere succumbed to the seductions of the bar-room, as other foolish young fellows, well-intentioned at heart, but weak in moral strength, have done, and will do again. Irresistible temptations they present, these places, to the young men who have to come in contact with them. If the lads had to go out of their way to seek the temptation, they might never do it; but it lies right in their path, you perceive, and they cant pass it by. Of course I am not speaking of all young men; only of those who are deficient in moral self-control. To some, the Bell-and-Clapper bar-room presents no more attraction than the Bell-and-Clapper Church by its side; or any other of such rooms, either.

Is there not any remedy for this state of things?

Pitt shrugged his shoulders. I suppose not, he said. Since I pulled up from drinking, I have been unable to see what these underground railway-rooms are needed for: why a man or woman, travelling for half-an-hour, more or less, must needs be provided with places to drink in at both ends of the journey and all the middles. Biscuits and buns are there as well, you may say  serving an excuse perhaps. But for one biscuit called for, there are fifty glasses of ale, or what not. Given the necessity for the rooms, added Pitt, with a laugh, I should do away with the lady-servers and substitute men; which would put an end to three parts of the attraction. No chance of that reformation.



Because it would do away with three parts of the custom, I said, echoing his laugh.

Be you very sure of that, Johnny Ludlow. However, it is no business of mine to find fault with existing customs, seeing that I cannot alter them, concluded the doctor.

What he said set me thinking. Every time I passed by one of these stations, so crowded with the traffic of young city men, and saw the bottles arrayed to charm the sight, their bright colours gleaming and glistening, and looked at the serving-damsels, with their bedecked heads, arrayed to charm also, I knew Pitt must be right. These rooms might bring in grist to their owners mill; but it struck me that I should not like, when I grew old, to remember that I had owned one.



Roger Beveres arm began to yield to treatment, but he continued very ill in himself; too ill to get up. Torment of mind and torment of body are a bad complication.

One afternoon when I was sitting with him, sundry quick knocks downstairs threatened to disturb the doze he was falling into  and Pitt had said that sleep to him just now was like gold. I crept away to stop it. In the middle of the parlour, thumping on the floor with her cotton umbrella  a huge green thing that must have been the fellow, when made, to Sairey Gamps  stood Mrs. Dyke, a stout, good-natured, sensible woman, whom I often saw there. Her husband was a well-to-do coachman, whose first wife had been sister to Lizzies mother, and this wife was their cousin.

Wheres Lizzie, sir? she asked. Out, I suppose?

Yes, I think so. I saw her with her bonnet on.

The girls out, too, I take it, or shed have heard me, remarked Mrs. Dyke, as she took her seat on the shabby red sofa, and pushed her bonnet back from her hot and comely face. And how are we going on up there, sir?  pointing to the ceiling.

Very slowly. He cannot get rid of the fever.

She lodged the elegant umbrella against the sofas arm and turned sideways to face me. I had sat down by the window, not caring to go back and run the risk of disturbing Roger.

Now come, sir, she said, let us talk comfortable: you wont mind giving me your opinion, I dare say. I have looked out for an opportunity to ask it: you being what you are, sir, and his good friend. Them two  they dont hit it off well together, do they?

Knowing she must allude to Bevere and his wife, I had no ready answer at hand. Mrs. Dyke took silence for assent.

Ah, I see how it is. I thought I must be right; Ive thought it for some time. But Lizzie only laughs in my face, when I ask her. Theres no happiness between em; just the other thing; I told Lizzie so only yesterday. But they cant undo what they have done, and theres nothing left for them, sir, but to make the best of it.

Thats true, Mrs. Dyke. And I think Lizzie might do more towards it than she does. If she would only  

Only try to get a bit into his ways and manners and not offend him with hers, put in discerning Mrs. Dyke, when I hesitated, He is as nice a young gentleman as ever lived, and I believe has the making in him of a good husband. But Lizzie is vulgar and her ways are vulgar; and instead of checking herself and remembering that he is just the opposite, and that naturally it must offend him, she lets herself grow more so day by day. I know whats what, sir, having been used to the ways of gentry when I was a young woman, for I lived cook for some years in a good family.

Lizzies ways are so noisy.

Her ways are noisy and rampagious, assented Mrs. Dyke, more particularly when she has been at her drops; and noise puts out a sick man.

Her drops! I repeated, involuntarily, the word calling up a latent doubt that lay in my mind.

When girls that have been in busy employment all day and every day, suddenly settle down to idleness, they sometimes slip into this habit or that habit, not altogether good for themselves, which they might never else have had time to think of, remarked Mrs. Dyke. Ive come in here more than once lately and seen Lizzie drinking hot spirits-and-water in the daytime: I know you must have seen the same, sir, or Id not mention it  and beer shell take unlimited.

Of course I had seen it.

I think she must have learnt it at the counter; drinking never was in our family, and I never knew that it was in her fathers, continued Mrs. Dyke. But some of the young women, serving at these bars, get to like the drink through having the sight and smell of it about em all day long.

That was more than likely, but I did not say so, not caring to continue that branch of the subject.

The marriage was a misfortune, Mrs. Dyke.

For him I suppose you gentlemen consider it was, she answered. It will be one for her if he should die: shed have to go back to work again and she has got out o the trick of it. Ah! she thought grand things of it at first, naturally, marrying a gentleman! But unequal marriages rarely turn out well in the long run. I knew nothing of it till it was done and over, or I should have advised her against it; my husbands place lay in a different part of London then  Eaton Square way. Better, perhaps, for Lizzie had she gone out to service in the country, like her sister.

Did she always live in London?

Dear, no, sir, nor near it; she lived down in Essex with her father and mother. But she came up to London on a visit, and fell in love with the public life, through getting to know a young woman who was in it. Nothing could turn her, once her mind was set upon it; and being sharp and clever, quick at figures, she got taken on at some wine-vaults in the city. After staying there awhile and giving satisfaction, she changed to the refreshment-room at the Bell-and-Clapper. Miss Panken went there soon after, and they grew very intimate. The young girl left, who had been there before her; very pretty she was: I dont know what became of her. At some of the counters they have but one girl; at others, two.

It is a pity girls should be at them at all  drawing on the young men! I am speaking generally, Mrs. Dyke.

It is a pity the young men should be so soft as to be drawn on by them  if youll excuse my saying it, sir, she returned, quickly. But there  what would you? Human natures the same all the world over: Jack and Jill. The young men like to talk to the girls, and the girls like very much to talk to the young men. Of course these barmaids lay themselves out to the best advantage, in the doing of their hair and their white frills, and what not, which is human nature again, sir. Look at a young lady in a drawing-room: dont she set herself off when she is expecting the beaux to call?

Mrs. Dyke paused for want of breath. Her tongue ran on fast, but it told of good sense.



The barmaids are but like the young ladies, sir; and the young fellows that congregate there get to admire them, while sipping their drops at the counter; if, as I say, they are soft enough. When the girls get hold of one softer than the rest, why, perhaps one of them gets over him so far as to entrap him to give her his name  just as safe as you hook and land a fish.

And I suppose it has a different termination sometimes?

Honest Mrs. Dyke shook her head. We wont talk about that, sir: I cant deny that it may happen once in a way. Not often, lets hope. The young women, as a rule, are well-conducted and respectable: they mostly know how to take care of themselves.

I should say Miss Panken does.

Mrs. Dykes broad face shone with merriment. Aint she impudent? Oh yes, sir, Polly Panken can take care of herself, never fear. But its not a good atmosphere for young girls to be in, you see, sir, these public bars; whether it may be only at a railway counter, or at one of them busy taverns in the town, or at the gay places of amusement, the manners and morals of the girls get to be a bit loose, as it were, and they cant help it.

Or anybody else, I suppose.

No, sir, not as things are; and its just a wrong upon them that they should be exposed to it. Theyd be safer and quieter in a respectable service, which is the state of life many of em were born to  though a few may be superior  and better behaved, too: manners is sure to get a bit corrupted in the public line. But the girls like their liberty; they like the free-and-easy public life and its idleness; they like the flirting and the chaffing and the nonsense that goes on; they like to be dressed up of a day as if they were so many young ladies, their hair done off in bows and curls and frizzes, and their hands in cuffs and lace-edgings; now and then you may see em with a ring on. Thats a better life, they think, than theyd lead as servants or shop-women, or any of the other callings open to this class of young women: and perhaps it is. Its easier, at any rate. Ive heard that some quite superior young people are in it, who might be, or were, governesses, and couldnt find employment, poor young ladies, through the market being so overstocked. Ah, it is a hard thing, sir, for a well-brought-up young woman to find lady-like employment nowadays. One thing is certain, concluded Mrs. Dyke, that we shall never have a lack of barmaids in this country until a law is passed by the legislature  which, happen, never will be passed  to forbid girls serving in these places. Thered be less foolishness going on then, and a deal less drinking.

These were Pitts ideas over again.

A loud laugh outside, and Lizzie came running in. Why, Aunt Dyke, are you there!  entertaining Mr. Johnny Ludlow! she exclaimed, as she threw herself into a chair. Well, I never. And what do you two think I am going to do to-morrow?

Now just you mind your manners, young woman, advised the aunt.

I am minding them  dont you begin blowing-up, retorted Lizzie, her face brimming over with good-humour.

You might have your things stole; you and the girl out together, said Mrs. Dyke.

Theres nothing to steal but chairs and tables. Im sure Im much obliged to you both for sitting here to take care of them. Youll never guess what I am going to do, broke off Lizzie, with shrieks of laughter. I am going to take my old place again at the Bell-and-Clapper, and serve behind the counter for the day: Mabel Falkner wants a holiday. Wont it be fun!

Your husband will not let you; he would not like it, I said in my haste, while Mrs. Dyke sat in open-mouthed amazement.

And I shall put on my old black dress; Ive got it yet; and be a regular barmaid again. A lovely costume, that black is! ironically ran on Lizzie. Neat and not gaudy, as the devil said when he painted his tail pea-green. You need not look as though you thought I had made acquaintance with him and heard him say it, Mr. Johnny; I only borrowed it from one of Bulwers novels that I read the other day.

If I did not think that, I thought Madam Lizzie had been making acquaintance this afternoon with something else. Drops! as Mrs. Dyke called it.

There I shall be to-morrow, at the old work, and you can both come and see me at it, said Lizzie. Ill treat you more civilly, Mr. Johnny, than Polly Panken did.

But I say that your husband will not allow you to go, I repeated to her.

Ah, hes in bed, she laughed; he cant get out of it to stop me.



You are all on the wrong tack, Lizzie girl, spoke up the aunt, severely. If you dont mind, it will land you in shoals and quicksands. How dare you think of running counter to what you know your husbands wishes would be?

She received this with a louder laugh than ever. He will not know anything about it, Aunt Dyke. Unless Mr. Johnny Ludlow here should tell him. It would not make any difference to me if he did, she concluded, with candour.

And as I felt sure it would not, I held my tongue.

By degrees, as the days went on, Roger got about again, and when I left London he was back at St. Bartholomews. Other uncanny things had happened to me during this visit of mine, but not one of them brought with it so heavy a weight as the thought of poor Roger Bevere and his blighted life.

His health may get all right if he will give up drinking, were the last words Pitt said to me. He has promised to do so.



The weather was cold and wintry as we began our railway journey. From two to three years have gone on, you must please note, since the time told of above. Mr. Brandon was about to spend the Christmas with his sister, Lady Bevere  who had quitted Hampshire and settled not far from Brighton  and she had sent me an invitation to accompany him.

We took the train at Evesham. It was Friday, and the shortest day in the year; St. Thomas, the twenty-first of December. Some people do not care to begin a journey on a Friday, thinking it bodes ill-luck: I might have thought the same had I foreseen what was to happen before we got home again.

London reached, we met Roger Bevere at the Brighton Station, as agreed upon. He was to travel down with us. I had not seen him since the time of his illness in London, except for an hour once when I was in town upon some business for the Squire. Nothing had transpired to his friends, so far as I knew, of the fatal step he had taken; that was a secret still.

I cannot say I much liked Rogers appearance now, as he sat opposite me in the railway-carriage, leaning against the arm of the comfortably-cushioned seat. His fair, pleasant face was gentle as ever, but the once clear blue eyes no longer looked very clear and did not meet ours freely; his hands shook, his fingers were restless. Mr. Brandon did not much like the signs either, to judge by the way he stared at him.

Have you been well lately, Roger?

Oh yes, thank you, Uncle John.

Well, your looks dont say much for you.

I am rather hard-worked, said Roger. London is not a place to grow rosy in.

Do you like your new work? continued Mr. Brandon. For Roger had done with St. Bartholomews Hospital, and was outdoor assistant to a surgeon in private practice, a Mr. Anderson.

I like it better than the hospital work, Uncle John.

Ah! A fine idea that was of yours  wanting to set up in practice for yourself the minute you had passed. Your mother did well to send the letter to me and ask my advice. Some of you boys  boys, and no better  fresh from your hospital studies, screw a brass-plate on your door, announcing yourselves to the world as qualified surgeons. A few of you go a step further and add M.D.

Many of us take our degree as physician at once, Uncle John, said Roger. It is becoming quite the custom.

Just so: the custom! retorted Mr. Brandon, cynically. Why didnt you do it, and modestly call yourself Dr. Bevere? In my former days, young man, when some ultra-grave ailment necessitated application to a physician, we went to him in all confidence, knowing that he was a man of steady years, of long-tried experience, whose advice was to be relied upon. Now, if you are dying and call in some Dr. So-and-so, you may find him a young fellow of three or four and twenty. As likely as not only an M.B. in reality, who has arrogated to himself the title of Doctor. For I hear some of them do it.

But they think they have a right to be called so, Uncle John. The question  

What right? sharply demanded Mr. Brandon. What gives it them?

Well  courtesy, I suppose, hesitated Roger.

Oh, said Mr. Brandon.

I laughed. His tone was so quaint.

Yes, you may laugh, Johnny Ludlow  showing your thoughtlessness! Therell soon be no modesty left in the world, he continued; therell soon be no hard, plodding work. Formerly, men were content to labour on patiently for years, to attain success, whether in fame, fortune, or for a moderate competency. Now they must take a leap into it. Tradespeople retire before middle-age, merchants make colossal fortunes in a decade, and (to leave other anomalies alone) you random young hospital students spring into practice full-fledged M.D.s.

The world is changing, Uncle John.

It is, assented Mr. Brandon. Im not sure that we shall know it by-and-by.

From Brighton terminus we had a drive of two or three miles across country to get to Priors Glebe  as Lady Beveres house was named. It was old-fashioned and commodious, and stood in a large square garden that was encircled by a thick belt of towering shrubs. Nothing was to be seen around it but a huge stretch of waste land; half a-mile-off, rose a little church and a few scattered cottages. The girls must find this lively! exclaimed Roger, taking a comprehensive look about him as we drove up in the twilight.

Lady Bevere, kind, gentle, simple-mannered as ever, received us lovingly. Mr. Brandon kissed her, and she kissed me and Roger. It was the first Christmas Roger had spent at home since rushing into that mad act of his; he had always invented some excuse for declining. The eldest son, Edmund, was in the navy; the second, George, was in the Church; Roger was the third; and the youngest, John, had a post in a merchants house in Calcutta. Of the four girls, only the eldest, Mary, and the youngest were at home. The little one was named Susan, but they called her Tottams. The other two were on a visit to their aunt, the late Sir Edmund Beveres sister.

Dinner was waiting when we got in, and I could not snatch half a word with Roger while making ready for it. He and I had two little rooms opening to each other. But when we went upstairs for the night we could talk at will; and I put my candle down on his chest of drawers.

How are things going with you, Roger?

Dont talk of it, he cried, with quite a burst of emotion. Things cannot be worse than they are.

I fancy you have not pulled up much, as Pitt used to call it, have you, old friend? Your hands and your face tell tales.

How can I pull up? he retorted.

You promised that you would.

Ay. Promised! When all the worlds against a fellow, he may not be able to keep his promises. Perhaps may not care to.

How is Lizzie? I said then, dropping my voice.

Dont talk of her, repeated Bevere, in a tone of despair; despair if I ever heard it. It shut me up.

Johnny, Im nearly done over; sick of it all, he went on. You dont know what I have to bear.

Still  as regards yourself, you might pull up, I persisted, for to give in to him, and his mood and his ways, would never do. You might if you chose, Bevere.

I suppose I might, if I had any hope. But theres none; none. People tell us that as we make our bed so we must lie upon it. I made mine in an awful fashion years ago, and I must pay the penalty.

I gather from this  forgive me, Bevere  that you and your wife dont get along together.

Get along! Things with her are worse than you may think for. She  she  well, she has not done her best to turn out well. Heaven knows Id have tried my best; the thing was done, and nothing else was left for us: but she has not let me. We are something like cat-and-dog now, and I am not living with her.

No!

That is, I inhabit other lodgings. She is at the old place. I am with a medical man in Bloomsbury, you know. It was necessary for me to be near him, and six months ago I went. Lizzie acquiesced in that; the matter was obvious. I sometimes go to see her; staying, perhaps, from Saturday to Monday, and come away cursing myself.

Dont. Dont, Bevere.

She has taken to drink, he whispered, biting his agitated lips. For pretty near two years now she has not been a day sober. As Heaven hears me, I believe not one day. You may judge what Ive had to bear.

Could nothing be done?

I tried to do it, Johnny. I coaxed, persuaded, threatened her by turns, but she would not leave it off. For four months in the autumn of last year, I did not let a drop of anything come into the house; drinking water myself all the while  for her sake. It was of no use: shed go out and get it: every public-house in the place knows her. Id come home from the hospital in the evening and find her raving and rushing about the rooms like a mad woman, or else lying incapable on the bed. Believe me, I tried all I could to keep her straight; and Mrs. Dyke, a good, motherly woman, you remember, did her best to help me; but she was too much for both of us, the demon of drink had laid too fast hold of her.

Does she come bothering you at your new lodgings?

She doesnt know where to come, replied Bevere; I should not dare to tell her. She thinks I am in the doctors house, and she does not know where that is. I have told her, and her Aunt Dyke has told her, that if ever she attempts to come after me there, I shall stop her allowance. Scott  you remember Richard Scott!

Of course.

Well, Scott lives now near the Bell-and-Clapper: he is with a surgeon there. Scott goes to see her for me once a-week, or so, and brings me news of her. I declare to you, Johnny Ludlow, that when I first catch sight of his face I turn to a cold shiver, dreading what he may have to say. And you talk about pulling up! With such a wife as that, one is thankful to drown care once in a way.

I  I suppose, Roger, nothing about her has ever come out here?

He started up, his face on fire. Johnny, lad, if it came out here  to my mother  to all of them  I should die. Say no more. The case is hopeless, and I am hopeless with it.

Any way, it seemed hopeless to talk further then, and I took up my candle. Just one more word, Roger: Does Lizzie know you have come down here? She might follow you.

His face took a look of terror. The bare idea scared him. I say, dont you invent impossible horrors, gasped he. She couldnt come; she has never heard of the place in connection with me. She has never heard anything about my people, or where they live, or dont live, or whether I have any. Good-night.

Good-night, Roger.

III.

People say you can never sleep well in a strange bed. I know I did not sleep well, but very badly, that first night at Lady Beveres. It was not the fault of the bed, or of its strangeness; it was Rogers trouble haunting me.



He did not seem to have slept well either, to judge by his looks when I went into his room in the morning. His fair, pleasant face was pale; his lips trembled, the blue eyes had torment in their depths.

I have had a bad dream, he said, in answer to a remark I made. An awful dream. It came to me in my last sleep this morning; and morning dreams, they say, come true. Im afraid I have you to thank for it, Johnny.

Me!

You suggested last night, startling me well-nigh out of my senses by it, that Lizzie might follow me down here. Well, I dreamt she did so. I saw her in the dining-room, haranguing my mother, her red-gold hair streaming over her shoulders and her arms stretched wildly out. Uncle John stood in a corner of the room, looking on.

I felt sorry, and told him so: of course my speaking had prompted the dream. He need not fear. If Lizzie did not know he had come down here, or that his family lived here, or anything about them, she could not follow him.

You see shadows where no shadows are, Roger.

When a man spoils his life on its threshold, it is all shadow; past, present, and future.

Things may mend, you know.

Mend! he returned: how can they mend? They may grow worse; never mend. My existence is one long torment. Day by day I live in dread of what may come: of her bringing down upon herself some public disgrace and my name with it. No living being, man or woman, can imagine what it is to me; the remorse for my folly, the mortification, the shame. I believe honestly that but for a few things instilled into me at my mothers knee in childhood, I should have put an end to myself.

It is a long lane that has no turning.

Lanes have different outlets: bad as well as good.

I think breakfast must be ready, Roger.

And I started with prospects so fair! he went on. Never a thought or wish in my heart but to fulfil honestly the duties that lay in my way to the best of my power, to God and to man. And I should have done it, but for  Johnny Ludlow, he broke off, with a deep breath of emotion, when I see other young fellows travelling along the same wrong road, once earnest, well-meaning lads as I was, not turning aside of their own wilful, deliberate folly, but ensnared to it by the evil works and ways they encounter in that teeming city, my soul is wrung with pity for them. I sometimes wonder whether God will punish them for what they can hardly avoid; or whether He will not rather let His anger fall on those who throw temptations in their way.

Poor Roger, poor Roger! Mr. Brandon used to talk of the skeleton in his closet: he little suspected how terrible was the skeleton in Rogers.

Lady Bevere kept four servants: for she was no better off, except for a little income that belonged to herself, than is many another admirals widow. An upper maid, Harriet, who helped to wait, and did sewing: a housemaid and a cook; and an elderly man, Jacob, who had lived with them in the time of Sir Edmund.

During the afternoon of this day, Saturday, Roger and I set off to walk to Brighton with the two girls. Not by the high-road, but by a near way (supposed to cut off half the distance) across a huge, dreary, flat marsh, of which you could see neither the beginning nor the end. In starting, we had reached the gate at the foot of the garden, when Harriet came running down the path. She was a tall, thin, civil young woman, with something in her voice or in her manner of speaking that seemed to my ear familiar, though I knew not how or why.

Miss Mary, she said, my lady asks have you taken umbrellas, if you please. She thinks it will snow when the sun goes down.

Yes, yes; tell mamma we have them, replied Mary: and Harriet ran back.

How was it the mother came to so lonely a spot as this? questioned Roger, as we went along, the little one, Tottams, jumping around me. You girls must find it lively?

Mary laughed as she answered. We do find it lively, Roger, and we often ask her why she came. But when mamma and George looked at the place, it was a bright, hot summers day. They liked it then: it has plenty of rooms in it, you see, though they are old-fashioned; and the rent was so very reasonable. Be quiet, Tottams.

So reasonable that I should have concluded the place had a ghost in it, said Roger.

Georges curacy was at Brighton in those days, you know, Roger: that is why we came to the neighbourhood.



And George had left for a better curacy before you had well settled down here! Miss Tottams, if you pull at Johnny Ludlow like that, I shall send you back by yourself.

True. But we like the place very well now we are used to it, and we know a few nice people. One family  the Archers  we like very much. Six daughters, Roger; one of them, Bessy, would make you a charming wife. You will have to marry, you know, when you set up in practice. They are coming to us next Wednesday evening.

My eye caught Rogers. I did not intend it. Caught the bitter expression in it as he turned away.

Brighton reached, we went on the pier. Then, while they did some commissions for Lady Bevere at various shops, I went to the post-office, to register two letters for Mr. Brandon. Tottams wanted to keep with me, but they took her, saying shed be too troublesome. The letters registered, I came out of the office, and was turning away, when some one touched me on the arm.

Mr. Ludlow, I think! How are you?

To my surprise it was Richard Scott. He seemed equally surprised to see me. I told him I had come down with Roger Bevere to spend Christmas week at Priors Glebe.

Lucky fellow! exclaimed Scott, I have to go back to London and drudgery this evening: came down with my governor last night for an operation to-day. Glad to say its all well over.

But a thought had flashed into my mind: I ought not to have said so much. Drawing Scott out of the passing crowd, I spoke.

Look here, Scott: you must be cautious not to say that Beveres down here. You must not speak of it.

Speak where? asked Scott, turning his head towards me. He had put his arm within mine as we walked along. Where?

Oh  well  up with you, you know  in Beveres old quarters. Or  or in the railway-room at the Bell-and-Clapper.

Scott laughed. I understand. Madam Lizzie might be coming after him to his mothers. But  why, what an odd thing!

Some thought seemed to have struck him suddenly. He paused in his walk as well as in his speech.

I dare say it was nothing, he added, going on again. Be at ease as to Bevere, Ludlow. I should as soon think of applying to him a lighted firebrand.



But what is it you call odd? I asked, feeling sure that, whatever it might be, it was connected with Bevere.

Why, this, said Scott. Last night, when we got here, I left my umbrella in the carriage, having a lot of other things to see to of my own and the governors. I went back as soon as I found it out, but could hear nothing of it. Just now I went up again and got it  slightly showing the green silk one he held in his hand. A train from London came in while I stood there, bringing a heap of passengers. One of them looked like Lizzie.

I could not speak from consternation.

Having nothing to do while waiting for my umbrella to be brought, I was watching the crowd flock out of the station, continued Scott. Amidst it I saw a head of red-gold hair, just like Lizzies. I could not see more of her than that; some other young womans head was close to hers.

But do you think it was Lizzie?

No, I do not. So little did I think it that it went clean out of my mind until you spoke. It must have been some accidental resemblance; nothing more; red-gold hair is not so very uncommon. Theres nothing to bring her down to Brighton.

Unless she knows that he is here.

Thats impossible.

What a wretched business it is altogether!

You might well say that if you knew all, returned Scott. She drinks like a fish. Like a fish, I assure you. Twice over she has had a shaking-fit of three days duration  I suppose you take me, Ludlow  had to be watched in her bed; the last time was not more than a week ago. Shell do for herself, if she goes on. Its an awful clog on Bevere. The marriage in itself was a piece of miserable folly, but if she had been a different sort of woman and kept herself steady and cared for him  

The problem to me is, how Bevere could have been led away by such a woman.

Ah, but you must not judge of that by what she is now. She was a very attractive girl, and kept her manners within bounds. Just the kind of girl that many a silly young ape would lose his head for; and Bevere, I take it, lost his heart as well as his head.

Did you know of the marriage at the time?



Not until after it had taken place.

They could never have pulled well together as man and wife; two people so opposite as they are.

No, I fancy not, answered Richard Scott, looking straight out before him, but as though he saw nothing. She has not tried at it. Once his wife, safe and sure, she thought she had it all her own way  as of course in one sense she had, and could give the reins to her inclination. Nothing that Bevere wanted her to do, would she do. He wished her to give up all acquaintance with the two girls at the Bell-and-Clapper; but not she. He  

Is Miss Panken flourishing?

Quite, laughed Scott, The other one came to grief  Mabel Falkner.

Did she! I thought she seemed rather nice.

She was a very nice little girl indeed, as modest as Polly Panken is impudent. The one could take care of herself; the other couldnt  or didnt. Well, Mabel fell into trouble, and of course lost her post. Madam Lizzie immediately gave her house-room, setting Bevere, who forbade it, at defiance. What with grief and other disasters, the girl fell sick there; had an illness, and had to be kept I dont know how long. It put Bevere out uncommonly.

Is this lately?

Oh no; last year. Lizzie  By the way, broke off Scott, stopping again and searching his pocket, Ive got a note from her for Bevere. You can give it him.

The words nearly seared away my senses. A note from Lizzie to Bevere! Why, then, she must know he is here! I cried.

You dont understand, quietly said Scott, giving me a note from his pocket-book. A day or two ago, I met Lizzie near the Bell-and-Clapper. She  

She is well enough to be out, then!

Yes. At times she is as well as you are. Well, I met her, and she began to give me a message for her husband, which I could not then wait to hear. So she sent this note to me later, to be delivered to him when we next met. I had not time to go to him yesterday, and here the note is still.

It was addressed Mr. Bevary. I pointed out the name to Scott.

Does she not know better, think you?



Very likely not, he answered. A wrong letter, more or less, in a name, signifies but little to one of Lizzies standard of education. It is not often, I expect, she sees the name on paper, or has to write it. Fare you well, Ludlow. Remember me to Bevere.

Scott had hardly disappeared when they met me. I said nothing of having seen him. After treating Tottams to some tarts and a box of bonbons, we set off home again; the winter afternoon was closing, and it was nearly dark when we arrived. Getting Roger into his room, I handed him the note, and told him how I came by it. He showed me the contents.

Dear Roger,

When you where last at home, you said you should not be able to spend Christmas with me, so I am thinking of trying a little jaunt for myself. I am well now and mean to keep so, and a few days in the country air may help me and set me up prime. I inscribe this to let you know, and also to tell you that I shall pay my journey with the quarters rent you left, so you must send or bring the sum again. Aunt Dyke has got the rumaticks fine, she cant come bothering me with her lectures quite as persistent as usual. Wishing you the compliments of the season, I remain,

Your affectionate wife,
Lizzie.

Gone into Essex, I suppose; she has talked sometimes of her cousin there, was all the remark made by Bevere. And he set the note alight, and sent it blazing up the chimney. Of course I did not mention Scotts fancy about the red-gold hair.



Sunday. We crossed the waste land in the morning to the little church I have spoken of. A few cottages stood about it, and a public-house with a big sign, on which was painted a yellow bunch of wheat, and the words The Sheaf o Corn. It was bitterly cold weather, the wind keen and cutting, the ground a sort of grey-white from a sprinkling of snow that had fallen in the night. I suppose they dont, as a rule, warm these rural churches, from want of means or energy, but I think I never felt a church so cold before. Mr. Brandon said it had given him a chill.



In the evening, after tea, we went to church by moonlight. Not all of us this time. Mr. Brandon stayed away to nurse his chill, and Roger on the plea of headache. The snow was beginning to come down smartly. The little church was lighted with candles stuck in tin sconces nailed to the wall, and was dim enough. Lady Bevere whispered to me that the clergyman had a service elsewhere in the afternoon, so could only hold his own in the evening.

It was snowing with a vengeance when we came out  large flakes half as big as a shilling, and in places already a foot deep. We made the best of our way home, and were white objects when we got there.

Ah! remarked Mr. Brandon, I thought we should have it. Hope the wind will go down a little now.

The girls and their mother went upstairs to take off their cloaks. I asked Mr. Brandon where Roger was. He turned round from his warm seat by the fire to answer me.

Roger is outside, enjoying the benefit of the snow-storm. That young man has some extraordinary care upon his conscience, Johnny, unless I am mistaken, he added, his thin voice emphatic, his eyes throwing an inquiry into mine.

Do you fancy he has, sir? I stammered. At which Mr. Brandon threw a searching look at me, as if he had a mind to tax me with knowing what it was.

Well, you had better tell him to come in, Johnny.

Rogers great-coat, hanging in the hall, seemed to afford an index that he had not strayed beyond the garden. The snow, coming down so thick and fast but a minute or two ago, had temporarily ceased, following its own capricious fashion, and the moon was bright again. Calling aloud to Roger as I stood on the door-step, and getting no answer, I went out to look for him.

On the side of the garden facing the church, was a little entrance-gate, amid the clusters of laurels and other shrubs. Hearing footsteps approach this, and knowing all were in from church, for the servants got back before we did, I went down the narrow cross-path leading to it, and looked out. It was not Roger, but a woman. A lady, rather, by what the moonbeams displayed of her dress, which looked very smart. As she seemed to be making for the gate, I stepped aside into the shrubs, and peered out over the moor for Roger. The lady gave a sharp ring at the bell, and old Jacob came from the side-door of the house to answer it.

Is this Priors Glebe? she asked  and her voice gave an odd thrill to my pulses, for I thought I recognized it.

Yes, maam, said Jacob.

Lady Beveers, I think.

Thats near enough, returned Jacob, familiar with the eccentricities of pronunciation accorded to the name. What did you please to want?

I want Miss Field.

Miss Field! echoed the old man.

Harriet Field. She lives here, dont she? Id like to see her.

Oh  Harriet! Ill send her out, said he, turning away.

The more I heard of the voice, the greater grew my dismay. Surely it was that of Rogers wife! Was it really she that Scott had seen at the station? Had she come after Roger? Did she know he was here? I stood back amid the sheltering laurels, hardly daring to breathe. Waiting there, she began a little dance, or shuffle of the feet, perhaps to warm herself, and broke into a verse of a gay song. As I live, shes not sober! was the fear that flashed across me. Harriet, her things still on, just as she came in from church, came swiftly to the gate.

Well, Harriet, how are you?

Why, Lizzie!  its never you! exclaimed Harriet, after an amazed stare at the visitor.

Yes, its me. I thought Id come over and see you. That old man was polite though, to leave me standing here.

But where have you come from? And why are you so late?

Oh, Im staying at Brighton; came down on the spree yesterday. Im late because I lost my way on this precious moor  or whatever it calls itself  and got a mile, or so, too far. When the snow came on  and aint it getting deep!  I turned into a house to shelter a bit, and here I am. A man that was coming out of church yonder directed me to the place here.

She must have been at The Sheaf o Corn. What if she had chanced to ask the route of me!

You got my letter, then, telling you I had left my old place at Worthing, and taken service here, said Harriet.

I got it safe enough; it was directed to the Bell-and-Clapper room, returned Lizzie. What a stick of a hand you do write! I couldnt decipher whether your new mistress was Lady Beveen or Lady Beveer. I had thought you never meant to write to me again.

Well, you know, Lizzie, that quarrel between us years back, after father and mother died, was a bitter one; but Im sure I dont want to be anything but friendly for the future. You havent written, either. I never had but that one letter from you, telling me you had got married, and that he was a gentleman.

And you wrote back asking whether it was true, or whether I had jumped over the broomstick, retorted Lizzie, with a laugh. You always liked to be polite to me, Harriet.

Do you ever see Uncle Dyke up in London, Lizzie?

And Aunt Dyke too  shes his second, you know. They are both flourishing just now with rheumatism. He has got it in his chest, and she in her knees  tra, la, la, la! I say, are you not going to invite me in?

Lizzies conversation had been interspersed with laughs and antics. I saw Harriet look at her keenly. Was it a public-house you took shelter in, Lizzie? she asked.

As if it could have been a private one! Thats good.

Is your husband with you at Brighton? I suppose you are married, Lizzie?

As safe as that you are an old maid  or going on for one. My husbands a doctor and cant leave his patients. I came down with a friend of mine, Miss Panken; she has to go back to-night, but I mean to stay over Christmas-Day. Ill tell you all about my husband if youll be civil enough to take me indoors.

I cant take you in to-night, Lizzie. Its too late, for one thing, and we must not have visitors on a Sunday. But you can come over to tea to-morrow evening; Im sure my lady wont object. Come early in the afternoon. And look here, added Harriet, dropping her voice, dont drink anything beforehand; come quiet and decent.

Who has been telling you that I do drink? demanded Lizzie, in a sharp tone.

Well, nobody has told me. But I can see it. I hope its not a practice with you; thats all.

A practice! There you go! It wouldnt be you, Harriet, if you didnt say something unpleasant. One must take a sup of hot liquor when benighted in such freezing snow as this. And I did not put on my warm cloak; it was fine and bright when I started.

Shall I lend you one? Ill get it in a minute. Or a waterproof?

Thanks all the same, no; I shall walk fast, I dont feel cold  and I should only have the trouble of bringing it back to-morrow afternoon. Ill be here by three oclock. Good-night, Harriet.

Good-night, Lizzie. Go round to that path that branches off from our front-gate; keep straight on, and you cant miss the way.

I had heard it all; every syllable; unable to help it. The least rustle of the laurels might have betrayed me. Betrayed me to Lizzie.

What a calamity! She did not appear to have come down after Roger, did not appear to know that he was connected with Lady Bevere  or that the names were the same. But at the tea-table the following evening she would inevitably learn all. Servants talk of their masters and their doings. And to hear Rogers name would be ruin.

I found Roger in his chamber. Uncle Brandon was putting inconvenient questions to me, he said, so I got away under pretence of looking at the weather. How cold you look, Johnny!

I am cold. I went into the garden, looking for you, and I had a fright there.

Seen a ghost? returned he, lightly.

Something worse than a ghost. Roger, I have some disagreeable news for you.

Eh?  what? he cried, his fears leaping up: indeed they were very seldom down. They dont suspect anything, do they? What is it? Why do you beat about the bush?

I should like to prepare you. If  

Prepare me! sharply interrupted Roger, his nerves all awry. Do you think I am a girl? Dont I live always in too much mental excruciation to need preparation for any mortal ill?

Well, Lizzies down here.

In spite of his boast, he turned as white as the counterpane on his bed. I sat down and told him all. His hair grew damp as he listened, his face took the hue of despair.



Heaven help me! he gasped.

I suppose you did not know Harriet was her sister?

How was I to know it? Be you very sure Lizzie would not voluntarily proclaim to me that she had a sister in service. What wretched luck! Oh, Johnny, what is to be done?

Nothing  that I see. It will be sure to come out over their tea to-morrow. Harriet will say Mr. Rogers down here on a visit, and has brought Mr. Johnny Ludlow with him  just as a little item of gossip. And then  why, then, Lizzie will make but one step of it into the family circle, and say Roger is my husband. It is of no use to mince the matter, Bevere, I added, in answer to a groan of pain; better look the worst in the face.

The worst was a very hopeless worst. Even if we could find out where she was staying in Brighton, and he or I went to her to try to stop her coming, it would not avail; she would come all the more.

You dont know her depth, groaned Roger. Shed put two and two together, and jump to the right conclusion  that it is my home. No, theres nothing that can be done, nothing; events must take their course. Johnny, he passionately added, Id rather die than face the shame.

Lady Beveres voice on the stairs interrupted him. Roger! Johnny! Why dont you come down? Suppers waiting.

I cant go down, he whispered.

You must, Roger. If not, theyll ask the reason why.



A fine state of mental turbulence we were in all day on Monday. Roger dared not stir abroad lest he should meet her and have to bring her home clinging to his coat-tails. Not that much going abroad was practicable, save in the beaten paths. Snow had fallen heavily all night long. But the sky to-day was blue and bright.

With the afternoon began the watching and listening. I wonder whether the reader can picture our mental state? Roger had made a resolve that as soon as Lizzies foot crossed the threshold, he would disclose all to his mother, forestalling her tale. Indeed, he could do nothing less. Says Lord Byron, Whatever skys above me, heres a heart for every fate. I fear we could not then have said the same.

Three oclock struck. Roger grew pale to the lips as he heard it. I am not sure but I did. Four oclock struck; and yet she did not come. The suspense, the agony of those few afternoon hours brought enough pain for a lifetime.

At dusk, when she could not have known me at a distance, I went out to reconnoitre, glad to go somewhere or do something, and prowled about under shelter of the dark shrubs, watching the road. She was not in sight anywhere; coming from any part; though I stayed there till I was blue with cold.

Not in a state to come, I expect, gasped Roger, when I got in, and reported that I could see nothing of her, and found him still sitting over the dining-room fire.

He gave a start as the door was flung open. It was only Harriet, with the tea-tray and candles. We had dined early. George, the clergyman, was expected in the evening, and Lady Bevere thought it would be more sociable if we all took supper with him. Tottams followed the tea-tray, skipping and singing.

I wish it was Christmas-Eve every day! cried the child. Cooks making such a lot of mince pies and cakes in the kitchen.

Why, dear me, somebody has been drawing the curtains without having shut the shutters first! exclaimed Harriet, hastening to remedy the mistake.

I could have told her it was Roger. As the daylight faded and the fire brightened, he had shut out the window, lest dreaded eyes should peer through it and see him.

Your sisters not come yet, Harriet! said Tottams. For the advent of Harriets expected visitor was known in the household.

No, Miss Tottams, she is not, replied Harriet, I cant think why, unless she was afraid of the snow underfoot.

Theres no snow to hurt along the paths, contended Tottams.

Perhaps shed not know that, said Harriet. But she may come yet; it is only five oclock  and its a beautiful moon.

Roger got up to leave the room and met Lady Bevere face to face. She caught sight of the despair on his, for he was off his guard. But off it, or on it, no one could fail to see that he was ill at ease. Some young men might have kept a smooth countenance through it all, for their friends and the world; Roger was sensitive to a degree, refined, thoughtful, and could not hide the signs of conflict.



What is it that is amiss with him, Johnny? Lady Bevere said, coming to me as I stood on the hearthrug before the fire, Tottams having disappeared with Harriet. He looks wretchedly ill; ill with care, as it seems to me; and he cannot eat.

What could I answer? How was it possible, with those kind, candid blue eyes, so like Rogers, looking confidingly into mine, to tell her that nothing was amiss?

Dear Lady Bevere, do not be troubled, I said at length. A little matter has been lately annoying Roger in London, and  and  I suppose he cannot forget it down here.

Is it money trouble? she asked.

Not exactly. No; its not money. Perhaps Roger will tell you himself. But please do not say anything to him unless he does.

Why cannot you tell me, Johnny?

Had Madam Lizzie been in the house, rendering discovery inevitable, I would have told her then, and so far spared Roger the pain. But she was not; she might not come; in which case perhaps the disclosure need not be made  or, at any rate, might be staved off to a future time. Lady Bevere held my hands in hers.

You know what this trouble is, Johnny; all about it?

Yes, thats true. But I cannot tell it you. I have no right to.

I suppose you are right, she sighed. But oh, my dear, you young people cannot know what such griefs are to a mothers heart; the dread they inflict, the cruel suspense they involve.

And the evening passed on to its close, and Lizzie had not come.

A little circumstance occurred that night, not much to relate, but not pleasant in itself. George, a good-looking young clergyman, got in very late and half-frozen  close upon eleven oclock. He would not have supper brought back, but said he should be glad of some hot brandy-and-water. The water was brought in and put with the brandy on a side-table. George mixed a glass for himself, and Roger went and mixed one. By-and-bye, when Roger had disposed of that, he went back to mix a second. Mr. Brandon glided up behind him.

No, Roger, not in your mothers house, he whispered, interposing a hand of authority between Roger and the brandy. Though you may drink to an unseemly extent in town, you shall not here.

Roger got some brandy-and-water from mamma this afternoon, volunteered Miss Tottams, dancing up to them. She had been allowed to sit up to help dress the rooms; and, of all little pitchers, she had the sharpest ears. He said he felt sick, Uncle John.

They came back to the fire and sat down again, Roger looking in truth sick; sick almost unto death.

Mr. Brandon went up to bed; Lady Bevere soon followed, and we began the rooms, Harriet and Jacob coming in to help. Roger exclaimed at the splendid heaps of holly. Of late years he had seen only the poor scraps they get in London.



A merry Christmas to you, Roger!

Dont, Johnny! Better that you should wish me dead.

The bright sun was shining into his room as I entered it on this Christmas morning: Roger stood brushing his hair at the glass. He looked very ill.

How can I look otherwise? retorted poor Roger. Two nights and not a wink of sleep!  nothing but fever and apprehension and intolerable restlessness. And you come wishing me a merry Christmas!

Well, of course it did sound like a mockery. I will wish you a happier one for next year, then, Roger. Things may be brighter then.

How can they be?  with that dreadful weight that I must carry about with me for life? Do you see this?  sweeping his hand round towards the window.

I saw nothing but the blessed sunlight  and said so.

Thats it, he answered: that blessed sunlight will bring her here betimes. With a good blinding snowfall, or a pelting downpour of cats and dogs, I might have hoped for a respite. What a Christmas offering for my mother! I say!  dont go away for a minute  did you hear Uncle John last night about the brandy?

I nodded.

It is not that I like drink, or care for it for drinkings sake; I declare it to you, Johnny Ludlow; but I take it, and must take it, to drown care. With that extra glass last night, I might have got to sleep  I dont know. Were my mind at ease, I should be as sober as you are.

But dont you see, Roger, that unless you pull up now, while you can, you may not be able to do it later.

Oh yes, I see it all, he carelessly said. Well, it no longer matters much what becomes of me. Theres the breakfast-bell. You can go on, Johnny.

The rooms looked like green bowers, for we had not spared either our pains or the holly-branches, and it would have been as happy a Christmas-Day as it was a bright one, but for the sword that was hanging over Roger Beveres head. Neither he nor I could enjoy it. He declined to go to church with us, saying he felt ill: the truth being that he feared to meet Lizzie. Not to attend divine service on Christmas-Day was regarded by Mr. Brandon as one of the cardinal sins. To my surprise he did not remonstrate with Roger in words: but he looked the more.

Lady Beveres dinner hour on Christmas-Day was four oclock, which gave a good long evening. Roger ate some turkey and some plum-pudding, mechanically; his ears were listening for the dreaded sound of the door-bell. We were about half-way through dinner, when there came a peal that shook the house. Lady Bevere started in her chair. I fancy Roger went nearly out of his.

Why, who can be coming here now  with such a ring as that? she exclaimed.

Perhaps it is Harriets sister! cried the little girl, in her sharp, quick way. Do you think it is, Harriet?

Shes free enough for it, returned Harriet, in a vexed tone. I told her she might come yesterday, Miss Tottams, my lady permitting it, but I did not tell her she might come to-day.

I glanced at Roger. His knife and fork shook in his hands; his face wore the hue of the grave. I was little less agitated than he.

Another respite. It was only a parcel from the railway-station, which had been delayed in the delivery. And the dinner went on.

And the evening went on too, as the past one went on  undisturbed. Later, when some of us were playing at snap-dragon in the little breakfast-room, Harriet came in to march Miss Tottams off to bed.



Your sister did not come after all, did she, Harriet? said Mary.

No, Miss Mary. Shes gone back to London, continued Harriet, after a pause. Not enough life for her, I dare say, down here.

Roger glanced round. He did not dare ask whether Harriet knew she was gone back, or only supposed it.

Mary laughed. Fond of life, is she?

She always was, Miss Mary. She is married to a gentleman. At least, that is her account of him: he is a medical man, she says. But it may be he is only a medical mans assistant.

Did she go back yesterday, or to-day? I inquired, carelessly. She would have a cold journey.

Yesterday, if shes gone at all, sir, replied Harriet: shed hardly travel on Christmas-Day. If not, shell be here to-morrow.

Roger groaned  and turned it off with a desperate cough, as though the raisins burnt his throat.



The next day came, Wednesday, again clear, cold, and bright. At breakfast George and Mary agreed to walk to Brighton. You will come too, said George, looking at us.

I said nothing. Roger shook his head. Of all places in the known world hed not have ventured into Brighton, and run the risk of meeting her, perambulating its streets.

No!  why, it will be a glorious walk, remonstrated George.

Dont care for it this morning, shortly answered Roger. Im sure Johnny doesnt.

Mr. Brandon came, if I may so put it, to the rescue. I shall take a walk myself, and you two may go with me, said he to us. I should like to see what the country looks like yonder  pointing to the unknown regions beyond the little church. And as this was just in the opposite direction to Brighton, Roger made no objection, and we set off soon after breakfast. The sky overhead was blue and clear, the snow on the ground dazzlingly white.

The regions beyond the church were the same as these: a long-stretched-out moor of flat dreariness. Mr. Brandon walked on. We shall come to something or other in time, said he. Walking with him meant walking when he was in the mood for it.



A mile or two onwards, more or less, a small settlement loomed into view, with a pound and a set of rusty stocks, and an old-fashioned inn, its swinging sign, The Rising Sun, as splendid as that other sign nearer Priors Glebe: and it really appeared to us as if all the inhabitants had turned out to congregate round the inn-door.

Whats to do, I wonder? cried Mr. Brandon: seems to be some excitement going on. When near enough he inquired whether anything was amiss, and the whole throng answered together.

A woman had been found that morning frozen to death in the snow, and had been carried into The Rising Sun. A young woman wearing smart clothes, added a labourer, as the rest of the voices died away: got benighted, perhaps, poor thing, and lost her way, and so lay down to die; seemed to have been dead quite a day or two, if not more. The missis at The Sheaf o Corn yonder had been over, and recognized her as having called in there on Sunday night and had some drink.

Why, as the man spoke, should the dread thought have flashed into my mind  was it Lizzie? Why should it have flashed simultaneously into Rogers? Had Lizzie lost her way that past Sunday night  and sunk down into some sheltered nook to rest awhile, and so sleep and then death overtook her? Roger glanced at me with frightened eyes, a dawn of horror rising to his countenance.

I will just step in and take a look at her, I said, and bore on steadily for the door of the inn, deaf for once to Mr. Brandons authoritative call. What did I want looking at dead women, he asked: was the sight so pleasant? No, it was not pleasant, I could have answered him, and Id rather have gone a mile away from it; but I went in for Rogers sake.

The innkeeper  an elderly man, with a bald head and red nose  came forward, grumbling that for the past hour or two it had been sharp work to keep out the crowd, all agape to see the woman. I asked him to let me see her, assuring him it was not out of idle curiosity that I wished it. Believing me, he acquiesced at once; civilly remarking, as he led the way through the house, that he had sent for the police, and expected them every minute.

On the long table of a bleak-looking outer kitchen, probably used only in summer, lay the dead. I took my look at her.



Yes, it was Lizzie. Looking as peaceful as though she had only just gone to sleep. Poor thing!

Do you recognize her, sir? Did you think you might?

I shook my head in answer. It would not have done to acknowledge it. Thanking him, I went out to Roger. Mr. Brandon fired off a tirade of reproaches at me, and said he was glad to see I had turned white.

Yes, I emphatically whispered to Roger in the midst of it. Go you in, and satisfy yourself.

Roger disappeared inside the inn. Mr. Brandon was so indignant at the pair of us, that he set off at a sharp pace for home again, I with him, Roger presently catching us up. Twice during the walk, Roger was taken with a shivering-fit, as though sickening for the ague. Mr. Brandon held his tongue then, and recommended him, when we got in, to put himself between some hot blankets.

In the dead womans pocket was found Harriet Fields address; and a policeman presented himself at Priors Glebe with the news of the calamity and to ask what Harriet knew of her. Away went Harriet to The Rising Sun, and recognized the dead. It was her sister, she said; she had called to see her on Sunday night, having walked over from Brighton, and must have lost her way on the waste land in returning. What name, was the next question put; and, after a moments hesitation, Harriet answered Elizabeth Field. Not feeling altogether sure of the marriage, she said nothing about it.

Will you accuse Roger Bevere of cowardice for holding aloof; for keeping silence? Then you must accuse me for sanctioning it. He could not bring himself to avow all the past shame to his mother. And what end would it answer now if he did?  what good effect to his poor, wretched, foolish wife? None.

Johnny, he said to me, with a grasp of his fevered hand, is it wrong to feel as if a great mercy had been vouchsafed me?  is it wicked? Heaven knows, I pity her fate; I would have saved her from it if I could. Just as Id have kept her from her evil ways, and tried to be a good husband to her  but she would not let me.

They held an inquest upon her next day: or, as the local phraseology of the place put it, Sat upon the body of Elizabeth Field. The landlady of The Sheaf o Corn was an important witness.



She testified that the young woman came knocking at the closed door of the inn on the Sunday evening during church time, saying she had lost her way. Nobody was at home but herself and the servant-girl, her husband having gone to church. They let her in. She called for a good drop of drink  brandy-and-water  while sitting there, and was allowed to have it, though it was out of serving hours, as she declared she was perishing with cold. Before eight oclock, she left, and was away about half-an-hour. Then she came back again, had more to drink, and bought a pint bottle of brandy, to carry, as she told them, home to her lodgings, and she got the girl to draw the cork, saying her rooms did not possess a corkscrew. She took the bottle away with her. Was she tipsy? interposed the coroner at this juncture. Not very, the witness replied, not so tipsy but that she could walk and talk, but she had had quite enough. She went away, and they saw her no more.

Harriets evidence, next given, did not amount to much. The deceased, her younger sister, had lived for some years in London, but she did not know at what address latterly; she used to serve at a refreshment-bar, but had left it. Until the past Sunday night, when Lizzie called unexpectedly at Priors Glebe, they had not met for five or six years: it was then arranged that Lizzie should come to drink tea with her the next afternoon: but she never came. Felt convinced that the death was pure accident, through her having lost her way in the snow.

With this opinion the room agreed. Instead of taking the direct path to Brighton, as Harriet had enjoined, she must have turned back to The Sheaf o Corn for more drink. And that she had wandered in a wrong direction, upon quitting it, across the waste land, there could not be any doubt; or that she had sat down, or fallen down, possibly from fatigue, in the drift where she was found. The brandy bottle lay near her, empty. Whether she died of the brandy, or of the exposure to the cold night, might be a question. The jury decided that it was the latter.

And nothing whatever had come out touching Roger.

Harriet had already given orders for a decent funeral, in the neighbouring graveyard. It took place on the afternoon of the following day, Friday. By a curious little coincidence, George Bevere was asked to take the service, the incumbent being ill with a cold. It afforded a pretext for Rogers attending. He and I walked quietly up in the wake of George, and stood at the grave together. Harriet thanked us for it afterwards: she looked upon it as a compliment paid to herself.

Scott shall forward to her every expense she has been put to as soon as I am back in London, said Roger to me. He will know how to manage it.

Shall you tell Mrs. Dyke?

To be sure I shall. She is a trustworthy, good woman.

Our time at Priors Glebe was up, and we took our departure from it on the Saturday morning; another day of intense cold, of dark blue skies, and of bright sunshine. George left with us.

My dear, you will try  you will try to keep straight, wont you; to be what you ought to be, whispered Lady Bevere in the bustle of starting, as she clasped Rogers hands in the hall, tears falling from her eyes: all just as it was that other time in Gibraltar Terrace. For my sake, dear; for my sake.

I shall do now, mother, he whispered back, meeting her gaze through his wet eyelashes, his manner strangely solemn. God has been very good to me, and I  I will try from henceforth to do my best in all ways.



And Roger kept his word.




KETIRA THE GIPSY.

I.

I tell you what it is, Abel. You think of everybody else before yourself. The Squire says theres no sense in it.

No sense in what, Master Johnny?

Why, in supplying those ill-doing Standishes with your substance. Herbs, and honey, and medicine  they are always getting something or other out of you.

But they generally need it, sir.

Well, they dont deserve it, you know. The Squire went into a temper to-day, saying the vagabonds ought to be left to starve if they did not choose to work, instead of being helped by the public.

Our hen-roosts had been robbed, and it was pretty certain that one or other of the Standish brothers was the thief. Perhaps all three had a hand in it. Chancing to pass Abel Carews garden, where he was at work, I turned in to tell him of the raid; and stayed, talking. It was pleasant to sit on the bench outside the cottage-window, and watch him tend his roots and flowers. The air was redolent of perfume; the bees were humming as they sailed in the summer sunshine from herb to herb, flower to flower; the dark blue sky was unclouded.

Just look at those queer-looking people, Abel! They must be gipsies.

Abel let his hands rest on his rake, and lifted his eyes to the common. Crossing it, came two women, one elderly, one very young  a girl, in fact. Their red cloaks shone in the sun; very coarse and sunburnt straw hats were tied down with red kerchiefs. That they belonged to the gipsy fraternity was apparent at the first glance. Pale olive complexions, the elder ones almost yellow, were lighted up with black eyes of wonderful brilliancy. The young girl was strikingly beautiful; her features clearly cut and delicate, as though carved from marble, her smooth and abundant hair of a purple black. The others hair was purple black also, and had not a grey thread in it.

They must be coming to tell our fortunes, Abel, I said jestingly. For the two women seemed to be making direct for the gate.

No answer from Abel, and I turned to look at him. He was gazing at the coming figures with the most intense gaze, a curious expression of inquiring doubt on his face. The rake fell from his hand.

My search is ended, spoke the woman, halting at the gate, her glittering black eyes scanning him intently. You are Abel Carew.

Is it Ketira? he asked, the words dropping from him in slow hesitation, as he took a step forward.

Am I so much changed that you need doubt it for a moment? she returned: and her tone and accent fell soft and liquid; her diction was of the purest, with just the slightest foreign ring in it. Forty years have rolled on since you and I met, Abel Carew; but I come of a race whose faces do not change. As we are in youth, so we are in age  save for the inevitable traces left by time.

And this? questioned Abel, as he looked at the girl and drew back his gate.

She is Ketira also; my youngest and dearest. The youngest of sixteen children, Abel Carew; and every one of them, save herself, lying under the sod.

What  dead? he exclaimed. Sixteen!

Fifteen are dead, and are resting in peace in different lands: ten of them died in infancy ere I had well taken my first look at their little faces. She is the sixteenth. See you the likeness? added the gipsy, pointing to the girls face; as she stood, modest and silent, a conscious colour tingeing her olive cheeks, and glancing up now and again through her long black eyelashes at Abel Carew.

Likeness to you, Ketira?

Not to me: though there exists enough of it between us to betray that we are mother and daughter. To him  her father.

And, while Abel was looking at the girl, I looked. And in that moment it struck me that her face bore a remarkable likeness to his own. The features were of the same high-bred cast, pure and refined; you might have said they were made in the same mould.

I see; yes, said Abel.

He has been gone, too, this many a year; as you, perhaps, may know, Abel; and is with the rest, waiting for us in the spirit-land. Kettie does not remember him, it is so long ago. There are only she and I left to go now. Kettie  

She suddenly changed her language to one I did not understand. Neither, as was easy to be seen, did Abel Carew. Whether it was Hebrew, or Egyptian, or any other rare tongue, I knew not; but I had never in my life heard its sounds before.

I am telling Kettie that in you she may see what her father was  for the likeness in your face and his, allowing for the difference of age, is great.

Does Kettie not speak English? inquired Abel.

Oh yes, I speak it, answered the girl, slightly smiling, and her tones were soft and perfect as those of her mother.

And where have you been since his death, Ketira? Stationary in Ai  

He dropped his voice to a whisper at the last word, and I did not catch it. I suppose he did not intend me to.

Not stationary for long anywhere, she answered, passing into the cottage with a majestic step. I lifted my hat to the women  who, for all their gipsy dress and origin, seemed to command consideration  and made off.

The arrival of these curious people caused some commotion at Church Dykely. It was so rare we had any event to enliven us. They took up their abode in a lonely cottage no better than a hut (one room up and one down) that stood within that lively place, the wilderness on the outskirts of Chanasse Grange; and there they stayed. How they got a living nobody knew: some thought the gipsy must have an income, others that Abel helped them.

She was very handsome in her youth, he said to me one day, as if he wished to give some explanation of the arrival I had chanced to witness. Handsomer and finer by far than her daughter is; and one who was very near of kin to me married her  would marry her. She was a born gipsy, of what is called a high-caste tribe.

That was all he said. For Abels sake, who was so respected, Church Dykely felt inclined to give respect to the women. But, when it was discovered that Ketira would tell the fortune of any one who cared to go surreptitiously to her lonely hut, the respect cooled down. Ketira the gipsy, she was universally called: nobody knew her by any other name. The fortune-telling came to the ears of Abel, arousing his indignation. He went to Ketira in distress, begging of her to cease such practices  but she waved him majestically out of the hut, and bade him mind his own business. Occasionally the mother and daughter shut up their dwelling and disappeared for weeks together. It was assumed they went to attend fairs and races, camping out with the gipsy fraternity. Kettie at all times and seasons was modest and good; never was an unmaidenly look seen from her, or a bold word heard. In appearance and manner and diction she might have been a born lady, and a high-bred one. Graceful and innocent was Kettie; but heedless and giddy, as girls are apt to be.



Look there, Johnny!

We were at Worcester races, walking about on the course. I turned at Tods words, and saw Ketira the gipsy, her red cloak gleaming in the sun, just as it had gleamed that day, a year before, on Dykely Common. For the past month she had been away, and her cottage shut up.

She stood at the open door of a carriage, reading the hand of the lady inside it. A notable object was Ketira on the course, with her quaint attire, her majestic figure, her fine olive-dark features, and the fire of her brilliant eyes. What good or ill luck she was promising, I know not; but I saw the lady turn pale and snatch her hand away. You cannot know what you tell me, she cried in a haughty tone, sharp enough and loud enough to be heard.

Wait and see, rejoined Ketira, turning away.

So you have come here to see the fun, Ketira, I said to her, as she was brushing by me. During the past year I had seen more of her than many people had, and we had grown familiar; for she, as she once expressed it, took to me.

The fun and the business; the pleasure and the wickedness, she answered, with a sweep of the hand round the course. Theres plenty of it abroad.

Is Kettie not here? I asked: and the question made her eyes glare. Though, why, I was at a loss to know, seeing that a race-ground is the legitimate resort of gipsies.

Kettie! Do you suppose I bring Kettie to these scenes  to be gazed at by this ribald mass?

Well, it is a rabble, and a good one, I answered, looking at the crowd.

Nay, boy, said she, following my glance, its not the rabble Kettie need fear, as you count rabble; its their betters  swaying her arms towards the carriages, and the dandies, their owners or guests; some of whom were balancing themselves on the steps to talk to the pretty girls within, and some were strolling about the enclosed paddock, forbidden ground but to the upper few. Ketira is too fair to be shown to them.

They would not eat her, Ketira.

No, they would not eat her, she replied in a dreamy tone, as if her thoughts were elsewhere.

And I dont see any other harm they could do her, guarded by you.

Boy, she said, dropping her voice to an impressive whisper, and lightly touching my arm with her yellow hand, I have read Ketties fate in the stars, and I see that there is some great and grievous peril approaching her. It may be averted; theres just a chance that it may: meanwhile I am encompassing her about with care, guarding her as the apple of my eye.

And if it should not be averted? I asked in the moments impulse, carried away by the womans impressive earnestness.

Then woe be to those who bring the evil upon her!

And of what nature is the evil?

I know not, she replied, her eyes taking again their dreamy, far-off look. Woe is me!  for I know it not.

How do you do, Ludlow? Not here alone, are you?

A good-looking young fellow, Hyde Stockhausen, had reined in his horse to ask the question: giving at the same time a keen glance to the gipsy woman and then a half-smile at me, as if he suspected I was having my fortune told.

The rest are on the course somewhere. The Squire is driving old Jacobson about.

As Hyde nodded and rode on, I chanced to see Ketiras face. It was stretched out after him with the most eager gaze on it, a defiant look in her black eyes. I thought Stockhausen must have offended her.



Do you know him? I asked involuntarily.

I never saw him before; but I dont like him, she answered, showing her white and gleaming teeth. Who is he?

His name is Stockhausen.

I dont like him, she repeated in a muttering tone. He is an enemy. I dont like his look.

Considering that he was a well-looking man, with a pleasant face and gay blue eyes, a face that no reasonable spirit could take umbrage at, I wondered to hear her say this.

You must have a peculiar taste in looks, Ketira, to dislike his.

You dont understand, she said abruptly: and, turning away, disappeared in the throng.

Only once more did I catch sight of Ketira that day. It was at the lower end of Pitchcroft, near the show. She was standing in front of a booth, staring at a group of horsemen who seemed to have met and halted there, one of whom was young Stockhausen. Again the notion crossed me that he must in some way have affronted her. It was on him her eyes were fixed: and in them lay the same curious, defiant expression of antagonism, mingled with fear.

Hyde Stockhausen was the step-son of old Massock of South Crabb. The Stockhausens had a name in Worcestershire for dying off, as I have told the reader before. Hydes father had proved no exception. After his death the widow married Massock the brickmaker, putting up with the mans vulgarity for the sake of his riches. It took people by surprise: for she had been a lady always, as Miss Hyde and as Mrs. Stockhausen; one might have thought she would rather have put up with a clown from Pershore fair than with Massock the illiterate. Hyde Stockhausen was well educated: his uncle, Tom Hyde the parson, had taken care of that. At twenty-one he came into some money, and at once began to do his best to spend it. He was to have been a parson, but could not get through at Oxford, and gave up trying for it. His uncle quarrelled with him then: he knew Hyde had not tried to pass, and that he openly said nobody should make a parson of him. After the quarrel, Hyde went off to see what the Continent was like. He stayed so long that the world at home thought he was lost. For the past ten or eleven months he had been back at his mothers at South Crabb, knocking about, as Massock phrased it to the Squire one day. Hyde said he was looking-out for something to do: but he was quite easy as to the future, feeling sure his old uncle would leave him well off. Parson Hyde had never married; and had plenty of money to bequeath to somebody. As to Hydes own money, that had nearly come to an end.

Naturally old Massock (an ill-conditioned kind of man) grew impatient over this state of things, reproaching Hyde with his idle habits, which were a bad example for his own sons. And only just before this very day that we were on Worcester racecourse, rumours reached Church Dykely that Stockhausen was coming over to settle there and superintend certain fields of brick-making, which Massock had recently purchased and commenced working. As if Massock could not have kept himself and his bricks at South Crabb! But it was hardly likely that Hyde, really a gentleman, would take to brick-making.

We did not know much of him. His connection with Massock had kept people aloof. Many who would have been glad enough to make friends with Hyde would not do it as long as he had his home at Massocks. His mothers strange and fatal marriage with the man (fatal as regarded her place in society) told upon Hyde, and theres no doubt he must have felt the smart.



The rumour proved to be correct. Hyde Stockhausen took up his abode at Church Dykely, as overseer, or clerk, or manager  whatever might be the right term for it  of the men employed in his step-fathers brick operations. The pretty little house, called Virginia Cottage, owned by Henry Rimmer, which had the Virginia creeper trailing up its red walls, and flowers clustering in its productive garden, was furnished for him; and Hyde installed himself in it as thoroughly and completely as though he had entered on brick-making for life. Some people laughed. But its only while I am turning myself round, he said, one day, to the Squire.

Hyde soon got acquainted with Church Dykely, and would drop into peoples houses of an evening, laughing over his occupation, and saying he should be able to make bricks himself in time. His chief work seemed to be in standing about the brick-yard watching the men, and in writing and book-keeping at home. Old Massock made his appearance once a month, when accounts and such-like items were gone over between them.

When it was that Hyde first got on speaking terms with Kettie, or where, or how, I cannot tell. So far as I know, nobody could tell. It was late in the autumn when Ketira and her daughter came back to their hut; and by the following early spring some of us had grown accustomed to seeing Hyde and Kettie together in an evening, snatching a short whisper or a five-minutes walk. In March, I think it was, she and Ketira went away again, and returned in May.

The twenty-ninth of May was at that time kept as a holiday in Worcestershire, though it has dropped out of use as such in late years. In Worcester itself there was a grand procession, which country people went in to see, and a special service in the cathedral. We had service also at Church Dykely, and the villagers adorned their front-doors with immense oak boughs, sprays of which we young ones wore in our jackets, the oak-balls and leaves gilded. I remember one year that the big bough (almost a tree) which Henry Rimmer had hoisted over his sign, the Silver Bear, came to grief. Whether Rimmer had not secured it as firmly as usual, or that the cords were rotten, down came the huge bough with a crash on old Mr. Stirlings head, who chanced to be coming out of the inn. He went on at Rimmer finely, vowing his neck was broken, and that Rimmer ought to be hung up there himself.

On this twenty-ninth of May I met Kettie. It was on the common, near Abel Carews. Kettie had caught up the fashion of the place, and wore a little spray of oak peeping out from between the folds of her red cloak. And I may as well say that neither she nor her mother ever went out without the cloak. In cold and heat, in rain and sunshine, the red cloak was worn out-of-doors.

Are you making holiday to-day, Kettie?

Not more than usual; all days are the same to us, she answered, in her sweet, soft voice, and with the slightly foreign accent that attended the speech of both. But Kettie had it more strongly than her mother.

You have not gilded your oak-ball.

Kettie glanced down at the one ball, nestling amid its green leaves. I had no gilding to put on it, Mr. Johnny.

No! I have some in my pocket. Let me gild it for you.

Her teeth shone like pearls as she smiled and held out the spray. How beautiful she was! with those delicate features and the large dark eyes!  eyes that were softer than Ketiras. Taking the little paper book from my pocket, and some of the gilt leaf from between its tissue leaves, I wetted the oak-ball and gilded it. Kettie watched intently.

Where did you get it all from? she asked, meaning the gilt leaf.

I bought it at Hewitts. Dont you know the shop? A stationers; next door to Pettipher the druggists. Hewitt does no end of a trade in these leaves on the twenty-ninth of May.

Did you buy it to gild oak-balls for yourself, sir?

For the young ones at home: Hugh and Lena. There it is, Kettie.

Had it been a ball of solid gold that I put into her hand, instead of a gilded oak-ball, Kettie could not have shown more intense delight. Her cheeks flushed; the wonderful brilliancy that joy brought to her eyes caused my own eyes to turn away. For her eighteen years she was childish in some things; very much so, considering the experience that her wandering life must (as one would suppose) have brought her. In replacing the spray within her cloak, Kettie dropped something out of her hand  apparently a small box folded in paper. I picked it up.

Is it a fairing, Kettie? But this is not fair time.

It is  I forget the name, she replied, looking at me and hesitating. My mother is ill; the pains are in her shoulder again; and my uncle Abel has given me this to rub upon it, the same that did her good before. I cannot just call the name to mind in the English tongue.

Say it in your own.

She spoke a very outlandish word, laughed, and turned red again. Certainly there never lived a more modest girl than Kettie.

Is it liniment?  ointment?

Yes, it is that, the last, she said: Abel calls it so. I thank you for what you have done for me, sir. Good-day.

To show so much gratitude for that foolish bit of gilt leaf on her oak-ball! It illumined every line of her face. I liked Kettie: liked her for her innocent simplicity. Had she not been a gipsy, many a gentleman might have been proud to make her his wife.

Close upon that, it was known that Ketira was laid up with rheumatism. The weather came in hot, and the days went on: and Kettie and Hyde were now and then seen together.



One evening, on leaving Mrs. Scotts, where we had been to arrange with Sam to go fishing with us on the morrow, Tod said he would invite Hyde Stockhausen to be of the party; so we took Virginia Cottage on our road home, and asked for Hyde.

Not at home! retorted Tod, resenting the old womans answer, as though it had been a personal affront. Where is he?

Master Hyde has only just stepped out, sir; twenty minutes ago, or so, said she, pleadingly excusing the fact. Which was but natural: she had been Hydes nurse when he was a child; and had now come here to do for him. I dare say, sir, he be only walking about a bit, to get the fresh air.

Tod whistled some bars of a tune thoughtfully. He did not like to be crossed.

Well, look here, Mrs. Preen, said he. Some of us are going to fish in the long pond on Mr. Jacobsons grounds to-morrow: tell Mr. Hyde that if he would like to join us, I shall be happy to see him. Breakfast, half-past eight oclock; sharp.

In turning out beyond the garden, I could not help noticing how pretty and romantic was the scene. A good many trees grew about that part, thick enough almost for a wood in places; and the light and shade, cast by the moon on the grass amidst them, had quite a weird appearance. It was a bright night; the moon high in the sky.

Is that Hyde? cried Tod.

Halting for a moment in doubt, he peered out over the field to the distance. Some one was leisurely pacing under the opposite trees. Two people, I thought: but they were completely in the shade.

I think it is Hyde, Tod. Somebody is with him.

Just wait another instant, lad, and theyll be in that patch of moonlight by the turning.

But they did not go into that patch of moonlight. Just before they reached it (and the two figures were plain enough now) they turned back again and took the narrow inlet that led to Oxlip Dell. Whoever it was with Hyde had a hooded cloak on. Was it a red one? Tod laughed.

Oh, by George, heres fun! He has got Kettie out for a moonlight stroll. Lets go and ask them how they enjoy it.

Hyde might not like us to.

There you are again, Johnny, with your queer scruples! Stuff and nonsense! Stockhausen cant have anything to say to Kettie that all the world may not hear. I want to tell him about to-morrow.

Tod made off across the grass for the inlet, I after him. Yes, there they were, promenading Oxlip Dell in the flickering light, now in the shade, now in the brightest of the moonbeams; Hydes arm hugging her red cloak.

Tod gave a grunt of displeasure. Stockhausen must be doing it for pastime, he said; but he ought not to be so thoughtless. Ketira the gipsy would give the girl a shaking if she knew: she  

The words came to an abrupt ending. There stood Ketira herself.

She was at the extreme end of the inlet amid the trees, holding on by the trunk of one, round which her head was cautiously pushed to view the promenaders. Comparatively speaking, it was dark just here; but I could see the strangely-wild look in the gipsys eyes: the woe-begone expression of her remarkable face.

It is coming, she said, apparently in answer to Tods remarks, which she could not have failed to hear. It is coming quickly.

What is coming? I asked.

The fate in store for her. And its worse than death.

If you dont like her to walk out by moonlight, why not keep her in?  not that there can be any harm in it, interposed Tod. If you dont approve of her being friendly with Hyde Stockhausen, he went on after a pause, for Ketira made no answer, why dont you put a stop to it?

Because she has her mothers spirit and her mothers will cried Ketira. And she likes to have her own way: and I fear, woes me! that if I forced her to mine, things might become worse than they are even now: that she might take some fatal step.

I am going home, said Tod at this juncture, perhaps fancying the matter was getting complicated: and, of all things, he hated complications. Good-night, old lady. We heard you were in bed with rheumatism.

He set off back, up the narrow inlet. I said Id catch him up: and stayed behind for a last word with Ketira.

What did you mean by a fatal step?



That she might leave me and seek the protection of the Tribe. We have had words about this. Kettie says little, but I see the signs of determination in her silent face. I will not have you meet or speak to that man, I said to her this morning  for she was out with him last evening also. She made me no reply: but  you see  how she has obeyed! Her hearts life has been awakened, and by him. Theres only one object to whom she clings now in all the whole earth; and that is to him. I am nothing.

He will not bring any great harm upon her: you need not fear that of Hyde Stockhausen.

Did I say he would? she answered fiercely, her black eyes glaring and gleaming. But he will bring sorrow on her and rend her heart-strings. A mans fancies are light as the summer wind, fickle as the ocean waves: but when a woman loves it is for life; sometimes for death.

Hyde and Kettie had disappeared at the upper end of the dell, taking the way that in a minute or two would bring them out in the open fields. Ketira turned back along the narrow path, and I with her.

I knew he would bring some ill upon me, that first moment when I saw him on Worcester race-ground, resumed Ketira in a low tone of pain. Instinct warned me that he was an enemy. And what ill can be like that of stealing my young childs heart! Once a girls heart is taken  and taken but to be toyed with, to be flung back at will  her day-dreams in this life are over.

Emerging into the open ground, the first thing we saw was the pair of lovers about to part. They were standing face to face: Hyde held both her hands while speaking his last words, and then bent suddenly down, as if to whisper them. Ketira gave a sharp cry at that, perhaps she fancied he was stealing a kiss, and lifted her right hand menacingly. The girl ran swiftly in the direction of her home  which was not far off  and Hyde strode, not much less quickly, towards his. Ketira stood as still as a stone image, watching him till he disappeared within his gate.

Theres no harm in it, I persuasively said, sorry to see her so full of trouble. But she was as one who heard not.

No harm at all, Ketira. I dare answer for it that a score of lads and lasses are out. Why should we not walk in the moonlight as well as the sunlight? For my part, I should call it a shame to stay indoors on this glorious night.

An enemy, an enemy! A grand gentleman, who will leave her to pine her heart away! What kind of man is he, that Hyde Stockhausen? she continued, turning to me fiercely.

Kind of man? A pleasant one. I have not heard any ill of him.

Rich?

No. Perhaps he will be rich some time. He makes bricks, you know, now. That is, he superintends the men.

Yes, I know, she answered: and I dont suppose there was much connected with Hyde she did not know. Looking this way, looking that, she at length began to walk, slowly and painfully, towards Hydes gate. The thought had crossed me  why did she not take Kettie away on one of their long expeditions, if she dreaded him so much. But the rheumatism lay upon her still too heavily.

Flinging open the gate, she went across the garden, not making for the proper entrance, but for a lighted room, whose French-window stood open to the ground. Hyde was there, just sitting down to supper.

Come in with me, she said, turning her head round to beckon me on.

But I did not choose to go in. It was no affair of mine that I should beard Hyde in his den. Very astonished indeed must he have been, when she glided in at the window, and stood before him. I saw him rise from his chair; I saw the astounded look of old Deborah Preen when she came in with his supper ale in a jug.

What they said to one another, I know not. I did not wish to listen: though it was only natural I should stay to see the play out. Just as natural as it was for Preen to come stealing round through the kidney beans to the front-garden, an anxious look on her face.

What does that old gipsy woman want with the young master, Mr. Ludlow? Is he having his fortune told?

I shouldnt wonder. Wish some good genius would tell mine!

The interview seemed to have been short and sharp. Ketira was coming out again. Hyde followed her to the window. Both were talking at once, and the tail of the dispute reached our ears.



I repeat to you that you are totally mistaken, Hyde was saying. I have no designs, as you put it, on your daughter, good or bad; no design whatever. She is perfectly free to go her own way, for me. My good woman, you have no cause to adjure me in that solemn manner. Sacred? Under Heavens protection? Well, so she may be. I hope she is. Why should I wish to hinder it? I dont wish to, I dont intend to. You need not glare so.

Ketira, outside the window now, turned and faced him, her great eyes fixed on him, her hand raised in menace.

Do not forget that. I have warned you, Hyde Stockhausen. By the Great Power that regulates all things, human and divine, I affirm that I speak the truth. If harm in any shape or of any kind comes to my child, my dear one, my only one, through you, it will cost you more than you would now care to have foretold.

Bless my heart! faintly ejaculated old Preen. And she drew away, and backed for shelter into the bean rows.

Ketira brushed against me as she passed, taking no notice whatever; left the garden, and limped away. Hyde saw me swinging through the gate.

Are you there, Johnny? he said, coming forward. Did you hear that old gipsy woman? And in a few words I told him all about it.

Such a fuss for nothing! he exclaimed. Im sure I wish no ill to the girl. Ketties very nice; bright as the day: and I thought no more harm of strolling a bit with her in the moonlight than I should think it if she were my sister.

But she is not your sister, you see, Hyde. And old Ketira does not like it.

Ill take precious good care to keep Kettie at arms-length for the future; make you very sure of that, he said, in a short, fractious tone. I dont care to be blamed for nothing. Tell Todhetley I cant spare the time to go fishing to-morrow  wish I could. Good-night.



A fine commotion. Church Dykely up in arms. Kettie had disappeared.

About a fortnight had gone on since the above night, during which period Ketiras rheumatism took so obstinate a turn that she had the felicity of keeping her bed. And one morning, upon Duffhams chancing to pay his visit to her before breakfast, for he was passing the hut on his way home from an early patient, he found the gipsy up and dressed, and just as wild as a lioness rampant. Kettie had gone away in the night.

Wheres she gone to? naturally asked Duffham, leaning on his cane, and watching the poor woman; who was whirling about like one demented, her rheumatism forgotten.

Ah, wheres she gone to?  where? raved old Ketira. When I lay down last night, leaving her to put the plates away and to follow me up when she had done it, I dropped asleep at once. All night long I never woke; the pain was easier, all but gone, and I had been well-nigh worn out with it. Why, whats the time, Kettie? I said to her in our own tongue, when I opened my eyes and saw the sun was high. She did not answer, and I supposed she had gone down to get the breakfast. I called, and called; in vain. I began to put my clothes on; and then I found that she had not lain down that night; and  woes me! shes gone.

Duffham could not make anything of it; it was less in his line than rheumatism and broken legs. Being sharp-set for his breakfast, he came away, telling Ketira he would see her again by-and-by.

And, shortly afterwards, he chanced to meet her. Coming out on his round of visits, he encountered Ketira near Virginia Cottage. She had been making a call on Hyde Stockhausen.

He baffles me, she said to the doctor: and Duffham thought if ever a womans face had the expression baffled plainly written on it, Ketiras had then. I dont know what to make of him. His speech is fair: but  theres the instinct lying in my heart.

Why, you dont suppose, do you, that Mr. Stockhausen has stolen the child? questioned Duffham, after a good pause of thought.

And by whom do you suppose the child has been stolen, if not by him? retorted the gipsy.

Nay, said Duffham, I should say she has not been stolen at all. It is difficult to steal girls of her age, remember. Last night was fine; the stars were bright as silver: perhaps, tempted by it, she went out a-roaming, and you will see her back in the course of the day.

I suspect him, repeated Ketira, her great black eyes flashing their anger on Hydes cottage. He acts cleverly; but, I suspect him.

Drawing her scarlet cloak higher on her shoulders, she bent her steps towards Oxlip Dell. Duffham was turning on his way, when old Abel Crew came up. We called him Crew, you know, at Church Dykely.

Are you looking for Kettie? questioned Duffham.

I dont know where to look for her, was Abels answer. This morning I was out before sunrise searching for rare herbs: the round I took was an unusually large one, but I did not see anything of the child. Ketira suspects that Mr. Stockhausen must know where she is.

And do you suspect he does?

It is a question that I cannot answer, even to my own mind, replied Abel. That they were sometimes seen talking and walking together, is certain; and, so far, he may be open to suspicion. But, sir, I know nothing else against him, and I cannot think he would wish to hurt her. I am on my way to ask him.

Interested by this time in the drama, Duffham followed Abel to Virginia Cottage. Hyde Stockhausen was in the little den that he made his counting-house, adding up columns of figures in a ledger, and stared considerably upon being thus pounced upon.

I wonder what next! he burst forth, turning crusty before Abel had got out half a sentence. That confounded old gipsy has just been here with her abuse; and now you have come! She has accused me of I know not what all.

Of spiriting away her daughter, put in Duffham; who was standing back against the shelves.

But I have not done it, spluttered Hyde, talking too fast for convenience in his passion. If I had spirited her away, as you call it, here she would be. Where could I spirit her to?  up into the air, or below the ground?

Thats just the question  where is she? rejoined Duffham, gently swaying his big cane.

How should I know where she is? retorted Hyde. If I had spirited her away  I must say I like that word!  here shed be. Do you suppose I have got her in my house?  or down at the brick-kilns?

Abel, since his first checked sentence, had been standing quietly and thoughtfully, giving his whole attention to Hyde, as if wanting to see what he was made of. For the second time he essayed to speak.

You see, sir, we do not know that she is not here. We have your word for it; but  

Then you had better look, interrupted Hyde, adding something about insolence under his breath. Search the house. You are welcome to. Mr. Duffham can show you about it; he knows all its turnings and windings.

What could have been in old Abels thoughts did not appear on the surface; but he left the room with just a word of respectful apology for accepting the offer. Hyde, who had made it at random in his passion, never supposing it would be caught at, threw back his head disdainfully, and sent a contemptuous word after him. But when Duffham moved off in the same direction, he was utterly surprised.

Are you going to search?

I thought you meant me to be his pilot, said Duffham, as cool as you please. Theres not much to be seen. I expect, but the chairs and tables.

Any way, Kettie was not to be seen. The house was but a small one, with no surreptitious closets or cupboards, or other hiding-places. All the rooms and passages stood open to the morning sun, and never a suspicious thing was in them.

Hyde had settled to his accounts again when they got back. He did not condescend to turn his head or notice the offenders any way. Abel waited a moment, and then spoke.

It may seem to you that I have done a discourteous thing in availing myself of your offer, Mr. Stockhausen; if so, I crave your pardon for it. Sir, you cannot imagine how seriously this disappearance of the child is affecting her mother. Let it plead my excuse.

It cannot excuse your suspicion of me, returned Hyde, pausing for a moment in his adding up.

In all the ends of this wide earth there lies not elsewhere a shadow of clue to any motive for her departure. At least, none that we can gather. The only ground for thinking of you, sir, is that you and she have been friendly. For all our sakes, Mr. Stockhausen, I trust that she will be found, and the mystery cleared up.

Dont you think you had better have the brick-kilns visited  as well as my house? sarcastically asked Hyde. But Abel, making no rejoinder, save a civil good-morning, departed.

And now Ill go, said Duffham.

The sooner the better, retorted Hyde, taking a penful of ink and splashing some of it on the floor.

Theres no cause for you to put yourself out, young man.

I think there is cause, flashed Hyde. When you can come to my house with such an accusation as this!  and insolently search it!

The searching was the result of your own proposal. As to an accusation, none has been made in my hearing. Kettie has mysteriously disappeared, and it is only natural her people should wish to know where she is, and to look for her. You take up the matter in a wrong light, Mr. Hyde.

I dont know anything of Kettie  in an injured tone; I dont want to. Its rather hard to have her vagaries put upon my back.

Well, you have only to tell them you dont in an honest manner; I dare say theyll believe you. Abel Carew is one of the most reasonable men I ever knew; sensible, too. Try and find the child yourself; help them to do it, if you can see a clue; make common cause with them.

You would not like to be told that you had spirited somebody away, more than I like it, grumbled Hyde; who, thoroughly put out, was hard to bring round. Im sure you are as likely to turn kidnapper as I am. It must be a good two weeks since anybody saw me speak to the girl.

I shall have my patients thinking I am kidnapped if I dont get off to them, cried Duffham. Mrs. Godfreys ill, and she is the very essence of impatience. Good-day.

Thoroughly at home in the house, Duffham made no ceremony of departing by the back-door, it being more convenient for the road he was going. Deborah Preen was washing endive at the pump in the yard. She turned round to address Duffham as he was passing.

Has the master spoke to you about his throat, sir?

No, said Duffham, halting. What is amiss with his throat?

He has been given to sore throats all his life, Dr. Duffham. Manys the time I have had him laid up with them when he was a child. Yesterday he was quite bad with one, sir; and so he is this morning.

Perhaps thats why hes cross, remarked Duffham.

Cross! and enough to make him cross! returned she, taking up the implication warmly. I ask your pardn, sir, for speaking so to you; but Id like to know what gentleman could help being cross when that yellow gipsy comes to attack him with her slanderous tongue, and say to him, Have you come across to my hut in the night and stole my daughter out of it?

You think your master did not go across and commit the theft?

I know he did not, was Preens indignant answer. He never stirred out of his own home, sir, all last night; he was nursing his throat indoors. At ten oclock he went to bed, and I took him up a posset after he was in it. Well, sir, I was uneasy, for I dont like these sore throats, and between two and three oclock I crept into his room and found him sleeping quietly; and I was in again this morning and woke him up with a cup o tea.

A pretty good proof that he did not go out, said Duffham.

He never was as much as out of his bed, sir. The man that sleeps indoors locked up the house last night, and opened it again this morning. Ketira the gipsy would be in gaol if she got her deservings!

I wonder where the rest of us would be if we got ours! quoth Duffham. I suppose I had better go back and take a look at this throat!

To see the miserable distress of Ketira that day, and the despair upon her face as she dodged about between Virginia Cottage and the brickfields, was like a gloomy picture.

Do you remember telling me once that you feared Kettie might run away to the tribe? I asked, meeting her on one of these wanderings in the afternoon. Perhaps that is where she is gone?

The suggestion seemed to offend her mortally. Boy, I know better, she said, facing round upon me fiercely. With the tribe she would be safe, and I at rest. The stars never deceive me.

And, when the sun went down that night and the stars came out, the environs of Virginia Cottage were still haunted by Ketira the gipsy.

II.

You would not have known the place again. Virginia Cottage, the unpretending little homestead, had been converted into a mansion. Hyde Stockhausen had built a new wing at one end, and a conservatory at the other; and had put pillars before the rustic porch, over which the Virginia creeper climbed.

We heard last month about Ketira the gipsy: and of the unaccountable disappearance of her daughter, Kettie; and of the indignant anger displayed by Hyde Stockhausen when it was suggested that he might have kidnapped her. Curiously enough, within a few days of that time, Hyde himself disappeared from Church Dykely: not in the mysterious manner that Kettie had, but openly and with intention.

The inducing cause of Hydes leaving, as was stated and believed, was a quarrel with his step-father, Massock. It chanced that the monthly settling-day, connected with the brickfields, fell just after Kettie vanished. Massock came over for it as usual, and was overbearing as usual; and perhaps Hyde, already in a state of inward irritation, was less forbearing than usual. Any way, ill-words arose between them. Massock accused Hyde of neglecting his interests, and of being too much of a gentleman to look after the work and the men. Hyde retorted: one word led to another, and there ensued a serious quarrel. The upshot was, that Hyde threw up his post. Vowing he would never again have anything to do with old Massock or his precious bricks as long as he lived, he packed up a small portmanteau and quitted Church Dykely there and then, to the intense tribulation of his ancient nurse and servant, Deborah Preen.

Leave him alone, said Massock roughly. Hell be back safe enough in a day or two.

Where is he gone? asked Ketira the gipsy: who, hovering still around Virginia Cottage, had seen Hydes exit with his portmanteau.

Massock stared at her, and at her red cloak: she had penetrated to his presence to ask the question. He had never before seen Ketira; never heard of her.

What is it to you? he demanded, in his coarse manner. Who are you? Do you come here to tell his fortune? Be off, old witch!

His fortune may be told sooner than you care to hear it  if you are anything to him, was the gipsys answer. And that same night she quitted Church Dykely herself, wandering away to be lost in the wide wide world.

Massocks opinion, that Hyde would return in a day or two, proved to be a mistaken one. Rimmer, at the Silver Bear, got a letter from a lawyer in Worcester, asking him to release Mr. Stockhausen from Virginia Cottage  which Hyde had taken for three years. But, this, Rimmer refused to do. So Hyde had to make the best of his bargain: and every quarter, as the quarters went on, the rent was punctually remitted to Henry Rimmer by the lawyer: who gave, however, no clue to his clients place of abode. It was said that Hyde had been reconciled to his uncle, Parson Hyde (now getting into his dotage), and was by him supplied with funds.

One fine evening, however, in the late spring, when not very far short of a twelvemonth had elapsed, Hyde astonished Deborah Preen by his return. After a fit of crying, to show her joy, Deborah brought him in some supper and stood by while he ate it, telling him the news of what had transpired in the village since he left.

Are those beautiful brickfields being worked still? he asked.

Deed but they are then, Master Hyde. A sight o bricks seems to be made at em. Pitt the foreman, he have took your place as manager, sir, and keeps the accounts.

Good luck to him! said Hyde, drinking a glass of ale. That queer old lady in the red cloak: what has become of her?

What, that gipsy hag? cried Preen. Shes dead, sir.

Dead!

Yes, sir, dead: and a good riddance, too. She went away the very night you went, Mr. Hyde, and never came back again. A week or two ago Abel Carew got news that she was dead.

(Shortly before this, some wandering gipsies had set up their camp within a mile or two of Church Dykely. Abel Carew, never having had news of Ketira since her departure, went to them to make inquiries. At first the gipsies seemed not to understand of whom he was speaking; but upon his making Ketira clear to them, they told him she had been dead about a month; of her daughter, Kettie, they knew nothing.)

Shes not much loss, observed Hyde in answer to Deborah: and his face took a brighter look, as though the news were a relief  Preen noticed it. The old gipsy was as mad as a March hare.

And ten times more troublesome than one, put in Preen. Be you come home to stay, master?

I dare say I shall, replied Hyde. As good settle down here as elsewhere: and thered be no fun in paying two rents.

So we had Hyde Stockhausen amidst us once more. He did not intend to take up with brickmaking again, but to live as a gentleman. His uncle made him an allowance, and he was going to be married. Abel Carew questioned him about Kettie one day when they met on the common, asking whether he had seen her. Never, was the reply of Hyde. So that what with the girls prolonged disappearance and her mothers death, it was assumed that we had done with the two gipsies for ever.

Hyde was engaged to a Miss Peyton. A young lady just left an orphan, whom he had met only six weeks ago at some seaside place. He had fallen in love with her at first sight, and she with him. She had two or three hundred a-year: and Hyde, there was little doubt, would come into all his uncles money; so he saw no reason why he should not make Virginia Cottage comfortable for her, and went off to the Silver Bear, to talk to Henry Rimmer about it.

The result was, that improvements were put in hand without delay. A wing (consisting of a handsome drawing-room downstairs, and a bed and dressing-room above) was added to the cottage on one side; on the other side, Hyde built a conservatory. The house was also generally embellished and set in order, and some new furniture brought in. And I think if ever workmen worked quickly, these did; for the alterations seemed no sooner to be begun than they were done.

So you have sown your wild oats, Master Hyde, remarked the Squire one day in passing, as he stood to watch the finishing touches, then being put to the outside of the house.

Dont know that I ever had many to sow, sir, said Hyde, nodding to me.

And what sort of a young lady is this wife that you are about to bring home? went on the pater.

Hydes face took a warm flush and his lips parted with a half-smile; which proved what she was to him. You will see, sir, he said in answer.

When is the wedding to be?



This day week.

This day week! echoed the Squire, surprised: and Hyde, who seemed to have spoken incautiously, looked vexed.

I did not intend to say as much; my thoughts were elsewhere, he observed. Dont mention it again, Mr. Todhetley. Even old Deborah has not been told.

Ill take care, lad. But it is known all over the place that the wedding is close at hand.

Yes: but not the day.

When do you go away for it?

On Saturday.

Well, good luck to you, lad! By the way, Hyde, continued the Squire, what did they do about that drain in the yard? Put a new pipe?

Yes, said Hyde, and they have made a very good job of it. Will you come and see it?

Pipes and drains held no attraction for me. While the pater went through the house to the yard, I strolled outside the front-gate and across to the little coppice to wait for him. It was shady there: the hot midsummer sun was ablaze to-day.

And I declare that a feather might almost have knocked me down. There, amidst the trees of the coppice, like a picture framed round by green leaves, stood Ketira the gipsy. Or Ketiras ghost.

Believing that she was dead and buried, I might have believed it to be the latter, but for the red cloth cloak: that was real. She was staring at Hydes house with all the fire of her glittering eyes, looking as though she were consumed by some inward fever.

Who lives there now? she abruptly asked me without any other greeting, pointing her yellow forefinger at the house.

The cottage was empty ever so long, I carelessly said, some instinct prompting me not to tell too much. Lately the workmen have been making alterations in it. How is Kettie? Have you found her?

She lifted her two hands aloft with a gesture of despair: but left me unanswered. These alterations: by whom are they made?

But the sight of the Squire, coming forth alone, served as an excuse for my making off. I gave her a parting nod, saying I was glad to see her again in the land of the living.

Ketira the gipsy is here, sir.



No! cried the pater in amazement. Why do you say that, Johnny?

She is here in the coppice.

Nonsense, lad! Ketiras dead, you know.

But I have just seen her, and spoken to her.

Then what did those gipsy-tramps mean by telling Abel Carew that she had died? cried the Squire explosively, as he marched across the few yards of greensward towards the coppice.

Abel did not feel quite sure at the time that he and they were not talking of two persons. That must have been the case, sir.

We were too late. Ketira was already half-way along the path that led to the common: no doubt on her road to pay a visit to Abel Carew. And I can only relate what passed there at second hand. Between ourselves, Ketira was no favourite of his.

He was at his early dinner of bread-and-butter and salad when she walked in and astonished him. Abel, getting over his surprise, invited her to partake of the meal; but she just waved her hand in refusal, as much as to say that she was superior to dinner and dinner-eating.

Have you found Kettie? was his next question.

It is the first time a search of mine ever failed, she replied, beginning to pace the little room in agitation, just as a tiger paces its confined cage. I have given myself neither rest nor peace since I set out upon it; but it has not brought me tidings of my child.

It must have been a weary task for you, Ketira. I wish you would break bread with me.

I was helped.

Helped! repeated Abel. Helped by what?

I know not yet, whether angel or devil. It has been one or the other:  according as he has, or has not, played me false.

As who has played you false?

Of whom do you suppose I speak but him? she retorted, standing to confront Abel with her deep eyes. Hyde Stockhausen has in some subtle manner evaded me: but I shall find him yet.

Hyde Stockhausen is back here, quietly observed Abel.

Back here! Then it is no false instinct that has led me here, she added in a low tone, apparently communing with herself. Is Ketira with him?

No, no, said Abel, vexed at the question. Kettie has never come back to the place since she left it.

When did he come?

It must be about two months ago.

He is in the same dwelling-house as before! For what is he making it so grand?

It is said to be against his marriage.

His marriage with Ketira?

With a Miss Peyton; some young lady he has met. Why do you bring up Ketiras name in conjunction with this matter  or with him?

She turned to the open casement, and stood there, as if to inhale the sweet scent of Abels flowers, and listen to the hum of his bees. Her face was working, her strange eyes were gleaming, her hands were clasped to pain.

I know what I know, Abel Carew. Let him look to it if he brings home any other wife than my Ketira.

Nay, remonstrated peaceful old Abel. Because a young man has whispered pretty words in a maidens ear, and given her, it may be, a moonlight kiss, that does not bind him to marry her.

And would I have wished to bind him had it ended there? flashed the gipsy. No; I should have been thankful that it had so ended. I hated him from the first.

You have no proof that it did not so end, Ketira.

No proof; none, she assented. No tangible proof that I could give to you, her fathers brother, or to others. But the proof lies in the fatal signs that show themselves to me continually, and in the unerring instinct of my own heart. If the man puts another into the place that ought to be hers, let him look to it.

You may be mistaken, Ketira. I know not what the signs you speak of can be: they may show themselves to you but to mislead; and nothing is more deceptive than the fancies of ones imagination. Be it as it may, vengeance does not belong to us. Do not you put yourself forward to work young Stockhausen ill.

I work him ill! retorted the gipsy. You are mistaking me altogether. It is not I who shall work it. I only see it  and foretell it.



Nay, why speak so strangely, Ketira? It cannot be that you  

Abel Carew, talk not to me of matters that you do not understand, she interrupted. I know what I know. Things that I am able to see are hidden from you.

He shook his head. It is wrong to speak so of Hyde Stockhausen  or of any one. He may be as innocent in the matter as you or I.

But I tell you that he is not. And the conviction of it lies here  striking herself fiercely on the breast.

Abel sighed, and began to put his dinner-plates together. He could not make any impression upon her, or on the notion she had taken up.

Do you know what it is to have a breaking heart, Abel Carew? she asked, her voice taking a softer tone that seemed to change it into a piteous wailing. A broken heart one can bear; for all struggle is over, and one has but to put ones head down on the green earth and die. But a breaking heart means continuous suffering; a perpetual torture that slowly saps away the life; a never-ending ache of soul and of spirit, than which nothing in this world can be so hard to battle with. And for twelve months now this anguish has been mine!

Poor Ketira! Mistaken or not mistaken, there could be no question that her trouble was grievous to bear; the suspense, in which her days were passed, well-nigh unendurable.



This, that I have told, occurred on Thursday morning. Ketira quitted Abel Carew only to bend her steps back towards Virginia Cottage, and stayed hovering around the house that day and the next. One or another, passing, saw her watching it perpetually, herself partly hidden. Now peeping out from the little coppice; now tramping quickly past the gate, as though she were starting off on a three-mile walk; now stealing to the back of the house, to gaze at the windows. There she might be seen, in one place or another, like a haunting red dragon: her object, as was supposed, being to get speech of Hyde Stockhausen. She did not succeed. Twice she went boldly to the door, knocked, and asked for him. Deborah Preen slammed it in her face. It was thought that Hyde, who then knew of her return and that the report of her death was false, must be on the watch also, to avoid her. If he wanted to go abroad and she was posted at the back, he slipped out in front: when he wished to get in again and caught sight of her red cloak illumining the coppice, he made a dash in at the back-gate, and was lost amid the kidney beans.

By this time the state of affairs was known to Church Dykely: a rare dish of nuts for the quiet place to crack. Those of us who possessed liberty made pleas for passing by Virginia Cottage to see the fun. Not that there was much to see, except a glimpse of the red cloak in this odd spot or in that.

Stockhausen must be silly! cried the Squire. Why does he not openly see the poor woman and inquire what it is she wants with him? The idea of his shunning her in this absurd way! What does he mean by it, I wonder?

Now, before telling more, I wish to halt and say a word. That much ridicule will be cast on this story by the intelligent reader, is as sure as that apples grow in summer. Nevertheless, I am but relating what took place. Certain things in it were curiously strange; not at all explainable hitherto: possibly never to be explained. I chanced to be personally mixed up with it, so to say, in a degree; from its beginning, when Ketira and her daughter first appeared at Abel Carews, to its ending, which has yet to be told. For that much I can vouch  I mean what I was present at. But you need not accord belief to the whole, unless you like.

Chance, and nothing else, caused me to be sent over this same evening to Mr. Duffhams. It was Friday, you understand; and the eve of the day Hyde Stockhausen would depart preparatory to his marriage. One of our maids had been ailing for some days with what was thought to be a bad cold: as she did not get better, but grew more feverish, Mrs. Todhetley decided to send for the doctor, if only as a measure of precaution.

You can go over to Mr. Duffhams for me, Johnny, she said, as we got up from tea  which meal was generally taken at the manor close upon dinner, somewhat after the fashion that the French take their tasse de café. Ask him if he will be so kind as to call in to see Ann when he is out to-morrow morning.

Nothing loth was I. The evening was glorious, tempting the world out-of-doors, calm and beautiful, but very hot yet. The direct way to Duffhams from our house was not by Virginia Cottage: but, as a matter of course, I took it. Going along at tip-top speed until I came within sight of it, I then slackened to a snails pace, the better to take observations.

Theres an old saying, that virtue is its own reward. If any virtue existed in my choosing this circuitous and agreeable route, I can only say that for once the promise was at fault, for I was not rewarded. Were Hyde Stockhausens house a prison, it could not have been much more closely shut up. The windows were closed on that lovely midsummer night; the doors looked tight as wax. Not a glimpse could I catch of as much as the bow of Deborah Preens mob-cap atop of the short bedroom blinds; and Hyde might have been over in Africa for all that could be seen of him.

Neither (for a wonder) was there any trace of Ketira the gipsy. Her red cloak was nowhere. Had she obtained speech of Hyde, and so terminated her watch, or had she given it up in despair? Any way, there was nothing to reward me for having come that much out of my road, and I went on, whistling dolorously.

But, hardly had I got past the premises and was well on the field-path beyond, when I met Duffham. Giving him the message from home, which he said he would attend to, I enlarged on the disappointment just experienced in seeing nothing of anybody.

Shut up like a jail, is it? quoth Duffham. I have just had a note from Stockhausen, asking me to call there. His throats troubling him again, he says: wants me to give him something that will cure him by to-morrow.

I had turned with the doctor, and went walking with him up the garden, listening to what he said. But I meant to leave him when we reached the door. He began trying it. It was fastened inside.

I dare say you can come in and see Hyde, Johnny. What do you want with him?

Not much; only to wish him good luck.

Is your master afraid of thieves that he bolts his doors? cried Duffham to old Preen when she let us in.

Twas me fastened it, sir; not master, was her reply. That gipsy wretch have been about yesterday and to-day, wanting to get in. Ive got my silver about, and dont want it stolen. Mr. Hydes mother and Massock have been here to dinner; theyve not long gone.

Decanters and fruit stood on the table before Hyde. He started up to shake hands, appearing very much elated. Duffham, more experienced than I, saw that he had been taking quite enough wine.

So you have had your stepfather here! was one of the doctors first remarks. Been making up the quarrel, I suppose.

He came of his own accord; I didnt invite him, said Hyde, laughing. My mother wrote me word that they were coming  to give me their good wishes for the future.

Just what Johnny Ludlow here says he wants to give, said Duffham: though I didnt see that he need have brought my words up, and made a fellow feel shy.

Then, by Jove, you shall drink them in champagne! exclaimed Hyde. He caught up a bottle of champagne that stood under the sideboard, from which the wire had been removed, and would have cut the string but for the restraining hand of Duffham.

No, Hyde; you have had rather too much as it is.

I swear to you that I have not had a spoonful. It has not been opened, you see. My mother refused it, and Massock does not care for champagne: he likes something heavier.

If you have not taken champagne, you have taken other wine.

Sherry at dinner, and port since, laughed Hyde.

And more of it than is good for you.

When Massock sits down to port wine he drinks like a fish, returned Hyde, still laughing. Of course I had to make a show of drinking with him. I wished the port at Hanover.

By a dexterous movement, he caught up a knife and cut the string. Out shot the cork with a bang, and he filled three of the tumblers that stood on the sideboard with wine and froth  one for each of us. Your health, doctor, nodded he, and tossed off his own.

It will not do your throat good, said Duffham, angrily. Let me look at the throat.

Not until you and Johnny have wished me luck.

We did it, and drank the wine. Duffham examined the throat; and told Hyde, for his consolation, that it was not in a state to be trifled with.

Oh, its nothing, said Hyde carelessly. But I dont want it to be bad to-morrow when I travel, and I thought perhaps you might be able to give me something or other to set it to rights to-night. I start at ten to-morrow morning.

Sore throats are not cured so easily, retorted Duffham. You must have taken cold.

Telling him he would send in a gargle and a cooling draught, and that he was to go to bed soon, Duffham rose to leave. Hyde opened the glass-doors of the room that we might pass out that way, and stepped over the threshold with us. Talking with Duffham, he strolled onwards towards the gate.

About three weeks, I suppose, he said, in answer to the query of how long he meant to be away. If Mabel  

Gliding out of the bushy laurels on one side the path, and planting herself right in front of us, came Ketira the gipsy. Her face looked yellower than ever in the twilight of the summers evening; her piercing black eyes fiercer. Hyde was taken aback by the unexpected encounter. He started a step back.

Wheres my daughter, Hyde Stockhausen?

Go away, he said, in the contemptuous tone one might use to a dog. I dont know anything of your daughter.

Only tell me where she is, that I may find her. I ask no more.

I tell you that I do not know anything of her. You must be mad to think it. Get along with you!

Hyde Stockhausen, you lie. You do know where she is; you know that it is with you she has been. Heaven hears me say it: deny it if you dare.

His face looked whiter than death. Just for an instant he seemed unable to speak. Ketira changed her tone to one of plaintive wailing.

She was my one little ewe lamb. What had she or I done to you that you should come as a spoiler to the fold? I prayed you not. Make her your wife, and I will yet bless you. It is not too late. Do not break her heart and mine.

Hyde had had time to rally his courage. A man full of wine can generally call some up, even in the most embarrassing of situations. He scornfully asked the gipsy whether she had come out of Bedlam. Ketira saw how hard he was  that there was no hope.

It is said that you depart to-morrow to bring home a bride, Hyde Stockhausen. I counsel you not to do it. For your own sake, and for the young womans sake, I bid you beware. The marriage will not bring good to you or to her.



That put Hyde in a towering passion. His words came out with a splutter as he spurned her from him.

Cease your folly, you senseless old beldame! Do you dare to threaten me? Take yourself out of my sight instantly, before I fetch my horsewhip. And, if ever you attempt to molest me again, I will have you sent to the treadmill.

Ketira stood looking at him while he spoke, never moving an inch. As his voice died away she lifted her forefinger in warning. And anything more impressive than her voice, than her whole manner  anything more startlingly defiant than her countenance, I never wish to see.

It is well; I go. But listen to me, Hyde Stockhausen; mark what I say. Only three times shall you see me again in life. But each one of those times you shall have cause to remember; and after the last of them you will not need to see me more.

It was a strange threat. That she made it, Duffham could, to this day, corroborate. Pulling her red cloak about her shoulders, she went swiftly through the gate, and disappeared within the opposite coppice.

Hyde smiled; his good humour was returning to him. One can be brave enough when an enemy turns tail.

Idiotic old Egyptian! he exclaimed lightly. What on earth ever made her take the fancy into her head, that I knew what became of Kettie, I cant imagine. I wonder, Duffham, some of you people in authority here dont get her confined as a lunatic!

We must first of all find that she is a lunatic, was Duffhams dry rejoinder.

Why, what else is she?

Not that.

She is; and a dangerous one, retorted Hyde.

Nonsense, man! Gipsies have queer ways and notions; and  and  are not to be judged altogether as other people, added the doctor, finishing off (as it struck me) with different words from those he had been about to say. Good-night; and dont take any more of that champagne.

Hyde returned indoors, and we walked away, not seeing a sign of the red cloak anywhere.

I must say I should not like to be attacked in this manner, were I Hyde, I remarked to Duffham. How obstinate the old gipsy is!



Ah, replied Duffham. Id sooner believe her than him.

The words surprised me, and I turned to him quickly. Why do you say that, sir?

Because I do say it, Johnny, was the unsatisfactory answer. And now good-evening to you, lad, for I must send the physic in.

Just a word, please, Mr. Duffham. Do you know where that poor Kettie is?  and did you know that Hyde Stockhausen stole her?

No, to both your questions, Johnny Ludlow.



Everybody liked Hydes wife. A fragile girl with a weak voice, who looked as if a strong wind would blow her away. Duffham feared she was not strong enough to make old days.

Virginia Cottage flourished. Parson Hyde had died and left all his fortune to Hyde: who had now nothing to do but take care of his wife and his money, and enjoy life. Before the next summer came round, Hyde had a son and heir. A fine little shaver, with blue eyes like Hydes, and good lungs. His mother was a long while getting about again: and then she looked like a shadow, and had a short, hacking kind of cough. Hyde wore a grave face at times, and would say he wished Mabel could get strong.

But Hyde was regarded with less favour than formerly. People did not scruple to call him villain. And one Sunday, when Mr. Holland told us in his sermon that mans heart was deceitful above all things and desperately wicked, the congregation wondered whether he meant it especially for Stockhausen. For the truth had come out.

When Hyde departed to keep his marriage engagement, Ketira the gipsy had again disappeared from Church Dykely. In less than a month afterwards, Abel Carew received a letter from her. She had found Kettie: and she had found that her own instincts against Hyde Stockhausen were not mistaken ones. For all his seeming fair face and his indignant denials, it was he who had been the thief.

Of all brazen-faced knaves, that Stockhausen must be the worst!  an adept in cunning, a lying hypocrite! exploded the Squire.

I suspected him at the time, said Duffham.

You did! What were your grounds for it?



I had no particular grounds. His manner did not appear to me to be satisfactory; that was all. Of course I was not sure.

He is a base man, concluded the Squire. And from that time he turned the cold shoulder on Hyde.

But time is a sure healer of wounds; a softener of resentment. As it passed on, we began to forget Hydes dark points, and to remember his good qualities. Any way, Ketira the gipsy and Ketiras daughter passed out of memory, just as they had passed out of sight.

Suddenly we heard that Abel Carew was preparing to go on a journey. I went off to ask him where he was bound for.

I am going to see them, Master Johnny, he replied. I dont know how they are off, sir, and it is my duty to see. The child is ill: and I fear they may be wanting assistance, which Ketira is too proud to write and ask for.

Kettie ill! What is the matter with her?

Abel shook his head. I shall know more when I get there, sir.

Abel Carew locked up his cottage and began his pilgrimage into Hertfordshire with a staff and a wallet, intending to walk all the way. In a fortnight he was back again, bringing with him a long face.

It is sad to see the child, he said to me, as I sat in his room listening to the news. She is no more like the bonnie Kettie that we knew here, than a dead girls like a living one. Worn out, bent and silent, she sits, day after day and week after week, and her mother cannot rouse her. She has sat so all along.

But what is the matter with her?

She is slowly dying, sir.

What of?

A broken heart.

Oh dear! said I; believing I knew who had broken it.

Yes, said Abel, he. He won her hearts best love, Master Johnny, and she pines for him yet. Ketira says it was his marriage that struck her the death-blow. A few weeks she may still linger, but they wont be many.

Very sorry did I feel to hear it: for Ketiras sake as well as Ketties. The remembrance of the day I had gilded the oak-ball, and her wonderful gratitude for it, came flashing back to me.



And theres nothing more to add to this digression. Except that Kettie died.

The tidings did not appear to affect Hyde Stockhausen. All his thoughts were given to his wife and child. Old Abel had never reproached him by as much as a word: if by chance they met, Abel avoided looking at him, or turned off another way.

When the baby was six months old and began to cut his teeth, he did not appear inclined to do it kindly. He grew thin and cross; and the parents, who seemed to think no baby ever born could come up to this one, began to be anxious. Hyde worshipped the child ridiculously.

The boy will do well enough if he does not get convulsions, Duffham said in semi-confidence to some people over his surgery counter. If they come on  why, I cant answer for what the result might be. Fat? Yes, he is a great deal too fat: they feed him up so.

The surgeon was sitting by his parlour-fire one snowy evening shortly after this, when Stockhausen burst upon him in a fine state of agitation; arms working, breath gone. The baby was in a fit.

Come, come; dont you give way, cried the doctor, believing Hyde was going into a fit on his own account. Well see.

Out of one convulsion into another went the child that night: but in a few days it was better; thought to be getting well. Mr. and Mrs. Stockhausen in consequence felt themselves in the seventh heaven.

The danger is quite past, observed Hyde, walking down the snowy path with Duffham, one morning when the doctor had been paying a visit; and Hyde rubbed his hands in gleeful relief, for he had been like a crazed lunatic while the child lay ill. Duffham, if that child had died, I think I should have died.

Not a bit of it, said Duffham. You are made of tougher stuff.

He was about to open the garden-gate as he spoke. But, suddenly appearing there to confront them stood Ketira the gipsy. A moments startled pause ensued. Duffham spoke kindly to her. Hyde recoiled a step or two; as if the sight had frightened him.

You may well start back, she said to the latter, taking no notice of Duffhams civility. I told you, you should not see me many times in life, Hyde Stockhausen, but that when you did, I should be the harbinger of evil. Go home, and meet it.

Turning off under the garden-hedge, without another word, she disappeared from their view as suddenly as she had come into it. Hyde Stockhausen made a feint of laughing.

The woman is more mad than ever, he said. Decidedly, Duffham, she ought to be in confinement.

Never an assenting syllable gave Duffham. He was looking as stern as a judge. Whats that? he suddenly exclaimed, turning sharply to the house.

A maid-servant was flying down the path. Deborah Preen stood at the door, crying and calling as if in some dire calamity. Hyde rushed towards her, asking what was amiss. Duffham followed more slowly. The baby had got another attack of convulsions.

And this time it was for death.



When these events were happening, Great Malvern was not the overgrown, fashionable place it is now; but a quiet little spot with only a few houses in it, chiefly clustering under the highest of the hills. Amid these houses, one bright May day, Hyde Stockhausen went, seeking lodgings.

Hyde had not died of the loss of the baby. For here he was, alive and well, nearly eighteen months afterwards. That it had been a sharp trial for him nobody doubted; and for his wife also. And when a second baby came to replace the first, it brought them no good, for it did not live a week.

That was in March: two months ago: and ever since Mrs. Stockhausen had been hovering between this world and the next. A fever and other ailments had taken what little strength she had out of her. This, to Hyde Stockhausen, was a worse affliction than even the loss of the children, for she was to him as the very apple of his eye. When somewhat improving, the doctors recommended Malvern. So Hyde had brought her to it with a nurse and old Deborah; and had left them at the Crown Hotel while he looked for lodgings.

He found them in one of the houses down by the abbey. Some nice rooms, quite suitable. And to them his wife was taken. For a very few days afterwards she seemed to be getting better: and then all the bad symptoms returned. A doctor was called in. He feared she might not rally again; that the extreme debility might prevent it: and he said as much to Hyde in private.

Anything more unreasonable than the spirit in which Hyde met this, the Malvern doctor had never seen.

You are a fool, said Hyde. Begging your pardon, sir, I should think you dont know your profession. My wife is fifty pounds better than she was at Church Dykely. How can you take upon yourself to say she will not rally?

I said she might not, replied the surgeon, who happened to possess a temper mild as milk. I hope she will with all my heart. I shall do my best to bring it about.

It was an anxious time. Mrs. Stockhausen fluctuated greatly: to-day able to sit up in an easy-chair; to-morrow too exhausted to be lifted out of bed. But, one morning she did seem to be ever so much better. Her cheeks were pink, her lips had a smile.

Ah, said the doctor cheerfully when he went in, we shall do now, I hope. You are up early to-day.

I felt so much better that I wanted to get up and surprise you, she answered in quite a strong voice  for her. And it was so warm, and the world looked so beautiful. I should like to be able to mount one of those donkeys and go up the hill. Hyde says that the view, even from St. Anns well, is charming.

So it is, assented the surgeon. Have you never seen it?

No, I have not been to Malvern before.

This was the first day of June. Hyde would not forget the date to the last hour of his life. It was hot summer weather: the sun came in at the open window, touching her hair and her pale forehead as she lay back in the easy-chair after the doctor left; a canary at a neighbouring house was singing sweetly; the majestic hills, with their light and shade, looked closer even than they were in reality. Hyde began to lower the blind.

Dont, please, Hyde.

But, my darling, the sun will soon be in your eyes.

I shall like it. Is it not a lovely day! I think it is that which has put new life into me.

And we shall soon have you up the hill, where we can sit and look all over everywhere. On one or two occasions, when the atmosphere was rarefied to an unusual degree, I have caught the silver line of the Bristol Channel.



How pleasant it will be, Hyde! To sit there with you, and to know that I am getting well!

Early in the afternoon, when Mabel lay down to rest, Hyde went strolling up the hill, for the first time since his present stay at Malvern. He got as far as St. Anns; drank a tumbler of the water, and then paced about, hither and thither, to the right and left, not intending to ascend higher that day. If he went to the summit, Mabel might be awake before he got home again; and he would not have lost five minutes of her waking moments for a mine of gold. Looking at his watch, he sat down on a bench that was backed by some dark trees.

Yes, he mused, it will be delightful to sit about here with Mabel, and show her the different points of interest in the landscape. Worcester Cathedral, and St. Andrews Spire; and the Bristol  

Some stir behind caused him to turn his head. The words froze on his tongue. There stood Ketira the gipsy. She had been sitting or lying amidst the trees, wrapped in her red cloak. Hydes look of startled dread was manifest. She saw it; and accosted him.

We meet again, Hyde Stockhausen. Ah, you have cause to fear!  your face may well whiten to the shivering hue of snow at sight of me! You are alone in the world now  as you left my daughter to be. Once more we shall see one another. Till then farewell.

Recovering his equanimity when left alone, Hyde betook himself down the zig-zag path towards the village, calling the gipsy all the wicked names in the dictionary, and feeling tempted to give her into custody.

At his home, he was met by a commotion. The nurse wore a scared face; Deborah Preen, wringing her hands, burst out sobbing.

Mabel was dead. Had died in a fainting-fit.



Leaving his wife in her grave at Malvern, Hyde Stockhausen returned to Church Dykely. We hardly knew him.

A more changed man than Hyde was from that time the world has never seen. He walked about like a melancholy maniac, hands in his coat-pockets, eyes on the ground, steps dragging; looking just like one who has some great remorse lying upon his conscience and is being consumed by the past. The most wonderful thing in the eyes of Church Dykely was, that he grew religious: came to church twice on Sunday, stayed for the Sacrament, was good to the poor, gentle and kindly to all. Mr. Holland observed to the Squire that Stockhausen had become a true Christian. He made his will, and altogether seemed to be tired of life.

Go you, Johnny, and ask him to come over to us sometimes in an evening; tell him it will be a break to his loneliness, said the Squire to me one day. Now that the poor fellow is ill and repentant, we must let bygones be bygones. I hear that Abel Carew spent half-an-hour sociably with him yesterday.

I went off as directed. Summer had come round again, for more than a year had now passed since Mabels death, and the Virginia creeper on the cottage walls was all alight with red flowers. Hyde was pacing his garden in front of it, his head bent.

Is it you, Johnny? he said, in the patient, gentle tone he now always used, as he held his hand out. He was more like a shadow than a man; his face drawn and long, his blue eyes large and dark and sad.

We should be so glad if you would come, I added, after giving the message. Mrs. Todhetley says you make yourself too much of a stranger. Will you come this evening?

He shook his head slightly, clasping my hand the while, his own feeling like a burning coal, and smiling the sweetest and saddest smile.

You are all too good for me; too considerate; better far than I deserve. No, I cannot come to you this evening, Johnny: I have not the spirits for it; hardly the strength. But I will come one evening if I can. Thank them all, Johnny, for me.

And he did come. But he could not speak much above a whisper, so weak and hollow had his voice grown. And of all the humble-minded, kindly-spirited individuals that ever sat at our tea-table, the chiefest was Hyde Stockhausen.

I fear he is going the way of all the Stockhausens, said Mrs. Todhetley afterwards. But what a beautiful frame of mind he is in!

Beautiful, you call it! cried the pater. The man seems to me to be eating his heart out in some impossible atonement. Had I set fire to the church and burnt up all the congregation, I dont think it could have subdued me to that extent.



Of all places, where should I next meet Hyde but at Worcester races! We knew that he had been worse lately, that his mother had come to Virginia Cottage to be with him at the last, and that there was no further hope. Therefore, to see Hyde this afternoon, perched on a tall horse on Pitchcroft, looked more like magic than reality.

You at the races, Hyde!

Yes; but not for pleasure, he answered, smiling faintly; and looking so shadowy and weak that it was a marvel how he could stick on the horse. I am in search of one who is growing too fond of these scenes. I want to find him  and to say a few last words to him.

If you mean Jim Massock  for I thought it could be nobody but young Jim I saw him yonder, down by the shows. He was drinking porter outside a booth. How are you, Hyde?

Oh, getting on slowly, he said, with a peculiar smile.

Getting on! It looks to me to be the other way.

Turning his horse quickly round, after nodding to me, in the direction of the shows and drinking booths, he nearly turned it upon a tall, gaunt skeleton in a red cloak  Ketira the gipsy. She must have sprung out of the crowd.

But oh, how ill she looked! Hyde was strangely altered; but not as she was. The yellow face was shrivelled and shrunken, the fire had left her eyes. Hyde checked his horse; but the animal turned restive. He controlled it with his hand, and sat still before Ketira.

Yes, look at me, she burst forth. For the last time. The end is close at hand both for you and for me. We shall meet Kettie where we are going.

He leaned from his horse to speak to her: his voice a low sad wail, his words apparently those of deprecating prayer. Ketira heard him quietly to the end, gazing into his face, and then slowly turned away.

Fare you well, Hyde Stockhausen. Farewell for ever.

Before leaving the course Hyde had an accident. While talking to Jim Massock, some drums and trumpets struck up their noise at a neighbouring show; the horse started violently, and Hyde was thrown. He thought he was not much hurt and mounted again.

What else could you expect? demanded Duffham, when Hyde got back to Virginia Cottage. You have not strength to sit a donkey, and you must go careering off to Worcester races on a fiery horse!

But the fall had done Hyde some inward damage, and it hastened the end. He died that day week.

Some mens sins go before them to Judgment, and some follow after, solemnly said Mr. Holland the next Sunday from the pulpit. He who is gone from among us had taken his to his Saviour  and he is now at rest.



All chance and coincidence, pronounced Duffham, talking over the strange threat of Ketira the gipsy and its stranger working out. Yes; chance, I say, each of the three times. The woman, happening to be at hand, must have known by common report that the child was in peril; she may have learnt at Malvern that the wife was dying; and any goose with eyes in its head might have read coming death on his face that afternoon on Pitchcroft. Thats all about it, Johnny.

Very probably. The reader can exercise his own judgment. I only know it all happened.




THE CURATE OF ST. MATTHEWS.

I.

No, Johnny Ludlow, I shall not stay at home, and have the deeds sent up and down by post. I know what lawyers are; so will you, some time: this letter to be read and answered to-day; that paper to be digested and despatched back to-morrow  anything to enchance their bill of costs. I intend to be in London, on the spot; and so will you be, Mr. Johnny.

So said Mr. Brandon to me, as we sat in the bay-window at Crabb Cot, at which place we were staying. I was willing enough to go to London; liked the prospect beyond everything; but he was not well, and I thought of the trouble to him.

Of course, sir, if you consider it necessary we should be there. But  

Now, Johnny Ludlow, I have told you my decision, he interrupted, cutting me short in all the determination of his squeaky little voice. You go with me to London, sir, and we start on Monday morning next; and I dare say we shall be kept there a week. I know what lawyers are.

This happened when I came of age, twenty-one; but I should not be of age as to my property for four more years: until then, Mr. Brandon remained my arbitrary guardian and trustee, just as strictly as he had been. Arbitrary so far as doing the right thing as trustee went, not suffering me, or any one else, to squander a shilling. One small bit of property fell to me now; a farm; and old Brandon was making as much legal commotion over the transfer of it from his custody to mine, as though it had been veined with gold. For this purpose, to execute the deeds of transfer, he meant to take up his quarters in London, to be on the spot with the lawyers who had it in hand, and to carry me up with him.

And what great events trivial chances bring about! Chances, as they are called. These chances are all in the hands of one Divine Ruler, who is ever shaping them to further His own wise ends. But for my going to London that time and staying there  however, Ill not let the cat out of the bag.

He stayed with us at Crabb Cot until the Monday, when we started for London; the Squire and Tod coming to the station to see us off. Mr. Brandon wore a nankeen suit, and had a green veil in readiness. A green veil, if youll believe me! The sun was under a cloud just then; had been for the best part of the morning; but if it came out fiercely  Tod threw up his arms behind old Brandons back, and gave me a grin and a whisper.

I wouldnt be you for something, Johnny; hell be taken for a lunatic.

And mind you take care of yourself, sir, put in the Squire, to me. London is a dreadful place; full of temptations; and you are but an inexperienced boy, Johnny. Be cautious and watchful, lad; dont pick up any strange acquaintances in the streets; sharpers are on the watch to get you into conversation, and then swindle you out of all the money in your pockets. Be sure dont forget the little hamper for Miss Deveen; and  

The puffing of the engine, as we started, drowned the rest. We reached Paddington, smoothly and safely  and old Brandon did not once put on the veil. He took a cab to the Tavistock Hotel, and I another cab to Miss Deveens.

For she had asked me to stay with her. Hearing of my probable visit to town through a letter of Helen Whitneys, she, ever kind, wrote at once, saying, if I did go, I must make her house my home for the time, and that it would be a most delightful relief to the stagnation she and Miss Cattledon had been lately enjoying. Of course that was just her pleasant way of putting it.

The house looked just as it used to look; the clustering trees of the north-western suburb were as green and grateful to the tired eye as of yore; and Miss Deveen, in grey satin, received me with the same glad smile. I knew I was a favourite of hers; she once said there were few people in the world she liked as well as she liked me  which made me feel proud and grateful. I should leave you a fortune, Johnny, she said to me that same day, but that I know you have plenty of your own. And I begged her not to do anything of the kind; not to think of it: she must know a great many people to whom her money would be a Godsend. She laughed at my earnestness, and told me I should be unselfish to the end.

We spent a quiet evening. The grey-haired curate, Mr. Lake, who had come in the first evening I ever spent at Miss Deveens, years ago, came in again by invitation. He is so modest, she had said to me, in those long-past years, he never comes without being invited: and he was modest still. His hair had been chestnut-coloured once; it was half grey and half chestnut now; and his face and voice were gentle, and his manners kindly. Cattledon was displaying her most gracious behaviour, and thinnest waist; one of the roses I had brought up with the strawberries was sticking out of the body of her green silk gown. For at least half-a-dozen years she had been setting her cap at the curate  and I think she must have been endowed with supreme patience.

If you do not particularly want me this morning, Miss Deveen, I think I will go over to service.

It was the next morning, and after breakfast. Cattledon had been downstairs, giving the orders for dinner  and said this on her return. Every morning she went through the ceremony of asking whether she was wanted, before attiring herself for church.

Not I, cried Miss Deveen, with a half-smile. Go, and welcome, Jemima!

I stood at the window listening to the ting-tang: the bell of St. Matthews Church could be called nothing else: and watched her pick her way across the road, just deluged by the water-cart. She wore a striped fawn-coloured gown, cut straight up and down, which made her look all the thinner, and a straw bonnet and white veil. The church was on the other side of the wide road, lower down, but within view. Some stragglers went into it with Cattledon; not many.

Does it pay to hold the daily morning service?

Pay? repeated Miss Deveen, looking at me with an arch smile. And I felt ashamed of my inadvertent, hasty word.

I mean, is the congregation sufficient to repay the trouble?

The congregation, Johnny, usually consists of some twenty people, a few more, or a few less, as may chance; and they are all young ladies, she added, the smile deepening to a laugh. At least, unmarried ones; some are as old as Miss Cattledon. Two of them are widows of thirty-five: they are especially constant in attendance.

They go after the curate, I said, laughing with Miss Deveen. One year when Mr. Holland was ill, down with us, he had to take on a curate, and the young ladies ran after him.

Yes, Johnny, the young ladies go after the curates; we have two of them. Mr. Lake is the permanent curate; he has been here, oh, twelve or thirteen years. He does the chief work, in the church and out of it; we have a great many poor, as I think you know. The other curate is changed at least every year, and is generally a young deacon, fresh from college. Our Rector is fond of giving young men their title to orders. The young fellow we have now is a noblemans grandson, with more money in his pocket to waste on light gloves and hair-wash than poor Mr. Lake dare spend on all his living.

Mr. Lake seems to be a very good man.

A better man never lived, returned Miss Deveen warmly, as she got up from the note she was writing, and came to my side. Self-denying, anxious, painstaking; a true follower of his Master, a Christian to the very depths of his heart. He is one of those unobtrusive men whose merits are kept hidden from the world in general, who are content to work on patiently and silently in their path of duty, looking for no promotion, no reward here, because it seems to lie so very far away from their track.

Is Mr. Lake poor?

Mr. Lake has just one hundred pounds a-year, Johnny. It was what Mr. Selwyn offered him when he first came, and it has never been increased. William Lake told me one day, added Miss Deveen, that he thought the hundred a-year riches then. He was not a very young man; turned thirty; but his stipend in the country had been only fifty pounds a-year. To have it doubled all at once, no doubt did seem like riches.

Why does not the Rector raise it?

The Rector says he cant afford to do it. I believe Mr. Lake once plucked up courage to ask him for a small increase: but it was of no use. The living is worth six hundred a-year, out of which the senior curates stipend has to be paid; and Mr. Selwyns family is expensive. His two sons are just leaving college. So, poor Mr. Lake has just plodded on with his hundred a-year, and made it do. The Rector wishes he could raise it; he knows his worth. During this prolonged illness of Mr. Selwyns he has been most indefatigable.

Is Mr. Selwyn ill?

Not very ill, but ailing. He has been so for two years. He generally preaches on a Sunday morning, but that is about all the duty he has been able to take. Mr. Lake is virtually the incumbent; he does everything, in the church and out of it.

Without the pay, I remarked.

Without the pay, Johnny. His hundred a-year, however, seems to suffice him. He never grumbles at it, never complains, is always contented and cheerful: and no doubt will be contented with it to the end.

But  if he has no more than that, and no expectation of more, how is it that the ladies run after him? They cant expect him to marry upon a hundred a-year.

My dear Johnny, let a clergyman possess nothing but the white surplice on his back, the ladies would trot at his heels all the same. It comes naturally to them. They trust to future luck, you see; promotion is always possible, and they reckon upon it. Im sure the way Mr. Lake gets run after is as good as a play. This young lady sends him a pair of slippers, her own work; that one embroiders a cushion for him: Cattledon painted a velvet fire-screen for him last year Oriental tinting. You never saw a screen so gorgeous.

Do you think he has  has  any idea of Miss Cattledon?

Just as much as he has of me, cried Miss Deveen. He is kind and polite to her; as he is, naturally, to every one; but you may rely upon it he never gave her a word or a look that would be construed into anything warmer.

How silly she must be!

Not more silly than the rest are. It is a mania, Johnny, and they all go in for it. Jemima Cattledon  stupid old thing!  cherishes hopes of Mr. Lake: a dozen others cherish the same. Most of them are worse than she is, for they course about the parish after him all day long. Cattledon never does that: with all her zeal, she does not forget that she is a gentlewoman; she meets him here, at my house, and she goes to church to see and hear him, but she does not race after him.

Do you think he is aware of all this pursuit?

Well, he must be, in a degree; William Lake is not a simpleton. But the very hopelessness of his being able to marry must in his mind act as a counterbalance, and cause him to look upon it as a harmless pastime. How could he think any one of them in earnest, remembering his poor hundred pounds a-year?

Thus talking, the time slipped on, until we saw the congregation coming out of church. The service had taken just three-quarters-of-an-hour.

Young Chisholm has been reading the prayers to-day; I am sure of that, remarked Miss Deveen. He gabbles them over as fast as a parrot.

The ladies congregated within the porch, and without: ostensibly to exchange compliments with one another; in reality to wait for the curates. The two appeared together: Mr. Lake quiet and thoughtful; Mr. Chisholm, a very tall, slim, empty-headed young fellow, smiling here, and shaking hands there, and ready to chatter with the lot.

For full five minutes they remained stationary. Some important subject of conversation had evidently been started, for they stood around Mr. Lake, listening to something he was saying. The pew-opener, a woman in a muslin cap, and the bell-ringer, an old man in a battered hat, halted on the outskirts of the throng.

One or other of those damsels is sure to invent some grave question to discuss with him, laughed Miss Deveen. Perhaps Betty Smith has been breaking out again. She gives more trouble, with her alternate repentings and her lapsings to the tap-room, than all the rest of the old women put together.

Presently the group dispersed; some going one way, some another. Young Chisholm walked off at a smart pace, as if he meant to make a round of morning calls; the elder curate and Miss Cattledon crossed the road together.

His way home lies past our house, remarked Miss Deveen, so that he often does cross the road with her. He lives at Mrs. Topcrofts.

Mrs. Topcrofts! What a curious name.

So it is, Johnny. But she is a curiously good woman  in my opinion; worth her weight in gold. Those young ladies yonder turn up their noses at her, calling her a lodging-letter. They are jealous; thats the truth; jealous of her daughter, Emma Topcroft. Cattledon, I know, thinks the young girl the one chief rival to be feared.



Mr. Lake passed the garden with a bow, raising his hat to Miss Deveen; and Cattledon came in.

I went off, as quick as an omnibus could take me, to the Tavistock, being rather behind time, and preparing for a blowing-up from Mr. Brandon in consequence.

Are you Mr. Ludlow, sir? asked the waiter.

Yes.

Then Mr. Brandon left word that he was going down to Lincolns Inn, sir; and if he is not back here at one oclock precisely, I was to say that you neednt come down again till to-morrow morning at ten.

I went into the Strand, and amused myself with looking at the shops, getting back to the hotel a few minutes after one. No; Mr. Brandon had not come in. All I could do was to leave Miss Deveens note of invitation to dine with her  that day, or any other day that might be more convenient, or every day  and tell the man to be sure to give it him.

Then I went into the National Gallery, after getting some Bath buns at a pastrycooks. It was between five and six when I returned to Miss Deveens. Her carriage had just driven up; she and Cattledon were alighting from it.

I have a little commission to do yet at one of the shops in the neighbourhood, and I may as well go about it now, remarked Miss Deveen. Will you go with me, Johnny?

Of course I said I would go; and Miss Cattledon was sent indoors to fetch a small paper parcel that lay on the table in the blue room.

It contains the patterns of some sewing silks that I want to get, she added to me, as we stood waiting on the door-steps. If  

At that moment, out burst the ting-tang. Miss Deveen suddenly broke off what she was saying, and turned to look at the church.

Do they have service at this hour? I asked.

Hush, Johnny! That bell is not going for service. Some one must be dead.

In truth, I heard that, even as she spoke. Three times three it struck out, followed by the sharp, quick strokes.

Thats the passing-bell! exclaimed Cattledon, coming quickly from the hall with the little packet in her hand. Who can be dead? It hardly rings out once in a year.



For, it appeared, the bell at St. Matthews did not in general toll for the dead: was not expected to do so. Our bell at Church Dykely rang for any one who could pay for it.

Waiting there on the steps, we saw Mr. Lake coming from the direction of the church. Miss Deveen walked down the broad path of her small front-garden, and stood at the gate to wait for him.

Who is it? she asked.

Oh, it is a grievous thing! he cried, in answer, his gentle face pale, his blue eyes suppressing their tears. It is no other than my dear Rector; my many years friend!

The Rector! gasped Miss Deveen.

Indeed it is. The complaint he suffered from has increased its symptoms lately, but no one thought of attaching to them the slightest danger. At two oclock to-day he sent for me, saying he felt very ill. I found him so when I got there; ill, and troubled. He had taken a turn for the worse; and death  death, added Mr. Lake, pausing to command his voice, was coming on rapidly.

Miss Deveen had turned as white as her point-lace collar.

He was troubled, you say? she asked.

In such a case as this  meeting death face to face unexpectedly  it is hardly possible not to be troubled, however truly we may have lived in preparation for it, answered the sad, soft voice of the curate. Mr. Selwyns chief perplexity lay in the fact that he had not settled his worldly affairs.

Do you mean, not made his will?

Just so, nodded Mr. Lake; he had meant to do so, he said to me, but had put it off from time to time. We got a lawyer in, and it was soon done; and  and  I stayed on with him afterwards to the end.

Oh dear, it is a piteous tale, sighed Miss Deveen. And his wife and daughters are away!

They went to Oxford last Saturday for a week; and the two sons are there, as you know. No one thought seriously of his illness. Even this morning, when I called upon him after breakfast, though he said he was not feeling well, and did not look well, such a thing as danger never occurred to me. And now he is dead!



Never did a parsons death cause such a stir in a parish as poor Mr. Selwyns did in this. A lively commotion set in. People flew about to one anothers houses like chips in a gale of wind. Not only was the sorrow to himself to be discussed, but the uncertainty as to what would happen now. Some six months previously a church not far off, St. Peters, which had rejoiced in three energetic curates, and as many daily services, suddenly changed its incumbent; the new one proved to be an elderly man with wife and children, who did all the duty himself, and cut off the curates and the week-day prayers. What if the like calamity should happen to St. Matthews!

I was away most of the following day with Mr. Brandon, so was not in the thick of it, but the loss was made up for in the evening.

Of course it is impossible to say who will get the living, cried Mrs. Jonas, one of the two widows already mentioned, who had been dining with Miss Deveen. I know who ought to  and that is our dear Mr. Lake.

Oughts dont go for much in this world, growled Dr. Galliard, a sterling man, in spite of his gruffness. He had recently brought Cattledon out of a bilious attack, and ran in this evening to see whether the cure lasted. They go for nothing in the matter of Church patronage, continued he. If Lake had his deserts, hed be made incumbent of this living to-morrow: but he is as likely to get it as I am to get the Lord Chancellors seals.

Who would have done as Mr. Lake has done  given himself up solely and wholly to the duties of the church and the poor, for more years than I can count? contended Mrs. Jonas, who was rich and positive, and wore this evening a black gauze dress, set off with purple grapes, and a spray of purple grapes in her black hair. I say the living is due to him, and the Lord Chancellor ought to present him with it.

Dr. Galliard gave a short laugh. He was a widower, and immensely popular, nearly as much so as Mr. Lake. Did you ever know a curate succeed to a living under the circumstances? he demanded. The Lord Chancellor has enough friends of his own, waiting to snap up anything that falls; be sure of that, Mrs. Jonas.

Some dean will get it, I shouldnt wonder, cried Cattledon. For at this time we were in the prime old days when a Church dignitary might hold half-a-dozen snug things, if he could drop into them.



Just so; a dean or some other luminary, nodded the doctor. It is the province of great divines to shine like lights in the world, and of curates to toil on in obscurity. Well  God sees all things: and what is wrong in this world may be set right in the next.

You speak of the Lord Chancellor, quietly put in Miss Deveen: the living is not in his gift.

Never said it was  was speaking generally, returned the doctor. The patron of the living is some other great man, nobleman, or what not, living down in the country.

In Staffordshire, I think, said Miss Deveen, with hesitation, not being sure of her memory. He is a baronet, I believe; but I forget his name.

All the same, maam: theres no more chance for poor Lake with him than with the Lord Chancellor, returned Dr. Galliard. Private patrons are worse beset, when a piece of preferment falls in, than even public ones.

Suppose the parish were to get up a petition, setting forth Mr. Lakes merits and claims, and present it to the patron? suggested Mrs. Jonas. Not, I dare say, that it would be of much use.

Not the slightest use; you may rely upon that, spoke the doctor, in his decisive way. Lakes best chance is to get taken on by the new man, and stand out for a higher salary.

Certainly it seemed to be his best and only chance of getting any good out of the matter. But it was just as likely he would be turned adrift.

The next day we met Mrs. Jonas in the Kings Road. She had rather a down look as she accosted Miss Deveen.

No one seems willing to bestir themselves about a petition; they say it is so very hopeless. And theres a rumour abroad that the living is already given away.

To whom is it given? asked Miss Deveen.

Well, not to a Very Reverend Dean, as Miss Cattledon suggested last night, but to some one as bad  or good: one of the Canons of St. Pauls. I dare say its true. How hard it is on Mr. Lake! How hard it must seem to him!

He may stay here as curate, then.

Never you expect that, contended Mrs. Jonas, her face reddening with her zeal. These cathedral luminaries have invariably lots of their own circle to provide for.



Do you not think it will seem hard on Mr. Lake? I said to Miss Deveen, as we left the little widow, and walked on.

I do, Johnny Ludlow. I do think he ought to have it; that in right and justice no one has so great a claim to it as he, she impressively answered. But, as Dr. Galliard says, oughts go for nothing in Church patronage. William Lake is a good, earnest, intellectual man; he has grown grey in the service of the parish, and yet, now that the living is vacant, he has no more chance of it than that silly young Chisholm has  not half as much, I dare say, if the young fellow were only in priests orders. It is but a common case: scores of curates who have to work on, neglected, to their lives end could testify to it. Here we are, Johnny. This is Mrs. Topcrofts.

Knocking at the house-door  a small house standing ever so far back from the road  we were shown by a young servant into a pleasant parlour. Emma Topcroft, a merry, bright, laughing girl, of eighteen or nineteen, sat there at work with silks and black velvet. If I had the choice given me between her and Miss Cattledon, thought I, as Mr. Lake seems to have, I know which of the two I should choose.

Mamma is making a rice-pudding in the kitchen, she said, spreading her work out on the table for Miss Deveen to see.

You are doing it very nicely, Emma. And I have brought you the fresh silks. I could not get them before: they had to send the patterns into town. Is the other screen begun?

Oh yes; and half done, answered Emma, briskly, as she opened the drawer of a-work-table, and began unfolding another square of velvet from its tissue paper. I do the sober colours in both screens first, and leave the bright ones till last. Heres the mother.

Mrs. Topcroft came in, turning down her sleeves at the wrist; a little woman, quite elderly. I liked her the moment I saw her. She was homely and motherly, with the voice and manners of a lady.

I came to bring Emma the silks, and to see how the work was getting on, said Miss Deveen as she shook hands. And what a grievous thing this is about Mr. Selwyn!

Mrs. Topcroft lifted her hands pityingly. It has made Mr. Lake quite ill, she answered; I can see it. And  dropping her voice they say there will be little, or nothing, for Mrs. Selwyn and the children.



Yes, there will; though perhaps not much, corrected Miss Deveen. Mrs. Selwyn has two hundred a-year of her own. I happen to know it.

I am very thankful to hear that: we were fearing the worst. I wonder, added Mrs. Topcroft, if this will take Mr. Lake from us?

Probably. We cannot tell yet. People are saying he ought to have the living if it went by merit: but theres not any hope of that.

Not any, acquiesced Mrs. Topcroft, shaking her head. It does seem unjust: that a clergyman should wear out all his best days toiling for a church, and be passed over at last as not worth a consideration.

It is the way of the world.

No one knows his worth, went on Mrs. Topcroft, So patient, so good, so self-denying; and so anxious for the poor and sick, and for all the ill-doers who seem to be going wrong. I dont believe there are many men in this world so good as he. All he can scrape and save out of his narrow income he gives away, denying himself necessaries to be able to do it: Mr. Selwyn, you know, has given nothing. It has been said he grudged even the communion money.

That was Mrs. Topcrofts report of Mr. Lake; and she ought to know. He had boarded with her long enough. He had the bedroom over the best parlour; and the little den of a back-parlour was given over to his own use, in which he saw his parishioners and wrote his sermons.

They come from the same village in the West of England, said Miss Deveen to me as we walked homewards. Mr. Lakes father was curate of the place, and Mrs. Topcrofts people are the doctors: her brothers are in practice there now. When she was left a widow upon a very slender income, and settled down in this little house, Mr. Lake came to board with her. He pays a guinea a-week only; but Mrs. Topcroft has told me that it pays her amply, and she could not have got along without it. The housekeeping is, of necessity, economical: and that suits the pocket on both sides.

I like Mrs. Topcroft. And she seems quite a lady, though she is poor.

She is quite a lady, Johnny. Her husband was a civil engineer, very clever: but for his early death he might have become as renowned as his master, Sir John Rennie. The son; he is several years older than Emma; is in the same profession, steady and diligent, and he gains a fair salary now, which of course helps his mother. He is at home night and morning.

Do you suppose that Mr. Lake thinks of Emma?

Miss Deveen laughed  as if the matter were a standing joke in her mind. I do not suppose it, Johnny. I never saw the smallest cause to lead me to suppose it: she is too much of a child. Such a thing never would have been thought of but for the jealous suspicions of the parish  I mean of course our young ladies in it. Because Emma Topcroft is a nice-looking and attractive girl, and because Mr. Lake lives in her companionship, these young women must needs get up the notion. And they despise the Topcrofts accordingly, and turn the cold shoulder on them.

It had struck me that Emma Topcroft must be doing those screens for Miss Deveen. I asked her.

She is doing them for me in one sense, Johnny, was the answer. Being an individual of note, you see  and Miss Deveen laughed again that is, my income being known to be a good one, and being magnified by the public into something fabulous, I have to pay the penalty of greatness. Hardly a week passes but I am solicited to become the patroness of some bazaar, not to speak of other charities, or at least to contribute articles for sale. So I buy materials and get Emma Topcroft to convert them into nicknacks. Working flowers upon velvet for banner-screens, as she is doing now; or painting flowers upon cardboard for baskets or boxes, which she does nicely, and various other things. Two ends are thus served: Emma makes a pretty little income, nearly enough for her clothes, and the bazaars get the work when it is finished, and sell it for their own benefit.

It is very good of you, Miss Deveen.

Good! Nay, dont say that, Johnny, she continued, in a reproving tone. Those whom Heaven has blessed with ample means must remember that they will have to render an account of their stewardship. Trifles, such as these, are but odds and ends, not to be thought of, beside what I ought to do  and try to do.

That same evening Mr. Lake came in, unexpectedly. He called to say that the funeral was fixed for Saturday, and that a portion of the burial-service would be read in the church here, before starting for the cemetery: Mrs. Selwyn wished it so.

I hear that the parish began to indulge a hope that you would be allowed to succeed Mr. Selwyn, Miss Deveen observed to him as he was leaving; but  

I! he exclaimed, interrupting her in genuine surprise, a transient flush rising to his face. What, succeed to the living! How could any one think of such a thing for a moment? Why, Miss Deveen, I do not possess any interest: not the slightest in the world. I do not even know Sir Robert Tenby. It is not likely that he has ever heard my name.

Sir Robert Tenby! I cried, pricking up my ears. Is Sir Robert Tenby the patron?

Yes. His seat is in Worcestershire?

Do you know him, Johnny? asked Miss Deveen.

A little; not much. Bellwood is near Crabb Cot. I used often to see his wife when she was Anne Lewis: we were great friends. She was a very nice girl.

A girl, Johnny! Is she younger than he is?

Young enough to be his daughter.

But I was about to say, added Miss Deveen to the curate, that I fear there can be no chance for you, if this report, that the living is already given away, be correct. I wish it had been otherwise.

There could be no chance for me in any case, dear Miss Deveen; theres no chance for any one so unknown and obscure as I am, he returned, suppressing a sigh as he shook her hand. Thank you all the same for your kind wishes.

How long I lay awake that night I dont care to recall. An extraordinary idea had taken possession of me. If some one would only tell Sir Robert Tenby of the merits of this good man, he might be so impressed as to give him the living. We were not sure about the Canon of St. Pauls: he might be a myth, as far as our church went.

Yes, these ideas were all very well; but who would presume to do it? The mice, you know, wanted to bell the cat, but none of them could be got to undertake the task.

Down I went in the morning to Mr. Brandon as soon as breakfast was over. I found him in his sitting-room at his breakfast: dry toast, and tea without milk; a yellow silk handkerchief thrown cornerwise over his head, and his face looking green. He had a bilious attack coming on, he said, and thought he had taken a slight cold.

Now I dont want to disparage Mr. Brandons merits. In some things he was as good as gold. But when he fell into these fanciful attacks he was not practically worth a rush. It was hardly a propitious moment for the scheme I had in my head; but, unfortunately, there was no time to lose: I must speak then, or not at all. Down I sat, and told my tale. Old Brandon, sipping his tea by spoonfuls, listened, and stared at me with his little eyes.

And you have been getting up in your brain the Utopian scheme that Sir Robert Tenby would put this curate into the living! and want me to propose it to him! Is that what you mean, young man?

Yes, sir. Sir Robert would listen to you. You are friendly with him, and he is in town. Wont you, please, do it?

Not if I know it, Johnny Ludlow. Solicit Robert Tenby to give the living to a man I never heard of: a man I know nothing about! What notions you pick up!

Mr. Lake is so good and so painstaking, I urged. He has been working all these years  

You have said all that before, interrupted old Brandon, shifting the silk handkerchief on his head more to one side. I cant answer for it, you know. And, if I could, I should not consider myself justified in troubling Sir Robert.

What I thought was this, sir: that, if he got to know all Mr. Lake is, he might be glad to give him the living: glad of an opportunity to do a good and kind act. I did not think of your asking him to give the living; only to tell him of Mr. Lake, and what he has done, and been. He lives only in Upper Brook Street. It would not be far for you to go, sir.

I should not go if he lived here at the next door, Johnny Ludlow: should not be justified in going on such an errand. Go yourself.

I dont like to, sir.

He wouldnt eat you; hed only laugh at you. Robert Tenby would excuse in a silly lad what he might deem impertinence from me. There, Johnny; let it end.

And there it had to end. When old Brandon took up an idea he was hard as adamant.

I stood at the hotel door, wishing I could screw up courage to call at Sir Roberts, but shrinking from it terribly. Then I thought of poor Mr. Lake, and that there was no one else to tell about him; and at last I started, for Upper Brook Street.

Is Lady Tenby at home? I asked, when I got to the door.

Yes, sir. And the man showed me into a room where Lady Tenby sat, teaching her little boy to walk.

She was just the same kind and simple-mannered woman that she had been as Anne Lewis. Putting both her hands into mine, she said how glad she was to see me in London, and held out the child to be kissed. I explained my errand, and my unwillingness to come; saying I could venture to tell her all about it better than I could tell Sir Robert.

She laughed merrily. He is not any more formidable than I am, Johnny; he is not the least bit so in the world. You shall see whether he is  opening the door of the next room. Robert, she called out in glee, Johnny Ludlow is here, and is saying you are an ogre. He wants to tell you something, and cant pluck up courage to do it.

Sir Robert Tenby came in, the Times in his hand, and a smile on his face: the same kind, rugged, homely face that I knew well. He shook hands with me, asking if I wanted his interest to be made prime-minister.

And somehow, what with their kindness and their thorough, cordial homeliness, I lost my fears. In two minutes I had plunged into the tale, Sir Robert sitting near me with his elbow on the table, and Anne beside him, her quiet baby on her knee.

I thought it so great a pity, sir, that you should not hear about Mr. Lake: how hard he has worked for years, and what a good and self-denying man he is, I concluded at last, after telling what Miss Deveen thought of him, and what Mrs. Topcroft said. Not, of course, that I could presume to suggest such a thing, sir, as that you should bestow upon him the living  only to let you know there was a man so deserving, if  if it was not given already. It is said in the parish that the living is given.

Is this Mr. Lake a good preacher? asked Sir Robert, when I paused.

They say he is one of the best and most earnest of preachers, sir. I have not heard him; Mr. Selwyn generally preached.

Does he know of your application to me?



Why, no, Sir Robert, of course not! I could not have had the face to tell any one I as much as wished to make it. Except Mr. Brandon. I spoke to him because I wanted him to come instead of me.

Sir Robert smiled. And he would not come, I suppose?

Oh dear, no: he asked me whether I thought we lived in Utopia. He said I might come if I chose  that what would be only laughed at in a silly boy like me, might be deemed impertinence in him.

The interview came to an end. Anne said she hoped I should dine with them while I was in town  and Mr. Brandon also, Sir Robert added; and with that I came out. Came out just as wise as I had gone in; for never a word of hope did Sir Robert give. For all he intimated to the contrary, the living might be already in the hands of the Canon of St. Pauls.

Two events happened the next day, Saturday. The funeral of the Rector, and the departure of Miss Cattledon for Chelmsford, in Essex. An aunt of hers who lived there was taken dangerously ill, and sent for her by telegram. Mr. Brandon came up to dine with us in the evening  But thats neither here nor there.



I sat in Miss Deveens pew at church with herself on the Sunday morning; she wore black silk out of respect to the late Rector. Mr. Lake and the young deacon, who had a luxuriant crop of yellow hair, had put on black gloves. The church was full; all the world and his wife seemed to have come to it; and the parsons surplices stood on end with starch.

Mr. Lake was in the reading-desk; it caused, I think, some surprise  could that yellow-haired nonentity of a young dandy be going to preach? He stood at the communion-table, looking interesting, and evidently suffering from a frightful cold: which cold, as we found later, was the reason that Mr. Lake took nearly all the service himself.

What a contrast they were! The simpering, empty-faced young deacon, who was tall and slender as a lamp-post, and had really not much more brains than one; and the thoughtful, earnest, middle-aged priest, with the sad look on his gentle face. Nothing could be more impressive than his reading of the prayers; they were prayed, not read: and his voice was one of those persuasive, musical voices you dont often hear. If Sir Robert Tenby could but hear this reading! I sighed, as Mr. Lake went through the Litany.

Hardly had the thought crossed my mind, when some commotion in the church caused most of us to turn round: a lady was fainting. But for that, I might never have seen what I did see. In the next pew, right behind ours, sat Sir Robert and Lady Tenby. So surprised was I that I could not for the moment believe my eyes, and simply stared at them. Anne caught the look, and smiled at me.

Was it a good omen? I took it to be one. If Sir Robert had no thought of Mr. Lake, or if the living was already given to that canon, why should he have come all this way to hear him? I recalled the Sunday, years ago now, when Sir Robert had sat in his own pew at Timberdale, listening attentively to Herbert Tanertons reading and preaching, deliberating within his mind  I know I thought so then  whether he should bestow upon him the living of Timberdale, or not; whether Herbert was worthy of it. Sir Robert did give it to him: and I somehow took it for an earnest that he might give this one to Mr. Lake.

Meanwhile Mr. Lake ascended the pulpit-stairs in his black gown, and began his sermon: supremely unconscious that the patron of the church was just in front of him, looking and listening. No one present knew Sir Robert and Lady Tenby.

You should have heard that sermon: all its earnest eloquence, its sound piety, its practical application, and its quiet, impressive delivery. It was not exactly a funeral sermon; but when he spoke of the late Rector, who had been so unexpectedly taken away, and whose place in this world could know him no more, hardly a dry eye was in the church: and if he himself had not once or twice paused to call up his equanimity, his own eyes would not have been dry, either. I was glad Sir Robert heard it. It was a sermon to be remembered for all time.

Miss Deveen waited in her pew until the people had mostly gone; she did not like being in a crowd. The Tenbys waited also. In the porch Anne put her hand upon my arm, speaking in a whisper.

That is Miss Deveen, I suppose, Johnny? What a nice face she has! What a fine, handsome woman she is! How good she looks!

She is good; very. I wish I might introduce her to you.



Thats just what I was going to ask you to do, Johnny. My husband would like to speak with her.

I did it outside in the churchyard. After speaking together for a minute or two, Miss Deveen invited them to step into her house, pointing to it that they might see it was close by. Sir Robert walked on by her side, I behind with Anne. An open carriage was pacing in the road, the servants wearing the Tenby livery: people turned to look at it, wondering whose grand carriage it was. As we went slowly onwards Mr. Lake overtook us. He did not stop, only lifted his hat to Miss Deveen in passing: but she arrested him to ask after Mrs. Selwyn.

Oh, she is very ill, very sad, he answered, in a tone as if the sorrow were his own. And at present I fear theres nothing for her but to bear; to bear as she best may: not yet can she open her heart to consolation.

Miss Deveen said no more, and he walked on. It struck me she had only stopped him that Sir Robert might see him face to face. Being a shrewd woman, it could not be but that she argued good from this unexpected visit. And she knew I had been to them.

They would not stay to take lunch; which was on the table when we went in. Anne said she must get home to her baby: not the young shaver I saw; a little girl a month or two old. Sir Robert spared a few minutes to shut himself up in the drawing-room with Miss Deveen; and then the carriage whirled them off.

I hope he was asking you about Mr. Lake? I said impulsively.

That is just what he was asking, Johnny, replied Miss Deveen. He came here this morning, intending to question me. He is very favourably impressed with William Lake; I can see that: and he said he had never heard a better sermon, rarely one as good.

I dare say that canon of St. Pauls is all an invention! Perhaps Mrs. Jonas went to sleep and dreamt it.

It is certainly not fact, laughed Miss Deveen. Sir Robert tells me he does not as much as know any one of the canons by sight.

He did not tell you he should give it to Mr. Lake?

No, Johnny: neither did he give me any grounds for supposing that he would. He is a very cautious man; I can see that; conscientiously wishing to do right, and act for the best. We must say nothing of this abroad, remember.



The Reverend William Lake sat down to his breakfast on Monday morning, as the clock was striking half-past nine. He had been called out to baptize a sick baby and pray by its dying mother. Pouring himself out a cup of tea, buttering his first slice of dry toast, and cracking his egg, for thats what his breakfast consisted of, he took up a letter lying on the table, which had come by the morning post. Opening it presently, he found it to contain a request from Sir Robert Tenby that he would call upon him that morning at eleven oclock, in Upper Brook Street.

Sir Robert Tenby cannot know of our daily service, thought the clergyman, after reading the note twice over, and wondering what he was wanted for; he having no knowledge of the tide of affairs: no more notion that Sir Robert had been at the church the previous day than that the man in the moon was there. I must ask Chisholm to take the service this morning.

Accordingly, his breakfast over, and a sprucer coat put on, he went to the deacons lodgings  handsome rooms in a good house. That young divine was just beginning breakfast, the table being laid with toasted ham and poached eggs, and potted meats, and hot, buttered muffins, and all kinds of nice things, presenting a contrast to the frugal one Mr. Lake had just got up from.

Took an extra snooze in bed to nurse myself, cried the young man, in half-apology for the lateness of the meal, as he poured out a frothing cup of chocolate. My cold?  oh, its better.

I am glad of that, said Sir. Lake. I want you to take the service this morning.

What, do it all!

If you will be so good. I have a note here from Sir Robert Tenby, asking me to call upon him at eleven oclock. I cant think what he wants.

Sir Robert Tenby? Thats the patron! Oh, I dare say its only to talk about the Selwyns; or to tell you to take the duty until some ones appointed to the living.

Ay, replied Mr. Lake. And he had no other thought, no idea of self-benefit, when he started off to walk to Upper Brook Street.

An hour later, seated in Sir Roberts library, enlightenment came to him. After talking with him for some time, questioning him of his Church views and principles, hearing somewhat of his past career and of what he had formerly done at Cambridge, to all of which he gave answers that were especially pleasing to the patrons ear, Sir Robert imparted to him the astounding fact that he  he!  was to be the new Rector.

William Lake sat, the picture of astonishment, wondering whether his ears were playing him false.

I! he exclaimed, scarcely above his breath. I never thought of myself. I can hardly believe  believe  pardon me, Sir Robert  is there no mistake?

No mistake so far as I am concerned, replied Sir Robert, suppressing a smile. I have heard of your many years services at St. Matthews, and of your worth. I do not think I could bestow it upon one who deserves it better than you  if as well. The living is yours, if you will accept it.

You are very kind, sir, gasped the curate, not in the least recovering his senses. May I presume to ask who it is that has been so kind as to speak of me?

The person from whom I first heard of you was young Johnny Ludlow, smiled Sir Robert. Mr. Johnny presented himself to me here last Friday, in a state of mental commotion, not having been able to get any one else to come, evidently thinking, though not saying, that I should commit an act of singular injustice if the living did not find its way to one who, by dint of his hard and earnest work, so richly deserved it.

The tears stood in William Lakes eyes. I can only thank you, sir, truly and fervently. I have no other means of testifying my gratitude  save by striving ever to do my duty untiringly, under my Lord and Master.

I am sure you will do it, spoke Sir Robert, impulsively  and he was not a man of impulse in general. You are not a married man, I believe?

A faint red light came into the curates cheeks. I have not had the means to marry, Sir Robert. It has seemed to me, until this morning, that I never should have them.

Well, you can marry now, was the laughing rejoinder; I dare say you will. And the faint light deepened to scarlet, as the curate heard it.

Shall you give him the living, Robert? asked Anne, when Mr. Lake had departed.

Yes, love.

II.

When lawyers get a case into their hands, no living conjurer can divine when their clients will get it out again. The hardest problem in Euclid was never more difficult to solve than that. Mr. Brandon came up to town on the Monday morning, bringing me with him; he thought we might be detained a few days, a week at the utmost; yet the second week was now passing, and nothing had been done; our business seemed to be no forwarder than it was at the beginning. The men of law in Lincolns Inn laid the blame on the conveyancers; the conveyancers laid it on the lawyers. Any way, the upshot was the same  we were kept in London. The fact to myself was uncommonly pleasant, though it might be less so to Mr. Brandon.

The astounding news  that the Reverend William Lake was to have St. Matthews  and the return of Miss Cattledon from her visit to the sick lady at Chelmsford, rejoiced the ears and eyes of the parish on one and the same day. It was a Wednesday. Miss Cattledon got home in time for dinner, bringing word that her relative was better.

Has anything been heard about the living? she inquired, sitting, bonnet in hand, before going up to dress.

Miss Deveen shook her head. In point of fact, we had heard nothing at all of Sir Robert Tenby or his intentions since Mr. Lakes interview with him, and she was not going to tell Cattledon of that, or of Sir Roberts visit on the Sunday.

But, as it appeared, the decision had been made public that afternoon, putting the whole parish into a ferment. Dinner was barely over when Dr. Galliard rushed in with the news.

Only think of it! he cried. Such a piece of justice was never heard of before. Poor Lake has not the smallest interest in the world; and how Sir Robert Tenby came to pick him out is just a marvel. Such a stir it is causing! Its said  I dont know with what truth  that he came up here on Sunday morning to hear Lake preach. Mrs. Herriker saw a fine barouche draw up, high-stepping horses and powdered servants; a lady and gentleman got out of it and entered the church. It is thought now they might have been Sir Robert and Lady Tenby.

I shouldnt wonder but they were, remarked Miss Deveen.

Has Mr. Lake really had the living given to him? questioned Cattledon, her eyes open with surprise, her thin throat and waist all in a tremor, and unable to touch another strawberry.

Really and truly, replied the doctor. Chisholm tells me he has just seen the letter appointing him to it.

Dear me! cried Cattledon, quite faintly. Dear me! How very thankful we all ought to be  for Mr. Lakes sake.

I dare say he is thankful, returned the doctor, swallowing down the rest of his glass of wine, and preparing to leave. Thank you, no, Miss Deveen; I cant stay longer: I have one or two sick patients on my hands to-night, and must go to them  and I promised Mrs. Selwyn to look in upon her. Poor thing! this terrible loss has made her really ill. By-the-by, he added, turning round on his way from the room, have you heard that she has decided upon her plans, and thinks of leaving shortly?

No  has she? returned Miss Deveen.

Best thing for her, too  to be up and doing. She has the chance of taking to a little boys preparatory school at Brighton; small and select, as the advertisements have it. Some relative of hers has kept it hitherto, has made money by it, and is retiring  

Will Mrs. Selwyn like that  to be a schoolmistress? interrupted Cattledon, craning her neck.

Rather than vegetate upon her small pittance, returned the doctor briskly. She is an active, capable woman; has all her senses about her. Better teach little boys, and live and dress well, than enjoy a solitary joint of meat once a-week and a turned gown once a-year  eh, Johnny Ludlow?

He caught up his hat, and went out in a bustle. I laughed. Miss Deveen nodded approvingly; not at my laugh, but at Mrs. Selwyns resolution.

The stir abroad might have been pretty brisk that evening; we had Dr. Galliards word for it: it could have been nothing to what set in the next day. The poor, meek curate  who, however good he might have been to run after, could hardly have been looked upon as an eligible, bonâ-fide prospect  suddenly converted into a rich Rector: six hundred a-year and a parsonage to flourish in! All the ladies, elder and younger, went into a delightful waking-sleep and dreamed dreams.

Such a mercy! was the cry; such a mercy! We might have had some dreadful old drony man here, who does not believe in daily services, and wears a wig on his bald head. Now Mr. Lake, though his hair is getting a little grey, has a most luxuriant and curly crop of it. Beautiful whiskers too.

It was little Daisy Dutton said that, meeting us in the Park road; she was too young and frivolous to know better. Miss Deveen shook her head at her, and Daisy ran on with a laugh. We were on our way to Mrs. Topcrofts, some hitch having arisen about the frames for Emmas screens.

Emma was out, however; and Mrs. Topcroft came forward with tears in her eyes.

I can hardly help crying since I heard it, she said, taking her handkerchief out of the pocket of her black silk apron. It must be such a reward to him after his years of work  and to have come so unsought  so unexpectedly! I am sure Sir Robert Tenby must be a good man.

I think he is one, said Miss Deveen.

Mr. Lake deserves his recompense, went on Mrs. Topcroft. No one can know it as I do. Poor Mr. Selwyn knew  but he is gone. I think Gods hand must have been in this, she reverently added. These good and earnest ministers deserve to be placed in power for the sake of those over whom they have charge. I have nothing to say against Mr. Selwyn, but I am sure the parish will find a blessing in Mr. Lake.

You will lose him, remarked Miss Deveen.

Yes, and I am sorry for it; but I should be selfish indeed to think of that. About the screens, continued Mrs. Topcroft; perhaps you would like to see them  I am sorry Emma is out. One, I know, is finished.

Not being especially interested in the screens, I stepped into the garden, and so strolled round to the back of the house. In the little den of a room, close to the open window, sat Mr. Lake writing. He stood up when he saw me and held out his hand.

It is, I believe, to you that I am indebted for the gift bestowed upon me, he said in a low tone of emotion, as he clasped my hand, and a wave of feeling swept over his face. How came you to think of me  to be so kind? I cannot thank you as I ought.

Oh, its nothing; indeed, I did nothing  so to say, I stammered, quite taken aback. I heard people say what a pity it was you stood no chance of the living, after working so hard in it all these years; so, as I knew Sir Robert, and knew very well Lady Tenby, I thought it would do no harm if I just told them of it.

And it has borne fruit. And very grateful I am: to you, and to Sir Robert  and to One who holds all things, great and small, in His hands. Do you know, he added, smiling at me and changing his tone to a lighter one, it seems to me nothing less than a romance.

This was Thursday. The next day Mr. Lake paid a visit to the bishop  perhaps to go through some formality connected with his appointment, but I dont know  and on the following Sunday morning he read himself in. No mistake about his being the Rector, after that. It was a lovely day, and Mr. Brandon came up in time for service. After he knew all about it  that I had actually gone to Sir Robert, and that Mr. Lake had the living  he asked me five or six hundred questions, as though he were interested, and now he had come up to hear him preach.

You should have seen how crowded the church was. The ladies were in full force and flutter. Cattledon got herself up in a new bonnet; some of them had new rigging altogether. Each individual damsel looked upon the Rector as her especial prize, sure to be her own. Mr. Lake did every scrap of the duty himself, including the reading of the articles; that delightful young deacons cold had taken a turn for the worse, through going to a water-party, and he simply couldnt hear himself speak. Poor Mrs. Selwyn and her daughter sat in their pew to-day, sad as the crape robes they wore.

Did you ever feel nervous when some one belonging to you is going to preach  lest he should not come up to expectation, or break down, or anything of that sort? Mr. Lake did not belong to me, but a nervous feeling came over me as he went into the pulpit. For Mr. Brandon was there with his critical ears. I had boasted to him of Mr. Lakes preaching; and felt sensitively anxious that it should not fall short.

I need not have feared. It was a very short sermon, the services had been so long, but wonderfully beautiful. You might have heard a pin drop in the church, and old Brandon himself never stirred hand or foot. At the end of the pew sat he, I next to him; his eyes fixed on the preacher, his attitude that of one who is absorbed in what he hears. Just a few words Mr. Lake spoke of himself, of the new relation between himself and his hearers; very quiet, modest words hearing the ring of truth and good-fellowship.

That man would do his duty in whatever position of life he might be placed, pronounced old Brandon, as we got out. Robert Tenbys choice has been a good and wise one.

Thanks to Johnny Ludlow, here, said Miss Deveen, laughing.

I dont say but what Johnny Ludlow has his head on his shoulders the right way. He means to do well always, I believe; and does do it sometimes.

Which I am sure was wonderful praise, conceded by old Brandon, calling to my face no end of a colour. And, if youll believe me, he put his arm within mine; a thing he had never done before; and walked so across the churchyard.

The next week was a busy one. What with Mrs. Selwyns preparations for going away, and what with the commotion caused by the new state of things, the parish had plenty on its hands. Mr. Lake had begged Mrs. Selwyn not to quit the Rectory until it should be quite and entirely convenient to her; if he got into it six or twelve months hence, he kindly urged, it would be time enough for him. But Mrs. Selwyn, while thanking him for his consideration, knowing how earnestly he meant it, showed him that she was obliged to go. She had taken to the school at Brighton, and had to enter upon it as speedily as might be. A few days afterwards she had vacated the Rectory, and her furniture was packed into vans to be carried away. Some women went into the empty house to clean it down; that it might be made ready for its new tenant. Poor Mr. Selwyn had repaired and decorated the house only the previous year, little thinking his tenure of it would be so short.

Then began the fun. The polite attentions to Mr. Lake, as curate, had been remarkable; to Mr. Lake, as Rector, they were unique. Mrs. Topcrofts door was besieged with notes and parcels. The notes contained invitations to teas and dinners, the parcels small offerings to himself. A person about to set up housekeeping naturally wants all kinds of articles; and the ladies of St. Matthews were eager to supply contributions. Slippers fell to a discount, purses and silk watch-guards ditto. More useful things replaced them. Ornamental baskets for the mantelpiece, little match-boxes done in various devices, card-racks hastily painted, serviette rings composed of coloured beads, pincushions and scent-mats for the dressing-table, with lots more things that I cant remember. These were all got up on the spur of the moment; more elaborate presents, that might take weeks to complete, were put in hand. In vain Mr. Lake entreated them not to do these things; not to send anything; not to trouble themselves about him, assuring them it made him most uncomfortable; that he preferred not to receive presents of any kind: and he said it so emphatically, they might see he was in earnest. All the same. He might as well have talked to the moon. The ladies laughed, and worked on.

Mrs. Topcroft, I think you had better refuse to take the parcels in, he said to her one day, when a huge packet had arrived, which proved to be a market-basket, sent conjointly by three old maiden sisters. I dont wish to be rude, or do anything that would hurt kind peoples feelings: but, upon my word, I should like to send all the things back again with thanks.

They would put them into the empty Rectory if I did not take them in, returned Mrs. Topcroft. The only way to stop it is to talk to the ladies yourself. Senseless girls!

Mr. Lake did talk  as well, and as impressively as he knew how. It made not the slightest impression; and the small presents flocked in as before. Mrs. Jonas did not brew a blessed great jug of camomile-tea, as did one of the admirers of Mr. Weller, the elder; but she did brew some ginger-cordial, from a valued receipt of her late husband, the colonel, and sent it, corked up in two ornamental bottles, with her best regards. The other widow, Mrs. Herriker, was embroidering a magnificent table-cover, working against time.

We had the felicity of tasting the ginger-cordial. Mrs. Jonas gave a small at home, and brought out a bottle of it as we were leaving. Cattledon sniffed at her liqueur-glass surreptitiously before drinking it.

The chief ingredient in that stuff is rum, she avowed to me as we walked home, stretching up her neck in displeasure. Pine-apple rum! My nose could not be mistaken.

The cordial was very good, I answered. Rums not a bad thing, Miss Cattledon.

Not at all bad, Johnny, laughed Miss Deveen. An old sailor-uncle of mine, who had been round the world and back again more times than he could count, looked upon it as the panacea for all earthly ills.



Any way, before I would lay myself out to catch Mr. Lake, as that widow woman does, and as some others are doing, I would hide my head for ever, retorted Cattledon. And, to give her her due, though she did look upon the parson as safe to fall to her own lot, she did not fish for him. No presents, large or small, went out from her hands.

That week we dined in Upper Brook Street. Miss Deveen, Mr. Brandon, the new Rector, and I; and two strange ladies whom we did not previously know. Mr. Brandon took Anne in to dinner; she put me on her left hand at table, and told me she and Sir Robert hoped I should often go to see them at Bellwood.

My husband has taken such a fancy to you, Johnny, she whispered. He does rather take likes and dislikes to people  just as I know you do. He says he took a great liking to me the first time he ever spoke to me. Do you remember it, Johnny?  you were present. We were kneeling in the parlour at Maythorn Bank. You were deep in that childs book of mine, Les contes de ma bonne, and I had those cuttings of plants, which I had brought from France, spread out on newspapers on the carpet, when Sir Robert came in at the glass-doors. That was the first time he spoke to me; but he had seen me at Timberdale Church the previous day. Papa and I and you walked over there: and a very hot day it was, I remember.

That Sir Robert should take a liking to you, Anne, was only a matter of course; other people have done the same, I said, calling her Anne unconsciously, my thoughts back in the past. But I dont understand why he should take a liking to me.

Dont you? she returned. I can tell you that he has taken it  a wonderful liking. Why, Johnny, if my little baby-girl were twenty years older, you would only need to ask and have her. Im not sure but hed offer her to you without asking.

We both laughed so, she and I, that Sir Robert looked down the table, inquiring what our mirth was. Anne answered that she would not forget to tell him later.

So mind, Johnny, that you come to Bellwood as often as you please whenever you are staying at Crabb Cot. Robert and I would both like it.

And perhaps I may as well mention here that, although the business which had brought Mr. Brandon to London was concluded, he did not go home. When that event would take place, or how long it would be, appeared to be hidden in the archives of the future. For a certain matter had arisen to detain him.

Mr. Brandon had a nephew in town, a young medical student, of whom you once heard him say that he was going to the bad. By what we learnt now, the young fellow appeared to have gone to it; and Mr. Brandons prolonged stay was connected with this.

I shall see you into a train at Paddington, Johnny, he said to me, and you must make your way home alone. For all I know, I may be kept here for weeks.

But Miss Deveen would not hear of this. Mr. Brandon remains on for his own business, Johnny, and you shall remain for my pleasure, she said to me in her warm manner. I had meant to ask Mr. Brandon to leave you behind him.

And that is how I was enabled to see the play played out between the ladies and the new Rector. I did wonder which of them would win the prize; I would not have betted upon Cattledon. It also caused me to see something of another play that was being played in London just then; not a comedy but a tragedy. A fatal tragedy, which I may tell of sometime.



All unexpectedly a most distressing rumour set in; and though none knew whence it arose, a conviction of its truth took the parish by storm. Mr. Lake was about to be married! Distressing it was, and no mistake: for each individual lady had good cause to know that she was not the chosen bride, being unpleasantly conscious that Mr. Lake had not asked her to be.

Green-eyed jealousy seized upon the community. They were ready to rend one anothers veils. The young ladies vowed it must be one or other of those two designing widows; Mrs. Jonas and Mrs. Herriker, on their parts, decided it was one of those minxes of girls. What with lady-like innuendos pitched at each other personally, and sharp hints levelled apparently at the air, all of which provoked retort, the true state of the case disclosed itself pretty clearly to the public  that neither widows nor maidens were being thought of by Mr. Lake.

And yet  that the parson had marriage in view seemed to be certain; the way in which he was furnishing his house proved it. No end of things were going into it  at least, if vigilant eyes might be believed  that could be of no use to a bachelor-parson. There must be a lady in the case  and Mr. Lake had not a sister.

With this apparent proof of what was in the wind, and with the conviction that not one of themselves had been solicited to share his hearth and home  as the widow Herriker poetically put it  the world was at a nonplus; though polite hostilities were not much less freely exchanged. Suddenly the general ill-feeling ceased. One and all metaphorically shook hands and made common cause together. A frightful conviction had set in  it must be Emma Topcroft.

Miss Cattledon was the first to scent the fox. Cattledon herself. She  but I had better tell it in order.

It was Monday morning, and we were at breakfast: Cattledon pouring out the coffee, and taking anxious glances upwards through the open window between whiles. What could be seen of the sky was blue enough, but clouds, some dark, some light, were passing rapidly over it.

Are you fearing it will rain, Miss Cattledon?

I am, Johnny Ludlow. I thought, she added, turning to Miss Deveen, of going after that chair this morning, if you have no objection, and do not want me.

Go by all means, returned Miss Deveen. It is time the chair went, Jemima, if it is to go at all. Take Johnny with you: he would like the expedition. As for myself, I have letters to write that will occupy me the whole morning.

Miss Cattledon wished to buy an easy-chair that would be comfortable for an aged invalid: her sick aunt at Chelmsford. But, as Miss Cattledons purse was not as large as her merits, she meant to get a second-hand chair: which are often just as good as new. Dr. Galliard, who knew all about invalid-chairs and everything else, advised her to go to a certain shop in Oxford Street, where they sold most kinds of furniture, old and new. So we agreed to go this same morning. Cattledon, however, would not miss the morning service; trust her for that.

It might do you no harm to attend for once, Johnny Ludlow.

Thus admonished, I went over with her, and reaped the benefit of the young deacons ministry. Mr. Lake did not make his appearance at all: quite an unusual omission. I dont think it pleased Cattledon.

We had better start at once, Johnny Ludlow, she said to me as we came out; and her tone might have turned the very sweetest of cream to curds and whey. Look at those clouds! I believe it is going to rain.

So we made our way to an omnibus, then on the point of starting, got in, and were set down at the shop in Oxford Street. Cattledon described what she wanted; and the young man invited us to walk upstairs.

Dodging our way dexterously through the things that crowded the shop, and up the narrow staircase, we reached a room that seemed, at first sight, big enough to hold half the furniture in London.

This way, maam, said the young man who had marshalled us up. Invalid-chairs, he called out, turning us over to another young man, who came forward  and shot downstairs again himself.

Cattledon picked her way in and out amidst the things, I following. Half-way down the room she stopped to admire a tall, inlaid cabinet, that looked very beautiful.

I never come to these places without longing to be rich, she whispered to me with a sigh, as she walked on. One of the pleasantest interludes in life, Johnny Ludlow, must be to have a good house to furnish and plenty of money to  Dear me!

The extreme surprise of the exclamation following the break off, caused me to look round. We were passing a side opening, or wing of the room; a wing that seemed to be filled with bedsteads and bedding. Critically examining one of the largest of these identical bedsteads stood the Reverend William Lake and Emma Topcroft.

So entranced was Cattledon that she never moved hand or foot, simply stood still and gazed. They, absorbed in their business, did not see us. The parson seemed to be trying the strength of the iron, shaking it with his hand; Emma was poking and patting at the mattress.

Good Heavens! faintly ejaculated Cattledon; and she looked as if about to faint.

The washhand-stands are round this way, and the chests of drawers also, was called out at this juncture from some unknown region, and I knew the voice to be Mrs. Topcrofts. You had better come if you have fixed upon the beds. The double stands look extremely convenient.

Cattledon turned back the way she had come, and stalked along, her head in the air. Straight down the stairs went she, without vouchsafing a word to the wondering attendant.

But, madam, is there not anything I can show you? he inquired, arresting her.

No, young man, not anything. I made a mistake in coming here.

The young man looked at the other young man down in the shop, and tapped his finger on his forehead suggestively. They thought her crazy.

Barefaced effrontery! I heard her ejaculate to herself: and I knew she did not allude to the young men. But never a word to me spoke she.

Peering about, on this side the street and on that, she espied another furniture shop, and went into it. Here she found the chair she wanted; paid for it, and gave directions for it to be sent to Chelmsford.

That what we had witnessed could have but one meaning  the speedy marriage of Mr. Lake with Emma Topcroft  Cattledon looked upon as a dead certainty. Had an astrologer who foretells the future come forth to read the story differently, Cattledon would have turned a deaf ear. Mrs. Jonas happened to be sitting with Miss Deveen when we arrived home; and Cattledon, in the fulness of her outraged heart, let out what she had seen. She had felt so sure of Mr. Lake!

Naturally, as Mrs. Jonas agreed, it could have but one meaning. She took it up accordingly, and hastened forth to tell it. Ere the sun went down, it was known from one end of the parish to the other that Emma Topcroft was to be Mrs. Lake.

A crafty, wicked hussy! cried a chorus of tongues. She, with that other woman, her mother, to teach her, has cast her spells over the poor weak man, and he has been unable to escape!

Of course it did seem like it. It continued to seem like it as the week went on. Never a day dawned but the parson and Emma went to town by an omnibus, looking at things in this mart, buying in that. It became known that they had chosen the carpets: Brussels for the sitting-rooms, colour green; drugget for the bed-chambers, Turkey pattern: Mrs. Jonas fished it out. How that impudent girl could have the face to go with him upon such errands, the parish could not understand. Its true Mrs. Topcroft always made one of the party, but what of that?



Could anything be done? Any means devised to arrest the heresy and save him from his dreadful fate? Sitting nose and knees together at one anothers houses, their cherished work all thrown aside, the ladies congregated daily to debate the question. They did not quite see their way clear to warning the parson that Emma was neither more nor less than a Mephistopheles in petticoats. They would have assured herself of the fact with the greatest pleasure had that been of any use. How sly he was, too  quite unworthy of his cloth! While making believe to be a poor man, he must have been putting by a nice nest-egg; else how could he buy all that furniture?

Soon another phase of the affair set in: one that puzzled them exceedingly. It came about through an ebullition of temper.

Mrs. Jonas had occasion to call upon the Rector one afternoon, concerning some trouble that turned up in the parish: she being a district visitor and presiding at the mothers meetings. Mr. Lake was not at home. Emma sat in the parlour alone stitching away at new table-cloths and sheets.

He and mamma went out together after dinner, said Emma, leaving her work to hand a chair to Mrs. Jonas. I should not wonder if they are gone to the house. The carpets were to be laid down to-day.

She looked full at Mrs. Jonas as she said it, never blushing, never faltering. What with the bold avowal, what with the sight of the sheets and the table-linen, and what with the wretched condition of affairs, the disappointment at heart, the discomfort altogether, Mrs. Jonas lost her temper.

How dare you stand there with a bold face and acknowledge such a thing to me, you unmaidenly girl? cried the widow, her anger bubbling over as she dashed away the offered chair. The mischief you are doing poor Mr. Lake is enough, without boasting of it.

Good gracious! exclaimed Emma, opening her eyes wide, and feeling more inclined to laugh than to cry, for her mood was ever sunny, what am I doing to him?

How Mrs. Jonas spoke out all that was in her mind, she could never afterwards recall. Emma Topcroft, gazing and listening, could not remain ignorant of her supposed fault now; and she burst into a fit of laughter. Mrs. Jonas longed to box her ears. She regarded it as the very incarnation of impudence.

Marry me! Me! Mr. Lake! My goodness!  what can have put such a thing into all your heads? cried Emma, in a rapture of mirth. Why, he is forty-five if hes a day! He wouldnt think of me: he couldnt. He came here when I was a little child: he does not look upon me as much else yet. Well, I never!

And the words came out in so impromptu a fashion, the surprise was so honestly genuine, that Mrs. Jonas saw there must be a mistake somewhere. She took the rejected chair then, her fears relieved, her tones softened, and began casting matters about in her mind; still not seeing any way out of them.

Is it your mother he is going to marry? cried she, the lame solution presenting itself to her thoughts, and speaking it out on the spur of the moment. It was Emmas turn to be vexed now.

Oh, Mrs. Jonas, how can you! she cried with spirit. My poor old mother! And somehow Mrs. Jonas felt humiliated, and bit her lips in vexation at having spoken at all.

He evidently is going to be married, she urged presently, returning to the charge.

He is not going to marry me, said Emma, threading her needle. Or to marry my mother either. I can say no more than that.

You have been going to London with him to choose some furniture: bedsteads, and carpets and things, contended Mrs. Jonas.

Mamma has gone with him to choose it all: Mr. Lake would have been finely taken in, with his inexperience. As to me, I wanted to go too, and they let me. They said it would be as well that young eyes should see as well as theirs, especially the colours of the carpets and the patterns of the crockery-ware.

What a misapprehension it has been! gasped Mrs. Jonas.

Quite so  if you mean about me, agreed Emma. I like Mr. Lake very much; I respect him above every one in the world; but for anything else  such a notion never entered my head: and I am sure it would not enter his.

Mrs. Jonas, bewildered, but intensely relieved, wished Emma good-afternoon civilly, and went away to enlighten the world. A reaction set in: hopes rose again to fever heat. If it was neither Emma Topcroft nor her mother, why, it must be somebody else, argued the ladies, old and young, and perhaps she was not chosen yet: and the next day they were running about the parish more than ever.



Seated in her drawing-room, in her own particular elbow-chair, in the twilight of the summers evening, was Miss Deveen. Near to her, telling a history, his voice low, his conscious face slightly flushed, sat the Rector of St. Matthews. The scent from the garden flowers came pleasantly in at the open window; the moon, high in the heavens, was tinting the trees with her silvery light. One might have taken them for two lovers, sitting there to exchange vows, and going in for romance.

Miss Deveen was at home alone. I was escorting that other estimable lady to a penny-reading in the adjoining district, St. Judes, at which the clergy of the neighbourhood were expected to gather in full force, including the Rector of St. Matthews. It was a special reading, sixpence admission, got up for the benefit of St. Judes vestry fire-stove, which wanted replacing with a new one. Our parish, including Cattledon, took up the cause with zeal, and would not have missed the reading for the world. We flocked to it in numbers.

Disappointment was in store for some of us, however, for the Rector of St. Matthews did not appear. He called, instead, on Miss Deveen, confessing that he had hoped to find her alone, and to get half-an-hours conversation with her: he had been wishing for it for some time, as he had a tale to tell.

It was a tale of love. Miss Deveen, listening to it in the soft twilight, could but admire the mans constancy of heart and his marvellous patience.

In the West of England, where he had been curate before coming to London, he had been very intimate with the Gibson family  the medical people of the place. The two brothers were in partnership, James and Edward Gibson. Their father had retired upon a bare competence, for village doctors dont often make fortunes, leaving the practice to these two sons. The rest of his sons and daughters were out in the world  Mrs. Topcroft was one of them. William Lakes father had been the incumbent of this parish, and the Lakes and the Gibsons were ever close friends. The incumbent died; another parson was appointed to the living; and subsequently William Lake became the new parsons curate, upon the enjoyable stipend of fifty pounds a-year. How ridiculously improvident it was of the curate and Emily Gibson to fall in love with one another, wisdom could testify. They did; and there was an end of it, and went in for all kinds of rose-coloured visions after the fashion of such-like poor mortals in this lower world. And when he was appointed to the curacy of St. Matthews in London, upon a whole one hundred pounds a-year, these two people thought Dame Fortune was opening her favours upon them. They plighted their troth solemnly, and exchanged broken sixpences.

Mr. Lake was thirty-one years of age then, and Emily was nineteen. He counted forty-five now, and she thirty-three. Thirty-three! Daisy Dutton would have tossed her little impertinent head, and classed Miss Gibson with the old ladies at the Alms Houses, who were verging on ninety.

Fourteen summers had drifted by since that troth-plighting; and the lovers had been living  well, not exactly upon hope, for hope seemed to have died out completely; and certainly not upon love, for they did not meet: better say, upon disappointment. Emily, the eldest daughter of the younger of the two brothers, was but one of several children, and her father had no fortune to give her. She kept the house, her mother being dead, and saw to the younger children, patiently training and teaching them. And any chance of brighter prospects appeared to be so very hopeless, that she had long ago ceased to look for it.

As to William Lake, coming up to London full of hope with his rise in life, he soon found realization not answer to expectation. He found that a hundred a-year in the metropolis, did not go so very much further than his fifty pounds went in the cheap and remote village. Whether he and Emily had indulged a hope of setting up housekeeping on the hundred a-year, they best knew; it might be good in theory, it was not to be accomplished in practice. Its true that money went further in those days than it goes in these; still, without taking into calculation future incidental expenses that marriage might bring in its train, they were not silly enough to risk it.

When William Lake had been five years at St. Matthews, and found he remained just as he was, making both ends meet upon the pay, and saw no prospect of being anywhere else to the end, or of gaining more, he wrote to release Emily from her engagement. The heartache at this was great on both sides, not to be got over lightly. Emily did not rebel; did not remonstrate. A sensible, good, self-enduring girl, she would not for the world have crossed him, or added to his care; if he thought it right that they should no longer be bound to one another, it was not for her to think differently. So the plighted troth was recalled and the broken sixpences were despatched back again. Speaking in theory, that is, you understand: practically, I dont in the least know whether the sixpences were returned or kept. It must have been a farce altogether, taken at the best: for they had just gone on silently caring for each other; patiently bearing  perhaps in a corner of their hearts even slightly hoping  all through these later years.

Miss Deveen drew a deep breath as the Rectors voice died away in the stillness of the room. What a number of these long-enduring, silently-borne cases the world could tell of, and how deeply she pitied them, was very present to her then.

You are not affronted at my disclosing all this so fully, Miss Deveen? he asked, misled by her silence. I wished to  

Affronted! she interposed. Nay, how could I be? I am lost in the deep sympathy I feel  with you and with Emily Gibson. What a trial it has been!  how hopeless it must have appeared. You will marry now.

Yes. I could not bring myself to disclose this abroad prematurely, he added; though perhaps I ought to have done it before beginning to furnish the house. I find that some of my friends, suspecting something from that fact, have been wondering whether I was thinking of Emma Topcroft. Though indeed I feel quite ashamed to repeat to you any idea that is so obviously absurd, poor child!

Miss Deveen laughed. How did you hear that? she asked.

From Emma herself. She heard of it from  from  Mrs. Jonas, I think  and repeated it to me, and to her mother, in the highest state of glee. To Emma, it seemed only fun: she is young and thoughtless.

I conclude Emma has known of your engagement?

Only lately. Mrs. Topcroft knew of it from the beginning: Emily is her niece. She knew also that I released Emily from the engagement years ago, and she thought I did rightly, my future being so hopeless. But how very silly people must be to suppose I could think of that child Emma! I must set them right.

Never mind the people, cried Miss Deveen. Dont set them right until you feel quite inclined to do so. As to that, I believe Emma has done it already. How long is it that you and Emily have waited for one another?



Fourteen years.

Fourteen years! It seems half a lifetime. Do not let another day go on, Mr. Lake; marry at once.

That was one of the points on which I wished to ask your opinion, he rejoined, his tones hesitating, his face shrinking from the moonlight. Do you think it would be wrong of me to marry  almost directly? Would it be at all unseemly?

Wrong? Unseemly? cried Miss Deveen. In what way?

I hardly know. It may appear to the parish so very hurried. And it is so short a time since my kind Rector died.

Never mind the parish, reiterated Miss Deveen. The parish would fight at your marriage, though it were put off for a twelvemonth; be sure of that. As to Mr. Selwyn, he was no relative of yours. Surely you have waited long enough! Were I your promised wife, sir, I wouldnt have you at all unless you married me to-morrow morning.

They both laughed a little. Why should the parish fight at my marriage, Miss Deveen? he suddenly asked.

Why? she repeated; thinking how utterly void of conceit he was, how unconscious he had been all along in his modesty. Oh, people always grumble at everything, you know. If you were to remain single, they would say you ought to marry; and if you marry, they will think you might as well have remained single. Dont trouble your head about the parish, and dont tell any one a syllable beforehand if youd rather not. I shouldnt.

You have been so very kind to me always, Miss Deveen, and I have felt more grateful than I can say. I hope  I hope you will like my wife. I hope you will allow me to bring her here, and introduce her to you.

I like her already, said Miss Deveen. As to your bringing her here, if she lived near enough you should both come here to your wedding-breakfast. What a probation it has been!

The tears stood in his grey eyes. Yes, it has been that; a trial hardly to be imagined. I dont think we quite lost heart, either she or I. Not that we have ever looked to so bright an ending as this; but we knew that God saw all things, and we were content to leave ourselves in His hands.

I am sure that she is good and estimable! One to be loved.



Indeed she is. Few are like her.

Have you never met  all these fourteen years?

Yes; three or four times. When I have been able to take a holiday I have gone down there to my old Rector; he was always glad to see me. It has not been often, as you know, he added. Mr. Selwyn could not spare me.

I know, said Miss Deveen. He took all the holidays, and you all the work.

He and his family seemed to need them, spoke the clergyman from his unselfish heart. Latterly, when Emily and I have met, we have only allowed it to be as strangers.

Not quite as strangers, surely!

No, no; I used the word thoughtlessly. I ought to have said as friends.

Will you pardon me for the question I am about to ask you, and not attribute it to impertinent curiosity? resumed Miss Deveen. How have you found the money to furnish your house? Or are you doing it on credit?

His whole face lighted up with smiles. The money is Emilys, dear Miss Deveen. Her father, Edward Gibson, sent me his cheque for three hundred pounds, saying it was all he should be able to do for her, but he hoped it might be enough for the furniture.

Miss Deveen took his hands in hers as he rose to leave. I wish you both all the happiness that the world can give, she said, in her earnest tones. And I think  I feel sure  Heavens blessing will rest upon you.



We turned out from the penny-reading like bees from a hive, openly wondering what could have become of Mr. Lake. Mrs. Jonas hoped his head was not splitting  she had seen him talking to Miss Cattledon long enough in the afternoon in that hot Kings Road to bring on a sunstroke. Upon which Cattledon retorted that the ginger-cordial might have disagreed with him. With the clearing up as to Emma Topcroft, these slight amenities had recommenced.

Miss Deveen sat reading by lamp-light when we arrived home. Taking off her spectacles, she began asking us about the penny-reading; but never a hint gave she that she had had a visitor.

Close upon this Mr. Lake took a weeks holiday, leaving that interesting young deacon as his substitute, and a brother Rector to preach on the Sunday morning. No one could divine what on earth he had gone out for, as Mrs. Herriker put it, or what part of the world he had betaken himself to. Miss Deveen kept counsel; Mrs. Topcroft and Emma never opened their lips.

The frightful truth came out one morning, striking the parish all of a heap. They read it in the Times, amongst the marriages. The Reverend William Lake, Rector of St. Matthews, to Emily Mary, eldest daughter of Edward Gibson, Member of the Royal College of Surgeons. Indignation set in.

I have heard of gay deceivers, gasped Miss Barlow, who was at the least as old as Cattledon, and sat in the churchwardens pew at church, but I never did hear of deceit such as this. And for a clergyman to be guilty of it!

Im glad I sent him a doll, giggled Daisy Dutton. I dare say it is a doll he has gone and married.

This was said in the porch, after morning prayers. Whilst they were all at it, talking as fast as they could talk, Emma Topcroft chanced to pass. They pounced upon her forthwith.

Married! Oh yes, of course he is married; and they are coming home on Saturday, said Emma, in response.

Is she a doll? cried Daisy.

She is the nicest girl you ever saw, returned Emma; though of course not much of a girl now; and they have waited for one another fourteen years.

Fourteen years! Thoughts went back, in mortification, to slippers and cushions. Mrs. Jonas cast regrets to her ginger-cordial.

Of course he has a right to be engaged  and to have slyly kept it to himself, making believe he was a free man: but to go off surreptitiously to his wedding without a word to any one!  I dont know what he may call it, panted Mrs. Herriker, in virtuous indignation, I call it conduct unbefitting a gentleman. He could have done no less had he been going to his hanging.

He would have liked to speak, I think, but could not get up courage for it; he is the shyest man possible, cried Emma. But he did not go off surreptitiously: some people knew of it. Miss Deveen knew  and Dr. Galliard knew  and we knew  and I feel nearly sure Mr. Chisholm knew, he simpered so the other day when he called for the books. I dare say Johnny Ludlow knew.

All which was so much martyrdom to Jemima Cattledon, listening with a face of vinegar. Miss Deveen!  and Johnny Ludlow!  and those Topcrofts!  while she had been kept in the dark! She jerked up her skirts to cross the wet road, inwardly vowing never to put faith in surpliced man again.

We went to church on Sunday morning to the sound of the ting-tang. Mr. Lake, looking calm and cool as usual, was stepping into the reading-desk: in the Rectors pew sat a quiet-looking and quietly dressed young lady with what Miss Deveen called, then and afterwards, a sweet face. Daisy Dutton took a violent fancy to her at first-sight: truth to say, so did I.

Our parish  the small knot of week-day church-goers in it  could not get over it at all. Moreover, just at this time they lost Mr. Chisholm, whose year was up. Some of them went over to St. Judes in a body; that church having recently set up daily services, and a most desirable new curate who could intone. As if we would attend that slow old St. Matthews now, to hear that slow old parson Lake! cried Mrs. Herriker, craning her neck disparagingly.

The disparagement did not affect William Lake. He proved as indefatigable as Rector as he had been as curate, earning the golden opinions he deserved. And he and his wife were happy.

But he would persist in declaring that all the good which had come to him was owing to me; that but for my visit to London at that critical time, Sir Robert Tenby would never have heard there was such a man as himself in the world.

It is true, Johnny, said Miss Deveen. But you were only the humble instrument in the hand of God.




MRS. CRAMPS TENANT

I.

It was autumn weather, and we had just arrived at Crabb Cot. When you have been away from a familiar place, whether it may be only for days, or whether it may be for weeks or months or years, you are eager on returning to it to learn what has transpired during your absence, concerning friends or enemies, the parish or the public.

Bob Letsom ran in that first evening, and we had him to ourselves; the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley were still in the dining-room. I asked after Coralie Fontaine.

Oh, Coralies all right, said he.

Do the old ladies go on at her still? cried Tod.

Bob laughed. I think theyve stopped that, finding it hopeless.

When Sir Dace Fontaine died, now eighteen months ago, the two girls, Coralie and Verena, were left alone. Verena shortly went back to the West Indies to marry George Bazalgette, Coralie remained at Oxlip Grange. Upon that, all the old ladies in the place, as Tod had ungallantly put it, beginning with Bobs mother, set on to lecture her: telling her she must not continue to live alone, she must take a companion of mature age. Why must she not live alone, Coralie returned: she had old Ozias to protect her from robbers, and her maid-servants to see to her clothes and her comforts. Because it was not proper, said the old ladies. Coralie laughed at that, and told them not to be afraid; she could take care of herself. And apparently she did. She had learnt to be independent in America; could not be brought to understand English stiffness and English pride: and she would go off to London and elsewhere for a week or two at a time, just as though she had been sixty years of age.

I have an idea she will not be Coralie Fontaine much longer, continued Letsom.



Who will she be, then?

Coralie Rymer.

You cant mean that she is going to take up with Ben!

Well, I fancy so. Some of us thought they were making up to one another before Sir Dace died  when Ben was attending him. Dont you recollect how much old Fontaine liked Ben?  hed have had him by his side always. Bens getting on like a house on fire; has unusual skill in surgery and is wonderful at operations: he performed a very critical one upon old Massock this summer, and the man is about again as sturdy and impudent as ever.

Does Ben live down here entirely?

He goes up to London between whiles  in pursuit of his studies and the degrees he means to take. He is there now. Oh, hell get on. Youll see.

Well, what else, Letsom? cried Tod. You have told us no news about anybody yet.

Because theres none to tell.

How do those two old dames get on  the Dennets?

Oh, they are gone off to some baths in Germany for a twelvemonth, with suppressed gout, and their house is let to a mysterious tenant.

Mysterious in what way?

Well, nobody sees her, and she keeps the doors bolted and barred. The Dennets left it all in Mrs. Cramps hands, being intimate with her, for they started in a hurry, and she put it into a new agents hands at Worcester, and he put an advertisement in the papers. Some lady answered it, a stranger; she agreed to all conditions by letter, took possession of the house, and has shut herself up as if something uncanny were inside it. Mrs. Cramp does not like it at all; and queer rumours are beginning to go about.

Whats her name?

Nobody knows.

The house spoken of was North Villa, where Jacob Chandler used to live. When the Chandlers went down in the world it was taken on lease by the Miss Dennets, two steady middle-aged sisters.

The first visit we paid the following morning was to Oxlip Grange, to see Coralie. Meeting the Squire on the way he said he would go with us. North Villa lies not far from us, soon after you turn into the Islip Road, and the Grange is about a quarter-of-a-mile farther on. I took a good stare at the villa in passing. Two of the upstairs windows were open, but the mysterious tenant was not to be seen.

Old Ozias was in the Grange garden, helping the gardener; it was how he professed to fill up his time; and the door was opened by a tall, smart maid, with curled hair and pink bows in her cap. Where had I seen her? Why, at the lodgings in the Marylebone Road in London! She was Maria, who had been housemaid there during the enacting of that tragedy.

Coralie Fontaine sat in her pretty parlour, one opening from the large drawing-room, flirting a paper hand-screen between her face and the fire, which she would have, as Sir Dace used to, whether it might be cold weather or hot. Small and pale, her black hair smooth and silky, her dark eyes meeting ours honestly, her chin pointed, her pretty teeth white, she was not a whit changed. Her morning dress was white, with scarlet ribbons, and she was downright glad to see us. The Squire inquired after Verena.

She is quite well, replied Coralie. At least, she would be but for grumbling.

What has she to grumble about, my dear?

Nothing, said Coralie.

Then why does she do it? Dear me! Is her husband not kind to her?

Coralie laughed at the notion. He is too kind, Mr. Todhetley. Kindness to people is George Bazalgettes weakness, especially to Verena. Her grievance lies in Georges sister, Magnolia Bazalgette.

What a splendacious name! interrupted Tod. Magnolia!

She was named after the estate, Magnolia Range, a very beautiful place and one of the finest properties on the island, said Coralie. Magnolia lives with George, it was always her home, you see; and Verena does not take kindly to her. She complains that Magnolia domineers over the household and over herself. It is just one of Verenas silly fancies; she always wants to be first and foremost; and I have written her one or two sharp letters.

Coralie, I said here, is not the girl, who showed us in, Maria?  she who used to live in those lodgings in London?

Coralie nodded. The last time I was staying in London, Maria came to me, saying she had left her place and was in want of one. I engaged her at once. I like the girl.

She is an uncommonly smart girl in the way of curls and caps, remarked Tod.

I like smart people about me, laughed Coralie.

Who should come in then but Mrs. Cramp. She was smart. A flounced gown of shiny material, green in one light, red in another, and a purple bonnet with white strings. She was Stephen Cramps widow, formerly Mary Ann Chandler; her speech was honest and homely, and her comely face wore a look of perplexity.

I dont much like the look of things down yonder, she began, nodding her head in the direction of North Villa and as she sat down her flounces went up, displaying her white cotton stockings and low, tied shoes. I have been calling there again, and I cant get in.

Nobody can get in, said Coralie.

They have put a chain on the door, and they answer people through it. No chain was ever there before, as long as I have known the house. I paid no attention to the things people were saying, continued Mrs. Cramp; but I did not much like something I heard last night. Ill see the lady, I said to myself this morning, and down to the house I went, walked up the garden, and  

But what is it that people have been saying, Mrs. Cramp? struck in the Squire. These boys have heard something or other.

Whats said is, that theres something queer about the lady, replied Mrs. Cramp. I cant make it out myself, Squire. Some people say shes pig-faced.

Pig-faced!

Well, they do. Last night I heard she was black. And, putting two and two together, as one cant help doing in such a case, I dont like that report at all.

The Squire stared  and began thinking. He believed he knew what Mrs. Cramp meant.

Well, I went there, and rang, she resumed. And they opened the door a couple of inches and talked to me over the chain: some sour-faced woman-servant of middle age. I told her I had come to see my tenant  her mistress; she answered that her mistress could not be seen, and shut the door in my face.



Mrs. Cramp untied her white satin bonnet-strings, tilted back her bonnet, caught up the painted fan, fellow to the one Coralie was handling, and fanned herself while she talked.

As long as it was said the lady was pig-faced and hid herself from peoples eyes accordingly, I thought little of it, you understand, Squire; but if she is black, thats a different matter. It sets one fearing that some scandal may come of it. The Miss Dennets would drop down in a fit on the spot if they heard that person had got into their house.

Coralie laughed.

Ah, my dear, you careless young people make jokes of things that would fret us old ones to fiddle-strings, reproved Mrs. Cramp. The four Indians may be with her, you know, and most likely are, concealed in cupboards. You dont know what such desperate characters might do  break into your house here some dark night and kill you in your bed. It is not a pleasant thing, is it, Squire?

That its not, if it be as you put it, assented he, growing hot.

Look here, Mrs. Cramp, interposed Tod. If the lady has never been seen, how can it be known she is black, or pig-faced?

Ive never treated the pig-faced report as anything but rubbish, answered Mrs. Cramp; but Ill tell you, Mr. Joseph, how it has come out that shes black. I heard from Susan Dennet yesterday morning, and she asked whether any letters were lying at home for her or Mary. So I sent my servant Peggy last evening to inquire  a stupid thing of a girl she is, comes from over beyond Bromyard. Peggy went to the kitchen-door  and they have a chain there as well as to the other  and was told that no letters had come for the Miss Dennets. It was growing dark, and Peggy, who had never been on the premises before, mistook the path, and turned into one that took her to the latticed arbour. Many a time have I sat there in poor Jacobs days, with the Malvern Hills in the distance.

So have I, Mary Ann, added the Squire, calling her unconsciously by her Christian name, his thoughts back in the time when they were boy and girl together.

Peggy found her mistake then, and was turning back, when there stood in her path a black woman, who must have followed her down: black face, black hands, all black. Whats more, she was wrapped round in yellow; a shroud, Peggy declares, but the girl was quite beyond herself with fright, and could not be expected to know shrouds from cloaks in the twilight. The woman stood stock still, never speaking, only staring; and Peggy tore back in her terror, and fell into the arms of a railway-porter, just then bringing a parcel from the station. Goodness help us! she shrieked out, theres a blackamore in the path yonder: and the girl came home more dead than alive. That is how Ive learnt the mysterious lady is black, summed up Mrs. Cramp; and knowing what we do know, I dont like it.

Neither did the Squire. And Mrs. Cramp departed in a flutter. We all liked her, in spite of her white stockings and shoes.



Some few months before this, a party of strangers appeared one morning at Worcester, and took handsome lodgings there. Four fashionable-looking gentlemen, with dark skins and darker hair; natives, apparently, of some remote quarter of the globe, say Asia or Africa, whose inhabitants are of a fine copper colour; and one lady, understood to be their sister, who was darker than they were  almost quite black. Two rather elderly and very respectable English servants, man and wife, were in their train. They lived well, these people, regardless of cost: had sumptuous dishes on their table, choice fruits, hot-house flowers. They made no acquaintance whatever in the town, rarely went abroad on foot, but took an airing most days in a large old rumbling open barouche, supplied by the livery stables. Worcester, not less alive to curiosity than is any other city, grew to be all excitement over these people, watched their movements with admiration, and called them The Indians. The lady was seen in the barouche but once, enveloped in a voluminous yellow mantle, the hood of which was drawn over her face. It transpired that she was not in good health, and one evening, when she had a fainting-fit, a doctor was called in to her. His report to the town the next day was that she was really a coloured woman, very much darker than her brothers, with the manners and culture of a lady, but strikingly reserved. After a sojourn of about two months, the party, servants and all, quitted their lodgings, giving the landlady only an hours notice, to spend, as they gave out, a week at Malvern. They paid their bill in full, asked permission to leave two or three of their heaviest trunks with her, and departed.



But they did not go to Malvern. It was not discovered where they did go. Nothing more was seen of them; nothing certain heard. The trunks they had left proved to be empty; some accounts owing in the town came in to be paid. All this looked curious. By-and-by a frightful rumour arose  that these people had been mixed up in some dreadful crime: one report said forgery, another murder. It was affirmed that Scotland Yard had been looking for them for months, and that they had disguised themselves as Indians (to quote the word Worcester used) to avert detection. But some observant individuals maintained that they were Indians (to use the word again), that no disguise or making-up could have converted their faces to what they were. Nothing more had as yet been heard of them, saving that a sum of money, enough to cover the small amount of debts left behind, was transmitted to the landlady anonymously. Excitement had not yet absolutely died away in the town. It was popularly supposed that the Indians were lying concealed in some safe hiding-place, perhaps not far distant.

And now, having disclosed this strange episode, the fame of which had gone about the county, you will be able to understand Mrs. Cramps consternation. It appeared to be only too probable that the hiding-place was North Villa: of the lady in the yellow mantle, at any rate, whether her four brothers were with her or not.

II.

I sat, perched on the fence of the opposite field, as though waiting for some one, whistling softly, and taking crafty looks at North Villa, for our curiosity as to its doings grew with the days, when a fine, broad-shouldered, well-dressed gentleman came striding along the road, flicking his cane.

Well, Johnny!

At the first moment I did not know him, I really did not; he looked too grand a gentleman for Benjamin Rymer, too handsome. It was Ben, however. The improvement in him had been going on gradually for some years now; and Ben, in looks, in manner, ay, and in conduct, could hold his own with the best in the land.

I did not know you were down here, I said, meeting his offered hand. Time was when he would not have presumed to hold out his hand to me unsolicited, boy though I was in those old days: he might have thought nothing of offering it to a nabob now.

I got down yesterday, said Ben. Glad enough to have taken my M.D., and to have done with London.

I thought you did not mean to take a physicians degree.

I did not, as I chiefly go in for surgery. But when I considered that my life will probably be spent in this country place, almost as a general practitioner, I thought it best to take it. It gives one a standing, you see, Ludlow. And so, he added laughing, I am Dr. Rymer. What are you sitting here for, Johnny? Watching that house?

Have you heard about it? I asked.

Coralie  Miss Fontaine  told me of it when I was with her last evening. Is there anything to be seen?

Nothing at all. I have been here for twenty minutes and have not caught a glimpse of any one, black or white. Yesterday, when Salmons boy took some grocery there, he saw the black lady peeping at him behind the blind.

It seems a strange affair altogether, remarked Ben. The sudden appearance of the people at Worcester, that was strange, as was their sudden disappearance. If it be in truth they who are hiding themselves here, I cant say much for their wisdom: they are too near to the old scene.

I wonder you dont set up in London, I said to Ben as we walked onwards.

It is what I should like to do of all things, he replied in a tone of eagerness, and confine my practice wholly to surgery. But my home must be here. Circumstances are stronger than we are.

Will it be at Oxlip Grange? I quietly asked.

Ben turned his head to study my face, and what he read there told tales. I see, he said, you know. Yes, it will be at Oxlip Grange. That has been settled a long while past.

I wish you every happiness; all good luck.

Thank you, Johnny.

We were nearing the place in question when Mrs. Cramp turned out of its small iron gate, that stood beside the ornamental large ones, in her bewitching costume of green and purple. And how are you, Mr. Benjamin? she asked. Come down for good?



Yes.

And he is Dr. Rymer now, Mrs. Cramp, I added.

I am glad to hear it, said she warmly, and Ill shake your hand on the strength of it, and she gave his hand a hearty shake. At one time you said you never would take a doctors degree.

So I did, said Ben. But somebody wished me to take it.

Your mother, I guess,  though, for my part, I did not suppose it was his mother. Any way, youll do well now.

I hope so, answered Ben. You look fluttered, Mrs. Cramp.

Im more fluttered than I care to be; I am living in a chronic state of flutter, avowed Mrs. Cramp. Its over that tenant of mine; that woman down yonder, pointing towards North Villa.

Why should you flutter yourself over her? he remonstrated. She is not your tenant.

Indeed but she is my tenant. To all intents and purposes she is my tenant. The Miss Dennets left the house in my hands.

How was it you did not have references with her, Mrs. Cramp?

That donkey of an agent never asked for any, retorted she. He was thrown off his guard, he says, by her sending him the first months rent in advance, and telling him she had only one or two old servants, and no children, and the furniture would be as much cared for as if it were made of gold. Last night she sends to me the advance rent for next month, though its not due for two days yet, and that has fluttered me, I can tell you, Mr. Benjamin, for I was hoping she wouldnt pay, and that I might be able to get her out. I am now going there with the receipt, and to try again to get to see her: the woman who left the money never waited for one. Afraid of being catechised, I take it.

Picking up her green skirts she sailed down the road. Coralie Fontaine was leaning over the little gate, and opened it as we approached. A beautiful cashmere shawl, all scarlet and gold, contrasted with her white dress, and her drooping gold ear-drops glittered in the autumn sun. She made a dainty picture, and I saw Dr. Benjamins enraptured eyes meet hers. If they were not over head and ears in love with one another, never you trust me again.

Mrs. Cramp is in a way, cried Coralie, as we strolled with her up the garden, amidst its old-fashioned flowers, all bloom and sweetness. Im sure that black lady is as good as a play to us.

News came to me this morning from my sister, said Benjamin. She and the Archdeacon are coming home; he has not been well, and has six months leave of absence.

Do they bring the children? asked Coralie.

As if theyd leave them! Why, Coralie, those two small damsels are the very light of Margarets eyes  to judge by her letters; and of Sales too, I shouldnt wonder. Margaret asks me to take lodgings for them. I think Mrs. Boughtons might be large enough  where Sale lodged in the old days.

Lodgings! indignantly exclaimed Coralie. I do think you Europeans, you English, are the most inhospitable race on the face of the earth! Your only sister, whom you have not seen for years, of whom you are very fond, is coming back to her native place with her husband and children for a temporary stay, and you can talk of putting them into lodgings? For shame, Benjamin!

But what else am I to do? questioned he, good-humouredly laughing at her. I have only one bedroom and one sitting-room of my own, the two about as large as a good-sized clothes-closet; I cannot invite a man and his wife and two children to share them, and he an archdeacon! There wouldnt be space to turn round in.

Let them come here, said Coralie.

Thank you, he said, after a few moments hesitation: and it struck me he might be foreseeing difficulties. But  they will not be here just yet.

He had some patients at Islip, and went on there; I said adieu to Coralie and walked homewards, thinking of the ups and downs of life. Presently Mrs. Cramps green gown loomed into view; her face red, her bonnet awry. I saw she had not met with any luck.

No, I have not, she said. I walked up into their porch as bold as you please, Johnny Ludlow, and I knocked and I rang, letting em think it was the Queen come, if they would. And when the woman with the sour face opened the door an inch, she just took the receipt from me; but as to seeing her mistress, I might as well have asked to see the moon. And I heard a scuffle, as if people were listening. Oh, its those Indians: trust me for that.

Away she went, without further ceremony, and I went back to the ups and downs of earthly life.

It was not so very long ago that Thomas Rymer had lain on his death-bed, brought to it by the troubles of the world, and by the anxiety for his children, for whom no career seemed to present itself, saving that of hard, mean, hopeless drudgery: if not something worse for Benjamin. But how things had changed! Benjamin, pulling himself up from his ill-doings, was  what he was. A man respected; clever, distinguished, with probably a great career of usefulness before him, and about to be married to a charming girl of large fortune. While Margaret, whom her father had so loved, so pitied, was the wife of a man high in the Church, and happy as a queen. For, as you have gathered, the Reverend Isaac Sale, who had given up Herbert Tanertons humble curacy to go out as chaplain to the Bahama Islands, had been made an archdeacon. Ups and downs, ups and downs! they make the sum and substance of existence. Glancing at the blue sky, over which fleecy white clouds were softly drifting, I lost myself in wondering whether Thomas Rymer could look down and still see his children here.

The chemists shop at Timberdale had been sold by Benjamin Rymer to the smart young man who had carried it on during his absences, one James Boom, said to be Scotch. Benjamin had his rooms there at present; good-sized closets, he has just called them; and took his meals with Mr. Boom. Mrs. Rymer, the mother (having appropriated all the purchase-money), had set up her home in Birmingham amidst her old friends and relatives, and Benjamin had covenanted to allow her money yearly from his practice.



Public commotion increased. It spread to Oxlip Grange. One night, Ozias was sitting back amidst the laurels at the side of the house to smoke his pipe, when Maria came out to ask him what he had done with the best tea-tray, which they couldnt find. As she stood a moment while he reflected, there came two figures softly creeping round from the front  women. One wore a close bonnet and full dark cloak, the other was altogether enveloped in some shapeless garment that might be yellow by daylight, out of which a jet-black face and jet-black hands shone conspicuously in the rays of the stars. Maria, very much frightened, grasped hold of the old mans shoulder.

The pipe trembled in his hand: he had a mortal dread of assassins and housebreakers. No speaky, no speaky, whispered he. We watch, you and me. They come hurt Missee.

The figures made for the lighted window of the large drawing-room, which was at the end of this side of the house. Coralie was sitting alone within it, expecting visitors to tea. The blind was not drawn quite down, and they stooped to peer in, and remained there as if glued to the window. Maria could stand it no longer, but in creeping away, she rustled the laurels frightfully: we are sure to make the most noise, you know, when we want to be silent. The women looked round, and there came from them a rattling hiss, like that of a snake. With a scream, Maria made for the refuge of the kitchen-door; Ozias flew after her, dropping his pipe.

It must have disturbed the women. For just about then, when the Squire, holding my arm, arrived at Miss Fontaines gate, they were coming out: two disguised figures, who went swiftly down the road.

Mercy be good to us! cried the Squire, aghast. He had drawn back in politeness to let them pass through the gate, and had found the black face come nearly into contact with his own. Johnny, lad, that must be Mrs. Cramps tenant and her servant!

They brushed past Mrs. Todhetley coming along with Tod. Maria and Ozias were in the drawing-room when we got in, talking like wild things. The other guests soon arrived, Dr. Rymer, Mrs. Cramp, and Tom Chandler and his wife from Islip. Ozias gave an opinion that Missee (meaning Coralie) was about to be assassinated in her bed.

At this Coralie laughed. She had no fear, but she did not like it. I cannot see what they could possibly want, looking in at me! she cried. It was very rude.

They want Missees diamonds, spoke Ozias. Missee got great lot beauty diamonds, lot other beauty jewels; black woman come in this night  next night  after night  who know which  and smother Missee and take dem all.

Poor Mrs. Cramp, sitting in the biggest arm-chair, her sandalled shoes stretched on a footstool, was quite taken out of herself with dismay. The Squire rubbed his face incessantly, asking what was to be done. Dr. Rymer said nothing in regard to what was to be done; but he gave his head an emphatic nod, as if he knew.

The next morning he presented himself at North Villa, and asked to see its tenant. The woman-servant denied him  over the chain. Ben insisted upon his card and his request being taken in. After a battle of words, she took them in, shutting the door in his face the while; and the doctor cooled his heels in the porch for five minutes. As she drew the door open again, he caught sight of a black face twisted round the sitting-room door-post to peep at him, a black hand, with rings on it, grasping it. She saw him looking at her, and disappeared like a shot. The message brought out by the servant was that her mistress was an invalid, unable to see visitors: if Dr. Rymer had any business with her, he must be good enough to convey it by letter.

Very well, said the doctor, in his decisive way: I warn you and your mistress not again to intrude on Miss Fontaines premises, as you did last night. If you do, you must take the consequences.

At this, the woman stared as if it were so much Greek to her. She answered that she had not been on Miss Fontaines premises, then or ever; had not been out-of-doors at all the previous night. And Ben thought by her tone she was speaking truth.

It was one of those Indian brothers disguised in a cloak and bonnet, said we all when we heard this. And Coralies servants took to watching through the livelong night at the upper windows, turn and turn about, growing thin from dread of the assassins.

Altogether, what with one small item and another, Mrs. Cramps tenant kept us alive. A belief had prevailed that the woman-servant was the same who had attended the Indians; but this was dispelled. A housemaid of ours, Nancy, a flighty sort of girl, often in hot water with her elders thereby, whose last service had been with old Lawyer Cockermouth, at Worcester, was out on an errand when she met this woman and recognized her for an old acquaintance. During Nancys service with the lawyer she had been there as the cook-housekeeper.

It is Sarah Stone, maam, and nobody else! cried Nancy, running in to tell the news to Mrs. Todhetley. She left for her temper, soon after I left; I heard say that old Miss Cockermouth wouldnt put up with it any longer.

Are you sure it is the same, Nancy? asked Mrs Todhetley.

Why, maam, I know Sarah Stone as well as I know my own mother. What, is it you thats living here with that there black lady? I says to her. What is it to you whether Im living with a black lady or a white un, she answers me, crustily: just mind your own affairs, Nancy Dell. Well, says I, theres a pretty talk about her; its not me that would like to serve a wild Indian  and that set Sarah Stone off at a strapping pace, maam.

Thus things went on. North Villa seeming to grow more isolated day by day, and its inmates more mysterious. When the rent for the next month was nearly due, Mrs. Cramp found it left at her house as before: and poor Mrs. Cramp felt fit to have a fever.

One evening, early in November, Mr. Cole, the surgeon of Crabb, was seen to go into North Villa. He was seen to go again the following morning, and again in the afternoon, and again in the evening. It transpired that the black lady was alarmingly ill.

Naturally, it put the parish up in arms. We made a rush for Cole, wanting to ask him five hundred things. Cole, skimming along the ground like a lamplighter, avoided us all; and the first to succeed in pouncing upon him was Miss Timmens, the schoolmistress. Very downright and honest, she was in the habit of calling a spade a spade, and poured out her questions one upon another. They had met by the yellow barn.

Well, no, answers Cole, when he could get a word in, I dont think that any murderer is at North Villa; do not see one about, but theres a baby. A baby! shrieks Miss Timmens, as she pushed back the bunches of black curls from her thin cheeks with their chronic redness, a baby! Yes, a baby, says Cole, a new baby. Good mercy! cries she, a baby! a black baby! Is it a boy or a girl, Mr. Cole? Its a boy, says Cole. Good mercy! a black boy!  what an extraordinary sight it must be! Cole says nothing to this; only looks at her as meek as a lamb. And now, between ourselves, doctor, goes on Miss Timmens, confidentially, did you see the Indians there?  those men? Did not see any man at all, answers Cole, saw no sign of a man being there. Ah, of course theyd take their precautions to keep out of sight, nodded Miss Timmens, thinking old Cole uncommonly stupid to-day. And how do you relish attending on a black patient, doctor? And whats she like? Why, answers Cole, black patients are much the same as white ones; have the same number of arms and legs and fingers. Oh, indeed, says Miss Timmens, quite sharply; and she wishes Cole good-day. And that was the best that could be got out of Cole.

The doctors visits were watched with the most intense interest; three times a-day at first, then twice a-day, then once; and then they ceased altogether.

Black lady on her legs again? says Ben Rymer, meeting Cole about this time. Quite so, answers Cole. Mind that you get paid, sir, says Ben, with a laugh. No need to mind that, returns Cole, five sovereigns were put into my hand when the child was born. By the black lady? asks Ben, opening his eyes: for two guineas was the crack fee in our parts. Yes, it was the black lady who gave it me, says Cole with emphasis: and that, she took care to say, was not to include subsequent attendance. Wish you the same luck in your next case, Rymer.

Rymer thanked him and went off laughing. He was getting on in his practice like a house on fire, his fame rising daily.

How do you like it  his setting up here? confidentially questioned the Squire of Darbyshire, the doctor at Timberdale.

Plenty of room for both of us, replied Darbyshire, and I am not as young as I was. It rather strikes me, though, Squire, it is not exactly at Timberdale that Rymer will pitch his tent.

The next exciting event had nothing to do with North Villa. It was the arrival of Archdeacon Sale with his wife and children. They did not go to Coralies. Herbert Tanerton opened his heart, and carried them off to the Rectory from the railway-station. That was so like Herbert! Had Sale remained a poor curate he might have gone to the workhouse and taken Margaret with him; being an archdeacon Herbert chose to make much of him. Margaret was not altered, she was loving and gentle as ever; with the same nice face, and poor Thomas Rymers sad, sweet eyes shining from it.

Of course the first thing confided to the Bahama travellers was the mystery at North Villa. The Archdeacon took a sensible view of it. As long as the black lady does not molest you, he said, why trouble yourselves about her?

After that we had a bit of a lull. Nothing exciting occurred. Saving a report that two of the Indians were seen taking the air in the garden of North Villa, each with a formidable stick in his hand. But it turned out that they were two tramps who had gone in to beg.

III.

I thought it would have come to a quarrel. The Squire maintained his view and Coralie maintained hers. They talked at each other daily, neither giving way.

Christmas-Day was approaching, and it had pleased Miss Fontaine to project a sumptuous dinner for it, to be given at Oxlip Grange to all her special friends. The Squire protested he never heard of anything so unreasonable. He did not dine out of his own house on Christmas-Day, and she must come to Crabb Cot.

The third week in December had set in, when one evening, as we rose from table, the Squire impulsively declared he would go and finally have it out with her.

Meaning Coralie. Settling himself into his great-coat, he called to me to go after him. In the Islip Road we overtook Cole, walking fast also. He had been sent for to the baby at North Villa, he said; and we left him at the gate.

Coralie was in her favourite little parlour, reading by lamplight. The Squire sat down by the fire in a flutter, and began remonstrating about the Christmas dinner. Coralie only laughed.

It is unreasonable, dear Mr. Todhetley, even to propose our going to you. Think of the number! I wish to have everybody. The Archdeacon and his wife, and Dr. Rymer, and Mrs. Cramp, and the Letsoms, and Tom Chandler and Emma, and of course, her father, old Mr. Paul, as he is some relation of mine, and  Why, thats a carriage driving up! I wonder who has come to-night?

Another minute, and old Ozias rushed in with a beaming face, hardly able to get his words out for excitement.

Oh, Missee, Missee, it Massa George; come all over wide seas from home,  and there entered a fine man with a frank and handsome face  George Bazalgette.



Wheres Verena? he exclaimed, after kissing Coralie and shaking hands genially with the Squire, though they had never met before.

Coralie looked surprised. Verena? she repeated. Is she not with you?

She is not with me; I wish she was. Where is she, Coralie?

But how should I know where she is? retorted Coralie, looking up at Mr. Bazalgette.

Is she not staying with you? Did she not come over to you?

Certainly not, said Coralie. I have not seen Verena since she went out, sixteen months ago. Neither have I heard from her lately. What is it that you mean, George?

George Bazalgette stood back against the book-case, and told us what he meant. Some weeks ago  nay, months  upon returning to Magnolia Range after a weeks absence at his other estate across the country, he found Verena flown. She left a note for him, saying she did not get on well with Magnolia, and was going to stay a little while with Mrs. Dickson. He felt hurt that Verena had not spoken openly to him about Magnolia, but glad that she should have the change, as she had not been well of late. Mrs. Dickson was his aunt and lived in a particularly healthy part of one of the adjoining islands. Time passed on; he wrote to Verena, but received no answer to his letters, and he concluded she was so put out with Magnolia that she would not write. By-and-by he thought it was time to see after her, and journeyed to Mrs. Dicksons. Mrs. Dickson was absent, gone to stay with some friends at St. Thomas, and the servants did not know when she would return. He supposed, as a matter of course, that she had taken Verena with her, and went back home. Still the time passed; no news of Verena, no letters, and he proceeded again to Mrs. Dicksons. Then, to his unbounded astonishment, he found that Verena had only stayed with her one week, and had taken the mail-packet for Southampton on her way to stay with her sister at Oxlip Grange. Giving a blessing to Mrs. Dickson for not having written to inform him of all this, and for having kept his letters to Verena by that young ladys arbitrary command, he came off at once to England.

Good gracious! exclaimed Coralie. She did not come here.



The fine colour on George Bazalgettes face, which retained its freshness though he did live in a hot climate, lost its brightness.

She would be the least likely to come here, of all places, pursued Coralie. In the last answer I ever sent her, after a letter of complaints to me, hinting that she thought of coming here for a time, I scolded her sharply and assured her I should despatch her back to you the next day.

What am I to do? he exclaimed. Where look for her?

Not caring to intrude longer, we took our departure, the Squire shaking his head dubiously over Mrs. George Bazalgettes vagaries. It was the same thing, he said, when she was Verena Fontaine, as you remember, Johnny, and what a good fellow her husband seems to be.  Halloa! Why, thats Cole again!

He was coming out of North Villa. You are back soon! he cried. And we told him of the arrival of George Bazalgette.

Cole seemed to stare with all his eyes as he listened. I could see them in the starlight. What will he do if he cant find her here? he asked of me. Do you know, Johnny Ludlow?

Go back by the first and fleetest ship to turn Mrs. Dickson inside-out. He thinks she and Verena have played him a trick in letting him come over. How did you find the black baby?

Found nothing the matter with it, growled Cole. These young mothers are so fanciful!

We left him standing against the gate, supposing that he had to go higher up. And what happened then, I can only tell you by hearsay.

Cole, propping his back against the spikes, turned his face up to the stars, as if he were taking counsel of them. Counsel he needed from somebody or something, for he was in a dilemma.

Well, Ill chance it, he thought, when he had got pretty cold. It seems the right thing to do.

Walking briskly to Oxlip Grange, he asked to see Mr. Bazalgette; and after whispering a few words into that gentlemans ear, brought him out to North Villa. You stand behind me, so as not to be seen, he directed, ringing the bell.

Im coming in again, said he to Sarah Stone, when she pulled the door back about an inch. So she undid the chain; the doctor was privileged, and he slipped in, Mr. Bazalgette behind him. Sarah, the faithful, was for showing fight.

It is all right, said Cole. Not yet, sir  putting out his arm to bar Mr. Bazalgettes passage. You go in first, to your mistress, Sarah, and say that a gentleman is waiting to see her: just landed from the West Indies.

But the commotion had attracted attention, and a young lady, not black, but charmingly white, appeared at the parlour-door, a black head behind her.

George! she shrieked. And the next moment flew into his arms, sobbing and crying, and kissing him. Cole decamped.

That past evening in November, when Cole received a message that his services were needed at North Villa, he went expecting to be introduced to a black lady. A black lady in truth showed him in; or, to be correct, a ladys black attendant, and he saw  Verena Fontaine.

That is, Verena Bazalgette. She put Cole upon his honour, not to disclose her secret, and told him a long string of her sister-in-laws iniquities, as touching lecturing and domineering, and that she had left home intending to come over for a time to Coralie. Whilst staying with Mrs. Dickson before sailing, a letter was forwarded to her from Magnolia Grange. It was from Coralie; and it convinced Verena that Coralies would be no safe refuge, that she would be sent out of it at once back to her husband. She sailed, as projected, allowing Mrs. Dickson to think she was still coming to her sister. Upon landing at Southampton she went on to a small respectable inn at Worcester, avoiding the larger hotels lest she should meet people who knew her. Seeing the advertisement of North Villa to let, she wrote to the agent, and secured it. To be near Coralie seemed like a protection, though she might not go to her. Next she answered an advertisement from a cook (inserted by Sarah Stone), and engaged her, binding her to secrecy. The woman, though of crusty temper, was honest and trustworthy, and espoused the cause of her young mistress, and was zealously true to her. She carried in to her the various reports that were abroad, of the Indians and the black lady, and all the rest of it; causing Verena bursts of laughter, the only divertisement she had in her imprisoned life: she did not dare to go out lest she should be recognized and the news carried to Coralie. Dalla, a faithful native servant who had been left in the West Indies and returned to Verena when she married George Bazalgette, attended her on her solitary voyage. She it was who was black, not Verena. And the night they stole into the premises of Oxlip Grange it was done with the hope of getting a sly peep at Coralies face; both of them were longing for it. Hearing the stir in the shrubs, Dalla had hissed; her thoughts were back in her own land, and it was her mode of startling away four-footed night animals there.

George Bazalgette was very angry with his wife, more especially so at her having absented herself at that uncertain time, and he declared to her that he would put her away from him for good if ever she attempted such a thing again. With tears enough to float a ship, Verena gave him her solemn promise that she never would leave him again. Never again: she had been too miserable this time, and the baby had nearly frightened her to death, for she had not expected him so soon and had meant to go back for it.



The Squire could not hold out now, and the Christmas dinner was at Coralies. We went over to Timberdale Church in the morning, a lot of us, to hear the Archdeacon preach. Herbert gave up the pulpit to him, taking the prayers himself. He was a plain little man, as you knew before, and he gave us a plain sermon, but it was one of those that are worth their weight in gold. Lady Tenby whispered that to me as we came out. And oh, Johnny, she said, we are so glad he has got on! We always liked Isaac Sale.

It was a grand dinner-party, though not as many were present as Coralie wanted. The Letsoms did not care to leave their own fireside, or old Paul, or the Chandlers. Verena was the life of it, laughing and joking and parading about with her baby, who had been christened George the day before, Mrs. Cramp having been asked to be its godmother.

Which I think was very pretty of them, Mr. Johnny, she said to me after dinner; and Im proud of standing to it.

It was in recompense for the worry Ive given you, you dear old thing! whispered Verena, as she pulled Mrs. Cramps chair backwards and kissed her motherly forehead. Youll never have such a tenant again  for worry.

Never, I hope, please Heaven! assented Mrs. Cramp. And Im sure I shall never see a black woman without shivering. Now, my dear, you just put my chair down; youll have me backwards. Hold it, will you, Mr. Johnny!

What dishes of talk youll get up about me with Susan Dennet! went on Verena, the chair still tilted. We are going back home the beginning of the year, do you know. George got his letters to-day.

And what about that young lady over there  that Miss Magnolia? asked Mrs. Cramp.

Verena let the chair fall in ecstasy, and her tone was brimful of delight. Oh, thats the best news of all! Magnolia is going to be married: she only waits for George to get back to give her away. I must say this is a delightful Christmas-Day!

On the thirty-first of December, the last day in the year, Coralie was married to Dr. Rymer. Archdeacon Sale, being Benjamins brother-in-law, came over to Islip Church to tie the knot. Her brother-in-law, George Bazalgette, gave her away. The breakfast was held at Coralies, Verena presiding in sky-blue satin.

And amidst the company was a lady some of us had not expected to see  Mrs. Rymer. She had scarlet ringlets (white feathers setting them off to-day) and might be vulgar to her fingers-ends, but she was Benjamins mother, and Coralie had privately sent for her.

You have my best wishes, Mr. Benjamin, said the Squire, drawing Ben aside while Coralie was putting on her travelling attire; and Id be glad with all my heart had your father lived to see it.

So should I be, Squire.

Look here, whispered the Squire, holding him by the button-hole, did you ever tell her of that  that  you know  that past trouble?

Of the bank-note, you mean, said Ben. I told her of that long ago, and everything else that could tell against me. Believe me, Mr. Todhetley, though my faults were many in the days gone by, I could not act dishonourably by my dear wife; no, nor by any one else now.

The Squire nodded with a beaming face, and pressed Bens hand.

And let me thank you now, sir, for your long-continued kindness, your expressions of esteem for my poor father and of goodwill to me, said Ben, with emotion. I have not talked of it, but I have felt it.

They started away in their new close carriage, amidst a shower of rice and old shoes; and we finished up the revels in the evening with a dance and a fiddle, the Squire leading out Mrs. Cramp. Then came a cold supper.

The noise had reached its height, and the champagne was going about, when the Squire interrupted with a Hush, hush! and the babel ceased. The clock on the mantelpiece was striking twelve. As the last stroke vibrated on the air, its echo alone breaking the silence, the Squire rose and lifted his hands  

A Happy New Year to us all, my friends! May God send His best blessings with it!



It may as well be added, in the interests of peace and quietness, that those Indians had not committed any crime at all; it had been invented by rumour, as Worcester discovered later. They were only inoffensive strangers, travelling about to see the land.

THE END
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FEATHERSTONS STORY.

I.

I have called this Featherstons story, because it was through him that I heard about it  and, indeed, saw a little of it towards the end.



Buttermead, the wide straggling district to which Featherston enjoyed the honour of being doctor-in-ordinary, was as rural as any that can be found in Worcestershire. Featherstons house stood at the end of the village. Whitney Hall lay close by; as did our school, Dr. Frosts. In the neighbourhood were scattered a few other substantial residences, some farmers homesteads and labourers cottages. Featherston was a slim man, with long thin legs and a face grey and careworn. His patients (like the soldiers steam arm) gave him no rest day or night.

There is no need to go into details here about Featherstons people. His sister, Mary Ann, lived in his house at one time, and for everyday ailments was almost as good a doctor as he. She was not at all like him: a merry, talkative, sociable little woman, with black hair and quick, kindly dark eyes.

Our resident French master in those days at Dr. Frosts was one Monsieur Jules Carimon: a small man with honest blue eyes in his clean-shaven face, and light brown hair cropped close to his head. He was an awful martinet at study, but a genial little gentleman out of it. To the surprise of Buttermead, he and Mary Featherston set up a courtship. It was carried on in sober fashion, as befitted a sober couple who had both left thirty years, and the rest, behind them; and after a summer or two of it they laid plans for their marriage and for living in France.

Im sure I dont know what on earth I shall do amongst the French, Johnny Ludlow, Mary said to me in her laughing way, when I and Bill Whitney were having tea at Featherstons one half-holiday, the week before the wedding. Jules protests they are easier to get on with than the English; not so stiff and formal; but I dont pay attention to all he says, you know.

Monsieur Jules Carimon was going to settle down at his native place, Sainteville  a town on the opposite coast, which had a service of English steamers running to it two or three times a-week. He had obtained the post of first classical master at the college there, and meant to eke out his salary (never large in French colleges) by teaching French and mathematics to as many English pupils as he could obtain out of hours. Like other northern French seaport towns, Sainteville had its small colony of British residents.

We shall get on; I am not afraid, answered Mary Featherston to a doubting remark made to her by old Mrs. Selby of the Court. Neither I nor Jules have been accustomed to luxury, and we dont care for it. We would as soon make our dinner of bread-and-butter and radishes, as of chicken and apple-tart.

So the wedding took place, and they departed the same day for Sainteville. And of the first two or three years after that theres nothing good or bad to record.

Selby Court lay just outside Buttermead. Its mistress, an ancient lady now, was related to the Preen family, of whom I spoke in that story which told of the tragical death of Oliver. Lavinia Preen, sister to Olivers father, Gervase Preen, but younger, lived with Mrs. Selby as a sort of adopted daughter; and when the death of the father, old Mr. Preen, left nearly all his large family with scarcely any cheese to their bread, Mrs. Selby told Ann Preen, the youngest of them all, that she might come to her also. So Lavinia and Ann Preen lived at the Court, and had no other home.

These two ladies were intimate with Mary Featherston, all three being much attached to one another. When Mary married and left her country for France, the Miss Preens openly resented it, saying she ought to have had more consideration. Did some premonitory instinct prompt that unreasonable resentment? I cannot say. No one can say. But it is certain that had Mary Featherston not gone to live abroad, the ominous chain of events fated to engulf the sisters could not have touched them, and this account, which is a perfectly true one, would never have been written.



For a short time after the marriage they and Mary Carimon exchanged a letter now and then; not often, for foreign postage was expensive; and then it dropped altogether.

Mrs. Selby became an invalid, and died. She left each of the two sisters seventy pounds a-year for life; if the one died, the other was to enjoy the whole; when both were dead, it would lapse back to the Selby estate.

Seventy pounds a-year! remarked Ann Preen to her sister. It does not seem very much, does it, Lavinia? Shall we be able to live upon it?

They were seated in the wainscoted parlour at Selby Court, talking of the future. The funeral was over, and they must soon leave; for the house was waiting to be done up for the reception of its new master, Mr. Paul Selby, an old bachelor full of nervous fancies.

We must live upon it, Nancy, said Lavinia in answer to her.

She was the stronger-minded of the two, and she looked it. A keen, practical woman, of rather more than middle height, with smooth brown hair, pleasant, dark hazel eyes, and a bright glow in her cheeks. Ann (or Nancy, as she was more often called) was smaller and lighter, with a pretty face, a shower of fair ringlets, and mild, light-blue eyes; altogether not unlike a pink-and-white wax doll.

We should have been worse off, Nancy, had she not left us anything; and sometimes I have feared she might not, remarked Lavinia cheerfully. It will be a hundred and forty pounds between us, dear; we can live upon that.



Of course we can, if you think so, Lavinia, said the other, who deemed her elder sister wiser than any one in the world, and revered her accordingly.

But we should live cheaper abroad than here, I expect, continued Lavinia. Its said money goes twice as far in France as in England. Suppose we were to go over, Nancy, and try? We could come back if we did not like it.

Nancys eyes sparkled. I think it would be delightful, she said. Money go further in France  why, to be sure it does! Aunt Emily is able to live like a princess at Tours, by all accounts. Yes, yes, Lavinia, let us try France!



One fine spring morning the Miss Preens packed up their bag and baggage and started for the Continent. They went direct to Tours, intending to make that place their pied-à-terre, as the French phrase it; at any rate, for a time. It was not, perhaps, the wisest thing they could have done.

For Mrs. Magnus, formerly Emily Preen, and their late fathers sister, did not welcome them warmly. She lived in style herself, one of the leading stars in the society of Tours; and she did not at all like that two middle-aged nieces, of straitened means, should take up their abode in the next street. So Mrs. Magnus met her nieces with the assurance that Tours would not do for them; it was too expensive a place; they would be swamped in it. Mrs. Magnus was drawing near to the close of her life then; had she known it, she might have been kinder, and let them remain; but she was not able to foresee the hour of that great event which must happen to us all any more than other people are. Oliver Preen was with her then, revelling in the sunny days which were flitting away on gossamer wings.

Lavinia, do you think we can stay at Tours?

The Miss Preens had descended at a fourth-rate hotel, picked out of the guide-book. When Ann asked this question, they were sitting after dinner in the table dhôte room, their feet on the sanded floor. Sanded floors were quite usual at that time in many parts of France.

Stay here to put up with Aunt Emilys pride and insolence! quickly answered Miss Preen. No. I will tell you what I have done, Ann. I wrote yesterday to Mary Carimon, asking her about Sainteville; whether she thinks it will suit us, and so on. As soon as her answer comes  shes certain to say yes  we will go, dear, and leave Mrs. Magnus to her grandeur. And, once we are safe away, I shall write her a letter, added Lavinia, in decisive tones; a letter which she wont like.

Madame Carimons answer came by return of post. It was as cordial as herself. Sainteville would be the very place for them, she said, and she should count the hours until they were there.

The Miss Preens turned their backs upon Tours, shaking its dust off their shoes. Lavinia had a little nest of accumulated money, so was at ease in that respect. And when the evening of the following day the railway terminus at Sainteville was reached, the pleasant, smiling face of Mary Carimon was the first they saw outside the barrière. She must have been nearly forty now, but she did not look a day older than when she had left Buttermead. Miss Lavinia was a year or two older than Mary; Miss Ann a year or two younger.

You must put up at the Hôtel des Princes, remarked Madame Carimon. It is the only really good one in the town. They wont charge you too much; my husband has spoken to the landlady. And you must spend to-morrow with me.

The hotel omnibus was waiting for them and other passengers, the luggage was piled on the roof, and Madame Carimon accompanied them to the hotel. A handsome hotel, the sisters thought; quite another thing from the one at Tours. Mary Carimon introduced them to the landlady, Madame Podevin, saw them seated down to tea and a cold fowl, and then left for the night.

With Sainteville the Miss Preens were simply charmed. It was a fresh, clean town, with wide streets, and good houses and old families, and some bright shops. The harbour was large, and the pier extended out to the open sea.

I should like to live here! exclaimed Miss Lavinia, sitting down at Madame Carimons, in a state of rapture. I never saw such a nice town, or such a lovely market.

They had been about all the morning with Madame Carimon. It was market-day, Wednesday. The market was held on the Grande Place; and the delicious butter, the eggs, the fresh vegetables, the flowers and the poultry, took Miss Lavinias heart by storm. Nancy was more taken with the picturesque market-women, in their white caps and long gold ear-rings. Other ladies were doing their marketing as well as Madame Carimon. She spoke to most of them, in French or in English, as the case might be. Under the able tuition of her husband, she talked French fluently now.

Madame Carimons habitation  very nice, small and compact  was in the Rue Pomme Cuite. The streets have queer names in some of these old French towns. It was near the college, which was convenient for Monsieur Carimon. Here they lived, with their elderly servant, Pauline. The same routine went on daily in the steady little domicile from years end to years end.

Jules goes to the college at eight oclock every week-day, after a cup of coffee and a petit pain, said madame to her guests, and he returns at five to dinner. He takes his déjeûner in the college at twelve, and I take mine alone at home. On Sundays he has no duty: we attend the French Protestant Church in a morning, dine at one oclock, and go for a walk in the afternoon.

You have no children, Mary?

Mary Carimons lively face turned sad as she answered: There was one little one; she stayed with us six months, and then God took her. I wrote to you of it, you know, Lavinia. No, we have not any children. Best not, Jules says; and I agree with him. They might only leave us when we have learnt to love them; and thats a trial hard to bear. Best as it is.

Im sure I should never learn to speak French, though we lived here for a century, exclaimed Miss Lavinia. Only to hear you jabbering to your servant, Mary, quite distracts ones ears.

Yes, you would. You would soon pick up enough to be understood in the shops and at market.



At five oclock, home came Monsieur Carimon. He welcomed the Miss Preens with honest, genuine pleasure, interspersed with a little French ceremony; making them about a dozen bows apiece before he met the hands held out to him.

They had quite a gala dinner. Soup to begin with  broth, the English ladies inwardly pronounced it  and then fish. A small cod, bought by Madame Carimon at the fish-market in the morning, with oyster sauce. Ten sous she had given for the cod, for she knew how to bargain now, and six sous for a dozen oysters, as large as a five-franc piece. This was followed by a delicious little fricandeau of veal, and that by a tarte à la crême from the pastrycooks. She told her guests unreservedly what all the dishes cost, to show them how reasonably people might live at Sainteville.

Over the coffee, after dinner, the question of their settling in the place was fully gone into, for the benefit of Monsieur Carimons opinions, who gave them in good English.

Depend upon it, Lavinia, you could not do better, remarked Mary Carimon. If you cannot make your income do here, you cannot anywhere.

We want to make it do well; not to betray our poverty, but to be able to maintain a fairly good appearance, said Lavinia. You understand me, I am sure, monsieur.

But certainly, mademoiselle, he answered; it is what we all like to do at Sainteville, I reckon.

And can do, if we are provident, added madame. French ways are not English ways. Our own income is small, Lavinia, yet we put by out of it.



A fact that goes without saying, confirmed the pleasant little man. If we did not put by, where would my wife be when I am no longer able to work?

Provisions being so cheap  What did you say, Nancy? asked Madame Carimon, interrupting herself.

I was going to say that I could live upon oysters, and should like to, replied Nancy, shaking back her flaxen curls with a laugh. Half-a-dozen of those great big oysters would make me a lovely dinner any day  and the cost would be only three halfpence.

And only fivepence the cost of that beautiful fish, put in her sister. In Sainteville our income would amply suffice.

It seems to me that it would, mesdemoiselles, observed Monsieur Carimon. Three thousand five hundred francs yearly! We French should think it a sufficient sum. Doubtless much would depend upon the way in which you laid it out.

What should we have to pay for lodgings, Mary? inquired Lavinia. Just a nice sitting-room and two small bedrooms; or a large room with two beds in it; and to be waited on?

Oh, you wont find that at Sainteville, was the unexpected answer. Nobody lets lodgings English fashion: its not the custom over here. You can find a furnished apartment, but the people will not wait upon you. There is always a little kitchen let with the rooms, and you must have your own servant.

It was the first check the ladies had received. They sat thinking. Dear me! exclaimed Nancy. No lodgings!



Would the apartments you speak of be very dear? asked Lavinia.

That depends upon the number of rooms and the situation, replied Madame Carimon. I cannot call to mind just now any small apartment that is vacant. If you like, we will go to-morrow and look about.

It was so arranged. And little Monsieur Carimon attended the ladies back to the Hôtel des Princes at the sober hour of nine, and bowed them into the porte cochère with two sweeps of his hat, wishing them the good-evening and the very good-night.

II.

Thursday morning. Nancy Preen awoke with a sick headache, and could not get up. But in the afternoon, when she was better, they went to Mary Carimons, and all three set out to look for an apartment  not meeting with great success.

All they saw were too large, and priced accordingly. There was one, indeed, in the Rue Lamartine, which suited as to size, but the rooms were inconvenient and stuffy; and there was another small one on the Grande Place, dainty and desirable, but the rent was very high. Madame Carimon at once offered the landlord half-price, French custom: she dealt at his shop for her groceries. No, no, he answered; his apartment was the nicest in the town for its size, as mesdames saw, and it was in the best situation  and not a single sou would the worthy grocer abate.



They were growing tired, then; and five oclock, the universal hour at Sainteville for dinner, was approaching.

Come round to me after dinner, and we will talk it over, said Mary Carimon, when they parted. I will give you a cup of tea.

They dined at the table dhôte, which both of them thought charming, and then proceeded to the Rue Pomme Cuite. Monsieur Carimon was on the point of going out, to spend an hour at the Café Pillaud, but he put down his hat to wait awhile, out of respect to the ladies. They told him about not having found an apartment to suit them.

Of course we have not searched all parts of the town, only the most likely ones, said Madame Carimon. There are large apartments to be had, but no small ones. We can search again to-morrow.

I suppose theres not a little house to be had cheap, if we cannot find an apartment? cried Miss Nancy, who was in love with Sainteville, and had set her heart upon remaining there.

Tiens, quickly spoke Monsieur Carimon in French to his wife, theres the Petite Maison Rouge belonging to Madame Veuve Sauvage, in the Place Ronde. It is still to let: I saw the affiche in the shop window to-day. What do you think of it, Marie?

Madame Carimon did not seem to know quite what to think. She looked at her husband, then at the eager faces of her two friends; but she did not speak.

About half-way down the Rue Tessin, a busy street leading to the port, was a wide opening, giving on to the Place Ronde. The Place Ronde agreed with its name, for it was somewhat in form of a horseshoe. Some fifteen or sixteen substantial houses were built round it, each having a shop for its basement; and trees, green and feathery, were scattered about, affording a slight though pleasant shelter from the hot sun in summer weather.

The middle house at the bottom of the Place Ronde, exactly facing the opening from the Rue Tessin, was a very conspicuous house indeed, inasmuch as it was painted red, whilst the other houses were white. All of them had green persienne shutters to the upper windows. The shop, a large one, belonging to this red house was that of the late Monsieur Jean Sauvage, Marchand de Vin en gros et en détail, as the announcement over his door used to run in the later years of his life. But when Jean Sauvage commenced business, in that same shop, it was only as a retail vendor. Casting about in his mind one day for some means by which his shop might be distinguished from other wine-shops and attract customers, he hit upon the plan of painting the house red. No sooner thought of than done. A painter was called, who converted the white walls into a fiery vermilion, and stretched a board across the upper part, between the windows of the first and second floors, on which appeared in large letters A la Maison Rouge.

Whether this sort of advertisement drew the public, or whether it might have been the sterling respectability and devotion to business of Monsieur Sauvage, he got on most successfully. The Marchand en détail became also Marchand en gros, and in course of time he added liqueurs to his wines. No citizen of Sainteville was more highly esteemed than he, both as a man and a tradesman. Since his death the business had been carried on by his widow, aided by the two sons, Gustave and Emile. Latterly Madame Veuve Sauvage had given up all work to them; she was now in years, and had well earned her rest. They lived in the rooms over the shop, which were large and handsome. In former days, when the energies of herself and her husband were chiefly devoted to acquiring and saving money, they had let these upper rooms for a good sum yearly. Old Madame Sauvage might be seen any day now sitting at a front-window, looking out upon the world between her embroidered white curtains.

The door of this prosperous shop was between the two windows. The one window displayed a few bottles of wine, most of them in straw cases; in the other window were clear flacons of liqueurs: chartreuse, green and yellow; curaçoa, warm and ruby; eau de vie de Danzick, with its fluttering gold leaf; and many other sorts.

However, it is not with the goods of Madame Veuve Sauvage that we have to do, but with her premises. Standing in front of the shop, as if coveting a bottle of that choice wine for to-days dinner, or an immediate glass of delicious liqueur, you may see on your right hand, but to the left of the shop, the private door of the house. On the other side the shop is also a door which opens to a narrow entry. The entry looks dark, even in the mid-day sun, for it is pretty long, extending down a portion of the side of the Maison Rouge, which is a deep house, and terminating in a paved yard surrounded by high buildings. At the end of the yard is a small dwelling, with two modern windows, one above the other. Near the under window is the entrance-door, painted oak colour, with a brass knob, a bell-wire with a curious handle, and a knocker. This little house the late Monsieur Sauvage had also caused to be converted into a red one, the same as the larger.

In earlier days, when Jean Sauvage and his wife were putting their shoulders to the wheel, they had lived in the little house with their children; the two sons and the daughter, Jeanne. Jeanne Sauvage married early and very well, an avocat. But since they had left it, the house in the yard seemed to have been, as the Widow Sauvage herself expressed it, unlucky. The first of the tenants had died there; the second had disappeared  decamped in fact, to avoid paying rent and other debts; the third had moved into a better house; and the fourth, an old widow lady, had also died, owing a years rent to Madame Sauvage, and leaving no money to pay it.

It was of this small dwelling, lying under the shadow of the Maison Rouge, that Monsieur Carimon had thought. Turning to the Miss Preens, he gave them briefly a few particulars, and said he believed the house was to be had on very reasonable terms.

What do you call it? exclaimed Lavinia. The little red house?

Yes, we call it so, said Monsieur Carimon. Emile Sauvage was talking of it to me the other evening at the café, saying they would be glad to have it tenanted.

I fear our good friends here would find it dull, remarked Madame Carimon to him. It is in so gloomy a situation, you know, Jules.



Mon amie, I do not myself see how that signifies, said he in reply. If your house is comfortable inside, does it matter what it looks out upon?

Very true, assented Miss Lavinia, whose hopes had gone up again. But this house may not be furnished, Mary.

It is partly furnished, said Madame Carimon. When the old lady who was last in it died, they had to take her furniture for the rent. It was not much, I have heard.

We should not want much, only two of us, cried Miss Ann eagerly. Do let us go to look at it to-morrow!

On the following day, Friday, the Miss Preens went to the Place Ronde, piloted by Mary Carimon. They were struck with admiration at the Maison Rouge, all a fiery glow in the morning sun, and a novelty to English eyes. Whilst Madame Carimon went into the shop to explain and ask for the key, the sisters gazed in at the windows. Lying on the wine-bottles was a small black board on which was written in white letters, Petite Maison à louer.

Monsieur Gustave Sauvage, key in hand, saluted the ladies in English, which he spoke fairly well, and accompanied them to view the house. The sun was very bright that day, and the confined yard did not look so dull as at a less favourable time; and perhaps the brilliant red of the little house, at which Nancy laughed, imparted a cheerfulness to it. Monsieur Gustave opened the door with a latch-key, drew back, and waited for them to enter.

The first to do so, or to attempt to do so, was Miss Preen. But no sooner had she put one foot over the threshold than she drew back with a start, somewhat discomposing the others by the movement.

What is it, Lavinia? inquired Ann.

Something seemed to startle me, and throw me backward! exclaimed Lavinia Preen, regaining her breath. Perhaps it was the gloom of the passage: it is very dark.

Pardon, mesdames, spoke Monsieur Gustave politely. If the ladies will forgive my entering before them, I will open the salon door.

The passage was narrow. The broad shoulders of Monsieur Gustave almost touched the wall on either side as he walked along. Almost at the other end of it, on his left hand, was the salon door; he threw it open, and a little light shone forth. The passage terminated in a small square recess. At the back of this was fixed a shallow marble slab for holding things, above which was a cupboard let into the wall. On the right of the recess was the staircase; and opposite the staircase the kitchen-door, the kitchen being behind the salon.

The salon was nice when they were in it; the paint was fresh, the paper light and handsome. It was of good size, and its large window looked to the front. The kitchen opened upon a small back-yard, furnished with a pump and a shed for wood or coal. On the floor above were two very good chambers, one behind the other. Opposite these, on the other side of the passage, was another room, not so large, but of fair size. It was apparently built out over some part of the next-door premises, and was lighted by a skylight. All the rooms were fresh and good, and the passage had a window at the end.



Altogether it was not an inconvenient abode for people who did not go in for show. The furniture was plain, clean and useful, but it would have to be added to. There were no grates, not even a cooking-stove in the kitchen. It was very much the Sainteville custom at that period for tenants to provide grates for themselves, plenty of which could be bought or hired for a small sum. An easy-chair or two would be needed; tea-cups and saucers and wine-glasses; and though, there were washing-stands, these contained no jugs or basins; and there were no sheets or tablecloths or towels, no knives or forks, no brooms or brushes, and so on.

There is only this one sitting-room, you perceive, remarked Madame Carimon, as they turned about, looking at the salon again, after coming downstairs.

Yes, thats a pity, on account of dining, replied Miss Nancy.

One of our tenants made a pretty salon of the room above this, and this the salle à manger, replied Monsieur Gustave. Mesdames might like to do the same, possibly?

He had pointedly addressed Miss Lavinia, near whom he stood. She did not answer. In fact  it was a very curious thing, but a fact  Miss Lavinia had not spoken a word since she entered. She had gone through the house taking in its features in complete silence, just as if that shock at the door had scared away her speech.

The rent asked by Monsieur Gustave, acting for his mother, was very moderate indeed  twenty pounds a-year, including the use of the furniture. There would be no taxes to pay, he said; absolutely none; the taxes of this little house, being upon their premises, were included in their own. But to ensure this low rental, the house must be taken for five years.

Of course we will take it  wont we, Lavinia? cried Miss Ann in a loud whisper. Only twenty pounds a-year! Just think of it!

Sir, Miss Lavinia said to Monsieur Gustave, speaking at last, the house would suit us in some respects, especially as regards rent. But we might find it too lonely: and I should hardly like to be bound for five years.

All that was of course for mesdames consideration, he frankly responded. But he thought that if the ladies were established in it with their ménage about them, they would not find it lonely.

We will give you an answer to-morrow or Monday, decided Miss Lavinia.

They went about the town all that day with Madame Carimon; but nothing in the shape of an apartment could be found to suit them. Madame invited them again to tea in the evening. And by that time they had decided to take the house. Nancy was wild about it. What with the change from the monotony of their country house to the bright and busy streets, the gay outdoor life, the delights of the table dhôte, Ann Preen looked upon Sainteville as an earthly paradise.

The house is certainly more suited to you than anything else we have seen, observed Madame Carimon. I have nothing to say against the Petite Maison Rouge, except its dull situation.

Did it strike you, Mary, apart from its situation, as being gloomy? asked Lavinia.



No. Once you are in the rooms they are cheerful enough.

It did me. Gloomy, with a peculiar gloom, you understand. Im sure the passage was dark as night. It must have been its darkness that startled me as we were going in.

By the way, Lavinia, what was the matter with you then? interrupted her sister.

I dont know, Nancy; I said at the time I did not know. With my first step into the passage, some horror seemed to meet me and drive me backward.

Some horror! repeated Nancy.

I seemed to feel it so. I had still the glare of the streets and the fiery red walls in my eyes, which must have caused the house passage to look darker than it ought. That was all, I suppose  but it turned me sick with a sort of fear; sick and shivery.

That salon may be made as pretty a room as any in Sainteville, remarked Madame Carimon. Many of the English residents here have only one salon in their apartments. You see, we dont go in for ceremony; France is not like England.

On the morrow the little house under the wing of the Maison Rouge was secured by the Miss Preens. They took it in their joint names for five years. To complete the transaction they were ushered upstairs to the salon and presence of Madame Veuve Sauvage  a rather stately looking old lady, attired in a voluminous black silk robe and a mourning cap of fine muslin. Madame, who could not speak a syllable of English, conversed graciously with her future tenants through the interpretation of Mary Carimon, offering to be useful to them in any way she could. Lavinia and Ann Preen both signed the bail, or agreement, and Madame Veuve Sauvage likewise signed it; by virtue of which she became their landlady, and they her tenants of the little house for five years. Madame Carimon, and a shopman who came upstairs for the purpose, signed as witnesses.

Wine and the little cakes called pistolets were then introduced; and so the bargain was complete.

Oh if some kindly spirit from the all-seeing world above could only have whispered a hint to those ill-fated sisters of what they were doing!  had only whispered a warning in time to prevent it! Might not that horror, which fell upon Lavinia as she was about to pass over the door-sill, have served her as such? But who regards these warnings when they come to us? Who personally applies them? None.

Having purchased or hired the additional things required, the Miss Preens took possession of their house. Nancy had the front bed-chamber, which Lavinia thought rather the best, and so gave it up to her; Lavinia took the back one. The one opposite, with the skylight, remained unoccupied, as their servant did not sleep in the house. Not at all an uncommon custom at Sainteville.

An excellent servant had been found for them in the person of Flore Pamart, a widow, who was honest, cooked well, and could talk away in English; all recommendations that the ladies liked. Flore let herself in with a latch-key before breakfast, and left as soon after five oclock in the evening as she could get the dinner things removed. Madame Flore Pamart had one little boy named Dion, who went to school by day, but was at home night and morning; for which reason his mother could only take a daily service.

Thus the Miss Preens became part of the small colony of English at Sainteville. They took sittings in the English Protestant Church, which was not much more than a room; and they subscribed to the casino on the port when it opened for the summer season, spending many an evening there, listening to the music, watching the dancing when there was any, and chattering with the acquaintances they met. They were well regarded, these new-comers, and they began to speak French after a fashion. Now and then they went out to a soirée; once in a way gave one in return. Very sober soirées indeed were those of Sainteville; consisting (as Sam Weller might inform us) of tea at seven oclock with, hot galette, conversation, cake at ten (gâteau Suisse or gâteau au rhum), and a glass of Picardin wine.

They were pleased with the house, once they had settled down in it, and never a shadow of regret crossed either of them for having taken the Petite Maison Rouge.

In this way about a twelvemonth wore on.

III.

It was a fine morning at the beginning of April; the sun being particularly welcome, as Sainteville had latterly been favoured with a spell of ill-natured, bitter east winds. About eleven oclock, Miss Preen and her sister turned out of their house to take a walk on the pier  which they liked to do most days, wind and weather permitting. In going down the Rue des Arbres, they were met by a fresh-looking little elderly gentleman, with rather long white hair, and wearing a white necktie. He stopped to salute the ladies, bowing ceremoniously low to each of them. It was Monsieur le Docteur Dupuis, a kindly man of skilful reputation, who had now mostly, though not altogether, given up practice to his son, Monsieur Henri Dupuis. Miss Lavinia had a little acquaintance with the doctor, and took occasion to ask him news of the public welfare; for there was raging in the town the malady called la grippe, which, being interpreted, means influenza.

It was not much better at present, Monsieur Dupuis answered; but this genial sunshine he hoped would begin to drive it away; and, with another bow, he passed onward.

The pier was soon reached, and they enjoyed their walk upon it. The sunlight glinted on the rather turbulent waves of the sea in the distance, but there was not much breeze to be felt on land. When nearing the end of the pier their attention was attracted to a fishing-boat, which was tumbling about rather unaccountably in its efforts to make the harbour.

It almost looks from here as though it had lost its rudder, Nancy, remarked Miss Lavinia.

They halted, and stood looking over the side at the object of interest; not particularly noticing that a gentleman stood near them, also looking at the same through an opera-glass. He was spare, of middle height and middle age; his hair was grey, his face pale and impassive; the light over-coat he wore was of fashionable English cut.

Oh, Lavinia, look, look! It is coming right on to the end of the pier, cried Ann Preen.

Hush, Nancy, dont excite yourself, said Miss Lavinia, in lowered tones. It will take care not to do that.

The gentleman gave a wary glance at them. He saw two ladies dressed alike, in handsome black velvet mantles, and bonnets with violet feathers; by which he judged them to be sisters, though there was no resemblance in face. The elder had clear-cut features, a healthy colour, dark brown hair, worn plain, and a keen, sensible expression. The other was fair, with blue eyes and light ringlets.

Pardon me, he said, turning to them, and his accent was that of a gentleman. May I offer you the use of my glasses?

Oh, thank you! exclaimed Nancy, in a light tone bordering on a giggle; and she accepted the glasses. She was evidently pleased with the offer and with the stranger.

Lavinia, on the contrary, was not. The moment she saw his full face she shrank from it  shrank from him. The feeling might have been as unaccountable as that which came over her when she had been first entering the Petite Maison Rouge; but it was there. However, she put it from her, and thanked him.

I dont think I see so well with the glasses as without them; it seems all a mist, remarked Nancy, who was standing next the stranger.

They are not properly focused for you. Allow me, said he, as he took the glasses from her to alter them. Young eyes need a less powerful focus than elderly ones like mine.

He spoke in a laughing tone; Nancy, fond of compliments, giggled outright this time. She was approaching forty; he might have been ten years older. They continued standing there, watching the fishing-boat, and exchanging remarks at intervals. When it had made the harbour without accident, the Miss Preens wished him good-morning, and went back down the pier; he took off his hat to them, and walked the other way.

What a charming man! exclaimed Nancy, when they were at a safe distance.

I dont like him, dissented Lavinia.

Not like him! echoed the other in surprise. Why, Lavinia, his manners are delightful. I wonder who he is?

When nearly home, in turning into the Place Ronde, they met an English lady of their acquaintance, the wife of Major Smith. She had been ordering a dozen of vin Picardin from the Maison Rouge. As they stood talking together, the gentleman of the pier passed up the Rue de Tessin. He lifted his hat, and they all, including Mrs. Smith, bowed.

Do you know him? quickly asked Nancy, in a whisper.

Hardly that, answered Mrs. Smith. When we were passing the Hôtel des Princes this morning, a gentleman turned out of the courtyard, and he and my husband spoke to one another. The major said to me afterwards that he had formerly been in the  I forget which  regiment. He called him Mr. Fennel.



Now, as ill-fortune had it, Miss Preen found herself very poorly after she got home. She began to sneeze and cough, and thought she must have taken cold through standing on the pier to watch the vagaries of the fishing-smack.

I hope you are not going to have the influenza! cried Nancy, her blue eyes wide with concern.

But the influenza it proved to be. Miss Preen seemed about to have it badly, and lay in bed the next day. Nancy proposed to send Flore for Monsieur Dupuis, but Lavinia said she knew how to treat herself as well as he could treat her.

The next day she was no better. Poor Nancy had to go out alone, or to stay indoors. She did not like doing the latter at all; it was too dull; her own inclination would have led her abroad all day long and every day.

I saw Captain Fennel on the pier again, said she to her sister that afternoon, when she was making the tea at Lavinias bedside, Flore having carried up the tray.

I hope you did not talk to him, Ann, spoke the invalid, as well as she could articulate.

I talked a little, said Nancy, turning hot, conscious that she had gossiped with him for three-quarters-of-an-hour. He stopped to speak to me; I could not walk on rudely.

Any way, dont talk to him again, my dear. I do not like that man.

What is there to dislike in him, Lavinia?

That I cant say. His countenance is not a good one; it is shifty and deceitful. He is a man you could never trust.



Im sure Ive heard you say the same of other people.

Because I can read faces, returned Lavinia.

Oh  well  I consider Captain Fennels is a handsome face, debated Nancy.

Why do you call him Captain?

He calls himself so, answered Nancy. I suppose it was his rank in the army when he retired. They retain it afterwards by courtesy, dont they, Lavinia?

I am not sure. It depends upon whether they retire in rotation or sell out, I fancy. Mrs. Smith said the major called him Mr. Fennel, and he ought to know. There, I cant talk any more, Nancy, and the man is nothing to us, that we need discuss him.

La grippe had taken rather sharp hold of Lavinia Preen, and she was upstairs for ten days. On the first afternoon she went down to the salon, Captain Fennel called, very much to her surprise; and, also to her surprise, he and Nancy appeared to be pretty intimate.

In point of fact, they had met every day, generally upon the pier. Nancy had said nothing about it at home. She was neither sly nor deceitful in disposition; rather notably simple and unsophisticated; but, after Lavinias reproof the first time she told about meeting him, she would not tell again.

Miss Preen behaved coolly to him; which he would not appear to see. She sat over the fire, wrapped in a shawl, for it was a cold afternoon. He stayed only a little time, and put his card down on the slab near the stairs when he left. Lavinia had it brought to her.

Mr. Edwin Fennel.



Then he is not Captain Fennel, she observed. But, Nancy, what in the world could have induced the man to call here? And how is it you seem to be familiar with him?

I have met him out-of-doors, sometimes, while you were ill, said Nancy. As to his calling here  he came, I suppose, out of politeness. Theres no harm in it, Lavinia.

Miss Lavinia did not say there was. But she disliked the man too much to favour his acquaintanceship. Instinct warned her against him.

How little was she prepared for what was to follow! Before she was well out-of-doors again, before she had been anywhere except to church, Nancy gave her a shock. With no end of simperings and blushings, she confessed that she had been asked to marry Captain Fennel.

Had Miss Lavinia Preen been herself politely asked to marry a certain gentleman popularly supposed to reside underground, she would not have been much more indignantly startled. Perhaps frightened would be the better word for it.

But  you would not, Nancy! she gasped, when she found her voice.

I dont know, simpered foolish Nancy. I  I  think him very nice and gentlemanly, Lavinia.

Lavinia came out of her fright sufficiently to reason. She strove to show Nancy how utterly unwise such a step would be. They knew nothing of Captain Fennel or his antecedents; to become his wife might just be courting misery and destruction. Nancy ceased to argue; and Lavinia hoped she had yielded.

Both sisters kept a diary. But for that fact, and also that the diaries were preserved, Featherston could not have arrived at the details of the story so perfectly. About this time, a trifle earlier or later, Ann Preen wrote as follows in hers:

April 16th.  I met Captain Fennel on the pier again this morning. I do think he goes there because he knows he may meet me. Lavinia is not out yet; she has not quite got rid of that Grip, as they stupidly call it here. Im sure it has gripped her. We walked quite to the end of the pier, and then I sat down on the edge for a little while, and he stood talking to me. I do wish I could tell Lavinia of these meetings; but she was so cross the first day I met him, and told her of it, that I dont like to. Captain Fennel lent me his glasses as usual, and I looked at the London steamer, which was coming in. Somehow we fell to talking of the Smiths; he said they were poor, had not much more than the majors half-pay. Not like you rich people, Miss Nancy, he said  he thinks thats my right name. Your income is different from theirs. Oh, I screamed out, why, its only a hundred and forty pounds a-year! Well, he answered, smiling, thats a comfortable sum for a place like this; five francs will buy as much at Sainteville as half-a-sovereign will in England. Which is pretty nearly true.

Skipping a few entries of little importance, we come to another:

May 1st, and such a lovely day!  It reminds me of one May-day at home, when the Jacks-in-the-green were dancing on the grass-plot before the Court windows at Buttermead, and Mrs. Selby sat watching them, as pleased as they were, saying she should like to dance, too, if she could only go first to the mill to be ground young again. Jane and Edith Peckham were spending the day with us. It was just such a day as this, warm and bright; light, fleecy clouds flitting across the blue sky. I wish Lavinia were out to enjoy it! but she is hardly strong enough for long walks yet, and only potters about, when she does get out, in the Rue des Arbres or the Grande Place, or perhaps over to see Mary Carimon.

I dont know what to do. I lay awake all last night, and sat moping yesterday, thinking what I could do. Edwin wants me to marry him; I told Lavinia, and she absolutely forbids it, saying I should rush upon misery. He says I should be happy as the days long. I feel like a distracted lunatic, not knowing which of them is right, or which opinion I ought to yield to. I have obeyed Lavinia all my life; we have never had a difference before; her wishes have been mine, and mine have been hers. But I cant see why she need have taken up this prejudice against him, for Im sure hes more like an angel than a man; and, as he whispers to me, Nancy Fennel would be a prettier name than Nancy Preen. I said to him to-day, My name is Ann, not really Nancy. My dear, he answered, I shall always call you Nancy; I love the simple name.

I no longer talk about him to Lavinia, or let her suspect that we still meet on the pier. It would make her angry, and I cant bear that. I dare not hint to her what Edwin said to-day  that he should take matters into his own hands. He means to go over to Dover, viâ Calais; stay at Dover a fortnight, as the marriage law requires, and then come back to fetch me; and after the marriage has taken place we shall return here to live.

Oh dear, what am I to do? It will be a dreadful thing to deceive Lavinia; and it will be equally dreadful to lose him. He declares that if I do not agree to this he shall set sail for India (where he used to be with his regiment), and never, never see me again. Good gracious! never to see me again!

The worst is, he wants to go off to Dover at once, giving one no time for consideration! Must I say Yes, or No? The uncertainty shakes me to pieces. He laughed to-day when I said something of this, assuring me Lavinias anger would pass away like a summer cloud when I was his wife; that sisters had no authority over one another, and that Lavinias opposition arose from selfishness only, because she did not want to lose me. Risk it, Nancy, said he; she will receive you with open arms when I bring you back from Dover. If I could only think so! Now and then I feel inclined to confide my dilemma to Mary Carimon, and ask her opinion, only that I fear she might tell Lavinia.



Mr. Edwin Fennel quitted Sainteville. When he was missed people thought he might have gone for good. But one Saturday morning some time onwards, when the month of May was drawing towards its close, Miss Lavinia, out with Nancy at market, came full upon Captain Fennel in the crowd on the Grande Place. He held out his hand.

I thought you had left Sainteville, Mr. Fennel, she remarked, meeting his hand and the sinister look in his face unwillingly.



Got back this morning, he said; travelled by night. Shall be leaving again to-day or to-morrow. How are you, Miss Nancy?

Lavinia pushed her way to the nearest poultry stall. Will you come here, Ann? she said. I want to choose a fowl.

She began to bargain, half in French, half in English, with the poultry man, all to get rid of that other man, and she looked round, expecting Nancy had followed her. Nancy had not stirred from the spot near the butter-baskets: she and Captain Fennel had their heads together, he talking hard and fast.

They saw Lavinia looking at them; looking angry, too. Remember, impressively whispered Captain Fennel to Nancy: and, lifting his hat to Lavinia, over the white caps of the market-women, he disappeared across the Place.

I wonder what that man has come back for? cried Miss Preen, as Nancy reached her  not that she had any suspicion. And I wonder you should stay talking with him, Nancy!

Nancy did not answer.

Sending Flore  who had attended them with her market-basket  home with the fowl and eggs and vegetables, they called at the butchers and the grocers, and then went home themselves. Miss Preen then remembered that she had forgotten one or two things, and must go out again. Nancy remained at home. When Lavinia returned, which was not for an hour, for she had met various friends and stayed to gossip, her sister was in her room. Flore thought Mademoiselle Nancy was setting her drawers to rights: she had heard her opening and shutting them.



Time went on until the afternoon. Just before five oclock, when Flore came into lay the cloth for dinner, Lavinia, sitting at the window, saw her sister leave the house and cross the yard, a good-sized paper parcel in her hand.

Why, that is Miss Nancy, she exclaimed, in much surprise. Where can she be going to now?

Miss Nancy came down the stairs as I was coming in here, replied Flore. She said to me that she had just time to run to Madame Carimons before dinner.

Hardly, dissented Miss Lavinia. What can she be going for?

As five oclock struck, Flore (always punctual, from self-interest) came in to ask if she should serve the fish; but was told to wait until Miss Nancy returned. When half-past five was at hand, and Nancy had not appeared, Miss Preen ordered the fish in, remarking that Madame Carimon must be keeping her sister to dinner.

Afterwards Miss Preen set out for the casino, expecting she should meet them both there; for Lavinia and Nancy had intended to go. Madame Carimon was not a subscriber, but she sometimes paid her ten sous and went in. It would be quite a pretty sight to-night  a childrens dance. Lavinia soon joined some friends there, but the others did not come.

At eight oclock she was in the Rue Pomme Cuite, approaching Madame Carimons. Pauline, in her short woollen petticoats, and shoeless feet thrust into wooden sabots, was splashing buckets of water before the door to scrub the pavement, and keeping up a screaming chatter with the other servants in the street, who were doing the same, Saturday-night fashion.

Madame Carimon was in the salon, sitting idle in the fading light; her sewing lay on the table. Lavinias eyes went round the room, but she saw no one else in it.

Mary, where is Nancy? she asked, as Madame Carimon rose to greet her with outstretched hands.

Im sure I dont know, answered Madame Carimon lightly. She has not been here. Did you think she had?

She dined here  did she not?

What, Nancy? Oh no! I and Jules dined alone. He is out now, giving a French lesson. I have not seen Nancy since  let me see  since Thursday, I think; the day before yesterday.

Lavinia Preen sat down, half-bewildered. She related the history of the evening.

It is elsewhere that Nancy is gone, remarked Madame Carimon. Flore must have misunderstood her.

Concluding that to be the case, and that Nancy might already be at home, Lavinia returned at once to the Petite Maison Rouge, Mary Carimon bearing her company in the sweet summer twilight. Lavinia opened the door with her latch-key. Flore had departed long before. There were three latch-keys to the house, Nancy possessing one of them.

They looked into every room, and called out Nancy! Nancy! But she was not there.

Nancy Preen had gone off with Captain Fennel by the six-oclock train, en route for Dover, there to be converted into Mrs. Fennel.



And had Nancy foreseen the terrible events and final crime which this most disastrous step would bring about, she might have chosen, rather than take it, to run away to the Protestant cemetery outside the gates of Sainteville, there to lay herself down to die.

IV.

Where can Nancy be?

Miss Preen spoke these words to Mary Carimon in a sort of flurry. After letting themselves into the house, the Petite Maison Rouge, and calling up and down it in vain for Nancy, the question as to where she could be naturally arose.

She must be spending the evening with the friends she stayed to dine with, said Madame Carimon.

I dont know where she would be likely to stay. Unless  yes  perhaps at Mrs. Hardys.

That must be it, Lavinia, pronounced Madame Carimon.

It was then getting towards nine oclock. They set out again for Mrs. Hardys to escort Nancy home. She lived in the Rue Lothaire; a long street, leading to the railway-station.

Mrs. Hardy was an elderly lady. When near her door they saw her grand-nephew, Charles Palliser, turn out of it. Charley was a good-hearted young fellow, the son of a rich merchant in London. He was staying at Sainteville for the purpose of acquiring the art of speaking French as a native.

Looking for Miss Ann Preen! cried he, as they explained in a word or two. No, she is not at our house; has not been there. I saw her going off this evening by the six-oclock train.

Going off by the six-oclock train! echoed Miss Lavinia, staring at him. Why, what do you mean, Mr. Charles? My sister has not gone off by any train.

It was in this way, answered the young man, too polite to flatly contradict a lady. Mrs. Hardys cousin, Louise Soubitez, came to town this morning; she spent the day with us, and after dinner I went to see her off by the train. And there, at the station, was Miss Ann Preen.

But not going away by train, returned Miss Lavinia.

Why, yes, she was. I watched the train out of the station. She and Louise Soubitez sat in the same compartment.

A smile stole to Charles Pallisers face. In truth, he was amused at Miss Lavinias consternation. It suddenly struck her that the young man was joking.

Did you speak to Ann, Mr. Charles?

Oh yes; just a few words. There was not time for much conversation; Louise was late.

Miss Preen felt a little shaken.

Was Ann alone?

No; she was with Captain Fennel.

And, with that, a suspicion of the truth, and the full horror of it, dawned upon Lavinia Preen. She grasped Madame Carimons arm and turned white as death.

It never can be, she whispered, her lips trembling: it never can be! She cannot have  have  run away  with that man!



Unconsciously perhaps to herself, her eyes were fixed on Charles. He thought the question was put to him, and answered it.

Well  I  Im afraid it looks like it, as she seems to have said nothing to you, he slowly said. But I give you my word, Miss Preen, that until this moment that aspect of the matter never suggested itself to me. I supposed they were just going up the line together for some purpose or other; though, in fact, I hardly thought about it at all.

And perhaps that is all the mystery! interposed Madame Carimon briskly. He may have taken Ann to Drecques for a little jaunt, and they will be back again by the last train. It must be almost due, Lavinia.

With one impulse they turned to the station, which was near at hand. Drecques, a village, was the first place the trains stopped at on the up-line. The passengers were already issuing from the gate. Standing aside until all had passed, and not seeing Nancy anywhere, Charley Palliser looked into the omnibuses. But she was not there.

They may have intended to come back and missed the train, Miss Preen; its very easy to miss a train, said he in his good nature.

I think it must be so, Lavinia, spoke up Madame Carimon. Any way, we will assume it until we hear to the contrary. And, Charley, we had better not talk of this to-night.

I wont, answered Charley earnestly. You may be sure of me.

Unless Captain Fennel and Miss Ann Preen chartered a balloon, there was little probability of their reaching Sainteville that evening, for this had been the last train. Lavinia Preen passed a night of discomfort, striving to hope against hope, as the saying runs. Not a very wise saying; it might run better, striving to hope against despair.

When Sunday did not bring back the truants, or any news of them, the three in the secret  Mary Carimon, Lavinia, and Charley Palliser  had little doubt that the disappearance meant an elopement. Monsieur Jules Carimon, not easily understanding such an escapade, so little in accordance with the customs and manners of his own country, said in his wifes ear he hoped it would turn out that there was a marriage in the case.

Miss Preen received a letter from Dover pretty early in the week, written by Ann. She had been married that day to Captain Fennel.

Altogether, the matter was the most bitter blow ever yet dealt to Lavinia Preen. No living being knew, or ever would know, how cruelly her heart was wrung by it. But, being a kindly woman of good sound sense, she saw that the best must be made of it, not the worst; and this she set herself out to do. She began by hoping that her own instinct, warning her against Captain Fennel, might be a mistaken one, and that he had a good home to offer his wife and would make her happy in it.

She knew no more about him  his family, his fortune, his former life, his antecedents  than she knew of the man in the moon. Major Smith perhaps did; he had been acquainted with him in the past. Nancys letter, though written the previous day, had been delivered by the afternoon post. As soon as she could get dinner over, Lavinia went to Major Smiths. He lived at the top of the Rue Lambeau, a street turning out of the Grande Place. He and his wife, their own dinner just removed, were sitting together, the major indulging in a steaming glass of schiedam and water, flavoured with a slice of lemon. He was a very jolly little man, with rosy cheeks and a bald head. They welcomed Miss Lavinia warmly. She, not quite as composed as usual, opened her business without preamble; her sister Ann had married Captain Fennel, and she had come to ask Major Smith what he knew of him.

Not very much, answered the major.

There was something behind his tone, and Lavinia burst into tears. Compassionating her distress, the major offered her a comforting glass, similar to his own. Lavinia declined it.

You will tell me what you know, she said; and he proceeded to do so.

Edwin Fennel, the son of Colonel Fennel, was stationed in India with his regiment for several years. He got on well enough, but was not much liked by his brother officers: they thought him unscrupulous and deceitful. All at once, something very disagreeable occurred, which obliged Captain Fennel to quit her Majestys service. The affair was hushed up, out of consideration to his family and his fathers long term of service. In fact, I believe he was allowed to retire, instead of being cashiered, added the major, but I am not quite sure which it was.

What was it that occurred  that Captain Fennel did, to necessitate his dismissal? questioned Lavinia.

I dont much like to mention it, said the major, shaking his head. It might get about, you see, Miss Preen, which would make it awkward for him. I have no wish, or right either, to do the man a gratuitous injury.

I promise you it shall not get about through me, returned Lavinia; my sisters being his wife will be the best guarantee for that. You must please tell me, Major Smith.

Well, Fennel was suspected  detected, in short  of cheating at cards.

Lavinia drew a deep breath. Do you know, she said presently, in an undertone, that when I first met the man I shrank from his face.

Oh my! And it has such nice features! put in Mrs. Smith, who was but a silly little woman.

There was something in its shifty look which spoke to me as a warning, continued Lavinia. It did, indeed. All my life I have been able to read faces, and my first instinct has rarely, if ever, deceived me. Each time I have seen this man since, that instinct against him has become stronger.

Major Smith took a sip at his schiedam. I believe  between ourselves  he is just a mauvais sujet, said he. He has a brother who is one, out and out; as I chance to know.

What is Edwin Fennels income, major?

I cant tell at all. I should not be surprised to hear that he has none.

How does he live then? asked Lavinia, her heart going at a gallop.

Dont know that either, said the major. His father is dead now and cant help him. A very respectable man, the old colonel, but always poor.



He cannot live upon air; he must have some means, debated Lavinia.

Lives upon his wits, perhaps; some men do. He wanted to borrow ten pounds from me a short time ago, added the major, taking another sip at his tumbler; but I told him I had no money to lend  which was a fact. I have an idea that he got it out of Charley Palliser.

The more Lavinia Preen heard of this unhappy case, the worse it seemed to be. Declining to stay for tea, as Mrs. Smith wished, she betook her miserable steps home again, rather wishing that the sea would swallow up Captain Fennel.

The next day she saw Charles Palliser. Pouncing upon him as he was airing his long legs in the Grande Place, she put the question to him in so determined a way that Charley had no chance against her. He turned red.

I dont know who can have set that about, said he. But its true, Miss Preen. Fennel pressed me to lend him ten pounds for a month; and I  well, I did it. I happened to have it in my pocket, you see, having just cashed a remittance from my father.

Has he repaid you, Mr. Charles?

Oh, the months not quite up yet, cried Charley. Please dont talk of it, Miss Preen; he wouldnt like it, you know. How on earth it has slipped out I cant imagine.

No, I shall not talk of it, said Lavinia, as she wished him good-day and walked onwards, wondering what sort of a home Captain Fennel meant to provide for Ann.

Lavinia Preens cup of sorrow was not yet full. A morning or two after this she was seated at breakfast with the window open, when she saw the postman come striding across the yard with a letter. It was from the bride; a very short letter, and one that Miss Lavinia did not at once understand. She read it again.

My dear Lavinia,

All being well, we shall be home to-morrow; that is, on the day you receive this letter; reaching Sainteville by the last train in the evening. Please get something nice and substantial for tea, Edwin says, and please see that Flore has the bedroom in good order.

Your affectionate sister,
Ann Fennel.

The thing that Miss Lavinia did, when comprehension came to her, was to fly into a passion.

Come home here  he!  is that what she means? cried she. Never. Have that man in my house? Never, never.

But what has mademoiselle received? exclaimed Flore, appearing just then with a boiled egg. Is it bad news?

It is news that I will not put up with  will not tolerate, cried Miss Lavinia. And, in the moments dismay, she told the woman what it was.

Tiens! commented Flore, taking a common-sense view of matters: they must be coming just to show themselves to mademoiselle on their marriage. Likely enough they will not stay more than a night or two, while looking out for an apartment.



Lavinia did not believe it; but the very suggestion somewhat soothed her. To receive that man even for a night or two, as Flore put it, would be to her most repugnant, cruel pain, and she resolved not to do it. Breakfast over, she carried the letter and her trouble to the Rue Pomme Cuite.

But I am afraid, Lavinia, you cannot refuse to receive them, spoke Madame Carimon, after considering the problem.

Not refuse to receive them! echoed Lavinia. Why do you say that?

Well, replied Mary Carimon uneasily, for she disliked to add to trouble, you see the house is as much Anns as yours. It was taken in your joint names. Ann has the right to return to it; and also, I suppose  more dubiously to introduce her husband into it.

Is that French law?

I think so. Ill ask Jules when he comes home to dinner. Would it not be English law also, Lavinia?

Lavinia was feeling wretchedly uncomfortable. With all her plain common-sense, this phase of the matter had not struck her.

Mary, said she  and there stopped, for she was seized with a violent shivering, which seemed difficult to be accounted for. Mary, if that man has to take up his abode in the house, I can never remain in it. I would rather die.

Look here, dear friend, whispered Mary: life is full of trouble  as Job tells us in the Holy Scriptures  none of us are exempt from it. It attacks us all in turn. The only one thing we can do is to strive to make the best of it, under God; to ask Him to help us. I am afraid there is a severe cross before you, Lavinia; better bear it than fight against it.

I will never bear that, retorted Lavinia, turning a deaf ear in her anger. You ought not to wish me to do so.

And I would not if I saw anything better for you.

Madame Veuve Sauvage, sitting as usual at her front-window that same morning, was surprised at receiving an early call from her tenant, Miss Preen. Madame handed her into her best crimson velvet fauteuil, and they began talking.

Not to much purpose, however; for neither very well understood what the other said. Lavinia tried to explain the object of her visit, but found her French was not equal to it. Madame called her maid, Mariette, and sent her into the shop below to ask Monsieur Gustave to be good enough to step up.

Lavinia had gone to beg of them to cancel the agreement for the little house, so far as her sister was concerned, and to place it in her name only.

Monsieur Gustave, when he had mastered the request, politely answered that such a thing was not practicable; Miss Anns name could not be struck out of the lease without her consent, or, as he expressed it, breaking the bail. His mother and himself had every disposition to oblige Miss Preen in any way, as indeed she must know, but they had no power to act against the law.

So poor Miss Lavinia went into her home wringing her hands in despair. She was perfectly helpless.

V.

The summer days went on. Mr. Edwin Fennel, with all the impudence in the world, had taken up his abode in the Petite Maison Rouge, without saying with your leave or by your leave.

How could you think of bringing him here, Ann? Lavinia demanded of her sister in the first days.

I did not think of it; it was he thought of it, returned Mrs. Fennel in her simple way. I feared you would not like it, Lavinia; but what could I do? He seemed to look upon it as a matter of course that he should come.

Yes, there he was; a matter of course; making one in the home. Lavinia could not show fight; he was Anns husband, and the place was as much Anns as hers. The more Lavinia saw of him the more she disliked him; which was perhaps unreasonable, since he made himself agreeable to her in social intercourse, though he took care to have things his own way. If Lavinias will went one way in the house and his the other, she found herself smilingly set at naught. Ann was his willing slave; and when opinions differed she sided with her husband.

It was no light charge, having a third person in the house to live upon their small income, especially one who studied his appetite. For a very short time Lavinia, in her indignation at affairs generally, turned the housekeeping over to Mrs. Fennel. But she had to take to it again. Ann was naturally an incautious manager; she ordered in delicacies to please her husbands palate without regard to cost, and nothing could have come of that but debt and disaster.



That the gallant ex-Captain Fennel had married Ann Preen just to have a roof over his head, Lavinia felt as sure of as that the moon occasionally shone in the heavens. She did not suppose he had any other refuge in the wide world. And through something told her by Ann she judged that he had believed he was doing better for himself in marrying than he had done.

The day after the marriage Mr. and Mrs. Fennel were sitting on a bench at Dover, romantically gazing at the sea, honeymoon fashion, and talking of course of hearts and darts. Suddenly the bridegroom turned his thoughts to more practical things.

Nancy, how do you receive your money  half-yearly or quarterly? asked he.

Oh, quarterly, said Nancy. It is paid punctually to us by the acting-trustee, Colonel Selby.

Ah, yes. Then you have thirty-five pounds every quarter?

Between us, we do, assented Nancy. Lavinia has seventeen pounds ten, and I have the same; and the colonel makes us each give a receipt for our own share.

Captain Fennel turned his head and gazed at her with a hard stare.

You told me your income was a hundred and forty pounds a-year.

Yes, it is that exactly, said she quietly; mine and Lavinias together. We do not each have that, Edwin; I never meant to imply  

Mrs. Fennel broke off, frightened. On the captains face, cruel enough just then, there sat an expression which she might have thought diabolical had it been any one elses face. Any way, it scared her.



What is it? she gasped.

Rising rapidly, Captain Fennel walked forward, caught up some pebbles, flung them from him and waited, apparently watching to see where they fell. Then he strolled back again.

Were you angry with me? faltered Nancy. Had I done anything?

My dear, what should you have done? Angry? repeated he, in a light tone, as if intensely amused. You must not take up fancies, Mrs. Fennel.

I suppose Mrs. Selby thought it would be sufficient income for us, both living together, remarked Nancy. If either of us should die it all lapses to the other. We found it quite enough last year, I assure you, Edwin; Sainteville is so cheap a place.

Oh, delightfully cheap! agreed the captain.

It was this conversation that Nancy repeated to Lavinia; but she did not speak of the queer look which had frightened her. Lavinia saw that Mr. Edwin Fennel had taken up a wrong idea of their income. Of course the disappointment angered him.

An aspect of semi-courtesy was outwardly maintained in the intercourse of home life. Lavinia was a gentlewoman; she had not spoken unpleasant things to the captains face, or hinted that he was a weight upon the housekeeping pocket; whilst he, as yet, was quite officiously civil to her. But there was no love lost between them; and Lavinia could not divest her mind of an undercurrent of conviction that he was, in some way or other, a man to be dreaded.

Thus Captain Fennel (as he was mostly called), being domiciled with the estimable ladies in the Petite Maison Rouge, grew to be considered one of the English colony of Sainteville, and was received as such. As nobody knew aught against him, nobody thought anything. Major Smith had not spoken of antecedents, neither had Miss Preen; the Carimons, who were in the secret, never spoke ill of any one: and as the captain could assume pleasing manners at will, he became fairly well liked by his country-people in a passing sort of way.

Lavinia Preen sat one day upon the low edge of the pier, her back to the sun and the sea. She had called in at the little shoe-shop on the port, just as you turn out of the Rue Tessin, and had left her parasol there. The sun was not then out in the grey sky, and she did not miss it. Now that the sun was shining, and the grey canopy above had become blue, she said to herself that she had been stupid. It was September weather, so the sun was not unbearable.

Lavinia Preen was thinner; the thraldom of the past three months had made her so. Now and then it would cross her mind to leave the Petite Maison Rouge to its married inmates; but for Nancys sake she hesitated. Nancy had made the one love of her life, and Nancy had loved her in return. Now, the love was chiefly given to the new tie she had formed; Lavinia was second in every respect.

They go their way now, and I have to go mine, sighed Lavinia, as she sat this morning on the pier. Even my walks have to be solitary.

A cloud came sailing up and the sun went in again. Lavinia rose; she walked onwards till she came to the end of the pier, where she again sat down. The next moment, chancing to look the way she had come, she saw a lady and gentleman advancing arm-in-arm.



Oh, they are on the pier, are they! mentally spoke Lavinia. For it was Mr. and Mrs. Edwin Fennel.

Nancy sat down beside her. It is a long walk! cried she, drawing a quick breath or two. Lavinia, what do you think we have just heard?

How can I tell? returned the elder sister.

You know those queer people, an old English aunt and three nieces, who took Madame Gibons rooms in the Rue Ménar? They have all disappeared and have paid nobody, continued Nancy. Charley Palliser told us just how; he was laughing like anything over it.

I never thought they looked like people to be trusted, remarked Lavinia. Dear me! heres the sun coming out again.

Where is your parasol?

Lavinia recounted her negligence in having left it at the shoe-mart. Captain Fennel had brought out a small silk umbrella; he turned from the end of the pier, where he stood looking out to sea, opened the umbrella, and offered it.

It is not much larger than a good-sized parasol, remarked he. Pray take it, Miss Lavinia.

Lavinia did so after a moments imperceptible hesitation, and thanked him. She hated to be under the slightest obligation to him, but the sun was now full in her eyes, and might make her head ache.

The pleasant smell of a cigar caused them to look up. A youngish man, rather remarkably tall, with a shepherds plaid across his broad shoulders, was striding up the pier. He sat down near Miss Preen, and she glanced round at him. Appearing to think that she looked at his cigar, he immediately threw it into the sea behind him.

Oh, I am sorry you did that, said Lavinia, speaking impulsively. I like the smell of a cigar.

Oh, thank you; thank you very much, he answered. I had nearly smoked it out.

Voice and manner were alike pleasant and easy, and Lavinia spoke again  some trivial remark about the fine expanse of sea; upon which they drifted into conversation. We are reserved enough with strangers at home, we Islanders, as the world knows, but most of us are less ungracious abroad.

Sainteville seems a clean, healthy place, remarked the new-comer.

Very, said Miss Lavinia. Do you know it well?

I never saw it before to-day, he replied. I have come here from Douai to meet a friend, having two or three days to spare.

Douai is a fine town, remarked Captain Fennel, turning to speak, for he was still looking out over the sea, and had his opera-glasses in his hand. I spent a week there not long ago.

Douai! exclaimed Nancy. Thats the place where the great Law Courts are, is it not? Dont you remember the man last year, Lavinia, who committed some dreadful crime, and was taken up to Douai to be tried at the Assizes there?

We have a great case coming on there as soon as the Courts meet, said the stranger, who seemed a talkative man; and thats what I am at Douai for. A case of extensive swindling.

You are a lawyer, I presume? said Miss Preen.



The stranger nodded. Being the only one of our London firm who can speak French readily, and we are four of us in it, I had to come over and watch this affair and wait for the trial. For the young fellow is an Englishman, I am sorry to say, and his people, worthy and well-to-do merchants, are nearly mad over it.

But did he commit it in England? cried Miss Preen.

Oh no; in France, within the arrondissement of the Douai Courts. He is in prison there. I dare say you get some swindling in a petty way even at Sainteville, added the speaker.

That we do, put in Nancy. An English family of ladies ran away only yesterday, owing twenty pounds at least, it is said.

Ah, said the stranger, with a smile. I think the ladies are sometimes more clever at that game than the men. By the way, he went on briskly, do you know a Mr. Dangerfield at Sainteville?

No, replied Lavinia.

He is staying here, I believe, or has been.

Not that I know of, said Lavinia. I never heard his name.

Changed it again, probably, carelessly observed the young man.

Is Dangerfield not his true name, then?

Just as much as it is mine, madam. His real name is Fennel; but he has found it convenient to drop that on occasion.

Now it was a curious fact that Nancy did not hear the name which the stranger had given as the true one. Her attention was diverted by some men who were working at the mud in the harbour, for it was low water, and who were loudly disputing together. Nancy had moved to the side of the pier to look down at them.

Is he a swindler, that Mr. Dangerfield? asked she, half-turning her head to speak. But the stranger did not answer.

As to Lavinia, the avowal had struck her speechless. She glanced at Captain Fennel. He had his back to them, and stood immovable, apparently unconcerned, possibly not having heard. A thought struck her  and frightened her.

Do you know that Mr. Dangerfield yourself? she asked the stranger, in a tone of indifference.

No, I do not, he said; but theres a man coming over in yonder boat who does.

He pointed over his shoulder at the sea as he spoke. Lavinia glanced quickly in the same direction.

In yonder boat? she repeated vaguely.

I mean the London boat, which is on its way here, and will get in this evening, he explained.

Oh, of course, said Lavinia, as if her wits had been wool-gathering.

The young man took out his watch and looked at it. Then he rose, lifted his hat, and, with a general good-morning, walked quickly down the pier.

Nancy was still at the side of the pier, looking down at the men. Captain Fennel put up his glasses and sat down beside Lavinia, his impassive face still as usual.

I wonder who that man is? he cried, watching the footsteps of the retreating stranger.

Did you hear what he said? asked Lavinia, dropping her voice.



Yes. Had Nancy not been here, I should have given him a taste of my mind; but she hates even the semblance of a quarrel. He had no right to say what he did.

What could it have meant? murmured Lavinia.

It meant my brother, I expect, said Captain Fennel savagely, and, as Lavinia thought, with every appearance of truth. But he has never been at Sainteville, so far as I know; the fellow is mistaken in that.

Does he pass under the name of Dangerfield?

Possibly. This is the first Ive heard of it. He is an extravagant man, often in embarrassment from debt. Theres nothing worse against him.

He did not say more; neither did Lavinia. They sat on in silence. The tall figure in the Scotch plaid disappeared from sight; the men in the harbour kept on disputing.

How long are you going to stay here? asked Nancy, turning towards her husband.

Im ready to go now, he answered. And giving his arm to Nancy, they walked down the pier together.

Never a word to Lavinia; never a question put by him or by Nancy, if only to say, Are you not coming with us? It was ever so now. Nancy, absorbed in her husband, neglected her sister.

Lavinia sighed. She sat on a little while longer, and then took her departure.

The shoe-shop on the port was opposite the place in the harbour where the London steamers were generally moored. The one now there was taking in cargo. As Lavinia was turning into the shop for her parasol, she heard a stentorian English voice call out to a man who was superintending the work in his shirt-sleeves: At what hour does this boat leave to-night?

At eight oclock, sir, was the answer. Eight sharp; we want to get away with the first o the tide.


From Miss Lavinia Preens Diary.

September 22nd.  The town clocks have just struck eight, and I could almost fancy that I hear the faint sound of the boat steaming down the harbour in the dark night, carrying Nancy away with it, and carrying him. However, that is fancy and nothing else, for the sound could not penetrate to me here.

Perhaps it surprised me, perhaps it did not, when Nancy came to me this afternoon as I was sitting in my bedroom reading Scotts Legend of Montrose, which Mary Carimon had lent me from her little stock of English books, and said she and Captain Fennel were going to London that night by the boat. He had received a letter, he told her, calling him thither. He might tell Nancy that if he liked, but it would not do for me. He is going, I can only believe, in consequence of what that gentleman in the shepherds plaid said on the pier to-day. Can it be that the Mr. Dangerfield spoken of applies to Edwin Fennel himself and not to his brother? Is he finding himself in some dangerous strait, and is running away from the individual coming over in the approaching boat, who personally knows Mr. Dangerfield? Can you lend me a five-pound note, Lavinia? Nancy went on, when she had told me the news; lend it to myself, I mean. I will repay you when I receive my next quarters income, which is due, you know, in a few days. I chanced to have a five-pound note by me in my own private store, and I gave it her, reminding her that unless she did let me have it again, it would be so much less in hand to meet expenses with, and that I had found difficulty enough in the past quarter. On the other hand, said Nancy, if I and Edwin stay away a week or two, you will be spared our housekeeping; and when our money comes, Lavinia, you can open my letter and repay yourself if I am not here. I dont at all know where we are going to stay, she said, in answer to my question. I was beginning to ask Edwin just now in the other room, but he was busy packing his portmanteau, and told me not to bother him.

And so, there it is: they are gone, and I am left here all alone.

I wonder whether any Mr. Dangerfield has been at Sainteville? I think we should have heard the name. Why, that is the door-bell! I must go and answer it.

It was Charley Palliser. He had come with a message from Major and Mrs. Smith. They are going to Drecques to-morrow morning by the eleven-oclock train with a few friends and a basket of provisions, and had sent Charley to say they would be glad of my company. Do come, Miss Preen, urged Charley as I hesitated; you are all alone now, and Im sure it must be dreadfully dull.

How do you know I am alone? I asked.

Because, said Charley, I have been watching the London boat out, and I saw Captain Fennel and your sister go by it. Major and Mrs. Smith were with me. It is a lovely night.

Wait a moment, I said, as Charley was about to depart when I had accepted the invitation. Do you know whether an Englishman named Dangerfield is living here?

Dont think there is; I have not met with him, said Charley. Why, Miss Preen?

Oh, only that I was asked to-day whether I knew any one of that name, I returned carelessly. Good-night, Mr. Charles. Thank you for coming.

They have invited me, finding I was left alone, and I think it very kind of them. But the Smiths are both kind-hearted people.

September 23rd.  Half-past nine oclock, p.m. Have just returned from Drecques by the last train after spending a pleasant day. Quiet, of course, for there is not much to do at Drecques except stroll over the ruins of the old castle, or saunter about the quaint little ancient town, and go into the grand old church. It was so fine and warm that we had dinner on the grass, the people at the cottage bringing our plates and knives and forks. Later in the day we took tea indoors. In the afternoon, when all the rest were scattered about and the major sat smoking his cigar on the bench under the trees, I sat down by him to tell him what happened yesterday, and I begged him to give me his opinion. It was no betrayal of confidence, for Major Smith is better acquainted with the shady side of the Fennels than I am.

I heard there was an English lawyer staying at the Hôtel des Princes, and that he had come here from Douai, observed the major. His names Lockett. It must have been he who spoke to you on the pier.

Yes, of course. Do you know, major, whether any one has stayed at Sainteville passing as Mr. Dangerfield?

I dont think so, replied the major. Unless he has kept himself remarkably quiet.

Could it apply to Captain Fennel?

I never knew that he had gone under an assumed name. The accusation is one more likely to apply to his brother than to himself. James Fennel is unscrupulous, very incautious: notwithstanding that, I like him better than I like the other. Theres something about Edwin Fennel that repels you; at least, it does me; but one can hardly help liking James, mauvais sujet though he is, added the speaker, pausing to flirt off the ashes of his cigar.

The doubt pointing to Edwin Fennel in the affair is his suddenly decamping, continued Major Smith. It was quite impromptu, you say, Miss Preen?

Quite so. I feel sure he had no thought of going away in the morning; and he did not receive any letter from England later, which was the excuse he gave Nancy for departing. Rely upon it that what he heard about the Mr. Dangerfield on the pier drove him away.

Well, that looks suspicious, you see.

Oh yes, I do see it, I answered, unable to conceal the pain I felt. It was a bitter calamity, Major Smith, when Nancy married him.

Ill make a few cautious inquiries in the town, and try to find out if theres anything against him in secret, or if any man named Dangerfield has been in the place and got into a mess. But, indeed, I dont altogether see that it could apply to him, concluded the major after a pause. One cant well go under two names in the same town; and every one knows him as Edwin Fennel.  Here they are, some of them, coming back! And when the wanderers were close up, they found Major Smith arguing with me about the architecture of the castle.

Ten oclock. Time for bed. I am in no haste to go, for I dont sleep as well as I used to.

A thought has lately sometimes crossed me that this miserable trouble worries me more than it ought to do. Accept it as your cross, and yield to it, Lavinia, says Mary Carimon to me. But I cannot yield to it; that is, I cannot in the least diminish the anxiety which always clings to me, or forget the distress and dread that lie upon me like a shadow. I know that my life has been on the whole an easy life  that during all the years I spent at Selby Court I never had any trouble; I know that crosses do come to us all, earlier or later, and that I ought not to be surprised that no new thing has happened to me, the world being full of such experiences. I suppose it is because I have been so exempt from care, that I feel this the more.

Half-past ten! just half-an-hour writing these last few lines and thinking! Time I put up. I wonder when I shall hear from Nancy?

VI.

A curious phase, taken in conjunction with what was to follow, now occurred in the history. Miss Preen began to experience a nervous dread at going into the Petite Maison Rouge at night.



She could go into the house ten times a-day when it was empty; she could stay in the house alone in the evening after Flore took her departure; she could be its only inmate all night long; and never at these times have the slightest sense of fear. But if she went out to spend the evening, she felt an unaccountable dread, amounting to horror, at entering it when she arrived home.

It came on suddenly. One evening when Lavinia had been at Mrs. Hardys, Charley Palliser having run over to London, she returned home a little before ten oclock. Opening the door with her latch-key, she was stepping into the passage when a sharp horror of entering it seized her. A dread, as it seemed to her, of going into the empty house, up the long, dark, narrow passage. It was the same sort of sensation that had struck her the first time she attempted to enter it under the escort of Monsieur Gustave Sauvage, and it came on now with as little reason as it had come on then. For Lavinia this night had not a thought in her mind of fear or loneliness, or anything else unpleasant. Mrs. Hardy had been relating a laughable adventure that Charley Palliser met with on board the boat when going over, the account of which he had written to her, and Lavinia was thinking brightly of it all the way home. She was smiling to herself as she unlatched the door and opened it. And then, without warning, arose the horrible fear.

How she conquered it sufficiently to enter the passage and reach the slab, where her candle and matches were always placed, she did not know. It had to be done, for Lavinia Preen could not remain in the dark yard all night, or patrol the streets; but her face had turned moist, and her hands trembled.

That was the beginning of it. Never since had she come home in the same way at night but the same terror assailed her; and I must beg the reader to understand that this is no invention. Devoid of reason and unaccountable though the terror was, Lavinia Preen experienced it.

She went out often  two or three times a-week, perhaps  either to dine or to spend the evening. Captain Fennel and Nancy were still away, and friends, remembering Miss Preens solitary position, invited her.

October had passed, November was passing, and as yet no news came to Lavinia of the return of the travellers. At first they did not write to her at all, leaving her to infer that as the boat reached London safely they had done the same. After the lapse of a fortnight she received a short letter from Nancy telling her really nothing, and not giving any address. The next letter came towards the end of November, and was as follows:

My dear Lavinia,

I have not written to you, for, truly, there is nothing to write about, and almost every day I expect Edwin to tell me we are going home. Will you kindly lend me a ten-pound note? Please send it in a letter. We are staying at Camberwell, and I enclose you the address in strict confidence. Do not repeat it to any one  not even to Mary Carimon. It is a relation of Edwins we are staying with, but he is not well off. I like his wife. Edwin desires his best regards.

Your loving sister,
Nancy.

Miss Preen did not send the ten-pound note. She wrote to tell Nancy that she could not do it, and was uncomfortably pressed for money herself in consequence of Nancys own action.

The five-pound note borrowed from Lavinia by Nancy on her departure had not been repaid; neither had Nancys share of the previous quarters money been remitted. On the usual day of payment at the end of September, Lavinias quarterly income came to her at Sainteville, as was customary; not Nancys. For Nancy there came neither money nor letter. The fact was, Nancy, escorted by her husband, had presented herself at Colonel Selbys bank  he was junior partner and manager of a small private bank in the City  the day before the dividends were due, and personally claimed the quarterly payment, which was paid to her.

But now, the summary docking of just half their income was a matter of embarrassment to Miss Preen, as may readily be imagined. The house expenses had to go on, with only half the money to meet them. Lavinia had a little nest-egg of her own, it has been said before, saved in earlier years; and this she drew upon, and so kept debt down. But it was very inconvenient, as well as vexatious. Lavinia told the whole truth now to Mary Carimon and her husband, with Nancys recent application for a ten-pound note, and her refusal. Little Monsieur Carimon muttered a word between his closed lips which sounded like Rat, and was no doubt applied to Edwin Fennel.

Pretty close upon this, Lavinia received a blowing-up letter from Colonel Selby. Having known Lavinia when she was in pinafores, the colonel, a peppery man, considered he had a right to take her to task at will. He was brother to Paul Selby, of Selby Court, and heir presumptive to it. The colonel had a wife and children, and much ado at times to keep them, for his income was not large at present, and growing-up sons are expensive.

Dear Lavinia,

What in the name of common sense could have induced you to imagine that I should pay the two quarterly incomes some weeks before they were due, and to send Ann and that man Fennel here with your orders that I should do so? Pretty ideas of trusteeship you must have! If you are over head and ears in debt, as they tell me, and for that reason wish to forestall the time for payment, I cant help it. It is no reason with me. Your money will be forwarded to Sainteville, at the proper period, to yourself. Do not ask me again to pay it into Anns hands, and to accept her receipt for it. I can do nothing of the kind. Anns share will be sent at the same time. She tells me she is returning to you. She must give me her own receipt for it, and you must give me yours.

Your affectionate kinsman,
William Selby.

Just for a few minutes Lavinia Preen did not understand this letter. What could it mean? Why had Colonel Selby written it to her? Then the truth flashed into her mind.

Nancy (induced, of course, by Edwin Fennel) had gone with him to Colonel Selby, purporting to have been sent by Lavinia, to ask him to pay them the quarters money not due until the end of December, and not only Nancys share but Lavinias as well.

Why, it would have been nothing short of swindling! cried Lavinia, as she gazed in dismay at the colonels letter.

In the indignation of the moment, she took pen and ink and wrote an answer to William Selby. Partly enlightening him  not quite  but telling him that her money must never be paid to any one but herself, and that the present matter had better be hushed up for Anns sake, who was as a reed in the hands of the man she had married.

Colonel Selby exploded a little when he received this answer. Down he sat in his turn, and wrote a short, sharp note to Edwin Fennel, giving that estimable man a little of his mind, and warning him that he must not be surprised if the police were advised to look after him.

When Edward Fennel received this decisive note through an address he had given to Colonel Selby, but not the one at Camberwell, he called Miss Lavinia Preen all the laudatory names in the thieves dictionary.

And on the feast of St. Andrew, which as every one knows is the last day of November, the letters came to an end with the following one from Nancy:



All being well, my dear Lavinia, we propose to return home by next Sundays boat, which ought to get in before three oclock in the afternoon. On Wednesday, Edwin met Charley Palliser in the Strand, and had a chat with him, and heard all the Sainteville news; not that there seemed much to hear. Charley says he runs over to London pretty often now, his mother being ill. Of course you will not mind waiting dinner for us on Sunday.

Ever your loving sister,
Ann.

So at length they were coming! Either that threat of being looked after by the police had been too much for Captain Fennel, or the failure to obtain funds was cutting short his stay in London. Any way, they were coming. Lavinia laid the letter beside her breakfast-plate and fell into thought. She resolved to welcome them graciously, and to say nothing about bygones.

Flore was told the news, and warned that instead of dining at half-past one on the morrow, the usual Sunday hour, it would be delayed until three. Flore did not much like the prospect of her afternoons holiday being shortened, but there was no help for it. Lavinia provided a couple of ducks for dinner, going into the market after breakfast to buy them; the dish was an especial favourite of the captains. She invited Mary Carimon to partake of it, for Monsieur Carimon was going to spend Sunday at Lille with an old friend of his, who was now master of the college there.

On this evening, Saturday, Lavinia dined out herself. Some ladies named Bosanquet, three sisters, with whom she had become pretty intimate, called at the Petite Maison Rouge, and carried her off to their home in the Rue Lamartine, where they had lived for years. After a very pleasant evening with them, Lavinia left at ten oclock.

And when she reached her own door, and was putting the latch-key into the lock, the old fear came over her. Dropping her hands, she stood there trembling. She looked round at the silent, deserted yard, she looked up at the high encircling walls; she glanced at the frosty sky and the bright stars; and she stood there shivering.

But she must go in. Throwing the door back with an effort of will, she turned sick and faint: to enter that dark, lonely, empty house seemed beyond her strength and courage. What could this strange feeling portend?  why should it thus attack her? It was just as if some fatality were in the house waiting to destroy her, and a subtle power would keep her from entering it.

Her heart beating wildly, her breath laboured, Lavinia went in; she shut the door behind her and sped up the passage. Feeling for the match-box on the slab, put ready to her hand, she struck a match and lighted the candle. At that moment, when turning round, she saw, or thought she saw, Captain Fennel. He was standing just within the front-door, which she had now come in at, staring at her with a fixed gaze, and with the most malignant expression on his usually impassive face. Lavinias terror partly gave place to astonishment. Was it he himself? How had he come in?



Turning to take the candle from the slab in her bewilderment, when she looked again he was gone. What had become of him? Lavinia called to him by name, but he did not answer. She took the candle into the salon, though feeling sure he could not have come up the passage; but he was not there. Had he slipped out again? Had she left the door open when thinking she closed it, and had he followed her in, and was now gone again? Lavinia carried her lighted candle to the door, and found it was fastened. She had not left it open.

Then, as she undressed in her room, trying all the while to solve the problem, an idea crept into her mind that the appearance might have been supernatural. Yet  supernatural visitants of the living do not appear to us, but of the dead. Was Edwin Fennel dead?

So disturbed was the brain of Lavinia Preen that she could not get to sleep; but tossed and turned about the bed almost until daybreak. At six oclock she fell into an uneasy slumber, and into a most distressing dream.

It was a confused dream; nothing in it was clear. All she knew when she awoke, was that she had appeared to be in a state of inexplicable terror, of most intense apprehension throughout it, arising from some evil threatened her by Captain Fennel.

VII.

It was a fine, frosty day, and the first of December. The sun shone on the fair streets of Sainteville and on the small congregation turning out of the English Protestant Church after morning service.

Lavinia Preen went straight home. There she found that Madame Carimon, who was to spend the rest of the day with her  monsieur having gone to Lille  had not yet arrived, though the French Church Evangélique was always over before the English. After glancing at Flore in the kitchen, busy over the fine ducks, Lavinia set off for the Rue Pomme Cuite.

She met Mary Carimon turning out of it. Let us go and sit under the wall in the sun, said Mary. It is too early yet for the boat.

This was a high wall belonging to the strong north gates of the town, near Madame Carimons. The sun shone full upon the benches beneath it, which it sheltered from the bleak winds; in front was a patch of green grass, on which the children ran about amidst the straight poplar trees. It was very pleasant sitting there, even on this December day  bright and cheerful; the wall behind them was quite warm, the sunshine rested upon all.

Sitting there, Lavinia Preen told Madame Carimon of the curious dread of entering her house at night, which had pursued her for the past two months that she had been alone in it, and which she had never spoken of to any one before. She went on to speak of the belief that she had seen Captain Fennel the previous night in the passage, and of the dream which had visited her when at length she fell asleep.

Madame Carimon turned her kindly, sensible face and her quiet, dark, surprised eyes upon Lavinia. I cannot understand you, she said.

You mean, I suppose, that you cannot understand the facts, Mary. Neither can I. Why this fear of going into the house should lie upon me is most strange. I never was nervous before.

I dont know that that is so very strange, dissented Mary Carimon, after a pause. It must seem lonely to let ones self into a dark, empty house in the middle of the night; and your house is in what may be called an isolated situation; I should not much like it myself. Thats nothing. What I cannot understand, Lavinia, is the fancy that you saw Captain Fennel.

He appeared to be standing there, and was quite visible to me. The expression on his face, which seemed to be looking straight into mine, was most malicious. I never saw such an expression upon it in reality.

Mary Carimon laughed a little, saying she had never been troubled with nervous fears herself; she was too practical for anything of the sort.

And I have been practical hitherto, returned Lavinia. When the first surprise of seeing him there, or fancying I saw him there, was over, I began to think, Mary, that he might be dead; that it was his apparition which had stood there looking at me.

Mary Carimon shook her head. Had anything of that sort happened, Nancy would have telegraphed to you. Rely upon it, Lavinia, it was pure fancy. You have been disagreeably exercised in mind lately, you know, about that man; hearing he was coming home, your brain was somewhat thrown off its balance.

It may be so. The dream followed on it; and I did not like the dream.

We all have bad dreams now and then. You say you do not remember much of this one.

I think I did not know much of it when dreaming it, quaintly spoke Lavinia. I was in a sea of trouble, throughout which I seemed to be striving to escape some evil menaced me by Captain Fennel, and could not do so. Whichever way I turned, there he was at a distance, scowling at me with a threatening, evil countenance. Mary, she added in impassioned tones, I am sure some ill awaits me from that man.

I am sure, were I you, I would put these foolish notions from me, calmly spoke Madame Carimon. If Nancy set up a vocation for seeing ghosts and dreaming dreams, one would not so much wonder at it. You have always been reasonable, Lavinia; be so now.

Miss Preen took out her watch and looked at it. We may as well be walking towards the port, Mary, she remarked. It is past two. The boat ought to be in sight.

Not only in sight was the steamer, but rapidly nearing the port. She had made a calm and quick passage. When at length she was in and about to swing round, and the two ladies were looking down at it, with a small crowd of other assembled spectators, the first passengers they saw on board were Nancy and Captain Fennel, who began to wave their hands in greeting and to nod their heads.

Any way, Lavinia, it could not have been his ghost last night, whispered Mary Carimon.



Far from presenting an evil countenance to Lavinia, as the days passed on, Captain Fennel appeared to wish to please her, and was all suavity. So at present nothing disturbed the peace of the Petite Maison Rouge.

What people were they that you stayed with in London, Nancy? Lavinia inquired of her sister on the first favourable opportunity.

Nancy glanced round the salon before answering, as if to make sure they were alone; but Captain Fennel had gone out for a stroll.

We were at James Fennels, Lavinia.

What  the brothers! And has he a wife?

Yes; a wife, but no children. Mrs. James Fennel has money of her own, which she receives weekly.

Receives weekly! echoed Lavinia.

She owns some little houses which are let out in weekly tenements; an agent collects the rents, and brings her the money every Tuesday morning. She dresses in the shabbiest things sometimes, and does her own housework, and altogether is not what I should call quite a lady, but she is very good-hearted. She did her best to make us comfortable, and never grumbled at our staying so long. I expect Edwin paid her something. James only came home by fits and starts. I think he was in some embarrassment  debt, you know. He used to dash into the house like a whirlwind when he did come, and steal out of it when he left, peering about on all sides.



Have they a nice house? asked Lavinia.

Oh, good gracious, no! Its not a house at all, only small lodgings. And Mrs. James changed them twice over whilst we were there. When we first went they were at a place called Balls Pond.

Why did you remain all that time?

Mrs. Edwin Fennel shook her head helplessly; she could not answer the question. I should have liked to come back before, she said; it was very wearisome, knowing nobody and having nothing to do. Did you find it dull here, Lavinia, all by yourself?

Dull is not the right word for it, answered Lavinia, catching her breath with a sigh. I felt more lonely, Ann, than I shall ever care to feel again. Especially when I had to come home at night from some soirée, or from spending the evening quietly with Mary Carimon or any other friend. And she went on to tell of the feeling of terror which had so tried her.

I never heard of such a thing! exclaimed Ann. How silly you must be, Lavinia! What could there have been in the house to frighten you?

I dont know; I wish I did know, sighed Lavinia, just as she had said more than once before.

Nancy, who was attired in a bright ruby cashmere robe, with a gold chain and locket, some blue ribbons adorning her light ringlets, for she had made a point of dressing more youthfully than ever since her marriage, leaned back in her chair, as she sat staring at her sister and thinking.

Lavinia, she said huskily, you remember the feeling you had the day we were about to look at the house with Mary Carimon, and which you thought was through the darkness of the passage striking you unpleasantly? Well, my opinion is that it must have given you a scare.

Why, of course it did.

Ah, but I mean a scare which lasts, said Ann; one of those scares which affect the mind and take very long to get rid of. You recollect poor Mrs. Hunt, at Buttermead? She was frightened at a violent thunderstorm, though she never had been before; and for years afterwards, whenever it thundered, she became so alarmingly ill and agitated that Mr. Featherston had to be run for. He called it a scare. I think the fear you felt that past day must have left that sort of scare upon you. How else can you account for what you tell me?

Truth to say, the same idea had more than once struck Lavinia. She knew how devoid of reason some of these scares are, and yet how terribly they disturb the mind on which they fasten.

But I had quite forgotten that fear, Ann, she urged in reply. We had lived in the house eighteen months when you went away, and I had never recalled it.

All the same, I think you received the scare; it had only lain dormant, persisted Ann.

Well, well; you are back again now, and it is over, said Lavinia. Let us forget it. Do not speak of it again at all to any one, Nancy love.

VIII.

Winter that year had quite set in when Sainteville found itself honoured with rather a remarkable visitor; one Signor Talcke, who descended, one morning at the beginning of December, at the Hôtel des Princes. Though he called himself Signor, it seemed uncertain to what country he owed his birth. He spoke five or six languages as a native, including Hindustani. Signor Talcke was a professor of occult sciences; he was a great astronomer; astrology he had at his fingers ends. He was a powerful mesmerist; he would foretell the events of your life by your hands, or your fortune by the cards.

For a fee of twenty-five francs, he would attend an evening party, and exhibit some of his powers. Amidst others who engaged him were the Miss Bosanquets, in the Rue Lamartine. A relative of theirs, Sir George Bosanquet, K.C.B., had come over with his wife to spend Christmas with them. Sir George laughed at what he heard of Signor Talckes powers of reading the future, and said he should much like to witness a specimen of it. So Miss Bosanquet and her sisters hastily arranged an evening entertainment, engaged the mystical man, and invited their friends and acquaintances, those of the Petite Maison Rouge included.

It took place on the Friday after Christmas-Day. Something that occurred during the evening was rather remarkable. Miss Preens diary gives a full account of it, and that shall be transcribed here. And I, Johnny Ludlow, take this opportunity of assuring the reader that what she wrote was in faithful accordance with the facts of the case.


From Miss Preens Diary.

Saturday morning.  I feel very tired; fit for nothing. Nancy has undertaken to do the marketing, and is gone out for that purpose with her husband. It is to be hoped she will be moderate, and not attempt to buy up half the market.

I lay awake all night, after the evening at Miss Bosanquets, thinking how foolish Ann was to have had her future cast, as that Italian (if he is Italian) called it, and how worse than foolish I was to let what he said worry me. As if there could be anything in it! laughed Ann, as we were coming home; fortunately she is not as I am in temperament  nervously anxious. It is only nonsense, said Miss Anna Bosanquet to me when the signors predictions were at an end; he will tell some one else just the same next time. But I did not think so. Of course, one is at a loss how to trust this kind of man. Take him for all in all, I rather like him; and he appears to believe implicitly in what he says: or, rather, in what he tell us the cards say.

They are charming women, these three sisters  Grace, Rose, and Anna Bosanquet; good, considerate, high-bred ladies. I wonder how it is they have lived to middle life without any one of them marrying? And I often wonder how they came to take up their residence at Sainteville, for they are very well off, and have great connections. I remember, though, Anna once said to me that the dry, pure air of the place suited her sister Rose, who has bad health, better than any other they had tried.

When seven oclock struck, the hour named, Nancy and I appeared together in the sitting-room, ready to start, for we observe punctuality at Sainteville. I wore my black satin, handsome yet, trimmed with the rich white lace that Mrs. Selby gave me. Nancy looked very nice and young in her lilac silk. She wore a white rose in her hair, and her gold chain and locket round her neck. Captain Fennel surprised us by saying he was not going  his neuralgia had come on. I fancied it was an excuse  that he did not wish to meet Sir George Bosanquet. He had complained of the same thing on Christmas-Day, so it might be true. Ann and I set off together, leaving him nursing his cheek at the table.

It was a large gathering for Sainteville  forty guests, I should think; but the rooms are large. Professor Talcke exhibited some wonderful feats in  what shall I call it?  necromancy?  as good a word, perhaps, as any other. He mesmerized some people, and put one of them into a state of clairvoyance, and her revelations took my breath away. Signor Talcke assured us that what she said would be found minutely true. I think he has the strangest eyes I ever saw: grey eyes, with a sort of light in their depths. His features are fair and delicate, his voice is gentle as a womans, his manner retiring; Sir George seemed much taken with him.

Later, when the evening was passing, he asked if any one present would like to have their future cast, for he had cards which would do it. Three of his listeners pressed forward at once; two of them with gay laughter, the other pale and awestruck. The signor went into the recess in the small room, and sat down behind the little table there, and as many as could crowd round to look on, did so. I dont know what passed; there was no room for me; or whether the Futures he disclosed were good or bad. I had sat on the sofa at a distance, talking with Anna Bosanquet and Madame Carimon.

Suddenly, as we were for a moment silent, Anns voice was heard, eager and laughing:

Will you tell my fortune, Signor Talcke? I should like to have mine revealed.

With pleasure, madame, he answered.

We got up and drew near. I felt vexed that Ann should put herself forward in any such matter, and whispered to her; but she only shook her curls, laughed at me, and persisted. Signor Talcke put the cards in her hands, telling her to shuffle them.

It is all fun, Lavinia, she whispered to me. Did you hear him tell Miss Peet she was going to have money left her?

After Ann had shuffled the cards, he made her cut them into three divisions, and he then turned them up on the table himself, faces upwards, and laid them out in three rows. They were not like the cards we play with; quite different from those; nearly all were picture-cards, and the plain ones bore cabalistic characters. We stood looking on with two or three other people; the rest had dispersed, and had gone into the next room to listen to the singing.

At first Signor Talcke never spoke a word. He looked at the cards, and looked at Nancy; looked, and looked again. They are not propitious, he said in low tones, and picked them up, and asked Nancy to shuffle and cut them again. Then he laid them as before, and we stood waiting in silence.

Chancing at that moment to look at Signor Talcke, his face startled me. He was frowning at the cards in so painful a manner as to quite alter its expression. But he did not speak. He still only gazed at the cards with bent eyes, and glanced up at Ann occasionally. Then, with an impatient sweep of the hand, he pushed the cards together.

I must trouble you to shuffle and cut them once more, madame, he said. Shuffle them well.

Are they still unpropitious? asked a jesting voice at my elbow. Turning, I saw Charley Pallisers smiling face. He must have been standing there, and heard Signor Talckes previous remark.

Yes, sir, they are, replied the signor, with marked emphasis. I never saw the cards so unpropitious in my life.

Nancy took up the cards, shuffled them well, and cut them three times. Signor Talcke laid them out as before, bent his head, and looked attentively at them. He did not speak, but there was no mistaking the vexed, pained, and puzzled look on his face.

I do not think he knew Nancy, even by name. I do not think he knew me, or had the least notion that we were related. Neither of us had ever met him before. He put his hand to his brow, still gazing at the cards.

But when are you going to begin my fortune, sir? broke in Nancy.

I would rather not tell it at all, madame, he answered.



Cannot you tell it?  have your powers of forecasting inconveniently run away? said she incautiously, her tone mocking in her disappointment.

I could tell it, all too surely; but you might not like to hear it, returned he.

Our magician has lost his divining-rod just when he needed it, observed a gentleman with a grey beard, a stranger to me, who was standing opposite, speaking in a tone of ill-natured satire; and a laugh went round.

It is not that, said the signor, keeping his temper perfectly. I could tell what the cards say, all too certainly; but it would not give satisfaction.

Oh yes, it would, returned Nancy. I should like to hear it, every bit of it. Please do begin.

The cards are dark, very dark indeed, he said; I dont remember ever to have seen them like it. Each time they have been turned the darkness has increased. Nothing can show worse than they do now.

Never mind that, gaily returned Ann. You undertook to tell my fortune, sir; and you ought not to make excuses in the middle of it. Let the cards be as dark as night, we must hear what they say.

He drew in his thin lips for a moment, and then spoke, his tone quiet, calm, unemotional.

Some great evil threatens you, he began; you seem to be living in the midst of it. It is not only you that it threatens; there is another also  

Oh, my goodness! interrupted Nancy, in her childish way. I hope it does not threaten Edwin. What is the evil?  sickness?

Worse than that. It  is   Signor Talckes attention was so absorbed by the aspect of the cards that, as it struck me, he appeared hardly to heed what he was saying. He had a long, thin black pencil in his long, thin fingers, and kept pointing to different cards as if in accordance with his thoughts, but not touching them. There is some peculiar form of terror here, he went on. I cannot make it out; it is very unusual. It does not come close to you; not yet, at any rate; and it seems to surround you. It seems to be in the house. May I ask  quickly lifting his eyes to Ann whether you are given to superstitious fears?

Do you mean ghosts? cried Ann, and Charley Palliser burst out laughing. Not at all, sir; I dont believe in ghosts. Im sure there are none in our house.

Remembering my own terror in regard to the house, and the nervous fancy of having seen Captain Fennel in it when he was miles away, a curious impression came over me that he must surely be reading my fortune as well as Nancys. But I was not prepared for her next words. Truly she has no more reticence than a child.

My sister has a feeling that the house is lonely. She shivers when she has to go into it after night-fall.

Signor Talcke let his hands fall on the table, and lifted his face. Apparently, he was digesting this revelation. I do not think he knew the sister was present. For my part, disliking publicity, I slipped behind Anna Bosanquet, and stood by Charley Palliser.

Shivers? repeated the Italian.

Shivers and trembles, and turns sick at having to go in, affirmed Nancy. So she told me when I arrived home from England.

If a feeling of that sort assailed me, I should never go into the house again, said the signor.

But how could you help it, if it were your home? she argued.

All the same. I should regard that feeling as a warning against the house, and never enter it. Then you are not yourself troubled with superstitious fears? he broke off, returning to the business in hand, and looking at the cards. Well  at present  it does not seem to touch you, this curious terror which is assuredly in the house  

I beg your pardon, interrupted Ann. Why do you say at present? Is it to touch me later?

I cannot say. Each time that the cards have been spread it has shown itself nearer to you. It is not yet very near. Apart from that terror  or perhaps remotely connected with it  I see evil threatening you  great evil.

Is it in the house?

Yes; hovering about it. It is not only yourself it seems to threaten. There is some one else. And it is nearer to that person than it is to you.

But who is that person?  man or woman?

It is a woman. See this ugly card, continued he, pointing with his pencil; it will not be got rid of, shuffle as you will; it has come nearer to that woman each time.

The card he pointed to was more curious-looking than any other in the pack. It was not unlike the nine of spades, but crowded with devices. The gentleman opposite, whom I did not know, leaned forward and touched the card with the tip of his forefinger.

Le cercueil, nest-ce-pas? said he.

My! whispered an English lads voice behind me. Cercueil? that means coffin.

How did you know? asked Signor Talcke of the grey-bearded man.

I was at the Sous-Préfects soirée on Sunday evening when you were exhibiting. I heard you tell him in French that that was the ugliest card in the pack: indicating death.

Well, it is not this lady the card is pursuing, said the signor, smiling at Ann to reassure her. Not yet awhile, at least. And we must all be pursued by it in our turn, whenever that shall come, he added, bending over the cards again. Pardon me, madame  may I ask whether there has not been some unpleasantness in the house concerning money?

Nancys face turned red. Not  exactly, she answered with hesitation. We are like a great many more people  not as rich as we should wish to be.

It does not appear to lie precisely in the want of money: but certainly money is in some way connected with the evil, he was beginning to say, his eyes fixed dreamily on the cards, when Ann interrupted him.

That is too strong a word  evil. Why do you use it?

I use it because the evil is there. No lighter word would be appropriate. There is some evil element pervading your house, very grave and formidable; it is most threatening; likely to go on to  to  darkness. I mean that it looks as if there would be some great break-up, he corrected swiftly, as if to soften the other word.

That the house would be broken up? questioned Ann.

He stole a glance at her. Something of that sort, he said carelessly.

Do you mean that the evil comes from an enemy? she went on.

Assuredly.

But we have no enemy. Im sure we have not one in all the world.

He slightly shook his head. You may not suspect it yet, though I should have said  waving the pencil thoughtfully over some of the cards that he was already suspected  doubted.

Nancy took up the personal pronoun briskly. He!  then the evil enemy must be a man? I assure you we do not know any man likely to be our enemy or to wish us harm. No, nor woman either. Perhaps your cards dont tell true to-night, Signor Talcke?

Perhaps not, madame; we will let it be so if you will, he quietly said, and shuffled all the cards together.

That ended the séance. As if determined not to tell any more fortunes, the signor hurriedly put up the cards and disappeared from the recess. Nancy did not appear to be in the least impressed.

What a curious future it was! she exclaimed lightly to Mary Carimon. I might as well not have had it cast. He told me nothing.

They walked away together. I went back to the sofa and Anna Bosanquet followed me.



Mrs. Fennel calls it curious, I said to her. I call it more than that  strange; ominous. I wish I had not heard it.

Dear Miss Preen, it is only nonsense, she answered. He will tell some one else the same next time. But she only so spoke to console me.

A wild wish flashed into my mind  that I should ask the man to tell my future. But had I not heard enough? Mine was blended with this of Anns. I was the other woman whom the dark fate was more relentlessly pursuing. There could be no doubt of that. There could be as little doubt that it was I who already suspected the author of the evil. What can the dark fate be that we are threatened with? Debt? Will his debts spring upon us and break up our home, and turn us out of it? Or will it be something worse? That card which followed me meant a coffin, they said. Ah me! Perhaps I am foolish to dwell upon such ideas. Certainly they are more fitting for the worlds dark ages than for this enlightened nineteenth century of it.

Charley Palliser gallantly offered to see us home. I said no; as if we were not old enough to go by ourselves; but he would come with us. As we went along Ann began talking of the party, criticizing the dresses, and so on. Charley seemed to be unusually silent.

Was not mine a grand fortune? she presently said with a laugh, as we crossed the Place Ronde.

Stunning, said he.

As if there could be anything in it, you know! Does the man think we believe him, I wonder?

Oh, these conjurers like to fancy they impose on us, remarked Charley, shaking hands as we halted before the house of Madame Sauvage.

And I have had a wretched night, for somehow the thing has frightened me. I never was superstitious; never; and Im sure I never believed in conjurers, as Charles had it. If I should come across Signor Talcke again while he stays here, I would ask him  Here comes Nancy! and Flore behind her with the marketings. Ill put up my diary.



Ive bought such a lovely capon, began Nancy, as Lavinia went into the kitchen. Show it to madame, Flore.

It was one that even Lavinia could praise; they both understood poultry. It really is a beauty, said Lavinia. And did you remember the salsifis? And, Ann, where have you left your husband?

Oh, we met old Mr. Griffin, and Edwin has gone up to Drecques with him. My opinion is, Lavinia, that that poor old Griffin dare not go about far by himself since his attack. He had to see his landlord at Drecques to-day, and he asked Edwin to accompany him. They went by the eleven-oclock train.

Lavinia felt it a relief. Even that little absence, part of a day, she felt thankful for, so much had she grown to dislike the presence in the house of Edwin Fennel.

Did you tell your husband about your fortune Nancy?

No; I was too sleepy last night to talk, and I was late in getting up this morning. Im not sure that I shall tell him, added Mrs. Fennel thoughtfully; he might be angry with me for having had it done.



That is more than likely, replied Lavinia.

Late in the afternoon, as they were sitting together in the salon, they saw the postman come marching up the yard. He brought two letters  one for Miss Preen, the other for her sister.

It is the remittance from William Selby, said Lavinia as she opened hers. He has sent it a day or two earlier than usual; it is not really due until Monday or Tuesday.

Seventeen pounds ten shillings each. Nancy, in a hasty sort of manner, put her cheque into the hands of Lavinia, almost as if she feared it would burn her own fingers. You had better take it from me whilst you can, she said in low tones.

Yes; for I must have it, Ann, was the answer. We are in debt  as you may readily conceive  with only half the usual amount to spend last quarter.

It was not my fault; I was very sorry, said Ann humbly; and she rose hastily to go to the kitchen, saying she was thirsty, and wanted a glass of water. But Lavinia thought she went to avoid being questioned.

Lavinia carried the two cheques to her room and locked them up. After their five-oclock dinner, each sister wrote a note to Colonel Selby, enclosing her receipt. Flore took them out to post when she left. The evening passed on. Lavinia worked; Nancy nodded over the fire: she was very sleepy, and went to bed early.

It was past eleven oclock when Captain Fennel came in, a little the worse for something or other. After returning from Drecques by the last train, he had gone home with Mr. Griffin to supper. He told Lavinia, in words running into one another, that the jolting train had made him giddy. Of course she believed as much of that as she liked, but did not contradict it. He went to the cupboard in the recess, unlocked it to get out the cognac, and then sat down with his pipe by the embers of the dying fire. Lavinia, unasked, brought in a decanter of water, put it on the table with a glass, and wished him good-night.

All next day Captain Fennel lay in bed with a racking headache. His wife carried up a choice bit of the capon when they were dining after morning service, but he could not so much as look at it. Being a fairly cautious man as a rule, he had to pay for  for the jolting of the train.

He was better on Monday morning, but not well, still shaky, and did not come down to breakfast. It was bitterly cold  a sort of black frost; but Lavinia, wrapping herself up warmly, went out as soon as breakfast was over.

Her first errand was to the bank, where she paid in the cheques and received French money for them. Then she visited sundry shops; the butchers, the grocers, and others, settling the accounts due. Last of all, she made a call upon Madame Veuve Sauvage, and paid the rent for the past quarter. All this left her with exactly nineteen pounds, which was all the money she had to go on with for every purpose until the end of March  three whole months.

Lunch was ready when she returned. Taking off her things upstairs and locking up her cash, she went down to it. Flore had made some delicious soupe maigre. Only those who have tried it know how good it is on a sharp winters day. Captain Fennel seemed to relish it much, though his appetite had not quite come back to him, and he turned from the dish of scrambled eggs which supplemented the soup. In the evening they went, by appointment, to dine at Madame Carimons, the other guests being Monsieur Henri Dupuis with his recently married wife, and Charles Palliser.

After dinner, over the coffee, Monsieur Henri Dupuis suddenly spoke of the soirée at Miss Bosanquets the previous Friday, regretting that he and his wife had been unable to attend it. He was engaged the whole evening with a patient dangerously ill, and his wife did not like to appear at it without him. Nancy  Nancy!  then began to tell about the fortune which had been forecast for her by Signor Talcke, thinking possibly that her husband could not reproach her for it before company. She was very gay over it; a proof that it had left no bad impression on her mind.

Whats that, Nancy? cried Captain Fennel, who had listened as if he disbelieved his ears. The fellow told you we had something evil in our house?

Yes, he did, assented Nancy. An evil influence, he said, which was destined to bring forth something dark and dreadful.

I am sorry you did not tell this before, returned the captain stiffly. I should have requested you not again to allude to such folly. It was downright insolence.

I  you  you were out on Saturday, you know, Edwin, and in bed with your headache all Sunday; and to-day I forgot it, said Nancy in less brave tones.



Suppose we have a game at wholesome card-playing, interposed Mary Carimon, bringing forth a new pack. Open them, will you, Jules? Do you remember, mon ami, having your fortune told once by a gipsy woman when we were in Sir John Whitneys coppice with the two Peckham girls? She told you you would fall into a rich inheritance and marry a Frenchwoman.

Neither of which agreeable promises is yet fulfilled, said little Monsieur Carimon with his happy smile. Monsieur Carimon had heard the account of Nancys forecast from his wife; he was not himself present, but taking a hand at whist in the card-room.

They sat down to a round game  spin. Monsieur Henri Dupuis and his pretty young wife had never played it before, but they soon learned it and liked it much. Both of them spoke English well; she with the prettiest accent imaginable. Thus the evening passed, and no more allusion was made to the fortune-telling at Miss Bosanquets.

That was Monday. On Tuesday, Miss Preen was dispensing the coffee at breakfast in the Petite Maison Rouge to her sister and Mr. Fennel, when Flore came bustling in with a letter in her hand.

Tenez, madame, she said, putting it beside Mrs. Fennel. I laid it down in the kitchen when the facteur brought it, whilst I was preparing the déjeûner, and forgot it afterwards.

Before Nancy could touch the letter, her husband caught it up. He gazed at the address, at the postmark, and turned it about to look at the seal. The letters of gentlefolk were generally fastened with a seal in those days: this had one in transparent bronze wax.

Mr. Fennel put the letter down with a remark peevishly uttered. It is not from London; it is from Buttermead.

And from your old friend, Jane Peckham, Nancy, struck in Lavinia. I recognize her handwriting.

I am glad, exclaimed Nancy. I have not heard from them for ages. Why now  is it not odd?  that Madame Carimon should mention the Peckhams last night, and I receive a letter from them this morning?

I supposed it might be from London, with your remittance, said Mr. Fennel to his wife. It is due, is it not?

Oh, that came on Saturday, Edwin, she said, as she opened her letter.

Came on Saturday! echoed Captain Fennel ungraciously, as if disputing the assertion.

By the afternoon post; you were at Drecques, you know.

The money came? Your money?

Yes, said Nancy, who had stepped to the window to read her letter, for it was a dark day, and stood there with her back to the room.

And where is it? demanded he.

I gave it to Lavinia. I always give it to her.

Captain Fennel glared at his wife for a moment, then smoothed his face to its ordinary placidity, and turned to Lavinia.

Will you be good enough to hand over to me my wifes money, Miss Preen?

No, she answered quietly.



I must trouble you to do so, when breakfast shall be finished.

I cannot, pursued Lavinia. I have paid it away.

That I do not believe. I claim it from you in right of my wife; and I shall enforce the claim.

The money is Nancys, not yours, said Lavinia. In consequence of your having stopped her share last quarter in London, I was plunged here into debt and great inconvenience. Yesterday morning I went out to settle the debts  and it has taken the whole of her money to do it. That is the state of things, Captain Fennel.

I am in debt here myself, retorted he, but not angrily. I owe money to my tailor and bootmaker; I owe an account at the chemists; I want money in my pockets  and I must indeed have it.

Not from me, returned Lavinia.

Edwin Fennel broke into a little access of temper. He dashed his serviette on the table, strode to the window, and roughly caught his wife by the arm. She cried out.

How dared you hand your money to any one but me? he asked in a low voice of passion.

But how are we to live if I dont give it to Lavinia for the housekeeping? returned Nancy, bursting into tears. It takes all we have; her share and mine; every farthing of it.

Let my sister alone, Mr. Fennel, spoke up Lavinia with authority. She is responsible for the debts we contract in this house, just as much as I am, and she must contribute her part to pay them. You ought to be aware that the expenses are now increased by nearly a third; I assure you I hardly like to face the difficulties I see before me.

Do you suppose I can stop in the place without some loose cash to keep me going? he asked calmly. Is that reasonable, Miss Lavinia?

And do you suppose I can keep you and Ann here without her money to help me to do it? she rejoined. Perhaps the better plan will be for me to take up my abode elsewhere, and leave the house to you and Ann to do as you please in it.

Captain Fennel dropped his argument, returned to the table, and went on with his breakfast. The last words had startled him. Without Lavinia, which meant without her money, they could not live in the house at all.

Matters were partly patched up in the course of the day. Nancy came upstairs to Lavinia, begging and praying, as if she were praying for her life, for a little ready money for her husband  just a hundred francs. Trembling and sobbing, she confessed that she dared not return to him without it; she should be too frightened at his anger.

And Lavinia gave it to her.

IX.

Matters went on to the spring. There were no outward differences in the Petite Maison Rouge, but it was full of an undercurrent of discomfort. At least for Lavinia. Captain Fennel was simply to her an incubus; and now and again petty accounts of his would be brought to the door by tradespeople who wanted them settled. As to keeping up the legitimate payments, she could not do it.

March was drawing to an end, when a surprise came to them. Lavinia received a letter from Paris, written by Colonel Selby. He had been there for two days on business, he said, and purposed returning viâ Sainteville, to take a passing glimpse at herself and her sister. He hoped to be down that afternoon by the three-oclock train, and he asked them to meet him at the Hôtel des Princes afterwards, and to stay and dine with him. He proposed crossing to London by the night boat.

Lavinia read the letter aloud. Nancy went into ecstasies, for a wonder; she had been curiously subdued in manner lately. Edwin Fennel made no remark, but his pale face wore a look of thought.

During the morning he betook himself to the Rue Lothaire to call upon Mr. Griffin; and he persuaded that easy-natured old gentleman to take advantage of the sunny day and make an excursion en voiture to the nearest town, a place called Pontipette. Of course the captain went also, as his companion.

Colonel Selby arrived at three. Lavinia and Nancy met him at the station, and went with him in the omnibus to the hotel. They then showed him about Sainteville, to which he was a stranger, took him to see their domicile, the little red house (which he did not seem to admire), and thence to Madame Carimons. In the Buttermead days, the colonel and Mary Featherston had been great friends. He invited her and her husband to join them at the table dhôte dinner at five oclock.



Lavinia and Nancy went home again to change their dresses for it. Nancy put on a pretty light green silk, which had been recently modernized. Mrs. Selby had kept up an extensive wardrobe, and had left it between the two sisters.

You should wear your gold chain and locket, remarked Lavinia, who always took pride in her sisters appearance. It will look very nice upon that dress.

She alluded to a short, thick chain of gold, the gold locket attached to it being set round with pearls, Nancys best ornament; nay, the only one she had of any value; it was the one she had worn at Miss Bosanquets celebrated party. Nancy made no answer. She was turning red and white.

Whats the matter? cried Lavinia.

The matter was, that Mr. Edwin Fennel had obtained possession of the chain and locket more than a month ago. Silly Nancy confessed with trembling lips that she feared he had pledged it.

Or sold it, thought Lavinia. She felt terribly vexed and indignant. I suppose, Ann, it will end in his grasping everything, she said, and starving us out of house and home: myself, at any rate.

He expects money from his brother James, and then he will get it back for me, twittered Nancy.

Monsieur Jules Carimon was not able to come to the table dhôte; his duties that night would detain him at the college until seven oclock. It happened so on occasion. Colonel Selby sat at one end of their party, Lavinia at the other; Mary Carimon and Nancy between them. A gentleman was on the other side of Lavinia whom she did not particularly notice; and, upon his asking the waiter for something, his voice seemed to strike upon her memory. Turning, she saw that it was the tall Englishman they had seen on the pier some months before in the shepherds plaid, the lawyer named Lockett. He recognized her face at the same moment, and they entered into conversation.

Are you making any stay at Sainteville? she inquired.

For a few days. I must be back in London on Monday morning.

Colonel Selbys attention was attracted to the speakers. What, is it you, Lockett? he exclaimed.

Mr. Lockett bent forward to look beyond Lavinia and Madame Carimon. Why, colonel, are you here? he cried. So it was evident that they knew one another.

But you cant talk very much across people at a table dhôte; and Lavinia and Mr. Lockett were, so to say, left together again. She put a question to him, dropping her voice to a whisper.

Did you ever find that person you were looking for?

The person I was looking for? repeated the lawyer, not remembering. What person was that?

The one you spoke of on the pier that day  a Mr. Dangerfield.

Oh, ay; but I was not looking for him myself. No; I believe he is not dropped upon yet. He is keeping quiet, I expect.

Is he still being looked for?

Little doubt of that. My friend here, on my left, could tell you more about him than I can, if you want to know.



No, thank you, said Lavinia hastily, in a sort of fear. And she then observed that next to Mr. Lockett another Englishman was sitting, who looked very much like a lawyer also.

After dinner Colonel Selby took his guests, the three ladies, into the little salon, which opened to Madame Podevins bureau; for it was she who, French fashion, kept the bureau and all its accounts, not her husband. Whilst the coffee which the colonel ordered was preparing, he took from his pocket-book two cheques, and gave one each to Lavinia and Mrs. Fennel. It was their quarterly income, due about a week hence.

I thought I might as well give it you now, as I am here, and save the trouble of sending, he remarked. You can write me a receipt for it; heres pen, ink and paper.

Each wrote her receipt, and gave it him. Nancy held the cheque in her hand, looking at her sister in a vacillating manner. I suppose I ought to give it you, Lavinia, she said. Must I do so?

What do you think about it yourself? coldly rejoined Lavinia.

He was so very angry with me the last time, sighed Nancy, still withholding the cheque. He said I ought to keep possession of my own, and he ordered me to do so in future.

That he may have the pleasure of spending it, said Mary Carimon in a sharp tone, though she laughed at the same time. Lavinia has to pay for the bread-and-cheese that you and he eat, Nancy; how can she do that unless she receives your money?

Yes, I know; it is very difficult, said poor Nancy. Take the cheque, Lavinia; I shall tell him that you and Mary Carimon both said I must give it up.

Oh, tell him I said so, and welcome, spoke Madame Carimon. I will tell him so myself, if you like.

As Colonel Selby returned to the room  he had been seeing to his luggage  the coffee was brought in, and close upon it came Monsieur Carimon.

The boat for London was leaving early that night  eight oclock; they all went down to it to see William Selby off. It was a calm night, warm for the time of year, the moon beautifully bright. After the boats departure, Lavinia and Ann went home, and found Captain Fennel there. He had just got in, he said, and wanted some supper.

Whilst he was taking it, his wife told him of Mr. Locketts having sat by them at the table dhôte, and that he and Colonel Selby were acquainted with one another. Captain Fennel drew a grim face at the information, and asked whether the lawyer had also cleared out for London.

I dont think so; I did not see him go on board, said Nancy. Lavinia knows; she was talking with Mr. Lockett all dinner-time.

Captain Fennel turned his impassive face to Lavinia, as if demanding an answer to his question.

Mr. Lockett intends to remain here until Sunday, I fancy; he said he had to be in London on Monday morning. He has some friend with him here. I inquired whether they had found the Mr. Dangerfield he spoke of last autumn, added Lavinia slowly and distinctly. Not yet, he answered, but he is still being looked for.



Whether Lavinia said this with a little spice of malice, or whether she really meant to warn him, she best knew. Captain Fennel finished his supper in silence.

I presume the colonel did not hand you over your quarters money? he next said to his wife in a mocking sort of way. It is not due for a week yet; he is not one to pay beforehand.

Upon which Nancy began to tremble and looked imploringly at her sister, who was putting the plates together upon the tray. After Flore went home they had to wait upon themselves.

Colonel Selby did hand us the money, said Lavinia. I hold both cheques for it.

Well, there ensued a mild disturbance; what schoolboys might call a genteel row. Mr. Edwin Fennel insisted upon his wifes cheque being given to him. Lavinia decisively refused. She went into a bit of a temper, and told him some home truths. He said he had a right to hold his wifes money, and should appeal to the law on the morrow to enforce it. He might do that, Lavinia retorted; no French law would make her give it up. Nancy began to cry.

Probably he knew his threats were futile. Instead of appealing to the law on the morrow, he went off by an early train, carrying Nancy with him. Lavinias private opinion was that he thought it safer to take her, though it did increase the expense, than to leave her; she might get talking with Mr. Lockett. Anns eyes were red, as if she had spent the night in crying.

Has he beaten you? Lavinia inquired, snatching the opportunity of a private moment.



Oh, Lavinia, dont, dont! I shall never dare to let you have the cheque again, she wailed.

Where is it that you are going?

He has not told me, Nancy whispered back again. To Calais, I think, or else up to Lille. We are to be away all the week.

Until Mr. Lockett and his friend are gone, thought Lavinia. Nancy, how can he find money for it?

He has some napoleons in his pocket  borrowed yesterday, I think, from old Griffin.

Lavinia understood. Old Griffin, as Nancy styled him, had been careless of his money since his very slight attack of paralysis; he would freely lend to any one who asked him. She had not the slightest doubt that Captain Fennel had borrowed of him  and not for the first time.

It was on Wednesday morning that they went away, and for the rest of the week Lavinia was at peace. She changed the cheques at the bank as before, and paid the outstanding debts. But it left her so little to go on with, that she really knew not how she should get through the months until midsummer.

On Friday two of the Miss Bosanquets called. Hearing she was alone, they came to ask her to dine with them in the evening. Lavinia did so. But upon returning home at night, the old horror of going into the house came on again. Lavinia was in despair; she had hoped it had passed away for good.

On Saturday morning at market she met Madame Carimon, who invited her for the following day, Sunday. Lavinia hesitated. Glad enough indeed she was at the prospect of being taken out of her solitary home for a happy day at Mary Carimons; but she shrank from again risking the dreadful feeling which would be sure to attack her when going into the house at night.

You must come, Lavinia, cheerily urged Madame Carimon. I have invited the English teacher at Madame Deauvilles school; she has no friends here, poor thing.

Well, I will come, Mary; thank you, said Lavinia slowly.

To be sure you will. Why do you hesitate at all?

Lavinia could not say why in the midst of the jostling market-place; perhaps would not had they been alone. For one thing, they may be coming home before to-morrow, observed Lavinia, alluding to Mr. and Mrs. Fennel.

Let them come. You are not obliged to stay at home with them, laughed Mary.


From the Diary of Miss Preen.

Monday morning.  Well, it is over. The horror of last night is over, and I have not died of it. That will be considered a strong expression, should any eye save my own see this diary: but I truly believe the horror would kill me if I were subjected many more times to it.

I went to Mary Carimons after our service was over in the morning, and we had a pleasant day there. The more I see of Monsieur Jules the more I esteem and respect him. He is so genuine, so good at heart, so simple in manner. Miss Perry is very agreeable; not so young as I had thought  thirty last birthday, she says. Her English is good and refined, and that is not always the case with the English teachers who come over to France  the French ladies who engage them cannot judge of our accent.

Miss Perry and I left together a little before ten. She wished me good-night in the Rue Tessin, Madame Deauvilles house lying one way, mine another. The horror began to come over me as I crossed the Place Ronde, which had never happened before. Stay; not the horror itself, but the dread of it. An impulse actually crossed me to ring at Madame Sauvages, and ask Mariette to accompany me up the entry, and stand at my open door whilst I went in to light the candle. But I could see no light in the house, not even in madames salon, and supposed she and Mariette might be gone to bed. They are early people on Sundays, and the two young men have their latch-keys.

I will try to overcome it this time, I bravely said to myself, and not allow the fear to keep me halting outside the door as it has done before. So I took out my latch-key, put it straight into the door, opened it, went in, and closed it again. Before I had well reached the top of the passage and felt for the match-box on the slab, I was in a paroxysm of horror. Something, like an icy wind coming up the passage, seemed to flutter the candle as I lighted it. Can I have left the door open? I thought, and turned to look. There stood Edwin Fennel. He stood just inside the door, which appeared to be shut, and he was looking straight at me with a threatening, malignant expression on his pale face.



Oh! have you come home to-night? I exclaimed aloud. For I really thought it was so.

The candle continued to flicker quickly as if it meant to go out, causing me to glance at it. When I looked up again Mr. Fennel was gone. It was not himself who had been there; it was only an illusion.

Exactly as he had seemed to appear to me the night before he and Nancy returned from London in December, so he had appeared again, his back to the door, and the evil menace on his countenance. Did the appearance come to me as a warning? or was the thing nothing but a delusion of my own optic nerves?

I dragged my shaking limbs upstairs, on the verge of screaming at each step with the fear of what might be behind me, and undressed and went to bed. For nearly the whole night I could not sleep, and when I did get to sleep in the morning I was tormented by a distressing dream. All, all as it had been that other night from three to four months ago.

A confused dream, no method in it. Several people were about  Nancy for one; I saw her fair curls. We all seemed to be in grievous discomfort and distress; whilst I, in worse fear than this world can know, was ever striving to hide myself from Edwin Fennel, to escape some dreadful fate which he held in store for me. And I knew I should not escape it.

X.

Like many another active housewife, Madame Carimon was always busy on Monday mornings. On the one about to be referred to, she had finished her household duties by eleven oclock, and then sat down in her little salle-à-manger, which she also made her workroom, to mend some of Monsieur Carimons cotton socks. By her side, on the small work-table, lay a silver brooch which Miss Perry had inadvertently left behind her the previous evening. Mary Carimon was considering at what hour she could most conveniently go out to leave it at Madame Deauvilles when she heard Pauline answer a ring at the door-bell, and Miss Preen came in.

Oh, Lavinia, I am glad to see you. You are an early visitor. Are you not well? continued Madame Carimon, noticing the pale, sad face. Is anything the matter?

I am in great trouble, Mary; I cannot rest; and I have come to talk to you about it, said Lavinia, taking the sable boa from her neck and untying her bonnet-strings. If things were to continue as they are now, I should die of it.

Drawing a chair near to Mary Carimon, Lavinia entered upon her narrative. She spoke first of general matters. The home discomfort, the trouble with Captain Fennel regarding Nancys money, and the difficulty she had to keep up the indispensable payments to the tradespeople, expressing her firm belief that in future he would inevitably seize upon Nancys portion when it came and confiscate it. Next, she went on to tell the story of the past night  Sunday: how the old terrible horror had come upon her of entering the house, of a fancied appearance of Edwin Fennel in the passage, and of the dream that followed. All this latter part was but a repetition of what she had told Madame Carimon three or four months ago. Hearing it for the second time, it impressed Mary Carimons imagination. But she did not speak at once.

I never in my life saw anything plainer or that looked more life-like than Captain Fennel, as he stood and gazed at me from the end of the passage with the evil look on his countenance, resumed Lavinia. And I hardly know why I tell you about it again, Mary, except that I have no one else to speak to. You rather laughed at me the first time, if you remember; perhaps you will laugh again now.

No, no, dissented Mary Carimon. I did not put faith in it before, believing you were deceived by the uncertain light in the passage, and were, perhaps, thinking of him, and that the dream afterwards was merely the result of your fright; nothing else. But now that you have had a second experience of it, I dont doubt that you do see this spectre, and that the dream follows as a sequence to it. And I think, she added, slowly and emphatically, that it has come to warn you of some threatened harm.

I seem to see that it has, murmured Lavinia. Why else should it come at all? I wish I could picture it to you half vividly enough: the reality of it and the horror. Mary, I am growing seriously afraid.

Were I you, I should get away from the house, said Madame Carimon. Leave them to themselves.



It is what I mean to do, Mary. I cannot remain in it, apart from this undefined fear  which of course may be only superstitious fancy, hastily acknowledged Lavinia. If things continue in the present state  and there is no prospect of their changing  

I should leave at once  as soon as they arrive home, rather sharply interrupted Mary Carimon, who seemed to like the aspect of what she had heard less and less.

As soon as I can make arrangements. They come home to-night; I received a letter from Nancy this morning. They have been only at Pontipette all the time.

Only at Pontipette!

Nancy says so. It did as well as any other place. Captain Fennels motive was to hide away from the lawyers we met at the table dhôte.

Have they left Sainteville, I wonder, those lawyers?

Yes, said Lavinia. On Friday I met Mr. Lockett when I was going to the Rue Lamartine, and he told me he was leaving for Calais with his friend on Saturday morning. It is rather remarkable, she added, after a pause, that the first time I saw that appearance in the passage and dreamed the dream, should have been the eve of Mr. Fennels return here, and that it is the same again now.

You must leave the house, Lavinia, reiterated Madame Carimon.

Let me see, considered Lavinia. April comes in this week. Next week will be Passion Week, preceding Easter. I will stay with them over Easter, and then leave.



Monsieur Jules Carimons sock, in process of renovation, had been allowed to fall upon the menders lap. She slowly took it up again, speaking thoughtfully.

I should leave at once; before Easter. But you will see how he behaves, Lavinia. If not well; if he gives you any cause of annoyance, come away there and then. We will take you in, mind, if you have not found a place to go to.

Lavinia thanked her, and rearranged her bonnet preparatory to returning home. She went out with a heavy heart. Only one poor twelvemonth to have brought about all this change!

At the door of the Petite Maison Rouge, when she reached it, stood Flore, parleying with a slim youth, who held an open paper in his outstretched hand. Flore was refusing to touch the paper, which was both printed and written on, and looked official.

I tell him that Monsieur le Capitaine is not at home; he can bring it when he is, explained Flore to her mistress in English.

Lavinia turned to the young man. Captain Fennel has been away from Sainteville for a few days; he probably will be here to-morrow, she said. Do you wish to leave this paper for him?

Yes, said the messenger, evidently understanding English but speaking in French, as he contrived to slip the paper into Miss Preens unconscious hand. You will have the politeness to give it to him, madame.

And, with that, he went off down the entry, whistling.

Do you know what the paper is, Flore? asked Lavinia.



I think so, said Flore. Ive seen these papers before to-day. Its just a sort of order from the law court on Captain Fennel, to pay up some debt that he owes; and, if he does not pay, the court will issue a procès against him. Thats what it is, madame.

Lavinia carried the paper into the salon, and sat studying it. As far as she could make it out, Mr. Edwin Fennel was called upon to pay to some creditor the sum of one hundred and eighty-three francs, without delay.

Over seven pounds! And if he does not pay, the law expenses, to enforce it, will increase the debt perhaps by one-half, sighed Lavinia. There may be, and no doubt are, other things at the back of this. Will he turn us out of house and home?

Propping the paper against the wall over the mantelpiece, she left it there, that it might meet the captains eye on his return.

Not until quite late that evening did Madame Carimon get her husband to herself, for he brought in one of the young under-masters at the college to dine with them. But as soon as they were sitting cosily alone, he smoking his pipe before bed-time, she told him all she had heard from Lavinia Preen.

I dont like it, Jules; I dont indeed, she said. It has made a strangely disagreeable impression on me. What is your opinion?

Placid Monsieur Jules did not seem to have much opinion one way or the other. Upon the superstitious portion of the tale he, being a practical Frenchman, totally declined to have any at all. He was very sorry for the uncomfortable position Miss Preen found herself in, and he certainly was not surprised she should wish to quit the Petite Maison Rouge if affairs could not be made more agreeable there. As to the Capitaine Fennel, he felt free to confess there was something about him which he did not like: and he was sure no man of honour ought to have run away clandestinely, as he did, with Miss Nancy.

You see, Jules, what the man aims at is to get hold of Nancys income and apply it to his own uses  and for Lavinia to keep them upon hers.

I see, said Jules.

And Lavinia cannot do it; she has not half enough. It troubles me very much, flashed Madame Carimon. She says she shall stay with them until Easter is over. I should not; I should leave them to it to-morrow.

Yes, my dear, thats all very well, nodded Monsieur Jules; but we cannot always do precisely what we would. Miss Preen is responsible for the rent of that house, and if Fennel and his wife do not pay it, she would have to. She must have a thorough understanding upon that point before she leaves it.

By the nine-oclock train that night they came home, Lavinia, pleading a bad headache and feeling altogether out of sorts, got Flore to remain for once, and went herself to bed. She dreaded the very sight of Captain Fennel.

In the morning she saw that the paper had disappeared from the mantelpiece. He was quite jaunty at breakfast, talking to her and Nancy about Pontipette; and things passed pleasantly. About eleven oclock he began brushing his hat to go out.

Im going to have a look at Griffin, and see how hes getting on, he remarked. Perhaps the old man would enjoy a drive this fine day; if so, you may not see me back till dinner-time.

But just as Captain Fennel turned out of the Place Ronde to the Rue Tessin, he came upon Charles Palliser, strolling along.

Fine day, Mr. Charles, he remarked graciously.

Capital, assented Charles, and Im glad of it; the old gentleman will have a good passage. Ive just seen him off by the eleven train.

Seems to me you spend your time in seeing people off by trains. Which old gentleman is it now?  him from below?

Charley laughed. Its Griffin this time, said he. Being feeble, I thought I might be of use in starting him, and went up.

Griffin! exclaimed Captain Fennel. Why, wheres he gone to?

To Calais. En route for Dover and  

Whats he gone for? Whens he coming back? interrupted the captain, speaking like a man in great amazement.

He is not coming back at all; he has gone for good, said Charley. His daughter came to fetch him.

Why on earth should she do that?

It seems that her husband, a clergyman at Kensington, fell across Major Smith last week in London, and put some pretty close questions to him about the old man, for they had been made uneasy by his letters of late. The major  

What business had the major in London? questioned Captain Fennel impatiently.

You can ask him, said Charles equably, I didnt. He is back again. Well, Major Smith, being questioned, made no bones about it at all; said Griffin and Griffins money both wanted looking after. Upon that, the daughter came straight off, arriving here on Sunday morning; she settled things yesterday, and has carried her father away to-day. He was as pleased as Punch, poor childish old fellow, at the prospect of a voyage in the boat.

Whether this information put a check upon any little plan Captain Fennel may have been entertaining, Charles Palliser could not positively know; but he thought he had never seen so evil an eye as the one glaring upon him. Only for a moment; just a flash; and then the face was smoothed again. Charley had his ideas  and all his wits about him; and old Griffin had babbled publicly.

Captain Fennel strolled by his side towards the port, talking of Pontipette and other matters of indifference. When in sight of the harbour, he halted.

I must wish you good-day now, Palliser; I have letters to write, said he; and walked briskly back again.

Lavinia and Nancy were sitting together in the salon when he reached home. Nancy was looking scared.

Edwin, she said, leaving her chair to meet him Edwin, what do you think Lavinia has been saying? That she is going to leave us.

Oh, indeed, he carelessly answered.

But it is true, Edwin; she means it.

Yes, I mean it, interposed Lavinia very quietly. You and Nancy will be better without me; perhaps happier.



He looked at her for a full minute in silence, then laughed a little. Like Darby and Joan, he remarked, as he put his writing-case on the table and sat down to it.

Mrs. Fennel returned to her chair by Lavinia, who was sitting close to the window mending a lace collar which had been torn in the ironing. As usual Nancy was doing nothing.

You couldnt leave me, Lavinia, you know, she said in coaxing tones.

I know that I never thought to do so, Ann, but circumstances alter cases, answered the elder sister. Both of them had dropped their voices to a low key, not to disturb the letter-writer. But he could hear if he chose to listen. I began putting my things together yesterday, and shall finish doing it at leisure. I will stay over Easter with you; but go then I shall.

You must be cruel to think of such a thing, Lavinia.

Not cruel, corrected Lavinia. I am sorry, Ann, but the step is forced upon me. The anxieties in regard to money matters are wearing me out; they would wear me out altogether if I did not end them. And there are other things which urge upon me the expediency of departure from this house.

What things?

I cannot speak of them. Never mind what they are, Ann. They concern myself; not you.

Ann Fennel sat twirling one of her fair silken ringlets between her thumb and finger; a habit of hers when thinking.

Where shall you live, Lavinia, if you do leave? Take another apartment at Sainteville?



I think not. It is a puzzling question. Possibly I may go back to Buttermead, and get some family to take me in as a boarder, dreamily answered Lavinia. Seventy pounds a-year will not keep me luxuriously.

Captain Fennel lifted his face. If it will not keep one, how is it to keep two? he demanded, in rather defiant tones.

I dont know anything about that, said Lavinia civilly. I have not two to keep; only one.

Nancy chanced to catch a glimpse of his face just then, and its look frightened her. Lavinia had her back to him, and did not see it. Nancy began to cry quietly.

Oh, Lavinia, you will think better of this; you will not leave us! she implored. We could not do at all without you and your half of the money.

Lavinia had finished her collar, and rose to take it upstairs. Dont be distressed, Nancy, she paused to say; it is a thing that must be. I am very sorry; but it is not my fault. As you  

You can stay in the house if you choose! flashed Nancy, growing feebly angry.

No, I cannot. I cannot, repeated Lavinia. I begin to foresee that I might  might die of it.

XI.

Sainteville felt surprised and sorry to hear that Miss Preen was going to leave it to its own devices, for the town had grown to like her. Lavinia did not herself talk about going, but the news somehow got wind. People wondered why she went. Matters, as connected with the financial department of the Petite Maison Rouge, were known but imperfectly  to most people not known at all; so that reason was not thought of. It was quite understood that Ann Preens stolen marriage, capped by the bringing home of her husband to the Petite Maison Rouge, had been a sharp blow to Miss Preen: perhaps, said Sainteville now, she had tried living with them and found it did not answer. Or perhaps she was only going away for a change, and would return after a while.

Passion week passed, and Easter week came in, and Lavinia made her arrangements for the succeeding one. On the Tuesday in that next week, all being well, she would quit Sainteville. Her preparations were made; her larger box was already packed and corded. Nancy, of shallow temperament and elastic spirits, seemed quite to have recovered from the sting of the proposed parting; she helped Lavinia to put up her laces and other little fine things, prattling all the time. Captain Fennel maintained his suavity. Beyond the words he had spoken  as to how she expected the income to keep two if it would not keep one  he had said nothing. It might be that he hardly yet believed Lavinia would positively go.

But she was going. At first only to Boulogne-sur-Mer. Monsieur Jules Carimon had a cousin, Madame Degravier, who kept a superior boarding-house there, much patronized by the English; he had written to her to introduce Miss Preen, and to intimate that it would oblige him if the terms were made très facile. Madame had written back to Lavinia most satisfactorily, and, so far, that was arranged.



Once at Boulogne in peace and quietness, Lavinia would have leisure to decide upon her future plans. She hoped to pay a visit to Buttermead in the summer-time, for she had begun to yearn for a sight of the old place and its people. After that  well, she should see. If things went on pleasantly at Sainteville  that is, if Captain Fennel and Nancy were still in the Petite Maison Rouge, and he was enabled to find means to continue in it  then, perhaps, she might return to the town. Not to make one of the household  never again that; but she might find a little pied-à-terre in some other home.

Meanwhile, Lavinia heard no more of the procès, and she wondered how the captain was meeting it. During the Easter week she made her farewell calls. That week she was not very much at home; one or other of her old acquaintances wanted her. Major and Mrs. Smith had her to spend a day with them; the Miss Bosanquets invited her also; and so on.

One call, involving also private business, she made upon old Madame Sauvage, Mary Carimon accompanying her. Monsieur Gustave was called up to the salon to assist at the conference. Lavinia partly explained her position to them in strict confidence, and the motive, as touching pecuniary affairs, which was taking her away: she said nothing of that other and greater motive, her superstitious fear.

I have come to speak of the rent, she said to Monsieur Gustave, and Mary Carimon repeated the words in French to old Madame Sauvage. You must in future look to Captain Fennel for it; you must make him pay it if possible. At the same time, I admit my own responsibility, added Lavinia, and if it be found totally impracticable to get it from Captain Fennel or my sister, I shall pay it to you. This must, of course, be kept strictly between ourselves, Monsieur Gustave; you and madame understand that. If Captain Fennel gained any intimation of it, he would take care not to pay it.

Monsieur Gustave and madame his mother assured her that they fully understood, and that she might rely upon their honour. They were grieved to lose so excellent a tenant and neighbour as Miss Preen, and wished circumstances had been more kindly. One thing she might rest assured of  that they should feel at least as mortified at having to apply to her for the rent as she herself would be, and they would not leave a stone unturned to extract it from the hands of Captain Fennel.

It has altogether been a most bitter trial to me, sighed Lavinia, as she stood up to say farewell to madame.

The old lady understood, and the tears came into her compassionate eyes as she held Lavinias hands between her own. Ay, for certain, she replied in French. She and her sons had said so privately to one another ever since the abrupt coming home of the strange captain to the petite maison à côté.

On Sunday, Lavinia, accompanied by Nancy and Captain Fennel, attended morning service for the last time. She spoke to several acquaintances coming out, wishing them good-bye, and was hastening to overtake her sister, when she heard rapid steps behind her, and a voice speaking. Turning, she saw Charley Palliser.

Miss Preen, cried he, my aunt wants you to come home and dine with us. See, she is waiting for you. You could not come any one day last week, you know.

I was not able to come to you last week, Mr. Charles; I had so much to do, and so many engagements, said Lavinia, as she walked back to Mrs. Hardy, who stood smiling.

But you will come to-day, dear Miss Preen, said old Mrs. Hardy, who had caught the words. We have a lovely fricandeau of veal, and  

Why, that is just our own dinner, interrupted Lavinia gaily. I should like to come to you, Mrs. Hardy, but I cannot. It is my last Sunday at home, and I could not well go out and leave them.

They saw the force of the objection. Mrs. Hardy asked whether she should be at church in the evening. Lavinia replied that she intended to be, and they agreed to bid each other farewell then.

You dont know what youve lost, Miss Preen, said Charley comically. Theres a huge cream tart  lovely.

Captain Fennel was quite lively at the dinner-table. He related a rather laughable story which had been told him by Major Smith, with whom he had walked for ten minutes after church, and was otherwise gracious.

After dinner, while Flore was taking away the things, he left the room, and came back with three glasses of liqueur, on a small waiter, handing one to Lavinia, another to his wife, and keeping the third himself. It was the yellow chartreuse; Captain Fennel kept a bottle of it and of one or two other choice liqueurs in the little cupboard at the end of the passage, and treated them to a glass sometimes.



How delightful! cried Nancy, who liked chartreuse and anything else that was good.

They sat and sipped it, talking pleasantly together. The captain soon finished his, and said he should take a stroll on the pier. It was a bright day with a brisk wind, which seemed to be getting higher.

The London boat ought to be in about four oclock, he remarked. Its catching it sweetly, I know; passengers will look like ghosts. Au revoir; dont get quarrelling. And thus, nodding to the two ladies, he went out gaily.

Not much danger of their quarrelling. They turned their chairs to the fire, and plunged into conversation, which chanced to turn upon Buttermead. In calling up one reminiscence of the old place after another, now Lavinia, now Nancy, the time passed on. Lavinia wore her silver-grey silk dress that day, with some yellowish-looking lace falling at the throat and wrists.

Flore came in to bring the tea-tray; she always put it on the table in readiness on a Sunday afternoon. The water, she said, would be on the boil in the kitchen by the time they wanted it. And then she went away as usual for the rest of the day.

Not long afterwards, Lavinia, who was speaking, suddenly stopped in the middle of a sentence. She started up in her chair, fell back again, and clasped her hands below her chest with a great cry.

Oh, Nancy!  Nancy!

Nancy dashed across the hearthrug. What is it? she exclaimed. What is it, Lavinia?

Lavinia apparently could not say what it was. She seemed to be in the greatest agony; her face had turned livid. Nancy was next door to an imbecile in any emergency, and fairly wrung her hands in her distress.

Oh, what can be the matter with me? gasped Lavinia. Nancy, I think I am dying.

The next moment she had glided from the chair to the floor, and lay there shrieking and writhing. Bursting away, Nancy ran round to the next house, all closed to-day, rang wildly at the private door, and when it was opened by Mariette, rushed upstairs to madames salon.

Madame Veuve Sauvage, comprehending that something was amiss, without understanding Nancys frantic words, put a shawl on her shoulders to hasten to the other house, ordering Mariette to follow her. Her sons were out.

There lay Lavinia, in the greatest agony. Madame Sauvage sent Mariette off for Monsieur Dupuis, and told her to fly. Better bring Monsieur Henri Dupuis, Mariette, she called after her: he will get quicker over the ground than his old father.

But Monsieur Henri Dupuis, as it turned out, was absent. He had left that morning for Calais with his wife, to spend two days with her friends who lived there, purposing to be back early on Tuesday morning. Old Monsieur Dupuis came very quickly. He thought Mademoiselle Preen must have inward inflammation, he said to Madame Sauvage, and inquired what she had eaten for dinner. Nancy told him as well as she could between her sobs and her broken speech.

A fricandeau of veal, potatoes, a cauliflower au gratin, and a frangipane tart from the pastrycooks. No fruit or any other dessert. They took a little Bordeaux wine with dinner, and a liqueur glass of chartreuse afterwards.

All very wholesome, pronounced Monsieur Dupuis, with satisfaction; not at all likely to disagree with mademoiselle. Possibly she had caught a chill.

Mariette had run for Flore, who came in great consternation. Between them all they got Lavinia upstairs, undressed her and laid her in bed, applying hot flannels to the pain  and Monsieur Dupuis administered in a wine-glass of water every quarter-of-an-hour some drops from a glass phial which he had brought in his pocket.

It was close upon half-past five when Captain Fennel came in. He expressed much surprise and concern, saying, like the doctor, that she must have eaten something which had disagreed with her. The doctor avowed that he could not otherwise account for the seizure; he did not altogether think it was produced by a chill; and he spoke again of the dinner. Captain Fennel observed that as to the dinner they had all three partaken of it, one the same as another; he did not see why it should affect his sister-in-law and not himself or his wife. This reasoning was evident, admitted Monsieur Dupuis; but Miss Preen had touched nothing since her breakfast, except at dinner. In point of fact, he felt very much at a loss, he did not scruple to add; but the more acute symptoms were showing a slight improvement, he was thankful to perceive, and he trusted to bring her round.

As he did. In a few hours the pain had so far abated, or yielded to remedies, that poor Lavinia, worn out, dropped into a comfortable sleep. Monsieur Dupuis was round again early in the morning, and found her recovered, though still feeling tired and very weak. He advised her to lie in bed until the afternoon; not to get up then unless she felt inclined; and he charged her to take chiefly milk food all the day  no solids whatever.

Lavinia slept again all the morning, and awoke very much refreshed. In the afternoon she felt quite equal to getting up, and did so, dressing herself in the grey silk she had worn the previous day, because it was nearest at hand. She then penned a line to Madame Degravier, saying she was unable to travel to Boulogne on the morrow, as had been fixed, but hoped to be there on Wednesday, or, at the latest, Thursday.

Captain Fennel, who generally took possession of the easiest chair in the salon, and the warmest place, resigned it to Lavinia the instant she appeared downstairs. He shook her by the hand, said how glad he was that she had recovered from her indisposition, and installed her in the chair with a cushion at her back and a rug over her knees. All she had to dread now, he thought, was cold; she must guard against that. Lavinia replied that she could not in the least imagine what had been the matter with her; she had never had a similar attack before, and had never been in such dreadful pain.

Presently Mary Carimon came in, having heard of the affair from Mariette, whom she had met in the fish-market during the morning. All danger was over, Mariette said, and mademoiselle was then sleeping quietly: so Madame Carimon, not to disturb her, put off calling until the afternoon. Captain Fennel sat talking with her a few minutes, and then went out. For some cause or other he never seemed to be quite at ease in the presence of Madame Carimon.

I know what it must have been, cried Mary Carimon, coming to one of her rapid conclusions after listening to the description of the illness. Misled by the sunny spring days last week, you went and left off some of your warm underclothing, Lavinia, and so caught cold.

Good gracious! exclaimed Nancy, who had curled herself up on the sofa like a ball, not having yet recovered from her fatigue and fright. Leave off ones warm things the beginning of April! I never heard of such imprudence! How came you to do it, Lavinia?

I did not do it, said Lavinia quietly. I have not left off anything. Should I be so silly as to do that with a journey before me?

Then what caused the attack? debated Madame Carimon. Something you had eaten?

Lavinia shook her head helplessly. It could hardly have been that, Mary. I took nothing whatever that Nancy and Captain Fennel did not take. I wish I did know  that I might guard, if possible, against a similar attack in future. The pain seized me all in a moment. I thought I was dying.

It sounds odd, said Madame Carimon. Monsieur Dupuis does not know either, it seems. Thats why I thought you might have been leaving off your things, and did not like to tell him.

I conclude that it must have been one of those mysterious attacks of sudden illness to which we are all liable, but for which no one can account, sighed Lavinia. I hope I shall never have it again. This experience has been enough for a lifetime.

Mary Carimon warmly echoed the hope as she rose to take her departure. She advised Lavinia to go to bed early, and promised to come again in the morning.

While Captain Fennel and Nancy dined, Flore made her mistress some tea, and brought in with it some thin bread-and-butter. Lavinia felt all the better for the refreshment, laughingly remarking that by the morning she was sure she should be as hungry as a hunter. She sat chatting, and sometimes dozing between whiles, until about a quarter to nine oclock, when she said she would go to bed.

Nancy went to the kitchen to make her a cup of arrowroot. Lavinia then wished Captain Fennel good-night, and went upstairs. Flore had left as usual, after washing up the dinner-things.

Lavinia, shall I  Oh, she has gone on, broke off Nancy, who had come in with the breakfast-cup of arrowroot in her hand. Edwin, do you think I may venture to put a little brandy into this?

Captain Fennel sat reading with his face to the fire and the lamp at his elbow. He turned round.

Brandy? said he. Im sure I dont know. If that pain meant inflammation, brandy might do harm. Ask Lavinia; she had better decide for herself. No, no; leave the arrowroot on the table here, he hastily cried, as Nancy was going out of the room with the cup. Tell Lavinia to come down, and well discuss the matter with her. Of course a little brandy would do her an immense deal of good, if she might take it with safety.

Nancy did as she was told. Leaving the cup and saucer on the table, she went up to her sister. In a minute or two she was back again.

Lavinia wont come down again, Edwin; she is already half-undressed. She thinks she had better be on the safe side, and not have the brandy.

All right, replied the captain, who was sitting as before, intent on his book. Nancy took the cup upstairs.

She helped her sister into bed, and then gave her the arrowroot, inquiring whether she had made it well.

Quite well, only it was rather sweet, answered Lavinia.

Sweet! echoed Nancy, in reply. Why, I hardly put any sugar at all into it; I remembered that you dont like it.

Lavinia finished the cupful. Nancy tucked her up, and gave her a good-night kiss. Pleasant dreams, Lavinia dear, she called back, as she was shutting the door.

Thank you, Nancy; but I hope I shall sleep to-night without dreaming, answered Lavinia.

As Nancy went downstairs she turned into the kitchen for her own arrowroot, which she had left all that time in the saucepan. Being fond of it, she had made enough for herself as well as for Lavinia.

XII.

It was between half-past ten and eleven, and Captain and Mrs. Fennel were in their bedroom preparing to retire to rest. She stood before the glass doing her hair, having thrown a thin print cotton cape upon her shoulders as usual, to protect her dress; he had taken off his coat.

What was that? cried she, in startled tones.

Some sound had penetrated to their room. The captain put his coat on a chair and bent his ear. I did not hear anything, Nancy, he answered.

There it is again! exclaimed Nancy. Oh, it is Lavinia! I do believe it is Lavinia!

Flinging the comb from her hand, Nancy dashed out at the room-door, which was near the head of the stairs; Lavinias door being nearly at the end of the passage. Unmistakable sounds, now a shriek, now a wail, came from Lavinias chamber. Nancy flew into it, her fair hair falling on her shoulders.

What is it, Lavinia? Oh, Edwin, Edwin, come here! called Mrs. Fennel, beside herself with terror. Lavinia was rolling about the bed, as she had the previous day rolled on the salon floor; her face was distorted with pain, her moans and cries were agonizing.

Captain Fennel stayed to put on his coat, came to Lavinias door, and put his head inside it. Is it the pain again? he asked.

Yes, it is the pain again, gasped Lavinia, in answer. I am dying, I am surely dying!

That put the finishing-touch to timorous Nancy. Edwin, run, run for Monsieur Dupuis! she implored. Oh, what shall we do? What shall we do?

Captain Fennel descended the stairs. When Nancy thought he must have been gone out at least a minute or two, he appeared again with a wine-glass of hot brandy-and-water, which he had stayed to mix.

Try and get her to take this, he said. It cant do harm; it may do good. And if you could put hot flannels to her, Nancy, it might be well; they eased the pain yesterday. Ill bring Dupuis here as soon as I can.

Lavinia could not take the brandy-and-water, and it was left upon the grey marble top of the chest of drawers. Her paroxysms increased; Nancy had never seen or imagined such pain, for this attack was worse than the other, and she almost lost her wits with terror. Could she see Lavinia die before her eyes?  no helping hand near to strive to save her? Just as Nancy had done before, she did again now.

Flying down the stairs and out of the house, across the yard and through the dark entry, she seized the bell-handle of Madame Veuve Sauvages door and pulled it frantically. The household had all retired for the night.

Presently a window above opened, and Monsieur Gustave  Nancy knew his voice  looked out.

Whos there? he asked in French. Whats the matter?

Oh, Monsieur Gustave, come in for the love of Heaven! responded poor Nancy, looking up. She has another attack, worse than the first; shes dying, and theres no one in the house but me.

Directly, madame; I am with you on the instant, he kindly answered. I but wait to put on my effects.

He was at the Petite Maison Rouge almost as soon as she; his brother Emile followed him in, and Mariette, whom they had called, came shortly. Miss Preen lay in dreadful paroxysms; it did appear to them that she must die. Nancy and Mariette busied themselves in the kitchen, heating flannels.

The doctor did not seem to come very quickly. Captain Fennel at length made his appearance and said Monsieur Dupuis would be there in a minute or two.

I am content to hear that, remarked Monsieur Gustave in reply. I was just about to despatch my brother for the first doctor he could find.

Never had such trouble in ringing up a doctor before, returned Captain Fennel. I suppose the old man sleeps too soundly to be easily aroused; many elderly people do.

I fear she is dying, whispered Monsieur Gustave.

No, no, surely not! cried Captain Fennel, recoiling a step at the words. What can it possibly be? What causes the attacks?

Whilst Monsieur Gustave was shaking his head at this difficult question, Monsieur Dupuis arrived. Monsieur Emile, anxious to make himself useful, was requested by Mariette to go to Flores domicile and ring her up. Flore seemed to have been sleeping with her clothes on, for they came back together.

Monsieur Dupuis could do nothing for his patient. He strove to administer drops of medicinal remedies; he caused her to be nearly smothered in scalding-hot flannels  all in vain. He despatched Monsieur Emile Sauvage to bring in another doctor, Monsieur Podevin, who lived near. All in vain. Lavinia died. Just at one oclock in the morning, before the cocks had begun to crow, Lavinia Preen died.

The shock to those in the house was great. It seemed to stun them, one and all. The brothers Sauvage, leaving a few words of heartfelt sympathy with Captain Fennel, withdrew silently to their own home. Mariette stayed. The two doctors, shut up in the salon, talked with one another, endeavouring to account for the death.

Inflammation, no doubt, observed Monsieur Dupuis; but even so, the death has been too speedy.

More like poison, rejoined the younger man, Monsieur Podevin. He was brother to the proprietor of the Hôtel des Princes, and was much respected by his fellow-citizens as a safe and skilful practitioner.

The thought of poison naturally occurred to me on Sunday, when I was first called to her, returned Monsieur Dupuis, but it could not be borne out. You see, she had partaken of nothing, either in food or drink, but what the other inmates had taken; absolutely nothing. This was assured me by them all, herself included.

She seems to have taken nothing to-day, either, that could in any way harm her, said Monsieur Podevin.

Nothing. She took a cup of tea at five oclock, which the servant, Flore, prepared and also partook of herself  a cup out of the same teapot. Later, when the poor lady went to bed, her sister made her a basin of arrowroot, and made herself one at the same time.



Well, it appears strange.

It could not have been a chill. The symptoms  

A chill?  bah! interrupted Monsieur Podevin. We shall know more after the post-mortem, he added, taking up his hat. Of course there must be one.

Wishing his brother practitioner good-night, he left. Monsieur Dupuis went looking about for Captain Fennel, and found him in the kitchen, standing by the hot stove, and drinking a glass of hot brandy-and-water. The rest were upstairs.

This event has shaken my nerves, doctor, apologized the captain, in reference to the glass. I never was so upset. Shall I mix you one?

Monsieur Dupuis shook his head. He never took anything so strong. The most calming thing, in his opinion, was a glass of eau sucrée, with a teaspoonful of orange-flower water in it.

Sir, he went on, I have been conversing with my esteemed confrère. We cannot, either of us, decide what mademoiselle has died of, being unable to see any adequate cause for it; and we wish to hold a post-mortem examination. I presume you will not object to it?

Certainly not; I think there should be one, briskly spoke Captain Fennel after a moments pause. For our satisfaction, if for nothing else, doctor.

Very well. Will nine oclock in the morning suit you, as to time? It should be made early.

I  expect it will, answered the captain, reflecting. Do you hold it here?

Undoubtedly. In her own room.



Then wait just one minute, will you, doctor, whilst I speak to my wife. Nine oclock seems a little early, but I dare say it will suit.

Monsieur Dupuis went back into the salon. He had waited there a short interval, when Mrs. Fennel burst in, wild with excitement. Her hair still hung down her back, her eyes were swollen with weeping, her face was one of piteous distress. She advanced to Monsieur Dupuis, and held up her trembling hands.

The old doctor understood English fairly well when it was quietly spoken; but he did not in the least understand it in a storm. Sobbing, trembling, Mrs. Fennel was beseeching him not to hold a post-mortem on her poor dead sister, for the love of mercy.

Surprised and distressed, he placed her on the sofa, soothed her into calmness, and then bade her tell him quietly what her petition was. She repeated it  begging, praying, imploring him not to disturb her sister now she was at rest; but to let her be put into her grave in peace. Well, well, said the compassionate old man; if it would pain the relatives so greatly to have it done, he and Monsieur Podevin would, of course, abandon the idea. It would be a satisfaction to them both to be able to decide upon the cause of death, but they did not wish to proceed in it against the feelings of the family.

Sainteville woke up in the morning to a shock. Half the townspeople still believed that Miss Preen was leaving that day, Tuesday, for Boulogne; and to hear that she would not go on that journey, that she would never go on any earthly journey again, that she was dead, shook them to the centre.

What had been the matter with her?  what had killed her so quickly in the midst of life and health? Groups asked this; one group meeting another. Inflammation, was the answer  for that report had somehow started itself. She caught a chill on the Sunday, probably when leaving the church after morning service; it induced speedy and instant inflammation, and she had died of it.

With softened steps and mournful faces, hosts of people made their way to the Place Ronde. Only to take a glimpse at the outside of the Maison Rouge brought satisfaction to excited feelings. Monsieur Gustave Sauvage had caused his white shop window-blinds to be drawn half-way down, out of respect to the dead; all the windows above had the green persiennes closed before them. The calamity had so greatly affected old Madame Sauvage that she lay in bed.

When her sons returned indoors after the death had taken place, their mother called them to her room. Nancys violent ringing had disturbed her, and she had lain since then in anxiety, waiting for news.

Better not tell the mother to-night, whispered Emile to his brother outside her door.

But the mothers ears were quick; she was sitting up in bed, and the door was ajar. Yes, you will tell me, my sons, she said. I am fearing the worst.

Well, mother, it is all over, avowed Gustave. The attack was more violent than the one last night, and the poor lady is gone.

May the good God have taken her to His rest! fervently aspirated madame. But she lay down in the bed in her distress and covered her face with the white-frilled pillow and sobbed a little. Gustave and Emile related a few particulars.

And what was really the malady? What is it that she has died of? questioned the mother, wiping her eyes.

That is not settled; nobody seems to know, replied Gustave.

Madame Veuve Sauvage lay still, thinking. I  hope  that  man  has  not  done  her  any  injury! she slowly said.

I hope not either; there is no appearance of it, said Monsieur Gustave. Any way, mother, she had two skilful doctors with her, honest men and upright. Better not admit such thoughts.

True, true, murmured madame, appeased. I fear the poor dear lady must have taken a chill, which struck inwardly. That handsome demoiselle, the cousin of Monsieur le Procureur, died of the same thing, you may remember. Good-night, my sons; you leave me very unhappy.

About eight oclock in the morning, Monsieur Jules Carimon heard of it. In going through the large iron entrance-gates of the college to his days work, he found himself accosted by one of two or three young gamins of pupils, who were also entering. It was Dion Pamart. The well-informed reader is of course aware that the French educational colleges are attended by all classes, high and low, indiscriminately.

Monsieur, have you heard? said the lad, with timid deprecation. Mademoiselle is dead.

Monsieur Jules Carimon turned his eyes on the speaker. At first he did not recognize him: his own work lay with the advanced desks.



Ah, cest Pamart, nest-ce-pas? said he. What did you say, my boy? Some one is dead?

Dion Pamart repeated his information. The master, inwardly shocked, took refuge in disbelief.

I think you must be mistaken, Pamart, said he.

Oh no, Im not, sir. Mademoiselle was taken frightfully ill again last night, and they fetched my mother. They had two doctors to her and all; but they couldnt do anything for her, and she died. Grandmother gave me my breakfast just now; she said my mother was crying too much to come home. The other lady, the captains wife, has been in hysterics all night.

Go on to your desks, commanded Monsieur Carimon to the small fry now gathered round him.

He turned back home himself. When he entered the salle-à-manger, Pauline was carrying away the last of the breakfast-things. Her mistress stood putting a little water on a musk plant in the window.

Is it you, Jules? she exclaimed. Have you forgotten something?

Monsieur Jules shut the door. I have not forgotten anything, he answered. But I have heard of a sad calamity, and I have come back to prepare you, Marie, before you hear it from others.

He spoke solemnly; he was looking solemn. His wife put down the jug of water on the table. A calamity? she repeated.

Yes. You will grieve to hear it. Your friend, Miss Preen, was  was taken ill last night with the same sort of attack, but more violent; and she  

Oh, Jules, dont tell me, dont tell me! cried Mary Carimon, lifting her hands to ward off the words with a too sure prevision of what they were going to be.

But, my dear, you must be told sooner or later, remonstrated he; you cannot go through even this morning without hearing it from one person or another. Flores boy was my informant. In spite of all that could be done by those about her, poor lady  in spite of the two doctors who were called to her aid  she died.

Madame Carimon was a great deal too much stunned for tears. She sank back in a chair with a face of stone, feeling that the room was turning upside down about her.

An hour later, when she had somewhat gathered her scattered senses together, she set off for the Petite Maison Rouge. Her way lay past the house of Monsieur Podevin; old Monsieur Dupuis was turning out of it as she went by. Madame Carimon stopped.

Yes, the doctor said, when a few words had passed, it is a most desolating affair. But, as madame knows, when Death has laid his grasp upon a patient, medical craft loses its power to resist him.

Too true, murmured Mary Carimon. And what is it that she has died of?

Monsieur Dupuis shook his head to indicate that he did not know.

I could have wished for an examination, to ascertain the true cause of the seizure, continued the doctor, and I come now from expressing my regrets to my confrère, Monsieur Podevin. He agrees with me in deciding that we cannot press it in opposition to the family. Captain Fennel was quite willing it should take place, but his wife, poor distressed woman, altogether objects to it.

Mary Carimon went on to the house of death. She saw Lavinia, looking so peaceful in her stillness. A happy smile sat on her countenance. On her white attire lay some sweet fresh primroses, which Flore had placed there. Lavinia loved primroses. She used to say that when she looked at them they brought to her mind the woods and dales of Buttermead, always carpeted with the pale, fair blossoms in the spring of the year. Mrs. Fennel lay in a heavy sleep, exhausted by her night of distress, Flore informed Madame Carimon; and the captain, anxious about her, was sitting in her room, to guard against her being disturbed.

On the next day, Wednesday, in obedience to the laws of France relating to the dead, Lavinia Preen was buried. All the English gentlemen in the town, and some Frenchmen, including Monsieur Carimon and the sons of Madame Veuve Sauvage, assembled in the Place Ronde, and fell in behind the coffin when it was brought forth. They walked after it to the portion of the cemetery consecrated to Protestants, and there witnessed the interment. The tears trickled down Charley Pallisers face as he took his last look into the grave, and he was honest enough not to mind who saw them.

XIII.

In their new mourning, at the English Church, the Sunday after the interment of Lavinia Preen, appeared Captain and Mrs. Fennel. The congregation looked at them more than at the parson. Poor Nancys eyes were so blinded with tears that she could not see the letters in her Prayer-book. Only one little week ago when she had sat there, Lavinia was on the bench at her side, alive and well; and now  It was with difficulty Nancy kept herself from breaking down.

Two or three acquaintances caught her hand on leaving the church, whispering a few words of sympathy in her ear. Not one but felt truly sorry for her. The captains hat, which had a wide band round it, was perpetually raised in acknowledgment of silent greetings, as he piloted his wife back to their house, the Petite Maison Rouge.

A very different dinner-table, this which the two sat down to, from last Sundays, in the matter of cheerfulness. Nancy was about half-way through the wing of the fowl her husband had helped her to, when a choking sob caught her throat. She dropped her knife and fork.

Oh, Edwin, I cannot! I cannot eat for my unhappy thoughts! This time last Sunday Lavinia was seated at the table with us. Now   Nancys speech collapsed altogether.

Come, come, said Captain Fennel. I hope you are not going to be hysterical again, Nancy. It is frightfully sad; I know that; but this prolonged grief will do no good. Go on with your dinner; it is a very nice chicken.

Nancy gave a great sob, and spoke impulsively, I dont believe you regret her one bit, Edwin!

Edwin Fennel in turn laid down his knife and fork and stared at his wife. A curious expression sat on his face.

Not regret her, he repeated with emphasis. Why, Nancy, I regret her every hour of the day. But I do not make a parade of my regrets. Why should I?  to what end? Come, come, my dear; you will be all the better for eating your dinner.

He went on with his own as he spoke. Nancy took up her knife and fork with a hopeless sigh.

Dinner over, Captain Fennel went to his cupboard and brought in some of the chartreuse. Two glasses, this time, instead of three. He might regret Lavinia, as he said, every hour of the day; possibly he did so; but it did not seem to affect his appetite, or his relish for good things.

Most events have their dark and their light sides. It could hardly escape the mind of Edwin Fennel that by the death of Lavinia the whole income became Nancys. To him that must have been a satisfactory consolation.

In the afternoon he went with Nancy for a walk on the pier. She did not want to go; said she had no spirits for it; it was miserable at home; miserable out; miserable everywhere. Captain Fennel took her off, as he might have taken a child, telling her she should come and see the fishing-boats. After tea they went to church  an unusual thing for Captain Fennel. Lavinia and Nancy formerly went to evening service; he, never.



That night something curious occurred. Nancy went up to bed leaving the captain to follow, after finishing his glass of grog. He generally took one the last thing. Nancy had taken off her gown, and was standing before the glass about to undo her hair, when she heard him leave the parlour. Her bedroom-door, almost close to the head of the stairs, was not closed, and her ears were on the alert. Since Lavinia died, Nancy had felt timid in the house when alone, and she was listening for her husband to come up. She heard him lock up the spirit bottle in the little cupboard below, and begin to ascend the stairs, and she opened her door wider, that the light might guide him, for the staircase was in darkness.

Captain Fennel had nearly gained the top, when something  he never knew what  induced him to look round sharply, as though he fancied some one was close behind him. In fact, he did fancy it. In a moment, he gave a shout, dashed onwards into the bedroom, shut the door with a bang, and bolted it. Nancy, in great astonishment, turned to look at him. He seemed to have shrunk within himself in a fit of trembling, his face was ghastly, and the perspiration stood upon his brow.

Edwin! she exclaimed in a scared whisper, what is the matter?

Captain Fennel did not answer at first. He was getting up his breath.

Has Flore not gone? he then said.

Flore! exclaimed Nancy in surprise. Why, Edwin, you know Flore goes away on Sundays in the middle of the afternoon! She left before we went on the pier. Why do you ask?



I  I thought  some person  followed me upstairs, he replied, in uneasy pauses.

Oh, my goodness! cried timid Nancy. Perhaps a thief has got into the house!

She went to the door, and was about to draw it an inch open, intending to peep out gingerly and listen, when her husband pulled her back with a motion of terror, and put his back against it. This meant, she thought, that he knew a thief was there. Perhaps two of them!

Is there more than one? she whispered. Lavinias silver  my silver, now  is in the basket on the console in the salon.

He did not answer. He appeared to be listening. Nancy listened also. The house seemed still as death.

Perhaps I was mistaken, said Captain Fennel, beginning to recover himself after a bit. I dare say I was.

Well, I think you must have been, Edwin; I cant hear anything. We had better open the door.

She undid the bolt as she spoke, and he moved away from it. Nancy cautiously took a step outside, and kept still. Not a sound met her ear. Then she brought forth the candle and looked down the staircase. Not a sign of anything or any one met her eye.

Edwin, theres nothing, theres nobody; come and see. You must have fancied it.

No doubt, answered Captain Fennel. But he did not go to see, for all that.

Nancy went back to the room. Wont you just look downstairs? she said. I  I dont much mind going with you.



Not any necessity, replied he, and began to undress  and slipped the bolt again.

Why do you bolt the door to-night? asked Nancy.

To keep the thief out, said he, in grim tones, which Nancy took for jesting. But she could not at all understand him.

His restlessness kept her awake. It must have been all fancy, she more than once heard him mutter to himself.

When he rose in the morning, his restlessness seemed still to hang upon him. Remarking to Nancy, who was only half-awake, that his nerves were out of order, and he should be all the better for a sea-bath, he dressed and left the room. Nancy got down at the usual hour, half-past eight; and was told by Flore that monsieur had left word madame was not to wait breakfast for him: he was gone to have a dip in the sea, and should probably take a long country walk after it.

Flore was making the coffee at the kitchen stove; her mistress stood by, as if wanting to watch the process. These last few days, since Lavinia had been carried from the house, Nancy had felt easier in Flores company than when alone with her own.

Thats to steady his nerves; they are out of order, replied Nancy, who had as much idea of reticence as a child. Monsieur had a great fright last night, Flore.

Truly! said Flore, much occupied just then with her coffee-pot.

He was coming up to bed between ten and eleven; I had gone on. When nearly at the top of the stairs he thought he heard some one behind him. It startled him frightfully. Not being prepared for it, supposing that the house was empty, you see, Flore, of course it would startle him.

Naturally, madame.

He cried out, and dashed into the bedroom and bolted the door. I never saw any one in such a state of terror, Flore; he was trembling all over; his face was whiter than your apron.

Vraiment! returned Flore, turning to look at her mistress in a little surprise. But, madame, what had terrified him? What was it that he had seen?

Why, he could have seen nothing, corrected Mrs. Fennel. There was nothing to see.

Madame has reason; there could have been nothing, the house being empty. But then, what could have frightened him? repeated Flore.

Why, he must have fancied it, I suppose. Any way, he fancied some one was there. The first question he asked me was, whether you were in the house.

Moi! Monsieur might have known I should not be in the house at that hour, madame. And why should he show terror if he thought it was me?

Mrs. Fennel shrugged her shoulders. It was a moments scare; just that, I conclude; and it upset his nerves. A sea-bath will put him all right again.

Flore carried the coffee into the salon, and her mistress sat down to breakfast.

Now it chanced that this same week a guest came to stay with Madame Carimon. Stella Featherston, from Buttermead, was about to make a sojourn in Paris, and she took Sainteville on her route that she might stay a few days with her cousin, Mary Carimon, whom she had not seen for several years.

Lavinia and Ann Preen had once been very intimate with Miss Featherston, who reached Madame Carimons on the Thursday. On the Friday morning Mrs. Fennel called to see her  and, in Nancys impromptu way, she invited her and Mary Carimon to take tea at seven oclock that same evening at the Petite Maison Rouge.

Nancy went home delighted. It was a little divertissement to her present saddened life. Captain Fennel knitted his brow when he heard of the arrangement, but made no objection in words. His wife shrank at the frown.

Dont you like my having invited Miss Featherston to tea, Edwin?

Oh! Ive no objection to it, he carelessly replied. I am not in love with either Carimon or his wife, and dont care how little I see of them.

He cannot come, having a private class on to-night. And I could not invite Miss Featherston without Mary Carimon, pleaded Nancy.

Just so. I am not objecting.

With this somewhat ungracious assent, Nancy had to content herself. She ordered a gâteau Suisse, the nicest sort of gâteau to be had at Sainteville; and told Flore that she must for once remain for the evening.

The guests appeared punctually at seven oclock. Such a thing as being invited for one hour, and strolling in an hour or two after it, was a mark of English breeding never yet heard of in the simple-mannered French town. Miss Featherston, a smart, lively young woman, wore a cherry-coloured silk; Mary Carimon was in black; she had gone into slight mourning for Lavinia. Good little Monsieur Jules had put a small band on his hat.

Captain Fennel was not at home to tea, and the ladies had it all their own way in the matter of talking. What with items of news from the old home, Buttermead, and Stellas telling about her own plans, the conversation never flagged a moment.

Yes, thats what I am going to Paris for, said Stella, explaining her plans. I dont seem likely to marry, for nobody comes to ask me, and I mean to go out in the world and make a little money. It is a sin and a shame that a healthy girl, the eldest of three sisters, should be living upon her poor mother in idleness. Not much of a girl, you may say, for I was three-and-thirty last week! but we all like to pay ourselves compliments when age is in question.

Nancy laughed. Almost the first time she had laughed since Lavinias death.

So you are going to Paris to learn French, Stella!

I am going to Paris to learn French, Nancy, assented Miss Featherston. I know it pretty well, but when I come to speak it I am all at sea; and you cant get out as a governess now unless you speak it fluently. At each of the two situations I applied for in Worcestershire, it was the one fatal objection: We should have liked you, Miss Featherston, but we can only engage a lady who will speak French with the children. So I made my mind up to speak French; and I wrote to good Monsieur Jules Carimon, and he has found me a place to go to in Paris, where not a soul in the household speaks English. He says, and I say, that in six months I shall chatter away like a native, she concluded, laughing.

XIV.

About nine oclock Captain Fennel came home. He was gracious to the visitors. Stella Featherston thought his manners were pleasing. Shortly afterwards Charley Palliser called. He apologized for the lateness of the hour, but his errand was a good-natured one. His aunt, Mrs. Hardy, had received a box of delicious candied fruits from Marseilles; she had sent him with a few to Mrs. Fennel, if that lady would kindly accept them. The truth was, every one in Sainteville felt sorry just now for poor Nancy Fennel.

Nancy looked as delighted as a child. She called to Flore to bring plates, turned out the fruits and handed them round. Flore also brought in the gâteau Suisse and glasses, and a bottle of Picardin wine, that the company might regale themselves. Charley Palliser suddenly spoke; he had just thought of something.

Would it be too much trouble to give me back that book which I lent you a week or two ago  about the plans of the fortifications? he asked, turning to Captain Fennel. I want it sometimes for reference in my studies.

Not at all; I ought to have returned it to you before this  but the trouble here has driven other things out of my head, replied Captain Fennel. Let me see  where did I put it? Nancy, do you remember where that book is?  the heavy one, you know, with red edges and a mottled cover.

That book? Why, it is on the drawers in our bedroom, replied Nancy.

To be sure; Ill get it, said Captain Fennel.

His wife called after him to bring down the dominoes also; some one might like a game. The captain did not intend to take the trouble of going himself; he meant to send Flore. But Flore was not in the kitchen, and he took it for granted she was upstairs. In fact, Flore was in the yard at the pump; but he never thought of the yard or the pump. Lighting a candle, he strode upstairs.

He was coming down again, the open box of dominoes and Charley Pallisers book in one hand, the candlestick in the other, when the same sort of thing seemed to occur which had occurred on Sunday night. Hearing, as he thought, some one close behind him, almost treading, as it were, upon his heels, and thinking it was Flore, he turned his head round, intending to tell her to keep her distance.

Then, with a frightful yell, down dashed Captain Fennel the few remaining stairs, the book, the candlestick, and the box of dominoes all falling in the passage from his nerveless hands. The dominoes were hard and strong, and made a great crash. But it was the yell which had frightened the company in the salon.

They flocked out in doubt and wonder. The candle had gone out; and Charley Palliser was bringing forth the lamp to light up the darkness, when he was nearly knocked down by Captain Fennel. Flore, returning from the pump with her own candle, much damaged by the air of the yard, held it up to survey the scene.

Captain Fennel swept past Charley into the salon, and threw himself into a chair behind the door, after trying to dash it to; but they were trooping in behind him. His breath was short, his terrified face looked livid as one meet for the grave.

Why, what has happened to you, sir? asked Charles, intensely surprised.

Oh! he must have seen the thief again! shrieked Nancy.

Shut the door; bolt it! called out the stricken man.

They did as they were bid. This order, as it struck them all, could only have reference to keeping out some nefarious intruder, such as a thief. Flore had followed them in, after picking up the débris. She put the book and the dominoes on the table, and stood staring over her mistresss shoulder.

Has the thief got in again, Edwin? repeated Mrs. Fennel, who was beginning to tremble. Did you see him?  or hear him?

My foot slipped; it sent me headforemost down the stairs, spoke the captain at last, conscious, perhaps, that something must be said to satisfy the inquisitive faces around him. I heard Flore behind me, and  

Not me, sir, put in Flore in her best English. I was not upstairs at all; I was out at the pump. There is nobody upstairs, sir; there cant be. But Captain Fennel only glared at her in answer.

What did you cry out at? asked Charles Palliser, speaking soothingly, for he saw that the man was pitiably unstrung. Have you had a thief in the house? Did you think you saw one?

I saw no thief; there has been no thief in the house that I know of; I tell you I slipped  and it startled me, retorted the captain, his tones becoming savage.

Then  why did you have the door bolted, captain? struck in Miss Stella Featherston, who was extremely practical and matter-of-fact, and who could not understand the scene at all.

This time the captain glared at her. Only for a moment; a sickly smile then stole over his countenance.

Somebody here talked about a thief: I said bolt him out, answered he.

With this general explanation they had to be contented; but to none of them did it sound natural or straightforward.

Order was restored. The ladies took a glass of wine each and some of the gâteau, which Flore handed round. Charles Palliser said good-night and departed with his book. Captain Fennel went out at the same time. He turned into the café on the Place Ronde, and drank three small glasses of cognac in succession.

Nancy, what did you mean by talking about a thief? began Madame Carimon, the whole thing much exercising her mind.

Upon which, Mrs. Fennel treated them all, including Flore, to an elaborate account of her husbands fright on the Sunday night.

It was on the stairs; just as it was again now, she said. He thought he heard some one following behind him as he came up to bed. He fancied it was Flore; but Flore had left hours before. I never saw any one show such terror in all my life. He said it was Flore behind him to-night, and you saw how terrified he was.

But if he took it to be Flore, why should he be frightened? returned Mary Carimon.

Pardon, mesdames, but it is the same argument I made bold to use to madame, interposed Flore from the background, where she stood. There is not anything in me to give people fright.

I  think  it must have been, said Mrs. Fennel, speaking slowly, that he grew alarmed when he found it was not Flore he saw. Both times.

Then who was it that he did see  to startle him like that? asked Mary Carimon.

Why, he must have thought it was a thief, replied Nancy. Theres nothing else for it.

At this juncture the argument was brought to a close by the entrance of Monsieur Jules Carimon, who had come to escort his wife and Stella Featherston home.

These curious attacks of terror were repeated; not often, but at a few days interval; so that at length Captain Fennel took care not to go about the house alone in the dark. He went up to bed when his wife did; he would not go to the door, if a ring came after Flores departure, without a light in his hand. By-and-by he improvised a lamp, which he kept on the slab.

What was it that he was scared at? An impression arose in the minds of the two or three people who were privy to this, that he saw, or fancied he saw, in the house the spectre of one who had just been carried out of it, Lavinia Preen. Nancy had no such suspicion as yet; she only thought her husband could not be well. She was much occupied about that time, having at length nerved herself to the task of looking over her poor sisters effects.

One afternoon, when sitting in Lavinias room (Flore  who stayed with her for company  had run down to the kitchen to see that the dinner did not burn), Nancy came upon a small, thin green case. Between its leaves she found three one-hundred-franc notes  twelve pounds in English value. She rightly judged that it was all that remained of her sisters nest-egg, and that she had intended to take it with her to Boulogne.

Poor Lavinia! she aspirated, the tears dropping from her eyes. Every farthing remaining of the quarters money she left with me for housekeeping.

But now a thought came to Nancy. Placing the case on the floor near her, intending to show it to her husband  she was sitting on a stool before one of Lavinias boxes  it suddenly occurred to her that it might be as well to say nothing to him about it. He would be sure to appropriate the money to his own private uses: and Nancy knew that she should need some for hers. There would be her mourning to pay for; and  

The room-door was wide open, and at this point in her reflections Nancy heard the captain enter the house with his latch-key, and march straight upstairs. In hasty confusion, she thrust the little case into the nearest hiding-place, which happened to be the front of her black dress bodice.



Nancy, I have to go to England, cried the captain. How hot you look! Cant you manage to do that without stooping?

To go to England! repeated Nancy, lifting her flushed face.

Heres a letter from my brother; the postman gave it me as I was crossing the Place Ronde. Its only a line or two, he added, tossing it to her. I must take this evenings boat.

Nancy read the letter. Only a line or two, as he said, just telling the captain to go over with all speed upon a pressing matter of business, and that he could return before the week was ended.

Oh, but, Edwin, you cant go, began Nancy, in alarm. I cannot stay here by myself.

Not go! Why, I must go, he said very decisively. How do I know what it is that I am wanted for? Perhaps that property which we are always expecting to fall in.

But I should be so lonely. I could not stay here alone.

Nonsense! he sharply answered. I shall not be away above one clear day; two days at the furthest. This is Thursday, and I shall return by Sundays boat. You will only be alone to-morrow and Saturday.

He turned away, thus putting an end to the discussion, and entered their own room. As Nancy looked after him in despair, it suddenly struck her how very thin and ill he had become; his face worn and grey.

He wants a change, she said to herself; our trouble here has upset him as much as it did me. Ill say no more; I must not be selfish. Poor Lavinia used to warn me against selfishness.

So Captain Fennel went off without further opposition, his wife enjoining him to be sure to return on Sunday. The steamer was starting that night at eight oclock; it was a fine evening, and Nancy walked down to the port with her husband and saw him on board. Nancy met an acquaintance down there; no other than Charley Palliser. They strolled a little in the wake of the departing steamer; Charley then saw her as far as the Place Ronde, and there wished her good-night.

And now an extraordinary thing happened. As Mrs. Fennel opened the door with her latch-key, Flore having left, and was about to enter the dark passage, the same curious and unaccountable terror seized her which had been wont to attack Lavinia. Leaving the door wide open, she dashed up the passage, felt for the match-box, and struck a light. Then, candle in hand, she returned to shut the door; but her whole frame trembled with fear.

Why, its just what poor Lavinia felt! she gasped. What on earth can it be? Why should it come to me? I will take care not to go out to-morrow night or Saturday.

And she held to her decision. Mrs. Hardy sent Charley Palliser to invite her for either day, or both days; Mary Carimon sent Pauline with a note to the same effect; but Nancy returned a refusal in both cases, with her best thanks.

The boat came in on Sunday night, but it did not bring Captain Fennel. On the Sunday morning the post had brought Nancy a few lines from him, saying he found the business on which he had been called to London was of great importance, and he was obliged to remain another day or two.

Nancy was frightfully put out: not only vexed, but angry. Edwin had no business to leave her alone like that so soon after Lavinias death. She bemoaned her hard fate to several friends on coming out of church, and Mrs. Smith carried her off to dinner. The major was not out that morning  a twinge of gout in the right foot had kept him indoors.

This involved Nancys going home alone in the evening, for the major could not walk with her. She did not like it. The same horror came over her before opening the door. She entered somehow, and dashed into the kitchen, hoping the stove was alight: a very silly hope, for Flore had been gone since the afternoon.

Nancy lighted the candle in the kitchen, and then fancied she saw some one looking at her from the open kitchen-door. It looked like Lavinia. It certainly was Lavinia. Nancy stood spell-bound; then she gave a cry of desperate horror and dropped the candlestick.

How she picked it up she never knew; the light had not gone out. Nothing was to be seen then. The apparition, if it had been one, had vanished. She got up to bed somehow, and lay shivering under the bedclothes until morning.

Quite early, when Nancy was at breakfast, Madame Carimon came in. She had already been to the fish-market, and came on to invite Nancy to her house for the day, having heard that Mr. Fennel was still absent. With a scared face and trembling lips, Nancy told her about the previous night  the strange horror of entering which had begun to attack her, the figure of Lavinia at the kitchen-door.

Madame Carimon, listening gravely, took, or appeared to take, a sensible view of it. You have caught up this fear of entering the house, Nancy, through remembering that it attacked poor Lavinia, she said. Impressionable minds  and yours is one of them  take fright just as children catch measles. As to thinking you saw Lavinia  

She had on the gown she wore the Sunday she was taken ill: her silver-grey silk, you know, interrupted Nancy. She looked at me with a mournful, appealing gaze, just as if she wanted something.

Ay, you were just in the mood to fancy something of the kind, lightly spoke Madame Carimon. The fright of coming in had done that for you. I dare say you had been talking of Lavinia at Major Smiths.

Well, so we had, confessed Nancy.

Just so; she was already on your mind, and therefore that and the fright you were in caused you to fancy you saw her. Nancy, my dear, you cannot imagine the foolish illusions our fancies play us.

Easily persuaded, Mrs. Fennel agreed that it might have been so. She strove to forget the matter, and went out there and then with Mary Carimon.

But this state of things was to continue. Captain Fennel did not return, and Nancy grew frightened to death at being alone in the house after dark. Flore was unable to stay longer than the time originally agreed for, her old mother being dangerously ill. As dusk approached, Nancy began to hate her destiny. Apart from nervousness, she was sociably inclined, and yearned for company. Now and again the inclination to accept an invitation was too strong to be resisted, or she went out after dinner, uninvited, to this friend or that. But the pleasure was counterbalanced by having to go in again at night; the horror clung to her.

If a servant attended her home, or any gentleman from the house where she had been, she made them go indoors with her whilst she lighted her candle; once she got Monsieur Gustaves errand-boy to do so. But it was almost as bad with the lighted candle  the first feeling of being in the lonely house after they had gone. She wrote letter after letter, imploring her husband to return. Captain Fennels replies were rich in promises: he would be back the very instant business permitted; probably to-morrow, or the next day. But he did not come.

One Sunday, when he had been gone about three weeks, and Nancy had been spending the day in the Rue Pomme Cuite, Mary Carimon walked home with her in the evening. Monsieur Jules had gone to see his cousin off by the nine-oclock train  Mademoiselle Priscille Carimon, who had come in to spend the day with them. She lived at Drecques.

You will come in with me, Mary? said Ann Fennel, as they gained the door.

To be sure I will, replied Madame Carimon, laughing lightly, for none knew about the fears better than she.

Nancy took her hand as they went up the passage. She lighted the candle at the slab, and they went into the salon. Madame Carimon sat down for a few minutes, by way of reassuring her. Nancy took off her bonnet and mantle. On the table was a small tray with the tea-things upon it. Flore had left it there in readiness, not quite certain whether her mistress would come in to tea or not.

I had such a curious dream last night, began Nancy; those tea-things put me in mind of it. Lavinia  

For goodness sake dont begin upon dreams to-night! interposed Madame Carimon. You know they always frighten you.

Oh, but this was a pleasant dream, Mary. I thought that I and Lavinia were seated at a little table, with two teacups between us full of tea. The cups were very pretty; pale amber with gilt scrolls, and the china so thin as to be transparent. I can see them now. And Lavinia said something which made me smile; but I dont remember what it was. Ah, Mary! if she were only back again with us!

She is better off, you know, said Mary Carimon in tender tones.

All the same, it was a cruel fate that took her; I shall never think otherwise. I wish I knew what it was she died of! Flore told me one day that Monsieur Podevin quite laughed at the idea of its being a chill.

Well, Nancy, it was you who stopped it, you know.

Stopped what? asked Nancy.

The investigation the doctors would have made after death. Both of them were much put out at your forbidding it: for their own satisfaction they wished to ascertain particulars. I may tell you now that I thought you were wrong to interfere.

It was Captain Fennel, said Nancy calmly.



Captain Fennel! echoed Mary Carimon. Monsieur Dupuis told me that Captain Fennel wished for it as much as he and Monsieur Podevin.

Captain Fennels wife shook her head. They asked him about it before they left, after she died. He came to me, and I said, Oh, let them do what they would; it could not hurt her now she was dead. I was in such terrible distress, Mary, that I hardly knew or cared what I said. Then Edwin drew so dreadful a picture of what post-mortems are, and how barbarously her poor neck and arms would be cut and slashed, that I grew sick and frightened.

And so you stopped it  by reason of the picture he drew?

Yes. I came running down here to Monsieur Dupuis  Monsieur Podevin had gone  for Edwin said it must be my decision, not his, and his name had better not be mentioned; and I begged and prayed Monsieur Dupuis not to hold it. I think I startled him, good old man. I was almost out of my mind; quite wild with agitation; and he promised me it should be as I wished. Thats how it all was, Mary.

Mary Carimons face wore a curious look. Then she rallied, speaking even lightly.

Well, well; it could not have brought her back to life; and I repeat that we must remember she is better off. And now, Nancy, I want you to show me the pretty purse that Miss Perry has knitted for you, if you have it at hand.

Nancy rose, opened her workbox, which stood on the side-table, and brought forth the purse. Of course Madame Carimons motive had been to change her thoughts. After admiring the purse, and talking of other pleasant matters, Mary took her departure.

And the moment the outer door had closed upon her that feeling of terror seized upon Nancy. Catching up her mantle with one hand and the candle with the other, she made for the staircase, leaving her bonnet and gloves in the salon. The staircase struck cold to her, and she could hear the wind whistling, for it was a windy night. As to the candle, it seemed to burn with a pale flame and not to give half its usual light.

In her nervous agitation, just as she gained the uppermost stair, she dropped her mantle. Raising her head from stooping to pick it up, she suddenly saw some figure before her at the end of the passage. It stood beyond the door of her own room, close to that which had been her sisters.

It was Lavinia. She appeared to be habited in the silver-grey silk already spoken of. Her gaze was fixed upon Nancy, with the same imploring aspect of appeal, as if she wanted something; her pale face was inexpressibly mournful. With a terrible cry, Nancy tore into her own room, the mantle trailing after her. She shut the door and bolted it, and buried her face in the counterpane in wild agony.

And in that moment a revelation came to Ann Fennel. It was this apparition which had been wont to haunt her husband in the house and terrify him beyond control. Not a thief; not Flore  but Lavinia!

XV.

On the Monday morning Flore found her mistress in so sick and suffering and strange a state, that she sent for Madame Carimon. In vain Mary Carimon, after hearing Nancys tale, strove to convince her that what she saw was fancy, the effect of diseased nerves. Nancy was more obstinate than a mule.

What I saw was Lavinia, she shivered. Lavinias apparition. No good to tell me it was not; I have seen it now twice. It was as clear and evident to me, both times, as ever she herself was in life. Thats what Edwin used to see; I know it now; and he became unable to bear the house. I seem to read it all as in a book, Mary. He got his brother to send for him, and he is staying away because he dreads to come back again. But you know I cannot stay here alone now.

Madame Carimon wrote off at once to Captain Fennel, Nancy supplying the address. She told him that his wife was ill; in a nervous state; fancying she saw Lavinia in the house. Such a report, she added, should if possible be kept from spreading to the town, and therefore she must advise him to return without delay.

The letter brought back Captain Fennel, Flore having meanwhile remained entirely at the Petite Maison Rouge. Perhaps the captain did not in secret like that little remark of its being well to keep it from the public; he may have considered it suggestive, coming from Mary Carimon. He believed she read him pretty correctly, and he hated her accordingly. Any way, he deemed it well to be on the spot. Left to herself, there was no telling what ridiculous things Nancy might be saying or fancying.

Edwin Fennel did not return alone. His brothers wife was with him. Mrs. James, they called her, James being the brothers Christian name. Mrs. James was not a lady in herself or in manner; but she was lively and very good-natured, and these qualities were what the Petite Maison Rouge wanted in it just now; and perhaps that was Captain Fennels motive in bringing her. Nancy was delighted. She almost forgot her fears and fancies. Flore was agreeable also, for she was now at liberty to return to ordinary arrangements. Thus there was a lull in the storm. They walked out with Mrs. James on the pier, and took her to see the different points of interest in the town; they even gave a little soirée for her, and in return were invited to other houses.

One day, when the two ladies were gossiping together, Nancy, in the openness of her heart, related to Mrs. James the particulars of Lavinias unexpected and rather mysterious death, and of her appearing in the house again after it. Captain Fennel disturbed them in the midst of the story. His wife was taking his name in vain at the moment of his entrance, saying how scared he had been at the apparition.

Hold your peace, you foolish woman! he thundered, looking as if he meant to strike her. Dont trouble Mrs. Jamess head with such miserable rubbish as that.

Mrs. James did not appear to mind it. She burst into a hearty laugh. She never had seen a ghost, she said, and was sure she never should; there were no such things. But she should like to hear all about poor Miss Preens death.

There was nothing else to hear, the captain growled. She caught a chill on the Sunday, coming out of the hot church after morning service. It struck inwardly, bringing on inflammation, which the medical men could not subdue.

But you know, Edwin, the church never is hot, and you know the doctors decided it was not a chill. Monsieur Podevin especially denied it, dissented Nancy, who possessed about as much insight as a goose, and a little less tact.

Then what did she die of? questioned Mrs. James. Was she poisoned?

Oh, how can you suggest so dreadful a thing! shrieked Nancy. Poisoned! Who would be so wicked as to poison Lavinia? Every one loved her.

Which again amused the listening lady. You have a quick imagination, Mrs. Edwin, she laughed. I was thinking of mushrooms.

And I of tinned meats and copper saucepans, supplemented Captain Fennel. However, there could be no suspicion even of that sort in Lavinias case, since she had touched nothing but what we all partook of. She died of inflammation, Mrs. James.

Little doubt of it, acquiesced Mrs. James. A friend of mine went, not twelve months ago, to a funeral at Brompton Cemetery; the ground was damp, and she caught a chill. In four days she was dead.

Women have no business at funerals, growled Edwin Fennel. Why should they parade their grief abroad? You see nothing of the kind in France.

In truth I think you are not far wrong, said Mrs. James. It is a fashion which has sprung up of late. A few years ago it was as much unknown with us as it is with the French.

They will be catching it up next, I suppose, retorted the captain, as if the thing were a personal grievance to him.

Little doubt of it, laughed Mrs. James.

After staying at Sainteville for a month, Mrs. James Fennel took her departure for London. Captain Fennel proposed to escort her over; but his wife went into so wild a state at the mere mention of it, that he had to give it up.

I dare not stay in the house by myself, Edwin, she shuddered. I should go to the Vice-Consul and to other influential people here, and tell them of my misery  that I am afraid of seeing Lavinia.

And Captain Fennel believed she would be capable of doing it. So he remained with her.

That the spectre of the dead-and-gone Lavinia did at times appear to them, or else their fancies conjured up the vision, was all too certain. Three times during the visit of Mrs. James the captain had been betrayed into one of his fits of terror: no need to ask what had caused it. After her departure the same thing took place. Nancy had not again seen anything, but she knew he had.

We shall not be able to stay in the house, Edwin, his wife said to him one evening when they were sitting in the salon at dusk after Flores departure; nothing having led up to the remark.

I fancy we should be as well out of it, replied he.

Oh, Edwin, let us go! If we can! There will be all the rent to pay up first.



All the what? said he.

The rent, repeated Nancy; up to the end of the term we took it for. About three years longer, I think, Edwin. That would be sixty pounds.

And where do you suppose the sixty pounds would come from?

I dont know. Theres the impediment, you see, remarked Nancy blankly. We cannot leave without paying up.

Unless we made a moonlight flitting of it, my dear.

That I never will, she rejoined, with a firmness he could not mistake. You are only jesting, Edwin.

It would be no jesting matter to pay up that claim, and others; for there are others. Our better plan, Nancy, will be to go off by the London boat some night, and not let any one know where we are until I can come back to pay. You may see it is the only thing to be done, and you must bring your mind to it.

Never by me, said Nancy, strong in her innate rectitude. As to hiding ourselves anywhere, that can never be; I should not conceal my address from Mary Carimon  I could not conceal it from Colonel Selby.

Captain Fennel ground his teeth. Suppose I say that this shall be, that we will go, and order you to obey me? What then?

No, Edwin, I could not. I should go in to Monsieur Gustave Sauvage, and say to him, We were thinking of running away, but I cannot do it; please put me in prison until I can pay the debt. And then  



Are you an idiot? asked Captain Fennel, staring at her.

And then, when I was in prison, went on Nancy, I should write to tell William Selby; and perhaps he would come over and release me. Please dont talk in this kind of way again, Edwin. I should keep my word.

Mr. Edwin Fennel could not have felt more astounded had his wife then and there turned into a dromedary before his eyes. She had hitherto been tractable as a child. But he had never tried her in a thing that touched her honour, and he saw that the card which he had intended to play was lost.

Captain Fennel played another. He went away himself.

Making the best he could of the house and its haunted state (though day by day saw him looking more and more like a walking skeleton) throughout the greater part of June, for the summer had come in, he despatched his wife to Pontipette one market day  Saturday  to remain there until the following Wednesday. Old Mrs. Hardy had gone to the homely but comfortable hotel at Pontipette for a change, and she wrote to invite Nancy to stay a short time with her. Charles Palliser was in England. Captain Fennel proceeded to London by that same Saturday nights boat, armed with a letter from his wife to Colonel Selby, requesting the colonel to pay over to her husband her quarterly instalment instead of sending it to herself. Captain Fennel had bidden her do this; and Nancy, of strict probity in regard to other peoples money, could not resist signing over her own.

But you will be sure to bring it all back, wont you, Edwin? and to be here by Wednesday, the day I return? she said to him.

Why, of course I shall, my dear.

It will be a double portion now  thirty-five pounds.

And a good thing, too; we shall want it, he returned.

Indeed, yes; theres such a heap of things owing for, concluded Nancy.

Thus the captain went over to England in great glee, carrying with him the order for the money. But he was reckoning without his host.

Upon presenting himself at the bank in the City on Monday morning, he found Colonel Selby absent; not expected to return before the end of that week, or the beginning of the next. This was a check for Captain Fennel. He quite glared at the gentleman who thus informed him  Mr. West, who sat in the colonels room, and was his locum tenens for the time being.

Business is transacted all the same, I conclude? said he snappishly.

Why, certainly, replied Mr. West, marvelling at the absurdity of the question. What can I do for you?

Captain Fennel produced his wifes letter, requesting that her quarters money should be paid over to him, and handed in her receipt for the same. Mr. West read them both, the letter twice, and then looked direct through his silver-rimmed spectacles at the applicant.

I cannot do this, said he; it is a private matter of Colonel Selbys.



It is not more private than any other payment you may have to make, retorted Captain Fennel.

Pardon me, it is. This really does not concern the bank at all. I cannot pay it without Colonel Selbys authority: he has neither given it nor mentioned it to me. Another thing: the payment, as I gather from the wording of Mrs. Ann Fennels letter, is not yet due. Upon that score, apart from any other, I should decline to pay it.

It will be due in two or three days. Colonel Selby would not object to forestall the time by that short period.

That would, of course, be for the colonels own consideration.

I particularly wish to receive the money this morning.

Mr. West shook his head in answer. If you will leave Mrs. Fennels letter and receipt in my charge, sir, I will place them before the colonel as soon as he returns. That is all I can do. Or perhaps you would prefer to retain the latter, he added, handing back the receipt over the desk.

Business men are the very devil to stick at straws, muttered Captain Fennel under his breath. He saw it was no use trying to move the one before him, and went out, saying he would call in a day or two.

Now it happened that Colonel Selby, who was only staying at Brighton for a rest (for he had been very unwell of late), took a run up to town that same Monday morning to see his medical attendant. His visit paid, he went on to the bank, surprising Mr. West there about one oclock. After some conference upon business matters, Mr. West spoke of Captain Fennels visit, and handed over the letter he had left.

Colonel Selby drew in his lips as he read it. He did not like Mr. Edwin Fennel; and he would most assuredly not pay Ann Fennels money to him. He returned the letter to Mr. West.

Should the man come here again, West, tell him, as you did this morning, that he can see me on my return  which will probably be on this day week, said the colonel. No need to say I have been up here to-day.

And on the following day, Tuesday, Colonel Selby, being then at Brighton, drew out a cheque for the quarter almost due and sent it by post to Nancy at Sainteville.

Thus checkmated in regard to the money, Captain Fennel did not return home at the time he promised, even if he had had any intention of doing so. When Nancy returned to Sainteville on the Wednesday from Pontipette, he was not there. The first thing she saw waiting for her on the table was Colonel Selbys letter containing the cheque for five-and-thirty pounds.

How glad I am it has come to me so soon! cried Nancy; I can pay the bills now. I suppose William Selby thinks it would not be legal to pay it to Edwin.

The week went on. Each time a boat came in, Nancy was promenading the port, expecting to see her husband land from it. On the Sunday morning Nancy received a letter from him, in which he told her he was waiting to see Colonel Selby, to get the money paid to him. Nancy wrote back hastily, saying it had been received by herself, and that she had paid it nearly all away in settling the bills. She begged him to come back by the next boat. Flore was staying in the house altogether, but at an inconvenience.

On the Monday evening Mrs. Fennel had another desperate fright. She went to take tea with an elderly lady and her daughter, Mrs. and Miss Lambert, bidding Flore to come for her at half-past nine oclock. Half-past nine came, but no Flore; ten oclock came, and then Mrs. Fennel set off alone, supposing Flore had misunderstood her and would be found waiting for her at home. The moonlit streets were crowded with promenaders returning from their summer evening walk upon the pier.

Nancy rang the bell; but it was not answered. She had her latch-key in her pocket, but preferred to be admitted, and she rang again. No one came. Flore must have dropped asleep in the kitchen, she petulantly thought, and drew out her key.

Flore! she called out, pushing the door back. Flore, where are you?

Flore apparently was nowhere, very much to the dismay of Mrs. Fennel. She would have to go in alone, all down the dark passage, and wake her up. Leaving the door wide open, she advanced in the dark with cautious steps, the old terror full upon her.

The kitchen was dark also, so far as fire or candlelight went, but a glimmer of moonlight shone in at the window. Are you not here, Flore? shivered Nancy. But there was no response.

Groping for the match-box on the mantel-shelf over the stove, and not at once finding it, Nancy suddenly took up an impression that some one was standing in the misty rays of the moon. Gazing attentively, it seemed to assume the shadowy form of Lavinia. And with a shuddering cry Nancy Fennel fell down upon the brick floor of the kitchen.

XVI.

It was a lovely summers day, and Madame Carimons neat little slip of a kitchen was bright and hot with the morning sun. Madame, herself, stood before the paste-board, making a green-apricot tart. Of pies and tarts à la mode Anglaise, Monsieur Jules was more fond than a schoolboy; and of all tarts known to the civilized world, none can equal that of a green apricot.

Madame had put down the rolling-pin, and stood for the moment idle, looking at Flore Pamart, and listening to something that Flore was saying. Flore, whisking out of the Petite Maison Rouge a few minutes before, ostensibly to do her mornings marketings, had whisked straight off to the Rue Pomme Cuite, and was now seated at the corner of the pastry-table, telling a story to Madame Carimon.

It was madames own fault, she broke off in her tale to remark. Madame will give me her orders in French, and half the time I cant understand them. She had an engagement to take tea at Madame Smiths in the Rue Lambeau, was what I thought she said to me, and that I must present myself there at half-past nine to walk home with her. Well, madame, I went accordingly, and found nobody at home there but the bonne, Thomasine. Her master was dining out at the Sous-préfets, and her mistress had gone out with some more ladies to walk on the pier, as it was so fine an evening. Naturally I thought my mistress was one of the ladies, and sat there waiting for her and chatting with Thomasine. Madame Smith came in at ten oclock, and then she said that my lady had not been there and that she had not expected her.

She must have gone to tea elsewhere, observed Madame Carimon.

Clearly, madame; as I afterwards found. It was to Madame Lamberts, in the Rue Lothaire, that I ought to have gone. I could only go home, as madame sees; and when I arrived there I found the house-door wide open. Just as I entered, a frightful cry came from the kitchen, and there I found her dropped down on the floor, half senseless with terror. Madame, she avowed to me that she had seen Mademoiselle Lavinia standing near her in the moonlight.

Madame Carimon took up her rolling-pin slowly before she spoke. I know she has a fancy that she appears in the house.

Madame Carimon, I think she is in the house, said Flore solemnly. And for a minute or two Madame Carimon rolled her paste in silence.

Monsieur Fennel used to see her  I am sure he did  and now his wife sees her, went on the woman. I think that is the secret of his running away so much: he cant bear the house and what is haunting it.

It is altogether a dreadful thing; I lie awake thinking of it, bewailed Mary Carimon.

But it cannot be let go on like this, said Flore; and thats what has brought me running here this morning  to ask you, madame, whether anything can be done. If she is left alone to see these sights, shell die of it. When she got up this morning she was shivering like a leaf in the wind. Has madame noticed that she is wasting away? For the matter of that, so was Monsieur Fennel.

Madame Carimon, beginning to line her shallow dish with paste, nodded in assent. He ought to be here with her, she remarked.

Catch him, returned Flore, in a heat. Pardon, madame, but I must avow I trust not that gentleman. He is no good. He will never come back to stay at the house so long as there is in it  what is there. He dare not; and I would like to ask him why not. A man with the conscience at ease could not be that sort of coward. Honest men do not fly away, all scared, when they fancy they see a revenant.

Deeming it might be unwise to pursue the topic from this point, Madame Carimon said she would go and see Mrs. Fennel in the course of the day, and Flore clattered off, her wooden shoes echoing on the narrow pavement of the Rue Pomme Cuite.

But, as Madame Carimon was crossing the Place Ronde in the afternoon to pay her visit, she met Mrs. Fennel. Of course, Flores communication was not to be mentioned.

Ah, said Madame Carimon readily, is it you? I was coming to ask if you would like to take a walk on the pier with me. It is a lovely afternoon, and not too hot.

Oh, Ill go, said Nancy. I came out because it is so miserable at home. When Flore went off to the fish-market after breakfast, I felt more lonely than you would believe. Mary, dropping her voice, I saw Lavinia last night.

Now I wont listen to that, retorted Mary Carimon, as if she were reprimanding a child. Once give in to our nerves and fancies, theres no end to the tricks they play us. I wish, Ann, your house were in a more lively situation, where you might sit at the window and watch the passers-by.

But it isnt, said Nancy sensibly. It looks upon nothing but the walls.

Walking on, they sat down upon a bench that stood back from the port, facing the harbour. Nearly opposite lay the English boat, busily loading for London. The sight made Nancy sigh.

I wish it would bring Edwin the next time it comes in, she said in low tones.

When do you expect him?

I dont know when, said poor Nancy with emphasis. Mary, I am beginning to think he stays away because he is afraid of seeing Lavinia.

Men are not afraid of those foolish things, Ann.

He is. Recollect those fits of terror he had. He used to hear her following him up and downstairs; used to see her on the landings.

Madame Carimon found no ready answer. She had witnessed one of those fits of terror herself.

Last night, went on Mrs. Fennel, after a pause, when Flore had left me and I could only shiver in my bed, and not expect to sleep, I became calm enough to ask myself why Lavinia should come back again, and what it is she wants. Can you think why, Mary?



Not I, said Madame Carimon lightly. I shall only believe she does come when she shows herself to me.

And I happened on the thought that, possibly, she may be wanting us to inquire into the true cause of her death. It might have been ascertained at the time, but for my stopping the action of the doctors, you know.

Ann, my dear, you should exercise a little common sense. I would ask you what end ascertaining it now would answer, to her, dead, or to you, living?

It might be seen that she could have been cured, had we only known what the malady was.

But you did not know; the doctors did not know. It could only have been discovered, even at your showing, after her death, not in time to save her.

I wish Monsieur Dupuis had come more quickly on the Monday night! sighed Nancy. I am always wishing it. You can picture what it was, Mary  Lavinia lying in that dreadful agony and no doctor coming near her. Edwin was gone so long  so long! He could not wake up Monsieur Dupuis. I think now that the bell was out of order.

Why do you think that now? Captain Fennel must have known whether the bell answered to his summons, or not.

Well, returned Nancy, this morning when Flore returned with the fish, she said I looked very ill. She had just seen Monsieur Dupuis in the Place Ronde, and she ran out again and brought him in  

Did you mention to him this fancy of seeing Lavinia? hastily interrupted Madame Carimon.

No, no; I dont talk of that to people. Only to you and Flore; and  yes  I did tell Mrs. Smith. I let Monsieur Dupuis think I was ill with grieving after Lavinia, and we talked a little about her. I said how I wished he could have been here sooner on the Monday night, and that my husband had rung several times before he could arouse him. Monsieur Dupuis said that was a mistake; he had got up and come as soon as he was called; he was not asleep at the time, and the bell had rung only once.

What an extraordinary thing! exclaimed Mary Carimon. I know your husband said he rang many times.

Thats why I now think the bell must have been out of order; but I did not say so to Monsieur Dupuis, returned Nancy. He is a kind old man, and it would grieve him: for of course we know doctors ought to keep their door-bells in order.

Madame Carimon rose in silence, but full of thought, and they continued their walk. It was low water in the harbour, but the sun was sparkling and playing on the waves out at sea. On the pier they found Rose and Anna Bosanquet; and in chatting with them Nancys mood became more cheerful.

That same evening, on that same pier, Mary Carimon spoke a few confidential words to her husband. They sat at the end of it, and the beauty of the night, so warm and still, induced them to linger. The bright moon sailed grandly in the heavens and glittered upon the water that now filled the harbour, for the tide was in. Most of the promenaders had turned down the pier again, after watching out the steamer. What a fine passage she would make, and was making, cutting there so smoothly through the crystal sea!



Mary Carimon began in a low voice, though no one was near to listen and the waves could not hear her. She spoke pretty fully of a haunting doubt that lay upon her mind, as to whether Lavinia had died a natural death.

If we make the best of it, she concluded, her dying in that strangely sudden way was unusual; you know that, Jules; quite unaccountable. It never has been accounted for.

Monsieur Jules, gazing on the gentle waves as they rose and fell in the moonlight at the mouth of the harbour, answered nothing.

He had so much to wish her away for, that man: all the money would become Nancys. And Im sure there was secret enmity between them  on both sides. Dont you see, Jules, how suspicious it all looks?

The moonbeams, illumining Monsieur Jules Carimons face, showed it to be very impassive, betraying no indication that he as much as heard what his wife was talking about.

I have not forgotten, I can never forget, Jules, the very singular Fate-reading, or whatever you may please to call it, spoken by the Astrologer Talcke last winter at Miss Bosanquets soirée. You were not in the room, you know, but I related it to you when we arrived home. He certainly foretold Lavinias death, as I, recalling the words, look upon it now. He said there was some element of evil in their house, threatening and terrible; he repeated it more than once. In their house, Jules, and that it would end in darkness; which, as every one understood, meant death: not for Mrs. Fennel; he took care to tell her that; but for another. He said the cards were more fateful than he had ever seen them. That evil in the house was Fennel.

Still Monsieur Jules offered no comment.

And what could be the meaning of those dreams Lavinia had about him, in which he always seemed to be preparing to inflict upon her some fearful ill, and she knew she never could and never would escape from it? ran on Mary Carimon, her eager, suppressed tones bearing a gruesome sound in the stillness of the night. And what is the explanation of the fits of terror which have shaken Fennel since the death, fancying he sees Lavinia? Flore said to me this morning that she is sure Lavinia is in the house.

Glancing at her husband to see that he was at least listening, but receiving no confirmation of it by word or motion, Mary Carimon continued:

Those dreams came to warn her, Jules. To warn her to get out of the house while she could. And she made arrangements to go, and in another day or two would have been away in safety. But he was too quick for her.

Monsieur Jules Carimon turned now to face his wife. Mon amie, tais toi, said he with authority. Such a topic is not convenable, he added, still in French, though she had spoken in English. It is dangerous.

But, Jules, I believe it to have been so.

All the same, and whether or no, it is not your affair, Marie. Neither must you make it so. Believe me, my wife, the only way to live peaceably ourselves in the world is to let our neighbours sins alone.

XVII.

Captain Edwin Fennel was certainly in no hurry to return to Sainteville, for he did not come. Nancy, ailing, weak, wretchedly uncomfortable, wrote letter after letter to him, generally sending them over by some friend or other who might be crossing, to be put in a London letter-box, and so evade the foreign postage. Once or twice she had written to Mrs. James, telling of her lonely life and that she wanted Edwin either to take her out of the dark and desolate house, or else to come back to it himself. Captain Fennel would answer now and again, promising to come  she would be quite sure to see him on one of the first boats if she looked out for their arrival. Nancy did look, but she had not yet seen him. She was growing visibly thinner and weaker. Sainteville said how ill Mrs. Fennel was looking.

One evening at the end of July, when the London steamer was due about ten oclock, Nancy went to watch it in, as usual, Flore attending her. The port was gay, crowded with promenaders. There had been a concert at the Rooms, and the company was coming home from it. Mrs. Fennel had not made one: latterly she had felt no spirit for amusement. Several friends met her; she did not tell them she had come down to meet her husband, if haply he should be on the expected boat; she had grown tired and half ashamed of saying that; she let them think she was only out for a walk that fine evening. There was a yellow glow still in the sky where the sun had set; the north-west was clear and bright with its opal light.



The time went on; the port became deserted, excepting a few passing stragglers. Ten oclock had struck, eleven would soon strike. Flore and her mistress, tired of pacing about, sat down on one of the benches facing the harbour. One of two young men, passing swiftly homewards from the pier, found himself called to.

Charley! Charley Palliser!

Charles turned, and recognized Mrs. Fennel. Stepping across to her, he shook hands.

What do you think can have become of the boat? she asked. It ought to have been in nearly an hour ago.

Oh, it will be here shortly, he replied. The boat often makes a slow passage when theres no wind. What little wind we have had to-day has been dead against it.

As Ive just said to madame, put in Flore, always ready to take up the conversation. Mr. Charles knows theres no fear it has gone down, though it may be a bit late.

Why, certainly not, laughed Charley. Are you waiting here for it, Mrs. Fennel?

Ye  s, she answered, but with hesitation.

And as its not even in sight yet, madame had much better go home and not wait, for the air is getting chilly, again spoke Flore.

We cant see whether its in sight or not, said her mistress. It is dark out at sea.

Shall I wait here with you, Mrs. Fennel? asked Charley in his good nature.

Oh no, no; no, thank you, she answered quickly. If it does not come in soon, we shall go home.



He wished them good-night, and went onwards.

She is hoping the boat may bring that mysterious brute, Fennel, remarked Charles to his companion.

Brute, you call him?

He is no better than one, to leave his sick wife alone so long, responded Charles in hearty tones. She has picked up an idea, I hear, that the house is haunted, and shakes in her shoes in it from morning till night.

The two watchers sat on, Flore grumbling. Not for herself, but for her mistress. A sea-fog was rising, and Flore thought madame might take cold. Mrs. Fennel wrapped her light fleecy shawl closer about her chest, and protested she was quite hot. The shawl was well enough for a warm summers night, but not for a cold sea-fog. About half-past eleven there suddenly loomed into view through the mist the lights of the steamer, about to enter the harbour.

There she is! exultingly cried Nancy, who had been shivering inwardly for some time past, and doing her best not to shiver outwardly for fear of Flore. And now, Flore, you go home as quickly as you can and make a fire in the salon to warm us. Im sure he will need one  at sea in this cold fog.

If he is come, mentally returned Flore in her derisive heart. She had no faith in the return of Monsieur Fennel by any boat, a day or a night one. But she needed no second prompting to hasten away; was too glad to do it.

Poor Nancy waited on. The steamer came very slowly up the port, or she fancied so; one must be cautious in a fog; and it seemed to her a long time swinging round and settling itself into its place. Then the passengers came on shore one by one, Nancy standing close to look at them. There were only about twenty in all, and Captain Fennel was not one of them. With misty eyes and a rising in her throat and spiritless footsteps, Nancy arrived at her home, the Petite Maison Rouge. Flore had the fire burning in the salon; but Nancy was too thoroughly chilled for any salon fire to warm her.

The cold she caught that night stuck to her chest. For some days afterwards she was very ill indeed. Monsieur Dupuis attended her, and brought his son once or twice, Monsieur Henri. Nancy got up again, and was, so to say, herself once more; but she did not get up her strength.

She would lie on the sofa in the salon those August days, which were very hot ones, too languid to get off it. Friends would call in to see her; Major and Mrs. Smith, the Miss Bosanquets, the Lamberts, and so on. Madame Carimon was often there. They would ask her why she did not make an effort and sit up and occupy herself with a book or a bit of work, or go out a little; and Nancys answer was nearly always the same  she would do all that when the weather was somewhat cooler. Charley Palliser was quite a constant visitor. An English damsel, who was casting a covetous eye to Charles, though she might have spared herself the pains, took a fit of jealousy and said one might think sick Nancy Fennel was his sweetheart, going there so often. Charley rarely went empty-handed either. Now it would be half-a-dozen nectarines in their red-ripe loveliness, now some choice peaches, then a bunch of hot-house grapes, purple and gushing, and again an amusing novel just out in England.



Mary, she is surely dying!

The sad exclamation came from Stella Featherston. She and Madame Carimon, going in to take tea at the Petite Maison Rouge, had been sent by its mistress to her chamber above to take off their bonnets. The words had broken from Stella the moment they were alone.

Sometimes I fear it myself, replied Madame Carimon. She certainly grows weaker instead of stronger.

Does any doctor attend her?

Monsieur Dupuis; a man of long experience, kind and clever. I was talking to him the other day, and he as good as said his skill and care seemed to avail nothing: were wasted on her.

Is it consumption?

I think not. She caught a dreadful cold about a month ago through being out in a night fog, thinly clad; and theres no doubt it left mischief behind; but it seems to me that she is wasting away with inward fever.

I should get George to run over to see her, if I were you, Mary, remarked Stella. French doctors are very clever, I believe, especially as surgeons; but for an uncertain case like this they dont come up to the English. And George knows her constitution.

They went down to the salon, Mary Carimon laughing a little at the remark. Stella Featherston had not been long enough in France to part with her native prejudices. The family with whom she lived in Paris had journeyed to Sainteville for a month for what they called les eaux, and Stella accompanied them. They were in lodgings on the port.

Mrs. Fennel seemed more like her old self that evening than she had been for some time past. The unexpected presence of her companion of early days changed the tone of her mind and raised her spirits. Stella exerted all her mirth, talked of their doings in the past, told of Buttermeads doings in the present. Nancy was quite gay.

Do you ever sing now, Stella? she suddenly asked.

Why, no, laughed Stella, unless I am quite alone. Who would care to hear old ditties sung without music?

I should. Oh, Stella, sing me a few! urged the invalid, her tone quite imploring. It would bring the dear old days back to me.

Stella Featherston had a most melodious voice, but she did not play. It was not unusual in those days for girls to sing without any accompaniment, as Stella had for the most part done.

Have you forgotten your Scotch songs, Stella? asked Mary Carimon.

Not I; I like them best of all, replied Miss Featherston. And without more ado she broke into Ye banks and braes.

It was followed by The Banks of Allan Water, and others. Flore stole to the parlour-door, and thought she had never heard so sweet a singer. Last of all, Stella began a quaint song that was more of a chant than anything else, low and subdued:



Woes me, for my heart is breakin, I think on my brither sma, And on my sister greetin, When I cam from home awa. And O, how my mither sobbit, As she took from me her hand, When I left the door of our old house To come to this stranger land.

Theres nae place like our ain home, O, I would that I were there! Theres nae home like our ain home To be met wi onywhere. And O, that I were back again To our farm and fields sae green, And heard the tongues of our ain folk, And was what I hae been!

A feeling of despair ran through the whole words; and the tears were running down Ann Fennels hectic cheeks as the melody died away in a plaintive silence.

It is what I shall never see again, Stella, she murmured the green fields of our home; or hear the tongues of all the dear ones there. In my dreams, sometimes, I am at Selby Court, light-hearted and happy, as I was before I left it for this stranger land. Woes me, also, Stella!



And now I come into the story  I, Johnny Ludlow. For what I have told of it hitherto has not been from any personal knowledge of mine, but from diaries, and from what Mary Carimon related to me, and from Featherston. It may be regarded as singular that I should have been, so to say, present at its ending, but that I was there is as true as anything I ever wrote. The story itself is true in all its chief facts; I have already said that; and it is true that I saw the close of it.

XVIII.

To say that George Featherston, Doctor-in-ordinary at Buttermead, felt as if he were standing on his head instead of his heels, would not in the least express his mental condition as he stood in his surgery that September afternoon and read a letter, just delivered, from his sister, Madame Carimon.

Wants me to go to Sainteville to see Ann Preen; thinks she will die if I refuse, for the French doctors can do nothing for her! commented Featherston, staring at the letter in intense perplexity, and then looking off it to stare at me.

I wonder whether anything in this world happens by chance? In the days and years that have gone by since, I sometimes ask myself whether that did: that I should be at that particular moment in Featherstons surgery. Squire Todhetley was staying with Sir John Whitney for partridge shooting. He had taken me with him, Tod being in Gloucestershire; and on this Friday afternoon I had run in to say How-dye-do to Featherston.

Sainteville! repeated he, quite unable to collect his senses. Why, I must cross the water to get there!

I laughed. Did you think Sainteville would cross to you, sir?

Bless me! just listen to this, he went on, reading parts of the letter aloud for my benefit. It is a dreadful story, George; I dare not enter into details here. But I may tell you this much: that she is dying of fright as much as of fever  or whatever it may be that ails her physically. I am sure it is not consumption, though some of the people here think it is. It is fright and superstition. She lives in the belief that the house is haunted: that Lavinias ghost walks in it.

Now what on earth can Mary mean by that? demanded the doctor, looking off to ask me. Ann Preens wits must have left her. And Marys too, to repeat so nonsensical a thing.

Turning to the next page of the letter, Featherston read on.

To see her dying by inches before my eyes, and not make any attempt to, save her is what I cannot reconcile myself to, George. I should have it on my conscience afterwards. I think there is this one chance for her: that you, who have attended her before and must know her constitution, would see her now. You might be able to suggest some remedy or mode of treatment which would restore her. It might even be that the sight of a home face, of her old home doctor, would do for her what the strange doctors here cannot do. No one knows better than you how marvellously in illness the mind influences the body.

True enough, broke off Featherston. But it seems to me there must be something mysterious about the sickness. He read on again.

Stella, who is here, was the first to suggest your seeing her, but it was already exercising my thoughts. Do come, George! the sooner the better. I and Jules will be delighted to have you with us.

Featherston slowly folded up the letter. What do you think of all this, Johnny Ludlow? Curious, is it not?



Very. Especially that hint about the house being haunted by the dead-and-gone Miss Preen.

I have never heard clearly what it was Lavinia Preen died of, observed Featherston, leaving, doctor-like, the supernatural for the practical. Except that she was seized with some sort of illness one day and died the next.

But thats no reason why her ghost should walk. Is it?

Nancys imagination, spoke Featherston slightingly. She was always foolish and fanciful.

Shall you go to Sainteville, Mr. Featherston?

He gave his head a slow, dubious shake, but did not speak.

Dont I wish such a chance were offered to me!

Featherston sat down on a high stool, which stood before the physic shelves, to revolve the momentous question. And by the time he took over it, he seemed to find it a difficult task.

One hardly likes to refuse the request, put as Mary writes it, remarked he presently. Yet I dont see how I can go all the way over there; or how I could leave my patients here. What a temper some of them would be in!

They wouldnt die of it. It would be a rare holiday for you. Set you up in health for a year to come.

Ive not had a holiday since that time at Pumpwater, he rejoined dreamily; when I went over for a day or two to see poor John Whitney. You remember it, Johnny; you were there.

Ay, I remember it.

Not that this is a question of a holiday for me or no holiday, and I wonder you should put it so, Johnny Ludlow; it turns upon Ann Preen. Ann Fennel, thats to say. If I thought I could do her any good, and those French doctors cant, why, I suppose I ought to make an effort to go.

To be sure. Make one also to take me with you!

I dare say! laughed Featherston. What would the Squire say to that?

Bluster a bit, and then see it was the very thing for me, and ask what the cost would be. Mr. Featherston, I shall be ready to start when you are. Please let me go!

Of course I said this half in jest. But it turned out to be earnest. Whether Featherston feared he might get lost if he crossed the sea alone, I cant say; but he said I might put the question to the Squire if I liked, and he would see him later and second it.

Featherston did another thing. He carried Mary Carimons letter that evening to Selby Court. Colonel Selby was staying with his brother for a weeks shooting. Mr. Selby, a nervous valetudinarian, would not have gone out with a gun if bribed to it, but he invited his friends to do so. They had just finished dinner when Featherston arrived; the two brothers, and a short, dark, younger man with a rather keen but good-natured face and kindly dark eyes. He was introduced as Mr. David Preen, and turned out to be a cousin, more or less removed, of all the Preens and all the Selbys you have ever heard of, dead or living.

Featherston imparted his news to them, and showed his sisters letter. It was pronounced to be a very curious letter, and was read over more than once. Colonel Selby next told them what he knew and what he thought of Edwin Fennel: how he had persistently schemed to get the quarterly money of the two ladies into his own covetous hands, and what a shady sort of individual he was believed to be. Mr. Selby, nervous at the best of times, let alone the worst, became painfully impressed: he seemed to fear poor Nancy was altogether in a hornets nest, and gave an impulsive opinion that some one of the family ought to go over with Featherston to look into things.

Lavinia cant have been murdered, can she? cried he, his thoughts altogether confused; murdered by that man for her share of the money? Why else should her ghost come back?

Dont make us laugh, Paul, said the colonel to his brother. Ghosts are all moonshine. There are no such things.

I can tell you that there are, William, returned the elder. Though mercifully the power to see them is accorded to very few mortals on earth. Can you go with Mr. Featherston to look into this strange business, William?

No, replied the colonel, I could not possibly spare the time. Neither should I care to do it. Any inquiry of that kind would be quite out of my line.

I will go, quietly spoke David Preen.

Do so, David, said Mr. Selby eagerly. It shall cost you nothing, you know. By which little speech, Featherston gathered that Mr. David Preen was not more overdone with riches than were many of the other Preens.

Look into it well, David. See the doctor who attended Lavinia; see all and every one able to throw any light upon her death, urged Mr. Selby. As to Ann, she was lamentably, foolishly blamable to marry as she did, but she must not be left at the villains mercy now things have come to this pass.

To which Mr. David Preen nodded an emphatic assent.

The Squire gave in at last. Not to my pleading  he accused me of having lost my head only to think of it  but to Featherston. And when the following week was wearing away, the exigencies of Featherstons patients not releasing him sooner, we started for Sainteville; he, I, and David Preen. Getting in at ten at night after a boisterous passage, Featherston took up his quarters at Monsieur Carimons, we ours at the Hôtel des Princes.

She looked very ill. Ill and changed. I had seen Ann Preen at Buttermead when she lived there, but the Ann Preen (or Fennel) I saw now was not much like her. The once bright face was drawn and fallen in, and very nearly as long and grey as Featherstons. Apart from that, a timid, shrinking look sat upon it, as though she feared some terror lay very near to her.

The sick have to be studied, especially when suffering from whims and fancies. So they invented a little fable to Mrs. Fennel  that Featherston and David Preen were taking an excursion together for their recreation, and the doctor had extended it as far as Sainteville to see his sister Mary; never allowing her to think that it was to see her. I was with them, but I went for nobody  and in truth thats all I was in the matter.

It was the forenoon of the day after we arrived. David Preen had gone in first, her kinsman and distant cousin, to the Petite Maison Rouge, paving the way, as it were, for Featherston. We went in presently. Mrs. Fennel sat in a large armchair by the salon fire, wrapped in a grey shawl; she was always cold now, she told us; David Preen sat on the sofa opposite, talking pleasantly of home news. Featherston joined him on the sofa, and I sat down near the table.

Oh, she was glad to see us! Glad to see us all. Ours were home faces, you see. She held my hands in hers, and the tears ran down her face, betraying her state of weakness.

You have not been very well of late, Mary tells me, Featherston said to her in a break of the conversation. What has been the matter?

I  it came on from a bad cold I caught, she answered with some hesitation. And there was all the trouble about Lavinias death. I could not get over the grief.

Well, I must say you dont look very robust, returned Featherston, in a half-joking tone. I think I had better take you in hand whilst I am here, and set you up.

I do not think you can set me up; I do not suppose any one can, she replied, shaking back her curls, which fell on each side of her face in ringlets, as of old.

Featherston smiled cheerily. Ill try, said he. Some of my patients say the same when I am first called in to them; but they change their tone after I have brought back their roses. So will you; never fear. Ill come in this afternoon and have a professional chat with you.



That settled, they went on with Buttermead again; David Preen giving scraps and revelations of the Preen and Selby families; Featherston telling choice items of the rural public in general. Mrs. Fennels spirits went up to animation.

Shall you be able to do anything for her, sir? I asked the doctor as we came away and went through the entry to the Place Ronde.

I cannot tell, he answered gravely. She has a look on her face that I do not like to see there.

Betrayed into confidence, I suppose, by the presence of the old friend of her girlhood, Ann Fennel related everything to Mr. Featherston that afternoon, as they sat on the sofa side by side, her hand occasionally held soothingly in his own. He assured her plainly that what she was chiefly suffering from was a disorder of the nerves, and that she must state to him explicitly the circumstances which brought it on before he could decide how to treat her for it.

Nancy obeyed him. She yearned to get well, though a latent impression lay within her that she should not do so. She told him the particulars of Lavinias unexpected death just when on the point of leaving Sainteville; and she went on to declare, glancing over her shoulders with frightened eyes, that she (Lavinia) had several times since then appeared in the house.

What did Lavinia die of? inquired the doctor at this juncture.

We could not tell, answered Mrs. Fennel. It puzzled us. At first Monsieur Dupuis thought it must be inflammation brought on by a chill; but Monsieur Podevin quite put that opinion aside, saying it was nothing of the sort. He is a younger and more energetic practitioner than Monsieur Dupuis.

Was it never suggested that she might, in one way or another, have taken something which poisoned her?

Why, yes, it was; I believe Monsieur Dupuis did think so  I am sure Monsieur Podevin did. But it was impossible it could have been the case, you see, because Lavinia touched nothing either of the days that we did not also partake of.

There ought to have been an examination after death. You objected to that, I fancy, continued Featherston, who had talked a little with Madame Carimon.

True  I did; and I have been sorry for it since, sighed Ann Fennel. It was through what my husband said to me that I objected. Edwin thought it would be distasteful to me. He did not like the idea of it either. Being dead, he held that she should be left in reverence.

Featherston coughed. She was evidently innocent as any lamb of suspicion against him.

And now, went on Mr. Featherston, just tell me what you mean by saying you see your sister about the house.

We do see her, said Nancy.

Nonsense! You dont. It is all fancy. When the nerves are unstrung, as yours are, they play us all sorts of tricks. Why, I knew a man once who took up a notion that he walked upon his head, and he came to me to be cured!

But it is seeing Lavinias apparition, and the constant fear of seeing it which lies upon me, that has brought on this nervousness, pleaded Nancy. It is to my husband, when he is here, that she chiefly appears; nothing but that is keeping him away. I have seen her only three or four times.

She spoke quietly and simply, evidently grounded in the belief. Mr. Featherston wondered how he was to deal with this: and perhaps he was not himself so much of a sceptic in the supernatural as he thought fit to pretend. Nancy continued:

It was to my husband she appeared first. Exactly a week after her death. No; a week after the evening she was first taken ill. He was coming upstairs to bed  I had gone on  when he suddenly fancied that some one was following him, though only he and I were in the house. Turning quickly round, he saw Lavinia. That was the first time; and I assure you I thought he would have died of it. Never before had I witnessed such mortal terror in man.

Did he tell you he had seen her?

No; never. I could not imagine what brought on these curious attacks of fright, for he had others. He put it upon his health. It was only when I saw Lavinia myself after he went to England that I knew. I knew then what it must have been.

Mr. Featherston was silent.

She always appears in the same dress, continued Nancy; a silver-grey silk that she wore at church that Sunday. It was the last gown she ever put on: we took it off her when she was first seized with the pain. And in her face there is always a sad, beseeching aspect, as if she wanted something and were imploring us to get it for her. Indeed we see her, Mr. Featherston.



Ah, well, he said, perceiving it was not from this quarter that light could be thrown on the suspicious darkness of the past, let us talk of yourself. You are to obey my orders in all respects, Mistress Nancy. We will soon have you flourishing again.

Brave words. Perhaps the doctor half believed in them himself. But he and they received a check all too soon.

That same evening, after David Preen had left  for he went in to spend an hour at the little red house to gossip about the folks at home  Nancy was taken with a fit of shivering. Flore hastily mixed her a glass of hot wine-and-water, and then went upstairs to light a fire in the bedroom, thinking her mistress would be the better for it. Nancy, who could hear Flore moving about overhead, suddenly remembered something that she wanted brought down. Rising from her chair, she went to the door of the salon, intending to call out. A sort of side light, dim and indistinct, fell upon her as she stood in the recess at the foot of the stairs from the lamp in the salon and from the stove in the kitchen, for both doors were open.

Flore, she was beginning, will you bring down my  

And there Ann Fennels words ended. With a wild cry, which reached the ears of Flore and nearly startled her into fits, Mrs. Fennel collapsed. The servant came dashing downstairs, expecting to hear that the ghost had appeared again.

It was not that. Her mistress was looking wild and puzzled; and when she recovered herself sufficiently to speak, declared that she had been startled by some animal. Either a cat or a rabbit, she could not tell which, the glimpse she caught of it was so brief and slight; it had run against her legs as she was calling out.

Flore did not know what to make of this. She looked about, but neither cat nor rabbit was to be seen; and she told her mistress it could have been nothing but fancy. Mrs. Fennel thought she knew better.

Why, I felt it and saw it, she said. It came right against me and ran over my feet. It seemed to be making for the passage, as if it wanted to get out by the front-door.



We were gathered together in the salon of the Petite Maison Rouge the following morning, partly by accident. Ann Fennel, exceedingly weak and nervous, lay in bed. Featherston and Monsieur Dupuis were both upstairs. She put down her illness to the fright, which she talked of to them freely. They did not assure her it was only nerves  to what purpose? I waited in the salon with David Preen, and just as the doctors came down Madame Carimon came in.

David Preen seized upon the opportunity. Fearing that one so favourable might not again occur, unless formally planned, he opened the ball. Drawing his chair to the table, next to that of Madame Carimon, the two doctors sitting opposite, David Preen avowed, with straightforward candour, that he, with some other relatives, held a sort of doubt as to whether it might not have been something Miss Lavinia Preen took which caused her death; and he begged Monsieur Dupuis to say if any such doubt had crossed his own mind at the time.



The fair-faced little médecin shook his head at this appeal, as much as to say he thought that the subject was a puzzling one. Naturally the doubt had crossed him, and very strongly, he answered; but the difficulty in assuming that view of the matter lay in her having partaken solely of the food which the rest of the household had partaken of; that and nothing else. His confrère, Monsieur Podevin, held a very conclusive opinion  that she had died of poison.

David Preen drew towards him a writing-case which lay on the table, took a sheet of paper from it, and a pencil from his pocket. Let us go over the facts quietly, said he; it may be we shall arrive at some decision.

So they went over the facts, the chief speakers being Madame Carimon and Flore, who was called in. David Preen dotted down from time to time something which I suppose particularly impressed him.

Miss Preen was in perfectly good health up to that Sunday  the first after Easter. On the following Tuesday she was about to quit Sainteville for Boulogne, her home at the Petite Maison Rouge having become intolerable to her through the residence in it of Captain Fennel.

Pardon me if I state here something which is not positively in the line of facts; rather, perhaps, in that of imagination, said Madame Carimon, looking up. Lavinia had gradually acquired a most painful dread of Captain Fennel. She had dreams which she could only believe came to warn her against him, in which he appeared to be threatening her with some evil that she could not escape from. Once or twice  and this I cannot in any way account for  she saw him in the house when he was not in it, not even at Sainteville  

What! saw his apparition? cried Featherston. When the man was living! Come, come, Mary, that is going too far!

Quelle drôle didée! exclaimed the little doctor.

He appeared to her twice, she told me, continued Mary Carimon. She had been spending the evening out each time; had come into the house, this house, closing the street-door behind her. When she lighted a candle at the slab, she saw him standing just inside the door, gazing at her with the same dreadful aspect that she saw afterwards in her dreams. You may laugh, George; Monsieur Dupuis, I think you are already laughing; but I fully believe that she saw what she said she did, and dreamt what she did dream.

But it could not have been the mans apparition when he was not dead; and it could not have been the man himself when he was not at Sainteville, contended Featherston.

And I believe that it all meant one of those mysterious warnings which are vouchsafed us from our spiritual guardians in the unseen world, added Madame Carimon, independently pursuing her argument. And that it came to Lavinia to warn her to escape from this evil house.

And she did not do it, remarked David Preen. She was not quick enough. Well, let us go on.

As Lavinia came out of church, Charles Palliser ran after her to ask her to go home to dine with him and his aunt, resumed Madame Carimon. If she had only accepted it! The dinner here was a very simple one, and they all partook of it, including Flore  

And it was Flore who cooked and served it? interrupted David Preen, looking at her.

Mais oui, monsieur. The tart excepted; that was frangipane, and did come from the pastrycook, added Flore, plunging into English. Then I had my own dinner, and I had of every dish; and I drank of the wine. Miss Lavinia would give me a glass of wine on the Sunday, and she poured it out for me herself that day from the bottle of Bordeaux on their own table. Nothing was the matter with any of all that. The one thing I did not have of was the liqueur.

What liqueur was that?

It was chartreuse, I believe, said Flore. While I was busy removing the dinner articles from the salon, monsieur was busy at his cupboard outside there, where he kept his bottles. He came into the kitchen just as I had sat down to eat, and asked me for three liqueur glasses, which I gave to him on a plate. I heard him pour the liqueur into them, and he carried them to the ladies.

Mr. David Preen wrote something down here.

After that the captain went out to walk, saying he would see the English boat enter; and when I had finished washing up I carried the tea-tray to the salon-table and went home. Miss Lavinia was quite well then; she sat in her belle robe of grey silk talking with her sister. Then, when I was giving my boy Dion his collation, a tartine and a cooked apple, I was fetched back here, and found the poor lady fighting with pain for her life.



Did you wash those liqueur glasses? asked Mr. Featherston.

But yes, sir. I had taken them away when I carried in the tea-things, and washed them at once, and put them on the shelf in their places.

You see, observed Monsieur Dupuis, the ill-fated lady appears to have taken nothing that the others did not take also. I applied my remedies when I was called to her, and the following day she had, as I believed, recovered from the attack; nothing but the exhaustion left by the agony was remaining. But that night she was again seized, and I was again fetched to her. The attack was even more violent than the first one. I made a request for another doctor, and Monsieur Podevin was brought. He at once set aside my suggestion of inflammation from a chill, and said it looked to him more like a case of poison.

She had had nothing but slops all day, messieurs, which I made and carried to her, put in Flore; and when I left, at night, she was, as Monsieur le Médecin put it, all well to look at.

Flore did not make the arrowroot which she took later, said Mary Carimon, taking up the narrative. When Lavinia went up to bed, towards nine oclock, Mrs. Fennel made her a cup of arrowroot in the kitchen  

And a cup for herself at the same time, as I was informed, madame, spoke the little doctor.

Oh yes, I know that, Monsieur Dupuis. Mrs. Fennel brought her sisters arrowroot, when it was ready, into this room, asking her husband whether she might venture to put a little brandy into it. He sent her to ask the question of Lavinia, bidding her leave the arrowroot on the table here. She came down for it, saying Lavinia declined the brandy, carried it up to her and saw her take it. Mrs. Fennel wished her good-night and came down for her own portion, which she had left in the kitchen. Before eleven oclock, when they were going to bed, cries were heard in Lavinias room; she was seized with the second attack, and  and died in it.

This second attack was so violent, so unmanageable, said Monsieur Dupuis, as Mary Carimons voice faltered into silence, that I feel convinced I could not have saved her had I been present when it came on. I hear that Captain Fennel says he rang several times at my door before he could arouse me. Such was not the case. I am a very light sleeper, waking, from habit, at the slightest sound. But in this case I had not had time to fall asleep when I fancied I heard the bell sound very faintly. I thought I must be mistaken, as the bell is a loud bell, and rings easily; and people who ring me up at night generally ring pretty sharply. I lay listening, and some time afterwards, not immediately, it did ring. I opened my window, saw Captain Fennel outside, and was dressed and with him in two minutes.

That sounds as if he did not want you to go to her too quickly, monsieur, observed Mr. Featherston, which went, as the French have it, without saying. And I have heard of another suspicious fact: that he put his wife up to stop the medical examination after death.

It amounts to this, spoke David Preen, according to our judgment, if anything wrong was administered to her, it was given in the glass of liqueur on the Sunday afternoon, and in the cup of arrowroot on the Monday evening. They were the only things affording an opportunity of being tampered with; and in each case the pain came on about two hours afterwards.

Grave suspicion, as I am sure they all felt it to be. But not enough, as Featherston remarked, to accuse a man of murder. There was no proof to be brought forward, especially now that months had elapsed.

What became of the cup which had contained the arrowroot? inquired David Preen, looking at Flore. Was it left in the bedroom?

That cup, sir, I found in a bowl of water in the kitchen, and also the other one which had been used. The two were together in the wooden bowl. I supposed Madame Fennel had put them there; but she said she had not.

Ah! exclaimed David Preen, drawing a deep breath.

He had come over to look into this suspicious matter; but, as it seemed, nothing could be done. To stir in it, and fail, would be worse than letting it alone.

Look you, said David Preen, as he put up his note-book. If it be true that Lavinia cannot rest now shes dead, but shows herself here in the house, I regard it as a pretty sure proof that she was sent out of the world unjustly. But  

Then you hold the belief that spirits revisit the earth, monsieur, interrupted Monsieur Dupuis, and that revenants are to be seen?

I do, sir, replied David. We Preens see them. But I cannot stir in this matter, I was about to say, and the man must be left to his conscience.

And so the conference broke up.

The thing which lay chiefly on hand now was to try to bring health back to Ann Fennel. It was thought well to take her out of the house for a short time, as she had such fancies about it; so Featherston gave up his room at Madame Carimons, and Ann was invited to move into it, whilst he joined us at the hotel. I thought her very ill, as we all did. But after her removal there, she recovered her spirits wonderfully, and went out for short walks and laughed and chatted: and when Featherston and David Preen took the boat back to return home, she went to the port to see them steam off.

Will it be all right with her? was the last question Mary Carimon whispered to her brother.

Im afraid not, he answered. A little time will show one way or the other. Depends somewhat, perhaps, upon how that husband of hers allows things to go on. I have done what I can, Mary; I could not do more.

Does the reader notice that I did not include myself in those who steamed off? For I did not go. Good, genial little Jules Carimon, who was pleased to say he had always liked me much at school, invited me to make a stay at his house, if I did not mind putting up with a small bedroom in the mansarde. I did not mind it at all; it was large enough for me. Nancy was delighted. We had quite a gay time of it; and I made the acquaintance of Major and Mrs. Smith, the Misses Bosanquet and Charley Palliser, who was shortly to quit Sainteville. Charleys impression of Mrs. Fennel was that she would quit it before he did, but in a different manner.

One fine afternoon, when we were coming off the pier, Nancy was walking between me and Mary Carimon, for she needed the support of two arms if she went far  yes, she was as weak as that  some one called out that the London boat was coming in. Turning round, we saw her gliding smoothly up the harbour. No one in these Anglo-French towns willingly misses that sight, and we drew up on the quay to watch the passengers land. There were only eight or ten of them.

Suddenly Nancy gave a great cry, which bore a sound both of fear and of gladness Oh, theres Edwin!  and the next moment began to shake her pocket-handkerchief frantically.

A thin, grey, weasel of a man, whose face I did not like, came stalking up the ladder. Yes, it was the ex-captain, Edwin Fennel.

He has not come for her sake; he has come to grab the quarters money, spoke Mary, quite savagely, in my ear. No doubt. It would be due the end of September, which was at hand.

The captain was elaborately polite; quite effusive in his greeting to us. Nancy left us and took his arm. At the turning where we had to branch off to the Rue Pomme Cuite, she halted to say good-bye.

But you are coming back to us, are you not? cried Madame Carimon to her.

Oh, I could not let Edwin go home alone, said she. Nobodys there but Flore, you know.

So she went back there and then to the Petite Maison Rouge, and never came out of it again. I think he was kind to her, that man. He had sometimes a scared look upon his face, and I guessed he had been seeing sights. The man would have given his head to be off again; to remain in that haunted house must have been to him a most intolerable penance; but he had some regard (policy dictating it) for public opinion, and could not well run away from his wife in her failing health.

It was curious how quickly Nancy declined. From the very afternoon she entered the house it seemed to begin. He had grabbed the money, as Mary Carimon called it, and brought her nice and nourishing things; but nothing availed. And a fine way he must have been in, to see that; for with his wifes death the money would go away from him for evermore.

Monsieur Dupuis, sometimes Monsieur Henry Dupuis, saw her daily; and Captain Fennel hastily called in another doctor who had the reputation of being the best in the town, next to Monsieur Podevin; one Monsieur Lamirand. Mary Carimon spent half her time there; I went in most days. It could not be said that she had any special complaint, but she was too weak to live.

In less than three weeks it was all over. The end, when it came, was quite sudden. For a day or two she had seemed so much better that we told her she had taken a turn at last. On the Thursday evening, quite late  it was between eight and nine oclock  Madame Carimon asked me to run there with some jelly which she had made, and which was only then ready. When I arrived, Flore said she was sure her mistress would like me to go up to her room; she was alone, monsieur having stepped out.



Nancy, wrapped in a warm dressing-gown, sat by the fire in an easy-chair and a great shawl. Her fair curls were all put back under a small lace cap, which was tied at the chin with grey ribbon; her pretty blue eyes were bright. I told her what I had come for, and took the chair in front of her.

You look so well this evening, Nancy, I said heartily  for I had learnt to call her so at Madame Carimons, as they did. We shall have you getting well now all one way.

It is the spurt of the candle before going out, she quietly answered. I have not the least pain left anywhere  but it is only that.

You should not say or think so.

But I know it; I cannot mistake my own feelings. Fancy any one, reduced as I am, getting well again!

I am a bad one to keep up make-believes. Truth to say, I felt as sure of it as she did.

And it will not be very long first. Johnny, she went on, in a half-whisper, I saw Lavinia to-day.

I looked at her, but made no reply.

I have never seen her since I came back here. Edwin has, though; I am sure of it. This afternoon at dusk I woke up out of a doze, for getting up to sit here quite exhausts me, and I was moving forward to touch the hand-bell on the table there, to let Flore know I was ready for my tea, when I saw Lavinia. She was standing over there, just in the firelight. I thought she seemed to be holding out her hand to me, as if inviting me to go to her, and on her face there was the sweetest smile of welcome; sweeter than could be seen on any face in life. All the sad, mournful, beseeching look had left it. She stood there for about a minute, and then vanished.

Were you very much frightened?

I had not a thought of fear, Johnny. It was the contrary. She looked radiantly happy; and it somehow imparted happiness to me. I think  I think, added Nancy impressively, though with some hesitation, that she came to let me know I am going to her. I believe I have seen her for the last time. The house has, also, I fancy; she and I will shortly go out of it together.

What could I answer to that?

And so it is over at last, she murmured, more to herself than to me. Very nearly over. The distress and the doubt, the terror and the pain. I brought it all on; you know that, Johnny Ludlow. I feel sure now that she has pardoned me. I humbly hope that God has.

She caught up her breath with a long-drawn sigh.

And you will give my dear love to all the old friends in England, Johnny, beginning with Mr. Featherston; he has been very kind to me; you will see them again, but I shall not. Not in this life. But we shall be together in the Life which has no ending.



At twelve oclock that night Nancy Fennel died. At least, it was as near twelve as could be told. Just after that hour Flore went into the room, preparatory to sitting up with her, and found her dead  just expired, apparently  with a sweet smile on her face, and one hand stretched out as if in greeting. Perhaps Lavinia had come to greet her.

We followed her to the grave on Saturday. Captain Fennel walked next the coffin  and I wondered how he liked it. I was close behind him with Monsieur Carimon. Charley Palliser came next with little Monsieur le Docteur Dupuis and Monsieur Gustave Sauvage. And we left Nancy in the cemetery, side by side with her sister.

Captain Edwin Fennel disappeared. On the Sunday, when we English were looking for him in church, he did not come  his grief not allowing him, said some of the ladies. But an English clerk in the brokers office, hearing this, told another tale. Fennel had gone off by the boat which left the port for London the previous night at midnight.

And he did not come back again. He had left sundry debts behind him, including that owing to Madame Veuve Sauvage. Monsieur Carimon, later, undertook the payment of these at the request of Colonel Selby. It was understood that Captain Edwin Fennel had emigrated to South America. If he had any conscience at all, it was to be hoped he carried it with him. He did not carry the money. The poor little income which he had schemed for, and perhaps worse, went back to the Selbys.

And that is the story. It is a curious history, and painful in more ways than one. But I repeat that it is true.




WATCHING ON ST. MARKS EVE.

Easter-Day that year was nearly as late as it could be  the twenty-third of April. That brought St. Marks Day (the twenty-fifth) on the Tuesday; and Easter Monday was St. Marks Eve.

There is a superstitious belief in our county, and in some others  more thought of in our old grannies days than in these  that if you go to the churchyard on St. Marks Eve and watch the gate, the shadows, or phantoms, of those fated to die that year, and destined there to be buried, will be seen to enter it.

Easter Monday is a great holiday with us; the greatest in all the year. Christmas-Day and Good Friday are looked upon more in a religious light; but on Easter Monday servants and labourers think themselves at liberty to take their swing. The first day of the wake is nothing to it.

Now Squire Todhetley gave in to these holidays: they did not come often, he said. Our servants in the country are not a bit like yours in town; yours want a days holiday once a month, oftener sometimes, and strike if they dont get it; ours have one or two in a year. On Easter Monday the work was got over by mid-day; there was no cooking, and the household could roam abroad at will. No ill had ever come of it; none would have come of it this time, but for St. Marks Eve falling on the day.



Tod and I got home from school on the Thursday. It was a despicable old school, taking no heed of Passion Week. Other fellows from other schools could have a fortnight at Easter; we but a week. Tod entered on a remonstrance with the pater this time; he had been planning it as we drove home, and thought hed put it in a strongish point of view.

It is sinful, you know, sir; awfully so. Passion Week is Passion Week. We have no right to pass it at school at our desks.

Well, Joe, I dont quite see that, returned the pater, twisting his lip. Discipline and lessons are more in accordance with the season of Passion Week than kicking up your heels at large in all sorts of mischief; and thats what youd be at, you know, if you were at home. Whats the matter with Johnny.

He has been ill for three days, with a cold or something, said Tod. Tell it for yourself, Johnny.

I had no more to tell than that. For three or four days I had felt ill, feverish; yesterday (Wednesday) had done no lessons. Mrs. Todhetley thought it was an attack of influenza. She sent me to bed, and called in the doctor, Mr. Duffham.

I was better the next day  Good Friday. Old Duff  as Tod and I called him for short  came in while they were at church, and said I might get up. It was slow work, I told him, lying in bed for ones holidays. He was a wiry little man, with black hair; good in the main, but pompous, and always carried a gold-headed cane.

Not to go out, you know, he said. You must promise that, Johnny.

I promised readily. I only wanted to be downstairs with the rest. They returned home from church, saying they had promised to go over and take tea with the Sterlings; Mrs. Todhetley looked grave at seeing me, and thought the doctor was wrong. At which I put on a gay air, like a fellow suddenly cured.

But I could not eat any dinner. They had salt fish and cold boiled beef at two oclock  our usual way of fasting on Good Friday. Not a morsel could I swallow, and Hannah brought me some mutton-broth.

Do you mind our leaving you, Johnny? Mrs. Todhetley said to me in her kind way  which Tod never believed in. If you do  if you think you shall feel lonely, Ill stay at home.

I answered that I should feel very jolly, not lonely at all; and so they started, going over in the large carriage, drawn by Bob and Blister. Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley, with Lena, in front, Tod and Hugh behind. Standing at the window to watch the start, I saw Roger Monk looking on from the side of the house.

He was a small, white-faced chap of twenty or so, with a queer look in his eyes, and black sprouting whiskers. Looking full at the eyes, when you could get the chance, which was not very often, for they rarely looked at you, there was nothing wrong to be seen with them, and yet they gave a sinister cast to the face. Perhaps it was that they were too near together. Roger Monk was not one of our regular men; for the matter of that, he was above the condition; but was temporarily filling the head-gardeners place, who was ill with rheumatism. Seeing me, he walked up to the window, and I opened it to speak to him. Are you here still, Monk?



And likely to be, Mr. Ludlow, if it depends upon Jenkinss coming on again, was the answer. Fine cattle, those that the governor has just driven off.

He meant Bob and Blister, and they were fine; but I did not like the tone, or the word governor, as applied to Mr. Todhetley. I cant keep the window up, I said; Im not well.

All right, sir; shut it. As for me, I must be about my work. Theres enough to do with the gardens, one way or another; and the responsibility lies on my shoulders.

You must not work to-day, Monk. Squire Todhetley never allows it on Good Friday.

He laughed pleasantly; as much as to say, what Squire Todhetley allowed, or did not allow, was no concern of his; and went briskly away across the lawn. And not once, during the short interview, had his eyes met mine.

Wasnt it dull that afternoon! I took old Duffhams physic, and drank the tea Hannah brought me, and was hot, and restless, and sick. Never a soul to talk to; never a book to read  my eyes and head ached too much for that; never a voice to be heard. Most of the servants were out; all of them, for what I knew, except Hannah; and I was fit to die of weariness. At dusk I went up to the nursery. Hannah was not there. The fire was raked  if you understand what that means, though it is generally applied only to kitchen fires in our county  which proved that she was off somewhere on a prolonged expedition. Even old Hannahs absence was a disappointment. I threw myself down on the faded sofa at the far end of the room, and, I suppose, went to sleep.



For when I became alive again to outward things, Hannah was seated in one chair at the fire, cracking up the coal; Molly, the cook with the sharp tongue and red-brown eyes, in another. It was dark and late; my head ached awfully, and I wished them and their clatter somewhere. They were talking of St. Marks Eve, and its popular superstition. Molly was telling a tale of the past, the beginning of which I had not heard.

I cant believe it, exclaimed Hannah; I cant believe that the shadows come.

Did ye ever watch for em, woman? asked Molly, who had been born in the North.

No, acknowledged Hannah.

Then how can ye speak of what ye dont know? It is as true as that you and me be a-sitting here. Two foolish, sickly girls they was, both of em sweet upon the same young man. Leastways, he was sweet upon both of them, the deceiver, which comes to the same thing. My sister Becky was five-and-twenty that same year; she had a constant pain and a cough, which some said was windpipe and some said was liver. The other was Mary Clarkson, who was subject to swimmings in the head and frightful dartings. Any way, theyd got no health to brag on, either of em, and they were just eat up with jealousy, the one of the other. Tom Town, he knew this; and he played em off again each other nicely, little thinking what his own punishment was to be.

Hannah gently put the poker inside the bars to raise the coal, and some more light came out. Molly went on.

Now, Hannah, you mustnt think bad of them two young women. They did not wish one another dead  far from it; but each thought the other couldnt live. In natural course, if the one went off, poor thing, Tom Town, he would be left undivided for the other.

Was Tom Town handsome? interrupted Hannah.

Well, middling for that. He was under-sized, not up to their shoulders, with big bushy red whiskers; but he had a taking way with him. He was in a shop for himself, and doing well, so that more young women nor the two I am telling of would have said Yes to his asking. Becky, she thought Mary Clarkson couldnt live the year out; Mary, she told a friend that she was sure Becky wouldnt. And what should they do but go to watch the graveyard on St. Marks Eve, to see the others shadow pass!

Together?

No; but they met there. Awkard, wasnt it? Calling up their wits, each of em, they pretended to have come out promiskous, just on the spree, not expecting to see nobodys shadow in particular. As they had come, they stopped; standing back again the hedge near the graveyard, holding on to each others arms for company, and making belief not to be scared. Hannah, woman, I dont care to tell this. Ive never told it many times.

Mollys face had a hard, solemn look, in the fires blaze, and Hannah suddenly drew her chair close to her. I could have laughed out loud.

Just as the clock struck  ten, I think it was, went on Molly, in a half-whisper, there was a faint rustle heard, like a flutter in the air, and somebody came along the road. At first the womens eyes were dazed, and they didnt see distinct, but as the gate opened to let him in, he turned his face, and they saw it was Tom Town. Both the girls thought it was himself, Hannah; and they held their breath and kept quite still, hoping hed not notice them, for theyd have felt ashamed to be caught watching there.

And it was not himself? asked Hannah, catching up her breath.

Molly gave her head a shake. No more than it was you or me: it was his shadow. He walked on up the path, looking neither to the right nor left, and they lost sight of him. I was with mother when they came home. Mary Clarkson, she came in with Beck, and they said they had seen Tom Town, and supposed he had gone out watching, too. Mother advised them to hold their tongues: it didnt look well, she said, for them two, only sickly young girls, to have run out to the graveyard alone. A short while after, Tom Town, in talking of that night, mother having artfully led to it, said he had gone up to bed at nine with a splitting headache, and forgot all about its being St. Marks Eve. When mother heard that, she turned the colour o chalk, and looked round at me.

And Tom Town died?

He died that blessed year; the very day that folks was eating their Michaelmas gooses. A rapid decline took him off.

Its very strange, said Hannah, musingly. People believe here that the shadows appear, and folks used to go watching, as its said. I dont think many go now. Did the two young women die?

Not they. Beckys married, and got half-a-dozen children; and Mary Clarkson, she went off to America. Shouldnt you like to watch?



Well, I should, acknowledged Hannah; I would, too, if I thought I should see anything. Ive said more than once in my life that I should just like to go out on St. Marks Eve, and see whether there is anything in it or not. My mother went, I know.

If youll go, Ill go.

Hannah made no answer to this at first. She sat looking at the fire with a cross face. It had always a cross look when she was deep in thought. The mistress would think me such a fool, Molly, if she came to know of it.

If! How could she come to know of it? Next Monday will be the Easter holidays, and we maynt never have the opportunity again. I shouldnt wonder but the lanes full o watchers. St. Marks Eve dont often come on a Easter Monday.

Theres no time to go on with what they said. A good half-hour the two sat there, laying their plans: when once Hannah had decided to go in for the expedition, she made no more bones over it. The nursery-windows faced the front, and when the carriage was heard driving in, they both decamped downstairs  Hannah to the children, Molly to her kitchen. I found Tod, and told him the news: Hannah and Molly were going to watch in the churchyard for the shadows on St. Marks Eve.

Well have some fun over this, Johnny, said he, when he had done laughing. You and I will be on to them.

Monday came; and, upon my word, it seemed as if things turned out on purpose. Mr. Todhetley went off to Worcester with Dwarf Giles, on some business connected with the Quarter Sessions, and was not expected home until midnight, as he stayed to dine at Worcester. Mrs. Todhetley had one of her excruciating face-aches, and she went to bed when the children did  seven oclock. Hannah had said in the morning that she and Molly were going to spend an hour or two with Goody Picker after the children were in bed; upon which Mrs. Todhetley told her to get them to bed early. It was something rare for Hannah to take any holiday; she generally said she did not want it. Goody Pickers husband used to be a gamekeeper  not ours. Since his death she lived how she could, on her vegetables, or by letting her odd room; Roger Monk had it now. Sometimes she had her grandchild with her; and the parents, well-to-do shopkeepers at Alcester, paid her well. Goody Picker was thought well of at our house, and came up occasionally to have tea in the nursery with Hannah.

I was well by Monday; nothing but a bit of a cough left; and Tod and I looked forward to the nights fun. Not a word had we heard since; but we had seen the two women-servants whispering together whenever they got the chance; and so we knew they were going. What Tod meant to do, he wouldnt tell me; I think he hardly knew himself. The big turnips were all gone, or he might have scooped one out for a deaths head, and stuck it on the gate-post, with a candle in it.

The night came. A clear night, with a miserable moon. Miserable for our sport, because it was so bright.

A pitch-dark night would have had some sense in it, you know, Johnny, Tod remarked to me, as we stood at the door, looking out. The moon should hide her face on St. Marks Eve.



Just as he spoke, the clock struck nine. Time to be going. There was nobody to let or hinder us. Mrs. Todhetley was in bed groaning with toothache; old Thomas and Phœbe, neither of whom had cared to take holiday, were at supper in the kitchen. She was a young girl lately had in to help the housemaid.

You go on, Johnny; Ill follow presently. Take your time; they wont go on the watch for this half-hour yet.

But, Tod, what is it that you are going to do?

Never you mind. If you hear a great noise, and see a light blaze up, dont you be scared.

I scared, Tod! Thats good.

All right, Johnny. Take care not to be seen. It might spoil sport.

The church was about half-a-mile from our house, whether you crossed the fields to it or took the highway. It stood back from the road, in its big churchyard. A narrow lane, between two dwarf hedges, led up from the road to the gate; it was hardly wide enough for carriages; they wound round the open road further on. A cross-path, shut in by two stiles, led right across the lane near to the churchyard gate. Stories went that a poor fellow who had hung himself about twenty years ago was buried by torchlight under that very crossing, with never a parson to say a prayer over him.

We guessed where the women would stand  at one of these crossing stiles, with the gate and the churchyard in full view. As Tod said, it stood to reason that shadows and the watchers for them would not choose the broader road, where all was open, and not so much as a tree grew for shelter.



I stole along cautiously, taking the roadway and keeping under shade of the hedge, and got there all right. Not a creature was about. The old grey church, built of stone, the many-shaped graves in the churchyard, stood white and cold in the moonlight. I went behind the cross-stile at the side furthest from our house, and leaned over it, looking up and down the lane. That the women would be on the opposite side was certain, because the churchyard gate could not be seen so well from this.

The old clock did not tell the quarters, only struck the hour; time went on, and I began to wonder how long I was to wait. It must be turned half-past nine; getting nearer to a quarter to ten; and still nobody came. Where were the watchers? And where was Tod? The shadows of the trees, of the hedges, of the graves, fell in distinct lines on the grass; and I dont mind confessing that it felt uncommonly lonely.

Hou-ou-ou-ou-ou-ou-ou! burst forth over my head with a sudden and unearthly sound. I started back in a fright for one moment, and called myself an idiot the next, for it was only an owl. It had come flying forth from the old belfry, and went rushing on with its great wings, crying still, but changing its note. Tu-whit; tu-whoo.

And while I watched the owl, other sounds, as of whispering, made themselves manifest, heralding the approach of the women from the opposite field, making for the stile in front of me, through the little copse. Drawing behind the low hedge, to sit down on the stump of a tree, I pushed my head forward, and took a look at them through the lower bars of the stile. They were standing at the other, in their light shawls and new Easter straw-bonnets; Mollys trimmed with green, Hannahs with primrose. The moonlight fell full on their faces  mine was in the shade. But they might see me, and I drew back again.

Presently they began to gabble; in low tones at first, which increased, perhaps unconsciously to themselves, to higher ones. They said how lonely it was, especially with them grave-marks in view close by; and they speculated upon whether any shadows would appear to them. My sense of loneliness had vanished. To have two practical women, each of them a good five-and-thirty, for neighbours, took it off. But I wondered what had become of Tod.

Another owl! or perhaps the last one coming back again. It was not so startling a noise as before, and created no alarm. I thought it a good opportunity to steal another look, and propelled my head forward an inch at a time. Their two faces were turned upwards, watching the owls flight towards the belfry.

But to my intense astonishment there was a third face. A face behind them peeping out from the close folds of a mantle, and almost resting on their shoulders. At the first moment I thought of Tod; but soon the features became familiar to me in the bright light, and I knew them for Phœbes. Phœbe, whom I had left in the kitchen, supping quietly! That she had stolen up unseen and unheard while they talked, was apparent.

A wild screech! Two wild screeches. Phœbe had put her hands on the startled women, and given vent to a dismal groan. She laughed: but the others went into a desperate passion. First at having been frightened, next at having been followed. When matters came to be investigated later, it turned out that Phœbe had overheard a conversation between Molly and Hannah, which betrayed what they were about to do, and had come on purpose to startle them.

A row ensued. Bitter words on both sides; mutual abusings. The elder servants ordered Phœbe home; she refused to go, and gave them some sauce. She intended to stay and see what there was to be seen, she said; for all she could tell, their shadows might pass, and a good thing if they did; let alone that shed not dare to go back by herself at that hour and meet the ghosts. Hannah and Molly cut the matter short by leaving the stile to her; they went round, and took up their places by the churchyard gate.

It seems very stupid to be writing of this, I dare say; it must read like an old ghost-story out of a fable-book; but every word is true, as the people that lived round us then could tell you.

There we waited; Hannah and Molly gathered close against the hedge by the churchyard gate; Phœbe, wrapped in her shawl, leaning on the top of the stile; I on the old tree stump, feeling inclined to go to sleep. It seemed a long time, and the night grew cold. Evidently there were no watchers for St. Marks shadows abroad that night, except ourselves. Without warning, the old clock boomed out the strokes of the hour. Ten.

Did you ever have the opportunity of noticing how long it takes for a sound like this to die quite away on the calm night-air? I seemed to hear it still, floating off in the distance, when I became aware that some figure was advancing up the lane towards us with a rather swift step. Its Tod this time, I thought, and naturally looked out; and I dont mind telling that I caught hold of the bars of the stile for companionship, in my shock of terror.

I had never seen the dead walking; but I do believe I thought I saw it then. It looked like a corpse in its winding-sheet; whether man or woman, none could tell. An ashey-white, still, ghastly face, enveloped around with bands of white linen, was turned full to the moonlight, that played upon the rigid features. The whole person, from the crown of the head to the soles of the feet, was enshrouded in a white garment. All thoughts of Tod went out of me; and Im not sure but my hair rose up on end as the thing came on. You may laugh at me, all of you, but just you go and try it.

My fear went for nothing, however; it didnt damage me. Of all the awful cries ever heard, shrill at first, changing to something like the barking of a dog afterwards, those were the worst that arose opposite. They came from Phœbe. The girl had stood petrified, with straining eyes and laboured breath, like one who has not the power to fly, while the thing advanced. Only when it stopped close and looked at her did the pent-up cries come forth. Then she turned to fly, and the white figure leaped the stile, and went after her into the copse. What immediately followed I cannot remember  never could remember it; but it seemed that not more than a minute had elapsed when I and Molly and Hannah were standing over Phœbe, lying in convulsions on the ground, and the creature nowhere to be seen. The cries had been heard in the road, and some people passing came running up. They lifted the girl in their arms, and bore her homewards.



My senses were coming to me, showing plainly enough that it was no shadow, but some ill-starred individual dressed up to personate one. Poor Phœbe! I could hear her cries still, though the group was already out of the copse and crossing the open field beyond. Somebody touched me on the shoulder.

Tod! Did you do it?

Do what? asked Tod, who was out of breath with running. What was all that row?

I told him. Somebody had made himself into a ghost, with a tied-up whitened face, just as the dead have, and came up the Green Lane in a sheet; and Phœbe was being carried home in convulsions.

You are a fool, Johnny, was his wrathful answer. I am not one to risk a thing of that sort, not even for those two old women we came out to frighten. Look here.

He went to the edge of the copse near the road, and showed me some things  the old pistol from the stable, and gunpowder lights that went off with a crash yards high. Its not of much use going into it now. Tod had meant, standing at a safe distance, to set a light to the explosive articles, and fire off his pistol at the same time.

It would have been so good to see the women scutter off in their fright, Johnny; and it couldnt have hurt them. They might have looked upon it as the blue-light from below.

What made you so late?

Late! returned Tod, savagely; I am late, and the funs spoilt. That confounded old Duff and his cane came in to see you, Johnny, just as I was starting; there was nobody else, and I couldnt leave him. I said you were in bed and asleep, but it didnt send him away. Down he sat, telling a tale of how hard-worked hed been all day, and asking for brandy-and-water. The dickens take him!

And, Tod, it was really not you?

If you repeat that again, Johnny, Ill strike you. I swear it was not me. There! I never told you a lie yet.

He never had; and from that moment of strong denial I know that Tod had no more to do with the matter than I had.

I wonder who it could have been?

Ill find that out, as sure as my names Todhetley, he said, catching up his pistols and lights.

We ran all the way home, looking out in vain for the ghost on our way, and got in almost as soon as the rest. What a hullabaloo it was! They put a mattress on the kitchen floor, and laid Phœbe on it. Mr. Duffham was upon the scene in no time; the Squire had returned earlier than was thought for, and Mrs. Todhetley came down with her face smothered in a woollen handkerchief.

As to any concealment now, it was useless to think of it. None was attempted, and Molly and Hannah had to confess that they went out to watch for the shadows. The Squire blustered at them a little, but Mrs. Todhetley said the keenest thing, in her mild way:

At your age, Hannah!

I have known a person rendered an idiot for life with a less fright than this, said old Duff, turning round to speak. It was the following her that did the mischief.



Nothing could be done that night as to investigation; but with the morning the Squire entered upon it in hot anger. Couldnt the fool have been contented with what hed already done, without going over the stile after her? If I spend a fifty-pound note, Ill unearth him. It looks to me uncommonly like a trick you two boys would play, he added, turning sharply upon me and Tod.

And the suspicion made us all the more eager to find out the real fox. But not a clue could we discover. Nobody had known of the proposed expedition except Goody Picker; and she, as everybody testified, was true to the backbone. As the day went on, and nothing came of it, Tod had one of his stamping fits.

If one could find out whether it was man or woman! If one could divine how they got at the knowledge! stamped Tod. The pater does not look sure about us yet.

I wonder if it could have been Roger Monk? I said, speaking out a thought that had been dimly creeping up in my mind by starts all day.

Roger Monk! repeated Tod, why pitch upon him?

Only that its just possible he might have got it out of Goody Picker.

Away went Tod, in his straightforward fashion, to look for Roger Monk. He was in the hot-house, doing something to his plants.

Monk, did you play that trick last night?

What trick, sir? asked Monk, twitching a good-for-nothing leaf off a budding geranium.

What trick! As if there were more tricks than one played! I mean dressing yourself up like a dead man, and frightening Phœbe.

I have too much to do with my work, Mr. Todhetley, to find time to play tricks. I took no holiday at all yesterday, day or night, but was about my business till I went to bed. They were saying out here this morning that the Squire thought you had done it.

Dont you be insolent, Monk. That wont answer with me.

Well, sir, it is not pleasant to be accused point-blank of a crime, as youve just accused me. I know nothing at all about the matter. Twasnt me. I had no grudge against Phœbe, that I should harm her.

Tod was satisfied; I was not. He never once looked in either of our faces as he was speaking. We leaped the wire-fence and went across to Goody Pickers, bursting into her kitchen without ceremony.

I say, Mrs. Picker, we cant find out anything about that business last night, began Tod.

And you never will, gentlemen, as is my opinion, returned Mrs. Picker, getting up in a bustle and dusting two wooden chairs. Whoever did that, have took himself off for a bit; never doubt it. Twas some one o them village lads.

We have been wondering whether it was Roger Monk.

Lawk-a-mercy! cried she, dropping a basin on the brick floor. And if ever I saw a woman change colour, she did.

Whats the matter now?

Why, you sent me into a tremble, gentlemen, saying that, she answered, stooping to pick up the broken crockery. A young man lodging in my place, do such a villains trick! Id not like to think it; I shouldnt rest in my bed. The two servants having started right out from here for the churchyard have cowed-down my heart bad enough, without more ill news.

What time did Monk come in last night? questioned Tod. Do you remember?

He come in after Mrs. Hannah and the other had gone, she replied, taking a moments pause. Close upon it; Id hardly shut my door on them when I had to open it to him.

Did he go out again?

Not he, sir. He eat his supper, telling me in a grumbling tone about the extra work hed had to do in the greenhouses and places, because the other man had took holiday best part o the day. And then he went up to bed. Right tired he seemed.

We left her fitting the pieces of the basin together, and went home. It wasnt Monk, said Tod. But now  where to look for the right man, Johnny?

Look as we might, we did not find him. Phœbe was better in a day or two, but the convulsive fits stuck to her, coming on at all sorts of unexpected times. Old Duff thought it might end in insanity.

And thats what came of Watching for the Shadows on St. Marks Eve!




SANKERS VISIT.

His name was Sanker, and he was related to Mrs. Todhetley. Not expecting to go home for the holidays  for his people lived in some far-off district of Wales, and did not afford him the journey  Tod invited him to spend them with us at Dyke Manor: which was uncommonly generous, for he disliked Sanker beyond everything. Having plenty of money himself, Tod could not bear that a connection of his should be known as nearly the poorest and meanest in the school, and resented it awfully. But he could not be ill-natured, for all his prejudices, and he asked Sanker to go home with us.

Its slow there, he said; not much going on in summer besides haymaking; but it may be an improvement on this. So, if youd like to come, Ill write and tell them.

Thank you, said Sanker; I should like it very much.

Things had been queer at school as the term drew to its close. Petty pilferings were taking place; articles and money alike disappeared. Tod lost half-a-sovereign; one of the masters some silver; Bill Whitney put sevenpence halfpenny and a set of enamelled studs into his desk one day, never to see either again; and Snepp, who had been home to his sisters marriage, lost a piece of wedding-cake out of his box the night he came back. There was a thief in the school, and no clue to him. One might mentally accuse this fellow, another that; but not a shadow of proof was there against any. Altogether we were not sorry to get away.

But the curious thing was, that soon after we got home pilferings began there. Ned Banker was well received; and Tod, regarding himself in the capacity of host, grew more cordial with him than he had been at school. It was a sort of noblesse oblige feeling. Sanker was sixteen; stout and round; not tall; with pale eyes and a dull face. He was to be a clergyman; funds at his home permitting. His father lived at some mines in Wales. Tod wondered in what capacity.

Mr. Sanker was a gentleman born and bred, explained Mrs. Todhetley. He never had much money; but what little it was he lost, speculating in this very mine. After that, when he had nothing in the world left to live upon, and a wife and several young children to keep, he was thankful to take a situation as over-looker at a small yearly salary.

We had been home about a week when the first thing was missed. At one side of the house, in a sort of nook, was a square room, its glass-doors opening on the gravel-path that skirted the hedge of the vegetable garden. Squire Todhetley kept his farming accounts there and wrote his letters. A barometer and two county maps, Worcestershire and Warwickshire, on its walls, a square of matting on its floor, an upright bureau, a table, some chairs; and there you have the picture of the room.

One afternoon  mind! we did not know this for a week after, but it is as well to tell of it as it occurred  he was sitting at the table in this room, his account-books, kept in the bureau, open before him; his inkstand and cash-box at hand. Lying near the cash-box was a five-pound note, open; the Squire had put it out for Dwarf Giles to get changed at Alcester. He was writing an order for some things that Giles would have to bring back, when Rimmell, who acted as working bailiff on the estate, came to the glass-doors, open to the warm June air, saying he had received an offer for the wheat that had spurted. The Squire stepped outside on the gravel-path while he talked with Rimmell, and then strolled round with him to the fold-yard. He was away  that is, out of sight of the room  about three minutes, and when he got back the note was gone.

He could not believe his own eyes. It was a calm day; no wind stirring. He lifted the things on the table; he lifted the matting on the floor; he shook his loose coat; all in vain. Standing at the door, he shouted aloud; he walked along the path to the front of the house, and shouted there; but was not answered. So far as could be seen, no person whatever was about who could have come round to the room during his short absence.

Striding back to the room, he went through it, and up the passage to the hall, his boots creaking. Molly was in the kitchen, singing over her work; Phœbe and Hannah were heard talking upstairs; and Mrs. Todhetley stood in the store-room, doing something to the last years pots of jam. She said, on being questioned, that no one had passed to the passage leading to the Squires room.

It happened at that moment, that I, coming home from the Dyke, ran into the hall, full butt against the Squire.

Johnny, said he, where are you all? What are you up to?

I had been at the Dyke all the afternoon with Tod and Hugh; they were there still. Not Sanker: he was outside, on the lawn, reading. This I told the pater, and he said no more. Later, when we came to know what had happened, he mentioned to us that, at this time, no idea of robbery had entered his head; he thought one of us might have hidden the money in sport.

So much an impossibility did it appear of the notes having been lifted by human hands, that the Squire went back to his room in a maze. He could only think that it must have attached itself to his clothes, and dropped off them in the fold-yard. What had become of it, goodness knew; whether it had fluttered into the pond, or the hens had scratched it to pieces, or the turkeys gobbled it up; he searched fruitlessly.

That was on a Thursday. On the following Thursday, when Tod was lying on the lawn bench on his back, playing with his tame magpie, and teasing Hugh and Lena, the paters voice was heard calling to him in a sharp, quick tone, as if something was the matter. Tod got up and went round by the gravel-path to whence the sound came, and I followed. The Squire was standing at the window of the room, half in, half out.

I dont want you, Johnny. Stay, though, he added, after a moment, you may as well be told  why not?

He sat down in his place at the table. Tod stood just inside the door, paying more attention to the magpie, which he had brought on his arm, than to his father: I leaned against the bureau. There was a minutes silence, waiting for the Squire to speak.

Put that wretched bird down, he said; and we knew something had put him out, for he rarely spoke with sharpness to Tod.

Tod sent the magpie off, and came in. The first day we got home from school, Tod had rescued the magpie from Goody Pickers grandson; he caught him pulling the feathers out of its tail; gave him sixpence for it, and brought it home. A poor, miserable, half-starved thing, that somebody had taught to say continually, Now then, Peter. Tod meant to feed it into condition; but the pater had not taken kindly to the bird; he said it would be better dead than alive.

What was that I heard you boys talking of the other day, about some petty pilferings in your school? he asked, abruptly. And we gave him the history.

Well, as it seems to me, the same thing is going on here, he continued, looking at us both. Johnny, sit down; I cant talk while you sway about like that.

The same thing going on here, sir?

I say that it seems so, said the pater, thrusting both his hands deep into his trousers pockets, and rattling the silver in them. Last Thursday, this day week, a bank-note lay on my table here. I just went round to the yard with Rimmell, and when I got back the note was gone.

Where did it go to? asked Tod, practically.

That is just the question  where? I concluded that it must have stuck to my coat in some unaccountable way, and got lost out-of-doors. I dont conclude so now.

Tod seemed to take the news in his usual careless fashion, and kept privately telegraphing signs to the magpie, sitting now on the old tree-stump opposite.

Yes, sir. Well?

I think now, Joe, that somebody came in at these open doors, and took the note, said the pater, impressively. And I want to find out who it was.

Now then, Peter! cried the bird, hopping down on the gravel; at which Tod laughed. The Squire got up in a rage, and shut the doors with a bang.

If you cant be serious for a few moments, you had better say so. I can tell you this is likely to turn out no laughing business.

Tod turned his back to the glass-doors, and left the magpie to its devices.

Whoever it was, contrived to slip round here from the front, during my temporary absence; possibly without ill intention: the sight of the note lying open might have proved too strong a temptation for him.

Him! put in Tod, critically. It might have been a woman.

You might be a jackass: and often are one, said the pater. And it struck us both, from the affable retort, that his suspicions were pointing to some particular person of the male gender.

This morning, after breakfast, I was here, writing a letter, he went on. While sealing it, Thomas called me away in a hurry, and I was absent the best part of an hour. When I got back, my ring had disappeared.

Your ring, sir! cried Tod.



Yes, my ring, sir, mocked the pater; for he thought we were taking up the matter lightly, and it nettled him. I left it on the seal, expecting to find it there when I returned. Not so. The ring had gone, and the letter lay on the ground. We have got a thief about the house, boys  a thief  within or without. Just the same sort of thief, as it seems to me, that you had at school.

Tod suddenly leaned forward, his elbow on his knee, his whole interest aroused. Some unpleasant doubt had struck him, as was evident by the flush upon his face.

Of course, anybody that might be about, back or front, could find their way down here if they pleased, he slowly said. Tramps get in sometimes.

Rarely, without being noticed. Who did you boys see about the place that afternoon  tramp or gentleman? Come! You were at the house, Johnny: you bolted into it, head foremost, saying you had come from the Dyke.

I never saw a soul but Sanker: he was on the bench on the lawn, reading. I said so at the time, sir.

Ah! yes; Sanker was there reading, quietly assented the Squire. What were you hastening home for, Johnny?

As if that mattered, or could have had anything to do with it! He had a knack of asking unpleasant questions; and I looked at Tod.

Hugh got his blouse torn, and Johnny came in to get another, acknowledged Tod, readily. The fact was, Hughs clothes that afternoon had come to uncommon grief. Hannah had made one of her usual rows over it, and afterwards shown the things to Mrs. Todhetley.

Well, and now for to-day, resumed the pater. Where have you all been?

Where had we not? In the three-cornered paddock; with Monk in the pine-house; away in the rick-yard; once to the hay-field; at the rabbit-hutches; round at the stables; oh, everywhere.

You two, and Sanker?

Not Sanker, I said. Sanker stayed on the lawn with his book. We had all been on the lawn for the last half-hour: he, us, Hugh, Lena, and the magpie. But not a suspicious character of any sort had we seen about the place.

Sankers fond of reading on the lawn, remarked Mr. Todhetley, in a careless tone. But he got no answer: we had been struck into silence.

He took one hand out of his pocket, and drummed on the table, not looking at either of us. Tod had laid hold of a piece of blotting-paper and was pulling it to pieces. I wondered what they were thinking of: I know what I was.

At any rate, the first thing is to find the ring; that only went this morning, said the Squire, as he left us. Tod sat on where he was, dropping the bits of paper.

I say, Tod, do you think it could be  ?

Hold your tongue, Johnny! he shouted. No, I dont think it. The bank-note  light, flimsy thing  must have been lost in the yard, and the ring will turn up. Its somewhere on the floor here.

In five minutes the news had spread. Mr. Todhetley had told his wife, and summoned the servants to the search. Both losses were made known; consternation fell on the household; the women-servants searched the room; old Thomas bent his back double over the frame outside the glass-doors. But there was no ring.

This is just like the mysterious losses we had at school, exclaimed Sanker, as a lot of us were standing in the hall.

Yes, it is, said the Squire.

Perhaps, sir, your ring is in a corner of some odd pocket? went on Sanker.

Perhaps it may be, answered the Squire, rather emphatically; but not in mine.

Happening to look at Mrs. Todhetley, I saw her face had turned to a white fright. Whether the remark of Sanker or the peculiarity of the Squires manner brought to her mind the strange coincidence of the losses, here and at school, certain it was the doubt had dawned upon her. Later, when I and Tod were hunting in the room on our own account, she came to us with her terror-stricken face.

Joseph, I see what you are thinking, she said; but it cant be; it cant be. If the Sankers are poor, they are honest. I wish you knew his father and mother.

I have not accused any one, Mrs. Todhetley.

No; neither has your father; but you suspect.

Perhaps we had better not talk of it, said Tod.

Joseph, I think we must talk of it, and see what can be done. If  if he should have done such a thing, of course he cannot stay here.

But we dont know that he has, therefore he ought not to be accused of it.



Oh! Joseph, dont you see the pain? None of you can feel this as I do. He is my relative.

I felt so sorry for her. With the trouble in her pale, mild eyes, and the quivering of her thin, meek lips. It was quite evident that she feared the worst: and Tod threw away concealment with his step-mother.

We must not accuse him; we must not let it be known that we suspect him, he said; the matter here can be hushed up  got over  but were suspicion once directed to him on the score of the school losses, the disgrace would never be lived down, now or later. It would cling to him through life.

Mrs. Todhetley clasped her slender and rather bony fingers, from which the wedding-ring looked always ready to drop off. Joseph, she said, you assume confidently that he has done it; I see that. Perhaps you know he has? Perhaps you have some proof that you are concealing?

No, on my honour. But for my fathers laying stress on the curious coincidence of the disappearances at school I should not have thought of Sanker. Losses there; losses here, he said  

Now then, Peter! mocked the bird, from his perch on the old tree.

Be quiet! shouted Tod. And then the Squire went on adroitly to the fact, without putting it into words, that nobody else seems to have been within hail of this room either time.

He has had so few advantages; he is kept so short of money, murmured poor Mrs. Todhetley, seeking to find an excuse for him. I would almost rather have found my boy Hugh  when he shall be old enough  guilty of such a thing, than Edward Sanker.



Id a great deal rather it had been me, I exclaimed. I shouldnt have felt half so uncomfortable. And we are not sure. Cant we keep him here, after all? It will be an awful thing to turn him out  a thief.

He is not going to be turned out, a thief. Dont put in your oar, Johnny. The pater intends to hush it up. Why! had he suspected any other living mortal about the place, except Sanker, hed have accused them outright, and sent for old Jones in hot haste.

Mrs. Todhetley, holding her hand to her troubled face, looked at Tod as he spoke. I am not sure, Joseph  I dont quite know whether to hush it up entirely will be for the best. If he  Oh!

The exclamation came out with a shriek. We turned at it, having been standing together at the table, our backs to the window. There stood Sanker. How long he had been there was uncertain; quite long enough to hear and comprehend. His face was livid with passion, his voice hoarse with it.

Is it possible that I am accused of taking the bank-note and the ring?  of having been the thief at school? I thank you, Joseph Todhetley.

Mrs. Todhetley, always for peace, ran before him, and took his hands. Her gentle words were drowned  Tods were overpowered. When quiet fellows like Sanker do get into a rage, its something bad to witness.

Look here, old fellow, said Tod, in a breath of silence; we dont accuse you, and dont wish to accuse you. The things going here, as they did at school, is an unfortunate coincidence; you cant shut your eyes to it; but as to  



Why are you not accused?  whys Ludlow not accused?  you were both at school, as well as I; and you are both here, raved Sanker, panting like a wild animal. You have money, both of you; you dont want helping on in life; I have only my good name. And that you would take from me!

Edward, Edward! we did not wish to accuse you; we said we would not accuse you, cried poor Mrs. Todhetley in her simplicity. But his voice broke in.

No; you only suspected me. You assumed my guilt, and would not be honest enough to accuse me, lest I refuted it. Not another hour will I stay in this house. Come with me.

Dont be foolish, Sanker! If we are wrong  

Be silent! he cried, turning savagely on Tod. Im not strong; no match for you, or I would pound you to atoms! Let me go my own way now. You go yours.

Half dragging, half leading Mrs. Todhetley with him, the angry light in his eyes frightening her, he went to his bedroom. Taking off his jacket; turning his pockets inside out; emptying the contents of his trunk on the floor, he scattered the articles, one by one, with the view of showing that he had nothing concealed belonging to other people. Mrs. Todhetley, great in quiet emergencies, had her senses hopelessly scared away in this; she could only cry, and implore of him to be reasonable. He flung back his things, and in five minutes was gone. Dragging his box down the stairs by its stout cord, he managed to hoist it on his shoulders, and they saw him go fiercely off across the lawn.



I met him in the plantation, beyond the Dyke. Mrs. Todhetley, awfully distressed, sent me flying away to find the pater; she mistakenly thought he might be at Rimmells, who lived in a cottage beyond it. Running home through the trees, I came upon Sanker. He was sitting on his box, crying; great big sobs bursting from him. Of course he could not carry that far. Down I sat by him, and put my hand on his.

Dont, Sanker! dont, old fellow! Come back and have it cleared up. I dare say they are all wrong together.

His angry mood had changed. Those fierce whirlwinds of passion are generally followed by depression. He did not seem to care an atom for his sobs, or for my seeing them.

Its the cruelest wrong I ever had dealt to me, Johnny. Why should they pitch upon me? What have they seen in me that they should set me down as a thief?  and such a thief! Why, the very thought of it, if they send her word, will kill my mother.

You didnt do it, Sanker. I  

He got up, and raised his hand solemnly to the blue sky, just as a man might have done.

I swear I did not. I swear I never laid finger on a thing in your house, or at school, that was not mine. God hears me say it.

And now youll come back with me, Ned. The box will take no harm here till we send for it.

Go back with you! that I never will. Fare you well, Johnny: Ill wish it to you.

But where are you going?



Thats my business. Look here; I was more generous than some of you have been. All along, I felt as sure who it was, cribbing those things at school, as though I had seen it done; but I never told. I just whispered to the fellow, when we were parting: Dont you go in for the same game next half, or I shall have you dropped upon; and I dont think he will.

Who  which was it? I cried, eagerly.

No: give him a chance. It was neither you nor me, and thats enough to know.

Hoisting the box up on to the projecting edge of a tree, he got it on his shoulders again. Certain of his innocence then, I was in an agony to get him back.

Its of no use, Johnny. Good-bye.

Sanker! Ned! The Squire will be fit to smother us all, when he finds you are off; Mrs. Todhetley is in dreadful grief. Such an unpleasant thing has never before happened with us.

Good-bye, was all he repeated, marching resolutely off, with the black box held safe by the cord.

Fit to smother us? I thought the pater would have done it, when he came home late in the afternoon; laying the blame of Sankers going, first on Mrs. Todhetley, then on Tod, then on me.

What is to be done? he asked, looking at us all helplessly. I wouldnt have had it come out for the world. Think of his parents  of his own prospects.

He never did it, sir, I said, speaking up; he swore it to me.

The pater gave a sniff. Swearing does not go for much in such cases, Im afraid, Johnny.



It was so hopeless, the making them understand Sankers solemn truth as he did swear it, that I held my tongue. I told Tod; also, what he had said about the fellow he suspected at school; but Tod only curled his lip, and quietly reminded me that I should never be anything but a muff.

Three or four days passed on. We could not learn where Sanker went to, or what had become of him; nothing about him except the fact that he had left his box at Goody Pickers cottage, asking her to take charge of it until it was sent for. Mrs. Todhetley would not write to Wales, or to the school, for fear of making mischief. I know this: it was altogether a disagreeable remembrance, whichever way we looked at it, but I was the only one who believed in his innocence.

On the Monday another loss occurred; not one of value in itself, but uncommonly significant. Since the explosion, Mrs. Todhetley had moved about the house restlessly, more like a fish out of water than a reasonable woman, following the Squire to his room, and staying there to talk with him, as she never had before. It was always in her head to do something to mend matters; but, what, she could not tell; hence her talkings with the pater. As each day passed, bringing no news of Sanker, she grew more anxious and fidgety. While he was in his room on the Monday morning, she came in with her work. It was the unpicking some blue ribbons from a white body of Lenas. There had been a childs party at the Stirlings (they were always giving them), and Lena had a new frock for it. The dressmaker had put a glistening glass thing, as big as a pea, in the bows that tied up the sleeves. They looked like diamonds. The pater made a fuss after we got home, saying it was inconsistent at the best; she was too young for real diamonds, and he would not have her wear mock rubbish. Well, Mrs. Todhetley had the frock in her hand, taking these bows off, when she came to the Squire on the Monday morning, chattering and lamenting. I saw and heard her. On going away she accidentally left one of them on the table. The Squire went about as usual, dodging in and out of the room at intervals like a dog in a fair. I sat on the low seat, on the other side of the hedge, in the vegetable garden, making a fishing-line and flinging stones at the magpie whenever he came up to his perch on the old trees stump. All was still; nothing to be heard but his occasional croak, Now then, Peter! Presently I caught a soft low whistle behind me. Looking through the hedge, I saw Roger Monk coming out of the room with stealthy steps, and going off towards his greenhouses. I thought nothing of it; it was his ordinary way of walking; but he must have come up to the room very quietly.

Johnny, came the Squires voice by-and-by, and I ran round: he had seen me sitting there.

Johnny, have you a mind for a walk to  

He had got thus far when Mrs. Todhetley came in by the inner door, and began looking on the table. Nothing in the world was on it except the inkstand, the Worcester Herald, and the papers before the Squire.

I must have left one of the blue knots here, she said.

You did; I saw it, said the Squire; and he took up his papers one by one, and shook the newspaper.



Well, the blue shoulder-knot was gone. Just as we had searched for the ring, we searched for that: under the matting, and above the matting, and everywhere; I and those two. A grim look came over the Squires face.

The thief is amongst us still. He has taken that glittering paste thing for a diamond. This clears Sanker.

Mrs. Todhetley burst into glad sobs. I had never seen her so excited; you might have thought her an hysterical girl. She would do all sorts of things at once; the least of which was, starting in a post-chaise-and-four for Wales.

Do nothing, said the Squire, with authority. I had news of Sanker this morning, and hes back at school. He wrote me a letter.

Oh, why did you not show it me? asked Mrs. Todhetley, through her tears.

Because its a trifle abusive; actionable, a lawyer might say, he answered, stopping a laugh. Ah! ha! a big diamond! Im as glad of this as if anybody had left me a thousand pounds, continued the good old pater. Ive not had that boy out of my head since, night or day. Well have him back to finish his holidays  eh, Johnny?

Whether I went along on my head or my tail, doing the Squires errand, I didnt exactly know. To my mind the thief stood disclosed  Roger Monk. But I did not much like to betray him to the Squire. As a compromise between duty and disinclination, I told Tod. He went straight off to the Squire, and Roger Monk was ordered to the room.

He did not take the accusation as Sanker took it  noisily. About as cool and hardy as any fellow could be, stood he; white, angry retaliation shining from his sullen face. And, for once, he looked full at the Squire as he spoke.

This is the second time I have been accused wrongfully by you or yours, sir. You must prove your words. A bank-note, a ring, a false diamond (taken to be a true one), in a blue ribbon; and I have stolen them. If you dont either prove your charge to be true, or withdraw the imputation, the law shall make you, Mr. Todhetley. I am down in the world, obliged to take a common situation for a while; but thats no reason why I should be browbeat and put upon.

Somehow, the words, or the manner, told upon the Squire. He was not feeling sure of his grounds. Until then he had never cast a thought of ill on Roger Monk.

What were you doing here, Monk? What made you come up stealthily, and creep stealthily away again? demanded Tod, who had assumed the guilt out and out.

As to what I was doing here, I came to ask a question about my work, coolly returned Monk. I walked slowly, not stealthily; the days hot.

You had better turn out your pockets, Monk, said the Squire.

He did so at once, just as Sanker had done unbidden, biting his lips to get some colour into them. Lots of odds and ends of things were there; string, nails, a tobacco-pipe, halfpence, and such like; but no blue bow. I dont think the Squire knew whether to let him off as innocent, or to give him into custody as guilty. At any rate, he seemed to be in hesitation, when who should appear on the scene but Goody Picker. The turned-out pockets, Monks aspect, and the few words she caught, told the tale.

If you please, Squire  if you please, young masters, she began, dropping a curtsy to us in succession; the mistress told me to come round here. Stepping up this morning about a job o work Im doing  for Mrs. Hannah, I heard of the losses that have took place, apperiently thefts. So I up and spoke; and Hannah took me to the mistress; and the mistress, who had got her gownd off a-changing of it, listened to what I had to say, and telled me to come round at once to Mr. Todhetley. (Dont you be frighted, Monk.) Sir, young gentlemen, I think it might have been the magpie.

Think who might have been the magpie? asked the Squire, puzzled.

What stole the things. Sir, that there pie, bought only tother day from my granson by young Mr. Todhetley, was turned out o my son Peters home at Alcester for thieving. He took this, and he took that; he have been at it for weeks, ever since theyd had him. They thought it was the servant, and sent her away. (A dirty young drab she was, so twere no loss.) Not her, though; it were that beast of a magpie. A whole nest of goods he had got hid away in the brewhouse: but for having a brewing on, he might never ha been found out. The woman was drawing off her second mash when she see him hop in with a new shirt wristban and drop it into the old iron pot.

Tod, who believed the story to be utterly unreasonable  got up, perhaps, by Mother Picker to screen the real thief  resented the imputation on his magpie. The bird came hopping up to us, Now, then, Peter.

Thats rather too good, Mrs. Picker, that is. I have heard of lodging-house cats effecting wonders in the way of domestic disappearances, but not of magpies. Look at him, poor old fellow! He cant speak to defend himself.

Yes, look at him, sir, repeated Mother Picker; and a fine objec of a half-fed animal he is, to look at! My opinion is, he have got something wrong o the inside of him, or else its his sins that troubles his skin, for the more hes give to eat the thinner he gets. No feathers, no flesh; nothing but a big beak, and them bright eyes, and the deuces own tongue for impedence. Which is begging pardn for speaking up free, concluded Mother Picker, as Mrs. Todhetley came in, fastening her waistband.

A little searching, not a tithe of what had been before again and again, and the creatures nest was discovered. In a cavity of the old tree-stump, so conveniently opposite, lay the articles: the bank-note, the ring, the blue bow, and some other things, most of which had not been missed. One was a bank receipt, that the house had been hunted for high and low.

Now, then, Peter! cried the magpie, hopping about on the gravel as he watched the raid on his treasures.

He must be killed to-day, Joe, said Mr. Todhetley; he has made mischief enough. I never took kindly to him. Monk, I am sorry for the mistake I was led into; but we suspected others before you  ay, and accused them.

Dont mention it, sir, replied Monk, his eye catching mine. And if ever I saw revenge written in a face, it was in his as he turned away.




ROGER MONK.

Id never seen such a scene before; I have not seen one since. Perhaps, in fact, the same thing had never happened.

What had done it nobody could imagine. It was as if the place had been smoked out with some deleterious stuff; some destructive or poisoning gases, fatal to vegetable life.

On the previous day but one, Tuesday, there had been a party at the Manor. Squire and Mrs. Todhetley did not go in for much of that kind of thing, but some girls from London were staying with the Jacobsons, and we all went over to a dance there on the Friday. After supper some of them got talking to Mrs. Todhetley, asking in a laughing sort of way why she did not give them one? she shook her head, and answered that we were quiet people. Upon that Tod spoke up, and said he had no doubt the Squire would give one if asked; would like to do it. Had Mrs. Todhetley gone heartily into the proposal at once, Tod would have thrown cold water on it. That was his obstinacy. The girls attacked the Squire, and the thing was settled; the dance being fixed for the following Tuesday.

I know Mrs. Todhetley thought it an awful trouble; the Squire openly said it was when we got home; and he grumbled all day on Saturday. You see, our servants were not used to fashionable parties; neither in truth were their masters. However, if it had to be done at all, it was to be done well. The laundry was cleared out for dancing; the old square ironing-stove taken away, and a few pictures were done round with wreaths of green and hung on the yellow-washed walls. The supper-table was laid in the dining-room; leaving the drawing-room free for reception.

It was the Squire thought of having the plants brought into the hall. He never could say afterwards it was anybody but him. His grumbling was got over by the Tuesday morning, and he was as eager as any of us. He went about in his open nankeen coat and straw hat, puffing and blowing, and saying he hoped we should relish it  he wouldnt dance in the dog-days.

I should like to see you dance in any days now, sir, cried Tod.

You impudent rascals! You must laugh, too, must you, Johnny! I can tell you young fellows what  youll neither of you dance a country dance as wed used to do it. You should have seen us at the wake. Once when we militia chaps were at the Ram, at Gloucester, for a weeks training, we gave a ball there, and footed it till daylight. We bucks at the Ram; thats what we called ourselves: but most of us are dead and gone now. Look here, boys, continued the pater after a pause, Ill have the choice plants brought into the hall. If we knock up a few sconces for candles on the walls, their colours will show out well.

He went out to talk to Roger Monk about it. Mrs. Todhetley was in the kitchen over the creams and jellies and things, fit to faint with heat. Jenkins, the head-gardener was back then, but he was stiff yet, not likely to be of permanent good; so Roger Monk was kept on as chief. Under the paters direction the sets of green steps were brought in and put on either side of the hall, as many sets as there was space for; and the plants were arranged upon them.

Id tell you the different sorts but that you might think it tedious. They were choice and beautiful. Mr. Todhetley took pride in his flowers, and spared no expense. Geraniums of all colours, tulips, brilliant roses, the white lily and the purple iris; and the rarer flowers, with hard names that nobody can spell. It was like a lovely garden, rising tier upon tier; a grove of perfume that the guests would pass through. They managed the wax-lights well; and the colours, pink, white, violet, green, orange, purple, scarlet, blue, shone out as the old east window in Worcester Cathedral used to do when it sparkled in the morning sun.

It went off first-rate. Some of the supper sweet dishes fell out of shape with the heat; but they were just as good to eat. In London, the thing you call society is made up of form and coldness, and artificialism; with us county people it is honest openness. There, any failure on the table is looked away from, not supposed to be seen; at the supper at Squire Todhetleys the tumble-down dishes were introduced as a topic of regret. And to think it should be so, after all the pains I bestowed on them! added Mrs. Todhetley, not hesitating to say that she had been the confectioner and pastry-cook.

But it is not of the party I have to tell you. It was jolly; and everyone said what a prime ball-room the laundry made. I dare say if we had been London fashionables we should have called it the library, and made believe wed had the books taken out.

Getting ready for company is delightful; but putting things to rights the next day is rather another thing. The plants were carried back to their places again in the greenhouse  a large, long, commodious greenhouse  and appeared none the worse for their show. The old folks, whose dancing-days were over, had spent half the night in the cool hall, admiring these beautiful plants; and the pater told this to Roger Monk as he stood with him in the greenhouse after they were put back. I was there, too.

Im glad they were admired, sir, said Monk in answer. Ive taken pains with them, and I think they do the Manor credit.

Well, truth to say, Monk, its a better and brighter collection than Jenkins ever got. But you must not tell him I say so. I do take a pride in my greenhouse; my father did before me. I remember your mother spending a day here once, Johnny, before you were born, and she said of all the collections in the two counties of Warwick and Worcester, ours was the finest. It came up to Lord Coventrys; not as large, of course, but the plants in the same prime condition.

Yes, sir: Ive seen the conservatories at Croome, returned Monk, who generally went in for large names.

The late Lord Coventry  Yes! Here! Whos calling?

Tods voice outside, shouting for the Squire, caused the break. He had got Mr. Duffham with him; who wanted to ask about some parish business; and they came to the greenhouse.

So that made another admirer. Old Duff turned himself and his cane about, saying the colours looked brighter by daylight than waxlight; and he had not thought it possible the night before that they could do it. He stole a piece of geranium to put in his button-hole.

By the way, Monk, when are you going over to Evesham about those seeds and things? asked the Squire, as he was departing with old Duff.

I can go when you like, sir.

Go to-morrow, then. Start with the cool of the morning. Jenkins can do what has to be done, for once. You had better take the light cart.

Very well, sir, answered Monk. But he had never once looked in the Squires face as he answered.

The next morning was Thursday. Tod and I were up betimes to go fishing. There was a capital stream  but Ive not time for that now. It was striking six as we went out of the house, and the first thing I saw was Jenkins coming along, his face as white as a sheet. He was a big man once, of middle height, but thin and stooping since his last bout of rheumatism; grey whiskers, blue eyes, and close upon fifty.

I say, Tod, look at old Jenkins! He must be ill again.

Not ill but frightened. His lips were of a bluey grey, like one whom some great terror has scared. Tod stared as he came nearer, for they were trembling as well as blue.

Whats up, Jenkins?



I dont know what, Mr. Joe. The devil has been at work.

Whereabouts? asked Tod.

Come and see, sir.

He turned back towards the greenhouse, but not another word would he say, only pointed to it. Leaving the fishing-rods on the path, we set off to run.

Never had I seen such a scene before; as I told you at the beginning. The windows were shut, every crevice where a breath of air might enter seemed to be hermetically closed; a smell as of some sulphurous acid pervaded the air; and the whole show of plants had turned to ruin.

A wreck complete. Colour was gone; leaves and stems were gone; the sweet perfume was gone; nothing remained, so to say, but the pots. It was as if some burning blast had passed through the greenhouse, withering to death every plant that stood in it, and the ripening grapes above.

What on earth can have done this? cried Tod to Jenkins, when he was able to speak.

Well, Mr. Joseph, I say nothing could have done it but the  

Dont talk rubbish about the devil, Jenkins. He does not work in quite so practical a way. Open the windows.

I was on by half-past five, sir, not coming here at first, but  

Wheres Monk this morning? again interrupted Tod, who had turned imperative.

The Squire sent him over to Evesham for the seeds. I heard him go by in the light cart.

Sent him when?



Yesterday, I suppose; that is, told him to go. Monk came to me last evening and said I must be on early. He started betimes; it was long afore five when I heard the cart go by. I should know the rattle of that there light cart anywhere, Mr. Joe.

Never mind the cart. What has done this?

That was the question. What had done it? Some blasting poison must have been set to burn in the greenhouse. Such substances might be common enough, but we knew nothing of them. We examined the place pretty carefully, but not a trace of any proof was discovered.

Whats this? cried out Jenkins, presently.

Some earthenware pot-stands were stacked on the ground at the far end of the greenhouse  Mrs. Todhetley always called them saucers  Jenkins had been taking two or three of the top ones off, and came upon one that contained a small portion of some soft, white, damp substance, smelling just like the smell that pervaded the greenhouse  a suffocating smell that choked you. Some sulphuric acid was in the tool-house; Tod fetched the bottle, poured a little on the stuff, and set it alight.

Instantly a white smoke arose, and a smell that sent us off. Jenkins, looking at it as if it were alive and going to bite him, carried it at arms length out to the nearest bed, and heaped mould upon it.

That has done it, Mr. Joseph. But I should like to know what the white stuff is. Its some subtle poison.

We took the stack of pot-stands off one by one. Six or eight of them were perfectly clean, as if just wiped out. Jenkins gave his opinion again.



Them clean saucers have all had the stuff burning in em this night, and theyve done their work well. Somebody, which it must be the villain himself, has been in and cleaned em out, overlooking one of em. I can be upon my word the stands were all dusty enough last Tuesday, when the greenhouse was emptied for the ball, for I stacked em myself one upon another.

Tod took up his perch on the edge of the shut-in brick stove, and surveyed the wreck. There was not a bit of green life remaining, not a semblance of it. When he had done looking he stared at me, then at Jenkins; it was his way when puzzled or perplexed.

Have you seen anybody about here this morning, Jenkins?

Not a soul, responded Jenkins, ruefully. I was about the beds and places at first, and when I came up here and opened the door, the smoke and smell knocked me backards. When I see the plants  leastways what was the plants  with their leaves and blossoms and stems all black and blasted, I says to myself, The devil must have been in here; and I was on my way to tell the master so when you two young gents met me.

But its time some of them were about, cried Tod. Wheres Drew? Is he not come?

Drew be hanged for a lazy vagabond! retorted old Jenkins. He never comes on much afore seven, he doesnt. Monk threatened last week to get his wages stopped for him. I did stop em once, afore I was ill.

Drew was the under-gardener, an active young fellow of nineteen. There was a boy as well, but it happened that he was away just now. Almost as Jenkins spoke, Drew came in view, leaping along furiously towards the vegetable garden, as though he knew he was late.

Halloa, Drew!

He recognized Tods voice, turned, and came into the greenhouse. His look of amazement would have made a picture.

Sakes alive! Jenkins, what have done this?

Do you know anything about it, Drew? asked Tod.

Me, sir? answered Drew, turning his wide-open eyes on Tod, in surprise at the question. I dont as much as know what it is.

Mr. Joe, I think the master ought to be told of this, said Jenkins. As well get it over.

He meant the explosion of wrath that was sure to come when the Squire saw the ravages. Tod never stirred. Who was to tell him? It was like the mice proposing to bell the cat: nobody offered to do it.

You go, Johnny, said Tod, by-and-by. Perhaps hes getting up now.

I went. I always did what he ordered me, and heard Mrs. Todhetley in her dressing-room. She had her white petticoats on, doing her hair. When I told her, she just backed into a chair and turned as white as Jenkins.

Whats that, Johnny? roared out the Squire from his bed. I hadnt noticed that the door between the rooms was open.

Something is wrong in the greenhouse, sir.

Something wrong in the greenhouse! What dye mean, lad?



He says the plants are spoiled, and the grapes, interrupted Mrs. Todhetley, to help me.

Plants and grapes spoiled! You must be out of your senses, Johnny, to say such a thing. What has spoiled them?

It looks like some  blight, I answered, pitching upon the word. Everythings dead and blackened.

Downstairs I rushed for fear he should ask more. And down came the pater after me, hardly anything on, so to say; not shaved, and his nankeen coat flying behind him.

I let him go on to get the burst over. When I reached them, they were talking about the key. It was customary for the head-gardener to lock the greenhouse at night. For the past month or so there had been, as may be said, two head-gardeners, and the key had been left on the ledge at the back of the greenhouse, that whichever of them came on first in the morning might get in.

The Squire stormed at this  with that scene before his eyes he was ready to storm at everything. Pretty gardeners, they were! leaving the key where any tramp, hiding about the premises for a nights lodging, might get into the greenhouse and steal what he chose! As good leave the key in the door, as hang it up outside it! The world had nothing but fools in it, as he believed.

Jenkins answered with deprecation. The key was not likely to be found by anybody but those that knew where to look for it. It always had a flower-pot turned down upon it; and so he had found it that morning.

If all the tramps within ten miles got into the greenhouse, sir, theyd not do this, affirmed Tod.



Hold your tongue, said the Squire; what do you know about tramps? Ive known them to do the wickedest things conceivable. My beautiful plants! And look at the grapes! Ive never had a finer crop of grapes than this was, Jenkins, concluded the pater, in a culminating access of rage. If I find this has arisen through any neglect of yours and Monks, Ill  Ill hang you both.

The morning went on; breakfast was over, and the news of the strange calamity spread. Old Jones, the constable, had been sent for by the Squire. He stared, and exclaimed, and made his comments; but he was not any the nearer hitting upon the guilty man.

About ten, Roger Monk got home from Evesham. We heard the spring-cart go round to the stables, and presently he appeared in the gardens, looking at objects on either side of the path, as was his usual wont. Then he caught sight of us, standing in and about the greenhouse, and came on faster. Jenkins was telling the story of his discovery to Mr. Duffham. He had told it a good fifty times since early morning to as many different listeners.

They made way for Monk to come in, nobody saying a word. The pater stood inside, and Monk, touching his hat, was about to report to him of his journey, when the strange aspect of affairs seemed to strike him dumb. He looked round with a sort of startled gaze at the walls, at the glass and grapes above, at the destroyed plants, and then turned savagely on Jenkins, speaking hoarsely.

What have you been up to here?

Me been up to! Thats good, that is! What had you, been up to afore you went off? You had the first chance. Come, Mr. Monk.

The semi-accusation was spoken by Jenkins on the spur of the moment, in his anger at the others words. Monk was in a degree Jenkinss protégé, and it had not previously occurred to him that he could be in any way to blame.

What do you know of this wicked business, Monk? asked the Squire.

What should I know of it, sir? I have only just come in from Evesham. The things were all right last night.

How did you leave the greenhouse last night?

Exactly as I always leave it, sir. There was nothing the matter with it then. Drew  I saw him outside, didnt I? Step here, Drew. You were with me when I locked up the greenhouse last night. Did you see anything wrong with it?

It were right enough then, answered Drew.

Monk turned himself about, lifting his hands in dismay, as one blackened object after another came under view. I never saw such a thing! he cried piteously. There has been something wrong at work here; or else  

Monk came to a sudden pause. Or else what? asked the Squire.

Or else, moving the plants into the hall on Tuesday has killed them.

Moving the plants wouldnt kill them. What are you thinking of, Monk?

Moving them would not kill them, sir, or hurt them either, returned Monk, with a stress on the first word; but it might have been the remote cause of it.



I dont understand you!

I saw some result of the sort once, sir. It was at a gentlemans place at Chiswick. All the choice plants were taken indoors to improvise a kind of conservatory for a night fête. They were carried back the next day, seemingly none the worse, and on the morrow were found withered.

Like these?

No, sir, not so bad as these. They didnt die; they revived after a time. A great fuss was made over it; the gentleman thought it must be wilful damage, and offered twenty pounds reward for the discovery of the offenders. At last it was found they had been poisoned by the candles.

Poisoned by the candles!

A new sort of candle, very beautiful to look at, but with a great quantity of arsenic in it, continued Monk. A scientific man gave it as his opinion that the poison thrown out from the candles had been fatal to the plants. Perhaps something of the same kind has done the mischief here, sir. Plants are such delicate things!

And what has been fatal to the grapes? They were not taken into the house.

The question came from the surgeon, Mr. Duffham. He had stood all the while against the end of the far steps, looking fixedly at Monk over the top of his cane. Monk put his eyes on the grapes above, and kept them there while he answered.

True, sir; the grapes, as you say, didnt go in. Perhaps the poison brought back by the plants may have acted on them.

Now, I tell you what, Monk, I think thats all nonsense, cried the Squire, testily.



Well, sir, I dont see any other way of accounting for this state of things.

The greenhouse was filled with some suffocating, smelling, blasting stuff that knocked me backards, put in Jenkins. Every crack and crevice was stopped where a breath of air could have got in. I wish it had been you to find it; youd not have liked to be smothered alive, I know.

I wish it had been, said Monk. If there was any such thing here, and not your fancy, Ill be bound Id have traced it out.

Oh, would you! Did you do anything to them there pot-stands? continued Jenkins, pointing to them.

No.

Oh! Didnt clean em out?

I wiped a few out on Wednesday morning before we brought back the plants. Somebody  Drew, I suppose  had stacked them in the wrong place. In putting them right, I began to wipe them. I didnt do them all; I was called away.

Twas me stacked em, said Jenkins. Well  them stands are what had held the poison; I found amost one-half of em filled with it.

Monk cast a rapid glance around. What was the poison? he asked.

Jenkins grunted, but gave no other reply. The fact was, he had been so abused by the Squire for having put away the trace of the stuff, that it was a sore subject.

Did you come on here, Monk, before you started for Evesham this morning? questioned the Squire.

I didnt come near the gardens, sir. I had told Jenkins last night to be on early, replied Monk, bending over a blackened row of plants while he spoke. I went the back way to the stables through the lane, had harnessed the horse to the cart, and was away before five.

We quitted the greenhouse. The pater went out with Mr. Duffham, Tod and I followed. I, looking quietly on, had been struck with the contrast of manner between old Duff and Monk  he peering at Monk with his searching gaze, never once taking it off him; and Monk meeting nobodys eyes, but shifting his own anywhere rather than meet them.

About this queer arsenic tale Monk tells? began the Squire. Is there anything in it? Will it hold water?

Moonshine! said old Duff, with emphasis.

The tone was curious, and we all looked at him. He had got his lips drawn in, and the top of his cane pressing them.

Where did you take Monk from, Squire? Get a good character with him?

Jenkins brought him here. As to character, he had never been in any situation before. Why? Do you suspect him?

Um-m-m! said the doctor, prolonging the sound as though in doubt. If I do suspect him, he has caused me to. I never saw such a shifty manner in all my life. Why, he never once looked at any of us! His eyes are false, and his tones are false!

His tones? Do you mean his words?

I mean the tone his words are spoken in. To an apt ear, the sound of a mans voice, or womans either, can be read off like a book; a mans voice is honest or dishonest according to his nature; and you cant make a mistake about it. Monks has a false ring in it, if ever I heard one. Now, master Johnny, what are you looking so eager about?

I think Monks voice false, too, Mr. Duffham; I have thought himself false all along. Tod knows I have.

I know that you are just a muff, Johnny, going in for prejudices against people unreasonably, said Tod, putting me down as usual.

Old Duff pushed my straw hat up, and passed his fingers over the top of my forehead. Johnny, my boy, he said, you have a strong and good indication here for reading the world. Trust to it.

I couldnt trust Monk. I never have trusted him. That was one reason why I suspected him of stealing the things the magpie took.

Well, you were wrong there, said Tod.

Yes. But Im nearly sure I was right in the thing before.

What thing? demanded old Duff, sharply.

Well, I thought it was Monk that frightened Phœbe.

Oh, said Mr. Duffham. Dressed himself up in a sheet, and whitened his face, and went up the lane when the women were watching for the shadows on St. Marks Eve! What else do you suspect, Johnny?

Nothing else, sir; except that I fancied Mother Picker knew of it. When Tod and I went to ask her whether Monk was out that night, she looked frightened to death, and broke a basin.

Did she say he was out?



She said he was not out; but I thought she said it more eagerly than truthfully.

Squire, when you are in doubt as to peoples morals, let this boy read them for you, said old Duff, in his quaint way. The Squire, thinking of his plants, looked as perplexed as could be.

It is such a thing, you know, Duffham, to have ones whole hothouse destroyed in a night. Its no better than arson.

And the incendiary who did it would have no scruple in attacking the barns next; therefore, he must be bowled out.

The pater looked rueful. He could bluster and threaten, but he could not do much; he never knew how to set about it. In all emergencies he would send for Jones  the greatest old woman going.

You dont seriously think it could have been Monk, Duffham?

I think theres strong suspicion that it was. Look here: and the doctor began to tell off points with his cane and fingers. Somebody goes into the greenhouse to set the stuff alight in the pot-stands  for thats how it was done. Monk and Jenkins alone knew where the key was; Jenkins, a trusty man, years in the employ, comes on at six and finds the state of things. Wheres Monk? Gone off by previous order to Evesham at five. Why should it happen the very morning he was away? What was to prevent his stealing into the greenhouse after dark last night putting his deleterious stuff to work, leaving it to burn, and stealing in again at four this morning to put all traces away? He thought he cleaned out all the tale-telling earthen saucers, but he overlooks one, as is usually the case. When he comes back, finding the wreck and the commotion consequent upon it, he relates a glib tale of other plants destroyed by arsenic from candles, and he never looks honestly into a single face as he tells it!

The Squire drew a deep breath. And you say Monk did all this?

Nonsense, Squire. I say he might have done it. I say, moreover, that it looks very like it. Putting Monk aside, your scent would be wholly at fault.

What is to be done?

Ill go and see Mother Picker; she can tell what time he went in last night, and what time he came out this morning, cried Tod, who was just as hasty as the pater. But old Duff caught him as he was vaulting off.

I had better see Mother Picker. Will you let me act in this matter, Squire, and see what can be made of it?

Do, Duffham. Take Jones to help you?

Jones be shot, returned Duff in a passion. If I wanted any one  which I dont  Id take Johnny. He is worth fifty Joneses. Say nothing  nothing at all. Do you understand?

He went off down a side path, and crossed Jenkins, who was at work now. Monk stayed in the greenhouse.

This is a sad calamity, Jenkins.

Its the worst I ever met with, sir, cried Jenkins, touching his hat. And what have done it is the odd thing. Monk, he talks of the candles poisoning of em; but I dont know.

Well, theres not a much surer poison than arsenic, Jenkins, said the doctor, candidly. I hope it will be cleared up. Monk, too, has taken so much pains with the plants. He is a clever young man in his vocation. Where did you hear of him?

Jenkinss answer was a long one. Curtailed, it stated that he had heard of Monk promiskeous. He had thought him a gentleman till he asked if he, Jenkins, could help him to a place as ornamental gardener. He had rather took to the young man, and recommended the Squire to employ him temporay, for he, Jenkins, was just then falling sick with rheumatism.

Mr. Duffham nodded approvingly. Didnt think it necessary to ask for references?

Monk said he could give me a cart-load amost of them, sir, if Id wanted to see em.

Just so! Good-day, Jenkins, I cant stay gossiping my morning away.

He went straight to Mrs. Pickers, and caught her taking her luncheon off the kitchen-table  bread-and-cheese, and perry.

Its a little cask o last years my son have made me a present of, sir; if youd be pleased to drink a cup, Dr. Duffm, said she, hospitably.

She drew a half-pint cup full; bright, sparkling, full-bodied perry, never better made in Gloucestershire. Mr. Duffham smacked his lips, and wished some of the champagne at gentlemens tables was half as good. He talked, and she talked; and, it may be, he took her a little off her guard. Evidently, she was not cognizant of the mishap to the greenhouse.

A nice young man that lodger of hers? Well, yes, he was; steady and well-conducted. Talked quite like a gentleman, but wasnt uppish cause o that, and seemed satisfied with all she did for him. He was gone off to Evesham after seeds and other things. Squire Todhetley put great confidence in him.

Ay, said Mr. Duffham, to be sure. One does put confidence in steady young men, you know, Goody. He was off by four oclock, wasnt he?

Earlier nor that, Goody Picker thought. Monk were one o them who liked to take time by the forelock, and get his extra work forrard when he were put on to any.

Nothing like putting the shoulder to the wheel. This is perry! The next time I call to see your son Peter, at Alcester, I shall ask him if he cant get some for me. As to Monk  you might have had young fellows here whod have idled their days away, and paid no rent, Goody. Monk was at his work late last night, too, I fancy?

Goody fancied he had been; leastways he went out after supper, and were gone an hour or so. What with the fires, and what with the opening and shutting o the winders to keep the hot-houses at proper temperture, an head-gardener didnt sit on a bed o idle roses, as Dr. Duffm knew.

Mr. Duffham was beginning to make pretty sure of winning his game. His manner suddenly changed. Pushing the empty cup from him, he leaned forward, and laid hold of Mrs. Picker by the two wrists. Between the perry and the doctors sociability and Monks merits, her eyes had begun to sparkle.

Dont be alarmed, Mrs. Picker. I have come here to ask you a question, and you must answer me. But you have nothing to fear on your own score, provided you tell me the truth honestly. Young men will do foolish things, however industrious they may be. Why did Monk play that prank on Easter Monday?

The sparkle in the eyes faded with fright. She would have got away, but could not, and so put on an air of wonder.

On Easter Monday! What were it he did on Easter Monday?

When he put himself and his face into white, and went to the churchyard by moonlight to represent the dead, you know, Mrs. Picker.

She gave a shrill scream, got one of her hands loose and flung it up to her face.

Come, Goody, you had better answer me quietly than be taken to confess before Squire Todhetley. I dare say you were not to blame.

Afore Squire Todhetley! O-o-o-o-o-h! Did they know it at the Manor?

Well, said Mr. Duffham, you see I know it, and I have come straight from there. Now then, my good woman, I have not much time.

Goody Pickers will was good to hold out longer, but she surrendered à coup de main, as so many of us have to do when superior power is brought to bear. Monk overheered it, was the substance of her answer. On coming in from work that there same blessed evening  and look at him now! at his work on a Easter Monday till past dark!  he overheered the two servants, Molly and Hannah, talking of what they was going out to watch for  the shadows in the churchyard. He let em go, never showing hisself till theyd left the house. Then he got the sheets from his bed, and put the flour on his face, and went on there to frighten em; all in fun. He never thought of hurting the women; he never knowed as the young girl, Phœbe, was to be there. Nobody could be more sorry for it nor he was; but hed never meant to do harm more nor a babby unborn.

Mr. Duffham released the hands. Looking back in reflection, he had little doubt it was as she said  that Monk had done it out of pure sport, not intending ill.

He might have confessed: it would have been more honest. And you! why did you deny that it was Monk?

Mrs. Picker at first could only stare in reply. Confess to it? Him? What, and run the risk o being put into ancuffs by that there Jones with his fat legs? And she! a poor old widder? If Monk went and said he didnt do it, she couldnt go and say he did. Doctor Duffm might see as there were no choice left for her. Never should she forget the fright when the two young gents come in with their querries the next day; her fingers was took with the palsy and dropped the puddn basin, as shed had fifteen year. Monk, poor fellow, couldnt sleep for a peck o nights after, thinking o Phœbe.

There; thats enough, said Mr. Duffham. Who is Monk? Where does he come from?

From the moon, for all Mrs. Picker knew. A civiler young man shed not wish to have lodging with her; paid reglar as the Saturdays come round; but he never told her nothing about hisself.

Which is his room? The one at the back, I suppose.

Without saying with your leave, or by your leave, as Mrs. Picker phrased it in telling the story a long while afterwards, Mr. Duffham penetrated at once into the lodgers room. There he took the liberty of making a slight examination, good Mrs. Picker standing by with round eyes and open mouth. And what he discovered caused him to stride off at once to the pater.

Roger Monk was not Monk at all, but somebody else. He had been implicated in some crime (whether guilty or not remained yet a question), and to avoid exposure had come away into this quiet locality under a false name. In short, during the time he had been working as gardener at Dyke Manor and living at Mother Pickers, he was in hiding. As the son of a well-known and most respectable landscape and ornamental nursery-man, he had become thoroughly conversant with the requisite duties.

They are fools, at the best, these fellows, remarked Duffham, as he finished his narrative. A letter written to him by some friend betrayed to me all this. Now why should not Monk have destroyed that letter, instead of keeping it in his room, Squire?

The Squire did not answer. All he could do just now was to wipe his hot face and try to get over his amazement. Monk not a gardener or servant at all, but an educated man! Only living there to hide from the police; and calling himself by any name that came uppermost  which happened to be Monk!

I must say theres a certain credit due to him for his patient industry, and the perfection to which he has brought your grounds, said Mr. Duffham.

And for blighting all my hot-house plants at a blow  is there credit due to him for that? roared out the Squire. Ill have him tried for it, as sure as my names Todhetley.

It was easier said than done. For when Mr. Jones, receiving his private orders from the pater, went, staff in hand, to arrest Monk, that gentleman had already departed.

He come into the house just as Dr. Duffm left it, explained Mrs. Picker. Saying he had got to take a short journey, he put his things into his port-manty, and went off carrying of it, leaving me a weeks rent on the table.

Go and catch him, Jones, sternly commanded the Squire, when the constable came back with the above news.

Yes, your worship, replied Jones. But how he was to do it, taking the gouty legs into consideration, was quite a different thing.

The men were sent off various ways. And came back again, not having come up with Monk. Squire Todhetley went into a rage, abused old Jones, and told him he was no longer worth his salt. But the strangest thing occurred in the evening.

The pater walked over to the Court after tea, carrying the grievance of his destroyed plants to the Sterlings. In coming up Dyke Lane as he returned at night, where it was always darker than in other places because the trees hid the moonlight, somebody seemed to walk right out of the hedge upon him.

It was Roger Monk. He raised his hat to the Squire as a gentleman does  did not touch it as a gardener  and began pleading for clemency.

Clemency, after destroying a whole hot-houseful of rare plants! cried the Squire.



I never did it, sir, returned Monk, passionately. On my word as a man  I will not to you say as a gentleman  if the plants were not injured by the candles, as I fully believe, I know not how they could have been injured.

The pater was staggered. At heart he was the best man living. Suppose Monk was innocent?

Look here, Monk. You know your name is  

Hush, sir! interposed Monk, hastily, as if to prevent the hedges hearing the true name. It is of that I have waited to speak to you; to beseech your clemency. I have no need to crave it in the matter of plants which I never harmed. I want to ask you to be silent, sir; not to proclaim to the world that I am other than what I appeared to be. A short while longer and I should have been able to prove my innocence; things are working round. But if you set the hue-and-cry upon me  

Were you innocent? interposed the Squire.

I was; I swear it to you. Oh, Mr. Todhetley, think for a moment! I am not so very much older than your son; he is not more innocent than I was; but it might happen that he  I crave your pardon, sir, but it might  that he should become the companion of dissipated young men, and get mixed up unwittingly in a disgraceful affair, whose circumstances were so complicated that he could only fly for a time and hide himself. What would you say if the people with whom he took refuge, whether as servant or else, were to deliver him up to justice, and he stood before the world an accused felon? Sir, it is my case. Keep my secret; keep my secret, Mr. Todhetley.

And couldnt you prove your innocence? cried the Squire, as he followed out the train of ideas suggested.

Not at present  that I see. And when once a man has stood at a criminal bar, it is a ban on him for life, although it may be afterwards shown he stood there wrongly.

True, said the Squire, softening.

Well  for theres no space to go on at length  the upshot was that Monk went away with a promise; and the Squire came home to the Manor and told Duffham, who was waiting there, that they must both be silent. Only those two knew of the discovery; they had kept the particulars and Monks real name to themselves. Duff gave his head a toss, and told the pater he was softer than old Jones.

How came you to suspect him, Johnny? he continued, turning on me in his sharp way.

I think just for the same things that you did, Mr. Duffham  because neither his face nor his voice is true.

And  remembering his look of revenge when accused in mistake for the magpie  I suspected him still.




THE EBONY BOX.

I.

In one or two of the papers already written for you, I have spoken of Lawyer Cockermuth, as he was usually styled by his fellow-townspeople at Worcester. I am now going to tell of something that happened in his family; that actually did happen, and is no invention of mine.

Lawyer Cockermuths house stood in the Foregate Street. He had practised in it for a good many years; he had never married, and his sister lived with him. She had been christened Betty; it was a more common name in those days than it is in these. There was a younger brother named Charles. They were tall, wiry men with long arms and legs. John, the lawyer, had a smiling, homely face; Charles was handsome, but given to be choleric.

Charles had served in the militia once, and had been ever since called Captain Cockermuth. When only twenty-one he married a young lady with a good bit of money; he had also a small income of his own; so he abandoned the law, to which he had been bred, and lived as a gentleman in a pretty little house on the outskirts of Worcester. His wife died in the course of a few years, leaving him with one child, a son, named Philip. The interest of Mrs. Charles Cockermuths money would be enjoyed by her husband until his death, and then would go to Philip.

When Philip left school he was articled to his uncle, Lawyer Cockermuth, and took up his abode with him. Captain Cockermuth (who was of a restless disposition, and fond of roving), gave up his house then and went travelling about. Philip Cockermuth was a very nice steady young fellow, and his father was liberal to him in the way of pocket-money, allowing him a guinea a-week. Every Monday morning Lawyer Cockermuth handed (for his brother) to Philip a guinea in gold; the coin being in use then. Philip spent most of this in books, but he saved some of it; and by the time he was of age he had sixty golden guineas put aside in a small round black box of carved ebony. What are you going to do with it, Philip? asked Miss Cockermuth, as he brought it down from his room to show her. I dont know what yet, Aunt Betty, said Philip, laughing. I call it my nest-egg.

He carried the little black box (the sixty guineas quite filled it), back to his chamber and put it back into one of the pigeon-holes of the old-fashioned bureau which stood in the room, where he always kept it, and left it there, the bureau locked as usual. After that time, Philip put his spare money, now increased by a salary, into the Old Bank; and it chanced that he did not again look at the ebony box of gold, never supposing but that it was safe in its hiding-place. On the occasion of his marriage some years later, he laughingly remarked to Aunt Betty that he must now take his box of guineas into use; and he went up to fetch it. The box was not there.

Consternation ensued. The family flocked upstairs; the lawyer, Miss Betty, and the captain  who had come to Worcester for the wedding, and was staying in the house  one and all put their hands into the deep, dark pigeon-holes, but failed to find the box. The captain, a hot-tempered man, flew into a passion and swore over it; Miss Betty shed tears; Lawyer Cockermuth, always cool and genial, shrugged his shoulders and absolutely joked. None of them could form the slightest notion as to how the box had gone or who was likely to have taken it, and it had to be given up as a bad job.

Philip was married the next day, and left his uncles house for good, having taken one out Barbourne way. Captain Cockermuth felt very sore about the loss of the box, he strode about Worcester talking of it, and swearing that he would send the thief to Botany Bay if he could find him.

A few years more yet, and poor Philip became ill. Ill of the disorder which had carried off his mother  decline. When Captain Cockermuth heard that his son was lying sick, he being (as usual) on his travels, he hastened to Worcester and took up his abode at his brothers  always his home on these visits. The disease was making very quick progress indeed; it was what is called rapid decline. The captain called in all the famed doctors of the town  if they had not been called before: but there was no hope.

The day before Philip died, his father spoke to him about the box of guineas. It had always seemed to the captain that Philip must have, or ought to have, some notion of how it went. And he put the question to him again, solemnly, for the last time.

Father, said the dying man  who retained all his faculties and his speech to the very end I declare to you that I have none. I have never been able to set up any idea at all upon the loss, or attach suspicion to a soul, living or dead. The two maids were honest; they would not have touched it; the clerks had no opportunity of going upstairs. I had always kept the key safely, and you know that we found the lock of the bureau had not been tampered with.

Poor Philip died. His widow and four children went to live at a pretty cottage on Malvern Link  upon a hundred pounds a-year, supplied to her by her father-in-law. Mr. Cockermuth added the best part of another hundred. These matters settled, Captain Cockermuth set off on his rovings again, considering himself hardly used by Fate at having his limited income docked of nearly half its value. And yet some more years passed on.

This much has been by way of introduction to what has to come. It was best to give it.

Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson, our neighbours at Dyke Manor, had a whole colony of nephews, what with brothers sons and sisters sons; of nieces also; batches of them would come over in relays to stay at Elm Farm, which had no children of its own. Samson Dene was the favourite nephew of all; his mother was sister to Mr. Jacobson, his father was dead. Samson Reginald Dene he was christened, but most people called him Sam. He had been articled to the gentleman who took to his fathers practice; a lawyer in a village in Oxfordshire. Later, he had gone to a firm in London for a year, had passed, and then came down to his uncle at Elm Farm, asking what he was to do next. For, upon his brother-in-laws death, Mr. Jacobson had taken upon himself the expenses of Sam, the eldest son.

Want to know what you are to do now, eh? cried old Jacobson, who was smoking his evening pipe by the wide fire of the dark-wainscoted, handsome dining-parlour, one evening in February. He was a tall, portly man with a fresh-coloured, healthy face; and not, I dare say, far off sixty years old. What would you like to do?  what is your own opinion upon it, Sam?

I should like to set up in practice for myself, uncle.

Oh, indeed! In what quarter of the globe, pray?

In Worcester. I have always wished to practise at Worcester. It is the assize town: I dont care for pettifogging places: one cant get on in them.

Youd like to emerge all at once into a full-blown lawyer there? Thats your notion, is it, Sam?

Sam made no answer. He knew by the tone his notion was being laughed at.

No, my lad. When you have been in some good office for another year or two maybe, then you might think about setting-up. The office can be in Worcester if you like.

I am hard upon twenty-three, Uncle Jacobson. I have as much knowledge of law as I need.

And as much steadiness also, perhaps? said old Jacobson.

Sam turned as red as the table-cover. He was a frank-looking, slender young fellow of middle height, with fine wavy hair almost a gold colour and worn of a decent length. The present fashion  to be cropped as if you were a prison-bird and to pretend to like it so  was not favoured by gentlemen in those days.

You may have been acquiring a knowledge of law in London, Sam; I hope you have; but youve been kicking up your heels over it. What about those sums of money youve more than once got out of your mother?

Sams face was a deeper red than the cloth now. Did she tell you of it, uncle? he gasped.

No, she didnt; she cares too much for her graceless son to betray him. I chanced to hear of it, though.

One has to spend so much in London, murmured Sam, in lame apology.

I dare say! In my past days, sir, a young man had to cut his coat according to his cloth. We didnt rush into all kinds of random games and then go to our fathers or mothers to help us out of them. Which is what youve been doing, my gentleman.

Does aunt know? burst out Sam in a fright, as a step was heard on the stairs.

Ive not told her, said Mr. Jacobson, listening she is gone on into the kitchen. How much is it that youve left owing in London, Sam?

Sam nearly choked. He did not perceive this was just a random shot: he was wondering whether magic had been at work.

Left owing in London? stammered he.

Thats what I asked. How much? And I mean to know. Twont be of any use your fencing about the bush. Come! tell it in a lump.

Fifty pounds would cover it all, sir, said Sam, driven by desperation into the avowal.



I want the truth, Sam.

That is the truth, uncle, I put it all down in a list before leaving London; it comes to just under fifty pounds.

How could you be so wicked as to contract it?

There has not been much wickedness about it, said Sam, miserably, indeed there hasnt. One gets drawn into expenses unconsciously in the most extraordinary manner up in London. Uncle Jacobson, you may believe me or not, when I say that until I added it up, I did not think it amounted to twenty pounds in all.

And then you found it to be fifty! How do you propose to pay this?

I intend to send it up by instalments, as I can.

Instead of doing which, youll get into deeper debt at Worcester. If its Worcester you go to.

I hope not, uncle. I shall do my best to keep out of debt. I mean to be steady.

Mr. Jacobson filled a fresh pipe, and lighted it with a spill from the mantelpiece. He did not doubt the young fellows intentions; he only doubted his resolution.

You shall go into some lawyers office in Worcester for two years, Sam, when we shall see how things turn out, said he presently. And, look here, Ill pay these debts of yours myself, provided you promise me not to get into trouble again. There, no more  interrupting Sams grateful looks your aunts coming in.

Sam opened the door for Mrs. Jacobson. A little pleasant-faced woman in a white net cap, with small flat silver curls under it. She carried a small basket lined with blue silk, in which lay her knitting.



Ive been looking to your room, my dear, to see that alls comfortable for you, she said to Sam, as she sat down by the table and the candles. That new housemaid of ours is not altogether to be trusted. I suppose youve been telling your uncle all about the wonders of London?

And something else, too, put in old Jacobson gruffly. He wanted to set up in practice for himself at Worcester: off-hand, red-hot!

Oh dear! said Mrs. Jacobson.

Thats what the boy wanted, nothing less. No. Another year or twos work in some good house, to acquire stability and experience, and then he may talk about setting up. It will be all for the best, Sam; trust me.

Well, uncle, perhaps it will. It was of no use for him to say perhaps it wont: he could not help himself. But it was a disappointment.

Mr. Jacobson walked over to Dyke Manor the next day, to consult the Squire as to the best lawyer to place Sam with, himself suggesting their old friend Cockermuth. He described all Sams wild ways (it was how he put it) in that dreadful place, London, and the money he had got out of amidst its snares. The Squire took up the matter with his usual hearty sympathy, and quite agreed that no practitioner in the law could be so good for Sam as John Cockermuth.

John Cockermuth proved to be agreeable. He was getting to be an elderly man then, but was active as ever, saving when a fit of the gout took him. He received young Dene in his usual cheery manner, upon the day appointed for his entrance, and assigned him his place in the office next to Mr. Parslet. Parslet had been there more than twenty years; he was, so to say, at the top and tail of all the work that went on in it, but he was not a qualified solicitor. Samson Dene was qualified, and could therefore represent Mr. Cockermuth before the magistrates and what not: of which the old lawyer expected to find the benefit.

Where are you going to live? he questioned of Sam that first morning.

I dont know yet, sir. Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson are about the town now, I believe, looking for lodgings for me. Of course they couldnt let me look; theyd think I should be taken in, added Sam.

Taken in and done for, laughed the lawyer. I should not wonder but Mr. Parslet could accommodate you. Can you, Parslet?

Mr. Parslet looked up from his desk, his thin cheeks flushing. He was small and slight, with weak brown hair, and had a patient, sad sort of look in his face and in his meek, dark eyes.

James Parslet was one of those men who are said to spoil their own lives. Left alone early, he was looked after by a bachelor uncle, a minor canon of the cathedral, who perhaps tried to do his duty by him in a mild sort of manner. But young Parslet liked to go his own ways, and they were not very good ways. He did not stay at any calling he was put to, trying first one and then another; either the people got tired of him, or he of them. Money (when he got any) burnt a hole in his pocket, and his coats grew shabby and his boots dirty. Poor Jamie Parslet! how he has spoilt his life cried the town, shaking its pitying head at him: and thus things went on till he grew to be nearly thirty years of age. Then, to the public astonishment, Jamie pulled up. He got taken on by Lawyer Cockermuth as copying clerk at twenty shillings a-week, married, and became as steady as Old Time. He had been nothing but steady from that day to this, had forty shillings a-week now, instead of twenty, and was ever a meek, subdued man, as if he carried about with him a perpetual repentance for the past, regret for the life that might have been. He lived in Edgar Street, which is close to the cathedral, as every one knows, Edgar Tower being at the top of it. An old gentleman attached to the cathedral had now lodged in his house for ten years, occupying the drawing-room floor; he had recently died, and hence Lawyer Cockermuths suggestion.

Mr. Parslet looked up. I should be happy to, sir, he said; if our rooms suited Mr. Dene. Perhaps he would like to look at them?

I will, said Sam. If my uncle and aunt do not fix on any for me.

Is there any subtle mesmeric power, I wonder, that influences things unconsciously? Curious to say, at this very moment Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson were looking at these identical rooms. They had driven into Worcester with Sam very early indeed, so as to have a long day before them, and when breakfast was over at the inn, took the opportunity, which they very rarely got, of slipping into the cathedral to hear the beautiful ten-oclock service. Coming out the cloister way when it was over, and so down Edgar Street, Mrs. Jacobson espied a card in a window with Lodgings on it. I wonder if they would suit Sam? she cried to her husband. Edgar Street is a nice, wide, open street, and quiet. Suppose we look at them?



A young servant-maid, called by her mistress Sally, answered the knock. Mrs. Parslet, a capable, bustling woman of ready speech and good manners, came out of the parlour, and took the visitors to the floor above. They liked the rooms and they liked Mrs. Parslet; they also liked the moderate rent asked, for respectable country people in those days did not live by shaving one another; and when it came out that the houses master had been clerk to Lawyer Cockermuth for twenty years, they settled the matter off-hand, without the ceremony of consulting Sam. Mrs. Jacobson looked upon Sam as a boy still. Mr. Jacobson might have done the same but for the debts made in London.

And all this, you will say, has been yet more explanation; but I could not help it. The real thing begins now, with Sam Denes sojourn in Mr. Cockermuths office, and his residence in Edgar Street.

The first Sunday of his stay there, Sam went out to attend the morning service in the cathedral, congratulating himself that that grand edifice stood so conveniently near, and looking, it must be confessed, a bit of a dandy, for he had put a little bunch of spring violets into his coat, and button-holes were quite out of the common way then. The service began with the Litany, the earlier service of prayers being held at eight oclock. Sam Dene has not yet forgotten that day, for it is no imaginary person I am telling you of, and never will forget it. The Reverend Allen Wheeler chanted, and the prebendary in residence (Somers Cocks) preached. While wondering when the sermon (a very good one) would be over, and thinking it rather prosy, after the custom of young men, Sams roving gaze was drawn to a young lady sitting in the long seat opposite to him on the other side of the choir, whose whole attention appeared to be given to the preacher, to whom her head was turned. It is a nice face, thought Sam; such a sweet expression in it. It really was a nice face, rather pretty, gentle and thoughtful, a patient look in the dark brown eyes. She had on a well-worn dark silk, and a straw bonnet; all very quiet and plain; but she looked very much of a lady. Wonder if she sits there always? thought Sam.

Service over, he went home, and was about to turn the handle of the door to enter (looking another way) when he found it turned for him by some one who was behind and had stretched out a hand to do it. Turning quickly, he saw the same young lady.

Oh, I beg your pardon, said Sam, all at sea; did you wish to come in here?

If you please, she answered  and her voice was sweet and her manner modest.

Oh, repeated Sam, rather taken aback at the answer. You did not want me, did you?

Thank you, it is my home, she said.

Your home? stammered Sam, for he had not seen the ghost of any one in the house yet, saving his landlord and landlady and Sally. Here?

Yes. I am Maria Parslet.

He stood back to let her enter; a slender, gentle girl of middle height; she looked about eighteen, Sam thought (she was that and two years on to it), and he wondered where she had been hidden. He had to go out again, for he was invited to dine at Lawyer Cockermuths, so he saw no more of the young lady that day; but she kept dancing about in his memory. And somehow she so fixed herself in it, and as the time went on so grew in it, and at last so filled it, that Sam may well hold that day as a marked day  the one that introduced him to Maria Parslet. But that is anticipating.

On the Monday morning all his ears and eyes were alert, listening and looking for Maria. He did not see her; he did not hear a sound of her. By degrees he got to learn that the young lady was resident teacher in a ladys school hard by; and that she was often allowed to spend the whole day at home on Sundays. One Sunday evening he ingeniously got himself invited to take tea in Mrs. Parslets parlour, and thus became acquainted with Maria; but his opportunities for meeting her were rare.

Theres not much to tell of the first twelvemonth. It passed in due course. Sam Dene was fairly steady. He made a few debts, as some young men, left to themselves, cant help making  at least, theyd tell you they cant. Sundry friends of Sams in Worcester knew of this, and somehow it reached Mr. Cockermuths ears, who gave Sam a word of advice privately.

This was just as the first year expired. According to agreement, Sam had another year to stay. He entered upon it with inward gloom. On adding up his scores, which he deemed it as well to do after his masters lecture, he again found that they amounted to far more than he had thought for, and how he should contrive to pay them out of his own resources he knew no more than the man in the moon. In short, he could not do it; he was in a fix; and lived in perpetual dread of its coming to the ears of his uncle Jacobson.



The spring assize, taking place early in March, was just over; the judges had left the town for Stafford, and Worcester was settling down again to quietness. Miss Cockermuth gave herself and her two handmaidens a weeks rest  assize time being always a busy and bustling period at the lawyers, no end of chance company looking in  and then the house began its spring cleaning, a grand institution with our good grandmothers, often lasting a couple of weeks. This time, at the lawyers house, it was to be a double bustle; for visitors were being prepared for.

It had pleased Captain Cockermuth to write word that he should be at home for Easter; upon which, the lawyer and his sister decided to invite Philips widow and her children also to spend it with them; they knew Charles would be pleased. Easter-Day was very early indeed that year, falling at the end of March.

To make clearer whats coming, the house had better have a word or two of description. You entered from the street into a wide passage; no steps. On the left was the parlour and general sitting-room, in which all meals were usually taken. It was a long, low room, its two rather narrow windows looking upon the street, the back of the room being a little dark. Opposite the door was the fireplace. On the other side the passage, facing the parlour-door, was the door that opened to the two rooms (one front, one back) used as the lawyers offices. The kitchens and staircase were at the back of the passage, a garden lying beyond; and there was a handsome drawing-room on the first floor, not much used.

The house, I say, was in a commotion with the spring cleaning, and the other preparations. To accommodate so many visitors required contrivance: a bedroom for the captain, a bedroom for his daughter-in-law, two bedrooms for the children. Mistress and maids held momentous consultations together.

We have decided to put the three little girls in Philips old room, John, said Miss Betty to her brother, as they sat in the parlour after dinner on the Monday evening of the week preceding Passion Week; and little Philip can have the small room off mine. We shall have to get in a childs bed, though; I cant put the three little girls in one bed; they might get fighting. John, I do wish youd sell that old bureau for what it will fetch.

Sell the old bureau! exclaimed Mr. Cockermuth.

Im sure I should. What good does it do? Unless that bureau goes out of the room, we cant put the extra bed in. Ive been in there half the day with Susan and Ann, planning and contriving, and we find it cant be done any way. Do let Ward take it away, John; theres no place for it in the other chambers. Hed give you a fair price for it, I dare say.

Miss Betty had never cared for this piece of furniture, thinking it more awkward than useful: she looked eagerly at her brother, awaiting his decision. She was the elder of the two; tall, like him; but whilst he maintained his thin, wiry form, just the shape of an upright gas-post with arms, she had grown stout with no shape at all. Miss Betty had dark, thick eyebrows and an amiable red face. She wore a front of brown curls with a high and dressy cap perched above it. This evening her gown was of soft twilled shot-green silk, a white net kerchief was crossed under its body, and she had on a white muslin apron.

I dont mind, assented the lawyer, as easy in disposition as Miss Betty was; its of no use keeping it that I know of. Send for Ward and ask him, if you like, Betty.

Ward, a carpenter and cabinet-maker, who had a shop in the town and sometimes bought second-hand things, was sent for by Miss Betty on the following morning; and he agreed, after some chaffering, to buy the old bureau. It was the bureau from which Philips box of gold had disappeared  but I dare say you have understood that. In the midst of all this stir and clatter, just as Ward betook himself away after concluding the negotiation, and the maids were hard at work above stairs with mops and pails and scrubbing-brushes, the first advance-guard of the visitors unexpectedly walked in: Captain Cockermuth.

Miss Betty sat down in an access of consternation. She could do nothing but stare. He had not been expected for a week yet; there was nothing ready and nowhere to put him.

I wish youd take to behaving like a rational being, Charles! she exclaimed. We are all in a mess; the rooms upside down, and the bedside carpets hanging out at the windows.

Captain Cockermuth said he did not care for bedside carpets, he could sleep anywhere  on the brewhouse-bench, if she liked. He quite approved of selling the old bureau, when told it was going to be done.



Ward had appointed five oclock that evening to fetch it away. They were about to sit down to dinner when he came, five oclock being the hour for late dinners then in ordinary life. Ward had brought a man with him and they went upstairs.

Miss Betty, as carver, sat at the top of the dining-table, her back to the windows, the lawyer in his place at the foot, Charles between them, facing the fire. Miss Betty was cutting off the first joint of a loin of veal when the bureau was heard coming down the staircase, with much bumping and noise.

Mr. Cockermuth stepped out of the dining-room to look on. The captain followed: being a sociable man with his fellow-townspeople, he went to ask Ward how he did.

The bureau came down safely, and was lodged at the foot of the stairs; the man wiped his hot face, while Ward spoke with Captain Cockermuth. It seemed quite a commotion in the usual quiet dwelling. Susan, a jug of ale in her hand, which she had been to the cellar to draw, stood looking on from the passage; Mr. Dene and a younger clerk, coming out of the office just then to leave for the evening, turned to look on also.

I suppose theres nothing in here, sir? cried Ward, returning to business and the bureau.

Nothing, I believe, replied Mr. Cockermuth.

Nothing at all, called out Miss Betty through the open parlour-door. I emptied the drawers this morning.

Ward, a cautious man and honest, drew back the lid and put his hand in succession into the pigeon-holes; which had not been used since Philips time. There were twelve of them; three above, and three below on each side, and a little drawer that locked in the middle. Halloa! cried Ward, when his hand was in the depth of one of them: heres something.

And he drew forth the lost box. The little ebony box with all the gold in it.

Well now, that was a strange thing. Worcester thinks so, those people who are still living to remember it, to this day. How it was that the box had appeared to be lost and was searched for in vain over and over again, by poor Philip and others; and how it was that it was now recovered in this easy and natural manner, was never explained or accounted for. Wards opinion was that the box must have been put in, side upwards, that it had in some way stuck to the back of the deep, narrow pigeon-hole, which just about held the box in width, that those who had searched took the box for the back of the hole when their fingers touched it and that the bumping of the bureau now in coming downstairs had dislodged the box and brought it forward. As a maker of bureaus, Wards opinion was listened to with deference. Any way, it was a sort of theory, serving passably well in the absence of any other. But who knew? All that was certain about it was the fact; the loss and the recovery after many years. It happened just as here described, as I have already said.

Sam Dene had never heard of the loss. Captain Cockermuth, perfectly beside himself with glee, explained it to him. Sam laughed as he touched with his forefinger the closely packed golden guineas, lying there so snug and safe, offered his congratulations, and walked home to tea.



It chanced that on that especial Tuesday evening, matters were at sixes and sevens in the Parslets house. Sally had misbehaved herself and was discharged in consequence; and the servant engaged in her place, who was to have entered that afternoon, had not made her appearance. When Sam entered, Maria came out of the parlour, a pretty blush upon her face. And to Sam the unexpected sight of her, it was not often he got a chance of it, and the blush and the sweet eyes came like a gleam of Eden, for he had grown to love her dearly. Not that he had owned it to himself yet.

Maria explained. Her school had broken up for the Easter holidays earlier than it ought, one of the girls showing symptoms of measles; and her mother had gone out to see what had become of the new servant, leaving a request that Mr. Dene would take his tea with them in the parlour that evening, as there was no one to wait on him.

Nothing loth, you may be sure, Mr. Dene accepted the invitation, running up to wash his hands, and give a look at his hair, and running down in a trice. The tea-tray stood in readiness on the parlour table, Maria sitting behind it. Perhaps she had given a look at her hair, for it was quite more lovely, Sam thought, more soft and silken than any hair he had ever seen. The little copper kettle sang away on the hob by the fire.

Will papa be long, do you know? began Maria demurely, feeling shy and conscious at being thus thrown alone into Sams company. I had better not make the tea until he comes in.

I dont know at all, answered Sam. He went out on some business for Mr. Cockermuth at half-past four, and was not back when I left. Such a curious thing has just happened up there, Miss Parslet!

Indeed! What is it?

Sam entered on the narrative. Maria, who knew all about the strange loss of the box, grew quite excited as she listened. Found! she exclaimed. Found in the same bureau! And all the golden guineas in it!

Every one, said Sam: as I take it. They were packed right up to the top!

Oh, what a happy thing! repeated Maria, in a fervent tone that rather struck Sam, and she clasped her fingers into one another, as one sometimes does in pleasure or in pain.

Why do you say that, Miss Parslet?

Because papa  but I do not think I ought to tell you, added Maria, breaking off abruptly.

Oh yes, you may. I am quite safe, even if its a secret. Please do.

Well, cried the easily persuaded girl, papa has always had an uncomfortable feeling upon him ever since the loss. He feared that some people, knowing he was not well off, might think perhaps it was he who had stolen upstairs and taken it.

Sam laughed at that.

He has never said so, but somehow we have seen it, my mother and I. It was altogether so mysterious a loss, you see, affording no clue as to when it occurred, that people were ready to suspect anything, however improbable. Oh, I am thankful it is found!

The kettle went on singing, the minutes went on flitting, and still nobody came. Six oclock struck out from the cathedral as Mr. Parslet entered. Had the two been asked the time, they might have said it was about a quarter-past five. Golden hours fly quickly; fly on angels wings.

Now it chanced that whilst they were at tea, a creditor of Sams came to the door, one Jonas Badger. Sam went to him: and the colloquy that ensued might be heard in the parlour. Mr. Badger said (in quite a fatherly way) that he really could not be put off any longer with promises; if his money was not repaid to him before Easter he should be obliged to take steps about it, should write to Mr. Jacobson, of Elm Farm, to begin with. Sam returned to the tea-table with a wry face.

Soon after that, Mrs. Parslet came in, the delinquent servant in her rear. Next, a friend of Sams called, Austin Chance, whose father was a solicitor in good practice in the town. The two young men, who were very intimate and often together, went up to Sams room above.

I say, my good young friend, began Chance, in a tone that might be taken for jest or earnest, dont you go and get into any entanglement in that quarter.

What dyou mean now? demanded Sam, turning the colour of the rising sun.

I mean Maria Parslet, said Austin Chance, laughing. Shes a deuced nice girl; I know that; just the one a fellow might fall in love with unawares. But it wouldnt do, Dene.

Why wouldnt it do?

Oh, come now, Sam, you know it wouldnt. Parslet is only a working clerk at Cockermuths.

I should like to know what has put the thought in your head? contended Sam. You had better put it out again. Ive never told you I was falling in love with her; or told herself, either. Mrs. Parslet would be about me, I expect, if I did. She looks after her as one looks after gold.

Well, I found you in their room, having tea with them, and  

It was quite an accident; an exceptional thing, interrupted Sam.

Well, repeated Austin, you need not put your back up, old fellow; a friendly warning does no harm. Talking of gold, Dene, Ive done my best to get up the twenty pounds you wanted to borrow of me, and I cant do it. Id let you have it with all my heart if I could; but I find I am harder up than I thought for.

Which was all true. Chance was as good-natured a young man as ever lived, but at this early stage of his life he made more debts than he could pay.

Badger has just been here, whining and covertly threatening, said Sam. I am to pay up in a week, or hell make me pay  and tell my uncle, he says, to begin with.

Hypocritical old skinflint! ejaculated Chance, himself sometimes in the hands of Mr. Badger  a worthy gentleman who did a little benevolent usury in a small and quiet way, and took his delight in accommodating safe young men. A story was whispered that young M., desperately hard-up, borrowed two pounds from him one Saturday night, undertaking to repay it, with two pounds added on for interest, that day month; and when the day came and M. had not got the money, or was at all likely to get it, he carried off a lot of his mothers plate under his coat to the pawnbrokers.

And theres more besides Badgers that is pressing, went on Dene. I must get money from somewhere, or it will play the very deuce with me. I wonder whether Charley Hill could lend me any?

Dont much think so. You might ask him. Money seems scarce with Hill always. Has a good many ways for it, I fancy.

Talking of money, Chance, a lot has been found at Cockermuths to-day. A boxful of guineas that has been lost for years.

Austin Chance stared. You dont mean that box of guineas that mysteriously disappeared in Philips time?

Well, they say so. It is a small, round box of carved ebony, and it is stuffed to the brim with old guineas. Sixty of them, I hear.

I cant believe its true; that thats found.

Not believe its true, Chance! Why, I saw it. Saw the box found, and touched the guineas with my fingers. It has been hidden in an old bureau all the time, added Sam, and he related the particulars of the discovery.

What an extraordinary thing! exclaimed young Chance: the queerest start I ever heard of. And he fell to musing.

But the queer start, as Mr. Austin Chance was pleased to designate the resuscitation of the box, did not prove to be a lucky one.

II.

The sun shone brightly on Foregate Street, but did not yet touch the front-windows on Lawyer Cockermuths side of it. Miss Betty Cockermuth sat near one of them in the parlour, spectacles on nose, and hard at work unpicking the braid off some very old woollen curtains, green once, but now faded to a sort of dingy brown. It was Wednesday morning, the day following the wonderful event of finding the box, lost so long, full of its golden guineas. In truth nobody thought of it as anything less than marvellous.

The house-cleaning, in preparation for Easter and Easters visitors, was in full flow to-day, and would be for more than a week to come; the two maids were hard at it above. Ward, who did not disdain to labour with his own hands, was at the house, busy at some mysterious business in the brewhouse, coat off, shirt-sleeves stripped up to elbow, plunging at that moment something or other into the boiling water of the furnace.

How I could have let them remain up so long in this state, I cant think, said Miss Betty to herself, arresting her employment, scissors in hand, to regard the dreary curtains. She had drawn the table towards her from the middle of the room, and the heavy work was upon it. Susan came in to impart some domestic news.

Ward says theres a rare talk in the town about the finding of that box, missis, cried she, when she had concluded it. My! how bad them curtains look, now theyre down!



Servants were on more familiar terms with their mistresses in those days without meaning, or showing, any disrespect; identifying themselves, as it were, with the family and its interests. Susan, a plump, red-cheeked young woman turned thirty, had been housemaid in her present place for seven years. She had promised a bakers head man to marry him, but never could be got to fix the day. In winter shed say to him, Wait till summer; and when summer came, shed say, Wait till winter. Miss Betty commended her prudence.

Yes, said she now, in answer to the girl, Ive been wondering how we could have kept them up so long; they are not fit for much, Im afraid, save the ragbag. Chintz will make the room look much nicer.

As Susan left the parlour, Captain Cockermuth entered it, a farmer with him who had come in from Hallow to the Wednesdays market. The captains delighted excitement at the finding of the box had not at all subsided; he had dreamt of it, he talked of it, he pinned every acquaintance he could pick up this morning and brought him in to see the box of gold. Independently of its being a very great satisfaction to have had the old mysterious loss cleared up, the sixty guineas would be a huge boon to the captains pocket.

But how was it that none of you ever found it, if it remained all this while in the pigeon-hole? cried the wondering farmer, bending over the little round box of guineas, which the captain placed upon the table open, the lid by its side.

Well, we didnt find it, thats all I know; or poor Philip, either, said Captain Cockermuth.

The farmer took his departure. As the captain was showing him to the front-door, another gentleman came hustling in. It was Thomas Chance the lawyer, father of the young man who had been the previous night with Samson Dene. He and Lawyer Cockermuth were engaged together just then in some complicated, private, and very disagreeable business, each acting for a separate client, who were the defendants against a great wrong  or what they thought was one.

Come in, Chance, and take a look at my box of guineas, resuscitated from the grave, cried the captain, joyously. You can go into the office to John afterwards.

Well, Ive hardly time this morning, answered Mr. Chance, turning, though, into the parlour and shaking hands with Miss Betty. Austin told me it was found.

Now it happened that Lawyer Cockermuth came then into the parlour himself, to get something from his private desk-table which stood there. When the box had been discussed, Mr. Chance took a letter from his pocket and placed it in his brother practitioners hands.

What do you think of that? he asked. I got it by post this morning.

Think! why, that it is of vital importance, said Mr. Cockermuth when he had read it.

Yes; no doubt of that. But what is to be our next move in answer to it? asked the other.

Seeing they were plunging into business, the captain strolled away to the front-door, which stood open all day, for the convenience of those coming to the office, and remained there whistling, his hands in his pockets, on the look out for somebody else to bring in. He had put the lid on the box of guineas, and left the box on the table.

I should like to take a copy of this letter, said Mr. Cockermuth to the other lawyer.

Well, you can take it, answered Chance. Mind who does it, though  Parslet, or somebody else thats confidential. Dont let it go into the office.

You are wanted, sir, said Mr. Dene, from the door.

Who is it? asked his master.

Mr. Chamberlain. He says he is in a hurry.

Im coming. Here, Dene! he called out as the latter was turning away: and young Dene came back again.

Sit down here, now, and take a copy of this letter, cried the lawyer, rapidly drawing out and opening the little writing-desk table that stood against the wall at the back of the room. Heres pen, ink and paper, all ready: the letter is confidential, you perceive.

He went out of the room as he spoke, Mr. Chance with him; and Sam Dene sat down to commence his task, after exchanging a few words with Miss Betty, with whom he was on good terms.

Charles makes as much fuss over this little box as if it were filled with diamonds from Golconda, instead of guineas, remarked she, pointing with her scissors to the box, which stood near her on the table, to direct the young mans attention to it. I dont know how many folks he has not brought in already to have a look at it.

Well, it was a capital find, Miss Betty; one to be proud of, answered Sam, settling to his work.

For some little time nothing was heard but the scratching of Mr. Denes pen and the clicking of Miss Bettys scissors. Her task was nearing completion. A few minutes more, and the last click was given, the last bit of the braid was off. And Im glad of it, cried she aloud, flinging the end of the curtain on the top of the rest.

This braid will do again for something or other, considered Miss Betty, as she began to wind it upon an old book. It was put on fresh only three or four years ago. Well brushed, it will look almost like new.

Again Susan opened the door. Miss Betty, heres the man come with the chintz: five or six rolls of it for you to choose from, cried she. Shall he come in here?

Miss Betty was about to say Yes, but stopped and said No, instead. The commotion of holding up the chintzes to the light, to judge of their different merits, might disturb Mr. Dene; and she knew better than to interrupt business.

Let him take them to the room where they are to hang, Susan; we can judge best there.

Tossing the braid to Susan, who stood waiting at the door, Miss Betty hastily took up her curtains, and Susan held the door open for her mistress to pass through.

Choosing chintz for window-curtains takes some time; as everybody knows whose fancy is erratic. And how long Miss Betty and Susan and the young man from the chintz-mart had been doubting and deciding and doubting again, did not quite appear, when Captain Cockermuths voice was heard ascending from below.



Betty! Are you upstairs, Betty?

Yes, Im here, she called back, crossing to the door to speak. Do you want me, Charles?

Where have you put the box?

What box?

The box of guineas.

It is on the table.

It is not on the table. I cant see it anywhere.

It was on the table when I left the parlour. I did not touch it. Ask Mr. Dene where it is: I left him there.

Mr. Denes not here. I wish youd come down.

Very well; Ill come in a minute or two, concluded Miss Betty, going back to the chintzes.

Why, I saw that box on the table as I shut the door after you had come out, maam, observed Susan, who had listened to the colloquy.

So did I, said Miss Betty; it was the very last thing my eyes fell on. If young Mr. Dene finished what he was about and left the parlour, I dare say he put the box up somewhere for safety. I think, Susan, we must fix upon this light pea-green with the rosebuds running up it. It matches the paper: and the light coming through it takes quite a nice shade.

A little more indecision yet; and yet a little more, as to whether the curtains should be lined, or not, and then Miss Cockermuth went downstairs. The captain was pacing the passage to and fro impatiently.

Now then, Betty, wheres my box?

But how am I to know where the box is, Charles, if its not on the table? she remonstrated, turning into the parlour, where two friends of the captains waited to be regaled with the sight of the recovered treasure. I had to go upstairs with the young man who brought the chintzes; and I left the box here  indicating the exact spot on the table. It was where you left it yourself. I did not touch it at all.

She shook hands with the visitors. Captain Cockermuth looked gloomy  as if he were at sea and had lost his reckoning.

If you had to leave the room, why didnt you put the box up? asked he. A boxful of guineas shouldnt be left alone in an empty room.

But Mr. Dene was in the room; he sat at the desk there, copying a letter for John. As to why didnt I put the box up, it was not my place to do so that I know of. You were about yourself, Charles  only at the front-door, I suppose.

Captain Cockermuth was aware that he had not been entirely at the front-door. Two or three times he had crossed over to hold a chat with acquaintances on the other side the way; had strolled with one of them nearly up to Salt Lane and back. Upon catching hold of these two gentlemen, now brought in, he had found the parlour empty of occupants and the box not to be seen.

Well, this is a nice thing  that a man cant put his hand upon his own property when he wants to, or hear where it is! grumbled he. And what business on earth had Dene to meddle with the box?

To put it in safety  if he did meddle with it, and a sensible thing to do, retorted Miss Betty, who did not like to be scolded unjustly. Just like you, Charles, making a fuss over nothing! Why dont you go and ask young Dene where it is?

Young Dene is not in. And Johns not in. Nobody is in but Parslet; and he does not know anything about it. I must say, Betty, you manage the house nicely! concluded the captain ironically, giving way to his temper.

This was, perhaps the reader may think, commotion enough over nothing, as Miss Betty put it. But it was not much as compared with the commotion which set in later. When Mr. Cockermuth came in, he denied all knowledge of it, and Sam Dene was impatiently waited for.

It was past two oclock when he returned, for he had been home to dinner. The good-looking young fellow turned in at the front-door with a fleet step, and encountered Captain Cockermuth, who attacked him hotly, demanding what he had done with the box.

Ah, said Sam, lightly and coolly, Parslet said you were looking for it. Mr. Parslet had in fact mentioned it at home over his dinner.

Well, where is it? said the captain. Where did you put it?

I? cried young Dene. Not anywhere. Should I be likely to touch the box, sir? I saw the box on that table while I was copying a letter for Mr. Cockermuth; thats all I know of it.

The captain turned red, and pale, and red again. Do you mean to tell me to my face, Mr. Dene, that the box is gone?

Im sure I dont know, said Sam in the easiest of all easy tones. It seems to be gone.

The box was gone. Gone once more with all its golden guineas. It could not be found anywhere; in the house or out of the house, upstairs or down. The captain searched frantically, the others helped him, but no trace of it could be found.

At first it was impossible to believe it. That this self-same box should mysteriously have vanished a second time, seemed to be too marvellous for fact. But it was true.

Nobody would admit a share in the responsibility. The captain left the box safe amidst (as he put it) a roomful of people: Miss Betty considered that she left it equally safe, with Mr. Dene seated at the writing-table, and the captain dodging (as she put it) in and out. Mr. Cockermuth had not entered the parlour since he left it, when called to Mr. Chamberlain, with whom he had gone out. Sam Dene reiterated that he had not meddled with the box; no, nor thought about it.

Sams account, briefly given, was this. After finishing copying the letter, he closed the little table-desk and pushed it back to its place against the wall, and had carried the letter and the copy into the office. Finding Mr. Cockermuth was not there, he locked them up in his own desk, having to go to the Guildhall upon some business. The business there took up some time, in fact until past one oclock, and he then went home to dinner.

And did you consider it right, Sam Dene, to leave a valuable box like that on the table, unguarded? demanded Captain Cockermuth, as they all stood together in the parlour, after questioning Sam; and the captain had been looking so fierce and speaking so sharply that it might be thought he was taking Sam for the thief, off-hand.

To tell the truth, captain, I never thought of the box, answered Sam. I might not have noticed that the box was in the room at all but for Miss Bettys drawing my attention to it. After that, I grew so much interested in the letter I was copying (for I know all about the cause, as Mr. Cockermuth is aware, and it was curious news) that I forgot everything else.

Lawyer Cockermuth nodded to confirm this. The captain went on.

Betty drew your attention to it, did she? Why did she draw it? In what way?

Well, she remarked that you made as much fuss over that box as if it were filled with diamonds, replied the young man, glad to pay out the captain for his angry and dictatorial tone. But the captain was in truth beginning to entertain a very ominous suspicion.

Do you wish to deny, Samson Dene, that my sister Betty left that box on the table when she quitted the room?

Why, who does? cried Sam. When Miss Betty says she left the box on the table, of course she did leave it. She must know. Susan, it seems, also saw that it was left there.

And you could see that box of guineas standing stark staring on the table, and come out of the room and leave it to its fate! foamed the captain. Instead of giving me a call to say nobody was on guard here!

I didnt see it, returned Sam. Theres no doubt it was there, but I did not see it. I never looked towards the table as I came out, that I know of. The table, as I dare say you remember, was not in its usual place; it was up there by the window. The box had gone clean out of my thoughts.

Well, Mr. Dene, my impression is that you have got the box, cried the angry captain.

Oh, is it! returned Sam, with supreme good humour, and just the least suspicion of a laugh. A box like that would be uncommonly useful to me.

I expect, young man, the guineas would!

Right you are, captain.

But Captain Cockermuth regarded this mocking pleasantry as particularly ill-timed. He believed the young man was putting it on to divert suspicion from himself.

Who did take the box? questioned he. Tell me that.

I wish I could, sir.

How could the box vanish off the table unless it was taken, I ask you?

Thats a puzzling question, coolly rejoined Sam. It was too heavy for the rats, I expect.

Oh dear, but we have no rats in the house, cried Miss Betty. I wish we had, Im sure  and could find the box in their holes. She was feeling tolerably uncomfortable. Placid and easy in a general way, serious worry always upset her considerably.

Captain Cockermuths suspicions were becoming certainties. The previous night, when his brother had been telling him various items of news of the old town, as they sat confidentially over the fire after Miss Betty had gone up to bed, Mr. Cockermuth chanced to mention the fact that young Dene had been making a few debts. Not speaking in any ill-natured spirit, quite the contrary, for he liked the young man amazingly. Only a few, he continued; thoughtless young men would do so; and he had given him a lecture. And then he laughingly added the information that Mr. Jacobson had imparted to him twelve months ago, in their mutual friendship  of the debts Sam had made in London.

No sensible person can be surprised that Charles Cockermuth recalled this now. It rankled in his mind. Had Sam Dene taken the box of guineas to satisfy these debts contracted during the past year at Worcester? It looked like it. And the longer the captain dwelt on it, the more and more likely it grew to look.

All the afternoon the search was kept up by the captain. Not an individual article in the parlour but was turned inside out; he wanted to have the carpet up. His brother and Sam Dene had returned to their work in the office as usual. The captain was getting to feel like a raging bear; three times Miss Betty had to stop him in a dreadful fit of swearing; and when dinner-time came he could not eat. It was a beautiful slice of Severn salmon, which had its price, I can tell you, in Worcester then, and minced veal, and a jam tart, all of which dishes Charles Cockermuth especially favoured. But the loss of the sixty guineas did away with his appetite. Mr. Cockermuth, who took the loss very coolly, laughed at him.

The laughing did not mend the captains temper: neither did the hearing that Sam Dene had departed for home as usual at five oclock. Had Sam been innocent, he would at least have come to the parlour and inquired whether the box was found, instead of sneaking off home to tea.



Fretting and fuming, raging and stamping, disturbing the parlours peace and his own, strode Charles Cockermuth. His good-humoured brother John bore it for an hour or two, and then told him he might as well go outside and stamp on the pavement for a bit.

I will, said Charles. Catching up his hat, saying nothing to anybody, he strode off to see the sergeant of police  Dutton  and laid the case concisely before him: The box of guineas was on the table where his sister sat at work; her work being at one end, the box at the other. Sam Dene was also in the room, copying a letter at the writing-table. Miss Betty was called upstairs; she went, leaving the box on the table. It was the last thing she saw as she left the room; the servant, who had come to call her, also saw it standing there. Presently young Dene also left the room and the house; and from that moment the box was never seen.

What do you make of that, Mr. Dutton? summed up Captain Cockermuth.

Am I to understand that no other person entered the room after Mr. Dene quitted it? inquired the sergeant.

Not a soul. I can testify to that myself.

Then it looks as though Mr. Dene must have taken the box.

Just so, assented the complainant, triumphantly. And I shall give him into custody for stealing it.

Mr. Dutton considered. His judgment was cool; the captains hot. He thought there might be ins and outs in this affair that had not yet come to the surface. Besides that, he knew young Dene, and did not much fancy him the sort of individual likely to do a thing of this kind.

Captain Cockermuth, said he, I think it might be best for me to come up to the house and see a bit into the matter personally, before proceeding to extreme measures. We experienced officers have a way of turning up scraps of evidence that other people would never look at. Perhaps, after all, the box is only mislaid.

But I tell you its lost, said the captain. Clean gone. Cant be found high or low.

Well, if that same black box is lost again, I can only say it is the oddest case I ever heard of. One would think the box had a demon inside it.

No, sergeant, you are wrong there. The demons inside him that took it. Listen while I whisper something in your ear  that young Dene is over head and ears in debt: he has debts here, debts there, debts everywhere. For some little time now, as I chance to know, he has been at his very wits end to think where or how he could pick up some money to satisfy the most pressing; fit to die of fear, lest they should travel to the knowledge of his uncle at Elm Farm.

Is it so? exclaimed Mr. Dutton, severely. And his face changed, and his opinion also. Are you sure of this, sir?

Well, my informant was my brother; so you may judge whether it is likely to be correct or not, said the captain. But, if you think it best to make some inquiries at the house, come with me now and do so.

They walked to Foregate together. The sergeant looked a little at the features of the parlour, where the loss had taken place, and heard what Miss Betty had to say, and questioned Susan. This did not help the suspicion thrown on Sam Dene, saving in one point  their joint testimony that he and the box were left alone in the room together.

Mr. Cockermuth had gone out, so the sergeant did not see him: but, as he was not within doors when the loss occurred, he could not have aided the investigation in any way.

Well, Dutton, what do you think now? asked Captain Cockermuth, strolling down the street with the sergeant when he departed.

I confess my visit has not helped me much, said Dutton, a slow-speaking man, given to be cautious. If nobody entered the room between the time when Miss Cockermuth left it and you entered it, why then, sir, theres only young Dene to fall back upon.

I tell you nobody did enter it, cried the choleric captain; or could, without my seeing them. I stood at the front-door. Ward was busy at the house that morning, dodging perpetually across the top of the passage, between the kitchen and brewhouse: he, too, is sure no stranger could have come in without being seen by him.

Did you see young Dene leave the room, sir?

I did. Hearing somebody come out of the parlour, I looked round and saw it was young Dene with some papers in his hand. He went into the office for a minute or two, and then passed me, remarking, with all the impudence in life, that he was going to the town hall. He must have had my box in his pocket then.

A pity but you had gone into the parlour at once, captain, remarked the sergeant. If only to put the box in safety  provided it was there.

But I thought it was safe. I thought my sister was there. I did go in almost directly.

And you never stirred from the door  from first to last?

I dont say that. When I first stood there I strolled about a little, talking with one person and another. But I did not stir from the door after I saw Sam Dene leave the parlour. And I do not think five minutes elapsed before I went in. Not more than five, I am quite certain. What are you thinking about, Dutton?  you dont seem to take me.

I take you well enough, sir, and all you say. But what is puzzling me in the matter is this; strikes me as strange, in fact: that Mr. Dene should do the thing (allowing that he has done it) in so open and barefaced a manner, laying himself open to immediate suspicion. Left alone in the room with the box by Miss Betty, he must know that if, when he left it, the box vanished with him, only one inference would be drawn. Most thieves exercise some caution.

Not when they are as hard up as Dene is. Impudence with them is the order of the day, and often carries luck with it. Nothing risk, nothing win, they cry, and they do risk  and win. Dene has got my box, sergeant.

Well, sir, it looks dark against him; almost too dark; and if you decide to give him into custody, of course we have only to  Good-evening, Badger!

They had strolled as far as the Cross, and were standing on the wide pavement in front of St. Nicholas Church, about to part, when that respectable gentleman, Jonas Badger, passed by. A thought struck the captain. He knew the man was a money-lender in a private way.

Here, Badger, stop a minute, he hastily cried. I want to ask you a question about young Dene  my brothers clerk, you know. Does he owe you money?  Much?

Mr. Badger, wary by nature and by habit, glanced first at the questioner and then at the police-sergeant, and did not answer. Whereupon Captain Cockermuth, as an excuse for his curiosity, plunged into the history of what had occurred: the finding of the box of guineas yesterday and the losing it again to-day, and the doubt of Sam.

Mr. Badger listened with interest; for the news of that marvellous find had not yet reached his ears. He had been shut up in his office all the morning, very busy over his account-books; and in the afternoon had walked over to Kempsey, where he had a client or two, getting back only in time for tea.

That long-lost box of guineas come to light at last! he exclaimed. What an extraordinary thing! And Mr. Dene is suspected of  Why, good gracious! he broke off in fresh astonishment, I have just seen him with a guinea in his pocket!

Seen a guinea in Sam Denes pocket! cried Captain Cockermuth, turning yellow as the gas-flame under which they were standing.

Why yes, I have. It was  

But there Mr. Badger came to a full stop. It had suddenly struck him that he might be doing harm to Sam Dene; and the rule of his life was not to harm any one, or to make an enemy, if his own interest allowed him to avoid it.



I wont say any more, Captain Cockermuth. It is no business of mine.

But here Mr. Sergeant Dutton came to the fore. You must, Badger. You must say all you know that bears upon the affair; the law demands it of you. What about the guinea?

Well, if you force me to do so  putting it in that way, returned the man, driven into a corner.

Mr. Badger had just been down to Edgar Street to pay another visit to Sam. Not to torment him; he did not do that more than he could help; but simply to say he would accept smaller instalments for the liquidation of his debt  which of course meant giving to Sam a longer time to pay the whole in. This evening he was admitted to Sams sitting-room. During their short conversation, Sam, searching impatiently for a pencil in his waistcoat-pocket, drew out with it a few coins in silver money, and one coin in gold. Mr. Badgers hungry eyes saw that it was an old guinea. These particulars he now imparted.

What did he say about the guinea? cried Captain Cockermuth, his own eyes glaring.

Not a word, said Badger; neither did I. He slipped it back into his pocket.

I hope you think theres some proof to go upon now, were Charles Cockermuths last words to the police-officer as he wished him good-night.

On the following morning, Sam Dene was apprehended, and taken before the magistrates. Beyond being formally charged, very little was done; Miss Betty was in bed with a sick headache, brought on by the worry, and could not appear to give evidence; so he was remanded on bail until Saturday.

III.

Im sure you might have thought all his rick-yards were on fire by the way old Jacobson came bursting in. It was Saturday morning, and we were at breakfast at Dyke Manor. He had run every step of the way from Elm Farm, two miles nearly, not having patience to wait for his gig, and came in all excitement, the Worcester Herald in his hand. The Squire started from his chair; Mrs. Todhetley, then in the act of pouring out a cup of coffee, let it flow over on to the tablecloth.

What on earths amiss, Jacobson? cried the Squire.

Ay, whats amiss, stuttered Jacobson in answer; this is amiss, holding out the newspaper. Ill prosecute the editor as sure as Im a living man. It is a conspiracy got up to sell it; a concocted lie. It cant be anything else, you know, Todhetley. And I want you to go off with me to Worcester. The gigs following me.

When we had somewhat collected our senses, and could look at the newspaper, there was the account as large as life. Samson Reginald Dene had been had up before the magistrates on Thursday morning on a charge of stealing a small box of carved ebony, containing sixty guineas in gold, from the dwelling house of Lawyer Cockermuth; and he was to be brought up again that day, Saturday, for examination.

A pretty thing this is to see, when a man opens his weekly newspaper at his breakfast-table! gasped Jacobson, flicking the report with his angry finger. Ill have the law of them  accusing my nephew of such a thing as that! Youll go with me, Squire!

Go! of course Ill go! returned the Squire, in his hot partisanship. We were going to Worcester, any way; Ive things to do there. Poor Sam! Hanging would be too good for the printers of that newspaper, Jacobson.

Mr. Jacobsons gig was heard driving up to the gate at railroad speed; and soon our own carriage was ready. Old Jacobson sat with the Squire, I behind with Giles; the other groom, Blossom, drove Tod in the gig; and away we went in the blustering March wind. Many people, farmers and others, were on the road, riding or driving to Worcester market.

Well, we found it was true. And not the mistake of the newspapers: they had but reported what passed before the magistrates at the town hall.

The first person we saw was Miss Cockermuth. She was in a fine way, not knowing what to think or believe, and sat in the parlour in that soft green gown of twilled silk (that might have been a relic of the silk made in the time of the Queen of Sheba), her cap and front all awry. Rumour said old Jacobson had been a sweetheart of hers in their young days; but Im sure I dont know. Any way they were very friendly with one another, and she sometimes called him Frederick. He sat down by her on the horse-hair sofa, and we took chairs.

She recounted the circumstances (ramblingly) from beginning to end. Not that the end had come yet by a long way. And  there it was, she wound up, when the narrative was over: the box had disappeared, just for all the world as mysteriously as it disappeared in the days gone by.

Mr. Jacobson had listened patiently. He was a fine, upright man, with a healthy colour and bright dark eyes. He wore a blue frock-coat to-day with metal buttons, and top-boots. As yet he did not see how they had got up grounds for accusing Sam, and he said so.

To be sure, cried the Squire. Hows that, Miss Betty?

Why, its this way, said Miss Betty that nobody was here in the parlour but Sam when the box vanished. It is my brother Charles who has done it all; he is so passionate, you know. John has properly quarrelled with him for it.

It is not possible, you know, Miss Betty, that Sam Dene could have done it, struck in Tod, who was boiling over with rage at the whole thing. Some thief must have stolen in at the street-door when Sam had left the room.

Well, no, that could hardly have been, seeing that Charles never left the street-door after that, returned Miss Betty, mildly. It appears to be a certain fact that not a soul entered the room after the young man left it. And there lies the puzzle of it.

Putting it to be as Miss Betty put it  and I may as well say here that nothing turned up, then or later, to change the opinion  it looked rather suspicious for Sam Dene. I think the Squire saw it.

I suppose you are sure the box was on the table when you left the room, Miss Betty? said he.

Why, of course I am sure, Squire, she answered. It was the last thing my eyes fell on; for, as I went through the door, I glanced back to see that I had left the table tidy. Susan can bear witness to that. Dutton, the police-sergeant, thinks some demon of mischief must be in that box  meaning the deuce, you know. Upon my word it looks like it.

Susan came in with some glasses and ale as Miss Betty spoke, and confirmed the testimony  which did not need confirmation. As she closed the parlour-door, she said, after her mistress had passed out, she noticed the box standing on the table.

Is Sam here to-day  in the office? asked Mr. Jacobson.

Oh, my goodness, no, cried Miss Betty in a fluster. Why, Frederick, he has not been here since Thursday, when they had him up at the Guildhall. He couldnt well come while the charge is hanging over him.

Then I think we had better go out to find Sam, and hear what he has to say, observed Mr. Jacobson, drinking up his glass of ale.

Yes, do, said Miss Betty. Tell poor Sam Im as sorry as I can be  pestered almost out of my mind over it. And as to their having found one of the guineas in his pocket, please just mention to him that I say it might have slipped in accidentally.

One of the guineas found in Sams pocket! exclaimed Mr. Jacobson, taken aback.

Well, I hear so, responded Miss Betty. The police searched him, you see.

As the Squire and Mr. Jacobson went out, Mr. Cockermuth was coming in. They all turned into the office together, while we made a rush to Sam Denes lodgings in Edgar Street: as much of a rush, at least, as the Saturdays streets would let us make. Sam was out, the young servant said when we got there, and while parleying with her Mrs. Parslet opened her sitting-room door.

I do not suppose Mr. Dene will be long, she said. He has to appear at the town hall this morning, and I think it likely he will come home first. Will you walk in and wait?

She handed us into her parlour, where she had been busy, marking sheets and pillow-cases and towels with prepared ink; the table was covered with them. Tod began telling her that Mr. Jacobson was at Worcester, and went on to say what a shame it was that Sam Dene should be accused of this thing.

We consider it so, said Mrs. Parslet; who was a capable, pleasant-speaking woman, tall and slender. My husband says it has upset Mr. Cockermuth more than anything that has occurred for years past. He tells his brother that he should have had it investigated privately, not have given Mr. Dene into custody.

Then why did he let him do it, Mrs. Parslet?

She looked at Tod, as if surprised at the question. Mr. Cockermuth knew nothing of it; you may be sure of that. Captain Cockermuth had the young man at the Guildhall and was preferring the charge, before Mr. Cockermuth heard a word of what was agate. Certainly that is a most mysterious box! It seems fated to give trouble.

At this moment the door opened, and a young lady came into the parlour. It was Maria. What a nice face she had!  what sweet thoughtful eyes!  what gentle manners! Sams friends in the town were accusing him of being in love with her  and small blame to him.

But Sam did not appear to be coming home, and time was getting on. Tod decided not to wait longer, and said good-morning.

Flying back along High Street, we caught sight of the tray of Dublin buns, just put fresh on the counter in Rousses shop, and made as good a feast as time allowed. Some people called them Doubling buns (from their shape, I take it), and I dont know to this day which was right.

Away with fleet foot again, past the bustle round the town hall, and market house, till we came to the next confectioners and saw the apple-tarts. Perhaps somebody remembers yet how delicious those apple-tarts were. Bounding in, we began upon them.

While the feast was in progress, Sam Dene went by, walking very fast. We dashed out to catch him. Good Mrs. Mountford chanced to be in the shop and knew us, or they might have thought we were decamping without payment.

Sam Dene, in answer to Tods hasty questions, went into a passion; swearing at the world in general, and Captain Cockermuth in particular, as freely as though the justices, then taking their places in the Guildhall, were not as good as within earshot.

It is a fearful shame, Todhetley!  to bring such a charge against me, and to lug me up to the criminal bar like a felon. Worse than all, to let it go forth to the town and county in to-days glaring newspapers that I, Sam Dene, am a common thief!

Of course it is a fearful shame, Sam  its infamous, and all your friends know it is, cried Tod, with eager sympathy. My father wishes he could hang the printers. I say, what do you think has become of the box?

Become of it!  why, that blundering Charles Cockermuth has got it. He was off his head with excitement at its being found. He must have come into the room and put it somewhere and forgotten it: or else he put it into his pocket and got robbed of it in the street. Thats what I think. Quite off his head, I give you my word.

And what fable is it the wretches have got up about finding one of the guineas in your pocket, Sam?

Oh, bother that! It was my own guinea. I swear it  there! I cant stay now, went on Sam, striding off down High Street. I am due at the town hall this minute; only out on bail. Youll come with me.

You go in and pay for the tarts, Johnny, called back Tod, as he put his arm within Sam Denes. I looked in, pitched a shilling on the counter, said I didnt know how many we had eaten; perhaps ten; and that I couldnt wait for change.

Crushing my way amidst the market women and their baskets in the Guildhall yard, I came upon Austin Chance. His father held some post connected with the law, as administered there, and Austin said he would get me in.

Can it be true that the police found one of the guineas about him? I asked.

Chance pulled a long face. Its true they found one when they searched him  

What right had they to search him?

Well, I dont know, said Austin, laughing a little; they did it. To see perhaps whether all the guineas were about him. And I am afraid, Johnny Ludlow, that the finding of that guinea will make it rather hard for Sam. It is said that Maria Parslet can prove the guinea was Sams own, and that my father has had a summons served on her to appear here to-day. He has taken Sams case in hand; but he is closer than wax, and tells me nothing.

You dont think he can have stolen the box, Chance?

I dont. I shouldnt think him capable of anything so mean; let alone the danger of it. Not but that there are circumstances in the case that tell uncommonly strong against him. And where the deuce the box can have got to, otherwise, is more than mortal man can guess at. Come along.

IV.

Not for a long while had Worcester been stirred as it was over this affair of Samson Denes. What with the curious discovery of the box of guineas after its mysterious disappearance of years, and then its second no less mysterious loss, with the suspicion that Sam Dene stole it, the Faithful City was so excited as hardly to know whether it stood on its head or its heels.

When the police searched the prisoner on Thursday morning, after taking him into custody, and found the guinea upon him (having been told that he had one about him), his guilt was thought to be as good as proved. Sam said the guinea was his own, an heirloom, and stood to this so indignantly resolute that the police let him have it back. But now, what did Sam go and do? When released upon bail by the magistrates  to come up again on the Saturday  he went straight off to a silversmiths, had a hole stamped in the guinea and hung it to his watch-chain across his waistcoat, that the public might feast their eyes upon it. It was in this spirit of defiance  or, as the town called it, bravado  that he met the charge. His lodgings had been searched for the rest of the guineas, but they were not found.

The hour for the Saturdays examination  twelve oclock  was striking, as I struggled my way with Austin Chance through the crush round the Guildhall. But that Austins father was a man of consequence with the door-keepers, we should not have got in at all.

The accused, arraigned by his full name, Samson Reginald Dene, stood in the place allotted to prisoners, cold defiance on his handsome face. As near to him as might be permitted, stood Tod, just as defiant as he. Captain Charles Cockermuth, a third in defiance, stood opposite to prosecute; while Lawyer Cockermuth, who came in with Sams uncle, Mr. Jacobson, openly wished his brother at Hanover. Squire Todhetley, being a county magistrate, sat on the bench with the City magnates, but not to interfere.

The proceedings began. Captain Cockermuth related how the little box, his property, containing sixty golden guineas, was left on the table in a sitting-room in his brothers house, the accused being the only person in the room at the time, and that the box disappeared. He, himself (standing at the front-door), saw the accused quit the room; he went into it almost immediately, but the box was gone. He swore that no person entered the room after the prisoner left it.

Miss Betty Cockermuth, flustered and red, appeared next. She testified that she was in the room nearly all the morning, the little box being upon the table; when she left the room, Mr. Dene remained in it alone, copying a letter for her brother; the box was still on the table. Susan Edwards, housemaid at Lawyer Cockermuths, spoke to the same fact. It was she who had fetched her mistress out, and she saw the box standing upon the table.

The accused was asked by one of the magistrates what he had to say to this. He answered, speaking freely, that he had nothing to say in contradiction, except that he did not know what became of the box.

Did you see the box on the table? asked the lawyer on the opposite side, Mr. Standup.

I saw it there when I first went into the room. Miss Betty made a remark about the box, which drew my attention to it. I was sitting at the far end of the room, at Mr. Cockermuths little desk-table. I did not notice the box afterwards.

Did you not see it there after Miss Cockermuth left the room?

No, I did not; not that I remember, answered Sam. Truth to say, I never thought about it. My attention was confined to the letter I was copying, to the exclusion of everything else.

Did any one come into the room after Miss Cockermuth left it?

No one came into it. Somebody opened the door and looked in.



This was fresh news. The town hall pricked up its ears.

I do not know who it was, added Sam. My head was bent over my writing, when the door opened quickly, and as quickly shut again. I supposed somebody had looked in to see if Mr. or Miss Cockermuth was there, and had retreated on finding they were not.

Could that person, whomsoever it might be, have advanced to the table and taken the box? asked the chief of the magistrates.

No, sir. For certain, no!  and Sams tone here, he best knew why, was aggravatingly defiant. The person might have put his head in  and no doubt did  but he did not set a foot inside the room.

Captain Cockermuth was asked about this: whether he observed any one go to the parlour and look in. He protested till he was nearly blue with rage (for he regarded it as Sams invention), that such a thing never took place, that no one whatever went near the parlour-door.

Next came up the question of the guinea, which was hanging from his watch-guard, shining and bold as if it had been brass. Sam had been questioned about this by the justices on Thursday, and his statement in answer to them was just as bold as the coin.

The guinea had been given him by his late fathers uncle, old Thomas Dene, who had jokingly enjoined him never to change it, always to keep it by him, and then he would never be without money. Sam had kept it; kept it from that time to this. He kept it in the pocket of an old-fashioned leather case, which contained some letters from his father, and two or three other things he valued. No, he was not in the habit of getting the guinea out to look at, he had retorted to a little badgering; had not looked at it (or at the case either, which lay in the bottom of his trunk) for months and months  yes, it might be years, for all he recollected. But on the Tuesday evening, when talking with Miss Parslet about guineas, he fetched it to show to her; and slipped it into his pocket afterwards, where, the police found it on the Thursday. This was the substance of his first answer, and he repeated it now.

Do you know who is said to be the father of lies, young man? asked Justice Whitewicker in a solemn tone, suspecting that the prisoner was telling an out-and-out fable.

I have heard, answered Sam. Have never seen him myself. Perhaps you have, sir. At which a titter went round the court, and it put his worships back up. Sam went on to say that he had often thought of taking his guinea into wear, and had now done it. And he gave the guinea a flick in the face of us all.

Evidently little good could come of a hardened criminal like this; and Justice Whitewicker, who thought nothing on earth so grand as the sound of his own voice from the bench, gave Sam a piece of his mind. In the midst of this a stir arose at the appearance of Maria Parslet. Mr. Chance led her in; her father, sad and shrinking as usual, walked behind them. Lawyer Cockermuth  and I liked him for it  made a place for his clerk next to himself. Maria looked modest, gentle and pretty. She wore black silk, being in slight mourning, and a dainty white bonnet.



Mr. Dene was asked to take tea with them in the parlour on the Tuesday evening, as a matter of convenience, Marias evidence ran, in answer to questions, and she briefly alluded to the reason why. Whilst waiting together, he and she, for her father to come in, Mr. Dene told her of the finding of the ebony box of guineas at Mr. Cockermuths. She laughingly remarked that a guinea was an out-of-date coin now, and she was not sure that she had ever seen one. In reply to that, Mr. Dene said he had one by him, given him by an old uncle some years before; and he went upstairs and brought it down to show to her. There could be no mistake, Maria added to Mr. Whitewicker, who wanted to insinuate a word of doubt, and her sweet brown eyes were honest and true as she said it; she had touched the guinea and held it in her hand for some moments.

Held it and touched it, did you, Miss Parslet? retorted Lawyer Standup. Pray what appearance had it?

It was a thin, worn coin, sir, replied Maria; thinner, I think, than a sovereign, but somewhat larger; it seemed to be worn thin at the edge.

Whose image was on it?  what kings?

George the Thirds. I noticed that.

Now dont you think, young lady, that the accused took this marvellous coin from his pocket, instead of from some receptacle above stairs? went on Mr. Standup.

I am quite sure he did not take it from his pocket when before me, answered Maria. He ran upstairs quickly, saying he would fetch the guinea: he had nothing in his hands then.



Upon this Lawyer Chance inquired of his learned brother why he need waste time in useless questions; begging to remind him that it was not until Wednesday morning the box disappeared, so the prisoner could not well have had any of its contents about him on Tuesday.

Just let my questions alone, will you, retorted Mr. Standup, with a nod. I know what I am about. Now, Miss Parslet, please attend to me. Was the guinea you profess to have seen a perfect coin, or was there a hole in it?

It was a perfect coin, sir.

And what became of it?

I think Mr. Dene put it in his waistcoat-pocket: I did not particularly notice. Quite close upon that, my father came home, and we sat down to tea. No, sir, nothing was said to my father about the guinea; if it was, I did not hear it. But he and Mr. Dene talked of the box of guineas that had been found.

Who was it that called while you were at tea?

Young Mr. Chance called. We had finished tea then, and Mr. Dene took him upstairs to his own sitting-room.

I am not asking you about young Mr. Chance; we shall come to him presently, was the rough-toned, but not ill-natured retort. Somebody else called: who was it?

Maria, blushing and paling ever since she stood up to the ordeal, grew white now. Mr. Badger had called at the door, she answered, and Mr. Dene went out to speak to him. Worried by Lawyer Standup as to whether he did not come to ask for money, she said she believed so, but she did not hear all they said.



Quiet Mr. Parslet was the next witness. He had to acknowledge that he did hear it. Mr. Badger appeared to be pressing for some money owing to him; could not tell the amount, knew nothing about that. When questioned whether the accused owed him money, Parslet said not a shilling; Mr. Dene had never sought to borrow of him, and had paid his monthly accounts regularly.

Upon that, Mr. Badger was produced; a thin man with a neck as stiff as a poker; who gave his reluctant testimony in a sweet tone of benevolence. Mr. Dene had been borrowing money from him for some time; somewhere about twenty pounds, he thought, was owing now, including interest. He had repeatedly asked for its repayment, but only got put off with (as he believed) lame excuses. Had certainly gone to ask for it on the Tuesday evening; was neither loud nor angry, oh dear, no; but did tell the accused he thought he could give him some if he would, and did say that he must have a portion of it within a week, or he should apply to Mr. Jacobson, of Elm Farm. Did not really mean to apply to Mr. Jacobson, had no wish to do any one an injury, but felt vexed at the young mans off-handedness, which looked like indifference. Knew besides that Mr. Dene had other debts.

Now Ill leave you to judge how this evidence struck on the ears of old Jacobson. He leaped to the conclusion that Sam had been going all sorts of ways, as he supposed he went when in London, and might be owing, the mischief only knew how much money; and he shook his fist at Sam across the justice-room.



Mr. Standup next called young Chance, quite to young Chances surprise; perhaps also to his fathers. He was questioned upon no end of things  whether he did not know that the accused was owing a great deal of money, and whether the accused had shown any guinea to him when he was in Edgar Street on the Tuesday night. Austin answered that he believed Mr. Dene owed a little money, not a great deal, so far as he knew; and that he had not seen the guinea or heard of it. And in saying all this, Austins tone was just as resentfully insolent to Mr. Standup as he dared to make it.

Well, it is of no use to go on categorically with the days proceedings. When they came to an end, the magistrates conferred pretty hotly in a low tone amongst themselves, some apparently taking up one opinion, as to Sams guilt, or innocence, and some the other. At length they announced their decision, and it was as follows.

Although the case undoubtedly presents grave grounds of suspicion against the accused, Samson Reginald Dene Very grave indeed, interjected Mr. Whitewicker, solemnly  we do not consider them to be sufficient to commit him for trial upon; therefore, we give him the benefit of the doubt, and discharge him. Should any further evidence transpire, he can be brought up again.

It was Maria Parslets testimony about the guinea that cleared him, whispered the crowd, as they filed out.

And I think it must have been. It was just impossible to doubt her truth, or the earnestness with which she gave it.



Mr. Jacobson interviewed Sam, as the Americans say, and the interview was not a loving one. Being in the mood, he said anything that came uppermost. He forbade Sam to appear at Elm Farm ever again, as long as oak and ash grew; and he added that as Sam was bent on going to the deuce head foremost, he might do it upon his own means, but that hed never get any more help from him.

The way the Squire lashed up Bob and Blister when driving home  for, liking Sam hitherto, he was just as much put out as old Jacobson  and the duet they kept together in abuse of his misdeeds, was edifying to hear. Tod laughed; I did not. The gig was given over this return journey to the two grooms.

I do not believe Sam took the box, sir, I said to old Jacobson, interrupting a fiery oration.

He turned round to stare at me. What do you say, Johnny Ludlow? You do not believe he took the box?

Well, to me it seems quite plain that he did not take it. Ive hardly ever felt more sure of anything.

Plain! struck in the Squire. How is it plain, Johnny? What grounds do you go upon?

I judge by his looks and his tones, sir, when denying it. They are to be trusted.

They did not know whether to laugh or scoff at me. It was Johnnys way, said the Squire; always fancying he could read the riddles in a mans face and voice. But theyd have thrown up their two best market-going hats with glee to be able to think it true.

V.

Samson Reginald Dene was relieved of the charge, as it was declared not proven; all the same, Samson Reginald Dene was ruined. Worcester said so. During the following week, which was Passion Week, its citizens talked more of him than of their prayers.

Granted that Maria Parslets testimony had been honestly genuine, a theory cropped up to counteract it. Lawyer Standup had been bold enough to start it at the Saturdays examination: a hundred tongues were repeating it now. Sam Dene, as may be remembered, was present at the finding of the box on Tuesday; he had come up the passage and touched the golden guineas in it with the tips of his fingers; those fingers might have deftly extracted one of the coins. No wonder he could show it to Maria when he went home to tea! Captain Cockermuth admitted that in counting the guineas subsequently he had thought he counted sixty; but, as he knew there were (or ought to be) that number in the box, probably the assumption misled him, causing him to reckon them as sixty when in fact there were only fifty-nine. Which was a bit of logic.

Still, popular opinion was divided. If part of the town judged Sam to be guilty, part believed him to be innocent. A good deal might be said on both sides. To a young man who does not know how to pay his debts from lack of means, and debts that he is afraid of, too, sixty golden guineas may be a great temptation; and people did not shut their eyes to that. It transpired also that Mr. Jacobson, his own uncle, his best friend, had altogether cast Sam off and told him he might now go to the dogs his own way.

Sam resented it all bitterly, and defied the world. Far from giving in or showing any sense of shame, he walked about with an air, his head up, and that brazen guinea dangling in front of him. He actually had the face to appear at college on Good Friday (the congregation looking askance at him), and sat out the cold service of the day: no singing, no organ, and the little chorister-boys in black surplices instead of white ones.

But the crowning act of boldness was to come. Before Easter week had lapsed into the past, Sam Dene had taken two rooms in a conspicuous part of the town and set-up in practice. A big brass plate on the outer door displayed his name: Mr. Dene, Attorney-at-law. Sams friends extolled his courage; Sams enemies were amazed at his impudence. Captain Cockermuth prophesied that the ceiling of that office would come tumbling down on its crafty occupants head: it was his gold that was paying for it.

The Cockermuths, like the town, were divided in opinion. Mr. Cockermuth could not believe Sam guilty, although the mystery as to where the box could be puzzled him as few things had ever puzzled him in this life. He would fain have taken Sam back again, had it been a right thing to do. What the captain thought need not be enlarged upon. While Miss Betty felt uncertain; veering now to this belief, now to that, and much distressed either way.

There is one friend in this world that hardly ever deserts us  and that is a mother. Mrs. Dene, a pretty little woman yet, had come flying to Worcester, ready to fight everybody in it on her sons behalf. Sam of course made his own tale good to her; whether it was a true one or not he alone knew, but not an angel from heaven could have stirred her faith in it. She declared that, to her positive knowledge, the old uncle had given Sam the guinea.

It was understood to be Mrs. Dene who advanced the money to Sam to set up with; it was certainly Mrs. Dene who bought a shutting-up bed (at old Wards), and a gridiron, and a tea-pot, and a three-legged table, and a chair or two, all for the back-room of the little office, that Sam might go into housekeeping on his own account, and live upon sixpence a-day, so to say, until business came in. To look at Sams hopeful face, he meant to do it, and to live down the scandal.

Looking at the thing impartially, one might perhaps see that Sam was not swayed by impudence in setting-up, so much as by obligation. For what else lay open to him?  no firm would engage him as clerk with that doubt sticking to his coat-tails. He paid some of his debts, and undertook to pay the rest before the year was out. A whisper arose that it was Mrs. Dene who managed this. Sams adversaries knew better; the funds came out of the ebony box: that, as Charles Cockermuth demonstrated, was as sure as heaven.

But now there occurred one thing that I, Johnny Ludlow, could not understand, and never shall: why Worcester should have turned its back, like an angry drake, upon Maria Parslet. The school, where she was resident teacher, wrote her a cool, polite note, to say she need not trouble herself to return after the Easter recess. That example was followed. Pious individuals looked upon her as a possible story-teller, in danger of going to the bad in Sams defence, nearly as much as Sam had gone.

It was just a craze. Even Charles Cockermuth said there was no sense in blaming Maria: of course Sam had deceived her (when pretending to show the guinea as his own), just as he deceived other people. Next the town called her bold for standing up in the face and eyes of the Guildhall to give her evidence. But how could Maria help that? It was not her own choice: shed rather have locked herself up in the cellar. Lawyer Chance had burst in upon her that Saturday morning (not ten minutes after we left the house), giving nobody warning, and carried her off imperatively, never saying Will you, or Wont you. It was not his way.

Placid Miss Betty was indignant when the injustice came to her ears. What did people mean by it? she wanted to know. She sent for Maria to spend the next Sunday in Foregate Street, and marched with her arm-in-arm to church (St. Nicholas), morning and evening.

As the days and the weeks passed, commotion gave place to a calm; Sam and his delinquencies were let alone. One cannot be on the grumble for ever. Sams lines were pretty hard; practice held itself aloof from him; and if he did not live upon the sixpence a-day, he looked at every halfpenny that he had to spend beyond it. His face grew thin, his blue eyes wistful, but he smiled hopefully.



You keep up young Denes acquaintance, I perceive, remarked Lawyer Chance to his son one evening as they were finishing dinner, for he had met the two young men together that day.

Yes: why shouldnt I? returned Austin.

Think that charge was a mistaken one, I suppose?

Well I do, father. He has affirmed it to me in terms so unmistakable that I can but believe him. Besides, I dont think Dene, as I have always said, is the sort of fellow to turn rogue: I dont, indeed.

Does he get any practice?

Very little, Im afraid.

Mr. Chance was a man with a conscience. On the whole, he felt inclined to think Sam had not helped himself to the guineas, but he was by no means sure of it: like Miss Betty Cockermuth, his opinion veered, now on this side, now on that, like a haunted weathercock. If Sam was not guilty, why, then, Fate had dealt hardly with the young fellow  and what would the end be? These thoughts were running through the lawyers mind as he talked to his son and sat playing with his bunch of seals, which hung down by a short, thick gold chain, in the old-fashioned manner.

I should like to say a word to him if hed come to me, he suddenly cried. You might go and bring him, Austin.

What  this evening? exclaimed Austin.

Ay; why not? One times as good as another.

Austin Chance started off promptly for the new office, and found his friend presiding over his own tea-tray in the little back-room; the loaf and butter on the table, and a red herring on the gridiron.

Hadnt time to get any dinner to-day; too busy, was Sams apology, given briefly with a flush of the face. Mr. Chance wants me? Well, Ill come. What is it for?

Dont know, replied Austin. And away they went.

The lawyer was standing at the window, his hands in the pockets of his pepper-and-salt trousers, tinkling the shillings and sixpences there. Austin supposed he was not wanted, and shut them in.

I have been thinking of your case a good bit lately, Sam Dene, began Mr. Chance, giving Sam a seat and sitting down himself; and I should like to feel, if I can, more at a certainty about it, one way or the other.

Yes, sir, replied Sam. And you must please to note that manners in those days had not degenerated to what they are in these. Young men, whether gentle or simple, addressed their elders with respect; young women also. Yes, sir, replied Sam. But what do you mean about wishing to feel more at a certainty?

When I defended you before the magistrates, I did my best to convince them that you were not guilty: you had assured me you were not: and they discharged you. I believe my arguments and my pleadings went some way with them.

I have no doubt of it, sir, and I thanked you at the time with all my heart, said Sam warmly. Some of my enemies were bitter enough against me.

But you should not speak in that way  calling people your enemies! reproved the lawyer. People were only at enmity with you on the score of the offence. Look here, Sam Dene  did you commit it, or did you not?



Sam stared. Mr. Chance had dropped his voice to a solemn key, his head was pushed forward, gravity sat on his face.

No, sir. No.

The short answer did not satisfy the lawyer. Did you filch that box of guineas out of Cockermuths room; or were you, and are you, as you assert, wholly innocent? he resumed. Tell me the truth as before Heaven. Whatever it be, I will shield you still.

Sam rose. On my sacred word, sir, and before Heaven, I have told nothing but the truth. I did not take or touch the box of guineas. I do not know what became of it.

Mr. Chance regarded Sam in silence. He had known young men, when under a cloud, prevaricate in a most extraordinary and unblushing manner: to look at them and listen to them, one might have said they were fit to be canonized. But he thought truth lay with Sam now.

Sit down, sit down, Dene, he said. I am glad to believe you. Where the deuce could the box have got to? It could not take flight through the ceiling up to the clouds, or down to the earth through the floor. Whose hands took it?

The box went in one of two ways, returned Sam. If the captain did not fetch it out unconsciously, and lose it in the street, why, somebody must have entered the parlour after I left it and carried off the box. Perhaps the individual who looked into the room when I was sitting there.

A pity but you had noticed who that was.

Yes, it is. Look here, Mr. Chance; a thought has more than once struck me  if that person did not come back and take the box, why has he not come forward openly and honestly to avow it was himself who looked in?

The lawyer gave his head a dissenting shake. It is a ticklish thing to be mixed up in, he may think, one that he had best keep out of  though he may be innocent as the day. How are you getting on? he asked, passing abruptly from the subject.

Oh, middling, replied Sam. As well, perhaps, as I could expect to get on at first, with all the prejudice abroad against me.

Earning bread-and-cheese?

Not quite  yet.

Well, see here, Dene  and this is what I chiefly sent for you to say, if you could assure me on your conscience you deserved it  I may be able to put some little business in your hands. Petty matters are brought to us that we hardly care to waste time upon: Ill send them to you in future. I dare say youll be able to rub on by dint of patience. Rome was not built in a day, you know.

Thank you, sir; I thank you very truly, breathed Sam. Mr. Cockermuth sent me a small matter the other day. If I can make a bare living of it at present, thats all I ask. Fame and fortune are not rained down upon black sheep.

Which was so true a remark as to need no contradiction.

May was nearing its close then, and the summer evenings were long and lovely. As Sam went forth from the interview, he thought he would take a walk by the river, instead of turning in to his solitary rooms. Since entering upon them he had been as steady as old Time: the accusation and its attendant shame seemed to have converted him from a heedless, youthful man into a wise old sage of age and care. Passing down Broad Street towards the bridge, he turned to the left and sauntered along beside the Severn. The water glittered in the light of the setting sun; barges, some of them bearing men and women and children, passed smoothly up and down on it; the opposite fields, towards St. Johns, were green as an emerald: all things seemed to wear an aspect of brightness.

All on a sudden things grew brighter  and Sams pulses gave a leap. He had passed the grand old red-stoned wall that enclosed the Bishops palace, and was close upon the gates leading up to the Green, when a young lady turned out of them and came towards him with a light, quick step. It was Maria Parslet, in a pretty summer muslin, a straw hat shading her blushing face. For it did blush furiously at sight of Sam.

Mr. Dene!

Maria!

She began to say, hurriedly, that her mother had sent her with a message to the dressmaker on the Parade, and she had taken that way, as being the shortest  as if in apology for having met Sam.

He turned with her, and they paced slowly along side by side, the colour on Marias cheeks coming and going with every word he spoke and every look he gave her  which seemed altogether senseless and unreasonable. Sam told her of his conversation with Austin Chances father, and his promise to put a few things in his way.



Once let me be making two hundred a-year, Maria, and then  

Then what? questioned Maria innocently.

Then I should ask you to come to me, and wed risk it together.

Risk what? stammered Maria, turning her head right round to watch a barge that was being towed by.

Risk our luck. Two hundred a-year is not so bad to begin upon. I should take the floor above as well as the ground-floor I rent now, and we should get along. Any way, I hope to try it.

Oh, Mr. Dene!

Now dont Mr. Dene me, young lady, if you please. Why, Maria, what else can we do? A mean, malicious set of dogs and cats have turned their backs upon us both; the least we should do is to see if we cant do without them. I know youd rather come to me than stay in Edgar Street.

Maria held her tongue, as to whether she would or not. Mamma is negotiating to get me a situation at Cheltenham, she said.

You will not go to Cheltenham, or anywhere else, if I get any luck, he replied dictatorially. Life would look very blue to me now without you, Maria. And many a man and wife, rolling in riches at the end, have rubbed on with less than two hundred a-year at the beginning. I wouldnt say, mind, but we might risk it on a hundred and fifty. My rent is low, you see.

Ye  es, stammered Maria But  I wish that mystery of the guineas could be cleared up!

Sam stood still, turned, and faced her. Why do you say that? You are not suspecting that I took them?

Oh dear, NO, returned Maria, losing her breath. I know you did not take them: could not. I was only thinking of your practice: so much more would come in.

Cockermuth has sent me a small matter or two. I think I shall get on, repeated Sam.

They were at their journeys end by that time, at the dressmakers door. Good-evening, said Maria, timidly holding out her hand.

Sam Dene took it and clasped it. Good-bye, my darling. I am going home to my bread-and-cheese supper, and I wish you were there to eat it with me!

Maria sighed. She wondered whether that wonderful state of things would ever come to pass. Perhaps no; perhaps yes. Meanwhile no living soul knew aught of these treasonable aspirations; they were a secret between her and Sam. Mr. and Mrs. Parslet suspected nothing.

Time went on. Lawyer Chance was as good as his word, and put a few small matters of business into the hands of Sam Dene. Mr. Cockermuth did the same. The town came down upon him for it; though it let Chance alone, who was not the sort of man to be dictated to. Well, said Cockermuth in answer, I dont believe the lad is guilty; never have believed it. Had he been of a dishonest turn, he could have helped himself before, for a good deal of my cash passed at times through his hands. And, given that he was innocent, he has been hardly dealt by.

Sam Dene was grateful for these stray windfalls, and returned his best thanks to the lawyers for them. But they did not amount to much in the aggregate; and a gloomy vision began to present itself to his apprehension of being forced to give up the struggle, and wandering out in the world to seek a better fortune. The summer assizes drew near. Sam had no grand cause to come on at them, or small one either; but it was impossible not to give a thought now and again to what his fate might have been, had he stood committed to take his trial at them. The popular voice said that was only what he merited.

VI.

The assizes were held, and passed. One hot day, when July was nearing its meridian, word was brought to Miss Cockermuth  who was charitable  that a poor sick woman whom she befriended, was worse than usual, so she put on her bonnet and cloak to pay her a visit. The bonnet was a huge Leghorn, which shaded her face well from the sun, its trimming of straw colour; and the cloak was of thin black taffeta, edged with narrow lace. It was a long walk on a hot afternoon, for the sick woman lived but just on this side Henwick. Miss Betty had got as far as the bridge, and was about to cross it when Sam Dene, coming over it at a strapping pace, ran against her.

Miss Betty! he cried. I beg your pardon.

Miss Betty brought her bonnet from under the shade of her large grass-green parasol. Dear me, is it you, Sam Dene? she said. Were you walking for a wager?



Sam laughed a little. I was hastening back to my office, Miss Betty. I have no clerk, you know, and a client might come in.

Miss Betty gave her head a twist, something between a nod and a shake; she noticed the doubtful tone in the might. Very hot, isnt it? said she. Im going up to see that poor Hester Knowles; shes uncommon bad, I hear.

Youll have a warm walk.

Ay. Are you pretty well, Sam? You look thin.

Do I? Oh, thats nothing but the heat of the weather. I am quite well, thank you. Good-afternoon, Miss Betty.

She shook his hand heartily. One of Sams worst enemies, who might have run in a curricle with Charles Cockermuth, as to an out-and-out belief in his guilt, was passing at the moment, and saw it.

Miss Betty crossed the bridge, turned off into Turkey, for it was through those classical regions that her nearest and coolest way lay, and so onwards to the sick womans room. There she found the blazing July sun streaming in at the wide window, which had no blind, no shelter whatever from it. Miss Betty had had enough of the sun out-of-doors, without having it in. Done up with the walk and the heat, she sat down on the first chair, and felt ready to swoon right off.

Dear me, Hester, this is bad for you! she gasped.

Did you mean the sun, maam? asked the sick woman, who was sitting full in it, wrapped in a blanket or two. It is a little hot just now, but I dont grumble at it; Im so cold mostly. As soon as the sun goes off the window, I shall begin to shiver.



Well-a-day! responded Miss Betty, wishing she could be cool enough to shiver. But if you feel it cold now, Hester, what will you do when the autumn winds come on?

Ah, maam, please do not talk of it! I just cant tell what I shall do. That window dont fit tight, and the way the wind pours in through it upon me as I sit here at evening, or lie in my little bed there, passes belief. Im coughing always then.

You should have some good thick curtains put up, said Miss Betty, gazing at the bare window, which had a pot of musk on its sill. Woollen ones.

The sick woman smiled sadly. She was very poor now, though it had not always been so; she might as well have hoped to buy the sun itself as woollen curtains  or cotton curtains either. Miss Betty knew that.

Ill think about it, Hester, and see if Ive any old ones that I could let you have. Im not sure; but Ill look, repeated she  and began to empty her capacious dimity pockets of a few items of good things she had brought.

By-and-by, when she was a little cooler, and had talked with Hester, Miss Betty set off home again, her mind running upon the half-promised curtains. They are properly shabby, thought she, as she went along, but theyll serve to keep the sun and the wind off her.

She was thinking of those warm green curtains that she had picked the braid from that past disastrous morning  as the reader heard of, and all the town as well. Nothing had been done with them since.

Getting home, Miss Betty turned into the parlour. Susan  who had not yet found leisure to fix any time for her wedding  found her mistress fanning her hot face, her bonnet untied and tilted back.

Ive been to see that poor Hester Knowles, Susan, began Miss Betty.

Law, maam! interposed Susan. What a walk for you this scorching afternoon! All up that wide New Road!

You may well say that, girl: but I went Turkey away. Shes very ill, poor thing; and thats a frightfully staring window of hers, the sun on it like a blazing fire, and not as much as a rag for a blind; and the window dont fit, she says, and in cold weather the biting wind comes in and shivers her up. I think I might give her those shabby old curtains, Susan  that were up in Mr. Philips room, you know, before we got the new chintz ones in.

So you might, maam, said Susan, who was not a bad-hearted girl, excepting to the bakers man. They cant go up at any of our windows as they be; and if you had em dyed, I dont know as theyd answer much, being so shabby.

I put them  let me see  into the spare ottoman, didnt I? Yes, that was it. And there I suppose they must be lying still.

Sure enough, Miss Betty, said Susan. Ive not touched em.

Nor I, said Miss Betty. With all the trouble that got into our house at that time, I couldnt give my mind to seeing after the old things, and Ive not thought about them since. Come upstairs with me now, Susan; well see what sort of a state they are in.



They went up; and Miss Betty took off her bonnet and cloak and put her cap on. The spare ottoman, soft, and red, and ancient, used as a receptacle for odds and ends that were not wanted, stood in a spacious linen-closet on the first-floor landing. It was built out over the back-door, and had a skylight above. Susan threw back the lid of the ottoman, and Miss Betty stood by. The faded old brown curtains, green once, lay in a heap at one end, just as Miss Betty had hastily flung them in that past day in March, when on her way to look at the chintzes.

Theyre in a fine rabble, seemingly, observed Susan, pausing to regard the curtains.

Dear me! cried Miss Betty, conscience-stricken, for she was a careful housewife, I let them drop in any way, I remember. I did mean to have them well shaken out-of-doors and properly folded, but that bother drove it all out of my head. Take them out, girl.

Susan put her strong arms underneath the heap and lifted it out with a fling. Something heavy flew out of the curtains, and dropped on the boarded floor with a crash. Letting fall the curtains, Susan gave a wild shriek of terror and Miss Betty gave a wilder, for the floor was suddenly covered with shining gold coins. Mr. Cockermuth, passing across the passage below at the moment, heard the cries, wondered whether the house was on fire, and came hastening up.

Oh, said he coolly, taking in the aspect of affairs. So the thief was you, Betty, after all!

He picked up the ebony box, and bent his head to look at the guineas. Miss Betty sank down on a three-legged stool  brought in for Philips children  and grew as white as death.

Yes, it was the missing box of guineas, come to light in the same extraordinary and unexpected manner that it had come before, without having been (as may be said) truly lost. When Miss Betty gathered her curtains off the dining-room table that March morning, a cumbersome and weighty heap, she had unwittingly gathered up the box with them. No wonder Sam Dene had not seen the box on the table after Miss Bettys departure! It was a grievous misfortune, though, that he failed to take notice it was not there.

She had no idea she was not speaking truth in saying she saw the box on the table as she left the room. Having seen the box there all the morning she thought it was there still, and that she saw it, being quite unconscious that it was in her arms. Susan, too, had noticed the box on the table when she opened the door to call her mistress, and believed she was correct in saying she saw it there to the last: the real fact being that she had not observed it was gone. So there the box with its golden freight had lain undisturbed, hidden in the folds of the curtains. But for Hester Knowless defective window, it might have stayed there still, who can say how long?

Susan, no less scared than her mistress, stood back against the closet wall for safety, out of reach of those diabolical coins; Miss Betty, groaning and half-fainting on the three-legged stool, sat pushing back her cap and her front. The lawyer picked up the guineas and counted them as he laid them flat in the box. Sixty of them: not one missing. So Sams guinea was his own! He had not, as Worcester whispered, trumped up the story with Maria Parslet.

John, gasped poor Miss Betty, beside herself with remorse and terror, John, what will become of me now? Will anything be done?

How done? asked he.

Will they bring me to trial  or anything of that  in poor Sams place?

Well, I dont know, answered her brother grimly; perhaps not this time. But Id have you take more care in future, Betty, than to hide away gold in old curtains.

Locking the box securely within his iron safe, Mr. Cockermuth put on his hat and went down to the town hall, where the magistrates, after dispensing their wisdom, were about to disperse for the day. He told them of the wonderful recovery of the box of guineas, of how it had been lost, and that Sam Dene was wholly innocent. Their worships were of course charmed to hear it, Mr. Whitewicker observing that they had only judged Sam by appearances, and that appearances had been sufficient (in theory) to hang him.

From the town hall, Mr. Cockermuth turned off to Sams office. Sam was making a great show of business, surrounded by a tableful of imposing parchments, but with never a client to the fore. His old master grasped his hand.

Well, Sam, my boy, he said, the tables have turned for you. That box of guineas is found.

Sam never spoke an answering word. His lips parted with expectation: his breath seemed to be a little short.



Betty had got it all the time. She managed somehow to pick it up off the table with those wretched old curtains she had there, all unconsciously, of course, and it has lain hidden with the curtains upstairs in a lumber-box ever since. Betty will never forgive herself. Shell have a fit of the jaundice over this.

Sam drew a long breath. You will let the public know, sir?

Ay, Sam, without loss of an hour. Ive begun with the magistrates  and a fine sensation the news made amidst em, I can tell you; and now Im going round to the newspapers; and I shall go over to Elm Farm the first thing to-morrow. The town took up the cause against you, Sam: take care it does not eat you now in its repentance. Look here, youll have to come round to Betty, or shell moan her heart out: you wont bear malice, Sam?

No, that I wont, said Sam warmly. Miss Betty did not bear it to me. She has been as kind as can be all along.

The town did want to eat Sam. It is the custom of the true Briton to go to extremes. Being unable to shake Sams hands quite off, the city would fain have chaired him round the streets with honours, as it used to chair its newly returned members.

Captain Cockermuth, sent for post haste, came to Worcester all contrition, beseeching Sam to forgive him fifty times a-day, and wanting to press the box of guineas upon him as a peace-offering. Sam would not take it: he laughingly told the captain that the box did not seem to carry luck with it.

And then Sams troubles were over. And no objection was made by his people (as it otherwise might have been) to his marrying Maria Parslet, by way of recompense. God never fails to bring good out of evil, my dear, said old Mrs. Jacobson to Maria, the first time they had her on a visit at Elm Farm. As to Sam, he had short time for Elm Farm, or anything else in the shape of recreation. Practice was flowing in quickly: litigants arguing, one with another, that a young man, lying for months under an imputation of theft, and then coming out of it with flying colours, must needs be a clever lawyer.

But, Johnny, Sam said to me, when talking of the past, theres one thing I would alter if I made the laws. No person, so long as he is only suspected of crime, should have his name proclaimed publicly. I am not speaking of murder, you understand, or charges of that grave nature; but of such a case as mine. My name appeared in full, in all the local newspapers, Samson Reginald Dene, coupled with theft, and of course it got a mark upon it. It is an awful blight upon a man when he is innocent, one that he may never quite live down. Suspicions must arise, I know that, of the innocent as well as the guilty, and they must undergo preliminary examinations in public and submit to legal inquiries: but time enough to proclaim who the man is when evidence strengthens against him, and he is committed for trial; until then let his name be suppressed. At least that is my opinion.

And it is mine as well as Sams.




OUR FIRST TERM AT OXFORD.

I.

It was Friday night at the Oxford terminus, and all the world scrambling for cabs. Sir John and the Squire, nearly lifted off their legs, and too much taken aback to fight for themselves, stood against the wall, thinking the community had gone suddenly mad. Bill Whitney and Tod, tall, strong young fellows, able to hold their own anywhere, secured a cab at length, and we and our luggage got in and on it.

To the Mitre.

If this is a specimen of Oxford manners, the sooner the lads are at home the better, growled the Squire. Sir John Whitney was settling his spectacles on his nose  nearly lost off it in the scuffle.

Snepp told me it was a regular shindy at the terminus the first day of term, with all the students coming back, said Bill Whitney.

There had been no end of discussion as to our college career. Sir John Whitney said William must go to Oxford, as he had been at Oxford himself; whereas Brandon stood out against Oxford for me; would not hear of it. He preferred Cambridge he said: and to Cambridge Johnny Ludlow should go: and he, as my guardian, had full power over me. The Squire cared not which university was chosen; but Tod went in for Oxford with all his strong will: he said the boating was best there. The result was that Mr. Brandon gave way, and we were entered at Christchurch.

Mr. Brandon had me at his house for two days beforehand, giving me counsel. He had one of his bad colds just then and kept his room, and his voice was never more squeaky. The last evening, I sat up there with him while he sipped his broth. The fire was large enough to roast us, and he had three flannel night-caps on. It was that night that he talked to me most. He believed with all his heart, he said, that the temptations to young men were greater at Oxford than at Cambridge; that, of the two, the more reckless set of men were there: and that was one of the reasons why he had objected to Oxford for me. And then he proceeded to put the temptations pretty strongly before me, and did not mince things, warning me that it would require all the mental and moral strength I possessed to resist them, and steer clear of a course of sin and shame. He then suddenly opened the Bible, which was on the table at his elbow, and read out a line or two from the thirtieth chapter of Deuteronomy.

See, I have set before you this day life and good, and death and evil: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy seed may live.

Thats what I have been striving to set before you, Johnny Ludlow. Read that chapter, the whole of it, often; treasure its precepts in your heart; and may God give you grace to keep them!

He shook hands with me in silence. I took up my candle and waited a moment, for I thought he was going to speak again.

Will you try to keep them, lad?

I will try, sir.

We were fortunate in getting good rooms at Christchurch. Tods and mine were close together; Bill Whitneys on the floor above. Our sitting-room was pleasant; it had an old cracked piano in it, which turned out to be passably fair when it had been tinkered and tuned. The windows looked out on the trees of the Broad Walk and to the meadows beyond; but trees are bare in winter, and the month was January. I had never stayed at Oxford before: and I saw that I should like it, with its fine, grand old colleges. The day after we got there, Saturday, we wrote our names in the deans book, and saw our tutor. The rest of the day was spent in seeing about battels and getting into the new ways. Very new to us. A civil young fellow, who waited on us as scout, was useful; they called him Charley in the college. Tod pulled a long face at some of the rules, and did not like the prospect of unlimited work.

Ill go in for the boating and fishing and driving, Johnny; and you can go in for the books.

All right, Tod. I knew what he meant. It was not that he did not intend to take a fair amount of work: but to exist without a good share of out-of-door life also, would have been hard lines for Tod.

The Sunday services were beautiful. The first Sunday of term was a high day, and the cathedral was filled. Orders of admission to the public were not necessary that day, and a general congregation mixed with the students. Sir John and the Squire were staying at the Mitre until Monday. After service we went to promenade in the Broad Walk  and it seemed that everybody else went.

Look there! cried the Squire, at this tall clergyman coming along. I am sure he is one of the canons of Worcester.

It was Mr. Fortescue  Honourable and Reverend. He halted for a minute to exchange greetings with Sir John Whitney, whom he knew, and then passed on his way.

Theres some pretty girls about, too, resumed the Squire, gazing around. Not that Id advise you boys to look much at them. Wonder if they often walk here?

Before a week had gone by, we were quite at home; had shaken down into our new life as passengers shake down in their places in an omnibus; and made lots of friends. Some I liked; some I did not like. There was one fellow always coming in  a tall dark man with crisp hair; his name Richardson. He had plenty of money and kept dogs and horses, and seemed to go in for every kind of fast life the place afforded. Of work he did none; and report ran that he was being watched by the proctor, with whom he was generally in hot water. Altogether he was not in good odour: and he had a way of mocking at religion as though he were an atheist.

I heard a bit about Richardson just now, cried Whitney, one morning that he had brought his commons in to breakfast with us  and the fields outside were white with snow. Mayhew says hes a scamp.

Dont think hes much else, myself, said Tod. I say, just taste this butter! Its shockingly strong. Wonder what it is made of?

Mayhew says hes a liar as well as a villain. Theres no speaking after him. Last term a miserable affair occurred in the town; the authorities could not trace it home to Richardson though they suspected he was the black sheep. Lots of fellows knew he was: but he denied it out-and-out. I think we had better not have much to do with him.

He entertains jolly well, said Tod. Johnny, youve boiled these eggs too hard. And his funds seem to spring from some perpetual gold mine  

The door opened, and two bull-dogs burst in, leaping and howling. Richardson  they were his  followed, with little Ford; the latter a quiet, inoffensive man, who stuck to his work.

Be quiet, you two devils! cried Richardson, kicking his dogs. Lie down, will you? I say, Ive a wine-coach on to-night in my rooms, after Hall. Shall be glad to see you all at it.

Considering the conversation he had broken in upon, none of us had a very ready answer at hand.

I have heaps of letters to answer to-night, and must do it, said Whitney. Thank you all the same.

Richardson might have read coolness in the tone; I dont know; but he turned the back of his chair on Bill to face Tod.

You have not letters to write, I suppose, Todhetley?

Not I. I leave letters to Ludlow.

Youll come, then?

Cant, said Tod candidly. Dont mean to go in for wine-parties.



Oh, said Richardson. Youll tell another tale when youve been here a bit longer. Will you be still, you brutes?

Hope I shant, said Tod. Wine plays the very mischief with work. Should never get any done if I went in for it.

Do you intend to go up for honours? went on Richardson.

Twould be a signal failure if I did. I leave all that to Ludlow  as I said by the letters. See to the dogs, Richardson.

The animals had struck up a fight. Richardson secured the one and sent the other out with a kick. Our scout was coming in, and the dog flew at him. No damage; but a great row.

Charley, cried Tod, this butters not fit to eat.

Is it not, sir? Whats the matter with it?

The matter with it?  everythings the matter with it.

Is that your scout? asked Richardson, when the man had gone again, holding his dog between his knees as he sat.

Yes, said Tod. And your dogs all but made mincemeat of him. You should teach them better manners.

Serve him right if they had. His names Tasson.

Tasson, is it? We call him Charley here.

I know. Hes a queer one.

How is he queer?

Hes pious.

Hes what?

Pious, repeated Richardson, twisting his mouth. A saint; a cant; a sneak.



Good gracious! cried Bill Whitney.

You think Im jesting! Ask Ford here. Tell it, Ford.

Oh, its true, said Ford: true that he goes in for piety. Last term there was a freshman here named Carstairs. He was young; rather soft; no experience, you know, and he began to go the pace. One night this Charley, his scout, fell on his knees, and besought him with tears not to go to the bad; to pull up in time and remember what the end must be; and  and so on.

What did Carstairs do?

Do! why turned him out, put in Richardson. Carstairs, by the way, has taken his name off the books, or had to take it off.

Charley is civil and obliging to us, said Whitney. Never presumes.

How much of the tale was gospel we knew not; but for my own part, I liked Charley. There was something about him quite different from scouts and servants in general  and by the way, I dont think Charley was a scout, only a scouts help  but in appearance and diction and manner he was really superior. A slim, slight young fellow of twenty, with straight fine light hair and blue eyes, and a round spot of scarlet on his thin cheeks.

I say, Charley, they say you are pious, began Bill Whitney that same day after lecture, when the man was bringing in the bread-and-cheese from the buttery.

He coloured to the roots of his light hair, and did not answer. Bill never minded what he said to any one.



You were scout to Mr. Carstairs. Did you take his morals under your special protection?

Be quiet, Whitney, said Tod in an undertone.

And constitute yourself his guardian-angel-in-ordinary? Didnt you go down on your knees to him with tears and sobs, and beseech him not to go to the bad? went on Bill.

Theres not a word of truth in it, sir. One evening when Mr. Carstairs was lying on his sofa, tired and ill  for he was beginning to lead a life that had no rest in it, hardly, day or night, a folded slip of paper was brought in from Mr. Richardson, and Mr. Carstairs bade me read it to him. It was to remind him of some appointment for the night. Mr. Carstairs was silent for a minute, and then burst out with a kind of sharp cry, painful to hear. By Heaven, if this goes on, theyll ruin me, body and soul! Ive a great mind not to go. I did speak then, sir; I told him he was ill, and had better stay at home; and I said that it was easy enough for him to pull up then, but that when one got too far on the down-hill path it was more difficult.

Was that all? cried Whitney.

Every word, sir. I should not have spoken at all but that I had known Mr. Carstairs before we came here. Mr. Richardson made a great deal of it, and gave it quite a different colouring.

Did Mr. Carstairs turn you away for that? I asked of Charley; when he came back for the things, and the other two had gone out.

Three or four days after it happened, sir, Mr. Carstairs stopped my waiting on him again. I think it was through Mr. Richardson. Mr. Carstairs had refused to go out with him the evening it occurred.

You knew Mr. Carstairs before he came to Oxford. Where was it?

It was   he hesitated, and then went on. It was at the school he was at in London, sir. I was a junior master there.

Letting a plate fall  for I was helping to pack them, wanting the table  I stared at the fellow. A master there and   and a servant here, I all but said, but I stopped the words.

Only one of the outer masters, attending daily, he went on quietly. I taught writing and arithmetic, and English to the juniors.

But how comes it that you are here in this post, Charley?

I had reasons for wishing to come to live at Oxford, sir.

But why not have sought out something better than this?

I did seek, sir. But nothing of the kind was to be had, and this place offered. Theres many a one, sir, falls into the wrong post in life, and can never afterwards get into the right one.

But  do you  like this?

Like it, sir; no! But I make a living at it. One thing I shall be always grateful to Mr. Carstairs for: that he did not mention where he had known me. I should not like it to be talked of in the college, especially by Mr. Richardson.

He disappeared with his tray as he spoke. It sounded quite mysterious. But I took the hint, and said nothing.



The matter passed. Charley did not put on any mentorship to us, and the more we saw of him the more we liked him. But an impression gradually dawned upon us that he was not strong enough for his place. Carrying a heavy tray upstairs would set him panting like an old man, and he could not run far or fast.

One day I was hard at work, Tod and Whitney being off somewhere, driving tandem, when a queer, ugly-sounding cough kept annoying me from outside: but whether it came from dog or man I could not tell. Opening the door at last, there sat Charley on the stairs, his head resting against the wall, and his cheeks brighter than a red leaf in autumn.

What, is it you, Charley? Where did you pick up that cough?

I beg your pardon, sir, said he, starting up. I thought your rooms were empty.

Come in till the fits over. You are in a regular draught there. Come along, for he hesitated I want to shut the door.

He came in, coughing finely, and I gave him the chair by the fire. It was nothing, he said, and would soon be gone. He had caught it a day or two back in the bleak east wind: the college was draughty, and he had to be on the run out-of-doors in all sorts of weather.

Well, you know, Charley, putting east winds and draughts aside, you dont seem to be quite up to your work here in point of strength.

I was up to it, sir, when I took it. Its a failing in some of our family, sir, to have weak lungs. I shall be all right again, soon.



The coughing was over, and he got up to go away, evidently not liking to intrude. There was a degree of sensitiveness about him that, of itself, might have shown he was superior to his position.

Take a good jorum of treacle-posset, Charley, at bed-time.

* * * * * *

Spring weather came in with February. The biting cold and snow of January disappeared, and genial sunshine warmed the earth again. The first Sunday in this same February month, from my place at morning service, looking out on the townsfolk who had come in with orders, I saw a lady, very little and pretty, staring fixedly at me from afar. The face  where had I seen her face? It seemed familiar, but I could not tell how or where I had known it. A small slight face of almost an ivory white, and wide-open light blue eyes that had plenty of confidence in them.

Sophie Chalk! I should have recognized her at the first moment but for the different mode in which her hair was dressed. Wonderful hair! A vast amount of it, and made the most of. She wore it its natural colour to-day, brown, and the red tinge on it shone like burnished gold. She knew me; that was certain; and I could not help watching her. Her eyes went roving away presently, possibly in search of Tod. I stole a glance at him; but he did not appear to see her. What brought her to Oxford?

We got out of church. I took care to hold my tongue. Tod had cared for Sophie Chalk  there could be little doubt of it  as one never cares for anybody again in life: and it might be just as well  in spite of the exposé of mademoiselles false ways and misdoings  that they did not meet. Syrens are syrens all the world over.

The day went on to a bright moonlight night. Tod and I, out for a stroll, were standing within the shade of the fine old Magdalen Tower, talking to a fellow of Trinity, when there came up a lady of delicate presence, the flowers in her bonnet exhaling a faint odour of perfume.

I think I am not mistaken  I am sure  yes, I am sure it is Mr. Ludlow. And  surely that cannot be Mr. Todhetley?

Tod wheeled round at the soft, false voice. The daintily gloved hand was held out to him; the fair, false face was bent close: and his own face turned red and white with emotion. I saw it even in the shade of the moonlight. Had she been strolling about to look for us? Most likely. A few moments more, and we were all three walking onwards together.

Only fancy my position! she gaily said. Here am I, all forlorn, set down alone in this great town, and must take care of myself as I best can. The formidable gowns and caps frighten me.

The gowns and caps will do you no harm  Miss Chalk, cried Tod  and he only just saved himself from saying Sophie.

Do you think not, she returned, touching the sleeve of her velvet jacket, as if to brush off a fly. But I beg you will accord me my due style and title, Mr. Todhetley, and honour me accordingly. I am no longer Miss Chalk. I am Mrs. Everty.

So she had married Mr. Everty after all! She minced along between us in her silk gown, her hands in her ermine muff that looked made for a doll. At the private door of a shop in High Street she halted, rang the bell, and threw the door open.

You will walk up and take a cup of tea with me. Nay, but you must  or I shall think you want to hold yourselves above poor little me, now you are grand Oxford men.

She went along the passage and up the stairs: there seemed no resource but to follow. In the sitting-room, which was very well furnished and looked out upon the street, a fire burned brightly; and a lamp and tea-things stood on the table.

Where have you been?  keeping me waiting for my tea in this way! You never think of any one but yourself: never.

The querulous complaint, and thin, shrill voice came from a small dark girl who sat at the window, peering out into the lighted street. I had not forgotten the sharp-featured sallow face and the deep-set eyes. It was Mabel Smith, the poor little lame and deformed girl I had seen in Torriana Square. She really did not look much older or bigger, and she spoke as abruptly as ever.

I remember you, Johnny Ludlow.

Mrs. Everty made the tea. Her dress, white one way, green the other, gleamed like silver in the lamplight. It had a quantity of white lace upon it: light green ribbons were twisted in her hair. I should think it would be better to have those curtains drawn, Mabel. Your teas ready: if you will come to it.

But I choose to have the curtains open and Ill take my tea here, answered Mabel. You may be going out again for hours, and what company should I have but the street? I dont like to be shut up in a strange room: I might see ghosts. Johnny Ludlow, thats a little coffee-table by the wall: if youll put it here it will hold my cup and saucer.

I put it near her with her tea and plate of bread-and-butter.

Wont you sit by me? I am very lonely. Those other two can talk to one another.

So I carried my cup and sat down by Mabel. The other two, as Mabel put it, were talking and laughing. Tod was taking a lesson in tea-making from her, and she called him awkward.

Are you living here? I asked of Mabel under cover of the noise.

Living here! no, she replied in her old abrupt fashion. Do you think papa would let me be living over a shop in Oxford? My grandmamma lives near the town, and she invited me down on a visit to her. There was no one to bring me, and she said she would  indicating Sophie and we came yesterday. Well, would you believe it? Grandmamma had meant next Saturday, and she could not take us in, having visitors already. I wanted to go back home; but she said she liked the look of Oxford, and she took these rooms for a week. Two guineas without fires and other extras: I call it dear. How came she to find you out, Johnny?

We met just now. She tells us she is Mrs. Everty now.

Oh yes, they are married. And a nice bargain Mr. Everty has in her! Her dresses must cost twenty pounds apiece. Some of them thirty pounds! Look at the lace on that one. Mrs. Smith, papas wife, gives her a good talking-to sometimes, telling her Mr. Evertys income wont stand it. I should think it would not!  though I fancy he has a small share in papas business now.

Do they live in London?

Oh yes, they live in London. Close to us, too! In one of the small houses in Torriana Street. She wanted to take a large house in the square like ours, but Mr. Everty was too wise.

Talking to this girl, my thoughts back in the past, I wondered whether Sophies people had heard of the abstraction of Miss Deveens emeralds. But it was not likely. To look at her now: watching her fascinating ease, listening to her innocent reminiscences of the time we had all spent together at Lady Whitneys, I might have supposed she had taken a dose of the waters of Lethe, and that Sophie Chalk had always been guileless as a child; an angel without wings.

She has lost none of her impudence, Tod, I said as we went home. In the old days, you know, we used to say shed fascinate the hair off our heads, give her the chance. Shed wile off both ears as well now. A good thing shes married!

Tod broke into a whistle, and went striding on.

Before the week was out, Sophie Chalk  we generally called her by the old name  had become intimate with some of the men of different colleges. Mabel Smith went to her grandmothers, and Sophie had nothing to do but exhibit her charms in the Oxford streets and entertain her friends. The time went on. Hardly an evening passed but Tod was there; Bill Whitney went sometimes; I rarely. Sophie did not fascinate me, whatever she might do by others. Sophie treated her guests to wine and spirits, and to unlimited packs of cards. Bill Whitney said one night in a joking way that he was not sure but she might be indicted for keeping a private gaming-house. Richardson was one of her frequent evening visitors, and she would let him take his bull-dogs to make a morning call. There would be betting over the cards in the evenings, and she did not attempt to object. Sophie would not play herself; she dispersed her fascinations amidst the company while they played, and sang songs at the piano  one of the best pianos to be found in Oxford. There set in a kind of furore for pretty Mrs. Everty; the men who had the entrée there went wild over her charms, and vied with each other in making her costly presents. Sophie broke into raptures of delight over each with the seeming simplicity of a child, and swept all into her capacious net.

I think it was receiving those presents that was keeping her in Oxford; or helping to keep her. Some of them were valuable. Very valuable indeed was a set of diamonds, brooch and ear-rings, that soft young calf, Gaiton, brought her; but what few brains the viscount had were clean dazzled away by Sophies attractions: and Richardson gave her a bejewelled fan that must have cost a small fortune. If Sophie Chalk did spend her husbands money, she was augmenting her stock of precious stones  and she had not lost her passion for them.

One morning my breakfast was brought in by a strange fellow, gloomy and grim. Tod had gone to breakfast with Mayhew.

Wheres Charley? I asked.

Sick, was the short answer.

Whats the matter with him?



Down with a cold, or something.

And we had this surly servant for ever so long to come: and Im sorry to say got so accustomed to seeing his face as to forget sick Charley.

II.

Will you go up the river for a row, Johnny?

I dont mind if I do.

The questioner was Bill Whitney; who had come in to look for Tod. I had nothing particular on hand that afternoon, and the skies were blue and the sun golden. So we went down to the river together.

Where has Tod got to? he asked.

Goodness knows. Ive not seen him since lecture this morning.

We rowed up to Godstowe. Bill disappeared with some friend of his from Mertons, who had watched us put in. I strolled about. Every one knows the dark pool of water there. On the bench under the foliage, so thick in summer, but bare yet in this early season, warm and sunny though it was, sat a man wrapped in a great-coat, whom I took at first to be a skeleton with painted cheeks. But one does not care to stare at skeletons, knowing theyd help their looks if they could; and I was passing him with my face turned the other way.

Good-afternoon, sir.

I turned at the hollow words  hollow in sound as though they came out of a drum. It was Charley: the red paint on his thin cheeks was nothing but natural hectic, and the blue of his eyes shone painfully bright.

Why, whats the matter, Charley?

A fly-man, who had to drive here and back, brought me with him for a mouthful of fresh air, it being so warm and bright. It is the first time I have been able to get out, sir.

You are poorly, Charley. I had all but said dying. But one can only be complimentary to a poor fellow in that condition.

Very ill I have been, sir; but Im better. At one time I never thought I should get up again. Its this beautiful warm weather coming in so early that has restored me.

I dont know about restored? You dont look great things yet.

You should have seen me a short while ago, sir! Im getting on.

Lying by his side, on a piece of paper, was a thick slice, doubled, of bread-and-butter, that he must have brought with him. He broke a piece off, and ate it.

You look hungry, Charley.

Thats the worst of it, sir; Im always hungry, he answered, and his tone from its eagerness was quite painful to hear, and his eyes grew moist, and the hectic spread on his cheeks. It is the nature of the complaint, Im told: and poor mother was the same. I could be eating and drinking every hour, sir, and hardly be satisfied.

Come along to the inn, and have some tea.

No, sir; no, thank you, he said, shrinking back. I answered your remark thoughtlessly, sir, for its the truth; not with any notion that it would make you ask me to take anything. And Ive got some bread-and-butter here.

Going indoors, I told them to serve him a good tea, with a big dish of bacon and eggs, or some relishing thing of that sort. Whitney came in and heard me.

You be hanged, Johnny! We are not going in for all that, here!

Its not for us, Bill; its for that poor old scout, Charley. Hes as surely dying as that you and I are talking. Come and look at him: you never saw such an object. I dont believe he gets enough to eat.

Whitney came, and did nothing but stare. Charley went indoors with a good deal of pressing, and we saw him sit down to the feast. Whitney stayed; I went out-of-doors again.

I remembered a similar case. It was that of a young woman who used to make Lenas frocks. She fell into a decline. Her appetite was wonderful. Anything good and substantial to eat and drink, she was always craving for: and it all seemed to do her no good. Charley Tassons sickness must be of the same nature. She died: and he  

I was struck dumb! Seated on the bench under the trees, my thoughts back in that past time, there came two figures over the rustic bridge. A lady and gentleman, arm-in-arm: she in a hat and blue feather and dainty lace parasol; and he with bent head and words softened to a whisper. Tod!  and Sophie Chalk!

Good gracious! Theres Johnny Ludlow!

She loosed his arm as she spoke, and came sailing up to me, her gold bracelets jingling as she gave her hand. I dont believe there are ten women in England who could get themselves up as effectively as did Sophie Chalk. Tod looked black as thunder.

What the devil brings you here, Johnny?

I rowed up with Whitney.

A pause. Who else is here?

Forbes of Merton: Whitney has been about with him. And I suppose a few others. We noticed a skiff or two waiting. Perhaps one was yours.

I spoke indifferently, determined he should not know I was put out. Seeing him there  I was going to say on the sly  with that beguiling syren, who was to foretell what pitfalls she might charm him into? He took Madame Sophie on his arm again to continue their promenade, and I lost sight of them.

I did not like it. It was not satisfactory. He had rowed her up  or perhaps driven her up  and was marching about with her tête-à-tête under the sweet spring sunshine. No great harm in itself this pastime: but he might grow too fond of it. That she had reacquired all her strong influence over Tods heart was clear as the stars on a frosty night. Whitney called out to me that it was time to think of going back. I got into the boat with him, saying nothing.

Charley told me where he lived Up Staggs Entry  for I said I would call to see him. Just for a day or two there seemed to be no time; but I got there one evening when Tod had gone to the syrens. It was a dark, dusky place, this Staggs Entry, and, I think, is done away with now, with several houses crowded into it. Asking for Charles Tasson, of a tidy, motherly woman on the stairs, she went before me, and threw open a door.

Heres a gentleman to see you, Mr. Charley.



He was lying in a bed at the end of the room near the fire, under the lean-to roof. If I had been shocked at seeing him in the open air, in the glad sunshine, I was doubly so now in the dim light of the tallow candle. He rose in bed.

Its very kind of you to come here, sir! Im sure I didnt expect you to remember it.

Are you worse, Charley?

I caught a fresh cold, sir, that day at Godstowe. And Im as weak as a rat too  hardly able to creep out of bed. Nanny, bring a chair for this gentleman.

One of the handiest little girls I ever saw, with the same shining blue eyes that he had, and plump, pretty cheeks, laid hold of a chair. I took it from her and sat down.

Is this your sister, Charley?

Yes, sir. Theres only us two left together. We were eight of us once. Three went abroad, and one is in London, and two dead.

What doctor sees you?

One comes in now and then, sir. My illness is not much in a doctors way. Theres nothing he could do: nothing for me but to wait patiently for summer weather.

What have you had to eat to-day?

He had two eggs for his dinner: I boiled them, said little Nanny. And Mrs. Cann brought us in six herrings, and I cooked one for tea; and hell have some ale and bread-and-butter for supper.

She spoke like a little important housekeeper. But I wondered whether Charley was badly off.

Mrs. Cann, the same woman who had spoken to me, came out of her room opposite as I was going away. She followed me downstairs, and began to talk in an undertone. A sad thing, aint it, sir, to see him a-lying there so helpless; and to know that it has laid hold of him for good and all. He caught it from his mother.

How do you mean?

She died here in that room, just as the winter come in, with the same complaint  decline they call it; and he waited on her and nursed her, and must have caught it of her. A good son he was. They were well off once, sir, but the father just brought em to beggary; and Charley  he had a good education of his own  came down from London when his mother got ill, and looked out for something to do here that he might stay with her. At first he couldnt find anything; and when he was at a sore pinch, he took a place at Christchurch College as scouts helper. He had to pocket his pride: but there was Nanny as well as his mother.

I see.

Hed been teacher in a school up in London, sir, by day, and in the evenings he used to help some young clergyman as scripture-reader to the poor in one of them crowded parishes we hear tell of: he was always one for trying to do what good he could. Naturally hed be disheartened at falling to be a bed-maker in a college, and Im afraid the work was too hard for him: but, as I say, he was a good son. The mother settled in Oxford after her misfortunes.

How is he supported now? And the little girl?

Its not over much of a support, said Mrs. Cann with disparagement. Not for him, thats a-craving for meat and drink every hour. The eldest brother is in business in London, sir, and he sends them what they have. Perhaps hes not able to do more.

It was not late. I thought I would, for once, pay Mrs. Everty a visit. A run of three minutes, and I was at her door.

They were there  the usual set. Tod, and Richardson, and Lord Gaiton, and the two men from Magdalen, and  well, its no use enumerating  seven or eight in all. Richardson and another were quarrelling at écarté, four were at whist; Tod was sitting apart with Sophie Chalk.

She was got up like a fairy at the play, in a cloud of thin white muslin; her hair hanging around and sparkling with gold dust, and little gleams of gold ornaments shining about her. If ever Joseph Todhetley had need to pray against falling into temptation, it was during the weeks of that unlucky term.

This is quite an honour, Johnny Ludlow, said Madame Sophie, rising to meet me, her eyes sparkling with what might have been taken for the most hearty welcome. It is not often you honour my poor little room, sir.

It is not often I can find the time for it, Mrs. Everty. Tod, I came in to see whether you were ready to go in.

He looked at his watch hastily, fearing it might be later than it was; and answered curtly and coolly.

Ready?  no. I have not had my revenge yet at écarté.

Approaching the écarté table, he sat down. Mrs. Everty drew a chair behind Lord Gaiton, and looked over his hand.



The days passed. I had two cares on my mind, and they bothered me. The one was Tod and his dangerous infatuation; the other, poor dying Charley Tasson. Tod was losing frightfully at those card-tables. Night after night it went on. Tods steps were drawn thither by a fascination irresistible: and whether the cards or their mistress were the more subtle potion for him, or what was to be the ending of it all, no living being could tell.

As to Staggs Entry, my visits to it had grown nearly as much into a habit as Tods had to High Street. When I stayed away for a night, little Nanny would whisper to me the next that Charley had not taken his eyes off the door. Sick people always like to see visitors.

Dont let him want for anything, Johnny, said Tod. The pater would blow us up.

The time ran on, and the sands of Charleys life ran with it. One Wednesday evening upon going in late, and not having many minutes to stay, I found him on the bed in a dead faint, and the candle guttering in the socket. Nanny was nowhere. I went across the passage to Mrs. Canns, and she was nowhere. It was an awkward situation; for I declare that for the moment I thought he was gone.

Knowing most of Nannys household secrets, I looked in the candle-box for a fresh candle. Charley was stirring then, and I gave him some wine. He had had a similar fainting-fit at mid-day, he said, which had frightened them, and Nanny had fetched the doctor. She was gone now, he supposed, to fetch some medicine.

Is this the end, sir?



He asked it quite calmly. I could not tell: but to judge by his wan face I thought it might be. And my time was up and more than up: and neither Nanny nor Mrs. Cann came. The wine revived him and he seemed better; quite well again: well, for him. But I did not like to leave him alone.

Would you mind reading to me, sir? he asked.

What shall I read, Charley?

It may be for the last time, sir. Id like to hear the service for the burial of the dead.

So I read it every word, the long lesson, and all. Nanny came in before it was finished, medicine in hand, and sat down in silence with her bonnet on. She had been kept at the doctors. Mrs. Cann was the next to make her appearance, having been abroad on some business of her own: and I got away when it was close upon midnight.

Your name and college, sir.

Ludlow. Christchurch.

It was the proctor. He had pounced full upon me as I was racing home. And the clocks were striking twelve!

Ludlow  Christchurch, he repeated, nodding his head.

I am sorry to be out so late, sir, against rules, but I could not help it. I have been sitting with a sick man.

Very good, said he blandly; you can tell that to-morrow to the dean. Home to your quarters now, if you please, Mr. Ludlow.

And I knew he believed me just as much as he would had I told him Id been up in a balloon.

You are a nice lot, Master Johnny!



The salutation was Tods. He and Bill Whitney were sitting over the fire in our room.

I couldnt help being late.

Of course not! As to late  its only midnight. Next time youll come in with the milk.

Dont jest. Ive been with that poor Charley, and I think hes dying. The worst of it is, the proctor has just dropped upon me.

No! It sobered them both, and they put aside their mockery. Bill, who had the tongs in his hand, let them go down with a crash.

Its a thousand pities, Johnny. Not one of us has been before the dean yet.

I can only tell the dean the truth.

As if hed believe you! By Jupiter! Once get one of our names up, and those proctors will track every step of the ground we tread on. They watch a marked man as a starving cat watches a mouse.

With the morning came in the requisition for me to attend before the dean. When I got there, who should be stealing out of the room quite sheepishly, his face down and his ears red, but Gaiton.

Is it your turn, Ludlow! he cried, closing the room-door as softly as though the dean had been asleep inside.

What have you been had up for, Gaiton?

Oh, nothing. I got knocking about a bit last night, for Mrs. Everty did not receive, and came across that confounded proctor.

Is the dean in a hard humour?

Hard enough, and be hanged to him! Its not the dean: hes ill, or something; perhaps been making a night of it himself: and Appleriggs on duty for him. Dry old scarecrow! For two pins, Ludlow, Id take my name off the books, and be free of the lot.

Dr. Applerigg had the reputation of being one of the strictest of college dons. He was like a maypole, just as tall and thin, with a long, sallow face, and enough learning to set up the reputations of three archbishops for life. The doctor was marching up and down the room in his college-cap, and turned his spectacles on me.

Shut the door, sir.

While I did as I was bid, he sat down at an open desk near the fire and looked at a paper that had some writing on it.

What age may you be, Mr. Ludlow? he sternly asked, when a question or two had passed. And I told him my age.

Oh! And dont you think it a very disreputable thing, a great discredit, sir, for a young fellow of your years to be found abroad by your proctor at midnight?

But I could not help being late, sir, last night; and I was not abroad for any purpose of pleasure. I had been staying with a poor fellow who is sick; dying, in fact: and  and it was not my fault, sir.

Take care, young man, said he, glaring through his spectacles. Theres one thing I can never forgive if deliberately told me, and thats a lie.

I should be sorry to tell a lie, sir, I answered: and by the annoyance so visible in his looks and tones, it was impossible to help fancying he had found out, or thought he had found out, Gaiton in one. What I have said is truth.

Go over again what you did say, cried he, very shortly, after looking at his paper again and then hard at me. And I went over it.

What do you say the mans name is?

Charles Tasson, sir. He was our scout until he fell ill.

Pray do you make a point, Mr. Ludlow, of visiting all the scouts and their friends who may happen to fall sick?

No, sir, I said, uneasily, for there was ridicule in his tone, and I knew he did not believe a word. I dont suppose I should ever have thought of visiting Tasson, but for seeing him look so ill one afternoon up at Godstowe.

He must be very ill to be at Godstowe! cried Dr. Applerigg. Very!

He was so ill, sir, that I thought he was dying then. Some flyman he knew had driven him to Godstowe for the sake of the air.

But whats your motive, may I ask, for going to sit with him? He had a way of laying emphasis on certain of his words.

Theres no motive, sir: except that he is lonely and dying.

The doctor looked at me for what seemed ten minutes. What is this sick mans address, pray?

I told him the address in Staggs Entry; and he wrote it down, telling me to present myself again before him the following morning.

That day, I met Sophie Chalk; her husband was with her. She nodded and seemed gay as air: he looked dark and sullen as he took off his hat. I carried the news into college.

Sophie Chalk has her husband down, Tod.



Queen Annes dead, retorted he.

Oh, you knew it! And I might have guessed that he did by his not having spent the past evening in High Street, but in a fellows rooms at Oriel. And he was as cross as two sticks.

What a fool she must have been to go and throw herself away upon that low fellow Everty! he exclaimed, putting his shoulders against the mantelpiece and stamping on the carpet with one heel.

Throw herself away! Well, Tod, opinions vary. I think she was lucky to get him. As to his being low, we dont know that he is. Putting aside that one mysterious episode of his being down at our place in hiding, which I suppose we shall never come to the bottom of, we know nothing of what Everty has, or has not been.

You shut up, Johnny. Common sense is common sense.

Evertys being here  we cant associate with him, you know, Tod  affords a good opportunity for breaking off the visits to High Street.

Who wants to break off the visits to High Street?

I do, for one. Madame Sophies is a dangerous atmosphere.

Dangerous for you, Johnny?

Not a bit of it. You know. Be wise in time, old fellow.

Of all the muffs living, Johnny, you are about the greatest. In the old days you feared I might go in for marrying Sophie Chalk. I dont see what you can fear now. Do you suppose I should run away with another mans wife?

Nonsense, Tod!



Well, what else is it? Come! Out with it.

Do you think our people or the Whitneys would like it if they knew we are intimate with her?

Theyd not die of it, I expect.

I dont like her, Tod. It is not a nice thing of her to allow the play and the betting, and to have all those fellows there when they choose to go.

Tod took his shoulder from the mantelpiece, and sat down to his imposition: one he had to write for having missed chapel.

You mean well, Johnny, though you are a muff.

Later in the day I met Dr. Applerigg. He signed to me to stop. Mr. Ludlow, I find that what you told me this morning was true. And I withdraw every word of condemnation that I spoke. I wish I had never greater cause to find fault than I have with you, in regard to this matter. Not that I can sanction your being out so late, although the plea of excuse be a dying man. You understand?

Yes, sir. It shall not occur again.

Down at the house in Staggs Entry, that evening, Mrs. Cann met me on the stairs. One of the great college doctors was here to-day, sir. He came up asking all manner of questions about you  whether youd been here till amost midnight yesterday, and what youd stayed so late for, and  and all about it.

Dr. Applerigg! What did you tell him, Mrs. Cann?

Tell him, sir! what should I tell him but the truth? That you had stayed here late because of Charleys being took worse and nobody with him, and had read the burial service to him for his asking; and that you came most evenings, and was just as good to him as gold. He said hed see Charley for himself then; and he went in and talked to him, oh so gently and nicely about his soul; and gave little Nanny half-a-crown when he went away. Sometimes it happens, sir, that those who look to have the hardest faces have the gentlest hearts. And Charleys dying, sir. He was took worse again this evening at five oclock, and I hardly thought hed have lasted till now. The doctor has been, and thinks hell go off quietly.

Quietly perhaps in one sense, but it was a restless death-bed. He was not still a minute; but he was quite sensible and calm. Waking up out of a doze when I went in, he held out his hand.

It is nearly over, sir.

I was sure of that, and sat down in silence. There could be no mistaking his looks.

I have just had a strange dream, he whispered, between his laboured breath; and his eyes were wet with tears, and he looked curiously agitated. I thought I saw mother. It was in a wide place, all light and sunshine, too beautiful for anything but heaven. Mother was looking at me; I seemed to be outside in dulness and darkness, and not to know how to get in. Others that Ive known in my lifetime, and who have gone on before, were there, as well as mother; they all looked happy, and there was a soft strain of music, like nothing I ever heard in this world. All at once, as I was wondering how I could get in, my sins seemed to rise up before me in a great cloud; I turned sick, thinking of them; for I knew no sinful person might enter there. Then I saw One standing on the brink! it could only have been Jesus; and He held out His hand to me and smiled, I am here to wash out your sins, He said, and I thought He touched me with His finger; and oh, the feeling of delight that came over me, of repose, of bliss, for I knew that all earths troubles were over, and I had passed into rest and peace for ever.

Nanny came up, and gave him one or two spoonfuls of wine.

I dont believe it was a dream, he said, after a pause. I think it was sent to show me what it is I am entering on; to uphold me through the darksome valley of the shadow of death.

Mother said she should be watching for us, you know, Charley, said the child.

A restless fit came over him again, and he stirred uneasily. When it had passed, he was still for awhile and then looked up at me.

It was the new heaven and the new earth, sir, that we are told of in the Revelation. Would you mind, sir  just those few verses  reading them to me for the last time?

Nanny brought the Bible, and put the candle on the stand, and I read what he asked for  the first few verses of the twenty-first chapter. The little girl kneeled down by the bed and joined her hands together.

Thats enough, Nanny, I whispered. Put the candle back.

But I did not tell all my dream, he resumed; not quite all. As I passed over into heaven, I thought I looked down here again. I could see the places in the world; I could see this same Oxford city. I saw the men here in it, sir, at their cards and their dice and their drink; at all their thoughtless folly. Spending their days and nights without a care for the end, without as much as thinking whether they need a Saviour or not. And oh, their condition troubled me! I seemed to understand all things plainly then, sir. And I thought if they would but once lift up their hearts to Him, even in the midst of their sin, He would take care of them even then, and save them from it in the end  for He was tempted Himself once, and knows how sore their temptations are. In my distress, I tried to call out and tell them this, and it awoke me.

Do you think he ought to talk, sir? whispered Nanny. But nothing more could harm him now.

My time was up, and I ought to be going. Poor Charley spoke so imploringly  almost as though the thought of it startled him.

Not yet, sir; not yet! Stay a bit longer with me. It is for the last time.

And I stayed: in spite of my word passed to Dr. Applerigg. It seems to me a solemn thing to cross the wishes of the dying.

So the clock went ticking on. Mrs. Cann stole in and out, and a lodger from below came in and looked at him. Before twelve all was over.

I went hastening home, not much caring whether the proctor met me again, or whether he didnt, for in any case I must go to Dr. Applerigg in the morning, and tell him I had broken my promise to him, and why. Close at the gates some one overtook and passed me.

It was Tod. Tod with a white face, and his hair damp with running. He had come from Sophie Chalks.



What is it, Tod?

I laid my hand upon his arm in speaking. He threw it off with a word that was very like an imprecation.

What is the matter?

The devils the matter. Mind your own business, Johnny.

Have you been quarrelling with Everty?

Everty be hanged! The man has betaken himself off.

How much have you lost to-night?

Cleaned-out, lad. Thats all.

We got to our room in silence. Tod turned over some cards that lay on the table, and trimmed the candle from a thief.

Tassons dead, Tod.

A good thing if some of us were dead, was the answer. And he turned into his chamber and bolted the door.

III.

Lunch-time at Oxford, and a sunny day. Instead of college and our usual fare, bread-and-cheese from the buttery, we were looking on the High Street from Mrs. Evertys rooms, and about to sit down to a snow-white damasked table with no end of good things upon it. Madam Sophie had invited four or five of us to lunch with her.

The term had gone on, and Easter was not far off. Tod had not worked much: just enough to keep him out of hot-water. His mind ran on Sophie Chalk more than it did on lectures and chapel. He and the other fellows who were caught by her fascinations mostly spent their spare time there. Sophie dispersed her smiles pretty equally, but Tod contrived to get the largest share. The difference was this: they had lost their heads to her and Tod his heart. The evening card-playing did not flag, and the stakes played for were high. Tod and Gaiton were the general losers: a run of ill-luck had set in from the first for both of them. Gaiton might afford this, but Tod could not.

Tod had his moments of reflection. Hed sit sometimes for an hour together, his head bent down, whistling softly to himself some slow dolorous strain, and pulling at his dark whiskers; no doubt pondering the question of what was to be the upshot of it all. For my part, I devoutly wished Sophie Chalk had been caught up into the moon before an ill-wind had wafted her to Oxford. It was an awful shame of her husband to let her stay on there, turning the under-graduates brains. Perhaps he could not help it.

We sat down to table: Sophie at its head in a fresh-looking pink gown and bracelets and nicknacks. Lord Gaiton and Tod sat on either side of her; Richardson was at the foot, and Fred Temple and I faced each other. What fit of politeness had taken Sophie to invite me, I could not imagine. Possibly she thought I should be sure to refuse; but I did not.

So kind of you all to honour my poor little table! said Sophie, as we sat down. Being in lodgings, I cannot treat you as I should wish. It is all cold: chickens, meat-patties, lobster-salad, and bread-and-cheese. Lord Gaiton, this is sherry by you, I think. Mr. Richardson, you like porter, I know: there is some on the chiffonier.

We plunged into the dishes without ceremony, each one according to his taste, and the lunch progressed. I may as well mention one thing  that there was nothing in Mrs. Evertys manners at any time to take exception to: never a word was heard from her, never a look seen, that could offend even an old dowager. She made the most of her charms and her general fascinations, and flirted quietly; but all in a lady-like way.

Thank you, yes; I think I will take a little more salad, Mr. Richardson, she said to him with a beaming smile. It is my dinner, you know. I have not a hall to dine in to-night, as you gentlemen have. I am sorry to trouble you, Mr. Johnny.

I was holding her plate for Richardson. There happened at that moment to be a lull in the talking, and we heard a carriage of some kind stop at the door, and a loud peal at the house-bell.

Its that brother of mine, said Fred Temple. He bothered me to drive out to some confounded place with him, but I told him I wouldnt. Whats he bumping up the stairs in that fashion for?

The room-door was flung open, and Fred Temple put on a savage face, for his brother looked after him more than he liked; when, instead of Temple major, there appeared a shining big brown satin bonnet, and an old ladys face under it, who stood there with a walking-stick.



Yes, you see I was right, grandmamma; I said she was not gone, piped a shrill voice behind; and Mabel Smith, in an old-fashioned black silk frock and tippet, came into view. They had driven up to look after Sophie.

Sophie was equal to the occasion. She rose gracefully and held out both her hands, as though they had been welcome as is the sun in harvest. The old lady leaned on her stick, and stared around: the many faces seemed to confuse her.

Dear me! I did not know you had a luncheon-party, maam.

Just two or three friends who have dropped in, Mrs. Golding, said Sophie, airily. Let me take your stick.

The old lady, who looked like a very amiable old lady, sat down in the nearest chair, but kept the stick in her hand. Mabel Smith was regarding everything with her shrewd eyes and compressing her thin lips.

This is Johnny Ludlow, grandmamma; you have heard me speak of him: I dont know the others.

How do you do, sir, said the old lady, politely nodding her brown bonnet at me. I hope you are in good health, sir?

Yes, maam, thank you. For she put it as a question, and seemed to await an answer. Tod and the rest, who had risen, began to sit down again.

Im sure I am sorry to disturb you at luncheon, maam, said the old lady to Mrs. Everty. We came in to see whether you had gone home or not. I said you of course had gone; that you wouldnt stay away from your husband so long as this; and also because we had not heard of you for a month past. But Mabel thought you were here still.

I am intending to return shortly, said Sophie.

Thats well: for I want to send up Mabel. And I brought in a letter that came to my house this morning, addressed to you, continued the old lady, lugging out of her pocket a small collection of articles before she found the letter. Mabel says it is your husbands handwriting, maam; if so, he must be thinking you are staying with me.

Thanks, said Sophie, slipping the letter away unopened.

Had you not better see what it says? suggested Mrs. Golding to her.

Not at all: it can wait. May I offer you some luncheon?

Much obleeged, maam, but I and Mabel took an early dinner before setting out. And on which day, Mrs. Everty, do you purpose going?

Ill let you know, said Sophie.

What can have kept you so long here? continued the old lady, wonderingly. Mabel said you did not know any of the inhabitants.

I have found it of service to my health, replied Sophie with charming simplicity. Will you take a glass of sherry, Mrs. Golding?

I dont mind if I do. Just half a glass. Thank you, sir; not much more than half  to me, as I went forward with the glass and decanter. Im sure, sir, it is good of you to be attentive to an old lady like me. If you had a mind for a brisk walk at any time, of three miles, or so, and would come over to my house, Id make you welcome. Mabel, write down the address.

And I wish you had come while I was there, Johnny Ludlow, said the girl, giving me the paper. I like you. You dont say smiling words to people with your lips and mock at them in your heart, as some do.

I remembered that she had not been asked to take any wine, and I offered it.

No, thank you, she said with emphasis. None for me. And it struck me that she refused because the wine belonged to Sophie.

The old lady, after nodding a farewell around and shaking hands with Mrs. Everty, stood leaning on her stick between the doorway and the stairs. My servants not here, she said, looking back, and these stairs are steep: would any one be good enough to help me down?

Tod went forward to give her his arm; and we heard the fly drive away with her and Mabel. Somehow the interlude had damped the free go of the banquet, and we soon prepared to depart also. Sophie made no attempt to hinder it, but said she should expect us in to take some tea with her in the evening: and the lot of us filed out together, some going one way, some another. I and Fred Temple kept together.

There was a good-natured fellow at Oxford that term, who had come up from Wales to take his degree, and had brought his wife with him, a nice kind of young girl who put me in mind of Anna Whitney. They had become acquainted with Sophie Chalk, and liked her; she fascinated both. She meant to do it too: for the companionship of staid irreproachable people like Mr. and Mrs. Ap-Jenkyns, reflected credit on herself in the eyes of Oxford.

I thought we should have met the Ap-Jenkynses, at lunch, remarked Temple. What a droll old party that was with the stick! She puts me in mind of  I say, heres another old party! he broke off. Seems to be a friend of yours.

It was Mrs. Cann. She had stopped, evidently wanting to speak to me.

I have just been to put little Nanny Tasson in the train for London, sir, she said; I thought you might like to know it. Her eldest brother, the one thats settled there, has taken to her. His wife wrote a nice letter and sent the fare.

All right, Mrs. Cann. I hope theyll take good care of her. Good-afternoon.

Who the wonder is Nanny Tasson? cried Temple as we went on.

Only a little friendless child. Her brother was our scout when we first came, and he died.

Oh, by Jove, Ludlow! Look there!

I turned at Temples words. A gig was dashing by as large as life; Tod in it, driving Sophie Chalk. Behind it dashed another gig, containing Mr. and Mrs. Ap-Jenkyns. Fred Temple laughed.

Mrs. Evertys unmistakably charming, said he, and we dont know any real harm of her, but if I were Ap-Jenkyns I should not let my wife be quite her bosom companion. As to Todhetley, I think hes a gone calf.

Whitney came to our room as I got in. He had been invited to the luncheon by Mrs. Everty, but excused himself, and she asked Fred Temple in his place.



Well, Johnny, how did it go off?

Oh, pretty well. Lobster-salad and other good things. Why did not you go?

Wheres Tod? he rejoined, not answering the question.

Out on a driving-party. Sophie Chalk and the Ap-Jenkynses.

Whitney whistled through the verse of an old song: Froggy would a-wooing go. I say, Johnny, he said presently, you had better give Tod a hint to take care of himself. That thing will go too far if he does not look out.

As if Tod would mind me! Give him the hint yourself, Bill.

I said half a word to him this morning after chapel: he turned on me and accused me of being jealous.

We both laughed.

I had a letter from home yesterday, Bill went on, ordering me to keep clear of Madam Sophie.

No! Who from?

The mother. And Miss Deveen, who is staying with them, put in a postscript.

How did they know Sophie Chalk was here?

Through me. One wet afternoon I wrote a long epistle to Harry, telling him, amidst other items, that Sophie Chalk was here, turning some of our heads, especially Todhetleys. Harry, like a flat, let Helen get hold of the letter, and she read it aloud, pro bono publico. There was nothing in it that I might not have written to Helen herself; but Mr. Harry wont get another from me in a hurry. Sophie seems to have fallen to a discount with the mother and Miss Deveen.



Bill Whitney did not know what I knew  the true story of the emeralds.

And thats why I did not go to the lunch to-day, Johnny. Whos this?

It was the scout. He came in to bring in a small parcel, daintily done up in white paper.

Something for you, sir, he said to me. A boy has just left it.

It cant be for me  that I know of. It looks like wedding-cake.

Open it, said Bill. Perhaps one of the grads has gone and got married.

We opened it together, laughing. A tiny paste-board box loomed out with a jewellers name on it; inside it was a chased gold cross, attached to a slight gold chain.

Its a mistake, Bill. Ill do it up again.

Tod came back in time for dinner. Seeing the little parcel on the mantelshelf, he asked what it was. So I told him  something that the jewellers shop must have sent to our room by mistake. Upon that, he tore the paper open; called the shop people hard names for sending it into college, and put the box in his pocket. Which showed that it was for him.

I went to Sophies in the evening, having promised her, but not as soon as Tod, for I stayed to finish some Greek. Whitney went with me, in spite of his orders from home. The luncheon-party had all assembled there with the addition of Mr. and Mrs. Ap-Jenkyns. Sophie sat behind the tea-tray, dispensing tea; Gaiton handed the plum-cake. She wore a silken robe of opal tints; white lace fell over her wrists and bracelets; in her hair, brushed off her face, fluttered a butterfly with silver wings; and on her neck was the chased gold cross that had come to our rooms a few hours before.

Tods just a fool, Johnny, said Whitney in my ear. Upon my word, I think he is. And shes a syren!  and it was at our house he met her first!

After Mr. and Mrs. Ap-Jenkyns left, for she was tired, they began cards. Sophie was engrossing Gaiton, and Tod sat down to écarté. He refused at first, but Richardson drew him on.

Ill show Tod the letter I had from home, said Whitney to me as we went out. What can possess him to go and buy gold crosses for her? Shes married.

Gaiton and Richardson buy her things also, Bill.

They dont know how to spend their money fast enough. I wouldnt: I know that.

Tod and Gaiton came in together soon after I got in. Gaiton just looked in to say good-night, and proposed that we should breakfast with him on the morrow, saying hed ask Whitney also: and then he went up to his own rooms.

Tod fell into one of his thinking fits. He had work to do, but he sat staring at the fire, his legs stretched out. With all his carelessness he had a conscience and some forethought. I told him Bill Whitney had had a lecture from home, touching Sophie Chalk, and I conclude he heard. But he made no sign.

I wish to goodness you wouldnt keep up that tinkling, Johnny, he said by-and-by, in a tone of irritation.

The tinkling was a bit of quiet harmony. However, I shut down the piano, and went and sat by the fire, opposite to him. His brow looked troubled; he was running his hands through his hair.

I wonder whether I could raise some money, Johnny, he began, after a bit.

How much money?

A hundred, or so.

Youd have to pay a hundred and fifty for doing it.

Confound it, yes! And besides  

Besides what?

Nothing.

Look here, Tod: we should have gone on as straightly and steadily as need be but for her. As it is, you are wasting your time and getting out of the way of work. Whats going to be the end of it?

Dont know myself, Johnny.

Do you ever ask yourself?

Wheres the use of asking? he returned, after a pause. If I ask it of myself at night, I forget it by the morning.

Pull up at once, Tod. Youd be in time.

Yes, now: dont know that I shall be much longer, said Tod candidly. He was in a soft mood that night; an unusual thing with him. Some awful complication may come of it: a few writs or something.

Sophie Chalk cant do you any good, Tod.

She has not done me any harm.

Yes she has. She has unsettled you from the work that you came to Oxford to do; and the play in her rooms has caused you to run into debt that you dont know how to get out of: its nearly as much harm as she can do you.



Is it?

As much as she can do any honest fellow. Tod, if you were to lapse into crooked paths, youd break the good old paters heart. Theres nobody in the world he cares for as he cares for you.

Tod sat twitching his whiskers. I could not understand his mood: all the carelessness and the fierceness had quite gone out of him.

Its the thought of the father that pulls me up, lad. What a cross-grained world it is! Why should a bit of pleasure be hedged in with thorns?

If we dont go to bed we shall not be up for chapel.

You can go to bed.

Why do you drive her out, Tod?

Why does the sun shine? was the lucid answer.

I saw you with her in that gig to-day.

We only went four miles. Four out and four in.

You may be driving her rather too far some day  fourteen, or so.

I dont think shed be driven. With all her simplicity, she knows how to take care of herself.

Simplicity! I looked at him; and saw he spoke the word in good faith. He was simple.

She has a husband, Tod.

Well?

Do you suppose he would like to see you driving her abroad?  and all you fellows in her rooms to the last minute any of you dare stop out?

Thats not my affair. Its his.

Any way, Everty might come down upon the lot of you some of these fine days, and say things youd not like. Shes to blame. Why, you heard what that old lady in the brown bonnet said  that her husband must think Sophie was staying with her.

The fires low, and Im cold, said Tod. Good-night, Johnny.

He went into his room, and I to mine.

A few years ago, there appeared a short poem called Amor Mundi. While reading it, I involuntarily recalled this past experience at Oxford, for it described a young fellows setting-out on the downward path, as Tod did. Two of lifes wayfarers start on their long life journey: the woman first; the man sees and joins her; then speaks to her.

Oh, where are you going, with your love-locks flowing, And the west wind blowing along the narrow track? This downward path is easy, come with me, an it please ye; We shall escape the up-hill by never turning back.

So they two went together in the sunny August weather; The honey-blooming heather lay to the left and right: And dear she was to dote on, her small feet seemed to float on The air, like soft twin-pigeons too sportive to alight.

And so they go forth, these two, on their journey, revelling in the summer sunshine and giving no heed to their sliding progress; until he sees something in the path that startles him. But the syren accounts for it in some plausible way; it lulls his fear, and onward they go again. In time he sees something worse, halts, and asks her again:

Oh, whats that in the hollow, so pale I quake to follow? Oh, thats a thin dead body that waits the Eternal term. 

The answer effectually arouses him, and he pulls up in terror, asking her to turn. She answers again, and he knows his fate.

Turn again, oh my sweetest! Turn again, false and fleetest! This way, whereof thou weetest, is surely Hells own track! Nay, too late for cost counting, nay too steep for hill-mounting, This downward path is easy, but theres no turning back.

Shakespeare tells us that there is a tide in the affairs of man, which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune: omitted, all the voyage of the after life is spent in shoals and miseries. That will apply to other things besides fortune. I fully believe that after a young fellow has set out on the downward path, in almost all cases theres a chance given him of pulling up again, if he only is sufficiently wise and firm to seize upon it. The opportunity was to come for Tod. He had started; there was no doubt of that; but he had not got down very far yet and could go backward almost as easily as forward. Left alone, he would probably make a sliding run of it, and descend into the shoals. But the chance for him was at hand.

Our commons and Whitneys went up to Gaitons room in the morning, and we breakfasted there. Lecture that day was at eleven, but I had work to do beforehand. So had Tod, for the matter of that; plenty of it. I went down to mine, but Tod stayed up with the two others.

Bursting into our room, as a fellow does when he is late for anything, I saw at the open window somebody that I thought must be Mr. Brandons ghost. It took me aback, and for a moment I stood staring.

Have you no greeting for me, Johnny Ludlow?



I was lost in surprise, sir. I am very glad to see you.

I dare say you are! he returned, as if he doubted my word. Its a good half-hour that I have waited here. Youve been at a breakfast-party!

He must have got that from the scout. Not at a party, sir. Gaiton asked us to take our commons up, and breakfast with him in his room.

Who is Gaiton?

He is Lord Gaiton. One of the students at Christchurch.

Never mind his being a lord. Is he any good?

I could not say Gaiton was particularly good, so passed the question over, and asked Mr. Brandon when he came to Oxford.

I got here at mid-day yesterday. How are you getting on?

Oh, very well, sir.

Been in any rows?

No, sir.

And Todhetley? How is he getting on?

I should have said very well to this; it would never have done to say very ill, but Tod and Bill Whitney interrupted the answer. They looked just as much surprised as I had been. After talking a bit, Mr. Brandon left, saying he should expect us all three at the Mitre in the evening when dinner in Hall was over.

What the deuce brings him at Oxford? cried Tod.

Whitney laughed. Ill lay a crown he has come to look after Johnny and his morals.

After the lot of us, added Tod, pushing his books about. Look here, you two. Im not obliged to go bothering to that Mitre in the evening, and I shant. Youll be enough without me.

It wont do, Tod, I said. He expects you.

What if he does? I have an engagement elsewhere.

Break it.

I shall not do anything of the kind. There! Hold your tongue, Johnny, and push the ink this way.

Tod held to that. So when I and Whitney reached the Mitre after dinner, we said he was unable to get off a previous engagement, putting the excuse as politely as we could.

Oh, said old Brandon, twitching his yellow silk handkerchief off his head, for he had been asleep before the fire. Engaged elsewhere, is he! With the lady I saw him driving out yesterday, I suppose: a person with blue feathers on her head.

This struck us dumb. Bill said nothing, neither did I.

It was Miss Sophie Chalk, I presume, went on old Brandon, ringing the bell. Sit down, boys; well have tea up.

The tea and coffee must have been ordered beforehand, for they came in at once. Mr. Brandon drank four cups of tea, and ate a plate of bread-and-butter and some watercress.

Tea is my best meal in the day, he said. You young fellows all like coffee best. Dont spare it. Whats that by you, William Whitney?  anchovy toast? Cut that pound-cake, Johnny.

Nobody could say, with all his strict notions, that Mr. Brandon was not hospitable. Hed have ordered up the Mitres whole larder had he thought we could eat it. And never another word did he say about Tod until the things had gone away.

Then he began, quietly at first: he sitting on one side the fire, I and Bill on the other. Touching gently on this, alluding to that, our eyes opened in more senses than one; for we found that he knew all about Sophie Chalks sojourn in the town, the attention she received from the undergraduates, and Tods infatuation.

Whats Todhetleys object in going there? he asked.

Amusement, I think, sir, hazarded Bill.

Does he gamble there for amusement too?

Where on earth had old Brandon got hold of all this?

How much has Todhetley lost already? he continued. He is in debt, I know. Not for the first time from the same cause.

Bill stared. He knew nothing of that old episode in London with the Clement-Pells. I felt my face flush.

Tod does not care for playing really, sir. But the cards are there, and he sees others play and gets drawn in to join.

Well, what amount has he lost this time, Johnny?

I dont know, sir.

But you know that he is in debt?

I  yes, sir. Perhaps he is a little.

Look here, boys, said old Brandon. Believing that matters were not running in a satisfactory groove with some of you, I came down to Oxford yesterday to look about me a bit  for I dont intend that Johnny Ludlow shall lapse into bad ways, if I can keep him out of them. Todhetley may have made up his mind to go to the deuce, but he shall not take Johnny with him. I hear no good report of Todhetley; he neglects his studies for the sake of a witch, and is in debt over his head and shoulders.

Who could have told you that, sir?

Never you mind, Johnny Ludlow; I dare say you know its pretty true. Now look here  as I said just now. I mean to see what I can do towards saving Todhetley, for the sake of my good old friend, the Squire, and for his dead mothers sake; and I appeal to you both to aid me. You can answer my questions if you will; and you are not children, that you should make an evasive pretence of ignorance. If I find matters are too hard for me to cope with, I shall send for the Squire and Sir John Whitney; their influence may effect what mine cannot. If I can deal with the affair successfully, and save Todhetley from himself, Ill do so, and say nothing about it anywhere. You understand me?

Yes, sir.

Very well. To begin with, what amount of debt has Todhetley got into?

It seemed to be a choice of evils: but the least of them was to speak. Bill honestly said he would tell in a minute if he knew. I knew little more than he; only that Tod had been saying the night before he wished he could raise a hundred pounds.

A hundred pounds! repeated old Brandon, nodding his head like a Chinese mandarin. Pretty well, that, for a first term at Oxford. Well, well leave that for the present, and go to other questions. What snare and delusion is drawing him on to make visits to this person, this Sophie Chalk? What does he purpose? Is it marriage?

Marriage! Bill and I both looked up at him.

She is married already, sir. Did you not know it?

Married already! Who says so?

So I told him all about it  as much as I knew  and that her husband, Mr. Everty, had been to Oxford once or twice to see her.

Well, thats a relief, cried Mr. Brandon, drawing a deep breath, as though a fear of some kind had been lifted from his mind. And then he fell into a reverie, his head nodding incessantly, and his yellow handkerchief in his hand keeping time to it.

If its better in one sense, its worse in another, he squeaked. Todhetleys in love with her, I suppose!

Something like it, sir, said Bill.

What brainless fools some of you young men can be!

But it was then on the stroke of nine, when Old Tom would peal out. Mr. Brandon hurried us away: he seemed to understand the notions of University life as well as we did: ordering us to say nothing to Tod, as he intended to speak to him on the morrow.

And we concluded that he did. Tod came stalking in during the afternoon in a white rage with somebody, and I thought it might be with old Brandon.



The time passed. Mr Brandon stayed on at the Mitre as though he meant to make it his home for good, and was evidently watching. Tod seemed to be conscious of it, and to exist in a chronic state of irritation. Sophie Chalk stayed on also, and Tod was there more than ever. The affair had got wind somehow  I mean Tods infatuation for her  and was talked of in the colleges. Richardson fell ill about that time: at least, he met with an accident which confined him to his bed: and the play at Mrs. Evertys was not much to speak of: I did not go, Mr. Brandon had interdicted it. Thus the time went on, and Passion Week was coming in.

Are you running for a wager, Johnny Ludlow?

I was running down to the river and had nearly run over Mr. Brandon, who was strolling along with his hands under his coat-tails. It was Saturday afternoon, and some of us were going out rowing. Mr. Brandon came down to see us embark.

As we all stood there, who should loom into sight but Sophie Chalk. She was leading a little mouse-coloured dog by a piece of red tape, one that Fred Temple had given her; and her shining hair was a sight to be seen in the sunlight; Tod walked by her with his arms folded. They halted to talk with some of us for a minute, and then went on, Madam Sophie giving old Brandon a saucy stare from her wide-open blue eyes. He had stood as still as a post, giving never a word to either of them.

That same night, when Tod and I were in our room alone, Mr. Brandon walked in. It was pretty late, but Tod was about to depart on his visit to High Street. As if the entrance of Mr. Brandon had been the signal for him to bolt, he put on his trencher and turned to the door. Quick as thought, Mr. Brandon interposed himself.

If you go out of this room, Joseph Todhetley, it shall be over my body, cried he, a whole hatful of authority in his squeaky voice. I have come in to hold a final conversation with you; and I mean to do it.

I thought an explosion was inevitable, with Tods temper. He controlled it, however; and after a moments hesitation put off his cap. Mr. Brandon sat down in the old big chair by the fire; Tod stood on the other side, his arm on the mantelpiece.

In a minute or two, they were going at it kindly. Old Brandon put Tods doings before him in the plainest language he could command; Tod retorted insolently in his passion.

I have warned you enough against your ways and against that woman, said Mr. Brandon. I am here to do it once again, and to bid you for the last time give up her acquaintanceship. Yes, sir, bid you: I stand in the light of your unconscious father.

I wouldnt do it for my father, cried Tod, in his fury.

She is leading you into a gulf of  of brimstone, fired old Brandon. Day by day you creep down a step lower into it, sir, like a calf that is being wiled to the shambles. Once fairly in, youll be smothered: the whole world wont be able to pull you out again.

Tod answered with a torrent of words. The chief burden of them was  that if he chose to walk into the brimstone, it was not Mr. Brandon who should keep him out of it.

Is it not? retorted Mr. Brandon  and though he was very firm and hard, he gave no sign of losing his temper. Well see that. I am in this town to strive to save you, Joseph Todhetley; and if I cant do it by easy means, Ill do it by hard ones. I got you out of one scrape, thanks to Johnny here, and now Im going to get you out of another.

Tod held his peace. That past obligation was often on his conscience.

You ought to take shame to yourself, sir, continued old Brandon. You were placed at Oxford to study, to learn to be a man and a gentleman, to prepare yourself to fight well the battle of life, not to waste the talents God has given you, and fritter away your best days in sin.

In sin? retorted Tod, jerking his head fiercely.

Yes, sir, in sin. What else do you call it  this idleness that you are indulging in? The short space of time that young men spend at the University must be used, not abused. Once it has passed, it can never again be laid hold of. What sort of example are you setting my ward here, who is as your younger brother? Stay where you are, Johnny Ludlow. I choose that you shall be present at this.

Johnny need not fret himself that hell catch much harm from my iniquities, said Tod with a sneer.

Now listen to me, young man, spoke Mr. Brandon. If you persist in this insane conduct and refuse to hear reason, Ill keep you out of danger by putting you in prison.

Tod stared.

You owe me a hundred pounds.

I am quite conscious of that, sir: and of my inability hitherto to repay it.

For that debt I will shut you up in prison. Headstrong young idiots like you must be saved from themselves.



Tod laughed slightly in his insolence. A defiant, mocking laugh.

I should like to see you try to shut me up in prison! You have no power to do it, Mr. Brandon: you have never proved the debt.

Mr. Brandon rose, and took a step towards him. You dare to tell me I cannot do a thing that I say I will do, Joseph Todhetley! I shall make an affidavit before a judge in chambers that you are about to leave the country, and obtain the warrant that will lock you up. And I say to you that I believe you are going to leave it, sooner or later; and that Chalk woman with you!

What an awful lie, cried Tod, his face all ablaze.

Lie or no lie, I believe it. I believe it is what she will bring you to, unless you are speedily separated from her. And if there be no other way of saving you, why, Ill save you by force.

Tod ran his hands through his damp hair: what with wrath and emotion he was in a fine heat. Knowing nothing of the law himself, he supposed old Brandon could do as he said, and it sobered him.

I am your fathers friend, Joseph Todhetley, and Ill take care of you for his sake if I can. I have stayed on here, putting myself, as it were, into his place to save him pain. As his substitute, I have a right to be heard; ay, and to act. Do you know that your dead mother was very dear to me? I will tell you what perhaps I never should have told you but for this crisis in your life, that her sister was to me the dearest friend a man can have in this life; she would have been my wife but that death claimed her. Your mother was nearly equally dear, and loved me to the last. She took my hand in dying, and spoke of you; of you, her only child. Should it ever be in your power to shield him from harm or evil, do so, John, she said, do it for my sake. And with Heavens help, I will do it now.

Tod was moved. The mention of his mother softened him at all times. Mr. Brandon sat down again.

Dont let us play at this pitched battle, Joe. Hear a bit of truth from me, of common sense: cant you see that I have your interest at heart? There are two roads that lie before a young man on his setting out in life, either of which he can take: you can take either, even yet. The one leads to honour, to prosperity, to a clear conscience, to a useful career, to a hale and happy old age  and, let us hope, to heaven. The other leads to vice, to discomfort, to miserable self-torment, to a waste of talent and energies; in short, to altogether a lost life. Lost, at any rate, for this world: and  well not speculate upon what it may be in the other. Are you attending?

Tod just lifted his eyes in answer. I sat at the table by my books, silently turning some of their leaves, ready to drop through the floor with annoyance. Mr. Brandon resumed.

You have come to the Oxford University to perfect your education; to acquire self-reliance, experience, and a tone of good manners; to keep upright ways, to eschew bad company, and to train yourself to be a Christian gentleman. Do this, and you will go home with satisfaction and a sound conscience. In time you will marry, and rear your children to good, and be respected of all men. This is the career expected of you; this is the road you ought to take.

He paused slightly, and then went on.

I will put the other road before you; the one you seem so eager to rush upon. Ah, boy! how many a one, with as hopeful a future before him as you have, has gone sliding, sliding down unconsciously, never meaning, poor fellow, to slide too far, and been lost in the vortex of sin and shame! You are starting on well for it. Wine, and cards, and betting, and debt; and a singing mermaid to lure you on! That woman, with the hard light eyes, and the seductive airs, has cast her spell upon you. You think her an angel, no doubt; I say shes more of an angels opposite  

Mr. Brandon!

There are women in the world who will conjure a mans coat off his back, and his pockets after it, persisted Mr. Brandon, drowning the interruption. She is one of them. They are bad to the core. They are; and they draw a man into all kinds of irretrievable entanglements. She will draw you: and the end may be that youd find her saddled on you for good. Who will care to take your hand in friendship then? Will you dare to clasp that of honest people, or hold up your face in the light of day? No: not for very shame. Thats what gambling and evil courses will bring a man to: and, his self-respect once gone, its gone for ever. You will feel that you have raised a barrier between you and your kind: remembrance will be a sting, and your days will be spent in one long cry of too late repentance, Oh, that I had been wise in time!

You are altogether mistaken in her, burst out Tod. Theres no harm in her. She is as particular as  as any lady need be.

No harm in her! retorted Mr. Brandon. Is there any good in her? Put it at its best: she induces you to waste your time and your substance. How much money has the card-playing and the present-giving taken out of you, pray? What amount of debt has it involved you in? More than you know how to pay.

Tod winced.

Be wise in time, lad, now, without further delay, and break off this dangerous connection. I know that in your better moments you must see how fatal it may become. It is a crisis in your life; it may be its turning-point; and, as you choose the evil or the good, so may you be lost or saved in this world and in eternity.

Tod muttered something about his not deserving to be judged so harshly.

I judge you not harshly yet: I say that evil will come unless you flee from it, said Mr. Brandon. Dont you care for yourself?  for your good name? Is it nothing to you whether you turn out a scamp or a gentleman?

To look at Tod just then, it was a great deal.

Have you any reverence for your father?  for the memory of your mother? Then you will do a little violence to your own inclinations, even though it be hard and difficult  more difficult than to get a double first; harder than having the best tooth in your head drawn  and take your leave of that lady for ever. For your own sake, Joe; for your own sake!

Tod was pulling gently at his whiskers.



Send all folly to the wind, Joseph Todhetley! Say to yourself, for God and myself will I strive henceforth! It only needs a little steady resolution; and you can call it up if you choose. You shall always find a friend in me. Write down on a bit of paper the sums you owe, and Ill give you a cheque to cover them. Come, shake hands upon it.

You are very kind, sir, gasped Tod, letting his hand meet old Brandons.

I hope you will let me be kind. Why, lad, you should have had more spirit than to renew an acquaintanceship with a false girl; an adventurer, who has gone about the country stealing jewels.

Stealing jewels! echoed Tod.

Stealing jewels, lad. Did you never know it? She took Miss Deveens emeralds at Whitney Hall.

Oh, that was a mistake, said Tod, cheerfully. She explained it to me.

A mistake, was it! Explained it to you, did she! When?

At Oxford: before she had been here above a day or two. She introduced the subject herself, sir, saying she supposed I had heard something about it, and what an absurd piece of business the suspecting her was; altogether a mistake.

Ah, shes a wily one, Joe, said Mr. Brandon. Johnny Ludlow could have told you whether it was a mistake or not. Why, boy, she stole the stones out of Miss Deveens own dressing-room, and went up to London the next day, or the next but one, and pledged them the same night at a pawnbrokers, in a false name, and gave a false account of herself. Moreover, when it was brought home to her, she confessed all upon her knees to Miss Deveen, and sued for mercy.

Tod looked from Mr. Brandon to me. At the time of the discovery, he had had a hint given him of the fact, with a view of more effectually weaning him from Sophie Chalk, but not the particulars.

Its true, Todhetley, said Mr. Brandon, nodding his head. You may judge, therefore, whether she is a nice kind of person for you to be seen beauing about Oxford streets in the face and eyes of the dons. And Tod winced again, and bit his lips.

Mr. Brandon rose, taking both Tods hands in his, and said a few solemn words in the kindest tone I had ever heard him speak; wrung his hands, nodded good-night to me, and was gone. Tod walked about the room a bit, whistling softly to make a show of indifference, and looking miserably cut up.

Is what he said true? he asked me presently, stopping by the mantelpiece again: about the emeralds?

Every word of it.

Then why on earth could you not open your mouth and tell me, Johnny Ludlow?

I thought you knew it. Im sure you were told of it at the time. Had I brought up the matter again later, youd have been fit to punch me into next week, Tod.

Lets hear the details  shortly.

I went over them all; shortly, as he said; but omitting none. Tod stood in silence, never once interrupting.

Did the Whitneys know of this?

Anna did.

Anna!



Yes. Anna had suspected Sophie from the first. She saw her steal out of Miss Deveens room, and saw her sewing something into her stays at bed-time. But Anna kept it to herself until discovery had come.

Tod could frown pretty well on ordinary occasions, but I never saw a frown like the one on his brow as he listened. And I thought  I thought  it was meant for Sophie Chalk.

Lady Whitney, I expect, knows it all now, Tod. Perhaps Helen also. Old Brandon went over to the Hall to spend the day, and it was in consequence of what he heard from Lady Whitney and Miss Deveen that he came down here to look us up.

Meaning me, said Tod. Not us. Use right words, Johnny.

They did not know, you see, that Sophie Chalk was married. And they must have noticed that you cared for her.

Tod made no comment. He just leaned against the shelf in silence. I was stacking my books.

Good-night, Johnny, he quietly said, without any appearance of resentment; and went into his room.

The next day was Palm Sunday. Tod lay in bed with a splitting headache, could not lift his head from the pillow, and his skin was as sallow as an old ganders. Glad to hear it, said Mr. Brandon, when I told him; it will give him a quiet day for reflection.

A surprise awaited me that morning, and Mr. Brandon also. Miss Deveen was at Oxford, with Helen and Anna Whitney. They had arrived the evening before, and meant to stay and go up with Bill and with us. I did not tell Tod: in fact, he seemed too ill to be spoken to, his head covered with the bedclothes.

You cant see many a finer sight than the Broad Walk presents on the evening of Palm Sunday. Every one promenades there, from the dean downwards. Our party went together: Miss Deveen, Helen, and Anna; Bill, I, and Mr. Brandon.

We were in the middle of the walk; and it was at its fullest, when Tod came up. He was better, but looked worn and ill. A flush of surprise came into his face when he saw who we had with us, and he shook hands with the ladies nearly in silence.

Oxford has not mended your looks, Mr. Todhetley, said Miss Deveen.

I have one of my bad headaches to-day, he answered. I get them now and then.

The group of us were turning to walk on, when in that moment there approached Sophie Chalk. Sophie in a glistening blue silk, and flowers, and jingling ornaments, and kid gloves. She was coming up to us as bold as brass with her fascinating smile, when she saw Miss Deveen, and stopped short. Miss Deveen passed on without notice of any kind; Helen really did not see her; Anna, always gentle and kind, slightly bowed. Even then Madam Sophies native impudence came to her aid. She saw they meant to shun her, and she nodded and smiled at Tod, and made as though she would stop him for a chat. He took off his cap to her, and went on. Annas delicate face had flushed, and his own was white enough for its coffin.

Miss Deveen held Tods hand in parting. I am so glad to have met you again, she cordially said; we are all glad. We shall see you often, I hope, until we go up together. And all you young people are coming to me for a few days in the Easter holidays. Friends cannot afford too long absences from one another in this short life. Good-bye; and mind you get rid of your headache for to-morrow. There; shake hands with Helen and Anna.

He did as he was bid. Helen was gay as usual; Anna rather shy. Her pretty blue eyes glanced up at Tods, and he smiled for the first time that day. Sophie Chalk might have fascinated three parts of his heart away, but there was a corner in it remaining for Anna Whitney.

I did not do it intentionally. Going into our room the next day, a sheet of paper with some writing on it lay on the table, the ink still wet. Supposing it was some message just left for me by Tod, I went up to read it, and caught the full sense of the lines.

Dear Mrs. Everty,

I have just received your note. I am sorry that I cannot drive you out to-day  and fear that I shall not be able to do so at all. Our friends, who are staying here, have to receive the best part of my leisure time.

Faithfully yours,
J. Todhetley.

And I knew by the contents of the note, by its very wording even, that the crisis was past, and Tod saved.

Thank you, Johnny! Perhaps youll read your own letters another time. Thats mine.



He had come out of his room with the envelopes and sealing-wax.

I beg your pardon, Tod. I thought it was a message you had left for me, seeing it lie open.

Youve read it, I suppose?

Yes, or just as good. My eyes seemed to take it all in at once; and I am as glad as though I had had a purse of gold given to me.

Well, its no use trying to fight against a stream, said he, as he folded the note. And if I had known the truth about the emeralds, why  thered have been no bother at all.

Putting the emeralds out of the question, she is not a nice person to know, Tod. And theres no telling what might have come of it.

I suppose not. When the two paths, down-hill and up-hill, cross each other, as Brandon put it, and the one is pleasant and the other is not, one has to do a bit of battle with ones self in choosing the right.

And something in his face told me that in the intervening day and nights, he had battled with himself as few can battle; fought strenuously with the evil, striven hard for the good, and come out a conqueror.

It has cost you pain.

Somewhat, Johnny. There are few good things in the way of duty but what do cost man pain  as it seems to me. The world and a safe conscience will give us back our recompense.

And heaven too, Tod.

Ay, lad; and heaven.

THE END
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THE MYSTERY AT NUMBER SEVEN

I.  MONTPELLIER-BY-SEA

Let us go and give her a turn, cried the Squire.

Tod laughed. What, all of us? said he.

To be sure. All of us. Why not? Well start to-morrow.

Oh dear! exclaimed Mrs. Todhetley, dismay in her mild tones. Children and all?

Children and all; and take Hannah to see to them, said the Squire. You dont count, Joe: you will be off elsewhere.

We could never be ready, said the Mater, looking the image of perplexity. To-morrows Friday. Besides, there would be no time to write to Mary.

Write to her! cried the Squire, turning sharply on his heel as he paced the room in his nankeen morning-coat. And who do you suppose is going to write to her? Why, it would cause her to make all sorts of preparation, put her to no end of trouble. A pretty conjurer youd make! We will take her by surprise: thats what we will do.

But if, when we got there, we should find her rooms are let, sir? said I, the possibility striking me.

Then well go into others, Johnny. A spell at the seaside will be a change for us all.



This conversation, and the Squires planning-out, arose through a letter we had just received from Mary Blair  poor Blairs widow, if you have not forgotten him, who went to his end through that Gazette of Jerrys. After a few ups and downs, trying at this thing for a living, trying at that, Mrs. Blair had now settled in a house at the seaside, and opened a day-school. She hoped to get on in it in time, she wrote, especially if she could be so fortunate as to let her drawing-room to visitors. The Squire, always impulsive and good-hearted, at once cried out that we would go and take it.

It will be doing her a good turn, you see, he ran on; and when we leave I dare say shell find other people ready to go in. Lets see  picking up the letter to refer to the address No. 6, Seaboard Terrace, Montpellier-by-Sea. Whereabouts is Montpellier-by-Sea?

Never heard of it in my life, cried Tod. Dont believe there is such a place.

Be quiet, Joe. I fancy it lies somewhere towards Saltwater.

Tod flung back his head. Saltwater! A nice common place that is!

Hold your tongue, sir. Johnny, fetch me the railway guide.

Upon looking at the guide, it was found there; Montpellier-by-Sea; the last station before getting to Saltwater. As to Saltwater, it might be common, as Tod said; for it was crowded with all sorts of people, but it was lively and healthy.

Not on the next day, Friday, for it was impossible to get ready in such a heap of a hurry, but on the following Tuesday we started. Tod had left on the Saturday for Gloucestershire. His own mothers relatives lived there, and they were always inviting him.

Montpellier-by-Sea? cried the railway clerk in a doubting tone as we were getting the tickets. Lets see? Where is that?



Of course that set the Squire exploding. What right had clerks to pretend to issue tickets unless they knew their business? The clerk in question coolly ran his finger down the railway list he had turned to, and then gave us the tickets.

It is a station not much frequented, you see, he civilly observed. Travellers mostly go on to Saltwater.

But for the train being due, and our having to make a rush for the platform, the Squire would have waited to give the young man a piece of his mind. Saltwater, indeed! said he. I wonder the fellow does not issue his edict as to where people shall go and where they shant go.

We arrived in due time at our destination. It was written up as large as life on a white board, Montpellier-by-Sea. A small roadside station, open to the country around; no signs of sea or of houses to be seen; a broad rural district, apparently given over entirely to agriculture. On went the whistling train, leaving the group of us standing by our luggage on the platform. The Squire was staring about him doubtfully.

Can you tell me where Seaboard Terrace is?

Seaboard Terrace? repeated the station-master. No, sir, I dont know it. Theres no terrace of that name hereabouts. For that matter there are no terraces at all  no houses in fact.

The Squires face was a picture. He saw that (save a solitary farm homestead or two) the country was bare of dwelling-places.

This is Montpellier-by-Sea? he questioned at last.

Sure enough it is, sir. Munpler, its called down here.

Then Seaboard Terrace must be somewhere in it  somewhere about. What a strange thing!

Perhaps the gentlefolks want to go to Saltwater? spoke up one of the two porters employed at the little station. Theres lots of terraces there. Here, Jim!  calling to his fellow come here a minute. Hell know, sir; he comes from Saltwater.

Jim approached, and settled the doubt at once. He knew Seaboard Terrace very well indeed; it was at Saltwater; just out at the eastern end of it.

Yes, it was at Saltwater. And there were we, more than two miles off it, on a broiling hot day, when walking was impracticable, with all our trunks about us, and no fly to be had, or other means of getting on. The Squire went into one of his passions, and demanded why people living at Saltwater should give their address as Montpellier-by-Sea.

He had hardly patience to listen to the station-masters explanation  who acknowledged that we were not the first travelling party that had been deluded in like manner. Munpler (as he and the rest of the natives persisted in calling it) was an extensive, straggling rural parish, filled with farm lands; an arm of it extended as far as Saltwater, and the new buildings at that end of Saltwater had rechristened themselves Montpellier-by-Sea, deeming it more aristocratic than the common old name. Had the Squire been able to transport the new buildings, builders and all, he had surely done it on the spot.

Well, we got on to Saltwater in the evening by another train, and to No. 6, Seaboard Terrace. Mary Blair was just delighted.

If I had but known you were coming, if you had only written to me, I would have explained that it was Saltwater Station you must get out at, not Montpellier, she cried in deprecation.

But, my dear, why on earth do you give in to a deception? stormed the Squire. Why call your place Montpellier when its Saltwater?

I do what other people do, she sighed; I was told it was Montpellier when I came here. Generally speaking, I have explained, when writing to friends, that it is really Saltwater, in spite of its fine name. I suppose I forgot it when writing to you  I had so much to say. The people really to blame are those who named it so.

And thats true, and they ought to be shown up, said the Squire.

Seaboard Terrace consisted of seven houses, built in front of the sea a little beyond the town. The parlours had bay windows; the drawing-rooms had balconies and verandahs. The two end houses, Nos. 1 and 7, were double houses, large and handsome, each of them being inhabited by a private family; the middle houses were smaller, most of them being let out in lodgings in the season. Mary Blair began talking that first evening as we sat together about the family who lived in the house next door to her, No. 7. Their name was Peahern, she said, and they had been so very, very kind to her since she took her house in March. Mr. Peahern had interested himself for her and got her several pupils; he was much respected at Saltwater. Ah, he is a good man, she added; but  

Ill call and thank him, interrupted the Squire. I am proud to shake hands with such a man as that.

You cannot, she said; he and his wife have gone abroad. A great misfortune has lately befallen them.

A great misfortune! What was it?

I noticed a sort of cloud pass over Mary Blairs face, a hesitation in her manner before she replied. Mrs. Todhetley was sitting by her on the sofa; the Squire was in the armchair opposite them, and I at the table, as I had sat at our tea-dinner.

Mr. Peahern was in business once  a wholesale druggist, I believe; but he made a fortune, and retired some years ago, began Mary. Mrs. Peahern has bad health and is a little lame. She was very kind to me also  very good and kind indeed. They had one son  no other children; I think he was studying for the Bar; I am not sure; but he lived in London, and came down here occasionally. My young maid-servant, Susan, got acquainted with their servants, and she gathered from their gossip that he, Edmund Peahern, a very handsome young man, was in some way a trouble to his parents. He was down at Easter, and stayed three weeks; and in May he came down again. What happened I dont know; I believe there was some scene with his father the day he arrived; anyway, Mr. Peahern was heard talking angrily to him; and that night he  he died.

She had dropped her voice to a whisper. The Squire spoke.

Died! Was it a natural death?

No. A jury decided that he was insane; and he was buried here in the churchyard. Such a heap of claims and debts came to light, it was said. Mr. Peahern left his lawyer to pay them all, and went abroad with his poor wife for change of scene. It has been a great grief to me. I feel so sorry for them.

Then, is the house shut up?

No. Two servants are left in it  the two housemaids. The cook, who had lived with them five and twenty years and was dreadfully affected at the calamity, went with her mistress. Nice, good-natured young women are these two that are left, running in most days to ask if they can do anything for me.

It is good to have such neighbours, said the Squire. And I hope youll get on, my dear. How came you to be at this place at all?

It was through Mr. Lockett, she answered  the clergyman who had been so much with her husband before he died, and who had kept up a correspondence with her. Mr. Locketts brother was in practice as a doctor at Saltwater, and they thought she might perhaps do well if she came to it. So Marys friends had screwed a point or two to put her into the house, and gave her besides a ten-pound note to start with.



I tell you what it is, young Joe: if you run and reve yourself into that scarlet heat, you shant come here with me again.

But I like to race with the donkeys, replied young Joe. I can run almost as fast as they, Johnny. I like to see the donkeys.

Wouldnt it be better to ride a donkey, lad?

He shook his head. I have never had a ride but once, he answered: Ive no sixpences for it. That once Matilda treated me. She brings me on the sands.

Who is Matilda?

Matilda at No. 7  Mr. Peaherns.

Well, if you are a good boy, young Joe, and stay by me, you shall have a ride as soon as the donkeys come back.

They were fine sands. I sat down on a bench with a book; little Joe strained his eyes to look after the donkeys in the distance, cantering off with some young shavers like himself on their backs, their nursemaids walking quickly after them. Poor little Joe!  he had the gentlest, meekest face in the world, with his thoughtful look and nice eyes  waited and watched in quiet patience. The sands were crowded with people this afternoon; organs were playing, dancing dolls exhibiting; and vessels with their white sails spread glided smoothly up and down on the sparkling sea.

And will you really pay the sixpence? asked the little fellow presently. They wont let me get on for less.

Really and truly, Joe. Ill take you for a row in a boat some calm day, if mamma will allow you to go.

Joe looked grave. I dont much like the water, please, said he, timidly. Alfred Dale went on it in a boat and fell in, and was nearly drowned. He comes to mammas school.



Then well let the boats alone, Joe. Theres Punch! He is going to set himself up yonder: wouldnt you like to run and see him?

But I might miss the donkeys, answered Joe.

He stood by me quietly, gazing in the direction taken by the donkeys; evidently they were his primary attraction. The other child, Mary, who was a baby when her father died (poor Baked Pie, as we boys used to call him at Frosts), was in Wales with Mrs. Blairs people. They had taken the child for a few months, until she saw whether she should get along at Saltwater.

But we thought she would get along. Her school was a morning school for little boys of good parentage, all of whom paid liberal terms; and she would be able to let her best rooms for at least six months in the year.

Theres Matilda! Oh, theres Matilda!

It was quite a loud shout for little Joe. Looking up, I saw him rush to a rather good-looking young woman, neatly dressed in a black-and-white print gown and small shawl of the same, with black ribbons crossed on her straw bonnet. Servants did not dress fine enough to set the Thames on fire in those days. Joe dragged her triumphantly up to me. She was one of the housemaids at No. 7.

Its Matilda, he said; and the young woman curtsied. And I am going to have a donkey-ride, Matilda; Mr. Johnny Ludlows going to give the sixpence for me!

I know you by sight, sir, observed Matilda to me. I have seen you go in and out of No. 6.

She had a pale olive complexion, with magnificent, melancholy dark eyes. Many persons would have called her handsome. I took a sort of liking for the girl  if only for her kindness to poor little fatherless Joe. In manner she was particularly quiet, subdued, and patient.

You had a sad misfortune at your house not long ago, I observed to her, at a loss for something to say.



Oh, sir, dont talk of it, please! she answered, catching her breath. I seem to have had the shivers at times ever since. It was me that found him.

Up cantered the donkeys; and presently away went Joe on the back of one, Matilda attending him. The ride was just over, and Joe beginning to enlarge on its delights to me, when another young woman, dressed precisely similar to Matilda, even to the zigzag white running pattern on the prim gown, and the black cotton gloves, was seen making her way towards us. She was nice-looking also, in a different way  fair, with blue eyes, and a laughing, arch face.

Why, theres Jane Cross! exclaimed Matilda. What in the world have you come out for, Jane? Have you left the house safe?

As if I should leave it unsafe! lightly retorted the one they had called Jane Cross. The back doors locked, and heres the key of the front  showing a huge key. Why shouldnt I go out if you do, Matilda? The house is none so lively a one now, to stop in all alone.

And thats true enough, was Matildas quiet answer. Little master Joes here; he has been having a donkey-ride.

The two servants, fellow-housemaids, strolled off towards the sea, taking Joe with them. At the edge of the beach they encountered Hannah, who had just come on with our two children, Hugh and Lena. The maids sat down for a gossip, while the children took off their shoes and stockings to dabble in the gently rising tide.

And that was my introductory acquaintanceship with the servant-maids at No. 7. Unfortunately it did not end there.



Twilight was coming on. We had been out and about all day, had dined as usual at one oclock (not to give unnecessary trouble), and had just finished tea in Mrs. Blairs parlour. It was where we generally took tea, and supper also. The Squire liked to sit in the open bay window and watch the passers-by as long as ever a glimmer of daylight lasted; and he could not see them so well in the drawing-room above. I was at the other corner of the bay window. The Mater and Mary Blair were on their favourite seat, the sofa, at the end of the room, both knitting. In the room at the back, Mary held her morning school.

I sat facing towards the end house, No. 7. And I must here say that during the last two or three weeks I had met the housemaids several times on the sands, and so had become quite at home with each of them. Both appeared to be thoroughly well-conducted, estimable young women; but, of the two, I liked Jane Cross best; she was always so lively and pleasant-mannered. One day she told me why No. 7 generally called her by her two names  which I had thought rather odd. It appeared that when she entered her place two years before, the other housemaid was named Jane, so they took to call her by her full name, Jane Cross. That housemaid had left in about a twelvemonth, and Matilda had entered in her place. The servants were regarded as equals in the house, not one above the other, as is the case in many places. These details will probably be thought unnecessary and uncalled for, but you will soon see why I mention them. This was Monday. On the morrow we should have been three weeks at Saltwater, and the Squire did not yet talk of leaving. He was enjoying the free-and-easy life, and was as fond as a child of picking up shells on the sands and looking at Punch and the dancing dolls.

Well, we sat this evening in the bay window as usual, I facing No. 7. Thus sitting, I saw Matilda cross the strip of garden with a jug in her hand, and come out at the gate to fetch the beer for supper.

There goes Jane Cross, cried the Squire, as she passed the window. Is it not, Johnny?



No, sir, its Matilda. But the mistake was a very natural one, for the girls were about the same height and size, and were usually dressed alike, the same mourning having been supplied to both of them.

Ten minutes or so had elapsed when Matilda came back: she liked a gossip with the landlady of the Swan. Her pint jug was brimful of beer, and she shut the iron gate of No. 7 after her. Putting my head as far out at the window as it would go, to watch her indoors, for no earthly reason but that I had nothing else to do, I saw her try the front door, and then knock at it. This knock she repeated three times over at intervals, each knock being louder than the last.

Are you shut out, Matilda? I called out.

Yes, sir, it seems like it, she called back again, without turning her head. Jane Cross must have gone to sleep.

Had she been a footman with a carriage full of ladies in court trains behind him, she could not have given a louder or longer knock than she gave now. There was no bell to the front door at No. 7. But the knock remained unanswered and the door unopened.

Matilda at No. 7 is locked out, I said, laughing, bringing in my head and speaking to the parlour generally. She has been to fetch the beer for supper, and cant get in again.

The beer for supper? repeated Mrs. Blair. They generally go out at the back gate to fetch that, Johnny.

Anyhow, she took the front way to-night. I saw her come out.

Another tremendous knock. The Squire put his good old nose round the window-post; two boys and a lady, passing by, halted a minute to look on. It was getting exciting, and I ran out. She was still at the door, which stood in the middle of the house, between the sitting-rooms on each side.



So you have got the key of the street, Matilda!

I cant make it out, she said; what Jane Cross can be about, or why the door should be closed at all. I left it on the latch.

Somebody has slipped in to make love to her. Your friend, the milkman, perhaps.

Evidently Matilda did not like the allusion to the milkman. Catching a glimpse of her face by the street lamp, I saw it had turned white. The milkman was supposed to be paying court at No. 7, but to which of the two maids gossip did not decide. Mrs. Blairs Susan, who knew them well, said it was Matilda.

Why dont you try the back way? I asked, after more waiting.

Because I know the outer door is locked, sir. Jane Cross locked it just now, and thats why I came out this front way. I can try it, however.

She went round to the road that ran by the side of the house, and tried the door in the garden wall. It was fastened, as she had said. Seizing the bell-handle, she gave a loud peal  another, and another.

I say, it seems odd, though, I cried, beginning to find it so. Do you think she can have gone out?

Im sure I dont know, sir. But  no; its not likely, Master Johnny. I left her laying the cloth for our supper.

Was she in the house alone?

We are always alone, sir; we dont have visitors. Anyway, none have been with us this evening.

I looked at the upper windows of the house. No light was to be seen in any of them, no sign of Jane Cross. The lower windows were hidden from view by the wall, which was high.

I think she must have dropped asleep, Matilda, as you say. Suppose you come in through Mrs. Blairs and get over the wall?



I ran round to tell the news to our people. Matilda followed me slowly; I thought, reluctantly. Even in the dim twilight, as she stood at our gate in hesitation, I could see how white her face was.

What are you afraid of? I asked her, going out again to where she stood.

I hardly know, Master Johnny. Jane Cross used to have fits. Perhaps she has been frightened into one now.

What should frighten her?

The girl looked round in a scared manner before replying. Just then I found my jacket-sleeve wet. Her trembling hands had shaken a little of the ale upon it.

If she  should have seen Mr. Edmund? the girl brought out in a horrified whisper.

Seen Mr. Edmund! Mr. Edmund who?  Mr. Edmund Peahern? Why, you dont surely mean his ghost?

Her face was growing whiter. I stared at her in surprise.

We have always been afraid of seeing something, she and me, since last May; we havent liked the house at night-time. It has often been quite a scuffle which of us should fetch the beer, so as not to be the one left alone. Many a time I have stood right out at the back door while Jane Cross has gone for it.

I began to think her an idiot. If Jane Cross was another, why, perhaps she had frightened herself into a fit. All the more reason that somebody should see after her.

Come along, Matilda; dont be foolish; well both get over the wall.

It was a calm, still summer evening, almost dark now. All the lot of us went out to the back garden, I whispering to them what the girl had said to me.

Poor thing! said Mrs. Todhetley, who had a sort of fellow-feeling for ghosts. It has been very lonely for the young women; and if Jane Cross is subject to fits, she may be lying in one at this moment.



The wall between the gardens was nothing like as high as the outer one. Susan brought out a chair, and Matilda could have got over easily. But when she reached the top, she stuck there.

I cant go on by myself; I dare not, she said, turning her frightened face towards us. If Mr. Edmund is there  

Dont be a goose, girl! interrupted the Squire, in doubt whether to laugh or scold. Here, Ill go with you. Get on down. Hold the chair tight for me, Johnny.

We hoisted him over without damage. I leaped after him, and Susan, grinning with delight, came after me. She supposed that Jane Cross had slipped out somewhere during Matildas absence.

The door faced the garden, and the Squire and Susan were the first to enter. There seemed to be no light anywhere, and the Squire went gingerly picking his way. I turned round to look for Matilda, who had hung back, and found her with her hand on the trellis-work of the porch, and the beer splashing over in her fear.

I say, look here, Matilda; you must be a regular goose, as the Squire says, to put yourself into this fright before you know whether theres any cause for it. Susan says she has only stepped out somewhere.

She put up her hand and touched my arm, her lips the colour of chalk.

Only last night that ever was, Mr. Johnny, as we were going up the staircase to bed, we heard a sound in the room as we passed it. It was just like a groan. Ask Jane Cross, else, sir.

What room?

Mr. Edmunds; where he did it. She has heard him to-night, or seen him, or something, and has fallen into a fit.

The kitchen was on the right of the passage. Susan, knowing the ways of the house, soon lighted a candle. On a small round table was spread a white cloth, some bread and cheese, and two tumblers. A knife or two had seemingly been flung on it at random.

Jane Cross! Jane Cross! shouted the Squire, going forward towards the front hall, Susan following with the candle. It was a good-sized hall; I could see that, with a handsome well-staircase at this end of it.

Halloa! Whats this? Johnny! Susan!  all of you come here! Heres somebody lying here. It must be the poor girl. Goodness bless my heart! Johnny, help me to raise her!

Still and white she was lying, underneath the opening of the staircase. Upon lifting her head, it fell back in a curious manner. We both backed a little. Susan held the candle nearer. As its light fell on the upturned face, the girl shrieked.

She is in a fit, cried Matilda.

God help her! whispered the Squire. I fear this is something worse than a fit. We must have a doctor.

Susan thrust the candlestick into my hand, and ran out at the back door, saying shed fetch Mr. Lockett. Back she came in a moment: the garden gate was locked, and the key not in it.

Theres the front door, girl, stuttered the Squire, angry with her for returning, though it was no fault of hers. He was like one off his head, and his nose and cheeks had turned blue.

But there could be no more exit by the front door than by the back. It was locked, and the key gone. Who had done these things? what strange mystery was here? Locking the poor girl in the house to kill her!

Matilda, who had lighted another candle, found the key of the back gate lying on the kitchen dresser. Susan caught it up, and flew away. It was a most uncomfortable moment. There lay Jane Cross, pale and motionless, and it seemed that we were helpless to aid her.

Ask that stupid thing to bring a pillow or a cushion, Johnny! Ghosts, indeed! The idiots that women are!

What else has done it? what else was there to hurt her? remonstrated Matilda, bringing up the second candle. She wouldnt fall into a fit for nothing, sir.

And now that more light was present, we began to see other features of the scene. Nearly close to Jane Cross lay a work-basket, overturned, a flat, open basket, a foot and a half square. Reels of cotton, scissors, tapes, small bundles of work tied up, and such-like things lay scattered around.

The Squire looked at these, and then at the opening above. Can she have fallen down the well? he asked, in a low tone. And Matilda, catching the words, gave a cry of dismay, and burst into tears.

A pillow, girl! A pillow, or a cushion!

She went into one of the sitting-rooms and brought out a sofa-cushion. The Squire, going down on his knees, for he was not good at stooping, told me to slip it under while he raised the head.

A sound of feet, a sudden flash of light from a bulls-eye, and a policeman came upon the scene. The man was quietly passing on his beat when met by Susan. In her excitement she told him what had happened, and sent him in. We knew the man, whose beat lay at this end of Saltwater; a civil man, named Knapp. He knelt down where the Squire had just been kneeling, touching Jane Cross here and there.

Shes dead, sir, he said. There can be no mistake about that.

She must have fallen down the well of the staircase, I fear, observed the Squire.

Well  yes; perhaps so, assented the man in a doubtful tone. But what of this?



He flung the great light in front of poor Jane Crosss dress. A small portion of the body, where the gown fastened in front, had been torn away, as well as one of the wristbands.

Its no fall, said the man. Its foul play  as I think.

Goodness bless me! gasped the Squire. Some villains must have got in. This comes of that other ones having left the front door on the latch. But I am not sure that any of us, including himself, believed she could be really dead.

Susan returned with speed, and was followed by Mr. Lockett. He was a young man, thirty perhaps, pale and quiet, and much like what I remembered of his brother. Poor Jane Cross was certainly dead, he said  had been dead, he thought, an hour.

But this could scarcely have been, as we knew. It was not, at the very utmost, above twenty-five minutes since Matilda went out to fetch the beer, leaving her alive and well. Mr. Lockett looked again, but thought he was not mistaken. When a young doctor takes up a crotchet, he likes to hold to it.

A nameless sensation of awe fell upon us all. Dead! In that sudden manner! The Squire rubbed up his head like a helpless lunatic; Susans eyes were round with horror; Matilda had thrown her apron over her face to hide its grief and tears.

Leaving her for the present where she was, we turned to go upstairs. I stooped to pick up the overturned basket, but the policeman sharply told me to let all things remain as they were until he had time to look into them.

The first thing the man did, on reaching the landing above, was to open the room doors one by one, and throw his bulls-eye light into them. They were all right, unoccupied, straight and tidy. On the landing of the upper floor lay one or two articles, which seemed to indicate that some kind of struggle had taken place there. A thimble here, a bodkin there, also the bit that had been torn out of the girls gown in front, and the wristband from the sleeve. The balustrades were very handsome, but very low; on this upper landing, dangerously low. These bedrooms were all in order; the one in which the two servants slept, alone showing signs of occupation.

Downstairs went Knapp again, carrying with him the torn-out pieces, to compare them with the gown. It was the print gown I had often seen Jane Cross wear, a black gown with white zigzag lines running down it. Matilda was wearing the fellow to it now. The pieces fitted in exactly.

The struggle must have taken place upstairs: not here, observed the doctor.

Matilda, questioned and cross-questioned by the policeman, gave as succinct an account of the evening as her distressed state allowed. We stood round the kitchen while she told it.

Neither she nor Jane Cross had gone out at all that day. Monday was rather a busy day with them, for they generally did a bit of washing. After tea, which they took between four and five oclock, they went up to their bedroom, it being livelier there than in the kitchen, the window looking down the side road. Matilda sat down to write a letter to her brother, who lived at a distance; Jane Cross sat at the window doing a job of sewing. They sat there all the evening, writing, working, and sometimes talking. At dusk, Jane remarked that it was getting blind mans holiday, and that she should go on downstairs and lay the supper. Upon that, Matilda finished her letter quickly, folded and directed it, and followed her down. Jane had not yet laid the cloth, but was then taking it out of the drawer. You go and fetch the beer, Matilda, she said: and Matilda was glad to do so. You cant go that way: I have locked the gate, Jane called out, seeing Matilda turning towards the back; accordingly she went out at the front door, leaving it on the latch. Such was her account; and I have given it almost verbatim.

On the latch, repeated the policeman, taking up the words. Does that mean that you left it open?

I drew it quite to, so that it looked as if it were shut; it was a heavy door, and would keep so, was Matildas answer. I did it, not to give Jane the trouble to open it to me. When I got back I found it shut and could not get in.

The policeman mused. You say it was Jane Cross who locked the back door in the wall?

Yes, said Matilda. She had locked it before I got downstairs. We liked to lock that door early, because it could be opened from the outside  while the front door could not be.

And she had not put these things on the table when you went out for the beer?  pointing to the dishes.

No: she was only then putting the cloth. As I turned round from taking the beer-jug from its hook, the fling she gave the cloth caused the air to whiffle in my face like a wind. She had not begun to reach out the dishes.

How long were you away?

I dont know exactly, she answered, with a moan. Rather longer than usual, because I took my letter to the post before going to the Swan.

It was about ten minutes, I interposed. I was at the window next door, and saw Matilda go out and come back.

Ten minutes! repeated the policeman. Quite long enough for some ruffian to come in and fling her over the stairs.

But who would do it? asked Matilda, looking up at him with her poor pale face.

Ah, thats the question; thats what we must find out, said Knapp. Was the kitchen just as it was when you left it?

Yes  except that she had put the bread and cheese on the table. And the glasses, and knives, added the girl, looking round at the said table, which remained as we had found it, but not the plates.

Well now, to go to something else: Did she bring her work-basket downstairs with her from the bedroom when she remarked to you that she would go and put the supper on?

No, she did not.

You are sure of that?

Yes. She left the basket on the chair in front of her where it had been standing. She just got up and shook the threads from off her gown, and went on down. When I left the room the basket was there; I saw it. And I think, added the girl, with a great sob, I think that while laying the supper she must have gone upstairs again to fetch the basket, and must have fallen against the banisters with fright, and overbalanced herself.

Fright at what? asked Knapp.

Matilda shivered. Susan whispered to him that they were afraid at night of seeing the ghost of Mr. Edmund Peahern.

The man glanced keenly at Matilda for a minute. Did you ever see it? he asked.

No, she shuddered. But there are strange noises, and we think it is in the house.

Well, said Knapp, coughing to hide a comical smile, ghosts dont tear pieces out of gowns  that ever I heard of. I should say it was something worse than a ghost that has been here to-night. Had this poor girl any sweetheart?

No, said Matilda.

Have you one?

No.

Except Owen the milkman.



A red streak flashed into Matildas cheeks. I knew Owen: he was Mrs. Blairs milkman also.

I think Owen must be your sweetheart or hers, went on Knapp. Ive seen him, often enough, talking and laughing with you both when bringing the afternoons milk round. Ten minutes at a stretch he has stayed in this garden, when he need not have been as many moments.

There has been no harm: and its nothing to anybody, said Matilda.

The key of the front door was searched for, high and low; but it could not be found. Whoever locked the door, must have made off with the key. But for that, and for the evidences of the scuffle above and the pieces torn out of the gown, we should have thought Matildas opinion was correct: that Jane Cross had gone upstairs for her basket, and through some wretched accident had pitched over the balustrades. Matilda could not relinquish the notion.

It was only a week ago that ever was  a week ago this very day  that Jane Cross nearly fell over there. We were both running upstairs, trying in sport which should get first into our bedroom; and, in jostling one another on the landing, she all but overbalanced herself. I caught hold of her to save her. Its true  if it were the last word I had to speak.

Matilda broke down, with a dreadful fit of sobbing. Altogether she struck me as being about as excitable a young woman as one could meet in a summer days journey.

Nothing more could be made out of it this evening. Jane Cross had met her death, and some evil or other must have led to it. The police took possession of the house for the night: and Matilda, out of compassion, was brought to ours. To describe the Maters shock and Mary Blairs, when they heard the news, would be beyond me.

All sorts of conjectures arose in the neighbourhood. The most popular belief was that some person must have perceived the front door open, and, whether with a good or a bad intention, entered the house; that he must have stolen upstairs, met Jane Cross on the top landing, and flung her down in a scuffle. That he must then have let himself out at the front door and locked it after him.

Against this theory there were obstacles. From the time of Matildas leaving the house till her return, certainly not more than ten minutes had elapsed, perhaps not quite as much, and this was a very short space of time for what had been done in it. Moreover the chances were that I, sitting at the next window, should have seen any one going in or out; though it was not of course certain. I had got up once to ring the bell, and stayed a minute or two away from the window, talking with Mary Blair and the Mater.

Some people thought the assassin (is it too much to call him so?) had been admitted by Jane Cross herself; or he might have been in hiding in the garden before she locked the door. In short, the various opinions would fill a volume.

But suspicion fell chiefly upon one person  and that was Thomas Owen the milkman. Though, perhaps, suspicion is too strong a word to give to it  I ought rather to say doubt. These Owens were originally from Wales, very respectable people. The milk business was their own; and, since the fathers death, which happened only a few months before, the son had carried it on in conjunction with his mother. He was a young man of three or four and twenty, with a fresh colour and open countenance, rather superior in manners and education. The carrying out the milk himself was a temporary arrangement, the boy employed for it being ill. That he had often lingered at No. 7, laughing with the two young women, was well known; he had also been seen to accost them in the street. Only the previous day, he and Matilda had stayed talking in the churchyard after morning service when everybody else had left it; and he had walked up nearly as far as Seaboard Terrace with Jane Cross in the evening. A notion existed that he had entered the house on the Monday evening, for who else was it likely to have been, cried everybody. Which was, of course, logic. At last a rumour arose  arose on the Tuesday  that Owen had been seen to leave the house at dusk on the fatal evening; that this could be proved. If so, it looked rather black. I was startled, for I had liked the man.

The next day, Wednesday, the key was found. A gardener who did up the gardens of the other end house, No. 1, every Wednesday, was raking the ground underneath some dwarf pines that grew close against the front railings, and raked out a big door-key. About a dozen people came rushing off with it to No. 7.

It was the missing key. It fitted into the door at once, locked and unlocked it. When the villain had made his way from the house after doing the mischief, he must have flung the key over amidst the pines, thinking no doubt it would lie hidden there.

The coroner and jury assembled; but they could not make more of the matter than we had made. Jane Cross had died of the fall down the well-staircase, which had broken her neck; and it was pretty evident she had been flung down. Beyond the one chief and fatal injury, she was not harmed in any way; not by so much as a scratch. Matilda, whose surname turned out to be Valentine, having got over the first shock, gave her testimony with subdued composure. She was affected at parts of it, and said she would have saved Jane Crosss life with her own: and no one could doubt that she spoke the truth. She persisted in asserting her opinion that there had been no scuffle, in spite of appearances; but that the girl had been terrified in some way and had accidentally fallen over.

When Matilda was done with, Thomas Owen took her place. He was all in black, having dressed himself to come to the inquest and wearing mourning for his father; and I must say, looking at him now, youd never have supposed he carried out milk-pails.

Yes, he had known the poor young woman in question, he readily said in answer to questions; had been fond of chaffing with the two girls a bit, but nothing more. Meant nothing by it, nothing serious. Respected both of them; regarded them as perfectly well-conducted young women.  Was either of them his sweetheart? Certainly not. Had not courted either of them. Never thought of either of them as his future wife: should not consider a servant eligible for that position  at least, his mother would not. Of the two, he had liked Jane Cross the best. Did not know anything whatever of the circumstances attending the death; thought it a most deplorable calamity, and was never more shocked in his life than when he heard of it.

Is there any truth in the report that you were at the house on Monday evening? asked the coroner.

There is no truth in it.

I see him come out o No. 7: I see him come out o the side door in the garden wall, burst forth a boys earnest voice from the back of the room.

You saw me not come out of it, quietly replied Thomas Owen, turning round to see who it was that had spoken. Oh, it is you, is it, Bob Jackson! Yes, you came running round the corner just as I turned from the door.

You were there, then? cried the coroner.

No, sir. At the door, yes; thats true enough; but I was not inside it. What happened was this: on Monday I had some business at a farmhouse near Munpler, and set out to walk over there early in the evening. In passing down the side road by No. 7, I saw the two maids at the top window. One of them  I think it was Jane Cross  called out to ask me in a joking kind of way whether I was about to pay them a visit; I answered, not then, but I would as I came back if they liked. Accordingly, in returning, I rang the bell. It was not answered, and I rang again with a like result. Upon that, I went straight home to my milk books, and did not stir out again, as my mother can prove. That is the truth, sir, on my oath; and the whole truth.

What time was this?

I am not quite sure. It was getting dusk.

Did you see anything of the young women this second time?

Not anything.

Or hear anything?  Any noise?

None whatever. I supposed that they would not come to the door to me because it was late: I thought nothing else. I declare, sir, that this is all I know of the matter.

There was a pause when he concluded. Knapp, the policeman, and another one standing by his side, peered at Owen from under their eyebrows, as if they did not put implicit faith in his words: and the coroner recalled Matilda Valentine.

She readily confirmed the statement of his having passed along the side road, and Jane Crosss joking question to him. But she denied having heard him ring on his return, and said the door-bell had not rung at all that night. Which would seem to prove that Owen must have rung during the time she had gone out for the beer.

So, you perceive, the inquest brought forth no more available light, and had to confess itself baffled.

A fine termination this is to our pleasure, cried the Squire, gloomily. I dont like mysteries, Johnny. And of all the mysteries I have come across in my life, the greatest mystery is this at No. 7.





THE MYSTERY AT NUMBER SEVEN

II.  OWEN, THE MILKMAN

It was a grand sea to-day: one of the grandest that we had seen at Saltwater. The waves were dancing and sparkling like silver; the blue of the sky was deeper than a painters ultramarine. But to us, looking on it from Mrs. Blairs house in Seaboard Terrace, its brightness and beauty were dimmed.

For you see, Johnny, observed the Squire to me, his face and tone alike gloomy  outward things take their impress from the mind with that dreadful affair at the next door jaundicing ones thoughts, the sea might as well be grey as blue, and the sky lowering with thunder-clouds. I repeat that I dont like mysteries: they act on me like a fit of indigestion.

The affair just was a mystery; to us, as to all Saltwater. More than a week had elapsed since the Monday evening when it took place, and poor Jane Cross now lay buried in the windy graveyard. On this said Monday evening, the two servant maids, Jane Cross and Matilda Valentine (left in the house, No. 7, Seaboard Terrace, during the absence of the family abroad), had been pursuing their ordinary occupations. While Jane Cross was laying the cloth for supper in the kitchen, Matilda went out to fetch the usual pint of ale. On her return she could not get in. When admittance was obtained, Jane Cross lay dead in the hall, having fallen down the well of the staircase. Evidences of a scuffle on the upper landing could be traced, making it apparent that the fall was not accidental; that she had been flung down. Some doubt attached to Owen, the milkman, partly from his previous intimacy with the girls, chiefly because he had been seen leaving the back door of the house somewhere about the time it must have occurred. What Owen said was, that he had rung twice at the door, but his ring was not answered.

Matilda was to be pitied. The two young women had cared a good deal for one another, and the shock to Matilda was serious. The girl, now staying in our house, had worn a half-dazed look ever since, and avoided No. 7 as though it had the plague. Superstition in regard to the house had already been rife in both the servants minds, in consequence of the unhappy death in it of their masters son, Edmund Peahern, some weeks back: and if Matilda had been afraid of seeing one ghost before (as she had been) she would now undoubtedly expect to see two of them.

On this same morning, as I stood with the Squire looking at the sea from the drawing-room window of No. 6, Matilda came in. Her large dark eyes had lost their former sparkle, her clear olive skin its freshness. She asked leave to speak to Mrs. Todhetley: and the Mater  who sat at the table adding up some bills, for our sojourn at Saltwater was drawing towards its close  told her, in a kindly tone, to speak on.

I am making bold to ask you, maam, whether you could help me to find a place in London, began Matilda, standing between the door and the table in her black dress. I know, maam, you dont live in London, but a long way off it; Mrs. Blair has told me so, Master Johnny Ludlow also: but I thought perhaps you knew people there, and might be able to hear of something.

The Mater looked at Matilda without answering, and then round at us. Rather strange it was, a coincidence in a small way, that we had had a letter from London from Miss Deveen that morning, which had concluded with these lines of postscript: Do you chance to know of any nice, capable young woman in want of a situation? One of my housemaids is going to leave.

Naturally this occurred to the Maters mind when Matilda spoke. What kind of situation do you wish for? she asked.

As housemaid, maam, or parlour-maid. I can do my duty well in either.

But now, my girl, spoke up the Squire, turning from the window, why need you leave Saltwater? Youd never like London after it. This is a clear, fresh, health-giving place, with beautiful sands and music on them all day long; London is nothing but smoke and fogs.

Matilda shook her head. I could not stay here, sir.

Nonsense, girl. Of course what has happened has happened, and its very distressing; and you, of all people, must feel it so: but you will forget it in time. If you dont care to go back to No. 7 before Mr. and Mrs. Peahern come home  

I can never go back to No. 7, sir, she interrupted, a vehemence that seemed born of terror in her subdued voice. Never in this world. I would rather die.

Stuff and nonsense! said the Squire, impatiently. Theres nothing the matter with No. 7. What has happened in it wont happen again.

It is an unlucky house, sir; a haunted house, she contended with suppressed emotion. And its true that I would rather die outright than go back to live in it; for the terror of being there would slowly kill me. And so, maam, she added quickly to Mrs. Todhetley, evidently wishing to escape the subject, I should like to go away altogether from Saltwater; and if you can help me to hear of a place in London, I shall be very grateful.



I will consider of it, Matilda, was the answer. And when the girl had left the room the Mater asked us what we thought about recommending her to Miss Deveen. We saw no reason against it  not but that the Squire put the girl down as an idiot on the subject of haunted houses  and Miss Deveen was written to.

The upshot was, that on the next Saturday Matilda bade farewell to Saltwater and departed for Miss Deveens, the Squire sarcastically assuring her that that house had no ghosts in it. We should be leaving, ourselves, the following Tuesday.

But, before that day came, it chanced that I saw Owen, the milkman. It was on the Sunday afternoon. I had taken little Joe Blair for a walk across the fields as far as Munpler (their Montpellier-by-Sea, you know), and in returning met Thomas Owen. He wore his black Sunday clothes, and looked a downright fine fellow, as usual. There was something about the man I could not help liking, in spite of the doubt attaching to him.

So Matilda Valentine is gone, sir, he observed, after we had exchanged a few sentences.

Yes, she went yesterday, I answered, putting my back against the field fence, while young Joe went careering about in chase of a yellow butterfly. And for my part, I dont wonder at the girls not liking to stay at Saltwater. At least, in Seaboard Terrace.

I was told this morning that Mr. and Mrs. Peahern were on their way home, he continued.

Most likely they are. Theyd naturally want to look into the affair for themselves.

And I hope with all my heart they will be able to get some light out of it, returned Owen, warmly. I mean to do my best to bring out the mystery, sir; and I shant rest till its done.

His words were fair, his tone was genuine. If it was indeed himself who had been the chief actor in the tragedy, he carried it off well. I hardly knew what to think. It is true I had taken a bit of a fancy to the man, according to my usual propensity to take a fancy, or the contrary; but I did not know much about him, and not anything of his antecedents. As he spoke to me now, his tone was marked, rather peculiar. It gave me a notion that he wanted to say more.

Have you any idea that you will be able to trace it out?

For my own sake I should like to get the matter cleared up, he added, not directly answering my question. People are beginning to turn the cold shoulder my way: one woman asked me to my face yesterday whether I did it. No, I told her, I did not do it, but Id try and find out who did.

You are sure you heard and saw nothing suspicious that night when you rang the bell and could not get in, Owen?

Not then, sir; no. I saw no light in the house and heard no noise.

You have not any clue to go by, then?

Not much, sir, yet. But I cant help thinking somebody else has.

Who is that?

Matilda.

Matilda! I repeated, in amazement. Surely you cant suspect that she  that she was a party to any deed so cruel and wicked!

No, no, sir, I dont mean that; the young women were too good friends to harm one another: and whatever took place, took place while Matilda was out of the house. But I cant help fancying that she knows, or suspects, more of the matter than she will say. In short, that she is screening some one.

To me it seemed most unlikely. Why do you judge so, Owen?



By her manner, sir. Not by much else. But Ill tell you something that I saw. On the previous Wednesday when I left the afternoon milk at that tall house just beyond Seaboard Terrace, the family lodging there told me to call in the evening for the account, as they were leaving the next day. Accordingly I went; and was kept waiting so long before they paid me that it was all but dark when I came out. Just as I was passing the back door at No. 7, it was suddenly drawn open from the inside, and a man stood in the opening, whispering with one of the girls. She was crying, for I heard her sobs, and he kissed her and came out, and the door was hastily shut. He was an ill-looking man; so far at least as his clothes went; very shabby. His face I did not see, for he pulled his slouching round hat well over his brows as he walked away rapidly, and the black beard he wore covered his mouth and chin.

Which of the maids was it?

I dont know, sir. The next day I chaffed them a bit about it, but they both declared that nobody had been there but the watchmaker, Mr. Renninson, who goes every Wednesday to wind up the clocks, and that it must have been him I saw, for he was late that evening. I said no more; it was no business of mine; but the man I saw go out was just about as much like Renninson as he was like me.

And do you fancy  

Please wait a minute, sir, he interrupted, I havent finished. Last Sunday evening, upon getting home after service, I found I had left my prayer-book in church. Not wishing to lose it, for it was the one my father always used, I went back for it. However, the church was shut up, so I could not get in. It was a fine evening, and I took a stroll round the churchyard. In the corner of it, near to Mr. Edmund Peaherns tomb, they had buried poor Jane Cross but two days before  you know the spot, sir. Well, on the flat square of earth that covers her grave, stood Matilda Valentine, the greatest picture of distress you can imagine, tears streaming down her cheeks. She dried her eyes when she saw me, and we came away together. Naturally I fell to talking of Jane Cross and the death. I shall do as much as lies in my power to bring it to light, I said to Matilda; or people may go on doubting me to the end. And I think the first step must be to find out who the man was that called in upon you the previous Wednesday night. Well, sir, with that, instead of making any answering remark as a Christian would, or a rational being, let us say, Matilda gives a smothered shriek and darts away out of the churchyard. I couldnt make her out; and all in a minute a conviction flashed over me, though I hardly know why, that she knew who was the author of the calamity, and was screening him; or at any rate that she had her suspicions, if she did not actually know. And I think so still, sir.

I shook my head, not seeing grounds to agree with Owen. He resumed:

The next morning, between nine and ten, I was in the shop, putting a pint of cream which had been ordered into a can, when to my surprise Matilda walked in, cool and calm. She said she had come to tell me that the man I had seen leave the house was her brother. He had fallen into trouble through having become security for a fellow workman, had had all his things sold up, including his tools, and had walked every step of the way  thirty miles  to ask her if she could help him. She did help him as far as she could, giving him what little money she had by her, and Jane Cross had added ten shillings to it. He had got in only at dusk, she said, had taken some supper with them, and left again afterwards, and that she was letting him out at the gate when I must have been passing it. She did not see me, for her eyes were dim with crying: her heart felt fit to break in saying farewell. That was the truth, she declared, and that her brother had had no more to do with Janes death than she or I had; he was away again out of Saltwater the same night he came into it.

Well? Did you not believe her?

No, sir, answered Owen, boldly. I did not. If this was true, why should she have gone off into that smothered shriek in the churchyard when I mentioned him, and rush away in a fright?

I could not tell. Owens words set me thinking.

I did not know which of the two girls it was who let the man out that Wednesday night, for I did not clearly see; but, sir, the impression on my mind at the moment was, that it was Jane Cross. Jane Cross, and not Matilda. If so, why does she tell me this tale about her brother, and say it was herself?

And if it was Jane Cross?

Owen shook his head. All sorts of notions occur to me, sir. Sometimes I fancy that the man might have been Janes sweetheart, that he might have been there again on the Monday night, and done the mischief in a quarrel; and that Matilda is holding her tongue because it is her brother. Let the truth be what it will, Matildas manner convinces me of one thing: that theres something she is concealing, and that it is half frightening her wits out of her.  You are going to leave Saltwater, I hear, sir, added the young man in a different tone, and I am glad to have the opportunity of saying this, for I should not like you to carry away any doubt of me. Ill bring the matter to light if I can.

Touching his hat, he walked onwards, leaving my thoughts all in a whirligig.

Was Owen right in drawing these conclusions?  or was he purposely giving a wrong colouring to facts, and seeking craftily to throw suspicion off himself? It was a nice question, one I could make neither top nor tail of. But, looking back to the fatal evening, weighing this point, sifting that, I began to see that Matilda showed more anxiety, more terror, than she need have shown before she knew that any ill had happened. Had she a prevision, as she stood at the door with the jug of ale in her hand, that some evil might have chanced? Did she leave some individual in the house with Jane Cross when she went to the Swan to get the ale?  and was it her brother? Did she leave Owen in the house, and was she screening him?



Why, Matilda! Is it you?

It was fourteen months later, and autumn weather, and I had just arrived in London at Miss Deveens. My question to Matilda, who came into my dressing-room with some warm water to wash off the travelling dust, was not made in surprise at seeing her, for I supposed she was still in service at Miss Deveens, but at seeing the change in her. Instead of the healthy and, so to say, handsome girl known at Saltwater, I saw a worn, weary, anxious-looking shadow, with a feverish fire in her wild dark eyes.

Have you been ill, Matilda?

No, sir, not at all. I am quite well.

You have grown very thin.

Its the London air, sir. I think everybody must get thin who lives in it.

Very civilly and respectfully, but yet with an unmistakable air of reticence, spoke she. Somehow the girl was changed, and greatly changed. Perhaps she had been grieving after Jane Cross? Perhaps the secret of what had happened (if in truth Matilda knew it) lay upon her with too heavy a weight?

Do you find Matilda a good servant? I asked of Miss Deveen, later, she and I being alone together.

A very good servant, Johnny. But she is going to leave me.

Is she? Why?



Miss Deveen only nodded, in answer to the first query, passing over the last. I supposed she did not wish to say.

I think her so much altered.

In what way, Johnny?

In looks: looks and manner. She is just a shadow. One might say she had passed through a six months fever. And what a curious light there is in her eyes!

She has always impressed me with the idea of having some great care upon her. None can mistake that she is a sorrowful woman. I hear that the other servants accuse her of having been crossed in love, added Miss Deveen, with a smile.

She is thinner even than Miss Cattledon.

And that, I daresay you think, need not be, Johnny! Miss Cattledon, by the way, is rather hard upon Matilda just now: calls her a demon.

A demon! Why does she?

Well, Ill tell you. Though it is only a little domestic matter, one that perhaps you will hardly care to hear. You must know (to begin with) that Matilda has never made herself sociable with the other servants here; in return they have become somewhat prejudiced against her, and have been ready to play her tricks, tease her, and what not. But you must understand, Johnny, that I knew nothing of the state of affairs below; such matters rarely reach me. My cook, Hall, was especially at war with Matilda: in fact, I believe there was no love lost between the two. The girls melancholy  for at times she does seem very melancholy  was openly put down by the rest to the assumption that she must have had some love affair in which the swain had played her false. They were continually worrying her on this score, and it no doubt irritated Matilda; but she rarely retorted, preferring rather to leave them and take refuge in her room.

Why could they not let her alone?



People cant let one another alone, as I believe, Johnny. If they did, the world would be pleasanter to live in than it is.

And I suppose Matilda got tired at last, and gave warning?

No. Some two or three weeks ago it appears that, by some means or other, Hall obtained access to a small trunk; one that Matilda keeps her treasures in, and has cautiously kept locked. If I thought Hall had opened this trunk with a key of her own, as Matilda accuses her of doing, I would not keep the woman in my house another day. But she declares to me most earnestly  for I had her before me here to question her  that Matilda, called suddenly out of her chamber, left the trunk open there, and the letter, of which I am about to tell you, lying, also open, by its side. Hall says that she went into the room  it adjoins her own  for something she wanted, and that all she did  and she admits this much  was to pick up the letter, carry it downstairs, read it to the other servants, and make fun over it.

What letter was it?

Strictly speaking, it was only part of a letter: one begun but not concluded. It was in Matildas own hand, apparently written a long time ago, for the ink was pale and faded, and it began Dearest Thomas Owen. The  

Thomas Owen! I exclaimed, starting in my chair. Why, that is the milkman at Saltwater.

Im sure I dont know who he is, Johnny, and I dont suppose it matters. Only a few lines followed, three or four, speaking of some private conversation that she had held with him on coming out of church the day before, and of some reproach that she had then made to him respecting Jane Cross. The words broke suddenly off there, as if the writer had been interrupted. But why Matilda did not complete the letter and send it, and why she should have kept it by her all this time, must be best known to herself.



Jane Cross was her fellow-servant at Mr. Peaherns. She who was killed by falling down the staircase.

Yes, poor thing, I remembered the name. But, to go on. In the evening, after the finding of this letter, I and Miss Cattledon were startled by a disturbance in the kitchen. Cries and screams, and loud, passionate words. Miss Cattledon ran down; I stayed at the top of the stairs. She found Hall, Matilda, and one of the others there, Matilda in a perfect storm of fury, attacking Hall like a maniac. She tore handfuls out of her hair, she bit her thumb until her teeth met in it: Hall, though by far the bigger person of the two, and I should have thought the stronger, had no chance against her; she seemed to be as a very reed in her hands, passion enduing Matilda with a strength perfectly unnatural. George, who had been out on an errand, came in at the moment, and by his help the women were parted. Cattledon maintains that Matilda, during the scene, was nothing less than a demon; quite mad. When it was over, the girl fell on the floor utterly exhausted, and lay like a dead thing, every bit of strength, almost of life, gone out of her.

I never could have believed it of Matilda.

Nor I, Johnny. I grant that the girl had just cause to be angry. How should we like to have our private places rifled, and their contents exhibited to and mocked at by the world; contents which to us seem sacred? But to have put herself into that wild rage was both unseemly and unaccountable. Her state then, and her state immediately afterwards, made me think  I speak it with all reverence, Johnny  of the poor people in holy writ from whom the evil spirits were cast out.

Ay. It seems to be just such a case, Miss Deveen.

Halls thumb was so much injured that a doctor had to come daily to it for nine or ten days, continued Miss Deveen. Of course, after this climax, I could not retain Matilda in my service; neither would she have remained in it. She indulged a feeling of the most bitter hatred to the women servants, to Hall especially  she had not much liked them before, as you may readily guess  and she said that nothing would induce her to remain with them, even had I been willing to keep her. So she has obtained a situation with some acquaintances of mine who live in this neighbourhood, and goes to it next week. That is why Matilda leaves me, Johnny.

In my heart I could not help being sorry for her, and said so. She looked so truly, terribly unhappy!

I am very sorry for her, assented Miss Deveen. And had I known the others were making her life here uncomfortable, I should have taken means to stop their pastime. Of the actual facts, with regard to the letter, I cannot be at any certainty  I mean in my own mind. Hall is a respectable servant, and I have never had cause to think her untruthful during the three years she has lived with me: and she most positively holds to it that the little trunk was standing open on the table and the letter lying open beside it. Allowing that it was so, she had, of course, no right to touch either trunk or letter, still less to take the letter downstairs and exhibit it to the others, and I dont defend her conduct: but yet it is different from having rifled the lock of the trunk and taken the letter out.

And Matilda accuses her of doing that?

Yes: and, on her side, holds to it just as positively. What Matilda tells me is this: On that day it chanced that Miss Cattledon had paid the women servants their quarters wages. Matilda carried hers to her chamber, took this said little trunk out of her large box, where she keeps it, unlocked it and put the money into it. She disturbed nothing in the trunk; she says she had wrapped the sovereigns in a bit of paper, and she just slipped them inside, touching nothing else. She was shutting down the lid when she heard herself called to by me on the landing below. She waited to lock the box but not to put it up, leaving it standing on the table. I quite well remembered calling to the girl, having heard her run upstairs. I wanted her in my room.

Miss Deveen paused a minute, apparently thinking.

Matilda has assured me again and again that she is quite sure she locked the little trunk, that there can be no mistake on that point. Moreover, she asserts that the letter in question was lying at the bottom of the trunk beneath other things, and that she had not taken it out or touched it for months and months.

And when she went upstairs again  did she find the little trunk open or shut?

She says she found it shut: shut and locked just as she had left it; and she replaced it in her large box, unconscious that any one had been to it.

Was she long in your room, Miss Deveen?

Yes, Johnny, the best part of an hour. I wanted a little sewing done in a hurry, and told her to sit down there and then and do it. It was during this time that the cook, going upstairs herself, saw the trunk, and took the opportunity to do what she did do.

I think I should feel inclined to believe Matilda. Her tale sounds the more probable.

I dont know that, Johnny. I can hardly believe that a respectable woman, as Hall undoubtedly is, would deliberately unlock a fellow-servants box with a false key. Whence did she get the key to do it? Had she previously provided herself with one? The lock is of the most simple description, for I have seen the trunk since, and Hall might possess a key that would readily fit it: but if so, as the woman herself says, how could she know it? In short, Johnny, it is one womans word against anothers: and, until this happened, I had deemed each of them to be equally credible.



To be sure there was reason in that. I sat thinking.

Were it proved to have been as Matilda says, still I could not keep her, resumed Miss Deveen. Mine is a peaceable, well-ordered household, and I should not like to know that one, subject to insane fits of temper, was a member of it. Though Hall in that case would get her discharge also.

Do the people where Matilda is going know why she leaves?

Mrs. and Miss Soames. Yes. I told them all about it. But I told them at the same time, what I had then learnt  that Matildas temper had doubtlessly been much tried here. It would not be tried in their house, they believed, and took her readily. She is an excellent servant, Johnny, let who will get her.

I could not resist the temptation of speaking to Matilda about this, an opportunity offering that same day. She came into the room with some letters just left by the postman.

I thought my mistress was here, sir, she said, hesitating with the tray in her hand.

Miss Deveen will be here in a minute: you can leave the letters. So you are going to take flight, Matilda! I have heard all about it. What a silly thing you must be to put yourself into that wonderful tantrum!

She broke into my box, and turned over its contents, and stole my letter to mock me, retorted Matilda, her fever-lighted eyes taking a momentary fierceness. Who, put in my place, would not have gone into a tantrum, sir?

But she says she did not break into it.

As surely as that is heavens sun above us, she did it, Mr. Johnny. She has been full of spite towards me for a long time, and she thought she would pay me out. I did but unlock the box, and slip the little paper of money in, and I locked it again instantly and brought the key away with me: I can never say anything truer than that, sir: to make a mistake about it is not possible.

No pen could convey the solemn earnestness with which she spoke. Somehow it impressed me. I hoped Hall would get served out.

Yes, the wrong has triumphed for once. As far as I can see, sir, it often does triumph. Miss Deveen thinks great things of Hall, but she is deceived in her; and I daresay she will find her out sometime. It was Hall who ought to have been turned away instead of me. Not that I would stay here longer if I could.

But you like Miss Deveen?

Very much indeed, sir; she is a good lady and a kind mistress. She spoke very well indeed of me to the new family where I am going, and I daresay I shall do well enough there.  Have you been to Saltwater lately, sir? she added, abruptly.

Never since. Do you get news from the place?

She shook her head. I have never heard a word from any soul in it. I have written to nobody, and nobody has written to me.

And nothing more has come out about poor Jane Cross. It is still a mystery.

And likely to be one, she replied, in a low tone.

Perhaps so. Do you know what Owen the milkman thought?

She had spoken the last sentence or two with her eyes bent, fiddling with the silver waiter. Now they were raised quickly.

Owen thought that you could clear up the mystery if you liked, Matilda. At least, that you possessed some clue to it. He told me so.

Owen as good as said the same to me before I left, she replied, after a pause. He is wrong, sir: but he must think it if he will. Is he  is he at Saltwater still?



For all I know to the contrary. This letter, that the servants here got at, was one you were beginning to write to Owen. Did  

I would rather not talk of that letter, Mr. Johnny: my private affairs concern myself only, she interrupted  and went out of the room like a shot.



Had anyone told me that during this short visit of mine in London I should come across the solution of the mystery of that tragedy enacted at No. 7, I might have been slow to credit it. Nevertheless, it was to be so.

Have you ever noticed, in going through life, that events seem to carry a sequence in themselves almost as though they bore in their own hands the guiding thread that connects them from beginning to end? For a time this thread will seem to be lost; to lie dormant, as though it had snapped, and the course of affairs it was holding to have disappeared for good. But lo! up peeps a little end when least expected, and we catch hold of it, and soon it grows into a handful; and what we had thought lost is again full of activity and gradually works itself out. Not a single syllable, good or bad, had we heard of that calamity at Saltwater during the fourteen months which had passed since. The thread of it lay dormant. At Miss Deveens it began to steal up again: Matilda, and her passion, and the letter she had commenced to Thomas Owen were to the fore: and before that visit of mine came to an end, the thread had, strange to say, unwound itself.

I was a favourite of Miss Deveens: you may have gathered that from past papers. One day, when she was going shopping, she asked me to accompany her and not Miss Cattledon: which made that rejected ladys face all the more like vinegar. So we set off in the carriage.

Are we going to Regent Street, Miss Deveen?

Not to-day, Johnny. I like to encourage my neighbouring tradespeople, and shall buy my new silk here. We have excellent shops not far off.

After a few intricate turnings and windings, the carriage stopped before a large linendrapers, which stood amidst a colony of shops nearly a mile from Miss Deveens. George came round to open the door.

Now what will you do, Johnny? said Miss Deveen. I daresay I shall be half an hour in here, looking at silks and calico; and I wont inflict that penalty on you. Shall the carriage take you for a short drive the while, or will you wait in it?  or walk about?

I will wait in the street here, I said, and come in to you when I am tired. I like looking at shops. And I do like it.

The next shop to the linendrapers was a carver and gilders: he had some good pictures displayed in his window; at any rate, they looked good to me: and there I took up my station to begin with.

How do you do, sir? Have you forgotten me?

The words came from a young man who stood at the next door, close to me, causing me to turn quickly to him from gazing at the pictures. No, I had not forgotten him. I knew him instantly. It was Owen, the milkman.

After a few words had passed, I went inside. It was a large shop, well fitted up with cans and things pertaining to a milkmans business. The window-board was prettily set off with moss, ferns, a bowl containing gold and silver fish, a miniature fountain, and a rush basket of fresh eggs. Over the door was his own name, Thomas Owen.

You are living here, Owen?

Yes, sir.

But why have you left Saltwater?

Because, Mr. Johnny, the place looked askance at me. People, in their own minds, set down that miserable affair at No. 7 to my credit. Once or twice I was hooted at by the street boys, asking what I had done with Jane Cross. My mother couldnt stand that, and I couldnt stand it, so we just sold our business at Saltwater, and bought this one here. And a good change it has been, in a pecuniary point of view: this is an excellent connection, and grows larger every day.

Im sure I am glad to hear it.

At first, mother couldnt bear London: she longed for the country air and the green fields: but she is reconciled to it now. Perhaps shell have an opportunity soon of going back to see her own old Welsh mountains, and of staying there if it pleases her.

Then I should say you are going to be married, Owen.

He laughed and nodded. Youll wish me good luck, wont you, sir? Shes the only daughter at the next door, the grocers.

That I will. Have you discovered anymore of that mysterious business, Owen?

At Saltwater? No, sir: not anything at all that could touch the matter itself. But I have heard a good bit that bears upon it.

Do you still suspect that Matilda could tell if she chose?

I suspect more than that, sir.

The mans words were curiously significant. He had a bit of fern in his hand, and his fresh, open, intelligent face was bent downwards, as if he wanted to see what the leaf was made of.

I am not sure, sir. It is but suspicion at the best: but its an uncommonly strong one.

Wont you tell me what you mean? You may trust me.

Yes, I am sure I may, he said, promptly. And I think I will tell you  though I have never breathed it to mortal yet. I think Matilda did it herself.



Backing away from the counter in my surprise, I upset an empty milk-can.

Matilda! I exclaimed, picking up the can.

Mr. Johnny, with all my heart I believe it to have been so. I have believed it for some time now.

But the girls were too friendly to harm one another. I remember you said so yourself, Owen.

And I thought so then, sir. No suspicion of Matilda had occurred to me, but rather of the man I had seen there on the Wednesday. I think she must have done it in a sudden passion; not of deliberate purpose.

But now, what are your reasons?

I told you, sir, as I daresay you can recall to mind, that I should do what lay in my power to unravel the mystery  for it was not at all agreeable to have it laid at my door. I began, naturally, with tracing out the doings of that night as connected with No. 7. Poor Jane Cross had not been out of doors that night, and so far as I knew had spoken to no one save to me from the window; therefore of her there seemed nothing to be traced: but of Matilda there was. Inquiring here and there, I bit by bit got a few odds and ends of facts together. I traced out the exact time, almost to a minute, that I rang twice at the door-bell at No. 7, and was not answered; and the time that Matilda entered the Swan to get the supper beer. Pretty nearly half an hour had elapsed between the first time and the second.

Half an hour!

Not far short of it. Which proved that Matilda must have been indoors when I rang, though she denied it before the coroner, and it was taken for granted that I had rung during her absence to fetch the beer. And you knew, sir, that her absence did not exceed ten minutes. Now why did not Matilda answer my ring? Why did she not candidly say that she had heard the ring, but did not choose to answer it? Well, sir, that gave rise to the first faint doubt of her: and when I recalled and dwelt on her singular manner, it appeared to me that the doubt might pass into grave suspicion. Look at her superstitious horror of No. 7. She never would go into the house afterwards!

I nodded.

Two or three other little things struck me, all tending to strengthen my doubts, but perhaps they are hardly worth naming. Still, make the worst of it, it was only suspicion, not certainty, and I left Saltwater, holding my tongue.

And is this all, Owen?

Not quite, sir. Would you be so good as to step outside, and just look at the name over the grocers door?

I did so, and read Valentine. John Valentine. The same name as Matildas.

Yes, sir, it is, Owen said, in answer to me. After settling here we made acquaintance with the Valentines, and by-and-by learnt that they are cousins of Matildas. Fanny  my wife that is to be  has often talked to me about Matilda; they were together a good bit in early life; and by dint of mentally sifting what she said, and putting that and that together, I fancy I see daylight.

Yes. Well?

Matildas father married a Spanish woman. She was of a wild, ungovernable temper, subject to fits of frenzy; in one of which fits she died. Matilda has inherited this temper; she is liable to go into frenzies that can only be compared to insanity. Fanny has seen her in two only; they occur at rare intervals; and she tells me that she truly believes the girl is mad  mad, Mr. Johnny  during the few minutes that they last.

The history I had heard of her mad rage at Miss Deveens flashed over me. Temporarily insane they had thought her there.

I said to Fanny one day when we were talking of her, resumed Owen, that a person in that sort of uncontrollable passion, might commit any crime; a murder, or what not. Yes, Fanny replied, and not unlikely to do it, either: Matilda has more than once said that she should never die in her bed. Meaning  

Meaning what? I asked, for he came to a pause.

Well, sir, meaning, I suppose, that she might sometime lay violent hands upon herself, or upon another. I cant help thinking that something must have put her into one of these rages with Jane Cross, and that she pushed or flung the poor girl over the stairs.

Looking back, rapidly recalling signs and tokens, I thought it might have been so. Owen interrupted me.

I shall come across her sometime, Mr. Johnny. These are things that dont hide themselves for ever: at least, not often. And I shall tax her with it to her face.

But  dont you know where she is?

No, I dont sir. I wish I did. It was said that she came up to take a situation in London, and perhaps she is still in it. But Londons a large place, I dont know what part of it she was in, and one might as well look for a needle in a bundle of hay. The Valentines have never heard of her at all since she was at Saltwater.

How strange it seemed;  that she and they were living so near one another, and yet not to be aware of it. Should I tell Owen? Only for half a moment did the question cross me. No: most certainly not. It might be as he suspected; and, with it all, I could only pity Matilda. Of all unhappy women, she seemed the unhappiest.

Miss Deveens carriage bowled past the door to take her up at the linendrapers. Wishing Owen good-day, I was going out, but drew back to make room for two people who were entering: an elderly woman in a close bonnet, and a young one with a fair, pretty and laughing face.

My mother and Fanny, sir, he whispered.



She is very pretty, very nice, Owen, I said, impulsively. Youll be sure to be happy with her.

Thank you, sir; I think I shall. I wish you had spoken a word or two to her, Mr. Johnny: youd have seen how nice she is.

I cant stay now, Owen. Ill come again.

Not even to Miss Deveen did I speak of what I had heard. I kept thinking of it as we drove round Hyde Park, and she told me I was unusually silent.



The thread was unwinding itself more and more. Once it had begun to lengthen, I suppose it had to go on. Accident led to an encounter between Matilda and Thomas Owen. Accident? No, it was this same thread of destiny. Theres no such thing as accident in the world.

During the visit to the linendrapers, above spoken of, Miss Deveen bought a gown for Matilda. Feeling in her own heart sorry for the girl, thinking she had been somewhat hardly done by in her house, what with Hall and the rest of them, she wished to make her a present on leaving, as a token of her good-will. But the quantity of stuff bought proved not to be sufficient: Miss Deveen had doubted the point when it was cut off, and told Matilda to go herself and get two yards more. This it was, this simple incident, that led to the meeting with Owen. And I was present at it.

The money-order office of the district was situated amidst this colony of shops. In going down there one afternoon to cash an order, I overtook Matilda. She was on her way to buy the additional yards of stuff.

I suppose I am going right, sir? she said to me. I dont know much about this neighbourhood.

Not know much about it! What, after having lived in it more than a year!

I have hardly ever gone out; except to church on a Sunday, she answered. And what few articles Ive wanted in the dress line, I have mostly bought at the little drapers shop round the corner.

Hardly had the words left her lips, when we came face to face with Thomas Owen. Matilda gave a sort of smothered cry, and stood still, gazing at him. What they said to one another in that first moment, I did not hear. Matilda had a frightened look, and was whiter than death. Presently we were all walking together towards Thomas Owens, he having invited Matilda to go and see his home.

But there was another encounter first. Standing at the grocers door was pretty Fanny Valentine. She and Matilda recognized each other, and clasped hands. It appeared to me that Matilda did it with reluctance, as though it gave her no pleasure to meet her relatives. She must have known how near they lived to Miss Deveens, and yet she had never sought them out. Perhaps the very fact of not wishing to see them had kept her from the spot.

They all sat down in the parlour behind the shop  a neat room. Mrs. Owen was out; her son produced some wine. I stood up by the bookcase, telling them I must be off the next minute to the post-office. But the minutes passed, and I stayed on.

How he led up to it, I hardly know; but, before I was prepared for anything of the kind, Thomas Owen had plunged wholesale into the subject of Jane Cross, recounting the history of that night, in all its minute details, to Fanny Valentine. Matilda, sitting back on the far side of the room in an armchair, looked terror-stricken: her face seemed to be turning into stone.

Why do you begin about that, Thomas Owen? she demanded, when words at length came to her. It can have nothing to do with Fanny.

I have been wishing to tell it her for some little time, and this seems to be a fitting opportunity, he answered, coolly resolute. You, being better acquainted with the matter than I, can correct me if I make any blunders. I dont care to keep secrets from Fanny: she is going to be my wife.

Matildas hands lifted themselves with a convulsive movement and fell again. Her eyes flashed fire.

Your wife?

If you have no objection, he replied. My dear old mother goes into Wales next month, and Fanny comes here in her place.

With a cry, faint and mournful as that of a wounded dove, Matilda put her hands before her face and leaned back in her chair. If she had in truth loved Thomas Owen, if she loved him still, the announcement must have caused her cruel pain.

He resumed his narrative; assuming as facts what he had in his own mind conceived to have been the case, and by implication, but not directly, charging Matilda with the crime. It had a dreadful effect upon her; her agitation increased with every word. Suddenly she rose up in the chair, her arms lifted, her face distorted. One of those fits of passion had come on.

We had a dreadful scene. Owen was powerful, I of not much good, but we could not hold her. Fanny ran sobbing into her own door and sent in two of the shopmen.

It was the climax in Matilda Valentines life. One that perhaps might have been always looked for. From that hour she was an insane woman, her ravings interspersed with lucid intervals. During one of these, she disclosed the truth.

She had loved Thomas Owen with a passionate love. Mistaking the gossip and the nonsense that the young man was fond of chattering to her and Jane Cross, she believed her love was returned. On the day preceding the tragedy, when talking with him after morning service, she had taxed him with paying more attention to Jane Cross than to herself. Not a bit of it, he had lightly answered; he would take her for a walk by the seashore that evening if she liked to go. But, whether he had meant it, or not, he never came, though Matilda dressed herself in readiness. On the contrary, he went to church, met Jane there, and walked the best part of the way home with her. Matilda jealously resented this; her mind was in a chaos; she began to suspect that it was Jane Cross he liked, not herself. She said a word or two upon the subject to Jane Cross the next day, Monday; but Jane made sport of it  laughed it off. So the time went on to evening, when they were upstairs together, Jane sewing, Matilda writing. Suddenly Jane Cross said that Thomas Owen was coming along, and Matilda ran to the window. They spoke to him as he passed, and he said he would look in as he returned from Munpler. After Matildas letter to her brother was finished, she began a note to Thomas Owen, intending to reproach him with not keeping his promise to her and for joining Jane Cross instead. It was the first time she had ever attempted to write to him; and she stuck her work-box with the lid open behind the sheet of paper that Jane Cross might not see what she was doing. When it grew dusk, Jane Cross remarked that it was blind mans holiday and she would go on down and lay the supper. In crossing the room, work-basket in hand, she passed behind Matilda, glanced at her letter, and saw the first words of it, Dearest Thomas Owen. In sport, she snatched it up, read the rest where her own name was mentioned, and laughingly began, probably out of pure fun, to teaze Matilda. Thomas Owen your sweetheart! she cried, running out on to the landing. Why, he is mine. He cares more for my little finger than for   Poor girl! She never finished her sentence. Matilda, fallen into one of those desperate fits of passion, had caught her up and was clutching her like a tiger-cat, tearing her hair, tearing pieces out of her gown. The scuffle was brief: almost in an instant Jane Cross was falling headlong down the well of the staircase, pushed over the very low balustrades by Matilda, who threw the work-basket after her.

The catastrophe sobered her passion. For a while she lay on the landing in a sort of faint, all strength and power taken out of her as usual by the frenzy. Then she went down to look after Jane Cross.

Jane was dead. Matilda, not unacquainted with the aspect of death, saw that at once, and her senses pretty nearly deserted her again with remorse and horror. She had never thought or wished to kill Jane Cross, hardly to harm her, she liked her too well: but in those moments of frenzy she had not the slightest control over her actions. Her first act was to run and lock the side door in the garden wall, lest anyone should come in. How she lived through the next half-hour, she never knew. Her superstitious fear of seeing the dead Edmund Peahern in the house was strong  and now there was another! But, with all her anguish and her fear, the instinct of self-preservation was making itself heard. What must she do? How could she throw the suspicion off herself? She could not run out of the house and say, Jane Cross has fallen accidentally over the stairs; come and look to her  for no one would have believed it to be an accident. And there were the pieces, too, she had clutched out of the gown! Whilst thus deliberating the gate-bell rang, putting her into a state of the most intense terror. It rang again. Trembling, panting, Matilda stood cowering in the kitchen, but it did not ring a third time. This was, of course, Thomas Owen.

Necessity is the mother of invention. Something she must do, and her brain hastily concocted the plan she should adopt. Putting the cloth and the bread and cheese on the table, she took the jug and went out at the front door to fetch the usual pint of ale. A moment or two she stood at the front door, peering up and down the road to make sure that no one was passing. Then she slipped out, locking the door softly; and, carrying the key concealed in the hollow of her hand, she threw it amidst the shrubs at No 1. Now she could not get into the house herself; she would not have entered it alone for the world: people must break it open. All along the way to the post-office, to which she really did go, and then to the Swan, she was mentally rehearsing her tale. And it succeeded in deceiving us all, as the reader knows. With regard to the visit of her brother on the Wednesday, she had told Thomas Owen the strict truth; though, when he first alluded to it in the churchyard, her feelings were wrought up to such a pitch that she could only cry out and escape. But how poor Matilda contrived to live on and carry out her invented story, how she bore the inward distress and repentance that lay upon her, we shall never know. A distress, remorse, repentance that never quitted her, night or day; and which no doubt contributed to gradually unhinge her mind, and throw it finally off its balance.

Such was the true history of the affair at No. 7, which had been so great a mystery to Saltwater. The truth was never made public, save to the very few who were specially interested in it. Matilda Valentine is in an asylum, and likely to remain there for life; whilst Thomas Owen and his wife flourish in sunshine, happy as a summer day is long.




CARAMEL COTTAGE

I.  EDGAR RESTE

I

It was early in August, and we were at Dyke Manor, for the Squire had let us go home from school for the Worcester races. We had joined him at Worcester the previous day, Tuesday, driving home with him in the evening. To-morrow, Thursday, he would drive us over to the course again; to-day, Wednesday, the horses would have rest; and on Friday we must return to school.

Breakfast was over, the Squire gone out, and the few minutes Bible-reading to us  which Mrs. Todhetley never forgot, though Tod did not always stay in for it, but he did this morning  came to an end. Hannah appeared at the door as she closed the Book.

Miss Barbarys come, maam, she said.

Run, my dear, cried Mrs. Todhetley to Lena.

I dont want to, said Lena, running to the open window instead, and nearly pitching head-foremost through it: upon which Hannah captured her and carried her off.

Who on earth is Miss Barbary? questioned Tod. Any relation to the man at Caramel Cottage?

His daughter, said Mrs. Todhetley. She comes to teach Lena French.

Hope shes less of a shady character than her father! was Tods free comment.



A year or two before this, a stranger had made his appearance at Church Dykely, and put up at the Silver Bear. He was a gentlemanly-looking man of perhaps forty years, tall, slender, agile, with thin, distinguished features, an olive skin, black hair, and eyes of a peculiar shade of deep steel-blue. People went into raptures over his face, and called it beautiful. And so it was; but to my thinking it had a look in it that was the opposite of beautiful; any way, the opposite of good. They said it was my fancy at home: but Duffham owned to the same fancy. His name, as he wrote it down one day at the Silver Bear, was Pointz Barbary. After a weeks stay at the inn, he, finding, I suppose, that the neighbourhood suited him, looked out for a little place to settle down upon, and met with it in Caramel Cottage, a small dwelling near to us, on the property called Caramels Farm. The cottage was then to be let, and Mr. Barbary went into it.

Some items of his past history came out by degrees; it is hard to say how, for he told none himself. Now and then some former friend or other came to pay him a short visit; and it may be that these strangers talked about him.

Pointz Barbary, a gentleman by descent, and once of fairly good substance, had been a great traveller, had roved pretty nearly all over the world. The very few relatives he possessed lived in Canada  people of condition, it was said  and his own property (what was left of it) was also there. He had been married twice. First to a young lady in France; her friends (English) having settled there for economys sake. She died at the end of the year, leaving him a little girl, that the mothers people at once took to. Next he married a Miss Reste, daughter of Colonel Reste, in her Majestys service. A few years later she also died  died of consumption  leaving him a widower and childless. Its true he had his first wifes daughter, but she lived in France with her mothers sister, so he did not get much benefit from her.



Mr. Barbary was poor. No mistake about that. The interest of his first wifes money brought him in fifty-two pounds yearly, and this he would enjoy till his death, when it went to his daughter. Miss Reste had brought him several thousand pounds; but he and she had lived away, and not a stiver remained of it. His own means had also been spent lavishly; and, so far as was known, he had but the two and fifty pounds a year to live upon at Caramel Cottage, with a chance remittance from Canada now and again.

He made no acquaintance at Church Dykely, and none was made with him. Civilly courteous in a rather grand and haughty way when he met people, so far as a few remarks went, touching the weather or the crops, and similar safe topics, he yet kept the world at a distance. As the time went on it was thought there might be a reason for this. Whispers began to circulate that Mr. Barbarys doings were not orthodox. He was suspected of poaching, both in game and fish, and a strong feeling of shyness grew up against him.

Some few months prior to the present time  August  his daughter came to Caramel Cottage. Her aunt in France was dead, and she had no home henceforth but her fathers. That I and Tod had not seen or heard of her until now, was owing to the midsummer holidays having been spent at Crabb Cot. The vacation over, and Mrs. Todhetley back at Dyke Manor, she found herself called upon by Miss Barbary. Hearing that Mrs. Todhetley wished her little girl to begin French, she had come to offer herself as teacher. The upshot was that she was engaged, and came for a couple of hours every morning to drill French into Lena.

Whats she like? asked Tod of the mother, upon her explaining this. Long and thin and dark, like Barbary, and disagreeable with a self-contained reticence?

She is not the least like him in any way, was Mrs. Todhetleys answer. She is charmingly simple  good, I am sure, and one of the most open-natured girls I ever met. I wish to do it for the sake of earning a little money, she said to me, when asking to come. My dear father is not rich, and if I can help him in ever so small a way I shall be thankful. The tears almost came into her eyes as she spoke, added Mrs. Todhetley; she quite won my heart.

She seems to think great things of that respectable parent of hers! commented Tod.

Oh, yes. Whatever may be the truth as to his failings, she sees none in him. And, my dears, better that it should be so. She earns a little money of me, apart from teaching Lena, added Mrs. Todhetley.

What at? asked Tod. Teaching you?

The mother shook her head with a smile. I found out, Joseph, that she is particularly skilful at mending old lace. I have some that needs repairing. She takes it home and does it at her leisure  and you cannot imagine how grateful she is.

How old is she?

Nineteen  close upon twenty, I think she said, replied the mother. And there the conversation ended, for Mrs. Todhetley had to go to the kitchen to give the daily orders.

The morning wore on. We went to Church Dykely and were back again by twelve oclock. Tod had got Don on the lawn, making him jump for biscuit, when the dog rushed off, barking, and we heard a scream. A young lady in a straw hat and a half-mourning cotton dress was running away from him, she and Lena having come out of the house together.

Come here, Don, said Tod in his voice of authority, which the good Newfoundland dog never disobeyed. How dare you, sir? Johnny, lad, I suppose thats Miss Barbary.

I had forgotten all about her. A charming girl, as the mother had said, slight and graceful, with a face like a peach blossom, dimpled cheeks, soft light-brown hair and dark-blue eyes. Not the hard, steel-blue eyes that her father had: sweet eyes, these, with a gentle, loving look in them.

You need not be afraid of the dog, cried Tod, advancing to where she stood, behind the mulberry tree. Miss Barbary, I believe?  lifting his cap.

Yes, she said in a frank tone, turning her frank face to him; I am Katrine Barbary. It is a very large dog  and he barks at me.

Large he was, bigger than many a small donkey. A brave, faithful, good-tempered dog, he, and very handsome, his curly white coat marked out with black. Gentle to friends and respectable strangers, Don was at mortal enmity with tramps and beggars: we could not cure him of this, so he was chained up by day. At night he was unchained to roam the yard at will, but the gate was kept locked. Had he got out, he might have pinned the coat of any loose man he met, but I dont believe he would have bitten him. A good fright Don would give, but not mortal injury. At least, we had never yet known him to do that.

Lena ran up in her short pink frock, her light curls flying. Miss Barbary is always afraid when she hears Don bark, she said to us. She will not go near the yard; she thinks hell bite her.

I will teach you how to make friends with him, said Tod: though he would never hurt you, Miss Barbary. Come here and pat his head whilst I hold him; call him by his name gently. Once he knows you, he would protect you from harm with his life.

She complied with ready obedience, though the roses left her cheeks. There, said Tod, loosing the dog, and letting her pat him at leisure, see how gentle he is; how affectionately he looks up at you!

Please not to think me very silly! she pleaded earnestly, as though beseeching pardon for a sin. I have never been used to dogs. We do not keep dogs in France. At least very few people do. Oh dear!



Something that she carried in her left hand wrapped in paper had dropped on to the lawn. Don pounced upon it. Oh, please take it from him! please, please! she cried in terror. Tod laughed, and extricated the little parcel.

It has some valuable old lace in it of Mrs. Todhetleys, she explained as she thanked him. I am taking it home to mend.

You mend old lace famously, I hear, said Tod, as we walked with her to the entrance gate.

Yes, I think I do it nearly as well as the nuns who taught me.

Have you been in a convent?

Only for my education. I was an externe  a daily pupil. My aunt lived next door to it. I went every morning at eight oclock and returned home at six in the evening to supper.

Did you get no dinner? asked Tod.

She took the question literally. I had dinner and collation at school; breakfast and supper at home. That was the way in our town with the externes at the convent. We were Protestants, you see, so my aunt liked me to be at home on Sundays. Thank you for teaching Don to know me: and now I will say good morning to you.

I was holding the gate open for her to pass out, when Ben Gibbon went by, a gun carelessly held over his shoulder. He touched his hat to us, and we gave him a slight nod in reply. Miss Barbary said Good day, Mr. Gibbon.

Tod drew down his displeased lips. He had already taken a liking to the girl  so had I, for that matter  she was a true lady, and Mr. Ben Gibbon, a brother to the gamekeeper at Chavasse Grange, could not boast of a particularly shining character.

Do you know him, Miss Barbary? asked Tod. Be quiet, Don! he cried to the dog, which had begun to growl when he saw Gibbon.



He comes to our house sometimes to see papa. Please pardon me for keeping you waiting, she added to me, as I still held back the gate. That gun is pointed this way and it may go off.

Tod was amused. You seem to dread guns as much as you dread dogs, Miss Barbary. I will walk home with you, he said, as she at last came through, the gun having got to a safe distance.

Oh, but   she was beginning, and then stopped in confusion, blushing hotly, and looking at both of us. I should like it; but  would it be proper?

Proper! echoed Tod, staring, and then bursting into a fit of laughter long and loud. Oh dear! why, Miss Barbary, you must be French all over! Johnny, you can come, too. Lena, run back again; you have not any hat on.

Crossing the road to take the near field way, we went along the path that led beside the hedge, and soon came in view of Caramel Cottage; it was only a stones throw, so to say, from our house. An uncommonly lonely look it had, buried there amidst many trees, with the denser trees of the Grove close beyond it. We asked her whether she did not find it dull here.

At first I did, very; I do still a little: it is so different from the lively town I have lived in, where we knew all the people, and they knew us. But we shall soon be more lively, she resumed, after a pause. A cousin is coming to stay with us.

Indeed, said Tod. Is it a lady or a gentleman?

Oh, it is a gentleman  Edgar Reste. He is not my cousin by kin; not really related to me; but papa says he will be as my cousin, as my brother even, and that he is very nice. Papas last wife was Miss Reste, and he is her nephew. He is a barrister in London, and he has been much overworked, and he is coming here to-morrow for rest and country air.



Within the low green gate of the little front garden of Caramel Cottage stood Mr. Barbary, in his brown velveteen shooting coat and breeches of the same, that became him and his straight lithe limbs so well. Every time I saw him the beauty of his face struck me afresh; but so did the shifty expression of his eyes.

Theres papa! exclaimed the girl, her dimples lighting up. And  why, theres a gentleman with him  a stranger! I wonder who it is?

I saw him as he came from the porch down the narrow garden-path. A slight, slender young man of middle height and distinguished air, with a pale, worn, nice-looking face, and laughing, luminous dark brown eyes. Yes, I saw Edgar Reste for the first time at this his entrance at Caramel Cottage, and it was a thing to be thankful for that I could not then foresee the nameless horror his departure from it (I may as well say his disappearance) was to shadow forth.

How do you do? said Mr. Barbary to us, courteously civil. Katrine, heres a surprise for you: your cousin is come. Edgar, this is my little girl.  Mr. Reste, he added, by way of introduction generally.

Mr. Reste lifted his hat, bowed slightly, and then turned to Katrine with outstretched hand. She met it with a hot blush, as if strange young men did not shake hands with her every day.

We did not expect you quite so soon, she gently said, to atone for her first surprise.

True, he answered. But I felt unusually out of sorts yesterday, and thought it would make no difference to Mr. Barbary whether I came to-day or to-morrow.

His voice had a musical ring; his manner was open and honest. He might be Pointz Barbarys nephew by marriage, but I am sure he was not by nature.

Theyll fall in love with one another, those two; youll see, said Tod to me as we went home. Did you mark his pleased face when he spoke to her, Johnny  and how she blushed?

Oh, come, Tod! they tell me I am fanciful. What are you?

Not fanciful with your fancies, lad. As to you, Mr. Don  turning to the dog, which had done nothing but growl while we stood before Barbarys gate, unless you mend your manners, you shall not come out again. What ails you, sir, to-day?

II

If love springs out of companionship, why then, little wonder that it found its way into Caramel Cottage. They were with each other pretty nearly all day and every day, that young man and that young woman; and so  what else was to be expected?

We must try and get you strong again, said Mr. Barbary to his guest, who at first, amidst other adverse symptoms, could eat nothing. No matter what dainty little dish old Joan prepared, Mr. Reste turned from it.

Mr. Barbary had taken to old Joan with the house. A little, dark, active woman, she, with bright eyes and a mob-cap of muslin. She was sixty years old; quick, capable, simple and kindly. We dont get many such servants now-a-days. One defect Joan had  deafness. When a voice was close to her, it was all right; at a distance she could not hear it at all.

How long is it that you have been ailing, Cousin Edgar? asked Miss Barbary, one day when they were sitting together.

Oh, some few weeks, Cousin Katrine, he answered in a tone to imitate hers  and then laughed. Look here, child, dont call me Cousin Edgar! For pitys sake, dont!



I know you are not my true cousin, she said, blushing furiously.

Its not that. If we were the nearest cousins that can be, it would still be silly. Objectionable, was the word he had all but used. It is bad taste; has not a nice sound to cultivated ears  as I take it. I am Edgar, if you please; and you are Katrine.

In France we say mon cousin, or ma cousine, when speaking to one, returned Katrine.

But we are not French; we are English.

Well, she resumed, as her face cooled down why did you not take rest before? and what is it that has made you ill?

He shook his head thoughtfully. The parlour window, looking to the front, was thrown up before them. A light breeze tempered the summer heat, wafting in sweetness from the homely flowers and scented shrubs. The little garden was crowded with them, as all homely gardens were then. Roses, lilies, columbines, stocks, gillyflowers, sweet peas, sweet Williams, pinks white and red, tulips, pansies (or as they were then generally called, garden-gates), mignonette, bachelors buttons, and lots of others, sweet or not sweet, that I cant stay to recall: and clusters of marjoram and lavender and old-man and sweet-briar, and jessamines white and yellow, and woodbine, and sweet syringa; and the tall hollyhock, and ever true but gaudy sunflower  each and all flourished there in their respective seasons. Amidst the grand horticulture, as it is phrased, of these modern days, it is a pleasure to lose ones self in the memories of these dear old simple gardens. Sometimes I get wondering if we shall ever meet them again  say in Heaven.

They sat there at the open window enjoying the fragrance. Katrine had made a paper fan, and was gently fluttering it to and fro before her flushed young face.

I have burnt the candle at both ends, continued Mr. Reste. That is whats the matter with me.



Y  es, hesitated she, not quite understanding.

At law business all day, and at literary work the best part of the night, year in and year out  it has told upon me, Katrine.

But why should you do both? asked Katrine.

Why? Oh, because  because my pocket is a shallow pocket, and has, moreover, a hole in it.

She laughed.

Not getting briefs showered in upon me as one might hope my merits deserve  I know not any young barrister who does  I had to supplement my earnings in that line by something else, and I took to writing. That is up-hill work, too; but it brings in a few shillings now and again. One must pay ones way, you know, Katrine, if possible; and with some of us it is apt to be a rather extravagant way.

Is it with you? she asked, earnestly.

It was. I squandered money too freely at first. My old uncle gave me a fair sum to set up with when my dinners were eaten and I was called; and I suppose I thought the sum would never come to an end. Ah! we buy our experience dearly.

Will not the old uncle give you more?

Not a stiver  this long while past. He lives in India, and writing to ask him does no good. And he is the only relative left to me in the world.

Except papa.

Edgar Reste lifted his eyebrows. Your father is not my relative, young lady. His late wife was my aunt; my fathers sister.

Did your father leave you no money, when he died?

Not any. He was a clergyman with a good benefice, but he lived up to his income and did not save anything. No, I have only myself to lean on. Dont know whether it will turn out to be a broken reed.

If I could only help you! breathed Katrine.



You are helping me more than I can say, he answered, impulsively. When with you I have a feeling of rest  of peace. And thats what I want.

Which avowal brought a hot blush again to Miss Katrines cheek and a curious thrill somewhere round about her heart.



Time went on. Before much of it had elapsed, they were in love with one another for ever and for ever, with that first love that comes but once in a lifetime. That is, in secret; it was not betrayed or spoken of by either of them, or intended to be. Mr. Reste, Barrister-at-law (and briefless), could as soon have entertained thoughts of setting up a coach-and-four, as of setting up a wife. He had not a ghost of the means necessary at present, he saw not the smallest chance yet of attaining them. Years and years and years might go by before that desirable pinnacle in the social race was reached; and it might never be reached at all. It would be the height of dishonour, as he considered, to persuade Katrine Barbary into an engagement, which might never be fulfilled. How could he condemn her to wear out her heart and her life and her days in loneliness, sighing for him, never seeing him  he at one end of the world, she at the other? for thats how, lover-like, he estimated the distance between this and the metropolis. So he never let a word of his love escape him, and he guarded his looks, and treated Katrine as his little cousin.

And she? Be you sure, she was as reticent as he. An inexperienced young maiden, scrupulously and modestly brought up, she kept her secret zealously. It is true she could not help her blushes, or the tell-tale thrilling of her soft voice; but Edgar Reste was not obliged to read them correctly.

Likely enough he could penetrate, as the weeks wore on, some of the ins and outs in the private worth of Mr. Barbary. In fact, he did do so. He found that gentleman rather addicted to going abroad at night when reasonable people were in bed and asleep. Mr. Barbary gave him his views upon the subject. Poaching, he maintained, was a perfectly legitimate and laudable occupation. Its one to be proud of, instead of the contrary, he asserted, one September day, when they were in the gun-room together. Proud of, Edgar.

For a gentleman? laughed Mr. Reste, who invariably made light of the subject. And he glanced at his host curiously from between his long dark eyelashes and straight, fine eyebrows; at the dark, passive, handsome face, at the long slender fingers, busy over the lock of his favourite gun.

For a gentleman certainly. Why should common men usurp all its benefit? The game laws are obnoxious laws, and it behoves us to set them at naught.

Another amused laugh from Mr. Reste.

Who hesitates to do a bit of smuggling? argued the speaker. Answer me that, Reste. Nobody. Nobody, from a prince to a peasant, from poor Jack Tar to his superfine commander, but deems it meritorious to cheat the Customs. When a man lands here or yonder with a few contraband things about him, and gets them through safely, do his friends and acquaintances turn the cold shoulder upon him? Not a bit of it; they regard it as a fine feather in his cap.

Oh, no doubt.

Poaching is the same thing. It is also an amusement. Oh, it is grand fun, Edgar Reste, to be out on a fine night and dodge the keepers! continued Mr. Barbary, with enthusiasm. The spice of daring in it, of danger, if you choose to put it that way, stimulates the nerves like wine.

Not quite orthodox, though, mon ami.

Orthodox be hanged. Stolen pleasures are sweetest, as we all know. You shall go out with me some night, Edgar, and judge for yourself.

Dont say but I will  just to look on  if youll ensure my getting back in safety, said the barrister, in a tone that might be taken for jest or earnest, assent or refusal.

Back in safety! came the mocking echo, as if to get back in safety from midnight poaching were a thing as sure as the sun. Well let a week or two go on; when shooting first comes in the keepers are safe to be on the alert; and then Ill choose a night for you.

All right. I suppose Katrine knows nothing of this?

Mr. Barbary lodged his gun in the corner against the wainscot, and turned to look at the barrister. Katrine! he repeated, in surprised reproach. Why, no. And take care that you dont tell her.

Mr. Reste nodded.

She is the most unsuspicious, innocent child in regard to the ways of the naughty world that Ive ever met with, resumed Barbary. I dont think she as much as knows what poaching means.

I wonder you should have her here, remarked the younger man, reflectively.

How can I help it? Theres nowhere else for her to be. She is too old to be put to school; and if she were not, I have not the means to pay for her. It does not signify; she will never suspect anything, concluded Mr. Barbary.

Please do not think Caramel Cottage grand enough to possess a regular gun-room. Mr. Barbary called it so, because he kept his two guns in it, also his fishing-tackle and things of that sort. Entering at the outer porch and over the level door-sill, to the narrow house-passage, the parlour lay on the left, and was of pretty good size. The gun-room lay on the right; a little square room with bare boards, unfurnished save for a deal table, a chair or two, and a strong cupboard let into the wall, which the master of the house kept locked. Behind this room was the kitchen, which opened into the back yard. This yard, on the kitchen side, was bounded by dwarf wooden palings, having a low gate in their midst. Standing at the gate and looking sideways, you could see the chimneys of Dyke Manor. On the opposite side, the yard was enclosed by various small outbuildings and adjuncts belonging to a cottage homestead. A rain-water barrel stood in the corner by the house; an open shed next, in which knives were cleaned and garden tools kept; then came the pump; and lastly, a little room called the brewhouse, used for washing and brewing, and for cooking also during the worst heat of summer. A furnace was built beside the grate, and its floor was paved with square red bricks. Beyond this yard, quite open to it, lay a long garden, well filled with vegetables and fruit trees, and enclosed by a high hedge. Upstairs were three bed chambers. Mr. Barbary occupied the largest and best, which was over the parlour; the smaller one over the gun-room had been assigned to Edgar Reste, both of them looking front; whilst Katrines room was above the kitchen, looking to the yard and the garden. Old Joan slept in a lean-to loft in the roof. There is a reason for explaining all this.

III

He had looked like a ghost when we went to school after the races; he looked like a hale, hearty man when we got home from the holidays at Michaelmas and to eat the goose. Of course he had had pretty near eight weeks spell of idleness and country air at Caramel Cottage. To say the truth, we felt surprised at his being there still.

Well, it is longer than I meant to stay, Mr. Reste admitted, when Tod said something of this, The air has done wonders for me.



Why longer? The law courts do not open yet.

I had thoughts of going abroad. However, that can stay over for next year.

Have you had any shooting?

No. I dont possess a licence.

It was on the tip of Tods tongue, as I could well see, to ask why he did not take out a licence, but he checked it. This little colloquy was held at the Manor gate on Saturday, the day after our return. Miss Barbary was leaving Lena at the usual time, and he had come strolling across the field to meet her. They went away together.

What did I tell you, Johnny? said Tod, turning to me, as soon as they were out of hearing. It is a regular case of over-head-and-ears: cut and dried and pickled.

I dont see what you judge by, Tod.

Dont you! Youll be a muff to the end, lad. Fancy a fine young fellow like Reste, a man of the world, staying on at that pokey little place of Barbarys unless he had some strong motive to keep him there! I dare say he pays Barbary well for the accommodation.

I dare say Barbary could not afford to entertain him unless he did.

He stops there to make love to her. It must be a poor look-out, though, for Katrine, pretty little dimpled girl! As much chance of a wedding, I should say, as of a blue moon.

Why not?

Why not! Want of funds. Id start for London, if I were you, Johnny, and set the Thames on fire. A man must be uncommonly hard up when he lets all the birds go beside him for want of taking out a licence.

They were walking onwards slowly, Mr. Reste bending to talk to her. And of course it will be understood that a good deal of that which I have said, and am about to say, is only related from what came to my knowledge later on.



Is it true that you had meant to go abroad this year? Katrine was asking him.

Yes, I once thought of it, he answered. I have friends living at Dieppe, and they wanted me to go to them. But I have stayed on here instead. Another week of it, ten days perhaps, and then I must leave Worcestershire and you, Katrine.

But why?

Why, to work, my dear little girl. That is getting in arrears shamefully. We are told that all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy; but all play and no work would have worse results for Jack than dullness. Ah, Katrine, what a world this might be if we could only do as we like in it!

When shall you come again?

Perhaps never, he answered, incautiously.

Never! she repeated, her face turning white before she could hide it from him. It was a great shock.

Katrine, my dear, he said with some emotion, his tones low and earnest, I could stay at Caramel Cottage for my whole life and never wish to quit it, unless I carried somebody else away from it with me. But there are things which a poor man, a man without money in the present or prospect of it in the future, may not as much as glance at: he must put the temptation from him and hold it at arms length. I had a dream the other night, he added, after a pause: I thought I was a Q.C. and stood in my silk, haranguing a full bench of judges at Westminster  who listened to me with attentive suavity. When I awoke I burst out laughing.

At the contrast it presented to reality? she breathed.

Just at that. If I were only making enough to set up a snug little nest of a home, though ever so small, it would be  something: but I am not. And so, Katrine, you see that many things I would do I cannot do; cannot even think of. And there it lies, and there it ends.



Yes, I see, Edgar, she answered, softly sighing.

Shall you miss me when I am gone?

Some queer feeling took her throat; she could not speak. Mr. Reste stopped to pick a little pale blue-bell that grew under the hedge.

I do not know how I shall bear with the loneliness then, she said in answer, seemingly more to herself than to him, or to the blue sky right before her, on which her eyes were fixed. And I shall be more afraid when you are no longer in the house.

Afraid! he exclaimed, turning to her in blank surprise. What are you afraid of, Katrine?

It  it is all so solitary for me.... Old Joan is too deaf to be talked to much; and papa is either at work in the garden or shut up in the gun-room, busy with his things. Please dont laugh at my childishness!

She had paused, just to get over her embarrassment, the avowal having slipped from her unwittingly. The fact was, poor Katrine Barbary had been rudely awakened from her state of innocent security. Some days back, when in the cottage hut of Mary Standish, for Katrine liked to go about and make friends with the people, that ill-doing husband of Marys, Jim, chanced to be at home. Jim had just been had up before the magistrates at Alcester on some suspicion connected with snares and gins, but there was no certain proof forthcoming, and he had to be discharged. Katrine remarked that if she were Jim she should leave off poaching, which must be a very dreadful thing, and frightfully hazardous. Mr. Jim replied that it was not a dreadful thing, nor hazardous either, for them that knew what they were about, and he referred her to her father for confirmation of this assertion. One word led to another. Jim Standish, his ideas loose and lawless, never thought to hurt the young lady by what he disclosed, for he was kind enough when he had no motive to be the contrary, but when Katrine left the hut, she carried with her the terrible knowledge that her father was as fond of poaching as the worst of them. Since then she had lived in a state of chronic terror.

Yes, it must be very solitary for you, assented Mr. Reste in a grave tone, and he had no idea that her answer was an evasive one, or its lightness put on; but I cannot help you, Katrine. Should you ever need counsel, or  or protection in any way, apply for it to your friends at Dyke Manor. They seem kind, good people, and would be strong to aid.

Turning in at the little side gate as he spoke, they saw Mr. Barbary at work in the garden. He was digging up a plot of ground some seven or eight feet square under the branches of the summer-apple tree, which grew at this upper end of the garden, nearly close to the yard.

What is he going to plant there, I wonder? listlessly spoke Mr. Reste, glancing at the freshness of the turned-up mould.

Winter cabbages, perhaps; but I am sure I dont know, returned Katrine. I do not understand the seasons for planting vegetables as papa does.

This, as I have just said, was on Saturday. We saw Mr. Reste and Katrine at church the next day: a place Barbary did not often trouble with his presence; and walked with them, on coming out, as far as the two ways lay. Our people liked the look of Edgar Reste, but had not put themselves forward to make much acquaintance with him, on account of Barbary. One Tuesday, when the Squire was driving to Alcester, he had overtaken Mr. Reste walking thither to have a look at the market, and he invited him to a seat in the carriage. They drove in and drove back together, and had between the times a snack of bread and cheese at the Angel. The Squire took quite a fancy to the young barrister, and openly said to him he wished he was staying anywhere but at Caramel Cottage.



You are thinking of leaving soon, I hear, said the Squire, as we halted in a group when parting, on this same walk from church.

In about a week, replied Mr. Reste. I may go on Saturday next; certainly not later than the following Monday.

Shall you like a drive to Evesham between this and then? went on the Squire. I am going over there one of these days.

I shall like it very much indeed.

Then I will let you know which day I go. Good-bye.

Good-bye, answered Mr. Reste, lifting his hat in salute to us all, as he walked on with Katrine.

Am I lingering over these various trifling details? I suppose it will seem so. But the truth is, a dreadful part of the story is coming on (as poor Katrine said of the poaching) and my pen holds back from it.



A day or two had gone on. It was Tuesday morning, warm and bright with sunshine. Katrine sat in the parlour at Caramel Cottage, pouring out the coffee at the breakfast-table.

Will you take some ham, Katrine?

No, thank you, papa; I have no appetite.

No appetite! nonsense! and Mr. Barbary put a slice of ham on her plate. Do you feel inclined for a walk as far as Church Leet this morning, Edgar?

I dont mind, said Mr. Reste. About three miles, is it not?

Three miles across the fields as straight as the crow flies. I want to see a man who lives there. He  why, thats Pettipher coming here!  the postman, broke off Mr. Barbary. Letters were not written every day then, and very few found their way to Caramel Cottage.

Old Joan went to the door, and then came in. She was like a picture. A dark-blue linsey gown down to her ancles, neat black stockings and low, tied shoes, a check apron, and a bow of black ribbon perched in front behind the flapping border of her white muslin mob-cap.

Pettipher says tis for the gentleman, said Joan, putting the letter, a thick one, on the table by Mr. Reste.

Why, it is from Amphlett! he exclaimed, as he took it up, looking at the great sprawling writing. What on earth has he got to say?

Opening the letter, a roll of bank-notes fell out. Mr. Reste stared at them with intense curiosity.

Is it your ship come in? asked Katrine gaily: for he was wont to say he would do this or that when his ship came home.

No, Katrine; not much chance of that. Let me see what he says.

Dear Reste,  I enclose you my debt at last. The other side have come to their senses, and given in, and paid over to me instalment the first. Thank you, old friend; you are a good fellow never to have bothered me. Let me know your movements when you write back; I ask it particularly. Ever yours, W. A.

Well, I never expected that, cried Mr. Reste, as he read the words aloud.

Money lent by you, Edgar? asked Mr. Barbary.

Yes; three or four years ago. I had given it up as a bad job. Never thought he would gain his cause.

What cause? Who is he?

Captain Amphlett, of the Artillery, and an old friend of mine. As to the cause, it was some injustice that his avaricious relatives involved him in, and he had no resource but to bring an action. I am glad he has gained it; he is an honest fellow, no match for them in cunning.

Mr. Reste was counting the notes while he spoke; six of them for ten pounds each. Katrine happened to look at her father, and was startled at the expression of his face  at the grasping, covetous, evil regard he had fixed upon the notes. She felt frightened, half sick, with some vague apprehension. Mr. Reste smoothed the notes out one by one, and laid them open on the breakfast cloth in a little stack. While doing this, he caught Mr. Barbarys covetous look.

Youd like such a windfall yourself, he said laughingly to his host.

I should. For that a man might be tempted to smother his grandmother.

Katrine instinctively shuddered, though the avowal was given in a half jesting tone. A prevision of evil seized her.

II.  DISAPPEARANCE

I

October was setting in beautifully. Some people say it is the most lovely month in the year when the skies are blue and genial.

Seated at the breakfast-table at Caramel Cottage that Tuesday morning, with the window thrown open to the warm, pleasant air, the small party of three might have enjoyed that air, but for being preoccupied with their own reflections. Edgar Reste was thinking of the bank-notes which the postman had just brought him in Captain Amphletts letter; Katrine Barbary sat shrinking from the vague fear imparted to her by the curious avowal her father had made in language not too choice, as his covetous eyes rested on the money: For that, a man might be tempted to smother his grandmother. While Mr. Barbary had started instantly up and flung the window higher, as if in the silence that followed the words, they had struck back upon himself unpleasantly, and he sought to divert attention from them.

A grand day for the outlying crops, he remarked, his lithe, slender form, his pale, perfect features showing out well in the light of the brilliant morning. But most of the grain is in, I think. We shall have a charming walk to Church Leet, Edgar.



Yes, assented Mr. Reste, as he folded the notes together and placed them in his pocket-book. There were six of them for £10 each.

Breakfast over, Katrine set off for Dyke Manor that morning as usual, to talk to Lena in French, and teach her to read it. She stayed luncheon with us. Chancing to say that her father and his guest were gone to Church Leet, Mrs. Todhetley kept her.

At four oclock, when Katrine went home, she found they had returned, and were then shut up in the gun-room. Katrine could hear the hum of their voices, with now and again a burst of merry laughter from Edgar Reste.

Have they had dinner? she enquired of Joan.

Ay, sure they have, Miss Katrine. They got back at two oclock, and I prepared the dinner at once.

I had lent Katrine that afternoon the Vicar of Wakefield,  which she said she had never read; one could hardly believe such a thing of an English girl, but I suppose it was through her having lived over in France. Taking it into the back garden, she sat down on a rustic bench, one or two of which stood about. By-and-by Edgar Reste came out and sat down beside her.

Had you a nice walk to-day? she asked.

Very, he answered. What a quaint little village Church Leet is! Hardly to be called a village, though. Leet Hall is a fine old place.

Yes, I have heard so. I have not seen it.

Not seen it! Do you mean to say, Katrine, that you have never been to Church Leet?

Not yet. Nobody has ever invited me to go, and I cannot walk all that way by myself, you know.

He was sitting sideways, his left arm leaning on the elbow of the bench, his kindly, luminous brown eyes fixed on her fair pretty face, all blushes and dimples. Ah, if fortune had but smiled upon him!  if he might but have whispered to this young girl, who had become so dear to him, of the love that filled his whole heart!

Suppose you walk over with me one of these fine days before I leave? he continued. It wont be too far for you, will it?

Oh no. I should like to go.

There is the prettiest churchyard you ever saw, to rest in. And such a quaint little church, covered with ivy. The Rectory, standing by, is quite a grand mansion in comparison with the church.

And the church has a history, I believe.

Ay, as connected with the people of the Hall and the Rectory; and with its own chimes, that never played, I hear, but disaster followed. We will go then, Katrine, some afternoon between now and Saturday.

Her face fell; she turned it from him. Must you leave on Saturday, Edgar?

My dear little cousin, yes. Cousins in name, you know we are, though not in reality.

You did say you might stay until Monday.

Ay, my will would be good to stay till Monday, and many a Monday after it: but you see, Katrine, I have neglected my work too long, and I cannot break into another week. So you must please make the most of me until Saturday, he added playfully, when I shall take the evening train.

You English do not care to travel on a Sunday, I notice.

We English! Allow me to remind Mademoiselle that she is just as much English as are the rest of us.

Katrine smiled.

My good mother instilled all kinds of old-world notions into me, Katrine. Amongst them was that of never doing week-day work on a Sunday unless compelled by necessity.

Do you never work on a Sunday  at your reviews and writings, and all that?



Never. I am sure it would not bring me luck if I did. Suppose we fix Thursday for walking to Church Leet?

That will do nicely. Unless  Squire Todhetley invited you to go with him to Evesham one day, you know, broke off Katrine. He may just fix upon Thursday.

In that case we will take our walk on Friday.

A silence ensued. Their hearts were very full, and that makes speech reticent. Katrine glanced now and again at the pages of the Vicar of Wakefield, which lay in her lap, but she did not read it. As to the barrister, he was looking at her; at the face that had become so dear to him. They might never meet again, nothing on earth might come of the present intimacy and the sweet burning longings, but he knew that he should remember her to the end of time. A verse of one of Moores melodies passed through his mind: unconsciously he began to hum it:

O, that hallowed form is neer forgot Which first love traced; Still it, lingering, haunts the greenest spot On memorys waste.

Here comes Joan to say tea is ready, interrupted Katrine.

They strolled indoors slowly, side by side. The tea-tray waited in the parlour. Mr. Barbary came in from the gun-room, and they all sat down to the table.

After tea he went back to the gun-room, Mr. Reste with him, leaving Katrine alone. She had the candles lighted and began to mend a piece of Mrs. Todhetleys valuable old lace. Presently Joan came in to ask a question.

Miss Katrine, is it the brace of partridges or the pheasants that are to be cooked for supper? Do you know?

No, that I dont, said Katrine. But I can ask.

Putting down her work, she went to the gun-room and gently opened the door. Upon which, she heard these remarkable words from Mr. Reste:

I wouldnt hesitate at all if it were not for the moon.

The moon makes it all the safer, contended Mr. Barbary. Foes cant rush upon one unawares when the moons shining. I tell you this will be one of the best possible nights for you.

Papa, papa, hurriedly broke in Katrine, speaking through the dusk of twilight, is Joan to cook the pheasants or the partridges?

The pheasants, he answered sharply. Shut the door.

So the pheasants were dressed for supper, and very nice they proved with their bread-sauce and rich gravy. Mr. Barbary especially seemed to enjoy them; his daughter did not.

Poor Katrines senses were painfully alert that night, as she lay listening after getting to bed. The words she had overheard in the gun-room seemed to her to bear but one meaning  that not only was her father going abroad into the wilds of danger, but Edgar Reste also. They had gone to their respective rooms early, soon after she went to hers; but that might be meant as a blind and told nothing.

By-and-by, she caught a sound as of the stairs creaking. Mr. Reste and her father were both creeping down them. Katrine flew to her window and peeped behind the blind.

They went out together by the back door. The bright moonbeams lay full upon the yard. Mr. Reste seemed to be attired like her father, in high leggings and a large old shooting-coat, no doubt borrowed plumes. Each of them carried a gun, and they stole cautiously out at the little side gate.

Oh, moaned the unhappy Katrine, if papa would but take better care of himself! If he would but leave off doing this most dreadful and dangerous thing!

Whether Katrine fell asleep after that, or not, she could never decide: it appeared as though but a short time had elapsed, when she was startled by a sharp sound outside, close to the house. It might have been the report of a gun, but she was not sure. This was followed by some stir in the yard and covert talking.

They are bringing in the game they have shot, thought Katrine, but oh, I am thankful they have got back safely! And she put the pillow over her head and ears, and lay shivering.



Squire Todhetley was as good and lenient a man at heart as could be found in our two counties, Warwickshire and Worcestershire; fonder of forgiving sins and sinners than of bringing them to book, and you have not read of him all these years without learning it. But there was one offence that stirred his anger up to bubbling point, especially when committed against himself. And that was poaching.

So that, when we got downstairs to breakfast at Dyke Manor on the following morning, Wednesday, and were greeted with the news that some poachers had been out on our land in the night, and had shot at the keepers, it was no wonder the Squire went into a state of commotion, and that the rest of us partook of it.

Johnny, tell Mack to fetch Jones; to bring him here instantly, fumed he. Those Standishes have been in this work!

I went to carry the orders to Mack in the yard. In passing back, after giving them, I saw that the dog-kennel was empty and the chain lying loose.

Wheres Don? I asked. Who has taken him out?

Guess he have strayed out of hisself, Master Johnny, was Macks answer. He was gone when I come on this morning, sir, and the gate were standing wide open.

Gone then?  and the gate open? Wheres Giles?

But, even as I put the question, I caught sight of Giles at the stable pump, plunging his head and face into a pail of water. So I knew what had been the matter with him. Giles was a first-rate groom and a good servant, and it was very seldom indeed that he took more than was good for him, but it did happen at intervals.

Old Jones arrived in obedience to the summons, and stood on his fat gouty legs in the hall while the Squire talked to him. The faith he put in that old constable was surprising, whose skill and discernment were about suited to the year One.

His tale of the nights doings, as confirmed by other tales, was not very clear. At least, much satisfaction could not be got out of it. Some poachers congregated on a plot of land called Dykes Neck  why it should have been so named nobody understood  were surprised by the keepers early in the night. A few stray shots were interchanged, no damage being done on either side, and the poachers made off, escaping not only scot-free but unrecognised. This last fact bore the keenest sting of all, and the Squire paced the hall in a fury.

You must unearth them, he said to Jones: dont tell me. They cant have buried themselves, the villains!

No need to look far for em, Squire, protested Jones. Its them jail-birds, the three Standishes. If its not, Ill eat my head.

Then why have you not taken up the three Standishes? retorted the Squire. Of course it is the Standishes.

Well, your honour, because I cant get at em, said Jones helplessly. Jim, he is off somewhere; and Dick, he swears through thick and thin that he was never out of his bed last night; and tother, Tom, aint apperiently at home at all just now. I looked in at their kitchen on my way here, and that was all I could get out of Mary.

It was at this juncture that Katrine arrived, preparatory to her mornings work with Lena. Old Jones and the Squire, still in the hall, were chanting a duet upon the poachers iniquity, and she halted by me to listen. I was sitting on the elbow of the carved-oak settle. Katrine looked pale as a sheet.

Girls, thought I, do not like to hear of these things. For I knew nothing then of her fears that the offenders had been her father and Mr. Reste.

If the poachers had been taken, sir  what then? she said tremblingly to the Squire, in a temporary lull of the voices.

What then, Miss Barbary? Why then they would have been lodged in gaol, and the neighbourhood well rid of them, was the impulsive answer.

Snug and safe, miss, put in old Jones, shuffling on his gouty legs in his thick white stockings, a-waiting to stand their trial next spring assizes at Worcester. Which it would be transportation for em, I hope  a using o their guns indeed!

Were they known at all? gasped Katrine. And might not the gamekeepers have shot them? Perhaps have killed them?

Killed em or wounded em, like enough, assented Jones, and it would be a good riddance of such varmint, as his worship says, miss. And a misfortin it is that they be not known. Which is an odd thing to my mind, sir, considering the lightness o the night: and Id like to find out whether them there keepers did their duty, or didnt do it.

I cant see the dog anywhere, father, interrupted Tod, dashing in at this moment in a white heat, for he had been racing about in search of Don.

What, is the dog off? exclaimed old Jones.

Yes, he is, said Tod. And if those poachers have stolen him, Ill try and get them hanged.

Leaving us to our commotion, Katrine Barbary passed on to the nursery with Lena, where the lessons were taken. This straying away of Don made one of the small calamities of the day. Giles, put to the torture of confession, admitted that he remembered unchaining Don the past night as usual, but could not remember whether or not he locked the gate. Of course the probability was that he left it wide open, Mack having found it so in the morning. So that Mr. Don, finding himself at liberty, might have gone out promenading as early in the night as he pleased. Giles was ready to hang himself with vexation. The dog was a valuable animal; a prize for any tramp or poacher, for he could be sold at a high price.

We turned out on our different quests; old Jones after the poachers, I and Tod after Don: and the morning wore on.

Katrine went home at midday. This news of the night encounter between the keepers and the poachers had thrown her into a state of anxious pain  though of course the reader fully understands that I am, so far, writing of what I knew nothing about until later. That her father and Edgar Reste had been the poachers of the past night she could not doubt, and a dread of the discovery which might ensue lay upon her with a sick fear. The Standishes might have been included in the party; more than likely they were; Ben Gibbon also. Mr. Jim Standish had contrived to let Katrine believe that they were all birds of a feather, tarred with the same brush. But how could Edgar Reste have allowed himself to be drawn into it even for one night? She could not understand that.

Entering Caramel Cottage by its side gate, Katrine found Joan seated in the kitchen, slicing kidney beans for dinner. Her father was in his favourite den, the gun-room, Mr. Reste was out. When she left in the morning, neither of them had quitted his respective chamber, an entirely unusual thing.

How late you are with those beans, Joan! listlessly observed Katrine.



The master sent me to the Silver Bear for a bottle of the best brandy, and it hindered me, explained Joan. They were having a fine noise together when I got back, she added, dropping her voice.

Who were? quickly cried Katrine.

The master and Mr. Reste. Talking sharply at one another, they were, like two savages. I could hear em through my deafness. Ben Gibbon was here when I went out, but hed gone when I came in with the brandy.

What with one thing and another, Katrine felt more uncomfortable than an oyster out of its shell. Mr. Reste came in at dinner-time, and she saw nothing amiss then, except that he and her father were both unusually silent.

Afterwards they went out together, and Katrine hoped that the unpleasantness between them was at an end.

She was standing at the front gate late in the afternoon, looking up and down the solitary road, which was no better than a wide field path, when Tod and I shot out of the dark grove by Caramels Farm, and made up to her.

You look hot and tired, she said to us.

So would you, Miss Barbary, if you had been scouring the fields in search of Don, as we have, answered Tod, who was in a desperate mood.

At that moment Mr. Barbary came swinging round the corner of the short lane that led to the high-road, his guest following him. They nodded to us and went in at the gate.

You do not happen to have seen anything of our Newfoundland dog to-day, I suppose, Mr. Barbary? questioned Tod.

No, I have not, he answered. My daughter mentioned to me that he had strayed away.

Strayed away or been stolen, corrected Tod. The dog was a favourite, and it has put my father out more than youd believe. He thinks the Standishes may have got him: especially if it is they who were out in the night.



Shouldnt wonder but they have, said Mr. Barbary.

Standing by in silence, I had been wondering what had come to Mr. Reste. He leaned against the porch, listening to this, arms folded, brow lowering, face dark, not a bit like his own pleasant self.

I am about the neighbourhood a good deal; Ill not fail to keep a look-out, said Mr. Barbary, as we were turning away. He was a fine dog, and might prove a temptation to the Standishes; but I should be inclined to think it more likely that he has strayed to a distance than that they have captured him. They might find a difficulty in concealing a large, powerful dog such as he is.

Not they; they are deep enough for any wicked action, concluded Tod, as we went onwards.

It was tea-time then at Caramel Cottage, and they sat down to take it. Mr. Barbary was sociable and talked of this and that; Edgar Reste spoke hardly a word; Katrine busied herself with the teapot and cups. At dusk Ben Gibbon came in, and Katrine was sent to bear Joan company in the kitchen. Brandy and whisky were put upon the table, Joan being called to bring in hot and cold water. They sat drinking, as Katrine supposed, and talking together in covert tones for two hours, when Gibbon left; upon which Katrine was graciously told by her father she might return to the parlour. Her head ached badly, she felt ill at ease, and when supper was over went up to bed. But she could not get to sleep.

About eleven oclock, as she judged it to be, loud and angry sounds arose. Her father and Mr. Reste had renewed their dispute  whatever its cause might be. By-and-by, when it was at its height, she heard Mr. Reste dash out at the back door; she heard her father dash after him. In the yard there seemed to be a scuffle, more hot words, and then a sudden silence. Katrine rose and stole to the window to look.



She could not see either of them. But a noise in the kitchen beneath, as if the fire-irons were thrown down, seemed to say they had come back indoors. Another minute and her father came out with a lighted lantern in his hand; she wondered why, as it was moonlight. He crossed the yard and went into the back kitchen, or brewhouse, as it was more often called, and Katrine, hoping the quarrel was over, got into bed again. Presently the back door was shut with a bang that shook the room, and footsteps were heard ascending the stairs, and afterwards all was quiet until morning.

As on the past morning, so it was on this. When Katrine got downstairs she found that neither her father nor Mr. Reste was up. She breakfasted alone, and set off for the Manor afterwards.

But, as it chanced, she was to have partial holiday that day. Lena complained of a sore throat; she was subject to sore throats; so Miss Barbary was released when the lesson was half over, and returned home.

Going to her room to take her bonnet off, she found Joan busy there. From the window she saw her father at work at the far end of the garden. This was Thursday, the day of the projected walk to Church Leet, and very lovely weather. But Mr. Reste had not said anything about it since the Tuesday afternoon.

Is Mr. Reste gone out, Joan?

Mr. Reste is gone, Miss Katrine.

Gone where? asked she.

Gone away; gone back to London, said Joan. Upon which Katrine, staring at the old woman, inquired what she meant.

It appeared that Mr. Barbary had left his chamber close upon Katrines departure, and sat down to breakfast. When he had finished he called Joan to take the things away. She inquired whether they had not better be left for Mr. Reste. He answered that Mr. Reste was gone. What, gone away back to London? Joan cried, in surprise; and her master said, Yes. You might just have knocked me down with a feather, Miss Katrine, I was that took to, added Joan now, in relating this. Never to say good-bye to me, nor anything!

Katrine, thinking there was somebody else he had not said good-bye to, could hardly speak from amazement. When did he go, Joan? Since breakfast? Or was he gone when I went out?

Well, I dont know, pondered Joan; it seems all a moither in my head; as if I couldnt put this and that together. I never saw nor heard anything of him at all this morning, and I find his bed has not been slept in, which looks as if he went last night. Its odd, too, that he didnt say he was going, and its odd he should start off to London at midnight. Your papa is in one of his short tempers, Miss Katrine, and Ive not dared to ask him about it.

Katrine, as she listened, felt perfectly bewildered. Why had he taken his departure in this strange manner? What for? What had caused him to do it? Joan had told all she knew, and it was of no use questioning her further.

Mr. Restes chamber door stood open; Katrine halted at it and looked in. Why! he seemed to have taken nothing with him! His coats were hanging up; trifles belonging to him lay about on chairs; on the side shelf stood his little portable desk  and she had heard him say that he never travelled without that desk, it went with him wherever he went. Opening a drawer or two, she saw his linen, his neckties, his handkerchiefs. What was the meaning of it all? Could he have been recalled to London in some desperate hurry? But no letter or summons of any kind had come to Caramel Cottage, so far as she knew, except the letter from Captain Amphlett on Tuesday morning, and that one had not recalled him.



There be two pairs of his boots in the kitchen, said Joan. He has took none with him but them hes got on.

I must ask papa about it, cried the puzzled Katrine.

Mr. Barbary was at the bottom of the garden working away at the celery bed in his shirt sleeves; his coat lay across the cucumber-frame.

What brings you home now? he cried out, looking up as Katrine drew near.

The little girl is not well. Papa, she added, her voice taking a timid, shrinking tone, she hardly knew why, Joan says Mr. Reste is gone.

Well?

But why has he left so suddenly, without saying anything about it?

He could do so if he pleased. He was at liberty to go or stay.

Katrine could not dispute that. She hardly liked to say more, her fathers answers were so curt and cross.

He must have gone unexpectedly, papa.

Unexpectedly! Not at all. He has been talking of going all the week.

Katrine paused. Is he coming back, papa?

Not that I know of.

But he has not taken any of his things.

I am going to pack his things and send them after him.

But  when did he go, papa?

Mr. Barbary, who had kept on working, drew himself bolt upright. Letting his hands rest on the handle of his spade, he looked sternly into Katrines face.

He went last night.

He  he never told me he was going. He never said anything about it.

And why should he tell you? demanded Mr. Barbary. It was enough that he told me. He thought he had been quite long enough away from his work, and that it was high time to go back to it. I thought the same. Thats all, Katrine; you need not inquire further. And now you can go indoors.

She walked slowly up the narrow path, conscious that some mystery must lie behind this. Joan was standing in the yard, outside the back-kitchen door, trying to pull it open.

This here backus doors locked! exclaimed Joan, in her country vernacular. I want the spare jack out; tothers given way at last.

It cant be locked, dissented Katrine. It never is.

Well, Ive never known the door locked afore; but tis now, Miss Katrine. I noticed it was shut to all day yesterday, but I didnt try it.

It is only stuck, said Katrine, laying hold of the high old-fashioned bow handle which served to lift the latch inside; and she shook it well.

Whats that? What are you about? called out Mr. Barbary, dashing up the path like a flash of lightning. Let the door alone.

Joan says it is locked, papa, said Katrine, frightened by his manner.

And what if it is? I have locked up some  some wine there that came in. How dare you meddle with the places I choose to keep closed?

Its the other jack I want out, sir, said Joan, hearing imperfectly.

You cant have the other jack.

But, master, the old jacks broke clean in two, and its time to put the lamb down.

Cut it into chops, he cried, waving them both off, and standing, himself, before the door, as if to guard it, with a white, imperious, passionate face.

Single-minded old Joan went indoors, marvelling a little  such a bit of a trouble for him to have opened the backus door and given her out the jack! Katrine followed, marvelling very much. She did not believe in the wine: felt sure no wine had come in; they never had any; what was it that was locked up there? All in a moment a thought flashed over her that it might be game: poached game: pheasants and partridges and hares. But, upon that thought came another: why should the spoil have been brought in on Tuesday night when it had never (as she believed) been brought before? Just a little came in for their own use, nothing more.

II

That day, Thursday, we had news of Don. And we had it in this way. Tobias Jellico  who had a small drapers shop at Evesham, and went about the country with a pack, out of which he seduced unwary ladies to buy finery, more particularly some of our ladies living in Piefinch Cut  was at Church Dykely to-day on one of his periodical visitations. We did not like the man or his trade; but thats neither here nor there. Hearing that the Squires dog was lost, he at once said he had seen Dick Standish that morning in Bengeworth (a portion of Evesham) with a large Newfoundland dog. White-and-brown, he called it; which was a mistake, for Don was white and black; but Jellico might not know colours. It was Mr. Duffham who brought us this news in the afternoon: he had been sent for to Lena, whose throat was getting worse. Duffham heard it from Perkins the butcher, to whom Jellico told it.

I dont know which item pleased the Squire most: that Don was found, or that the guilt of Tuesday night was traced home to the Standishes; for the three brothers had in general a certain gentlemans own luck, and were rarely caught.



Don went out roaming, through that villain Giles unloosing him and leaving the yard gate open, decided the Squire, in his excitement. The dog must have sprung upon them; he has a mortal enmity to tramps and poachers, you know, Duffham; and the Standishes captured him. Ill send a message to the police at Evesham at once, to look after Mr. Dick, and go over myself in the morning.

Anyway, Im glad the dogs found, said Duffham. But what an idiot Dick Standish must be to allow himself to be seen with the dog in the public streets.

Johnny, said the Squire, turning to me as he was leaving the room to send a man galloping on horseback to the Evesham police, you run over to Caramel Cottage. Make my compliments to young Reste; say that I am going to drive to Evesham to-morrow morning, and shall be happy to take him if he likes to accompany me. I offered to drive him over some day before he left, but this bother has caused me to delay it. Shall start at nine oclock, tell him.

About the time the Squire was charging me with this message, Katrine Barbary was sitting in the homely garden at Caramel Cottage, amidst the fruit trees, the vegetables, and the late flowers. The October sunlight fell on her pretty face, that somehow put you in mind of a peach with its softest bloom upon it.

Katrine was striving to see daylight out of a mass of perplexity, of which I then knew nothing, and she could not discern a single ray. Why should that fine young barrister, Edgar Reste, staying with them so peacefully for several weeks past, and fully intending to stay this week out  why should he have run away by night, leaving behind him an atmosphere of mystery? This question would never leave Katrines mind by night or by day.

Sitting there in the afternoon sun, she was running over mentally, for the tenth time or so, the details of the affair. One or two of them might have looked somewhat shady to a suspicious observer; to Katrine they presented only a web of perplexity. She felt sure that when she went to bed on the Wednesday night he had no thought of leaving; and yet it seemed that he did leave. When Joan rose in the early morning, he had disappeared  vanished, as may be said. The puzzle that Katrine could not solve was this: why had he gone away in haste so great that he could not take his clothes with him? and why had he gone at all in an unexpected, stealthy way, saying nothing to anybody?

It looks just as though he had run away to escape some imminent danger, with not a minute to spare, mused Katrine.

At this moment Katrine met with an interruption to her thoughts in the shape of me. Catching a glimpse of her print frock through the hedge, I went straight in at the little side gate, without troubling the front door.

Sit down, Johnny, she said, holding out her hand, and making room for me on the bench. And as I took the seat, I said what I had come for  to deliver the Squires message to Mr. Reste.

Mr. Reste has left us, said Katrine. He went away last night.

Went away last night! I exclaimed, the news surprising me uncommonly. What took him off so suddenly?

Open-natured as the day, Katrine told me the particulars (which proved that she had no dark fears about it as yet), of course saying nothing about the poaching. And she did mention the quarrel.

It is so strange that he should leave all his things behind him  dont you see that, Johnny? she said. Even that little desk, full of private papers, is left, and he never travels without it; his boots are left.

He must have had some news to call him away. A letter perhaps.



The only letter he has had lately came on Tuesday morning, returned Katrine. It had a good deal of money in it in bank-notes; sixty pounds; but it did not call him away. Nothing called him away, that I can discover. You cant think how it is worrying me; it seems just a mystery.

Look here, Katrine, I said, after mentally twisting the matter this way and that, Ive known the most unaccountable problems turn out to be the simplest on explanation. When you hear from him, as you most likely will in a day or two, I dare say he will tell you he was called away unexpectedly, and had to go at once. Does not Mr. Barbary know why he went?

Well, yes; I fancy he does: he is indoors now, packing Mr. Restes things: but he does not tell me.

After talking a little longer, we strolled up the path together, and had reached the yard when Mr. Barbary suddenly opened the kitchen door to shake the dust from a coat that seemed covered with it. His handsome face took a haughty expression, and his slender, shapely form was drawn up in pride as he looked sternly at me, as much as to say, What do you want here?

I turned, on my way to the side gate, to explain: that Don had been seen at Evesham in the company of Dick Standish, that the Squire would be driving thither on the morrow, and had thought Mr. Reste might like to go with him.

Very kind of Mr. Todhetley, drawled Barbary in his stand-off manner. Tell him, with my compliments and thanks for his courtesy, that my nephew has left for London.

Left for good, I suppose? I said.

For the present, at any rate. A pressing matter of business recalled him, and he had to attend to it without delay.

I glanced at Katrine: there was the explanation.

So the dog is at Evesham! remarked Mr. Barbary. The Standishes are great rogues, all three of them, and Dicks the worst. But  I think  had you gone after him to-day, instead of delaying it until to-morrow, there might have been more certainty of finding him. Mr. Dick may give you leg-bail in the night.

The police will see he does not do that; the Squire has sent a messenger to warn them, I replied. I suppose you have not heard any more rumours about the poaching on Tuesday night, Mr. Barbary?

Ive heard no more than was said at first  that the keepers reported some poachers were out, and they nearly came to an encounter with the rascals. Wish they had  and that I had seen the fun. Reste and I had walked to Church Leet and back that day; we were both tired and went upstairs betimes.

To hear him coolly assert this, to see his good-looking face raised unblushingly to the sun as he said it, must have been as a bitter farce to Katrine, who had believed him, until a few days back, to be next door to a saint for truth and goodness. I put faith in it, not being then behind the scenes.

Mr. Barbary did his packing leisurely. Tea was over, and dusk set in before the portmanteau was shut up and its direction fastened to it. Katrine read the card. Edgar Reste, Esq., Euston Square Station, London. To be left till called for.

Very lonely felt Katrine, sitting by herself that evening, working a strip of muslin for a frill. He was not there to talk to her in his voice of music  for thats what she had grown to think it, like other girls in love. She wondered whether they should ever meet again  ever, ever? She wondered how long it would be before a letter came from him, and whether he would write to her.

Mr. Barbary appeared at supper-time, ate some cold lamb in silence, seeming to be buried in thought, and went back to the gun-room when he had finished. Katrine got to her work again, did a little, then put it away for the night, and turned to the book-shelf to get a book.

Standing to make a choice of one, Katrine was seized with consternation. On the lower shelf, staring her right in the face, was Mr. Restes Bible. It had been given him by his dead father, and he set store by it. He must have left it downstairs the previous Sunday, and Joan had put it away on the shelves amongst the other books.

I wonder if papa would mind opening the portmanteau again? thought Katrine, as she hastened to the gun-room, and entered.

Papa! papa! heres Mr. Restes Bible left out, she cried, impulsively. Can you put it into the portmanteau?

Mr. Barbary stood by the small safe in the wall, the door of which was open. In his hand lay some bank-notes; he was holding them towards the candle on the deal table, and seemed to be counting them. Katrine, thinking of the Bible and of nothing else, went close to him, and her eye fell on the notes. He flung them into the cupboard in a covert manner, gave the door a slam, turned an angry face on Katrine, and a sharp tongue.

Why do you come bursting in upon me in this boisterous fashion? I wont have it. What? Will I undo the portmanteau to put in a Bible? No, I wont. Keep it till he chooses to come for it.

She shrank away frightened, softly closing the door behind her. Those bank-notes belonged to Mr. Reste: they were the same she had seen him put into his pocket-book two days ago. Why had he not taken them with him?  what brought them in her fathers possession? The advance shadow of the dark trouble, soon to come, crept into Katrine Barbarys heart.

In no mood for reading now, she went to bed, and lay trying to think it out. What did it all mean? Had her father conjured the pocket-book by sleight-of-hand out of Mr. Restes keeping and stolen the notes? She strove to put the disgraceful thought away from her, and could not. The distress brought to her by the poaching seemed as nothing to this, bad though that was.  And would he venture abroad to-night again?

Joans light foot-fall passed her door, going up to her bed in the roof. Once there, nothing ever disturbed the old servant or her deafness until getting-up time in the morning. Katrine lay on, no sleep in her eyes; half the night it would have seemed, but that she had learned how slowly time passes with the restless. Still, it was a good while past twelve, she thought, when curious sounds, as of digging, seemed to arise from the garden. Sounds too faint perhaps to have been heard in the day-time, but which penetrated to her ear unless she was mistaken, in the deep, uncanny, undisturbed silence of the night. She sat up in bed to listen.

There, it came again! What could it be? People did not dig up gardens at midnight. Slipping out of bed, she drew the blind aside and peeped out.

The night was light as day, with a bright, clear, beautiful moon: the hunters moon. Underneath the summer-apple tree, close at this end of the garden, bent Mr. Barbary, digging away with all his might, his large iron spade turning up the earth swiftly and silently. Katrines eyes grew wide with amazement. He had dug up that same plot of ground only a few days ago, in readiness to plant winter greens: she and Edgar Reste had stood looking on for a time, talking with him as to the sort of greens he meant to put in. Why was he digging up the same ground again?  and why was he doing it at this unearthly hour?

It appeared to be a hole that was being dug now, for he threw the spadefuls of mould up on each side pretty far. The ground seemed quite soft and pliant; owing perhaps to its having been so recently turned. As the hole grew larger; wider and longer and deeper; an idea flashed over Katrine that it looked just as though it were meant for a grave. Not that she thought it.

Putting a warm shawl on her shoulders and slippers on her feet, she sat down before the window, drew the blind up an inch or two, and kept looking out, her curiosity greatly excited. The moon shone steadily, the time passed, and the hole grew yet larger. Suddenly Mr. Barbary paused in his work, and held up his head as if to listen. Did he fear, or fancy, a noise in the field pathway outside, or in the dark grove to the right near Caramels Farm? Apparently so: and that he must not be seen at his work. For he got out of the hole, left the spade in it, came with noiseless, swift, stealthy movement up the yard, and concealed himself in the dark tool-shed. Presently, he stole across to the little gate, looked well about him to the right and left, and then resumed his digging.

Quite six feet long it soon looked to Katrine, and three or more feet wide, and how deep she knew not. Was it for a grave? The apprehension really stole across her, and with a sick faintness. If so, if so  ? A welcome ray of possibility dawned then. Had her father (warned by this stir that was going on, the search for poachers and their spoil) a lot of contraband game in his possession that must be hidden away out of sight? Perhaps so.

It seemed to be finished now. The moon had sailed ever so far across the sky by this time, but was still shining full upon it. Mr. Barbary crept again to the gate and stood listening and looking up and down in the silence of the night. Then he crossed to the brewhouse, took the key from his pocket, unlocked it, and went inside. Katrine could see the flash of the match as he struck a light.

When he emerged from the brewhouse he was dragging a weight along the ground with two strong cords. A huge, unshapely, heavy substance enveloped in what looked like matting or sacking. Dragging it straight over the yard to the grave, Mr. Barbary let it fall carefully in, cords and all, and began to shovel in the mould upon it with desperate haste.

Terror seized on Katrine. What was in that matting? All in an instant, a little corner of the veil  that had obscured from her understanding so much which had seemed mysterious and unfathomable  lifted itself, bringing to her an awful conviction. Was it Edgar Reste that was being put out of the way; buried for ever from the sight of man? Her father must have killed him; must have done it in a passion! Katrine Barbary cried out with a loud and bitter cry.

Fascinated by the sight of terror, she was unable to draw her eyes away. But the next moment they had caught sight of another object, bringing equal terror, though of a different nature: some one, who had apparently crept in at the gate unheard, was standing at the corner of the garden hedge, looking on. Was it an officer of the law, come to spy upon her father and denounce his crime? But, even as she gazed, the figure drew back to make its exit by the gate again, and to Katrine it seemed to take my form.

It is Johnny Ludlow! she gasped. Oh, I pray that it may be! I think he would not betray him.

Katrine watched on. She saw the grave filled in; she saw her father stamp it down; she saw him carry the superfluous mould to a place under the wall, near the manure bed, and she saw him stamp that down, and then cover it loosely with some of the manure, so that it might look like a part of the heap. Then he seemed to be coming in, and Katrine thought it must be nearing the dawn.

Creeping into bed, she hid her face, that never again ought to show itself amidst honest men, under the clothes. Some covert stir yet seemed to be going on in the yard, as of pumping and scrubbing. Turning from hot to cold, from cold to hot, Katrine was seized with a shivering fit.

And who really was it watching? she moaned. It looked like Johnny, yet I cant be sure; he stood in the shade.

But it was me, as the schoolboys say. And the reason of my being there at the small, unearthly hours of the morning, together with the conclusion of this appalling story, will be found in the next chapter.

III.  DON THE SECOND

I

We have a saying in England, It never rains but it pours, as applied, not to the rain, but to the occurrences of daily life. Dyke Manor was generally quiet enough, but on Thursday evening  the Thursday already told of  we were destined to have visitors. First of all, arrived Mr. Jacobson, our neighbour at Elm Farm, with his nephew, young Harry Dene; he had his gig put up, meaning to make an evening of it. It turned out to be a night, or nearly so, as you will soon find. Close upon that, Charles Stirling of the Court (my place) came in; and Mrs. Todhetley went to the kitchen to say that we should require supper. The stirring events of the week had brought them over  namely, the encounter on our land between the poachers and the keepers, and the flight of the valuable yard dog, Don, a Newfoundland.

That afternoon, Thursday, we had heard, as may be remembered, that Don was at Evesham, under the keeping of Mr. Dick Standish; and I had been told by Katrine Barbary that Mr. Reste had suddenly and unexpectedly disappeared from Caramel Cottage. Old Jacobson predicted that Dick Standish would come to be hanged; Charles Stirling said he ought to be transported.



Of course you will prosecute him, Squire? said Charles Stirling.

Of course I shall, replied the Squire, warmly. The police have him already safe enough if theyve done their duty, and I shall be over at Evesham in the morning.

After a jolly supper they got to their pipes, and the time went by on wings. At least, thats what the master of Elm Farm said when the clocks struck eleven, and he asked leave to order his gig.

It was brought round by Giles, the groom; and we were all assembled in the hall to speed the departure, when old Jones, the constable, burst in upon us at the full speed of his gouty legs, his face in a white heat.

Private information had reached Jones half an hour ago that the poachers intended to be out again that night, but he could not learn in which direction.

Then commotion arose. The Squire and his friend Jacobson were like two demented wild Indians, uncertain what was best to be done to entrap the villains. The gig was ordered away again.

Some time passed in discussion. In these moments of excitement one cannot always bring ones keenest wits to the fore. Charles Stirling offered to go out and reconnoitre; we, you may be quite sure, were eager to second him. I went with Charles Stirling one way; Tod and Harry Dene went another  leaving the Squire and Mr. Jacobson at the gate, listening for shots, and conferring in whispers with old Jones.

How long we marched about under the bright moonlight, keeping under the shade of the trees and hedges, I cannot tell you; but when we all four met at Dyke Neck, which lay between the Manor and the Court, we had seen nothing. Mr. Stirling went straight home then, but we continued our ramblings. A schoolboys ardour is not quickly damped.

Beating about fresh ground together for a little while, we then separated. I went across towards the village: the other two elsewhere. It was one of the loveliest of nights, the full moon bright as day, the air warm and soft. But I neither saw nor heard signs of any poachers, and I began to suspect that somebody had played a trick on the old constable.

I turned short back at the thought, and made, as the Americans say, tracks for home. My nearest way was through the dense grove of trees at the back of Caramel Farm, and I took it, though it was not the liveliest way by any means.

But no sooner was I beyond the grove than sounds struck on my ear in the stillness of the night. They seemed to come from the direction of Caramel Cottage. Darting under the side hedge, and then across the side lane, and so under the hedge again that bound the cottage, I stole on the grass as softly as a mouse. Poachers could not be at work there; but an idea flashed across me that somebody had got into Mr. Barbarys well-stocked garden, and was robbing it.

Peering through the hedge, I saw Barbary himself. He was coming out of the brewhouse, dragging behind him, with two cords, a huge sack of some kind, well-filled and heavy. Opposite the open door, on the furnace, shone a lighted horn lantern. Mr. Barbary pushed-to the door behind him, thereby shutting out the light, dragged his burden over the yard to the garden, and let it fall into what looked like  a freshly dug grave.

Astonishment kept me intensely still. What did it all mean? Hardly daring to breathe, I stole in at the gate and under the shade of the hedge. Whatever it might contain, that sacking lay perfectly quiet, and Mr. Barbary began to shovel in the spadefuls of earth upon it, as one does upon a coffin.

This was nothing for me to interfere with, and I went away silently. It looked like a mystery, and a dark one; any way it was being done in secret in the witching hours of the night. What the time might be I knew not, the Squire having ordered our watches taken off before starting: perhaps one, or two, or three oclock.

Tod and Harry Dene reached the gate of Dyke Manor just as I did; and we were greeted, all three, with a storm of reproaches by the Squire and Mr. Jacobson. What did we mean by it?  scampering off like that for hours?  for hours!  Three times had the gig been brought out and put up again! Harry was bundled headforemost into the gig, and Mr. Jacobson drove off.

And it turned out that my suspicion touching old Jones was right. Some young men had played the trick upon him. I need not have mentioned it at all, but for seeing what I did see in Barbarys garden.

How Katrine Barbary passed that night you have seen: for, like many another story-teller, I have had to carry you back a few hours. Shivering and shaking, now hot, now cold, she lay, striving to reason with herself that it could not be; that so dreadful a thing was not possible; that she was the most wicked girl on earth for imagining it: and she strove in vain. All the events of the past day or two kept crowding into her mind one upon another in flaring colours, like the figures in some hideous phantasmagoria. The unexpected arrival of the bank-notes for Mr. Reste; her fathers covetous look at them and his dreadful joke; their going out together that night poaching; their quarrelling together the next morning; their worse quarrelling at night, and their dashing out to the yard (as if in passion) one after the other. And, so far as Katrine could trace it, that was the very last seen or heard of Edgar Reste. The next morning he was gone; gone in a mysterious manner, leaving all his possessions behind him. Her father was reticent over it; would not explain. Then came the little episode of the locked-up brewhouse, which had never been locked before in Joans memory. Mr. Barbary refused to unlock it, said he had put some wine there; told Joan she must do without the jack. What had really been hidden in that brewhouse? Katrine felt faint at the thought. Not wine. And the terrible farce of packing Mr. Restes effects and addressing them to Euston Square Station, London! Would they lie there for ever  unclaimed? Alas, alas! The proofs were only too palpable. Edgar Reste had been put out of the world for ever. She had been the shivering witness to his secret burial.



Whats the matter, Katrine? Are you ill?

The inquiry was made by Mr. Barbary next day at breakfast. Sick unto death she looked. The very bright night had given place to a showery morning, and the rain pattered against the window-panes.

I have a headache, answered Katrine, faintly.

Better send Joan to the Manor to say you cannot attend to-day.

Oh, I would rather go; I must go, she said hastily. For this good girl had been schooling herself as well as she knew how; making up her mind to persevere in fulfilling the daily duties of her life in the best way she should be able; lest, if she fell short abruptly, suspicion might turn towards her father. She had wildly prayed Heaven to grant her strength and help to bear up on her course. Not from her must come the pointing finger of discovery. It is true that he  Edgar  was her first and dearest love; she should never love another as she had loved him; but she was her fathers child, and held him sacred.

Why must you go? demanded Mr. Barbary, as, having finished a plate of broiled mushrooms, he began upon a couple of eggs with an appetite that the nights work did not seem to have spoiled.

The air  the walk  may do me good.



Well, you know best, child. I suppose Todhetley be off to Evesham after that dog of theirs, Mr. Barbary went on to remark. Master Dick Standish must be a bold sinner to steal the dog one day and parade the open streets with it the next! If  What is it now, Joan?

For old Joan had come in with a face of surprise. Sir, she cried, has Tom Noah been at work here this morning?

Not that I know of, replied Mr. Barbary. Tom Noah, an industrious young fellow, son to Noah, the gardener, was occasionally employed by Mr. Barbary to clean up the yard and clear the garden of its superfluous rubbish.

Our backus has been scrubbed out this morning, sir, went on Joan, still in astonishment. And it didnt want it. Who in the world can have come in and gone and done it?

Nonsense, said Mr. Barbary.

But it has, master; scrubbed clean; the flags are all wet still. And the rain-water barrels amost empty, nearly every drop of water drawn out of it! Id not say but the yard has had a bit of a scrubbing, too, near the garden, as well as the backus.

Nonsense! repeated Mr. Barbary, his light tone becoming irritable. You see it has been raining! the rain has drifted into the brewhouse, thats all; I left the door open last night. There! go back to your work.

Joan was a simple-natured woman, but she was neither silly nor blind, and she knew that what she said was true. Rapidly turning the matter over in her mind, she came to the conclusion that Tom Noah had been in unbeknown to the master, and so left the subject.

I suppose I may take out the spare jack now, sir? she waited to say.

Take out anything you like, replied Mr. Barbary.

Afraid of her tell-tale face, Katrine had moved to the window, apparently to look at the weather. Too well she knew who had scrubbed out the place, and why.

The rain had ceased when she set off on her short walk  for it was not much more than a stones throw to the Manor; the sun was struggling from behind the clouds, blue sky could be seen. Alone with herself and the open country, Katrine gave vent to her pent-up spirit, which she had not dared to do indoors; sighs of anguish and of pain escaped her; she wondered whether it would be wrong if she prayed to die. But some one was advancing to meet her, and she composed her countenance.

It was Ben Gibbon. For the past week or so, since Katrine had been enlightened as to her fathers poaching propensities, she had somehow feared this man. He was son to the late James Gibbon, the former gamekeeper at Chavasse Grange, and brother to the present keeper, Richard. Of course one might expect that Mr. Benjamin would protect game and gamekeepers; instead of which, he was known to do a little safe poaching on his own account, and to be an idle fellow altogether. Katrine did not like his intimacy with her father, and she could not forget that he had passed part of that fatal evening with him and Edgar Reste.

Showery weather to-day, miss, was Ben Gibbons salutation.

Yes, it is, answered Katrine, with intense civility  for how could she tell what the man might know?

I suppose I shall find Mr. Barbary at home?

Oh, yes, faintly spoke she, and passed on her way.

II

We started for Evesham under a sharp shower, the Squire driving Bob and Blister in the large phaeton. Tod sat with him, I and the groom behind. Not a shadow of doubt lay on any one of us that we should bring back Don in triumph  leaving Dick Standish to be dealt with according to his merits. But, as the Squire remarked later, we were not a match for Dick in cunning.

Keep your eyes open, lads, the Squire said to us as we approached the town. And if you see Dick Standish, with or without the dog, jump out and pounce upon him. You hear, Giles?

No need to tell me to do it, sir, answered Giles humbly, clenching his fists; he had been eating humble pie ever since Tuesday night. I am ready.

But Dick Standish was not seen. Leaving the carriage and Giles at the inn, we made our way to the police station. An officer named Brett attended to us. It was curious enough, but the first person we saw inside the station was Tobias Jellico, who had called in on some matter of business that concerned his shop.

We had your message yesterday, sir, said Brett to the Squire, and we lost no time in seeing after Standish. But it is not your dog that he has with him.

Not my dog! repeated the Squire, up in arms at once. Dont tell me that, Brett. Whose dog should it be but mine? Come!

Well, sir, I never saw your dog; but Tomkins, one of our men, who has often been on duty at Church Dykely, knows it well, rejoined Brett. We had Standish and the dog up here, and Tomkins at once said it was not your dog at all, so we let the man go. Mr. Jellico also says it is not yours; I was talking to him about it now.

What I said was this, put in Jellico, stepping forward, and speaking with meek deprecation. If Squire Todhetleys dog has been described to me correctly, the dog I saw with Standish yesterday cant be the same. It is a great big ugly dog, with tan marks about his white coat  

Ugly! retorted the Squire, resenting the aspersion, for he fully believed it to be Don.



It is not at all an ugly dog, its a handsome dog, spoke up Brett. Perhaps Mr. Jellico does not like dogs.

Not much, confessed Jellico.

How came you to say yesterday at Church Dykely that it was the same dog? Tod asked the man.

If you please, sir, I didnt exactly say it was; I said I made no doubt of it, returned Jellico, mild as new milk. It was in this way: Perkins the butcher was standing at his shop door as I passed down the street. We began talking, and he told me about the poachers having been out on the Tuesday night, and that Squire Todhetley had lost his fine Newfoundland dog; he said it was thought the Standishes were in both games. So then I said I had met Dick Standish with just such a dog that morning as I was a-coming out of Evesham. I had never seen the Squires dog, you perceive, gentlemen; but neither Mr. Perkins nor me had any doubt it was his.

And it must be mine, returned the Squire, hotly. Send for the dog, Brett; I will see it. Send for Standish also.

Ill send, sir, replied Brett, rather dubiously, and get the man here if he is to be had. The chances are that with all this bother Standish has left the town and taken the dog with him.

Brett was a talkative man, with a mottled face and sandy hair. He despatched a messenger to see after Standish. Jellico went out at the same time, telling Brett that his business could wait till another day.

I know it is my dog, affirmed the Squire to Brett while he waited. Nothing on earth, except actual sight, would have convinced him that it was not his. Those loose men play all sorts of cunning tricks. Dick Standish is full of them. I shouldnt wonder but he has painted the dog; done his black marks over with brown paint  or green.

Weve a dyer in this town, Squire, related Brett; he owns a little white curly dog, and he dyes him as an advertisement for his colours, and lets him run about on the pavement before the shop door. To-day the dog will be a delicate sky-blue, to-morrow a flaming scarlet; the next day hell be a beautiful orange, with a green tail. The neighbours dogs collect round and stand looking at him from a respectful distance, uncertain, I suppose, whether he is of the dog species, or not.

I laughed.

Passing the shop the other day, I saw the dog sitting on the door-step, ran on Brett. He was bright purple that time. An old lady, driving by in her chariot, caught sight of the dog and called to the coachman to pull up. There she sat, that old lady, entranced with amazement, staring through her eye-glass at what she took to be a phenomenon in nature. Five minutes, full, she stared, and couldnt tear herself away. It is true, gentlemen, I assure you.

Mr. Dick Standish was found, and brought before us. He looked rather more disreputable than usual, his old fustian coat out at elbows, a spotted red handkerchief twisted loosely round his neck. The dog was with him, and it was not ours. A large, fine dog, as already described, though much less handsome than Don, and out of condition, his curly coat a yellowish white, the marks on it of real tan colour, not painted.

Dicks account, after vehemently protesting he had nothing to do with the poaching affair on Tuesday night, was never for a minute out of his bed  was this: The dog belonged to one of the stable-helpers at Leet Hall; but the man had determined to have the dog shot, not being satisfied with him of late, for the animal had turned odd and uncertain in his behaviour. Dick Standish heard of this. Understanding dogs thoroughly, and believing that this dog only wanted a certain course of treatment to put him right, Standish walked to Church Leet on Wednesday morning last from Church Dykely, and asked the man, Brazer, to give him the dog  he would take him and run all risks. Brazer refused at first; but, after a bit, agreed to let Standish keep the dog for a time. If he cured the dog, Brazer was to have him back again, paying Standish for his keep and care; but if not satisfied with the dog, Standish might keep him for good. Standish brought the dog away, and took him straight to Evesham, walking the whole way and getting there about nine oclock in the evening. He was doctoring the dog well, and hoped to cure him.

Whether this tale was true or whether it wasnt, none of us could contradict it. But there was an appearance of fear, of shuffling in the mans manner, which seemed to indicate that something lay behind.

Its every word gospel, aint it, Rove, and no lie nowhere, cried Standish, bending to pat the dog, while the corner of his eye was turned to regard the aspect of the company. Youve blown me up for many things before now, Squire Todhetley, but theres no call, sir, to accuse me this time.

When did you hear about this dog of Brazers, and who told you of it? inquired Tod, in his haughty way.

Twas Bill Rimmer, sir; he telled me on Tuesday night, replied Dick. And I said to him what a shame it was to talk of destroying that there fine dog, and that Brazer was a soft for thinking ont. And I said, young Mr. Todhetley, that Id be over at Church Leet first thing the next morning, to see if hed give the dog to me.

It is not my dog, I see that, spoke the Squire, breaking the silence that followed Dicks speech; and it may be the stablemans at Leet Hall; thats a thing readily ascertained. Do you know where my dog is, Dick Standish?

No, I dont know, sir, replied the man in a very eager tone; and I never knowed at all, till fetched to this police station yesterday, that your dog was a-missing. Ill swear I didnt.



There was nothing more to be done, but to accept the failure, and leave the station, after privately charging the police to keep an eye on clever Mr. Dick Standish, his haunts, and his movements.

In the afternoon we drove back home, not best pleased with the days work. A sense of having been done, in some way or other not at present explicable, lay on most of us.

It appeared that the groom shared this feeling strongly. In passing through the yard, I came upon him in his shirt sleeves, seated outside the stable door on an inverted bucket. His elbows on his knees and his face in his hands, he looked the image of despair. The picture arrested me. Mack was rubbing down the horses; a duty Giles rarely entrusted to anybody. He was fond of Don, and had been ready to hang himself ever since Tuesday night.

Why, Giles! whats the matter?

Matter enough, Master Johnny, when a false villyan like that Dick Standish can take the master, and the police their-selves, and everybody else, in! was his answer. I felt as cock-sure, sir, that we should bring home Don as I am that the sky above us is shining out blue after the last shower.

But it was not Don, you see, Giles.

He wasnt; the dog Standish had to show, returned Giles, with a peculiar emphasis. Dick had got up his tale all smooth and sleek, sir.

How do you know he had?

Because he told it me over again  the one he said he had been telling at the police station, Master Johnny. I was standing outside the inn yard while you were all in at lunch, and Standish came by as bold as brass, Brazers dog, Rover, leashed to his hand.

I suppose it is Brazers dog?

Oh, its Brazers dog, thatun be, said Giles, with a deep amount of scorn; I know him well enough.



Then how can it be Don? And we could not bring home another mans dog.

Giles paused. His eyes had a far-off look in them, as if seeking for something they could not find.

Master Johnny, he said, I cant rightly grasp things. All the way home Ive been trying to put two and two together, I am trying at it still, and I cant do it anyhow. Dont it seem odd to you, sir, that Standish should have got Brazers dog, Rover, into his hands just at the very time we are suspecting he has got Don into em?

I did not know. I had not thought about it.

He has that dog of Brazers as a blind. A blind, and nothing else, sir. He has captured our dog, safe and sure, and is keeping him hid up somewhere till the first storm of the search is over, when hell be able to dispose of him safely.

I could not see Giless drift, or how the one dog could help to conceal the possession of the other.

Well, sir, I cant explain it better, he answered; I cant fit the pieces of the puzzle into one another in my mind yet. But I am positive it is so. Dick Standish has made up the farce about Brazers dog and got him into his hands to throw dust in our eyes and keep us off the scent of Don.

I began to see the groom might be right; and that the Standishes, sly and crafty, were keeping Don in hiding.

Mrs. Todhetley had met us with a face of concern. Lenas throat was becoming very bad indeed, and Mr. Duffham did not like the look of it at all. He had already come twice that day.

I think, Johnny, said the mother to me, that we had better stop Miss Barbarys coming to-morrow; Mr. Duffham does not know but the malady may be getting infectious. Suppose you go now to the cottage and tell her.

So I went off to do so, and found her ill. On this same Friday afternoon, having occasion to ask some question of her father, who was in the garden, she found him planting greens on the plot of ground  the grave  under the summer-apple tree. Before she could speak, a shudder of terror seized her; she trembled from head to foot, turned back to the kitchen, and sat down on the nearest chair.

Old Joan pronounced it to be an attack of ague; Miss Katrine, she said, must have taken a chill. Perhaps she had. It was just then that I arrived and found her shivering in the kitchen. Joan ran up to her room in the garret to bring down some powder she kept there, said to be a grand remedy for ague.

It was getting dusk then; the sun had set. To me, Katrine seemed to be shaking with terror, not illness. Mr. Barbary, in full view of the window, was planting the winter greens under the summer-apple tree.

What is it that you are frightened at? I said, propping my back against the kitchen mantelpiece.

I must ask you a question, Johnny Ludlow, she whispered, panting and shivering. Was it you who came and stood inside the gate there in the middle of last night?

Yes it was. And I saw what Mr. Barbary was doing  there. I could not make it out.

Katrine left her chair and placed herself before me. Clasping her piteous hands, she besought me to be silent; to keep the secret for pity sake  to be true. All kinds of odd ideas stole across me. I would not listen to them; only promised her that I would tell nothing, would be true for ever and a day.

It must have been an accident, you know, she pleaded; it must have been an accident.

Joan came back, and I took my departure. What on earth could Katrine have meant? All kinds of fancies were troubling my brain, fit only for what in these later days are called the penny dreadfuls, and I did my best to drive them out of it.

The next morning Katrine was really ill. Her throat was parched, her body ached with fever. As to Lena, she was worse; and we, who ought to have gone back to school that day, were kept at home lest we should carry with us any infection.

All right, said Tod. Its an ill wind that blows nobody good. He did not believe in the infection; told me in private that Duffham was an old woman.

Can any one picture, I wonder, Katrine Barbarys distress of mind, the terrible dread that had taken possession of it? Shuddering dread, amounting to a panic: dread of the deed itself, dread for her father, dread of discovery.

On the following morning, Sunday, a letter was delivered at Caramel Cottage for Mr. Reste, the postmark being London, the writing in the same hand as the last  Captain Amphletts. Mr. Barbary took it away to his gun-room; Katrine saw it, later in the day, lying on the deal-table there, unopened.

The next Thursday afternoon, Lena being then almost well  for children are dying to-day and running about again to-morrow  I called at the Cottage to ask after Katrine. We heard she had an attack of fever. The weather was lovely again; the October sky blue as in summer, the sun hot and bright.

Well, she did look ill! She sat in the parlour at the open window, a huge shawl on, and her poor face about half the size it was before. What had it been, I asked, and she said ague; but she was much better now and intended to be at the Manor again on Monday.

Sit down please, Johnny. I suppose Lena has been glad of the holiday?

She just has. That young lady believes French was invented for her especial torment. Have you heard from Mr. Reste, Katrine?  What does he say about his impromptu flitting?

She turned white as a ghost, never answering, looking at me strangely. I thought a spasm might have seized her.

Not yet, she faintly said. Papa thinks  thinks he may have gone abroad.

While I was digesting the words, some vehicle was heard rattling up the side lane; it turned the corner and stopped at the gate. Why, Katrine, I said, it is a railway fly from Evesham!

A little fair man in a grey travelling-suit got out of the fly, came up the path, and knocked at the door. Old Joan answered it and showed him into the room. Captain Amphlett, she said. Katrine looked ready to die.

I must apologize for intruding, he began, with a pleasant voice and manner. My friend Edgar Reste is staying here, I believe.

Katrine was taken with a shivering fit. The stranger looked at her with curiosity. I said she had been ill with ague, and was about to add that Edgar Reste had left, when Mr. Barbary came in. Captain Amphlett turned to him and went on to explain: he was on his way to spend a little time in one of the Midland shires, and had halted at Evesham for the purpose of looking up Edgar Reste  from whom he had been expecting to hear more than a week past; could not understand why he did not. Mr. Barbary, with all the courtesy of the finished gentleman, told him, in reply to this, that Edgar Reste had left Caramel Cottage a week ago.

Dear me! cried the stranger, evidently surprised. And without writing to tell me. Was his departure unexpected?

Mr. Barbary laughed lightly. That man would have retained his calmest presence of mind when going down in a wreck at sea. Some matter of business called him away, I fancy, he replied.

And to what part of England was he going? asked Captain Amphlett, after a pause. Did he say?

Mr. Barbary appeared to have an impulsive answer on his lips, but closed them before he could speak it. He glanced at me, and then turned his head and glanced at Katrine, as if to see whether she was there, for he was sitting with his back to her. A thought struck me that we were in the way of his plain speaking.

He went to London, said Mr. Barbary.

To London! echoed the Captain. Why, thats strange. He has not come to London, I assure you.

I can assure you it is where he told me he was going, said Mr. Barbary, smiling. And it was to London his luggage was addressed.

Well, it is altogether strange, repeated Captain Amphlett. I went to his chambers in the Temple yesterday, and Farnham, the barrister who shares them with him, told me Reste was still in Worcestershire; he had not heard from him for some time, and supposed he might be returning any day now. Where in the world can he be hiding himself? Had he come to London, as you suppose, Mr. Barbary, he would have sought me out the first thing.

Whiter than any ghost ever seen or heard of, had grown Katrine as she listened. I could not take my eyes from her terrified face.

I do not comprehend it, resumed Captain Amphlett, looking more helpless than a rudderless ship at sea. Are you sure, sir, that there is no mistake; that he was really going to London?

Not at all sure; only that he said it, returned Mr. Barbary in a half mocking tone. One does not inquire too closely, you know, into the private affairs of young men. We have not heard from him yet.



I cannot understand it at all, persisted Captain Amphlett; or why he has not written to me; or where he can have got to. He ought to have written.

Ah, yes, no doubt, suavely remarked Mr. Barbary. He was careless about letter-writing, I fancy. Can I offer you any refreshment?

None at all, thank you; I have no time to spare, said the other, rising to depart. I suppose you do not chance to know whether Reste had a letter from me last Tuesday week?

Yes, he had one. It had some bank-notes in it. He opened it here at the breakfast table.

Quite a relief passed over Captain Amphletts perplexed face at the answer. I am glad to hear you say that, Mr. Barbary. By his not acknowledging receipt of the money, I feared it had miscarried.

Bidding us good afternoon, and telling Katrine (at whose sick state he had continued to glance curiously) that he wished her better, the stranger walked rapidly out to his fly, attended by Mr. Barbary.

Katrine, I asked, preparing to take my own departure, what was there in Captain Amphlett to frighten you?

It  it was the ague, she answered, bringing out the words with a jerk.

Oh  ague! Well, Id get rid of such an ague as that. Good-bye.

But it was not ague; it was sheer fear, as common sense told me, and I did not care to speculate upon it. An uneasy atmosphere seemed to be hanging over Caramel Cottage altogether; to have set in with Edgar Restes departure.

A day or two later our people departed for Crabb Cot for change of air for Lena, and we returned to school, so that nothing more was seen or heard at present of the Barbarys.

III

December weather, and snow on the ground, and Caramel Cottage looking cold and cheerless. Not so cheerless, though, as poor Katrine, who had a blue, pinched face and a bad cough.

I cant get her to rouse herself, or to swallow hardly a morsel of food, lamented Joan to Mr. Duffham. She sits like a statty all day long, sir, with her hands before her.

Sits like a statue, does she? returned Duffham, who could see it for himself, and for the hundredth time wondered what it was she had upon her mind. He did his best, no doubt, in the shape of tonics and lectures, but he could make nothing of his patient. Katrine vehemently denied that she was worrying herself over any sweetheart  for thats how Duffham delicately shaped his questions  and said it was the cold weather.

The voyage will set her up, or  break her up, decided Duffham, who had never treated so unsatisfactory an invalid. As to not having anything on her mind, why she may tell that to the moon.

Katrine was just dying of the trouble. The consciousness of what the garden could disclose filled her with horror, whilst the fear of discovery haunted her steps by day and her dreams by night. She could not sleep alone, and Joan had brought her mattress down to the room and lay on the floor. When the sun shone, Mr. Barbary would compel her to sit or walk in the garden; Katrine would turn sick and faint at sight of that plot of ground under the apple tree, and the winter greens growing there. At moments she thought her father must suspect the source of her illness; but he gave no sign of it. Since Captain Amphletts visit, no further inquiry had been made after Edgar Reste. Katrine lived in daily dread of it. Now and then the neighbours would ask after him. Duffham had said one day in the course of conversation: Wheres that young Reste now? Oh, in London, working on for his silk gown, Mr. Barbary lightly answered. Katrine marvelled at his coolness.

Upon getting back to the Manor for Christmas we heard that Mr. Barbary was quitting Church Dykely for Canada. And the voyage will either kill or cure the child, said Duffham, for it was he who gave us the news; she is in a frightfully weak state.

Is it ague still? asked Mrs. Todhetley.

It is more like nerves than ague, answered Duffham. She seems to live in a chronic state of fear, starting and shrinking at every unexpected sound. I cant make her out, and thats the truth; she denies having received any shock.  So you have never found Don, Squire! he broke off, leaving the other subject.

No, said the Squire angrily. Dick Standish has been too much for us this time. The fellow wants hanging. Give him rope enough, and hell do it.

Brazers dog was returned to him, safe and sound, but our dog had never come back to us, and the Squire was looking out for another. Dick Standish protested his innocence yet; but he had gone roving the country with that other dog, and no doubt had sold Don to somebody at a safe distance. Perhaps had dyed him a fine gold first; as the dyer dyed his dog at Evesham.



Now, Miss Katrine, theres not a bit of sense in it!

It was Christmas Eve. Katrine was sitting in the twilight by the parlour fire, and Joan was scolding. She had brought in a tray of tea with some bread-and-butter; Katrine was glad enough of the tea, but said she could not eat; she always said so now.

Be whipped if I can tell what has got into the child! stormed Joan. Do you want to starve yourself right out?  do you want to  

Theres papa, interrupted Katrine, as the house door was heard to open. You must bring in more tea now, Joan.

This door opened next, and some one stood looking in. Not Mr. Barbary. Katrine gazed with dilating eyes, as the firelight flickered on the intruders face: and then she caught hold of Joan with an awful cry. For he who had come in bore the semblance of Edgar Reste.

Why, Katrine, my dear, have you been ill?

Katrine burst into hysterical tears as her terror passed. She had been taking it for Mr. Restes apparition, you see, whereas it was Mr. Reste himself. Joan closed the shutters, stirred the fire, and went away to see what she could do for him in the shape of eatables after his journey. He sat down by Katrine, and took her poor wan face to his sheltering arms.

In the sobbing excitement of the moment, in the strangely wonderful relief his presence brought, Katrine breathed forth the truth; that she had seen him, as she believed, buried under the summer-apple tree; had believed it all this time, and that it had been slowly killing her. Mr. Reste laughed a little at the idea of his being buried, and cleared up matters in a few brief words.

But why did you never write? she asked.

Being at issue with Mr. Barbary, I would not write to him: and I thought, Katrine, that the less you were reminded of me the better. I waited in London until my luggage came up, and then went straight to Dieppe, without having seen any one I knew; without having even shown myself at my Chambers  

But why not, Edgar? she interrupted. Mr. Reste laughed.

Well, I had reasons. I had left a few outstanding accounts there, and was not then prepared to pay them and I did not care to give a clue to my address to be bothered with letters.

You did not even write to Captain Amphlett. He came here to see after you.

I wrote to him from Dieppe; not quite at first, though. Buried under the apple-tree! that is a joke, Katrine!

It was Christmas Eve, I have said. We had gone through the snow, with Mrs. Todhetley, to help the Miss Pages decorate the church, and the Squire was alone after dinner, when Mr. Reste was shown in.

Is it you! cried the Squire in hearty welcome. So you have come down for Christmas!

Partly for that, answered Mr. Reste. Partly, sir, to see you.

To see me! You are very good. I hope youll dine with us to-morrow, if Barbary will spare you.

Ah! I dont know about that; Im afraid not. Anyway, I have a tale to tell you first.

Sitting on the other side the fire, opposite the Squire, the wine and walnuts on the table between them, he told the tale of that past Tuesday night.

He had gone out with Barbary in a fit of foolishness, not intending to do any harm to the game or to join in any harm, though Barbary had insisted on his carrying a loaded gun. The moon was remarkably bright. Not long had they been out, going cautiously, when on drawing near Dyke Neck, they became aware that some poachers were already abroad, and that the keepers were tracking them; so there was nothing for it but to steal back again. They had nearly reached Caramel Cottage, and were making for the side gate, when a huge dog flew up, barking. Barbary called out that it was the Squires dog, and  

Bless me! interjected the Squire at this.

Yes, sir, your dog, Don, continued Mr. Reste. Barbary very foolishly kicked the dog: he was in a panic, you see, lest the noise of its barking should bring up the keepers. That kick must have enraged Don, and he fastened savagely on Barbarys leg. I, fearing for Barbarys life, or some lesser injury, grew excited, and fired at the dog. It killed him.

The Squire drew a deep breath.

Not daring to leave the dog at the gate, for it might have betrayed us, we drew him across the yard to the brewhouse, and locked the door upon him. But while doing this, Ben Gibbon passed, and thereby learnt what had happened. The next day, Barbary and I had some bickering together. I wanted to come to you and confess the truth openly; Barbary forbade it, saying it would ruin him: we could bury the dog that night or the next, he said, and nobody would ever be the wiser. In the evening, Gibbon came in; he was all for Barbarys opinion, and opposed mine. After he left, I and Barbary had a serious quarrel. I said I would leave there and then; he resented it, and followed me into the yard to try to keep me. But my temper was up, and I set off to walk to Evesham, telling him to send my traps after me, and to direct them to Euston Square Station. I took the first morning train that passed through Evesham for London, and made my mind up on the journey to go abroad for a week or two. Truth to confess, added the speaker, I felt a bit of a coward about the dog, not knowing what proceedings you might take if it came to light, and I deemed it as well to be out of the way for a time. But I dont like being a coward, Mr. Todhetley, it is a role I have never been used to, and I came down to-day to confess all. Barbary is going away, so it will not damage him: besides, it was really I who killed the dog, not he. And now, sir, I throw myself upon your mercy. What do you say to me?

Well, Im sure I dont know, said the Squire, who was in a rare good humour, and liked the young fellow besides. It was a bad thing to do  poor faithful Don! But its Christmas-tide, so I suppose we must say no more about it. Let bygones be bygones.

Edgar Reste grasped his hand.

Barbarys off to Canada, we are told, said the Squire. A better country for him than this. He has not been thought much of in this place, as you probably know. And its to be hoped that poor little maiden of his will get up her health again, which seems, by all accounts, to be much shattered.

I think shell get that up now, said Mr. Reste, with a curious smile. She is not going out with him, sir; she stays behind with me.

With you! cried the Squire, staring.

I have just asked her to be my wife, and she says, Yes, said Mr. Reste. An old uncle of mine over in India has died; he has left me a few hundreds a year, so that I can afford to marry.

Im sure I am glad to hear it, said the Squire, heartily. Poor Don, though! And what did Barbary do with him?

Buried him in his back garden, under the summer-apple tree.

Coming home from our nights work at this juncture, we found, to our surprise, a great dog fastened to the strong iron garden bench.

What a magnificent dog! exclaimed Tod, while the mother sprang back in alarm. It is something like Don.

It was very much like Don. Quite as large, and handsomer.

I shall take it in, Johnny; the Pater would like to see it, There, mother, you go in first.

Tod unfastened the dog and took it into the dining-room, where sat Mr. Reste. The dog seemed a gentle creature, and went about looking at us all with his intelligent eyes. Mrs. Todhetley stroked him.

Well, that is a nice dog! cried the Squire. Whose is it, lads?

It is yours, sir, if you will accept him from me, said Mr. Reste. I came across him in London the other day, and thought you might like him in place of Don. I have taught him to answer to the same name.

Well call him Don the Second  and I thank you heartily, said the Squire, with a beaming face. Good Don! Good old fellow! You shall be made much of.



He married Katrine without much delay, taking her off to London to be nursed up; and Mr. Barbary set sail for Canada. The bank-notes, you ask about? Why, what Katrine saw in her fathers hands were but half the notes, for Mr. Reste divided them the day they arrived, giving thirty pounds to his host, and keeping thirty himself. And Dick Standish, for once, had not been in the fight; and the Squire, meeting him in the turnip-field on Christmas Day, gave him five shillings for a Christmas-box. Which elated Dick beyond telling; and the Squire was glad of it later, when poor Dick had gone away prematurely to the Better Land.

And all the sympathy Katrine had from her father, when he came to hear about the summer-apple tree, was a sharp wish that she could have had her ridiculous ideas shaken out of her.


A TRAGEDY

I.  GERVAIS PREEN

I

Crabb Cot, Squire Todhetleys estate in Worcestershire, lay close to North Crabb, and from two to three miles off Islip, both of which places you have heard of already. Half way on the road to Islip from Crabb, a side road, called Brook Lane, branched straight off on the left towards unknown wilds, for the parts there were not at all frequented. Passing a solitary homestead here and there, Brook Lane would bring you at the end of less than two miles to a small hamlet, styled Duck Brook.

I am not responsible for the name. I dont know who is. It was called Duck Brook long before my time, and will be, no doubt, long after I have left time behind me. The village rustics called it Duck Bruck.

Duck Brook proper contains some twenty or thirty houses, mostly humble dwellings, built in the form of a triangle, and two or three shops. A set of old stocks for the correction of the dead-and-gone evil-doers might be seen still, and a square pound in which to imprison stray cattle. And I would remark, as it may be of use further on, that the distance from Duck Brook to either Islip or Crabb was about equal  some three miles, or so; it stood at right angles between them. Passing down Brook Lane (which was in fact a fairly wide turnpike road) into the high road, turning to the right would bring you to Crabb; turning to the left, to Islip.

Just before coming to that populous part of Duck Brook, the dwelling places, there stood in a garden facing the road a low, wide, worn house, its bricks dark with age, and now partly covered with ivy, which had once been the abode of a flourishing farmer. The land on which this lay belonged to a Captain Falkner  some hundred acres of it. The Captain was in difficulties and, afraid to venture into England, resided abroad.

A Mr. Preen lived in the house now  Gervais Preen, a gentleman by descent. The Preens were Worcestershire people; and old Mr. Preen, dead now, had left a large family of sons and daughters, who had for the most part nothing to live upon. How or where Gervais Preen had lately lived, no one knew much about; some people said it was London, some thought it was Paris; but he suddenly came back to Worcestershire and took up his abode, much to the general surprise, at this old farmhouse at Duck Brook. It was soon known that he lived in it rent-free, having undertaken the post of agent to Captain Falkner.

Agent to Captain Falkner  what a mean thing for a Preen to do! cried Islip and Crabb all in a breath.

Not at all mean; gentlemen must live as well as other people, warmly disputed the Squire. I honour Preen for it. And he was the first to walk over to Duck Brook and shake hands with him.

Others followed the Squires example, but Mr. Preen did not seem inclined to be sociable. He was forty-five years old then; a little shrimp of a man with a dark face, small eyes like round black beads, and a very cross look. He met his visitors civilly, for he was a gentleman, but he let it be known that he and his wife did not intend to visit or be visited. The Squire pressed him to bring Mrs. Preen to a friendly dinner at Crabb Cot; but he refused emphatically, frankly saying that as they could not afford to entertain in return, they should not themselves go out to entertainments.

Thus Gervais Preen and his wife began their career at Duck Brook, keeping themselves to themselves, locked up in lavender, so to say, as if they did not want the world outside to remember their existence. Perhaps that was the ruling motive, for he owed a few debts of long standing. One or two creditors had found him out, and were driving, it was said, a hard bargain with him, insisting upon payment by degrees if it could not be handed over in a lump.

But there was one member of the family who declined to keep herself laid up in lavender, and that was the only daughter, Jane. She came to Crabb Cot of her own accord, and made friends with us; made friends with Mrs. Jacob Chandler and her girls, and with Emma Paul at Islip. She was a fair, lively, open-natured girl, and welcomed everywhere.



Mr. and Mrs. Preen and Jane were seated at the breakfast-table one fine morning in the earliest days of spring. A space of about two years had gone by since they first came to Duck Brook. Breakfast was laid, as usual, in a small flagged room opening from the kitchen. A piece of cold boiled bacon, three eggs, a home-made loaf and a pat of butter were on the table, nothing more luxurious. Mrs. Preen, a thin woman, under the middle height, poured out the coffee. She must once have been very pretty. Her face was fair and smooth still, with a bright rose tint on the cheeks, and a peevish look in her mild blue eyes. Janes face was very much like her mothers, but her blue eyes had no peevishness in them as yet. Poor Mrs. Preens life was one of rubs and crosses, had been for a long while, and that generally leaves its marks upon the countenance. When Mr. Preen came in he had a letter in his hand, which he laid beside his plate, address downwards. He looked remarkably cross, and did not speak. No one else spoke. Conversation was seldom indulged in at meal times, unless the master chose to begin it. But in passing something to him, Janes eyes chanced to fall on the letter, and saw that it was of thin, foreign paper.

Papa, is that from Oliver?

Dont you see it is? returned Mr. Preen.

And  is anything different decided? asked Mrs Preen, timidly, as if she were afraid of either the question or the answer.

What is there different to decide? he retorted.

But, Gervais, I thought you wrote to say that he could not come home.

And he writes back to say that he must come. I suppose he must. The house over there is being given up; he cant take up his abode in the street. Theres what he says, continued Mr. Preen, tossing the letter to the middle of the table for the public benefit. He will be here to-morrow.

A glad light flashed into Janes countenance. She lifted her handkerchief to hide it.

Oliver Preen was her brother; she and he were the only children. He had been partly adopted by a great aunt, once Miss Emily Preen, the sister of his grandfather. She had married Major Magnus late in life, and was left a widow. Since Oliver left school, three years ago now, he had lived with Mrs. Magnus at Tours, where she had settled down. She was supposed to be well off; and the Preen family  Gervais Preen and all his hungry brothers and sisters  had cherished expectations from her. They thought she might provide slenderly for Oliver, and divide the rest of her riches among them. But a week or two ago she had died after a short illness, and then the amazing fact came out that she had nothing to leave. All Mrs. Magnus once possessed had been sunk in an annuity on her own life.

This was bad enough for the brothers and the sisters, but it was nothing compared with the shock it gave to him of Duck Brook. For you see he had to take his son back now and provide for him; and Oliver had been brought up to do nothing. A mild young man, he, we understood, not at all clever enough to set the Thames on fire.

Mr. Preen finished his breakfast and left the room, carrying the letter with him. Jane went at once into the garden, which in places was no better than a wilderness, and ran about the sheltered paths that were out of sight of the windows, and jumped up to catch the lower branches of trees, all in very happiness. She and Oliver were intensely attached to one another; she had not seen him for three years, and now they were going to meet again. To-morrow! oh, to-morrow! To-morrow, and he would be here! She should see him face to face!

Jane! called out a stern voice, I want you.

In half a moment Jane had appeared in the narrow front path that led between beds of sweet but common flowers from the entrance gate in the centre of the palings to the door of the house, and was walking up demurely. Mr. Preen was standing at an open window.

Yes, papa, she said. And Mr. Preen only answered by looking at her and shutting down the window.

The door opened into a passage, which led straight through to the back of the house. On the left, as you entered, was the parlour; on the right was the room which Mr. Preen used as an office, in which were kept the account books and papers relating to the estate. It was a square room, lighted by two tall narrow windows. A piece of matting covered the middle of the floor, and on it stood Mr. Preens large flat writing-table, inlaid with green leather. Shelves and pigeon-holes filled one side of the walls, and a few chairs stood about. Altogether the room had a cold, bare look.

It was called the Buttery. When Mr. and Mrs. Preen first came to the house, the old man who had had charge showed them over it. This is the parlour, he said, indicating the room they were then looking at; and this, he added, opening the door on the opposite side of the passage, is the Buttery. Jane laughed: but they had adopted the name.

I want these letters copied, Jane, said Mr. Preen, who was now sitting at his table, his back to the fire, and the windows in front of him; and he handed to her two letters which he had just written.

Jane took her seat at the table opposite to him. Whenever Mr. Preen wanted letters copied, he called upon her to do it. Jane did not much like the task; she was not fond of writing, and was afraid of making mistakes.

When she had finished the letters this morning she escaped to her mother, asking how she could help in the preparations for Oliver. They kept one maid-servant; a capless young lady of sixteen, who wore a frock and pinafore of a morning. There was Sam as well; a well-grown civil youth, whose work lay chiefly out of doors.

The day passed. The next day was passing. From an early hour Jane Preen had watched for the guests arrival. In the afternoon, when she was weary of looking and looking in vain, she put on a warm shawl and her pink sun-bonnet and went out of doors with a book.

A little lower down, towards the Islip Road, Brook Lane was flanked on one side by a grove of trees, too dense to admit of penetration. But there were two straight paths in them at some distance from each other, which would carry you to the back of the grove, and to the stream running parallel with the highway in front; from which stream Duck Brook derived its name. These openings in the trees were called Inlets curiously. A few worn benches stood in front of the trees, and also behind them, and had been there for ages. If you took your seat upon one of the front benches, you could watch the passing and re-passing (if there chanced to be any) on the high road; if you preferred a seat at the back, you might contemplate the pellucid stream and the meads beyond it, like any knight or fair damsel of romance.

This was a favourite resort of Jane Preens, a slight relief from the dullness at home. She generally sat by the stream, but to-day faced the road, for she was looking for Oliver. It was not a frequented road at all, but I think this has been said; sometimes an hour would pass away and not so much as a farmers horse and cart jolt by, or a beggar shambling on foot.

Jane had brought out a favourite book of the day, one of Bulwer Lyttons, which had been lent to her by Miss Julietta Chandler. Shall we ever have such writers again? Compare a work over which a tremendous fuss is made in the present day with one of those romances or novels of the past when some of us were young  works written by Scott, and Bulwer, and others I need not mention. Why, they were as solid gold compared with silver and tinsel.

Jane tried to lose herself in the romantic love of Lucy and Paul, or in the passionate love-letters of Sir William Brandon, written when he was young; and she could not do so. Her eyes kept turning, first to that way of the road, then to this: she did not know which way Oliver would come. By rail to Crabb station she supposed, and then with a fly onwards; though being strange to the neighbourhood he might pitch upon any out-of-the-way route and so delay his arrival.

Suddenly her heart stopped beating and then coursed on to fever heat. A fly was winding along towards her in the distance, from the direction of Crabb. Jane rose and waited close to the path. It was not Oliver. Three ladies and a child sat in the fly. They all stared at her, evidently wondering who she was and what she did there. She went back to the bench, but did not open her book again.

It must be nearing four oclock: she could tell it by the sun, for she had no watch: and she thought she would go in. Slowly taking up the book, she was turning towards home, which was close by, when upon giving a lingering farewell look down the road, a solitary foot passenger came into view: a gentlemanly young man, with an umbrella in his hand and a coat on his arm.

Was it Oliver? She was not quite sure at first. He was of middle height, slight and slender: had a mild fair face and blue eyes with a great sadness in them. Jane noticed the sadness at once, and thought she remembered it; she thought the face also like her own and her mothers.

Oliver?

Jane! Why  is it you? I did not expect to find you under that peasant bonnet, Jane.

They clung to each other, kissing fondly, tears in the eyes of both.

But why are you walking, Oliver? Did you come to Crabb?

Yes, he said. I thought I might as well walk; I did not think it was quite so far. The porter will send on my things.

There was just a year between them; Oliver would be twenty-one in a month, Jane was twenty-two, but did not look as much. She took his arm as they walked home.

As she halted at the little gate, Oliver paused in surprise and gazed about: at the plain wooden palings painted green, which shut in the crowded, homely garden; at the old farmhouse.

Is this the place, Jane?

Yes. You have not been picturing it a palace, have you?

Oliver laughed, and held back the low gate for her. But as he passed in after her, a perceptible shiver shook his frame. It was gone in a moment; but in that moment it had shaken him from head to foot. Jane saw it.



Surely you have not caught a chill, Oliver?

Not at all; I am warm with my walk. I dont know why I should have shivered, he added. It was like the feeling you have when people say somebodys walking over your grave.

Mr. Preen received his son coldly, but not unkindly; Mrs. Preen did the same; she was led by her husbands example in all things. Tea, though it was so early, was prepared at once, with a substantial dish for the traveller; and they sat down to it in the parlour.

It was a long room with a beam running across the low ceiling. A homely room, with a coarse red-and-green carpet and horse-hair chairs. A few ornaments of their own (for the furniture belonged to the house), relics of better days, were disposed about; and Jane had put on the table a glass of early primroses. The two windows, tall and narrow, answered to those in the Buttery. Oliver surveyed the room in silent dismay: it wore so great a contrast to the French salons at Tours to which he was accustomed. He gave them the details of his aunts death and of her affairs.

When tea was over, Mr. Preen shut himself into the Buttery; Mrs. Preen retired to the kitchen to look after Nancy, who had to be watched, like most young servants, as you watch a sprightly calf. Jane and Oliver went out again, Jane taking the way to the Inlets. This time she sat down facing the brook. The dark trees were behind them, the clear stream flowed past in a gentle murmur; nothing but fields beyond. It was a solitary spot.

What do you call this place  the Inlets? cried Oliver. Why is it called so?

Im sure I dont know: because of those two openings from the road, I suppose. I like to sit here; it is so quiet. Oliver, how came Aunt Emily to sink all her money in an annuity?



For her own benefit, of course; it nearly doubled her income. She did it years ago.

And you did not know that she had nothing to leave?

No one knew. She kept the secret well.

It is very unfortunate for you.

Yes  compared with what I had expected, sighed Oliver. It cant be helped, Jane, and I try not to feel disappointed. Aunt Emily in life was very kind to me; apart from all selfish consideration I regret and mourn her.

You will hardly endure this dreary place after your gay and happy life at Tours, Oliver. Duck Brook is the fag-end of the world.

It does not appear to be very lively, remarked Oliver, with a certain dry sarcasm. How was it that the Pater came to it?

Well, you know  it was a living, and we had nothing else.

I dont understand.

When Uncle Gilbert died, there was no other of our uncles, those who were left, who could help papa; at least they said so; and I assure you we fell into great embarrassment as the weeks went on. It was impossible to remain in Jersey; we could pay no one; and what would have been the ending but for papas falling in with Captain Falkner, I cant imagine. Captain Falkner owns a good deal of land about here; but he is in difficulties himself and cannot be here to look after it; so he offered papa the agency and a house to live in. I can tell you, Oliver, it was as a godsend to us.

Do you mean to say that my father is an agent? cried the young man, his face dyed with a red flush.

Jane nodded. That, and nothing less. He looks after the estate and is paid a hundred pounds a-year salary, and we live rent free. Lately he has taken something else, something different; the agency of some new patent agricultural implements.

Oliver Preen looked very blank. He had been living the life of a gentleman, was imbued with a gentlemans notions, and this news brought him the most intense mortification.

He will expect you to help him in the Buttery, continued Jane.

In the what?

The Buttery, laughed Jane. It is the room where papa keeps his accounts and writes his letters. Letters come in nearly every morning now, inquiring about the new agricultural implements; papa has to answer them, and wants some of his answers copied.

And he has only a hundred a year! murmured Oliver, unable to get over that one item of information. Aunt Emily had from eight to nine hundred, and lived up to her income.

The worst is that we cannot spend all the hundred. Papa has back debts upon him. Have you brought home any money, Oliver?

None to speak of, he answered; there was none to bring. Aunt Emilys next quarters instalment would have been due this week; but she died first, you see. She lived in a furnished house; and as to the few things she had of her own, and her personal trinkets, Aunt Margaret Preen came down and swooped upon them. Jane, how have you managed to put up with the lively state of affairs here?

And this lively spot  the fag-end of the world. It was Emma Paul first called it so. I put up with it because I cant help myself, Oliver.

Who is Emma Paul?

The daughter of Lawyer Paul, of Islip.

Oh, said Oliver, slightingly.

And the nicest girl in the world, added Jane. But I can tell you this much, Oliver, she continued, after a pause: when we came first to Duck Brook it seemed to me as a haven of refuge. Our life in Jersey had become intolerable, our life here was peaceful  no angry creditors, no daily applications for debts that we could not pay. Here we were free and happy, and it gave me a liking for the place. It is dull, of course; but I go pretty often to see Emma Paul, or to take tea at Mrs. Jacob Chandlers, and at Crabb Cot when the Todhetleys are staying there. Sam brings the gig for me in the evening, when I dont walk home. You will have to bring it for me now.

Oh, theres a gig, is there?

Papa has to keep that for his own use in going about the land: sometimes he rides.

Are the debts in Jersey paid, Jane?

A shadow passed over her face, and her voice dropped to a whisper.

No. It makes me feel very unhappy sometimes, half-frightened. Of course papa hopes he shall not be found out here. But he seems to have also two or three old debts in this neighbourhood, and those he is paying off.

The sun, setting right before them in a sea of red clouds, fell upon their faces and lighted up the sadness of Olivers. Then the red ball sank, on its way to cheer and illumine another part of the world, leaving behind it the changes which set in after sunset. The bright stream became grey, the osiers bordering it grew dark. Oliver shook himself. The whole place to him wore a strange air of melancholy. It was early evening yet, for the month was only February; but the spring had come in with a kindly mood, and the weather was bright.

Rising from the bench, they slowly walked up the nearest Inlet, side by side, and gained the high road just as a pony-chaise was passing by, an elderly gentleman and a young lady in it; Mr. and Miss Paul.



Oh, papa, please pull up! cried the girl. Theres Jane Preen.

She leaped out, almost before the pony had stopped, and ran to the pathway with outstretched hands.

How pleasant that we should meet you, Jane! Papa has been taking me for a drive this afternoon.

Oliver stood apart, behind his sister, looking and listening. The speaker was one of the prettiest girls he had ever seen, with a blushing, dimpled face, a smiling mouth displaying small white teeth, shy blue eyes, and bright hair. Her straw hat had blue ribbons and her dress was one of light silk. Never in his life, thought Oliver, had he seen so sweet a face or heard so sweet a voice.

Have you been for a walk? she asked of Jane.

No, answered Jane. We have been down the Inlet, and sitting to watch the sun set. This is my brother, Emma, of whom you have heard. He arrived this afternoon, and has left Tours. Will you allow me to introduce him to you? Oliver, this is Miss Paul.

Mr. Oliver Preen was about to execute a deep bow at a respectful distance, after the manner of the fashionable blades of Tours, and swung off his hat to begin with; but Emma Paul, who was not fashionable at all, but sociable, inexperienced and unpretending, held out her hand. She liked his looks; a slender young fellow, in deep mourning, with a fair, mild, pleasing face.

Papa, she said, turning to the gig, which had drawn up close to the foot-path, this is Mr. Oliver Preen, from France. He has come home, Jane says.

John Paul, a portly, elderly gentleman, with iron-grey hair and a face that looked stern to those who did not know him, bent forward and shook hands with the stranger.

Emma began plunging into all sorts of gossip, for she liked nothing better than to talk. Jane liked it too.

I have been telling Oliver we call Duck Brook the fag end of the world, and that it was you who first said it, cried Jane.

Oh, how could you? laughed Emma, turning her beaming face upon Oliver. And they might have gone on for ever, if left alone; but Mr. Paul reminded his daughter that it was growing late, and he wanted to get home to dinner. So she lightly stepped into the low chaise, Oliver Preen assisting her, and they drove off, Emma calling to Jane not to forget that they were engaged to drink tea at North Villa on the morrow.

Whats Preen going to do with that young fellow? wondered the lawyer, as he drove on.

Im sure I dont know, papa, said Emma. Take him into the Buttery, perhaps.

Old Paul laughed a little at the idea. Not much more work there than Preen can do himself, I expect.

When I last saw Jane she said she thought her brother might be coming home. It may be only for a visit, you know.

Old Paul nodded, and touched up the pony.

Oliver stood in the pathway gazing after the chaise until it was out of sight. What a charming girl! he cried to his sister. I never saw one so unaffected in all my life.

II

If the reader has chanced to read the two papers entitled Chandler and Chandler, he may be able to recall North Villa, and those who lived in it.

It stood in the Islip Road  hardly a stones throw from Crabb Cot. Jacob Chandlers widow lived in it with her three daughters. She was empty-headed, vain, frivolous, always on the high ropes when in company, wanting to give people the impression that she had been as good as born a duchess: whereas everyone knew she had sprung from small tradespeople in Birmingham. The three daughters, Clementina, Georgiana, Julietta, took after her, and were as fine as their names.

But you have heard of them before  and of the wrong inflicted by their father, Jacob Chandler, upon his brothers widow and son. The solicitors business at Islip had been made by the elder brother, Thomas Chandler; he had taken Jacob into partnership, and given him a half share without cross or coin of recompense: and when Thomas died from an accident, leaving his only son Tom in the office to succeed him when he should be of age, Jacob refused to carry out the behest. Ignoring past obligations, all sense of right or wrong, he made his own son Valentine his partner in due course of time, condemning Tom, though a qualified solicitor, to remain his clerk.

Its true that when Jacob Chandler lay on his death-bed, the full sense of what he had done came home to him: any glaring injustice we may have been committing in our lives does, I fancy, often take hold of the conscience at that dread time: and he enjoined his son Valentine to give Tom his due  a full partnership. Valentine having his late fathers example before him (for Jacob died), did nothing of the kind. Ill raise your salary, Tom, said he, but I cannot make you my partner. So Tom, thinking he had put up with injustice long enough, quitted Valentine there and then. John Paul, the other Islip lawyer, was only too glad to secure Tom for his own office; he made him his manager and paid him a good salary.

About two years had gone on since then. Tom Chandler, a very fine young fellow, honest and good-natured, was growing more and more indispensable to Mr. Paul; Valentine was growing (if the expression may be used) downwards. For Valentine, who had been an indulged son, and only made to work when he pleased, had picked up habits of idleness, and other habits that we are told in our copy-books idleness begets. Gay, handsome, pleasant-mannered, with money always in his pocket, one of those young men sure to be courted, Valentine had grown fonder of pleasure than of work: he liked his game at billiards; worse than that, he liked his glass. When a client came in, ten to one but a clerk had to make a rush to the Bell Inn opposite, to fetch his master; and it sometimes happened that Valentine would not return quite steady. The result was, that his practice was gradually leaving him, to be given to Mr. Paul. All this was telling upon Valentines mother; she had an ever-haunting dread of the poverty which might result in the future, and was only half as pretentious as she used to be.

Her daughters did not allow their minds to be disturbed by anxiety as yet; the young are less anxious than the old. When she dropped a word of apprehension in their hearing, they good-humouredly said mamma was fidgety  Valentine would be all right; if a little gay now it was only what other young men were. It was a pleasant house to visit, for the girls were gay and hospitable; though they did bedeck themselves like so many peacocks, and put on airs and graces.

Jane Preen found it pleasant; had found it so long ago; and she introduced Oliver to it, who liked it because he sometimes met Emma Paul there. It took a very short time indeed after that first meeting by the Inlets for him to be over head and ears in love with her. Thus some weeks went on.

More pure and ardent love than that young fellows for Emma was never felt by man or woman. It filled his every thought, seemed to sanctify his dreary days at Duck Brook, and made a heaven of his own heart. He would meet her at North Villa, would encounter her sometimes in her walks, now and then saw her at her own house at Islip. Not often  old Mr. Paul did not particularly care for the Preens, and rarely gave Emma leave to invite them.



Emma did not care for him. She had not found out that he cared for her. A remarkably open, pleasant girl in manner, to him as to all the world, she met him always with frank cordiality  and he mistook that natural cordiality for a warmer feeling. Had Emma Paul suspected his love for her she would have turned from it in dismay; she was no coquette, and all the first love of her young heart was privately given to someone else.

At this time there was a young man in Mr. Pauls office named Richard MacEveril. He was a nephew of Captain MacEveril of Oak Mansion  a pretty place near Islip. Captain MacEveril  a retired captain in the Royal Navy  had a brother settled in Australia. When this brother died, his only son, Richard, came over to his relatives, accompanied by a small income, about enough to keep him in coats and waistcoats.

The arrival very much put out Captain MacEveril. He was a good-hearted man, but afflicted with gout in the feet, and irascible when twinges took him. Naturally the question arose to his mind  how was he to put Richard in the way of getting bread and cheese. Richard seemed to have less idea of how it was to be done than his uncle and aunt had. They told him he must go back to Australia and find a living there. Richard objected; said he had only just left it, and did not like Australia. Upon the captains death, whenever that should take place, Richard would come into a small estate of between two and three hundred a-year, of which nothing could deprive him; for Captain MacEveril had no son; only a daughter, who would be rich through her mother.

Richard was a gay-mannered young fellow and much liked, but he was not very particular. He played billiards at the Bell Inn with Valentine Chandler, with young Scott, and with other idlers; he hired horses, and dashed across country on their backs; he spent money in all ways. When his own ready money was gone he went into debt, and people came to the Captain to ask him to liquidate it. This startled and angered the old post-captain as no twinge of gout had ever yet done.

Something must be done with Dick, said Mrs. MacEveril.

Of course it must, her husband wrathfully retorted; but what the deuce is it to be?

Cant you get John Paul to take him into his office as a temporary thing? It would keep him out of mischief.

Mrs. MacEverils suggestion bore fruit. For the present, until something eligible should turn up, Dick was placed in the lawyers office as a copying clerk. Mr. Paul made a favour of taking him in; but he and Captain MacEveril had been close friends for many a year. Dick wrote a bold, clear hand, good for copying deeds.

He and Oliver became intimate. It is said that a fellow-feeling makes us wondrous kind, and they could feel for one another. Both were down in life, both had poverty-stricken pockets. They were of the same age, twenty-one, and in appearance were not dissimilar  fair of face, slight in person.

So that Oliver Preen needed no plea for haunting Islip three or four times a week. He went over to see Dick MacEveril, would have been his answer had any inquisitive body inquired what he did there: while, in point of fact, he went hoping to see Emma Paul  if by delightful chance he might obtain that boon.

Thus matters were going on: Oliver, shut up the earlier part of the day in the Buttery with his father, answering letters, and what not; in the latter part of it he would be at Islip, or perhaps with Jane at North Villa. Sometimes they would walk home together; or, if they could have the gig, Oliver drove his sister back in it. But for the love he bore Emma, he would have found his life intolerable; nothing but depression, mortification, disappointment: but when Love takes up its abode in the heart the dreariest lot becomes one of sunshine.

III

The garden attached to North Villa was large and very old-fashioned: a place crowded with trees and shrubs, intersected with narrow paths and homely flowers. The Malvern hills could be seen in the distance, as beautiful a sight in the early morning, with the lights and shadows lying upon them, as the world can show.

It was summer now, nearly midsummer. The garish day was fading, the summer moon had risen, its round shield so delicately pale as to look like silver; and Valentine Chandler was pacing the garden with Jane Preen in the moonlight. They had been singing a duet together at the piano, Ive wandered in dreams, and he had taken the accompaniment. He played well; and never living man had sweeter voice than he. They were wandering in dreams of their own, those two, had been for some time now.

Silence between them as they paced the walk; a sort of discomforting, ominous silence. Valentine broke it.

Why dont you reproach me, Jane?

Do I ever reproach you? she answered.

No. But you ought to do so.

If you would only keep your promises, Valentine!

Young Mr. Valentine Chandler, having stayed his steps while they spoke, backed against the corner of the latticed arbour, which they were just then passing. The same arbour in which his aunt, Mrs. Mary Ann Cramp, had sat in her copper-coloured silk gown to convict her brother Jacob, Valentines father, of his sins against Tom Chandler, one Sunday afternoon, not so very long gone by.



Val did not answer. He seemed to be staring at the moon, to investigate what it was made of. In reality he saw no moon; neither moon, nor sky above, nor any earthly thing beneath; he only saw his own reckless folly in his minds clouded mirror.

You know you do make promises, Valentine!

And when I make them I fully mean to keep them; but a lot of idle fellows get hold of me, and  and  I cant, said he, in a savage tone.

But you might, said Jane. If I made promises I should keep them to you  whatever the temptation.

I cannot think who it is that comes tattling to you about me, Jane! Is it Oliver?

Oliver! Never. Oliver does not know, or suspect  anything.

Then it must be those confounded girls indoors!

Nor they, either. It is not anyone in particular, Valentine; but I hear one and another talking about you.

I should like to know what they say. You must tell me, Jane.

Jane caught her breath, as if she did not like to answer. But Valentine was waiting.

They say you are not steady, Val, she spoke in a whisper; that you neglect your business; that unless you pull up, you will go to the bad.

For a few moments Valentine remained quite still; you might have thought he had gone to sleep. Then he put out his hand, drew Jane gently to him, and bent down his head to her with a long-drawn sigh.

I will pull up, Jane. It is not as bad as story-tellers make out. But I will pull up; I promise you; and Ill begin from this day.

Jane Preen did not like to remind him that he had said the same thing many times before; rather would she trust to his renewed word. When a girl is in love, she has faith in modern miracles.

Valentine held her to him very closely. You believe me, dont you, my darling?

Yes, she whispered.

Down came a voice to them from some remote path near the house, that was anything but a whisper. Jane! Jane Preen! Are you in the garden? or are you upstairs with Julietta?

Jane stole swiftly forward. I am here, Clementina  it is cool and pleasant in the night air. Do you want me?

Your boy is asking how long he is to wait. The horse is fresh this evening, and wont stand.

Has the gig come! exclaimed Jane, as she met Miss Clementina. And has Sam brought it! Why not Oliver?

Clementina Chandler shook her head and the yellow ribbons which adorned it, intimating that she did not know anything about Oliver. It was the servant boy, Sam, who had brought the gig.

Jane hastily put on her bonnet and scarf, said good night, and was helped into the gig by Valentine  who gave her hand a tender squeeze as they drove off.

Where is Mr. Oliver? she inquired of Sam.

Mr. Oliver was out, Miss Jane. As it was getting late, the missis told me to get the gig ready, and bring it.

After that, Jane was silent, thinking about Valentine and his renewed promises. It might be that the air was favourable to love catching: anyway, both the young Preens had fallen desperately into it; Jane with Valentine Chandler and Oliver with Emma Paul.

Duck Brook was soon reached, for the horse was swift that evening. On the opposite side of the road to the Inlets, was a large field, in which the grass was down and lying in cocks, the sweet smell of the hay perfuming the air of the summer night. Leaping across this field and then over its five-barred gate into the road, came Oliver Preen. Jane, seeing him, had no need to wonder where he had been.

For across this field and onwards, as straight as the crow flies, was a near way to Islip. Active legs, such as Olivers, might get over the ground in twenty minutes, perhaps in less. But there was no path, or right of way; he had to push through hedges and charge private grounds, with other impediments attending. Thomas Chandler, Conveyancer and Attorney-at-law, had laughingly assured Oliver that if caught using that way, he would of a surety be had up before the justices of the peace for trespass.

Stop here, Sam, said Jane. I will get out now.

Sam stopped the gig, and Jane got down. She joined her brother, and the boy drove on to the stables.

It was too bad, Oliver, not to come for me! she cried.

I meant to be home in time; I did indeed, Jane, he answered; but somehow the evening slipped on.

Were you at Mr. Pauls?

No; I was with MacEveril.

At billiards, I suppose!  and its very foolish of you, Oliver, for you know you cant afford billiards.

I cant afford anything, Janey, as it seems to me, returned Oliver, kicking up the dust in the road as they walked along. Billiards dont cost much; its only the tables: anyway, MacEveril paid for all.

Has MacEveril talked any more about going away?

He talks of nothing else; is full of it, answered Oliver. His uncle says he is not to go; and old Paul stopped him at the first half-word, saying he could not be spared from the office. Dick says he shall start all the same, leave or no leave.

Dick will be very silly to go just now, when we are about to be so gay, remarked Jane, Theres the picnic coming off; and the dance at Mrs. Jacob Chandlers; and no end of tea-parties.

For just now the neighbourhood was putting on a spurt of gaiety, induced to it perhaps by the lovely summer sunshine. Olivers face wore a look of gloom, and he made no answer to Janes remark. Several matters, cross and contrary, were trying Oliver Preen; not the least of them that he seemed to make no way whatever with Miss Emma.



When we left school for the midsummer holidays that year, Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley were staying at Crabb Cot. We got there on Friday, the eleventh of June.

On the following Monday morning the Squire went to his own small sitting-room after breakfast to busy himself with his accounts and papers. Presently I heard him call me.

Have you a mind for a walk, Johnny?

Yes, sir; I should be glad of one. Tod had gone to the Whitneys for a couple of days, and without him I felt like a fish out of water.

Well, I want you to go as far as Massocks. He is a regular cheat; that man, Johnny, needs looking after  What is it, Thomas?

For old Thomas had come in, a card between his fingers. Its Mr. Gervais Preen, sir, he said, in answer, putting the card on the Squires table. Can you see him?

Oh, yes, I can see him; show him in. Wait a bit, though, Thomas, broke off the Squire. Johnny, I expect Preen has come about that pony. I suppose we may as well keep him?

Tod said on Saturday, sir, that we should not do better, I answered. He tried him well, and thinks he is worth the price.

Ay; ten pounds, wasnt it? Well keep him, then. Mr. Preen can come in, Thomas.

Some few days before this the Squire had happened to say in Preens hearing that he wanted a pony for the two children to ride, Hugh and Lena. Preen caught up the words, saying he had one for sale  a very nice pony, sound and quiet. So the pony had been sent to Crabb Cot upon trial, and we all liked him. His name was Taffy.

Mr. Preen came into the room, his small face cool and dark as usual; he had driven from Duck Brook. A fine morning, he remarked, as he sat down; but it would be fiery hot by-and-by, too hot for the middle of June, and we should probably pay for it later. The Squire asked if he would take anything, but he declined.

What of the pony  Taffy  Squire? went on Mr. Preen. Do you like him?

Yes, we like him very well, said the Squire, heartily, and we mean to keep him, Preen.

All right, said Mr. Preen. You will not repent it.

Then they fell to talking of horses in general, and of other topics. I stayed on, sitting by the window, not having received the message for Massock. Mr. Preen stayed also, making no move to go away; when it suddenly occurred to the Squire  he mentioned it later  that perhaps Preen might be waiting for the money.

Ten pounds, I think, was the price agreed upon, observed the Squire with ready carelessness. Would you like to be paid now?

If it does not inconvenience you.

The Squire unlocked his shabby old bureau, which stood against the wall, fingered his stock of money, and brought forth a ten-pound bank-note. This he handed to Preen, together with a sheet of paper, that he might give a receipt.

When the receipt was written, Mr. Preen took up the note, looked at it for a moment or two, and then passed it back again.

Would you mind writing your name on this note, Squire?



The Squire laughed gently. Not at all, he answered; but why should I? Do you think it is a bad one? No fear, Preen; I had it from the Old Bank at Worcester.

No, I do not fear that, said Preen, speaking quietly. But since a disagreeable trouble which happened to me some years ago, I have always liked, when receiving a bank-note, to get, if possible, the donors name upon it in his own handwriting.

What was the trouble?

I was playing cards at the house of a man of fashion, who was brother to an earl, and lived in a fashionable square at the West End of London, and I had a ten-pound note paid me, for I won, by a man who, I understood, had recently retired with honours from the army, a Major D  . I will not give you his name. The next day, or next but one, I paid this note away to a tradesman, and it was found to be forged; cleverly forged, repeated Preen, with emphasis.

What did you do? asked the Squire.

I got Major D.s address from the house where we had played, carried the note to him, and inquired what it meant and whence he got it. Will you believe, Mr. Todhetley, added the speaker, with slight agitation, that the man utterly repudiated the note, saying  

But how could he repudiate it? interrupted the Squire, interested in the tale.

He said it was not the note he had paid me; he stood it out in the most impudent manner. I told him, and it was the pure truth, that it was impossible there could be any mistake. I was a poor man, down on my luck just then, and it was the only note I had had about me for some time past. All in vain. He held to it that it was not the note, and there the matter ended. I could not prove that it was the note except by my bare word. It was my word against his, you see, and naturally I went to the wall.



The Squire nodded. Who was at the loss of the money?

I was. Besides that, I had the cold shoulder turned upon me. Major D. was believed; I was doubted; some people went so far as to say I must have trumped up the tale. For some time after that I would not take a bank-note from any man unless he put his signature to it, and it has grown into a habit with me. So, if you dont mind, Squire  

The Squire smiled goodnaturedly, drew the bank-note to him, and wrote upon the back in a corner, J. Todhetley.

There, Preen, said he, returning it, I wont repudiate that. Couldnt if I would.

Mr. Preen put the note into his pocket-book, and rose to leave. We strolled with him across the front garden to the gate, where his gig was waiting.

I have to go as far as Norton; and possibly after that on to Stoulton, he remarked, as he took the reins in his hand and got in.

You will have a hot drive of it, said the Squire.

Yes; but if one undertakes business it must be attended to, said Preen, as he drove off.

II.  IN THE BUTTERY

I

The windows of the room, called the Buttery, which Mr. Preen used as an office in his house at Duck Brook, were thrown open to the warm, pure air. It was about the hottest part of the afternoon. Oliver Preen sat back in his chair before the large table covered with papers, waiting in idleness and inward rebellion  rebellion against the untoward fate which had latterly condemned him to this dreary and monotonous life. Taking out his pocket-handkerchief with a fling, he passed it over his fair, mild face, which was very hot just now.

To-day, of all days, Oliver had wanted to be at liberty, whereas he was being kept a prisoner longer than usual, and for nothing. When Mr. Preen rode out after breakfast in the morning he had left Oliver a couple of letters to copy as a beginning, remarking that there was a great deal to do that day, double work, and he should be back in half-an-hour. The double work arose from the fact that none had been done the day before, as Mr. Preen was out. For that day, Monday  this was Tuesday  was the day Mr. Preen had paid us a visit at Crabb Cott, to be paid for Taffy, the pony, and had then gone to Norton, and afterwards to Stoulton, and it had taken him the best part of the day. So the double work was waiting. But the half hours and the hours had passed on, and Mr. Preen had not yet returned. It was now three oclock in the afternoon, and they had dined without him.

Oliver, who did not dare to absent himself without permission, and perhaps was too conscientious to do so, left his chair for the window. The old garden was quite a wilderness of blossom and colour, with all kinds of homely flowers crowded into it. The young man stretched forth his hand and plucked a spray or two of jessamine, which grew against the wall. Idly smelling it, he lost himself in a vision of the days gone by; his careless, happy life at Tours, in his aunts luxurious home, when he had no fear of a dark future, had only to dress well and ride or drive out, and idly enjoy himself.

Suddenly he was brought back to reality. The sound of hoofs clattering into the fold-yard behind the house struck upon his ear, and he knew his father had come home.

Ten minutes yet, or more, and then Mr. Preen came into the room, his little dark face looking darker and more cross than usual. He had been snatching some light refreshment, and sat down at once in his place at the table, facing the windows; Oliver sat opposite to him.

What have you done? asked he.

I have only copied those two letters; there was nothing else to do, replied Oliver.

Could you not have looked over the pile of letters which came this morning, to see whether there were any you could answer? growled Mr. Preen.

Why, no, father, replied Oliver in slight surprise; I did not know I might look at them. And if I had looked I should not have known what to reply.

Mr. Preen began reading the letters over at railroad speed, dictating answers for Oliver to write, writing some himself. This took time. He had been unexpectedly detained at the other end of Captain Falkners land by some business which had vexed him. Most of these letters were from farmers and others, about the new patent agricultural implements for which Mr. Preen had taken the agency. He wished to push the sale of them, as it gave him a good percentage.

The answers, addressed and stamped for the post, at length lay ready on the table. Mr. Preen then took out his pocket-book and extracted from it that ten-pound bank-note given him the previous morning by Mr. Todhetley for the childrens pony, the note he had got the Squire to indorse, as I have already told. Letting the bank-note lie open before him, Mr. Preen penned a few lines, as follows, Oliver looking on:  

Dear Sir,  I enclose you the ten pounds. Have not been able to send it before. Truly yours, G. Preen.

Mr. Preen folded the sheet on which he had written this, put the bank-note within it, and enclosed all in a good-sized business envelope, which he fastened securely down. He then addressed it to John Paul, Esquire, Islip, and put on a postage stamp.

I shall seal this, Oliver, he remarked; its safer. Get the candle and the wax. Here, you can seal it, he added, taking the signet ring from his finger, on which was engraved the crest of the Preen family.

Oliver lighted a candle kept on a stand at the back for such purposes, brought it to the table, and sealed the letter with a large, imposing red seal. As he passed the ring and letter back to his father, he spoke.

If you are particularly anxious that the letter should reach Mr. Paul safely, father, and of course you are so, as it contains money, why did you not send it by hand? I would have taken it to him.

Theres nothing safer than the post, returned Mr. Preen, and I want him to have it to-morrow morning.



Oliver laughed. I could have taken it this evening, father. I can do so still, if you like.

No, it shall go by post. You want to be off to MacEveril, I suppose.

No, I do not, replied Oliver. Had I been able to finish here this morning I might have gone over this afternoon; it is too late now.

You had nothing to do all day yesterday, growled his father.

Oh, yes, I know. I am not grumbling.

Mr. Preen put the letter into his pocket, gathered up the pile of other letters, handed half of them to his son, for it was a pretty good heap, and they started for the post, about three minutes walk.

The small shop containing the post-office at Duck Brook was kept by Mrs. Sym, who sold sweetstuff, also tapes and cottons. Young Sym, her son, a growing youth, delivered the letters, which were brought in by a mail-cart. She was a clean, tidy woman of middle age, never seen out of a muslin cap with a wide border and a black bow, a handkerchief crossed over her shoulders, and a checked apron.

Oliver, of lighter step than his father, reached the post-office first and tumbled his portion of the letters into the box placed in the window to receive them. The next moment Mr. Preen put his in also, together with the letter addressed to Mr. Paul.

We are too late, observed Oliver. I thought we should be.

Eh? exclaimed Mr. Preen, in surprise, as he turned round. Too late! Why how can the afternoon have gone on? he continued, his eyes falling on the clock of the little grey church which stood beyond the triangle of houses, the hands of which were pointing to a quarter past five.

If you knew it was so late why did you not say so? he asked sharply of his son.



I was not sure until I saw the clock; I only thought it must be late by the time we had been at work, replied Oliver.

I might have sent you over with that letter as you suggested, had I known it would not go to-night. I wonder whether Dame Sym would give it back to me.

He dived down the two steps into the shop as he spoke, Oliver following. Dame Sym  so Duck Brook called her  stood knitting behind the little counter, an employment she took up at spare moments.

Mrs. Sym, Ive just put some letters into the box, not perceiving that it was past five oclock, began Mr. Preen, civilly. I suppose theyll not go to-night?

Cant, sir, replied the humble post-mistress. The bags made up.

Theres one letter that will hardly bear delay. It is for Mr. Paul of Islip. If you can return it me out of the box I will send it over by hand at once; my son will take it.

But it is not possible, sir. Once a letter is put into the box I dare not give it back again, remonstrated Mrs. Sym, gazing amiably at Mr. Preen through her spectacles, whose round glasses had a trick of glistening when at right angles with the light.

You might stretch a point for once, to oblige me, returned Mr. Preen, fretfully.

And Im sure Id not need to be pressed to do it, sir, if I could, she cried in her hearty way. But I dare not break the rules, sir; I might lose my place. Our orders are not to open the receiving box until the time for making-up, or give a letter back on any pretence whatever.

Mr. Preen saw that further argument would be useless. She was a kindly, obliging old body, but upright to the last degree in all that related to her place. Anything that she believed (right or wrong) might not be done she stuck to.

Obstinate as the grave, muttered he.



Dame Sym did not hear; she had turned away to serve a child who came in for some toffee. Mr. Preen waited.

When will the letter go? he asked, as the child went out.

By to-morrows day mail, sir. It will be delivered at Islip  I think you said Islip, Mr. Preen  about half-past four, or so, in the afternoon.

Is the delay of much consequence, sir? inquired Oliver, as he and his father turned out of the shop.

No, said Mr. Preen. Only I hate letters to be delayed uselessly in the post.



Tea was waiting when they got in. A mutton chop was served with it for Mr. Preen, as he had lost his dinner. Jane ran downstairs, drank a cup of tea in haste, and ran back again. She had been busy in her bedroom all day, smartening-up a dress. A picnic was to be held on Thursday, the next day but one; Jane and Oliver were invited to it, and Jane wanted to look as well as other girls.

After tea Oliver sat for ever so long at the open window, reading the Worcester Journal. He then strolled out to the Inlets, sauntered beside the brook, and presently threw himself listlessly upon one of the benches facing it. The sun shone right upon his face there, so he tilted his straw hat over his eyes. That did not do, and he moved to another bench which the trees shaded. He often felt lonely and weary now; this evening especially so; even Jane was not with him.

His thoughts turned to Emma Paul; and a glow, bright as the declining sun rays, shot up in his heart. As long as she filled it, he could not be all gloom.

If I had means to justify it I should speak to her, mused he  as he had told himself forty times over, and forty more. But when a fellow has no fortune, and no prospect of fortune; when it may be seen by no end of odd signs and tokens that he has not so much as a silver coin in his pocket, how can he ask a girl the one great question of life? Old Paul would send me to the right-about.

He leaned his head sideways for a few minutes against the trunk of a tree, gazing at the reddening sky through the green tracery of the waving boughs; and fell to musing again.

If she loved me as I love her, she would be glad to wait on as things are, hoping for better times. Lovers, who are truly attached to each other, do wait for years and years, and are all the happier for it. Sometimes I feel inclined to enlist in a crack regiment. The worst of it is that a fellow rarely rises from the ranks in England to position and honour, as he does in France; they manage things better over there. If old Uncle Edward would only open his purse-strings and buy me a commission, I might  Halloa!

A burst of girlish laughter, and a pair of girlish arms, flung round his neck from behind, disturbed Olivers castles-in-the-air. Jane came round and sat down beside him. I thought I should find you here, Oliver, she said.

Frock finished, Janey?

Finished! why no, she exclaimed. It will hardly be finished by this time to-morrow.

Why, how idle you must have been!

Idle? You dont understand things, or the time it takes to make an old frock into a new one. A dressmaker might have done it in a day, but Im not a dressmaker, you know, Oliver.

Is it a silk gown?

It is a mousseline-de-laine, if you chance to be acquainted with that material, answered Janey. It was very pretty when it was new: pale pink and lilac blossoms upon a cream ground. But it has been washed, and that has made it shrink, and it has to be let out everywhere and lengthened, and the faded silk trimming has to be turned, and  oh, ever so much work. And now, I daresay you are as wise as you were before, Oliver.

Ive heard of washed-out dresses, remarked Oliver. They look like rags, dont they?

Some may. Mine wont. It has washed like a pocket-handkerchief, and it looks as good as new.

Wish my coats would wash, said Oliver. They are getting shabby, and I want some new ones.

Not having any consolation to administer in regard to the coats, Jane did not take up the subject. What have you been doing all day, Oliver? she asked.

Airing my patience in that blessed Buttery, replied he. Never stirred out of it at all, except for dinner.

I thought you wanted to get over to Islip this afternoon.

I might want to get over to the North Pole, and be none the nearer to it. MacEveril was bound for some place a mile or two across fields this afternoon, on business for the office, and I promised to go over to walk with him. Promises, though, are like pie-crust, Janey: made to be broken.

Jane nodded assent. And a promise which you are obliged to break is sure to be one you particularly want to keep. I wish I had a pair of new gloves, Oliver. Pale grey.

I wish I had half-a-dozen new pairs, for the matter of that. Just look at those little minnows, leaping in the water. How pretty they are!

He went to the edge of the brook and stood looking down at the small fry. Jane followed. Then they walked about in the Inlets, then sat down again and watched the sunset; and so the evening wore away until they went home.

Jane was shut up again the following day, busy with her dress; Oliver, as usual, was in the Buttery with his father. At twelve oclock Mr. Preen prepared to go out to keep an appointment at Evesham, leaving Oliver a lot of work to do, very much to his aggravation.

Its a shame. It will take me all the afternoon to get through it, ran his thoughts  and he would have liked to say so aloud.

You dont look pleased, young man, remarked his father. Recollect you will be off duty to-morrow.

Olivers countenance cleared; his disposition was a pleasant one, never retaining anger long, and he set to his task with a good will. The morrow being the day of the picnic, he would have whole holiday.

At five oclock the young servant carried the tea-tray into the parlour. Presently Mrs. Preen came in, made the tea, and sat down to wait for her son and daughter. Tired and hot, she was glad of the rest.

Jane ran downstairs, all happiness. Mamma, it is finished, she cried; quite finished. It looks so well.

It had need look well, fretfully retorted Mrs. Preen, who had been unable to get at Jane for any useful purpose these two days, and resented it accordingly.

When all trades fail I can turn dressmaker, said the girl, gaily. Wheres Oliver?

In the Buttery, I expect; he said he had a great deal to do there this afternoon, and I have not seen him about, replied Mrs. Preen, as she poured out the tea. Not that I should have been likely to see him  shut into that hot kitchen with the ironing.

Jane knew this was a shaft meant for herself. At ordinary times she did her share of the ironing. I will tell Oliver that tea is ready, mamma, she said, rising to go to the other room. Why, there he is, sitting in the shade under the walnut tree, she exclaimed, happening to look from the window.

Sitting out in the cool, remarked Mrs. Preen. I dont blame him, poring all day long over those accounts and things. Call him in, Jane.

Coming, said Oliver, in response to Janes call from the open window.

He crossed the grass slowly, fanning himself with his straw hat. His fair face  an unusual thing with him  was scarlet.

You look red-hot, Oliver, laughed his sister.

If it is as hot to-morrow as it is to-day we shall get a baking, returned Oliver.

In this intense weather nothing makes one feel the heat like work, and I suppose youve been hard at it this afternoon, said his mother in a tone of compassion, for she disliked work naturally very much herself.

Of course; I had to be, answered Oliver.

He and Jane sat together under the shade of the walnut tree after tea. When it grew a little cooler they went to the Inlets, that favourite resort of theirs; a spot destined to bear a strange significance for one of them in the days to come; a haunting remembrance.

II

The white mist, giving promise of a hot and glorious day, had hardly cleared itself from the earth, when, at ten oclock on the Thursday morning, Jane and Oliver Preen set off in the gig for North Villa, both of them as spruce as you please; Jane in that pretty summer dress she had spent so much work over, a straw hat with its wreath of pink may shading her fair face, Oliver with a white rose in his button-hole. The party was first to assemble at Mrs. Jacob Chandlers, and to go from thence in waggonettes. There had been some trouble about the gig, Mr. Preen wanting it himself that day, or telling Jane and Oliver that he did, and that they could walk. Jane almost cried, declaring she did not care to arrive at North Villa looking like a milkmaid, hot and red with walking; and Mr. Preen gave way. Oliver was to drive himself and Jane, Sam being sent on to Crabb to bring back the gig.

Mr. Preen did not regard the picnic with favour. Mr. Preen could not imagine what anybody could want at one, he said, when ungraciously giving consent to Olivers absenting himself from that delightful Buttery for a whole day.

Picnics in truth are nearly all alike, and are no doubt more agreeable to the young than to the old. This one was given conjointly by the Jacob Chandlers, the Letsoms, the Coneys, and the Ashtons of Timberdale. A few honorary guests were invited. I call them honorary because they had nothing to do with finding provisions. Tod got an invitation, myself also; and uncommonly vexed we were not to be able to arrive till late in the afternoon. The Beeles from Pigeon Green were coming to spend the day at Crabb Cot, and the Squire would not let us off earlier.

The picnic was held upon Mrs. Cramps farm, not far from Crabb, and a charming spot for it. Gentle hills and dales, shady groves and mossy glens surrounded the house, which was a very good one. So that it may be said we all were chiefly Mrs. Cramps guests. Mrs. Cramp made a beaming hostess, and was commander-in-chief at her own tea-table. Tea was taken in her large parlour, to save the bother of carrying things out. Dinner had been taken in the dell, under shade of the high and wide-spreading trees.

They were seated at tea when we got there. Such a large company at the long table; and such tempting things to eat! I found a seat by Emma Paul, the prettiest girl there; Oliver Preen was next her on the other side. Mary MacEveril made room for Tod beside her. The MacEverils were proud, exclusive people, and Miss MacEveril privately looked down on some of her fellow guests; but Tod was welcome; he was of her own order.



Two or three minutes later Tom Chandler came in; he also had not been able to get away earlier. He shook hands with his aunt, Mrs. Cramp, nodded to the rest of us, and deftly managed to wedge himself in between Emma Paul and young Preen. Preen did not seem pleased, Emma did; and made all the room she could, by crushing me.

I wouldnt be in your shoes to-morrow morning, young man, began Mr. Chandler, in a serio-comic tone, as he looked at Dick MacEveril across the table. To leave the office to its own devices the first thing this morning, in defiance of orders  

Hang the musty old office! interrupted MacEveril, with a genial laugh.

Valentine Chandler had done the same by his office; pleasure first and business later always with both of them; but Valentine was his own master and MacEveril was not. In point of fact, Mr. Paul, not a man to be set at defiance by his clerks, was in a great rage with Dick MacEveril.

I supposed the attractions of the picnic had been too powerful for Dick, and that he thought the sooner he got to it the better. But this proved to be a fallacy. Mrs. Cramp was setting her nephew right.

My dear Tom, you are mistaken. Mr. MacEveril did not come this morning; he only got here an hour ago  like two or three more of the young men.

Oh, did he not, Aunt Mary Ann? replied Tom, turning his handsome, pleasant face upon her.

Yes, and if you were not at the office I should like to know what you did with yourself all day, Dick, severely cried Miss MacEveril, bending forward to regard her cousin.

I went to see the pigeon-match, said Dick, coolly.

To see the pigeon-match! she echoed. How cruel of you! You had better not let papa know.

If anyone lets him know it will be yourself, Miss Mary. And suppose you hold your tongue now, cried Dick, not very politely.

This little passage-at-arms over, we went on with tea. Afterwards we strolled out of doors and disposed of ourselves at will. Some of the Chandler girls took possession of me, and I went about with them.

When it was getting late, and they had talked me deaf, I began looking about for Tod, and found him on a bench within the Grove. A sheltered spot. Sitting there, you could look out, but people could not look in. Mary MacEveril and Georgiana Chandler were with him; Oliver Preen stood close by, leaning against the stump of a tree. I thought how sad his look was, and wondered what made it so.

Within view of us, but not within hearing, in a dark, narrow walk Tom Chandler and Emma Paul were pacing side by side, absorbed evidently in one another. The sun had set, the lovely colours in the sky were giving place to twilight. It was the hour when matter-of-fact prosaic influences change into romance; when, if theres any sentiment within us it is safe to come out.

It is the hour when from the boughs The nightingales high note is heard; It is the hour when lovers vows Seem sweet in every whispered word,

as Lord Byron says. And who could discourse on love  the true ring of it, mind you  as he did?

Do sing, said Tod to Miss MacEveril; and I found they had been teasing her to do so for the last five minutes. She had a pleasant voice and sang well.

Im sure you dont care to hear me, Mr. Todhetley.

But Im sure I do, answered Tod, who would flirt with pretty girls when the fit took him. Flirt and flatter too.

We should have everyone coming round us.



Not a soul of them. They are all away somewhere, out of hearing. Do sing me one song.

She began at once, without more ado, choosing an old song that Mrs. Todhetley often chose; one that was a favourite of hers, as it was of mine: Faithless Emma. Those songs of the old days bore, all of them, a history.

I wandered once at break of day, While yet upon the sunless sea In wanton sighs the breeze delayed, And oer the wavy surface played. Then first the fairest face I knew, First loved the eye of softest blue, And ventured, fearful, first to sip The sweets that hung upon the lip Of faithless Emma.

So mixed the rose and lily white That nature seemed uncertain, quite, To deck her cheek which flower she chose, The lily or the blushing rose. I wish I neer had seen her eye, Neer seen her cheeks of doubtful dye, Nor ever, ever dared to sip The sweets that hung upon the lip Of faithless Emma.

Now though from early dawn of day, I rove alone and, anxious, stray Till night with curtain dark descends, And day no more its glimmering lends; Yet still, like hers no cheek I find, No eye like hers, save in my mind, Where still I fancy that I sip The sweets that hung upon the lip Of faithless Emma.

I think all Emmas are faithless, exclaimed Georgiana, speaking at random, as the last sounds of the sweet song died away.

A sweeping assertion, Miss Georgie, laughed Tod.



Any way, I knew two girls named Emma who were faithless to their engaged lovers, and one of thems not married yet to any one else, returned Georgie.

I think I know one Emma who will be true for ever and a day, cried Tod, as he pointed significantly to Emma Paul, still walking side by side with Tom Chandler in the distance.

I could have told you that before now, said Mary MacEveril. I have seen it for a long time, though Miss Emma will never confess to it.

And now, I fancy it will soon be a case, continued Tod.

A case! cried Georgie. What do you mean?

A regular case; dead, and gone, and done for, nodded Tod. Church bells and wedding gloves, and all the rest of the paraphernalia. Looks like it, anyhow, to-night.

Oh! exclaimed Georgie, then how sly Tom has been over it, never to tell us! Is it really true? I shall ask Valentine.

The last person likely to know, said Tod. Youll find its true enough, Georgie.

Then   Georgie began, and broke off. Listen! she cried. They are beginning to dance on the lawn. Come, Mary. And the two girls moved away, attracted by the scraping of the fiddle.

Oliver Preen moved a step forward from the tree, speaking in a low, calm tone; but his face was white as death.

Were you alluding to them? he asked, looking across to those two pacing about. Why do you say it is a case?

Because I am sure it is one, answered Tod. They have been in love with one another this many a day past, those two, months and months and years. As everyone might see who had eyes, except old Paul. Thats why, Preen.



Oliver did not answer. He had his arm round the trunk of a tree looking across as before.

And I wouldnt stake a fortune that Paul has not seen it also, went on Tod. All the same, I had a rumour whispered to me to-day that he sees it now, and has said, Bless you, my children. Tom Chandler is to be made his partner and to marry Emma.

We are too many girls there, and want you for partners, cried Eliza Letsom, dashing up. Do come and dance with us, Johnny!

What else could I do? Or Tod, either.

It was nearly eleven oclock when the party separated. The waggonettes held us all, and nice scrambling and crowding we had for seats. One of the vehicles, after setting down some of its freight  ourselves and the Miss Chandlers  continued its way to Duck Brook with Jane and Oliver Preen.

It was a lovely night. The moon had risen, and was flooding the earth with its soft light. Jane sat looking at it in romantic reverie. Suddenly it struck her that her brother was unusually still; he had not spoken a single word.

How silent you are, Oliver. You are not asleep, are you?

Oliver slowly raised his bent head. Silent? he repeated. One cant talk much after a tiring day such as this.

I think it must be getting on for twelve oclock, said Jane. What a delightfully happy day it has been!

The one bad day of all my life, groaned Oliver, in spirit. But he broke into the two lines, in pretended gaiety, that some one had sung on the box-seat of the waggonette when leaving Mrs. Cramps:

For the best of all ways to lengthen our days Is to steal a few hours from the night, my dear. 

III

My Dear Sir,  Robert Derrick is getting troublesome. He has been here three times in as many days, pressing for ten pounds, the instalment of your debt now due to him. Will you be good enough to transmit it to me, that I may pay and get rid of him.

Truly yours, John Paul.

This letter, written by Lawyer Paul of Islip, came to Mr. Preen by the Thursday morning post, just a week after the picnic. It put him into a temper.

What do Pauls people mean by their carelessness? he exclaimed angrily, as he snatched a sheet of paper to pen the answer.

Dear Mr. Paul,  I dont know what you mean. I sent the money to you ten days ago  a bank-note, enclosed in a letter to yourself.

Truly yours, G. Preen.

Calling Oliver from his breakfast, Mr. Preen despatched this answer by him at once to the post-office. There was no hurry whatever, since the day mail had gone out, and it would lie in Mrs. Syms drawer until towards evening, but an angry man knows nothing of patience.

The week since the picnic had not been productive of any particular event, except a little doubt and trouble regarding Dick MacEveril. Mr. Paul was so much annoyed, at Dicks taking French leave to absent himself from the office that day, that he attacked him with hot words when he entered it on the Friday morning. Dick took it very coolly  old Paul said insolently, and retorted that he wanted a longer holiday than that, a whole fortnight, and that he must have it. Shortly and sharply Mr. Paul told him he could not have it, unless he chose to have it for good.

Dick took him at his word. Catching up his hat and stick, he went out of the office there and then, and had not since appeared at it. Not only that: during the Friday he disappeared also from Islip. Nobody knew for certain whither he had gone, or where he was: unless it might be London. He had made no secret of what he wanted a holiday for. Some young fellow whom he had known in Australia had recently landed at the docks and was in London, and Dick wanted to go up to see him.

Deprived of his friend, and deprived of his hearts love, Oliver Preen was in a bad case. The news of Emma Pauls engagement to Thomas Chandler, and the news that Chandler was to have a share in her fathers business, had been made public; the speedy marriage was already talked of. No living person saw what havoc it was making of Oliver Preen. Jane found him unnaturally quiet. He would sit by the hour together and never say a word to her or to anyone else, apparently plunged in what might be either profound scientific calculations or grim despondency. It was as if he had the care of the world upon his mind, and at times there would break from him a sudden long-drawn sigh. Poor Oliver! Earths sunshine had gone out for him with sweet Emma Paul.

She had not been faithless, like the Faithless Emma of the song, for she had never cared for anyone but Tom Chandler, had never given the smallest encouragement to another. Oliver had only deluded himself. To his heart, filled and blinded with its impassioned love, her open, pleasing manners had seemed to be a response, and so he had mistaken her. That was all.

But this is sentiment, which the world, having grown enlightened of late years, practically despises; and we must go on to something more sensible and serious.



The answer sent by Mr. Preen to John Paul of Islip brought forth an answer in its turn. It was to the effect that Mr. Paul had not seen anything of the letter spoken of by Mr. Preen, or of the money it was said to contain.

This reached Duck Brook on the Saturday morning. Mr. Preen, more puzzled this time than angry, could not make it out.

Oliver, said he, which day was it last week that I wrote that letter to Paul of Islip, enclosing a ten-pound note?

I dont remember, carelessly replied Oliver. They had not yet settled to work, and Oliver was stretched out at the open window, talking to a little dog that was leaping up outside.

Not remember! indignantly echoed Mr. Preen. My memory is distracted with a host of cares, but yours has nothing to trouble it. Bring your head in, sir, and attend to me properly.

Oliver dutifully brought his head in, his face red with stooping. What was it you asked me, father? I did not quite catch it, he said.

I asked you if you could remember which day I sent that money to Paul. But I think I remember now for myself. It was the day after I received the bank-note from Mr. Todhetley. That was Monday. Then I sent the letter to Paul with the bank-note in it on the Tuesday. You sealed it for me.

I remember quite well that it was Tuesday  two days before the picnic, said Oliver.

Oh, of course; a picnic is a matter to remember anything by, returned Mr. Preen, sarcastically. Well, Paul says he has never received either money or letter.

The letter was posted   began Oliver, but his father impatiently interrupted him.

Certainly it was posted. You saw me post it.



It was too late for the evenings post; Dame Sym said it would go out the next morning, went on Oliver. Are Pauls people sure they did not receive it?

Paul tells me so. Paul is an exact man, and would not tolerate any but exact clerks about him. He writes positively.

I suppose Mrs. Sym did not forget to forward it? suggested Oliver.

What an idiot you are! retorted his father, by way of being complimentary. The letter must have gone out safely enough.

Nevertheless, after Mr. Preen had attended to his other letters and to two or three matters they involved, he put on his hat and went to Mrs. Syms.

The debt for which the money was owing appeared to be a somewhat mysterious one. Robert Derrick, a man who dealt in horses, or in anything else by which he could make money, and attended all fairs near and far, lived about two miles from Islip. One day, about a year back, Derrick presented himself at the office of Mr. Paul, and asked that gentleman if he would sue Gervais Preen for a sum of money, forty pounds, which had been long owing to him. What was it owing for, Mr. Paul inquired; but Derrick declined to say. Instead of suing him, the lawyer wrote to request Mr. Preen to call upon him, which Mr. Preen did. He acknowledged that he did owe the debt  forty pounds  but, like Derrick, he evaded the question when asked what he owed it for. Perhaps it was for a horse, or horses, suggested Mr. Paul. No, it was for nothing of that kind, Mr. Preen replied; it was a strictly private debt.

An arrangement was come to. To pay the whole at once was not, Mr. Preen said, in his power; but he would pay it by instalments. Ten pounds every six months he would place in Mr. Pauls hands, to be handed to Derrick, whom Mr. Preen refused to see. This arrangement Derrick agreed to. Two instalments had already been paid, and one which seemed to have now miscarried in the post was the third.

Mrs. Sym, began Mr. Preen, when he had dived into the sweet-stuff shop, and confronted the post-mistress behind her counter, do you recollect, one day last week, my asking you to give me back a letter which I had just posted, addressed to Mr. Paul of Islip, and you refused?

Yes, sir, I do, answered Mrs. Sym. I was sorry, but  

Never mind that. What I want to ask you is this: did you notice that letter when you made up the bag?

I did, sir. I noticed it particularly in consequence of what had passed. It was sealed with a large red seal.

Just so. Well, Mr. Paul declares that letter has not reached him.

But it must have reached him, rejoined Mrs. Sym, fastening her glittering spectacles upon the speakers face. It had Mr. Pauls address upon it in plain writing, and it went away from here in the bag with the rest of the letters.

The letter had a ten-pound note in it.

Mrs. Sym paused. Well, sir, if so, that would not endanger the letters safety. Who was to know it had? But letters that contain money ought to be registered, Mr. Preen.

You are sure it went away as usual from here  all safe?

Sure and certain, sir. And I think it must have reached Mr. Paul, if I may say so. He may have overlooked it; perhaps let it fall into some part of his desk, unopened. Why, some years ago, there was a great fuss made about a letter which was sent to Captain Falkner, when he was living at the Hall. He came here one day, complaining to me that a letter sent to him by post, which had money in it, had never been delivered. The trouble there was over that lost letter, sir, I couldnt tell you. The Captain accused the post-office in London, for it was London it came from, of never having forwarded it; then he accused me of not sending it out with the delivery. After all, it was himself who had mislaid the letter. He had somehow let it fall unnoticed into a deep drawer of his writing-table when it was handed to him with other letters at the mornings delivery; and there it lay all snug till found, hid away amid a mass of papers. What do you think of that, sir?

Mr. Preen did not say.

In all the years I have kept this post-office I cant call to memory one single letter being lost in the transit, she ran on, warming in her own cause. Why, how could it, sir? Once a letters sent away safe in the bag, there it must be; it cant fall out of it. Your letter was so sent away by me, Mr. Preen, and where should it be if Mr. Paul hasnt got it? Please tell him, sir, from me, that Id respectfully suggest he should look well about his desk and places.

Evidently it was not at this side the letter had been lost  if lost it was. Mr. Preen wished the post-mistress good morning, and walked away. Her suggestion had impressed him; he began to think it very likely indeed that Paul had overlooked the letter on its arrival, and would find it about his desk, or table, or some other receptacle for papers.

He drove over to Islip in the gig in the afternoon, taking Oliver with him. Islip reached, he left Oliver in the gig, to wait at the door or drive slowly about as he pleased, while he went into the office to, as he expressed it, have it out with Paul.

Not at once, however, could he do that, for Mr. Paul was out; but he saw Tom Chandler.

The offices, situated in the heart of Islip, and not a stones throw from the offices of Valentine Chandler, consisted of three rooms, all on the ground floor. The clerks room was in front, its windows (painted white, so that no one could see in or out) faced the street; Mr. Pauls room lay behind it and looked on to a garden. There was also a small slip of a room, not much better than a passage, into which Mr. Paul could take clients whose business was very private indeed. Tom Chandler, about to be made a partner, had a desk in Mr. Pauls room as well as one in the clerks room. It was at the latter that he usually sat.

On this afternoon he was seated at his desk in Mr. Pauls room when Gervais Preen entered. Tom received him with a smile and a hand-shake, and gave him a chair.

Ive come about that letter, Mr. Chandler, began the visitor; my letter with the ten-pound bank-note in it, which Mr. Paul denies having received.

I assure you no such letter was received by us  

It was addressed in a plain handwriting to Mr. Paul himself, and protected by a seal of red wax with my crest upon it, irritably interrupted the applicant, who hated to be contradicted.

Mr. Preen, you may believe me when I tell you the letter never reached us, said Tom, a smile crossing his candid, handsome face, at the others irritability.

Then where is the letter? What became of it?

I should say perhaps it was never posted, mildly suggested Tom.

Not posted! tartly echoed Mr. Preen. Why, I posted it myself; as Dame Sym, over at Duck Brook, can testify. And my son also, for that matter; he stood by and saw me put it into the box. Dame Sym sent it away in the bag with the rest; she remembers the letter perfectly.

It never was delivered to us, said Tom, shaking his head. If  oh, here is Mr. Paul.



The portly lawyer came into the room, pushing back his iron-grey hair. He sat down at his own desk-table; Mr. Preen drew his chair so as to face him, and the affair was thoroughly gone into. It cannot be denied that the experienced man of law, knowing how difficult it was to Mr. Preen to find money for his debts and his needs, had allowed some faint doubt to float within him in regard to this reported loss. Was it a true loss?  or an invented one? But old Paul read peoples characters, as betrayed in their tones and faces, tolerably well; he saw that Preen was in desperate earnest, and he began to believe his story.

Let me see, said he. You posted it on Tuesday, the fifteenth. You found it was too late for that nights post, and would not go off until the morrow morning, when, as Dame Sym says, she despatched it. Then we ought to have received it that afternoon  Wednesday, the sixteenth.

Yes, assented Mr. Preen. Mrs. Sym wished to respectfully suggest to you, Paul, that you might have overlooked it amidst the other letters at the time it was delivered, and let it drop unseen into some drawer or desk.

Oh, she did, did she? cried old Paul, while Tom Chandler laughed. Give my respects to her, Preen, and tell her Im not an old woman. We dont get many letters in an afternoon, sometimes not any, he went on. Can you carry your memory back to that Wednesday afternoon, Chandler?

I daresay I shall be able to do so, replied Tom. Wednesday, the sixteenth.  Was not that the day before the picnic at Aunt Cramps?

What on earth has the picnic to do with it? sharply demanded Mr. Preen. All you young men are alike. Oliver could only remember the date of my posting the letter by recalling that of the picnic. You should be above such frivolity.

Tom Chandler laughed. I remember the day before the picnic for a special reason, sir. MacEveril asked for holiday that he might go to it. I told him he could not have the whole day, we were too busy, but perhaps he might get half of it; upon which he said half a day was no good to him, and gave me some sauce. Yes, that was Wednesday, the sixteenth; and now, having that landmark to go by, I may be able to trace back other events and the number of letters which came in that afternoon.

Is MacEveril back yet? asked Preen.

No, replied Paul. The captain does not know where he is; no one does know, that Im aware of. Look here, Preen; as this letter appears to be really lost, and very unaccountably, since Mrs. Sym is sure she sent it off, and I am sure it was never delivered to me, I shall go to our office here now, and inquire about it. Will you come with me?

Mr. Preen was only too glad to go to any earthly place that was likely to afford news of his ten-pound note, for the loss would be his, and he knew not where he should find another ten pounds to satisfy the insatiable Derrick.

They proceeded along the pavement together, passing Oliver, who was slowly parading the gig up and down the street. His sad face  unusually sad it looked  had a sort of expectancy on it as he turned his gaze from side to side, lest by some happy chance it might catch the form of Emma Paul. Emma might be going to marry another; but, all the same, Oliver could not drop her out of his heart.

They disclaimed all recollection of the letter at the post-office. Had it been for a private individual it might have been remembered, but Mr. Paul had too many letters to allow of that, unless something special called attention to any one of them. Whether the letter in question had reached them by the Islip bag, or whether it had not, they could not say; but they could positively affirm that, if it had, it had been sent out to Mr. Paul.



In returning they overtook the postman on his round, with the afternoon delivery: a young, active man, who seemed to skim over the ground, and was honest as the day.

Dale, said Lawyer Paul, there has been a letter lost, addressed to me. I wonder whether you chanced to notice such a letter? And he mentioned the details of the case.

One day is like another to me in its round of duties, you see, sir, observed the man. Sealed with a big red seal, you say, sir? Well, it might be, but thats nothing for me to go by; so many of your letters are sealed, sir.

The lawyer returned to his office with Mr. Preen, and entered his own room. Tom Chandler heard them and came swiftly through the door which opened from the clerks department, a smile of satisfaction on his face.

I remember all about the letters that were brought in on Wednesday week, said he. I can recall the whole of the circumstances; they were rather unusual.

III.  MYSTERY

I

Thomas Chandler possessed a clear, retentive memory by nature, and he had done nothing to cloud it. After his master, Lawyer Paul  soon to be no longer his master, but his partner  had gone out with Mr. Preen to make inquiries at the post-office for the missing letter, he sat down to bring his memory into exercise.

Carrying his thoughts back to the Wednesday afternoon, some ten days ago, when the letter ought to have been delivered at Mr. Pauls office, and was not  at least, so far as could be traced at present  he had little difficulty in recalling its chief events, one remembered incident leading up to another.

Then he passed into the front room, and spoke for some minutes with Michael Hanborough, a steady little man of middle age, who had been with Mr. Paul over twenty years. There was one clerk under him, Tite Batley (full name Titus), and there had been young Richard MacEveril. The disappearance of the latter had caused the office to be busy just now, Michael Hanborough especially so. He was in the room alone when Mr. Chandler entered.

You have not gone to tea yet, Mr. Hanborough!



No, sir. I wanted to finish this deed, first. Batleys gone to his.

Look here, Hanborough, I want to ask you a question or two. That deeds in no particular hurry, for I am sure Mr. Paul will not be ready to send it off to-day, continued Mr. Chandler. Theres going to be a fuss over that letter of Preens, which appears to have been unaccountably lost. I have been carrying my thoughts back to the Wednesday afternoon when it ought to have been delivered here, and I want you to do the same. Try and recollect anything and everything you can, connected with that afternoon.

But, Mr. Chandler, the letter could not have been delivered here; Mr. Paul says so, reasoned Michael Hanborough, turning from his desk while he spoke and leaning his elbow upon it.

His desk stood between the window and the door which opened from the passage; the window being at his right hand as he sat. Opposite, beside the other window, was Mr. Chandlers desk. A larger desk, used by MacEveril and young Batley, crossed the lower end of the room, facing the window; and near it was the narrow door that opened to Mr. Pauls room.

Thomas Chandler remained talking with Hanborough until he saw the lawyer and Mr. Preen return, when he joined them in the other room. They mentioned their failure at the post-office, and he then related to them what he had been able to recall.

Wednesday afternoon, the sixteenth of June, had been distinguished in Mr. Pauls office by a little breeze raised by Richard MacEveril. Suddenly looking up from his writing, he disturbed Mr. Chandler, who was busy at his desk, by saying he expected to have holiday on the morrow for the whole day. Hanborough was just then in Mr. Pauls room; Batley was out. Batley had been sent to execute a commission at a distance, and would not be back till evening.



Oh, indeed! responded Tom Chandler, laughing at MacEverils modest request, so modestly put. What else would you like, Dick?

Dick laughed too. That will serve me for the present moment, Mr. Chandler, said he.

Well, Dick, Im sorry to deny you, but you cant have it. You have a conscience to ask it, young man, when you know the Worcester Sessions are close at hand, and we are so busy here we dont know which way to turn!

I mean to take it, said Dick.

But I dont mean you to; understand that. See here, Dick: I wont be harder than Im obliged; I should like to go to the pic-nic myself, though theres no chance of that for me. Come here in good time in the morning, get through as much work as you can, and I daresay we can let you off at one oclock. There!

This concession did not satisfy MacEveril. When Mr. Hanborough came in from the other room he found the young man exercising his saucy tongue upon Tom Chandler, calling him a Martinet, a Red Indian Freebooter, and other agreeable names, which he may have brought with him from Australia. Tom, ever sweet-tempered, took it all pleasantly, and bade him go on with his work.

That interlude passed. At half-past four oclock MacEveril went out, as usual, to get his tea, leaving Chandler and Hanborough in the office, each writing at his own desk. Presently the former paused; looked fixedly at the mortgage-deed he was engaged upon, and then got up to carry it to the old clerk. As he was crossing the room the postman came in, put a small pile of letters into Mr. Chandlers hand, and went out again. Tom looked down at the letters but did not disturb them; he laid them down upon Mr. Hanboroughs desk whilst he showed him the parchment.

I dont much like this one clause, Hanborough, he said. Just read it; its very short. Would it be binding on the other party?

They were both reading the clause, heads together, when Mr. Paul was heard speaking in haste. Chandler! Tom Chandler! Come here directly  and Tom turned and went at once.

Is Hanborough there? cried Mr. Paul.

Yes, sir.

Tell him to come in also; no time to lose.

Mr. Paul wanted them to witness his signature to a deed which had to go off by the evening post. That done, he detained them for a minute upon some other matter; after which, Hanborough left the room. Chandler turned to follow him.

Bring the letters in as soon as they come, said Mr. Paul. There may be one from Burnaby.

Oh, they have come, replied Tom; and he went into the other room and brought the letters to the lawyer.

It was this which Tom Chandler now related to his master and to Mr. Preen. By dint of exercising his own memory and referring to his day-book, Mr. Paul was enabled to say that the letters that past afternoon were four in number, and to state from whom they came. There was no letter amongst them from Mr. Preen; none at all from Duck Brook. So there it was: the letter seemed to have mysteriously vanished; either out of the post bag despatched by Mrs. Sym, or else after its arrival at Islip. The latter was of course the more probable; since, as Dame Sym had herself remarked, once a letter was shut up in the bag, there it must remain; it could not vanish from it.

But, assuming this to be the case, how and where had it vanished? From the Islip post-office? Or from the postmans hands when carrying it out for delivery? Or from Mr. Pauls front room?

They were yet speaking when Dale the postman walked in. He came to say that he had been exercising his mind upon the afternoons of the past week and could now distinguish Wednesday from the others. He recalled it by remembering that it was the afternoon of the accident in the street, when a tax-cart was overturned and the driver had broken his arm; and he could positively say that he had that afternoon delivered the letters to Mr. Chandler himself.

Yes, yes, we remember all that ourselves, Dale, returned Mr. Paul, somewhat testily. The thing we want you to remember is, whether you observed amidst the letters one with a large red seal.

Dale shook his head. No, sir, I did not. The letters lay one upon another, address upwards, and I took no particular notice of them. There were four or five of them, I should think.

Four, corrected the lawyer. Well, thats all, Dale, for the present. The letter is lost, and we must consider what to do in the matter.

Yes, it was all very well to say that to Dale, but what could they do? How set about it? To begin with, Preen did not know the number of the note, but supposed he might get it from Mr. Todhetley. He stayed so long in discussion with the lawyer, that his son, waiting in the gig outside, grew tired and the horse impatient.

Oliver was almost ready to die of weariness, when an acquaintance of his came out of the Bell. Fred Scott; a dashing young fellow, who had more money than brains.

Get up, said Oliver. And Scott got into the gig.

They were driving slowly about and talking fast, when two young ladies came into view at the end of the street. Oliver threw the reins to his friend, got out in a trice and met them. No need to say that one of them was Emma Paul.

I beg your pardon, said Oliver to her, lifting his hat from his suddenly flushed face, as he shook hands with both of them. I left two books at your house yesterday: did you get them? The servant said you were out.

Oh, yes, I had them; and I thank you very much, answered Emma, with a charming smile: whilst Mary MacEveril went away to feast her eyes at the milliners window. I have begun one of them already.

Jane said you would like to read them; and so  I  I left them, returned Oliver, with the hesitating shyness of true love.

It is very kind of you, Sir. Oliver, to bring them over, and I am sorry I was not at home, said Emma. When are you and Jane coming to see me?

With her dimpled face all smiles, her blue eyes beaming upon him, her ready handshake still tingling in his pulses, her cordial tones telling of pleasure, how could that fascinated young man do otherwise than believe in her? The world might talk of her love for Tom Chandler: he did not and would not believe it held a grain of truth. Oh, if he could but know that she loved him! Mary MacEveril turned.

Emma, are you not coming? We have that silk to match, you know.

With another handshake, another sweet smile, she went away with Mary. Oliver said adieu, his heart on his lips. All his weariness was gone, lost in a flood of sunshine.

Mr. Preen was seen, coming along. Scott got out of the gig, and Oliver got into it. Preen took his seat and the reins, and drove off.

Mr. Paul went home to dinner at the usual hour that evening, but the clerks remained beyond the time for closing. Work had been hindered, and had to be done. Batley was the first to leave; the other two lingered behind, talking of the loss.

It is the most surprising thing that has happened for a long while, remarked Hanborough. He had locked his desk and had his hat and gloves at his elbow. That letter has been stolen, Mr. Chandler; it has not been accidentally lost.

Ay, assented Tom. Stolen  I fear  from here. From this very room that you and I are standing in, Hanborough.

My suspicions, sir, were directed to the Islip post-office.

I wish mine were, said Tom. I dont think  think, mind, for we cannot be sure  that the post-office is the right quarter to look to. You see the letters were left here on your desk, while we were occupied with Mr. Paul in his room. About two minutes, I suppose, we stayed with him; perhaps three. Did anyone come in during that time, Hanborough, and take the letter?

Mr. Hanborough drew off his spectacles, which he wore out of doors as well as in; he was sure to take them off when anything disturbed him.

But who would do such a thing? he asked.

Tom laughed a little. You wouldnt, old friend, and I wouldnt; but there may be people in the neighbourhood who would.

Doubts were presenting themselves to Michael Hanboroughs mind: he did not see this, as the saying runs. Why should anyone single out that one particular letter to take, and leave the rest? he resumed.

That point puzzles me, remarked Tom. If the letter was singled out, as you put it, from the rest, I should say the thief must have known it contained money: and who could, or did, know that? I wish I had carried the letters in with me when Mr. Paul called to me!

If the letters had been left alone for a whole day in our office, I should never have supposed they were not safe, said the clerk, impulsively. But, now that my attention has been drawn to this, I must mention something, Mr. Chandler.



Yes. Go on.

When the master called me in after you, I followed you in through that door, he began, pointing to the door of communication between the two rooms. But I left it by the other, the passage door, chancing to be nearest to it at the moment. As I went out, I saw the green baize door swinging, and supposed that someone had come in; MacEveril, perhaps, from his tea. But he had not done so. I found neither him nor anyone else; the room here was vacant as when I left it.

The green baize door stood in the passage, between the street door, always open in the daytime, and the door that led into the front office.

Seeing no one here, I concluded I was mistaken; and I have never thought of it from that hour to this, continued the clerk. No, not even when it came out that a letter had been lost with a bank-note in it.

Tom nodded his head several times, as much as to say that was when the thief must have come in. And now, Hanborough, Ill tell you something in turn, he went on. Dale put the letters into my hand that afternoon, as you know; and I laid them on your desk here while showing you that clause in the mortgage deed. Later, when I took up the letters to carry them to Mr. Paul, an idea struck me that the packet felt thinner. It did indeed. I of course supposed it to be only fancy, and let it slip from my mind. I have never thought of it since  as you say by the green door  until this afternoon.

Michael Hanborough, who had put his spectacles on again, turned them upon his young master, and dropped his voice to a whisper.

Who is it that  that we may suspect, sir?

Say yourself, Hanborough.

Im afraid to say. Is it  MacEveril?

It looks like it, replied Tom, in the same low tone. But while there are reasons for suspecting him, there are also reasons against it, he added, after a pause. MacEveril was in debt, petty little odds and ends of things which he owes about the place and elsewhere; thats one reason why money would be useful to him. Then his running away looks suspicious; and another reason is that theres positively no one else to suspect. All that seems to tell against him; but on the other hand, MacEveril, though random and heedless, is a gentleman and has a gentlemans instincts, and I do not think he would be guilty of such a thing.

Well, and I cant think it, either, said Michael Hanborough; despite his faults and his saucy tongue, I liked him. He did not come in again that afternoon till half-past five, I remember. I told him he was late; he answered, laughing, that he had dropped asleep over his tea  though I didnt believe a word of it.

If MacEveril really took the letter, how had he ascertained that it contained money? mused Tom Chandler. Hanborough, at present I think this suspicion had better lie entirely between ourselves.

Yes, Mr. Chandler, and so do I. Perhaps a few days may bring forth something to confirm or dispel it.

II

Preen was a great deal too anxious and restless to let the following day pass over quietly; and on that Sunday afternoon when we were all sitting in the garden at Crabb Cot, under the scent and shade of the large syringa trees, he walked in. His little dark face looked darker than ever, the scowl of pain on his brow deeper.

No, I cant take anything, he said, in answer to the Squires hospitable offers of having wine, or ale, or lemonade brought out. Thirsty? Yes, I am thirsty, Squire, but it is with worry, not with the walk. Wine and lemonade wont relieve that.

And, sitting down to face us, in a swinging American chair, which Tod had brought out for his own benefit, Gervais Preen surprised us with the history of his mysterious loss, and inquired whether the Squire could give him the number of the note.

Yes, I can, replied the Squire; my name is on the note also; you made me write it, you know. How on earth has it got lost?

It is just one of those things theres no accounting for, said Preen, bending forward in his earnestness. The letter left Duck Brook in safety; I posted it myself, and Mrs. Sym took notice of it when she shut it up in the bag. That is as far as it can be traced. The Islip post-office, though not remembering it in particular, have no doubt it reached them, as it could not have been lost from the bag, or that they sent it out for delivery to Mr. Paul by Dale, who is cautious and trustworthy. Paul declares it never reached him; and of course he is trustworthy. Dale says, and it is a fact, that he delivered the letters that afternoon into Mr. Chandlers own hands. One cannot see where to look for a weak point, you perceive, Todhetley.

The Squire was rubbing his face, the account having put it into a white heat. Bless my heart! cried he. It reminds me of that five-pound note of mine which was changed in the post for a stolen one! You remember that, Johnny.

Yes, sir, that I do.

Wednesday, the sixteenth, was the day it ought to have reached old Paul! exclaimed Tod, who was balancing himself on the branch of a tree. Why, that was the day before the pic-nic!

And what if it was? retorted Preen, enraged that everybody should bring up that pic-nic in conjunction with his loss. The pic-nic had nothing to do with my bank-note and letter.

Clearly not, agreed Tod, laughing at his ire.

I should advertise, Preen, said the Squire, and I should call in the detectives. They  

I dont like detectives, growled Preen, interrupting him, and I think advertising might do more harm than good. I must get my money back somehow; I cant afford to lose it. But as to those detectives  Mercy upon us!

In the ardour of declamation, Mr. Preen had bent a little too forward. The chair backed from under him, and he came down upon the grass, hands and knees. Tod choked with laughter, and dashed off to get rid of it. The man gathered himself up.

Nasty tilting things, those chairs are! he exclaimed. Please dont trouble, maam, for Mrs. Todhetley had sprung forward; theres no harm done. And if you dont mind giving me the number of the note to-day, Squire, I shall be much obliged.

He declined to stay for tea, saying he wanted to get back home. When he and the Squire went indoors, we talked of the loss; Mrs. Todhetley thought it strangely unaccountable.

As the days went on, and the bank-note did not turn up, Mr. Preen fell into the depths of gloom. He had lost no time in proceeding to the Old Bank, at Worcester  from whence Mr. Todhetley had drawn the note, in conjunction with other notes  recounting to its principals the history of its loss, and giving in its number, together with the information that Mr. Todhetleys name was written on it. The bank promised to make inquiries of other banks, and to detain the note should it be paid in.

As if that were likely! groaned Preen. A rogue filching a note would not go and pay it into the place it came from.



Thomas Chandler was gazetted the partner of Mr. Paul, the firm to be known henceforth as Paul and Chandler. In the first private conference that the young man held with his partner, he imparted to him the suspicions which he and Hanborough held of Dick MacEveril. For as that erratic gentleman continued to absent himself, and the time was going on without bringing a shadow of doubt upon anyone else, the new partner felt that in duty he must speak to his chief and elder. Old Paul was overwhelmed.

What a dreadful thing! he exclaimed testily. And why couldnt you or Hanborough mention this before?

Well, said Tom, for one thing I was always expecting something might crop up to decide it one way or another; and, to tell the truth, sir, I cannot bring myself to believe that MacEveril did it.

He is a villainous young dog for impudence, but  to do such a thing as that? No, I can hardly think it, either, concluded the lawyer.

That same evening, after his dinner, Mr. Paul betook himself to Oak Mansion, to an interview with his old friend, Captain MacEveril. Not to accuse that scapegrace nephew of the Captains to his face, but to gather a hint or two about him, if any might be gathered.

The very first mention of Dicks name set the old sailor off. His right foot was showing symptoms of gout just then; between that and Dick he had no temper at all. Calming down presently, he called his man to produce tobacco and grog. They sat at the open window, smoking a pipe apiece, the glasses on a stand between them, and the lame foot upon a stool. For the expost-captain made a boast that he did not give in to that enemy of his any more than he had ever given in to an enemy at a sea-fight. The welcome evening breeze blew in upon them through the open bow window, with the sweet-scent of the July roses; and the sky was gorgeous with the red sunset.



Where is Dick, you ask, exploded the Captain. How should I know where he is? Hang him! When he has taken his fill of London shows with that Australian companion of his, hell make his way back again here, I reckon. Write? Not he. He knows hed get a letter back from me, Paul, if he did.

Leading up to it by degrees, talking of this and that, and especially of the mysterious loss of Preens note, the lawyer spoke doubtingly of whether it could have been lost out of his own office, and, if so, who had taken it. That young rascal would not do such a thing, you know, MacEveril, he carelessly remarked.

What, Dick? No, no, hed not do that, said the Captain, promptly. Though Ive known young fellows venture upon queer things when they were hard up for money. Dicks honest to the backbone. Had he wanted money to travel with, hed have wormed it out of my wife by teasing, but he wouldnt steal it.

About that time, a day or so before it, he drew out the linings of his pockets as he sat at his desk, and laughingly assured Hanborough, that he had not a coin of ready money in the world, remarked Mr. Paul.

Like enough, assented the Captain. Coin never stays in his pockets.

I wonder where he found the money to travel with?

Pledged his watch and chain maybe, returned the Captain with composure. He would be quite equal to that. Stockleigh, the fellow he is with in London, had brought home heaps of gold, twas said; he no doubt stands treat for Dick.

John Paul did not, could not, say anything more definite. He thought of nothing else as he walked home; now saying to himself that Dick had stolen the money, now veering over to the Captains opinion that Dick was incapable of doing so. The uncertainty bothered him, and he hated to be bothered.

The man to whom the money was owing, Robert Derrick, was becoming very troublesome. Hardly a day passed but he marched into Mr. Pauls office, to press for payment, threatening to take steps if he did not get it shortly. The morning following the lawyers visit to Captain MacEveril, he went in again, vowing it was for the last time, for that he should cite Mr. Preen before the County Court.

And mark you this, he added to Hanborough, with whom the colloquy was taking place, some past matters will come out that Preen wants kept in. Hell wish he had paid me, then.

Now, old Paul overheard this, for the door was partly open. Rugged in look, and in manner too when he chose to be, he was not rugged at heart. He was saying to himself that if this money had really been lost out of his office, stolen possibly by one of his clerks, he might replace it from his own pocket, to ward off further damage to Preen. Preen had not at present a second ten-pound note to give, could not find one anyway; Preen wished he could. Ten pounds would not affect the lawyers pocket at all: and his resolution was taken. Ringing his bell, which was answered by Batley, he bade him show Derrick to his room.

The man came in with a subdued face. He supposed he had been overheard, and he did not care to offend Mr. Paul.

I cannot have you coming here to disturb my clerks, Derrick, said the lawyer, with authority. If you write out a receipt, I will pay you.

And sure enough thats all I want, sir, returned Derrick, who was Irish. But I cant let the thing go on longer  and its Preen Id like to disturb, Lawyer Paul, not you.

Sit down yonder and write the receipt, said the lawyer, shortly. You know how to word it.

So Derrick wrote the receipt and went off with the ten pounds. And Gervais Preen said a few words of real thanks to Mr. Paul in a low tone, when he heard of it.

On Tuesday morning, the thirteenth of July, exactly four weeks to the day since the bank-note left Mr. Preens hands, he had news of it. The Old Bank at Worcester wrote to him to say that the missing note had been paid in the previous day, Monday, by a well-known firm of linen-drapers in High Street. Upon which the bank made inquiry of this firm as to whence they received the note, and the answer, readily given, was that they had had it from a neighbour opposite  the silversmith. The silversmith, questioned in his turn, replied with equal readiness that it had been given him in payment of a purchase by young Mr. Todhetley.

Preen, hardly believing his eyes, went off with all speed to Islip, and laid the letter before Lawyer Paul.

What does it all mean? he asked. How can young Todhetley have had the note in his possession? I am going on to Crabb Cot to show the Squire the letter.

Stop, stop, said the far-seeing lawyer, it wont do to take this letter to Todhetley. Let us consider, first of all, how we stand. There must be some mistake. The bank and the silversmith have muddled matters between them; they may have put young Todhetleys name into it through seeing his fathers on the bank-note. I will write at once to Worcester and get it privately inquired into. You had better leave it altogether in my hands, Preen, for the present. A proposal Preen was glad to agree to.

Lawyer Paul wrote to another lawyer in Worcester with whom he was on friendly terms, Mr. Corles; stating the particulars of the case. That gentleman lost no time in the matter; he made the inquiries himself, and speedily wrote back to Islip.

There had been no mistake, as Mr. Paul had surmised. The linen-drapers, a long-established and respectable firm, as Paul knew, had paid the note into the Old Bank, with other monies, in the ordinary course of business; and the firm repeated to Mr. Corles that they had received it from their neighbour, the silversmith.

The silversmith himself was from home at this time; he was staying at Malvern for his health, going to Worcester on the market days only, Saturdays and Wednesdays, when the shop expected to be busy. He had one shopman only, a Mr. Stephenson, who took charge in his masters absence. Stephenson assured Mr. Corles that he had most positively taken the note from Squire Todhetleys son. Young Mr. Todhetley had gone into the shop, purchased some trifling article, giving the note in payment, and received the change in gold. Upon referring to his day-book, Stephenson found that the purchase was made and the note paid to him during the morning of Thursday, the seventeenth of June.

When this communication from Mr. Corles reached Islip, it very much astonished old Paul. Absurd! he exclaimed, flinging it upon his table when he had read it; then he took it up and read it again.

Here, Chandler, said he, calling his new partner to him, what do you make of this?

Tom Chandler read it twice over in his turn. If Joseph Todhetley did change the note, he observed, he must have done it as a practical joke, and be keeping up the joke.

It is hardly likely, returned Mr. Paul. If he has, he will have a bad quarter of an hour when the Squire hears of it.



On this same morning, Thursday, we were preparing for Worcester; the Squire was going to drive us in  that is, myself and Tod. The phaeton was actually being brought round to the gate and we were getting our hats, when Tom Chandler walked in, saying he had come upon a little matter of business.



No time to attend to it now, Tom, said the Squire, all in a bustle; just starting for Worcester. You look hot.

I am hot, for I came along at a trotting pace, said Tom; the matter I have come upon makes me hot also. Mr. Todhetley, I must explain it, short as your time may be; it is very important, and  and peculiar. Mr. Paul charged me to say that he would have come himself, but he is obliged to stay at home to keep an appointment.

Sit down, then, said the Squire, and make it as brief as you can. Johnny, lad, tell Giles to drive the horses slowly about.

When I got back, after telling Giles, Tom Chandler had two letters in his hand; and was apologising to the Squire and to Tod for what he was obliged to enter upon. Then he added, in a few words, that the lost bank-note had come to light; it had been changed at Worcester, at the silversmiths in High Street, by, it was asserted, young Mr. Todhetley.

Why, what dye mean? cried the Squire sharply.

To explain what he meant, Tom Chandler read aloud the two letters he held; the short one, which had been first addressed to Mr. Preen by the Old Bank, and then the longer one written by Mr. Corles.

Edward Corles must be a fool to write that! exclaimed the Squire in his hot fashion.

Well, he is not that, you know, said Tom Chandler. The question is, Squire, what the grounds can be upon which they so positively state it. According to their assertion, young Mr. Todhetley changed the note at the silversmiths on the morning of Thursday, the seventeenth of June.

Young Mr. Todhetley in a general way was just as hot as his father, apt to fly out for nothing. I expected to see him do so now. Instead of which, he had a broad smile on his face, evidently regarding the accusation as a jest. He had perched himself on the arm of the sofa, and sat there grinning.

This struck Tom Chandler. Did you do it for a joke? he asked promptly.

Do what? rejoined Tod.

Change the note.

Not I.

The only conclusion Mr. Paul and I could come to was, that  if you had done it  you did it to play a practical joke upon Preen, and were keeping it up still.

The Squire struck his hand in anger upon the table by which he sat.

What is the meaning of this, Joe? A practical joke? Did you do the thing, or didnt you? Speak out seriously. Dont sit there, grinning like a Chinese image.

Why of course I did not do it, father. How should Preens bank-note get into my hands? Perhaps Johnny there got it and did it. He is sometimes honoured by being put down as your son, you know.

He was jesting still. The Squire was not in a mood for jesting; Tom Chandler either. A thought struck me.

Did you say the note was changed on Thursday, the seventeenth of June? I asked him.

They say so, answered Tom Chandler.

Then that was the day of the picnic at Mrs. Cramps. Neither I nor Tod left the house at all until we went there.

Why bless me, so it was! the seventeenth, cried the Squire. I can prove that they were at home till four oclock: the Beeles were spending the day here from Pigeon Green. Now, Chandler, how has this false report arisen?

I am as much at sea as you can be, sir, said Tom Chandler. Neither I nor Paul can, or do, believe it  or understand why the other people stick to it so positively. You are going into Worcester, Squire; make your own inquiries.

That I will, said the Squire. You had better drive in with us, Chandler, if you can. Giles can stay at home.

It was thus decided, and we started for Worcester, Chandler sitting beside the Squire. And the way the Squire touched up Bob and Blister, and the pace we flew along at, was a sight for the road to see.

III

Thursday morning, the seventeenth of June  for we have to go back to that day. High Street was basking in the rays of the hot sun; foot passengers, meeting each other on the scorching pavement, lifted their hats for a moments air, and said what a day it was going to be. The clean, bright shops faced each other from opposite sides. None of their wares looked more attractive than those displayed in the two windows of the silversmith.

Mr. Stephenson  a trustworthy, civil little man of thirty, with a plain face and sandy hair that stood upright on his head  was keeping guard over his masters goods, some of them being very valuable. The shop was a long one and he was far down in it, behind the left-hand counter. Before him lay a tray of small articles of jewellery, some of which he was touching up with a piece of wash-leather. He did not expect to be busy that day; the previous day, Wednesday, had been a busy one, so many country people came into town for the market.

While thus engaged a gentleman, young, good looking, and well dressed, entered the shop. Mr. Stephenson went forward.

I have called for Mrs. Todhetleys brooch, said the stranger. Is it ready?



What brooch, sir? returned Stephenson.

The one she left with you to be mended.

The shopman felt a little puzzled. He said he did not remember that any brooch had been left by that lady to be mended.

Mrs. Todhetley of Crabb Cot, explained the applicant, perhaps thinking the man was at fault that way.

Oh, yes, sir, I know who you mean; I know Mrs. Todhetley. But she has not left any brooch here.

Yes, she has; she left it to be mended. I was to call to-day and ask for it.

Stephenson turned to reach the book in which articles left to be mended were entered, with their owners names. Perhaps his master might have taken in the brooch and omitted to tell him. But no such entry was recorded in it.

I am afraid it is a mistake, sir, he said. Had Mrs. Todhetley left a brooch, or anything else, for repair, it would be entered here. She may have taken it to some other shop.

No, no; it is yours I was to call at. She bought it here a few months ago, added the young man. She came in to ask you about the polishing-up of an old silver cake-basket, and you showed her the brooches, some you had just had down from London, and she bought one of them and gave four guineas for it.

Stephenson remembered the transaction perfectly. He had stood by while his principal showed and sold the brooch to Mrs. Todhetley. Four only of these brooches had been sent to them on approval by their London agent, they were something quite new. Mrs. Todhetley admired them greatly; said she wanted to make a wedding present to a young lady about to be married, but had not meant to give as much as four guineas. However, the beauty of the brooch tempted her; she bought it, and took it home.

Stephensons silence, while he was recalling this to his memory, caused the gentleman to think his word was doubted, and he entered into further particulars.

It was last March, I think, he said. The brooch is a rather large one; a white cornelian stone, or something of that sort, with a raised spray of flowers upon it, pink and gold; the whole surrounded by a border of gold filagree work. I never saw a nicer brooch.

Yes, yes, sir, it was just as you say; I recollect it all quite well. Mrs. Todhetley bought it to give away as a wedding present.

And the wedding never came off, said the young man, with ease. Before she had time to despatch the brooch, news came to her of the rupture.  So she had to keep it herself: and the best thing too, the Squire said. Well, it is that brooch I have come for.

But I assure you it has not been left with us, Mr. Todhetley, said Stephenson, presuming he was speaking to the Squires son.

The little pink flower got broken off last week as Mrs. Todhetley was undoing her shawl; she brought it in at once to be mended, persisted the young man.

But not here indeed, sir, reiterated Stephenson. Im sorry to hear it is broken.

She wouldnt take it anywhere but to the place it was bought at, would she? Im sure it was here I had to come for it.

Stephenson felt all abroad. He did not think it likely the brooch would be taken elsewhere, and began to wonder whether his master had taken it in, and forgotten all about it. Opening a shallow drawer or two in the counter, in one of which articles for repair were put, in the other the repaired articles when finished, he searched both, but could not see the brooch. This took him some little time, as most of the things were in paper and he had to undo it.

Meanwhile the applicant amused himself by looking at the articles displayed under the glass frame on the counter. He seemed to be rather struck with some very pretty pencils.

Are those pencils gold? he inquired of Stephenson, when the latter came forward with the news that the brooch was certainly not in the shop.

No, sir; they are silver gilt.

Lifting the glass lid, Stephenson took out the tray on which the pencils and other things lay, and put it right under the young mans nose, in the persuasive manner peculiar to shopmen. The pencils were chased richly enough for gold, and had each a handsome stone at the end, which might or might not be real.

What is the price?

Twelve shillings each, sir. We bought them a bargain; from a bankrupts stock in fact; and can afford to sell them as such.

I should like to take this one, I think, said the young man, choosing out one with a pink topaz. Wait a bit, though: I must see if Ive enough change to pay for it.

Oh, sir, dont trouble about that; we will put it down to you.

No, no, that wont do. One, two, four, six. Six shillings; all I have in the world, he added laughing, as he counted the coin in his porte-monnaie, and that I want. You can change me a ten-pound note, perhaps?

Yes, sir, if you wish it.

The purchaser extracted the note from a secret pocket of his porte-monnaie, and handed it to the shopman.

The Squires name is on it, he remarked.

Which caused Stephenson to look at the back. Sure enough, there it was J. Todhetley, in the Squires own handwriting.

Give me gold, if you can.

Stephenson handed over nine pounds in gold and eight shillings in silver. He then wrapped the pencil in soft white paper, and handed over that.

Wishing the civil shopman good morning, the young man left. He stood outside the door for a minute, looking about him, and then walked briskly up the street. While Stephenson locked up the ten-pound note in the cash-box.

There it lay, snug and safe, for two or three weeks. One day Stephenson, finding he had not enough change for a customer who came in to pay a bill, ran over to the drapers opposite and got change for it there. These were the particulars which Stephenson had furnished, and furnished readily, upon inquiries being made of him.



Squire Todhetley drove like the wind, and we soon reached Worcester, alighting as usual at the Star-and-Garter. The Squires commotion had been growing all the way; that goes without telling. He wanted to take the bank first; Tom Chandler recommended that it should be the silversmiths.

The bank comes first in the way, snapped the Squire.

I know that, sir; but we can soon come back to it when we have heard what the others say.

Yet I think he would have gone into the bank head-foremost, as we passed it, but chance had it that we met Corles, the lawyer, at the top of Broad Street. Turning quickly into High Street, on his way from his office, he came right upon us. The Squire pinned him by the button-hole.

The very man I wanted to see, cried he. And now youll be good enough to tell me, Edward Corles, what you meant by that rigmarole you wrote to Paul yesterday about my son.

I cannot tell what was meant, Squire, any more than you can; I only wrote in accordance with my information, said Mr. Corles, shaking hands with the rest of us. You have done well to come over; and I will accompany you now, if you like, to see Stephenson.



The Squire put his arm within the younger mans, and marched on down High Street to the silversmiths, never so much as looking at the bank door. Stephenson was in the shop alone: such a lot of us, it seemed, turning in!

The Squire, hot and impulsive, attacked him as he had attacked Edward Corles. What did Stephenson mean by making that infamous accusation about his son?

It took Stephenson aback, as might be seen; his eyes opened and his hair stood on end straighter than ever. Looking from one to the other of us, he last looked at Mr. Corles, as if seeking an explanation.

The best thing you can do, to begin with, Stephenson, is to relate to Squire Todhetley and these gentlemen the particulars you gave me yesterday morning, said Mr. Corles. I mean when you took the bank-note, a month ago.

Without more ado, Stephenson quietly followed the advice; he seemed of as calm a temperament as the Squire was the contrary, and recited the particulars just given. The Squires will was good to interrupt at every second word, but Mr. Corles begged him to listen to the end.

Oh, thats all very well, cried he at last, all true, I dare say; what I want to know is, how you came to pitch upon that customer as being my son.

But he was your son, sir. He was young Mr. Todhetley.

Nonsense! retorted the Squire. Was this he? drawing Tod forward.

No, sir; certainly not.

Well, this is my only son; except a little who is not yet much more than out of his petticoats. Come! what do you say now?

Stephenson looked again at one and the other of us. His pale face took a sort of thoughtful haze as if he had passed into a fog.

It must have been young Mr. Todhetley, spoke he; everything seemed to uphold the fact.



Now dont you turn obstinate and uphold what is not the fact, reproved the Squire. When I tell you this is my only son, except the child, how dare you dispute my word?

It should be stated that Stephenson had been with the silversmith since the beginning of the year only, and had come from Birmingham. He knew Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley by sight, from their coming sometimes to the shop, but he had never yet seen Tod or me.

I dont suppose you want Squire Todhetleys word confirmed, Stephenson, but I can do so if necessary, said Mr. Corles. This is his only grown-up son.

No, no, sir, of course I dont, said Stephenson. This gentleman, looking at Tod, does not bear any resemblance to the one who changed the note.

What was he like? said Tom Chandler, speaking for the first time; and he asked it because his thoughts were full.

He was fair, sir, replied Stephenson.

What height?

About middle height. A young, slender man.

Well dressed? Spoke like a gentleman?

Oh, quite like a gentleman, and very well dressed indeed.

Just as MacEveril was that morning, on the strength of getting to the picnic, ran through Tom Chandlers thoughts. Did he come off here first, I wonder?

He seemed to know all about you, sir, just as though he lived at your house, said Stephenson to the Squire; and Mrs. Todhetley sent him for her brooch that day. Perhaps you may know, sir, who it was she sent?

Sent! why, nobody, spluttered the Squire. It must have been a planned thing. The brooch is not broken.

He said the little pink flower had got broken off, and that Mrs. Todhetley did it with her shawl, persisted Stephenson, unable to stare away his perplexity. And I think we were all feeling perplexed too.

He knew what the brooch cost, and that it was bought for a wedding present, and that Mrs. Todhetley kept the brooch for herself because the wedding did not come off, went on Stephenson. How could I suppose, sir, it was anybody but your own son? Why once I called him Mr. Todhetley; I remember it quite well; and he did not tell me I was mistaken. Rely upon it, if youll excuse me for saying so, Squire Todhetley, that it is some young gentleman who is intimate at your house and familiar with all its ways.

Hang him for a young rogue! retorted the Squire.

And your own name was on the note, sir, which he bade me notice, and all! And  and I dont see how it was possible to help falling into the mistake that he came from you, concluded Stephenson, with a slightly injured accent.

Upon which the Squire, having had time to take in the bearings of the matter, veered round altogether to the same opinion, and said so, and shook hands with Stephenson when we departed.

Tom Chandler let us go on, remaining behind for a minute or two. He wanted to put quietly a few questions about the appearance of the young man who had changed the note. He also examined the silver-gilt pencils, finally buying one which was precisely similar, stone and all, to the one which had been sold that other morning.

Stephenson answered the questions to the best of his ability and recollection. And Tom Chandler found that while on some points the description would have served very well for that of Richard MacEveril, on other points it did not seem to fit in with it at all.

IV.  OLIVER

I

Dinner was over. Emma Paul had gone out to stroll in the shady garden and wait for the evening breeze that would soon come on, and was so delightful after the heat of the day. Her father remained at the table. He was slowly sipping at his one glass of port wine, which he took in a large claret glass, when the door opened and Thomas Chandler entered.

Oh, said Mr. Paul. So you are back, are you, young man!

I went on to Worcester, sir, explained Tom; who though he was now made Mr. Pauls partner, could not get rid all at once of the old mode of addressing him. Managing clerks in these days, who are qualified solicitors, do not condescend to say Sir to their chief, no matter though he be their elder by half a life-time; but they did in the days gone by.

When I got to Crabb Cot this morning, sir, Mr. Todhetley was on the point of starting for Worcester in the phaeton with his son and Johnny Ludlow, went on Tom. After listening to the news I took him, he naturally wished me to go also, and I did so. He was in a fine way about it.



But you need not have stayed at Worcester all day.

Well, being there, I thought  after I had conferred with Corles at his office upon this other matter  I should do well to go on to Oddingley and see William Smith about that troublesome business of his; so I hired a gig and went there; and Ive just got back by train, walking from Crabb, answered Tom Chandler.

Had any dinner?

Oh, yes, thank you; and some tea also at Shrub Hill station, while waiting for the train: this weather makes one thirsty. No, thank you, sir, as Mr. Paul pushed the decanter towards him; wine would only make me still more thirsty than I am.

I never saw you looking so hot, remarked the old lawyer.

Tom laughed, and rubbed his face. The walk from Crabb was no light one: and, of course, with Miss Emma at the end of it, he had come at a steaming pace.

Well, and what did you and Todhetley make of the matter?

It was the day, as may readily be understood, when we had gone to Worcester to have it out at the silversmiths. Tom Chandler recounted all that passed, and repeated the description given to himself by Stephenson of the fellow who had changed the bank-note. Mr. Paul received it with an impatient and not at all orthodox word, meant for Richard MacEveril.

But I cannot feel sure, no, nor half sure, that it was MacEveril, said Tom Chandler.

What have your feelings got to do with it? asked old Paul, in his crusty way. It seems to me, the description you give would be his very picture.

Stephenson says he had blue eyes. Now Dicks are brown.

Eyes be sugared, retorted the lawyer. As if any man could swear to a chance customers eyes after seeing them for just a minute or two! It was Dick MacEveril; he caught up the letter as it lay on Hanboroughs desk in the office and decamped with it; and went off the next day to Worcester to get the note changed, as bold as though he had been Dick Turpin!

Still Tom was not convinced. He took out the pencil he had bought and showed it to Mr. Paul.

Ay, said the old gentleman, its a pretty thing, and perhaps he may get traced by it. Do you forget, Mr. Thomas, that the young rascal absented himself all that day from the office on pretext of going to the picnic at Mrs. Cramps, and that, as you told me, he never made his appearance at the picnic until late in the afternoon?

I know, assented Tom. He said he had been to the pigeon match.

If he said he had been to the moon, I suppose youd believe it. Dont tell me! It was Dick MacEveril who stole the note; every attendant circumstance helps to prove it. There: well say no more about the matter, and you can be off to the garden if you want to; I know you are on thorns for it.

From that day the matter dropped into oblivion, and nothing was allowed to transpire connecting MacEveril with the theft. Mr. Paul enjoined silence, out of regard for his old friend the captain, on Tom Chandler and Mr. Hanborough, the only two, besides himself, who suspected Dick. Some letters arrived at Islip about this time from Paris, written by Dick: one to Captain MacEveril, another to Mr. Paul, a third to his cousin Mary. He coolly said he was gone to Paris for a few weeks with Jim Stockleigh, and they were both enjoying themselves amazingly.

So, the ball of gossip not being kept up, the mysterious loss of the letter containing the bank-note was soon forgotten. Mr. Paul was too vexed to speak of it; it seemed a slur on his office; and he shielded Dicks good name for his uncles sake; whilst Preen was silent because he did not wish the debt talked about.

We left Crabb Cot for Dyke Manor, carrying our wonder with us. The next singular point to us was, how the changer of the note could have been so well acquainted with the circumstances attending the buying of the brooch. Mrs. Todhetley would talk of it by the hour together, suggesting now this person and now that; but never seeming to hit upon a likely one.

July passed away, August also, and September came in. On the Thursday in the first week of the latter month, Emma Paul was to become Emma Chandler.

All that while, through all those months and weeks, poor Oliver Preen had been having a bad time of it. No longer able to buoy himself up with the delusive belief that Emmas engagement to Chandler was nothing but a myth, he had to accept it, and all the torment it brought him. He had grown pale and thin; nervous also; his lips would turn white if anyone spoke to him abruptly, his hot hand trembled when in anothers grasp. Jane thought he must be suffering from some inward fever; she did not know much about her brothers love for Emma, or dream that it could be so serious.

Im sure I wish their wedding was over and done with; Oliver might come to his proper senses then, Jane told herself. He is very silly. I dont see much in Emma Paul.

September, I say, came in. It was somewhat singular that we should again be for just that one first week of it at Crabb Cot. Sir Robert Tenby had invited the Squire to take a few days shooting with him, and included Tod in the invitation  to his wild delight. So Mr. and Mrs. Todhetley went from Dyke Manor to Crabb Cot for the week, and we accompanied them.



On the Monday morning of this eventful week  and terribly eventful it was destined to be  Mr. Pauls office had a surprise. Richard MacEveril walked into it. He was looking fresh and blooming, as if he had never heard of such a thing as running away. Mr. Hanborough gazed up at him from his desk as if he saw an apparition; Tite Batleys red face seemed illumined by sudden sunshine.

Well, and is nobody going to welcome me back? cried Dick, as he put out his hand, in the silence, to Mr. Hanborough.

The truth is, we never expected to see you back; we thought you had gone for good, answered Hanborough.

Dick laughed. The two masters in there? he asked, nodding his head at the inner door.

Hearing that they were, he went in. Old Paul, in his astonishment, dropped a penful of ink upon a letter he was writing.

Why, where do you spring from? he cried.

From my uncles now, sir; got home last night. Been having a rare time of it in Paris. I suppose I may take my place at the desk again? added Dick.

The impudence of this supposition drove all Mr. Pauls wisdom out of him. Motioning to Tom Chandler to close the doors, he avowed to Dick what he was suspected of, and accused him of taking the letter and the bank-note.

Well, I never! exclaimed Dick, meeting the news with equanimity. Go off with a letter of yours, sir, and a bank-note! Steal it, do you mean? Why, you cannot think Id be capable of such a dirty trick, Mr. Paul. Indeed, sir, it wasnt me.

And there was something in the genuine astonishment of the young fellow, a certain honesty in his look and tone, that told Mr. Paul his suspicion might be a mistaken one. He recounted a brief outline of the facts, Tom Chandler helping him.



I never saw the letter or the note, sir, persisted Dick. I remember the Wednesday afternoon quite well. When I went out to get my tea I met Fred Scott, and he persuaded me into the Bull for a game at billiards. It was half-past five before I got back here, and Mr. Hanborough blew me up. He had not been able to get out to his own tea. Batley was away that afternoon. No, no, sir, I wouldnt do such a thing as that.

Where did you get the money to go away to London with, young man? questioned old Paul, severely.

Dick laughed. I won it, he said; upon my word of honour, sir, I did. It was the day of the picnic, and I persisted in going straight to it the first thing  which put the office here in a rage, as it was busy. Well, in turning out of here I again met Scott. He was hastening off to the pigeon-shooting match. I went with him, intending to stay only half an hour. But, once there, I couldnt tear myself away. They were betting; I betted too, though I had only half a crown in my pocket, and I won thirty shillings; and I never got to Mrs. Cramps till the afternoon, when it was close upon tea-time. Tom Chandler knows I didnt.

Tom Chandler nodded.

But for winning that thirty shillings I could not have got up to London, unless somebody had lent me some, ran on Dick, who, once set going, was a rare talker. You can ask anyone at that pigeon match, sir, whether I was not there the whole time: so it is impossible I could have been at Worcester, changing a bank-note.

The words brought to Mr. Paul a regret that he had not thought to ask that question of some one of the sportsmen: it would have set the matter at rest, so far as MacEveril was concerned. And the suspicion had been so apparently well grounded, as to prevent suspicion in other quarters.

Tom Chandler, standing beside Dick at Mr. Pauls table, quietly laid a pencil upon it, as if intending to write something down. Dick took it up and looked at it.

What a pretty pencil! he exclaimed. Is it gold?

It should be understood that in those past days, these ornamental pencils were rare. They may be bought by the bushel now. And Tom Chandler would have been convinced by the tone, had he still needed conviction, that Dick had not seen any pencil like it before.

Well, struck in old Paul, a little repentant for having so surely assumed Dicks guilt, and thankful on the captains account that it was a mistake: if you promise to be steady at your work, young man, I suppose you may take your place at the desk again. This gentleman here is going a-roving this week, pointing the feather-end of his pen at Tom Chandler, for no one knows how long; so youll have to stick to it.

I know; Ive heard, laughed Dick. I mean to get a few minutes to dash into the church and see the wedding. Hope youll not dismiss me for it, sir!

There, there; you go to your desk now, young man, and ask Mr. Hanborough what you must do first, concluded the lawyer.

It was not the only time on that same day that Thomas Chandler displayed his pencil. Finding his theory, that Dick MacEveril possessed the fellow one, to be mistaken, he at once began to take every opportunity of showing it to the world  which he had not done hitherto. Something might possibly come of it, he thought. And something did.

Calling in at Colonel Letsoms in the evening, I found Jane Preen there, and one or two more girls. The Squire and Tod had not appeared at home yet, neither had Colonel Letsom, who made one at the shooting-party; we decided that Sir Robert must be keeping them to an unceremonious dinner. Presently Tom Chandler came in, to bring a note to the Colonel from Mr. Paul.



Bob Letsom proposed a round game at cards  Speculation. His sister, Fanny, objected; speculation was nothing but screaming, she said, and we couldnt sit down to cards by daylight. She proposed music; she thought great things of her singing: Bob retorted that music might be shot, and they talked at one another a bit. Finally we settled to play at Consequences. This involves, as everyone knows, sitting round a table with pencils and pieces of writing-paper.

I sat next to Tom Chandler, Jane Preen next to me. Fanny was on the other side of Tom  but it is not necessary to relate how we all sat. Before we had well begun, Chandler put his pencil on the table, carelessly, and it rolled past me.

Why, that is Olivers pencil! exclaimed Jane, picking it up.

Which is? quietly said Tom. That? No; it is mine.

Jane looked at it on all sides. It is exactly like one that Oliver has, she said. It fell out of a drawer in his room the other day, when I was counting up his collars and handkerchiefs. He told me he brought it from Tours.

No doubt, said Tom. I bought mine at Worcester.

In taking the pencil from Jane, Toms eye caught mine. I did feel queer; he saw I did; but I think he was feeling the same. Little doubt now who had changed the note!

You will not talk of it, will you? I whispered to Tom, as we were dispersing about the room when the game was over.

No, said he, it shall not come out through me. Im afraid, though, theres no mistake this time, Johnny. A half doubt of it has crossed my mind at odd moments.

Neither would I talk of it, even to Tod. After all, it was not proof positive. I had never, never thought of Oliver.

The Letsoms had a fine old garden, as all the gardens at Crabb were, and we strolled out in the twilight. The sun had set, but the sky was bright in the west. Valentine Chandler, for he had come in, kept of course by Jane Preens side. Anyone might see that it was, as Tod called it, a gone case with them. It was no end of a pity, Val being just as unsteady and uncertain as the wind.

People do bolder things in the gloaming than in the garish daylight; and we fell to singing in the grotto  a semi-circular, half-open space with seats in it, surrounded at the back by the artificial rocks. Fanny began: she brought out an old guitar and twanged at it and sang for us, The Baron of Mowbray; where the false knight rides away laughing from the Barons door and the Barons daughter: that far-famed song of sixty years ago, which was said to have made a fortune for its composer.

The next to take up the singing was Valentine Chandler: and in listening to him you forgot all his short-comings. Never man had sweeter voice than he; and in his singing there was a singular charm impossible to be described. In his voice also  I mean when he spoke  there was always melody, and in his speech, when he chose to put it forth, a persuasive eloquence. This might have been instrumental in winning Jane Preens heart; we are told that a mans heart is lost through his eye, a womans through her ear. Poor Valentine! he might have been so nice a fellow  and he was going to the bad as fast as he could go.

The song he chose was a ridiculous old ditty all about love; it went to the tune of Di tanti palpiti. Val chose it for Miss Jane and sung it to her; to her alone, mind you; the rest of us went for nothing.

Here we meet, too soon to part, Here to part will raise a smart, Here Id press thee to my heart, Where none are set above thee.

Here Id vow to love thee well; Could but words unseal the spell, Had but language power to tell, Id tell thee how Ive loved thee.

Heres the rose that decks the door, Heres the thorn that spreads the moor, Heres the willow of the bower, And the birds that rest above thee.

Had they power of life to see, Sense of souls, like thee  and me, Then would each a witness be How dotingly I love thee.

Here we meet, too soon to part, Here to part will raise a smart, Here Id press thee to my heart, None eer were there but thee.

Now, as you perceive, it is a most ridiculous song, foolish as love-songs in general are. But had you been sitting there with us in all the subtle romance imparted by the witching hour of twilight, the soft air floating around, the clear sky above, one large silver star trembling in its blue depths, you would have felt entranced. The wonderful melody of the singers voice, his distinct enunciation, the tender passion breathing through his soft utterance, and the slight yet unmistakable emphasis given to the avowal of his love, thrilled us all. It was as decided a declaration of what he felt for Jane Preen as he could well make in this world. Once he glanced at her, and only once throughout; it was where I have placed the pause, as he placed it himself, like thee  and me. As if his glance drew hers by some irresistible fascination, Jane, who had been sitting beneath the rock just opposite to him, her eyes cast down  as he made that pause and glanced at her, I say, she lifted them for a moment, and caught the glance. I may live to be an old man, but I shall never forget Vals song that night, or the charm it held for us. What, then, must it have held for Jane? And it is because that song and its charm lie still fresh on my memory, though many a year has since worn itself out, that I inscribe it here.



As the singing came to an end, dying softly away, no one for a moment or two broke the hushed silence that ensued. Valentine was the first to do it. He got up from his seat; went round to a ledge of rock and stood upon it, looking out in the distance. Had the sea been near, one might have thought he saw a ship, homeward bound.

II

Had the clerk of the weather been bribed with a purse of gold, he could not have sent a finer day than Thursday turned out to be. The sun shone, the air sparkled, and the bells of Islip church rang out from the old steeple. Islip was much behind other churches in many respects; so primitive, indeed, in some of its ways, that had an edifice of advanced views come sailing through the air to pay it a visit, it would have turned tail again and sailed away; but Islip could boast of one thing few churches can boast of  a delightful peal of bells.

The wedding took place at eleven oclock, and was a quiet one. Its attendants were chiefly confined to the parties themselves and their immediate relatives, but that did not prevent other people from flocking in to see it.

I and Dick MacEveril went in together, and got a good place close up; which was lucky, for the old church is full of pillars and angles that obstruct the view. Emma was in white silk; her bridesmaid, Mary MacEveril, the same; it was the custom in those days. Tom looked uncommonly well; but he and she were both nervous. Old Paul gave her away; and a thin aunt, with a twisted nose, who had come on a visit to superintend the wedding, in place of Emmas dead mother, did nothing but weep. She wore an odd gown, pink one way, blue another; you might have thought she had borrowed its colours from their copper teakettle. Mrs. Chandler, Toms mother, in grey silk, was smarter than she had ever been in her life; and his aunt, Mrs. Cramp, was resplendent in a dress bordering upon orange.

The ceremony came to an end very quickly, I thought  you do think so at most simple weddings; and Tom and his wife went away together in the first carriage. Next came the breakfast at Mr. Pauls; the aunt presiding in a gentle stream of tears. Early in the afternoon the bride and bridegroom left for London, on their way to the Continent.



Everyone does not care to dash to a church to see a marriage: some would as soon think of running to look on at a funeral. Mr. Preen was one of these insensible people, and he, of course, did not care to go near it. He made game of Jane for doing so; but Jane wanted to see the dresses and the ceremony. Oliver had not the opportunity of going; and would not have gone though he had had it. Just about eleven oclock, when the gay doings were in full swing, Mr. Preen took Oliver off to Worcester in the gig.

About a fortnight before, Mr. Preen had appointed a saddler in Worcester to be his agent for the new patent agricultural implements, for which he was himself agent-in-chief. Until this under agency should be well in hand, Mr. Preen considered it necessary to see the saddler often: for which purpose he drove into Worcester at least three times a week. Once, instead of going himself, he had sent Oliver, but this day was the first time the two had gone together. It might have been  one cannot tell  but it might have been that Mr. Preen discerned what this wedding of Emma Pauls must be to his son, and so took him out to divert his mind a bit.

Now, upon entering Worcester, to get to the saddlers it was necessary to drive through High Street and turn into Broad Street. At least, that was the straightforward route. But Oliver had not taken it the day he drove in alone; he had preferred the more roundabout way of the back streets. After driving through Sidbury, he  instead of going forward up College Street and so into High Street  went careering along Friar Street, along the whole length of New Street, turned up St. Swithin Street, or Goose Lane, or one of those dingy thoroughfares, made a dash across the top of High Street, and so into his destination, Broad Street. In returning he took the same way. What his objection to the better streets could be, he alone knew. To-day, however, Mr. Preen held the reins.

Mr. Preen was driving quietly up College Street, when Oliver spoke.

I wish youd put me down here, father.

Put you down here! repeated Mr. Preen, turning to look at him. What for?

I want to get a little book for Jane, answered Oliver, glancing towards Mr. Eatons house. I shall be up in Broad Street nearly as soon as you are, if you want me there.

I dont particularly want you, said Mr. Preen, crustily, but you neednt be long before you come. And, drawing up to the side, he let Oliver get out.

Driving on to the saddlers, Mr. Preen transacted his business with him. When it was over, he went to the door, where his gig waited, and looked up and down the street, but saw nothing of Oliver.

Hasnt given himself the trouble to come up! Would rather put his lazy legs astride one of those posts opposite the college, and watch for my passing back again!

Which was of course rather a far-fetched idea of Mr. Preens; but he spoke in a temper. Though, indeed, of late Oliver had appeared singularly inert; as if all spirit to move had gone out of him.

Mr. Preen got into his gig at the saddlers door and set off again. Turning into High Street, he drove gently down it, looking out on all sides, if truth must be told, for Oliver. This caused him to see Stephenson standing at the silversmiths door, the silversmith himself, back now for good at his business, being behind the counter. Now and then, since the bank-note was traced, Mr. Preen had made inquiries of Stephenson as to whether any news had been heard of its changer, but he had not done so lately. Not being in a hurry, he pulled up against the curb-stone. Stephenson crossed the flags to speak.

Nothing turned up yet, I suppose? said Mr. Preen.

Well, I can hardly say it has, replied Stephenson; but Ive seen the gentleman who paid it in to us.

And who is it? and where was he? cried Preen, eagerly.

Stephenson had stepped back a pace, and appeared to be looking critically at the horse and gig.

It was last Saturday, he said, coming close again. I had to take a parcel into Friar Street for one of our country customers, a farmers wife who was spending the day with some people living down there, and I saw a gig bowling along. The young fellow in it was the one who changed the note.

Are you sure of it? returned Mr. Preen.

Quite sure, sir. I had no opportunity of speaking to him or stopping him. He was driving at a good pace, and the moment he caught sight of me, for I saw him do that, he touched the horse and went on like a whirlwind.

Mr. Preens little dark face took a darker frown. I should have stopped him, he said, sternly. You ought to have rushed after him, Stephenson, and called upon the street to help in the pursuit. You might, at least, have traced where he went to. A gig, you say he was in?

Yes, said Stephenson. And, unless I am greatly mistaken, it was this very gig you are in now.

What do you mean by that? retorted Preen, haughtily.



I took particular notice of the horse and gig, so as to recognise them again if ever I got the chance; and I say that it was this gig and this horse, sir. Theres no mistake about it.

They stared into one anothers eyes, one face looking up, and the other looking down. All in a moment, Stephenson saw the other face turn ghastly white. It had come into Mr. Preens recollection amidst his bewilderment, that Oliver had gone into Worcester last Saturday afternoon, driving the horse and gig.

I cant understand this! Who should be in my gig? he cried, calling some presence of mind to his aid. Last Saturday, you say? In the afternoon?

Last Saturday afternoon, close upon four oclock. As I turned down Lich Street, I saw the lay-clerks coming out of College. Afternoon service is generally over a little before four, added Stephenson. He was driving straight into Friar Street from Sidbury.

Another recollection flashed across Mr. Preen: Olivers asking just now to be put down in College Street. Was it to prevent his passing through High Street? Was he afraid to pass through it?

He is a nice-looking young fellow, said Stephenson; has a fair, mild face; but he was the one who changed the note.

That may be; but as to his being in my gig, it is not  Why, I was not in town at all on Saturday, broke off Mr. Preen, with a show of indignant remonstrance.

No, Mr. Preen; the young man was in it alone, said Stephenson, who probably had his own thoughts upon the problem.

Well, I cant stay longer now; Im late already, said Mr. Preen. Good morning, Stephenson. And away he drove with a dash.



Oliver was waiting in College Street, standing near the Hare and Hounds Inn. Mr. Preen pulled up.

So you did not chose to come on! he said.

Well, I  I thought thered be hardly time, and I might miss you; I went to get my hair cut, replied Oliver, as he settled himself in his place beside his father.

Mr. Preen drove on in silence until they were opposite the Commandery gates in the lower part of Sidbury. Then he spoke again.

What made you drive through Friar Street on Saturday last, instead of going the direct way?

Through  Friar Street? stammered Oliver.

Through Friar Street, instead of High Street, repeated Mr. Preen, in a sharp, passionate accent.

Oh, I remember. High Street is so crowded on a market day; the back streets are quiet, said Oliver, as if he had a lump in his throat, and could not make his voice heard.

And in taking the back streets you avoid the silversmiths, and the risk you run of being recognised; is that it? savagely retorted Mr. Preen.

Not another word did he speak, only drove on home at a furious pace. Oliver knew all then: the disgrace for which he had been so long waiting had come upon him.

But when they got indoors, Mr. Preen let loose the vials of his wrath upon Oliver. Before his mother, before Jane, he published his iniquity. It was he, Oliver, who had stolen the ten-pound note; it was he who had so craftily got it changed at Worcester. Oliver spoke not a word of denial, made no attempt at excuse or defence; he stood with bent head and pale, meek face, his blue eyes filled with utter misery. The same look of misery lay in Mrs. Preens eyes as she faintly reproached him amid tears and sobs. Jane was simply stunned.

You must go away now and hide yourself; I cant keep you here to be found and pounced upon, roared Mr. Preen. By the end of the week you must be gone somewhere. Perhaps you can pick up a living in London.

Yes, I will go, said Oliver, meekly. And at the first lull in the storm he crept up to his room.

He did not come down to dinner; did not come to tea. Jane carried up a cup of tea upon a waiter and some bread-and-butter, and put it down outside the chamber door, which he had bolted.

Later, in passing his room, she saw the door open and went in. Cup and plate were both empty, so he had taken the refreshment. He was not in the house, was not in the garden. Putting on her sun-bonnet and a light shawl, she ran to the Inlets.

Oliver was there. He sat, gazing moodily at the brook and the melancholy osier-twigs that grew beside it. Jane sat down and bent his poor distressed face upon her shoulder.

Dear Oliver! Dont take it so to heart. I know you must have been sorely tempted.

Bending there upon her, her arms clasping him, yielding to the loving sympathy, so grateful after those harsh reproaches, he told her all, under cover of the gathering shades of evening. Yes, he had been tempted  and had yielded to the temptation.

He wanted money badly for necessary things, and things that he had learned to deem necessaries, and he had it not. A pair of new gloves now and again, a necktie to replace his shabby ones, a trifle of loose silver in his pocket. He owed a small sum to MacEveril, and wanted to repay him. Once or twice he had asked a little money of his father, and was refused. His mother would give him a few shillings, when pressed, but grumbled over it. So Oliver wrote to a friend at Tours, whom he had known well, asking if he would lend him some. That was the first week in June. His friend wrote back in answer that he could lend him some after quarter day, the 24th, but not before; he would send him over ten pounds then, if that would do.

Never a thought had presented itself to Oliver of touching the ten pounds in his fathers letter to Mr. Paul, which he had sealed and saw posted. But on the following afternoon, Wednesday, he saw the letter lying on Mr. Hanboroughs desk; the temptation assailed him, and he took it.

It may be remembered that Mr. Preen had gone out that hot day, leaving Oliver a lot of work to do. He got through it soon after four oclock, and went dashing over the cross route to Islip and into Mr. Pauls office, for he wanted to see Dick MacEveril. The office was empty; not a soul was in it; and as Oliver stood, rather wondering at that unusual fact, he saw a small pile of letters, evidently just left by the postman, lying on the desk close to him. The uppermost of the letters he recognised at once; it was the one sent by his father. If I might borrow the ten pounds inside that now, I should be at ease; I would replace it with the ten pounds coming to me from Tours, and it might never get known, whispered Satan in his ear, with plausible cunning.

Never a moment did he allow himself for thought, never an instants hesitation served to stop him. Catching up the letter, he thrust it into his breast pocket, and set off across country again at a tearing pace, not waiting to see MacEveril.

He seemed to have flown over hedges and ditches and to be home in no time. Little wonder that when he was seen sitting under the walnut tree in the garden and was called in to tea, his mother and sister exclaimed at his heated face. They never suspected he had been out.

All that night Oliver lay awake: partly wondering how he should dispose of his prize to make it available; partly telling himself, in shame-faced reproach, that he would not use it, but send it back to old Paul. It came into his mind that if he did use it he might change it at the silversmiths as if for the Todhetleys, the Squires name on the back suggesting the idea to him. It would not do, he thought, to go into a shop, any shop, purchase some trifling article and tender a ten-pound note in payment. That might give rise to suspicion. Some months before, when at Crabb Cot, he had heard Mrs. Todhetley relate the history of her brooch, where she bought it, what she paid for it, and all about it, to Colonel Letsoms wife and other people, for it happened that several callers had come in together. The brooch had been passed round the company and admired. Oliver remembered this, and resolved to make use of it to disarm suspicion at the silversmiths. He knew the principal shops in Worcester very well indeed, and Worcester itself. He had stayed for some time, when sixteen, with an uncle who was living there; but he had not visited the city since coming to Duck Brook.

Thursday, the day following that on which he took the money, was the day of the picnic. Oliver started with Jane for it in the morning, as may be remembered, the ten-pound note hidden safely about him. Much to Olivers surprise his mother put seven shillings into his hand. Youll not want to use it, and must give it me back to-morrow, she said, but it does not look well to go to a thing of this sort with quite empty pockets. Oliver thanked her, kissed her, and they drove off. Before reaching Mrs. Jacob Chandlers, after passing Islip Grange  the property of Lady Fontaine, as may be remembered, who was first cousin to John Paul  they overtook Sam, walking on to take back the gig. We may as well get out here, said Oliver, and he pulled up. Getting out, and helping out Jane, he sent Sam and the gig back at once. He bade his sister walk on alone to Mrs. Chandlers, saying he wanted to do a little errand first. But he charged her not to mention that; only to say, if questioned, that he would join them by-and-by. He ran all the way to the station, regardless of the heat, and caught a train for Worcester.

The rest is known. Oliver changed the note at the silversmiths, bought himself a pair of dandy gloves, with one or two other small matters, and made the best of his way back again. But it was past the middle of the afternoon when he got to the picnic: trains do not choose our time for running, but their own. Jane wondered where he had been. Hearing of the pigeon-match, she thought it was there. She asked him, in a whisper, where he had found those delicate gloves; Oliver laughed and said something about a last relic from Tours.

And there it was. He had taken the note; he, Oliver Preen; and got the gold for it. That day of the picnic was in truth the worst he had ever experienced, the one hard day of all his life, as he had remarked to Jane. Not only had he committed a deed in it which might never be redeemed, but he also learnt that Emma Pauls love was given not to him, but to another. It was for her sake he had coveted new gloves and money in his pockets, that he might not look despicable in her sight.

The dearest and surest of expectations are those that fail. While Oliver, as the days went on, was feverishly looking out, morning after morning, for the remittance from Tours, he received a letter to say it was not coming. His friend, with many expressions of regret, wrote to the effect that he was unable to send it at present; later, he hoped to do so. Of course, it never came. And Oliver had not been able to replace the money, and  this was the end of it.

In a whispering, sobbing tone, he told these particulars by degrees to Jane as they sat there. She tried to comfort him; said it might never be known beyond themselves at home; rather advocated his going away for a short time, as proposed, while things righted themselves, and their fathers anger cooled down. But Oliver could not be comforted. Then, leaving the unsatisfactory theme, she tried another, and began telling him of the wedding at Islip that morning, and of how Tom and Emma looked  

Dont, Jane, he interrupted; and his wailing, shrinking tone seemed to betray the keenest pain of all.

They walked home together in silence, Jane clinging to his arm. The night shades lay upon the earth, the stars were shining in the sky. Oliver laid his hand upon the garden gate and paused.

Do you remember, Jane, when I was coming in here for the first time, how a strange shiver took me, and you thought I must have caught a chill. It was a warning, my dear; a warning of the evil that lay in store for me.

He would not go into the parlour to supper, but went softly up to his room and shut himself in for the night. Poor Oliver! Poor, poor Oliver!

The following day, Friday, Mr. Preen, allowing himself the unwonted luxury of a holiday for a days shooting, was away betimes. For the afternoon and evening, Mrs. Jacob Chandlers daughters, Clementina, Georgiana, and Julietta, had organised a party to celebrate their cousin Toms wedding; Miss Julietta called it a flare-up.

Jane Preen had promised, for herself and for Oliver, to be there by three oclock. For Oliver! She made herself ready after dinner; and then, looking everywhere for her brother, found him standing in the road just outside the garden gate. He said he was not going. Jane reproached him, and he quite laughed at her. He go into company now! she might know better. But Jane had great influence over him, and as he walked with her along the road  for she was going to walk in and walk back again at night  she nearly persuaded him to fetch her. Only nearly; not quite. Oliver finally refused, and they had almost a quarrel.

Then the tears ran down Janes cheeks. Her heart was aching to pain for him; and her object in pressing him to come was to take him out of his loneliness.

Just this one evening, Oliver! she whispered, clinging to him and kissing him. I dont ask you a favour often.

And Oliver yielded. Ill come for you, Janey, he said, kissing her in return. That is, I will come on and meet you; I cannot go to the house.

With that, they parted. But in another minute, Jane was running back again.

You will be sure to come, Oliver? You wont disappoint me? You wont go from your word?

Oliver felt a little annoyed; the sore heart grows fretful. I swear Ill come, then, he said; Ill meet you, alive or dead.

I was at the party. Not Tod; he had gone shooting. We spent the afternoon in the garden. It was not a large party, after all; only the Letsoms, Jane Preen, and the Chandler girls; but others were expected later. Jane had a disconsolate look. Knowing nothing of the trouble at Duck Brook, I thought she was sad because Valentine had not come early, according to promise. We knew later that he had been kept by what he called a long-winded client.

At five oclock we went indoors to tea. Those were the days of real, old-fashioned teas, not sham ones, as now. Hardly had we seated ourselves round the table, and Mrs. Jacob Chandler was inquiring who took sugar and who didnt, when one of the maids came in.

If you please, Miss Preen, the gig is come for you, she said.

The gig! exclaimed Jane. Come for me! You must be mistaken, Susan.

It is at the gate, Miss Jane, and Sams in it. He says that his master and missus have sent him to take you home immediate.

Jane, all astonishment, followed by some of us, went out to see what Sam could mean. Sam only repeated in a stolid kind of way the message he had given to Susan. His master and mistress had despatched him for Miss Jane and she must go home at once.

Is anything the matter?  anyone ill? asked Jane, turning pale.

Sam, looking more stolid than before, professed not to know anything; he either did not or would not. Miss Jane had to go, and as quick as she could, was all he would say.

Jane put on her things, said good-bye in haste, and went out again to the gig. Sam drove off at a tangent before she had well seated herself.

Now, Sam, whats the matter? she began.

Sam, in about three stolid words, protested, as before, he couldnt say what was the matter; except that he had been sent off for Miss Jane.

Jane noticed, and thought it odd, that he did not look at her as he spoke, though he was frank and open by habit; he had never looked in any of their faces since coming to the door.

Wheres Mr. Oliver? she asked. But Sam only muttered that he couldnt say, and drove swiftly.

They went on in silence after that, Jane seeing it would be useless to inquire further, and were soon at Duck Brook. She felt very uneasy. What she feared was, that her father and Oliver might have quarrelled, and that the latter was about to be turned summarily out of doors.

Why, theres Mr. Oliver! she exclaimed. Pull up, Sam.

They were passing the first Inlet. Oliver stood at the top of it, facing the road, evidently looking out for her, as Jane thought. His gaze was fixed, his face white as death.

I told you to pull up, Sam; how dare you disobey me and drive on in that way? cried Jane; for Sam had whipped up the horse instead of stopping. Jane, looking at his face saw it had gone white too.



There he is! there he is again! Theres Mr. Oliver!

They had approached the other Inlet as Jane spoke. Oliver stood at the top of it, exactly as he had stood at the other, his gaze fixed on her, his face ghastly. Not a muscle of his face moved; a dead man could not be more still. Sam, full of terror, was driving on like lightning, as if some evil thing were pursuing him.

And now Jane turned pale. What did it mean? these two appearances? It was totally impossible for Oliver to be at the last Inlet, if it was he who stood at the other. A bird of the air might have picked him up, carried him swiftly over the trees and dropped him at the second Inlet; nothing else could have done it in the time. What did it mean?

Mr. Preen was waiting at the door to receive Jane. He came a little way with slow steps down the path to meet her as the gig stopped. She ran in at the gate.

What has happened, papa? she cried. Wheres Oliver?

Oliver was upstairs, lying upon his bed  dead. Mr. Preen disclosed it to her as gently as he knew how.



It was all too true. Oliver had died about two hours before. He had shot himself at the Inlets, close by the melancholy osiers that grew over the brook.

Oliver had accompanied Jane to the end of Brook Lane. There, at the Islip Road, they parted; she going on to Crabb, Oliver walking back again. Upon reaching the Inlets, that favourite spot of his, he sat down on the bench that faced the highway; the self-same bench Jane had sat on when she was watching for his arrival from Tours, in the early days of spring. He had not sat there above a minute when he saw his father, with one or two more gentlemen, get over the gate from the field opposite. They were returning from shooting, and had their guns in their hands. Mr. Preen walked quickly over the road to Oliver.



Take my gun indoors, he said; I am not going in just yet. It is loaded.

He walked away down the road with his friends, after speaking. Oliver took the gun, walked slowly down one of the Inlets, and placed himself on the nearest bench there, lodging the gun against the end. In a few minutes there arose a loud report.

Sam was in the upper part of the field on the other side the brook with the waggon and waggoner. He turned to look where the noise came from, and thought he saw some one lying on the ground by the bench. They both came round in haste, he and the waggoner, and found Oliver Preen lying dead with the gun beside him. Running for assistance, Sam helped to carry him home, and then went for the nearest doctor; but it was all of no avail. Oliver was dead.

Was it an accident, or was it intentional? People asked the question. At the coroners inquest, Mr. Preen, who was so affected he could hardly give evidence, said that, so far as he believed, Oliver was one of the last people likely to lay violent hands on himself; he was of too calm and gentle a temperament for that. The rustic jury, pitying the father and believing him, gave Oliver the benefit of the doubt. Loaded guns were dangerous, they observed, apt to go off of themselves almost; and they brought it in Accidental Death.

But Jane knew better. I thought I knew better. Im afraid Mr. Preen knew better.

And what of that appearance of Oliver which Jane saw? It could not have been Oliver in the flesh, but I think it must have been Oliver in the spirit. Many a time and oft in the days that followed did Jane recount it over to me; it seemed a relief to her distress to talk of it. He said he would come, alive or dead, to meet me; and he came.

And I, Johnny Ludlow, break off here to state that the account of this apparition is strictly true. Every minute particular attending it, even to the gig coming with Sam in it to fetch Jane from the tea-table, is a faithful record of that which occurred.

I took an opportunity of questioning Sam, asking whether he had seen the appearance. It was as we were coming away from the grave after the funeral. Oliver was buried in Duck Brook churchyard, close under the clock which had told him the time when he stood with his father posting the letters that past afternoon at Dame Syms window. We are too late, father, he had said. But for being too late the tragedy might never have happened, for the letter, which caused all the trouble and commotion, would have reached Mr. Pauls hands safely the next morning.

No, sir, Sam answered me, I cant say that I saw anything. But just as Miss Jane spoke, calling out that Mr. Oliver was there, a kind of shivering wind seemed to take me, and I turned icy cold. It was not her words that could have done it, sir, for I was getting so before she spoke. And at the last Inlet, when she called it out again, I went almost out of my mind with cold and terror. The horse was affrighted too; his coat turned wet.



That was the tragedy: no one can say I did wrong to call it one. For years and years it has been in my mind to write it. But I had hoped to end the paper less sadly; only the story has lengthened itself out, and theres no space left. I meant to have told of Janes brighter fate in the after days with Valentine, the one lover of her life. For Val pulled himself up from his reckless ways, though not at Islip; and in a distant land they are now sailing down the stream of life together, passing through, as we all have to do, its storms and its sunshine. All this must be left for another paper.


IN LATER YEARS

I

I think it must have been the illness he had in the summer that tended to finally break down Valentine Chandler. He had been whirling along all kinds of doubtful ways before, but when a sort of low fever attacked him, and he had to lie by for weeks, he was about done for.

Thats how we found it when we got to Crabb Cot in October. Valentine, what with illness, his wild ways and his ill-luck, had come to grief and was about to emigrate to Canada. His once flourishing practice had run away from him; no prospect seemed left to him in the old country.

It is an awful pity! I remarked to Mrs. Cramp, having overtaken her in the Islip Road, as she was walking towards home.

Ay, it is that, Johnny Ludlow, she said, turning her comely face to me, the strings of her black bonnet tied in a big bow under her chin. Not much else was to be expected, taking all things into consideration. George Chandler, Toms brother, makes a right good thing of it in Canada, farming, and Val is going to him.

We hear that Vals mother is leaving North Villa.

She cant afford to stay in it now, returned Mrs. Cramp, so has let it to the Miss Dennets, and taken a pretty little place for herself in Crabb. Georgiana has gone out as a governess.



Will she like that?

Ah, Master Johnny! There are odd moments throughout all our lives when we have to do things we dont like any more than we like poison  I hate to look at the place, cried Mrs. Cramp, energetically. When I think of Mrs. Jacobs having to turn out of it, and all through Vals folly, it gives me the creeps.

This applied to North Villa, of which we then were abreast. Mrs. Cramp turned her face from it, and went on sideways, like a crab.

Why, heres Jane Preen!

She was coming along quietly in the afternoon sunshine. I thought her altered. The once pretty blush-rose of her dimpled cheeks had faded; in her soft blue eyes, so like Olivers, lay a look of sadness. He had been dead about a year now. But the blush came back again, and the eyes lighted up with smiles as I took her hand. Mrs. Cramp went on; she was in a hurry to reach her home, which lay between Islip and Crabb. Jane rang the bell at North Villa.

Shall I take a run over to Duck Brook to-morrow, Jane, and sit with you in the Inlets, and well have a spell of gossip together?

I never sit in the Inlets now, she said, in a half whisper, turning her face away.

Forgive me, Jane, I cried, repenting my thoughtlessness; and she disappeared up the garden path.

Susan opened the door. Her mistress was out, she said, but Miss Clementina was at home. It was Clementina that Jane wanted to see.

Valentine, still weak, was lying on the sofa in the parlour when Jane entered. He got up, all excitement at seeing her, and they sat down together.

I brought this for Clementina, she said, placing a paper parcel on the table. It is a pattern which she asked me for. Are you growing stronger?



Clementina is about somewhere, he observed; the others are out. Yes, I am growing stronger; but it seems to me that I am a long while about it.

They sat on in silence, side by side, neither speaking. Valentine took Janes hand and held it within his own, which rested on his knee. It seemed that they had lost their tongues  as we say to the children.

Is it all decided? asked Jane presently. Quite decided?

Quite, Jane. Nothing else is left for me.

She caught her breath with one of those long sighs that tell of inward tribulation.

I should have been over to see you before this, Jane, but that my legs would not carry me to Duck Brook and back again without sitting down by the wayside. And you  you hardly ever come here now.

A deep flush passed swiftly over Janes face. She had not liked to call at the troubled house. And she very rarely came so far as Crabb now: there seemed to be no plea for it.

What will be the end, Val? she whispered.

Valentine groaned. I try not to think of it, my dear. When I cannot put all thought of the future from me, it gives me more torment than I know how to bear. If only  

The door opened, and in came Clementina, arresting what he had been about to say.

This is the pattern you asked me for, Clementina, Jane said, rising to depart on her return home. For she would not risk passing the Inlets after sunset.



A week or two went by, and the time of Valentine Chandlers departure arrived. He had grown well and strong apparently, and went about to say Good-bye to people in a subdued fashion. The Squire took him apart when Val came for that purpose to us, and talked to him in private. Tod called it a Curtain Lecture. Valentine was to leave Crabb at daybreak on the Saturday morning for London, and go at once on board the ship lying in the docks about to steam away for Quebec.

It perhaps surprised none of us who knew the Chandler girls that they should be seen tearing over the parish on the Friday afternoon to invite people to tea. It will be miserably dull this last evening, you know, Johnny, they said to me in their flying visit; we couldnt stand it alone. Be sure to come in early: and leave word that Joseph Todhetley is to join us as soon as he gets back again. For Tod had gone out.

According to orders, I was at North Villa betimes: and, just as on that other afternoon, I met Jane Preen at the gate. She had walked in from Duck Brook.

You are going to spend the evening here, Jane?

Yes, it is the last evening, she sighed. Valentine wished it.

The girls have been to invite me; wouldnt let me say No. Theres to be quite a party.

A party! exclaimed Jane, in surprise.

If they could manage to get one up.

I am sure Valentine did not know that this morning.

I daresay not. I asked the girls if Valentine wanted a crowd there on his last evening, and they exclaimed that Valentine never knew what was good for him.

As you are here, Johnny, she went on, after a silence, I wonder if you would mind my asking you to do me a favour? It is to walk home with me after tea. I shall not be late this evening.

Of course I will, Jane.

I cannot go past the Inlets alone after dark, she whispered. I never do so by daylight but a dreadful shiver seizes me. I  Im afraid of seeing something.



Have you ever seen it since that first evening, Jane?

Never since. Never once. I do not suppose that I shall ever see it again; but the fear lies upon me.

She went on to explain that the gig could not be sent for her that evening, as Mr. Preen had gone to Alcester in it and taken Sam. Her mode and voice seemed strangely subdued, as if all spirit had left her for ever.

In spite of their efforts, the Miss Chandlers met with little luck. One of the Letsom girls and Tom Coney were all the recruits they were able to pick up. They came dashing in close upon our heels. In the hall stood Valentines luggage locked and corded, ready for conveyance to the station.

Theres not much to relate of that evening: I hardly know why I allude to it at all  only that these painful records sometimes bring a sad sort of soothing to the weary heart, causing it to look forward to that other life where will be no sorrow and no parting.

Tod came in after tea. He and Coney kept the girls alive, if one might judge by the laughter that echoed from the other room. Tea remained on the table for anyone else who might arrive, but Mrs. Jacob Chandler had turned from it to put her feet on the fender. She kept me by her, asking about a slight accident which had happened to one of our servants. Valentine and Jane were standing at the doors of the open window in silence, as if they wanted to take in a view of the garden. And that state of things continued, as it seemed to me, for a good half-hour.

It was a wild night, but very warm for November. White clouds scudded across the face of the sky; moonlight streamed into the room. The fire was low, and the green shade had been placed over the lamp, so that there seemed to be no light but that of the moon.

Wont you sing a song for the last time, Valentine? I heard Jane ask him with half a sob.



Not to-night; Im not equal to it. But, yes, I will; one song, he added, turning round. Night and day that one song has been ever haunting me, Jane.

He was sitting down to the piano when Mrs. Cramp came in. She said she would go up to take her bonnet off, and Mrs. Chandler went with her. This left me alone at the fire. I should have made a start for the next room where the laughing was, but that I did not like to disturb the song then begun. Jane stood listening just outside the open window, her hands covering her bent face.

Whether the circumstances and surroundings made an undue impression on me, I know not, but the song struck me as being the most plaintive one I had ever heard and singularly appropriate to that present hour. The singer was departing beyond seas, leaving one he loved hopelessly behind him.

Remember me, though rolling ocean place its bounds twixt thee and me, Remember me with fond emotion, and believe Ill think of thee.

So it began; and I wish I could recollect how it went on, but I cant; only a line here and there. I think it was set to the tune of Webers Last Waltz, but Im not sure. There came a line, My lingering look from thine will sever only with an aching heart; there came another bit towards the end: But fail not to remember me.

Nothing in themselves, you will say, these lines; their charm lay in the singing. To listen to their mournful pathos brought with it a strange intensity of pain. Valentine sang them as very few can sing. That his heart was aching, aching with a bitterness which can never be pictured except by those who have felt it; that Janes heart was aching as she listened, was all too evident. You could feel the anguish of their souls. It was in truth a ballad singularly applicable to the time and place.



The song ceased; the music died away. Jane moved from the piano with a sob that could no longer be suppressed. Valentine sat still and motionless. As to me, I made a quiet glide of it into the other room, just as Mrs. Cramp and Mrs. Jacob Chandler were coming in for some tea. Julietta seized me on one side and Fanny Letsom on the other; they were going in for forfeits.



Valentine Chandler left the piano and went out, looking for Jane. Not seeing her, he followed on down the garden path, treading on its dry, dead leaves. The wind, sighing and moaning, played amidst the branches of the trees, nearly bare now; every other minute the moon was obscured by the flying clouds. Warm though the night was, and grand in its aspect, signs might be detected of the approaching winter.

Jane Preen was standing near the old garden arbour, from which could be seen by daylight the long chain of the Malvern Hills. Valentine drew Jane within, and seated her by his side.

Our last meeting; our last parting, Jane! he whispered from the depth of his full heart.

Will it be for ever? she wailed.

He took time to answer. I would willingly say No; I would promise it to you, Jane, but that I doubt myself. I know that it lies with me; and I know that if God will help me, I may be able to  

He broke down. He could not go on. Jane bent her head towards him. Drawing it to his shoulder, he continued:

I have not been able to pull up here, despite the resolutions I have made from time to time. I was one of a fast set of men at Islip, and  somehow  they were stronger than I was. In Canada it may be different. I promise you, my darling, that I will strive to make it so. Do you think this is no lesson to me?



If not  

If not, we may never see each other again in this world.

Oh, Valentine!

Only in Heaven. The mistakes we make here may be righted there.

And will it be nothing to you, never to see me again here?  no sorrow or pain?

No sorrow or pain! Valentine echoed the words out of the very depths of woe. Even then the pain within him was almost greater than he could bear.

They sat on in silence, with their aching hearts. Words fail in an hour of anguish such as this. An hour that comes perhaps but once in a lifetime; to some of us, never. Janes face lay nestled against his shoulder; her hand was in his clasp. Vals tears were falling; he was weak yet from his recent illness; Janes despair was beyond tears.



We were in the height and swing of forfeits when Valentine and Jane came in. They could not remain in the arbour all night, you see, romantic and lovely though it might be to sit in the moonlight. Jane said she must be going home; her mother had charged her not to be late.

When she came down with her things on, I, remembering what she had asked me, took my hat and waited for her in the hall. But Valentine came out with her.

Thank you all the same, Johnny, she said to me. And I went back to the forfeits.

They went off together, Janes arm within his  their last walk, perhaps, in this world. But it seemed that they could not talk any more than they did in the garden, and went along for the most part in silence. Just before turning into Brook Lane they met Tom Chandler  he who was doing so much for Valentine in this emigration matter. He had come from Islip to spend a last hour with his cousin.



Go on, Tom; youll find them all at home, said Valentine. I shall not be very long after you.

Upon coming to the Inlets, Jane clung closer to Valentines arm. It was here that she had seen her unfortunate brother Oliver standing, after his death. Valentine hastily passed his arm round her to impart a sense of protection.

At the gate they parted, taking their farewell hand-shake, their last kiss. God help you, my dear! breathed Valentine. And if  if we never meet again, believe that no other will ever love you as I have loved.

He turned back on the road he had come, and Jane went in to her desolate home.

II

Aunt Mary Ann, Ive come back, and brought a visitor with me!

Mrs. Mary Ann Cramp, superintending the preserving of a pan of morella cherries over the fire in her spacious kitchen, turned round in surprise. I was perched on the arm of the old oak chair, watching the process. I had gone to the farm with a message from Crabb Cot, and Mrs. Cramp, ignoring ceremony, called me into the kitchen.

Standing at the door, with the above announcement, was Julietta Chandler. She had been away on a fortnights visit.

Now where on earth did you spring from, Juliet? asked Mrs. Cramp. I did not expect you to-day. A visitor? Who is it?

Cherry Dawson, Aunt Mary Ann; and I didnt think it mattered about letting you know, returned Juliet. They had given up the longer name, Julietta. You can see her if you look through the window; she is getting out of the fly at the gate. Cherry Dawson is the nicest and jolliest girl in the world, and youll all be in love with her  including you, Johnny Ludlow.

Sure enough, there she was, springing from the fly which had brought them from Crabb station. A light, airy figure in a fresh brown-holland dress and flapping Leghorn hat. The kitchen window was open, and we could hear her voice all that way off, laughing loudly at something and chattering to the driver. She was very fair, with pretty white teeth, and a pink colour on her saucy face.

Mrs. Cramp left Sally to the cherries, went to the hall door and opened it herself, calling the other maid, Joan, to come down. The visitor flew in with a run and a sparkling laugh, and at once kissed Mrs. Cramp on both cheeks, without saying with your leave or by your leave. I think she would not have minded kissing me, for she came dancing up and shook my hand.

Its Johnny Ludlow, Cherry, said Juliet.

Oh, how delightful! cried Miss Cherry.

She was really very unsophisticated; or  very much the other way. One cannot quite tell at a first moment. But, let her be which she might, there was one thing about her that took the eyes by storm. It was her hair.

Whether her rapid movements had unfastened it, or whether she wore it so, I knew not, but it fell on her shoulders like a shower of gold. Her small face seemed to be set in an amber aureole. I had never before seen hair so absolutely resembling the colour of pure gold. As she ran back to Mrs. Cramp from me, it glittered in the sunlight. The shower of gold in which Jupiter went courting Danaë could hardly have been more seductive than this.

I know you dont mind my coming uninvited, you dear Mrs. Cramp! she exclaimed joyously. I did so want to make your acquaintance. And Clementina was growing such a cross-patch. Its not Tims fault if he cant come back yet. Is it now?



I do not know anything about it, answered Mrs. Cramp, apparently not quite sure what to make of her.

With this additional company I thought it well to come away, and wished them good morning. At the gate stood the fly still, the horse resting.

Like to take a lift, Mr. Johnny, as far as your place? asked the man civilly. I am just starting back.

No, thank you, Lease, I answered. I am going across to Duck Brook.

Curious young party that, aint it, sir? said Lease, pointing the whip over his shoulder towards the house. She went and asked me if Mrs. Cramp warnt an old Image, born in the year One, and didnt she get her gowns out of Noahs Ark? And while I was staring at her saying that, she went off into shouts of laughter enough to frighten the horse. Did you see her hair, sir?

I nodded.

For my part, I dont favour that bright yaller for hair, Mr. Johnny. I never knew but one woman have such, and she was more deceitful than a she-fox.

Lease touched his hat and drove off. He was cousin in a remote degree to poor Maria Lease, and to Lease the pointsman who had caused the accident to the train at Crabb junction and died of the trouble. At that moment, Fred Scott came up; a short, dark young fellow, with fierce black whiskers, good-natured and rather soft. He was fond of playing billiards at the Bell at Islip; had been doing it for some years now.

I say, Ludlow, has that fly come with Juliet Chandler? Is she back again?

Just come. She has brought some one with her: a girl with golden hair.

Oh, bother her! returned Fred. But it has been as dull as ditchwater without Juliet.

He dashed in at Mrs. Cramps gate and up the winding path. I turned into the Islip Road, and crossed it to take Brook Lane. The leaves were beginning to put on the tints of autumn; the grain was nearly all gathered.

Time the healer! As Mrs. Todhetley says, it may well be called so. Heaven in mercy sends it to the sick and heavy-laden with healing on its wings. Nearly three years had slipped by since the departure for Canada of Valentine Chandler; four years since the tragic death of Oliver Preen.

There are few changes to record. Things and people were for the most part going on as they had done. It was reported that Valentine had turned over a new leaf from the hour he landed over yonder, becoming thoroughly staid and steady. Early in the summer of this year his mother had shut up her cottage at North Crabb to go to Guernsey, on the invitation of a sister from whom she had expectations. Upon this, Julietta, who lived with her mother, went on a long visit to Mrs. Cramp.

Clementina had married. Her husband was a Mr. Timothy Dawson, junior partner in a wholesale firm of general merchants in Birmingham; they had also a house in New York. Mr. and Mrs. Timothy Dawson lived in a white villa at Edgbaston, and went in for style and fashion. At least she did, which might go without telling. The family in which her sister Georgiana was governess occupied another white villa hard by.

Close upon Juliets thus taking up her residence with her aunt, finding perhaps the farm rather dull, she struck up a flirtation with Fred Scott, or he with her. They were everlastingly together, mooning about Mrs. Cramps grounds, or sauntering up and down the Islip Road. Juliet gave out that they were engaged. No one believed it. At present Fred had nothing to marry upon: his mother, just about as soft as himself, supplied him with as much pocket-money as he asked for, and there his funds ended.



Juliet had now returned from a week or twos visit she had been paying Clementina, bringing with her, uninvited, the young lady with the golden hair. That hair seemed to be before my eyes as a picture as I walked along. She was Timothy Dawsons young half-sister. Both the girls had grown tired of staying with Clementina, who worried herself and everyone about her just now because her husband was detained longer than he had anticipated in New York, whither he had gone on business.



Mr. Frederick Scott had said Bother in contempt when he first heard of the visitor with the golden hair. He did not say it long. Miss Cherry Dawson cast a spell upon him. He had never met such a rattling, laughing girl in all his born days, which was how he phrased it; had never seen such bewildering hair. Cherry fascinated him. Forgetting his allegiance to Juliet, faithless swain that he was, he went right over to the enemy. Miss Cherry, nothing loth, accepted his homage openly, and enjoyed the raging jealousy of Juliet.

In the midst of this, Juliet received a telegram from Edgbaston. Her sister Clementina was taken suddenly ill and wanted her. She must take the first train.

Of course you are coming with me, Cherry! said Juliet.

Of course I am not, laughed Cherry. Im very happy here  if dear Mrs. Cramp will let me stay with her. Youll be back again in a day or two.

Not seeing any polite way of sending her away in the face of this, Mrs. Cramp let her stay on. Juliet was away a week  and a nice time the other one and Fred had of it, improving the shining hours with soft speeches and love-making. When Juliet got back again, she felt ready to turn herself into a female Bluebeard, and cut off Cherrys golden head.



Close upon that Mrs. Cramp held her harvest-home. You may as well come early, and well have tea on the lawn, she said, when inviting us.

It was a fine afternoon, warm as summer, though September was drawing to its close. Many of the old friends you have heard of were there. Mary MacEveril and her cousin Dick, who seemed to be carrying on a little with one another, as Tod called it; the Letsoms, boys and girls; Emma Chandler, who looked younger than ever, though she could boast of two babies: and others. Jane Preen was there, the weary look which her mild and pretty face had gained latterly very plainly to be seen. We roamed at will about the grounds, and had tea under the large weeping elm tree. Altogether the gathering brought forcibly to mind that other gathering; that of the picnic, four summers ago, when we had sung songs in light-hearted glee, and poor Oliver Preen must have been ready to die of mortal pain.

The element of interest to-day lay in Miss Cherry Dawson. In her undisguised assumption of ownership in Fred Scott, and in Juliet Chandlers rampant jealousy of the pair. You should have seen the girl flitting about like a fairy, in her white muslin frock, the golden shower of curls falling around her like nothing but threads of transparent amber. Fred was evidently very far gone. Juliet wore white also.

Whether things would have come that evening to the startling pass they did but for an unfortunate remark made in thoughtless fun, not in malice, I cannot tell. It gave a sting to Juliet that she could not bear. A ridiculous pastime was going on. Some of them were holding hands in a circle and dancing round to the House that Jack Built, each one reciting a sentence in turn. If you forgot your sentence, you paid a forfeit. The one falling to Juliet Chandler was This the maiden all forlorn. Why, thats exactly what you are, Juliet! cried Tom Coney, impulsively, and a laugh went round. Juliet said nothing, but I saw her face change to the hue of death. The golden hair of the other damsel was gleaming just then within view amidst the trees, accompanied by the black head and black whiskers of Mr. Fred Scott.

That young man must have a rare time of it between the two, whispered Tod to me. As good as the ass between the bundles of hay.

At dusk began the fun of the harvest-home. Mrs. Cramps labourers and their wives sat in the large kitchen at an abundant board. Hot beef, mutton and hams crowded it, with vegetables; and of fruit pies and tarts there was a goodly show. Some of us helped to wait on them, and that was the best fun of all.

They had all taken as much as they could possibly eat, and were in the full flow of cider and beer and delight; a young man in a clean white smock-frock was sheepishly indulging the table with a song: Young Roger of the Valley, and I was laughing till I had to hold my sides; when Mrs. Cramp touched me on the back. She sat with the Miss Dennets in the little parlour off the kitchen, in full view of the company. I sat on the door-sill between them.

Johnny, she whispered, I dont see Juliet and Cherry Dawson. Have they been in at all?

I did not remember to have seen them; or Fred Scott either.

Just go out and look for the two girls, will you, Johnny. Its too late for them to be out, though it is a warm night. Tell them I say they are to come in at once, said Mrs. Cramp.

Not half a stones throw from the house I found them  quarrelling. Their noisy voices guided me. A brilliant moon lighted up the scene. The young ladies were taunting one another; Juliet in frantic passion; Cherry in sarcastic mockery. Fred Scott, after trying in vain to throw oil upon the troubled waters, had given it up as hopeless, and stood leaning against a tree in silent patience.

Its quite true, Cherry was saying tauntingly when I got up. We are engaged. We shall be married shortly. Come!

You are not, raved Juliet, her voice trembling with the intense rage she was in. He was engaged to me before you came here; he is engaged to me still.

Cherry laughed out in mockery. Dear me! old maids do deceive themselves so!

Very hard, that, and Juliet winced. She was five or six years older than the fairy. How Fred relished the bringing home to him of his sins, I leave you to judge.

I say, cant you have done with this, you silly girls? he cried out meekly.

In a short time youll have our wedding-cards, went on Cherry. Its all arranged. Hes only waiting for me to decide whether it shall take place here or at Gretna Green.

Juliet dashed round to face Fred Scott. If this be true; if you do behave in this false way to me, Ill not survive it, she said, hardly able to bring the words out in her storm of passion. Do you hear me? Ill not live to see it, I say; and my ghost shall haunt her for her whole life after.

Come now, easy, Juliet, pleaded Fred uncomfortably. Its all nonsense, you know.

I think it is; I think she is saying this to aggravate me, assented Juliet, subsiding to a sort of calmness. If not, take you warning, Cherry Dawson, for Ill keep my word. My apparition shall haunt you for ever and ever.

It had better begin to-night, then, for youll soon find out that its as true as gospel, retorted Cherry.

Managing at last to get in a word, I delivered Mrs. Cramps message: they were to come in instantly. Fred obeyed it with immense relief and ran in before me. The two girls would follow, I concluded, when their jarring had spent itself. The last glimpse I had of them, they were stretching out their faces at each other like a couple of storks. Juliets straw hat had fallen from her head and was hanging by its strings round her neck.

Oh, theyre coming, spoke up Fred, in answer to Mrs. Cramp. Its very nice out there; the moons bright as day.

And presently I heard the laugh of Cherry Dawson amidst us. Her golden hair, her scarlet cheeks and her blue eyes were all sparkling together.

III

It was the next morning. We were at breakfast, answering Mr. and Mrs. Todhetleys questions about the harvest home, when old Thomas came in, all sad and scared, to tell some news. Juliet Chandler was dead: she had destroyed herself.

Of course the Squire at once attacked Thomas for saying it. But a sick feeling of conviction arose within me that it was true. One of the servants, out of doors on an errand, had heard it from a man in the road. The Squire sat rubbing his face, which had turned hot.

Leaving the breakfast table, I started for Mrs. Cramps. Miss Susan Dennet was standing at her gate, her white handkerchief thrown over her head, her pale face limp with fright.

Johnny, she called to me, have you heard? Do you think it can be true?

Well, I hope not, Miss Susan. I am now going there to see. What Im thinking of is this  if it is not true, how can such a report have arisen?

Tod caught me up, and we found the farm in distress and commotion. It was all true; and poor Mrs. Cramp was almost dumb with dismay. These were the particulars: The previous evening, Juliet did not appear at the late supper, laid in the dining-room for the guests; at least, no one remembered to have seen her. Later, when the guests had left, and Mrs. Cramp was in the kitchen busy with her maids, Cherry Dawson looked in, bed-candle in hand, to say good-night. I suppose Juliet is going up with you, remarked Mrs. Cramp. Oh, Juliet went up ages ago, said Cherry, in answer.

The night passed quietly. Early in the morning one of the farm men went to the eel-pond to put in a net, and saw some clothes lying on the brink. Rushing indoors, he brought out Sally. She knew the things at once. There lay the white dress and the pink ribbons which Juliet had worn the night before; the straw hat, and a small fleecy handkerchief which she had tied round her neck at sundown. Pinned to the sash and the dress was a piece of paper on which was written in ink, in a large hand  Juliets hand:

I said I would do it; and I will haunt her for evermore.

Of course she had taken these things off and left them on the bank, with the memorandum pinned to them, to make known that she had flung herself into the pond.

I can scarcely believe it; it seems so incredible, sighed poor Mrs. Cramp, to the Squire, who had come bustling in. Juliet, as I should have thought, was one of the very last girls to do such a thing.

The next to appear upon the scene, puffing and panting with agitation, was Fred Scott. He asked which of the two girls it was, having heard only a garbled account; and now learned that it was Juliet. As to Cherry Dawson, she was shut up in her bedroom in shrieking hysterics. Men were preparing to drag the pond in search of  well, what was lying there.



The pond was at the end of the garden, near the fence that divided it from the three-acre field. Nothing had been disturbed. The white frock and pink ribbons were lying with the paper pinned to them; the hat was close by. A yard off was the white woollen handkerchief; and near it I saw the faded bunch of mignonette which Juliet had worn in her waistband. It looked as if she had flung the things off in desperation.

Standing later in the large parlour, listening to comments and opinions, one question troubled me  Ought I to tell what I knew of the quarrel? It might look like treachery towards Scott and the girl upstairs; but, should that poor dead Juliet  

The doubt was suddenly solved for me.

What I want to get at is this, urged the Squire: did anything happen to drive her to this? One doesnt throw oneself into an eel-pond for nothing in ones sober senses.

Miss Juliet and Miss Dawson had a quarrel out o doors last night, struck in Joan, for the two servants were assisting at the conference. Sally heard em.

Whats that? cried Mrs. Cramp. Speak up.

Well, its true, maam, said Sally, coming forward. I went out to shake a tray-cloth, and heard voices at a distance, all in a rage like; so I just stepped on a bit to see what it meant. The two young lasses was snarling at one another like anything. Miss Juliet was  

What were they quarrelling about? interrupted the Squire.

Well, sir, it seemed to be about Mr. Scott  which of em had him for a sweetheart, and which of em hadnt. Mr. Johnny Ludlow ran up as I came in: perhaps he heard more than I did.

After that, there was nothing for it but to let the past scene come out; and Mrs. Cramp had the pleasure of being enlightened as to the rivalry which had been going on under her roof and the ill-feeling which had arisen out of it. Fred Scott, to do him justice, spoke up like a man, not denying the flirtation he had carried on, first with Juliet, next with Cherry, but he declared most positively that it had never been serious on any side.

The Squire wheeled round. Just say what you mean by that, Mr. Frederick. What do you call serious?

I never said a word to either of them which could suggest serious intentions, sir. I never hinted at such a thing as getting married.

Now look here, young man, cried Mrs. Cramp, taking her handkerchief from her troubled face, what right had you to do that? By what right did you play upon those young girls with your silly speeches and your flirting ways, if you meant nothing?  nothing to either of them?

I am sorry for it now, maam, said Scott, eating humble pie; I wouldnt have done it for the world had I foreseen this. It was just a bit of flirting and nothing else. And neither of them ever thought it was anything else; they knew better; only they became snappish with one another.

Did not think you meant marrying? cried the Squire sarcastically, fixing Scott with his spectacles.

Just so, sir. Why, how could I mean it? went on Scott in his simple way. Ive no money, while my mother lives, to set up a wife or a house; she wouldnt let me. I joked and laughed with the two girls, and they joked and laughed back again. I dont care what they may have said between themselves  they knew there was nothing in it.

Scott was right, so far. All the world, including the Chandlers and poor Juliet, knew that Scott was no more likely to marry than the man in the moon.

And you could stand by quietly last night when they were having, it seems, this bitter quarrel, and not stop it? exclaimed Mrs. Cramp.

They would not listen to me, returned Scott. I went between them; spoke to one, spoke to the other; told them what they were quarrelling about was utter nonsense  and the more I said, the more they wrangled. Johnny Ludlow saw how it was; he came up at the end of it.

Cherry Dawson was sent for downstairs, and came in between Sally and Joan, limp and tearful and shaking with fright. Mrs. Cramp questioned her.

It was all done in fun, she said with a sob. Juliet and I teased one another. It was as much her fault as mine. Fred Scott neednt talk. Im sure I dont want him. Ive somebody waiting for me at Edgbaston, if I choose. Scott may go to York!

Suppose you mind your manners, young woman: youve done enough mischief in my house without forgetting them, reproved Mrs. Cramp. I want to know when you last saw Juliet.

We came in together after the quarrel. She ran up to her room; I joined the rest of you. As she did not come down to supper, I thought she had gone to bed. O-o-o-o-o! shivered Cherry; and she says shell haunt me! I shall never dare to be alone in the dark again.

Mr. Fred Scott took his departure, glad no doubt to do so, carrying with him a hint from Mrs. Cramp that for the present his visits must cease, unless he should be required to give evidence at the inquest. As he went out, Mr. Paul and Tom Chandler came in together. Tom, strong in plain common-sense, could not at all understand it.

Passion must have overbalanced her reason and driven her mad, he said aside to me. The taunts of that Dawson girl did it, I reckon.

Blighted love, said I.

Moonshine, answered Tom Chandler. Juliet, poor girl, had gone in for too many flirtations to care much for Scott. As to that golden-haired one, her life is passed in nothing else: getting out of one love affair into another, month in, month out. Her brother Tim once told her so in my presence. No, Johnny, it is a terrible calamity, but I shall never understand how she came to do it as long as I live.

I was not sure that I should. Juliet was very practical: not one of your moaning, sighing, die-away sort of girls who lose their brains for love, like crazy Jane. It was a dreadful thing, whatever might have been the cause, and we were all sorry for Mrs. Cramp. Nothing had stirred us like this since the death of Oliver Preen.

Georgiana Chandler came flying over from Birmingham in a state of excitement. Cherry Dawson had gone then, or Georgie might have shaken her to pieces. When put up, Georgie had a temper of her own. Cherry had disappeared into the wilds of Devonshire, where her home was, and where she most devoutly hoped Juliets ghost would not find its way.

It is an awful thing to have taken place in your house, Aunt Mary Ann. And why unhappy, ill-fated Juliet should have  but I cant talk of it, broke off Georgie.

I know that I am ashamed of its having happened here, Georgiana, assented Mrs. Cramp. I am not alluding to the sad termination, but to that parcel of nonsense, the sweethearting.

Clementina is more heartless than an owl over it, continued Georgie, making her remarks. She says it serves Juliet right for her flirting folly, and she hopes Cherry will be haunted till her yellow curls turn grey.

The more they dragged, the less chance there seemed of finding Juliet. Nothing came up but eels. It was known that the eel-pond had a hole or two in it which no drags could penetrate. Gloom settled down upon us all. Mrs. Cramps healthy cheeks lost some of their redness. One day, calling at Crabb Cot, she privately told us that the trouble would lie upon her for ever. The best word Tod gave to it was  that he would go a days march with peas in his shoes to see a certain lady hanging by her golden hair on a sour apple tree.



It was a bleak October evening. Jane Preen, in her old shawl and garden hat, was hurrying to Dame Syms on an errand for her mother. The cold wind sighed and moaned in the trees, clouds flitted across the face of the crescent moon. It scarcely lighted up the little old church beyond the Triangle, and the graves in the churchyard beneath, Olivers amidst them. Jane shivered, and ran into Mrs. Syms.

Carrying back her parcel, she turned in at the garden gate and stood leaning over it for a few moments. Tears were coursing down her cheeks. Life for a long time had seemed very hard to Jane; no hope anywhere.

The sound of quick footsteps broke upon her ear, and a gentleman came into view. She rather wondered who it was; whether anyone was coming to call on her father.

Jane! Jane!

With a faint cry, she fell into the arms opened to receive her  those of Valentine Chandler. He went away, a neer-do-well, three years ago, shattered in health, shaken in spirit; he had returned a healthy, hearty man, all his parts about him.

Yes, Valentine had turned over a new leaf from the moment he touched the Canadian shores. He had put his shoulder to the wheel in earnest, had persevered and prospered. And now he had a profitable farm of his own, and a pretty house upon it, all in readiness for Jane.

We have heard from time to time that you were doing well, she said, with a sob of joy. Oh, Valentine, how good it is! To have done it all yourself!

Not altogether myself, Jane, he answered. I did my best, and God sent His blessing upon it.

Jane no longer felt the night cold, the wind bleak, or remembered that her mother was waiting for the parcel. They paced the old wilderness of a garden, arm locked within arm. There was something in the windy night to put them in mind of that other night: the night of their parting, when Valentine had sung his song of farewell, and bade her remember him though rolling ocean placed its bounds between them. They had been faithful to one another.

Seated on the bench, under the walnut tree, the very spot on which poor Oliver had sat after that rush home from his fatal visit to Mr. Pauls office at Islip, Jane ventured to say a word about Juliet, and, to her surprise, found that Valentine knew nothing.

I have not heard any news yet, Jane, he said. I came straight to you from the station. Presently I shall go back to astonish Aunt Mary Ann. Why? What about Juliet?

Jane enlightened him by degrees, giving him one particular after another. Valentine listening in silence to the end.

I dont believe it.

Dont believe it! exclaimed Jane.

Not a syllable of it.

But what do you mean? What dont you believe?

That Juliet threw herself into the pond. My dear, she is not the kind of girl to do it; shed no more do such a thing than I should.

Oh, Val! It is true the drags brought up nothing but eels; but  

Of course they didnt. Theres nothing but eels there to bring up.

Then where can Juliet be?  what is the mystery? dissented Jane. What became of her?

That I dont know. Rely upon it, Janey, she is not there. Shed never jump into that cold pond. How long ago is this?



Nearly a month. Three weeks last Thursday.

Ah, said Valentine. Well, Ill see if I can get to the bottom of it.

Showing himself indoors to Mr. and Mrs. Preen for a few minutes, Valentine then made his way to Mrs. Cramps, where he would stay. He knew his mother was away, and her house shut up. Mrs. Cramp, recovering from her surprise, told him he was welcome as the sun in harvest. She had been more grieved when Valentine went wrong than the world suspected.

Seated over the fire, in her comfortable parlour, after supper, Valentine told her his plans. He had come over for one month; could not leave his farm longer; just to shake hands with them all, and to take Jane Preen back with him. That discussed, Mrs. Cramp entered gingerly upon the sad news about Juliet  not having thought well to deluge him with it the moment he came in. Valentine refused to believe it  as he had refused with Jane.

Bless the boy! exclaimed Mrs. Cramp, staring. What on earth makes him say such a thing?

Because I am sure of it, Aunt Mary Ann. Fancy strong-minded Juliet throwing herself into an eel pond! She is gadding about somewhere, deep already, I daresay, in another flirtation.

Mrs. Cramp, waiting to collect her scattered senses, shook her head plaintively. My dear, she said, I dont pretend to know the fashion of things in the outlandish world in which you live, but over here it couldnt be. Once a girl has been drowned in a pond  whether eel, duck, or carp pond, what matters it?  she cant come to life again and go about flirting.



To us all Valentine was, as Mrs. Cramp had phrased it, more welcome than the sun in harvest, and was made much of. When a young fellow has been going to the bad, and has the resolution to pull up and to persevere, he should be honoured, cried the Squire  and we did our best to honour Val. For a week or two there was nothing but visiting everywhere. He was then going to Guernsey to see his mother, when she wrote to stop him, saying she was coming back to Crabb for his wedding.

And while Valentine was reading his mothers letter at the tea-table  for the Channel Islands letters always came in by the second post  Mrs. Cramp was opening one directed to her. Suddenly Valentine heard a gurgle  and next a moan. Looking up, he saw his aunt gasping for breath, her face an indescribable mixture of emotions.

Why, Aunt Mary Ann, he cried; are you ill?

If Im not ill, I might be, retorted Mrs. Cramp. Heres a letter from that wretched girl  that Juliet! Shes not dead after all. She has been in Guernsey all this time.

Valentine paused a moment to take in the truth of the announcement, and then burst into laughter deep and long. Mrs. Cramp handed him the letter.

Dear Aunt Mary Ann,  I hope you will forgive me! Georgie writes word that you have been in a way about me. I thought youd be sure to guess it was only a trick. I did it to give a thorough fright to that wicked cat; you cant think how full of malice she is. I put on my old navy-blue serge and close winter bonnet, which no one would be likely to miss or remember, and carried the other things to the edge of the pond and left them there. While you were at supper I stole away, caught the last train at Crabb Junction, and surprised Clementina at Edgbaston. She promised to be secret  she hates that she-cat  and the next morning I started for Guernsey. Clementina did not tell Georgie till a week ago, after she heard that Valentine would not believe it, and then Georgie wrote to me and blew me up. I am enchanted to hear that the toad passes her nights in horrid fear of seeing my ghost, and that her yellow hair is turning blue; Georgie says it is.  Your ever affectionate and repentant niece,

Julietta.

P.S.  I hope you will believe I am very sorry for paining you, dear Aunt Mary Ann. And I want to tell you that I think it likely I shall soon be married. An old gentleman out here who has a beautiful house and lots of money admires me very much. Please let Fred Scott know this.

And so, there it was  Julietta was in the land of the living and had never been out of it. And we had gone through our fright and pain unnecessarily, and the poor eels had been disturbed for nothing.



They were married at the little church at Duck Brook; no ceremony, hardly anyone invited to it. Mr. Preen gave Jane away. Tom Chandler and Emma were there, and Mrs. Jacob Chandler and Mrs. Cramp. Jane asked me to go  to see the last of her, she said. She wore a plain silk dress of a greyish colour, and a white straw bonnet with a bit of orange blossom  which she took off before they started on their journey. For they went off at once to Liverpool  and would sail the next day for their new home.

And Valentine is always steady and prospering, and Jane says Canada is better than England and she wouldnt come back for the world.

And Juliet is married and lives in Guernsey, and drives about with her old husband in his handsome carriage and pair. But Mrs. Cramp has not forgiven her yet.




THE SILENT CHIMES

I.  PUTTING THEM UP

I

The events of this history did not occur within my own recollection, and I can only relate them at second-hand  from the Squire and others. They are curious enough; especially as regard the three parsons  one following upon another  in their connection with the Monk family, causing no end of talk in Church Leet parish, as well as in other parishes within earshot.

About three miles distance from Church Dykely, going northwards across country, was the rural parish of Church Leet. It contained a few farmhouses and some labourers cottages. The church, built of grey stone, stood in its large graveyard; the parsonage, a commodious house, was close by; both of them were covered with time-worn ivy. Nearly half a mile off, on a gentle eminence, rose the handsome mansion called Leet Hall, the abode of the Monk family. Nearly the whole of the parish  land, houses, church and all  belonged to them. At the time I am about to tell of they were the property of one man  Godfrey Monk.

The late owner of the place (except for one short twelvemonth) was old James Monk, Godfreys father. Old James had three sons and one daughter  Emma  his wife dying early. The eldest son (mostly styled young James) was about as wild a blade as ever figured in story; the second son, Raymond, was an invalid; the third, Godfrey, a reckless lad, ran away to sea when he was fourteen.

If the Monks were celebrated for one estimable quality more than another, it was temper: a cross-grained, imperious, obstinate temper. Run away to sea, has he? cried old James when he heard the news; very well, at sea he shall stop. And at sea Godfrey did stop, not disliking the life, and perhaps not finding any other open to him. He worked his way up in the merchant service by degrees, until he became commander and was called Captain Monk.

The years went on. Young James died, and the other two sons grew to be middle-aged men. Old James, the father, found by signs and tokens that his own time was approaching; and he was the next to go. Save for a slender income bequeathed to Godfrey and to his daughter, the whole of the property was left to Raymond, and to Godfrey after him if Raymond had no son. The entail had been cut off in the past generation; for which act the reasons do not concern us.

So Raymond, ailing greatly always, entered into possession of his inheritance. He lived about a twelvemonth afterwards, and then died: died unmarried. Therefore Godfrey came into all.

People were curious, the Squire says, as to what sort of man Godfrey would turn out to be; for he had not troubled home much since he ran away. He was a widower; that much was known; his wife having been a native of Trinidad, in the West Indies.

A handsome man, with fair, curling hair (what was left of it); proud blue eyes; well-formed features with a chronic flush upon them, for he liked his glass, and took it; a commanding, imperious manner, and a temper uncompromising as the grave. Such was Captain Godfrey Monk; now in his forty-fifth year. Upon his arrival at Leet Hall after landing, with his children and one or two dusky attendants in their train, he was received by his sister Emma, Mrs. Carradyne. Major Carradyne had died fighting in India, and his wife, at the request of her brother Raymond, came then to live at Leet Hall. Not of necessity, for Mrs. Carradyne was well off and could have made her home where she pleased, but Raymond had liked to have her. Godfrey also expressed his pleasure that she should remain; she could act as mother to his children.

Godfreys children were three: Katherine, aged seventeen; Hubert, aged ten; and Eliza, aged eight. The girls had their fathers handsome features, but in their skin there ran a dusky tinge, hinting of other than pure Saxon blood; and they were every whit as haughtily self-willed as he was. The boy, Hubert, was extremely pretty, his face fair, his complexion delicately beautiful, his auburn hair bright, his manner winning; but he liked to exercise his own will, and appeared to have generally done it.

A day or two, and Mrs. Carradyne sat down aghast. I never saw children so troublesome and self-willed in all my life, Godfrey, she said to her brother. Have they ever been controlled at all?

Had their own way pretty much, I expect, answered the Captain. I was not often at home, you know, and theres nobody else theyd obey.

Well, Godfrey, if I am to remain here, you will have to help me manage them.

Thats as may be, Emma. When I deem it necessary to speak, I speak; otherwise I dont interfere. And you must not get into the habit of appealing to me, recollect.

Captain Monks conversation was sometimes interspersed with sundry light words, not at all orthodox, and not necessarily delivered in anger. In those past days swearing was regarded as a gentlemans accomplishment; a sailor, it was believed, could not at all get along without it. Manners change. The present age prides itself upon its politeness: but what of its sincerity?

Mrs. Carradyne, mild and gentle, commenced her task of striving to tame her brothers rebellious children. She might as well have let it alone. The girls laughed at her one minute and set her at defiance the next. Hubert, who had good feeling, was more obedient; he did not openly defy her. At times, when her task pressed heavily upon her spirits, Mrs. Carradyne felt tempted to run away from Leet Hall, as Godfrey had run from it in the days gone by. Her own two children were frightened at their cousins, and she speedily sent both to school, lest they should catch their bad manners. Henry was ten, the age of Hubert; Lucy was between five and six.

Just before the death of Raymond Monk, the living of Church Leet became vacant, and the last act of his life was to present it to a worthy young clergyman named George West. This caused intense dissatisfaction to Godfrey. He had heard of the late incumbents death, and when he arrived home and found the living filled up he proclaimed his anger loudly, lavishing abuse upon poor dead Raymond for his precipitancy. He had wanted to bestow it upon a friend of his, a Colonial chaplain, and had promised it to him. It was a checkmate there was no help for now, for Mr. West could not be turned out again; but Captain Monk was not accustomed to be checkmated, and resented it accordingly. He took up, for no other reason, a most inveterate dislike to George West, and showed it practically.

In every step the Vicar took, at every turn and thought, he found himself opposed by Captain Monk. Had he a suggestion to make for the welfare of the parish, his patron ridiculed it; did he venture to propose some wise measure at a vestry meeting, the Captain put him and his measure down. Not civilly either, but with a stinging contempt, semi-covert though it was, that made its impression on the farmers around. The Reverend George West was a man of humility, given to much self-disparagement, so he bore all in silence and hoped for better times.



The time went on; three years of it; Captain Monk had fully settled down in his ancestral home, and the neighbours had learnt what a domineering, self-willed man he was. But he had his virtues. He was kind in a general way, generous where it pleased him to be, inordinately attached to his children, and hospitable to a fault.

On the last day of every year, as the years came round, Captain Monk, following his late fathers custom, gave a grand dinner to his tenants; and a very good custom it would have been, but that he and they got rather too jolly. The parson was always invited  and went; and sometimes a few of Captain Monks personal friends were added.

Christmas came round this year as usual, and the invitations to the dinner went out. One came to Squire Todhetley, a youngish man then, and one to my father, William Ludlow, who was younger than the Squire. It was a green Christmas; the weather so warm and genial that the hearty farmers, flocking to Leet Hall, declared they saw signs of buds sprouting in the hedges, whilst the large fire in the Captains dining-room was quite oppressive.

Looking from the window of the parsonage sitting-room in the twilight, while drawing on his gloves, preparatory to setting forth, stood Mr. West. His wife was bending over an easy-chair, in which their only child, little Alice, lay back, covered up. Her breathing was quick, her skin parched with fever. The wife looked sickly herself.

Well, I suppose it is time to go, observed Mr. West, slowly. I shall be late if I dont.

I rather wonder you go at all, George, returned his wife. Year after year, when you come back from this dinner, you invariably say you will not go to another.



I know it, Mary. I dislike the drinking that goes on  and the free conversation  and the objectionable songs; I feel out of place in it all.

And the Captains contemptuous treatment of yourself, you might add.

Yes, that is another unwelcome item in the evenings programme.

Then, George, why do you go?

Well, I think you know why. I do not like to refuse the invitation; it would only increase Captain Monks animosity and widen still further the breach between us. As patron he holds so much in his power. Besides that, my presence at the table does act, I believe, as a mild restraint on some of them, keeping the drinking and the language somewhat within bounds. Yes, I suppose my duty lies in going. But I shall not stay late, Mary, added the parson, bending to look at the suffering child; and if you see any real necessity for the doctor to be called in to-night, I will go for him.

Dood-bye, pa-pa, lisped the little four-year-old maiden.

He kissed the little hot face, said adieu to his wife and went out, hoping that the child would recover without the doctor; for the living of Church Leet was but a poor one, though the parsonage house was so handsome. It was a hundred-and-sixty pounds a year, for which sum the tithes had been compounded, and Mr. West had not much money to spare for superfluities  especially as he had to substantially help his mother.

The twilight had deepened almost to night, and the lights in the mansion seemed to smile a cheerful welcome as he approached it. The pillared entrance, ascended to by broad steps, stood in the middle, and a raised terrace of stone ran along before the windows on either side. It was quite true that every year, at the conclusion of these feasts, the Vicar resolved never to attend another; but he was essentially a man of peace, striving ever to lay oil upon troubled waters, after the example left by his Master.

Dinner. The board was full. Captain Monk presided, genial to-day; genial even to the parson. Squire Todhetley faced the Captain at the foot; Mr. West sat at the Squires right hand, between him and Farmer Threpp, a quiet man and supposed to be a very substantial one. All went on pleasantly; but when the elaborate dinner gave place to dessert and wine-drinking, the company became rather noisy.

I think its about time you left us, cried the Squire by-and-by to young Hubert, who sat next him on the other side: and over and over again Mr. Todhetley has repeated to us in later years the very words that passed.

By George, yes! put in a bluff and hearty fox-hunter, the master of the hounds, bending forward to look at the lad, for he was in a line with him, and breaking short off an anecdote he was regaling the company with. I forgot you were there, Master Hubert. Quite time you went to bed.

I daresay! laughed the boy. Please let me alone, all of you. I dont want attention drawn to me.

But the slight commotion had attracted Captain Monks notice. He saw his son.

Whats that?  Hubert! What brings you there now, you young pirate? I ordered you to go out with the cloth.

I am not doing any harm, papa, said the boy, turning his fair and beautiful face towards his father.

Captain Monk pointed his stern finger at the door; a mandate which Hubert dared not disobey, and he went out.

The company sat on, an interminable period of time it seemed to the Vicar. He glanced stealthily at his watch. Eleven oclock.

Thinking of going, Parson? said Mr. Threpp. Ill go with you. My heads not one of the strongest, and Ive had about as much as I ought to carry.

They rose quietly, not to disturb the table; intending to steal away, if possible, without being observed. Unluckily, Captain Monk chanced to be looking that way.

Halloa! whos turning sneak?  Not you, surely, Parson! in a meaningly contemptuous tone. And you, Threpp, of all men! Sit down again, both of you, if you dont want to quarrel with me. Odds fish! has my dining-room got sharks in it, that youd run away? Winter, just lock the door, will you; you are close to it, and pass up the key to me.

Mr. Winter, a jovial old man and the largest tenant on the estate, rose to do the Captains behest, and sent up the key.

Nobody quits my room, said the host, as he took it, until we have seen the old year out and the new one in. What else do you come for  eh, gentlemen?

The revelry went on. The decanters circulated more quickly, the glasses clinked, the songs became louder, the Captains sea stories broader. Mr. West perforce made the best of the situation, certain words of Holy Writ running through his memory:

Look not thou upon the wine when it is red, when it giveth its colour in the cup, when it moveth itself aright!

Well, more than well, for Captain Monk, that he had not looked upon the red wine that night!

In the midst of all this, the hall clock began to strike twelve. The Captain rose, after filling his glass to the brim.

Bumpers round, gentlemen. On your legs. Ready? Hooray! Heres to the shade of the year thats gone, and may it have buried all our cares with it! And heres good luck to the one setting in. A happy New Year to you all; and may we never know a moment in it worse than the present? Three-times-three  and drain your glasses.



But we have had the toast too soon! called out one of the farmers, making the discovery close after the cheers had subsided. It wants some minutes yet to midnight, Captain.

Captain Monk snatched out his watch  worn in those days in what was called the fob-pocket  its chain and bunch of seals at the end hanging down.

By Jupiter! he exclaimed. Hang that butler of mine! He knew the hall clock was too fast, and I told him to put it back. If his memory serves him no better than this, he may ship himself off to a fresh berth.  Hark! Listen!

It was the church clock striking twelve. The sound reached the dining-room room very clearly, the wind setting that way. Another bumper, cried the Captain, and his guests drank it.

This day twelvemonth I was at a feast in Derbyshire; the bells of a neighbouring church rang in the year with pleasant melody; chimes they were, remarked a guest, who was a partial stranger. Your church has no bells, I suppose?

It has one; an old ting-tang that calls us to service on a Sunday, said Mr. Winter.

I like to hear those midnight chimes, for my part. I like to hear them chime in the new year, went on the stranger.

Chimes! cried out Captain Monk, who was getting very considerably elated, why should we not have chimes? Mr. West, why dont we have chimes?

Our church does not possess any, sir  as this gentleman has just remarked, was Mr. Wests answer.

Egad, but that parson of ours is going to set us all ablaze with his wit! jerked out the Captain ironically. I asked, sir, why we should not get a set of chimes; I did not say we had got them. Is there any just cause or impediment why we should not, Mr. Vicar?



Only the expense, replied the Vicar, in a conciliatory tone.

Oh, bother expense! Thats what you are always wanting to groan over. Mr. Churchwarden Threpp, we will call a vestry meeting and make a rate.

The parish could not bear it, Captain Monk, remonstrated the clergyman. You know what dissatisfaction was caused by the last extra rate put on, and how low an ebb things are at just now.

When I will a thing, I do it, retorted the Captain, with a meaning word or two. Well send out the rate and well get the chimes.

It will, I fear, lie in my duty to protest against it, spoke the uneasy parson.

It may lie in your duty to be a wet blanket, but you wont protest me out of my will. Gentlemen, we will all meet here again this time twelvemonth, when the chimes shall ring-in the new year for you.  Here, Dutton, you can unlock the door now, concluded the Captain, handing the key to the other churchwarden. Our parson is upon thorns to be away from us.

Not the parson only, but several others availed themselves of the opportunity to escape.

II

It perhaps did not surprise the parish to find that its owner and master, Captain Monk, intended to persist in his resolution of embellishing the church-tower with a set of chiming-bells. They knew him too well to hope anything less. Why! two years ago, at the same annual feast, some remarks or other at table put it into his head to declare he would stop up the public path by the Rill; and his obstinate will carried it out, regardless of the inconvenience it caused.

A vestry meeting was called, and the rate (to obtain funds for the bells) was at length passed. Two or three voices were feebly lifted in opposition; Mr. West alone had courage to speak out; but the Captain put him down with his strong hand. It may be asked why Captain Monk did not provide the funds himself for this whim. But he would never touch his own pocket for the benefit of the parish if he could help it: and it was thought that his antagonism to the parson was the deterring motive.

To impose the rate was one thing, to collect it quite another. Some of the poorer ratepayers protested with tears in their eyes that they could not pay. Superfluous rates (really not necessary ones) were perpetually being inflicted upon them, they urged, and were bringing them, together with a succession of recent bad seasons, to the verge of ruin. They carried their remonstrances to their Vicar, and he in turn carried them to Captain Monk.

It only widened the breach. The more persistently, though gently, Mr. West pleaded the cause of his parishioners, asking the Captain to be considerate to them for humanitys sake, the greater grew the others obstinacy in holding to his own will. To be thus opposed roused all the devil within him  it was his own expression; and he grew to hate Mr. West with an exceeding bitter hatred.

The chimes were ordered  to play one tune only. Mr. West asked, when the thing was absolutely inevitable, that at least some sweet and sacred melody, acceptable to church-going ears, might be chosen; but Captain Monk fixed on a sea-song that was a favourite of his own The Bay of Biscay. At the end of every hour, when the clock had struck, the Bay of Biscay was to burst forth to charm the parish.

The work was put in hand at once, Captain Monk finding the necessary funds, to be repaid by the proceeds of the rate. Other expenses were involved, such as the strengthening of the belfry. The rate was not collected quickly. It was, I say, one of those times of scarcity that people used to talk so much of years ago; and when the parish beadle, who was the parish collector, went round with the tax-paper in his hand, the poorer of the cottagers could not respond to it. Some of them had not paid the last levy, and Captain Monk threatened harsh measures. Altogether, what with one thing or another, Church Leet that year was kept in a state of ferment. But the work went on.



One windy day in September, Mr. West sat in his study writing a sermon, when a jarring crash rang out from the church close by. He leaped from his chair. The unusual noise had startled him; and it struck on every chord of vexation he possessed. He knew that workmen were busy in the tower, but this was the first essay of the chimes. The bells had clashed in some way one upon the other; not giving out The Bay of Biscay or any other melody, but a very discordant jangle indeed. It was the first and the last time that poor George West heard their sound.

He put the blotting-paper upon his sermon; he was in no mind to continue it then; took up his hat and went out. His wife spoke to him from the open window.

Are you going out now, George? Tea is all but ready.

Turning back on the path, he passed into the sitting-room. A cup of tea might soothe his nerves. The tea-tray stood on the table, and Mrs. West, caddy in hand, was putting the tea into the tea-pot. Little Alice sat gravely by.

Did you hear dat noise up in the church, papa? she asked.

Yes, I heard it, dear, sighed the Vicar.

A fine clashing! cried Mrs. West. I have heard something else this afternoon, George, worse than that: Beans furniture is being taken away.

What? cried the Vicar.



Its true. Sarah went out on an errand and passed the cottage. The chairs and tables were being put outside the door by two men, she says: brokers, I conclude.

Mr. West made short work of his tea and started for the scene. Thomas Bean was a very small farmer indeed, renting about thirty acres. What with the heavy rates, as he said, and other outgoings and bad seasons, and ill-luck altogether, he had been behind in his payments this long while; and now the ill-luck seemed to have come to a climax. Bean and his wife were old; their children were scattered abroad.

Oh, sir, cried the old lady when she saw the Vicar, the tears raining from her eyes, it cannot be right that this oppression should fall upon us! We had just managed  Heaven knows how, for Im sure I dont  to pay the Midsummer rent; and now theyve come upon us for the rates, and have took away things worth ten times the sum.

For the rates! mechanically spoke the Vicar.

She supposed it was a question. Yes, sir; two of em we had in the house. One was for putting up the chimes; and the other  well, I cant just remember what the other was. The beadle, old Crow, comes in, sir, this afternoon. Where be the master? says he. Gone over to tother side of Church Dykely, says I. Well, says he, upon that, you be going to have some visitors presently, and its a pity hes out. Visitors, for what, Crow? says I. Oh, youll see, says he; and then perhaps youll wish youd bestirred yourselves to pay your just dues. Captain Monks patience have been running on for a goodish while, and at last it have run clean out. Well, sir  

She had to make a pause; unable to control her grief.

Well, sir, she went on presently, Crows back was hardly turned, when up came two men, wheeling a truck. I saw em afar off, by the ricks yonder. One came in; tother stayed outside with the truck. He asked me whether I was ready with the money for the taxes; and I told him I was not ready, and had but a couple of shillings in the house. Then I must take the value of it in kind, says he. And without another word, he beckons in the outside man to help him. Our middle table, a mahogany, they seized; and the handsome oak chest, which had been our pride; and the masters arm-chair  But, there! I cant go on.

Mr. West felt nearly as sorrowful as she, and far more angry. In his heart he believed that Captain Monk had done this oppressive thing in revenge. A great deal of ill-feeling had existed in the parish touching the rate made for the chimes; and the Captain assumed that the few who had not yet paid it would not pay  not that they could not.

Quitting the cottage in an impulse of anger, he walked swiftly to Leet Hall. It lay in his duty, as he fully deemed, to avow fearlessly to Captain Monk what he thought of this act of oppression, and to protest against it. The beams of the setting sun, sinking below the horizon in the still autumn evening, fell across the stubbled fields from which the corn had not long been reaped; all around seemed to speak of peace.

To accommodate two gentlemen who had come from Worcester that day to Leet Hall on business, and wished to quit it again before dark, the dinner had been served earlier than usual. The guests had left, but Captain Monk was seated still over his wine in the dining-room when Mr. West was shown in. In crossing the hall to it, he met Mrs. Carradyne, who shook hands with him cordially.

Captain Monk looked surprised. Why, this is an unexpected pleasure  a visit from you, Mr. Vicar, he cried, in mocking jest. Hope you have come to your senses! Sit down. Will you take port or sherry?



Captain Monk, returned the Vicar, gravely, as he took the chair the servant had placed, I am obliged for your courtesy, but I did not intrude upon you this evening to drink wine. I have seen a very sad sight, and I am come hoping to induce you to repair it.

Seen what? cried the Captain, who, it is well to mention, had been taking his wine very freely, even for him. A flaming sword in the sky?

Your tenants, poor Thomas Bean and his wife, are being turned out of house and home, or almost equivalent to it. Some of their furniture has been seized this afternoon to satisfy the demand for these disputed taxes.

Who disputes the taxes?

The tax imposed for the chimes was always a disputed tax; and  

Tush! interrupted the Captain; Bean owes other things as well as taxes.

It was the last feather, sir, which broke the camels back.

The last feather will not be taken off, whether it breaks backs or leaves them whole, retorted the Captain, draining his glass of port and filling it again. Take you note of that, Mr. Parson.

Others are in the same condition as the Beans  quite unable to pay these rates. I pray you, Captain Monk  I am here to pray you  not to proceed in the same manner against them. I would also pray you, sir, to redeem this act of oppression by causing their goods to be returned to these two poor, honest, hard-working people.

Hold your tongue! retorted the Captain, aroused to anger. A pretty example youd set, let you have your way. Every one of the lot shall be made to pay to the last farthing. Who the devil is to pay, do you suppose, if they dont?

Rates are imposed upon the parish needlessly, Captain Monk; it has been so ever since my time here. Pardon me for saying that if you put up chimes to gratify yourself, you should bear the expense, and not throw it upon those who have a struggle to get bread to eat.

Captain Monk drank off another glass. Any more treason, Parson?

Yes, said Mr. West, if you like to call it so. My conscience tells me that the whole procedure in regard to setting up these chimes is so wrong, so manifestly unjust, that I have determined not to allow them to be heard until the rates levied for them are refunded to the poor and oppressed. I believe I have the power to close the belfry-tower, and I shall act upon it.

By Jove! do you think you are going to stand between me and my will? cried the Captain passionately. Every individual who has not yet paid the rate shall be made to pay it to-morrow.

There is another world, Captain Monk, interposed the mild voice of the minister, to which, I hope, we are all  

If you attempt to preach to me  

At this moment a spoon fell to the ground by the sideboard. The Vicar turned to look; his back was towards it; the Captain peered also at the end of the rapidly-darkening room: when both became aware that one of the servants  Michael, who had shown in Mr. West  stood there; had stood there all the time.

What are you waiting for, sirrah? roared his master. We dont want you. Here! put this window open an inch or two before you go; the rooms close.

Shall I bring lights, sir? asked Michael, after doing as he was directed.

No: who wants lights? Stir the fire into a blaze.

Michael left them. It was from him that thus much of the conversation was subsequently known.



Not five minutes had elapsed when a commotion was heard in the dining-room. Then the bell rang violently, and the Captain opened the door  overturning a chair in his passage to it  and shouted out for a light. More than one servant flew to obey the order: in his hasty moods their master brooked not delay: and three separate candles were carried in.

Good lack, master! exclaimed the butler, John Rimmer, who was a native of Church Dykely, whats amiss with the Parson?

Lift him up, and loosen his neck-cloth, said Captain Monk, his tone less imperious than usual.

Mr. West lay on the hearthrug near his chair, his head resting close to the fender. Rimmer raised his head, another servant took off his black neck-tie; for it was only on high days that the poor Vicar indulged in a white one. He gasped twice, struggled slightly, and then lay quietly in the butlers arms.

Oh, sir! burst forth the man in a horror-stricken voice to his master, this is surely death!

It surely was. George West, who had gone there but just before in the height of health and strength, had breathed his last.

How did it happen? How could it have happened? Ay, how indeed? It was a question which has never been entirely solved in Church Leet to this day.

Captain Monks account, both privately and at the inquest, was this: As they talked further together, after Michael left the room, the Vicar went on to browbeat him shamefully about the new chimes, vowing they should never play, never be heard; at last, rising in an access of passion, the Parson struck him (the Captain) in the face. He returned the blow  who wouldnt return it?  and the Vicar fell. He believed his head must have struck against the iron fender in falling: if not, if the blow had been an unlucky one (it took effect just behind the left ear), it was only given in self-defence. The jury, composed of Captain Monks tenants, expressed themselves satisfied, and returned a verdict of Accidental Death.

A false account, pronounced poor Mrs. West, in her dire tribulation. My husband never struck him  never; he was not one to be goaded into unbecoming anger, even by Captain Monk. George struck no blow whatever; I can answer for it. If ever a man was murdered, he has been.

Curious rumours arose. It was said that Mrs. Carradyne, taking the air on the terrace outside in the calmness of the autumn evening, heard the fatal quarrel through the open window; that she heard Mr. West, after he had received the death blow, wail forth a prophecy (or whatever it might be called) that those chimes would surely be accursed; that whenever their sound should be heard, so long as they were suffered to remain in the tower, it should be the signal of woe to the Monk family.

Mrs. Carradyne utterly denied this; she had not been on the terrace at all, she said. Upon which the onus was shifted to Michael: who, it was suspected, had stolen out to listen to the end of the quarrel, and had heard the ominous words. Michael, in his turn, also denied it; but he was not believed. Anyway, the covert whisper had gone abroad and would not be laid.

III

Captain Monk speedily filled up the vacant living, appointing to it the Reverend Thomas Dancox, an occasional visitor at Leet Hall, who was looking out for one.

The new Vicar turned out to be a man after the Captains heart, a rollicking, jovial, fox-hunting young parson, as many a parson was in those days  and took small blame to himself for it. He was only a year or two past thirty, good-looking, of taking manners and hail-fellow-well-met with the parish in general, who liked him and called him to his face Tom Dancox.

All this pleased Captain Monk. But very soon something was to arrive that did not please him  a suspicion that the young parson and his daughter Katherine were on rather too good terms with one another.

One day in November he stalked into the drawing-room, where Katherine was sitting with her aunt. Hubert and Eliza were away at school, also Mrs. Carradynes two children.

Was Dancox here last night? began Captain Monk.

Yes, replied Mrs. Carradyne.

And the evening before  Monday?

Mrs. Carradyne felt half afraid to answer, the Captains tone was becoming so threatening. I  I think so, she rather hesitatingly said. Was he not, Katherine?

Katherine Monk, a dark, haughty young woman, twenty-one now, turned round with a flush on her handsome face. Why do you ask, papa?

I ask to be answered, replied he, standing with his hands in the pockets of his velveteen shooting-coat, a purple tinge of incipient anger rising in his cheeks.

Then Mr. Dancox did spend Monday evening here.

And I saw him walking with you in the meadow by the rill this morning, continued the Captain. Look here, Katherine, no sweethearting with Tom Dancox. He may do very well for a parson; I like him as such, as such only, you understand; but he can be no match for you.

You are disturbing yourself unnecessarily, sir, said Katherine, her own tone an angry one.



Well, I hope that is so; I should not like to think otherwise. Anyway, a word in season does no harm; and, take you notice that I have spoken it. You also, Emma.

As he left the room, Mrs. Carradyne spoke, dropping her voice: Katherine, you know that I had already warned you. I told you it would not do to fall into any particular friendship with Mr. Dancox; that your father would never countenance it.

And if I were to?  and if he did not? scornfully returned Katherine. What then, Aunt Emma?

Be silent, child; you must not talk in that strain. Your papa is perfectly right in this matter. Tom Dancox is not suitable in any way  for you.

This took place in November. Katherine paid little heed to the advice; she was not one to put up with advice of any sort, and she and Mr. Dancox met occasionally under the rose. Early in December she went with Mr. Dancox into the Parsonage, while he searched for a book he was about to lend her. That was the plea; the truth, no doubt, being that the two wanted a bit of a chat in quiet. As ill-luck had it, when she was coming out again, the Parson in attendance on her as far as the gate, Captain Monk came by.

A scene ensued. Captain Monk, in a terrible access of passion, vowed by all the laws of the Medes and Persians, which alter not, that never, in life or after death, should those two rebellious ones be man and wife, and he invoked unheard-of penalties on their heads should they dare to contemplate disobedience to his decree.

Thenceforth there was no more open rebellion; upon the surface all looked smooth. Captain Monk understood the folly to be at an end: that the two had come to their senses; and he took Tom Dancox back into favour. Mrs. Carradyne assumed the same. But Katherine had her fathers unyielding will, and the Parson was bold and careless, and in love.



The last day of the year came round, and the usual banquet would come with it. The weather this Christmas was not like that of last; the white snow lay on the ground, the cold biting frost hardened the glistening icicles on the trees.

And the chimes? Ready these three months past, they had not yet been heard. They would be to-night. Whether Captain Monk wished the remembrance of Mr. Wests death to die away a bit first, or that he preferred to open the treat on the banqueting night, certain it was that he had kept them silent. When the church clock should toll the midnight knell of the old year, the chimes would ring out to welcome the new one, and gladden the ears of Church Leet.

But not without a remonstrance. That morning, as the Captain sat in his study writing a letter, Mrs. Carradyne came to him.

Godfrey, she said in a low and pleading tone, you will not suffer the chimes to play to-night, will you? Pray do not.

Not suffer the chimes to play? cried the Captain. But indeed I shall. Why, this is the special night they were put up for.

I know it, Godfrey. But  you cannot think what a strangely strong feeling I have against it: an instinct, it seems to me. The chimes have brought nothing but discomfort and disaster yet; they may bring more in the future.

Captain Monk stared at her. What dye mean, Emma?

I would never let them be heard, she said impressively. I would have them taken down again. The story went about, you know, that poor George West in dying prophesied that whenever they should be heard woe would fall upon this house. I am not superstitious, Godfrey, but  

Sheer passion had tied, so far, Godfrey Monks lips. Not superstitious! he raved out. You are worse than that, Emma  a fool. How dare you bring your nonsense here? Theres the door.

The banquet hour approached. Nearly all the guests of last year were again present in the warm and holly-decorated dining-room, the one notable exception being the ill-fated Parson West. Parson Dancox came in his stead, and said grace from the post of honour at the Captains right hand. Captain Monk did not appear to feel any remorse or regret: he was jovial, free, and grandly hospitable; one might suppose he had promoted the dead clergyman to a canonry instead of to a place in the churchyard.

What became of the poor mans widow, Squire? whispered a gentleman from the neighbourhood of Evesham to Mr. Todhetley, who sat on the left hand of his host; Sir Thomas Rivers taking the foot of the table this year.

Mrs. West? Well, we heard she opened a girls school up in London, breathed the Squire.

And what tale was that about his leaving a curse on the chimes?  I never heard the rights of it.

Hush! said the Squire cautiously. Nobody talks of that here. Or believes it, either. Poor West was a man to leave a blessing behind him; never a curse.

Hubert, at home for the holidays, was again at table. He was fourteen now, tall of his age and slender, his blue eyes bright, his complexion delicately beautiful. The pleated cambric frill of his shirt, which hung over the collar of his Eton jacket after the fashion of the day, was carried low in front, displaying the small white throat; his golden hair curled naturally. A boy to admire and be proud of. The manners were more decorous this year than they ever had been, and Hubert was allowed to sit on. Possibly the shadow of George Wests unhappy death lay insensibly upon the party.

It was about half-past nine oclock when the butler came into the room, bringing a small note, twisted up, to his master from Mrs. Carradyne. Captain Monk opened it and held it towards one of the lighted branches to read the few words it contained.

A gentleman is asking to speak a word to Mr. Dancox. He says it is important.

Captain Monk tore the paper to bits. Not to-night, tell your mistress, is my answer, said he to Rimmer. Hubert, you can go to your aunt now; its past your bed-time.

There could be no appeal, as the boy knew; but he went off unwillingly and in bitter resentment against Mrs. Carradyne. He supposed she had sent for him.

What a cross old thing you are, Aunt Emma! he exclaimed as he entered the drawing-room on the other side the hall. You wont let Harry go in at all to the banquets, and you wont let me stay at them! Papa meant  I think he meant  to let me remain there to hear the chimes. Why need you have interfered to send for me?

I neither interfered with you, Hubert, nor sent for you. A gentleman, who did not give his name and preferred to wait outside, wants to see Mr. Dancox; thats all, said Mrs. Carradyne. You gave my note to your master, Rimmer?

Yes, maam, replied the butler. My master bade me say to you that his answer was not to-night.

Katherine Monk, her face betraying some agitation, rose from the piano. Was the message not given to Mr. Dancox? she asked of Rimmer.

Not while I was there, Miss Katherine. The master tore the note into bits, after reading it; and dropped them under the table.

Now it chanced that Mr. Dancox, glancing covertly at the note while the Captain held it to the light, had read what was written there. For a few minutes he said nothing. The Captain was busy sending round the wine.

Captain Monk  pardon me  I saw my name on that bit of paper; it caught my eye as you held it out, he said in a low tone. Am I called out? Is anyone in the parish dying?

Thus questioned, Captain Monk told the truth. No one was dying, and he was not called out to the parish. Some gentleman was asking to speak to him; only that.

Well, Ill just see who it is, and what he wants, said Mr. Dancox, rising. Wont be away two minutes, sir.

Bring him back with you; tell him hell find good wine here and jolly cheer, said the Captain. And Mr. Dancox went out, swinging his napkin in his hand.

In crossing the hall he met Katherine, exchanged a hasty word with her, let fall the serviette on a chair as he caught up his hat and overcoat, and went out. Katherine ran upstairs.

Hubert lay down on one of the drawing-room sofas. In point of fact, that young gentleman could not walk straight. A little wine takes effect on youngsters, especially when they are not accustomed to it. Mrs. Carradyne told Hubert the best place for him was bed. Not a bit of it, the boy answered: he should go out on the terrace at twelve oclock; the chimes would be fine, heard out there. He fell asleep almost as he spoke; presently he woke up, feeling headachy, cross and stupid, and of his own accord went up to bed.

Meanwhile, the dining-room was getting jollier and louder as the time passed on towards midnight. Great wonder was expressed at the non-return of the parson; somebody must be undoubtedly grievously sick or dying. Mr. Speck, the quiet little Hurst Leet doctor, dissented from this. Nobody was dying in the parish, he affirmed, or sick enough to need a priest; as a proof of it, he had not been sent for.

Ring, ring, ring! broke forth the chimes on the quiet midnight air, as the church clock finished striking twelve. It was a sweet sound; even those prejudiced against the chimes could hear that: the windows had been opened in readiness.

The glasses were charged; the company stood on their legs, some of them not at all steady legs just then, bending their ears to listen. Captain Monk stood in his place, majestically waving his head and his left hand to keep time in harmony with The Bay of Biscay. His right hand held his goblet in readiness for the toast when the sounds should cease.

Ring, ring, ring! chimed the last strokes of the bells, dying away to faintness on the still evening air. Suddenly, amidst the hushed silence, and whilst the sweet melody fell yet unbroken on the room, there arose a noise as of something falling outside on the terrace, mingled with a wild scream and the crash of breaking glass.

One of the guests rushed to the window, and put his head out of it. So far as he could see, he said (perhaps his sight was somewhat obscured), it was a looking-glass lying further up on the terrace.

Thrown out from one of the upper windows! scornfully pronounced the Captain, full of wrath that it should have happened at that critical moment to mar the dignity of his coming toast. And he gave the toast heartily; and the new year came in for them all with good wishes and good wine.

Some little time yet ere the company finally rose. The mahogany frame of the broken looking-glass, standing on end, was conspicuous on the white ground in the clear frosty night, as they streamed out from the house. Mr. Speck, whose sight was rather remarkably good, peered at it curiously from the hall steps, and then walked quickly along the snowy terrace towards it.

Sure enough, it was a looking-glass, broken in its fall from an open window above. But, lying by it in the deep snow, in his white night-shirt, was Hubert Monk.

When the chimes began to play, Hubert was not asleep. Sitting up in bed, he disposed himself to listen. After a bit they began to grow fainter; Hubert impatiently dashed to the window and threw it up to its full height as he jumped on the dressing-table, when in some unfortunate way he overbalanced himself, and pitched out on the terrace beneath, carrying the looking-glass with him. The fall was not much, for his room was in one of the wings, the windows of which were low; but the boy had struck his head in falling, and there he had lain, insensible, on the terrace, one hand still clasping the looking-glass.

All the rosy wine-tint fading away to a sickly paleness on the Captains face, he looked down on his well-beloved son. The boy was carried indoors to his room, reviving with the movement.

Young bones are elastic, pronounced Mr. Speck, when he had examined him; and none of these are broken. He will probably have a cold from the exposure; thats about the worst.

He seemed to have it already: he was shivering from head to foot now, as he related the above particulars. All the family had assembled round him, except Katherine.

Where is Katherine? suddenly inquired her father, noticing her absence.

I cannot think where she is, said Mrs. Carradyne. I have not seen her for an hour or two. Eliza says she is not in her room; I sent her to see. She is somewhere about, of course.



Go and look for your sister, Eliza. Tell her to come here, said Captain Monk. But though Eliza went at once, her quest was useless.

Miss Katherine was not in the house: Miss Katherine had made a moonlight flitting from it that evening with the Reverend Thomas Dancox.



II.  PLAYING AGAIN

I

It could not be said the Church Leet chimes brought good when they rang out that night at midnight, as the old year was giving place to the new. Mrs. Carradyne, in her superstition, thought they brought evil. Certainly evil set in at the same time, and Captain Monk, with all his scoffing obstinacy, could not fail to see it. That fine young lad, his son, fell through the window listening to them; and in the self-same hour the knowledge reached him that Katherine, his eldest and dearest child, had flown from his roof in defiant disobedience, to set up a home of her own.

Hubert was soon well of his bruises; but not of the cold induced by lying in the snow, clad only in his white night-shirt. In spite of all Mr. Specks efforts, rheumatic fever set in, and for some time Hubert hovered between life and death. He recovered; but would never again be the strong, hearty lad he had been  though indeed he had never been very physically strong. The doctor privately hoped that the heart would be found all right in future, but he would not have answered for it.

The blow that told most on Captain Monk was that inflicted by Katherine. And surely never was disobedient marriage carried out with the impudent boldness of hers. Church Leet called it cheek. Church Leet (disbelieving the facts when they first oozed out) could talk of nothing else for weeks. For Katherine had been married in the church hard by, that same night.

Special licenses were very uncommon things in those days; they cost too much; but the Reverend Thomas Dancox had procured one. With Katherines money: everybody guessed that. She had four hundred a-year of her own, inherited from her dead mother, and full control over it. So the special license was secured, and their crafty plans were laid. The stranger who had presented himself at the Hall that night (by arrangement), asking for Mr. Dancox, thus affording an excuse for his quitting the banquet-room, was a young clergyman of Worcester, come over especially to marry them. When tackled with his deed afterwards, he protested that he had not been told the marriage was to be clandestine. Tom Dancox went out to him from the banquet; Katherine, slipping on a bonnet and shawl, joined them outside; they hastened to the rectory and thence into the church. And while the unconscious master of Leet Hall was entertaining his guests with his good cheer and his stories and his hip, hip, hurrah, his Vicar and Katherine Monk were made one until death should them part. And death, as it proved, intended to do that speedily.

At first Captain Monk, in his unbounded rage, was for saying that a marriage celebrated at ten oclock at night by the light of a solitary tallow candle, borrowed from the vestry, could not hold good. Reassured upon this point, he strove to devise other means to part them. Foiled again, he laid the case before the Bishop of Worcester, and begged his lordship to unfrock Thomas Dancox. The Bishop did not do as much as that; though he sent for Tom Dancox and severely reprimanded him. But that, as Church Leet remarked, did not break bones. Tom had striven to make the best of his own cause to the Bishop, and the worst of Captain Monks obdurate will; moreover, stolen marriages were not thought much of in those days.

An uncomfortable state of things was maintained all the year, Hall Leet and the Parsonage standing at daggers drawn. Never once did Captain Monk appear at church. If he by cross-luck met his daughter or her husband abroad, he struck into a good fit of swearing aloud; which perhaps relieved his mind. The chimes had never played again; they pertained to the church, and the church was in ill-favour with the Captain. As the end of the year approached, Church Leet wondered whether he would hold the annual banquet; but Captain Monk was not likely to forego that. Why should he? The invitations went out for it; and they contained an intimation that the chimes would again play.

The banquet took place, a neighbouring parson saying grace at it in the place of Tom Dancox. While the enjoyment was progressing and Captain Monk was expressing his marvel for the tenth time as to what could have become of Speck, who had not made his appearance, a note was brought in by Rimmer  just as he had brought in one last year. This also was from Mrs. Carradyne.

Please come out to me for one moment, dear Godfrey. I must say a word to you.

Captain Monks first impulse on reading this was to send Rimmer back to say she might go and be hanged. But to call him from the table was so very extreme a measure, that on second thoughts he decided to go to her. Mrs. Carradyne was standing just outside the door, looking as white as a sheet.

Well, this is pretty bold of you, Madam Emma, he began angrily. Are you out of your senses?

Hush, Godfrey! Katherine is dying.

What? cried the Captain, the words confusing him.



Katherine is dying, repeated his sister, her teeth chattering with emotion.

In spite of Katherines rebellion, Godfrey Monk loved her still as the apple of his eye; and it was only his obstinate temper which had kept him from reconciliation. His face took a hue of terror, and his voice a softer tone.

What have you heard?

Her babys born; something has gone wrong, I suppose, and she is dying. Sally ran up with the news, sent by Mr. Speck. Katherine is crying aloud for you, saying she cannot die without your forgiveness. Oh, Godfrey, you will go, you will surely go! pleaded Mrs. Carradyne, breaking down with a burst of tears. Poor Katherine!

Never another word spoke he. He went out at the hall-door there and then, putting on his hat as he leaped down the steps. It was a wretched night; not white, clear, and cold as the last New Years Eve had been, or mild and genial as the one before it; but damp, raw, misty.

You think I have remained hard and defiant, father, Katherine whispered to him, but I have many a time asked Gods forgiveness on my bended knees; and I longed  oh, how I longed!  to ask yours. What should we all do with the weight of sin that lies on us when it comes to such an hour as this, but for Jesus Christ  for Gods wonderful mercy!

And, with one hand in her fathers and the other in her husbands, both their hearts aching to pain, and their eyes wet with bitter tears, poor Katherines soul passed away.

After quitting the parsonage, Captain Monk was softly closing the garden gate behind him  for when in sorrow we dont do things with a rush and a bang  when a whirring sound overhead caused him to start. Strong, hardened man though he was, his nerves were unstrung to-night in company with his heartstrings. It was the church clock preparing to strike twelve. The little doctor, Speck, who had left the house but a minute before, was standing at the churchyard fence close by, his arms leaning on the rails, probably ruminating sadly on what had just occurred. Captain Monk halted beside him in silence, while the clock struck.

As the last stroke vibrated on the air, telling the knell of the old year, the dawn of the new, another sound began.

Ring, ring, ring! Ring, ring, ring!

The chimes! The sweet, soothing, melodious chimes, carolling forth The Bay of Biscay. Very pleasant were they in themselves to the ear. But  did they fall pleasantly on Captain Monks? It may be, not. It may be, a wish came over him that he had never thought of instituting them. But for doing that, the ills of his recent life had never had place. George Wests death would not have lain at his door, or room been made by it for Tom Dancox, and Katherine would not be lying as he had now left her  cold and lifeless.

Could nothing have been done to save her, Speck? he whispered to the doctor, whose arms were still on the churchyard railings, listening to the chimes in silence  though indeed he had asked the same question indoors before.

Nothing; or you may be sure, sir, it would have been, answered Mr. Speck. Had all the medical men in Worcestershire been about her, they could not have saved her any more than I could. These unfortunate cases happen now and then, sighed he, showing us how powerless we really are.

Well, it was grievous news wherewith to startle the parish. And Mrs. Carradyne, a martyr to belief in ghosts and omens, grew to dread the chimes with a nervous and nameless dread.

II

It was but the first of February, yet the weather might have served for May-day: one of those superb days that come once in a while out of their season, serving to remind the world that the dark, depressing, dreary winter will not last for ever; though we may have half feared it means to, forgetting the reassuring promise of the Divine Ruler of all things, given after the Flood:

While the earth remaineth, seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night, shall not cease.

The warm and glorious sunbeams lay on Church Leet, as if to woo the bare hedges into verdant life, the cold fields to smiling plains. Even the mounds of the graveyard, interspersed amidst the old tombstones, looked green and cheerful to-day in the golden light.

Turning slowly out of the Vicarage gate came a good-looking clergyman of seven-or-eight-and-twenty. A slender man of middle height, with a sweet expression on his pale, thoughtful face, and dark earnest eyes. It was the new Vicar of Church Leet, the Reverend Robert Grame.

For a goodish many years have gone on since that tragedy of poor Katherines death, and this is the second appointed Vicar since that inauspicious time.

Mr. Grame walked across the churchyard, glancing at the inscriptions on the tombs. Inside the church porch stood the clerk, old John Cale, keys in hand. Mr. Grame saw him and quickened his pace.

Have I kept you waiting, Cale? he cried in his pleasant, considerate tones. I am sorry for that.

Not at all, your reverence; I came afore the time. This here church is but a step or two off my home, yonder, and Im as often out here as I be indoors, continued John Cale, a fresh-coloured little man with pale grey eyes and white hair. Ive been clerk here, sir, for seven-and-thirty years.

Youve seen more than one parson out then, I reckon.

More than one! Ay, sir, more than  more than six times one, I was going to say; but thats too much, maybe. Lets see: there was Mr. Cartright, he had held the living I hardly know how many years when I came, and he held it for many after that. Mr. West succeeded him  the Reverend George West; then came Thomas Dancox; then Mr. Atterley: four in all. And now youve come, sir, to make the fifth.

Did they all die? or take other livings?

Some the one thing, sir, and some the other. Mr. Cartright died, he was old; and Mr. West, he  he   John Cale hesitated before he went on he died; Mr. Dancox got appointed to a chaplaincy somewhere over the seas; he was here but about eighteen months, hardly that; and Mr. Atterley, who has just left, has had a big church with a big income, they say, given to him over in Oxfordshire.

Which makes room for me, smiled Robert Grame.

They were inside the church now; a small and very old-fashioned church, with high pews, dark and sombre. Over the large pew of the Monks, standing sideways to the pulpit, sundry slabs were on the wall, their inscriptions testifying to the virtues and ages of the Monk family dead and gone. Mr. Grame stood to read them. One slab of white marble, its black letters fresh and clear, caught especially his eye.

Katherine, eldest child of Godfrey Monk, gentleman, and wife of the Reverend Thomas Dancox, he read out aloud. Was that he who was Vicar here?

Ay, twas. She married him again her fathers wish, and died, poor thing, just a year after it, replied the clerk. And only twenty-three, as you see, sir! The Captain came down and forgave her on her dying bed, and twas he that had the stone put up there. Her baby-girl was taken to the Hall, and is there still: ten years old she must be now; twas but an hour or two old when the mother died.

It seems a sad history, observed Mr. Grame as he turned away to enter the vestry.

John Cale did the honours of its mysteries: showing him the chest for the surplices; the cupboard let into the wall for the register; the place where candles and such-like stores were kept. Mr. Grame opened a door at one end of the room and saw a square flagged place, containing grave-digging tools and the hanging ropes of the bell which called people to church. Shutting the door again, he crossed to a door on the opposite side. But that he could not open.

What does this lead to? he asked. It is locked.

Its always kept locked, that door is, sir; and its amost as much as my post is worth to open it, said the clerk, his voice sinking to a mysterious whisper. It leads up to the chimes.

The chimes! echoed the new parson in surprise. Do you mean to say this little country church can boast of chimes?

John Cale nodded. Lovely, pleasant things they be to listen to, sir, but weve not heard em since the midnight when Miss Katherine died. They play a tune called The Bay o Biscay.

Selecting a key from the bunch that he carried in his hand, he opened the door, displaying a narrow staircase, unprotected as a ladder and nearly perpendicular. At the top was another small door, evidently locked.

Captain Monk had all this done when he put the chimes up, remarked he. I sweep the dust off these stairs once in three months or so, but otherwise the doors not opened. And that one, nodding to the door above, never.



But why? asked the clergyman. If the chimes are there, and are, as you say, melodious, why do they not play?

Well, sir, I blieve theres a bit of superstition at the bottom of it, returned the clerk, not caring to explain too fully lest he should have to tell about Mr. Wests death, which might not be the thing to frighten a new Vicar with. A feeling has somehow got abroad in the parish (leastways with a many of its folk) that the putting-up of its bells brought ill-luck, and that whenever the chimes ring out some dreadful evil falls on the Monk family.

I never heard of such a thing, exclaimed the Vicar, hardly knowing whether to laugh or lecture. The parish cannot be so ignorant as that! How can the putting-up of chimes bring ill-luck?

Well, your reverence, I dont know; the things beyond me. They were heard but three times, ringing in the new year at midnight, three years, one on top of tother  and each time some ill fell.

My good man  and I am sure you are good  you should know better, remonstrated Mr. Grame. Captain Monk cannot surely give credence to this?

No, sir; but his sister up at the Hall does  Mrs. Carradyne. Its said the Captain used to ridicule her finely for it; hed fly into a passion whenever twas alluded to. Captain Monk, as a brave seaman, is too bold to tolerate anything of the sort. But he has never let the chimes play since his daughter died. He was coming out from the death-scene at midnight, when the chimes broke forth the third year, and its said he cant abear the sound of em since.

That may well be, assented Mr. Grame.

And finding, sir, year after year, year after year, as one year gives place to another, that they are never heard, we have got to call em amid ourselves, the Silent Chimes, spoke the clerk, as they turned to leave the church. The Silent Chimes, sir.

Clinking his keys, the clerk walked away to his home, an ivy-covered cottage not a stones-throw off; the clergyman lingered in the churchyard, reading the memorials on the tombstones. He was smiling at the quaintness of some of them, when the sound of hasty footsteps caused him to turn. A little girl was climbing over the churchyard-railings (as being nearer to her than the entrance-gate), and came dashing towards him across the gravestones.

Are you grandpapas new parson? asked the young lady; a pretty child of ten, with a dark skin, and dusky-violet eyes staring at him freely out of a saucy face.

Yes, I am, said he. What is your name?

What is yours? boldly questioned she. Theyve talked about you at home, but I forgot it.

Mine is Robert Grame. Wont you tell me yours?

Oh, its Kate.  Heres that wicked Lucy coming! Shes going to groan at me for jumping here. She says its not reverent.

A charming young lady of some twenty years was coming up the path, wearing a scarlet cloak, its hood lined with white silk; a straw hat shaded her fair face, blushing very much just now; in her dark-grey eyes might be read vexation, as she addressed Mr. Grame.

I hope Kate has not been rude? I hope you will excuse her heedlessness in this place. She is only a little girl.

Its only the new parson, Lucy, broke in Kate without ceremony. He says his names Robert Grame.

Oh, Kate, dont! How shall we ever teach you manners? reprimanded the young lady, in distress. She has been very much indulged, sir, turning to the clergyman.

I can well understand that, he said, with a bright smile. I presume that I have the honour of speaking to the daughter of my patron  Captain Monk?

No; Captain Monk is my uncle: I am Lucy Carradyne.

As the young clergyman stood, hat in hand, a feeling came over him that he had never seen so sweet a face as the one he was looking at. Miss Lucy Carradyne was saying to herself, What a nice countenance he has! What kindly, earnest eyes!

This little lady tells me her name is Kate.

Kate Dancox, said Lucy, as the child danced away. Her mother was Captain Monks eldest daughter; she died when Kate was born. My uncle is very fond of Kate; he will hardly have her controlled at all.

I have been in to see my church! John Cale has been doing its honours for me, smiled Mr. Grame. It is a pretty little edifice.

Yes, and I hope you will like it; I hope you will like the parish, frankly returned Lucy.

I shall be sure to do that, I think. As soon, at least, as I can feel convinced that it is to be really mine, he added, with a quaint expression. When I heard, a week ago, that Captain Monk had presented me  an entire stranger to him  with the living of Church Leet, I could not believe it. It is not often that a nameless curate, without influence, is spontaneously remembered.

It is not much of a living, said Lucy, meeting the words half jestingly. Worth, I believe, about a hundred and sixty pounds a-year.

But that is a great rise for me  and I have a house to myself large and beautiful  and am a Vicar and no longer a curate, he returned, laughingly. I cannot imagine, though, how Captain Monk came to give it me. Have you any idea how it was, Miss Carradyne?

Lucys face flushed. She could not tell this gentleman the truth: that another clergyman had been fixed upon, one who would have been especially welcome to the parishioners; that Captain Monk had all but nominated him to the living. But it chanced to reach the Captains ears that this clergyman had expressed his intention of holding the Communion service monthly, instead of quarterly as heretofore, so he put the question to him. Finding it to be true, he withdrew his promise; he would not have old customs broken in upon by modern innovation, he said; and forthwith he appointed the Reverend Robert Grame.

I do not even know how Captain Monk heard of me, continued Mr. Grame, marking Lucys hesitation.

I believe you were recommended to him by one of the clergy attached to Worcester Cathedral, said Lucy. And I think I must wish you good-morning now.

But there came an interruption. A tall, stately, haughty young woman, with an angry look upon her dark and handsome face, had entered the churchyard, and was calling out as she advanced:

That monkey broken loose again, I suppose, and at her pranks here! What are you good for, Lucy, if you cannot keep her in better order? You know I told you to go straight on to Mrs. Speck, and  

The words died away. Mr. Grame, who had been hidden by a large upright tombstone, emerged into view. Lucy, with another blush, spoke to cover the awkwardness.

This is Miss Monk, she said to him. Eliza, it is the new clergyman, Mr. Grame.

Miss Monk recovered her equanimity. A winning smile supplanted the anger on her face; she held out her hand, grandly gracious. For she liked the strangers look: he was beyond doubt a gentleman  and an attractive man.

Allow me to welcome you to Church Leet, Mr. Grame. My father chances to be absent to-day; he is gone to Evesham.

So the clerk told me, or I should have called this morning to pay my respects to him, and to thank him for his generous and most unexpected patronage of me. I got here last night, concluded Mr. Grame, standing uncovered as when he had saluted Lucy. Eliza Monk liked his pleasant voice and taking manners: her fancy went out to him there and then.

But though papa is absent, you will walk up with me now to the Hall to make acquaintance with my aunt, Mrs. Carradyne, said Eliza, in tones that, gracious though they were, sounded in the light of a command  just as poor Katherines had always sounded. And Mr. Grame went with her.

But now  handsome though she was, gracious though she meant to be  there was something about Eliza Monk that seemed to repulse Robert Grame, rather than attract him. Lucy had fascinated him; she repelled. Other people had experienced the same kind of repulsion, but knew not where it lay.

Hubert, the heir, about twenty-five now, came forward to greet the stranger as they entered the Hall. No repulsion about him. Robert Grames hand met his with a warm clasp. A young man of gentle manners and a face of rare beauty  but oh, so suspiciously delicate! Perhaps it was the extreme slenderness of the frame, the wan look in the refined features and their bright hectic that drew forth the clergymans sympathy. An impression came over him that this young man was not long for earth.

Is Mr. Monk strong? he presently asked of Mrs. Carradyne, when Hubert had temporarily quitted the room.

Indeed, no. He had rheumatic fever some years ago, she added, and has never been strong since.



Has he heart disease? questioned the clergyman. He thought the young man had just that look.

We fear his heart is weak, replied Mrs. Carradyne.

But that may be only your fancy, you know, Aunt Emma, spoke Miss Monk reproachfully. She and her father were both passionately attached to Hubert; they resented any doubt cast upon his health.

Oh, of course, assented Mrs. Carradyne, who never resented anything.

We shall be good friends, I trust, said Eliza, with a beaming smile, as her hand lay in Mr. Grames when he was leaving.

Indeed I hope so, he answered. Why not?

III

Summer lay upon the land. The landscape stretched out before Leet Hall was fair to look upon. A fine expanse of wood and dale, of trees in their luxuriant beauty; of emerald-green plains, of meandering streams, of patches of growing corn already putting on its golden hue, and of the golden sunlight, soon to set and gladden other worlds, that shone from the deep-blue sky. Birds sang in their leafy shelters, bees were drowsily humming as they gathered the last of the days honey, and butterflies flitted from flower to flower with a good-night kiss.

At one of the windows stood, in her haughty beauty, Eliza Monk. Not, surely, of the lovely scene before her was she thinking, or her face might have worn a more pleasing expression. Rather did she seem to gaze, and with displeasure, at two or three people who were walking in the distance: Lucy Carradyne side by side with the clergyman, and Miss Kate Dancox pulling at his coat-tails.

Shameful flirt!

The acidity of the tone was so pronounced that Mrs. Carradyne, seated near and busy at her netting, lifted her head in surprise. Why, Eliza, whats the matter? Who is a flirt?

Lucy, curtly replied Eliza, pointing with her finger.

Nonsense, said Mrs. Carradyne, after glancing outwards.

Why does she persistently lay herself out to attract that man? was the passionate rejoinder.

Be silent, Eliza. How can you conjure up so unjust a charge? Lucy is not capable of laying herself out to attract anyone. It lies but in your imagination.

Day after day, when she is out with Kate, you may see him join her  allured to her side.

The allurer is Kate, then. I am surprised at you, Eliza: you might be talking of a servant-maid. Kate has taken a liking for Mr. Grame, and she runs after him at all times and seasons.

She ought to be stopped, then.

Stopped! Will you undertake to do it? Could her mother be stopped in anything she pleased to do? And the child has the same rebellious will.

I say that Robert Grames attraction is Lucy.

It may be so, acknowledged Mrs. Carradyne. But the attraction must lie in Lucy herself; not in anything she does. Some suspicion of the sort has, at times, crossed me.

She looked at them again as she spoke. They were sauntering onwards slowly; Mr. Grame bending towards Lucy, and talking earnestly. Kate, dancing about, pulling at his arm or his coat, appeared to get but little attention. Mrs. Carradyne quietly went on with her work.

And that composed manner, combined with her last sentence, brought gall and wormwood to Eliza Monk.

Throwing a summer scarf upon her shoulders, Eliza passed out at the French window, crossed the terrace, and set out to confront the conspirators. But she was not in time. Seeing her coming, or not seeing her  who knew?  Mr. Grame turned off with a fleet foot towards his home. So nobody remained for Miss Monk to waste her angry breath upon but Lucy. The breath was keenly sharp, and Lucy fell to weeping.



I am here, Grame. Dont go in.

The words fell on the clergymans ears as he closed the Vicarage gate behind him, and was passing up the path to his door. Turning his head, he saw Hubert Monk seated on the bench under the may tree, pink and lovely yet. How long have you been here? he asked, sitting down beside him.

Ever so long; waiting for you, replied Hubert.

I was only strolling about.

I saw you: with Lucy and the child.

They had become fast and firm friends, these two young men; and the minister was insensibly exercising a wonderful influence over Hubert for good. Believing  as he did believe  that Huberts days were numbered, that any sharp extra exertion might entail fatal consequences, he gently strove, as opportunity offered, to lead his thoughts to the Better Land.

What an evening it is! rapturously exclaimed Hubert.

Ay: so calm and peaceful.

The rays of the setting sun touched Huberts face, lighting up its extreme delicacy; the scent of the closing flowers filled the still air with sweetness; the birds were chanting their evening song of praise. Hubert, his elbow on the arm of the bench, his hand supporting his chin, looked out with dreamy eyes.

What book have you there? asked Mr. Grame, noticing one in his other hand.

Herbert, answered the young man, showing it. I filched it from your table through the open window, Grame.

The clergyman took it. It chanced to open at a passage he was very fond of. Or perhaps he knew the place, and opened it purposely.

Do you know these verses, Hubert? They are appropriate enough just now, while those birds are carolling.

I cant tell. What verses? Read them.

Hark, how the birds do sing, And woods do ring! All creatures have their joy, and man hath his, Yet, if we rightly measure, Mans joy and pleasure Rather hereafter than in present is.

Not that we may not here Taste of the cheer; But as birds drink and straight lift up the head, So must he sip and think Of better drink He may attain to after he is dead.

Ay, said Hubert, breaking the silence after a time, its very true, I suppose. But this world  oh, its worth living for. Will anything in the next, Grame, be more beautiful than that?

He was pointing to the sunset, marvellously and unusually beautiful. Lovely pink and crimson clouds flecked the west; in their midst shone a dazzling golden light too glorious to look upon.

One might fancy it the portals of heaven, said the clergyman; the golden gate of entrance, leading to the pearly gates within, and to the glittering walls of precious stones.

Ay! And it seems to take the form of an entrance-gate! exclaimed Hubert; for it really did so. Look at it! Oh, Grame, surely the very gate of Heaven cannot be more wonderful than that!



And if the gate of entrance is so unspeakably beautiful, what will the City itself be? murmured Mr. Grame. The Heavenly City! the New Jerusalem!

It is beginning to fade, said Hubert presently, as they sat watching; the brightness is going. What a pity!

All thats bright must fade in this world, you know; and fade very quickly. Hubert! it will not in the next.



Church Leet, watching its neighbours doings sharply, began to whisper that the new clergyman, Mr. Grame, was likely to cause unpleasantness to the Monk family, just as some of his predecessors had caused it. For no man having eyes in his head (still less any woman) could fail to see that the Captains imperious daughter had fallen desperately in love with him. Would there be a second elopement, as in the days of Tom Dancox? Would Eliza Monk set her father at defiance as Katherine did?

One of the last to see signs and tokens, though they took place under her open eyes, was Mrs. Carradyne. But she saw at last. The clergyman could not walk across a new-mown field, or down a shady lane, or be hastening along the dusty turnpike road, but by some inexplicable coincidence he would be met by Miss Monk; and when he came to the Hall to pass an hour with Hubert, she generally made a third at the interview. It had pleased her latterly to take to practising on the old church organ; and if Mr. Grame was not wiled into the church with her and her attendant, the ancient clerk, who blew the bellows, she was sure to alight upon him in going or returning.

One fine evening, dinner over, when the last beams of the sun were slanting into the drawing-room, Eliza Monk was sitting back on a sofa, reading; Kate romped about the room, and Mrs. Carradyne had just rung the bell for tea. Lucy had been spending the afternoon with Mrs. Speck, and Hubert had now gone to fetch her home.



Good gracious, Kate, cant you be quiet! exclaimed Miss Monk, as the child in her gambols sprang upon the sofa, upsetting the book and its readers temper. Go away: you are treading on my flounces. Aunt Emma, why do you persist in having this tiresome little reptile with us after dinner?

Because your father will not let her be sent to the nursery, said Mrs. Carradyne.

Did you ever know a child like her?

She is only as her mother was; as you were, Eliza  always rebellious. Kate, sit down to the piano and play one of your pretty tunes.

I wont, responded Kate. Play yourself, Aunt Emma.

Dashing through the open glass doors, Kate began tossing a ball on the broad gravel walk below the terrace. Mrs. Carradyne cautioned her not to break the windows, and turned to the tea-table.

Dont make the tea yet, Aunt Emma, interrupted Miss Monk, in tones that were quite like a command. Mr. Grame is coming, and he wont care for cold tea.

Mrs. Carradyne returned to her seat. She thought the opportunity had come to say something to her niece which she had been wanting to say.

You invited Mr. Grame, Eliza?

I did, said Eliza, looking defiance.

My dear, resumed Mrs. Carradyne with some hesitation, forgive me if I offer you a word of advice. You have no mother; I pray you to listen to me in her stead. You must change your line of behaviour to Mr. Grame.

Elizas dark face turned red and haughty. I do not understand you, Aunt Emma.

Nay, I think you do understand me, my dear. You have incautiously allowed yourself to fall into  into an undesirable liking for Mr. Grame. An unseemly liking, Eliza.



Unseemly!

Yes; because it has not been sought. Cannot you see, Eliza, how he instinctively recedes from it? how he would repel it were he less the gentleman than he is? Child, I shrink from saying these things to you, but it is needful. You have good sense, Eliza, keen discernment, and you might see for yourself that it is not to you Mr. Grames love is given  or ever will be.

For once in her life Eliza Monk allowed herself to betray agitation. She opened her trembling lips to speak, but closed them again.

A moment yet, Eliza. Let us suppose, for arguments sake, that Mr. Grame loved you; that he wished to marry you; you know, my dear, how utterly useless it would be. Your father would not suffer it.

Mr. Grame is of gentle descent; my father is attached to him, disputed Eliza.

But Mr. Grame has nothing but his living  a hundred and sixty pounds a year; you must make a match in accordance with your own position. It would be Katherines trouble, Katherines rebellion over again. But this was mentioned for arguments sake only; Mr. Grame will never sue for anything of the kind; and I must beg of you, my dear, to put all idea of it away, and to change your manner towards him.

Perhaps you fancy he may wish to sue for Lucy! cried Eliza, in fierce resentment.

That is a great deal more likely than the other. And the difficulties in her case would not be so great.

And pray why, Aunt Emma?

Because, my dear, I should not resent it as your father would. I am not so ambitious for her as he is for you.

A fine settlement for her  Robert Grame and his hundred  



Who is taking my name in vain? cried a pleasant voice from the open window; and Robert Grame entered.

I was, said Eliza readily; her tone changing like magic to sweet suavity, her face putting on its best charm. About to remark that the Reverend Robert Grame has a hundred faults. Aunt Emma agrees with me.

He laughed lightly, regarding it as pleasantry, and inquired for Hubert.

Eliza stepped out on the terrace when tea was over, talking to Mr. Grame; they began to pace it slowly together. Kate and her ball sported on the gravel walk beneath. It was a warm, serene evening, the silver moon shining, the evening star just appearing in the clear blue sky.

Lucy being away, you cannot enjoy your usual flirtation with her, remarked Miss Monk, in a light tone.

But he did not take it lightly. Rarely had his voice been more serious than when he answered: I beg your pardon. I do not flirt  I have never flirted with Miss Carradyne.

No! It has looked like it.

Mr. Grame remained silent. I hope not, he said at last. I did not intend  I did not think. However, I must mend my manners, he added more gaily. To flirt at all would ill become my sacred calling. And Lucy Carradyne is superior to any such trifling.

Her pulses were coursing on to fever heat. With her whole heart she loved Robert Grame: and the secret preference he had unconsciously betrayed for Lucy had served to turn her later days to bitterness.

Possibly you mean something more serious, said Eliza, compressing her lips.

If I mean anything, I should certainly mean it seriously, replied the young clergyman, his face blushing as he made the avowal. But I may not. I have been reflecting much latterly, and I see I may not. If my income were good it might be a different matter. But it is not; and marriage for me must be out of the question.

With a portionless girl, yes. Robert Grame, she went on rapidly with impassioned earnestness, when you marry, it must be with someone who can help you; whose income will compensate for the deficiency of yours. Look around you well: there may be some young ladies rich in the worlds wealth, even in Church Leet, who will forget your want of fortune for your own sake.

Did he misunderstand her? It was hardly possible. She had a large fortune; Lucy none. But he answered as though he comprehended not. It may be that he deemed it best to set her ill-regulated hopes at rest for ever.

One can hardly suppose a temptation of that kind would fall in the way of an obscure individual like myself. If it did, I could only reject it. I should not marry for money. I shall never marry where I do not love.

They had halted near one of the terrace seats. On it lay a toy of Kates, a little wooden box of bells. Mechanically, her mind far away, Eliza took it up and began, still mechanically, turning the wire which set the bells playing with a soft but not unpleasant jingle.

You love Lucy Carradyne! she whispered.

I fear I do, he answered. Though I have struggled against the conviction.

A sudden crash startled them; shivers of glass fell before their feet; fit accompaniment to the shattered hopes of one who stood there. Kate Dancox, aiming at Mr. Grames hat, had sent her ball through the window. He leaped away to catch the culprit, and Eliza Monk sat down on the bench, all gladness gone out of her. Her love-dream had turned out to be a snare and a delusion.

Who did that?

Captain Monk, frightened from his after-dinner nap by the crash, came forth in anger. Kate got a box on the ear, and was sent to bed howling.

You should send her to school, papa.

And I will, declared the Captain. She startled me out of a sleep. Out of a dream, too. And it is not often I dream. I thought I was hearing the chimes again.

Chimes which I have not yet been fortunate enough to hear at all, said Mr. Grame with a smile. Eliza recalled the sound of the bells she had set in motion, and thought it must have reached her father in his sleep.

By George, no! You shall, though, Grame. They shall ring the new year in when it comes.

Aunt Emma wont like that, laughingly commented Eliza. She was trying to be gay and careless before Robert Grame.

Aunt Emma may dislike it! retorted the Captain. She has picked up some ridiculously absurd notion, Grame, that the bells bring ill-luck when they are heard. Women are so foolishly superstitious.

That must be a very far-fetched superstition, said the parson.

One might as well believe in witches, mocked the Captain. I have given in to her fancies for some years, not to cross her, and allowed the bells to be silent: shes a good woman on the whole; but be hanged if I will any longer. On the last day of this year, Grame, you shall hear the chimes.



How it came about nobody exactly knew, unless it was through Hubert, but matters were smoothed for the parson and Lucy.

Mrs. Carradyne knew his worth, and she saw that they were as much in love with one another as ever could be Hodge and Joan. She liked the idea of Lucy being settled near her  and the vicarage, large and handsome, could have its unused rooms opened and furnished. Mr. Grame honestly avowed that he should have asked for Lucy before, but for his poverty; he supposed that Lucy was poor also.

That is so; Lucy has nothing of her own, said Mrs. Carradyne to this. But I am not in that condition.

Of course not. But  pardon me  I thought your property went to your son.

Mrs. Carradyne laughed. A small estate of his fathers, close by here, became my sons at his fathers death, she said. My own money is at my disposal; the half of it will eventually be Lucys. When she marries, I shall allow her two hundred a year: and upon that, and your stipend, you will have to get along together.

It will be like riches to me, said the young parson all in a glow.

Ah! Wait until you realise the outlets for money that a wife entails, nodded Mrs. Carradyne in her superior wisdom. Not but that Im sure its good for young people, setting up together, to be straitened at the beginning. It teaches them economy and the value of money.

Altogether it seemed a wonderful prospect to Robert Grame. Miss Lucy thought it would be Paradise. But a stern wave of opposition set in from Captain Monk.

Hubert broke the news to him as they were sitting together after dinner. To begin with, the Captain, as a matter of course, flew into a passion.

Another of those beggarly parsons! What possessed them, that they should fix upon his family to play off their machinations upon! Lucy Carradyne was his niece: she should never be grabbed up by one of them while he was alive to stop it.

Wait a minute, father, whispered Hubert. You like Robert Grame; I know that: you would rather see him carry off Lucy than Eliza.

What the dickens do you mean by that?



Hubert said a few cautious words  hinting that, but for Lucys being in the way, poor Katherines escapade might have been enacted over again. Captain Monk relieved his mind by some strong language, sailor fashion; and for once in his life saw he must give in to necessity.

So the wedding was fixed for the month of February, just one year after they had met: that sweet time of early spring, when spring comes in genially, when the birds would be singing, and the green buds peeping and the sunlight dancing.

But the present year was not over yet. Lucy was sewing at her wedding things. Eliza Monk, smarting as from an adders sting, ran away to visit a family who lived near Oddingly, an insignificant little place, lying, as everybody knows, on the other side of Worcester, famous only for its dullness and for the strange murders committed there in 1806  which have since passed into history. But she returned home for Christmas.

Once more it was old-fashioned Christmas weather; Jack Frost freezing the snow and sporting his icicles. The hearty tenants, wending their way to the annual feast in the winter twilight, said how unusually sharp the air was, enough to bite off their ears and noses.

The Reverend Robert Grame made one at the table for the first time, and said grace at the Captains elbow. He had heard about the freedom obtaining at these dinners; but he knew he was utterly powerless to suppress it, and he hoped his presence might prove some little restraint, just as poor George West had hoped in the days gone by: not that it was as bad now as it used to be. A rumour had gone abroad that the chimes were to play again, but it died away unconfirmed, for Captain Monk kept his own counsel.

The first to quit the table was Hubert. Captain Monk looked up angrily. He was proud of his son, of his tall and graceful form, of his handsome features, proud even of his bright complexion; ay, and of his estimable qualities. While inwardly fearing Huberts signs of fading strength, he defiantly refused to recognise it or to admit it openly.

What now? he said in a loud whisper. Are you turning renegade?

The young man bent over his fathers shoulder. I dont feel well; better let me go quietly, father; I have felt pain here all day  touching his left side. And he escaped.

There was present at table an elderly gentleman named Peveril. He had recently come with his wife into the neighbourhood and taken on lease a small estate, called by the odd name of Peacocks Range, which belonged to Hubert and lay between Church Dykely and Church Leet. Mr. Peveril put an inopportune question.

What is the story, Captain, about some chimes which were put up in the church here and are never allowed to ring because they caused the death of the Vicar? I was told of it to-day.

Captain Monk looked at Mr. Peveril, but did not speak.

One George West, I think. Was he parson here?

Yes, he was parson here, said Farmer Winter, finding nobody else answered Mr. Peveril, next to whom he sat. He was a very old man now, but hale and hearty still, and a steadfast ally of his landlord. Given that parson his way and we should never have had the chimes put up at all. Sweet sounding bells they are, too.

But how could the chimes kill him? went on Mr. Peveril. Did they kill him?

George West was a quarrelsome, mischief-making meddler, good for nothing but to set the parish together by the ears; and I must beg of you to drop his name when at my table, Peveril. As to the chimes, you will hear them to-night.

Captain Monk spoke in his sternest tones, and Mr. Peveril bowed. Robert Grame had listened in surprise. He wondered what it all meant  for nobody had ever told him of this phase of the past. The table clapped its unsteady hands and gave a cheer for the chimes, now to be heard again.

Yes, gentlemen, said the Captain, not a whit more steady than his guests. They shall ring for us to-night, though it brought the parson out of his grave.

A few minutes before twelve the butler, who had his orders, came into the dining-room and set the windows open. His master gave him another order and the man withdrew. Entering the drawing-room, he proceeded to open those windows also. Mr. Peveril, and one or two more guests, sat with the family; Hubert lay back in an easy-chair.

What are you about, Rimmer? hastily cried out Mrs. Carradyne in surprise. Opening the windows!

It is by the masters orders, maam, replied the butler; he bade me open them, that you and the ladies might get a better hearing of the chimes.

Mrs. Carradyne, superstitious ever, grew white as death. The chimes! she breathed in a dread whisper. Surely, surely, Rimmer, you must be mistaken. The chimes cannot be going to ring again!

They are to ring the New Year in, said the man. I have known it this day or two, but was not allowed to tell, as Madam may guess  glancing at his mistress. John Cale has got his orders, and hell set em going when the clock has struck twelve.

Oh, is there no one who will run to stop it? bewailed Mrs. Carradyne, wringing her hands in all the terror of a nameless fear. There may yet be time. Rimmer! can you go?

Hubert came out of his chair laughing. Rimmer was round and fat now, and could not run if he tried. Ill go, aunt, he said. Why, walking slowly, I should get there before Rimmer.

The words, walking slowly, may have misled Mrs. Carradyne; or, in the moments tribulation, perhaps she forgot that Hubert ought not to be the one to use much exertion; but she made no objection. No one else made way, and Hubert hastened out, putting on his overcoat as he went towards the church.

It was the loveliest night; the air was still and clear, the landscape white and glistening, the moon bright as gold. Hubert, striding along at a quick walk, had traversed half the short distance, when the church clock struck out the first note of midnight. And he knew he should not be in time  unless  

He set off to run: it was such a very little way! Flying along without heed to self, he reached the churchyard gate. And there he was forced  forced  to stop to gather up his laboured breath.

Ring, ring, ring! broke forth the chimes melodiously upon Huberts ear. Stop! he shouted, panting; stop! stop!  just as if John Cale could hear the warning: and he began leaping over the gravestones in his path, after the irreverent fashion of Miss Kate Dancox.

Stop! he faintly cried in his exhaustion, dashing through the vestry, as the strains of The Bay of Biscay pursued their harmonious course overhead, sounding louder here than in the open air. Sto  

He could not end the word. Pulling the little door open, he put his foot on the first step of the narrow ladder of a staircase: and then fell prone upon it. John Cale and young Mr. Threpp, the churchwardens son, who had been the clerks companion, were descending the stairs, after the chimes had chimed themselves out, and they had locked them up again to (perhaps) another year, when they found some impediment below.



What is it? exclaimed young Mr. Threpp. The clerk turned on his lantern.

It was Hubert, Captain Monks son and heir. He lay there with a face of deadly whiteness, a blue shade encircling his lips.

III.  RINGING AT MIDDAY

I

It was an animated scene; and one you only find in England. The stubble of the cornfields looked pale and bleak in the departing autumn, the wind was shaking down the withered leaves from the trees, whose thinning branches told unmistakably of the rapidly-advancing winter. But the day was bright after the nights frost, and the sun shone on the glowing scarlet coats of the hunting-men, and the hounds barked in every variety of note and leaped with delight in the morning air. It was the first run of the season, and the sportsmen were fast gathering at the appointed spot  a field flanked by a grove of trees called Poachers Copse.

Ten oclock, the hour fixed for the throw-off, came and went, and still Poachers Copse was not relieved of its busy intruders. Many a gentleman fox-hunter glanced at his hunting-watch as the minutes passed, many a burly farmer jerked his horse impatiently; while the grey-headed huntsman cracked his long whip amongst his canine favourites and promised them they should soon be on the scent. The delay was caused by the non-arrival of the Master of the Hounds.

But now all eyes were directed to a certain quarter, and by the brightened looks and renewed stir, it might be thought that he was appearing. A stranger, sitting his horse well and quietly at the edge of Poachers Copse, watched the newcomers as they came into view. Foremost of them rode an elderly gentleman in scarlet, and by his side a young lady who might be a few years past twenty.

Father and daughter, Ill vow, commented the stranger, noting that both had the same well-carved features, the same defiant, haughty expression, the same proud bearing. What a grandly-handsome girl! And he, I suppose, is the man we are waiting for. Is that the Master of the Hounds? he asked aloud of the horseman next him, who chanced to be young Mr. Threpp.

No, sir, that is Captain Monk, was the answer. They are saying yonder that he has brought word the Master is taken ill and cannot hunt to-day  which proved to be correct. The Master had been taken with giddiness when about to mount his horse.

The stranger rode up to Captain Monk; judging him to be regarded  by the way he was welcomed and the respect paid him  as the chief personage at the meet, representing in a manner the Master. Lifting his hat, he begged grace for having, being a stranger, come out, uninvited, to join the field; adding that his name was Hamlyn and he was staying with Mr. Peveril at Peacocks Range.

Captain Monk wheeled round at the address; his head had been turned away. He saw a tall, dark man of about five-and-thirty years, so dark and sunburnt as to suggest ideas of his having recently come from a warmer climate. His hair was black, his eyes were dark brown, his features and manner prepossessing, and he spoke as a man accustomed to good society.

Captain Monk, lifting his hat in return, met him with cordiality. The field was open to all, he said, but any friend of Peverils would be doubly welcome. Peveril himself was a muff, in so far as that he never hunted.



Hearing there was to be a meet to-day, I could not resist the temptation of joining it; it is many years since I had the opportunity of doing so, remarked the stranger.

There was not time for more, the hounds were throwing off. Away dashed the Captains steed, away dashed the strangers, away dashed Miss Monks, the three keeping side by side.

Presently came a fence. Captain Monk leaped it and galloped onwards after the other red-coats. Miss Eliza Monk would have leaped it next, but her horse refused it; yet he was an old hunter and she a fearless rider. The stranger was waiting to follow her. A touch of the angry Monk temper assailed her and she forced her horse to the leap. He had a temper also; he did not clear it, and horse and rider came down together.

In a trice Mr. Hamlyn was off his own steed and raising her. She was not hurt, she said, when she could speak; a little shaken, a little giddy  and she leaned against the fence. The refractory horse, unnoticed for the moment, got upon his legs, took the fence of his own accord and tore away after the field. Young Mr. Threpp, who had been in some difficulty with his own steed, rode up now.

Shall I ride back to the Hall and get the pony-carriage for you, Miss Eliza? asked the young man.

Oh, dear, no, she replied, thank you all the same. I should prefer to walk home.

Are you equal to walking? interposed the stranger.

Quite. The walk will do away with this faintness. It is not the first fall I have had.

The stranger whispered to young Mr. Threpp  who was as good-natured a young fellow as ever lived. Would he consent to forego the sport that day and lead his horse to Mr. Peverils? If so, he would accompany the young lady and give her the support of his arm.

So William Threpp rode off, leading Mr. Hamlyns horse, and Miss Monk accepted the strangers arm. He told her a little about himself as they walked along. It might not have been an ominous commencement, but intimacies have grown sometimes out of a slighter introduction. Their nearest way led past the Vicarage. Mr. Grame saw them from its windows and came running out.

Has any accident taken place? he asked hurriedly. I hope not.

Eliza Monks face flushed. He had been Lucys husband several months now, but she could not yet suddenly meet him without a thrill of emotion. Lucy ran out next; the pretty young wife for whom she had been despised. Eliza answered Mr. Grame curtly, nodded to Lucy, and passed on.

And, as I was telling you, continued Mr. Hamlyn, when this property was left to me in England, I made it a plea for throwing up my post in India, and came home. I landed about six weeks ago, and have been since busy in London with lawyers. Peveril, whom I knew in the days gone by, wrote to invite me to come to him here on a weeks visit, before he and his wife leave for the South of France.

They are going to winter there for Mrs. Peverils health, observed Eliza. Peacocks Range, the place they live at, belongs to my cousin, Harry Carradyne. Did I understand you to say that you were not an Englishman?

I was born in the West Indies. My family were English and had settled there.

What a coincidence! exclaimed Eliza Monk with a smile. My mother was a West Indian, and I was born there.  Theres my home, Leet Hall!

A fine old place, cried Mr. Hamlyn, regarding the mansion before him.

You may well say old, remarked the young lady. It has been the abode of the Monk family from generation to generation. For my part, I sometimes half wish it would tumble down that we might move to a more lively locality. Church Leet is a dead-alive place at best.

We always want what we have not, laughed Mr. Hamlyn. I would give all I am worth to possess an ancestral home, no matter if it were grim and gloomy. We who can boast of only modern wealth look upon these family castles with an envy you have little idea of.

If you possess modern wealth, you possess a very good and substantial thing, she answered, echoing his laugh. Here comes my aunt, full of wonder.

Full of alarm also. Mrs. Carradyne stood on the terrace steps, asking if there had been an accident.

Nothing serious, Aunt Emma. Saladin refused the fence at Ring Gap, and we both came down together. This gentleman was so obliging as to forego his days sport and escort me home. Mr.  Mr. Hamlyn, I believe? she added. My aunt, Mrs. Carradyne.

The stranger confirmed it. Philip Hamlyn, he said to Mrs. Carradyne, lifting his hat.

Gaining the hall-door with slow and gentle steps came a young man, whose beautiful features were wasting more perceptibly day by day, and their hectic growing of a deeper crimson. What is wrong, Eliza? he cried. Have you come to grief? Wheres Saladin?

My brother, she said to Mr. Hamlyn.

Yes, it was indeed Hubert Monk. For he did not die of that run to the church the past New Years Eve. The death-like faint proved to be a faint, nothing more. Nothing more then. But something else was advancing with gradual steps: steps that seemed to be growing almost perceptible now.

Now and again Hubert fainted in the same manner; his face taking a death-like hue, the blue tinge surrounding his mouth. Captain Monk, unable longer to shut his eyes to what might be impending, called in the best medical advice that Worcestershire could afford; and the doctors told him the truth  that Huberts days were numbered.

To say that Captain Monk began at once to set his house in order would not be quite the right expression, since it was not he himself who was going to die. But he set his affairs straight as to the future, and appointed another heir in his sons place  his nephew, Harry Carradyne.

Harry Carradyne, a brave young lieutenant, was then with his regiment in some almost inaccessible fastness of the Indian Empire. Captain Monk (not concealing his lamentation and the cruel grief it was to himself personally) wrote word to him of the fiat concerning poor Hubert, together with a peremptory order to sell out and return home as the future heir. This was being accomplished, and Harry might now be expected almost any day.

But it may as well be mentioned that Captain Monk, never given to be confidential about himself or his affairs, told no one what he had done, with one exception. Even Mrs. Carradyne was ignorant of the change in her sons prospects and of his expected return. The one exception was Hubert. Soon to lose him, Captain Monk made more of his son than he had ever done, and seemed to like to talk with him.

Harry will make a better master to succeed you than I should have made, father, said Hubert, as they were slowly pacing home from the parsonage, arm-in-arm, one dull November day, some little time after the meet of the hounds, as recorded. It was surprising how often Captain Monk would now encounter his son abroad, as if by accident, and give him his arm home.

What dye mean? wrathfully responded the Captain, who never liked to hear his own children disparaged, by themselves or by anyone else.



Hubert laughed a little. Harry will look after things better than I ever should. I was always given to laziness. Dont you remember, father, when a little boy in the West Indies, you used to tell me I was good for nothing but to bask in the heat?

I remember one thing, Hubert; and, strange to say, have remembered it only lately. Things lie dormant in the memory for years, and then crop up again. Upon getting home from one of my long voyages, your mother greeted me with the news that your heart was weak; the doctor had told her so. I gave the fellow a trimming for putting so ridiculous a notion into her head  and it passed clean out of mine. I suppose he was right, though.

Little doubt of that, father. I wonder I have lived so long.

Nonsense! exploded the Captain; you may live on yet for years. I dont know that I did not act foolishly in sending post-haste for Harry Carradyne.

Hubert smiled a sad smile. You have done quite right, father; right in all ways; be sure of that. Harry is one of the truest and best fellows that ever lived: he will be a comfort to you when I am gone, and the best of all successors later. Just  a  moment  father!

Why, whats the matter? cried Captain Monk  for his son had suddenly halted and stood with a rapidly-paling face and shortened breath, pressing his hands to his side. Here, lean on me, lad; lean on me.

It was a sudden faintness. Nothing very much, and it passed off in a minute or two. Hubert made a brave attempt at smiling, and resumed his way. But Captain Monk did not like it at all; he knew all these things were but the beginning of the end. And that end, though not with actual irreverence, he was resenting bitterly in his heart.

Whos that coming out? he asked, crossly, alluding to some figure descending the steps of his house  for his sight was not what it used to be.

It is Mr. Hamlyn, said Hubert.

Oh  Hamlyn! He seems to be always coming in. I dont like that man somehow, Hubert. Wonder what hes lagging in the neighbourhood for?

Hubert Monk had an idea that he could have told. But he did not want to draw down an explosion on his own head. Mr. Hamlyn came to meet them with friendly smiles and hand-shakes. Hubert liked him; liked him very much.

Not only had Mr. Hamlyn prolonged his stay beyond the day or two he had originally come for, but he evinced no intention of leaving. When Mr. Peveril and his wife departed for the south, he made a proposal to remain at Peacocks Range for a time as their tenant. And when the astonished couple asked his reasons, he answered that he should like to get a few runs with the hounds.

II

The November days glided by. The end of the month was approaching, and still Philip Hamlyn stayed on, and was a very frequent visitor at Leet Hall. Little doubt that Miss Monk was his attraction, and the parish began to say so without reticence.

The parish was right. One fine, frosty morning Mr. Hamlyn sought an interview with Captain Monk and laid before him his proposals for Eliza.

One might have thought by the tempestuous words showered down upon him in answer that he had proposed to smother her. Reproaches, hot and fast, were poured forth upon the suitors unlucky head.

Why, you are a stranger! stormed the Captain; you have not known her a month! How dare you? Its not commonly decent.

Mr. Hamlyn quietly answered that he had known her long enough to love her, and went on to say that he came of a good family, had plenty of money, and could make a liberal settlement upon her.

That you never will, said Captain Monk. I should not like you for my son-in-law, he continued candidly, calming down from his burst of passion to the bounds of reason. But there can be no question of it in any way. Eliza is to become Lady Rivers.

Mr. Hamlyn opened his eyes in astonishment. Lady Rivers! he echoed. Do you speak of Sir Thomas Rivers?  that old man!

No, I do not, sir. Sir Thomas Rivers has one foot in the grave. I speak of his eldest son. He wants her, and he shall have her.

Pardon me, Captain, I  I do not think Miss Monk can know anything of this. I am sure she did not last night. I come to you with her full consent and approbation.

I care nothing about that. My daughter is aware that any attempt to oppose her will to mine would be utterly futile. Young Tom Rivers has written to me to ask for her; I have accepted him, and I choose that she shall accept him. Shell like it herself, too; it will be a good match.

Young Tom Rivers is next door to a simpleton: he is not half-baked, retorted Mr. Hamlyn, his own temper getting up: if I may judge by what Ive seen of him in the field.

Tom Rivers is a favourite everywhere, let me tell you, sir. Eliza would not refuse him for you.

Perhaps, Captain Monk, you will converse with her upon this point?

I intend to give her my orders  if thats what you mean, returned the Captain. And now, sir, I think our discussion may terminate.

Mr. Hamlyn saw no use in prolonging it for the present. Captain Monk bowed him out of the house and called his daughter into the room.

Eliza, he began, scorning to beat about the bush, I have received an offer of marriage for you.

Miss Eliza blushed a little, not much: few things could make her do that now. Once our blushes have been wasted, as hers were on Robert Grame, their vivid freshness has faded for ever and aye. The song has left the bird.

And I have accepted it, continued Captain Monk. He would like the wedding to be early in the year, so you may get your rattle-traps in order for it. Tell your aunt I will give her a blank cheque for the cost, and she may fill it in.

Thank you, papa.

Theres the letter; you can read it  pushing one across the table to her. It came by special messenger last night, and I have sent my answer this morning.

Eliza Monk glanced at the contents, which were written on rose-coloured paper. For a moment she looked puzzled.

Why, papa, this is from Tom Rivers! You cannot suppose I would marry him! A silly boy, younger than I am! Tom Rivers is the greatest goose I know.

How dare you say so, Eliza?

Well, he is. Look at his note! Pink paper and a fancy edge!

Stuff! Rivers is young and inexperienced, but hell grow older  he is a very nice young fellow, and a capital fox-hunter. Youd be master and mistress too  and that would suit your book, I take it. I want to have you settled near me, Eliza  you are all I have left, or soon will be.

But, papa  



Captain Monk raised his hand for silence.

You sent that man Hamlyn to me with a proposal for you. Eliza; you know that would not do. Hamlyns property lies in the West Indies, his home too, for all I know. He attempted to tell me that he would not take you out there against my consent; but I know better, and what such ante-nuptial promises are worth. It might end in your living there.

No, no.

What do you say no, no for, like a parrot? Circumstances might compel you. I do not like the man, besides.

But why, papa?

I dont know; I have never liked him from the first. There! thats enough. You must be my Lady Rivers. Poor old Tom is on his last legs.

Papa, I never will be.

Listen, Eliza. I had one trouble with Katherine; I will not have another with you. She defied me; she left my home rebelliously to enter upon one of her own setting-up: what came of it? Did luck attend her? Do you be more wise.

Father, she said, moving a step forward with head uplifted; and the resolute, haughty look which rendered their faces so much alike was very conspicuous on hers, do not let us oppose each other. Perhaps we can each give way a little? I have promised to be the wife of Philip Hamlyn, and that promise I will fulfil. You wish me to live near you: well, he can take a place in this neighbourhood and settle down in it; and on my part, I will promise you not to leave this country. He may have to go from time to time to the West Indies; I will remain at home.

Captain Monk looked steadily at her before he answered. He marked the stern, uncompromising expression, the strong will in the dark eyes and in every feature, which no power, not even his, might unbend. He thought of his elder daughter, now lying in her grave; he thought of his son, so soon to be lying beside her; he did not care to be bereft of all his children, and for once in his hard life he attempted to conciliate.

Hark to me, Eliza. Give up Hamlyn  I have said I dont like the man; give up Tom Rivers also, as you will. Remain at home with me until a better suitor shall present himself, and Leet Hall and its broad lands shall be yours.

She looked up in surprise. Leet Hall had always hitherto gone in the male line; and, failing Hubert, it would be, or ought to be, Harry Carradynes. Though she knew not that any steps had already been taken in that direction.

Leet Hall? she exclaimed.

Leet Hall and its broad lands, repeated the Captain impatiently. Give up Mr. Hamlyn and it shall all be yours.

She remained for some moments in deep thought, her head bent, revolving the offer. She was fond of pomp and power, as her father had ever been, and the temptation to rule as sole domineering mistress in her girlhoods home was great. But at that very instant the tall fine form of Philip Hamlyn passed across a pathway in the distance, and she turned from the temptation for ever. What little capability of loving had been left to her after the advent of Robert Grame was given to Mr. Hamlyn.

I cannot give him up, she said in low tones.

What moonshine, Eliza! You are not a love-sick girl now.

The colour dyed her face painfully. Did her father suspect aught of the past; of where her love had been given  and rejected? The suspicion only added fuel to the fire.

I cannot give up Mr. Hamlyn, she reiterated.

Then you will never inherit Leet Hall. No, nor aught else of mine.

As you please, sir, about that.

You set me at defiance, then!

I dont wish to do so, father; but I shall marry Mr. Hamlyn.

At defiance, repeated the Captain, as she moved to escape from his presence; Katherine secretly, you openly. Better that I had never had children. Look here, Eliza: let this matter remain in abeyance for six or twelve months, things resting as they are. By that time you may have come to your senses; or I (yes, I see you are ready to retort it) to mine. If not  well, we shall only then be where we are.

And that we should be, returned Eliza, doggedly. Time will never change either of us.

But events may. Let it be so, child. Stay where you are for the present, in your maiden home.

She shook her head in denial; not a line of her proud face giving way, nor a curve of her decisive lips: and Captain Monk knew that he had pleaded in vain. She would neither give up her marriage nor prolong the period for its celebration.

What could be the secret of her obstinacy? Chiefly the impossibility of tolerating opposition to her own indomitable will. It was her fathers will over again; his might be a very little softening with years and trouble; not much. Had she been in desperate love with Hamlyn one could have understood it, but she was not; at most it was but a passing fancy. What says the poet? I daresay you all know the lines, and I know I have quoted them times and again, they are so true:



Few hearts have never loved, but fewer still Have felt a second passion. None a third. The first was living fire; the next a thrill; The weary heart can never more be stirred: Rely on it the song has left the bird.

Very, very true. Her passion for Robert Grame had been as living fire in its wild intensity; it was but the shadow of a thrill that warmed her heart for Philip Hamlyn. Possibly she mistook it in a degree; thought more of it than it was. The feeling of gratification which arises from flattered vanity deceives a womans heart sometimes: and Mr. Hamlyn did not conceal his rapturous admiration of her.

She held to her defiant course, and her father held to his. He did not continue to say she should not marry; he had no power for that  and perhaps he did not want her to make a moonlight escapade of it, as Katherine had made. So the preparation for the wedding went on, Eliza herself paying for the rattletraps, as they had been called; Captain Monk avowed that he washed his hands of it, and then held his peace.

Whether Mr. Hamlyn and his intended bride considered it best to get the wedding over and done with, lest adverse fate, set afoot by the Captain, should after all circumvent them, it is impossible to say, but the day fixed was a speedy one. And if Captain Monk had deemed it not decent in Mr. Hamlyn to propose for a young lady after only a months knowledge, what did he think of this? They were to be married on the last day of the year.

Was it fixed upon in defiant mockery?  for, as the reader knows, it had proved an ominous day more than once in the Monk family. But no, defiance had no hand in that, simply adverse fate. The day originally fixed by the happy couple was Christmas Eve: but Mr. Hamlyn, who had to go to London about that time on business connected with his property, found it impossible to get back for the day, or for some days after it. He wrote to Eliza, asking that the day should be put off for a week, if it made no essential difference, and fixed the last day in the year. Eliza wrote word back that she would prefer that day; it gave more time for preparation.

They were to be married in her own church, and by its Vicar. Great marvel existed at the Captains permitting this, but he said nothing. Having washed his hands of the affair, he washed them for good: had the bride been one of the laundry-maids in his household he could not have taken less notice. A Miss Wilson was coming from a little distance to be bridesmaid; and the bride and bridegroom would go off from the church door. The question of a breakfast was never mooted: Captain Monks equable indifference might not have stood that.

I shall wish them good luck with all my heart  but I dont feel altogether sure theyll have it! bewailed poor Mrs. Carradyne in private. Eliza should have agreed to the delay proposed by her father.

III

Ring, ring, ring, broke forth the chimes on the frosty midday air. Not midnight, you perceive, but midday, for the church clock had just given forth its twelve strokes. Another round of the dial, and the old year would have departed into the womb of the past.

Bowling along the smooth turnpike road which skirted the churchyard on one side came a gig containing a gentleman, a tall, slender, frank-looking young man, with a fair face and the pleasantest blue eyes ever seen. He wore a white top-coat, the fashion then, and was driving rapidly in the direction of Leet Hall; but when the chimes burst forth he pulled up abruptly.

Why, what in the world   he began  and then sat still listening to the sweet strains of The Bay of Biscay. The day, though in mid-winter, was bright and beautiful, and the golden sunlight, shining from the dark-blue sky, played on the young mans golden hair.

Have they mistaken midday for midnight? he continued, as the chimes played out their tune and died away on the air. Whats the meaning of it?

He, Harry Carradyne, was not the only one to ask this. No human being in and about Church Leet, save Captain Monk and they who executed his orders, knew that he had decreed that the chimes should play that day at midday. Why did he do it? What could his motive be? Surely not that they should, by playing (according to Mrs. Carradynes theory), inaugurate ill-luck for Eliza! At the moment they began to play she was coming out of church on Mr. Hamlyns arm, having left her maiden name behind her.

A few paces more, for he was driving gently on now, and Harry pulled up again, in surprise, as before, for the front of the church was now in view. Lots of spectators, gentle and simple, stood about, and a handsome chariot, with four post-horses and a great coat-of-arms emblazoned on its panels, waited at the church gate.

It must be a wedding! decided Harry.

The next moment the chariot was in motion; was soon about to pass him, the bride and bridegroom within it. A very dark but good-looking man, with an air of command in his face, he, but a stranger to Harry; she, Eliza. She wore a grey silk dress, a white bonnet, with orange blossoms and a veil, which was quite the fashionable wedding attire of the day. Her head was turned, nodding its farewells yet to the crowd, and she did not see her cousin as the chariot swept by.

Dear me! he exclaimed, mentally. I wonder who she has married?

Staying quietly where he was until the spectators should have dispersed, whose way led them mostly in opposite directions, Harry next saw the clerk come out of the church by the small vestry door, lock it and cross over to the stile: which brought him out close to the gig.

Why, my heart alive! he exclaimed. Is it Captain Carradyne?

Thats near enough, said Harry, who knew the title was accorded him by the rustic natives of Church Leet, as he bent down with his sunny smile to shake the old clerks hand. You are hearty as ever, I see, John. And so you have had a wedding here?

Ay, sir, there have been one in the church. I was not in my place, though. The Captain, he ordered me to let the church go for once, and to be ready up aloft in the belfry to set the chimes going at midday. As chance had it, the party came out just at the same time; Miss Eliza was a bit late in coming, ye see; so it may be said the chimes rang em out. I guess the sound astonished the people above a bit, for nobody knew they were going to play.

But how was it all, Cale? Why should the Captain order them to chime at midday?

John Cale shook his head. I cant tell ye that rightly, Mr. Harry; the Captain, as ye know, sir, never says why he does this or why he does tother. Young William Threpp, who had to be up there with me, thought he must have ordered em to play in mockery  for he hates the marriage like poison.



Who is the bridegroom?

Its a Mr. Hamlyn, sir. A gentleman who is pretty nigh as haughty as the Captain himself; but a pleasant-spoken, kindly man, as far as Ive seen: and a rich one, too.

Why did Captain Monk object to him?

Its thought twas because he was a stranger to the place and has lived over in the Indies; and he wanted Miss Eliza, so its said, to have young Tom Rivers. Thats about it, I blieve, Mr. Harry.

Harry Carradyne drove away thoughtfully. At the foot of the slight ascent leading to Leet Hall, one of the grooms happened to be standing. Harry handed over to him the horse and gig, and went forward on foot.

Bertie! he called out. For he had seen Hubert before him, walking at a snails pace: the very slightest hill tried him now. The only one left of the wedding-party, for the bridesmaid drove off from the church door. Hubert turned at the call.

Harry! Why, Harry!

Hand locked in hand, they sat down on a bench beside the path; face gazing into face. There had always been a likeness between them: in the bright-coloured, waving hair, the blue eyes and the well-favoured features. But Harrys face was redolent of youth and health; in the others might be read approaching death.

You are very thin, Bertie; thinner even than I expected to see you, broke from the traveller involuntarily.

You are looking well, at any rate, was Huberts answer. And I am so glad you are come: I thought you might have been here a month ago.

The voyage was unreasonably long; we had contrary winds almost from port to port. I got on to Worcester yesterday, slept there, and hired a horse and gig to bring me over this morning. What about Elizas wedding, Hubert? I was just in time to see her drive away. Cale, with whom I had a word down yonder, says the master does not like it.

He does not like it and would not countenance it: washed his hands of it (as he told us) altogether.

Any good reason for that?

Not particularly good, that I see. Somehow he disliked Hamlyn; and Tom Rivers wanted Eliza, which would have pleased him greatly. But Eliza was not without blame. My father gave way so far as to ask her to delay things for a few months, not to marry in haste, and she would not. She might have conceded as much as that.

Did you ever know Eliza concede anything, Bertie?

Well, not often.

Who gave her away?

I did: look at my gala toggery  opening his overcoat. He wanted to forbid it. Dont hinder me, father, I pleaded; it is the last brotherly service I can ever render her. And so, his tone changing to lightness, I have been and gone and done it.

Harry Carradyne understood. Not the last, Hubert; dont say that. I hope you will live to render her many another yet.

Hubert smiled faintly. Look at me, he said in answer.

Yes, I know; I see how you look. But you may take a turn yet.

Ah, miracles are no longer wrought for us. Shall I surprise you very much, cousin mine, if I say that were the offer made me of prolonged life, I am not sure that I should accept it?

Not unless health were renewed with it; I can understand that. You have had to endure suffering, Bertie.

Ay. Pain, discomfort, fears, weariness. After working out their torment upon me, they  why then they took a turn and opened out the vista of a refuge.

A refuge?

The one sure Refuge offered by God to the sick and sorrowful, the weary and heavy-laden  Himself. I found it. I found Him and all His wonderful mercy. It will not be long now, Harry, before I see Him face to face. And here comes His true minister, but for whom I might have missed the way.

Harry turned his head, and saw, advancing up the drive, a good-looking young clergyman. Who is it? he involuntarily cried.

Your brother-in-law, Robert Grame. Lucys husband.

It was not the fashion in those days for a brides mother (or one acting as her mother) to attend the bride to church; therefore Mrs. Carradyne, following it, was spared risk of conflict with Captain Monk on that score. She was in Elizas room, assisting at the putting on of the bridal robes (for we have to go back an hour or so) when a servant came up to say that Mr. Hamlyn waited below. Rather wondering  for he was to have driven straight to the church  Mrs. Carradyne went downstairs.

Pardon me, dear Mrs. Carradyne, he said, as he shook hands, and she had never seen him look so handsome, I could not pass the house without making one more effort to disarm Captain Monks prejudices, and asking for his blessing on us. Do you think he will consent to see me?

Mrs. Carradyne felt sure he would not, and said so. But she sent Rimmer to the library to ask the question. Mr. Hamlyn pencilled down a few anxious words on paper, folded it, and put it into the mans hand.

No; it proved useless. Captain Monk was harder than adamant; he sent Rimmer back with a flea in his ear, and the petition torn in two.



I feared so, sighed Mrs. Carradyne. He will not this morning see even Eliza.

Mr. Hamlyn did not sigh in return; he spoke a cross, impatient word: he had never been able to see reason in the Captains dislike to him, and, with a brief good-morning, went out to his carriage. But, remembering something when crossing the hall, he came back.

Forgive me, Mrs. Carradyne; I quite forgot that I have a note for you. It is from Mrs. Peveril, I believe; it came to me this morning, enclosed in a letter of her husbands.

You have heard at last, then!

At last  as you observe. Though Peveril had nothing particular to write about; I daresay he does not care for letter writing.

Slipping the note into her pocket, to be opened at leisure, Mrs. Carradyne returned to the adorning of Eliza. Somehow, it was rather a prolonged business  which made it late when the bride with her bridesmaid and Hubert drove from the door.

Mrs. Carradyne remained in the room  to which Eliza was not to return  putting up this, and that. The time slipped on, and it was close upon twelve oclock when she got back to the drawing-room. Captain Monk was in it then, standing at the window, which he had thrown wide open. To see more clearly the bridal party come out of church, was the thought that crossed Mrs. Carradynes mind in her simplicity.

I very much feared they would be late, she observed, sitting down near her brother: and at that moment the church clock began to strike twelve.

A good thing if they were too late! he answered. Listen.

She supposed he wanted to count the strokes  what else could he be listening to? And now, by the stir at the distant gates, she saw that the bridal party had come out.

Good heavens, whats that? shrieked Mrs. Carradyne, starting from her chair.

The chimes, stoically replied the Captain. And he proceeded to hum through the tune of The Bay of Biscay, and beat a noiseless accompaniment with his foot.

The Chimes, Emma, he repeated, when the melody had finished itself out. I ordered them to be played. Its the last day of the old year, you know.

Laughing slightly at her consternation, Captain Monk closed the window and quitted the room. As Mrs. Carradyne took her handkerchief from her pocket to pass it over her face, grown white with startled terror, the note she had put there came out also, and fell on the carpet.

Picking it up, she stood at the window, gazing forth. Her sight was not what it used to be; but she discerned the bride and bridegroom enter their carriage and drive away; next she saw the bridesmaid get into the carriage from the Hall, assisted by Hubert, and that drive off in its turn. She saw the crowd disperse, this way and that; she even saw the gig there, its occupant talking with John Cale. But she did not look at him particularly; and she had not the slightest idea but that Harry was in India.

And all that time an undercurrent of depression was running riot in her heart. None knew with what a strange terror she had grown to dread the chimes.

She sat down now and opened Mrs. Peverils note. It treated chiefly of the utterly astounding ways that untravelled old lady was meeting with in foreign parts. If you will believe me, wrote she, the girl that waits on us wears carpet slippers down at heel, and a short cotton jacket for best, and she puts the tea-tray before me with the handle of the tea-pot turned to me and the spout standing outwards, and she comes right into the bed-room of a morning with Charless shaving-water without knocking. But the one sentence that arrested Mrs. Carradynes attention above any other was the following: I reckon that by this time you have grown well acquainted with our esteemed young friend. He is a good, kindly gentleman, and Im sure never could have done anything to deserve his wifes treatment of him.

Can she mean Mr. Hamlyn? debated Mrs. Carradyne, all sorts of ideas leaping into her mind with a rush. If not  what other esteemed friend can she allude to?  she, old herself, would call him young. But Mr. Hamlyn has not any wife. At least, had not until to-day.

She read the note over again. She sat with it open, buried in a reverie, thinking no end of things, good and bad: and the conclusion she at last came to was, that, with the unwonted exercise of letter-writing, poor old Mrs. Peverils head had grown confused.

Well, Hubert, did it all go off well? she questioned, as her nephew entered the room, some sort of excitement on his wasted face. I saw them drive away.

Yes, it went off well; there was no hitch anywhere, replied Hubert. But, Aunt Emma, I have brought a friend home with me. Guess who it is.

Some lady or other who came to see the wedding, she returned. I cant guess.

You never would, though I were to give you ten guesses; no, though je vous donne en mille, as the French have it. What should you say to a young man come all the way over seas from India? There, thats as good as telling you, Aunt Emma. Guess now.

Oh, Hubert! clasping her trembling hands. It cannot be Harry! What is wrong?

Harry brought his bright face into the room and was clasped in his mothers arms. She could not understand it one bit, and fears assailed her. Come home in this unexpected manner! Had he left the army? What had he done? What had he done? Hubert laughed and told her then.

He has done nothing wrong; everything thats good. He has sold out at my fathers request and left with honours  and is come home the heir of Leet Hall. I said all along it was a shame to keep you out of the plot, Aunt Emma.

Well, it was glorious news for her. But, as if to tarnish its delight, like an envious sprite of evil, deep down in her mind lay that other news, just read  the ambiguous remark of old Mrs. Peverils.

IV

The walk on the old pier was pleasant enough in the morning sun. Though yet but the first month in the year, the days were bright, the blue skies without a cloud. Mr. and Mrs. Hamlyn had enjoyed the fine weather at Cheltenham for a week or two; from that pretty place they had now come to Brighton, reaching it the previous night.

Oh, it is delightful! exclaimed Eliza, gazing at the waves. She had not seen the sea since she crossed it, a little girl, from the West Indies. Those were not yet the days when all people, gentle and simple, told one another that an autumn tour was essential to existence. Look at the sunbeams sparkling on the ripples and on the white sails of the little boats! Philip, I should like to spend a month here.

All right, replied Mr. Hamlyn.

They were staying at the Old Ship, a fashionable hotel then for ladies as well as gentlemen, and had come out after breakfast; and they had the pier nearly to themselves at that early hour. A yellow, gouty gentleman, who looked as if he had quarrelled with his liver in some clime all fire and cayenne, stood at the end leaning on his stick, alternately looking at the sea and listlessly watching any advancing stragglers.

There came a sailor, swaying along, a rope in his hand; following him, walked demurely three little girls in frocks and trousers, with their French governess; then came two eye-glassed young men, dandified and supercilious, who appeared to have more money than brains  and the jaundiced man went into a gaping fit of lassitude.

Anyone else coming? Yes; a lady and gentleman arm-in-arm: quiet, well-dressed, good-looking. As the invalid watched their approach, a puzzled look of doubt and surprise rose to his countenance. Moving forward a step or two on his gouty legs, he spoke.

Can it be possible, Hamlyn, that we meet here?

Even through his dark skin a red flush coursed into Mr. Hamlyns face. He was evidently very much surprised in his turn, if not startled.

Captain Pratt! he exclaimed.

Major Pratt now, was the answer, as they shook hands. That wretched climate played the deuce with me, and they graciously gave me a step and allowed me to retire upon it. The very deuce, I assure you, Philip. Beg pardon, maam, he added, seeing the lady look at him.

My wife, Mrs. Hamlyn, spoke her husband.

Major Pratt contrived to lift his hat, and bow: which feat, what with his gouty hands and his helpless legs and his great invalid stick, was a work of time. I saw your marriage in the Times, Hamlyn, and wondered whether it could be you, or not: I didnt know, you see, that you were over here. Wish you luck; and you also, maam. Hope it will turn out more fortunate for you, Philip, than  



Where are you staying? broke in Mr. Hamlyn, as if something were frightening him.

At some lodgings over yonder, where they fleece me, replied the Major. You should see the bill theyve brought me in for last week. Theyve made me eat four pounds of butter and five joints of meat, besides poultry and pickles and a fruit pie! Why, I live mostly upon dry toast; hardly dare touch an ounce of meat in a day. When I had em up before me, the harpies, they laid it upon my servants appetite  old Saul, you know. He answered them.

Mrs. Hamlyn laughed. There are two articles that are very convenient, as I have heard, to some of the lodging-house keepers: their lodgers servant, and their own cat.

By Jove, maam, yes! said the Major. But Ive given warning to this lot where I am.

Saying au revoir to Major Pratt, Mr. Hamlyn walked down the pier again with his wife. Who is he, Philip? she asked. You seem to know him well.

Very well. He is a sort of connection of mine, I believe, laughed Mr. Hamlyn, and I saw a good deal of him in India a few years back. He is greatly changed. I hardly think I should have known him had he not spoken. Its his liver, I suppose.

Leaving his wife at the hotel, Mr. Hamlyn went back again to Major Pratt, much to the lonely Majors satisfaction, who was still leaning on his substantial stick as he gazed at the water.

The sight of you has brought back to my mind all that unhappy business, Hamlyn, was his salutation. I shall have a fit of the jaundice now, I suppose! Here  lets sit down a bit.

And the sight of you has brought it to mine, said Mr. Hamlyn, as he complied. I have been striving to drive it out of my remembrance.



I know little about it, observed the Major. She never wrote to me at all afterwards, and you wrote me but two letters: the one announcing the fact of her disgrace; the other, the calamity and the deaths.

That is quite enough to know; dont ask me to go over the details to you personally, said Mr. Hamlyn in a tone of passionate discomfort. So utterly repugnant to me is the remembrance altogether, that I have never spoken of it  even to my present wife.

Do you mean youve not told her you were once a married man? cried Major Pratt.

No, I have not.

Then youve shown a lack of judgment which I wouldnt have given you credit for, my friend, declared the Major. A man may whisper to his girl any untoward news he pleases of his past life, and shell forgive and forget; aye, and worship him all the more for it, though it were the having set fire to a church: but if he keeps it as a bonne bouchée to drop out after marriage, when she has him fast and tight, shell curry-comb his hair for him in style. Believe that.

Mr. Hamlyn laughed.

There never was a hidden skeleton between man and wife yet but it came to light sooner or later, went on the Major. If you are wise, you will tell her at once, before somebody else does.

What somebody? Who is there here that knows it?

Why, as to here, I know it, and nearly spoke of it before her, as you must have heard; and my servant knows it. Thats nothing, youll say; we can be quiet, now I have the cue: but you are always liable to meet with people who knew you in those days, and who knew her. Take my advice, Philip Hamlyn, and tell your wife. Go and do it now.



I daresay you are right, said the younger man, awaking out of a reverie. Of the two evils it may be the lesser. And with lagging steps, and eyes that seemed to have weights to them, he set out to walk back to the Old Ship Hotel.

IV.  NOT HEARD

I

That oft-quoted French saying, a mauvais-quart-dheure, is a pregnant one, and may apply to small as well as to great worries of life: most of us know it to our cost. But, rely upon it, one of the very worst is that when a bride or bridegroom has to make a disagreeable confession to the other, which ought to have been made before going to church.

Philip Hamlyn was finding it so. Standing over the fire, in their sitting-room at the Old Ship Hotel at Brighton, his elbow on the mantelpiece, his hand shading his eyes, he looked down at his wife sitting opposite him, and disclosed his tale: that when he married her fifteen days ago he had not been a bachelor, but a widower. There was no especial reason for his not having told her, save that he hated and abhorred that earlier period of his life and instinctively shunned its remembrance.

Sent to India by his friends in the West Indies to make his way in the world, he entered one of the most important mercantile houses in Calcutta, purchasing a lucrative post in it. Mixing in the best society, for his introductions were undeniable, he in course of time met with a young lady named Pratt, who had come out from England to stay with her elderly cousins, Captain Pratt and his sister. Philip Hamlyn was caught by her pretty dolls face, and married her. They called her Dolly: and a doll she was, by nature as well as by name.

Marry in haste and repent at leisure, is as true a saying as the French one. Philip Hamlyn found it so. Of all vain, frivolous, heartless women, Mrs. Dolly Hamlyn turned out to be about the worst. Just a year or two of uncomfortable bickering, of vain endeavours on his part, now coaxing, now reproaching, to make her what she was not and never would be  a reasonable woman, a sensible wife  and Dolly Hamlyn fled. She decamped with a hair-brained lieutenant, the two taking sailing-ship for England, and she carrying with her her little one-year-old boy.

Ill leave you to guess what Philip Hamlyns sensations were. A calamity such as that does not often fall upon man. While he was taking steps to put his wife legally away for ever and to get back his child, and Captain Pratt was aiding and abetting (and swearing frightfully at the delinquent over the process), news reached them that Heavens vengeance had been more speedy than theirs. The ship, driven out of her way by contrary winds and other disasters, went down off the coast of Spain, and all the passengers on board perished. This was what Philip Hamlyn had to confess now: and it was more than silly of him not to have done it before.

He touched but lightly upon it now. His tones were low, his words when he began somewhat confused: nevertheless his wife, gazing up at him with her large dark eyes, gathered an inkling of his meaning.

Dont tell it me! she passionately interrupted. Do not tell me that I am only your second wife.

He went over to her, praying her to be calm, speaking of the bitter feeling of shame which had ever since clung to him.

Did you divorce her?

No, no; you do not understand me, Eliza. She died before anything could be done; the ship was wrecked.

Were there any children? she asked in a hard whisper.

One; a baby of a year old. He was drowned with his mother.

Mrs. Hamlyn folded her hands one over the other, and leaned back in her chair. Why did you deceive me?

My will was good to deceive you for ever, he confessed with emotion. I hate that past episode in my life; hate to think of it: I wish I could blot it out of remembrance. But for Pratt I should not have told you now.

Oh, he said you ought to tell me?

He did: and blamed me for not having told you already.

Have you any more secrets of the past that you are keeping from me?

None. Not one. You may take my honour upon it, Eliza. And now let us  

She had started forward in her chair; a red flush darkening her pale cheeks. Philip! Philip! am I legally married? Did you describe yourself as a bachelor in the license?

No, as a widower. I got the license in London, you know.

And no one read it?

No one save he who married us: Robert Grame, and I dont suppose he noticed it.

Robert Grame! The flush on Elizas cheeks grew deeper.



Did you love her?

I suppose I thought so when I married her. It did not take long to disenchant me, he added with a harsh laugh.

What was her Christian name?

Dolly. Dora, I believe, by register. My dear wife, I have told you all. In compassion to me let us drop the subject, now and for ever.

Was Eliza Hamlyn  sitting there with pale, compressed lips, sullen eyes, and hands interlocked in pain  already beginning to reap the fruit she had sown as Eliza Monk by her rebellious marriage? Perhaps so. But not as she would have to reap it later on.

Mr. and Mrs. Hamlyn spent nearly all that year in travelling. In September they came to Peacocks Range, taking it furnished for a term of old Mr. and Mrs. Peveril, who had not yet come back to it. It stood midway, as may be remembered, between Church Leet and Church Dykely, so that Eliza was close to her old home. Late in October a little boy was born: it would be hard to say which was the prouder of him, Philip Hamlyn or his wife.

What would you like his name to be? Philip asked her one day.

I should like it to be Walter, said Mrs. Hamlyn.

Walter!

Yes. I like the name to begin with, but I once had a dear little brother named Walter, just a year younger than I. He died before we came home to England. Have you any objection to the name?

Oh, no, no objection, he slowly said. I was only thinking whether you would have any. It was the name given to my first child.

That can make no possible difference  it was not my child, was her haughty answer. So the baby was named Walter James; the latter name also chosen by Eliza, because it had been old Mr. Monks.

In the following spring Mr. Hamlyn had to go to the West Indies. Eliza remained at home; and during this time she became reconciled to her father.

Hubert brought it about. For Hubert lived yet. But he was a mere shadow and had to take entirely to the house, and soon to his room. Eliza came to see him, again and again; and finally over Huberts sofa peace was made  for Captain Monk loved her still, just as he had loved Katherine, for all her rebellion.

Hubert lingered on to the summer. And then, on a calm evening, when one of the glorious sunsets that he had so loved to look upon was illumining the western sky, opening up to his dying view, as he had once said, the very portals of Heaven, he passed peacefully away to his rest.

II

The next change that set in at Leet Hall concerned Miss Kate Dancox. That wilful young pickle, somewhat sobered by the death of Hubert in the summer, soon grew unbearable again. She had completely got the upper hand of her morning governess, Miss Hume  who walked all the way from Church Dykely and back again  and of nearly everyone else; and Captain Monk gave forth his decision one day when all was turbulence  a resident governess. Mrs. Carradyne could have danced a reel for joy, and wrote to a governess agency in London.

One morning about this time (which was already glowing with the tints of autumn) a young lady got out of an omnibus in Oxford Street, which had brought her from a western suburb of London, paid the conductor, and then looked about her.



There! she exclaimed in a quaint tone of vexation, I have to cross the street! and how am I to do it?

Evidently she was not used to the bustle of London streets or to crossing them alone. She did it, however, after a few false starts, and so turned down a quiet side street and rang the bell of a house in it. A slatternly girl answered the ring.

Governess-agent  Mrs. Moffit? Oh, yes; first-floor front, said she crustily, and disappeared.

The young lady found her way upstairs alone. Mrs. Moffit sat in state in a big arm-chair, before a large table and desk, whence she daily dispensed joy or despair to her applicants. Several opened letters and copies of the daily journals lay on the table.

Well? cried she, laying down her pen, what for you?

I am here by your appointment, made with me a week ago, said the young lady. This is Thursday.

What name? cried Mrs. Moffit sharply, turning over rapidly the leaves of a ledger.

Miss West. If you remember, I  

Oh, yes, child, my memorys good enough, was the tart interruption. But with so many applicants its impossible to be certain as to faces. Registered names we cant mistake.

Mrs. Moffit read her notes  taken down a week ago. Miss West. Educated in first-class school at Richmond; remained in it as teacher. Very good references from the ladies keeping it. Father, Colonel in India.

But  

You do not wish to go into a school again? spoke Mrs. Moffit, closing the ledger with a snap, and peremptorily drowning what the applicant was about to say.

Oh, dear, no, I am only leaving to better myself, as the maids say, replied the young lady, smiling.



And you wish for a good salary?

If I can get it. One does not care to work hard for next to nothing.

Or else I have  let me see  two  three situations on my books. Very comfortable, I am instructed, but two of them offer ten pounds a-year, the other twelve.

The young lady drew herself slightly up with an involuntary movement. Quite impossible, madam, that I could take any one of them.

Mrs. Moffit picked up a letter and consulted it, looking at the young lady from time to time, as if taking stock of her appearance. I received a letter this morning from the country  a family require a well-qualified governess for their one little girl. Your testimonials as to qualifications might suit  and you are, I believe, a gentlewoman  

Oh, yes; my father was  

Yes, yes, I remember  Ive got it down; dont worry me, impatiently spoke the oracle, cutting short the interruption. So far you might suit: but in other respects  I hardly know what to think.

But why? asked the other timidly, blushing a little under the intent gaze.

Well, you are very young, for one thing; and they might think you too good-looking.

The girls blush grew red as a rose; she had delicate features and it made her look uncommonly pretty. A half-smile sat in her soft, dark hazel eyes.

Surely that could not be an impediment. I am not so good-looking as all that!

Thats as people may think, was the significant answer. Some families will not take a pretty governess  afraid of their sons, you see. This family says nothing about looks; for aught I know there may be no sons in it. Thoroughly competent  reading from the letter a gentlewoman by birth, of agreeable manners and lady-like. Salary, first year, to be forty pounds.

And will you not recommend me? pleaded the young governess, her voice full of entreaty. Oh, please do! I know I should be found fully competent, and promise you that I would do my best.

Well, there may be no harm in my writing to the lady about you, decided Mrs. Moffit, won over by the girls gentle respect  with which she did not get treated by all her clients. Suppose you come here again on Monday next?

The end of the matter was that Miss West was engaged by the lady mentioned  no other than Mrs. Carradyne. And she journeyed down into Worcestershire to enter upon the situation.

But clever (and generally correct) Mrs. Moffit made one mistake, arising, no doubt, from the chronic state of hurry she was always in. Miss West is the daughter of the late Colonel William West, she wrote, who went to India with his regiment a few years ago, and died there. What Miss West had said to her was this: My father, a clergyman, died when I was a little child, and my uncle William, Colonel West, the only relation I had left, died three years ago in India. Mrs. Moffit somehow confounded the two.

This might not have mattered on the whole. But, as you perceive, it conveyed a wrong impression at Leet Hall.

The governess I have engaged is a Miss West; her father was a military man and a gentleman, spake Mrs. Carradyne one morning at breakfast to Captain Monk. She is rather young  about twenty, I fancy; but an older person might never get on at all with Kate.

Had good references with her, I suppose? said the Captain.



Oh, yes. From the agent, and especially from the ladies who have brought her up.

Who was her father, do you say?  a military man?

Colonel William West, assented Mrs. Carradyne, referring to the letter she held. He went to India with his regiment and died there.

Ill refer to the army-list, said the Captain; daresay its all right. And she shall keep Kate in order, or Ill know the reason why.



The evening sunlight lay on the green plain, on the white fields from which the grain had been reaped, and on the beautiful woods glowing with the varied tints of autumn. A fly was making its way to Leet Hall, and its occupant, looking out of it on this side and that, in a fever of ecstasy, for the country scene charmed her, thought how favoured was the lot of those who could live out their lives amidst its surroundings.

In the drawing-room at the Hall, watching the approach of this same fly, stood Mrs. Hamlyn, a frown upon her haughty face. Philip Hamlyn was still detained in the West Indies, and since her reconciliation to her father, she would go over with her baby-boy to the Hall and remain there for days together. Captain Monk liked to have her, and he took more notice of the baby than he had ever taken of a baby yet. For when Kate was an infant he had at first shunned her, because she had cost Katherine her life. This baby, little Walter, was a particularly forward child, strong and upright, walked at ten months old, and much resembled his mother in feature. In temper also. The young one would stand sturdily in his little blue shoes and defy his grandpapa already, and assert his own will, to the amused admiration of Captain Monk.

Eliza, utterly wrapt up in her child, saw her fathers growing love for him with secret delight; and one day when he had the boy on his knee, she ventured to speak out a thought that was often in her heart.

Papa, she said, with impassioned fervour, he ought to be the heir, your own grandson; not Harry Carradyne.

Captain Monk simply stared in answer.

He lies in the direct succession; he has your own blood in his veins. Papa, you ought to see it.

Certainly the gallant sailors manners were improving. For perhaps the first time in his life he suppressed the hot and abusive words rising to his tongue  that no son of that man, Hamlyn, should come into Leet Hall  and stood in silence.

Dont you see it, papa?

Look here, Eliza: well drop the subject. When my brother, your uncle, was dying, he wrote me a letter, enjoining me to make Emmas son the heir, failing a son of my own. It was right it should be so, he said. Right it is; and Harry Carradyne will succeed me. Say no more.

Thus forbidden to say more, Eliza Hamlyn thought the more, and her thoughts were not pleasant. At one time she had feared her father might promote Kate Dancox to the heirship, and grew to dislike the child accordingly. Latterly, for the same reason, she had disliked Harry Carradyne; hated him, in fact. She herself was the only remaining child of the house, and her son ought to inherit.

She stood this evening at the drawing-room window, this and other matters running in her mind. Miss Kate, at the other end of the room, had prevailed on Uncle Harry (as she called him) to play a game at toy ninepins. Or perhaps he had prevailed on her: anything to keep her tolerably quiet. She was in her teens now, but the older she grew the more troublesome she became; and she was remarkably small and childish-looking, so that strangers took her to be several years younger than she really was.

This must be your model governess arriving, Aunt Emma, exclaimed Mrs. Hamlyn, as the fly came up the drive.

I hope it is, said Mrs. Carradyne; and they all looked out. Oh, yes, thats an Evesham fly  and a ramshackle thing it appears.

I wonder you did not send the carriage to Evesham for her, mother, remarked Harry, picking up some of the nine-pins which Miss Kate had swept off the table with her hand.

Mrs. Hamlyn turned round in a blaze of anger. Send the carriage to Evesham for the governess. What absurd thing will you say next, Harry?

The young man laughed in good humour. Does it offend one of your prejudices, Eliza?  a thousand pardons, then. But really, nonsense apart, I cant see why the carriage should not have gone for her. We are told she is a gentlewoman. Indeed, I suppose anyone else would not be eligible, as she is to be made one of ourselves.

And think of the nuisance it will be! Do be quiet, Harry! Kate ought to have been sent to school.

But your father would not have her sent, you know, Eliza, spoke Mrs. Carradyne.

Then  

Miss West, maam, interrupted Rimmer, the butler, showing in the traveller.

Dear me, how very young! was Mrs. Carradynes first thought. And what a lovely face!

She came in shyly. In her whole appearance there was a shrinking, timid gentleness, betokening refinement of feeling. A slender, lady-like girl, in a plain, dark travelling-suit and a black bonnet lined and tied with pink, a little lace border shading her nut-brown hair. The bonnets in those days set off a pretty face better than do these modern ones. Thats what the Squire tells us.

Mrs. Carradyne advanced and shook hands cordially; Eliza bent her head slightly from where she stood; Harry Carradyne stood up, a pleasant welcome in his blue eyes and in his voice, as he laughingly congratulated her upon the ancient Evesham fly not having come to grief en route. Kate Dancox pressed forward.

Are you my new governess?

The young lady smiled and said she believed so.

Aunt Eliza hates governesses; so do I. Do you expect to make me obey you?

The governess blushed painfully; but took courage to say she hoped she should. Harry Carradyne thought it the very loveliest blush he had ever seen in all his travels, and she the sweetest-looking girl.

And when Captain Monk came in he quite took to her appearance, for he hated to have ugly people about him. But every now and then there was a look in her face, or in her eyes, that struck him as being familiar  as if he had once known someone who resembled her. Pleasing, soft, dark hazel eyes they were as one could wish to see, with goodness in their depths.

III

Months passed away, and Miss West was domesticated in her new home. It was not all sunshine. Mrs. Carradyne, ever considerate, strove to render things agreeable; but there were sources of annoyance over which she had no control. Kate, when she chose, could be verily a little elf, a demon; as Mrs. Hamlyn often put it, a diablesse. And she, that lady herself, invariably treated the governess with a sort of cool, indifferent contempt; and she was more often at Leet Hall than away from it. The Captain, too, gave way to fits of temper that simply terrified Miss West. Reared in the quiet atmosphere of a well-trained school, she had never met with temper such as this.

On the other hand  yes, on the other hand, she had an easy place of it, generous living, was regarded as a lady, and  she had learnt to love Harry Carradyne for weal or for woe.

But not  please take notice  not unsolicited. Tacitly, at any rate. If Mr. Harrys speaking blue eyes were to be trusted and Mr. Harrys tell-tale tones when with her, his love, at the very least, equalled hers. Eliza Hamlyn, despite the penetration that ill-nature generally can exercise, had not yet scented any such treason in the wind: or there would have blown up a storm.

Spring was to bring its events; but first of all it must be said that during the winter little Walter Hamlyn was taken ill at Leet Hall when staying there with his mother. The malady turned out to be gastric fever, and Mr. Speck was in constant attendance. For the few days that the child lay in danger, Eliza was almost wild. The progress to convalescence was very slow, lasting many weeks; and during that time Captain Monk, being much with the little fellow, grew to be fond of him with an unreasonable affection.

Im not sure but I shall leave Leet Hall to him after all, he suddenly observed to Eliza one day, not noticing that Harry Carradyne was standing in the recess of the window. Halloa! are you there, Harry? Well, it cant be helped. You heard what I said?

I heard, Uncle Godfrey: but I did not understand.

Eliza thinks Leet Hall ought to go in the direct line  through her  to this child. What should you say to that?



What could he say to it? imperiously demanded Eliza. He is only your nephew.

Harry looked from one to the other in a sort of bewildered surprise: and there came a silence.

Uncle Godfrey, he said at last, starting out of a reverie, you have been good enough to make me your heir. It was unexpected on my part, unsolicited; but you did do it, and you caused me to leave the army in consequence, to give up my fair prospects in life. I am aware that this deed is not irrevocable, and certainly you have the right to do what you will with your own property. But you must forgive me for saying that you should have made quite sure of your intentions beforehand: before taking me up, if it be only to throw me aside again.

There, there, well leave it, retorted Captain Monk testily. No harms done to you yet, Mr. Harry; I dont know that it will be.

But Harry Carradyne felt sure that it would be; that he should be despoiled of the inheritance. The resolute look of power on Elizas face, bent on him as he quitted the chamber, was an earnest of that. Captain Monk was not the determined man he had once been; that was over.

A pretty kettle of fish, this is, ruefully soliloquised Harry, as he marched along the corridor. Elizas safe to get her will; no doubt of that. And I? what am I to do? I cant repurchase and go back amongst them again like a returned shilling; at least, I wont; and I cant turn Parson, or Queens Counsel, or Cabinet Minister. Im fitted for nothing now, that I see, but to be a gentleman-at-large; and what would the gentlemans income be?

Standing at the corridor window, softly whistling, he ran over ways and means in his mind. He had a pretty house of his own, Peacocks Range, formerly his fathers, and about four hundred a-year. After his mothers death it would not be less than a thousand a-year.

That means bread and cheese at present. Later  Heyday, young lady, whats the matter?

The school room door, close by, had opened with a burst, and Miss Kate Dancox was flying down the stairs  her usual progress the minute lessons were over. Harry strolled into the room. The governess was putting the littered table straight.

Any admission, maam? cried he quaintly, making for a chair. I should like to ask leave to sit down for a bit.

Alice West laughed, and stirred the fire by way of welcome; he was a very rare visitor to the school-room. The blaze, mingling with the rays of the setting sun that streamed in at the window, played upon her sweet face and silky brown hair, lighted up the bright winter dress she wore, and the bow of pink ribbon that fastened the white lace round her slender, pretty throat.

Are you so much in need of a seat? she laughingly asked.

Indeed I am, was the semi-grave response. I have had a shock.

A very sharp one, sir?

Sharp as steel. Really and truly, he went on in a different tone, as he left the chair and stood up by the table, facing her; I have just heard news that may affect my whole future life; may change me from a rich man to a poor one.

Oh, Mr. Carradyne! Her manner had changed now.

I was the destined inheritor, as you know  for Im sure nobody has been reticent upon the subject  of these broad lands, with a sweep of the hand towards the plains outside. Captain Monk is now pleased to inform me that he thinks of substituting for me Mrs. Hamlyns child.



But would not that be very unjust?

Hardly fair  as it seems to me. Considering that my good uncle obliged me to give up my own prospects for it.

She stood, her hands clasped in sympathy, her face full of earnest sadness. How unkind! Why, it would be cruel!

Well, I confess I felt it to be so at the first blow. But, standing at the outside window yonder, pulling myself together, a ray or two of light crept in, showing me that it may be for the best after all. Whatever is, is right, you know.

Yes, she slowly said if you can think so. But, Mr. Carradyne, should you not have anything at all?  anything to live upon after Captain Monks death?

Just a trifle, I calculate, as the Americans say  and it is calculating I have been  so that I need not altogether starve. Would you like to know how much it will be?

Oh, please dont laugh at me!  for it suddenly struck the girl that he was laughing, perhaps in reproof, and that she had spoken too freely. I ought not to have asked that; I was not thinking  I was too sorry to think.

But I may as well tell you, if you dont mind. I have a very pretty little place, which you have seen and heard of, called by that delectable title Peacocks Range  

Is Peacocks Range yours? she interrupted, in surprise. I thought it belonged to Mr. Peveril.

Peacocks Range is mine and was my fathers before me, Miss Alice. It was leased to Peveril for a term of years, but I fancy he would be glad to give it up to-morrow. Well, I have Peacocks Range and about four hundred pounds a-year.

Her face brightened. Then you need not talk about starving, she said, gaily.



And, later, I shall have altogether about a thousand a-year. Though I hope it will be very long before it falls to me. Do you think two people might venture to set up at Peacocks Range, and keep, say, a couple of servants upon four hundred a-year? Could they exist upon it?

Oh, dear, yes, she answered eagerly, quite unconscious of his drift. Did you mean yourself and some friend?

He nodded.

Why, I dont see how they could spend it all. Thered be no rent to pay. And just think of all the fruit and vegetables in the garden there!

Then I take you at your word, Alice, he cried, impulsively, passing his arm round her waist. You are the friend. My dear, I have long wanted to ask you to be my wife, and I did not dare. This place, Leet Hall, encumbered me: for I feared the opposition that I, as its heir, should inevitably meet.

She drew away from him, with doubting, frightened eyes. Mr. Harry Carradyne brought all the persuasion of his own dancing blue ones to bear upon her. Surely, Alice, you will not say me nay!

I dare not say yes, she whispered.

What are you afraid of?

Of it altogether; of your friends. Captain Monk would  would  perhaps  turn me out. And theres Mrs. Carradyne!

Harry laughed. Captain Monk can have no right to any voice in my affairs, once he throws me off; he cannot expect to have a finger in everyones pie. As to my mother  ah, Alice, unless I am much mistaken, she will welcome you with love.

Alice burst into tears: emotion was stirring her to its depths. Please to let it all be for a time, she pleaded.



If you speak it would be sure to lead to my being turned away.

I will let it be for a time, my darling, so far as speaking about it goes: for more reasons than one it may be better. But you are my promised wife, Alice; always recollect that.

And Mr. Harry Carradyne, bold as a soldier should be, took a few kisses from her unresisting lips to enforce his mandate.

IV

Some time rolled on, calling for no particular record. Mr. Hamlyns West Indian property, which was large and lucrative, had been giving him trouble of late; at least, those who had the care of it gave it, and he was obliged to go over occasionally to see after it in person. Between times he stayed with his wife at Peacocks Range; or else she joined him in London. Their town residence was in Bryanston Square; a pretty house, but not large.

It had been an unfavourable autumn; cold and wet. Snow had fallen in November, and the weather continued persistently dull and dreary. One gloomy afternoon towards the close of the year, Mrs. Hamlyn, shivering over her drawing-room fire, rang impatiently for more coal to be piled upon it.

Has Master Walter come in yet? she asked of the footman.

No, maam. I saw him just now playing in front there.

She went to the window. Yes, running about the paths of the Square garden was the child, attended by his nurse. He was a sturdy little fellow. His mother, wishing to make him hardy, sent him out in all weathers, and the boy throve upon it. He was three years old now, but looked older; and he was as clever and precocious as some children are at five or six. Her heart thrilled with a strange joy only at the sight of him: he was her chief happiness in life, her idol. Whether he would succeed to Leet Hall she knew not; since that one occasion, Captain Monk had said no more upon the subject, for or against it.

Why need she have longed for it so fervently? to the setting at naught the express wishes of her deceased uncle and to the detriment of Harry Carradyne? It was simply covetousness. As his fathers eldest son (there were no younger ones yet) the boy would inherit a fine property, a large income; but his doting mother must give him Leet Hall as well.

Her whole heart went out to the child as she watched him playing there. A few snowflakes were beginning to fall, and twilight would soon be drawing on, but she would not call him in. Standing thus at the window, it gradually grew upon her to notice that something was standing back against the opposite rails, looking fixedly at the houses. A young, fair woman apparently, with a profusion of light hair; she was draped in a close dark cloak which served to conceal her figure, just as the thick veil she wore concealed her face.

I believe it is this house she is gazing at so attentively  and at me, thought Mrs. Hamlyn. What can she possibly want?

The woman did not move away and Mrs. Hamlyn did not move; they remained staring at one another. Presently Walter burst into the room, laughing in glee at having distanced his nurse. His mother turned, caught him in her arms and kissed him passionately. Wilful though he was by disposition, and showing it at times, he was a lovable, generous child, and very pretty: great brown eyes and auburn curls. His life was all sunshine, like a butterflys on a summers day; his path as yet one of roses without their thorns.

Mamma, Ive got a picture-book; come and look at it, cried the eager little voice, as he dragged his mother to the hearthrug and opened the picture-book in the light of the blaze. Penelope bought it for me.

She sat down on a footstool, the book on her lap and one arm round him, her treasure. Penelope waited to take off his hat and pelisse, and was told to come for him in five minutes.

Its not my tea-time yet, cried he defiantly.

Indeed, then, Master Walter, it is long past it, said the nurse. I couldnt get him in before, maam, she added to her mistress. Every minute I kept expecting youd be sending one of the servants after us.

In five minutes, repeated Mrs. Hamlyn. And whats this picture about, Walter? Is it a little girl with a doll?

Oh, dat bootiful, said the eager little lad, who was not yet as advanced in speech as he was in ideas. It says she  deres papa!

In came Philip Hamlyn, tall, handsome, genial. Walter ran to him and was caught in his arms. He and his wife were just a pair for adoring the child.

But nurse, inexorable, appeared again at the five minutes end, and Master Walter was carried off.

You came home in a cab, Philip, did you not? I thought I heard one stop.

Yes; it is a miserable evening. Raining fast now.

Raining! she repeated, rather wondering to hear it was not snowing. She went to the window to look out, and the first object her eyes caught sight of was the woman; leaning in the old place against the railings, in the growing twilight.



Im not sorry to see the rain; we shall have it warmer now, remarked Mr. Hamlyn, who had drawn a chair to the fire. In fact, its much warmer already than it was this morning.

Philip, step here a minute.

His wifes tone had dropped to a half-whisper, sounding rather mysterious, and he went at once.

Just look, Philip  opposite. Do you see a woman standing there?

A woman  where? cried he, looking of course in every direction but the right one.

Just facing us. She has her back against the railings.

Oh, ay, I see now; a lady in a cloak. She must be waiting for some one.

Why do you call her a lady?

She looks like one  as far as I can see in the gloom. Does she not? Her hair does, any way.

She has been there I cannot tell you how long, Philip; half-an-hour, Im sure; and it seems to me that she is watching this house. A lady would hardly do that.

This house? Oh, then, Eliza, perhaps shes watching for one of the servants. She might come in, poor thing, instead of standing there in the rain.

Poor thing, indeed!  what business has any woman to watch a house in this marked manner? retorted Eliza. The neighbourhood will be taking her for a female detective.

Nonsense!

She has given me a creepy feeling; I can tell you that, Philip.

But why? he exclaimed.

I cant tell you why; I dont know why; it is so. Do not laugh at me for confessing it.

Philip Hamlyn did laugh; heartily. Creepy feelings and his imperiously strong-minded wife could have but little affinity with one another.

Well have the curtains drawn, and the lights, and shut her out, said he cheerily. Come and sit down, Eliza; I want to show you a letter Ive had to-day.

But the woman waiting outside there seemed to possess for Eliza Hamlyn somewhat of the fascination of the basilisk; for she never stirred from the window until the curtains were drawn.

It is from Peveril, said Mr. Hamlyn, producing the letter he had spoken of from his pocket. The lease he took of Peacocks Range is not yet out, but he can resign it now if he pleases, and he would be glad to do so. He and his wife would rather remain abroad, it seems, than return home.

Yes. Well?

Well, he writes to me to ask whether he can resign it; or whether I must hold him to the promise he made me  that I should rent the house to the end of the term. I mean the end of the lease; the term he holds it for.

Why does he want to resign it? Why cant things go on as at present?

I gather from an allusion he makes, though he does not explicitly state it, that Mr. Carradyne wishes to have the place in his own hands. What am I to say to Peveril, Eliza?

Say! Why, that you must hold him to his promise; that we cannot give up the house yet. A pretty thing if I had no place to go down to at will in my own county!

So far as I am concerned, Eliza, I would prefer to stay away from the county  if your father is to continue to treat me in the way he does. Remember what it was in the summer. I think we are very well here.

Now, Philip, I have said. I do not intend to release our hold on Peacocks Range. My father will be reconciled to you in time as he is to me.

I wonder what Harry Carradyne can want it for? mused Philip Hamlyn, bowing to the imperative decision of his better half.

To live in it, I should say. He would like to show his resentment to papa by turning his back on Leet Hall. It cant be for anything else.

What cause for resentment has he? He sent for him home and made him his heir.

That is the cause. Papa has come to his senses and changed his mind. It is our darling little Walter who is to be the heir of Leet Hall, Philip  and papa has so informed Harry Carradyne.

Philip Hamlyn gazed at his wife in doubt. He had never heard a word of this; instinct had kept her silent.

I hope not, he emphatically said, breaking the silence.

You hope not?

Walter shall never inherit Leet Hall with my consent, Eliza. Harry Carradyne is the right and proper heir, and no child of mine, as I hope, must or shall displace him.

Mrs. Hamlyn treated her husband to one of her worst looks, telling of contempt as well as of power; but she did not speak.

Listen, Eliza. I cannot bear injustice, and I do not believe it ever prospers in the long run. Were your father to bequeath  my dear, I beg of you to listen to me!  to bequeath his estates to little Walter, to the exclusion of the true heir, rely upon it the bequest would never bring him good. In some way or other it would not serve him. Money diverted by injustice from its natural and just channel does not carry a blessing with it. I have noted this over and over again in going through life.

Anything more? she contemptuously asked.



And Walter will not need it, he continued persuasively, passing her question as unheard. As my son, he will be amply provided for.

A very commonplace interruption occurred, and the subject was dropped. Nothing more than a servant bringing in a letter for his master, just come by hand.

Why, it is from old Richard Pratt! exclaimed Mr. Hamlyn, as he turned to the light.

I thought Major Pratt never wrote letters, she remarked. I once heard you say he must have forgotten how to write.

He did not answer. He was reading the note, which appeared to be a short one. She watched him. After reading it through he began it again, a puzzled look upon his face. Then she saw it flush all over, and he crushed the note into his pocket.

What is it about, Philip?

Pratt wants a prescription for gout that I told him of. Im sure I dont know whether I can find it.

He had answered in a dreamy tone with thoughts preoccupied, and quitted the room hastily, as if in search of it.

Eliza wondered why he should flush up at being asked for a prescription, and why he should have suddenly lost himself in a reverie. But she had not much curiosity as to anything that concerned old Major Pratt  who was at present staying in lodgings in London.

Downstairs went Mr. Hamlyn to the little room he called his library, seated himself at the table under the lamp, and opened the note again. It ran as follows:  

Dear Philip Hamlyn,  The other day, when calling here, you spoke of some infallible prescription to cure gout that had been given you. Ive symptoms of it flying about me  and be hanged to it! Bring it to me yourself to-morrow; I want to see you. I suppose there was no mistake in the report that that ship did go down?  and that none of the passengers were saved from it?

Truly yours,
Richard Pratt.

What can he possibly mean? muttered Philip Hamlyn.

But there was no one to answer the question, and he sat buried in thought, trying to answer it himself. Starting up from the useless task, he looked in his desk, found the infallible prescription, and then snatched his watch from his pocket.

Too late, he decided impatiently; Pratt would be gone to bed. He goes at all kinds of unearthly hours when out of sorts. So he went upstairs to his wife again, the prescription displayed in his hand.

Morning came, bringing the daily routine of duties in its train. Mrs. Hamlyn had made an engagement to go with some friends to Blackheath, to take luncheon with a lady living there. It was damp and raw in the early portion of the day, but promised to be clear later on.

And then my little darling can go out to play again, she said, hugging the child to her. In the afternoon, nurse; it will be drier then; it is really too damp this morning.

Parting from him with fifty kisses, she went down to her comfortable and handsome carriage, her husband placing her in.

I wish you were coming with me, Philip! But, you see, it is only ladies to-day. Six of us.

Philip Hamlyn laughed. I dont wish it at all, he answered; they would be fighting for me. Besides, I must take old Pratt his prescription. Only picture his storm of anger if I did not.



Mrs. Hamlyn was not back until just before dinner: her husband, she heard, had been out all day, and was not yet in. Waiting for him in the drawing-room listlessly enough, she walked to the window to look out. And there she saw with a sort of shock the same woman standing in the same place as the previous evening. Not once all day long had she thought of her.

This is a strange thing! she exclaimed. I am sure it is this house that she is watching.

On the impulse of the moment she rang the bell and called the man who answered it to the window. He was a faithful, attached servant, had lived with them ever since they were married, and previously to that in Mr. Hamlyns family in the West Indies.

Japhet, said his mistress, do you see that woman opposite? Do you know why she stands there?

Japhets answer told nothing. They had all seen her downstairs, yesterday evening as well as this, and wondered what she could be watching the house for.

She is not waiting for any of the servants, then; not an acquaintance of theirs?

No, maam, that Im sure shes not. She is a stranger to us all.

Then, Japhet, I think you shall go over and question her, spoke his mistress impulsively. Ask her who she is and what she wants. And tell her that a gentlemans house cannot be watched with impunity in this country  and she will do well to move away before the police are called to her.

Japhet looked at his mistress and hesitated; he was an elderly man and cautious. I beg your pardon, madam, he began, for venturing to say as much, but I think it might be best to let her alone. Shell grow tired of stopping there. And if her motive is to attract pity, and get alms sent out, why the fact of speaking to her might make her bold enough to ask for them. If she comes there to-morrow again, it might be best for the master to take it up himself.

For once in her life Mrs. Hamlyn condescended to listen to the opinion of an inferior, and Japhet was dismissed without orders. Close upon that, a cab came rattling down the square, and stopped at the door. Her husband leaped out of it, tossed the driver his fare  he always paid liberally  and let himself in with his latch-key. To Mrs. Hamlyns astonishment she had seen the woman dart from her standing-place to the middle of the road, evidently to look at or to accost Mr. Hamlyn. But his movements were too quick: he was within in a moment and had closed the outer door. She then walked rapidly away, and disappeared.

Eliza Hamlyn stood there lost in thought. The nurse came in to take the child; Mr. Hamlyn had gone to his room to dress for dinner.

Have you seen the woman who has been standing out there yesterday evening and this, Penelope? she asked of the nurse, speaking upon impulse.

Oh, yes, maam. She has been there all the blessed afternoon. She came into the garden to talk to us.

Came into the garden to talk to you? repeated Mrs. Hamlyn. What did she talk about?

Chiefly about Master Walter, maam. She seemed to be much taken with him; clasped him in her arms and kissed him, and said how old was he, and was he difficult to manage, and that he had his fathers beautiful brown eyes  

Penelope stopped abruptly. Mistaking the hard stare her mistress was unconsciously giving her for one of displeasure, she hastened to excuse herself. The fact was, Mrs. Hamlyns imagination was beginning to run riot.

I couldnt help her speaking to me, maam, or her kissing the child; she took me by surprise. That was all she said  except that she asked whether you were likely to be going into the country soon, away from the house here. She didnt stay five minutes with us, but went back to stand by the railings again.

Did she speak as a lady or as a common person? quite fiercely demanded Mrs. Hamlyn. Is she young?  good-looking?

Oh, I think she is a lady, replied the girl, her accent decisive. And shes young, as far as I could see, but she had a thick veil over her face. Her hair is lovely, just like threads of pale gold, concluded Penelope, as Mr. Hamlyns step was heard.

He took his wife into the dining-room, apologising for being late. She, giving full range to the fancies she had called up, heard him in silence with a hardening haughty face.

Philip, you know who that woman is, she suddenly exclaimed during a temporary absence of Japhet from the dining-room. What is it that she wants with you?

I! he returned, in a surprise very well feigned if not real. What woman? Do you mean the one who was standing out there yesterday?

You know I do. She has been there again  all the blessed afternoon, as Penelope expresses it. Asking questions of the girl about you  and me  and Walter; and saying the child has your beautiful brown eyes. I ask you who is she?

Mr. Hamlyn laid down his knife and fork to gaze at his wife. He looked quite at sea.

Eliza, I assure you I know nothing about it. Or about her.

Indeed! Dont you think it may be some acquaintance, old or new? Possibly someone you knew in the days gone by  come over seas to see whether you are yet in the land of the living? She has wonderful hair, which looks like spun gold.

All in a moment, as the half-mocking words left her lips, some idea seemed to flash across Philip Hamlyn, bringing with it distress and fear. His face turned to a burning red and then grew white as the hue of the grave.

V.  SILENT FOR EVER

I

Breakfast was on the table in Mr. Hamlyns house in Bryanston Square, and Mrs. Hamlyn waited, all impatience, for her lord and master. Not in any particular impatience for the meal itself, but that she might have it out with him  the phrase was hers, not mine, as you will see presently  in regard to the perplexity existing in her mind connected with the strange appearance of the damsel watching the house, in her beauty and her pale golden hair.

Why had Philip Hamlyn turned sick and faint  to judge by his changing countenance  when she had charged him at dinner, the previous evening, with knowing something of this mysterious woman? Mysterious in her actions, at all events; probably in herself. Mrs. Hamlyn wanted to know that. No further opportunity had then been given for pursuing the subject. Japhet had returned to the room, and before the dinner was at an end, some acquaintance of Mr. Hamlyn had fetched him out for the evening. And he came home with so fearful a headache that he had lain groaning and turning all through the night. Mrs. Hamlyn was not a model of patience, but in all her life she had never felt so impatient as now.



He came into the room looking pale and shivery; a sure sign that he was suffering; that it was not an invented excuse. Yes, the pain was better, he said, in answer to his wifes question; and might be much better after a strong cup of tea; he could not imagine what had brought it on. She could have told him, though, had she been gifted with the magical power of reading minds, and have seen the nervous apprehension that was making havoc with his.

Mrs. Hamlyn gave him his tea in silence, and buttered a dainty bit of toast to tempt him to eat. But he shook his head.

I cannot, Eliza. Nothing but tea this morning.

I am sorry you are ill, she said, by-and-by. I fear it hurts you to talk; but I want to have it out with you.

Have it out with me! cried he, in real or feigned surprise. Have what out with me?

Oh, you know, Philip. About that woman who has been watching the house these two days; evidently watching for you.

But I told you I knew nothing about her: who she is, or what she is, or what she wants. I really do not know.

Well, so far that was true. But all the while a sick fear lay on his heart that he did know; or, rather, that he was destined to know very shortly.

When I told you her hair was like threads of fine, pale gold, you seemed to start, Philip, as if you knew some girl or woman with such hair, or had known her.

I daresay I have known a score of women with such hair. My dear little sister who died, for instance.

Do not attempt to evade the subject, was the haughty reprimand. If  

Mrs. Hamlyns sharp speech was interrupted by the entrance of Japhet, bringing in the morning letters. Only one letter, however, for they were not as numerous in those days as they are in these.

It seems to be important, maam, Japhet remarked, with the privilege of an old servant, as he handed it to his mistress. She saw it was from Leet Hall, in Mrs. Carradynes handwriting, and bore the words: In haste, above the address.

Tearing it open Eliza Hamlyn read the short, sad news it contained. Captain Monk had been taken suddenly ill with inward inflammation. Mr. Speck feared the worst, and the Captain had asked for Eliza. Would she come down at once?

Oh, Philip, I must not lose a minute, she exclaimed, passing the letter to him, and forgetting the pale gold hair and its owner. Do you know anything about the Worcestershire trains?

No, he answered. The better plan will be to get to the station as soon as possible, and then you will be ready for the first train that starts.

Will you go down with me, Philip?

I cannot. I will take you to the station.

Why cant you?

Because I cannot just now leave London. My dear, you may believe me, for it is the truth. I cannot do so. I wish I could.

And she saw it was true: for his tone was so earnest as to tell of pain.

Making what haste she could, kissing her boy a hundred times, and recommending him to the special care of his nurse and of his father during her absence, she drove with her husband to the station, and was just in time for a train. Mr. Hamlyn watched it steam out of the station, and then looked up at the clock.

I suppose its not too early to see him, he muttered. Ill chance it, at any rate. Hope he will be less suffering than he was yesterday, and less crusty, too.

Dismissing his carriage, for he felt more inclined to walk than to drive, he went through the park to Pimlico, and gained the house of Major Pratt.

This was Friday. On the previous Wednesday evening a note had been brought to Mr. Hamlyn by Major Pratts servant, a sentence in which, as the reader may remember, ran as follows:  

I suppose there was no mistake in the report that that ship did go down?  and that none of the passengers were saved from it?

This puzzled Philip Hamlyn: perhaps somewhat troubled him in a hazy kind of way. For he could only suppose that the ship alluded to must be the sailing-vessel in which his first wife, false and faithless, and his little son of a twelvemonth old had been lost some five or six years ago  the Clipper of the Seas. And the next day (Thursday) he had gone to Major Pratts, as requested, to carry the prescription for gout he had asked for, and also to inquire of the Major what he meant.

But the visit was a fruitless one. Major Pratt was in bed with an attack of gout, so ill and so crusty that nothing could be got out of him excepting a few bad words and as many groans. Mr. Hamlyn then questioned Saul  of whom he used to see a good deal in India, for he had been the Majors servant for years and years.

Do you happen to know, Saul, whether the Major wanted me for anything in particular? He asked me to call here this morning.

Saul began to consider. He was a tall, thin, cautious, slow-speaking man, honest as the day, and very much attached to his master.



Well, sir, he got a letter yesterday morning that seemed to put him out, for I found him swearing over it. And he said hed like you to see it.

Who was the letter from? What was it about?

It looked like Miss Carolines writing, sir, and the postmark was Essex. As to what it was about  well, the Major didnt directly tell me, but I gathered that it might be about  

About what? questioned Mr. Hamlyn, for the man had come to a dead standstill. Speak out, Saul.

Then, sir, said Saul, slowly rubbing the top of his head, and the few grey hairs left on it, I thought  as you tell me to speak  it must be something concerning that ship you know of; she that went down on her voyage home, Mr. Philip.

The Clipper of the Seas?

Just so, sir; the Clipper of the Seas. I thought it by this, added Saul: that pretty nigh all day afterwards he talked of nothing but that ship, asking me if I should suppose it possible that the ship had not gone down and every soul on board, leastways of her passengers, with her. Master, said I, in answer, had that ship not gone down and all her passengers with her, rely upon it, theyd have turned up long before this. Ay, ay, stormed he, and Carolines a fool.  Which of course meant his sister, you know, sir.

Philip Hamlyn could not make much of this. So many years had elapsed now since news came out to the world that the unfortunate ship, Clipper of the Seas, went down off the coast of Spain on her homeward voyage, and all her passengers with her, as to be a fact of the past. Never a doubt had been cast upon any part of the tidings, so far as he knew.

With an uneasy feeling at his heart, he went off to the city, to call upon the brokers, or agents, of the ship: remembering quite well who they were, and that they lived in Fenchurch Street. An elderly man, clerk in the house for many years, and now a partner, received him.

The Clipper of the Seas? repeated the old gentleman, after listening to what Mr. Hamlyn had to say. No, sir, we dont know that any of her passengers were saved; always supposed they were not. But lately we have had some little cause to doubt whether one or two might not have been.

Philip Hamlyns heart beat faster.

Will you tell me why you think this?

It isnt that we think it; at best tis but a doubt, was the reply. One of our own ships, getting in last month from Madras, had a sailor on board who chanced to remark to me, when he was up here getting his pay, that it was not the first time he had served in our employ: he had been in that ship that was lost, the Clipper of the Seas. And he went on to say, in answer to a remark of mine about all the passengers having been lost, that that was not quite correct, for that one of them had certainly been saved  a lady or a nurse, he didnt know which, and also a little child that she was in charge of. He was positive about it, he added, upon my expressing my doubts, for they got to shore in the same small boat that he did.

Is it true, think you? gasped Mr. Hamlyn.

Sir, we are inclined to think it is not true, emphatically spoke the old gentleman. Upon inquiring about this mans character, we found that he is given to drinking, so that what he says cannot always be relied upon. Again, it seems next to an impossibility that if any passenger were saved we should not have heard of it. Altogether we feel inclined to judge that the man, though evidently believing he spoke truth, was but labouring under an hallucination.



Can you tell me where I can find the man? asked Mr. Hamlyn, after a pause.

Not anywhere at present, sir. He has sailed again.

So that ended it for the day. Philip Hamlyn went home and sat down to dinner with his wife, as already spoken of. And when she told him that the mysterious lady waiting outside must be waiting for him  probably some acquaintance of his of the years gone by  it set his brain working and his pulses throbbing, for he suddenly connected her with what he had that day heard. No wonder his head ached!

To-day, after seeing his wife off by train, he went to find Major Pratt. The Major was better, and could talk, swearing a great deal over the gout, and the letter.

It was from Caroline, he said, alluding to his sister, Miss Pratt, who had been with him in India. She lives in Essex, you know, Philip.

Oh, yes, I know, answered Philip Hamlyn. But what is it that Caroline says in her letter?

You shall hear, said the Major, producing his sisters letter and opening it. Listen. Here it is. The strangest thing has happened, brother! Susan went to London yesterday to get my fronts recurled at the hairdressers, and she was waiting in the shop, when a lady came out of the back room, having been in there to get a little boys hair cut. Susan was quite struck dumb when she saw her: she thinks it was poor erring Dolly; never saw such a likeness before, she says; could almost swear to her by the lovely pale gold hair. The lady pulled her veil over her face when she saw Susan staring at her, and went away with great speed. Susan asked the hairdressers people if they knew the ladys name, or who she was, but they told her she was a stranger to them; had never been in the shop before. Dear Richard, this is troubling me; I could not sleep all last night for thinking of it. Do you suppose it is possible that Dolly and the boy were not drowned? Your affectionate sister, Caroline. Now, did you ever read such a letter? stormed the Major. If that Susan went home and said shed seen St. Pauls blown up, Caroline would believe it. Whos Susan, dye say? Why, youve lost your memory, Philip. Susan was the English maid we had with us in Calcutta.

It cannot possibly be true, cried Mr. Hamlyn with quivering lips.

True, no! of course it cant be, hang it! Or else what would you do?

That might be logical though not satisfactory reasoning. And Mr. Hamlyn thought of the woman said to be watching for him, and her pale gold hair.

She was a cunning jade, if ever there was one, mark you, Philip Hamlyn; that false wife of yours and kin of mine; came of a cunning family on the mothers side. Put it that she was saved: if it suited her to let us suppose she was drowned, why, shed do it. I know Dolly.

And poor Philip Hamlyn, assenting to the truth of this with all his heart, went out to face the battle that might be coming upon him, lacking the courage for it.

II

The cold, clear afternoon air touching their healthy faces, and Jack Frost nipping their noses, raced Miss West and Kate Dancox up and down the hawthorn walk. It had pleased that arbitrary young damsel, who was still very childish, to enter a protest against going beyond the grounds that fine winters day; she would be in the hawthorn walk, or nowhere; and she would run races there. As Miss West gave in to her whims for peace sake in things not important, and as she was young enough herself not to dislike running, to the hawthorn walk they went.

Captain Monk was recovering rapidly. His sudden illness had been caused by drinking some cold cider when some out-door exercise had made him dangerously hot. The alarm and apprehension had now subsided; and Mrs. Hamlyn, arriving three days ago in answer to the hasty summons, was thinking of returning to London.

You are cheating! called out Kate, flying off at a tangent to cross her governesss path. Youve no right to get before me!

Gently, corrected Miss West. My dear, we have run enough for to-day.

We havent, you ugly, cross old thing! Aunt Eliza says you are ugly. And

The young ladys amenities were cut short by finding herself suddenly lifted off her feet by Mr. Harry Carradyne, who had come behind them.

Let me alone, Harry! You are always coming where you are not wanted. Aunt Eliza says so.

A sudden light, as of mirth, illumined Harry Carradynes fresh, frank countenance. Aunt Eliza says all those things, does she? Well, Miss Kate, she also says something else  that you are now to go indoors.

What for? I shant go in.

Oh, very well. Then that dandified silk frock for the new year that the dressmaker is waiting to try on can be put aside until midsummer.

Kate dearly loved new silk frocks, and she raced away. The governess followed more slowly, Mr. Carradyne talking by her side.

For some months now their love-dream had been going on; aye, and the love-making too. Not altogether surreptitiously; neither of them would have liked that. Though not expedient to proclaim it yet to Captain Monk and the world, Mrs. Carradyne knew of it and tacitly sanctioned it.

Alice West turned her face, blushing uncomfortably, to him as they walked. I am glad to have this opportunity of saying something to you, she spoke with hesitation. Are you not upon rather bad terms with Mrs. Hamlyn?

She is with me, replied Harry.

And  am I the cause? continued Alice, feeling as if her fears were confirmed.

Not at all. She has not fathomed the truth yet, with all her penetration, though she may have some suspicion of it. Eliza wants to bend me to her will in the matter of the house, and I wont be bent. Old Peveril wishes to resign the lease of Peacock Range to me; I wish to take it from him, and Eliza objects. She says Peveril promised her the house until the seven years lease was out, and that she means to keep him to his bargain.

Do you quarrel?

Quarrel! no, laughed Harry Carradyne. I joke with her, rather than quarrel. But I dont give in. She pays me some left-handed compliments, telling me that I am no gentleman, that Im a bear, and so on; to which I make my bow.

Alice West was gazing straight before her, a troubled look in her eyes. Then you see that I am the remote cause of the quarrel, Harry. But for thinking of me, you would not care to take the house on your own hands.

I dont know that. Be very sure of one thing, Alice: that I shall not stay an hour longer under the roof here if my uncle disinherits me. That he, a man of indomitable will, should be so long making up his mind is a proof that he shrinks from committing the injustice. The suspense it keeps me in is the worst of all. I told him so the other evening when we were sitting together and he was in an amiable mood. I said that any decision he might come to would be more tolerable than this prolonged suspense.

Alice drew a long breath at his temerity.

Harry laughed. Indeed, I quite expected to be ordered out of the room in a storm. Instead of that, he took it quietly, civilly telling me to have a little more patience; and then began to speak of the annual new years dinner, which is not far off now.

Mrs. Carradyne is thinking that he may not hold the dinner this year, as he has been so ill, remarked the young lady.

He will never give that up, Alice, as long as he can hold anything; and he is almost well again, you know. Oh, yes; we shall have the dinner and the chimes also.

I have never heard the chimes, she said. They have not played since I came to Church Leet.

They are to play this year, said Harry Carradyne. But I dont think my mother knows it.

Is it true that Mrs. Carradyne does not like to hear the chimes? I seem to have gathered the idea, somehow, added Alice. But she received no answer.

Kate Dancox was changeable as the ever-shifting sea. Delighted with the frock that was in process, she extended her approbation to its maker; and when Mrs. Ram, a homely workwoman, departed with her small bundle in her arms, it pleased the young lady to say she would attend her to her home. This involved the attendance of Miss West, who now found herself summoned to the charge.

Having escorted Mrs. Ram to her lowly door, and had innumerable intricate questions answered touching trimmings and fringes, Miss Kate Dancox, disregarding her governess altogether, flew back along the road with all the speed of her active limbs, and disappeared within the churchyard. At first Alice, who was growing tired and followed slowly, could not see her; presently, a desperate shriek guided her to an unfrequented corner where the graves were crowded. Miss Kate had come to grief in jumping over a tombstone, and bruised both her knees.

There! exclaimed Alice, sitting down on the stump of an old tree, close to the low wall. Youve hurt yourself now.

Oh, its nothing, returned Kate, who did not make much of smarts. And she went limping away to Mr. Grame, then doing some light work in his garden.

Alice sat on where she was, reading the inscriptions on the tombstones; some of them so faint with time as to be hardly discernible. While standing up to make out one that seemed of a rather better class than the rest, she observed Nancy Cale, the clerks wife, sitting in the church-porch and watching her attentively. The poor old woman had been ill for a long time, and Alice was surprised to see her out. Leaving the inscriptions, she went across the churchyard.

Ay, my dear young lady, I be up again, and thankful enough to say it; and I thought as the days so fine, Id step out a bit, she said, in answer to the salutation. An intelligent woman, and quite sufficiently cultivated for her work  cleaning the church and washing the parsons surplices. I thought John was in the church here, and came to speak to him; but hes not, I find; the doors locked.

I saw John down by Mrs. Rams just now; he was talking to Nott, the carpenter, observed Alice. Nancy, I was trying to make out some of those old names; but it is difficult to do so, she added, pointing to the crowded corner.

Ay, I see, my dear, nodded Nancy. His be worn amost right off. I think Id have it done again, an I was you.

Have what done again?



The name upon your poor papas gravestone.

The what? exclaimed Alice. And Nancy repeated her words.

Alice stared at her. Had Mrs. Cales wits vanished in her illness? Do you know what you are saying, Nancy? she cried; I dont. What had papa to do with this place? I think you must be wandering.

Nancy stared in her turn. Sure, its not possible, she said slowly, beginning to put two and two together, that you dont know who you are, Miss West? That your papa died here? and lies buried here?

Alice West turned white, and sat down on the opposite bench to Nancy. She did know that her father had died at some small country living he held; but she never suspected that it was at Church Leet. Her mother had gone to London after his death, and set up a school  which succeeded well. But soon she died, and the ladies who took to the school before her death took to Alice with it. The child was still too young to be told by her mother of the serious past  or Mrs. West deemed her to be so. And she had grown up in ignorance of her fathers fate and of where he died.


When we heard, me and John, that it was a Miss West who had come to the Hall to be governess to Parson Dancoxs child, the name struck us both, went on Nancy. Next we looked at your face, my dear, to trace any likeness there might be, and we thought we saw it  for youve got your papas eyes for certain. Then, one day when I was dusting in here, I let fall a hymn-book from the Hall pew; in picking it up it came open, and the name writ in it stared me in the face, Alice West. After that, we had no manner of doubt, him and me, and Ive often wished to talk with you and tell you so. My dear, Ive had you on my knee many a time when you were a little one.



Alice burst into tears of agitation. I never knew it! I never knew it. Dear Nancy, what did papa die of?

Ah, that was a sad piece of business  he was killed, said Nancy. And forthwith, rightly or wrongly, she, garrulous with old age, told all the history.

It was an exciting interview, lasting until the shades of evening surprised them. Miss Kate Dancox might have gone roving to the other end of the globe, for all the attention given her just then. Poor Alice cried and sighed, and trembled inwardly and outwardly. To think that it should just be to this place that I should come as governess, and to the house of Captain Monk! she wailed. Surely he did not kill papa!  intentionally!

No, no; nobody has ever thought that, disclaimed Nancy. The Captain is a passionate man, as is well-known, and they quarrelled, and a hot blow, not intentional, must have been struck between em. And all through them blessed chimes, Miss Alice! Not but that they be sweet to listen to  and they be going to ring again this New Years Eve.

Drawing her warm cloak about her, Nancy Cale set off towards her cottage. Alice West sat on in the sheltered porch, utterly bewildered. Never in her life had she felt so agitated, so incapable of sound and sober thought. Now it was explained why the bow-windowed sitting-room at the Vicarage would always strike her as being familiar to her memory; as though she had at some time known one that resembled it, or perhaps seen one like it in a dream.

Well, Im sure!

The jesting salutation came from Harry Carradyne. Despatched in search of the truants, he had found Kate at the Vicarage, making much of the last new baby there, and devouring a sumptuous tea of cakes and jam. Miss West? Oh, Miss West was sitting in the church porch, talking to old Nancy Cale, she said to Harry.

Why! What is it? he exclaimed in dismay, finding that the burst of emotion which he had taken to be laughter, meant tears. What has happened, Alice?

She could no more have kept the tears in than she could help  presently  telling him the news. He sat down by her and held her close to him, and pressed for it. She was the daughter of George West, who had died in the dispute with Captain Monk in the dining-room at the hall so many years before, and who was lying here in the corner of the churchyard; and she had never, never known it!

Mr. Carradyne was somewhat taken to; there was no denying it; chiefly by surprise.

I thought your father was a soldier, Alice  Colonel West; and died when serving in India. Im sure it was said so when you came.

Oh, no, that could not have been said, she cried; unless Mrs. Moffit, the agent, made a mistake. It was my uncle who died in India. No one here ever questioned me about my parents, knowing they were dead. Oh, dear, she went on in agitation, after a silent pause, what am I to do now? I cannot stay at the Hall. Captain Monk would not allow it either.

No need to tell him, quoth Mr. Harry.

And  of course  we must part. You and I.

Indeed! Who says so?

I am not sure that it would be right to  to  you know.

To what? Go on, my dear.

Alice sighed; her eyes were fixed thoughtfully on the fast-falling twilight. Mrs. Carradyne will not care for me when she knows who I am, she said in low tones.

My dear, shall I tell you how it strikes me? returned Harry: that my mother will be only the more anxious to have you connected with us by closer and dearer ties, so as to atone to you, in even a small degree, for the cruel wrong which fell upon your father. As to me  it shall be made my lifes best and dearest privilege.

But when a climax such as this takes place, the right or the wrong thing to be done cannot be settled in a moment. Alice West did not see her way quite clearly, and for the present she neither said nor did anything.

This little matter occurred on the Friday in Christmas week; on the following day, Saturday, Mrs. Hamlyn was returning to London. Christmas Day this year had fallen on a Monday. Some old wives hold a superstition that when that happens, it inaugurates but small luck for the following year, either for communities or for individuals. Not that that fancy has anything to do with the present history. Captain Monks banquet would not be held until the Monday night: as was customary when New Years Eve fell on a Sunday. He had urged his daughter to remain over New Years Day; but she declined, on the plea that as she had been away from her husband on Christmas Day, she would like to pass New Years Day with him. The truth being that she wanted to get to London to see after that yellow-haired lady who was supposed to be peeping after Philip Hamlyn.

On the Saturday morning Mrs. Hamlyn was driven to Evesham in the close carriage, and took the train to London. Her husband, ever kind and attentive, met her at the Paddington terminus. He was looking haggard, and seemed to be thinner than when she left him nine days ago.

Are you well, Philip? she asked anxiously.

Oh, quite well, quickly answered poor Philip Hamlyn, smiling a warm smile, that he meant to look like a gay one. Nothing ever ails me.

No, nothing might ail him bodily; but mentally  ah, how much! That awful terror lay upon him thick and threefold; it had not yet come to any solution, one way or the other. Major Pratt had taken up the very worst view of it; and spent his days pitching hard names at misbehaving syrens, gifted with the deuces own cunning and with mermaids shining hair.

And how have things been going, Penelope? asked Mrs. Hamlyn of the nurse, as she sat in the nursery with her boy upon her knee. All right?

Quite so, maam. Master Walter has been just as good as gold.

Mammas darling! murmured the doting mother, burying her face in his. I have been thinking, Penelope, that your master does not look well, she added after a minute.

No, maam? Ive not noticed it. We have not seen much of him up here; he has been at his club a good deal  and dined three or four times with old Major Pratt.

As if she would notice it!  servants never notice anything! thought Eliza Hamlyn in her imperious way of judging the world. By the way, Penelope, she said aloud in light and careless tones, has that woman with the yellow hair been seen about much?  has she presumed again to accost my little son?

The woman with the yellow hair? repeated Penelope, looking at her mistress, for the girl had quite forgotten the episode. Oh, I remember  she that stood outside there and came to us in the square-garden. No, maam, Ive seen nothing at all of her since that day.

For there are wicked people who prowl about to kidnap children, continued Mrs. Hamlyn, as if she would condescend to explain her inquiry, and that woman looked like one. Never suffer her to approach my darling again. Mind that, Penelope.



The jealous heart is not easily reassured. And Mrs. Hamlyn, restless and suspicious, put the same question to her husband. It was whilst they were waiting in the drawing-room for dinner to be announced, and she had come down from changing her apparel after her journey. How handsome she looked! a right regal woman! as she stood there arrayed in dark blue velvet, the firelight playing upon her proud face, and upon the diamond earrings and brooch she wore.

Philip, has that woman been prowling about here again?

Just for an imperceptible second, for thought is quick, it occurred to Philip Hamlyn to temporize, to affect ignorance, and say, What woman? just as if his mind was not full of the woman, and of nothing else. But he abandoned it as useless.

I have not seen her since; not at all, he answered: and though his words were purposely indifferent, his wife, knowing all his tones and ways by heart, was not deceived. He is afraid of that woman, she whispered to herself; or else afraid of me. But she said no more.

Have you come to any definite understanding with Mr. Carradyne in regard to Peacocks Range, Eliza?

He will not come to any; he is civilly obstinate over it. Laughs in my face with the most perfect impudence, and tells me: A man must be allowed to put in his own claim to his own house, when he wants to do so.

Well, Eliza, that seems to be only right and fair. Peveril made no positive agreement with us, remember.

Is it right and fair? That may be your opinion, Philip, but it is not mine. We shall see, Mr. Harry Carradyne!

Dinner is served, maam, announced the old butler.

That evening passed. Sunday passed, the last day of the dying year; and Monday morning, New Years Day, dawned.



New Years Day. Mr. and Mrs. Hamlyn were seated at the breakfast-table. It was a bright, cold, sunny morning, showing plenty of blue sky. Young Master Walter, in consideration of the day, was breakfasting at their table, seated in his high chair.

Me to have dinner wid mamma to-day! Me have pudding!

That you shall, my sweetest; and everything thats good, assented his mother.

In came Japhet at this juncture. Theres a little boy in the hall, sir, asking to see you, said he to his master. He  

Oh, we shall have plenty of boys here to-day, asking for a new years gift, interposed Mrs. Hamlyn, rather impatiently. Send him a shilling, Philip.

Its not a poor boy, maam, answered Japhet, but a little gentleman: six or seven years old, he looks. He says he particularly wants to see master.

Philip Hamlyn smiled. Particularly wants a shilling, I expect. Send him in, Japhet.

The lad came in. A well-dressed beautiful boy, refined in looks and demeanour, bearing in his face a strange likeness to Mr. Hamlyn. He looked about timidly.

Eliza, struck with the resemblance, gazed at him. Her husband spoke. What do you want with me, my lad?

If you please, sir, are you Mr. Hamlyn? asked the child, going forward with hesitating steps. Are you my papa?

Every drop of blood seemed to leave Philip Hamlyns face and fly to his heart. He could not speak, and looked white as a ghost.

Who are you? What is your name? imperiously demanded Philips wife.



It is Walter Hamlyn, replied the lad, in clear, pretty tones.

And now it was Mrs. Hamlyns turn to look white. Walter Hamlyn?  the name of her own dear son! when she had expected him to say Sam Smith, or John Jones! What insolence some people had!

Where do you come from, boy? Who sent you here? she reiterated.

I come from mamma. She would have sent me before, but I caught cold, and was in bed all last week.

Mr. Hamlyn rose. It was a momentous predicament, but he must do the best he could in it. He was a man of nice honour, and he wished with all his heart that the earth would open and engulf him. Eliza, my love, allow me to deal with this matter, he said, his voice taking a low, tender, considerate tone. I will question the boy in another room. Some mistake, I reckon.

No, Philip, you must put your questions before me, she said, resolute in her anger. What is it you are fearing? Better tell me all, however disreputable it may be.

I dare not tell you, he gasped; it is not  I fear  the disreputable thing you may be fancying.

Not dare! By what right do you call this gentleman papa? she passionately demanded of the child.

Mamma told me to. She would never let me come home to him before because of not wishing to part from me.

Mrs. Hamlyn gazed at him. Where were you born?

At Calcutta; thats in India. Mamma brought me home in the Clipper of the Seas, and the ship went down, but quite everybody was not lost in it, though papa thought so.

The boy had evidently been well instructed. Eliza Hamlyn, grasping the whole truth now, staggered in terror.

Philip! Philip! is it true? Was it this you feared?

He made a motion of assent and covered his face. Heaven knows I would rather have died.

He stood back against the window-curtains, that they might shade his pain. She fell into a chair and wished he had died, years before.

But what was to be the end of it all? Though Eliza Hamlyn went straight out and despatched that syren of the golden hair with a poison-tipped bodkin (and possibly her will might be good to do it), it could not make things any the better for herself.

III

New Years Night at Leet Hall, and the banquet in full swing  but not, as usual, New Years Eve.

Captain Monk headed his table, the parson, Robert Grame, at his right hand, Harry Carradyne on his left. Whether it might be that the world, even that out-of-the-way part of it, Church Leet, was improving in manners and morals; or whether the Captain himself was changing: certain it was that the board was not the free board it used to be. Mrs. Carradyne herself might have sat at it now, and never once blushed by as much as the pink of a seashell.

It was known that the chimes were to play this year; and, when midnight was close at hand, Captain Monk volunteered a statement which astonished his hearers. Rimmer, the butler, had come into the room to open the windows.

I am getting tired of the chimes, and all people have not liked them, spoke the Captain in slow, distinct tones. I have made up my mind to do away with them, and you will hear them to-night, gentlemen, for the last time.

Really, Uncle Godfrey! cried Harry Carradyne, in most intense surprise.

I hope theyll bring us no ill-luck to-night! continued Captain Monk as a grim joke, disregarding Harrys remark. Perhaps they will, though, out of sheer spite, knowing theyll never have another chance of it. Well, well, theyre welcome. Fill your glasses, gentlemen.

Rimmer was throwing up the windows. In another minute the church clock boomed out the first stroke of twelve, and the room fell into a dead silence. With the last stroke the Captain rose, glass in hand.

A happy New Year to you, gentlemen! A happy New Year to us all. May it bring to us health and prosperity!

And Gods blessing, reverently added Robert Grame aloud, as if to remedy an omission.

Ring, ring, ring! Ah, there it came, the soft harmony of the chimes, stealing up through the midnight air. Not quite as loudly heard perhaps, as usual, for there was no wind to waft it, but in tones wondrously clear and sweet. Never had the strains of The Bay of Biscay brought to the ear more charming melody. How soothing it was to those enrapt listeners; seeming to tell of peace.

But soon another sound arose to mingle with it. A harsh, grating sound, like the noise of wheels passing over gravel. Heads were lifted; glances expressed surprise. With the last strains of the chimes dying away in the distance, a carriage of some kind galloped up to the hall door.

Eliza Hamlyn alighted from it  with her child and its nurse. As quickly as she could make opportunity after that scene enacted in her breakfast-room in London in the morning, that is, as soon as her husbands back was turned, she had quitted the house with the maid and child, to take the train for home, bringing with her  it was what she phrased it  her shameful tale.

A tale that distressed Mrs. Carradyne to sickness. A tale that so abjectly terrified Captain Monk, when it was imparted to him on Tuesday morning, as to take every atom of fierceness out of his composition.

Not Hamlyns wife! he gasped. Eliza!

No, not his wife, she retorted, a great deal too angry herself to be anything but fierce and fiery. That other woman, that false first wife of his, was not drowned, as was set forth, and she has come to claim him with their son.

His wife; their son, muttered the Captain as if he were bewildered. Then what are you?  what is your son? Oh, my poor Eliza.

Yes, what are we? Papa, I will bring him to answer for it before his countrys tribunal  if there be law in the land.

No one spoke to this. It may have occurred to them to remember that Mr. Hamlyn could not legally be punished for what he did in innocence. Captain Monk opened the glass doors and walked on to the terrace, as if the air of the room were oppressive. Eliza went out after him.

Papa, she said, there now exists all the more reason for your making my darling your heir. Let it be settled without delay. He must succeed to Leet Hall.

Captain Monk looked at his daughter as if not understanding her. No, no, no, he said. My child, you forget; trouble must be obscuring your faculties. None but a legal descendant of the Monks could be allowed to have Leet Hall. Besides, apart from this, it is already settled. I have seen for some little time now how unjust it would be to supplant Harry Carradyne.

Is he to be your heir? Is it so ordered?

Irrevocably. I have told him so this morning.

What am I to do? she wailed in bitter despair. Papa, what is to become of me  and of my unoffending child?

I dont know: I wish I did know. It will be a cruel blight upon us all. You will have to live it down, Eliza. Ah, child, if you and Katherine had only listened to me, and not made those rebellious marriages!

He turned away as he spoke in the direction of the church, to see that his orders were being executed there. Harry Carradyne ran after him. The clock was striking midday as they entered the churchyard.

Yes, the workmen were at their work  taking down the bells.

If the time were to come over again, Harry, began Captain Monk as they were walking homeward, he leaning upon his nephews arm, I wouldnt have them put up. They dont seem to have brought luck somehow, as the parish has been free to say. Not but that it must be utter nonsense.

Well, no, they dont, uncle, assented Harry.

As one grows in years, one gets to look at things differently, lad. Actions that seemed laudable enough when ones blood was young and hot, crop up again then, wearing another aspect. But for those chimes, poor West would not have died as he did. I have had him upon my mind a good bit lately.

Surely Captain Monk was wonderfully changing! And he was leaning heavily upon Harrys arm.



Are you tired, uncle? Would you like to sit down on this bench and rest?

No, Im not tired. Its West Im thinking about. He lies on my mind sadly. And I never did anything for the wife or child to atone to them! Its too late now  and has been this many a year.

Harry Carradynes heart began to beat a little. Should he say what he had been hoping to say sometime? He might never have a better opportunity than this.

Uncle Godfrey, he spoke in low tones, would you  would you like to see Mr. Wests daughter? His wife has been dead a long while; but  would you like to see her  Alice?

Ay, fervently spoke the old man. If she be in the land of the living, bring her to me. Ill tell her how sorry I am, and how I would undo the past if I could. And Ill ask her if shell be to me as a daughter.

So then Harry Carradyne told him all. It was Alice West who was already under his roof, and who, fate and fortune permitting, Heaven permitting, would sometime be Alice Carradyne.

Down sat Captain Monk on a bench of his own accord. Tears rose to his eyes. The sudden revulsion of feeling was great: and truly he was a changed man.

You spoke of Heaven, Harry. I shall begin to think it has forgiven me. Let us be thankful.

But Captain Monk found he had more to thank Heaven for ere many minutes had elapsed. As Harry Carradyne sat by him in silence, marvelling at the change, yet knowing that the grievous blow which was making havoc of Eliza had effected the completeness of the subduing, he caught sight of an approaching fly. Another fly from the railway station at Evesham.

How dare you come here, you villain! shouted Captain Monk, rising in threatening anger, as the flys inmate called to the driver to stop and began to get out of it. Are you not ashamed to show your face to me, after the evil you have inflicted upon my daughter?

Philip Hamlyn, smiling kindly and calmly, caught Captain Monks lifted hands. No evil, sir, he said, soothingly. It was all a mistake. Eliza is my true and lawful wife.

Eh? Whats that? said the Captain quite in a whisper, his lips trembling.

Quietly Philip Hamlyn explained. He had taken the previous day to investigate the matter, and had followed his wife down by a night train. His first wife was dead. She had been drowned in the Clipper of the Seas, as was supposed. The child was saved, with his nurse: the only two passengers who were saved. The nurse made her way to a place in the south of France, where, as she knew, her late mistresss sister lived, Mrs. OConnett, formerly Miss Sophia Pratt. Mrs. OConnett, a young widow, had just lost her only child, a boy about the age of the little one rescued from the cruel seas. She seized on him with feverish avidity, adopted him as her own, quitted the place for another Anglo-French town where she was not previously known, taught the child to call her Mamma, and had never let it transpire that the boy was not hers. But now, after the lapse of a few years, Mrs. OConnett was on the eve of marriage with an Irish Major. To him she told the truth; and, as he did not want to marry the child as well as herself, he persuaded her to return him to his father. Mrs. OConnett brought the child to London, ascertained Mr. Hamlyns address, and all about him, and watched about to speak to him, alone if possible, unknown to his wife. Remembering what had been the behaviour of the childs mother, she was by no means sure of a good reception from Philip himself, or what adverse influence might be brought to bear by the new ties he had formed. Mrs. OConnett had the same remarkable and lovely hair that her sister had had, whom she very much resembled; she had also a talent for underhand ways.

That was the truth  and I have had to tell it in a nutshell, space growing limited. Philip Hamlyn had ascertained it all beyond possibility of dispute, had seen Mrs. OConnett, and had brought down the good tidings.

Of all the curious sights this record has afforded, perhaps the most surprising was to see Captain Monk pass his arm lovingly within that of Philip Hamlyn and march off with him to Leet Hall as if he were a prize to be coveted. Here he is, Eliza, said he; he has come to cheer both you and me.

For once in her life Eliza Hamlyn was subdued to meekness. She kissed her husband and shed happy tears. She was his lawful wife, and the little one was his lawful child. True, there was an elder son; but, compared with what had been feared, that was a slight evil.

We must make them true brothers, Eliza, whispered Philip Hamlyn. They shall share alike all I have and all I leave behind me. And our own little one must be called James in future.

And you and I will be good friends from henceforth, cried Captain Monk warmly, clasping Philip Hamlyns ready hand. I have been to blame in more ways than one, giving the reins unduly to my arbitrary temper. It seems to me, however, that life holds enough of real angles for us without creating any for ourselves.

And surely it did seem, as Mrs. Carradyne would have liked to point out aloud, that those chimes had been fraught with messages of evil. For had not all these blessings set in with their removal?  even in the very hour that their fate was sealed!

Harry Carradyne had drawn his uncle from the room; he now came in again, bringing Alice West. Her face was a picture of agitation, for she had been made known to Captain Monk. Harry led her up to Mrs. Hamlyn, with a beaming smile and a whisper.

Eliza, as we seem to be going in generally for amenities, wont you give just a little corner of your heart to her? We owe her some reparation for the past. It is her father who lies in that grave at the north end of the churchyard.

Eliza started. Her father! Poor George West her father?

Even so.

Just a moments struggle with her rebellious spirit and Mrs. Hamlyn stooped to kiss the trembling girl. Yes, Alice, we do owe you reparation amongst us, and we must try to make it, she said heartily. I see how it is: you will reign here with Harry; and I think he will be able, after all, to let us keep Peacocks Range.

There came a grand wedding, Captain Monk himself giving Alice away. But Mr. and Mrs. Hamlyn did not retain Peacocks Range; they and their boys, the two Walters, had to look out for another local residence; for Mrs. Carradyne retired to Peacocks Range herself. Now that Leet Hall had a young mistress, she deemed it policy to quit it; though it should have as much of her as it pleased as a visitor. And Captain Godfrey Monk made himself happier in these peaceful days than he had ever been in his stormy ones.

And thats the history. If I had to begin it again, I dont think I should write it; for I have had to take its details from other people  chiefly from the Squire and old Mr. Sterling, of the Court. Theres nothing of mine in it, so to say, and it has been only a bother.

And those unfortunate chimes have nearly passed out of memory with the lapse of years. The Silent Chimes they are always called when, by chance, allusion is made to them, and will be so called for ever.

THE END
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Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.



THE various lots of man in this world seem to be dealt out very unequally. That of some people appears to be cast in a sunny plain of uninterrupted prosperity and enjoyment, where there is nothing to do but go forward jauntily, taking little care for the morrow. That of others is undoubtedly thrown amid difficulties, and troubles, and sorrows; hardly a step of it can be taken but rocks jut out ahead, impeding the course, and thorns press into the foot. It is just possible that there may be less real difference in the two lots than is presented on their surface. If we could look into the heart of the most favoured as God looks into it, we might find there some hidden corroding anxiety or care; that ugly monster known familiarly amidst us as the skeleton in the closet. And, it may be, that within the breast of the most careworn and apparently unfortunate  in that hidden life, hidden from the world  there reigns some compensating element of soothing peace. One thing is certain: that natures are not all formed to feel in a like degree. While the shock of some great trouble, whether anticipated or falling unexpectedly, as the case may happen, is passed over lightly by one man  hardly seen when it comes; to another it is as a terrible agony, shattering the spirit for the time, leaving its marks until death.

But  whatever the lot, sunny or stormy, light or heavy, fair or dark, the race of life must be run, and we must fulfil our common duties in it. It has been getting rather a fast race of late years. What with business and pleasure, with out-of-door occupations and in-door cares, with the calls of society and the obligations of home and family, life seems to be one swift, bustling, heated course, in which there is never a moment to spare, night or day. It is said in that great Book  some few of us have become too busy to read it  that in the latter days we shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased. Most certainly it would seem as if that prophecy had been written for the present time. We not only run to and fro in the literal interpretation of the words, and in a marvellous degree, from land to land, from country to country, over the seas and the waters, but we are running to and fro at home hourly and daily, giving ourselves no repose. The world was never so full of bustle as it is now; the career of men and women never so fast. If I could, I would do so-and-so, but theres no time even to think of it, is a common assertion, often heard.

Just so. Life has become to the most of us one swift, headlong race  a continuous fight in which there is so much to do that the half of it has to be left undone. From Monday morning until Saturday night we are all pushing away in the fierce struggle to get along, rushing from one excitement to another. Some at work, some at play, all in a degree at both; no space is left for breathing-time. Even Sunday does not now bring to man its appointed rest, for we must go abroad to this place and that after the morning service; and visiting on that day has become fashionable.

Elderly people wonder why the summer or autumn holiday has become so universal; they and their fathers did not take it. The reason is, that the artificial speed at which we now live, with the unnatural excitement this speed creates, renders the interval of rest necessary to recruit the spent brain and jaded frame. In a word, the present system of existence is such, that all our powers of mind and body are taxed to keep it up, all our thoughts and energies must be exclusively and continuously devoted to it. And so the life runs on heedlessly, with its bustle and strife, its work and pleasure, its incessant whirl and its petty cares, affording no spare time in which to think of making much preparation for the other life that must come after. For the most part we forget how surely and fleetly we are hastening on to it.

We should, and do forget it; should forget it perhaps to the end. But there is One in heaven who cares more for us than we care for ourselves, and in mercy calls our attention to it now and then. However prosperously sunny the career may be, however full of painful adversity, there comes in most lives a time, or times, when we are pulled-up in our headlong course, and are brought, as it were, face to face with God. By some terrible accident, by an attack of dangerous illness, by the death of one very near and dear, by an epidemic that is slaying its hundreds around us, and that we are in mortal dread of catching, by a sudden awakening to the fact that old age is creeping on: in some one or other of these ways, as it may be, the check comes, and arouses us out of our supine apathy. I do not mean that mere temporary check arising from an ordinary cause  the hearing of an impressive sermon, the reading of a serious book  inducing uneasiness and passing reflection, here today and gone again to-morrow; but one of those solemn calls when we hear Death knocking at the door, and see that he must inevitably enter. A little sooner or a little later, what matters it?  there stands Death: and we know not whether we may be able to keep him out, even for a short period, or whether he is not, even then, gliding in.

Oh, what an hour of tribulation that is! Nothing of anguish in the past can have been like unto it. Death there; eternity at hand; and we unprepared!

Our days had been so full of business, you see, and we were so over-burdened with the work and pleasures of the world that we had no time to make preparation for it. It might not have been unprofitable work or sinful pleasures, but laudable industry and wholesome recreation.  Only  it was all done for the good of this life, none of it for the next.

Those who refused the call to the Great Supper that Christ tells of us of, on the plea that they were too busy to attend it, did not urge excuses that are sinful in themselves. The buying of ground and of oxen and the marrying of a wife are all right and necessary transactions of this life: and so were ours. We had been earning money  necessary to live; we had been making full use of our time  given us to use; we had been regulating our homes well, and planning for the social advancement of our children; we had been dining with our friends and been dined with in return. What was there wrong in all this? Nothing; surely nothing. No. But there we lie with that awful terror of remorse upon us, feeling and knowing that the mistake consisted in our having lived only for this world, and not at all for God.

My friends, such an hour, such a check, may not yet have been experienced by you; but it most assuredly will be, unlikely though you may at present deem it. Unless heaven is prepared for beforehand, the strings of conscience must be awakened on the death-bed.

All the mistakes and sins of the past life rise up in array then. We had thought we were doing so well in it! We have not been (in the wide sense of the term) open sinners or secret sinners, but simply busy people elbowing others in the worlds race, and using our best exertions to keep a fair and reputable place in it. Ah, but what have we left undone? If the very holiest among us pour forth that question in something very like despair when about to render up their account, what must we do who have not been holy at all?

There have been sins of omission and commission. If not of that glaring nature that the world itself for proprietys sake condemns, have there not been lighter ones? Lighter, as we estimate them; not much lighter, perhaps, in the sight of heaven. The unkind word spoken; the unneighbourly act done; the utter lack of St. Pauls charity; the cheating, the lying, the pride, the scorn; the deliberate abandonment of those who had a claim on us; the hardness of heart; frivolity; deceit; self-indulgence; covetousness; the habitual neglect of God  who is free from these? Opportunities wasted; time misspent; precepts flung away.

In rude health, when the grave seems so far off that it need not concern us at all, these sins seem to us as very venial ones; not, in fact, to be called sins: in that solemn hour I am trying to bring before you, when the grave has drawn near and is making ready, they start out in crimson colours, and we behold them in their true nature. With the hands raised in despair, the heart crying aloud in its anguish, we then ask of God that a little more span of life may be given to us as it was to Hezekiah of old, so that we may redeem the past. A year, Lord!  a month!

 a week! Only a day, that we may repent of our sins!

Too late. We have had the time, and not used it  not used it for that which can alone serve us in this our last solemn need. It was good to work for riches: we needed them: but riches have taken to themselves wings in this our closing hour, and flown away. It was well to strive for place and power; some must fill it: to rise to a height amidst men; to attain to fame: but these desirable things cannot go away with us; we have to leave them behind. If we might but live our life over again! we cry out amid the cold dews of agony, so that we might atone for the carelessness of the past! that we might strive a little, while working for this world, to work also for God! Too late.

Believe me, this is no ideal picture  no creation of a vivid imagination. How many of those gone from us for ever, going from us daily, could testify to its truth! But they could never properly testify to the dreadful anguish of the despairing soul at that awful Too late, for it would be impossible to depict it. Tongue cannot utter it, or pen form words for it. If represented in all its truth and remorse and reality  which it never can be  heart and courage would alike start back with the prayer, Lord, help me to avoid this!

It is not so much what we have done amiss, as what we have left undone, that will trouble us, looking back. For the heaviest sin that can lie on the conscience, Jesus Christ holds out his free pardon. He can wash us white. He will wash all who supplicate him. But, that heavy array of things left undone  oh! it is that that torments the spirit and affrights the soul! We see now at the end, when time is over, how much lay in our duty to do  and we did it not. In our thoughtlessness we saw it not. We had not meant to be unkind, or careless, or neglectful, or to have given indifference where we should have given love, or to have run the race of life looking only at our own comforts and conveniences and interests, and not at all to the end. We seemed to be sailing smoothly and safely (or hardly and painfully, according to our lot) down the current of life, just as others were sailing; and we thought ourselves sufficiently religious, and never dreamt of such a day of retribution as this. Too late: the race is run; regrets avails not. Life is over, with all its good and evil.

But, amid our past omissions  to call them by a light name  there is one that presses upon the spirit at this solemn time above every other, and it is this that I wish exclusively to enlarge upon: neglected duty in regard to our children. Our own sins, those that touch ourselves solely, lie with us; what we have committed we shall have to answer for. There is a verse, perhaps the most solemn in all the Book of Revelation, that shows us this.

And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, acccording to their works.

Yes, our works, whether they have been good or evil, go forth with us to judgment; and by them we shall be justified, or by them condemned. They cannot affect another. Each soul must to itself stand or fall. But it is a different thing in regard to those children we leave behind us; and it may be that they, at the last Dread Day, shall be lost or saved according as we have trained them.

In the very happiest death-bed there must always lie something of remorse and regret; for who has lived as well as he might have lived? A truly happy death-bed is a thing to be written of; to be talked about; to cause hearts to glow with thankfulness: and how rare it is, as compared with its opposite, you well know. It is a scene of peace, of holy calm; almost as if Heaven had come down to earth for a little space and sanctified the chamber. For he, whose soul is on the wing, found his Saviour long before, and has striven to live in his precepts; and he knows that the God, whom he has done his poor best to serve, has blotted out all his sins for that Saviours sake. But, even the dying thoughts of such a one as this are overshadowed by anxious doubts and fears for the children he is leaving; and he says to himself, I might have done more for them; have taught them to know their God better; have trained them more effectually for Heaven and walked with them more untiringly on the road to it. And if these reproachful regrets visit the good man, who has in truth had his childrens best interests at heart throughout life, and laboured for their vital happiness  if he sees his own shortcomings in this last closing hour when time is fading and opportunities are gone  what must be, think you, the regret of those who have not so laboured?

Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.

It is a recognition of this most imperative duty that I want to impress upon you: the vital necessity, the obligations laid upon you, of training your children in their early years; of bringing them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. I am at a loss how to accomplish it, for words adequate are wanting:  thoughts crowd the brain, but language to express them fails. What I have said above about our obligations to ourselves, our own self-negligences and shortcomings, was but meant as an introduction: this is the one vital point on which I wish to speak.

It is a matter which concerns us all. Especially those who are young mothers: from that royal lady who will some time share the throne of these realms, to the poor wife who hides herself amid the unwholesome back lanes of this great metropolis, or within the walls of a mud hut on a country plain, and begs for the bread that keeps life in her little ones. It alike concerns them, and all the vast numbers who lie in the social gulf between the two extremes.

It is the most solemn duty assigned us in this world: no other responsibility can rest upon us with equal weight. It is the most fatal neglect, if we do neglect it, that can be conceived, for that neglect may result in the loss of our childs soul. And then how will our own sin be redeemed? If I can say a little, by divine help, to induce you to take thought for this solemn consideration, I shall be happier in it than in anything I ever wrote.

For a long while the thought has pressed itself upon me that something ought to be done, and might be done, to awaken mothers to their duty in this respect. As a rule (taking the world in its mass), children are not trained at all for God. I fearlessly assert it. Or, at least, the training they get is not worth the name. I am sure that the instances where a child is earnestly and untiringly trained thus all through his earlier years  his infancy, his childhood, his boyhood, his youth  are so rare as to be but as one in ten thousand to those who are not. Mothers love their little ones. They are instinctively anxious to do the best for their welfare in time and in eternity, and no doubt think (many of them at least) they are doing it. Some are: perhaps in a better way than any hint of mine could teach: and for them this little book is not written. It is meant for the others; the great majority who are not; and who perhaps have never once reflected that they ought to do more than they are doing. As the poet, Hood, says:



And yet it never was in my soul 

To play so ill a part 

But evil is wrought by want of thought, 

As well as want of heart.



Bear with me while I say somewhat of that which I would say. It is in your interest, my readers, not in my own.

This is a Christian land, and we profess to bring up our children accordingly. How are they trained? That is, how taught to live in this world, so as to attain to life in the next? Very differently. The category may be divided into three general heads:those mothers who truly and really teach their children; those who apparently teach them; and those who do not teach them at all. Of course the middle class largely predominates.

Of the first there is but a small minority  God alone can tell how small; of the last there is a much larger proportion. For though, what with ragged schools, and Bible-women, and city missionaries, and open-air preaching, a kind of slight ordinary knowledge of what is good and what is evil may be picked up by the parents of those miserable little arabs, as we have learnt to call them, whose best home is the streets, a vast many of those parents still lie in the depth of utter heathen ignorance. The first few are not addressed; the last it is here useless to address; therefore we take alone the middle and larger class. And this class, you understand, is called middle only in reference to the present question, not as to social standing; for it comprises within it both high and low, rich and poor.

How, as a rule  I would ask you individually  are you training your children?  you, their mother and natural teacher? In a very proper and Christian manner, you will probably answer: if you are not too indignant, at being asked the question, to answer at all. They are taught to say their prayers, and to learn their catechism, and (perhaps) repeat some pretty hymns; and they go to church (or chapel) when they are old enough; and (still perhaps) they hear some Bible reading at home on Sundays. That is all very good and right and essential so far as it goes, not to be neglected on any account. But it is (or ought to be) only just the first commencement. The chances are that you let it end there.

A child is too often taught to lisp his prayers like a parrot, understanding them not: attaching no special reverence to them, never having been prepared to pray: the chief aim being to get him to know them by heart. This effected, mamma and nurse say what an apt little child it is; and the little child goes on gabbling the said prayers night and morning, according no meaning to them in his mind. As to the Church catechism, or any other catechism, it is generally taught him when he is by far too young, and is as so many hard phrases to him and harder sense. When he is taken to church, perhaps as early as at three or four years old  for mamma is so proud of her darling that he cannot be seen enough  what is it that is chiefly thought of by the mother? Why, the childs handsome dress and his pretty hair, and the difficulty of keeping him still to the end of the service. And she, in teaching him his prayers and in carrying him to church, mostly thinks she has done her full duty by him.

Do not you, O anxious mother, so teach, so carry your child! Before even he says his first little word of prayer, prepare him for it. Take him upon your knee in your closet and explain to him in easy words, adapted to his young mind, and with whispered, reverent manner, why and to whom he must pray. Talk to him of the good God who made him, his Father above, the great Creator of all things, Who fills the heavens and the earth; Who in his Omniscient Presence is ever at hand, watching over him, seeing what he does, whether he is good or naughty, hearing all he says: Who sends his angels to be about his path and about his bed to take loving care of him lest he should fall into harm. When the child has by gradual lessons realized this, as far as he is capable, and his little wondering eyes are lifted in awe to the sky above, as if he would fain see into the beautiful place beyond it, then cause him to kneel down, and do you kneel by his side and put his little lifted hands together, and do you put yours together, all in silent reverence, and so let him lisp his first words of prayer: Pray God bless me, and make me good! Tell him of Jesus Christ the Saviour, who came down to die for the world, because it had sinned so deeply that God could not pardon it, and no one, without that Sacrifice, could have gone to live in Heaven: he who so loves little children that he said, Suffer them to come unto me, and who took them in his arms and blessed them. As the child lies down in his bed at night, teach him to say these lines:  



To-night I lie me down to sleep, 

I pray the Lord my soul to keep; 

If I should die before I wake, 

I pray the Lord my soul to take.



And in the morning, when he awakes, this other verse:  



I wake to this, another day; 

I pray the Lord to guide my way; 

If I should die before I sleep, 

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.



Let him get into the habit of this, so that the repeating of the verses goes, as it were, with his lying down and with his awaking. There have been good and great men, with names known to the world, who have said the lines always, from their infancy up to their old age. Let your child learn to do so. And then, when the hour comes that he is saying them for the last time, and falling into his final sleep, he shall wake up to a glorious immortality. Some pious French mothers teach their children a verse very similar; and as they stand over the cot to listen to the little lisping voice, they never fail to say, My child, he who says this the morning and the evening, shall never lose the glorious life in Paradise.

From the first elementary instruction that you daily give your child, go on further by gradual degrees as his capacity expands. Never neglect it. Count that day lost in which you have not been able to give it.

And when the proper time arrives to take him to church  of which time you will be the best judge, for children differ widely from one another, but it must not be too early  prepare him for that, in like manner, as you prepared him for his first prayers. Impress upon him fully why he goes there. Not to stare about, and fidget, and whisper; but to realise that God is there, and to try to praise and worship Him. Do not attempt to take him until he comprehends this, and is ready and able to be at least reverent in manner. Never let a slighting word pass your lips before him in reference to sacred things. A child cannot understand as we do, but he may learn in his little mind to hold all connected with true religion in the deepest reverence. Once let him see religion slighted, religious subjects mocked, or religious exercises carped at, and it may make an impression on his pliable young mind that may never be wholly effaced in after life.

This, I say, is only the beginning. And a mother, so beginning, will not be likely to make it the ending. The great mistake made by those others I have spoken of is, that the superficial early instruction, which they give, is both the beginning and the ending. Armed with that superficial armour  the saying the prayers (more or less reverently, as the case may be), the learning the catechism, the attending church on the Sunday morning  a child, boy or girl, is supposed to be fully set-up in religion for life, and may go out safely to his battle with the world. A mother would not willingly do harm to her child and send him on his way unprotected, naked almost as when he was born; but she does it in thoughtlessness. Her own attention has not been called to see the necessity for more precaution, and so she does not give it.

There must arise moments in the life of the most careless and busy man when he feels the need of some refuge to fly to that he cannot find here, some protecting arm to shelter him. Disappointment, despair, trouble, sin; one or the other may so overwhelm his mind that he suddenly feels it might be well if he could find God. But he does not know the way to Him. Unless he has been shown somewhat of its landmarks previously, it is, to him, an utterly unknown road that he must enter upon; and his courage may perhaps fail, and so he turns back from it. But, if he have been taken along that road in his childhood, the path is readily found now, and he will not miss it.

The training must begin with the childs very earliest years, and continue always. Always unto manhood. Ay, and even after that. As long as he is in his parents home, whether he be there continuously or only at intervals, during holiday periods, or what not, the boy (or girl) is under you, his mother, and you must not neglect him. How many mothers there are, most assiduous for their childrens comfort; as comprised in warm clothing, in good food, in recreation, and in health  in all things essential to their welfare in this world  but who give no anxious thought to their welfare in the next! For this life they are nourished, educated; no cost, no trouble is deemed too great to fit their bodies and minds for it, to enhance their success in it: but what care or trouble is bestowed upon their education for the world that has to come after this? In too many cases  I had nearly said in most cases  absolutely none. None, beyond what I have mentioned.

Take a very common case. You may look around you and see many such cases for yourselves; true, sad, pictures. Mrs. X. has a flock of little children; she has abundant means, at least her husband has, and she keeps two or three nurses. But she is so anxious about these children that she makes herself a slave to them. Three parts of her time she spends in the nursery; three parts of the houses regularity and comfort are destroyed by the exactions of these children. Their dinners are studied; their dresses are costly; they are exhibited as show-children to visitors, indulged, pampered, petted. No cost is spared to make them little ladies and gentlemen; no cost will be spared to train them for the world. But that other and higher training  where is it? Well, you shall judge.

They say their prayers like little parrots to mamma or servant, as may be convenient, gabbling the words over in a morning in eagerness to escape to breakfast and the pleasures of the new day, droning through them at night in sleepiness. The elder ones are taken to church on Sunday morning, the girls dressed out like puppets at a dolls show, the boys in the most fashionable of little boys costumes. If they possess any particular idea connected with church, it is as being a place for exhibiting flounces and feathers, silk-velvet knickerbockers and silver shoe-buckles. There is never a holy word read to them at home, or a pious exhortation given; the religion inculcated, such as it is, begins and ends with the prayers and the church. How will these children, think you, be armed to fight against the temptations of life? Will they find the way to heaven in later years, when they are not put into its way in these their earlier ones? It is a solemn question.

The point of this is, that Mrs. X. believes herself to be a most exemplary mother, quite a pattern to some of her neighbours. For she does not gad abroad in the world and leave her children nearly entirely to servants, as they do; she is about them always. But, with all her bustle and activity, Mrs. X. misses the one thing needful. If she would but devote only a little tithe of her daily time, but a few minutes, to putting her children in the right road, it would be well  well  for her and for them. She wears herself out with cares and frivolities for their welfare in another way; she forgets this.

From some cause or other, it mostly is forgotten. Some mothers are lost in the whirl of society: they have no space, save for dressing, gaiety, visitors, and visiting; others have too much to do for their children, in regard to their temporal wants, either of choice (as above) or of necessity; others are idle and indifferent; others are absorbed in the one fierce struggle to earn the daily bread. No matter what the preventing cause may be, a very large proportion of our children, the little bees, now, as I write this, living and buzzing in the busy hive around us, receive none of that particular, special training that will stand them in good need in after life. I firmly believe that if the training were made the rule, instead of the exception, society would present a widely different aspect from what it presents now. The spread of artificiality, of social sins, of frivolity, of pretentious show  the lust of the eye and the pride of life  and above all the spread of infidelity, is, each one, on the increase amid us, and will continue to be. We can expect nothing better when our children are not trained against it.



Train up a child in the way he should go.



I would that this injunction were engraven on the heart of every one of you who may be a mother! Has it ever occurred to you to remember what a charge of responsibility is laid upon you by God when he gives you a child? The child is yours; yours to tend, to mould, to educate; and, rely upon it, he will be very much what you make him. According to the seed you implant in his little pliable heart, so will the fruit be.

The laws of nature teach us this. Sow good grain in the earth, and good grain will spring from it; flowers will come up flowers if we plant them, yielding in return their beauty and their perfume. But  if we plant noxious and poisonous plants, they can but come up such: if we plant nothing, but let the ground run to waste, there will be a desert of bare earth, or a crop of ugly weeds. Jesus Christ himself asks us whether we can grow grapes from thorns, or figs from thistles.

In every other respect, a child is specially trained. He is taught to ride, to dance, to read, to write. He would never learn to read and write of himself. A child can thump upon the keys of a piano with his fingers, but he cannot play on it and bring out its harmony unless he learns how to play. Look at the process of his education  how that goes on, step by step, from teacher to teacher.

How much patient instruction, and through how many years and degrees is that instruction necessary, before he is deemed fit to go out and take his part in life! Try and think of any calling  any business, trade, profession  which does not require special training-up to, and much practice, before it can be exercised. I know of none. Aprentice artisan takes seven years to learn his craft; a doctor must go through his books and his lectures and his hospitals, stage by stage; a statesman must begin at the foot of the political ladder, to acquire the experience necessary to work his way to the top. Nothing can be acquired without going through some special training for it; without work, practice, labour. Say to a young man who has never learnt Greek, Read me that chapter from the Greek Testament. He cannot do it. But another, standing by, a good Greek scholar, will read it off-hand. Put a landsman to navigate a ship to the opposite side of the world: where would he and the ship soon be? But a practised sailor will take her out and home in safety.

Even so. There is only one thing that we do not train our children for  and that is Heaven. Most carefully and anxiously do we educate them for this world, and it is quite right that we should; but not at all for the next. We cultivate, as it is our bounden duty to do, the intellect and the physical powers, and the mental capacities; but we let alone the soul. That is left (save perhaps for some little elementary instruction) to run along of itself, to take its own chance. And yet  Heaven is to be our final home, and to learn how to get to it the one thing needful. You know Who said it.

Not for a moment, as you perceive, would I imply that that other education is not essential. It is essential, and in the highest degree. We are placed in the world to work; our talents were bestowed upon us to cultivate and use to the uttermost. The mischief lies in our forgetting that another world has to be also prepared for. And it is so easy to forget, seemingly as almost without sin, amid the noise and strife and social obligations of life. But that other world, remember, will be our eternal home; this one is but the short journey to it.

How can your son, whether as child, or youth, or man, learn the way to Heaven unless he be taught? If he is not shown in childhood that it is a desirable place, he may never acquire any anxious wish to go thither, may never of himself discover the road to it. Cultivation is necessary in all things. Look at the watchful care, late and early, bestowed by a gardener on some flower that his skill has made rare. It might have been, untended, a very common-place flower; a hedge blossom growing by the road side; but the constant, untiring culture has made it beautiful. Compare the little insignificant strawberry, trailing in woods, with the magnificent specimens sold at half-a-guinea a plate. In what lies the difference?  in care, in training, in cultivation. And ought the soul of a child to be the one only thing in this world that is not cultivated  watchfully, anxiously, untiringly? Oh, my friends, what shall it profit him if he gain the whole world and lose his soul?

Pause, and reflect a little. All our energies are directed to fit the child for this world, that he may hold a fair place in it. A short world. At the best, but threescore years and ten. As a grain of sand to the sea-shore, a drop of water to the wide ocean, a moment to the ages past, is mans duration here compared with eternity. It is this truth that should arouse you. Eternity! we cannot realise it; the mind loses itself in the attempt. In happiness or in misery for ever, and for ever, and for ever! And such happiness! such misery! Of neither the one nor the other can we form any adequate idea here. If the life hereafter were but to endure the length of this life, why then the solemn considerations attaching to it, though all too vast, would not be what they are; but it is, you know, to be never-ending. Oh, reader, dear reader, do not let this little appeal fall on you in vain!

As soon as your child can comprehend, begin. Have a place apart. A little quiet room that, maybe, is not used for much else: failing such a room, use your own chamber. At the same hour, as nearly as can be, take the child daily; say, after breakfast in the morning; and (as often as you can) after tea at night. Put him upon your knee; and in a low, loving, gentle voice, tell him of God, of his Saviour, of heavenly things. Show him, in simple language adapted to him, what he must do to please God, to gain Heaven. Impress upon him, I say, the great facts that God is ever near him, watching him; that Jesus waits to welcome him; that angels are about his path and about his bed, shielding him from harm. Show him that this world is not our home, but only one in which we are placed, as in a state of probation, to fit us for the real home to come. Teach him not to fear death, only to try and be ever ready for it. Practically inculcate on him his duties to his fellow-creatures that elbow him in the world: kindness, forbearance, gentleness, love, preferring their convenience to his own; humanity to dumb things; fearless truth, honour, uprightness; patience, unselfishness. Read to him pretty Bible stories; let them pave the way for the Bible itself, and for other books telling of God.

The sitting need not be long  ten minutes, or so  but let it be persevered in from day to day, week to week, month to month, year to year. You can have no idea how intensely the teachable and impressionable little child will learn to love these short moments and to look for them; you can have still less idea of the blessing they may prove to him in his future life, the safeguard they may be. As your other children come on, take them also to join him: their eager faces, upturned to yours, will form a picture as they sit around your knee. There is no other teaching can supplant this: you may read the Bible amidst your household, you may hold family prayer; but that cannot make up for the neglect of this. This is what will lay the good foundation for the time to come.

It will be some trouble to you, costing a little time and a good deal of patient perseverance; but you will be working on for a rich reward. Watch the children when they are with you at other times: subject them to discipline; stop the quarrelsome word, the rising temper, but always stop it gently, and reason with the child for a minute, showing him how wrong and foolish it is. A childs temper may be brought under discipline as well as its mind. Never let them hear a truly unkind word from you, or tones raised in passion. Let the nurse have the trouble of the children; not you: the washing and dressing, the romping, the noise, the tiresome little fractiousness. The best of children will be naughty, and their noise grates on the nerves, inducing irritability and temper in ourselves; but let the noise and the romping and the naughtiness take place in the nursery away from you. Direct yourself principally to their training; the training I am trying to tell you of.

When a child is born to those of rank, how proud does the mother feel in anticipation if he be destined (in all human expectation) to fill some high and mighty place in the land; say, a post about the court or person of his sovereign! How much rather should she wish it to be about Him who is King of kings and Lord of lords! But this wish, I fear, is hardly ever glanced at: and yet that child in his eternal life, if he be to enter upon it, must occupy some post greater or lesser around the heavenly Throne.

Pray do not mistake me. Do not fancy I would wish a child to be brought up to be a hermit or a monk, or a strait-laced man. The children may be reared as other children are: to dance, and dress, and hold their little social meetings, and read their fairy tales, and altogether be made fit for any position or rank they may have to fill. I am not suggesting to you to keep your children from the world; only to endeavour to arm them so that they may not entirely succumb to its evils. Into the world they must go, and enter on its multifarious occupations, and you must do your best to fit them for their business in it. The more comprehensively a child is educated, the better will he be enabled to fulfil these obligations. But, in addition to that education for the world, there must be something else educated  the soul. There is no way of effecting this, that I know of, save by the mothers earnest, constant teaching. Once make this good impression on a child in his earliest years, when the spirit is in its freshest dawn, and the virgin soil of the mind is free for what may be planted therein, and it will never be effaced, never lost.

A perfect faith, too deeply seated ever to be shaken; a profound feeling of religion in the soul; a sense of his own individual responsibility as to whether he shall choose the good or the ill; a lively sense of the life that is awaiting him after this life, and that he must, if he is to attain to its perfect bliss, work on for  all this will be possessed by a young man if he have been brought up in the right way. As the charge runs in the Book of Deuteronomy, so will the early charge he has been imbued with be to him: See, I have set before thee this day life and good, and death and evil: therefore choose life, that thou and thy seed may live.

It is the best, the only safeguard a young man can start with in life, and will bring him scatheless through many a temptation. God sees me; my mother taught me and prays for me; for very shame, in very gratitude, I cannot do this. And so, the armour will keep him safe. I do not say that all will be so kept. Nay, a very many will fall into snares in spite of it; for the world teems with fascinations, with engrossing pursuits, good and evil, and youth is hot and heedless. But, rely upon it, though that early teaching may lie dormant, it is not eradicated: from the depths of his memory will arise, ever and anon, the stings of conscience to prick him in the midst of his sin, warning him to return to the better path, and perhaps in time prevailing. And so, though he may wander astray for a time, never fear but he will come back again and carry his sins and his repentance on High, and be received into the Redeemers fold. When the prodigal son grew sick of his riotous living in a foreign country, and would fain return to his father with tears and remorse, that father had compassion on him, and ran to meet him when he was yet a great way off, and fell on his neck and kissed him, and called to his servants to bring forth the best robe to put upon him, and a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet, and to kill the fatted calf that they might eat and be merry: For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.

Unhappy instances may occur where this early training and teaching avails not, where even during its process the child throws it off again, and repays you with hardness and incipient scorn: his nature is so evil and vicious that no good seems to be able to penetrate it. Happily these cases are extremely rare; but a unit in the many. Should such a one be found in your home, bringing you no return for your perseverance and prayer, you will at least have the consolation of knowing that your conscience is free  that not on you will lie the blame should the childs soul be lost  that you have done your duty by him, and are guiltless of his blood in the sight of God. And you cannot imagine, unless you experience it, the peace that this knowledge would give you.

Sometimes, the bitter trouble arising from an ill-doing child comes home to us during our lifetime. Two instances of this, chancing in nearly the opposite ends of society, have recently occurred. Lady R. had a son whom she idolised  a fine young fellow in the pride and flower of his early manhood, but graceless. While plunged up to the ears in a vortex of folly and sin, he met with a sudden death. His mothers anguish is heartrending; her despair pitiable. Oh! where is he now? she cries, wringing her hands in her bitter self-reproach. Lost! Lost! It is my fault, Lord! Let the sin lie upon me. I might have trained him better, and I did not.

Going past a street corner the other day, I missed the apple-woman from it. Another sat in her place. Where is she? I asked. Oh, maam, shes dead!

Dead! What from?

A sort o bronchitis.

But she could not have been ill long? No time at all, maam, so to say. But she has lately had a deal of inard trouble: her daughter went wrong, and was lost.

Is it too much to assume that this poor womans inward trouble consisted largely of self-reproach?  that she blamed herself for not having tried to give her daughter that armour which would have kept her from the snares of the world, and that the remorse told upon and helped to kill her? These two incidents are not fables invented for the sake of illustration; they have just taken place.

Oh, mothers! Ladies of high degree, women of humble station, for your own peace sake, train your child! There must arise an hour when the recollection of this most vital duty will come home to you, bringing to your heart comfort or despair, according to the manner in which you shall have sought to fulfil it. A child left to himself bringeth his mother to shame, says that great and wise king to whom God gave more than earthly wisdom. Look out into the world; mark and note, and you will see that it is only too true. Your untrained, untaught son  trained, that is, only for himself and the world, not for God  may not bring you to outward shame in the sight of men, but he will bring you to shame and remorse of heart.

Say not to yourself (as it may be that some of you, my readers, will say), Surely the necessity for this arduous and continuous training cannot lie on me! my children have good parts  they are sensible, moral, thoughtful, tractable; not likely to go astray when they shall come to years of discretion. Believe me, there is at least as much necessity to train a good child as a bad one. The child of good parts may turn out to be a good man; moral, intellectual, upright; and yet, with all that, he may not live for God, The great sinner, who has crimson sins to repent of, may find Him first. For, when he awakens to his state and sees himself as he is, he can only fall at Heavens feet in shame, and gasp out his despairing cry for mercy. But the man who has been good all his life, as we count goodness, may not see his need of the same mercy until it is too late, or on the verge of being too late. He has been moral and immaculate, he has; has never found out that all men, including himself, are sinners, and so has not been brought to seek the only one means of salvation  his Redeemer. When the portals of the grave are opening for him, then he probably does see it, sees his need and his error, and his nakedness, and wakes up to an extremity of despair that the other knows not of. Lord, I have lived without Thee, I have sinned in the midst of light; I have neglected my Saviour: can it be that Thou wilt receive me at this the closing hour? And he wishes  oh, with what bitter yearning!  just as that other one wishes, that he could live his life over again, so that he might serve God as well as man.



Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.



Nothing can be fraught with more earnest truth than the promise contained in this injunction. You may deem that I repeat it too frequently. I do not think so.

When he is old, take you notice. I believe those words are pregnant with a meaning not usually attached to them. The impression gathered from them generally is, that the child so trained will never depart from the right way. This is wrong: at least, it is not borne out usually in life  as a vast experience proves. I read them differently. Although he may wander, or fall astray from it in his midday life, he will not fail to return to it when he is old. To me it seems that this may be the true and wider acceptation.

Precepts imparted in childhood, trained with the child, become part and parcel of his nature. You cannot root them out. They are his for life. They grow with his growth, and strengthen with his strength. Though he may  I here again say it  yield for a while to the sins society recks of, in the hot blood of his spring-time, when lifes morning is fair and young, and evil wears its most specious aspect to delude the inexperienced and unwary, he will come back to the right when he is old. Believe me, for I tell you truth. Take your childs heart to Heaven in his early years, and to Heaven he will turn in his later ones. Do you think that God will let him be lost? No. He has heard the prayers of that child, and seen that his heart was set aright. He has heard your prayers for him: and, though the snares of the world may have drawn him astray for a time, his Heavenly Father will assuredly bring his heart home again ere the last final scene shall come.

That is a beautiful saying; one I like to believe in; though I do not remember just now who first recorded it  That the child of a praying mother will never be lost. Most of us, I suppose, pray for our children: but the prayers must be of the most solemn, supplicating earnestness, and be persevered in to the end.

Yes. Those early lessons will come back again in the time of need, for they were implanted within him in characters of adamant. What a child learns in infancy he learns for life.

When man is old, and his faculties begin to fail, it is not the present, daily, occurrences he remembers and dwells upon. Perhaps he will hardly recal what has happened the day before. But, question him on the memories of his childhood, and you will find his recollections vivid and bright as ever. They cannot leave him; he holds to them with clinging fondness; believes in them, cherishes them, takes them down with him to the grave. No power in earth  I had almost written, in Heaven  can disenchant us in regard to our childhoods home. We believe in the grand hills around; in the green green fields; in the wild flowers growing amid the tall grass; in the shrubs and trees; in the old rooms, be they ever so homely. We learnt to love and believe in them with our earliest years, as being the dearest and best objects the world contained, and they became part and parcel of ourselves, not to be effaced in after-life. Dormant they may lie for the most part, but they are there within us. And thus it is with our childhoods lessons, the precepts we learnt at our mothers knee. What she impresses upon the teachable young heart, is impressed for ever.

It lies with you, and with you only, to train your child  to train him for good or for ill. Had the young men of the present generation been taught to know God in their early years; had faith, and hope, and trust been then implanted within them; we should hear less of the sin of infidelity that is stalking abroad. In their superciliousness, in what they are pleased to call their advanced knowledge, their positivism, their rationalism  I know not how many other isms, but they all tend to one point, atheism  these young men ridicule the very name of religion. The Bible is questioned, carped at, called a string of fables. Speak to them a word of solemn warning, and they shrug their shoulders in return, uncertain which to despise most, that kindly-meant word, or him who gives it. What will their end be? Do they ever ask themselves what? Will they remember in time that there is a God to judge them  a Redeemer to save them? Or will they go down to the grave as they have lived: selfsufficient; unbelievers?

In the last day, says St. Paul, perilous times shall come. For men shall he lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy: lovers of pleasure more than lovers of God.

Would it not seem, looking around us, that these last day have come? And your child must live in them, and be exposed to all their danger. But, if you encompass him about with his casing of heavenly armour, you need not fear for him.

One word of caution I would give here. It relates to the Bible. Beware how you bring up your child to regard it. Implant within him a holy reverence for it in all respects, imbue him with the most implicit belief in it. Let him see you hold it in reverence, even to your touch, handling it solemnly as something pertaining to God. Let the Bible have a place to itself in your home; put no other books under it, or above it, or close around it; teach the little child to revere even its outward form as a thing that may not be taken up heedlessly and lightly. Impress upon his mind the fact that in its doctrines he will learn the way to Life; see that belief in them shall take such root in his heart as to become entwined with its growing fibres. In short, let his faith in the Bible be such that no adverse dogma shall have power to shake it.

This caution is not unnecessary. For unless our faith in the Bible be a sure faith, strong and firm, and has grown with our growth and strengthened with our strength, so that no assailing enemy can uproot it, I see not how we should escape the taint that is abroad, of which I have just spoken. Even the clergy are not all free from this taint  the taint of infidelity. One of them, a young man, stood up in a pulpit the other day, and told the congregation before him that they need not believe altogether in the Bible and New Testament, for that two books at least, one in each of them, were not inspired. Ah, my friends, let us hope that in their assumption of displayed erudition, in their egregious selfsufficiency, he and such as he little suspect the harm they do, or that one such sermon of doubt as this may destroy a soul.

Unless the ears that listen to this dangerous doctrine be proof against it, how shall the poison fail to work? If this portion of the Bible and that of the New Testament did not come down to us by writers inspired by God, where is my guarantee that the other portions are worthy of belief? reasons some one of the unfortunate hearers. And from that hour there lies on this hearers mind an uncomfortable feeling of uncertainty in regard to the Bible; it is not to him the never-to-be-doubted guide that it used to be  Gods own book. But, take you care that your child is so trained, so assured, that this most fatal teaching, should he be exposed to it in later life, may fall harmless upon him.

Once let a man begin to doubt the Bible, and he does not stop there. The next thing he will tell us is that he has no faith left in anything  in Heaven, or in a hereafter. Believe me, the faith you implant in your child must be founded as on a rock of adamant, if you would help him safely onwards to eternal life.

It is the most solemnly enjoined duty imposed upon the generations of man  the implanting faith in their children. No other obligation laid upon them is so grave as this. Nothing like unto the consciousness of having fulfilled it to the best of our imperfect abilities will cheer our death-bed when we come to die. If I knew any manner in which to urge it upon you more strenuously, all you whose little ones are yet young and impressionable, I would use it.

Think not it is I, or such as I, who would impress upon you a sense of its vital necessity. It is God Himself. It is the Bible. Throughout its pages are scattered in all parts this most imperative charge. None greater, none so earnest, was imposed upon the Israelites of old when Moses was leading them through the wilderness.

And these words which I command thee this day shall be in their heart. And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up.

Over and over again is the charge repeated. Only take heed to thyself and keep thy soul diligently, lest thou forget the things which thine eyes have seen, and lest they depart from thy heart all the days of thy life; but teach them thy sons and thy sons sons.

Gather me the people together, said the Lord God, and I will make them hear my words, that they may learn to fear me all the days that they shall live upon the earth, and that they may teach their children..... Oh that there were such an heart in my people that they would fear me, and keep all my commandments always, that it might be well with them and with their children for ever!

It was one of the last charges of Moses to the people, that last day, when he was going up to the mount to die. Set your hearts unto all the words which I testify among you this day, which ye shall command your children to observe to do, all the words of this law. For it is not a vain thing for you, because it is your life: and through this thing ye shall prolong your days in the land, whither ye go over Jordan to possess it.

That good land beyond Jordan was, you know, a type of Heaven. If the Israelites had obeyed the laws themselves, and yet neglected to teach them to their children, would they have been suffered to inherit that good land? If we neglect our children, so that they fall away and never find the way to that promised land, upon whom will lie the sin? On them, who were not taught; or on us, who did not teach? My readers, it is a momentous question: a question that we cannot answer.

After the Israelites had passed over Jordan, and the twelve stones that they had brought were pitched in Gilgal, Joshua gave them one charge.

When your children shall ask their fathers in time to come, saying, What mean these stones? then ye shall let your children know, saying, Israel came over this Jordan on dry land. For the Lord your God dried up the waters of Jordan from before you until ye were passed over, as the Lord your God did to the Red Sea, which he dried up from before us until we were gone over. That all the people of the earth might know the hand of the Lord that it is mighty: that ye might fear the Lord your God for ever.

Always the children, you see. They are to be taught, and shown, and trained for the Lord.

It is spoken of by David in the Psalms  that sweet singer of Israel. He calls upon the people to hear and know the laws of God, and to teach them, as the Lord commanded, to their children, to the intent that when they grow up they might teach their children the same.

That the generations to come might know them, even the children which should be born; who should arise and declare them to their children: that they might set their hope in God, and not forget the works of God, but keep his commandments.

That they might set their hope in God!

And, in some verses later on in this same Psalm, which is the seventy-eighth, it states that the Lords anger was kindled against them, because they believed not in God and trusted not in his salvation.

The Book of Proverbs teems with the importance of correcting and instructing a child. Look at it for yourselves. Search out the instances; they are too numerous to be transcribed here. But the one injunction that I have quoted, as you may think all too frequently, embodies the drift of most of them.

Turn to Isaiah. Note how the teaching in the very earliest infancy is enjoined there, and in what manner it is to be performed.

Whom shall he teach knowledge? and whom shall he make understand doctrine? Them that are weaned from the milk and drawn from the breasts. For precept must be upon precept, precept upon precept; line upon line, line upon line; here a little and there a little.

Indeed it must. If we are to do effectual good to our children, precept must be upon precept and line upon line, given untiringly and unceasingly. The efforts must be very gentle, very; here a little and there a little; gentle and almost imperceptible, only they must never flag. It seems an arduous task to undertake, no doubt, to you who have never entered on it, and perhaps have never had your serious reflection drawn to the obligation of it. But when once you have entered on and are fairly embarked in the work, you will experience a pleasure you little dream of now. It will of itself bring to you an exceeding great reward.

Is it necessary? I hear some of you asking this question in doubt. Necessary? Well, it is the eternal welfare of your own child that is at stake; the child whom you love better than life. Accordingly as this knowledge of heavenly things and of a wish to attain to the Life hereafter is implanted in his infant heart, or not implanted, so may he be lost or saved.

Remember Christs own description of his final coming: of that dread day when the Son of Man shall come in the clouds of Heaven with power and great glory, and He shall send his angels with a great sound of a trumpet to gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of Heaven to the other.

I tell you in that night there shall be two men in one bed; the one shall be taken and the other shall be left. Two women shall be grinding together; the one shall be taken and the other shall be left. Two men shall be in the field; the one shall be taken and the other shall be left.

That is  oh, words of awful meaning!  the one shall enter into Life, and the other shall lose it.

Now, what constitutes, or will constitute, the difference in these two; the chosen and the non-chosen? Apparently there is no difference outwardly. The one is not represented as idle, sinful, ill-doing; the other as diligent and of good report. Rather are we led to believe that both are doing their duty industrously as regards the obligations of this world; the two women equally grinding at the mill, the two men equally working in the field. But, the one class will have Heaven in the heart; be looking for it, hoping for it, striving for it; the other will never have thought about it. What a warning it is!

Of all the incidents recorded in the gospel narrative, perhaps none are more pregnant with meaning (and with more meanings than one) than is that of the two thieves crucified with Jesus. It shows us how pardon may be had even at the eleventh hour; it shows how ready and willing the Redeemer is to hear the cry of the sinner. He stands but to save. In the depths of his own agony, he would have stretched forth his hand, had it not been nailed to the cross, in forgiving love; his words and his heart alike went forth to the supplicating cry.

And one of the malefactors which were hanged railed on him, saying, If thou be the Christ, save thyself and us. But the other answering rebuked him, saying, Dost thou not fear God, seeing thou art in the same condemnation? And we indeed justly; for we receive the due reward of our deeds; but this man hath done nothing amiss. And he said unto Jesus, Lord, remember me when thou comest into thy kingdom. And Jesus said unto him, Verily I say unto thee, To-day shall thou be with me in paradise.

Here is an exact exemplification of the previous words, The one shall be taken and the other shall be left. At this, the close of the two thieves life, one was saved and the other was lost. And why should this have been? Are we at a loss to know? Both were alike guilty, and had no doubt lived the same kind of evil life: but the one turned to God in the last hour; the other did not.

Would it be too much to assume that the first had had an anxious mother, who had guided his thoughts heavenward in his earliest years, and that the second had not? It is more than likely. The infant lessons, forgotten all through his evil career, came back to him in that, the closing hour, and stood him in good need: led him to his Saviour, and preserved his soul. The other may never have had a word of Heaven and its glories whispered to him; may never have been shown so much as the first faltering step of the way thither, or been taught a single prayer. Be you very sure of one thing  I cannot reiterate it too often  that where these lessons have been taught, however much they have lain dormant or been lost sight of in middle life, they will come back to flood the heart in the last solemn, great extremity.

Mothers! it lies with you to train your children. In that chapter of Timothy from which a few lines have already been transcribed farther back, St. Paul, after enlarging upon the perilous times of the last days, and the dangerous doctrines and practices that shall then fill the world, hardly seems to consider it necessary to warn Timothy; appearing rather to consider him proof against such. He says:

Continue thou in the things which thou hast learned and hast been assured of, knowing of whom thou hast learned them; and that from a child thou hast known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.

And Timothy, we know, had been brought up in this faith, in these things, by his mother.

Elsewhere  it is in Corinthians  St. Paul compares our life here to a race; a race which all must run; the prize for which is an incorruptible crown, and telling us so to run that we may obtain it.

A race it undoubtedly is. A race in which we have to fight and struggle. Great impediments beset our way at every step; sin, pride, carelessness, throwing us back perpetually; sometimes throwing us out altogether, so that we never find the prize or earn the crown.

But of all the hindrances of the present day, none is so formidable as the spirit of infidelity. That it is gaining ground amid our young men, no one can deny. They are too self-sufficient nowadays for religion: they think themselves as clever as their Maker, and they despise the teaching of His prophets. Many of the books now issued are tainted with this infidelity. Even those of fiction. The other evening, glancing over the pages of one of these that is being extensively read, I came to the words, If there be another world. These books will fall into the hands of your children sooner or later. It rests with you to decide whether the taint shall have power to affect them, or whether it shall fall innocuous.

Is it but a species of the worst kind of affectation, that induces this proclaimed disbelief?  or is it true atheism? I often wonder which. In most cases I believe it to be only the former. Guard, guard your children from every outlet of its approaches.

The very fact that this life cannot satisfy the desires and aspirations of the spirit, earthly or heavenly, must in itself be a convincing proof that there is a different life to come; one higher and better. Docs anything ever satisfy us? Does realisation answer expectation; whether in fame, in love, in ambition, in wealth, in domestic ties? No, never. Something comes to mar them all. That which looked so fair and bright in anticipation, turns out  even if the hope be gained, and that is very rare  to be leavened with something that corrodes it. At the very best, though bliss of any kind be here realised, it flits speedily away. Time flies like a shadow. Mans allotted years are but threescore and ten; and few of us can say at that age, looking back on the past, My dearest hopes and dreams, in this thing or in that, were fulfilled unto me and became living realities. Can this poor, imperfect life be the ending of all? Can the immortal soul, that nevers dies, have been created only for this? If so, what would become of those aspirations after a better, and holier, and loftier state than can be found below?  glimpses of which in the spirit are snatched by us all, though they are too fleeting to be retained or (almost) to be remembered. Were they sent to us for nought, think you? No. The soul will find its true and perfect life, when this unsatisfying existence shall be over.

Can I say more than I have already said? Is it, or is it not, essential to train our children, so that they may not fail to gain the life after this life? Christ calls it the one thing needful; the treasure hid in a field; the pearl of great price. For which pearl, when found, the finder in his joy sells all that he has, and buys it. How inestimable must be this treasure! What can compare with the joy of the finder? To know that he possesseth it, and is saved, and will live for ever!  that he belongs to the Lord, to the great! AM; an inheritor of the New Jerusalem that shall come down out of Heaven!

Oh, mothers! help your dear ones to find it! You can only do it when they are young. Delay it, and they may miss the way. You may make what you will of the impressionable mind of a child; it is yours to mould as you choose; fill it not with good things, and it will fill itself with bad ones. Has a foreshadowing ever come dimly over you of that last great day when we shall be all gathered before the Lord, to inherit Heaven or to be shut out from it? Will you be able to stand with your children and say, Lord, of those that thou hast given me, I have not lost one? Or will you cower there in piteous agony, seeing that they are lost? Try and realize what such an hour as that would be: your dearly-beloved children shut out for ever. The very thought of it even now, makes your heart ache with a desperate anguish.

And yet, I know that you cannot now picture it with that vivid sense of responsibility that you may in later life, when death shall be approaching, and your eyes shall have opened to see the past as it was, with all its mistakes and omissions, its time wasted, its opportunities unused. Whatever that past may have been, it is gone; gone for ever. You cannot alter it now; you cannot re-live your life. Nothing remains of it but its results, and the consciousness of whether you did well by your children, or did not do it. Ah, what will all the glory and honour, and wealth and fame, and houses and lands of this world be to you then? You may have taught your children how to insure success in these; but if you have not taught them how to strive for that other Land, on you will lie the sting of remorse. For in that hour riches and grandeur and the comforts of this life will take to themselves wings and fly away, and you perceive exactly what they were worth. Life, looking back upon it, has been so short! It seems now to have passed so quickly as not to have mattered whether you were well or ill in it, happy or miserable. The one true life in which it will matter, for you must dwell in it for ever, is being entered upon.

Oh, take your little child now that he is young, and do what you can towards the saving of his soul. No duty laid upon you is so imperative as this; no neglect is so irredeemable if you pass it by. You may bend the young twig as you will, but you cannot bend the grown tree: you may lead the baby-child to be what you please, but you cannot lead the man. Never let the ten minutes of daily instruction and admonition be omitted. Shut yourself up with your child in private, and say what you wish to say: he is yours to teach in infancy, in childhood, in boyhood, in youth. Observe it always when practicable. Read to him, and then talk to him.

But, whilst enlarging on pleasant things to him  on the Heavenly Fathers mercy, on the Saviours love, on the Holy Spirit that must guide him, on the ministering angels that must protect him, such as those which Jacob saw in his dream  opposite phases must not remain untouched upon. He must learn that the Great God, if offended, is not a God of mercy, but a God of anger. He must hear of that wicked one, Satan; the arch-enemy who goes about seeking whom he may devour, and who has doubtless his army of evil angels, ever seeking to tempt man to sin. Approach the subject very cautiously so long as the child is young, and lead him to dwell, rather, on the other and brighter side. But assure him of this much: that he can always defeat those evil tempters by the simple act of asking aid of God. God is stronger than Satan, and against Him the wicked one has no power.

Impress upon his mind, so far as you can, the idea of Heaven; cause it to hold a place there. Make him long to see it; to inhabit it.

Tell him of all its revealed beauties, its satisfying peace, its wondrous glories. Of the angels in white, with their golden harps; of the sweet flowers that never fade; of the music to delight the ear; of the precious stones of many colours; and of the healing trees which grow on either side the pure river of crystal. Show him what this world is worth at its best, and what he will find in the one which is to come. The music here is pleasant, but if a wrong string be touched it mars the harmony; the flowers are beautiful, but they are but gathered to wither; their perfume is sweet to the senses, but shortly it is gone; the sky is blue and bright, but even as we look, dark clouds overshadow it; the sparkling sea is grand, but it swallows up ships. But in that good land pleasure will have its full fruition. Eye hath not seen nor ear heard, neither hath it entered into the heart of man to conceive what God hath prepared for them who shall abide in it.

Impress all this upon him, morning by morning, day after day, week following week; until he can (however imperfectly) realize to himself somewhat of Heaven. Realize that there, in that shining Eden of promise, will be his permanent home; not in this poor world with its many pains, and drawbacks, and weariness. There will be no night there; no sickness, or gloom, or sorrow; only love, and rest, and joy. Remind him of those who are already there, and of whom he has liked to hear and read. Abraham, the faithful servant of God; Moses, who lifted up the typical serpent in the wilderness, that they who were bitten and in danger of death might look upon it, and live; Hezekiah, who prayed unto the Lord in his sickness that his life might be prolonged, and it was so; David, who was beloved by God; Job, so patient under affliction; Isaiah, who prophesied of the Mighty Counsellor, the Prince of Peace; Daniel, who escaped the lions den; down to Christs own disciples, and to Stephen the Martyr, who fell asleep in Jesus, calling for forgiveness on his destroyers; and to St. Paul, who fought unweariedly the good fight of faith, and for whom was laid up the crown of righteousness. All these he will meet hereafter, amid the many others. Recal to him the personal friends he has known and loved in his as yet short life, who have departed within his own recollection. Grandpapa or grandmamma; or, maybe, a little brother or sister:

There is no flock, however watched and tended, 
But one dead lamb is there:
There is no fireside, howeer defended, 
But has one vacant chair.

Show him that they have but gone on before; that he will go to them in his turn, and dwell with them for ever and ever. In short, bring him up to be acquainted with Heaven, to look to it as his certain home, and to long for it.

Do this always. Do not weary in it. It will make your own journey in life pleasant, whatever may be that lifes vicissitudes; it will soothe its cares: for while you are striving untiringly to bring your children to God, God will not forget you. For your own sake and your childrens sake, I pray you, neglect it not.

And whenever you, yourself, may be called away, be it sooner or later, you will have the unspeakable comfort of knowing that you may with confidence leave your children in Heavens hands. For you have given unto their hearts a safeguard; you have taught them to love and fear God, to rely upon their Saviour; and you know that He who has begun a good work in them shall assuredly make it complete.

Farewell. With the words that I began, so would I end.

Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.

THE END
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Dear friend, far off, my lost desire, 

So far, so near in woe and weal; 

O loved the most, when most I feel 

There is a lower and a higher; 



Known and unknown; human, divine; 

Sweet human hand and lips and eye; 

Dear heavenly friend that canst not die, 

Mine, mine, for ever, ever mine; 



Dear friend, past, present, and to be; 

Loved deeplier, darklier understood; 

Behold, I dream a dream of good, 

And mingle all the world with thee.



IN MEMORIAM.


PREFACE

THE following Memoirs of Mrs. Henry Wood have been compiled from notes, from fragments of diaries, from memory. They are the result of many a conversation, many a story, many a reminiscence, never to be forgotten whilst life remains. Above all, they are the fruit of a life-long companionship; a similarity of tastes, a closeness and unity of occupation; an intimacy between mother and son perhaps never exceeded.

This companionship was constant; until, when childhood and youth passed into manhood, it was only broken by the occasional absences which belong to the changes and chances of life. Sweet was the converse, charmed the hours, perfect the union, where all thoughts were outspoken, and no shadow came between: a delight and an influence nothing else has approached. Through those long years she loved to dwell upon her earlier life. Hours of conversation, oft repeated, made that past, in which the writer had no part or lot, familiar as though he had been ever present, and all had been a personal experience.

A lengthier record might have been given of the deeds and words of a strangely beautiful life; but length would avail nothing. The records in their brevity are but a faint reflection of Mrs. Henry Wood; multiplied, the reflection would still be faint.

In one respect some of the finest traits of her character are revealed in the very absence of such materials as the biographer finds most available and most effective. It never struck her to accumulate records, deeming that some day the world would wish to hear about her life. She did not with this view systematically keep journals, nor did she preserve the letters of others or retain copies of her own letters. So far as such elements are concerned, these Memorials may be found wanting: but the writer has named his work Memorials rather than a Life or a Biography; and he has aimed rather at giving some suggestion of the spirit in which she lived and worked than at presenting a formal and detailed memoir.

If he has failed, despite the disadvantages he has had to contend against, the blame must lie with him and not with the subject; for it is certain that few have equalled her in high ideals and fulfilled endeavours, as few have approached her in the unobtrusiveness of her ways. The narrative is a simple statement of the quiet annals of many years, neither humorous nor pathetic, and without exciting elements. Eminently wise and great as she was, equally did she excel in directness of motive, in modesty and humility; so that only those who knew her best were aware how closely she was allied to all things lovely and of good report; how almost flawless was the jewel that threw on all around its rays of sympathy and compassion; thus unconsciously leading many to those Paths of Peace she knew so well, and in which she was ever found.

Something of this is recorded in the following pages; but the result is as imperfect as the description of a brilliant sunset falls short of the beauties of light and colouring actually seen. Yet it is a memorial wreath  a last offering  humbly and reverently placed upon the tomb of one who was, for the writer, ever without peer and without parallel, sans peur et sans reproche, from the first remembered impression until the moment when 



Her life, a white perfumed blossom, 

Sprang to Heaven.


PART I


CHAPTER I

I sometimes hold it half a sin 

To put in words the grief I feel; 

For words, like Nature, half reveal 

And half conceal the Soul within.
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ELLEN PRICE  afterwards Mrs. Henry Wood  was born in the city of Worcester when the century was still young. It was the year memorable for the great frost, when the Thames was frozen over and bullocks were roasted whole upon the ice-bound surface. Just before this severe cold set in, when many of the poor were frozen to death as they trudged along the country roads, and people began to wonder whether the ice age were returning, the child was ushered into the world whose name some fifty years later was to be enrolled amongst those who have earned fame and fought a good fight. She was born on the 17th January 1814; therefore at the time of her death  10th February 1887  was seventy-three years of age.

Yet no one thought or spoke of her as being old. Time seemed to have passed her by in his flight. She had the rare gift of perpetual youth, and was young in mind, manner and appearance to the end; her intellect as sparkling and her heart as green as they had been half a century earlier. For her the day never came when, as Wordsworth says, 



... Nothing can bring back the hour 

Of splendour in the grass, or glory in the flower.



She delighted in everything that was pure and lovely, all her keen and vivid impressions, all her interest in life and humanity, all her sympathy with joy and sorrow, remained undiminished to the end.

She was christened Ellen, without any second name, and was the daughter of Mr. Thomas Price, one of the largest glove manufacturers in the city of Worcester, as his father had been before him.

An only child, Mr. Thomas Price had inherited a large property from his father, who died when he was only a little turned fifty. His son had received what would have been a liberal education in these days and was a very exceptional one in those. Originally destined for the Church, when the time came for final decision he chose to follow in his fathers footsteps and became a simple manufacturer.

With all his mental gifts, there was in him a want of ambition, an indifference to the worlds honours, which kept him from all aspirations. He cared for none of these things. From a worldly point of view perhaps he chose wisely, but his talents ought to have been exercised in a different field. Remarkable for intellect and refinement, a gentleman and a scholar, his attributes could find little scope in the counting-house of a manufactory. True, he spent much time in his study, leaving to managers the work of directing; but this, after all, was only a compromise with what should have been. In classics he was so good an authority that some of the Church dignitaries would consult him upon abstruse or doubtful points, implicitly accepting his opinion  a great condescension in those days, when the austere Canons would hardly have claimed acquaintance with the heir to a throne if he had turned glove manufacturer  so much has the world changed since the century was young. The bent of his genius was classical rather than mathematical. Intimate with some of the Prebendaries, who condescended to make a solitary exception in his favour, he was more fitted for a cathedral stall than the calling he had adopted. He was a special favourite of Bishop Carr  of George IV. renown: who had none of the episcopal pride and unapproachableness that so often accompany the wearing of the apron; who was the first bishop to appear in Worcester Cathedral without his wig, to the horror and scandal of those who loved pomp and ceremony and the observance of ancient customs. On his deathbed the Bishop lamented that Mr. Price had not a son in the Church, whose interests he might have advanced, even at the eleventh hour.

Thomas Price was accomplished as well as learned; skilful in music, an art of which he was passionately fond; whilst his sketches in water-colour were far above the average of amateur productions. Landscapes, interiors, the human figure  he did all equally well; but in drawing animals, if we may compare small things with great, he was as unsuccessful as Turner was with his men and women. He delighted in works of the imagination, and was a great reader of novels, Scott being his favourite author, whom he read and re-read all the days of his life; but those were days when the choice of novelists was limited. He was also a great chess-player, moved rapidly, and seldom lost a game. Everything he undertook he did to the utmost of his powers, and those powers were of a very high order.

The writer saw him once, and once only, when as a young child he had been brought over to England on a short visit. He was then a venerable-looking gentleman, with calm and dignified manners and subdued tones; an abundance of white hair, and a face beautiful in age. Punctilious in dress, as in all matters of courtesy and everyday life, he still wore large frills to his shirt-front, though they had gone out of fashion excepting with gentlemen of the old school. Large white cuffs set off his white and delicate hands, and he leaned much, in talking, on a massive silver-headed stick. Altogether he was exactly the picture of age and dignity to strike with awe an impressionable child. On that occasion he had come up to London to visit his daughter, Mrs. Henry Wood, who was unable to go down into Worcestershire.

Up to the age of seven Ellen Price was brought up in the house of her grandmother, a lady who adorned her home, but took no part in its management. Member of a county family, in marrying the glove manufacturer  handsome, a gentleman, and wealthy though he might be  she was considered to have married beneath her. These distinctions, we repeat, have very much passed away, and will do so still more; but a century ago the old order had not changed. In Mildred Arkell we remember how Lucy Cheveley was supposed to have lost caste in marrying Peter Arkell.

In her own early home Mrs. Price, the grandmother, had never been initiated into the mysteries of housekeeping. Surrounded by luxury, this branch of a girls education was considered unnecessary for one who was probably destined to a distinguished marriage, but who, as we have seen, sacrificed ambition to love. She was never able to master the intricacies of domestic details, and in her new home these had to be confided to a housekeeper: a middle-aged upper servant, who had lived in the fathers house from the time of the daughters birth. She now had charge of everything, and the women servants were under her control. Her name was Tipton; she was a very original character, and never appeared in anything but a prim silk gown. No doubt she was the foundation of the type of old and faithful servant Mrs. Henry Wood has described in some of her novels.

The young child Ellen was Mrs. Tiptons especial charge and favourite, though she had also her own personal attendant and separate rooms; for in spite of being the sunshine of her grandmothers existence, she was only allowed to be with her at stated times, according to the stricter fashion of those days. The housekeeper generally accompanied the child in her morning walks, and in the afternoons, whenever she went out in the carriage with her grandmother, was always in charge. In all matters needing personal activity and command Mrs. Price was singularly useless, even in controlling children. The childs place in the carriage was seldom allowed to be otherwise occupied, until the rule almost amounted to a superstition. If no friend were present, Tipton had to be at her post, no matter how great the inconvenience.

In their drives they often passed over the old bridge spanning the Severn, and the charming view so delighted the child that more often than not the carriage was stopped for a few moments enjoyment. It was a scene Mrs. Henry Wood frequently alludes to in her novels. Here the mischievous College boys flung old Ketchs keys into the water; here poor Charley Channing disappeared in his terror. Below flowed the calm, lovely river. Upon its banks rose the grave and dignified Cathedral, surrounded by its ancient Prebendal houses, by trees that waved and rustled and whispered in the wind; whilst round the venerable tower the rooks, looking almost as old and dignified, cawed and flew and wheeled with all their solemn air and sound. Not far off, the famous spire of St. Andrews, rising in singular beauty towards the heavens, was clearly outlined: a contrast to the dignified square Cathedral tower. The placid water flowing to the sea reflected a thousand objects on which the child ever longed and lingered to gaze. Trees and sky and Cathedral outlines all found their duplicate in the famous stream, and to the imaginative young girl it was ever a dream of Fairyland that in after years rose up at Memorys call. Longer drives were frequently taken to the surrounding villages, to more distant parts of the county, until the whole neighbourhood far and near became familiar and beloved; indelibly stamped upon the childs brain. It is all this neighbourhood  the villages, lanes and ancient houses of Worcestershire  that in after years she so vividly reproduced in Johnny Ludlow; so that places and scenes not visited for half a century are as accurately described as though sketched on the spot.

Few counties possess more picturesque villages than Worcestershire, especially the neighbourhood of the Faithful City, which abounded in those days in the old timber houses  the Worcestershire houses, as they have been called  which add so much to the beauty of its landscape. The modern element, now only too visible, was still nonexistent; whilst all the traces of a bygone period of romance, so great a charm and feature of Worcester itself, had not begun to suffer from the inevitable effects of time and decay. All this portion of England is a sylvan dream that has occupied many an artists pencil and many a poets pen. In the accompanying illustrations we have endeavoured to reproduce some of the rural and antiquarian charm of these villages, and some of the antiquarian and historical interest of Worcester itself. The illustrations both of English and foreign scenes are all places consecrated to Mrs. Henry Woods earlier life; scenes amidst which she dwelt, and day by day and year by year grew familiar with and deeply loved, both at home and abroad; and in placing them in her Memoir, we enable the reader to realise more vividly the impressions that so greatly influenced her mind, and insensibly gave their colouring to her work.

Mr. Price lived in a large house, under the very shadow of the Cathedral, where they always attended service. Thus the childs earliest impressions were tinged with the ecclesiastical element to which she grew devoted, and which is so frequently introduced into her novels. Doubtless, even before she could speak, her large wondering eyes would trace with earnest gravity the solemn Cathedral outlines. From this she would turn to the College boys tearing through the gateway of Edgar Tower; would listen to their footsteps clattering through the cloisters as they rushed to and from school; and thus even in infancy she began to study unconsciously the character of that complex creature, the schoolboy, to be reproduced in later years with so much truth and fidelity.

It was in one of their morning walks that the housekeeper, whilst probably she saved the life of her charge, also possibly laid the foundation for future lifelong delicacy.

She had been warned against a certain field, in which a bull was wont occasionally to pass his days. This bull had been known to show signs of viciousness, and was to be avoided. Unfortunately Mrs. Tipton, like many other excellent people, had a will of her own  a far stronger will, indeed, than her gentle mistress. She was accustomed to command, and to think for herself. The field was a favourite field with her, and a pathway running diagonally through it led to her favourite walk.

On this particular morning the bull was certainly there, but at the far end, quietly grazing, and looking as if he and mischief had parted company for ever. The pathway was at this end of the field, the bull at that end; it was ridiculous to talk of danger, argued Mrs. Tipton: and they passed over the stile. The child was wearing a red silk hood trimmed with fur, and when they were half-way across the path the mild-looking animal caught sight of the hood  and was mild no longer. With one furious bound he charged down upon them. Tipton, repenting too late, paralysed with fear, took the child in her arms, and rushed onwards for dear safety: it was, indeed, a race for life. She gained the farther hedge, but not the stile. The bull was almost upon them. Scarcely knowing what she did, wild with terror, she threw the child over the hedge into the adjoining field.

How she escaped herself she never knew: whether she reached the stile in time, or broke through the hedge, she could never tell; but she did escape. Expecting to find the child seriously injured, she was surprised to see her standing unharmed, but pale, quiet, and startled. Perhaps the long grass had saved her. Perhaps her fall had been broken by one of those guardian spirits in whom all her life she firmly believed, and to whose care she ever seemed providentially consigned. The escape was certainly little less than a miracle.

Tipton never again had the opportunity of transgressing, even if she had the wish, for the bull was seen no more. He had forfeited the right to his ambrosial fields, and spent the remainder of his life in a humble shed. And Mrs. Tipton herself was never quite the same afterwards. The shock had been great, and she possibly felt that having received mercy she must show mercy in return. Henceforth she ruled with less severity in her little kingdom; the sceptre was more visible than the sword; until, in a very few years, she and many of her beloved surroundings passed into the unknown, and their places knew them no more.
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CHAPTER II

The seasons bring the flower again, 

And bring the firstling to the flock; 

And in the dusk of thee, the clock 

Beats out the little lives of men.
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THE childhood of genius is said to be either very awakened or very backward. In the case of Ellen Price it was the former. At seven years old she had gone through the studies of girls twice her age. She could repeat whole poems, such as Grays Elegy and the Deserted Village; and before she was thirteen knew by heart a great deal of Shakespeare. Her memory was remarkable. In later days, when asked to do so by her children, she would sometimes recite in the twilight, by the hour together, poem after poem: her sweet and gentle tones so quiet and impressive that  to give a solitary example  at 



The cricket chirrups on the hearth, 

The crackling faggot flies,

one almost heard the one and saw the other. Time after time her intonation and emphasis seemed to bring out new charms and meanings, betraying singular depths of quiet feeling and sympathy with the poet. The year before she died, one of her children having asked a question with regard to Sternes Maria, she immediately repeated two whole pages bearing upon the subject. Yet she had never opened the book since she was thirteen  an interval of sixty years. As a child, after reading her daily tasks once through, she could always say them fluently. History was her favourite study, and to the end of life there were few historical facts and persons that she could not recall at will.

In her early home she had all things very much her own way; all her wishes were regarded. Her grandmother supplied her liberally with pocket-money; but where in most cases it would have been spent in toys and bon-bons, in this instance it went in books: in stories and fairy tales, in poetry and history; books of which she soon possessed a great store, looked upon as her chief treasure and resource. With these, even as a young child, she would take refuge from the world around her, and become lost and absorbed in an ideal existence of her own.

We have heard her say that even in those early days this was her great happiness  to be amongst her books. Already her mind was busy weaving simple plots and small romances, and she would endow living people with strange histories and create fictitious characters to suit her childish imaginings. The quiet cloisters she crowded with dream people, and at night as she watched the outlines of the Cathedral steeped in moonlight, she would fancy the dark and solemn aisles peopled with all the ghosts of those who reposed there and belonged to the historic past. When only three years old her grandmother would teach her poems which she easily learned by heart, and when friends were present she would be brought into the drawing-room to recite verse after verse. She was looked upon as a small wonder, and it was well that she did not develop into that most unfortunate of all fates, an infant prodigy. But her mind, happily, was never introspective, dwelling upon self, a mental condition that always leads to suffering, and too often to failure. She was ever occupied with outward things, taking the keenest interest in all her surroundings. Nevertheless, the indulged life at her grandmothers could not be without a certain danger, and perhaps it was well that it was soon to be interrupted.

When she was seven years old, Mr. Price, the grandfather, died, after a few months mysterious illness which baffled all physicians. He suffered no pain, but gradually grew weaker, faded, and passed away. After death, when lying in his coffin, it was proposed to take in his little grand-daughter  of whom during life he had been so fond, and who had returned all his affection  for one look before the last sad office was performed, and the face for ever closed to mortal eyes. The act, kindly prompted, was a mistake. Peculiarly sensitive and impressionable, a nature probably no one quite understood or realised, the child was so terrified by the sight that she fell into strong hysterics, and for many hours they almost feared for the result. In time she calmed down and recovered; but the impression remained, and was never forgotten.

After the death of her grandfather changes were made in the household, and it was decided that the little girl should return to her own home.

For her this meant the commencement of a new life. At her grandmothers she had reigned alone, the light and charm of the household; a child with capacities beyond her years; her every desire gratified. In the new home she became the companion of her father, whose cultivated mind guided her from that hour, and no doubt had considerable influence in directing her intellect. Over and above her governess, he superintended her reading; and she ever looked up to him with the utmost reverence and affection. Mr. Thomas Price was a very good man, without being what is called deeply religious. At any rate he made no parade of his religion. Goodness was innate with him, and he inherited from his mother that calmness of spirit which caused him to take the affairs of life only too quietly. He was eminently just and kind-hearted, especially good to the poor, who in every right cause found him a strong champion. No man in Worcester was more looked up to and respected; and at public meetings his few quiet words had more weight than the longer sentences of others. Those were not days when the labouring classes were gaining the upper hand, and nothing roused the spirit within Mr. Price so much as the righteous complaint of the working people. Consequently he was the most popular of men, and could rule where others failed. Many a trouble was quelled at the rising by his influence: a voice never raised, a hand never stretched out. So much was this the case that his power was scarcely realised; it told imperceptibly; he was so seldom seen, went so little amongst them, said so little when he did appear, that even the men themselves scarcely knew how much they valued and regarded him.

One secret of his influence was his singular good sense and clear judgment, inherited from his father. Although his mind was highly cultivated, he must sometimes have felt that his faculties were wasted in things beneath them. A university career, where he might have taken honours and spent his days in the intellectual atmosphere for which Nature meant him  this is what ought to have been. He had only to stretch out his hand and take it, and would have done so but for that want of ambition and energy. He lived in a world of his own, revelling in solitude and contemplation, his mental gifts sufficient for him; every moment of the time not due to business was spent in the atmosphere of his well-chosen library.

It seems almost a pity that he had wealth and work to inherit; that he was an only child; for energy and exertion were thus rendered unnecessary. He was able to supply all his simple tastes, to surround himself with luxuries he never cared for, and to indulge in all the refinements that he loved.

With such a nature Ellen Prices earlier years were passed: the years after she left her grandmothers home, up to the time of her marriage. Her father was exactly the man, and possessed exactly the mind, to strengthen the good seed already in her heart. All his refinement and intellectual attainments found an immediate response in her own sensitive and sympathetic temperament At all periods of her life she placed high ideals before her; and here, during her most impressionable years, she dwelt under the wing and shadow of one who fulfilled her loftiest aspirations. The Times, in reviewing East Lynne, said they had never before met an authoress so capable of delineating with a few strokes of the pen the portraits and characters of men, and of noble men; but the faculty was being trained from the days of her youth; it grew with her growth, until it became a part of herself.

Much of her talent must have been inherited from her father. He never wrote: few wrote in those days who did not feel within them the sacred fire of inspiration; it was supposed to be an inborn gift, just as much as music or painting or any other of the divine arts: but he was of an original and very thoughtful turn of mind. His thoroughness, wide reading, powers of applying himself to mental work  all this was in singular contrast to the want of physical energy and activity which distinguished him throughout life. Had he lived in the Middle Ages he would have been a hermit devoted to contemplation; or, turning alchemist, he would have sought with nervous zeal the secrets of science and nature. Born under the influence of the eighteenth century, he became nothing but a quiet scholar who had very [image: img77.jpg] much mistaken his vocation, and in consequence, if we err not, was never quite the thoroughly happy and satisfied man he might have been under other circumstances.

All his earnestness of purpose and high sense of duty equally characterised his daughter Ellen; and it is because we feel how much she owed to her father, how much she inherited from him, both in mental and moral qualities, that we dwell upon the character of Mr. Price. With her, Nature had been more prodigal in gifts; and the faculties which were wanting in the father to make him a great man were bestowed upon the child. She had singular nervous energy, which would never allow her to rest satisfied without attaining to great things; and this, combined with untiring powers of application, carried her safely and successfully through years of earnest work and deferred hope.

She possessed also what perhaps was the strongest and certainly the highest faculty within her  an eminently spiritual nature, to which everything else was subservient. Devotion was her first duty; quiet, simple, and unobtrusive; never talked about, never paraded: for she ever felt that utterance made all feeling commonplace, and the deepest subjects were too sacred for words. No doubt this also was innate; Heavens best gift was not denied to one who ever seemed under its special protection. With all truth and reverence it may be said that throughout life the hand of God was upon her, and she was ever in His keeping. Thou shalt hide me under the shadow of Thy wings, and I shall be safe from fear of evil. Such might have been the motto of all Mrs. Henry Woods days; and, unless the succeeding pages fail in their object, this fact must become abundantly evident From her earliest years she was brought up in a sacred atmosphere. Her first recollections, we have seen, were the outlines of the Cathedral under whose shadow she dwelt, for her grandfathers house was either in the Close or very near to it. Her first remembered sounds were the sweet College bells ringing for service. From her nursery window her attendant would hold her up to watch the people passing on their way to and from the College services with grave and reverent step. A little later in the day her grandmother was in the habit of taking her out and pacing the quiet, deserted, beautiful cloisters. She would talk of the happy dead resting there; would point to the strange gravestone with its sad inscription Miserrimus, and say to the wondering, impressionable child that one lay there whose life must have been all sorrow and suffering  perhaps one who had wasted his days in sin, which at last had brought him to realise that such a life must ever end in such an epitaph. Or again, perhaps one who had only suffered through the sins of others, himself good and righteous. It all read the same lesson, whatever the cause for the inscription, that sin ended in sorrow.

And the child would look up with earnest eyes, and contemplate the gravestone  which ever after held a fascination for her  with thoughts beyond her years. We do not think there was ever a time when she resolved to be good, to choose the better part; goodness was part of her character, and it became more confirmed with her growth. She possessed a singularly self-contained nature and disciplined mind. But we shall see that quietness and contemplation and a life of thought were very early forced upon her.

After these quiet walks and talks in the solitary cloisters  a great contrast to the hour when the College boys, released from school, would invade the sacred precincts and make them echo with their noise  the grandmother would enter the Cathedral and pace its equally deserted aisles, impressing upon the child that they were now in the house of God; that here they were on holy ground, and here they came to worship Him. And Sunday after Sunday, when still too young to realise or take part in the service, she would be taken to their own pew, which immediately faced that of the Deans family.

One thing that in those days charmed and delighted her was the wonderful east window, which had no special design, but was a kaleidoscope of ancient glass of many rich tints. Her gaze would often wander to this marvellous vision, attracted by beauty of colouring. We do not know whether the window still remains, or has given place to something modern and inferior. Sometimes it would be difficult to draw her away from the fascination. Service ended, the magnificent organ would roll its volume of sound through roof and arches, and many of the congregation would pace the aisles whilst the player extended his voluntary beyond the utmost limits, and the bedesmen would wax impatient and think it hard that they should be kept from their Sunday dinner; but the pacing congregation, and the sweet notes of the organ, and the strains of Beethoven and Handel were as nothing to the little child in comparison with the wonderful colours of that east window. All through life Mrs. Henry Wood retained her love for old stained glass, and was ever reverently susceptible to the charm of harmonious tones.

She had inherited her fathers artistic taste, and in earlier years painted in water-colours, loving to form and sketch her own groups. Her artistic eye in placing flowers, whether to decorate a table or a room, was a talent in itself, and a rare one. In later years her drawing-rooms in France were always beautiful with a profusion of blossoms and ferns, that threw a charm over the rooms such as few others possessed. Generally she attended to her own flowers, and it was always a labour of love; but if for some reason they had been changed by the housekeeper, she would presently go round the rooms, and quickly transform what before had been very inartistically arranged.
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CHAPTER III

Come Time, and teach me, many years, 

I do not suffer in a dream; 

For now so strange do these things seem, 

Mine eyes have leisure for their tears.
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WE have spoken of Mr. Price, and must not omit some mention of his wife; for Mrs. Henry Woods talent seemed inherited from both parents: the deeper qualities from the father, all the vivacity and ease from the mother.

Mrs. Price was in all things the exact opposite to her husband. In appearance she was extremely pretty; small and fairy-like, with dark flashing eyes, a wealth of dark curling hair, a very pink and white complexion. The portrait we are able to give of her was painted when she was about forty years old, and the bloom of youth had faded. Moreover it was taken immediately after a dangerous illness, when she had been very near to the gates of death. The face was somewhat drawn, the perfect oval had fallen in, the features looked exaggerated. Nevertheless the likeness was thought good. In her movements she was light and graceful; active and energetic, but a little wanting in repose. Like many little women, she was fond of ruling and of having her own way, and her quiet husband allowed her in most things to do as she pleased. Year after year passed, and Mr and Mrs. Price remained the excellent friends husband and wife ought to be; but it grew into an understood thing that his study must not be too often invaded, and he gradually withdrew more and more into its seclusion. Within that sanctum his daughter Ellen, and she alone, always found a welcome and a sure resting-place; and there much of their time would be spent reading and conversing, discussing books, playing chess, happy in each others society.

Into much of Mr. Prices inner life his wife could not enter; not from want of mental power, for she was as well educated and intelligent as most women, but from want of sympathy. She had nothing of the contemplative about her. Though a woman of vivid imagination, there was little in her of the dreamer. Passionately devoted to her husband, she yet never sought to identify herself with his intellectual pursuits. Her pleasure lay in ruling her household, in receiving friends, in knowing everything that was going on in the world, and, as far as she could, influencing the little realm around her; loving to feel herself a necessity, and that without her the earth would cease to move. She delighted to talk, and she talked well. Her conversation was witty and vivacious; and, whatever the society she was in, she must be its leading movement and shining light. As Montaigne has said of another, she would have taken upon herself the negotiations of the world, and found her happiness in doing so.

A great deal may be said for and against such a temperament. Mrs. Price was actuated by excellent principles; her desire was to set the world to rights; a state of paradise or a millennium would have charmed her, always supposing her to be a chief ministering spirit. But these natures in their anxiety to do good often do a great deal of harm. The world refuses to be set to rights after their pattern, and those who give themselves this impossible task disturb much outward and inward harmony.

It followed that upon her first-born daughter Ellen it was impossible that she could have any great influence. The active temperament which must be the Prime Minister of her little kingdom was out of touch with the thoughtful girl whose happiness lay in rest and repose, in reading and study, in spending all the time permitted in her fathers library: a delightful haven of refuge from the outside world; even from the more bustling parts of the house, where other children, as they appeared and began to grow up and assert themselves, brought with them all the reposeless atmosphere in which children of all ages have their being.

Yet there was always the charm of beauty about Mrs.

Price, and though her voice was seldom silent, it was sweet. She had been brought up in a home where the word of one was the law of the household. Her father, one of the finest men of his time  he was six feet seven inches high  was violent and overbearing in temper. He would brook no contradiction; and the gentle spirit of his wife had soon learned that passive obedience and non-resistance must be her refuge. A tyrant in his own house, he was not beloved within it, and was feared outside it.

His two daughters naturally stood in awe of him, and contradiction was never attempted. For his son he made home so uncomfortable that he went out to India, and died there. A journey to India a century ago was a very different matter from what it is to-day, and meant greater exile; to those left behind it seemed a parting for ever  as it proved to be in this instance. The mothers heart was broken; her son had been the one hope and consolation in her repressed life, as only sons often are, no matter how numerous the daughters; and she seldom smiled after her dear James left her. He was a young man of much ability and promise, and with his departure went out the light and sunshine of the home.
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MRS PRICE

( THE MOTHER OF MRS HENRY WOOD ) 





Yet, strange as it may seem, this tyrant, who made every one so uncomfortable and unhappy, was greatly attached in his own way to his wife and children. Indulged and spoilt in his youth, accustomed to being made first from childhood upwards and to having his own will in all things, he was eminently selfish. The child was father to the man; he grew up violent in temper, passionate in spirit. But in his own peculiar way he was sternly just, meting out to every man his exact due; only withholding in his own home the affection and consideration equally its right.

His two daughters were very pretty girls, and were known far and wide as the beautiful Miss Evanses. Both were extremely amiable; the one inheriting her fathers love of ruling, though with none of his unsociable and violent qualities; the other, like her mother, letting the world have its way, laughed and bid it pass. Many suitors came, only to be summarily dismissed by the father, who declared that his daughters should never marry. At length in this matter they took the law into their own hands. When their hearts fell captive, love gave courage to the occasion: and Miss Elizabeth Evans became Mrs. Thomas Price. Her sister soon followed her example, and the old home was left with only the parent birds.

We do not know whether the change softened the iron-willed father, and made him more tender and considerate towards the lonely and subdued wife. Even so, he had not very long wherein to make atonement. Soon after the marriage of his second daughter  who was even more attractive than Mrs. Price, and owned the dark violet eyes that are so rare, but that once seen can never be forgotten  he was drowned; thus coming to a violent end, even as he had lived a stormy life.

We have said that life with Mrs. Price was no visionary thing, but on the contrary a very active reality. Yet she was a woman of strong imagination. She also sometimes had remarkable dreams, and on one occasion at least saw what is vulgarly called a ghost. Or perhaps it might rather be termed an apparition, for it was the manifestation of a person at the moment of death.

Taking a quiet country walk one spring morning, she passed through the very field in which a few years before her little daughter Ellen had been placed in such jeopardy by the deceitful bull and Mrs. Tiptons indiscretion. One of her servants was to be married that morning. She had lived for some years with her mistress, was devoted to her, and had long debated in her own mind whether to give up her comfortable home for the uncertainties of matrimony and the perfidious possibilities of mankind. As usual, matrimony won the day. She had been an excellent servant; her mistress had taken much interest in her, and was sorry to part with her; though faithful servants who identified themselves with the household were in those days not few and far between. The maids name was Betty; and Betty went back to her mothers cottage to prepare for the great occasion and spend some last days in the old home.

It was the wedding morning; but as Mrs. Price went through the fields she was not at that moment thinking of her late handmaiden. Suddenly raising her eyes, to her astonishment she saw Betty sitting upon the stile in her wedding clothes  the attire and bonnet given her for the occasion  pressing her hand to her side. At that moment she ought to have been in church standing at the altar, and Mrs. Price felt a little bewildered. Betty, why are you there? What are you doing? she called.

There was no response. For a moment Mrs. Price withdrew her eyes, and when she looked again the figure had vanished. Supposing her to be on the other side the hedge, her mistress, still more bewildered, hastened onwards. There was no Betty anywhere, either this side the hedge or the other. Unable to fathom the mystery, she determined to go to Bettys cottage, which was about two miles away. There she found trouble; the mother overwhelmed, the bridegroom inconsolable. When dressed for church and about to start, Betty had suddenly pressed her hand to her side, and calling out, O mother! mother! had dropped lifeless from disease of the heart. It was at this moment that she had appeared to her mistress sitting on the distant stile. Poor Betty was now lying on her bed in the stillness of death, dressed as her mistress had seen her, excepting that the wedding bonnet had been removed.

We give this as an authentic record of an apparition, a fact not to be disputed. Those who are sceptical upon these points must explain the circumstance to their own satisfaction, if they can do so.

But Mrs. Price had many supernatural and spiritualistic experiences. With dreams that came true she was also occasionally visited. The following is a single instance, and one of the most simple.

She dreamed one night that she was standing on a vast and solitary plain, nothing before her but a level surface bounded by the horizon. Some distance behind her was an immense mass of precipitous rock which seemed to tower to the clouds. In the centre was a cavernous opening, a species of immense portal; and within it a mysterious darkness no human eye could penetrate. In the sky of her dream a strange light threw its reflection upon the wide plain, and she seemed to recognise it as the light that never was on land or sea. Suddenly across the plain she saw three figures advancing, one behind the other, walking slowly but steadily, as though nothing could turn aside their footsteps or arrest their progress; there was a destiny to be fulfilled. As they approached she recognised two of them as near relatives, the third a friend about to become connected with her by marriage. All three looked solemn and serious.

Then, in her dream, she beckoned to the first and pointed to the portal. He hesitated a moment, went on, and passed into the impenetrable darkness. She knew she should see him no more. In like manner she beckoned to the second and pointed to the portal, and he too passed out of mortal sight; and so with the third. She remained standing alone upon the plain, gazing sadly at the dark opening. I too, she murmured, must pass through, but not yet. The words seemed not her own, but suggested. When she awoke she distinctly remembered her dream, and related it to her husband. He had no sympathy with dreams and ghosts, and all the supernatural elements that follow in their train. And when his wife ended by saying, Thomas, you will see that those three will soon die, he simply replied, My dear, I think you should pay no regard to these things. Yet it is certain that within a few months the three men seen in her dream died one after the other, and in the order in which they had passed into the darkness.

The whole colouring and surrounding of the dream was so singularly borne out by subsequent facts, that one hesitates to say there was nothing of the supernatural about it. Mrs. Price had many such dreams; and it would seem there are persons to whom the veil dividing the material from the spiritual world is partially withdrawn, so that they obtain glimpses others can never see, and are susceptible to influences others can never feel. It appears evident that some are in closer contact with the things unseen than others.

With all her love of ruling and undue attention to small things, Mrs. Price had a high tone of mind; was almost unjustly just; literally, as well as figuratively, censuring others by the dignity of excelling, insisting upon perfection, and of course never meeting with it; often discouraging by fault-finding, rather than helping others by praise and forbearance to rise on stepping-stones of their dead selves to higher things. She was very quick; all fire and intelligence; not always weighing her words, which often went deeper than she intended. Yet there was a great deal of the spiritual about her. She also possessed a keen sense of humour and of the pathetic.

Mrs. Price lived to a great age, and with her the evening of life was calm. Sorrow and trial had been largely her portion. Yet she retained her activity to the end. When past eighty years of age she would walk about the Malvern Hills as brightly and briskly as ever; small and thin and somewhat frail, she knew nothing of the weight of years. She was very proud of her daughters reputation. In those days life for her was comparatively over; all its activity had departed; her love of ruling and power, her desire to set the world to rights, had ceased. My greatest pleasure now, she would say, is to be alone, to shut myself into my sitting-room with one of my daughters books. At once I feel myself in another world, surrounded by a crowd of familiar friends; and they are as real to me as if they actually existed.

She would take some of the credit to herself. It is my opinion, she would say laughingly, that talent is a good deal inherited from the mother, and that I by no means count for nothing in this matter. I quite think that if I had tried to write when I was young, I should have succeeded. I often find my brain weaving stories and plots, and could almost imagine them realities.

One of her great friends was Mrs. Benson, wife of Dr. Benson, one time Master of the Temple and Canon of Worcester. We have before us a copy of an old edition of Milton once given by Mrs. Benson to Mrs. Price, and long, long afterwards passed on to us by the latter, who parted with it as with a treasure. We mention the fact because Canon Benson greatly influenced Mrs. Henry Woods earlier years, and she ever spoke of him in terms of affection. The months when he was in residence were to her some of the happiest of the year. He would not have been very many hours within the precincts of the Cathedral before they met; and once more she would be charmed with the quiet, earnest tones, the sweet voice and gentle bearing, always singularly subdued, but full of purpose. He was exactly the sort of man who formed one of her ideals  grave, courtly, quiet, earnest and devoted; a scholar, and a preacher of rare eloquence. Whenever he was in residence people flocked from far and near to hear him. The College gates were besieged long before the hour of service. Aisles were thronged, and even the pulpit stairs were occupied, so that people had to come down and make way for the preacher to ascend. All sects and denominations would be there: dissenters; others who never went anywhere at other times; even Quakers, who would never enter the Cathedral on ordinary occasions, scarcely dare to do so, under penalty of a rebuke at Meeting. His preaching was the quietest, calmest, most earnest that could be conceived; precisely the oratory that most impressed Mrs. Henry Wood. Such a voice as his was seldom heard; it was harmony and music, so clear and distinct that its softest whisper could be heard by the whole congregation. He had one affliction. In later life he became so deaf that he could not even hear the organ in church; and when reading the Commandments, a sign had to be made when the response ceased and it was time to go on. It was a common saying that it was difficult to decide which was the sweeter and more musical  his clear voice, or the soft flute notes of the instrument.

Another Cathedral dignitary in those days very much influenced her life and mind  Dr. Murray, then Dean of Worcester and at the same time Bishop of Rochester: for they were days of pluralities. He was a handsome and dignified man, and carried an atmosphere of dignity into all his domestic relations.

Amongst such people and surroundings Ellen Priced early life was passed; it is this life which she loves to introduce into so many of her works. In none is it more conspicuous than in the work that was appearing at the time of her death  Lady Grace; though a comparatively short story. One feels that it is drawn from life; that the people had an existence; nothing is invented excepting plot, situations, and incident; even in these we know not where reality ends and fiction begins. Cathedral atmosphere, cathedral people, cathedral prejudices  these were a part of herself, influencing mind and thought. With these she was identified. She delighted in the smallest details of this life as much as in its broad outlines and deeper realities.
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CHAPTER IV

In words, like weeds, Ill wrap me oer, 

Like coarsest clothes against the cold:

But that large grief which these enfold 

Is given in outline and no more.
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ELLEN PRICE early began to learn the lessons of endurance which life teaches to most of us. In your patience possess ye your souls. Through suffering she was to obtain this patience, and to be made yet more perfect.

At the age of thirteen a delicacy began to show itself. Something was wrong with the spine: no organic disease, but a weakness which eventually produced a serious curvature.

In these days probably all might have been rectified, the wrong put right; but seventy years ago the science of medicine and surgery was in a very elementary condition; doctors were still groping in the dark, asking of each other the origin of life, the mystery of disease and death. All that was known was applied to the delicate child; all that could be done was done; nothing availed; it seemed that a life of more or less pain and weakness was to be her lot. Her days were now passed on a reclining board or couch, from which she seldom moved. More than ever she became the companion of her father in his study, and probably more than ever dear to his heart. Her hold on life seemed to be relaxing, and we prize most that we are about to lose. Reading and study, always her great pleasure, became her chief resource. Probably in these days she applied herself too closely to work; but surrounded by her books she was always happy, and her gentle father, erring himself on the same side, was the last to restrain her.

Her mind grew and expanded, but its development was no doubt at the expense of physical power. As delicacy increased, so did the singular beauty of the face: a beauty difficult to describe, and quite apart from mere perfection of feature. Perhaps the word ethereal will give the best idea of its character, for it was like a perfume. We inhale the scent of the rose, we know it is there and delights us, but we cannot grasp or describe it. Equally subtle was the charm of Ellen Price. This remained to the end. Even in hours of illness and suffering it never forsook her. Her face was without line or wrinkle or sign of age to the last. A description by an unknown writer at the time of her death is as true as anything that could be said. Whoever the writer was, he must have known her well. You can almost see the spirit itself of Mrs. Henry Wood shining through the frail, I had almost said diaphanous body, and exquisite face. One never grows familiar with the sight, and it rivets and charms one more and more; for she possesses a sparkling intellect and a heart of gold.

The face was a pure oval, singularly refined: that perfect outline so rarely found. A straight, delicate nose; teeth white and even; a charming mouth betraying at once the sensitive sympathy and steadfastness of her disposition; firm as well as sweet Her head was well set upon the shoulders; small, excepting where the intellectual faculties were largely but not prominently developed. Her eyes were brown, large and brilliant, and seemed to read your inmost thoughts. One felt that everything had to be told; if only half a thought were spoken, she would divine the remainder.

Though she had a keen sense of wit and humour, in quiet moments her eyes were rather distinguished by sadness, as though the mind were occupied with the momentous issues of life, and found there much cause for sorrow and thought. Her prevailing expression was one of absolute repose; no doubt partly the result of a life lived to a great extent in the retirement of her study. When writing became a serious occupation, her strength did not admit of anything else. Even after a quiet evening with friends she occasionally suffered from nervous exhaustion that almost felt like death itself. At such times she could only lie back in her chair, her eyes closed, a soft flush upon her face, until rest restored her. Fortunately she had a great reserve of vital power.

But her calmness and serenity in a great measure came from within. Her whole life, with its cares, responsibilities, and joys, was taken to a higher Refuge than any to be found on earth, and there rested in perfect trust. One of her favourite hymns was Cowpers God moves in a mysterious way, especially the verse  



Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; 

The clouds ye so much dread 

Are big with mercy, and shall break 

In blessings on your head.



In her saddest hours she acted up to this, in the letter and in the spirit. Nay, it seemed the greater the trouble, the firmer her faith.

From the age of thirteen to seventeen most of her life was spent upon her reclining couch. No doubt this very much helped to bend her mind in the direction it was to take, just as Scotts long illness about the same age developed his own powers of romance. It also largely gave her that matured habit of thought and judgment which afterwards distinguished her.

At the age of seventeen the curvature became confirmed and settled; she was pronounced cured; that is, she ceased to suffer. Nothing more could be done; it was no longer necessary to be always reclining; but the defect was there. In earlier life it was not very apparent; the curvature was inward, not outward  less conspicuous but more fatal.

At first very little seemed wrong with the figure, saving that she remained small and short, her height never exceeding five feet. But, the spine excepted, she was so perfectly formed that her movements were graceful and dignified, and caused her to look taller than she really was. Her constitution was remarkably sound, but henceforth the body was to be frail, delicate, without muscular power. She could never raise the most ordinary weight, or carry anything heavier than a small book or a parasol.

But who shall measure the pain to the sensitive spirit, when, growing into womanhood, she realised that she was never to be quite as others: with all her love of beauty and perfection, she herself in form was never to be perfect? It was more or less a lifelong sorrow. To these highly-strung temperaments, shrinking in acute self-consciousness from the slightest pity, the knowledge of a personal defect brings suffering none can realise who are not similarly constituted. Of Lord Byron it was said that his deformity changed the whole course of his life, affecting all his mental and moral disposition; and probably it was so. With Ellen Price it certainly added greatly to her sensitiveness, and caused her to be painfully conscious of remark. She felt that, disguise it as she would, she must pass through life with a defect which must be ever more or less apparent. Her refinement and imagination only exaggerated the evil. It really was no evil whatever; was never in the least degree unsightly, never took from her gracefulness; but she did not think so, and could not be made to think so, and the defect assumed undue proportions. She never spoke of it  probably never could have spoken of it; but we know how she felt it, and in one of her characters one gathers what it was to herself. Lucy Cheveley, in Mildred Arkell, might almost have been the counterpart of Mrs. Henry Wood, as she is there described; and we may be sure that the sensitive pain attributed to Lucy Cheveley was written from the experience and emotions of the author.

The cause of this spinal failure was never quite known. It may have owed its foundation to Mrs. Tiptons throwing the child over the hedge to save her from a still worse evil. Or it may have been inborn, only waiting time for development. The strength and activity of the brain may have proved too much for the weaker physical powers. Many writers have suffered in the same way. It was said by one who had been intimate with all three, that if you followed Miss Mitford, Mrs. Barrett Browning, and Mrs. Henry Wood, the ladies walking side by side, you could scarcely have told one from the other, so much alike were their figures.

We can speak of a fourth from experience  Julia Kavanagh. She once told us that in early life she suffered exactly as Mrs. Wood had suffered; but she was even smaller and shorter, and the mischief in her case was more evident.

With her also it may have had something to do with her singular death. For long she had suffered from constant neuralgia, and leaving Paris, where she and her mother had lived for many years, they went to Nice and made it their home, hoping illness would yield to the softer climate. It only grew worse, though her health seemed otherwise perfect, and she continued to write. She was still only in middle-age.

One morning, about three oclock, her mother heard a sound in her daughters room as of a fall. Hastening in, she found her lying upon the floor, but quite conscious.

O mamma, she laughed, speaking in French, their habitual language, how foolish I am to have fallen. And the strange thing is that I do not know why I am out of bed or how I got here.

My dear, said the alarmed mother, do you feel ill?

I feel perfectly well, returned Julia Kavanagh. And I cannot imagine what brings me here.

But at five oclock that afternoon the gentle spirit passed away, apparently for no physical reason; the doctors could call it nothing but a crise nerveuse. Mrs. Kavanagh, herself aged and nearly blind, never recovered the blow. Though she lived on for many years, she scarcely ever smiled again; and her daughters image seemed never absent from her thoughts. The life of the mother had been unusually sad and unhappy, and her daughter was the one bright spot in her existence, her constant, close companion, with kindred intellectual tastes  for Mrs. Kavanagh also was a woman of great imagination and wrote charming fairy tales.

Julia Kavanaghs deformity was very apparent, but she was one of the most delightful, gentle, and intellectual of women. The lower part of her face was uninteresting; the jaw massive and powerful; the upper part beautiful. The intellectual faculties largely developed  and no doubt the moral also, said Charlotte Bronte, looking steadfastly at her the first evening they ever met  at Thackerays house in London: a remark Julia Kavanagh thought somewhat singular. Nevertheless it was true. She too had large wonderful brown eyes, with a singular softness and sweetness about them, through which one saw shining a spirit of purity and earnest devotion: a certain sadness also, as if she knew that, not being as others, she was cut off from their fate and fortune, and the love dramas and earthly happiness she was so fond of describing could never be hers. To a casual observer her face remained plain, with its dark brown complexion; it was only when you came to talk to her that you saw its beauty  the fine eyes, the noble expression, the magnificent head crowned with massive coils of rich black hair.

Probably she also felt keenly her deformity, for it was very conspicuous. And as human nature always wishes for the impossible, and those joys seem brightest and best which are never to be ours, so Julia Kavanagh may have felt a longing for the closest of earthly companionship, for ever denied to her. In many a short poem, such as the following, she would express her thoughts and emotions: poems unknown to the world, but possessing sweetness and sadness; that, above all, are suggestive.



I do not love, yet there are days 

When, if I hear a footstep come, 

My heart will beat; 

When with bent ear and dreamy gaze, 

For what I know not, nor for whom, 

I sit and wait.



I do not love, but there are nights 

When my soul melts in thought so sweet 

I cannot sleep; 

When my heart throbs with vague delights, 

That with vague sorrows blend and meet, 

Until I weep.



I do not love, but morns there are 

That in my soul a sunshine make, 

And seem to say, 

Thy life will boast another star  

A loved and unknown voice shall wake 

Thy heart to-day.



Alas! that blest mood may not last; 

Though step should come I heed it not; 

Cold grows my heart.

Love, dost thou come and go so fast, 

And art thou, Love, as soon forgot, 

As cold depart?



The first three verses show longing and capacity for affection; the last and somewhat vague verse, the folly of hopeless desires. Had Julia Kavanagh cultivated the talent she might have taken rank as a poetess, for she possessed a true poetic touch; but writing was not only a labour of love with her, it was a necessity. By it she made a lifelong home both for her mother and herself; and perhaps the most beautiful trait in their lives was their utter devotion to each other. They both sleep in the cemetery at Nice, overlooking the blue waters of the Mediterranean, beneath a white canopy of marble  a magnificent monument which was raised by the mother to the memory of the daughter, and for which she denied herself all luxuries. It might truly be said of them as of Saul and Jonathan, that lovely in their lives, in their deaths they were not divided. For although Mrs. Kavanagh lived some years after her daughter, her spirit ever seemed anticipating the moment of reunion.

After Julia Kavanaghs death her mother sent to the writer, as remembrances of a very close friendship, many of her MS. poems, which had never seen daylight; poems tender and true, full of passionate longing for the beautiful and the eternal. Equally charming were many water-colour sketches of lovely scenes taken by Julia Kavanagh during their residence in the Two Sicilies, proving how diversified was her talent; whilst a book of devotions sent with them was illuminated by her with a skill worthy of the monks of old. The possession of exceptional powers too often seems purchased at the expense of physical strength. Exertion becomes impossible. It was so with Julia Kavanagh and with Mrs. Henry Wood; we know that it was so with Mrs. Barrett Browning, and it may have been so with Miss Mitford. With Mrs. Wood the frailty of the body was so great that every word of East Lynne, and of many of her novels, was written in a reclining chair, her manuscript upon her knees.
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CHAPTER V

That loss is common would not make 

My own less bitter, rather more:

Too common! Never morning wore 

To evening, but some heart did break.
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WHEN Ellen Price was passing out of childhood into the sweet days of maiden meditation, trouble visited her home. Not the overwhelming trouble that has come to so many homes in the world, when they have had to be broken up, their members scattered abroad, and the places that knew them know them no more; nothing of this serious nature; yet trouble sufficient to make a marked change in the life of the sensitive girl, whose only care hitherto had been the spinal delicacy from which she had slowly and only partially recovered.

It was about this time that Huskisson with his ideas upon free trade opened the British ports for the introduction of foreign goods. The immediate effect upon English glove manufacturers was disastrous, and is too well known to need description here. Men of limited works and means were ruined and disappeared at once and for ever. Others, more wealthy, kept on, hoping against hope, only to disappear in their turn. Those who weathered the storm did so at immense sacrifices.

Amongst the last was Mr. Price. We have said that he was ever considerate towards those who had no resisting powers of their own. He was now to prove the reality of his sympathies by a severe test.

As soon as the ports were opened, Mr. Price, from a worldly point of view, would have done well to close his works and retire; his fortune was large. But nothing was further from his intention. To discharge his men in the present crisis was to consign them to the poverty now reigning in Worcester. It was also supposed that as soon as the evil was realised the ports would be closed again; but for years the manufacturers went on hoping against hope. In that crisis numberless weeks passed, and Mr. Price lost, week by week, a sum that in itself was a small fortune: preferring to do this rather than sacrifice his workpeople. Matters had grown more and more serious around them, and thousands of working men and women were starving. Huskisson saw his mistake when it was too late. Even then it was not at once rectified, and though it had been, ruined masters could not be restored to prosperity. Numberless operatives were scattered over the land, finding other occupations, or dying of despair and want. Mr. Price felt the blow keenly, but was not overwhelmed. Yet he paid a great price for this generous conduct, for when the crisis was over he thought it right to diminish his household and live in a simpler manner than of old. The wealth lost was never recovered. The home was still happy and abundant; it was a mere question of degree; in comparison with the ruin around there was every cause for gratitude. But it was a great sacrifice, and had the struggle continued very much longer, it is questionable how far it would have been justified. Mr. Price enjoyed that earthly blessing, an easy competency, to the last; but it was all very different from what had once been.

Probably few living remember the devastation and ruin that came at this time to many of the manufacturing towns of England. In Mrs. Halliburtons Troubles Mrs. Henry Wood has given a detailed description of the industries, their ways and works; and in Mildred Arkell  more especially the chapter headed A Citys Desolation  she has described the hopelessness that fell upon so many when the ports were opened.

All this trouble only drew the father and daughter more closely together. She was of an age now to enter into his deeper thoughts and sympathise with his cares. Their readings took a higher flight, and she had gained a good deal of classical knowledge. The foundation of this had been laid in bygone evenings, when the father would have before him his young sons  some of the College boys Mrs. Henry Wood describes so vividly  and help them in their Latin and Greek difficulties. The daughter was always present on these occasions, and very soon knew more of the dead languages than her brothers. Nothing else was taught in the College School in those days; for English and accomplishments the boys had masters at home.

Father and daughter had many a long and anxious conversation upon the falling houses and crumbling fortunes around them, the suffering and privations of the working classes, an evil too great for private charity. That those times and evils sank deeply into the heart of Ellen Price is proved by the vivid pictures she drew of them more than thirty years after they had passed away. There was also her memory to trust to, which as we have said was remarkable. She never forgot a person once met or a story once heard. Many of those around her had marvellous and romantic histories, every detail of which was remembered without effort. It was the same with all whom she only knew by report. She could go through hundreds of histories in this manner, and years afterwards would remember names, places, and details of people with whom she had never come into contact. No doubt this was of great use to her in later life, and caused her to work fact and fiction together in that singular way which makes her novels dramas of real life, so that, as the Athenceum once said: The power to draw minutely and carefully each character with characteristic individuality in word and action is Mrs. Henry Woods especial gift. This endows her pages with a vitality which carries the reader to the end, and leaves him with a feeling that the veil which in real life separates man from man has been raised, and that he has for once seen and known certain people as intimately as if he had been their guardian angel. This is a great fascination.

But this sweet companionship was about to be interrupted for ever. Time was steadily flowing on, and bringing its inevitable changes. Ellen Price had grown to young womanhood, her earnest, thoughtful eyes occupied with the mysterious problems of life; herself conscious of all the issues of existence for good or ill; keenly alive to personal responsibility and influence. She had had two homes, and was soon to have a third.

There had been the first home with the gentle and refined grandmother, the grandfather who too soon had passed out of existence. This had lasted for seven years, and in after days Mrs. Henry Wood was wont to say that every seven years brought some important change in her life. It was so until seven times seven years had passed away; after which life to the end flowed on in an even current, still marked by many cares and sorrows, but no dramatic changes.

Next there had been the life in her own home; companionship with the beloved father: year after year growing dearer to him as mind and spirit developed. There had been the long, careful training of the intellect; years of quiet study with her governess, and frequent escape in the fathers sanctum; ending as the years went on in becoming his almost constant charge and companion. There had been the years of delicacy and enforced bodily inactivity, terminating as we have seen. There had come the sad crisis when the English ports were opened, and all her keen sympathies, all her capacities for sorrow and suffering were drawn out towards those in despair and desolation around her; the interior abundance of her own home only making the exterior misery more vividly realised.

All this life, this home life, this cathedral life, associated with her earliest recollections and affections, entwined about her heart-strings for all time, was to be interrupted and given up. The whole scene and current of her existence was to undergo a complete change. Other tongues were to sound in her ears, and faces never before seen, and manners and customs hitherto unfamiliar, were now to take the place of people and places which had made her earthly happiness.

Had she quite realised all the transition meant, would she have found courage to take the step? Perhaps it is doubtful; but whether the cost was counted, the step was taken, and Ellen Price became Mrs. Henry Wood. It was perhaps no marvel where the courage came from, for her husband was one of the handsomest and most charming of men. The portrait given of Mr. Wood was taken shortly before his death, after the commencement of his last illness. That illness had changed him almost beyond recognition; he had suddenly passed from youth to age; but the fineness of the features and the intellectual development of the head are still evident, though the charm of youth has fled.
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The scene of Mr, Henry Woods life was laid abroad. The term sounds distant and formidable, but means nothing more remote than the south of France. Yet in those days it took as long to reach the Riviera by easy stages as it now takes to get to Egypt. Railways had not come into use, revolutionising the world with changes good and evil.

Mr. Wood was at the head of a large banking and shipping firm, and was in those days, though young, a man of wealth and influence. Later on, for a short time, and solely with the idea of being useful, and not for remuneration, he joined the Consular Service; and it was said by Lord Palmerston that he had never received such clear and satisfactory reports, such excellent suggestions, as those sent in by Mr. Henry Wood. So high an opinion had he of his abilities that he pressed him to take up a more public life. But this did not enter into Mr. Woods ambitions, and he never did so. He retired early from work and activity, and died comparatively young.

In choosing his wife from Worcester, it was a singular coincidence that he was somewhat nearly related to one who bore his name and was for many years a Canon of Worcester Cathedral. Another coincidence was that in marrying Miss Price he was marrying into an old family name, though they were not in any way related. He was heir to a considerable property left by an ancestor named Price, who in 1741 went out to India as Governor of Surat, and died in 1780, leaving a large possession which, never claimed by his descendants, remained in the hands of the East India Company until it passed over to the Government, where it still remains.

On the morning of the marriage a slight but amusing incident occurred. It had somehow gone abroad that the marriage would take place at St Peters Church, in the Faithful City, and at ten oclock the church was crowded. Instead of which the carriages quietly drove off to Wittington, a pretty suburb of Worcester now given over to modem villas, where in presence of a few friends Miss Ellen Price and Mr. Henry Wood were made man and wife. The bride was dressed according to the fashion of the time in a white silk dress and white silk bonnet, trimmed with orange blossoms. Very often the brides of that day were married in their riding habits.

Mr. Henry Wood was a man of great powers of mind, but the exact opposite to his wife. Whilst she was full of romance and ideality, he had not a spark of imagination, scarcely any sympathy with the gift. In this one point they were not well matched. It was an effort to him to read a novel; poetry he never looked at; abstruse books of science were his delight. Yet in social life he was the gayest of the gay, the soul of wit and conversation; the leader of society; but  as time was to prove  possessing a mind a little wanting in ballast.

He had a great gift for languages and spoke several fluently, French especially. No Frenchman, hearing him for the first time, believed him anything but a fellow-countryman. And he possessed not only the gift of tongues, but of language: he was a first-rate public speaker, and a great politician on the Conservative side  although he managed to gain favour with Lord Palmerston.

He possessed another gift also, amounting to genius  that of medicine; loving it for its own sake. Out of pure devotion to the science, when he was about eighteen he walked the hospitals of London, performed operations, went through the whole curriculum. And this not with any idea of practising, for he never practised, never intended to do so; he simply was happy in it. He was a great friend of the late Sir William Lawrence, who in the only illness he ever had  through being put into a damp bed  until his last and fatal malady, saved his life. He possessed all the strength of a man with the tenderness of a woman  gifts so wonderfully useful had he followed the profession for which Nature had most gifted him.

Though he never practised, perhaps one exception might be made to the assertion. As long as he lived no doctor was needed in his own house, as far as his children were concerned. This was fortunate, for, living abroad, they would otherwise in their childish illnesses have been at the mercy of the French physicians, who in those days as often killed as cured. It was, in fact, the fatal treatment of a French doctor which determined him for ever after to trust to himself rather than to them.

A little daughter fell ill with scarlet fever. Mr. Wood, then a young man, feared to trust himself with so much responsibility. He was passionately devoted to the child, who has been described as very sweet and lovely. People remarked that she was too good to live; and their prophecies were soon fulfilled.

The doctors treated her according to the fashion of the day. They first starved her almost to death, and, when she was sinking from exhaustion, ordered leeches to be applied to the throat. The faithful French head nurse, who was then a member of the household and has ever since belonged to it, a true and firm friend now of patriarchal age, protested in vain.

Sir, she cried to her master in agonies of grief, do not allow it. If leeches are used, the child will die. I know it from experience.

But she was powerless. The leeches were applied, the little throat closed up, and the child died. The fathers sorrow was so great it was almost feared that he would die also. The faithful nurse was almost equally stricken. She was one of those strong and determined characters who must have their own way in everything: the under nurses had to obey her every look and word  even the mothers authority in the nursery was quite a secondary consideration.

But she was as tenacious in her affections as she was strong in character. None but herself was allowed to perform the last sad office for the pure and beautiful little creature who had gone to a better world. With her own hands she placed her in her little coffin, watched over it night and day until the little body was consigned to the earth and hidden away from mortal eyes for ever. There in a foreign grave she sleeps.

But Mr. Henry Wood had had enough of foreign doctors. The day his little daughter died his son was taken ill with the same fever. This, he mournfully said, shall be my care. Come what may, I will have no more French doctors in the house. And before long the child was well again and running about.

Years afterwards, when another daughter was born to them, Mr. Wood  who regarded his wife as a woman far above rubies, and ever thought the world contained none like her  insisted that the name Ellen should be repeated. His wife, whose vivid imagination perhaps inclined her to superstition, hesitated. A compromise was at last agreed upon by the addition of Mary; and Ellen Mary she was christened. Had he been blessed with twelve daughters instead of two, probably every one of them, amongst other names, would have borne that of Ellen. Liquid and flowing, the name exactly suited Mrs. Henry Wood; expressing her own gentle, quiet, retiring nature.

It was about this time that Mrs. Wood  apart from the spinal trouble of her childhood  had her first and serious illness, during which for many months her life hung in the balance. After the birth of one of her children, she fell into a state of great delicacy and debility. The previous loss of her little daughter had proved a grief that had tried her much. When her strength failed, she found that she was unable to rally. Day by day the doctors watched her, and day by day they feared a decline. Her husband was in despair: to lose wife as well as child would have been overwhelming. Yet no care seemed to avail. Half his time was spent by her side, endeavouring to raise hope and courage. When she grew too weak to walk, none but himself was permitted to carry her from her bedroom to her drawing-room, and she was as a child in his arms. There he would place her gently upon her couch, and arrange her cushions twenty times in a day with all his extreme tenderness and care. The weakness and prostration were so great that she could only lie day after day perfectly still and passive, her hands idle. She had no power to hold the smallest volume. In subdued tones her husband read aloud to her as long as she could bear to listen; or would sit down to the piano and very softly and quietly sing her favourite songs, trying to wean her thoughts into brighter grooves. This illness lasted altogether for nine months, when health and strength gradually returned, and the shadow was lifted from the home.

Amongst the many charms that distinguished her was a very rare one. She had little ear for music, could not sing a note; but in speaking her voice was music itself. Sweet, clear and distinct, it was like a silver chime in the house. Once heard, it was not easily forgotten; its beauty remained. To the writer it is as audible as when, seven years ago, in this world it was hushed for ever.
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CHAPTER VI

And was the day of my delight 

As pure and perfect as I say?

The very source and fount of 

Day Is dashd with wandering isles of night.
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WE have spoken of the French nurse who had so grieved for the loss of the little child. She was, in her way, a very remarkable woman, and so much a part of the family all the days of her life, that a few words about her will not be out of place.

Like every  one else, she worshipped her mistress, but loved  her  own  way still more. A more determined will never lived,  happily guided by a fine intelligence. A faithful, self-sacrificing, duty-fulfilling woman, neither time nor infirmities would have separated her from her beloved masters and charges; but departing once for a holiday to her native French village, when quite middle-aged, she was wooed and married before she had time to realise what she had done.

When asked a reason for her folly, all she could answer with tears was that she dreaded the time when old age would perhaps only make her an encumbrance to those she delighted to serve. Her married life was happy but short; she was soon left a widow. But dropped threads cannot always be taken up again, and she did not return to her former scenes. A neat cottage was found in her own village, picturesque with thatched roof and white-washed walls, reposing in a garden well stocked with flowers and fruit-trees, and comfortably furnished. Superannuated by those whom she had so faithfully served all her best days, and left in a moment of weakness, but for whom, nevertheless, she would have suffered martyrdom, she was installed  and was not unhappy. There she yet lives, the great lady of her surroundings.

Her charges had always been her children, and those yet living are so still. Since her marriage she has had many red-letter days, when she has paid them a month or twos visit in their own homes; but on more frequent occasions they have crossed the water to her village of Landry for the sake of spending a few hours with her: hours that would bring a whole years sunshine and happiness to the faithful womans heart and home.

Like the best of humankind, she had her faults, and one of them was a jealous temper. Die for you, go through fire and water  that she would have done; but deprive her of her smallest claim upon your affections, and she could neither forget nor forgive. For this reason she never forgave herself for marrying when she considered herself old enough to have done with the frivolities of life. She would listen to neither rhyme nor reason where her heart or power was concerned. Sole mistress of her kingdom she would reign, and she ruled with the rod of a kindly despot.

In after years if one of her children, as Joachine always called them, was about to be married, so momentous an event could not be legal without her presence. That the Channel now divided them was only the more reason for a great effort. The crossing was almost death to her, but she was ready to brave even that. She would arrive with great ceremony, magnificent in long gold earrings  the pedigree of the French of her class  rustling in a new silk gown, made for the occasion and afterwards religiously reserved for village high days and holidays, the awe and worship of her friends and neighbours, who looked upon her as a being translated to a sphere above them. A woman who had travelled, had seen the wonders of the world, had gained a knowledge of life, a certain refinement, a degree of learning and savoir faire  all this exalted her to the dignity of a village oracle.

A great event on one of these visits was the occasion of her being photographed. The importance of the ceremony; the difficulty of getting the exact pose; the adjustment of the magnificent cap, and the due prominence of chain and earrings; her anxiety lest a fold of the incomparable gown should be out of place  all had to be satisfactorily adjusted by the artist with the patience of a Job. When the result arrived in due time her surprise and delight were unbounded. She gave out a long series of disjointed exclamations, pausing to think and admire between each sentence, finally ending with: It is not so very surprising after all that my poor husband married me in middle age. I used sometimes to wonder whether my money had anything to do with it, but I really think it may have been only myself.

Perhaps it was a little of both. The husband, a superior man for his station, would launch out in small experiments which always failed. In this way he had wasted his substance; and in like manner Joachines savings had melted before she became a widow.

The return to her village after one of these visits was the dark hour of her life, and many a secret tear must have been shed on the lonely journey. Yet at the end there was the homage of her little world awaiting her  a succession of village levies, in which the charm of reigning no doubt helped to heal the wounds of separation.

Then, as the years went on, another generation arose which knew her not, and the occasional visits to her had to be reinforced. In the first of these the infirmities of age and rheumatism were beginning to tell upon her; she walked with a stick. According to custom, she stood in her doorway awaiting the arrival, pale, agitated, and eager-looking: her brother, who lived with her, standing on one side, and a niece, who kept house for her, on the other. After due salutations, she sat down to recover her equanimity, and shed a few tears of regret for her lost kingdom.

The first emotion over, happiness reigned. Joachine, as ever, was always the pink of perfection and neatness. Not a hair unsmoothed, not a crease in the snow-white cap and ribbons, not a fold out of place in the gown; chain and earrings in all their glitter and glory. Ever the same good face  now pale and subdued, calm and placid with age, yet with something of youth remaining in spite of her eighty years; the same kindly blue eye, from which all the fire of other days had departed; the same dome-like forehead, with ample room for thought, an indication of the strength of character that once brooked no interference from equal or superior. Such she was; such she is still  a little younger-looking, perhaps, than she was ten years ago, but otherwise unchanged.

All her life she had had a great fear and horror of death, but it has recently gone from her; and in a letter lately received, for the first time she alludes to it voluntarily. Is it possible, she remarks, that I shall have the happiness of seeing you once more before I set out upon my last long journey?  signs, one would think, of an approaching change, since coming events so often cast their shadows before.

The cottage found for her was like herself  perfection in its way, and in its manner of keeping. The door opened on to the living room: a quaint picturesque room, with sanded floor and a ladder staircase leading to the loft; the wooden ceiling supported by cross beams, and almost the whole of one side of the room given up to the huge chimney. Opposite the door a wide latticed window looked out on the garden  flowers, vegetables, and fruit-trees: spreading branches that in season groan under the weight of pears, apples, and rich red plums. On one certain visit when all the fruit-trees were in blossom, Joachine sitting beneath them in her little avenue, the brilliant sunshine flecking the path with lights and shadows, formed a picture to which few artists could have done justice.

Peat, braise, and wood sent up a pleasant odour from the hearth, and would stir into a bright flame and a thousand sparks. On one side, within the chimney, was an arm-chair for Louis, the brother, in which, his days quiet work done  tending his garden, feeding his pigs, and making himself generally useful  he smoked his pipe, caressed his dog, and meditated; for the whole family have been noted for their reflective intelligence. On the other side of the hearth a low chair for Joachine. Here she would often sit at night, when the others had long gone to rest, and brood over bygone days, her active and eventful life. Sometimes she would fall asleep and wake up in darkness, the night far spent, the fire out. As Malvina, her niece, once quaintly remarked, she might do it once too often, and awaken one morning paralysed with cold or burnt to a cinder. But Joachine had still a will of her own, and would not be turned.

There was a long table under the window, and when the lid was removed it disclosed a trough for bread-making. On baking days Malvina would show her good-will towards you by making delicious galettes, and presenting them hot and smoking from the oven, soaked in the freshest of country butter. To the right of this was the door leading to her larder, given up to country fare, and seeing from January to December few delicacies. The autumn pig-killing was the great event as regards stock provision for the winter. In the way of meat it is what most of the villagers depend upon; and if the pig turns out badly it is a sad look-out for the Sundays, high days and holidays, of the cold months that have to be lived through.

To the left of the bread-trough is Joachines bed-chamber and state apartment. Here she holds her receptions on such occasions as the present. The bed is almost invisible in an alcove, adorned with lace and other beautifying material. Here too she spreads her banquet for great events; the tables groan under a weight of good things provided by her grateful and hospitable heart, set off by snow-white linen and the best of English electro-plate. The walls are lined with portraits and framed photographs of all ages and sizes, and of more than one generation: those she has served and those she has helped to bring up. These she visits regularly, as other people do their picture galleries; and so holds mental communion with many who have now passed out of her everyday life, but who dwell in her faithful heart and memory for ever. The photographs begin to look faded and shadowy, and, alas! too many of those they represent have themselves passed into the land of shadows.

If the time were summer and not spring, her dessert-table would be adorned with magnificent peaches, plucked by le cousin Pascal from his own trees as a delicate attention  and nothing could be more delicately offered.

Pascal is a great man in his humble way: lives in a house better, larger, more important than most in the village. His comely wife divides her attention between keeping it in order and looking after two fine children, their hope and happiness. His garden is full of choice flowers and fruit-trees; his peaches are ambrosia and invariably take the first prize at a neighbouring annual show. Pascal farms his own land and is his own master; and though he follows the plough and works as hard as any labourer, he might if he chose take life very easily. His broad forehead and large intelligent blue eyes show thought above his class. During the few years he went to school he carried everything before him.

I dont know how I did it, he will tell you. Certainly not by industry, for I was idle, and often only looked at my lessons on the way to school. If any mischief was going on, I was always at the bottom of it Perhaps it is a pity I left school so soon. I think so now. But, the mother wanted me at home: I was an only child, and she said she could not manage without me. On my part, I was glad enough to throw up books and live a free country life. So here I am, neither one thing nor the other, knowing just enough to wish I knew more  or less.

But Pascal is better than he thinks. He is well up in the questions of the day, and talks with sense and judgment. He is not a bad musician, and once sketched a plan of the roads and turnings of the village that would not have disgraced an engineer. When Joachine is disinclined for writing he is her secretary, and the result is an excellent letter, partly dictated, partly original, in which sometimes her domestic details are comically mixed up with his own sowing and reaping interests, and the letter reads like a series of parentheses. He bought her house, in order that she should have no troublesome landlord to deal with; she makes him an excellent tenant, and he knows he is sure of his rent. Of a younger generation than herself, he gives her the attention of a son.

All this is disinterested goodness, for what little Joachine has saved out of her small income will go to her niece Malvina, who has devoted her later years to her aunt.

Perhaps we cannot give a better specimen of her still indomitable will than the following incident, which happened a few months ago.

Joachine, a martyr to rheumatism, had not left the boundary of her premises for many years. But in 1892 the brother Louis died, and before he passed away he exacted a promise that she would visit his grave. The cemetery is about a mile from her house. But to Joachine, who had not taken ten yards in as many years, a mile was an unknown quantity. She might as well have attempted to cross the Channel.

Still she had promised, and she would perform.

You will wait until you can have the voiture of le cousin Pascal? said Malvina, trembling with emotion.

I will go on foot and in no other way, returned Joachine with all her wonted decision.

You will never get there, cried Malvina, aghast. You might as well try to walk to Carcassonne.

With the help of your arm I shall do it, replied Joachine. Let nothing more be said.

One morning she rose as usual. This is the day, she announced firmly I shall go to-day to the cemetery. Make no objection.

Very well, said Malvina, in despair. Make your toilette, and I will accompany you. But I shall take a chair with me for you to repose yourself on the road.

No chair, cried Joachine. If you think I am going to make myself a spectacle and a byword for the village, you are mistaken. I will have no chair.

As you please, returned Malvina, courageous from desperation. If the chair doesnt go, I dont go. That is as true as that I stand here.

And so at eleven oclock the house was locked up and the trio started: Joachine, Malvina, and the chair. They had not gone forty yards before Joachine said, I think I could take a few moments repose. And Malvina triumphed  the chair was accepted.

So it went on. After infinite labour and time, and much laughter on the part of Malvina, in spite of her terror as to the consequences of the expedition, the cemetery was reached, and the grave duly visited. Joachine was happy: she had kept her word; and before leaving she pointed out where she herself desired to be laid when her time came. But the return journey! Malvina thought it would never end. Every few yards the chair had to be brought into requisition. Once or twice she had to go up to a neighbouring cottage and beg wine for her aunt  only too cheerfully bestowed upon the village oracle. And so they gradually made way. They had left home at eleven in the morning, they reached it again at eight at night: nine hours occupied in doing two miles; the whole time spent upon the road, with the exception of one hour in the churchyard. Joachine was assisted to bed, where she remained for a week.

But I kept my word, she quietly remarks. I said I would go  and I went.

And nearly lost your life in consequence, Malvina as quietly returns. Was it worth the risk? We call it the great excursion of our life, she laughs, a veritable journey; and it has since been the talk and wonder of the village. Le voyage de Madame Joachine,  it sounds like the title of a book or a play.

Landry is the type and perfection of a French village. It is celebrated for its cleanliness, and its simple inhabitants pride themselves on that virtue above all others. In spring and summer a more charming picture cannot be seen than these spotless, white-washed cottages with their black casements, green shutters, and well - thatched roofs; reposing in gardens where the limes throw out their shadows and their perfume, and the trees are laden with blossom or fruit, each in its season.

Life is a haven of peace and repose. The village is well-to-do in its way. Some of the women work in the fields; others earn a living by cutting and trimming tulle for the manufacturers of a neighbouring town. The men beat out the flax; and at certain times of the year you may hear from the outhouse or barn of almost every cottage the swish-swish of the machine at its work. When the flax fails, it is hard times with them; the wolf howls at many a door.

The village extends over a wide area, and is of some importance. Away from the houses there are wide marshes where you may punt about and be completely hidden by the tall reeds that grow in great profusion and magnificence. The swish and rustle as you move along is a sound never to be forgotten. Many a peat-stack meets the eye, that presently will warm the cottage hearths and send its delicious odour through open doorways. As you stir the rushes, many a snipe springs up and takes its zigzag flight, but fears no gun from the simple villagers. The tone spread over the marshes on days when the skies are gray is deep and beautiful.

Landry owns a mayor, who keeps his office year after year, is lord of the neighbourhood, and has the largest farm for miles round: a magnificent house, which looks exactly like one of the cottages twenty times magnified, excepting that it has an imposing upper floor and a gray-tiled roof. It also has endless barns for cattle and hay, and an immense farmyard, kept as much in order as a garden. The buildings form three sides of a quadrangle, and the whole is enclosed in great green gates which seem encumbered with their own magnificence. The walls from beginning to end are white as driven snow: the mayor sets his people a good example. He is supposed to be fabulously rich, and when the villagers speak of him they change their tones as they do when talking of kings, or of their patron saint.

He and Pascal are good friends, though the mayor is much the greater man of the two, and would scorn to follow the plough or wear a blouse. But his intelligent neighbours are few and far between, and, being a man who loves company, he cannot be too exclusive. Pascal makes an excellent companion. Once, years ago, he prophesied the fate of Europe; put chapter and verse together with strange accuracy; foretold troubles in Egypt, complications with Russia, humiliation to England. Pascal, you are a wizard, we said, when all these things had come to pass. You live here from one years end to another, out of the world, with few to share your thoughts and opinions, and you know more of the fate of Europe than many of her statesmen.

That is the very reason, replied Pascal, in his calm way, his great blue eyes, with so much width between them, full of dreamy intelligence. I have no one to argue with, no opinions to hear on the other side; so I form my own views  such as they are  and keep to them. They are only founded upon a little common-sense. When I follow the plough or sow the seed, thoughts come into my head unbidden; I seem to see what people will do, how things will turn. I dont know chess, monsieur, and never saw it played; but I have heard that they who look on see more of the game than the players themselves.

Pascal is a philosopher out of place, intended for greater things; a village Hampden or mute inglorious Milton. Would he have been the happier in the higher state? Does he know anything of the vague unsatisfied longings which come to those who have missed their mark  or, not having missed it, have still found life a disappointment and delusion? Probably not. What he was years ago he is to-day, the embodiment of calm contentment.

The conclusion of such a visit to Joachine was the trying moment. Farewells were taken in the porch, and dimmed eyes followed the little procession down the long garden path to the outer gate. Looking back from the end of the lane, one saw in the middle of the deserted road a venerable figure, sad and solitary, leaning both hands upon her stick, her satellites watching from the porch. A turn to the left and all passed out of sight; and Joachine would go back to her chimney-corner to realise the happy dream and indulge for many a long day and night in the luxury of melancholy.

And Mrs. Henry Wood, never herself present on these occasions, would take special pleasure in hearing all the details and circumstances surrounding the life of her old and faithful servant. She still lives, but the grasshopper has become a burden and the silver cord is loosening.



[image: img88.jpg]


CHAPTER VII

And is it that the haze of grief 

Makes former gladness loom so great?

The lowness of the present state, 

That sets the past in this relief?
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WHEN Ellen Wood left her early home for a foreign land not all her affection for her husband could prevent her from being very unhappy. She was still a young girl, and was suddenly transplanted amongst unfamiliar scenes and people, and heard a tongue she as yet only indifferently understood and spoke with difficulty. It is true that she very soon acquired fluency, but the first months had to be lived through, with all their strange surroundings.

She possessed a delightful home, and became acquainted with many charming people who did all in their power to make her happy, but whose society she could only in part enjoy whilst still unfamiliar with their language. Even the very Alpine mountains, which towered about her neighbourhood with their almost eternal snows, and which she soon grew to love, at first oppressed her with a feeling of estrangement. Their very vastness made them cold and unfriendly, like the distant sky, the far-off stars. She had never lived in a mountainous country, never seen anything higher than the Malvern Hills, which always filled her with such solitude and depression that to remain in Malvern had often been impossible to her.

The mal du pays which attacks the Savoyard, the yearning for his beloved mountains, was as yet a sealed book. The time arrived when she grew to understand and sympathise with it, but that was still in the future. There came a day when a little Savoyard wandering about England, with his dark skin, pathetic eyes, and little marmoset  an experience now of the past  filled her with strange compassion, and, had she possessed the magic carpet, he would quickly have been transported to his mountains and valleys, wild streams and placid lakes. For Savoie was one of Mrs. Henry Woods favourite countries, and possessed some of her happiest memories.

Day after day, in that far-off unfamiliar scene, she would weep in secret for the home she had left behind; the father she tenderly loved, whose daily companion she had been; the intellectual life she had lived with him, which had become necessary as daily food; her beloved Cathedral, with all its ties, social, ecclesiastical, and religious; the associations, romantic and real, within its precincts, from which she had never been separated; all the friends of her girlhood, the constant intercourse and companionship which so interested her. She had never realised how complete the wrench would prove, but it must in truth have been great and bitter; to such a nature as hers almost as the rending of life. A new life it was in every possible way, a changing of the old order. But time heals all wounds and reconciles us to most changes.

One of her great trials was that she could no longer attend divine service. In those far-off days  sixty years ago  things were not as they are now. Railways had not annihilated time and space and made the impossible easy. The world was still ringing with the unfortunate death of Huskisson, and prejudice had yet to be overcome. All reforms fight their way through transition, and in the process some one must suffer.

In France travelling was still a very slow affair, only possible to people of leisure. There were lumbering diligences for ordinary folk, but all who were able to do so posted. Mr. Henry Wood, then wealthy, generally posted in his own carriage with four horses, according to the custom of the time in mountainous countries, changing horses at the usual stations.

The young bride, on her way to the South, wrapped in furs and surrounded by foot-warmers, found every wish fulfilled almost before it was expressed. But it took many days to reach her new home, and little wonder if she felt that a world of time and distance divided her from the past.

They had halted at Lyons for the night, reaching the old town as the evening shadows were falling, but it was still light enough to see and appreciate its picturesque situation. Then, as now, the two broad rivers flowed side by side on their way to the sea; one turbid and troubled, the other clear and transparent, reflecting the blue sky above. To Mrs. Wood they seemed a type of two lives flowing to the ocean of eternity: the one dark and clouded, the other pure and steadfast. In rivers and seas she ever delighted.

They rose early the next morning and breakfasted; a hotel carriage was in waiting, and they were driven off to the heights of Fourviere, that famous hill outside the old town. The sun had risen; the sky was flushed with the splendours of morning. Mr. Wood handed his wife from the carriage, and led her to the brow of the hill when the view was suddenly disclosed.

In the first moment she almost thought she had left this world for another and a fairer, for she looked upon a vision of glory. It was a very clear day; small crimson and golden cloud-flakes reposed in the sky; there was not even a suspicion of mist upon the earth. Rising before her was the magnificent and matchless chain of the Alps, stretching far down into Italy, ending with Monte Rosa. They were still covered with snow, and the sun had changed its white, cold purity to the softest rose-colour. In the far distance they seemed to melt into the heavens. At their feet lay the old town, the pale smoke of early wood-fires curling above the roofs of the houses. Side by side the two rivers flowed on, gracefully winding in their courses, passing onward through matchless scenery, little known in those days, but now world-famed.

No wonder that Mrs. Wood gazed with silent amazement. It was a revelation, this wonderful panorama of snow-covered, sun-flushed mountains; a new world, altogether beyond anything she had ever imagined. It is certain that earth possesses no more marvellous view than this from Mont Perrache on a clear day. The scene stirred within her everything that was deep and earnest, her most religious impressions, all her extreme love of the beautiful and the sublime. For one of the few times in her life she was moved to tears in presence of another, but many causes may have given rise to the moments emotion. The scene suddenly opened up was in every sense a new world to her. Then she had undergone many days travelling  fatiguing under all circumstances. They had also had a tiring week in Paris: a round of gaieties, introduction to many friends, balls and dinner-parties. It is also possible that she was beginning to realise how completely her old life had passed away, and a new life amongst strange scenes was to be hers. But she quickly recovered her composure, and presently they turned away from this earthly paradise.

The whole of that morning was spent in Lyons, and as they walked through some of the smaller streets the whir of the looms and the sound of the weavers shuttle issuing from doors and windows delighted Mrs. Wood. Ever interested in humanity, she could not tire of watching the weavers bending over their looms, many of them pale, consumptivelooking, almost refined, whilst her husband exchanged pleasant remarks with them. A very different type of workman from the English  a people more interesting and more picturesque; everything about them clean and orderly; their homes bright and pleasant, with the advantage of light though relaxing air, and brilliant sunshine.

For the first time she made acquaintance with the silk factories of Lyons, visiting and inspecting one or two of the most important: sights and sounds and industries that must vividly have recalled her old home; though the silk factories of Lyons were so essentially different from the glove factories of Worcester. It was a visit ever afterwards remembered. Who, indeed, could forget the first vision of that glorious Alpine chain, stretching like an enchanted dream far down to the sunny skies of Italy?

Her next view of the majestic mountains, under whose shadow she was now to live, was again an early morning at sunrise. It was their last days journey, and as they neared the end her husband, either for business reasons or that he was growing impatient to introduce his wife to her new home, hurried onwards. Contrary to their usual custom, they had posted all night; the cushions of the carriage so arranged by a clever contrivance that the delicate young wife was able to recline in comfort, thus avoiding a fatigue she could scarcely have gone through.

As dawn broke and the sun rose, Mrs. Wood for the second time looked upon a magic world, and was filled with wonder. But the scene was no longer that unbroken chain which can only be viewed from such a height as Fourviére. Now the mountains towered about her, raising their lofty snow-crowned heads towards the clear blue skies of that southern clime, singularly clear and blue even in the early dawn and cold of winter.

The travellers were surrounded by everything in nature that was grand and gigantic. Their road fringed the very borders of the mountains, now opening out into smiling valleys, now passing into frowning defiles unspeakably magnificent. Small chalets here and there dotted the mountain sides, and fir-trees grew upon many a slope and scented the cold air with their perfume; but signs of life and habitation were few and far between. The wonderful Alps reposing in solitude seemed wrapped in impenetrable silence and mystery. Occasionally a small village would break the monotony: such picturesque villages as were then found crossing the highways of the country. With interest and anxious curiosity Mrs. Wood looked upon this new world, wondering what were the people, their ways, thoughts, customs, amongst whom she was now to live.

These village intervals attracted her more than all else; for, much as she loved the beautiful in nature, mind and sympathies were ever most with men and women. People, not places, were her study and delight; and the villages were so many signs and tokens of human life, where many a simple tragedy was played out, and many a rustic romance, if they could only be known.

The towering snow-capped mountains were flushed with the early sunlight. To our traveller the scene was almost overpowering; mile after mile a succession of surprises, the road now closing in as though forbidding farther progress, and now, by a hidden turn in the pass, opening out into valleys that in their season are warm and lovely and smiling, yielding all the beauties of nature and all the fruits of the earth.

Is the silence always eternal, always unbroken? she asked, somewhat anxiously; for all through life the silence and solitude so often found in nature oppressed her with a weight of sadness scarcely to be endured.

As a younger girl, when the family moved into the country for the summer, it occasionally happened that she had to be sent home again. The days would pass, and the loneliness, the weird mystery and solemnity of the trees, to which every one is not susceptible, the absence of life and movement, would so affect her that night after night sleep was banished, and to remain was impossible. She would return home with her governess; and then it was sure to happen that the father, who could never bear to be long separated from his favourite child, would ere many days return also.

These were her happiest times; when every one was away, and she had her fathers undivided care, his quiet, earnest conversation, with which she, of all, was most in touch and sympathy. They would spend hours in each others society; charmed hours; playing chess, reading and discussing their favourite authors, sketching together. Or her father would take up his flute, on which he discoursed sweet music, and delight her with quiet airs and melodies, of which she never tired. Soft music, old ballads and melodies, she loved, but nothing loud, such as an orchestra; and for classical music it must be confessed she never cared. The artistic temperament she possessed, but not in music. She was extremely fond of the old English ballads; of the Scotch and Irish songs, such as Robin Adair and Oft in the Stilly Night, and would listen to them year after year with true pleasure. In later years almost her favourite song was the quiet Bridge, set to music by Miss Lindsay. The simple melody and pathetic words appealed to her, and evening after evening she would ask one of her children to sing it, and would never grow weary; if it happened to be sung when she was not in the room, before many bars were over she was almost certain to glide in and take her accustomed seat The son in question possessed a gift for extemporising; thoughts would flow in music brilliant or sad according to the moment, but always soft and quiet. To this also she would listen for ever. That to me is real music, she would say; but from anything loud she always retreated. Those were indeed to all about her most emphatically les beaux jours de la vie; ended, alas, for ever. All but two of her children have followed her to the Silent Land; and the happy days and years, the delightful evenings that she filled with a nameless charm, are records of the past.

Is the silence always eternal, always unbroken? she asked, as she gazed upon the wonderful Alpine chain. Shall we be always surrounded by such solitude?

Her husband smiled. In the mountains, he replied, I fear there is always more or less unbroken silence and solitude. But your home lies in a town, where you will find friends whose pleasure it will be to welcome you and make you miss as little as possible the home you have left. Many are charming, refined and cultivated.

The French are more quickly known than the English, she remarked.

They are, he returned. Their temperament is more sunny, and quite as constant. You will soon have occupation and amusement in abundance  occupation from early morning, when, if it pleases you to accompany your housekeeper to market, you may improve your French by talking to all the old market-women, and listening to their histories.

How do you endure the summer in this southern climate? asked Mrs. Wood, always affected by intense heat with a feeling of approaching calamity. She could never shake it off, and was incapable of the least exertion.

You know that for the summer months we have our home in the hills, he replied. There you will have sheltered gardens to wander in at pleasure; all the beauties of nature to charm you. It is an earthly paradise. You must fill the house with friends, who in turn will like to have you at their own homes when you care to change the scene. Night and day thousands of nightingales will pour out an unceasing flood of song; the groves echo and re-echo with them.

And when the song leaves the bird, said Mrs. Wood, what then?

Then music and melody must be within doors, laughed her husband. Our home must be the abode of harmony.

Of harmony it ever was. The voice of anger or argument was never heard. With a nature self - contained, deeply religious, ever conscious of personal influence and responsibility, it would have been impossible. And melody her husband could always supply when other sources failed.

Both for speaking and singing he had a sweet and refined voice.

He in no way exaggerated the beauties and attractions either of their summer or winter home, towards the latter of which they were now travelling. It was reached about five oclock in the afternoon, when twilight was already beginning to fall and clothe everything in its sense of mystery.

Then began for Mrs. Henry Wood the new life in the new home. Its first impression ought to have charmed her, and probably did so. No pains had been spared in arranging her surroundings. The house was large and spacious; not a mere appartement, as is so often the case in France, even with the wealthy. A large hall adorned with palms and evergreens and a wide old-fashioned staircase led up to the salons decorated with furniture of a bygone period. Exquisite flowers perfumed the rooms, and these alone must have delighted Mrs. Wood. Quaint old china stood upon the consoles and chimney-pieces, and empire clocks  less rare in those days  struck the hours on silver chimes. The artistic furniture was covered in rich amber velvet and satin. Curtains of the same colour and material draped the windows.

As good fortune would have it, from some of these windows the view was magnificent. Towering mountains with their snowcapped peaks raised their heads towards the heavens, blue and brilliant as only the skies of the South can be. Within view flowed a stately and beautiful river, here and there spanned by an ancient picturesque bridge. Surrounding them were other habitations, and in the streets all sights and sounds of life in which Mrs. Wood ever delighted: an interest which never grew less. Her heart-beats kept time and tune to the joys and sorrows of humanity as keenly when youth had passed and the time of sentiment and romance was no more as in the earlier years.

Youth is often impulsive and quixotic, but the steady purpose of later years proves character; and it is this wisdom of age which makes enduring to the end so difficult. With Mrs. Henry Wood heart and sympathies were never dulled, and youth itself refused to forsake her. The portrait which forms the frontispiece to this Memoir was taken when she was nearly seventy, but the artist declared that he could find no sign or trace of age wherewith to indicate the passing of time. Nevertheless, it is a likeness only; the colouring and expression, the life and charm of the face, could not be rendered.
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CHAPTER VIII

I know that this was Life,  the track 

Whereon with equal feet we fared; 

And then, as now, the day prepared 

The daily burden for the back.
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DAYS passed into weeks and months and Mrs. Henry Wood grew familiar with her beautiful surroundings and became happy.

There was a great deal in her new life that could not fail to appeal to her nature. She was devoted to her husband, and his happiness seemed bound up in her. Many acquaintances became her true friends for life, as in the case of Madame de Marseine  with whom we shall presently have to do  ever her earnest and affectionate admirer until she followed her sister, Madame de St. Ange, into the land beyond the veil.

Other friends there were who did all in their power to make her life amongst them as a long and happy dream. Apparently her sojourn might continue there until old age; it seemed improbable, almost impossible, that any change could take place; there was no reason for supposing that it need ever come to an end  that the charming homes would one day pass into other hands and echo with less musical voices. It ought never to have ended, and though in a few years all was to pass away, as yet no shadow had fallen before the coming events. They were still in the future.

Friends rallied round her in those early days, and she could only be sensible of their great kindness  such kindness and charm as only the French can show  and respond to it. In a very few months her quick ear and intelligence had conquered the language, and though she never spoke it with the purity of her husbands accent, she conversed with almost equal fluency. Thus she was soon able to play the part of sympathetic hostess to perfection, and enter into all the sparkling vivacity of her French acquaintances.

This facility in speaking greatly added to her happiness. She no longer felt as an alien in a foreign land, and grew in touch with her surroundings. As France had become the country of her adoption, she endeavoured to give it a large portion of her heart. And she succeeded. It was her home. Here children were born to her, and the heart of the young wife and mother entwined itself in the shrine of domestic ties and affection  scenes, to a truly good woman, ever sanctified by the holiest and most sacred thoughts and feelings.

Her life, her occupation, her interests were here. As yet she had not begun to write, excepting in secret and on rare occasions, and for many a long year to come she was not to publish anything to the world; but she was ever conscious of a power possessed by few, and dreamed of fame.
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She had quickly identified herself with the interests of the humbler classes around her, giving sympathy and help where they were needed; finding a ready welcome everywhere; charming by the brightness of her presence and her gentle animation. The going to market her husband had alluded to in that first journey became one of her pleasures. She was enchanted with the picturesqueness of the scene; the neatness of the comely farmers wives and daughters; the manner in which they arranged their wares, more especially the wonderful vegetable stalls  an art peculiar to the South; the sweet scents and colours of the flower-market; and the sparkling air and sunshine which threw a magic over all.

Often she would accompany her housekeeper, another servant following with a large basket for purchases. At first she thought the housekeeper stern in bargaining with the market-women, but soon found the custom universal and necessary. Now and then she would gently remonstrate if she thought things were going too far, and the housekeeper, respectful but uncompromising, had ever the same reply: Je suis la femme de charge de Madame,  il faut faire son devoir.

But the day came when Mrs. Wood could talk easily to the market-women, and then great was her influence. There was nothing they would not do for her, and their best was put out of sight until they saw her approaching, when it was triumphantly brought forth with many a significant shake of the head, as if a perfect understanding existed between la belle dame and her devoted marchande.

Sometimes she would quietly summon a servant and depart alone, the housekeeper only discovering treachery when too late. Then she hastened off with as much righteous anger as she dared; perhaps to find Madame on the threshold of the market, returning homeward, amused at the housekeepers concerned expression as she beheld the basket of trophies. Madame would certainly ruin everything; those things had been paid for twice over, without doubt. She must really appeal to Monsieur to exercise his influence with Madame. Fatal argument; for, if Madame had paid in gold for her marketings where she ought to have given silver, Monsieur would have declared that his wife, like the king, could do no wrong.

Mrs. Woods name was a universal stumbling-block amongst the tradespeople and market-women of the town. The W was impossible and could not be conquered, and the name consequently underwent strange transformations. The most common was Oude; and to Madame Oude she frequently responded. With others of more imagination it was often distorted into Houdst; and even Loutre became one of her new names. The latter was coined with a sort of unconscious revenge by an old market-woman who kept a fruit stall and invariably had the best in the market. She was also the largest woman in the market, and certainly the ugliest, with an eye which had a habit of looking round the corner, whilst the other remained true to the centre. This gave her an inconceivably comical appearance, and it was impossible to look at her with the gravity due to the gentler sex.

In consequence of her unusual size, Mr. Wood had given her the name of Old Venus; and as Old Venus she soon became universally known. Sometimes a French dame, in absence of mind, would address her as Madame Venus, much to the old womans indignation and protest. But continual dropping will wear away a stone, and the time came when she accepted the name with a good grace. Old Venus! she would cry, shaking her fat sides with laughter: Old Venus! It must be on account of my size  it cant be for my beauty. That name comes from Monsieur Loutre, I know; no one like Monsieur Loutre pour les petites plaisanteries. Cest lui qui nous fait la pluie et le beau temps!

Old Venus was one of Mrs. Henry Woods devoted slaves, and no sooner saw her approaching than she would descend from her perch, her truly ugly countenance beaming with pleasure, sunning over with smiles. Poor Venus recognised goodness and beauty, and, though the one had been denied her, there beat many a less worthy heart in the world than hers. Bon jour, Madame Loutre, she would exclaim, her voice gruff and deep, but unmistakably sincere. Vous etes un rayon du soleil au marché  a poetical compliment, though roughly spoken. See what I have put aside, hoping Madame would pay us a visit this fine morning. Then from some invisible recess out would come baskets of exquisite fruit, which had to be purchased in return for so much devotion.

The day came when Mrs. Wood bade farewell to these beloved scenes and they knew her no more. Sincere and universal was their mourning and lamentation for her departure, and long she dwelt in the hearts of all. Many of her friends she met again in after days, but these faithful and humble women never. Long years ago Old Venus departed this life; and on her death-bed, some years after Mrs. Wood had passed out of her sight, she said to a lady who had come to visit her in her sickness, and was acquainted with Mrs. Wood: Ah! if my chére Madame Loutre were only in the town and could come to see me, I think I should die happy. She was the most beautiful and the best lady that ever came amongst us.

I will tell her what you say when I next write to her, remarked the visitor.

Ne manquez pas, returned the old woman fervently. Tell her Old Venus is no more, and that one of her last thoughts was of her chére dame, and one of her last wishes for a look at her lovely face.

But there were other phases of the life of those days, when spring was well advanced and birds were singing. The charming face would be no more seen in the streets, and Old Venus knew it was useless to put away her best: cette bonne Madame Loutre was k la campagne. The scene changed to the mountains and one of those old-fashioned chateaux, with high slate roofs and endless rooms opening into each other, in which France delights. The grounds were beautifully laid out and surrounded by lovely groves, where in the hottest summer days it was ever cool and shady and life was full of charm. Whispering pine-trees stood out vividly against the blue sky, and the air was always clear and exhilarating; terraces and grounds were adorned with statues; and the distant views were marvellous.

They looked down upon a valley whence opened out a wide-spreading plain, in the midst of which, like a silver thread, ran the far-famed river. The gleam of the sun was often reflected upon its waters, and now and then small craft would be seen passing to and fro. In the early morning all nature far and near would frequently be clothed in a purple haze. The colours of sunrise and sunset were often gorgeous and flaming, and in these, more than anything else, Mrs. Wood delighted. The mountain summits would catch the glow of departing day, and everything would change to rose-colour or deeper red, dying out in the growing twilight.

Here and there in the wide plain a distant village reposed, its cluster of small chalets the only signs of human life and habitation. Morning and evening the blue peat smoke might be seen ascending in picturesque forms, and, if you chanced to pass that way, the air was full of homely, delicious scent. As night closed in, lights gleamed from the little windows and open doorways, like distant stars; but they soon disappeared, and the village became steeped in silence and slumber. The villagers, rising at four or five in the morning, went to bed at sundown. Darkness would fall quickly in the valley where the mountains shut out the twilight.

And the nightingales sang for ever, and filled the groves with melody. Day and night they never ceased. Myriads of birds, apparently intoxicated with their own exquisite sounds, they never seemed to sleep; week after week the song went on, ever the same. It never grew wearisome or monotonous; there was no desire for cessation. The sound soothed and charmed by day, and at night was a delicious lullaby which courted, never banished slumber. Sometimes it would visit the dreams and bring visions of Paradise  and for an earthly Paradise nothing could exceed this wonderful spot. Ever and ever the song of the nightingales echoed far up the heights, far down the valley, filling the air with music and the heart with rapture.
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CHAPTER IX

And many an old philosophy 

On Argive heights divinely sang, 

And round us all the thicket rang 

To many a flute of Arcady.
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IN these days the chateau would often be filled with guests, and groves and terraces would be bright with laughter and conversation: living forms still more beautiful than the sculptured images which never moved or changed and brought no sense of companionship.

It was here that Mrs. Henry Wood first met Madame de Marseine, and the two ladies quickly became firm and lifelong friends. The Comte de Marseine owned a chateau in the neighbourhood, some miles distant. Their home was in Paris, but here for the summer months they almost invariably came year after year. The family had suffered much in days gone by, and though still wealthy, had lost much in the political changes which from time to time agitated the country. The grandfather of the Count who reigned in Mrs. Woods time had lost his life on the scaffold in the Revolution of93, and but for the beautiful and brave Charlotte Corday, who helped to bring the frightful events of those days to a close, it might have gone more seriously for the De Marseines.

My husbands grandmother saw Charlotte mount the scaffold, said Madame de Marseine one day to Mrs. Henry Wood, when they were talking of Robespierre and the Revolution. She felt a profound compassion for this brave young woman who had heroically sacrificed her life for her country; and, whatever may be thought of her act, she was at least a martyr to her belief. In vain the grandmothers friends declared, Your only safety is in keeping quietly out of sight. I care not, was the answer. They have taken my husband, and I have nothing to live for. But I must see Charlotte Corday mount the scaffold. Some of her people were my friends; her uncle was my sisters confessor; I feel as though the knowledge that I am near will be a consolation. You may find me a window if you like; even close the shutters if I can see through them; but she must know that I am there. Her confessor is acquainted with me. Let him come that I may send her a message; he is to be trusted. That fiend Marat is dead  there will not be many more victims. So it happened. The window was secured, and the fact was secretly intimated to Charlotte Corday through the confessor, who himself abhorred the Revolution and all its myrmidons. In return she sent my grandmother a message of love and thanks, assuring her that she was happy and had no desire to live. Her task was performed, in which she considered she had been helped by that Heaven to which she was hastening.

A true heroine, said Mrs. Henry Wood. And though the deed was terrible, the motive was exalted. I cannot wonder at old Madame de Marseines admiration for her. Nothing else was possible.

Charlotte Corday was indeed a true heroine, returned Madame de Marseine. Well, the eventful morning did not tarry. My grandmother had spent much of the night in prayer, hoping that by some miracle the morning might bring a change  life and escape for her dear victim. It was not to be. The hour struck; the sound of the tumbril was heard; the fatal procession approached; the mob surged to and fro like a living tide, many of the multitude no better than demons, others peaceable citizens who could do nothing. Charlotte mounted the scaffold with a serene expression which told of Divine support and undiminished bravery. She looked a beautiful saint as she quietly moved towards the dread machine. It is said that Monsieur de Paris trembled as his gaze fell upon her, and many thought his courage was about to fail. It has also been said that, perceiving it, she whispered to him, Courage, mon ami; je vous pardonne, comme je pardonne mes ennemis. Faites votre devoir. How far that may be true I know not; I believe it, for we had it from the confessor, who, however, did not attend her to the scaffold; but I know no history that records it. Others have no doubt said the same. Then turning, for a moment, to a certain window with closed shutters, behind which she knew my grandmother was gazing with all her heart in her eyes and all her tears dried at their source, Charlotte, raising her arm with a gesture worthy of a queen, pointed solemnly towards Heaven, as if to intimate that there was her home, and there one day they would meet again. A few moments and all was over; and the crowd waited, wondering if another victim was coming and who it would be.

And old Madame de Marseine?

She came to no harm. It was not her fate to die by the guillotine. The Revolution was nearly over; peace once more fell for a time upon France. When it did so, my grandmothers courage gave way. She was aged, and the strain had been too great. When all danger had passed, the nerves relaxed and she quietly faded into the tomb. I never can think of that time  that so-called Age of Reason, when Mdlle. Aubry was elevated in Notre Dame  or St. Roch, which was it?  as its goddess, without shuddering.

It is a sad story, said Mrs. Wood. The two great heroines of France have always deeply interested me  Jeanne dArc and Charlotte Corday; but in the heroism of Jeanne there was a good deal of exaltation, whilst with Charlotte Corday it was the opposite. Of gentle birth, accustomed to self-control, no outward influence upheld her. The one was supported by martial music and waving flags and an admiring multitude; the other was alone, and all her surroundings were depressing. That solitary walk to Paris would have been sufficient to quench the ardour of a less brave spirit.

More than enough, returned Madame de Marseine; and if my grandmother were here she would go further than either of us. She would have her canonised, and placed in the front rank of saints. Jeanne dArc can never be canonised. The Church consented to her death, and can never canonise one whose martyrdom it helped to bring about. But Charlotte owed nothing to the Church, one way or the other; she was, indeed, murdered by the enemies of the Church, and so far may be said to have assisted its cause.

Then why does not the Church in gratitude canonise her? asked Mrs. Wood.

Ah, my dear, we do not always receive gratitude from those in high places. Confer a benefit upon exalted personages, and they too often consider that a favour has been conferred upon you. Put not your trust in princes  you see I know something of your beautiful Bible. It is always a case of wheels within wheels, too. France is republican and revolutionary at heart, and at any time monarchy may be a thing of the past. The Church knows this and is wise in her generation. But the character of Charlotte Corday has never been appreciated. It will require the influence of time and history to place her in her proper niche. We are still too near the glamour of those days to weigh them calmly; even now people cannot judge dispassionately of the Reign of Terror. In fifty years time, perhaps, they will begin to see Charlotte Corday in her true light  one of the best and bravest women the world has known.

Was Madame de Marseine a prophet? More than half a century has passed away since those words were spoken: has the world awakened to the merit of Charlotte Corday?

A very sad story, repeated Mrs. Wood, which for ever throws a shadow even over the terrible drama of the Revolution. My heart has always ached for Charlotte Corday.

My dear, returned Madame de Marseine, let it ache no longer. I am many years older than you  old enough to be your mother, though still a young woman; but I have lived long enough to learn that life is full of sadness: a life cut short is not always to be deplored; and such a history as Charlotte Cordays is not the most unhappy. I should not have said that twenty years ago, but I say so now, and am certain of it. Charlotte met her fate bravely  nothing less was possible to so heroic a nature. If she could come to us, she would perhaps tell us that her martyrdom was her grandest and happiest moment. I think I see her turning to that terrible masked figure, whose nerve seemed to give way when hers triumphed, and I hear the sweet tones of her voice bidding him do his duty. Poems have been written, operas composed, plays acted upon Jeanne dArc, but Charlotte Corday is remembered only by the few who see her for what she really was. Many such conversations confirmed the friendship between Mrs. Henry Wood and Madame de Marseine. The Countess, in those days, was a woman of some forty years, tall, dignified, and commanding  far younger than most Frenchwomen of that age; spiritually and intellectually superior to most of her contemporaries. She belonged to an old Breton family, and possessed all the best points of her race. She moved in the great world of Paris, and was an especial favourite with Louis Philippe and Marie Thérése, the King always declaring that she bore some resemblance to the latter, though in reality much better-looking. Every one worth knowing she knew, both in the political and social world and the world of letters. But she little guessed that the child-like friend at her side would also one day become famous, though nearly thirty years were first to roll away.

Yet something of the truth seemed to dawn upon her, for one day, looking steadfastly at Mrs. Wood, she remarked, almost in the words of poor André Chenier, himself a victim to Revolution, and touching her forehead with her finger:

My dear, I think there is something there; something in that head and behind those eyes which is asking to come out. I believe you will one day be a writer, but it will not be a political writer. One has only to look at you to see that you are all romance and imagination. When that day comes, I trust I may still be here.

Mrs. Henry Wood laughed. Even then, we have said, she was conscious of a strange power, but never spoke of it, even to her most intimate friend. On this occasion she only replied: Politics are certainly not in my line. And for anything else  as far as I can see, my life will be spent amidst the Alps and amongst the French  out of touch with all English influences. What you think is not likely to happen.

One never knows, returned Madame de Marseine. Life is full of surprises. And you are little more than a child, and can bide your time. But the prophecy was long fulfilling.

Should you like always to remain here? asked Madame de Marseine.

I am learning to be very happy, was the somewhat wistful reply. I should be ungrateful were it otherwise. Every one is good to me, and I am surrounded by all that heart can wish for.

And you have so charming a husband! Even I, old woman as I am, am fascinated by him. But, my dear, he has not your strength of character. Il faudra le manager. You are young for diplomacy, but tact is born with us, and for one of your age you possess it largely.

Mrs. Henry Woods face saddened for a moment. Her friend had given expression to what she had already discovered: that her husband, delightful in private life, was too amiable to be a true, strong man of the world. He would be led rather than become a leader. And with her keen insight into human nature she saw in such a temperament the possibilities of future danger. But she made no reply. Madame de Marseine, already firmly devoted to her, a woman of the world and of experience, spoke from a loyal motive: Mrs. Wood, equally loyal to herself, her husband, and her friend, was silent.

They met frequently. Of all friends Madame de Marseine was the one preferred, and they were much together, visiting for a few days at a time at each others houses. The Chateau de Marseine was French in every particular, from the interior appointments to the regulation of the household. In Mrs.

Henry Woods home many English ways and evidences had been introduced, and the result was greater comfort  a more picturesque effect than the stiff and conventional French arrangement could produce.

Madame de Marseine always declared that her happiest days were spent in the less pretentious but more beautiful home of Mrs. Henry Wood. The view also from the terraces was much finer. The two friends would sit for hours together enraptured by the lovely scene, which day by day only seemed to grow dearer and more charming. No amount of time and gazing could take from the majesty of those mountains; from the soothing murmur of the pine forests as the breeze stirred their pointed tops and shed abroad their perfume; from the repose of the far-reaching valley and occasional villages; from the magnificent river gleaming like a silver thread in graceful windings and taking its quiet course towards the blue waters of the Mediterranean.

And when the sun was high and the heat of summer was full upon them, they would seek the shelter of the pine groves and listen to the ceaseless melody of the nightingales song: all the more prized in that, with the days of June, the song would end and silence fall upon wood and grove.

But whilst it lasted, the friends were never tired of listening, never weary of conversing to such an accompaniment. Both had exceptional minds, and sweet and charming must have been the hours that ran in golden sands. No wonder that in after years they formed one of Mrs. Henry Woods happiest recollections.

Her dress in those days was almost invariably some flowing white and airy material, for it has been said that at all times she felt the heat intensely. She must have seemed very fragile and fairy-like as she sat amongst her flowers; or in the shady groves, where seats were cunningly disposed; or reclining in her drawing-room, where, in days when they were alone, she listened to her husbands voice at the piano, whilst thoughts and dreams passed through her imagination.

The nights too were beautiful; and as long as the nightingales sang, as full of melody. As the sun set across the valley, darkness would fall, a sense of mystery haunted the Alpine slopes and valleys. Black and sombre and weird looked the trees on the mountain sides, no sound breaking the utter stillness excepting the occasional hooting of an owl or the deep baying of a far-off St. Bernard.

On moonlight nights the effect was almost ghostly. The mountains cast deep shadows across the valley. Out of one wood into another the owls would take their silent flight with melancholy cry. As the moon rose the shadows would disappear for a time, and the world reposed in a flood of pale light, of which the far-off river would here and there catch gleams and flashes. The warm night air suggested quiet thought, a delicious repose. Lights gleamed from the house, and threw their reflection upon the terraces. When there was no moon, the stars shone with a size and brilliancy unknown to the skies of England. Nothing could be more lovely, more solemn and mysterious, than these Alpine summer nights, where all was calm and beautiful and full of peace.

Nevertheless, the twilight hour, the gathering into night, was always trying to Mrs. Wood. There would still sometimes fall upon her a sense of loneliness that was almost insupportable, as it had come to her upon the Malvern Hills in childhood. Everything seemed haunted by a strange silent spirit of invisible life and movement. To the last, she was happier in the centre of a stirring town with all its animated sights and sounds. Once when visiting friends in a small country place, it chanced to be the period of the annual fair. In a field not very far off booths were erected, and until very late at night torches flared, a crowd surged to and fro, drums and trumpets made the air anything but musical. We fear you were much disturbed last night by that dreadful fair, sympathetically remarked her hosts the next morning. Not at all, was the reply, I quite delighted in the sounds, and in picturing the enjoyment of the people. I slept admirably. On the other hand, when near the sea, no matter how desolate the spot, she ever felt a sense of happiness and companionship. If absolutely alone, she was never lonely. She once remarked that if she could choose her abode and arrange things to her fancy, it should be Piccadilly, with all its life and movement on the one side and the sea flowing on the other.

We dwell upon this period of Mrs. Henry Woods life abroad not only because it was specially beloved by her  in which she made many true friends, and of which in after years she was never tired of conversing with the writer  but also because it was a period that greatly influenced the already singularly-formed mind. She was so young that her surroundings could not be without their distinct and permanent effect. Happy, then, that they were of so exceptional a nature, disposing her to thought and reflection, to be utilised when the pen was taken seriously in hand. Everything about her conduced to high and lofty aspirations, of which youth is essentially the period. Her religious temperament was being confirmed in all that unwavering faith which ever afterwards stood her in good stead, and enabled her to go through many troubles with a heroism and a reliance in the Divine guidance seldom equalled. In the darkest hours of life she was absolutely calm and serene  entirely trustful. It is Gods will; He doeth all things well. She rarely said these things, but she never ceased to act up to them. Amidst all the beauties of nature, the mountains, the clear heavens and the silent stars, she gathered strength; and many a meditation in those lovely groves remained to bear good fruit in the time to come.
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CHAPTER X

Thrice blest whose lives are faithful prayers, 

Whose loves in higher love endure; 

What souls possess themselves so pure, 

Or is there blessedness like theirs?
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BUT the scene changed sometimes. They would leave home for occasional visits into neighbouring lands: more often than not Savoie or Switzerland. Mrs. Henry Wood specially delighted in the mountains, valleys, and lakes of the smaller country; and all the charming scenes around Chambery were explored. The place itself, with its quaint arcades and ancient fountains, knew her well. Amongst and the rare beauties of the country might sink into heart and memory.

The scenery was often wild in the extreme. Wonderful mountains towered on all sides, and many a pass tried the mettle of the horses. Often the river rushed past them, frothing and foaming over its rocky bed. Smiling valleys opened out, with picturesque farmhouses and cultivated fields, in which the peasants worked from sunrise to sunset, with no interests beyond; to whom the outer world was as distant as the stars, as unknown and mysterious. They tended their cattle and sought their goats and cows on the mountain side, and towards evening many a ranz des vaches rose musically upon the air. The greatest change to-day is in the people themselves  their occupations are much the same; mountains, valleys and rivers have not altered; but even in these remote districts the country folk have become less primitive, more awake to their own interests. The outer world is no longer a sealed mystery, far off as the stars.

One day Mr and Mrs. Wood were walking on the road to Mouxy in one of their numerous excursions near Aix-les-Bains, when they lighted upon a group of reapers resting for a moment from their labour. They looked simple, picturesque and interesting, more or less young, five or six in all. The women wore bodices and short petticoats, very much like the costumes of the sister country, their feet, encased in small wooden sabots, displaying neat, well-turned ankles. The men wore breeches, with broad belts at their waists, and having thrown jackets aside were in shirt sleeves.

The group looked so shyly and wistfully at our travellers that, even had it not been their custom to stop and exchange sentences with many who crossed their path, they must have done so on this occasion. They were not only an interesting, but a handsome group, who had just taken their midday meal on the roadside bank, beyond which lay the rich, ripe cornfields, and were making the most of their short leisure. As the travellers paused, they rose, and the men doffed their broad-brimmed hats, baring dark curly heads, with a Bon jour, monsieur et dame, in the dialect of the neighbourhood.
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The greeting was duly returned. It is your leisure hour? added Mrs. Wood. You have been taking your dinner, and are now resting?

Yes, they replied. They had eaten their soup, and were allowed half an hours repose after it. It wasnt too much for those who rose at four in the morning, and began work at sunrise.

You must often be more than tired before night comes, was the rejoinder.

We are used to it, returned the spokeswoman of the party  a tall, handsome Savoyarde, with a sunburnt face and dark eyes. Work does not tire us; we rise early, but we go to bed early  often before the sun goes down. And we have all Sunday for reposing. We never work on Sunday.

You are married, said Mrs. Wood, observing a wedding-ring upon the womans finger.

Oui, Madame. I was foolish enough to marry ten years ago, when I was only seventeen. And here is the man who persuaded me to the folly. She grasped her husbands arm, who stood near her, and turned him towards her questioner.

I am not surprised, laughed Mrs. Wood. He is very handsome. I hope he is good too, and makes you a kind husband.

I cannot complain, returned the woman, who seemed proud of her husband. He works well, and is industrious.

Madame had better ask if she makes me a good wife, said the man. That is a much more important matter, Rosalie.

Madame can judge for herself, laughed Rosalie confidently. It is needless to ask. Madame, turning to her questioner, there is not a cleaner and more comfortable chaumiere than ours, and no one wears better clothes than we do. We are the envy of the village. We save, too, and have some economies put by. Yet we always have meat on Sundays when we want it.

Have you any children?

Two little angels, Madame, six and eight years old, a boy and a girl, and the boy is the eldest. They stay with the old mother, who looks after them when we are working in the fields. Presently, when we grow aged and cannot work, if we have not saved enough they will work for us. Children never forsake their parents in our village.

And you, said Mrs. Wood, turning to the younger woman, still quite a girl; you probably live at home with your mother, and help with the manage.

Ah, Madame, returned the elder woman, you have guessed, but you have not guessed all. She lives with la mére, and helps with the manage when there is no sowing or reaping or weeding going on; but she is not content with her happy life. She is my sister, and is ten years younger than I. That is just the age when I married, and she is about to commit the same imprudence  with less excuse. My husband was handsome and hard-working  no one could resist him. But, Thomme de la soeur  there he stands, pointing to a small but good-looking youth of some twenty years, whose chief characteristic seemed an amiably weak expression. There he is, Madame; jugez.

The girl laughed, and seemed satisfied. You cannot blame me for doing what you did yourself, she remarked to her elder sister. And there is no need to look on the dark side of things.

Not at all, cried the young man, whose name was Francois. When I marry, and life becomes serious, I shall be as industrious as your Marius, our chaumiere as well kept as yours. Madame, I shall do my duty, and Jeanne will have no cause to repent.

When are you to be married? asked Mrs. Wood, interested in this modem Phyllis and Corydon.

At the St. Martin, replied Jeanne. It is our Ducasse, and we shall take a weeks holiday, and spend part of it at Chambery, where Francois has an uncle living. We shall be happy and have the needful, she cried, with the hopefulness of youth. I am not afraid.

Marius? said Mrs. Wood, turning to the husband. I heard you called Marius. But that is a Marseilles name, is it not? I do not remember to have met with it before in Savoie.

Very probably, Madame, returned Marius. My mother was a Marseillaise. She came to Savoie with a noble family as femme de chambre to the lady. Here she met my father and married him; and when I was born she would insist upon calling me Marius. He will be as out of place as a crab on dry land, said my father; I dont believe there is a single Marius in Savoie. People will call him an alien.

Not at all, returned the mother; he will set the fashion. But no other Marius has sprung up  the name wont take root here. And my mother wouldnt take root. With all her will, she couldnt help fretting after her own town and people; the love was stronger than herself, and, though she was happy with her husband, after three or four years, one fine morning, she quietly sat down in her chair and died.

Died! So suddenly? Of what?

Of mal du pays, returned Marius simply. She is not the first one who has died of the complaint, Madame. It is common enough in our country. The doctor pretended it was the heart, and so it was, but not just in the way he meant. Not that I should die of the same. I could be happy anywhere  with the wife.

So here too was a humble romance, of which the world is full. It appealed to Mrs. Wood, and henceforth the little group had a place in her memory. Her sympathies went out to the woman who had died more than twenty years ago of love for her people. In the imagination of the listener a romance weaved itself; here was a life that had been an unwritten poem.

Sometimes they would extend their walk into the heights, a quiet, sure-footed pony helping Mrs. Wood through the fatigue of climbing. Amidst the unmelted snows they would come upon a small village, wonderfully out of the world. Nothing could be more beautiful and romantic, more suggestive than this cluster of houses, for which the cold of winter and the heat of summer marked the sole calendar of the year. Often the patois of such a village puzzled even Mr. Wood, whose quick ear had soon mastered very many of the provincialisms surrounding his foreign home. The inhabitants of these elevated abodes were in the last degree primitive, life being kept together by the simplest and barest necessaries. But the religious element was ever present amongst them, and at eventide the Angelus bell never failed to ring out from the tiny church scarcely any village was without, and all the people would turn to prayer. To Mrs. Wood, with her responsive, reverent nature, there was something very moving in the faith of this simple people, who worshipped and never questioned, and in great measure carried out their religion in the quiet consistency of their lives; without aspirations, it is true; with no certainty beyond the day, but no undue or anxious thought for the morrow; simply trusting for the supply of their daily needs. How was it possible not to be deeply interested in all human concerns, when such evidences of good abounded?

The incident we have given may be thought almost too trifling for record, but it is an instance of much of what Mrs. Woods life then was, and as such fulfils the purpose of these pages and cannot be uninteresting. Through such scenes she was constantly passing; with such characters and events she came into frequent contact; no doubt gaining experience, extending her knowledge of human nature, just as the bee flies from flower to flower extracting honey. She entered into all the society of the neighbourhood; enjoying it, but never developing into a mere lover of fashion  a woman of the world. That could never have been; life was at all times too serious and earnest  its issues too momentous; and as the bee takes its best from the flower, so she managed to take the best from her surroundings.

It was a very active life in those days; as much so as when, in later years, she began to write and found she had not strength both for work and the world, it became comparatively quiet and retired. But by that time she had had a long and varied experience, had seen society in all its phases, and gathered up mental pictures for use. These her memory placed entirely at her command.

She became interested in the little group of which we have been writing. Their village was near at hand; and that evening in their walk they found them out and entered into closer acquaintance with their histories.

The old mother was seen, and the two cherubs. The dame was bowed and wrinkled, and seemed to have lived a hard life, which was the general rule; but with it all she looked placid and contented  an expression so many of the French peasants possess when the evening of life is closing round them. Her little thatched cottage, with its two rooms  a but and a ben, as the Scotch would say  was clean and spotless. Its outside walls might have been white-washed once a week  another prominent mark of the peasantry. If they possess any self-respect, or wish to be well considered, their first thought is to have an irreproachable tenement, however humble. And it is thorough; if the outside be fair to look upon, depend upon it the interior is equally so. The inmates of an untidy house are held in small esteem. It is astonishing how much pride in their own little way distinguishes the best of them.

This old woman, evidently very poor, was as neat and clean in her dress as her walls were unblemished. She felt honoured by the notice given her by visitors, but, like most of her class, was not overwhelmed. In France there is no antagonism between the classes, but, on the contrary, an amicable feeling  a bien entendu which makes intercourse very possible and pleasant. The Lady Bountiful is less visible than in England. She is less needed, for the peasantry are industrious and saving, and generally fall into poverty only through some serious fault, such as dishonesty or idleness, both exceptions to the rule. The great lady of the chateau, therefore, visits them less to minister to their wants than because she takes a lively interest in their welfare.

Monsieur et Madame were very good to visit her, said the old woman, coming out of her chimney-corner, where she was building up a peat fire which threw out a delicious scent suggestive of quiet neighbourhoods. There were not many gentlefolk in the voisinage to take an interest in them. Monsieur and Madame de Pierrefond at the chateau were both too old now to go about much. Yes, her daughter was going to be married, though she might have waited until her old mother was under earth. You see, her husband died when Jeanne was a baby, and she had had nothing else to care for all these years  her other daughter married soon. But it was the way with young people; their mothers and grandmothers had done the same before them; it was hereditary. On sy attendait. And after all it would be very nearly the same as before. Jeanne was going to have the house next door, and it would be almost as one manage. She would still help her old mother. A good girl would make a good wife, and no doubt she would always be a daughter to her.

And with words of sympathy for the old woman, and words of encouragement for the daughter, the visitors wended their way back to Aix-les-Bains, through the charming valley, beside the waters of the Lac du Bourget, more solemn and frowning than ever in the falling twilight; the solitary pile of the Haute Combe across the lake, rising amidst the whispering pine-trees. Round about them towered the lovely mountains of Savoie, outlined in beauty and majesty against the darkening sky.
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CHAPTER XI

And, doubtless, unto thee is given 

A life that bears immortal fruit 

In those great offices that suit 

The full-grown energies of heaven.
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THE day after the village episode our travellers continued their journey towards Annecy, host and hostess, backed by the whole personnel of the hotel, assembling to speed them on their way.

Those were days of simple manners and customs, yet of true dignity and consideration, notwithstanding that in France all classes were more or less in touch with each other. It was a usual thing for the entire establishment to turn out and group round the door of the inn to wish Bon voyage to the departing guests, especially if by a gracious amiability they had made themselves popular and esteemed.

Mr and Mrs. Wood continued their journey towards Annecy, the wildest and grandest part opening up towards the end  that narrow pass in which the Gorges du Fier entered upon the scene. Now the railway hurries past the openings in the rocks, giving the unfortunate traveller a momentary glimpse of falling water and roaring torrents; but in those days there was nothing to break the solitude or intrude upon the majesty of the landscape. At rare intervals a diligence or travelling carriage would pass their own, and that was all.

Villages here and there rose on the plains  the picturesque Alpine villages of Savoie with their simple inhabitants. Rumours seldom reached them from the outside world; newspapers were unknown; wars might be going on of which they knew nothing until all was over. The fame even of a Napoleon was dimly understood, never realised unless he passed with his armies on his way to fresh victories. Then cottage doors would close, alarmed faces peered through drawn blinds, and the simple people would crouch before a crucifix or an image of the Virgin, praying for deliverance and prosperity. Seed-time and harvest, tending cattle, eating the hard-earned daily bread  such was their life. Always the same simple nature; and to this hour there are little out-of-the-way spots where the peasants are less changed than would seem possible.

The Gorges du Fier, approaching Annecy, was, we have said, the wildest part of the journey. Mr and Mrs. Wood always planned to reach it in the morning, and would linger long. A roaring torrent leaped madly between its rocky walls, washing over great boulders smooth as ivory; frothing and seething as it tumbled into whirling eddies, and coursed onwards. Here, whilst the sun sensibly climbed higher, they would stand upon the old Roman bridge, gazing upon the Chateau of Montrottier and all the wonderful view disclosed. The rushing sound, the sense of power never absent from the torrent, delighted Mrs. Wood. Sometimes her husband would climb down impossible precipices, whilst she looked on in terror lest a false step should plunge him into the wild waters; to return presently with hands full of rare and beautiful ferns, more difficult to reach than the mountain Edelweiss. The roads, even in those days, were excellent, and had to be so, for they were the only means of communication with the outside world.

The travellers were wont to linger by their favourite torrent. Hours would glide away, the carriage wait and walk, and the postilions wonder what Monsieur et Madame saw in the unhappy rocks they could never pass without wasting a whole day in this barren wilderness. At last it would be over, and the final stage entered; and the horses, perhaps as impatient as the men, would start off with spirit. When the sun was declining, quaint old Annecy was reached, with its gateways and arcades, streets intersected by canals, and many signs and vestiges of the past. Here, in a church dedicated to him, lies St. Francis de Sales, and near him the remains of saintly Mere Chantal, for whom he had so great a regard and fervent friendship. Here came Rousseau, after escaping from Geneva, before taking up his abode at the unpretending Charmettes: scenes and influences that find their record in his Confessions. The ancient castle on the lake still throws its reflections on the calm waters, but has lost much of its romantic interest in its latter-day destiny. Yet it still takes one back in spirit to feudal ages, and to times when cruelty and torture were rife in the land. Many horrible instruments are yet shown.

Passing beyond all this, skirting the borders of the lake  smiling as the Lac du Bourget was the opposite  they presently reached a chateau in the hills, where dwelt an intimate friend of Mr. Henry Wood, and all the refinements of life were found allied to a singular simplicity: where existence was a sort of pastoral symphony, with the hours unnumbered and the days unchecked.

The owner of this fair paradise  Monsieur de Beaussire  had mixed much in the gay and great world. An earnest politician, he had espoused certain Utopian views heart and soul on which his happiness and ambition depended. They failed, and in the disappointment of the moment he threw up everything, closed his house in Paris, and withdrew, with his wife and children, to his remote Savoie estate. His wife, a woman in ten thousand, submitted without a murmur to the exile.

I thought it best not to oppose him, she confided one day to Mrs. Henry Wood. Opposition only makes people more determined, and the reaction was bound to come. He has really too great a mind to bury it here for ever; but it tarries long. We have now spent five years without change of scene. I scarcely remember Paris, and my best friends are beginning to forget me. The summers are charming; but the winters are beyond imagination.

You have had great patience and wisdom, said Mrs. Wood. Do you see no signs of a wish to return to life and politics  all his heart holds dear, though he tries to persuade himself to the contrary?

I do, was the answer. I see things which tell me his mind is working round to its old desires. His views are altered, though he would hardly admit it, and when he goes back to politics he will succeed where before he failed. But the time is not quite yet. I give him two more years; we shall then have been here seven years, and every seven years, they say, brings a change. Seven years! To me it has been more like seventy.

The patient wife was correct in all she foresaw. Two years from that time her husband was again the centre of the political world of France. Their hotel in Paris was reopened and the brilliant life resumed. Years rolled on, and changes crept over the face of the country; the revolution of 1848 broke out; the King fled; and amongst those who remained and lost their lives was Monsieur de Beaussire.

His wife, good, patient, courageous, had died the previous year, removed from the evil to come; and in his last hour what he had looked upon as the great sorrow of his life he declared to have become his greatest blessing. The thought of rejoining his wife reconciled him to death. A rare nature in a Frenchman; for the men of France then, as now, troubled themselves very little about religion, which they left to women and the priesthood.

Meanwhile we have said that life at the Chateau de Beaussire was a pastoral symphony, and a whole week would be passed amidst all the famous spots of the neighbourhood. The house where St. Bernard was born; ruined monasteries unknown to the world, but reposing in dreams of sylvan beauty; more distant excursions to the hills and the ice-caves of Parmelan; the whole family sometimes setting out on horseback. But on these occasions Mrs. Wood, ever too delicate and timid to ride, remained at home.

A charming and happy week; and the hours would pass quickly, as only hours and days can pass spent amongst friends who are absolutely congenial to each other.

Monsieur de Beaussire was a brilliant conversationalist, and far from turning misanthrope with his self-imposed banishment, he seemed to have thrown off all the weight of a political life for the light-heartedness almost of childhood. It was, indeed, this happy temperament which had enabled his wife to bear her exile. She saw nothing of the world, but infinitely more of her husbands society, and admirable as had been their mutual relations in the busy Capital, it was as nothing compared with the mutual devotion which sprang up during these years of retirement: a devotion never relaxed when they returned to a more active life.

All their spare hours were given to each other; and to friends less faithfully constituted they became almost an amusement and a proverb. But their happiness was short-lived. Monsieur and Madame de Beaussire were both comparatively young when they were called upon to renounce life and all the pomps and pleasures they had used so well and wisely.

The weeks visit of which we are writing extended itself to ten days, and then Mr and Mrs. Wood bade a reluctant goodbye to their friends, returning home by the way they had come. But there were times when they would vary their route  pass through the lovely mountainous country into Switzerland, linger by the Lake of Geneva, and glide about its fair waters. Geneva, Lausanne, Ouchy, the whole neighbourhood was sacred to romance and history. Rousseau and Voltaire, Byron with his charm, and Shelley with his dreams, all had left their impression and influence behind them. Here Gibbon had finished his Decline and Fall; here Madame de Stael had lived with her father; here Byron wrote his Prisoner of Chillon and immortalised the spot in Childe Harold. Near Chillon Rousseau had placed his scene in Heloise, and they loved to gaze on its frowning walls, where Bonivard lingered out six years of his life, then to regain freedom, turn Protestant, and become the brave husband of four wives. Passing over the Jura, from the summit they beheld the blue waters of the lake spread out far beneath them, whilst Mont Blanc  first seen from the heights of Fourviere as a distant dream  rose near at hand in all its glory. From the lake flowed the first waters of the Rhone, blue and transparent, but to become turbid and troubled as the river passed through Lyons on its way to the Mediterranean. In after years Mrs. Wood loved to talk of these bygone days and experiences.

But on the visit to which we have referred they had engagements at home, and returned quickly, staying one night only at Aix-les-Bains. We may be sure the little family we have described was not forgotten. It was a week nearer the Ducasse, the village wedding a week nearer its fulfilment, Jeanne a week happier. Even Jacqueline, the wife of Marius, had become more reconciled, and professed to have some hope of the bridegroom.

What has become of them all, one wonders. The French peasantry sometimes live to a great age, and it is just possible that Jeanne and Francis are a bowed and bent grandfather and grandmother, waiting their hour. More probably both are at rest beneath two little wooden crosses. In the chances and changes of the world, they may even have been sleeping side by side in death for the last half-century.
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CHAPTER XII

Be near me when I fade away, 

To point the term of human strife, 

And on the low dark verge of life 

The twilight of eternal day.
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ANOTHER journey  everything was a journey in those days  may be recorded, because it had in it something of the adventurous, and was of a nature no one on earth but Mr. Henry Wood would have thought of or attempted. Nothing daunted him; an idea entering his head was sufficient reason for its being acted upon. No matter how impossible, his sanguine temperament saw nothing not easily accomplished. Nothing was an effort. His thoughts were too rapid; he had unlimited confidence in himself; and he seldom paused to weigh his ideas. He saw in a moment what he considered ought to be done, and it was done without thought of results.

We linger over this period of Mrs. Henry Woods career, as we have said, because it was her first introduction to foreign life, and made a vivid impression upon her, colouring her after days: a time ever much in her thoughts, and of which she was ever ready to talk to those who loved to listen. And it was that enchanting and romantic period  early married life  when, as a rule, everything is bright, the world all couleur de rose, ones home an enchanted castle, of which the two principal beings are magicians. Troubles are as yet unseen, unrealised, and in every individual case the magic pair think they will prove the one exception to the rule: cares and anxieties are not for them, no clouds will come between  just as it is said that we think every one mortal but ourselves.

We also linger because of Mrs. Henry Woods after career very little can be written. The life so fair in the beginning was presently to drink deeply of the waters of affliction. Dark clouds rolled over her brilliant sky and for a time obscured the sunshine.

But meanwhile all was bright; it was spring weather, with skies and verdure only found in climes where everything is beautified by a sparkling atmosphere. It was a very forward year, and the leafy freshness was in full glory. One morning Mr. Henry Wood came up to his wife, who was reclining in her drawing-room. I have an idea, he said, and only want your consent to put it into execution.

What is it? she returned, smiling; for her husband had many ideas, and some of them had to be reduced to ordinary proportions by common - sense. Have you found the elixir of life, or the philosophers stone, or Aladdins lamp?

Better than all, he laughed. My idea has been suggested by this splendid weather. I have a few spare days, and it is a sin to waste them here. I should like to take you to the Grande Chartreuse, and acquaint you with all the beauties of that wonderful drive.

The Grande Chartreuse! exclaimed. Mrs. Wood. But that is a monastery. I might as well offer to conduct you to that far-off Convent where my cousin gave up life and became Sceur Marie-Ursule, dead to the world. You would not be admitted beyond a salle de reception; I should not even be admitted to so much at the Grande Chartreuse.

But we should spend a week amidst some of the wonders of nature  a week to remember all our lives, urged her husband.

That I grant, was the reply; and if you wish it, I am ready to go with you. But you may have to spend a night at the monastery, and what will become of poor me during the time?

That is serious, he laughed; but not so serious as it appears. If I do have to spend a night there  I dont think it will be necessary  an establishment close by, inhabited by nuns, I believe, would receive you, and you would be as safe as you are at home.

You make me feel nervous, returned Mrs. Wood, laughing also. They might refuse to give me up again. One has heard of such things.

Are you willing to run the risk?

Quite willing. I think they will probably be only too glad to get rid of me; for in their eyes I suppose I am an unhappy heretic.

And then, as to your not seeing the inside of the monastery, I am not so sure upon the point, continued Mr. Wood. I think I can promise that at least you shall visit the refectory and cloisters.

But I thought women were not admitted over the threshold? What Open Sesame would unbar the doors to me?

Ah! he laughed. The impossible in life often becomes possible if we only know how to go to work. I will tell you my secret The Brother who is doorkeeper at present, and often accompanies people over the monastery, was not always a monk. He has, indeed, not very long been a monk; and he is not a full-fledged monk now. He was a gentleman and a man who always interested me. It was once in my power to render him a service for which I earned his undying gratitude. There is nothing on earth he would not do for me, even to risking his present position, which of course I would never permit. But I am acquainted with the ways of the monastery, which I have often visited, and know where there is risk and where there is none. But the future shall decide. When shall we start? Can you be ready to-morrow morning?

Quite ready, replied Mrs. Wood, who always made a point of yielding to her husbands wishes when it was possible and of falling in with his plans, as good wives do. And on the following morning they started  a morning as bright and fair and full of promise as many of the days that had gone before.

The air was fresh and clear  that wonderful clearness only to be found amongst mountains. These same mountains rose majestically on all sides, many of their summits still snow-capped; a cold, strange contrast to the warm sunshine and brilliant sky. The fair river ran silently towards the far-off sea; and the travellers, crossing it by an old bridge, no doubt still standing, passed out of sight and sound of the town.

They made a long round of their journey for the sake of the magnificent scenery that everywhere abounded. Here, too, the roads were excellent; but occasionally a small mountain pass had to be climbed with difficulty and descended with care. Pine-trees grew far up the mountain sides, dark and sombre but ever charming, scenting the air, a delicious repose to the eye; and where pine forests were not, often the hill-sides were covered with vegetation of soft luxuriance  vines growing like currant bushes, still rather bare and wintry-looking, but soon to burst into leaf. The mulberry tree stood in profusion in the plains for the sake of the industrious silkworm, here cultivated by millions; its lovely cocoons spun into silk and presently woven into the rich material for which Lyons in France and Spitalfields in England were so famous in those days.

Journeying, they often heard the sound of the loom issuing from an open cottage door; and sometimes would stop the carriage and alight, pay the weaver a visit, and bring a gleam of sunshine into his quiet existence. These visits would break for a moment the monotony of constant movement, and rest the travellers. Often they came upon an unexpected village tragedy or romance, as they had come upon the little group near Aix-les-Bains; and the simple villagers were ready with their confidences. Now it was a hard winter which made it difficult to keep the pot au feu boiling; now a lonely grave in the churchyard, on which the turf had not yet had time to grow, and the sound of the mothers voice still echoed in the chaumiere, and the little wide-eyed children ran about neglected; again it was the gayer subject of a wedding a week old, and the new wife stood blushing and happy at the chimney comer, young and blooming; and the young and handsome husband, dividing his time between weaving and the cultivation of his garden, had not yet put on the pale look of middle-age.

There was an abundant study of human nature in its humbler forms in these journeys; material for many a village pastoral, such as George Sand so vividly describes in La Petite Fadette, Francois le Champs and those wonderful idylls which charm by their simplicity and faithfulness. But George Sand writes of a very different part of the country, where also the loom is sometimes heard with its whir, and the shuttle flies to and fro; where one room often does duty for everything, and in a corner there shines out a magnificent carved oak press worth its weight in gold, and the people to this day have kept their first primitiveness, and often their dress. Yet the Morbihan could never produce such magnificent and romantic scenery as that through which our travellers journeyed on their way to the Grande Chartreuse. The peasants on the road were few  the women wearing the enormous straw bonnets still occasionally seen in the Dauphine. The waggons were generally drawn by oxen.

At length they approached the end of their journey, and entered St. Laurent du Pont. The place was little more than a hamlet in those days, with a very primitive inn, but shelter and accommodation were fairly good, and travellers not infrequently put up there on their way to the famous monastery. It seemed that Mr. Wood had slightly changed his plans, for here, he announced, and not at the Grande Chartreuse, they would pass the night.

They had entered St. Laurent about eleven in the morning, their journey that day having been a very short one. After a simple dejeuner, they returned to the carriage, and began to ascend the wonderful pass.

Immediately after leaving the village the narrow gorge was entered  a gorge wild and beautiful. The monastery was about ten miles distant, the ascent almost continual. They had left the world behind them, and were journeying into the solitary mountains. Nothing but a small, noisy running stream and the road separated the two ranges. The water was of transparent emerald, clear as crystal. Great boulders of rock stood out, the stones worn into quaint forms by the ever-flowing stream. Small cascades ran down the mountain sides, shining through the pine-trees like silver threads.

At Fourvoirie they passed a forge romantically situated near the torrent, a most picturesque object. In front the mountains appeared to close in; a wealth of verdure overhung the water, here spanned by an old gray stone bridge. To all this the forge gave life and colouring: as forges always do, no matter where, for they are a remnant of barbarism pregnant with mystery. Hard by there was a charming waterfall, and beyond this the ruined bridge of the old road, used by the monks in the days of their first estate: who certainly were determined to place a barrier between themselves and the world when they built their parent institution in this almost inaccessible spot.

But what a wonderful eye for beauty they had, those monks; what an appreciation of nature; how invariably they found out where the best trout-streams ran, so that they might not only possess an innocent pastime, but an abundant supply of wholesome and unforbidden food. When St. Bruno wandered into this wilderness and there pitched his tent and built him a small chapel, he must have had some prejudice against the world, some terrible disappointment which caused him to choose this remote spot; but he must also have felt the solemn grandeur of the mountains a never-ending source of consolation and delight. An appalling solitude, nevertheless.

At length the pass widened a little; the snow-capped mountains receded and formed an amphitheatre; the perpendicular rocks passed away, and sloping hill-sides, covered with pine-trees, gave the scene a less wild and desolate aspect. In the midst of this wonderful amphitheatre Mr. Henry Wood presently pointed out to his wife the huge, quaint, ugly pile of the monastery, with its straggling buildings and dependencies  its slanting roofs and small turrets; a high dead wall encircling an immense area, within which the monks walked on ordinary days.

The carriage stopped not very far from the front entrance, and Mr. Wood, getting out alone, went up to the huge door, and the sound of a bell echoed through the building. Soon the door opened cautiously, and the pale, refined, singularly handsome face of a Frere Procureur looked out upon the world.

(5n recognising the new arrival, rapture took the place of the resigned expression which characterises most of the monks, as if there were nothing more to hope for from life; the door was thrown wide; the visitors hand was seized with every token of grateful affection. Then he passed in, and the door closed upon him. In five minutes time he came out again; and Mrs. Wood afterwards knew that this was part of the conversation that had taken place.

To what happy chance do I owe this surprise? from the Frere Procureur. It is life from the dead.

I am here for a special purpose, replied Mr. Wood. Are you not glad to see me?

I tell you it is as life from the dead, returned the monk with fervour. To see you and hear your voice I would at any moment accept a months penance. Have you come straight from home?

We have been some days on the road, loitering amidst those scenes you have yourself so much loved  never more splendid than now. But you, shut up within these walls

Hush, cried the monk painfully. Do not remind me of days passed for ever. Do not reopen wounds hardly yet closed. Rather pray that I may grow resigned to this silence of the tomb, this death in life. Not that I would undo what I have done, or go back to the world I have abandoned. I am only upset for the moment at hearing your voice and grasping your hand. It brings back the lost life so vividly. But I am resigned and not unhappy.

I am glad to hear it, returned Mr. Wood, but I am surprised, for you are taking refuge in a life altogether unsuited to you. You were never intended for a monk, and I told you at the time you would repent it. But you were obstinate, Julien

Hush! again interrupted the monk. I left that name behind me when I entered here; do not awaken happier thoughts by using it. Now I am Frére Jeronimo.

And are you really resigned and happy? If so, the expression of your face when you opened the door belied you.

Frere Jeronimo hesitated a moment. The change from the busy world to this living tomb has been great, he replied at length. At first the contrast was severe  the transition too abrupt. The silence and solemnity appalled me; I admit it. There ought, I think, to be intermediate stages or establishments, so that one might gradually become accustomed to this entombment. But I am growing used to it. Believe me, I am not unhappy and I do not repent. If I had to do it over again I doubt if I should hesitate. What has the world done for me, after all? What have I found in it that I should care to renounce? Yet now and then I find myself dwelling with a certain longing upon the past  just as if I had found it all an earthly paradise.

They had passed into the Salle de Bourgogne, a refectory given over to the use of visitors. It was empty, and the brother went up to a large press or cupboard, and, taking out some Chartreuse, offered a glass to his visitor.

I thought I saw your carriage not far off, he remarked; and I also thought I saw

Never mind what you thought, interrupted Mr. Wood. Are you alone in the monastery  no visitors staying here?

None whatever; nor likely to have any.

Good. Shall you be on guard to-night?

No; but the brother whose turn it is is a sleepy fellow, and will only too gladly give it up to me  if you wish it.

I want to come and hear the midnight mass

Nothing easier, interrupted Frere Jeronimo.

Yes; but I wish to bring a friend with me.

Why not?

A friend who will be dressed as a monk, of whom you must ask no questions, and who will not speak to you.

A mystery! laughed the brother. This really suggests the world, and I thought I had done with mysteries and the world for ever.

You will be quite alone? We shall not be likely to meet any one?  any of the fathers or brothers?

Not a creature. Be here three minutes after the clock has struck midnight. The door will be a little open. I shall be absolutely alone. The corridors will be empty. Every one will have gone in to the midnight mass. I might take you from one end of the building to the other without fear of interruption. But I do not understand. How do you purpose arriving here at midnight? It is an unearthly hour  unless you are staying in the monastery.

Leave that to me, was the reply. At three minutes after your clock has struck midnight you will find us here. Remember it is full moon, and the night will be almost as light as day.

It is the day for the monks to take their walk, said the brother as they separated. Go into the mountains, and you will see them. But if you are not alone, do not speak to them. They will not look at you.

For some two hours after this Mr and Mrs. Wood wandered in the pine-scented woods, revelling in the wonderful wealth and beauties of nature  their path a perfect carpet of green moss, wild flowers and ferns; hardy plants that grew in these high latitudes. The silence and solitude were intense, for out of sight of the monastery buildings they might have been in the wilds of a desert.

But presently the solitude was broken. Suddenly they came upon the monks, cloaked and cowled, filing through an upward path  a strange patchwork of humanity upon the mountain side.

They were all conversing together, as if they had much to say, and were making up for a whole weeks silence. Yet what could they have to talk about  these men who had long ago renounced life, and knew little or nothing of what was going on in the world? It was difficult to imagine. But their voices rose clear and loud, and they seemed to be making the most of their weeks half-holiday. Silent at all other times, they are even commanded to talk on these occasions. Our travellers watched them until they disappeared, but long after that the echo of their voices might be heard in the sparkling atmosphere  a strange sound in these mountain regions.

And so I suppose I was not allowed to see even the refectory and the cemetery? remarked Mrs. Wood. I am not disappointed, for I did not think it possible, even with the help of your friend the Frere Procureur.

All in good time, was the laughing reply. You dont know what may yet be in store for you.

They had re-entered the carriage, and were returning to St. Laurent du Pont. At the forge the blacksmith was wielding his hammer, and the travellers alighted and spoke to him, for he was no stranger to Mr. Wood, to whom the neighbourhood was well known, and whose name bore weight and influence in the country. At length St. Laurent was reached.

And now you must rest, said Mr. Wood to his wife. Our day is not over, and I am afraid your strength will be a little taxed. I intend to take you for a drive to-night, and to show you by moonlight all the wonders you have just seen in sunshine.

But will it not be too much for me? objected Mrs. Wood, in her surprise. Do you think I shall be able to stand it? And are not the nights still cold?

I will take every care of you, was the reply; and I have thought of everything. It will not be a very cold night, and I have an extra cloak for you in my portmanteau. As for fatigue, you will be too absorbed in the scene to dream of being tired. You dont know what wild gorges and snowcapped mountains and dense pine forests are under the moonlight magic.

I think I can imagine all that, replied Mrs. Wood, laughing; and I also think the night drive rather a wild idea, but I am quite ready to take it if you wish it. At what hour shall we start?

At ten oclock.

And do you mean to go quite up to the monastery?

Up to the very doors.

That will make it midnight  the witching hour. We shall see ghosts, laughed Mrs. Wood the ghosts of all the dead-and-gone monks who have lived up there for the last seven hundred years. What an army there would be! Henry, it is a wild scheme of yours  and all for a little moonlight!
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CHAPTER XIII

When in the down I sink my head, 

Sleep, Deaths twin-brother, times my breath; 

Sleep, Deaths twin-brother, knows not Death, 

Nor can I dream of thee as dead.
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THE day passed on, Mrs. Wood resting until eight oclock. At eight they dined, and at ten re-entered the carriage and began their mornings experience over again.

What have you there? asked Mrs. Wood, seeing her husband come out with something over his arm. A funny brown cloak, with a capuchon. It is not mine  I never wore brown in my life. You have made some mistake, Henry.

It is all right, he laughed. You may find it cold up in the mountains, and may want an extra cloak whilst walking about.

They set out It was a magnificent night, and not cold. The full moon sailed majestically in a cloudless sky. In the narrow gorge all was dark and impenetrable. They could hear the running water, but could not see it; nor the ferns, nor the brushwood, nor the overhanging trees. The forge was closed, its owner no doubt sleeping the sleep of the just and the hard-worked; but the penetrating moonbeams threw it into light and shade, together with the old bridge close to which it stood. All looked ghostly and mysterious in the pale light, backed by the high snow-capped mountains and dense pine woods.

The quiet of day had been nothing to this midnight hush. The carriage made slow progress, the urging postboy and treading horses alone breaking in upon the solemn silence and repose. Within about half a mile of the monastery Mr. Wood stopped the carriage, bade it remain there, and they alighted and walked. Calm and peaceful was the night, and now the stillness was that of a dead world. Not the cry of a bird, not the fluttering of a wing broke upon the air. The mountains stood in utter solitude and majesty, twice magnified in the pale moonlight.

They stood and listened to the silence. A faint breeze went whispering through the pine forests, as if the spirits of the dead-and-gone monks of many an age were abroad. A little ahead they now saw the ghostly monastic pile looming out in the moonlight, which glittered upon the slanting roofs and found its reflection in some of the windows. As they walked, the turret-clock struck the witching hour, and twelve strokes slowly rang out upon the midnight air: signal for the ghosts to appear, if any existed.

It was a solemn moment, an inexpressibly solemn and magnificent scene. A tremulousness seized Mrs. Wood for an instant, and her husband quickly enveloped her in the cloak he carried over his arm. She did not observe that it was a counterpart of a monks cloak, lined with soft white fur. I am not cold, she said, submitting passively to his care. If I shivered, I think it was at the effect of this wonderful scene, and the sudden striking of midnight  a ghostly sound in the stillness.

And now they were almost at the very door of the monastery. Henry, said Mrs. Wood, startled by a sudden thought, you are surely not going in, to leave me here alone?

My dear! he protested. I am going to take you to see the refectory, and the cloisters and graveyard in the moonlight. Now that we are here it would be a pity to miss all this. It is all arranged: I have permission. But within the walls it is cold; let me draw your hood.

It was no sooner said than done; and Mrs. Wood might have been mistaken for a young diminutive monk or novice; the face almost hidden by the capuchon., nothing visible but the outlines of the small slender form. All had passed so suddenly that there was no time for thought or question.

The door was a little open. Evidently their voices or footsteps had been heard; Frere Jeronimo was listening at his post, for the door opened wider, and the pale, refined face of the monk, almost hidden by the cowl, shone out in the moonlight.

Cest bien vous, he whispered. Follow me. Fear nothing. I am alone. The matines have commenced.

They passed in, and the door closed on profound darkness. Striking a light in a lantern, he took the lead without turning or looking, and without a word led the way to the refectory: the Salle de Bourgogne: a large white-washed room, with long bare tables. At the end of a table, near the door, on a plate stood two small glasses of Chartreuse, the bottle at hand. With a half smile Mr. Wood offered one to his wife, knowing well it would be refused, but did not refuse one himself in those cold quarters. Always the most abstemious of men, no one was a better judge of good wine, or appreciated it more in moderation: a man of refined taste as well as of artistic temperament.

The Salle de Bourgogne was full of ghostly shadows, which danced and flitted over walls and ceiling as the lantern moved in the hand of the monk. It looked bare, cold and cheerless; exactly the room fitted for men who had passed for ever from the world and given up their lives to fasting and vigil. Yet, as we have said, it was not the secluded refectory of the monks, but the public room set apart for those who from curiosity or some worthier motive visited the monastery; perhaps to spend a day or two within its hospital walls: a hospitality confined to the most meagre and penitential fare. All were privileged to wander about halls and corridors, cloisters and graveyard; to come and go as they would; but if they asked to be admitted to the realms where the celebrated liqueur was made, and to be shown its secrets, an ominous shake of the head with indrawn lips was the sole response. If in the corridors they met a father or brother, the cowl was more closely drawn, nothing was seen but the outline of a pale subdued face and eyes that seemed full of a sad introspection. A Trappist would have murmured Memento Mori in passing, but the Carthusians are vowed to silence. At all times there have been those who have braved the ordeal of nights in a cloister, attracted by the sense of mystery attached to every monkish community. Have we not all felt this, even in deserted monasteries that perhaps have not echoed for centuries to the sound of sandalled footsteps and midnight chanting? The element still lurks in the silent corridors, the ghostly atmosphere still hangs about the empty cell; the spirits of dead-and-gone monks haunt every turning and corner, and will do so as long as the stones are left one upon another.

Passing out of the refectory, the brother still guiding, they went rapidly down a long passage which presently led them to the cloisters and little cemetery. All shone out clearly and distinctly in the moonlight, and the pavement was flecked with ghostly shadows. Small wooden crosses marked where the dead lay in solemn peace and repose. The whole atmosphere of the place at this witching hour was weird and wonderful, the scene strangely beautiful and impressive. They lingered only long enough to take it all in, a never-fading recollection; then the brother, who had stood silent and motionless, again moved and led the way.

Once more through one long silent passage and another; then up a short staircase; the light extinguished; a door quietly opened; and they stood in a dark gallery, looking down upon a singular scene. A small, long chapel, a row of monks down each side, cloaked and cowled; each monk had a lantern near him, and these lanterns alone lighted up the place, which was in semi-darkness. Not a ray penetrated to the gallery; the greater part of the chapel was in gloom, and the altar at the far end could only be faintly outlined. The monks themselves were in shadow only relieved by the flickering lanterns. A few only had thrown back their hoods, and the lantern-light threw its pale glare upon cadaverous faces that seemed consumed with an inward fire of penitence or regret.

Nothing human could have looked more ghostly. They were chanting Gregorian music, melancholy and monotonous enough for a dirge  a perpetual funeral hymn, a Nunc Dimittis from the world. Occasionally one of the fathers rose, took up his lantern, flitted like a phantom down the aisle, between the two rows of kneeling monks, and, taking his place at a lectern, would chant for a short time from a book, guided by his own light, and then return to his seat. So it has been for centuries; so it still is to-day; for the Grande Chartreuse, in consideration of the revenue it brings to the Government by the sale of its liqueur, has not been abolished.

After a time Frere Jeronimo turned, opened the door near which he stood, and they passed out of the gallery. The door closed, and the voices of the monks became distant and unreal. The visit was over.

During the whole time Mrs. Wood had felt as one in a dream; and as one in a dream she now passed down the staircase and through the long, cold vaulted corridors. Once more they stood in the entrance hall, the door opened, admitting a flood of moonlight; a pressure of the hand was all that passed between Mr. Wood and Frere Jeronimo, and the door closed upon the midnight visitors. They were in the outer world again, surrounded by the wholesome influence of the sky, the mountains and pine forests, and heavens pure air. Then, and then only, Mrs. Wood breathed freely.

If I had known, I could not have undertaken it! was all the remonstrance she ever uttered. Suppose by some chance  such things will happen  we had been discovered?

My dear, returned her husband, it was impossible. I knew what I was about, and so did Frere Jeronimo, as he calls himself now. You dont suppose I would have subjected you to the slightest risk. But I was determined that you should see the inside of a monastery, if it could be managed, and hear something of a midnight mass. It seemed a pity you should take this moonlight drive, and not have this at the end of it. Nor was it difficult, as you perceive; and you are not the first of your sex by many who has seen a monastic interior. The happiest man to-night in that building is Fibre Jeronimo at the thought of having rendered me a service. But our visit must be kept a profound secret for his sake. What an existence!

And Mrs. Wood never knew whether the remembrance gave her pleasure or pain. A nervousness had come upon her in that midnight gallery she never liked to recall. But in after years she would often lose herself in a vision of that wonderful drive, the moonlit mountains and forests, the weird and ghostly silence upon all. For many a long day she could hear the solemn tolling of midnight upon the startled air, and imagine that she saw phantom forms flitting up the mountain passes, in and out of the dense pine forests.

They found the carriage where they had left it, the horses heads turned towards St. Laurent. And what Mr. Wood had remarked was quite true: the strange novelty of the scene and situation had driven away fatigue. It is also certain, as we have said, that no one but he, daring in all his thoughts, accustomed to success, to his own will and way, with energy and activity beyond the lot of most men, would have planned such an excursion.

Twenty years ago, when the writer visited the monastery, he asked the Frere Procureur  then Frere Gerasime  of Frere Jeronimo. For answer the brother led the way to the cemetery, and pointed to a grave marked by a small wooden cross. Frére Jeronimo had been lying there ten years. Whatever his history, whatever the troubles and sorrows for which he had fled from the world, all was over. He was at rest.

Frere Gerasime himself was a fat, round-faced, good-humoured brother, who could not speak without laughing, and looked as if life had been a series of feast days, instead of the fasts the monastery imposed. Care and trouble had never driven him from the world; but rather a certain indolence of disposition, an unwillingness to take thought for the things of the morrow, well suited to a monastic life. The days and the years passed quietly and peacefully; he had no care or concern; it was not brave, perhaps, but it suited him; and as Frére Procureur he came into frequent and pleasant contact with visitors, who brought in with them a sufficient atmosphere of the outside world to content him. He said that he was perfectly happy, and his appearance confirmed his words.

Full of variety, full of movement, full of charm was the life of Mrs. Wood at this period. Much more of those days might be recorded, for they were full of incident; but sufficient has been written to place before the reader a picture of that far-off time when as yet neither trouble on the one side nor fame on the other had laid its hand upon the author of East Lynne.

But it was a quiet life. There were no great dramas to be recorded. Life is not made up of dramas, but of commonplace, everyday events. Happy those lives that are without dramas. Mrs. Henry Woods days flowed in a calm, even stream, surrounded by friends, by everything heart could desire; a husband who was most popular amongst men, and failed in nothing but the administration of his own affairs. Amongst other great works, he undertook to establish and bring into operation one or two of the large French railways, and, in spite of great opposition, by his influence and powers of organisation he triumphantly succeeded. Nothing was beyond his grasp  nothing excepting his personal interests. He was extremely wealthy at one time simply because wealth would and did come to him; and he might have become, without effort, one of the richest men in France. But the fickle goddess will not be courted for ever; there comes a time when she withdraws her favours if they are lightly esteemed.

Of society and much of its higher ranks Mrs. Wood had abundant experience. Her true and steadfast nature was formed for friendship of the highest description, and she never lost a friend once made. She was as popular and beloved in her way as her husband was in his. Many lifelong intimacies were the result; most of them amongst the French  that nation she grew so much to like, and in whom she saw so much that was good. Her earnest purpose seemed to draw out all that was best in those she saw frequently. She always thought good of every one. Without guile herself, she never saw guile in others. Yet the smallest deviation from the right path filled her with a nameless horror, which in later years  as a friend has observed who only knew her in later years  might have made her severe but that she possessed in so large a measure the charity that thinketh no evil.

But the life we have described was not to last. There came a day when their early home knew them no more, when much that life held dear and sacred had to be parted from for ever. What that parting was to Mrs. Wood will never be known. She never spoke of it. It must have been trouble too deep for words, setting its seal upon her for all time. With her husband it was quite different. He lost none of his gaiety or charm; his sanguine nature saw all things in rose-colour. Probably he never had a days depression throughout life.

We know not with whom to compare Mrs. Henry Wood in her years of trial. No life opening in brilliancy was ever for a time more clouded by sorrow and suffering; but through all she was the quiet and refined gentlewoman whose simple, undemonstrative piety emphatically rendered her home blessed and sacred. In those days and years her profoundly religious nature came to her aid, and enabled her to pass through heart-troubles and worldly cares with the calmness, almost the exaltation of a saint. She rose above them in every sense of the word. No protest ever went up to Heaven Lord, why am I thus afflicted? But, on the contrary Thou doest all things well! The first verse of the first Psalm for the day of her birth  the 17th of the month  became often a silent prayer in days of trial. This was never told, but an incident once occurred which caused us to feel that it was so. Even in times of deep sorrow she never failed to think and to utter from inmost feeling and conviction For Thou, Lord, art good and gracious: and of great mercy unto them that call upon Thee. For years it was her practice to retire to her room for half an hour every evening alone; and the half-hour was spent in fervent prayer and earnest reading and meditation, in renewing strength for the trials of daily life.

Mr. Woods spirit and lightness, it has been said, never forsook him. He was at all times charming, brilliant, full of life. To-morrow the roses and garlands will fade, the poet sings; with Mr. Wood it was the opposite. To-morrow dead roses and garlands would bloom again. He lived in Utopia. Yet only in the things that concerned himself. In all concerning others he was an excellent counsellor, quick-judging, and with admirable common-sense. He would frequently give many days and much thought to the affairs of a friend  in which he had no more personal interest than in the ebb and flow of the tide  and overcome difficulties that would have landed any one else in disaster.

Perhaps, after all, we are not describing a very uncommon character; but it is rare when allied to such intellectual powers as Mr. Wood possessed.

France continued to be their home for many years. They both loved the country. At one time, indeed, Mr. Wood had almost been persuaded into becoming a naturalised Frenchman, and was only checked by the fact that his sons would then be under French rule, liable to conscription and other laws affecting the liberty of the subject. No doubt it would have added to his influence; but he was a true Englishman at heart; and, his mind once made up to remain an Englishman, the question passed, and never again came under consideration.

France, we say, continued to be their home. They both loved it, and had many friends in various parts of the country whom it was a great pleasure occasionally to meet. Mrs. Woods health was also very delicate at times, and it was supposed that the climate of France was more suited to her than that of England.
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CHAPTER XIV

Till all at once beyond the will 

I hear a wizard music roll, 

And through a lattice on the soul 

Looks thy fair face and makes it still.
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THE following incident does not belong to this period of Mrs. Woods life. Many years had passed away; much had happened. East Lynne had been published some time, and Mr. Wood had recently died. All the old life had ceased to be, a new order reigned. But as an incident of travel it seems a fitting conclusion to the pages that have gone before.

Mrs. Wood had always been an excellent traveller to whom fear was unknown. Yet at the time of which we are writing there had grown upon her a singular phase of nervousness: she felt it almost impossible to cross the Channel. She, who had crossed it many times in roughest weather without the slightest hesitation, at last found that the calmest day was beyond her courage.

It arose from the circumstance that once when crossing from Dieppe the machinery broke down. The sea was frightfully rough, and the vessel came to a standstill until what was wrong could be put right. This took nearly twelve hours, and during part of that time they were in a certain amount of danger. There was much alarm on board amongst the passengers, and Mrs. Wood grew nervous, though maintaining her usual outward calmness. At length the machinery was repaired, the vessel proceeded, and fears subsided.

But the voyage, in place of being under six hours, was nearly eighteen, and there had been much anxiety on shore respecting the safety of the boat. Instead of landing in daylight the passengers now landed in the night, and Mrs. Wood, possessing excellent sight by day, suffered from what is known as night-blindness  an inability to distinguish surrounding objects visible to others. In passing from the boat to the train she fell over a rope, and in the fall her hand was so badly sprained that for many years after she had to wear at times an elastic bandage designed for her by Sir Henry Thompson. Altogether the voyage had been trying; and from that time a fear of crossing the Channel by the longer route grew more and more strong, until the effort became too great an ordeal.

Thus it happened that once when she was desirous of joining her friend Mrs. Milner-Gibson at Dieppe, rather than take the voyage by way of Newhaven, she preferred to cross to Boulogne, and take the longer and at that time tedious though interesting journey by land. On that occasion she was accompanied by one of her sons. The short sea journey was passed without trouble, and the train carried the travellers on to Abbeville. Here the night had to be spent: the remainder of the journey would be taken by diligence, which started the next morning.

Perhaps Abbeville has changed less than many places, and yet it is now very different from what it was in those days. Mrs. Wood had never visited Abbeville, although well acquainted with the neighbourhood, and was delighted with the quaint old town, sleepy and quiet, yet full of a bygone charm and of old-world architecture. Above the banks of the river rose a long row of wonderful houses whose gabled roofs found their reflections in the placid stream. A canal ran through the town under streets and houses that had existed for ages. Some of the streets were so narrow that you might pass from one latticed window to its opposite neighbour in mid-air; and in truth the crumbling tenements were occasionally more picturesque than tempting. The house of Francis I., however, was an exception in its old and roomy courtyard, where vines then grew upon the walls. It was a vision of age and beauty, the embodiment of an artists dream, carrying one back to the centuries when Francis I. sat upon the throne of his fathers, strengthened its power and encouraged art. The house still exists, but in a less perfect condition than at that period.

Here, as everywhere in France, Mrs. Wood felt at home. For long years the language had been as familiar to her as English; whilst her gentle manner appealed to the Celtic temperament, and rich and poor loved her. She admired them also, and, as we have said, possessed the faculty of all good and pure minds, of only thinking good of others. Though quietest of the quiet and calmest of the calm, she admired their vivacity, their life and verve, their gay temperament, the very gestures they could not speak without using.

Those were charming and memorable hours spent at Abbeville. The hotel was one of the oldest and most picturesque houses in the town, but has long since disappeared; and the host ushered Madame to a sitting-room fitted up with the taste of a past age, opening to a bedroom Louis XIV. might have furnished for His Majestys own occupation. But the host apologised that for Monsieur there was nothing better to offer than a room in the grenier  comfortable, but high up and homely. The rooms not occupied at that moment were undergoing repair. There was only one other family in the house  the Comte de Marseine and Madame his mother  but they had taken nearly all the habitable apartments.

Here, indeed, was a strange coincidence, which for a moment rendered Mrs. Wood silent with surprise, then filled her with delight.

And so once more the old friends met in this singular manner, this out-of-the-world spot; and once again the world seemed smaller than it is. A delightful evening followed, in which the ladies were full of reminiscences of the past. The reason for the de Marseines present sojourn at Abbeville was that the old Comtesse de Marseine, Mrs. Woods friend, had a sister living at a chateau in the neighbourhood  Madame St. Ange  and this sister, in failing health, had begged them to come to the old town for what would be to her probably a last visit.

You see, chere enfant,  Mrs. Wood smiled at the old familiar way of addressing her,  the Chateau de St. Ange is only a league from the town; and, as I never could get on with the husband of Adelaide, I felt that a frigid week spent under their roof would be too much for my nerves. So here we have installed ourselves; and we meet every day, and are excellent friends, he and I. I am not anxious about my sister. I think she has grown nervous about herself  she has had a trying life with her fidgety old husband, who calls her Madame, and treats her with as much ceremony as if she were his queen instead of his wife, and is as cold as an icicle, and altogether fossilised. But as far as I can see, Adelaide is in excellent health. She is my junior by three years, and I am only seventy-two. You know I was a de Kerkade, one of the ancient families of Brittany  ancient, my dear, in every sense of the word, for we never think of dying under ninety, any one of us. Only my poor great-uncle died when he was seventy-four; killed when out boar-hunting: a judgment, some said, for boar-hunting at an age when he ought to have done with frivolities. But at seventy-four we are quite juvenile. My uncle killed his boar, and the head hangs up in the great hall of my old home  together with a good many other boars heads  overlooking our enchanting grounds and gardens, abounding in old-fashioned flowers, tall lilies and sweet-scented roses, and wonderful old wells decorated with ancient ironwork. Yes, Adelaide has twenty good years before her. And I give you my word that I dont myself feel a day older than when I was forty years of age, and we used to sit, you and I, out upon the terraces, talking of the past and the future, and listening to the nightingales. This is something for a Frenchwoman to say  but then I am Bretonne.

And you have not changed, remarked Mrs. Wood. You do not look a day older than when we last met nine years ago.

Nine years! echoed Madame de Marseine. Yes, it is indeed nine years, yet it seems only yesterday. Time flies. Before I can turn round my twenty years will have passed, and both Adelaide and I will be no more. As for you, chere enfant, that lovely face is more lovely, more youthful than ever. If you live to be ninety, you will never grow old. And then your success! Who would have supposed this quiet person had so much in her! But I was sure there was much more behind those eyes than the world imagined, and you may remember that I told you so. I read your East Lynne in French first of all, translated by Mr. North Peat, who called it Lady Isabel; and then I read it in English. It is a pity that any great work has to be translated  the essence evaporates. And so you are going to Dieppe, to make there la pluie et le beau temps. Well, we will come and spend ten days also, for the sake of being with you. We have several friends there at this moment  charming people whom you must know.

It was a very pleasant incident, which made the visit to Abbeville more than memorable.

The grenier referred to proved delightful, high up and humble though it was. Admirable from an artistic point of view, with a lovely sixteenth-century dormer window and latticed panes, from which one looked out upon a wonderful assemblage of slanting ancient red and gray roofs, magnificent in tone, backed by the rich and picturesque towers of the church of St. Wolfram. And in the early morning it was worth a kings ransom to watch the breaking of dawn, and the wonderful light and colour spreading in an almost cloudless sky; the sun rising in splendour behind the church towers.

That morning was market-day, and Abbeville, for a quiet town, was full of sound and bustle. About six oclock the factory people, men and women, hastened to their daily work; causing a small commotion, a crisp sound of many feet upon the pavements, many of them wearing sabots, which gave out a sharp sound like the falling of hail. The women wore white caps, which alone lifted them out of the realms of the commonplace. If they could only realise how much they have lost, would they return to their old ways? The people of Picardy have become very uninteresting; plain and rugged, with harsh shrill voices that seem laden with the coldness of their northern atmosphere. But on that bygone day everything was charming, old-world, and primitive; it was still the age of beauty and picturesqueness; streets and houses matched wonderfully with the people; not a shadow of the coming change had fallen.

The market-place was crowded with buyers and sellers.

Quite early in the morning ladies and servants had assembled with their baskets for the mid-weeks purchases. Many of the market-women were decorated with gold chains and earrings, often really artistic  heirlooms handed down from mother to daughter, of which they were proud and careful as an old English baron of his pedigree. No offer would have persuaded one of them to part with her jewels, for they were a badge of the respectability of the wearer and the antiquity of her race. Everything was clean and tempting; butter, poultry, and vegetables; the latter arranged almost as one sees them in the far South and in Italy; a scene that charmed Mrs. Wood. She delighted in entering into conversation with some of the fresh, comely market-women decked out in their gold ornaments and caps. Romantic and interesting they looked in their way, these women of Abbeville, wives and daughters of the small farmers of the neighbourhood. As Mrs. Wood went through the market she was of course apostrophised by many an anxious seller of ducks, chickens and fresh Picardy produce. All reminded her of days gone by, when in her southern home, like all the ladies of the neighbourhood, she had accompanied her housekeeper to market, for the pleasure of seeing what was going on, and of being in touch with her tradespeople, and where, as old Venus had poetically expressed it, she came to them as a ray of sunshine. Only in such a country as France is such a state of things possible; and in leaving France this universally good understanding was a condition of life she much regretted.

Rarely, in her southern French home or elsewhere, had she gazed upon a more picturesque scene than this market-place framed in by the quaint houses. Only the one charm was absent  they were all strangers to her. She could not inquire into the joys and sorrows of their simple and straightforward lives. No doubt all had their share of vicissitudes, but the tragic element was absent; few had skeletons in the cupboard. There is not a better, more quietly conducted class than the small farmers of France. Temperate and industrious, their simple annals are marked by seed-time and harvest, summer and winter. The men are peaceable, and have few vices; especially the sin of intemperance is rare. The women make good helpmates. As for the comely daughters of that Abbeville morning, they were only entering upon life; it would have been sad if as yet they knew much of its sorrows.

The whole town, we have said, was full of little old-world bits of architecture. Gabled houses with dormer windows and latticed panes, with red roofs beautiful with that rich tone that only age can give. Conspicuous in its beauty, rising splendidly above the quaint clusters of roofs, was the church of St. Wolfram, gaining so much by its unrestored condition  a church never finished, and destined to much greater magnificence by that Cardinal dAmboise, who, three centuries ago, had something to do with many of the churches of France. Whatever may be thought or said of him, much of his work is a dream of beauty  and what more can be desired? Had the original designs been carried out, Abbeville would almost have rivalled Amiens  would indeed have surpassed it: and as Wren wept over his rejected St. Pauls, so it is said the architect wept over St. Wolframs.

There is still much that is lovely about it, and much on which Mrs. Wood gazed with true appreciation. The magnificent flamboyant facade; the beautiful Renaissance doors, three splendid portals richly decorated; the fine towers, conspicuous for many a mile round in the flat but fertile country; all the flowing tracery; the niches, still rich in old statues that survived the days of revolution and bloodshed; and the refined light buttresses which formed the charm of the otherwise disappointing interior.

By ten oclock all had to be ended, for at ten the diligence started for Eu. The de Marseines accompanied Mrs. Wood to the starting-point. It was an extremely hot day, bright and sunny. There were no other passengers. According to French fashion, Madame de Marseine kissed Mrs. Wood on both cheeks  a process to which she patiently submitted. They had been great friends in the past, but even with her greatest friends Mrs. Wood was not demonstrative.

You will lunch at Eu, chere enfant, said Madame de Marseine: a quiet little place, with nothing to see. But at least there is the famous chateau. Go to it; ask for the head gardien; tell him that Madame de Marseine confides you to his care. The name will be a talisman. He will conduct you through it, and give you the history of every picture  every room in the place. Ay di me! I stayed there with my dear husband in 1843, as the guest of poor Louis Philippe. It was just after your Queen Victoria had visited him, and I remember his telling me how frank and charming and simple he had thought the young Queen of England, how handsome and noble and good her husband. Poor King! he enjoyed many a happy year in the Chateau dEu, which he restored so magnificently after his mothers death; but in 1843 his own time was approaching; a few more years, and he was an exile. When I think of the beauty and grace of Marie Antoinette, in that first revolution of93,  that wonderful head submitting to the scaffold; when I remember the last time I was with Marie Amalie, at Versailles, and the happy moments we spent in what had been Marie Antoinettes favourite Trianon  how it has all passed, how it all passes  we may well say that everything is vanity and vexation of spirit. It does not do to recall those times. I only wonder that we  friends of the King and Queen  Royalists  were spared a similar destiny. Revolutions are the horrors of history  institutions for the savage tribes of earth, but for none else. Chere enfant, the diligence grows impatient. We must part. Au revoir a Dieppe!

Et sans adieu, laughed young de Marseine  head of the family since his father had died seven years ago.

A quinze jours dici, added his mother; we shall meet again in a fortnight. I will write to-day to the hotel. You can even speak to the proprietor for me; one salon, five bedrooms  as near your own apartments as possible.

The impatient diligence waited to hear no more. With infinite cracking of whip and distressful rattling over the stones of Abbeville, the conveyance started on its way; the de Marseines watching and waving a final good-bye as it went out of sight.

The little incident was over, but had been singularly pleasant to Mrs. Wood, and she afterwards often alluded to it as one of those chances of travel to which we have referred. You tried to persuade me to cross by way of Newhaven, she laughed, as the diligence rattled through the quaint old town. What a pleasure we should have lost if you had succeeded. But for meeting them here, the de Marseines would never have come to Dieppe.

One must never try to persuade you again, was the reply; with you whatever is, is right It is always so.

And in everything excepting time and trouble the present route was infinitely more agreeable, giving a variety of changes in a very short time, and taking the travellers through scenes that were then full of primitive interest and quiet charm.
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CHAPTER XV

So many worlds, so much to do, 

So little done, such things to be, 

How know I what had need of thee, 

For thou wert strong as thou wert true?
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THE surrounding country, as we have said, was flat, but rich and fertile. The diligence passed through long, straight roads, such as France loves; but the stiff poplars so often found by the wayside were absent. In place there were green hedgerows, which made, and still make, the scenery of Picardy and Normandy very English: smiling and luxuriant. Field after field, league after league, a succession of pastures, cultivated lands, and orchards laden with the small cider-apple.

At last the small, sleepy town of Eu loomed in the distance, and soon the diligence came to a stand stillin the centre of its irregular market-place, with little to recommend it beyond its primitive life. The diligence was the event of the day. No one ever came to remain here, but people arrived on their way to Tréport, the small neighbouring seaside resort Here at Eu occurred another singular coincidence, of which life is so full. No sooner had the diligence stopped than a small group of people, unmistakably English, wended their way across the small square, came up to it, and accosted the conducteur and the travellers.

We have come to meet Mrs. Wood, said the senior lady of the party Mrs. Wood and her son. I do not see them here.

I am Mrs. Wood, was the surprised answer, and I am accompanied by my son; but it is impossible that any one could be here to meet us. No one knows of our being at Eu.

It is very strange, returned the leader in aggrieved tones, looking at the travellers as though they had transformed themselves into other people, as they do in fairy tales. I never knew anything so extraordinary. Not once in six months do any English arrive by the diligence  we are living over here and ought to know. Yesterday we received a letter from General Paling asking us to be sure to go to the diligence to-day and meet Mrs. Wood and her son; we do so; Mrs.

Wood and her son arrive, but it is not the Mrs. Wood and her son.

It cannot be, laughed Mrs. Henry Wood, I am not acquainted with General Paling, and therefore he could not have written to any one about us. It is certainly singular, but can only be a coincidence.

Upon which the strangers bowed and withdrew with injured expressions. They evidently felt a great wrong had been done to them; it was clearly a subject for a grievance. Finally they disappeared across the Place in earnest conversation, every now and then looking back reproachfully at the innocent diligence.

At Eu the travellers had some hours to wait. In a small salon of the hotel, only a degree removed from a restaurant, a simple dejeuner was served. Pewter spoons were all that could be produced for the soup, and two-pronged forks for the modest bouilli. But the coffee was excellent  it always was so in those days; now it is rather the exception; you must go farther north for it, to the shores of Sweden and Norway. But if the pewter spoons at Eu were primitive, the coffee was served in pure white china, for once delicately thin. That which redeemed the hotel was the woman who waited in a picturesque Normandy costume  for she came from the neighbourhood of Rouen, and was proprietress of the establishment. She, too, was decked out with heavy gold ornaments, evidently hastily put on in honour of Madame.

A short walk after dejeuner, and the chiteau was reached. Those were the days of Napoleon III., to whom it then belonged. Later the French Republic, by a graceful act of justice, restored it to the Comte de Paris. It stood in its well-kept park: a low building of red brick with slate roofs, bearing unmistakable traces of sixteenth-century architecture, contrasting well with the green of the magnificent timber. Here had once stood a castle in which the ill-fated Harold had visited William of Normandy, so long ago that only to think of it was like looking back upon another and a far-off world. The ground was sacred to history.

On asking for the gardien a venerable old man presented himself, who must long since have been added to his forefathers. The name of Madame de Marseine acted as a talisman, as she had foretold. With a low bow, worthy of the court of Louis Philippe, he placed himself at Madames disposal and was her humble servitor. He would do the honours of the chateau; it was too great a privilege to attend upon any friend of Madame la Comtesse.

Royally he did his duty. Here had sat Marie Amalie; there she had written her letters. Here, on this very floor, in the days of his great-uncle, Marie Antoinette had danced the minuet de la cour  most beautiful and graceful of assembled ladies. His uncle had told him how he had seen the Kings eyes light up with admiration as he watched the popularity of the Queen, though demonstrativeness was not a characteristic of Louis XVI. In that cabinet, Louis Philippe had transacted many of his state affairs, and passed many an anxious hour when the evil days were drawing near. For his part he thought that with more discretion and better counsel the Revolution of 1848 might have been avoided, and the King and Queen have ended their days comfortably in their own palace instead of in a foreign land. It was not for him to say, but the humblest man could not close his eyes if nature had given him a little intelligence. And he had been so great a favourite with the King and Queen, so much about their persons, that naturally what little was good and intelligent about him had come to the surface.

And so he went on, as he led the way through apartments resplendent with gilding, and corridors hung with portraits. Many a small anecdote of the King and Queen he narrated  trifling circumstances, which gained their interest from the delicate romance and sadness which must ever surround all exiled monarchs.

On leaving, the douceur he would not have been above accepting on ordinary occasions was modestly declined. Monsieur, he said, with deprecation, as if fearing to offend, it is already too much honour to escort any friends of the Comtesse de Marseine, so great a friend of my King and Queen, and from whom I have received in days gone by many marks of favour. I beg Monsieurs pardon, if he allows me to retain of this visit the only recollection that can gratify me: that of having once more rendered Madame de Marseine a small service, and of doing it for the love of the days that are gone. I shall not have many more occasions.

Quite a graceful little speech, delivered in a manner worthy of a courtier  from the heart, too, for there were tears in the old mans eyes as he escorted the travellers to the gates of the park and bowed them away with as much ceremony as if on either side he saw the melancholy shades of Louis Philippe and Marie Amalie smiling approval.

It had been a memorable little visit. The old gardien had contrived to bring into it quite a royal and historical interest. An unwritten page in the past had been recorded; the figures of Louis Philippe and Marie Amalie had stood out clearly; for a moment he had brought them back to life; one had almost heard their tones and footsteps in passing through the rooms once haunted by them: where, twenty years before, they might still have been found with the first shadows upon their faces of approaching evil.

The scene changed to Tréport, with its broad expanse of sea quietly breaking upon a flat, shingly shore; the most quaint and curious and confined little place ever seen, and the most absolutely French. In those days it consisted of a few houses little better than bungalows, thrown, as it were, without plan or sequence upon a small, out-of-the-way corner of the earth, which might also be called the very ends of the world. It has now a harbour, a casino, fashionable hotels, and a town of some 4000 or 5000 inhabitants; but it can never be otherwise than contracted; crowded with gay and chattering Parisians, who come here, year after year, for seabathing and flirting, and le grand air.

Few English were ever seen there, and it was not surprising that Mrs. Wood should attract attention as she walked upon the Plage, charmed with the sea, in which she ever delighted, charmed with the movement and animation around her. Children were playing their seaside games; mothers, nurses, grown-up brothers  all were in evidence, and in the full tide of enjoyment. Remarks were freely offered and easily overheard, much to her quiet amusement.

Recognising her as English, they possibly took it for granted, as people will do, that French was not understood. Many years have passed since then, but not the smallest incident of this journey is forgotten.

A new arrival!

And English too!

Is it possible that Treport is becoming known, and the English are going to invade us  coming over to criticise, with their superior airs of morality?

Ma chere, one swallow does not make a summer. Dont be unnecessarily alarmed. These new arrivals may be only birds of passage  visitors of an hour, for all we know.

Who can she be?

Probably an English lady visiting in the neighbourhood. Perhaps the Chateau dEu. But no; no one is there at present. It is in possession of the gardiens and the spiders, and they have an easy time of it.

Her companion bears just sufficient resemblance to see that they are related  probably a younger brother.

It was ever so; Mrs. Wood possessed the secret of perpetual youth. Some years before the above incident she was crossing over to England, when a lady sat down beside her on the deck and entered into conversation.

I was speaking just now to your two brothers, she remarked; asking them

My two brothers? interrupted Mrs. Wood questioningly. Yes, those two gentlemen standing at the other end there.

The one is my husband, the other my eldest son, laughed Mrs. Wood. The son in question was then a lad of seventeen, her husband was forty years of age: in those days as young-looking as herself.

But years had rolled on since that crossing. The youthful-looking husband was no more, and Mrs. Wood had passed through much tribulation. At the time of her husbands death she was writing Oswald Cray. Appearing in Good Words month by month, the monthly portion had to be sent in, in spite of all; work could not be laid aside, however great the strain. She bravely kept up to the last page, and then the overwrought nerves broke down.

I can do nothing, she said to her doctor in some alarm. I cannot sleep. I cannot read. It seems too much even to look at a letter. What does it mean?

It means, my dear lady, that you have overtaxed your powers, returned the doctor. You have gone through a time of great emotion, which alone was sufficient mental strain. In addition to this you have worked, and now that your work is done and the strain is over, your nerves have given way.

Do you think I shall recover? she asked, in some anxiety.

Yes, if you follow my directions. The mischief is functional, not organic. You must take four months rest; neither look at a book nor read a paper, nor think of a plot or a novel. Leave your present surroundings. Go over to your beloved France, where I have heard you say you feel so much at home. The life and movement there is exactly what you require. You love the water; sit in front of it and watch it day after day. Nothing in the world is so soothing to nerves and brain as to watch that ever-changing sea. In short, for the next four months, as far as all intellectual pursuits are concerned, you must live the life of a vegetable.

Mrs. Wood laughed. It is a severe remedy, she said, and will be difficult to carry out. But if it is necessary, it shall be done and I feel that it is necessary.

The result proved the wisdom of the advice. Mrs. Wood left home, and for four months England knew her no more. The life of a vegetable was adopted; books, letters, papers, everything that could tax the brain put aside. At the end of that time she returned to England with health restored.

And now, on this day when Tréport was visited, she was once more on her way to Dieppe, which had become her favourite watering-place. The scraps of conversation had afforded much amusement as they were caught, and much more was said that need not be recorded. The English lady who had caused some temporary commotion in the little world of Treport quickly disappeared, and was seen no more. The Plage and its little crowd no doubt resumed their normal condition.

Meanwhile Mrs. Wood had returned to Eu, where the diligence, still in the shape of a two-horse omnibus, was preparing for the journey to Dieppe. Again they were the only travellers. Mrs. Wood, ever considerate to others, first entered the hotel to say Bon jour to Madame.

La Patrone, who combined the sincerity of the Norman with a dash of French fervour, was charmed at the little mark of attention.

To the pleasure of seeing Madame again, she cried.

I would that my small hotel had the honour of receiving Madame for a longer séjour; I should have the distinction of waiting upon her myself. I regret that of all days in the year my husband is not at home to assure Madame that he would devote his energies to her comfort. He has gone to Lille upon a small matter of business. It may interest Madame to know that we have a propriete there; small and humble, it is true, but a family possession. We had let it to people apparently of integrity; but they have gone off and never paid their rent, and we hear that the place is in disorder. My husband has gone to see to it. He is good and easy with people, but this time he is furious, and the law will soon find out where these malfaiteurs have escaped to. Only, as Madame knows, you cannot draw water from a dry well, and I fear we shall do no good by going after them. Voila lomnibus!

For the little domestic episode had been given during the passage from the hotel to the diligence, under Madames polite escort. The narration bore witness to Mrs. Woods immediate influence upon people  the more remarkable that she never sought or invited confidences, and in manner with strangers was quiet almost to reticence.

La Patrone was resplendent in gold chain and earrings and picturesque Norman cap, bodice and petticoat  garments not assumed every day, she declared. She had been a very handsome woman, as so many of the Normans are, with fine heads well set upon their shoulders, magnificent figures, and a carriage upright as a dart  the heritage of a long line of ancestors, humble though they may be.

Such was the hostess of Eu; but she had long passed her youth, and indeed talked of retiring to the little propriete in Lille which had been so cavalierly treated by the missing tenants. They could just live upon their rentes, she said; and after all it was no use slaving until you dropped into the grave, where you certainly could enjoy nothing. There were no children, and no one to put by for  only themselves to think about. She longed to leave sleepy Eu, with its ugly Place, no two sides alike, where the only distraction was change of weather and the daily diligence. In Lille there was always something going on; and they had relations there  sisters and cousins of her husband. She herself had originally come from Duclair, a pretty village not far from Rouen, on the road to Caudebec and Havre, with its fine old church, wonderful marble pillars, and dragon mouths which supported the roof. Perhaps Madame knew Caudebec too, with its mascaret  that great wave which came twice a year, in March and October, and which people foretold just as astronomers foretold eclipses of the sun and moon. It was wonderful. On a given day excursionists would arrive, take their standing on the Plage, and all at once, as sure as the sky above them, the enormous wave came rolling in. Who knew whether, some fine day, it would not be so enormous as to drown them all?

The omnibus was ready to start. The coachman was mounting his box; the whip sent off its fireworks.

Jean le cocher, cried la Patrone, have a care to Madame in the interior. Dont drive too fast, and avoid the big stones on the road. They are so reckless, she explained, and sometimes drive furiously, especially if they have had a glass or two of absinthe before starting, or get it en route. Au plaisir, Madame, as the reckless Jean whipped up his horses, and began to rattle over the stones of the little square. If Madame will only descend here for a few days on her return from Dieppe, I shall be proud to wait upon her.

And with her best bow, and looking a very picturesque member of society, la Patrone stood watching the diligence, straight and motionless as another Joan of Arc at the stake, until it turned the corner and was seen no more. But the result of the visit to Lille was never known, for the few days descent at Eu never took place. As women rule the world, it is probable that la Patrone had her way, and they retired to their little propriete, finding happiness in a life of leisure, and escaping the dangers of uncertain tenants.
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CHAPTER XVI

So, dearest, now thy brows are cold, 

I see thee what thou art, and know 

Thy likeness to the wise below, 

Thy kindred with the great of old.
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THE journey to Dieppe was much the same as the first part of the journey from Abbeville, excepting that it appeared somewhat longer and more tedious. The scenery was still flat and unvarying, and grew a little monotonous; long straight roads that seemed interminable; whilst the dust under the horses feet flew in endless white clouds.

The omnibus had not gone very far before it stopped, and a picturesque nun entered and took her seat quietly. She glanced at Mrs. Wood, and then, with a graceful inclination and a Bon jour, Madame, threw back her black veil, which must have been trying in the heat of the day. In spite of the placid face, one seemed to read sorrow and disappointment in its expression. In youth she must have been beautiful.

Presently, with another glance at her fellow-traveller, she spoke again.

Madame est Anglaise, she said, more as an assertion than a question. Her voice was soft and pleasant, her French such as the upper classes spoke; she was evidently of gentle birth. Her age, as far as could be guessed, was about fifty. It is not often that English ladies are seen in the uncomfortable Dieppe diligence, she continued; and today to make it still more uncomfortable we have only the omnibus.

We crossed over to Boulogne, explained Mrs. Wood, and intended to go round by St. Valery-sur-Somme, but there is no longer any correspondence.

They are always changing their plans, remarked the nun, and not always for the better. Madame has come round by Abbeville, where she must have stayed the night. It may chance that Madame is acquainted with Madame de St. Ange?

No, returned Mrs. Wood, smiling, and preparing for another coincidence; I never met Madame de St. Ange; but her sister, Madame de Marseine, is my great friend. We spent the evening together yesterday.

How singular that we should meet, you and I, Madame, and in a public conveyance, and in this remote spot! cried the nun, with more enthusiasm than she had probably shown for many a day. Of course I know Madame de Marseine as well as I know Madame de St. Ange; but I have seen more of the latter, having passed much of my life in the same neighbourhood. We are related; their father and mine were first cousins.

Yet you seem much younger than they, remarked Mrs. Wood.

I am younger, but not so much so as you might imagine, laughed the nun; for nuns laugh sometimes. I know that I look about fifty, but I am really sixty-two. Our quiet life, in which the emotions are suppressed and the days run calmly as a river, keeps the lines out of our faces.

Then, after a few moments pause and a keen glance at Mrs. Wood, she added:

I am sure you must be Madame Wood, of whom I have heard Madame de Marseine so often speak. Yet you also puzzle me, for you look only about thirty, and Madame Wood must be much more.

I am Madame Wood, and I am quite fifty, was the laughing reply; yet I am not a nun, and have had my share of sorrow. I too have heard of you from Madame de Marseine; I am sure you must be Soeur Marie-Blanche.

I am indeed that most unfortunate personage, returned the nun sadly. But this is one of the unexpected pleasures of my life. I have so long wanted to know you. You have bewitched Madame de Marseine, and we never meet but she talks of you. Of late years it has been to bewail your broken intercourse. I have also heard much of you from your cousin, Soeur Marie-Ursule, who is a nun of the Visitation. I do not belong to that order, but have sometimes stayed a week at a time in her convent. What a charming voice she had, what a wonderful harpist, and how truly good a woman. Her placid face bears the expression of a saint. She was a Miss Osborne, I think, in the old days.

Yes. She belonged to the Osbornes of Chelsley. They were Roman Catholics, as you may know. She was beautiful and accomplished, and was to have married in early life, but she had no dowry, and somehow it came to nothing. In her disappointment  I believe it really broke her heart  she took the veil and became a cloistered nun of that very strict order; her beauty, accomplishments, goodness, all lost to the world. Do you know that she has never even seen a train, or any modern improvement?

Yet I do not pity her, returned Soeur Marie-Blanche, for she has never repented the step. She has been happy in her life. She found her vocation; whilst I  

She paused. Mrs. Wood looked at her with sympathy. It was one of those life - histories in which she was ever interested. She did not speak, but waited for more.

Well I have not been happy, laughed Soeur Marie-Blanche. As Marie-Ursule found her vocation, so I missed mine. As Marie de Kerkadé I was to have married the Baron de Keruen  the head of a Breton family. We were much attached to each other  it was really a marriage damour, not merely de convenance. Everything was arranged, the wedding-day fixed. Three days before the event he went out shooting  and was brought home dead. Inconsolable, I seemed to lose all interest in life. My mother, a great devote, had often expressed a wish that I should take the veil  a singular and unhealthy wish, as I look upon it, for of all vocations it should never be forced upon any one. Again she proposed it, and I, not caring in my sorrow what became of me, yielded. I was to have become a cloistered nun, but it was soon seen that it would never do for me. I could never have borne the restraint and confinement. It would have driven me mad or killed me; at the very least have uprooted what little good might be in me. My headquarters, as I may call them, are near Abbeville  my convent; but I go about the world on all sorts of missions: sometimes nursing the sick; sometimes on important business connected with our order. They look upon me as a female diplomatist. I must be actively engaged, and my happiest times are when I have most to do. Not infrequently I spend a whole week with my cousin, Madame de St. Ange, and so have kept up my interest with the world. I am really only half a nun, for I am allowed far more freedom than is often given to those buried women. My family, as you know, has great influence in certain quarters, and it is supposed that I have great influence with them. Now, the Osbornes were Roman Catholic; but you, chere Madame

Am a Protestant, quickly responded Mrs. Wood. I have lived amongst Roman Catholics, some of my best friends are Roman Catholic, and some of my relatives; but I am a Protestant, and hope to die in the faith of my fathers.

You are quite right, replied Soeur Marie - Blanche. Though I should not dare to say it aloud  it would almost mean excommunication  I would not lift a finger to make a convert. I would have the world more large-minded, and let each keep to his faith  so long as the foundations of that faith are the same. We go to the same Fountain-head: let that suffice. But we must not enter upon a religious argument in a public conveyance. It might stop and admit some bigoted priest, who would report me and bring upon me all sorts of trouble and penances. Besides, I firmly believe that the birds of the air carry tales. I have opened my heart to you, she smiled; but though we have only just met, I seem to have known you long. You are of those who inspire confidence. Madame de Marseine has told me so many a time; now I judge for myself. I did not know she was at Abbeville, though I knew she would probably go there. I have just come from Blangy, where I have had some work to do: Blangy with its ruins of St. Berthe as sole attraction for the explorer. Madame de St. Ange has fallen into the nervous condition which sometimes attacks elderly people: she is always thinking that she is going to die. Of course the inevitable must come to all some time. She is not strong and needs sympathy. Unfortunately her frigid husband does not understand even the meaning of the virtue, though an excellent man in his way. Madame de Marseine, I need not tell you, is brimming over with it.

And are you now bound for Dieppe? asked Mrs. Wood.

Yes, truly. I have an important mission to perform there, which will take me quite a fortnight. So I trust we may often meet, that I may know you better. It will be a mutual topic of conversation with Madame de Marseine in days to come. I can go about as I please; shall even be able to join you for an hour or two every day at the casino, if I do not make myself too conspicuous. Levity and frivolity are forbidden, she laughed, but I may mix a little with the world. Du reste, levity never attracted me; life is too serious, and mine especially has been all sadness and sorrow  the sadness and sorrow of being constantly haunted with what might have been. But at sixty-two the most frivolous coquette would surely have become earnest and sober.

So talking, the afternoon passed into evening, the shades of night fell, and it was almost dark when Dieppe was reached.

You go to the hotel, said Soeur Marie-Blanche, as the omnibus entered the narrow rattling streets of the old town; I to the convent. But what a benediction that I may come and go as I please!

Will you be allowed sometimes to spend an evening with us? asked Mrs. Wood.

Oh yes, provided I am in by ten oclock. There are of course certain rules and conditions that I must observe, and that is one of them.

You will see Madame de Marseine, I hope, who has promised to spend ten days here; but it will be a week before she arrives. Then she returns to Abbeville for a final week with Madame de St Ange.

That is delightful! cried Soeur Marie-Blanche. We shall be a lively family party  for you are quite one of ourselves. What pleasant days and evenings shall we have! I must discover complications in my mission that will take time to overcome. What kindly fate led to our meeting in this way? I was to have come yesterday, but an intense headache prevented my travelling! I murmured at the time, and lo, it has proved my good friend.

The rattling streets made conversation difficult. Jean le cocher  who, to give him his due, had not once during the journey descended from his box for absinthe  awoke the echoes with his whip; a small pandemonium. People of course rushed out to see the cavalcade pass.

I do not like Dieppe, said Soeur Marie-Blanche. It is unwholesome and monotonous.

But the Plage is fine and the sea magnificent, observed Mrs. Wood; without any monotony.

Ah no! There you are in another world, and those who are fortunate enough to put up at any of the hotels on the Plage have nothing to complain of. But I, attached to the convent, am not so well placed. Those gloomy walls are depressing, and the stereotyped life would soon kill me if I could not get away from it. I always depart with joy; but on this occasion, if I leave you and Marguerite de Marseine behind me, I shall become a Niobe!

Mrs. Wood laughed. Do not think of that last day, she observed. Rather dwell upon the days we shall spend together. We must both write to Madame de Marseine, and try to hasten her coming. Yet no; for we must think of poor Madame de St. Ange!

Poor Adelaide! sighed Sceur Marie-Blanche. I have not been happy out of the world  she has not been happy within it. I suppose happiness does not exist. The fate I missed my imagination has always clothed in couleur de rose; I have pictured my life one long summers day, a calm flowing stream, all sparkling sunshine and clear reflections: but I daresay I should have had many rapids and shallows, many a thorn-wound.

When the end comes, depend upon it you will see that all has been for the best, said Mrs. Wood earnestly.

I am quite certain of it, returned Soeur Marie-Blanche. Yet it is hard to think so sometimes. The human heart is deceitful; what we have missed, what might have been, we see for ever in rainbow colours, whilst the skies of our actual life are always gray. But there is a happy fortnight before me, she cried more joyously. Events are not always so kindly disposed. I will make the most of it.

And so the friends  already friends  parted; to meet again on many succeeding days. And when Madame de Marseine arrived, with all her train, Soeur Marie-Blanche seemed to have obtained a special dispensation or indulgence, for she spent almost all her hours with them. Dieppe was at that time the most fashionable of French watering-places, where the beau-monde from Paris and elsewhere met for many weeks of a delightful and unceremonious life. Picnics, walks upon the heights, parties of pleasure to the Chateau dArques, ambassadors balls, hours spent amidst friendly groups watching from the raised terrace of the Casino the deep blue, ever-changing sea  all contributed to the gilding of the hours as Time took his flight. In few places is the sea more beautiful than at Dieppe, more blue and expansive. Every hour of the day possessed its own phases and changes; the sun passing grandly and gorgeously on its way touched the sparkling waters into life; the sunsets, night after night, were celestial visions; and many a vessel steering westward seemed to be making straight for the land from which there is no return. To Mrs. Henry Wood it was a time of great happiness: renewing her intimacy with old friends; reviving old associations; the air full of the sound of the French tongue; the streets all life and movement, evidences of the happy French temperament which persists in seeing a silver lining to every cloud.

The episode has been specially dwelt on, as affording another insight into much of Mrs. Henry Woods life: the scenes she passed through, and day by day grew familiar with, until France became as another home to her, and its inhabitants, in whom, we would repeat, she ever saw much that was good, a greatly-loved people.
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PART II


CHAPTER XVII

But there is more than I can see, 

And what I see I leave unsaid, 

Nor speak it, knowing Death has made 

His darkness beautiful with thee.
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IF the Abbeville episode be excepted, we have hitherto dwelt chiefly upon the scenes of Mrs. Henry Woods childhood, youth, and early married life.

The narrative is again taken up after a lapse of many years. The scene changes to England; the order of the old life had altered in every possible way; romance had given place to realities. The interval was a period of many trials and troubles, which proved Mrs. Woods true nature and heroic endurance.

We have now to touch upon her literary career. We feel how delicate is the task, and with regard to her success we would, as far as possible, record the words and praises of others and nothing of our own.

For the rest, praise at this hour could neither add to nor take from her fame. To one whose works, in the words of Mr. Bentley, have sold only less, if less, than those of Scott and Dickens, mere praise or the contrary can avail little.

When Mrs. Henry Wood began to write East Lynne, France had ceased to be the home of herself and her husband. They had come to England, and were staying temporarily in a furnished house at Upper Norwood, where the air was supposed to be specially suited to Mrs. Woods sensitive organisation.

The Norwood of that time was very different from the Norwood of to-day. Then it was a charming suburb, with nothing unsightly about it but the huge Crystal Palace, still in the freshness of youth. The place itself, apart from the triangular village which had long existed, consisted of a few scattered houses. The air was wonderfully pure and fresh. Rural walks abounded; country lanes and hedges; extensive views from the heights over several counties of England. Cattle grazed peacefully in the fields, and on roads near at hand one frequently met with all the sights and sounds of a farmyard. All this has changed.

In spite of the air, Mrs. Woods health became seriously affected. Mysterious illness baffled the skill of the wisest doctors. For eighteen months she suffered so severely that at length life seemed threatened. At one time she herself had quite given up hope, and perhaps her patience and faith had never been more keenly tried.

The paroxysms were peculiar. The first day severe hot and cold shivering fits and inability to rise from her bed; the second day intense agony in the region of the liver; the third day freedom from pain  the invalid able to leave her room, but with the complexion of an orange; the fourth day she would be and would look perfectly well  hope revived; the fifth day the series of symptoms would begin again, and steadily run their course.

So it went on for eighteen months without variation. The sufferer grew painfully weak and thin; she never went out without wearing a thick veil, and a very short walk exhausted her. At length to expect recovery seemed almost hoping against hope. Dr. Hetley of Norwood constantly attended but failed to cure her; yet his view of the case from the commencement differed from that of other doctors, and proved correct.

During this trying period many remedies were adopted, many doctors consulted, without effect. Change of air was suggested, and many parts of England were visited: amongst other places, Worcester and Malvern  Malvern which in days gone by she had so much disliked. But it was thought possible that her native air might possess healing virtues beyond other places.

Whilst here she wrote two letters upon the subject of her illness to one of her children, a boy visiting in Leicestershire.

The letters have long since been destroyed, but every word remains in the memory. They were simple letters, but the one came laden with happiness, the other with despair.

I have good news for you, the first began. My illness seems to have taken a turn at last; the usual paroxysm has not come; for three days I have felt perfectly well. How thankful I shall be if this really proves the turning-point, and I recover health and strength. I had really begun to lose hope. No one knows what the suffering has been.... How do you like Leicestershire? the letter presently continued. Your grandmother used to visit the Carews many years ago: perhaps was given the very guest-chamber you are now occupying; but to her the charm of the place consisted in its society: the tame monotony of the surrounding country wearied and depressed her. I think I should feel the same.

This good news was soon to be contradicted. A few days passed, and then came a second letter.

I think I must never again speak of myself or my illness, it said. The very day after I last wrote to you another attack came on, more intense, I think, than usual; as though it had only gathered strength by delay. I need not say that I feel depressed. It seems all the harder and more painful for the short respite, the hope which had begun to revive in me. Shall I ever recover? I begin to question it. I think you should also accustom yourself to look at it from this point of view  the possibility of a day coming when you will have to do without me. The thought that I may have to leave you is inexpressibly painful; but you must remember there is One who cannot err; all must be for the best, however dark and mysterious it may seem. If it is well that I should recover, I know that I shall do so. Let us rest upon this thought as long as hope remains.

This second letter was a great blow. There had been three days of hope and high spirits, the bright surrounding life fully entered into, the society of a large and charming household thoroughly appreciated. But again the sunshine was withdrawn. And still the illness went on, and the attacks continued with the regularity of day and night. Mrs. Wood returned to Norwood apparently no better than she had left it some months before.

It would be impossible to forget the evening of her homecoming after the first long separation life had known. A flood of sunshine seemed to have entered the house; everything was changed and beautified. As she sat in her easy-chair, talking in her calm sweet voice, her soft dark eyes haunting one with their sad expression, she resembled more a beautiful shadow than a human being.

Was it to become a reality? It almost appeared so, for she seemed to belong more to heaven than to earth. It was difficult to hope. Her absence had been prolonged, famous doctors had prescribed, yet she appeared only the worse. Amongst others, her friend the celebrated Henry Carden of Worcester  whom she was fond of occasionally bringing into her Johnny Ludlow stories  had her for some time under his care; but for once the great surgeon was at fault. His very anxiety perhaps interfered with his skill. He took a wrong view of her case. As we have said, Dr. Hetley was the only one whose opinion was correct, and even his was rather negative than positive: he could tell what it was not; he could not be sure what it was.

She spoke a little of herself that first night Everything appears useless, she said. The doctors can do nothing. I only seem worse after every fresh advice. It is certain that my strength cannot hold out much longer. I am worn to a shadow.

But a brighter day was at hand. There were still many years of life for Mrs. Henry Wood  years of earnest labour, for not one of her works had yet appeared. Mans extremity is Gods opportunity, and in the present instance the saying may truly be quoted. All human aid had been tried in vain.

One day she came down looking calm and resigned, but very sad. She was asked if she felt less well than usual. No; but she had less hope. She had taken up one of her husbands medical books  it was Dr. Hoopers Vade Mecum  and lighted upon a malady which exactly described her case. In her own mind there was no doubt about it. This disease is incurable and ends in death, said the book. All hope seemed over.

Her husband gently remonstrated with her for referring to medical works in her present state, declaring that many in perfect health might read such a book at any moment and fancy themselves suffering from every complaint. The remark brought no consolation. She pointed out that the fatal description answered to every symptom of her malady, and when her doctor called that afternoon she told him what she had found, and her conviction. You must have known this, she remarked, and have kept it from me in mistaken kindness.

Dr. Hetley looked grave, and felt he should have some trouble to restore confidence. It is a mistake to take up these books, he said. You may do yourself great harm. Fancy goes far with us in our illnesses for good or evil. Faith heals as much as in days of old. Mr. Wood must keep his books under lock and key; they are only for such men as he and I, who can go to the root of these matters. You must promise me never to meddle with them again. Then he pointed out how and where she was mistaken. The malady alluded to was not hers. Of certain symptoms which must accompany it she had none. He admitted that her illness perplexed him. Not, he added, that I think I dont understand it, but because it refuses to yield to remedies. I have tried everything I can think of, and can do no more. At the same time I see no reason why you should not recover.

So far this was consoling; but it remained a time of sadness, sorrow and anxiety. Month after month hope and despair fought with each other. In this manner a year and a half passed away. It seemed that the end could not be far off. And it was during this time, between the paroxysms of illness, life looking sad and dark, that East Lynne was written. The author often wondered whether she should live to finish it. Yet through all she was resigned and cheerful, dreading the worst for the sake of others far more than for her own sake; feeling also, no doubt, that if she died, her gift would remain unknown, her song unsung.

All this was sufficient to overwhelm any spirit less sure of itself, less dependent upon a higher Power. Yet her work at this time has no touch of morbidness: it is healthy and vigorous; if it has its pathos, it has also its humour.

So she sat with hands folded, reduced to the utmost, waiting, wondering what was next to be done. Her doctor had plainly said he could do no more. She had been brought into a narrow way, and there seemed no turning to right or left  nothing but the dark road leading to the end.

Help came unexpectedly in the form of an old woman, who declared she would cure if permitted. It seemed absurd to suppose that where much medical skill had failed an old dame should succeed. Desperate diseases require desperate remedies, it has been said, but in this instance the exception proved the rule. The remedy suggested was simplicity itself.

This old dame one day called, asked to see Mrs. Wood, and was admitted. She wore a poke bonnet and gray shawl, and carried a large umbrella. Dropping a curtsey, she sat down, leaning both hands on her Gamp-like weapon. Her manner of talking was direct and decided. We will call her Davey.

Maam, said Mrs. Davey, I have heard of your illness, I see and know whats the matter with you, and I can cure you if allowed to do so.

There was confidence in the very tones of the old woman. She evidently believed herself and her remedy infallible. It may at once be stated that she was influenced by the sole wish to do good; she desired no reward, would accept none.

As time went on, she proved a very exceptional woman in her way; gifted with sense and penetration. A broad forehead, full at the temples, distinguished her; keen gray eyes that glittered, and a square, expressive jaw denoting force of character: a hard, stern face, but very vigorous. A strength of will that kept her alive to a very advanced age, after Mrs. Wood herself had passed away, though many years her senior.

The statement so boldly put forward was not more startling than the way in which it was delivered; the singular figure, with its earnest face, leaning forward impressively upon her umbrella; the fingers of her gloves long drawn out, and looking like the claws of a bird; the strong, powerful features; the bushy eyebrows, beneath which the keen eyes looked out upon the world, allowing nothing to escape them  all helped to make her appear like an old seer or prophetess of the world gone by rather than a nineteenth-century woman.

Do you know, said Mrs. Wood, that you are undertaking to succeed where many doctors have failed? I have had every advice, and neither doctors, medicine, nor change of air have had any effect upon me.

Then, maam, that is something like the case of the woman we read of in the Bible who spent all her substance upon physicians, yet was none the better. It is often so in these days. I have no great respect for the Faculty, as they call themselves. Many an old medicine woman with her herbs and simples can do more  not that I deal in herbs or simples either. The moment a case is a little out of common they are all at sea, not curing the ill but often increasing it by experiments. They are all very well for cutting off limbs, or watching a fever; but they cannot see below the surface and in puzzling cases only guess at what is wrong. More often than not they make a mistake.

And how do you profess to be wiser than they?

I dont know, maam; it was born with me. It is not education, for I never had any: as much as I can do to sign my name and read my Bible. The more I think about things, the more I seem to understand them. Perhaps I was intended for a man and a doctor, and Nature made a mistake in forming me a woman. Nature makes mistakes sometimes, just as men make them generally. Many a woman would rule and govern well, whilst many of our idle men are no better than weak old women. That has been my experience in life.

Poor Mrs. Davey, it was discovered, had not to stray far from home for an example.

I dont think that is the fault of Nature, returned Mrs. Wood, smiling at Mrs. Daveys forcible language, to which a strong north - country accent gave additional colouring. Nature never makes mistakes; it is weak wills and infirm purposes that are to blame  bad qualities whether in men or women. And now tell me what you propose to do.

Ay, maam, that is the point. Youll excuse the liberty I have taken; but I seldom have an opportunity of speaking a word. People about me in my own class dont understand me, and I have to think my thoughts and keep them to myself.

Then this singular woman proceeded to state her case and give her reasons. The advice was so harmless it seemed the height of credulity to act upon it; impossible that it could touch an illness which had lasted eighteen months and had resisted much skill and thought. Mrs. Wood naturally expressed her doubt.

Maam, returned Mrs. Davey, do you remember the case of Naaman and his illness? How he went to the prophet and expected that he would be bidden do some great thing, or that the prophet would come down and lay hands on him with great ceremony? How he turned away offended, because to wash seven times in Jordan was beneath his dignity? It was a miracle, you will say; but for all that it was the simplest of remedies for the worst of diseases. And it cured him. So now it is the simple remedies that cure when strong drugs can do no good. I have explained the nature of your illness, and how my remedy will affect it. Will you not give it a trial?

Certainly, returned Mrs. Wood; I should be wrong not to do so, since all doctors have failed me.

The remedy was adopted, and with almost magical effect The attack returned on the appointed day, but with half its intensity; and never returned again. From that hour it may be said that Mrs. Wood recovered health in greater measure than she had ever before possessed it. The home-rejoicing can perhaps be imagined: how thanksgiving arose for so great a mercy vouchsafed; how sad eyes grew bright, and laughter and merriment no longer seemed out of place.

Mrs. Davey, it has been said, refused any reward; but it was good to hear her triumphant I told you so! when her success was placed beyond doubt. She carried her head, if possible, a little higher, emphasised her periods with the point of her umbrella, and was treated as one to whom honour was due.

Reward I cannot accept, she said; I might be taken up for practising without a diploma. And what reward, maam, could equal the pleasure of seeing you well again? Who would know you for what you were when I first called three months ago? I confess that my heart sank when I thought how I might have delayed until it was too late  for it took me weeks to screw up my nerve to come to you. Every morning on getting up I said, To-day I will go, and every night still hesitated, until at last I took my courage and my umbrella in both hands, and away I started, come what might. And what, after all, have I done to merit reward? Exercised a little of the gift, or whatever it may be called, which Heaven bestowed upon me, and is something quite beside me. My spirit is always longing for a field in which to exercise its faculty; I go through life like a clipped bird, longing in vain to try my wings. If I had a host of patients to attend to, night and day, I should be happy. But I might as well ask for the Crown jewels as hope to turn doctor!

Did it ever occur to you to become a hospital nurse? asked Mrs. Wood.

Yes, maam, but I felt it would be worse than useless. I never could be at any ones beck and call. Nature gave me some poor reasoning powers, and I think out things for myself. The doctors would have wanted their way, I have wanted mine, and we should always have been at variance. I fear there is something of the Radical in me  a slight setting at naught of authority. It is a bad quality, and it is at the root of all Radicalism. Radicals dont want reform: put them in high places, and what tyrants they become. Dictators, every one wanting his neighbours vineyard. I do not want the things of others, and would render honour where it was due; but I do want my own way, and I should like to go through life healing bodies, just as a good parson heals souls. Ah, maam! if I had lived in the days of the Apostles, I should have taken my stand with St Luke, for he was the beloved physician.

This Mrs. Davey was indeed a strange, peculiar, and most unusual character. She was a woman whom Nature had placed altogether out of her sphere. No doubt, as she expressed it, her life was more or less sacrificed to a longing for work and a field of labour denied to her by her want of position and education. Her mental capacities, lying fallow, only rendered her supremely unhappy. She had married, but as women of strong minds often do  measuring others capacities by their own until the awakening  she had chosen a man her inferior in all mental qualities; weak, irresolute; neither industrious nor amiable; as she once remarked of him, neither useful nor ornamental. As time went on she had to become the breadwinner and home-supporter. Of children she fortunately had none, and therefore life was not as hard with her as it might have been.

In earlier days she had gone through some great crisis or tragedy which had left its mark upon her for good, and from which she had come forth a strong, determined, thoughtful woman; going her way in silence, minding her own business, thinking nothing of her neighbours affairs; biding her time, as she one day observed, until she passed out of this existence into one where possibly she might find more congenial surroundings. What the tragedy had been was never known, but she once remarked that it was more tragic, more wonderful, and more overwhelming than anything imagination had ever conceived. As she spoke, her very face turned pale, her eyes glowed, she shuddered dramatically; but never again would she approach the subject even with the faintest confession. No earthly power could have induced her to utter a word or perform an action against her will. In the days of torture she would have gone through all to the bitter end; neither rack nor stake turning her from her purpose.

It followed that whenever this singular woman came into contact with her superiors in position or culture, she opened her mind and indulged in her favourite power of argument  and a power it certainly was. But with Mrs. Wood the occasions had to be few and far between, for Mrs. Davey, in her crude but original way, would plunge into philosophy and metaphysics and controversies with which her hearer, who never argued, had no sympathy, and no nervous power wherewith to contend.
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CHAPTER XVIII

I leave thy praises unexpressed 

In verse that brings myself relief, 

And by the measure of my grief 

I leave thy greatness to be guessed.
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THE scene was about to change. The time for leaving Norwood was approaching. East Lynne, we have said, was written through illness and suffering; much of it when the frail form was too weak to sit up, the hand found it an effort to hold the pen, and life seemed sad and hopeless.

When Mrs. Davey first appeared the work was approaching completion. Three-fourths had been published in Colburns New Monthly Magazine.

The writer remembers well how the interest in the portions published month by month went hand in hand with anxiety for the health of the author; and the certain atmosphere of intense sadness thrown over East Lynne in those days clings to it still Every monthly part seemed like the swan song, the last effort before the pen was laid down for ever.

Very few were in the confidence of the author when East Lynne was appearing. As in all other things, so in this, Mrs. Wood was quiet and retiring. In her own house she scarcely ever spoke of her work, for which she had too great a reverence and regard to make it a theme of ordinary conversation.

Amongst the few in this confidence was Mary Howitt; and one especial letter of hers gave Mrs. Wood much pleasure. It was the first criticism she had received upon East Lynne, and, coming from one who had herself been for many years a popular writer, seemed to foreshadow success.

My dear Mrs. Wood, it began, I cannot tell you how high an opinion I have of East Lynne, as far as I have read it in the monthly parts; but this I will say: that you have only to publish the work with your name attached to it, and you will at once become famous.

A short time after this, East Lynne appeared.

Mary Howitt was one of those friends for whom Mrs. Wood had a great regard. At the time of which we are writing Mr and Mrs. Howitt were living at Highgate, where Mrs. Wood occasionally visited them. In those days they had taken up the new movement of spiritual manifestations, throwing their whole earnestness into it, but their endeavour to make a convert of Mrs. Wood did not succeed. Her conception of things unseen was too deep and reverential to allow of their being lightly handled; and she could not reconcile these manifestations with her ideas of spirituality. In the unseen world she had absolute faith, and thought it probable that spirits were about us, guarding and influencing our lives  if we permitted them to do so. She believed in occasional and direct manifestations from heaven; thought it possible that dreams and visions were occasionally and specially sent; on rare occasions warnings and presentiments  in short, that the link between heaven and earth was nearer and closer than is generally imagined.

But though some of her best friends, such as Mrs. Howitt and Mrs. Milner-Gibson, took up the question of spiritualism, and spent much time in what had become a fashion of the day, Mrs. Wood could never be persuaded to have anything to do with it Some things, it is true, puzzled her  such as the extraordinary geometrical drawings which Mr. Howitt frequently showed her, declaring that they had been done under spiritual influence, he merely holding the pencil. That a perfect circle could be drawn in this way by one who drew little himself was certainly remarkable, but the truth of the assertion was of course not to be questioned.

Beyond this, Mrs. Wood never discovered anything to make her believe in the truth of the so-called manifestations. Once at Dieppe her friend Mrs. Milner-Gibson had persuaded her to accompany her to the house of a certain Madame de B. This lady, like Mrs. Milner-Gibson, was a genuine believer. That chairs and tables should float about rooms, that bonbons should scatter like snowflakes, that hair should be pulled, hands pressed, and arms pinched, all this they accepted in faith. Mrs. Wood could not do so, but she willingly accompanied her friend to the stance. The writer was also present. A great medium had come down from Paris, and unusual results were expected. In a large room the guests sat upon chairs placed in rows. Most of them were eager and excited. That Mrs. Milner-Gibson should have accepted the movement so warmly always surprised Mrs. Wood, for she was gifted with extreme shrewdness and penetration, a woman of great intellect, and one of the most admirable conversationalists of her time, to whom it was delightful to listen; the second most perfect hostess in England, Talleyrand once remarked of her. But that she had firm faith was certain. On the present occasion the medium was half an hour late in arriving, but arrived quietly animated and evidently in admirable form. He was told that Mrs. Henry Wood was present, and his genuineness would be narrowly scrutinised. For a moment a shade of anxiety and vexation was visible, but it passed. The room was darkened, and the audience waited. After a long pause some one declared they heard a tambourine in a corner of the ceiling; then, after a longer pause, there seemed to rise a pale dim vapour at the end of the room, but it disappeared. After that nothing happened but an uneasy silence and waiting. What is the matter? asked Madame de B. Why dont the spirits appear and do something?

They are not responsive to-night, the medium said at last, in a strained, nervous voice. They declare there is some one in the room antagonistic to them, and they will not perform before her. The stance must terminate. And terminate it did, without manifestations, to the disappointment of many. The next night there was another stance, at which Mrs. Wood was not present, and great things were done, and every one was much impressed.

In appearance, manner, and conversation, Mrs. Howitt always seemed much more fervent and devotional than her husband. There was a great charm about her. Mrs. Wood frequently remarked that she had never known any one who so differed from the impression made upon you by her letters. These letters were all life, energy, and action; you fancied the writer one of those who govern the world by a strong personality. Instead of this she was the quietest and gentlest of women, speaking in subdued tones, never self-asserting: qualities which always found their way to Mrs. Woods heart.

We specially remember one day when Mary Howitt had been spending the afternoon with Mrs. Wood, who was then staying in Lancaster Terrace, Regents Park. The conversation had turned on spiritualism; not the manifestation of spirits through the medium of chairs and tables, but the spiritual world itself  how far it surrounded us, and how far even dreams and visions might be sent to us through their agency.

Both Mrs. Howitt and Mrs. Wood had had a few remarkable experiences.

I will tell you one of mine, said Mrs. Howitt. I was seated one morning in my study writing a book, which I had promised to finish by a certain date. Suddenly everything around me seemed to fade and disappear, and another scene arose. I was no longer at home, but distinctly saw before me a wide tract of country; it was wild and barren, such as I had never known, never visited. I knew that I was in Australia. The land was desolate and deserted. In the midst of it was a sheet of water  a large pond or small lake. As I gazed I saw men approaching; I read anxiety and concern upon their faces; I could tell that they were in trouble. Then, with appliances they had with them, I saw them drag a body out of the water. It was that of a young man, dead, and as they turned it towards me the full light of heaven shone upon the face, and I saw that it was the face of my son. I watched them slowly walking across the plain, carrying their sad burden.

Then the vision faded, and I found myself seated at my table. How long it had lasted I know not; probably only a few moments. I was overwhelmed. If this be true. I said aloud, I can never finish this book and fulfil my engagement. I sent for my husband and told him all that had happened. We both felt that our son was dead, and that we should hear of it before long. We prepared ourselves for bad news. It did not tarry. We received all particulars  I do not doubt from one of the men who appeared in my vision. My son had been drowned; everything had happened exactly as I had seen it; I could myself have written the letter and described place and circumstances. I see it all now distinctly, as I talk to you. It was a merciful interposition of Providence to prepare me for what was coming.

Was it not closely allied to what the Scotch call second-sight? asked Mrs. Wood.

I think not altogether, returned Mary Howitt. Scotch second-sight, if I mistake not  in which I believe Sir Walter Scott himself had strong faith  refers invariably to things about to happen; my vision referred to what was already past; and then, I think that only the Scotch themselves have the gift of second-sight.

I dont know, returned Mrs. Wood. If second-sight and such things really exist, I am inclined to believe that all who are of Celtic origin may be susceptible to these influences. The Celtic temperament seems more closely allied to the spiritual than the Saxon.

Partly through their more vivid imagination  I agree with you, returned Mary Howitt. And you and I, she smiled, both have something of the Celt in us. Nearly all great writers have possessed Celtic blood. Not, she added modestly, that I would call myself great, although mine has become a household name; but I think my talent consists rather in translating the ideas of others than in giving out my own  though for many years I have not known what it is for my pen not to be busy with my own thoughts. But your talent, my dear friend, is all your own. Did I not once tell you that you had only to publish East Lynne to become famous? It is only such power as yours that can, like Lord Byron, awake one morning to find itself famous. And your reputation will be lasting. Your books are photographs of real life; your characters are human beings and our personal friends  they can never die. You will be read long after many of us are forgotten.

Yet there had been a moment when it seemed possible that East Lynne might not fulfil Mrs. Howitts prophecy. We have all heard of many great works rejected in the first instance by the publishers. People are slow to recognise genius. It is a new departure, and the unfamiliar seldom pleases. When Scott read his first novel to an acquaintance, his remark was, My friend, you have made a great name as a poet, but you will make a very indifferent one as a novelist. Scott, however, was not to be discouraged; nor did Waverley go the round of the publishers; but if Scotts first critic had been his publishers reader, the story might have returned to him to be shut up in his desk for another twenty years.

In later days we know that Jane Eyre met with many rejections, until it fell into the hands of one who sat up all night to read it. Charlotte Bronte, in her far-away Yorkshire vicarage, had begun to give up hope when acceptance came as a ray of sunshine into her solitary life. She was no longer to be self-depreciating and unknown, turning in despair from her own reflection; the small, dark, old-fashioned being, whom to see was not to love.

East Lynne did not go quite the round of the publishers as in the instance of Jane Eyre, but it might have done so had it not found favour with the late Mr. Richard Bentley.

It was first offered to Messrs. Chapman and Hall. As the publishers of Bentleys Miscellany and Colburns New Monthly Magazine, Mrs. Wood had been brought into slight but pleasant acquaintance with Mr. Frederick Chapman; and it was her rule to render honour where honour was due, expecting the same in return. Though Harrison Ainsworth was the proprietor of these magazines, Messrs. Chapman and Hall issued them; to these gentlemen, therefore, East Lynne was offered.

It was refused on the report of their Reader. Yet they were so convinced of the merits of the work, that Mr. Chapman told Mrs. Wood they did what they had never done before, and returned the work for the Readers further consideration. Harrison Ainsworth, who thought very highly of the work and its chances of future success, had said so to Messrs. Chapman and Hall, advising them to secure it A second time the Readers report was unfavourable, and East Lynne was declined.

I think you are making a mistake, Mrs. Wood remarked to Mr. Chapman, after their second decision. I am sure the book will succeed.

I think so too, he replied. But we have made it a rule never to publish upon an unfavourable verdict, and it is a rule we have never broken. We are more or less slaves to red tape in business.

You should have made East Lynne the exception, laughed Mrs. Wood; for she liked Mr. Chapman, and was disappointed at their refusal. That they did not do so, he afterwards acknowledged was their infinite regret. Later, when Mrs. Wood was visiting Mr. Harrison Ainsworth, the subject was mentioned.

Chapman and Hall have never ceased to repent, he said. I cannot imagine on what plan they take or decline manuscripts. They publish a work that has no chance of success simply because the turn of a phrase or an isolated incident happens to take the Readers fancy, and when such a book as East Lynne is brought under their notice, they pass it over. I was never more amazed than when Frederick Chapman told me they had returned it to you.

Yet I had great difficulty in persuading you to let me write it, remarked Mrs. Wood, who always found it a little hard to forgive Mr. Ainsworth for refusing year after year to accept anything but short stories from her  a matter presently referred to. Why were you so unwilling that I should write a novel?

Mr. Ainsworth laughed. Your short stories were so good that I could desire nothing better, he replied. And they were so popular that the magazines could not get on without them. A long novel could not take their place with the readers.

But there was also another reason, which he did not mention. He had a conviction that Mrs. Woods first published novel would make her famous, and, her fame once established, he felt that he should lose her. He was unwilling to run the risk, and only yielded when Mrs. Wood at length refused to write any more short stories for his magazines.

East Lynne was next offered to Messrs. Smith and Elder. Perhaps it did not fall into the hands of the Reader who had sat up all night with Jane Eyre. Or perhaps it did, and found no favour with him. However this may have been, Messrs. Smith and Elder briefly and politely declined the work. When it was returned it bore every appearance of not having been opened, and it had only remained one day with the well-known publishers in Cornhill.

This second rejection was depressing, and Mrs. Wood began to wonder whether the sickness of hope deferred, the experience of so many, was again to become hers. But the trials of past years enabled her to bear this also with fortitude.

It next came under the consideration of Mr. Bentley, who at once accepted it. So far suspense was over. But the great trial was to come  whether or not it would find favour with the world. That was soon to be proved. I should not publish it, Mr. Bentley said to Mrs. Wood, but I feel sure of its success; a remark she afterwards repeated to her husband.

I suppose that may be taken for granted, he laughed. Mr. Bentley probably thinks the same of all the works he brings out, though in this instance I do not doubt his judgment.

You have not sent me a motto for it, said Mr. Bentley, and I like mottoes.

I dont think the public care for them, laughed Mrs. Wood. Nine people out of ten would never read it. But I will send you one.

She had no poet at hand but Shakespeare and Longfellow. Mr and Mrs. Wood had never intended to settle at Norwood, and many of their worldly possessions were packed and stored away. Much of Shakespeare Mrs. Wood knew by heart; but she was also fond of Longfellow, who in his peculiar way is very human, and adapts himself readily to quotation. Mrs. Wood was in sympathy with his earnest and reverent tone, and taking up the volume, from The Courtship of Miles Standish soon found what she wanted:



Truly the heart is deceitful, and out of its depths of corruption 



Rise, like an exhalation, the misty phantoms of passion:

Angels of light they seem, but are only delusions of Satan.



This is the cross I must bear; the sin and the swift retribution.



The text was so applicable to the story that Longfellow might have written it for that purpose. They are also some of his best and truest lines. I am delighted with it, wrote Mr. Bentley when acknowledging its receipt, and shall advertise it with the book.

After that nearly all Mrs. Woods mottoes were taken from Longfellow; every motto wonderfully fitting to its story, almost telling the burden of the book; and much must be said for the poet who can furnish thoughts at once so sweet and simple, so true and earnest.

Mrs. Wood loved many of the poets, but by no means all. The dreamy and metaphysical, such as Shelley, occupied with abstruse questions, unrestful searchings into problems never to be decided, eager to solve all mysteries, longing to penetrate beyond the veil before the veil was lifted: with such she had little sympathy. Shakespeare she ever loved; Longfellow, Byron, parts of Tennyson, she never tired of reading. A little of Mrs. Browning, but not the more obscure writings of her husband;  apropos of whom we may relate the following short anecdote, which came under our own experience.

A friend was staying with him. One morning he came down into the breakfast-room before Robert Browning, and whilst waiting took up one of his poems. He lighted upon a passage that he read and re-read, but found it impossible to understand. When Browning entered the room he passed the volume to him, asking for interpretation. The poet also read and re-read the passage, and then confessed that he must give it up. I have no doubt that I knew what I meant when I wrote it, he laughed, but I dont know now.

Many of the old song-writers Mrs. Wood delighted in. There was scarcely an old and famous ballad that she could not repeat; and if her friends in singing any of them forgot the words, she was always able to come to the rescue. She was so especially fond of a short poem of Christina Rossettis, Amor Mundi, and it is so associated with her in our own mind, that we venture to quote it. The verses were partly explained by an illustration. A youth and maiden meet in the valley of life. The one greets the other, and finally they turn together into the downhill path:  



Oh, where are you going, with your love-locks flowing, 

On the west wind blowing, along this valley track?

  This downhill path is easy, come with me an it please ye, 

We shall escape the uphill by never turning back.



So they two went together, in glowing August weather, 

The honey-breathing heather lay to their left and right; 

And dear she was to dote on, her twin-feet seemed to float on 

The air, like soft twin pigeons too sportive to alight.



Oh, what is that in heaven, where gray cloud-flakes are seven, 

Where blackest clouds hang riven just at the rainy skirt?

  Oh, thats a meteor sent us, a message dumb, portentous, 

An undeciphered, solemn signal of help or hurt.



Oh, what is that glides quickly where velvet flowers grow thickly, 

Their scent comes rich and sickly?

A scaled and hooded worm.

Oh, whats that in the hollow, so pale, I quake to follow?

Oh, thats a thin dead body which waits the eternal term.



Turn again, oh, my sweetest, turn again, false and fleetest, 

This way whereof thou weetest I fear is hells own track.

  Nay, too steep for hill-mounting, nay, too late for cost-counting:

This downhill path is easy, but theres no turning back.



Another poem which had always attracted her was The Twin Genii, by Mrs. Plarr, and it led to a slight but pleasant incident. The verses first appeared anonymously many years ago in Household Words, long before its editor had laid down for ever his magic pen. Years afterwards Mrs. Wood quoted them in a Johnny Ludlow paper, not knowing who had written them or whether the author were still living. Mrs. Plarr immediately wrote to Johnny Ludlow, saying how much pleasure it had given her to find that he so much appreciated the lines. Johnny Ludlow was still unknown; no one dreamed that he was Mrs. Henry Wood, and Mrs. Plarr, like the rest of the world, never supposed that the author was of her own sex.

About the same time an amusing letter was received from Tom Hood directed to Johnny Ludlow, under cover to Messrs. Richard Bentley and Son. It stated with what pleasure he had read the papers, and how much he should like to make Johnnys acquaintance, and ended by asking if he would not spend an evening with him, and over a cigar discuss notes and reminiscences of old college days. We can imagine the amusement the note caused the author of Johnny Ludlow. But it was only one of many similar letters received from strangers anxious to know who Johnny Ludlow was, or to make his acquaintance.

We have quoted Amor Mundi, and venture to quote The Twin Genii, for we feel that in any record of Mrs. Henry Wood it would give her pleasure to include it. Both poems strike as it were the same keynote; and it is the keynote struck by Mrs. Wood herself in so many of her books  the inevitable law of Compensation.



There are twin genii who, strong and mighty, 

Under their guidance mankind retain; 

And the name of the lovely one is Pleasure, 

And the name of the loathly one is Pain.

Never divided where one can enter, 

Ever the other comes close behind, 

And he who in Pleasure his thoughts would centre, 

Surely Pain in the search shall find!



Alike they are, though in much they differ  

Strong resemblance is twixt the twain; 

So that sometimes you may question whether 

It can be Pleasure that you feel, or Pain.

Thus tis that whatever of deep emotion 

Stirreth the heart  be it grave or gay  

Tears are the symbol; from feelings ocean 

These are the fountains that rise to-day.



Should not this teach us calmly to welcome 

Pleasure when smiling our hearths beside?

If she be the substance, how dark the shadow; 

Close doth it follow the near allied.

Or if Pain long oer our threshold hover, 

Let us not question but Pleasure nigh 

Bideth her time her face to discover, 

Rainbow of Hope in a clouded sky!



One more we quote, which was an especial favourite with Mrs. Wood, and which she introduces into Mrs. Halliburtons Troubles:  



How rarely, friend, a good, great man inherits 

Honour and wealth with all his worth and pains!

It seems a fable from the land of spirits 

When any man gets that which he merits, 

Or any merits that which he obtains.

For shame, my friend! renounce this idle strain:

What wouldst thou have the good great man obtain?  

Wealth? Title? Dignity? A golden chain?



Or heaps of corpses which his sword hath slain?

Goodness and greatness are not means but ends.

Hath he not always treasures, always friends, 

The good, great man? Three treasures  Life, and Light, 

And calm thoughts equable as infants breath; 

And three fast friends, more sure than day or night, 

Himself, his Maker, and the angel, Death.



Such simple poetry Mrs. Wood loved. In earlier life she wrote several historical plays in rhyme and blank verse: the theme of one being Catherine de Medicis and the Eve of St. Bartholomew; of another, the times and surroundings of Lady Jane Grey; but these she destroyed, though she afterwards regretted doing so. With the generality of readers she thought poetry unpopular, and that the element introduced into novels rendered them unpopular also. For this reason her love for poetry, and the great storehouse of poetry treasured up in her memory are not set forth in her writings.
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CHAPTER XIX

But what of that? My darkend ways 

Shall ring with music all the same; 

To breathe my loss is more than fame, 

To utter love more sweet than praise.
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WHEN East Lynne appeared, Mrs. Woods health had rallied from the strain of her long illness. All her energy returned, and day after day would see her at work in her reclining chair. Indeed, in later years, with artificial support, she was able to do what had once been impossible  to write at her table. Every author has his own way of working and his own times. Some authors can only write when they feel themselves in the vein. Days and weeks pass and the spirit does not move them. It was so with Charlotte Bronte, Mrs. Gaskell has told us. For months all power seemed to leave her; inspiration failed; ideas would not flow. Then some morning, without knowing why or wherefore, she would awake in all the fervour of the creative mood. But Charlotte Brontes mind was soon exhausted; it was not a well yielding supplies for ever; and before her death  early though it was  her real work seemed to be ended.

Mrs. S. C. Hall once told us that she could not herself write continuously; after a certain amount of work the brain grew empty and would do no more; and she often had to take weeks and months of rest before the pen could be taken up again.

This allusion to Mrs. Hall recalls a slight incident once witnessed in her drawing-room which proved that even wise women are sometimes weak in small matters.

It was an afternoon reception at her house in the Boltons, and the rooms were fairly crowded. In one part a group had gathered, of which Mrs. Hall was the centre. We happened to be next to her, and near her was a young clergyman. Books  her own writings  were at the moment the topic of conversation. Mrs. Hall had made some remark which brought up the subject, and for once the feeling was put aside that it is better not to discuss the works of an author in his presence.

Mrs. Hall, said the clergyman, I remember reading your books when I was a child, and being especially delighted with your Irish stories.

Then, sir, quickly rebuked Mrs. Hall, if you read my books when you were a child, you ought to know better than to say so! And she left the divine crushed and uncomfortable.

It was done on the impulse of the moment, for a kindlier heart than Mrs. Halls never beat, or a nature more careful not to wound the sensitiveness of others. The offence was also incomprehensible, for the Irish stories must have been written twenty years before the young clergyman was born, and Mrs. Hall must then have been at least seventy years old  and looked even more, for the plaits she wore fastened by a cameo in the centre of the forehead added to her age. This occurred many years ago; but if the hero is still living he must remember the episode which gave him so uncomfortable a moment that he soon after made his bow and withdrew.

Another instance of this sensitiveness to age we found in the late Mrs. Kavanagh, the mother of Julia Kavanagh, of whom we have already spoken. She was a woman of great powers of mind, of vivid imagination, of unusual force of character; but here was her heel of Achilles. At this time, too, she was almost blind, and long past eighty years of age.

She had been one day with her French maid to the cemetery at Nice to visit the magnificent tomb she had erected to her daughter: a monument built by degrees. First a quiet grave, with a small white cross and stone, pure as the life of the gifted being whose remains reposed there. But Mrs. Kavanaghs ambition was never satisfied; she thought nothing sufficiently beautiful to mark her daughters resting-place; and in the end a magnificent white marble tomb was the result.

Within a few yards are the slopes of the Riviera, stretching downwards to the shore, wedding all their richness of tone to the blue waters of the Mediterranean. Before this monument Mrs. Kavanagh was standing with her maid. Julia Kavanaghs age  fifty-four  was recorded; and she had been dead some years. The maid, contemplating the inscription, at length remarked:

Madame must be very old.

Old! exclaimed Mrs. Kavanagh. Why should I be old? What do you know about my age?

Mademoiselle was fifty-four when she died, pointing to the record, and she has been dead some time; therefore Madame must be very old.

This troubled Mrs. Kavanagh, and the next day she sent a mason and had the age removed. Yet one would have supposed  clever, unusually strong-minded, almost blind, and more than eighty  that she must have outlived such feelings by many years; especially as her daughters death had ever since been a ceaseless pain and trouble to her. But the heart is capricious; and perhaps it is natural that we should all try to retain some fragments and illusions of youth to the last. Both mother and daughter, so beautiful in their lives, have long slept in the same tomb, and both have reached that shore where time no longer exists and people never grow old. As a proof of Mrs. Kavanaghs spirit and strength of mind, we may mention that when long past eighty she travelled alone from Nice to Paris, and underwent a successful operation for cataract, seating herself heroically in the chair, and refusing chloroform or any other deadening medium.

But we were speaking of the way in which people do their work; the ebb and flow of inspiration.

With Mrs. Wood it was never fluctuating. She never knew what it was not to be in the humour for writing. It was not only that she could always write, but she ever felt a desire to do so  a power urging her, whether she would or no. It was always her delight; and she would sometimes remark that if we carried our occupations with us into the next world nothing would give her greater pleasure than to go on writing books for ever. It would have been impossible to live without writing. As Julia Kavanagh once remarked, on one of the many pleasant evenings we spent with her in Paris: The work once taken up can never be laid aside again. It is as necessary as food and sleep. The sacred fire must be kept burning. Julia Kavanagh did not live long enough to feel her powers failing; and Mrs. Woods faculties remained fresh and spontaneous to the end. She never suffered from the feeling of a loss of power, which it has been said was the dread of Charles Dickens, and a trouble of his later days.

Mrs. Wood at all times wrote easily and rapidly, scarcely ever pausing for word or idea. The great amount of thought and deliberation bestowed upon her books was always at the commencement.

She would first compose her plot  a matter of extreme care and deliberation, where nothing was passed over or hurried. This would take her about three weeks of very close application, and until the whole was accomplished not one word of the novel was written. Characters, motives, incident and action  everything was duly and deeply weighed, until all threads were well in hand.

Having decided upon the main subject of the work, she next divided her matter into the requisite number of chapters, giving to each chapter its leading idea. After this every separate chapter was again elaborated; every incident was carefully thought out and recorded  the most trifling and the most important  from the first chapter to the last, from the opening to the closing scenes.

Thus, before a line of the story was begun, plot and drama stood out in a complete form, the various characters endowed with life and reality; everything existed not only as a clear picture in the authors brain, but in black and white, a solid foundation to work upon. Once thought out, plot and incidents were never changed; the story, in being written, did not develop fresh views and possibilities. It was not permitted to do so; the author had her matter well in hand  a fixed purpose. The various characters, their work, actions, ultimate destinies, had passed into the inevitable. To herself her dramas and characters had a very real existence. Morning by morning, as she turned to her work, she had only to take up her elaborated notes and the days task stood out clearly before her.

From this it will be seen that her novels, reading so easily and naturally that they almost seem to have written themselves, in reality cost her immense thought and labour. Every character had been long and thoroughly considered. As in the plays of the Comedie Francaise the least prominent actor must play his part as perfectly as the greatest, so was it with Mrs. Woods dramatis personoe. Upon the most trivial personage a full share of consideration had been bestowed. This gave her unusual power, for she took her stories in hand with, as it were, the gift of a seer, ruling the destinies of her creations.

The plot of each novel occupied many pages of close writing. We have said that each plot would take about three weeks of intense application; and on these occasions she would often relax her rule, and work far into the afternoon. At these times she could not bear the slightest interruption, for the thread of her argument once broken, she was seldom able to take it up again the same day.

It may be interesting to place before the reader the outline of a plot for one of the Johnny Ludlow stories  the only outline that we possess, and which was accidentally preserved. This was the sketch for only a very short tale occupying a few pages, and was a very different matter from the elaborated plot of a three-volume novel with its numerous incidents and characters. The one was a work of weeks, the other of hours. But it is sufficient to give an idea of Mrs. Henry Woods manner of working. The story In Later Years, was published in the Argosy for December 1887, after the author had passed away.



IN LATER YEARS.



Valentine Chandler has broken down; has also had an illness. Is going to Canada. Jane calls at North Villa  sees him  he is on a sofa at home alone. They talk. No crying, but both subdued. Will try to pull up over there. Johnny walks home with Jane. Preparations for Vals departure.

Mrs. Jacob Chandler has taken small place at Crabb; has let North Villa to the Miss Dennetts. Another interview  Jane and Val  one of the girls is sitting over the fire with Johnny. Val, pretty well now, sits down to piano and sings, Remember me, tho rolling ocean. Window is open to the sighing, moaning wind of the coming winter. She stands just outside to listen. Walks away in distress  with her aching heart, as the song says. Valentine follows her  she is in the arbour already spoken of  where Mrs. Cramp held her interview with Jacob on the Sunday afternoon many years before. They sit down; neither can speak for pain. It is their last interview  the last evening. Last conversation  aching hearts. Jane cries; he cries. Ah, how bitter these parting tears are! Some few of us, but I think not many, could testify to that. Johnny is ready to go home with Jane. Ill go this evening, says Val, and they go off together, nearly in silence. He takes her past the Inlets; says his last farewell at the gate; takes his last kiss.

Juliet arrives on visit to Mrs. Cramp  brings friend with her  Cherry Dawson; a pretty, rattling sort of girl. Strikes up a flirtation with Fred Scott. Fred and Juliet (had discarded Juliet-ta)had had a love affair, or at least flirtation together. Cherry cuts Juliet out. Juliet receives letter to say sister seriously ill and wants her. Goes, leaving field open to Cherry. Back in a week. Cherry declares that she and Fred are engaged. Great disturbance. Juliet says shell haunt her for ever. Disappears. Straw hat and white frock found on bank of eel-pond at bottom of grounds. Written on paper pinned to frock: Ill haunt her for ever. Cherry, not bad-hearted, in great distress. Fred Scott, questioned by Mrs. Cramp, says he never wanted to have either of them. Why, how could I? he asks reasonably. Ive no money to keep a wife and a house upon. The girls laughed and joked with me, and I laughed and joked back again. Nothing to be heard of Juliet  pond dragged  nothing comes up but eels  Georgie arrives in distress  Clementina most heartless about it  writes word it served Juliet right for her flirting folly, and she only hoped shed haunt Cherry till her hair turned gray with fright. Of course Tod and Johnny are in it.
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Autumn weather. Mrs. Jacob Chandler away, and house shut up. Jane goes out one evening at dusk to Mrs. Syms on an errand for her mother  meets Valentine. He has come home for her. Tells him of the distress about Juliet. He does not believe it; Juliet would think twice before plunging into the prettiest pond ever seen. Juliet found  is lady housekeeper to an old gentlemen in Guernsey  most likely shall marry him  has lots of money. Jane and Val marry and sail for Canada.

This ability to draw out her plots elaborately and minutely gave her, we say, unusual power. She saw clearly the end of her story from the beginning. It prevented all contradiction, omission, or mistake. Every incident received its appointed place. There was no hurrying at the end, no confusion of interests. Scarcely a single line or word will be found in any one of her books unnecessary to the story. By her characters she touches the deeper chords of human nature, whilst she herself is carefully kept in the background. She possessed the power of making the common uncommon; and, again, of making improbabilities probable, so gradually and easily are her least probable incidents led up to. This gives her work a value not immediately apparent.

Yet nothing can be less mechanical than the manner in which the novels are written. The stories flow onward as life dramas, so real that the author might be merely recording, not creating them; one incident leads up to another as naturally as if destiny and not design had been at work. She never moralised or criticised, therefore never descended from the highest level of her faculty. If a philosopher, she was so unconsciously, for she never obtruded her personality upon the reader. She is a simple, lucid, and picturesque narrator, often creating great effects out of the most ordinary and everyday material. No wonder that her work never ceased to fascinate her. Everything outside the realms of her imagination must have seemed commonplace and prosaic. In all this lay one great secret of her success.

From a child she had written stories, which were destroyed as soon as ended, and no one ever saw a line of them. Like all such efforts, no doubt the fire was their best place; and in after years she never encouraged precociousness in children. Even to her father, closely allied as they were, her early productions were never shown. But they were a great resource. Reclining upon her couch day after day and year after year, Time must now and then have shown more of his leaden feet than of his wings, and they brightened many an hour that would otherwise have proved long and wearisome. Many romances and fairy-tales were woven into her quiet and suffering life. Pen and paper alone endowed them with reality, but all the time the talent was growing. Even her governess, whom she ever loved and valued, and who took great pride and interest in the few works which appeared before her death, was never admitted into the secret of this inexhaustible well.

She one day remarked that she had never but once hesitated in composing a plot; seeing two ways before her, not quite certain which was the better. This was when writing East Lynne. And yet it must have been long in her mind; for years she had wished to begin the novel, and was only prevented by Mr. Ainsworths refusal to take anything but short stories from her. The point in question was a leading situation in the story, and caused her much thought and deliberation. In the end, she added, I decided rightly, and soon saw that I had adopted the only possible course. It is certainly difficult to see how the plot of East Lynne could be improved or made more interesting. Here, if anywhere, the doctrine of inevitableness seems evident. It is full of action, yet every incident fits into its place as the different sections of a puzzle; and any change would appear to disturb the narrative.

Not very long ago a gentleman observed that a friend in America was complaining of blunted feelings. Nothing touches me, he said, as it once did. I neither cry nor laugh when others do, or feel moved one way or the other.

Come with me, said his friend. They are playing East Lynne to-night. We will go and see it acted. And, with the rest of the audience, he was much affected as the play went on. I dont quite see the insensibility you complain of, said the friend as they left the theatre together. You have relieved me, was the reply. I thought my feelings were dead or paralysed, but to-night have found them as much alive as ever.

Until the time of East Lynne, Mrs. Wood was in the habit of copying everything; but East Lynne, partly on account of severe illness, was sent to press as it was written; and from that time she never copied again. And here, in answer to a question frequently asked, we may state that Mrs. Wood never dictated. Every word of every one of her works was written with her own hand. She used to say that she could never have dictated, for, like Dr. Johnson, the brain and the pen must go together.

Her handwriting was extremely legible, as the specimen given will show; clear and sensitive, like herself! In earlier life this was very apparent; but as years went on it grew more upright and decided, answering to the decision of character which comes with the advance of life, and we find ourselves in positions where judgment and common-sense are a daily exercise, and we have often to choose between two alternatives. We wish there were a page of East Lynne to place before the reader, but the manuscript was not preserved. It was destroyed, month by month, by the printers, as the story appeared in serial form. Even had it accompanied the proofs, Mrs. Wood thought so little of these things that she would probably herself have destroyed it  as she destroyed nearly all her other manuscripts. The few now existing were accidentally retained. The specimens given belong to her earliest and latest periods.

The longer is taken from The Red Court Farm, one of the earliest and most popular of her works. The MS. consists of some nine hundred pages, and from beginning to end there is scarcely a correction or an erasure, marking the wonderful ease and fluency with which Mrs. Wood wrote. The accompanying page is not specially selected, and is no better than any other part of the MS. Those whose duty it was to set up the type were always glad when Mrs. Woods copy fell to them. Where workmen are paid by the amount of work done and not by time a clear handwriting makes a sensible difference to the days earnings.

Mrs. Woods memory could recall every line and expression she had written; and if by chance the printers altered a single word, she never failed to discover it, and restore the original. When George Canterburys Will was passing through the press, after the manuscript had gone in she wished to make a slight change in it. Time failed, and it was necessary for some one to call at the printers. Mrs. Wood indicated the nature of the passage, and, as nearly as she could tell, the number of the page on which it would be found, and its position. Everything proved as described, and the new matter, some twenty lines, was substituted for the old. But only a very clear head and memory could have done this.

Memory and clearness of vision and judgment remained to the end. Yet in the last two or three years of her life she found that as regarded time and ease, she worked very unequally. Her pen was no longer quite that of a ready-writer. There were days when she wrote as quickly as ever, and others again when she wrote very slowly indeed. It took her much longer to write her stories, and cost her much more labour; she would often alter or re-write parts of many pages, a thing unknown in earlier days. But her facility for inventing plots, if anything, increased. I could sit down now and compose a hundred plots with the greatest ease, if I only had the strength to work them out, she remarked a short time before her death. It was all, from beginning to end, from first to last, a labour of love.

I feel quite vexed with myself, she again remarked one morning in the last autumn of her life; I write so slowly compared with the old days. It takes me four months to get through the amount of work I could once do in as many weeks.

But this was after the labour of many years, in which few had worked more earnestly and indefatigably.
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CHAPTER XX

Tis held that sorrow makes us wise; 

Yet how much wisdom sleeps with thee 

Which not alone had guided me, 

But served the seasons that may rise.
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IT has been said of many literary people that they are not domesticated. It was not so with Mrs. Henry Wood. No one ever looked more earnestly to the ways of her household. The happiness of those about her was ever her first thought and consideration. Her house was carefully ruled, and order and system reigned. Nothing ever jarred; the domestic atmosphere was never disturbed. Her servants were expected to do their duty without undue surveillance, and it was done thoroughly and conscientiously. They delighted to serve, appreciating the kindness with which they were treated, ever made to feel that their welfare was a matter of personal thought and consideration. It was the rarest thing for any servant to leave her, unless to be married, or for some equally good reason. At the time of her death several of her domestics had been with her for nearly a quarter of a century.

No home duty was ever neglected or put aside for literary labours. Every morning before commencing work there was the interview with the housekeeper, when the household affairs for the day were discussed and settled. Punctuality was strictly observed. In all there was no effort; no ruling excepting by kindness and quiet influence. With her it was ever  



Think truly and thy thoughts 

Shall the worlds famine feed; 

Speak truly and each word of thine 

Shall be a fruitful seed; 

Live truly and thy life shall be 

A great and noble deed.



Mrs. Wood was now living in St. Johns Wood Park, South Hampstead; a locality chosen because it was more bracing than the central parts of London. Mr and Mrs. Wood had for a time lived in Kensington, but in its relaxing air the health of one of their children failed. They were advised to go northward, and as a test, took for some months the furnished house in Lancaster Terrace already alluded to, and which was said to possess the prettiest drawing-room in London. Here health improved, and the house in St. Johns Wood Park was finally chosen and occupied for many years. The situation was somewhat inconveniently remote, but health had to be considered before all things.

Here, early-rising was a law of the house. At seven oclock, summer and winter, Mrs. Woods maid entered her room, undrew the curtains, and she rose immediately after. At eight she went into her study, where, Sundays excepted, she always breakfasted alone, never coming down, save on special occasions, until two oclock, when work was put aside. The remainder of the day was devoted to reading and conversation, receiving friends, social duties and pleasures, the exercise of that hospitality her heart delighted in.

Her dress  to bring her more vividly before the reader  was always the same for quite the latter half of her life; so that one ever had a distinct and unvarying impression of her. She wore at all times plain but rich black silk, specially made for her in Lyons, the town so associated with her early recollections; the only difference between the morning and evening dress being that the latter would be more trimmed with old laces that so well became her. Only in the extreme heat of summer would the heavier material be laid aside for some thin and flowing substance, but the colour never varied. The reader has seen her in the Alpine terraces clothed in white, listening to the rapturous nightingales; but those were the days of youth and romance, which come but once to us all.

To simple taste in dress she added another virtue. At any moment, from early morn to dewy eve, she would have been found ready to receive the most exalted personage in the land.

Never was there a break in this rule; and as it is a merit not always seen in literary people, it is well to record a notable instance. Self-respecting and respecting others, it could not have been otherwise. And her dresses were so arranged with scarves and laces that the curvature was less evident than it might otherwise have been.

We have said that East Lynne and many other works were written in a reclining chair, before the days when artificial support, which added so much to the comfort of her later life, permitted her to write at a table. Yet in the earlier years of weakness and reclining, Mrs. Wood often began to write at nine in the morning, and wrote until six in the evening; work never seemed to tire or exhaust her. Only for perhaps half an hour at mid-day, for the lightest possible luncheon, would the work be put down. This was her invariable custom. Throughout life she took, it may be said, only one meal a day: a light breakfast of tea and toast, an almost equally light luncheon, a late and substantial dinner. Occasionally with luncheon a small cup of coffee; wine only with the later meal. One glass of wine, she would say, took away all power for work. For most of her life she took only light red or white French wines, also specially sent over from her beloved early home. She was at all times rigidly abstemious, never exceeding the allowance she permitted herself. In later years, immediately after dinner, before leaving the table, she would take a cup of weak tea.

We have so often been asked questions about these various small details that we do not hesitate to record them. There is no doubt a certain interest in hearing, even in trifles, how those who have climbed the ladder of success, and gone through a long life of laborious work, have regulated the ordering of their ways, and found time and energy to accomplish so much. In these days, indeed, of illustrated interviews the interest has become somewhat morbid and unhealthy.

For a time the close work we have described was compulsory. About the period that East Lynne appeared, Mrs. Wood undertook various engagements without realising the amount of work they would entail upon her; and with her a promise was sacred. No printer or publisher was ever kept waiting a single hour for any manuscript. But the pressure of this close work presently told upon her, and she felt that it could not be continued. Those engagements fulfilled, she never again accepted anything it would be a strain to perform. In a few years she wrote only from half-past eight until half-past twelve, and the rule once made was closely kept.

Yet before that time, day after day and month after month after working from nine until six, she would be as mentally bright and animated as when the day began, able to take her place in the home circle and to be interested in all that was going forward. Books and conversation were her chief recreation, but her interest and attention were by no means confined to these objects. In games, excepting occasionally a hand at cards or a game at chess  in which, like her father, she excelled  she never joined; but it was one of her great pleasures to see others at their pastimes, and nothing gladdened her more than to be able to contribute to this end.

She was, indeed, never happier than when planning for the good of others  whether for their pleasure or profit. None ever came to her in vain for sympathy. In matters of advice her clear judgment saw the best course to be taken; the wisest thing to be done in matters difficult or complicated. It is often said that people ask your advice for the pleasure of taking their own. With Mrs. Wood it was seldom asked and not taken, for she inspired confidence, first by her kindliness, secondly by her wisdom. With her children this, perhaps naturally, was invariably the case. In their eyes she could not err. It was impossible to live day after day, year after year, with one so true and steadfast, so sensible and far-seeing, yet so simple withal, without realising that in judgment and penetration she was a pillar of strength.

We see her now sitting in her drawing-room in her own special seat, observing all around her, her attitude full of repose, one hand holding a fan, which, if the weather were warm, she was seldom without, the other resting upon the arm of her chair, listening to some difficult problem that had crossed the path of a friend. Not a word spoken until the tale was told, and then quickly came the reply  the right course to pursue; where there had been darkness and complication all became clear as daylight. On one special occasion two young friends had, from no fault of their own but through the action of a third person, brought themselves into temporary disfavour at the Foreign Office. As both were rising in the Diplomatic Service, the case in point involved serious issues.

In their vexation and anxiety they bethought them of their wise friend, and went to her on the eve of a great interview for sympathy and advice. The whole case was laid before her; the story eagerly poured out. That they were blameless was true; that it might appear otherwise was equally true. What would be the result? Without hesitation their friend told them what would be said by the head of the Department; the questions asked, the view taken. You have nothing to fear, she concluded. Make your minds easy. You will be told in future to exercise more discretion and more care, and I think I must tell you so too; and there it will end. As they were departing, consoled and comforted, she gave them her hand, and said, Fear nothing; all will be well.
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And all so happened the next day; almost the very expressions Mrs. Wood had used the night before they heard again. Fortunately, in the head of the Department at that time  now many years ago  they found all that innate gentlemanlike courtesy and consideration and willingness to listen which do not always characterise the heads of Departments; and the true version of the case prevailed. The young men went their way rejoicing  to rise in due time to honours of which they were worthy. But they never forgot hastening to their friend and counsellor the moment the important interview was happily over, with faces from which the cares of a century had been removed. You are a prophet! they cried, and must have mesmerised Sir John. The very arguments, the very words you used, he used. And then Mrs. Woods quiet and musical laugh. I am not by any means a prophet, but I see things pretty clearly, and happen to possess a little common-sense. I admit that your position was somewhat awkward, but your fears prevented you from judging calmly, whilst youth and inexperience exaggerated the matter. Sir John and I are older than you; I knew exactly the view he would take of what was after all a simple affair: though I did not know, she laughed, that he would honour me by using my very words and arguments!

It was ever so; above all things Mrs. Wood was quietly, eminently wise; and the line placed upon her tomb THE LORD GIVETH WISDOM  refers not only to her work and its invariable tendency for good, but to herself; the great matters of her life, in which she made no mistakes; the frequent occasions on which in the troubled portion of that life she had to exercise supreme wisdom; her everyday home life, which she so beautified, and which in itself ever requires so much patience and tact; its singular harmony; the few errors that occurred, the smoothness with which everything was directed. Her voice was never heard in anger or even in reproach. Discouragement she held to be the greatest of errors; but everything that weakened the strict principles of life was quietly avoided. Sceptical books were never opened. No matter what the reputation of such a work, its pages never entered her house. With St. Paul she forsook all vain and foolish babblings, and oppositions of science falsely so called. She had her reward in that Faith never failed her; nothing was more real to her, nothing more present, than the things unseen. Argument of every description she disliked. In politics she took no part, beyond being a strong Conservative. Inequality she recognised as a Divine law, but her sympathies were far-reaching. All social movements affecting the people or country she followed with keenest interest; and none living had their true welfare more at heart. How earnestly this was the case, and how clearly she saw into the future, is evidenced in her story of A Lifes Secret.

At the commencement of this chapter we have said that Mrs. Wood was an early riser. This recalls to mind what was to her a very singular and constant source of pleasure, even of delight.
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In sleep she was ever haunted by dreams vivid and lasting, and always singularly beautiful and consecutive. The remembrance of them did not fade, as they do with most people. Whole histories and dramas would pass before her. She was ever wandering in lovely realms, amidst greenest valleys and sweetest flowers. More beautiful than anything earthly were these nightly visions, peopled by her personal friends. Elysian fields, the plains of Paradise, ever seemed the abode of her spirit when, night after night, sleep spread his gentle mantle over her. These dreams never forsook her; in the very last days she would say how beautiful they had been. We cannot wonder at this in one whose imagination was continually exercised, and to whom an unkindly thought or uncharitable word was unknown. One of her remarkable traits was an utter self-unconsciousness. It never occurred to her to be a shining light to others, only to be true to herself. Nothing was farther from her mind, nor would she have dreamed of it in her humility. The letters left to her children, to be opened after her death, which were difficult to read from their touching beauty and fervent tone, spoke more freely and openly, were more exhorting to the better life, than perhaps anything she had ever said when present with them. She ever looked upwards, but silently.

Only thus can so consistent a life be lived. Otherwise the disturbing elements of earth must inevitably come in, with their discord and failure. Human nature is at best erring, and Mrs. Henry Wood would have been the very first to consider herself imperfect: for the nearer we grow to holiness the more we see our own deficiencies; the greater the knowledge, the more one realises how little is known in comparison with what has yet to be known. Human nature, we say, is at best imperfect; but, as far as it was possible, hers was a perfect life. For the rest, her works bear witness. Man cannot paint beauties he does not see, but only gives out of that which is within him.
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CHAPTER XXI

Thy voice is on the rolling air; 

I hear thee where the waters run; 

Thou standest in the rising sun, 

And in the setting thou art fair.
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As soon as the proof-sheets of East Lynne had been corrected, Mr and Mrs. Wood went abroad, their first destination being Dieppe, a place they both so much liked, and which at this time was the most fashionable watering-place in France.

Their object in leaving England was partly to obtain rest and change. They had not been abroad for nearly three years, and this seemed to them almost like exile. During Mrs.

Woods lengthened illness it had been impossible to leave home. Moreover, East Lynne was being written, and, as in her worst paroxysms she could not write, it had taken her from first to last quite two years to complete the work.

Another great inducement to leaving England was to escape the remarks and reviews in connection with the book. As a first work, on which so much depended, Mrs. Wood was naturally nervous as to its reception; and to change scene and country was the best way of passing over the period of uncertainty.

They also longed once more to breathe the air and see the friends of other days. Correspondence had been kept up, and to many a question When are you coming to us again? the answer had to be long doubtful. Though France had ceased to be home, they only loved it the more  as we all love the years and scenes that are past. Previous visits had been red-letter days in their lives, looked forward to, intensely enjoyed. The impulsive, enthusiastic French temperament was exhilarating and refreshing; after the heavy atmosphere and colder character of the English, the sunny French skies seemed to bring back youth and happiness  les beaux jours de la vie  with which the gray skies and east winds of our island would not bear comparison. The moment they touched French shores the old life was resumed, and high and low conspired to give them welcome. Amidst old scenes and old friends, they would make a sort of royal progress.

They had left England partly to avoid the reviews, but fate pursued them. No sooner had they settled down in their hotel than Mrs. Wood took up by chance the first paper that came to hand. It happened to be the Daily News, and the very first thing that arrested her attention was a review of East Lynne, almost the first to appear.

This is a work of remarkable power, it began. It is concerned with the passions; and exhibits that delicacy of touch and knowledge of the emotional part of our mental structure which would reveal the sex of the author even without the help of the title-page. The great merit of the work consists in an artistic juxtaposition of characters strongly contrasted with one another.

Then followed an analysis of the plot, concluding with: The story displays a force of description and dramatic completeness we have seldom seen surpassed. The interest of the narrative intensifies itself to the deepest pathos, and shakes the feelings. The closing scene, where the dying penitent, under the impulse of strong human affection, reveals herself to her lost husband and is at length forgiven, is in the highest degree tragic, and the whole management of the story exhibits unquestionable genius and originality.

One can imagine the pleasure with which the author read these first words of recognition. Their influence must have sweetened all the days of her stay abroad. The beauties of earth, the sparkling sea  ever the greatest delight to her  the blue skies of la belle Normandie, the sunshine, fields, and flowers, must have gained a charm they never possessed before as she began to realise a day when she would be known and appreciated.

It had been a dream long delayed. For, as we have seen, Mrs. Henry Wood commenced her literary career at a time when many writers have begun to think of giving up work. Scott was forty-five when his first book was written, and Mrs. Wood was more than forty-five when East Lynne appeared.

Those days in Dieppe must have been gilded with a secret rapture. The world must have once more seemed very fair to the patient, much-tried spirit. If the reward had been long in coming, it promised to be great. For she knew her own talent and had confidence in herself  what else had given her courage to go on writing for ten years without remuneration or any other return?  and ever felt that success would one day be hers. Both she and her husband were especially fond of the Chateau dArques, with its ruined and romantic walls and lovely views over the undulating country; and more bright and sunny and beautiful than ever they must have looked to her whose days had seen much care and sorrow, but who was now about to see fulfilled one of the dearest wishes of her long-tried heart. That first review in the Daily News so accidentally found was a good omen.

Other reviews quickly followed; none seen during that visit to Normandy, but read long afterwards.

East Lynne is so interesting, said the Saturday Review, that the interest begins with the beginning of the first volume and ends with the end of the third. The faults on which criticism fastens most naturally are all, or almost all, avoided. It is not spun out. It is not affected, or vulgar, or silly. It is full of a variety of characters, all touched off with point, finish, and felicity. It bears unmistakable signs of being written by a woman, but it has many more of the excellencies than of the weaknesses of womans writing.

In speaking of the legal portion of East Lynne, the Saturday Review remarked:  

What is more wonderful is that the legal proceedings taken when the murder is finally discovered are all, or almost all, right. There is a trial, with its preliminary proceedings, and a real summing up, and a lively cross-examination. Mrs. Wood has an accuracy and method of legal knowledge about her which would do credit to many famous male novelists.

As already stated, Mrs. Henry Woods legal knowledge was really extensive and accurate. The science and mystery of the Law had always possessed great charm and attraction for her. She followed out the points of any intricate case that might be going on with clearness and insight; in trials of mystery and complication quickly forming her opinion, which seldom proved wrong.

The Saturday Review continued:  

The murder is not the main incident of the story. The chief place is reserved for the sorrows of an erring wife. The method of dealing with this theme is entirely Mrs. Woods own, and shows very remarkable and unusual skill.... Evidently such a plot affords much scope for fine drawing of character and for powerful and effective scenes. In every one of the three parts of the story Mrs. Wood has been successful. She places before us a distinct picture of Lady Isabel as a young, ignorant, kind-hearted, charming girl, with a gentle spirit, although with ill-disciplined feelings and an utter want of worldly wisdom. In the second part Lady Isabel is not made either too bad or too good. We cannot bring ourselves to condemn her very harshly, and yet the authoress never for a moment allows us to doubt of her abhorrence of such a crime. But the gem of this part is the character of Barbara Hare, who presents exactly the qualities which Lady Isabel wanted; who has strong sense and a right judgment, and an adoring love for her husband very different from the gentle flickering liking which Lady Isabel bestowed on the hero. The third part, however, must have been the most difficult to write, for it is all necessarily pathetic, and to sustain pathetic writing is a great tax on the powers of a story-teller. Considering the very great difficulty of the task, the success is undeniable. Few persons could read with dry eyes the scenes that pass between the despairing mother and the little dying boy to whom she may not reveal her love. And an achievement quite as great is the contrast that is preserved between the characters of the two wives brought into daily contact under such singular circumstances. Mrs. Henry Wood has quite avoided the fault of making Barbara too good. Although at the close of the story the whole of the Attorneys affections are most properly concentrated on his living wife, the reader is not sorry to be permitted to have a slight preference for the dead one.

East Lynne is so full of incident, so exciting in every page, and so admirably written, that one hardly knows how to go to bed without reading to the very last page, said the Observer.... The trial scene is well depicted. There are no inconsistencies of time and place to shock the intelligent reader, such as most novels are full of; and you rise from its perusal with satisfaction, feeling that the same events might reasonably have been expected to arise under similar circumstances.

East Lynne is touching, well-intentioned, and written in the highest tone of morality and earnestness, said the Morning Post. It is a strong appeal to women by a woman, who would urge upon her fellows the invincible truth that only the ways of wisdom are those of pleasantness, and only her paths are those of peace.... Mrs. Henry Wood has selected a difficult subject for a novelist whose aim is higher than that of merely providing amusement and producing excitement. To create compassion for the sinner, and to avoid sympathy with the sin; to strip the abandonment of rectitude and the dereliction from principle of all their romance; to invest them with their harshest reality, and to enforce the lesson of the hopelessly inevitable punishment which is in, and by, and through the breach of the most sacred law of God and the most binding obligations of society  are responsible and onerous tasks which the writer of East Lynne has executed well and faithfully.

Miss Cornelia Carlyle, said the Press, is one of the most laughable elderly ladies in the whole realm of fiction.

Nothing strikes the reader of East Lynne more than the extraordinary manner in which the mystery of each part of the plot is preserved, said the late Mr. Hamilton Hume, the nephew of Hume the historian, in the Conservative  a paper that, in spite of admirable editing, was destined to a brief existence. As the reader feels that he is moving in the different parts of the drama, and unconsciously feels himself deeply interested in its several characters, he almost trembles as each dangerous turning-point of the story is passed. East Lynne, we may truly say, is no ordinary novel. A high tone of morality, a remarkable discrimination of human character, and a keen perception of the manners and customs of the age, are marks by which it is especially distinguished, and form some clue to solve the mystery of its warm and greedy reception at the hands of the reading public.... Mrs. Henry Wood has served the interests of morality in holding up to society a mirror in which it may see itself exactly reflected. She probes deep, and does not, through any false prudery, gloss over its evils and only depict its brightest colours. The healthy sentiment and pure morality of Mrs. Henry Woods work renders it particularly valuable at the present time. Now, when it is fashionable to live fast and loose; now, when those who take the lead in the most select circles do not frown down, but rather encourage, those little excesses which a former generation might gravely term sins; now, when the sanctities of domestic life are threatened, and associations hallowed by time are endangered, it is a matter of no small importance that the follies, the inanities, the vices of society should be so ably portrayed and so thrillingly denounced as we see them in East Lynne.

These are short extracts from a few of the many reviews that appeared at the time, almost written in the same spirit. It seems well to quote them, for they helped to establish the popularity of a work that for more than a quarter of a century has steadily increased. The thoughts and notices of that past generation have long been forgotten, but their influence remains.

We will quote one more extract  from the Times. It was one of the last, and its effect was powerful and immediate. No sooner had it appeared than the libraries were besieged and Messrs. Spottiswoode, the Queens Printers, had to work night and day upon new editions. It has been remarked that the two great reviews in the Times, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, have been those of Adam Bede and East Lynne. In the present day the condition of things has changed; the literary market bears no resemblance to that of five-and-twenty or thirty years ago  and Adam Bede appeared even before that period. A review in the Times in those days was rare, and it directed the whole English-speaking world to the work fortunate enough to gain its notice.

In East Lynne? remarked the Times, we admit the authoress to have achieved a considerable success, which has brought her into the very foremost rank of her class. The authoress, it went on to say, in the course of its very long review, is really what the novelist now prefers to call himself  a moralist; and there is moral purpose in her portraits, as well as vivacity. There is great breadth and clearness in her delineations of character, and her range is extensive, including many types. There is one point on which we may speak with special emphasis, and that is her capacity to portray men  an accomplishment so rare on the part of lady-novelists that we do not at this moment recall any one who has exhibited it in equal degree. The two characters of Mr. Carlyle and the second Lord Mount Severn are the principal examples of this rare capacity. Mount Severn is indicated with very few touches, and yet we have a portrait worthy the best of his class, like the faces which look upon us from the canvas of Vandyke.

Carlyles is a more elaborated performance, and its harmony is preserved, in spite of its elaboration and of the many trying tests to which it is put in the progress of the story. His character is consistent with the serious preoccupations which render him so unobservant of the love of Barbara, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, of the jealousy and suffering of his wife. He errs, but it is the error of a manly nature assailed by difficulties which a more frivolous person would have anticipated. But in dealing with his difficulties, when they do come, his conduct is admirable. It is rarely that we find a hero so consistently heroic, so sensible and just, and yet so lovable. There is a strength in his character, as presented to the reader, which makes him forget the balance of qualities required for its conception on the part of the author. Let us add that it is not only a masterly portrait, but a conception of which even a moralist may be proud: a brave, noble, and truthful gentleman, without the pretence of being a paragon for the humiliation of his species.

On the other hand, if we take the circle of characters in which authoresses generally most excel, we shall find the authoress here is equally skilful: that is to say, in analysing the motives and emotions of her own sex. She presents us to a little group of interesting women, each well-defined and judiciously contrasted in their relations to the story  its course and conclusion. Miss Corny is remarkably good, and so is Barbara Hare. So also are Afy Hallijohn and her sister Joyce. Isabel is less marked; but then she is the instrument on which the pathos of the story is strung: she is tossed hither and thither, and is but a frail reed for such a weight of woe and misadventure. The reader cannot fail to take an interest in her fate, nor to be satisfied with the demeanour of her husband on her death-bed. The feelings of the latter are just indicated to the point to which analysis may fairly go, and then the authoress retires with a wise and decorous reticence. Balzac would have gone further, and would have handled and squeezed each throbbing heart-string, as his manner was in making his morbid preparations. But our authoress has better tact and a chaster purpose; nor does she affect to fathom the very gulf of human frailty. In short, she evinces the tact of a gentlewoman, even in the passages where less equable and chastened temperaments have a natural tendency to literary hysterics. The death-bed of Lady Isabels child is an example of this self-command; where the child is represented as asking a childs questions under circumstances where others would have made him a precocious angel, and where the announcement is also made to the mother, in her agony, that her secret is known to the faithful Joyce.

The Times then proceeded to give a long extract from the work, and concluded with a short sentence of high praise.

East Lynne at once became a great success. No one accepted it so quietly as the author; none could have worn her laurels more modestly. To say that she was not profoundly gratified would be to make her more than human, and this, perhaps, was one reason for her calmness. She had also been perfected through suffering, and the things of earth had lost much of their hold upon her. Again, she looked upon her talent as a responsibility, for which she would one day have to give an account: and it must be admitted that never was gift more earnestly devoted to high aims. If Mrs. Henry Woods desire was to interest and amuse  as it should be the end and aim of every novelist  she was no less anxious to hold up to her readers a true ideal of goodness and morality; the better side of human nature; the inevitable Divine law that as a man sows so he must reap: the certainty of retribution.

She was deeply affected by her success, but possessing the sensitiveness of genius, she decided never to read reviews. Whether favourable or unfavourable, their effect was unsatisfactory; and, after the criticisms upon East lynne, they seldom came under her notice. One of the exceptions was in the first series of Johnny Ludlow. The book appeared anonymously, and the secret was well kept. No one knew or even guessed at the authorship. The whole press was full of praise for this unknown writer; gifts denied to Mrs. Henry Wood were found in Johnny Ludlow; and points for which Mrs. Wood had been blamed  such as the occasional introduction of an element of superstition into her stories  Johnny Ludlow was especially commended for. Time after time, as each review appeared, she would laugh and enjoy this reading about herself from, as it were, an outside point of view, often wondering that the secret was never suspected.

Time has proved that East Lynne was not to enjoy a mere passing success. The work is even more popular to-day than when it appeared. It has been translated into every known tongue, including Parsee and Hindustance. Indian readers will gather a large circle of Hindoos around them, and read the book to them in their own tongue; seated upon the ground, the listeners rock themselves to and fro and laugh and weep by turns. Some years ago one of the chief librarians in Madrid informed Mrs. Henry Wood, through Messrs. Richard Bentley and Son, that the most popular book on his shelves, original or translated, was East Lynne. Not very long ago it was translated into Welsh and brought out in a Welsh newspaper. It has been dramatised and played so often that, had the author received a small royalty from every representation, it was long since estimated that it would have returned to her no less a sum than a quarter of a million sterling; but she never received anything. Sometimes it has appeared on the same night at three different London theatres, and at many in the provinces, where it is always being played. In America for years it has been one of the most popular of their dramas, as East Lynne has been one of the most popular of their books; but from this also the author reaped no advantage. In the English colonies the sale of the various works increases steadily year by year. In France the story has been dramatised, and is frequently played in Paris and the provinces.

I think East Lynne the most interesting book I ever read, said the late Lord Lyttelton to a mutual friend; and I consider the chapter headed Alone for evermore one of the finest and most pathetic chapters in the whole realm of English fiction. This from one who was admitted to be among the cleverest men in England, who had taken high honours at Cambridge and was bracketed with Dean Vaughan, was great praise.

I am amazed at the power and interest of East Lynne wrote Harriet Martineau to another friend; I do not care how many murders or other crimes form the foundation of plots, if they are to give us such stories as this. I wish I possessed a hundredth part of the authors imagination. She wrote very much to the same effect of Verners Pride, a work which found great favour with her.

Mrs. Wood possessed also the gift of excelling equally in long or short stories, as Harrison Ainsworth was unwilling to admit: two powers not often combined. Our greater novelists have seldom written more than a few short stories; but Mrs. Wood, in addition to nearly forty long novels, must have written not less than from three to four hundred short stories, every one of them with a distinct and carefully-worked-out plot. Yet all was done by one without any physical power, who commenced her work at an age when many writers begin to think of laying down their pen, and whose life, from the day she began to work in earnest, was passed very much in the retirement of her study.
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CHAPTER XXII

Far off thou art, but ever nigh; 

I have thee still, and I rejoice; 

I prosper, circled with thy voice; 

I shall not lose thee though I die.
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MARY HOWITT said of Mrs. Henry Wood that like Lord Byron she awoke one morning and found herself famous. But although East Lynne had been out some time, and was already successful, it was the somewhat late review in the Times which really brought it under universal notice.

The day was a memorable one for the author. Mr. Henry Wood, devoted politician that he was, could scarcely have breakfasted without the help of his beloved Times, and had taken up the paper. Parliament had not assembled, but was about to do so, and the bugle-call was already sounding to battle. The morning was clear and frosty, and the Norwood skies were blue and bright, though not with the blueness of those far-off southern skies which had once been Mrs. Woods home.

Mr. Wood opened the Times, and for a moment politics and the money-market were forgotten, as, on the outer column of the page, in the most conspicuous portion of the paper, the words East Lynne in large type caught his eye, followed by a lengthened and appreciative notice. The Times gives East Lynne a long review this morning, he remarked to his wife.

The flush of emotion passed over Mrs. Woods face, but she made no other sign. She had wondered whether the Times would review it  hoped it would do so, knowing how much depended upon it, what it would mean for her. Yet when it came, she received it, as she did all things, very calmly and quietly. Her anxiety to see the notice must have been as great as the interest at stake; but she remained seated and asked no question until her husband, having read to the end, rose and handed her the paper.

Forgive me, he then apologised; I felt compelled to finish it, and fear I forgot that your interest must be even greater than my own. She quietly took the paper from his hand, and read to the end without remark.

In those days the Times reviewed only on the rarest occasions, and almost always favourably. Where one person wrote when East Lynne was published, hundreds write now. As we have said, writers were then more confined to the few who felt within them the sacred fire of inspiration. It was supposed to be an inborn faculty, like the genius of the poet or the musician, and without that sacred call not to be attempted. It is now taken up as a profession, easily essayed, easily laid down. So there are many failures; and even those who persevere generally discover that the seven years apprenticeship is no delusion, and nothing lasting is achieved without hard work.

With Mrs. Henry Wood success had been patiently waited and worked for not for seven years, but for ten years. For nearly ten years, when living abroad, she had written for Harrison Ainsworth, contributing short stories month by month to Bentleys Miscellany and Colburns New Monthly Magazine, then the property of that popular author. The stories appeared anonymously, but attracted much attention, and in conjunction with the admirable essays and papers of William Francis Ainsworth, the novelists cousin, kept the magazines from falling into oblivion. It is to be regretted that the essays of William Francis Ainsworth were not republished in a complete form, for they deserved far more than a mere passing reputation.

For many of those ten years Mrs. Wood wrote without remuneration, out of love for her work. Popular as the stories were, Mr. Ainsworth made no pecuniary return. At length she declared her unwillingness to continue these contributions month after month and year after year without acknowledgment, and the payment of a small yearly sum was arranged; so small that the old agreement could scarcely be said to have altered.

William Francis Ainsworth was in great part editor of both magazines, and to him all Mrs. Woods MSS. were forwarded, and most of the correspondence was carried on between them  letters that were ever very pleasant and cordial. Francis Ainsworth was a traveller, a gentleman, a man of wide sympathies; of a mental tone altogether different from his cousin, Harrison Ainsworth. His acquaintance with Mrs. Wood was almost limited to correspondence, for she was living abroad and he had ceased to travel. But on Mrs. Woods rare visits to England she never failed to spend a day with Mr and Mrs. Francis Ainsworth at Hammersmith; visits which always left behind them agreeable recollections. On these occasions Harrison Ainsworth, if in London  he was then living at Kemp Town  was generally also a guest.

Amongst the correspondence of Francis Ainsworth, in one of his old letters, the following passage occurs. It is dated in the fifties, nevertheless Mrs. Wood had already written for some years for both magazines. He had evidently just read her last contribution in MS., and the passage begins the letter:

My dear Mrs. Wood  Whence comes this deep well of the imagination, that, the more you draw from it, the fresher and more sparkling becomes the pure water?

This might be very true, but constantly to draw from this deep well was a strain even upon the most fertile imagination, and Mrs. Wood wrote more than once to Harrison Ainsworth to tell him so. Many, nay most, of these short stories contained the germ of a long novel. But Harrison Ainsworth was relentless, and would never consent to the longer novel being written. At length the day came when Mrs. Wood grew firm and said she would write no more short stories. She had her way, and at once began East Lynne.

It is not easy to realise the tax upon mind and imagination of writing year after year twenty-four short stories, each complete in itself, and of doing this for nearly ten years before East Lynne was written. Then all the work that followed East Lynne: nearly forty novels; the Johnny Ludlow stories, which were continued for twenty years; the acknowledged work; the immense amount of anonymous literary work written in addition for the Argosy, never known, never to be known; everything requiring earnest care and thought; for we have said that, however light and easily read may be the novels of Mrs. Henry Wood, every one of them cost her immense reflection; every one was carefully and elaborately considered to the utmost of her ability. She always gave of her best, and nothing less satisfied herself. When all this is taken into account, it seems scarcely too much to say that few writers have possessed the gift of ideality in greater measure. As one recently wrote who has had experience above most literary men in England: Who else but Scott could carry us through forty long novels so absorbingly that interest never flags and attention never wanders?

Of her own works, Mrs. Henry Wood preferred The Shadow of Ashlydyat, and thought it the most clever.

Many will be inclined to agree with her. It is perhaps the most thoughtful and metaphysical of all her books; and the interest is sustained by simple means. The only mystery in the book is the Shadow itself. The work almost entirely concerns the workings of the human heart and the motives which influence life and action. Again much of it is true, and Mrs. Wood knew well what she was doing; she wrote it with no uncertain pen, no wavering purpose. The career of George Godolphin; the heart-history of Maria; its sorrow and anguish and endurance; its sensitive fear and horror of the evils brought upon her afraid to walk through the streets unveiled  suffering caused by the sins of others  herself only a little lower than the angels; keenly alive to right and wrong  the rights and wrongs of others especially; so upright and pure that she could not endure the slightest shadow of a suspicion to be cast upon her name and face the world  nay, could not and did not live under it: all this is painted with no hesitating hand.

Every word, every thought is true to life, and for many of her facts Mrs. Wood did not draw upon her imagination. Nowhere is a stronger picture given of the truth that the sin a man commits frequently affects others more than himself; for such natures as George Godolphin do not as a rule realise all the evil they do, and are not capable of the keenest reproaches of conscience. Remorse came to George Godolphin in a degree: all his life henceforth a dreary and tenantless mansion, haunted by vain regrets and pallid sorrowful faces. But this was only when the last blow of all had been struck, and he had lost the sweetest of wives by his own careless neglect and thoughtless cruelty, all the trouble and anguish he had brought upon her; and found himself in a new and lonely life, on the desolate shores of a foreign land; wife gone, brother gone, without companion, without fortune, without child, and Miss Charlotte Pain flourishing in England  as such sirens so often flourish to the end.

But much of Mrs. Henry Woods heart was in such books as The Channings, Roland Yorke, and Johnny Ludlow; whilst Mildred Arkell and St. Martins Eve were both great favourites with her. She thought Lord Oakburns Daughters the most sensational of her works  as it is one of the most interesting; whilst few are more powerful than George Canterburys Will, and few in their way perhaps so complete as Mrs. Halliburtons Troubles, or read so powerful a lesson.

No one took greater pleasure than herself in her own books. As the years went on she keenly enjoyed her own stories, and would re-read them every few years with as much interest as when they first appeared. Perhaps the only thing that gave her greater pleasure was to write them. For, as we have said, she lived amongst her characters, and sorrowed in taking leave of them as in parting with real friends. In the humorous parts laughter would often cause the pen to be laid down for the tears that flowed. There were tears of sorrow also; regret for the inevitable misfortunes, or it might be the death, of one or other of her characters. A keen sense of humour more often than not is accompanied by an equal sense of the pathetic. In a letter received soon after her death from her friend Canon MCormick, he begged that in whatever was written about her, justice might be done to this sense of humour. Not only as seen in her books, but as manifested in her life; the keenness and quickness with which she saw and appreciated the point of a good story.

One finds this in her works, and especially in Johnny Ludlow, where one is as quickly moved to tears as to laughter. It was so in life. She possessed in the highest degree a living interest in things and people, indicative of strong vital force as well as human sympathy; combined in her, as often in others, with great powers of observation. This interest in things and people extended itself to everything that concerned their welfare; to all social topics of the day. Seldom, however, did her pen take up the cause of such matters. She felt it was not her vocation, for these things often led to arguments, which she would never be drawn into. But if she departed from her rule, her insight into the curious workings of the human heart, her clear judgment went straight to the root of the matter. There sometimes came proof of this, and on two occasions they were nearly parallel cases.

The first was in connection with Colburns New Monthly Magazine.

Mrs. Wood was at that time writing stories that touched upon certain religious topics and a danger that seemed threatening to England. The stories pointed out the subtle evil in question. After a time, a deputation interested in the evils exposed waited upon Mr. Francis Ainsworth and demanded the name of the author, promising untold retribution, beginning with Mr. Ainsworth himself, if the name were withheld. It was not given; and nothing happened, and Mr. Ainsworth is still living. But the incident caused both author and editor much amusement and some lively correspondence: and was moreover a tribute to the truth and power of the stories.

The second occasion happened when A Lifes Secret was passing through one of the magazines of the Religious Tract Society. This work touched upon the effects of Strikes and matters connected with them  movements then only commencing, but from which the author saw that danger might arise to the industry of the country and trouble to the working classes.

The dangers, by a series of dramatic incidents, were vividly portrayed in the course of the story, and those most concerned in the matter presently demanded the name of the writer who thus exposed and prophesied. The house in Paternoster Row was besieged and the windows were threatened. Again the name was withheld, and again house and windows were spared. This took place very many years ago, and many of the consequences foretold in A Lifts Secret have become matters of history.

And as Mrs. Wood seldom took up a social subject, so she rarely wrote with a set purpose before her, though the contrary has occasionally been said. Two works, and two only, were written with a distinct purpose: A Lifts Secret and Danesbury House  the latter even more than the former; for A Lifts Secret was meant to amuse as well as to instruct, whilst the end and aim of Danesbury House is never lost sight of throughout the story.

The history of the latter was as follows. The Scottish Temperance League had advertised a prize for a story showing the evils of intemperance. An old and valued friend of the author, once Vicar of Great Malvern and Rector of Falmouth, who had been domestic chaplain to the late Duke of Cambridge and spent many of his years at Court  one of Queen Adelaides intimate friends  came to her one day, newspaper in hand.

My dear Mrs. Wood, he said, here is work that you can and must do. No one could write it so well, or preach so eloquent a sermon.

You are paying me a great compliment, laughed Mrs. Wood, for a very great preacher stood before her.

I assure you that I mean what I say, returned her friend. What do you think of my suggestion?

I do not much like the idea of competing for a prize, was the reply. Is there not a slight want of dignity in this sort of thing?

I fancied so too, at the first moment, returned the Rector. But I now think you might dismiss that idea for the sake of the good you would do.

You are taking too much for granted, said Mrs. Wood. I might fail.

My dear lady, was the retort, if you compete for the prize and do not gain it, never believe in me again. I would stake my reputation upon your success.

There is another difficulty in the way, said Mrs. Wood, after a moments reflection. This advertisement has been out some time. Scarcely a month remains of the date when MSS. must be sent in; I could not do it.

I am sure that you could, persisted the Rector. You have the pen of a ready writer, and, beginning at once, will accomplish the task. Then turning to her husband, whose greatest friend he was, he added: Wont you join your persuasions to mine in this matter?

Mr. Wood laughed his usual quiet, easy laugh. I never influence my wife in her writings, he replied. She knows what to do so much better than I can tell her. If she competes, I have no doubt she will succeed; but if she feels disinclined to make the attempt, I would not urge it.

The difference between Mr. Wood and the Rector was this: the one, though a learned divine, was also full of imagination and delighted in works of that description; whilst the other believed that politics and abstruse books of science were the levers on which the world should move. Everything else was lightly esteemed, and above all things works of fiction.

But the Rector gained his point. He so persuaded Mrs. Wood that she agreed to make the trial. She began the work at once, threw her heart into the subject, of which she recognised the importance, and for which her mind was even then full of material. Much, very much, of Danesbury House is true. In twenty-eight days the work was completed and sent off; an instance of very rapid writing, for a portion of that twenty-eight days had to be devoted to the plot.

In due time Mrs. Wood, as the Rector had predicted, was successful. But from a pecuniary point of view it would have been better to have failed. She received the sum of one hundred pounds for a work which has sold by hundreds of thousands. And when, some years after, unknown to her, this same friend and Rector wrote to the Scottish Temperance League and said that he considered a further honorarium was due to the author of a success beyond their dreams, and a harvest never anticipated, the directors briefly replied that they must decline making any further acknowledgment to the author of Danesbury House, as it would establish a precedent.

The circumstance when related to Mrs. Wood caused her some pain: a little from this proof of want of appreciation on the part of the League; but much more that the request should have been made. For no one ever cared less for the intrinsic merit of wealth, whilst duly measuring its necessity. The love of money was never hers. Even if she felt that she had met with less than justice at the hands of any, it was soon forgotten. If occasionally remonstrated with for too great leniency, there ever came the reply: It will be all right in the end. When East Lynne had appeared, Harrison Ainsworth wrote and said: I suppose now I shall never have another work from your pen. And she replied with the singleness of purpose that was part of herself: Yes, I will write you one more book. This was The Shadow of Ashlydyat. Harrison Ainsworth was charmed, thinking the title one of the best and most effective he had ever heard. For a moment Mrs. Wood had hesitated between this title and Lady Godolphins Folly, though much preferring the one she adopted. But its rhythm depends on the accent being laid upon the penultimate syllable of Ashlydyat; dividing the name into three syllables only. It may be said that Mrs. Wood gave away the serial rights for which she received £60, and for which rights about the same time she was offered £1000 Perhaps it was greater generosity than Harrison Ainsworth deserved, though circumstances more than nature may have caused him to be the reverse of generous; but we have seen that Mrs. Wood was never of the world, worldly.

The allusions to Danesbury House bring to mind how it has been sometimes remarked that the author of that work, a temperance story, ought to have been herself an abstainer from wine. But though Danesbury House is certainly a temperance story, it does not advocate universal abstinence. This Mrs. Wood only thought necessary in certain cases. If there were people in the world who, like Dr. Johnson, could abstain but could not be moderate, for such there was only one thing to be done. There must be no hesitation or half measures. This is strictly laid down in Danesbury House; no other way of escape is suggested.

For those not so unfortunately constituted she saw, on the contrary, more virtue in moderation than in total abstinence, and this she practised. Whilst laying down strict rules of self-discipline, she was large-minded for others, believing that all things are given us richly to enjoy, though in the spirit of discretion. Not hers the contracted nature of the ascetic, but the broad views of the philanthropist. All the troubles of the world could never have driven her to the cloister with its narrowing tendencies. Petty rules and ceremonials formed no part of her creed, but the state of the heart. Into her religion she carried her simple doctrine. To one ever self-denying, exceptional seasons of penance seemed a work of supererogation, which might presently be looked upon as a sacrifice and meritorious; whispering, Peace, peace, when there was no peace. In all such things there was the inevitable danger of substituting the ceremonial for the spiritual. Yet she never belonged to the extreme Low Church Party. As a girl she had attended the good old-fashioned High Church services of the Cathedral, where all things were done with simple grandeur and dignity; and in such services she joined heart and soul. She had mixed with the old-fashioned dignitaries, and her love for them and their ways was too deep-rooted for any change. But the services of those days and of these are widely separated. For her religious views Mrs. Wood went to the New Testament, and what she did not find there she would not believe and dared not advocate. Her convictions were unchangeable, for she ever placed before her one EXAMPLE whereon she rested. Arguments and dogmas she avoided, leading others insensibly by the strongest of all influences  the unerring force of a consistent life.
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CHAPTER XXIII

And thou art worthy; full of power; 

As gentle; liberal-minded, great, 

Consistent; wearing all that weight 

Of learning lightly like a flower.
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No record of Mrs. Henry Wood would be complete without some mention of Johnny Ludlow, one of her chief and favourite characters.

Johnny Ludlow may be said to have been Mrs. Woods companion, continually in her thoughts, and very much in her heart, during all the latter portion of her life; for the papers extended over a period of twenty years.

Whilst most of her other books were being written, Johnny Ludlow was constantly going on, and month after month some fresh story was being woven of which he was the hero and centre. The stories came to her without the slightest effort, and it gave her the greatest pleasure to write them. Had she lived for another twenty years, Johnny Ludlow could never have quite ceased, though perhaps only appearing at longer intervals. For he had become part of her life; a reality; endowed with existence; and she could no more have placed finis at the end of any one paper than she could have signed the death-warrant of a personal friend. Altogether she must have written considerably over a hundred Johnny Ludlow papers, reckoning each monthly part as a story; and every separate part had its own special plot or drama. But the stories were of various lengths; some completing themselves in one number, others passing into two, three, or even more numbers. The two longest were the two last: Featherstones Story, that tragedy at the Maison Rouge, so much of which is actual fact; and The Silent Chimes.

It is true that towards the end, when so many stories had appeared, and Johnny Ludlow had gone through a multiplicity of experiences, she found it more difficult to invent plots and situations, and to keep up the air of realism which had to be preserved. The same thread had to be visible in all; Johnny Ludlow himself must always be in evidence. Nevertheless that fertile imagination, that, as Francis Ainsworth had remarked years before, was an inexhaustible well whose waters grew sweeter the more you drew from it, would certainly never have ceased weaving plots and dramas, comedies and tragedies, of which Johnny Ludlow held the key. The ease with which they were written must have added to the authors enjoyment, as it does to the readers.

When Mrs. Wood first began to write Johnny Ludlow, she had no idea to what dimensions the work would grow. The first stories, originally designed as short papers for the Argosy, immediately became so popular that there was no resource but to go on with them. This was no trouble, but a great delight, which only increased as Johnny Ludlow and all his surroundings gradually took form and existence. Presently the author found herself in the midst of a crowd of early friends, scenes, and recollections arising as it were from a long-closed cavern of memory. Voices long silent awoke, faces long unseen revived; many a lost echo, many a village street and country lane must have once more haunted her in these Johnny Ludlow days.

To prove the truth and reality of these memories, and their effect upon others, we cannot forbear quoting from an article which appeared a little time ago upon Mrs. Henry Wood as the writer of Johnny Ludlow.

It is so exact a picture of Worcester and Worcestershire, the tone is so earnest, its quiet testimony so thorough, that it deserves a less ephemeral record than the pages of a magazine. The unknown author had evidently studied her subject carefully and conscientiously, and drawn her conclusions amidst the very places and influences, the very same condition of people described in the stories. of this article, an American author said that her greatest pleasure lay not in the associations of celebrated persons and events in real life, but in the connection of the characters and incidents of her favourite author with the places and scenes she visited.

Something of this feeling is, no doubt, experienced by most imaginative and impressionable persons in a neighbourhood or town endeared to them as the scene of favourite books. It would be a great advantage in many ways if every novelist of note would, in his writings, work up the county or town with which he is most familiar. What an interesting and valuable picture of the varied phases of life, of which our little island is the scene, would be presented to a reader if there were a novelist to do for every county what Mrs. Henry Wood has done for Worcestershire!

Whilst the latter has not confined herself exclusively to the one county in her writings, many of her books were all localised in the Faithful City or its shire.

There are few towns in England which can surpass Worcester for historic and antiquarian interests; but as I drive down the Tything, and the Cross, and along dear old High Street, on my occasional visits, for me the celebrities of real life have a very hazy existence; but I always feel that Squire Todhetley, accompanied by Tod and Johnny, is driving Bob and Blister in front of me, and if I put up at the Star and Garter I shall surely see them. When the college boys come clattering through the Close at dinner-time, and tear off to their respective homes, I can see the young Channings and Yorkes, the Halliburtons and Sankers amongst them, and I always look out specially for dear Stephen Bywater. Many a time I have had lunch at the confectioners in High Street from which Toby Sanker used to buy the penny pork pies for the improvised dinners of that ill-regulated household.

I often walk round the Close, trying to fix on the Channings house, and, in fancy, hear Roland Yorkes tremendous peals on the bell. Here is the scene of the tragedy with which the book bearing his name opens; and I never stand at the wall to the west of the beautiful Cathedral, below which the river winds its lovely course, without thinking of the mischievous college boys mounted thereon, throwing poor old Ketchs keys into the swift-flowing water. The sight of a barge floating along brings to mind poor Charley Channing and his misadventure  a true incident, which we believe really occurred many years ago in the city.

One might continue such recollections indefinitely, so completely is the whole city incorporated with one or other of Mrs. Henry Woods tales; but I wish specially to refer here to the charge occasionally brought against her of improbability in her plots and incidents, a charge which, in my opinion, is utterly unfounded.

In general, all elderly persons, at all events, must have learned, by lifes experience, that truth is stranger than fiction, and that it would be almost impossible for a novelist to invent more improbable things than the happenings of real life; and in particular, I have it on excellent authority, that our authoress had a most remarkable experience of life and people, and never invented a single plot that had not in it a substratum of truth: truth and fiction being cunningly blended together; as it is in the works of all our greatest novelists, from Scott downwards. And often it will be found that the most improbable incidents are those drawn, not from imagination but from fact. Though quite unacquainted with Mrs. Henry Wood, and only coming to reside in her county after her death, I have myself met with several exactly parallel cases to some of her incidents.

The tales which fill the several volumes of the Johnny Ludlow series are made up of very simple material; the charm and fascination which they have for their thousands of readers being in the manner of writing, and the accurate pictures of country life and people which they present  pictures as true and distinct as photographs, and which every one feels must have been drawn direct from nature.

Some great man has said that every persons life is worth writing, and would be interesting if written well; and certainly every small town with the adjacent country can furnish abundant material for such a work as Johnny Ludlow, if only it numbered amongst its inhabitants a literary witch who, like Mrs. Henry Wood, would make these dry bones live by the mere force of her genius. But these witches are only born once in a century.

But interesting as her pictures of Worcester are, it is in her delineation of the rural life of the county that one who has lived there can appreciate best Mrs. Henry Woods thorough acquaintance with her subject, and her power of presenting it to others. She has been charged with unnaturalness in the language and speech of her country-folk; I have heard people say that they were sure that no such dialect could be found in England, and I confess that until I lived amongst them I was also doubtful.

But a few months acquaintance with the uncouth dialect, and curious, grating accent peculiar to this county, convinced me that on this point, more, perhaps, than on any other, Mrs. Henry Wood distinctly knew her work. In real life, as in her novels, these people seem to try how awkwardly they can word their sentences, and how often they can substitute the objective or possessive case for the nominative, and vice versa; and how narrow a limit they can put to their verb conjugations. A man will say, Now, Tom, let we have us dinners. Be is generally used for am and are, and have for has, while for have proper we hear haves.  

The scenes of a great portion of Johnny Ludlows tales are laid in that part of the county which lies between the city and the Lickey Hills, the Severn and the county boundary; Crabb Cot lying just on the dividing line of Worcestershire and Warwickshire.

In this area we find some of the prettiest villages, quaintest little towns, and most unspoiled phases of country life that the midland counties can offer. More charming villages than Clent, Hagley, or Ombersley (the scene of Bill Whitneys hunting accident), it would be hard to find; and wandering on a bright summers morning down the little streets, past their quiet churches and pretty creeper-covered houses and cottages, one feels that one has indeed alighted on the originals of the lovely village which figures under so many different names in the books under discussion.

Worcestershire is remarkable for the number and variety of its country seats and beautiful half-timbered houses.

It is impossible to go far in any direction without meeting with some of the former, of which we find specimens of every description and grade, from the stately old castle and its modern imitation, to the rambling Tudor or Jacobean farmhouse of the well-to-do yeomen, a class of people of sterling worth, well represented in this county, and for whom Mrs. Wood seems to have entertained much respect, recognising and delineating them as the keystone of agricultural prosperity.

We meet with them again and again in her books; the family of Coney in Johnny Ludlow being an excellent example. It is with such families that I am best acquainted; and in exactly such a farmhouse as she has often depicted (that in Dene Hollow, for instance) I am writing these lines.

This class is frequently the equal of the less wealthy portion of the landed gentry in education, breeding, manner of life, and wealth (in this respect, indeed, they often have the advantage), the difference being that they rent instead of own their land, and generally their houses too. The homesteads are handed down from generation to generation, in some cases for hundreds of years, and they are as dear to the occupants as if they were their own possessions.
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The house in which I am now living is like the family, a typical one of its class, and was built by an ancestor near the site of the original one; and a good deal of the old brick and timber having been used again, it presents a much more antique appearance than it can really lay claim to. The polished oak landing and stairs look strangely out of keeping with the red quarried hall-floor; but in the wide whitewashed kitchen (evidently built in the days when eight or ten men and women farm-hands sat down every day to share in the contents of the huge baking-oven) everything is in harmony, from the great open fireplace, where one can sit in the chimney-corner and watch the smoke ascend straight up towards the sky, to the half-circular oak screen or settle, and vast oak sideboard with its array of cider jugs and cups.
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To speak of Worcestershire without mentioning cider would certainly be to describe the play of Hamlet with the part of Hamlet left out.

What would the dwellers in a non-cider-drinking county say to the cellars of this house having contained at one time forty hogsheads, each of 100-gallon capacity, and two of 200- gallon, all filled with that delectable beverage one autumn, and emptied before the next?

Yet such is a fact; and when one has seen a little of the habits of the people, it ceases to be a wonder. Summer and winter, day and night, beginning directly after breakfast, the cider is always flowing, and it is a matter of the barest civility to offer a jugful to every one who passes through ones yard. But if you wish to see it in full flow, just be about the yard on hunt days, when there is a find  or a kill near the house.

Every man, whether he be acquainted with the master of the place or not, by virtue of that freemasonry which seems to exist alike amongst hunting men and cider-drinkers, crowds into the yard or garden, and has a good pull at the fine old Worcester mugs and loving cups, which are refilled as fast as emptied from the buckets brought up out of the cellar!

One finds not only excellent old furniture, but exquisite antique china and silver in common use amongst these people. I see on the tables, every day, tea-sets and silver-ware which nouveaux riches and curiosity-mongers would gladly buy for drawing-room ornaments.

I do not recollect that Mrs. Henry Wood dwells much on scenery in her novels, excepting in so far as it is necessary to the working out or setting of a story word-painting had not become the fashion in the days when her style was formed,  but what descriptions she does give us are very clear-cut and distinct, and generally intensely Worcestershire.

If I were asked to describe one or two typical bits of the scenery of this county, I could not do better than refer the questioner to the pictures of his home, in the tale of Francis Radcliffe, for one kind, and to the opening chapters of Trevlyn Hold for another. The  setting of Dene Hollow and The Shadow of Ashlydyat is also singularly good; and with the neighbourhood of the latter I am well acquainted. But the old, old house surrounded by lofty elms, with their hundreds of cawing rooks, that formed Selina Radcliffes home, is as truly a photograph from nature as any that was ever taken; and one only fails to localise it exactly because the counterpart is met with so many times in dear, pretty Worcestershire.

Mrs. Henry Wood has indeed conferred a distinction upon her county, which can never be too thoroughly recognised or too greatly appreciated.  S. M. C.

Every word here bears directly upon the subject, and testifies to the fidelity of the stories. The article seems to bring Johnny Ludlow and all his surroundings still more vividly before us; to lift him still more into the realms of actual existence; it is the impartial testimony of an eye-witness, who has studied the matter on the very spot, and decided that people and places, manners and customs of Worcestershire life  from the impulsive squire, and homely, true-hearted Sir John, to Miss Timmens, the village schoolmistress, and Lee, the humble postman  are all true pictures of the life described.

As the stories appeared from time to time, the secret of their authorship was well kept; the slightest whisper never transpired. Friends would occasionally say to her: Mrs. Wood, who is the author of Johnny Ludlow? And she would laugh and reply: That is a secret that will no doubt some day be known; and none suspected that the writer stood before them.

The stories had been appearing for some years when a certain number of them were gathered into book form, and published anonymously as a First Series. The press received the book with the highest praise, some critics declaring they had not suspected the existence of a writer of so much power, none imagining for a moment that they referred to the author of East Lynne.

But the mystery caused various people to claim the authorship. Amongst these was one who, in the course of a trial at a fashionable watering-place, declared upon oath that he was the writer of Johnny Ludlow. This could not be treated as a mere dishonest boast. The lawyers conducting the case were communicated with, and the author of the assertion had publicly to retract his statement. He wrote to the papers declaring that what he had said was untrue, and that he had never written one line of Johnny Ludlow. At the same time he sent a letter to the still unknown author, through Messrs. Bentley and Son, begging for mercy  which he received.

We may cite these Johnny Ludlow papers as another proof of Mrs. Woods fertility of invention. For twenty years they appeared in rapid succession. The tax upon the inventive powers necessarily grew greater as the stories multiplied. Yet to the end there was no falling off in vigour and freshness. Caramel Cottage, one of the last, is also one of the best. The stories form a crowd and company of living people, standing out separately and distinctly each from the other. Six volumes in all, equal in length to six novels, five of which have appeared.

We can quite realise how Mrs. Wood delighted in this work. The scene was laid in her favourite county  her own county  Worcestershire.  Every place she describes, every house and village, every highway and by-way, every country sound, had been impressed upon her memory in childhood; the whole neighbourhood  an immense area  had entwined itself round her heart-strings. It also bears witness to her powers of memory. Very much of three counties is described with a minuteness almost bewildering; yet when the last Johnny Ludlow was written, more than half a century had gone by since Mrs. Wood had seen the places delineated.

With her characters it is less surprising. We forget places, but we do not forget our friends. To write of Johnny Ludlow was to go back to her early youth and restore friends and acquaintances from the dead. Some of course are imaginary, but many were portraits of people who had once lived and moved and had their being. If her pleasure was great, it must often have been bitter-sweet. Sir John and Lady Whitney, the Squire and Mrs. Todhetley, and a host of others  she had known them all intimately in days of old. To endow them as it were with a second life must have had in it something of the pain we experience in burning old letters. In the flames we see rising dead-and-gone faces  thoughts  episodes. It is a funeral pyre, of which our hearts are the victims. When the last flame has expired, and the ashes lie smouldering like so many of our dead hopes, we realise that the charm of life is over. Then is it good-bye to youth, as the Austrian Emperor remarked on his fiftieth birthday; and that means good-bye to all the glamour of existence; very much of it illusion no doubt, but a fools paradise in which we have fondly lingered, and would linger still. Yet the pleasure of writing Johnny Ludlow seemed to grow greater, not to diminish. And the brain never failed. It was loss of physical power that at last caused the pen to fall from the hand.

We have spoken of one who either personated Mrs. Wood, or took credit for her works. Others had occasionally done the same thing, though less publicly. Once, many years ago, a lady, Mrs. C  , came to Mrs. Wood in great distress.

The previous day an acquaintance, not knowing her to be Mrs. Woods friend, declared that she had written every one of Mrs. Woods books. Of course I knew it to be impossible, but I was obliged to come and tell you, exclaimed Mrs. C  , impulsively shedding tears. Mrs. Wood, on the contrary, only met it with her quiet smile, declaring that such assertions could harm none but those who spoke them. On another occasion a person well known to Mrs. Wood was taking a common friend in to dinner at a country-house in Shropshire. Again unaware that the lady upon his arm was also acquainted with Mrs. Wood, he boldly declared that he did most of the editing of the Argosy, and had written quite half Mrs. Woods works. This gentleman, now in holy orders and a country vicar, has no doubt repented the error of his ways. On yet another occasion, Mrs. Henry Woods daughter was at a ball at the late Sir William Walkers, when her host brought up and introduced a gentleman for the next dance. At the same time he made some flattering allusion to the author of East Lynne. When the dance was over, the young man went gravely up to Sir William and said: That young lady cannot be genuine, or there is some mistake. She is not Mrs. Henry Woods daughter at all. I know the author of East Lynne intimately. She lives near my home in the country, and we often meet This young lady lives in London, and, I see plainly, knows nothing about the real Mrs. Henry Wood.

Sir William, a little annoyed and a little amused, replied: I assure you, sir, that whoever your Mrs. Henry Wood may be, she is not the author of East Lynne, who is my personal friend. And, further, allow me to say that the young lady with whom you have just had the honour of dancing is not here to-night as my guest under false colours. Then leaving the young man in a state of unhappy perplexity, he went up to Miss Wood, and with much humour narrated the incident, laughingly advising her to enter an action for slander against her late partner.

Whilst mentioning mistakes and impositions, a bold one may be recorded. On this occasion it was not personating the writer or taking credit for authorship, but reproducing the work itself. Messrs. Savill and Edwards, who were blameless in the matter, were printing a penny weekly paper, which was being issued from some house in the Strand. A writer, whose name was well known, conceived the idea of taking East Lynne and bringing it out in this penny paper. Printers, proprietors, and editors knew nothing of the fraud. The title of the book was changed, and the name of every character; with that exception the text was word for word East Lynne. But the fraud was discovered, and Mrs. Woods solicitors wrote to Messrs. Savill and Edwards stating that if the story were not at once stopped, an injunction would be applied for. Not only was this done, but after that week the paper never appeared again. The title which replaced East Lynne was How could she do it? by the author of The Black Angel; and perhaps the author of The Black Angel had not to search very far for his hero.

A pleasanter coincidence than this had happened years before.

On one occasion, when living abroad, Mr and Mrs. Wood had come over on a visit to England, and were staying at a private hotel in Dover Street, Piccadilly, where they made the acquaintance of some charming people; a gentleman and his wife who were staying there at the same time. At this period Mrs. Wood was writing a series of letters called Ensign Tom Peppers Letters front the Seat of War, supposed to be written by a young officer in the Crimea. One morning the lady in question mentioned to Mrs. Wood that her husband had gone out for a magazine. He is deeply interested in some letters that are appearing in Colburns New Monthly, she said, and can scarcely wait patiently from one month to another. We are both certain they are genuine she emphatically added. Mrs. Wood, who seldom spoke of her writings to her most intimate friends, and never at all to strangers, could not help laughing at the singular situation, and in the impulse of the moment betrayed herself; and great was their astonishment at finding that the author of those masculine and realistic letters was none other than the calm and gentle lady whose acquaintance they had so recently made. This incident took place some forty years ago.
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CHAPTER XXIV

And hear at times a sentinel 

Who moves about from place to place, 

And whispers to the worlds of space, 

In the deep night, that all is well.
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WE have given an extract from an unknown critic upon Johnny Ludlow, and venture upon another short analysis of some of Mrs. Henry Woods other works, by one of the ablest critics of the day.

We do so because Dr. Japp, with keen perception of a writers thoughts and motives, the mental idiosyncrasy which must inevitably lead to certain given results in given writers, seems to enter into and understand Mrs. Woods power and individuality more accurately than many, and to have bestowed much thought upon the matter.

The article, which appeared in the pages of a periodical, does not pretend to be exhaustive, or to go profoundly and elaborately into the whole list of works, or to touch completely even upon any one of them. But as far as it does go it is true and appreciative, and suggestive; placing certain thoughts and problems before the reader and allowing him to work out the argument for himself. This surely is one of the true ends of reviewing, which should be based upon broad principles, and include every side of an authors merits as well as defects. The inevitable tendency of criticism is to search for and dwell upon shortcomings, but Dr. Japps criticisms are broad and generous, and if he does not spare the flaws in a writer, neither does he withhold praise; so striking a just balance.

There are fashions in books as there are fashions in dress, remarks the article in question. We are sometimes inclined to wonder nowadays at the tastes and the patience of our ancestors, who would pore with delight over the somewhat tedious epistolary pages of Richardson, or even over the more concentrated passages of Jane Austen, to which her keen knowledge of character and motive within a widened range imparted new accesses of interest. Yet it is not too much to say that probably the readers of the end of next century will wonder as much at some of our predilections.

The truth is that, just as the sciences oscillate, so do tastes and appetites, even in the refined sphere of literature of the fictitious kind. One school overdoes its speciality, and people get sated and demand an indulgence in the very opposite. And so the pendulum swings. Sometimes all the rage is for realism, and the realists out-Herod Herod; and then once more comes in fantasy, extravagance, and all manner of caprices and eccentricities.

We owe something to the writers who manage to unite the two tendencies, and as it were stand on the happy mean, and secure permanence, combining realistic and faithful portraiture with invention and incident, mystery, surprise, and sensation; imparting new interests to everyday affairs; and who, while catching hold of the sublime, ethical principles that penetrate all life, manage to invent as well as to represent, and so reveal to us the very spirit and secret meaning of the life amid which we move.

These are the writers who have the most chance to live. Mr. Anthony Trollope was a great photographer, but he sometimes lacked invention as he lacked Ethos, and it told upon his books, as it is likely to tell upon their permanent hold. Mr. Charles Reade sometimes overdid the Ethos, and was besides too egotistical and too little dramatic, however dramatic he was in style and form; and he is likely to lose considerably with the future on this score. George Eliot was a very great artist, but she too was over-reflective, and despised a little what is ordinarily called action or movement Mrs. Henry Wood combined in a remarkable degree these two powers or qualities  realistic portraitures of men and women, with invention, construction, and surprises. She successfully used sensational elements for moral ends, and so at the most fitting moment met a great need and corrected a vicious tendency, hardly otherwise corrigible. It is because we believe her remarkable merits and services in this regard have hardly yet had full recognition  her invention, as seen in some of her less successful works, having been dwelt on too much to the exclusion of those in which both elements were happily united  that we would endeavour to justify the position we would thus claim for her as novelist, the best of whose work has not only been a source of delight and elevation to the present generation, but is likely to hold its place for many generations to come.

It is one of the highest proofs of creative power that the artist can afford to wait  to let the characters develop themselves. Raw haste, half-sister to delay, is just as ruinous here as in matters of practical conduct.

So much is this a sine qua non in fiction that a retarding element is often introduced, and indeed sought for and desiderated by the critics, which is, at the best, simply a kind of artificial expedient to supply the place of the other  an attempt to make mere trick of artificial construction do the work of insight into life and its morale.

One of the true tests of success is the sense of sympathy and toleration  the power of impressing the reader with a complete belief in the reality of the characters on the authors part, as though they had been lived with, observed, patiently put-up-with, and had sometimes amused, and sometimes vexed and irritated.

The result is that they affect you precisely as the author feels that they affected her. This implies a close attention to the minutest details of conduct, habit, and idiosyncrasy. This gave the sense of reality to Jane Austen and Miss Ferrier: it also gives force and attraction to the stories of Mrs. Henry Wood.

But in her case you find also a new order of agencies brought into play.

She is apt at incident, situation, and sensational surprise. Her plots are completely thought out  very seldom do loose threads appear; and yet in the most successful and popular of her novels there is no sense of inharmoniousness. The characters are caught up, involved in the most unexpected circumstances of mystery and crime; but each retains the dominant characteristic, only modified, it may be, as to its energy and the manner of expression.

In Lady Adelaide, for instance, we see all this; and the effects of the burden of a secret on the human heart, with no pretence of casuistry, is revealed. So too in The Red Court Farm, and The Master of Greylands, where evil traffic persisted in leaves effects not only on those innocently involved in its coils, but also on those who, having once committed themselves to an unworthy course of action, found to their cost that the ends they had purposed were defeated by the very means taken secretly to secure them.

And yet, in the midst of all this, we have a group of persons as truly real as those we meet with every day.

In The Master of Greylands we have the querulous, exacting mistress, the tomboy Flora, who sets the house by the ears, and Ethel Reeve, so sweet, patient, and confiding, and Mr. North whose courtship of Ethel is the most natural conceivable  not to mention the worthy pair, so well contrasted in temper and ways, Mr and Mrs. Bent, at the inn.

Miss Castlemaine, too, who becomes head of the Grey Sisters, and at the last refuses the weak-kneed fellow who allowed her father to separate them and to choose a wife for him, and this though he had now become a baronet  Sir William Blake-Gordon, and a most tempting parti. But you feel that Mary Ursula is exactly the woman who, having once chosen such a work, would stick to it  having put her hand to the plough, would not turn back.

Not seldom the very absence of all conscious artistic elaboration aids the effects of reality and truth, which it is the business of the novelist to secure; and the immense and lasting success of Mrs. Henry Woods novels demonstrates this in face of the superfine and captious criticism of which she has occasionally been the subject.

In opposition to a very great deal of this, we have found, as a result of the elements we have hinted at, and in some of her novels in its very highest form  notably in Lord Oakburns Daughters, George Canterburys Will, The Red Court Farm, Mildred Arkell, and St. Martins Eve  one of the most rare and at the same time one of the most unmistakable evidences of true power in creative art; and that is the quality of inevitableness in the development of the characters.

You can foresee in a general way how the thing will necessarily end, and this only whets the desire to know how it will end.

Take Lord Oakburns Daughters. The characters of the four sisters are admirably contrasted and sustained. Lady Jane, so serious and self-respecting, so submissive to tradition and legitimate authority, so considerate of others and yet so ready to defy what she regarded as unjust or really inconsiderate towards herself, there is no likelihood that she should compromise herself, or act in any headstrong manner. Lady Laura is headstrong, vain  a flirt from the first moment that we see her  sure almost to fall into some pit dug for her by any one who is designing enough and cool enough to carry out the deception in a polished manner. As for that dead sister, it is evident that she was independent in character, and too self-reliant, without the check of insight and experience, and also rushed on her fate through other defects than her sprightlier and more foolhardy sister. The picture of Lady Jane, when her father, to her surprise, brought back the governess as his wife, is one in which mastery of situation and faithful character drawing are alike conspicuous. And then the youngest, we see in her precisely the influence we should expect from Lady Jane, sufficient to steady and to guide.

We find the same power in George Canterburys Will.

The leading characters are all life-like, real  what is more, their character is their fate. Caroline, who rejects the honest, frank and manly Thomas Kage, for the sake of George Canterburys money, and who, when the time comes, fancies she has only to throw herself at Thomas Kage to be accepted, we see her fate prefigured in the very capability for so acting. She rejected the gold for the tinsel when the gold was at her feet, and finds herself the slave and victim of the tinsel at the last, when, in reaction, she weds the designing, unscrupulous scoundrel, Captain Dawkes.

A knave is nothing but a fool with a circumbendibus was hardly ever better illustrated.

And Captain Dawkes, too, we see his fate prefigured in the very first glimpse we have of him. But Mrs. Wood manages to sustain the needful interest in the contemptible creature by the play of a fine humour. Some of the scenes in which he figures with his sister Keziah are very powerful; and the relations in which the two place themselves to the old, crusty, good-hearted, penetrating, half-deaf Mrs. Garston, with her stick and its significant rap-rap when she has anything emphatic to say, may take rank with the studies of the earlier masters for truth, realism, and incisive portraiture.

And Mrs. Henry Wood has the genius to act on Charles Reades motto without affecting it.

The characters unfold themselves by word, by action; she does not describe, or describes but little. For faithfulness of outline, for force of presentation, few studies in character of recent years have been better than old Mrs. Garston. Millicent Canterbury and Keziah (given up, with all a weak womans fondness, to the hopeless task of reforming a rake, or at least of catering for him when she can) are fine contrasts; as are Thomas Kage and Barnaby Dawkes. Nor do we forget Lady Kage and her peculiarities, nor poor Belle Annesley and her fate, which imparts a pathetic colour to the latter part of the story. Here, less than in some other of Mrs. Woods stories, there is no strain in the plot; the conception is simple, natural; and the characters in working out their destiny create, as it were, the action and the complexity of circumstances. The story has very great elements of interest.

In Roland Yorke, too, you see the same tokens of power. The various characters forecast themselves; poor Hamish Channing, too sensitive, delicate, tremulous, with fine genius unrealised or undeveloped; Gerald Yorke, with his lacquer polish, pretension, low cunning, jealousy, and mean revenge; and Roland Yorke, incapable of finesse as incapable of suspicion, though his instincts about Gerald held him right. That scene where Roland is summoned to the bedside of his relative, the baronet, whom he is to succeed, and cannot be made to realise it as possible that he can be successor to the wealth and title, is in its own way excellent.

Poor Roland  with his tons of frying-pans in Natal, a drug and a failure, which he could not help referring to, in his frank, boyish way, to the constant discomfort, even disgust, of some of his friends  was a true gentleman at heart; the unconventional, Natures gentleman; and as such Mrs. Wood meant him to be accepted, in contrast to the polish and veneer of that gentleman of the world Gerald Yorke. That there is no definite pointing of the contrast only makes the effect the more felt  the author leaves the contrasted pictures to point their own moral, just as in life itself.

In Dene Hollow, too  though here a great deal more of the mysterious is introduced and used effectively for the authors purposes  we have proof of the same power in the portraits of Tom Clanwaring and his cousin Geoffrey, in Maria Owen, and at least one other character.

In Verners Pride t also, we note the presence of the same characteristics, associated with more of plot, mystery, and surprise, which Mrs. Wood, in her happier conceptions, knew so well how to combine with fresh, natural studies of life.

Who that has read Venters Pride can forget the trials of that honest gentleman Mr. Lionel Verner, so resolved to do right, yet acting fatally under impulse in submitting himself to the wiles of a designing siren, and rejecting a faithful lover, who, however, proved herself to be one of the truest stamp, and in the end found her reward; or Jan, that genuine, but awkward medical practitioner, despised by his family, who were, indeed, half-ashamed of him, but who in a crisis could do the most self-denying things without any thought that they deserved any particular notice, and finally surprised them all by making such a marriage poor, despised, ill-dressed Jan  as brought honour to the house.

That is a true study,  close, careful, loving, direct from life, surely; we cannot fancy that any novelist would or could invent such a character, and never have known, some time or other, just such a one, and understood and loved him as he deserved.

It is long since we came to the conclusion that no effort of invention can produce a true character; that all the most excellent work of the novelist is, after all, as Goethe said, re-presentation; that, in its highest aspects, fiction is a mirror of life and character  no more, no less.

What is merely spun out of the brain is like the cobweb spun out of the spiders inside; it may shine and glimmer in the sun, but the slightest wind blows it away, and leaves no more record or impression than if it had not been.

What an author has met, faithfully observed, and lovingly and patiently dwelt on, is that which pleases us  which holds us as with a sense of right. The fable may be and must be in so far invented; but that, with a true novelist, is only the string on which the jewels are strung. The art lies in preserving the sense of consistency in character and act, and making it minister to the fable or the movement.

In her best moods Mrs. Henry Wood does this, as George Eliot and Mrs. Gaskell did it. She tells us what she has known and felt; and every now and then we are pulled up with a sense of surprise, remarking to ourselves: That, at any rate, is a bit of autobiography, nothing less. In The Channings, and yet more expressly in Mrs. Halliburtons Troubles, this is felt; and in Johnny Ludlow the peculiar way in which the authors experiences are involved with those of the young lad forms one of the main attractions in the book. The reader may not always realise this; it was not the intention of the author that he should realise it, and the triumph of her art is here  that what she has seen and known is so faithfully translated to us through the medium of a young and forming mind  a mature mind speaking through the medium of a young mind without any sense of egotism or contradiction.

But all the time, while we believe in Johnny Ludlow, we know that Johnny Ludlow is himself a creation, in the sense of being indirectly represented, like any other character. The simpler the art in this kind  the less of consciously-created machinery used as a means to forward the authors plan  the more of dramatic genius in the higher sense we have, for it is much easier to spin a fable than to portray a character consistently and continuously on the mere planes of ordinary life and incident.

It was universally acknowledged, on the appearance of the first Johnny Ludlow papers, that they were masterpieces in their own line. The later ones, it may be, failed a little in the freshness, the clear outline, the natural atmosphere that marked the earlier. This was also unavoidable; but even they would have made a reputation if they had come first.

The dramatic atmosphere is so well maintained. It is the young lad who speaks from first to last  there is no lapse in this respect. Even if he becomes a little loose and garrulous, and inclined to dwell on less important points, it is still Johnny Ludlow to whom we listen. The pathos is natural and never forced; the humour is never hackneyed; all the world of that gruff, bluff, kindly old Worcestershire squire is painted for us with the simplest realism, seen through the double medium of the squires experience and Johnnys inexperience or half-experience.

Mrs. Woods rare knowledge of boy-nature, and her insight into it, of which we had had many evidences in The Channings, Lady Grace, etc., come out here in a very definite and attractive manner.

Johnny Ludlow was published with the utmost secrecy as to authorship at first; and yet, though the Argosy, Mrs. Woods own magazine, was the medium, the secret was kept for a long time  in fact, the papers were issued in book form, and had been reviewed in all the leading critical journals, before the authorship was guessed at; and then it was divulged, not by a reviewer, as a result of insight, but by the author.

Mrs. Wood apparently had a purpose in thus acting. It had become the habit of criticism to treat her as though she were merely a spinner of plot,  a dealer in murders, mysteries, surprises, and moving accidents of all kinds. She took the best means of disproving these allegations, and at the same time had the very best sort of victory over the reviewers that it is possible for an author to have. The self-same elements that were so highly praised in the first Johnny Ludlow volumes were the very qualities which had so long and persistently been denied her.

And the victory of the author over the reviewers did not end here. For this reason: that a careful and acute critic, had he read with close attention and impartial eye the earlier novels of Mrs. Henry Wood, could scarcely have escaped finding that her treatment of boy-nature, from the beginning, was just such as to lead to expectation of such a work as Johnny Ludlow.

We look in vain elsewhere for such renderings. Other authors, like Mrs. Hodgson Burnett, have made admirable little panel pictures, if we may call them so, with a single figure set forward marked by unmistakable grace and sentiment, as in Little Lord Fauntleroy; but there is a sense of exceptional and over-refined delicacy about this work as about others of its class; a remoteness from real boy-nature; a something so wistfully select and uncommon that it strictly belongs to a class by itself. It stands to Mrs. Woods Johnny Ludlow papers, and the sketches of boy-life in the earlier novels, precisely as a painting of the Watteau type does to the realistic delineations of the French peasant-painter, Millet. In Mrs. Henry Wood you have the English boy set before you precisely as he is, with all his frank honesty, with all his ingenuousness, with all his unconscious rudeness, his insouciance, his trickiness, and his queer mixture of unaffected affection and capacity for cruelty, in certain directions. No lady-writer, in this respect, has ever approached her.

We recall here, as a feeble justification of what we have said, a little passage from Lady Grace  a novel that has some of the weakness as well as much of the strength of the author  in which two half-brothers are set before us  Cyrus and Charley Baumgarten; very fine boy-studies indeed. The two are at the College School in a Cathedral City, and there is a chronic feud between the boys of that school and the boys of a Charity School near by. One day Charley  the younger  gets set upon by a posse of these boys, and his big brother reaches him just in time to beat them off. He then leads Charley, whom, on his own account, he constantly bullies and sits upon, into the cloisters and soothes him; and the dialogue which follows stands almost alone, at once, for truth, humour, and pathetic touches.

In A Lifes Secret we have some very remarkable work in the way of character-study  the more that we now know that Mrs. Wood had never come into any personal relation with the class she there so effectively paints.

The life of the workmen at Hunter & Hunters, the contractors, in their very contrasted types, are exhibited with fidelity, force, and the finest sense of dramatic effect. All the life of Daffodils Delight, both in its brighter and shadier aspects, the low cunning and self-serving, fox-like pertinacity of some, the generous self-denial and unconscious heroism of others towards neighbours in misfortune or in sickness; the squalor, sly drunkenness, and vice on the part of some, and the patient well-doing and unpretending honesty and faithfulness of others  all is pictured with the clearness and decision which one could have fancied only possible to close familiarity and daily observation.

The finest work, in this respect, is in the exhibition of what are the most unpleasant types in themselves  another proof of power.

Sam Shuck in his own way is unique; the pattern of all the low, cunning strike-leaders that have been, or are to be, who, themselves inefficient and incompetent in work, or incurably lazy, would sacrifice the peace and happiness of neighbours for the sake of indulging, as long as they may, their love of fine clothes and good dinners, and posing as persons having influence and authority, whose gift of the gab and low cunning are their capital.

We wish we had space to give the picture of the first meeting of the workmen, with Sam Shucks irresistible speeches, or the episode of Sam Shucks defeat, when, disguised, he forms one of a party to maltreat the men who had gone back to work, and in which Austen Clay  a natural and consistent piece of portraiture from first to last  shows himself the better man.

The whole thing is relieved by the sketches of the Quales, the Baxendales, and a few others; and the pathetic -touches associated with Mary Baxendale and her mother are made the more effective from their unexpectedness, and the force of contrast with what is around and prevailing. Mary Baxendale is indeed a fine character, sketched in a spirit of large sympathy; and that episode of self-denial in the pawning of her one little bit of fine art is indeed touching. And Mrs. Dunn  the eager supporter of Shuck in his first efforts, and his unyielding enemy in the end  is also good. Aint nine hours a day enough for the men to be at work? she urges.  I can tell the Baxendales what  when weve got the nine hours all straight and sure, we shall next demand eight taint freeborn Englishers as is going to be put upon. Itll be glorious times, girls, wont it?

In praising Mrs. Henry Woods comprehension of a boys life and character, Dr. Japp does her no less than justice. She was brought up in such an atmosphere: was constantly surrounded by college boys, and, in her quiet way  too delicate and sensitive to be actively amongst them  must have closely observed their characters and dispositions, grasped and comprehended their very natures, many-sided as the nature of a school-boy is. Out of this element was evolved Johnny! Ludlow, with all his realism; a character so true as life. Her own brothers were college boys, and constantly brought their friends to the house. Cyrus and Charley Baumgarten, sons of the Church dignitary, were their schoolfellows and companions; they are not mere creations of the fancy, but actually lived, and were exactly as represented. The very incident to which the article refers was a true one, and if the conversation which ensues between the two boys did not actually take place, we can easily imagine that something of the sort did.

In all this Mrs. Wood was only reproducing her own experience; what she had observed, what she knew. And where actual experience was wanting, genius stepped in with its intuition and supplied the material. How could you delineate that phase so accurately, you who have never passed through it? Charlotte Bronte was once asked. I dont know, she replied. I thought about it morning after morning when I awoke, and at last it came to me. How it came I cannot tell. Julia Kavanagh once made a very similar remark to the writer. If in developing a story or constructing a plot she were sometimes puzzled to know how such and such a character would act under certain conditions, or what would be the effect of a particular combination of circumstances in her drama, she let the matter lie fallow for a time in her brain. In the end, by some secret power or intuition, the right solution always came to her. But Julia Kavanagh was greater as an essayist than as a novelist. Pure and charming as her stories are, they, for the most part, lack that dramatic force and vigorous grasp of subject necessary to place all novels on the shelf of the immortals. Yet would it be well if in these days many writers followed in her healthy and wholesome footsteps.

The end of our task approaches. We have recorded the little we have to say about Mrs. Woods literary life. In this matter her works are her best memorial, and in one sense can be her only memorial. For her life was so simple that, in point of literary detail or adventure, it consisted solely in the work she produced. Nothing about her was studied, nothing was done for effect. Not a single word in any of her letters was ever inserted to point a moral or adorn a tale. She kept nothing. Nearly all her MSS. and letters were destroyed; everything as soon as its purpose was accomplished. What she had to say, she said simply, straightforwardly, concisely, with no digressions. Possibly in the earlier years it was different; the years when Mrs. Woods life was passed under Southern skies, and she sat on Alpine terraces listening to the song of the nightingales and writing poetry. In those days her letters may have been, and probably were, full of romance and imagination; but we possess none of them. In the ensuing years, when all romance had died and the pen was taken up in earnest work, mind and strength were devoted to that object alone. In this also she was wise.
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CHAPTER XXV

Abiding with me till I sail 

To seek thee on the mystic deeps, 

And this electric force, that keeps 

A thousand pulses dancing, fail.
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AFTER East Lynne was published there followed many years of earnest work, during which between thirty and forty books were written. They were years of quiet happiness, which Mrs. Wood made a delight to those about her; full of rest and repose, with no great sorrows or changes to remark their passing. Once or twice health gave way from overwork; the brain needed rest, and home had to be left for absences of two or three months for change of scene and influence. At such times no remedy was ever so effectual as the fresh breezes of the Kentish coast. She never grew tired of watching the glorious sea and wonderful sunsets. The white cliffs of England charmed her. The winds that blew straight from the North Pole seemed charged with healing on their wings. The remedy never failed. Before long, vigour returned to the brain, elasticity to the step, animation to the countenance.

But on one occasion she felt more seriously overworked than usual. It was at the time that she had begun to write The Master of Grey lands. The overstrain came on suddenly, and as the first portion had appeared it was impossible to give up, yet seemed equally impossible to go on. Sleepless nights threatened serious disorder, and the least effort caused them.

What was to be done? Only absolute rest could be advised, and that was not to be taken. She decided to leave home, in spite of the chilling blasts of January, and go down to her favourite coast  a better wintering place than is generally supposed. Here for three months she lived a quiet life of seclusion, writing only for an hour or an hour and a half every day, spending much time in looking upon the ebb and flow of the sea, which washed up very near to her windows. In the movement of the water there was something peculiarly restful to the brain; it soothed the overstrained nerves, and induced the sleep that undue work had temporarily banished. Nothing ever delighted her like the sea; she was never tired of watching its broad and ever-changing expanse. We have said that she was peculiarly susceptible to harmony of colour; and the colours of the sea, changing from day to day with every passing cloud, the varying wind, fascinated her. So also with the sunsets  especially if they could be followed across the water. She would watch all the gorgeous effects with the keenest enjoyment and reverence, her thoughts ever filled, we may be sure, with the unseen glories beyond. The golden-tinted clouds turning to orange, with a background of sea-green sky; the wonderful opaline only found in the north; the pale blue graduating into the deeper purple. These were the things in nature that she most studied and loved; sea and sky; charmed by soft moonlight effects as much as by the brilliant sunsets.

On the occasions we have mentioned she had left home somewhat depressed, thinking that in The Master of Greylands she had begun her last work; fearing she might not perhaps finish even this. But at the end of three months she returned home restored, and never again suffered in the same way. Her health, however, was beginning to fail, though by imperceptible degrees. The foundation for this seemed to be laid during one of these very absences from home. And on that occasion it was curious that she remarked to one of the many friends who had met her at the station to bid her goodbye: I dont know why I am going away, for I never felt better in my life. Alas, it was the commencement of a long and last farewell.

It happened that year on the Kentish coast that a quarrel took place between the lord of the manor and the contractor who removed the seaweed from the shore. In consequence of this the seaweed was left to decay, with deplorable results.

Many in the town died from typhoid fever. Mrs. Wood, at all times peculiarly sensitive, ought immediately to have returned home; but every hour was expected to end the quarrel, and she remained. At the end of ten days she was seized with a diphtheritic sore throat, and for a short time was dangerously ill. From the immediate effects of this she recovered, but it appeared to have left such permanent influence upon her that she never again felt really well.

She dated her decline from that hour. Once or twice after that she left home, though never again to visit Kent, for whose bracing air she had now become too delicate. Then came a time when home itself was never left. For some years before the end she never quitted even the house, though retaining quiet energy and youth even to the last. She would receive and entertain her friends with as much pleasure and animation as ever; but strength was gradually diminishing. The spinal weakness was growing greater. Very soon she began to realise how great was that weakness; how almost impossible she often found it to sit at the head of her table; but even then she was not aware that the inward curvature was fatally pressing more and more upon the heart. This was only really known a few days before the end came.

Though she never left the house, she was not ill, nor was she in any way considered an invalid; remaining at home more as a precaution than because she was not well enough to go out. She had become peculiarly susceptible to severe bronchial colds, which caused her so much suffering that she dreaded every fresh attack, from which she seemed to recover with more and more difficulty. At length to brave the air was impossible; she had become too sensitive, and suffered from the slightest change of temperature. In this she resembled her father, who in the later years of his life  almost entirely passed in his study  was never without a fire, summer or winter, and scarcely ever ventured beyond his own rooms.

Then came one Christmas Day which was to be for ever memorable  the Christmas of 1886. The previous day she had caught cold, and on Christmas Day, because it was Christmas Day, though feeling almost incapable of exertion, with the courage that had distinguished her through life, she came down to breakfast. She had seldom felt so ill, and it almost seemed as though a prevision that she had entered upon the beginning of the end was upon her. The habit had never been given up, when breakfasting with her children, of reading a chapter aloud at the close of the meal On this occasion two of them only were present, and she chose the 21st chapter of Revelation. She reached the fourth verse: And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away. Here, and twice more during the chapter, she  the self-contained and the reliable  had to pause in order to retain her self-control. Even then she must have felt that for her the former things had passed away. Her last Christmas had dawned; soon her place would know her no more. She had had many previsions in life, and no doubt the sure knowledge of her approaching end came to her then. But she quietly closed the book and made no remark.

All that day she kept up, and at night presided at her family dinner-party, courageously making no sign; but at the end of the evening she murmured to one sitting near her: I almost feel as if I were dying. Yet never had she looked more radiant A little later on, and with great difficulty, leaning on the arm of one of her sons, she reached her own room. The pressure upon the heart was making it almost impossible to breathe  one of the most painful of all experiences. She was never to come down again.

The next day she was unable to rise, and her doctor, who had attended her for many years and thoroughly understood her, was early at her bedside. Three days afterwards she had thrown off her cold in a wonderful manner, and seemed almost well again. Every one about her rejoiced; so rapid a recovery had never been known, for her bronchial attacks would last for very many days and sometimes weeks. It seems almost miraculous, she laughingly remarked. I cannot understand it. If I did not feel so wonderfully well, I should say that something was going to happen. Sadly prophetic words.

Her doctor still wished her to keep her room, but she felt so well that she thought it unnecessary. She, however, agreed to remain on the same floor for a day or two, and occupy her study.

The very next day she seemed a little less well, and every day a little and a little less well. The difficulty to breathe was great and caused much suffering, and added to this was a distressing cough which probably partly arose from heart-trouble. This continued until the first of February, and during that time, though she said little, her sufferings were extreme  the suffering of breathlessness and great exhaustion.

Yet even now a little work was done; a few proofs were corrected for press, a few letters written; she gave advice upon many matters; talked and settled many of her affairs as one talks and settles who feels he has done with life. All was done with the greatest calmness and heroism. But the solemnity of the hour was seen in the expression of her eyes, which seemed to have gained a greater depth, an unspeakable seriousness. Earth was passing; she saw heaven opening. To such a mind and to such a life as hers the momentous issues would be realised to their utmost. She had ever dwelt much upon the thought of death, the awful hour of departure, when the long unknown journey has to be taken and the Dark Valley, with its shadow, lies immediately before us. Often when her children were young she was fond of gathering them around her, and of reading Sintram to them, a book she much loved. The translation of that day was far better than any that has since appeared. We still hear the echo of her sweet and serious voice as she repeated the verse  



My Lord and God, I pray, 

Turn from my heart away 

This worlds turmoil:

And call me to Thy Light, 

Be it through sorrows night, 

Through pain or toil.



And again  



When death is drawing near, 

And thy heart shrinks in fear, 

And thy limbs fail:

Lift up thy heart and pray 

To Him who leads the way 

Through the dark vale.



In looking back upon her life, she one day remarked that it seemed to have passed as a flash; it appeared but as yesterday that she was a child playing in her grandfathers home. Yet few lives had been more truly lived; few had done more work, gone through greater trials. But the beauty of her nature, the purity and innocence of the years, unburdened by regrets of conscience, of duties unfulfilled or time wasted, made the life at its end seem strangely short and fleeting. Not hers the reproach of talents wasted, but rather the result of the good steward: Lord, Thou hast committed unto me five talents; behold, I have gained five talents more. And the award: Well done, thou good and faithful servant; enter thou into the joy of thy Lord.

This was now to be hers, and she might say with St. Paul: I have fought a good fight; I have finished my course. She had endured to the end. The good seed had not fallen on barren ground. Her faith was not to fail in the last trying hours. I know in whom I have believed.

When thou passest through the waters I will be with thee: they shall not overwhelm thee. There was her consolation. Look well to the end had been one of the mottoes of her life; and with the great Eastern King she had engraved upon her heart the warning: This also shall pass away.

Much of these last days were spent alone in quiet thought and contemplation. She was too ill and suffering to converse very much, and insisted upon others not devoting very much time to the tedium of an invalids room. Through life she had thought of others; always others, never self.

It had been the custom to have a family dinner-party every year on her birthday  the 17th of January. But on this occasion, for the first time, it had to be postponed. One of her last letters was written to a son  who soon followed her to the Silent Land  telling him that she was too ill to join in the usual gathering, but hoping before very long to be well enough to come down and take her place amongst them again. It was not to be; and probably a voice was telling her even then that it never would be. No doubt she was so bravely meeting the end not only for her own sake, but for the sake of those around her. She could not help realising that their loss must be an endless sorrow. It was indeed already as a two-edged sword. Already the Shadow was upon the house, and steps went softly and voices were hushed; a fact was being slowly realised none dare look upon, and would not whisper even to each other.

A whole month passed thus; the month of January. Every day a change for the better was hoped for, and every day seemed to bring a slight change for the worse. Much of that month, we have said, was spent alone. How the past must have been dwelt upon  for her unfailing memory could carry her through almost every incident of her life. In nothing was her memory more remarkable than in this wonderful power of being able to trace out its events literally almost day by day.

It almost seemed that approaching departure had added a keenness to her vision; as the mortal receded, the spiritual and the intellectual grew brighter, as though the loosening bands of earth made higher flight possible. All her soul, we have said, seemed in her eyes, all the intensity of her nature to concentrate itself in her expression. Every time one near and dear to her entered her study there went forth a yearning gaze which spoke silently of the agony of approaching separation, but nothing was said. Life is sad; we all travel on the same road, which has a parting and a solitary journey at the end; sooner or later the rending asunder must needs come.

The days of that darkened January went slowly on, bringing no relief or consolation. Her birthday was spent in the quietude of her study. Seventy-three times had the sun risen and set for her on that day, and it had set for the last time. But even yet this was not known. Whilst there was life, hope could never be given up. The days went on, and she kept up bravely, day by day suffering more and more from weakness and difficulty of breathing. She would not give in, though the illness was asserting itself more firmly and fatally. At length, on the 31st of January, she felt that she could battle no longer, and remarked to her doctor that she would return to bed for a few days. Though she did not say so, she must have felt that the end was approaching. A consultation was desired. It is useless, she replied, nothing can be done. But to please those about her she yielded. Then, for the first time, the mischief was explained. Her own doctor had known it but kept silence. The spine pressing upon the heart prevented its working, and there could be but one termination. This might yet be delayed, but the end must come.

And now every day there was a decided change for the worse. She still sat up part of the day, but it was pain and grief to her. The suffering from exhaustion was intense, though the breathlessness had been mercifully removed. These days were borne with the utmost fortitude and patience. She, who had ever thought for others, had now to be the constant care of others. Frequent were her expressions of gratitude, whilst the hearts of those about her ached because they could do so little; repeated her words of thankfulness for the mercies with which Heaven had surrounded her, and which were rendering less painful these last days of intense suffering.

Through all she never lost her youthful look, her beauty and radiant complexion. Never had she looked better or appeared mentally brighter. It seemed impossible that death could be so near; almost impossible that death could ever be near.

On the Saturday evening she received the last rites of the Church, and from that moment no doubt felt that she had done with earth. Her faith seemed to shine more and more brightly to the end. There was no wavering. Steadfast as she had lived, so she remained in the trying hours of the close. Her clergyman, who saw her only on the occasion of administering the sacrament, afterwards spoke from the pulpit of her wonderful calmness and serenity, the brave manner in which she awaited the awful moment. After that memorial sermon the Dead March in Saul was played, and the congregation remained standing to the end.

On the last Sunday night of all she again sat up, and never had looked more herself. She conversed in her quiet tones, and for the sake of those about her wondered if she might yet recover for a time. She spoke upon many topics: amongst others of a book which had lately appeared, and created some sensation, saying that had she been in her usual health, she should have wished to read it; asking for some of its points to be described to her.

Then presently she referred calmly to her approaching end, and with unwavering voice gave directions as to the plainness and simplicity of the last ceremony of all. The very tomb was discussed, and one asked her whether, if it were possible, the husband, who had died many years before, might be removed to another vault. I leave you to do exactly as you like in all ways, was her quiet reply. Her eyes never dimmed, her glance spoke of a peace not of this world. The heroism that had been with her through life remained with her in death.

On the Monday morning there appeared a great change for the worse. For a short time she thought the immediate end was at hand. Then came a slight rally, and she revived. But it was evident that the time could not be prolonged. Yet again that day she rose for a time with all her wonted bravery, and sat and talked in her easy-chair to those about her, but everything indicated that the end was approaching.

That last day was one of great suffering and exhaustion; but again she rose towards evening and sat up for an hour. On returning to bed, she felt the effort had been too great; and she said to one of her sons, when he entered the room: It is nearly over. Then added, after a pause: The end must come for us all.

A little later on, speaking of her past work and life, she remarked: I once thought of writing the experiences of a governess in the same manner that I have written Johnny Ludlow. I am quite sure they would have been very popular. But it is all over  all over.

Again, later, she said to one very near and dear to her, who was sitting beside her in the sorrow which makes no sign: It is nearly over.

Life is short, was the reply; we shall soon come to you.

Oh, yes, yes, she fervently answered. Only do your best  in all ways, she added, with intense earnestness. The last sentence she ever spoke to him was a prayer for Gods blessing. After that all seemed over in this world.

Always thoughtful for others, she insisted that no one should sit up with her that night, showing in this her wonderful courage and self-reliance, for it was equivalent to meeting death alone; she must have felt and known there would be no next morning for her.

But, unknown to her, her maid remained in an adjoining room, accompanied by a nurse who had that day been sent in by her doctor. If she needed anything in the night she had promised to ring, but when the end was at hand the power to ring had departed. In the night, her maid went in quietly, and saw that the great Change was approaching. She could no longer speak, but the beautiful eyes were still full of expression, full of thought, realising and saying as plainly as eyes could indicate that the supreme moment was at hand.

All were hastily summoned to the presence they would never have left but at her expressed wish and command. When one entered the room who had been so intimately associated with her in work and companionship throughout life, the eyes were closed, never again to open in this world. But life was still there, and consciousness as great as ever, and with her hand in his, the awful moments passed until the pure and beautiful spirit had winged its flight, and time was swallowed up in eternity.

At the very last instant she made a movement of the head, as full of intelligence and consciousness as at any time of her life; and though unable to make any sign, it was evident that she knew all that was taking place, and those who were present. On Wednesday morning, the 10th of February 1887, about half-past three, she passed away. And upon those who watched there fell a sorrow that would never cease. Well for all that 



Far out of sight, while sorrow still enfolds us, 

Lies the fair country where our hearts abide.
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CHAPTER XXVI

But in my spirit will I dwell, 

And dream my dream and hold it true; 

For though my lips may breathe adieu, 

I cannot think the thing farewell.
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To the world the death of Mrs. Henry Wood came as a surprise. Her illness had not been reported, and it was but little known that the pen had fallen for ever from the hand that had done so much good and earnest work.

Here, as in everything else in life, she was simple and unobtrusive. At all times she disliked any personal attention. To have appeared in public or faced a crowd, this would ever have been impossible. She would read with wonder of ladies who attended meetings and addressed multitudes from a platform. She loved a domestic life, to be surrounded by friends, to extend her hospitalities and shed happiness abroad. But from contact with the outer world she shrank with the sensitiveness of extreme refinement and physical helplessness. And so when she became ill, and hope gradually passed away, she would allow only her most intimate friends to be made aware of the truth. In like manner she expressed a wish that her funeral should be as simple and quiet as possible, so that the end of all should not be inconsistent with her life. Her wishes were regarded; but things cannot be kept secret, and both in the church of St. Stephens and at the cemetery a crowd had assembled to pay their last respects to one whom in life, whether they knew her personally or not, they had loved.

From public and private sources came innumerable notices and regrets, and amongst the former none gave greater pleasure than the following lines. We quote them because they were so true, so full of appreciation: the unknown writer earning the gratitude of hearts bowed down.

Novelists like Mrs. Henry Wood should never die. We miss them too much  miss them particularly at the present moment, when the art of fiction-writing is on the decline, when novelists appear to think that the breaking and patching up again of the Seventh Commandment is the be-all and end-all of domestic romance and story-telling. A quarter of a century has passed since the world, rushing to the libraries in search of East Lynne, declared to Mrs. Henry Wood that she had become famous. Nor has the verdict ever been reversed. The book is read as freely and as generally to-day as it was a decade ago. Its theme has been parodied a thousand times. Its plot has given good material for minor novelists to spoil. The story has been prepared for the stage by more dramatists than one; but with regard to this latter, the author has gained not one shilling. Of this wide and vexed question, however, it is not now our intention to speak. We do not wish to dilate upon a writer whose brains have been robbed so that other people might become rich. We have quite enough in hand when we are driven to contemplate the fact that one of the most prolific, and at the same time most delightful of novelists has been removed. For Mrs. Henry Wood was an active, a zealous, and an industrious worker in the field of literature. She was more than that  she was an ornament to it. The pure and wholesome tones and textures of her many books all proclaim that by her death literature has lost a counterfoil to that baser form of modern writing which seeks not the advancement of noble thought, but the mental gratification of aimless and senseless passions.

As to the work achieved by Mrs. Henry Wood, the record is a long but dignified one. If all her novels  and they number over thirty  were not of equal merit, she only proved that it is impossible for a writer to be always at his or her best. Her earlier work appeared in periodicals which she had outlived. Her connection with it made that popular magazine the Argosy. Her sketches by Johnny Ludlow will remain in popular favour, just as her novels will be inquired for when generations have passed away.

We do not propose now to analyse the methods which as a weaver of fiction Mrs. Henry Wood adopted. We are content to admit their great and lasting success. It is perhaps because, when what we know as sensation creeps into them, the sensation is always of a homely and domestic kind. There is much that is strongly dramatic in what Mrs. Henry Wood has written, but the dramatic incidents and effects, if they surprise and interest, never terrify. Readers do not rush for a volume by Mrs. Henry Wood if they wish to be terribly frightened. The skilful manipulation of plot may amaze, but it does not quicken morbid desires nor heighten unworthy passion. Novels that do this seldom live. They are written to meet the whims and caprices of a given age, in which, perhaps, a certain taint of indelicacy has got the upper hand in the minds of the more frivolous of men and women. The novels of Mrs. Henry Wood have been suited to the tastes of the past, and they will be found suitable to the cravings of the future. To the regular and inveterate novel-reader the death of Mrs. Henry Wood will raise many a sorrow and regret. We do not like to know that the pen which has instructed and amused us so often is to weave no more garlands of homely story for us. Such novels as we have been alluding to become our companions. The characters in them become living pictures in that gallery of life in which we walk and muse. These pictures may age and become immortal, but we would fain believe that their creator was immortal as well. But this cannot be, and the best tribute, therefore, we can pay the dead novelist is to remember and revere her in the graceful works she has bequeathed to us and to posterity.

It was a true and graceful recognition of a writer who had passed away, of work well done.

One of the principal daily papers, in a leading article, made the following remarks:

Mrs. Henry Wood, whose death is announced this morning, was one of the most voluminous and the most successful of modern novelists. She commenced her literary career under the care of the House of Bentley, and unlike the average successful novelist, from Dickens downwards, who beats about for fuller advantage with new publishers, the connection between author and publisher remained undisturbed to the last....

When East Lynne appeared, the new novelists reputation was at once established. An enormous number of the work has been sold. It has been translated into all Continental languages and some Oriental ones. But this is only one branch of the success the story has attained. It was at an early date adapted to the stage, where its success was almost equal to that attained in book form. At the present time there are three dramatic versions of East Lynne nightly presented to the English-speaking public in various parts of the world. Had the author been granted even a small percentage on the returns, she would have been a rich woman. We believe that as a matter of fact she never received during the past quarter of a century a single penny in acknowledgment of the profits made by others from the stage presentation of East Lynne.

The adapters of East Lynne grew rich, and Mrs. Henry Wood was kept out of their calculations.

Since the appearance of East Lynne, Mrs. Henry Wood has written some thirty novels, which have varied only in the measure of success. In Australia the sale of her works Ivies with that of Charles Dickenss books. [It has since exceeded them.] Hers was indeed a busy and a happy life. The pen fell from her hand only in the last days of failing strength. Up to the last her mental activity withstood the insidious approaches of growing physical weakness. Unlike Dickens and Thackeray, Mrs. Henry Wood leaves no unfinished work behind.... Like most authors whose names are prominently before the public, Mrs. Henry Wood had an enormous correspondence with literary aspirants. Young authors turned instinctively to her for advice and counsel, and seldom turned in vain.... Like her life, her end was placid and full of hope.

A week later the same newspaper had the following record of her funeral:

In the bright sunshine of yesterday forenoon, a procession which attracted general attention, and evoked much sympathy and manifestations of respect, passed by the northern boundary of Regents Park, up the main road to Highgate Cemetery. The procession consisted of sixteen carriages, and its character was proclaimed by that which came first. This was an open funeral car, drawn by four black horses; and the polished oak coffin, with its massive brass mountings, was heaped up with fragrant wreaths of choice hot-house flowers, mostly snow-white, and set about with delicate ferns. These memorial offerings of sorrowing friends not only covered the coffin, but were piled up on either side to the lid, and hung upon the pinnacles of the hearse roof. Bystanders uncovered as this procession passed along, and the response to the oft-repeated questions whispered from house to pavement was always the same It is Mrs. Henry Wood, the novelist. I never saw such a sight, said one working man to another, uncovering as the procession passed them.

The funeral was, of course, of a private character; but it attracted almost as much attention as if it had been a public ceremony with time and place of burial duly announced beforehand. The procession left the deceased ladys residence about a quarter past eleven, and halted at St. Stephens Church, Avenue Road, where a considerable congregation was already assembled.... From the church the procession proceeded direct to the Upper Highgate Cemetery, and to the grave-side... and the service was concluded in the presence of a large concourse of people who had awaited the arrival of the cortege.

The vaulted grave had been newly formed out of the turfed space edging the outer circle of catacombs at the very highest point of the cemetery grounds, and at the foot, therefore, of Highgate Church. Into the tomb, within a few hours, had been lowered the coffin, exhumed from its original grave and enclosed in a new coffin of polished oak, of Mr. Henry Wood, husband of the lady who was now to be laid by his side; and large floral wreaths had been placed upon this coffin before the arrival of its companion. A superb cross, composed entirely of Neapolitan violets and lilies of the valley, hid the plate upon Mrs. Henry Woods coffin, and smaller wreaths obscured the text upon the brass scroll: I am the Resurrection and the Life, saith the Lord! The inscription upon the breastplate was simply the name, date of birth, 17th January 1814, and of death, 10th February 1887. The scores of floral wreaths sent by literary and other friends were arranged and left upon the heavy stone slab, which, at the conclusion of the service, and in the presence of the principal mourners, was rolled to its place, covering the vault.

The day of the funeral seemed indeed to have been made purposely bright and beautiful; one of the fairest and warmest days that ever dawned in February. The previous days had been gloomy and cloudy, bitterly cold; the day after and many succeeding days were equally cold and gloomy. But the day itself was soft, sunny, and seemed a reflection of the bright spirit that had inhabited the lovely earthly tenement now for ever laid to rest.

The tomb eventually chosen was of red granite, from the quarries of Aberdeen, and was a copy of the tomb of Scipio Africanus in Rome. The lives of both had one thing in common: they were earnestly and unceasingly devoted to good purposes, and both had the welfare of mankind at heart. On the front of the tomb was engraven simply the name, Mrs. Henry Wood; beneath, the short text from Ecclesiasticus: THE LORD GIVETH WISDOM. Never was text more fittingly applied, for surely wisdom of every description she possessed. None were so certain of this as they who knew her most intimately, whose companion and counsellor she had been for many long years.

Innumerable were the expressions of sorrow and regret from private sources; from old and tried friends, and from unknown sympathisers. All who had known her bore witness to the influence of her singular charm and goodness. The following are a few extracts taken almost at random from a multitude of letters. Many are from friends whose names are household words in the land, and not a few from those who had never known her in life.
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The painful intelligence met me yesterday afternoon, and while I felt the consolation of knowing that suffering had ceased, and that her truly lovely and lovable spirit had entered into the joy of her Lord, I was deeply saddened by the somewhat selfish consciousness that I and mine and the world at large had lost a benefactor and a friend  of which class we have none of us too many.... The blessed memory of the just will be your stay and support through this bitter trial  the latter will lose much of its bitterness as time rolls  the former will be lasting as life itself.

I almost hesitate to break in upon your sorrow, yet feel it not possible to keep silence.... The separation must be bitter indeed.... That she has passed to an eternity of happiness I believe with all my heart, and though it is impossible to find even in this thought consolation for some time to come, yet hereafter this will soften this great grief.... The loss you have sustained is not to be supplied, and must leave a void, and remove from you, as you say, much of the sunshine of your lives.... Instinctively I felt it would be so, for she was no ordinary woman. She was so vividly alive, and so sympathetic, so large-hearted as well as large-minded, that her loss to her children must be felt as irreparable. To you, too, is added the literary companionship, which I know sweetened your work, and often alone made it bearable. I heartily sympathise with you, especially in this last phase. If at such a time I may speak of myself, I like to recall that in a quarter of a century, in which I have had relations with your dear mother, no incident has occurred, not the most trivial, to dim my happy recollections of her. She was always the same to me. Such friends are not replaced, and we go through the rest of life in somewhat of diminished pleasure....

Again, later on, the same writer: I have read with great interest your sketch of your mother; and can read between the lines how completely the face of things is altered to you now she is withdrawn. She was a very notable woman; one of those who help to keep England in her straight path of truth; and she was a very kind woman, with a large charity, without any of that weak indifference which sometimes passes for liberality of opinion. I was always much struck with a certain spirited decision upon any point on which she was questioned. She seemed able to bring her faculties together immediately, and focus them on the question before her, and to have a clear insight into the bearings of anything brought before her.... One thing astonished me  her age. Seventy-three! but that I know you know, I should be incredulous.

Will you allow me to add the expression  which, though tardily uttered, is none the less as entirely genuine as any of the numberless similar indications which you have, no doubt, ere this from every side received  the expression of my deep sympathy with you in the bereavement which not only you, but the world of letters generally has sustained, in the death of your illustrious mother. She was, in many senses of the word, one of our greatest English women.

I feel for you so much: the loss is dreadful! such a mother  such an interchange of thought and work: where shall we find a parallel?

We are deeply indebted to your kindness for affording us the opportunity of testifying our loving regard to one of our best, oldest, and most beloved friends  whom to know was to admire and esteem.... Alas! to-day we visit the tomb of our friends, and to-morrow others visit ours. The bereavement deprives me of a friend whom I can never replace  but to you, how vast the loss! Happily, our still living though unseen friend, when dwelling among us, added largely to the mental pleasures of mankind, and by a felicitous gift of more than earthly wisdom, uttered truths never to be forgotten. May this Christian lady now know in its grand and comprehensive sense what it is to be a member of the household of faith, and heir to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled, that passeth not away.-

Sent to the writer by a friend abroad on the day of Mrs. Henry Woods death, but without knowing even of her illness:

For the past fortnight your image has been floating before me, awake or asleep. I seemed to see a sad and marred face, and unable to wait any longer, I wrote to Miss Anne Beale for news. Only last night I was preaching of sorrow and sadness, our need of comfort, from the words:

The God of all consolation and suddenly you flashed into my mind, and I had to thrust you back to finish my sermon.

I have some hesitation in writing to you now when your heart and your head are alike so painfully occupied, but I cannot feel satisfied until I have thanked you for your most kind letter, which has touched me more than I can express. I need not say how grateful I am for the regard in which I was held by your good and admirable mother, nor how sincerely I reciprocated her affectionate friendship. Although we met seldom of late years, since the death of Mr. Wills, I think it was understood that there was no diminution of kindly feeling for, or of faith in, each other; and now I can only deplore the loss of a most dear and most sincere friend.... To you the loss is irreparable; your consolation must be in the influence for good your mother has left behind her, and in the pride you must feel in her name, which is loved and honoured throughout the world. That is something for children to cherish in a parent; and although now it may make your sorrow more acute, it will be an abiding solace to you in the future, which now looks sad and desolate.

We have heard, with great sorrow for you, of the irreparable loss you are now suffering. I do not know anything I can say that could comfort you; but I pray that the consolations of God may be great towards you. We, too, have been lately brought face to face with the great mystery, for three months ago my eldest sister died suddenly  never speaking after the first stroke fell. If we had not hope in Christ beyond this life, we should be indeed most sorrowful. But I believe that all is well for us and them.

May God give you strength to go through with your life. None can ever know your dear mother without having a very strong affection for her. She was so far above all other women.

You will hardly believe that until yesterday I never even heard of your great loss and grief. I have myself, for exactly one month, been through great desolation and trouble; for my dear old aunt, my companion and more than mother, died on the 17th of January after a few days illness. Since then I have lived in a sort of a maze, unable to fix my mind on any reading  even of the daily paper, which would have informed me of so great a public loss as your private grief entails. I am so very distressed and sorry for you.... My dear aunt, to the very end  as with my uncle and adopted father  did so delight in all and everything your mother wrote. Her name was a passport and a household word, and the magazine or book containing anything of hers must be had at any price  even if money was scarce. Of late she was growing deaf, and found it hard to gather all of a story read aloud; but it became almost a jest that no word of any story by Mrs. Henry Wood was ever lost. She listened with avidity to the first part of Lady Grace, and was sorry she should never read the second number. The Argosy must indeed droop her colours and take in ballast now.

... I cannot realise that in this world I shall never again see that kind, calm, beautiful face, with its marvellous bloom and serenity. Nor can I realise what her removal must be to your circle, in which she had such a special headship. But think of the happy life... a great blessing of work and success and love and honour and dutifulness. Of her we may truly quote the words of Thomas á Kempis: Blessed is she that hath lived well and ended happily! Yet I know well that none of you will feel the orphanhood the less, because it overtakes you in the heat of lifes mid-day; and you have to go on living without the love and wisdom that has never failed you before for all these years.... Only God remains. That is the sole Comfort, after all. And He who spared her to you for so long is still keeping her for you.

It is seldom a mother has to be mourned at once so good and so gifted. To you  having been so long and so closely associated with her in her work  the bereavement must be doubly great. But in the midst of grief there is the consolation of a beautiful memory, and while the one becomes softened by time, the other lasts, interweaving itself with the hope of reunion.

The loss of such a mother must indeed be a terrible grief to you, and your sorrow will be shared, not only by friends and acquaintances, but by the world-wide circle of readers to whom Mrs. Henry Woods delightful books have endeared her.... Many will feel as if they had lost a personal friend  particularly the readers of the Argosy, who had just welcomed a new work from her pen, showing all the old freshness of charm and style.... Even in the midst of your grief it must be a pride and satisfaction to you to know how universally she was admired and esteemed, not only for her great talents, but for the pure and elevated spirit which breathes in all her works, and gives them a lasting influence for good.

Most truly she deserved all praise, not only as a writer but as an exemplary good woman in every phase of her life. Although of late years we saw so little of each other, I truly loved her. Her large charitable heart was ever ready to relieve and sympathise with those in trouble. She will indeed be missed and lamented by many who, unknown to the world, have been succoured in their hour of need. Oh, in the depth of your great sorrow, you have the remembrance of her unfailing goodness to assure you that her pure spirit is now receiving its reward.

Perhaps no word of mine can possibly lighten the weight of your sorrow.... Your loss, however, is a public calamity as well as a private grief, and as one amongst the many thousands of admirers of East Lynne, I offer you my tribute of regret.

I have felt the deepest sympathy with you, and now can think of nothing but the great happiness I have often witnessed in your family.... I really loved her, and it has often afforded my wife and myself no little pleasure and pride in being numbered amongst her many friends.... We have frequently spoken of the close ties existing between your mother and yourself, and amongst the other members of the family circle, and expressed a hope that our children might grow up to regard us with the same affection, and that we might be equally deserving of it.

We see with a sentiment of deep sympathy that your dear mother has just now passed on to the higher life. A happiness for her, but yet a sorrow to all who loved and esteemed her, and they were numberless. The Divine Mercy still spares me on earth, but one by one my old friends and co-labourers in the fields of literature pass on to receive their reward  and in this case it will be great, for she had always a high and noble purpose in view. I have now been so many years absent from England, that my friends may have forgotten me, or might naturally suspect that Mary Howitt was one of the departed. But no one of my friends has been forgotten by me; and all who knew me, or have any knowledge of my former life, have known more or less of your excellent mother through my description of her wonderful powers of mind, industry, and success.... She was indeed a very remarkable woman from her unwearied and unwearying activity of mind and her boundless power of imagination. And no less remarkable, if not more so, was the fact of her retaining to the last that marvellous delicacy and refinement of feature and complexion which appears to have been the characteristic of her youth.

You have sustained a loss which nothing in this world can ever replace; that of a good mother; of whom, though your future memories may and will be more or less sad and painful, yet they will be rendered less bitter by the sentiments of love, esteem, and honour with which all thoughts of her whom you have lost must ever be connected. Compared with your loss mine is as nothing, yet to me it is very great and irreparable.... I have known you and yours now for nearly twenty years, and during the whole of that time, as you are well aware, have been invariably treated with nothing but kindness by your late mother; indeed kindness is a very weak word to express my sense of Mrs. Henry Woods treatment of myself. Her house I have ever regarded as a second home, where I always felt sure of a welcome and of real sympathy. The thought that one of such superior attainments and who held so prominent a place in the worlds regard, and of such sterling worth, should so regard me, has ever been to me very precious, though humbling, as knowing how far I fell short of deserving her kindly regard. She has now passed into the light, but though here I shall see her no more, I am sure that the remembrance of her will be an influence of guidance and comfort as long as I live.

It is not from carelessness for the loss you, and, in a different way, all England, have sustained, that I have refrained from writing my sincere condolences. I feared to intrude in the early days of so great and irreparable grief. We all felt on reading the sad announcement of your noble mothers death, that we top had lost a true friend, and that one more of the gifted ones of earth had gone to reap the reward of a life of patient, constant, self-denying work, and of unwavering goodness. I think that Mrs. Henry Woods life is a true and abiding lesson.

At the risk of intruding as a stranger on holy ground, I write to express my sympathy with you in a loss which I am sure you will feel acutely. The setting sun leaves always a darkness behind it, but when it sets in crimson glory the gloom is relieved by a sense of thankfulness which I am sure you will feel.

If it is any comfort that many mourn with you, you must surely have it, for it was impossible not to love her through what she wrote, and to many all over the world this sad news has brought, I know, a heartfelt sorrow and regret. Never can I forget the kindness she has shown me for over ten years, and there was something so lovable and natural in her letters, that, aided by my sisters description of her charm and beauty, I seemed to know her better than many met face to face. Seldom indeed are such talents combined with such sweet and feminine goodness, and we know what great comfort there must be for you in the thought. How strangely and beautifully applicable is now all she wrote of death, with such trust, serenity, and warmth of feeling, in the Argosy pages of this very month! We thought of it immediately, and how much more must you have done so.... The loss of one so gifted and so good must leave a blank not to be filled in this world, though submitted to in sure and certain hope of reunion in a better.

From the bottom of my heart I feel that I have lost a dear friend. All Mrs. Henry Woods works are equally well known to me, have been my companions. They have cheered and amused me in many a dark hour of sickness and of trouble as nothing else could  so it is small wonder that I love the books, and feel grateful to the dead hand. Forgive me  a stranger  for venturing to write to you at this sorrowful time.

Though a stranger to us all, none of us ever having even seen her, yet we all loved her, and feel as if we had lost a personal friend. Her books have been a constant source of interest, instruction, and delight to us. We have read and re-read them, each time seeing fresh beauties in them, for she had that wonderful power of making all her characters absolutely real and lifelike.... About two years ago I wrote to Mrs. Henry Wood telling her what a pleasure and comfort her books had been to me. In return she sent me a charming letter, which I keep amongst my greatest treasures.... Forgive the liberty a stranger has taken in writing to you.

I pray you to pardon the liberty I take in writing to you, but the deep love and admiration I have for Mrs. Henry Woods works is my excuse. I am only the wife of a working man, and therefore not able to express myself so well as my betters; but we many of us so long to know if there is any hope for Mrs. Henry Woods works being published at a price to place them within reach of the working classes  so many desire to have them.... And in these days, when there are so many atheists and socialists, there is a great need for good books. Perhaps you will allow me to say that only one other author claims my love and reverence as Mrs. Henry Wood does, and that is Dickens; but his works are well within our reach, whilst of Mrs. Henry Woods I have only been able to buy two. After the days work  often with trouble and care  nothing rests me so much as a little reading; and though I love Dickens very much, yet Mrs. Henry Wood is like an effervescing draught. Every sentence is delightful and refreshes one, whilst the characters are so real and lifelike that one sorrows and rejoices with them as with friends we have known. Please pardon my writing, and believe me that, though far apart in station, and total strangers, the death of Mrs. Henry Wood is sincerely mourned by thousands among the working classes, and by none of them more than your respectful servant, M. S.

May I, a stranger, be allowed to offer you my profound and sincere sympathy in a loss so great that only those who have experienced something of the same loss can understand it. When I read of Mrs. Henry Woods death, I felt as though I had parted with a friend. All her beautiful writings are familiar to me, some very, very much so. I shall never forget how East Lynne impressed me. For long after I used to dream of its author and feast my imagination upon her, wondering and speculating upon many things. Indeed, it was impossible for me to read any of her books without the wish ever coming over me that I might see her and speak with her. I am so sure she must have been all you have written about her, for it is impossible to read her books without feeling that they are written by a most loving and deeply religious woman. I could never go to Malvern or Worcester, but Mrs. Henry Wood came most vividly to my mind. Her presence seemed everywhere: in the Cathedral, in the cloisters, passing up the thoroughfares, by the banks of the Severn  everywhere. So, sir, if it be any comfort to you to know that the outside world has a deep feeling of sympathy with you and yours, then you have it; for though unknown, we are all brethren, and all members of one great household. I trust you may not think it intrusive in a stranger thus writing to you, and will allow the great respect and love for the dead to plead my excuse.

The following impressions are the slight record of a friend who knew Mrs. Henry Wood for many years; one who had laboured long in the ministry in a London parish, had come into contact with all sorts and conditions of men, and had seen human nature in all its phases. They are inserted because they form an impartial and separate testimony to much that has already been affirmed in these pages.

The task of giving some expression of my ideas and sentiments of the late Mrs. Henry Wood is not very easy, for the simple reason that though her character was as far removed from being commonplace as her writings were from ordinary productions, yet her nature was so retiring and her ways so devoid of self-assertion, that neither in what she said nor in what she did was there anything sufficiently prominent to challenge special attention.

In the times of early acquaintance the gifted authoress was lost sight of in the presence of the courteous lady and hostess, who with the tact that comes from good breeding and a kindly nature put you at your ease and showed you, though without ostentation, that her desire was to please you.

A closer intimacy revealed other characteristics. I had known Mrs. Henry Wood through her writings for many years  fifteen or sixteen  before I knew her personally. I was then struck with the identity between herself and her works; what the books were in their aims and principles, such was the writer. The devotion to duty, the high sense of responsibility, the rectitude of purpose, the benevolence and goodness which form true life, and the inseparableness of them all from sincere but unaffected religion, which have so conspicuous a place in all she ever wrote, equally appeared in herself. It was  such at least is my opinion  that because she was what she was in these respects, she produced works which, unless I am greatly mistaken, will live as long as fiction is read. Nor do I think that, great as was the gift of imagination which she possessed, she could ever, her moral qualities being such as I have described, have allowed it to stray beyond the limits which they imposed upon it. Further acquaintance with her only deepened this conviction.

Among the points of her character which always much impressed me, her high sense of duty stood out foremost, and stands so still in my remembrance. It imparted a substance and solidity to the writings which her talents made so powerful and attractive; but it also pervaded her whole character and life. Quiet and undemonstrative as she was, one soon perceived that she possessed a singularly clear and independent judgment on which she invariably acted without any reference to what others might say or think; for no one was less in bondage to outside opinion than she was. She formed her opinions, and acted on them, as I believe, from a deep sense of responsibility to God, and a certainty that such opinions came ultimately from Him. It may have been thought that these opinions were sometimes mere prejudices, and it is not for me to say that she was never mistaken in an estimate she had formed of a person or an action; but that estimate was never capricious, but deliberately arrived at from reasons which satisfied her own mind, and the conclusions thus established were never, so far as I recollect, altered in one single instance. She expressed what she thought, clearly and incisively, but seldom if ever argued.

Her kindness  the term is rather tame, but I can think of none more suitable  was a very conspicuous feature of her character. It was shown in many ways, great and small; in the steadfastness of her friendship, in her helpfulness where help was needed, in her charity to the needy in a lower station, the sick and suffering poor; and in those small but not less real proofs of it, the kindly welcome, sincere though never effusive, the generous hospitality, the consideration for your comfort, even in trifles, which made her house to me, at least, a home for twenty years.

Her kindness was equalled by her sympathy. I think, nay, I am sure, that I scarcely ever met with any one to whom I could confide my difficulties or communicate my successes, however small either may have been, with so great a certainty of true appreciation and hearty encouragement. In that respect she was one of the truest friends I ever had.

Had her kindness and sympathy been less than they were, I think it possible that her sense of duty, her innate truthfulness, and her habit of carefully weighing people and things, would have made her severe in her judgment and expressions; but in point of fact it was the reverse with her, and the impression she has left upon my mind is of one possessing great tolerance of others, and from whom I never heard a harsh or uncharitable opinion. Ill-nature was as foreign to her words as it was to her deeds. She possessed a great reverence, but only for what was worthy of it; emphatically giving every one his due. Honour to whom honour. Yet she would never, I might say could never, have condoned what she deemed wrong in any one, be his or her station what it might; nor did she seek a position in the world to which her talents and her own personal gifts would, had she chosen, have introduced her. Her tastes were simple, and lay in another direction  the retirement and happiness of domestic life.

Her natural reverence was associated with another very prominent characteristic  her love of order in the high sense given to it by the poet, that it is c Heavens first law. She could not tolerate disobedience or want of due respect in any one, and assumption or conceit were, I think, next to what was absolutely wrong, the things most distasteful to her. Some might have thought her sometimes to be over-strict in matters of small moment, and perhaps a little too exacting now and then; but in fact her nature was so thorough and so consistent, that I question if she regarded anything as trifling that had to do with duty, whether in a friend, a child, or a domestic. Where it was otherwise, she possessed in large measure that charity which covereth a multitude of sins in others. Her external life was marked by great simplicity, and by no means consisted in the abundance of the things which she possessed. It rested on what was real and not on what was artificial; her enjoyments were intellectual and social. She had no hobbies, as they are called, she neither bought pictures nor collected curios, nor affected sympathy with those who did. She loved music and flowers, but books and friends proved her chief pleasures, and the great sea of human life that ebbed and flowed around was in all its multitudinous aspects, its cares, its joys, and its occupations, a never-failing theme of interest.

Any description of Mrs. Henry Woods character would be materially incomplete that did not include some mention of her domestic and, above all, her religious life. Yet here, for obvious reasons, my words must be few. It was impossible not to perceive how very close to her mind was her childrens welfare, and how unceasing was her endeavour to promote it by every means in her power, her aim being not only, nor perhaps so much, their temporal good, as that they should in all respects grow up in accordance with her own high standard of right and duty. Her religious life was uniformly marked by the same reality, thoroughness, and yet simplicity which so strongly distinguished her in all other respects. In it there were both strength and depth, but no noise.

In all connected with that important subject she took a deep interest. Her own views, coming as they did from reflection and conviction, were not only practical but decided. Indeed, of all the persons I have known, she was, as it struck me, the least likely to be led away by the doctrines of men, however great or learned. Where she had confidence in a persons goodness and aptness to teach, she was a very willing and attentive listener. She took her views straight from the Bible, whose teachings in their fulness she humbly and reverently accepted as the guide for herself and others.

The following reminiscences from Dr. Alexander H. Japp may not unfittingly close this chapter:  

In the seventies my connection with Good Words and the Sunday Magazine brought me into relationship with Mrs. Henry Wood. I had occasionally seen Mrs. Wood before this through my friendship with her son, but then I saw her more frequently, alike on business and in social intercourse, being often invited to St. Johns Wood Park. The first and most lasting impression made on my mind was of a very still, sweet presence, in whose atmosphere no discord could dwell. She looked at once very firm and very amiable  a mixture which in her was tempered by the outflow of ready and unaffected sympathy. Quietude, with an air of great sincerity, and a repose which had in it nothing of self-satisfaction, or indifference to any feeling or emotion in others. She was thus essentially good-mannered  a lady in the truest sense of the word, who had the art  not always a part of so-called good manners  of setting you at once and completely at your ease. I remember, on the first occasion of my dining at her house, a certain tremor in the sense of being for the first time brought into close contact with the great novelist, which was perhaps natural and excusable in me; but it vanished the moment I had exchanged a few words with her, and had answered some unexpected kindly questions about my children, and their characters and ways; about their education, and so on; and, in fact, before I had been beside her half an hour, the great novelist was forgotten, and only the gracious and sympathetic woman was before me.

Another thing that much impressed me at an early stage of my acquaintance with her was a very uncommon mixture of tact  that seemed natural to her  and ready, quick interest. She was not only keen to hear all about what her sons were interested in and concerned with, but also about their friends and their concerns. In a gentle way she drew every one out, without obtruding herself at all. There was no fussiness, nothing of the busy-body, but a healthy, natural, graceful, easy expression of interest that was prevailing, though in no way boldly asserted. Her whole appearance and expression betokened gentleness, but gentleness with possibilities of great firmness of will behind it where it was needful to exercise it  like Wordsworths Margaret, a woman of a steady mind. She was slight of stature, but with a very graceful carriage of the head, and the kind of figure that looks taller than it really is from moving lightly, and with an airy ease: intellectual without affectation, and refined while still in the best sense domesticated and approachable.

She was not much inclined to discuss her own novels; but I remember well on one occasion when I was at her house, and Miss Hesba Stretton and Miss Anne Beale were there, her readiness to speak of the points in their works which had been interesting to her, and which she had derived pleasure from. She was, with regard to the works of others, at once keen and generous in judgment.

One of the things about which I had to talk with her was the touching story of Bessy Wells, a story of low life in London, which appeared in the pages of the Sunday Magazine. I had already seen a good bit in the way of visiting low quarters of London, alike in the purlieus of Drury Lane, Old Kent Road, Deptford, Ratcliffe Highway, and other parts, and her interest in the little details which I could communicate to her was very great indeed. It is astonishing how keen her curiosities were in these matters, and how absolutely, by force of imagination and sympathy, she had realised the whole condition and scope of that life; so that few suggestions needed to be given her in regard to Bessy Wells, compared with what it has been my lot to have to tender to writers of fiction alike as regards the circumstances of the poor, prisons, reformatories, etc. Her realising power is scarcely anywhere more marked than in this little story, which in this respect has a value of its own, though it does not of course aim at the kind of interest which obtains in her novels proper. But it shows her especially as the interested inquirer into social conditions, and into the means by which the sufferings of the poor and fallen might be lessened or removed.

Though with none of the affectations of the Society woman, she was a very racy talker, and apt at finding the available meeting-point in another, due in degree to her quick sympathy, in degree to her insight and natural tact. And it may be added that, although she was averse to discussing her own books, she would very readily discuss the knotty points in a plot, or listen to a difficulty that had arisen in a complicated law-case, or the solution that had been brought to some exciting mystery in real life. Her quiet and unobtrusive largeness of interest was one of the most noticeable things about her. It was seen in her ways with her children; in her happy art in finding unmistakably the interests of others and in answering to them; and to this perhaps was due in great degree her splendid memory, from which anything that had touched or deeply impressed her was really never effaced. The secret too, perhaps, of her success in pictures of boy-character.

Whatever subject came on the tapis, she was apt to throw new light upon it. How gently came her suggestive words, how sufficing the reasons with which on occasion she could back up the position she took! And she had a great art in stating a case. Even if this was no more than the impression that certain words or acts must have on the mind of another person, she had the gift of making it clear, and by this gift was able to serve others very materially.

I can clearly see her once more as I write, her fine, expressive countenance lit up as she bends forward a little in her chair, gently to suggest some new view or point that had been left out of count, as with her right hand she throws back her cap-string, and then quietly extends her hand towards you; and the smile that accompanies the action is the finest commentary on the words and on her kindly intents. I could add more were I near papers and letters which are unfortunately at a distance; but these few paragraphs will perhaps suffice to attest the abiding impression made on me of gentleness, resolution, grace, elevation of character, large sympathy and disinterestedness which I carried away with me from those visits I paid to Mrs. Wood at St. Johns Wood Park, the recollection of which I cherish.
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CHAPTER XXVII

That God, which ever lives and loves, 

One God, one law, one element, 

And one far-off divine event, 

To which the whole creation moves.
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THESE letters and records out of an immense number received, all strike the same keynote, showing that Mrs. Henry Woods influence extended almost as a mesmeric atmosphere to friends and strangers alike, all instinctively recognising the beauty and charm of her nature.

Her life was lived in the calmest and most gentle manner. It has been said that religion was seldom mentioned by her, as too sacred to be made the topic of conversation. On rare occasions, when it became her duty to speak, her words were few, but impressive with the rare power of conviction. In the earlier years of training, she never wearied even her children with lengthened sittings and difficult tasks, but she never omitted to have them with her for a few minutes morning after morning, year after year; and if the earnest tones failed in their mission, no earthly power could avail.

It is right to insist upon this, the highest and best of her many gifts; especially in these days when thoughts and opinions are changing; and because it has too often been the case that the higher spiritual graces have not accompanied great powers of the imagination.

It was also the unobtrusiveness of that spiritual life which gave it such prevailing influence, conquering by the force of example alone. She was followed, but she never commanded or dictated. Yet we possess letters from great men declaring that her influence upon them will be undying; and this is no mere form of words.

An intimate friend and learned divine was wont to say: Whatever of greatness, or beauty, or charm there is in Mrs. Henry Woods heroines, she herself infinitely surpasses them all. And again he would add: She had persuaded him into the belief that, as there had been religious inspiration in the past, so there was secular inspiration in the present. This was the opinion of one who had seen more of the world and human nature than most of his kind.

In the sense of a void neither time nor change can ever fill again, all praise falls cold, lifeless and unworthy. It may seem to some that her charms and virtues have been exaggerated. It is indeed difficult, even after many years of silence and separation, to write calmly and dispassionately, but this only proves how great was her power, how abiding her influence. There still exists a cloud of witnesses who would testify to this truth.

She had once delighted in Martins Plains of Heaven, it was so like the realms that had ever haunted her dreams; and to those Plains where flows the pure River of the Water of Life, her spirit must have taken its flight, in Ways of Pleasantness and in Paths of Peace. And there she must be sought by those to whom in this life she-was beyond price, and for whom her true and loyal heart beat with the pulses of the most fervent though silent thought, affection, and devotion.

It is singular that the title of the very last Johnny Ludlow story was Silent for Ever; and this thought concluded the paper. As she did so, she looked up to one who happened to be in the room, and said with a wistful expression never to be forgotten: My work is almost done. It is certain that I shall never write much more. Again the words were sadly prophetic, for though her last illness had not then commenced, she had for ever laid down her pen.

Silent for ever in this world it may be, but throughout eternity rejoicing evermore. She had once remarked that if we were permitted to continue our occupations in the next world, nothing would give her greater pleasure than to go on writing books for ever. How that may be cannot be told, since we have no revelation; and so best, without doubt. Sufficient the promise that in that Fair Land where our hearts abide failures and unfulfilled desires will be lost in the realisation of all true hopes and aspirations.

Such, then, was Mrs. Henry Wood, so great the loss to those she left behind. The last chapter of Proverbs is true to her in all points: Her price is far above rubies.... The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her.... She girdeth her loins with strength, and strengtheneth her arms.... Strength and honour are her clothing, and she shall rejoice in time to come.... She openeth her mouth with wisdom, and in her tongue is the law of kindness.... Give her of the fruit of her hands, and let her own works praise her in the gates....



Her children arise up, and call her blessed.
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Henry Fielding
J. M. Barrie
James Fenimore Cooper
John Buchan
John Galsworthy
Jonathan Swift
Kate Chopin
Katherine Mansfield
L. M. Montgomery
Laurence Sterne
Mary Shelley
Sheridan Le Fanu
Washington Irving
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Series Four

Arnold Bennett
Arthur Machen
Beatrix Potter
Bret Harte
Captain Frederick Marryat
Charles Kingsley
Charles Reade
G. A. Henty
Edgar Rice Burroughs
Edgar Wallace
E. M. Forster
E. Nesbit
George Meredith
Harriet Beecher Stowe
Jerome K. Jerome
John Ruskin
Maria Edgeworth
M. E. Braddon
Miguel de Cervantes
M. R. James
R. M. Ballantyne
Robert E. Howard
Samuel Johnson
Stendhal
Stephen Crane
Zane Grey
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Series Five

Algernon Blackwood
Anatole France
Beaumont and Fletcher
Charles Darwin
Edward Bulwer-Lytton
Edward Gibbon
E. F. Benson
Frances Hodgson Burnett
Friedrich Nietzsche
George Bernard Shaw
George MacDonald
Hilaire Belloc
John Bunyan
John Webster
Margaret Oliphant
Maxim Gorky
Oliver Goldsmith
Radclyffe Hall
Robert W. Chambers
Samuel Butler
Samuel Richardson
Sir Thomas Malory
Thomas Carlyle
William Harrison Ainsworth
William Dean Howells
William Morris
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Series Six

(Forthcoming: 2015-2016)

Anthony Hope
Aphra Behn
Arthur Morrison
Baroness Emma Orczy
Captain Mayne Reid
Charlotte M. Yonge
Charlotte Perkins Gilman
E. W. Hornung
Ellen Wood
Frances Burney
Frank Norris
Frank R. Stockton
Hall Caine
Horace Walpole
One Thousand and One Nights
R. Austin Freeman
Rafael Sabatini
Saki
Samuel Pepys
Sir Issac Newton
Stanley J. Weyman 
Thomas De Quincey
Thomas Middleton
Voltaire
William Hazlitt
William Hope Hodgson
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Ancient Classics

Aeschylus
Apuleius
Apollonius of Rhodes
Aristophanes
Aristotle
Arrian
Bede
Cassius Dio
Catullus
Cicero
Demosthenes
Diodorus Siculus
Diogenes Laërtius
Euripides
Frontius
Herodotus
Hesiod
Hippocrates
Homer
Horace
Josephus
Julius Caesar
Juvenal
Livy
Longus
Lucan
Lucretius
Marcus Aurelius
Martial
Nonnus
Ovid
Pausanias
Petronius
Pindar
Plato
Pliny the Elder
Pliny the Younger
Plotinus
Plutarch
Polybius
Propertius
Quintus Smyrnaeus
Sallust
Sappho
Seneca the Younger
Sophocles
Statius
Suetonius
Tacitus
Terence
Theocritus
Thucydides
Tibullus
Virgil
Xenophon
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Delphi Poets Series

A. E. Housman
Alexander Pope
Alfred, Lord Tennyson
Algernon Charles Swinburne
Andrew Marvell
Beowulf
Charlotte Smith
Christina Rossetti
D. H Lawrence (poetry)
Dante Alighieri (English)
Dante Gabriel Rossetti
Delphi Poetry Anthology
Edgar Allan Poe (poetry)
Edmund Spenser
Edward Lear
Edward Thomas
Edwin Arlington Robinson
Elizabeth Barrett Browning
Emily Dickinson
Ezra Pound
Friedrich Schiller (English)
George Herbert
Gerard Manley Hopkins
Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
Isaac Rosenberg
Johan Ludvig Runeberg
John Clare
John Donne
John Dryden
John Keats
John Milton
John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester
Lord Byron
Ludovico Ariosto
Luís de Camões
Matthew Arnold
Michael Drayton
Percy Bysshe Shelley
Ralph Waldo Emerson
Robert Browning
Robert Burns
Robert Frost
Robert Southey
Rumi
Rupert Brooke
Samuel Taylor Coleridge
Sir Philip Sidney
Sir Thomas Wyatt
Sir Walter Raleigh
Thomas Chatterton
Thomas Gray
Thomas Hardy (poetry)
Thomas Hood
T. S. Eliot
W. B. Yeats
Walt Whitman
Wilfred Owen
William Blake
William Cowper
William Wordsworth
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Masters of Art

Caravaggio
Claude Monet
Dante Gabriel Rossetti
Diego Velázquez
Gustav Klimt
J. M. W. Turner
Johannes Vermeer
John Constable
Leonardo da Vinci
Michelangelo
Paul Cézanne
Paul Klee
Peter Paul Rubens
Pierre-Auguste Renoir
Sandro Botticelli
Raphael
Rembrandt van Rijn
Titian
Vincent van Gogh
Wassily Kandinsky

www.delphiclassics.com

Is there an author or artist you would like to see in a series? Contact us at sales@delphiclassics.com (or via the social network links below) and let us know!

Be the first to learn of new releases and special offers:

Like us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/delphiebooks

Follow our Tweets: https://twitter.com/delphiclassics

Explore our exciting boards at Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/delphiclassics/
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Highgate Cemetery  Woods final resting place
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Woods grave



OEBPS/Images/image07670.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07680.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07678.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07679.gif
DANESBURY HOUSE.

MR8, HENRY W0OD.

NEW YORK:
OARPEL & BEOTHERS PUBLISHERS,
rraxryn sasane
1860.





OEBPS/Images/image07676.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07677.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07674.jpeg
@

Parts Edition





OEBPS/Images/image07675.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07672.jpeg
DELPHI ﬁCLASS[CS

Explore our many series of ¢Books.
P Y Main Series 1 to 6

Delphi Poet

s

Masters of Art Series

/

Sargent

www.delphiclassics.com
Free downloads, Parts Editions and Super Sets at special discounted pri






OEBPS/Images/image07673.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07671.jpeg
ZJ}/CM 114’ /\/.AJ(; .





OEBPS/Images/image07689.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07690.gif





OEBPS/Images/image07687.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07688.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07685.jpeg
EAST LYNNE.

MRS. HENRY WOOD,

Secnd €niior,

IN TIRER YOLUMES.
VoL 1.

LONDON:
RICHARD BENTLEY, NEW BURLINGTON STREET,
ek Ot B T
2502,






OEBPS/Images/image07686.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07683.jpeg
Cm)

Loty it s ey f o b,
R R
Sl i e i ey s Tt iy






OEBPS/Images/image07684.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07681.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07682.jpeg
NEW MONTHLY
MAGAZINE.

WILLIAM BARRISON AINSWORTH,

VoL 118,

Lowpox.
CHAPMAN AND HALL 1, PIOOADILLY.
10

[ T —





OEBPS/Images/image07700.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07698.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07699.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07696.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07697.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07694.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07695.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07692.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07693.jpeg
* e

SHADOW OF ASHLYDYAT.

BY MRS HENRY W0OD,

IN THREE VOLUMES.
VoL 1.

LONDON
. HURLINGTON STREET,
‘Bubisher in Orvinary 10 e Waest.
1568,
(L F—






OEBPS/Images/image07691.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07709.gif





OEBPS/Images/image07710.jpeg
THE NEWS 15 ABROAD





OEBPS/Images/image07707.jpeg
OSWALD CRAY

MRS. HENRY WOOD,

IN THREE VOLUMES. é

VoL 1L

EDINBURGH
ADAM AND CHARLES BLACK
1864





OEBPS/Images/image07708.jpeg
% GOOD WORDS

FOR 1866






OEBPS/Images/image07705.gif





OEBPS/Images/image07706.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07703.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07704.jpeg
LORD OAKBURN'S DAUGHTERS.

MES. HENRY WOOD,

IN THREE VOLUNES.

voL 1

LoD0Y:
BRADBURY & EVANS, 11, BOUVERIE STREET.
180

[T ——





OEBPS/Images/image07701.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07702.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07818.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07816.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07817.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07814.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07815.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07812.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07813.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07811.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07770.jpeg
APPROACHING THE GRANDE CHARTREUSE.





OEBPS/Images/image07768.jpeg
‘GATEWAY, ANNECY.





OEBPS/Images/image07769.jpeg
ANNECY.





OEBPS/Images/image07766.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07767.jpeg
ALPINE VILLAGE, SAVOIE.






OEBPS/Images/image07764.jpeg
ALPINE VILLAGE, DAUPHINE.





OEBPS/Images/image07765.jpeg
In Savoie.





OEBPS/Images/image07762.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07763.jpeg
ABBEVILLE.





OEBPS/Images/image07761.jpeg
THE BANKS OF THE ISERF, DAUHINE.





OEBPS/Images/image07779.jpeg
Lac pu BouRGET.





OEBPS/Images/image07780.jpeg
NEAR ABBEVILLE.





OEBPS/Images/image07777.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07778.jpeg
House or Francis I.





OEBPS/Images/image07775.jpeg
ABBEVILLE.





OEBPS/Images/image07776.jpeg
or Francis I.





OEBPS/Images/image07773.jpeg
APPROACHING THE GRANDE CHARTREUSE.






OEBPS/Images/image07774.jpeg
ST. WOLFRAM'S.





OEBPS/Images/image07771.jpeg
TuE GRANDE CHARTREUSE.





OEBPS/Images/image07772.jpeg
CLOISTERS, GRANDE CHARTREUSE.





OEBPS/Images/image07790.jpeg
QueeN EvizaseT's House, WORCESTER.





OEBPS/Images/image07788.jpeg
RGER DRAWINGROON, ST. JOUN'S WOOD FARK.





OEBPS/Images/image07789.jpeg
MALVERN ABREY.





OEBPS/Images/image07786.jpeg
Lac D'ANNECY.





OEBPS/Images/image07787.jpeg
OLp Houses, WORCESTER.





OEBPS/Images/image07784.jpeg
EpGar TowEr, WORCESTER.





OEBPS/Images/image07785.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07782.jpeg
LancasTER TERRACE.





OEBPS/Images/image07783.jpeg
Iy PicarDy.





OEBPS/Images/image07781.jpeg
ABBEVILLE.





OEBPS/Images/image07799.jpeg
OLp WorcesTersHiRe Houses.





OEBPS/Images/image07800.jpeg
CHAPTER-HOUSE, WORCESTER CATHEDRAL.





OEBPS/Images/image07797.jpeg
OwmBERSLEY.





OEBPS/Images/image07798.jpeg
CLOISTERS, WORCESTER CATHEDRAL.





OEBPS/Images/image07795.jpeg
worcesTER.





OEBPS/Images/image07796.jpeg
‘Woov.

Last Wokos WAITTen »v Mas. Hewy





OEBPS/Images/image07793.jpeg
LiTTLE MALVERN.





OEBPS/Images/image07794.jpeg
PRINCE ARTHUR'S CHANTRY, WORCESTER CATHEDRAL.





OEBPS/Images/image07791.jpeg
KixG CHARLES'S House, WORCESTER.





OEBPS/Images/image07792.jpeg
Orp Houses, WORCESTER.





OEBPS/Images/image07810.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07808.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07809.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07806.jpeg
‘WORCESTER AT EVENTIME.





OEBPS/Images/image07807.gif





OEBPS/Images/image07804.jpeg
HIGHGATE.





OEBPS/Images/image07805.jpeg
o
8
g
#
3
g
5
Ed
g
<
2
z
£
g
H






OEBPS/Images/image07802.jpeg
CRYPT, WORCESTER CATHEDRAL.





OEBPS/Images/image07803.jpeg
MRS, HENRY WOOD'S TOME.





OEBPS/Images/image07801.jpeg
THE VACANT CHAIK.





OEBPS/Images/cover07819.jpeg
Collected Works of
Ellen Wood

DELPHI CLASSICS

Series Six





OEBPS/Images/image07719.jpeg
“WITH DROOPING XYRLIDS, HER FACE CHANGED TO PAIN=





OEBPS/Images/image07720.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07717.jpeg
““WHICH WILL YOU CHOOSE, DICK? YOU ARE THE ELDEST*





OEBPS/Images/image07718.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07715.jpeg
g
H
£
H
£
z






OEBPS/Images/image07716.jpeg
“AH" SATD THE DOCTOR, * IT'S ABOUT THAT MONEY." »





OEBPS/Images/image07713.jpeg
“SOMETHING FALLING TO THE GROUND BRUSHED AGAINST HIM.*





OEBPS/Images/image07714.jpeg
“HIS EVE CAUGHT THE WORD OSWALD, AND NOTHING COULD

EXCEED HIS SURPRISE" ©





OEBPS/Images/image07711.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07712.jpeg
“YOU ROGUES, WHAT BRINGS YOU HERE TODAY!





OEBPS/Images/image07730.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07728.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07729.jpeg
THE

STORY OF CHARLES STRANGE

R Tovel

MRS. HENRY WOOD

IN THREE VOLUMES
VoL 1.

LONDON
RICHARD BENTLEY AND SON

Dablshers fn Ocbiaare o See Majesy the Queen
1588
(A Bkts Bewrl]






OEBPS/Images/image07726.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07727.jpeg
WITHIN THE MAZE.
© A fod

MRS. HENRY WOOD,
AUTHOR OF “EAST LYNNE®

IN THREE VOLUMES.

voL .

LONDON:
RICHARD BENTLEY AND SON,
NEW BURLINGTON STREET.
1572,

e





OEBPS/Images/image07724.jpeg
ROLAND YORKE.
A flovel,

BY MRS H

NRY WOOD,
i e pc.

IN THREE VOLUMES.
VoL 1

LONDON:
RICHARD BENTLEY, NEW BURLINGTON STREET.
16,

Ot gt et





OEBPS/Images/image07725.jpeg
“Laden with Golden Grain”

ERGOSY.

_ MRS. HENRY WOOD.

VOLUME XVIIr |

iy to Daesber, 154 |

RICHARD BENTLEY & SON,

& NEW BURLINGTON STREET, LONDOY, .
Dustahes o teny 1o e ey
P






OEBPS/Images/image07722.jpeg
TREVLYN HOLD;

SQUIRE TREVLYNS HEIR

AUTHOR OF “BAST LYNNE" “DANESBURY HOUSE" .

IN THEEE VOLUMSS,

VOL 1

LONDOY:
TINSUEY BROTHERS, 15, CATIERINE ST., STRAND.
1o

[Therigh f Truslation s rer.]





OEBPS/Images/image07723.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07721.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07739.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07740.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07737.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07738.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07735.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07736.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07733.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07734.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07731.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07732.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07750.jpeg
Powvke BRIDGE, WORCESTER.





OEBPS/Images/image07748.jpeg
“ MisErRIMUS."





OEBPS/Images/image07749.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07746.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image07747.jpeg
THE FRATERY, WORCESTER CATHEDRAL.





OEBPS/Images/image07744.jpeg
THE SEVERN FRoM HoLT FLEET.





OEBPS/Images/image07745.jpeg
‘WORCESTER CATHEDRAL AND CLOISTERS.





OEBPS/Images/image07742.gif
DEDICATION

More than twenty years ago we published, anonymously, a

work with the following Dedication :
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To Her Memory.
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